UNIVERSAL
LIBRARY

OU 214120

Advddll
1VSHdAINN



TEXT FLY WITHIN
THE BOOK ONLY






OSMANIA UNIVERSITY LIBRARY
&q’ u‘{j Acccss:on Noé/ 7'4 3

Calt No.

Author _/%hfé

Title - 1eh g MD-J'“/&”‘?
This onk should be returned'on or before the date

last marked below.






BEST STORIES

OF

MODERN BENGAL

(16

YOLUME ONE
Edited by Dilip K. Gupta

Translated by Nilima Devi

THE Sgnel PRESS

CALCUTTA



FIRST PUBLISHED IN FEBRUARY MCXLIv
BY THE SIGNET PRESS
102 ELGIN ROAD CALCUTTA
DRAWINGS BY SURYA ROY
JACKET DESIGNED BY ANNADA MUNSHI
LETTERING BY | B DASGUPTA *
PRINTED BY L C ROY OF
GOSSAIN AND CO CALCUTTA
BINDING BY BENGAL BOOK BINDING CO
ALL RIGHTS RESERVED
PRICE RUPEES SIX ANNAS TWELVE



PUBLISHERS! NOTE

BENGALI LITERATURE IS PERHAPS THE MOST MATURE AND
vitd of dl the contemporary literatures of India. It has
been fet for a long time that the literature of Bengd
should be presented before a much wider public than
that of Bengd done. Of course, a portion of the works
of Rabindranath Tagore has been trandated not only into
the different languages of India, but dso of the world.
To a cetan extent, the works of Bankim Chandra
Chatterji and Sarat Chandra Chatterji have aso been
trandated into some of the Indian languages, as well as
English. But those who are not familiar with the Bengdi
language are practicdly ignorant of the modern trends
in its literature, and the names of most of the modern
Bengdi writers convey little or nothing to them.

In publishing this collection of short stories in English,
it has been the am of THE SGNET PRESS to bridge this
gap and give the non-Bengdi public some idea of
the developments in modern Bengdi literature. With
the same object in view a Hindi trandation of this an-
thology is in preparation; and trandation into other
languages is under contemplation.

The materia we gathered in attempting to collect one
gory each by dl those writers, who in our opinion, can
be condgdered truly modern, was fouiid to be too un~



wicldy for publication in one volume. We therefore de-
cided to publish this collection in two parts of which
this is the first volume containing twelve stories. In pre-
paring these two volumes we have not followed the
usual chronological order, NOR have we placed the
authors by order of merit. Stories by some of the mature
and wedl-established writers have been included in the
second volume with the stories by the most promising
writers of the younger generation, in order to make it
as well balanced and varied as possble. The second
volume is now in the press and will be released shortly.

It is natural that personal preferences should have
played some part in our selection, but advice was also
sought from a wide circle of critics as well as the authors
themsalves who, in the majority of cases, agreed with us.
We are grateful to all of them for giving us the benefit
of their valuable opinion.

We have, however, tried to keep two main points in
view. The firg: that the gory should be the most suit-
able for trandation, both from the writer and the trans
lator's point of view, i.e. it should, when trandated,
be able to convey the writer's style in the most repre
sentative manner, and at the same time be equally read-
ablein trandation asin the original. The second: that the
stories should coyer as many aspects of the life of Bengal
as it was lived yesterday, is being lived today, and will
perhaps be lived tomorrow. That the themes should pro-
vide the greatest variety and feature every class and drata



of Bengdi society; the town dweller and the villager;
the petty clerk and the old zamindar; the peasant and the
politician; the indugtridlist as well as the poor labourer.

We acknowledge our debt of gratitude to a number
of people for their help, advice and co-operation. Firgt,
to the authors and publishers for granting us permission
to include their gories in our anthology; to Dr. Amiya
Chakravarty and Mr. Debiprosad Chatterjee for writing
the notes on the authors; and to Mr. N. K. Gossan and
Mr. L. C. Roy for their keen interest in the printing of
this book. We have ds0 to thank Miss Emily Durham
for undertaking the arduous secretariad work.






ACHINTYA KUMAR SENGUPTA :
* Harendra

ANNADA SANKAR RAY :
Upajachika or The Importunate Lady.

' BONOFUL ':
Paribartan or The Change

BIBHUTI BHUSAN BANERJEE :
“ Megha-Mallar or The Monsoon Melody.

JYOTIRMOYEE DEVI :
Ra-Jatak or The Perfect Match.

MANIK BANERJEE :
Sree or The Sair.

MANINDRALAL BOSE :
Veronal.

MANOJE BASU :
Banamarmar or Forest-Murmurs

PREMENDRA MITRA :
Punnam or The Son—The Future

SAILAJANANDA MUKHERJEE :

CONTENTS

PAGE

15

39

63

73

105

129
M7

167

195

Ati Gharanti Na Pai Ghar or The HomeBird Never

Finds a Home

SUBODH GHOSE :
Gotrantar or He Changed His Cade

TARASHANKAR BANERJEE:
Jalsaghar or The Hall of Entertainment.

About Authors

215

261

285
319






ACKNOWLEDGMENTS

The publishers wish to express their thanks for per-
mission to include in this volume sories by the follow-
ing authors :

Achintya Kumar Sengupta, HARENDRA : to the author.

Annada Sankar Ray, UPAJACHIKA : to Messs. D. M.
Library.

' Bonoful/ PARIBARTAN : to Messs Gurudas Chatterjee
& Sons.

Bibhuti Bhusan Banerjee, MEGHA-MALLAR : to the
author.

Jyotirmoyee Devi, RAJJOTAK : to Messys. Ranjan Pub-
lishing House.

Manik Banerjee, SREE : to Messys Gurudas Chatterjee
& Sons.

Manindralal Bose, VERONAL : to the author.

Manoje Basu, BANAMARMAR : to the Publishers of Prabas.

Premendra Mitra, PUNNAM : to the author.

Sailajananda Mukherjee, An GHARANTI NA PAI GHAR :
to Messrs. Gurudas Chatterjee & Sons.

Subodh Ghose, GOTRANTAR: to Messs. Navasahitya
Niketan.

Tarashankar Banerjee, JALSAGHAR : to Messs. Ranjan
Publishing House.






ACFIINTYA KUMAR SENGUPTA

HARENDRA



HEARING THAT I,HAD A COLD, MISS SRKAR HAD QOME TO
e me. We were getting dong fine. In our discusson
of remedies for a cold we had progressed from aconite
to raw brandy. Suddenly | saw two huge ferocious eyes
on the other dde of the window opposte us. | asked,
"'Who is that?"

| received no reply. Immediately the two eyes closed,
but | fdt the burning blast of a Sgh. The man was mov-
ing avay carefully, | got up suddenly, came and stood
outsde, then mustering up al the heaviness in my cold-
ridden voice | roared out, " Who's that?"

"Who's this 1?"

" | am Harendra."

None of you know Harendra, but he is the punkah-
puller in my office

| have often wondered why this happens? At the very
moment when a propitious breeze touches its sail, why
does a geamer crash into a boat and make it capsize?
But it does happen, will happen, and has happened
before many times. Just because Mr. Sirkar cannot cor-
descend to vist his inferior officars for fear of losing
prestige—God has sent Harendra.

| could have dismissed him immediately without
giving a sngle word of explanation, because this was the
only person whom | could appoint or sack from his job.
But if | digmissed him now my household would be
finished for today as wel as tomorrow.

16



By household 1 mean the lighting of the kitchen fire,
marketing, washing-up, sweeping of rooms—ask your
wife and you will know.

For me Harendra was one-half a fan and the other
half a wheel.

Miss Srkar had gone long ago, it was ten o'clock at
night and | was drinking my twenty-first cup of tea,
when | sent for Harendra. | should at least have scolded
him harshly, why did he come and not only peep at
my window, but gared unwinkingly with a burning look
of expectation. But | thought, he came only seven days
ago, before | scolded him | ought to get to know him. |
no longer had the habit of passing judgment before
having gone through the evidence for and against some-
one. So | called Harendra.

He was over six feet tall, but his body was twisted
up like a rope. His two cheeks were sunken; his two
eyes bulged out of two deep hollows; his jaw-bones
pushed forward in an aggressive distortion! His loose and
waobbly neck made one fed a sort of pity mixed with
compassion for him. Every one of his ribs showed on his
chest, seeing which | could not speak harshly to him.
One could fit every feature of his face and his looks with
his poverty and sorrow, excepting his two eyes. In them
there was neither any humility nor timidity. Those eyes
were as fierce as they were bewildered. Just because |
was a man, | did not fed frightened, | asked, "Have
you any illness?"
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In a sad voice Harendra replied, " Yes, huzur.”

"What?"

" | have a congtant headache for the last eleven years.
It increases when night falls and | can't deep through
the whole night. For eleven years now!"

" How old are you?"

" Thirty-eight"

" You've been suffering for so long. Why can't you
take some medicine?"

"Medicine? Where will | get medicine?" Showing
his dirty, wide-apart teeth Harendra laughed.

| said, " How do you work with this headache?"

" Otherwise how will | fill my stomach huzur? Firgt,
I must have a spine before | can stand up on my feet."

" How much do you get for pulling the punkah?"

" Sx rupees, and two from you. | can manage on
that."

" You can? Haven't you any children at home?"

Harendra laughed again, as briefly as before and said,
" They say, when there is no blossom how can there be
any fruit?"

" Why, is your wife dead?"

" | didn't have a wife, huzur."

| dared at Harendra's face for some time. " What's
the reason for this inhuman indifference or digase
for women?" Harendra could not undersand me. So
| asked him straight, " Why haven't you married?"

"Where will | get one?" Harendra's deep sigh
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reached my ears after he had finished speaking.

" What do you mean by where will you get one?
Why, aren't there any girls of your caste in your village?"

Harendra laughed, it was a laugh which was akin to
despair. He said, " Because I'm getting old."

" Does a bachelor ever get old? Why, aren't there
any grown-up girls in your village?'Or were they all
married off before the Sarda Act was passed?"

" Of course, there are. There's Beguni, the daughter
of Sannyas Bawali." Harendra's eyes suddenly lit up.

" How old is she?"

" Can't be less than twenty-two."

" Then sh€ll match you well. Why not marry her?"

" Her father wants six scores of rupees.”

" Money, what for?"

" Dowry, huzur."

" In your part of the country do women take the
dowry? Jug the other way round, | see" But really, when
| reckoned it up, | felt that this was the just rule. | con-
tinued, " Because he can't get a dowry, that low-down
shoemaker-caste of a father is not marrying the girl?
He is gtarving her life? He should be handed over to the
police."

My futile spite made Harendra laugh. He said, " It's
no use blaming Sannyas Khuro (uncle) for this, huzur.
That is our custom and it can't be changed in any way.
Girls represent good luck, that's why they are so ex-
pensive."

19



Quite annoyed, | asbed, " Is Sannyas your uncle?"

" He's no relation, it's just that we belong to the same
village. We have adjoining lands; his house is quite dose
to ours aso, theres only a smal pond in between.
When | was twenty-two and Beguni Sx, my father
proposed our marriage. But Sennyas Khuro's demand
reeched thirty-sx rupees a one go. Debts to the
moneylender; tax owing to the landowner; two cropless
years one &fter the other; from where was father to get
the money? That yer went, the next year our
land was auctioned for non-payment of taxes, the buyer
paid the decree-money and took possesson. Wants piled
upon wants, where was any money? We couldn't buy a
bullock to plough our land, leave aone marriage! On
the other hand, as time passed, the scde of Sannyas
Khuro's demand rose higher, key by key. Now it has
reached up to 9x score rupees. In our parts, the price
of a girl rises with her age."

" It's a country not of men but ghostsl Who'll marry
an old woman and moreover pay money for her?"

" Old men like me. Old men crop up along with old
women."

" Then do one thing. Youre getting eight rupees,
sart saving something from now. By the time Begun-
baa (daughter of a brinjal) reaches the age of thirty-ax*
you'll be able to catch her up!™

" Eight rupeesl Mogt of our land is gone, it's come

down to three bighas now. The crops we get out of the
20



land aren't aufficient even for feeding the household.
Shall we et first or pay taxes? I've shoved the plough
on to my old father's shoulders and am pulling a punkah
here, in the hope of paying df even a portion of the
taxes, cess and demands of the landowner's officers.
It's ridiculous to think of marriage or a home for me!
The other day | told Beguni straightaway— " Harendra
svalowed and left the rest unsaid.

" What were you saying?' | made him pick up the
same thread, " You asked her to marry you?"

Covered with perspiration, pausing for breath,
Harendra said, " | told her, what's the good of waiting
like this and both of us getting old day by day. You won't
get the money, that Sannyas Khuro will take it. Why
do you want to waste your husband's money for noth-
ing? Come, let's both go away."

In aflash, awide expanse of blue sky and doping fidds
seemed to open up before my eyes. | sad, " What did
Beguni say?"

" Oh, she made fun of me. Cocking her eyes, twisting
her waig and gesturing with her hands, she quoted a
doggerd: What hopes rise in one's heart—to wear bels
on the toe, below anklets on the feet!"

| burgt out laughing and Harendra too laughed with
me. But | never knew that laughter could be so poignant
or that a cry of agony could be thus expressed!

" All right, get along, that's enough. You don't know
what you've escaped by not marrying. Marriage entails

21



a thousand and one troubles. A child today, a child to-
morrow, this, that and the other—till it brings you to
the end of your tether. You're much better off without
marriage, you neither have to carry burdens, nor do you
owe anything to anyone. Here I am, | haven't married,
so what? Does it give me a headache, or does it make me
peep through someone else's window like a thief?"

My own phrase rang in my ears again and again that
night: " Herel am, | haven't married, so what?" Was
it anything of a want, or emptiness, or weariness, so
what? 1 knew that the desirejor mjlkjcaimot_be daked
with whey; but when milk turned sour how long would
it take to become whey! When there was no end to one's
thirgt, what on earth was the use of decking out an empty
decanter?

One day | asked Harendra, " Where is your home?"

"Kotalgunj. It's about two miles from Hiranpur
sation where one gets off."

"I'll go to see your village" But Harendra could
hardly believe it. " There's a holiday soon for the Rath
festival, I'll go then. You'll have to take me and show
me the way." When on the day of the holiday, | asked
Harendra to call a thikka-gharry to take us to the
station, he became really bewildered and asked, " Are
you really going, huzur?"

" Yes, don't you see, | had my meal so early today."

" What is there to see at our place?" he asked falter-
ingly.
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" Your Beguni is there. Let me see if | can induce
Sannyas and fix your marriage."

Harendra's face beamed with joy and bashfulness.
"Well, do you fed the headache is dightly less?" |
asked. Gazing with affection in his eyes, he said, " It'll
cause you a lot of hardship, huzur."

" But | can't bear to see you suffer so much.”

" What's the suffering about, because | can't marry
Beguni?"

Harendra's pride was touched.

" No, because you aren't able to marry at all. Come
on, call a gharry. We'll be able to return by the after-
noon train."

It was about two o'clock when | arrived at Sannyas
Bawali's place. Sannyas was working in his fields,
Harendra went and called him. Harendra must have
advertised well who | was, but it did not seem as if
Sannyas was greatly overwhelmed. | felt | had made a
terrible mistake in not coming dressed up in a coat and
trousers

At any rate, Sannyas had undoubtedly realised that |
was something higher than a landowner's rent-collector
or agent. There was a white-ant-ridden wooden seat in
the open paved space before his house, he sread a
dirty oily mat on it, for me to sit. | asked, " You have a
daughter?* Sannyas nodded, but he did not seem to
understand what it was all about. " She's of marriage-
able age?"
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" She's old enough to be a mother-in-lawv!" he ans
wered with a sigh.

" Could you let me sse her once?' This was some-
thing ill more difficult for Sannyas to understand. He
dared foolishly at Harendras face " This isn't some
thing new, | want to arrange your daughter's marriage
with Harendra. Well? Have you any objection?’

" Not a all," sad Sannyas quite pleased, " I'll let
her go if | get money. Besdes, | don't see any other
worth while candidate in our community except Haren-
dra."

" Very good. Since | am his magter I'll act as the
bridegroom's guardian for him. What do you say, isn't
that right?"

" Quite right." Sannyas nodded his head in assent.

" Then the girl should be shown once to the bride-
groom's guardian. Unless he sses her how can he judge
what her price should be."

" The price, huzur, is one thousand rupees, not a pie
less. But Harendra is a poor man, in condderation for
that I've compromised on only six score rupees.”

| would see about that later. | asked, " Do | have to
go insde your house to see your daughter?”

" No, why, shell come here when she's called," and
Sannyas cried out immediately, " Beguni!™ Then with
a amiling face he went on, " Doing the marketing, graz-
ing the cows, bringing food for me to the field, plough-
ing while | rest and have a smoke, dl that she does for



me. She has no mother, no brothers or ssers, she's al
that | have." He cdled out again, " Beguni!"

Though it was hardly worthy of the name of door,
a girl of about twenty or twenty-two came and stood in
front of it. " What were you doing for so long?" asked
Sannyas.

Beguni replied laughingly, " | was husking rice."

So long when | had looked a women | had looked
a them in terms of their dress, whether it was good or
bad. But now for the first time | looked a a girl without
reference to her clothes;, because the girl did not have
even an ordinary chemise on her body; she wore a thick
unbleached red-bordered sai (I was wondering if in the
meantime she had not dressed up!) which was equaly
brief both in its length and its breadth. She made it
appear ill more brief by gathering one end of the sari
in her hands to cover a part of her face and hide her
laughter. Still, | fdt as if after being out in the hot mid-
day sun | had found the shade of a tree. | wondered,
what was beauty? Where was it to be found? Her com-
plexion was pure black, her features frank and plain, and
then that get-up! But, | fdt | had never come across any-
one with such bubbling vitality, such frrirfifping hedth.
She wes like a vigorous creeper which had sprung out of
theearth and_which, after being bathed with
moonlightand dew had become hardy and  green.
Still, she was a creeper and not the string of a guitar or a
petticoat eadtic. | fat | had so long looked upon scraped
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teeth, Kruschen Salts and Tangee as beauty, because |
had not seen Beguni. | asked, " Do you like Harendra?"

Beguni was laughing and laughing, in gush after
gush of laughter. | enquired, " Do you want money ?"
Beguni's laughter increased in layer upon layer, fold
upon fold. And in the waters of that laughter, had now
risen waves of bashfulness. She could no longer stand
there. | asked Sannyas, " Tell me precisdly how much
you'll accept?"

" I've already told you that it won't be a pie less than
SiX score rupees.”

"What nonsense you talk! What good will money do
to you?"

"What good ether will letting her go do to me?
Is it likely that Til send away such a daughter without
getting a pice? Does anyone ever do such a thing?"
Sannyas rolled his eyes in anger.

" Perhaps not. But where's the groom for your
daughter excepting Harendra?"

" But where's my daughter without the money?"

| did not know in which way | should progress. | told
him, " But do you propose to keep her an old maid by
not giving her in marriage? She too has her hopes and
desires!"

" Why doesn't the person who seems to have greater
hopes and desres than my daughter fling down six score
rupees? Then, the matter would end."

" But where is Harendra to get it from? He's drown-
26



ed in debts and taxes.”

" And I'm swimming in plenty, am 1? That money
I'd throw on the moneylender's face and get back my
mortgaged land."

" But how long can one kegp money?'

" He sys for how long! When | never had it even
for a day," Sannyas made a face

" But you ought to think over this, that there is not
another groom like Harendra. Today he is pulling a
punkah, tomorrow hell be an orderly, and in a few
days hell become a court peon. Think of it, a court
peon will be your son-in-law."

" Does that mean that I'll give my daughter without
getting a dowry?' cried Sannyas angrily. "Do you
think 1 haven't a podtion in society? What will people
sy of me? They'll never invite me to any feast. Shame,
shame, shdl | do what no one on earth does—give away
my daughter without any payment? If not Harendra,
there's Mahendra, on the other Sde of the village there's
Raicharan, there's Dwarik— "

" All, dl of them are younger in age than her, huzur."
It felt as if Harendra suddenly made this hollow sound
from indgde the depths of some cave.

" What does it matter! If afifty or sxty-year-old man
can marry a young girl of fourteen, why shouldn't the
opposite thing do just as well? What can | do, if agroom
of suitable age can't be had? It's not that in our parts of
the country it hasn't happened before, that an older girl
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has married a younger boy. Whoever has the money
will get the marriage bangle.”

" But why should young boys agree to marry your
daughter?"

" If they don't agree, she won't be married, but be-
cauxe of that | can't loose cage and be expeled from
sddy by marrying my daughter without taking pay-
ment."

" | redise everything Sennyas—but 4ill 1 can't help
feding sorry that even though you are a father, you don't
seem to take into condderation the suffering your attitude
is bringing upon your daughter."

Sannyads retorted, " Why don't you either, in cons-
deration of your chaprass's suffering, put down those
few rupees from your own pocket!"

| had been afraid that the matter would come to this.
When my pocket was touched, | felt, what childishness
was this that | was up to? Who was this Harendra that |
should have a headache over his headache! A girl's price,
not just for a day only, but for her whole life, was but a
hundred and twenty rupees The manhood which lay
adesp in Harendra would one day rise and curse me, un-
ashamed, saying that ingead of making him a victor
| had made him a beggar! | got up and said, " Let's go
home Harendra. It's nearly time for our train."

We crossed the fidld in dlence. Suddenly Harendra
made a shy apology, “No father ever agrees, huzur,
each place has its own custom, it can't be changed.”
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| did not give any reply.

" One never knows/' Harendra remarked again,
" Perhaps that Mahendra or Dwarik will marry her in
the end. But it's dso certain, where have they the money?
But one can't tell, perhaps they'll go and borrow it!"

" Let them," | broke out angrily. " What a paragon
of beauty! And for her, he wants not twenty or ten, but a
hundred and twenty rupees! One can get the Queen of
Greenland for that money!"

Harendra was completdy confounded, he did not
quite understand what sort of a creature the Queen of
Greenland could be.

After this for along time | had not looked at Harendra
viewing him as an individual human being. But one
night 1 heard a sound of howling coming from the sar-
vants quarters, just like that of a dog. | thought that
perhaps the cook before going out had shut up in a
room the dog which came begging for leavings every
night. But if | had the consciousness of someone or
something being shut up, deep would not come to my
gyes throughout the night.

| crossed the courtyard and pushed the door. | saw
Harendra with a rope bound hard across his forehead,
clinging to the wal with both hands and beating his
head on it and letting out howls of pain like that of a
dumb animal. Instantly my body froze into stone. | asked,
" What's the matter?"

Harendra did not raise his head to look at me He
29



just said, " There's a terrible pain in my head, 1 can't
deep.”

| fdt that he longed for a complete weariness to sink
into a bottomless peace, a dreamless degp—a degp which
gave a tagte of death. | sad, " Come to my room."
Harendra came. | told him, " I'm giving you this money,
go away somewhere for a few days." Harendra thought
| was dismissing him. | asked, "Do you drink? Have
you ever had a drink?" Harendra bit his tongue and his
face turned pale. | remarked, " What's the matter, why
are you trying to vomit without having tasted it? If you
had it you'd cam down and become absorbed in deep
deep.”

"How awful!" It seemed that instead of a terrible
pain in his head Harendra fdt it in his heart; he con-
tinued, " Even if | die, | won't be dble to put such a
thing into my mouth. Otherwise, |1 could essly have
taken a job in a factory where 1'd get a good sdary, and
plenty of other gains. But I've heard everyone there takes
that thing. No one can keep his character there."

"No wonder they cdl you people peasantsl Go, go
and bang your head on the wall!" | burst out laughing
and that laugh seemed to reassure Harendra a great dedl.
He sad, " Whatever happens, huzur, | can't aford to
lose my character."

| said, " Then do one thing, open a subscription list
Try to raise a hundred and twenty rupees by going round
begging and asking as long as it takes to get it. Here,
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take these five rupees, | was going to give you this
money today. Let mine be the first subscription—take it
and put it away in your box,"

Harendra put out his hand and took it, he touched
the five rupee note with his forehead and immediately
burg out into tears

By and by the Puja vacation came round; the punkah
season was over 0 Harendra came to take leave and
depart. |1 asked, " How much did you get in all this
time?"

" Twelve rupees and three half annas."

" See if you can obtain your desre in twelve yeard"

After this | had not kept any track of Harendra, but
as soon as next March came he arrived as a candidate
for the punkah-puller's job. He had become half of what
he was, somehow one could not bear to look at him with
one's eyes open and at the same time one felt frightened
to shut on€e's eyes before him either. Harendra put down
his umbrella beside him, fell on the ground and touched
my feet. | asked, " How are you?"

" Not well, huzur."

" How much have you got on your subscription list?"

" It had become twenty-one rupees—you wrote such a
forceful appeal for me."

"Had become? What do you mean? Where's the
money?"

" Oh, money!" Harendra pressed both hands on the
ground and took a deep breath, then continued, " One
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bullock died of smallpox, | saw that there was no way
to run the plough so | bought father a bullock with the
money."

For an instant 1 remained silent, then said, " Then
why pull a punkah? Father and son both go and push the
plough. This time | shan't keep you—I'll appoint some-
one dse—you aren't suited here”

But that very same day something happened which
forced me to appoint Harcndra. A Swamiji (Hindu
monk) from the next digrict had come here to raise
subscriptions for establishing some sort of a home for
fallen women or unmarried mothers. | talked with the
Swamiji for quite a long time over many things. The
main work of their order and the main problem they
dealt with, was to once again find a place in society for
these unfortunate women; to create for them the decent
environment of domestic life; to get back a place in their
husband's home for those who were already married;
and the safe protection of married life for those who were
&ill unmarried. | asked, " Could you find me a bride?"

"For whom?"

"For my punkah-puller.” And then | told him the
tale of Harendra's life, which bereft of blood and tears
had changed into a lump of stone—even up to his buy-
ing of a plough-bull with the subscription-money collect-
ed for his marriage.

" This Hindu society!" Swamiji blossomed forth into
a lecture.
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| sad, " Have you any girls of low caste?'

" It's they who form the mgjority!"

" Then find one please. My Harendra is a very good
person. Leaving other things aside, | can give a firg-class
catificate about his character.”

Swamiji smiled and said, " Will he be able to feed
her?"

" That's a problem for your town-bred boys. People
who are as poor as Harendra, aren't afraid of worrying
about feeding their wives. Thpy have equal mm-ay to
face-high want-and plmfy Get a girl for him, shell live
happy as a queen.”

" Then you had better come with me and approve a
girl."

| laughed, " What's there to approve in this?"

" Tomorrow is Sunday, then come and se our
ashrama."

The next day | went with Swamiji. The ashrama con-
gged of a broken-down two-gtoried house, and its office
condged of an amirah and a couple of tables and chairs
in a downdairs room. The organisation had just been
started, but aready there were quite a number of in-
mates. | heard plenty of noise, shouting and the sound
of quarrelling from upstairs. Swamiji took me to an
empty room upstairs and one after the other he brought
three girls before me and said, " None of these girls arc
married.”

| did not have to question any further about their
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cedte or name, because | recognised Beguni. She had no
reaon to remember me, but 1 wondered where her
slvery laughter and brimming vitdity had disappeared.
She looked as if someone had dipped and haf-boiled her
in a cauldron of ink.

| asked about her history. Swamiji brought out his re-
cord-books and told me her story. The usud vulgar tde
which mesets the eye when one opens any newspaper.

" Has anyone been convicted?'

" Saverd have been convicted but some of them were
let off also."

" The girl couldn't find shelter anywhere?'

“No, she had a father, but he refused to teke her
back."

" Good, 1 sect thisgirl. But is she willing to marry?"

" Immediately,” Swamiji laughed. " Which girl is
unwilling to marry?' Then he asked Beguni, who was
standing nearby, in gentle tones, " Well, mother, are you
willing to marry? Whether the husband is poor or ugly,
will you be ale to be happy living with him, serving
him, sharing his joys and sorrows?"

With eyes laden with tears Beguni replied in a sweat
sd voice, " | will."

| came back that night, cdled Harendra and asked
him smiling, " Well, will you marry Beguni?'

Harendra looked a me vacantly like a cipher and
asked, "Whom?"

" Beguni."
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" Beguni?' Harendra gave a moan of pain and cried
out, " Where is she? Has she been found?”

| pretended asif | did not know anything and asked,
" Why, where is she to go?"

" Huzur, she was abducted. What a lot of running to
the thana and police, then crimina investigations and
police case! After that when her father refusad to take
her back, | heard she had given up the world and gone
away no one knew where."

" It's wdl that the father didn't take her back. That's
why today you can, if you choose marry her without
paying any dowry a all."

" Where is she?' Harendrds two eyes ssamed to pop
out.

" Wherever she may be, she's ssfe. But give an answer
to my question, are you prepared to marry her?"

"Right away."

" Even in the date she is now?"

"Who got her into this condition, huzur?"

"Who?"

Y Her father, the man who swore that he wouldn't let
his daughter go for a pie less than six score rupees.
Even in gspite of being born a man, | couldn't get to-
gether this money in dl these years."

" Youre going to marry, but what'll you fead her
on?"

" Spinach and rice, with sdt, without sdt, whatever
God gives me."
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In amoment | fdt that Harendra was a very rich man
indeed. | told him, " Go and dep in peace now!"

" Seep! Does dep ever come to me?" With this
Harendra was going away, then he turned and asked,
" But huzur, is she dl right?"

| pulled a book towards mysdf and pretending to be
absent-minded and unconcerned, | replied, " She is."

Harendra dared a me for a long time, then went
avay dowly. | fdt that he was wondering whether he
should believe me or not.

Next morning when | enquired about him, 1 found
Harendra was not there. My cook told me that Harendra
was supposd to be getting married shortly so he had gone
home to make arrangements. The time was short, dso
he had no money for train fare, S0 he got up while it wes
gl dark and went home walking. But strangely enough,
he had not taken his umbrdla with him, perhaps as a
sign that he was going to return very soon. There was,
however, no sign of him again, after he went that day.

A month later, one evening, a telegram came from my
father to sy that the date of my marriage had been fixed
on the forthcoming twenty-first of April, and | should
immediately make an agpplication for leave. | was turn-
ing over that tedlegram again and again, when suddenly
Harendra made his appearance.

He looked a very symbal of terror. Before | could ask
him anything he fdl on my fea and covering his face
with both hands he began weeping bitterly. " Why,
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what's happened now?" | asked.

"1 couldn't make anyone agree to it, huzur."

" Agree about what?"

" My marriage. My father, brother, relations, neigh-
bours, felow caste-men, every one of them is dead
againgt it. Even the landowner's officars got terribly
angry, they sad they would raze our home to the ground
and expd us from our land. Sannyas Khuro too is going
around threatening that if Beguni dares to enter the
village, he would cut her to pieces and fead jackas on
her flesh. | couldn't make them agree to it for anything,
| just couldn't!" With this he overflowed with a fresh
flood of tears. | lisgened to him in dlence.

Everyone pressed me that considering his condition
| should give him back his pogt as a punkah-puller. But
whatever anyone might say, | absolutely refused to do
0 and told him to leave my house immediately. There
was no other reason for this but that | could not bear to
have a hungry, unfed, hepless creature prowling round
me at a time when | was going to marry and bring home
a wife
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FATHER HAD WRITTEN THAT HE WAS COMING BY THE EVEN-
ing train. Living al by mysf | had to work pretty hard
to convert my bungdow into a home suitable for an
orthodox Hindu. At last when | got to the station | found
that he had not come. | thought perhaps he had missed
his train and would arrive by the early morning passen-
ger. | put avay the med that | had ordered for him
from a Hindu restaurant, though 1 mysdf had no sahib-
like averson to food of this kind.

To meet the early morning train one had to get up
while it was gill dark. Such over-abundance of filid
dfection did not agree with a degpy head like mine.
| sent my orderly instead. | made him repeat my father's
name at less fifty times. | took him by the ears and
painted my father's portrait in words.

" Not Rabinash Babu, but Abinash Babu, remember?’

" Yes huzur."

| woke up rather late. Who knew what father was
thinking of me. | jumped out of bed, but where was
father?

The orderly sdaamed me and with a wide grin he sad,
" Huzur has come."

| did not s father anywhere, s0 | asked, " Where is
he?"

" There, smoking a biri (a chegp indigenous cigarette
not smoked by better dasses) under that tree."

What! My pious, vegetarian father smoking a biri
in his old age! 1 sawv a young fdlow smoking a biri
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stedthily, face turned towards the tree.

" Wretch! What name did you cal out? Is he my
father's age?"

" Huzur, | caled out Robi Babu, Robi Babu so many
times. What could | do if no one gave any answer? Then
he came and asked, My good man! Do you know Bose
Sahib's bungalow? So | thought this was huzur's— "

" Shut up, swine."

The idiot gepped back two geps and folded his
hands.

Hearing a sahib-like voice the chap under the tree
threw away his biri with a gtart, as if caught in an act
of theft by the sahib himsdf. Sowly he came forward
and sad, " Good-morning, sr. | wonder if you recognise
me?"

There was not an ounce of flesh on his neck or cheeks;
his elaborately dressed hair curved up into an orb at the
parting. His figure was wesk-waisted, thin and reedy
like a young bamboo-shoot. While | tried to think who
he was, he tried to show his dirty teeth in a grin, but he
was not able to muster up enough courage.

"Oh, it's Brindaban!" | cried exultantly, " Brinda
ban! Aren't you?"

"1 se you gill remember me."

"Brindaban! Binday! Where did you come from?
Come in, come in."

Brindaban did not know whether to discad the
formd ' you ' and address me as ' thou," S0 he asked in
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a roundabout way, " Is this the bungalow where one
lives?'

" Yes, but can one cdl it a bungalow? You can se¢
there is neither light nor fan. Have a wash and get readly.
First have something to eat, then we can tdk of other
things."

Brindaban, Binday, my childhood friend, had left
school while we were in the third dass and gone away.
Later, | heard that he had become a railway contractor
and was earning well. | was studying in college, and
never had a pice to spend; the scholarship | got was not
afficent even for edting well; and Brindaban was
scattering money with both hands. What a lot of money
he gave away in bribes done to the big, medium, smal
and petty sahibg!

So the whedl had come full circle. This was that same
Brindaban and | the same Ladlit. After having bresk-
faged on the sweets 1 had put away the night before,
Brindaban seemed to go back to our childhood. Un-
conscioudy he had gradually changed from the forma
form of address to the mog intimate. " You're doing
grandly, Laltay! Yours, brother, is a worth while life.
Getting a sdary of two hundred and fifty rupees!”

" It's the natives who get twofifty. My sday is three-
fifty."

" Threefifty! This, right at the beginning, and you'll
go on rising higher and higher, who knows how high
you'll go! Then you'll get a pension. And you must be

42



getting some extras too." Saying this he winked and
put his tongue in his teeth.

1 kept dlent.

He chattered awvay and growing more courageous he
burst out saying, " You haven't married, | can s that,
but tedl me why? Couldn't bring someone from
England?"

| had not expected him to ak a more well-mannered
question. What better manners can one expect from a
rallway contractor? | gamiled thinly and said, " Do you
beieve that an English memsahib would have given you
as cordid a reception?'

Brindaban was taken aback; he sad, "Look here,
brother, if you have the dightest afection for your friends
and relations never marry a memsahib." Noticing that |
was smoking, "Cigar? What brand? Corona? Shal |
taste one?'

" Certainly, certainly."

Brindaban began coughing and in the midst of it he
sad, Y Of course, we haven't been to England. Sill

wetoo . .. wetoo . .. Eurasan memsahibs, if not red
English . . . Tel me, have you made * lob' in that
country?*

| sad jokingly, " You told me not to marry. Unless
I marry how can | make love? Shouldn't love come after
marriage?"'
" Oh, no." Brindaban pulled a his cigar, became
exhausted with coughing and continued, " | wasn't
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talking about that kind of * lob." That love is divine.
From whom will you get that kind of love except from
a chage Hindu wife? Find a good girl and marry her.
Why are you ddaying? If you ak me I'll look for a
suitable bride."

" No." Then observing his earnestness | made a joke
keeping my face vary grave and said, " That sort of thing
won't suit me. No sooner one has a wife, than the need
for a midwife arises; and the moment the child arives
dl her youth and beauty disappear.”

Brindaban removed the cigar from his mouth which
gaped in surprise. He asked, "Then?"

"Then?" | hedtated a little, then said, "A midress
will have to be kept. What harm if | keep one now?"

He thought of something, burst out laughing and said,
" Go on!"

" But it's true."

"Goon!"

" You don't bdieve it? What's new in this?"

"Ramal Ramal Shame on you! Aren't you Uncle
Abinash's son? Haven't you a degree in Commerce?'
He got quite agitated over it.

Then he sad with great pride, " We too have made

lob," even if it isn't with a red English memsahib! You
don't believe it, do you? How can you? We haven't been
to England, nor have we passed any examinations. But
can anyone sy when it was a question of ensuring the
peace and honour of the souls of my father and grand-
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fathe—of maintaining the caste-honour of a conservative
Hindu Kayasha—af relieving a father bowed down with
the burden of a marriageable daughte—that | have ever
backed out of marriage? Why once, I'll marry ten times
—I'm a man!" With this he stroked the scanty growth
of hair on his lips and tried to twirl it too!

Now what was | to talk about with this mogt mas
culine of men? | sad, " Oh! | forgot to ak if you are
married or not!"

" Of course, you'll forget because we aren't officers,
just mere clerks!"

" But why? Weren't you doing contractor's business
in Asansol?'

" That contractor's busness finished me. You won't
believe me, Lalit, but once | got into ' lob' with one of
them, a whole crowd hung round me. What a lot of
debts piled up with having to go on giving al of them
presents. Then that nasty dissese— "

| started with terror. Here | was dtting at the same
table and eating with this man!

" | became a skeleton after suffering with that nagty
disease for one whole year. See, dl my bones are ticking
out. Nothing wes effective againg it. In the end— "

| breathed a 9gh of rdief and said, " Then you've got
cured?”

"How can it not get cured?' Brindaban sad with
a grin widening up to his cheeks, though of course, his
cheeks could hardly be cdled such. " The Hindu re-
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ligion would be fdse if it didn't get cured. Have you
heard of the god Sva in his image of Bhujangeshwar
(Lord of the Snakes)?"

" No."

" It's not for sahibs like you to hear of such things.
But very high Firinghi (Eurasian) Sahibs and Tommy
Sahibs have recaved blessings after vowing an offering
a the fest of the god Bhujangeshwar. Anyway, | lay
without food or drink a the fe of Bhujangeshwar.
* Lord,' | cried, ' unless you save me who will? After
seven days the god deigned to look upon me. In a dream
he told me, ' Go and marry a good girl, it will get well
after co-habitation with your wife."

Not knowing whether to laugh or to cry, | brought
tears to my eyes What innocent girl's life had this fool
made futile?

With great pride Brindaban continued, " The grest-
ness of the Hindu religion! | married a tweve-year-old
untainted blossom! In no time the dissase left my body
just in the way Saturn was cest out of the body of the
Rga Srivatsal"

" But,"” | queried, " did you find that after leaving
your body the diseese took shdter in your wife's?"

Brindaban picked up the napkin from the table and
wiped his eyes In a voice hoarse as if with tears, he
sad, " She was chaste, a Lakshmi-like queen among ided
wives. Her dlotted time on earth had expired; so resting
her head on her husband's fest her soul discarded its
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old garment of a body!"

| sad sarcadticdly, " Then | suppose you sought out a
new garment!"

Y One doesn't have to sek it, it comes of its own
accord. The gentleman's daughter was grown-up and he
couldn't marry her off. Mother asked me to relieve him
of his burden. | too fdt that unless | married I'd go to
the bad again."

| went out with my childhood friend. | wanted to
laugh so much that | fdt | would burst unless | gave vent
to it in the open air.

"Look here, Brindaban!" | gradualy broached the
subject, " Youve seen my babourchi (Mohammedan
cook); he can cook neither pure Indian nor European
food properly. The kind of food which goes in this
country by the name of European food, | can't stand.
Pure Indian food is far better than that"

" Then," Brindaban proposed, " you might keep a
thakur (Brahmin cook)."

" Thakur? No, not a thakur. 1 might keep a thaku-
rani."

Brindaban gopped short. "What? What will you
keep if you find one?"

" A femde cook."

"Goon!"

"Why?"
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" Go on! Youre joking!"

" Redly. | want someone, food cooked by whose hands
will give me a sweet satisfaction; someone who will serve
nectar with my food. That person will surdy not be
some man who cooks in a mess or boarding house! Oh!
How awful that would be."

Stll Brindaban remarked, " Go on!"

| sad, " Whatever you might say, if | could get a
beautiful and ripe young woman as a cook, | would be
willing to give avay Samarkand and Bokharal Even a
sday of a hundred rupees!"

" One—hundred—rupees! Swear in the name of your
mother?"

" Why, what's there to be so surprised about?"

"No! Nothing at al! Especidly, when my own sdary
is only seventy-five rupees.”

| felt ashamed. Yet it must be admitted that the God-
dess of Wedth was quite kindly disposed towards this
man who had only studied up to the third dass in school.

Brindaban said, " It won't do if she's just a cook, she
must be beautiful and ... "

" A ripe young woman."

" Mug she be a ripe young woman?'

" Otherwise how can an ordinary dfar like eating be
filled with aesthetic delight?"

" | understand."

| thought, perhaps Brindaban had understood the

meaning of the word aesthetic. But it was not so.
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" | understand your motive." Brindaban gave a wag-
ging laugh.

Anyway, | did not have to ta"e the trouble of explain-
ing. | as'ed, " Do you "now of any such woman?"

"Don't 11" sdd Brindaban with a "nowing side glance.

" Then" | sad becoming very impatient, " send her
here as soon as you get to Calcutta. I'm having unspea’-
able inconvenience over my food."

" | understand." He smiled mischievoudy and con-
tinued, " | thought that a man who had a degree in
Commerce from England ought to bear a good charac-
ter.

" But you find that the man bdieves in suiting his own
convenience!"

We sa down to ta'e rest under a banyan tree, on the
cement seat round its trun”. Brindaban began, " | "now
a girl, her name is Subarna (gold; golden complexion),
and dhe is as beautiful as her name. She is as bright as
the image of a goddess, one's eyes are dazzled 100"ing at
her."

YA spingter or a widow?"

" A wife"

| redly fdt disgppointed and said, " Then let it be."

" First hear everything. She's married, but has nothing
to do with her husband. There you are! I've got ta
frighten you again; her hushand suffes from a nasty
disease.”

My face became pae and digtorted. Brindaban went
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on in great glee, " It's redly funny. He had gone some-
where—to Dacca or Chittagong, and came bac" with
blisters on his feet and hands. He sad contact with the
steamer's boiler had given him those blisters. Subarna,
however, bdieved him. How old was she then? Twelve
or thirteen perhaps. The way she nursed him is what
one redly does cdl nursing. But with al the nursing
those blisters from the boiler didn't get well. Gradually
his whole body became covered with them. Haripada is
the owner of sixteen houses in Calcutta The medicd
treatment he obtained for himsdf is beyond the means of
a contractor li"e me. Nobody told him about Bhujan-
geshwar 0 he has "ept his wife carefully apart, hasn't
even touched her, he's such a fool!"

| mentdly applauded this Haripada.

" By the time the wife reached the age when she was
reedy to live with him, her husband was incompetent;
gradudly she became fed up and contemptuous. She had
nursed him not a little. Where was the reward for al
the sarvice she had given, she wanted to "now. This
guestion rose in her mind as a result of too much nove-
reading. Then one day she went to bathe in the Ganges
and got lost!"

| remark'ed, "The result of reading novels!"

"What else?' Brindaban as'ed excitedly, "Why
else are women grousing in every home today? | haven't
seen a sngle boo™ fit to be handed to my wife, not even
the boo"s written by women."
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" You do one thing," | proposed, " Buy her boo"s
written by someone who is neither a man nor a woman,
and the bride of your home will dways day a home."

Brindaban did not cach thejo"e. " That'll be the best.
Til ta'e down a lig from you, Lalit. You must s that
welve a duty towards your bowdi (elder brother's wife.
Friends wives are dso addressed similarly).

| made up a lig in my mind. " Tel me, what hap-
pened to Subarna afterwards.”

