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"Nervous like a knife, he cuts clear through hypocrisy and falsehood in his last novel GODAN, so that this work throws up strongly contrasted characters seldom seen in any previous book of his, surpassing the chaos of the still feudal village with its courageous belief in future renewal."

—Mulk Raj Anand

 

Premchand, one of the greatest writers of modern India, was the founder of a new trend in Hindi fiction; a trend to write sincerely about social realities, particularly the realities concerning the lives of the vast peasant masses of this country. He depicted with a deep understanding, the tragedy and pathos of their dark lives, their rare smiles and unceasing sorrows, their frustrations and hopes.

 

GODAN, a story of stark realism, is Premchand's most outstanding novel. The realism, artistry and tenderness with which he has created the characters here, particularly that of Hori, are unparalleled and unsurpassed in the whole fiction of India. Hori is an immortal character symbolic of the peasantry of this country.
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  After serving the two bullocks with feed and water Hori Ram said to his wife, Dhania, "Send Gobar to hoe the sugar cane. I am going out and may return late. Hand me the staff."

Dhania had been making cow-dung cakes and her hands were smeared with the dung. "What's the hurry," she said, "Have something before you go."

Hori puckered up his wrinkled brow. "You talk about refreshments when I am worried about the delay. If I am late I won't be able to meet the Master. If he sits down to his prayers I may have to wait for hours."

"That's why I say, have something," Dhania said, "Besides, what's the harm if you don't go today. You went to him only the day before yesterday."

"Why do you try to meddle with things which are beyond you?" Hori said impatiently. "Give me the staff and mind your chores. It's all due to keeping on good terms with the Master that trouble has remained at arm's length from us. Otherwise we would have been wiped out of existence long ago. Out of scores of people in the village can you name one who has not been ejected from his land or been served with attachment orders? When your neck is being trampled under the tyrant's heel the safest course is to keep on tickling his feet."

But Dhania was not so well up in worldly matters. She thought that at the most what the Zamindar could claim was the rent in exchange for tilling his land. Then why play the sycophant? Why should one touch the soles of a Zamindar's feet? To be sure, during the twenty years of her married life she had fully realised that even if she lived a niggardly life stinted on foot and clothes, scraped together every elusive anna, it was difficult to liquidate the rent of the Zamindar. But even then she would not admit defeat. On this matter the husband and wife had differences every now and then.

Of their six children only three had survived—one son, Gobar, who was now sixteen years old and two daughters, Sona, aged twelve and Rupa, eight. Three sons had died in infancy. She was convinced that with proper medical care their lives could have been saved. But she had not been able to buy even an anna worth of medicine for them.

And what was her age? Ordinarily nobody would describe a woman of thirty-six as old. But her hair had already turned grey and her face was creased with wrinkles. Her youthful body had declined, the glow of her swarthy complexion had turned sallow and her eye-sight dim. All because of the canker of poverty.

Her life had been bleak and this state of constant penury had cast a pall of sadness over her self-esteem. Why so much obsequiousness for a life which did not provide even the daily bread? Her mind would often rebel against such a state of affairs. But a few scoldings from her husband would jolt her back into reality.

She went in a huff and flung the staff, quilt, turban, shoes and the pouch of tobacco at Hori.

Hori flared up. 'Am I going to my father-in-law's house that you have brought all this finery? Besides, there is no young sister-in-law of mine waiting there to charm me with her beauty." A faint smile flitted across his dark wizened face.

Dhania said shyly, "What a dashing youth you are to think that young girls should fall for you!"

Hori carefully folded the torn quilt and placing it on the cot said, "Do you think I have grown old? I am not forty yet. Men are not men before sixty."

"Go and look at your face in the mirror! It's not men like you who get into prime of manhood at sixty. How can you think of manhood when you do not get even milk and ghee to sustain the body. Your state of health dries me up in worry. How shall we pass our old age? At whose door shall we go begging?"

The flippancy of Hori vanished. "Dhania, I shall never get to the age of sixty," he said holding the staff. "I shall be gone long before that."

Dhania said reproachfully, "Let it be, please. Don't utter such ominous words. Even if I say something good, I only get hard words in return."

When Hori went out with the staff resting on his shoulder, Dhania came to the door and stood gazing at him for a long time. Hori's dispirited remarks had shaken her wounded heart to the very core; she was all atrembling, as if with the austere strength of wifely devotion she was trying to enfold Hori in a protective halo of blessings which rose from the inmost recesses, the only means by which she could hope to reach the other shore safely. But now it seemed that the cruel words of Hori, though very true, wrenched away from her the only means of support. Their truth perhaps surcharged them with so much pain. Can a two-eyed ever feel the hurt that a one-eyed man feels at the taunt of being called a one-eyed man?

Hori walked swiftly. Seeing the swaying greenery of the young sugar cane plants on both sides of the path he thought that with the grace of God if it rained abundantly this year and all went well he would buy a cow. Not a cow of native breed, thought! Oh no, those were no good. Their yield of milk was poor and their calves good for nothing. Only fit to be yoked to an oil-expeller. He had set his heart on a foreign pedigreed cow. He would swamp her with care. She would yield plentiful milk. Not less than four to five seers, in any case. Poor Gobar, how he pined for milk. If he did not eat well at his age, when else would he eat. With a wholesome diet, in one year's time, he would grow into a fine specimen of lusty youth. What a proud sight he would make. The calves too, would grow into fine bullocks. The cow of course would not cost less than two hundred rupees. What did it matter? Didn't a cow tied by the door enhance the prestige of the house? And how auspicious to see a cow the first thing in the morning!

Like every householder, Hori for a long time had been cherishing this desire for a cow. It was the brightest dream of his life, his greatest ambition. The desire to live comfortably on bank interest, to buy land or to build a palatial house was too lofty to find room in the narrow confines of his poor heart.

The sun of June, ascending from behind the mango grove, touched with radiance the crimson glow smeared over the sky. It had started getting warmer. As Hori walked along, the peasants working in the fields greeted him and invited him to smoke the chelum. Hori had no time. A faint glow of pride flit across his gaunt face. It was all on account of his cordial relations with the masters that people treated him with such respect. After all, what is the worth of a man who owns a mere five bighas of land. It was no mean honour that even farmers who owned three or four ploughs bowed to him deferentially.

Hori had now come to a hollow where on account of accumulation of water during the monsoon the land was still damp and some traces of greenery were visible even in June. The cattle from the surrounding villages came to graze here. Even at this time the place was cool and fresh. Hori took a few deep breaths. He felt like resting for a while. The whole day he would have to put up with blasts of scorching wind. Several peasants were eager to buy this plot of land; they were offering a fancy price for it. God bless the Rai Saheb—he had told them plainly that this land had been reserved for the cattle and he was not going to part with it at any price. Had there been some other greedy Zamindar he would have said, "To hell with the cows. I get jingling coins, why should I refuse them." But the Rai Saheb was still steeped in the old tradition. The Zamindar who does not look after his tenants, is he worthy of being called a man?

Suddenly Hori glimpsed Bhola with his cows coming in his direction. Bhola was a goala of the adjoining village and traded in milk and butter. If the cows fetched a good price he would occasionally sell them to the peasants. Hori could not hold himself back on seeing the cows. How nice, if the first one could be his. He had still to pay his rent. He had also to square up the debt of Bisesar Saha which had been accumulating interest at the rate of one anna per rupee. But lack of carefulness is characteristic of indigence; a sense of shameless obstinacy which defies demands, abuses and even beatings was now goading Hori into action. The pent-up desire which had been storming his heart for an outburst for years together now suddenly made him restless.

He accosted Bhola: "Ram, Ram, Bhola, bhai. How's life? I hear you've bought new cows at the fair."

Bhola guessed what was in Hori's mind. "Two cows and two calves," he said shortly. "My other cows have gone dry. How can I carry on if there's no milk to self?"

Hori patted the flank of the first cow. "Seems to be an excellent milch cow. How much did you pay for her?"

"Prices ran high this year Mehto," Bhola said with a touch of vanity, "I had to shell out eighty rupees for this cow. What a sum! I nearly had a fit. And I had to pay no less than thirty rupees for each calf. And think of the audacity of the customers! They still insist upon eight seers of milk for a rupee."

"You people have tough hearts, brother. But what a beauty you've bought. I doubt if there's another like her in the countryside."

These remarks puffed up Bhola. He said, "Rai Saheb was offering me a hundred rupees for the cow and fifty rupees each for the calves. But I said no. Why, I shall rake in a hundred rupees when she calves next time."

"Certainly, brother. Has the master guts enough to buy her? It's one thing to buy and quite another to accept presents; they cost nothing. It's only you people that have the courage to depend on sheer luck and risk bagfuls of money on a cow. But what a cow! I can't have enough of her. You're lucky indeed that you have the good fortune to be of service to a cow. I can't even procure cow-dung. How humiliating that in a big family like ours we have no cow. Years pass and we have to go without milk. My wife often asks me to talk to you about it. But I put her off by saying that I shall do so when I meet you next. She has such nice things to say to you. She says she has rarely come across a man more modest, who talks to her with downcast eyes, never raising his head once."

This brimming cup of praise made Bhola more heady. He said, "A gentleman always regards womenfolk as his own daughters. A man who looks lustfully at women deserves to be shot."

"What a gem of a thought, brother! You are right. A gentleman regards other's self-respect as his own."

"A woman feels orphaned and forlorn at her husband's death: a man feels crippled when his wife is gone. My home has gone to rack and ruin. Now I have no one left even to offer me a bowl of water."

Last year Bhola's wife had died of loo. Hori knew this. But what he did not know was that man of fifty, apparently a mere skeleton, could boil in passion. Desire for a woman had made Bhola's eyes eloquent. The shrewd Hori was quick to take advantage of this.

"The old saying is true, bhai: Without a wife the house becomes an abode of ghosts. Why don't you get married?"

"I am on the look-out, Mehto. But it is not easy to catch a wife so quickly. I am even ready to spend a bit, if it comes to that. But God has the last word, of course."

"I'll also keep it in mind. If God wills you will again set up a home."

Bhola said eagerly, "Marriage will be a liberation for me. I am quite well off. In my house there's no dearth of milk. But to what avail?"

"In my father-in-law's village there is a girl whose husband deserted her three or four years ago and went away to Calcutta. Now the poor creature grinds corn and lives. She has no children either and is quite comely too. Briefly, bhai, she is a veritable Lakshmi."

Bhola's shrivelled face suddenly mellowed. How delicious Hope is, like ambrosia.

"I leave everything to you, Mehto. If you have time, why not let us go and see her one of these days."

"It is best to go slow brother. I'll let you know after I have settled the matter."

"Take your own time. There's no special hurry. If you have taken a fancy for this mottled cow, it's yours for the asking."

"It is not becoming for a man of my humble position to take such a fine cow. Moreover, my sense of duty forbids me to put you to loss."

"You talk as if we were strangers. Pay me when you can. It makes little difference to me whether she stays at your house or mine. I bought her for eighty rupees. Pay me the same."

"I have no ready cash."

"But did I ask for on the spot payment?"

Hori's breast swelled with joy. The cow was worth every rupee of the eighty. Sturdy, with promise of good yield of milk, and so docile that even a child could milk her. True, he was already in debt to the tune of four hundred rupees. But he considered debt unobligatory. If Bhola's marriage came off he would hold his peace for at least two years. But even if the scheme of his marriage fell through Bhola could hardly do him any harm. At the most Bhola would press him for settlement of his debt, get wild, and if it came to the worst, abuse him. But such things were common features of every peasant's life. He was quite aware that he was being deceitful. But this did not go against his grain. It made little difference to him whether he raised a loan by signing a document or without it. The calamities caused by the inclemencies of nature had made him craven-hearted. The diabolical face of a vengeful Nemesis always danced before his eyes. But the small deceits that he practised were expediency born of self-interest and no more. Such stratagems were part of everyday life. In his code of morality it was permissible to inflate the weight of hemp by moistening it and mixing cotton seeds with cotton. These things added rest to life. Senility has its comic aspect and to touch befuddled old men for small inconsequential gain was no sin.

Handing the halter to Hori, Bhola said, "Lead her away. She will start giving six seers of milk the very day she calves. But perhaps I had better take her to your house. To speak the truth, the master was offering me ninety rupees for her. But do people of his type appreciate the worth of a cow? He would have passed it on to some official and the official in turn would have got rid of her as soon as she ran dry. God knows in whose hands she would have fallen. Money is not everything, brother. There's such a thing as goodness too. At least, she will be well looked after in your house. May I confide in you, brother, though I don't feel equal to it? The fact of the matter is that there's not even a handful of straw left in the house. My funds have all vanished on these purchases. I thought I would manage to lay in fodder by borrowing money from the money-lender. But he refused me point blank. How am I going to feed so many animals? This worry is killing me. Even if I give each animal just one handful of straw it adds upto one maund per day. Only God can rescue me from this plight."

Hori said sympathetically, "Why didn't you tell me earlier? I have just sold a cartload of fodder."

Bhola beat his forehead in despair. "I didn't, because I don't like to tell my woes to everyone. Every one is ready to mock at another's distress but none is willing to share it. My new cow cannot live without straw. Give me a few rupees, if you can."

There is no doubt that the peasant is selfish to the core. It takes a lot of wheedling to get a bribe out of him. He is a past-master in driving a hard bargain. To get a single penny of interest condoned he supplicates himself before the money-lender for hours. It is difficult to tempt him against his conviction. Nevertheless his entire life is wedded to nature. The trees bear fruit but for others; the land yields grain to appease the hungry mouths; the clouds send showers to assuage the parched earth. In such a scheme of things there is hardly any room for selfishness.

Hearing Bhola's tale of woe he changed his mind. Handing back the halter to Bhola, he said, "I don't have the money. But there is some straw left. You can have it. Shame on me, if I should demean myself by buying your cow for a handful of straw."

Bhola's voice become strained. "But won't your bullocks starve? Surely, you haven't any straw to spare."

"It's not so, brother. The harvest this year was good."

"How silly of me to have talked about it at all."

"If you had not, I would have felt sorry. Things will come to a pretty pass if brother does not help brother."

"Anyway, you take the cow."

"Not now. Perhaps some other time."

"In that case, get the price of straw adjusted against the milk."

"Why harp on such trifles? If I take good at your place once or twice should I expect you to charge me for it?"

"But the cow is yours. That's settled. Take it whenever you feel like it."

"It's as sinful to take your cow at this stage as bidding for my own brother's bullock at the auction."

Had Hori been shrewd enough to see through the game he would have taken the cow without compunction and gone his way. The state of Hori's mind was like that of a horse which stops short at the faintest rustling of leaves and does not budge in spite of being spurred on. The notion that it is sinful to make capital out of others' distress had become an inescapable part of his conscience.

When Hori resumed his journey he was glad at heart. What did it matter if he had to part with a few maunds of straw. But he had saved Bhola from making a forced sale.

He looked back. The spotted cow was walking majestically, swaying her head gently, and flicking the flies with her tail. She looked like a queen in the midst of maid-servants.
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  Semari and Belari, which lie five miles apart, are two villages in a district of Oudh. Hori lived in Belari and Rai Saheb Amarpal Singh in Semari. During the last Satyagraha Movement the Rai Saheb had resigned his membership of the Legislative Council and courted imprisonment. Since then his stock had risen among the tenants. Not that the tenants on his estate were shown any liberality or spared the rigours of forced labour. The ignominy of such harsh treatment was laid at the door of his agents and did not, in any way, tarnish the fair name of the Rai Saheb. Wasn't he himself the slave of circumstances?

The goodness of heart of the Rai Saheb was not supposed to deflect the routine of life from flowing through the regulated channels; life must proceed in the approved way. Therefore, though his authority and income had not suffered his prestige had rocketed. Was it not enough that he spoke kindly to his tenants? The lion must hunt. If instead of roaring and showing fangs the lion talked sweetly getting his prey would become the simplest of work.

In spite of being a Nationalist the Rai Saheb had kept up social intercourse with officials; customary presents were made to them and fixed annuities provided to petty government servants. He loved literature and music and was fond of the theatre; he was a fluent speaker, a forceful writer and an excellent shot. His wife had died ten years ago. But he decided to remain single. These diversions helped him to forget the tedium of a sad life.

When Hori arrived, preparations for celebrating the Dussehra were in full swing. At one place the stage was coming up and at others a pavilion, a guest house and thatched stalls for shops. Careless of the scorching heat the Rai Saheb himself supervised the arrangements. Along with the paternal property he had also inherited the devotion to Rama which every year found expression in a religious tableau and, incidentally, provided some entertainment. On this occasion invitations went to a large circle of friends and officials. For a day or two the place put on a gay face and hummed with life. The Rai Saheb had a large family: many uncles and brothers, scores of cousins and crowds of distant relatives. One uncle, a great devotee of Radha, lived permanently at Brindaban. He had a taste for composing devotional poems, getting them printed every now and then and distributed free among friends. Another uncle was a votary of Rama and was engaged at present in translating the Ramayana into Persian. The Estate had fixed stipends for each of them; the necessity of earning a livelihood did not exist.

Suddenly the Rai Saheb saw Hori. "So you have come, Hori," he said, "I was on the point of sending for you. This time you will play the gardener of King Janak. You see what I mean? You will stand with a bouquet and when Queen Janaki comes to the temple for prayer you will offer her the bouquet. Come with me to the kothi. I want a word with you."

Hori followed him. The Rai Saheb sat down on a chair under the thick shade of a tree and indicating Hori to sit down by his side on the ground, said, "I require Rs. 20,000. But I don't know how to go about it. You are of course wondering why the master is telling you all this. You find it funny, But what I can't stand is the laughter of my squads: it is full of jealously and sarcasm. Why not? I find plenty to laugh at when they are hard up. Hori, riches and fellow-feeling never go hand in hand. We give in charity, of course; but only to outshine our equals. Our benevolence smacks of vanity. If one of us is served with a decree or ejectment order or jailed for not paying revenue, all of us have a good laugh at his expense. If someone's son dies a premature death or is taken in by a prostitute or a widowed daughter elopes, all of us find cause for fun. The amusing thing about it is that outwardly we pose as though we are prepared to shed our last drop of blood for one another. What beats me is that even my own cousins who are having the time of their lives at the expense of my estate feel jealous of me. If I die today they'll tumble over in joy. They think I am immune to unhappiness. If I cry, it is to mock at sorrow. If I fall ill, it is because I find comfort in sickness! If I don't marry, I am selfish. If I do, I am carnal. If I don't drink, I am a miser; if I do, I drink the blood of my people. I get it in the neck both ways. They want me to turn a blind eye to everything so that they can strip me to my bones. I don't think they would like me to be any better than a moron."

The Rai Saheb stuffed two betel leaves into his mouth and looked intently at Hori's face as if he wanted to read his mind.

Hori gathered courage and said, "I knew such things were true of poor people like us. Little did I know they touched the rich too."

The Rai Saheb said, "Don't go by the look of things. Our names are big. But our deeds are small. The poor are selfish and spiteful; this is out of an instinct for self-preservation. I consider such self-interest excusable. If any one snatches your bread from you, you will of course do him in and force it out of his throat. But a Zamindar's animosity and jealously are for pleasure. We have become so big that deceit is now the salt of our lives. In fact, we have reached that stage of divinity where the other man's tears only arouse our mirth.

"You know how it is, Hori! In a large family like mine some one or the other is always falling ill. But we are not expected to suffer from ordinary illness. If there is a slight temperature we are treated for pneumonia; a pimple is always a carbuncle. Frenzied telegrams are sent to the assistant surgeon, the surgeon and the chief surgeon. Messengers rush to Delhi and Calcutta to bring hakims and vaids. In the family shrine Durga is invoked. The astrologers get busy on horoscopes. There is a tremendous to-do to save the patient from the jaws of death. On the slightest sign of indisposition the doctors get ready to shake the pagoda tree. Mind you, all this money is squeezed by the Zamindar from the peasants. I wonder why the sighs of the poor people do not reduce us to ashes. For all I know, we are gradually turning into ashes.

"To shield ourselves against trouble we solicit the help of the officials, the lawyers and the court. Like an attractive woman in trouble, we are no better than playthings in their hands. The world thinks we are happy; we own lands, palace, carriages, scores of servants to wait on us and concubines for our diversion. But I believe firmly that a person without self-respect and spiritual strength is not fit to be called a man. A person who cannot sleep peacefully for fear of the enemy, who licks the shoes of the officials and sucks the blood of his people cannot be called happy. When the British Officer comes out on tour or on a hunt I follow him like a shadow; a frown from him and I freeze to death. To what length I go to make him happy. If it comes to that, I don't even hesitate to prostrate myself before him. Indolence has crippled us; we have no confidence left in our perseverance. We fawn at the officers to win their favour; to oppress our people with the help of the officers is now our only aim in life. The flattery of toadies has made us so arrogant that the sense of tolerance, modesty and service, has died out in our hearts. Sometimes I think the government will be actually doing us a favour if it deprives us of our lands. If the signs of the time are any indication, our class is finished.

"I am ready for that day. It will be a day of redemption. We are the victims of circumstances, and as long as we are shackled with property we shall not be able to lead a life of dignity."

The Rai Saheb took out a few more betel leaves and stuffed them in his mouth. He was about to proceed with his talk when a chaprassi came with the news that the tenants who had been put on forced labour had refused to work. They were insisting upon being fed. When the chaprassi threatened them they struck work.

The Rai Saheb's forehead furrowed with rage. "Come, I'll set the rascals right. They were not served with food, in the past. What right have they to demand it now? They were paid an anna a day; not a pice more will they get now. Work they shall, whether they like it or not."

He turned to Hori. "You may go now. But remember what I said. I expect a collection of Rs. 500/- from your village."

The Rai Saheb left in a huff. Hori noticed the quick change in the Rai Saheb's attitude. All along he had been waxing eloquent on duty and goodness but it did not take him a minute to flare up at the chaprassi's news!

The sun was right overhead when Hori left. The heat ran shimmering through curled sleepy leaves; the sky-line shivered in the haze of the afternoon.
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  When Hori reached his village, Gobar, along with the two girls, was still hoeing the field. The sun beat down and the swirls of loo had turned the place into an oven. Why were they bent upon working themselves to death in this heat? "Come home!" Hori shouted. "Can't you see the afternoon is upon us?"

The three picked up their hoes and fell in step with Hori, Gobar, swarthy, tall and wiry, did not seem to have much rest for work. His face reflected discontent and defiance; he worked to show his indifference towards life. The elder girl, Sona, was wheat-complexioned, graceful, and vivacious. The home-spun red sari, which she wore folded from the knees up, sat heavy on her slight body. Rupa, six years old, with her hair a tangled nest, and a piece of cloth round her waist, looked dishevelled, her face obdurate and sullen.

Rupa clung to her father. "Kaka, there is not a single lump left. Sona insisted upon my sitting under the tree. But will the field ever get done if we don't work?"

Hori lifted her in his lap. "You did well, child. Let's go home."

Gobar who had been silent all this while said, "Why do you humiliate yourself before the Master so often? Does it make any difference? The bailiff still abuses us if we fall behind in rent. We are still put on forced labour. And like others we have to send our gifts too. How does it help us to fawn on him?"

Hori was thinking in the same vein. But he thought it prudent to curb the rebel in Gobar. He said, "if we don't wait on him life will get from bad to worse. God has made us slaves and we have to put up with our lot. I visit the Master to gain my ends; not because I have an itch to move around. It's not easy to meet him. Sometimes I wait for hours before he calls me in. Sometimes he packs me off with a curt no."

"There must be a sneaking pleasure tickling the ego of rich men," Gobar said sarcastically. "Perhaps that's why people stand for elections."

"You talk wildly, son. When young, I also talked like you. But when you face facts, you'll know better. The down-trodden can't afford to be stiff-necked."

Gobar left relieved having said this, and walked in silence by his father's side. Rupa snuggled in her father's lap. Sona looked at her sternly. "Why don't you walk? Have you broken your legs?"

"No, I won't," Rupa sulked. "Do what you like!" She turned her father, "Kaka, Sona teases me all the time. She says she is gold and I am only silver. I want to change my name."

Hori feigned anger. "Why do you tease your sister, Sonie? Gold is only for show. But silver we need. Can they make rupees if there's no silver? Come on, tell me!"

Sona retorted. "Without gold can we make nose-rings and necklaces and bracelets?"

Gobar prompted Rupa. "Tell Sona that gold is the colour of withered leaves. But silver is bright, like the sun."

Sona, not outdone, spoke up: "But the bride always wears a yellow sari. Do they ever dress her up in white?"

Rupa looked helplessly at her father. Hori had a brainwave. "Gold is for the rich and silver for people like us. We eat barley and the rich eat wheat: we call barley the king of grains and wheat the servant. For us, silver is the king of metals and gold the servant."

Rupa felt so buoyant at her victory that she came down from her father's lap and scampered away clapping.

Dhania stood by the door, waiting for them.

"Why are you so late, Gobar," she said. "You are killing yourself with work." She looked sternly at Hori. "And instead of coming straight home you also made for the fields. Surely, the fields would not have grown feet and run away."

There was a well by the house. Hori and Gobar poured pitchers of water over their bodies and sat down to eat. The chapaties were of barley but white and soft ones. The dal had shreds of raw mango in it. Rupa ate from the same thali as her father. Sona eyed her with jealousy. How she was being coddled!

Dhania asked Hori what happened at the Master's.

Hori drank a lotaful of water. "Nothing in particular" he replied. "The same story. Rent collection and all that. You think the rich are happy? They are worse off than us. Our only worry is the daily bread. But the Rai Saheb says, they are worried by a thousand devils."

"If that's so, why doesn't the Rai Saheb change places with us?" Gobar shouted. "We shall gladly give him our land, plough and bullocks. All we have, in fact. Will he agree to this deal? What a rascal! A man who lives in a palace, has a dozen cars, eats sumptuously and has a finer time than we can ever have, calling himself unhappy!"

"It's no use arguing with you, son." Hori said. "Does anybody ever give up his ancestral property? Look at us for instance. What do we get out of our land? The return does not even equal an anna's wage per head. A servant with a salary of ten rupees per month is better off than us. But we do not give up our land and go in for a job. Do we? Our prestige gets in the way. Well, that's exactly the case with the Zamindar."

Gobar said, "There's nothing in what you say, father. We hardly have a full meal, or rags on our backs. But the Zamindar has hundreds to wait on him and thousands to order about. Of course, he may not be able to amass more riches. But he lives in luxury all right. What else is money for?"

"So you think there's no difference between him and us."

"None. God has made us all equal."

"That's not true, son. It's God who creates the high and the low. One comes into wealth after a lot of penance. It's the fruit of the deeds of our past life. We sowed nothing and we have nothing to reap."

"These are fancies, only to console the mind. God creates us all equal. Those who have power oppress the poor and become rich."

"You are wrong. The Master is a God-fearing man. He prays four hours every day and gives in charity."

"And who feels the rub?"

"No one needs to."

"The peasants and the workers do. It's to clean his conscience for his evil riches that he prays and gives in charity. Let's see him pray on an empty stomach. Give me a bellyful of food twice a day and I'll gladly kill the day in prayer. A day's work in the field and his piety will go the way of his sweat."

"There's no use arguing with you. You'll quarrel with the ways of God."

When towards the evening Gobar was about to leave for the field Hori said. "Wait for me, son. But before you go take out some straw. It's for Bhola."

"But we have no straw to sell."

"I am not selling it. I am just giving it away. Bhola is hard up."

"Why should we give Bhola straw? Has he even given us anything? Any of his cows?"

"He was giving me a cow. I refused."

Dhania said tartly, "He, a cow!"

Gobar caught on quickly. "Let's have a straight deal. We shall sell him twenty rupees worth of straw and slowly off the balance. Let him give us the cow."

Hori smiled mysteriously. "I can have the cow for a song. All that I have to do is arrange for Bhola's marriage. That's all. I am giving him a few maunds of straw to establish my credentials."

Gobar said, "So you are no more than a maker of pretty matches!"

"Perhaps that is the only job left for him," Dhania chipped in.

"But what's wrong with our helping Bhola to set up home?"

Gobar picked up the chelum and left to light it. These arguments were not to his liking.

"Bhola is a good man," continued Hori. "Whenever he meets me he has the most wonderful things to say about you."

A faint smile flickered on Dhania's face. "I don't need his praise." She said, "He should mind his own business."

"I told him so. But he keeps harping on it. You know his wife henpecked him all his life and how scared he was of her. But you are so different. A glimpse of you in the morning, he said, always brought him luck. I see your face every morning," he smiled. "You never bring me luck."

"I can't help it if your luck is out!"

"Bhola is a meek man," Hori continued. "Any one else in his place would not have stood her for a day. He is ten years older than me, but he is always the first to greet me."

Dhania was still relishing Bhola's remarks about her.

"Now what was it he said about me," she said musingly. "What happens when he sees my face..."

"Some lucky deal always turns up for him."

At this point Gobar announced the arrival of Bhola. Dhania was all in a flurry at her praise. She hustled about telling Gobar to attend to the guest properly and asking Rupa to run for a piece worth of tobacco.

Bhola took a long pull at the chelum. "A good wife is a Lakshmi, bhai. She knows how to look after her guests."

Dhania stood behind the door trembling in joy.

She followed Hori when he left to bring straw for Bhola. Hori wondered where Bola had managed to get such an enormous basket. If he gave him two basketfuls, two maunds of straw would be clean gone.

Dhania reproved him, "Either do not invite a guest, or if you do, feed him well. Why should he bring a small basket? He is not collecting flowers. Give him at least three basketfuls. Poor fellow, how will he carry the load! He should have brought his sons with him."

"I can't afford to give him three."

"You don't mean to send him off with one, do you? Tell Gobar to fill his own basket and go with Bhola."

"But Gobar is going to the field."

"The sugar cane won't wither away if he leaves it for a day."

"But he should have brought someone along. He has two strong sons."

"They might have gone to the market."

"It's ridiculous. I give him my straw. And carry it for him too!"

"All right, let it be. I'll arrange it myself. There's no shame in serving one's elders."

"But think of it—if I give him three basketfuls what will my bullocks eat?"

"You should have thought of it before you made the offer. Not now."

"But there is a limit to being kind! You don't want to see my house robbed."

"Had it been the Zamindar's bailiff you would have gone running with the load. You, and your son, and even the daughters! And without a murmur you would even have thrown in a maund or two of wood into the bargain."

"The Zamindar's case is different."

"Because he pushes you around?"

"No, because it's his land that I till."

"You pay rent for it."

But there was no escape for Hori. He had to part with three basketfuls of straw. When Hori and Gobar came out carrying the first basket, Bhola quickly rolled his neck-cloth into a ball and adjusting it on his head, said, "I'll take another. I'll be back in minute."

"Take two," Hori said expansively. "They are lying filled inside. I and Gobar will carry them for you."

How kind of Hori. Bhola was stupefied.

On the way they fell to talking about the coming Dussehra celebrations in which Hori had been assigned a small part.

"But have you arranged for the offering?" Bhola asked. "You can't get away without it."

Hori wiped the perspiration from his face. "I am worried about it, bhai. The grain was weighed and taken away before it reached the barn. The Zamindar took his share and the money-lenders theirs. Only five seers fell to my lot. Thank God, I removed the straw secretly by night. Or not a blade would have been left. The Zamindar apart, I've three money-lenders to cope with. I've not been able to pay their interest. Half the rent of the Zamindar's remains unpaid. I had again to borrow from the money-lender. I stint in every possible way. But it makes no difference. The rich advise us to be frugal. But they don't set an example. The Rai Saheb frittered away twenty thousand rupees on his son's marriage and nobody raised a finger. Mangru, the money-lender, spent five thousand rupees on his father's cremation and nobody questioned him. The poor also have sons and fathers."

"We can't keep pace with the rich, bhai."

"But we are also men like them."

"That's what you think. A man is not a man without wealth, power and education. We are no better than bullocks, born to be yoked."

For old men there is no topic more engaging than memories of the past, the sorrows of the present, and fears of what might come. Reminded about Hori's separation from his brothers, Bhola said with a touch of sympathy. "The separation must have pained you a great deal. You had brought up your brothers like your own sons."

"It was a painful case, bhai" Hori said in a strained voice. "I felt like drowning myself. A pity, that this should have happened in my lifetime. The very brothers for whom I sacrificed my youth turned into bitter enemies. And all over a trifling matter: they wanted my wife to work in the pasturage. Now, one may ask, isn't someone required to do the household work? In any case she did not spend her time idling. Cooking, cleaning, looking after the children takes a lot of time. Had Sobha's wife or Hira's wife the sense to look after the house? When we lived jointly, these women felt hungry every four hours. Why don't they eat four times a day now? Bhai, you can't imagine the state to which this reduced Gobar's mother! it's good that we separated. I am glad we've got rid of them."

"This is the story in every family," Bhola replied. "Why brothers? Even my sons have differences with me. It's my bad habit that I don't cock a blind eye on their pranks. I tell them: If you want to indulge in luxury, pay for it yourself. But earn they cannot, and waste they must. Tell me, how am I to provide for all this? My elder son, Kamta, when he returns from the market, can't account for half the sale proceeds. Ask him and he remains mum!. The younger son Jangi is a music fan. Always ready with the drums and cymbals. I have nothing against music. But there's a time for everything. I have to feed the cattle, milk the cows, and go to the market. To tell you the truth, brother, these duties have become the bane of my life: a golden fish in the mouth which I can neither swallow nor throw out. You know my daughter, Jhunia, the unlucky one. You came to her marriage, of course. What a good family she was married into. Her husband ran a milk shop in Bombay. Somebody stabbed him to death during the Hindu-Muslim riots and the family went to pieces. I have brought her back with the idea of marrying her off again. Both her sisters-in-law nag her to death whenever they have the time; the house is no more than a theatre of war. She's slowly going crary."

This conversation accompanied them till Bhola's village—small but flourishing and mostly inhabited by cowherds. Bhola was the headman. Tied in a big enclosure outside the house about a dozen animals were busy feeding. In the vestibule was a large wooden takhtposh, so heavy that ten people could hardly lift it. On one peg hung a drum: on another, cymbals. In a niche wrapped in a piece of cloth lay a book, very likely the Ramayana. Both the daughters-in-law of the house were busy at cow-dung cakes. Jhunia stood in the doorway, her eyes red, perhaps from crying. Her lips, large and full; her cheeks well rounded, eyes small and deep-set the forehead narrow. But the full-blown grace of her bosom and resilient softness of her body gave her a seductive charm; her rose sari had an uneasy time concealing her youthfulness.

She leapt forward and gave her father a hand with the basket.

"Bring a chelum, daughter," Bhola said. "And get some sherbet done. You recognise Hori Mehto, of course?"

Jhunia returned with a chelum in one hand and a rope and pitcher in the other.

"Here, let me," Gobar said self-consciously, stretching out his hand for the pitcher.

But Jhunia held on to the pitcher. Briskly she ran up the steps of the well and looked back sweetly, "But you are our guest."

"Neighbours are not guests."

"Oh yes, they are. If they drop in once in a blue moon."

"But even a neighbour can't visit every day."

"That's exactly what I mean," Jhunia cast a sidelong glance at him. "Come once a month and I'll treat you to a nice cool drink. Once a fortnight and I'll give you the chelum. Once a week, and you'll get the best seat. Every day, and you get nothing."

"Nothing? Not even a glimpse of you?"

That's the hardest to get," Jhunia tossed her head.

After they had eaten, Bhola said, "The cow is feeding. Come tomorrow, Gobar, and take her."

Gobar's eyes were glued on the cow.

"There's no hurry," Hori said, suppressing his eagerness. "I'll send for her sometime."

"But I am in a hurry," Bhola said with exaggerated emphasis. "Standing by your door, she will remind you of your promise."

"You have my word for it, brother. I have not forgotten."

Hori and Gobar took leave of Bhola. Both were happy. Hori over the fulfilment of a long cherished desire realised so inexpensively, and Gobar at having come into possession of a still more priceless treasure. Desire stirred within him.

He stole a backward glance. Jhunia was at the door. He sensed her feelings for him. Like Hope, impatient, flickle.
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  Hori did not sleep a wink that night. Lying on a cot under the neem tree, he gazed at the stars and thought of the cow. A trough would have to be fixed for her, away from the bullocks. But where would he tie her? It was no problem in summer—outside, by the door. But in the rainy season? And what if some accursed person cast an evil eye at her? She might dry up for good. Moreover, the Zamindar's bailiff would also come clamouring with puffed cheeks and itching palms. It would never do to antagonise him. The best thing would be a thatched shed in the courtyard. This cow wouldn't give less than five seers of milk at the first calving. Gobar would need at least a seer a day. And Rupa? She would drink bucketfuls, if she liked. But wasn't it a mistake to let Dhania into the secret so early? It would have been fun to see her discomfiture when she found a cow being led into the courtyard. Ah well, what was done was done. What mattered now was to look after the cow. He wished Gobar had been more energetic. Perhaps a father should not be so exacting. After all, boys will be boys. Didn't he himself loaf about the whole day when his father was alive? Everyone said if the family went to pot he would be responsible. But he did change after all when it came to shouldering responsibility... So might Gobar. It was a pity though, that his two brothers had separated from the family; for instead of one, three ploughs abreast would have furrowed the land.

Dawn was breaking. It was time he fixed the trough. But shouldn't he await the arrival of the cow? If Bhola changed his mind he would become the laughing stock of the whole village.

"It's morning, father," Gobar said waking. "Have you fixed the trough?"

"Not yet, son, I thought I'd wait till the cow is here. You can never be sure of Bhola."

"What's the hitch?" Gobar's eyes narrowed, "we are getting the cow."

"You don't know Bhola. The devil may whisper something in his ear."

Gobar marched off, carrying his staff and an air of finality.

Hori, looked with pride at the receding figure of his son. He was growing into a fine young man. Time he married. But Hori had no money for the marriage. With the division in the family they had fallen on evil days. People did come to see Gobar and approved of him. But when they saw the family down and out, they washed their hands of the idea. Those who agreed pitched the demand for bride money so high that Hori was helpless. He had to marry off Sona too. It was bad enough if a son did not marry, but for a grown-up girl to remain unmarried was sacrilege. How could he look his friends in the face with an unmarried girl in the house?

Hori was chewing these thoughts when Damri, the wicker-work man, greeted him and asked him if he had any bamboo to sell. Damri was dark, short and heavy. Two blood-shot eyes peered at you from a sugar face which sported a moustache; he carried a long knife in his waist band. Once or twice a year he went round purchasing bamboo for chiks, chairs, baskets and other wicker work.

Hori took Damri round the bamboo grove and a deal was struck at Rs. 25/- a hundred.

"You are an old customer and I shan't haggle," Hori said. "My bamboo doesn't sell for less than Rs. 30/- a hundred. By the way, has your son returned, the one who married?"

"That son is my undoing, Mehto," Damri said. "He's left his wife and now lives with another woman in the city. What's worse, his wife ran off with a new man. I asked her to be a good woman and hold her peace, or I'd lose face. But she couldn't listen. These women, a nasty, rotten lot. Faithless. God should give everything to a woman, but not good looks. There's no catching her once she's good-looking. Have these bamboo groves been divided among your brothers?"

"Yes, we hold equal shares. I wouldn't take my brother's share. I could tell them that I sold the bamboo at Rs. 20/- and they'd be none the wiser. This is between you and me, of course."

Hori cast a fleeting glance at Damri to see how he reacted. He had put on the expression of a well-fed mendicant asking for alms.

Damri cornered Hori. "Bank on me, Mehto. I won't let you down. But it's for a little profit that a man makes a shady deal. I'll tell them Rs. 15/- if you come down a little. Say, Rs. 20/-"

The deal was struck. Damri stripped to the waist and began hacking at the bamboo.

Heera's wife Punia was on her way to the well. Through her weil she saw Damri at the bamboo. "Stop it!" she shouted, "Who are you? Keep off this grove."

Damri stopped short. "I've a right to them," he said. "I've paid for them."

It was because of Heera's wife that the brothers had to separate. Heera occasionally beat her hard. Nonetheless she had the last word in the family; Heera gave in to her tamely, like a horse who kicks his master but won't deny him the right of riding his back.

"I won't sell the bamboo," she said loudly.

Damri knew better than to argue with a woman. "I want a word with your husband," he said curtly.

Punia was hard as nails. The privations of life had dried all feelings in her. She seized Damri's hand. "Why should I call my husband when I am here. Keep your hands off my grove. That's that!"

When she did not let go in spite of his protests Damri gave her a push and she went sprawling. She got up, abused him, took off her sandal and hit him repeatedly, blind with rage. Damri gulped the beatings in without complaint. He knew he had to make the best of a very bad job.

Hearing Punia's cries Hori came running. Punia wailed louder. Hori blew up. Smashing the fence he charged at Damri. "Run off if you hold life dear," he shouted, kicking Damri, "How dare you lift a hand at a woman of our family?"

Short, sturdy Heera had come up in the meantime. He was feared because of his fits of rage. His eyes blazed; the veins on his neck throbbed. But he was not angry at Damri, but at Punia, his wife. What business had she quarrelling with a man? Of a low caste at that?

He made straight for Punia, dragged her away and started lashing her. Punia howled.

"May all the plagues of the world visit your accursed body," she shrieked. "May leprosy gnaw your limbs, one by one."

Heera's inflamed imagination went limp at the prospect of catching leprosy. With pneumonia or cholera the end was swift. But to die a slow death eaten by leprosy was not what he wanted up his street. He treated her to another round of thrashing.

He then turned to Damri and said, "Why do you gape at me? Go on with your work. You know the price, Rs. 15."

Punia beat her head. "If you are bent upon burning your own house, go ahead. Burn it. What concern is it of mine? What a terrible fate, what a terrible fate! To fall in the hands of a butcher like you."

She set off for home.

"Where are you off to now?" Heera thundered. "Go to the well, Now."

Having tasted the fireworks, she had no desire to receive more. Meekly picking up the basket she moved towards the well, sobbing.

"And don't create another scene!" Hori shouted after Heera

"No one listens to you and you keep on shouting," Dhania called from the doorstep. "Don't you know her? It's the same Punia who abused you the other day. She deserved the thrashing she got. What's wrong with it?"

Coming to the door, Hori teased her, "How would you like a bit of the fireworks she got?"

"As if I haven't had it already!"

"Not quite like this. You'd have run away, wouldn't you, if you had?"

"I've seen worse. If Heera beats his wife he loves her also. You only know how to beat, not how to love."

"You can't say that. It was you who went to your parent's home and never thought of returning to me. I had to go and get you."

"Yes, when you couldn't do without me. Not because you loved me."

Early married life throbs with youth and desire: like the dawn, the span of life seems suffused with a roseate glow. The afternoon of life dissolves illusion in its shining rays, bringing us face to face with reality. On the hectic struggle descends the peace of the evening when, like tired wayfarers sitting on a cliff, we brood over the past and casually watch the stir and swirl of life below, so remote and alien.

Dhania's eyes moistened. "How you talk," she said. "You never forgave me even a slight mistake.

"You are being unjust, Dhania," Hori said. "Ask Bhola how I have always praised you."

"Let's see if Gobar returns with the cow or empty handed," Dhania said, changing the topic.

She had just gone in when Damri came up, perspiring heavily.

"Mehto, come and count the bamboo," he said "I'll cart it away tomorrow."

Hori saw no need of checking the bamboo, and Damri opening his pouch casually placed Rs. 7/8 in Hori's hand.

"Is that all?" Hori said. "No, no, another Rs. 2/8."

"Why?" Damri said dryly. "The deal was for Rs. 15/-, wasn't it?"

"No, it was Rs. 20/-"

"Fifteen. Heera Mehto agreed to it in your presence. Shall I call him?"

"You know very well that we settled at Rs. 20/-. Now that you're the top dog doesn't mean you should have things your own way. It's Rs. 2/8-. But I'll take Rs. 2/-."

Damri was a hard nut to crack. He knew Hori could not have it out with him with an unclean conscience.

"It's not fair, Chowdhury." Hori scowled. "You won't become a Maharaja with my two rupees."

"Nor will you by cheating your brothers."

Damri left. But Hori, crestfallen, sat under the tree, brooding over the matter. The money lay before him untouched.

When Dhania came out she saw the money lying on the ground. "But there should have been ten rupees. Where's the rest?"

Hori had not the courage to tell her how he had been taken in by Damri. He felt like a poacher who climbs the tree to steal mangoes and, falling down, tries to cover up his misadventure by brushing the dust from his clothes.

He pulled a long face. "What could I do? Heera agreed to Rs. 15/-."

"Heera can sell for Rs. 5/- if he likes. But why should we?"

"There was a full fight going on. It wasn't the time to bargain."

"Of course, how could you? Wouldn't your darling brother have felt small if you had said no? Specially when your favourite sister-in-law was getting the thrashing of her life!"

Hori seethed but flapped her words in silently without so much as raising an eyebrow. He picked up the hoe to go to the field.

"Where are you off to?" Dhania said snatching away the hoe. "Go and take your bath. The food's ready."

"I'm not hungry."

"Not hungry? Your brother must have fed you on laddus" she flung at him. "May God give such excellent brothers to everybody."

Hori blew up. "Your limbs seem to want a thrashing."

"That's no fault of mine," Dhania said with mock innocence. "You've spoiled me with your love."

"Oh, let me alone. Or should I go?"

"Who am I to turn you out? The house is yours. You are the master."

With his wits already blunted by the day's incident Hori had no time for banter. He put away the hoe and went to bathe. He was a long time in returning. But there was no sign of Gobar yet. What was the boy up to? Chasing Jhunia? He did not feel like taking his food without Gobar. He nibbled half-heartedly and stretched under the shade of the neem tree.

Curly hair rumpled, Rupa came up crying. She had a complaint against Sona who said that when the cow came she would not allow Rupa to make cow-dung cakes. This was terribly unfair. In what way was she less important than Sona? Sona did the cooking, but didn't she clean the utensils? Sona drew the water but didn't she graze the goat?

"You shall prepare the cow-dung cakes," Hori said amused at her naivété. "If Sona comes near the cow chase her off."

"I'll milk her too," Rupa said putting her arms round Hori's neck.

"Certainly. Who else can milk her?"

"Then the cow is mine?"

"But of course!"

Beaming, Rupa broke into a run to give the news to her vanquished sister.

Sona was still in her teens. She had the body of a fully grown girl and the brains of a child, as though the woman and the child in her were struggling to supplant each other. In some matters so clever that she could teach a thing or two to the most sophisticated, and in others so credulous that even a child could trick her. Her face was long and rugged but cheerful, with a faint hint of contentment. She used no oil for her hair, no kajal in her eyes, and no ornaments. It seemed as if the privations of the family were conspiring to curb her exuberance.

"While you are busy with the cow-dung cakes," she said to Rupa, "I'll drink off the whole lot of milk."

"I'll lock it."

"I'll break it open."

Sona trotted off to the mango grove. The mangoes had ripened into a slow yellow under the loo's love. The children were always hovering around: what a scramble when the breeze flung down a couple of mangoes. Rupa always did what her sister did; she followed Sona to the mango grove. Plans were under way for Sona's marriage. It hurt Rupa that no one talked about her marriage; she sometimes broached the topic herself. A glittering description she gave of what the bridegroom should look like, what lovely things he would bring her to wear and to eat. Among the children she was unapproachably supreme for her imagination put no limit on her marital expectations.

The afternoon wore on, but Hori did not feel like going to the field. He fed the bullocks and prepared a chelum for himself. He was still in debt—some three hundred rupees, and the loan was gathering interest at the rate of hundred rupees each year. Five years ago he had borrowed sixty rupees from Mangru, the money-lender, to buy the bullock. He had already paid sixty rupees as interest. The loan of thirty rupees which he had taken from Pandit Data Din to plant potatoes had now jumped to a hundred. There were other loans too, and a part of the revenue still unpaid. Good, that he came into Rs. 7/8/- at just the right moment. This would solve his problem of a gift to the Zamindar during the Dussehra. But would it? Even if he got a pice from somewhere the news flashed through the village and creditors turned up in shoals. But he would earmark this money for the gift. He still had two heavy responsibilities, the marriage of Gobar and Sona. These would take away more than three hundred rupees. How he wished that he could square up his outstanding debts to the last pice. But in spite of his best efforts the debts clung to him. Hai, if things went on like this his debt would keep on swelling and one day he might have to auction his house and perhaps his children would become beggars.

After the day's work, smoking the chelum, he felt these worries closing in on him like a black wall through which there was no escape. His only consolation was that he was not the only miserable man; other peasants were in the same boat; some in fact were drowning. Sobha and Heera, his brothers, were Rs. 400/- under; Jhengar had a thousand on him; Jewan Mehto was so poor that he had to send beggars away empty-handed. Debt lay on the village like a curse.

Sona and Rupa burst in, flushed; "Brother's here with the cow!" They rushed back to the mango grove.

Hori and Dhania were all agog.

"The cow's been walking in the sun. I'll fix up some flour and oil for her," Dhania said happily. "You hurry up and fix the trough."

Hori: "There's a bell somewhere in the house. We'll put it around her neck."

Dhania: "Where's Sona? Tell her to get a black cord from the shop; it's good to guard against the evil eye from the start."

Hori: "This is our day of days. I have got what I waited for so long."

But Dhania was secretive, afraid that the gods, jealous of her happiness, might instruct calamity to follow close on the heels of joy.

She was kneading the flour and oil when Gobar arrived, a crowd of children following. Hori ran forward and clung to the cow's neck. Dhania hastily tore a strip from a black dhoti, and tied it round the neck of the animal. Hori gazed at the cow in a trance, as if a goddess disguised as a cow had come to sanctify his house. What magnificently good fortune.

"What are you gaping at?" Dhania said overwhelmed. "Go, get the trough ready in the courtyard."

"In the courtyard? There's no space there. I'll tie her outside."

For Hori the cow was not only a thing for worship but also a show-piece, a living symbol of prosperity. He wanted people to point at his house and say: There, that's Hori Mehto's house. Dhania was suspicious. She would have kept the cow behind seven courtyards, if she could help it; even hide her in the room. Hori persisted in wanting the trough, outside. She was also insistent, until Hori gave in.

The cow had not come wrapped up in a palanquin: she created quite a stir in the village. The villagers flocked to size her up: she was no ordinary cow. Her arrival was an event, a red-letter day. Did she really cost eighty rupees? Was Hori as prosperous as all that? Hori beamed at critic and admirer alike.

Seventy-year old, hollow-cheeked, Pandit Matadin leaned on his staff and peered about him with faded eyes.

"Let me see her, Hori," he said. "I hear she's a beauty."

Hori touched the old man's feet and took him into the courtyard. The old Pandit looked her up and down, from horns, to udder stroking her flanks.

She's flawless," he swayed his head approvingly. "Perfect. I tell you, each calf of hers will be worth a hundred rupees. Treat her well; on no account cut down on her grass."

"It's all due to your mercy, Maharaj," Hori said gratefully.

"No, son, it's His kindness." Matadin squirted out a jet of tobacco juice. "You must have paid cash for her."

"Yes, Maharaj. Cash down. Eighty rupees. Bhola's business like."

Hori should have known better, for Matadin was a quick one to spot a lie. But the temptation to show off got the better of him.

"No harm done, son" he said. "It's all to the good. You'll get five seers of milk out of her. After feeding the calf, that is."

"Oh no, Maharaj! How can an old cow like her give five seers?" Dhania broke in. "Specially when we haven't enough to feed her on."

"In any case, take my advice and don't tie her outside."

Dhania looked at Hori significantly as though she wanted to say: Now what have you to say to that.

The entire village came. But not Heera and Sobha, his own brothers. Hori had a soft corner for them and a visit from them would have delighted him. In the evening the two brothers passed by his door without so much as casting a glance in his direction.

The indifference of Heera and Sobha rankled in Hori's mind. With the division of property one does not snap off relations like this: a brother is always a brother. He talked about it to Dhania.

Dhania curled up her nose. "I've told you a thousand times not to mention their names in my presence. The entire village turned up—not they\ Do they live so far? Have they put henna on their feet? You take my word for it; they're green with jealousy."

Light-up time. Dhania went to buy kerosene from the shop.

Hori took Rupa in his lap. "Run to uncle Heera's" he said caressing her. "And see if he's home. Go to uncle Sobha's too. Tell them I wish to see them. If they refuse catch them by the hand and bring them."

"I won't go, Choti Chachi chides me."

"Don't call on her. Go to uncle. And Sobha's wife... she likes you—doesn't she?"

"She likes me. But uncle Sobha is such a tease. He tells me... no, I won't tell you."

"Tell me."

"No, I won't."

"How does he tease you? Come on, Rupa, tell me."

"He says he keeps a mouse for me. He wants me to fry it and eat it."

Hori smiled. "You should tell him to sample it first."

"But mother doesn't want me to go to their house."

"Are you mother's daughter or mine?"

Rupa put her arms round Hori's neck. "Hers of course," she said with a disarming smile.

"Then get down from my lap. Get down now. I won't let you eat from my thali."

"No, I'm your daughter," she corrected herself quickly. "Not mother's."

"Then will you do what mother says or what I say?"

"What you say, father."

"Then run off to your uncles."

"And if mother scolds me?"

"She won't know."

Dhania was returning from the shop when she met Rupa on her way to uncle Heera.

"You are going to Heera's house?" She scolded Rupa. "Come home with me."

Hori was busy fixing the trough. He feigned ignorance of the whole affair. "Now you are again at it." he complained. "Shouting all the time! Must you always act like a blind dog who keeps barking at the wind?"

The early hours of the night were gone, the trough fixed, feed served. But the cow was sad, as a bride on her first day at the father-in-law's house. Hori and Gobar dangled chapaties before her. But she would not even sniff at them.

Hori went out; sitting on the cot, smoking the chelum, he thought of his brothers. After a while he kept the chelum against the cot and proceeded towards Heera's house. Heera and Sobha were lying outside their house. In the dark they did not see Hori coming. They were chatting, and the talk was about him. Hori stopped in his tracks.

Heera "When we lived together he did not buy even a goat. Now he goes in for a cow. No one ever prospers by swiping his brother's money."

Sobha: "You are unjust to Hori, bhaiya. He squared up every single pie."

Heera: "That's what you think. But I know that he has bought the cow out of the money that he had kept back from our joint fund."

Sobha: "You shouldn't accuse him like that."

Heera: "Then where has all this money come from? Did, it drop from the sky? Our lands are the same size, the yield is the same. How is it that we haven't enough money to buy a shroud while he goes in and buys a cow."

Sobha: "He might have brought it on credit."

Heera: "Bhola is the last man to give credit."

Sobha: "But the cow's a splendid creature. I saw her when Gobar was bringing her to the village."

Heera: "He will soon have to part with her. Tainted money doesn't last long."

Hori could stand it no more. Their accusing words cut into his heart. He turned back. Back in his cot he sat smoking the burnt-out chelum and then tried to sleep. But no sleep came. He stroked the backs of the bullocks. But he could not keep his mind away from venomous thoughts. He prepared another chelum. But the tobacco was without tang. His state of mind was now like a stretch of water which, on finding an outlet, rushes out in a torrential swirl. How could he keep the cow when gossips were actively smearing his name? Agitated he went in and untethered the cow, determined to return her to Bhola.

Dhania sat up on the mat. "What are you up to so late in the night?"

Hori took a step towards the door. "I'm returning her to Bhola."

Dhania barred his way. "Why? Was it to take her back that you brought her here?"

"Yes, that's the best thing to do."

"You are funny. You were so eager to bring her and now you want to return her. Does Bhola want immediate payment?"

"No, he never came here."

"Then what's all the rumpus about?"

"I wish I could tell you. But you won't like it."

Dhania snatched away the halter from him. "There's no need to tell me," she said. "I know it already: you are afraid of your brothers. Aren't you? You may go and fall at their feet if you like. But I won't give this for them. If they are jealous let them be as jealous as they want."

"Not so loud, Maharani. People will think we are having it out again. If only you knew what I heard. It's on everybody's lips that I deceived my brothers and am now on a spree with their share of the money."

"Heera must have said so."

"Why single out Heera? The whole village is talking about it."

"I know it's Heera. He's the chief one."

Dhania tied the cow to the peg and before he could stop her she was outside the door. Knowing her tantrums, he was in no mood to follow her and create another scene. Once provoked, she went haywire. Hori was also short-tempered at the thought. He cursed himself for having divulged Heera's talk to Dhania. Holding his head, he sat down on the ground.

What he feared most had happened. Suddenly Dhania's grating voice came floating in the air, followed by Heera's loud bark. And then Punia's screech. Hori suddenly thought of Gobar. He rushed out. Gobar's cot was empty. He was nowhere to be seen. Excitement mounted in the village.

Hori, like every other peasant, was by nature peace-loving. A brawl he knew, always ended in harassment by the police, in time, dumped in the court, and resulted in neglect of the land. He wished to keep out of the quarrel but he could not check himself for long. From near a wall he watched the scene. Like a seasoned general he wanted to take stock of the situation. If the quarrel swung in Dhania's favour there was no need to join in the fray; but if she got the worst of it some reinforcements had to be sent to her. A big crowd had collected. He stood tense.

Dhania blazed away at Heera, her caustic tongue working away merrily. But her vitriolic broadsides, ill becoming of a woman, were fast losing her the sympathy of the crowd.

Heera shouted in fury, "Clear off from my door. Or I'll drive you off with my shoes. How dare you abuse me like this, you witch!"

Hori exploded like a keg of powder.

"You have crossed the limit, Heera." He stepped forward, "I'll hear no more."

The tables were turned. Everyone fell on Heera. If one from the crowd called him a shameless brute, another called him a goonda and a third a devil. One uncouth word from Dhania had tipped the scale in Heera's favour, another scurrilous word from him had turned it in her favour.

"Did you hear how your brother abused me?" she said turning to Hori. "He wants to beat me with his shoes."

"Don't start talking rot again," Hori said shortly. "Go home."

But Dhania sat on the ground obstinately. "Not before I get a shoe beating! Let him show off his bravery. Did you hear, Gobar, my son? Your mother's going to get a show beating!"

Heera fearing the temperamental crowd tried to back out. But Dhania rushed on him, an infuriated lioness, and gave him a violent push. He fell flat on the ground. "Why are you slipping away?" Dhania screamed. "Give me a shoe beating! Go on, beat me! Where've your guts gone!"

Hori seized her by the hand and dragged her home.
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  Gobar had a long talk with Jhunia when he returned that day from Bhola's village with the cow. Jhunia escorted the restive cow nearly half the distance to Gobar's village. On the way Jhunia cast a meaningful glance at Gobar and said, "I know you won't care to come this side any more."

Still callow, uninitiated, it never occurred to Gobar to regard the women of the village as anything other than his sisters or others' wives. Coquetry went on sometimes between him and some forward women, mostly innocent fun, however. It would take long before the gangling Gobar sprouted into manhood; and no one, of course, flings stones at a tree before it starts bearing fruit. But Jhunia had known jilting; her heart grew audacious at the gossipy sneers of her brother's wives and she felt suddenly drawn towards the growing virgin Gobar. And suddenly too, she touched a chord in Gobar—just as sleeping beast of prey pricks up its ears at the rustle of a leaf.

With the abandon of an amorist Gobar said, "In the hope of getting alms a beggar will gladly stand at the door of his benefactor for days and nights on end."

Jhunia jibed: "You blow wherever the wind blows and couldn't care less."

Gobar's veins tingled. "A hungry man who stretches his hand for alms deserves to be forgiven."

Jhunia cast her net wider. "But if a beggar doesn't knock at ten doors he'll go hungry. What shall I do with such beggars? You find them littering every street. And what do they give in return? Blessings. Can blessings satisfy hunger?"

Jhunia's remarks went over the head of the dim-witted Gobar. From her childhood Jhunia had delivered milk to her father's customers. Even now she went round selling curd. She had to deal with all sorts of persons. Besides bringing her money, this was considerable fun. But such diversion was transitory, like a borrowed thing, over which she had no right. She longed for a selfless love, for which she could live and die; love not fitful like a glowworm's but slow and steady like the flame of an earthen lamp. She was basically the domestic type; even the attentions of young gallants who fluttered around her had not succeeded in snuffing this out.

Gobar's face flushed with longing. "If a beggar gets enough at one house why should he knock at many doors?"

What a simpleton! Why didn't he understand her? "A beggar will get enough for a thimble at each door, " she said. "To get all he has to give all."

"But I have nothing to give, Jhunia."

"You haven't? You, who can give what even the richest of the rich can't?"

Gobar looked at her amazed.

"Of course you can. But there's a price to be paid," Jhunia added. "You'll have to be mine. And then if I see you begging before others I'll give you up for ever."

Gobar, groping in the dark so long, realised that he had accidentally laid his hand on exactly the thing he wanted. His nerves thrilled with joy and fear. Could he accept her? Wouldn't the village taboos stand in his way? The crackling would begin. Even his mother would shut the door on his face. He shouldn't let this worry him, of course. If Jhunia, a woman, was prepared to face the music, why should he waver? At worst they would throw him out of the village. He was ready to suffer ostracism for a sensible girl like Jhunia. It was a big wide world and if they threw him out he could live in another village. But would things come to such a pass? Didn't Matadin, a Brahmin, marry a cobbler woman? Datadin gnashed his teeth in dismay but couldn't do a thing about it. It must be said to Matadin's credit though that he didn't allow his religion to be defiled. He cooked his food himself and wouldn't eat without saying his prayers. Even Datadin had patched up with him. Again, take the case of Thakur Jhenguri Singh who kept a Brahmin woman. Had he to suffer for that? He still commanded respect; if anything, his prestige had gone up. Before she came to live with him he used to knock about in search of a job. Now he waxed rich with her money and had turned into a money-lender! To the respectability of a Thakur had been grafted the awe of a money lender.

"Are you serious Jhunia?" he asked. "I am yours. But will you be mine?"

"How do I know that you are mine?"

"You have only to ask and I'll lay down my life for you."

"Indeed! You know what you are saying?"

"I do, but you could teach me better."

"Yes, I could. Listen. It means to stand by me whatever comes. To be steadfast in love. Even when everyone's against you. Even if you have to give up your home, your people, your friends. I have come across many who talk big. They are bees which fly away after drinking from the flower. Are you sure you are not one of them?"

Gobar was holding the rope of the cow in one hand. With the other he quickly seized Jhunia's hand. The first contact with her body ran a shiver through him as though he had touched a live wire. How soft, how cushiony, her wrist was!

Jhunia did not withdraw her hand. She said very seriously, "Remember, today you held my hand in yours."

"I'll remember, Jhunia. Always. To the end of my life."

A faint, lightly sceptic smile flit across her face.

"That's what they say, Gobar," she said. "Even softer, even sweeter. If anything's unsaid, tell me now. I'll be careful. I don't give my heart to tricksters. I have fun with them, laugh with them. For years I've been carrying milk to the market. I've met many who've offered me love—clerks, officers, lawyers, thakurs, money-lenders. All wanting to rope me in. One puts his hand on his heart and says, "Jhunia, have pity on me!" Another stares at me with passion and pretends that he is swooning for love of me. Another tempts me with money, another with jewels. All are ready to be my slaves in this world—and the next. I see through them all. I also smile at them, flirt with them a little. They try to fool me: I diddle them good and proper. But I'm not hungry for money, nor for jewellery. All I want is a decent man whom I can claim as my own. I'll stand by him always.

"I'll tell you about Panditji. He anoints his forehead with sandal paste and buys half a seer of milk from me every day.

"One day I went to his house to deliver the milk. He locked the door from inside. I found his wife was away visiting friends. In a flash I knew.

"Why have you locked the door?" I shouted. Take the milk if you want it or off I go.

"Jhunia my queen, he said advancing. Day after day you ran away, carving my heart with your beauty. But today I have you."

"Believe me Gobar; I was at my wit's end."

Gobar said indignantly, "Point out the rascal to me. I'll skin him alive."

"Let me finish," Jhunia said. "I can deal with these ruffians myself. Well, I was terribly scared but I took courage in both hands and said, 'make no mistake about it, Panditji. I am the daughter of a cowherd. Let me go or I'll pluck out every single hair of your moustache. Is this the advice you get in your holy books? Molesting helpless girls by locking them in your room? What is that sandal paste on your forehead for? To show holiness or hide rougery?'

"He fell at my feet and whined, "You'll lose nothing by being a little indulgent to a lover, Jhunia, my queen, my own. Have a little pity on the poor too. What will you reply when God asks; I gave you so much beauty and you didn't even look kindly at a Brahmin. Speak up. I am a Brahmin, thirsting for a word from your lips. I get money in alms every day. It's your beauty's alms that I crave for today.'

"I hurled the pitcher at his face, milk and all. He sat down suddenly, drenched with milk, badly hurt, holding his head and groaning in pain. I gave him two parting kicks in the back, opened the door and ran."

Gobar burst into a laugh. "You did the right thing. His paste marks must have been washed away. But why didn't you pluck out his moustache?"

"The next day I again went to his house. His wife was at home. He was lying in the front room, his head bandaged. 'Shall I tell her about yesterday, Panditji?' I asked him. Rubbing his head on the ground he whined, 'My honour is in your hands. If my wife comes to know about it, she'll kill me.' I took pity on him."

Gobar did not approve of showing pity to the man. "Why you tell his wife? Such Pandits deserve no mercy. Point him out to me tomorrow. I'll hammer him up."

Jhunia looked at his body and said, "You are no match for him. He's a giant. Gets lots of good things to eat free of cost, you see."

"A stout man isn't always strong." Gobar boasted. "Look at me. My bones are like steel. I do three hundred dand every morning. If I could get milk my chest would be this." He demonstrated vividly.

Jhunia looked at him dubiously. "All right. I'll show you the man some day. But there are so many of them. You can't possibly deal with them all. I am not much to look at, but I get ogled a lot, you know."

"Who could be more beautiful?" Gobar protested.

Jhunia struck him playfully on the back. "Now you've started flattering me like the others. I know how I look. But what these men want is a young girl to flirt with. They think of other qualities in her when it comes to the question of marriage. I've heard and seen too that the families of the rich are specialists in this. In the street where my father-in-law had his house, lived a Kashmiri family of Gapru, or some such name. He was a big man. I sold them five seers of milk every day. He had three daughters, all young and pretty. They went to college. I think one of them taught there and got Rs. 300/- a month! They played on the sitar and the harmonium, sang, danced—all three of them. But none wanted to marry. God knows if they couldn't find the men they wanted or men didn't find them suitable. Once I questioned the eldest. She smiled and said, Oh, I don't much care for marriage. It's a pain in the neck. But they had the gayest of times all the same. Wherever you saw them they were surrounded by young scamps. The eldest even dressed like a man, in trousers and coat, and went horseback riding. They were the talk of the town. Gapru Saheb used to hang his head as if in shame. He rebuked them. But they retorted, You've no business to interfere with what we do.' What could the poor man do? He couldn't beat grown-up girls. But rich men make their own laws. They do what they like. They have no fear of what people say. But what I don't see is why the man is so shifty. Is he no better than animals? Mnd you, I'm not complaining. There are people who are happy with simple things. There are others who can't stand simplicity. Take the case of my brothers' wives. My brothers are no cripples. You could spot them a mile off. But their wives can hardly put up with them. Their idea of a good husband is one who buys them gold ear-rings and fine saris and spiced chaat every day. I like ear-rings and sweets too but not at the cost of my self-respect. To pass my days with one man is the one pleasure of my life. It's men who spoil their wives. If a husband runs after women it's natural for his wife to exchange glances with other men. I had plainly told my husband too that if he ran around I'd do the same. Can you keep a wife under lock and key and play the fool of yourself? What you do openly she'll do secretly."

