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CHAPTER 1

is with me again, coming gently through the
mists, and we are tranquil together. Then morn-
ing.éomes, the wavering grey turns to gold, there is
a Stirring within as the sleepers awake, and he softly

SDME}TH&ES at night I think that my husband

departs,

One by one they come out into the early morning
sunshine, my son, my daughter, and Puly, the child I
clung to who was not mine, and he no longer a child.
Puli is with me because [ tempted him, out of my
desperation I lured him away from his s0il to mine.
Yet I have no fears now: what is done is done, there
can be po repining, “Are you happy with me?" I said to
him yesterday—Dbeing sure of the answer. He nodded,
not heatating, but a little impatient. An old woman's
foibles, A need for comfort.

But I am comforted most when 1 look at his hands.
He has no fingers, only stubs, since what has been taken
can never be given back, but they are clean and sound.
Where the sores were, there is now pink puckered flesh;
his limbs are untouched, Kenny and Selvam between
them have kept my promise to him.
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In the distance when it is a fine day and my sight is
not too dim, 1 can see the building where my son works.
He and Kenny, the young and the old. A large building;
spruce and white; not enly money has bult it but men’s
hopes and pity, as I know who have seen it grow brick by
brick and year by year.

My three sisters were married long before 1 was.
Shanta first, a hig wedding which lasted for many days,
plenty of gifts and feasts, diamond earrings, a gold neck-
lace, as befitted the daughter of the village headman.
Padmini next, and she too made a good match and was
married fithngly, t=king jewels and dowry with her;
but when it came to Thangam, only relations from our
own village came to the wedding and not from the sur-
rounding districts as they had done before, and the only
jewel she had was a dismaond nose-screw.

“What for you," my mother would say, taking my
face in her hands, “my last-born, my babyi Four dow-
res 15 too much for a man to bear” “I shall haveda
grand wedding,” I would say. “Such that everybody
will remember when all else is a dream furgnﬁttﬁﬁ’;” (I
had heard this phrase in a storyteller’s tale. ) *For is not
my father head of the village!* I knew thi}p]ﬁaﬁed my
mother, for she would at once laugh, and lose her look
of worry. Once when 1 repeated this, my eldest brother
overheard me, and he said sharply, “Don’t speak like
a fool, the headman is no longer of consequence. There
15 the Collector, who comes te these villages once a year,
and to ham is the power, and to these he appoints; not
to the headman,”

This was the first time I had ever heard that my
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father was of no consequence. It was as if a prop on
which I leaned had been roughly kicked away, and I felt
frightened and refused to believe him. But of course he
was right, and by the time I came to womanhood cven
1 had to acknowlzdge that his prestige was much dimin-
ished. Perhaps that was why they could not find me a
rich husband, and marned me to a tenant farmer who
wag poor in everything but in love and care for me, his
wife, whom he totk at the age of twelve. Our relatives,
T know, murpiured that the match was below me; my
mother hergelf was not happy, but I was without beauty
and witheut dowry and it was the best she could do. A
poor atch,” they said, and not always quietly. How
]itjrflﬁ"th:f knew, any of them!

A woman, they say, always remembers her wedding
night. Well, maybe they do; but for me there arc other
nights 1 prefer to remember, sweeter, fuller, when 1
went to my husband matured in mind a5 well as in body,
not as a pained and awkward child as I did on that firse
night. And when the religious ceremonies had been com-
pleted, we left, my husband and 1. How well I remem-
ber the day, and the sudden sickness that overcame me
when the moment for departure came! My mather in
the doorway, no tears n her eyes but her face bloated
with their weight. My father standing a little in front
of her, waiting to see us safely on our way. My husband,
seated already an the bullock cart with the tin trunk full
of cooking vessels and my saris nexe to him. Somehow
I found myself also sitting in the cart, in finery, with
downcast eyes. Then the cart began to move, lurching
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as the bullocks got awkwardly into rhythm, and I was
sick. Such a disgrace for me. . . . How shall I ever live
it down? I remember thinking. I shall never forget. . . .
1 haven’t forgotten, but the memory is not sour. My
hushand soothed and calmed me.

“1t 33 a thing that might happen to anybedy,” he said.
“Dao not fret. Come, dry your eyes and sit up here beside
me.” So I did, and after a while I felt better, the tears
left my eyes and dried on my lashes,

For six hours we rode on and on along the dusty
road, passing several villages on the way to vurs, which
was a good distance away. Halfway there we stopped
and ate a meal: boiled rice, dhal, * "I'L‘g'lfhlbjt."."f and curds.
A whole coconut apicce too, in which my hushand nicked
a hole with his scythe for me so that 1 might drink the
clear milk. Then he unyoked the bullocks and led them
to the small pool of water near which we had stopped,

giving them each a handful of hay. Poor beasts, they.
scemed glad of the water, for already their hides were:

dusty.

We rested a half-hour before resuming our joiirney.
The animals, refreshed, began stepping jauntily again,
tossing their heads and jangling the bells that hung
from their red-painted horns. The airtwas full of the
sound of bells, and of hirds, sparrows and bulbuls
miainly, and sometimes the ery of an eagle, but when we
passed a grove, green and leafy, 1 could hear mynahs
and parrots. It was very warm, and, unused to so long
a jolting, 1 fell asleep.

* This and other Indian terms are defined in the glossary at the
end of the book.
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It was my husband who woke me—my husband,
whom 1 will call here Nathan, for that was his name,
although in all the years of our marriage T never called
him that, for it is not meet for a2 woman to address her
husband except as “hushand.”

“We are home,” he cried. “Wake up! Look|”

I woke; I looked. A mud hut, thatched, small, set
near a paddy field, with two or three similar huts
nearby. Across the doorway a2 garland of mango leaves,
symbol of happiness and good fortune, dry now and
rattling im, the breeze.

“Thists our home,” my husband said. “Come, I wll
shaw you."

1 got out of the cart, stiff and with a cramp in one leg.
We went in: two rooms, one 3 sort of storchousc for
grain, the other for everything else. A third had been
begun but was unfinished, the mud walls were not more
than half a foot high.

“Tt will be better when it s finished,™ he said. I
nodded; 1 wanted to ery. This mud hut, nothing but
mud and thasch, was my home. My knees gave, first the
cramped one, then the other, and [ sank down. Nathan's
face filled with concern as he came to hold me.

“Tt iz nothing,” I gid. “I am tired—no more. I will
be all nght in = minuge.”

He said, “Perhaps you are frightened at living here
alone—but in 2 few years we can move—maybe even
buy a house such as vour father®s. You would like that?™

There was something in his voice, a pleading, a look
on his face such as o dog has when you are sbout to
kick .
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“No," I said, “1 am not frightened. Tt suits me quite
well to live here.”