"What could happen? She was caught in Benares.
All the neighbours tried to ma'e her see reason and
sad so many sweet things to her. But she had only one
answer to give: ' | can't lead the life of a nun; which of
you leads an ascetic's life, tel me? In shame, dl of us
dipped df to our homes!"

"And Subarna?’

" Subarna was sent to her maternal uncle's house.
She has no father, and her mother lives there. But are
novels essy things to get over? Unless first cousins fdl in
love, how can there be any sodid progressl When her
aunt got to "now of it, she sent Subarna bac" to her
husband. In the meantime Haripada had grown sic" of
life. 1 told him where to find the Bhujangeshwar Siva
He too received in a dream the exact advice given me.
But Subarna has turned crazy seeing too many cinemas.
She says, 'No, just because | want to enjoy life complete-
ly, it doesn't mean that | want to become diseased.” So
you hear what she says?"
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A little while ago | had mentdly applauded the hus-
band. Now | gave vocd gpplause to the wife.

" You give praise to that disobedient, unchaste wife?"

" Anyway, you tell me the end of her story."

"End?" Brindaban sad with great delight. “ We
married df Haripada again with great eclat. It was only
the other day, I've ill not digested the grand feest | had.
| must sy Haripada's people do "now how to give a
feast.”

" But what happened to Subarna?"

Brindaban sad in a tone of disgugt, " What can hap-
pen, tdl me? Is there anything dse for a Hindu woman
except her husband? You'll see everything will be al
right after a while."

Feding more hopeful, | aked, " Then everything,
hasn't become al right yet?"

" No, sometimes she comes to my home and ma'es a
terrible fuss She says " Brindaban Babu, you do some-
thing for me, or d<e I'll become a prostitute! "

"Good—why don't you do something for her?"

Brindaban touched his forehead with hands folded to-
gether and sad, " For one thing she's a Brahmin, and
another, she's someone dsgs wife."

On our way bac" | as'ed, " Brindaban, tell me the
truth. Subarna hasn't got that diseese, has she?"

" As far as | "now gshe hasn't."

" But | want to "now for certain.”

"1 don't "now for certain.”
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" Then shélll have to be examined by a doctor. Will
you be dble to take charge of that?"

"Who? 1?" Brindaban's face shran" to nothing.

" Yes, you. I'm not going to Calcutta, you are."

"Bah!"

"Don't sy bah! Tdl me whether you can do it or
not?"

" Wait, let me thin"."

" There's nothing to thin" over. Has Subarna given
up her husband or hasn't she?'

" It amounts to that."

" How old is she? Has she reached magjority?'

" Nineteen or twenty."

" Then that's dl right. Tell her to get log again.”

Brindaban sad, " To tel the truth, that's what Hari-
pada dso would prefer. Oh, the scandal! It'll jus be
complete if she turns a progtitute! Then Haripada won't
be ale to show his face in Calcuttal Even some of his
friends will vigt her!"

" Some of his neighbours too?"

" They too."

" What are you saying? Those preachers of asceticiam
also?'

"Why not? There's no such thing as chadity for
men!"

| nearly went mad with rage. | sad, “ Then they are
all waiting li"e vultures for that girl to die!"

Brindaban was satled and sad, " Bless her, such
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beauty, such youth and shell die?"

" To me her becoming a progtitute implies the death
of her humanity."

" All that,” sad Brindaban in a tone of firm belief,
"is in the hands of God. If there were no prostitutes,
there wouldn't be any sinners, and if there weren't any
snners, whom would God redeem?”

It was usdess to argue with a man who reasoned li"'e
that. | dlently pondered over the problem of Subarna
If she became a prostitute, she would die of the very
diseee he wanted to avoid. There was a mora law
above the one which was cdled as such by society. That
moral law was a heroic one, and those who acted accord-
ing to it would one day receive honour in society.

The whole dfar which began as a jok'e ended
thus. | put pressure on Brindaban, saying, " You send
her here, I'll have her examined by a doctor mysdf."

Brindaban was stunned. He said, " I'd better tell you
now, why I've come to you. You must give me a
letter of recommendation to my Burrasahib. | came
running a hundred and fifty miles because there's a
vacancy for a hundred and fifty rupee job."

" But," | objected, " | don't "now your Burra-sahib,
does he "now me?"

" All right, al right!" Brindaban said patting my back’,
" Even if he doesn't "now you, he will "now your pos-
tion in the ban". Youll have to give it today, under-
stand? I'll go bac" by the midday train."
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It was a month after Brindaban had departed. | had
completely forgotten what |1 had said to him. Samad was
coo'ing for me, | was eating well, living in comfort,
and quite happily. Father had come and urged me
to get married but | had not agreed. Being a student of
economics, could | agree to marry on this income? If
marriage implied birth-control, then it would be an ex-
cellent proposition, but our girls do not li"e a wifehood
which leaves out motherhood.

About this time, one night when | had returned from
the club and was about to enter my sitting-room, |
stopped short in utter bewilderment. Who was this lady?

A woman in the house of a bachelor was li"e a piece
of fish in a Hindu widow's coo"ing-pot. What would
people say? | happened to be a respectable gentleman, a
club member.

But the earth did not open to swalow me. Perspiration
streamed down me. There seemed to be some dispute
between my two feat as to whether 1 should say or run
away. On the other hand, my eyes were snared and |
stared.

What beauty! She was bending over a tegpoy and in
the light of a Petromax lamp was loo"ing with rapt
attention at the illustrations in some foreign journal. A
vey gtrict restraint bound her person, otherwise it might
have scattered itsdf in al directions and melted into
nothingness. She was li"e a golden rose in full bloom.

But who was she? Why was she in my room?



She fdt my presence and redised that | was standing
there. She got up from her chair and looked a me. She
did not sy anything, but ssemed to indicate that | could
come in. Li"e one drawn by a magnet, | entered and
sat down a little avay from her. She too sat down, but
she continued staring a me, as if she were appraisng
me with her eyes | did not "now whether she liked me
or not, but | wanted to find out. It seemed that the
tables were turned and 1 was a marriageable girl and she
a man wanting to marry. 1 was feding most uncomfort-
able. | ought to have said something; but just as one
cannot tak' in a dream, | could not. When the dedre
to ek’ became irrepressible, the dream must be bro“en.
| was not esger to shatter such a dream.

Being the object of her examining eyes | became like
a dgrictly-watched prisoner in my own home. Perhaps
the whole night would have passd like this. But how
could the master's faithful bearer dlow such a thing?
He came and asked, " Shdl | bring a drin” for you?"

| darted guiltily and said, " What? Yes bring me
a chota-peg. And you, of course, you'll have tea?"

She replied diffly, " 1've come here to ma'e tea and
not to drin" it."

| suddenly remembered. Was this then—? | had to
utter the question and asked her. She replied without the
dightest embarrassment, " | am Subarna."

No one could possibly sense the shame and embarrass
ment | fdt then. Subarna surdy "new what | wanted
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her for. What did this grown-up lady think of me?
And k'nowing what she did, that she should have come-
how utterly shameless of her!

| was draid tolook' into her eyes. | sad palitdy, " No,
no, that can't be. Why should you ma'e the tea?"

The thic" curtain of her lashes lifted and her bright
sharp gaze fdl on my eyes like the rays of a torch. She
sad, " Bdieve mc, | have no disease/'

| became terribly embarassed and said, “ Oh! |-
-didn't—didn't mean that,” With this | hiccupped in con-
fuson.

She then sad, " If you give me permisson, I'll pre-
pare the tea and bring it."

| sad, " No, no, Subarna Devi. Why should you take
the trouble when my servants are here."

She became disgppointed and said, " Then with what
right shdl | day here?'

1 redly could not understand how anyone could marry
a woman with whom he was completely unacquainted.
My evil mind sad that it was sheer hypocrisy. The
ene of shame and Sn connected with sex-dedre
which lur"ed in evay mind had to be eradicaied by a
religious ceremony and the chanting of hymns. Then
sdf-deception and the deceiving of others became eesy.
This desire was no longer mere sex-dedire, but wes trans-
formed into a practice of one's religion, a means of pro-
viding heirs to the family, a sern duty and so on! There-
after one no longer required permisson for laying hands
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on a strange woman—the religious ceremony itsdf was
the permit!

But for al that if there was any way of marrying
Subarna | would have married her. Alas! The courage,
the shame, the joy of giving this woman, made in the
image of a goddess, a share of my bed without hypocrisy,
without having any pretence in one's mind, was not for
an ordinary person like me. It was fit only for a hero like
Arjuna (one of the five Pandava brothers in the epic
Mahabharata).

No, | was no hero. It would have been much better if
| had not tried to show df my hercism before Brin-
daban.

Finding me dlent she said, " Then there is no room
for me here?"

What answver wes there to this? The matter would
end if | just said, " No." But how could | sy that she
should go? Since my return from England, | had not
had the chance to tak fredy with a woman. My life was
weighed down with continual care not to dip up on
any point of sodd etiquette. Besdes, there was such a
dearth of women in this country, that one never got a
chance of mixing with any except old European ladies
or dowdy anglicised Bengdee matrons. Since this girl
had come from a hundred and fifty miles away, why
should | not spend an hour and a hdf in conversation
with her?

" Look here” | began but could not proceed any
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further. | fet she was getting impatient. " Look' here,
what has Brindaban told— "

" Brindaban Babu told me that you were look'ing for
a woman to be your cook | am a Brahmin's daughter
and | think | coo" farly wel. But, of course, English
food is quite another matter.”

Now | found an excue and said, " But that's what |
redly want. |, you understand, am bac" from England.
| don't est much except beef."

She replied unmoved, " If anyone shows me how, I'll
oook' it for you."

| got darmed and said, " Then, you see it's not just
a quedtion of food but drink's too. I'm terribly particular
about dl that, understand—like the older generation of
Indians bac" from England.”

"1 can manage that dso if | am given instructions.”

What could | sy to this? Still, | tried to frighten her
in as many ways as | could. | told her, "I am terribly
bad-tempered. When | am in a temper | whip whoever
comes in front of me; otherwise | can't go to deep!”

After dl this time she gave a faint smile and said,
"Very wdl. In that case you can give me dso a few
stro"es!”

| scrached my head and replied, " Sdary—I shan't be
able to give you a sday! | didn't sy | was going to
dismiss my present coo" just because | asked for a
woman-cook Unless | pay him, will he teach you how
to coo" European food ? How can | give you a sdary over
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and above his—you understand—unless tliere be anything
left over from miner But it's dl spent avay in eating
and drinking."

" All right, | agree to serve without any sdary.”

| wanted to sy, as the Bengdee saying goes: Subarna,
I will place you on my head and keep you there; every-
thing that | have is yours! But | fdt a terrible shame in
thinking of living with her. Thank God, | did not cause
a disaster by becoming sentimental.

| kept dlent for a long while.

She got up and came and fdl & my feat saying,
" Bdieve me. | havent got that disease" Her eyes were
ful of tears. How veay charming she looked! | weas
gazing enchanted a her and forgot to take away my
feet. 1 did not have the courage to take her hands in
mine and raise her up.

| hardened my heart and sad, " But you are another
man's wife"

She raised her heed and said, " No. | am yours, your
wife only." Her tears could no longer be checked. |
remembered that perhaps she had not had any food the
whole day in the train! She kissed my fedt.

So, there was S0 much softness hidden behind her
hard exterior. But what romance was this! | was neither
an arttist nor a mudcian, | was a prosac man with a
job in a bank. Even that job was not such a big one
as Brindaban had supposed, that is, | was not the Agent

of the bank. Was | fit to be the hero of a romancer
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When Samed brought in the tea, she quickly let go
my fegt and rustling her sai went and sa in her chair.
What did that rogue Samad think? He put down the
tea and sdaamed us both in an exeggeratedly grave
manner. Perhaps, going outsde he laughed and joked
about it with Sukdeoram bearer who was ditting in the
verandah odenghly polishing does and glancing
askance at us.

| said, " Subarna, you are a mogt unfortunate woman,
but it is beyond my power to rid you of your sorrows.
In a short time you will desire to become a mother. How
can | countenance such a desire?’

She replied, " That can wait. | haven't thought about
it."

| stid with a laugh, ® Even if you don't think about
it, Nature will. Her laws are immutable."

Sill she insisted, " Let what will be, be. What's there
to worry about? Isn't anybody dse becoming a mother
in this world?"

" But society will hold your child in dishonour.”

" While you are there?'

" What am | after dl? People far grester than mysdf
fight sy of becoming the father of such a child and run
avay for fear."

Perhaps she did not quite bieve it. What was there
to be frightened about in such a smple matter? She
seemed to be pondering over something absent-mindedly.
She did not have any tea
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" Have some tea, do please | pressed her. " Then
Il see you off and put you on the train."

Sheflared up, " | didn't come here to have teal" Then
she sood up and said, " And | know how to get on and
of a train!"

I met Brindaban again two years afterwards. After tak-
ing about this and that, | asked, " Well, what's the news
about Subarna?' He exclamed in surprise, " Subarnal”
Then he said with a laugh, " Oh yes, Subarna, that cook
of yours?"

Filled with remorse mingled with shame, | sad,
" Yes—she who came to importune me!*

" Her name is no longer Subarna; she is Farzund-un-
nissa now. Her husband is a fruit-sdler from Peshawar
—Abdul Qadir. She has a little son now—Zulfi-gar.
The bibi (Mudim lady) observes strict purdah. Shame!
Shame on her! That she should turn Mohammedan in
the end!"
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MY WHOLE MOUTH BECAME BITTER AFTER EATING KHELUR
GUR Sandesh (a Bengdi sweat flavoured with date
molasses), yet they were good sweets, but you had better
ligen to the gory right from the beginning.

Harimohon was a rich man and there was no lack of
money. So | knew he would not die for lack of either
care or treatment. All the treatment that could possbly
be bought with money was being obtained. Two famous
doctors were coming twice every day to look' after Hari-
mohan. Perhaps two nurses might dso have come to
nurse him but his wife, Sarama, would not agree to
it. She nursed him hersdf, and so wel, that even the
two doctors had to admit that there was no lack of pro-
per nursing. It was doubtful whether a paid nurse could
have been more sncere.

But the dissase was a terrible one—tuberculosis He
was spitting blood and every day there was a rise of
temperature. His sputum had been examined and the
examination had reveded tuberculoss germs, there could
be no room even for the dightet doubt. He would
probably recdve proper medicad attention because he
had money. But no one fdt that it would yidd any
results. It rather ssemed that the curtain was about to

fall on the drama of His life.
Harimohon was my childhood friend; in school, wc
used to St 9de by dde in the dass and gradudly we
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became friends. | do not know why that friendship ill
remained unchanged, because friendships between the
rich and the poor are s0 essly broken. Anyway | used
to go and s= him evary day.

Also, | had specidly to go and s him every day
because, besdes his wife, Harimohon had no one dse to
cdl his own in die world. Of course, he had money
enough and wherever there is sugar there is never any
dearth of ants, and ants of both sexes came and went.
But, as soon as it became known that he had tubercu-
losis, gradualy the crowd of ants disappeared. Perhaps
they went to seek sugar dsewhere. In brief, | was the
only one who remained. My formd reationship with
Saama as a friend's wife had naturally become more
intimate. Now | fed that perhaps it would have been
better if it had not changed.

Harimohon weas ditting and coughing in his bed, the
terrible hacking cough of a tuberculoss patient.

When the spdl of coughing stopped, he said, " My
throat is very bad, and | am tired of painting, gargling
and what not! Don't know when this damned thing is
going to dop—"

| sad, " Of course, it will stop, why do you get
frightened so easily?"

"1 am not the one to get frightened. But you know
how irrittgng this is." After saying these few words he



sarted coughing again.

For a little while we both remained silent.

Harimohon said, " Nothing was found in the sputum,
| knew they wouldn't find anything. | think it's only
an attack of 'flu."

Sarama entered with a dip of milk.

Harimohon asked after another fit of coughing was
over, " What is that?"

"Milk."

"God! Milk again?

" But the doctors told me to give you milk."

" Why can't you let me be, for a little while? I've
just—" again he garted coughing. When it sopped
he continued, " I've just taken medicine a little while
ago, after which | gargled, then my throat was sprayed,
then | drank some fruit juice, and now again—milk!"

" The doctors sad that you'll get well very quickly
if you take nourishing food. Beddes | haven't brought
a lot of milk, pleese drink it." Sarama held the cup in
front of him.

Harimohon drank two dps and said, " | won't have
any more. Take it away for heaven's sake! | haven't any
room in my stomach.”

" Hease do drink a little more, this is such a tiny
cup!" Then turning towards me she said, " Do tell him
to drink it up!™

| too requested him.

M All right, I'll have another sip for your sake." But
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he did not drink more than hadf of the cup.

Sarama took the cup and went to the next room. |
got up, it was late, besdes | had something to sy to
Sarama. The doctors had told me that Harimohon must
not be told about his daly rise of temperature. | told
him, " It's past 9 o'clock, | must go now, I'll come again
tomorrow."

" All right” and Harimohon turned round in his
bed.

| entered the next room, but was stunned with surprise
by what | saw. Sarama was drinking the left-over milk
in Harimohon's cup. | asked, " What on earth do you
think you're doing?'

Sarama wes a little ashamed of being caught like this.
She blushed and sad, " Oh, that's nothing." Then she
recovered hersdf and sad very cdmly, " When you've
seen it, it can't be helped, but don't tell any one."

"Oh! | won't tdl any one; but why are you drinking
that milk?"

Saama gmiled and replied, " There's no harm in
drinking my hushband's left-over milk, is there?"

" No harm?" All that | knew about this disease, how
infectious it was, | told her. Sarama ligened to dl that
| had to say. Then she turned a pair of bright eyes on my
face and said, " True. But can you explain one thing to
me? Supposing he dies, is it any use my living? Even if
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1 had a child to live for, it might have been different."
| gave her alot of good advice for quite a long time. She
listened to everything quietly with a smile.

Harimohon's illness gradualy became worse. It could no
longer be withheld from him that he had tuberculosis.
After he learnt this, he became vay redless. The two
doctors who were seeing him dso got worried and cdled
in two more doctors for consultation. The four of them
declared that X-ray plates should be taken. That was
duly done. The X-ray reveded that only one lung was
afected and the other was 4ill without any taint. If he
went to a sanatorium and underwent an operation, it was
more than likely that he would get well. There was no
lack of money; so within a short time Harimohon went
avay to the sanaorium a Dharampur and Sarama
accompanied him.

After this | did not hear much about Harimohon. At
first we wrote to each other, but gradualy the corres
pondence had ceased. He was better, that wes dll
| knew. Gradudly | log interest in him and he too
did not bother to keep me informed about himsdf. One
day | suddenly heard from someone that Harimohon had
gone to Switzerland. Why, for what, | did not know.
| thought he had money, why should he not go?
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My life as a clerk went on as usua. Who was | to
poke my nose into the affars of the rich and prosperous?
Beddes, Harimohon had not left any address.

Ten years passed. Harimohon had gradualy faded from
my memory. Suddenly | got a letter from him one day.
It was a short note which said: " Dear Naresh, | will
reach Calcutta next Tuesday, come and sse me if you
cah—Yours Harimohon."

From the address on the letter | saw that Harimohon
had written from his country home. | had no idea when
he had returned home from Switzerland.

On the appointed Tuesday | went to his house in the
evening after office He was at home and welcomed me
warmly. | was absolutdly surprised to see how well he
look'ed, how strong and hedthy he was! Who would
sy that this man had once suffered from tuberculosis!

| asked, " You're completly well now, aren't you?"

" Yes completely.”

Then he told me al about the doctor whose treat-
ment had cured him and became exuberant over the
history of his amazing recovery.

" You went to Switzerland, didn't you?' | asked.

" Vs

" How did you like it?"

" Vay much. It's fa more beautiful than what one
imagines reading its descriptions in books. Come on,
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let's go upstairs.”

We went upstairs. The next moment Harimohon
began shouting, " Sarama, Sarama, Naresh has come,
bring some tea and some food. Naresh, st down, do St
down."

| st down rather diffidently on his expensve and
luxurious sofa

Harimohon went on saying, " Now tell me dl about
yoursdf. You've changed a lot. Well! By Jove! The hair
over your temples have grown grey. How did you age
s0 early? There—| mean in the West, youth begins at
fifty, bedieve me?" He gave a dress on the word
"begins.”

| did not tell him that | was getting dow fever every
day and the doctors were suspecting that | too may have
contracted tuberculosis. | only sad " There's a lot of
difference between this country and that! Besides, why
do you forget brother, that I've been grinding and
grinding at a clerks job for the last twenty years? Never
had time even to breathe properly.”

" But what difference does that make? Hard work
doesn't make a man thin!" And he burst out into a roof-
shaking, loud laughter. Harimohon's laugh was very
characterigtic of him; it was no less loud today, if not
louder. | fdt dightly jedous of his exuberant health and
youthful mind. It seemed that he had not got any older
than what he was at twenty-five.

Sarama entered with a plate of food in her hand. |
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was gill more surprised to see Sarama. Can any one
change so much even in ten years? Sarama seemed em-
barrassed by my frowning stare.

"I'll go and get the tea,” she put down the plate on
a smdl table in front of me and went away. Who was
she?

| told Harimohon, " Sarama can't even be recognised,
she has changed 0 completely in these ten years!"

Harimohon gazed & me for some time then he said,
" Yes, she has changed. But the Sarama you knew and
this Sarama are not the same person. That Sarama died
a long time ago. She too had tuberculosis and as luck
would have it—in both lungs." He paused and then said,
" In the end her intestines were dso afected. | spent a
lot of money on her treatment, but she didn't live!”

We both remained slent for a while. Harimohon
spoke again, " | couldn't help it, | had to marry again.
In the end | found someone with the same name. You
see, that name stuck to my memory and | couldn't think
of replacing it by another—I smply couldn't. 1 know
she won't return again, yet that name— "

He stopped short.

Sarama was entering through the door with a tea-tray
in her hand. As soon as she put a plate hegped with a
variety of food before Harimohon, he sad, " | won't eat
so much. What a lot you've brought!"

| heard Sarama sy, "You must eat properly; you
aren't eating at dl these days!" Then turning to me she
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said, " Do request your friend to eat properly. He has
begun neglecting his health again."
" Have you got the Kheguri Gur Sandesh for
Narcsh?" asked Harimohon. " He's very fond of it!"
"Yes, | brought some for him." She smiled and
pushed a plate full of Sandesh towards me.
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A CROWD OF MEN AND WOMEN HAD GATHERED IN THB
courtyard of the Dasaparamita temple that day to se a
snake-charmer's performance. There, for the first time,
Pradumna saw the man. It was the lagt day of the month
of Jastha. Women from villages on al ddes had come
to worship Dasaparamita. For this occason many snake-
charmers, singers and magicians had collected in the
temple. Mawy garland-sdlers had brought ornaments
made of flowers to sl to the women. A merchant from
Magadha had brought expensve dlk sarees, and his shop
was the mogt crowded with women that day. Pradumna
had heard that on this occason, a famous snger and
veen (a guitar-like string instrument) player would come
to the Paramita temple. He had gone there to look' for
him, but after searching throughout the day, Pradumna
had not been able to spot him out in the crowd.

A little before evening, a snake-charmer began show-
ing an exceptiondly strange digplay of snakes in the court-
yard before a group of fun-loving women. Gradualy, a
big crowd gathered. Pradumna aso sood there but he did
not give much attention to this snake-charmer's display.
He was keenly watching each man in that crowd, hop-
ing that he might be able to discern the player from his
look's and mannerisms. After watching for a long time,
his eyes fdl on a middle-aged man, who was staring at
Pradumna standing in the midst of the crowd. His
clothes were worn out and dirty. Somehow or other,
Pradumna fet that this was the singer. Pradumna was
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just going to push through the crowd in order to reach
him, when he raised his hand and dgned to Pradumna
to move out of the crowd. When they came out, the man
asked him, "I am the singer from Abanti—Suradas.
Aren't you look'ing for me?"

Pradumna was a little surprised. How did this man
know what was in his mind? Pradumna told him res
pectfully, yes, he was look'ing for him.

The man sad, " You are not unknown to me. Once
upon a time | was vay friendly with your father. When-
ever | weht to Benares | never came back without seeing
him. | have ssen you too when you were a child."

" Where are you dtaying here?"

" Do you know the ruined temple near the river?'

" Yes, | do. Didn't a sannyad live there before?"

" He 4ill lives there. You can go there any day and
se me. Where do you live?"

" | dudy in the monagtery here. I've been here three
years. How long will you day in the temple?"

" I'll tdl you later. You come and s me one of these
days."

Pradumna bid him farewdl and went away.

It was not yet evening. The temple was on a smal hill.
The girls were returning home down the two roads on
both ddes of the hill. Pradumnas eyes seemed to
search for someone in the crowd of girls, but the next
I&



moment he left them behind and began descending
rapidly. Acharya (professor) Shilabrata was a stern and
hot-tempered man. Already, finding Pradumna a little
more resless and gayer than the other students, he kept
him in gricter discipling, and if on top of that he return-
ed late to the monastery, would he be let of eadly?

As s00n as he turned round the corner, the barrier of
the hill on the left was removed and the open country
came into view. Pradumna saw that the high spire of the
river-sde temple was vigble in the distance. Hazy against
the shadow-laden sky above the temple spire, flocks of
birds were winging their way home. Suddenly from be-
hind somebody gave a dight pull at Pradumna’s clothes.
As s00n as Pradumna turned round, a streak of mischief
flashed across the eyes of the person who had pulled a
his clothes. She was a young girl; she wore a blue saree
wound round her dim champa-coloured body. A garland
of flowers encirded her coil of hair. Pradumna asked
in a tone of surprise, " When did you come Sunanda?
| searched so much, but where—| didn't see you."

At firg the girl blushed with shyness, then she sad in
a hurt tone, "As if you had come to search for mel As
if 1 didn't see that you were going about staring & the
faces of dl the snake-charmers and magicians!"

" Redly, Sunanda, | did look' for you too. | look'ed
for you when | was coming down, and | had look'ed for
you before dso. Who did you come with?"

A group of girls were now ssn coming down the
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road from the top of the hill. The moment Sunanda saw
them, she left Pradumna behind and began walking
down quickly.

Jugt behind him were this group of unknown girls,
Pradumna fdt that it would not be seemly to follow
Sunanda now. So he sood there for a while, then he
raised his head feding both angry and disappointed and
went proudly leaping away.

The sound of the bdls of evening worship in the
Dasgparamita temple had not yet faded out; in the dis
tant curve of the river, a fant light sprang up in the
ruined temple. Men and women returning from the
fedivd descended into the moonlit field and gradualy
disappeared into the distance. Pradumna began walking
dill fester.

There was a tree besde the road. As he was passing it
Pradumna fet that someone was standing behind it.
When he went forward a little, he stopped short hearing
a burg of familiar swest soft laughter. He saw that
Sunanda was standing benegth the tree; the shimmering
light of the moon which streamed on Sunanda through
the interdices of leaves, had woven a net of light and
darkness dl around her. When Pradumnalook’ed at her,
she swung her head and cried out, " It would have served
you right! You'd have waked past and not seen me."

Pradumna fdt vey pleased sedng Sunanda but he
said, " No, of course | wouldn't have seen you. You think
it's very wonderful of you to have hidden behind the tree.
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And even if | hadn't seen you, what of it? I'm very cross
with you Sunanda, really."

Sunanda retorted, " The fault is yours and you're the
person to be angry! Do you remember what you sad the
other day? Then dl those snake-charmers and magicians!
How awful! How can you go near them? They wear
such dirty clothes. | never go anywhere near them."

" You're a rich man's daughter, for you everything
is different. But tell me, what was it that you wanted to
say?"'

Sunanda replied, " Go on! You needn't pretend any
more. Just think what it can be? Didn't you tel me
something the other day?"

Pradumna thought for a while and then cried, " Oh,
| know, that flute?"

Sunanda replied in a hurt tone, " Jugt think, did you
sy it or not? I've been waiting in the temple since mid-
day. For one thing—he comes late and then ... go
away!"

This time Pradumna burst out laughing. He sad,
" Tell me Sunanda, if you saw me, why didn't you cdl
me?"

" But was | done? At midday, of course, | came aone,
but then you hadn't come. Then, al the girls from our
village came. How was | to cdl you?'

" Allright, I'll admit the fault is mine. But the snake-
charmers and magicians you are talking about again and
again, | wasn't look'ing for them. 1'd heard that a great
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veen-player had come from Abanti. You know that for
a long time I've been longing to learn to play the veen.
That's why | was going round look'ing for him, and |
have found him too. He is staying here in the river-dde
temple. But tell me, where is your father?"

" Father went to Kausambi three or four days ago—
the Maharga sent for him."

Pradumna suddenly laughed out loud and said, " Oh,
that's why; otherwise | was thinking how can Sunanda
be out s0 late— "

Sunanda quickly put her two hands over Pradumna's
mouth and look'ing embarrassed, she sad, " Quiet, quiet,
have you no sene at dl? All the people will be returning
just now &fter the evening worship."

Pradumna controlled his laughter and said, " But I'll
aurely tell your father this time when he comes back— "

Sunanda cried angrily, " All right, tell him! He knows
that | day in the temple till the evening worship."

Pradumna caught hold of Sunandas beautiful flower-
like right hand in his own and said, " All right. | shan't
tell him. Come Sunanda, I'll play the flute for you, it's
with me. Truly, | did bring it to play to you. | was
look'ing for him only because | redly want to learn to
play the veen."

When they came to the edge of the river, however,
Pradumna somehow seemed to lose al his enthusiasm.
He did play the flute but it seemed he was playing
mechanically without any heart in it. So many times they
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had sat together by themselves like this; jmt became
Sunanda loved to hear Pradumna's flute, whenever
Pradumna came out of the monastery he always brought
the flute with him. So many times the lazy dreamy tunes
of Pradumna's flute had.made them forget time, and
without their being conscious of it, the noon-tide sun-
shine had faded into the darkness of evening. When they
were together, Sunanda had never seen Pradumna as
listless as he was today. But somehow, Pradumna could
not help thinking again and again about that shabbily-
dressed, strangelook'ing singer—Suradas.

The next morning Pradumna went to the ruined temple
by the river. The image of its deity had disappeared long
ago. There were big cracks al over the temple which
were full of snakes nests. Usually none of the people
from the neighbouring villages ever went there, A
sannyas had been living there for the last seven or eight
months, since then a few of his followers occasionally
came and went, that was why the road leading to the
temple was in a comparatively better condition.

Pradumna met Suradas inside the half-dark temple.
He seemed very pleased to sse Pradumna and said,
" Let's go and sit outside, it's very dark here."

After coming outside, Suradas look'ed intently at Pra-
dumna's face in the light then said as if to himsdf, " Yes,

only you can do it. | knew it."
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The uneasiness which the image of Suradas had cregtA
ed in Pradumna’s mind, before coming to him, gradudly
passed away while he was in his company. He saw that
though Suradas face was a little ugly, it bore the
mark of genius.

Suradas said, " | thought that you would come today,
Wéll, your father was a very famous singer, have you
learnt anything?'

Pradumna replied shyly, " | can play the flute a little/*

Suradas sad with enthusiasm, " You should be able to.
There are few people in this country who haven't heard
of your father. At the time of evary fediva, invitations
from Kausambi dways came to him. Yes, I've heard that
you too can play MeghaMdlar (The Monsoon Meody)
vey well on the flute"

Pradumna replied with humility, " It isn't much that
I know. | play what comes to my mind, but occasiondly
| do play the MeghaMadllar."

Suradas said, " Where, let me hear what you've
learnt."

Pradumnas flute was dways with him. He never
knew when he might meet Sunanda. He began playing.
In his childhood his father had taught him the Regas
and Raginees with the grestest care. Besdes, Pradumna
had a natural talent for music. His playing was very sweet
indeed. Perhaps Suradas had not expected so much of
him. He embraced Pradumna and sad, " It's not sur-

prising that Indradumnas son should be so gifted. |
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redise it's you who'll be able to do it. Of course, | knew
this before.”

Pradumnas handsome young face reddened with a
blush. After taking over this and that, when Pradumna
got up to go, Suradas told him, " Ligen Pradumna, I've
something private to tell you. I've look'ed for you before
aso, because | wanted to tel you this. It's good that
I've found you. But, before | sy anything you'll have
to promise me that you won't tell anyone about it."

Pradumna was extremely surprised. He had known
this man only for a day. What secret could he have to
tell him? He replied, " Without k'nowing what it is how
can |-"

" Don't worry—if it was anything that could harm
you 1 wouldn't have told you." Pradumna felt very curi-
ous to know what it was. So he promised that he would
not tell anyone what Suradas told him.

Suradas lowered his voice and began: "You know
that big mound on the bend of the river and the big
field in front of it? In ancient times that mound was a
temple of Saraswati—the Goddess of Learning. I've heard
that at that time, al the great singers of this country
would first come to that temple and render worship to
the Goddess before they dtarted on their career. That was
a long time ago—dfter that the temple became a ruin
and gradualy changed into that mound. If one sts on
that mound on the night of the full moon in the month
of Ashar and can sing or play MeghaMdlar flawlesdy,
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the Goddess Saaswati hersdf appears before the musi-
cian. Nobody knows about this here. On the full moon
nights of these three months—Ashar, Sraban and Bhadra,
if one can bring her down to the earth, then through
her blessing the musician becomes a master in his art-
nothing of music remains unknown to him. But, there
is one condition, the musician who asks for a blessng
must be unmarried. So I'm suggesting, that on the
coming full moon night, you and | will try for this.
What do you say?"

Pradumna was absolutely taken aback on hearing this.
How could it be? Acharya Basubrata while lecturing
on Art had often sad that Sarasweti who was imagined
as the presiding deity of al the Arts by the Hindus, was
only an imaginary being. This conception had no re-
lation with redlity. To redly be able to sse ha—ocould it
be possble? Pradumna kept slent.

Suradas asked a little eagerly, " Have you any objec-
tion to my proposa?"'

" No, it's not that. | was wondering how could it be
possble that—"

" You rest assured about that. See the truth of what
| sy with your own eyes. If youve no objection I'll
make al arrangements on the night of the coming full
moon."

Pradumna had become quite bewildered with both
surprise and curiodty after hearing what Suradas told
him. He nodded his head and said, " All right, you make
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the arrangements, I'll come.”

" Good, I'm very happy. You must come here occa
siondly. In preparation for this, you dso have to do a
few things. I'll tell you what you have to do."

Pradumna nodded again in assent, asked leave from
Suradas, then took the road to the monagtery in a worried
date of mind. He was thinking: the Goddess Saraswati
hersdlfl The colour of her skin was supposed to be like
a white lotus, who knew how beautiful was her facel
Of course, Acharya Basubrata sad . . .

That yesr a heavy monsoon descended on the wood by
the Bhadrabati rive—full of teak, piyd and naktamal
trees. On the night of the full moon in Ashar, Pradumna
went with Suradas to the field bedde the river. When
they reached it, clouds had covered the entire sky.
Everything could be seen indigtinctly in the tremulous
darkness. As ingtructed by Suradas, Pradumna bathed in
the river and changed his clothes. From his rituals
Pradumna redlised that Suradas was a tantric (a follower
of the Shakta cult). There was a vikshu (monk) in their
monastery who was a distiple of Yogacharya Padma
Sambhav. From him, Pradumna had heard of some of
the rituals of the tantrics.

Suradas had brought with him a number of garlands
woven with red hibiscuses, some of which he put round
his own neck, and the others—he asked Pradumna to
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wear. He lit a lamp by placing a wick and some ail in
agmal skull. There were so many things to be done that
Pradumna became tired with helping him to get ready
for the worship. But he was s0 curious to find out how
the whole thing would end—he did not even redise that
there could be anything to be afrad df, in being done
with a tantric, in the darkness of the night. The wor-
ship ended very lae at night. Suradas said, " Pradumna,
my part is over, you begin yours now; but be very care-
ful, the whole thing depends on your skill."

There was a hungry look' in his eyes which Pradumna
did not like. However, he st down to play the Megha
Malar on his flute, concentrating his whole mind on it.

Slence reigned everywhere. In the darkness nothing
could be seen in the field which lay in front. The breeze
touched the leaves and branches of the teak fores and
murmured weirdly. Beyond the big field on the horizon,
a the edge of the tesk forest, the night had laid its
mantle on the dark grassy bed of the earth's heart.

Suddenly the darkness in the fidd lifted and it was
flooded with a soft light. Pradumna saw in surprise that
in the middle of the fidd, surrounded by an aureole
which glowed with the light of a hundred full moons,
sood an incomparably beautiful, mgestic young woman
—fair as the colour of moonlight. Her deep black hair
flowed down cadedy by the sde of her wonderfully
beautiful neck; the long curling lashes of her lovdy big
eyes seemed to have been painted with the brush of some
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heavenly artist; her snow-white arms were encircled with
cdegid flower ornaments, chains of precious jewels,
haf-hidden in her blue saree, shimmered round her
waist. To hold her two red-lotus-ike feet in their heart—
spring flowers had blossomed out of the earth, where
those feet rested. Yes this was the Goddess Sarasweti!
The peds of whose veen made the beauty-thirsty hearts
of adl artigts turn creativel Whose blessings gave life to
truth and its establishment in dl corners of the earth!
In the gore-house of whose heart, dl the beauty of the
world remained ever-abundant! Eternal was her glory!
Immutable her giftss And ever-new her speech!

As Pradumna gazed, the image of the Goddess dowly
melted away. The moonlight became once again dim.
The breeze dropped.

For a long time Pradumna could not get out of a
feding of supified enchantment. Was it a dream that he
had seen, or was it redly true? At last Suradas voice
roused him with a gart. He said, " I've ill a few things
to do, but if you like you can go now. Well, have you
seen for yoursdf that what | sad is not untrue?"

Suradas words gradualy became incoherent. In the
haf-darkness Pradumna saw that his two eyes were
burning. When Pradumna left him and started for the
monagtery, the moon was practicaly covered with clouds,
the little light which it shed was somehow of a pde
ydlow colour. At the time of an edipse he had seen the

colour of moonlight change like this.
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The field was a very big one, it took him quite a long
time to get across it. Then he came into the forest which
was as large as it was thick. It was a tangle of tesk aMVi
deodar trees and their branches intertwined and mingled
to make it very dark indde the forest. He was walking
vay feg lest it becane dawn before he reached the
monagtery. Suddenly he saw a patch of light shining in
one place; a first he thought that perhaps it was moon-
light coming through the trees, but when he look'ed
caefully he redised that the light was unlike that of
the moon. He became vay curious. He left the road and
entered deeper into the foret. When Pradumna came
dose to the group of pipul trees through which he had
seen the light, what he saw through a gap in the tree-
trunks made him stop short in surprise. How could this
be? He had seen her just now in the middle of the fidd.
This was the same wonderfully beautiful woman.
Strange! She was now walking around in the forest!
Like a glow-worm her body shed a kind of soothing
bright light which lit up the fores to a great distance.
When he came nearer, he noticed that her large eyes were
haf closed. In the spel of some dtrange intoxication, she
seemed to be seeking a way out and failing in her effort,
she was circling frenziedly insde the group of pipul
trees. She look'ed terribly distressed.

Pradumna suddenly fdt terribly frightened. He fdt
that from the time of seeing the Goddess Saraswai in

the field and up to this, the whole afar was ghostly;
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otherwise what wes dl this insde the forest at this hour
of the night?

He did not sand there for another moment. He
quickly waked out of the forex and when he reached
the garden of the monagtery, the dim moon was then
setting behind the range of the Kumar hills.

When Pradumna got up in the morning, he went
straight to Acharya Purnabardhan and told him al that
had happened from the time of his meeting Suradas up
till lag night. Acharya Purnabardhan was a teacher
of Buddhigt philosophy. He was the oldest and most
learned of the vikshus in the monagtery, that was why
he was greatly regpected by one and al. Hearing the
story he wes terribly surprised, at the same time his eyes
seemed full of apprehension. He asked, " Why didn't
you tel me dl this before?"

" He had told me not to— promised him."

" Well, then why have you come to tell me now?"

" Because, | now fed as if I've done harm to some-
one."

Purnabardhan thought over something, then said, " |
knew that something like this would happen. Padma-
Shambhav and some of his ignorant tantric disciples have
st about to destroy the rdigious life of this country.
There's nothing they won't do for their own sdfish ends;
and Pradumna, | can s dearly that your disobedience
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and overwheming curiogity will be your.downfall! Last
night you did a great wrong, you helped to imprison
the Goddess Saraswati!"

This time it was Pradumna's turn to be surprised. He
could not ssy a word. Purnabardhan continued, " It's
just because | want to keep them out of this kind of bad
company, that | don't give permisson to any of the
students of the monastery to go outside. However, you
are young, what's the good of blaming you, but tell me
what does this Suradas look' like?"

Pradumna described Suradas to him. Purnabardhan
said, " | know the man you are cdling Suradas, his
name is neither Suradas nor is his home in Abanti. He is
that famous kapalik (a worshipper of Sva and Kali)
—Gunadya. He gave you a fdse name for his own ends."

Pradumna cried out impatiently, " But you said— "

Purnabardhan replied, " I'm telling you that history.
The ruined mound of the Sarasweti temple besde the
river is a famous place of pilgrimage of the Hindus.
Nearly two hundred years ago, a young singer lived thrfc.
At that time the temple wasn't very famous, but the
legend goes—this snger was such a mager of the
Megha-Madllar, that on the full moon night in the month
of Ashar, enchanted with his singing the Goddess Saras-
wati hersdf gppeared before him. From that time, the
temple became a famous place of pilgrimage. Even after
that singer died, any musician who could play or sing
the Megha-Mallar well could draw the Goddess to appear
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before him on a full moon night. This Gunadya was once
present on the occasion when the famous singer of Abanti
—Suradas, sang there. He could sing the Megha-Mallar
wonderfully indeed. It is sad that, pleased with his sing-
ing, the Goddess Saraswati appeared before him and
told him to ask for a boon. Suradas prayed that he
should become the greatest amongst dl the great mus-
cians of this country. Sarasweti granted him his desire.
When the Goddess ds0 told Gunadya to ask for a boon,
enchanted with her beauty he prayed to be given the
Goddess hersdf. Sareswati replied that no man with-
out talent or genius could have her. His name might be
Gunadya (the taented one) but he possssad not a
single talent for any art which could give him the right
to ask for her. For that, he would have to strive through
many incarnations. When Saraswati disgppeared Guna
dyds infatuation increased 4ill more, and a the same
time, he fdt very angry with the Goddess. He tried to
find a tantric guru who would teach him such a mantra
(mystic formula) by which he could imprison and bind
the Goddess. | know he took lessons in tantric practices
from a sannyad. But this sannyas redised after a while
that Gunadya wes seeking to learn the tantric cult to
srve only a mean desire; and so he drove Gunadya
away. All the older people here know of dl this. |
hadn't heard of Gunadya since then and thought that
perhaps he had gone away from this country. But from
what you say, | fed that perhaps last night he has been
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able to achieve his desire. He must have been learning
tantric practices somewhere, dl this time. Anyway, you
go at once to the temple and find out if he is there and
if heis, let me know."

Pradumna did not wait there another moment. He
ran out through the monastery garden.

When he reached the temple, he found that what he
feared had happened. There was no one there. There was
neither Gunadya nor the sannyas. Only a few earthen
pots and some dry wood for the sacred fire were lying
about here and there in the temple.

That night Pradumna left the monastery without tell-
ing anyone anything.

After leaving the monagtery Pradumna had gone only to
s Sunanda once to tell her that he was going avay on
some important work and would come back very soon.
A year had passed dnce then, throughout which he had
searched for Gunadya in Kanchi, in North Kosa and
al the places of Magadha. But, nowhere could he find
any trace of him.

During his travels, however, he had heard of severd
very curious things. Mihirgupta, the famous sculptor of
Magadha, had been ordered by the King to make an
image of the Buddha. For one year he had laboured on
this image but its face was 0 ugly and expressionless,
that people could not make out whether it was an image
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of the Buddha, or of the fierce robber—Damanak!