Jhunia's talk had opened windows on a world entirely new to Gobar. He heard her with rapt attention, occasionally stopping dead in wonder. Jhunia had already bewitched him with her knowledge of the ways of the world; and, of course, her fidelity.

When she realised that Gobar was completely under her sway, she looked about surprised. "Oh, look, we've almost reached your village," she said biting her finger. "How wrong of you not to have told me even once to turn back."

She made as if to go back.

Gobar persisted, "Why don't you come to our house for a minute? My mother would love to meet you."

Jhunia flicked her eyes shyly. "No, not now, not like this. It's wrong of me to come so far. But tell me; when will you come to our village? This evening there's community singing outside our house. Come. Do. I'll be behind the house."

"And if you aren't there?"

"Go back."

 "Hmm."

"Come you will. You must"

"Promise you'll be there."

"I won't give my word."

"Then I refuse to come."

"Don't. A fat lot I care!"

She wiggled her thumb at him and left. At the first encounter they had established their claims to each other. Jhunia knew he would come. Come he must. Gobar knew she would meet him. That she would.

Resuming his journey, alone, Gobar felt like a person expelled from heaven.
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  The streets of Semari, till now in a daze in the oppressive heat of June, had to-day revived with the sprinkling of water and looked bright and cool. The pavilion, the venue of activities of the day, had been fitted with electric fans; the flower pots arranged in circular rows gave it brightness. Policemen, in smart yellow tunics and blue turbans, strutted stiffly amid the crowd. The servants of the Rai Saheb, spotlessly-shirted, saffron-turbaned, breezily looked after the guests.

A car stopped at the main gate and three VIPs of the locality got out. In khaddar and chappals was Pandit. Onkarnath, the popular editor of the daily Flash. Brooding day and night over the economic ills of the country, he had worked himself to the bones. The other, in a suit, Mr. Shyam Behari Tankha, was an insurance agent. He started as a lawyer, failed, and took to insurance. On the side, he also arranged loans for the Zamindars from the banks and money-lenders; this had so far proved more lucrative than legal practice. The third guest, in silk achkan and tight paijamas, Mr. B. Mehta, taught Philosophy at the University. They had been through College with the Rai Saheb.

Tonight the tenants of the Estate would offer gifts to the Rai Saheb. The highlight of the day would be a tableau from the Ramayana, depicting the marriage of Rama and Sita, followed by feasting. Hori had already made a presentation of Rs. 5/- to the Rai Saheb. Wearing a rose-coloured shirt and turban and a half-paijama of the same colour which barely reached his knees, his face heavily powdered, a small scraper in one hand, he waited to play the gardener of Raja Janak. Puffed, he surveyed the scene, as if the success of the function lay on his shoulders.

The Rai Saheb, tall, broad, athletic, fair-complexioned, glowed with health. A cream shawl thrown over his shoulders made him look more dapper. 

He led the guests to a small tent outside which was arranged a number of chairs.

"What play are you putting on this time?" Pandit Onkarnath sank himself into a chair. "Drama is my only interest."

"Selecting a play was quite a problem," the Rai Saheb said. "Some were so long that they would have taken five hours to go through. Others so subtle they would have gone over the heads of the audience. I got over the difficulty by writing one myself. It's a farce. About two hours long."

Pandit Onkarnath did not think much of the Rai Saheb as a playwright. It was his belief that like a glowworm which shines brightest on the darkest night, intellectual brilliance was the heritage of the poor. He turned his face contemptuously, making no attempt to conceal his feelings.

"In fact, the success of a play depends on the cast," Mr. Tankha suggested. "Even the best play can't stand miscasting. You know, unless educated women take to the stage the Indian theatre will not come into its own. By the way, during the last session of the Council you created quite a sensation with your interpolations. You left the other members miles behind."

Such pure praise was too much for Mr. Mehta. For years he had worked on a book of Philosophy which he hoped would be a hit, then he would have sat back and relished the applause. But the book flopped and this made him sore. He was always one up on every one.

"I don't think much of interpolations." he said. "I want life to be based on definite principles. You wish the peasants' welfare—you want to give them concessions—you want the rights of the Zamindars to be cut—you go further and say the Zamindars are a curse on society. Zamindars. If you believe in giving the peasants a fair deal, why not set the ball rolling yourself? Give them tenancy rights without accepting gifts; abolish forced labour; don't push up land revenue; set apart lands for grazing. I have no sympathy for those who talk like communists and live like princes."

The Rai Saheb was pained. Mr. Tankha's eye-brows went up.

"I think the Rai Saheb is good to the peasants," Mr. Tankha said. "If other Zamindars were like him there'd be no problem."

Mr. Mehta struck another blow. "I don't say you are bad to your tenants. But the point is: What makes you not be bad? Food cooks much better on a slow fire. A man who kills sweetly works faster than one killing with poison. All I know is: We are either socialists or we are not; there's no half-way house. If we are, let's show it; if not, let's stop boasting."

The Rai Saheb was a tactful man, accustomed to deal with such affronts with patience. He was silent for a moment and then said, 'Mr. Mehta, I think you are perfectly right. I like the way you call, a spade a spade. But you forget one thing. Just as a journey has stages there are stages in the evolution of human thought. I have been brought up in a tradition where a king is regarded as God and a Zamindar his deputy. My father was so generous that in times of drought and blight he would waive half the revenue or even the whole of it. He even distributed grains and sold his own jewellery to contribute to the marriage expenses of the girls of the village. But only so long as the people regarded him as the regent of God. If they wanted something as a matter of right he was the last person to oblige them. I was born into this. And I say this proudly. In my outlook and thought I have outstripped them all. I have come to believe that the lot of the peasants can be ameliorated not by pious intentions but by granting concessions as their inherent right. That a despot should give up his self-interest of his own free will is asking too much. In spite of my best intentions I can't give up my self-interest; it will have to be snatched from me. Call it cowardice; I call it helplessness. I admit that nobody has the right to grow rich by exploiting others. To be a parasite is a disgrace. Work is the first duty of man. A society in which many sweat and a few flourish can never be conductive to happiness. The sooner the citadel of wealth and education, which is nothing but another form of wealth, is stormed, the better for us all. The present state of affairs has made us licentious and servile. But I'm not against this for these reasons; I have my own. We won't justify exploitation even on the ground of self-interest. The trouble is that we have to kill our conscience to such an extent that not a trace of self-respect remains in us. We have to grind down the tenants. If we do not give costly presents to the officers we are branded as rebels. If we don't live in style we are dubbed misers. At the slightest hint of political awakening we tremble with fear and run to the government for protection. We are like spoon-fed babies, healthy to look at, frail inside."

Mr. Mehta clapped his hands. "I wish your brain were half as quick as your tongue."

"Mr. Mehta," Pandit Onkarnath said, "alone a fighter is helpless. Co-operation is as necessary to do away with the ills of society as it is to promote its welfare. Tell me, how do you justify a salary of Rs. 800/- when millions of Indians make do with Rs. 8/- a month?"

"Let's not be personal, Panditji," the Rai Saheb said with fake disapproval. "We are discussing the institutions of society."

"Oh, I don't mind," Mr. Mehta said calmly. "Individuals make up society and you can't leave out individuals in a discussion of society institutions. I accept a salary of Rs. 800/- because I have faith in the present set-up of society.

This was something new for Pandit Onkarnath. "I see. Then you support the present-day institutions?"

"I believe in the theory that the rich and the poor will always be with us. And that is as it should be. Wiping out distinctions will lead to social chaos."

"You hold these shabby views even in the twentieth century?"

"I do, with all my heart. The dogmas you believe in are not very modern either. It all began with the birth of greed in man. The Buddha and Plato and Jesus tried to patch things up by preaching love between human beings. Greece, Rome and Assyria gave love a trial and found it would not do."

"Your ideas surprise me."

"Surprise is another name for ignorance."

"Look, could you write me a series of articles on this subject?"

"If you pay well for them."

"You can make plenty. Your ideas won't have difficulty being popular."

"By hook or by crook you might succeed in distributing wealth. But how can you make an equitable distribution of intelligence and character and beauty and health? It's not wealth alone that sets up the high and grades down the low. I have seen millionaires bowing to sannyasis and kings to dusky beauties. Isn't that strange? I know you'll bring in Russia. But Russia does not disprove my theory; there the millowner of yesterday has become the bureaucrat of today. Intellect was supreme in the past; it is supreme today and will keep on being supreme in the future."

Betel leaves were brought in. The Rai Saheb offered them to his guests. "Intellect without self-interest," he said, "is just the thing for me. This is the final goal of socialism. We respect the sadhus because they have the will power to renounce the world. Why should we mind placing intellect on the pedestal of power and leadership? But not property, of course. The power of the intellect goes away with the death of the individual. But the desire to own property carries on in his inheritors. Society cannot progress without intellect. But first we must knock off its edge and sting."

A car arrived with Mr. Khanna, the manager of a bank and the Managing Director of a sugar mill. There were two ladies with him; Kamini his wife who, in khaddar, had a look of meditation; the other in high heels was Miss Malti, vivacious, lavishly made up, witty, forward, well up in the ways of men, fond of the good things of life, coquettish—in short, very modern. She had returned from England after qualifying in medicine and had set up a private practice, counting Zamindar families among her clientele.

She shook hands with Mr. Mehta. "You look every inch a philosopher. I have read your new book—the one that makes mincemeat of metaphysicians. I have a quarrel with you. Must philosophers be so dusty and soulless?"

Mr. Mehta blushed. He was unmarried. He kept a safe distance away from girls, especially the modern type. Effusive in the company of men, he got tongue-tied whenever a woman entered.

Mr. Khanna wanted to know if there was anything peculiar to the appearance of a philosopher.

Miss Malti looked condescendingly at Mr. Mehta. "Yes, there is. If Mr. Mehta does not mind...."

Mr. Khanna was a deep admirer of Miss Malti; he tailed her everywhere like a shadow.

"Oh, tell us," he winked at her. "One good thing about philosophers is that they never get you wrong."

"Philosophers are dry as dust. Always lost. They look at every thing, but see nothing, they hear everything but catch nothing; they live in a vacuum."

General laughter. Mr. Mehta hoped the earth would open and swallow him up.

"At Oxford," she continued, "the professor of Philosophy was a Mr. Husband."

"What a name!" Mr. Khanna commented.

"And of course he was a bachelor!"

"Mr. Mehta is also a bachelor," Mr. Khanna said.

Miss Malti laughed, "All philosophers suffer from Bachelor's Complaint."

"But you also suffer from Bachelors' Complaint, don't you?"

Mr. Mehta said to Miss Malti.

"Yes, but I'll marry a philosopher. This tribe gets so scared at the mention of marriage. Mr. Husband was scared stiff of women. The moment he sighted a female he fled to his room. A simple man really—he earned thousands; but I always saw him in the same suit. A widowed sister kept house for him. To avoid visitors he always locked himself in his study. His sister used to slip in by the side door to remind him of meals. One day his sister tried to snatch the book from him. He wouldn't and a tug of war followed. But he wouldn't, and she had to push him, chair, book and all to the dining room."

"Mr. Mehta's a good mixer." the Rai Saheb said, "or he would have kept away from crowds."

"Then he's a philosopher of sorts," Miss Malti summed up.

Pandit Onkarnath was deep in conversation with Mrs. Khanna.

The life of an editor is one long grind!" he said. "He can do good neither to himself nor to others. The public expects him to be in the vanguard of every movement; he must court imprisonment and have his property confiscated. He must be everything and everywhere, conversant with every branch of learning and art. But he is denied the right to live. You are not writing much these days. Why do you deprive me of the privilege of being of service to you?"

Mrs. Khanna was addicted to "poetry". Pandit Onkarnath dropped in on her occasionally in this connection. She was no good at it. But Pandit Onkarnath had carefully deluded her into grandiose ideas that her doggerel was genuine poetry.

"I have run dry," she evaded the question. "Why don't you ask Malti to write for you?"

Pandit Onkarnath brushed away the suggestion with a brisk wave of his hand. "Has she the time? Only those who have profound feelings, universal sympathies and incommunicable depth of devotion can succeed as writers. Not the ones who run after money and worldly frivolities."

"But if she writes for you your circulation will shoot up overnight. There's no lover of literature in Lucknow who will not buy your paper."

"If mercenary motives had guided my life, I would be rolling in wealth now. It is not that I don't know the intricate art of making money. But I am not a devotee of wealth; I am a humble worshipper of literature and will remain so to the end of my days."

"But you may put me down as a subscriber."

"No. I shall put your name down on the list of our patrons."

"That's for Ranis and Maharanis, not for me. By flattering them a little you could turn their patronage to the advantage of the paper."

"A woman with compassion and intellect is the true Rani. I despise flattery."

"Oh come! You are flattering me."

"This is not flattery, Deviji, but sincerest appreciation of your talent."

The Rai Saheb shouted across to Pandit Onkarnath and his air of bravado evaporated. He stood before the Rai Saheb a picture of humility.

"We were talking about you, Panditji," Miss Malti said. "If there's anyone in the world I fear, it's an editor. He can knock out the world with a stroke of his pen. The other day the Chief Secretary of the province told me: "If I can clap that swinish Onkar of an editor in jail, I'll think I've done something!"

Onkarnath's moustache bristled. "I am deeply grateful to you for the information. I am glad my name is still on their lips. You may tell the Chief Secretary that Onkarnath is not one of those who are cowed down by threats. His pen knows no rest till the truth is out. He has taken upon himself to wipe out injustice and despotism from the face of the earth."

Miss Malti spurred him on: "But I don't get your policy. With a little dignity, you can easily win over the authorities. If you put less fire in your writings. I'll promise you within three months you'll be riding a car and attending every official celebration there is. And that is a promise."

Onkarnath said haughtily, "Miss Malti, I cannot bring myself to stoop so low. I have my ideals. I will uphold them with my life. I am dedicated to principles."

"I call it arrogance."

"I have nothing to say to that."

"You don't care for money then?"

"Not when it conflicts with my principles."

"Then why do you accept the advertisements of foreign-owned firms? I haven't seen so many in any other paper. Doesn't it strike you that a small profit for you helps the foreigners to drain away the country's wealth? You can't vindicate your stand on any ground."

Pandit Onkarnath had no answer.

Seeing him cornered the Rai Saheb came to his rescue. "If you don't let him have it one way or the other, how will he run his paper?"

Miss Malti gave him no quarter. "But you have no right to advertise foreign goods. It's not right to take shelter behind the facade of principles. If you can't run the paper, close it down. Such papers don't fool me. I would like to make a bonfire of them in public. A person whose actions go against his principles is hardly an idealist."

Mr. Mehta's face lit up. A few minutes earlier he had been propounding similar views. "A lack of balance between profession and actions is another name for hypocrisy," he came out of his spell bravely.

Mr. Khanna could not contain himself. "You are steeped in philosophy, Miss Malti, brimming over with it."

"You too!" she pulled him short. "I thought you had dumped philosophy in the Ganges long ago. How else could you become the Director of so many firms?"

"Do you think a philosopher should always be a pauper?" the Rai Saheb said.

"Of course. If a philosopher cannot control his desires, what good is he?"

"In that case Mr. Mehta is not a philosopher."

Mr. Mehta faced the challenge. "I have made no such claims, Rai Saheb. I only know that the tools with which a blacksmith works are of no use to the goldsmith. Mango and acacia don't thrive in the same climate. For me, money is only a means to an end. If you can show me some other means by which I can achieve my goal in life I shall have no need for money."

"Going by your argument," Pandit Onkarnath said, "every worker will say that he cannot perform his duties unless he's paid a thousand rupees a month."

"He might, if you think you can't do without him," Mr. Mehta countered. "If another worker is prepared to do the same work for less, sack the first."

"If workers had power they would declare that wine and women are as essential ingredients for performance of their work, as they are for philosophers."

Mr. Mehta looked steadily at Pandit Onkarnath. "I wouldn't have felt jealous at all."

"If a woman is so necessary for the fulfilment of your life, why don't you marry?"

"Because," Mr. Mehta replied without faltering, "I think free love is just the thing for the development of the mind. Marriage puts fences all around you."

Mr. Khanna agreed. "Attachment and devotion are outmoded theories. The latest is free love."

"Mrs. Khanna should get ready for a divorce," Malti piped in.

"The Divorce Bill is still hanging fire!" the Rai Saheb said.

"Let's hope you will be the first to make use of it," Malti said smiling at Khanna.

Mrs. Khanna looked daggers at her but Miss Malti had turned to Mr. Mehta. "What are your views on the subject?" she asked.

Mr. Mehta became deeply serious as if turning the matter over in his mind. "Marriage is a sacramental contract." he said. "Man has no right to break it, nor woman. You are a free agent before you enter the contract. Once you are in it, that's that."

"You are not in favour of divorce?"

"Of course not."

"What about free love?"

"It's for those who have no intention of marrying."

"Every one wants the fullest development of his personality. So why should one marry?"

"We all want salvation. But only a few rise above temptation."

"Which do you consider superior; Marriage or remaining single?"

"From the point of view of society, marriage; from the point of view of the individual, being single."

It was time to get ready for the function. The programme; a religious tableau from ten in the night to one; the play from one to three.

There were separate rooms for the guests in the bungalow; and two rooms set apart for the Khannas. More guests had turned up. They retired to their rooms to change for dinner. They dined together, the only exception being Pandit Onkarnath who was served in his room. Mrs. Khanna had a headache and did not turn up. Food was served for about twenty-five guests; several kinds of meat; veal, partridges, mutton, even peacock; and liqueurs illicitly distilled for the occasion under the pretext of preparing medicines.

"Where's Pandit Onkarnath?" Malti enquired. "Rai Saheb, please send for him."

"But he is a vegetarian. If he joins us his dharma will go."

"Let's call him. It will be huge fun." She looked round. "Mirza Khurshed, how nice to see you here! You go and fetch him. Let's see if you can!"

Mirza Khurshed: a fair man, brown-moustached, blue-eyed, completely bald, in achkan and churidar, a devout Muslim, he had been to the Haj twice. But he drank like a fish, wore a sola topee, became very active at election time, and voted Nationalist. He began business as a contractor at Basra. But he fell in love with an English woman, and the infatuation landed him in court. He was sentenced to leave the country within twenty-four hours. He had fifty thousand rupees with him. But his agents at Bombay tricked him of the money. Disappointed, he proceeded to Lucknow. In the train a fake sadhu relieved him of his watch, ring and what little cash he had. He was an old friend of the Rai Saheb; with his help he set up a shoe store. Business flourished, and soon he was so popular that he was returned to the Council, defeating a big Muslim Zamindar.

"No, Miss Malti, I don't want to interfere with anybody's dharma," he said without moving from his chair. "But it's a job for you. It'll be fun if you can make him drink."

A chorus of approval.

"And what will I get if I do it?"

"A hundred rupees."

"A hundred rupees to defile a priceless dharma? I am not interested."

"You name the amount."

"One thousand, or nothing doing."

"It's a deal."

"First deposit the money with Mr. Mehta."

Mr. Mirza took out a hundred-rupee note from his pocket and waved it before the audience; "Friends, our honour is at stake. Don't let us down. If I had the money I would lay down a lakh at her feet for a glance from her. You will recall the poet who, enamoured of the mole on his beloved's cheek, gave the provinces of Bokhara and Samarkhand to her. Your chivalry and taste for beauty are on test today. I implore you in the name of beauty, in the same honour, in the name of the charm of Miss Malti!

Give as much as you can. Come forward! Riches come and go. But honour stays on. What you are getting is a bargain for a lakh. Come here, come here, come here. See the enchantress of Lucknow cast her magic spell on the confirmed puritan!"

Mr. Mirza searched everybody's pocket, beginning with Mr. Khanna who had only five rupees on him.

"What a shame, Mr. Khanna. Only five rupees on a Company Director! Mr. Mehta, get Rs. 100/- from Mrs. Khanna."

Mr. Khanna looked crestfallen. "She has not a pice on her. How were we to know you would extort money like this?"

"Let's try our luck though."

"I'll go ask her."

"You stay where you are. Mehta, you should tackle her. And don't let us down."

Drunk, Mr. Mirza became hilarious and his seriousness slipped into conviviality. He was back in no time with a sheepish look.

"Empty-handed?" Mirza exclaimed. "You are no good."

"In the house of a priest even the rats are clever," the Rai Saheb chuckled.

Mr. Mehta burst into laughter and waved five hundred rupees notes before Mr. Mirza. Mr. Mirza hugged him, took the notes from him and kissed them. "However did you manage?"

"Oh, just like that." Mehta threw out his chest and looked at his audience with wine-flushed eyes. "They are at the bridge table, I told her. Miss Malti is losing. She has staked her ring, the one you saw on her finger. It's worth a thousand any time but she'll take Rs. 500/-. Cheap. She knows no one has the money to buy the ring and wouldn't. And she would get away without paying up. Very clever! Mrs. Khanna smiled and fished out these notes from her bag."

Khanna said ruefully, "If this is the condition of our professors, God save us from our Universities."

"But the money is going to Miss Malti," Mirza said roguishly. "She has the prescription for your heartache."

Malti said, "Mirza, you are forgetting yourself."

"I am exceedingly sorry," Mirza said in mock apology, tweaking his ears.

They searched Mr. Tankha. There were only ten rupees in his pocket. Mr. Mehta had only an eight-anna bit. The others contributed small amounts. The Rai Saheb sportingly made up the shortage of Rs. 300/-.

Pandit Onkarnath having helped himself to fruit and nuts was sprawled out on the bed when the Rai Saheb came in and told him that Miss Malti wanted to see him.

"Me? Miss Malti wants to see me?" He broke into a smile.

The tables had been cleared. Miss Malti came forward to greet Pandit Onkarnath.

"But do sit down," he said politely. "There's no need to be formal with me. I am not that important."

"I honour myself by honouring you," Malti said. "You mustn't be so polite. All present here know very well what services you have rendered to the country and to literature. The public may not appreciate it now but a time will come—who knows but it has come already—when every city will name streets after you and your portraits will hang in Town Halls. Some of your admirers are anxiously looking forward to you to give them the lead in the movement of rural upliftment. They want to do the work in an organised way by starting a society and want you for president."

This was the first occasion in his life that Pandit Onkarnath had been honoured by the aristocracy. Of course, he gave public speeches and was also either secretary or joint secretary of several clubs. But the intelligentsia had so far cold shouldered him. He used to fulminate against them in lectures and denounce them in his paper. His pen was sharp, his tongue caustic; but on account of his low-sided and intemperate views most dismissed him as a tub-thumper. But fortune had smiled on him now. The rishis say: Hard work never goes in vain. He rose in his own estimation. Overwhelmed, he said, "Deviji, why drag me into all this? I don't believe in running after offices. I am a social worker; and a worker I'll remain."

Miss Malti would not listen: he would have to accept the office of the President. As far as she could see he was the most influential person in town. He had a quick tongue, a powerful pen and an impressive personality. There was a time when riches and influence went hand in hand. But these days intellect set the pace. Between them, they had already raised a fund of Rs. 1,000/- for the society and the entire province lay before them to be profitably tapped.

Pandit Onkarnath suppressed his excitement. "Miss Malti, this is an office of great responsibility. You shall have to devote a lot of time to this work. So far as I am concerned, I shall always be the first to arrive in the lecture hall."

Miss Malti continued, "Your paper will help us to get our ideas across. We would like to have its circulation reached to at least 20,000 copies. All the presidents of the Municipalities and District Boards are our friends. Some of them are with us here. If each of them buys 500 copies for his area, that makes 25,000 copies! The Rai Saheb and Mr. Mirza have suggested that a resolution be moved in the Assembly urging the government to buy a copy of the Flash for each village in the province."

"We should also wait in deputation on His Excellency the Governor," Pandit Onkar suggested.

"But of course, but of course," Mr. Mirza agreed.

"We shall tell him," Pandit Onkar continued, "that in spite of the Flash being the only paper devoted to rural welfare, it's still treated like a rag."

Miss Malti said, "We have also decided that as soon as a seat falls vacant in the Assembly you should stand for election. Say yes, and we shall manage the rest."

Pandit Onkarnath's eyes shone. "That is a pleasure, Miss Malti. I am entirely at your service,"

"So far we have been running after false gods," Miss Malti said. "But today we have discovered the true leader in you. Gentlemen, let us drink to the health of our president."

She offered him a glass of wine, bewitching him so completely that Pandit Onkarnath's scrupulous orthodoxy melted under her gaze. He thought to himself; circumstances made morals. His forefathers did not drink but perhaps they never got the opportunity anyhow. They did not travel by train, never drank tap-water and thought the study of English a sin. But times had changed. If a beautiful woman like Malti offered him poison, he would drink it gladly.

He took the glass of wine and quaffed it in one breath, turning to the party with pride as if he wanted to say: Do you still think I'm a fake?

The hall resounded with laughter; almost as if the lid of a casket had snapped open and a ringing chain of cachinnation spiralled up.

Pandit Onkar's face swelled. "Here's to Miss Malti," and he emptied another glass.

He had touched liquor for the first time in his life. Its intoxication fell on him like the leap of a lion. His tongue faltered, his senses blurred. This was no illusion, no romantic dream, but a new state of awakening in which the concrete gradually became incorporeal.

Mirza rose, put a rosary round his neck, and announced that he had composed an ode for the occasion.

Onkarnath thought an ode objectionable. "I won't have it." he shouted. "I am the President. I'll quash the proceedings. I'll turn out every single one of you. I'm the President!"

"Sir, this ode is written for you," Mirza said with folded hands.

Onkarnath's eyes wandered. "Who has asked you to sing my praise? I am not anybody's servant. I am the editor of Flash. Malti Devi, you are my Lakshmi, my Saraswati, my Radha!"

He would have bowed at her feet but stumbled and fell on his face. Mirza pushed aside the chairs and stretched him on the floor.

The Rai Saheb said, "Tomorrow he'll pick each of us for special treatment in his columns. This scoundrel is merciless. I'm surprised how an idiot can write so well."

The Pandit had passed out. They carried him to his room.

They were getting ready to go to the Dussehra function when an Afghan burst into the Hall. Tall, broad-chested, long-moustached, fierce-eyed, he wore a loose shirt and salwar. Over his gold embroidered waist-coat was an ammunition belt; a gun was slung over his shoulder, a sword hung by his side.

"Don't move!" he thundered. "My friend has been robbed. Where's your chief?"

The Rai Saheb came forward, "What's the matter?"

"The matter?" The Afghan banged the butt-end on the floor. "One of your men robbed my friend of one thousand rupees on his way home."

The party was stunned. Miss Malti forgot to prattle. Mr. Khanna's legs shook.

The Rai Saheb, proud of being a Thakur, still could not see how to face the intruder, unarmed.

"We are not thieves. We are all decent people here." he gathered courage and spoke. "I am a member of the Assembly. This lady here is a doctor from Lucknow. We know nothing of all this. You had better report it to the police."

The Khan stamped his foot. "Don't give me cock-and-bull stories. I can grind a member of the Assembly like this under my foot. I fear no one but God. Give me my money. I'm in no mood for nonsense."

The situation was getting tense. No servant was within earshot.

"I should have brought my revolver along," Mirza whispered.

"I warn you. Pay up," the Khan shouted, "or I'll loot the whole village. Who dares stand up to me?"

Mr. Khanna tried to slip away.

"You there!" the Khan barked. "Do you want a bullet in your back? Damn the Police! I've my own Counsel. I'll go up to the Viceroy through him."

Miss Malti shifted position. He swooped on her like an eagle. "You tell these scoundrels to return the money or I'll carry you away. I'm in love with you. I'm the chief of my tribe. I'll fight the Amir of Kabul. I warn you: Give me my money or I'll loot the village."

Mr. Khanna winced. "Get rid of him," he whispered.

Miss Malti was flushed with anger. "Here I am, disgraced, and no one stirs. Why don't you snatch the gun from him?"

Mr. Khanna said, "Life's precious. Give him a thousand rupees and be done with it."

The Rai Saheb said bravely, "If he touches Malti, I won't stand it. I won't. Even if it costs me my life."

"Don't be foolish," Khanna said in alarm. "If he's roused, he'll kill us all."

Mr. Tankha had come to settle the details of the next election, hoping to pocket a neat four thousand in the process.

"Pay up, Miss Malti," he whispered. "Pay up."

Miss Malti looked at him with contempt. "I did not know you were such cowards."

"I did not know you loved money so much. Others' money," Tankha reported.

The Khan had been listening to their whispering. "One more minute to make up your minds," he shouted. "Don't pay up and my men will be here." He pulled out a whistle.

He turned to Malti. "Come with me, my love," he said. "My heart is at your feet. You don't know what true love is. I'll pierce my heart with a dagger till the blood flows at your feet."

Tankha whined, "Malti, for God's sake, give him the money."

Khanna beseeched with folded hands, "Malti, have pity on us."

But the Rai Saheb said flatly, "We won't pay. I will teach this rascal a lesson if it's the last thing I do."

The Khan had stepped forward to seize Malti's hand when Hori appeared on the scene. He had come to remind the party about the function. He saw them still as statues while the Khan grappled with Malti.

The Rai Saheb shouted, "Hori, the police, the police!"

The Khan at once covered Hori with his gun. "Don't move, you pig, or you die."

Hori was a rustic. Like every villager he was afraid of the police but not because he was a coward. At a word from his master he would tackle a rogue elephant.

He jumped at the man and dealt him a vicious half-kick that knocked the Khan flat on the floor. Hori sat on his chest tugging at his beard. The beard came off. The Khan threw away his turban, shook off Hori and stood up. It was Mr. Mehta.

They clustered round him. But Mr. Mehta acted as if nothing had happened.

Miss Malti looked at him with feigned anger. "You gave us the shock of our life. My heart is still pit-a-pat."

"Just testing their bravery. I am sorry if I have misbehaved in any way," Mr. Mehta said.
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  By the time this episode came to an end the Bow ceremony was also over and preparations for the drama got under way. But none of the guests was in a mood to attend the play. Mr. Mehta went to see it, enjoyed it hugely and sat through it till the end. Apparently a skit on the village Zamindar had a sizeable dose of pathos. References to the Penal Code at every step, filing a suit against his wife for a slight delay in serving the dinner, the extravagant demands of lawyers and the fanciful tricks of the witnesses convulsed the audience with laughter. The funniest part was when the lawyer made the witnesses parrot off their statements; when he threw up his hands in despair at their antics; when he gaped as they turned hostile in the witness box.

The scenes were so lively and realistic that Mr. Mehta jumped up from his seat when the play finished and announced medals for the main actors. The Rai Saheb had been prompting the actors from the wings. Mehta hugged him. "I never imagined you had such insight."

The next day after breakfast they left for shikar. Most of the guests had left; the intimate friends of the Rai Saheb who had stayed back made up the shikar party. Mrs. Khanna still had a headache and could not join. Pandit Onkarnath was busy sweating over an article to release his spleen over the last night's culprits. Mr. Khanna went into fits at the sound of a gun. But how could he stay back when Miss Malti had decided to go with the party? Mr. Tankha joined will-nilly because till now he had not had the opportunity of discussing details of the forthcoming election campaign; Mr. Mirza, because he was eager for new experiences, especially those which involved hazards, and Miss Malti because she liked to be surrounded by admirers. Mr. Mehta was the only true shikar fan among them.

The Rai Saheb had decided to take with him a retinue of cooks and servants. But Mr. Mehta opposed the idea.

"You want us to starve?" Mr. Khanna said peeved.

"You don't have to starve" Mehta said, "Miss Malti will cook for us."

Miss Malti protested: "You seized my hand so hard last night, my wrist is limp with pain."

Mr. Mirza finally came up with the bright idea that they would shoot a deer and have veal for lunch.

They left in two cars. Miss Malti driving one, the Rai Saheb the other. After about twenty miles the road began meandering and they came to the hills; on both sides, the road was flanked by two mountain ranges. After climbing a stiff gradient the road dipped and in the distance they saw a curving stream thin and pale, like a sick man. They stopped under the shade of a bo-tree. The party split in twos and it was agreed that they would return to the same spot by noon. Malti went with Mehta. Khanna seethed with suppressed disappointment. But he joined the Rai Saheb who was not such bad company after all. Mirza and Tankha formed the third group.

They walked for a while and Malti said, "Must you walk so fast? I'd like to rest a little."

Mehta smiled. "Tired? So soon? We haven't done a mile."

"No, not tired. Just felt like resting, that's all."

"Let's bag some game first."

"I never came for the shikar, you know."

"I see. What did you come for?"

She blushed.

They spotted a deer, took positions behind a rock; Mehta fired. The deer fled.

Malti said, "So?"

"Let's move on. There's other game."

They walked in silence. "How hot it is!" Malti said. "Let's sit under that tree."

"You may. Not me."

"You don't care at all!"

"I've told you. I won't rest till I've bagged game."

"Tell me, why did you tease me last night? I was so angry, Do you remember? 'Come with me, my love'. How naughty! Tell me, would you really have carried me away?"

Mehta kept silent.

The path was rocky; it had become hot. Tired, Malti sat down.

Mehta looked at her. "All right, you rest here. I'll join you later."

"You are not going to leave me alone?"

"Of course I am. I am sure you are capable of protecting yourself."

"How do you know?"

"Modern girls don't need men's protection. They walk hand in hand with them."

Malti blushed. "You generalise too much, Mehta. Really!"

On a tree perched a peacock. Mehta took aim, fired. The bird flew away.

Malti clapped her hands. "Serves you right. My curse is on you."

Mehta rested his gun on his shoulder and said, "Not quite. The curse is on you. If I'd got him I'd have let you rest ten minutes. Now get up."

Malti caught hold of Mehta's hand. "Have you no feelings? It's good you never married. You'd have been her death. But I won't let you go."

Mehta released his hand with a jerk and moved briskly on.

Small tears came to her eyes. "Stop, please stop. I'll bang my head on this rock if you don't," she shouted.

Mehta quickened his pace. She watched him, then ran after him.

"You are a brute!" she said catching up with him.

"When I kill a deer I'll give you its skin."

"Who wants the skin! I won't talk to you."

A broad stream yawned in front of them. It flowed swiftly; the jagged rocks under its surface looked like the teeth of an animal. The hot rays of the sun rippled thirstily over its surface.

Malti said happily, "Now, you'll have to turn back."

"We'll cross it."

"The current's so swift. I'll be carried away."

"You stay here. I'll go on."

"Go. I don't care. My life means something to me."

Mehta stepped into the water, wading through it cautiously. Soon he was in water upto his chest. Fear gripped her.

"The water's deep," she shouted, "wait, I'm coming."

"Don't! The current's terrible."

"Don't move. I'm coming."

Folding up her sari she got down the bank. The water swirled past her waist.

Mehta, alarmed, waved at her frantically to turn back. "Don't be a fool," he shouted. "The water's neck-deep here."

"I don't care," she said taking one more step. "If I must die I'll die by your side."

Mehta waded back, and supporting her on one arm steadied her.

She looked at him indignantly. "I've never seen a more heartless man. Your heart is stone. Torment me, wound me. I'll get my chance some day."

Her feet gave way. She clung to him, "You'll be carried away by the current," Mehta said. "Let me carry you on my shoulder."

"Must you go to the other bank? Is it so necessary?"

Mehta lifted her on his shoulder.

Hiding her happiness Malti said, "And if some one sees us?"

"He'll find it very odd, indeed."

Malti said in a quivering voice, "If I drown will you be sorry for me? I think it will make no difference to you."

Mehta said in an injured tone; "You don't think I am human?"

"I don't."

"Do you mean it, Malti?"

The water rose to his neck. Malti's heart beat faster. "Don't go further," she pleaded. "I'll jump."

Slowly the water subsided.

"Now I can get down." she said relieved.

"Not yet," Mehta said. "Stay where you are. There may be hollows in the stream."

"You must think me selfish."

"If that's worrying, pay me for the trouble."

 "How much?"

"Not much. Only let me know when you are in such a fix again."

They had now reached the other bank. Malti squeezed the water out of her sari, dried her shoes and tidied herself as best as she could. But all the time Mehta's intriguing remarks kept ringing in her ears.

She said, "I'll always remember this day."

"Were you scared?" Mehta asked.

"At first, yes. But I soon realised that you were strong enough to protect yourself and me."

Mehta looked at Malti with pride.

"Do you know how happy I feel when you say this?"

"How should I know? All I know is that you have dragged me into this lonely jungle. How awful, we shall have to cross the stream again. If I have to live with you I won't be able to pull on with you for a day."

Mehta smiled significantly. "Am I so wicked? And if I say I love you will you marry me?"

"But how could I marry a log of wood? You'd nag your wife all day." And she looked at him tenderly.

Mehta replied as if waking from a dream, "You are right, Malti I am not much of a success with women. If a woman is false, I can see through her, and then I lose interest in her."

"What's your idea of love?" she asked trembling.

"Sincerity first and last. Good looks, and glamorous tricks are secondary. I want food for the soul. I don't much care for spicy things."

Malti curled her lip. "You're a clever man. There's no catching you. Tell me: what do you think of me?"

Mehta grinned mischievously. "You are intelligent, clever, kind, witty and vivacious. You can do everything but love."

"You are wrong," Malti said tartly. "If you think you understand a woman, you are mistaken."

They were walking along the bank of the stream. It was past noon but Malti had no desire to rest or turn back. Her talk with Mehta was a new experience to her. In the past she had vanquished learned and self-important people, with a glance, smile, a witticism. Today, however, she had found solid, rugged ground, which when struck let off sparks. Mehta's callousness was enticing.

A hornbill flew past. Mehta fired. Wounded, the bird fluttered and falling in midstream floated with the current.

"Watch, I'll get it." He threw his gun on the sand and plunged into the water with a splash. But the floating bird kept eluding his grasp; it bobbed up and down as though still alive.

Suddenly he saw a young woman emerge from a hut by the bank of the stream. Pulling up her sari and folding it tightly round her thighs she jumped into the water.

"It's here, Sir," she said holding up the bird.

Mehta was amazed at her courage and ability. She was ebony black; her clothes dirty and coarse, her strands of hair tangled and she had only two bangles for ornament. She could not be called beautiful by ordinary standards. But the open air and sunshine of the countryside had given a glistening health to her duskiness and her limbs were so athletic and shapely that she would have made a perfect model of ideal youth for a painter's canvas. Mehta gazed at her robust physique, entranced.

"You came just in time," he said gratefully. "I'd have had to swim far to catch the bird."

"I saw you from my hut and rushed out. You are a shikari, Sir?"

"Of sorts. We did come out on a hunt. But this bird is all we've got till now."

"If you are interested in a leopard I'll show you its trail. It comes here each night to drink. Sometimes in the day also."

She paused for a moment and said; "But you'll have to give me its skin. Come to our hut. We have a peepul there. You don't mean to stand here for ever. Your clothes are wet."

Her wet sari, clung to her body.

"You are also wet," he said.

"It makes no difference to us," she said carelessly. "We belong to the jungle. We stand in the sun and rain and work the whole day. You don't."

"What will you do with the skin?"

"My father sells it. That's how we live."

"Can I have something to eat if I spend the afternoon here?"

"We have nothing to suit your taste," She said apologetically. "Only maize chapaties. But I can cook the bird for you if you show me how. There's some milk too. Our cow was mauled by a leopard. But she gored him and escaped with her life. Since then the leopard's afraid of her."

"I am not alone. There's a lady with me."

"Your wife?"

"No. A friend. I'm not married."

"I'll go and tell her. You sit under the peepul'."

"I'll go."

"You must be tired, Sir. She must be somewhere by the bank of the stream."

Before Mehta could stop her she had gone.

The pure and simple life of the countryside had always fascinated Mehta. The mountain range stretched before him, unending, impenetrable, the symbolic repository of the wisdom of the ages, a gigantic embodiment of the splendour of elemental nature. On a tall peak, a solitary temple brushed the scudding clouds, like a forlorn bird trying to find a resting place.

Mehta was absorbed in these thoughts when the woman arrived with Malti—one fresh as a wild flower in full bloom, the other weak and small like a potted plant.

The young woman brought two lanthern pitchers. "Rest here." she said. "I'll fetch water for you. I'll make the fire and bake chapaties for you, if you don't mind food cooked by my hands. But I've no wheat flour and there's no shop close by."

Malti was feeling annoyed at Mehta. "What made you come here?"

"You must sample this life," Mehta said teasing her. "You'll find chapaties of maize flour very delicious."

"But I won't be able to take them. Even if I gulp them in, I couldn't digest them. You made me run all the way and now you dump me in this wretched hole."

Mehta had taken off his clothes. He stood in blue underwear. He took the pitchers from the woman and started towards the well. Though a professor he had looked after his health. The young woman, while he drew water, looked admiringly at him.

The well was deep, the pitchers large. The first pitcher made Mehta breathless. She took the rope from his hand and said, "I'll draw the water. You sit on the cot."

Mehta, unable to stand this slight, snatched the rope from her and pulled hard at the second pitcher. She quickly made the fire, cleaned and cut the bird and put the pieces on the hearth in a pot. Milk boiled on the other hearth.

Malti looked at the scene from her cot, her brows knit, as if she lay on an operation table.

Mehta stood at the door silently admiring the woman's domestic proficiency. "Can I help you?" he asked. "Let me know if I can."

She twitted him sweetly. "Go and sit by the lady. She is hungry, poor thing. The milk will be boiling in a minute."

She took out some maize flour from a jar and began to knead it. Mehta watched her actions with interest, and caught her glancing at him.

"What are you doing standing there?" Malti called at him. "I've a splitting headache. My head will burst with pain."

"It must be the heat," Mehta said.

"Little did I know you'd brought me here to finish me off."

"Did I come here to see a patient? Why should I bring pills? I've a medicine box. I left it at Semari. This terrible headache!"

Mehta sat and held her head in his hands, dexterously applying his fingers. She closed her eyes.

The young woman, her hands smeared with flour and her eyes smarting with smoke, came and looked at Malti. "What's the matter with her?" she asked.

"A bad headache."

"Half the head or all of it?"

"She says it's half the head."

"Right side or left?"

"The left side."

"I'll get you something."

Mehta saw her climb a hill. She looked like a doll.

Malti opened her eyes. "Where's that kettlepot gone? How black she is! Tell her to go to the Rai Saheb and ask for the car. I'll die in this heat!"

"She's gone to get something for your headache."

"These herbs are fit for these junglis. They'll do me no good. But why have you fallen for this girl? How shameful!"

Mehta never hesitated in speaking out home truths.

"If you had some of her qualities you would have become a goddess," he blurted out.

"She's welcome to her qualities. I don't wish to be a goddess."

"If you like I'll go for the car. But I doubt if the car can come up to here."

"Why not send that kettlepot?"

"She's gone for the herbs. Besides, she has to cook the food."

"Then say that you are her guest. Perhaps you would like to pass the night here too. One can always hunt better in the night."

Mehta said irritated; "I've great respect for this girl. Pull out my eyes if I look at her lustfully. Even for my most intimate friends I wouldn't have climbed so high in the heat. And she has done all this for a chance visitor. She would have taken this trouble even for a poor woman. I write and speak volumes on universal brotherhood and universal love. But she practises it. Professing is so much easier than practising it. You know it."

Malti said banteringly, "I've had enough of your big talk. She's just the thing for you. She has youth and health and seductive charms. That's what is wanted in the real woman."

Mehta got up, dressed in a huff, picked up the gun and got ready to go.

"You can't go like this," Malti hissed. "You can't leave me alone."

"Who else will go?"

"She, the real one."

The young woman came in sight, a plant in one hand. "I've found it," she said. "I'll make the paste now. Where are you going? The meat is ready. I'll bake the chapaties. The lady can take milk. Leave in the evening when it's cooler."

She unbuttoned a part of Mehta's achkan delicately. Mehta had an almost irresistible desire to kiss her feet.

"Leave the plant alone." Malti said dryly. "There's a car under the bo-tree by the bank of the stream. There will be people there. Tell them to bring the car here."

The young woman looked at Mehta imploringly. She put the plant on the ground. "But, Baijee, may I bake the chapaties before I go? The fire will go out."

She went inside the hut and emerged with a bowl of milk. Malti curled her nose at the ugly bowl. But she could not ignore the milk. Mehta was served the food by the door of the hut. The woman stood by, fanning him.

"Leave him alone," Malti said to her. "He won't disappear. Run and get the car."

The woman looked at Malti; not a sign of gratefulness or appeal characteristic of a patient. Instead, hauteur and insolence!

"I am not your slave, Baijee" she said. "You think too much of yourself. I won't go for the car."

"How dare you?" Malti scolded her. "Whose estate is this?"

"The Rai Saheb's."

"Good! I'll have you flogged by him."

"By all means, Baijee, if it gives you satisfaction. He won't need an army to punish a poor woman like me."

Mehta had begun his meal when these words reached his ears. The food stuck in his throat. Hurryingly he washed his hands.

"Don't be hard on the girl," he said. "I'll go myself and get the car."

Malti stood up. "She must go!"

"You look silly behaving like this in front of her."

Malti said; "Scratch a man and find a beast. Utter fools of girls, if they fawn on men, get popular."

"She won't go." Mehta said firmly. "This is not the way to treat her after her hospitality."

Mehta was puzzled that a girl like Malti, so broad-minded, so cheerful, could harbour such profound and vicious jealousy.

"All right." Malti said bitterly. "I'll walk even if I'm not fit to stand. You can take your own time and come after you have worshipped at her feet."

After she was gone, Mehta turned gratefully to the young woman and said, "Let me take leave of you now, my sister."

Tears welled up in her eyes.

The Rai Saheb and Mr. Khanna made the second party. Slightly pock-marked yet handsome, Mr. Khanna was an excellent talker. He had turned up in a hunting suit, apparently tailored for the occasion for he rarely went out on shikar; a man whose time is mostly taken up in hunting down clients would hardly find any to run after animals.

The talk turned to Mr. Mehta who since yesterday had got on Khanna's nerves.

"A queer bird," Mr. Khanna said. "He sounds like a hypocrite to me."

The Rai Saheb considered Mr. Mehta an upright and straightforward man. But he had business relations with Khanna. "I don't take Mehta seriously," he said in a guarded tone, "Nor enter into discussions with him. Even if I do, I am no match for his forensic skill. But I do get amused if a man who has no practical experience of life starts trotting out eccentric theories. He is single, without a care, and coolly pockets a neat thousand rupees each month. What else can he do to kill time but philosophise about life?"

"I hear his character is not good."

"Well, it's not unnatural for a carefree man to be unconventional."

"I don't understand why Malti cares so much for him."

"She has no fancy for him; she's using him as a foil to excite your jealousy."

"Now, who'd think of that! She's no more than a toy to me. I can make her dance to any tune I like."

"But you do love her, Mr. Khanna. You can't deny that."

"I could say the same of you."

"You could. But I truly regard her as a toy while you have elevated her into a goddess."

Mr. Khanna gave a loud laugh although there was no occasion for it. "Do I lose anything if I have my wishes granted by making a small offering to the goddess?" he asked.

The Rai Saheb laughed.

"You don't understand her," he said. "The more you fawn on her the more she'll neglect you. Ignore her, and she'll run after you."

"In that case she should be running after you."

"Me? I'm not in this game. I have cut myself off from the smart set. All my brains and energy are spent in looking after my estate. All the members of my family are absorbed in frivolous pursuits. Some in mending their souls and some in indulging their bodies. I have to provide for the maintenance of these parasites. I admit that the other Zamindars are unmitigated rakes, heavily in debt and always under a cloud. But I am not the type who digs his own grave. I prefer death to such ignominy. I think it is the reward of my past deeds that some faint glimmerings of conscience still stir me to serve my country and my fellow men. When the Satyagraha movement was launched and all the Zamindars were heavy with wine and women, I responded to the call of my country and courted jail. I suffered financially, several lakhs. I have yet to recover this loss. Oh don't regret it though. Not in the least. Rather I'm proud of it. A man like me could never run after Malti, or any girl for that matter. Of course, a little fun now and then is quite another thing."

Mr. Khanna dressed in style and sipped French wine. But if the occasion demanded he could grin and bear hardships. He had participated in the Satyagraha movement. In jail, though classified an "A" class prisoner, he insisted upon taking "C" class food. He however believed that a little fun off and on was an essential ingredient of success in life; even a war chariot could not move without grease in its wheels.

He said, "Rai Saheb, I believe that a man who cannot love a woman, also can never love his country."

"You want to beat me with my own stick?" the Rai Saheb smiled.

"No, I am stating a simple fact."

"You may be right."

"Search your heart and you'll find I am."

"I know I'm not perfect. But sensuality is not one of my faults."

"I pity you. Perhaps that's the reason you remain morose and dejected. But I won't give up easily. I'll go through this farce even if it ends in tragedy. I didn't know how to tackle her because till now I hadn't understood her temperament."

"By the time you get to understand her, she will be Mehta's."

They saw a black deer grazing in the distance. The Rai Saheb aimed. "Don't shoot," Khanna cried. "Let it graze. It's so hot. Let's sit under that tree. I'd like to talk over something with you."

But the Rai Saheb fired; and missed. The animal scampered away.

"Good," Mr. Khanna said, with a smack of satisfaction. "You have been spared the sin of taking away a life. By the way, you grow sugar cane in your estate?"

"A good deal of it."

"Why don't you join our Sugar Mill? The shares are selling briskly. Buy a thousand shares if not more."

"Goodness, I don't have the money."

"A landlord like you has plenty of money. The shares cost fifty thousand but you can start off with 25% in cash."

"I don't have the money."

"Take as much as you like from me. My bank is at your disposal. Is your life insured? Take a good policy from our Insurance Company. I think you can easily spare Rs. 200 to Rs. 300 each month as premium. There's no better investment for your children than an insurance policy. Have a look at the terms of our policies. And take my advice. Go in for a bit of speculation. These millionaires you come across every day are filthily rich through speculation. Cotton, sugar, grain, rubber are safe at present. One good deal and you rake in lakhs. Of course speculation is an intricate affair. The novices come to quick grief at the Stock Exchange. But for an educated and farsighted man like you there's no business more profitable than speculation. The ups and downs of the market are not accidents; they are governed by definite factors. Study them carefully and you can't lose."

The Rai Saheb did not have much confidence in business firms. Once or twice he had suffered at their hands. But at the same time he had seen that Mr. Khanna starting from scratch had prospered. He admired his business acumen and could not brush aside his advice without giving his proposals careful thought. He questioned him closely on many points.

A villager passed by, carrying a basket on his head. Mr. Khanna stopped him. "What's in your basket?" he asked the man. The villager was confused. "Nothing of importance, my lord," he said abjectly. "Some leaves and roots of plants, to sell in the city."

The villager showed him the contents of his "drug-shop." They were ordinary plants which the villagers sold to perfumers at throw-away prices. "This is a kind of solecism," he said picking up a root. "So good that one dose will cure fevers, enlarged spleen, palpitation, cough and piles. And here's a thorn apple," he said, "for gout, flatulence" The man wanted eight annas for the lot. Mr. Khanna gave him a rupee and asked him to deposit the basket in his car.

"What will you do with this rubbish?" the Rai Saheb asked. Mr. Khanna smiled. "I'll convert it into gold. I am an alchemist also."

"What's the big secret?"

"You can learn. But first you will have to formally become my disciple and make the customary offering of a seer and a quarter of laadus. I have to deal with all sorts of people. There are some who have great belief in the curative value of some plants. I'll offer to sell them these plants. If with one rupee I can fool a dozen dolts and earn their gratitude, it's not a bad bargain."

"But how do you remember the properties of so many plants?"

Mr. Khanna laughed. "What a simple man you are, Rai Saheb! Do the properties of the plants matter? You can give any quality to any plant. It's faith that heals, not the plants. Most people have blind spots in their minds. The surprising part is that even many professors of botany can't distinguish one plant from another. Our Swamiji makes great fun of them. You haven't met the Swamiji. I'll introduce you to him when you visit us next time. Ever since his arrival, he has been besieged with visitors. He spent years meditating in the seclusion of the Himalayas. He's tasted realization. You must meet him. One glance and he'll tell you your past and predict your future. You'll like him. His gaiety is infectious. The best thing about him is that in spite of being such a Mahatma he does not believe in renunciation. Temples, religious endowments and donations and traditional religious sects, he says, are a fraud on society. Be a perfect man rather than an imperfect sadhu, he says."

"But why has he renounced the world when he does not believe in renunciation?"

"He doesn't say that he has renounced the world, Rai Saheb. He believes that a man should keep performing his duties as any normal human being. The essence of his message is mental detachment."

"What does that mean? I don't quite get you."

"Nor do I, really. When you come next time we'll discuss it with him. He calls love the basis of life. He gives such a wonderful discourse on it that I could go into ecstasies over it."

"Has Malti met him?"

"You are pulling any leg. What good will..."

Before he completed the sentence the bushes in front of them rustled. Mr. Khanna, in one leap, crouched behind the Rai Saheb. A leopard emerged and slowly walked past them. The Rai Saheb raised his gun. But Mr. Khanna put his hand on the Rai Saheb's arm and said in a whisper, "What are you doing? Don't provoke him. We're done for if he looks back."

"One shot will get him."

"Let me climb that rock first. I am not fond of shikar."

"Why did you join us?"

"It's my kismet"

The leopard had walked out of gun's range.

"We missed a wonderful chance," the Rai Saheb said resting the gun on his shoulder.

"I can't stay here any longer," Mr. Khanna said nervously. "It's a dangerous spot."

"Let me bag an animal or two. I can't return empty-handed."

"Then let me get to the car first. And you can shoot whatever you like—panther, leopard or tiger."

"You are a coward, Mr. Khanna!"

"I don't believe in risking my neck unnecessarily."

"Fine. Then you may go back." 

"Alone?"

"The path is clear."

"Oh no, I won't go alone. You escort me."

Mr. Khanna had turned pale. He was so jittery that even if a squirrel had moved he would have shrieked and fainted. The Rai Saheb was compelled to accompany him to the car.

"I am not afraid of dangers," Mr. Khanna said, when he knew that they were out of harm's way. "But it's folly to put your neck in the mouth of danger knowingly."

"Why, you cry-baby, you get scared at the sight of a leopard."

"Man was given to hunting in times when he was himself no better than an animal. But since then our civilization has advanced."

"I'll tell Miss Malti about it."

"There's nothing shameful in being non-violent."

"Brilliant! So you were giving a demonstration of non-violence!"

"Yes indeed. You study the preachings of the Buddha and Shankar and yet destroy life. You should feel ashamed, not I."

They walked in silence; suddenly Mr. Khanna said, "When will you pay us a visit? I would like you to complete the application forms for insurance and the shares today, if possible. Both the forms are in my pocket."

The Rai Saheb said thoughtfully, "Let me think over the matter."

"What's there to think about?"

The third party consisted of Khurshed Mirza and Tankha. For Mr. Mirza the past and the future were like pieces of dull, blank paper; only the present mattered to him. His joviality among friends was belied by his gravity in the Legislative Council. He was hot-tempered to the point of recklessness and polite to the point of submissiveness. But he gave no quarter to braggarts. In matters of loans he remembered neither what others owed him nor what he owed others. His only hobbies were poetry and wine. His fondness for women had cooled long ago.

Tankha was the Machiavellian kind, an expert in concluding business deals, settling disputes, putting spokes in wheels, and slippery as an eel. He could float a boat on sand and grow grass on rock. Arranging loans for Zamindars from money-lenders, floating fly-by-night companies, and selecting candidates for election were his chief means of livelihood. The elections brought out the best in him—he would back a likely winner, campaign for him diligently, and add a few thousand to his bank account. When the National Congress was in the ascendancy, he supported the Congress candidates; when the capitalists had the upper hand he sided with the Hindu Mahasabha. But he had such weighty arguments to justify his volte-faces, that nobody could pin him down. He was on good terms with the town's bigwigs and officials. No doubt people talked about his unreliability but in deference to his excessive politeness no one brought the matter out in the open.

Mirza wiped the perspiration from his brow and said, "This is no day for shikar. Today we should have organised a poets' symposium."

"That would have been more enjoyable."

"We could have arranged it in the garden."

Finally Tankha came to the point.

"This time the elections will bristle with problems. It won't be easy sailing for you."

"I have no intention of standing this time," Mirza said indifferently.

"Why?"

"Elections are a nuisance. I've lost faith in democracy. You labour like a mountain and bring forth a rat. It's a good smokescreen to delude the public with though. We could achieve far better results if the government were entrusted to a governor—Britisher or Indian is beside the point. A locomotive can pull a train a thousand miles without strain, but a thousand humans cannot pull it one mile. I am fed up with the farce enacted in the councils; if I could have my way I'd raze the Council Chambers to the ground. What we call democracy is really nothing more than a cloak for the machinations of monopolists and landlords. Only those with money win elections."

Citing the Quorum, be contrasted contemporary ministers who earned salaries of 7-8 thousand rupees a month with kings of the past who lived by copying manuscripts, stitching clothes and teaching. "Democracy is organised loot!" Mirza concluded.

A pack of deer, grazing in the distance. Mirza's face tingled; his eyes shone with excitement. He took careful aim. The stillness of the jungle cracked as the gun fired; a black deer staggered and fell. "Bull's-eye!" Mirza ran wildly towards the deer, an excited child, capering and clapping his hands.

On a nearby tree a man was cutting the branches. He slithered down and ran alongside of Mirza. The deer, hit in the neck, lay in its last throes, its eyes softly glazed.

"It was a fine animal," the wood-cutter said looking at the deer pathetically. "A maund, if anything. Do you want me to carry it for you?"

Mirza looked in silence at the pleading eyes of the animal. A moment ago it was full of life, grazing in the free pasturage, along with its offspring and companions, alert to the slightest rustle of the leaves. Now it lay an inert mass of flesh, immune forever to pain, the careless poetry of its antics extinguished, its slack glistening body looking repulsive in death.

"Where shall I carry it, Sir?" the wood-cutter again asked.

Mr. Mirza looked at the wood-cutter absent-mindedly. "All right, lift it up. But where shall we take it?"

"Anywhere you say, Sir."

"Take it where you like. I give it to you. It's yours."

The wood-cutter looked at Mirza curiously.

"Oh, no Sir, how can I take it when you have shot it?"

"I give it to you. How far is your house from here?"

The wood-cutter hesitatingly looked at Mirza.

"Oh, I see. It's not halal. That's why you won't take the animal," the wood-cutter said brightly.

The Muslim religion enjoins on a true Muslim to read the Kalma over the dying animal and cut its throat without which its meat remains unconsecrated and its eating is forbidden. But Mirza had no such scruples. He had not said his namaz once in the last ten years, and he observed fast only once in two months..

"That's it," he said lightly. "Now you know the reason."

His conscience eased, the wood-cutter lifted the animal, hosted it over his shoulder and proceeded towards his house.

Tankha had been waiting for them under a tree. Seeing them going in the opposite direction, he ran after them.

"Where are you going? Have you forgotten the way?"

"I've given the animal away to this man," Mirza said guiltily. "I am going to his house. You can come along."

"Are you in your senses?"

"I wish I knew."

"I don't see any point in giving away the animal."

"He'll feel far happier than you or me with it."

Mr. Tankha felt annoyed, "we would have relished the kababs. Anyway I hope something else turns up from the Rai Saheb or Mehta... I want to talk to you about the elections. If you don't want to stand, I can't force you. But we can touch the rival candidates for quite a neat sum. I only ask you not to divulge to any one the fact that you are not standing this time. Do me this favour. Khwaja Jamal Tahir is standing from this very constituency. The rich section of the city will vote for him and the officials will support him. But he feels diffident because of your influence over the public. You can easily get ten or twenty thousands by sitting down in his favour at the last moment. Listen to me, please. You don't have to do anything. I'll fix up everything. I'll write and issue a manifesto on your behalf. And the same evening you'll have ten thousand rupees from me."

Mirza looked at him contemptuously.

"Bloody hell I care for you and your money!"

Tankha ignored the outburst.

"Abuse me to your heart's content," he said. 'But by spurning money you'll only hurt yourself."

"I won't touch tainted money with a pair of tongs."

"But you are not so careful in observing religious rules."

"It's not necessary to follow the dictates of religion to refuse to be blackmailed."

"You won't re-consider your decision?"

"No."

"Then let's forget it. But you have no objection to becoming the director of an insurance company? You don't invest an anna in its shares. All I want is permission to use your name." 

"I'm sorry I can't agree."

Tankha did not have the courage to put forward any more proposals. Mirza suddenly went down in his esteem. How could he have any regard for a person who did not understand the value of money?

With the deer resting over his shoulder the wood-cutter trotted briskly, swaying in rhythm under the weight of the carcass. Mirza also increased his pace; Tankha straggled behind. "Just a minute, Mr. Mirza," Tankha implored. "Let me catch up; you are almost galloping."

Without stopping Mirza said, "Come on, come on, hurry up. If that man can walk so fast with the load, can't we keep up with him with only our bodies to carry? Come on, don't be a lazy horse."

The wood-cutter put the carcass on a tree stump and paused for breath.

"Tired?" Mirza said coming up.

"The carcass is heavy, Sir."

"I'll carry it some distance."

The wood-cutter smiled.

"Why do you laugh?" Mirza said. "You think I can't carry it?"

"Sir, these loads are not meant for people like you. They are for us."

"But I'm twice your size."

"That makes no difference. Sir."

Mirza heaved the carcass on his shoulders and the journey was resumed. But he had hardly gone fifty paces when his neck began to ache. His body shook, and stars flickered before his eyes. With great determination he covered another twenty paces. But the carcass became heavier with each step, as if it contained lead. A few steps more, and he'd have had it.

"How do you feel, Sir?" the wood-cutter said with a twinkle in his eyes. "Heavy, isn't it?"

"I won't give up till I've carried it the same distance as you."

"Your neck will ache for days."

"You think I'm a bloated specimen, with no stamina?"

"That's what I thought when I saw you first. But not now. But please don't strain yourself. Put it down on that rock. I don't like you carrying the load while I walk free."

Mr. Mirza deposited the carcass on a jutting rock, rolled his neck and thumped his shoulders to smoothen the stiffness.

In the meanwhile Tankha came up.

"You'll also have to carry the load some distance, my friend," Mirza said.

Mirza was of no importance in the eyes of Tankha.

"You must excuse me. I have no illusions about my physical powers."

"But it's not heavy. Take my word for it."

"You can't hoodwink me," Mr. Tankha sized up the carcass with a fleeting look.

"A few minutes ago you made a few proposals. I'll accept each one of them if you carry the load a hundred paces."

"Aha, how you pull my leg? You can't fool me like this."

"I mean every word. I'll stand from any constituency that you suggest and withdraw my name the moment you say so. I'll join up as the Director, Member, Accountant, Canvasser, of any firm that you may name. There's only one condition: Carry this load a hundred paces."

Tankha felt tempted. If Mirza could carry the load, why couldn't he? It was only a matter of a hundred paces.

"Only a hundred steps; not one more?" he asked.

"Only a hundred. I'll keep count."

"How do I know you'll play fair?"

"A curse on me if I don't stop at the hundredth step."

Tankha handed his coat to the wood-cutter, carefully tightened his shoe-laces, rolled up the ends of his trousers, and wiped his face. He looked at the carcass with the hostility a condemned murderer reserves for his executioner.

"Watch, here I go!" he said with an air of bravado. Resting on one knee he tried to lift the carcass and place it on his shoulders. After two attempts he did succeed in placing the carcass across his shoulders. But it became difficult to raise his neck. He was about to throw the carcass back on the ground when Mirza propped him up and steadied him on his feet. Tankha took the first step as if his foot had stuck in a swamp.

"Bravo, my lad," Mirza urged him forward. "Keep going!"

Tankha took one more step. He felt his neck would snap.

"Well done," Mirza again encouraged him. "Keep going—you are very near the winning post."

Tankha moved another two steps. His eyes bulged.

"Strain a little more." Mirza shouted, "and victory is yours. I'll make the distance fifty pace. Fifty! Keep going!"

Mr. Tankha was already in a pretty bad shape. He felt not a lifeless deer but a lion plunging claws into his neck. But the greed of money, like an iron girder supporting a ramshackle structure, kept him on his feet. But not for long. His head reeled, darkness clouded his eyes and his feet wobbled. He hit the rocky ground and was pinned under the weight of the carcass.

Mirza helped him into a sitting position and fanned him with his handkerchief.

"You did your best, friend," he said. "It's not your fault. Your luck was out."

Tankha was breathless with exertion.

"You brought me to the verge of death." he said panting and then glared at the animal. "This swine of a deer is not less than two maunds."

Mirza laughed. "I carried it a long distance, Bhaijan."

"I did it out of regard for you," Tankha said flattering him. "You wanted to have fun at my expense. I have obliged you. Now you'll have to keep your promise."

"But you have lost the wager."

"But I did my best, didn't I?"

"That's not the point."

The wood-cutter was again on the move. They waded through a shallow rivulet. The wood-cutter's house was in a hamlet on the bank of the stream. A few children, playing under a tamarind tree, ran up to greet the wood-cutter. Who killed the deer, father? How? Where? Where was it hit? In the neck? The wood-cutter replied in monosyllables. Placing the animal under the tree, he ran to a hut to fetch a cot.

Mirza decided to spend the afternoon in the village. He sent for liquor, ghee, and flour from the adjoining village bazar. The deer was cooked and the entire village entertained to a feast. The men got drunk and sang. Mirza had also imbibed a sizable quantity of country liquor and joined them in the singing.

In the evening when they left, the villagers came a long way to see them off.

Mirza looked at their receding figures. "How happy they are." he said. "I wish there were more of such days in my life. This has been a wonderful day."

"Not for me!" Tankha said shortly. "I roamed in the wilderness the whole day."

The other two parties had already returned. Mr. Mehta had on a long face. Miss Malti sat apart from the others—rather unusual for her. The Rai Saheb and Mr. Khanna were hungry and spoke hardly a word. Mr. Tankha was sore because Mr. Mirza had duped him. Only Mr. Mirza sported an expression of beatific joy.
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  With the cow's arrival a great change came over Dhania; proud, she talked of nothing but the animal.

The stock of straw exhausted, some fodder was inter-planted with sugar cane, and the cattle made do with it till the rains came. The villagers anxiously scanned the sky for clouds and the grass that sprang up under their benevolent touch. But half of June was over; and still no clouds.

One day the clouds suddenly sailed in and the first drops of the season fell. The peasants rushed to their ploughs. But before they set foot in the field, the bailiff of the Rai Saheb announced that unless they paid their rents no one would be allowed to till the land for the autumn crop. A stark silence fell on the village. The Rai Saheb had never been so strict before. He should know better. Without growing crops, how could they pay their land revenue? They pleaded with the bailiff. The bailiff was not too bad a man. But he had no say in the matter; orders were orders.

The peasants, bewildered, desperately hurried to the moneylenders. Some knocked at the door of Mangru Sah. He had done well in hemp and equally good business in wheat and linseed; his star was in the ascendancy. There were Pandit Datadin and Sulari other lesser fry who advanced piddling loans at fantastic interest. In fact, any one with any money put by turned a money-lender overnight. Hori had tried his hand at it in the past. People believed that even now he had laid by a tidy sum which he did not bring into the open.