He did not reply at once but went into the granary
and came out with a handful of paddy.

“Such harvests as this,” he said, sliding the grains
about in his hand, “and you shall not want for anything,
beloved.” Then he went out to get the oin trunk and
after a while I followed.

Sometimes now I can see quite clearly: the veil is rent
and for a few seconds | see blue skies and tender trees,
then it closes on me again and once more T am back in
a world of my own, which darkens a little wath each
passing day. Yet not alone; for the faces of those T have
loved, things that have been—shapes, forms, images—
are always before me; and sometimes they are so vivid
that truly 1 cannot say whether | sec them or not,
whether the veil is lifted to allow me the sight, or
whether it is only my mind that sees. Today, for i
stance, I could sce the brook that ran near our paddy
field o clearly that I felt I had but to stoop 1o feel itz
water wet on my hands. Yet that brook beloggs to a part
of my life that is finished. T was a bride of only a week
when I first followed it to look for a siitable place for
my washing. I walked for nearly an hour before 1 found
a wide stretch of water and a sandy beach, with boulders
scattered about. 1 put my bundle down, untied it and
put the clothes in. The water was clear but not swift
runming—the linén did not float too far or too quickly
away from my hands. 1 tucked my sari up above my
knees and stood in the river, scrubbing the clothes
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:lgn:inst a lilrgt, flat stone and lJS.i]'IE jl.l.*.it a little of the
washing powder my mother had given me; good stuff,
with a2 clean sweet smell and much power in it. When
I had finished, 1 carried the clothes beyond the beach
and laid them on the grassy bank to dry in the sun.

Just then I saw Kali, wife of our neighbour, coming
towards me, and with her were two women I had not
seen before. All carried bundles of washing on their
heads, and two fiad children at their hips and the third
was expecting. They called out when they saw me, and
1 came :ld#m, a little shy, since they scemed to know
each ;gﬂl;ﬁtﬁrwsn well; but before long I came to know them
w-l:]li-nu-, these three women who lived nearest to us,
and whose lives were so clossly woven with mine. Kali,
Tig and plump, with ample hips and thrusting breasts,
whose hushand worked the next field to ours; Janak,
married to the village shopkeeper, with her homely face
and sagging fgure, for she had borne her husband
several children; and Kunthi, youngest of the three,
small and narrow, moving gracefully despite her bur-
den.

“1t 15 her Arst,” smid Kaly, jovially, “but by no means
her lust, for as yvou see her husband has not wasted any
time!” She laughed loudly, Janaki frowned at her.
“Chup woman! Do you not see these are young girls?™

“And what of it? Are they not given in marriage?
Kunthi is already bearing, and this newcomer—it will
not be long, Men are all the same ™

I saw Kunthi shrug with a slight disdain; Janaki was
quiet. Perhaps they both knew the futility of trying to
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restrain Kali, She meanwhile was addressing herself to
me.

“You are Rukmani, are you not? Wike of the farmer
MNathan, The whole village has been curious about you
—heaven knows why, one woman is like another, The
fuss your hushand made! Why, for weeks he was as
brittle as a bamboo before it bursts into flame! He built
your hut with his own hands—yes, he would not even
have my hushand to help.”

“Built iti™ I said. “I did not know—he did not tell
|'l'-|¢|"

“Oh, yes] Every bit of it himself, and neglecting the
land sometimes to do it, so that Siva)i had often to
chide him, although he is a good man for a Zemindari
apent.”

He had made gur home himself, and 1 had felt only

fear to live in it. About a month later, when we were
no Jonger strangers, I told him of what T had learnty "

“You built this for us,” 1 said to him, “Why d:d fﬁu
not tell mef*

“Who has been talking to youi® he ukuﬂ,, nat an-
SWering my question.

“Kali. She told me a long time ago—when I first
went to where the brook widens near the river.”

4She is an old chatterbox and should have her mouth
stitched.”

“What for? I am glad she told me. Should 1 not be
proud that you have built this house with your own
handsi*

He considered. “You are not a child any more,” he
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said at last. “You have grown fast since the day we were
married, and that not so long ago.”

While the sun shines on you and the ficlds are green
and beautiful to the eyve, and your husband sees beauty
in you which no one has seen before, and you have a
good store of grain laid away for hard times, a roof
aver you and a sweet stirring in your body, what more
can a woman ask(for? My heart sang and my feet were
light as 1 went.about my work, getting up at sunrise and
going to slecp content. Peace and queet were ours. How
well Leecall it, how grateful I am that not all the
clamotr which invaded our lives later could subdue
the. memory or still the longing for it. Rather, it has
strengthened it: had there not been what has been, I
might never have known how blessed we were. True,
my hushand did not own the land he tilled, as my father
had done; yet the possibility was there that he might
one day do so. We owned our own ploughing hullocks;
we kept a milch poat. From each harvest we saved, and
had gunny sacks full of the husked rice stored away in
our small stone-lined granary. There was food in plenty
for two people and we ate well: nce for morning and
evemng meals; dahl; sometimes a coconut grated fine
and cooked in milk and sugar: sometimes 3 wheatcake,
fried in butter and melting in the mouth.

Once or twice a week 1 would go to the willage to
buy sugar, ghee and vegetables, calling on the way
home at Durgan the milkman’s to get curds, for our
poat was running dry and there was not always enough
milk to make my own. 1 liked going to the village and
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meeting its people, for they were a friendly lot and
most of them anxious to help if they could, I pgot to
know them all very quickly: Old Granny, who lived on
what she made by selling peanuts and puavas; Hanu-
man, the general merchant; Perumal, hushand of
Janaki, who kept the only shop; and Biswas, the money-
lender. Sometimes Janaki or Kali would come to sec
how 1 was getting on, but not often, for they were kept
busy locking after hushand and children. As for Kunthi,
very soon she was unable to do anything for herself,
for she was a thin, shight girl, and we had to go in turns
to buy her provisicns and to help her with the work in
the home. Kunthi was different from the other women,
quieter, more reserved, and for all that we tried to be
at ease with her there was a barrier which we could not
surmount. Especially high against me it stood, strange

and forbidding, although why this should be I could

not think, inally putting it down to my imagination.

She had, everybody said, married beneath her. Pér-

haps they said that of me too, but I was plain n.na:fshe
was pretty, so it didnt make sense in her case’’For
myself, T am glad T married “beneath me, for a finer
man no one could have had; but puss:bh.r thc was not
ao Jucky.