Jamunacharya, the famous learned philosopher of the
Taxila University, had been engaged in making a com-
mentary on the philosophy of Mimangsha, but suddenly
he found that he could no longer make out the meaning
of its axioms;, 0 he had taken upon himsdf the task of
re-learning the Vedic grammar right from the beginning.

Vikshu Basubrata, the professor of Art in the Moha
kotti monastery, had been painting a picture having as its
theme the dory of the Buddha and Sujata; but after
struggling with it for a year, having faled to complete
it to his satisfaction, he had given up painting in disgust.
It was sad that he had now taken to the sudy of the
Sakunarshadtra with great enthusiasm.

One day, Pradumna heard that a vet had recently
come to live in a londy spot near the village of Urubilla
From the description he got of him, he ssemed very
much like Gunadya. Immediately Pradumna went about
asking people in the village about the vet but no one
could tell him where he was.

Tired and worn out with wandering around the whole
day, he came and sa down under a big banyan-tree,
near the village of Urubilla. It was not yet evening. The
leaves of the trees were dancing in the oft breeze and
in the fidds nearby, the heads of ripe corn were glitter-
ing like gold. Further beyond dood a smdl hill from
which a waterfal came down, whose waters had formed
a pond just beow the hill. Many lotuses bloomed
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in the pond and wild swans were sporting in its waters.
Pradumnas gaze suddenly fdl on a woman coming
down the steps cut into the hillside, with a pitcher dagp-
ed in her ams.

He fdt a little suspicious and went forward. When
he reached the high bank of the pond he fet giddy.
There she was! The same woman whom he had seen in
the midst of the fiedd in moonlight; whom he had seen
roaming log in the foret. She wore a dirty saree and
nothing was left of that luminosity which had surround-
ed her body. But it was the same charming face the
same lovely eyes the same beautiful figurel

Standing there, he had no doubt I€ft in his mind that
this was she. He fdt completely bewildered. In his excite-
ment he had left the monastery and gone out in search
of Gunadya, but he had never thought of what he
would do, if he ever found him. So now he practicaly
snesked away from that place.

Every evening Pradumna came and sa beneath the
banyan-tree, and just before dusk, the Goddess came
down the hillside; again when dusk fell, she went up
sep by step with the pitcher in her arms. He sat there
and saw her every day.

Some time passed like this. One day Pradumna was
sitting quietly under the tree when the Goddess got down
into the pond. He too thought of something and went
and dood on its bank. Across the pond he saw the
Goddess had put down the pitcher and was busy gather-
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ing lotuses. There weas a hig lotus towards the opposte
end of the pond where the water was very deep. She
tried to get a it for some time, then having faled to
do 50, she look'ed up; seeing Pradumna she laughed in
a disconcerted manner, then look'ing towards him she
smiled and said, " Will you get that flower for me?"

" 1 will, if you do one thing."

" What?"

" Will you give me something to eat? | haven't had
anything the whole day."

She look'ed pained and sad, " Why didn't you tell
me 0 long? Come over to this sde, let the flower be."
Pradumna got down into the water and picked the lotus,
then went over to the other sde. The Goddess sad,
" You come and St under that big tree every day, don't
you?'

Pradumna gave the flower to her and said, " Yes
| too s you coming every evening to fetch water."

She replied with a amile, " Our hut is on that hill,
you come with me, I'll give you something to eat."

Suddenly the Goddess look'ed dl around with a
strange, bewildered gaze, then she began climbing the
deps cut on the hillsde and Pradumna followed her.
When they reached the top of the hill, a neat and tidy
little hut was seen behind a clump of bamboos. The
Goddess opened the door, went indde and cdled to
Pradumna, "Come."

Pradumna saw there was no one d<e in the hut. He
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asked, "Do you live here alone?'

" No, a sannyad has brought me here. | don't know
what he does but he goes avay from here occasiondly
and comes back after five or 9x days You st down
here" The Goddess brought an earthen pot full of
barley-grud for him to drink. It tased like nectar,
Pradumna had never tagted such wondeful barley-
gruel before. It suddenly occurred to him that if what
Acharya Purnabardhan had sad was true, and if, what
he had seen with his own eyes was not magic, then here
was the Goddess Saraswati in front of him. He fdt
curious to know what she would sy about hersdf. He
asked, " Where did you live before you came here.
Which part of the country do you come from?"

The Goddess was busy sarving out curry and rice in
a big wooden plate. Hearing the quedtion, she look'ed
a Pradumnain surprise and said, " You are asking about
me? | don't know where my home is. I'm supposad to
have been lying unconscious in a ruined temple on a
road-sde in Bidisa The sanyas picked me up and
brought me here. Ever ance then I've been here, | can't
remember where | lived before that."

She was look'ing out absent-mindedly towards the sun
which was setting on the edge of the forest behind the
village of Urubilla. She went on gazing and trying to
recollect something, but perhagps she could not remem-
ber it. Suddenly some thought brought tears to her lotus-
peta-like eyes She quickly wiped them with her saree,
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placed the wooden plate full of rice in front of Pradumna
and sad, "There's nothing to eat. You day here to-
night, I've dried some lotus seeds;, a night I'll make
a pudding with those seeds. You can go in the morning.”

Pradumna fdt like weeping. Oh, sdf-forgotten God-
dess of dl the world's beauty! All the wedth in the
treasury of the Maharga of Bidisa and the store-houses
of its great traders was not worth even one particle of
the dust of your feet! What holiness had that Bidisas
road-dde earned, that you should have laid on its dust?

After he finished eating Pradumna asked to take leave.
An expression of dismay came to the Goddess eyes. She
sad, ' Why don't you day here tonight? I'll cook a
pudding for you."

Pradumna asked, " Don't you fed afrad to day here
done at night?"

"1 fed terribly afrad. When it's dark something
moves about in that jungle of cane, | fed s0 frightened
that |1 can't open my doors. | can't degp at night, the
whole night | just st up awake."

Pradumna fdt like laughing. He thought, because
she was &frad to day done a night, the Goddess was
tempting him with a pudding! He said, " All right, I'll
day tonight."

The Goddess' face became bright with joy. The whole
night he sat outside in front of the hut and the Goddess
too sa near him. She sad, " Such lovdy moonlight!
But I'm 0 drad to come out—l spend my nights
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dtting indde the hut."

Pradumna was absolutdy amazed to se the God-
dess behaviour. It might be magic, but it was beyond
his imagination that anyone could be so sdf-forgotten.
The night passed in taking over so many things. At
dawn he asked leave to depart. The Goddess sad,
" When the sannyad returns, do come again one day!"

Unknown to the Goddess from that day every night
he sat bdow the hill, gazing towards the hut and guard-
ing her. His brave young heart rebdled againgt leaving
a timid woman aone in a fores.

One day a noon somebody told Pradumna: " The vet
about whom you had been asking for, I've just seen him,
he's bathing in the pond by the road." Hearing this he
went running to the edge of the pond. He saw it was
redly Gunadya. He had put his bundle of clothes on the
bank and had gone down to bathe in the pond. Pra
dumna sood there waiting. A little later Gunadya came
up after changing his clothes. He became dupified to
e Pradumna and said, " You here?'

" Can't you understand why I'm here?"

"It's not because you're here to tdl me, but I've
been feding very remorseful for what I've done. Every
night | have terrible dreams, | hear unknown ones tell-
ing me: the punishment for the thing you have done is
eterna hell! It's because of this that | went to my guru
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—that sannyas—over a fortnight ago. From him | had
learnt the mantra. It gave me the power to eedly sub-
jugate anyone | chose, but not to bring back that person
to his or her former state. Also it only gave me the power
to endave someone, but not to draw anyone to me; that's
why | had to take you with me. It isn't that | don't
know anything about music, but | knew that you were an
expert in playing the MeghaMallar. Your music would
bring the Goddess there, and once she came, | could
bind her with this mantra. But before it happened, |
didn't quite bdieve that such a thing could redly be
possible. | did it more out of curiogity to test the mantra.”

After a pause, Gunadya continued: "Now, I've just
come from my guru. Hearing everything, he taught me
another mantra which has the power to oppose the other.
When water made holy by this mantra is sprinkled on
the Goddess shell become free, but it can't be done."

" Why not?"

" Whoever sprinkles that water will turn into stone
for ever. Since for me it's a caxe of choosing between the
frying pan and the fire, | may as well keep her a pri-
soner. Don't be angry Pradumna, think, perhaps there's
a life after death, but what's there after one turns into
sone? | shan't be adle to do it!"

Pradumna remembered the helpless look' in the eyes
of the sdf-forgotten, endaved Goddess. If this was not
done, she would dways have to remain in bondage.

Through the ages the inspiration for noble <Hf-
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sacrifice which had dways first reached the pure hearts
of the young—a wave of such inspiration now reached
Pradumna's heart. He thought, what was one life? He
could saxifice his life a hundred times, just to get out a
thorn which pricked her red feet! Suddenly he turned
to Gunadya and said, " Come, I'll go with you. You
give me that holy water."

Gunadya look'ed towards Pradumna in surprise and
sad, " Think it over well. It's not child's pay—"

Pradumna replied, " Come, let us go."

When they came near the hut, Gunadya sad, " Pra
dumna, do think it over wel once again. Don't be de-
luded with fdse hopes. No one has the power to save
you from this—not even the Goddess. Through the
power of the mantra, you will become inanimate for
ever. Redise it properly. The mantra is holy, infdlible,
it will not spare anyone!"

" Do you think that | care for anything? Not a hit,
let us go."

When they arived at the hut, the sun was about to
st. The Goddess was sitting on the grass in front of the
hut, slent and absent-minded. She became very pleased
when she saw Pradumna. Smiling, she sad, " Come,
come, | think of you very often. | fdt very sad that |
couldn't give you anything to eet the other day. Now,
do day here for some time" Then she went inside the
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hut, eager to give them both food.

Pradumna sad, "Now give me that holy water."

Gunadya asked, " Then, are you redly ready for its
consequences?”

Pradumna replied, " Don't sy anything more to me,
give me the water."

The Goddess st out their places indde the room and
gave them both food. When they finished their med it
was nearly dusk. The shadows had descended on the
jungle of canes; the red disc of the setting sun was once
again hanging over the village of Urubilla. In the twi-
light the Goddess Ilotusface bloomed in wondrous
beauty. She went down to fetch water from the pond,
with the pitcher in her arms, as she did every evening.

Gunadya sad, " Let me fird go away from hae>
then sprinkle this pot ful of water on the Goddess."
His eyes filled with tears, and in a gl of great emotion
he embraced Pradumna and sad, " I'm a coward, |
haven't the courage, otherwise—"

He went into the hut and got his things together.
He then went down the narrow path by the dde
of the jungle of canes to the other sde of the hill. A
short distance away, the King's highway from Magadha
to Bidisa lay just bdow that side of the hill.

Pradumnalook'ed around and began thinking. Twenty
years ago, he had come to his mother's lap beneath
that blue sky. That mother of his! Sitting in the window
of their home in Benares and gazing a the evening sky,
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she was probably thinking of her son now. His heart
cried out with a desre to s his mother's face, just
once, for the lagt time. Why was the moon so bright on
the esstern sky? Above the avenue of trees aong the
highway to Magadha, a dar rose. The shoots in the
jungle of canes could no longer be ssen dealy in the
mellow darkness of dusk.

Pradumnas eyes suddenly filled with tears. At the
same moment he saw the Goddess returning with the
water, climbing up the hillsde. He had put down the
pot of holy water on the ground besde him, seeing her
he picked it up in his hands. She now came in front of
the hut. She held a number of haf-bloomed lotus buds
in her hands. She asked, “ Pradumna, where is the
sannyasi ?'

Pradumna replied, " He has gone avay somewhere
again. He is not coming back today."

He then went and touched the Goddess feet, bowed
down in homage to her and said, " Mother, | had done
you a great wrong without k'nowing. Today | have to
take the punishment for it, but | take it without any
regrets. Till the time | lose my consciousness, to that
moment I'll be happy, thinking that I've been given the
right to rdease from her bondage—the Goddess of all
beauty in the world."

The Goddess gazed at Pradumna in surprise. Pra
dumna sad again, " Ligten, try and think well, where

do you come from?"
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" Why, | came from the road-sde temple of Bidisa— "

Pradumna took a handful of water and sprinkled it
al over her. The Goddess started as if she had been sud-
denly waked from deep.

With unshaken hands, Pradumna took another hand-
ful of water and sprinkled it al over the Goddess. For
a moment, a wonderful, serene and ethered beauty was
wafted on the breeze before his eyes. His entire body
and mind shivered with joy . . . a the same moment
he remembered . .. in their home in Benares, his mother
was gazing through the window at the evening sky.

A very young girl took initiation from Acharya Shildbrata
in the monastery of Kumar-Seyni. Her name was
Sunanda. She was the daughter of Samantadas—the rich
merchant of Hiranyanagar. In spite of a lot of per-
uagon from her parents, the girl had not agreed to
marry. She was greetly regpected by everyone in the
monagtery, because she had taken the vow of cdibecy
and retirement a a very tender age, but she never mixed
much with anyone there. She kept hersdf busy with
work, but dways seemed absent-minded.

On moonlit nights, she would stand aone on the stone
ramparts of the monastery and brood over something.
At dead of night, if she saw anyone coming through
the moonlit fidds towards the monastery she would gaze

fixedly towards him, as if perhaps he might be her be-
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loved who had gone away long ago saying that lie would
return. It seemed she waited wearily counting the days
and watching the path by which he might return. Or
dse, whom did she await s0 eagerly every morning?
And when the morning passed she thought perhaps he
would come in the &fternoon; when the afternoon
passed, maybe, she hoped for his return in the evening.

Day after day, month after month, many such morn-
ings and evenings passed—no one came. Sl the girl
awaited his return, perhaps he would come tomorrow*
She was dartled at the sound of a fdling lesf and look'ed
out, had he come a last?

On some nights she had a strange dream which re-
pested itsdf again and again. In her dream she saw a
haf-broken stone image hidden in a deep jungle of
canes on the top of some hill. At dead of night, the cane
bushes on the hill swung in the breeze; a hissing sound
came from the clumps of bamboo; and the shadow of the
tal cane shoots covered up the stone image. At mid-
night, on that dark londy hill-top, as the sormy wind
rushed in through the bamboos, incessantly it crooned
the Megha-Mdlar!

When she woke up a dawn, she fdt surprised a her
dream of the previous night. Where was that hill?
That jungle of canes? Whose—that broken image?
And why, this meaningless nightmare?
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THE AFFAIR WAS REALLY NOTHING, ONLY A GLASS TUBE FULL
of curd-germs from Bulgaria, and it had been placed on
the shdf in the store-room; and had been brought for
Dr. Adt Chatterjee's only son, whom doctors cdled
rickety; mothers—as a spoiled, sckly, mother's ninny;
and the matrons in the neighbourhood dubbed as a
marasmus-ridden child.

Why a doctor's child should be like that—the people
in the doctor's home wondered over this; the neighbours
dso wondered, as wdl as spoke about it.

The boy was nearly three years old. Out of the twelve
months in a year, for thirty-six weeks he had either fever
or cold, or dyspepsa, or fits of howling without any
reeson—he suffered from one or the other of these In
redity within the last two and a hdf years, no jone had
been dble to see him apart from his illness. If any day
he was well, no one dared to say it out, for fear of such
things as the evil eye, jedous plangtary influences, etc.
He was not only sickly, but aso without the liveiness or
joyousness natural in a child.

The poor father worried a lot, but his being a doctor
was not of much use except in bringing medicines from
the dispensary. He himsdf could not understand for what
unknown reason al his medicd knowledge was com-
pletely defeated; with the result that occasondly he too
fdt ready to bdieve in supernatura influences, the evil
gye and amulets to ward these off. This time the son's

mother said, " Can a disease be cured by the random
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treatment given by a doctor in on€s own home? My
mother's aunt used to sy that unless one pays the doctor,
an illness can't be cured." She was not redly as archaic
as one would think from the way she sooke—she was
only nineteen.

The doctor's doctor-friend came. He came and was
absolutdy amazed, was surprised and got angry. He
said: had you been deeping 0 long with your nose well-
oiled ? How can the son of a doctor-father be o bat-like
in appearance? He sad quite alot more, which was more
than enough, but what he Ieft unsaid was not a little.

The treatment was al written out. Phids and phiads
of medicines, bottles and bottles of patent foods, cod-
liver oil to massage his body, and with dl this came the
Bulgarian curd-germs—actudly what we cdl, in plain
language ' dambal'— the spoonful of curd which was
kept to st a fresh lot of milk into curd.

Then, for some time, the fame of Bulgarian curd-
germs had spread dl over the country. On pages of maga:
zZines, in the voice of evay doctor, in the injunctions of
dietitians (this was before the era of adphabeticdly
enumerated vitamings), it was so well publicised and its
renown spread so much that it had caught the attention
of every person whether Sck or healthy.

So long there had been no trouble. Like a North-
Indian mother in gtory-books, Anuprova was feding quite
proud that her son was a permanent invalid, her home

a hospitd and that a great dedl of money was being spent
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on his treatment. The trouble descended al of a sudden.
The night before, the cook had taken some germs out of
the tube and put it in milk to st it into curd, accord-
ing to the instructions given by Ami's mother-in-law. In
the morning the curd had dso sat well.

Early in die morning the son was to take a cup of Hor-
licks; then butter-milk prepared from that curd; then a
gpecid kind of fish gdew with soft-boiled rice; then whey
prepared from milk with that curd, and so on.

Anu got up from her daly worship. Her eyes fel on
the bowl of curd on the shdf. It had st well, Anu's
face was serene. Then her eyes traveled to the test-tube
full of curd-germs. The name of the germ and the name
and address of the manufacturer were written in tiny
letters on it.. Anu knew enough English to read and
write names and addresses on letters, etc. Suddenly she
seemed to ponder over something. She dood there be-
numbed for some time, then she began taking down all
the things from the dhdf.

In the front verandah the grandmother was waiting
for the butter-milk to be ready, with the child in her lap
cdad in warm socks and shoes on his fet, flannd clothes
on his body and a woollen cap pn his head, to ward off
the damp chill of October; a sweet sadfaced child,
fechle as the flickering flame of a storm-swept lamp.

Seeing her daughter-in-law  busy with housework
ingead of preparing the butter-milk, she asked, " What's
the matter Bowma (bride-mother) ? Have rats carried up
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something to the shdf 7

The daughter-in-law replied, " No, motlier, Bulgarian
dambal."

"What's wrong with that?" asked the mother-in-law
in surprise.

" Of dl the foreign impurities in creation, and the
cook puts it right on the shelf!"

The mother-in-law kept silent. One could not but ad-
mit that the reasoning was logica. But again, somehow
it seemed new. But it was no use arguing, how can one
fdl short in on€s devotion to rituaisn before one's
daughter-in-law?

Asit came down from updairs dressed and ready to
go out. Seeing his mother and son standing in front of
the hall, he came forward. Smiling a little he tapped his
son's cheeks gently and asked, " Have you had some
thing to eat?"

Even if he could not wak the boy could tak well, he
said, " Mother is having the room washed."

Adt look'ed towards the gtoreroom in surprise and
asked, " Why? What's the necessity of having the room
washed before giving him something to eat?" He look'ed
towards his mother. She kept dlent. He asked again,
" Has the curd set properly?"

Mother replied, " Yes"

" Have you given it to him?"

Mother said, " What foreign 'dambal' youve
brought, everything has become tainted with impurity."
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" What does it mean?' The doctor asked in amaze-
ment. The mother gave no reply. Inside the room, quite
unconcerned—the daughter-inllaw was having things
cleaned and washed. Now the doctor look'ed a his
mother and said, “ Do you get letters from Pishima
(father's sister)?"

Mother sad, " Why?"

" Why don't you write and ask her to come once.
Shell be pleased if she comes. Should | done sse Khoka's
bat-like appearance? Give it to me, give me the curd,
I'll prepare the butter-milk!™

The servant came and announced, " Satish Babu has
come and is waiting outside."

Anu's washing and wiping was nearly over. Their eat-
ing of fish and meat, of unclean food and breaking of
traditional customs and Anu's respect for gods and god-
desses, brahmins and widows, rituals and traditions—Anu
bresthed a sigh of rdief. Jugt think, supposing someone
had bathed the family dety with panchamrita (a mix-
ture of milk, curd, ghee, honey and sugar) prepared with
that curd! Anu decided in her mind it wes because of
al this that the gods in this land were no longer kind,
and that was the reason why Khoka was adways ailing.

What happened before was this—
Anu's marriage had taken place in keeping with al
the laws of cagte, tradition and Shastric codes. The bride
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weas of the same colour of caste, the colour of her skin
fair, and from her father's Sde there had been no lack in
the addition of the shining colour of dlver rupees.

Before the marriage Adt's pishima and jethima
(father's elder brother's wife) had ssen her when they
had gone to some fead. Pishima said, " A redly beauti-
fu gir—and so tiny, and | can't say how much money
her father has piled up. Like our Adt who is coming up
as a doctor, he is ds0 a very great doctor—a specidid in
something. Who amongst the people of Calcutta hasn't
heard the name of Paresh Chakravarti! Why don't you
e the girl once? The girl's mother and pishima got at
me and were 0 insistent!”

It wes needless to sy that dl this was being addressed
to Adit's mother. She said, " But you are saying the girl
is tiny. Will she match with Adt? Beddes is she pro-
perly educated, does she know much? Will Ast care
for her?"

The dge-inlaw frowned and sad, " Did you have
any education? Were you a highly educated person
worthy of my learned brother? If Adit's father could have
lived with you for ever, his son will dso be able to do
the same with an uneducated girl."

The mother had not been able to give any reply to
this reasoning and kept slent.

People of former times caried on the professon of
their fathers, people of this age think whether they can
inherit their father-in-law's professon. However, cons-
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dering everything, with the gpprova and consent of his
pishima, jethima, thakurma (father's mother), faher
and moather, the arrangements for Asit's marriage began.

One day his mashima (mother's Sgter) came vidting
and sad, "Didi (dder sger) | hear it's a rg-jotak
union; your mother-inlaw consulted adtrologers, they
sy that such a perfect combination of dars in aty couple
only occurred in the case of Rama and Sital”

So according to the canons of adtrology it was a rgj-
jotak union—the mogt perfect of combinations for a most
wonderfully harmonised married life. And in due course
the marriage of Asit and Anuprova was celebrated.

Watered by the tides of married life, the little bride grew
day by day like the crescent moon or the banana shoot
in the rainy season.

Then she came to live in her father-in-law's home.
She did al the housework perfectly and she preserved
purity in al things scrupuloudy. There was no end to
her fame.

Then in due course thakurma went to heaven. Pishima
gave Anu a fird-class catificate and went to end her
days in a place of pilgrimage. Mashima never even got
the chance to come and s the rg-jotak pair. Ast's
father too died.
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In the home there only remained Adt's mother and
her children, dso Anu and that son of hers—and Anu
and her purity-mania

When Asit thought of Anu, he could not think of her
separately from ritualism, and to think of ritua and
purity (of course Ast knew nothing of the principles
of ritual) he fdt they had no exigence apart from Anu.
This was the reference to Anu and her son in connec-
tion with pishima.

Because Sdtish arrived in the middle of it, Ast had to
swdlow his anger and go outsde with a smiling face
He pulled a chair and sad cheefully, " Won't you St
down? Have some tea?"

Sdish replied, " No, | won't st down. My little girl
has had continuous fever Snce the last seven days. Will
you s her once?"

The doctor's car was ready, he went to se Sdatish's
daughter first. The girl was about ten years old, she had
fever, but she did not seem dckly and was not a all
overcome by her illness.

The girl's mother was dtting next to her and she
gregted him rather shyly.

The medicines were arranged on a smal tespoy; the
prescriptions laid out on a table; a jar of water and a
glass on a amdl gool; a basn under the bed; a couple
of chairs, an essy chair and a folded up camp-bed in one
corne—this was dl that the room contained.

The examination of the patient was over. It suddenly
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ftruck the doctor that the patient's health seemed quite
good. The diseese had not been able to make any im-
pression on it so far. Immediately, his Sckly son came to
his mind; after which it occurred to him that these
people's room was very clean and neat. No, there were
no expensve furniture or pictures, everything was plain
and simple. But they seemed to have good taste; besides,
he fdt as if they were very happy. Of course, he had no
red evidence of their hgppiness or unhappiness, but
still-

The doctor wrote out the medicines, ordered the
patient's diet; caressad the girl stroking her head; talked
with his friend; and gave hope and courage about the
illness to his friend's wife, though in a dightly uneasy
manner.

When he got up to go, helook'ed a his watch, it was
thirty-seven past nine. It was nearly two hours. He had
an appointment with Dr. Mitra to go with him to se a
patient exactly a ten. The doctor did not wait any longer.
He sad, " Give me her news in the evening."

But he arrived in the evening before getting any news.
Then while coming evary morning and evening, the
disease turned out to be typhoid and the patient's con-
dition became serious; then the days flowed into the end
of the second week; and the mother's sad frightened
gaze by seeking absolute reliance in him made him a part
of this family; he did not even know when.

He fdt a tenderness for the girl, compasson for his
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friend, and for his friend's wife a feding was born Il
his mind which could be cdled respect, a sort of pity
mixed with deference or a polite fascination. Fedling
more than the responsbility of a doctor's duty, in redity
he became obsessad with a craving for getting their com-
panionship. To sy it plainly, he liked them very much,
and the auspicious moment when his liking for them
was born arrived at just the time when a great digtaste
for his home had dso been born in his mind. With the
result that everything in his friend's home fet very nove
to him. The question of a comparison with Anu rose
again and again in his mind.

The second week ends.

As the hours of the firg night of the third week in-
crease, the more Renu's mother's frightened eyes turn
towards him in anguish. She fiddles with this and that,
and does not move out of the room.

The doctor feds the patient's pulse, counts the rise
and fdl of her breath and notes every little change in her
condition. As he is going to get up, suddenly Niru says,
" Why doesn't Asit Babu gay tonight?' She turns to her
husband and asks, " Supposing her condition becomes
bed like it did last night?"

Sdish look's eegerly towards his friend.

As adoctor, Ast is used to offering fase words of hope
to the patient's near and dear ones, with a smile on
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ids face. Helook's a Niru's face and is going to sy in
the same manner, "No, what's there to be frightened
about? If there's any trouble I'll come the moment you
cdl me." But before he can sy anything Niru says
"Let me order your dinner here, yes? Why not stay?
Your driver will take a message to your home."

Sdish says " I'll probably have to cdl you up again
like lagt night. It would be much better if you Stayed.
Will it inconvenience you very much?"

Adt says " All right. But don't make any arrange-
ment for dinner, I'll come back a about deven. But |
fed there won't be any need for me tonight.”

Niru's sad, pleading eyes gaze at him. Adt laughs.
"What a timid person you are! All right, I'll come."
By that time the mother's eyes become bright again.

The movement of traffic on the dreet gradudly dies
down and the neighbourhood becomes quiet. A pesce
that is hdf of degp and hdf of awaking now rules
on the dreet. Satish and Niru wait eegerly for the doctor.
Adt returns from his digpensary. He has his food, and
as usud goes to his bedroom and feds his son's body to
e if he has any temperature; helook's up his next day's
work, his cases, in his diary and jots down a few notes.
The south window is dosed, on the bed undernesth
the mosquito-net his son deeps, his wife has not yet come
after finishing her meal. He glances once towards his bed.
116



His bed has no attraction for him, not even the attraction
which a tired man feds for his bed.

He goes to his mother's room and says, " I'm going
now, mother, to see a patient. Perhaps | shan't be dle to
return tonight.”

There is no necessty of waiting for an answer. He
rushes down the gair, then out through the front door,
he dashes away driving the car himsdlf.

In the patient's house, the girl's father Sts awake in
an ey chair, smoking a cigarette and yawning every
now and then. It is a quarter past deven on the clock.
The mother lies on the camp-bed next to her daughter;
resting her head beside her daughter's, holding one hand
of the child in her own, she has gone to deep.

The doctor comes, and after inspecting the patient's
chart, he gts down near his friend. " She seams better.
But one never knows, since I've come I'd better stay."

The night grows older. The father yawns and look's
a the clock. In the end he says, " Shdl | wake Niru?"

" No, no, both of you deep. Let her deep, she's very
tired. I'm here.”

The father too degps—but in the essy chair. The
doctor reads dof and on, and occasondly gets up to have
alook' at his patient.

Niru opens her eyes once, seeing the doctor she amiles
in a reassured manner and then goes to deep again.
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But nights fraught with danger and the sorrows of the
afflicted, do they come sngly or for once only? On some
days towards dawn the temperature goes down to 96 °
and the body turns icy, on other days it rises to 105°
and overwhdms the patient. The parents too become
overwhelmed with fear and the mother becomes as numb
as her daughter.

The doctor is intent on getting an injection ready.
He wipes this and that with iodine.

He seams to be taking ages, Niru thinks, how ice-cold
Renu is becoming. The sound which comes out from
her voice in caling her husband is more horrible than a
wail. The doctor look's round with a start, then after fed-
ing the patient's pulse he scolds, " Hush, what are you
doing?' But he feds a greet pity, he cannot go home.
In this way the third wed«—the critica third week-
pases and the illness takes a turn for the better. The
fourth week is dso passng. But the doctor's night duty
does not end. Supposing? Can anyone guarantee anything
about what might happen?

Towards the end of the fourth week one night Satish
says, " You had better go home tonight. You are worn
out without deegp for so many days. If the need arisess—
but | don't think there will be any need. What do you
say?"

The doctor amiles a little and sips his cup of tea
Niru says " It's wrong to trouble you any more. An

utterly sdfish thing to do!"
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Adgt thinks, " Oh, how unsdfish they've suddenly
become today!" With a short laugh he gets up to go.

As usud his bed in his room is kept ready with the bed-
clothes turned down. He may day out or may return.

Adt enters the room. According to routine and habit
(though for the last few days the routine has not been
scrupuloudy maintained) he lifts the mosquito-net and
feds his son to see if he is swedting or not. No, he has
no fever. December, but how horribly hot the room gl
All the windows are tightly shut. Anu is deeping sound-
ly besde her son. Agt opens the window at the head of
the bed. He is tired of telling Anu how bad it is to deep
with dl the windows dosed like this. But what is the
use? Who knows what may happen to Khoka just now
and then he will have to suffer al the botheration of k
day after day. But Anu is deegping quite well in the suffy
heet of this dosed-up room. It seems surprising to him
how dmilar they are when it is a question of deeping.
Niru too degps like that. If Satish or she st up she keeps
entirdly awake, but when she degps she cannot even think
of hersdf, leave done her child. Let that go. But even
lying in his own bed and in his own room, he can neither
deep nor fed any sense of comfort. It seems as if he dept
better diere. How many days did he qay there? But how
strange, that a new habit can make one fed unused to
an old one!
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Asit cannot deep. Helook'sout through the open win-
dow near his head and gazes at the sky. The limitless
luminous cdligraphy on the sky and the eternal shadow-
writing on his mind become fused. He seems to redise
to a certain extent what his mind thinks and wants to
say. Bu—ut what need is there for that?

He lies in his bed like a sranger in a mogt Supified
qiff manner. It comes to his mind that he does not
know that deeping woman—Anu. He does not know
any of them. He is not an ascetic. Nor is he like that
Siddhartha (Buddha) who renounced the deeping Jasod-
dhara. But his whole mind feds numb. That sckly
child? Yes his. But he feds no tenderness for him, only
a feding of disnterested kindness.

He does not like this dtrange attitude of his mind,
but surprisingly enough he does not didike it ether.
His mind is being churned with a wonderful, surprise-
stricken, but conscious sorrow. He redlises suddenly after
al this time, that he never wanted Anu or got her, and
he has no fascination or tender feding for her in his
mind. He glances a Anu, she is deeping peacefully.
The child moves resledy and coughs a little.

Asdt feds startled. He gets up and puts on the light.
It is December, one cannot tell, Khoka may caich a
chill. The dock drikes three. Adt cannot remember if
he has been awake dl this time or he has dept even
a little. But he should not keep awake any longer. He
dosss the window, picks up a durrie, a pillow and a
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coverlet, and comes out into the verandah. He ought to
deep now, even from the medica point of view.

The sy which can be seen from the verandah, even if
there is no fidd or fores benegth it—only the crowded
pomp of Calcutta houses—that sy is gill vast. A num-
ber of das dare down a him. But the chilly winter
breeze has a crued deep-bringing touch and it does not
take long for Agit to go to deep.

As usud At goes out in the morning. He must go
to Satish's place to s how Renu has passed the night.
Quite well, of course, but ill he has a duty to her.

Satish's tea and food is arranged on the table. Niru
asks if he will have some tea. The doctor Sts down.
Satish and the doctor talk, Niru listens. The doctor thinks
that somehow Niru knows everything, she understands
everything too. The gleam of pure inteligence that
shines in her face, her orow, her eyes—where, he has
never noticed anything like that on other people's faces?
Who could these other people be? Then? .. . Let her go.

The doctor look's @ her for a little while in slence.
There ssams to be no limit to his regard and admiration
for Niru.

Niru knows. Niru undergtands his feding of admira-
tion. She feds a little disconcerted, but she brightens up
perceptibly. Satish too knows, he understands and look's
at it mockingly, but ill he seems to fed a little jealous
too. " Isn't it time for you to do your rounds?' asks
Satish.
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The doctor replies, " Yes I'll get up now. | came to
have alook' at Renu, she ill needs look'ing after.”

Niru asks, " Is there anything to be afrad of, still?"

The doctor replies pleasantly, "No, there's nothing
much to be araid of. But if anything serious does arise
we are there.”

The mother says, " Again! Let us not need you again
ever!" !

The doctor becomes completely abashed. He thinks,
these people—the nearest relatives of a patient—how un-
graeful they arel | have taken so much trouble for so
many days to save their child, and if the need aises |
will come again; dill—she might have put it differently.

Sish asks, " What do you say, how would it be if we
went for a change? Perhaps the novelty would help the
girl to pick up quickly, wouldn't it?"

Somehow this question hurts the doctor. But he pulls
himsdaf up and says " Where ae you thinking of
going?'

" Why don't you suggest it?"

But before Adt can sy anything the girl and her
mother both propose going to the mother's paterna
home—Pana Niru asks, " At this time of the year
Patna is nice—isnt it?"

Sdish look's up questioningly. Within a few minutes
the date and dl other arrangements about going are de-
cided upon. They will go in about a weeks time, by
that time Renu will probably be able to take a little rice.
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Satish's face look's pleased, Niru's aso; but the doctor's
face becomes very grave. He gives directions about medi-
cine and diet, and gets up to go. Niru sys " Come
again in the evening."

The day of their departure came. Ast went to the
Howrah dation to see them of. He had the patient's
bedding laid out; he made arrangements for their imme-
diate comfort as wdl as for the night; chaked out the
routine for the patient's diet and medicine. He fixed
everything.

Sdish sat down and opened his case and offered Asit
a cigarette. The doctor st on Renu's berth. There was
only a little more time left before the train would leave.
Sish anoked in dlence. Full of joy, Renu taked away
incessantly. Her mother look'ed towards the platform
in a disconcerted manner.

" Look moather, there's a peanut-sdler. When can |
have pea-nuts Doctor Babu? Pleese mother, can | have
just one today? Father please?"

Mother said, " No, what nonsense!" The father gave
no reply. The doctor only smiled.

The whistle blew, the doctor got down. Satish too got
down on the platform, held the doctor's hand and shook
it affectionately. Then ill holding his friend's hand he
stepped back into the compartment. Before the train

left, suddenly, the feding of hodtility towards his friend
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Which was born in his mind because of Niru's feding of
gratitude, vanished completely.

The train began moving. Freed from jedousy and
trouble, one friend smiled sncerdy a the other and
bade farewdl touching the head with folded hands.
Niru too did the same. She remarked, " He's awfully
good and very polite, isn't he?"

Sdish was probably reading the newspaper and gave
no reply.

Renu had been ill for thirty-five days before their de-
parture and three days had passed since they had gone.
Continuity had once again returned to Asit's old routine.
Khoka, Anu, Mother—their mania for purity; servant;
cook; housework and dl its accompaniment of fus—
they were quite hgppy with dl that. The household was
running in the same old way—only he had not been
aware of it al, for a few days. That is why the move-
ments of its whed seemed a little new to him.

Khoka gmiled with his same sckly face in his grand-
mother's ams. To Anu her husband was a matter of
little account. She went on just as usud with her house-
hold duties, her rituas, her maintenance of purity. She
had no time to think of the husband who had been there
before, and had not exiged for some time in between.
She was that kind of a wife, who was devoted when one

was near and when one was far avay she remained
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the mistress of the household, given up to serving it Her
role was never that of a bdoved woman dricken with
the sorrow of parting from her lover.

A letter came. They had given news of their arrival.
Renu had kept well, Renu was keeping well Everyone
was wdll, they were liking the change very much, etc.
What was there to be surprised about in this. One had
known that they would like it! But it ssemed terribly
necessary for him to know it. And Renu was well, good,
it was good news. But this was not a letter which needed
an answer. What need was there to keep it? But let it
be. The letter was lad aside. However, he fdt his friend
and his wife to be somehow ungrateful. One part of his
mind protested againg this, but gill the thought came to
his mind.

Asdt got up, he had to go out.

Ifeis cold and late in the night. Sitting near the table
Adt is reading a new book, and feds quite chilly.

After a long time, he gets up according to his old
routine to take his son's temperature. No, he has no
fever. Hislook'stoo seem to have improved. Anu is deep-
ing just as usud with one hand resting on her son. He
remembers Niru.

Strange, today he does not fed just kind towards his
son. His mind is flooded with afection and tenderness.

Helook'sat Anu. He remembers her rituaism and her
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traditionalism, and the son's ill-hedth. He recollects that
after the irritating episode of the curd-germs he has not
spoken with her much. But surprisingly enough, he has
not thought of it; rather it ssems natural for things to
be like that. But, is he as indifferent as an outsider, or
did heated words pass between them over it? No, he can-
not remember anything like that having happened.
Anu's dight form is tilted towards her son. Now her
gyes are, cosed, that is why her face look's as soft and
tender as her years, she look's a child. When awake, Anu,
in her ways and her speech, seems to be an expendve
pocket edition of pishima in the household. Ast feds
like laughing, thinking of her ways. Anu is beautiful,
when she degps one wants to gaze a her for a while.
But a other times? Surprising, but even remembering
her as she is then, Adt feds a tenderness for her today.

The covering has dipped dof Anu, she is lying curled
up; probably she is feding cold. He puts out the light,
then getting into his own bed by her sde, he pulls up
the bed-clothes and covers up Anu. As he is putting it
right, feding a pull on her quilt Anu asks, " Yes?'

Ast says " Nothing."

He pulls the quilt and covers her up to the neck.
Anu pulls it ill higher and moves to the next bed and
draws dose to him. In a drowsy voice she says, " It's very
cold.”

Ast sys " Yes the guilt had dipped off" Anu
comes 4ill closer, her warm breath blows on Asit's chest.
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The light from the street lamp comes through a hdf*
open corner window and diminishes the darkness in the
room.

He gazes a tha path of light with degiless eyes
The only sound in the room is that of the peeceful
breathing of the two deeping ones. Ast look's dosent-
mindedly towards his son's bed. Absolutdy dose to him
lay his son's mother. Suddenly a strange unknown sorrow
makes Asdt fed wigtful. Even in the completeness of his
getting her, he does not know her; perhaps she too does
not know him. They are absolute strangers to each other,
though his bond with her is entirdy inter-related, specific,
even unbreskable. Strangdy enough, that unknown
woman, that stranger, is so completdy assured, 0 stis
fied, in her complete dependence on him.

His mind is filled with a degp compasson. He places
his hand on Anu's back. Anu sys agan drowdly,
" When did you come?'

As if evary day has passed as usud, there has been no
gap, no pause or no lack anywhere! She knows nothing
of her husband's absence, she does not even seem to redl-
ise that he has been absent from her little world. In piti-
fu tenderness Adt tels her, " Go to deep.”

Tonight he feds no indifference for her, no disage
for her, he does not even remember the contrariness of
her ritualism.

His mind is just full of kindness. Among the overflow-
ing waves of the s of tenderness in his mind, nothing
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no one can be s.en dearly—neither Ami, nor Niru. For
ome unknown reason Asit's secret, sub-conscious mind
is saying again and again, " Poor thing!" As if he came
to know today, that this Anu is not his beloved, not his
sweetheart, she is only an object of his kindness; and
dowly his pity enlarges itsdf and swalows up al the in-
fatuation, love, desre and dfection in his mind.

Lying with her head in the crook of his aam Anu is
deeping, free from dl worry, and in complete peace.

Detached and indifferent, Agt lies thinking of many
things in heaven and earth. The regard which knows no
limit; the love which knows no defeat; die infatuation
which brooks no resistance; tonight he redises that his
mind has no room for any such emotion.
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FROM THE OTHER END OF THE FIRST STOREY, THE STAIR
reaches the open terrace of the roof after passng beyond
the mediation of the second storey and the third. To get
to the roof-terrace by climbing these dtairs one has, in
ordinary course, to oppose the law of gravitation Sxty-
four times with the strength of only one foot. But ordin-
ary rules do not goply to everyone. There are such people
in this world, who when going upgtairs, just lesp across
two or three geps a a time. But these people, even
though they are mortals, are not just men, but supermen.
They are dl supermen for this reason: that there are no
Super-women. Because no woman ever climbs up a dair
legping across two or three deps. They have not the
ahility to do this; dso there are hindrances.

In this building, over the roof which covers this dair
with its gxty-four steps, there is a thin-walled, tin-roofed
litttle room known commonly as" Cheel-Kuthi' or the
Kite's Nest. To get up on the foundation-plinth of this
building, and to get down from the ground-floor veran-
dah to the courtyard, only one step has been provided,
but to get up into, and come down from, the ched-kuthi,
there are two geps, S0 this dso is a gair. When the
aggregate of two ones are two, and al aggregates of
seps are sairs, one cannot but give the ched-kuthi its
glory of possessng a dtair.

The shadow of the building keeps the sixty-four-stepped
dair cool, but the stair of the ched-kuthi only gets its
shade late in the afternoon; and even in summer not
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until the sun becomes mellow. Leaving out cloudy days,
even two months after winter, a midday, the ched-kuthi
turns into a heaven for chilly people, and its gar turns
into a furnace. It burns the soles of even that person's
fest—who feds cold in dl seasons, be it summer or
winter.

Ity's left foot is nearly an inch shorter in length
than her right one. She quickly moves away her shorter
foot immediately after placing it on the firg step. She
makes a loud hissing sound through a gap in her teeth
to make Manab redise what the matter is.

Manab asks, " Is it hot?"

Ity replies, " It's become burning hot."

There was water in the earthen pitcher in the room—
water which Manab had carted up himsdf from the
ground-floor.

Manab tilts the pitcher and pours out the water on
the gtair. As long as he keeps pouring the water, Ity
does not sy a word, she keeps quiet just to se if he
pours out dl of it. When the pitcher becomes empty,
she caches hold of Manab's hand, presses it, and says
"You poured dl the water? I'd have had some, I'm
thirsty."

" Why didn't you have it so long?"

" Did | remember about it till now? | redised that
I'm thirsty when | saw the water."

Manab smiles a little. There is a saven days growth
of beard on that forty-year-old face; the left cheek had
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been cut open and then ditched a some time or other;
with continuous wiping of perspiration his forehead is
shining like polished brass, his two lips are black-
ened with tobacco smoke; and the dgn of excessve
betel-chewing is gamped on his teeth and mouth.
That is why his swveet, gentle smile sseems so wonderful.
A gy amile goreads on Ity's face dso, and two big crater-
like dimples form on her pimple-pitted cheeks Manab
says " Let's go down. Youll drink some water and I'll
go and fill the pitcher."

Ity sys " Aren't you thirsty?'

Manab replies, " Yes yes Til get thirsty enough, why
worry?"

The water from die pitcher after flooding the two
geps had got divided into three streams; then becoming
one again near the drain, the water had begun pouring
down it now. The entire terrace of die roof was covered
with dried-up mould which would become loose and
come df after getting the heat of a fev more days of
noon-tide sunshing; and then be crushed into powder
when Manab paced on the roof in the evenings. Perhaps
the picture of his evening droll on the roof rose in
Manab's mind the moment he had stepped down, pitcher
in hand, on the firg step.