But the leading money-lender of the village was Thakur Jhenguri Singh who, besides doing business in his own right, worked as an agent of a rich money-lender of the city. His sub-agents filtered from village to village advancing loans. Jhenguri Singh never advanced money without strict legal formalities. In addition to charging stamp fee and the customary gratification, he deducted one year's interest in advance before the money changed hands.

Jhenguri Singh was cleaning his teeth with a twig when Hori called on him. Fat, squat, dark, he had a long nose and a still longer moustache, giving him a most clownish look. A happy-go-lucky type, he joked indiscriminately. But he was punctilious in business and never waived interest.

Hori explained his predicament.

Jhenguri Singh gave a silly smile. "But what have you done with your hoarded money?"

"What money, Thakur?" Hori said abjectly. "If I had money I would have got myself out of the clutches of money-lenders long ago. Nobody wants to run up interest."

"Hoarding is second nature with you people. You prefer to borrow rather than bring out the money."

"But I tell you I have no money," Hori protested. "With my son grown up and a daughter of marriageable age, the money would come in handy now."

Jhenguri Singh had an eye on Hori's cow. He wanted to play his cards well, specially the trumpet.

"Well," he said "my money is at your disposal. Of course. Take as much as you want. But for your own good I would suggest one thing; Mortgage something against the loan, say, a piece of jewellery or two. Loan deeds lead to complications. On top of it, you have to pay interest for nothing."

Hori assured him that he had not a single trinket in the house. Dhania, of course, wore bangles of nickel.

"Then do one thing." Jhenguri said, grinning with a bright idea. "You sell me the cow. I'll buy it at a reasonable price. I know you hate to part with it. but can you think of any other way out?"

Hori laughed. He wouldn't even entertain such a idea, let alone give serious thought to it. But Jhenguri Singh painted such a harrowing picture of the curse of indebtedness that Hori was convinced of the furility of adding one more loan to his existing ones. A loan was like an unwelcome guest, who, once in the house, dug himself into a permanent fixture. "Let me talk it over with my wife." Hori said.

The suggestion caused an uproar in the house. The cow was a favourite with the girls and they would not part with her at any price. "Why not sell me in place of the cow?" Sona said bitterly. "I'll fetch a better price than her."

Much persuasion brought Dhania round to the idea of selling off the cow. Gobar, engrossed in other affairs these days, gave in after initial resistance. It was decided that Hori would remove the cow in the night when the girls were asleep.

The day dragged on and Hori waited in the evening for the girls to sleep. Gobar had not the heart to see the sad departure of the cow and slipped away before night came. Hori was outwardly composed, but his mind was restless. He went and stood before the cow. Her black, eloquent eyes seemed filled with tears. He felt as if she was saying: Are you tired of me so soon? You had promised that you wouldn't sell me as long as there was life in you. Is this how you keep your word? Have I ever asked too much from you? I put up with my lot without a murmur. Tell me, why do you want to sell me off?

"The girls are sleeping," Dhania said coming up. "Why do you wait? Take her away."

"I can't do it. I can't." Hori's voice shook. "Don't you see her eyes? I won't sell her. What do I care for three hundred rupees? God willing, I'll pay off every anna of the debt—if only the sugar cane crop grows well."

"Yes, don't sell her," Dhania said looking at her husband with pride. "Take the loan tomorrow. If we can pay off other debts we can pay this one."

Humid inside the courtyard. No leaf stirred. The sky, though overcast, showed no signs of rain. Hori untethered the cow and tied her outside the house.

Sobha, his brother, suffered from asthma and Hori went to visit him. In spite of lack of proper treatment and nourishment, Sobha had to toil back-breakingly, and day by day his condition got from bad to worse. Hori sat with him for a long time talking about financial difficulties and the latest firman of the Rai Saheb, and was late returning.

About to enter the house, he sensed a dim figure near the cow silhouetted against the darkness. "Who's there?" he shouted. "It's me, brother. I came to get a light from your oven."

Ah, so it was Heera, his youngest brother. It made him happy to think that he had come to his oven to take "fire". And that so soon after the recent quarrel. Heera was no doubt short tempered; but not a bad sort really.

"Do you need some tobacco also?" he said affectionately.

"I have the tobacco, dada. I only wanted to light it."

"I'm coming from Sobha's. His condition is getting worse."

"What else can you expect when he refuses medicine? He thinks all the doctors and vaids and hakims are fools and that all the wisdom of the world has fallen to his and his wife's lot."

"He won't listen to any one. But you also used to throw away the medicine when you were down with flu. Remember? I had to hold you to let Dhania force the medicine down your throat. How you shouted at her!"

"Yes, dada, I remember. Had you not taken all that trouble for me I wouldn't have been living to-day to quarrel with you."

Hori felt as if 'Heera's voice was strained. He was also overcome by emotion.'

"Forget about it, my brother," he said. "Quarrels are also a part of life. Quarrels don't turn brothers into enemies."

Both smoked the chelum together. After Heera departed Hori went in to take his meal.

Dhania was in a temper.

"Have you heard of the doings of your son?" she said placing the thali before him. "Half the night's spent and he is still out! You know that daughter of Bhola, Jhunia. He goes around with her."

The news had reached his ears. But he had paid no attention to it. He thought Gobar too simple to indulge in such tomfoolery

"All the tongues are clacking over it, " Dhania said. "My son's a green boy and she a practised flirt. She twirls him round her fingers. He thinks she dotes on him, the idiot. It's time you pulled him up. If something untoward happens, you won't be able to show yor face to the village."

After meeting Heera, Hori was in high spirits.

"She's a goodlooker," he said teasingly. "There's no harm if Gobar takes her to be his wife. You won't get a girl so smoothly elsewhere."

"Who will accept your daughters in marriage if a cowherd's daughter comes to live in our house?" she flung at him. "Nobody would even care to pass by your door."

Gobar rushed in. He looked upset.

"What's happened to our cow?" he said excitedly. "She's writhing in agony. Has an evil omen fallen on her?"

Hori pushed away the thali." "Why do you utter such evil words," he said getting up. "She was all right a few minutes ago. I saw her standing there."

They examined the cow under the light of the earthen lamp. She was frothing at the mouth, her eyes glazed and her stomach swollen. She lay sprawled on her back, her legs stiff.

Dhania beat her head in despair. Hori ran to fetch Pandit Datadin, the self-appointed veterinary of the village. The news ran through the village and people collected at Hori's door. The cow, it was evident had been poisoned. Poisoning the sacred cow! It was unheard-of! Every one was stunned, Heera most of all. He fumed with rage, threatening to hack the beastly culprit to pieces if he could lay his hands on him.

By midnight the crowd straggled away. Feeling empty and forlorn, Hori stretched on the cot. When Dhania came to place the lota of water under the cot he lightly touched her hand and said as if in a conspiratorial whisper: "Can you keep a secret... But no, I won't tell you. You'll rush about like a town-crier shouting it to one and all."

"Have I ever betrayed your confidence?" Dhania said, eager for the news. "What were you going to say? Let me hear it."

"Do you suspect anybody?"

"No one I can think of. It must be the work of an outsider."

"You won't tell anybody?"

"I have told you. I won't."

"If you tell anyone I warn you I'll beat you black and blue."

"Killing me won't do you any good. You won't be able to get another wife like me. Tell me."

"I think it's Heera."

"No, no, it can't be true. Heera is foul-mouthed. But he's not mean."

"I saw him with my own eyes. By your head. I swear it."

"You saw him, really? When?"

"When I returned from Sobha's house I found him standing near the cow. He said he had come to collect some 'fire' from our hearth. We talked and smoked the chelum together. My guess is that he poisoned the cow while I was away at Sobha's house and had come to find out if the cow was dead or still alive."

"So that's what your brother is like," Dhania said breathing heavily. "Always ready to cut your throat. With a heart as black as pitch. To think of it!—I brought him up from childhood like a mother."

"Well, now, go to sleep. And not a word of this to any one from you!"

"Me?" Dhania raised her head like a hooded serpent. "If I don't drag him to the police station at break of dawn I'm not my father's daughter. He's not your brother—he's a snake in the grass!"

"I warn you, Dhania!" Hori threatened her. "If you..."

"I won't rest till I have brought him to book," Dhania insisted, shaking with rage. "He'll have to work at the grind-stone for three years. Three years. And when he is out of jail the numbskull will have to go on pilgrimage to atone for his sins. Yes, and feast the whole village! He won't get away so easily. What's more, I shall produce you as a witness in court. Yes, you."

She slammed the door shut. Hori realised that he had made the greatest blunder of life.

The village lay in darkness; the cow dead, and at a distance of ten feet from her, Hori tossing on his cot. Only the bell round the bullock's necks tinkled now and then. Hori's gloom seemed to make the night darker.
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  Things came to a head in the morning. Hori started beating his wife and every time he rushed at her she retaliated by showering abuse at him. The girls clung to their father's feet; Gobar shielded his mother. But every time Dhania abused Hori, he shook off Gobar and hurled a few more blows at her. It was amazing how his rage had whipped up so much strength in him. The villagers came to patch up the quarrel but stayed to watch the fun. "Are you off your head, Hori?" Datadin rebuked him. "Beating the Lakshmi of the house like this! Has Heera's shadow fallen on you also?"

"Maharaj, don't come between us," Hori said touching Datadin's feet. "I won't rest till I set her right. The more I overlook her faults, the worse she gets."

"Maharaj, you are my witness," Dhania said with tearful eyes. "I won't touch a drop of water until I have him and his brother put behind bars. I was going to report to the police about the death of the cow when this murderer started beating me. I have ruined my whole life for his sake, and this is how he rewards me now."

Hori gnashed his teeth. "You have again started talking through your head. Did you see him poisoning the cow?"

"You said you saw Heera standing near the cow's trough. Swear that you didn't!"

"I swear I didn't see him."

"Didn't you? Swear by your son."

Hori placed his hand on Gobar's forehead and swore that he had not seen Heera near the cow's trough.

Dhania spat on the ground. "How you lie! How shamelessly you go back on your word."

"Dhania, don't provoke me any more!" Hori said stamping his foot.

"Beat me again, if it pleases you," Dhania said. "See how mercilessly this wretch beats me and still he's not satisfied, the assassin!"

The village gradually veered round in Dhania's favour. They had now no doubt in their minds that Heera had poisoned the cow and that Hori had committed perjury. When Datadin pulled him up, Hori quietly went out.

Sobha was also there, leaning on his staff. Datadin asked him if he knew anything about the matter.

"I have been confined to my house for the past eight days," Sobha said. "Off and on Hori-dada brought me something. Last night also he was with me for sometime. I know nothing of what actually happened. Yes, one thing—Heera came to my house last evening for a small scraper which he said he wanted to dig roots with. I have not met him after that."

"Pandit Dada, I am sure this is Heera's doing," Dhania said. "Since his last quarrel, he has been waiting for a chance."

"If this is true he has committed a great sin," Datadin said. "Even if the police do not bring him to book the dharma cannot overlook such crimes. Rupa, go and ask Heera to come here. Tell him Pandit Datadin wants to see him. If he has not poisoned the cow let him swear by the holy water of the Ganges in the presence of the village."

"It's no use," Dhania said shaking her head dubiously and looking at Hori. "If this god-fearing man can take a false oath, what's there to prevent Heera from doing so?"

In a minute Rupa was back. Heera was not at home. No, she didn't enquire where he had gone. Oh no, she didn't peep inside the house, either.

Datadin stroked his beard thoughtfully.

"Sona, you run along to his house," he said, "and don't forget to have a good look inside."

Dhania objected: Heera was a desperate man, and would stop at nothing.

Datadin went himself and returned with the news that Heera had left the house. He had taken the lota and string and the staff with him. He wouldn't tell his wife where he was going. The five rupees that she had kept hidden in the alcove were also missing.

"He must have decamped after smearing his face," Dhania said.

Sobha suggested that he might have gone to take a dip in the Ganges.

"But why take the money if he went to the Ganges?" Dhania said.

Suspicion against Heera deepened.

Hori and his family went without food that day. The death of the cow and the disappearance of Heera were the talk of the day. Punia, Heera's wife, wept.

The arrival of the Police Inspector in the afternoon drove the last nail in the coffin. Datadin, Jhenguri Singh, Nokhey Ram, the Rai Saheb's bailiff, his four footmen, Pateshwari, the revenue clerk, all stood before him obsequiously. Hori was sent for. This was the first occasion in his life that he had been asked to appear before the police. Like a condemned man in the hangman's noose, he stood paralysed with fear. One glance at Hori and the Police Inspector seemed to have reached the truth of the matter. One threat and he would spill out the truth. Hori withdrew into himself turtle-fashion.

"Do you suspect anybody?" the Inspector asked him.

Hori touched the ground with his hands and folded them cravenly. "Sir, I suspect no one. The cow died a natural death. She was old."

Dhania stood behind Hori.

"No, Heera killed her," she said quickly. The Inspector is not so simple as to accept your version without investigation."

"Who's this woman?" the Inspector asked.

"Sir, she's Hori's wife," many said together, each trying to be first with the information.

"Ask her to come forward. I'll record her statement first. Where's Heera?"

"Sir, he is nowhere to be seen since the morning."

"Right, I'll search his house."

A search! Hori heard the orders with baited breath. A search in Heera's absence! No, not while Hori was alive. Even if he had to break off relations with Dhania.

They began to whisper among themselves. "What's there to search in Heera's hlouse?" Datadin whispered.

Pateshwari was tall but no fool. He stretched out his neck and whispered. "But he won't leave without a bribe."

Jhenguri Singh called Hori to his side and taking his mouth close to his ear said, "What now, Hori. You can't escape without a bribe."

The Inspector shouted. "Do you hear, all of you! I'll search Heera's house."

Hori went pale. To search Heera's house was like searching his own house. Weren't they brothers? But Hori's hands were tied. If he had money on him he could have slipped fifty rupees to the Inspector, and whined, "Sir, spare me this dishonour." But conscious of his own helplessness he stood silent.

"Your standing like this won't help matters," Datadin whispered. "Go, arrange for some money."

Hori said brokenly, "I'm already deep in debt. Who'll advance me another loan? Save me from this calamity. I'll pay upto the last anna with my life. If I am gone Gobar is there to take care of my debts."

They consulted among themselves, whispers passing from mouth to mouth. With how much would the Inspector be satisifed? Datadin thought fifty would do. Jhenguri Singh thought a hundred. To Hori, anxious to avert the impending shame, there was nothing much to choose between fifty and a hundred; it made no difference to a dead man whether his corpse was cremated with one maund of wood or ten.

But the injustice being done to Hori was too much for Pateshwari, the revenue clerk. Hori had not committed a murder or a dacoity. To Pateshwari's mind, twenty rupees were more than sufficient as a bribe to stop a search.

"We wash our hands of this affair," the other headmen said testily. "You face the music alone. We have no fondness for the Police Inspector's haughtiness."

Hori placed his head at Pateshwari's feet. "Save me from this calamity," he begged. "I'll remember your kindness as long as I live."

The Inspector putting his stentorian voice on full volume shouted, "Ohe, Ohe, will some one show me Heera's house? I must search it."

Pateshwari came forward and whispered in his ear. "Does your

honour really think it necessary to search the house? Heera's brother is waiting to pay you his respects."

The Inspector took Pateshwari aside. "This Hori, what kind of man is he?"

"Extremely poor, Sir. He barely manages to make both ends meet."

"Are you sure?"

"Yes, Sir, I am telling the truth."

"Is he not worth even fifty?"

"Far from it, Sir, his ten rupees are worth a thousand. That too if a money-lender comes to his rescue. As for fifty, he won't be able to pay them even in the course of fifty lives."

The Inspector thought over the matter for a while, "Then it's no use wasting time over him. I don't want to be hard on a person who's so miserably poor."

Pateshwari realised that by holding a brief for Hori he had overshot the mark.

"Don't let him off so easily, Sir," he said. "Think of us poor folk also. We have to live."

"How dare you talk in this manner? Don't forget you are the revenue clerk of this area."

"That's true, Sir. But even a revenue clerk has to live. It's only on occasions like these that we manage to make some money. Otherwise who cares for a revenue clerk."

"All right, ask the man to pay thirty rupees. Give me twenty and keep the rest for yourself."

"Your honour will be good enough to remember that there are four headmen also to reckon with."

"All right, all right, make it half and half. But look sharp. I'm already delayed."

Pateshwari held rapid consultations with Jhenguri and Jhenguri beckoned Hori to his side. He took Hori to his house and counted out thirty rupees. "I'm giving the money on trust because you are an honest man," he said handing over the money to Hori. "But don't forget to come back and sign the loan deed."

Overjoyed, Hori tied the money in a corner of his neck-cloth and hurried back. But before the money could change hands, Dhania appeared from somewhere and snatched at his apron. Rupees tinkled out on the ground.

"Where are you taking this money?" She said tense with snapping anger. "If you wish your good, return it immediately. So this is the price you want to pay to save your honour? Does a poverty-stricken man in whose house nothing but rats scurry about have any honour to his name? First, the loss of the cow and on top of it this additional penalty. How honourable you look, indeed!"

Hori smarted under her words. A shiver ran through the crowd. The headmen hung their heads sheepishly and the Inspector felt very small. He had never faced such humiliation in his life. "I suspect this satanic woman has herself poisoned the cow in order to implicate Heera," he said as a face-saving device.

"So what?" Dhania said snapping her fingers. "It was my own cow that I poisoned. If your investigation leads you to this conclusion, arrest me. I've seen enough of your justice and intelligence."

Hori could see that she was exceeding the limit. His eyes blazed and he was about to catch hold of her when Gobar stepped between them. "Stand back, father," he said angrily. "I can't lift my hand at you. But I'll hang myself before your eyes if you touch her."

"Leave him alone, Gobar. Let him do his worst," Dhania said getting bold. "Let him show his mettle. The Inspector is also here to watch it. He feels dishonoured when they want to search his brother's house. But he feels no shame in beating his own wife before the whole village. Is this the behaviour of an honourable man?"

In the meanwhile one of the headmen had picked up the rupees and was frantically signalling to the Inspector to move away. Dhania saw his. "Return the money to its owner," she hammered away. "I have nothing to do with such a loan. And if you want to give someone, let this man account for the loan. I won't pay a pice even if I am dragged to the Magistrate's Court."

The headmen felt as if someone had tarred their faces black, and the Inspector, as if his face had been swept with a broom-stick. To save his dignity he scuttled off towards Heera's house.

On the way he admitted that the woman was indeed spirited.

"You call her spirited?" Pateshwari said. "She deserves to be shot."

"She made things hot for you," he grimaced. "Or each of you would have pocketed four rupees."

"Your honour has also been deprived of fifteen rupees."

"My money is safe. If he does not pay, the headmen will pay instead. Fifty in place of fifteen. You had better immediately set about it."

"Your honour has indeed a fine sense of humour," Pateshwari laughed.

"Great men always have, It's always a pleasure to meet them" Datadin added.

"Cut out the flattery." The Inspector's voice had hardened. "I want my fifty rupees. In cash. And if you beat about the bush, I'll search the houses of the four of you. It's quite likely that a neat plot to squeeze money from Heera and Hori will turn up. I must investigate."

But they laboured under the delusion that the Inspector was pulling their legs.

Jhenguri winked at Pateshwari... "Out with fifty rupees. Mr. Revenue Clerk!" He grinned.

Nokhey Ram supported Jhenguri, "Yes, it's Pateshwari's area that we're visiting. It's his privilege to entertain your honour."

They had reached Nokhey Ram's resting-place. The Inspector sat down on a cot and said, "Let me know your minds. What do you prefer: payment or search?"

Datadin protested, "But, Sir..."

"I have no time for buts."

Jhenguri Singh courageously said, "Sir, it's out and out..." The Inspector cut him short. "I give you fifteen minutes. If you don't pay within that time I'll have your houses search. You know Inspector Ganga Singh, don't you? His victims never rise again to tell the tale."

Pateshwari Lai said hotly, "But it's ridiculous. Some one commits the crime and we're hauled up instead."

"I have served in the police for twenty-five years. Do you know that?"

 "But we have never seen such high-handedness."

"Then you don't know what high-handedness is. Do you want a taste of it? It's child's play for me to put you behind the bars for five years. Don't make any mistakes about that!"

The four retired into the tent and began discussing the matter.

What happened next, is anybody's guess. The Inspector was soon wreathed in smiles, and the four wore petrified looks.

When the Inspector left on his horse they were seen running after him till the animal was out of sight. They looked as if they had returned home from the funeral of a very close relative.

Datadin said, "If my curse does not fall on him I won't show my face to any one."

Nokhey Ram said, "Such a dishonest person never flourishes."

Pateshwari predicted: "Black money always goes down the drain."

And Jhenguri Singh started to doubt in God's justice. Why did He not punish the evil-doers?

How the camera would have delighted to catch these gentlemen; they made such brilliant character studies!
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  Days passed without any trace of Heera. Hori conducted a search as best as he could and finally gave it up as hopeless. He had to look after his own land. And now Heera's too. How could one man do so many things at the same time? More than his own, he was worried about Heera's land. Punia, alone, had become more irascible than before. With Heera around, she remained subdued; but with his disappearance she cast aside the last vestige of restraint and Hori had a miserable time keeping her in good honour. She exploited his goodness of heart in every possible way.

Hori and Heera were co-tenants and they naturally vied with each other for the upper hand. But Punia was a woman and it would be most unbecoming of Hori to take advantage of her helplessness. Luckily the bailiff did not press for immediate payment of her outstanding rent, and she got away by greasing his palm; it must however be said to Hori's credit that he was willing to run up another debt to pay her revenue.

Came the rains. Transplantation of paddy went on; it was boom time for farm-hands and their services scarce. Hori could not transplant his paddy. He did not neglect Punia's fields though. How could he? Had he not taken her under his wing? Any trouble to her and he would come in for immediate censure in the village. Neglecting his own land, he worked late in the nights tending her paddy; with the result that while he reaped a meagre harvest, Punia's barn choked to overflowing.

After that day's episode Dhania's relations with Hori had become tense. Gobar also avoided his father, and it seemed as if mother and son had conspired to boycott Hori. He was now a stranger in his own house; his plight was that of a person who has his feet in two boats. His stock in the village went down. But Dhania's prestige, on the other hand, soared—not only with the women but with the men too. For months people in the neighbouring villages related the Inspector's episode until it assumed the proportions of a near miracle. "Oh, you mean Dhania?" They would say. "Yes, that's what they call her. The goddess Bhavani is kind to her. You know the story. No sooner had the Police Inspector handcuffed her husband when she invoked the help of Bhavani, and the goddess heard her call and imbued her with so much strength that with one jerk she snapped the handcuffs from her husband's hands. She hurled the Inspector to the ground, yanked at his moustache, and sat astride his chest. It was only after much entreaty that she condescended to let him off."

And pilgrims regularly flocked to have her darshan.

It was during this time that Malaria paid a visit to the village. And Hori fell prey. He had fallen ill after several years, and the disease this time settled old scores with him with a vengeance. He was bed-ridden for a month. The fever left him pale and limp but at the same time it softened Dhania's heart. How could she nurse grievance against Hori, when the illness had brought him within inches of death? Even at the sight of an enemy in such a condition her heart would have melted. Hori was after all her husband.

One day when they were talking of the incident, Dhania said, "How did you get so angry? If I flare up, I dare not go to such extremes."

"Let's forget about it," Hori said embarrassed. "I was not in my senses. You can't imagine the pain I felt afterwards."

"And if I had drowned myself in desperation?"

"Do you think I would have lived to mourn your loss? They would have placed my dead body on the same funeral pyre."

"Hush, don't say such terrible things."

"The cow is dead. But she had left a grim problem for me. I mean Punia I don't know what to do with her."

"It's a headache to be the head of the family. If anything goes wrong, all the blame is heaped on him."

It was the month of January and early winter rains had set in. After his meal, Hori lay in the hutment by the patch of peas in Punia's field. The night was freezing cold and the slow unceasing drizzle seemed to accentuate its eerie stillness. Dark; so dark that one had to strain to see the darkness itself. Hori tried to take his mind away from the cold and fall asleep. But the cold seeped through his thread-bare blanket, torn quilt and the wet straw roof; sleep had not the courage to come to him by breaking through the seared ranks of so many soldiers ranged against it. Today he had no tobacco either to while away the time. He had brought some dung-cakes but their embers died out quickly in the cold. He lay huddled, his knees against the stomach, his hands between the thighs, his head under the quilt, trying to gain some comfort from the conserved warmth of his body. He had made the quilt five years ago; no, Dhania had forcibly thrust it on him when the kabuliwala came to sell clothes. Oh, what a scene he had created then! The blanket was much older, in fact older than him. In childhood he had shared it with his father; in youth he had spent many winter nights in it with the child Gobar by his side. And in old age the same blanket kept him company. But now it was useless, a blanket only in name; like the decayed teeth of an old man, useless for mastication. He could not recall a single day in his life when, after paying land revenue and the interest on his debts, he was left over with any money worth the name. And here he was caught up in another problem. If he was not careful they would think that he was fleecing Punia of her money and also cashing in on her crops; instead of earning her gratitude, he would only find a permanent blot on his name. Bhola had wanted Hori to find him a bride. And Sobha had hinted that Punia was not quite happy with the way Hori treated her. In any case, whether he did it with a smile or a scowl, the fact remained that he had to shoulder the responsibility. And to cap it all his relations with Dhania had got strained.

Happily, that was now a thing of the past. The other night the frank talk that he had with Dhania had been as welcome as food to the hungry. Her feelings were so sincere; he had been overwhelmed. He had felt like placing his head at her feet and saying; I am sorry for having beaten you, Dhania. Now you beat me, and we'll be quits.

Suddenly a faint jingle of bangles. He became attentive. Who? Who but the revenue clerk's daughter or Pandit Nokhey Ram's wife? They had come to steal the peas. He couldn't understand why these people were so dishonest. They lived comfortably, had heaps of money buried under their houses, took bribes, trumped up false charges against this man and that, and yet they stooped so low as to cast greedy eyes on another man's peas. What was worse, the men did not come out themselves, but sent their womenfolk to poach. Their dignity would go overboard if he caught these women red-handed! But no, how could he be rough with a woman? Let them poach to their heart's content. "Keep at it, ladies, keep at it. I have cocked a blind eye at your poaching. Get what you can and run off."

"Are you awake?" A voice called out. It was Dhania's.

"How can I sleep in this cold!" Hori said, "Why are you out at this time of night? Is anything wrong? Why didn't you send for me through Gobar?"

Dhania sat down on the damp straw.

"Gobar has smeared our name," she said. "What I feared has some true."

"What's happened? Has he quarrelled with someone."

"Better ask that witch!"

"What witch? Have you gone crazy? Why do you talk in riddles?"

"Jhunia, who else?"

"Is Jhunia here?"

"Where else will she go? She's five months with child and Gobar has disappeared."

Hori had often seen Gobar going to the cowherd's village and his suspicion had been aroused. But he never imagined that Gobar would be up to serious mischief. Young scamps do gad about a little, and he dismissed the idea from his mind as of no consequence. He had heard a rumble in the sky and waved it away with a smile, little realising that the rumble was the harbinger of a storm that would darken his life. Could that simple youth whom he still considered a child turn out to be such a delinquent? Hori was, however, not worried about standing punitive feast to the village or of the verdict of the Panchayat or even if he would be able to keep Jhunia in his house. He was worried about Gobar; he feared lest that proud but raw youth might harm himself out of sheer desperation.

"Doesn't Jhunia know where he is?" He asked in alarm. "He must have told her."

"Is your head stuffed with straw?" Dhania said irritated. "Where will he go if his sweetheart is here? He must be hiding hereabouts. He is not a baby in diapers; he won't get lost. I am terribly scared of this black-faced Jhunia. I won't let her stay in my house for a minute. They started this mischief the very day Gobar went to their village to fetch the cow, and we wouldn't have known a thing if Jhunia hadn't conceived. I know what happened when she became pregnant; she implored Gobar to take her somewhere. Gobar kept putting her off. But today, when she became desperate, he asked her to come and stay in our house. And he quietly disappeared on the way. She kept shouting after him. And when the night fell and he did not come, she put foot in our house. She's been sitting on the doorstep since then and crying. She won't budge. In the morning the gossips will get busy. But make no mistake about one thing. I won't have her in our house. If you interfere in this, one of us will have to go."

"You should not have allowed her to enter the house."

"I tried my best. But she won't budge."

"Come, I'll deal with her. I'll throw her out."

"Look at Bhola! He knew everything and still he did nothing to stop it."

"I don't think he knew exactly what was on between the two."

"Of course he knew. Didn't he know that Gobar went to their house every other day?"

They proceeded towards their house. It was past midnight and very quiet.

Suddenly Dhania seized Hori's hand. "Please don't create a scene. Or the whole village will fall on our heads."

"I'll drive her out of the village!" Hori said harshly. "The secret will be out sooner or later. Why not let it out today?"

Dhania held his hand. "If you catch hold of her, she'll start shrieking."

"Let her."

"Where will she go? It's such a dark night."

"Let her go where she likes. That's none of our business."

"It's not right to turn her out in the night. She's with child, and if anything happens it will be terrible for her."

"How does it concern us whether she lives or dies? Why should I have a stigma on my name? I'll turn out Gobar too!"

Suddenly Dhania threw her arms round Hori's neck and said, "Promise me that you won't beat her. She's already repentant. It's her misfortune that she is in such a pitiful state."

Hori's eyes moistened. Dhania's maternal affection shone like a lamp shedding away his gloom. In his aging imagination he once again glimpsed that tender hearted girl in Dhania whom he had brought home as a bride twenty-five years ago.

They peeped through the door. Under the dim light of the earthen lamp sat Jhunia, her head resting on her knees. In the absorbent darkness was she searching for that joy which had momentarily shown her its alluring face, and then slipped into the darkness for ever? Now the future yawned before her: a demon lurking to devour her.

She stood up, shaking with fear, and fell at Hori's feet. "Dada, I have no other refuge except your house," she sobbed. "Don't turn me away."

Hori bent over her and caressing her back said, "Have no fear, daughter. This is your house. You are as much my daughter as you are Bhola's."

She clung to Hori's feet. "I am an orphan, Dada. Give me shelter. My father and brothers won't spare my life."

Dhania, unable to control her feelings, said, "Stay in our house. As for your father and brothers, I'll deal with them when they come."

These words were soft balm on her afflicted heart. She left Hori and fell at Dhania's feet. Dhania raised the girl and passionately hugged her to her heart, like a bird snuggling its young ones under the shelter of its wings.

Hori made a sign to Dhania to serve some food to Jhunia; then, turning, he asked, "Do you know anything about Gobar?"

"No I know nothing." Jhunia sobbed out. "I am the cause of your..." She burst into a flood of tears.

But Hori could not hide his anxiety.

"When you saw him last, did he look worried?" He asked.

"No. But I don't know how he was feeling."

"You think he's still in the village?" "I think he's gone," she wailed.

"I think so too. How foolish of him. We are not his enemies. What's done is done. One has to take the rough with the smooth. By running away he has made us all miserable."

"Coward!" Dhania said leading Jhunia inside. "He should have stood by you. If he comes, he can stay out."

Hori returned to the hut, wondering; where is Gobar? The question fluttered through his heart as a bird flutters through a vast sky.
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  For months this extraordinary incident remained fresh in the minds of the people. Jhunia's two brothers, armed with lathis, honeycombed the countryside in search of Gobar. Bhola swore he would never set foot in Hori's village—and definitely not see his face! His talks with Hori for his betrothal broke off; now he wanted the price of the cow from Hori in cash; any hocus-pocus about that and he warned he would immediately file a suit and have Hori's house attached. The villagers had virtually ostracised Hori; no one shared the chelum with him or accepted water from his hands. In fact, there was vague talk of declaring the village wells out of bounds to Hori; only the inflammable nature of Dhania stood in the way of such a drastic step. Unhappiest of them all was Jhunia, at the back of this trouble. The disappearance of Gobar deepened her tragedy. All day she remained confined to the house and if she stirred out such abusive virulence greeted her that her face throbbed with shame. She kept herself occupied with the domestic chores trembling lest Dhania should pick holes in her work; she would gladly have cooked the meals, but for the fact that they would not touch food cooked by her. When not at work, she wept.

One day Dhania was returning from the village market when she ran into Pandit Datadin. She lowered her head and wanted to slip past him. But Datadin was not the man to let go of an opportunity.

"Any news of Gobar?" he said maliciously. "What a black sheep! He's dragged the family's name into filth."

Dhania often thought of Gobar in the same vein. "Dada, when evil days are upon a person, his good sense takes leave of him," she said sadly. "What more is there for me to say?"

"It was wrong of you to keep that evil girl in the house," Datadin said. "If a fly falls in a glass of milk, one does not throw away the milk with the fly. One takes out the fly and keeps the milk. With her in the house you have all become laughing stocks. If you had not given her shelter, things wouldn't have come to this. I don't say boys aren't bad now and then. But that's different. Unless you distribute rice to the community and feast the Brahmins you won't be able to save your dharma. Hori, I know, is thoughtless. But I credited you with more sense."

Datadin's son, Matadin, had clandestine relations with a cobbler woman. But he applied sandal paste on his forehead, recited the holy books, read the Geeta, scrupulously observed the religious rites, and took holy dips in the Ganges to wash away his sins. His dharma had therefore remained untarnished. Dhania knew that Jhunia was responsible for her troubles. But she also realised that society judged the rich and the poor by two different moral codes.

"I'm not prepared to sacrifice a young girl's life at the altar of false prestige," she retorted. "I know Jhunia is not legally married to my son. But he had held her hand in his all the same. How can I turn her out of my house? When the rich commit the same wrong they lose face. The rich may say their prestige is more important than the destruction of an innocent life. I don't care for such prestige."

Datadin was too thick-skinned to be influenced by plain speaking. Backbiting was second nature with him. He had never committed a theft which he thought risky; but he had no qualm in sharing the loot. Professing to be poor, he threatened to end his life by jumping in the well when the Zamindar's bailiff came to collect his dues. But he gave out loans. A maker of pretty matches, he made the best of both worlds: the gratitude of the parties and gifts for services rendered. A country quack, he suited the treatment to the patient's taste by fake potions or, if necessary, elementary witchcraft. No one trusted him: yet he was so sweet of tongue that people repeatedly walked into his trap.

"You are right, Dhania," he shook his head sagely. "But it never pays to defy the conventions of society."

Hori had a similar encounter with Pateshwari, the revenue clerk. Known for his piety, Pateshwari arranged recitations of Satya Narain on every full moon. He made it a point to call on the sick and distributed free government quinine during the malaria season. He helped patch up quarrels of the peasants without the intervention of the police, and on marriages loaned the use of his palanquin, carpets and other decorative paraphernalia to the bride's people.

But that did not mean that he did not take advantage of his position as a revenue clerk. He had his fields ploughed and irrigated with the help of batches of forced labour. An expert in creating misunderstanding between one peasant and another, he touched both for small amounts. He also advanced petty loans to the peasants and had, in course of time, amassed a tidy fortune. Every year he extorted gifts of the season's produce from the peasants and passed them on to the police and court officials as gifts of his own. He basked under the patronage of district officials; he was feared by all, for he was notoriously a tough and mean man to deal with. But he was not ungrateful: he oppressed the peasants but he also stood by them in emergency.

"Why have you invited this trouble on yourself. Hori?" He asked.

Hori looked back. "What's that you said?"

"Has your sense also left you as Dhania's has?" He quickened his step to catch up with Hori. "Why don't you send Jhunia away to her father's house? God knows whose child she carries in her womb. And what about your daughters? With this girl in the house will anyone want to claim their hands in marriage?"

Hori was fed up with unsolicited and hypocritical sympathy.

"I know it, Lala," he said crossly. "But what can I do? Will Bhola take her back? How can I send her to her death when I know Bhola's sons have murder in their hearts? My useless son has left her in the lurch and if I also desert her, she may kill herself in desperation and the whole blame will fall on me. If you can prevail upon Bhola to take her back I shall be grateful. As for my daughters' marriages, I leave the matter in God's hands. He will show me the way. So far, in our community no daughter has remained unmarried."

Hori was known to be a man of peace and nobody wished him ill. But how could the society ignore such an irregularity? Look at the man's cussedness! The fool deliberately refused to see reason. Well, if he defied society, society would also not let him live in peace. That very night the custodians of justice held a council of war.

Datadin said: "There's so much evil rampant in the world but I remain unconcerned; it's not my habit to run down anyone. But that vamp, Dhania, came down upon me without the least provocation. Hori has prospered with the money usurped from his brothers, and this has turned her head. These despicable creatures, the moment they came into some money they stray from the straight path. Our holy books have truly said: Be wise and keep chastising these stick-in-the-mud peasants."

Pateshwari took a long pull at the chelum. "That's the worst about these people. A little money in their pockets and they become snobs. The other day Hori's rudeness left me speechless. Think of it—what will become of the village if we allow such evil to go unchallenged? Wouldn't the other widows of the village begin to follow the example of Jhunia? Today it's Bhola who suffers—tomorrow it might be you, even me! Remember that the foundations of society are laid on fear. Remove fear and you'll have utter chaos."

Thakur Jhenguri Singh had two wives. His first wife died, leaving five children, when he was forty-five. He married again, but his wife turned out to be barren, and he married a third. Now he was fifty, with two wives to his credit. There were many scandals current about them. But on account of the fear of the Thakur none dared to bring this fact to his notice. Indeed, there was no occasion for it; with the husband as a convenient smoke-screen the wives could gallivant with impunity. The Thakur however, believed in dealing with his wives with an iron hand: he made much of the fact that no one had even seen the faces of his wives. But what happened behind his back... Well, that's a different story.

"A girl like Jhunia should have her head severed!" He declared passionately. "By giving her asylum Hori has poisoned the well-springs of society. If he stays here our village will be polluted. We should inform the Rai Saheb about it. We should forewarn him that with this ill wind blowing in the village, no person's honour is safe."

Pandit Nokhey Ram, the Rai Saheb's bailiff, was a high-caste Brahmin. His grandfather had been the Dewan of a Native State. But he renounced the world and turned a sadhu. His father had also devoted a lifetime in the worship of God. Nokhey Ram had a religious streak in him, inherited perhaps from his father. He would sit down to his prayers as dawn broke and keep at it for many hours. But the moment he rose from his meditation, his mind got swamped in the marsh of worldly pursuits.

He thought the Thakur's suggestion, to refer the matter to the Rai Saheb derogatory to his prestige. "There's no need to go to the Rai Saheb," he looked around assuringly with his slit-like eyes, lost in the depths of his swollen cheeks. "I can deal with this man. Let's impose a fine of Rs. 100 on him and he'll leave the village of his own accord. In the meanwhile I'll file a suit for attachment of his land."

"But he has paid his land revenue, hasn't he?" Pateshwari asked.

"Yes. He took a loan of Rs. 30 from me for the purpose," Jhenguri Singh said.

"But I haven't issued him the receipt yet," Nokhey Ram said triumphantly. "Where's the proof that he paid the dues?"

And so: a unanimous decision to impose a fine of Rs. 100 on Hori. The only thing required to complete the farce was a ratification of the decision at the village meeting.

This would have delayed matters by a few days, but the same night Jhunia gave birth to a son.

The next day the village Panchayat hurriedly sat in session. The meeting was largely attended, and Hori and Dhania summoned to be present. The Panchayat announced that Hori was to pay Rs. 100 in cash and thirty maunds of grain in kind.

"Panches," Dhania said, her voice husky, her eyes teardimmed, "Panches, no good will come to you by oppressing the poor. We shall perish, but you will not be able to live in peace either. Whether we stay in the village or not, my curse will surely visit you. Is it because I did not turn out my daughter-in-law to beg in the streets that such a harsh penalty is imposed on us? Do you call this justice?"

Pateshwari shouted, "She's not your daughter-in-law. She's a slut!"

Hori asked Dhania to keep quiet. "It's the voice of God that speaks through the Panches," he said. "I'll abide by your verdict to the letter. If God wills that we should leave the village, we shall most certainly leave."

He turned to the Panches and said, "I have not removed a single grain from the barn. Take the whole lot. If the grain falls short, sell my bullocks."

"I won't give a single grain and I won't pay a single pice in fine," Dhania's voice interrupted. "What kind of farce is this? You think you can deprive us of our property on the pretext of collecting the fine. But you can't do it. Outcaste me! We have lived by hard work till now. We can live the same way when you turn us out. What need have we of you?"

Hori tried to calm her. "We are all limbs of the community," he said. "How can we break away from it? You must submit to the decision of the Panches. Death is any time better than leading a life with a blot on your name."

He faced the Panches. "Panches, I have only the grain in the barn. May I never see my son's face if I tell a lie. I am here to obey your orders. But if there is pity in your hearts leave something for my children."

Dhania left in a rage. But Hori worked late into the night shifting the grain from his barn to Jhenguri Singh's. Twenty maunds of wheat, five maunds of barley and the same quantity of peas.

He had raised this crop with great perseverance. Dhania and his daughters had sweated in the fields by his side. Hori had thought that this time he would be able to raise sufficient money to pay an instalment of land revenue and part of the interest on his loans. Of course, they would have to be content with barley chapaties. But they could somehow pass the next few months and then the crops of maize and millet and paddy would be in. All his calculations were upset now. In addition, he was crushed under a fine of hundred rupees. He did not know where the next meal was coming from. Gobar still remained untraced. If he is such a coward, why did the fool rush into such mischief? But what is written, must happen: nobody quarrels with fate.

Here he was, dumping his own grain at another man's place, like a person digging his own grave. He was worried about food for his children. But the fear of the community, like the fear of a ferocious animal, goaded him on. He could not imagine life outside the fold of the community. The feeling that there could be no integration of life without the community, that marriages, religious rites, birth and death had meaning only within the community, had been deeply ingrained in him. Outcasted, he'd just disintegrate.

Hori, about to transfer the last two maunds of barley into the basket, suddenly felt Dhania's hand on his. "I won't stand it!" She cried. "Won't you keep back something for the children? Must you give away everything? That I should have to pass my days with a man with no heart!"

Hori jerked away his hand. "I can't do it, Dhania. A single grain left back shouts my dishonour. If out of mercy the Panches decide to give me something for my children, I'll take it. Otherwise we'll have to depend on God."

"They are not Panches, they are demons. If you expect charity from them, you are living in a fool's paradise."

When Hori still did not agree she gripped the basket. "Kill me but I won't let go," she said. "I won't have those Panches gobbling my grain and waxing their whiskers while my children starve. This crop is not all yours. I and my children slaved for it. Put the basket down or I tell you I shall not see you any more."

Hori paused, Indeed, what right had he to snatch away food from his children? His responsibility as the head enjoined upon him to take care of his family, not to make a sacrifice at their expense to win vain applause from the community. He had no right over others' share. "You take it away. I'll tell the Panches about it," he said putting down the basket.

She took the basket and walked home, singing nursery songs in welcome of her grandson. This was the first time that other women of the village had not joined her on an auspicious occasion. But she sang at the top of her voice, wanting the whole village to hear her. What did she care for the community?

At that very moment, Hori was sitting with Jhenguri Singh, mortgaging his house for eighty rupees. There was no other way to raise money for the fine. He had sold some wheat and peas for twenty rupees; the balance depended on the mortgage. Nokhey Ram wanted him to sell the bullocks. But Pateshwari and Datadin argued that if he sold the bullocks, how could he plough his land? It was fair to raise money against the house. But selling the bullocks would be tantamount to driving him out of the village. When Hori returned after signing the mortgage deed, Dhania asked him where he had been so late in the night.

Gulping down his frustration, he replied, "Busy atoning for the misdeeds of that scamp. He lit the spark and disappeared: I have to put out the fire. I mortgaged the house for Rs. 80. What else could I do? Now the community has welcomed me back: I can smoke the chelum with them."

Dhania bit her lip. "What harm would it have been had you not smoked the chelum with them for a few months? I ask you why are you so stupid? We had only one house left out of our ancestral property, and that also you have given away on a platter. We are left with a few bighas of land. Some day those will also go. Then you will go about begging. I ask you: had you no tongue in your mouth that you could not ask them why they punished you like this, when, they themselves are so impious? Why, it's a sin to see their faces!"

Hori warned her to keep her tongue in check. "You were never caught up in the ways of society," he said. "That's why you prattle senselessly."

"What sin have I committed that I should fear the community? To be stupid like you is also a sin. Even the street dogs know who is stupid and won't lick his face. It's just my bad luck that I fell to your lot. In your house I never got a full meal."

"Did I go to beg for your hand from your father?" Hori said. "He thrust you on me."

"He must have been out of his wits," Dhania retorted. "I have always wondered why he took a fancy for you. You were not even good-looking."

Happily their argument ended in teasing banter. What did it matter if they had lost eighty rupees? They had got a priceless treasure to make up for the loss.

Hori asked: "Who does he look like?" Dhania replied gaily: "Gobar."

"Healthy?"

"The bounciest baby I've seen!"
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  Gobar left at night, limp with fear, legs shaking. He apprehended an uproar the moment Jhunia set foot in his village; he expected his mother to come down on her with a heavy hand. The thought acted as a drag on his feet. He was less afraid of his father than of her. Hori had explosive fits of rage and sudden calm. But Dhania would threaten to take poison or set the house on fire. No, he had not the courage to face her! He sighed.

Where would the poor girl go if Dhania drove her off from the door with a broom? Would she be so cruel? She would most certainly create a scene. But if Jhunia cried and fell at her feet she might relent. He would of course remain in hiding till the storm blew over; then return and cajole his mother into forgiving him. If in the meanwhile he could earn a few rupees by working as a labourer she would be more than mollified.

"My heart is uneasy," Jhunia said. "It was an evil moment when we first met. If you had not come to take the cow, this would not have happened. You go and prepare the ground and I'll come later."

"No you had better go first," Gobar insisted. "You could pretend that you were back from the market and could not return home at this late hour. I'll be there."

"Your mother is very rash," Jhunia said apprehensively, "What if she starts beating me?"

"She won't beat you," Gobar reassured her. "My mother is not that bad. But if she is angry she will pull me up. Not you,"

They had reached the outskirts of the village. "Now you go," Gobar said.

"Be near me," Jhunia told him.

"I'll be there in a minute. You go."

"I smell trouble. I feel so disgusted with you for putting me in such a mess."

"Don't get jittery. I'll be next to you."

"Can't we run away somewhere else?" She asked.

"While we have a home of our own? Don't worry over nothing."

"Come back soon."

"I will," Gobar replied.

"You won't let me down? What will I do if you don't turn up?"

"Trust me, Jhunia. I'm not mean. I'm with you till there's life in me."

Gobar undecidedly watched the hazy figure of Jhunia recede and melt into the darkness near the house. Then the frightful thought of the impending doom struck him. He stood rooted to the ground. His senses sharpened: he suddenly heard his mother abusing Jhunia. His blood froze. The next moment he saw Dhania running towards the fields. He began running, as if from a storm. He raced through the fields trampling the young shoots of wheat and barley. Dhania had reached Hori's hutment. He tip-toed to the back, and listened.

It was Dhania speaking. O, God, how merciless her words were! Had she no pity even for an unfortunate girl? Even his father spoke angrily against her. This is the way he was being paid back for the respect he had always showed his father! So he had also decided to go home! If his father beat her, he would raise merry hell. Oh God, how was he to know the situation would take such a ugly turn? But what right had his father to beat Jhunia or turn her out? The house was as much his as his father's. What kind of parents were they if they had no sympathy for their children?

He tailed Hori stealthily. But near the house his courage failed him. He stood against the wall. Now they must be threatening the poor girl. While he stood helpless, outside the house. In a thoughtless moment, he had touched off a spark, little realising that it would lead to a conflagration and engulf the whole house. And now he hadn't the courage to come forward and own up. How could he show his face to Jhunia? He turned away.

He walked some distance, heavy with a sense of guilt, like a deserter from the battlefield. He recalled how he had professed love to Jhunia and the extravagant promises that he had made to her. Those ecstatic moments when with pious breath and passionate glance he had laid bare his heart to her flocked to his mind. Before he brightened her life, she was like a lonely, loveless bird in a tiny nest. If she did not know the intoxicating advances of the male, the rich delights and the joy of the sweet chirping of young ones, she was also free from the fear of the falconer's net and his bird-catching guiles. Gobar was not quite sure if he had brought some sunshine into her life; but that he had put her life in grave danger—of this he hadn't the least doubt. And this thought, like the reviving call of a comrade, stirred new courage in his renegade heart.

He retraced his steps. He found the doors closed and light filtering through chinks. He put his eyes to a chink and saw Jhunia, tears streaming down her face, by the side of his mother. His father stood near them. His mother was saying: "Stay in our house, my daughter. I'll deal with your father and brothers if they come here. You have nothing to fear as long as we are alive."

Joy rose in him. Jhunia was safe at last. He would gladly have showered his parents with gold if he had it. He realised Jhunia would think he had betrayed her. But he had firmly decided not to enter the house until he earned enough to wipe off the blot from his name. Till now he had worked half-heartedly living on his father as a matter of right, without feeling that he had obligations to the family. His parents' forgiveness so readily given and in such generous measure, brought a new meaning to his life. Today, for the first time, something like a divine spark kindled in his heart.

When Dhania and others had gone to sleep he returned to Hori's hutment and began to build dream castles for the future.

He had heard somewhere that the wages of a contractor's labourer in the city were six annas a day. If he spent one anna a day on food he could have five, which worked out to ten rupees a month or about Rs. 120 in one year. If he returned home with Rs. 120 no one would dare belittle him. Even Datadin and Pateshwari would respect him and mother, of course, brim with pride. If he kept on earning at this rate the family need no longer be poor. People would call him a mazdoor. Who cared? It was no sin to be a work-hand. And his wages would not remain fixed at six annas; as he gained experience, he would start getting more.

An anna a day was more than enough for the food, he thought.

He need not rent a sleeping place; he could spend the night by the roadside, in a temple or a dharmasala. His employers might give him a corner to sleep in. Flour was ten seers to a rupee. Why, at this rate one anna would go on the flour alone! And what about wood, daI, salt, vegetables? Well, perhaps it was not so necessary to have flour twice a day. He could as well do with a handful of gram at one time and half a seer of flour at the other. He had to whittle his needs according to his purse. As for wood, cow dung cakes from here and there would do fine. As for vegetables, he could occasionally buy a pice worth of dal to go with the chapaties and sometimes a pice worth of potatoes.

Damn it, he was not going to the city to wallow in luxury. He had to earn and save. Even at home one of the meals he was served with gram.

Supposing he did not get work? But why suppose? A hard worker was always in demand. Only loafers remained unemployed. Even in the village raising a crop was an arduous job; all the time one had to fight against drought and blight, save the sugar cane from white ants, the barley from rust, the mustard from mildew. If he had the chance, he would take up night work as a watch man. It would be fine to add another two annas or so to his day's wages. He would bring presents for all—a sari for Jhunia, a turban for his father and so many other things.

With these pleasant thoughts in mind he dozed off.. In the bitter cold he slept fitfully. At break of dawn, he took the road to Lucknow, twenty miles away. By evening he calculated he would be in the city. He would not tell any one where he was going; his father might get wind of it and have him brought back to the village. His only regret was that, he had not made a clean breast of everything to Dhania. On second thought he decided that it was just as well he hadn't: she would have tagged along with him to the city and in every way acted as a drag on him and his plans.

Late in the morning. Gobar foodless all night felt vividly hungry. But he had no money to buy food. He plucked and ate a few wild berries, teasing his hunger to sleep. They were making gur from sugar cane in a nearby village and its sweet rich smell tickled his nose. He walked quickly to the cane crusher where the sugar juice was boiling in a large pot and asked for pitcher and string to draw water from the well. He had cupped his hands to drink when a peasant said, "Don't drink water on an empty stomach, friend. Here, take this gur. It's the last time we'll be making gur. Next year the sugar factory will start working. And they'll buy up the entire sugar crop while still un-cut. With the price of sugar the same as gur, who will buy gur?"

He gave Gobar a few lumps of gur and invited him to smoke the chelum.

"I don't smoke," Gobar lied.

"That's good, bhai," the peasant smiled. "Tobacco is a nasty thing. Once you start, you can't give it up."

Refreshed, Gobar walked faster. It was winter, the days short. Before he realised it, noon was upon him. On the way he saw a young woman sitting under a tree and a man (very likely her husband) standing by her side. It seemed they had quarrelled and the man was trying to pacify her. A few passers-by had collected to watch the fun. Gobar stopped.

The woman glared at the man. "I won't! I won't I won't"

"Come on!"

"I won't"

"No?"

"No!"

He caught her by the hair and dragged her. She stretched herself flat on the ground.

At a loss, he said, "I warn you! Get up!"

"I won't! I've had enough of you," the woman screamed defiantly. "Hack me to pieces but I won't!"

"I'll slit your throat, you..."

"You'll hang for it!"

He let go her hair, sat on his haunches by her side, holding his head with one hand, as if in defeat. Then he rose.

"Tell me what you want," he said exasperated.

"Leave me alone. That's all I want."

"But what has happened?"

"Why should anyone abuse my parents?" 

"Who ever abused your parents?"

"Go home and ask your mother!"

"How can I if you don't come with me?"

"Why don't you ask her? Because you're afraid of her, that's why! Go—sleep in your mother's lap. She may be your mother. She's not mine. You can listen to her abuses. Why should I? I eat one chapatie and do work worth four. Why should I listen to anyone? You haven't even given me one brass ring for all the work I've done for you."

The spectators enjoyed the quarrel immensely but as it showed no sign of coming to an end they straggled away in ones and twos. Gobar thought the man unnecessarily cruel and he did not like it. When everyone was gone he said, "It's not proper on my part to poke my nose in your affairs. But you shouldn't be so heartless."

The man's eyes bulged with rage. "Who are you?"

"I may be any body." Gobar said calmly. "Any man dislikes a bad thing and has a right to point it out."

The man swayed his head. "I see. You are still unmarried. That's why you are so soft-hearted."

"When I have a wife I won't pull her by the hair."

"All right, all right. Go your way. She's my wife. I'll beat her. I'll cut her to pieces. Who are you to interfere? Don't stand here. Move on."

"I won't go." Gobar said. "This is a public road. It's government property, not anybody's father's. I'll stand here as long as I like. You have no right to ask me to go."

The man bit his lip. "You won't go? Perhaps you'll like me to show you the way."

Gobar quickly tied his neck-cloth round his waist. He was ready for a showdown. "I'm not budging," he said.

"I know you won't until I break one of your limbs."

"Or I yours."

"You won't go."

"No."

The man clenched his fists and was about to pounce on Gobar when his wife pulled him back. "Why are you out for trouble?" She said addressing Gobar. "Go your way. We are not having a tamasha. It's our domestic quarrel. Sometimes he beats me. Sometimes I tell him off. How do you come into the picture?"

Rebuffed, Gobar backed out hastily. What a devil of a woman! He thought.

When Gobar had gone some distance the woman reproached her husband for his habit of picking quarrels with every one. "He seems to be a boy of a good family," she added. "And very likely of our own caste. Why don't you sound him for your sister's hand? There's no harm in trying."

The man thought over the suggestion for a moment and then ran after Gobar, shouting and beckoning him to stop. Gobar thought that the man had come to fight with him. He was prepared for it.

But there was a smile on the man's face and his gestures friendly. He asked Gobar his name and other particulars. The man's name was Kodai.

"We narrowly escaped a fight," Kodai said smiling. "When you left I thought over the matter and found you were right. It was wrong of me to quarrel with you. Have you any land?"

Gobar told him that they had five bighas of land and a plough.

"Forgive me for the hard things I said to you. In anger one becomes blind. My wife has many qualities. But sometimes she goes off her head. You tell me, how can I be harsh with my mother. She gave me birth and brought me up. If there's a quarrel between her and my wife. I can only admonish my wife, and not mother. Am I right or not? Of course, I shouldn't have dragged her by the hair. But then a woman does require to be chastised now and then. That's the only way you can keep her under control. She wants me to separate from my mother. Just think of it! Is it possible? To separate from my mother, who gave me birth! I won't agree to it, whether my wife stays or goes."

Kodai invited Gobar to come to his house. Gobar could not reach Lucknow before evening in any case and he had to spend the night somewhere on the way. He quickly accepted the offer. They returned to the tree where the woman still sat. But now she looked a subdued housewife, with the veil pulled over her face.

"He refused to come at first." Kodai said smiling. "He said he won't come to our house after hearing the way you talk."

The woman looked at Gobar through her veil, "If you are scared at such a mild rebuke," she said, "how will you stand your wife's chiding?"

The village was close by—actually a small hamlet where about a dozen families lived.

Reaching home Kodai took out a cot and spread a cotton blanket over it. He offered the chelum to Gobar and asked his wife to prepare some sherbet. In a minute she came with a lota of sherbet and playfully flicked a drop of it on Gobar as if she was apologising to him for the hard words she had said. Besides he was a prospective groom for her husband's sister and she was within her rights to tease him.
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  At dim dawn Gobar took leave of Kodai. They had discovered that Gobar was married and they did not broach the matter with him. With his sweet disposition and gentle manners, Gobar had endeared himself to the members of Kodai's family, his mother above all, and she saw him off with sattu and sugar as a parting gift.

On the road he met many persons off to Lucknow in search of work. Light conversation landed them before nine in Aminabad bazar. The bazar was overcrowded: Gobar wondered where so many people could come from.

Some four to five hundred men hunting for work— masons, carpenters, blacksmiths, cot-menders, stone cutters and plain mazdoors. Gobar lost hope. What chance had he? He had no tools or implements to proclaim his specialisation. In ones and twos they were hired: the throng thinned: only the decrepit and wasters remained, Gobar among them.

And then Mirza Khurshed appeared as if from nowhere. Beckoning them to him with a broad sweep of his hands he announced: "Hoi! You who want work, follow me. Six annas for the day. You'll be let off at five."

A handful of masons and carpenters excepting, all jumped at his offer. In no time a battalion of ragged non-descripts fell into marching order. A thick staff of his shoulder, Mirza took the lead: a line of paupers straggled after him, sheep after the shepherd.

"Sir, what work is this?" One of them asked Mirza.

His reply intrigued them: they were required to join in a game of kabbadi! That was all.

Six annas for playing kabadd! It was too good to be true. Was the man crazy? They suspected a catch somewhere. Too much money or learning sometimes made a man queer. Suppose he took them to his house and then dismissed them without giving any work? Let him pay in advance and they would be ready for kabaddi or gulli-danda or hide-and-seek. Gobar hesitatingly told Mirza he was hungry and wanted his wage in advance to buy something to eat. Out came six annas. And Mirza declared that he would pay them all in advance.

Mirza led them to a plot of land outside the city. The plot had been fenced round; inside it snuggled a small thatched cottage covered with creepers. The cottage was empty except for a couple of chairs and a small table with some books on it. In a corner grew mango, guava and lemon saplings; in the other were laid a few flower-beds. But most of the land was bare.

Mirza stood the labourers in a line and distributed the wages. They had now no shadow of doubt that the man was really mad.

Gobar was asked to water the flower-beds. He would have relished a game of kabaddi. But it did not matter. He had played enough of kabaddi in his childhood; what mattered was the wages.

It was after ages that these cronies had got an opportunity to play kabaddi;  to most of them it was no more than a faint memory. Throughout the day he slogged in the city on a miserable pittance, returned home late in the evening, delirious with fatigue, ate and slept. Next day the grind began again. Their life, devoid of any sunshine, had reduced them to automata. But today they again felt young. Semi-dead, old fogeys, toothless and shrivelled they folded up their dhoties and capered about, thumping their thighs in challenge. The arena was demarcated, two captains chosen, teams formed. By noon the game was under way. Winter time: mild sunshine: ideal for the game.

Mr. Mirza breezily sold tickets at the gate. He had extensively publicised the old men's kabaddi match by handbills and huge posters. "Unique!"—the posters announced. "A match to show that our old men are still going strong!" Tickets: Rs. 10/- to as low as two annas. Chairs and benches for the clean collar spectators and ground space for the gallery. By three the compound was crowded and spilling over. A stream of cars and phaetons trickled in for the tamasha.

Miss Malti, Mehta, Khanna and the Rai Saheb were also present.

As the game started, Mirza invited Mehta to have a round of kabaddi with him.

Miss Malti said, "A philosopher should play only with another philosopher."

Mirza twirled his moustache.

"You mean I'm not a philosopher? Sure, I don't have a tail of a doctorate after my name as Mehta has. But that does not mean I'm not a philosopher. Test me if you like."

"Are you an idealist or a materialist?" Malti asked.

"Both."

"You can't be both."

"Of course I can. I change with the fashion."

"Then you have no convictions of your own?"

"How can I have fixed views on matters still undecided, matters that will never reach a stage of finality? The conclusions which others reach after poring over books and sitting up nights, I jump into by intuition. What do philosophers do but juggle verbs and fly kites."

Dr. Mehta undid the buttons of his achkan, "I'm game. A round of kabaddi. I'm pitted against you?"

Mirza asked Khanna if he also wanted a rival for a bout.

"An idea!" Malti jumped in her seat. "A bout with Tankha."

"Leave me out," Khanna went red with embarrassment.

Mirza and Mehta stripped, briskly donned G-strings, got into the arena, one on each side of the touch line.

The spectators howled at the clumsy antics of the aged contestants. They clapped, barracked, laid money on favourites. "Look at the old Baba," one said, "How he struts!" "And that one on the opposite side," said another. "He must be the man's elder brother. Their bones are still as hard as steel. They must have had more ghee in their lives than we've had water!"

Some of the "clean collars" who sat under the marquee expressed no interest in the sport.

Mr. Khanna emptied the glass of ginger ale and leisurely lit a cigar. He turned to the Rai Saheb. "I tell you, the Bank won't agree to a lower rate of interest. In fact I've already quoted you a concessional rate because you are like a family member to me."

The Rai Saheb smiled. "Is it a part of your technique to cut the throat of your family members with a blunt knife?" "I don't get you."

"You charged 7% interest from Surya Pratap Singh. From me you want 9%. And you have the cheek to say you are doing me a favour."

Khanna brushed away his remarks with a laugh. "You can have a loan on the same terms," he said. "Did you know he mortgaged his property with the bank? Perhaps he'll never be able to redeem it."

"I'm ready to sell some property. Take my Jackson Road bungalow. It's better to sell useless property than run up 9% interest. I'll give you some commission on its sale."

"That bungalow won't get buyers now. It's so out of the way. But I'll keep an eye open. What would you want for it?"

"One lakh and twenty-five thousand," said the Rai Saheb. Fifteen bighas of land went with the bungalow.

Khanna's eyebrows shot up in surprise.

"Those prices—fifteen years ago," he said. "Real estate has gone down 50% since then."

"I know," the Rai Saheb said shortly. "Fifteen years ago. I'd get one lakh and fifty thousand for it."

"I'll be on the look out for a buyer. My commission, you know, is 5%."

"From others, 10%—of course! What do you do with so much money?"

"Pay me what you like. That satisfy you? You haven't bought a sugar share till now. You'll regret it if you don't. No insurance policy either. You have the bad habit of putting off things. When you put off matters which can bring you profit what help can others expect from you. That's why they say Zamindars have brass heads. If I had my way, I'd have confiscated your lands long ago."

Tankha was in téte-â-téte with Malti. She had warned him to lay off: she did not wish to get jumbled up in these election stunts. Tankha took it calmly. He rested his elbows on the table. "Think it over please. You won't get an opportunity like this again. Rani Chanda does not stand a ghost of a chance against you. I want people who have experience and record of service towards the country to be returned to the Council. A woman locked in luxury, hating the commoners—a woman whose only qualification is throwing banquets to the Governor and other dignitaries has no place in our Council. Under the new dispensation the members of the legislature will have a good deal of say; I don't want these powers to be abused by undesirable members."

"I have no money to vote on elections," Malti said curtly hoping to shake him off. "The Rani Saheba can afford to put in a lakh or two. I can't."

"But tell me are you interested in getting into the Council or not?"

"I am. But I don't want to fight it out with another candidate."

"Then I'm your man. I'll see it works out that way."

"You don't understand. I don't want to risk the shame of defeat. If Rani Chanda opens her purse, everyone will vote for her. You too."

"You mean that money is the secret of winning elections?"

"No, Personality helps. But what have I done for the country except going to jail once? And if you want to know the truth, I didn't go to jail for patriotic reasons. I went to gain my personal ends—as Mr. Khanna did, as the Rai Saheb did. Money is the basis of the new civilisation. Education, patriotism, inherited nobleness—what are they in front of money? There are chapters in history when the rich were swept away by revolutions. These are exceptions. Take my own case: if a poor woman comes to my clinic, she may have to wait for hours before I attend to her. But if a patient arrives in a car I run to the gate to receive her. I'm nowhere compared to Rani Chanda. I think she's the right candidate the way Councils are being constituted at present."

Her mind, however, was on the game. Mehta's team was having a bad time: more than half his players "dead". Mehta had never played kabaddi; Mirza knew every rope of the game.

"Mehta's not doing well," Malti said anxiously to the Rai Saheb.

The Rai Saheb, fed up with Khanna's incorrigible insurance, quickly welcomed her interruption. "That's what I see, " he rose, "Mirza is an accomplished player."

"Why did Mehta ever think of having a go?" Khanna said, "He's making a fool of himself."

"What's foolish about it?" Malti snapped. "It's a sport after all." She paused. "Isn't there any half-time in this game?"

"The cheek! To compete with Mirza." Khanna grinned "He thought it would be as easy as teaching philosophy "

"Don't they have half-time?" Malti repeated.

"The game will soon be over." Khanna teased her. "The real fun starts when Mirza drags him up and down, pummels his head on the ground and force him to give up."

"Who's talking to you?" Malti said testily. "I was asking the Rai Saheb. Isn't there a half-time?"

"No. I don't think so," he replied.

"Look, one more 'dead' on Mehta's side," she said.

"Hummm..." Khanna said zestfully. "It's Mehta's turn to 'die' soon.

"How dare you say so," Malti said. "You never had the courage to enter for the game."

"I don't play rustic games. Tennis is more in my line."

"You're no good at tennis either. I've beaten you so many times."

"I dare not disappoint you."

Mehta's team, on its last legs, had barely twenty people "alive" left. Excitement rose to fever pitch: the audience impatiently watched for the game to close. And then suddenly Mehta was the only "survivor". The fate of the team hinged on him. He had to go into the enemy's camp, touch the enemy's players and force his way back to his own base line. As many players as he touched would be "dead"; if he returned safely to his side an equivalent number from his team would be declared "resurrected."

All eyes on Mehta. He proceeded calmly towards the enemy's side. Tense excitement. But the enemy's ranks seemed too solid to force through. The hope that he might at least manage to "revive" a dozen or so of his team vanished.

Mirza leapt, almost flew, and had him by the waist. Mehta wriggled desperately, dragging Mirza near to the base line. In the meantime Mirza's team pounced on Mehta and pinned him. Mehta lay still on the ground; then viciously tried to break through to the base line; if he could touch the line, he would "resurrect" fifty of his team.

But he could not move an inch; Mirza sat on his back.

Malti indignantly walked up to them. "This is not fair, Mirza Khurshed. The game is drawn."

Mirza pressed Mehta's neck. "I won't leave him till he says he gives up. Why doesn't he say: I give up?"

"Don't be cruel. You're not going to force defeat out of him?" Malti said coming closer.

"I play the game according to rules," Mirza said astride on Mehta's back. "Tell him to say 'I give up' and I'll leave him."

