For fifty years Panditji’s House has been the
preserve of women...

But the marriage of Madhuchchanda’s aunt to Pratap,
their neighbour from across the river, changes all
that—as the other women of the house, finding their

jealously guarded independence threatened by the
man in their midst, turn distrustful and hostile...Then,
almost in a bid to keep peace, Madhuchchanda’s aunt
falls gravely ill and Madhuchchanda finds
herself—inexplicably, guiltily—becoming her

uncle’s mistress... Daughters of the House—Indrani
Aikath-Gyaltsen’s first book— is a brilliantly-written
story of inconstant men and proud, resolute women...
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Daughters of the House






Chapter 1

Mala couldn’t scc them, I'm sure of that. And she’s ncar-sighted
besides. With her fect carcfully planted at lcast a yard firom the
cdge and her hands rubbing together, she wagged her head and
screwed up her cyes in a tremendous cffort to scem interested,
murmuring in the way she always did, ‘Do you think so, Chchanda?
Do you think so ¥’

I didn’t think anything. I have cyes in my head and T saw them
very well, both ol them, down at the bottom of the pond that the
Kocl sluggishly makes, under the netting ol the wrap: a long
tapering onc lying perfectly still, its nosc at the mouth ol the wap
and a round onc swimming {rantically against the sides ol the net,
its silver scales gleaming. Uncle Katla, Aunt Rui, the latter big
cnough not to go down the gullet of the former but still consider-
ably ncrvous of his proximity. As for the trap, I recognized it too
by its sizc and the shape ol its meshes: only Wagner himscelf had
onc like that and since his little grey dinghy came sculling around
the river these holiday mornings, it would be just as well to act
quickly il T wanted to cat a decent meal and spare him a it of
apoplexy.

‘I's cold, 1sn't it, Chchanda? Isn't it cold?’ cricd Mala, seizing
my hand that was alrcady at the neck of my dress. It certainly
wasn't too warm. T'he sivis still had Ieaves and the wild yellow iris
still burned brightly among the reeds only just touched with rust
and barely stirring benceath the sudden gusts that were twisting all
theleaves still on the deodars. But the sky, as always a month ahcad



of the carth in Chotanagpur, drownced out the sun in the thunder-
ing greys ol its advancing scason, missing its usual leaves, its usual
birds. The river was too cold, ncither running nor still, not yet
smelling of mud, yet rising a little, foaming, and softly rocking the
boat that was dragged hall-way up the bank. Too cold to dive in,
but what clse was there to do? I we didn’t want to miss our chance
to play a trick on our old cncmy Wagner, and at the same time to
supplement Parvati’s larder, which lcaned a little too heavily on
ricc and brinjals, I would have to dive. | pulled my dress over my
head. It was a nondescript garment run up by the village tailor
from an old Sears and Rochuck catalogue. It was old enough to be
authentically 'British’ which of course it was not. Free of my dress,
I slipped ofT the brassicre that hadn't had the task of embracing
much since it had bheen discarded as too shabby for my aunt, and
revived although really too big for me. Shivering all over, |
hesitated before removing my cotton panties—but to keep them
on would make matters too complicated later on. They would
hardly have time to dry before lunch. Behind us was only a walled
garden and across the river only ditches and islets of this many-
channelled branch of the Kocl. Al deserted as far as the eye could
sce, without a single goatherd, a single cow, a single dog.

‘And your hair, Chchanda ! Your hair !’ protested my sister. Too
bad. The panties were ofT now and I was in the river. Once you
were in, the shock wasn’t so bad, and with a push against the bank,
I sank beneath the surface, scissoring my legs like any frog. The
spot was encumbered with arrowhcad weeds and half-submerged
water-lilies. I had to come up for air before I reached the trap and
it was too hcavy [or me to move. The bank, secn [rom the river,
scemed to have grown higher. By now Mala was sounding like a
one-child chorus of misgiving: ‘Come up now, come up. It’s
raining "—which struck me as such a ridiculous inducement, that
I burst out laughing. But it was raining, the air was full of drops
and the Kocl was starred with thosc little civcles that I used to call
‘tear-children’ to correspond to the ‘laugh-children’—those
thousands of disco lights scattered under the trees in sunlight.

I was just about to go under again when Mala trembled and
turned around. She (led so I wasn't surprised to sec Parvati coming
towards me with those long strides that turned up the edges of her
sart at every step, bristling with starch and indignation, umbnrclla
held very high and straight. In seconds, she was at the river bank.
I saw her roll her stony cyes, point her thick index finger at my
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little pile of clothes and even with my car at water-level, | could
hear the splendid beginning of her abuse: ‘Marcus! In the water !
In weather like this! Ifyour auntonly knew . . . .’ Therest couldn’t
rcach the six fcet of water I had put between us and | devoted
mysclf to pushing the trap to a position I could handle [rom the
bank. In [or a penny, in for a pound. No sooner was my nosc above
water again, Parvati began to bawl, ‘And stark naked ! As il shc had
no shamec at eightcen!’

In passing, let me cxplain that Parvati’s *“Marcus’ was an inter-
jection of unspecified reference. My aunt interpreted it vagucly as
somcthing out of the Bible. I had smclled out the recollection of
an almost-forgotten husband, and a dctestable one at that, since
his name, over hall-a-century later, could still serve as a term of
such reproach. Whatever it meant, Parvati's ‘Marcus' was always
a bad sign and nccessitated immediate pacification. With a swilt
hand, one accustomed to this task, 1 unhooked the trap and threw
Uncle Katla and Aunt Rui in two silver arcs to land at Parvad’s feet,
cutting short her diatribe in a grumble of ill-concealed interest and
greed. Her severity softencd. Her eyclids fell modestly over her
stone-washed eyes. ‘Be surce to put the trap back where you found
it," she hissed. It was back already and Parvati wiped my back as |
got into my clothes. She was still grumbling, on principle, [or the
sake of dignity, but she kept her eyes on the fish thinking up ways
in which to make them go a long way. The fish, barely gasping,
dicd silently in the regal manner of all great hunters who have
scen enough of death not to be outraged by their own.

‘Hurry up now,’ said Parvati. I was dressed in four movements
and with Parvati carrying the [ish close to her flat chest we began
to climb the slopc to our house. She stopped before taking the final
lap of her path, so crucl on her heart, and said inconscquently,
*You have grown up, Chchanda. I would give you some hot milk
with butter in it but there is so little of it.” I didn’t understand
whether it was the milk that was scarce or the butter. Mala made
an appcearance looking like a slim doc in her brown dress, identical
to minc. ‘A letter [rom Aunt, a letter from Aunt [or you,Parvati.’
‘Give it here,’ snapped the addressce, scizing the letter which the
rain had alrcady dappled with blue-black spots and which she
managed to open with a hunched action of triangular dexterity,
lish on chest, umbrella supported by chin and shoulder, leter in
hand. It was held away, held close, away again until the right
distance was achicved. Suddenly her brow contracted. For three



weeks now we had waited for this letter [rom Ranchi where my
aunt had gonc—alonc. The umbrella began to slip. By the second
page, it had fallen like a toadstool on its stem. ‘God wouldn’t let it
come truc!’ she murmured. Parvati picked up the umbrella and
procccded into the outer court holding it before her like a shield.
Across it and through into the inner court past the purdah-wall in
to the kitchen.She laid the fish down and turning to us, she said,
‘Your aunt has decided to get married. At this age! She is almost
forty-five! Marcus!” We stood around. Until about twenty-five one
had the chance to get married; after that, one reached an un-
dcfinable ‘state’. With her tecth clamped, Parvati started to flame
the fire. She had to rclicve her feclings somehow and what else
were we there for?

‘Hand me the pan, Mala! And Chchanda, why don't you clean
the [ish! Did you ever dream of such nonscnsc, Marcus! Marrying
hersell at forty-five! And who is to carc for you poor, homeless,
motherless? He will have you out before six months, you watch.
In her sleep he will murder her and before that he will beat her.
Oh that I am alive to sce such a day!

Parvati is a Roman Catholic of sulTicient education. At times,
however, some latent paganism crupts which ncver impresses us
like at present. I moved to the old stone sink. The long thin knife
Parvati used for cutting was on the bench. She picked itup and in
one swift movement gutted the Rui out of which fell a little Perch,
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Chapter 11

My name is Madhuchchanda. There is a Mukherjee to it but time,
events and short memories have eflectively buried it in the mortar
of the past. In any casc I was born and grew up in my maternal
grandfather’s housc and hoth Mala and I are known as ‘Pandit)i’s
granddaughters’. With some exceptions, I don’t have much reason
to complain about my natural cndowments. [ am rather strong,
my head isn't entirely cmpty and I can’t remember ever having to
use a thermomecter or take carc of an infection. A [avourable
diagnosis you see, and to thank my stars properly I musn’t ignore
large cyes, straight black hair, small hones, good skin, but above
all, my great appetite [or lifc itsell, the hunger that makes us
gluttons for whatever happens to us, the passion for living that
scizes every breath—so that you taste the air each time it enters
your lungs afresh.

All this love for living, however, [lourished in a remarkably old
housc. Not that it could have lived in any other. I cannot under-
stand new houses with their hard angles, their orderly gardens
planted with trees that grow in the ground alone, without
memorics at their roots. Our house, Panditji’s House, was, is, still
ten kilometres [rom Netarhat, between Icha and Hesadi. It has
grown {rom the carth and is an abode, a habitation and a sitc. |
was born there, so were my mother and aunt and my grandmother
too. Onc of my forcfathers set himsell up there. He came armed
with a Master’s degree [rom Calcutta and started to teach in the
Roman Catholic Mission School. The house was on church ground
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then, acquired from the sale of public lands and the purchase
tormented three gencerations of Panditjis until forgetfulness, cus-
tom, and the acquisition of an adequate income by [arming allowed
them to consider themsclves among the gentry of the district. And
since, Panditji's Housc—originally a simple oblong of sandstone
and red clay capped with tubular khapra, had changed a great deal.
‘She’s grown her wings,” Nani used to say, pointing her sad nose
towards the little row ol rools that stretch out over the side walls,
giving the house the look of a hen with a plucked neck (the
chimney) protecting her chicks. There was cven a sort of a tail
attached later, where the washing tub had been installed in a brick
lean-to at the rear. The whole sprecading edilice drew its consisten-
cy from its patina under the bougainvillaea creeper that never
tired of assailing the gutters and cvery monsoon embraced the
walls in a vicious nct of veins.

The symbolism is appropriate but the house has long since lost
its other network, its maze of parish roads and paths that branched
out over twenty acres of land. The old acres, sold like so many
others to tenant farmers, had shrunk until there remained only
thegroundsarranged inalittle crescentat the river's edge: scarcely
two acres in all, of which perhaps a quarter served as a kitchen
garden, while the rest, all thickets and thornbrakes, was occasional-
ly cut back to preserve a few tall deodars that plunged into the sky,
swaying in the March winds like so many demented witches against
a background of confused clouds, soiled a little [rom the smoke off
the chimney. And nothing clsc, besides a gulmohur tree that had
been struck by lightning, a rubber wree that oozed gum and a
garland of madhumalati overgrowing a little lawn where the
crabgrass strangled the last crocus and the last rosc tree reverted
to a briar. The wilderness triumphed here, over all that man had
done. It was even more so in the animal kingdom: a furtive cat, a
few fowls that laid their eggs under the bushes and everywhere
clse fugitives, nomads, overhead and underground—the insects,
the birds, even a squirrel making off with a precious vegetable, a
mongoosc crawling among the cggs and another mongoosc
among the hens.

And aman who comes to us. Over half-a-century now Pandii’s
Housc has been a house of women. Women whose weak or
inconstant husbands could procreate, almost incidentally, in pass-
ing, you might say, only daughters. You could tell it was that kind
ol housc everywhere—by the untended garden, by the rusty hinges,
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flaking paint—by the wholc abandoned outside in contrast to the
gleaming interior that smelled of beeswax, glimmered with brass
on top of old sanduks that shone in [ront and rotted away behind,
waiting for arms strong cnough to move thcm.

I have known five of the women of this housc of whom three
are left. I lost my grandmother carly, the last of the Chakravortys
but always known as thc Panditjis after the occupation of the
ancient forefather. Nani was a wile at twelve; at twenty-two the
widow of a probation lawyer in the Ranchi District Court. He had
more than ample time to lcave behind two daughters, my mother
and my aunt, Madhulika. Nani wasn't to die for another twenty-
five ycars of an unfortunately placed cancer that prevented her
from sitting down. I remember her in the way you remember a
photograph in brown and white. I never saw her in anything but
brown and tussore. Clinging to her inheritance, her beads, to the
memory of her hushand, she lived standing up, dry, solemn, thin
and almost always falling back into her armchair under the
photograph ol a man graduating with somc unspccified degree in
his hands with a face so cocky and [lirtatious that it was impossible
to [ind in his features the august face ol anyonc’s grandlather. And
although Nani looked right for her rolc, she didn’t perform it any
better. She was a prolessional widow. She didn't care for the house
or anything in it. She left it all—cleaning, cooking, authority ofany
kind—to Parvati, a widow like herscll, whose devotion and ability
scemed less valuable than the mestimable recommendation of
having known my grandfather. Nani came on the scene [oremost
and only in her capacity as chic[ mourner. We loved her; she was
inattentively good to us, but her death which was a deliverance for
her, was one for us as well. Her presence had made us ashamed
ol our laughter and our gamcs and this displeasure manifested
itself in the dicking of her knitting needles, her meaningful looks
or just her limp way of holding her head, that inclination of her
necck to the leftas if she was listening to her heart. I hoped [ervently
not to take after Nani at all and 1 still resent bitterly the memory
ol the exaggerated romanticism, that little click in the back ol her
throat, with which she would spread out her fingers and murmur
delicately, ‘A lily hand, Madhuchchanda. .. you don't have it. . .
your hands arc the key-holding kind.” Unwittingly, these were the
most endearing words she cver said to me.

‘This gricl that Nani had decided to bear along with her name
and daughters must have stilled my mother. Excessive and un-
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called for, itbecame rapidly unsupportable for her. Onan occasion
before she died, she admitted to me that she had got to the point
of hating this father, that she actually doubted the valuc of love
and faithfulness since they were able to force life to such a dead-
lock. The consequences of such a [ecling were inevitable and she
rushed into marriage to escape.

Chance certainly lost no time in showing its irony. Kiron Muk-
herjec, a thirty-onc-ycar-old journalist of Calcutta, inherited some
land in Ranchi division with a housc on it. He decided to throw up
journalism and become a writer. What more salubrious spot than
that inherited from his uncle? On closer inspection the house
proved uninhabitable but it was closc to his wifc’s house. While
elaborate plans were madce to renovate it, he moved into Panditji’s
Housc. My mother never forgave the betrayal. 1 was born, then
came Mala. Both daughters.bccame living reproaches, a source of
constant quarrclling, cach parent accusing the other of having
conccaled some sceret genealogical {law whereby only girls were
reproduced.

"Three years passed and my father disappcared. We waited but
not impatiently. After a suitable time we framed him next to
grandfather. But he returned when [ was twelve and Mala cight.
Nonc ol us were happy to sec him and he was unhappy to sce the
house stripped of its best furniture and [ruit tree by which we had
survived along with the fancy picces of embroidery which Parvati
took in and a few ‘loans’ from her. For Parvati was much richer
than we—from the compensation that the State Government's
Irrigation Department had paid her for damming the river Roro,
blasting its banks and flooding Parvati’s small farm. 1 barely
recognized this greying man with the hesitant arms. Mother and
Parvati presented stony faces. The only cheerful aspect of this
homccoming was that the house was by now denuded also of my
grandmother. Very much had happened within a short time. My
“.U“t, Madhulika, persuaded my parents to row on the river, away
lr()m' L:urimls us; disapproving Parvati. It was late afternoon.
Incflicient at everything, my Father scems to have had as little luck
with the boat. How my mother, literally born on the river, came
to drown we never understood. | did not hear his story. Sullice it
to say that Parvati would not allow him even to changec his clothes.
He was chased away forthwith and we never saw him again. My
mother’s body was washed up on Wagner’s side of the river three
days later. Once Kiron Mukherjee sent me a box ol dried dates.
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We ate the fruit and kept caterpillars in the box. They did become
butter{lics. ‘

The matriarchy of Panditji's House was a universe ol nuns,
young and old. It was an oasis. Mala and I had no reason to envy
the normal family lives of the few children we knew, nagged by
tyrants with penises. Like all country-girls we weren’tin ignorance
of what are called ‘the facts of life’ and we considered men ol about
as much usc as the tom-cat, the buck rabbit, the rooster who laid
no cggs, the bull who gave no milk. Episodic characters, all of them.
Rather useless and rather disgusting. Parvati's face during the
recital of certain village scandals alter marketing expeditions and
deliveries of sewing, told me how right I was.

What clse is there to tell? That more than anything elsc in the
world we loved this lady of the ‘pretty-aunt-smells-so-good’ cult, a
woman both lovable and loving and so willing to wrap hersclf in
us that we forgot she was a human and a woman. Love, you know,
takes advantage as it can ol its occasions, which are after all what
they are. Love. Mala smacked her lips and looked dreamy over it
Parvati’s rightcousness struck it as [ull of principles as if it were a
pin-cushion, flaying us all with her reproaches. As for me, al-
though I tried to be casual and independent, | took offence all the
more casily. Nothing could have been more cramped than my
sentimental gecography: Province, Panditji's House. Capital, my aunt
Madhulika. Sub-preflecturces, Mala and Parvat. The rest was [oreign
territory, so much so that once 1 had my school certificate I couldn’t
bear to continuc my studics. Our strained circumstances provided
my cxcuse, and I actually [elt incapable of living anywhere clse, of
living any other life but this one, divided among the river,
cmbroidering silks, and thc onc place which I respected: my aunt’s
bedroom with its canary yellow silk bedcover, its dressing-table
and its old-fashioned desk where she did accounts, eking out rupec
by rupee of our precarious livelihood.



Chapter III

Around cleven o'clock the restlessness, then the cries, then the
short flight of the mainas retreating from reed to reed, proclaimed
her approach. Almost at once I recognized the familar noiscs: the
slight lapping sound that swelled in the rushes and sucked at the
red mud on the bank, the splashing of the oars as they fcll back
into the water, the rustling of the Kocl divided by the prow of a
rowing-boat whosc kecl grated as it passed over some submerged
branch. And at last, two clongated shadows gliding over the reeds,
among those wounded rceds recently cut by the basket weavers.
Two shadows 1 said and I was right. Parvati and Mala watching
from the front gate couldn’t sce a thing. My instinct hadn’t failed
me when 1 decided to wait, the house clean, the dress for Mrs
Prabhakar’s granddaughter finished, down by the peepul wree at
the end of the backyard [rom where you could sce whatever water
traflic might come towards you {rom the south. They had undoub.
tedly come from "I'hakur Sahil’s housc.

Since they had alrcady announced their impending marriage
to us—who were women, after all, and could do nothing about it—-
it was casy (> guess that it was now their duty to notily as
courageously as possible, the gentleman across the river, the
story-book father-in-law on vacation on his estates. And he would
be rather more diflicult to handle. So, Madhulika, escorted by her
cavalier, returned by the Kocl, which thus betrayed me once again.
Across the Kocl [rom us, its orchards and lields swollen with the
opulence which care and ability brings, lay ‘Thakur Sahib's house,
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a replica of Panditji’s but in reverse. It was a household of men
and of plenty. Wagner and his son. I refer to Thakur Sahib as that
because of his loud voice. A member of the Chamber of Commerce
of Ranchi and a lawyer. Besides being a landlord of course. And
Pratap Singh, his son; a lawyer like him and like him too, counsel
for the mines and quarries of the district. ‘Him! Marcus! He
defends coal and stones!’ said Parvat and for months she cooked
food over firewood in retaliation.

Once upon a time, I believe, the legal dynasty of the Thakur
Singhs had been friendly with the tutorial dynasty of the Panditjis
and Chakrabortys, but the connection died out with my
grandfather, the last Panditji. His death, hard times, our reduced
circumstances and perhaps too, a certain displaccment in the
generations, a change in the way our families expressed themsel-
ves, had broken the continuity. Anyway, Thakur Singh did not call
on Nani as far as I can recall and we should have been frec of
concern on their account.

But as I said, the river betrayed us. Ordinarily, to walk dry-
footed from Panditji’s to Thakur Sahib's, you have to go the long
way around,upstream to the village, across the bridge and
downstream again over the low culverts that play leap-frog over
the drainage ditches—a considerable expedition in all, spreading
over six miles the six hundred yards that, for a crow, divide our
khapra roof [rom the concrete onc of Thakur Sahib’s. Unlortunate-
ly, what separates can also reconcile. Suffering {rom a sort of
riparian atavism, Thakur Sahib folded away his black robes and
replaced them with gumboots and abandoned the meanders of
legal ritual for those of the river. You could sec his grey, llat-bot-
tomed boat everywhere, manocuvred, 1 must admit, with great
skill. Of coursc the old man with his bluc jowls, his large hairy
belly, his loud voice and his jersey wasn't dangerous. But his
accomplice! His accomplice who [or years had appeared o be
insensitive to the joys of country and aquatic life—as a little girl 1
don't think I can remember secing him more than two or three
times on the river: a tall figure, so serious, so wan, armour-plated
with all his degrees—his accomplice had suddenly, tardily, come
to life out of his law books and invaded our banks. There he was
in his swimming trunks, cverything showing, churning up the
river with his dives. ‘There he was in khaki trousers and a jacket,
swinging a new nickel-bright (ly-rod over the water, landing the
spinner filty yards away in onc stylish (lick of the wrist. ‘How

13



clegant!” whispered my aunt, Madhulika, onc summer cvening. |
still wasn’t aware of what was going on but I resented secing him
encroaching on our territorial waters.

My indignation lost little time in changing its object.
Madhulika's far-away look and her sudden interest in the roots of
the pecpul tree and the Kocl's edge opened my cyes. And the
insistcnce of the gentleman in question. Now he was actually
landing, that son of Wagner, jumping on our rotten landing stage,
offering trips downstream in his father’s boat, lessons in casting—
so generous with his good manners out there among the
mosquitoes—and therc was my aunt, declaring that ‘it was
ridiculous to have stopped sceing those Thakur Singhs they're
actually charming!’

So charming that my cars rang with their praises and I began
to follow Madhulika and Pratap cverywhere so that she would have
no chance to be alone with that charm. My hostility and my silence
confronted them ceverywhere. Uscless, of course. It is so easy to
become sceretive if you have to. By winter the boat had disap-
pcarcd and so had the mosquitoes. So also had Madhulika. She
was going to Ranchi, she said. Nothing ominous in that except that
the son of Wagner had his offices there. Parvati grumbled incom-
prchensibly and old Thakur Singh diligently turned his back
whenever he saw me, almost as il he were reproaching me for
something. .

‘There could be no doubt about it: they had their difTiculties with
old Wagner who was said to be very rich and must have hoped for
somcthing better for his only son than an impoverished, elderly
nob()dy who had two nicces to bring up and who was three years
older in the bargain. Pulmps he had even relused altogether—
that was my dcarest hope.

In spitc ol the notices (Parvati had verified them at the Katchehri)
I clung to that hopc while the boat, hall-way across the Koel
alrcady, moved towards me against the dazzling sky. Madhulika
sat in the stern and Pratap Singh, his back to me, rowed her
towards our landing stage; but those sudden gusts of wind that
kept ruflling the water and that carried the slightest sound so far,
did not bring the slightest sound of words to me. Was their silence
it good omen, a confession of failure? Or didn’t they need to say
anything when they were staring at cach other like this? I choked
back my ragc, calling on heaven or hell to work some miracle that
would hurl the dandy into the water with his degrees and his
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finery, so that [ could drag him across by the scruff of his neck all
muddy and ashamed. But while I instinctively hid behind the
pecepul tree, the boat came on, not even listing, straight on its
course. I wasn't even to sce him bump into the landing! The
creature managed to ship the left oar just before he hit, and turned
the boat on his right, so that it glided it against the dock asif it were
lined with silk. Already on shore, the son of Wagner, drew the bow
in and Madhulika stepped out, on tiptoe, careful not to catch her
heelsin the cracks between the floorboards. ‘Darling, give me your
hand!’

And with that ‘darling’ my anger burst out again. He gave her
one hand, then two, holding the rope with his foot. Madhulika
jumped out, exaggerating her delightful clumsiness and stood
next to him, motionless, watching him tie the painter around a
root. She was. . . she was beauty herself at that moment, rising
from the water like an Arabian quecn in a fable stepping out of
her mirror. And she paraded her abundance, the fragile insolence
of her breasts, her neck, her eyelids, her colouring—that pale
endangered bloom which made her cheeks all the brighter. And
she said ‘Pratap’ and Pratap leaped up, his hands before him and
there they are before my eyes, entwined, coiled around each other,
heads together for a good long clinch—the fade-out at the end of
a bad film. And I found myself counting seconds, one, two, three,
four, devouring them with my eyes, five, six, looking for a flaw,
the shame of it, seven, cight, because there’s always something
badly fastened, hanging loose, ill-balanced, in the statuary of
kisscs. But that kiss, warming my aunt like wax under this
stranger’s scal, that kiss had something perfect, may God damn
him, about its movement, somcthing irresistibly success(ul, some-
thing that let her soften in his arms and hang there without
seceming ridiculous, even to me, nine, ten, something that an-
nounced my unconditional deleat.

When I could bear no more Ileapt up and ran towards Panditji’s
House which was not more [aithful than my aunt had been. For
he began to climb the slope too, the interloper, with his new
Penclope. It was imperative that I be in the house first. He would
walk in like a new owner, {ling his things on the table, take a glance
at my aunt’s room, at mine, and smilingly inspect this feminine
kingdom of scanty linen, petticoats to be darned, of dust cloths
made out of old sheets. He would sink into Nani's chair that no
one had sat in since she died; he would take out his pack of
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cigarettes and the whole room would suddenly have a man’s smell
of cigarettes and sweat. I ran towards the housc and even while
running, thought, ‘And won't it be splendid if it smells like that in
here all the time, and our dear uncle beats us and makes us sit up
at nights in the dim light to turn his cuffs and collars!” What? Did
I hear someone? Something? Behind me someone called ‘Chchanda!
And ahcad of me ‘Madhuchchanda?”

I decide on the second. Itis Paro, coming out of the kitchen with
Mala at her heels. I am'still panting when I reach her, but there is
no need [or words now. She understands at once, bristling all over
and crosses hersell while the hairs on herchin become as sharp as
cactii. ‘Your aunt’s coming,” she snaps at my sister. For all her
acumen, Mala does not rcalize how the changed circumstances
may afiect her. She has already broken away, running towards the
river, her round [ace wrcathed in smiles, throat gurgling with
affectionate crics. Just right. It would be too much to expect that
Wagner II would not get a proper welcome [rom my idiot sister.
Be surrounded by such aflection! What a lovely future to look
forward to, cosseted by our affection: the cternal gratitude of our
semi-spinster aunt, a semi-Ruth rescued at last from her boredom
and poverty; the pious devotion of a kindly old servant; and the
almost filial assurances of my own tenderness as well—why, he'll
be overcome! And to think he knows nothing of what's in store for
him. . .. Paro, whosc cycs havc just met mine and found in them,
as always, just what she was looking for, locks her hands behind
her. "You know,” she grumbles, ‘lovers and madmen are cousins.
"They don't think what they are doing any more than a donkey can
say “Our Father”.” She stands silent for a minute, pulls a sour face
and adds, ‘Of course, the likes of you would not understand it, but
our priest said only last week, “Onc sin leads to another.” Some-
times you can’t get away without getting yourself in deeper yet!’

As far as Paro was concerned, marrying as my aunt had done,
so late in lifc, was a matter of sheer lust, justifying nothing. A new
sensc of Paro’s conviction, sharpened something in my smile. They
would be living in sin and that plcased me. It whitewashed my
vaguc causc, and blackened their own: they might have the law on
their side but not public opinion. Well, that’s as it should be. In
spitc of Madhulika’s weakness for the man, she can never be his
wilc as completely as she is my aunt. It would be a sin for her to
sleep with him.

And suddcnly I fecl how hatelul I've heen. But quick on that
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realization follows- another horrible suspicion. Almost il I had
spoken my thoughts aloud, I bite my lips until blood comcs, and,
with a sudden gasp I ask, ‘Paro, you don't rcally think. . .?" Paro
nods her head ominously ‘Yes, I do. I have an idca your aunt is
pregnant.’

If she is, it's impossible to tell. There she is now at the end of the
tumbledown garden, brilliant and slender in her crcam and black
sari. She lifts the pleats of it with one hand and with the other
caresses Mala who is capering with joy around her. I stand and
stare, ‘on my life and everything around it’. How could you do this.
And there is no Pratap around. She must have made it clcar that
her return at least belongs to the girls. Dclicacy has always been a
point with her. My unhappiness is there for all to sce. My knee
moves involuntarily under my dress, my [oot makes a step not
casily checked. I realize Madhulika is worricd-almost intimidated—
by my guardedness as shc comes [orward. She makes a great [uss
of putting away her sun-glasscs in her bag and removing a pebble
from her shoe. Finally, only a [cw yards away, she abandons all
pretence, ‘Madhuchchanda!” she cries, opening her arms wide.
And what can I do? Except [ling myscllinto them.



Chapter IV

Rains bring a chill to the Netarhat arca . As a sal log splitin Paro’s
lire, riddling the fire screen with sparks, Madhulika jumped in her
chair and lifted her hand to her [orehead once again. Silently and
quickly we had caten the [fish, or what was left of it, as fish chops
and soon after Madhulika had collapsed in her chair and groaned
‘Another migrainc! They've lasted more than a week!

Shc had just taken two aspirins, one after the other, and the
three of us sat around her naw: knitting furiously and watching
her closely. And a touch sceptically. Was she trying to gain time to
avoid a scene? Around us was the [amiliar room. There were two
sofas. Onc small, formal onc reserved for the odd guest, usually

Yarvati’'s Roman Catholic priest who dropped in sometimes. The
other had huge hollows in it and made a noisc like a mutinous
gang when satin. It was difTicult to rise from its sunken depths and
still maintain dignity and poisc. I never sat in it unless I forgot.
Paro sat in a cretonne-covered Jeep seat. The Jeep had been
bought by my father long ago, second-hand, and, of course, sold
soon alter. This was placed at a vantage point ncar the fireplace
and [rom its disciplined non-depths Paro surveyed the room with
an air ol presiding over it. Beside it was an unstcady gate-legged
table, steadicd by two bricks and holding embroidery silks and a
lamp with a singed pink satin shade. The singed side of the lamp
was always kept to the wall, but had a furtive way of edging itsell
around the moment it detected the presence of Paro’s priest,
Father Monfrais.



On a shell nearby 1 had a knitting bag with thrce scparatc
unfinished sets of work, all of the same wool. In moments of
optimism and clation, I would work on a swcater; in moments of
reverie, upon a scarf; and to keep my mind ofl pressing worries,
asock. Occasionally, I would unravel the sweater to finish the sock.
But more often I unravelled the sock to finish the sock. It all
worked out to the same thing in the end.

Over the [ireplace was a reproduction of Raphacl's ‘Madonna in
the Chair' giving the room a kind of rcligious bravado. On the
mantlepiece were unanswered correspondence, bills, religious
pamphlets, two plaster-of-paris Venus de Milos offendedly turn-
ing their backs to each other, a calendar. There were two bookcases
on cach sidc of the fireplace: the books you could see [rom the sofa
were novels and classics, those hidden by the gate-leg and Jeep
scat were old telephone directories put there flor their bulk.

Between the windows, stood a china cabinet that wobbled
ncurotically when anyone went ncar it or there was a breeze, and
it was cram-full of left-overs [rom services ol tea and dinner.
Presiding over thesc picces was an open-minded shepherdess
being mischiefed by a purposcful but legless shepherd. Along the
tops of the bookcascs was a jumble of family photographs; the ones
without frames were tucked into the corners of the ones with
frames, obliterating them. The wall above the bookcase had a
damp patch, shaped like Iran.

Today was sock knitting day. Madhulika watched us and [rom
moment to moment scemed on the point of saying something, then
turned her eyes away and waited like the rest of us. Outside, the
sky flooding in the west, darkened until it looked like night. A
warm, grey light filtered through the net curtains enveloping the
furniture and the four of us.

‘I've made the deliverics to the Ursuline Convent shop [or thelinen
and finished the uniforms for Father’s Orphanage,’ Paro said.

‘Good,’ said Madhulika. ‘Get rid ol everything you have in the
house, and don't take in any more. Thank God we don't need to
do all that any morc.” Out of the blue smoke of the logs oozing with
resin, ran a flame thicker and brighter than the rest, a flame that
shifted all the shadows in the room, retouching the three laces
belore me: Madhulika's suddenly not so smooth, and showing her
powder; Mala’s, serene but all tangled with snarls of her hair, and
Paro’s hall-bone, half-skin, jaw and check-hone wrapped in the
generous [abric of her wrinkles. All three of us were strained, even
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Mala in her serenity. “Thank God,’ my aunt had said, thinking of
the long sessions of sewing which Pratap Singh’s fees would soon
make unnecessary and in her voice was a tone of relief that soothed
me as well. If only the fees accounted for her decision! A rival can
always forgive interest more easily than love. Madhulika’s implica-
tion served to start the discussion again. ‘Think it over, Madhu!
Do you know where you’re heading the children?” Madhu made
aweary gesture that ended all debate. She hated the pet-name that
Paro had cut from our common name to avoid confusion, bestow-
ing the ‘Chchanda’ half on me. ‘A marriage certificate doesn’t make
a marriage and in a small place like this people will forgive you. . .’
continued Paro.

‘People will forgive me what?’ demanded Madhulika, suddenly
lifting up a face that was hcavy with obstinacy. ‘You know very
well. Coventry. Closed doors. No [riends for the girls and no good
matches either.'

“Thegirls have no friends anyway. As for good matches, Pratap’s
money will bring back any that my actions have driven away!’

My needles froze in my hands. It was cruel what she said but
Madhulika had saved herself by her sincerity. ‘You don’t know
what you arc doing! You don't know,’ cried Parvati. ‘I've stayed
here, oh so many years, I've brought you up and your sister, the
mother of these poor girls. I've worked myself to death to hear you
tell me you don’t care what I say, what I think, what I do! So I'd
betier go to the kitchen where 1 belong. My dust-rags are cleancr
than your sheets,’ she cnded slyly. But Madhulika had turned
znroupd in her chair and seized Paro by the hand just as she was
rushing out. With her other hand she clutched my skirt. She had
gone white. Her face which seemed made for sighs, glances, soft
smiles, was disfigured by an anger that tore her voice into harsh
screcams, Madhulika, whose words were always like pearls on a
thread:

'It's your fault, you know it. You have confincd the world. 1
want to be happy. You want to have me here for the rest of all our
lives. That's the way you love me. But I'm tired of carrying all the
burden. I want to be happy. You are too demanding.’

She hesitated, knowing us so well and afraid of hurting us. |
thougl?t, She calls us demanding because she does not want to give us what
we ask. The cconomic necessity for Pratap had left me undismayced.
It was hardly flattering to him. “Iy to understand,’” Madhulika
continucd calmly and with a pleading note in her voice, ‘1 am not
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twenty any more. After all, I'm a woman and have the same right
to marriage and . . .” No matter how rigid shc is, there is nothing
in the world that can keep a peasant woman from the cradic and
Paro’s face had already softened. I was losing ground. I had to act
fast. ‘But aren’t you happy with us then?” And my voice had the
harshness of the very young. Madhulika’s tirade had to be unsuc-
cessful. I was not going to letit achieve the results she had counted
on—the tears, the hugging, the consolations. We remained where
we were—frozen, unyielding and hopelul. Except for Mala. On
her face was the plecasure of the giver.