He turns his face and asks, " Will you come once in
the evening?"

" Will you be angry if | don't?"

"Angry? Can | be angry with you? From now on
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I'll fed hurt and sulk.”

" Then | won't come."

Quite pleased, Manab says " That's good. Today I'll
count the gars dl by mysdf and sulk; tomorrow, you'll
come and coax me. | fed like being so childish, Ity! |
can't tdl you how I'm fedling!"

"1 too."

It is quite certain that Manab has acquired a greater
depth of understanding; at any rate his mind has become
more tranquil. When both of them descended to the
roof-terrace he suddenly asks very anxioudy, " You're
not feding sorry, are you Ity?"

" No, dr, no. What's there to be sorry about?"

The plan is this, that Ity will not come in the
evening, 0 as to give him an opportunity to fed hurt
and sulk. But somehow, dready he begins feding hurt,
he makes his face grave and says " I'm much older
than you, that's why I'm asking."

" But what am |—a farry dropped from the sky?"

His hurt feding becomes deeper, it ssams that even
Manab's eyes are getting tearful. " If you had been a
fary from the sky, you wouldn't have look'ed & me,
would you?"

" What a child you are!"

The &y was full of sunshine and the roof-terrace
warm. Manab's face became smiling again; with his
head resting on Ity's shoulders he was going to sy
something, but it was best not to do so. Ity had, how-
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ever, to do something more difficult than speaking; she
had to answer his gmile with a smile Was it not
surprising that they could both stand for a few mo-
ments in the pose of having forgotten dl about going
downgairs? Everything dse besdes the little patch of
roof bdow their fedt, it seemed, had become completdly
unnecessary. This roof was very high up, perhaps it was
not as high as the height an expensive rocket could reach
after leaving the earth; but who was going to shoot an
expendve rocket to prove the reativity of heights? The
other houses in the neighbourhood were not so high,
only they were better look'ing because their bricks did
not gape out of the plaster, as they did in this building.
But even that was preferred by people who stood on
the roof for they had only to open their eyes to see the
building as a whole. Besdes, standing here one acquired
an extra capadity for becoming overwhemed and losing
all consciousness of one's Af.

"Ugh!"

Manab now comes to himsdf, he asks, " Is it hot?"

" It's become like fire."

Manab says remorsefully, " Today, I'm only making
you suffer.”

" Of course you are. By saying that you are."

The moment they reach the sixty-four-gtepped Sair they
look' a each other's face as if in surprise. Manab says 134



" But the gair is very cool.”

Ity says to comfort him, " It's because you came from
the heat. But | didn't redise so long how hot your room
was."

Sowly Ity comes down with lazy, unwilling, foot-
seps, as if she wants to let go a every moment. Because
some light enters into the entrance of the dtair the shade
here is less chilly, less dim. With every gep that one
comes down one seams to fed that the shade is degpen-
ing, its chill increesing. But at this hot seeson there
can be no shade so chill which gives one anything more
than a dight feding of comfort. Ity, however, shivers
violently once, just as a fever-patient on whose body
someone suddenly places a lump of ice.

On the verandah of the third dorey a girl was stand-
ing with a one-year-ald child in her arms. The baby boy
was sucking a rubber dummy and the girl was sucking
about three of the baby's fingers.

The gep on the middle curve of the dair is com-
paraively wider, Ity stands there and tries to control
her shivering, then she makes an attempt to turn back,
but she desgs with just the attempt. Her face becomes a
little displeased and weary perhaps because of her sudden
impulse to run away; on the other hand, by this time,
Manab manages to peform the formdities demanded
by polite behaviour. He asks, " What are the mother and
son up to?"

The girl raises her sari to vel her head and the baby's
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fingers drop out of her mouth. She dares a Ity in un-
necessary dlence for a while and then says, " Oh, we
are just standing here."

" When did Naren go to dffice today? | didn't know."

He went out very early, he will go to dffice via my

sger's home. | did my cooking very leisurdy today, |
had thought | wouldn't cook today. But my brother-in-
law suddenly turned up, that's why | had to cook If |
hadn't cooked and fed him well, hed have gone back
and blamed me. He'd have sad, 1've not only made their
brother a stranger to them, but | don't even ask him to
have a med when he comes on a vidgt. He's just gone.
Do you know why he came? To ask for money! Here, he
never gpesks anything but ill of me, but finding his
brother out, he makes a demand of ten rupees from me.
| said where am | to get the money, take it from your
brother. What were you doing on the roof, Ity?"

Ity replies, " I'd gone to pay the rent, that's why."

The girl takes her little son's right hand in her left
one, and once again dares at Ity in unnecessary slence.
Then in a manner which gave the impression that she
suddenly remembered something she says, " Oh! Yes, |
haven't dso paid our rent. But how was | to pay it, he
only got his sdary yesterday. He told me to pay it today.
Wait a moment, I'll bring the money. Will you hold
baby for a bit, Ity dear?"

Giving her child to Ity, jingling the bunch of keys
tied to the end of her sai severd times, the girl goes and
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opens her box ingde the room. Her property condds
of a couple of boxes, but there are s0 many keys in the
bunch that the ring can hardly hold them, and the end
of her sai ssems about to tear down with its weight.
And the amount of unnecessry sounds dhe cregies
in opening and shutting her box is smply indescribable.

Manab asks Ity in alow voice, " Did you come to pay
your rent?"

Ity replies, “ No, but I've to give her some kind
of an explanation.”

The baby knows Ity for a long time, practicaly snce
he was born. But perhaps because she never puts his
fingers in her mouth and sucks them, that is why he
does not like to day in her arms. First the rubber dummy
fdls down on the ground; then the baby look’s this way
and that and crinkles his face and the moment Manab
gives a playful tap on his cheeks, he burgts out crying.

Méelting with joy, the girl says while closing her box,
" I'm coming, I'm coming, you naughty thing! Can't do
without me for a minute, what a son I've got!"

She brings the rent-money, the receipt which her hus-
band had written down for her, and a pen dipped in ink;
she counts out the money to Manab, makes him sgn the
receipt, takes her son back in her aams and says, " You
get so much money in rents. What do you do with it?
You rent out the whole building and live al by yoursdf
in the ched-kuthi in this heat. How can your | couldn't
have done it!"
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Manab tucks the money in his wais and replies,
" Is there any help for it? | don't have a job like baby's
father!"

Baby's mother opens her eyes wide and says, " As if
you need ajob! The interest that you draw every month,
who knows how many times his sdary itis! 1'm going to
he down a little with baby now. If he goes to deep, I'll
cdl you Ity. The two feet and besk of the bird don't look'
right. How many gitches did you tell me to do? I've
forgotten dear, the baby is dways up to such mischief!”

Manab remarks, " Isn't somebody dse mischievous
too?"

"lsnt he?' The baby's mother sSmpers, whirls
round and goes into her room. Manab picks up the
pitcher, goes down one step and waits there. He turns
round his face and says, " Come, why are you standing
there?'

Slently Ity comes forward. The way she waks with
her uneven fet on the smooth floor of the verandah is
redly charming. Other girls just walk, but Ity goes sway-
ing to an unknown rhythm. She has no child in her arms;
her sari-end is not weighed with the burden of a bunch
of keys, ill, it ssams as if there are many children
clinging to her back, her breast and her waist; and tied
to her sxi-end is a bunch of keys far heavier than any
burden which she can manage to carry.

Coming down the dair, Manab says " You people

owe me five months rent."
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" Yes.”

Manab remarks jokingly, " If it was any other tenant,
I'd have turned them out"

" Yes!

" Are you angry, because | mentioned the rent?"

" No, no, what's there to be angry about?"

The manner of Ity's coming down the gair from the
roof to the third sorey had been languid and lax, now
in coming down to the second it had changed to a
stumbling manner as if coming down a dair was not a
matter of little labour.

Manab makes his face grumpy and says " | can't
ek after weighing every word, but say whatever comes
to my mind. What have | sad that has turned your face
0 grumpy ?'

Ity smiles a little, the grave expression on her face
becomes lighter, “ Where do you sse my face getting
grumpy? What a child you are! Have | got cross with
you? I'm cross with that wretched inauspicious girl on
the third storey. Baby's father gets only a sdary of sixty-
three rupees, and she's just burgting with pride!™

Manab laughs. The coarse dde of a woman's nature
comes out in what Ity says Manab feds quite proud
and amused, that he should be able to discern it through
the sharpness of his intelligence. In the hope of finding
out a few more sides of a woman's character he provokes
Ity by saying, " Why, Naren Babu's wife is a very nice
person.”
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“ Nicel What rot! It's just because she's living happily
and her lucks not out like mine, that's all."

" Your lucks out, is that so?"

Both of them stop short. Ity bends back like a snake
ready to raise its hood and says, " What did you say?"

Manab replies gravely, " You're saying your lucks
out, it's because of me, isn't it?"

Ity heaves a deep dgh like the hiss of a snake, but
but ingead of striking, she says in the manner of a
mature woman who grants forgiveness and a the same
time gives encouragement: " | don't know what to do
with you! | sad that because | wes thinking of my
parents, my brothers and sisters. Think how much
they've to auffer: Otherwise, I—I'm a queen. Of course,
| don't look' like a queen, I'm a queen because of you."

They were people in the third and the second storey,
but no one on the dair, Hill Ity brought down her voice
to its lowest pitch and sad, “ You are my king!"

The moment they came down to the second Sorey, a
middle-aged woman came out of the room just beow
the one baby's mother had gone to lie down in. The
woman was 0 fa that even though the floor did not
tremble when she walked, her footsteps resounded heavi-
ly. But just now they resounded more than usua, per-
haps because she was banging her feet with extra force.

" Where have you been, Ity 7'
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"In the third gorey with baby's mother."

" What rubbish! I've look'ed for you upstars and
downgtairs three times."

" Perhaps then | had gone to the ched-kuthi. Mother
told me to go and pay the rent. Now, dl this time
| had been taking with baby's mother, go and ask her.
| was chatting with baby's mother, wasn't | Manab
Babu?'

" Of course you were/'

Ity aks again, " Didn't you sy that the water in
your pitcher was dl finished? Didn't | sy come down-
gairs and I'll fill it up for you?"

Manab nods in assant.

The fa woman's complexion is exceedingly fair.
Her face had been red so long, now dowly the redness
begins to disgppear. She stands in dlence for a while;
then dhe waks away with gill more forceful geps and
enters her room; she doses her door with a loud bang
and shoves in the bolt. The next minute she removes
the bolt and comes out, " You die Ity, you die, you go
to hell. Aren't you lamer Isnt it that you can't climb
gairs with your lame foot? If you can't climb gtairs why
don't you go to Yamas (the god of death) house?"

Manab asks, " Sudha, you didn't go to the hospita
today?'

Sudha replies, " Can't you s that | haven't?”

Manab asks again, " Have no duty today?"

Sudha suddenly comes to the verge of tears and says,
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" Whether | have duty or not, what's that to you?"

Manab says quietly, "No, | just made a remark.
Will you pay some of the rent today?"

Sudha becomes stunned. She tries to bulge her eyes
out of the fleshy folds round them, and says, " You're
asking for rent? Rent!"

Manab replies with a amile, " It was you who sad
that you'd pay some of it today."

" | haven't got my sday yet."

" All right, pay me when you get it. You're putting
in a lot of advertisements asking Nagen to come back,
aren't you Sudha?'

With a face turned pae, Sudha cries out, " Who
sys I'm giving advertisements?"

" | saw in the paper. It's a good advertisement: * How
long am | to cary on done with the children; if not
for mysdf, come back in consderation for them—your
Sudha' If your advertisement caiches his eyes, Sudha,
Nagen will rush back from wherever he is."

Sudha does not sy another word, she goes into her
room again and shuts the door. This time the sound of
her footsteps is gentler, and the sound of her closing the
door ofter.

Ity begins coming down the sair and says, " The
dair seams endless.”

" Bothering you?"

" Enough, you needn't show so much concern. How
many months rent does Sudha owe you?'
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" How many can it be, one or two months. What's
the poor thing to do, with four children on her hands
the world seems dark to her. Is there any money in the
nursing profession?’

" Why don't you give it?"

" Why should I? What have | to do with her? I'll
wait another two months, if she doesn't pay up then, I'll
tel her dealy that she had better go and live in a
house where she can do so without paying rent. That
sort of thing won't do in my house."

Ity's stumbling manner of coming down to the second
storey has now changed to her habitual twisted, broken-
down manner. But on the other hand, the gtair is nearly
coming to an end; making a terrific effort she taps gently
on Manab's am and sys with a fant smile, " How
naughty you were!"

She sys it in the same tone as baby's mother did
when ghe cdled her child naughty. Then suddenly she
aks, " Where, you didn't give?"

Manab asks, "What?"

" The ten rupees mother asked as loan? You got some
rent, why don't you give it out of that?"

Manab amiles a little, brings out the money tucked in
his waist and gives Ity ten rupees. She waks down with
her head bowed.

On coming down, the ground-floor verandah comes
into view. Sitting on a mat spread on the verandah,
leaning againg the wall, Ity's mother is dozing. Lying
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next to her, is a naked boy of about three whose body
is covered with sores. At the other end of the veran-
dah a pile of dirty dishes are lying. Severd flies are
buzzing around; when they get tired of the taste of the
juice oozing from the child's sores they fly over to the
dirty dishes. Again, when they tire of the taste of the
dirty dishes they fly back to settle on the child's sores.

Ity's mother's doze was not quite a deep, it was just
a closing of the eyes. It was not that she was pretending
to deep, but her eyes had dosed in sheer fdigue and
weskness.

Ity's mother opens her eyes and says, " Youve come
[ty ?"

Then dhelook's a Manab's face and says " You took
a pitcher of water this morning, it's al finished? Ity, go
child, fill up the pitcher and take it up. Is that sort of
thing a man's job?"

Manab says " It tires Ity to climb up the dair, I'll
manage to take it up."

Ity's mother does not hear this. She fixes her gaze on
her daughter's feet and says, " What's that blood on you
Ity ?"

Ity replies quite unperturbed, " | scratched a sore.”

Manab asks, " Have you got a sore Ity ?"

On hearing this question, without any preliminaries,
Ity suddenly burgts out in a wild rage. She begins to
cry out asif screaming in pain: " Yes I've got sores, hun-
dreds of them. What will you do? You'll loathe me? Do
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it, who cares for your loathing? Don't you see my
brother's body is full of sores? Don't you know that |
take him in my arms? If | don't get sores what will |
get?"

As she hurriedly puts down the pitcher it rolls into
the courtyard and smashes to pieces. Manab does not
even glance at it. " Go to your room Ity, I'll send Sudha
to you."

With that Manab begins to climb up the sair, leaping
over three or four seps like a superman.
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AFTER VISTTING VAROUS RLACES IN NORTH INDIA | HAD
arived in Naini Tal. It was the end of November and
the hill-gation was practicaly empty. There were just
two of us on the firg floor of our hotd—a Bengali doctor
and mysdf. The hotdl was on top of the hill, by the sde
of a wood; down bdow the mountain-encircled lake
sometimes glittered like an emerdd, and sometimes like
a molten sapphire. The days were dear and bright with
sunshine, the nights pale and chilly, in the cold moon-
light, dl around us was a lovdy peaceful silence.

The whole day the waters of the lake had been ill and
had dearly mirrored the rows of colourful bungalows,
the green woods, the blue sky, and piles of white woally
clouds, so many colours and shapes. In the evening, on
the western sky, colour had piled upon colour, in such
magnificence, that it ssemed as if the brides of the four
guardians of the Eadt, West, North and South, were
celebrating the Holi fegivd in the sky; and the lake was
a pool of pure gold. Then the moon rose behind the
pine-woods, and in the dark shadow of the hills, the lake
became black and mygerious as the eyes of an enchant-
ing woman.

When | came and st in the glazed verandah after din-
ner, it was raining, and in the damp darkness outside, the
deodar trees vibrated with the angry howl of the sormy
wind.

| could not st in the verandah for long, not because of
the storm, but because my tooth began to ache violently.
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For the last two days a corner of my left gum had been
dightly painful, but now al of a sudden a the middle
of night, in the midst of the storm, the pain became un-
bearable; it fdt as if every nerve was being torn to pieces,
it was just awful. 1 went to my room and found that |
had no aspirin or any kind of pain-killing medicine with
me. It was nearly twelve oclock at night, the storm
roared outside, where could | go for some medicine?
Then | remembered that old Dr. Sirkar was saying
in the room beyond the two vacant ones next to mine.
| would surely be gble to get some kind of medicine from
him. One day | had made a dight acquaintance with
him. He seemead to be a strange sort of person. He had
been round the world twice. Some days, | saw him loung-
ing in an eesy chair in the verandah, quietly watching the
play of clouds in the sky and the change of colours on
the lake for hours together; on other days, whip in hand
he went df riding a a terrific pace towards Bhimtal.
Sx fea tal, his figure was firm and sturdy like the trunk
of an old tesk tree; he invarisbly wore a grey tweed
suit mogt of the time and a pair of dark glasses over
his eyes; his lined, wrinkled face was flushed and below
the thick cdluloid frame of his glasses his nose burnt red*
My toothache became worse and utterly unbearable.
There was nothing d<e to do, but to go to the doctor.
A dim light was burning a one end of the corridor. |
knocked softly thrice and called, " Dr. Sirkar!"

From indde came the answer, " Entrez."
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The door was not locked and | pushed it open.

When | entered the room, | found Dr. Sirkar lying
hdf-raised on a long lesther-covered seitee and gazing
at the window in front of him. Rain was besting like the
waves of an angry ocean againg the window panes. Ouit-
side, the sorm moaned shrilly, but indde—the room was
filled with a strange slence.

The door wes at the back of the settee and Dr. Sirkar
who had not seen me enter cdled out, " Come in Herr
Rosenberg, | was waiting for you."

Herr Rosenberg! But | had not seen anyone who could
possbly be a German, in this hotel. | cried loudly,
" Excuse me, but my toothache's just unbearable—?"

With a gart he jumped up. | could not see his eyes
covered by the dark lenses of his glasses, only a glisten of
white hair on his forehead. He said, " Oh! You! What
do you want?"

" You see, my tooth is giving me alot of pain. If you
have any medicine, I've no aspirin—"

"Pain! Good, the more pain you auffer, the more
deeply you will sense life. The higher the species of a
being, the greater is his capacity for feding pain.”

" Look here, if the doctor becomes a philosopher, his
patient's condition just becomes awful."

" Hal Hal A doctor-philosopher! Now tell me where
is the pain?"

" In my tooth, here on this left gum, it's tearing my
nerves to bits— "
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" Enough, | understand, you don't have to describe the
pain to me. Sit down, st on that sofa What liqueur do
you prefer—Kummel, Benedictine—I've only a few varie-
ties with me here."

On a amdl table in front of him there were a number
of bottles of different szes, shapes and colours, and
sverd liqueur glasss.

" No, | don't drink anything."

" You don't? Hal Hal If you did, you wouldn't have
had a toothache. You are suffering a lot, let me see, I've
got a medicine."

Dr. Sirkar took out a amal botde from the drawer of
his writing table, then placed two tablets from it in a
medium-sized wineglass and poured a golden liquid from
a large bottle over it. He dirred it, handed me the glass
and said, " Drink it up, I've mixed the medicine with
a little light Bordeaux, which will help in its action.
I've no water in my room, my servant has disappeared
since evening. Think of it, your medicine is mixed with
the juice of sun-ripe red grapes of Southern France."

If someone gave me a glass of poison to remove my
pain | would have taken it then, so | drank up the
medicated Bordeaux in one gulp.

Dr. Sirkar sat leaning on the settee facing me. He
drank a sip of Chartreuse from a smdl glass and asked,
" How are you feding now?"

" The pain seems much less."

" Then that's dl right. Perhaps the actua pain is just
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the same, but since you fed it's gone, that's enough. The
real thing is what we fedl, and whatever we can't fed
with our mind is unreal St down, and let's talk. We
shan't get any deep in any case, on this sormy night!"

" That's nice, tell me a gory, you have so much ex-
perience of life; you have travelled so widely, seen so
many countries and people. Then you are a doctor, you
have come across so many patients— "

" A doctor look'sat his patient with a clinical eye, he
doesn't really see him. A view which includes no sense of
pain, which arousss no feeling in the heart, no fear in
the mind, is not really look'ing at someone.”

" But there may be joy in it."

" Yes, but every deep feeling of joy is always accom-
panied with a sharp sense of pain. It's not only mental
pain, but physical pain also. The more variety of pain you
experience, the more deeply you will understand life,
and touch the very core of your being. The experience
we gain from physical and mental pain formulates our
very existence and our individuality.'*

" | fed your life is full of many experiences."

" Yes, the thirg for experience has driven me hither
and thither all my life. As a doctor | have had to see
man in the breaking-up of his body and mind; in his
image of uttermost pain. That is why | have traveled
from country to country in search of beauty, whether
that beauty is of Nature or man-made, | have sought to
find it in its completeness. With my body and soul, with
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the flow of blood in every artery and vein, | have sriven
to sense the joy of living. On such a gormy night as this
| swam across the Padma; | have seen towns and villages
washed away in tearific floods, | have crossed icebound
rivers & a height of 17,000 ft. on the Karakoram moun-
tains and travelled to Khotan by foot from Kashmir; |
have crossed the Sahara desart by car; and shot lions in
Uganda. So many wonderful things, so many beautiful
sights float across my vision; the colours on the Dal Lake
in Srinagar a evening; the sun-baths in the Lido on the
shores of the Mediterranean; the dedgerides in moon-
light on the winter snows of Switzerland; the crowds of
Fifth Avenue in New York; the wild beauty of fores-
surrounded Ankor-wat; the trenches in Flanders, the
Tg Mahd on a dark night; the Kumbh-mela at Prayag;
the thick forests of the Misdisdpi; an aeroplane across
the Pecific. All these experiences have embodied my soul;
but my being has been expressed through the pain and
auffering the human mind is capable of sensing.”

Dr. Sirkar became dlent. The window panes rattled
with a gust of sormy wind. From its one end to the
other, the dark sky was seared with a terrific flash of
lightning. The lamp fringed with a dark-blue shade
trembled again and again. 1 asked softly, " Who is this
Herr Rosenberg you were waiting for?"

Dr. Srkar sat up with a start; the glasses on his eyes
shone in the light like the eyes of a tiger on a dark
night. He poured a little wine into his glass, drank a
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gulp and continued to gt in slence for a while.
Then he pushed a cigar-box towards me and said,
" Light a cigar. I'll tell you the story—"

" After | passed my examination and got my medica
degree in Munsen, | worked in a tuberculosis sanatorium
a Davos in Switzerland. From there, once | came to
Paris towards the end of November. When | got dof at
the Gard de Lyon, it was about n oclock a night. |
was handing over my luggage to the porter when some-
one thumped on my overcoat and called, * Herr doctor!"

"1 turned round and saw Richard Rosenberg, one of
the patients at our sanatorium. He was a man of about
forty, taler than mysdf; a face thin and pae with long
years of illness, and a keen, hungry look' in his eyes. He
had tuberculoss in one of the bones of his foot, which
had got.well after being treated for Sx years in the sana
torium; now, he could wak about with the help of a
crutch. He was a Swiss, but his ancestors had come from
Norway. He was the only son of a rich merchant in
Zurich.

" | asked him in surprise, * You here? You had fever
the day before yesterday, and you are not supposed to
come out of the sanatorium!'

"' I've run away. My heart fdt sick. Which hotdl are
you going to?

"' | know a chegp hote in Latin Quarter, I've written
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to them for a room'

""I'll go with you. | won't like being al aone in a
big hotel. It's a students hostel, isn't it?'

" In the taxi Rosenberg told me he often suffered from
excruciating headaches, he bdieved a cancer was growing
in his brain; some doctor in Zurich told him that it might
be a smal tumour. He had taken permission from the
sanatorium to come to Paris to consult specidists. But
he bdieved that he had a cancer growing somewhere.

" | didn't quite believe what he told me. | fixed aroom
near my own in the hotel for Rosenberg. | was about to
go to bed when Rosenberg came in, he had changed his
travelling clothes and wes dl dressed up. He sad,
* Come, let's go out'

" I'm tired

" I've come to Peris after Sx years, do you think I'll
go to bed now? Tender is the night—'

" * You go out, I've undressed.'

" * | shan't be able to degp if | don't take a groll on
the banks of the Seine. Right, then, bon nuit!"

" Lying in my bed | heard Rosenberg go down the
narrow wooden dairs with a clit-clat of crutches, to sk
joy in the dreets of Paris. Next morning on enquiry |
learnt that Rosenberg was ill deeping. He came back
drunk a three in the morning. | didn't meet him for a
week after this.

" | came out into the street from the Opera House after
seeing a performance of Puccini's Tosca, someone dapped
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my back and cried, ' Herr doctor!" | turned round to
s Richard Rosenberg!

"' How did you like the opera, Herr doctor?

"' Lovdy.'

" 'Do come with me, there's an Itdian restaurant
nearby, they have some wondeful Mosdle. It's a pre-
war 1913 Mosdle, I'll redly fed hurt if you don't come!

" The mudgc was dill ringing in my cas and my
mind. 1 could 4ill hear the noble tones of Chaliapin's
wonderful voice. | sad, ' All right, let's go and have a
rowdy night.'

" We had some food at the restaurant, then went and
s in a cde near the Opera House. On both sides of the
road, hdf of each footpath was st out with chairs and
smdl tables; by their sde, men and women dressed in a
variety of garb, flowed pagt in a congtant stream.

" ' Rosenberg, how are you enjoying the life in Paris?

" A terible pain, | affer unbearable pan in my
head." He brought out a smdl bottle from his pocket,
took two tablets from it and gulped them down with
ooffee * I'm taking this aspirin every two hours, other-
wise I'd die of pain.'

" Have you consulted any doctor?

Yes, of course. Dr. Levi sd it's not in my head,
but there ssams to be a tumour near my liver. It may be
a forerunner of cancer. But | know it is cancer, it has
to be cancer. My mother died of cancer. Oh God! What
agony it was!'
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" He stopped speaking abruptly. 1 saw his burning eyes
were fixed on the gaudily dressed women of the dtreets.
Three of them were passing aong hunting for prey.
They gave a mocking look' a the crutches resting on
Rosenberg's chair and walked away. His thin face turned
dill paer. ' But, the doctors haven't sad anything for
certain, have they? | asked.

" Who can sy anything for certain? Day and night
I'm suffering such awful pain. I've seen a cancer patient
die by inches, 1 know dl the symptoms of cancer. Gar-
con, fill up the glasses But you arc a doctor, tdl me is
there any cure for cancer?

"' We don't know yet, but experiments are going on
dl the time’

"' Meanwhile the patient dies after going through un-
bearable agony!’

"' One day we will dl have to die.'

Supposing a cancer patient commits suicide, what
harm is there?

" ' Life is precious. We haven't yet been gble to give
life, what right have we to wilfully destroy it?

" ' Oh no, we have only the right to suffer. | can eedly
commit suicide, | have no mother, my father too died
two months ago; only my old grandmother is dive, it
would give her a terrible shock, Garcon, change this note/

" The waiter came forward. Rosenberg brought out a
fa wadlet from his breast pocket, it was duffed with notes
of various colours. He picked out a thousand franc note
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and gave it to the waiter. He put the open wallet on the
table; not only the people in the cf£, but dl the passers
by saw it lying there crammed with notes.

" Put avay your walet, Richard.

" " Huh! There's more than thirty thousand francs in
mark, franc, pound and dollar notes in it.'

" He sdd this 0 loud that everyone, including people
on the dreet, heard him. Everyone in the cde dared at
our table in amazement.

" Hush, why are you shouting so much? Put it in
your pocket. What do you mean by carrying such a lot
of money about with you in the dreets of Paris?

" Yes, what do | mean? Wdl sad, doctor. Well, I'm
giving you a puzzle, answer me. A man caries thirty
thousand francs, shows it to everyone and walks about on
the dreets of Paris. Why? Hal Hal But isn't life a maze?
Once you enter it, you can't dways find your way out!’

" Look here, people have been murdered on the
sreets of Paris for a lesser amount of money.'

"' Good, well said! Listen doctor, I'm glad | met you.
You know my condition, anything can happen a any
time, | may die very suddenly. I'm a millionaire now, |
want to bequeath hdf of my wedth to a cancer research
hospital; I've left a will, not in my room in the sana-
torium, I've hidden it somewhere, | want to tell you
where it is—'

" Rosenberg stopped abruptly and look'ed towards the

street. A young man and woman were passng by; the
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man was grim and hideous look'ing, his look's indicated
that he beonged to the underworld of Paris. But the
young woman was exceedingly beautiful, she look'ed
lovey and enchanting as a newly blossomed white lotus.

" Rosenberg got up and cdled out look'ing towards the
couple, ' Maddleine!' The girl smiled and came forward
and sat down on the chair between us. But her com-
panion disappeared into the crowd.

Hello Madeleinel What will you have?
Let's go to a restaurant, | haven't had anything to
eat dnce evening, | fed very hungry!’

" Maddeines eyes were dight with gaiety, Rosenberg
gazed a her spelbound. Softly he said, * Welve just had
some food, take this, you can eat tomorrow morning!'
Rosenberg brought out a five hundred franc note from
his wallet and gave it to her. Once again everyone had a
view of his roll of notes. Maddeines eyes flashed like
lightning.

" | sd, * It's very late, let's go now.'

" "Well go too, come Madeleine.'

" The girl st between us in the taxi, | kept slent, but
Rosenberg tadked away incessantly.

"' Look here doctor, | can't degp without taking vero-
na every night. Do you know of any good medicine for
degp? Oh, | know, you won't give it to me/

" The girl laughed and said, " | know.'

" Eagerly Rosenberg asked, * What?

" She laughed loudly and replied,' | won't tell you
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" All the way Rosenberg discussed with me the virtues
and drawbacks of veronal, he took three to four tablets
every night; how many tablets would be likely to kill a
man; someone in Davos had taken too many verond
tablets by mistake and died, and so on.

" On reaching the hotel 1 cdled Rosenberg aside and
asked him, 'Who is the girl?

" "Who? he replied, ' How am | to know? | don't
know her.'

"' Then you don't know her!" | gaculated in surprise.
* You have so much money with you; you had better do
something about your walet—I saw a car following our
taxi.'

" A grange smile flashed across Rosenberg's thin pale
face, ' Herr doctor, whom does anyone know in this
world!

“ Rosenberg went to his room accompanied by the girl
| went to my room and st down exhausted on a sofa
It was drizzling outside, the wind moaned through the
empty dark lane next to the hotel like the ceasdess wail-
ing of a mad dog. Silence reigned in the deegping hotel.

" | fdt that one could not hope for deegp on such a
night. The old eighteenth century dock on the mantle-
piece dared vacantly a me. | picked up a volume of
Maupassant's dories and began to read.

"I don't know when | had gone to deep, the rattling
of glass on the window-panes woke me up. A gae was
blowing and it was snowing. Nature's fury seemed to be
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let loose outside, blagts of thunder and flashes of light-
ning; but the hotd seemed unnaturally silent

" Suddenly | sarted, what has been happening in
Rosenberg's room, who knows? The girl must have done
her job and departed. The tap in the bathroom was not
properly turned off, and drop by drop it was dripping.

" | felt someone was calling me, * Herr doctor 1 Herr
doctor!" The cry seemed to penetrate through the wooden
door from beyond the dark corridor. I got up and
dowly opened my door, the corridor was dark, but
a chink of light entered into the darkness from Rosen-
berg's room—through its door which was dightly open.
That light gave me courage. Quickly | crossed the cor-
ridor and entered his room. The room was pervaded with
a drange silence and Rosenberg lay on his bed. He
hadn't taken off his clothes. He was lying absolutely still,
his eyes were staring; on a small marble table lay an
empty phial of veronal, two empty bottles of wine and
two glasses. The girl was nowhere to be seen.

" | called, * Rosenberg! Richard!" But he gave no res
ponse. | fet his forehead, it was ice-cold. | felt his pulse
and it was ill. | opened his shirt front and pressed
my ear on his chest to see if | could hear even a faint
heart-beat. But his heart-beats had stopped for ever. Out-
side the stormy wind was roaring.

" | realised there was nothing for me to do. | softly
closed his eyes and covered him up with a sheet. | felt ex-
hausted, returned to my room and when | sat down on
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the sofa, perspiration broke out all over my body in spite
of the winter night.

"Again | seemed to hear someone calling me:
' Doctor! Herr doctor!" That cry seemed to have pierced
through the door, and filled the entire room like smoke.
| lighted a cigarette, opened a window, in the hope that
the howling of the wind outside might drown this cry.

" The cry became louder and louder, not only | heard
my name but the clit-clat sound of a pair of crutches
climbing up the wooden gdairs It made the gillness of
the deeping hotel tremble. The sound of crutches came
nearer, passed the row of rooms through the corridor
and stopped in front of my room. Someone knocked
thrice and called: "Herr doctor."

" | said, * Entrez.' | should have fainted in fear, but |
was waiting to tase the emotion of utmost fear; | was
ready to face Rosenberg's ghost.

" Slowly the door opened. Against the background
of darkness the figure of Rosenberg emerged like a pic-
ture. He was wearing a thick black overcoat and a grey
hat, his arms rested on a pair of crutches. The light in
my room was reflected on his face and it shone like glass.
The sharp, hungry look' had gone from his eyes, they
were filled with a drowsy weariness.

" | heard his voice as if it was relayed on the radio, he
said, ' Herr doctor, I'm going out. | came to tell you
about my will. It'sin the sanatorium, in the third drawer

of the table in Frau Meyer's room. All right, bon nuit,
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I've a long way to go.'

" The figure dissppeared. | stared dazed towards the
darkness. The dit-clat of crutches went further and
further away.

" At lagt | began shivering, my hands and feet grew
cold and clammy, | could hear the hammering of my
heart. Rosenberg's dead body lay two doors away.

" Suddenly someone switched on the light in the cor-
ridor. The dairs resounded with the gay voices and
laughter of a group of young Chinese boy and girl
students. They usudly didn't come back to the hotel
before two o'clock every morning.

" The group dispersed and went to their rooms and
closed their doors. The hotel went to degp again and
became glent.

" The sorm ended, but snow was faling softiy as if
someone was tearing petals of the quivering Champaka
flower.

"1 lighted a cigarette and sat down in front of the
open window and waited for the morning to dawn."

Dr. Srkar became slent and | too pulled a my cigar
in dlence. The storm and rain had ceased and every-
thing was bathed in soft moonlight. | got up dowly.
Dr. Srkar sad, " Mr. Ghosh, | fed tonight adso |
won't be able to degp. Nowadays | can't deep unless |

take verona."
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These words filled me with a strange fear. The voke
did not sound like Dr. Sirkar's.

" Look, there's a smdl bottle there, yes—that ydlow
bottle. | can't get up, my legs are aching. Get me some
tablets out of it and put it into this glass."

In a frightened voice | asked, " How many?"

" How many? Oh, five or sx. It doesn't have any bad
dfet on me— can't dexp with less. If you took six,
perhaps—"

Like a man in a spdl, mechanicdly | gave Dr. Sirkar
dx tablets. He took them in one gulp and said, " Do st
down for awhile." Then he dosad his eyes and lay down
leaning back on the settee.

| st in dlence | fdt asif | could not move. The dill-
ness of the room was as heavy as a sone. The glass panes
of the window shone like the frightened eyes of a veled
woman.

| do not know how long | had sa there. | had logt
sne of the fleding flow of time.

| fdt |1 heard a dlit-clat sound, the sound of crutches
againg a wooden floor. It climbed up the gairs past my
room, the verandah, then stopped in front of Dr. Sirkar's
room. Tock! Tock! Tock! Three knocks.

| trembled with fear. | screamed, " Dr. Sirkar," but
no response. | shouted with al my might. " Dr. Sirkar f
Doctor!" But his body lay humb and sensdess

| caught hold of his hand and shook him, the hands
were ice-cold, | could not find his pulse. | put my hand
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below his nose, my ear on his heart, but his heart was
ill, his blood was no longer circulating.
Dr. Srkar was dead? Perhaps | had given him an over-
dose of veronal, my face turned pale like a white mask
| look'ed towards the door with wild frightened eyes.
On the other sde of the door was Rosenberg's ghost, and
on this sde—the dead body of Dr. Srkar.

The two eyes behind the dark.glasses moved, | shiver-
ed violently.

Dr. Srkar called out, " Why, Mr. Ghosh, is your tooth
aching again?"

" No."

" Then you are frightened. No, | didn't die, death
-doem't come 0 easily.”

"I thought-"

" Yes, you probably can realise to some extent the fear
| experienced that night in the hotel in Paris.

" You are an excellent actor, | see."

" It's only because | can act that | am ill alive. You
had better go to bed. Rosenberg didn't come tonight
You can go to deep in peace. You'd better have some,
you'll deep better. Listen, | haven't told you the end of
the story. Next day Rosenberg's dead body couldn't be
found. Two days later his body was dragged out of the
Seine. People say that the gang had removed his body

during the night. But my theory is that Madeleine didn't
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kill him. What do you say?"

| came away without giving any reply. In my room |
sat besde an open window. The waters of the lake shone
in the moonlight.

| sat wondering: was Dr. Srkar mad or was he an
expet gory-tdler?
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THE DIVISON WAS NOT A VERY SMALL ONE, ITS SURVEY
had begun since November and only Khanapuri area
had been measured so far. In a row three tents were
pitched underneath the banyan tree which stood on the
river shore banked up with edible herbs like hincha and
kulmi. On every sde open fields stretched out wide.

The Deputy Magistrate, Shanker, had come here today
from the sudder' camp in town to decide a very com-
plicated law-suit. He was a young man—quick and rest-
less. His restlessness seemed to have increased ever since
his wife had died. He sent for the court clerkk imme
diately on arrival.

After sending for him, he got out a cigar from a box
in which till remained the few dried bad leaves put
there seven months ago.

Seven months ago, one afternoon in his paternal house,
Shanker on entering the upgair room had asked, " Sud-
harani, what day is it tomorrow ?"

Sudha answered, " Go and look' at the almanac, |
don't know— " then opening her eyes wide she had said
with a laugh, " You are trying to frighten me because
you are going away. Oh, you think |—"

Shanker had also laughed a lot. He had said, " If you
tell me not to go, perhaps, | won't go."

" Let it be"

"What does it mean? That it isn't hurting me at
all to go away? Isn't that it?"

Sudharani went on folding clothes without answer-

168



|ng Shanker caught her hand and drew her close
' Listen Sudharani, answer me— "

" Bahl Asif | know what is in somebody else's mind/'

" You know what is in yours, don't you?" But ill
when she did not speak, Shanker went on saying, " Tel
me whether it hurts you to part from me. | won't let you
go unless you tell me."

" No."

" Are you telling me the truth?"

" No! No! No!" With that Sudha pulled away her
hand and was going out when Shanker went and barred
the way of the run-away girl. " It's a lie, let me see your
eyes. Now, look' at me Sudharani— "

Sudha then closed her eyes and kept them shut tight
As soon as he turned round her face, tears began trickling
down her cheeks. Slipping round this way and that, his
bride eluded him and disappeared.

Towards early morning, it was raining hard. Laksman
called from outside, " Young magter, the seamer whistle
is blowing at the landing ghat"

Sudharani put the end of her saree round her neck,
touched his feet in obeisance, and said, " Do wait a
moment!" Then she brought a sheaf of bad leaves from
a niche where she had arranged and kept them; putting
these in his hand she called upon the Goddess Durga to
protect him, " Durga! Durga!" she cried, then continued,
"Write me one letter a week at least, wherever you

may be. Understand?"
169



Then another afternoon like today's came to his mind*
He was busy doing his work of surveying in the Mamood-
pur camp when a letter came to tell him that Sudha-
rani was dead.

Meanwhile, Bhajahari, the court clerk, arrived with
maps and files.

" Two hundred ten, eleven, north of thisis plot num-
ber two hundred twelve," Bhajahari marked the spot in
the map and continued, " It's only an uncultivated patch
of jungle; no human being ever goes there, still the suit
isall over this plot of land." Suddenly Bhajahari look'ed
up and realised that he was wasting his breath. Shanker
probably had not look'ed even once at the papers. He
was garing at the fields on the north and whistling
absent-mindedly, his cigar had gone out.

But Bhajahari continued, " Yes, see the black line
beyond that clump of palm trees, the forest begins from
there; one can't realise it from here but it covers a lot of
land. Now you had better look' at the records, huzur.
It's a very complicated affair."

" Yes, yes," answered Shanker feeling dightly em-
barrassed because of his inattention and concentrated hi*
mind on the papers before him. When he had gone
through the records, he found that the name of the
owner of Plot No. 212 was written down as Dhananjoy
Chakladar.
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Bhajahari began again, " First | had put down that
one name as the owner, now look', underneath it I've
had to write seven more names in pencil. Every day a
few more new owners crop up. There are eight of them
now, but at this rate they will soon become twenty, and
there won't be any space left on this page to hold more
names."

Shanker said, " Twenty owners! Huh! I'll put an end
to all that today. What time have you told them to
come?"

" In the evening. They are all busy during the day, so
they may be late, but it won't matter. It's a moonlit
night."

For a little while longer Shanker turned over the files,
then he ordered his horse to be saddled. He said, " I'll
take a turn round the fields. How long can one go on
sitting cramped inside this little tent? But this is a nice
place you've sdected for camping. Those are Bhant
flowers, aren't they? But | don't know whether | ought
to laugh or cry seeing the gate of the river bund.”

He pondered over something, then said, " Oh, let the
horse be. Why not let's go for a walk round the forest
instead? It can't be more than a mile. What do you
say? An afternoon walk in the open keeps one fit. Come
on, let'sgo."

The crops had already been garnered from the fields.
There was no one anywhere. Shanker was walking

in front and Bhajahari followed him. There was a deep,
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wide ravine in front of the forest. Evidently, corn was
cultivated on the dopes, the stubbles still remained; by its
dde was a high mud-bank.

When he came to this spot Shanker said, " Was there
ever a big cand from the river here?'

Bhgahari replied, * No, hiizur. This is not the bed
of acand, it was a moat and the fores in front was once
a fort."

"Fort?"

" Yes dr, Rgaram's Fort. It is said, long ago someone
named Rgaram had built a fort here. There is nothing
left of that now. It has al turned into a jungle.”

They continued to wak in dlence. Then Shanker
asked, " | hope there aren't any tigers in there?"

Bhgahari replied contemptuoudy, "Tiger? Open
fields gretch out on dl sdes, how can there be any tigers
—but I'm told that in previous years one or two fat cattle-
thieving wolves did come out. However, this year we
have made things too hot for them." With a laugh he
continued, " Haven't we created a lot of trouble, huzur?
Morning, noon and evening, with a compass and chains
on our shoulders, we are at it the whole day long! You
see that road, we cleared die jungle and made it. Before,
there was no way through. None of the people in these
parts ever go into this jungle."

As so0n as they entered the forest they fdt as if the
sun had suddenly gone down and it had turned into
night. The trees were thick with branches. Mog of them
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were Mango and Jack-fruit trees. Their thick bark had
cracked to pieces and the tree-trunks look'ed like mon-
strous crocodiles. They were covered with mildew and
moss, the interstices were entwined with creepers. One
could hardly beieve that once upon a time these trees
had been planted and reared by the hands of man. The
winter, summer and monsoons of countless centuries
had blown over these trees and in their roots they had
hidden, who knew what strange myderies of those an-
cient times, which they had not even dlowed the sun's
rays to peep at and sy out.

They had been walking for some time when Shanker
suddenly good ill. " It look's nice and open there.
That's a shimmer of water, isn't it?"

The clerk replied, " Its name is Panka Dighi—the big
dime pond.”

"Is it vary dimy?"

" Perhaps, but some people sy the name Panka Dighi
has come from Pankhi Dighi—the Pond of the Peacock
Barge."