Mehta tried to wriggle up. Mirza shoved his neck down.

Malti tried to drag Mirza away.

"This is no game but brutality." she said.

"Hm," said Mirza.

Suddenly, as if by a miracle, they found Mirza flat on the ground and Mehta scuttling off madly towards the base line. The spectators threw their caps in the air. How the table had been turned, no one knew.

Mirza lifted Mehta and brought the triumphant hero to the marquee. It was Mehta's day. Oranges free for the labourers; the other guests sat down to tea. Mehta and Mirza faced each other, Malti by Mehta's side.

"I have had a new experience today," Mehta said. "A woman's sympathy can change defeat into victory."

Mirza looked at Malti and then at Mehta. "I see. So that was the secret. I wondered how you managed to flip me like that."

Malti felt awkward. "You were very rough with Mehta."

"It was his fault," Mirza replied. "Why didn't he say 'I give up?"

"I would never say it," Mehta spoke up. "Not if you killed me."

Tea over, the guests left. Mehta and Mirza were having a wash at the well with Gobar pulling up water a foot away. "When is the marriage?" Mirza said.

Mehta, surprised, "Whose?"

"Yours, of course."

"My marriage! Who with?"

"How innocent you look! What's there to hide in it?"

"I never knew I was going to get married."

"Do you think Malti will be content to live with you as a soul-sister?"

Mehta became grave. "You are absolutely wrong. Mirzaji," he said. "Miss Malti is pretty, gay, intelligent, broad-minded and many other things besides. But the qualities I seek in my life's partner are missing in her. In my idea, a wife should be an embodiment of sincerity and self-abnegation who effaces her own individuality and merges herself with her husband's personality; the body is of the husband and the soul that of the wife. You will ask: why should not the man do the effacing? Why the woman? It's because no man is capable of it. If he effaces himself, he'll become an empty vessel. He will retire to a cave and dream of merging his soul with the all-pervasive soul. He is mercurial; and in his vanity, he thinks that he is imbued with wisdom. And he aspires to identify himself with the God-head. But the woman is patient like the earth, tranquil, forbearing. If a man richly takes on the qualities of a woman he becomes a Mahatma. But if a woman imbibes the qualities of a man she becomes evil. A man is really attracted only towards a woman who possesses the essential attributes of a woman. I have not felt drawn to Malti till now. How can I explain myself? In everything beautiful in this world I see the image of woman. Even if I kill her there should be no spirit of retaliation or violence in her. Even if I love another woman in her presence it should not rouse her jealousy. If I came across such a woman I'll fall at her feet."

Mirza shook his head dubiously. "You won't come across such a woman in this world," he said.

"Not one, but thousands," Mehta insisted. "Or the world would have gone to seed long ago."

"An example. Give me an example."

"Take Mrs. Khanna."

"What about her?"

"Khanna is unfortunate; he has a gem and thinks it a piece of glass. How she loves and sacrifices for him! But she has no place in Khanna's heart. He goes in for good looks only. But if today Khanna was in difficulty she would sacrifice herself to save him; if Khanna goes blind or is afflicted with leprosy she will remain steadfast to him. One day he will realise her true worth and worship her for it. I don't want a wife who can discuss Einstein or proof-read my books. I want a wife to elevate my soul and make my life pure."

Khurshed Mirza stroked his beard. "I appreciate your idealism. If I come across such a woman I'll also go in for marriage."

"Let's both be on the look out," Mehta said laughing. "Who knows we may be in luck some day!"

"But Miss Malti will not give up so easily. I'll put this down in writing, if you like."

"I can only amuse myself with such a woman. Marriage, of course, is quite another matter. Marriage is a dedication of the soul."

"Then what is love?"

"Unless love finds expression in the fullness of the mingling of two souls, fulfilment is not possible. Love will be lust without this."

Mehta dressed himself and left. It was evening. Gobar was still watering the flower beds. Mirza, pleased with him, said, "You can go now."

Gobar made a request, for a job.

"Oh you want a job," Mirza said. "All right, I'll take you."

"What will I get, Sir."

"How much do you want?"

"How can I tell? Pay me anything that pleases you."

"I'll give you fifteen rupees. But you'll have to work hard."

Gobar said he was not afraid of hard work. For fifteen rupees he was prepared to work himself to death.

"You may stay in a corner of this cottage," Mirza told him.
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  His entire crop gone in payment of the fine, Hori passed one month on the meagre stocks he had somehow scraped together. But with the beginning of June the situation became desperate: five mouths to feed and not a crumb in the house. Already heavily in debt, another loan was ruled out. Nor could he take up work as a hired hand: his own cane crop now under irrigation claimed all his time. The irony of it! Even to do his own work, his body first needed food.

Dusk. The baby wailed, but Jhunia's breasts were dry for lack of food. Rupa who, unlike Sona, was too young to understand the gravity of the situation, fought off hunger during the day by sucking raw mangoes. Now she sat whimpering: her stomach cried for something more substantial. Hori hurried to Dulari's shop. She had closed for the day. As a last resort he went to Mangru, the money-lender. Mangru not only refused him point-blank but also gave him a bit of his mind. "Let me remind you that you have not paid me a pice in interest for the last three years," he said. "What audacity! Another loan! Look at your plight: this is what happens to a man with dishonest intentions. When the bailiff threatened for payment, you spilled out money without a murmur. What about my money?"

Hori came back, dejected. He was sitting at the door-step when Punia, his brother's wife, came. She noticed there was no light in the kitchen. "Bhabi, why haven't you lighted the hearth?" She asked Dhania. "It's time you started cooking."

"What am I to cook with?" Dhania said. "Mehto gave everything away to pay the fine without caring whether the children lived or died. Now the community won't so much as look at us."

This year Punia's crop had been plentiful; she openly acknowledged it as the result of Hori's perseverance. When Heera tilled the land, the yield had not been half as good.

"Why didn't you send for some grain from my house?" She said. "What is mine is as much Mehto's. In bad times we must share our sorrows. I am not blind: I recognise the virtues of a man. Had Mehto not come to my rescue, where would have I been?"

She took Sona with her. They returned with two enormous baskets of barley. Before Dhania could thank her, she had disappeared. This time she brought a basket of daI., "Let me do the fire," she said.

Dhania saw that the basket of barley also contained a few seers of ground wheat. Tears came to her eyes. "It seems you have given us all that you had. Why did you not keep some for yourself?"

Jhunia's child lay in the cot in the courtyard, still crying. Punia picked him up, and caressed him. "Bhabi, with your blessings I have plenty in the house. This season I harvested fifteen mounds of barley and ten mounds of wheat. And five maunds of peas. I won't hide anything from you. It's sufficient for both the families till the maize crop is in. And after that we shall leave ourselves to God's care."

Jhunia touched Punia's feet. Sona lit the fire. Rupa ran to fetch water. The daily routine was resumed. The house hummed. Life, like a river turbulent and noisy with impediments, with their removal, relapsed into a clam flow.

Punia said, "Was there any hurry for Mehto to pay the fine?"

"How else could he uphold his dignity?" Dhania said sarcastically.

"Bhabi, may I say something? You won't mind?"

"Tell me. I won't."

"You shouldn't have kept Jhunia in the house."

"What else could I do? She would have drowned herself."

"You could have sent her to stay with me. And saved yourself all this trouble."

"This is what you think now. At that time you would have chased her away with a broom."

"The fine you paid could have gone into a splendid marriage for Gobar."

"No one quarrels with Fate. This is only the beginning. Bhola now insists on payment for his cow. He says he is no longer interested in getting a bride for himself. His sons hound us. How can we fight them single-handed? This wretched cow has undone us."

Hori had been listening from the door step. When Punia left he came in and said, "Punia is not bad at heart."

"You said the same thing about Heera," Dhania retorted.

Dhania had accepted the grain, but it rankled. The fickleness of time that had reduced her to such humiliation.

"You are never grateful to any one," Hori said. "That's one bad thing about you."

"Why should I be obliged to her?" she said. "Haven't you sweated for her day and night? I haven't taken charity from her. I'll pay back every lot of grain.

Punia knew her sister-in-law's feelings too well. But she was grateful to Hori for what he had done for her. As soon as their ration depleted, she would send some more.

But when the rainy season came and no rain fell, the situation became critical. A heat wave gripped the countryside; hot puffs of wind grazed the fields, the wells dried up, the sugar crop withered. Water from the river was rationed to the cultivators by turns. The result—squabbles; till this source of supply also stopped. Thefts and dacoities swept the province; public indignation mounted.

Then the rains came. Flagging spirits revived. To the cultivators they were showers of gold. The parched earth, it seemed, would never be saturated. Ploughs were brought out; children ran to inspect the tanks. "They are half full!" They returned, shouting and clapping.

The drought had already done its worst. The cane crop failed. Of what use were stunted stalks no more than a foot long? They depended mainly on sugar cane. You could hardly expect them to pay land revenue out of the sale of maize and millets, much less pay back the money-lenders. They consoled themselves with the hope that there would be at least green fodder for the cattle.

With January gone and still no payment, Bhola one day stormed Hori's house. "So this is how you keep your promise!" He fumed. "You gave me your word you would pass me the money after the crushing of sugar cane. The crushing is long over. Pay up."

Hori pleaded for time. Bhola wouldn't listen. "I tell you I have no money," Hori said in exasperation. "I can't even raise a loan. What am I to do? I have to go without food. If you don't believe me, search my house. If you find anything there, go ahead and take it."

"Why should I search your house?" Bhola snorted. "It's not my concern whether you have the money or not. I'm reminding you of your promise. The crushing is over. I want the money."

"You tell me what to do."

"What more is there for me to say?"

"I leave it to you."

"Then I'll take your bullocks."

Hori looked at him in surprise. He could hardly believe his ears. As if stunned he lowered his head. Was Bhola bent on making him a pauper? Taking away the bullocks amounted to cutting off his hands.

"I'll be ruined if the bullocks go," he said. "But if your dharma says it's fair, then take them."

"I don't care whether you are poor or rich. I want my money."

"What if I tell everyone I've already paid it?"

Bhola was taken aback. It had never crossed his mind that Hori might cheat like this.

"It's not true," he said indignantly. "But if you swear by the holy water of the Ganga, there's nothing for me but to put up with my loss."

"I would like to—very much. But I won't."

"You can't."

"Yes. I can't. I was just joking."

For a moment he seemed lost in thought. Then: "Why do you nurse ill-will against me. Bhola bhat? So Jhunia did come to my house—so what good has it done to me? I lost my son. I paid a fine of two hundred rupees. I'm ruined. And now you want to dig up my very roots. Believe me, I knew nothing about my son's doings. I thought he went to join the music parties. I got to know the real facts when Jhunia came to my house late that night. Tell me, if I had not given her shelter where else could she go? Would anybody else have cared?"

Jhunia, standing by the door of the vestibule, overheard. She had now no respect for Bhola; he was her enemy. Afraid lest he may prevail upon Hori to part with the bullocks she asked Rupa to call back her mother from the fields, where she had gone to deposit the dung. "Tell her to hurry," she said. "It's important."

"My father is here," Jhunia said when she came.

"Yes. I saw that butcher sitting by the door. I didn't care to speak to him."

"He has asked dada for the bullocks."

"Yes. He said if dada did not pay the money, he would take the bullocks."

"And what did your dada say?"

"He left it to his sense of dharma."

"Let him take the bullocks. One day he'll come and beg at our door. Spit on my face if I tell a lie."

She came out. "I hear Mehto wants our pair of bullocks." She said enraged. "Why didn't you give them to him? He wants only bullocks, not our hands. We can still work for others with our hands. God willing, we'll again own bullocks. And what's so shameful in being labourers? We won't have to worry over the tricks of nature and the burden of paying rents. Had I known he was so vicious I would never have taken his cow. The day her shadow fell here, we've gone from bad to worse."

Bhola had been waiting for just this chance. He had convinced himself that, bullocks excepting, they had nothing to fall back on and that they would stop at nothing to prevent the bullocks from falling into his hands.

A cunning marksman, he concentrated on their weakest spot. He said, "If you think I'll let you sit back in comfort after suffering all this humiliation, you are very much mistaken. You lament over your two hundred rupees; but I have lost my prestige. You'll do well to turn out Jhunia the same way you brought her here. Turn her out and I'll ask neither for your bullocks nor the price of my cow. I can't bear the idea of her sitting here like a princess while we grovel in shame. She is my daughter, she has grown in my lap; be God my witness. I have loved her no less than my sons. But today I want to drive her from one end of the country to the other, make her beg for alms, and potter for food in rubbish heaps. I am her father! She has hurt me—her father! The shame this evil girl has brought on my house will not be washed for seven generations. And you shamelessly keep her in your house, What else is this but insult!"

"Look here, Mehto," Dhania spoke as if she meant every word to register on Bhola's heart. "I'm not so soft. I'll never do what you ask. We hold Jhunia dearer than our lives. If our bullocks can redeem the honour of your ancestors and restore your lost prestige, take them. I do admit that Jhunia has committed a mistake. When she came to our house, I wanted to drive her off. But she wept—I have a heart—I gave her refuge. You, Mehto, you are an old man, yet you are not able to control your passions for a woman. How dare you accuse this young girl?"

"Did you hear her, Hori?" Bhola said with an aggrieved, mute appeal in his eyes. "Don't blame me now. Give me the bullocks."

"Take them." Hori said grimly.

"Think it over."

"I have."

As Bhola moved to untether the animals, Jhunia, in sequined sari, the child in her lap, stepped in front of him. "Kaka, don't take the bullocks." Her voice shook. "I'll go. I'll beg. If I can't live on alms, I'll drown myself."

"Get out of my sight," Bhola shouted. "May I never see your face again, you cursed woman! Drowning's too good for you."

Jhunia did not look at him. She wanted to lose herself in the fire of her own wrath, a wrath which was not an expression of violence but of self-abnegation. If the earth had yawned and devoured her then, she would have thought herself lucky.

She had not gone two steps when Dhania caught hold of her. "Where are you going, daughter?" She said. "This house is yours, as much now as after we die. Why should you drown yourself? Let a father who hates his own children be drowned. You should be ashamed of yourself," she said to Bhola. "Take the bullocks and drink their blood."

"If my own father curses me, it is not right that I live," Jhunia sobbed. "Let me go and die. I have caused you so much pain. But even my own mother would not have treated me as kindly as you have done. I shall pray to God that if I am born again it may be as your daughter."

Pulling Jhunia to her, Dhania said, "He's not your father: he's your enemy. Had your mother been living she would not have let this happen to you. Let him marry again. You'll see he'll get what he deserves!"

Jhunia followed her mother-in-law into the house and Bhola untied the bullocks from the peg and proceeded home, panting, as if returning from a feast after receiving a beating instead of sweets. Now let's see Hori cultivate his hands and live in peace! These people, he knew, wanted to shame him; for why should any decent man care to keep such a girl in his house? They had no sense of shame. They could not find a decent girl for their son and fell for her. And the cheek of that slut? She defied him! Any other girl in her place would not have shown him her face. The fools! Did they think that Jhunia was now theirs? A girl who did not stay in her father's house would not stay in another's house for long either. How he would have liked to drag that witch Dhania by the hair in front of the whole village. But tempers were touchy at present.

He looked at the bullocks. Sturdy creatures, an excellent pair. He could sell them any time for a hundred. In any case, he had more than made good his eighty rupees.

Near the outskirts of the village he saw Datadin, Pateshwari, Sobha, and a few others hurrying after him. He went cold with fear. He sensed trouble; would they beat him up and snatch away the bullocks? He stopped. He would go down fighting.

"What's all this, Bhola?" Datadin moved up close. "You untied his bullocks and he kept quiet. Is that what made you so bold. We were busy with our work. If Hori had just thrown a hint, we'd have plucked every hair from your body. If you don't want trouble, give back the bullocks—now. Have you not shame?"

"He's taking advantage of Hori's simplicity," Pateshwari said, "If he owes you money, go, file a suit and get a decree against him. What right have you to set hands on the bullocks? Why, if he files a criminal suit against you, the police will teach you a lesson."

A little subdued. Bhola said, "Lala, I didn't force him to give me the bullocks. He just wanted to give them to me."

"No peasant parts with his bullocks willingly," Pateshwari retorted. "How will he manage without them? Will he yoke you to the plough? Sobha, take the bullocks from him."

Sobha stepped forward. "Give me the halters. File a suit if you want your money. Or I'll beat you to death. Did you pay him in cash? You thrust an ill-omened cow on him and now you want his bullocks too."

Bhola did not move. He stood in front of the bullocks silent but determined. It was no use arguing with Pateshwari.

Datadin straightened his back. "What are you waiting for?" He jumped excitedly. "Beat him away. How dare he take the bullocks from our village?"

Banshi, a powerful youth, violently elbowed Bhola to the ground. He rose, and got another blow.

They saw Hori running towards them. Bhola got up and scrambled towards Hori. "Hori, tell them the truth. Did I take your bullocks by force?"

Datadin said, "He is trying to fool us, Hori."

Hori hesitated. "Well, the fact is," he said tumblingly, "that he asked me to turn out Jhunia or give him his money. If not, he'd take my bullocks. I told him I would neither turn out Jhunia nor had I any money. But if his dharma said that it was fair to take away the bullocks, he could take them."

"When you left the matter to his dharma the question of force doesn't arise," Pateshwari looked crest-fallen. "His sense of dharma says he's doing right. Bhai, the bullocks are yours. Go."

They looked at Hori contemptuously. Bhola lifted his neck, proudly marching, the bullocks following.
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  To all appearances a "butterfly", Malti was in fact bee-frugal and diligent. Her life was not just a round of gaiety; One doesn't live all the time on sweets. For her, fun was not the penultimate of life, nor self-interestedness. But frivolity certainly helped to soften life's oppressiveness of life.

Her father was one of those rare and extraordinary persons who earn lakhs out of a gift of the gab. Arranging loans for Zamindars, selling off their properties, pulling them out of tight corners with the help of high officials—these made up his life. That is to say, he was a broker. Brokers are very resourceful. They undertake impossible tasks, and make them very possible. For instance they work out marriages between the 'Rajas and princesses of ruling states and push off with a neat thousand in the process. The small brokers were known as "touts". But the ones who operated on a grand scale, such as Mr. Kaul, went to shikar with the Rajas and had teas with the Governor,

Mr. Kaul had three daughters, and wanted to have them educated in England. Like other nonveau riche, it was his belief that English education radically transformed a person; perhaps the climate of England had something to do with it: very likely it sharpened a person's intelligence. But his desire remained two-thirds unrealised. Malti was still in England when Mr. Kaul had a paralytic stroke. Made invalid for life, he also lost his speech; losing his power of speech also meant saying good-bye to his means of livelihood. His income high, his expenses were equally large; saving for the rainy days was not among his habits. With the result that for the past few years they lived hand to mouth. The whole burden of supporting the family fell on Malti. With her income of four to five hundred rupees a month, living in grand style was now out of the question; but she managed somehow to meet the cost of her two sisters' education. Unfortunately, Mr. Kaul drank and was by no means tight-fisted. When hard up, he would quietly write an I.O.U for a few thousand rupees against his bungalow in favour of a money-lender. The money-lender, an old friend, had earned lakhs through his good offices, and did not refuse him out of politeness. The debts rose: Rs. 25,000. The money-lender could take over the bungalow any time he liked. But he wouldn't for old times' sake. Mr. Kaul, on the other hand, adopted an attitude of gross indifference, so characteristic of a self-centred man; he blandly ignored all requests for repayment of the loan. Malti, of course, felt annoyed. But her mother (who was goodness incarnate and knew no duty better than service of husband) often tried to correct Mr. Kaul. It was because of her that their differences did not degenerate into a family feud.

Evening, but still warm; a haze in the sky. Malti and her sisters, ran in the lawn. The grass had withered for lack of care; intermittent bald patches of earth showed.

"Doesn't the gardener look after the lawn?" Malti said.

The second sister Saroj said, "He sleeps all the time. He's ready with twenty excuses to explain why he hasn't done what he should do."

Saroj was studying for the B.A. Tall, lanky, sickly, irascible by nature, she smelt a rat in everything. The doctors had advised her to take it easy and go to the hills. But the family hadn't the money to send her.

The youngest sister Varda thought Saroj got too much attention. If by falling ill one could win sympathy high and low, why, wouldn't she love to fall ill herself! She was in love with everything under the sun except Saroj. Her eyes sparkled, her skin shone. "Father makes him run errands all day long. He doesn't even get time to breathe. And you say he sleeps," she said.

"Father never sends him out," Saroj said testily. "That's a lie."

"He sends him out every day," Varda retorted. "Yes, he does. Today he was out. Ask him."

"Shall I?"

Malti tactfully changed the subject.

"Did Dr. Mehta lecture today, Saroj?"

Saroj curled up her nose. "Yes, he did. But nobody listens to him.

He said men and women in this world had different spheres cut out for them. And that women interfering in men's sphere were the greatest shame of this century. The girls started clapping and whistling. He was very embarrassed. He sat down without finishing. He is a queer bird. He even said there was no such thing as love: love was only something poets cook up, he said. Lady Hukku made great fun of him."

"Lady Hukku, of all people!" Malti said derisively. "She has also the courage to open her mouth on this subject! You should have listened to Dr. Mehta till the end. What an unlovely impression he must have had of all of you, the way you behaved."

"Who has the patience? His ideas are too progressive."

"Then why invite him at all? He has no grudge against women. But he is not one of those who say things just to please women. And what proof have you that the women are on the right track? It's quite likely that in course of time we may all have to change our views."

She gave a harangue on the ideals which the women of France, Germany and Italy had set before themselves, and added that she was soon inviting Dr. Mehta to speak to the Women's League.

"But you believe that women should have the same rights as men." Saroj said puzzled by her spirited defence of Dr. Mehta.

"I say so even now," Malti replied. "But we should hear the other side too. Who knows we may be quite, quite wrong."

The Women's League, a club of sorts, came recently into being mostly through Malti's efforts. Almost all the educated women of the town had joined. Mehta's previous address created a sensation, and the League decided to give him a smashing rejoinder. To Malti fell the task of preparing the speech. For days she collected material and marshalled arguments. There were other ladies too preparing speeches. When Mehta came to the Women's League, the auditorium was packed. He felt proud. The enthusiasm of the audience was not reflected only in their faces but in their dresses too. The ladies turned up in finery and loaded with jewellery as if they had come to a marriage party. They had put in their best effort to vanquish Mehta. Who can say that gorgeousness is not a potent weapon? Malti in a brand new sari, and a blouse of the latest cut; her face attentively made up like a bride's. Dr. Mehta was alone, and a herd of women to oppose him. But the ladies still felt diffident. One spark of truth can pulverize a mountain of incompetence.

Mirza, Khanna and the editor of the Flash sat in the last row. The Rai Saheb came a little later and stood at the back. Mirza beckoned to him to sit down.

"Thank you, I am quite comfortable," the Rai Saheb replied. "The Hall's stuffy. I see Malti is going to preside. Congratulations, Mr. Khanna!"

Khanna grimaced. "Her eyes are on Mehta. I've fallen from grace."

"Mehta began his address:

"Devijis, when I address you like this—'goddesses'—you find it nothing unusual. You take this honour as a matter of right. But have you ever heard a woman addressing a man as 'god'? If you address him as 'god' he will think you are pulling his leg. For sympathy, devotion and sacrifice are the precious virtues of a woman. And what about man? What has he to give? Nothing. He is not the giver, he is the taker. He fights to wrest his rights from others: struggle and violence are the basic traits of his character."

Stormy applause. The Rai Saheb said, "The man knows how to get around women."

"He hasn't said anything original," the Editor of the Flash, who did not relish Rai Saheb's remark, said, "In fact I think I've expressed the same idea on several occasions."

Mehta proceeded: "Therefore, when I find our enlightened women getting dissatisfied with their life of devotion and sacrifice and running after a life of struggle and violence, thinking all the time that they have stumbled on a haven of joy, why, I am sorry to say, I am very sorry to say that I do not think this to be an occasion for congratulating them."

Mrs. Khanna looked piercingly proud at Malti. Malti lowered her head.

Mirza said, "Mehta is a bold man. Says the truth to your face."

The Editor of the Flash said, "The days are gone when you could dupe women so easily."

Mehta continued: "To see a woman posturing like a man pains me as much as seeing a man behaving like a woman. I know that none among you would consider such a man worthy of your confidence and love. And I assure you, at the same time, that such a woman also cannot win the trust and abiding love of a man."

Khanna's face lit up.

The Rai Saheb teased him, "Mr. Khanna, you seem to be very happy."

"I am waiting to hear what Malti has to say to this."

"In the scheme of evolution of human civilisation I consider the position of women superior to men; in the same way as love and sacrifice are always superior to discord and war. It will do no good to society if women, leaving the temple of creation, decide to come to the battlefield. I am positive about this. Out of pride, man has attached greater importance to his destructive tendencies. By depriving his brother of his independence and by shedding his blood, he thinks he has won a great victory. When he mows down the same children whom mothers have nurtured with their blood with bullets from a thousand machine-guns, he is hailed as a hero. And when mothers put a saffron mark on his forehead and send him to the battlefield with the protective armour of their blessings he thinks that destruction is just what the world needs, and his propensity to destroy becomes more pronounced.

"What do we find today? This diabolical instinct has wrought shocking havoc; wiped out populations, scorched the earth, razed cities. Devijis, I ask you, do you want to lend your hand to the perpetuation of this devil's dance? I implore you to leave these forces of evil alone, and stick to your duties which alone are your true heritage."

Khanna said, "Malti doesn't even raise her head."

"What Mehta says is true," said the Rai Saheb.

The Editor of the Flash flared up. "Nothing new. Anyone antiwomen's progress, talks such gibberish. I don't concede that the world has progressed through love and sacrifice; the world has really advanced through perseverance, manliness and intelligence."

Khurshed said, "Please, please, I can't follow what he's saying."

Mehta's lecture went on: "I am not one of those, Devijis, who think that men and women are endowed with the same powers and qualities and that there is no difference between them. I can't think of a more appalling falsehood. It is one of those falsehoods which tries to mask the experience of the ages in the same way as a cloud blots the sun. I warn you: do not fall into this trap. Woman is as above man, as light is above darkness. Sacrifice, non-violence and forgiveness are still distant ideals for man; but the woman breathes them naturally. For ages man has been striving to achieve these ideals partly with the help of sages, partly by his own dharma. But in vain. I maintain that all his religious fervour and yoga cannot match the sacrifice of women."

Thunderous clapping. The Rai Saheb said happily, "He means every word he says,"

Onkarnath, the editor of the Flask "Hackneyed arguments. All stale."

"But if a hackneyed argument has a ring of conviction, it becomes as good as new."

"A man who coolly pockets a thousand a month and wastes his time in indulgence, is devoid of spiritual force. He's saying all this to please men and women of the old way of thinking."

Khanna looked at Malti. "Why is she looking so smug? She should hang her head in shame."

Khurshed nudged Khanna, "Make a speech too, Khanna. Or Mehta's got you! He's already won half the battle."

"Leave me alone," Khanna said peevishly. "I've caught many sparrows like her, and let them off."

The Rai Saheb winked at Khurshed and turned to Khanna. "These days, you often visit the Women's League. How much subscription have you paid them!"

Khanna blushed. "I don't believe in supporting such clubs, They only encourage moral corruption behind a facade of art."

The lecture continued. "Man claims that all the great philosophers and scientists were men; the warriors, statesmen, navigators were men. And what has the totality of all these great men achieved? Even Mahatmas and the founders of religions did nothing better than spread hatred and cause bloodshed. The warriors are remembered only for cutting the throats of human beings; the only relics that the statesmen have left behind are the ruins of lost empires; the scientific inventors have made men slaves of the machine and solved no problem. There's no peace in this man-made civilisation and no sense of fellow-feeling."

Onkarnath rose in his seat. "It makes me so angry to hear such loud mouthed piousness from the lips of a hedonist."

Khurshed caught hold of his hand and forced him back into the chair. "Don't be a fool," he said. "This is all in the game. People sputter whatever comes first in their heads. Some hear them and clap, others keep silent. And there the matter ends. Many Mehtas will come and go and the world goes on as before. What's there to be so touchy about?"

"I can't stand lies."

"Who won't feel annoyed at hearing pious platitudes coming out of a foul mouth?" The Rai Saheb egged Onkar on.

Mehta went on: "I ask you, does it suit a swan to copy an eagle? Does it suit a swan to leave the eloquent loveliness of Mansarovar and start killing sparrows? Even if a swan turns a hunter that's nothing for it to gloat over. The swan's beak is not sharp nor cruel its claws; nor wings fleet and eyes keen to swoop on sparrows. Its nature is not grim. Centuries will pass before a swan is able to transform itself into a hunter. And even then, there's next to no chance of it turning into an eagle. But of one thing you can be sure— it will, no longer remain a swan—the swan that picks pearls."

"I'm not impressed," Khurshed commented. "He's talking like a poet. The female eagle hunts the same way as a male eagle."

"Does he claim to be a philosopher on the strength of such knock-kneed arguments?" Onkar felt pleased.

"He's not a philosopher, but a sham of a philosopher," Khanna let loose his pent-up feelings. "A philosopher is a man..." "...who does not deviate from the truth." Onkarnath added.

"I know nothing about truth and untruth," Khanna said not quite satisfied with Onkarnath's definition. "A philosopher is one who's a true philosopher."

Khurshed applauded Khanna. "That's it! Eureka! You have hit the nail on the head. May the heavens be thanked! 'A philosopher is one who's a true philosopher,' And why not?"

Mehta's speech continued. "I don't say women don't require education. Perhaps they do; perhaps more than men. But not the sort of education that has already converted the world into a slaughter-house. If you also decide to go after that kind of education, the world will become a graveyard. Your education should lead you not towards destruction, but towards nature, towards creation. Do you think that adult and universal franchise will lead to a better society? Will driving the quill or wagging the tongue in courts and offices lead to a better society? Why do you run after illusory pernicious and artificial rights, and renounce those rights which nature has bestowed on you?"

Saroj (who had been sitting quiet out of regard for her sister) could hold herself no longer. "We want votes, same as men!" She shouted.

"Yes, we want the right to vote!" Loud calls from different corners of the Hall.

Onkarnath stood up and shouted: "Down with the enemies of the Women's Movement!"

Malti banged her hand on the table. "Order, order! Those who want to speak will get an opportunity to do so later."

Mehta said: "Adult Franchise is a fad of the new age. It's a mirage, a blot, a fraud. Get caught in its whirlpool and you'll be neither here nor there. Who says that your personalities cannot find full play because your sphere of activity is limited? We are human beings first and anything else next. Our life begins in the home; it's there that we are born and brought up; there that we pass through the chief phases of our life. If you call this sphere limited I don't know what sphere to call unlimited. Do you want to abandon this factory where a man's destiny is fashioned, and run to those factories where he is crushed and bled white?"

"It's the tyranny of men that has created a spirit of revolt in women." Mirza shouted.

"I agree." Mehta replied. "Man has been unjust to women. We should wipe out injustice. But we should not throw away the baby with the bath water."

Malti said: "Women want rights so that by making proper use of them they can prevent men from abusing their rights."

"The greatest rights in this world," Mehta replied, "are won through service and sacrifice. And you already have those rights. Franchise is a trifle compared to them. I am sorry to see that our women are taking the West as their ideal. There the woman has fallen from her place of honour; she is no longer mistress of the home, but a show piece, a prize exhibit, an object of pleasure. The woman in the West wants to be independent, so that she can enjoy life to the hilt. But physical pleasures have never been the ideal of our women; they have dominated and run the family through service. Let us make our own those things which are wholesome in Western culture. There is always give and take between one culture and another. But aping others blindly is a symptom of moral bankruptcy. The women of the West no longer wish to remain housewives. They have surrendered their modesty—that priceless trait!—at the altar of pleasure. When I see the educated women in the West openly parading the charms of their bodies, the arms, the legs I feel pity for them. Their craving for sensations has blinded them so much that they can no longer think of being modest. There couldn't a greater curse come on women."

The Hall resounded with clapping.

"I doubt if you can refuse these arguments," Mirza said to Onkar.

"The only sensible thing he has said in his lecture," Onkarnath admitted grudgingly.

"He's one up on you there," Mirza said.

"I don't submit to any one." Onkarnath said. "I'll find loopholes. Wait and see. Watch the columns of the Flash tomorrow."

"You mean you don't give a hoot where truth leads you? You only find arguments to buck up your set motion."

"An advocate looks to the welfare of his client. He doesn't sit in judgement over truth and falsehood."

"You are the women's advocate then, the helpless, the affilicted."

"Really, you are the limit."

"It's a conspiracy," Mehta continued, "organised by men to bring women from their high pedestal to their own level; specially by men who are cowards; by men who are not fit to shoulder the responsibilities of conjugal life; by men who follow the path of carnal desires, like a bull run amock in others' fields. This conspiracy of man has already succeeded in the west; there women have become painted dolls. I feel ashamed that this ill wind has now started blowing in India, to corrupt a tradition of sacrifice and penance. The educated women especially, are rapidly infected; renouncing the ideals of a housewife, they are transforming themselves into irrelevant butterflies."

"We don't want men's advice," Saroj spoke up angrily. "If men claim to be independent so are we. Our girls no longer want to adopt marriage as a profession. Love will be the only basis of marriage from now on!"

Much applause, specially from the front rows, where the ladies sat.

Mehta, unruffled, replied: "What you call love is an illusion, the naked face of desire; in the same way as renunciation is often only a refined name of material frustration. True joy and real consolation proceed from selfless service. Selfless service is the fountainhead of rights; the source of power. Service is that cement which keeps a married couple locked in love and common ideals. Where service is lacking you have distrust. Since you guide men's lives, your responsibility is greater. If you want you can steer the boat to safety through wind and storm. But one slip and the boat will sink—and pull you down with it."

The lecture ended. The subject being controversial, many ladies asked permission to speak. It was already late; and Malti closed the proceedings with a vote of thanks to Dr. Mehta. Before concluding, she announced that the following Sunday a number of ladies would express their opinions on the subject.

"I agree with every word you said," the Rai Saheb congratulated Mehta.

"Who else is there to congratulate him if you don't?" Malti laughed. "One thief is always cousin to another! But I don't quite catch one thing: Why are only women picked on as targets for these sermons? Why are they only charged with the task of fulfilling ideals, making sacrifices and upholding traditions?"

"Because they understand the importance of these things," Mehta replied.

Khanna looked intently at Malti as if trying to divine her mind and then ventured; "To my mind, Dr. Mehta is a hundred years behind times in his views."

"What views?" Malti's tone was curt.

"I mean, service and sacrifice and all the rest of it."

"If you think Mehta's views are a hundred years obsolete we'd love to hear your latest views. How does one make married life a success: have you any special prescription?"

Khanna felt abashed; he had intended to please Malti and succeeded only in annoying her. "Such prescriptions are known only to Mehta," he said sullently.

Mrs. Khanna was in the lobby. "How did you like my speech?" Mehta greeted her and asked.

She lowered her eyes. "It was excellent. But you are still unmarried. That's why you talk about women in such glowing terms. You'll get to know what women really are after marriage. Oh, I know you'll go in for marriage. I do. You said in your lecture that those who don't marry are cowards, didn't you?"

Mehta laughed. "I know I'm digging my own grave."

"Malti is a good match."

"On one condition; that she sit at your feet for a few days and learn from you the implications of a woman's dharma."

"Now you are being selfish. Have you learnt a man's dharma?"

"I'm looking for a teacher."

"Mr. Khanna's a good man."

Mehta laughed. "No I'd rather learn it from you."

"Very well. Let me teach you. First of all, forget that woman is superior to man. Man is superior to woman. He who bears the burden of the family. He stirs the spirit of service and sacrifice in woman. If he lacked these qualities, a woman would not have them either. The spirit of revolt that you find in woman today is taking roots because man himself has lost these qualities."

Mirza came running and hugged Mehta. "Congratulations!"

Mehta regarded him quizzically. "Did you like my speech?"

"Oh, great! Great! How did you manage? Even Malti, who never cared for anybody, is gone on you."

"Let's hope it lasts!" Mrs. Khanna said.

"Who ever cares for a book-worm?" Mehta said indifferently, "I'm a pucca idealist."

Mrs. Khanna followed her husband to the parked car. Mirza also left. Mehta picked up his walking stick from the stage and was about to leave when Malti caught hold of his hand. "You can't leave like this." There was appeal in her eyes. "Let me introduce you to father. Have dinner with us."

"Not today, if you don't mind," Mehta playfully tweaked his ears. "Saroj will eat my head off. I'm afraid of these girls."

"No, please. I'll see she doesn't. Why, she won't even open her lips."

"All right. I'll join you a little later."

"No, don't leave me alone. Saroj has taken my car. You'll have to reach me home."

They drove away in Mehta's car. "I hear Khanna beats his wife. I've begun to detest the man. Haven't you ever tried to mend him?" Mehta asked.

"You forget that there are always two to a game," Malti said warmly.

"I can't imagine a man ever beating his wife."

"Even if she's scurrilous and foul-mouthed?"

"Even then."

"You are not a man, you are a miracle."

"If a man is scurrilous, does he deserve to be flogged?"

"Man doesn't have the same forbearance as a woman. You yourself said so in today's speech."

"So beating is a reward for a woman's forbearance! I am afraid by being kind to Khanna you are actually encouraging him to beat his wife. With your hold on him you could correct him in no time. But by pleading for him you become an accessory to the crime."

"There you go again, discussing, discussing." Malti said angrily. "It's just that I don't want to say anything against Khanna behind his back. You don't know Mrs. Khanna. You are deceived by her innocent and serene looks into thinking her a goddess or something. I'm sorry I don't think very highly of her. You'd be shocked if I told you of all her efforts to slander me."

"There must be a reason for her grudge against you."

"Ask her. She should know. I don't read minds."

"It's not always necessary to ask. One can add two and two. Let me explain. If a man tries to come between me and my wife, I'll shoot him dead. If I can't shoot him, I'll shoot myself. Similarly, if I try to bring in a third woman, then my wife has every right to thwart my purpose. This matter admits of no compromise. This is an instinct which we have inherited from our animal ancestors. You will describe this behaviour as uncivilised and anti-social. But I've not been able to curb this instinct: nor do I wish to. In such matters I take the law into my own hands."

"But how have you jumped to the conclusion that I want to come between Khanna and his wife?" Malti said sharply. "You insult me by forming false impressions about me. I couldn't care less for Khanna."

"You are not saying this from your heart, Miss Malti." Mehta said unconvinced. "Do you think the whole world is a fool? I don't blame Mrs. Khanna if she also believes what others believe."

"The world takes pleasure in running down others," Malti said, roused. "That's human nature and I can't change human nature. They blame me for nothing. I can't shoot him off when he comes to see me. If any one tries to read meanings into this, well..."

Her voice showed strain; she turned her face, and quickly mopped her eyes with a handkerchief. "And you... I never expected this from you."

Overcome by pity at her own frailty, she paused; then in anger, "You have no right to say all this to me. If you are also one of those who can't stop pointing a finger when a man and woman get together, well. I just don't care. If a woman comes to see you again and again on one excuse or the other, takes your advice on every matter, fawns on you, is prepared to jump into fire at the slightest hint from you, then it's a safe bet you won't scorn her. Quite the contrary! I have no doubt that she will soon find her way into your heart I beg of you, with folded hands, please don't mention Khanna's name to me. Never again."

"I won't, if I don't see you in Khanna's company again." Mehta said enjoying her outburst of anger.

"I know my etiquette," Malti said. "If he calls, I can't drive him away."

"Tell him to treat his wife better."

"I have no right to interfere in his private life."

"Then you can't shut my private mouth."

They had reached Malti's bungalow. Malti got down from the car and without saying good-bye went inside. She even forgot that she had invited Mehta to dinner. She wanted to be left alone. She wanted to weep. Mr. Mehta had often hurt her sentiments but today's wound was the worst.
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  The moment the Rai Saheb heard that the Panches of the village had imposed a fine on Hori he sent for his bailiff. Nokhey Ram: he did not like to be kept in the dark in such a matter, he warned. "I have no place in my durbar for people who don't do what they should."

Nokhey Ram seethed inwardly. "I wasn't alone in this," he said with a slight edge in his voice. "What could I do against so many?"

"Shut your damned mouth!" The Rai Saheb glared at the man's round belly. "You should have brought the matter to my notice at once. I won't allow the Panches to realise the fine unless the matter is brought to the attention of the proper authorities. What right have the Panches to stand between me and my tenants? What other income have I except these fines? If the realisations go to the government's coffers and the outstandings are secretly pocketed away by you people, where do I stand? Am I to live on air? How am I to meet the expenses of lakhs of rupees which I run up every year? It's a damned pity that inspite of your family having been on this job for the past two generations I have to instruct you in these small details. How much did they realise from Hori?"

"Eighty rupees, Sir."

"Cash?"

"He had no cash, Sir. Some he paid in kind; for the rest he mortgaged his house."

"I see!" The Rai Saheb at once shifted his ground and took Hori's side. "So you and your wily Panches have already ruined a trusted tenant of mine! I ask you what right had you to poke your nose into my tenant's affairs without consulting me? I can have the whole lot of you and that fraudulent revenue clerk and that notorious pandit clapped in jail for seven years for this. Do you think you are the big boss of the estate? Send the full amount of the fine to me before nightfall. I have warned you. Leave me. Wait. Send Hori and his son to me."

"His son ran away the night of the occurrence," Nokhey Ram said very subdued now.

"Don't tell me a bloody lie!" the Rai Saheb burst out. "No boy ever ran away after bringing his sweetheart home. If he had to disappear, why should he have brought her there? I suspect one of you at the back of this. Even if you threaten to drown yourself in the Ganges to prove your innocence, I won't believe you. Did you threaten him on the plea of upholding the prestige of the community? What else could he do but run away?"

No use arguing with the Rai Saheb; the Master was always right. Nokhey Ram could not even dare to suggest to him to find out the facts for himself. When a rich man is worked up, he won't calm down unless his anger reaches its crescendo; he cannot stand contradiction.

When the Panches heard the decision of the Rai Saheb they went cold with fear. The grain was intact; but they had already shared and squandered the money. No doubt Hori's house was under mortgage; but what intrinsic value had a house in the countryside? For Hori it was worth lakhs, for them nothing. And here was the Rai Saheb, determined to have his pound of flesh. Hori must have fanned his anger. Pateshwari Lai was the most scared; he might even lose his job. They sat down to consider the grave development. Utterly confused, their brains would not function. They blamed each other; and then fell to quarrelling.

Pateshwari craned his neck and said, "I warned you not to get entangled in this cow's affairs. But you were blind with greed. Even now there's a chance. Fork out twenty rupees each. If the Rai Saheb goes to the police we are done for."

Datadin spluttered with sublime wrath, "Twenty rupees! I don't have twenty pice to spare. We had to feast the Brahmins and do hom. This cost money. Does the Rai Saheb dare send me to jail? Like Brahma, the Destroyer, I'll flatten his house to the ground! Does he know what it means to fall foul of a Brahmin?"

Jhenguri Singh also expressed similar views. He was not the Rai Saheb's employee, he said. Nor had he beaten Hori or used coercion. On the other hand, they had given him a chance to atone for his sin. Why should they go to jail for it?

Nokhey Ram, however, was full of trepidation; he wouldn't be able to wriggle out so easily, he feared.

His pay was a niggardly ten rupees per month, but his annual income from extortions not less than a thousand. He lorded over thousands of tenants; four foot-men were always at his beck and call; he had his cultivation done through forced labour and even the police inspector offered him a chair when he called. Where else could he get such facilities? As for Pateshwari, it was by virtue of his position as a revenue clerk that he dabbled in money lending. What would be his plight if he lost his job? For two days worry gripped him, then suddenly he got a brainwave. Occasionally when he went to court he used to flip through the Flash. Why not write an anonymous letter to the Editor describing how the Rai Saheb extorted money from his tenants? That would do the trick. Nokhey Ram approved of the idea; accordingly they drafted the letter and sent it to the Flash.

Pandit Onkarnath waited eagerly for such letters. He immediately sent a note to the Rai Saheb giving him a gist of its contents. He did not wish to believe that such a thing could be true, he wrote; but the correspondent had furnished such irrevocable facts to substantiate his allegations that he was forced to give credence to the news. His responsibilities as an editor enjoined upon him to publish the letter in the interests of the public. Of course, if the Rai Saheb had anything to say by way of rejoinder he would be glad to publish that too. But he wouldn't allow friendship to seduce him from the path of truth.

The Rai Saheb beat his head in despair. His first impulse was to soundly whip Onkarnath and tell him that he was free to feature the news of the whipping along with the letter. On second thought, he checked himself, and decided to call on Onkarnath immediately; any delay might result in further besmirching of his name.

Returning from a stroll Onkarnath had sat down to cogitate over the day's editorial. But his mind wandered. Last night his wife had cast some aspersions on him! These still pricked. If somebody had called him a pauper, or a luckless fool, he would be the last to mind. But to say that he had no nerve was too much! From his own wife's mouth! Of course, he did not publish such news; of course not. He was always careful. If he did not put his hand into the serpent's hole, it was out of consideration for his family's safety. Was this the way for his wife to reward him for his patience? He was not so well off. How could he buy brocade saris for her? If Professor Seth's or Dr. Bhatia's wife wore Benarasi, why didn't she shame them by wearing Khaddar? When he visited a VIP, he made it a point to go in the coarsest of handloom cloth, ready with a shattering reply in case he was criticised for his dress. Why did his wife lack his sense of self-respect? She should realise that she was the wife of a staunch patriot; and a patriot's first quality was surely his love for his country. He was thinking of weaving the leading article round this theme when his thoughts drifted to the Rai Saheb. How would the Rai Saheb react to his message? If the Rai Saheb succeeded in clearing his position, the matter could rest. But if he thought that he could browbeat Onkarnath by threats or lure him from his path by friendly words, he was highly mistaken. The only reward he got out of his labours was an occasional scoop that unmasked the law-breakers. He knew that the Rai Saheb had lots of influence; as a member of the council, he was quite chummy with high officials. If he wanted, the Rai Saheb could institute a case against him on trumped up charges, or have him beaten up by hired goondas. But Onkar feared nothing and nobody.

He heard a car whine to a stop outside.

He arranged his paper and started writing. The Rai Saheb entered unannounced.

Onkarnath did not rise to greet him, nor offered him a chair; he sized his visitor up perfunctorily, as if an undertrial had been produced before the court. "Did you get my note?" he asked, his voice thick with hauteur. "It was not obligatory for me to write to you the letter. I should have checked the facts first. But, between two friends... Is it worth anything?"

The Rai Saheb had not received the money from Hori and he could easily deny the allegations. But he was curious to see how Onkar would play his hand.

"Then I have no choice but to publish the news." Onkarnath sounded regretful. "I don't like doing this to a close friend; but truth is no respecter of persons. I have no right to occupy the editorial chair if I fail to discharge my duties."

"It's not going to do any good." The Rai Saheb sat down and methodically pushed a few betel leaves in his mouth. "Before I suffer you'll regret the day you took this step. If you don't care for friends, I don't either."

"Don't threaten me!" Onkarnath put on a martyr's pose. "The day I took upon myself the duties of an editor, I said good-bye to life. An editor could desire no nobler end than to die fighting at the barricades for truth and justice."

"That settles it. I accept your challenge. Till now I regarded you as a friend, but if it comes to fighting, come, my friend, let's fight! Have you ever wondered, my friend, why I subscribe to five issues of your rag? I have money; God has given me money. I pay you seventy-five rupees to gag your mouth. When you complain of losses and squeal for help—if I am not mistaken you squeal once every three months—I am the one who tides you over. Why? Every Divali, every Dussehra and Holi, I send you presents and invite you to dinner. Why? Admit it—you know why?"

"I am incorruptible." Onkarnath was getting excited.

"If this is not bribing you, my dear friend, what is?" The Rai Saheb's tone was knife-like.

"Come on, tell me what is? Have you the stupid cheek to think that those who cooly make good your losses are all a pack of fools? Take out your ledger; I'll show you how much you have received from my estate. Thousands; tens of thousands. If you can shout Swadeshi and quietly accept advertisements of foreign goods and medicines, why should I be so sanctimonious about accepting fines from my tenants? Don't get the bloody idea that you are the only one to fight for the cause of the peasants! I also live and die with them; they couldn't have a greater well wisher than me. I live by imposing fines so what? I throw parties to officials, give donations to the government, meet the expenses of my relatives (whose number, incidentally, is legion). Does money grow in my house? Every bit of it has to come from the tenants. If you think Zamindars are a happy lot, then you are living in a fool's paradise. If we led a straight life, without quile or treachery, we wouldn't last a day. Not that we are poisonous scorpions out to sting every one; nor does it please us to oppress the poor. But we must uphold the dignity and tradition of our line. You take advantage of my position, don't you; there are scores of others for whom I am the goose that lays the golden eggs. Come to my bungalow, my friend, and I will show you how they make me the target of their attack every damned minute of the day. One dealer tries to palm off a Kashmir shawl on me, another dumps me with tobacco and perfumes; another canvasses for books and periodicals; one sells life insurance, another a gramophone; and the endless swarms of donation hunters! All have an eye on my pocket. If I stop keeping up appearances, why, I'll expose myself instantly to ridicule; If I stop giving presents to the officials, I'll be dubbed a reactionary. Will you save me from ridicule then? I joined the Congress and I am still paying the price: I have been black-listed by the government. Have you ever cared to know the extent of my debts? If all the money-lenders get decrees against me, I shan't be left with this ring on my finger. You have nothing to loose in life; no land, no property, not even prestige. If you like, you can even afford to be reckless; yet you keep yourself cooped up in your den. Do you know how much bribery is rampant in our law courts, how the poor are bled white and how many innocent girls are corrupted every day? Have you the courage to write about these? I'll provide you the material facts and all."

"You know it too well, Rai Saheb, when the time came I was never found wanting," Onkarnath said softening a little.

"I admit that you showed great enterprise on one or two occasions. But you have always put your own gain before that of your public. Whenever you have jumped into the fray it has meant more income and honour to you. If you are playing the same ruse on me, I'm not willing to help you. Of course I won't give you money; that would amount to bribing you. Instead, I'll present an ornament to your wife. Any objection? Let me now take you into confidence and tell you that the news you have received has no basis. Like other Zamindars I also impose fines and collect a few thousand every year. If you want to deprive me of this source of income you'll also stand to lose. Live and let live, my friend, live and let live. What's the point in cooking up a farce of fair play and duty, thereby undermining your position and mine?

"I'm not your enemy, you know. I know you are sometimes hard up; perhaps more hard up than me. But if you have taken a vow to tread the narrow path of truth then of course it's quite a different matter; and I'll say no more. In fact I shall leave you to your noble work."

The Rai Saheb got up. "Please sit down," Onkarnath caught hold of his hand. "I would like to explain my position. You have no doubt been very kind to me; and I am very grateful to you. But the point at issue involves principles; as you know, I shall defend principles even to the extent of losing my life."

"All right, my friend, write what you please," the Rai Saheb said mildly, sitting down again. "I don't want you to break your principles to save me some notoriety. That can't be helped. Everyone knows that Zamindars oppress tenants, some more, some less. If the dog keeps on guarding the bone, what will he eat? Anyway, let's hope that in the future I will not give you any chance for complaint. If you have any confidence in me, ignore the news this time. Had there been any other editor, I would have had him publicly whipped. Your case is different; you are my friend. This is the age of the mighty daily. Why me? Even the Government is afraid of the press. Let's not talk about it any more. Tell me, how's circulation?"

Onkarnath grudgingly confessed that he managed to pull on somehow. "I don't expect anything better under the present circumstances," he added. "I didn't enter journalism with the idea of making money. I'm more than satisfied if I can serve the public with all the resources I can summon. That our country should prosper, is my dream; individuals don't matter."

"I appreciate your sentiments," the Rai Saheb's sympathy was exaggerated. "But even to serve well, a man has to live comfortably. If he is lost in financial worries, how can he concentrate on service? Why, is the circulation still the same?"

"The thing is that I don't want to lower the standard of my paper. If I decide to publish pictures and life sketches of stars the circulation would soar. I know it. This is not my paper's policy. There are many other ingenious devices to attract readership. I consider them undignified."

"Your so much probity commands you so much respect. I have a suggestion: add a hundred names to your mailing list on my behalf. I'll pay their subscription."

Onkarnath lowered his head in gratefulness. "Thank you. It's a pity that the public has lost faith in newspapers. There's no dearth of funds for our schools, our colleges, and our temples. But no one has come forward with endowments for the development of newspapers, although it's an admitted fact that newspapers are the least expensive medium for education of the mass mind. If newspapers could also get grants, as our Universities do, they would not waste so much time and space on advertisements. I'm grateful to you for your kind offer."

The Rai Saheb left. Onkarnath's face betrayed no signs of cheerfulness. The Rai Saheb's offer was unsolicited, without any holds barred; Onkarnath had accepted it in spite of the scathing sarcasm that went before it. The fact was that Onkarnath was in a terrible predicament. He had not paid the salaries of the press employees for the last three months; the bills of the paper merchant, now nearly a thousand rupees, still remained unpaid. The offer had come as a windfall; he had been saved the humiliation of asking for a loan.

His wife, Gomti, gently scolded him for being late for lunch. "Have you made it a rule to be always late," she said. "How long can I keep on poking the grate for you."

His face was troubled. "Why do you look sad? Is your stomach again upset?"

Onkarnath forced a smile. "Who's sad? Me? Never happen in my life—not even on the day of my marriage. This morning I made fifteen hundred rupees. I must have seen some auspicious face on waking up."

"You mean fifteen rupees?"

"Fifteen hundred. The Rai Saheb was here a minute ago. He has promised to meet the cost of hundred subscriptions."

Her face fell. "You'll hope in vain."

"The Rai Saheb is a man of his word."

"I've never seen a Zamindar keeping his word. You can't trust them."

"I'll send him a bill the first thing today."

"Do. But that won't make any difference. He'll ask you to come tomorrow. Tomorrow he will be away on tour, and won't return before three months."

A doubt assailed his mind. What could he do if the Rai Saheb went back on his word. "This can't happen. The Rai Saheb is not a double-crosser."

"That's why I call you silly." Gomti said dubiously. "A little show of sympathy, and you lose your head. These rich men can sleep over scores of such promises. If they had to make good all their promises, they'd be paupers the next day. Come, take your meal."

But he felt so upset that he could not swallow the food. "I have him where I want him," he unburdened his mind to himself. "If he doesn't pay up I'll teach him the lesson of his life! Of course, I've fallen from my ideal. If on top of it, the Rai Saheb cheats me, I'll give him the damnedest tit for tat. I have no compunction in robbing a man who robs others. Why should I?"
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  The news ran through the village that the Rai Saheb had called the Panches, ticked them off and relieved them of the money they had extorted from Hori. Rumour said he'd have them behind bars. But they fell at his feet, licked their own spittle; and thus escaped. Dhania, somewhat mollified, went about talking decisively of the Panches: "Man may not hear the cries of the helpless," she said. "But God does. They thought they'd gobble puffed rolls with the money. God gave them such a resounding slap that the rolls spilled out. They can keep my house if they want, and lick its walls for all I care."

The sowing season had begun; but Hori had no bullocks. To deprive a cultivator of his bullocks in the month of September is like dismembering his hands. Other fields were under the plough. In some, the peasants sang as they sowed. But Hori's field, deserted, slightly sad-looking, was like a widow's house. Punia had a pair of bullocks, so had Sobha. But they did not get respite from their own work to help Hori. All day long he roamed wistfully from field to field: in some he got work, in others he sat idle. With the grain that he thus earned he managed to feed the family. Dhania, Rupa and Sona also found out work in the same manner. So long as the sowing season lasted food was not the main problem, though their minds sometimes rebelled at their present misery and at night this created strain between husband and wife.

September passed; practically impossible to get work. Their fate hinged on the cane crop, now coming up.

A real winter's night, and no food in the house. In the day they made do with parched peas. Rupa sat by the cold hearth, restless with hunger. By the door she sobbed silently; there was nothing to eat, it was foolish to make futile demands.

When she could not stand it any longer, she sneaked off to Punia's house on the plea of asking for a light. Punia was busy with pot herb and chapaties of millet. At the rich smell Rupa's mouth watered.

"Haven't you lit the hearth yet?" Punia asked.

"There was nothing to cook," Rupa said humbly. "So we didn't light the hearth."

"Then what do you want the light for?"

"For father's chelum."

Punia pulled out a smouldering dung cake and threw it towards her. But Rupa did not pick it up. She came closer to Punia. "Auntie, what a rich smell! I love millet chapaties."

Punia smiled, "Have some."

"Now Mother will scold me."

"Your mother'll never know."

Rupa devoured as many as she could and ran home without washing her mouth.

Hori sat lost in his thoughts when Pandit Datadin came. What now: some fresh trouble round the corner? He touched Datadin's feet and offered him a stool.

Datadin said in a patronising tone: "Hori, this time your land has lain fallow. You never sought our help; if you had, Bhola would not have dared to touch the bullocks. We'd have finished him off there and then. Hori, I swear to you by this holy thread—I never imposed a fine on you. Dhania defames me for nothing. Lala Pateshwari and Jhenguri Singh did it. I was only there to fill the quorum. The people wanted to be still more severe with you. I objected. Now they are sorry. They thought they could have things the way they wanted, forgetting someone else who ruled over the place. What are you going to do about the sowing of your land?"

"I don't know." Hori's voice was thick. "They'll be fallow."

"You'll let them lie fallow? That's silly!"

"If that is God's will, what can I do?"

"Your land will not lie fallow as long as I am here. Tomorrow I'll have your fields sowed. The soil's still damp. No harm done except that the crop will be delayed ten days. We'll share half and half. I think this is fair. I thought this over today. It pained me to think that your tilled land was going fallow. It really hurt."

Hori had manured the field all through the rains and then ploughed it. Now, after all that labour, he would have to part with half the yield in lieu of sowing. And be obligated. Let the land lie fallow! But if he did not pay the land revenue this time, ejectment was certain. He agreed to the deal.

"Come. I'll weigh out the seeds for you." Datadin said cheerfully. "You can start sowing first thing in the morning. You have eaten, of course?"

Hori reluctantly told him that tonight they had not lit the hearth.

Datadin said reprovingly: "I'm not your foe. You annoy me. My good man, what was there to feel so delicate about? We are all in it together, aren't we? How does it matter if you are a low caste and I a Brahmin? We are all members of one family. Oh, we all have our ups and downs. If something happens to me tomorrow, whose help will I seek if not yours? Anyway, what's done is done. Come, I'll give a maund or two of grain for your use."

Within half an hour Hori returned with a maund of barley in a basket. Dhania wept as she ground the barley. For what misdeeds of her past life was God punishing her now?

Next day, the sowing. Hori and his family slogged as if the whole crop would be theirs. A few days later, they irrigated the field with equal gusto. Datadin had good workers free of charge. His son Matadin was now a frequent visitor at Hori's. A young man, heady, soft-spoken; whatever Datadin earned by fair or shady means he frittered away on drink and very gay living. His mistress being a cobbler woman, he had not been able to find a wife for himself. The village knew but kept the liaison strictly hush-hush. Our food is our dharma.; if we maintain purity in food and do not violate its taboos our religion is safe; our food acts as a shield against adharma.

Being now a partner of Hori, Matadin had frequent occasion to talk to Jhunia. He cleverly timed his visits when nobody else was in the house. Jhunia, not exactly a beauty, was young, and better looking than the cobbler woman. City life had taught her to dress well and talk engagingly; and she was modest which is a woman's chief ornament. When Matadin sometimes took her baby in his lap, she went into raptures.

One day he asked Jhunia: "What made you elope with Gobar?"

"Fate dragged me here," she replied shyly. "What more can I say?"

"How faithless he is," Matadin said looking troubled. "Leaving a

Lakshmi like you in the lurch and gadding about from place to place, he's shifty: I won't be surprised if he gets involved somewhere else. Shooting is too good for such people."

She started crying. Matadin glanced around and caught hold of her hand. "Why do you pine after him, Jhunia? If he is gone, let him alone. You lack nothing. I'll give you every thing you desire— money, dresses, jewellery, anything you want."

Jhunia gently disengaged her hand and stepped back. "Maharaj, it's very kind of you. I'm lost between two worlds. I've gained neither heaven nor the ordinary comforts of this world. I didn't know the world was so wicked. He lured me with his sweet talk."

"He is a confirmed goonda," Matadin warmed up. "A man without roots. He quarrelled with his parents whenever he had the chance; he gambled; he drank. Rapscallions and tarts were his meat. The Police Inspector would have arrested him as a rowdy if we hadn't intervened and saved him. Why, he even poached! We caught him red-handed once, but let him off; after all he was a co-villager."

Just then Sona entered. "Bhabi" she said, "Mother has asked you to sun the grain dry, or it will slough off too much bran. How damp the grain is! Does Pandit Datadin water his barn?"

Matadin said in self-defence, "In the monsoon even logs get damp. Why shouldn't grain?"

He walked out. Sona had spoiled his game.

"What was he here for?" Jhunia frowned. "Oh, looking for a tether. I told him we had none to spare."

"That was merely an excuse to come here. He is a bad man."

"What's bad about him? I didn't find anything wrong with him."

"You don't know, bhabi. He lives with Silia, the cobbler woman."

"Does that make him bad?"

"What else makes a man bad?"

"Your brother brought me here. Is he also bad?"

Sona sidestepped the question. "If that man ever comes to our house again I'll abuse him."

"And if you were married to him?"

"How you talk, bhabi! Why do you wish ill of me?"

"What's wrong with being married?"

"I'll burn him."

"You mean you'll only marry a god? He's the smartest man in the village."

"Why don't you go with him? You are a thousand times more beautiful than Silia."

"Why should I? I'm already married to one."

"I'll also stay with anyone to whom I was married whether he was good or bad."

"And if you were married to a doddering old man?"

Sona laughed: "I'll bake soft chapaties for him, serve him medicines, help him to get up, and when he's dead I'll cover my face and weep."

"And if you were married to a young man? Tell me: do you prefer an old man for a husband or a young man?"

"All those who find me lovable, I consider them young; and those who don't are all old."

"Pray God you are married to an old man. I'll see how you love him. You'll beg for a quick death to finish him off so that you could live with a young man."

"No, I'll feel sorry for him."

In the coming season the new sugar mill, the one owned by Mr. Khanna was scheduled to go into production. The mill's representatives scoured village after village, buying up the standing sugar cane crops by the lot. One day they turned up at Hori's village. On discussion, the peasants realised that to convert the cane into gur was not more profitable than selling the crop to the mill. When cane and gur fetched the same price, what was the point in undertaking the labour of conversion, they argued. Even if they got a little less for their crop the loss was counterbalanced by the prospect of getting immediate cash payment. And the village could do with ready cash; one had to buy bullocks, another had to pay up arrears of land rent, another had to wriggle out of the money-lender's stranglehold. Hori badly wanted to buy a pair of bullocks. He hoped to realise about a hundred rupees from the sale of the sugar cane; that would get him a average pair. But how about the money-lenders? Datadin, Mangru, Dulari, Jhenguri Singh, were already clamouring. If they collared him the money would not even go to discharge the interest. He could not for the life of him hit upon a device by which he could pocket the money without anybody getting scent of it. The main problem was to get the bullocks. But how? They would all see him loading the cart, and receiving payment at the weighbridge. Quite likely Datadin and Mangru would tail him like a shadow and pounce upon him the moment the money changed hands.

In the evening Girdhar said, "Uncle Hori, when do you propose to transport the cane?"

"I haven't made up my mind," Hori sidetracked. "What about you?"

"Nor have I, uncle," Girdhar said evasively.

Other villagers were evasive; all suspicious of one another. Under debt, their main concern was to escape the vigilant eye of Jhenguri Singh.

"Couldn't Jhenguri Singh die of cholera?" Sobha asked Hori,

Hori smiled: "Who would look after his family in that case?"

"Should we think of his family or ours? He keeps two wives in comfort; we find it difficult to feed one. He'll take every bit—not a pice will trickle down to us."

"You have nothing on me, bhai. I don't even have bullocks."

"It will take us at least two or three days to cart the cane. Why not ask the weighbridge Jamadar to speed up the weighing? We could take payment later. In the meanwhile, we'll tell Jhenguri Singh that we are waiting for the money."

"He's much too clever for us," Hori said thoughtfully. "He'll pick up the money straight from the Cashier's counter and we'll have to stand and gape. It's Khanna's mill, you know. He does money-lending too. They are all leagued up."

Sobha felt disheartened. "I doubt if we can ever get out of the clutches of these money-lenders."

"Not in this life, at least," Hori said. "We don't want luxuries. We want plain food, some cloth and life with honour. Even these we are denied."

"I must trick him this time," Sobha said wickedly. "I'll bribe the Jamadar and make him postpone paying me, day after day Jhenguri Singh will get fed up chasing me."

"Such tricks don't work." Hori laughed. "The only thing you can do is go plead with Jhenguri Singh. We are caught in his net; the more we struggle the tighter the noose gets."

"You talk like a old man, dada. It's sheer cowardice to remain in the cage without a struggle. Let the noose tighten! Struggle I must. If it comes to the worst, Jhenguri will have my house auctioned. Let him. I just don't want that anybody should give us a loan. Kick us, starve us—but not a pice in loan. If they don't give loans they can't get the interest. Now the position is different. If one moneylender obtains a decree against us, the other advances a loan at a lower rate of interest and we still walk unwillingly into the trap. I'll collect payment only when Jhenguri Singh is gone somewhere."

"Yes, yes. That's right." Hori said restlessly.

"We'll have the sugar cane weighed and get the money secretly."

"Yes, that's a good idea."

Next day, early morning many peasants began harvesting the sugar cane. Hori went to his field, accompanied by Sobha, Dhania and the children. Hori had hardly started when the money-lenders got wind of it and closed in on the field from all directions Dulari, Mangru, Datadin, Pateshwari and Jhenguri's stooges. Dulari wore thick silver bangles, gold earrings, with kajal in eyes, and heavy make-up—an ancient face parodying youth. "No cutting sugar cane until you pay up!" she warned. "The more I wait the bolder you get. You haven't paid me a single copper the last two years. The interest alone comes to fifty rupees."

"Bhabi, let me cut the cane first," Hori pleaded. "I'll pay you what I can from its sale. I won't run away from the village and you can see I am not likely to die soon. How can I pay you unless I sell the cane?"

Dulari snatched the scythe from his hand. "Your intentions are never honest. That's why you don't prosper."

Five years ago Hori had taken a loan of thirty rupees from Dulari. Within three years the loan mounted to hundred rupees, and Hori, then, signed the loan deed. In two more years it had attracted fifty rupees in the form of interest.

Dulari had just left when Mangru appeared. Swarthy, sagging bellied, two long teeth showed from his mouth as if about to bite you. Not yet fifty, he walked with the support of a staff gout. He also suffered from asthmatic paroxysms.

"First the money," he said leaning on his staff. "Then you may touch the sugar cane. I have given you a loan, not charity. Do you think you can sit tight forever on my money? Damn you, I'll get it back from your ghost if I have to!"

"Then why do you worry so much," Sobha said. "Get it from Hori's ghost. Or, better still, when both of your reach heaven, square up your account before God."