A man s indeed fortunate if he dm:s not marry above
him, for if he does he gets a wife who is no help to him
whatsoever, only an ornament. 1 know, for I was ignor-
ant of the simplest things, and no ornament either. Kali
and Janaki between them had to show me how to milk
the goat, how to plant seed, how to churn butter from
milk, and how to hull rice. What patience indeed my
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hushand must have had, to put up with me uncomplain-
ingly during those early days of our marned lives! Not
one ¢ross word or impatient lool, and praise for what-
ever small success [ achieved. 1 had planted, in the flat
patch of ground behind the hut, a few pumpkin seeds.
The soil here was rich, never having yielded before,
and loose so that it did not require much digging. The
seeds sprouted quickly, sending up del:cate green shoots
that I kept carefully watered, going several times to the
well nearby fdrthe purpose. Soon they were not delicate
but sprawling vigorously over the earth, and pumpkins
began to-form, which, fattening on soil and sun and
water swelled daily larger and larger and ripened to
}.v;unw and red, until at last they were ready to eat,
and I cut one am:l took it in. When Nathan saw it hl:
was full of admiration, and made much of this one fruit
—he who was used to harvesting a field at a time,

“One would have thought you had never seen =
pumpkin before,” 1 sard, though pleased with him and
myself, keeping my eyes down.

“Not from oor land,” said Nathan, “Therefore it 1=
precious, and you, Ruku, are indeed a clever woman.”

I tried not to show my pride. [ tried to be offhand.
1 put the pumpkin away. But pleasure was making my
pulse beat; the blood, unbidden, came hot and surging
to my face.

After that, ten times more zealous, 1 planted beans
and sweet potatoes, brinjals and chillies, and they all
grew well under my hand, so that we ate even better
than we had done before.

"



CHAFPTER 11

mine, & fine boy who nearly took his mother’s

life in exchange for his own. Janaki was ill and
could not come, Kali was away, therefore 1 had to do
what I could. Kunthi’s hushand went off to fetch the
midwife, leaving me with the sweating girl, When she
saw who I was—not at once, for she was half-dazed
with pain—WKunthi cried out that she did not want me.

“You must go," she kept entreating. L

“Whyi" I suid, “Do you dislike me so much, thea?™

“No, no, but please go. 1 deo not want you here,

“ cannot and will not, Besides, there is no gné else.”

“[ shall be all right. The midwife will be here scon.”

“And what will your husband say,™ 1 emid, “if I
leave you here alonei™ and 1 took na more notice of
her cries.

When she saw I would not go, she grew snll and lay
like a log, not a murmur from her, but the sweat forc-
ing itself up in oily drops on her throat and temples.

Kunthi was lying in an cxhausted slecp, with her
baby beside her, before I went home. It was a whole
day since | had left. Nathan was waiting for me and he
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KUHTHPE child was born a few months before
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suid crossly: “You lock like a corpse. Whatever pos-
sessed you to stay so longe?”

“Blame the midwife,” 1 said. “She could not be
found. Or blame Kunthis son. He tock 2 long time.”

I was tired and my voice was on edge.

“Well, so long as you don’t forpet you are preg-
nant,” he said shortly and turned away. It was the first
time I had seen him angry. Tears came pricking at my
eyeballs. I sat down to stop my head from spinning,
and after a_swhile the piin went, He means well, I
thought. Hms anxious only about our child. Better that
he should worry than that he should not.

Eram then on, I began to take more carc of myself,
leaving more and more of the work to Nathan. Sowing

“time was at hand and there was plenty to be done in the

fields: dams of clay to be built to ensure proper irrigation
of the paddy terraces; the previous year’s stubble to be
Iifted; rushes and weeds to be destroyed; then the
transplanting. All this meant stooping, and Nathan
would not hear of it.

With the leisure 1 now had I took up writing again.
It was my father who taught me to read and write.
People said he did it because he wanted his children to
be one cut above the rest; perhaps o, but I am certain
that he also knew that it would be a solace to me in
affliction, a joy amid tranquillity. So he taught his six
children, myself the youngest by ten years, with the
patience he brought to all things. “Practise hard,” he
would say, watching me busy with slate and pencil.
“For who knows what dowry there will be for you
when you are ready!™ And I, with only the thistledown
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of childish care upon me, would listen lightly and take
up my pencil again.

““What use,” my mother said, “that a gir] should be
learned! Much good will it do her when she has lusty
sons and a husband to look after. Look at me, am 1 any
worse that I cannot spell my name, so long as [ know
it? Is not my house clean and swect, are not my children
well fed and cared for?” My father laughed and said,
“Indeed they are,” and did not pursue the matter; nor
did he give up his teaching.

When my child is ready, 1 thought now, 1 will
teach him too; and 1 practised harder than ever lest my
fingers should lose their skill. When Janaki, recovered
from her sickness, came to se¢ me, she marvelled that
I could write; but Kakh, who had come too, was scornful
of the strange symbols which had no meaning for her
and dismissed it as a foible of pregnancy.

“You will forget all about such nonsense when your

child is born,” she said. “Besides, there will be others
and your hands will be full. Lock at me, do I have one
spare minute to myselff? \

“How is it then,” I asked, forgetting myself, “that
vou are here now—yes, and 1 have scen you in the
village too—if you have so much to-docupy you! As
for my children, it is for them that I practise writing
and reading, so that I can teach them when the time 13
ripe.”

Kal: sniffed, but she was good-natured and did net
take offence.

Nathan used to come and sit beside me when I was
writing. The first time he came to ses what T was up to,
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he sat in silence with his brows drawn together and
meeting; but after some watching he went away, and
when he came back his face was clear.

“It 15 well,” he szaid, stroking my hair. “You are
clever, Ruku, as I have said before.”

I think it cost him a good deal to say what he did,
and he never varied his attitude once. That was typical
of my husband: when he had worked things out for
himself he would follow his conclusions at whatever
cost to himeelf I am sure it could not have been easy
for him to-seé his wife more learned than he himself
was, for.Mathan alas could not even write his name;
vet not-once did he assert his rights and forbid me my
pleasure, as lesser men might have done.

Now that 1 did not work in the fields I spent most of
my time tending my small garden: the beans; the
brinjals, the chillies and the pumpkin vine which had
been the first to grow under my hand. And their growth
to me wis constant wonder—#from the time the seed
split and the first green shoots broke through, to the
time when the young buds and fruit began to form. 1
was young and fanciful then, and it scemed to me not
that they grew as 1 did, unconsaiously, but that each of
the dry, hard pellets T held in my palm had within it
the very secret of hife itself, curled aghtly within, under
leaf after protective leaf for safekeeping, fragile, vanish-
ing with the first touch or sight. With each tender
seedling that unfurled its small green leaf to my enger
gaze, my excitement would rise and mount; winged,
wondrous,
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“You will get used to it,” Nathan said. ®After many
sowings and harvestings you will not notice these
things™ There have been many sowings and harvest-
tngs, but the wonder has not departed.