Then Bhgahari began telling the story: "It is sad,
that once upon a time, a beautiful peacock barge used to
float on the dark waters of this pond. It was very hig
and had two rooms, and was pulled with six pairs of oars.
Though it was s0 big and heavy yet with the turn of a
small plank in its bottom, in a moment the barge could
be sunk benegth the waters of the lake. In those days
there was neither law nor order in the land. Mugs from
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Chittagong came and looted; then there was constant
rivalry between the different Zamindars. In the home
of evary rich man there were secret sorerooms and
secret underground passages. Well-to-do folk dways kept
ready ways and means in order to be able to fly when
the need arose, or a least to be able to die honourably.
On the surface there was nothing to indicate anything
secret about the barge. The front was chisded in the
shape of a peacocks neck and painted simulating it beau-
tifully. It is sad that sometimes very late in the night
when everyone went to degp Rgjaram's ddest son, Jana
kiram, went for a sal with his young wife Mdatimala
The beautiful sals unfurled like a peacocks tail and the
barge swung across the lake in the soft evening breeze.
The gory of Mdatimda has been the subject of many
ballads composed and sung by the pessants. The day
before Poush-Sankranti (the last day of the month of
Poush) they go singing those songs from door to door
gathering new rice and molasses. Then next day they
bake cakes with that rice and molasses, and al of them
have a grand feast."

Bhgjahari and Shanker had arrived near the shore of
the lake. There was no track to its edge. But Shanker
was not the one to give up so easly; breaking down
bushes, pushing away thorns, he went forward. Bhgjahari
waited behind under the hanging branch of a tree.

High up on the dopes of the pond was a jungle of
reeds, then began a tangle of water-plants and lilies.
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From branches of trees overhanging the lake, Sream-
ers of the Gulancha creeper flowed down to meet its
waters, which could be seen beyond this tangle—waeter,
as black as a crow's eyes. Startled by the crashing sound
of Shanker's fest some water-birds rushed into the
jungle of reeds. A little to the right, beneath the thorn
bushes, one could s the remains of a $one-paved bath-
ing ghat. Near that old ghat lay a mountainous pile of
thin, ancient bricks.

Long ago, on many a beautiful night of that forgotten
century perhaps Janakiram had come tiptoeing down to
these steps, holding his beloved by the hand; and here,
together they had stepped into the peacock barge. In the
shadow of that deep forest Shankcr suddenly seemed to
lose al sense of time and place.

" No! No! | fed frightened. Supposing someone sees
us."

" Who will see us? No one is awake now. Come on
Malaimala, be a good girl, let's go."

" No, no, | beg of you, not tonight."

Once upon a time that tomb-like heap of old bricks
had contained big rooms, verandahs and windows. Per-
haps, somewhere there—upon a dar-gpangled night, en-
chanted by the ecdatic description of the peacock barge,
the eyes of a dim beautiful princess—the heir's bride-
had danced with glee and greed; lest anyone should hear
its sound, perhaps her husband had taken df the anklet-
bells from his bride's fest. Like thieves, the two had
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quickly tiptoed through the back door, dipping out of
the deeping palace they had come to the ghat and got
into the boat. No one in the paace knew of it.

Conversation went on in whispers. Behind a trans-
parent cloud, the moon was smiling faintly; les the
splashing sound betrayed them, they had not even
lowered the oars. The wind aone caried the pescock
barge to the middle of the pond, and it floated away-
far, far beyond the evil of logt centuries—it floated away
—Wwhere?

Thinking of al this Shanker suddenly fdt frightened.
Deep dlence has a language of its own, one can only
redise it if one comes to a place like this, a such an
hour of the day. On dl ddes the forest seamed to murmur
and spesk to him in a strange language. He fdt afraid
that should he stand here, gill and silent for a little while
longer, he would become frozen and inanimate like one
of those old tree-trunks and turn into a part of this forest
kingdom. He would not have the strength to move any
longer. Suddenly he became wide awake and fixed his
mind on his rea sHf—he was a government officer, he
must remember his power and glory—his future. He
gave his mind a shaking up and kept reminding it of
al this. Then cdled out to the clerk, " Bhgjahari!
Bhgjahari!"

Bhgahari reminded him, " It is getting late, huzur."

* * « * *
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When they came near the camp Shanker broke into
a laugh and asked, "' Are there dacoits round our camp?
What a crowd! Good heavens!" Then he tried to clear
the cobwebs which had gathered on his mind a little
while ago with ancther burgt of laughter and went on
saying, " I'm dck of smoking cigars. Please arrange to
get me a hubble-bubble. Then | can indulge in a smoke
in our traditional manner."

The derk too laughed and replied, " Will the be
any dearth of hubble-bubbles? Before the order is out of
your mouth, twenty silver-mounted hubble-bubbles will
arrive from the village, you wait and see."

All the people from the village, both high and low,
had gathered in the camp. Seeing Bhajahari and Shanker
they moved away respectfully and gave way to them. In
about ten minutes, Shanker came out of his tent and sat
down to hear the case. He said, " Only verbal evidence
won't be enough, bring whatever documents you have to
me one by one. First, Dhananjoy Chakladar, you come
forward."

Dhananjoy came and stood before him. In his hand
he held a yellow parchment marked with black stamps,
moth-eaten and written all over in ancient Bengali script,
tied up in a roll like a horoscope. Shanker was unable to
read much of it. But Bhajahari held up the hurricane

lantern and read it out from beginning to end without
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any difficulty. 1t was a dead of sde in which it was sad
that one Doyd Krishna Chakravarty had sold the famous
Rgaram's Fort with 112 bighas of tax-free land together
with garden, pond, etc. to Taranchandra Chakladar,
while in sound mind and body and of his own free will.

Shanker queried, " That Taranchandra Chakladar
was some relation of yours, was he, Dhananjoy Babu?"

Dhananjoy replied enthusadticaly, " Youve got it
right, huzur. Taranchandra was my great-grandfather.
My grandfather was Kailashchandra From the year
‘83 I've been paying the cess for dl this tax-free land
to the Collectorate. I've got the letter giving Goodive
Sahib's Survey report. Look at the date of the deed,
huzur."

He was going to sy a lot more, but among those pre-
sent many voices cried out, "No! No!" They too had
adso put down their names as the owners of Rgaram's
Fort. They had been holding their patience with difficulty
s0 long, but now they could no longer keep quiet and a
babd of voices broke out. A shout from Shanker, how-
ever, dlenced them. Shanker whispered to Bhgjahari,
" You have correctly written Chakladar's name as owner;
he is the red owner. The objections are dl basdess I'll
dismiss the case."

Bhgahari look'ed around suspicioudy and sad, " It's
very difficult to find out who the red owner is, huzur."

" But he has produced a deed made out in the Bengdi

year 1219."
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Bhgahari replied, " There is a man in Hatgara village
—qgive him nine four anna bits, why, 1219 is only yes
terday, he will prepare you a deed identical with those
of Akhbar Badshah's reign; compare it with an origina
and you won't be able to recognise which is real and
which is faked."

Redlly, when the deeds of the other seven owners were
cdled for and inspected, it was found that Bhgjahari was
right. Each one produced an old deed similar to Dhanan-
joy's and each of them was s0 well drafted, that which-
ever deed was inspected, one fdt sure that Rgjaram's
Fort belonged only to the man who possessad that parti-
cular deed. This was like getting into a maze. After a lot
of debating it could not be proved whose name wes to
be deleted and whose was to be kept. At last Shanker
gave up al hope of being able to come to a decison and
gppeded to these men, " Ligen, you are dl sons of
gentlemen— "

"Yes! Yed" They dl admitted to being sons of
gentlemen.

" This one plot can't belong to dl eight of you, can
it?"

All of them shook their heads meaning, " Of course
not."

" Now come and swear who is the red owner."

The gentlemen's sons were quite undaunted, one by
one each of them came forward and swore in the name
of God that Plot No. 212 bdonged to him and him
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only. The others were all intriguing and telling lies.

After they departed Shanker said, " No! These people
are really too clever for me. | fed great respect for
them."

Bhajahari smiled, he had witnessed many such cases.
Shanker continued, " | agree with you that some of these
deeds may be forged, but what about those which are
regisgered? Just see how far-sighted these people were.
They had been preparing for this case from two genera-
tions back. Anyway, let the deeds go. You have made
inquiries in the village, what did you find out? | will
prepare the record somehow now and later we will de-
cide what to do."

Bhajahari said, " | have asked so many people before
you came, | called up so many witnesses, but that is
funnier gill. Each one says something entirely different.”
He suddenly burg out laughing, then said, " We couldn't
get proper evidence in the land of the living, perhaps we
could come to a decision if we could interview the Kumar
Bahadur— "

Shanker could not understand what he was driving at.
Bhajahari explained, " By Kumar Bahadur | mean Jana-
kiram. You remember the sory | was telling you about
the peacock barge. The people in the village here say
that when they go to degp Janakiram comes riding on a
horse at the speed of an arrow through the north fidd,
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and jumping across that Kakkati canal he goes to meet
Madatimaa every night. It is a very strange sory. You
are not too busy now to hear it, are your"

It was vary late a night, there was not a sound any-
where and the lamps in the three tents were out, but
Shanker could not deep. He lit a cigar, came out and
began strolling on the field.

Bhgahari had said, “ Not only to the jungle done,
huzur, no one comes in the evening to these open fidds.
This was the same fidld, the same battle arena and the
enemies had come by way of the river. No sooner than
the sun had set, the five hundred shield-bearing warriors
of Rgaram were annihilated. They had pulled those five
hundred corpses by the legs and thrown them into the
river next day— "

Sitting on the grass, Shanker absent-mindedly blew
puffs of cigar smoke.

Four hundred years ago, on another evening, this field,
by the sde of the village and the river, had been flooded
with moonlight just as it was tonight. The battle was
over and the battle-fidd was filled with a terrible eerie
dillness. In the distance, on the ramparts burned the
light of thousand upon thousand of torchlights. The
sky resounded with the enemy's loud unremitting cries of
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victory. Leaning on his hands Janakiram raised himself
with great difficulty and gazing towards that Fort, the
nest of al his love and hope, his two eyes suddenly filled
with tears. Wiping away the trickle of blood from his
forehead with his right hand, helook'ed behind him and
saw that there was not a soul to be seen anywhere, only
a few jackads were hunting around for prey . ...

At the very same hour, gazing from one of the win-
dows of the Fort, Mdatimda fdt suddenly afraid. Was
it then al over? A deegp slence dso had descended over
the vanquished paace. A pdefaced maid-servant came
and sood besde her. Mdatimaa turned her big black
gyes upon her and asked, " Everything over?"

News came that the secret door had been thrown open,
the people of the household were dl departing, the maid
cdled Mdatimda to go with them, but she replied, " Let
the peacock barge be got ready."

No one could understand what she meant, for the
enemy was prowling al around the river ghat, who
could elude their searching eyes and escgpe by way of
the river?

Madatimala explained, " No, not the river ghat. |
ordered the pescock barge to be ready on the pond. Go
and find out if it is s0—"

All the flowers which had bloomed that evening on
the golden Champa trees in the Rgas garden were
picked and brought to her. Malaimala put some of them

in her coiled hair and the rest she took folded in her
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saree. She put on her favourite pearl earrings; reddened
her fest with lac; painted a line of vermilion on the
parting of her hair. Then she went insde the peacock
barge which held memories of so many beautiful nights
of love.

The boat floated a long distance away. The victors
had entered the Fort. Flying red banners they marched
by the pond and entered the empty palace; al the in-
mates of the palace had escgped by the secret door!

The light of twenty or twenty-five torches were re-
flected on the waters of the pond. " Catch that boat,
catch it—" they cried.

Malatimala turned the small plank at the bottom of
the boat. Gradually it sank beneath the waters of the
pond, till even its long mast disappeared. No one could
catch up with it, only through some chink of the sunken
boat floated up some of the Champa flowers which had
been gathered in Maatimalas lap—

Gradualy the night became deeper and the moon sank
down behind the high towers of the Fort. Only a few
sars gazed down on the vanquished broken-kneed
Janakiram who lay on his bed of dust. Just then some-
body creeped in through the darkness and helped up the
prince and caled him, " Let us go, master."

" Where?"

"To the banyan tree. I've kept a horse waiting
underneath it. I'll take you away on horseback."

" And the others in the Fort?"
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The faithful servant told him of all that had happened
in the Fort and ended his tale by saying, " There is no
sign left of her except the golden Champa flowers float-
ing on the waters."

" Where?" Janakiram asked, and put out his hand,
" You couldn't bring some for me? Can you put me
on the horse? Do be so kind as to put me on it—I'll go
only to bring one flower— "

He did not pay heed to anything. With a clatter of
hooves the horse ran northwards at the pace of wind
through the darkness. In the moat on the dopes where
the corn grows today, there Janakiram was found lying
dead next morning. The horse had disappeared.

From that time, it is said, a grange thing happens
every night. At midnight when the constdlation of the
Seven Sages (the Great Bear) reaches mid-heaven, and
the slence becomes gtill deeper in the adjoining villages,
at that hour, insde the lonely forest, the prince's bride
of four hundred years ago comes out of her ice-cold
bed in the depths of the Panka DighL She pushes aside
the thorn bushes which grow on the broken ghat and
comes forward tiptoeing carefully; yet, the jingling
sound of her anklet-bells mingles with the monotonous
chirping of crickets. Her lovely face decorated with white
sandalwood; on the parting of her hair the line of ver-
milion painted four centuries ago; her feet red with lac;
her brocade bodice and cloud-blue saree drip water and
sak the earth of the forest. When she comes to its edge,
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she rests her body againgt the trunk of a mango tree and
dares at the northern fied.

Again in the rains when that moat becomes filled to
the brim with water, and the horse is unable to cross it
and to reach the edge of the forest, during those months
Maatimaa comes out into the open field. On the dew-
drenched mud-banks by the sde of the fragrant cornfields
one can s fant imprints in red of Malaimalas tiny
lac-painted feet; the peasants who come to work in the
fidds before dawn se these traces of her feet, which
fade awvay with sunrise.

Shanker threw away the end of his cigar and got up.
On the other sde of the field where the shoemakers lived
—their thatched huts, their newly-built barns full of corn
—adl were pescefully adeep. Shanker fet that the forest
which he had seen in the afternoon had now become
imbued with a strange beauty and enchantment in the
night's white moonlight. There, the bride of a forgotten
age now stood waiting, and her hero was rushing towards
her on horse-back a the speed of an arrow—nothing
seemed unbelievable a this hour! He fdt that the forest
which he had seen s0 4ill and inanimate in the evening,
a this hour it had changed its guise. One among the
many mygeries which man had been unable to fathom
with dl his knowledge, now reveded itdf in dl the
beauty of its strange music, there in the fores.

At the same moment, Sudharani rose up in his mind

—the things she sad to him, the way she laughed, got
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annoyed and hurt him—he remembered evary little de-
tail of their life together and his eyes filled with tears.
She would never come back again to him as a clear, de-
finite redlity, in the moments when he was wide awake,
and brooding thus, he became obsessad with a strange
unreasoning deluson. He fdt that Sudharani—her sweset
gaze, her laughter, every beet of her little heart was not
log to this universe, she was gill dive somewhere beyond
the reach of mortals.

Perhaps he would find her in places like that
wild londly forest at this hour of the night; it would be
worth while going to sk her. Shanker went on brood-
ing, why only Mdatimala and Sudharani, al the people
who had died snce the beginning of crestion; dl the
waves of laughter and tears which had flowed; al the
blassoms which had bloomed and perished; dl the beau-
tiful nights which have come and gone; every one of them
is hidden somewhere, beyond the light of today. When
man pauses for a moment to be engrossed in his memo-
ries, immediately they come out of their secret places and
tiptoe into his mind. Sudharani too often leaves her
secret refuge and comes to him in his dreams; dts by his
sde, caeses him, but mdts into the ar as soon as he
wakes up.

The horse was tied to one of the streamers of the ban-
yan tree, which was acting as the stable; Shanker saddled
the horse himsdf and like a man in a dream he got on
it and galloped away. He look'ed with pity towards the
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deeping village and sad to himsdf: Fools! Your eyes
only saw the big Jack-fruit trees, and you only think of
how to make a little money by cutting them down and
sling their planks. So you are fighting law-slits;
despite having lived so long by the forest, you never once
cared to look' for those who have endowed beauty and
mydery to that tangle of mango and Jack-fruit trees,
thorn bushes, reeds, flowering cregpers and shrubs;
whose light has illuminated the dark waters of the Panka
Dighi!

The horse cossed the moat and dood before the
forest. Shanker tied its reins to a tree and began walking
aong the road which Bhgahari had cleared out of the
jungle. Two huge Sirish trees good on both sdes of the
entrance to the forest. When he had been taking to
Bhgahari he had not noticed them. He fdt that these
were the lion-gateways of the mysterious dream palace!
He dood there for a while gazing a the shadow-
spattered forest. He fet confident that before this night
turned into morning, he would be ale to solve the
mystery of the ' land beyond death ' in this forest. Those
who were born long before us, and who enjoyed this
beautiful earth before us, here indde this dark forest
they had hidden themsdves with their strange manners
and customs, their heroism, their riches, their loves and
hates. Standing before this gateway if someone beckoned
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the men and women of another age, they would perhaps
lift the curtain of forgetfulness and peer out.

The crackling of dry branches under his careless feet
sounded like a cry of pain uttered by the forest itsdf. As
if unseen sentries were issuing a wordless command:
" Take dof your shoes!"

Dry leaves were rustling as if countless people were
moving to and fro, his eyes could not see them because
Shanker had come from the moonlight into darkness.
Curious, redless and eage—he quickly brought out a
torch from his pocket.

He turned the rays of the torch in al directions, but
the forest was utterly empty! He could hardly beieve it.
Agan and again, he look'ed al around him. Another
day suddenly came to his mind. It was a noon, a few
days dfter his marriage, Sudharani and her com-
panions had golen his favourite pack of cards and had
sat down to a game; he had been invited to another
village and was not expected to return before even-
ing. But for some reason or other he had not gone.
From outsde he heard the card players taking and
laughing, but before he entered the room everyone had
vanished, only the pack of cards lay scattered on the bed.

In the light of the torch he waked carefully through
the thorn bushes and reached the seps leading to the
pond and s down there. The water shimmered in the
maoonlight. He put out his torch and sat in slence for a

long time.
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Gradually the moon began going down towards the
West. Not a sound could be heard, yet he fdt that the
fores-dwellers were getting impatient. Every night at
this hour they had certain important rituas to perform,
nothing could be done as long as Shanker was there.
They were al waiting in slence for him to go away.

Suddenly from somewhere a breeze sprang up. In a
moment the forest began murmuring and became full of
activity, as if the guests had dready arrived, yet nothing
was arranged. There was great noise and confusion, the
night seemed to be rushing around on thousands of fet;
pae rays of moonlight glistened through the leaves—like
shining lance-heads of the army accompanying the great
ones. The dlent ones pointed their lingers at Shanker
and look'ed a each other's face saying: " Who is he?
From where does he come? We don't know him!"

Ligtening with all his being Shanker fdt, from bdow
the pond he could hear a woman weeping as if her heart
would break, her pain and sorrow was borne on the
wind al around him. The dark ghogt-like trees ssemed
to be making signs to her to sy : " Everything will get
known. Stop your crying." But the sobbing did not stop.

In the depths of the water inside the four-hundred-
year-old peacock barge the charming princess waits the
whole day long holding her breath; at night she throws
df her vell and comes to join the nightly festival; tonight
she besats her head againg the last step bdow the water
and wesps in mute anguish.
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Then the moon went down and the waters of the pond
became dark once again. The breeze fell, and not a lesf
stirred but her weeping did not cesse. It seemed as if the
hogs of the night's fedivd had become impatient and
were hadtily screening dof everything with darkness. They
semad to say—let Shanker gt there if he so wished,
but they would not let him see anything.

Shanker lit his torch and turned its light in al direc-
tions, everyone had disgppeared, there was nothing any-
where.

Shanker got up and sad to himsdf, " | am going
away, don't weep. Oh, dwy bashful princess! Let your
body blossom like a lotus on the waters of the pond, |
will not look' a you. The dark night, the undiscovered
land, the secret mountain cave, the deep foret—dl thisis
yours. Forgive me for the inconvenience | have caused
you, and for having made you weep, sitting here with-
out any right in your kingdom."

While he was going away he thought he need not
have come here to bother the unknown ones, to make the
princess weep and then take his farewdl, dl for this little
space of time. But was this dl? Had he not come here
to give them much more trouble? When his survey was
over and the dispute about ownership of this forest settled,
someone would cut down the foret to reap money*
Men ssam to be unable to find goace enough for them-
sves in the many towns, villages, fidds and rivers they
dready posseess. They ssam determined not to leave even
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one inch of land unpossessed. So they sent Shanker as
their general with his army of clerks, files and survey
instruments, to invade the quiet londy territory where
the unknown ones dwelled for hundreds of years.
Shanker remembered how Bhgahari had laughed show-
ing his big white teeth, that laugh was as crue and
menacing as a sharp polished dagger. He had sad,
" Have we not caused enough trouble? Morning, noon
and evening, with compass and chains on our shoulders,
we are dways prowling around!"

The trees overhead seemed to frown and say: "You
think that you will be able to do that? It is no use de-
claring war againg us. From the beginning of time you
have been fighting us, clearing jungles and making
further inroads into our domain. But we too are tracking
your footseps. While you build new homes in forest
clearings, we will swdlow up your old homes."

A flock of bats flew towards the village with a whirr
of wings besating agangt the sky. The sound of their
wings seemed to echo the mocking laughter of the forest.

Shanker came out of the forest, got up on his horse
and dowly waked him back. In the fores behind him,
on the branch of every tree glowed flocks of glow-
worms; from there came the soft thud of falling mango
buds, the scent of strange flowers. Again and again he
turned round and look'ed back. Somewhere far away in
the digance a dog barked. An ' akash pradip' (a lamp

lit on the top of a high pole) in somebody's house was
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burning in competition with the sars in the sky.

Now he will go to his tent, lie on his camp-bed and
deep. But if Sudharani comes now into this dark fidd and
stands before him with the vermilion mark burning like
a flame on her forehead, and her hair flowing down her
back; if she comes on tiptoe now, smiling mischievoudy
and holding the horse's reins she gazes at him with wide
open eyes, there will only be the sarlit sky overhead,
no one to see them. Shanker would jump df his horse,
cach hold of her hand and sy in harsh tones—yes, but
what will he sy to her? No, he will only ask of her:
" What wrong have | done you?"

Suddenly the horse jumped over a mud-bank and
Shanker redised that he had not yet crossed the moat—
his horse was circling the foret round and round
over the cornfields. He kicked the horse hard and it
burg into a tremendous speed, but the moat seemed to
be without any end. The further he went, he 4ill re-
mained in the tangle of corn stubble, his sense of direc-
tion was completely lost.

Shanker fdt he was being punished by the fores folk,
because he had gone to poke fun a them, so they had
bound him, horse and dl, to the cornfidds, he would
have to go on circling there; there was no escape for
him, he would not be able to get out of the moat and
reach the open field until the night was over.

He suddenly fdt obstinate and urged his horse to run
fagter and dill fagter, till it raced at the gpeed of light-
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ning. He thought that thus would he tear away those un-
seen chains with which they bound him. He came upon a
high mud-bank which he had not seen in the darkness,
his horse sumbled and fdl with him. Shanker fdt that
someone dragged him by his hair from the horse and
dashed him againgt the mud-bank. With a terrible moan
he rolled down into the moat. The horse took fright and
trampling over Shanker, it dimbed up into the fields and
bolted, clip-clop, dip-dop—its hoof-bests rang against the
dry earth.

It was the lagt hour of darkness and the morning star
blazed in the sky. Lying semi-constious on the spot
where four hundred years ago Janakiram lay dead,
Shanker fdlt that the very same Janakiram had come from
somewhere and snatched away his horse and ridden doff
to the Tayghara marshes beyond the river. The sound of
hoof-beats gradually receded and faded into the dark
distance.
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THE ILLNESS COULD NOT BE REMEDIED.

When the cough and cold got well the entire body
became covered with sores, then the liver sweled up,
after which jaundice began. It seemed as if there was a
tug-of-war over the four-year-old boy between man and
the god of death. His hands and feat were thin and
waobbly as reeds, only his sad helpless eyes burned in his
pale, yelow face those eyes seemed to be filled with
al the tiredness, lethargy and disgust in the world.

Those were not the eyes of a child, it ssemed that an
old man who had tasted al the bitterness of life had
taken refuge there. Only the helpless sadness in those
gyes was that of a child.

All day long he would cy and make unreasonable
demands. Chobi too at times could not stand it. Sud-
denly she dapped him on the back and cried, "Die!
Why don't you die and give me peace!”

The child's shrieks rose ill higher and pierced the
sky. On the next bed Ldit turned round once, tossed
resdesdy for a while but did not say anything. He had
scolded his wife so many times. This had caused many
quarrels aso, but nowadays he did not have the heart to
sy anything. He redised what lay behind Chobi's sud-
den impatience—what terrible sadness, despair and weari-
ness! Still, his heart throbbed with pain.

But there is no help for it. Heisjust a petty clerk who
look's after the loading and unloading of goods at the

docks. He makes a little money when ships come into
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the docks, otherwise there is no help for doing anything
except jugt sitting. His income is not enough to pay of
even the grocer's debt, let done the doctor. But in spite
of this, he has omitted nothing.

The child's shrieks burgt into the sky, continuous and
incessant. The ghrieks are not of pain but are only a
revolt againgt the whole world. Chobi feds remorseful
after having hit him in a sudden fit of temper. She look’s
towards her husband's bed in fear and tries to find out
whether his deep is being disturbed. Exhausted with the
whole day's work, her eyes become heavy with deep
and weariness, but the child will not sop screaming.
He wants neither petting nor toys nor food; it was
a limitless hatred againg everything in his mind which
welled up in the shape of tears. They were not tears but
curses hurled againg the universe.

Lalit lies thinking in bed pretending to deep. He does
not think of the blind cruety of life, neither of his terri-
ble frustration; he does not try to solve any great pro-
blem of philosophy. He only thinks: the doctor sad that
it will not do unless he takes the child away for a change,
but how will it be possble? He ligens to Chobi, how
anxioudy she pets the child and tries to coax him, to
divert his attention. She says " Good boy, don't cry.
Tomorrow I'll buy you a red motor car; you'll st in it
and drive the car." The child goes on screaming mono-
tonoudly: " Why did you hit me?"

Chobi again fondles him and tries to take him in her
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lap and says " Listen, you'll st in the car and blow the
horn." The child kicks and throws his hands about,
pushes his mother awvay and continues shrieking in the
same monotonous voice: " Why did you hit me?"

Suddenly the whole &far drikes Lait as teribly
funny! An adult mind disguising itsdf as a child's, just
to divert a child's attention and the child's stupid sdfidy
ness; could there be anything more ridiculous than this?
The next moment he feds ashamed of his thought. In
the light of the lantern he sees Chobi's worn-out pae
face; her sad degpless eyes. He feds angry with himsdlf
for his mind's unseemly behaviour. He turns his back on
them, dares amledy a the wadl in front of him and
begins to brood again over meaningless worries. No, he
has committed no wrong in marrying. Has he? No,
never!

He had lived as a dependent in his brother-in-law's
home, so &fter vey little schooling he had to find a
job in order to pay df the debt to his brother-in-law for
the shdlter he had given. Ldit had decided that he would
not marry, nor was anyone very anxious about getting
him married either. Even when he had passed the age
when men in Benga usudly marry, his resolution not to
marry had remained intact, though he could not say that
it was unshaken. A terrible dissatisfaction filled his mind
and pricked him night and day. Marriage, a full life, a
woman's company, the joy of having a home of his own
—his mind ached with an unredlised hunger for al this.
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He never felt dated with the pride of confirmed bachelor-
hood. Vagudy, but congtantly, he felt that this londy
life was usdess, crippled. It was not that he had not pon-
dered over the question of poverty, but his mind aways
revolted against making poverty, which was created by
man, a reason for frustrating his life.

In between his thoughts he heard the same obgtinate
screaming of his child: " Why did you hit me?"

But where could he take him for a change! Lalit
thought of many possible and impossible places. Besides,
for that he needed money. Chobi's ornaments had all
gone; al that remained was a pair of gold bangles. Lest
these got worn out if she wore them constantly, she had
put them away. Besides, what price could those bangles
fetch? At the mogt a hundred rupees! With that where
could he take them for a change and how long could
they day there?

But nothing made the child stop screaming. Lalit sud-
denly sat up. Chobi was absolutely exhausted and nod-
ding in between the screams. When she heard Lalit get
up, with a start she became wide awake and gave a hard
dap on the child's back, saying, " There you are! Now
you've waked up everybody! From where did such a de-
mon come to my womb?"

Lalit fdt redly hurt this time, " Oh! Why did you
hit him again?"

"No! | mustn't hit him, indeed! The whole night

he goes on screaming as if dacoits have come to the house
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and wakes up the whole neighbourhood!"

" He has become irritable because of his illness”
sys Lalit and tries to take the child in his arms. But the
child refuses to come to him. He catches hold of Chobi's
saee in his fist and screams il louder.

Chobi snatches away her saree and gets up, " Why
doesn't he die? It would be a great rdief if he died."

" Redly, Chobi, what are you saying?"

Now Chobi bursts into tears and in a voice choked
with sobs, says " What am | to say! Do you think that |
don't know that he hasn't come to live? He will only
auffer, make us auffer till our bones must turn to ashes
and then die!"

Chaobi turns her back towards Lalit and wipes her
eyes with her saree.

The child puts out his thin, bloodless arms from Lalit's
lap, says, " | want to go to mother," and goes on scream-
ing incessantly.

" But the doctor sad that once we took him for a
change he would get well." The manner in which Lalit
speaks does not carry much conviction. He has lost hope
himsdlf.

Chaobi does not say anything. She picks up the child
from her husband's lap and forces him to lie on his bed
and says " Shut up, if you scream again I'll open the
door and throw you out into the streets.” Then she lies
down near the child and tells her husband, " Why don't
you go and lie down? What is the good of keeping awake
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like this? The whole day you worked in dffice and the
whole night you aren't able to shut your eyes because of
this child! Do you think your hedth can stand it?"

Lalit goes and lies down in his bed and says " But
you, you didn't get even a little deep.”

" But I'm lying down; I'll go to degp now."

But she does not get any deep. The child makes a new
demand now. He points to a spedid place, says " Why
do you lie down? St here Chobi will have to gt in
the place he indicates. She pets him, scolds him, begs
him and says, " Good boy, | am very deepy; let me lie
down a little. All right, I'll lie here, are you pleased?’
But that is not enough. It is not enough for her to lie
down there. She will have to dt. The child goes on:
" Why do you lie down? You must St here.”

Lalit feds this to be unbearable. He gets up and says,
" Shdl | take him out for a walk on the road for a little
while?"

Chobi gets annoyed and says, " Why must you get
up, can you tell me?"

" But he won't stop.”

" Does that mean that youll have to go and roam
about on the dreets at midnight? You lie down.”

Lalit feds hopeess and once again lies down. Chobi
rubs her degpy eyes and sts where the child has told
her to, just to keep him quiet.

Lalit cannot bear to look' at his wife's tired, worn-out
image. He lies with his back towards them and imagines
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al sorts of impossble ways and means of finding the
money for taking the boy for a change.

Then he dozes dff. But in a little while the child's
screams bresk into his deep. He gets up and seess that
through sheer inability to st up any longer Chobi's
head has rolled down on the bed and she is deeping in a
iff, half-dtting posture. The child is trying to wake her
up by pushing her with his legs, pulling her hands and
howling loudly: " Why did you lie down? Sit up here!"

Day dfter day, night after night pass like thist A big
room with a tin roof, a narrow strip of a courtyard and
a tiny, thatched kitchen; their household revolves round
this. Bedde the water tap in the courtyard has sprung
up a wild, namdess tree. Out of season, in winter, an
abundance of unfamiliar flowers bloom on this tree
which have neither any scent nor beauty. But Hill these
flowers are its only lovdiness. They are like a hopeess
smile on the face of a poverty-dricken household. Yet a
thin, tired stream of the age-old higory of man's life
flows through this little household from day to night,
then from night into a new day. It continues the stream
of man's super-human penance in the struggle of his
dally exigence, his unequaled sdf-sacrifice, a which
perhaps even the Creator himsdf is surprised!

Lalit, however, makes himsdf think otherwise. To
him vagudy dl this is but a repayment of the debt he

202



owes for happiness received, the price to be paid for the
glory of being human. Nothing more than that.

He did not expect that life would flow along as easly
as a light boa—carried on a gentle current. He had
thought of al this before, the trials and tribulations of
life, the respongbilities of marriage.

His debt to life, however, never ssams to get paid off.
He cannot bear to look' at Chobi these days. The bones
on her cheeks and bdow her neck are gicking out.
Hard work and worry has marked this nineteen-year-old
girl's face with the tiredness of an old woman's face
Khoka, the child, is marching forward from day to
day towards death.

The other day the doctor had paid a sudden vist of
his own accord. Stopping his car, he had stood near the
door with legs apart, two thumbs stuck into his waist-coat
pockets and bending forward he had spoken in tones of
mild reproach like that of a great well-wisher: "You
haven't gone for a change yet! No, you won't alow this
child to live, | seel”

When the doctor had gone Ldit said, "The doctor
seams to be a little fond of us, have you noticed Chobi?
He is not just professona with us, is he?"

They spent quite a time talking over the doctor's kind-
ness. Lalit made up his mind he would find the money
in a few days in whatever way he could.

Chobi in a more cheerful manner than usua said,

" It's nearly time for the tap water to be shut off," and
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went to do her work. The burden of sorrow that had been
weighing on the whole household seemed suddenly to
become much lighter just because of someones moment-

ary play-acting.

But how long did that last! Again night came. Lalit
returned home tired and hopeless. The child began
making his usud demands. He lay holding on to his
mother's saree. He would not let her go.

" Do you think | haven't my cooking to do? Asif it'll
just do if | gt here like thisl" Chobi tries to force him
to let her go.

Moved by the child's tears Lalit says " Let it be, I'll
bring some food from the bazar. You st near him."

"Yed Youve just come back waking four miles
through rain and mud from office Now you'll go to the
bazar! There's no need to spail the child! You've never
been able to digest bazar food either.”

"It won't matter just for once. You too might have
ome rest just for a day." Ldlit begs her.

" No, no, I'm going to cook You mustn't go to the
bazar in this rain." Chobi pulls hersdf away. The child
sreams and kicks and cregtes a terrible row.

Lalit does not sy anything more but goes out. Out-
sde it is drizzling, the road is a mass of dimy mud; his
ghoes dick and gnk in it. Ldit's tired feet do not seem
to have energy enough to pull themsdves out.
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Centering round this dck child, this little household
revolves slently, carrying its burden of sorrow on tired
feet. Day and night everything is sacrificed to the child's
blind unreasoning sdfishness. Lalit thinks: " This child!
He is the future man. He has the right to demand every-
thing, no sacrifice is great enough for him."

The doctor came another day and gave a lecture, this
time not in a friendly tone but patronisingly. He sat on
the chair, put his hat on his lap and swinging his cane
in his right hand, his left hand on his waist, turning
his neck arrogantly, he said many things—about the res-
ponghility of bringing a child into the world, the duty
towards the future generation, etc.

Even when he was going, he stuck his face out from
the car and said, " People who bring a human being into
this world jugt for the sske of their own pleasure and
then don't perform their duty to that child, such people
should be sent to prison. Tell me, shouldn't they be sent
to prison?"

Lalit goes to his office and comes back just as usud
but his face has turned hard like a face made of stone.
Who knows what secret resolve has been born in his
mind—unknown even to himsdf.

The child is getting better, is clearly getting well. Lalit
sits on a deck chair in the open verandah and watches

the child play. Chobi stands behind the chair and says,
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" What a lovdy place! | don't fed like ever going back
to Cacutta" Then she bends down and with a face
bright with joy she whispers into Lalit's ear, " Do you
know, my two arms ached yesterday when | picked up
Khoka?"

Chobi's cheeks seemed to have taken on a tinge of
the red colour of the earth of this land; her body seemed
to shimmer with the livdiness of the tesk forest around
her. Lalit turned his face and look'ed a her once and
then seemed to slently brood over something.

A litde while later Chobi cries out loudly, " Khoka,
let him go! Youll hurt him." Khoka is sitting on the
back of his companion and trying hard to knock the
boy's head on the ground.

Lalit has to get up to part them. The other child who
gets up with his head covered with dust, however, does
not cry. With a sad amile he sys swedly, " Just see,
uncle, how can | take him on my back?"

Unk'nowingly Lalit compares his own child with this
lovely swedt-voiced child of his neighbour and suddenly
without any reason he feds a terrible pain in his heart.

The child is thin, but his head is covered with a mass
of long silky hair and a sad amile dways lingers in his
two blue eyes and tiny face Lalit takes his son by the
ear and scolds, " Why were you trying to bang his head
on the ground? Can't you stop quarrelling?"

Khoka remains dlent but his face is red and glum.

The other boy quickly comes forward and says, " No,
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no, we haven't quarrelled. We were playing horses. |
couldn't carry him on my back, that's why he knocked
my head once on the ground. | didn't get hurt."

"You must never hit him again!" Lait scolds
Khoka once more, then goes back and dts down again in
the verandah. Chobi says, " Their Tunu can't cope with
our Khoka," then seing Lalit's grave face, she becomes
slent.

But Khoka and Tunu's game is spoilt. Khoka over-
look's al of Tunu's coaxing, requests and begging; he
sts sulking with a surly face. Then suddenly without any
provocation he pinches Tunu hard and runs away. Tunu
cries out. Chobi goes quickly, picks him up in her arms
and begins scolding her son. Only Lalit does not get up
from the chair, his face becomes dark with sudden pain.
After quietening down, Tunu comes to him a little later
and says, " Uncle, Khoka hit rae, so | won't come to
play again." Even then Ldit does not spesk. He daresin
front of him and only he knows what he is thinking
about.

But Tunu came again in the afternoon. Lalit was then
trying to teech his son; after labouring for over haf an
hour he had become hopeless because he could not make
his son write on his date anything which had even the
dightest resemblance to any letter of the aphabet. Tunu
came and sat quietly on one side. Lalit asked, " Can you
write 'A," Tunu?"

Tunu's face lit up with a wide amile, he sad, " Yes,
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uncle, | can. | can dso take dictation from my lesson
book—" Bodhodaya.' Shdl | write, uncle?"

Lalit asked in surprise, "You read " Bodhodaya?"

" I've finished my firg book. Shal | write ' A" and
show you, uncle?' Eagerly Tunu sretched out his hand
towards the date. But Khoka would not give it to him
and kept the date clutched in his two fists.

" Uncle, pleese ask him to give me his date," Tunu
begged. " I'll show him how to write" A" very nicely."

Suddenly Lait sdd in a hard voice, " No, let it be,
you needn't write. He is doing his lessons now, you go
home." The unexpected harshness in Lalit's voice
frightened Tunu, his face turned smdl and dowly he
went awvay.

But Lalit could not bear to it any longer. As soon as
Tunu went away, he went out of the room with a grave
face. He met Chobi who asked, " The lessons are over
s0 quickly today? The way you go on about it, | don't
suppose you'll rest till youve made the boy a judge or
a magistrate!"

Ldit only sad gravey, " Yes"

For two days Tunu did not come. There was no end
to the shame and remorse which Lalit felt. He had sarted
for Tunu's house with Khoka, but had turned back from
haf way. He fdt as if his head was bowed with shame
before himsdf for ever.

Next morning suddenly he saw Tunu near the gate

and with a dart he called out, " Tunu!" Tunu was
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standing near the gate and eagerly gazing inside. Seeing
Lalit he was going away in a frightened, embarrassed
manner. " Tunu, why don't you come to play with
Khoka?' asked Ldit. Fedling a little reassured by this
kindly greeting Tunu sad diffidently, " Then you won't
scold me, uncle?!

Without any reason whatsoever Lalit's eyes filled with
tears. There was something so gentle and sad about
everything this fragile flower-like boy sad and did.
Quickly Lalit picked him up in his arms, kissed him on
his forehead and said, " No, my son, why should | scold
youl!

Tunu's face became bright with laughter, he sad,
"I'll go and play then!"

Lalit put him down and said, " Go." Tunu went df
running happily. After two days for the first time Lalit
went for a walk with an essy mind. When he came back,
however, his mental ease no longer remained. From the
door he heard Khokas dhrill angry voice, "No, you
shan't give him two, mother! Why can't he go and eat
in his own house? Greedy glutton!”

Lalit turned red with shame, pain and anger; wonder-
ing from where such hideous jedousy could have entered
this little child's mind, he went into his room. From
there he heard Chobi trying to coax him, " No, darling,
you mustn't be so jealous. He is your brother, let him
have two and you eat two."

Tunu's swest voice was heard, " | won't take two
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sweets, aunty. You see, | am ill, so Til only eat a tiny
bit."

" All right, you take one and Khoka, these two arc
yours. Are you pleased now?"

But even this did not please Khoka. " No, you won't
give him even one. Give him and you'll see, I'll snatch it
away from his hand." This time Chobi got angry and
cried, " Let me see you snatch it away! You've got two,
why are you s0 jealous if he eats even one?"

" Why should he eat in our house? Father drove him
away, why has he come?"

" He'll come when he chooses; of course, he'll come."

It was perhaps a very small matter, but sitting in his
room and listening to all this, Lalit felt he could not
bear it. It was as if someone had walked over and crush-
ed evary hope, every comfort and every dream of his
life. He got up slently and went and stood near the
door of the next room. Chobi had given a sweet to
Tunu. He was saying, " | won't eat the whole of it,
aunty, I am very ill. | mustn't eat it." But before he
had finished saying this, Khoka twisted his hand with all
his might, snatched away the sweet and said, " Oh, as
if | am going to let him eat it I"

The pain in his hand made Tunu cry out. Chabi got
angry and dapped Khoka on his back.

Lalit went back to his room as slently as he had
come.

Chaobi came and said, " Poor thing! Their Tunu is very
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ill." Lalit was ditting in the verandah amidst the dark-
ness of the evening and asked eagerly, " Who? Tunu?"

" Yes. His mother was weeping and saying that the
boy didn't get well even after coming to such a good
place. Every day he seems to be wasting away."

Lalit turned away his face and stared out probably
towards the dark mountain range beyond. Chobi was
going away, Lalit suddenly caught at and pulled her
sree and said, " Listen.”

" What?" Chobi came near him. There was silence
for a little while. " Whatever you've to say, sy it
quickly. I've a lot of work to do."

Lalit turned in the chair towards Chobi and said,
" Our Khoka has got quite well, hasn't he, Chobi?"

" That's what it seems."

" Then you're very pleased, aren't you?"

" There's no head or tail to what you say! Does any
one ak such a question? | am pleased and you arc
not?"

Lalit only said, " Yes."

Chobi was again going away. Lalit again caught her
saree and said, " This son of ours will perhaps grow up,
will become a man, will run a household. Isn't it so,
Chobi?" His voice sounded unnatural to Chobi, she
asked, " What rubbish arc you talking?"

" Listen to me. This son of ours is the hope of the
future. He, his sons and grandsons will enjoy this earth
and ennaoble it, that's why we arc striving so much, wc
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THE SAME MOTHERIN-LAW AND DAUGHTER-IN-LAW!
The daughter-in-lav—young, dim and dark. She had
come back from the pond ealy in the morning after
bathing and her unbound hair flowed down her back.
She was wearing a wide red-bordered white saree and a
deavdess green jacket. In one hand she held a pile of
household utendls, in the ahe—a pot of water.

The daughter-in-law had just sepped across the back
door and entered the courtyard when the mother-in-law's
voice was heard from ingde a room. " Do | have to tell
you evary day, nawab's daughter, that the back door is
left wide open?"

The daughter-in-law good ill for a moment. In one
hand she held the utendls, in the other the pot of water,
both her hands were full. How was she to dose the door?
As dhe was going to put down the pot of water, she
remembered that her mother-inlawv had a mania for
purity, she must not put it down anywhere but in its
appointed place. So, she turned round and tried to dose
the door with her feat, but the wretched door would not
cdose Perhagps her hair was getting wet again. Who-
knew whether there would be any sunshine today or
not. She laughed a little and said, " | can't mother, I'll
do it after putting avay the utensils.”