At this Mangru burst into a volley of abuse. "Ah, you dirty wagers of tails when it comes to taking a loan. But cowardly growlers when it comes to paying up. I'll have your house auctioned; I'll have your bullocks sold. Who the devil do you think you are?"

Sobha had another dig at him: "Tell me, honestly, how much money did you loan him for which you now demand three hundred?"

"If you don't pay up interest every year, the sum will multiply."

"No, tell me, how much money did you pay us in the first instance? Fifty. Isn't it?"

"But how many years ago? Very convenient of you to forget that!"

"Oh, not more than five or six years ago."

"Ten full years ago. This is the eleventh year."

"Aren't you ashamed of asking three hundred for the fifty you did loan?"

"Ashamed? What's there to be bloody ashamed about? I am not begging for alms. I am asking for my own damned money."

Hori somehow pacified Mangru and got rid of him. Datadin of course was now a partner of Hori; and he did not consider it proper to disturb Hori at this stage. As for Jhenguri Singh he had already settled every thing with the mill's manager.

His representatives were busy loading sugar cane in the carts and rushing them to the river point half a mile away. A cart made eight trips a day and the boat carried about fifty carts-loads at a time. By introducing this economical transport system Jhenguri Singh had placed the entire countryside under his obligation.

As soon as the weighing of the cane got under way Jhenguri Singh posted himself at the mill gate. He had every cartman's sugar cane promptly weighed, chit taken to the counter, payment received from the cashier, his own dues deducted and the balance handed over to the cartman. The peasants would remonstrate with him. He couldn't care less. He had "orders from higher up", he would tell them; "I have no say in the matter."

Next, Hori's turn. His sugar cane tipped the scales at a hundred and twenty rupees. Jhenguri Singh quickly deducted the full amount that Hori owed him by way of interest and handed over twenty-five rupees.

Hori looked at the money pathetically.

"Thakur, what will I do with this money? Take this also. I can find plenty of work as a labourer."

"It's upto you." Jhenguri threw the money on the ground. "Take it, leave it. On your account I was rebuked by the Master. He still insists upon my paying up the fine. I pity your wretched condition, my friend, and I've paid you twenty-five rupees. You don't deserve even a copper. If the Rai Saheb doesn't relent I shall have to pay him from my own pocket."

Hori quietly picked up the money. At the mill gate, when Nokhey Ram waylaid him, without a word he placed the twenty-five rupees on Nokhey Ram's palm, and hurried away. He felt slightly dazed.

Sobha had sold his sugar cane for the same amount as Hori. When he came out of the mill Pateshwari cornered him.

"I've no money to give out," Sobha said defiantly. "And I don't care."

"Haven't you sold your sugar cane?" Pateshwari said angrily. 

"Yes."

"Didn't you promise to pay me from what you got?"

"Yes."

"Then why don't you pay me? You have paid others, haven't you?"

"Yes."

"Then what about me?"

"I need the rest to feed the family."

"Sobha, you will pay, and pay through your nose, and pay before nightfall." Pateshwari said viciously. "Remember that I can send you to jail for six months. Six months. Not a day less. I'm not an employee of the money-lender or the Zamindar. I'm a servant of the Crown, and the Crown rules the world, your money-lenders and the Zamindar included."

Pateshwari walked off fuming. Sobha and Hori walked in silence as if Pateshwari's rebuke had rendered them insensate. Then Hori said, "Sobha, pay him the money. What if fire had destroyed your crop? That's how I consoled myself."

"I know I'll have to pay him, dada" Sobha replied thickly. "There's no way out."

Girdhar wobbled towards them, staggering under the influence of toddy. "Hori, uncle, Jhenguri took away all my money. He had not left me even a pice to buy parched grain with. The murderer I whined, I wept! But there's no pity in that renegade's heart."

"You are drunk," Sobha said. "Where did you get the money to buy toddy?"

"Haha, haha, one anna that I hid in my mouth," He drummed his belly with his fists. "Feel here. It's evening and I haven't had a drop of water. May I eat beef if I tell a lie! I bought toddy. Yes, I admit it, I slog the year round. I deserve an anna's worth of toddy. Believe me, I'm not drunk. Believe me. How can I get drunk on an anna? I'm just pretending. Haha. I'm so happy, uncle. I've paid back the loan. I took twenty and paid back a hundred and sixty. Some loan, that!"

When Hori reached home, Rupa ran out to fetch water for him to wash. Sona hurriedly prepared the chelum, and Dhania placed some parched grain and salt before him. Then they sat around him, eyes glued on his face, expectantly. Hori felt sad. He did not wash, he did not touch the food. He felt guilty, like a person who has just committed murder.

"How much did you get?" Dhania ventured.

"They paid me a hundred and twenty. But I had to part with it then and there. I have nothing with me now."

Dhania's body shook aflame with rage.

"I would like to ask your Creator what he had in mind when he made a dim-witted person like you. Why doesn't God send me death and relieve me of this miserable existence? How nice of you to have given away the whole money, to those in-laws of yours! Why didn't you have the sense to keep some money to buy bullocks with? How will you buy them now? Will you yoke me to the plough? Will you yoke yourself to the plough? Dump all of us in the river. It's better to end one's life and finish with it than die a lingering death like this."

And then, just as suddenly, she softened. It was futile to rail at Hori. What could the poor man do when the money-lenders knew all the time that he had the money and leech like clung to his throat?

"We can find work," Hori said. His head was lowered, apologetically.

"Not in this village. And won't it be beneath your dignity to work as an ordinary labourer, you, a Mehto?"

Hori took a few pulls at the chelum. "It's no sin to work as a labourer," he said. "When a labourer comes into money he can turn himself into a peasant. If I had not been fated to become a labourer these calamities would never have visited me. First the cow died, then Gobar ran away."

"Why are you crowding the place." Dhania said to Jhunia and her daughters. "Go do your work. If you expected your father to bring titbits for you from the market, you hoped in vain. He's not likely to waste a rupee on you. He hasn't the heart to spend. That's why he doesn't prosper."

Hori realised that Dhania was having a sly dig at his expense and burst into a guffaw.

"You should have brought home something for the children." Dhania said. "If you had been a little stern with Jhenguri he would surely have left you with a rupee."

He realised it was indeed foolish on his part to have given away twenty-five rupees to Nokhey Ram at the spur of the moment. But the mistake had been made. There was nothing he could do about it now.

Jhunia had retired to the inner room. "I feel sorry for dada" she said to Sona. "He returned home dog-tired after the day's toil and mother began scolding him. What can he do when the money-lender treats him so harshly?"

"How will he buy the bullocks now?"

"The money-lender is not worried about our troubles. He's concerned with his money."

"Had mother been there!" said Sona.

"There's no dearth of money when you are with us," Jhunia teased Sona. "Give a sweet smile to the money-lender and talk society to him and he'll gladly write off the entire loan. Believe me, you can remove dada's poverty like that."

Sona pressed Jhunia's mouth with both hands. "Don't be silly. If I tell mother about Matadin's visits you'll have a lot of explaining to do."

"Tell her for all I care. You have nothing against me. If he comes to our house, can I turn him away? He can get nothing from me save a few sweet words. I'm not a green girl. Until I know that your brother is faithless, I am his and he is mine. If he looks at some one else, I am free to do as I like. Can't I even while away the time jokingly when he's not here? I'm not the type that betrays trust."

Just then Sobha came. "Bhai, give this money to Pateshwari." He placed some money in Hori's hand. "I don't know how I lost my head then." Hori rose.

A conch shell blew. At the other end of the village lived one Thakur Dhian Singh. He was in the army and had come on leave after ten years. Much travelled, he had been to Baghdad, Aden, Burma, Singapore. He had decided to go in for marriage and did lots of puja to impress the Brahmins.

"The puja must be over," Hori said. "They are reciting the arti now."

"Let's go and taste a little of the offering," Sobha said.

The day Thakur Dhian Singh put foot in the village he sent a seer of sweets to each house. Whenever he met Hori, he stopped and enquired after the welfare of the family. It would be insulting to attend the puja without offering any thing for arti. But he had nothing to give—not even a copper coin. How humiliating, if the Thakur came to him with the plate of arti and he did not drop a coin in the plate. Of course, Hori was not so much thinking of the religious sanctity of the occasion; he was more worried about the loss of social prestige involved if he did not offer something when the plate of arti went round. Undecided, he stretched himself on the cot.

Suddenly he stood up. Why should he be a slave to conventions? Why should he allow the hypocrisy of prestige to stand in the way of religious beatitude? People would laugh at him. Laugh, laugh, laugh your heart out. He did not want anything from God except that he be allowed to express his religious duty in as befitting a manner as he could.

He made off for Thakur's house.
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  The relations between Khanna and his wife Govindi were always strained. Why the relations were strained, is not so easy to say. Astrologers said there was a conflict in their stars, although before their marriage the pundits had taken every care to see that their horoscopes tallied perfectly. According to the science of love, there could be some other reason for the differences between husband and wife, and the psychologists would possibly have given their own version. But the fact remained that their relations were strained. Khanna was rich, handsome, sociable jovial, and educated; one of the top few people of the city. Govindi was no paragon of beauty, but by no means bad-looking: wheat complexioned, timid-eyed, soft pallor on cheeks and a faraway expression tinged with pride—an expression that disdained humdrum conventions and ways of life. Khanna had all that money could buy—a posh bungalow tastefully furnished, a streamlined car. And a positively unbelievable bank account! But these things had no significance for Govindi; in this rolling, delicious ocean, she remained thirsty. Bringing up the children and looking after the household, were her only interests; so engrossed was she in these that her mind never wandered to luxurious concoctions. She was not a toy: she had no desire to make herself look voluptuous. If her husband did not have the sense to see her intrinsic beauty and ran after gay "society" girls, that was his misfortune.

From her school days she had developed a love for "poetry". Even now she tried her hand at verse. But nobody appreciated her poetic effusions. Her poetry did not consist of mere flights of fancy. Every word reflected her doleful life and was nourished in her warm tears— in her longing to live in an Utopia where peace and bliss reigned. Khanna made fun of her poems and sometimes tore them up. The wall of wealth, rising higher, daily threatened their conjugal life. Polite and beaming with his clients, Khanna was systematically rude and inflammable at home. Politeness to him was no more than an appendage, a weapon to cheat the world with; it was not something ingrained in his character. Often, in a rage, he would speak harshly to Govindi. On such occasions, Govindi would retire to her room and pass the night weeping, while Khanna sat in the drawing room relishing music, or dashed off to the club on a drinking spree. In spite of this Khanna was everything to her. Even after having fallen from grace, she was his slave. She could not think of life without him.

Mr. Khanna must have seen an ominous face on waking up, for when he opened the morning paper he found that many of his shares had registered a sharp decline. The workers of the Sugar Mil had struck; he apprehended further trouble. He had bought silver in the hope of selling it at a profit, but its price had fallen. He had been negotiating a deal with the Rai Saheb, but the Rai Saheb kept procrastinating. He had drunk heavily last night and now nursed a splitting hang over: his body felt as if it would fall to pieces any minute. His chauffeur had just reported that the car was giving trouble. And news from Lahore that somebody had filed a civil suit against his bank was the last straw. Mr. Khanna sat fidgeting over this plethora of calamities when Govindi came and told him that Bhisham was still running temperature and they had better send for the doctor.

Bhisham was their baby son. A weakling from birth, one ailment or other always shadowed him. He was ten months old, and looked half that. Khanna was convinced that the child would not live long, and he had become indifferent. For this very reason Govindi loved the baby more than any of her other children.

Feigning paternal affection Khanna said, "It's not good to drug babies without strong reason. You run for the doctor at the slightest indisposition. Today is the third day. Let's wait another. The temperature may come down of its own accord."

"He hasn't had any rest for the last three days," Govindi insisted. "I've tried every possible remedy."

"All right, then I'll send for the doctor," Khanna said. "Now, whom would you like to consult?"

"I think we could call Dr. Nag."

"Dr. Nag it is. But one thing: a physician with a reputation is not necessarily the right man. Dr. Nag's fee is high, but I've rarely seen a patient getting well under his treatment. On the contrary, he's notorious for giving them a helping hand towards the grave."

"You may call any one you like; I mentioned Dr. Nag because he's come here often."

"Why not call Malti? Her fee is reasonable and lady doctors have a better understanding of children's ailments."

"I don't think she is much of a doctor."

Khanna glared at her. "You think she hoed fields while in England? Why do you forget that she has cured thousands of patients?"

"You may be right. But I have no faith in her. She can cure only men's hearts. Nothing else."

Khanna fumed, Govindi fretted. Malti's name was like a red rag to a bull.

Khanna threw the papers on the floor. "You've made my life impossible!"

Govindi's voice became shrill. "Then go and marry Malti. That is, if she accepts you."

"What do you mean?"

"Malti will accept you as a slave, but as a husband, never."

"Do you think I'm so low?" He reeled off instances to prove that she preferred him to the Rai Saheb and the Raja Saheb. "If I don't see her for a day she feels it," he boasted.

Govindi gestured impatiently. "She prefers you because she knows you have no sense. She can't fool others so easily."

"I could marry her any time. Today. Now."

"She won't marry you even if you scrape your nose at her feet for seven incarnations. To her you're a pony. She'll give you grass, pat your mouth and stroke your flanks to keep you in trim for a ride. She carries a thousand senile specimens like you in her hand-bag."

"If I'm a fool, how is it that hundreds come cringing to my door? Can you name any Raja or Zamindar who does not respect me? I'm smarter than all of them."

"That's Malti's genius: You cut others' throats with a sharp razor, she cuts yours with a blunt one."

"You hate her, don't you, but you are not worthy of the dust of her feet."

"In my eyes she's worse than a harlot."

So the barbed arrows flew. But Govindi would not have taken it so much to heart if Khanna had not compared her to Malti, nor Khanna if Govindi had not called Malti a harlot. The jibes went home. Both knew each other's tender spots: both were eminently stung and excited. Khanna went wild with rage. He got up and slapped Govindi sharply. She went away sobbing.

Dr. Nag turned up some time later. Mr. Khanna had also called in the Civil Surgeon and the vaid Neelkanth for consultations. But Govindi sat statuesque with the baby in her lap, oblivious of what the doctors said and did. It seemed to her they had now come to the parting of the ways and that Khanna had slammed the door of affection on her.

The next day fever left the baby. Govindi called a tonga. She would not stay in a house where she had to put up with persistent ill-treatment. The wound was so deep that even her ties with the children seemed to have snapped. She had done her duty; it was now Khanna's business to look after them. She had not the heart to desert the youngest, the apple of her eye. She would protect him with her life.

The other children had gone for an outing. She felt a strong urge to see them before she left; but she curbed her desire.

Evening: the park was crowded, people flat on the grass, drinking in the cool breeze. Passing through Hazratgunj, Govindi had just turned towards the Zoo when she spotted Khanna and Malti in a car. She had a vague impression that Khanna pointed at her and said something to Malti and Malti had smiled. May be she was mistaken. Khanna was after all not so mean as to make fun of his wife before others. As for Malti, how shameless of her to go about with everyone. They said that she had a good clientele and came of a respectable family. Why didn't she marry instead or running wild like this. But who'd marry her? No, perhaps I'm wrong. There are still many who would think themselves lucky to have Malti for a wife. Was she against marriage? If she was, she did a wise thing. After all, what was there in marriage? Before marriage others bent their knees before her: after marriage she would have to live as a slave to someone. Good, there were a few women like Malti in society; they kept men in their proper places.

She felt a twinge of sympathy for Malti. By denouncing Malti she was being unfair, she thought. Wasn't her own condition an eye-opener to Malti? What was so terrible if, knowing all this, Malti wisely preferred not to get entangled in the mesh of marriage?

The Zoo: deserted and quiet. Govindi got down from the tonga and with the baby in her lap walked towards the lawn. A few steps, and her chappal squelched: they had just watered the lawn. In trying to avoid the grass her foot had stuck in mud.

A hose-pipe lay, water flowing from it, on the grass. She washed her feet and the chappals and sat on dry ground. She thought of death; her mind was very perturbed. What if she suddenly dropped dead? The tonga driver would inform Khanna., and Khanna very likely would greet the news joyfully. But he would cover his eyes with a handkerchief and shed a few crocodile tears. Such was her life! No one in the world to shed even a few genuine tears at her death. She thought of the days when her mother-in-law was alive, and Khanna led a sober life. She did not like it when her mother-in-law pulled up Khanna even in small matters. Today she realised that she did all this out of love for her daughter-in-law. But now it was all a thing of the past. The future lay before her; she had to think of what to do next. She had made up her mind to earn her own livelihood. Perhaps she could buy things from the Gandhi Ashram and hawk them around. No, that wasn't shameful. At the most people would point her out: There goes Khanna's wife! But she could get over that: she'd go and live in some other city. She could easily earn enough to maintain herself. Khanna derided her because he maintained her. From now onward she would strike out on her own.

She noticed Mehta coming in her direction. She felt annoyed. She wanted to be left alone; and here he was, big as life. The child started wailing.

"What are you doing here at this time of the evening?" Mehta said.

"Nothing really. Like you, out for a stroll," Govindi said, trying to quieten the child.

Mehta smiled. "My case is different. I'm like the dhobi's dog. I belong nowhere. Let me take the child."

"When did you learn the art of handling children?"

"Just beginning, just beginning to. No time like now."

"I see. I see your days are numbered."

"That depends on me. I'll sit for the examination. I'm ready for it. We burn midnight oil preparing for University degrees. This test is bigger. It's a matter concerning one's life."

"I'd like to see how you fare out."

She handed the child to Mehta. He bounced and caught him playfully a couple of times and the child stopped crying.

Mehta said jubilantly, "You see? My mantra works wonders. I must get myself a baby from somewhere!"

"Only don't think any woman quite likes me," Mehta said in mock seriousness.

"What about Malti? She's accomplished—and glamorous. What more do you want in a woman?"

"Malti lacks all the qualities I want to have in a wife."

"Really? She's always surrounded by admirers. I am told women of her type are the rage these days."

"My wife will be quite different." Mehta parried the child's hand away from his moustache. "She'll be worthy of being worshipped."

Govindi could not help laughing. "You don't want a woman but a goddess. There are very few such women in this world."

"Oh, no. One lives in this city."

"Could I meet her and learn from her?"

"You know her intimately. She's the wife of a millionaire. But she hates luxury."

A wave of joy rushed through Govindi. Pretending that she was still at a loss to get at Mehta's meaning she said, "But the type of woman you are referring to is an ideal woman and an ideal woman is very often also an ideal wife."

"There are many ideals this age doesn't have room for."

"Ideals are eternal and universal."

But she felt elated. Mehta's words had cast a spell on her. She had always held him in the very highest esteem.

"Still, won't you introduce me to that lady?"

Mehta snuggled his face with the child's.

"She's here."

"I don't see her."

"I'm talking to her."

Govindi laughed. "You are making fun of me!"

Mehta's voice took on fervour: "Deviji, please don't misunderstand me. And please don't under-estimate yourself. There are very few persons for whom I have any serious regard. You are one of them. Your patience, sacrifice and love are unparallelable.

Govindi's eyes dimmed with joy. Every fibre of her body seemed to sparkle.

"Why did you take to philosophy, Mehtaji?" she said, suppressing her joy. "You should have been a poet."

Mehta gave an innocent laugh. "You think one can become a poet without being a philosopher? Philosophy is a stepping stone to poetry."

"That means you are a poet in the making. But do you know that the lot of a poet is never happy?"

"What the world calls sorrow is really joy to the poet. Wealth and luxury, beauty and power, knowledge and intelligence allure the world, but they hold no attraction for the poet. The things which hold sway over his imagination are tears which flow from frustrated hopes, lost memories, broken hearts. Philosophy tinkers with the mysteries of life, poetry becomes one with them. I've read a few of your poems. I know how full they are with anguish, and intensity of passion. By not creating more women like you, nature has been manifestly unjust to us."

"You are mistaken, Mehtaji," Govindi said in a grief stricken voice. "You'll find such women in every home. I can hold a candle to them. Of what worth is a woman if she cannot keep her husband happy? Sometimes I think that I should learn this art from Malti. Where I've failed she has succeeded. While I can't win the hearts of my dear ones, she has won the hearts of others."

"Would you consider wine superior to water?" Mehta said. "With wine, one loses one's head: but water gives life and sweetness."

"And you can spill buckets without a thought," Govindi said, making a brave attempt at witticism. "But many are prepared to stake their all for a glass of wine. The more mature and intoxicating the wine, the more it is liked. You drink too, now and then, I'm told, Mehtaji."

The last sentence hurt. He would not have felt as ashamed and penitent at a long harangue on the abuses of drinking as he felt at this brief condemnation from Govindi's lips. He could demolish arguments with sharp wit. But how could he cope with a sweet double entendre? He regretted having brought in the analogy of wine.

"I must admit I am guilty," he almost blushed. "If I try to cover up my weakness, it will be worse than the sin itself. I take a vow before you that in future not a drop shall pass between my lips."

Govindi was stunned, "What have you done, Mehtaji? I never meant it that way. I'm very sorry."

"No, you should feel happy that you have redeemed a person from sin."

"I redeem you? I was myself about to ask you to show me the way to deliverance."

"I am fortunate," Mehta said.

"I can think of no one else to whom I could relate my tale of woe. Life has become intolerable for me. I have put up with suffering till now. I can bear it no more. Malti is bent on ruining me. I've no weapon to fight her with. You have influence over her. She does not respect any other man so much as she respects you. You can save me. Today I left home, determined never to return. But a woman's heart is frail, Mehtaji. Love is her breath of life. She finds it impossible to break herself away from love while there's life in her. I have kept my anguish in my heart. Today, I beg you, I beg you with folded hands, save me from Malti."

She could speak no more. Her words were drowned in uncontrollable sobbing.

Mehta had never risen so high in his own esteem, not even when the French Academy styled a piece by him as one of the best philosophical treatises of the century. The image which he worshipped in his heart of hearts stood before him as a suppliant. He felt he could pierce through mountains and swim oceans: like a child on a rocking horse who deludes himself into thinking he is riding through the sky. He forgot for the moment that Govindi had set an impossible task before him; that he would have to sacrifice his principles to accomplish it.

He said with assurance: "I never knew that she caused you such torment. A curse on my eyes, my imagination, my sense, that I could not see such plain facts."

"But remember, it's not so easy to deprive a lioness of her prey."

"A women's heart is like earth. You can grow fruit on it, or thistles: it depends on what seeds you use."

"You must be regretting having met me today."

"On the contrary, Deviji, today I have experienced the greatest joy of my life. You won't believe me when I say this."

"I've placed such a heavy responsibility on you."

"I'm prepared to do anything for you. If I perish while carrying out your wishes I shall think myself lucky. No, no poetic exaggeration. This is the essence of truth as I see it. I can't overcome the temptation of telling you what is the ideal of my life. I'm a devotee of Nature and I want to see man in his true colours—man, who laughs when happy, weeps when in pain, and kills when angry. Those who try to subjugate pain and joy, those who think that tears are a sign of weakness, and laughter a sign of shallowness—I can't live in harmony with them. I look at life as a magnificent sport, where there is no place for censure, jealousy and bitterness. I don't brood over the past; I don't worry about the future. The present is the only thing which has any meaning for me. Worry for the future makes us cowards; the burden of the past weighs us down. Why, we have so little strength of purpose that if we spread it over the past and the future, it will just dissipate, just dissipate. We are already buried under the debris of history, its customs, its dogmas; and we can't rise above them. The strength that we should expend in realising our human destiny, through co-operation and brotherhood, is frittered away in settling old scores and paying the debts of our forefathers. What you call God and salvation excites my laughter. Aspiration for salvation and urge to worship are the height of vanity: they will destroy us. Where there is life, activity, joy and love, there is God. To make life happy is the true worship and right deliverance. The learned say: Let no smile play on your face, let there be no tears in your eyes. But if you can't smile, if you don't weep, you are not man, you are a stone. The knowledge which kills the soul is not knowledge but a grinding stone. Excuse me. I've almost made a speech. It's late. Allow me to reach you home. The child has fallen asleep in my arms."

"I came in a tonga" Govindi said.

"We'll pay him off."

When Mehta returned after dismissing the tonga Govindi said, "where do you want to take me?"

"Home, of course."

"I have no home, Mehtaji."

"Not Mr. Khanna's house?"

"A place where insults are heaped on me."

"No, Deviji. That's your home and will always remain your home. You have created it; you have given life to it. Motherhood enjoys the most exalted status in life. In such an exalted position, one is above insult or humiliation. A mother gives life. What does it matter to her whether somebody is annoyed with her or shouts at her?"

Govindi said with slight impatience: "I'm not only a mother, I'm a woman also."

Mehta was silent for a minute. "I agree", he said. "But I think that a woman is a mother first and last. All her other qualities flow from the cardinal virtue of her being a mother. Motherhood is the greatest worship, the highest sacrifice, and the brightest victory over life. As for Khanna, all I can say about him is that whatever he does, he does befuddled. But this befuddledness will wear off. The time is not far off when you'll again be enshrined in his heart."

Govindi made no reply. She proceeded towards the car. Mehta quickly opened the door. On the way both were silent.

When Govindi got down from the car Mehta saw by the inside lights that there were tears in her eyes.

The children came out shouting, "Ma! Ma!' and clung to her. Govindi's face lit up with motherly pride.

"Thank you for all that you have done," she said to Mehta and lowered her head. A tear fell on her cheek.

Mehta felt inexpressibly sad too. She lolled in luxury; yet her heart was full of anguish.
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  Mirza Khurshed's compound was a club, a law court, and a wrestling arena, all rolled into one. The people of the locality had no place suitable for a wrestling arena. Mirza had one put up for them under a thatched roof in his compound. There was wrestling galore, sometimes a hundred competitors having bouts at a time— Mirza included.

The Panchayat of the locality held meetings here. Tiffs (and quarrels) between husband and wife, mother-in-law and daughter-in-law, brother and brother found settlement here. The compound was the hub of the social life of the locality and also the storm-centre of local politics. Political workers lodged here, chalked out programmes, harangued audiences. Also the nucleus of the civic life of the city. The last meeting elected Malti President of the City Congress Committee. (Since then the place had become more popular).

Gobar had been here for over a year now. No longer a callow village youth, though at heart a villager—tight-fisted, selfish, a good slogger and one who never said die easily—he had slowly imbibed city ways. The first month he worked as a labourer, stinted on food, saved a few rupees. Then a street vendor, he hawked chats, stinging, spicy concoctions of boiled sweet-peas, potatoes and curd. Next he rigged up a small wayside stall where he sold iced sherbet in summer and tea in winter. He was honest; business flourished; and he managed to collect two or three rupees a day. He had his hair cut English style, wore a fine dhoti and shining pumps, bought a red woollen shawl, smoked cigarettes and chewed the best available paan.

Often he attended public meetings and came to have some idea of the country's political problems; he thought he got to know how the government was run and what class distinctions meant. He shed off fear of the coercive force of conventions and the public castigation that their breach involved. He attended Panchayat sessions, where he found that people got off scot free even after committing sins much worse than any he had committed, and he saw no reason why he should remain in hiding any more or harbour useless fears.

During his long stay in the city he had not remitted any money home. He had a poor opinion of his parents' shrewdness in money matters. First thing, his father would go in for a cow; or his mother would buy up ornaments. He had no money to spare for wasteful purposes. He dabbled in money-lending, and he could put his spare money in better use by lending it to the ekhawalas, coachmen, and dhobies of the neighbourhood. In this short period of eleven months or so, he had built up a small name for himself in the locality, by living frugally and perseveringly. He wanted to bring Jhunia to the city to stay with him.

After a bath at the roadside tap he was boiling potatoes for the evening meal when Khurshed Mirza appeared at his door. Gobar was no longer in his service, but had the greatest respect for his past employer.

"What can I do for you, Sir." He said very deferentially.

"Have you some money to spare?" Mirza said from outside the door. "I haven't had a drop of liquor for three days. I'm feeling hellish."

He had given small loans to Mirza on previous occasions which he had been unable to recover. And Mirza had no debtor's conscience. Money simply slipped through his fingers; one moment he had it, next moment he hadn't. Gobar could not refuse him outright. He tried to side-track by dilating on the evils of drink.

Mirza stepped in and sat on the cot. "I do want to give up drinking," he said. "But I can't. I'd die if I did. Oh, don't worry about your money. I'll pay back every single pice."

"Believe me, Sir," Gobar said. "I would have surely given you the money if I had it."

"You don't have two rupees?"

"Not at the moment."

"I'll pawn my ring."

Gobar felt tempted. But he had already misplayed his hand.

"What a proposal, Sir!" He said. "If I had the money, would I have refused you?"

"I won't ask you again, Gobar," Mirza said abjectly. "Give me this time. I can't stand straight. I've spent lakhs on wine and brought ruin on my head. But now, even if I have to beg, I can't I won't give it up."

Gobar still refused. Mirza thought of the thousands of friends he had in the city. Many of them had prospered through his good offices, and many more he had helped in lean times. But he never liked to go to them for help. He knew scores of get rich-quick devices, by which he had made a lot of money in a jiffy. But he had no idea of the value of money. He never rested until he parted company with it.

Gobar began peeling the potatoes. The room where he lived was the property of Mirza. But it never occurred to Mirza to rent it out at Rs. 5/- per month (which it could easily fetch).

After some time, Aladin, the ekka-wala, came to touch Gobar for a loan. Bald, he sported a salt-and-pepper beard and one glittering eye. His daughter was going to her father-in-law's house and he badly needed five rupees to arrange things. Gobar loaned him the money against one anna interest per rupee.

"Why don't you send for your wife?" Aladin said, gratefully pocketing the money. "How long will you keep baking chapaties yourself?"

Gobar complained of the expensiveness of life in the city. He could not possibly maintain a family on his limited income.

"God will provide you with the means, bhai," Aladin lit his biri. "You can support a wife within the same money that you spend on yourself. A wife's presence in the house is always auspicious. By Allah, when I was single, however much I earned I was always broke. Sometimes I had no money to buy tobacco! And the horse!—I came home fagged out but I had to feed the horse and I had to walk it. Then hurry, hurry to the baker's shop. But when I married I got on fine with the same money, and very comfortable too. If one can't have comfort of what worth is life? Gobar, if anything, your income will go up. The time you now spent in boiling peas and potatoes you could use in selling a few more cups of tea. Everyone drinks tea, you know. When you sleep at night, your wife will massage you."

Gobar was impressed. He felt very lonely suddenly; and made up his mind to get back Jhunia. He even forgot the potatoes were boiling, and started packing. The festival of Holi was near; he thought he would as well buy a few things to take home; the inherent propensity of the miser to show himself off on festive occasions got the better of him. What better occasion was there to spend his hard-earned savings if not now? He bought two saries each for his mother, his sisters and Jhunia; a dhoti and a chaddar for his father, a bottle of hair oil for Sona (and a pair of chappals); a celluloid Japanese doll for Rupa; and a toilet case for Jhunia (which contained a phial of hair oil, vermilion and a looking glass). For his child, a cap, a ready-made frock.

Many from his street came to see him off. "I'm leaving my house to your care," he said. "God willing, I shall be back the second day after Holi."

"Don't forget to bring your wife," one of the women smiled coyly at him." "If you return alone, we won't let you into your house."

In the meanwhile Bhure came over with his ekka. Gobar shoved the luggage in the ekha, and started off.

Going home exhilarated him; reaching Gobar to the station excited Bhure. The horse flew wind-like to the railway station.

Gobar fished out a rupee from the fold of his dhoti and held it before Bhure. "Take this, bhai. Get some sweets for your wife." he said.

Bhure momentarily showed gratefulness; then injury. "You are one of us, Gobar. If you ride my ekha briefly I don't expect to be paid for it. My heart is not so small."

Gobar said no more. Looking slightly foolish he bought down the luggage and ran in to buy the ticket.
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  April arrived with the promise of a new life, the air redolent of mango blossoms. Somewhere within a mango tree a koel trilled.

The sowing of sugar cane had commenced; the sun not yet risen, but Hori was already in the field. Dhania, Sona and Rupa carried bundles of sugar cane from the pond to the field. Hori cut the stalks into pieces with a chopper. Now he worked for Datadin; no longer a peasant, just another hired hand. Their relationship was now not that of patron and family priest, but of servant and master.

"Put more seeing in your arms, Hori!" Datadin shouted, "At this rate you won't finish before nightfall."

Hori said with injured pride: "I am doing my best, Maharaj. I'm not sitting idle."

Datadin was a hard task-master. No labourer stayed with him long. Hori knew his temperament.

Datadin came and stood before him. "There are ways and ways of doing things," he said. "If one is efficient one can finish the task in a hour; and if one dawdles, it'll take the whole day and more."

Helpless, Hori gulped down his pride and chopped faster. For more than a month he had been famished: one meal of the day consisted of parched gram; the second was just an excuse of a meal; sometimes he had to go without food. He wanted to work faster. But his hands failed to co-ordinate to his call. If only he could rest for a while!

Dhania and the girls, smeared with mud, dumped the loads on the ground and paused to take breath. Datadin swooped on them. "Is this a tamasha, Dhania? What have you stopped for? I don't pay you for swatting flies. One hour to make one trip!"

Dhania scowled. "Maharaj, won't you give us time even to get back our breath? We are human beings, not donkeys. If you had to carry such heavy loads, you'll know."

"I pay you for work," Datadin flared up, "not for rest. If you want rest, go and sit at home."

Dhania was about to snap back when Hori rebuked her. "Why don't you go, Dhania?"

Sona dragged her towards the pond, afraid a quarrel might develop. Out of earshot, Dhania began fulminating against Datadin to her heart's content. "Let it be, mother," Sona said. "You are always quarrelling."

Hori set about his work as if in a trance. He seemed to have been imbued with superhuman power. The chopper rose and fell rhythmically, like a mechanical weapon. Darkness clouded his eyes; his head whirled. He worked on, his hands moving with the regularity of a metronome, without respite. Perspiration washed his body. His temples throbbed. But he worked, possessed by some demonic force.

Then his mind went black. He felt himself sinking into the earth. The chopper slipped from his bands; he fell on his face, unconscious.

Dhania, coming with another load, saw a cluster of people around the prostrate Hori. She heard one ploughman saying: "Master, you shouldn't be so harsh. He is not used to this kind of work."

She ran wildly towards him. She placed his head in her lap. "Why have you left me alone in this world, my husband? Get water, Sona. Rupa, go, go, tell Sobha something's happened to dada. Hai Ram! I don't know what to do."

Lala Pateshwari ran up. "Don't cry, Dhania. There's nothing the matter with Hori. He has just fainted from the heat. He will come to in a moment. There, there. Don't lose heart."

She fell at Pateshwari's feet. "God has taken everything from me," she sobbed. "I have suffered patiently so long. Now I cannot. My husband, my jewel!"

Sona brought the water. Pateshwari sprinkled it on Hori's face while others fanned him. His body was limp and cold. Dhania said anxiously, "Such a thing has never happened before. No, Lala, never before!"

"Did he eat last night?" Pateshwari asked.

"Yes, I made a few chapaties," Dhania replied. "But you know how hard these days have been for us. We haven't had a full meal for months. I warn him not to work so much. I keep on warning him. But he won't listen. It's not in our fate to live in comfort."

Hori opened his eyes: his gaze wandered vaguely from face to face. Dhania clung to him. "How are you?" Her face was all agitated. "I almost died of grief."

"Better," Hori said faintly. "What happened?" "You work too hard," Her tone had gentle reproach. "It's your children's good fortune you are still with us. Where would we all have been without you?"

Pateshwari laughed. "The way she howled!" 

"Did you cry, Dhania?" Hori asked.

"He talks without thinking," she gave Pateshwari a shy gentle push.

 "You silly woman," Hori said, his eyes tear-dimmed. 

Two persons escorted Hori home and put him to bed. Datadin was annoyed. The sowing operations had been held up. But Matadin brought Hori warm milk and a bottle of rose water.

Just then they saw Gobar coming, a coolie following with luggage.

 The street dogs yelped; then, suddenly recognising him, wagged their tails. Rupa cried, "It's brother!" She ran out clapping loudly. Sona took a few steps forward; then stopped, suppressing her joy. She had grown a lot in one year, and become very self-conscious. Jhunia came to the door with the veil drawn over her face.

Gobar touched the feet of his father and mother and lifted Rupa in his lap. Dhania blessed him and pressed his head to her bosom. How tall her son had grown! How smart he looked in his new clothes! She felt that she had found a jewel she lost long ago in the stress and struggle of life.

Hori had turned away his face.

"What's the matter with dada, mother?" Gobar asked. 

"He has a slight headache," she said. "Come, have a wash. Where were you all this time? Does anyone run away from home like this? You never even cared to write home. And now you have remembered us after one year. My eyes are dazed with waiting for you."

"I was not far from you, mother." He felt slightly ashamed. "I was in Lucknow."

"And you never wrote us."

Sona and Rupa were messing round with Gobar's things. Jhunia stood aloof, strangely proud. The time to take him to task for deserting her had come. Her baby gurgled, eager to taste the colourful presents. Jhunia gripped him tight.

"Bhabi, brother has brought you a comb and mirror," from Sona.

"I have no need for them," Jhunia said indifferently. "Let him keep them."

Rupa took out a bright little cap. "It's for Chunnu," and she placed it on the child's head.

But she saw Gobar coming towards her; she threw away the cap, and went into the inner room. Gobar wanted to go in and patch up with her; but his courage failed him.

He sat down in the outer room with the presents lying strewn before him. Rupa was not quite happy with the doll, she would have preferred chappals like the ones Sona got. Dhania took upon herself the pleasant duty of distributing the sweet. And Rupa was again critical—only so much?—she could do with the whole lot!

Out of the trunk came fine bordered saris, like the ones which Pateshwari's wife wore. So soft and light. And a neck-cloth for Hori—and a dhoti!

"Son," Dhania said happily. "You did well in bringing the neck-cloth. His old one's in tatters."

Gobar had by now realised in what straitened circumstances the family was. Dhania's sari had many patches. Sona's sari was torn over the head: her hair showed through it. Rupa's trailed in shreds behind her. Their faces had roughened. The whole place looked ramshackly.

Gobar went in to meet his wife. She looked at him petulantly. "You left me here and never cared to enquire after me. You did not care if I lived or died. You have wakened from sleep after one year. How wicked of you! I thought you were chasing me; I did not know you would give me the slip. Men are not to be trusted. For all I know, you must be living with another woman. One wife in the village and another in the city. That must have suited you fine!"

"God is my witness," Gobar said. "I never even looked at another woman. I ran away from home out of shame and fear. But I thought of you all the time. I have come here to take you with me. Your parents must be very sore at you?"

"Father was after my life."

"What!"

"He and my brothers were spoiling for a fight. But mother brought them to their senses. They carried off our bullocks though."

"The mean... Didn't father stop them?"

"How could father fight single-handed? The village people tried to intervene. Father is too much of a gentleman. What could they do?"

"How's our cultivation faring?"

"It's a shame. We share our land with Pandit Datadin.No sugar cane was planted this season."

Gobar had two hundred rupees in currency notes tied round his waist. This by itself could turn his head. But when he heard how unfairly his father had been treated, his blood boiled.

I'll teach them," he said getting up. "How dare they carry away the bullocks from our very door! Damned robbers. I'll have the pack of them jailed. I'll file a suit against them."

Jhunia caught hold of his hand. "Please have something before you go. The whole day is before you," she pacified him. "They held a panchayat. The Panches fined us eighty rupees and thirty maunds of grain. This really broke our family."

Sona came with the child. He looked lovely in the new frock. Gobar fondled him; but his mind was elsewhere. What right had the Panches to impose the fine? How were they concerned if he brought a girl to his house? He would deal with each of them singly.

The baby giggled at him, and as suddenly broke into a magnificent wail.

Gobar had a bath, put on crisp new clothes, combed his hair with extra care and sallied forth, like a conquering hero, on a round of the village. He visited his uncles' houses and called on old friends.Nothing had really changed in the village; but Pateshwari had added a new room to his house and Jhenguri Singh had dug a well by his door. This was sufficiently provocative to add fuel to the fire.

Jhenguri Singh was bathing at the well. Gobar swished past cockily without greeting him. "When did you return. Gobar?" asked Jhenguri Singh. "And how goes the world with you? What did you do in Lucknow, boy? Working there?"

"I didn't go to Lucknow job-hunting. I'm in business."

Jhenguri Singh slowly sized up Gobar from head to foot. "How much do you earn?"

"Three rupees a day. Four. Depends on the business."

Jhenguri Singh, even after fleecing his clients, did not earn more than thirty rupees a month. This rustic youth earned a hundred rupees a month! He was too surprised for words. Of course, he was superior to Gobar in caste, but caste, before money, was nothing.

"Now that's a lot of money, son," he said ingratiatingly. "In the village we can't earn more than three annas a day. If you can get some work for my eldest son, Bhavania, I'll send him along with you to Lucknow. He's not one for studies—always getting into one scrape or another. A clerk's job would do. Take him with you. He's friend of yours, isn't he? I don't mind if he starts off poorly if there's scope to make a little here and there."

Gobar gave a scornful laugh. "Greed for easy money ruins a man, Thakur. Unless we make money by dishonest means, we don't feel satisfied! It's not difficult to find him a job in Lucknow. But there's a snag: every employer wants an alert and honest chap. I could bundle Bhavani on someone. But if he plays a prank, they'll jump at my neck, not his."

Jhenguri swallowed hard. How impertinently the boy talked, as if dharma was his private preserve.

Next target was Datadin. He had sat down to his meal when Gobar ambled along. "How are you, Gobar? he said cheerfully. "I hear you've stuck on to a good job. I wish you could find one for Matadin. He knows nothing except how to get drunk."

"Why should you worry for a job for Matadin?" Gobar remarked. "You lack nothing, Maharaj. You know how to touch others for money.Knock at their doors and the rest is easy. Whether it is birth or death, marriage or funeral, you get your bit. You have lands, you dabble in money-lending, you charge brokerage, and you even impose fines. Isn't all this money enough for you? What will you do with more? Or have you hit on the secret of taking it with you to the next world?"

The brazen pup! Had he thrown his manners overboard, his regard for superiors? Did'nt he know that his father slaved for Pandit Datadin? Small streams, when full, soon overflow. But Datadin maintained his grinning expression—like the grown ups who keep smiling when a child tugs at their moustache. "A good joke!" He said good-humouredly: "The air of Lucknow has indeed made you clever. How much money have you brought? You know my share! Believe me, Gobar, I often thought of you. You will stay a few days?"

"So I will. I have to file a suit against the Panches who on the pretext of a fine, have gobbled one hundred and fifty rupees belonging to my family. Damn all of you—outcaste me if you can!"

Having held out the threat Gobar was again on the move. His friends were impressed.

"You must file a suit against him, Gobar bhai," one of them said. "This old man is worse than a black serpent. Pull Pateshwari's ears too. That slimy toad!"

Gobar stroked his moustache. "I know them inside out, these swines," he muttered. "But I'll have to leave soon. I tell you what— let's celebrate Holi with a bang this year and give them the drubbing of their lives!"

After his meal, Gobar decided to meet Bhola. Unless he brought the bullocks back his mind would know no peace.

"Son, don't create a scene," Hori said anxiously. "Bhola took the bullocks but remember we owed him money."

"Dada, leave me to my affairs." Gobar said. "His cow cost him fifty rupees; our bullocks were worth a hundred and fifty. So we used them for three years; so they were worth a hundred. He could have filed a suit against us—he had no business to take the bullocks. You lost the bullocks—and paid a hundred and fifty rupees in fine. This is what happens when a man's too good. Would he have dared to take the bullocks if I had been here?"

Hori lowered his head, guiltily.

"You talk rashly, son," Dhania said. "How could we stay in the village if they had ostracised us? And don't forget we have two daughters still to marry off. In life and death the community..."

Gobar cut her short. "We had respect from the community. No one ostracised us. Why couldn't you find a match for me? Because we had no money, that's why! When your coffers are full, community and ostracism become silly. The world sides with those who have money."

Dhania heard the child crying and went inside; and Gobar came out of the house.

"Shall I come with you?" asked Hori.

"I'm not going to fight with them" Gobr said. "Don't be afraid: The law is on my side. I won't have to fight them."

"But let me come, I may be able to help you."

"No. You'll give the show away."

When Dhania emerged she found Gobar gone.

"When will God hammer some sense into your head?" she burst out. "Will Bhola give up the bullocks easily? The three of them will jump on him! God help him. Why don't you stop him?"

Hori picked up his staff from the corner and ran out. Gobar was a speck fast merging with the horizon Hori's conscience pricked him. Had he been stern, Gobar would certainly have stayed back. He was so weak that he did not feel upto running after him. Helpless, he sat on the ground. "Keep my son out of harm, please, god." he murmured.

In Bhola's village Gobar saw a few persons sitting under a bo tree, gambling. Mistaking Gobar for a policeman they collected their cowries and scampered off in confusion. But Jungi, Bhola's son, recognised him. "Hey, if it isn't Gobardhan!" He hid behind a tree.

"Don't be afraid, Jagga, bhai" Gobar said. "Ram, Ram. It's me, Gobar. I returned today. I thought I'd pay you all a visit. Who knows when I'll be here again? The Raja I serve needs a few watchmen. I told him I'd give him faithful men. If you want it, it's yours. It's a good job."

Jungi was already awed by Gobar's smart facade—the shiny shoes, the stripped shirt, the well-combed hair: every inch a "babu". Who'd think this was the ragged Gobar he used to know?

Jungi gambled and drank. But the money he got from home didn't keep him going in these pursuits. "Of course I'll come." he said. "I only laze at home. How much will they pay me?"

"Don't worry about that," Gobar said confidently. "Everything's in my hands. You'll get what you ask. I said to myself: why take an outsider when one from our own family can be put on the job?"

"And what do I do?" Jungi asked eagerly.

"You take your choice. Work as a watchman if you like; collect rents if you like. You'll like collecting rents. It's so easy to tell the master that the tenant was not at home. This way you can earn some money every day in addition to your pay."

"Will I get a place to stay in?"

"Why not? There's plenty of space. It's a palace, you know, water taps, electricity, everything. Is Kamta at home?"

"He's gone to the market with milk. Father doesn't let me go to market. He says I waste the money on drink. Bhair, now I don't drink so much. But I need two pice a day. This is between you and me. You'll get me the job?"

"I'll take you with me after Holi."

"So that's settled?"

They reached Bhola's house. Bhola sat spinning cotton; Gobar touched his feet. "Kaka, forgive me for what I did."

Bhola stopped spinning. "Your act was so heinous that even if I cut your throat I wouldn't be called a sinner. Now that you have come to my door I won't do you harm. But God will punish you for the way you have sinned against me. When did you come?"

Gobar gustily narrated how his fortune had taken a turn for the better and asked Bhola's permission to take Jungi along with him. Bhola was overjoyed. If Jungi went away with Gobar, even if he did not send money home, the scamp would at least have enough to support himself.

"Kaka, if he sticks to the job he will become a man," Gobar said.

"Yes, if he sticks to it."

"If he gets the job, he'll learn it's wise to stick to it."

"When do you intend leaving?"

"I'll go after Holi. Our farm affairs are in a mess. I'll be free after I've put them in order."

"Tell Hori to forget all burdens and spend his time in the worship of God."

"I'm always telling him to forget these sordid matters. But he won't."

"Do you know of any vaid in Lucknow? I have this racking cough."

"A famous vaid lives in my neighbourhood. I'll consult him. When do you get it most—morning or nights?"

"At night, son. I can't sleep a wink. If some arrangement could be made I could come over to the city myself. There's no money in business here."

"Kaka, the city is just the place for business. Here nobody cares even if you sell ten seers of milk to the rupee. You have to thrust it on unwilling sweetmeat sellers. But there you can sell maunds of milk at five seers per rupee."

Jungi went in to make sherbat for Gobar. "I'm tired of staying in the village." Bhola said. "You know Jungi. He's good for nothing. Kamta goes to market. And I have to look after the animals—feed them, water them, tie them, graze them. I do everything. I want to rest now, to eat one meal a day and lie undisturbed in a corner. I can't put up with this hullabaloo of life and the daily bickerings. When the cough attacks me, it leaves me grasping. But there's no one here even to offer me water. See, that broken peg over there? Nobody has thought of fixing it. I'll have to fix it myself."

"Come with me to Lucknow, Kaka," Gobar said sympathetically. "You can easily sell milk at five seers to the rupee. And get paid in cash. I know scores of big people there. I run a tea shop. I'll buy ten seers from you every day."

Jungi came with the sherbet. Gobar drank a glass, and said quickly: "Kaka, if you do nothing, just sit at the tea shop, you'll earn a rupee a day."

Bhola reflected; then, hesitatingly: "In anger I became blind. I carried away your pair of bullocks. Take them back with you. I have no use for them. We do no cultivation."

"But, Kaka, I have arranged for a new pair of bullocks." 

"No, no, don't go in for a new pair. You don't have to. These will serve your purpose." "I'll send you the money."

"Oh, it's all right. I've received the money. It's family affair. In fact, I should have been happy that Jhunia had gone to a good family. What an utter ass I am! I really could have killed her!"

When Gobar left that evening, he had the bullocks with him. And Jungi followed him, faithfully carrying two big pots of curd.
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  For six months out of twelve you can hear drums and cymbals celebrating one festival or the other. They start singing phag one month in advance of Holi.

In June they recite the epic of Alla and with the advent of the rainy season, Kajri songs take over. And as the cycle goes on, to be rounded off with the congregational reading of the Ramayana.

The village of Semari is no exception. The threats of the money-lenders and the oppressions of the underlings of the Zamindars cannot curb the villagers' zest. It matters little if the peasant starves or has no shirt on his back and no money in his pocket. His innate exuberance to enjoy life is irrepressible.

Usually every year they celebrated Holi at the meeting, place of Nokhey Ram. Here they prepared bhang, sprayed coloured water at each other, and held the Holi nautch. This meant an expense of a couple of rupees to Nokhey Ram; but there was no one else in the village so well off as to foot this bill.

But this year Gobar had drawn the crowd to his door. Nokhey Ram's meeting place lay deserted; he had bought bhang for the revellers, but there was no one to concoct it: he had also collected drums and cymbals, but there was no one to sing. Gobar had done up a special bhang fragrant with rose-water, saffron and almonds; its effect was magical. He offered them specially perfumed tobacco. Even the coloured water was scented with keora. He knew how to earn; better, he knew how to spend. Apart from bhang (which was freely served to all who came) he had invited singers, dancers and masqueraders to feast at his expense. And their number was legion. Sobha himself was a pretty good mimic and an excellent ventriloquist; Girdhar not too bad either; he could mimic lawyer, police inspector, rich seth, revenue clerk, with equal skills.

People had started pouring in from evening onwards, and when Girdhar with his party started his programme the congregation swelled to unmanageable proportions. Girdhar stood before the audience in the guise of Thakur Jhenguri Singh, perfect to the last detail—bald head, long moustache, heaving belly. The scene opened: Jhenguri Singh sitting to his meal. His first wife fanned him.

He looks at her with adoring eyes. "Your loveliness is so fascinating that even a young man will swoon."

She puffs out her cheeks: "Is that why you have brought a new wife?"

"Oh no, I've brought her to serve you. She's nothing compared to you."

The second wife overhears this and goes away, pulling a long face.

The second scene; the Thakur is seen lying on the bed, with the second wife sitting on the ground, her face turned away from him.

"Why are you angry with me, my pet?" he says.

"I'm not your pet," she replies menacingly. "I'm a slave, brought here to serve others."

"No, no, you are the queen of my heart. I've kept that hag to serve you."

This time the first wife overhears and rushes in with a broom. The Thakur runs for dear life.

In the second item a peasant is shown holding the feet of Jhenguri Singh. After much pleading the Thakur agrees to loan him ten rupees. The necessary formalities take place: he hands the man five rupees. The peasant is taken aback.

"These are only five rupees, my Master."

"They are ten. Go and count them again at home."

"No, Sir, they are five."

"One rupee goes for my gratification Right?"

"Yes, Sir."

"One for writing the paper. Right?"

"Yes. Sir."

"One for the paper itself. Right?"

"Yes, Sir."

"One as my customary fee. Right?"

"Yes, Sir."

"One as my interest. Right?"

"Yes, Sir."

"Five rupees in cash. That makes ten. Right?"

"Better keep these five too with you."

"Nonsense!"

"I mean it, Sir. One rupee as my gift to your younger wife. One for the elder. One rupee to buy betel leaves for the elder wife. And one for the younger. That makes four. The fifth rupee is for your funeral rites."

In this manner, one by one, Datadin and Pateshwari also came in for special attention by the mimics. The jokes were old, the jibes crude. But Girdhar and his companions performed so well that the peasants raved over them. The show carried on late into the night.

In the morning the last night's songs were on everybody's lips. The headman of the village had become the target of urchins. Jhenguri Singh, himself a jovial soul, took the jokes sportingly. But not Pateshwari. Datadin got so irritated that he began picking fights with anyone he met. As for Nokhey Ram (whom even the Rai Saheb treated deferentially!)—He nearly went off his head. That he should be ridiculed in his own village! Just intolerable! Pandit Datadin wished that God had endowed him with divine wrath: he could then reduce these scoundrels to ashes with one sublime curse. Alas, in this dark age of sinfulness divine curses had lost their power. He, therefore, restored to a strategy suited to the temper of the age. He went to Hori's house and growled: "Won't you go for work even today, Hori? You are well now. Don't you see how my work suffers?"

Gobar had slept late. He came out rubbing his eyes; Datadin's words reached his ears. Without any greeting, he said stiffly: "Father can't work for you any more. We have our own sugar cane to plant."

Datadin leisurely took out a pinch of tobacco and whisked it into his mouth. "How can that be? He can't give up work in the middle of the season. He may stop working after July if he wants to. Not earlier."

Gobar yawned. "He has not sold himself to you. He is free to take up work when he wants to and give it up when he doesn't like it."

"No work, hmm?"

"No."

"In that case I want my money together with the interest. Three year's interest works out to a hundred rupees. In all, it comes to two hundred rupees. I thought I would deduct interest at the rate of three rupees per month. But it seems you don't want it that way. Pay up. If you think you are a nabob, behave like a nabob."

"Maharaj," Hori said, "I don't refuse to work for you. But we have our own sugar cane to plant."

"What kind of work and for whom?" said Gobar. "We are nobody's servants. We are all equal. What blasted nonsense is this? If he gives us a hundred rupees, does he want us to slave for him all our life to pay back the interest? And the principal remains intact all the time. Money-lending with a vengeance! It's damned blood-sucking!"

"If you don't like it, cough up. Why quarrel with me needlessly? From others I charge interest at the rate of one anna per rupee. In your case I brought it down to half an anna."

"We'll pay at the rate of one per cent. Not a pice more. If it suits you, take it; if it doesn't go to court. One per cent interest is not a joke."

"I think too much money has swollen your head."

"Your head is swollen. You give a rupee and want back ten. Our vanity, if we have any, is washed away by our sweat. We took a loan of thirty rupees from you to buy bullocks. Those thirty rupees have swollen into a hundred; the hundred have swollen into two hundred. For thirty to two hundred! And in how much time, dada?'

"About nine years," Hori said faintly.

"From thirty to two hundred in nine years!" Gobar thumped his chest. "Shabash! How much does it come to at the rate of one per cent?"

He made a few quick calculations on the ground with a piece of stone. "Sixty-six rupees, principal and interest combined," he said getting up from the ground.

"Take seventy. Not a copper more will you get."

"Have you heard your son's decision?" Datadin pointedly addressed Hori. "He wants me to take seventy rupees in lieu of my two hundred rupees. How long can the world go on in the face of such brazen injustice?"

He turned to Gobar. "Make no mistake about it, son. I'm a Brahmin. You won't live in peace by devouring my money. All right, I forego the seventy also. I won't go to court either. But I'm a Brahmin and I know how to get back my money. You'll come to my door and offer me the money on bended knees."

Gobar was unperturbed. But a storm raged in Hori's mind. Had it been a Thakur's or a Bania's money it would not have mattered. But a Brahmin's money!

God keep him from a Brahmin's wrath! They said if a Brahmin's wrath visited a person, not a single member in the family survived. Hori's religious sentiments tugged at his mind. He ran and fell at Datadin's feet. "Maharaj, as long as I live I'll see that I pay back every pice of your debt. Pay no heed to what my son has said. This matter is between you and me. He cannot interfere."

"The cheeky brat! Hm! Wants me to take seventy rupees! He has not seen the inside of a court. City life has turned his head."

"I've told you I'll pay up every pice."

"Then report for work tomorrow."

"I would if I could, gladly, Maharaj. But I have to sow my field."

Datadin went away. Gobar looked at his father with contempt. "So you sent to appease your god!" he said. "People like you have spoiled them."

"Son, we shouldn't throw virtue overboard," Hori said. "We reap as we sow. We shall have to pay interest at the agreed rate. He is a Brahmin. We can't cheat him."

"Who says we should give up virtue? Or cheat a Brahmin? But why should we pay such fantastic interest? The Banks charge twelve annas: we'll pay him one rupee. What more does he want? Must he rob us?"

"He will feel hurt."

"Of course. But we can't go on keeping him happy by digging our own grave."

"Son, as long as I am alive, let me have things my own way. When I am dead, you can do as you please."

"Then pay him yourself. I don't want to meddle in your affairs. You ran up the debt, and if you want to you can face the music alone."

Gobar went inside. "Why were you quarrelling with dada?" Jhunia asked him.

Gobar told her the whole story. "The debt will go on multi-plying,"—he concluded. "How long can I help him? Everything he earns goes into the money-lender's pocket. He never consulted me when taking loans; nor were they on my account. Why should I own responsibility now?"

The money-lenders were busy scheming to see what could be done to fix Gobar. Unsubdued, he'd be a terror in the village. They wondered where he had picked up legal niceties. What did he mean by saying that he would not pay interest at more than one per cent?

The headmen, however, were jealous of each other. Deep down they were pleased at the way their friends had been singled out for parodying. Pateshwari and Nokhey Ram exchanged notes between them.

"These boys know our family affairs inside out," Pateshwari said. "How they mauled Jhenguri. Poor fellow! Did you see how the audience roared when it came to his two wives?"

Nokhey Ram guffawed. "What they said was true. I've often seen the younger wife standing at the door and cracking jokes with the village boys."

"And have you seen what lavish use the elder wife makes of kajal and sindoor to look young?"

"There's no love lost between those two! Jhenguri has no shame. Anyone else in his place would have gone mad long ago."

"I'm told they did a very crude parody of you. Is it true that they gave you a good shoe-beating, after shutting you up in a cobbler's house?"

"I'll set the rascals right in no time. I'll file a suit against Hori for arrears of land revenue. What does he think of me?"

"He has paid the land revenue all right. Hasn't he?"

"But what about the receipt? Where's proof that he has paid it? Nobody checks the account books. I'll send for him today."

Hori and Gobar were preparing the field for sowing the cane. They did not talk to each other. Hori's bullock was at the plough, and Gobar at the well, looking after the leather bucket. The two girls, Sona and Rupa, directed water along the channels as it splashed out. The point at issue was whether the second wife of Jhenguri took her meals first or whether her husband did. Sona thought that she did; and Rupa would not believe her.

"If she eats first why isn't she fat? Why is the Thakur fat?"

Sona countered: "Do you think eating makes a person fat? By eating well people become strong, not fat."

"Are you telling me Jhenguri's wife is stronger than her husband?"

"Only the other day they had a quarrel. She pushed him, he fell and bruised both his knees."

"Will you eat before your husband does?"

"Of course."

"But mother feeds dada first."

"That's why dada rebukes mother every now and then. I'll become strong and keep my husband under my thumb. But your husband will beat you and break your bones."

"Why should he beat me? I won't give him a chance."

"He won't listen to you. The moment you do something wrong he'll beat you black and blue."

Angered, Rupa quickly tried to bite at Sona's sari. Frustrated, she tried to scratch her face.

Sona warded her off. "He'll cut your nose too!"

Rupa flew at her and bit her arm. Sona pushed her; she fell down, crying. Sona saw the teeth marks on her arm and started wailing with her.

Gobar, exasperated, gave them two slaps each, and the two girls moved off, sobbing all the louder. The work of irrigating the field was interrupted; and this led to hot words between father and son.

If one's foot gets scratched, it invariably manages to collect another scratch in the same place, so that sometimes the wound becomes septic and takes months to heal. Relations between father and son were injured the same way and with every injury the gulf widened.

Coming home Gobar took Jhunia with him to water the fields. Dhania and the daughters silently watched them go. Dhania had also started deprecating her son's rudeness. She would not have minded if Gobar had beaten Rupa. But to slap a grown-up girl like Sona was going a little too far.

Gobar made up his mind to return to Lucknow that very evening. Things were getting to be too uneasy for his liking. They resented his interference in domestic matters: if he gave a mild slap to one of his sisters they came down upon him like a ton of bricks—as if he was an outsider, not a member of the family. He would never stay here like a resident in a cheap boarding house.

Hori and Gobar had risen after meals when Nokhey Ram's agent came. His master wanted a word with Hori.

"Why does he want me at this time of the night? I've paid all my arrears."

Hori was in no mood to go. But Nokhey Ram had called him, and he had to. Gobar sat unconcerned. Within half an hour Hori was back. He prepared the chelum and started smoking, without a word to Gobar.

Unable to suppress his curiosity Gobar at last inquired.

"I have paid every single pice of the arrears of land revenue. But he says that revenue for two years still remains unpaid. Only the other day when I sold the sugar cane I paid him twenty-five rupees, on the spot. He insists that I have to square up the arrears for two years. I flatly told him that I won't pay him an anna."

"You have the receipts?"

"He never gave me any."

"Why did you pay him without getting receipts?"

"I didn't think he'd trick me. This is all the result of your doings. You made fun of him: now he is having it out of us. If we have to live in the river, it does not pay to antagonise the crocodile. He says I owe him seventy rupees including interest. Where am I going to get seventy rupees?"

"Fun or no fun," said Gobar, "they couldn't have done this if you had the receipt. I can't see why you are so careless. You could send the money by money order. This would have cost a little more— but you'd be safe from this."

"You are the real cause of all this," Hori insisted. "All the headmen are against us. They even threaten to eject me. What's going to become of us!"

"I'll see him now and settle things with him."

"You'll only make matters worse."

"I don't care if he doesn't like it. Nor do I care for his threat of ejectment. I'll drag him to court and ask him to swear by the holy water of the Ganga. I'll fight him every inch of the way."

He hurried to Nokhey Ram's resting place. The headmen were in conference. Seeing Gobar they became alert. Their looks were conspiratorial.

"What's this row about, Sir," Gobar said excitedly. "My father has already paid all his dues and still you say that he owes you land revenue for the past two years. This is highly irregular."

Nokhey Ram stretched himself on the divan imperiously. "As long as Hori is living, I don't want to enter into business discussions with you."

"Am I a nobody in my house?"

"You may be everybody in your house. Here you are a nobody."

"Then that's that. Very well, go ahead and eject us. But you won't get the money unless you swear by the holy water of the Ganga before the Court. I'll produce a hundred witnesses to prove that you do not issue receipts. The peasants are simple, you take advantage of them. My house is close to the Rai Saheb's residence. People in the village may be scared of him. Not I. I'll tell him the whole story; let's see how you make me pay twice."

His words had the force of truth. In a timid person even truth remains dumb. Cement when applied to brick makes it as hard as stone: the same cement when applied to soft earth, crumbles like dust. Nokhey Ram wilted under his frontal attack.

He taxed his mind as if trying to recall something. "Why do you rave over nothing?" he said honeyedly. "If Hori has paid the money I must have entered it somewhere or the other. I'll look into the papers tomorrow. I have a vague recollection Hori did pay me something. Take it easy, young man; if I have received the money it cannot go astray. You won't tell a lie for a trifling amount, nor will I become rich by pocketing it."

Returning home, Gobar fulminated against Hori so excitedly that the old man was almost reduced to tears. 'You are worse than a child," Gobar said. "If a cat mews you think it's the roar of a lion. For how long will I go on shielding you? I'll give you seventy rupees, and if Datadin accepts it get a receipt from him to the effect that you have finally settled all his dues. If you pay him a pice over and above seventy rupees, I will give you nothing. I can't go on underwriting all your debts. I'm leaving tomorrow. But I warn you: don't take any more loans from anyone. And prevail upon Datadin, Mangru and Dulari, to charge you one per cent interest."

"Why are you in such a hurry to leave, son?" Dhania, who had just come in, said. "Stay with us for another couple of days till the sowing of sugar cane is finished. You have also to help us in putting our business affairs in order."

"You forget that by staying here I'm losing at least two rupees a day. Here at the most I can earn four annas a day as labourer. This time I'll take Jhunia along with me. I'm having trouble with my meals."

"Do as you please, son. But it may be too much for her to cook and look after the child at the same time."

"Should I look to the child's comfort or my convenience? I can't cope with cooking my own meals any more."

"I don't want to stand in your way, son. But it's not easy with a family in a big city. You don't find your moorings easily."

"Slowly one finds a few well-wishers, mother. This world is based on self-interest. If a man can profit from you, he becomes your friend. Even parents don't respect moneyless children."

The jibe went home. Dhania trembled with rage. "So we are no better than your fair-weather friends?"

"That's how things are."

"You are wrong. Parents are never hard on their children. It's the sons who neglect their parents when they start making a decent living. I can give you not one but scores of instances from this very village. Why do parents run into debt? Not because they want to indulge in luxuries; it's for the sake of their children."

"How do I know for whom you took loans? You have not spent a single pice on me."

"Did you grow so big all by yourself?"

"It cost you nothing to bring me up. When I was a child you nursed me, and after that you let me wander like an orphan. I ate what others ate. You didn't fix a separate quota of milk or butter for me. And now you and dada look to me to clear up his debts, to pay the land revenue, to meet the expenses of the girl's marriages, as if my existence has no meaning apart from meeting your debts. I have my own family too to think of."

Dhania was stunned. Suddenly the most cherished dream of her life had crumbled in front of her eyes. She had fondly hoped that the days of her poverty were now a thing of the past. From the day Gobar was born her heart rejoiced. Her voice had become gentle, her behaviour mellow. God, at long last, had become kind to her: she bowed her head in utter gratitude. Her peace of mind was reflected in her politeness. The words of Gobar, burning sand on her heart, scorched all her hopes.

But not. Perhaps she was mistaken. Gobar had never been so selfish or rude. He had never made any extravagant demands on his parents; he had remained contented with whatever was doled out to him. Why did this harmless boy speak such fire today? Nobody had provoked him or done anything against his wishes. He himself had broached the subject of debts. As for herself and his father, they were more than happy in the thought that he was now on his feet and lived comfortably. It was entirely up to him to help his father— if he so desired. If he wanted to take Jhunia along with him, he was at liberty to do so. She had objected surely because she had his good at heart. Why should he feel offended? Had Jhunia prejudiced him against his parents? Here she didn't get a chance to indulge in fine, flippant living. She had also to attend to chores. In the city, on the other hand, she would have a lot of money, eat the best, wear the best, and sleep without a care in the world. Jhunia had brewed all this mischief! While she lived with her father, she was beneath anybody's notice. Somehow she had roped in her simpleton of a son. When she came to their house she was five months with child. Had Dhania not given her asylum she would have been begging from door to door. Because of her they had to pay the fine, because of her they suffered at the hands of the community, on her account lost the land, faced hardships. And now she was biting the hand that fed her. How arrogant she had become—even going to the extent of alienating from parents their most precious treasure—their son.