‘Pratap isin Ranchi,” said Madhulika. ‘He will be herc todinner.’
She was weary.

‘The last bus has already come,’ said Paro, forgetting her anger
to this familiar, esscntial detail.

‘He has his car.” And then, in the curious silence that the
mention of an unfamiliar object like a car had earned, ‘Oh, Paro,
you'll have to move out the onions and potatocs from the shed to
make room for the car.’

And then, hands at her temple, my aunt took refuge again in
her migraine, not insisting, not cven asking that we make room
for the driver, as well, in our hearts. ‘A love like ours,’ | used the
tired refrain intentionally. Once you start singing it, you can't get
it out of your head. Madhulika was angry at me {or my resistance
but she was angry with hersell as well for her compromises and
for justifying her actions. ‘Come girls,’ said Paro, very dryly. ‘Help
me clear out the shed.’

I roused mysclf. It was almost dark now. Madhulika went slowly
upstairs. Everything I had stored up for the day when the danger
would be upon us—supplications, tcars, the Thakur’s wrath—was
ol no usc any more. We would have to yicld to the invader, we
would be occupied. But we would defend oursclves even in delceat.
We would never be graceful.



Chapter V

At first, I must admit, the bridegroom had luck on his side. Without
having to ask her, [ knew that Parvat, like mysclf, was lying in wait
[or his arrival—it was to be the first serve of a match—and |
wondered how he would manage it, what kind of mask he would
wear: the prince consort suddenly seated on the throne ol an alien
rcalm? But cven if J considered his position and prescnce un-
avoidable it was incomprehensible that Pratap had brought himself
to accept the terms ol a marriage which would certainly make his
entrance into our lives uncasy to say the least. I reached a consoling
conclusion at the last, even after the scene I had witnessed at the
river, which was after all, the most conventional sort of leave-
taking between a husband and wife: “They didn’treally want to get
married at all. And then suddenly, madly, they decided to do it at
the last moment, and Pratap will be as ashamed of himself when
he gets here as Madhulika was this afternoon.’

But Pratap was to be spared the danger of taking a position. By
six o'clock, after [our more aspirins, my aunt was ready to beat her
head against the wall. She looked awful. Paro thrust a ther-
mometer under her tongue: 104°. *Get to bed,” she ordered.

Hysterical, or pretending to be, at having to leave us the respon-
sibility of welcoming Pratap Singh to her own house, Madhulika
struggled [or the right to an armchair at least. But almost at once,
shaking with chills and pain, and perhaps, not too soiry to escape
the inevitable awkwardncss, she let hersell be persuaded into her
hed, under a blanket.
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And by seven o'clock, when we heard the horn sounding at the
last three turns of the road and echoing over the river, there was
no need to worry about thinking up a suitable expression for our
faces. Once he was in the door any [ormal introductions would be
superfluous. Madhulika's fever had melted the ice or spared us
the trouble of breaking it. As I ran out of the house, | remember
thinking to mysclf, as a matter ol principle, ‘Suppose 1 were to
open the door and say, “Were you looking for someonc? Mrs
Singh? No, you have the wrong address. This is the Misses. .. "
But this sort of strategem would have to be held in reserve. I ran
out to the dark blue Ambassador as it was pulling into the drive,
hurled mysclf at the rear door just as it was stopping and shouted to
the chaufleur, ‘Drive back to the village at once! We have to get Doctor
Bose. My aunt is ill." The nicetics were to be utterly disregarded.

‘What? What's the matter with her?’ cried the dim shadow at
the wheel. His voice seemed to me too calm entirely. The car
speeded up as soon as | had spoken and I thought complacently,
‘So that’s the kind of marriagc it is! He could have gonc up to sce
her at least or bombarded me with anxious questions . . .* ‘By the
way,’ | continued, ‘you probably know who I am so ..." *You're
Madhuchchanda.’

[ didn’c answer. Who clse could 1 be? The head in front of me
wavered a little with the movement of the car as we passed trees,
hedges, boulders and ficlds transformed by the glare of the car
lights into obscurity. We entered the village where Dr Bosc lived
and then, ‘It’s this house, isn’t it>’  got out of the car the way I had
entered it, without asking his permission or wasting words and
without waiting for him.

Dr Bose was out on a call. Fat Mrs Bosc answered the door and
looked straight over me to the car. I requested that the doctor call
at our place as soon as he returncd and in those simplc sentences
managed to imply a wealth of suffering. Mrs Bosc would disap-
prove of lust veering its ugly head at the age of forty-five cven
more than 1 did. Or Paro. Once again I returned to the car silently.
Pratap had turned it around and lighted a cigarette whose tiny red
flame cast shadows on his [eaturces, tense with anxiety. He said
nothing on the homeward journcy. It was not until he had parked
it carclully in the shed, closed the doors, wiped his feet and walked
into the front hall that he finally said, with all the diffidence ol a
gucest, not cven putting down his suitcase, ‘Your aunt is upstairs,
isn’t she? Would you please take me up to her?’
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The idea that this husband had asked me, me, to show him to
his wife, as a traveller asks the lift-boy the way to his room, left me
breathless with rage. If there was humility behind his request, 1
failed to see it. I looked up and for the first time saw what Pratap
Singh looked like: a tall man, rather serious, even solemn, taking
pains to look as if he were sure ol everything like most bachelors
of forty-three. And with something more, or rather something less:
too big a pocket handkerchief, a way of leaning forward {rom the
waist, a fresh complexion spreading up over his cheekbones and
slightly darkened under his chin by a day’s growth of beard. I
noticed that he was observing me at the same time and I could have
sworn he was startled to find whatever it was he did. A teenage girl
who scampers offinto the garden showing bare legs and hair blown
in the wind is one thing but the daughter of the house who received
you in high heels and her aunt’s sari and looks you in the eye to
wit—that’s something else again, and a good deal less reassuring.
Poor neighbour, that was the lcast of your worries! As I stood aside
ever so politely to let my new uncle pick up his suitcase and pass,
Mala emerged from the kitchen regions. Shyness fought gladness
in her face as she went up to him, ‘I'm glad you're to stay with us,
Mr Singh. You're not Bengali but may we call you Pratap Da?’
Speak for yoursell you Judas, I thought to myself, and with noble
effort: ‘I'll take you upstairs.’

And then, just as he picked up his suitcase which he set down
on secing Mala, the front door opened again and a kind ol grizzly
bear bustled in, saluted us roughly with his paw and without
further ado began to climb the stairs. ‘I'min a hurry,’ growled our
agrecable Dr Bose. ‘Another delivery at seven. What's the matter
with your aunt?’

‘Chchanda,’ murmured Pratap Singh showing further courage,
still carrying the suitcase that made him look more like a stranger
than ever, as if he had no business whatever meddling in the
intimacies of our houschold, ‘Chchanda says she has fever.

Dr Bose paid no attention. He wheezed as he climbed the steps
and cursed them for being too high and of wood, dished in the
centre. When he reached the landing, he stamped his feet and
cricd out, ‘Well! Well!” according to an inflexible ritual intended,
he said, to prepare his female paticnts for his arrival. We had all
[ollowed him and suddenly our presence must have seemed ex-
cessive. “This i1s not a students’ demonstration!” he shouted, as he
entered my aunt’s room. I grabbed Mala who had walked forward.
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Somewhat ruffled, Pratap stood hesitant. I could hear Madhulika’s
voice inside murmuring something and then Paro’s without en-
thusiasm saying, ‘Yes, what else?’ and then Dr Bose speaking into
the wings, ‘Your husband? Didn't know there was one but if you
are sure.’. .’

And then, I'm not sure, but I think 1 remember pushing him
from behind, that husband. He went in, still holding the suitcase,
to be met by a little cry of pleasure and embarrassment and by two
dry, cold, formal greetings. Dr Bose would not forgive him easily
for disturbing the equanimity of a household which he had always
known. And Paro was there as well. She would do her part in our
commoh undertaking.

She did it with the hand of a master. After ten minutes the door
opened and out ofit, in order of their importance, passed Dr Bose,
Parvati and Pratap Singh. Dr Bose’s brow was furrowed, Parvati
had her arms crossed -across her chest, much like a man and
Pratap, minus his suitcase, but hardly like the man of the house.
Once downstairs, the doctor went into the dining-room where he
always wrote his prescriptions. He turned to Parvati and said,
‘She’s hatching something up there. I can’t tell. Fever, headache,
dizziness—that could be anything, anything at all.’

That was how he always talked, refusing to impress his clients
with exact, complicated diagnoses and technical terms; it was a
disappointment for his rural patients who preferred their money's
worth of long words. He got out his pen and pad and began to
write out a prescription in the most unprofessional handwriting
imaginable, every letter and number formed as carefully as a
school-teacher’s. Suddenly, he lifted his head, ‘As for the other
matter, it is extremely unlikely and could be wishful thinking on
your part and hers. . . .’

‘You don’t think so!’ gasped Parvati, a sudden hoarsenessin her
tone. She seemed overwhelmed. Pratap had exclaimed something
at the same time but was ignored by both the doctor and Paro.
‘We'll know soon enough. I'll be back on Monday. Don't forget to
save me a little bottle of what I asked you for. I'll need it for analysis.
And give her broth with some of this mixed in it three times a day.
It is only a sedative.’ He was ready to go and got up, all his joints
creaking. He patted Mala’s cheeks and said, ‘You cat too much,
and then took me by the wrist, ‘And you not enough.’ He was gone
and we could hear his old car coughing down the incline.

No one moved. Paro was in some deep thought, calculating on
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her fingers. At last Pratap spoke in a firm, low voice, ‘I'm going
back to Memsahib’s room. Call me when dinner is ready, Parvati.’
Now he had really donc it. But he was already climbing the stairs
with the long strides of a man lost in thought while Paro looked as
il she was about to discharge two pistols in the small of his back. It
was a [ine scene, one worthy to round off a day of such deceptions.
Pratap had walked in only to lcarn that, perhaps, he, too, had been
taken in, gulled like the rest of us by a magnificent pretence. By
his very self-restraint he had botched his entrance, and then to
make matters worse, he had committed the unpardonable sin of
speaking to Parvati as if she were a servant. Didn’t he know that
for Parvati my aunt was ‘Madhulika’? And that she, herself, a
naturalized member of the [amily for years and years was only
Parvati for us and people like Dr Bose because our long intimacy
had annihilated all the hideous connotations of using her first
name merely because she was our servant? I suppose Pratap called
her Parvati out of ignorance. But then, hadn’t Madhulika briefed
him to call her Mrs Horo until she permitted anything else? In that
case, his mistake was no less serious—on the contrary, that would
mean my aunt had neglected to define our roles in Panditji’s
House and that was adding insult to injury. Pride bleeds faster but
notas long as love. It was enough to look at Paro to know she would
not relent for a long, long time. ‘I'm going to make dinner,’ she
said. I knew by the set of her head and lips that she was preparing
her counter-attack. Alter intense activity with pots and pans and
within half-an-hour of Pratap’s debacle she went to the foot of the
stairs and shouted:

‘Madhu, would you like some soup?’

There was a moment of silence and an inaudible exchange in
my aunt’s bedroom and then,

‘Just a little.”

‘Good,’ thundered Paro, ‘send Pratap down for it and with him
the clothes you travelled in and the shoes to be polished!’
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Chapter VI

The extent of our social life was the gatherings that took placc alter
the Sunday services in the two churches of our village, the
Lutheran and the Roman Catholic churches. The [irst had a
Rectory in which lived the Rev. Mr Markham and his two beautiful
elderly sisters, Eba and Elke. With their short cropped hair and
clean limbs these ladies did any amount of good, never interfered,
and the whole village was a little in awe of them. The Roman
Catholic church was very entertaining and whatever little formal
and organized religion Mala and 1 had, came from here. There
was very little to do in the village apart (rom these Sunday gather-
ings and besides we always accompanied Paro wherever she chose
to go.

In pockets of rural India there are to be found these com-
munities which are very Christian. Due to the beauty of the
surroundings a lot of retired Anglo-Indians have settled around
calling for a couple of churches, a convent, and the resultant
conversion ol the tribals. Finally have come along a few Hindu
familics—in the main, Bengalis looking for a cheap summer vesort.
They have built houses and then never moved back to the cities.
The heads of such families are usually looked alter by their
daughters and when they dic the daughters remain on in these
houses, at times visited by brothers—(from Calcutta. Insularity
compels them to remain unwed and Miss Sen or Miss Chacterjee
eventually dies leaving all to a [aith[ul servant or intestate, so that
the brother comes along and sclls the house to the missionaries lor
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a song.
I tl%ink this was the fate that my aunt dreaded and thercfore we
had Pratap. I, on the other hand, could not concieve of a plcasa'n.ter
life than Miss Sen’s or Miss Chatterjec’s and therefore my hostility.
Early morning Paro had taken Mala to service and it was Pratap
who answered my knock on my aunt’s door, a Pratap so wide
awake and expectant that the door opened too immediately. Et
iterum ventures est cum gloria. . . . I would have sworn he had not
gone to bed at all, so as not to be surprised in his underwear-.
Hadn'’t he rehearsed in [ront of the mirror to get up in that bluff
manner, that uncle-ly kiss, that hearty welcome? ‘Well, here’s our
Chchanda. .. Madhu is fecling much better this morning. . . .’

He would learn I was not his Chchanda, but only hers on whom
between my kisses I lavished all the pet-names in the world—my
golden moon, my bit of silver,. my white dove. My poor aunt was
dumb-founded, but returncd my kisscs as fast as they came, grateful
for the pardon she divined in this sudden affection, this exorcism by
saliva. And in spite of my distaste for deception I continued my little
act for our witness until I had made sure he was well aware that if the
sugar was for my aunt, the vincgar was all for him.

My white dove however was an ugly yellow this morning and
purplish under the eyes and complaining of lethargy, The
bridegroom said consolingly, ‘Its only some sort of stomach com-
plaint. Your aunt probably had trouble digesting the prawns we had
at dinner.’ ‘I think that's what it must have been,’ said Madhulika,
‘when migraine turns into a rash it always has something to do
with digestion.” The words were Paro’s but the prawns must have
bcen Pratap Singh’s and the allusion to some intimate wedding
dinner made me flee in vetreat to the kitchen, where | turned m
tea into soup by dunking the bread into it. The hands of the clock
scemed paralysed and 1 waited sulkily for Paro to return to the
house. The bells sounded over the ficlds and | plotted on makin
another ally, the awful gossip, old Father Monfiais. Hitherto, [ had
considered him to be too much ol a cat to hold any position in the
village but the time had come to turn disadvantag
Finally I lclt the house. Myrand Mrs Singh had not ¢
and 1 was deprived the pleasure of refusing
which 1 had not been ollered. . ..

‘Ft pitan ve turi saeculli,” Father Monfrais pzlinfully hoisted him-
sclfup cvenas the lastamen reverberated in the noses ol'the chojr,
Kneel down, be scated, kneel down, stand up. .

Cto udvuntagc.
ome downstairs
alift to the village

1 obeyed
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mechanically but I was going to scream. Suddenly he turned round
and started the ‘itemissa est. The last hymn sent the men into the
street and left the women to their morning gossip in the church’s
square yard. Without hesitation I roughly pushed past Sister Jude,
the organist, walked through the little gate, past the altar and
straight into the sacristy.

As a Hindu girl, little concerned with religion or social norms
all I wished to gain by roping Father Monfrais on my sidc was to
have the Roman Catholic villagers disapprove of my aunt’s mar-
riage as much as I or Paro did.

The priest had already removed his chasuble and stole and his
efforts to pull the alb off over his head now revealed, under the
soutane which had been lifted with it, a garter-belt attached to a
fine pair of black wool stockings. Having known me [rom my birth,
he was as little enamoured of me as I was of him. *‘What do you
want?’ he exclaimed, astonished at my presence.

I decided to spin it out.

‘l came to ask your advice. . .’

“This is hardly the time,” he growled, taking out his watch, ‘I
haven't caten yet. Well?’ and then politely, ‘Is Mrs Singh Tecling
better?’

Could I believe my ears? Not that it was surprising he shouild
have heard of my aunt’s marriage or her illness; in a village like
ours cveryone knows everything. But that a priest, whose faith and
calling impelled him to bleed for the plight of two unhappy young
orphans with a step-uncle forced upon them, should call my aunt
Mrs Singh, should submit to a name, which more than anyone else
it was his duty to challenge. His little black cyes, their edges
reddened by some sort of inflammation, watched mc closcly, their
expression both inviting and pleasurably anticipatory. ‘Of course,
my child, this is a‘very difficult matter.” ‘That's what I mecan,
Father, 1 wanted to ask you what I should do, what attitude. . .?'
Second surprisc: ‘What attitude? There’s no question of attitude.
You are your aunt’s niece and the daughter of the housce and you
will remain so!” He sat down on the nearest chair, a look of new
severity on his face. ‘I understand your feelings very wcll, my
child” Which was more than I could say. My own bittcrness
astounded me. What kind of sickness was this, disappointed in the
anger of others for being less than its own, plotting ever-more
vehement reprisals? The pricst would not raise his cyes, but
shrugged his shoulders; his expression changed threc or four
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times, knotting the intricate network of long, ill-shaven wrinkles
that ran down his neck in wattles ol dry skin. I could detect his
embarrassment at having to invent new [ormulae for a girl whose
faith was not his: the irritation of a clergyman whose parochial
cares were numerous enough without being increased by trifling
problems like mine—problems which were non-cxistent if one let
one day pass smoothly into the next, yet which seemed neverthe-
less, to be flirting with them like the poppies with the wheat.

‘Especially,” he murmured, ‘you must not. . . ." I must not what?
He never said, but his hand stretched something in the air, pushed
something away: misguided zeal, the inspiration that borrows the
voice of angcls to lead astray even the purest heart. And suddenly
I understood myself. I turned away to look out of the window at
the clusters of aparajita hanging on thce window ledges, still
wrapped in their cellophane cartridges. I was a hypocrite. I was
using a man of conscience and'religion to raise allies, [orcing him,

- an old man, to contend against my enemy, enticing him to say,'Do
everything in your power, child, to pull this union asunder.’

But, alas Chchanda. No one said any such thing. The good

“priest quavered out his advice: patience, tolerance and prayer.
And more prayer. Besides swect firmness in the daily accomplish-
ment of duty which is as precious in itscll as it is an cxample. . . .
And what cxactly was it that I wanted? That was easy; 1 wanted
status quo. The house, my aunt’ love, living from day to day as I
had always lived, Paro’s carc, Mala in the background. The old
man was incapable of understanding that I loved each stonc and
lcaf of Panditji’s House and all of a sudden the entrance of a
stranger threatencd me.

I cried out suddenly, ‘But what can 1 call him? I cannot call him
“uncle” and “Mr Singh” would be impossible everyday.’

‘I think perhaps you can call him “Pratap”. Really, Chchanda,
don’t clutter up your mind with details.” What was there to do now
but leave the helpless old man to his lunch? Out in the square it
was much worse. The drizzle of the morning had given way to a
pale sunshine at variance with my mood. Irrelevantly I thought
the colours of the world were several shades of yellow—like my
aunt’s bedroom. People still stood about the church lowering their
cycs as 1 passed. They would burst into a thousand whispers as
soon as my back was turned. Perversely, I longed for Pratap’s car.
He was after all responsible for my discomfort and the least he
could do was to offer me the meagre compensation of respect that
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all the village granted a shining, almost new car.

‘At your service, Chchanda, ifit’s any comfort to you!” Dividing
the square, slowly pushing through the enemy ranks, the Ambas-
sador advanced. | wavered between the satisfacgion of having my
wish come true and the irritation ol having to swallow my resent-
ment. And then, that imbecile of a new uncle had to make clear
how much he had been thinking ol mec: ‘Climb in! I had to go to
the pharmacist anyway.’
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Chapter VII

My memory of thosc two weeks at the end of September is not
clear; the whole time is hard for me to recall without confusion or
even embarrassment. Pratap lived with us like a criminal among
his judges. Madhulika stayed in her room: her temperature had
fallen but she still complained of sudden vague pains, uncon-
trollable spasms and only her persistent rash kept me from
suspccting she was shamming, giving us time to get used to each
other downstairs. Dr Bose paid two more visits—on each he was
as distant towards Pratap as the first time and frowned while he
considered the results of his analysis: ‘A little albumen, a few
crystals—it wouldn’t mean a thing il you were—if you were what
you said you were. But now I'm certain the amenorrhoea is only
a symptom of something else. I wish I knew what!’

It was the first time he had ever used a technical word—almost
modecstly, as a causist would slip into Latin. But at least we were
surc of one thing now: there was no [urther question of a child,
and Paro, still furious, hissed at mc at Icast six times a day, ‘For
nothing—she married him for nothing! My God, how stupid, how
stupid!" The idca that Madhulika and Pratap might have married
for other recasons never occurred to her, Paro’s philisophy of
passion being somewhat like her bun of hair: hard, heavy and
civcular. ‘At twenty you fall in love and you have a happy marriage.
But alter that, girl, you “make love” you get caught by accident. |
don’t say it’s impossible, sometimes it works out nicely, with the
samc idcas, the same-interests—but you know that's not what's
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happening to your aunt.In any case it can't be love.

But what was it that made my aunt’s eyes so brilliant every
evening at the first sound of Pratap’s horn? What was the cause of
these sudden tremors, this haste to push away her book and dust
her rash with an ineffectual powder-puff ? And when Pratap
walked into her room what clse could account for these exasperat-
ing little faces, littlc moucs, these sudden drops in her voice, these
efforts to snatch away her hands [rom my stubborn ones? And why
did Pratap find it necessary to regard all these absurdities so
uncritically, so affectionately? I[ hc was disappointed he managed
to conceal his feelings very well and 1 can still hear his voice six
feet from my ears, murmuring to Dr Bose: ‘It’s really too bad you
know. We could have taken better care of her at my father’s house.
My wife could have got well faster. This house is primitive, the
facilities are simply. . . .’

But she wasn’t getting well at all and in the face of his constant
attention at her bedside it was all I could do to keep Pratap from
making further inroads into our old intimacy. First impressions
are often deceptive, particularly when they are produced by
politeness or mere caution in fecling out the terrain. Pratap,
without being exactly forward or even very skilful at setting people
at their ease, nevertheless had the lawyer’s knack of making just
the impression he wanted, according to the kind of pcople he was
with. It was his courtroom trick of throwing others ofl the scent
especially when he considered himscl{ balllcd as well, that caused
him to waver, employing several techniques at once. With informal
clients his manner was ‘sympathetic’, putting his visitor at his case,
identifying himsell with the case so that by the third answer he was
saying ‘we’. If kept at a distance, he became severity itsclf, reading
your mind like a dossicr in the pauses ol a conversation. Then his
slightly crooked smile would get the better ol him and his solemnity
and he became himsell at lase: a tall, serious man, with thick, black
hair whose voice for all its grooming with carc and his controlled
gestures, trembled a little whenever his eyes happened to meet
your own. It was this Pratap, ol course, Pratap defended by his
naturalness, Pratap rctreating in order to save himsell [rom dis-
aster, who was the most dangerous ol all.

That very first Sunday gave me an idea of Pratap’s sudden
moods, his startling candour. I sat in the back scat of his car, as
silent and as ill at casc as a passenger in a taxi, while Pratap smiling
for all the world like a chauffcur who expects a big tip drove me
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home [rom the chemist’s. Parvati was waiting for us, grumbling
about the dinner which she served at once. This time Pratap
decided to stick it out downstairs and showed no surprise at being
seated on Parvati's right. He bent his head politely enough while,
to our surprisc, Parvati recited the benediction which she had
never done before in all our lives. She crossed herself extravagant-
ly to show how little Pratap belonged here. The mutton was saltless
but he did not ask for the salt-cellar. As attentive as he was discreet.
Our conversation however lagged a great deal behind our man-
ners.

‘May I have a rotz, please?’

‘Thank you, Mr Singh. A little more mutton?’

Between monosyllables the silences were thunderous and our
paterfamilias, {inding the atmosphere a little too numb for his
taste, turned into the Man-of-Law: ‘Not very talkative are we
today? hc remarked, accenting the ‘we’. No answer. His hot-
house smile froze but bloomed again, at the sound of the under-
cooked pcas falling like buck shots from my spoon. Impassively
Pratap bit those bullets and then, as if determined not only to smile
at our mute despcration but also to overcome the silence with
sociability, began to speak: a polite buzz that drowned out the noise
of the flies against the wire gauze. The barometer, it seemed, had
[allen well over a degree. There would very likely be showers in
the afternoon which would be good news for Thakur Sahib, his
father. “Thakur Sahib knows it always drizzles in the September
alternoons,” said Parvati. “That is Netarhat weather,’ Pratap per-
sisted doggedly. Madhulika would suffer, confined to bed. If there
was a thundershower she would feel particularly uncomfortable.
“I'hunder,’said Mala. ‘I am afiaid, Parvati.” Mala feared nothing in
the elements. She dreaded unpleasantness. But Parvati soon had
her chance: ‘Madhulika is not a girl any more, you know, Mr
Singh. And shc's never been a healthy svoman.” The smile disap-
peared, recovering again cagerly when 1 said, ‘Will you spend the
afternoon here, Meshomoshai?*

Parvati was astonished, lifted an eyebrow, then dropped it,
quickly enlightened: the man who marries a woman of middle-age,
a sister of the mother of her charges, is himself middle-aged by
implication. If ‘Mr Singh’ was a way of avoiding approach to an
outsider, ‘Meshomoshai’ ridiculed him further with its suggestions
of high blood pressure and greying hair. Pratap’s smile and soliloquy
ccased altogether to be replaced by a scowl while Parvati in her
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malicious glee forgot to say grace. Then Pratap’s counter-attack
began: His eyes cold, his voice grave and deliberate, he turned to
Parvati: ‘If you will permit me, Mrs Marcus, 1 should like to speak
to you about a matter of some delicacy. I discussed the matter with
Mrs Singh last night, and she is in entire agreement with my
decision. For several years, you have been so generous as to offer
your services in this houschold without any remuneration what-
socver. Now that Mrs Singh has greater means at her disposal, she
feels, with me, that it would be unfair of her, merely on the pretext
that you regard yourself as one of the family, not to recognize your
devotion more tangibly. . . .’

Parvati quivered and her starched sari sighed. How to parry a
thrust so veiled in agreeable formulac? ‘I don’t want anything. . .
I've never wanted anything. . .!" she stammered, piling dishes and
moving towards the kitchen. Pratap was cruel enough to follow
her. ‘But I insist,” he persisted, ‘We'll work out a figure.” He walked
back to the dining-room, a man surc of himself, and found me
sheltering behind the sweater-without-end 1 always knit. In my
nervousness | had dropped one of my needles. ‘Porcupine,’” he
said, ‘you are slowly losing your quills.” Or was it spine?

After all, what had our little scene been but the reflex ofa man
whose nerves were too much on edge—the spitting of a tom-cat
that had shown its claws, but is afr-aid to use them. An hour later
he was curled up in an armchair in the sitting-room, purring with
good humour. His warning, however, had not becn wasted as I
realized during the [ollowing days. Parvati beat a prudent retreat
from her exposed position, avoiding all contact with the enemy
and contented herself with brooding in her corner. ‘That man
would be perfectly-able to throw me out! she admitted to me at
the end of the week. In her indignant fear she had forgotton that
Pratap had called her'Mrs Marcus’ in all innocence. She behaved
scarcely better with Madhulika, who, she had decided, was helpless
to defend her, and confined hersellto the chores ol nursing. It was
enough to watch her violently stirring Dr Bose’s potions or knead-
ing certain salves of her own concoction with all the force ol her
powerful {ingers to realizec how torn she was between crying out,
‘Does it hurt, my darling?’ and snarling, ‘It’s Christ in Heaven
punishing you [or your sins!’

Shc confined hersell, however, to speaking only the [irst of these
phrases, swallowing the sccond in the way she swallowed her
resentment when she was with Pratap, remaining on the delensive.
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And since I could scarcely depend on Mala who had an over-
developed sense of justice, the initiative was left to me. I had
scarcely the weapons required for an offensive. Not cven the
courage—sometimes of course there is a certain excitement, al-
most an exaltation in being perpetually on guard, always ready to
show one’s teeth when others would have surrendered. But noth-
ing is more difficult than maintaining such hostilities without arms,
and how could I be more defenceless? To join battle against Pratap
was to contend with my aunt as well and I dared not aim at one
for fear of striking the other. Ten thousand Hamlets could not
have been more confused. Knowing the tragedy that would take
place in the yellow room as a consequence, I could scarcely hope
very seriously to force my aunt into any expression of incom-
patibility. The most I could do was to ‘open her eyes' as Paro called
it. But open them to what kind of truth? What reality could
disabuse her of what was, after all, her happiness? How could !
accomplish my purposc and still keep my motives pure? How
without the dreadful little labours of beak and claw so dear to the
carrion crow? Onc does not disguise the brutal [act that women do
strange things before the climacteric. No doubt whole volumes
might be written on this basic mundane theme . . . dramatic. . .
analytical. . . in the grand Victorian manner. . . perhaps with that
sly smirk which sees rich, deep humour in the gullibility of our
human nature. But for Paro and me, the warrant was written in
one word: intrusion. Could we have bought Madhulika’s happi-
ness with our very blood, we would have donc so, but to deflile the
sanctity of Panditji's Housc with Pratap’s presence!

My constraint made failure incvitable. What could I do except
for a frown here, a pout there, a few equivocal remarks—all the
apparatus of a feverish hostility continuously smothering its own
expression? And what was there to express alter all? A pained look
concealed with difficulty, as if you were making a supreme eflort
to put up with anintolerable situation; Paro’s sudden and offensive
picty projected by loudly recited Hail Mary's in a Brahmin
houschold of no religious persuasion, in an attempt to provoke an
outburst from a liberal conscience like Pratap’s exaspcerated by
such bigotry yet sensitive enough to wince at the realization that
his mere presence in the house offended. On every possible
occasion, we sanctimoniously parroted political opinions as blank
as the plaster ol Panditji’s House in an attempt to contradict the
well-known bias of Thakur Sahib [or a government as red as the
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ore that one of Pratap’s forebears had once mined.

(This was an almost unconscious cxpression of the peculiar
political prejudice of southern Bihar that causes the rich like
Thakur Sahib to vote lcft, as il to excuse themsclves for existing,
and the poor to vote for the ruling party, as il to maintain their
shabby honour.)

And always, at every opportunity, the petty nastincess that is the
special means of persecution cmployed by the helpless: to cough
as soon as he lit a cigarette; if he spoke of his work to listen with
an ill-concealed boredom that was deferential until the moment
when we could chatter of some village gossip he knew nothing
about; to act as though we werc liberated everytime he left the
house, dancing in our footsteps, a look of painted glee on our faces
as he prepared to go out; or clse to {all silent in pretended tervor,
interrupting the most trivial conversation as soon as he walked into
a room. Careful only to avoid him or to forget him altogether, to
treat him as an accident, an cpisode, a sudden hailstorm when
seedlings are planted.

Or at least to try. I could not make an accomplishment out of
what was only a tentative programme. When you are helpless
against the very presence of somcone you detest, that presence
itsell can establish him against you, give him the time and the
occasion to put out roots. Pratap scemed to be more and morc at
home cach day. He had his routine, his shelf in the bathroom
.cabinet and called our shed ‘my garage’. He also doled out the
housckceping money carclessly, decided to put in another
bathroom, made improvements. These additions to Panditji’s
House were like manna to the starved, yet, at the same time, 1 [elt
them to be a sacrilege, the recognition of his right to exist in our
house. Worst of all was the unbroken, ever-rising wall of courtesy
with which Pratap countered all my attacks: a wall parallcl to my
own and as thickly crowded with [lowers as mine was with spikes
and broken bottles. Ignoring my attitude, not cven deigning to
acknowledge my feeble brutalities unless his prestige was hope-
lessly compromised, Pratap madec [ewer and [cwer blunders, more
often than not merely repeating my name with a kind of ironic
sadness in his voice—'Madhuchchanda®”

Intimidated by his manners, inhibited from any expression ol
genuine hostility, reduced to the very crumbs of insolence—1 was
atbay. I can remember going down to the Kocl alone and [uriously
skimming flat stones across the water. I can sce myscll prowling
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through the woods, scratching my legs on the brambles he
threatened to have cleared out. I would sneak around the dark
housc at night, feeling things with the tips of my [ingers or the
soles of my [eet, congratulating mysclf and thinking—hc’d never
be able to do that! This was my house! But I choked with spite
when I remembered he slept in the yellow room, no doubt spread
out full length, plcased with his rights, being generous, being
patient, playing a {inc role, believing we would all come around in
the end.

Something was chilling the cockles of my heart; the thought of
never possessing Panditji’s Housc.

I decided to look up the meaning of the word ‘cockle,’ lighting
a torch to do so. It meant ‘hcart.’
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Chapter VIII

According to the pot of geraniums standing on a cracked saucer
on my window sill, it was the sixteenth morning since [ had begun
planting hall-burnt matches in their soil, onc night, before 1 went
to sleep obeying some nasty village superstition Parvati must have
told me about. The spcll was slow but it worked. My aunt got out
of bed this morning. Pratap was away running crrands [or a miner
in trouble with labour inspectors and it was almost like our good
old times together; no jacket, tic or collar amongst us; no baritone
spinning out solemn sentences that made the air smell of tobacco,
but four shrill tongues clacking away at their gossip, somewhere
between laughing and singing. What a relief at last to discuss
recipes or laundry both of which we could now afford, thanks
ironically to Pratap, without fcar of boring the intruder. Why, if
we wished, we could even lift petticoats and air legs!

The sixteenth day and the best for a long time. True enough,
at the bottom of'the [resh laundry were some shirts [ had pressed
mysell with as many wrinkles as my pretended ineptitude could
manage but the shirts were empty of their back now and our house
this evening was quickly recovering all its familiar and abundant
feminity. Mala smoothed out rags with her nimble [ingers for
Parvati to hook into rugs, I was hemming and Madhulika, her
hand unconsciously exploring her check where the pimples
seemed to be drying up, stared at the work basket, sighed com-
placently and said, ‘Thank God we needn't take in embroidery any
more!” It was insuflcerable that our soup had to be thickened with
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butter from Thakur Sahib’s across the river to blight this perfect
evening with such a reminder.

And half an hour passes, all our old intimacy strained, the
savour gone. And suddenly Madhulika looks up, a finger holding
her hair away from her ear, ‘Did you hear something?’ There is
nothing to hear. The minutes tick away and I warily watch the pain
that slowly starts in Madhulika’s eyes engulf her whole body.
Suddenly she is holding her head in agony, her whole body is
trembling and her teeth chattering. Parvati is holding her right
wrist while I stand by helpless and then there is the sound of a car
door slammed. Pratap strides in and for once we are glad to see
him.

Dr Bose had to make another call to the house. Pratap had
chased him from farm to farm and finally brought him to Panditji’s
House after nine o’clock that night. [ stayed with Madhulika while
her temperature rose steadily and a new rash broke out on her
shoulders, her arms and hands, spreading on her face into a
hideous bat-shaped patch that formed a kind of angry pustular
mask. Her temples burning, her joints aching, my aunt com-
plained of sudden pains in her stomach, her chest—pain
everywhere. And Parvati climbing up from the kitchen every few
minutes, {illed the house with her Hail Marys and Ave Marias and
whispered suppositions.

‘Pratap? Is that you?’ asked my aunt in delirium and Parvati
stomped away, grumbling, ‘Pratap. . .Pratap indecd. You work
your knuckles to the bone for her and she asks if it is Pratep!” More
Aves arc followed by Hail Holy Queens and invocations to the
various saints responsible for the world’s well-being in the midst
of which Dr Bose arrived with Pratap in tow.