" Which day can you manage?' With this the mother-
inlaw came out of the room hersdf. " If you could
why should my Surjyamoni chillie-bushes go?"

She crossd the courtyard, dosad the back door, and
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sad, " Haven't you any shame? How could you laugh,
child? It gives me a pain to se a young woman laugh."

The daughter-in-law's heed bowed down ill more
with shame. She did not know why laughter came to
her wretched face. She made a sound in putting down
the utendls on the floor of the dark room.

The mother-in-law said, " Don't show so much tem-
per, girl, it's not good to have so much temper!”

" Whose temper are you taking about, Mokshoda?"
The woman who came getting wet in the drizzling rain
belonged to the same neighbourhood. Her name was
Nistarini, but people cdled her " Tapy's Mother.! She
wore her saree vary short and being a widow her head
was shaved.

She had guessed what it was dl about. She did not see
the daughter-in-law but gill she spoke addressing her
and trying to comfort her, " It's a shame daughter, you
shouldn't show temper to your mother-in-law. She's
like a mother to you. You should respect her."

" Oh, yes she will!" sad Mokshoda. "Sit down,
gger, 9t down."

The sde sa down on the open verandah and said,
"'No, | won't g9t down, dder. I've jus come to have
this read.” With that she brought out a postcard from
insgde the clothes round her wais and sad, " Where's
the daughter, where's she gone?' The daughter-in-law
was then trying to dry her hair with a towd insde the
room. Lest the mother-in-law became angry, she came
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out quickly, but in her hurry she had forgotten to vell
her head. But what wonderful eyes the mother-in-law
had! The moment she saw her, she cried out, "The
wretched girl dies with pride because of her hair!"

The daughter-in-law bit her tongue and quickly veiled
her head. Tapy's mother remarked, " No, madam, no!
She's proud because your Harish loves her!™

Harish's mother did not bdieve it, with a grimace she
said, " Don't tak rubbish! They've been married for
ten years now and she has neither a son nor a daughter.
Pour ashes on such love!”

" That's true," sdd Tapy's mother, " Unless there are
children a house is empty."

" What can | sy, dder, it's just my luck,” with that
Mokshoda pointed to her forehead.

" Have you given her an amulet of the Snake God-
dess Manasha?’

" Nothing has been left undone, sister.”

Tapy's mother seemed to think over something, then
look'ed at the daughter-in-law's face once and said, " No,
she hasn't passed the age for having children. She will
have children. | didn't have to do dl that for my Nara-
yani. She has only four children and now she says. ' No
mother, those who have no children are happy.' |
laughed and told her—go and see our Mokshodas
daughter-in-law. She is beating her head to have a child."

On one dde Tapy's mother and on the other the
mother-in-law, in between them, the daughter-in-law
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stood holding the letter with her head bowed She had
aready read the letter from beginning to end; when
she was going to read it again she found that it was a
letter written two or three months ago!

The daughter-in-law could not even st down. Thelirein
the kitchen was alight by that time; she put on the
water for boiling the dhal and sat down to cut up vege-
tables—her wet hair spread out on her back. Suddenly
she heard the mother-in-law's voice in the courtyard.
The girl saw that she had picked up the pile of clean
utensils and was going towards the pond in the rain,
crying, " | wish | could die! But has that wretched God
of Death any sense?"

Slowly veiling her head the daughter-in-law asked in
fear, " What's happened mother ?"

Mokshoda replied angrily, " Happened, my head!"
She went forward two steps and continued, " Are you
going to dry your hair or clean the utensils? Two things
can't be done at the same time! | thought, how much
can that poor girl do by hersdf, so I'd put away the
utensils; and when | was doing so, | found they were
dirty. Now | must go to clean them all over again."

The mother-in-law really opened the back door and
went off to the pond. After a little while she came back,
changed her clothes and as she was gomg to put them
out to dry, she cried out, " Look at the way she spreads
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the clothes to dry. This saree would have caught on the
wire and got torn just now. But what do you care if it's
torn? Since youve bewitched the man who provides
food and clothes, what have you got to worry about!"
The daughter-inlaw's eyes filled with tears. Rub-
bing her eyes with the back of her hand she thought-
God had just sent her to weep and her life was spent in

weeping.

Sushama was caught absolutdy red-handed that day.
It was drizzling, but let it rain, it was not 0 bad to get
wet, as to lose ones cage by using dirty utensls.
Mokshoda had gone to the pond early in the morning.
She was returning with a pile of kitchen-utensils, mur-
muring awvay to hersdf. Suddenly her eyes fdl on the
front door. She saw Suku, the goldsmith, standing with
an umbrella and a wooden box in his hand. She asked,
" Hello Suku! Whom are you look'ing for?"

Suku answered, " Bowma." (Daughter-in-law).

" Bowma, why?"

" I've some busness with her.”

The answer was not very pleasing. Mokshoda went
forward and asked, "What's the busness, Suku?"

" Well, a pair of bangles."

"Bangles?" The mother-in-law was absolutdy sur-
prised. "Whose bangles?"

Suku said, " Bowma had ordered them."”
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Mokshoda kept dlent for a few moments and said,
" Where, let me s the bangles. Come in."

Suku followed her to the verandah. Mokshoda went
indde the room to put avay the utendls.

Sushama knew nothing. That morning she had got
up late. When she came to the last step of the daircase,
she saw Suku standing there with his umbrella folded.
Seeing him Sushama veled her head and bit her tongue,
" Oh, my goodness! Did | ak you to—"

The daughter-in-law had thought that perhaps her
mother-in-law wes ill a the pond. But she could not
finish what she was going to say. To her surprise her
mother-in-law came out in the midst of it, and said,
" | told him to come here mysdf, daughter. If I've done
any wrong, | beg your pardon.”

Sushama bent her head and pricked the ground with
one toe.

Mokshoda asked, " Let me see, Suku, how youve
made the bangles, how many pairs have you madqg, and
with how much gold?'

Suku laughed. He sat down there on his haunches
and brought out something redly vey tiny folded in a
thin blue paper. Neither a * Bala' (heavy bangle) nor
any expendve ornament, but just a pair of thin gold
bangles for the hands of a tiny child.

Looking a the daughter-in-law's face Suku said,
" Now look', I've made them as you had told me, they'll

look' lovely on Sonamoni's hands.”
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Sushama put out her hands and took the two bangles
slently, then with her head bowed, she sad, " You go
now." Suku understood the indication. He dowly picked
up his umbrella, saduted both of them and went way.

Mokshoda asked, " Is Sonamoni the name of that son
of Chapala's?"

Sushama replied, " Yes." She was going to put away
the pair of bangles when the mother-in-law cdled out,
" Listen."

Sushama had gone near the daircase, she stopped
short and turned round. Mokshoda said, " | had written
to Harish: " Send money, | want to buy the year's supply
of molasses' He replied that he was very short of money.
| thought that perhaps it was s0. He came here himsdf,
| told him that potatoes became expensve during the
rains, perhaps even three or four annas a seer, it would
be much better if he would buy some for us now. He
said, " | have no money." Well, did he sy dl that him-
«f or do you teach him to sy those things?' She
look'ed a the daughter-in-law's face for an answer, but
as it was very difficult to reply to such things, she kept
quiet.

The mother-in-law said in honeyed tones, " What dse
can | sy, child? People, whose husbands haven't got a
penny, how do their wives go about doing charity?*

Sushama could not keep quiet any longer. She sud-
denly sad angrily, " Your son didn't give me money,
mother. | gave that money mysdf. | had a little gold
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of my own and had the bangles made with that."

Mokshoda said, " Why should you give it away,
daughter? Do you think youve sad something worth
while? At the time of my nephew's rice-giving ceremony
you were here, but sill, 1 couldn't give him anything.
My nephew, your husband's own cousin, but who is he
to you? You made friends out of neighbourliness, that's
good, but why dl this? | don't like these excessed It's
happening sitting in my house, in front of my eyes, that's
why | sy dl this; otherwise you can do just as you
pleese. Die, give away everything with both hands,
what's that to me?"

The advice was not so very bad but the daughter-in-
law suddenly spoke out, " I'll give what | choose."

A mother-in-law, the migtress of the house, the person
to be respected—to dare answer back to her face! It was
natural that Mokshoda got angry. Her eyes opened
wide with anger. She sad, "You will givel You dare
sy s0? But if you do | curse that you'll et the child's
head and bathe in his blood." With this she went away
from there.

The two friends met every day at the bathing-ghat at
Monda Pukur (MondaPs pond). Sushama came to fill
her pitcher, Chapaa to wash clothes. That evening
Sushama could not do her hair. She went out
just coiling it up loosdly. When she had crossed the
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paddy fields, she saw Chapala standing beneath the small
neem tree, a pitcher resting on her hips, and no
child in her arms. Sushama asked, " Where is Sona?"

Chapda replied, " My dder-inlaw took him away.'

Sushama remained slent for a while and then sad
" You didn't send him in the morning too."

" Khendi didn't take him, dear. She sad it was rain-
ing and she wouldn't go." Sushama remained dSlent.
Chapda asked, " Wdll, | heard that you are going to
Calcutta."

Sushama fdl from the sky hearing this. Her husband,
of course, had proposed severd times that he would
rent a house in Calcutta, but she had never sooken of
this to anyone. She asked, " Tdl me, where did you
hear this?"

With a gtrange expresson on her face Chapala answer-
ed, " Where am | to hear it from? | heard from your
mother-in-law!"

"From my mother-in-law?'

" Yes, | was coming home when | saw that woman—
your mother-in-lav—standing in front of Tapy's home
and talking to Tapy's mother. | heard your name so |
good there. But can one stand and listen to them? Those
two wretched women have got four eyes at the back of
their heads. The moment they sav me, they became
slent. | heard that your husband has written a letter, he
is going to take you to Cacutta. Tell me, is it true?"

Sushama's face became unnaturaly grave. She pon-
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dered over something for some time, then sad, " Have
you filled your pitcher? Get up now."

On other days they gosdped over so many things,
swvam in the pond and did not come avay eesly from
the ghat. Chapada said, "Good heavend If I'd known
you'd mind so much | wouldn't have told you."

With that she picked up her pitcher and got up to
go. But she had as yet not told Sushama what she redly
meant to say. As soon as she climbed up the dope of the
pond, Chapda said, " Let it go. They sy 0 many
things, why fed upset over it?"

Sushama went along without giving any reply.
Chapda tried to say what she wanted to, so many times,
but somehow she could not. She thought that perhaps
Sushama hersdf would raise the matter, but she too was
not in a frame of mind to sy anything. In the end
Chapda swalowed, look'ed & Sushama's face once, then
asked, " Did the goldsmith, Suku, go to you today?"

Sushama did not know what to say. She shook her
head and sad, " No."

+ Chapda burst out laughing and said, " Go on! Suku
told me that he had gone and ddivered them."

This time Sushama redly got into a difficulty. She
said, " Yes, he has ddivered them, but forgive me, |
can't give them."

Chapda did not bdieve her. She said, " He has made
them badly, has he? But it doesn't matter. Later on, you
can give another good pair."
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Sushama said, " No, redly my means are not such
that |1 can give gold ornaments as presents. | shan't be
able to give those bangles."

This time there was nothing to disbeieve. Chapaa
dghed and sad with a disappointed look' a Sushama,
"But why? What's happened to you." Sushama did
not sy anything. Chapala continued, " Then you
shouldn't give people such hopes.”

Sushama 4ill remained silent

That day, they had not ddayed a the bathing-ghat as
they did on other days, yet the mother-in-law said, " You
had gone when there was sunlight and you've come back
in moonlight. Who knows what you find to talk so much
about evary day "

Sushama did not pay any heed to this. Spreading out
her wet saree to dry in the courtyard, she said, " Where,
mother, give me my letter."

The mother-in-law was going away from there as if
she had not heard anything. The daughter-in-law sad
again, " My letter?"

" Letter?' The mother-in-law seemed to have dropped
from the sky. " What letter, daughter? Whose letter?
Why? Where?"

In her anger Sushama was going to shout, 'Don't
pretend,’ but controlled hersdf and said, " You've open-
ed it, read it, very well, but give me my letter."
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"Oh my goodness! What is she saying?" With this
Mokshoda was going to sit down right there with her
hand on her cheeks, but suddenly she thought of some-
thing and she could not manage to do so. She cried,
" Wait, let me call Tapy's mother. In the end, this also
was in gore for me? Today she says |'ve torn her letter;
tomorrow she'll say that 1've stolen her ornaments; then
one day perhaps shell catch hold of me and give me a
beating. No daughter, | don't want this kind of happi-
ness. Let Harish come, let him take away his wife and
live happily with her. Otherwise it's better that | should
go away somewhere" Then Mokshoda went out, per-
haps really to call Tapy's mother.

Sushama neither lit the kitchen fire, nor did she make
any preparation for cooking. After placing the evening
lamp below the Tulsi bush, she began pacing the court-
yard in the dim moonlight of eventide. Let her mother-
in-law come back, she was not going to rest without
gettingio the bottom of this. But she did not have to do
anything much. Seeing her mother-in-law was delaying,
as soon as Sushama lit the lantern and went into the
kitchen, a ten-year-old boy came running to her. He
brought out a letter from underneath his clothes and
said, " Here you are" In the beginning, Sushama did
not understand what it was all about, then she saw that
the letter was addressed to her. She asked, " Who gave
this letter?"

The boy got a little flabbergasted and said, the Peon."



Sushama redised everything, ill she laughed and
drew the boy dose to her, stroked his head tenderly and
sad, " You mustn't tell lies. For shame! Do tel me the
truth. Who gave it to you? | know."

At firgt the boy tried to dip away, but when he could
not, he said, " Promise you won't tell anyone? Touch
me and swear."

Sushama did what she was asked. Then the boy said,
" Tapy's mother and your mother-in-law gave it to me.
But don't tdll them, they gave me four pice." With this
he ran of.

Sushama saw that the letter had been dosed with
paste made from flour and it had not even dried. She
opened the letter and read it. She saw that her husband
had written things which should not be read by anyone
excepting ones wife. She fdt utterly ashamed and
her mind became full of contempt and disrespect for that
wretched old mother-in-law of hers. Towards the end
of the letter her husband had written: " This time | am
not lying, |1 have redly rented a house—!| will go by
next Saturday night's train and bring you with me on
Sunday night. You keep ready."

Today was Thursday, tomorrow Friday, and the day
after—Saturday. Sushamals heart throbbed with joy. She
went to light the kitchen fire, but'in the end, she did not
fed like doing s0. She had only to cook for hersdf. She
thought, let it be, there was no need, tonight she would
manage by eating a handful of puffed rice. It was far
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better to lie in bed dl by hersdf, thinking of her new
home with eyes closed, than to St near the fire and cook
for dl that time.

Next morning when Sushama woke up she saw that
a plate full of puffed rice, some soaked gram, a lump of
molases and a glass of water were lying near her bed.
The molasses was covered with ants and the lantern was
dill burning. Probably her mother-in-law had handed out
al this for her a night.

After the night's fad Sushama was feding very tired.
Today was Ekadashi, the deventh day of the moon.
There was no cooking to do today for her mother-in-law.
She got up from bed, made up her bed and came down-
dars. Then she went to dean up the cow-house. She
saw that there was no cowdung there. Probably her
mother-in-law hersdf had cleaned up the place, she had
dso let out the cows and caves and probably gone to
bathe in the pond. Sushama thought that she would
finish cooking early today and pack up her belongings
in readiness for going to Calcutta

Sushama had gone to the pond &fter lighting the
kitchen fire. She was late in coming back. The reason
for her dday was that she met the fisheewoman by the
sde of the pond with her net on her shoulders, she was
going to cach fish from some distant pool. Her mother-
in-law never bought any fish because of the handful of
rice she would have to pay for it. Sushama suddenly

thought of something and cdled out to the fisherwoman*
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The woman understood what she wanted, she said, " I've
just gtarted out. But let me see—lI'll try in your pond.
Today is Ekadashi, you are a married woman asking me,
but you'll have to give me rice with your own hands,
that mother-in-law of yours— " Without finishing what
she was saying the fisherwoman amiled a little and went
down into the pond.

The dday was because of that fish. After having a
wash and changing her clothes, as soon as Sushama
sepped into the courtyard with a few prawns and other
small fish wrapped in leaves in her hand, she saw that
a conference was going on. The mother-in-law had
bathed and changed her clothes, Tapy had come, Tapy's
mother had a0 come, Laxmiburi had come, dso
another girl—a widow—whom Sushama did not know.
This girl turned round, look'ed a her once and remark-
ed, " No, even now she might have one. You haven't
seen my aunt. If you had seen her, you might have be-
lieved me."

Tapy's mother shook her head, pushed out her lips
and sad, " No child, the person on whom the amulet of
the God of Gods did not work how can she . . . What
do you say, Mokshoda?'

Mokshoda winked her eyes and gestured with her
hands to indicate to them that the daughter-in-law had
come, 0 she was unable to say anything now. The
daughter-in-law had heard everything, understood every-
thing, but went into the kitchen without saying a word.
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She had somehow to pass only one more day, then she
would be able to escape from their hands. Just one more
day to get through!

She had not finished her cooking, on the other
dde the conference was dill in full swing, when
Khendi arived with Sonamoni in her arms. Sushama
did not hear them come. Suddenly dtartled by repested
dgos on her back and hearing a babble of " PaPa,
MaMa" Sushama turned round and saw that Khendi
was standing at a little distance after she had placed the
child near her back. She had not ssen Sonamoni since
yesterday. The moment she turned her face to look' at
him, Sonamoni put his little soft white hands round
Sushamas neck and burst out laughing. She did not
know for how long she would not see Sonamoni after
she went away to Calcutta. She fdt like leaving her cook-
ing and to go and St with the child for a while.
She wanted to put the pair of gold bangles on those
two little hands and sse how lovely they look'ed on him.
But after having heard her mother-in-law's curse with
her own ears how could she put that pair of bangles on
his hands? Sushama fdt angry with hersdf. Why had
God given her such a cursed, hdpless life?

Khendi was dill standing there. Sushama said, " Why
don't you take away the child, Khendi?"

Khendi laughed and replied, " No, he won't go. He
has come to put on his bangles." She sad this quite loud.

Immediately there was a retort from the other side.
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Tapy's mother said, " Jugt listen to the girl! Has come to
put on the bangles What's this bangle? Bangle indeed!
Are they so0 cheap?'

With her hands on her chesk Laxmiburi cried, " What
do you ssy—gold bangles?'

One could redise that the dfar of the bangles had
dready been wdl discussed among them. This time
Sudhama became redly angry. In her temper, she logt
al snxe of proportion. She pulled away Sonamoni's
hands from her neck and pushed him away. She was
going to sy something but she could not. Her lips
trembled but no words came out of her mouth.

The child precticdly did not know how to cry,
Sushamas behaviour bewildered him so completely that
he gared upidly a her face

Sushama turned aside and wiped her tears, took down
the pan from the fire, controlled hersdf to some extent
and sad, " I'm telling you Khendi, take him away from
here, otherwise | won't leave anything undone!™

Khendi practicaly dragged tlie child avay and took
him up in her arms. But Sushama did not move from
there, she good and just look'ed on. She saw Khendi
was going away with the child in her ams. The
child did not want to go, the more he tried to get down
crying, " MaMa," the more Khendi pressed him back
in her arms. When they reached the door, Sonamoni
turned on Khendi in despair and grabbed her hair with
both hands.
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It came to Sushamas mind that one day the child
had bitten her nose in anger. At that time, only two of
his little teeth had come out. Perhaps today aso, he
might bite Khendi; driven by the pain causd by his
tiny sharp teeth, she too might hit him or put him down
on the dugt of the road and run away leaving him there.

To see whether this happened or not, Sushama crossd
the courtyard, past the women dtting in judgment on
her, and went upstairs. From the window she could
$e a portion of the road leading to Sonamoni's home.
For how long did he make a fuss? She saw Sonamoni
had not bitten Khendi, nor had she put him down on
the road. Perhaps he had dready forgotten Sushama, for
he was going home laughing happily in Khendi's arms!

After getting back some degree of composure, as
Sushama came down the dairs, Tapy's mother sad,
" Snce you gave them, why by stedlth, throwing it out
of the window? You might have given them in front
of everyone."

Though this was addressed to Sushama, she had not
even look'ed a Tapy's mother or paid any attention to
her. So she neither gave heed to this repartee nor did she
give ay answer. She waked across the courtyard to-
wards the kitchen as asent-mindedly as she had been
doing.

Tapy's mother cdled out, " Ligten, madam!"

Even this time Sushama did not redise that she was
being addressed. The young girl-widow was lying near
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the wall with her legs sretched out. The Ekadashi fas,
without either food or drink, made her face look' dry and
weary. She suddenly burst out, " This is very wrong of
you mother. Firgt of al, without k'nowing whether she
has given or not . . . then the way Tapy told the tory
| can't bdieve what she said/’

Mokshoda winked and nodded to indicate—of course,
she had given. Then dhe look'ed towards the courtyard
and sad clearly, " Didn't you s that she took away
the child from here. Khendi went and sood beneath the
window and she threw them down through it."

Laxmiburi had been ligening keenly to dl this; now
she sad, " Yes you are right. Gold bangles are things
worth having! The moment she got it, she tucked it into
her waist quickly, then ran away."

Tapy was a thin reedy girl, and could not be more
than deven or twelve years old, but she could beat an
old woman in her tak. Grimacing and gesturing with
her hands, Tapy cried, " Oh, no, why should | tell alie!
| didn't sse Khendi take it away, but | saw Sushama
throwing the ornament at her. How gedthily she drop-
ped them through the window; the bangles were glisten-
ing; they were just like the bangles on sgter's hands."

Tapy's mother said, " Can my daughter ever lie?
The day she does I'll cut her into pieces and throw her
into the river!" She then turned towards the kitchen and
began cdling again, "Sushama! Listen, oh, nawab's
daughter, listen!"
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Sushama was indde the kitchen. She came out and
asked, " Were you caling me?"

"Yes I'm cdling you. Hearing that youve given
away the gold ornament, my entrails are throbbing with
pain. That's why | cdled you. Listen."

Sushama pulled forward her vell and came and stood
near them with her head bowed down. Sowly she asked,
" What are you saying?"

Tapy's mother sad, " | know things like this happen
when one is childless, but instead of giving the pair of
gold bangles, you might have given a par of dSlver
anklets. In any case, even if you did give them, you
needn't have thrown them out of the window like a
thief. You might have done it in front of us, what's the
harm if we saw it?"

Sushama was amazed.

At any rate, Harish came on Saturday night. He look'ed
nice and well-fed. He fdt hungry after walking al that
disance from the station. When he sat down to eat, he
cadled his mother and said, " Mother, I've rented a
house."

Mother replied, " You've done well."

But he fdt diffident about saying straight off that he
was going to take his wife with him. So he sad, " My
hedth is being ruined with eating continuoudy in
hotels."
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Mokshoda answered, " Very well, why don't you take
your wife with you?'

Harish did not expect that his mother would agree
s0 eadily. He thought that perhaps she was saying this in
anger. He asked, " You aren't angry, are you?"

" No my son, what's there to be angry about? Neither
anger nor sorrow befits people like us. For instance, your
wife insulted me in front of dl the people in the village
yesterday. She cdled me a thief. She sad that | opened
a letter you had written to her. Where? | couldn't be
angry. | had to keep my mouth shut and bear it slently.
| thought, let Harish come, I'll tel him when he comes.
That's bet my son, don't you go and sy anything to
your wife."

Harish glared this way and that seeking his wife, but
she could not be seen anywhere near-abouts. Mokshoda
asked, " When have you decided to go? Tomorrow?"

Harish nodded his head and replied, " Yes."

" Jugt because you're taking your wife with you, don't
sop coming to see me. Unless | see you sometimes 1'll
lock up this house one day, and | too—"

Harish laughed and said, " No, no, of course I'll come
mother. And if she can't manage to run the home pro-
perly | won't keep her there for long."

His conversation with his mother ended there that
night. He, of course, did not forget to ask Sushama about
the quarrel over the letter, but she did not say a word
and kept slent. So Harish decided the fault must be
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hers. Let he did not take her with him, Sushama ad-
mitted that the fault was hers.

When Sushama came to her new home, it was night, and
she could not see everything properly. Next morning
she saw that the place was not too bad. Two rooms would
be quite enough for two people. She would cook in
one, and the other they would use for themsdves. If
the windows of the big room were opened, one could
e the road, and in front, there was a smdl park. The
street was full of traffic—carriages, people and hawkers.
Sushama did not fed so bad. The thing that she liked
mogt wes that, & last, she was free. She would Sarve
with her husband, rather than go back to her
mother-in-law. Let her remain in the village with
Tapy's mother. Sushama would live happily here. But
how could she be quite happy? Her husband went away
ealy after having his meal. She had no companion or
anyone to tak to. Alone by hersdf, the day never ssem-
ed to end!

She had spent al her life in the village, where it was
open and green on al sdes, nothing obstructed the eyes.
Snce coming here she only saw the big houses built
with dry bricks which hid the sky. Here one did not even
have the opportunity of getting pleasure from gazing
out.

But her afternoons were not so bad. After changing
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her clothes and doing her hair, she st quietly near the
window. All the little boys and girls of the neighbour-
hood ran about and played in the little park surrounded
by railings. The children not old enough to run about
and play came in the ams of their maid-servants who
sat and gossped after putting down their wards on the
green grass. Among them there was one boy who look'ed
exactly like Sonamoni.

Gradualy evening descended, one could no longer
e much. The dreet lights were lit quite early. The
park emptied and the children returned to their homes.

It was then time for Sushama to light the kitchen
fire and St down to cook Sitting there she thought if
only she too had a son like that! She would have dressd
him up and sent him to the park to play. By this time,
he would have come home and cdled out to his mother.
He would have laughed and got into her arms. She
would have petted him, played with him and kissed
him!

Her friend Chapala had sad to her once that a girl
in their village had taken some medicine and had a
child when her age was thirty. That medicine could be
had in Calcutta. She did not know its name and felt shy
to tell her husband about it. However, she would cer-
tainly tell him today. There were many great doctors
in Calcutta. There must certainly be some medicine for
this!

At midday the hawkers went round with wooden
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boxes full of toys, bugles, etc. They went from door to
door, ringing a bell and sdling toys. That day Sushama
suddenly cdled one of them. The hawker came near the
window and asked, " What do you want mother 7

Sushama did not know what to say. Her face became
red with shame, but since she had cdled him, she sad,
" Show me a doll:’

The hawker pulled out a huge cdluloid doll and said,
" Thisisthe best | have mother, the price is two rupees.”
With this he tried to push the doll through the bars in
the window, but found that it was too big to be handed
over like this. So he sad, " | can't give this to you
through the window, mother. Please send your son to
take it."

Sushama look'ed this way and that and replied, " Let
it be, give me a amdler one.”

"A gandler one? But the big one was the best"

“You can give it another day—today you give that
one," sdd Sushama pointing with her finger, but she
hersdf did not know what she pointed at. The hawker
picked up a doll, pushed it in through the window and
said, " Eight annas." Perhaps he had asked a little too
much, but getting what he asked for, he went awvay
quite pleased.

But what on earth was she to do with a doll? Now
Sushama fdt a little ashamed of what she had done,
and bending her head she began turning the doll this
way and that. She put it down, then petted it, brought
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it dose to her face and kissed it, and then she suddenly
fdl adegp with the dall in her hand.

Hearing al about it Harish had laughed a lot. He
drew her dose to him and asked, " You want a son very
badly—don't you?"

Sushama had laughed swly and replied, " Go on!
You don't even bring me a medicine!"

Next day the medicine came. It did not taste
good. It was awful, one fdt dck to drink it, but
it did not matter. Somehow Sushama managed to
swvdlow the medicine, dosed her eyes covered her
mouth and controlled hersdf. She thought, let me have
something, it did not matter whether it was a boy or a
girl—blind or cripple. Even if it died a birth it would
not matter. Stll, let her not be cdled a barren woman
any more.

Harish had gone home on Saturday. As soon as he came
back on Monday morning, Sushama asked, " Did you
go to Sonamoni's house?"

"1 didn't get any time."

" You didn't get time?' Sushama fdt very grieved.
" What were you s0 busy about that you didn't get any
time?"

" All right—next time | go— "

" No, it won't do if you just go and see him. Take
a wicker cradle and those two gold bangles for him."
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Harish advised her not to give the bangles He said,
"You might send a cradle but the bangles—when
mother has once— " Saying this Harish paused, and
thought over something, then continued, " You better
give those to your own child if you have one."

Sushama look'ed at his face and smiled mischievoudy.
She nodded her head and said, " All right, I'll do that.
But | must have a cradle.”

The cradle came and was hung from the ceiling with
along rope.

Two or three weeks later Harish sad one day, " I'm
going home tomorrow.” He thought that perhaps he
would have to take the cradle for Sonamoni with him,
but Sushama sad nothing about it. She only said, " Do
come back on Sunday night."

Harish thought perhaps she had forgotten about the
cradle. If g0, it was for the best. Mother did not like this
sort of thing and would probably have created a terrible
fuss if he had gone with a cradle for someone dsgs son
on his shoulders.

Harish returned on Sunday night. It was nearly ten
oclock. The door was cdosed, it ssemed as if Sushama
was dnging softly to hersdf inside the room. She had
never sung before, nor did she know how to sing.
Harish dood near the window to ligen and find out
what song she was singing. He found that it was not a
song she was singing, but reciting in a sing-song voice
a nursery rhyme which mothers recited when putting
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children to desp. When he knocked a the door,
Sushama stopped singing, got up, came to the door and
asked, " Who is it?"

" Open the door."

Quickly, she apened the door and said, " | was think-
ing that perhaps you couldn't come tonight.”

Harish had gone to se Sonamoni this time, but
srangely enough Sushama did not ask about him at all.
She sdd, " Have a wash, then I'll serve your food."

Harish saw that the cradle had been hung up in the
middle of the room and bed-clothes, a little pillow and
two tiny bolgters had been arranged in it; and a huge
cdluloid doll was lying with its head on the pillow. The
doll wore a cgp on its head, socks on its feet and a pair
of gold bangles on its hands. With a laugh Harish asked,
" Is this your son?"

Sushama fdt shy. She laughed, nodded her head and
with a amile she sad, " Yes"

After that, the whole afar became extremey funny.

The next day the cat drank up the milk. When Harish
finished hismeal, he asked, " You didn't give any milk?"

Sushama replied, " Your son is so naughty, he was
running about and knocked it over." Harish did not
mind this, he laughed and got up. Sushama sad again,
" He got such a beating for this, that he cried and cried
till he fdl adeep.”

Then, up to late in the night, Sushama told him so
many things about her make-bdieve child. She sad that
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though he was just learning to gpesk—he talked like a
grown-up. He was just learning to walk, he waked a
few seps, then would dip and fdl down.

The things she had to say about this child seemed to
be endless. Harish fdl adeep, but Sushamas eyes were
degpless. She got up from her bed, went and stood near
the cradle and saw that her son was deeping. She then
went and stood near the window. The dreet lights were
still burning. There were hardly any people on the street
The sky was bright with moonlight. All the houses near-
about were immersed in slence. Perhaps no one was
awake anywhere, and why should they remain awake?
Everyone dept with their children in their arms, only
there was no degp in the eyes of this poor woman.

Every day they tak about the son. Harish himsdf now-
adays comes and asks, " What's the boy's mother doing?
Where's her boy?'

Sushama replies, " He has gone out”

Harish cautions her, " Look, you must take care that
he doesn't go anywhere. The greets of Cdcutta are full
of traffic—perhgps some day— "

A spasm of pain clutches at Sushamas heart. She says,
" No, my son is a clever boy, he's not stupid like you."

"Ami stupid?'

" Yes, what ds=? The other day you log a five-rupee
note, our son told me," Father is stupid, twist his ears "

243



Then both become silent. Neither of them can find
anything to talk about. A little later Sushama says, " Do
you know what Khoka says?"

" What does he say?"

" He says it's vary troublesome for you to cook al by
yoursdf mother, you get me married. When my bride
comes shell do your cooking for you.”

Harish laughs and asks, " Is that so?"

Sushama nods her head and answer's, " Yes, he taks
like a grown-up person.”

"But youve taught him!"

"Arc you crazy? He can teech me things!"

Another day Harish returned from office and saw that
Sushama was lying on her bed. She gave no reply when
he cdled her. He asked, " What's happened to you?'

Without raising her head Sushama answered, " Khoka
best me today."

Harish laughed and sad, "Is that s0? Why?"

" Don't laugh, youve spailt that child agd absolutely
ruined him. Now he dares to rase his hand aganst
me—." Sushamas voice redly sounded heavy and her
eyes were full of tears. There was no end to her craziness!

" What did he beat you with? A stick?"

Sushama flared up, " | don't like this joking over
everything. Why should it be with a stick? With his
figs, daps, kicks and in the end—if you don't bdieve—
se here" With this Sushama put out her hand and
said, " He bit me with his tiny little teeth. | said, ' Let
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me go, my son, let me go." He said, ' Promise you won't
soold me? When | sad | wouldn't, then he let go
of me and ran away, he hasn't come back snce then."

Harish saw that Sushama hersdf had bitten her hand
and marked it with her own teeth. Had she redly gone
mad? Harish humoured her, " All right, get up now.
Give me some food. I'll teach him a lesson.”

Sushama got up and sad, " Yes—you only sy it. |
never e you scolding him at all." With this she went
out of the room. Harish sa there dlently thinking over
something.

In this way Sushamas days do not pass so badly. Sx
months have gone by. They have changed from that
house to another. This housg, too, is on the stregt, but it
stands by itsdf and they have nothing to do with anyone
dse There have been some additions to the household
goods dso. The cradle hangs in the middle of the room;
two smdl iron chairs; a table, a wooden bench; and on
it—three boxes in a row with covers on them. Under-
neeth the bench are al the paragpherndia for pan; a
new sove with the milk-pan on it; a few pictures on the
wall; the bed laid out with bed-clothes—there is no lack
of anything.

But Sushamas hedth ssams to have deteriorated a
little. There are dark rings round her eyes, day by day
she sams to get weaker; her face has logt a lot of its
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charm; and her hair has fdlen df a lot, which makes
her foreheed appear impossbly wide. Harish says
" What are you getting to look' like day by day? What
are you dways brooding about?"

Sushama does not bdieve him. She goes and stands in
front of the mirror and says, " Why, | don't see any
change.”

" You don't redise it yoursdf, but one doesn't fed like
look'ing at your face these days!"”

"Is it as bad as that?"

"Yes it is!"

" What can | do? Tell me." Sushama bends down,
look's at her body, heaves a degp sgh and becomes silent

That night when Harish sa down to eat, Sushama
laughed and said, " Look here, unless a woman has a
child, everyone finds fault with her." Harish kept quiet.
Sushama continued, " When | played as a child, the
Chatterjee boy, Mati, would be my husband and | would
be his bride. Twenty-four hours | played with my doll-
children. | married my dolls, the bride came, I'd quarrel
with my son's wife—these were our games. Mother used
to ssy—' It is not good to go on like this. The woman
who desres a home so badly never gets a home and the
woman who desres a husband badly never gets a hus-
band. The same might happen to you, you'll neither get
a home nor a husband!""
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Leave done speaking, Harish did not even raise his
face or look' a her. After finishing his med he sad in
a grave voice, " Give me milk."

Sushama brought the cup of milk, placed it before her
husband and said with a smile, " You tak of my look's,
but what need has the mother of a child of look's? Khoka
was sying— "

At lagt Harish spoke. Perhaps he had been getting
annoyed for quite a while. Now he raised his face and
rolling his eyes in anger, he cried out, " Look here, don't
talk about the child al the time. |1 don't like to hear
about it twenty-four hours of the day."

This one crud kick was enough to smash into pieces
the heaven she had built up in her imagination.

The next day something happened to Sushama She
did not spesk a word, went about slently, did not answer
when Harish cdled, one kind word from him brought
ten harsh replies from her. The whole day she had a
disgusted attitude, as if she did not like anything.
Harish sad, " It's getting late for my office

Sushama retorted, " What am | to do?"

" What do you mean by " What am | to do?' It's for
you to cook"

" | shan't be able to cook"

"Then am | to cook?"

" If you can't, kegp someone to do it for you."

" But if | haven't the means to keep someone?”

Sushama swalowed hard and sad, "Then many
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again." Harish did not ssy anything more and went to
have his bath. Sushama served out the food and sat there
dlently.

Sushama has become bad-tempered and irritable. These
days she quarrels, not only with her husband, but even
with the inanimate goods of the household. Perhaps a
tumbler put down on the floor touches her fed,
Sushama does not pick it up, she kicks it and ralls it
across the entire floor and pushes it into a corner. The
frame of the mirror becomes loose one day, Sushama
sits on the floor doing her hair and cannot manage to
baance it in front of her, s0 in a rage e gnashes the
glass by dashing it on the ground. Things like this hap-
pen so many times in a day that one cannot keep account
of it. Harish too does not spesk properly to Sushama,
when he does ssy something she does not answver him.

Already one cannot recognise her as the same Sushama
Her arms and legs have become thin as gdicks, her face
wizened and dried up. She does not eat properly. She
cannot deep at night. She does not do her hair. Far from
bothering to dress up, she does not even care to put on
her saree properly.

Harish himsdf taks about the child one day. He
thinks that he has not mentioned him for a long time,
perhaps she will amile if he does. But just the opposte
happens! She becomes very angry and cries, " How dare
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you! I'm telling you, you mustn't talk about the child.
Where's the child? I've no child. My child is dead."

Seeing the expresson on her face, Harish does not
dare to sy anything more.

One day, on his return from the market Harish cdled
out, " Where are you? Do come to this room once."

Sushama came and saw that her husband had brought
a maid-servant with him. It was redly inconvenient to
be without having someone at hand dl the time. Harish
sad, " S= if you can manage with this woman."

Sushama asked, "Why a maid-servant?'

" Otherwisg, it's very inconvenient for you."

Sushama gazed a her husband's face. He had so much
affection, so much kindness for her? Her eyes filled
with tears. She wiped away her tears quickly and came
near the maid-servant. She asked, " What's your name?
Will you work properly? Come with me." Then with-
out waiting for a reply, Sushama took her to the kitchen
and bade her gt down.

The maid-servant's name was Khiro. She was farly
young and did her work well. Sushama said, " It's good.
At lagt | have got someone to talk to."

Harish laughed and sad, " That's the reason why ..."

It could be seen that gradudly Sushamas depresson
was disappearing. But within five or 9x days, a telegram

came from Mokshoda. The mother was dying. She asked
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Harish to go to her. Telegram in hand, Harish sat down
trembling. " What's to be done? Tell me!"

Sushama thought that the mother-in-law being ill, her
husband would probably ask her to go with him. But
she had no desire to go to her. So she sad, " You go
fird, if you see that her condition is very bad you can
come and fetch me.”

Harish took leave from his office and went away to
see his dying mother the very same day.

Two days later his letter came which sdd the
mother's condition was not very good and the doctor had
seen her. But it was not yet so bad that Sushama need
come. Let God not make it s0, but if it did become
serious, he would come and fetch her.

Two days later—another letter: " Mother's fever has
come down a little today. | will go back as soon as she is
a little better.”

Ten days later Harish returned and sid that his
mother had got well. He saw that the cradle which she
had taken down since the day he spoke harshly to
Sushama, was once again hung up in the room, but
somehow she look'ed depressed. .

That night Harish suddenly drew her dose to him like
a licitous hushand and sad, " Your hedth is redly
getting worse day by day. Tell me—what am | to do,
Sushama?'

Sushama had not received such tenderness from him
for a long time. Her eyes became tearful. She swal-
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lowed once, then said, " What are you to do?"

Harish thought over something and said, " | could
send you away somewhere for a little while! Perhaps
you would come back with your health recouped.”

" Where will you send me? |s there anywhere for me
to go?' She sghed and then laughed a little. Harish
did not say anything more. She too kept silent.

Suddenly one day a letter came in Sushamas name—
the address on the envelope was in a woman's hand-
writing. Harish was not a home. Sushama opened the
letter and saw that it was written by her friend Chapda.
So a lagt her friend could make time to write her a
letter. But even that was welcome. Laughing happily
Sushama st down to read the letter in great joy.

Chapda had written: 'Dear friend, in much sorrow
| have s& down to write this letter to you today. | did
not know your address. Sonamoni's father got it the other
day from Harish. But tdl me—have you no sense? You
should not have given up al hopes of having a child so
soon. You know there is a saying—a husband is such a
thing that one can hand him over to the God of Death,
but not to someone dse. And in the end you did that?
| was redly surprised to hear that Harish was getting
married again. At first | could not bdieve it. Later, |
found that he redly married and brought home a bride.
Tapy's mother arranged the marriage. The girl is her
eddest daughter Narayani's dder-inlawv. For shame
friend, the bride is so awful that even the God of Death
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would not care to look' a her. She is not worthy to be
even your maid-servant. | heard that you gave your con-
sent. But | fed very hurt over it. You take my advice.
Don't let him go for anything. A sathin (co-wife) should
get the broomgtick on her face They came to ak for
Sonamoni 0 that the bride could enter her new home
with a son in her ams but | would not send him for al
their asking. Write to me how you are. Don't forget to
send a lettee—your friend, Chapaa.

Sushamas hands began trembling after reading the
letter. She did not know what she was to do. The
surge of anger which rose in her mind againg her hus-
band made her fed hitter and disgusted. She thought,
let him come back, she would ask him why he had to
decaive her like this. She had nobody to cal her own
in this world. If there was no room for her here, where
was she to go? Where would she go to beg for shelter?

Somehow, she could not put the question to Harish.
He moved about the house, Sushama watched him.
Somehow, she could not bdieve that this man had done
her down like this. Lest he sad ' yes' in answer to her
question, she fdt afrad to ask him anything and her
heart throbbed with fear. When he st down to edt,
Harish laughed and asked, " Hello madam, what's the
matter? Why so quiet?”

Sushama did not reply. Harish finished his med and
went to bed. That night Sushama hardly ae anything
a all. She dosd the door, put out the light, went near
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her husband, touched him with her hand and with fear
in her heart, she cdled him, " Ligen—"

Harish was probably feding deepy; he sad, " What?"

The question Sushama wanted to ask, however, would
not come out of her mouth, her lips began trembling,
her eyes filled with tears. Harish asked, " What were
you saying?'

Sushama replied, “ Nothing." But her voice was hoarse
and one could redise that she was weeping.

Harish could not keep quiet any longer. Segp imme-
diately departed from his eyes He turned round and
putting his hand on Sushama, he asked, " Are you weep-
ing Sushama?'

Sushama suddenly burst into loud sobs.

Harish asked again, " What's happened to you sud-
denly? Why are you weeping?"

Sushama replied, " | know why you want to send me
away."

This time Harish was compledy dartled. He sad,
"Why? Why? What's happened? What for? What do
you know? What is it?" Harish went on asking question
upon question, irrelevantly, like a thief who babbles non-
sense when caught.

Sushama could hardly bresthe because of smothered
sobs. She could not give an answer to any of his ques
tions. Sowly she brought out her friend's letter from
underneath her clothes and put out her hand to Harish.

The room was dark, one could not understand whether
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it was a piece of paper or a letter, who had written it
and what it was about.

Harish immediately jumped out of his bed and switch-
ed on the light. He saw that there was a letter in an en-
vedope in Sushamds hand. After he quickly read the
letter underneath the light, nothing remained for him to
understand. Of course, from the beginning he had been
afrad of this. How awful!

He did not know how he was going to explain this,
how he was going to get round Sushama Wondering
over this he folded the letter with trembling hands, put
it away, then went and ood near Sushama. She was
probably ill weeping with her face covered up with
the bed-clothes.

After spending the whole night in a hdf-adegp and
hdf-awvake state, when Harish rose in the morning, he
found that he had got up very late. He had not been
aware when Sushama had got up and sat down to cook
after lighting the kitchen fire.