I was tying the bean tendrils to the wire fence 1 had
built when I saw a quiver in the leaves of the pump-
kins. The fruit is ripening, 1 thought, the birds are
already here. Or perhaps mice. Leaving the beans 1
went to lock, stooping to part the leaves with my hand.

Why did not the snake strike at once?

Was the cobra surprised into stillness that a human
should dare to touch it} My hands recoiled from the
coldness of serpent flesh, my nails clawed at my palms,
the leaves 1 had parted moved back to cover it. For a
moment my legs remained stiffly planted beside the
pumpkins, then the blood came racing to my limbs again,
and I ran from the spot screeching with fear and not
locking behind me.

Nathan came rushing to me, zlmost k_u::u:kmg me"‘

over, caught and shook me.

“What is it, what 15 17" he shouted ruughl;r

“A snake,” [ whispered, bereft of voice and breath.
“A cobra. I touched it.”

He looked at me as if I were mad. ~

“Go in and stay there,” he said. T wanted only to fall
at his feet in my terror, to beg him not to leave me
alone, but he was staring at me enrelenting. At last T
went, cowed, but with the waters of panic receding.

“The snake had not stirred,” Nathan said 2s he came
back. He had curt it to picces with his scythe and buried
the remains so that I should not be upset.
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“Yet you have ived long enough to learn to disre-
gard them,” he said. “Are they not found everywhere
—tree snakes, water snakes and land snakes? You only
need to be careful and they pass you by

“True,” I said, shamefaced yet rallying, “But it 15
one thing to see a snake and another to touch it. [ have
never touched one before.™

“Nor again,” Nathan sad, grinning. 1 have never
seen you fly as fast as you did, child and all.”

1 lowered my eyes, abashed. 1 was getting very awk-
ward in iy movements. [ realised [ must have looked
like Ag;"ni'n’tar buffale, running in such a frenzy.

SNever mind,” said Nathan gently. “It will soon be
‘over now.”

He was right. Whether from fright, or the running,
my baby was born a few days later, a month toe soon
but healthy for all that. Kali came as soon as she knew,
and the midwife some hours later but in good tme to
deliver the child. They placed it in my arms when 1 had
recovered a little from the birth, in silence. T uncovered
the small form, beautiful, strong, but quite plain, a
girl’s body.

I turned away and, despite myself, the tears came,
tears of weakness and disappointment; for what woman
wants a girl for her first-born? They took the child
h'l.'.l]'.l'l. mc.

Kali smid: “Never mind. There will be many later
on. You have plenty of time.”

It is so easy to be comforting when your ewn wishes
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have come true. Kali had three sons already, she could
afford to sympathise.

Wher 1 recall all the help Kali gave me with my first
child, | am ashamed that I ever had such thoughts: my
only excuse s that thoughts come of their own accord,
although afterwards we can chase them away. As I had
done for Kunthi, so Kal did for me—but much more:
sweeping and cleaning, washing and cooking. She even
tagk pains to water the garden, and one morning [ saw
her tending the pumpkin wine, which was overladen
with blessom. In that moment a cold horror came on
me again: my hands grew clammy, and 1 could feel
once more the serpent’s touch. I shricked at her then,
and she came runming, her face frightened at the wald-
nEess in my voice.

“Whatever s wrong!{™ she gasped, running to my
side. The baby had awakened and was crying loudly, so

that she had to yell. 1 was so pleased to sec her whole,J ‘
I could not speak for relief. At last I told her, shakily,

about the cobra, and, rather ashamed by now of making
such 2 fuss, | exaggerated a little, making the snake
enormous of its kind, and the danger more deadly than
it had been. ' »

Women can sometimes he more soathing than men:
=0 now Kali. “Poor thing,” she sad. “No wonder you
are terrified. Anyone would be. But it &5 a pity your
husband killed the snake, since cobras are sacred.”

“She 15 2 fool,” Nathan said contemptuously when
I told him. “What would she have me do—waorship it
while it dug its fangs in my wife! Go now—{forget 1t.”

1 think I did, althcugh once or twice when 1 saw the
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thickness of the pumpkin vines I wondered nervously
what might lie concealed there; and then I would take

up knife and shovel to clear away the tangle; but when
I drew near and saw the broad glossy leaves and
curling green tendrils I could not bring myself to do
it; and now I am glad I did not, for that same vine
yielded to me richly, pumpkin after pumpkin of a size
and colour that I never saw elsewhere,

We called gur daughter Irawaddy, after one of the
great rivers of Asia, for of all things water was most
pr:n:i:ggp}ib us; but it was too long a name for the tny
fift!gl‘ﬁ{t‘hing she was, and goon she became Ira. Mathan
af first paid scant artention to her: he had wanted a son

“to continue his line and walk beside him on the land,

not 2 puling infant who would take with her a dowry
and leave nothing but 3 memory behind; but scon she
stopped being a puling infant, and when at the age of
ten months she called him *Apa,” which means father,
he began to take a lively interest in her.

She was a fair child, lovely and dimpled, with zoft,
gleaming hair. 1 do not know where she got her looks:
not from me, nor from Nathan, but there it was; and
naot only we but other people noticed and remarked on
it. T mysclf did not know how 1 could have produced so
beautiful a chuld, and 1 was proud of her and glad, even
when people pretended to dishelieve that 1 could be
her mother. “Here 12 a marvel indeed,” they would say,
and make comparisons with ordinary parents who some-
times bore a child of matchless brilliance; or with a
devout couple who had brought forth a wreteh, 1
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preferred to think the plain have their rewards, and
this was mine.

“She is like you,” Nathan would say to me a3 he
surveyed her, but he was the only one who thoughe so.

Before long she was crawling all over the place,
Following her father into the fields, trailing me as 1
went about my work, and very soon she began to walk.

“You must not allow it so early,” Kali said to me
ominously, “or her legs will bend lite hoops.™ And at
first T listened to her and whenever I saw Ira trying to
stand up or walk, 1 would rush forward and pick her
up; but soon there was no stopping her. I should have
been at it the whole time otherwise, and 1 had other
things to do. Sowing time was at hand, and 1 was out
all day with Nathan planting the paddy in the drained
fields. Corn had to be sown too, the land was ready.
My husband ploughed it, stcadying the plough behind
the two bullocks while I came behind, strewing the!
seed to either side and sprinkling the earth over from
the basket at my hip. N

When that was done, it was time for our kit to be
thatched. It had stood up well to sun and wind, but
after the monsoon rains several small patches showed
wear and it was s well to get things done in good time.
Nathan cut fronds from the coconut palm that grew by
our hut and dried them for me, together we twisted the
fibre and bound the palms, shaping them to the roof
and strengthening the whole with clay.