She said in a pained voice: "Son, you never behaved like this before. Someone is at the back of it. We are not strangers: we are your parents, these girls are your sisters, and this house is your house. We won't live for ever. If you uphold the prestige of the family it will, in the long run, be your prestige. A man is not a hog; he doesn't stuff his own belly. He earns for his family, for others. Little did I know that Jhunia would turn on us like a serpent."

"Mother," he replied sharply, "I'm not a child. Jhunia cannot lead me astray. You blame her for nothing. It is just that I cannot bear the burden of the entire family. I'll do what I can, but I won't put fetters on my feet."

Jhunia also came out of her room. "Why should I steal him away from you? Every man knows on which side his bread is buttered. We do not come into this world to do penance and starve and die penniless. We all want a few comforts and a little money laid by."

"Don't try to be too clever," Dhania snapped. "So now you suddenly know what's good for you and what's bad for you. Have you forgotten that day when you came to our house and fell at my feet? If we had also thought then of what was good and what was bad for us, where would you have been today?"

The house became a bedlam. They fumed, fought, abused. Hori sat silent in the vestibule, Rupa and Sona stood in the courtyard with downcast looks. Dulari, Punia and a couple of other women came in to patch up the quarrel. But Dhania and Jhunia thundered at each other, punctuating the noise with profuse tears. For some unknown reason, the sympathies of the women were with Jhunia. Perhaps because Jhunia kept herself under control while Dhania completely flew off her head. Perhaps because Jhunia's husband was now a good earner, and it might pay to take his side.

Hori came into the courtyard. "I beg you, stop it," he said. "Stop it! Haven't you had enough of it?"

Dhania ran towards him. "So you have also jumped into the battle!" She was delirious with rage. "All right, all right. I'm to blame. But she's not showering flowers at me either."

"If a man does not want to stay, can you keep him by putting a halter round his neck?" Hori said. "It's the parents' duty to help their children stand on their legs. We have done what we could. Did you expect to be rewarded for it? Parents owe everything to their children, but the children owe them nothing. If he wants to go, send him off with a mother's blessings. As for ourselves, we must depend upon God. Forty-seven years of my life are already over. The few that remain, they also will somehow pass."

In the meanwhile Gobar was getting ready to go. Even a glass of water from this house was now anathema to him. The way she had abused him—he was not prepared to see his mother's face any more.

His luggage ready, Jhunia put on her chunri, the child his frock and cap.

"Son," Hori said, "will it be expecting too much if I ask you to pay respects to your mother before you leave? Can't you do this much for your mother? She gave you birth, she nourished you with her blood!"

Gobar turned away his face. "She's not my mother."

Tears came to Hori's eyes.

Jhunia touched her mother-in-law's feet with her apron. No words of blessings came from Dhania's mouth. She did not even look at Jhunia. Gobar with the child in his arms walked in front. Jhunia with a roll of bedding under her arm followed him, a cobbler boy with a trunk on his head made up the rear. Many neighbours came to see them off.

And Dhania sat sobbing. She felt no more a mother. She felt strangely like a house reduced to ashes. She felt she had no place where she could go and hide her head and weep.
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  For some time past negotiations were afoot for the marriage of the Rai Saheb's daughter. The election was also near at hand. But more pressing than these, the Rai Saheb had to immediately institute a law suit which entailed fifty thousand rupees by way of court fees alone, apart from other expenses. The Rai Saheb's brother-in-law, the sole owner of a huge estate, had died in the prime of his youth in a car accident. The Rai Saheb claimed the estate on behalf of his minor son, but his brother-in-law's cousin had already taken possession of the estate and would not share it with the Rai Saheb. The Rai Saheb tried his best to arrive at a compromise whereby the usurper would step aside in consideration of a handsome annuity; he was even prepared to forego half the income of the estate in favour of the man. But the man was adamant; worse, he had already started collecting revenues from the estate. The only course now open to the Rai Saheb was to file a civil suit against him. The case would involve an expense of lakhs, but the estate was valued at twenty lakhs; the game was worth the trouble. The Saheb's legal advisers had assured him in no uncertain terms that he would win. It was not a chance to be missed.

The only snag was that all three problems had cropped up simultaneously, and it was not expedient to postpone any of them. His daughter was eighteen, but he had been unable to arrange her marriage so long because of lack of liquid assets. The marriage would not cost him less than a lakh. Every prospective bridegroom made shamelessly extravagant demands on him. Luckily, a good match had just come his way. The wife of Kanwar Digvijaya Singh had recently died of tuberculosis and he was in a hurry to marry again. His terms were moderate, and lest this opportunity slip, the Rai Saheb was keen to have the marriage over with at the earliest auspicious occasion. The Kanwar Saheb was a storehouse of vices. Drinking, opium, smoking, ganja smoking—he ran the full gamut of all intoxicants. Wasn't indulgence in luxury the hall-mark of a rich Zamindar? What more profitable use could there be of money? In spite of these vices, he was endowed with intelligence of a high order, and even scholars had respect for his learning. He was an authority on music, drama, palmistry, astrology, yoga, and had no equal in wrestling, playing the lathi, and shooting. He was a bit of a desperado. He had contributed lavishly to the National Movement. In secret, of course. The Government knew about it though; yet his prestige was high and even the Governor visited him once or twice in the course of the year. Still in his early thirties, he enjoyed excellent health and could consume a goat at a sitting without belching. The Kanwar Saheb had not yet quite emerged from mourning when he began negotiations about his daughter's marriage. Marriage for the Kanwar Saheb was nothing more than a diplomatic move to widen his sphere of influence. The Rai Saheb was a member of the Legislative Council and even otherwise quite well-known. The Kanwar Saheb had no objection to accepting his daughter's hand. The matter was finalised.

The question of election still hung fire. A golden fish in his mouth; he could neither swallow it nor spit it out. He had been returned twice and on each election he had been poorer by a lakh of rupees. This time a Raja Saheb had also decided to stand from his constituency. He had proclaimed by the beat of drum that, whatever else happened, he would defeat Rai Saheb Amarpal Singh; he wouldn't back out even if he had to buy votes at a thousand rupees each; even if his estate worth fifty lakhs was razed to the ground. Even the officials had promised him their support. The Rai Saheb was shrewd enough to size up the situation correctly. But he was also a Raja and rich by hereditary privilege. How could he ignore the challenge? As it is, if Raja Surya Pratap Singh had come to him and in a friendly way asked him to sit down in his favour, he would have welcomed the suggestion; the Rai Saheb had been a member of the Council for two terms and his fondness for membership had worn off. But when his rival threw him a public challenge, he had no alternative but to accept it.

There was, however, one way out of this difficulty. Mr. Tankha had assured him that if he sat down in favour of the Raja Saheb, the Raja would gladly pay him a lakh. Mr. Tankha had apparently, already sounded the Raja Saheb on his point. But now he learnt that the Raja Saheb did not wish to forego the pleasure of trouncing the Rai Saheb, the main reason being the matrimonial alliance between the Rai Saheb's and Kanwar Saheb's families. Such an alliance between two top families, the Raja Saheb feared, would be inimical to his interests. Apart from this, the possibility of the Rai Saheb's getting his deceased brother-in-law's estatte was a thorn in the Raja Saheb's side. He was determined to crush the Rai Saheb and grind his prestige in the dust.

The Rai Saheb realised the fix he was in. He suspected that in order to further his own interests Mr. Tankha was playing a double game with him. It had even been reported to him that Mr. Tankha was now actually supporting the Raja Saheb. This added insult to injury. The Rai Saheb, time and again, sent for Mr. Tankha. But every time Mr. Tankha was either not at home or he clean forgot to keep the appointment. At last the Rai Saheb himself felt obliged to call on Mr. Tankha. Fortunately, Mr. Tankha was at home, but the Rai Saheb had to wait for him a full one hour—the same Mr. Tankha who previously made it a point to make a courtesy call on the Rai Saheb at least once a day. Presently Mr. Tankha came, smelling clean and smart, a cigar between his lips. He stretched out his hand towards the Rai Saheb. "I've been waiting for you for the past one hour and it's now that you have put in an appearance."

Mr. Tankha sat down on the sofa. He took a few slow puffs. "I'm sorry," he said, "I was terribly busy. You should have phoned and fixed an appointment with me."

The Rai Saheb spluttered. But he suppressed his anger. This was not the time to show temper.

"Yes, I made a mistake," he replied. "You keep very busy these days?"

"Terribly busy. Or I would have called on you myself."

"I've come to discuss that matter with you. You know. I see no chance of compromise. They are making huge preparations."

"You know how whimsical the Raja Saheb is, always having one crazy scheme or the other up his sleeve. This time he's mad about defeating you. When he's obsessed with an idea there's no stopping him. Even if he has to undergo terrible loss. You know, he's already lakhs in debt. The hell he cares. He has not paid his staff for six months, but the construction of the new palace goes on. The entire flooring is of marble and the trellis-work so dazzling your eyes smart. Every day he sends hampers to the officials. I hear he's engaging an Englishman as his manager,"

"Then what made you say that you would make him come to an understanding with me?"

"I did my best. But I am helpless if a man is mad after spending."

"Specially when a few thousand are likely to find their way into your pocket!" The Rai Saheb could not control himself any more.

"Do you want me to be brutally frank? Well, I am not an ascetic. Nor are you, for that matter. We are here to earn. If you are in search of rich fools, so am I. I suggested that you stand for election and the greed of bagging a lakh of rupees induced you to accept the proposal. If the Raja had agreed, you'd be richer by a lakh, and without taking a single pice in loan you would not only have married your daughter to Kanwar Saheb but also filed the suit. Unluckily for you, the scheme went awry. When you got nothing, would I have got anything? I had to catch hold of the Raja Saheb's tail and work out my salvation."

The Rai Saheb could have shot the scoundrel dead. The badmash had lured him along on false hopes; now, how cleverly he wriggled out, leaving him in the lurch.

"So the game is over?" he said.

"Yes, if you must put it that way."

"I'll settle for fifty thousand."

"The Raja Saheb won't agree."

"Twenty-five thousand?"

"I see no hope. I know his mind."

"Your own mind or his?"

"You think I'm lying?"

"I don't say you are lying," the Rai Saheb said gently. "But this much I know: you could help me if you wanted to do so."

Mr. Tankha glanced at his watch.

"Rai Saheb, now that you want the whole truth, you would have had your one lakh if you had just passed on a cheque for ten thousand to me. But your mind was working in a different direction. You thought when you got the money from the Raja Saheb you would throw me a measly little crumb. These tricks don't fool me. If you had locked the money in your safe and wiggled your thumb at me, could I have done anything to get my share out of you? I would have looked a prize ass."

The Rai Saheb glared at him. "Do you think I'm that dishonest?"

Tankha got up from his chair. "It's not dishonesty. These days, they call it cleverness, in which, permit me to add, there are none better than you."

The Rai Saheb clenched his fist.

"None better than you. In the first election. I campaigned for you with everything I had. After much hankying-pankying, you gave me a paltry five hundred. In the second election you palmed off a jittery old car on me. Once bitten twice shy. But you know these wise little sayings, of course."

He came out of the room and called for the car.

Tankha's discourtesy had exceeded all limits. First, he had made the Rai Saheb cool his heels for over an hour: then, he had virtually shown him the door. He got into his own car and drove straight to Mr. Khanna's residence.

It was getting on nine, but Khanna was still fast asleep. He never retired before two and it was natural for him to sleep late into the morning. Here too the Rai Saheb waited half an hour. Mr. Khanna emerged smiling at nine-thirty.

"Here you come," the Rai Saheb said half in anger, half in jest. "Who wouldn't feel carefree after hatching lovely nest-eggs? Had you been a poor Zamindar like me you would also have been sitting at someone's door. You would have gone crazy with waiting."

Mr. Khanna held out his cigarette case. "I slept late last night." he said cheerfully. "What's up?"

The Rai Saheb briefly explained the story of his woe. Inwardly he was annoyed with Khanna. In spite of being his old college mate he was always on the look-out to pull a fast one on the Rai Saheb whenever he got the chance.

Khanna said gravely, "If I were you I wouldn't stand for election this year. I'd concentrate instead on the civil suit. As for your daughter's marriage, it's not wise to run up debts on that account. Kanwar Saheb is a friend of mine. I'll see to it that he doesn't raise the question of dowry."

"You forget one thing, Mr. Khanna," the Rai Saheb said sarcastically. "I'm not a banker. I'm a Zamindar. The Kanwar Saheb may not insist upon a dowry. But she's my only daughter. After the death of my wife I've been both a father and mother to her. My children are my only interest in life. I must spend lavishly on their marriages. And it's impossible for me to back out of the election now. I know I will be defeated. But I must show the Raja that I have guts enough to put up a fight!"

"And you must file the suit, of course."

"Of course, Everything depends on the suit. What help will you give me?"

"You are aware of the instructions of my directors in such matters. Raja Saheb, as you know, is also one of our directors. The directors have instructed us to launch a drive to realise past loans. I am afraid it will not be possible for me to advance a new loan."

"Mr. Khanna, you will sink my boat in midstream."

"Whatever is mine is yours for the asking. But as far as the bank is concerned I shall have to go by the instructions of the directors."

"If I win the case—and I will, I will—I'll pay back every anna of the loan."

"What is the extent of your present borrowing?"

The Rai Saheb hesitated for a moment, "Round-about six lakhs. It may be a little less."

"Either you don't remember," Mr. Khanna said, "or you are trying to hide facts from me."

"No. no," the Rai Saheb said emphatically. "I don't forget, nor do I hide facts. My own property, at the least computation, is worth fifty lakhs. The value of my in-law's property is about the same. A burden of five or six lakhs on such a huge property is next to nothing."

"How can you say that the other property has not incurred debt?"

"As far as my knowledge goes that estate is free from debt."

"And my information is that that estate is under debt to the tune of ten lakhs. You can't get any further loans against that property. Your estate is also under debt to the extent of ten lakhs. And the value of that estate is not fifty lakhs; it's hardly twenty-five. Under the circumstances, no bank will be willing to advance you a loan. If I may put it that way, you are sitting on the mouth of a volcano. One eruption, and down you go into the crater. I will advise you to be very careful."

"I realise all this, my friend," the Rai Saheb said holding Khanna's hand. "But what is life's tragedy, what is the essence of life's tragedy if not this: that life makes you do what you do not want to do? You'll have to arrange a loan for me. At least a couple of lakhs."

"A couple of lakhs! Impossible!"

"Khanna, I'll smash my head on your door. I'm desperate. I've built these plans in the hope of your support. If you let me down I'll poison myself. I can't bend my knees before Raja Surya Pratap Singh. I can postpone the marriage of my daughter. I can also defer filing the suit. But the election is round the corner. I'm terribly worried."

Khanna said amazed: "Two lakhs on the election?"

"It's not just the election, my friend: It's a question of prestige. Is my prestige not worth even two lakhs? I don't mind if I have to sell my entire estate. But I'm damned if I'm going to let Surya Pratap Singh trick me."

"I've told you the position of my bank. In a way the bank has stopped advancing further loans. I'll try to get special terms for you. But business is business. What about my commission? I'll have to make out a special case for you. You know how much hold the Raja Saheb has over other directors. I'll have to do everything on my own."

The Rai Saheb's face fell. Khanna was one of his most intimate friends. They had been through college together, had moved about together.

"Do as you please," he said gloomily. "I had always regarded you as my brother."

Khanna looked at him gratefully. "It's so kind of you. I've also always regarded you as my elder brother, and you are still like a brother to me. I've never kept any secret from you. But business is business. Just as I cannot claim more commission from you by virtue of your being a brother to me, similarly you should not insist upon my reducing the rate of commission. But I assure you that I'll try my best to obtain as good terms as possible. Drop in tomorrow during office hours and we'll see the necessary formalities through. So much for the loan. Have you heard the latest? Mehta is head over heels in love with Malti. He calls on her twice a day; and they go out together on evening walks. I had sufficient sense of dignity not to call on her. There was a time when I meant everything to her. When anything required doing, she would come running to me; in need of money, she would send a chit to me. And now she turns away her face at the sight of me. I had got a watch specially for her from France. I took it to her: she wouldn't take it. Yesterday I sent her a basket of fruit—the best from Kashmir—she wouldn't take it. How people change."

At heart the Rai Saheb felt pleased. But he made a show of sympathy. "Even if one concedes that she's in love with Mehta, it's unbecoming of her to break off all relations with you."

"That's what hurts me, bhai Saheb" Khanna said in a highly aggrieved tone. "I knew from the beginning that I couldn't have her. Believe me. I had never had any delusion that she loved me. It's vain to hope that she knows what love is. I was only enamoured of her beauty. People know that a serpent's fangs are venomed: yet they feed it with milk. There's no bird more self-centered than a parrot: yet they keep it in a golden cage to look at its lovely green body. Malti was like a parrot to me. The pity is that I did not realise it earlier. I wasted thousands of rupees on her, bhai Saheb. The moment word came, I would send her the money. Even now she has one of my cars for her use. I've ruined my home for her sake, bhai Saheb. It's years that I've talked to Govindi intimately. I've developed the same apathy towards her that long-suffering patient develops for sweets. Malti made me dance in the same way as a bandar-wala makes monkeys caper. And how I danced! She slighted me—I found it vastly entertaining. She ruled me and I bowed my head before her. She never really encouraged me—that's also a fact. But even then I hovered like a moth around the flame of her beauty. And now she does not show me even common courtsey. But bhai Saheb, Khanna is not one of those who will take these insults lying down. I've carefully preserved her notes. I'll get back every single pice I've spent on her. As for Dr. Mehta, I'll have him packed off. I'll make things too hot for him in this city..."

They heard a car horn honk; and Mr. Mehta walked in.

Khanna shook hands with him. "Sit down, Mr. Mehta. We were talking of you."

"I must have started from home at an auspicious moment to have the good fortune of finding both of you in one place." Mehta said. "You must have read in the papers—the proposal to build a gymnasium for women. Miss Malti is president of the committee. I think it'll cost a couple of lakhs. It's so terribly necessary; but you must know that more than I do. I'm putting your names on the list of donors. Miss Malti would have called on you, but her father is not too well today."

Mehta showed the list to the Rai Saheb. The first name: Raja Surya Pratap: five thousand rupees. Three thousand rupees against the second name—Kanwar Digvijaya Singh. There were more names. Miss Malti had promised five hundred rupees; Mr. Mehta a thousand.

"You've already raked in forty thousand," the Rai Saheb said dully.

"This is all due to the kindness of gentlemen like you," Mehta said with pride. "This is the result of three hours' work. Raja Surya Pratap Singh has rarely taken interest in public causes. But this time he wrote out a cheque without a word. There are signs of awakening in the country. I tell you. People are ready to support a good cause. They only want to be assured that their money will be put to good use. I have great hope in you, Mr. Khanna."

"I stay away from these regime roles," Mr. Khanna said. "I don't understand why you people ape the west so slavishly. As it is, our women have already lost interest in their homes. If they get obsessed with the idea of physical culture they'll be good for nothing. A woman who attends to her household requires no exercise. And a woman who does nothing at home deserves no subscription."

"In that case I won't press you for a donation," Mehta showed no signs of discouragement. "Unless you have faith in a scheme... Rai Sahebji, I hope you don't have the same beliefs?"

But the Rai Saheb was lost in thought. Surya Pratap Singh's five thousand rupees had considerably disheartened him. "Who, me?"

"I asked you if you would lend us your support."

"I don't care whether the scheme is right or wrong. It's all right if you are sponsoring it."

"I want you to think for yourself. If you think the scheme is good, help us. I appreciate sincerity. I have appreciated Mr. Khanna's attitude."

"I'm dreadfully frank. That's why I have a bad name," Khanna said.

The Rai Saheb smiled feebly, "I've lost the power to think. I just follow men of goodwill. Er. how much shall I..."

"Anything you please."

"Name it, Mr. Mehta."

"Two thousand?"

"Two?" He picked up the pen, and wrote down five thousand against his name.

Mehta felt so ashamed that he even forgot to thank the Rai Saheb. He thought that it was a mistake to have shown the list in the first place. The thought rankled in his mind.

Khanna looked at the Rai Saheb with a mixture of pity and scorn, as if he wanted to say: "What an ass you've made of yourself."

Suddenly Mehta embraced the Rai Saheb.

"These people are Rajas," Mr. Khanna said. "Who else will pay if they don't?"

"You are the Raja of Rajas," Mehta replied. "You rule over them. They mortgage their residence with you."

"Mehtaji," the Rai Saheb looked pleased, "you have put the matter in a nutshell. Our bankers are the real Rajas."

"I have nothing against you, Khannaji," Mehta said. "I don't mind if you can't see eye to eye with us. But you'll help us some day. Our public institutions could never have functioned without the support of our millionaires. Who has been at the back of our National Movement for the last two or three years? Who's responsible for the establishment of so many schools and dharamshalas? Everywhere in the world, the bankers hold key positions. They run the administration of their country; they dominate the government. I'm not disappointed in you. A man who can court imprisonment in the cause of the country can easily spare a couple of thousands for us. We have decided that the foundation-stone of the gymnasium should be laid by Govindi Devi. We shall soon call on the Governor, and we are hopeful of his support too. You know how enthusiastic Lady Wilson is about the Women's Movement. Raja Saheb and the other members of the Committee were of the view that Lady Wilson should be invited to lay the foundation stone. But this happy task is best entrusted to one of our own sisters. You'll join us at this function, of course?"

"Of course." Khanna showed obvious sarcasm. "When Lord Wilson is going to grace the occasion my presence there becomes essential. This way you rope in many rich men. You fund-collectors know all the tricks. It's a good way to fleece rich fools."

"When there is plethora of riches, it finds an outlet. If it's not spent legitimately it'll be frittered away on gambling, horse-racing, on brick and mortar, every silly comfort you can think of."

Mr. Khanna went to office at elevenish. Mehta left. The Rai Saheb was about to leave when Khanna forced him back into the chair.

"Mehta has got me where he wants me. If Govindi lays the foundation-stone and I keep out of it, it'll look perfectly ridiculous. I wonder how Govindi agreed, and how Malti tolerated all this. There's something fishy at the back of it."

"In such matters a wife should always consult her husband," the Rai Saheb said.

Khanna looked at the Rai Saheb gratefully. "That's how Govindi annoys me. And yet people blame me. Tell me, what business have I to meddle in these affairs? Such madcap fund-raisings are for those who have plenty of money to throw about, time to kill and mania for popularity. I know how the thing will work out. One becomes the President, another the Vice-president, another the Secretary, and so on. Then they throw parties for officials, curry favour with them, rope in girl-students from the University, and generally fool around. This is what happens in clubs of this sort; physical culture is all eye-wash. And who pays for all this? You and I—and all the rest of the rich fools. Govindi has let me down very badly."

He got up; and sat down again. "I don't know what to do."

"It's not a real problem," the Rai Saheb sympathised. "Ask Govindi Devi to write Mehta a note declining the invitation. That's all."

"That won't do. They've already talked it over with Lady Wilson. The news has gone round and for all I know it'll be out in the evening paper. Malti's at the back of it. I see it all—a new way of humiliating me."

"You may have something there, you know."

"I'm definite. She wants to humiliate me."

"Why not get away from the city a day before the foundation ceremony?"

"That won't do either." Khanna shook his head sadly. "That will only add to my shame. I'll have to attend the function even if I'm down with cholera."

As soon as the Rai Saheb left, Khanna went in and flew at Govindi.

"Why did you accept the invitation?"

Govindi, happy at the way she had been honoured, was eager to tell him how she had been composing a speech for the occasion and had even written a snatch of verse to read along with her speech. She had no doubt that her husband would feel pleased at the invitation; by honouring her they were actually honouring her husband. The cheerful demeanour of her husband for the past week or so had greatly heartened her; she dreamt wildly of capturing her audience.

She almost lost her nerve and said guiltily: "Dr. Mehta was very insistent: I couldn't help accepting the invitation."

"If he had asked you to jump into a well would you have obliged him?"

No reply.

"When God has not given you sense of your own, why don't you consult me before accepting invitations? It's a trick of Mehta's and Malti's to relieve me of a couple of thousand rupees. But they won't get a pice from me. You had better write him you can't accept the invitation."

Govindi thought for a moment; then weakly: "Please, write to him on my behalf."

"Why should I? You agree to his proposal, not I."

"And if Dr. Mehta asks me the reason, what shall I say?"

"To hell with reasons! I won't give a copper to this bunch of profligates."

"You don't have to pay them anything if you don't want to."

"You again talk through your head! How can I escape paying them if you lay the foundation stone? What will people say?"

Govindi, as if at the point of a bayonet, said. "I'll write to him."

"Write to him today."

"Yes."

Khanna came out and began to go through the day's dak. When he was late for office the peon brought the mail to his residence. Sugar was up: Khanna's face lit up. He opened the second letter. The Committee that had been set up to fix the rate of sugar cane had announced that such a scheme was not practicable. That's it! Hadn't he himself all along held the same view? But that fellow Agnihotri had moved heaven and earth to induce the government to set up the committee. And now what a blow he had received. This was a matter between the mill owners and the cultivators. What business had the government to meddle?

He saw a car drive up and Miss Malti get down. Lotus fresh, false bright, vision of agility and vivacity, confident, carefree, as if she had no doubt that all the doors of joy and respect were open to her. Khanna came to the verandah to receive her.

"Did Dr. Mehta come here?"

"A short while ago."

"Did he say where he would be going?"

"He didn't say."

"I don't know where he has disappeared. I'm searching for him all over the place. How much have you donated for the gymnasium?"

Khanna said guiltily: "I haven't thought over the matter yet."

Malti's large round eyes were fixed on him, as if making up their mind whether to pity him or to feel annoyed.

"You should have paid by now. There was ample time to think over it afterwards. I forced Mehta to go to you. He wasn't very keen, afraid you'd turn him down. If you don't pay, we'll have nothing from the business community. Must you humiliate me? Everyone wanted to have Lady Wilson lay the foundation stone. I specially asked them to invite Govindi Devi instead. And you haven't even given a cursory thought to the matter. You understand the intricacies of banking, but refuse to understand such a simple matter. What else can I read into your attitude except that you want to humiliate me?"

He went red in the face. Gone was his obduracy. He could see that Malti's position was more embarrassing than his; his face looked as if it would shrivel up.

"You do me wrong, Malti," he said.

"I hope I have misunderstood you. If I take your words at their face value, I would avoid even your shadow. I know you are one of my admirers. But it was my goodness of heart that while I refused gifts from others I accepted yours with gratitude. I even asked for loans from you in times of need. But if you have read something more in it, I forgive you. I have no wish to find fault with people. Remember one thing: no man ever won a woman's love with the help of money."

"Malti, I beg of you, not a word more. Let us at least be friends."

He took out the cheque book from his table drawer and wrote out one for one thousand rupees.

"Is this donation for the gymnasium or the price for my behaviour?" she put the cheque in her bag.

"No more of it, Malti, no more."

Malti laughed. "See, I've got the money from you and also rebuked you. I hope you won't misbehave in future."

"No, not as long as I live."

"Hold your ears and stand in a corner."

"Please leave me alone, Malti. You go too far."

Malti laughed louder. "Look here, Khanna, you insult me, and you know good looks can stand anything but insult. I have not been hard on you. I should think I've done you a good turn."

"Cutting my throat with a blunt knife, you call it a good turn?"

"I have been filling my coffers by robbing you. Now you will stop sending me gifts."

"Why do you put salt on a wound? I'm human."

Malti looked at Khanna critically, wanting to make sure if he was human or not. "So far I have not seen a single sign that you are human."

"You are a riddle. I'm convinced of it."

"Yes, for you I'm a riddle and will remain a riddle."

She hopped off like a bird. Khanna, resting his head in his hands, wondered if he had been dreaming all this up.

 

[image: ]




 


  [image: ]

    

  With Gobar and Jhunia gone the house looked desolate. Dhania often thought of munnu, her grand son. He was Jhunia's child, but Dhania had looked after him—bathed him, put kajal in his eyes, sang him to sleep and, when free from work, cuddled with him. His innocent, buttersoft face stirred her maternal love and would make her forget her many worries. She almost wept at the sight of the empty cot. What had she done that Jhunia should punish her so terribly? The witch had driven a wedge between mother and son, and brought ruin to a happy home.

"Why do you keep blaming Jhunia all the time?" Hori said irritably. "If the nugget of gold has a bad streak why blame the goldsmith for it? She wouldn't have gone if Gobar had not come to fetch her. Why don't you blame the city for turning the boy's head?"

"You pampered her so much." Dhania said angrily. "I would have driven her off with a broom the very first night."

Hori was setting out to thresh the corn. He looked back over his shoulder and said; "let's say she did steal Gobar from us, why do you worry and worry and worry? He did what all the world does. He has his family to look after; why should he shoulder our burden?"

"You are the root cause of this trouble."

"Then turn me out too! Here, take charge of the bullocks. You thresh the corn. I'll sit here and smoke the chelum."

"Yes, you look after the kitchen and I'll take care of the field."

Both burst out laughing. Dhania sat down to do Rupa's hair and Hori moved off in the direction of the barn.

Spring: and romance: joy and fragrance lavishly falling on the world. The tree hidden koel sang softly and soulfully, stirring fresh hopes in old hearts. On the thin branches of the mowha perched a chatter of mynahs, the air smelt sweetly on neem and sirus trees. The sun filtered through mango leaves, its spangled rays dancing like stars in their chequered shade. Even Hori's troubled heart, drowned in so much colour, broke into song:

Day and night my heart burns with desire;

The koel sings on the mango branch.

Alas, where is my peace of mind?

He saw Dulari coming in his direction in a rose sari. She had thick silver foot ornaments round her ankles and heavy gold necklace round her neck. Her face had wrinkled, but her heart gay as ever. In his youth Hori used to have innocent fun with her in the field. But after the death of her husband she had stopped going out; she spent her time at her shop with her ears alert for news from the four corners of the village. There was no quarrel in the village at which she was not present, ready to intervene as a peace maker. She never gave loans at less than an anna a rupee. Greedy for higher interest, she had often to bid good-bye even to the principal amount. But she could never bring herself round to scaling down the rate of interest. To realise her money she could not resort to the law court or the police; a sharp tongue was her only weapon. As she grew older her tongue became sharper; yet slowly it had lost some of its old venom. Now people only laughed at her securities. "Auntie, what will you do with so much money? You won't be able to carry even a cowrie to the next world. Why not give your money away in charity? It will stand you in good stead in the world hereafter."

Mention of next world was anathema to her.

"Bhabi, to day you really look young," Hori teased her.

"Today is Tuesday," Dulari replied earnestly. "Beware lest you harm me with an evil eye. That's one reason I dress so inconspicuously. If I come out of the house everyone begins to ogle at me as if they never saw a woman in their lives. Pateshwari Lala's ugly habits will never leave him."

Hori stopped. Things were getting interesting. The bullocks had ambled far ahead of him.

"But Pateshwari has turned very pious these days." he remarked. "Don't you see he holds recitation of Satya Narayan every full moon and visits the temple morning and evening."

"All profligates turn pious in old age. After all, one must atone for one's sins. But why should he ogle an old woman like me?

"Who says you are old. bhabi?" If you ask me—"

"Hold your tongue, you rogue. Or I'll abuse your head off. Your son made a good living in the city and you haven't cared to invite me even once to celebrate the event. Do you want to make me your bhabi for nothing?"

"I swear by you, bhabi. I haven't taken a pice from his earnings. I know nothing of what he brought and how he spent it. I got just a turban and a pair of dhotis."

"It's good he has started earning. One day or the other he'll also shoulder the family's burden. May God keep him happy. And then you had better pay back my money. The interest is mounting."

"I'll pay back every pice of your money, bhabi. Let some money come my way. Even if I don't pay, what does it matter; I'm not an outsider. I'm as much yours as your money."

Dulari was disarmed by the gentle jesting. She went away smiling. Hori hurried after the bullocks and put them to threshing the grain in the common barn-yard of the village. They were all busy, winnowing, husking, threshing and weighing. The menials of the village had assembled to receive their annual dole from their patrons. Jhenguri Singh sat on a cot under a tree watchful of his share. A few grain dealers haggled over prices. The barn-yard had turned into a village bazar. A woman sold berries, and other fruit; and a sweetmeat seller had appeared on the scene with his basket of cheap rural confections. Pandit Datadin had come to receive his share of produce from Hori, and sat busily conversing with Jhenguri Singh.

Datadin put a plug of tobacco in the hollow of his palm. "Have you heard the latest?" His fingers slowly ground the tobacco into powder. "The government has asked the money lenders to bring down the rate of interest. If they don't, no decrees will be passed in their favour."

"You know something. Pandit," Jhenguri said, putting a pinch of tobacco in his mouth. "If the debtors are in need of money they will knock at our door a hundred times and we shall charge them whatever interest we like. Unless the government provides an alternative source of borrowing to the peasants this law's dud law. Of course we'll agree to a lower rate of interest but for every hundred rupees we'll deduct twenty five in advance. How will the government catch us?"

"The government knows all these tricks. They'll think up some means to plug this loophole."

"They can do nothing."

"If they make it a condition that every loan deed must be countersigned by the headman, what then?"

"If the man needs the money, he will implore the headman to countersign. Whatever happens, our twenty five rupees are safe."

"And if you are caught? Do you know the penalty? Fourteen years!"

Jhenguri laughed. "How wildly you talk, Pandit! Do you think the world has suddenly changed? The law sides with the rich. Doesn't the law lay down that the money lender should not be harsh on the debtor, that the Zamindar should not persecute the tenant? Yet you see what happens every day. Of course, if a peasant decides to be tough, the Zamindar and money lender leave him alone; that is, they become friendly with him and take his help in oppressing the less fortunate ones. Take your own case; you owe five hundred rupees to the Rai Saheb. Has Nokhey Ram the courage to demand it from you? He knows his benefit lies in keeping on good terms with you. Has the debtor means enough to run to the law court everyday? Business will run as usual. We have nothing to worry."

He made a round of the barn-yard and sat down on the cot. "Now what about the marriage of Matadin? If you ask me, it's time he married. He is notorious as it is."

Datadin winced as if a wasp had stung him. He understood. "I am not bothered by back-biters," he said hotly. "Let anyone criticise me to my face and I'll yank out his moustache. Can you name anyone more scrupulous than us in the performance of daily religious duties? I know many who never say their prayers, never read the holy books. Yet they are bold enough to call themselves Brahmins. How can people laugh at us when we have not missed even one monthly fast or taken a drop of water without ablutions? Thakur, it's not child's play to observe religious practices as strictly as we do. If anyone says that he has ever seen me drinking water touched by others' hands or eating bazar food, I'll make him eat his words in public! Selia doesn't touch the utensils; she has not crossed our threshold even once. Not once! I don't say it's not wrong of Matadin to keep this woman secretly. But once he has kept her, it will be mean of him, to give her up. I say it openly; there's nothing to feel ashamed about it—I say that the woman is inherently pure."

In his youth, Datadin himself had sown a number of wild eats. But he had always been meticulous about the daily religious routine. Matadin, worthy son, followed in the footsteps of his father. For them, the essence of religion lay in mumbling the daily prayers, parroting the holy books, observing fasts and eating food cooked with their own hands. So long as both father and son toed these religious formalities to the letter, no one would dare charge them with having wandered from the righteous path.

"I casually mentioned to you what I heard from others, bhabi," Jhenguri said, impressed.

Datadin, giving instances from the Mahabharata and the Puranas, reeled out a long list of Brahmins who had married girls of lower castes, and proved that their children were accepted as Brahmins, and that the Brahmins of today were actually the progeny of their progeny. He maintained, in short, that the practice of keeping low caste mistresses among Brahmins dated to the dawn of history.

"Why don't Brahmins agree to marry low caste girls?" But Jhenguri Singh was obviously awed by the learned dissertation of Datadin.

"Every age has its customs, Thakur. If a man takes poison, he should also learn how to absorb it in his system. I was talking of the golden age. Now in this dark age, this Kaliyuga, we have to do what the community dictates. I am helpless. No Brahmin offers his daughter to my son in marriage. I asked you and several others to be on the look out. Do you expect me to manufacture a girl for him?"

"Don't tell lies, Pandit. Why, I roped in two men for you. But when you made unreasonably high demands they fled. What made you put your demand so high? Look at your own position. Why should a man who owns a mere ten bighas of land and lives on the patronage of his clients demand excessive dowry?"

Datadin stroked his beard fretfully. "I have only ten bighas of land. Now that's true. I live on my patron's charity. That's true too. But don't forget that I gave a dowry of five hundred rupees each at the marriages of my two daughters. Then what's wrong in demanding five hundred rupees for my son? If some one had married my daughter without demanding dowry, I would also not have demanded any dowry for my son. As for my position, well, as long as the Hindu community lasts, the Brahmin's position is safe. The Zamindar may vanish but our patrons will remain intact. We easily make a few hundred rupees every year; if our luck is extra good, we make much more. The Zamindar and the money lender cannot lead the carefree life we do. As for Selia, we are happier with her than with a Brahmin's daughter. A Brahmin's daughter will sit in the house like a bride all the time. She may do some cooking. But Selia does the work of three men. And we give her nothing but two meals a day. Sometimes we give her a sari."

Under the second tree in Datadin's own plot, dehusking operations were in full swing. Lallu cobbler, drove the bullocks and Seila did the winnowing. Matadin sat at the other end, applying oil to his staff.

Selia, a slim, cute bundle, though not exactly a good looker, had charming laughter: her indolent sway of the body indicated a passionately cheerful disposition. It seemed every part of her body would without warning burst into dance. Tangled hair blowing in the wind, she skipped lightly from one heap to another as if absorbed in a game.

"Selia," Matadin said, "we have to finish the work by nightfall. I'll take over when you are tired."

"You need not take the trouble, Pandit," she replied. "I'll finish it by evening."

"Then I'll start shifting the grain," Matadin suggested.

"I'll shift the grain. Pandit, and take it to the barn. By night you won't find a spot of grain here."

Dulari was out on a collection of her outstandings. Selia had purchased two pice worth of colour on Holi and not paid yet. "It's more than a month you bought the colour from me. Every time I ask you, you swing your hips and walk off. Today I must have it."

Matadin quietly slipped away. He had no mind to pay Selia's debts. Earlier he cunningly exploited her love for him; now she was no more than a machine which worked at his bidding.

"Shh, Dulari," Selia said. "Here take four pice of grain. You don't want my life in exchange for two pice of colour, do you?"

She dumped about a seer of grain in Dulari's outstretched end of the sari.

At that moment Matadin stepped out from behind a tree, his face dark with anger. He caught hold of the end of Dulari's sari.

"What's this robbery, Dulari?" he said, outraged. "Return the grain to the heap. Quick."

He turned to Selia. "With whose permission did you give the grain?" he thundered. "What right have you over my grain?"

Dulari quickly threw the grain on the heap. Stunned, Selia gaped at Matadin.

Her eyes clouded with tears. "I'll pay you some other time, Dulari," she beseeched. "Have pity on me." Dulari looked at Matadin with contempt.

"Have I no right over your things?" Selia said when Dulari was gone.

"No." Matadin's eyes bulged with rage. "You have no claim over me. You work, you are paid for it. If you want to give away my things, you can't do it. If this work doesn't suit you, find another. There's no shortage of workers here."

Selia looked helplessly at Matadin like a bird which has been turned out of the cage with wings clipped. Where else could she go? Though unmarried, in the eyes of the world she belonged to Matadin. She wanted to flutter back into the cage even if she had to break her head by striking it against the bars. She remembered that day—just two years ago. Matadin had sworn by the sacred thread round his neck that he would always treat her as a legally wedded wife. Inflamed with passion, how he used to chase her in the garden, the fields, at the river bank! And now the same man had humiliated her so outrageously.

She said nothing. A lump formed in her throat. With a heavy heart she resumed work.

Suddenly her father, mother, two brothers and a few cobblers appeared from it seemed nowhere and surrounded Matadin. The mother snatched away the basket of grain from Selia's hands and flung it away.

"You wretch, if you had to work you could as well work at home. If you are the keep of a Brahmin, live like a Brahmin! After bringing a bad name to our cobbler's community what was the idea of still remaining a cobbler? Go and drown yourself for shame!"

Jhenguri Singh and Datadin came running. "What's this golmal about. Chowdhury?" Jhenguri said, addressing Selia's father.

Selia's father, Harkhu, an old man of sixty, dark, thin, face creased like dry leather, hard as nails, spoke up: "Nothing much the matter, Thakur," he said grimly. "We shall degrade Matadin to a cobbler's position, even if we have to shed our blood to do so. Selia is a girl; she has to live with one man or the other. We have no quarrel on this point. But whoever keeps her must keep her with dignity. If you can't make us Brahmins we can make you cobblers."

Datadin stamped his staff on the ground. "You are forgetting yourself, Harkhu," he shouted angrily. "There stands your daughter. Take her away for all we care. We do not keep her in chains. She worked for us and we paid her for it. We can get plenty of labourers to work for us."

Selia's mother shook her finger vehemently in front of Datadin's face. "What a fine sense of justice, Pandit! How lovely it all sounds! You wouldn't have talked like this if your daughter had eloped. But we don't count—we are cobblers. Isn't that it? We aren't taking away Selia alone: Matadin comes with her. He heaped this shame on her. You think you are very pious. You'll sleep with a cobbler girl, but you won't touch food cooked by her. It's this shameless girl that suffers all this in silence; any one else in her place would have poisoned all of you long ago."

"Do you hear what these people say?" Harkhu shouted to his companions. "What are you waiting for?"

Two cobblers dashed forward and seized Matadin's hands. The third pulled and snapped his sacred thread. Before Datadin and Jhenguri Singh could recover from their surprise, two cobblers had thrust a big piece of bone into Matadin's mouth. Matadin clenched his teeth but even then the loathsome object got between his lips. His gorge rose and as his lips opened the bone slipped into his mouth.

Attracted by the noise, people came running. Strangely enough no one came forward to grapple with the defilers of dharma. Matadin had alienated one and all by his objectionable behaviour with the young girls of the village. Outwardly the villagers put up a show of fight; at heart they were pleased to see Matadin getting a taste of his own medicine.

After trouncing the enemy the invaders took to their heels.

Matadin vomited. Datadin rubbed his back. "I'll have each of them jailed for five years."

"Don't threaten me!" Harkhu murmured defiantly as a parting shot. "We are not parasites like you. Anywhere we can earn at least half a meal to fill our bellies."

Matadin stretched himself on the ground. He felt listless. His Brahmin's vanity had vanished into thin air. That piece of bone had not only polluted his mouth but his soul also. However much penance he might do, however much holy water he drank, however much money he gave in charity, however many pilgrimages he undertook, his lost dharma would never return. From today he would be considered an untouchable in his own house. Even his beloved mother would look at him with loathing. The very persons who a moment ago bowed at his feet would avert their faces at the sight of him. He would not be permitted to enter a temple or touch utensils. All this because of Selia, a cobbler girl.

Selia, her head bowed as if in shame, still stood at the same place where she had been winnowing the grain.

"What are you standing here for? Her mother came up to her. "Come home with me. You have brought shame on your parents. What other mischief are you up to now/"

Selia stood still like a statue. "I won't go anywhere. Leave me to my fate."

"You won't come with me?" her mother shrilled.

"No."

"Come here, you wretch!"

"No!"

Her brothers caught hold of her hands. She squatted defiantly. But they would not leave her and dragged her along. Her sari was torn, her back bruised. But she still refused to go with them.

"Let her alone." Harkhu said at last to his sons. "She is no more my daughter. If she comes to my house again I'll beat her to death."

"Yes, kill me, if I come to your house again," Selia said desperately.

Her mother leapt at her and kicked her repeatedly. If Harkhu had not intervened she would have beaten her daughter to death, such was her fury.

Selia fell at her father's feet. "Dada, kill me, if you like. Kill me, all of you. Oh my mother, why are you so cruel to your daughter? But I can't give up the Pandit. Let him starve me, beat me, kill me. I can't leave him. I prefer death to becoming someone else's woman. What did you gain by defiling the Pandit?"

They went away. She limped towards the barnyard, groaning with pain. She sat down in a corner of the yard and covering her face with the sari started weeping.

"Why didn't you go with them?" Datadin asked in a voice hard as steel. "Haven't you already done us enough harm?"

She looked up at him with pathetic eyes. They shone with a strange light. "Why should I go with them? I'll live with him to whom I belong."

"If you dare enter my house," Datadin threatened, "I'll beat you out with shoes."

I'll stay where he asks me to stay," Selia said firmly. "In a palace or under the open sky."

Matadin sat mute like a man lost. Noon was upon them. The sun fell on his face; beads of perspiration stood on his forehead.

Suddenly, as if coming to life, he said: "Dada, what should I do now? Tell me, I'm lost."

Datadin gently stroked his head. "Son, I wish I could advise you. Take a bath, have your food, and then we shall seek the advice of the Pandits. We'll do as they suggest. But you'll have to give up Selia."

Matadin looked at Selia with bloodshot eyes. "I'll not even cast a glance at her evil face," he said grimly. "Dada, will all be well after I've done penance?"

"Of course, my son. After penance, the pollution is washed away."

"Let us see the Pandits now."

"We will, my son."

"If the Pandits say my sin is too grave for expiration..."

"You will renounce me in that case?"

"No, son. How can that be! Even if I have to sacrifice my wealth, my dharma, my prestige, I won't forsake you."

Matadin picked up his staff and followed his father home. Selia limped after them.

Matadin looked back and said dryly: "Stop following me! I have nothing to do with you. Aren't you satisfied with the mischief you have done?"

Selia seized his hand strongly. "You can't leave me like this. There are handsomer, more respectable people than you in the village. But I have never cared even to look at them. You can't drive me away like this. I'll work as a labourer, I'll beg if you deny me food. But I won't leave you."

She let go his hand and returning to the barn resumed her work.

Hori was still working when Dhania came with his afternoon meal. Hori tied the bullocks to a tree. "Have something, Selia." he said. "Dhania is here with the food. Look, your sari is covered with blood. First, wash your back or the wound will get septic. How cruel of your parents!"

"Everyone is cruel, dada. I have not come across a kind soul yet."

"What did the Pandit say?"

"He has nothing to do with me any more."

"Did he mean it?"

"Yes. He thinks he can get back his prestige by denouncing me. But how can he hide what the whole world knows? If he cannot afford to give me food, let him not. I can fend for myself. I work now, I can work in future too. As for shelter, I know you won't refuse me if I ask you for a cubic foot of space to sleep in."

"There's no shortage of space, daughter." Dhania was moved. "You are welcome to stay with us."

"You are forgetting the Pandit!" Hori said. "He can make things hot for us."

"Who cares for the Pandit?" Dhania replied. "If he gets annoyed he can take it out on himself. He has humiliated this girl, had her thrown out of her community, and now he has the shamelessness to disown her. Why didn't he think of all this before? First have fun with a girl and then dump her!"

Hori thought that Dhania was making a mistake. The cobblers had been high handed, no doubt. But when all is said and done Selia was still their daughter, and they should have taken her along with them; by force if she did not submit to persuasion. In any case, they had no business to manhandle Matadin, and defile his dharma.

"I've had enough of your advice. She told Hori. "All men are alike. When Matadin humiliated Selia no one raised a little finger in protest, but when Matadin comes in for trouble, he gets all the sympathy in the world. Has Selia no dharma of her own? That man Harkhu did well in beating up these holy goondas. Selia, come with me. Why, child, your back is smeared with blood."

Selia fell at Dhania's feet and started sobbing.

 

[image: ]




 


  [image: ]

    

  It was incumbent upon Hori to marry off Sona, now seventeen. In fact, he had been thinking of her marriage for over two years, but he hadn't the money. This year, however, he must, even if he had to take another loan to meet the expenses. He was even prepared to mortgage his land. Dhania was of the view that however they stinted on expenses, the marriage would still cost them three hundred rupees. With the coming of Jhunia into the family fold their status in the community had suffered a set-back, and getting a desirable match for Sona's hand, without paying a hundred rupees or so, was out of the question. Last year he had not been able to get any real money from the winter crop. He had agreed to go half and half with Pandit Datadin; but the Pandit manipulated the cost of labour and seeds with such shrewdness that Hori did not get more than one-fourth of the crop. And he had had to pay the full land revenue on his own. To make matters worse, his harvest of hemp and sugar cane was also damaged; hemp because of excessive rains, sugar cane because of white ants. This year, fortunately, the winter crop had been good, and the sugar cane also flourished. He had grain enough to meet the requirements of the marriage if only he could come by another two hundred rupees or so in cash! If Gobar helped him with a hundred, he could raise the other hundred from Jhenguri Singh or Mangru (who were now not so refractory in lending since they knew that Hori's son was an earning hand and their money, consequently, eminently safe).

One day Hori sounded Dhania about his going to Gobar for a day or two.

But Gobar's parting words were still fresh in her memory. She was in no mood to accept money from her son under any circumstances.

"Then tell me: how shall we manage things?" Hori said testily.

"What would you have done if Gobar had not gone to the city?" Dhania said, shaking her head stubbornly. "Do the same now."

"That's what I'm asking you. What shall I do?"

"It's for menfolk to think of these things."

"Suppose I had not been here. What would you have done?"

Dhania looked at him reproachfully.

"If I had married her off as a 'dedicated bride', with a thimbleful of grass, no one would have ridiculed me. Can you do it?

Hori would have liked to; this would have saved him a huge lot of expense. But he had to think of his prestige. At the marriages of his sisters three hundred guests had come with the bridegrooms' parties. His father had given handsome dowries and turned the marriages into gala social events. Hori was a known figure in the neighbouring villages. Would he be able to show his face in public by performing the marriage of his daughter as a 'dedicated bride'? He'd prefer death to such demeaning. In any case, had he to stoop so slow? Hadn't he land of his own, bullocks, a house, a good name in the village? Even if he sold a bigha of land he could get a hundred rupees for it. No! To a peasant land is dearer than life—dearer even than the pride of his ancestral heritage. He had only five bighas of land, and if he sold even one off, how would he live?

Days passed and Hori could come to no decision.

This happened during the Dussehra holidays. The sons of Jhenguri Singh, Pateshwari and Nokhey Ram had come home to spend their vacation. All three read in an English School and although nearing twenty they were not within sight of the University; it was an ordinary thing with them to fail twice or thrice in each class. All were married, and Pateshwari's son, Bindeshwari, already a father.

They did nothing but play cards, drink bhang, and gad about. Several times a day they passed by Hori's house and, by rather a strange coincidence, at that very moment Sona would be standing at the door. These days she wore the same sari which Gobar had brought her from the city. Hori's temperature rose when he saw the boys, as if black clouds, harbingers of storm and rain, had barged in to ruin his crops.

One day the three of them came to bathe at the well from where Hori was directing water into his field. Sona, at the well, tended to the leathern bucket. Hori did not like it at all.

The same evening he went to Dulari. He thought that since women were soft-hearted Dulari might give him a loan at lower interest.

But she started spinning her own tale of woe. There was no family in the village, she told him, which did not owe her money; even Jhenguri Singh had borrowed twenty rupees from her. No one ever thought of paying her back; where could she produce money for further loans?

"Bhabi, you'll be doing me a good turn. If you give me money a heavy load will be off my chest. Jhenguri and Pateshwari have their eyes on my land. I say to myself this land is the gift of my forefathers. If this also goes, where will I be? A worthy son always strives to add to the prosperity of the family; an unworthy son wastes even what little he inherits."

"I swear by the God I worship that I have no money to spare."

Dulari said. "I keep no secret from you, Sona is like a daughter to me. But I'm helpless. Take the case of your brother, Heera.

He took fifty rupees from me to buy bullocks. There's no trace of him, so when I ask his wife to return the money, she flies at my throat. Sobha too looks a fool but he also never cares to pay back his debt. When everyone is hand up, how can one expect payment? I see their sad condition and sleep over the matter. However, I won't advise you to sell your land. You can at least maintain your prestige with the land."

Her voice dropped to a whisper. "Pateshwari's son passes by your house much too often for my liking. In fact, the other two scamps also. Be careful. I have warned you. They have the bad habits of the city. What do they know of the ways of the village? You see the other boys of the village; they fear you and have respect for you. But these three! They are like bulls run amok. My daughter Kaushalya had just come from her father-in-law's house. But when I saw the behaviour of these boys I immediately sent her back. How can one keep eyes open twenty four hours a day?"

Hori smiled.

"I'm not being funny. Hori," she said. "You were no less silly when young. You came to my shop so many times I can't recall now. But I always ticked you off."

"Not quite, bhabi," Hori teased her. "I came because you encouraged me. It's only when a sparrow becomes familiar with the courtyard that she comes a second time."

"Liar!"

"Oh, it could be. You didn't glance at me. But your heart was set on me. You pined for me."

"I just took pity on you when I saw you flirting around me all the time. You were not such a gay blade that I should fall for you."

A customer came to buy a pice worth of salt. "Why don't you go to Gobar? Possibly he may give you some money," she said to Hori.

"He won't give me anything," Hori said gloomily. "When boys start earning they forget their parents. I am willing to go but Dhania won't agree to it. You know what a scene she can create. You know her temper."

"What a hen-pecked little man you are!" Dulari said.

"You always jilted me. So I had to find a wife somewhere."

"If you had agreed to be my slave I might have bid for you."

"It's never too late. Why not bid now? I think I'm cheap for two hundred."

"You won't tell Dhania?"

"I swear it."

"And if you do tell her—"

"—Cut out my tongue."

"Very well, I'll give you two hundred rupees. You fix things."

Overcome with emotion Hori fell at her feet. Dulari moved aside quickly. "Now this is what I don't like in you. I must have my money back with interest within a year. I hear the Pandit is very sore at you. Why don't you turn out Selia from your house? You are asking for trouble."

"Dhania won't leave her. I have no say in the matter."

"I hear the Pandit has been to Banaras. A renowned Brahmin wanted five hundred rupees from him for expiation of his sin. How can a sin ever be atoned by money? Once the dharma is gone, it's gone for good. Money is powerless. Let him do as much penance as he likes—no one will accept water from his hand."

Such pleasant encounters were rare in Hori's life. On his way back he stopped at Sobha's place and asked him to be in readiness for the betrothal ceremony. Then they proceeded to Datadin's house to consult him about the auspicious time for the ceremony. Returning, they sat at Hori's doorstep to work out the details of the ceremony.

Dhania came out. "It's very late. It's time you took your meals. You can gossip the whole night later."

Inviting her to join the discussion, Hori said, "The Pandit has fixed the auspicious day during this marriage season. Help me with the list of requirements. I'm quite ignorant."

"Have you got the money or are you building castles in the air?"

"That's none of your worry," Hori said with pride. "You just let me know what things you need."

"I'm not interested in day dreaming. Tell me, have you got the money?"

When she learnt that Hori had negotiated the loan with Dulari, "But she charges fantastic interest! Nobody can ever pay back her loan."

"But there was no other way," Hori protested.

"Will she give you the money or has she put you off with a vague come-again?"

"It's a definite promise."

Sona had been overhearing. That they had decided to raise a loan of two hundred rupees for her marriage had thrown her mind in turmoil, as if water had been purred on unslaked lime. An earthen lamp burnt by the door; the wall above the alcove had been charred black with its soot. A street dog waited patiently for a crumb. The two bullocks chewed placidly. She came out with Selia and stood near the trough of the bullocks.

"Did you hear, dada is going to borrow two hundred rupees from Dulari for my marriage?" she said in an aggrieved tone.

"What else can he do when there's no money in the house?" Selia said.

Sona gazed at the shadowy trees profiled against the sky. "I don't want my parents to get into more debts on my account."

"Respectable people, always demand a dowry, you foolish girl," Selia said. "If the bridegroom is old, it's different. Will you marry an old man?"

"Why should I marry an old man? Gobar bhaiya is not old, but they gave him no dowry."

"If you don't give dowry, it'll bring the family a bad name."

"I'll tell him that if he insists on dowry I'll refuse to marry him."

"And if he replies that he has no say in the matter, and that it's up to his father to accept or refuse the dowry?"

"I must sound him once. If he says that the matter rests with his father, then the matter rests with his father, then the river Gomti is not far off. I'll drown myself. My parents have brought me up with great difficulty. It's not right to reward them for their sacrifice by loading them with another debt. Within a couple of years these two hundred rupees will be doubled. Dada has not the means to pay back such heavy debts."

Sona was engaged to the son of a rich peasant of the village Sonari, across the river Gomti. She asked Selia to go to give him a message from her. The village was just across the river and Selia could easily meet him when he came out of the village to graze the cattle.

Early in the morning Seila proceeded towards Sonari. But Hori stopped her on the way. Dhania had a severe headache and he asked Selia to work in her place. She thought she'd try again in the afternoon.

When Hori came to the well in the late afternoon Selia was not to be found anywhere. "That girl has a knack of disappearing," he grumbled.

"I think she has no mind in the work. Sona, do you know where she is?"

"She said something about going to the washer-woman," Sona lied.

"I'll help you," Dhania said getting up from the cot. "You don't pay her—why should you get annoyed with her?"

"Doesn't she live in our house? We have earned a bad name because of her. I'll give her a piece of my mind when she turns up."

Every now and then Sona glanced in the direction of Sonari with expectant eyes. In her heart hope wrestled with doubt. She thought to herself: Why would they forego the money? The richer a man, the more he loved money. Gouri Mehto, her would be father-in-law, was notorious for his avarice. Mathura was of course different. But he would have to abide by the wishes of his father. If they asked for dowry she would flatly tell them to marry a rich man's daughter. But if Gouri Mehto agreed... Her eyes shone and a faint shy streak of crimson embarrassed her cheeks.

Why did Selia take so long? Sonari was not far. Had they detained her? Ah, there she was! Yes, it was Selia. Why did she walk so slowly? Her heart sank. They must have turned down her suggestion. She should have come running. Sona would never be theirs now.

Afraid of Hori, Selia directly made for the field and busied herself in her work. Sona spent these two hours in great trepidation. "What happened?" Sona said rushing to her as soon as the work was over.

"One has to wait for the right moment. Mathura was somewhere in the fields and I had to search him out. I gave him your message all right. He went wild with joy. He said he would be very happy to have you for a wife without dowry. But he was doubtful if his father would agree. The old man listened to no one.

"Well, he left the cattle where they were and took me to Gouri Mehto. Mehto is rich! He has his own well and ten bighas of sugar cane. But he looked every inch a grass-cutter. He is a lucky man, nevertheless. There was an exchange of hot words between them. Mehto said his son had no right to interfere in his affairs. Mathura said that he would not marry if his father wanted dowry. The father got so mad he gave Mathura a thrashing in front of my eyes. Any other boy would have hit back. If Mathura had given him one blow the old man wouldn't have risen again. But Mathura took the beating quietly, looked at me with pathetic eyes, and walked off. Then I came in for Mehto's attention. But he started abusing me. But what do I care? 'Mehto, I told him, 'a couple of hundred rupees is not a princely sum. You won't be richer by taking it, nor will Hori get poorer. But you'll miss a good wife for your son.' "

"His father started beating him over such a trifling affair?" Sona asked tearfully.

The same night she had high fever.

The third day Gouri Mehto sent a letter through the village barber.

"Gouri Ram sends his greetings to Shri Hori Mehto, who is worthy of the greatest respect."

"I have given dispassionate thought to the talk that we had earlier on the question of dowry. I now realise that such give and take will be detrimental to the interests of both the boy's and the girl's families. Now that both the families are to be united in the tie of matrimony, we should not do anything disagreeable to either of us. You need not worry about the dowry. Whatever you serve to the marriage party we shall accept with gratitude."

Hori ran in excited and read the letter to Dhania.

"It's indeed very good of Gouri Mehto," she said at last. "But we have also to look to our prestige. What will people say if we don't live up to their expectations? Money comes and goes but prestige lasts. We shall give what we can and Gouri Mehto will have to accept it. You write this in reply to his letter. Has a daughter no claim on her father's money? Wait. Wait. There's no need to write. I'll convey it to Gauri Mehto through the barber."

Hori stood in the courtyard nonplussed while Dhania instructed the barber and prepared sherbet for him.

When the barber was gone Hori said, "What have you done, Dhania? You are a riddle. You take one step forward, and walk back two. First you disapproved of my taking the loan and when Gouri wrote this letter you started boasting of prestige. Only God can understand you."

"We must suit our action to the occasion. Previously Gouri Mehto was trying to show off: now he is behaving like a gentleman. If he hurls a brick at you, you can reply with a stone. But if he salaams you, you do not reply him with abuse."

"Where are you going to get the money for all this?"

"Getting money is none of my business. It's yours."

"I can think of no one except Dulari."

"Get it from her. No one will give money without interest. If you have to drown, it makes no difference whether you drown in the river or in the pond."

Hori went out and sat down to the chelum. He would have got off easily, he thought. But Dhania, as always, had given the show away.

 

[image: ]




 


  [image: ]

    

  Bhola had married a second time; life without a woman was dull as death. When Jhunia had been there, she looked after him. His daughters-in-law, busy with their own affairs, had no time for him. Luckily, he came across a young widow (her husband had died only three months ago). He wore her down with repeated visits until she consented.

Till her arrival, there was no one to question his daughters-in-law regarding what they ate, what they wore, and how they spent their time. Jangi had gone to Lucknow with his wife and Kamta's wife was the sole mistress of the house; she sold milk on the sly every day and had thus put by some forty rupees for herself. But with her new mother-in-law, the authority passed out of her hands. The result: constant bickerings, so much so that relations between father and son also became touchy. Ultimately, they decided to set up separate homes. It is a time-worn convention that at the time of separation there should be a quarrel. Kamta was a young man; he submitted to Bhola because Bhola was his father. But when his father brought home a new wife, Kamta lost whatever respect he had for his father. He threw Bhola on the ground, hurled a good many blows at him, and turned him out of the house. Because he had alienated their sympathies by marrying in old age, the neighbours did nothing to prevent this. He spent the night under a tree and early in the morning went to Nokhey Ram with his tale of woe. Bhola's village was under Nokhey Ram's jurisdiction, and he was the headman and power-that-was of the whole area. Nokhey Ram had no sympathy for Bhola, but when he saw a pretty little woman with him he readily agreed to give him shelter in a small room by the cow-shed. It also dawned on Nokhey Ram quite suddenly that he was urgently in need of an experienced hand to look after his cattle. He engaged Bhola on three rupees a month and a ration of one seer per day.

Nokhey Ram: a fat, stumpy little man, billiard-bald, cavernous-eyed, wheat-complexioned. He wore a huge turban, a old shirt, and wrapped himself in a shawl in winter. Since he couldn't do without a daily oil massage, his clothes were perennially dirty and greasy. He had a large family (besides seven brothers and their children whose burden also fell on his shoulders). His eldest son, in the ninth class in an English School, sponged on him in order to live like a 'babu'. The Rai Saheb had fixed his salary at twelve rupees a month but his expenses ran into nearly a hundred. Naturally, if a tenant fell into his clutches he would squeeze the man dry. Previously, when he got only six rupees as salary, he wasn't so harsh on the tenants. But the increase whetted his greed, and the Rai Saheb stopped giving him further increments.

Everyone in the village accepted his authority: even Datadin and Jhenguri Singh thought it expedient to flatter him. Pateshwari was the sole exception. Nokhey Ram was proud of the fact that he was a Brahmin and could make a Kayastha dance to any tune he wanted; Pateshwari was also proud of the fact of being a Kayastha—a master of the pen, who could leave a Brahmin miles behind in drafting government papers. Moreover, he was a servant of the British Sarkar (on whose empire the sun never set) while Nokhey Rim was only an employee of a Zamindar. If Nokhey Ram kept a fast on every Ekadashi and feasted five Brahmins, Pateshwari, not outdone, held the recitation of Satya Narain every full moon and extended an invitation to ten Brahmins. In one more way was Pateshwari superior to Nokhey Ram; little birds whispered that Pateshwari had clandestine relations with a Kohar widow. With the coming of Bhola; Nokhey Ram hit on an opportunity to get even with Pateshwari.

Putting Bhola's mind at ease he said: "You stay with me, Bhola. There's nothing to worry about. Let me know if you require anything. I may be able to provide work for your wife too. There's plenty to do here."

"Sir," Bhola said, "call Kamta in your presence once at least, and ask him if this is the way to treat a father. I had the house built. I bought the cattle, and now he has taken possession of everything and shown me the door. This is unfair, Sir. I expect justice from your durbar."

"Bhola, you won't be able to get the better of Kamta," Nokhey Ram said. "No one has ever flourished through dishonest means. God will punish him for his evil deeds. He sees everything; no one escapes His retribution. You just wait and watch. You'll be equally well off here."

Then Bhola went to Hori and told him his sad story. "These boys have become very uppish. "bhai," Hori said, and reminded Bhola about his own case. "You bring them up the hard way. And when they are able to stand on their own feet they turn enemies. Take my son Gobar. He quarrelled with his mother and left us. Years have gone by and not a letter from him. My daughter's marriage is at hand, but he is unconcerned. I had to mortgage my land for two hundred rupees. One has to maintain prestige somehow, bhai."

After some time Kamta realised to his cost that the old man was after all a very useful hand. Early in the morning he fed the cattle, milked them, and then went to the market to sell the milk. Back from the market, he again fed and milked the animals. Kamta came to his senses. His wife often fell out with him. "Do you want to kill me with work." she complained. "If I have to lead such a wretched life, I'll go and stay with my parents." Kamta was scared lest, in addition to his daily round of back-breaking work, he should have to cook his own meals. He engaged a servant. But that did not improve matters. The servant only stole the straw and sold it behind his back. In despair Kamta fired him. Then followed another tiff between husband and wife. She left him and went away to her parents. Bewildered, he hurried to Bhola. "Father, forgive me. Come back home. I'll behave like a dutiful son."

His stay at Nokhey Ram's galled on Bhola; for here he was treated no better than an ordinary labourer. Sometimes Nokhey Ram went to the extent of ordering him to prepare the chelum or spread the cot. Bhola resented this, but he did it all the same. At home although he may have to put up with quarrels, he would at least be saved the humiliation of serving others.

Bhola's wife Nohori, hearing the proposal, said stiffly; "Do you want to return to the same house that kicked you out? Have you no shame?"

"Here I'm not sitting on a throne either!" Bhola retorted.

"You may go back, if you like," Nohori said tartly. "I won't."

Bhola knew Nohori would oppose the idea. He also knew why; and that reason was sufficient justification to induce him to remove her from this place. While he lived here as a nonentity Nohori was shown every consideration by Nokhey Ram. She even ordered the footmen about.

Her reply angered Bhola. But he could do nothing about it. If he had had guts enough to leave her behind she could not have done anything but follow him tamely; for Nokhey Ram would not have had the courage to give her shelter for herself; he was one of those who believed in hunting for the quarry under cover of a camouflage. Bhola had to stay put at Nokhey Ram's place.

Soon gossips got busy.

"Did you notice Nohori was wearing a red sari today?"

"Why, she has no dearth of saris. Now she can change every day."

"When the lover is himself the police officer, why need she fear anyone?"

"Has Bhola no eyes to see what's happening under his very nose?"

One day Lala Pateshwari came in for trouble. It was a mango season. He sat in his mango grove, supervising the plucking of the fruit. When Nohori, dressed richly, happened to pass by. "Nohori Ram" he shouted, "come here, try some mangoes. They are delicious."