He stepped over to the bed, leancd over my aunt and from the
sudden intensity of his expression and the care he took to make
his features register as little emotion as possible, I could tell at once
that he knew what it was; that he knew it was serious. The air
thickened around me. Parvati and Pratap holding their breath
moved forward noisclessly, stiff as the images that sway above the
faithful in church processions and at Ramnavamis. ‘Do you want a
handtowel, Doctor?’ asked Pratap. Dr Bose shook his head. ‘Well,
my dear,” he recited to distract his patient, ‘you could say that you
arc really blooming and budding today. But it is always better to
have it come out like this...” Mcanwhile he took one of
Madhulika's arms and rolled up the sleeve of her nightgown and,
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while pretending to take her racing pulse, closcly cxamined the
white-centred reddish spots that speckled the back of her hands
and fingers. Then he scrutinized the mask of pimples on her face
with the same deceptively negligent care that only a doctor’s cye
can master and with a single anodync, ‘Good,’ stood up again.

‘I must look a sight,” groaned Madhulika, struggling to sit up.
‘Enough of that,’ cried Dr Bose and pushed her back on her pillow.
‘No one cares how you look now and there isn't time to cover all
the mirrors.’

The man was obviously stalling for time, terrified of being
questioned too soon, and he had backed gradually towards the
door hastening to add, just as Pratap opened his mouth, ‘If you
don’t mind, just to set your minds at rest, I'll come back later to make
ablood test. I haven’t had anything to catas yct today and it's alter one
now. My surgery begins at two, so il you will excuse me. . .’

Thank God Madhulika wasn't strong enough to see herself in
the wardrobe mirror, and I had discreetly covered the wiple-glass
Pratap used for shaving. For us to see our bellc in her present state
was painful enough and it wasn’t true, ‘nobody cared’. All you had
to do was to glance at Pratap, whose every attitude betrayed an
effort not to show how aflected hc was by my aunt’s face. Poor-
lover, faint husband, how casily his heart had failed him!

Without a second thought, I threw myself on my knees at the
side of the bed, and hugged and kissed my aunt hard enough, so
that she could feel my heart through the scabs and the spots. The
same thought—call it defiance of contrasts—sent Paro to the other
side of the bed, where she seized Madhulika's hand in both hers,’
and began patting and kneading it possessivcly. ‘Paro! Chchanda!’
protested my aunt, ‘I might be contagious!” ‘Not at all!” exclaimed
Dr Bosc emphatically, ‘nevertheless, I rarely prescribe a con-
tinuous dose of licking for my patients. My father used to say,
“Infusions are better than cflusions,” but I wouldn’t dream of
interrupting this charming family scene. . .’

‘I'll go down with you,’ said Pratap, closc on the doctor’s heels.
I hesitated. Now that Pratap had a pretext, I could hardly follow.
Nothing would upsct our paticnt more than having all of us rush
out to interrogate the doctor all at once. Paro began to mutter
something about her stew. ‘I'll sce to it,’ 1 said in a [ever of
impatience, [car, and above all, a nced to show Dr Bose that I and
only I had a right to carc about Madhulika; I was her blood and
no newly-wed husband could sufler on her behalfas her own nicce
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would do.

The doctor was sitting at the little table in the hall where his pad
and pen were waiting for him. He spoke gravely in a half-whisper.
He had not once been able to smile at Pratap. My uncle-in-law
listened [rozen where he stood. At my approach, Dr Bose paused,
trcating me to that moment of silence that tclls you something
painful is going to be revealed. Unlike most of his co-professionals,
who prefer like judges to make you wait until they can call in
scveral more of their kind to condemn the client, Dr Bose rarely
consulted a specialist and never kept his patients’ familics waiting
once he was sure of his diagnosis. He mercly stuck to time
honoured village rules and requirements.

‘I was saying to Mr Singh,” he continued at last, ‘that there is no
cause for despair. Such things can be treated very ellectively
nowadays.’

‘But what things?’ [ asked, speaking at the same time as Pratap.
Dr Bose picked up his pen and scratched three lines on the pad
before answering, ‘I am not mistaken. It is something rather rare.
In my entire medical career 1 have seen only five cases and then
usually in an incomplete form that makes an exact diagnosis
difficult. It didn’t even occur to me when 1 was here the other day.
But now the rash on her face is more typilied. . . ." Three more
lines scratched on the pad provided another painful interval. ‘I
would prefer to be mistaken you know. . . ." And he proceeded to
writc out the rest of the prescription. The pen’s deliberate scratch-
ing filled thelittle hall. My hitherto unfilled brassi¢re was suddenly
too tight. I was breathing through cotton-wool and I could smell
the sharp odour of the stew that was really burning now. Dr Bose
muttered, ‘It’s all right,’ signed and folded the prescription and
stood up for the end of the speech. ‘It's scrious and it has an ugly
name that you must r:ot permit to alarm you. Of all the varieties
of skin tuberculosis, the lupus. . .’

‘Lupus!’ cried Pratap, horrified.

Paro coming downstairs in her turn, drawn by the smell of the
burning stcw, received the word full in the face and stood on the
last step, her hand at her neck, struggling with some undefined
pain. Dr Bose vainly tricd to explain the dctails: it wasn't as bad as
it might be—not the dread[ul kind that ate into the flesh until it
looked like a rat’s nest—this was the exanthematic lupus, a dif-
ferent kind altogether, having nothing in common with the other.
Then embarrassed with his own assurance he admitted that al-
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though Madhulika's lupus was less spectacular than the other
kind, it was also, unfortunatcly, less effectively treated cven by
cortisone, which had recently been working miracles. 1 heard not
a word ol what he said except ‘miracles’ and the connotation of the
exceptional, the frankly impossible, made my hecad pound.
Abashed at the cfect of his words, casting about for reassuring
phrases, Dr Bosc turncd to mc. Did he mean to bestow his pity on
the innocent distress of Madhulika's niece only to refuse it all the
more obviously to the spurious husband, who less deserving of
sympathy in the first place, had been punished only to the degree
that he had sinned? For a moment 1 lct this poisoned barb transfix
me, accepting the plight of this man as the vengeance of a destiny
which would bind him forever to a wile disfligured in the very hour
ol their union. And then my remorse overwhelmed me: it was my
aunt who was the prime suflferer and Pratap after all was only
chastised to the extent that he loved her—chastised for what was
bestin himself. The barb worked decper, scarching out the darkest
corners, until it burst through the vocal cords themselves. 1
scrcamed and screamed ‘No. . .no. . .no...!" Pratap stood before
mc, palc, his cyes heavy with compassion. No sign of the guilt that
my baser self had hoped to witness. I knew that I was abominable.
The screcams rosc higher. And as | gasped for breath, I heard
Mala’s voice as from another world. That usually mild and sclf-ef-
facing voice rang with a new timbre, ‘Shut up,’ she said with
dcathly calm. “This housc that Panditji built was not [or histrionics.
It is too {limsy. Just like your cmotions.” And they all moved
towards me, Paro, Mala and Pratap. But Pratap was closest and
my hand rcaching for support did not hesitate to clutch his arm.
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Chapter IX

The next [ew days, Madhulika's fever {luctuated between sudden
drops and equally sudden peaks. The mask ol pustules scabbed
over, then sprcad, each pimple aurcoled with white, reddish, or
palc purple spots. The rash spread to her chest. Then over her
whole body, as she sank into a clammy stupor, broken only by low
moans wrung [rom her by sudden and violent kidncy pains.
This symptom disturbed Dr Bose more than any other; it
proved to him that his diagnosis was correct cven as he waited for
the results of the pathology tests to come in from Ranchi. Somehow
his dreadful confidence was casier to bear than uncertainty would
have been. The old serenc ignorance was impossible now. Every
housc in our small village had somc medical handbook or diction-
ary with details that inflamed the imagination worsc than medieval
torturcs. We ran to the Markham sisters, Eba and Elke. Their
German medical handbook, which we were of course unable to
read, said under Lupus—'Which in it's extreme forms is generally
latal.” This terrified us. We had known nothing all our lives but
rude, good health, But now the fact overcame even lear: nothing
could aflect us further, nothing could reach our hearts but hope
itscll’ and the sense we all have of gaining strength when con-
fronted with our acknowledged adversary. I didn’t even [rown
when Dr Bosce took out his syringe adding, ‘1 am going to give her
the [irst injection now. There's just enough time. . " Injections
were [or babics just as hospitals were [or the dying. | stopped
believing in Dr Bose’s smiles. He used never o smile belore.
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Since the attack began Paro and | had scarcely left Madhulika's
bedside, motionless, watching, laying out endless games of
patience on the canary yellow quilt. Or knitting vaguely, some-
thing or the other. The moment she groaned, or murmured a
namc—nine times out of ten it was Pratap’s—we would lean over
to catch her words. Mala, confined to the kitchen and downstairs,
madec the most of the absence of Paro’s and my hostility to treat
Pratap with love. Pratap’s own ritual did not change. The front
door squeaked as only Pratap who did not know the mechanics of
Panditji's House, dared to make it squeak. The rotten lath on the
stairs creaked as only Pratap who didn’t know you had to tread to
the right on the sixth step dared to make it crcak. And then we
would see him in the doorway, his hair parted precisely, his
trouscrs creased, holding his brielcase. He would say, ‘How are
you, darling?’ in an even voice belied only by the slight tic in his
upper lip; he would walk straight to the bed, glance first at the
temperature chart and then quickly and almost fearfully, at his
wilc’s [ace before leaning over to touch her forchead, very high
up, almost at the hairlinc. ‘Don’t try to walk,” he would say, ‘rest my
dcar,” and he would straighten her pillow and pull up her quilt
with a solicitude that might have been genuincely calm or sell-
disciplined, or clse already resigned.

Then he would step back, suddenly sece me, and murmur, ‘Good
cvening, Chchanda,’ and 1 would answer, ‘Good evening, Pratap,’
or ‘uncle’ if I was [celing perky enough to be malictous. Madhulika,
trying to smile a little under her scabs, would include us both in
her remote, satisfied look. Pratap would open his briefcase, look
through some papers and make notes. And at last sdy, ‘Let us go
down to cat, Chchanda.’

And Chchanda would obcdicently get up, disgusted with the
sweetness that had become as preseribed and inescapable as
medicine, permeating the house with a smell of falsehood. Disgust-
ing Chchanda most of all was the suspected readiness with which
you breathed it in. No matter how provisional your truce might
be there was no avoiding the fact that you abided by its conditions
without much discomfort—not relenting but not rebellious eithers;
mstead, hetrayed by the sceret slope down which an attitude slides,
until it becomes a habit.

I'had passed the torch to Paro now and since 1 was no longer
in the licld, she threw caution to the winds. She multiplicd her
hostilitics, her hints, her relerences, her asides, but not to much
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purpose. Pratap made it clear that he carned the bread and the
jam too. Paro’s ‘I am used to such a large houschold’ or ‘I am not
used to looking alter men’ went unhceeded by Pratap. All the same
she scored one point in persuading Pratap not to sleep in the
yellow room any more. He secemed all too cager to comply and
Paro was left with an empty victory. ‘A woman in her condition—
and her requirements arc not always pretty oncs—would be em-
barrassed by any man, even her hushand. And after all she isn't
really used to you. Take my room, and I'll put in a cot here next
to Madhu!'’

And Pratap dcceptively agreed. 1 call it deceptive, but perhaps
I could apply the word more appropriatcly to mysclf, since I can't
find a better word to explain the vague uncasiness I began to feel.
Just as I can’t explain the reason Pratap agreed to Paro’s proposal
so casily—out of dclicacy, prpbably out of cowardicc too, or just to
be able to sleep better during a time when his clients were making
particularly heavy demands on his cnergy. Or all of these reasons
at once: good or bad, aren’t all motives interlocked with one
another? And [ suspect they were no less confused under Paro’s
tight top knot; she was quitc as capable ol being tactful with Pratap
when she found it to her advantage, as she was of proliting by the
occasion with Madhulika, making it quite clcar how casily the
bridegroom’s stomach was turned by her new and hideous looks.
And still Paro was ablc to arrange matters with her patron saint by
telling herself she was doing cverything so as to be able to look
alter her charges. After all, the priest would like to hear that there
was only so much you could do in a Brahmin houschold, with a
Thakur interloper thrown in [or good measurc!
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Chapter X

It was the next day or the day alter, I don't remember, that I
noticed my geranium. Awakened by my alarm clock, I got up, went
to the window and found it on the sill, withered by the dry cold
that comces over the northern Chotanagpur plateau. 1 had forgot-
ten it along with the matches of my calendar. I leaned over it,
shrugging my shoulders. We were through with such child’s play
now: There was a more diflicult game on our hands, against an
antagonist more dangcrous than Pratap. Even if Madhulika was
better now—a few cortisone injections had literally raised her from
the dead—how long would it last? And at what cost? Would we
cver sce her old face again? That lovely cameo profile, that raw
wheat-coloured skin?

As far as I could scc the countryside was hardened with cold,
the Kocl river paralysed under a thin and lazy mist. My room was
cold too and I threw an old cardigan over my shoulders without
bothering to put it on. It was my turn to go downstairs and open
the windows and light the kitchen range. My turn and [ was glad.
It was just the sort ol thing 1 liked, that shivering work in the cold
dryness of the morning, in the soundless shadows that hung about
cven the most ordinary objects until the sudden movement of the
winter sun spattered them with light. No other time of the day
makes cverything smell so sharply, makes your (ingers so sensitive
to the feel of things, the individual texturce of their surfaces that
riscs almost like goosellesh on your upper arms. For me, Pandigji’s
House, 1 think, will always be as it was then, the-house-in-the-
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morning, when the air is rarcr, the walls and the trees gathered
more concretely into themselves, as if shrunk within the compass
of your hand and the breadth ol your gaze. It could be the blinding
sunrise of a May morning, the vocilerous downpour of an August
dawn or the stiffening cold ol Deccmber-.

It was a morning like one of these last as I said and I hurried
from window to window, turning the iron handles and pushing
open the shutters without a sound. In spitc ol my eflorts at silence,
one of the kitchen windows banged against the wall, scaring out a
reddish tom-cat who wiped his face on the cold grass and giving
me a knowing backward look, vanished into the gloom towards
Thakur Sahib’s house as if with many tales to tell.

I turned my attention to the old stove and of coursc one of the
lids had to clatter ( the middle onc’A’ natural ) The smallest one
rang a questionable ‘B’. The biggest one being cracked, didn't
sound at all. Before long the kindling was alive under a shovelful
of coal and I went into the living room to get an old copy of The
Statesman to use as a brand. Soon | was crouching in [ront of the
fire which needed no assistance from The Statesman; 1 put the milk
on to boil and was reading an cditorial by Pran Chopra who
seemed to think someone or the other had become a cult-figure.
I could afTord to rcad, now that the fire was ofl to a good start.

My stomach was roasting but suddenly I fclt a cold draught in
the small of my back. Someone had opened the door. ‘What arc
you doing here? Roasting a goat?’ The voice was a familiar one but
its owner had no rcason to be down so carly, sneaking around in
his slippers and, incongruously, a ‘tush’ shawl thrown over his
shoulders, probably belonging to his old [ather across the river., |
pulled my sweater closer around me. His cycs had a look similar
to the tom-cat’s but all he said was, ‘Can you tcll me where Paro
keeps her store of soap? I've run out of minc.’

The soap! It seems ridiculous how important little details like
that can become. And how dillicult to know the precise moment
when mere chance stops being chance in order to become an
occasion, a pretext. T'o know the place where we yicld to the slopc,
like a skier beginning to urge on his descent.

There was Pratap with a perfectly good excuse and there was 1
staring at this crcature whose masculinity was so at odds in our
ramshackle kitchen. It also occurred to me at that moment that he
was usecd to a [ar better standard of living. Anyway, he looked
suspect. The soap story was a little too good. I handed him a bar
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out of the ‘Closct-for-Things-that-Smcll’ (so that the flour would
not smell of Lux).

‘I want to talk to you for a minute,” he said. So we were going
to be formal. And serious. But there was an intimacy that thickened
his voicc and filled his mouth with saliva. I was rcpelled and at the
same time hypnotized into stillness. ‘I am glad of this opportunity.
First of all I want to thank you [or the effort you’ve been making
to accept my presence here. I know that you are not exactly mad
about me. . . " He waited for some sort of protest which my silence
refused. But his skin was thick cnough for he continued and
became personal again. ‘But at lcast you secm to be able to stand
my presence in this house. And now that your aunt is getting
better, we can all rclax alittle [rom that worry. I'd like to make you
a proposition. That four women have to run this house scems to
me a bit extreme. Granted that one is an invalid at this moment,
and Mala is little more than a child. Actually a child. If you were
to getajob. ...’

‘Oh no! I wouldn’t lcave Netarhat [or anything.’

‘It's not a question of lcaving. . .." Indced! So he wanted me
out? Or all of us out? So that Wagner could take over Panditji’s
place, the land he had always covcted. It had been a marriage of
convenience alter all, only I thought the convenience was on my
aunt’s side. It secmed more far-sighted now. I knew Madhulika
would not mind Ieaving the place. It had never held for her the
mcaning it cmbodied for me: it was the [ilth member of our family,
the open space marked by our four corners. But here was Pratap
insisting, “Try to sce it my way, Chchanda. I nced an assistant. 1
have too much work to handle alone and my juniors are over-
worked. In any casc they are not sceretarices. T'he nuns have taught
you well enough to type and file a little. Now Mala is a diflerent
matter. She deserves a bigger world and it is not too late [or her.
She is intelligent and less clecar-hcaded than you which is an
advantage. But to come back to you. 1 haven’t the means or the
intention of lining your nest with gold but I can give you a fair
wage. Get some new clothes. . . . Clothes! Like in Femina! | started
to think, my nosc pointed to the floor, my mouth tight. What was
at the back ol his mind? Getting me uscd to town life, its pleasures,
its facilitics, giving mc a taste [or another kind of existence so that
in the end it would be casicr to wean me away from the soil of
Panditji's Housc and hand over the untenanted package to
Thakur Sahib? A fair wage? In matters of moncy, Pratap had
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rcasonable, which is to say just sufficient, like all good rcasoning.

‘And 1 think it would be good for you, Chchanda,’” Pratap
continued, ‘you are always at such a loose end here, and at the
same time so confined. If you think this house and this village arc
the beginning and the end, it is all right with mc. And there is
something to be said for “roots”. But cven roots have to be exposed
to light and air as you do with roscs in winter. Do you undcrstand
me? How can you know what you want out of lifc if you have never
seen what the world has to ofler? Start with a little cash, a lipstick
or two, some eye-shadow, coffec with people of your own age. I
don’t know. Your aunt and Paro have not done the right thing by
you. Maybe there were financial restraints. But, by God, it will be
different [or Mala. She was born to laugh, to learn to grow
outwards.’

What was | to say? ‘At a Joose cnd’ was flattering. And as for
Mala, I kncw every word he spoke ol her was true, [ knew goodness
and beauty and worth when I saw it but no onc had put it in so
many words belore. As for a world that spread so infinitely beyond
our own, it hadn’t tempted me before. It didn’t exactly tempt me
now and I couldn’t understand why I felt as ready to accept as to
refuse. “Think it over some more,” said Pratap, and llipping the
soap from hand to hand, he went back upstairs.
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Chapter XI

Don't just stand there, do somcthing! Put morc kindling into the
fire, take the milk ofT the stove, put the water on to boil—my aunt
drinks weak tea, Pratap has collce. Paro, Mala and 1 have ours
boiled with milk and sugar. They are coming to lifc upstairs now; taps
are running, toilets flushing. Paro screcams, “That Mala! Marcus! Did
you ever hear of such stupidity? Such meanness? Madhu asks for
amirror and she brings her one! Chchanda, go upstairs, your aunt
is having hystcn ics!’

[ rush upstairs, taking the staivs two at a time and into the yellow
room where Madhu is lying flat, a hand mirror on her stomach.
She is not having hysterics. There is that same mirror I have used
to try to pluck my cyebrows once, the mirror whose carcer is
becoming more and more desperate. It would be better il my aunt
were in tears; her tears have always fallen and dried [ast. But she
mercly turns towards me, with a terrible slowness, her face-—that
face which two months ago was for all of us our pride and our
example and which this morning scems even more ravaged and
ruincd by the knowledge of what it has become. ... And Madhu
does not even mention her looks now, only saying with a terrible
vagucness, ‘Did Pratap talk to you about working for him?’

A nod, a kiss, arc no help in drawing her from the abyss of
meditation in which she is plunged—a moment more and 'll be
in it too. Why did Pratap tell her of his plans without consulting
me? He hasn’t even been in the yellow room this morning. He
must have talked to her last night. Couldn’t I be given the dignity
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to make up my own mind? And now Madhu, emerging from her
reverie, says, ‘Help him, Chchanda, he has so much on his mind.
Be with him. I have not been of much use to him; rather the
reverse. But for me, Thakur Sahib would not have broken with
his only son.” She stares at me out of her dark brown eyes which
arc all that are lelt of her face except for the perfect line of her
chin.

All this secms a long time ago; today 1 am a mother, a babe is in
my arms. | keep looking at the flowing Kocl and think, Madhulika
was the most beautiful woman I have ever scen.

Ifthatis what she wants, lctit be that way. At dinner that evening
[ glanced furtively at Pratap, startled to {ind only the samc afTable
man cntrenched behind his plate, carcfully chewing his food while
he thinks up what he'll say in court tomorrow. Caution for caution,
Pratap immediately looks away: when serious-minded men decide
to give you time to makce up your mind, there’s only onc thing you
can do. Take as long as you like and lct them rot in their own
discretion.

But it wasn’t to be. Paro, scrupulous about all houschold
matters says, ‘Chchanda, go through the trunks in the store-room
tomorrow and take out the old linen nightdresses. We will boil
them—Madhu should wear only the softest things now.’

And I answered back, ‘1 don tthink I'll have thc time.l am going
to Ranchi to work for P)atap from tomorrow.” Paro sank back
visibly while Pratap addcd, as if in compensation, ‘I will bring the
soltestand pretticst of nightdresses for Madhu; no old ones please.’

There could be no secrets about my expedition: ever since her
own vague husband, Marcus, had vanished into its purlicus, ever
sincc my aunt had brought back Pratap [rom its centre, each
venture into Ranchi gave rise to all sorts of palavers and injunc-
tions. For Parvati, Ranchi was Babel and Babylon, Sodom and
Gomorrah; a place of confusion and lewdness, above all of in-
sccurity. Stupefied by my sudden decision, embittered and hurt,
she started her counter-attacks next morning: ‘He's getting
around all of you! Just like your aunt—whocver speaks last is the
onc you helieve. . . ." I was unshaken by her tirades. Only a little
cmbarrassed, and concerned about kecping Paro {rom believing
in a volte-face 1 couldn’t admit to myself. I protested weakly: why
miss an opportunity that looked so promising? I would earn
somcthing. There was no transportation problem. What was the
danger? Paro only shook her head, cyes [ull of hurt and betrayed
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loyalty, ‘Your aunt, I know what she is after. She wants the world
to think we have taken to him, his money, his car. That he is one
ol'the family! The danger, my little [ool,’—it was the last argument
left in her throat and she spat it out—'Is if his friends in Ranchi
have the same ideas, the same habits, that he had with your aunt,
God save you!' I walked out to Pratap’s car without a backward
glance and wearing one ol my aunt’s saris.

Of coursc Paro was exaggerating. The things that are obviously
distortions produced by explosions of temper manage to disguise
the things that are truc as well, and Paro should have known this
better than anyonc clsc. Onc of her favourite sayings from the
stock of proverbs she used against scandal-mongers was: ‘If you
want to be a woll and don’t show your fangs, you are still only a
sheep!” This wolf had no fangs as it happencd, only two rows of
splendid teeth that shone perhaps a little too complacently when
he smiled. He scemed quite sure of what he was doing, as if the
ncw professional character in which [ was about to see him would
impress me far more than the family man I knew.

Hc was not mistaken. Pratap maintained an office-cum-{lat in
onc of the older buildings ofl Ranchi’s snake-likec main road. I had
hcard about its spick and span-ness [rom my aunt. After a swift
and carcful drive down hilly ghat roads we reached his first floor
oflice at about nine a.m. It seemed to provide a perfect setting for
Pratap, exactly the opposite of Panditi's House where nothing
could hint at what he was worth; in fact, where everything worked
against him, ridiculed him; beginning with his very status as our
compulsory guest. Over ‘his’ threshold, the tables were turned and all
the little tricks I had played on him at Netarhat, his strangeness in our
surroundings, his ignorance ol the simplest domestic arrangements,
the actual xenophobia that a strange house always has, all turned
against me. Not that Pratap was a stranger to Netarhat; his house was
just a narrow river’'s span away—but it could be another counary!

‘Do you like it?” asked Pratap, entirely at casc.

Yes and no. | liked it well enough for him, not at all for me.
Rooms are like clothes and what [eels comfortable on one body is
desperately tight on another. The most ordered intevior where
spacc is so carefully distributed that you have to breathe in keeping
to time, inhibits the forest nymph who yearns for her tender
Jumbles. These bare blue-grey walls, relieved only by the large
curtained windows in stark black and white, shapes of furniture
very clean, steel and glass in odd utilitarian shapes. All this was not
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compatible with my own tastes, my own crowd of old furniturc,
brass knick-knacks, copper pots that shone like signals in the
darkness of Panditji's House. I started to [eel cold even though we
had descended to a height of some fourteen hundred feet only. It
happened to be the air conditioner in December, to ‘air’ the place,
Pratap said. Only the bathroom with its marble tiles and recessed
shower stall made my mouth water. The kitchen, so clean, so
useless. I longed for Paro to scc it. She would love to throw some
potato peels around and hang up black bottomed pots and pans.

‘And here is a small bedroom,’ said Pratap. I looked in through
the doorway, my feet refusing to enter. Wasn't this the same
carpeting over which Madhulika had walked, towards that bed?
On the bedside table was something Paro had missed [rom our
house about two years ago—a malachite Ganesh. I remembered
Madhulika keeping very quict about it.

Pratap was speaking: ‘You sit over there, in the oflice, at the litde
table. When 1 have a dicnt—there arc usually about ten or twelve a
day—you will show him in here, and if I say “Thank you, Miss Mukher-
jee”, you will leave us alone. You will get the hang of it  am sure.’

‘Did Madhu give you that Ganesh?’ I asked.

‘Yes, Miss non-sequitur,’ he said.

He didn’t have to say ‘Thank you, Miss Mukherjee’ or didn't
dare to all morning long. I filed papers, cach one in it's own manila
cnvelope mysteriously arranged according to occupation: agricul-
ture, coal mining, hardware and so forth. ‘“The Joint Stock Com-
pany of Jain Minerals. . . no, under iron orc. . .no that's the board
of dircctors, I want their lawyer. ook under LLB. Find it?” And
after noon I introduced my f[irst clients, a pair of farmers who
looked, I thought, quite unimportant, until Pratap asked them for
funds and they counted out, one hy one not even frowning, onc
hundred rupee notes. | scarcely understood their conversation,
crammecd with figures and references to the revenue department,
but I made mysclf busy transcribing an address or a date [or an
appointment whenever Pratap would turn around and say, ‘Make
a note of that, please.” His tonc was alittle [orced, but try as [ would
to reawaken some of my old resentment by telling myself that his
solemn manner fitted his face like a mask of Kaolin it was undeni-
ablc that Mr Singh was an all together dilferent person [rom my
aunt’s husband. This was not my hoped for petty lawyer, asking
petticr magistrates for extensions ol dates.

His new authority, his competence, even il 1 couldn’t verify it,
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made their effect-on me, inspired a new hesitant esteem, a certain
fear even, and above all, a new kind of irritation: what a fool that
girl back at Panditji’s House secemed now, carrying on a guerilla
warfare, needling this man who was strong enough even to permit
himsclf a certain affection for her, the weakness of opposing me
and Paro with the light armour of sympathy and consideration. I
had hoped to show contempt of counsel or even better, try to
conceal it thinly; and I could [eel no contempt!

Which was why Pratap’s quick, almost furtive gesture of counting
through the farmers’ notes and locking them up in his drawer
comforted me a litte: that was the kind of fault I wanted him to have.

It was well past noon. ‘Will you come out to lunch with me or
go shopping or both? he asked.

‘Go shopping,’ I said at once. ‘By mysell’

‘Right,’ he said, taking out, I think, five of the [armers’ notes,
‘An advance. I will pay fiftcen hundred rupecs a month. Now walk
to the main road, turn right and at the intersection is Dayarams.
Be careful about traflic.’

I knew Dayarams. We shopped there for linen, blankets, wool,
a few clothes, whenever a mcagre fixed deposit of my aunt's
matured. It was an excellent shop with excellent prices. I went up
to the intersection and turncd left into Refugee’s Market instead.
All the shops here were owned by Sikhs; all of them called you
bahenji and you could bargain like mad. I bought two salwar kurta
sets, a blue for Mala and a saffron for myself; an orange lipstick
and a kohl pencil. Across the street, T went into a beauty parlour,
had my hair cut, my eyebrows tweezed, and make-up put on me
professionally. Outside the post-graduate building, I ate two
samosas and washed them down with a glass ol tea, feeling all the time
as obscure as Jude. I dashed back to Pratap’s office: he was out, thank
God. I showered quickly without wetting my face and put on the new
clothes. Out again and to hell with clients or phone calls; this time I
went into a five-star hotel’s flower-shop and blew one hundred and
thirty rupees on a bonsai pot of bougainvillaea for Paro.

It was late before Pratap returned. He looked at me. ‘Too pretty
and too cheap.” Can anything be too pretty and too cheap? He himself
carried a large Dayarams box under his arm. ‘Let us go,” he said, ‘this
blasted drive is too long.” He scemed in a bad mood. I liked the shape
of his hands on the steering wheel or just the fact that I had a car to sit
in instcad of the slow bus we hitherto used to take to Netarhat with
our shopping parcels.

It
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Chapter XII

I am a little confused with my story at this moment of time. I prefer
to think of mysclf as a positive, logical sort of woman. 1 dislike
remembering those troublesome backwaters, thosce black hopes
that Pratap and my aunt would fall apart aided by the cflorts of
Paro and mysclf and, of course, the terror of Thakur Sahib’s
prolonged disapproval of the wholc unhcalthy business. Those

backwaters prevented my life from running its smooth, cven
coursc. )

Dccember, January, February. How can | forget them? The
South-Eastern winds blew and blustered. 1 like the wind when he
is showing ofT along the mud roads, blowing women's saris, taking
the washing (rom the lines and generally playing merry hell. But
in a winter mood and shape he is terrible, an animal in shadows,
waiting to spring-and with claws. And the country he has been
thrashing to dcath lics low, awaiting the next blow. That is the
wind-silence. Terrible is this silence, this threat. It comes through
cracks and crevices in old houses to sit with you, haggard and
f[carful, snatching at unuttered words, pressing cold fingers
around hearts. You cannot sce him but there he is in the lull, a
scent of danger caught in the forest air. The stink ol the festering
teeth of a tiger that flics to the nostrils of the trapped hunter. And
so the wind followed us to Netarhat, to Ranchi, back and forth. My
beloved Madhulika now worse, now better, I with a vague new lile
redolent of transitoriness and Paro so bitter. From a court-room
to the office, from winding, wind beaten roads to Panditji’s Housc,
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from the typing class I had been forced to join to my aunt’s ycllow
room, from the traffic infested lances to the little shops I browsed
in—I wandered back and forth wondering why I was so plcased to
be dissatisfied with myself. With myself as well as with everyone
else around. Paro was relentless and importunate, making endless
allusions to my disloyalty, to my lack o[ purpose in lifc, to my losing.
sight of my destination. Pratap was not bchaving like himseclf;
ncither uncle, nor boss, nor [riend, nor all three at once, as tightly
knotted as his tie and as correct, bestowing the same smile on my
auntas on myself. The wick catching [ire often trembles first in the
flare of the match that is burning itscll out. We begin beforc we
begin to be finished and life gocs on endlessly substituting for itsell
and who can tell where the break occurs? How can you foresee it?
What can you remember that warrants conlessions? Is our conduct
explained as readily as we suppose by those trememdous scenes
that memory has composed so dramatically [or our private use,
the snapshots that no onc ever secs? But everyone makes his own
outward landmarks, and I would like to point out a [ew of my own.

First of all the corridors of the high court. The clerks chew paan
and leer at me: ‘Kya maal hai” Then face to face with Thakur Sahib,
the father, ‘*You arc working for Pratap I am told. Good! You look
lovely, my dear.” And he actually pats my hcad while Pratap looks
on, his face like a thundercloud. Thakur Sahib does not cven ask
alter his daughter-in-law. Pratap says I need not go with him to
the court again.

Then there is the yellow room. I have just come back {rom
Ranchi, gonc into the housc ahcad of Pratap who has to put the
car away. Paro scarccly notices I am home and gocs on calculating
her chances of getting out the queen of hearts in her patience
spread out on Madhu's quilt. And Madhu who is a little better
today puts down her novel to ask a thousand petty questions: What
did we have for lunch? Did we have a client along? Is Pratap eating
well? Did her friend from Brabourne college come to sce Pratap about
her land problem? Did [ like my work? What is she afiaid of ? Every
night she questions me like a fretful spy. Sometimes [ blush for
her when [ think that we reserve for our intimates the same degree
ol conlidence that we ourselves deserve; and sometimes, suddenly,
noticing how she really looks, I decide that no husband in the
world would be very much to blame if he were to deccive her now.
And my sympathy balances between the two, cancelling itsell out,
so that | [ind ncither my old long-cherished hope ol watching their
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love die out nor even any regret at secing it weakened, but instead
a perverse kind of satisfaction in knowing them bound together so
awkwardly, as well as an insurmountable repugnance at imagining
my aunt replaced by another. But I need not trouble mysclf about
that: I should know.

« And on Madhu's birthday in January, out comes the large
Dayarams box. Out tumblc cleven gorgeous nightgowns, all in
different shades of ycllow, from the palest primrose to chrome and
a yellow satin quilted robe embroidcred with butter{lies. “To match
your setting, my dear,’ says Pratap. Even Paro’s cyes are wide and
wet and I think, or rather catch myself short on the thought, How
nice to have a husband like that. Madhu smiling her vague smile asks,
‘Do you think I'll never leave this room, then?’

A close if temporary harmony. All us arc too subjective for it to
be anything else. Except Mala, and out of the blue she says as T am
dressing for offlicc one morning, ‘You can’t take what does not
belong to you.’ For a moment I think she is talking of things. ‘What
do you mean?’ I ask. ‘Uncle Pratap,’ she says.

The sensitive husband is also subject to his moments of embar-
rassment. Mr Prasad, one of his collcagucs, walks into the oflice
and all smiles says to mc, ‘Mrs Singh, I presume?’ ‘You do,’ say 1.
‘Actually I am Mrs Singh's nicce. I work here.’ So he shifts firom
aap to fum, ‘And what is your name?’ he asks. ‘Friday,” I answer,
and flounce out of the ofTicc.

At Panditji’s Housc, I would olten find Pratap sitting at Madhu's
bedside while she slept under the heavy sedatives we gave her to
check the violent neuralgia that was almost indistinguishable from
the scizures of the original discase. There sat Pratap, motionless,
his clbows on his knces, his face [rozen in an expression of such
anguish, such disgust, such horrified expectancy, that I wouid
throw myself against my aunt’s hed, shocked, furious, revolted at
the notion that I had actually wished them to break. But not like
this! All I had wanted was a decisive quarrel, a disillusionment that
would have sent Pratap away forever and put us back to status quo.
Was it only gricf and [atiguc | rcad on his [ace? 1 sought in vain
for traces of that old love of the beautiful Madhu I had witnessed
that [irst day as he handed her on to the land from the boat.
Sometimes I thought I found it, but thosc times he was looking at
mc.