Ira was no trouble at all. She would st happly
playing by herself in the sun, chuckling at the birds or
at anything else she could see, including her fond
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parents; or if it was hot and she grew fretful T would
hang a cloth from a branch and put her in it, and she
would go to sleep without any further bother. My
mother, especially, grew very fond of her and came
to see us often, although it meant travelling several
hours in a bullock cart, which is very tiring when
one is no longer young. Sometimes I would go to see
my parents, but seldom, since there was so much to be
done in my owa home; and my mother, knowing this,
did not reprégch me for the long intervals between my
VISLes,
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CHAPTER 111

= O not worry,” they said. “You will be putting
D lines in your face.” They still say it, but the
lines are already there and they are silent

about ehae. Kali said it, and I knew she was thinking of
her own brood. Kunthi said it, and in her eyes lay the
knowledge of her own children. Janaki said, morosely,
she wished it could happen to her; a child each year
was no fun. Only Nathan did not say it to me, for he

was worried too, and knew better. We did not talk!
about 1t, it was always with us: a chill fear that lra was

to be our only child. N

M].n' mother, whenever | pujd her a visil:, wmti:lml:e
me accompany her to & temple, and together we would
pray and pray before the deity, :I]'J'Ip]ﬂﬂr'lg for help until
we were giddy. But the Gods have othér things to do:
they cannot attend to the pleas of every suppliant who
dares to rase his cares to heaven. And so the years
ralled by and still we had only one child, and that a
daughter.

When Ira was nearing six, my mother was afficted
with consumption, and was soon so feeble that she could
not rise from her bed. Yet in the midst of her pain she
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could still think of me, and one day she beckoned me
near and placed I my hand a small stone lingam,
symbol of fertility.

“Wear it," she said. “You will yet bear many sons.
1 zex them, and what the dying sce will come to pass . . .
be assured, this i no tllusion.”

“Rest easy,” I said. “You will recover.”

She did not—no one expected she would—but she
lingered for a lonj time. In her last months my father
sent for the new doctor who had settled in the village.
Nobody knew where he came from or who paid him,
but there he was, and people spoke well of him, though
he wia foreigner. As for my father, he would have

:::J,[sd in the Dewvil himself to spare my mother any

;!mﬁtrmg So it was in a house of sorrow that 1 first
‘met Kennington, whom people called Kenny, He was

tall and gaunt, with 2 pale skin and sunken eyes the
colour of a kingfisher’s wing, neither blue nor green.
I had never seen a white man so close b::furt:, and so 1
locked my fll.

“When you have done with staring,” he said coldly,
“perhaps you will take me to your mother.”

I started, for | had not rezlised I was gogeling at
him. Startled, too, that he should have spoken in our
tongue.

“1 will show you,” 1 said, stumbling in my confusion.

My mother knew no man could save her and she did
not expect miracles. Between her and this man, young
though he was, lay mutual understanding and respect,
one for the other. He told her no lies, and she trusted
him. He came often, sometimes even when he was not
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summoned; and his presence, as much as the powders
and pills he made her take, pave my mother her ease,
When she died it was in the same way, without a
struggle, so that although we grieved for her our hearts
were not torn by her suffering.

Before I left for my village, 1 told him that for what
he had done there could be no repayment. “Remember
only,” 1 said, *“that my home i3 yours, and all in it

He thanked me gravely, and as I turned to go he
raiged o hand to stop me.

“There 12 a look about vou,” he said. “It lies in your
eyes and the mark is on your face. What is it/ "

“Would you not grieve too,” 1 said, “if the woman
who gave you birth was no more than a handful of
duse "

“It is not that alene. The hurt is of longer standing,

Why do you Lie?” ‘

I looked up and his eyes were on me. Susely, 1
thought, my mother has told him, for he hlui!:s-;’ﬁut as
if he guessed my thoughts he shook his head.“No, 1 do
not know. Tell me.”

1 held back. He was a foreigner, aod although 1 no
longer stood in awe of him, still #he secret had been
long locked up in my breast and would not come out
easily.

“1 have no sons,” 1 said at last, heavily. “Only one
child, a girl”

Once 1 had started the words fowed, 1 could not
stop myself. “Why should it bef™ I cried. *“What have
we donc that we must be punished! Am I not clean and
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healthy? Have I not borne a girl so fair, people turn o
gaze when she passesi™

“That does not seem to help you much,” he said
shortly. I waited, If he wishes to help me he can, 1
thought, so much faith had I in him. My heart was
thumping out a prayer.

“Come and see me,” he said at last. “It is posaible
. Remember, 1 do
nat promise.”

My fears came crowding upon me again. I had never
been to this kind of doctor; he suddenly became terrify-
ng.

“You gte an ignorant fool,” he said roughly. “1 will
not harm you.”

Jslunk away, Erightened of 1 know not what. I placed

«pven more faith in the charm my mother had given me,
‘wearing 1t constantly between my breasts. Nothing

happened. At last 1 went again to him, begging him
to do what he could. He did not even remind me of
the past.

Ira was seven when my first son was born, and she
tock a grest interest in the newcomer. Poor child, i
must have been loncly for her all those years. Kali's
and Janaki’s children were much older, and as for
Kunthi, she preferred to keep aloof, Her son was a
sturdy youngster and would have been a good playmate
for my child; but, as the years went by, her visits to cur
house grew less and less frequent until at last we were
meeting as strangers.

My husband was overjoyed at the arrival of a son;
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not less so, my Father. He came, an cld man, 21l those
miles by cart from our village, to hold his grandsen.

“Your mother would have been glad,” he said. “She
was always praying for you."

“She knew,” I told him. “She said T would have
many sons.”

As for Nathan, nothing would do but thar the whole
village should know—as if they didn’t already. On the
tenth day from the birth he invited everybody to feast
and rejoice with us in our good fortune. Kali and Janaki
both came to help me prepare the food, and even Kun-
thi’s reserve crumbled a little as she held up my son to
show him to our vistors. Between us we prepared
mounds of rice, tinting it with saffron and [rying it in
butter; made hot curries from chillies and dhal; mixed
sweet, epicy dishes of jaggery and Fruit; broiled fsh;

roasted nuts over the fire; filled ten gourds with coconut.,

milk; and cut plantain leaves on which to serve the fogdl
When all was ready we spread the leaves under ‘the
gaudy marriage pandal Nathan had borrowed for the
occasion and ate and drank for long, men'f hours,
Afterwards Kunthi was persuaded to p]ai.r for us on
her bulbul tara, which she did bk:fhl[v}@] ucklng at the
strings with her slender fingers and s:mg'mg n a low,
clear voice which people strained to hear, so that it was
Very quict,

The baby, who had slept through all the clamour,
wake up now in the sudden hush and began squalling.
Runthi stopped her thrumming. Meaple crowded round
me, trying topat the baby who had caused all this excite-
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ment—although he was no beauty, with puckered face
and mouth opened wide to cmit shrick after shriek.