Anyway, Harish had not expected that Sushama would
get up today and st down to cook The first blow of
any sorrow was dways very difficult to bear. Since she
had managed to get over that, there was nothing to
worry about. Fedling very pleased he had a wash, then
the moment he cane and sa down in the room,
Sushama brought his tea.

There seemed no end to Harish's joy. He put out his

hand and caught the end of her saree; drew Sushama
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doe to him and sad, "Wonderful! This is what it
should be. Who is she? Just a nobody! Don't you worry,
my bdoved queen!”

Sushama did not laugh nor did she cry. She did not
even rase her face and look' up. Sowly, she went into
the kitchen.

When Harish came and s down to have his med
after his bath, he saw that nothing was missng. Every-
thing wes as pafect as posible. On the contrary, the
meal was better cooked than other days. Harish thought
to himsdf, perhgps dfter dl this time Sushama had
redised her folly—probably learnt her leson at last.
After finishing his med with great relish, Harish cdled
Sushama and said, " Don't grieve. Good girl!"

The moment he sad this, aflood of tears rushed down
from Sushamas eyes She gazed fixedly a her hus
hand's face with those tearful eyes nodded her head,
and gill weeping, she sad, " No, | won't."

Evening was dill a long time off. That day Harish
came out of his office earlier than usud.

Sushamas behaviour in the morning had been excep-
tionaly nice. She had proved her nobility. Harish was
thinking of this on his way home. When he got down
from the bus, he lit a biri in a very pleased frame of
mind. His home was only two or three minutes away.
The biri was not yet finished. When he came near his
front door, he saw that a big crowd had gathered on the

road just in front of his house and a couple of condtables
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were trying to move people away from there.

Harish quickened his footsteps and came forward to
find out what had happened. He saw that his door
was open, and when he was about to enter it, suddenly
Khiro—the mad-servant—came rushing from some
where, fdl on his fest and cried out, "Oh, mese—a
terrible thing has happened!”

The maid-servant did not tel him anything clearly.
Harish's frame of mind was not such that he could
gand there and ligen to her either. He rushed insde
madly. When he got to the door of his bedroom he saw
that it was dosed from insde. Two men in European
clothes, probably police ingpectors, sood there and did not
alow him to go dtraight in. They held him by the hand,
resrained him from entering and asked, " Is this your
house?'

Perplexed and bewildered Harish replied, " Yes" in a
flabbergasted manner.

" Your wife has committed suicide by hanging hersdf.
We came here on getting the news from your maid-
servant.”

Harish did not wait to hear anything more. He
pushed the dosed door with both hands and it fdl open.
The window on the other dde was dosad and the room
was dark. Right in the middle of the room, Sushamas
dead body was hanging. She had cut a rope from the
swinging cradle and had put it round her neck; below
her feet was a table, probably she had put the iron chair
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on top of it and kicked it of. Her face was turned
avay from him. He was not able to muster up enough
courage to go and look' at it. Still, unconscioudy he tip-
toed and drew near the dead body.

But he could not gaze for long & Sushamas fece, dis-
torted with the agony of death.

Today, probably she had not tied up her hair after
having her bath. Her wet hair was hanging in a black
mess dl around her. She was wearing a beautiful blouse
and her mogt favourite saree; hdf of it had dipped df her
shoulder and was sweeping the floor. Harish shivered.
In a choked voice he screamed: " Ugh! Untie that rope!
Take her down! Take her down!"

The rope was cut and the body brought down.
The hospita ambulance had dready arrived. The
ingpector said, " The body must be sent to the morgue.”
Harish look'ed up in amazement at the inspector's face
once. The ingpector thought that probably he was ask-
ing him not to take Sushamas body away. He sad,
" Can't be helped, | have to send the body."

The ingpector said, " Come."

The next day, waiting anxioudy hour &fter hour, to
Harish, time ssamed to have sopped moving.

In the end, when it was about deven, accompanied by
sverd students, the ingpector and a couple of nurses—
the doctor himsdf came and sood near Harish. He
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asked, " Your wife?'

Harish got up and sad, " Yes"

The inspector asked, " Was she expecting a child?’

Harish shook his heed and sad, " No."

The ingpector amiled, then he dgned- to Harish and
sad, " Come."

Mechanicdly Harish followed them through two or
three rooms, dimbed a flight of stairs, and then stood in
an upgairs room. On a big glass table in front of him
lay his very same Sushama. Her unbound hair was
scattered here and there on the glass; the vermilion mark
burned bright on her parting; and her fest were painted
with bloodred lac. Excepting her face, her entire
body had been cut to pieces Harish look'ed a it for
amoment, then shivered and daosed his eyes. One student
was kind enough to cover her up from head to foot
with a white sheet.

But the doctor had not cdled him to show him
Sama™ He told Harish to come forward nearer the
table and hed something covered with a cloth in his
hand and sad, "Look! She was pregnant.”

Hearing this so suddenly, Harish darted violently.
He saw within the fleshy lump of the embryo—the un-
born, immature but complete body of a tiny child.
The liands were formed, the fest were formed—head,
face, nose—one could a once make out the child—only
the eyes had not yet opened.

They had cut open Sushama and brought it out.
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Harish felt a queer sensation in his head. He could no
longer remain standing, being without food or deep
throughout the night. He managed to control himsdf
once by catching hold of the table, then defested, he sat
down on the floo—overwhemed with weariness and

despair.
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He Changed His Cade



MOKATPUR! THAT OLD HALFRUINED HOUSE ON A MUDDY
road! The white-ant riddled bamboo trellis bdow the
tiled roof rains an incessant stream of powdery white
dust. For three years the house has not even been white-
washed. Full of a crowd of people—grown-ups, children,
wet napkins and dirty beddings, this was Sanjoy's sweset
homel!

The hunger for food and clothes could no longer be
met with the limited dole elder brother alone gave every
month. Every luxury had dready been reduced. Now the
stomach was being pinched cruelly. Ghee, sugar, tea—
every month elder brother was dicing df bits of the
family's hungry tongue. There was no other way. Who
knew, that with all his education when it came to earning
money Sanjoy would have to st idle like a cripple? Not
for one day or two, but for four long years.

The afternoon's light stormy breeze made the dried
beans on the Sirish tree swing with a jingling noise like
the sound of heavy anklet-bells. This time of the day was
dways nice. The whole day's gtore of laziness turnea
into a swedt lethargy.

Sitting in the verandah with a glass of tea swegtened
with molasses in his hand, Sanjoy was re-tasting his daily
worries with every sp.

Each onelook' out for yoursdf! In season, out of season,
elder brother was reminding everyone. But four years
ago, this very same dder brother had carried food in a
tiffin-carrier on the day of the examination and waited in
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front of the gates of the college hall. But that was another
day. Elder brother's hopes and ambitions were then like
a garland of humble desres—blackened with sorrow and
want. The weariness of this constant want would one
day be washed away; Sanjoy would get a job; the touch
of a dlver wand would make the Dutt house in Mokat-
pur shine with plenty. This was the foregone conclusion.

Kf.A. degree; three certificates for character, health and
proficiency in games; three articles on Economics written
by himsdf published in a foreign magazine; medds for
singing and acting; a letter of praise for his unremitting
sarvices during the earthquake—Sanjoy's varied and ver-
sdtile genius now lay rotting in a box tied up in a big
bundle. For four years, he had sent in innumerable appli-
caions without getting a job. Elder brother had log all
hope. Even mother's tongue now overflowed with
nagging words.

Sanjoy fdt utterly abashed. During these four wretch-
ed years, moment by moment, his worries had shattered
many of his illusions. In the olden days anyone in his
position would have left home and become a sannyad.
But Sanjoy was made of a different metal. Every maxim
of the twentieth century's revolutionary economics was
known to him.

Sajoy redised that here dfection was only a commo-

dity for sde. Every blessng given was the notice of a
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creditor's demand. True, if he got a headache, his little
four-year-old niece Putul would come and droke his hair
to soothe the ache. But Sanjoy knew that even this tiny
little girl's show of devation hid a shrewd busness sense.
As s00n as her task was over, she would make a straight-
forward demand—" | want a slk ribbon"

On the auface everything was s0 lovey. Father,
mother, brother, dder, one's kith and kin, home was a
nest of affection. What high falutin' sentiments! But
sorach it just alittle and the skin would reved a shame-
less Shylocks flesh! Sanjoy could not hep laughing
sometimes. Of course this was nothing new. For millions
of years this order had trickled down through the veins
of history, beginning from the caveman's family life
down to the pattern of domedticity in the household of
the Dutts in Mokatpur. Love, friendship, affection, were
like chillies, molasses, ginger and pepper; whoever could
pay for these was look'ed upon as the dearest one.

Sumitra too had not been round this side for a long
time. Perhaps the wind of love too had changed its course.
It was, however, not surprising. Sumatras father Abhoy
Babu too seemed to have changed his attitude completely.
He had mortgaged his house. Could it be that a groom
had been found even for such a one as Sumitra?

On the last day of the Pujas, lagt year, she had come
to pay her respects. In the Champa-coloured saree even
that terribly dark girl had look'ed so beautiful. Sumitras
sandalwood-decorated forehead had rested languidly on
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Sanjoy's feet for over two minutes. It fdt as if this grown-
up maiden's youth was besting its head in mute sorrow.
Sumitra had fdlen in love,

These memories of past days—it was pleasant to pon-
der over them, but sger-inlaw came and interrupted,
" Have you heard the news about Abhoy Babu's family,
brother?"

" No."

" The Sub-regigrar, Nabin Babu and Sumitra are to
be-"

" Married. Isn't it?"

Sger-inlaw smiled and went away. That smile was
like ataunt. Let it go. The biggest illusion too was smash
ed, that was the only gain. Those tears, obeisance tender-
ed a his fedt, that face blushing with dynes—wha a
piece of sharp, subtle, pure coquetry it wasl While redis
ing this he had pretended not to recognise it, that was his
crime.

He must go away, while there was 4ill time, or ese,
in this auction-house, his whole manhood would be sold
away as a counterfeit commodity. He would have to leave
behind the hypocritical wiles of this gented household.
Just because of a fdse illuson aout a case-name he
could not mortgage his entire lifé's ideds and desres,
like an absolute beast. Sanjoy redised that his greatest
need was Gotrantar—a change of caste.

« . . # #
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Sajoy was going to a fa-away place. A job worth
thirty rupees in the Ratanla Sugar Mills; but the question
of high or low sday did not arise. Within this thirty-
rupee job, he had caught the glimpse of a pdace of un-
bounded freedom.

On the day of leaving, this worn old house in Mokat-
pur seemed once again to try and exert dl its magic with
the intent to damp al Sanjoy's enthusiasm. The brothers
and sgers were packing his trunk and bedding; little
Putul was clinging to him from early morning like a
mole on his body, her desre ssemed to be—' | won't let
you go.' The gting in his father's conversation had entire-
ly vanished, he was redless and unable to smoke his
tobacco in peace. Mother had not yet come out of the
kitchen; ditting in front of the kitchen fire she ssemed
to be trying to make up for her pag misarliness. She
cooked three kinds of fish-curries aone.

Elder brother seemed to be the mogst upset. He said,
" Go with a happy frame of mind and remember that
an enterprisng lion among men is bound to receve
Lakshmi's favour. One day you might become the owner
of that mill. What was Sir Rgendra one day? Always
keep your eyes fixed on future prospects.”

Sanjoy breathed a sgh of rdief when he got into the
motor-bus.

On one dde lay the dried-up river bed, and on the
other three—jungle, and in between the 84 Parganas.
The Grand Chord line ran like a pulse-beat through the
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midst of the jungle. A range of chak hills ran aong, up
to Kodarma station.

The name of the mill area was Ratanganj—a bazar,
and far and near, al around, the quarters of the coolies
and workers. All over the entire dtretch of 84 Parganas
were scattered fidds full of vegetables and sugar-cane;
ugly scare-crows, little huts for the men who drove away
the marauding wild swine; narrow, twisting channels
of water, and in between big wooden podts suspended
with buckets to water the fields; like ship's maedts they
floated in this ocean of green.

The crops of sugar-cane became ripe. Thin dicks
standing a foot gpart—high as two men. On their heads
—banners like gtrips of green slk. Budees of the chattries
—the warrior cagte, and ahirs—the cowherds, whose
bones for generations had manured the earth of 84 Par-
ganas and turned it into gold.

The owner of the mill Ra Bahadur Ratanld was a very
good and polite man. He even addressed a petty pan-man
with the respectful ' you' and not as 'thou.' Before
his early morning bath every day he went round scatter-
ing handfuls of sugar on al ant-holes.

Sanjoy was the cash clerk. The Rai Bahadur assured
him, " This mill belongs to you, if it makes progress
you will dso progress. Prove your worth. There is plenty
of prospect here."

Rubbing the challan-receipt register and ledger; notes,
money and smdl change, month after month, the tips of
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his fingers ssemed to have become poisoned. In the sound
of the crushing machines, mountains of crushed cane
husks and the smdl of unrefined molassess—there was
nowhere the dgn of any progpect. Neither did any
such impertinence as a futile hope lurk anywhere in
Sanjoy's mind. He knew the ways of such honey-tongued
money-pots only too well.

It was not the hope of prospects but a far greater and
grimmer determination which had brought him here.
Like a run-away convict he must completdy eraze his
old «f.

The strange character of a particular individua made
Sanjoy fed very worried. His name was Neymiar. He was
absolute poison in the eyes of the mill offidds He had
been working as a loading clerk here for the lag five
years. He darted on a sday of thirty rupees and had
come down to a sdary of fifteen now. Even the man's
shadow seemed to posess a terrible contagion of ill Tuck.

He was ugly, moreover he suffered from pleurisy.
Three days in the week, pressing his ribs againg the tabic
he would lie there immobile. To see him one would think
that the man must be spindess, otherwise, how could he
lie like that, twisted and rolled up like a worm?

Then there was Rukmini—Neymiar's Sgter. Everyone
—the old hands and new, in the mill, had dl warned
Sanjoy, " Bengdi Babu, keep out of the clutches of that
pair—both the brother and the sister!"

Without any encouragement from Sanjoy, Neymiar
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tried to be intimate with him. Suddenly one day he
cane and sad, " Don't drink water from anywhere
except the number one well. You will gat maaria”
Another day he brought severd bottles—lodine, Cagtor
Qil and Quinine pills. " | brought these from Kodarma
hospital for you."

Sanjoy was just waiting to see where this unsdfish
friendship would end. In three weeks Neymiar's mask fel
of. Sanjoy was writing up a ledger in his office He
look'ed up and saw Neymiar standing, his two little eyes
were burning with a flickering fire.

Neymiar said, " Now get a gunlicense Babuji. We
will go shooting together. Rabbit roagt will go very well
with double-brewed mahua liquor every day."

When Sajoy showed no enthusiasm, he paused and
thought over something and said suddenly in a hurried
manner, " Give me a loan of five rupees Babuji. Next
month you will get six rupees and eight annas.”

Sanjoy gave a dtraight answer, " Nothing doing, ex-
cuse me."

When Neymiar had gone Sanjoy smiled to himsdf.
He knew the uttermost wiles of the human heart. He
was not to be got at 0 easily, what was Neymiar after
al! But, he had ye to know Neymiar.

At night, above the sound of pouring rain someone
was heard knocking on the door. As soon as Sanjoy
opened the door Rukmini entered with a tray of food in

her hands.
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"It's Neymiar's birthday today. Neymiar said, you
are his only friend, so | brought a little food for you."

When she finished spesking Rukmini put down the
tray of food and sat on one Sde of the wooden bed and
laughed.

Sanjoy saw Rukmini properly now for the firg time.
The girl was dark and thin. She had bright, intelligent
eyes. Dark patches below her eyes bespoke of many degp-
less nights. But till one redised that if only she was fed
properly how charming this face would look'! She was
wearing an expendve sxee and smdt of an expensve
foreign perfume. But of dl her features the most beauti-
ful were her teeth. When she spoke, they seemed like
rows of tiny white pearls. When she laughed, those pearls
suddenly burst open like a bunch of flower-buds.

Seding Sanjoy engrossed in her, Rukmini turned away
her face and said, " Finish your food, | will wait till you
have eaten.”

As soon as he finished eating, Rukmini got up and
with quick gestures of her hands picked up al the dishes
and sad, " It's vary late, | am going now Babuji."

Sanjoy sdd in a dightly embarrassed manner, " How
will you go alone?"

" Oh, Til manage to go." With a burst of laughter,
just as Rukmini put her foot out of the door, Sanjoy
suddenly caught her wrist.

Rukmini remonstrated, " These dishes will fdl just

now. Wait, let me put them down first."
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A few days later Neymiar came and dood before
Sanjoy's table in his office The spindess creature's eyes
were burning again, lowering his voice he sad, " You
love Rukmini?’

The sudden question made Sanjoy start. Neymiar said
again, " But that's something to be happy about. Why
fed ashamed? All right, | must go now. Give—"

Sajoy : " What?"

" —the five rupees you had promised.”

" Thank you!" Putting the note in his pocket Neymiar
continued, " Whenever you need anything just tell me."

Sanjoy had redly changed his caste. Just as a bird
gets his mate by giving the love-cdl, Rukmini had come
to him like that. This girl of the streets done had accept-
ed his humiliated manhood with reverence. This was
much better than inane domedticity. The first chapter
of his revolution was complete.

Letters came from home. Typicd letters from a
Bengdi home: " How are you? What progress have
you made? There is so much want in the household.
It would be good if you could send something."

Letters came, but no answvers were sent. In between
remained a big distance of sandy waste and quicksands.
The letters seemed like bits out of a newspaper. Suffering
and want did not resde in the Dutt house in Mokatpur
alone. This Neymiar's wife had committed suicide by
jumping into a wel with three children in her arms.
Neymiar carried about cuttings from newspapers con-
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taining this news in his breag-pocket. When the sor-
rows of the world were mended so would the sorrows of
the Dutt household.

Sometimes the intoxication of strong country liquor
st his head on fire and Sanjoy's eyes would begin to
water. Rukmini begged him to tell her why he wept.

Sanjoy tore those letters and burnt them with the
frenzy of a mad Brahmin who burns his sacred thread.

Thousands of miles avay from the 84 Parganas, on
the other sde of the sdt ocean, in the land of the Dutch,
the money-goddess became a widow. The gold standard
was cancdled and the rate of exchange changed com-
pletely overnight. In one stroke the price of the guilder
came down and became cheap.

That angry wind of trade navigated the sky and rush-
ed into port in Cacutta Tons and tons of Java sugar
were being landed at a chesp price. The Indian Chamber
of Commerce was feding depressed. Motipur, Cham-
paran and Cawnpore Specid sugar lay weeping inside
bags at dl the depots.

The curse of the Dutch market fdl on the Ratanlal
Mills and the fcane-fidlds of the 84 Parganas. In every
home of the mill-workers the Manager went round read-
ing out a notice—a forty per cent cut in pay and wages.

The pessants crowded round the mill gates. The

Manager put his mouth over the megaphone and shout-
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ed out the price of sugar-cane " Eleven pice a maund!
Those who are willing to sall must send in their crops
from tomorrow."

Till evening, the crowd of workers and peasants sat
stunned in front of the mill gates. The Rai Bahadur's
son, Surja Babu, had gone to put in a trunk-call to
Calcutta to find out the state of the sugar market there.

Rai Bahadur came out himsef with folded hands and
asked the crowd to disperse. He said, " What is the good
of creating all this trouble, my fathers? All thisis a turn
of fate—go and pray to God and ask for better days to
return.”

Amongst all the peasants Muniram was a headstrong
man. He had the tongue to answer back, he said, “ But
the Government have fixed the price at four annas and
nine pies, huzur.”

Rai Bahadur replied with a sweet smile, " Forget all
those happy dreams my brothers. That kingdom of
Rama has passed. Goods from Java are committing da-
coity now. Everything is on fire. I hope the mill will
not have to be closed down."

Muniram was not the man to give up so easly. He
said, " Tomorrow we will send you our wives and
children. Be kind enough to shoot them down, that will
be far better."

Rai Bahadur scolded them most affectionately, " Fool-
ish mules! Go and cool your heads at home. Oh, Shan-
ker the brave, now close the gates."
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Like a defested amy the crowd turned back from
the gates. Workers and codlies turned on their way home.
Only Sanjoy waked in another direction. With him
were Neymiar, Muniram, Shuklal, Chedi and a few
other pessants. They came noisdedy and sat on the
steps of the old Shiva temple under the big banyan tree.
Sajoy sad, " We must take our revenge for this.”

Muniram's very soul seemed to have been waiting for
this one word of courage. He jumped up and said, " For
Heaven's sake, Bengdi Babu, tell us the way out."

God knows what induced some of the foolish-looking
pessants to yel out: " Har Har! Mahadev!"

Neymiar turned on them in a rage, " Shut up, don't
make any noise," he cried.

After a few moments of slence, Sanjoy proposed,
" No one will sl their crop.”

Everyone replied, " That's right."

" Don't bring down your price, in the end they will
have to buy. Many new machines have arrived. They
will have to keep the mill going.”

Shukla sad, " But supposing they don't buy?"

The problem was nearly settled, but Shuklal's question
sarted arguments al over again.

Sanjoy got up and said, " They will be forced to buy.
Begin the fight al of you. Take your oath on the banyan
lesf that you will fight them."

There was a strange fervour of hope in Sanjoy's words.
The little clouds of doubt which had lingered, now blew
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away in the orm of enthusiasm and oath-taking. With
a touch of this holy wind the mute dedf image in the
old temple ssemed suddenly to wake up.

The meeting ended.

As s00n as Sanjoy came near Rukmini's home, he said,
" Neymiar, you had better go now, begin from today and
organise well"

" All right, Babuji."

After Neymiar had gone Sanjoy sood dlent in the
darkness for a long time. Sanjoy, the holder of a M.A.
degree, had been turned into a petty cash-clerk. It seem-
ed as if his insulted genius had been counting the days
like a snake with hood lowered in futile rage. Now it
was time to gtrike and pour out as much venom as was
possble. In the darkness, Senjoy rigged out al his
thoughts in military array and got ready for battle. The
chimney of the Ratanla Mills could be seen faintly. It
look'ed like the raised head of a dinosaur which stared
down a the broad canefidds of the 84 Parganas.
Sanjoy knew that somewhere under that monstrous heap
of fat, a heart must be hidden; the blow must be care-
fully aimed there.

Full of dation Sanjoy entered Rukmini's room.

The extravagance of his caresses made Rukmini sud-
denly question him, " You've got the goods very cheap,
haven't you? Still, one day you are bound to leave me."
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" Cheap? Have | anything more left to give? And
why should | leave you?"

As if touched with a little remorse Rukmini put her
hand over Sanjoy's mouth and said, " All right! All
right! Forgive me, | won't say it again. But the other day,
while you were drunk, you yoursdf said that | was only
the tumbler which held sherbet, but not the sherbet it-
«f." Then without waiting for Sanjoy's answer Ruk-
mini continued, " | want a good amount of money. Now,
look' at me once properly.” Then she removed the end
of her saree from her shoulders and stood up straight
" Do you undersand? How am | to manage?"

"Yes! | do understand." Sanjoy turned very grave.

All the machines in the Ratanlal Mills were closed
down. Only a few carts of sugar were obtainable.
The lagt day for supplying orders from the Calcutta
market was fagt approaching. Rai Bahadur was running
round madly back and forth, between the mill and the
bungalow of the sub-divisonal officer in town.

In field after field the crops of 84 Parganas were dry-
ing up. Agents were rushing from bustee to bustee with
carts and bags of money. They were saying: release your
aops now, for, if once the leaves turn brown, we will not
pay even an anna as price. The peasants smiled and
remained slent. Neymiar had absolutely disappeared.
He did not gay at home nor did he come to office*
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He was flying around the fidds and budees of 84
Parganas like a crow, cawing: " Be warned, don't be
frightened by what the agents are saying. Ratanla Mill
is being frozen."

For the last few days, vultures had been circling over
the 84 Parganas. Catle-disease had broken out. One of
Muniram'? sons too had died of small-pox.

Moneylenders were knocking from door to door taking
round their red cloth-bound ledger-books and mortgage
bonds demanding repayment of loans. A labour recruiter
got hold of thirty men and disgppeared with them to the
rubber-gardens of Maaya On the road leading to Ka
damsagar a bullock-cart had been looted. Military police
had done a route march.

Cowherds from Kodarma were flocking around like a
band of locugts. They were buying buffdoes for five
rupees, milch cows for eight rupees and caves for twelve
annas. The moneylenders were giving loans on mort-
gaged Slver ornaments, & a high rate of interest. Brass
and bdl-metd household utensils were being sold at the
price of mud. In every home in 84 Parganas wild herbs
and leaves were being boiled and eaten. In every home the
dores of foodgrain were empty.

It was a hearly a month now. Rai Bahadur was cursing
his agents. They mugt get the raw material however they
could. His prestige in the market wes tottering. His
machines were getting rusty.

The sub-divisond officer came and inspected the mill.
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His peons had informed the people of 84 Parganas by
beat of drums. "Take heed everyone! Sdl your crops
now, only one more day's time is being given you !
Or dse, from tomorrow, crops will be bought from Loya
bad Parganal”

Muniram and Shuklal came in the evening. Their
look's were that of mangy dogs. Y et, hope was till burn-
ing in their eyes, they were only begging for an order—
"Babuji, what do we have to do now? Give us the
order."

Sanjoy replied, " Wait a few days more."

Muniram and Shukla waited without spesking a
word for some time and then went away. Probably there
was something which they wanted to say, but it remain-
ed unspoken.

All the happenings ssemed to become suddenly com-
plicated. Ra Bahadur had not yet cdled upon Sanjoy to
render help or advice in the face of such trouble, even
though Sanjoy had hinted one day: " If you like I might
try to quieten down the peasants.”

On the other hand, Rukmini too had swdlowed a
thorn. Something must be arranged now on both sdes.
But how could one arrange anything without Neymiar?
Whenever there was work to be done, he was redly a
great help.

Neymiar came and sood before him.

* # # * *
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The dim dirty light of a kerosene lamp—a dirty khaki
pant, atorn shirt, awild shock of har—untidy as acrow's
nest. That worm Neymiar sood up like a statue made
of iron, dim and hard. This cagddess man's red image
struck Sanjoy with a strange fear, he sat with his head
bowed.

Neymiar had come to ak him for the keys of the
cashrroom. " Like a lizard | will lick up and bring
whatever money there is in there and then <t fire
to the room. The fileregister will be burnt to ashes.
Who will be able to make you responsible? Who will
be able to say how much cash baance there was? Come
on, give the key to mel"

Sanjoy raised his head and look'ed out into the dark-
ness outsde. Had the light been a little brighter, one
could have seen that his two knees began suddenly to
tremble violently with a sudden gust of shivering.

Neymiar it ssemed was singing a terrible meaningless
ballad. Food, firgt of al, the 84 Parganas required food.
Then we would sse how they could bring crops from
outsde down the Loyabad Road. No one would sl his
crops. They would rot on every fidd. They would be
burnt to ashes. The peasants had al taken this oath.
Tonight in every home long poles were being polished
and got ready. They would bresk their own heads and in
return bresk that of others.

A face pitted with amal-pox marks, round marble-like
eyes, short, thin; skin the colour of a dung-cake—this
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Neymiar of whom even a sparrow could not fed afraid,
today he had come and was standing before Sanjoy, with
the threat of an oncoming revolution in his hands.

Sanjoy's ardour had become suddenly very damp.
Neymiar patted his back and sad, "What is al this
worry about comrade-brother? Your pessant-army must
be fed. Come, don't dday any more."

Neymiar dipped out into the darkness with the bunch
of keys of the cash-room.

Sanjoy paced the room in a demented manner for a
long time. Then he came out and stood there to coal
himsdf with a breath of fresh air. He had never ima
gined that this little strife would lead to such a terrible
end. Who had thought that the tame lion which was
brought out into the circus arena only to perform his
tricks, would with just a little poking, snarl wildly,
and turn so disobedient.

"Neymiar!" Sanjoy's cracked voice trembled and
echoed in the darkness.

Sanjoy broke into a run.

From a crack in the window in Rukmini's room

emerged a dim light and a moaning sound as of a

string instrument Sanjoy held his breath and <ood

with his eyes glued to the crack in the window.
Rukmini was rolling on the floor. Her saree had come

of. Only the knot remained round her waist. Her hair
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which dragged on the mud floor was full of dirt Her
glass bangles had broken to pieces and hits of glass were
scatered al over the floor. Coiling and uncailing like a
snake, which had been hit with a stick, Rukmini was
rolling and moaning.

It ssemed as if Rukmini's life-breath had gathered
into a terrible storm and was trying to burgt forth from
her body. People do die in such a condition. Was this
then what was in gtore for Rukmini aso?

The familiar blue veins on her smooth uncovered
knees were swdlling up like leeches replete with blood.
Her teeth were st hard on her lips. Floods of tears were
rolling from the corners of her eyes down to her ears.
Her muffled screams of pain rose higher and higher.
Her lungs would perhaps burst! Was this then death?

What a crud disillusion! From behind this mock death
the sead of a new life was reaching out its hands towards
the earth, turning this pain and agony into a blessing.
Sanjoy jumped backwards and stood beneath a tree.

Where was Neymiar? Sanjoy went forward again and
look'ed through a crack in Neymiar's door.

Wearing a pair of black pants with a white belt
tightened round his waist, Neymiar was chewing dry
bread and drinking strong country liquor from a big
pot. A sharp dagger lay in front of him. On his face
was a drange look' of satisfaction; on his two dry lips,
the fdine amile of a panther.

In this room the brother, in the other the sgter. They
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semed like an angry demon and witch from some
srange savage world brewing terror with their magic.

Like a fisherman who ran away carrying dl his
possessions on his back when a sudden flood came bring-
ing in its wake, terific, roaring currents of water—
Sanjoy too ran.

Sanjoy was running not on the road, but crossng
fidds, dopes and ditches, he ran. The light on the milt
gates burned like a will-0-the-wisp in the fog. It was not
vay far avay now.

And how far was Mokatpur either? If one caught the
train towards early morning, he could get there in the
afternoon. The beans on the Sirish tree were probably
ripe, they rang in the soft breeze of the golden afternoon
with the sound of heavy anklet-bells. Elder brother sat
on the verandah drinking tea sweetened with molasses.
Mother st in the courtyard cleaning the Goddess
Lakshmi's throne. Putul pointed her finger to the sky
and counted the flocks of flying kites—one, two, three.
Sumitra was perhaps not yet married. Her seeking eyes
gazed around the windows of the Dutt house in Mokat-
put—towards the road—towards the motor-bus which
rushed along.

Ra Bahadur Ratanld, Surja Babu, the Manager—in

front of them Sanjoy sa on a stool, look'ing like a pale

and emaciated invalid. His voice was like a cracked bell.
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He had been given a glass of hot milk to drink.

Rai Bahadur cdled out, " Shanker the brave! Put a
guard round the cash-room. Neymiar threatened Babuiji
with a dagger and took away the keys. Tonight he will
come to steal. You must catch the wretched thief red-
handed. Make arrangements.”

Then he ordered the Manager, " Babuji will go to the
rallway station. Quickly have a good horse saddled for
him. Open my iron safe, | mugt give him a reward.
What a faithful, honest boy!"

Sanjoy sduted and got up to go. Rai Bahadur told him,
" Go and take rest in your home for a few days. Then
come and join my mill & Gorakhpur. You will be paid
a sday of hundred rupees.”

Sanjoy gdloped away on the narrow track through the
jungles by the side of the range of chalk hills. The breast
of the sky flamed red. The peasants had s fire to each
of their fidds 84 Parganas was being purified with fire.

One more field to cross, then the raillway station. The
light of the distant signd was floating in the distance
like a blue star. A sudden splashing sound of water. The
horse had stepped into a stream. Sanjoy got df from the
horse and sat by the stream, filling his hands with water
he drank greedily again and again. A jacka which had
just finished eating a hen stolen from some household,
was ditting on the wet sand, licking the blood on his
mouth. He, too, came down to drink and put his mouth
into the same flowing current of water.
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TARASHANKAR BANERJEE

JALSAGHAR

OR
The Hall of Entertainment



As USUAL BISWAMBHAR ROY WOKE UP AT THREE O'CLOCK
in the morning and began to pace to and fro on the roof-
terrace. His old bearer Ananta brought a smdl carpet and
a bolgter and spread it out on the terrace for him to St
on and then went down to get his hubble-bubble.
Bisvambhar Roy glanced towards the carpet once, but
did not st down. He went on pacing to and fro with
bent head, as he was doing before. Not very fa away,
below the Kdi Temple belonging to the Roys, the clear
white waters of the Ganges flowed past in a narrow
stream.

On the south-eestern corner of the sky, the morning
star burned like a white flame. The dectric light on the
top of the paace of the new-rich Ganguly's blazed, it
seemed, in competition with the star's light. The gong
on the roof of the Ganguly house struck the hour three.
For two hundred years up to this time this gong had
sounded in the Roy house; now it no longer sounded
here. Now, Biswambhar woke up in the morning through
sheer habit and the sound of pigeons cooing, which
began every day with the rise of the morning dtar.

A swet fragrance was borne on the soft spring air.
Spring no longer heralded its gpproach with either pomp
or splendour in the Roy mansion; and the Roys no longer
had any offering to give a the fest of Spring. The
flower-garden was dead and bare because there were no
gardeners to tend it. A few big flowering trees done
remained—Muchkunda, Bokul, Nagaeshwar, Champa
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These trees were bereft of twigs and branches like the
Roy family itsdf, they were ancient, ruined and moth-
egten like this broken-down huge old padace.

From the gables a horse neighed.

Ananta came and put a lighted bowl on top of the
hubble-bubble and cdled, " Huzur."

Biswambhar came out of his daze and said, " Yes/

Sowly he came and sat down on the carpet and
Ananta held up the long pipe of the hubble-bubble to
his hand. Down bdow the horse neighed again.

Biswambhar gave two or three dow pulls at his pipe
and sad, " The Muchkunda flowers are blossoming now.
Put some of them in my sherbet from today."

Ananta scratched his head and said, " The petds are
not ripe yet."

In the dgables the horse was neighing impatiently
again and again. With a dgh Roy sad in a dightly dis,
gusted manner, " Has that fdlow Nitay begun to over-
degp in his old age? Go and cdl him. Toofan is restless,
Don't you hear him neighing?"

' Toofan' (cyclone) was the only horse which re-
mained in the nine big sables of the Roys. Twenty-five
years ago, old Toofan had been the riding horse of the
brave young gdlant Bisvambhar Roy; and every morn-
ing the fiery Toofan would be out at dawn with Bisvam-
bhar Roy on his back; but two years ago when the
moneylenders—the Gangulies—had gone from village

to village heradding their ownership by beat of drums,
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from that day Toofan's back became riderless.

His manager, Taraprasanna, sad one day to Biswam-
bhar Roy, " It has been such along habit of yours, if you
give up riding now, your health might—" but seeing
the look' in Biswambhar's eyes Taraprasanna could not
finish what he had to say. Roy had answered him in only
two words, "Shame! Taraprasannal”

Ananta was going downgtairs, Biswambhar cdled him
back. He sad, " Nitay was telling me yesterday that
Toofan was not getting his full feed."

Ananta replied, " Our crop of gram isn't good this
year. So the manager said— "

"Yed" Then pulling a his pipe Biswambhar asked
again, " Has Toofan grown very thin?"

Ananta murmured, " No! Not much."

"Yes!" Then dter a pause Biswvambhar continued,
" Give him his full feed. Understand? Tell the manager
I've sad 0. Go now and cdl Nitay."

Ananta went away. Reclining againgt the bolster,
Bisvambhar stared up into the sky. The long pipe of his
hubble-bubble lay neglected beside him. One by one the
gars went out in the sky. Absent-mindedly Biswambhar
began stroking his fair chest. One, two, the first day he
had ridden Toofan, he had hurt this rib. How Toofan
had look'ed that day; how spritely and restless he was |
He could be quietened only when he heard the sound of
music. When music played, Toofan never missed a step.
Curving his neck, how he would dance!
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Biswambhar got up. Like the sun which put out the
light of the stars, the memories of his past were dways
dimmed by the rays of his family pride. Today, that
blazing sun of family pride was suddenly completdy
edipsed by the shadow of a drange tenderness. The
brightest star of his memory—Toofan, flamed up in the
ky of Biswambhar's heart. For two years he had not gone
downgtairs. Now yearning to see Toofan he came down
to the firgt floor. The long verandah round the huge
courtyard of his house resounded with the sound of Roy's
wooden sandds. From the shutters on the top of row
upon row of round pillars, startled bets flew out. From
indde the dark locked-up rooms the whirr of bats wings
could dso be heard. Next to the darcase was the linen-
room, which gored dl the carpets, durries and white
sheets big enough to cover the entire floor of a room.
Then, from the room next to it, a whirr of bats wings
mingled with a tinkling sound. This was the lamp-
room; pieces of crysd hangings on the big chanddiers
were probably tinkling.

Roy turned round the corner, these were the quarters
where the big tenant-lessees in different didtricts were
lodged when they came. Some of the richest lessees of
these parts were under the jurisdiction of the Roy estate.
There were not a few such lessses who pad from five
hundred to five thousand rupees as yearly rent.

At the eastern end of the verandah there was a dair-

cax Roy came down the dairs to the ground floor.
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The long row of officerooms oveflowed with sack
upon gack of papers and records of the Roy family.

These records contained the history of the seven Roys.
Biswambhar Roy was the seventh in the line of the Roy
zamindars. In the darkness he amiled recaling that the
firg of the Roys used to say: " To bind the Goddess of
wedth—Lakshmi, one must seek the kindness of the
Goddess of Learning—Saraswati. Chains forged with ink
on pgpar—they are very strong chains indeed. Keep your
chain of accounts intact—fleet-footed Lakshmi will never
be able to flee" He had been a settlement officer in the
Durbar of the Nawabs. Paper, pen, ink—everything was
there but the Goddess Lakshmi had neverthdess deserted
them.

Beyond the officerooms on the right were the cow-
houses and on the left—the stables; further beyond were
the temples.

Roy cdled out, " Nitay."

" Huzur," came the regpectful answer which wes
drowned by Toofan's loud neighing. From the other
sde came the sound of an elephant's trumpet.

Roy went forward and sood before Toofan. Impati-
ently stamping his fegt, old Toofan became as playful as
a child. Stroking his face Roy said, " Betal" (my son).
Toofan rubbed his head on his master's hand. The de-
phant too had become impatient, after trumpeting again
and again she now tried to tear her chains. The Mahut
Rahmat hearing his master's voice had come and stood
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near his dephant, softly he complained, " Mader, the
Y oung Migtress will tear her chains."

The dephant was cdled " Young Midress' She had
been a part of the wedding dowry of Biswambhar's
mother. She was caled 'Moti' to begin with, but after her
master Dhaneshwar Roy had come back from a shikar
he suddenly had gone crazy over ' Moti," because she had
caught a leopard with her trunk and then crushed it with
her feet. Seeing the care lavished on ' Moti' by her hus-
band, Biswambhar's mother had named the eephant
' Sathin ' (co-wife). Her husband had retorted, " That's
good, Midress Roy, her name too will be Midress Roy
now on;" and Biswambhar's mother had replied, " No,
not just Midress Roy, shell be cdled the ' Young Mis
tress,' she's your second wife.”

In response to Rahmat's request Biswambhar |eft
Toofan and went to the Young Midress At his
back Toofan's angry neighing could be heard. Roy
sdd to the eephant, " How now young mother!" The
elephant twisted her trunk and held it in front of Roy.
This was a request to him to get up on her back. Roy
adways used to climb up on the dephant's back by
scaing her trunk. Roy stroked her trunk and said, " Not
now mother ..." The Young Midress understood
him, she put her trunk on Roy's shoulder and waited
quietly like a good little girl. Roy cdled out, " Nitay,
take Toofan out for a walk."

Diffidently Nitay replied, " Toofan won't go today
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after seeing you, huzur, unless you ride him—"

Roy gave no reply to this and stroking the Young
Migress trunk, he murmured, " My mother is a good
girl."

Suddenly, the slence of the dawn was broken by
the sound of a band playing. Roy moved away the ee-
phant's trunk and asked, " Where's this band playing?'

Nitay answered in a low voice, " It's the magter's
soNn's rice-giving ceremony in the Ganguly house.”

Roy gave his habitud reply, " Yes"

Within, Toofan had sarted dancing in step with the
tune of the musc, and the chains on the Young
Midress fest were ringing like the tinkle of a dancing-
girl's anklet-bdls—jhum-jhum-jhum.

Roy walked back through the front door into the dark
mansion. He remembered, once upon a time, when pipes
were played every morning at dawn in the Roy mansion,
then these two would dance to its music like this, Toofan
on one sde the Young Midress on the other. From
updtairs he cdled out, " Ananta."

" Huzur."

" Cdl the manager."

Roy went and st on the roof-terrace. The old mana-
ger, Targprasanna, came and dood in front of him.
Roy asked, "Is it the ricegiving ceremony of Mohini
Ganguly's son?"

"Yes sr."

" | suppose they've sent us an invitation-letter?”
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"Yes' replied Targprasanna.

" Send them a glver plate and a gold mohur.”

Targprasanna dood dlently. He did not have the
courage to remondrate but evidently he did not like
what his master had suggested.

" Come and take a mohur from me before you go
therek Targprasanna went away. Roy sat in dlence
Ananta came and changed the tobacco bowl and hold-
ing out the pipe cdled, " Huzur."

Out of hahit Roy sretched out his hand, then ordered,
" Give out the Young Midress saddle, her bell. The
manager will have to go to the Ganguly house."

For three generdations, the Roys had piled up riches.
The fourth generation had ruled; the fifth and sxth
generations had indulged in luxury and debts;, and with
the advent of the seventh generation the Lakshmi of the
Roy family had been drowned in a sea of debts—Biswvam-
bhar only sat and look'ed on like a Lakshmi-less God of
Gods. This was not al. The line of the Roy family too
ended with him. The decison of the Lower Court and
the High Court had dready sent Lakshmi out of the
door. Casket in hand, it ssemed she was just waiting for
the decison of the Privy Council, to flee for ever.

It was the occason of the son's saored thread cere
mony, and the Roy household was full of fedtivity. Like
the flood of moonlight & the time of the full moon, a
flood of eating, drinking, feeding and charity was over-
flowing through the house. Then came the ebb tide and
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with the ebb tide, the Roy family's flow of everything
had ended. The sven days cdebration did not remain
just a luxury, but turned into poison. Cholera broke out
in the house. Within another seven days, Roy's wife,
two sons, one daughter and severd of his relations—all
died. Only Roy remained waiting for death with bowed
head, unmoved and patient like Bindhyagiri—the moun-
tain who had awaited the return of the sage Agastha for
eternity.

No, perhaps it was a mistake to sy that he waited for
death. No one knew whether he had waited for desth
from that day or not, but even then he had not bowed
down his proud head. Two more years had to pass
before his head had redlly been bowed, it was the day the
decison of the Privy Council was given. Before that,
even after the death of his wife, sons and daughter, the
lights in the Jdsaghar—the hall of entertainment—had
been lit; the twanging of mudicad instruments—Sitar,
Sarangi and the tinkle of anklet-bells had resounded in
that hall; sounds of loud and merry laughter had broken
the deep glence of many a late night. The shikar-
howdah had been strapped on the Young Mistress back
many atime, and even up to the other day, it had caused
Toofan to drain and tear his ropes in rage and dis
appointment.

Anyway, with the Privy Council's decison dl the
landed property belonging to the Roys had disappeared.
The house with its adjoining buildings and the perman-
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ent settlement of the temple trust property aone remain-
ed. The firg of the Roys had chained this setdement on
paper with ink in such a way that no one could touch
it; it could neither be sold nor s8ized by a creditor.
From that trust property the temple rituds went on;
grain for the Young Midress came; Rahmat's sdlary was
paid; in short, whatever there was now, it went on
because of that arrangement. Even now the month's
store of rice for the household—the finest quality of rice
fit for a king—arrived regularly. Fish was delivered from
the temple pond and from its marshes came game birds.
The glory of the Roys had passed, but not beyond the
reeches of memory. That is why, this broken-down old
Roy mansion wes ill known as the Rgah's Pdace and
the luckless Biswambhar as ' Roy-Huzur.'