And Panditji’s Housc scemed to resent me, every tree twisted
by the violent March winds protested at my treachery. They would
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bend to the right, straighten up, then bend to the left, saying, No. ..
no . ..no. ... It was the voice ol the house itself I scemed to hear
when Paro in one of her moods shouted, ‘You're going bad! It's
this town life. It gives you hot blood!" Or when she tried to win me
back murmuring, ‘You used to be proud of this house once,
Chchanda, you used to love it, if you let it go, it is like cutting off
alimb....

I still loved it. Sometimes at the oflice, I wondered what I was
doing. Sclling my soul [or orange lipstick and handbags? I missed
the air, the horizon, thc movement of things around Panditji’s
Housec. I walked up and down the blue-grey carpet—no twigs to
snap underfoot, no pebbles to kick, no mud to squish between my
tocs.

Once it got so bad, about the middie of March, I couldn’t stand
it any more. Pratap was in court. I left a note on his pad and took
along and expensive ridc in a taxi to Netarhat. Paro welcomed me
with a great show ol affection; told me how she had trimmed the
roots of the bougainvillaea bonsai just that morning. At eight
filtcen when Pratap came home, he found me swabbing my throat.
I gallantly struck my colours: my tonsils, gums and palate were so
painted over with methylene that you couldn't sec anything but
blue. ‘Tonsillitis,” said Paro.

Pratap belicved us and gave me a week ofl. But by the fourth
day, tired of wandcring along the banks of the Kocl or on the paths
in the woods, unable to relive my old rustic joys, I returned to
work. And the time went by, Went by. The Koel flowed tumul-
tuously from the grove near Thakur Sahib’s farm, ran fast with
the short spring rains and dashed [or the underground channel
that led to the Suvarnarckha river. I fclt underground too. Later
I learnt that the word for my feclings was ‘pathological’, and
something was bringing me very [ast to a near and nasty revclation.



Chapter XIII

It was the night between the twenty-fourth and twenty-fifth of
March. About eleven thirty. A grating sound, almost a groan,
roused me from a nightmare in which I was Lord Duflerin who
had once seen a ghost. But lords don’t groan cven in nightmares
and the peculiar logic which lies in wait for cven the most fantastic
of our dreams, quiescent until some minor detail [orces it to act
upon us, forced me to wake from one terror only to be laced with
another. Was my aunt worse? Was Paro snoring so loudly she
could not hear the sound of the death-rattle? And not until 1 felt
the rough carpet under my fcet was I wide awake cnough to
recover my old ability to identify every noisc in the house: that was
it. The door to the woodshed had been lcft open and it was
creaking on the rust ol its own hinges, swinging back and [orth in
the draughts of a now tired wind.

I'd better get up and stop it from waking the rest of the house,
I thought. The switch was under my fingers but I didn’t turn iton.
I've'always loved prowling about this old housc, stcalthily groping
my way along the walls. Once again my bare [cct, as scnsitive as
my hands, recognized the places in the floor where the cement was
scratchy, the worn spot on the landing. Down the stairs, skip the
sixth one. With my big toc I found the row of tiles that three
generations of passage have worn down between the furniture
fixed in place by three generations of pcople’s presence—a path
leading from the front door to the kitchen. Out through the
kitchen, almost into the backyard. But there I stopped short, so
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startled that I must have cried out aloud: facing me in the outer
doorway trembled a disc of light and within it a hand held out
towards the catch of the outer kitchen door.

‘Chchanda, is that you? Did you come down becausc of the door
too?’ I recognized Pratap’s voice which went on, ‘Arc you trying
to play hide and seek? Why don’t you turn on the light?’

‘Why don’t you, Pratap?’

The flashlight suddenly shone straight in my cyes and Pratap’s
voice was nearer, hoarser. ‘But you are only wearing a thin slip!
No wonder you get tonsillitis. Go on, get upstairs to bed, I've closed
the woodshed door tightly.’

I stepped back, chilled and embarrasscd, the light still in my
cyes. I suddenly recalled the tales of Roman Catholic saints that
Paro was so fond of telling us. I had the odd notion that, in my slip,
with the light shining through my hair in a sort of aurcole, I must
look like a holy virgin about to be martyred for ‘the [aith’.

‘Go on now,’ said my exccutioncr, seizing me by the arm. His
fingers pressed tightly and the circle of light advanced belore us,
grazing the kitchen tiles, the legs of the table, the hooves of the
range, the hinges of a crockery chest; the light landed here and
there in utter confusion. At last it disappeared into Pratap’s palm
after snatching from our time-old things a bit or piece of their
share of darkness and stripping them all of their genteel modesty.
Now Pratap’s fingers glowed red and translucid. He murmured as
if to explain, ‘I remember when 1 was a child across the river,’
pointing in the direction of his father’s house, ‘therc were no lights,
no electricity. I used to prowl around for hours, making things
comc out of the dark with my flashlight. I used to call it photog-
raphy in reverse. But you must be freezing! Good night.’

Good night, Pratap. Since the truce it is customary that you pat
my check or shoulder and even though I am shivering, so thinly
dressed, we might as well observe it now. But the flashlight misses
its target and in the darkness, the fatherly pat aims haywire,
landing on a breast, the place I am just beginning to grow taut.

‘Madhuchchanda?’

My name, but not my name alone. Whispered almost in my ear,
so that I can feel the breath of it, and the smell of toothpaste and
tobacco; a breath that burns my skin, suddenly harsh. Where is
the torchlight? The hand that was holding it must have putitdown
somewhere for the hand is now being used to hold my left arm
down. Now, when I should be struggling against him, bristling
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with outrage and screaming for Paro, I can only manage a barely
audible, ‘Let me go, Pratap, let me go!

But the darkness takes me in his arms. His mouth is on mine,
which already softens undcr the invading pressurc and his knee
moves between mine. *Madhuchchanda, Madhuchchanda!” and
that is all he can say between the kisses that penctrate my lips like
a hot scal into wax. All he can say and much too much! Beseiged
from everyside, and on everyside surrcndcring overwhelmed,
arouscd, knocked against the corner of the dresser, his victim too
murmurs, ‘Pratap!’

In her head, of course, runs the stupid thought, ‘I should have
put on my dressing gown.’ But would its old burgundy velvet have
served so much better than thin cotton to defend what is barely
able to resist, what must capitulate anyway in a sudden and sought
for defeat? Can this be me; once so stifl with disapproval, now
twisted, thrown down, riven by this astonishing plcasure, surpris-
ing Pratap even more than mysclf so that now he [alls upon me
like a woodcutter, hurling his body against minc with the violence
of an axe on the kitchen {loor, subsiding at last on my shoulder,
gasping, ‘Madhuchchanda, we must be mad! I didn’t even take
carcol...’

You are right,Pratap, we must be mad. But what should you
take care of? Of whom? The only chastity left to me now, from
whom your plcasure sodclicattly detaches itself, will be the chastity
that is willing to face the consequences. Itis the other Chchanda that
you will have to take carc of now, the child you said ‘good night’
to without making it clcar you mcant ‘goodbyc’, the child you and
I will never sce again. But I implore you, Pratap, stop saying,
‘Madhuchchanda, Madhuchchanda!” The last part of it you used
to bray like a call to arms, now interwoven with a tender stupidity.
If you only knew how much I would give at this moment to be
called just, ‘Gita’ or ‘Rita’ or ‘Bina’ or ‘Mina’! For the first part of
my namec is onc you have panted a hundred times into another
car. ‘Madhu’ is also a woman lying upstairs whosc transgressions
have morce claim upon you than minc.

‘Let me go, no, let me go!’

‘My love, don’t go.’

[ stagger upstairs, onc strap of my slip torn. I stumble twice in
the darkness; step on the sixth stair. This is a housc where | once
kncw my way by instinct: a housc that doesn’t know me any more.
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Chapter XIV

I woke very early the next morning, angry for having been able to
sleep, incredulous that I had slept at all. Was it true then, was it
even possible? The broken strap of my slip exposing one breast
and the two drawn bolts on the door left me no excuse to doubt
last night's reality. Breathless and afraid of being pursued to our
room itsclf, I had locked the door and stood over Mala, making
sure that she was sleeping soundly and uninterruptedly, lighting
furtive matches over her face and dropping them, hall-burnt, by
the side of the bed. Finally, rolling myself into a ball, cupping all
my limbs around the central wound that suddenly had become so
light and yct so deep as to leave me [orever indefensible, I lay on
my bed like a wild animal—tecth, fists and eyelids clenched,
incapable of moving, or thinking, or understanding, pulling my
hecad [urther down between my shoulders cach time the chowkidar
in the square rang his time-gong. I must have dozed ofT, neverthe-
less. A rooster clearing his throat on onc of the river farms wakened
me. A dingy light filled the opcn window, diluted the faded pink
of the carpet between Mala's bed and mine. Mala was slecping as
she had slept all night, as she would always sleep, fallen under her
own [eather-weight, which was still only hers, still intact, rcproach-
ing me for not being able to keep to myscell even this little picce of
concealed and central {lesh.

And suddenly my body slackencd. I smacked one hand against
the other to catch a mosquito where 1 thought I heard its faint
humming. I missed it and it disappeared towards the ceiling. Mala
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opened both eyes and closed them again. Trampling on last night's
slip I rushed to get dressed with a passion to cover my whole body
that made me put on layer upon layer of clothes, not satisfied until
I had on thick jeans, a thick sweater and a long muffler wound
round and round my neck in the comfortable warmth of March.
Thus armoured, 1 risked creeping down the stairs and then

throwing myself out of doors.

The sharpness of the air that matched the shrewish temper of
the little birds fluttering in the grass seemed to do me good. A
bluish mist composed of moisture and woodsmoke covered the
slope to the river, stuffing the clearings with cotton, filling them
as high as the surrounding branches of the peepul trees. Though
the sun was not yet in sight, the cast quickly dominated the
colourless sky, the light ricocheting from cloud to cloud and at last
getting entrapped by the black-branched, leafless palas, the tree
we called the flame of the forest in our parts. I walked woodenly,
bruising the simul flowers underfoot, those blameless, tiny blos-
soms of white with orange stalks. One day, I thought, I would have
a pair of earrings like the simul flower in coral and pearl; one day,
some day, if I ever was a whole person again. Now I walked, a
leaden statue. Unhesitatingly, I continued towards the river. My
only feeling was a sense of astonishment that the landscape, the
air, and the light should all be just as they usually were, as faithful
as ever to themselves. Ignoring the path, I walked purposely
through the clumps of weeds where the dew ran down my ankles
and began to soak into my sandals. By the time I reached the
Guatemala grass on the river's edge, I was running hard. The
muddy line which the river had etched with the March floods
covered an old nick on a teak tree from which Paro hoped to make
money. I couldn’t see clearly today but the bark had a com-
memorating date which I knew by heart: Madhulika, 1938.

Madhuchchanda, 1952,ran down the bank and came to the
water's edge near the landing bend, that detestable place where
Pratap and Madhu had landed a lifetime ago, a place still covered
with a dull slime which the height of summer would dry. There
was the upthrust of a great army of reeds but there was no choice
and no hesitation. My muffler unrolled itself, the sweater fell inside
out, the sleecves spread absurdly empty and all the rest flung
anywhere and anyhow. I plunged into the water, at last recovering
something of what [ had lost, surfacing, beating my arms against
the form, against the current, against myself while the cold greedily
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gnawed my skin.

At the end of my strength and out of breath, I climbed out of
the water just as the sun appeared, a spreading long streak of red
against the grey horizon. Naked, but without much consideration
for my charms, I rubbed mysell with my vest until the skin burnt,
regretting that I had not the courage to do it with nettles, and by
the time I had put on my outfit again, I was almost stifled by its
weight. The river fog had thinned and disappeared in sinuous
gutters and winding paths, reminding me of my own complex
thoughts. But it was no easier for me to gossip with myself than
with anyone else. I had to bait myself to wheedle explanations: You
have a lover. You have slept with your uncle. And that was all I
could get, all I could use to threaten that affected girl inside me
who, though she recoiled at my uncompromising words, refused,
nevertheless, to perish with her own virtuc.

Leaving the river bank, [ walked straight on, and at last, after
three or four complete circuits of Panditji property, I allowed
myself to collapse on the old stump that had heen my throne since
I was small. If Pratap was not exactly my uncle, having come on
the scene too late for real acceptance or relationship, I was never-
theless his mistress. 1 didn’t love him of course and he certainly
didn’t love me. He had simply given in to a mcaningless tempta-
tion, taken advantage of one of those stupid moments of weakness
that several novels assured me overcame a woman’s resistance as
they overcame (hadn't 1, a country-bred girl, seen it many times)
goats and cats and cows. It was regrettable, deplorable: but there
it was. | had lost my virginity in thc way you lose an arm or an eye:
by accident. '

The image brought me up short. In my rage of self-humiliation,
I had gone too far. 1 jumped up, suddenly tired of punishing
myself, disgusted by my own insults. An exact recollection of the
night before flamed in my cheeks and for about five burning
moments, the ‘accident’ scemed quite a different matter. Blind,
yes, we had been blind and we had agrced to look away [rom the
truth—our eyclids had fallen with a single accord. But far back,
for days, weeks now, a firc had been smouldering under the wicked
ashes. Pratap’s sudden greedy glances, those hesitant light touches
of his hand, stumbling over words when we were alone in the
office, the very pressure and paticnce with which he had laid
seige—were not all thesc indications as exact as my own ill-natured
coquetry: an eagerncss to wage the fragile wars in which my own
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aggression had doubtless never been anything but a mask of
jealousy?

If we had been restrained, inhibited, something in us both had
broken frec at last, and we had yielded, mutually surprised,
mutually shaken to our passions.

To passions! The word was soothing, it excuscd everything,
charged as it was with the uncxplored mysterics, unknown, noc-
turnal fatalities, less flowery perhaps, but more violent than love.
I repeated it five or six times without even noticing that 1 had
passed from anger to ellusion. From one sentimentality to
another. My furies counter-attacked: ‘A passion'— don't flatter
yourself. What are you going to do with all your fine feelings, your
dctermination to keep Panditji’s property to yourself, your aunt,
your sister and your Paro. Alter all, Pratap is a marricd man. Of
course, that sort of question would only worry an inexperienced
girl and you could hardly claim that status any more—you lost it
without much fuss and no concern for the civil status of your
accomplice. So why are you twisting yourself around your little sin
but all the same being very careful not to uncover what is really
important? He is not only married, he's married to your aunt, that
invalid upstairs who loves you, and also loves this gentleman. Of
course, to be seduced in thirty scconds, when you have the reputa-
tion of being such a shrew, is rather a nasty blow but to be seduced
by the only man you haven’t the right to touch, that is the real
black, the little incest, that even a cold bath in the Koel will not
wash out of your system, and your conscience.

‘Chchanda, wherc are you?' shouted someone from the house.
[ ran ofl'in the opposite direction. The grounds were too small. 1
Jumped over an embankment and ran o[l along Satpals’s Plain—a
big pasture owned by one of my grandfather's friends, a Sikh now
scttled in Ranchi. It was rented out in acre lots and dotted with
clots of old cowdung as hard as biscuits. The voice followed,
‘Chchanda. Where are you?. . It's time for. . .’

Another voice that had no need of passing through my cars
followed me too. ‘Run, run,’ it said, ‘get hold of yourseil a little.
Wc've plenty of things to talk over still. Have you thought that you
would never have scored such a victory over your aunt, if she had
not been disfigured? You're young cnough all right, and some-
thing new. Alter all your knees arc well oiled and your brcasts
hard. But you can’t offer much hesides freshness, really, certainly
not your aunt’s beauty or charisma—and to tempt the devil with
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what little you have, he has to have gonc without it for a while.
You're in a fair way to losc it when Madhulika gets well.

And just at that moment, my sweater caught. | turned around
with a muffled scream, but it was only a briar. I looked at my water-
soaked wrist-watch, which was the only item I had forgotten to
remove during my plunge into the Koel: a bubble wagged back
and forth between the {rozen hands as if it were a level, the little
hand at four, the minute hand, ten minutes before. It must be after
seven by now. The shouts began again and there at the other end
of the field was Pratap, his brieflcase under his left arm, shouting
and waving, right arm over his head.

My legs turned to stonc as 1 watched him come towards me. |
noticed with irritation how he stretched his all too regular stride
to avoid the patches of cowdung—they were hardly the stcps of a
man who was overwhelmed by what he had done the night before,
he was not fooling himsclf that it was rape. Sincc waking I had
been dreading this moment—divided betwecen the desire to meet
him with all my claws out and the impulse to dissolve into tcars on
his shirtfront. When he was still several yards ofl'and [ saw him
glance at the bushes on the edge of the ficld that might have
concealed, God knows what spies, my distress and my hostility
managed to combine a still third attitude: ‘Be natural and nothing
more. Then the ball will be in his court.’

But Pratap, doubtless to avoid both claws and sentimentality
cried out a command, ‘It’s only seven fifteen but hurry up! I think
this morning it would be best to start early. So change and say
goodbye to Madhulika, and fast!” All this loudly, and softly, ‘I won’t
kiss you now. Paro is watching.’

Not one question; not onc remark. His methods were certainly
consistent in every situation: circumspection, discretion, and a
little salve on secret wounds. His face showed nothing at all—not
desire, not triumph, not uncasiness. It was an cveryday face. But
he whispered, ‘Get yoursellin hand, Chchanda, I beg of you. Your
face will give everything away—wec'll have to be very carelul [rom
now on!

Chchanda. So what happenced to Madhuchchanda? The com-
plicity of the bushes we were walking through didn't scem to give
him much confidence, not cven a notion that he might put his arm
around me. Was he afraid of startling me, or had he decided that
such things would be all too casy in the darkness of the kitchen or
at the office-apartment? Had he already organized our madness,
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assigned it to its place in his schedule and his pcace of mind? 1
knew that he was onc of those pcople who have a real
confectioner’s genius for wrapping up the nastiest facts in the
sweetest appearances. But I was impressed by his calm and con-
fidence too and I let myself follow him with a certain amount of
relief. Reaching the house I changed quickly. Pratap had the car
ready. ‘Did you sce Madhulika?’ he asked.

‘No.’

‘I think you are right. Let’s just gct away. You probably aren't
feeling up to breakfast: anyway that's what I told Paro. As a matter
of fact I was very hungry.’ But with that piece of euphemism
Pratap turned the car on to the road for Ranchi driving at about
seventy miles an hour. The spced indicated the limits of his
assurance: in the Ambassador at least, we had nothing to fear; he
could, he should, have [ound the sort of phrases that would have
comforted me, calmed my [cars. But he said nothing at all, this
Pratap, hunched over the wheel as if he were driving over
precipices. From time to time came out a small snort, too con-
sciously stripped of any meaning or intention. It was ridden with
a [alse embarrassment that hoped to set me off the scent and gain
a little time for himself.

We were passing the beautiful grounds of Our Lady of Fatima
Convent just outside Ranchi when Pratap said, “That’s where Mala
is going to lodge.’

"To lodge?’

‘Yes, you know Rev. Mother Gertrude?’ I did. She was at the
Ursaline Convent at Netarhat [or a while and had taken keenly to
Mala. Furthermore, Thakur Sahib had donated a large piece of
land without buildings to the nuns. ‘She has agreed,” continued
Pratap,' that Mala can live here and attend Loreto School. She will
travel the short four miles to Ranchi with Rev. Mother Xavier who
apart from being the Departmental Head of English at St. Xavier's
College also takes the advanced students for two hours of English.
She is the only American nun in this zone and her forefathers
[ounded Fordham University. I took some of Mala’s essays to her.
Has Mala ever shown you them?’

‘No. Has my aunt agreed?’

‘Of course.” All this I heard through a haze; my main concern
being my own destiny.

Once in his ofTicc cverything changed. | already suspected what
he had in mind. No matter how great a sin may be, it loses most of
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it's heinousness if you repeat it often enough; it wears out
whatever remorse you have started out with fecling. A girl taken
twice is hardly a girl taken by surprise, and seduction is a poor
argument when continuous. After all, what better comment on
love than love; especially when it is [orbidden and its only hope is
to invade the blood itscl? The oflice door barely shut behind us
before Pratap took me into his arms and gave me a long, suffocat-
ing kiss. He had to break ofl, of course, to cancel all his appoint-
ments, but that was over in three minutes. I was crouched in the
chair-for-important-clients, waiting to tell him how disgusting we
had becn, that I didn’t want this job any more, and where would
it all end? What were we going to do. .. ‘Make love,’ said Pratap.

Already my struggling hands were overcome by a detestable joy
that began to act like opium, against all resistance. What can a
lamb, suddenly hemmed in by a panther, do against its foe? And
why lie to oneself?

Pratap was not the only panther in that tiny office. At the
supreme moment when any argument was good enough, he used
the truest, ‘Never mind, Madhuchchanda, the worst is over. Why
spoil the rest?’
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Chapter XV

It was time to go home and Pratap drove us back over the same
road with the same serious intensity. Yet in his every gesture was
a ncw recassurance, a kind of conlident reposc. For the time being
hec had conquered: I asked for nothing more than silence. Doubt-
less we were still far from the warm complicity, the arrogant
indifference towards the rest of the universe that shiclds the
[amous lovers ol history, whether their passion’s right to exist has
been challenged or not. Our particular business had scarcely
ccased being a matter of bodics, interrupted by one uncertain
trucc after another during which Pratap scemed to lose his ad-
vantage, not knowing how to defend himself against my remorse
except by drowning it, over and over again, in a sca of pleasure.
But he had also succeeded in silencing what remained in me of
yesterday's virgin, stifled now in her ccstatic shame, stupcefied at
recovering her former modesty together with the bitter recogni-
tion, the tenderness of her whole flesh, the very joy of drawing
breath with another body which has just revealed to you-the
insistence of your own. 1 had become his mistress. 1 could no
longer be ignorant of all that had pushed me into-his arms, and
now confronted by the magnitude of the disaster—which
miraculous as it scemed at times, remained no less, a disaster—1I
had only onc desire: to shut out all afterthoughts, all knowledge,
all awarencess of what was to come, by closing my cycs and clasping
my arms tightly around me.

Like Pratap after all. I was no longer deccived by his scriousness
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or his calm: we all have our masks. Abandoning to others the kind
that grimaces, he had chosen [or his own one of the most serene;
he tied on an ease of manner that had become quite habitual and
you had to know him very well, had to look very closely to discover
in moments of strain, the effort he was making to keep it on
straight, betrayed only by light parallel wrinkles that showed like
guitar strings on his forehead.

By the last turn of the road those little wrinkles had run down
to the corners of his eyes and then we had reached Panditji’s
House. He turned badly, and had to back up twice before we got
into the garage—our old onions and potato shed, where he stood
for a while, his head under the hood, supposedly checking the oil
gauge and the brake fluid. Maybe he thought I would run in
without him, now that he had taught me something about being
bold; that 1 would repay his pains by sparing him the ticklish
drudgery of restoring the strayed lamb to her aunt. But I didn’t
budge from his elbow, of course, partly due to cowardice, partly
from resentment, leaving it up to him to suggest that we run away,
or make a scene so that the choice of refusal would be mine. Finally,
he straightened up, gallant as ever. ‘In we go,” he announced.
Indoors I could hear Paro slamming her cupboards and screaming
at Mala, ‘You! You've brought out all those moth-eaten books, for
what? And who is going to dust. . .’

At least 1 knew where she was. | tiptoed past the kitchen,
stepping over heaps ol books in the hallway; deciding it would be
better since I had left without saying goodbye, to come in without
any greeting either. No opportunity for reproaches or scrutiny.
Expressionless, the little lady comes and gocs, and if she neglects
her dear family a bit, surely her dear family will forgive her—after
all she works so hard, she commutes to Ranchi and both ways it is
over eighty miles. And shc works not only for moncy but is with
her uncle at one of the toughest times a man can know. Poor girl,
she needs her rest.

I began to climb the stairs, Pratap shadowing me. Once we were
at the landing, he grasped my arm, ‘Don’t you think it would be
better il we went in to sce your aunt one by one? I don’t want to
give her the fecling that we arc in leaguce.’ And you don’t want to
lic too much in front of me, I added mentally, or to let me watch
you bestowing your customary gallantrics. There was something
satisfying in outguessing Pratap and in surprising him. His cycs
met mine and for a moment the old hostile look was in them,

-
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whatever yiclding the rest of my body may have done. He
straightened his shoulders, ‘Come on, you little fool!’

But his shoulders [cll again as soon as he heard Madhulika
protesting: ‘There you are, you two. I thought I had been com-
plctely abandoned!’ I rushed towards her, suddenly freed of all my
fear—this was not a [eeling | need be alvaid of in front of anyone.

I didn’t have to pretend to be feeling it or worry il the fecling was

offending anyone. I could kiss this woman who had been father

and mother, guide and confessor to me, but now I was kissing her

with lips still warm {rom another kind of kiss. Pratap blurted out

his customary, ‘How arc you now'—itself an equivocation. He

watched us stifTly, as Madhu and I exchanged our caresses, trying
out a painful smilc that betrayed his every apprehension. How
could he behave decently towards one of us without feeling he was
behaving improperly towards the other? One corner of my mind
was a little sorry for him. But I had noticed how troubled Madhu's
breathing had become, her colour purplish, and there was a loud
wheczing in her lungs. As I curled almost around Madhu, trying
to give her my own robust strength, Pratap must have stood there
and wondered what to make of this niece who had gloried in her
scrupulousness all morning, only to return and curl] cat-like on the
breast of her beloved rival. ‘1 am sorry about this morning, Madhu.
We had to leave carly, we.had an appointment; you were still
asleep.’

*You never said anything about an appointment,’ said Madhu
whosc cycs wandered towards my own, secking confirmation.

But the word ‘appointment’ and what it concealed brought the
blood to my [ace. The sudden notion that my aunt might interpret
my embarrassment scarccly served to diminish it, and Pratap
crowncd cverything in his efforts to disentangle us, ‘It’'s something
to do with a tribal having sold land to a domiciled Bengali,” he said,
making cverything very clear. ‘I am going downstairs for a while
to work on it.” And the traitor slipped out.

Who could understand better than [ how untenable the situa-
tion was for him, what rcactions he was trying to control, to
provoke. Ungratclully enough, I reproached him as much for the
very consideration he exercised on my behalf at Madhu's cxpense,
as il he had sacrificed my [eelings for her sake, thereby refusing to
show his preference for a girl all o surc of herselfl to need such
adisplay, and, in fact, not at all surc she wasn't deriving a dreadful
little joy in the very worst corner ol her black heart from the whole
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exhibition. Confusion is a bad inspiration and I put my arm lightly
around my aunt as she sighed, ‘Poor Pratap, it’s not very casy lor
him. He tries so hard, but I think he's getting tired of the whole
thing. I'm glad you are with him so much. The very drive from
herc to Ranchi. . . .” Her very confidence struck at my throat and
I realized that from now on, the lcast phrase, the merest word,
would reach its target, would wound somconc, bear a dubious,
inevitably offensive interpretation. My nails dug into the yellow
quilt. Even when there was darkness out, this room looked full of
sunshine. That was Madhu for you. Beautiful of face, beautiful of
mind, beautiful of taste. Then pity, pity for all of us, ran through
me like knives and I wept as that voice continucd to pour out its
intolerable sweetness, “The way I look now, you know, I am not
under any illusions. And Pratap wouldn’t be much to blame. . .’
Not much to blame; I had thought so once. But I couldn’t let
myself admit it any more without degrading myscll to the level of
the occasion—the casiest expedicnce of all. My spitc turned mc
inside out, like a sock; how a woman betrays hersell by such a weak
and yet such a tolerant view of men! Even though I told mysell
that such apparent indulgence, put to the test, would burst out in
accusations like the merest jealousy, [ couldn’t bear the thought
But why should she say such things, and at this moment ol all?
Whatlay under these gentle sentences? Some terrifying divination,
or just the simple-minded cunning of an invalid whose imagina-
tion is overactive? | must put an end to it right away; no tears, no
scene, no tirade. ‘Look Aunt Madhu, we have enough woubles
already to need to invent new ones. Don't make up such ridiculous
ideas.” ‘Ridiculous? Do you think so, Chchanda?’ I decided to be
brutal: ‘Arc you trying to say that while I am in ollice, Pratap is
s]ccpingr around some place in town, or when [ am out on ervands,
he is bringing someonce to sleep there?' No rcaction. Her hand
dropped slowly from my hair to my chin: a caress for the innocent
child. She scarcely needed to tell me what she was thinking. That
good little girl, that Chchanda, was still too young to sce further
than her stubby cyclashces, too nice to upset her aunt even il she
noticed somcething, but too clumsy as well, too casily disturbed by
the slightest secret to hold it back by blustering. As long as she
protested so loudly, so baldly, there was probably nothing to worry
about. ‘Pour me some tea, Chchanda, will you? | have some things
to say to you." I poured the tea, now cold and bitterly infused; my
heart thudded so loudly, I was sure Madhu could hear it. She
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drank the tea in two gulps, so thirsty. That meant fever and
another crisis. And this was the moment she had chosen.

Contrite, woebegone, an executioner dancing attendance upon
his victim.

‘About Paro,’ continued my aunt, ‘she must always have a home
here. That goes without saying. My father’s—your grandfather’s,—
friend, Jaipal Singh, brought, her here. Not a servant; a member
of the family.’

‘She is that, isn’t she?’

‘Yes. But smooth the path between her and Pratap always.
Actually, Thakur Sahib undcrstands her status better than Pratap
does. Look after Paro. I can tJust now.’

‘Yes,” I replied, tears again in my voice.

‘Mala will get a good education. My God! How little you both
have had from me.’” A longish silence.

‘By the way, what was Pratap saying about tribal property and
its sale?’

This was safer and I could reply: ‘A man called Deven Sunrao,
ol the Oaroan tribe sold a picce of land to a Bengali. As you know
tribals are not allowed to scll land to non-tribals without the
sanction of the state government. So now the Bengali has neither
his land nor his money and Sunrao has both.’

I had made up the detailz on the spur of the moment (such cases
were a way of lifle anyway). Now all 1 had to do was to warn Pratap.
Then | began to wonder. Madhu's insistence cxasperated me. It
secmed scarccly appropriate to question me about these things.
My role was certainly not of 2 spy on my uncle’s transgressions.
And this little resentment, sllly as it was, helped me out of all
proportion to its significance, in a way any pretext we can find,
helps us against those who have more than a pretext to hold
against us. (At the bottom ol the hecap, barely recognized or
formulated, lay the blackest excusc ol all: what Madhu had donc
to us by marrying Pratap, I had repaid by taking him as a lover.)

And f[inally, 1 yiclded to my despondency. From now on |
wouldn’t have to be on my guard night and day, taking incessant
precautionsin a forestoflhints, implications, and double meanings.
I decided 1 had put myself to the test sulliciently [or the lirse time
and with the excuse that T hadn't seen Paro or Mala since 1 had
come in, I ran out ol Madhu's room.

My uncle-in law was not in his voom downstairs. I found him in
the living-room where, determined to halve the work of good
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relationships all round, he was gravely unwrapping a Cadburys
bar for Mala and no less seriously consulting Paro about our [ruit
and rose grafting. Wasn't this the right time for grafting the
guavas? Our own trees yiclded so little and he had noticed some
fine stocks growing wild in the woods, the pink fleshed kind.
Shaking her head and not pausing a moment in setting out wiped
thalis and katoras on the table, Paro protested in the name of all the
ancient customs which she had worked up into an exact science,
‘No, impossible, scions won’t “take” in a leap year.’ Well, what
about the mulberry bushes? Same thing. Can’tdo anything before
the Feast of St. Ignatius of Loyola, the 31st of July. What about the
papaya trees! Have to plant one female next to one male and can’t
tell these things before hand. A harmless conversation, like the
ories Paro and my grandmother uscd to have: ‘Don’t tic a rakhi
when there is a grahan.” Paro, a snifl: These Brahmins!

Paro: ‘You don’t chew the wafer of the Holy Communion. Itis
Christ’s flesh and blood.’

Nani: ‘Bloody unlikely’ (but very soltly).

Don’t sow under a crescent moon; it will be ready to reap before
you are. When the cuckoos sing, the maize is ripe and so on.
Unfortunately, I was reminded of still another of these sayings of
my grandmother and Paro: ‘If he doesn’t drink and he doesn’t
limp and he falls down anyway, there's something wrong with his
heart.’

Paro pretended not to sce me, she was hard to make out, harder
to provoke, distant, or perhaps just being carcful, [ couldn’t tell. 1
tried to make it casicr for them to make their conversation go
smoothly, only unfortunately, 1 had been thinking of the last
proverb, ‘If Pratap doesn’t drink and he doesn't limp, and he falls
down anyway, ha...ha...ha. . .il he doesn’t drink...ha...ha...ha..." |
went on and on laughing with tcars streaming down my face. The
three looked at me in stunned silence. Mala edged closer, ‘Chchan-
da you are not fecling well, too tired. Comce upstairs to bed. I'l]
bring you some milk.” ‘My baby, my baby!" and I was engulfed in
Paro’s arms.

Pratap stared after us, as I was borne upstairs. I am surc his
greatest fear was that 1 would confess everything hysterically on
Paro's [lat chest.



Chapter XVI

Ifthe hybrid-rose called the ‘bluc-moon’ is what you need and you
can’t find it, the common chira-basant (spring-forever) of thc same
colour will do as well, and provide the very same excuses f -
sentimentality: you have your magnificent miseries, you add you”
name to the list of doomed passions—so bricfbut so intense—you
take your place among the privileged lovers who have tried to
make a heaven out of hell.

Yet Pratap was the kind of man who found it diflicult to think
ol himself as a star-crossed lover, the hero of a dark romance, and
you would have surprised him a good deal il you told him that he
had just accomplished with his nicce, what Phacdra had so utterly
botched with her stepson or Ocedipus achieved so successfully with
his mother. Paro used always to say that Thakur Sahib had nothing
in his house but law books and what can you learn out of them?
Certainly not about incest. Even [ had to admit that my bricf
happiness, my six-days’ rapture, had so far affected me more like
a sce-saw than anything clsc, sometimes mounting to the skics,
somctimes sinking to Hades, so that | wavered forever between
indescribable sensations ol dizziness and nausca.

Six days and a [ew hours to be exact. It ended ina gray smudgec.
Pratap came down to dinner with the announcement that my
aunt’s temperature had risen to 104: we were beginning to accus-
tom oursclves to these sudden rises that discouraged Dr Bose so
much, and the news was rather a help. Our guilt and embairass-
ment during dinner could pass for worry. But Paro’s attitude
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worried me more than ever now. | never liked to sce her lower
those uncompromising jaws, screwing her neck into her
shoulders—she was usually active, so generous in her movements.
But she would only spcak to Mala, only look at Mala whom she
criticized all the time; a spot ol gravy on her slecve, opened books
cverywhere, oh just anything. A high wind was blowing this
witch-ridden night, revealing the dark sky with splashes of violet
lightning. I got up to stare out of the window. It was only March
going out like the proverbial lion but it docs so, so scldom in India;
the vocilerous heat engulfs all lions. Paro suddenly roused hersell
from her sullen silence, *You like that don’t you? Damaged goods
always love wrecks.

I decided not to help her in the kitchen. I went up to bed in a
clean, darned and ironed slip. Nonc of it my work. Paro. It had
been no ordinary tear.