Nohori thought Pateshwari was jesting with her. She had begun to have notions about herself and expected everyone to respect her as one would respect a Zamindar's wife. A proud person is usually suspicious, and if one has a guilty mind the suspicion becomes all the more pronounced.

She stopped. "Since when have you become a philanthropist, Lala? Don't try to take liberties with me or you'll regret it."

That a low-caste woman should be so haughty was too much for Pateshwari. By having Nokhey Ram under her thumb she thought she could rule the whole world! "You are losing your head over nothing. Nohori," Pateshwari said. "Better choose your words before you speak. You would be no better than a beggar if Nokhey Ram had not given you protection."

She rushed home and started packing her things.

"What's the matter, Nohori," Nokhey Ram was agitated. "Has someone been rude to you?"

Nohori knew how to make men dance to her tune; this was the one art in which she had some proficiency. Nokhey Ram was an educated man and knew the ins and outs of law; he had gained experience by sitting at the feet of leading lawyers of the city. Yet he was a tool in the hands of this ignorant woman. His moustache bristled. "If anyone dares so much as cast a glance at you, I'll pull out his eyes." He picked up his staff and like a cyclone burst into Pateshwari's mango grove. "Come out, if you are the son of a man!" he shouted. "I'll pluck out your moustache. I'll bury you alive. Come out, you! I'll knock out your pride, you! Who do you think you are, eh? You filthy, smutty revenue clerk!"

Pateshwari stood motionless with bated breath. A word from his mouth and he knew he would land in big trouble. He had never been disgraced publicly like this before. He had been once waylaid near the pond and beaten up. (But nobody had got to know of that incident.) He took in the insults without a word.

This affair had emboldened Nohori and now she held sway over the village. It was an open secret that by cajoling her a little people could win many favours from Nokhey Ram. If you wanted to have your land partitioned, or sought deferment of land revenue, or wanted a plot to build a house, it was advisable to knock at Nohori's door first.

Bhola did not want to be at her mercy; he knew there was nothing more derogatory in life than to live under a woman's thumb. Even his salary of three rupees was taken away by her. He did not get a pice to buy tobacco with while she daily spent two annas on betel leaves. Everybody ordered him about. Even the footmen asked him to make the chelum or chop wood. Poor fellow, dog-tired after the day's work, he would quietly stretch himself on the bare cot under the tree by the door. For food, he had stale chapaties with a pinch of salt.

Fed up with life here, he made a grim resolve to go back to his home.

"I won't live as a slave to anyone," Nohori warned him.

"I don't ask you to come with me," Bhola said picking up courage. "I was talking about myself."

"Won't you feel ashamed leaving me alone?"

"I put my shame in the chelum and smoked it away long ago."

"I have not smoked away mine. I won't let you go."

"If you want to go your own way, why should not I go mine?"

"I tell you, I'll call the panchayat, and have your name blackened."

"You've already smeared my face black. Do you think I know nothing about your doings?"

"As if you get me ornaments every day! I won't stand your cheek!"

Bhola got up in a huff, picked up his staff and was about to leave when Nohori caught him by the wrist. Unable to shake off her vice-like grip, he sat down on the ground like a helpless child, painfully aware of his shortcomings. He wanted to tell her that he was not afraid of her and had made up his mind to leave her. Why should he be afraid of the Panchayat? The Panchayat was after all a Panchayat and not an ogre!

But these thoughts never took the shape of words. It seemed as if Nohori had cast a spell on him.
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  Representing about all that is commendable in that class of the human race known as revenue clerks, Pateshwari was punctilious in the performance of his duties. He did not tolerate an inch of encroachment by one peasant on the land of another; nor did he tolerate any hanky-panky about the discharge of money lender's loan. He considered it his prime duty to hold the balance between the conflicting interests of all the residents of the village. He had a poor opinion of amicable settlement. Such a course, in his view, was a sure sign of decay. He made it a point to stir discord among the people and keep them guessing.

These days Mangru Sah was the centre of his interest. The richest man of the village, Mangru took no interest in local parties and had no desire to steal the limelight. His house was situated outside the village; he had also a well, a small garden and a private temple. Being childless, he had considerably curtailed his business and spent most of the time in meditation. He had piled up many bad debts and preferred to write them off rather than resort to the law. Hori owed him about a hundred and fifty. Hori showed no anxiety to pay back the sum, nor, indeed, Mangru's great keenness to realise it. A couple of times Mangru dropped a suggestion about it but seeing Hori's miserable condition, he became complacent.

This year, luckily, Hori's sugar cane grew the tallest in the village. He hoped to earn two or three hundred rupees from its sale (or so the people calculated). Pateshwari advised Mangru not to miss this opportunity; this was the juiciest time to file a suit.

Mangru was not so much generous as lethargic; he did not want his head bothered by law suits. But when Pateshwari assured him that his presence in court would not be necessary, that he would get the decree in absentia, he had the suit filed.

Hori hadn't the ghost of an idea that a conspiracy was afoot. When the court bailiff came to have his sugar cane auctioned, he knew. He knew better when the whole village collected outside his field; and he ran to Mangru Sah; Dhania started reviling Pateshwari, who (she guessed shrewdly) was at the back of this mischief. Mangru Sah had already sat down to his prayers and Hori could not meet him. Dhania's abuses cut no ice with Pateshwari. The sugar cane was auctioned for a hundred and fifty rupees and the bid went in favour of Mangru Sah. The virulent tongue of Dhania prevented even Datadin from bidding.

"Why do you sit and gape?" Dhania said, trying to work up Hori's anger. "Go and ask Pateshwari if this is the way he should treat a man of his village."

"Pateshwari must have heard you abuse him," Hori said humbly. "How can I go?"

"If his actions are wicked, he deserves abuse."

"How can you have it both ways? Abusing a man and then expecting kindness from him!"

"I'll see who comes near my field!"

"The mill people will. How can you stop them? You and I will stand helplessly and watch them cut down the cane. Then you can abuse them all you want. If that helps."

"No one will dare cut the cane as long as I'm alive!"

"They will cut the cane in front of our eyes! This village, two villages, three villages can't stop them. The cane is no longer ours. It's Mangru's."

"Did he irrigate and hoe the cane under the June sun?"

"No, you did. But now the cane belongs to him. We are his debtors."

The sugar cane was gone. And in its wake came another problem. Dulari had agreed to advance Hori two hundred rupees in lieu of this sugar cane. She had thought that she would adjust the old debts against the sugar cane and advance him a fresh loan. According to her calculations Hori was not worth more than two hundred; to give him more was full of risk. The date of marriage was approaching. Gouri Mehto had made all the preparations for his son's wedding. At this stage it was impossible to postpone the marriage. Hori could have strangled Dulari. He pleaded with her; but business knows no mercy.

Returning home Hori said, "Now?"

"This is what you wanted," Dhania said sarcastically.

"Am I to blame for it?"

"What does it matter who's to blame? You've got things the way you wanted them."

"Do you want me to mortgage the land?"

"And how will you live if you mortgage the land?"

"I'll become a labourer."

But both loved the land: on it depended everything. Without land a man was—well, a mere labourer.

Not getting a reply Hori said, "What do you expect me to do?"

"What's there for me to say," Dhania said. "Entertain the marriage party to one meal and pack off the girl in the morning. Let the world laugh. If God wills that we should lose face—well, let's lose face."

They saw Nohori, in a bright chunri, pass by. Seeing Hori she drew her veil. Dhania knew her. "Where are you going? Why not drop in?" Dhania greeted her.

"And how is it you have stumbled this way?" Dhania looked at her critically from head to foot.

"Just a casual visit," Nohori said nonchalantly. "When is the wedding?"

"When God wills it," Dhania replied. "Everything rests with Him."

"I hear it's this season. Has the date been fixed?"

"Yes."

"Don't forget to invite me."

"She's your daughter. You are always welcome."

"Is the dowry ready? Let me see it."

Dhania was in a fix. Hori came to her rescue. "We have brought nothing for the dowry," he said. "Nor is there any need for it. It's going to be a kushkanya wedding."

"Why, Mehto? She's your first daughter. Don't be stingy. Open the purse strings."

Hori laughed—a bitter laugh. To Nohori everything was swaddled in brightness. He only saw darkness. "There's nothing to hide from you." he said. "We don't have the money."

"How can I believe it when both you and your son earn?"

"Oh, if only my son was my son. He does not even write home, how can you expect him to send us money? This is the second year going and no news from him."

Sona came with a bundle of green fodder for the bullocks. Very child-like, hiding her young beauty behind the anchal of her sari, she deposited the fodder in a corner, and was gone.

Nohori said, "The girl has grown."

"She's still a chit of a girl," Dhania countered. "Once girls start growing, they just shoot up."

"I hope you get a good match for her."

"The boy we like. If I can lay my hands on some money, we'll have the marriage this month."

Nohori had laid by some money recently and didn't quite know what to do with it. Wouldn't it be a fine idea to help Dhania out? It would bring her good name and she'd be the talk of the village! What a kindly soul she is, they'd say. And it would gag the gossips. Good!

"I can spare some money," she said. "You may take it to tide over the difficulty; return it to me at your convenience."

Hori and Dhania looked up in surprise. In their eyes; gratefulness, suspicion, embarrassment. But Nohori was serious.

"I regard your honour as my own," she repeated. "If people laugh at you, shouldn't I feel the hurt too? Besides, you are related to us."

"I knew I could count on you," Hori said. "What are friends for if they don't stand by you in hard times? But if I can arrange for money from elsewhere, I shouldn't like to trouble you."

"Why should you stretch your hand before others when I am here?" Nohori insisted. "Others will charge you interest, make you sign the loan deed, produce a witness. But if you think my money is tainted money, I won't insist."

"No, no, Nohori," Hori said quickly. "I could never think that way you know the vagaries of crops. I may not be able to return the loan in time and you may take it amiss. That's why I hesitated."

"I'm in no hurry about getting it back."

"Then I'll accept your offer. Why should someone else win the gratitude of a daughter? You should be the first to win it."

"How much money do you need?"

"It depends on you."

"Will a hundred do?"

Hori was overcome by greed. Why shouldn't he reap the full benefit of this windfall?

"It all depends," he said. "I can manage with a hundred. I can also manage with five hundred."

"I have two hundred rupees. I'll give you all of it."

"Thank you. I have some grain. With the money and the grain I'll manage things. Nohori, I tell you you are a Lakshmi. You have saved me from ruin."

It was lighting up time. It had become cold. The earth seemed enveloped in a blue mantle. Dhania brought a charcoal grate from inside and they warmed themselves before the fire. In the flickering glow of the embers, the dark skinned, small Nohori looked divine.

"It's getting late," she said after a while. "Mehto, tomorrow you may come for the money."

"Come, I'll reach you home."

"No, no, don't trouble yourself. I can go alone."

"It's no trouble. I wish I could carry you on my shoulders."

Nokhey Ram's house was at the other end and to reach it they had to skirt the village. The path was deserted and quiet.

Nohori said, "Please tell my husband not to pick quarrels with every one. We have to live in the village. We should show some goodwill. But he can't get on with anyone. When he cannot keep me in the seclusion of the house and I have to work as a common labourer, how can he expect me not to mix with people, talk with them, and laugh with them? Can I help it if someone rolls his eyes at me? I can't pluck out his eyes, can I? And then, look at the advantages of knowing a number of people! Cut your coat according to your cloth, I tell him. There was a time when a luxurious elephant stood outside his door. But to what purpose? Now he is an ordinary labourer earning three rupees a month. There was a time when I owned buffaloes. Now I'm no better than a labourer. He won't understand all this. Sometimes he plans to stay with his son, then he thinks better of it and wants to go to Lucknow. How much can a woman stand?"

"I'll talk to Bhola," Hori said. "He is old enough to know about life."

"Come in the morning. I'll keep the money ready."

"And the signing—?"

"Oh, that won't be necessary. I know my money is safe with you."

They had reached Nokhey Ram's house. Hori turned back.
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  When Gobar returned to the city he discovered to his dismay that the street corner where he used to set up his shop had been taken over the another street vendor, and his customers had almost forgotten him. Jhunia, alone, wept most of the time. Their child, used to playing in the open, had to remain cooped up in the house; the passage on which the door opened was hardly a yard wide and exhaled a shocking stench. There was hardly any space worth the name to stretch oneself. Having no one to play with, the child clung to his mother. In the village he had Rupa and Sona and others.

Gobar was intoxicated with his own youthfulness; his pent up desires longed to find release in the world of pleasure. He could not concentrate on work. When he went out with the khauncha, he would generally be back within an hour. The labourers and tanga drivers of the neighbourhood played cards and gambled their nights away. Previously, Gobar also used to gamble; now Jhunia was his only diversion. Within a short time she was fed up with this sort of life. She wanted solitude; she wanted to sleep and laze. Where could one get such solitude in the city? She felt annoyed with Gobar; his romantic picture of city life was actually a dismal dungeon. The child too got on her nerves. Sometimes she beat him and turned him out of the house, closing the door on him; and he would cry piteously outside.

She was shortly expecting another baby. There was no one to look after her; she suffered from frequent headaches; and lost appetite. Overcome by lassitude, she lay in a corner of the room. She had no one to talk to except Gobar who, selfishly enough, still made physical demands on her.

Her breasts were dry. Lallu would howl to be fed and when no milk came he bit the nipples with his two year old sharp teeth. She hadn't the strength even to push him from her. How she loathed her husband and the child! In the rainy season, however, when Lallu had diarrhoea and stopped taking milk from her, she felt a great sense of relief. Within a week he was dead. Memories of the dead child tortured her.

One week after the death of the child Gobar made a demand on her. Her body burned with rage. "You are worse than an animal!" she shouted.

Lallu's memory was now dearer to her than Lallu himself. Alive he had been more a source of annoyance than solace. Now, enshrined in her heart, tranquilly, he cast a halo of sweet pain over her raw imagination. Gradually, the memory of the departed Lallu merged into the living reality of another Lallu, which throbbed in her womb, the centre of her hopes, the new life which she nourished with her blood.

She lost awareness of the dark, dingy room, of the foul smell that shrouded it, of the acrid smoke which filled the room when she cooked meals. The consciousness of a new life within her imbued her with a new strength to carry on. While alive, Lallu was a burden on her, but after death he had become a part of her life.

Now she did not bother whether Gobar came early or late, whether he liked his food or not, whether he was happy or sad. She did not care to ask how much he earned and how he spent the money; she had completely withdrawn into herself; outwardly, no more than an automation. By sharing her grief, by probing into her afflicted heart, Gobar could have come closer to her. But he stopped short at the barren shores of her outward life, not caring to enter the great sea of her heart; and he went away thirsty.

"How long will you weep for Lallu," once he said dryly. "He's dead these five months and you still weep for him."

"You won't understand my grief," she sighed. "Go about your business and leave me to my fate."

"Will Lallu come back if you cry?"

She started peeling potatoes.

Having failed in "business" Gobar had taken up work in a sugar mill. Mr. Khanna, encouraged with the results of the first mill, had set up another. Gobar had to report for duty early in the morning and he returned home at lighting up time, absolutely tired. In the village he had to put in equally hard work, but he had never felt tired. In the open fields, under the sky, even if he felt tired after the day's work his mind remained feather light. Here even if he did little work, the speed and deafening roar of the machines made him high strung. In addition was the constant fear of being pulled up for laxity or mistake in performance of duty. This state of mind was not peculiar to Gobar alone; it affected all the workers. They drowned their bodily fatigue and mental trauma in toddy. Gobar took up drinking. He would return home late in the night boozed, abuse Jhunia on any crazy pretext, threaten to turn her out of the house, and sometimes beat her.

Jhunia had begun to suspect that Gobar did not regard her any better than a keep. Had she been his legally wedded wife, she thought to herself he would not have dared to maltreat her in this manner; the community would have punished him and closed its doors on him. What a sad blunder to have eloped with him; the whole world had laughed at her, and she gained nothing by it. As her pregnancy advanced her anxiety deepened. How would she tide over this period of trial? Who would look after her at the time of confinement? If Gobar kept beating her as he did, she might even die.

One day she was filling the pitcher at the wayside water tap when a neighbour asked her, "How many months?"

"I don't know, didi," Jhunia said shyly. "I didn't keep count."

Her neighbour was a bloated, ugly, heavy-bosomed woman. Her husband plied a tonga and she ran a fuel wood stall. Jhunia had a nodding acquaintance with her; she often bought fuel from her.

The woman smiled. "I think it's time. Certainly not more than a day or two. Have you arranged for a midwife?"

"I know no one here." Jhunia was scared.

"What sort of a man is your husband? Is he a dummy?"

"He doesn't care for me."

"I can see that. During confinement you'll need someone by your side, won't you? Have you no relatives? You should write to one of them."

"I have—but for me they don't exist."

Coming home she began to wash the utensils. "What will happen. O merciful God," she moaned, "let it be my death," she thought desperately. "I'll be released from the miseries of this world."

In the evening the labour pains commenced. Bathed in sweat, one hand pressed against her stomach, she lighted the hearth, placed the dal and rice mixture on it to boil and, unable to stand the scaring pain any more, she stretched herself on the ground.

Gobar returned at about ten in the night, reeking with toddy, mumbling incoherently. "I care for no one," he babbled. "If she wants to let her say so. She's free to leave me. When I didn't stand any nonsense from my parents who gave me birth why should I stand nonsense from her. How the Jamadar glared at me! I won't stand it. I tell you. I won't stand it! I would have killed him. I'll deal with him tomorrow, the son of a bitch! I'm not afraid of being hanged. I'll show him how the brave die—laughing, straightening their moustaches, head erect! That's how! Look at this woman. Faithless! How she sleeps with her legs stretched out, while the food burns; not caring whether I eat or not. Torment me, torment me. God is just. He'll get even."

Without waking Jhunia he gulped down some food and staggering to the verandah fell asleep. In the small hours of the morning he felt cold and when he went inside to get a blanket he heard the groans of Jhunia. He had sobered.

"How are you, Jhunia?" he asked. "In much pain?"

"I can't bear it!"

"Why didn't you tell me earlier? Where can I get help at this odd hours?"

"How could I tell you?"

"I was here all the time."

"You don't care whether I live or die."

Where could he get a midwife? Would she come at this time of the night? He had no money. If only this wretched woman had told him before, he'd have borrowed a few rupees from someone. Time was when he always had money and to spare. Since the time this ill-omened woman set foot in the house, the goddess of wealth never visited him.

Suddenly a voice from outside. "Is that your wife? Is she in great pain?"

It was the same fat woman whom Jhunia had met in the morning. She had got up to feed the horse.

"Yes." Gobar came to the verandah. "Where can I get a midwife?"

"I knew it the moment I saw her," the woman said. "A midwife lives in the serai. Get her. Ask her to hurry. I'll stay here till you return."

"I don't know the way to the serai!'

"All right, you fan her. I'll go. Trust fools like you to bungle up things."

They called the woman Chuhia (which was actually her name). But behind her back they referred to her as "Dumpling" (which nick-name was guaranteed to throw her into a fit).

She was back within ten minutes.

"How will the poor live in this world?" she said panting. "That woman wants five rupees in cash, eight annas per day and one sari on the twelfth day. I told her to drown herself. I can do without her. I'm not the mother of twelve for nothing. You come out, Gobardhan. I'll manage things. In trouble we must help one another. Four confinements, and she thinks she's a midwife!

Placing Jhunia's head on her thigh she gently caressed her abdomen. "I knew your time was up the moment I saw you I couldn't sleep a wink. You have no one to take care of you."

Jhunia clenched her teeth in pain. "I won't survive, didi. I know it; I won't. If I die, please take care of my child. God will bless you for it."

"There, there, my child. It'll all be over in a minute. Why did you feel shy? If you had told me earlier I'd have got you a talisman from the Maulvi Saheb, the same Mirzaji who lives in the compound there."

Then Jhunia lost consciousness. When she came to, at about nine in the morning, she saw Chuhia sitting with the new-born in her arms. She found herself in a fresh, clean sari.

Chuhia came every morning, prepared food for Jhunia, bathed the baby. She also paid lightning visits during the day to feed the infant.

The fourth day, and still no milk in Jhunia's breasts. The baby cried and cried; it would not take any other milk. Chuhia put her breast to its mouth, it sucked for a moment and, when no milk came, wailed loudly. When evening came and still no milk in Jhunia's breasts, Chuhia was alarmed. She called a retired physician who lived in Nakhas. He examined Jhunia: "How can she expect milk when she is so anaemic?" She would have to take a long course of tonics before she can hope to have milk in her breasts. How can this little bundle of flesh live without breast feeding?

Late in the night, Gobar, sodden with toddy, lay in the verandah. Chuhia tried to suckle the child. Suddenly she felt her breasts had become heavy with milk. "Look Jhunia," she shouted.

"I have milk. Your child will survive."

Jhunia couldn't believe her eyes.

"It's a fact."

"I can't believe it."

"Look," Chuhia pressed her breast.

"But your youngest is not less than eight," Jhunia said, still incredulous.

"Yes, she's eight; But my breasts were always heavy with milk. She's my last child; my breasts had completely dried up. Strange are the ways of God."

Jhunia was now certain that Gobar was utterly selfish and heartless and she meant nothing more to him than an object for his physical gratification. Whatever little money was left after meeting the expenses on food and other necessities of daily life. Gobar squandered on drink. They had only one worn-out quilt, which they used together. So close to each other, yet it seemed they were a hundred miles apart.

A wide gulf yawned between the two. They made it a point to misunderstand each other. They nursed petty grudges.

To make matters worse, some trouble or the other was always brewing at the sugar mill. The current year's budget had imposed an excise duty on sugar. This was a handy excuse for mill-owners to cut down wages; if duty meant a loss of five rupees, a wage reduction meant a profit of ten. For the many months a tussle was on in the local mill also. The labour union was spoiling for a showdown. A cut in wage-rate and they would go on strike. When the mill-owners did not increase wages in the boom period, what right had they to introduce a wage cut when the market declined? Mirza Khurshed was the president of the labour union and Pandit Onkarnath, the editor of the Flash, its Secretary. They wanted a strike of such magnitude as would completely paralyse the mills. As ring-leader of the workers, reckless to the extreme, Gobar was ready to barge in head first at the slightest provocation. One day Jhunia pleaded with him; she felt it was not advisable for a family man to stick his neck out as far as he did. "Who are you to meddle?" he said. "I don't need your advice." This resulted in a big quarrel and Gobar ended by thrashing Jhunia. Chuhia ran up and rebuked Gobar. "Chuhi, keep off my door in future!" he screamed. "You have no business to come to my house."

"Don't forget, Lala," she replied, "if I had not come to your house your wife would not have been living to get the pleasure of your kicks."

He threatened her with his fist. "I've told you to lay off my house in future. You are the one responsible for spoiling this witch of a woman."

"Don't talk rubbish, Gobar," Chuhia said without dodging. "You have shown no bravery by beating a helpless woman with a baby in her lap. Thank your stars you've got a docile wife. Any other woman would have hurled a broom at your face and left you."

The neighbours collected and piously rebuked Gobar—the same neighbours who beat their wives almost every day, now profusely posing as kind and considerate husbands.

Gobar, exasperated, left for work. At the mill the clouds of unrest had thickened. The workers carried copies of the Flash in their pockets. A moments leisure, out came the paper, and they pored over it in small groups. Hot cakes couldn't sell better: circulation had rocketed. The labour leaders sat up late in the offices of the Flash drawing up schemes, and when in the morning the headlines appeared the public pounced on the paper, and copies were sold at many times the regular price. The proprietors of the mills were also alert; a strike was to their advantage. There was no shortage of labour; unemployment was on the increase and they could easily have new hands at half the wages, implying considerable reduction in the cost of production. The production would stop for a couple of days, but that hardly mattered.

The wage-cut was decided upon, the time fixed for its announcement, and the police notified. The workers had no inkling of this move. They lay in wait for an opportune moment when the sugar stocks would deplete and the demand increase.

One evening, at closing time, the Directors' decision was announced; simultaneously the police moved in. The workers were forced to go on strike at a time when the godowns were so choked full of sugar that in spite of heavy demand it would have taken at least six months to clear the stocks.

Mirza Khurshed smiled; a seasoned warrior was appreciating a clever move by the enemy. "Let events take their own course." he said wisely. "The situation is no doubt favourable to the mill owners but we have right on our side. They will try to engage new hands. We will frustrate this move. It's the only way we can win."

An emergency meeting was called at the office of the Flash, a council of war held, office bearers elected, and a long procession of workers taken out at eight in the evening. The line of action for the following day was decided at ten. Strike warning went to the strikers; No violence!

How could that be? Incensed to see a long queue of job-seekers outside the mill gate, the mob lost its head. The strikers had imagined that new workers would turn up in small numbers, and that these could be persuaded upon to go away. If all these people were taken into employment the chances of a compromise would be slim indeed. A hurried decision to prevent the job-seekers from entering the mill premises was taken. And that was possible only by the use of force. Most of the new applicants were miserably poor; they would not easily forgo an opportunity to get work. When the rival blocs clashed, the editor of the Flash deserted his post and ran; Mirzaji came in for a heavy beating; and while shielding him Gobar was severely injured. His arm fractured, his head bleeding, he collapsed. Seeing him fall, the strikers lost nerve and scattered. A few trusted workers remained, forming a cordon round Mirzaji. Triumphant, the job-seekers entered the mill gates, while the strikers removed their casualties to hospital. The hospital did not have accommodation for all the injured. Mirza was admitted but Gobar given first aid and brought back home.

Gobar had treated her like a tyrant, abused and beat her; but when she saw him, her heart melted. He lay like a cripple, helpless, she bent over the bed and gazed at him with sad eyes. Suddenly she felt that he really had been responsible for reducing the family to such straits, and a wave of anger surged through her. He knew that they had no money in the house. She had implored him not to expose himself to risk. Now, the rich instigators had escaped unscathed while the poor workers bore the full brunt of the fight. The pitiable state of Gobar gave her a slightly malicious satisfaction; the same unnatural satisfaction we get when a child, repeatedly warned not to climb a chair, persists, falls, and gets hurt.

But the next moment hearing his grazing, she was overcome with grief. "What have they done to my husband!" she wailed.

For long she gazed at him, waiting to be assured that he would live. But every minute, like a dipping sun, her hopes gradually sank, and the quick darkness of the impending fear shrouded her.

"My daughter, how's Gobar?" Chuhia burst into the room. "They just told me the news. I rushed straight from the stall."

Jhunia suddenly wept. Unable to speak, she looked at Chuhia in terror.

Chuhia examined Gobar's face and felt his heart. "He'll be all right," she said. "Don't be upset, daughter. Many people lost their lives in that riot. But your love has saved Gobar. Have you any money?"

Jhunia shook her head pathetically.

"Never mind. I'll give you some. Get some hot milk for him."

Jhunia fell at Chuhia's feet. "Didi, you are like a mother to me," she said overwhelmed with emotion. "Who else is there to stand by me?"

The sad winter evening deepened into a morbid night. Jhunia lighted the hearth and boiled milk.

"I'm very unfortunate, didi" she said. "A small voice inside me keeps saying that I'm the cause of this suffering. In anger I say harsh things and have venom in my heart. Who knows it was my curse that..."

She broke down and her tears swallowed up her words.

"How silly of you to think like this, my daughter!" Chuhia wiped Jhunia's tears with the edge of her sari. "It's the reward of your wifely devotion that his life has been spared. Remember, husband and wife always quarrel. But they should never allow discord to take root of their hearts."

"What shall I do, didi?" Jhunia's voice shook.

"Pray, my daughter," Chuhia said comforting her. "He is our only refuge now. Pray to Him."

At that very moment Gobar opened his eyes and seeing Jhunia standing before him said feebly: "I'm hurt, Jhunia. I'm dying. Forgive me. God has punished me. I treated you badly."

"Don't talk; lie still. You won't die," Chuhia said.

Hope flit faintly across Gobar's face. "I won't die?"

"There's nothing wrong with you. Just a slight head wound, a broken arm. No one dies of these."

"I won't beat Jhunia again."

"Are you scared of her beating you back?"

"She can beat me. I don't mind."

He passed three days in delirium. Sometimes he felt he was drowning and Jhunia was trying to rescue him. Sometimes he saw a demon sitting astride his chest and a goddess who resembled Jhunia trying to shield him from the monster. He would often get up with a start. "Jhunia, Jhunia, are you sure I won't die?"

The fourth day Jhunia hired a tonga and they took him to hospital. When he was discharged from hospital he realised that he had narrowly escaped death.

"Forgive me, Jhunia!" he said.

During this period Chuhia had spent a couple of rupees from her own pocket on Jhunia. Jhunia, reluctant to put further strain on her meagre resources, decided to find some work for herself. Till Gobar gets work, in the meantime she could at least manage to feed the family. Many men and women of the locality daily went outside the city to cut grass for a few annas a day. She did the same. Entrusting the child to Gobar's care, she would leave home early in the morning, and cut grass till late afternoon. From there she proceeded to the market; late in the evening she returned home. Despite such hard work she remained cheerful. On the way to work she indulged in innocent banter with her companion and this light-heartedness eased their work. She felt the same pleasure in her work that a baby gets when he suddenly finds he can stand on his legs. A gush of joy overtook her within a month she felt transformed; gone was her lethargy; her limbs once again became supple; and a glow on her cheeks.

In spite of improved health, Gobar was morose. When, under the sharp impact of a crisis the realisation dawns on a man that he has been cruel to a near and dear one, a new life stirs his soul and he is restless to atone for his sin. He resolved to transform his nature, to let humility take the place of pride and loving kindness the place of rancour. He realised that the opportunity to be of service to others came one's way with rare good fortune and he had every mind to take advantage of such an opportunity to the fullest.
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  Mr. Khanna thought that the strike could not be justified on any ground. He had always tried to be with the masses and during the last National Movement he was one of the district's leading lights: courting imprisonment twice and suffering financial loss.

Even now he was always willing to help the workers, but he could not ignore the interests of the shareholders of the sugar mill. If appeal was made to his higher ideals, he could perhaps ignore his personal interests; but not to safeguard the interests of the shareholders would amount to business dishonesty; the sugar mill was not a charitable institution. The shareholders had been assured of a return of at least 15% (possibly more) on their investment. Now, if they did not get even 10%, would they not have the right to consider the Directors, and Mr. Khanna in particular, hoaxers? Could he reduce his own salary? No. Compared to what other companies gave it was modest—a mere one thousand a month (not including a little commission on sale of sugar). But he was surely justified in taking this salary; did he not shoulder the onerous task of running the mill? The workers only put in physical labour but a director gave brains, experience, and influence. Both could not be treated at par. Why didn't the workers realise that these were lean times for business, and unemployment was growing? Even three-fourths of what they legitimately deserved should satisfy them. And as far as Mr. Khanna was concerned, the workers were quite satisfied. Exploiters like Onkarnath and Mirza Khurshed, for personal gain and cheap popularity, made these gullible fools dance like puppets. They never paused to think that fun for them meant ruination to thousands of working class families. If Onkarnath's circulation touched one lakh copies, giving him a profit of five lakh rupees, would he distribute the sum among his employees, keeping just enough for himself to maintain a living? How silly! What about Mirza, that exemplar of self-sacrifice, himself a millionaire at one time? He employed thousands of workers. Did he distribute all his profits among them? On the contrary; he gallavanted with European girls, drank and holidayed in France and Switzerland every year. The same Mirza today shedding tears of grief at the plight of the workers?

Mr. Khanna had no trust in the reliability of these two. Nor was he greatly enamoured of the Rai Saheb who had the disturbing habit of readily agreeing with everything Mr. Khanna said or did. Only one person among his circle of acquaintances he had respect for: Dr. Mehta. But when Dr. Mehta started paying attention to Malti, he fell in Khanna's esteem. For years Malti had been Khanna's "sweetheart". Her loss he felt deeply, though she had never been able to penetrate the veneer of sophisticated outlook and find a place in his heart. If she had proposed marriage to him, he would very likely have rejected her. Like so many other individuals, Khanna had two characters. On the one hand he believed in self-sacrifice, service to the community, and "goodness"; on the other in "myselfness" and physical pleasures. Of the two which dominated and when, no one could say. But both were always at cross purposes; more often than not, the baser gained the upper hand. If his baser pulled him towards Malti, his nobler drew him to Mehta. But baser and nobler had suddenly coalesced, in wondering how an idealist like Mehta could fall for frivolous Malti, By no stretch of imagination could he brand Mehta as sensual; sometimes he wondered if Malti had another facet to her character—a facet he had either not seen before or was incapable of seeing. He came to the conclusion that if anybody could show him a way out of his predicament, it was Mehta.

Mehta had an obsession for work. He slept late and was up before the dawn. He had time for everything—games, university debates, rural uplift, marriage parties. He also wrote for journals, and was presently completing another book of philosophy. When Khanna called on him he was busy in his garden. Observing the effect of electricity on plants. Recently he had demonstrated before a gathering of scientists that with the help of electricity, plants could be made to grow bigger and faster. These days he devoted an hour or two in the morning to experimental pottering about.

He listened to Khanna gravely. Is it necessary to reduce the wage-rate with the imposition of excise duty?" He looked hard at Khanna. You should have taken up the matter with the government in the first instance. If the government does not yield in this matter, why should the poor workers suffer for it? Your workers live in hovels, dirty, stinking hovels, where you couldn't stand a minute without retching. Their clothes are so dirty you wouldn't sniff at. I've studied their conditions. They are awful.You want to snatch away their food and given it to their shareholders. That's all it amounts to."

"But all our shareholders are not rich," Khanna said impatiently. "Many have invested all they have in this mill, and the profit from these shares is their only source of income."

"A person who invests in business can't be so poor that he has to depend solely on the profit of his shares. If his dividend is cut, he may have to dispense with a servant or eat less butter and fruit. But he won't go naked or hungry. Those who sweat have more claims than those who invest."

Pandit Onkarnath had expressed similar views; Mirza Khurshed had given the same advice; even Govindi Devi had supported the cause of the workers. He thought Onkarnath was swayed by self-interest, Mirza irresponsible, Govindi incapable of sustained thinking. But Khanna was impressed by Mehta; his words were marked by character and rang sincere.

Did you consult your wife in this matter," Mehta asked.

Khanna was somewhat startled by the abruptness of the question. "Why yes, I did."

"What did she say?"

"Exactly what you've told me."

"That's what I guessed."

They were discussing when Malti arrived. "Oh, you are also here," she said to Khanna. "I've invited Mehtaji to dinner. I've cooked everything myself. You are also welcome. I'll apologise to Govindi Devi on your behalf."

Since when had Malti started cooking? The same Malti, who thought it an effort to put on her shoes or switch on the lamp. Khanna was highly intrigued.

But he smiled. "If you have done the cooking, I must join you. I never knew you knew the art of cooking."

"Mehtaji forced me into learning it. How could I disobey him? Men are gods, you know."

Khanna winked slyly at Mehta. "Previously you never thought of men as gods."

"Now I do." Malti replied unabashed. "For the simple reason that he is different from the image of man which I saw in my other acquaintances."

"Don't embarrass me, Malti." Mehta said.

These days whenever Malti met anybody she lauded Mehta—like a fresh convert who talks of nothing but his newly acquired beliefs. Mehta could stand criticism, but when somebody started praising him, he looked utterly foolish. Malti, however, could not keep things to herself. She drew closer to Mehta. "Don't run away," she said patting his back. "I promise I'll keep quiet. I know you are more fond of blame than praise. Well, here's something you'll like— Khanna, this gentleman here has cast his net of love.

The chimney of the sugar mill was clearly visible from where they sat. Symbolic of Khanna's achievement, it pierced the sky. Khanna's eyes shone. He had presently to go to the mill where he had called an urgent meeting of the Board of Directors to discuss the situation created by the strike. There he would put forward his suggestions to resolve the stalemate.

Wreaths of smoke rose from near the chimney; soon thick smoky mushrooms blotted the sky. They looked at each other in alarm. Fire? It looked very much like fire.

They saw hundreds of men running towards the mill. Khanna shouted to one of them.

"The sugar mill is on fire!" the man shouted back. "Can't you see?"

Khanna looked at Mehta and Mehta at Khanna. Without a word, the three rushed to Khanna's car and drove to the mill. At the crossing the car got bogged in the melee of a rushing crowd.

"I hope the mill was insured," Mehta said.

Khanna sighed No, bhai. We were still negotiating with the Insurance Company." They pushed their way through the surging mass. Hungry tongues of flames licked at the sky. Below the flames, dense smoke, so dense it seemed that dark monsoon clouds smeared with tar had descended on the earth. Iron girders crashed; bricks crackled open. Charred sugar flowed like white lava. The jets of water sprayed into the leaping flames by the firemen suddenly lapsed into silence.

Khanna, Mehta and Malti stood behind the crowd. Suddenly a burst of wind; flames leapt towards them like giant, thousand fanged cobras. The crowd fell back in panic. Many were crushed; caught in the wave of the toppling crowd, Khanna stumbled and fell on his face. With great difficulty they reached the boundary wall and stopped under a tamarind tree. Khanna gazed at the factory chimney vacantly.

"Are you hurt?" Mehta asked.

Dazed. Khanna did not answer. His eyes were those of a madman.

"You are hurt," Mehta said, holding Khanna's hand. "No use standing here. Let's go."

Khanna looked at Mehta like a maniac.

"I know who has done this," he declared passionately. "But I don't care. No. I don't care. I can have a new mill today. A brand new mill. The mill didn't make me; I made the mill. I can make another, again. But I'll reduce them to dust. I know everything. They shall pay for it."

Let me reach you home. You are not well," Mehta said.

Khanna laughed. "I'm not well! Because my mill has burnt down? I can build mills whenever I care. My name is Khanna, Chandra Prakash Khanna. I put all my money into this mill. Half the capital was mine. Two lakhs I took from the bank and put into it. Half an hour ago I was worth ten lakhs. Ten lakhs. Now I'm nothing. I owe two lakhs to the bank. The house I live in is not mine, my goods are not mine. I'll lose my job in the bank. My friends will not trust me, my friends will pity me. My enemies will not be jealous, they will laugh at me. Mr. Mehta, you don't know the bribes I paid and took, the type of men I hired to weigh cane, the fake weights I used. Well, it's all over. Let them laugh at me, abuse me, feel sorry for me. I won't live to face this humiliation. I still have some sense of shame."

He started crying and beating his head with both hands.

"Khannaji," Mehta said pressing him to his chest, "you are a sensible man. Why do you lose heart like this. The respect a rich man gets he owes to his money, not to himself. By being poor, you can win the confidence of friends and enemies alike; you won't have any foes. Let's go home. You'll feel better after a little rest."

They came to the crossing. The car was still there; they drove to Khanna's residence.

'You take the car," Khanna said calmly to Mehta. "I won't need it any more."

"Take some rest. We'll sit and chat," Malti said. "We are in no hurry."

Khanna looked at Malti with grateful eyes. "Forgive me if I ever wronged you." he said. "I have no friends except you and Mehta. I may have to give up this bungalow soon. What a fate!"

They entered the room. Govindi was there. "Thank goodness you've come!" she exclaimed. "The servant brought me very bad news."

Khanna felt a strong impulse to fall at her feet and weep. "Yes, all is lost," he said.

His deeply wounded heart longed for a word of consolation and hope, like a patient who, hovering near the brink of death, looks at the doctor with hopeful eyes. The same Govindi whom he had always tormented, been false to, actually wishing for his welfare with all her heart. When the boat is sinking we cling to the same rocks which we earlier considered dangerous and wanted to destroy.

Seating Khanna on the sofa she said: "Why are you disheartened? Money is the root of every evil, the destroyer of the soul. After all what did we gain by being rich? While you were rich you had not even the time to talk to your children or write letters to relatives. A true man does not bow his head before wealth. He loves truthfulness, justice, sacrifice, perseverance. If these qualities were missing in a man, the world would think him a cheat and shut its doors on him. Am I wrong, Mehtaji?"

Mehtaji seemed to wake from a heavenly trance. "Wrong? Why, even the greatest men of the world reached the same conclusion, after deep meditation and wisdom."

Turning to Mehta, Govindi said, "These days no one cares to find out how people get rich. Anyone who is smart...."

"No, Govindi," Khanna interrupted her. "Even to earn money you must have character. Mere talent does not help. You have to struggle and make sacrifice."

"You have to struggle hard to earn money, I agree." Govindi said. "But we give it too much importance in our life. I'm happy this load is off your chest. Real happiness lies in making others happy. To my mind, it is always better to be the oppressed than to be the tyrant. Till now your object in life has been to further your own interests. Please don't misunderstand me."

Her pale face glowed strangely as if her whole being was lit up by devotion.

Mehtaji looked at Govindi with admiration. Khanna lowered his head. Malti felt ashamed of herself. How lofty Govindi's ideals were, how generous her heart, how pure her life!

 

[image: ]




 


  [image: ]

    

  Nohori was not the type that does a good turn without widely publicising it. "You know, I helped Hori with money, or his daughter would have remained unmarried. I don't like Dhania, that stiff-necked creature. But one should help a person to tide over a crisis, shouldn't one?"

And Dhania was not the type of woman who takes false sympathy lying down. Did she give us the money in charity?" She would retort. "The money-lender would have charged us interest. She does too. Had she loaned the money to anyone else she would have despaired of the principal, not to talk of interest. But we shall throw the money in her face when the time comes. She should feel obliged to us that we accepted a sinful daughter of her family without a murmur, and saved them from shame. Anyone else would not have allowed the girl to stand outside his door."

Ten in the night and the sky overcast with rain-heavy clouds; the village plunged in darkness. After taking a few puffs at the chelum, Hori was about to retire for the night when Bhola came.

What has brought you here, Bhola Mehto? Why don't you build a house of your own? The way people are talking about you! Don't take me amiss. I'm saying all this because you're my relative. I don't poke my nose in private affairs."

Dhania came with a lota of water to place under Hori's bed. Overhearing their talk she said, "Anyone else would slit the throat of such a woman."

"Don't talk rubbish," Hori said. "Put the lota here and go. If you take it into your head to go the wrong way will I cut your throat? Will you allow me to?"

"Why should I go the wrong way?" Dhania flicked a drop of water at Hori. "I was just thinking out loud and you started rebuking me. I have no respect for a man who sits blinking while his wife runs loose."

Hori felt embarrassed. He knew Bhola had come to unburden his heart; instead of sympathising, Dhania had turned round on him. "Day in, day out, you do whatever comes into your head." Hori said hotly. "Can I check you? If I try, you snap at me."

Dhania always hit straight. "A man can tolerate his wife breaking a pot of ghee, even setting the house on fire," she said. "But no man of any self-respect tolerates a wife of easy virtue."

Bhola was pained. "You're right, Dhania," he said. "I would have cut off her head, as you say, but I've lost that fire of youth. I've tried all means to correct her; nothing works. Why don't you come and make her understand?"

"If you can't keep a woman under control, why think at all of marrying? And that vampire! Did you expect her to massage your legs and make the chelum for you? You can expect this only from a woman who has lived with you in your young age. Why did you feel for her like a hungry jackal without proper enquiries about her family? Now the only course open to you is to back off her head. They'll hang you for it. But hanging is preferable to living with a loose woman."

Bhola's pulse beat faster. "You mean it?" he said.

"You don't expect to live another hundred years," Dhania continued. "Take it that you were destined to live only so long."

"Hold your tongue, woman!" Hori snapped. "You can't even keep a sparrow in the cage by force; how can you keep humans? Bhola, take my advice. Renounce your wife and think that so far as you are concerned she's no more in the world. Live at home in peace with your sons and pass your time in prayer. The days of your youth are gone. Your wife is a fickle woman. You'll get nothing but heart-burning and ignominy from her."

Tears came to Bhola's eyes. "Hori bhai, you don't know how I've been disgraced because of this woman. I had to separate from Kamta on her account. That this blot should fall on my name in old age! She taunts me with the fact that my daughter too had run away from home. Well, what of that? She lives with her husband all the same, and shares his joys and sorrows. I've never seen a woman like her anywhere. She laughs and chats with others, but with me, she puffs out her cheeks and scowls! I'm a poor man. I don't earn four annas a day. How can I give her milk and curds and cream and meat?"

Grimly resolving to turn out Nohori, and live with his son, Bhola left for his house. But the next day Hori saw him buying tobacco at Dulari's shop.

"Bhola is still in the village," he told Dhania. "That woman has indeed cast a spell on him."

Dhania curled her nose in contempt. "He's as shameless as she is."

Hori pitied Bhola. He had ruined himself by getting into the clutches of this woman. But it was not so easy to give her up either. She could hound him to his house and sue him for maintenance. Now only the people of the village knew of this scandal; then the entire world would get to know of it. They would say: what else could the helpless woman do when Bhola threw her out!

One day gossip went round that Nohori had given such a beating to Bhola that not a hair was left on his pate!

The rainy season had just ended and the peasants were busy sowing the rabi crop. Ever since his last sugar cane crop was auctioned. Hori had no money to buy seeds. On top of it, one of his bullocks refused to work and it became imperative to buy another. One of Punia's bullocks had also died of a fall in a ditch. This had further complicated matters. Punia and Hori had to use the plough on alternate days, and the sowing suffered.

Hori was at the plough, but his mind was with Bhola. He had never in his experience of life heard of a woman beating her husband with shoes; why shoes, he couldn't recall any incident where a wife had even slapped or boxed a husband. And Nohori had slippered Bhola! Better to drown than suffer such humiliation.

What a contrast between Nohori and Selia, the cobbler woman. Better looking than Nohori, if she liked she could earn a lot of money by using her beauty to advantage. She worked as a labourer and starved; yet she remained faithful to Matadin. If Dhania were dead, he'd be miserable. The very thought of Dhania's death sent a shiver through his body. Her image danced before his mind Dhania, service, and sacrifice; her tongue sharp as scissors, her heart soft as wax, skimping for every pice; yet ready to stake her all when it came to a question of honour. In her youth she had been quite a beauty— Nohori was nowhere near her—and her bearing so dignified that people gazed in respectful wonder. Those fellows, Pateshwari and Jhenguri, were then strapping youths. When they saw her, they sighed. They hung around his house all the time. Hori kept his eyes open, but they never really gave him a chance to swoop down on them. Those days Hori was hard up. The blight had damaged the crops and even green fodder was scarce; people lived on gooseberries. Hori had to go for work to the famine camp for six pice a day. Dhania remained alone in the house, but one never saw her casting even a glance at any of her admirers. Once Pateshwari dared to tease her; he got what was coming to him, and scutted off with his tail between his legs.

Hori saw Matadin coming in his direction. The scoundrel! How he paraded the sandal paste mark on his forehead. As if he was the only worshipper of God in this world! The hypocritical jackal. Who'd care to greet such a Brahmin!

"Hori, your right hand bullock has grown senile," Matadin said. "I doubt if he'll pull through this season. You must have bought it five years back."

Hori patted the back of the bullocks "Not the fifth, it's the eighth year, bhai. I'll pension him off. But you know only the god of death can pension off the bullock and the peasant. My conscience pricks me when I yoke it. The poor beast must be saying: 'Won't you spare me even now; must you yoke my skeleton too.' I wish I could help it. And how are you?"

Matadin had been down with malaria for more than a month. His pulse became so feeble once that they gave up all hope. The idea had apparently struck him that he was being punished for being cruel to Selia. When he turned her out Selia was pregnant; in spite of that she worked in the fields. If Dhania had not taken pity on her, she'd surely have died. Matadin had come to Hori to give two rupees for Selia.

"Why don't you go and give her the money yourself?" Hori said.

With what face shall I go to her Hori Mehto," Matadin replied. "Do me this favour: pass on this money to her. I have difficulty walking but I went to a patron to get the money. Dada, ask her to forgive me. The shackles of dharma are very strong. I have to abide by the taboos of the community in which I was born and bred. If an individual of the lower caste loses his dharma, he doesn't have to suffer so much; but if a Brahmin violates his dharma, it's the end of him. His dharma is his only true heritage. I had to spend three hundred rupees for the atonement of my sin: but my dharma still remains defiled. With my dharma gone, why shouldn't I do openly what I did so long in secret? If man has duty towards the community, he also has a duty to the individual. If you abide by the community, it pleases the community; if you have faith in man, it pleases God."

When Hori gave the money to Selia in the evening, she was delighted: she welcomed it as the reward for her suffering. Matadin had again taken her under his shelter. No more was her future a dark labyrinth yawning to engulf her; instead, it was a lush meadow opening up a fresh, new life for her. A few minutes ago she had blamed Matadin for her miserable plight. Now she held herself responsible for her suffering. She pressed the child to her heart and caressed him; now she did not feel any uneasiness on seeing him.

A moonlit October night spread over the country like soft music. She wanted to tell Sona the happy news. The night was still young and she hoped to get a boat across the river. She hurried there; the boat was tied to the other bank; no boatman in sight. The river shimmered under the moon. For a moment she stood undecided; then she stepped into the water, and swam across. She squeezed the water out of her clothes; shivering with the cold she proceeded towards Sona's village. The night was still.

On reaching the village she was overcome by hesitation. What would Mathura say? What would his people think? Sona might reprove her for coming at this odd hour. Peasants, tired after the gruelling day, slept early. The doors of Mathura's house were barred. Embers still glowed in the open grate by the door. Selia sat down to dry her clothes. Suddenly the door opened and Mathura shouted: "Who's there by the gate?"

"It's me, Selia." She hastily adjusted the sari over her head.

"Selia! So late in the night! Is all well at home?"

"I wanted to visit you. I don't get any time in the day."

"Did you swim across?"

"Yes. There was no boat."

Mathura led her in. The vestibule was plunged in darkness. He caught Selia's hands and pulled her to him. Selia pulled away her hands. "Mathura," she said enraged, "if you touch me I'll tell Sona."

"Why are you so callous. Sillo? Nobody can see us here." He put his arms round her waist.

"You should thank your lucky stars you have such a beautiful wife." Selia said. "And still you have designs on others. If I tell Sona about it, she'll refuse to see your face."

Mathura was no profligate. He loved Sona. But at this moment, the darkness, the solitude and the vivacity of Selia suddenly conspired to rouse desire in him.

Rebuked by Selia, he came to his senses and let go of her. "Forgive me, Sillo," he said. "But don't tell Sona about it."

"Promise you won't try tricks with me again." Selia gave him a gentle slap. "That's your punishment."

"I promise, Sillo."

Their mouths were close to each other. Their breathing was heavy and their voices shook.

"Who's there?" It was Sona calling.

Selia—drew back. Mathura went into the courtyard. "It's Selia, from your village," he replied.

Selia came out and stood in the courtyard. She saw Sona's cot spread in the porch. It had a soft bed cover, similar to the one Matadin used on his bed. A pillow, a counterpane, and a lota of water under the cot. The courtyard shone like a mirror under the moonlight. In one corner, a tulsi plant, and in the other pounded paddy. A few sheaves of millet rested against the wall. A creeper went up the tiled roof, and a few pumpkins hung from it; under the other portion, a cow. Every indication of property.

Sona came into the courtyard. But she did not greet Selia with warmth or embrace her. She thought that Sona felt embarrassed in the presence of Mathura. Was it that she had become proud and did not wish to embrace a cobbler girl? Selia's enthusiasm left her.

Sona had become fairer: her skin glowed like pure gold. Her figure had voluptuously filled out. For an instant Selia stood gazing at her as if in a trance. Was this the same Sona she had known in her village home—a thin, dried-up body, tangled hair which knew no oil for months, and running about in rags? To-day she looked so dignified. She wore a hansli and hemul in the neck, karanphuli in the ear-lobes and her arms were loaded with silver bangles. Kajal in her eyes and vermilion in the parting of her hair. Once this very Sona used to cut grass in the meadows with Selia. Today she did not even greet her politely. Selia regretted coming to visit her.

"Sillo, why are you here so late in the night?" Sona broke the ice at last.

"My heart ached to meet you. I had not met you for a long time."

"But one should go visiting in the day." Sona's voice had taken on a harsh note. "Not at this time."

Selia kept staring at the ground near her feet.

Mathura, with the keys of the store-room in hand, stood waiting to bring some refreshment for Selia. Selia held her breath.

Sona said haughtily: "Why don't you go outside? Do you want to mount guard on us?"

Mathura went out. He felt nervous.

When Mathura was gone, she said to Selia seriously. "Look, Selia, tell me the whole story. If you don't, I'll cut my head with that chopper over there. Then you can take my place. Do you see the chopper? Two swords can't remain in one sheath."

She ran to the other end of the courtyard and was back with the chopper. "Don't think it's just a threat," she said. "Tell me the truth!"

Selia trembled. Words spilled out of her mouth, as if a gramophone spoke. She told Sona everything. Sona's expression had become ugly with hate. She looked at Selia with piercing eyes. "Is that the whole truth?"

"Yes, every word of it is true. I swear by my child."

"You have kept back nothing?"

"May I go blind if I have hidden anything from you."

"Why didn't you beat him off? Why didn't you bite him? scratch him? Why didn't you shout?"

No reply.

"Why didn't you bite off his nose? Why didn't you choke him? I'd have respected you more. You are nothing but a prostitute. I feel sorry for Matadin. From today we mean nothing to each other." 

Selia's mouth had gone dry. Her body felt cold. She came out. 

Mathura was standing at the door. 

"Where are you going so late, Sillo," he asked her. 

Selia was silent. Mathura did not repeat his question. 

It was the same moonlit night. The waves of the river still rippled under the moon. Selia, like one lost, waded in the river.
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  The mill had almost completely burnt down. But Mr. Khanna put in his last ounce of strength to have it re-erected and got going. The strike continued; but it made little difference to the mill-owners: they had engaged new hands at lower wages. Having already had a taste of unemployment, these workers were anxious not to jeopardise their livelihoods and worked like beasts of burden, unmindful of rebukes and abuses; they even put up with occasional beatings.

The strikers had no alternative but to beg Mr. Khanna for work at the reduced rates. They had lost confidence in Pandit Onkarnath and if they could waylay him they would have liked to give him a good hammering Pandit Onkarnath, prudently did not stir out of his house after dark. Khurshed Mirza's stock was still high. He would have been glad to see the workers reinstated even at reduced wages.

Mr. Khanna knew that the old workers were better skilled than the new ones. Yet, when they expressed keenness to join up, his attitude stiffened. The new ones were mostly raw village recruits who felt suffocated in the mill and lost nerve at the sight of the machines. When Mr. Khanna thought that the old workers were at the end of their tether, he condescended to engage them. But the new ones were now prepared to work at still lower wages and the directors were up against a dilemma: should they continue with the new workers or reinstate the old hands? The directors were showpieces; Mr. Khanna's decision would ultimately prevail. He decided to consult Govindi in the matter. The fact that there was no hope of winning Malti's love, coupled with the knowledge that even a learned man such as Mehta respected Govindi, had brought Khanna closer to his wife. It would be exaggeration to say that he loved her; but some misunderstandings had certainly been very much removed.

A change had come over Malti too. Till now Mehta used to spend most of his time in study and thought. After a careful perusal of most schools of philosophy he had come to the conclusion that the golden path of service (which was a half-way house between intense activity and inactivity) was the only practical principle which could give meaning to life. Till Mehta came into her life all the men with whom Malti came into contact had only excited her sensual side. Under his influence, her dormant spirit of self-sacrifice and helpfulness surfaced. She would often visit poor patients without charging fees; besides, her behaviour towards them mellowed. She had not yet been able to overcome the temptation to flit about as a social butterfly; giving up powder and rouge was more laborious than inner transformation.

Often they went together to the countryside, spent time with the villagers, studied their ways. One day they happened to pass through Belari. Hori sat at his door, smoking the chelum. Mehta immediately recognised him. "Do you live here?" he said affably. "You remember we met you at the Rai Saheb's place? You acted the gardener of King Janak."

Hori placed them at once. He got up to fetch chairs from Pateshwari's house.

"Don't bother about chairs," Mehta said. "The cot here will do for us. We have not come to sit in chairs, but to learn."

Hori stood before them awkwardly. Big people these—how should he entertain them? He had nothing in the house to suit their tastes.

"May I get some water for you?" he ventured. "You must be thirsty."

"We are thirsty indeed," Mehta replied.

"Some sweets also?..."

"We don't mind. If it's not much trouble to you."

Hori went in. The children of the village clustered round Mehta and Malti, as if both had broken loose from the zoo.

Selia, with the child in her arms, was passing by. She stopped, gaping at the visitors.

Malti, taking the child from her lap, asked her his age.

Selia was not certain.

"Oh, about a year old," another woman said, "Isn't that so, Selia?"

Selia nodded her head.

"What a sweet baby!" Malti said, "I'll take him with me."

Selia looked at the child with pride. "Take him. He's yours too."

Many other women of the village had turned up, and they took Malti to Hori's house. She sat on the cot which had been covered with a cotton bed-spread hastily smuggled from Pateshwari's house. The talk turned to child-care and the women heard her with rapt attention.

"How can we keep our houses clean when we don't even get enough to eat?" Dhania said.

Malti explained to them that keeping the house sanitary did not involve any extra expense. Just a little care and effort.

"Where have you learnt all these things, Deviji?" Dulari asked. "I can see you are not married."

Malti smiled. "How do you know I'm not married?"

The women averted their faces, smiling.

"It's written all over your face, Deviji," Punia said.

Malti felt embarrassed. "I didn't marry because I wanted to serve you."

"You are wonderful, Deviji. You are wonderful," they exclaimed in a chorus.

Selia sat down to massage Malti's legs. "You have come from far and must be tired," she said.

"No. I'm not tired." Malti pulled away her legs. "You see, I came on a mission. I want you to bring your children here. I'll show you how to keep them in good health."

In a few minutes the place swarmed with children. Many had sore eyes: she put eye-drops in them. Most were congenitally weak, or suffered from malnutrition. She was surprised to learn that most families could not afford milk: as for ghee, they went without it for years together.

She explained to them the value of a nutritive and balanced diet, as she had done in so many other villages. She could not understand why these people did not take wholesome food. Were the peasants born only to drudge? Could they not eat what they produced with their own labour? If they had fodder for the bullocks, they had no straw for the cows. Why didn't they ask the government to advance them loans at a nominal rate of interest and thus escape the usury of the money lenders? Every one she talked to told her that the major portion of his earnings went towards liquidation of debts. Fragmentation of land too was on the increase; no two brothers lived together. Their own selfishness and narrow-mindedness was namely responsible for their misery. Malti discussed these topics with the women; their interest whetted her urge to be of greater service to them. Compared to a life of service, her present life of luxury seemed mean and artificial. She felt ashamed of her gold wrist watch, her jari-embroidered silk sari, the thick coat of powder on her face; she felt as if the watch stared at her and the necklace would choke her. She knew a lot more than these ignorant rustic women; she had a better understanding of all that happened around her; but could she live for a day the way these women lived? They worked the whole day, went without food, and yet they put up a cheerful front. With their love, they had made others their own and effaced themselves for the sake of others. They lived for their children, their husbands, their relatives.

Evening descended, but the women would not leave her. It seemed they could not have enough of her talk. A few invited her to stay the night with them; she was so stirred by their sincerity that she readily accepted. She spent the rest of the day visiting the homes of the villagers and studying their conditions.

Mehta was busy enjoying wrestling bouts. His only regret; why hadn't he brought Mirza Khurshed along? He wondered why "educated" people were so cruel to these simple and child-like villagers. Knowledge, like gentle ignorance, is simple, guileless and fond of seeing the rosy side of life; its faith in the goodness of life is so firm that it regards contrary behaviour as inhuman. A man of learning forgets that the wolf always replies to the meekness of the lamb with bloody claws. He creates a dream world of his own, and is absorbed in it; it becomes difficult for him to realise that there is some such thing as self interest. Sitting in the midst of these simple folk, he speculated as to why their condition was so pitiable; if they had been more of men and less of "good" men they would not have been kicked about like this. He did not want to believe that their goodness was at the back of their misery. They remained unconcerned even in the face of revolutions, submitting to innumerable tyrannies. It seemed as if their soul had been extinguished, that they had become unconscious of their very existence; only a cataclysmic upheaval could shake them out of their torpor.

Evening, the peasants who had worked late in the fields hurried home. Mehta saw Malti, a baby in her lap, standing among some village women, as if she was one of them. He felt happy. He had no doubt that she had in a way dedicated herself to him. But she had not been able to inspire that feeling of impossible love without which a marriage was often no better than a farce. Malti had gate-crashed her way in: he didn't mind her staying. This was out of a sense of etiquette, which had no touch of love in it. If she considered Mehta worthy of her favours, it would be unbecoming on his part to neglect her. Moreover, he wanted to remove her from the path of Govindi. But the more he saw of Malti, the more he felt pulled towards her. He knew that he did not lay much store by beauty, that only virtue had any meaning for him. He knew that true love is born only after a man is immersed in the sanctity of marriage, not before. But at the same time he wanted to make sure that the stone from which he wanted to carve a statue was really stone. When he saw Malti in the midst of the village women, for the first time he experienced a feeling of inexplicable oneness with her.

As soon as she returned from a round of the village, he invited her for a stroll beside the river bank. Her heart stirred within her. She thought she detected a strange glow on Mehta's face, tinged with faint desire.

The river bank was bathed in moonlight. The waves swayed gently to the soft flow of water; the overhanging branches, heavy with sleep, bowed to the moon and stars, keeping rhythm with the swaying ripples. Mehta felt deeply gratified; it seemed as if his childhood had returned to him. Impulsively he somersaulted on the sand, then plunged into the river and stood in knee-deep water.

"Don't," Malti said. "You'll catch cold."

Mehta playfully splashed about. "I feel like swimming to the other bank."

"No, please, no. I won't allow it. Come out this instant!"

"Come in this instant! To the never-never-end of dreams," he shouted.

"I can't swim."

"Right, I'll make you a boat."

He came out. Nearby was a forest of tamarisk trees stretching far into the darkness. Mehta took out his knife and lopped off many branches. On a mound grew a cluster of reeds. He cut a bunch and knit ropes from them. His fingers received many cuts. Malti remonstrated with him. But he was oblivious to everything. The raft was soon ready. The night was dream-like.

Mehta floated the raft, held her hand and asked her to step into it.

"Will it stand our weight?" she asked apprehensively.

Mehta smiled mysteriously. "It's safer than the ferry on which we complete the voyage of our life!"

"I'm not scared when you're with me."

"Really, Malti?"

"Till now I've crossed all hurdles single-handed. But now we are two together."

They both got onto the raft. Mehta pushed it with a long pole. The raft shook and slowly drifted down the river.

To take her mind off the raft, Malti said: "How did you learn to make a raft? You've always lived in the city."

"Perhaps it has something to do with my previous life." Mehta looked fondly at Malti. "When I'm in tune with nature I feel as if every bird, every animal is inviting me to share its joy with them. I don't get such pleasure in anything else. Not even in the languorous notes of music, not even in the flights of philosophy. When close to nature I feel I've come into my own like a bird come to roost."

"I never enter your thoughts?" Malti said tremulously.

He held her hand in his. "You come into my thoughts, not once, but again and again—like fragrance floating on wind, like imagination in flight. I run after you but I never catch you."

"Have you ever tried to understand why?"

"Yes. I've thought of it, I've thought of it again and again."

She held her breath.

"Because the foundation on which I want to raise my house is made of sand."

"You are insulting me," she said, freeing her hand. "You have looked at me with the eyes of a cynic; never with the eyes of a lover. Don't you know even this much, that a woman wants to be loved, not tested? A critic finds faults even in virtues and makes a beautiful thing look ugly. A lover can see virtue in vice and beauty in ugliness. I loved you: it never occurred to me that you could ever be weak. But you thought me shifty, frivolous, mean, despicable. You kept a safe distance from me. No, listen to me. Why am I frivolous? And shifty? Because I didn't get that sort of love which could make me steadfast and serious. If only you had loved me the way I loved you!"

"Did you never try to test me, Malti? Let's be frank."

"No."

"Then you made a mistake."

"I don't care."

"Let's not be sentimental, Malti. Before we surrender our heart we always test the other person. You did the same, though unconsciously. I tell you plainly that first I also looked at you in the same way as I look at a thousand others. With the idea of just amusing myself. If I'm not mistaken at first I was also merely an object of diversion for you."

"No. I never looked at you like that. I made you the idol of my heart the very first time..."

"Now you're being sentimental again. I don't like to be sentimental in serious matters. You say you thought me worthy of your love the first time you saw me. One reason for that could be that I can pose much more successfully than you. If I've understood women correctly, they are extremely fastidious in matters of love. You know that in ancient times women used to test their suitors through trials of strength: that tendency exists even now, though in a different dress. I've tried to reveal myself to you in my true colours, and at the same time to search the depths of your heart. The deeper I've gone, the larger the pearls I've found. I came to you to while away my time, but I stayed as a worshipper. What you found in me— well, it's difficult for me to say."

They had reached the other bank. Descending from the raft, they sat on the sand.

"That's what I want to find out today," Mehta said.

"Is there still any need to put this question to me?" Her voice shook.

"Yes, because today I'll show you that part of my life which you've never seen before. Suppose I marry you and then turn faithless, how will you punish me?"

Malti looked at him puzzled. "Why do you ask me this?"

"It means a lot to me."

"I don't think such a thing could ever happen."

"Nothing is impossible. Even a Mahatma can fall from his ideals."

"I would try to understand you and see that you didn't do it again."

"Suppose I'm incorrigible?"

"I can't say. I might commit suicide."

"But if you asked me this question, my answer would be quite different."

"Indeed!"

"First I'd kill you. Then I'd kill myself."

Malti burst into a laugh.

"What makes you laugh?" Mehta asked.

"Because I never imagined you could be so violent."

"No, Malti, in such matters I'm worse than animals, and I see no reason to be ashamed of this fact. Platonic love and selfless love, in which the lover lives only for his beloved, and sacrifices everything for her, are humbug. I've read stories in which the lover sacrificed his life because the dream of his life had other lovers. I attribute this to passion, not to love. Love is not a docile cow; it's a magnificent lion. And the lion allows no one to come near his prey."

Malti looked into his eyes. "If love is a lion, I'd rather not come near it. I thought love was soft and sweet, like a cow. I think true love is always above suspicion—for suspicion always leads to violence. Love demands complete surrender. In the temple of love rewards go to the devotee, not the critic."

She got up and swiftly walked towards the river, as if she had discovered her lost path. She had never found herself so active before; though independent, she experienced a certain void in her life which made her restless. She was always in search of a purpose which would sustain her to face the grim ordeals of life. But she found this strength of purpose lacking in her. Like water, she assumed many shapes according to the shape of the receptacle; she had no shape of her own.

Her mentality was that of a student who reads to pass examinations and not to gain knowledge; he reads only those portions of the book from where he expects questions to be set. Whatever Malti did, she did to please Mehta—to win his trust and love.

But today, by spurning her, Mehta had awakened in her a new consciousness. She had felt drawn towards Mehta the very first time she saw him. She found him the ablest of all her acquaintances, distinguished by the maturity of his mind and firmness of his convictions. He did not much care for money or gay living. Although he hated ugliness, he had no special weakness for good looks. She had realised that it was only for appealing to his superior intelligence that she could ever hope to win him. His intelligence, his heroic greatness had made a deep impression on her mind and she had tried to mould herself to live up to the new ideals and be one with Mehta in body and soul.

But today, when she thought she had almost reached her object, Mehta showed her a conception of love utterly devoid of the element of softness and spirituality; a conception ruled by jealousy, suspicion, animality. Her respect for Mehta received a rude shock. A pupil had caught a guru sinning.