“Such a furore,” Kah said. “One would think the
child had wings, at the very least.”

“Seven years we have waited,” said Nathan, his eyes
ghnting, “wings or no wings."

The onc person | had wanted most to see at our
feast was not there, I had gone to seck him, but he was
not to be found.(“He goes and comes,” they told me.
“Nobody knows where or why.” So T had to be content
without hami” but contentment cannot be forced, and
Nathan moticed my preoccupation.

“What nowi™ he said. “Are you not happy? Would
yiu have the moon too, as Kali would have wings¢”

2 “Indeed no,” 1 said, “it is just that I would have

ljl:ﬂcl to see Kenny under our roof. He did se much for
my mother,” And for us, T thought, but could not say
it; for at the beginning 1 had not wished my husband
to know that I was putting myself in the hands of a
foreigner, for | knew not what his reaction would be, 1
had consoled myself that it would be time enough to
tell him if a child was born; and now 1 found 1 could
nat do it, because he would surely ask why 1 had not
told him before. . . . What harm, I thought, if he does
not know; 1 have not lied to him, there has just been
this silence.

In our sort of family it 15 as well to be the first-born:
what resources there are, have later to be shared out in
smaller and smaller portions. Ira had been fed well on
rmilk and butter and rice; Arjun too, for he was the first
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boy. But for those who came after, there was less and
less. Four more gons 1 bore in as many years—Thamlbx,
Murugan, Raja and Selvam, It was as if all the pent-up
desires of my childless days were now bearing Fruit.
I was very fortunate, for they were, without exception,
healthy; and in their mfancy and childhood my daugh-
rer looked abter them almost as much as I did. She was
a great one for babies, handling them bettér than many
a grown woman while she was still a chld.

How quickly children grow] They are infants—vou
look away a minute and in that ime they have lefr their
babyhood behind, Our little girl ran about in the sun
bare and beautiful as che grew, with no clothes to
hamper her limbs or confine her movements. Then onc
day when she was five—long before Arjun was born—
Nathan pointed her out to me as she played in the helds.

“Cover her,” he said, “It is time.,”

[ wanted to cry cut that she was a baby still, but of:

course Nathan was right; she had left infancy ﬁ:-erF
And 0 I made a skirt for her, weaving bright mlﬂurs
into the white cotton that she might like it, ﬂnﬂ“‘m she
did for a time, wearing it gladly, twirling it about her
as she gpun round and round; but whes the novelty
had worn off, she became fractious and wanted to tear
it from her. It was nearly a month before she resipned
herself to it.

With =ix children to feed we could no longer afford
to cat all the vegetables we grew. Once a wesk 1 would
cut znd pack our garden produce, selecting the best and
leaving the spoilr or bruised vepctables for ourselves,
cover the basket with leaves and set off for the village,
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0ld Granny was always glad to buy from me, and at
first 1 would make straight for the corner of the strect
where she sat with her gunny sack spread before her,
The old lady would pick out the purple brinjals and
yellow pumpkins, the shiny green and red chilles, feel-
ine them with her wrinkled fingers and complimenting
me on their size.

“MNone like yours,” she would say, “Sach colour, such
2 bloom on them}™ Perhaps she said it to everyone who
came to her, Jaﬂijis)l would feel absurdly pleased and go
awzy with my insides smiling. Then one day Biswas, the
mu::-ne;flander, stopped me in the street. 1 would have
passecl after a bricf salutation, for among us there is 2
d;'ahte of the moneylending class, but he stood squarely

v my path,

“Ah, Rukmani,” he said, *in a hurry as usual, I see.”

“My children are not of age to be left alone for
long," said 1, speaking ervilly.

“Yet surely you have time for a little business with
me? ™

“If you will tell me what business; "

“Buying and selling,” he mid, cackling, “which =
your business, as lending s mine ™

“1f you will make yourself clear,” I said, “I will stay
and hear; otherwise T must be on my way.”

“Those vegetables,™ he sud, “that Old Granny buys
from you. What price does she pay yous”

“A fair price,” 1 sad, “and no hagpling.”

] will pay you four annas a dozen for brinjals, and
six annas each for pumpkins, if they are large.” He was
offering almost double what Old Granny paid.

37



I went away. The following week 1 sold almost my
whole basket to him, keeping only a lietle for Old
Granny. I did not like selling to him, although he pmd
me a better price. It was business and nothing else with
him, never a word of chaff or a smile—or perhaps it
was the flattery I missed—and I would much rather
have had it the other way; but there you are, you can-
not choose.

To my surprise Old Granny made no comment,
beyond smiling reassuringly when I muttered guileily
that our needs at home were growing. In the beginning
she may not have known, but when 1 sold her, week
after week, one emall pumpkin or half a dozen brinjals
she must have guessed the truth, But she sud nothing,
nor did 1, for we both knew she could not pay me more,
and I could not afford to sell for less. As it was, we were
going short of many things. We no longer had mulk in

the housze, except for the younpest child; curds nnd \*

butter were heyond our means except on rare ucrm;z;zs
But we never went hungry as some of the famt]le&\vere
doing. We grew our own plantains and c-::-cpﬂms. the
harvests were good and there was always fosd in the
house—at least a bagful of rice, 2 little dhgl, if no more.
Then when the rice terraces were drainéd, there was the
fish, spawned among the paddy, and what we could not
eat, we dried and salted away. And every month 1 put
away i rupee or two against the time Ira would be
marricd. So we still conld not grumble.
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CHAPTER 1V

HANGEN had known before, and it had been
gradal: My Father had been headman once,
a,p:r'.-.-un of consequence in our village: 1 had

lived tosee him relinquish this importance, but the
alm‘m was so slow that we hardly knew when it
girie. I had seen both my parents sink into old age and

cdeath, and here too there was no violence. But the

change that now came mto my life, into all our lives,
blasting its way into cur village, scemed wrought in the
twinkling of an eye.

Arjun came running to us with the news. He had
run all the way from the village and we had to wait
while he gulped in fresh air. “Hundreds of men,” he
gasped. “They are pulling down houses around the
maidan and there iz a long line of bullock carts earrying
bricks.™

The other children clustered round him, their eyves
popping. Arjun swelled with importance, %I am going
back,” he announced. “There is a ot to be seen.”™

Mathan looked up from the prain he was measuring
into the gunny bag for storing. “It is the new tannery
they are butlding,” he said. T had heard rumours.”

Arjun, torn between a desire to dash back and z crav-
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ing to hear more from his father, teetered anxiously to
and fro on his heels; but Nathan said no more. He put
the grain away carefully in the granary, then he rose.
“Come,” he said. “We will see.”