That morning—it was Wednesday—Mala had to shake me
awake: nature occasionally does us a favour. And this time it was
Pratap who was in a bad way. It must have been his turn to spend
the night thinking, trying to answer the questions that came
instead of sleep. Alter hesitating to leave the house (‘Your aunt is
really worse today, I'd like to know what Dr Bosc thinks but we
are so bchind with our work’) we finally left for the oflice, called
at Dr Bosc’s on the way out ol Netarhat, asking him to go by
Panditji’s Housc. For the rest ol the morning Pratap presented me
with an interesting picture of a man cut in two. For Mr Singh, the
lawyer, there was the usual programme—the serious approach,
the almost reasonable look that thinqs‘ assumc il you only look at
them reasonably enough, il you revive your courage by confining
your attention to the routine, But at the same time, this son of
Wagner, scraped away at his soul, and cvidently regretted not
being able to salve his wounds with sell-justification. As we walked
in, alter several litde formalities at the tip of his tongue, he said,
‘Now, Girl-Friday, let’s get down to work!?” But once two ol his
clients had been taken care of, Givl-Friday suddenly found hersell
on his knces, while that gentleman stammered, ‘Come now, let’s
be scrious, come on!’ Almost immediately these twinges ol con-
science subsided to he replaced by the dove-like accents ol flirta-
tion, the interesting explorations ol sexual busy-bodies. We mied
cverything—irony towards the gentleman: il this continues, this oflice
will never recover. And you are responsible to Thakur Sahib to an
extent, crown prince. And i irony towards the lady, who was scarcely
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pleased and yct scarccly sorry to lcarn that the prisoner in the
towcr, quite alive after all, was humming away beneath her with a
certain gleam in his eye, ‘Il my father knew about this, Madhuch-
chanda. . .. And finally, in spitc of irony, in spitc of scriousncss,
camc the surrender, ‘My work can wait a little longer.” Work had
alrcady waited and waited. Pratap would go out to attend to it, his
hcad high with rightcousness, come back a little later, his head
down. 1 could sec how undccided he was, how anxious to sweep
away his scruples, to asscrt his right to pleasurc. And although I
was a little humiliated by so many requircments, I was woman
cnough alrecady to discern the trap in which the lover who believes
he possesses is himsell posscssed, and to let Pratap take his
pleasure with me—in a bricl but so scnsual accord that I almost
had the feeling, 1 was taking advantage of him. Less docile in
between these spasms, I lay in wait like a cat before a mousce-hole,
watching closcly for the moment when he would let himself go,
when his real [eclings would [orce his hand. Finally, around
twelve, he said while tying his necktic again, ‘Dear God, Madhuch-
chanda, what's happcning to us? We arc a scandal, you and 1" And
his voice became magnificently hoarse as he added, ‘But I couldn’t
care less. I give a damn. | can’t do without you.’

For a moment—the best yet—it all scemed so clear, simple,
luminous cven. I knew it all now and there was nothing to be said.
[ ' was willing to take the rest for granted. He loved me, I loved him
as much as it was possiblc for me to love, and before any judge in
the world we could plead the legality of our love, which preceded
all others. That Pratap was practically my guardian, or that | was
practically his ward, was only a detail and though a village jury
might choosc to emphasize this detail, it was still just an accident
that he saw Madhulika across the river first while 1 was still growing
up. First of all he was Pratap, justas first of all I was Madhuchchanda.
We were belore everything else, Madhuchchanda and Pratap. Full
stop. The universe would have to get used to it ‘I should have
married you,” said Pratap regretfully. And spoiled itall. The kill-joy
angel that watched over me, extended the shadow of his wings,
darkening my exultation and crying: Hear that? So you believe in
miracles do you? The advantage of the kind of lic you arc telling
yourselfis that you try and proveitisn'talic at all by toppling over
all your mcagre principles and vast prejudices and suddenly
pom:ing yourscll a new glass of philosophy. You condemn your
dunt’s marriage because it upsets your cquanimity of life, you
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resent this man as an interloper; your aunt is sick and, somewhere
at the back of your addled brain, you [ecl he is to blame. Yet you
separate your village life [rom your office life and [ccel this Pratap
is yours, whercas the other is your aunt’s and owes her everything
hc is giving you. You resent him [or her sake and gather into your
own greedy arms-what helongs to her. Remember how you felt
about those ycllow clouds of nightdresses? How would you have
behaved if his mistress were anyone but you? Pratap sighed
suddenly and at that moment, [ hated him so much for that sigh
that I couldn’t stop myscll [rom asking a question I had always
longed to ask: ‘Why did you marry my aunt?’

He blinked scveral times in succession, avoiding my cyes which
grew miscrable as his own embarrassment incrcased. ‘I want you
to undcerstand why,” he said, hall whispering, ‘but it will be hard
for you, if notimpossible. You would have to know what happened
for a long time past—my childhood—and thesc two cthereal girls
across the river, your mother and Madhulika. Your mother so
haughty even at ten, Madhulika so simpatico to the little boy across
the river. And you know, they both wore skirts with large Scottish
checks, a large pin in the front. I used to think their mother must
be very lazy not to stitch their clothes when torn. “Panditji is letting
things go slack. This is no hife for him, he should go back to the
city, he lacks stimuli here. He knows nothing about farming. They
are getting dirt poor.” Poor? The [airy princesses poor? What did
it matter? 1 can’t think things clcarly out. | was fascinated by those
givls, nothing clearly and ncatly delined. They were like a secret
grotto in my mind, running water and flowers.

‘You know where the water is narrowcest and shallowest, down
by Dr Markham’s housc? Your mother and Madhulika would
jump from stone to stonc there while 1 walked the other side,
pretending nonchalance, cvery nerve in my body aware of them.
Onec day, Miss Elke said, “Talk to them, Pratap, play with them.
They arc only a little older than you.” 1 ran from there. I was
consumed with curiosity about how they lived, what they did. Then
away at college, I met Kiron Mukherjee, or rather he deigned to
talk to me. He was a graduatc student then, worshipped for his
charm and brilliance by students and professors alike. He had a
place near here and was on the brink of a nervous breakdown. |
suggested Netarhat as a place for rest. He married your mother
here. Invaded part of the sceret grotto. Above all, managed to
marry your mother, the most unapproachable of girls, whereas |
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darcd not even speak to them. "Fhe marriage didn’t work as you
know. Your mother wanted to get away with somcone she could
lcan on; at the same time she was hard enough to push oflanyonc
wanting to lean on her. I don’t know how far you can remember,
but Aparajita was cven more beautiful than Madhulika.’

‘I've heard people say that, but go on.’

‘Many years alter Aparajita’s death Madhu camc to me for
advice regarding many things,finances,guardianship ctc. When
she walked into my ofTice, [ felt I was pecking at my grotto again.
I could not do cnough. Things bunch together, whether you want
them to happen, or they happen by themsclves. This princess (rom
my village in my ollicce—she must not go alone in a taxi, she must
have a sunshade cven if no other woman used onc. Things slided,
they happened and I learnt to accept that the [antasy of Jita—
Madhu across the river was gone [orever—I[or here was Madhu in
the flesh. 1 can tell you now that I didn’t want to get married and
Madhu pretended not to cither—hbecause of you girls or because
of what pcople would say or because she was just a little older than
I. But she was desperately in need of money and sccurity. She
changed her mind, almost unnoticeably at first, mentioning it now
and then, and then again, a litle more often. Then she thought
shc was pregnant, probably the [irst queasy symptoms of the lupus,
and neither of us had any other reason to consider.’

‘Shut up, Pratap,’ I cried, ‘don’t say any more.’

And he stopped, knowing how little much his sleepy voice could
account [or my aunt’s power over him, could convince me that he
was altogcther mine now. | moved away [rom him, suddenly
alicnated, sulky. Aparajita and Madhulika had so little to do with
mc. Pratap decided to make an issue ofit. ‘How quickly you change
your feelings, Chchanda.'

‘Not as fast as you change your women, Pratap.’ I shoutcd,
poisoning the rest of the day which he preferred to spend in court,
drapced in his black robes, the same way as | wore my mood,
relying, no doubt, on the virtues ol a first scparation that isolatcs
a bride so terribly, finally giving her time for her lips to go quite
dry. As he left, he sped onc last parting shot, ‘'You are much more
like Aparajita than Madhu.’

‘Good,’ | shot back, ‘at least you were in awe ol her.’

On Thursday [ was able to repay him. Dr Bose had heen at
Panditji's House the alternoon helore and had left us a note in
which he asked us to nurse the patient carelully. ‘Her heart is very
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troublesome,” he had added. T made it a pretext to stay home for
the day, and Pratap agreed to my proposal with disconcerting
rcadiness, saying only, ‘It’s a good idca, Chchanda, no onc will
suspect anything now.’ I [ound mysclf ballled by an opposition
that I had hoped would indicate how ballled Pratap was by mine.
I also thought ol him as shoddy; the afTair cheap and underhand,
all of which it was anyway. And he lelt for Ranchi alonec. Paro
couldn’t belicve her eyes. ‘Have you been quarrelling with that
onc?’ she asked, hall pleased, hall annoyed—there has to be a
certain amount of intimacy first, to quarrcl with anyonc. But she
quickly recovered her sulks when I walked away without answer-
ing her. I hadn't told her 1 was planning to stay at home torn
between my aflection and the [ear her intransigence and loyalty
inspired in me, | avoided all discussion with so dangerously
far-sighted an opponcnt. Heart- broken by my own behaviour,
offending Paro morc and more, | scarccly said anything to her
these days, except a few [ormalitics; | hardly knew how to behave
with her any more. And my sister didn’t make matters any better
with her astutc questions and remarks. ‘You get along remarkably
well with Pratap these days, Chchanda?’

‘Isn’t that what you wanted?’

‘Oh yes! We eat better, wear better clothes and look at what he
is doing towards my education! And onc has 1o pay for what one
getsoutoflife. Ouraunt certainly isn't paying,’ said my angel-faced
sister. She had outgrown mce by several inches and was statuesque
to my skinniness. Now she combined the wisdom of a Mother
Superiorand the Madamc ofa whore house in her expressive eyes.
‘Mala,’ I asked, my heart in my mouth, ‘what do you mean?’ She
changed the subject. ‘I met Thakur Sahib last weekend, walking
in the woods. He asked how our aunt was.’

‘But I met him in town and he didn’t ask me. Why?’

“The next time you meet him say, “Wagner, you asked my sister
about our aunt, your daughter-in-law. But you didn’t ask mec;
why?"” She was busy with a dvess. “This [rock is for Mrs Prabhakar's
daughter, how do you likec it?’ 1 fled from Mala. I (led from Paro.
To Madhulika's room.

She was feeling weak but was quite conscious and immediately
comforted by the treat, ‘You're going to stay with me all day?’

‘I'll stay on one condition. . .no talking.’

I was afraid she would be insistent and worried and 1 knew 1
could never face that. 1 resolved not to let mysell be moved or
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involved in her confidenccs, to confinc myscll instcad, to the role
of painstaking nurse, who firmly imposes her instructions: rest,
silence.

It was morc than I could manage. I was scarccly scttled, lacing
the bed, a book in my hand like a shicld, when Paro pounded into
the yellow room and began [ussing with the medicine bottles that
had replaced the perfumes and night crcams and moisturizers on
. Madhu's dressing-table. ‘Go on, rcad your love yarns,’ she hissed
at me, ‘that’s all you're good for!" Feeling worthless, uscless and
clumsy, I stuck to my guns and my chair. She bathed Madhu
tenderly like 2 Magdalen, the fervour better than even that one's,
asking no help from me at all. Madhu didn’t miss the trick, and
her cyes looked startled in the middle of a face too scabbed over
to cxpress anything at all. She didn’t say anything, but Paro
somchow noticed all the same and became immediately ashamed.
Her old tenderness surfaced. ‘I'll leave Chchanda with you,’ she
crooned to Madhu in a good natured tone quite belied by the
violence with which she turned her back on me. As soon as Paro
had lelt Madhulika murmured with a smile in her voice, like an
accomplice, ‘Dear good Parvati! She can’t forgive you for being
nice to Pratap.” And the inevitable happened. I closed the book. 1
brought my chair nearer the bed a little nearer, nearer still, right
up, next to it, ‘But she ought to see by now,’ continued Madhu,
‘she ought to know him better—hce’s such a nice person. . . and
the culogies of Pratap began, a kind of singsong chant, broken by
sudden silences, squeaging of my hand, then starting up again as
far as her strength would allow. No, this wasn’t what 1 had feared.
This was neither defiance nor stratagem but something much
worse, a revelation. Pratap—she could tell me now couldn’t she,
now that [ wasn’t prejudiced against him any more—Pratap was
very complicated, wasn’t he? You could think of him in several
ways, like anyone clsc, the successful lawyer, the boy next door.
She saw him for what hc was after all: a little too young for her, a
little too rich, from a sct really too diflerent from our own, and
these Thakurs, so bigoted, so clannish! Not very clever or hand-
some, this Pratap, rather lost, being an only child and mother
dying so carly. Really, a very ordinary man with a lot of money
which could serve us well in the future. I knew his money meant
sccurity for Madhulika but more than that, he was her man,
sccured late in life, still hers alone. ‘It took me two years to [ind
out; two yecars and the threat of losing him when Thakur Sahib
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tried to marry. him off clscwhere (news to me) and 1 noted (no
mention of the imagined pregnancy) that they decided to get
marricd at once. ‘Oh, I know how much it hurt you all; it hurt me
too that you should be hurt, disturbed. But, Chchanda, when he
finally married me, it secmed likc a miracle!’

She stopped to catch her breath for a minute or two, her hand
still lying in the hand of this understanding child with whom she
could at last chatter girlishly. ‘And now sce what kind of a miracle
it was? How love repaid him?’ This time | put my finger to my lips.
1 knew someone else who was being repaid pretty well too, some-
one else who watched her disligured aunt lying before her, so
harmless and somehow so intact, that she sat perfectly still, watch-
ing goodness with a kind of stubborn envy, with a sense of being
so insignificant, so disarmed in comparison with her aunt that once
Madhu had dozed off, she crept away to Paro’s old room, now
Pratap’s, and muflling her [acc in his bathrobe wept for no reason
and so many reasons that shc feared she would go mad.

By Friday Pratap had managed to become his own master again,
though he insisted on silence to avoid all danger of 2 quarrel and
planted himself deliberately in the midst of his bigamy in which I
was assigned therank of Favourite, the title of First Wifc remaining
where it belonged by right.

My presence was no longer indispensable at Panditji's House
and 1 left with Pratap that morning in due form adviscd by my
boss, ‘Now this time, Chchanda, there’s work to be done.” We left
an hour earlier, in casc we should, by any chance, waste time
before getting down to work on the files that were waiting for us,
especially the mostimportant ol all: ‘Paradecp Docks versus Pacilic
Mining Industries.” It was a good systcm but you had to keep an
eye on it or it had a tendency to get away from you, this over-dis-
cipline, and with no good intentions, I tried to help it along,
holding up my wristwatch from time: ‘Look Pratap, it’s twenty past
cleven already.’

I don’t think he saw any malice in my words, and by one thirty
he was dictating with all his heart, incidentally regretting I couldn’t
take short hand (what about lunch?) and 1 was soon typing as fast
as my rather numb [orefingers could managc, an excellent judicial
analysis of the case. ‘Proud of his work at least,"” I couldn’t help
thinking bitterly. ‘How casy it is to be a man! Love doesn’t bother
them, doesn’t even leave a mark or disturb their capacitics. We
give in to them, we crcate impossible situations, turn the world
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upside-down and ourselves inside-out, they only have to get out
olbed to find themselves just where they left off, and the precious
carcer sets them on the track again, as if nothing had happened.
But destiny must have decreed that Pratap’s career should suffer
a little at least. After about six hours of work, we were beginning
to get things really cleared away when the tclephone rang. It was
the toll exchange [rom Netarhat and Mala told us Madhulika had
suffered a syncope.

You can imaginc what Saturday was like. Although Dr Bose had
been able to revive Madhulika quite rapidly, he had been painfully
explicit. ‘Her heart is exhausted, her kidneys are in a terrible state,
and the cortisonc is having scarcely any elfect any more. From now
on it’s in God's hands. . . you understand, Chchanda, in God's
hands. ...

As for the doctor Pratap brought in from Ranchi (I forget his
namec; in my mind he is Dr Travcl), he expressed himsell scarcely
less pessimistically, finally allowing us to understand, through a
network of circumlocutions and ecuphemisms, that my aunt’s con-
dition was not so much an alert on the part of her system, as an
admission of failure, and that rom now on we would have to be
satisfied if we could manage to postpone the end from day to day.
Terrified as we were, though less perhaps than at the first great
crisis, we went on hoping just the same. A [amily panics at first,
defics the doctors who try to be reassuring; at the end they cling
to their hopes and believe even less in the counsels of despair.
Madhulika had already survived several attacks in the course of
the past few months and the progress of the disease wasn't as
spectacular as it had been at the beginning. A darker colour in the
skin, where the lupus left her enough skin to have any colour, a
gravelly sound in her voice, a strange retarded quality in her
gestures, and a look showing too much white when her eyes
moved, were all we could sec that indicated much change in our
aunt. Our cyes were [ull of optimism.

She didn’t seem to notice much herself and the fact that all of
us were at home passed without comment. She was delighted with
Pratap’s ardour and forgave him for his long hours away, forgave
him for leaving her room whenever 1 entered it. He feared olbeing
obliged to pay too much attention to her in front of me; that he
nced not have feared. And perhaps too of giving himscll away:
nothing wears away the paticnce of an old love so fast as a new
onc. And I tried to encourage him by staying away myscll [rom
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time to time, lcaving Pratap with an opportunity to show himsell
all the morc attentive, and even Paro agreed to the role of the third
partner, as adept as either of us in our loving little gamc.

Of course we were all playing over our heads. I knew how much
it cost to maintain our [amily tablcau—every bit of Paro’s ex-
aspcrated cflorts, ol Pratap’s inadmissible patience, not to mention
the leclings of onc hcart-wrung nicce. God knows how we
managed to smile at cach other and comlort Mala at the same time.
And by cvening the truce was all but broken when Paro suddenly
whispered to me that I should spcak to Madhulika about her will.

‘Her will?’

‘What il she leaves everything to him?’

In spite of my feelings for the old house, for Paro I decided to
speak to Pratap first and he (latly refused to let me bring up any
such topic with Madhulika. He told Parvati, ‘No, Mrs Horo, I
refuse to let my wile be {rightened by such things.” Paro retreated
as il from the lair of'a monster, but didn’t insist. An hour later, it
was obvious she was not emerging [rom the small room downstairs
she had assigned to hersell.

‘Chchanda,’ said Pratap, ‘you will have to get the dinner.” And
I did in a manner of speaking. But Mala, as aware of the drama as
I would have expected her to be, refused to eat. *Go to bed, then,
ordercd Pratap and she did.

1 hadn’t been out of the house since the night before. 1 ran out
for a moment to be along, to breathe the air in which, along with
the smell ol the mud, and the sound of the trees, her laughter and
the music of her calls had always been dissolved. Under a sky
moth-caten by the first stars, a few reddish clouds prolonged the
twilight. I turned to ask the house—something. It was an old wrick
of mine to give it a face, ranslorming the door into a mouth, the
windows into eycs, the cracks into wrinkles; the time, the scason,
the play of shadows, the way 1 felt cven gave it the changing
cxpressions I had come to expect. The house was serious now, the
trees around it lugubrious and stll. “I'wo bats fluttered in the air
above it, pretending to be mainas on their solt skin wings. I tried
to walk down to the Kocl, where bits of light still glowed between
the black, leaden branches {rom Thakur Sahib’s side of the river.
But I quickly drew back, frightened by the sudden hostility of the
shadows and espccially by the unaccustomed perplexity of my
steps. | didn’t seem to be walking on my own legs, with my old
dancing case, balancing from one knee to the other as a young girl
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docs. My steps were those of a woman now, morc regular, more
controlled, carcful not to exposc myscll, to protcct the broken
wings of a sccret fan. It was the kind of walk that didn't lead that
way, down to the river. And I slowly returned to the house where
Pratap had switched on just onc lamp. He would understand what
had drawn me outside, the reasons [or my scarch, would have the
right words, the sympathctic gestures. But as if paralyscd by a kind
of shy sadness, he could only say, ‘Shc’s asleep now. 1 think she’s
a little better. She's still young, she has the strength to fight.” And
then, almost whispering, ‘Go to bed now, my dearest.” And I went
upstairs, obedient, resigned. It was just as well in such circumstan-
ccs, that our love should call a halt, be postponed, forbidden, like
festivitics during Ramzan, as if trying to find an excuse for existing.
Pratap was right—we should close our eyes, be silent, not think,
not imagine, not cven [orcseée. It was right that even at such an
hour my seducer, ravaged by his belated delicacy, should send me
upstairs alone. Hope itsclf had become a monstrous thing and lay
across the future like a trap. I you don't divorce the aunt to marry
the niccg, is it any casicr, when the aunt dics, to tell the already
orphancd nicce, that you've been speculating on precisely that
grisly occurrence? There are some conclusions that murder all
beginnings for ever afterwards.

Paro was on the landing, waiting for me at Madhulika's door,
her eye frozen on Madhulika who was lying asleep in the purple
glow of the nightlight. ‘Go to bed, she whispered, ‘I'll stay with her
now. I{ she changes her mind. . .’ Paro hesitated, as if such things
scarcely concerned me any more. Then she suddenly took me in
her arms, overwhelmed, ‘Chchanda, I've told her, I made her
understand and you know what she said? “I'm not dying intestate.
And in any casc my husband will look after you, Chchanda and
Mala.” Tomorrow, I beg of you Chchanda, try to make her will
over the house to you givls. ... ‘I'll try,’ I said, betrayed by pity.
And I went into my room. Everything within me cried out in the
exalted pride which my aunt had inspired in me. How we deceive
oursclves, how diflerent pcople are from what they secem to be:
what depths the surface conceals! Redceming all her trivialities,
her pouts, her faces, her supcrficial brittle manners, here in
extremes, this woman could achieve, could reveal, her true char-
acter at last, her faith, in whom? to what? wrapping her corpse in
the shroud of her last futile trust, that her charges would not be
wronged by the man she loved. At no other moment in life, even
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when she was so beautilul, so tender and all our own, had [ felt so
close to my aunt. And 1 thought: il this is love, what I fecl is not.
My laithlessness and mistrust was somchow connected with my
love for her: il she was absolved, I must be condemned.



Chapter XVII

Sunday. I came home [rom the bazaar in the village square. Paro
wanted vegetables, 1 went without being noticed, without even
noticing who ignored me. A lot of the uibal Christian population
werce in the market place, shopping [or lunch belore they went to
the nine o’clock mass. The German ladies, Misses Ebe and Elka
werc also there, buying masses of cabbages which they would make
into cole-slaw. The long, strong light alrcady warmed the season’s
first {lics, rising in the sunbeams: it would be hot weather soon.
The spiders went without their meals, the sundry Chotanagpur
birds guzzled their prey in the upper air where the chimes from
the bells of the Roman Catholic Church, the Lutheran Church and
the cacophony ol the Shiv and Kali temples rosc like a sonic wave.
The woods and the village were a mass ol voices, vendors, songs,
cries, cven a cuckoo, striking the hour every lifteen minutes or so
like a broken clock. A loudspcaker [rom a far-away marriage
pandal walted ‘Humn tum—, ek kamve men bandh ho, awr chabi kho jai. .
Everywhere the wild hibiscus hedges sought forgivencess for their
dry winter sulkiness, the japonica for their thorns by ollering
instead, new green leaves in contrast to the pale faded pink—the
sickly red tlowers [alling ol their stems apologetically. And the air
was [illed with an explosive mixture ol smells, the cloying smell of
the mohua liquor in leal baskets, the sour smell of the rice beer in
large carthen pots, ripened jackfruit and neem oil smell; only a

came (rom the river and the farms, the water hyacinths on the
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banks and the warm smell from the calf shaking the dried dung
from her tail and licking up great mouth(uls ol oil cake porridge.

As I reached Panditji’s House, the gate creaked and Paro came
out, all tricked out in her white sari and blue border, rcady for
church. ‘Madhu has no [ever now,” she said, ‘but she fcels ter-
rible—she’s like a rag. Don’t leave her alone and try to keep the
other onc out of her room. God knows what kind of influence he
has.’ She hurried on down the road to the centre of the village. 1
knew her routine. She would [irst call on Rev. Father Monfrais
asking forgiveness for being so happy amongst pagans. Then she
and the Rev. Father would have to hurry because this preliminary
visit would not leave them much time before mass. Pratap had
repeatedly offered her the car to save her time and her legs but
she had just as repcatedly refused, grumbling behind his back, ‘Let
that infidel drive me to mass . . .Marcus. . .I'd rather go on my
knees!” until Pratap, taking rcfuge in discrction, had stopped
offering, giving Paro still another excusc for taking oflence: ‘You
see, he can’t stand Christians! He's an upper-caste Hindu: 1 can
cook for him, but when 1 go to church, I have to walk?!’

I turned to watch her disappcar, lilting her starched sari over
puddles, but she didn’t turn around to look back, and her hard
bun and bony figure disappcared behind the grove of frangipani
that shiclded us from the north. I walked sullenly into the house,
putting down my bag of shopping in the kitchen without unpack-
ing or putting things away. Paro could do that alter she had prayed
for us.

Pratap was in the yellow room sitting on the bed near the pillow.
He got up at once, torn between two smiles, one for Madhulika,
onc for me, his expression ambiguous, asif he were su fTering some
sudden and absolute necessity. His voice struggled to sound con-
vincing when he said, ‘Here is Chchanda, now, my dear, is it all
right if I go and get some breakflast?’

‘Of course, Pratap,” said my aunt, without asking me if 1 had
minc. Pratap glided out like a shadow and I sat in his place, where
the light-weight ycllow quilt was still warm.

‘Arc you all right, Chchanda?,” whispered my aunt.

‘First,” answered the above-mentioned Chehanda, on a sudden
tack of false gaicty, ‘[irst of all we must [ind out about Mrs Singh. . .
how. .." ‘Oh me! What docs it matter now?” I could have killed
Paro. She couldn’t lecave Madhu alone, couldn't let her dic in
pcace, still hoping for some miraculous, last minute change ol
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heart, a last-minute show of a lack of faith in her new husband.
But Madhu didn’t fool me after all. Corresponding to my false
gaicty camc this false resignation, this submission cager for the
protests it deserved, the assurances that would reawaken hope.
Then came the inevitable commentry, ‘Poor Pratap, how lonely
he’ll be when | am gone!’

‘Go on Madhulika! You know he is dying to become a
widower—only he's afraid it's going to take years and ycars!” It's
allin the tone. Sometimes the [unnicst remarks are really the most
terrible truths, but somehow made harmless, incredible, contradic-
tory by the way you say them. And Madhu even smiled at my little
joke, murmuring, ‘You never can tell. . .’

Enough. Stop now before the weight of the words does the rest
and gives them their real meaning. With Madhulika in her present
statc no cunning in the warld could take her in for long except a
well-rchearsed serenity, a calm that would seem sufTicicntly self-
assured to quieten all her suspicions. So I sat there, next to her
and took up my endless knitting. I satisficd mysclf by saying what
a lovely day it was; cloudy but white. ‘Yes,’ said my aunt, ‘itis a
whitish-bright.’

She seemed to be dozing. Knit two, purl two, cast ofl. *Shall |
draw the curtains? ‘Yes,” said Madhu. She soundced rather faint
and lay almost motionless, the sheet under her stretching un-
wrinkled. I began knitting for all I was worth.

It was growing late. Mala was out on one of her rambles, Paro
not back from church. | started to worry about lunch. Pratap had
looked in twice, both times his wile secemed asleep. Madhu moved
her lips, ‘I'm thirsty,” and then, as | was reaching out for the pot
ol tepid glucose water, ‘No, something hot.’

I went downstairs. The kitchen was empty but the sound of a
match being lit drew Pratap from the living room to where 1 was
standing in front of the gas-stove. ‘Should I go upstairs?’ he asked.
It was almost two days since he had touched me. His resistance was
v‘vcakcning and his cycs were troubled. After all, without going too
far, we could certainly kiss cach other, could certainly stand there
without moving in cach others arms, while the water came to a
boil. The bluish flame of the gas trembled under the sauccpan,
and the first bubbles had not yet appcared. Pratap’s hands took
liberties and I leaned back a little. The water was boiling now, but I
didn’tstraighten up. Pratap whispered, ‘Chchanda, Madhuchchanda?”
But suddenly he let me go, almost pushing me away. There was
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the sound of flapping slippers and the door to the garden was
suddenly pushed open. There stood Paro, breathless, staring at
us, finally snapping out, with an oddly unspecificd indignation,
‘You're both here! 1 should have explained something, but I was
afraid my voice would tremble; I tried to think how to hide my
confusion. Had she seen us through the windows, which, thank
God were filled with bad old glass or patched with sacking or
plywood? If Paro had seen anything, she had lcarnt cverything. 1
was not the kind of niecc that lcant in puppyish aflection against
uncles. Leaning over the saucepan, I began to throw fistfuls of tca
leaves into the water. Paro turncd right round and sped upstairs.
‘She didn’t see. ..’ murmured Pratap. He never learnt the dil-
ference between what Paro didn’t sce and didn’t say. Like all
peasant women, she shouted over nothing and fell into long
silences over the important. The infusion of the tea was too strong [or
Madhu: I started to dilute it and Mala walked in with some long-
stemmed forest {lowers. I would have to heat the tca again, strain it
. . .what was that? ‘Did you hear something?’ Pratap asked.

I heard something. Something 1 understood so well that I rushed
upstairs wildly, suddenly beside myscl. The sound, the cry, rose,
became the high of near-physical pain. The sound grew louder,
penetrated the whole house, while Pratap jostled past me to go [irst
into the room, where Paro’s hard, long body lay over Madhulika's on
the bed. As we came in, she turned on Pratap, her cyes full of tcars
that magnified her hatred, “There were two of you here, two of you
and you left her alonc. . . ." The words collapsed in her throat, she
gave up trying to spcak and instcad started to [old and refold her
handkerchicf, carcfully, slowly, in a certain way.

Madhu was perfectly still but her mask of pustules had suddenly
lost its colour. And her mouth was open. “There's no pulse,” said
Pratap. ‘Get Dr Bose, get Dr Bosc ! Mala started to cry openly,
stepping all over the flowers she had picked. She grabbed one of
my wrists, Pratap the other. In a daze we watched Paro tic up
Madhulika’s chin in her handkerchieland knotit behind her head:
as il Madhu had a toothache and was obedicntly letting Paro look
after her. There was a sensc of déja vu about the whole scence: we
had let Paro look after our ills all our lives. 1 was a pillar of ice in
the heat of March. *Has her heart stopped beating?” asked Mala of
no one in particular. Whose heart had stopped beating, hers or
ours? There were two ol us in the house, two of us, and we had let
her go alone.
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Chapter XVIII

’

Itis hard to imagine just whatit is that death deprives you o before
it occurs, and cven aflterwards: a corpsc is still there, it is still
somchow [lesh around what will soon be mere ashes, and scems
actually aslccp which is for us, its last illusion.

I could not entirely believe that Madhulika had died until they
took her away at [our o’clock in the afternoon. Until that moment,
I had merely been an automaton: Misses Elke and Ebe came, it
scemed, within minutes. They asked [or Madhulika's favourite set
of clothes, a gray and pink chiffon outlit, no, no shocs, cau dc
cologne, but she loved Ma Grille's ‘Carven’, all right then, let’s
have that. I cleaned up the room; took away the medicine bottles,
received the visitors ol which there were many. Madhulika was not
only the daughter of Panditji’s House, she was also Thakur Sahib’s
daughter-in-law. We did not have a family pandit, being Brahmins
oursclves, nor were we given to any formal practice of religion.
But Thakur Sahib brought along onc from Ranchi with him at
around two in the afternoon. The pandit asked us to put Mad-
hulika on the (loor; Pratap, 1, Thakur Sahib and Paro all refuscd.
The pandit let it pass; he was too much in awe ol Thakur Sahib. 1
took part in all those distractions that nevertheless manage to
occupy gricl: the death certificate, sandalwood, notilications. 1
watched the tradesmen bow in their purchased compassion as they
ran hither and thither collecting ghee, wood, bamboo and flowers.
And I added up the cost since you had (or Thakur Sahib had) to
pay for this mourning; he who wouldn't pay for the wedding. [
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was scarcely conscious of what I was doing  the whole time; it was
asil 1 were anacsthetized by an aflliction which, taken in too strong
a dosc, had becomc it's own pain-killer.

My courage failed me when they actually started to take her out
of the housc—Pratap, Thakur Sahib, Dr Bose and the Mr Prabhakar
for whosc wife I remember sewing and embroidering all my young
life, until good times in the form of Pratap, came upon us. Mala
stood on the landing and suddenly started to throw up. I backed
towards thc [ront door. Paro scrcamed: ‘Pratap! Take the girls
away, be good for something!” Everyone was taken aback, mostly
Thakur Sahib who had never imagined any servant could screcam
at his son thus. But Paro was an acknowledged ‘character’ in these
parts and all put it down to hystcria. Anyway, Pratap was bearing
the pall and could do nothing. I took Mala to our bathroom,
clcaned and changed her, put a drop of aquapsycotis in a glass of
watcr for her and dragged her by the hand into the woods, all the
time thinking, Paro will never [orgive Pratap. She has said nothing
cxcept for the faux pas of minutes ago, respecting the truce which
cven the greediest legatces abide by for as long as the body is in
the house. But it was all thc more on her mind.

Shc held Pratap triply responsible. By marrying my aunt he had
broken up the existence that had suited us so well. By marrying
her at that age in life, he had caused her to fall ill of the dread
discase. As a matter of fact, tuberculosis of all kinds was quite
rampant in our rcgion. He had prevented her from making such
a will as would lcave everything to her nicces. And lastly he had
tempted her nicce [rom her bedside, when perhaps a final ncedle
with a dosc of somcthing may have saved her for a few hours; Rev
Fathcr Monfrais could have come. Or, all right, even a pandit or
Dr Markham. Onc ought not to dic without someone religious
ncarby. And all alone. I remembered as if it was a thousand ycars
ago, Pratap saying, ‘Shall I go up to her?” And try as I would, I
couldn’t avoid thinking: ‘Now, she knows!’

In the woods, I looked at the trecs. 1 knew the ones planted in
the ycar of my own mother’s birth by Panditji and thosc planted
in the ycar of Madhulika’s birth. Branch by branch they had
witnessed her growth, had accompanied her in life and now,
despite their knots and gnarls, had survived her death. I saw the
dclight of the sparrows flying with twigs in their beaks, a little too
carly for home building and the crazy exhibitionism of a squirrel
turning what looked like cartwheels. None of it scemed out ol
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place. Panditji’s daughters had not loved his house as much as his
granddaughter did—the house would not mourn for Madhulika.

They returned from the burning ghat at eight in the evening.
Wagner clumsily patted my head, ‘Remember, Chchanda, it is a
deliverance for her. . .." A deliverance. Yes, I remembered. And 1
knew that it was no less one for him; that he had come purposely,
to remind his precious son, for whom also it was. . .a dcliverance.

‘Let me drop you off on the way,’ said Thakur Sahib to
Dr Markham and his sisters. They left; so did Dr Bose and the
others followed. All this while Paro was in the kitchen, loudly
reciting a Latin requiem in Adivasi accents which she knew by rote.
It sounded like ‘Dem Mary, Pula prrie, dis boom Jesus, when the
rose is called the painoo I'll be dere.” After everyone had left she
came to me and asked in a stage whisper, ‘When is he leaving? Did
he say anything about leaving tomorrow?’

‘Who?’

‘Pratap. He can’t stay here any more. There are young girls in
the house!’

A classic case of locking the stable doors after the horse had been
stolen, I thought, and started to cry bitterly on Paro’s shoulder.

The truce was broken the very next day; the relationships she
left behind began to cool even more quickly than the ashes of my
aunt’s funeral pyre. Where there had formerly been nothing more
then dismay,now bitterness, though aiways disguised, began to
make itself felt. The battle-lines were drawn up: always under the
cover of propriety. In a matter of a few hours, Panditji's House
was nothing more than the lists where Pratap and Paro confronted
one another, underhandedly, careful to admit nothing of their real
feelings, their real purposes, relying instead on the mcan and
endless questions of legality.