This little bit of past glory which 4ill remained,
pricked the heart of the new-rich Gangulies. It seemed
to them that they had built their padace of gold behind
an old dead mountain; and the world look'ed only at
that old dead mountain and not at their paace of gold.
The old eephant of the Roys was look'ed upon with
greater repect than their expendve car.

Mohim Ganguly broods and thinks that one day he
will have to smash the pesk of this old dead mountain

The moment the bell was hung round the neck of the
Y oung Mistress she began swinging her body with pride.
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The bel went on ringing—ding-dong, ding-dong!

The manager, Taraprasanna, came and stood before
Biswambhar. He was ditting in the big hall in the Zenana
guarters. He now lived in this room. On the wdls were
hung pictures of the masters and migresses of the Roy
family, dl of them painted in middie-age. Every one of
them wore draped on their body big scarves printed al
over with the name of the Goddess Kali; round their
necks hung garlands of Rudraksha; in their hands they
held rosaries. Biswambhar was staring at these pictures;
seeing Targprasanna he dowly turned away his gaze
and cdled out, " Ananta, bring the cash box."

He took out a key from the box and opened the iron
safe. On the top of this sdfe was placed the Lakshmi-
caket of the Roy family. In the lower shdf there were
two or three boxes. Roy pulled out a beautiful jewd-case
which belonged to his dead wife. He opened the case,
it was practicaly empty. The only ornament which re-
mained was a Sinthi—an ornament worn on the head
by the Roy brides. For seven generations it was given as
the ceremonid present a the time of welcoming the
heir's new bride. Excepting that, the rest of the jewes
had al gone. In a smdl chamber of the case remained a
few gold mohurs. Some of these his wife had received as
wedding-gifts, and some were the first presents young
Biswambhar had given to his wife. Thyear he was mar-
ried, he had gone vigiting his etaes for the firg time.
The mohurs which his tenants had given him as Naza-
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rana (tribute), he had presented to his wife. Without a
word he took out one of these mohurs and gave it to the
manager. The manager went away. A little later the
Y oung Migtress bl began pealing loudly. Roy came and
sood near the window. The Young Mistress head had
been anointed with oil and decorated with a row of ver-
milion spots. Young Midress went happily swinging
her body to and fro.

In the afternoon the Ganguly's huge shining car came
and good beneath the broken portico of the Roy man-
sion. Mohim Ganguly himsdf came down from the car.
Targprasanna ran down and recaved him cordidly
saying, " Come in. Come in."

Ananta too had been watching his arriva from up-
dairs, he now ran down and quickly threw the doors
of the big reception-room open.

Mohim asked, " Where's grandfather? | want to se
him."

For generdtions the Gangulies had acted as money-
lenders under the jurisdiction of the Roys. Even Mohim's
father Janardan had dways referred to the master of the
Roy Mandon as * Huzur.' Targprasanna was annoyed at
Mohim's impertinencekin caling Bisvambhar grand-
father, but he replied pleasantly, " Huzur hasn't got up
yet, he's having his afternoon siesta.”

Mohim said, " Wake him up and tell him that | wish
to s him."

Taraprasanna replied with a dry smile, " None of us
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have courage enough to do that. If you have something
to sy to him give me the message, I'll tell him."

Impatiently Mohim replied, " No, | must sse him."

Ananta brought a slver tumbler full of sherbet and
held it in front of Ganguly. Mohim took it from him
and asked Ananta, " Is grandfather awake?"

"Yes he is awake. I've informed him that you've
come, he has asked you to come up."

Mohim finished the glass of sherbet, got up and said,
" What a lovdy fragrance! What's this sherbet prepared
with?"

Ananta lied, " I don't know. The ingredients are a-
ways sent from Benares."

Mdyim on entering the upstairs room sad, " Why
grandfather! You didn't go to have your med a our
place?'

Biswvambhar laughed and said, " Come in. Come in
and st down."

" | fed very grieved about it grandfather."

Biswambhar amiled again and replied, " You mustn't
forget that your old grandfather is so ancient. | am an
old man and my body can't stand any kind of excess"

" I'll forget this sorrow, but tonight you must come.”

Bisvambhar pretended to smoke his pipe and kept
slent.

Mohim went on saying, " I've brought dancing girls
from Lucknow. Only you can appreciate their singing
and dancing."
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After smoking for a little while in slence, Roy put
down his pipe and then sad, " I'm not well Mohim. |
get a pan in my heart these days, sometimes it makes
me auffer intensely.”

Mohim remained slent for a little while then got up
and sad, " I've to go now grandfather, because I'll
have to go into town and fetch dl the sahibs. They are
coming to attend tonight's entertainment." Biswambhar
only said, " Don't fed sorry about my not coming.”

When he came out of the room Mohim sood for a
moment in the verandah and suddenly remarked, " What
a date you've kept this house in grandfather! It ought
to be repaired.”

No one gave any reply to this, only Ananta caled him,
" Come huzur."

The auditorium for the dance performance at the Gan-
guly's blazed with a lavish and brilliant display of lights.
All round the shamiana hung dectric bulbs of many
colours. The Gangulies had their own dectric indalla
tion and so they had no difficulty in arranging such illu-
mination. The shamiana posts were garlanded with leaves
and flowers and hung with festoons of coloured paper.
On the floor a white sheet was spread on a huge durrie
for the sngers, dancers and musicians. On one dde of
this, rows of chairs were placed for the important guests,

and on the other side, a carpet was Soread to seet the less
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eminent guests on the floor. At the back, seets for the
women guests were screened off with transparent cur-
tains. By eight o'dlock in the evening, practicdly dl the
guests had arived and the shamiana had filled up.
Tabachis (drummers) and Sarangidars (players of vio-
lin-like string instruments) were tuning up their instru-
ments; then two North Indian dancing girls came in
wearing full skirts and vels loaded with ornaments.
Voices were hushed, conversation cessed and within a
moment the audience became silent. Yed The girls were
beautiful indeed!

Mohim Ganguly was sitting on a chair among the im-
portant guests. The older of the two dancing girls had
got up to sing. The long-drawn-out classca tune seemed
to put the audience to deep. Some among the audience
began taking oftly. There was joking and laughter
among the group of important guests.

When the song was about to end, Mohim in an effort
to be polite cdled out, " Good! Very good!" The tempo
of the girl's dance which accompanied her singing seem-
ed suddenly to dacken. She finished her song and st
down. She whispered something and smiled at her young
companion, then indicated that she should get up. The
audience became dive in no time. The bubbling music
of her song and the quick movements of her dance burst
in the midst of her audience like the leaping waters of a
mountain stream. Cries of praise resounded on all sides.
The guests flung bucksheesh to the dancing girls.
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Again and again she danced, the audience did not get
a chance to become degpy. When the entertainment was
over, Mohim sent for the dancing girls and said, " Every-
one is very pleased.”

The older dancing girl replied, " You are very kind."
Truly, there seemed to be no end to Mohim's kindness.
They had been brought to dance for three days only, but
the entertainment went on for five days before it ended.

Before they took leave, Mohim did them one more act
of kindness. He told them, " We have our Rgas Pdace
here. Vigt it once before you go. Bisvambhar Roy isrich
and appreciates good music. Maybe, he will ask you to
sing and dance for him."

The older dancing girl replied very respectfully, " We
have of heard of him, huzur. Of course, we will go to
the Rga Bahadur's Durbar. | thought of doing s0 ever
gnce | came here."

Taraprasanna was redly very angry. He knew that
this was just alow trick of that crooked cresture—Mohim
Ganguly. " This is how he tries to insult us by sending
over this common progtitute,” he thought. But very
gravely he told her, " The magter is ill, there will be no
snging or dancing." The girl indsed, " Be kind
enough— "

Taraprasanna broke in before she could say any more,

" No, it can't be."
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Sadly the dancing girl said, " It's just my bad luck."

They were going avay when a shout came from up-
dairs, " Taraprasannal” As soon as Taraprasanna came
before him, Biswambhar asked, " Who are they?"

With his head bowed Taraprasanna replied, " The
girls who came to sing and dance a die Ganguly's.”

" Yes" Then dter a pause Biswambhar asked, " Did
you send them away empty-handed?’

" May my sdaams reach you huzur!" The dancing
girl touched the floor saluting in Mudim gyle, and con-
tinued, " Forgive me kind master, I've come in with-
out being announced."

Bisvambhar was annoyed at the impertinence of her
coming to his room, but her beauty meted his heart.
He gazed at her—skin as fair as a pomegranate seed; two
beautiful eyes full of a dreamy enchantment outlined by
a thin line of Khol; lips like two rose-petds, a tall dim-
waigted figure; the lazy rhythm of a dance seemed arrest-
ed in that lovdy body. At a moment's notice, it might
bresk out as soon as she moved.

With a pleasant amile Biswambhar asked her to St
down. Sitting down most respectfully on a nearby carpet
she said, " This dave is waiting to sing at Huzur Baha
dur's Durbar."

Biswambhar was going to say that he was not well, but
he fdt ashamed, it was benesth his dignity to lie to such
a one.

The dancing girl continued, " Everyone told me, that
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here, you are the only one who redlly appreciates music.
Ganguly Babu dso sad that you are rich, you are the
Ragja"

Roy stopped smoking, he look'ed at the dancing girl's
face with a amile and sad, " In the evening there will be
a mglis" Then he cdled out, " Ananta."

Ananta was waiting outsde, as soon as he came in,
Roy told him, " Show them their quarters, open one of
the downgdairs guest-rooms.”

Ananta sad, " Come."

Even if she could not spesk Bengdi the dancing girl
understood it without any difficulty. She now followed
Ananta out of the room.

Taraprasanna had been standing there speechless and
he continued to remain s0. After a little while he sad,
" They charged Rs. 100- a night from the Ganguly's.”

" Yes" pulling a his pipe saverd times Roy went on,
" Haven't you— " Then without finishing what he had
to sy he pulled a his pipe again. Taraprasanna said,
" Thereis only Rs. 150/- in the temple trust account.”

Roy sa thinking for a few seconds, then he got up,
opened his iron sffe and brought out the same jewd-case
and from it he took out the Sinthi, the ornament which
had been handed down for generations to the brides of
the Roy family. He put it in Taraprasannas hand and
sad, " Debit Rs. 150/- from the temple trust account for
a Sinthi brought for the temple goddess Anandamoyee."
Anandamoyee was the family deity of the Roys.
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After a vay long time the dlent Roy mansion re-
sounded with the sound of locks being turned. The
doors and windows of the big Jadsaghar were opened.
The lamp-room was unlocked and aso the linen-room
where light entered after many days.

Ananta was busy dusting and cleaning the rooms.
Nitay and Rahmat were helping him. The old temple
maid was cleaning big trays, slver hubble-bubbles, rose-
water bottles and attar-dans. Targprasanna was going
around supervising everything. Ananta said to him, "We
have to send someone to town/!

The manager replied, " I've made a list. Ligten, tell
me if I've forgotten something."

After hearing the lig Ananta said, " Everything is
al right, only two things are missing—about two tolas of
attar and some bottles of foreign wine."

" Wasn't there a bottle?"

" There's vary little left in it. You see, he does have
a drink sometimes. But tonight if he cdls for drinks one
bottle will not suffice”

The manager asked, " Whom am | to send? If | send
someone to town on foot hell never be abdle to return
before evening.”

Hestatingly Ananta replied, " Let Nitay go on
Toofan."

Nitay objected, " Unless huzur orders me— "

Taraprasanna said, " All right, I'll go and ask for
his permission.”
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Biswambhar was lying down, when he saw the mana
ger he sad, " | was thinking of sending for you. Go to
the Ganguly house and invite Mohim, adso send out in-
vitations to al the gentlemen in the village, but you must
go to the Ganguly's persondly."

"Yes I'll do s0."

Roy said, " Order Young Midress to be saddled.”

The manager paused a little and then said, " Nitay
must be sent to town on Toofan.”

" Yes let him go."

Fedtivity! After a long time there was a party in the
Roy mansion.

From somewhere, probably from the Jalsaghar, came
a tinkling sound. Ting-tong, ting-tong, sang the crystd
chanddliers. Roy left his room and walked into the veran-
dah. Ananta was hanging up the crystd wall-lamps and
chanddliers, hearing footseps he look'ed towards the
door and saw Biswambhar Roy standing in the doorway.
He was gtaring at the pictures on the wall. On every sde
of the big hall the wdls were covered with huge paint-
ings, portraying the heirs of the Roys in their youth.
Beginning from the firg Roy, up to himsdf, al of them
look'ed pleasure-loving and luxurious. Great-grandfather
Ravaneshwar Roy stood with his foot resting on a tiger
killed in shikar by him, lance in hand, shidd on his back.
Father Dhaneshwar was seeted on a gaddi, with the
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Young Midress knedling beside him. Y oung Biswambhar
riding on the back of Toofan.

Many gormy dramas enacted by the Roys had taken
place in this room. The fiery Ravaneshwar was the firg
of the Roys who had indulged in riotous living. Bisvam-
bhar recdled so many things. Ravaneshwar had built
this Jasaghar but in the end he did not get any pleasure
out of it. The firgt day on which he had given a party in
this Jalsaghar, on that very day Ravaneshwar's wife and
on had been drowned in a sorm on the river while
they were coming in a barge. The lights in the crysd
chandeliers had gone out while the candles were il
haf-burnt. After that he had neither the desre nor the
courage to open the doors of this Jasaghar.

Perhaps it would have been better if the line of Roys
had ended on that day. But Ravaneshwar's desire to carry
on the family name was too strong for him. He had mar-
ried his wifeés dger. He used to sy that this had been
enjoined upon him by Anandamoyee's divine will. His
on Tarakeshwar had once again opened the doors of
this Jdsaghar and lit its lamps. In competition with a
rich friend, one night he had presented a dancing girl
with five hundred gold mohurs.

Biswambhar then began thinking of the bits and pieces
of his own life—Chandral Chandrabai! She came to his
mind. After the party he had euded his friends and gone
seeking her. He ill remembered that passage with
Chandra vividly. She was a fragrant unforgettable
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memory—Chandra who was sweet and beautiful as a
bunch of fresh flowers.

Ananta paused in his work, his hands refused to move
after seeing the look' on his master's face Roy's face
look'ed red and sormy—as if the blood in some blocked-
up vein had suddenly burst out like a fountain and over-
flowed on that face

The loud blast of a car's horn! Mohim Ganguly had
arrived. Footgteps sounded on the staircase, a murmur of
voices welcoming and receiving the guests, then a mount-
ing buzz of conversation wafted up. Then twangs of
string instruments, bests of tablas (drums) were heard
from the Jdsaghar. The musicd instruments were being
tuned up.

Ananta came up and sad from the door, " Huzur,
everyone is waiting."

Bisvambhar had dressed and was pacing insde the
room. " Yes" then dfter a pause, " Give me my shoes."

Ananta seemed to hedtate a little and then from a
corner cabinet he brought out a bottle and glass. He
put these on a smdl table, then brought Roy's shoes. Roy
suddenly stood till. From below, the sound of music was
getting louder and louder.

Ananta cdled again, " Huzur." Roy just gave his
usud answer, " Yes." Then paced the room a few more
times. The tempo of his pacing seemed to become a little
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fagter. Ananta was Hill waiting. Roy came near the table,
good there and called out, " Sodal"

On three ddes of the huge hall a long drip of
thick mettress covered by a long white sheet had been
laid, and on this were placed rows of fat bolsters which
rested againgt the wal—to seat the audience. From the
ceiling three huge chanddiers hung in arow. The flames
of the candles in the wall-lamps were flickering dightly
in the soft breeze.

Some shades were mising from the wall-lamps and
chanddliers. Some of the unshaded candles had gone
out. Tall shadows of those unlit candles were reflected
on the wdls as the embodiment, it seemed, of some
latent sadness.

The musc of dring instruments was just budding
open. The thirty or forty guests were gtill engaged in con-
versation, spesking in low tones. The pipes of four or
five hubble-bubbles were being pulled a. The two dan-
cing girls were dtting slently. Only Mohim Ganguly's
loud voice occasondly rose above al other sounds.
Giving a pull a the cigarette he was smoking, he glanced
towards the burnt-out candles and gaculaied, " | say,
sverd of the lights have gone out!" Nobody answered
him. Then he cdled out, " Manager Babul" As soon as
Targprasanna came Mohim told him, " See, these lights
are too dim and the illumination isn't bright enough
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for a party. Tell my driver to go and bring two Petromax
lights." Taraprasanna remained slent but the older
dancing girl sad, as if to hersdf, " Is that sort of light
fit for this room?"

Hearing the sound of heavy footsteps from outside
Taraprasanna moved away respectfully. The other guests
aso sood up. Indinctively Mohim aso rose hdfway in
his seet, then suddenly redisng what he was doing
quickly sat down.

Roy apologised saying with a smile, " I'm sorry, I'm
a little late Then he sa down. Mohim pulled a
bolger towards himsdf; then pushing it away, brought
out a handkerchief from his pocket, flicked it a the
bolser, and sad in a vay anoyed manner, " Good
heavend! It's full of dust!" Taraprasanna sarved attar to
al the guests. Ananta changed the bowls of dl the
hubble-bubbles and brought Roy's persond one and
handed him its long pipe.

The older dancing girl sduted and got up. The song
began with the same long-drawn-out rendering of a
cdasscd meody, but with this difference that the entire
audience was completdy silent. Roy sa gravely listening
with eyes closed; his huge body swinging rhythmically
with the dow tempo of the song. Occadondly his left
hand struck a beet on the bolgter at his sde. Then came
a burg of drums. Roy opened his eyes The anklet-bells
on the dancing girl's feet tinkled softly and the dance
begana performance rendered by a red artist. The ges-
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tures of the dance reminded one of a peacock dancing
eated a the sight of clouds in the sky. The neck dightly
curved; the two ends of the skirt held in two hands
seemed like the fan of a peacocks tail swinging in perfect
rhythm with the music. The anklet-bells peded louder
and louder. Roy cdled out, "Lovely! Beautiful!"

Then the dancing girl's fest became ill, the song
ended and the beat of the finde sounded on the drum.

Mohim drew dose to Roy and whispered into his ear,
" Grandfather, the music isn't gay enough; the audience
is feding dull and my throat is getting parched. Krish-
naba has chilled dl the fun!”

Krishnabai smiled, perhaps she understood what
Mohim was saying. Ananta brought sherbet and offered
it to Mohim. Mohim refusad it saying, " No-! I've caught
a chill, keeping awake the lagt few nights.”

Roy amiled and made a sgn to Ananta who fetched a
bottle of whisky, glasses and soda on a tray.

Ananta mixed a drink and gave it to Mohim, then
mixed another drink and look'ed towards die other
guests, but they were al sitting with their heads bowed.
Ananta then took this drink and held it before Bisvam-
bhar. Without a word Roy picked up the glass. Mohim
had been staring a the younger dancing girl, he now
dirred this way and that in his seet and then cdled
" Pearybai, now you set fire and scater your flames!”
Peary began a song with a quick gay rhythm. Roy was
sitting gravely, listening with dosed eyes. At a pause in
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the song he said, " A little dower." But out of sheer
habit, Peary went on flinging gay bubbles of light songs
and dances into the midst of the audience. Again and
again Mohim shouted, " Very good! Very good!"

A frown was gathering on Roy's brow. The unseemly
extravagance of Mohim's praise ssamed to hurt him.
Yet, he was dill swinging to the rhythm of the music,
like a snake enchanted by the charmer's pipe. The flow
of blood in his body—the hot blood of the Roys had
begun to run faster. Peary was like a multi-coloured
butterfly dancing from flower to flower, she reminded
him of Zohra, another dancing girl from Lucknow.
Krishna seemed to resemble Chandrabai of Delhi. That
Chandra—who had formed a chapter in his life. Peary's
dance ended. Roy was thinking of his past. The jingle
of money broke into his dreams. Mohim was giving
bucksheesh to Peary; he had broken the rules of eti-
quette. It was the hodt's right to give bucksheesh firg.
Ray look'ed around him in a startled manner. There was
nothing before him, neither the dlver tray, nor the
money, which should have been there. Fixing his gaze
on the floor he sa ill. Then Krishnabai began to sing.
Like the beating of waves on the seashore, her song
overflowed from one end of the room to the other, and
beat upon the hearts of the audience. She was sing-
ing: " Krishnas flute has sounded and Jamuna is
rushing forth in full flow; wave upon wave, Jamuna
bests on the shore seeking to bresk her boundaries and
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draw Krishna to her bosom." The song and the dance
were exquisite. Roy had forgotten his surroundings,
everything! The music ended. Roy cried out, " Very
good, Chandra!"

Krishna sduted and sad, " Your dave€s name is
Krishna" From the other sde Mohim cdled out,
" Krishnabai, here's some bucksheesh!"

Roy got up. Sowly he walked across the room and
went out of the hall.

Mohim said, " Pearybai, now another from you."

Krishna said, " Let Huzur Bahadur return.”

Mohim replied, " Hell come. What of it! There, |
think he's coming!" But it was not Roy who entered,
it was Taraprasanna. He put down a small slver tray in
front of the dancing girls. There were two gold mohurs
on it. He said, " The master sent this bucksheesh.”

Impatiently Mohim asked, " But where is he?"

" He has a pain in his heart, he can't come; please go
on listening to the music. He asked al of you to excuse
him." A soft hum of voices rose from the guests. Mohim
got up yawning contemptuoudy and said, " | must go
now Taraprasanna, the magidtrate is coming to see me
ealy, tomorrow."

Taraprasanna made no objection. The other guests
aso rose to go and the party ended.

# * # * #
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Mistress Roy's jewd-case was lying on the floor. It
was empty.

Raoy was roaming aimlesdy around the room with his
head held up proudly. The honour of the Roys had been
upheld. Drink and excitement had heated his blood to
boiling point. His sense of time and place had turned
topsy-turvy tonight. Absent-mindedly he went out of the
room. The lights of the Jdsaghar drew him like a mag-
net, again he entered the room. It was al empty. Only on
the walls the heirs of the Roys kept a timeless vigil.
Biswambhar gazed through the open windows. Every-
where, everything was flooded with moonlight. The
fragrance of Muchkunda flowers was wafted on the oft
spring breeze. On a tree somewhere a Kod was singing
incessantly. " Piu-kan-han?' (Where is my love?) sang
the bird. Suddenly a song weled up in his heat—a
long-forgotten song that Chandra had once sung:
“Listen! Oh, lisgen my love!" He look'ed up through
the window a the sky and saw that the moon had
reeched mid-heaven. A sound of footdeps made him
turn round. Ananta had come to put out the lights.

Roy said, " Let them be." Ananta was going away.
Roy cdled out, "Bring me my esrg!" (Vidlin-like
string instrument).

Ananta brought the esrgj. Roy sa down in front of
the window with the esg on his knees and ordered,
"Pour." The bottle was ill lying on the tray, Roy
pointed at it. Ananta poured out and gave him a drink,
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then went away. There was the stroke of a bow on the
srings of the exrg. Mudc rose up in the silent house.
Sdf-forgotten, Roy went on playing. What was it that
the exrg was saying? It seemed one could clearly under-
dand its sweet language.

The words of the song were ringing in Roy's ears—
" In the depths of the night, oh, luckless woman that |
am, | remain imprisoned; my evil-minded sSgter-in-law
stands guard at the door; my eyes know no deep; feign-
ing deep | worship your image; oh lovel Why do you
play your flute now?"

Roy pushed adde his exg and sood up. Softly he
cdled, " Chandra."

Chandral His Chandral This song too was Chandra’s.
From outside someone cdled in a swest voice, " Janab."

Eagerly Roy cried, " Chandral Chandral Come here.
All the friends have gone away now."

Krishna came and sduted shyly, then began to sing
vay swedly the last sanza of the song he had been
playing on the essrg—" Oh lovel Why do you play your
flute now?" With a laugh Roy toning down his baritone
voice to its lowest pitch began singing too. "Oh love!
It is such a beautiful night; my heart is full of the joy
of victory! Can one gay done on such a night?"

Roy was uncorking the bottle to pour out a drink.
Krishna reached out her hand and said, " If my lord per-
mits it, this dave will pour out the drink." Roy smiled
and let go the bottle.
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Again the exg began to play and Krishna sang softly
in accompaniment; then with her song she began to
dance. She sang: " Oh love! | do not string my garland
with fdlen petals;, give me that bunch of flowers which
blossom on the high tree-top; give me those or hold me
high, 1 will pick each one mysdf for you." She was dan-
cing with her hands held high. Roy flung awvay his exg
and suddenly catching hold of her swung her up high;
held her up with both hands and made her dance in
gace, without her fest touching the ground, keeping
pefect time with the song. The song ended. Krishna
pretended to fdl down and screamed. Gladdened with
intoxication Roy caressed her cdling her again and again,
" Chandral Chandral My love!"

One song after another was sung, one drink after
another was drunk; one bottle was dready empty; the
second bottle too was nearly empty. A little later the
dancing girl's exhausted body rolled down on the floor.
Bisvambhar dill sa up draight like Shiva—the Blue-
Necked One, in his intoxication. Seeing the dancing
girl's condition he amiled a little, then took a cushion
and placed it vay tenderly under her head. Again he
took up his exg and began playing. Suddenly the gong
at the Ganguly house struck the hour. Dong! Dong!
Dong! It was three o'clock!

From the tops of dl the pillars in the Roy mansion the
pigeons began to coo. With a gtart Roy came out of his
dream. The sound of this gong woke him every morn-



ing, he got up. Only once more he caressad Krishng;
with a wedlth of tenderness in his voice he cdled her
endearingly, "Chandral Chandral My love!" Then he
came out into the verandah and cdled out, " Ananta."

Ananta had gone up to the roof-terrace to put out
the carpet and bolger for his master. As soon as he ran
down Roy ordered, " Bring me my riding clothes. Tell
Nitay to saddle Toofan quickly.k

Anantalook'ed a his master's face in amazement and
saw him proudly twirling his moustaches.

The dillness of the dawn echoed with Toofan's glee-
ful neighing. Taraprasanna was awake. From his win-
dow he saw Biswambhar astride on the back of Toofan.
He was wearing tightly-gathered closefitting pyjameas,
along coa, and on his head—a white turban. It was ill
dark and though he could not s clearly Taraprasanna
imagined Biswambhar was wearing gold-embroidered
shoes on his feet and hed a whip in his hand. Toofan
went prancing along.

Crossng fidd after field, raisng whirlwinds of dust,
Toofan wes racing a the gpeed of a storm. The cold
early morning breeze blew upon Roy's heated forehead,
and his intoxication was gradualy wearing off. Beyond
the fields they came upon a village cdled Kusumdihi.
A bullock-cart laden with vegetables was passing by.
There were two peoplein it, probably going to the village
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market. A few words floated up to Biswambhar's ears,
" BEver snce the Gangulies bought up— "

Roy sharply pulled Toofan's reins and dackened his
Speed.

Even then the men on the bullock-cart were saying,
"After paying taxes nothing remans for us. Happy!
Yes we were happy in the times of the Roy Rgahs— "

Roy look'ed dl around him and suddenly fdt startled.
He was on Toofan's back! But where was he? Gradualy
he recognised that the place before him was Kirteehat,
one among his many log estates. The next moment he
sat up straight, pulling Toofan's reins, turned him back
and whipped him sharply. Again and again he whipped
Toofan. Toofan burst into a tremendous galop. When
he came in front of his gable Roy paused to look' dl
around him. The firgt stresks of light were just pegping
into the eastern horizon.

Roy cdled out, " Nitay." He was panting for breath;
he then redised that Toofan was dso trembling violently.
Roy jumped df Toofan's back and saw that his mouth
was cut and bleeding profusdy. Tired, ill trembling,
Toofan fdl down. Roy sroked his head and said,
" Betal Betal" But Toofan could not get up or even raise
his head. Roy had probably not got over his intoxication
completely and mumbled, " It's dl a mistake my son,
both yours and mine; but why be so ashamed? Get up
my son! Toofan get up, get up!"

Nitay was waiting behind. He said, " He's very tired,
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as oon as he's rested, helll get up again.”

With a start Roy turned round and saw Nitay. Leav-
ing Toofan in Nitay's hands he rushed into the house.
Updtairs he saw that the doors of the Jdsaghar were il
open. He peeped in, the room was empty! She had gone.
The whisky bottles rolled on the ground—empty. All
the lights in the chanddiers and wal-lamps had not
flickered out yet, some of them were dill burning. From
the walls, the proud Roy heirs sared down with wild
laughter on their faces suddenly Biswambhar drew back
in sudden fear. He had a strange feding that he saw his
red image mirrored there. Delusion, not only his, but of
al the saven Roys was gored in this room. He came
away from the door, then leaning on the verandah rail-
ing, like a frightened child he cried out, "Anantal
Anantal"

Ananta came running. He had never heard his master
cry out in such a voice. As soon as he came Roy scream-
ed, " Put out the lights! Put out the lights! Shut the doors
of the Jdsaghar! The Jdsaghar . . . . "

No more words came, only the whip held in his hand
was flung away and struck the door of the Jalsaghar with
a violent crash!
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Achintya Kumar Sengupta combines many excdlences :
his gories offer a subtly baanced fare, sarved in suitable
technique. Sufficiently old school to beieve in intrinsic
traditions, he is dso modern in his dose-up renderings
of life; his language ranges from the reminiscent and
associationd to vigorous contemporary awareness. Others
may excd him in wit, in psycho-andytica skill or in
sodd interpretation but he enjoys an al-round command.
What is more, in sheer craftsmanship he is next to none
among his contemporaries. His artistry is tracegble to his
poetic training; the discipline of the measured line and
of the finished form has sunk into his essentid style.
His firg novel, written in collaboration with Premen-
dra Mitra, came out when he was yet an undergraduate;
this was the beginning of his literary career. A new et
of writers, young and forceful, was then struggling to
emerge into Bengdi literature. Achintya Kumar be
longed to this group, but he agreed to differ on many
issues. He would not carry his revolt againgt tradition
to the point of denying Rabindranath, for whom he
expressed his reverence in a poem which has become
famous. Even today, a the age of 39, dafter publishing
no less than twenty-one books, and with an established
reputation of his own as a writer and as a member of
the Judicid Department of the Government of Bengd,
he condders Rabindranath to be his master: he is a
humble disciple. Achintya Kumar's style, however, isin
no snse derivative, nor are his subjects imitative: he is
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downright and redigic in his own manner. His main
theme is the lower middle dass, both of Cacutta and
of the mofussl towns.

Annada Sankar Ray. " Much interested in folk-songs,
folk-dances, folk-art, handicrafts and patterns of culture
with a folk bass Firm beiever in non-violence in theory
and practice. S no hope for civilisation without this
moral equivalent of war being universaly used in settle-
ment of conflicts A new order whose sanctions are vio-
lent cannot be a better order.” This is his own statement
of bdief. And thisis what he tries to prove in his' epic'
novel " Truth and Untruth " which runs through severd
volumes.

His literary style, as we find it in a varied beauty in
his short dtories, essays and in his noves is highly in-
dividua and refined, carrying a rare lightness of touch
and brilliant wit. His varse reveds the same quality of
delicate refinement. In whatever he writes, there is an
intellectual clarity and baance, but the emotiona current
runs strong.

Annada Sankar was born in 1904 a Dhenkana, in
Orissa where his father was in State sarvice. He spent his
boyhood in Orissa, and has written books in the Oriya
language. But Bengdi is his red medium, and though he
writes in English with digtinction, he has more than 20
volumes in Bengdi to his credit. It is remarkable that
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amidst the heavy duties of an I.C.S. officr he can
manage to write much and write so beautifully.

" Bonoful. Bonoful's persondity is a series of paradoxes:
that is how it would appear to a chronicler. He is a
dramatist whose only hobby is cooking. He is a short
dory writer whose professon is that of a Bacteriologis.
And besdes, his nameis not redly Bonoful. It is Dr. Bda
Chand Mukherji, a distinguished member of the medicd
professon in Bhagdpur, Behar, who is wel-known in
Bengd by his pen-name. In his literary works, too, there
are anomdies. His taent finds best expresson in drama-
tic writing; " Shri Madhusudan " and " Vidyasagar "
were red dage successs, and won recognition as fine
plays. But he himsdf does not seem serious enough about
dramas. he dlows his pen to produce frequent comic
skits and parodies, and feeds the journads with novels
which run concurrently two or even three a a time.
He is & home in the macabre, as wdl as in pure phan-
tase, but his novels d<0 reved a diversty of normal
characters. He is unique in his short gories which are
dramatic, and quintessential: sometimes, he can compress
a dory into a page or less than a page in a magazine.
Many of his stories which appear inconsequential, reved
dgnificances as one reads them again; but he does not
am at subtle psychologica effects It is the dramatic
incident, implied in the gory rather than any reflection
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of idess or of the sodd conscience which holds our
interest. And he has an abundant gift of humour. He is
now 47 and his writings show a technica maturity denied
to many of his younger contemporaries.

Bibhuti Bhusan Banerjee. Rural Bengd, strangely enough,
is rare in modern Bengdi literature. The present trend
is to ded with aggregates of life in the city, with
problems of labour, and of complicated sodd forces—
the village, even where it appears, would come as an
extendon of large scde problems or as scenic context.
Bibhuti Bhusan was one of the fird of moderns to turn
to the village for its own sake, and to bring a new
redlism to the delineation of details—without, however,
sacrificing the amospheric effects Even when he comes
to Cacutta, as in his later novels, he brings the ' inno-
cent eye,' the rural sght we may cdl it, which deds less
with the dien dements that rule the city than with the
badic roots of avic life which can yet be traced back to
the village.

Son of a village Kathak—the wandering dory-teller—
he spent most of his childhood in an obscure village
near the river Ichamati. After matriculating, he came to
Calcutta and joined the University. With aB.A. degreein
his pocket, and very little d<e there, he searched hard for
ajob and finding none, took to amless wandering. For
eight years he traveled far and wide in East Bengd, in
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hills and forests and along river banks: it was then that
he absorbed different village backgrounds and traced
their common pattern in his nove " Pether Panchali"
(" Tdes of the Road ") which is ill- conddered to be
his greatest work. This book brought him immediate re-
cognition, and gave him an esablished life. The memo-
ries of early childhood and of his youthful travels enter
into his writings; his stories are charged with the spirit
of rura nature, human nature intervenes but never quite
plays the dominant role. Bengd's flowers and fidds®
her falk-lore and traditions live in his short gories and
novels, but while he cherishes the genuine sodd usages,
the harmful cugoms lie merdledy if artidticaly exposd
in his writings. He has, he sys only two hobbies;
angling and fores wandering. The occasond mydtic air
of his gories is surdy due to this life of jungles with
which myderious assodations are built up in the popular
imagination.

Jyotirmoyee Devi is one of the fev women writers for
whom the modern world exigs with al its pressing
urgency. She writes with a keen sense of environmental
redity, and does not dlow emotion to deflect her from
her task of emonal andyds which requires a centra
loydty to facts But her novels are good dories too; they
are not a bare transcript of details. One would s in her
writing a characteridicaly feminine outlook: the minu-
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tiseof domedtic life blend with pervasive fedings without
harming each other. She has found a corner of her own
in the short story; without competing with mgor writers,
she plays her-role as a competent and didtinctive story-
teller. Women writers are emerging, but not to the extent
that we should have expected; dter the generation of
writers led by Svarnakumari Devi, Anurupa Devi, and
Nirupama Devi, not so many gifted women have entered
the fictiond field. Education, politics and sodd sarvice
have cdlamed them; the world of children's literature has
aso commandeered digtinguished feminine talents—Lila
Magumdar's name would immediaely come to our
mind—but the nove and the short dory lie bereft of their
new and cregtive incentive. Jyotirmoyee Devi has, there-
fore, a gpecid clam to our gratitude.

Manik Banerjee. Art, for this great artigt, is an overflow
of life. He writes with an efforfless abundance which
seems to throw up eddies and currents and forms while
flowing with fulness like the river Padma which he
knows so well. But his characters are unpredictable,
often rugged and eemental; there is no attempt to
maintain an even course, or to pursue a tradition; his
men and women, indeed, pursue their destination which
is nothing but their own inscruteble destiny. A dight
tinge of the morbid seemsto,touch his ories, asif the un-
conscious had teken over and thwarted the conscious
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mind; abnormalities there ssem more norma till a new
process of sublimation is reached. But Manik Banejee is
no doctrinaire; he writes with unstudied absorption. Life
in the raw, impulses and actions are handled without a
preconceived approach; the encounter is direct and sped-
fic. " Padma Nadir Mghi " was his first great success,
soon to be followed by greater successes, these noves are
not only primal in their gpproach to East Bengd life but
are characteridtically regiond and segped in the riverine
amosphere. He ses hard and clear, is less concerned
with the intellect than with the psychologicd totality,
and loves to use the different didects of Bengd to reved
intimate urgencies of gpeech and behaviour. Novds and
short dories continue to pour from his pen with un-
diminished vitdity.

Manindralal Bosc. A Bengdi travelling in Europe or just
back from such travels—that is the impresson he gives
to his readers. Manindrala Bose seems to presarve a
traveller's detachment from contemporary scenes and
movements, he remains distant and unclassfiable And
he preserves a romantic vison, the sort of vison which
can integrate varied impressons and ill retain its sense
of wonder. His dories often give us a cosmopolitan fare:
the Bengdi mind is there, but the context is Europe, or
perhaps a romantic gpot somewhere just outside Bengd.
He moves with ease in this ddightful world and peoples
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it with characters who are in harmony with it. His lan-
guage is fresh and vivid and draws upon associations
which are new to our readers because of their wide world
context. Manindralal Boses day in Europe as a law
student and his extensve tours have filled his mind with
pictures. Today, at the age of 47, he can use his experi-
ences with a mature craftsmanship.

Manoje Basu. " When a boy of seven," writes Mangje
Basu, "I got a copy of Bankimchandras works. The
author's fame and his romantic inspiration moved the
village boy to writing. That very day | wrote a poem, a
few lines of which | 4ill retain in my memory." Manoje
Basu does indeed write in the romantic tradition but
romanticism would here mean the mellow, pesceful out-
look' based on Bengd's lyric genius and not any brand
of evasonism. " My habby is to go to the villages and
to mix with people without disclosng my identity." And
these waysde contacts, with men and nature, he loves
to bring into his sories. " Vagt paddy fidds and extensve
moorland,” he observes, " dretch in front of my village
home. These had a specid gpped for my boyish fancy
and so they have for my grown-up imagination."
Manoje Basu's literary output is not plentiful, and it
condgs mainly of short sories. These ories move us by

their idyllic charm and refinement.
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Premendra Mitra. "Pank" (or "Mud"), a nove
written at the age of 14, announced in 1919 a powerful
writer in Bengd. It is no wonder that Premendra Mitra
has ultimately proved himsdf to be one of the ablest
story-tellers dfter,, Rabindranath and Saratchandra. He
aong with Sailjananda Mukherjee, has brought new
vigour to Bengdi fiction. Starkly redidtic, inspired
by the age of the great Russan novdists, Premendra
Mitra has surdy stimulated a whole generation, not only
by his fiction but dso by his poems. He has ever been
on the sde of the down-and-out and hes leveled his
wrath on the super-dog, but his sympathy has been
rational as well as based on fedings. He knows his
countrymen, particularly those whose lives are caught in
a web of perpetua toil and struggle. But the dums, for
instance, are not merely a, grim and dirty background
for tears and lamentations. he knows them to be
a red world with its own life, its own romance, and
its own dramas and melodramas. Yet, being a sendtive
artist, he needs relaxation, and Premendra Mitra, parti-
cularly in his later,poems, lets himsdf move in a free
flight of imagination. As a result of which we get magni-
ficent poems.

Literary talent in Bengal, even when it is recognised
and accepted by the public, brings fame but without any
dlver lining. Thus, a writer, like Premendra Mitra, has
dso to depend entirdy upon extraliterary work: he has
been a school teacher, a copy writer for the advertisers,
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editor of various journals, and now he is a scenario-
writer in a well-known film company.

Salgananda Mukherjee. Bengdi literature has teken a
definite turn towards factud redism, and one of the
main leaders of this new movement has been Sala
jananda. A group of writers found their common plat-
foom in the wel-known modernist journas—Kallal,
Pragati, Kdi-Kaam, and established, their authenticity
within a few years both in the domain of fiction and in
poetry.

In 1920, bardy 19 years old, Salgananda began writ-
ing short gories and novels. From the very sart he
proved his vigorous pen, and dmost emerged as an ex-
perienced writer. Not adolescent dreams but encounter
with factslife in dl its agpects—this was his motto. His
ealy youth he spent among the hdf-starved, exploited
proletariats of Bengd. They reman his heroes and
heroines. Some of his short stories which have the back-
ground of coalmines, are brilliant in their portraya of
types, incidents, and of a hard unrelenting environment.
These dories, indeed, have few pardlds in Bengdi
literature. His novels, too, are unique and carry the
impress of a credtive imagination which has entered deep
into the fundamentals of modern circumstance. Unfor-
tunately, though he was pralific in his youth, Sala
jananda is now an extremey spare writer, and, like
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Premendra Mitra, has bestowed his talents on the
neighbourly world of the cinema

Subodh Ghose. " Starting as a school-master,k says our
author, " | had the following occupations. Performer on
the horizontal bar of a circus;, district board health
inspector; sanitary ingpector on Hg pilgrimage savice
(Bombay-Aden); bus conductor on Ranchi-Gaya Mator
Service; confectioner; hotel-keeper; micamining pros
pector; vaccinator; poultry farmer; butter merchant in
Cornwallis Street . . . For a few months | had turned
Sannyad, then led the life of a Mudim when | joined
the gypsy gang. In my politica life | worked as a volun-
teer of Girney Union, then as a Congress worker."
After al these varied and interesting careers, in 1941,
Subodh Ghose, at the age of 33, took to writing. He
published a few gories and won immediate recognition.
He had lived through many a story and nove in his own
life, so that the material was ready, and dso, a language
which could give it the right expresson, was his.
Vivid and terse, his phrases reved a masculine power
in which crude energy has been disciplined by an
experienced mind; there is an inherent baance in
his paragrephs that could only have come from
mature judgment. His subjects are often unfamiliar
to the ordinary reader, they are gleaned from many
fidds and sometimes startle us by their bareness, but his
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psychologicd power sddom fails him, nor does he suffer
from lack of contextud knowledge. We turn the lagt
page convinced that the author has given us red life, and
we are moved by his sendtiveness to auffering. " My
politica conviction is Socidiam," he says. And surdy he
has been successful in giving human redity to his econo-
mic and sodd view of life, which in his case, has not
been a mere source of theories but is the product of deep
emotiond experience.

Tarashankar Banerjee. " | was then an ardent Congress
worker," writes Tarashankar, " and in one of our cam-
paigns | had to go to a village caled Bdera in Birbhum.
Oppodte to where | lived was a Vasnab camp which had
a striking persondity in Kamdini—a Vasnab woman
who later figured as the heroine of my gory ' Ra Kamal.'
At this time, | came across a copy of the journal ' Kali
Kalam' in which | read two Sories, one by Premendra
Mitra and the other by Sailgananda Mukherjee . . . .
These dories inspired me to write from my own ex-
periences—the experiences gained by an average middle
dass Bengdi of the life | saw around me." This was pro-
bably in 1928-29 and Tarashankar was then 29. He grew
interested in the decadent zemindars of Bengd and be-
gan to write about them, mixing in his portrayal a
relentless exposure of landlordism with a deep under-
standing of cause and effect; his intimate rendering of
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peasant lives was the result of the completest identifica
tion with their tragic existence. But the note of revolt is
adso there, and a new glimmer of hope touches his pen
even while he describes the present phase of suffering
Bengal. Tarashankar hesr ds0 a marked flair for the dra-
matic, and the power with which he would present a
dtuation in his novels and short Sories led us to expect
that he was degtined to write plays. His three dramas,
" Kaindi,)’ 'Dui Purus,' and ' Pather. Dak ' have made
him desarvedly popular; he has, perhaps, established a
more sdisfying communication with the public through
his creative work than any other living writer.

END OF VOLUME ONE
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