All the families were out: the news had spread
quickly. Kali and her husband, Kunthi and her bays,
Janaki, surrounded by her numerous family, even Old
GGranny, had come out to see. Children were every-
where, dodging in and out of the crowd and crying out
to each other in shrill excited voices. Startled pi-dogs
added to the din. We formed a arcle about the first
arrivals, some fifty men or so, who were unloading
bricks from the bullock carts. They spoke in our lan-
guage, but with an intonation which made it difficult for
us to understand them.

“Townspeople,” Kali whispered to me. “They say
they have travelled more than a hundred miles to get

here.” She was prone to exaggerate, and also he].-mrﬂd\
\

whatever was told her,

In charge of the men was an overseer who Iml:nd\hnd
spoke like the men, but who was dressed in a st and
trousers, and he had a hat on his head such as I'had only
seen Kenny wear before: a topee the coleur of thatch,
The others wore loincloths and turbans ‘a:ru:l a few wore
shirts; but as the day wore on they doffed their shirts,
one by one, until all were as our men,

The men worked well and quickly, with many a side-
long glance at us; they seemed to enjoy having created
such a stir and lured such a big audience. As for the
overseer, he made much play of his authority, directing
them with loud voice and many gestures but doing not
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a stroke of work himself, Stll, it must have been hot
for him standing there waving his arms about, for the
shirt he wore was sticking to his back and now and then
he would Lift his hat as if to allow the wind to cool his
scalp,

Until at last there was a commotion about the edges
of the circle of which we were the inner ring. The crowd
was parting, and as the movement spread to us we gave
way too, to let a¢all white man through. He had on a
white topee, and was accompanied by three or four men
dressed Like him in shorts. The overseer now came for-
ward, bawing and scraping, and the red-faced one spoke
to himrapidly but so low that we could not hear what
he was saying. The overseer listened respectfully and
then began telling us to go, not to disturb the men,
although for so long he had been glad of many watchers.
In our maidan, in our village he stood, telling us to go.

“As if he owned us,” muttered Kannan the chakkls. 1
think that already he foresaw his livelihood being
wrested from him, for he salted and tanned his own
skins, making them into chaplis for those in the village
who wore them. 5o he stood his ground, glaning at the
overseer and refusing to move, as did a few others who
resented the haughty erders that poured from the man's
lips; but most of us went, having our own concerns to
mind.

Every day for two months the line of bullock carts
came in laden with bricks and stones and cement, sheets
of tin and corrugated iron, coils of rope and hemp. The
kilns in the neighbouring wvillages were kept busy
firing the bricks, but their output was insufficient, and
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the carts had to go further afield, returning dusty and
brick-filled. Day and night women twisted rope, since
they could sel] as much as they made, and traders wized
prosperous selling their goods to the workmen. They
were very well paid, these men, some of them earning
two rupees mn a single day, whereas even in good times
we seldom earned as much, and they bought lavishly:
rice and vegetables and dhal, sweetmeats and frus.
Around the maidan they built their huts, for there was
no other place for them, and into these brought therr
wives and children, making a community of their own.
At night we saw their fires and by day we heard their
noise, loud, ceaseless, clangour and din, chatter, some-
times a chanting to help them get a heavy beam into
position, or hoist a load of tin sheeting to the roof.
Then one day the building was completed. The
workers departed, taking with them therr goods and

chattels, leaving only the empty huts behind. There.

was 2 silence. In the unwonted quiet we all wnndr_;.i:ﬂ\
apprehensively what would happen next. A mel;\lé‘e,ut
by and another. Losing gur awe we entered the hgﬂd'ng,
poking into its holes and corners, looking into the great
vats and drums that had been installed; thén, curigsity
slaked, we set about our old tasks one ﬂ'tt land and in
Ol homes,

There were some among the traders—those who had
put up thewr prices and made their money—who re-
gretted their going. Not I, They had invaded our vil-
lage with clatter and din, had taken from us the maidan
where our children played, and had made the bazaar

prices too high for us. I was not sorry to see them go.
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“They will be back,” said Nathan my husband, “or
others will take their place. And did you not benefit
from their stay, selling vour pumpking and plantains for
better prices than you did before?”

“Yes,” said I, for 1 had, “but what could 1 buy with
the money with prices so high everywhere! No sugar
or dhal or ghee have we tasted since they came, and
should have had none so long as they remained.”

“Neverthelessg™ said Nathan, “they will be back; for
you may be sut&ﬂ'uc}r did not take so much trouble only

to leave a.shell in our midst. Therefore it is as well to
accept LE:IEEE things.”

‘*H&F:r, never,™ I cried. *“They may live in our midse
hm:\'l ean never accept them, for they lay their hands

¢ ‘wpon us and we are all turned from tilling to barter, and
> hoard our silver since we cannot spend it, and see our

children go without the food that their :hildﬂ:r-. FOTEE,
and 1t 15 only 1n the hope that one day things will be
as they were that we have done these things. Now thar
they have gone let us forget them and return to our
ways.”

“Foohish woman,” Nathan said. “There is no going
back. Bend like the grass, that you do not break.”

Our children had not s=en us so serious, so vehement,
before. Three of my sons huddled together 1 a corner
staring at us with wide eyes; the two voungest lay
asleep, one in Ira's arms, the other leaning heawily
against her; and she herself sagged against the wall
with their weight as she sat there on the Hoor. There
was 2 look on her lovely soft face that pierced me.

“Ah well,” 1 said, dissembling, “perhaps 1 exagger-
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ate. If they return we shall have a fine dowry for our
daughter, and that is indeed a good thing.®

The lost look went from Tra’s face. She was a child
still, despite the npeness of her thirteen years, and no
doubt fancied a grand wedding even as 1 had done.

They came back. Mot the same men who went, but
others, and not all at once but slowly. The red-faced
white man came back with a foreman, and took charge
of everything. He did not live in the village but came
and went, while his men took over the huts that had
lain empty, the ones who came last settling beside the
river, bringing their wives and children with them, or
dotting the maidan even more thickly with the huts they
built for themselves and their families.

1 went back to my home, thankful that 2 fair distance
still lay between them and us, that although the smell

of their brews and liquors hung permancntly in the "

gickened air, still their noise came to us from afar. l\

*You are a queer being,” Kunthi suid, her b.(ﬁm
flaring away from her eyes. “Are you not glad that our
village is no longer a clump of huts but a sgall town?
Seon there will be shops and tea stallgphand even a
bicscope, such as 1 have been to before'l was married.
Tou will gee™

“io doube 1 will? I smad. “It will not gladden me.
Already my children hold their noses when they go by,
and all is shouting and disturbance and ¢rowds wher-
ever you go. Even the birds have forgotten to sing, or
else their calls are lost to us.”