Pratap sat behind his plate of boiled potatoes and vegetables
(grief must go hungry if it is genuine). There was white cheese to
go with it which we all hated. Pratap began, ‘Mrs Horo, do you
happen to have Mr Kiron Mukherjee’s address? I don’t have it and
of course he must be written to.

‘I's taken care of: he is with the Ramakrishna Mission in
Calcutta’s Golpark. I've already posted a letter to him.” The fact of
my father’s existence was news to me.

‘Good.” said Pratap. But his brows drew together. He went
upstairs.

‘Paro,’ I asked in wonder, ‘how did you know where
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my father was?’

‘Well, he sent some cheques alter your mother died and when
I threw him out. He wrote again after Madhu’s marriage but as
long as you two were in Madhu’s charge, hc was sanguine it would
be all right. You, Chchanda, have almost ten months left before
you ccase to be a minor. In the meantime, you must have a
guardian appointed, not that onc! Kiron has wandcred around a
lot, but now he is with the Mission. A rolling stone, that one. Hope
he will be of somc usc to us now. . . .Listen! What is that Pratap
doing? He is putting his things back into Madhu’s room!" She
looked hard at me as if [ were somchow to blame or at least I could
account for what Pratap was doing. Her chin began to tremble:
uncertainty, along with her will to respect this day, as well as the
presence of Mala, prevented her [rom screaming at me, ‘But what
does he want here now? What is he doing in our house, anyway?
His wife is dead, our baby. Now he should have the decency to
leave! I understood very well what she meant without her having
to say a word. With Mala at my hcels, | went upstairs in my turn.
Paro followed me smiling and saying loud enough to carry, ‘You
know, Chchanda, | wanted to keep everything just the way it was
in her room.’ In the yellow room, 1 suddenly felta pang thatalmost
doubled me up in pain. The bed had been neatly made, the shects
drawn up smoothly under the canary ycllow quilted bedcover.
Pratap was rummaging in the wardrobe. ‘Don’t bother, Mr Singh,’
said Paro swcetly, ‘I'll take carc of all that in the next [ew days.’
Pratap didn’t answer and turned his eyes towards me, secking an
answering glance, an ally.

‘You're going to sleep here now?’ I asked, almost whispering.

‘Where else could I slecep? Mrs Horo must have her room back.”

Exasperated by my neutrality, he began putting papers back in
the open wardrobe, taking others out. I recognized them all—the
piles of bills, letters, coupons—it was my aunt’s touching disorder,
signifying futility at best. She only spent money on good clothcs,
very lew of them but of the very best quality, good make-up and
onc jar of perfume at a time. She must have subconsciously
considered these things a [orm ol investment.

I was thinking up a sentence that would make both Paro and
Pratap undcrstand that neither ol them had aright to a demonstra-
tion of authority here, when Pratap took the lecad, ‘I'm sorry to
spcak of such things to you children. You can’t imagine how
complicated such things can become. You are both minors. . . ." All

95



spoken so mildly, so benevolently, without suspecting for an
instant, the sudden wave of hostility that rushed through me,
burning my throat. Minor! I was also a minor on the twenty-fourth
of March and it didn’t scem to bother him then! Today was only
the first of April. Yet, he continued in the same tone: ‘And two
minor daughters with a father alive, who, of course, might wish to
rcsumec his rights, a board of guardians rather difficult to deter-
mine, since there are no close relations, and a legacy which consists
entirely of this house, and is therelore indivisible estate, not to
mention the interminable legal formalities. . .well, there are some
hard days ahcad, I [ear.” “You arc complicating things,’ said Paro,
‘cach girl has her half of Panditji's House. All they have to do is to
stay togcther as they have always done and that's that!’

Pratap turncd towards her. Both had dropped their casual
manner and I listcned to them with distaste. ‘Don’t deccive your-
sclf, Mrs Horo. It is true that Madhulika cannot will away her
father’s house from her nicces who are his granddaughters. They
are now the joint owners of it. But there is no way in which they
could maintain it without the interest of Madhu’s meagre Fixed
Dcposits which now belong to me. Of course, I will gladly relin-
quish. ...’

“The dceposits. . .Holy Mother of God. . .." stammered Paro,
furious and dazed.

‘Don’t worry about it now,’ said Pratap, ‘I'll take care of it. It will
all turn out for the best.’

He looked at me again, secking my eyes and my approval, and
found neither. I was f{rightened. Why hadn't 1 thought of this?
Even the little legal knowledge I had acquired in Pratap’s office let
mc know that husbands and wives usually made out their fixed
dcposit receipts jointly, either or survivor. Pratap had us in his
powcer now. He was paying for the running of'this house and had
cvery right to be in this room. We were the sudden slaves of his
generosity, so that, if by any chance I did not show myself to be
properly gratcful, he could force me to sell the house. My house!
Pandigi's Housc. Paro was watching me, certain of my reaction,
but at lcast | had the wits cnough not to betray mysel( to cither of
them. Caution! Prudence! Care! 1 had Pratap in my power too. A
properly languishing smile would rccompense him for his
gencerosity.

And then I murmured with the right touch of innocence and
distress, ‘Listen Pratap, all this is very embarrassing and conlusing.
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But I want you to know right away that I will never, never forgive
anyone who makes me give up this house. It means more to me
than anyone or anything in the world.” The words were tough and
uncompromising; the tone rcady torealize that [ could be speaking
in a moment of great distress and was therefore susceptible to
advice; the whole scence redolent of the parting scencs in Hindi
movies with strains of ‘Babul mora naihar choot hi jai’ in the imaginary
background.

Neither Pratap nor Paro were satisficd. Pratap would have liked
me to say, ‘It makes no diflerence, I am going to marry Pratap
anyway; as for you, Paro, you arc only the cook here!

Paro would have liked me to yell: *Your wife is dead, now get
out! We have managed before; we'll manage again.’

Both realized I couldn’t bear any more; that [ was incapable of
listening to either of them in [ront of that canary yellow bedspread.
Paro quietly lcft. Pratap drcw mc closc to him and said, *My poor
darling, we'll sort it out.” I tolerated his kiss. But as I walked away
towards my own room I unconsciously wiped it o[l with my sleeve.

Once in my room, in spite of exhaustion, in spitc of wanting to
be merely a girl who had lost her aunt, her de facte mother, and
who gives way to her grief, I began to walk back and forth in my
bare feet. No footwear for four days, the pandit decreed.

What was happening? As [ar as Panditji’s House was concerncd,
the situation was scrious cnough. But that wasn’t all. Never had |
understood my own motives less clearly. Between Pratap and me,
suddenly, there was a barrier of [ire. It was no use telling myself
that his tactics were obvious. Panditji's House was his encmy where
I was held captive. It was a financial burden to which were added
Mala and Paro. A good salc for which he could scarcely be held
responsible, which insurmountable legal and financial difTicultics
might force on us, would serve his purpose nicely. And once
Panditji's House was sold ofl, there could be no reason for Mrs
Horo to hang on. Pension her ofl. Mala's share of the sale money
would give her the excellent education she deserved. He would
only have me to dcal with then. It was all so casy: just play the
obvious variations on the same simple theme; no more Panditji’s
House, no more Chchanda.

But it wasn’t so casy. Our small dispute was scarccly important
cnough to account for my uncasiness, or to justify this rejection,
this withdrawal [rom Pratap which I suddenly started to fcel. My
eagerncess to surrender myself to my gric[—dirtied, poisonced as it
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was by my own unworthiness—was ncarer the truth, and Pratap
himself must have known it better than [, for he scarcely dared
brush against mc or look me in the eye, and bided his time until
some less critical hour, contenting himself with the role of
widower-uncle. But there was something else too, something that
madec our scparation cven decper. It spread between us like a
trench: I stopped. No not a trench, a grave. Again the same
thought flashed through my mind, ‘She knows, now she knows.’
And from where she was, wouldn’t she know something else too?
Couldn’t she sce that there would never be anything between
Pratap and me again? You can't make an accomplice into a
comrade, and when your own happiness is based on your aunt’s
happiness or miscry, an aunt who is all the mothcer you have cver
known, how can you profit by her death without considering your
joy a crime? Dying, but still alive, Madhulika had brought us
together; dead atlast, she divided us forever. There arc no divorces
granted from the grave. [ could steal my aunt’s husband {rom her
but not her widower. Perhaps Pratap has his own reasons too for
getting rid of Panditji’s Housc. Would he dare slecp with you on
that primrose coloured bed? You have to choose one or the other;
onc and not the other. And how can you live anywhere but herc?
Your choice is alrcady made. Of the two punishments, you have
certainly chosen the lighter. |

The house had somehow avenged itself now on the man who
had smuggled himsclf under its roof by banishing him [orever.
Could the man avenge himsellin turn? How? By [orcing us to sell.
Paro’s writing to my father wouldn't be enough. I would have to
write too. Gather forces. Above all, somchow, get together quite a
lot of money.

Half an hour later, I read over the letter. What feelings would
this unknown father have [or us after our mother’s tragic death so
many.ycars ago? He had abandoned us to Madhulika and Paro,
never tried to see us. \We were scarccly aware that he was alive;
somctimes a little moncy came for us and once, that box of dates.
From what I had heard of him, he would probably be distressed
by the amount of paper-work it would involve him in, in asking
the court to make Paro my guardian [or the next few months. |
was aware of Kiron Mukherjee’s remoteness from us cven as |
stamped the envelope.

Pratap was still rummaging upstairs. Madhulika must have
lorgotten to tell him where the family papers were kept. Forgotten
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or neglected to? I had an inspiration and Icaped up; something 1
remembered [rom childhood. In the sitting room, the fourth
telephone directory, year 1950. The heavy book slid open. It was
hollowed and offered me two surpriscs, onc good; onc bad. And
lots of old papers. There was a small tin box {rom Flury's, red and
gold—insidc it was what my grandmother uscd to call her ‘mop-
chain’, a thick gold ropc that [cll from the neck to the fect. It was
supposed to be worn in scverat loops. Despite our perennial (amily
decay, my grandmother had saved that; the other thing I found
wasa new envelope. Inside, ona picccof paper, were thescextravagant
lines: ‘I the undersigned, Madhulika Singh, nce Chakravorty, be-
queath to my husband, Pratap Singh, all the disposable share of
my property, and to the degree that their [ather, my brother-in-
law, Kiron Mukherjee will consent, name Pratap Singh the guar-
dian of my nicces, Madhuchchanda and Mala Mukherjce. I also
bequcath to my husband onc third ol my patcinal house, in thesc
parts known as Panditji’s Housc. Itisa frechold propetty. . . " Thank
God I had come in timc! Pratap may know the law, but he knew
nothing about Madhulika having made a will.
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Chapter XIX

I have never been able to decide whether I should be proud or
ashamed of what followed. Whatever we do, I suppose the best of
it canccls out the worst, and we scarcely know the value of the
result—perhaps it would be impossible to live if we had to know
the value exactly. You think you're behaving unselfishly, making
heroic sacrifices, and then it turns out that the ‘sacrifice’ is really
a kind of brutal pleasure for some secret place of yourself. You
think you’re being worthlestly egoistic, and suddenly you sce
you've exercised your selflishness so weakly that everyone except
yoursclfhas taken advantage ol it. Dupes, first and foremost, that’s
what we are, dupes. . ..

And at Panditji's Housc it was only a question of degrec: who
was the more deceived and who the less?

I had hoped to be up first the next morning but Paro was
alrcady downstairs with Pratap arguing about lawyers. She held
out for our own Mr Mitra; Pratap was [or his Mr Roy, pointing out
that in case my father wrote and preferred not to use Mr Mitra,
Mr Roy could still be retained to represent the other party’s
interests. 1 kept out of the argument and since Pratap himselfl
scemed anxious not to involve me, I'let him leave the house around
nine o'clock to consult the lawyer of his own choosing.

Paro turned on me at once. *“What a thirty-six hours! She’s out
there, her shes cast into the Koel, and he’s still around. ...
Luckily she stopped there, busying hersellf with things to do in the
kitchen. That evening, when Pratap veturned with Mr Roy to
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do the first estimates, I understood why she had not left me alone
for a second the whole day. Mr Roy was given tca and when he
asked where Mrs Singh usually kept her papers, Paro led him to
the yellow room where in a catch-drawer of Madhulika’s dressing-
table, where ‘Madhu kept her papers’ we discovered two rings of
little value and a [ixed deposit reccipt ol rupcces scventy thousand,
valid for three years at ten per cent interest in the names of Parvati
Horo, Madhuchchanda Mukherjece and Mala Mukherjee; five
hundred and eighty-three rupees per month. The reccipt was
certainly not there the day before.

During the following fcw days, Paro, assuming she had me well
in hand again, made no dillicultics about my going back to work
in Ranchi. She even whispered, ‘I don’tlike you going back there,
but the other one gets round the law like a water-lowl on the Kocl
and it’s good for you to keep an eyc on what he's doing.’

But I didn't know what I was doing myscll. Pratap rather
frightencd me these days—and his self-assurance, casily cqual to
Paro’s—impressed me. With the blindness of a man in love, he
counted on me: a woman in love will do anything; a house with
the key in your pocket. He did not want the housc; did not want
the key, all he wanted was me, away [rom the house and its
influence.

The very next day, not to be outdone by his adversary (he knew
where the fixed deposit receipts suddenly came from), Pratap went
to Mr Roy’'s office, and in my presence, almost carclessly,
renounced all claim to Madhulika's moncey which was in their joint
names, making the total of our reserves, a lakh and filty thousand,
cnough for Paro, Mala and myself to live in genteel comfort for
the rest of our lives. This action of Pratap’s moved me more than
I thoughtit could and he emphasized its efTeet by surrounding me
with all the discreet attentions of a beloved.

But an unexpected visit from Wagner, who shut himsell in the
ofTice with his son for an hour, ruined cverything. The maere
presence of this man, actually a morganatic granduncle, in the
privatc office of my uncic-in-law, cruclly underlined the ambiguity
of the situation. The visit undoubtedly signilicd that Thakur Sahib
had pardoncd his son and heir for the blunder from which a
merciful destiny had liberated him, and in a fever ol paternal
solicitude had come to urge his ollspring that the two niccees of his
wile were hardly his responsibility. Just exactly what Paro wanted.
The idea that he suspected me ol hanging on to Pratap lor what 1
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could get out o him made me bristle, but did me good. It was onc
argument morc if | wanted out. But an argument that became
untcnable when, alter two or three loud outbursts, Wagner rushed
out ol the office. Had Pratap, anticipating what hc fclt sure would
be my conscnt, been foolish cnough to let him suspect something?
Did that angry glarc accuse mc of having taken alter my aunt and
cast my net over his heir across the river? My conflusion must have
warned Pratap, who interpreted it the wrong way around, closed
the door and threw his arms around me. ‘Don't worry, Chchanda.
My father wanted me to stay here in Ranchi and of course I
couldn’t tell him, at least not right now. . . ." Inside me I screamed,
‘Listen to the old man. Stay here or go to hell. We have Paro’s
moncy and Madhu's which you made over to us, morally ours
anyway, and you know nothing about the will, so the house is
ours too.’ :

Hc Icaned over me, but I turned my head away, shaking my
straight, uncompromising hair between us.

The real accounting didn't take place until the end of the weck.
At our house as well as in the office, Pratap began to get lidgety.
Hec found it harder and harder to take Paro’s poisonous remarks
without answering back. With me he tried to return to a state of
pre-nuptial tenderness, tinged with compassion, but carried it ofl’
badly. My own rcluctance tomake any concessions at all, he had
undoubtedly cxplained to himsell'as distress, an anguished, some-
what delayed act of penitence towards the dead. Perhaps, too, he
interpreted it as a postponed reaction of delicacy, the ideal of a
spoiled passion which suddenly catches a glimpse of its own
possibilitics and therelore suspends its provisional gilts in order to
make itsclf worthy of its definitive bestowal, to recrcate its own
virginity. ‘The upper-class Indian male mind is capable of any-
thing, any conccit. In the end, though, he couldn’t stand any morc
of it and when we reached the oflice, he clasped me in his arms
without warning. I struggled like a wet slab of soap but he was
cverywhere. *Chchanda, 1 know what you arce thinking. You arc
thinking you were my mistress, because you couldn’t be my wife,
and now you don't have to be my mistress any longer because |
can marry you. And that's all I want, 1 couldn’t ask for anything
more. . . .

He kept my head firmly wedged in the crook of his clbow so
that my mouth was full of the material of his salari suit and his
skin. ‘I understand vour situation, darling,” he went on, ‘but relax
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alittle. I'm not very happy cither, you know. I wasn’t madc {or this
sort of thing any more than you. But we're frec now. . . Tlove you!!

‘Now' was perhaps the one word never to be used to qualily our
liberty.

‘I love you': the son of Wagner's old argument, played twice on
the same record, in the same room. The words rang in my head,
rccovering all their meaning: now it's our turn to get married, he
loves me, doesn’t he, after my aunt who had her chancc at this
same love, and now bequecaths it to me, free and above board, the
only part of my inheritance. How could Pratap dcccive himsell
about me to such a degree? Holding me even closcr, he began, ‘Of
coursc people will talk at first. . .. And bchind his voicc and its
promises of marriage, I could already hear the dreadful murmurs,
the malicious mouth at the rcady ear: ‘Have you heard about it?
First the aunt then the niecce—maybe cven at the same time!’ 1
could alrcady scc Pratap’s collcague, Mr Prasad’s bewilderment—
hadn’t he said to me beflore, ‘Mrs Singh, I presume?’ And now hce
would have to learn it all over again, ‘Not Miss Mukherjee, this
time it’s Mrs Singh.” Even in the mouths and minds of those lcast
inclined to slander, what confusion there would be, both Madhu,
both ‘made legal’, thanks to Pratap’s speciality of whitcwashing
dirty wails, to usc an old expression of our part of the country,
where anything iiregular is taken badly and is as quickly torn to
shreds by backbiters as a bad job ol limewashing can be torn ofT'a
wall by sharp nails.

‘But I have a [cw tricks up my sleeve, Chchanda, I'll tell you in
a little while. . . .’

All right. In a little while. You have to be nice first, have to give
a pledge, you dctestable Chchanda. Do it then, one more time, I'll
give you permission: one last time [or the shame you deserve, for
the advantage you can take of him, but not lor plcasure. A few
tricks? What tricks? You had better find out. Every spy knows that
a man tells everything afterwards, everything. . . .
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Chapter XX

He told everything. Scarccly [reed from an embrace in which I had
rcnounced my own sharc of plcasure (and discovered how
parasitical a man can scem, clinging to us in his silly climax like a
misshapen orchid in the crotch of some jungle tree), Pratap
recovered his solemn lawyer’s manner, as if he were about to take
the stand, and as soon as he had straightened his clothes and
combed his hair said,'Listen to me, Chchanda. I'm going to speak
very frankly. You don’t scem to understand that we may be
scparated any minute. The situation is more scrious than you
think.’

There was nothing particularly dramatic in the way he cleancd
out his comb, pulling out the hairs from between rather greasy
tecth. Someone had written, some historical personage [rom
Austria, during the beginning of World War: 11, ‘The situation is
impossible but not serious.” My reviving irony, indispensable ally
ol 'my reviving hostility, watched Pratap closcly, forgetting iiself a
litele in its regrets: T used to like to use that comb to do his parting
mysell.

‘It all depends on you,’ continued Pratap. ‘I've written to Kiron
Mukherjce, asking him to transfer to me those rights that reverted
to him on Madhulika’s death. They are rights 1 have already
exercised (I couldn’t forbear smiling). Either he will or he won’t.
And in any case when we get married, the question is closed.”

As usual, my <ilence during moments ol erisis—a real collapse—
encouraged Pratap. I was still lying inertly on the bed, my clothes
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crushed under me, the kind of position that implics total consent.
Pratap plucked up his courage. “The stumbling block, you know,
is Panditji's House. I appreciated your speech about it the other
day—a splendid little tirade. But think it over a little more carcful-
ly, Chchanda. Wc're going to find oursclves in a tight spot here.
Apart [rom financcs, pcople arc so unkind somctimes. You know
what I mcan?’

I knew all right. I even managed to nod my head a little, closing
my cyes like a cat when she sees a mousc coming. He interpreted
my silence, 1 suppose, as the indiflerence of a woman cntirely
possessed by her own passion. He [inished up ritably, *Well, let's
not mince words! I can't bury myscll for life in your precious,
tumbledown old house, miles from anywhere with an old servant
who hates me and a younger sister who has to be seen through
life. Paro should be pensioned off; the housc sold; Mala’s sharc of
the money will sce her through an excellent education; you and |
can give her a home—and yours my love, your share [rom the sale,
ol Pandigji's House will make you a nice little dowry." (Smiling
wolfishly.)

My tender-hearted friend had cven thought about my dowry to
make up for the losses he had incurred while living with us. ‘Ol
course,’ continued hc, ‘il Paro wants to rent a small place and have
Mala live with her in Ranchi, instcad of going into the hostcl, 1
don’t scc anything wrong with that.” No Pratap, it wouldn't make
any dillerence to your programme or to your sentence.

“Pratap thought his victory was won. His expression that night
scemed to say as much when we got back to Panditji's House. A
quarrcl was incvitable and we had scarcely entered the front door,
when Paro, pretending to address me began, ‘1 looked in into Mr
Mitra’s this morning. He wasn’t too happy not being consulted. . .
Pratap rashly interrupted her, ‘Mrs Horo, until informed to the
contrary, [ amin control ol my nicces. I ask you to lcave the matter
in my hands. Il you do not, [ shall be forced to do without your
scrvices here.” And he stammered, his cyes [ell at his own im-
pudence. Mine did too; my dearest old Paro to be talked to in that
manncr, so bitterly abusced. I had a tart word on my lips alrcady,
but of all things, Paro was smiling! Impcrturbably, she replied, ‘It
scems to me Mr Singh, that we can do without your services here,
sooner than mine.” There was a peculiar irony in her voice, but
Pratap didn’t notice it. Nor could he control himsell’ any longer.
‘Arc you so foolish as to think that anyone in their right minds will
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allow these two Brahmin girls to be brought up solcly by a
Christian tribal servant?’ From the sudden way she threw back her
head T thought the underhanded thrust had gone home but | was
mistaken. Paro’s black fiace looked haughtily at Pratap and finally
with a look of unspecakable triumph she said, ‘Wc have managed
to be sccular and scll-supporting before you came here and we
will manage again. As for your “anyone in their right minds” the
first thing they will wonder about is why an uncle-in-law should
be sticking to these girls so closcly, who are nothing to them, and
under age.’

‘What do you mean?’ shouted Pratap.

But Paro had alrcady turned her back.

Ncither of them knew it but I fclt surc it was the beginning of
the end.
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Chapter XXI

So many things are determined by chance: a quick shower that
morning had discouraged mc [rom going to the market-square to
do Paro’s chores [or her. By the time 1 did go and rcturn there
wasn't a chance in ten that I would mect the postman, but there
he was, drunken old Kishun, delighted not to have to make the
trip to our house, where Paro never even oflered him a cup of'tea,
let alonc a drink. ‘Ho, Chchanda,’ he yelled, *take the mail for me
will you?'

There was a lot of mail. Many letters of condolence [rom
Madhu's Brabournc College friends to us, a lctter [rom Paro’s
cousin who was the Block Development Oflicer at Ichaghar on the
Roro river and who had arranged all her compensation moncy so
smoothly. And onc [rom Kiron Mukherjec. “These painful times,
the time involved. . . affection and trust in Madhulika. . .so young
to die. . . regrets he could do nothing for his children. . .was with
the Mission, very rewarding work. . .appointed Mrs Parvati Horo
their guardian until they came of age.” Not once word about Pratap.
Our long-lost father had saved the day!

I walked a little faster. 1 wanted to prepare Paro for carvying oll
her triumph discreetly. Later, I would make Pratap understand
that even if he had lost control of the situation, he hadn’t neces-
sarily lost me. Perhaps it would be better il he went away [or alittle
while so as not to compromise me by an unaccustomed insistence
that might make our marriage suspect even later on. Actually he
didn’t want the guardianship at all; he merely wanted a weapon
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against Panditji's Housc, his real riv.al, anfi if—without actual:ly

promising anything—I could make him believe Lha't .hc had noth-

ing to fear, that in fact his presence was actually spoiling our plans

which his departure would make easier, maybe he would agree to

go- . .

It would be the same suitcase he had come with. How much it
had bothered him that day! The executioner of this little ceremony
was not exactly blithe, despite her new freedom-to-be, despite the
fresh wind that lifted her dupatta and chastised the trees around
our house that were a little too proud of their young leaves for a
house in mourning.

Pratap’s car was parked in the onion and potato shed. What the
hell was he doing here now? He was striding towards me and 1
would soon find out. ‘It can’t go on any longer, Chchanda!" He
scemed really upset. ‘Paro was speaking to Mala just now; I had
come home unexpectedly and she shouted, “I have no food for
that one!” I don't want to make a scene, but I con’t take it any
more.” So go, I thought, but the next moment I was filled with
sorrow and shame. The son of Thakur Sahib, from the house of
plenty, taking such treatment and all for my unworthy self'!

‘You've got to leave with me, Chchanda!’

‘To set the whole village talking?’

‘You don’t have to slecp at my place. There is a woman who
runs a boarding house for working girls. You can live there.’

What a splendid way to keep up appearances; safe by night,
sinning by day.

Paro was already at the door, sticking out her chin as if our
conversation were a personal oflence. My peace-making mission
wouldn’t be easy. ‘Pratap, I think it would be better if you just
stayed by yoursell in Ranchi for a while. Better all around.’

‘No,’ said Pratap, ‘no, I can’t leave you. This place has too much
influence on you, and she. . . .’

He must have had antennae. He stood in my path and some-
thing bitter in his voice touched me more than I wanted it to. The
mail was still under my arm, luckily. Details like this have ruined
so many dramas, distracted the attention at just the wrong mo-
ment. Fwent forward with the letters just as Paro came to the front
door, shouting: *You heard what he was saying last night, didn’t
you? How he talked to me? He has a bed in town and one across
the river too, doesn’t hez Why docs he have to dirty our sheets,
Marcus! Her eyes were as hard as glass and even nastier than her
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words. But suddenly they grew very small and shiny and cunning
between indulgentlids. I had been stuttering, ‘But I was just trying
to. .." “Try again,’ hissed Paro, ‘you can make him do anything.’

My chance came right away. Pratap was in the sitting-room and
I wondered at his thick skin. He had thought it over hc said, and
decided I was avoiding him, trying to gain time. Time, I discovered,
was what Pratap nceded most of all. He trapped me against the
bookcase, desperate. ‘Let us go now, darling, without saying
anything. It's the best way. You can write to her [rom Ranchi, and
I'll come back and get your things.” So the schedule called for
abduction. ‘Your father won't refuse his consent. We can get
married at the Arya Samaj. Then we can leave for anywhere.” His
knee was between my legs, his hands on my breasts: according to
his own lights, I suppose he played his cards well and didn't
overlook his best argument, the one that spoke to my body and
out-classed all others. Only it didn’t work. ‘Let’s go now,” he
repeated, his mouth coming towards mine.

Now, Chchanda, since we have to dot every ‘I' to let my
guardian angel be sure of what he had suspected [rom the very
first, since we have to give him a weapon against us anyway, we'll
allow one more kiss, this one the last. Whatever you thought,
Pratap, my beloved, I'll remember it gratefully, although you huit
me more than last time—making plans [or us, disposing of Mala and
Paro—than | have ever been hurtbefore. The door was open and Paro
arecping in on her treacherous, institutional keds stood watching us
with a look of satisfaction on her face— ‘Get out of here!’ she said.

If 1 had bcen Pratap, oh, if 1 had been Pratap, I would have
turncd and answered right in her face, ‘1 certainly will, Mrs Horo,
in fact, we both will and straightaway. You sce, we are in love!’

But Pratap, my jurist, look at him! He had no such idcas. He
turncd ashen, immediately let me go, and struggled to regain his
dignity. He began to quibble, 'It’s not at all what you think,
Mrs Horo. ..

‘Get out of here!” Paro repeated. Pratap could still recover his
position—all he had to do was to tzke me by the wrist and run ofl
with his prey who had neither the strength nor the wits nor cven
the will to struggle against him at just that moment and who was
choking on the sudden certainty that he could never save her from
what she deserved. Butinstead, Pratap just stood there, stammer-
ing, embarrassed by my silence, “I'ell her, Chehanda, explain. . .
say somcthing.’
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‘Get out of here!” said Paro. She stood stock-still in the doorway,
as stubborn as a bulldog whosc face alone is cnough to [righten
away prowlers. Pratap’s hand was on the door-knob. His pallor
was rising and falling like a gonc-mad thermomcter. I could see
the anger begin to swell at the back of his neck. Was he going to
turn around and break anything? The coy Venus de Milo or the
onc-legged shepherd; behave like Lochinvar or throw the blame
on mc? | was standing there, nailed to the [loor, in terror.

No, not cven that. He regained control of himself, tossed his
hcad, disappointed, wocbegonc cven, but prudent. Perhapsdeter-
mincd to save his strength for the next round, cven managing to
cover his retreat. ‘You were right, Chchanda, I'll go. You know
where you can [ind me.’

‘I'll put a stop to that, said Paro, finally lcaving ofT her refrain.
For a moment, because it was a moment of wrangling, Pratap
found his old manner again. *You have no business interfering in
this matter. The girl has her legal rights and you know it as well
as L. .

‘I{ you know it so well,” replied Paro, ‘I think you also ought to
know I represent Kiron Mukherjec here from now on until
Chchanda is eighteen and I told you,GET OUT OF HERE.'

That explained cverything. Paro’s magnificent sang-froid of last
night came straightout of the notary’s office. As did Pratap’s haste.
Hec must have had a letter from Kiron Mukherjee this morning
like mysclf. Neither of us had mentioned it: Paro, so that I wouldn't
lcave with Pratap in a burst of resentment, hoping I would tell him
to clear out, of my own accord; Pratap, so that he could com-
promisc me to the last, reconciling alTection with authority, putting
an cnd to the whole business belore my new-found independence
began to jib. Surrounded by subterfuges, it was scarcely the
moment for the shouts or scrcams that traditionally honour the
cpilogue of a well-made play. 1 could still transfer the victory from
onc to the other; all T had to do was to [ollow Pratap out of that
door where he had just disappeared. Paro didn’t even stand in my
way and as il to cncourage me, slapped my [ace hard and unex-
pectedly: *Slut!” she said.

Suddenly, though, she collapsed on a chair, looking at her hand.
I'looked at her: every day ol service to us was etched on her face.
Its expression had that world sorrow that you sce on the faces of
workmen and housewives when they are cating their food alone.
There is no particular reason for the expression. If hearts could
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break, mine broke then. Paro, oh, Paro. But | remained still.

Upstairs we heard objects being moved across the floor, the
noise of the wardrobe doors. Then the stairs creaked under the
footsteps of a man whom two infatuated women had not been able
to teach in over ten months that the sixth step was broken. Finally,
after several false starts—great screams of the accelerator that filled
thesilence like calls as if in the hope that a sudden passenger would
fling herself out of the door at the last minute—there was the
sound of a car in gear, proclaiming its speed on the nearby road.
‘And about time,’ said Paro.

But in our house, where cveryone pays for what they get, Paro
will have to pay for that slap and keep paying for a long, long time.
Just now, my only answer, one that makes her drop her cyes, isa
certain look.

Now wc can go upstairs with a sure step: lunch has not been
caten nor will be. We are as determined as we arce restrained. Each
step lifts me higher than Paro who is [ollowing. Mala is with me. |
push her into my old room which [ used to share with her. ‘You
can have your old room back, Paro,’ [ say.

As the oldest daughter of the house now, I walk into
Madhulika'’s yellow room and shut the door.



Chapter XXII

The inventory. Mine would be so different from Mr Roy’s (had
there been one), passing disdainfully through our rooms, little
figures at the tip of his tonguc. The lclt sidc of the wardrobe is
cmpty now—Pratap left only the hangers. The drawer he used is
cmpty too: just a broken watch-strap which I throw into a waste-
paper basket. The smell of Brut is persistent, but we'll air out the
room. Some of thesc old houscs in cold places like Ranchi and
Nectarhat have fire-places; this onc has. It is never lit but will be
this time. And wc'll spare the transistor. Mass-produced items
don’t make good [ctishes. Pratap'’s photograph goes into the fire.
As I watch the picture twist and melt, 1 decide to replace it with
Madhulika’s—later, when I wouldn't offend her memory every
tme [ looked at her face. For now, so as not to offend mine, let’s
sort out her clothes, linen, papers, everything. Pratap did it just
the other day. But he didn’t know what to look for or, rather, what
not to look for. You don't lcave love-letters [or an inheritance.
Madhulika must have had those destroyed, along with her pow-
der-pull when it became redundant. Everything less than a year
old will have to be destroyed. But so many things are unbcarable!
Five of the new nightdresses in all their myraid shades of yellow
arc still in their tissues. All these bottles, tubes and pots as power-
less Lo save her beauty as all the pharmaceutical glass-ware had
been to save her lile. I decided to keep her old red dressing-gown.
Onciron-clad rule: the souvenirs of Mrs Singh must go. They were
not the souvenirs ol Madhulika; we were no longer rivals, having
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both abandoned the same man. He could scarcely be abandoned
or forgotten by one of us without having to climinate all traces of
him from the other’s lifc as well. Pratap had left me no letter, no
ring, not one keepsake and now that I was left as unprovided for
as a nun who has lost even her faith, I couldn’t bear to live among
the idols of another cult.

Already the things made a good-sized bundle on the canary yel-
low bedspread.‘Take down the curtains, Mala.’ I said. She brought
a stool and worked wordlessly. We would use only the oldest
tenants of all our chests. My grandmother’s linen—twelve lime-
green sheets with a moncey-plant lcal embroidered in the corner,
twelve towels ditto, six white sheets and pillow-towecls, and thirty-
six white towels, these we would live with. Not the lovely new stufl’
that had come in recently. Mala and I tied up the four corners of
the bedspread. | walked towards the Koel with the bundle on my
shoulders, like a dhobi, and dumped the whole lot into the water.
The river took it all quickly and everything sank under the
humming surface. Had my strength left me just at that moment,
had I suddenly known that I was behaving childishly, that my
‘justice’ was wasteful, it wouldn’t have mattered any more. [ knew
my sacrifice, like all sacrifices, was a punishment in which I sought
protection. You can’t have everything. If you pay for your joy with
shame, you don’t recover your pride again without exchanging it
with misery.

Mala is wiser than I. To cvery cnd there is a beginning and she
knows exactly what to say. ‘Did ybu scc the little sal trees by the
river's edge, Chchanda? ‘They are so. . .so fat, even, alrcady.’

Madhu will never sce the sal trees as they grow, sprout by
sprout, assailing the old trunks that I count over and over again.
They are contracted to a man in Daltongunj. The river pushes on
its way, and if love renounces, Panditji's House remains.
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Chapter XXIII

By the time we rcturned from the river, Parvati had re- done the
ycllow room. My grandmother’s ofl-white tussore curtains were
hung up. They were naturally a perflect fit, being meant originally
for this room. My clothes were in the wardrobe. A patchwork
bedcover was on the bed. The room was not so pretty now but
somchow more durable and solid.

Our finances were not in a bad way cither. There was Paro's
scventy thousand, plus Madhulika’s (and Pratap’s) cighty
thousand, making a total of a lakh-and-a-half which meant an
annual income of [iftcen thousand rupcees, (which we must lorget
about) but two cheques ol rupccs [ive hundred and cighty-three,
and rupces six hundred and sixty-six and sixty-six paisc only. More
than cnough to survive on, [or the three of us.