Mehta, a little ashamed of himself, said, "Let's sit here."

"No, let's go back," Malti replied. "It's very late."
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  The Rai Saheb's star was in the ascendency. His three pet wishes had been realised: the marriage of his daughter was celebrated with great eklat, he won the law-suit, and not only was he returned to the council but he also became the Home Member. Congratulatory telegrams poured in. By winning the civil case he stepped into the first rank of the Zamindars. Not that he did not command respect previously; but now his position was stronger than ever before. Photographs and thumbnail life-sketches appeared in all the papers. His debts increased but that didn't worry him now. He could easily pay his debts by selling a plot of land of his recently acquired property. His dreams had come true beyond his wildest expectations. He used to have a bungalow at Lucknow; but now it became necessary to acquire bungalows at Nainital, Mussorie, and Simla: he had become too "big" to stay in hotels or with friends. Raja Surya Pratap Singh had bungalows in all these hill-stations: how shameful if he lagged behind. Fortunately, he had not to take the trouble of constructing the bungalows; many were for sale and he got it cheap. The most magnificently fortunate thing was that in this year's Birthday Honours List he was conferred with the title of a Rajah. At the investiture ceremony (when the Governor formally conferred the title on him) his body thrilled to the core with the spirit of loyalty. This was the life! What a mistake to have got entangled in the National Movement. That only brought him a bad name, eroded his finances, landed him in jail and disgraced him in the eyes of the officials. The Deputy Superintendent of Police, who had arrested him at the time of the Civil Disobedience Movement, today stood before him abjectly.

The greatest triumph of his life came when his old vanquished antagonist, Raja Surya Pratap Singh, offered the hand of his daughter to the Rai Saheb's son, Rudrapal Singh. The Rai Saheb had not left so happy on winning the law-suit or on becoming the Home Minister. He could not dream of such a thing happening. That Raja Surya Pratap Singh (who did not consider the Rai Saheb better than his dog) should make his proposal of marriage seem too good to be true. Rudrapal Singh was presently studying for his M.A.—a strapping youth, full of idealism, self-confident, proud but indolent.

The Rai Saheb was in Nainital when he received the message from the Raja Saheb. Although he did not like to put pressure on his son in matters of matrimony, he was confident that his son would abide by his decision. He immediately accepted the offer and put in a long-distance call to Rudrapal.

Rudrapal said the offer was not quite to his taste.

The Rai Saheb had never been more disappointed or furious in his life. "May I know why?" he rasped over the wire.

"You'll know all about it in good time."

"I want to know it now and here."

"I can't tell you."

"I'm your father. You have to obey me."

"I can't obey your orders when my conscience conflicts with them."

"Look here, son," the Rai Saheb's voice dropped to a gentle note. "You are sacrificing your own interests for the sake of crazy ideals. Have you ever thought how this alliance will elevate your position in society? It's God's own gift you're rejecting. If they had offered us a penniless girl of that family, I would have thought myself lucky. Just think of it—he is offering you his own daughter. Raja Surya Pratap Singh's daughter! Why, he belongs to the Princely Order! I see the girl every day. You have seen her. In looks, accomplishments, character, who can beat her? I won't live long, but you have the whole of your life before you. I don't want to force you where marriage is concerned. As you know, I'm very liberal-minded. But as a father, it is also my duty to warn you when you make a mistake."

"I made up my mind long ago" Rudrapal said. "I regret I cannot change it now."

"Have you lost your head?" his father yelled over the phone. "Come and see me at once! I've already given my word to the Raja Saheb."

"I'm sorry. I'm very busy at present," Rudrapal Singh replied.

The next day the Rai Saheb himself went down to Lucknow. Both were fully prepared for the situation: a tussle between experience and obduracy.

The Rai Saheb went straight to the point.

"Who's the girl?" he asked.

"If you are so keen to know, it's Saroj, Malti's sister."

"Saroj!" The Rai Saheb was stunned.

"You must have seen her?"

"Seen her! Of course. And you must have seen the Raja Saheb's daughter?"

"Seen her? Of course."

"And in spite of that——"

"I don't much care for good looks."

"I am appalled at your intelligence. You know Malti, of course. Can her sister be any different?"

"I'm sorry I can't discuss this, father. But if I marry I shall marry Saroj, and no one else."

"That won't happen in my lifetime."

"Then it'll happen after your lifetime."

So young and so heartless! It seemed to the Rai Saheb that his life had fallen in ruins. His ministership, position, property—all faded flowers. When his wife died he was thirty-six. He could marry again, if he so desired, and have a pleasant time. But when he looked at his children, he decided to remain single. He sacrificed his pleasures for their sake. If his son had no consideration for him, why should he care either? He had not long to live in this world: he could take things easy. But he forgot for the moment that whatever he had done, was not for his children, nor to make a name for himself, nor to enhance his prestige, but because he was a man of action and could not live without work.

His reaction was swift and sharp.

"You are free to marry after my death," he said curtly. "And that time is far off."

"I'm already married," Rudrapal said.

"It's a damned lie!"

"No. It's a damned fact."

The Rai Saheb sank to the floor, his face contorted with hate. An enemy could have at the most undermined his interests, done him bodily injury, or lowered his prestige. But his son had hit him below the belt. Rudrapal was no longer a minor; nor was Saroj. He was the legitimate claimant to the Rai Saheb's estate and the Rai Saheb could not impose himself upon him. If he had known that his son would rebel against him, he would not have thrown away two lakhs in acquiring the new estate. Now the only way to save his prestige was to keep on humouring his son; a little coercion on his part, and all would be lost.

He thought of seeing Mehta, and sent for the car. Mehta could prevail upon Malti to intervene in the matter and stop Saroj. If he had to spend a few thousand rupees to prevent this marriage, he was prepared to do so.

After hearing the whole story Mehta thought of pulling the Rai Saheb's leg. "Your prestige is at stake," he said.

The Rai Saheb jumped in his seat excitedly. "Yes, yes! You know Raja Surya Pratap Singh, of course."

"I've seen his daughter," Mehta said. "Saroj couldn't hold a candle to her."

"This boy of mine has taken leave of his senses."

"Leave him alone. Why bother? One day he'll regret it."

"Ah, Mehtaji, that is what I can't bear. How can I give up the opportunity of enhancing my prestige? If you explain things to Malti, the situation can still be saved. Saroj can back out, I tell you it's not love; mere infatuation."

"I don't think we can bring round Malti without—er—you know—"

"I'll give her any amount you suggest. If she likes I'll put her in charge of the Lady Dufferin Hospital."

"Will you agree to marry her—that is, if she is in love with you? It's quite likely that she's revised her opinion about you after you became the Home Minister."

The Rai Saheb thought he discerned a faint smile on Mehta's face. "Is this the time for a joke?" he said. "I came to seek your advice, and you make fun of me. Only one who wears the shoe knows where it pinches."

"Excuse me," Mehta said gravely. "Your problem is such that it can't be taken seriously. You can take the responsibility of your marriage, but why do you take the responsibility of your son's, specially when he's of age and can make his own decisions? I don't attach any importance to prestige in matrimonial affairs. If riches were the criterion of prestige, why, the Raja Saheb would not have stood awed for hours in the presence of that naked baba. I hear he even plays salaams to his area's police inspector. Is that prestige? Ask any shopkeeper, any official, even any passer-by in Lucknow, and you'll find no one has a good word for the Raja Saheb. Is that prestige? You won't find a better daughter-in-law than Saroj anywhere."

The Rai Saheb protested: "But you forget she is a sister of Malti."

"So what? Is it a disgrace to be Malti's sister? You have not understood Malti, nor even cared to. I also had a wrong impression about her. Now I realise that she is like gold which becomes purer when put in fire. Do you know the condition of Khanna these days?"

"Yes, I've heard about him," the Rai Saheb said. "I wanted to visit him but couldn't make time. That fire in the mill has ruined him."

"Yes. He is living almost on the charity of friends. Govindi has been ill for months. She has sacrificed herself for Khanna, that brute. She is on her death-bed and Malti nurses her day and night, the same Malti, who would not care to attend to a patient at night even if you paid her five hundred rupees. She also looks after Khanna's children. That human nature could be so many-sided, so capable, I'm realising now. Come with me if you want to see her. It will be a good excuse for me also to meet her."

"When you don't understand my difficulties, how can Malti understand them? I'll feel embarrassed for nothing. But why do you need an excuse to see her? I thought you and she—."

"Those days were dreams," Mehta said. "Now I hardly see her. I went to her place once or twice, but it seemed she was not happy to see me. Since then I've stopped going. I think the Ladies' Gymnasium is having a function today. Would you care to come?"

"I don't think I have the time," the Rai Saheb said indifferently. "I am worried about what reply to give to the Raja Saheb. You see, I've already given him word."

He slowly walked to the door. The problem for which he sought a solution had become even more complicated.

Back in his bungalow, he had just picked up the day's newspaper when Mr. Tankha sent in his visiting card. He hated Tankha. But he was feeling low and wanted someone to sympathise with him.

Tankha tip-toed into the room. His appearance was very sad and he gave a low bow to the Rai Saheb, almost touching the ground.

"I was about to proceed to Nainital to meet your honour when I learnt you had just returned," he said in a cringing voice. "How is your honour?"

In language littered with hyperbole he started eulogising the Rai Saheb—he was the best Home Minister they had ever had; he had become the talk of the town; the Home Ministership was just the thing for the Rai Saheb, and so on.

"The scoundrel!" thought the Rai Saheb. To achieve his object he was prepared to stoop to any ignominy. "What are you doing these days?" he asked.

"Nothing, Sir. I'm without work." Tankha said. "That's why I thought of paying my respects to your honour so that you may not forget your old servants. Sir, these days I'm in great difficulty. Your honour knows Surya Pratap Singh. He's very proud and thinks too much of himself. One day he started talking ill of you. I couldn't stand it, of course. "Look here, Sir," I told the Raja Saheb, "the Rai Saheb is my benefactor and I'm in no mood to tolerate any reflections on him," The Raja Saheb was annoyed. I cut him short and walked off. I told him to his face that however much he tried to show off he could never aspire to the same prestige as you, your honour. Prestige does not come with wealth, I told him. It comes with ability, and the whole world knows the extent of his ability."

"Why, you almost slapped him on his face!" said the Rai Saheb with mock seriousness.

"I put all my cards on the table, your honour. Why should I fear anyone when I have the strength of your protection? The Raja Saheb is extremely jealous of you. Never says a good thing about you. Since you became the Minister he feels really cut up. He never paid me anything for my labours of course. It's not his habit to meet his obligations. How cruel he is to his tenants. In his estate no one feels safe. As for women—"

A car drove up, Raja Surya Pratap Singh's. The Rai Saheb went out to receive him. "I was just going to call on you," he said deferentially.

This was the first time that Raja Surya Pratap Singh had graced the Rai Saheb's bungalow with his presence.

Mr. Tankha felt like a fish out of water. How was it that the Raja Saheb had come to see the Rai Saheb? Had they become friends?

The Raja Saheb lighted a cigar and then looked hard at Tankha. "Well, Tankha, what about those hundred rupees you took from me? You never passed them on to the Manager of the hotel. That fellow's pestering me. Do you want me to hand you over to the police?"

"I've never seen a more dishonest man in all my life," he turned to the Rai Saheb. "Believe me, I would never have contested the election against you. But this rogue goaded me into standing for the election. I wasted more than a lakh. Now this rascal owns a bungalow and a car and regularly visits a prostitute. To become rich one must have some kind of business; his business is to do his friends in."

The Rai Saheb looked at Mr. Tankha with contempt. "Well, what have you to say, Mr. Tankha? The business of driving a wedge between friend and friend requires no capital investment. But it's a mighty fine business!"

Tankha hung his head, and scampered off like a trespassing dog.

"He was gossiping about me, wasn't he?" the Raja Saheb asked.

"And he got it in the neck!" the Rai Saheb laughed.

The Raja Saheb broached the topic of Rudrapal's marriage. The Rai Saheb wanted to apprise him of the latest development, but it appeared that the Raja Saheb had already got an inkling of it. "How did you come to know of it?" He felt a bit relieved.

"A short while ago Rudrapal wrote a letter to my daughter which she passed on to me."

"I see no good qualities in the young men of today except an obsession for independence."

"That's true. But I have a cure for the obsession. I'll have the girl kidnapped: He'll never be able to find her. Within a few days his softness will wear off. Persuasion does not help in such cases."

The Rai Saheb was alarmed. A similar idea had crossed his mind but he had dismissed it without a second thought. "This is the twentieth century." he said, "not the twelfth. I can't tell how Rudrapal will react to it. But from the human point of view..."

"Why drag in human points of views?" the Raja Saheb interrupted. "Don't you see that even today sensuality gets the better of man? Would there be wars otherwise? As long as man lives, he won't be able to curb the animal in him."

Each stuck to his ground. At last the Raja Saheb developed a temper and left. The next day the Rai Saheb proceeded to Nainital, and the following day Rudrapal and Saroj sailed for England. Now they were no more father and son. Mr. Tankha, who had become Rudrapal's adviser, filed on his client's behalf a suit against the Rai Saheb for rendition of accounts and obtained a decree for ten lakhs. The Rai Saheb was not so much pained at the decree as at the loss of prestige and more than that because his own son had played him false.

More troubles were in store for him. He learnt his daughter Menakshi and her husband, Digvijaya Singh, did not get on too well. Digvijaya Singh was a debauch and a dipsomaniac. Like every Hindu girl, Menakshi suffered in silence and beguiled her time reading books. Digvijaya Singh, educated but vain, heartless, tight-fisted, chased low-caste women of the village and kept disgusting company. How could Menakshi have any respect for such a man? She often read in the papers about women's rights. She joined the Womens Club, which was frequented by ladies from the noblest families. They often discussed about awakening among women, independence and women's franchise, giving the impression that they wished to conspire against men. Many among them had received higher education, and thinking marriage derogatory to their prestige, wanted to become career-girls. One of them, Miss Sultana, had recently returned from England after being admitted to the bar. Her main occupation: giving legal advice to purdah women. Acting on her suggestion, Menakshi filed a suit against her husband for alimony. She had no need for money and could live in comfort at her father's place, but before separating from him she wanted to blacken his name. Digvijaya filed a counter-case against her for adultery. The Rai Saheb tried his level best to hush it all up. Menakshi would not listen to him. And she won her case, and Digvijaya lost.

One day, crazed, whip in hand, she went to Digvijaya's bungalow. His vagabond friends were present; a nautch was in progress. She took the assembly by storm, lashed at them with her whip; they scattered helter-skelter. She whipped Digvijaya Singh almost to senselessness. The nautch girl slunk into a corner. When her turn came, she fell at Menakshi's feet.

"Do you know who I am?" Menakshi glared at her. "Run off! And never show your face here again."

Since then a husband and wife feud had started. Digvijaya went about armed with a revolver. She engaged two hairy wrestlers, who shadowed her wherever she went.

The dream world the Rai Saheb had created for himself tumbled before his eyes. The new estate (on the strength of which he had taken loans) had slipped out of his hands, but the loans were still intact. He still received a fabulous salary as a minister of the government, but the whole of it he frittered away in maintaining his luxurious position. And he began to extort money from his tenants. He did not wish to oppress his tenants, but his hands were tired—what could he do, he had to maintain his prestige at all costs.

 

[image: ]




 


  [image: ]

    

  Dr. Mehta's plight was now that of an examinee. Having drifted away from Malti he became apprehensive lest he lose her for good. For several months Malti had not come to see him and, when unable to hold out any longer, he went to her she was not to be found at home. When Rudrapal and Saroj were having an affair she dropped in frequently to seek Mehta's advice. With their departure to England, her visits abruptly ceased. He sensed she was deliberately trying to avoid him. His mind refused to concentrate on the book at which he was presently working. He was no good at managing his house and out of his salary of a thousand a month not a pice went into savings. The only luxury he allowed himself was a car which he drove himself. Most of his money went on books, stipends to students and the garden (for which he had a passion). He would obtain samples of rare plants from foreign countries at exorbitant prices and grow them in his nursery. But for months now he had even neglected his garden; his house too had fallen into greater disorder. His achkan was threadbare, yet he passed the winter in it; a new achkan was beyond his means.

One day (after three unsuccessful attempts) when he did succeed in meeting Malti, she was surprised to see his condition. "Don't you feel ashamed of your achkan?" she said.

The question tripped off her tongue casually as if she was talking to a dear one.

"I can't help it, Malti," he replied. "I don't have the money for a new achkan."

This was news to Malti. "You earn more than a thousand a month and you don't have money for clothes? I earn four hundred and I run the whole household with it, and save something. What do you do with your money?"

"I just can't save a pice."

"Take some money from me and get yourself two achkan."

"Next winter I'll get one tailored."

Dr. Mehta had no money and he lacked the courage to ask for credit from the drapers. After this encounter he dared not visit Malti without a new achkan. He was in a fix.

On top of it came another misfortune. His house rent was in arrears by several months; at seventy-five rupees a month the rent had, by now, added upto a tidy sum. The landlord served him with a notice. Dr. Mehta slept over the notice; the landlord was forced to file an eviction suit against him. He did not contest the case, and the landlord obtained an ex-parte decision against him. The court bailiff, whose son read in the University and was one of Dr. Mehta's stipendiaries, came to inform him about the decree. Accidentally, Malti was also present.

"What's all this trouble about," she asked puzzled.

"It's a decree against Dr. Mehta for eviction from his bungalow," the bailiff said. "I thought I'd warn him. A matter of four hundred rupees. If Dr. Mehta pays within ten days, it's all right—I could put off the landlord till then."

The bailiff left.

"So things have come to this!" Malti looked at Mehta contemptuously. How do you manage to write such profound books when you can't remember to pay your rent!"

"It's not that I forget," Mehta said, thoroughly ashamed of himself. "The fact is I haven't got the money. I'm not a big spender but somehow money slips through my fingers."

"Do you keep accounts?"

"I do. I enter every pice of what I receive in a note book.

"And what you spend?"

"I don't keep track of that."

"Why?"

"Oh, it's really a terrible nuisance, keeping accounts."

"Is writing books not a nuisance?"

"Writing books is different. I just pick up pen and paper and write. I can't keep the account books open before myself all twenty-four hours!"

"And what do you propose doing about the rent?"

"I'll borrow the money from someone. You, I suppose."

"I'll gladly loan you the money. But on one condition—you put your salary in my hands and I'll spend it for you."

"With pleasure!" Mehta beamed. "It's such a burden off my chest."

The next day Mehta vacated his bungalow and shifted to two spacious rooms in Malti's. His board was also arranged with Malti's family. His luggage was not much; but he had several carloads of books, and these cluttered up his rooms. He missed his garden, but Malti gave him a free run of hers.

Mehta felt relieved, but Malti faced a new problem. No doubt, Mehta's income exceeded a thousand rupees, but almost the whole of it went in charity; he gave stipends to more than two dozen University students and an equal number of widows received small aid from him. She knew if she reduced these expenses, they would all blame her. What worried her most was that many of the recipients did not deserve charity.

She questioned Mehta about it.

"I give you a free hand in this matter," Mehta said expansively. "Do as you think best. Keep the deserving names and strike off the rest. But it's your decision."

"I see!" Malti said. "You want the bouquets for yourself and the dirty work for me. I don't understand on what grounds you justify charity. It has made man lazy and turned him into a drone. This kind of benevolence is even more harmful to society than tyranny. Tyranny at least creates a spirit of revolt in man and makes him conscious of his rights."

"I agree with you."

"No. You don't."

"Believe me, Malti. I agree with every word you've said."

The third month Malti considerably reduced the number of Mehta's beneficiaries. This set his budget in order; but he didn't much like the idea. Again, after three months when she showed a saving of three hundred rupees in his budget, he received the news in silence; but she knew she had slightly gone down in his esteem; he believed a woman should overflow with benevolence and charity. This was woman's most characteristic trait—the foundation on which all society rested. Money mindedness was not much of a virtue in his eyes.

The day Mehta's new achkan and wrist-watch arrived, he hesitated to go out.

Strangely enough, while Malti wanted to put Mehta's accounts correct, she was herself most liberal with her time and money in the service of the poor. She never visited rich patients without charging her professional fees (and they were stiff), but she attended poor patients free and even met the cost of their medicines from her own pocket. The only difference between Mehta and her was that while Mehta thought of the outside world only, she was considerate to the outside world and her home alike. For Mehta, the home was uncharged territory, with whose conventions and set-up he had not even a nodding acquaintance. Malti, when she observed him from close quarters, realised that a person accustomed to living in the open, without regard for rigid social rules, could never be confined in a cage.

Mehta had seen the world from without and he was led to believe that it mostly consisted of hypocrisy and guile. But when he skimmed below the surface, he realised the thick crust of evils also hid under its virtues—magnanimity, love, courage, and patience. At the same time he realised that these virtues were not easy to come by. When he saw Malti's inspiring face emerge out of a cloud of doubt and suspicion, he desired deeply to keep her for himself. Little did he know that such a frail, filigree thing as love could not be kept in shackles: that love was something dynamic, with the inherent power of self-growth. It required freedom to expand and flourish.

He saw a good deal of her nowadays and friends thought this a prelude to their marriage. Mehta's hopes revived because had Malti decided to flatly refuse him she would not have shown him so much regard. Was she giving him time to think? After thinking hard over the matter he concluded that without her his life was incomplete. But now the tables were turned. Previously, she had been keen on marrying him. He had no doubt about her intentions but having received a no once, he did not have the courage to propose again. Yet, being so near her, he felt all the more irresistibly drawn towards her—just as the blurred letters of a book take on meaning when seen from very near.

One night, returning home after attending to a patient, her car ran out of petrol. In the wintry darkness the road was deserted. Luckily, Gobar passed that way. He pushed the car up to the petrol pump. Pleased, she asked him if he would like to work for her. Gobar accepted the job. Malti's work: fifteen rupees a month. Gobar knew gardening well: the terms suited him—and anything was preferable to working in the mill!

Malti gave him room in the out-house and the following day he moved into it with Jhunia. One day she gave Gobar's son a lollipop. The child loved her from then on and would pester her for lollipops. Once she came into the garden and did not find him there. He was down with fever, in a damp and dark room which even in the winter swarmed with mosquitoes. The thermometer indicated 104°. Malti suspected small-pox. The child had not been vaccinated and she was afraid that if he lay in the dingily humid room his condition would deteriorate. She went in.

The child suddenly opened his eyes, and seeing Malti standing before him, stretched out his hands. Malti took him in her arms.

The child played with her necklace with his burning fingers and pulled at the string. Malti put her necklace round his neck. Now he considered it no longer necessary to remain in her lap and wanted to go to his mother.

"Cute little boy!" Malti laughed.

"Give it back, son. It's Memsaheb's," Jhunia kept saying.

But the child tightly clutched at the necklace.

"Let him keep it," Malti smiled. "Keep it, little one."

She had her sitting room vacated and Jhunia made to stay in it.

Mangal (that was the child's name) looked at this paradise with wonderstruck eyes—at the ceiling fan, the coloured lamps, the photographs on the walls. He kept staring at them.

"Mangal!"

Mangal smiled wanly at Malti. I'm sorry. Memsaheb, he seemed to be saying, I can't even smile.

Malti advised Jhunia to invite a lady from her family to come over for a period. "How far is your village?" she asked.

It was twenty miles from Lucknow as the crow flew.

The name Belari sounded familiar to Malti. "The same village that's half a mile west of the river?"

"Yes, Memsaheb."

"But we visited there once and stayed at—let me see... yes, Hori's. You know Hori?"

"He's my father-in-law, Memsaheb. You met my mother-in-law?"

"I met her. Such an intelligent woman. I had a long talk with her. You had better ask Gobar to bring her here."

"He won't go."

Malti said curiously. "Why?"

"Oh, there's a reason," Jhunia replied.

At night, while Jhunia cooked her food, Malti would sit by the sick-bed. Jhunia begged her not to inconvenience herself, but Malti would not listen. Mangal's temperature shot up in the night; Malti took him in her arms and walked up and down the room for hours. Gobar and Jhunia had more faith in black magic and faith healing than medicines. But here they had no chance to experiment. In spite of being mother of two, Jhunia had no idea of how to bring up children. When the child whimpered with pain, she first tried to rebuke him into silence, or without warning fell fast asleep on the floor, oblivious till early morning. And Gobar was scared of entering the sick room. After the injuries he had received in the mill riot, even a little work tended to tire him. During the period of convalescence, when Jhunia took to selling grass, his spirits revived somewhat. But immediately after leaving the sickbed he had to work as a coolie, and then as a bricklayer; this completely shattered his health. He found Malti's work exacting, and though Mehta pottered about in the garden for hours on end, he hardly found any time to break off and rest; with the result that his health declined in direct proportion to the manner in which the garden flourished.

Mehta had become fond of the child too. One day, at the prompting of Malti, the child had tugged at Mehta's moustache so hard that tears had come to his eyes.

"Why don't you shave off your moustache?" asked Malti.

"My moustache?" Mehta replied. "My dear Miss Malti, my moustaches are dearer to me than my life."

"Well, next time I'll see that he yanks them out good and proper."

"I'll yank out his ears, the brat!"

It seemed that Mehta derived considerable secret pleasure in having his moustache pulled, for he never missed an opportunity of allowing Mangal to fiddle around.

He was greatly worried by Mangal's illness. If wishes had any power... He was amazed at the way Malti nursed him, picking him up tenderly, fondling him, gently inducing him to take milk.

Once in the morning; the child wailed, Mehta awoke. Malti had slept late; he thought he'd better let her rest and attend to the child himself. Malti was already there, the child in her lap. In spite of her best efforts, the child would not stop crying. It was the eighth day since the eruptions appeared and the child was clearly in great pain.

"Let me have him for some time," Mehta said. "You look tired."

"You won't be able to stand the crying," Malti smiled. "Let him stay with me."

"Oh, I'm pretty patient when I want to be," Mehta persisted. He took the boy in his arms. The child's instinct probably told him that he was now in the hands of a man, and that he had better be careful for men were impatient and rough creatures. He immediately stopped crying.

See, he's stopped," Mehta said triumphantly.

"And where did you learn this trick," Malti said, smiling.

"From you."

"But I'm a woman. Do people still learn from women?"

"Malti," Mehta said, "I beg of you, forget it. Please. I know I said many things once that I shouldn't have said. You can't know how I've regretted them ever since."

"I forgot them long ago."

He was silent.

"If I had not forgotten them, you would not have been living here."

"Let me," Mehta said, "please let me ask you one thing."

He put Mangal on the cot; the child instantly fell asleep. Mehta looked at Malti with beseeching eyes, as if his entire life depended on one word from her.

"Don't," she said quickly. "There's no one in the world closer to me than you." Then, passionately: "A long time ago I dedicated myself to you. You are my guide, my friend. You shouldn't request things of me; you should command me. Before you came into my life, pleasures lured me. You taught me there were deeper things, nobler things. You gave a richer meaning to my life. I'm grateful to you for all this. What you said at the river bank that night I have not forgotten. Not completely forgotten. What pained me—I never expected this of you—was that you also tried to see in me the things that others always see. I know I am responsible for this. But it was unfair of you to think that your love would make no change in me. I was proud of your love. I could cherish nothing more in the world than your love and trust. They mean my life's fulfilment."

Mehta gazed at her mutely.

He got no opportunity of meeting her the next fortnight, but her words rang in his ears. How full of solace and magic they were!

In the meanwhile Mangal had recovered from small-pox. Malti distributed sweets to the children of the neighbourhood. She had passed that stage where man regards ephemeral pleasures as life's supreme truths; she realised that such pleasures were tinsel and degrading to the soul. What fun was there in lording in a bungalow when people all around her perspired in mud huts and suffered, suffered terribly? Mangal had opened doors to a new vision of life.

One day Mehta lay in bed with a splitting headache. Malti entered softly and put her hand on his forehead. The touch was magical: the pain seemed to immediately melt. "I have never had such excruciating pain in my life," he said. "But a touch of your hand left me light as a feather. You are a faith-healer!"

Malti brought him pills. He asked her to sit near him a few minutes.

She looked back from the door. "You had better lie still for some time," she warned. "These days I always find you busy with your books. I think you should rest."

"Won't you stay even a minute?"

"I have to see a patient."

"I see."

His face fell. Malti turned. "Well?" she said.

"Nothing special," Mehta said quickly. "Just wanted to know which patient you are visiting so late in the evening."

"The Rai Saheb's daughter. She was in a very bad state. She's just round the corner."

She left. Mehta again lay down on the bed. Why had the pain disappeared at the touch of her hand? Did she really possess divine powers—a reward for her immense sacrifices? Now he not only loved her: he worshipped her. Now she had gone beyond his reach—an object to fruitlessly aspire to and be fruitfully inspired by.

The day author's copies of his book, on which he had worked for three years, arrived from England, he presented her one. She was thoroughly flustered on finding that Mehta had dedicated the book to her.

"I don't think I deserve the honour," she fumbled for words.

"I do. You are a goddess."

"A goddess of stone," she said. "You should add that."

"No, not of stone, but a living goddess—of sacrifice, of many mercies."

"Oh, then you have not understood me at all. Me and sacrifice? Service or sacrifice has never crossed my head. Whatever I have done, consciously or unconsciously, I have done out of self-interest. If I sing, it is not because it consoles sad hearts, but because I love singing; if I give free medicines to the poor, it gives me pleasure, so I do it; perhaps it satisfies my vanity. No, I'm no goddess. To complete the farce, you have only to go round me with incense and votive lamp."

"Malti, why don't you understand? I've been going round with incense and votive lamps for years and will keep on doing so till I get my reward."

"After you get your reward, very likely you'll throw the goddess out of the temple."

"Then I'll have no identity apart from the goddess: devotee and goddess will be one."

"No, Mehta," Malti's expression had become grave, "I've thought this matter over and over, and it's always the same conclusion: that we shall be far happier as friends. I know you love me, trust me, would sacrifice your life for me. In you I've found not only a guide but a protector too. I also love you. For your sake no sacrifice is too big for me. Let us pray to God that He keeps us steadfast in our love. By setting up a home of our own, by confining our souls in a cage, by living for ourselves alone, how can we ever hope to reach what both of us wish really to reach—the infinite? Some rare souls manage, in spite of domesticity and all. Not us. I don't say conjugal love is worthless. But attachment leads to desire, desire to selfishness. The day we get enmeshed in desires, our sphere of humanity will shrink. I don't want to see a man of your talent and vision condemned to life imprisonment. Your life has been one of sacrifice and more mortification in which selfishness found little or no place. I won't pull you down. There is need for reformers of your type whose catholicity of mind claims the entire world as their sphere of activity. How much injustice, fear, tyranny everywhere! If a well-meaning man like you doesn't respond to the call of duty, who else will? Your learning, your love of humanity will lead the way; I'll follow. I beg you to do this. If your mind goes towards worldliness. I'll try to persuade you away from it; if I fail, I shall at least know the greatness of my failure. What will be my destiny then, what haven will my boat touch? But of one thing I am sure: I will no longer be a prey to worldly desires."

Mehta heard her in silence. Those desires which had been no more than images in a dream now rose and throbbed before him in reality. In critical moments in our lives, the past childhood's memories catch up with us. Mehta remembered the days when he experienced ineffable happiness in the lap of his widowed mother.

"I will do as you say, Malti," he said. His voice shook.

Feeling as one, their hearts embraced. There were tears in their eyes.
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  Selia's son was two, and he treated the village like a play pen. He had a semi-intelligible jargon of his own, which he always pressed into service. In this jargon, there was a plethora of t's, l's, and gh's; s's and r's were completely missing. "Roti" became "oti", and "dudh", "tut".

His imitations of animals' voices threw listeners into fits. He could bark (and bite like a dog!), or mew (and pounce!); full of beans, a bundle of mischief. The unforgettable moments of his life were when he rolled in the thick dust under the neem tree, smeared his head with it, and built toy houses with it. He rarely made friends with children of his age, he thought himself too big for them.

"What's your name?"

"Ramu."

"What's your father's name?"

"Matadin."

"Your mother's name?"

"Selia."

"And who is Datadin?"

"Datadin? Oh, he's my brother-in-law!"

Ramu and Rupa got on fine. Ramu was like a toy to her; she bathed him, dressed his hair, put kajal in his eyes, and fed him. Sometimes she'd fall asleep with Ramu snuggled in her arms.

At the back of Hori's house where once had been his cow-pen, Selia had put up a small thatched hut, she did not like to live in Hori's house all her life.

After spending a couple of hundred rupees on the Pandits of Banaras, Matadin had again been declared a Brahmin and taken back into the fold. That day a big yajya was performed, scores of Brahmins feasted, many mantras chanted. As part of the purification ceremony, Matadin had to taste cow dung and cow's urine; the cow dung purified his heart and the urine killed the pernicious bacteria of defilement that had got lodged in his soul.

Well, the penance did really purify him: from that day he developed a revulsion for dharma, discarded the sacred thread, and dumped his priesthood in the Ganga. For he realised that although his patrons still asked him to work out auspicious dates and consulted him in matters of marriages and births, they refused water from his hands and did not allow him to touch their utensils; this in spite of the fact that the Pandits of Benaras had accepted him as a Brahmin. In disgust, he turned a tiller of the soil.

The day Selia's baby was born he took double the quantity of bhang and gave his moustache a wax polish. Who did the baby resemble? Him? How could he manage to get a glimpse of the new-born? He asked Rupa: "Have you seen the baby?"

"Yes, I have," Rupa replied with pride. "It has a red skin, and big—big eyes, and hair all curly, and it stares and stares and stares."

Matadin put her on his shoulder and kissed her cheeks.

"Come, I'll show him to you from a distance," Rupa said. "He's lying in the vestibule. I don't know why Selia cries all the time. Come, I'll show you the baby."

Matadin averted his face: he felt very sad.

At night when all had gone to sleep, and the trees were plunged in darkness, he came to Selia's door and heard the cry of the baby. It fell on his ears like music, joyous and tender.

In the day, when Selia went away on work, he would hurry to Hori's house on a paltry excuse and look lovingly at the child.

"Take him in your lap," Dhania would smile. "Why do you feel so shy? He's yours. Pick him up. He resembles you so much."

One day a hail storm struck the village, while Selia had gone to the market to sell grass. The courtyard was littered with hail stones. Thinking they were sweets Ramu gulped down a few and played with them until they magically melted. That evening the baby had fever which developed into pneumonia the next day. The third day he died in his mother's arms.

Then Matadin openly expressed his grief. He carried the dead body to the cremation ground by the side of the river, a mile away. For eight days he kept his arms stiff.

A month passed, Selia had again started working as a labourer.

On a full moon night, Selia had put a few discarded seers of barley in her basket and was about to leave for home when she saw the moon and was reminded of her son. She began sobbing.

Then she heard footsteps: it was Matadin. "How long will you grieve for him, Selia," Matadin said. "Your tears will not bring him back to life."

Saying this, he also started sobbing.

Words of reproach came to her tongue but she checked them. "What has brought you here?" she asked.

"I was passing by when I saw you."

"You did not even once play with the child."

"No, Selia. One day I played with him."

She looked at him unbelievingly.

"You had gone to the market."

"Did he cry when you picked him up?"

"No. He was so happy."

She looked at him.

"Yes, Selia."

"You played with him only once?"

"Yes: But I came to see him every day. Oh, how I wanted to pick him up."

"He resembled you."

"I am sorry I ever took him in my lap. His death was a punishment for my sins."

You could see the forgiveness in her eyes. She lifted the basket and proceeded homewards. Matadin came with her.

Selia said: "Now I sleep in Dhania's vestibule. I feel sad when in my hut."

When they came near the village, Selia said: "You can return home by this way, or your father will see you with me."

Matadin raised his head with pride. "I'm not afraid of anyone."

"If he turns you out of the house, where will you stay?" 

"I have a house of my own now."

She stared at him.

"Yes. Believe me. A house of my own."

"You never showed it to me."

"Come with me. I'll show it to you."

Matadin quickened his pace. They had reached Hori's house. Matadin went behind Hori's house and stopped outside Selia's hut. "This is our house," he said, pointing to the hut.

"But this is Selia's house, the cobbler woman's house," Selia said.

Matadin opened the thatched door. "This is our house; this is my temple."

Selia's eyes shone. "If it's a temple, you'll go away after making the votive offering of a lotaful of water."

Matadin lent a hand with her basket. "No, Selia," he said in a trembling voice. "As long as I am alive I shall live with you, and worship you."

Selia lit the oil lamp. In one corner lay an earthen pitcher, in the other was a hearth by which lay a few brass and steel utensils. In the centre of the room was spread some straw. This served as Selia's bed. By the edge of the bed lay a small miserable looking wooden cot which was once Ramu's. A few toys of clay lay scattered about.

Matadin sat on the straw, a picture of remorse.

Selia gently placed her hand on his back. "Did you ever remember me?" she asked.

Matadin placed her hand against his heart. "Your image always danced before my eyes. Did you ever think of me?"

"Your thought always enraged me."

"You never felt sorry for me?"

"No, never."

"Then is it Bhuneswari, that young man who..."

"Don't please: you embarrass me. What about the villagers? Will they leave you in peace?"

"The sensible ones will admire my action and say I am doing what my dharma expects me to do. The wicked ones can say what they like. I no more care."

"Who'll cook for you?"

 "You, of course."

"Then how will you remain a Brahmin?"

"I want to be a cobbler, not a Brahmin. All those who fulfil their dharma are Brahmins, all those who violate their dharma are cobblers." 

She put her arms around Matadin's neck.
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  Hori's position slowly worsened. He had always met with reverses in life but never given up courage: every defeat somehow strengthened him against fate. But now he was beginning to lose confidence in himself. He thought: Had I remained steadfast in my dharma, that would have been some consolation. But how often have I violated the tenets of my dharma, chosen dishonest means, succumbed to practically every little temptation! Yet no ambition of my life had been realised; prosperity and happiness remained mirages. Like a beleaguered army, his interests were helplessly marooned on three bighas of land; he starved, worked as a labourer, put up every kind of ignominy, and somehow succeeded in warding off all assaults on his land. Now it appeared he could hold on no longer. He had not been able to pay arrears of land revenue for over three years, and Pandit Nokhey Ram had filed an ejectment suit against him. He had given up hope of getting money from any source. He feared that he would have to work as a labourer the rest of his life after losing his land. Why should he blame the Rai Saheb for it? The Rai Saheb also required money for a living. No, it was God's will; he was powerless; he had to suffer. More than half the peasants were facing ejectment anyway. Why should he have a special grouse? If fate had willed otherwise, his son would not have run away from home.

That evening, Hori sat brooding when Datadin came. "What about your case, Hori?" he asked. "I'm not on good terms with Nokhey Ram, so I don't have the latest news. I hear it'll come up in another fifteen days."

Hori spread a cot for Datadin.

"Nokhey Ram has the last word," he replied. "Had I the money I wouldn't be in this fix. I have not smoked away my money on vices. I have no luxuries. But if there isn't sufficient yield from the land, what can I do?"

"You have to think of some way out." Datadin sympathised. "If you don't save your land how will you live? Land is the only thing left of your ancestral property. You can't part with it."

"It's all in the hands of God. I have to wait on his mercy."

"There's one way out."

"It'll be so kind of you, Maharaj," Hori said. "Who else is there now to advise me? I have lost all hope."

"There's nothing to feel so bad about," Datadin said. "The only trick is that we should suit our action to the occasion. When well-off, a man gives money in charity, when poor the same man asks for charity. In the village we make distinction between high and low; but when we go to Jaggannath Puri, the high and the low are served food together. You recall that even Maharaja Ram Chander once accepted berries from the hands of a low-caste woman? The resolutions of even the very greatest men crack under difficulties; what are we poor people compared to them? You know Mehto, Ram Sewak?"

"Yes, I know him. I know him very well."

"He's one of my patrons. A rich man. He has lands; he does money-lending business too. He is not a poser. His wife died a few months ago and he has no children. If you ever agree to marry Rupa to him, I think I could persuade him... He won't say no to me. Your girl has grown; you know how bad the times are. If some scandal takes place, you're finished. Don't miss this chance. You'll get an excellent match for your daughter and at the same time save your land. And no worry over marriage expenses either."

Ram Sewak was junior to Hori by only a few years. Even the thought of marrying Rupa to this man was insulting; an old withered stump of a man marrying a fresh flower! Hori had put up with many slights in his life, but this beat all. So they had the audacity now to suggest to him that he sell his daughter! The shame of it, the unutterable shame of it.

"Well, Hori," Datadin asked. "What have you to say to my suggestion?"

"Let me think it over," Hori said.

"What's there to think over?"

"I'll have to consult Dhania."

"Leave Dhania out of this. Do you agree?"

"Give me some time. Maharaj," Hori said slowly. "Such a thing has never happened before in my family. I have to think of our prestige too."

"Well, let me know in a week's time. Be careful you are not caught napping when the ejectment orders come."

Datadin was not so apprehensive of Hori as of Dhania. She was the great stickler for prestige. But if Hori agreed, that would take the wind out of her sails. There was not much to choose between uneasy marriage and confiscation of land so far as prestige was concerned.

"What brought Datadin here?" Dhania asked.

"Oh, just like that. Something about Rupa's marriage."

"Who with?"

"You know Ram Sewak?"

"Ram Sewak? That doddering old man!"

"Well, he's middle-aged," Hori ventured.

"What rot! If you had told me about it then, I'd have given the Pandit a real piece of my mind."

"I rejected the proposal all right. He said it would save us the expenses on marriage and also stop the ejectment."

"You mean he wanted you to sell your daughter? The cheek, the shameless, rotten cheek of the man!"

But the more Hori thought over the matter, the less averse he became to the idea. His reply to Datadin could by no means be interpreted as acceptance of the proposal. But inwardly the idea appealed to him. When one came to think of it, age was no real bar. Life and death depended on destiny. Sometimes old men outlived young men. If it lay in Rupa's fate to have a happy life, she would have it, old man or young man; but if she was destined to suffer, she would suffer. There was no question of selling his daughter; whatever money he'd take from the prospective bridegroom he would treat as a loan and pay back every pice in due time. He would have liked to marry his daughter to a young man—had he the means; he would have liked to give her a good dowry—had he the means; he would have liked to entertain the bridegroom's party lavishly—had he the means. But if God hadn't given him enough money, what could he do? Dhania would never agree to this proposal; pigheaded woman! The same, stake old theme of prestige. This was not the time to think of such superfluities as prestige: the very existence of the family was at stake. If she was so concerned about the family's honour, why didn't she dig out five hundred rupees from some where?

For two days they discussed the matter.

Dhania would repeat. "A marriage is happy only if the boy and girl are more or less the same age."

"You wily woman, marriage is not the only road to happiness." Hori would reply. "It's another name for mortification."

"Who says it's mortification?"

"I say so. To have to be content with one's lot, what is this if not mortification?"

The next day Dhania approached the problem from a different angle. "Unless the father-in-law's house swarms with relatives, what joy can the bride have in marriage?"

"Joy? It's sheerest torture!" Hori replied.

"How strangely you talk!" Dhania said, roused. "Without relatives she'll feel lost. The house will look deserted."

"When you came to our house, I had two brothers, mother and father and sisters. Tell me, what joy did you get in my house?"

"All are not as difficult as your relatives."

"I see. Do relatives descend from heaven in other families? There's just one bride in every house to begin with, and they order her about. You know it. How can she keep everybody happy? If she annoys just one, the whole pack fall on her. To be alone has its good points."

They did not arrive at any decision; but Dhania realised that she was fighting a losing battle.

On the fourth day Ram Sewak Mehto himself paid a visit to Hori. He rode a horse, a barber and an attendant accompanying, in the style of an affluent Zamindar. He was above forty; his hair had started greying; but his face glowed ruddily. Hori looked an aged man before Ram Sewak's stocky build. He was on his way to the district court and had decided to stop at Hori's for the afternoon. Hori quickly bought wheat flour and ghee from Dulari's shop and served the three with puries. Datadin had miraculously turned up to bless his patron.

"What law suit are you busy with, Mehto?" Datadin asked.

"Some case or the other is always on, Maharaj," Ram Sewak said boastfully. "One can't pull on in this world by remaining docile. The more submissive you are, the more they oppress you. The police and the law courts are supposed to safeguard our interests, but they never do any justice. There is loot all round; the poor and the helpless always suffer. God grant that no one should turn dishonest. Dishonesty is a great crime, but it looks as if to fight for justice and one's rights is a still greater crime these days. The poor peasant is grist for every mill. If he does not grease the palm of the revenue clerk, he suffers; if he does not humour the Zamindar's men, he suffers. As for the Police Inspector and the constables, they think they are the peasant's sons-in-law! Whenever they visit the village, every peasant has to gratify them or the long arm of the law falls heavily on him. And think of the number of officials who come on tour to the village—tahsildar, deputy collector, collector, commissioner.... The peasant gets eggs, fowl, milk, butter for them—or else! Maharaj, I don't think the case with your village is very different. If anything, the tribe of officials is increasing—one day it's the sanitary inspector who wants to disinfect the wells, another day it's the school inspector, the canal officer. God knows how many more—the forest officer, the agricultural officer, the excise inspector—can you keep track of them? Have they done any good to the peasant? If you ask me... but well, you know better.

"Only the other day the Zamindar gave a banquet to a high official, and he levied a charge of two rupees per plough. The villagers refused to pay, and he took it out on them by increasing the land revenue. Even the officials side with the Zamindar. Anyway, I had it proclaimed in the village that no one should pay land revenue at the increased rate, nor at any cost part with the land. The Zamindar backed out. You see. Unless you stand up and say no, they just keep on sucking your blood."

Ram Sewak left that afternoon. Hori and Dhania were highly impressed by his character. Datadin's trick had worked.

"What do you think?" he asked Hori.

"Ask her," Hori indicated Dhania.

"I ask both of you," Datadin said.

"He's a little too old for her," Dhania said slowly. "But a good man. If you approve of him, I have no objection."

The day of the wedding was fixed. They wrote a letter to Gobar. Whether he came or not—that was his look-out; it was their duty to inform him. They sent word to Sona also.

"My Gobar will surely come," Dhania said. "I don't know why he has forgotten us. Not a letter from him." Tears welled up in her eyes.

When Gobar received the letter he got ready to leave for the village. Jhunia did not want him to go; but how could a brother keep away from his sister's marriage? As it is, he was guilty of not attending Sona's marriage.

"You can't always quarrel with your parents," Gobar said in a thick voice. "Now we stand on our own feet, but after all they brought us up. I often remember mother. I don't know why I behaved so wildly that day. I had to give up my parents for your sake."

"There you go again!" Jhunia said. "Don't blame me. You took it into your head to break off with your mother. I lived with her so long but I never so much breathed a word against her."

"You were the cause of the quarrel."

"I may be the cause of the quarrel—if you must blame me. But don't forget I also left my home for your sake."

"No one loved you in your home. Your brothers always scolded you, their wives tormented you. Your father was after your life." Gobar was angry.

"And all because of you!"

Gobar said seriously. "This time I won't do anything that may cause pain to my parents. My father is so gentle: you know, he never once beat me all his life. Mother did beat many times. But after the beating she always gave me sweets."

They mentioned the marriage to Malti. She not only gave them leave but bought a spinning wheel and bangles as presents for the bride. She was eager to accompany them, but she had a few serious cases under her care whom she couldn't neglect for even a day. She promised to be present at the actual ceremony. She heaped Mangal with toys, kissed him again and again, but the child was all in a dither to go "home"—a home he had not so far seen.

It was a sad homecoming for Gobar. It pained him to see the condition of the house. A portion almost on the point of collapse; only one bullock at the door (and that one as good as dead). Dhania and Hori were besides themselves with joy, but Gobar felt dejected, the possibilities of restoring the home to its former state seemed remote. Gobar was an employee, yes—but he served one employer only, and earned enough to make both ends meet. But in the village the peasant was imposed upon by so many masters that he could not eke out even a bare existence: he was a slave who constantly starved in spite of backbreaking work. This was not Hori's tragedy alone. They all suffered. The peasant moved about, worked, wept and put up with oppression without a murmur, as if to suffer was part of his destiny. He had neither hope nor great joy, as if the wellsprings of his life had permanently dried up. He saw no future ahead of him; his sensibility had incurably dulled. Heaps of garbage lay near his door, exuding stench; he neither saw nor was offended. He ate without relish, like a machine gulping down coal; anything which stuffed his belly was good enough for him. He would turn dishonest for a pice and fight for a handful of grain; his degradation was so terribly complete that he often made no distinction between shame and honour.

Gobar was born into such conditions and they had become a part of his being. But years of stay in the city had put him in touch with a new way of life. New contacts widened his vision: he was thrilled with the views expressed in political meetings. He realised that man had to work out his own destiny with courage and intelligence. And that no mysterious power ever came to the aid of man unless he first knew how to fend for himself. He had discarded his earlier rashness and vanity and mellowed into a gentle, hard working youth. Life's vicissitudes had broadened his sympathies. He thought: Now if I see my father working, I shall stop him. I shall do the work myself and make amends for my past misbehaviour. "Dada, you won't have any worries now. I will send you money every month. You have struggled all your life. Now it's time you took things easy. It's a shame on me if you have to work still." And his father would embrace him and feel young again.

And Hori felt: Why should I blight my son's youth by mentioning my debts? Let him enjoy life. My life is cut out for the shovel and the spade, not for the rosary.

One day Gobar said, "If you let me, father, I would like to pay off all our creditors in monthly instalments. How much is our debt?"

"No, son," Hori said. "Your earnings barely meet your own needs. I'll manage the debts myself. Rupa will soon be married. This responsibility finished, debts won't take too long to work off. Don't worry about them. You should eat and live well. You are young. Look after your health now, and you'll never regret it. I'm used to a rough life. I don't want to yoke you to the field at your age. You are lucky you serve a good Master. I have met her. She is a kind lady."

"She has promised to come on the day of Rupa's marriage."

"She is most welcome. In the service of such people, even if your wages are not high you are compensated in other ways: you learn so many new, good things." Hori felt happy.

Then Pandit Datadin turned up and beckoned Hori over to one side.

He brought out two hundred rupee notes from the fold of his dhoti. "You did well to take my advice," he said and handed the currency notes to Hori. "You have killed two birds with one stone. You've found a match for your daughter and saved your land too, the last remains of your ancestral property. I've done what I could for you. The rest is up to you."

Hori's hand trembled. He hung his head and no word came. After a grim struggle of thirty long years he stood today an utterly defeated man—stripped, never able to rise again. He felt as if he had been lined up against a city wall and passers by in scores had spat on his face. "Have pity on me!" he wanted to shout and tell him. "My life has been one long grind. I've worked in the summer heat, in the winter rains. Tear out my heart—see if there's any life left. Don't spit on me, please don't spit on me. Ask me if I have ever known rest in my life, ask me if I have rested in the shade. Why do you insult me always?"

But he lived. He wondered why. He was mean; a coward, a grasping and despicable creature.

"You had better see Nokhey Ram immediately," Datadin said. 

"Yes, Maharaj," Hori replied. "Now my honour is in your hands."
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  For two days the village had put on a gay face: music, nuptial songs, feastings. Rupa cried and left for her new home. But nobody saw Hori stirring out of his house. He hid inside, as if someone had smeared his face with tar. With the arrival of Malti, the whole place hummed with life; women from the neighbouring villages flocked to meet her.

Gobar had endeared himself to the entire village with his gentle behaviour. There was no home where he had not left his sweet memory. Bhola went to the extent of falling at his feet, and his wife gave him betel leaves and the customary parting gift of one rupee. She even asked him his Lucknow address and promised to call on him if she ever went to Lucknow. She did not talk to him about the loan.

The third day, when Gobar was getting ready to depart, Hori in the presence of Dhania, admitted the crime which had all along rankled in his mind. "Son," he nearly broke into a sob, "for the love of the land I've committed yet another crime. I don't know what punishment is in store for me."

"I see no crime in it, dada," Gobar said calmly. "What else could you do? I am not of much help to you; the yield from our land is practically nothing: our supply of food won't last us more than a month. What could you do? If you had not saved the land, how would you have lived? For an empty stomach prestige and honour are empty words. This is your punishment for being honest. If I had been in your shoes, I would either have ended up in jail or on the scaffold. I could not have put up with so much, as you did. Why should others grow fat on my work while I and my children starve? But we must pay back Ram Sewak's money."

Dhania was not willing to send Jhunia to Lucknow with Gobar; she wanted her to stay in the village for some time. Gobar agreed to go alone.

Early next morning he left for Lucknow. Hori accompanied him to the outskirts of the village to see him off. He had never loved Gobar more in his life; when Gobar touched his feet he could not hold back in tears, like a man seeing his son for the last time.

Rupa was happy in her new home. Having spent her childhood in poverty, she knew the value of money. As a child, many unfulfilled desires had collected in her heart. Now they found full expression. Ram Sewak seemed to become young again. But to Rupa it made no difference whether he was young, middle-aged or old. Her affection did not depend on his age or the colour of his skin; they had much deeper roots; they could be shaken only by an upheaval of the soul. Absorbed in her own youth, dressing for her own happiness. But to Ram Sewak, she presented a different facet of her life; for him she was a house-wife absorbed in the daily tasks of the house: She did not want to embarrass him by the display of young charms.

Her greatest concern was to keep her parents happy. The memory of that cow which arrived as a guest and departed as a curse still vividly stuck in her mind; if anything, that memory, after a long lapse of time, had taken a deeper hue. She had not been able to completely adapt herself to the new home; she still considered her parents' home her real home, and her parents' family her real family. She did not feel as happy at the sight of a herd of cows standing at her door as she would on seeing a single cow standing at the door of her parents' hut. Alas, that cow could never come. How happy they had been that day when the cow arrived; they felt as if a goddess had descended from heaven. After the death of the first cow her father never had the means to buy another, though his desire to possess one was as strong as ever. Next time when she went home, she decided, she would take a cow with her for father. But why delay? Why not have one sent immediately? She asked her husband. The following day a cowherd left for Hori's village with the cow. "Tell father I've sent the cow for Mangal," she instructed the cowherd.

Hori was also on the look-out for a cow. Specially because of Mangal, for whom milk was so necessary. Mangal was not only his grandson or Gobar's son, but also a favourite of Malti Devi and he had to be brought up with care.

He very much liked to buy a cow. But where was the money going to come from? Fortunately, that very day a contractor had started digging gravel near the village for road construction. Hori hurried to the contractor and got work digging gravel at eight annas a day. If the work lasted even two months, he calculated, he'd be able to earn enough to buy a cow.

He worked in the loo throughout the day and returned home half-dead. Without caring for weariness he reported for work punctually the next day. In the night too he spun yarn and did not sleep until midnight. Even Dhania, instead of asking him not to work so hard, joined him in spinning. The desire to own a cow and the anxiety to pay back Ram Sewak's money drove them on.

It was past midnight and they still sat spinning. "Please go to sleep if you feel tired," Dhania said. "In the morning you have to go to work."

Hori looked at the sky. "It's all right. It couldn't be more than ten. You go and sleep."

"I don't feel sleepy. I slept for a while in the afternoon."

"After eating my gram I also have a small doze in the afternoons."

"The loo must be terrible."

"No. I sleep under a tree."

"I am afraid; I am afraid you'll fall ill."

"Only those who have leisure fall ill. When Gobar comes next, I must have some money to pay off Ram Sewak. I want to work. Gobar will also bring some money. If I can get rid of this debt this year, it will mean a new life for me."

"I remember Gobar so often. Did you notice how gentle he has become?"

"When he left, he fell at my feet."

"When Mangal came from Lucknow how chubby he looked. Now he has become so thin."

"There he got milk and butter. Here he gets only chapaties. When I get my wages I'll straightaway buy a cow."

"We would have bought one long ago if only you had listened to me. You could not cope yourself with your own field and on top of that you burdened yourself with Punia's work."

"What else could I do? In the absence of Heera, someone had to take care of his family. Can you imagine what Punia's plight would have been if I had not come to her rescue? In spite of all my efforts Mangru filed a suit against her."

"She deserved it. She hoards money."

"Where has she the money to hoard, silly woman? Her land does not yield enough even for her own needs."

"What can have happened to Heera? I think he's dead."

"I have a feeling he's still living. He'll turn up."

When Hori got up early in the morning he saw Heera standing before him. Long and unkempt hair, threadbare clothes, a shrivelled face, reduced to a skeleton.

"You look so—so small," Hori said, embracing him. "When did you come? Last night I thought of you. Are you ill?"

Today he did not see in Heera that unworthy brother who had embittered his life; he saw in him the orphaned child who used to toddle by his side thirty years ago.

Wordlessly, Heera stood still.

"Why do you cry, bhaiya?" Hori held his hand in his. "It's human to make a mistake. Where were you all this time?"

"What shall I say, dada" Heera said faintly. "I am alive because I was destined to see you again. I was on the verge of death all the time. That cow haunted me, every minute of my life, in my waking hours, in my sleep. I became mad; they kept me in an asylum for five years. Six months ago, they discharged me. I had not the courage to face you. I spent this time knocking about from place to place, begging. You looked after me...."

Hori interrupted him: "You made a mistake in running way. Why, we could easily have hushed up the matter by bribing the police."

"Dada, I'll be in your debt as long as I live."

"I am not a stranger, bhaiya."

Hori felt happy. Who said he had lost the battle of life? Was this pride, this joy, this verve, the sign of defeat? His defeats were his victories, the broken weapons his flags. His face shone with a new light. Heera's gratitude was the epitome of his success. If his barn contained a few hundred maunds of grain and his purse a few hundred rupees, he would not have got the same joy as he did on seeing Heera.

"You have also grown thin, dada." Heera said.

Hori laughed. "Does one ever grow fat at my age? Only those who have no honour or worry of debts grow fat. In these evil times it's a crime to grow fat! To make one man fat, hundreds have to be lean. Did you meet Sobha?"

"Last night. You supported your own family and the families of your enemies and yet you have not allowed your prestige to suffer. But Sobha has already sold his land and is now without any means of livelihood. God knows how he will pass his days."

When Hori started for work he felt strangely heavy in body. He had not been able to wear off last night's fatigue. Yet he walked swiftly, with a certain forced jauntiness.

Today the loo started at ten and by noon it had become blaringly hot. Hori carried baskets of gravel and deposited them into the cart. When they broke for rest, he felt breathless. He had never felt so breathless before. He could not even lift his feet, and his body burned inside. He did not wish nor did he take the afternoon meal of parched grain, spreading his neckcloth on the ground he went to sleep under the shade of a tree. His throat felt parched. When he could not hold himself any longer, he borrowed the bucket from a labourer who was sitting at a distance, eating his parched grain. He drank a lotaful of water and again lay down under the tree. After half an hour he vomited and the blood drained away from his face.

"Are you unwell, Hori bhaiya?" his neighbour asked.

Hori's head reeled. "It's nothing." he said. "I'm quite well."

He vomited again and his body went cold. Darkness swarmed before his eyes. His eyes closed and one by one old memories came alive and danced before his eyes like a phantasmagoria, in disordered sequence. Came his childhood, when he snuggled in his mother's lap and played gulli-danda. He saw Gobar fall at his feet. He saw Dhania as a bride, wearing red chunari, serving him his meal. He found himself milking a celestial cow, giving the milk to Mangal. Then the cow suddenly changed into a goddess....

"Hori, pick up your basket," the man shouted.

Hori made no reply. His inside burned; his hands and legs had gone cold. He had caught the loo.

They sent a man post-haste to his house. In an hour Dhania arrived, in a frenzy of hurry. Sobha and Heera followed her with an improvised palanquin stretcher.

When she felt Hori's pulse, her face went cold.

"How are you feeling?" Her voice trembled.

Hori's gaze wavered. "Good you have come, Gobar. I've bought a cow for Mangal. There, it's there. Can you see her?"

Dhania had seen the face of death. She recognised it. She had seen it coming stalking like a thief; she had also seen it burst in like a storm. She had seen her mother-in-law. Her father-in-law, her two children and scores of people from the village dying Her life, her hope—about to die before her eyes! No! Perhaps she was wrong. Perhaps he was just delirious with loo.

"Look at me. I'm Dhania. Don't you recognise me?"

Hori regained consciousness. The fire inside him was about to burst into a flame; the smoke had died out. He gazed at Dhania and two tears rolled down from the corners of his eyes. He said very feebly. "Forgive me, Dhania, if I've wronged you in any way. I'm ready to depart. I have no cow. Don't weep, Dhania. The worst is over. Let me die."

His eyes again closed. Heera and Sobha put him in the palanquin and set off for the village.

The news had already spread. The villagers collected at Hori's door. Lying on the cot, Hori saw everything and understood everything. But his tongue was paralysed. Yet his streaming tears showed how difficult it was to snap the ties of affection and attachment.

Attachment is another name for our sorrow at what we have not been able to achieve in this world. Duties performed and tasks accomplished disappear into the limbo of oblivion, leaving no sense of longing behind. But our feeling for persons left behind as orphans or for tasks which failed to reach fruition, persists.

Dhania knew what was coming, yet she chased the fading shadows of hope. She ran about preparing concoctions for Hori. There was no money in the house or she would have sent for the doctor.

"Bhabi",  Heera said crying, "have patience, give a cow in charity. Dada is about to leave us for ever."

"Yes, give a cow in charity," several voices chorused. "Give a cow in charity! The time is flying."

Dhania rose like a machine, went in and brought out twenty annas which she had earned from the sale of yarn. Placing the coins in the icy palm of her husband, she looked at Datadin. "Maharaj, there's neither a cow, nor a calf nor any money in the house. This is all the money I have; this is all I can give. Take this in place of the cow."

And she collapsed and sank to the ground.
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  It was not Mirza Khurshed's habit to remain idle. On discharge
    from the hospital, he started a new business; he collected a few
    prostitutes from the city and formed them into a theatrical troupe.
    In his good old days he had a gay wasteful time. In the isolation of
    the hospital ward, his soul awakened and his conscience apparently
    pricked him. Had he been more sensible, he would have put the
    money to better use by doing good to the people, and in alleviating
    their suffering and poverty. In the hospital the painful realisation also
    dawned on him that he had no one in this wide world whom he
    could call his own—one who would shed tears at the time of his
    death. Stray incidents from his life flashed in his mind. He had been
    ill—virulent malaria—in a camp near Basra. A village girl nursed him
    back to health. When he tried to pay her back for her kindness with
    money and ornaments, she lowered her head and tearfully refused
    his gifts. The nurses in the hospital were methodical, kind and
    well-meaning, but they lacked the sincerity and devotion which he
    had seen in that inexperienced girl. He soon forgot all about her and
    in spite of a promise to see her again, he didn't. Today her quiet,
    soft face stood before his eyes. He should have married her and lived
    happily ever after. When the river of life was in flood, its swift and
    muddy water had dissipated the beams of light. But now its
    turbulence had subsided; the rays penetrated through to the surface.
    He could see clearly how he had wasted the best years and thrown
    away the best chance of his life. 

  On a cool spring evening Mr. Mirza sat in his cottage talking to
    two girls when Dr. Mehta arrived. Mirza shook hands warmly and
    said, "I was waiting for you, with all the paraphernalia of enjoyment
    ready."    

  The girls smiled. Mehta blushed.    

  Mirza made a sign to the girls to leave. "Sit down, Dr. Mehta,"
    he said. "I was thinking of calling on you. The new task I've undertaken cannot be accomplished without your help. Just lend me
your moral support."

  
    Mehta smiled. "What help can a book-worm give? You are older
    than me; you have seen more of the world."    

  Mirza quickly outlined his scheme. He felt that only those women
    took to a life of shame, who were either not treated well in their
    homes or suffered from economic distress. If both problems were
    solved, very few women would take to prostitution.    

  Mehta felt that hedonism and ingrained tendencies were the main
    causes of women entering this profession. They had a heated
    tete-a-tete. 

  Mehta waved his clenched fist excitedly in the air. "You have not
    thought over the subject coolly. There are many other ways of
    earning a livelihood. But a prostitute is not satisfied with bread alone;
    she thirsts for luxuries. Unless we scrap and overhaul society, a
    theatrical troupe of the type you want will only be fiddling with the
    problem."    

  Mirza gave a sharp twirl to his moustache. "I still think it's merely
    an economic problem. Of course, the problem is not the same for
    all persons; the labourers are satisfied with coarse food and a thatched
    hut; a lawyer would not be satisfied unless he owns a bungalow and
    a car, and has servants to attend upon him. A man is not satisfied
    with bare existence. If the same problem comes before women in
    different forms, surely they are not to be blamed for it."    

  If Dr. Mehta had given deeper thought to the matter he would
    have realised that there was no basic difference between his
    view-point and Mirza's. But in the heart of the argument he had no
    time to think over it dispassionately. "Excuse me, Mirza," he said
    hotly, "as long as there are rich people in the world, prostitution will
    exist. Even if your scheme succeeds—I have my doubts—you won't
    be able to get more than five or ten women for it, and that too for
    a short period. All women can't act, just as all men aren't poets.
    Besides, even if these prostitutes stay on with you permanently, their
    places in the red light district will immediately be filled up by others.
    It's no use lopping off the breaches; you've got to strike at the very
    roots."    

  Mirza was pained at the obstinacy of Dr. Mehta. Such a learned man talking through his head! Could one change the orders of
society easily? Centuries were required. But in the meanwhile should
one sit helplessly and watch the exploitation of these helpless
women? Should the lion be shoved inside the cage, in order that we
might clip his claws? Or was it better to wait till the lion kindly
promised to give up his ferocity? The rich may squander their money
any way they liked. Let them buy a fleet of cars, build any number
of palaces, erect temples and mosques if they so desired. One thing
Mirza would not stand: the exploitation of helpless women. He
would have the red light areas morally disinfected! No one would
care even to spit at the gold coins which the rich rakes threw at the
prostitutes. Why, when the liquor shops were picketed, did not even
confirmed drunkards give up drinking?

   Mehta laughed. "You will say in some European nations there's
    no prostitution. My friend, there are other ways of indulging in lust."    

  Mirza also laughed. "India is not Europe."    

  "Alas, human nature is much the same all over the world."    

  "But every nation has its characteristic traits—its soul. The
    distinguishing trait of India's culture is her high sense of morality."

  
    "Such self-praise!"    

  "You regard wealth as an evil and yet you support Khanna. How
    do you reconcile the two?"    

  On mention of Khanna's name, Mr. Mehta suddenly clammed
    down. "I supported Khanna only after his money left him. If you
    see his condition today you'll also feel sorry for him. In any case,
    what help can I really render him? Most of my time is taken away
    by my books and the University. I can only tell him I sympathise. If
    there's anyone who has really helped him, it's Miss Malti. She actually
    saved his life. I never suspected that there could be so much sacrifice
    in one heart. Go and see him one of these days. He'll be glad to
    meet you. It's sympathy he needs most these days."    

  "Now that you ask me, I will," Mirza replied. "By the way, what
  about your marriage with Malti?"

  
    "Let's see what happens," Mehta said.  

  "She's yours for the asking!" That's what I also thought. These
    days she doesn't even care to talk to me."

   Mehta gave a loud pathetic laugh and got up.

   "When do I see you again?" Mirza asked.
  

  "It's your turn to visit me. But do go and see Khanna."
  

  Mirza looked at Mehta through the window. He was walking
    slowly, his head bowed in thought. 
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