Despite her grief and her strict pictics (the housc resounded
with ‘Let us pray, pour [orth we besecech Thee O Lord, Thy grace
into our hearts, ctc) and the tremendous [its of dejection into which
she plunged, Paro coped with everything, always raising her heavy
cyclids just in time. She made a bus trip to Ranchi, collected the
cntrance forms for Mala from Rev. Mother Xavier, and came back
with a contract from a rcady-made clothing shop to do all their
alterations. She threw out Mr Roy and made My Mitra draw up a
ncw inventory which included the discovery ol seventeen gold
mohurs ‘forgotten’ in a vase, and after the notary left, calmly
dismissed my protests, saying, ‘1 can do what 1 want with my
posscssions, | hope! I used to buy one mohur as a Christmas

114



present to myscll when I could afford it. I'm in my cighties,
Chchanda, and if we wait till I dic, the government will take it from
you anyway. The other time I showed them just the securitics—for
expenscs. I think this gold is illegal to keep [or onc person, but for
three? And Mr Mitra won't talk anyway. We have to make some
rcpairs on this house: keep a good kitchen garden, Mala's expen-
ses for her studics, and I've always wanted to keep two cows and
two men to help out’

Generosity of this kind makes its own fetters and gratitude
merely turns the key in the lock. Paro was rewarding me for my
repentance, imposing a confidence that would be impossible to
betray. What would I do, my God, what would 1 do if everything
were open to question again?

And Pratap continucd to prowl around our house. Misscs Elkc
and Ebe dropped in onc morning.

With their usual forthvightness they said that since Pratap
sccmed so keen on marrying me, (cveryonc knew that), they felt
surc Thakur Sahib wouldn’t stand in the way. Alter all, there was
precious little he could do cven the last time. Pcople have short
memorics, ctc. One night [ hecard somecone whistle under my
window. [ withdrew into the patchwork bedcover. Paro raked over
the footprints in silence next morning. She never sent me out on
errands, a saunter in the woods was regarded with suspicion, and
Mala or she herself was always with me.

At night whenever a horn sounded in the road, she started in
her chair, although she never said a word. I you don't talk about
them, your problems disappear. More often than not, the cursed
horn was not the alcared one, but some wealthy farmers returning
in a rented truck after a good sale in Ranchi. But once at least, 1
recognized the sound, as I had that time, when Pratap was our
bridegroom and my aunt, the bride, failed to recognize it. 1 began
to suffocate. It sounded in short furious blasts, like some sort of
code; then longer summons, sctting all the village dogs to barking,
tcaring at the night for miles and miles around. Without stopping
my scwing, without missing a stitch, [ fclt the excitement growing,
making cvery nerve alert. What did he want [rom me, this laint-
heartcd lover with his nocturnal aubade interrupted with the
barking of twenty dogs? Couldn’t he understand? He had his
chance, the chance of a woll who gulps down the goat in three
mouthfuls and who has then nothing left to do but slink oll, gorged
with his prey, to his old haunts, to digest his bellyful. Who wanted
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him to stick around here, to fasten on to his victim, like a hyena?
Passions pass, and if habits endure, what right had he to consider
me a habit?

But the horn blasted on louder than ever. A voice? A cry? No,
just a horn. Not even the courage to come in and make a scene,
not cven the guts to take revenge. Instecad he counted on me, on
the hankering ol a virginal sex urge, to take the initiative. I leapt
up suddenly, my skin prickling, and sat down again. My slipper
began to beat to the tune of some unknown music. ‘Come! Come!’
said the horn working for the woll. Paro got up on creaking old
knces. ‘I hate the windows to look like blind eyes,’ she said and
shut them.

There was a crisis cveryday at noon when the mail came in. Paro
trembled at the very idea of watching me open a letter but I was
afraid that il I let her open.them for me, she might come across
some scabrous evocation of our old times together. So we watched
for old Kishun, the drunken postman, together. Neither of us
would have let the merest prospectus into the house without
scrutinizing it carefully. You never know. And lovers have all kinds
ol wiles! 1 was even a little surprised that Pratap hadn’t had
rccoursc to some such subterfuge alrecady. But those first days he
contented himscif with a single inoffensive postcard:

“There’s a lot of work to do and 1 nced you dreadfully. Come
whenever you like or can. Best regards to everyone. Pratap.’

Paro carcfully tore the card to shreds before my cyes. It was a
picturc of the Kutub Minar. Three days later, I reccived another
onc; the Taj Mahal this time:

‘I can’tunderstand why I haven’t heard from you, Chchanda. You
can’tlet yoursellbe shut up. You have enough spirit and more. Shall
I come and sce you? We have to talk. All my love, Pratap.’

‘Let him come,’ said Paro, ‘I have all the brooms in the house |
nced for him.’

Pratap didn’t come but a registered letter arrived which natural-
ly only I could reccive. Paro let me take it from Kishun but as soon
as the postman’s back was turncd, she snatched it back from me
and threw it into the kitchen fire. ‘All right, all right,’ she shouted,
‘'since he is so fond of using postcards, which gives everyone such
a good laugh, we'll use one too!”

She rummaged out one from the confines of her room. [t was
a ycllowed picture of Patna’s Golghar. ‘Now write,’ she said, ‘Dear
Pratap, We arc through with you. Please don’t bother us any more.
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Your nicce, Madhuchchanda.’

She stood over me while [ wrote. ‘But wouldn'tsilence be better,
Paro?’ I asked timidly.

‘Silence doesn’t say “no”.

I painfully wrote out the ‘Madhuchchanda’. To associate my
aunt’s name with the dismissal she would never have signed. It was
a good symbol though, striking out the past with the future. I made
the mistake of turning the card over and suddenly my head seemed
so heavy, so heavy and huge, just like the Golghar. ‘Sher Shah
would have known what to do,’ I believe I said, and fainted at
Paro’s feet.
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Chapter XXIV

Standing in front of my mirror, I took another look at mysclf,
Chchanda, Madhuchchanda. There was no use struggling against
the evidence any longer. It wasn’t a coincidence; not cven a matter
of doubt. I really deserved the old riddle they vuilgarly asked: What
is the difference between a woman who has been sleeping around
and a new recruit? And the answer, equally vuigar: For the first
twenty-cight days, a new recruit is afraid he might have to sec
blood; the woman is afiraid she may not. 1 use this dreadful little
Joke on purpose, its very coarseness serving to cmphasize the
disgust that is the first reaction of a foolish woman, who still can’t
believe that the same thing that happened to the servant-girls in
back-rooms had happened to her. Love always has its own decor,
spins its own thread, cven il it’s a black onc, and never lecls the
grub stirring in the web, until suddenly there’s a nicesordid, banal
surprise that leaves your underwear unstained and yourscll'a girl
no longer. I couldn’t [ool Parvati much more. But today is Sunday
and she is at church. So let’s go out, out to the Kocl's edge and
think it over. Decide what 1 want—what I can still do. Who would
hesitate in a case like mine? My champion wasn’t exactly remote.
A postcard and [ifteen minutes with him would solve the problem.
Like Madhulika's. Alrcady.

Alrcady! It was more a question ol insurance than a consolation.
I was still undecided. Dr Bosce? No, he would never agree to nor
perform an abortion, especially il he knew there was a solution at
hand. I'd have to think about it more clearly. Poor Madhulika.
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Hadn’t [ exulted cnough that your marriage had the same excusc?
Did it have to be my turn now? And in a situation that was much
worse, so that I would have to say a man [ had alrcady rcjected,
‘No, I didn’t want you any morec. But I have to become a tradition!
There’s always some onc pregnant cnough at Panditji’s House to
marry you. This time at lcast, get a doctor’s certilicate!”

Despised by the father, imposing on the son, what clse could
happen except perhaps to have my husband [orget, as the last
straw, how he became my lover in the first place? Whatever they
say, a man who gets a wile with a full belly, eventually remembers
it. And, after all, what separated me from Pratap yesterday, held
good today too, and would keep us apart forever. If the conse-
quences of a mistake could cancel it out, or in another form,
actually make it creditable, agrecable to man, God and the law
alike, it would all be much too casy. Once the punishment was
chosen it carried itsell out automatically, regardless of redeceming
factors, overwhelming hall of Chchanda, without touching the
other. This child was minc and mine alone.

To cstablish a connection with Pratap halfl as strong as the cord
that bound it to me, to be called ‘Singh’, that name would have to
be spoken at Panditji’s Housc for the first time, so that | wouldn’t
fccl I was creating life by robbing death, | would have to. . . .I was
raving, of course, but the housc itself, decked out with all its wild
flowers, scemed to follow my thoughts: as il the wild roses didn't
know how to finish the work by themsclves! As if the pollen hadn’t
done cnough! As if, a child, once conccived, couldn’t be born
without a father! He had donce his work, hadn't he? The rest was
up to me!

A cranc suddenly clapped his wings together and screeched his
approval, [lying towards Thakur Sahib's cstate. I sat down on the
bank, mcchanically untying my sandals in my old way, letting the
water gush between my toes. Smooth and slow, the currents spun
the reeds into long, greenish, white thread. T could see clcarly the
trap that onc of Thakur Sahib's minions had laid out and felt the
urge to steal once again. It would have been more appropriatce to
have thought about playing Opheclia among those long reeds that
look so becoming in the hair of drowned girls. The Kocl flows
down into Ranchi and maybe Pratap would be out walking and
sce mc {loat by. . ..

Anyway, that’s what Paro must have thought I was thinking.
The twigs suddenly snapped behind me and she appeared,

1’9



pretending to be gathering wood. The way she walked, the way
she held her head, the way she was breathing—everything told me
a scene was about to be held. Can onc blame her?

‘You don’t know what day of the month it is? You have to put
your fcct in the water and catch something too? But that was only
the prologuc to force me out of my silence and putting on my
sandals wouldn’t do me a bit of good. ‘Dear Virgin Mary,’ she
groancd, ‘that’s all we needed!” Then her anger got the best of her
and she began screaming, ‘Go on, tell me itisn’t true, tell me. Just
try to deny it, you little animal! What you've got under your skin
to make you go down on your back—and with whom—and at what
a time! And then you sit there dreaming! What an example for
Mala, and what a life ahead [or you! They're going to think well
of mec around here! How well I've brought you up! I'm glad
Madhu isn’t around to sce this. . . .’

Suddcnly she wasn't angry any more. I wasn't alone and my
guilt was somchow protected by the innocence within me. My
friend and ally, the Kocl, told her nothmg of my thoughts. ‘Come
with me,’ she said roughly, ‘I want to talk to you. I mean, I'll talk.
Closcd-mouthed as you are where will I get my answers?’

Paro slowly panted up the slope. I was reminded of the day, just
a few months ago, when I stole Uncle Katla and Aunt Rui. Was |
still the same girl? I couldn’t have said it aloud, but Paro said, ‘Well
you arc what you arc. I can’t make you changc anything.’ She was
suffering deeply and my heart was wrung dry [or her. ‘You can
have Pratap any day, I supposc. Even Thakur Sahib will consent
with an heir on the way, and you, a young, lovely, healthy girl.
The propertics can be joined. Madhu was not exactly the
daughter-in-law of his drcams. But Chchanda, will it last? What is
it based on?’ She did not ask [or a single detail; she never would.

Bchind her the [rangipani tree bared its nicks and notches. Paro
must have shrunk these past years, for we had made her mark,
too, onc day, all of us scrcaming with laughter. And now, her
top-knot passcd casily under the notch in the bark. She grinned
weakly, ‘It’s all right for him—a f{inc part to play. He holds on to
his girl, he warms his blood, and you get your aunt’s leavings. In
ten years you'll have your man grumbling about his arthritis and
you'll be in [ull bloom. I tcll you, Chchanda, you can lovc some-
body up here (pointing to her head) or down there (pointing
clsewhere) and I don’t think you've tried it up here yet. I've known
about it for a long time. If you rcally wanted to, you could have
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gone with him. But you didn’t. You were guilty about it and
Panditji’s House held you. You told yourscIf it wouldn't be such a
good idea to try on your aunt’s wedding ring whilc it was still warm
from her chita. The dead can take care of themselves better than
the living. What you have against them vanishes likc breath; what

you've done to them nails you to the cross.’
Silence, a long silence except the continuous call of a cicada. ‘It’s

all true,’ said Paro, ‘when you've done something like that together
and I don’t mean the act of sex, but the terrible betrayal, each of
you ends up blaming the other. Pratap will think to himself “How
could she do that to her own aunt who was dying?” And to spare
himself he’ll decide you threw yourself at him. And you, Chchan-
da, will start to think, he violated you, spoiled you; you'll get to
hate a man capable of that and capable of switching from aunt to
niece. A mended plate always breaks in the same place. Chchanda,
it’s not my place to give you advice about these things. There are
other things to consider, the name of the father, his family, his
money—it all means something. I could go and sce Pratap il you
like.

‘No, Paro. I am not going to marry him.’

"The words fell of their own accord from my lips. Paro shuddered
and stepped away from me, as il she [clt guilty of her own
arguments or my decision. A suddcn suspicion brought her close
to me again, ‘You aren’t going to try to harm the baby, arc you?”’

‘No, Paro. Never.’

Her wrinkles slackencd. Her voice became almost warm, ‘Ifyou
make the best of it, a baby grows up alter all. And you know where
to send back the stones they will throw at you. And it will have the
very best of grandmothers, Chchanda.’

Now if only she wouldn’t take out her checked handkerchief!
She began sniffling and cgdghing, but still had enough of her
peasant’s tact an'd wit to know how to unstring the trembles when
:hcy sta'rtcc.l getting .cmbm‘mssn?g..Shc quickly began again in her

sual bittersweet voice, ‘And this time, I promise you, I'll kee
cye on .Y il ez + bes wervehi you cepan

y you. You will cat the best ol cverything. . ..
ha\iu;](])f;::;s:' (l)—’lil;, \;/[l‘m:)c:’mf y(r)u sny It's over now, our \vgl‘ds
much you can hF;dc ciéhcryl kr‘:Z‘I,UCIS-%d CVCl‘y[hlng_, there isn't
what a price I'll have to ' for VW m-t' ‘)’OU .al‘C_hoplr'lg for, and

h . have to pay for the sour isolation in which our old
Prickly friendship will revive. The dishonouring of'a girl, to whom
you have been more than a mother than anyonc clse, no matter
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how long you hide it, will have to come out in the long run and
the gossip of the whole village at your heels, is not an easy thing
to bear. It doesn’t do much good to toss your head like that, even
though it is at the thought of a child that will keep away suitors for
good and all: a child who will make them leave us as we are, by
ourselves, at Panditji’s House. Paro, you who are so unafraid, why
does change frighten you so much?
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Chapter XXV

To tell the truth, I was really hoping for a daughter and so was
Paro who began sewing all kinds o[ things in pink and white. I even
knew her name, which mustn't be spoken ahead oftime though every
tree-trunk at Panditji's house already bore its capital ‘M’".

Almost two months had gone since Pratap was last here. The
weather began to grow mellow and the sunshine translucent.
Great silences pressed upon the noon in the living-room of
Panditji's House where the hum of the Singer machine was con-
stant. Bright scraps of cloth and thread were everywhere. From
time to time Paro stretched out an arm for a button or a ribbon,
dryly broke off the end of a thread on one of her strong old tecth,
glanced over at me with an eye as sharp as her needle, then
immediately, leaned over her work again. Neither smiling nor
sulking, her face expressed a two-fold reserve: partly the result of
griefand partly what indulgence granted. She had nothing to say
except our daily banalities. Nothing to spy on except a few inof-
fensive gestures—the way my foot swung back and forth under the
table; the way my arm twisted behind me to open the catch of a
brassiére that had grown a little too tight; and soon alter, the way
my body started with surprise at a sudden movement within it, as
if uncertain whether to be offended or to try to control the signal
by pressing a hand over my swollen bulk.

Warped by so many pressurcs, painful [rom so many sores, our
old friendship had never quite returnced, ol course: we needed
much more time, more resignation, more forgetfulness. There was
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still one threat: the reaction of Thakur Sahib across the river if my
secret ever travelled there. But we were together, we attended to
our shame. Mala studied in carnest towards the scholarship from
St Xavier's—all in a house that had been saved, in a lost sweetness,
wherc my absent aunt finally recovered her advantage over my
missing lover, and wherc what was no more [inally triumphed over
what would never be.

And the time concerned itself only with passing. It was remark-
able how the meaning of a life could fill so few days, and then
become months and months before you encountered a date that
significd anything, arising from the slow current ol habits. We built
a cow-shed with the help of two village idiots. Once upon a time
we used to have a man who ‘did’ for us. He quit when Pratap had
asked him to shince his car for him. We builta hen-coop and bought
fiftcen Rhode Island birds..And [inally two pregnant cows. Like
them, I fclt enormous: the unexpected startles you and a pregnant
girl always seems larger than a married one in the same condition.

It was scarcely possible to hide any longer. We had held out
until the last possible minute, refusing to let anyone know—not
only the interested partics but even the doctor whose attentions
my almost insolent health permitted me to postpone. Neverthe-
less, the news spread [ar and wide.

In our part of the countyy, the worst misconduct is hall ¢x-
oncrated if it can imitate the hollow tree that keeps its [ine bark on
the surface and rots away at the heart. But an unmarried mother,
cxposing her belly and her example has really fallen. And that too,
Pandiyi’s granddaughter. I [clt a sort of painful satisfaction at
withstanding the glances fixed on my girth: when someone clse
despises you, you don’t have to despisc yoursell, and the wound
you were keeping open cauterizes itsell with a scorn other than
your own.

I didn’t know what to do with mysclf thosc last days. 1 distrusted
my own thoughts, which, too often for comfort, in spite of my
postcard, wondered at the sudden silence. At least the gossip of the
village ought to have caused some reaction? | began to read
whatcver 1 could (ind in the house, old Bengali classics of my
grandlather’s, his store of English books and rccent ones that
Madhulika had devoured on her sickbed. These last were all about
love and purity or about adultery and socialism. Everybody in
them had onc thing in common—personal uncleanliness.
Everyone sleptaround with no care in the world except not to have
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a child—the last remaining dcfinitive proof of their feminity. [
could not identify with my ancestors—cither they were too worthy
or not at all. Surcly Devdas could have taken a stand? And |
couldn’t identily with my contemporarices cither, despite their
Amazonian liberty. Or because of it. I was from Panditji's House
where no one’s good example could be followed any more than
onc could be sct.

My book would fall from my hands, and somctimes [ would
writc out (in my head of course) a scene worthy of mysell, imagin-
ing Pratap’s sudden rcturn some Sunday (Paro would be at
church) to come and carry me ofT. I would have turned the key in
the lock so as not to be taken by surprise. He wouldn’t get ncar
me, thanks to my discrction. | would play dcal. Or better still,
would open the window first, so that he could only scc my head
and shoulders and not guess what had happenced below. From my
high perch, I would bein a good spot to take my turn at scrcaming,
‘Getoutof here! and if he shouted, ‘It will be my child too!’ I would
answer ‘Surely, Mr Singh, you're cnough ol a jurist to know that
pater is est quem nuptiae demonstral: in adultery, paternity is. . . ." And
then if he insisted, I would insist right back, holding on to the
window sill, so as not to givc an inch, ‘Look here, Pratap, if I didn’t
tcll you about the baby, I had my rcasons. You don’t owe mc
anything.” And he would go away stunned with grief, and drink
himscll to death, like Devdas, who couldn’t take a stand cither.

I supposc I'll always have that scene on my conscience. Our
imagination is always a flatterer and the truth was much simpler.
Wagner had somehow heard about it and his son’s humiliation and
sent him ofl to Calcutta. Paro had known all about it and chose to
tell me thus:

Miss Elke: ‘How is Chchanda keeping, Paro?’

Paro: Very well. Have you heard that that Anglo-Indian girl
who got pregnant, is getting marricd? Her rascal has returned
[rom the city he got away to and has decided to make an honest
woman of her.’

Miss Elke: Dead silence.

Paro: ‘Our rascal has gonc to Calcutta. The atmospherc around
here is too cold [or him. Ha!'

Better inlormed than others, Miss Elke didn’t entirely credit the
olficial version that was doing the rounds these days in which
Pratap was depicted as a real cad, ‘attacking a mere child like thar?
He should be lynched!’



Shc was a trifle surprised at my resignation and carclessness at
losing cven a cad like that. ‘Don’t worry, Chchanda. It can still be
arranged. Il it’s a boy, you will most certainly hear from Thakur
Sahib. . . " My black scowl cut her off.

Next day, on the first ol January, my daughter Madhumita was
born.
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Chapter XXVI

Broken, bitter weather, grey and undecided. The river was still
low this year. “Too cold for Madhumita,’” said my sister Mala. She
was holding my baby like a Ming vase. But it wasn’t too cold or too
hot for my daughter, wrapped as she was with only the tip of her
nose showing. I had inoculated her with my blood and my breast—
the Netarhat cold was never going to affect her. Besides, an
inadequate sun was coming out. My cyes closed. It must have been
....Butldidn’tkeep track any more exceptin relation to the baby
... Let’ssece, itmust have been two months ago that that she started
walking, five months ago that she sat up by herself, ten since she
was born, nine and ten days since she was conceived, twenty-five
months since her father brought my aunt back as a bride, changing
sides of the Koel to live with us. What if he came again? Came and
said, ‘Chchanda, I understand you now. I didn’t mean anything
to you. I'll come; I'll go away again. I'll leave you alone at Panditji’s
House. But once in a while, out here, on the bank of the river. . . .’
Luckily there isn’t much chance of inding a man willing to appcar
at a nymph'’s merest sigh. Or to vanish at her frown.

Each to her post. Madhumita in her pen, Paro at her maching,
Mala at her Junior College. The wind is rising outside. Paro gets
up to shut the windows and put a little oil in the Singer. Yes, first
we necd a little oil to let the rest {low smoothly. ‘By the way,
Chchanda, Thakur Sahib has had a heart attack. He is very bad.
They say that Pratap will come back.” And her eyes grow troubled
as they had not been for months, confessing what she dared not
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add, ‘If he comes back to attack, shall my old arms have to take up
weapons again?’

No, Paro, no. Even that thought is unfair. There are things you
don't know. Thakur Sahib has met me twice, sauntering in the
woods; the first time with my swollen belly. ‘Why will you not marry
Pratap? he has asked. And honestly, I have answered, ‘I cannot

let him intrude.’
I am not afraid of Pratap any more. The argument he would

find readiest to his tongue, would be just the one to condemn him
most surely. Already conquered by Panditji’s House, how could he
overcome it now, in the name of the daughter of the house who
had become its very future?

1f I hadn’t known it before, I knew it now. I knew enough not
to mention that sccond meeting with Thakur Sahib on the banks
of the Koel, with Madhumita in my arms. ‘Why do you girls call
me Wagner? Am I soloud?’ I don’tanswer, but I smile. ‘Chchanda,’
he says, ‘when you have vast acres to shout across, you have to
shout loud. May yours increase and multiply. You understood the
land. Panditji had his convert’s zcal; but he should never have left
Calcutta and academics. Your mother hated it here. Your aunt had
very little choice. And Pratap. . .Pratap does not feel for the soil as
you and I do. Maybe, Madhumita. . .but I will long be dead by
then.' .

Now I say to Paro, ‘Why don’t you leave those people alone?
We have nothing to do with them.’ Paro lights up like a candle. It
is the same smile that had drawn aside her wrinkles the day Dr
Bose asked [or a towel and let her dry my baby.

Let her scold me in her fits of rage, let her be as thorny as our
hedges, determined, like them, to surround me on all sides. It
docsn’t matter at all. That she knows my faults is all right too; 1
know her weaknesses. If we had to be proud of the people we
loved, whom would we love?

Enough of these complications. Better to finish these French
knots [or that trousscau for that female’s wedding next month; it
is an order from those rich people in town.

I bathe and put Madhumita to bed. Then I go down. Under my
[cet, the sixth stair never creaks and when | open the front door,
the hinges are silent. How calm it is, Chchanda! The trees have
lelt ofT their moaning; the wind has only served to sweep the Sky
clear. A tree-toad hovers tivelessly between its two notes, suddenly
striking the pitch in between just as a star falls. And the light and
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the song continue, fade, and dic away togcther. How well |
understand that. But tenderness betrayed, guilty love, will you
never forgive me, Madhulika? Was | born for this, whatever you
have left me? I ask for no more and 1 lorget nothing, alas. And I
take carc of myscl[, just as Panditji’s House takes carc of itself—as
much devoured as defended by its briars and its memorics.

So once morg, the inventory: here I am with a [amily, a proper-
ty, and thercfore an address, of certain reputation, a little ac-
complishment, a [ew worrics, a regret here and there and many
memorics, some to be cherished, most to be expunged and soonest.
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The Defence Rests

Itis almost broad daylight and the birds have finished their matins.
I have been writing all night and 1 still cannot determine whether
or not I am guilty of the murder of my friend and benefactress,
my charge, Irani Sen Gupta. Had I'said, ‘Yes, go tonight,’ 1 would
have been guilty. Had 1 said, ‘No, don't go,” perhaps she would
have been alive today though there was no_guarantcc Irant would
have listened to me. At lcast 1 would have had my pcace ol mind.
But I had said nothing. I had pretended to be awakened out of a
deep and oblivious sleep; 1 had stared confusedly at her when she
told me she was going, and I had said nothing. All this was twenty
years ago. [ have achieved most of the things I had sct out to
achieve then but the pain and the humiliation ol another human
being's rejection, nay his very unawarcness ol my pain or my
existence, still smarts like a new gash. As [ sit in my study, trying
to avoid all half-truths and hall-lies, it occurs to me that were
anyonc to ask mc, ‘And what is your history, Bella?" I could salcly
answer, ‘A blank, my fricnd.” Except, possibly, I am a murderess.

Those were my lean ycars. 1, Isabella DeMcllow, was the cldest
of lour children, all very clever. Our father, Benjamin DeMcllow,
was a supcerintendent in a railway office in onc of Bombay’s
suburbs. Unlike the other girls of our community I had not taken
a coursc in shorthand and typing nor onc in Montessori. 1 had
passcd my B.Sc. with Honours in Physiology and had taken cvery
entrance exam in every medical college and passed these with
flying colours. But nonc of them was forthcoming with scholar-
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ships. My problem was money. I needed at least twenty thousand
rupees to pay for six years’ tuition fees to become what I knew I
was destined to be, a doctor.

And then came the letter from the Mother Superior of my
college. Could I defer my studies [or a year to be caretaker and
companion to a planter’s wife in the hills, in Darjeeling? What was
wrong with the lady? A nervous case, said Rev. Mother Josephine.
Probably a dipsomaniac or a bad case of menopausal depression,
living all alone, 1 thought. And the pay? Twenty-five hundred
rupces a month, all found. Done. For that kind of money I was
willing to look after a raving lunatic.

The small station of Ghoom was empty of everything but mist,
sky and silence. I had alighted from the train at 3 p m on a cold
alternoon with my smart luggage and smarter personage. My
employer, Sanjay Sen Gupta was supposcd to have transport sent
for me at the junction and before [ had taken two turns on the
small platform, a Jeep zoomed up out of the mists with him at the
wheel. It was an unexpected courtesy and one I was grateflul for.
The Eastern hills are beautiful but depressing and monotonous
and I was more than a little homesick. He introduced himself and
took charge of my suitcases. When I tried to thank him, he cut me
short; he had to come to the junction anyway, he said. Sorry he
was a little late. *“We shall have a longish drive, Miss DeMcllow,’ he
said, ‘my estate is about thirty-two kilometres from here. But on
hill roads, you know, we mcasure distances by time.” He smiled as
he said this but it was obvious that his politeness was as natural as
his breathing. He was making no special cffort at trying to please.
I was also surprised at his appcarance. I had expected him to be
middle- aged, at lcast filty-five, which would account for his having
the kind of wife 1 had visualized. This man looked thirty-cight at
most, good-looking without being handsome, carclessly and ex-
pensively dressed though there was nothing casual about his
spcech or manners. His hands on the steering-whecel were square
and mcticulously clcan. ‘Just like a surgeon’s,’ I thought. ‘Pleasc
call me Bella, T said. He nodded, but there was no mutual
invitation to call him Sanjay.

‘Do you own the tea cstate?’ | asked. “Yes. Tara is mine.” Not
very communicative, I thought, but plunged on regardless, ‘What
cxactly is the matter with your wife? I mean, is she very lonely that
you wanted a companion for her?’

‘Lonely she shouldn’the. She is herselfa planter’s daughter and
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accustomed to our way of life.” He smiled a litde mockingly.
Attractive, I thought, and just a little scaring. The poor wile is
probably a nervous wreck; afraid of losing him as well as afraid of
the man. There were a couple of miles of silence and then he said,
‘I want to thank you, Miss DeMellow, for coming to the back of
beyond to look after Irani, my wife. She makes a loyal friend and
is the most generous girl I have ever seen. As to what is wrong with
her: nothing. I want you to keep an eye on her movements, be
with her as much as she will allow, and more. I want you to check
her mail; both out-going and in- coming. And to see that she never,
never carries fire-arms.” Holy Mother of God! I thought, as he
continued, ‘The rest you must play by the ear. How you will go
about.your job, I will leave to you. She must be preserved from
harm. That is what I expect for my money. Now we are almost
there.’

The shock of his words was absorbed by the vista that met my
eyes. We had driven up a hillock over an S-shaped drive and
stopped before a long, low house that faced north-west. It was red
roofed with a deep mosaic veranda on which rattan furniture was
grouped comfortably and everything was dominated by flowering
plar{t_s. Both house and garden were a riot of colours. Sharply
outlined against the after-glow of the sunsct were all-amazing, the
powerful hills. They began in electric-blue and darkened with
cvery northward range until they were indigo, and then, suddenly,
were so dazzlingly white that one needed sun-glasses. All nearncss
paus.ed as a lone star grew, all distance breathed a dream of bells
and time stood immeasurably still. Time stood still but not because
of the scene. It was a voice that floated out and struck the
eardrums, with a clear resonance. The accent was what we in our
Anglo-Indian community .called the-accent-of-the-Convent-of-
jesus-and-Mary. And it said, ‘So glad you could come, Miss De-
Mellow! And now we can have some tea.’ I turned to come facc to
face with my hostess, Irani Sen Gupta.

Every sense was outraged at my own injustice towards her. She
was five feet two in heels, moved like thistledown and had the kind
of skin you felt would blemish if you touched it. Her hair was
shoulder-length, in one big natural wave. She wore heavy cye
make-up; otherwise her face was innocent of everything except a
glow that could have been cold cream. She was dressed in jeans
and a sweater. She was stunning without being exactly beautiful.
There were no standards you could apply to looks like that. It was
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only that I, who was the acme of perfection in my tailored suit and
city shoes with all my vital statistics correct, felt like the proverbial
bull in context to the proverbial Dresden figurine.

Irani took me to my room: a suite actually. It was cream and
green and the bathroom that adjoined it was done in about six
shades oflilac. I had never seen such a layout. Amongst the flowers
in a pottery jar was one so unfamiliar and with such a haunting
scent that I asked, ‘What flower is that, Mrs Sen Gupta?’ ‘Call me
Irani. Itis a wild lily. Rather ugly, don’t you think? But handsome
is as handsome does. Its scent makes up for its looks. There is a
clump ofitdown in a corner of the garden. I chop them down, but
they grow with their own intensity to survive. When you’ve washed
come out. How old are you? I must know so that [ can treat you
accordingly. I'm twenty-five; so now you know how to treat me.
Have you enough cupboard.space?’ And with that she was gone,
leaving me to form my own conclusions about her. All precon-
veived ideas had been dispelled, needless to say. Her husband
feared for her well- being, I was sure. But where was the danger?
A caring and taciturn husband, a lovely house, a lovely if somewhat
scatter- brained and brittle woman. Despite the creature comforts
with which my employers had surrounded me, I realized that I
had my work cut out for me. Only, my duties were so nebulous
that I wished I knew where or.how to begin.

Life took on a pattern. The houschold rose early. ‘Basically, we
are farmers,’ said Sanjay. ‘Basically,” said Irani,'but very glorified
ones." Sanjay said nothing to such digs. Irani ran a household
which was almost self-sufficient. Certain items came from Darjeel-
ing town but she grew her own vegetables, ran a smalil dairy and
poultry farm. The meals were simple and good, the servants
well-trained and happy. Entertainment, such asthere was of'it, did
not consist of four to dinner or six to lunch, but of house parties
that stayed a week, hunted, fished and drank until all hours of the
morning and then left, all together. This would be followed by
weceks of solitariness with just the three of us sitting down to meals,
and the talk. The incessant talk of nothing but politics. Alas for me;
I was a very non-political person and at a greater disadvantage
since I knew nothing of West Bengal politics. All 1. had gathered
was that in those days there was a movement that had begun in
the Terai region of North Bengal and had taken the whole state
by storm. [t was an extremely leftist rising, whose rank and file,
whose grass-roots were the tea garden labourers. 'Their original
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demands were reform, reform and more reform. By degrees it had
degencrated into a terrorist group and spread its tentacles south-
wards, well into the neighbouring statc of Bihar. And that its
leader's name was Dilip Sanyal. If this organization had a
philosophy, 1 did not understand it. Irani said it was simple:
equality for all; Sanjay send it was simple: give until you have
nothing more to give. With my lower middle-class background
where every ounce of food was to be saved against a rainy day and
every penny deposited so as to multiply, my sympathies aligned
themselves with Sanjay. We were accustomed to working for what
we got and trusted a government with this policy and that, to
provide against an emergency. Besides, | was slowly learning that
despite her surface charm, my hostess and my charge was an aloof
person without much simpatico. Uncaring would not be the right
term, for she cared too much for too many people so that by
the time she got to you she had not much time for your
particular problem. She was interested in causes rather than
in people.

Thus it was that after I had lived with the Sen Guptas for a
month, it was Mr Sen Gupta who called me into his office and asked
in his reserved and kind manner, ‘Miss DeMellow, do you have a
bank account?’ I told him yes and gave him the name and branch
of my bank. ‘I am sending your salary into it directly.’ 1 was
wondering what I was to do for small pocket expenses when he
said, ‘I have thought it over and feel it unfair you should live so
far away from civilization and all that you are used to. So you will
take a few trips into town and receive an additional five hundred
rupees for trivial expenses.” ‘But. ..’ | started to protest. ‘Come
now. Surely you want to do your hair and buy things that women
want to buy.’

‘But, Mr Sen Gupta, I feel I have done nothing. That I have
nothing to do.” There was alarm in his facc. He had been about to
close the interview but he sat down again.

‘Have you been checking my wile’s mail?’

‘Yes. Butalways after she has been through it. And it is always bills.

‘Bills for what?*

‘Bills from printers. Bills [rom pharmacies. Very high ones. No
single family could consume so much in the way of vitamins or
antibiotics.’

He thought for a while. ‘Has Irani told you anything about her
family?’
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‘No. But you told me she was a planter’s daughter.’

‘About her brother?’

‘Nothing.’

‘I think you deserve to know more. I had hoped your company
would divert Irani’s energies. After all she is young enough to be
diverted. But you need to know if only to make your own work
casicr.

I agreed heartily but remained silent.

‘Irani is that planter’s daughter whose life-style and way of
thinking gave birth to the organization that now terrorizes our
state. My father-in-law inherited his estate. Otherwise he might
have cared more for it. In any case, he did not run it. He preferred
to live in Calcutta and teach Comparative Governments. I was one
of his students. After his wile’s death, he divided three hundred
acres of prime tea plantation amongst his labour to cultivate rice
and vegetables. Not that his wile’s death had anything to do with
it: it just left him even more eccentric. Oh he was a god in his own
way. Like you can afford to be when there are no wolves at your
door. He died nine years ago and left behind him three in-
doctrinated children. Irani and her twin brother, Deepak, were
sixteen then. She had swallowed her father’s philosophy totally,
Jjust like a python, and still has not digested dny of it. She lies in a
stupor of impracticality from which she awakens now and then to
indulge in activities which are detrimental to my position and
dangerous to herself’

‘Activities? Like what?’

‘I wish 1 knew exactly. I know she writes anti-government
articles.’

‘But everyone knows that, just as they know whose daughter
she is.’

She distributes free medicines, prints pamphlets, goes to the
hide-outs of the terrorists, gives them sanctuary even in my house.
The problem is that one never knows at what she will stop.’

*‘Who has told you all this?’

‘Partly she herself. And Deepak.’

‘Deepak?’ ]

‘Her twin brother. He joined the police service. Don’t ask me
why. Probably a reaction. She will have nothing to do with him any
more.

‘And what of the older brother?’

“T'he older brother’s name is Dilip Sanyal.’
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I understood now why I was here. A million questions rose to
my lips all at once but we were interrupted by the door being flung
open by Irani. She was dressed as if to go out, had on gloves and
a hecavy looking bag hung [rom one shoulder. ‘Can I have
transport to go into town, Sanjay?' she more said than asked.

‘I was just suggesting to Miss DeMellow that she deserved a trip
into town. She has been here a whole month and not seen a single
face but our two.’ Irani’s face changed at once. She had come in
imperious but like two rain clouds, her eyes melted. She was
contrite, she was concerned, ‘Oh Bella! How thoughtless I have
been! I have become so used to you, I forgot that you are not used
to this sort of life. Of course, we'll go to town. I'll show you what
there is to sce. We'll go to a beauty parlour, we’'ll shop. Thank
heavens it's a sunny day and thanks Sanjay.’

So we went to town in more ways than one. | bought presents
for my family and Irani took me to lunch at their club. It was right
out ol Paul Scott, 1 thought m wonder. Irani was at once sur-
}‘oundcd by a dozen planters all clamouring for her attention. She
Jok.cd.and laughed with them and dispensed charm as if she was
enjoying it. Suddenly she winked at me and said in an aside, ‘Isn’t
itan anachronism, Bella? In a few years these bums will be hanging
frc')m trees, upside down, if [ have any say in the matter and who'll
bring them their Chota Hazri then? They can yell Koi Hai! till the
cows come home.” Not only was I shocked at her cruelty. I was
shocked at her capacity to act one role and think another. 1 had
been under the impression during the course of that day that
between shopping and girl talk, I had established some rapport
with her. Later Sanjay told me that in fact I had. With people she
did not trust, she was ever the burra memsahib, talking of first-flush
teas and the difficulty of matching up curtains for her breaklast-
room. But | did not tell Sanjay that in her leather bag she carried
a Webly.32,

Iraniand I took to going for long walks. On one of these I asked
her about her strange name. ‘Irani? Oh, that's not my real name,’
she said. ‘It's Devika. Irani is the Bengali term for a gypsy. My
[ather called me that when | was a small girl because I was such a
restless person. In eleven years, I had changed six boarding
schools. 1 could never abide rules. Of course Sanjay will tell you
that the gypsies did not originate [rom Iran but from India. He is
so full of [acts.” She made it sound as it it was a grievous fault. ‘But
even Sanjay has called me that from the time [ was a child.’
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‘You've known Mr Sen Gupta a long time?’

‘Yes. He ran my father’s plantation. So profitably that my {ather
urged him to buy Tara with the proceeds. My father had a great
deal of respect for enterprising young men.’” This was ncws to me
but I was reluctant to press [or further information. ‘Isn’t Tara a
rather Irish name?’ I asked instead. ‘If you've fed yourself on
romantic sagas, ycs. Actually Sanjay calls it that, the estate, I mean,
because it looks best not by sunlight, not by moonlight, but by
starlight’

‘Mr Sen Gupta says that?”’

‘Yes. You'd be surprised. He has a romantic streak. You rather
like him.” It wasn’t a question. Were there no limits to this woman's
objcctivity? She went on as if we were talking about the weather,
*You’d suit him very well. You are a home maker.’ Bitch, I thought,
bitch. She’s oflering me her husband on a silver platter. Asif I can’t
win him for myscllif I tried. For the first time in months I lost my
temper. ‘Thanksalot, Irani. Il I wanted your husband I'd try other
mecans.’ “There are no other means,’ she said with full confidence.
I wanted to change the subject. ‘What about your own family
Where are they?” I'd never have asked that question had I not been
so completcly out of my depth. It was her turn to lose her temper.
‘I'll stand anything,’ she said coldly ‘but not hypocrisy. No doubt
Sanjay has bricled you about iy family. So do your job, look after
mec. But don’t pretend.” We walked in silence [or a while. ‘Look
Bella,” she said ‘you are the onc [riend I've had in yecars. When
Dilip started his party, he didn’t want me with him. I was too
young. So Sanjay took charge of me. But il'and when Dilip sends
for me, I'll go.’

Aline {rom a long forgotten poem came to my lips, ‘The gypsies
call my lord, and I must go.” ‘What?’ ‘A story. Some gypsies put
their girl baby into a princess’s crib and the king thinking it his
own brought her up asa princess. He married her ofTto the prince
of a neighbouring kingdom. One day some gypsies came to camp
on the cdges of her new husband’s kingdom. The changeling
princess saw their camp fires and heard their tambourines from
her castle top and ran out to join them calling as she went, “The
gypsics call my lord, and I must go.” ‘'l remember the rest of it,
Bella. ‘Radiant Readers, wasn'tit? Then the prince wandered heart-
brokenly through his forests for some years in search of her. When
he couldn’t find her he came home. This time he was wedded to a
real princess and they lived happily ever after. You see what |
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mean?’

Life and human relationships are like a series of tin soldiers.
You cause one to fall; you make another stand in its place. Irani
had showered me with hospitaility— I had responded with
warmth. She had been careless of my needs— I had been con-
founded. Sanjay had taken over with his kindness and sense of
responsibility— I had felt gratitude and a determination to do my
dudes as best as I could. And now Irani had just casually flicked
her whip at a pain that had been growing within me for weeks like
a small tight sced. It suddenly took root.

She had everything; I had nothing. She wanted nothing; why
couldn’t I have the ‘everything’? I don’t know if that was the point
at which I started to fall in love with Sanjay. I think it was way
before. The day I saw his surgeon'’s hands on the steering wheel.

Itis easier for the person with money and position to be humble
than for the one without. Next morning Irani herself brought me
my tea. ‘I'm sorry, Bella,’ she said, ‘that talk was all my fault.” ‘Mine
too,” 1 said trying to match her lightheartedness. I couldn’t and
ended up clumsily, “Would you like me to go away, Irani?’

‘Go away? That will nicely cook my goose just as I am getting
accepted as Dilip’s spokesperson. No, | don’t want you to go away.
Actually I came to ask you for some of that scented lining paper
for my drawers.” We were [riends again, the kind of girlish chums
that borrowed things from onc another. ‘Not only will I give you
the paper, I'll do your drawers and cupboard [or you if you like.’
‘Youareanangel! Then I can transplant the sweet-peas. It's almost
mid-November. [ am really behind with them.’

I'had been in Irani’s room belore and its blcakness always struck
me In comparison to the rest of the house. I knew I had permission
to touch her things but I felt like an outsider who has entered a
nun's cloister by mistake. Her clothes were few. Even | had three
times more. There were no photographs. Only four pairs of shocs,
onc warm coat, one raincoat, six saris and many strong pairs ol
jeans. Three of her four pairs of shoes were walking shocs. On the
dressing table was a kit ol eyc make-up and a jar of cold cream. ‘1
[eel naked ‘without eye make-up,” she had confessed onc day.

My work was quickly (inished and 1 went to the potting shed to
Jjoin Irani. She was not there. She was not where a thin line of earth
had been dug out for the sweet-peas. | stood on the curve of the
drive, wondering. Three young men came quictly from behind the
garages and moved away through the bamboo clumps. Irani came
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from the same dircction. She did not bother with explanations:
‘You know what I hate most about this place? That the newspapers
come so late!” She went into the house and remained glued to the
BBC. I neglected to tell Sanjay anything. She had a right to the
kind of life she wanted to lead, I told myself. I had decided that I
was doing my job by being with Irani as much as possible. If she
gave me the slip, I couldn’t help it.

I was less vigilant and thereafter things were smoother between
Irani and myself. She became more serene knowing she had my
tacit promise not to carry tales to her husband. Sanjay noticed the
change and thought fit to congratulate me: ‘I think Irani is setting
down. It’s your influence. You don’t know how much you've done
for us, Miss DeMellow.’

‘Bella, please.’

‘Bella then,” he smiled anid I did not even fecl a pang of guilt.
Why should 1? If an adult woman of twenty-five had chosen her
way of life, she was entitled to do so and if she left wreckage behind
her and someone else salvaged the remains to make good out of
them where was the harm? I had forgotten my aims in life, I had
forgotten why 1 was here. All | wanted was Sanjay, the security of
his arms and his love. I had grown to love the solitude of Tara. By
degrees | put myself more and more in Sanjay's way. Alter all, he
also was a bit in the patterh of the tin soldiers. While Irani
remained glued to the BBC, I would greet Sanjay when he came
home. I talked to him of the manufacture, the quality of that
particular day’s teas, his marketing. Never of the labour. Enough
ol that was enough. Irani’s harangues rankled even in my ears so
what would Sanjay be [ecling about those words which were
nothing but bitter accusations? Did he meet the statutory housing
requirements? Yes. Then why was so and so's house leaking? Was
the doctor up to the mark? What about a simple operation theatre?
Can’t afford it. Oh, but you can afford two new tractors. And so it
would go on. Sanjay’s nerves were shredded already when one
cvening Iranirushed outolher room where she had been listening
to the BBC as usual:

‘Sanjay, Marilyn Tate has been arrested!’

‘So? What was she doing?’

‘She was underground in a forest in South Bihar. What harm
could she be doing?’

‘Stcaling uranium. That forest is the country’s main source of
it. Must have been doing some spying on the side, I'll bet.”
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‘Sanjay, please. At least she should have the status of a political
prisoner. You know her. . .’

‘Yes, for my sins I know her. She is nothing but a common thief
who thinks she can come to a Third World country to teach it its
business and gather glory while she is about it. Dilip should pick
his lieutenants better. Not everyone has his dedication.’

“You are so unfeeling! Look, do something. You know so many
people in the higher echelons. . .

‘Higher echelons? 1 thought my work was with the downtrod-
den. Be consistent at least. As for the higher echelon, have you left
me face to approach them for anything? The sooner the Tate
woman is deported, the better.’

‘Capitalist monster!” said Irani between clenched teeth, slam-
ming the door.

Sanjay leant back and closed his eyes. I went to him slowly and
knelt by his chair. Gently he touched my hair and smoothed it as
I'wept, *You don’t deserve this, Sanjay. Let her go, let her go. Life
will re-build itself. . . .’

‘Hush, Bella, hush. I've taken on a responsibility, my dearest,
and I must see it through.’ My heart sang—a responsibility. That's
all she was to him.

Relations between Sanjay and Irani were cold alter that inci-
dent. Bickering stopped entirely. They were two people who lived
in the same housc and faced different ways. They had both given
up. Ironically, since I had decided not to keep my vigil over Irani,
she trusted me more. If she went to meet with party-workers, she
would tell me where she was going. And because I did not tell
Sanjay, he thought she was staying at home.

"The long distance call from Calcutta came about ten days later.
lt was early morning and [ happened to be near the phone. ‘Is that
Miss DeMellow?’

‘Yes,' I answered, surprised.

‘My namec is Deepak Sanyal and I have to be quick with this
message. Will you get it right?’

‘Yes.'

‘First of all, our brother Dilip was arrested last night. The media
does not know about it. We have information that he had called a
meeting at Fairview tea estate’s outer division. He has not been
able to cancel it. The place is only cleven miles from Tara and Irani
is bound to go. Stop her. Don't tell her I phoned but stop her. The
law enforcement intends to use the meeting as a trap. Do you get me?’
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‘Good girl. Sanjay said you were reliable.’

I lived with my knowledge all day and went to bed with it. But
not to slcep. What was I to do? Decpak had said not to tcll anyone
that he had rung, but only to stop her. On such a rain- lashed,
wind-howling night as this, cven Irani would notgo out. . . . There
was a gentle knock on my door and it was softly opened. I shut my
eyes pretending to slcep. ‘Bclla, I'm going for a walk. I can’t sleep.
Will you bolt the front door alter me? I don’t want it to sway and
bang and awaken Sanjay.’ I opened my eyes and stared at her
confusedly. ‘Look,’ she said impatiently, ‘just shut the door.’

And she was gonc.

Five minutes later I got up and silently shut the door. Then I
rcturned to bed and went to sleep. I actually went to sleep. When
I awoke, it needed a quarter to [our. Just as silently as I had bolted
it the last night, I undid the bolt and sat in my room for the longest
wait of my life. The house carricd on with its daily functions. There
was no sahib and no memsahib. Around noon I asked where sahib
was. Gonc to Darjecling, I was told. 1 darcd not ask after mem-
sahib.

Sanjay rcturncd in the alternoon and went straight into his
study. I waited a while and [ollowced him in. He sat at his desk, his
face so ravaged that I got the impression it was madc of blind bone.

‘What has happened?’ 1 asked in real fear.

‘Irani is dead. Their mecting at Fairview was ambushed. It had
been very well organized by the police and Dilip was under arrest
so hc couldn’t make contact. Irani shot atand killed two policemen.
She dicd of fourteen bullets. On the spot.’

‘Oh my God"

‘Don’t blame yoursell. You did your best. Deepak told me.’

He was still dazed and trying to make contact with reality.

‘l'am paying you a ycar's salary with a bonus. Can you take the
flight to Calcutta and a connccting one to Bombay Miss. . . .’

He had even [orgotten my name.

My lifc wenton as 1 had formerly planned. | had enough money
and in time I fullilled my ambitions. I hcard [rom Sanjay once. He
had sold his cstatc to an agency house and had gone away to
Australia where he was farming. “Thank you for trying to look after
my Starlight. I have sold Tara. But what was Tara anyway without
my cthereal, exaggerated Starlight.” And 1 had thought, 'Tara was
the starlight.
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I asked Mother Joscphine oncc whether she knew the Sen
Guptas belore she sent me there. ‘No, not the Sen Guptas. But |
knew Mrs Sen Gupta's father. A strange and generous man. They
were all strange, I think now. Don’t brood on it, child. It was not
your fault. You were out of your depth there. I only thought of
the money for your cventual wclfare.” That was truc. Mother
Joscphine only thought of my [uture; Irani thought only of her
doctrincs, Sanjay thought only of Irani, his cthercal Starlight and
I thought only of Sanjay. Both Irani and Sanjay were acting out a
fantasy which they couldn’t explain to themsclves: destroying an
unlamented past. Erasing the fcar of the present by inflicting pain
and burying an old malignant gricf wherc it would sprout and
multiply and end by destroying the destroyer. Only 1, in my
simplicity, had looked forward to a brave new world.

And today my conscicnce rings out through the emptiness off
this little (lat, like a sclf-dcluded medium trying to summon up the
spirits of the dcad and the absent, so that they can sit on judgement
over me, while the defence rests.



Colony No 48

The Barrackpore Trunk Road shoots straight out of the five point
golchakhar northwards for seventeen miles until it reaches the
Cantonment. On both sides of the road are industrial lands, the
resultant slums and bazaars. To the extreme left meanders the
river Hooghly on the banks of which are the various Company
Clubs, the city’s Yacht Club, the luxurious bungalows of the
factory- owners and their highest officials. From the Trunk Road
to the river is thus a maze of machinery, housing complexes for
about a dozen economic classes, a few clinics, shops and narrow
roads. A world within a world.

"I'he distance of No 48 Crescent, a housing colony for the semi-
specialized mechanics and their [amilies, to their factory is six
miles. No 48 Crescent houses twenty-two families. Itisbuiltaround
a half oval courtyard onto which all the [ront doors open. Each
house, or quarter, as it is called, consists of two rooms and a
kitchen. At the [our ends of the colony are the latrines and bathing
and washing [acilitics. Thanks to the company, there are never any
water or clecrtricity shortages.

The men work at the Indolex Small Tools Factory either at a
monthly wage or a daily one according to their seniority or degree
ol skill. The pay ought to be sullicicnt but because of private
distillirics between the factory and No 48 Crescent, little of it
rcaches home. Friday cvenings present an armageddon on the
oval courtyard. Tecth and hair (ly but the men always win. And
late at nights, after the women have (inished their weeping and
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the men are snoﬁng, the elders of the colony lull the frightened
children to sleep.

And so it is that the women go out to work as servants. No
cooking—they've made that clear. But sweeping, cleaning utensils,
swabbing floors at four or five houses daily, which means about
eight to ten hours of work and of course looking after their own
houses and cooking the family’s food early mornings and late at
night.

Thus it was that when the alarm siren sounded at exactly 2.20
pm of that summer’s day, there were no young people in the
Crescent, only old men and women and masses of children. ‘Hope
it is not an accident,” muttered an old man into his hookah, ‘and
cven if it is, that it does not concern any one at No 48. There'’s
misery cnough here already. And all the women out to work. We
won't know anything ull. . ./’

In danced Charoo. ‘It is an accident and four men have died.
The Baniya told me. But he doesn’t know anything clse.” The
eleven-year-old jumped from one dirty foot to the other with
relish. He belonged to no one but usually someone or the other at
No 48 fed him and he slepton aroll of rags in a corner of the court.
He ran errands for which no one paid him. He was street- smart
and knew how to divide and multiply. Most importantly, he knew
how to subtract those minuscule bits of money and so he survived.
Now he looked calculatingly at the group of elders, ‘I could find
out,’ he said with supreme subtlety. ‘Here, take this four anna coin
and tell what you can find out but be quick and no lies!” ‘Not now,’
warned another, ‘Charoo find out first and then you can have the
moncy when you return.’ ‘Are you sure?’ asked Charoo but not
with any great depth of suspicion. Alter all, they had to know. And
he ran as fast as his black legs could carry him.

He came back an hour later and told his tale with ghoulish
pride. ‘Four men have died. A live cable fell on them. Kritan
Chacha, Prabhu Chacha, Bijoy Chacha and Amar Chacha. All dead
and all from here. I saw their bodies laid out, straight and hard.
Blood was still oozing out ol their ears and the police were all over
the place and a doctor too and the Company maliks. Then they
covered them with sheets. As for Ramdas Chacha. . ..

‘What ! You said only four. . .

‘No, Ramdas Chacha is not quite dead. It scems he was racing
here to tell us what had happened and his bicycle got crushed
between two trucks. They are saying his legs will have to be cut
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off; I saw them. They arc like meat so the police took him away to
a big hospital in Calcutta.’

‘At least he’s alive.’

‘So Laksmi can still wear the sindoor in hermaang. But the others,
widows at this age. . . ." All the old women wailed together, stretch-
ing out their legs and crying in a rhythm and fio one heard Charoo
clamouring for his money.

At dusk they started to come home. First the Company’s people
then the two ambulances with the bodies and the police. The
widows who still didn’t know they were widows were sent for and
when they came they did not let anyone down in the wildness of
‘their display of grief. They fell randomly on the bodices, whose faces
were covered and screamed and cried, ‘How shall we live our lives
out? Who will put food into our children’s mouths, such abhagans
as we! We werce born with our [orcheads broken. Look at Lakshmi,
they say her husband has lost his legs, so what? At least she has a
husband.” And so on until the bodics were taken away accom-
panied by the police and all those ol No 48 housing colony as could
go to the burning ghats. Once again the widows’ grief welled over
and they writhed on the hard ground. One went so far as to ask
Providence who was going to kick and cufl her around any more
and who would call her heramjadi?

In the midst of such high drama everyone forgot that Lakshmi
had still not come home and that her children were unfed.

Very carly next morning, Lakshmi came home, all the way from
Calcutta. There was guiltin every movement ol her and a guarded
jealousy. She was still a suhagan. What curses were in store [or her
from her (riends who were now widows? She wasn’t one by a frcak
of destiny but had she carned or deserved her good luck? At the
hospital in Calcutta they had told her that Ramdas would never
walk or work anymore. Something had happencd to his what they
called the spinal cord. But they were not gods and one doctor said
he would be very well able to do everything, ¢xcept move. Lakshmi
went straight to the niche in her inner room and thanked God
Shiva lor his divine meraes. She cooked, fed the children and
slipped out to do her daily chores. She dressed with care, wearing
her brightest clothes and her maang full of sindoor. Discretion was
not the better part of valour, she decided. She would again spend
the night lying on the hospital loor. The doctors had operated on
Ramdas only yesterday and he needed alot of care. She might have
to take lcave from her daily houses for a few days; but the problem
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was would the memsahibs have her back? Jobs were so difficult to
get and yet the journcy to Calcutta took so long. And so it became
a routine. Rising at four in the mornings and cooking the family
meal with the help of her thirteen-year-old daughter. Four houses
in the forenoon and two houses in the afternoon. Then packing a
tin box with food for Ramdas and taking the ride to Calcutta. Back
again at almost midnight. And all the while, she avoided looking
at her widow neighbours, never met their eyes. When they howled
in the night with grief, she felt somehow it was her fault. «

At last Ramdas was brought home. He looked like a dhobi’s
bundle with a head attached. Quickly he was put into his charpoy
in the corner of the inner room. There were no bills from the
hospital because it was a sarkari one but the orderly who brought
him home gave Lakshmi a a long list of medicines to be bought.
She rushed out to get them and because they were so expensive,
decided she would have to take on two more houses to work in.

Four o’clock to nine at nights she worked and then tended to
Ramdas. Given [ood he could eat it but he soiled himself and so
there was all that extra washing, of course he could not get to the
latrines. His appectite for food and sex had increased. Poor man he
could not get to the bhattis for a drink nor to the whorehouses so
what could he do? He was shy of sitting in the courtyard and the
younger children ol No 48 were now more afraid of this bundle
ol 2 Ramdas Chacha than they had becn of the kicking, swearing
l<?u't that threw Lakshmi Chachi out of the house every night after
giving her a beating.

Her own three children became used to their disabled father.
But they also lost all fear of him. It was almost as if he wasn't there
and they couldn’t remember his carlier terrorism. Lakshmi's
youngest son, Chotu, flew very necar the wind in his rudeness to
his [ather. *Beat us up, didn’t you, you useless langra?’ But this was
behind Lakshmi's back. Ramdas himself was drastically changed.
“You will come back soon, won't you?’ he would say to Lakshmi, ‘I
gethungry and il 1 need to pass a motion, the children don’t give
me the tin when 1 ask [or it. Come back soon.’ ‘Yes, yes, I'll return
SO0,

But how soon? The chores of eight houses. She felt dizzy these
days while swabbing the [loors. Sometimes her employers gave her
food. Hitherto she used to bring it home to the children but these
days she ate it quickly and quictly hersell. She needed it. So much
work athome and out and so many mouths to feed. And the endless
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medicines for Ramdas. Her back ached perpetually.

At No 48 she heard the rumours but didn’t pay heed as they
didn’t concern her. The widows were to get compensation money
of one lakh each. At the moment they were still servants like her,
earning money from house to house. But already their lives had
taken on a restful pattern. No man to cater to, no beatings and all
that sympathy. Even their children looked better; the lion’s share
of food was equally divided and there was no awe of a father to live
under.- Why that little gir] of Kritan's used to pass urine in fcar
when her father came home drunk. But a compensation so large
and for doing nothing! Still it was a small mercy. She, Lakshmi,
.was still a suhagan.

It had been a particularly hard day. Thrce of her employers had
found fault. In fact, warned she would have to work better or else.
Damn that Ramdas and his sexual urges. She knew the symptoms.
When she walked into the courtyard, it was a-buzz with the news.
All the widows, that very day had received their one lakh cheques
and had deposited it in the banks. They were not going to do
servants’ work any more. If they liked to keep their quarters, they
were allowed to and if they wished to return to their villages, the
Company had assured them that it would find them work with onc
or the other of the cottage industries through sarkari help. Two of
the widows had dccided to leaye. ‘How nice [or them, Lakshmi,’
said one of the old women, ‘but you have a bigger blessing in that
you are a suhagan still. No amount of money can. .. .

‘Bitchy old hypocrite,” spat Chotu, ‘just now she was saying,
“Wouldn't it be better for Lakshmi if Ramdas had also. . . .™

‘Shut up, you bastard!’ screceched Lakshmi, ‘O Vidhata had 1 to
have such a blasphemous son, uscless grain-grabbing and a namak-
haram too. Itis just my broken [ate. Why doesn’t the whoreson dic
and the worms eat him. But he won't die, he'll live to plaguc me
until I am dead. Even Yama docesn't want him, Ha: my takhdeer. . ..
Well used to these tirades, Chotu had long fled. But Ramdas
cringed in his corner.
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Babuji’s Dost

Old man Ghanshyam ran down the steep staircase three storeys
below, across the courtyard and through the kitchen quarters,
shouting to the other servants, ‘She’s all right now. God willing
she'll do as she is told. . . .” To himsclf he muttered, ‘1 must take
the dari out to the chattan. . .it was always a favourite place with
her. . .how dever of me to have thought of it just now. . .maybe
she is coming out of her black mood. . .Radhika bitiye was always
a problem. . .and now running away from the good jamain, bring-
ing shame on the household, where will it all end?' He ran out of
the courtyard and by the edge of the field where the group of black
rocks formed a platform jutting out over the river and hugging
the western wall of the main housc itsell. Poor Ghanshyam ran till
his old legs ached.

Going home. . .going home. . .going home, clanged the wheels
of the train, iron, iron in her soul. If she was honest with hersell,
Radhika would have to admit that there was trepidation mixed
with the exultation that carried her forward, almost faster than the
wrain itself to the village which, belore the limbo of the last four
months, had always been her home. How could she ever explain
to Avtar that she missed every blade of grass with a homesickness
that became a physical ache? Once the oldest bhebi hid sent her
mithars and with the parcel came an ant. She worried for weeks
about the fate of the ang, all alone in the city, away from the
company ol the ants that he knew. So when Avtar asked, *Arve you
sick?’ she turned her face to the wall and said ‘Yes.”
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The trouble started six months back, but she didn’t think of it
as trouble then. Babuji's dost, Shridhar Acharya, had come to her
house from ten villages away, a distance of almost filty kos. His son
Awvtar had finished his education in the city and was now desirous
of taking a wife. He was well established, lived in a big building,
moved in good circles and now required a girl from a good family.
Shridhar babu was her own babuji’s dost, so what could be better?

The arrangements were quickly made, to the accompaniment
of the bicker and bustle that such things attract. ‘Keep the silk saris
away wrapped in muslin,’ said the oldest bhabi. ‘She’ll need them
everyday,’ said the middle bhabi. ‘She will see so many movies in
the city and go to so many big shops.’ Added the younger bhabi
maliciously, ‘I hope the wives of Avtarji’s friends arc not too
fashionable.” And so it went on with Radhika taking an active part
in it all, enjoying herselfas if it was the annual Durga Puja coming
on instead of her own wedding. The realization hit her when the
mehendi coloured her hands.

Well, it was the sheme of things. Girls married, went away, then
came back and a great fuss was made of them. When she came
back the bhabis would flock around her, she would bring gifts for
the children and maybe because she would then be a city person,
the bhaiyas would pay her more attention. They'd stop their teas-
ing. .
And her friends, they would gather again under the bakul tree
or on the moonlit chattan at nights and she would tell them ali about
the latest fashion in the city. She would come during Jhulan she
thought and Ghanshyam could put up the swings as he always did
and their indolent swinging and chatting would be as it had ever
been.

The homecoming was very dillerent from what she had im-
agined. Perhaps it was her own fault. She had remained a sister, a
daughter, a [riend and an aunt. She ought to have tried to see
hersellthrough Avtar's eyes, through thosc of his fricnds, through
the eyes of babuji's dost.

But to be rational was very dillicult in a limited space. Would
anyone believe it il she told them there was no privacy to sulk in?
No terrace or spare room where one could go to be angry or sad
and she was always one or the other? The building teemed with
people. They spoke to her, smiled, but it always scemed they were
looking beyond her to the next person to speak to or smile at.
There was perpetual activity. Everyone lived parallel, never met.
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And when they met, little plates of nuts and thin tea or whisky were
passed around. People picked up a nut or two and then said they
were very full, no more please. And the conversation, brilliant,
brittle, fell like millions of pebbles over her yawning head.

‘Make an effort, try,” urged Avtar. So she had tried. When they
were saying clever things about politicians and there was a gap,
she had diffidently putin, ‘It is best to vote for the Congress. After
all it is the party of Gandhiji and Nehru. . " There was a stunned
silence. Someone smothered a laugh. Avtar's best friend put an
arm around him. ‘Don’t woity, yaar,’ he said. ‘She’ll learn. She has
tobe exposed. . . ." And Avtar replied apologetically, “These things.
- .well my family arranged the marriage you know. ..." What he
said was true so why did it hurt so much? No one had a right to
play about with her life or speak about her as if she was not there.
They should not have interfered with her silences. A word, a look,
a smile, a frown did something to another human being, waking
a response or aversion and a web was woven which had no
beginning and no end, spreading outwards and inward too, merg-
ing, entangling, so that the struggle to free oneself of one further
tightened the bonds on the other.

Avtar was angry with a terrible stillness that night but then he
was angry so often that the event didn’t seem unusual. There was
the familiar white line around his mouth. ‘Don’t you even know
what to say?” he almost hissed. ‘And the way you dress, your
carrings look asif they belonged to your grandmother!” ‘They did,’
she had replied and what was wrong with that? ‘And don’t drink
tea out of a glass in front of my [riends.” *What about you,’ she
shouted, ‘you yourself drink tea from a glass in your own home.
As if I've never been to the house of babuji’s dost.” ‘I am ashamed
of you,” he had flung at her and suddenly she realized so was she
of him. There was yet again a wall of anger between them.
Nevertheless, he had used her that night. That was the strangest
partofitall, and the most humiliating. At home ifany of the bhaiyas
were angry with his wile, he took a khatia and sleptin the courtyard
or on the terrace. The respective bhabi was treated with special
tenderness by the whole family the next day while babuji
thundered at the world at large about the inconsideration of
modern young men until the bhaiya felt like a cad and the whole
matter blew over. But this? You could cither be angry with your
wile or love her. Not both.

She had gone and stood on the balcony. ‘I'll jump and dic,’ she
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had thought. But there was no place to fall. Only the heads of
people, so thickly together that they might not part as she fell. So,
she decided to run away. ‘I'll use his housekeeping money to buy
a ticket. After all, he used my body.” And the train continued its
refrain. . .going home. . .going home. . .going home.

She had arrived early in the morning. The servant women were
at the well, filling buckets for everyone’s baths. The oldest bhabi
was boiling tea and milk over the anghiti and Parul, her father’s
widowed sister who lived with them, was cackling out her early
morning instruction. The shouts of astonished welcome wakened
the bhaiyas and they came out into the courtyard, one by one.
‘Where is Avtar? Is he following?’ asked the oldest bhaiya. ‘He
should have sent a tclegram,’ said the middle bkaiya, ‘then we could
have come to the station.” Wailed Aunt Parul, ‘Hai, hai what a bad
omen it is not to have garlands or conch shells ready for the
newly-weds.’

‘Be quiet!” commanded babuji emerging. Added the oldest bhab:
gently, ‘Have a glass of tea.” There are some things that are learnt
through the pores of the skin. It may take years to learn them or
the span of a few minutes, depending on the intensity with which
the atmosphere is charged. Whatever private conflict it was that
had brought Radhika away from her responsibilities it was not
something that her family could shoulder. If she had thought life
could continue in her home as it had been beflore, purged of the
pain of the last few months, within ten minutes, the very faces of
her loved ones had torn as under the harmonious pattern her
sentimentality had sketched. The insulation of love that she knew
before was [or the past. The ministrations of now were an interim;
the home-coming was ashes. ‘Come to my room,’ said babuji.

He was his patriarchal sclf; stern, forbidding, ‘Have you quar-
relled with Aviar?” *No,’ she had replied.

‘Why have you come?’

‘I am unhappy.’

‘Docs he beat you?' he asked and his hands nrembled so much,
he had to hold them together tightly.

*No,” she had said, ‘he does not beat me.’

‘Do you have cnough moncy always?'

‘Yes)”

‘Docs he,” and babuji coughed, looking away, ‘come near you?’

‘Oh yes,” she had replied in an ofihand voice and babuji was
surprised at this {irst instance ol a new bred hardness in his
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daughter.

‘Is he cruel to you?' asked babuji.

She took her time to answer that one. If your husband always
spoke to you through clenched teeth was that cruelty? Or was
truelty a drunken husband who hit and starved and tried to burn
you? Babuji did not know the right questions to ask, she concluded.
‘No," she replied, and for the first time father and daughter looked
at each other. ‘My bud-like daughter,” he thought, ‘I'd like to
horsewhip him.” Radhika saw in her father's face the kind of
sorrow you sometimes come across unawares in the faces of
workmen in repose or slowly carrying food from the hand to the
mouth. It is a sorrow that is not surprised at itself but accepts and
expects it though finding in it no discernible pattern. ‘This grief ]
have brought is for ever. He will worry and wonder, even if I
return to Avtar tomorrow,’ thought Radhika. ‘I will go to Shridhar
babu in the evening,’ babuji was continuing ‘and apologize for
your thoughtlessness and your precipitate action. He will under-
stand that you are young, that you have never left home before.
After all, he is my dost. . . .” No, she swore to herself. You shall not
apologize for what is not your fault. Neither shall slow pain gnaw
at your soul [or years. ‘Yes, babuji’ she answered and left his
presence.

In the courtyard, the bhabis were at their accustomed duties. No
one met her eyes. The children were huddled together and had
lost their spontaneity. Only Aunt Parul secemed unsusceptible to
the atmosphere. She was poking at a recalcitrant hen and mutter-
ing, “This one here, she takes advantage of my old age. She thinks
she can lay her eggs anywhere; as if she did not have a coop of her
own. Shoo. . .out." Suddenly she saw Radhika and shouted to no
one in particular, ‘If you leave your husband’s house, you have to
be carried out, feet first.’ .

‘Feet first. . .feet first. . .first,” cawed the crows in splendid
cacophony as Radhika walked blindly over the papads laid out to
dry on the terrace. She stood by the western parapet. There, sct
in the middle of the distant ficld was the bakul tree. No swing hung
from its arms and the girls were nowhere to be seen. Strange, she
thought, this is the only village whose trees have leaves which give
out light instcad of shade, a golden green that filters upwards.
Directly below was the [lat black chattan, that venue of countless
hop-scotch games, doll's weddings and endless chatter, a hard dark
lap that welcomed and beckoncd.
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At some stage old Ghanshyam must have followed her upstairs.
‘You've stepped on the papads again,” he grumbled. ‘Sorry, I didn’t
see,’ she said. ‘That’s it,” he said, ‘you never see. You never think.
No wonder. . ." and he stopped. No, he thought, the old intimacies
wouldn’tdo. She was nolonger the daughter of the house. Besides,
she was angry enough. He decided to resort to cajolery. “‘Why don't
you go down to the chattan?’ he coaxed. ‘I'll take adar: for you down
there.’ She asked, ‘Why a dari?’ '

‘Because,’ and he was stumped, ‘because you are married now,’
he added lamely. ‘All right,’ she said.

‘And I'll call your friends. You can sit and chat there.’

‘Call the whole village if you like.’

And so old Ghanshyam ran with the dari under his arm. One
part of his mind sighed with relief at her acquiescence; the other
part knew with a (inality that no matter how fast he ran, he would
find her there before him. |
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