“You are a village girl,” said Kunthi, and there were
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shadows of contempt moving behind her eyes. “You
do not understand.™

If I was a village girl, Kali and Janaki were too, and
had no taste for the intruders; but atter awhile Janaki
confessed that at least she now knew what to do with
her sons, for the land could not take them all; and as
for Kali, well, she had always been fond of an audience
for her stories. So they were reconciled and threw the
past away with both hands that they might be the readier
to grasp the jn}éa:nl:, while 1 stood by in pain, envying
such easy reconcliation and clutching in my own two
hends-the memory of the past, and sccounting it a
tredsure.

I think the end of my daughter’s carefree days began
‘with the tannery. She had been used to come and go
with her brothers, and they went whither they wished.
Then ene day, with many a meaningful wink, Kal: teld
us that it was time we looked to our daughter,

“She s maturing fast,” she said. “Do you not see the
eyes of the young men highting on her? 1f you are not
careful you will not find it ezsy to get her a husband.”

“My daughter i3 no wanton,” Nathan replied. “Not
only men but women look at her, for she s heautiful ™

#5he 18 that,” Kali said handsomely. “Therclore look
to her even more closely.” There was no subduing Kali,
as I well knew.

Thereafter, although we did not admit it to each
other, we were more careful of Ira. Poor child, she was
bewildered by the many injunctions we lad upon her,
and the curtailing of her freedom tried her sorely,
theugh not a word of complaint came from her.
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CHAPTER V

Zemindar who owned our land. Sivaji acted for

him, and being a kndly, humane man we counted
ourselves lucky. Unlike some, he did not extract pay-
ment in kind to the last grain; he allowed us to keep
the gleanings; he did not demand from us bribes of
food or money; nor did he clum for himself the dung
from the fields, which he might easily have done,

IN all the years of our tenancy we never faw the

stipulating only that Kali and I should gather our share. 4
on different dajrs to avold arguments. This Wiy Wt EE:E

fairly equal quantities and there was no bad h]u;ﬂi}ﬁe-
rween us. N\
One morning, so early that the dew still jewelled the
grass and the clamour of the tannery had qgﬁf’j.fet begun,
I went out on my errand. It was as welldo go out carly,
otherwise you could never tell how much had zlready
been taken by urchins, for dung was casy to sell and
commanded a good price. Several times before, T had
seen boys on the land and had chazed them from it,
but without succeeding in getting hold of their loot,
That morning there were a lot of pickings; 1 seon
filled the small basket 1 had with me. Az 1 beat down
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for the last handful 1 became aware that someone was
watching me.

It was Kenny, thinner than when I had last seen
him, but how could 1 ever forget him? Leaving my
basket, I ran to him, dirty hands and all, with a glad
welcoming heart.

“My lord, my benefactor,” I cried. “Many a time
I have longed to see you. Now at last you come,™ and
I bent down to ktes his feet, shod as they were in leather
shoes. He withdlrew them quickly and told me to get
up.

*1 am'not 2 benefactor,” he said, “nor 3 lord. What
ailgiyous "

C¥Y ou are my benefactor,” 1 said stoutly. “Have I not

“five sons to prave it ™

“Am T to blame for your excesses?” said he, grnm-
acing, but his eyes were alight with laughter, no doubt
at my crestfallen face.

“Come with me,” I sid, recovering myself. “You
shall see them, excesses or not,™

“For a few minutes only, [ am busy,” he replied, and
as I picked up my basket he peered in. *1 see you collect
dung and take it with you. Is it not for the land?™

“Indeed no. Dung is too uscful in cur homes to be
given to the land, for it is fuel to us and protection
against damp and heat and even ants and mice. Did you
not know?"™

“Too well,” he answered shortly. *1 have seen your
women forever making dung cakes and burning them
and smearing theirr buts. Yet 1 thought you would
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know better, who live by the land yet think of taking
from it without giving."

UWhat substicute then?™ 1 said quictly.

He made no reply but came after me. All the children
were zwake, waiting for their morning meal of rice
water. Nathan was working in the fields, and 1 sent one
of the boys to call him . For Kenny I spread a mat
and he sat down while we grouped ourselves about him,
but I could see he was not accustomed to sitting cross-
legged on the floor, for his knees instead of resting on
the mat sprang up aslant like the horns of a bull, and
I was uncomtortable for him, and distressed that 1 had
nothing else to offer,

Ira strained the rice water into wooden bowls for us
—the rice iteelf we kept for our midday meal—but to
one bowl she added a handful of the cooked rice and
a little salt, which we could not afford for ourselves, .

and this she handed to Kenay, stooping low and J:eep*ng\ ©

her eyes down.

“My daughter Irawaddy,” 1 said, proud Lhm: $hi:
should know her duties to a guest.

Kenny took the bowl from her with a mml:

“You are 2 good cook for one so y@&ﬁgj” he said,
laying his hand for & moment on her head. She did not
raise her eyes, but her face kndled, and 1 was pleased
too that he should notice my child. He spoke to each of
the others in turn until Murugan, my third son, came
];H:-um:i:n_g n J,r:adjng his father by the hand.

“You have heard me tell of Kenny often enough,”
I said. “This is he, friend to my father’s house.” So
much I sad, and left the other unsmd.
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My hushand made namaskar.

“] have,” he replied formally, * and I am happy that
he should honour cur poor houschold by his presence.”

“Yet not so poor,” the other replied politely, “for
the women of your house do you credit, and you have
begotten five healthy sons.™

My heart quailed at his words for fear he should
betray me, yet no betrayal, since how could he guess
my husband did gt know [ had gone to him for treat-
ment? Why haﬁi stupidest of women, not told hime
I waited, g'nawl'n_g my lip, but he said no mare.

]‘iﬂm‘? came often to our house thereafter. OF him-
S-Elfhe did not speak, of wife or children or parents or

\&oml: I held my tongue, for 1 felt to ask would be to

O offend him. Yet he had a love for children; mine were
always eaper to sce him, making great fuss of him
when he cume, and he for his part would suffer them
patiently, often bringing with him half a coconut, or
ladus made of nuts and rolled into balls with jaggery,
which the chaldren loved. Onee he came when 1 was
suckling Sclvam, my youngest son, who had turned
three, and siw that my breasts were sore where the
child’s mouth had been.

“The boy iz long past weaning,” he said frowning.
“Why do vou force 1t

“We had to sell our goat,” | said. “I can no longer
afford to buy milk, but while my son is young and needs
it 1 will grve it to him."

Thereafter he brought me 2 little cow’s milk when
he could, or sent it with one of the children from the
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village, who were always glad to help him, for he had
a way of attracting children; there was ever a troop
following him about,

As before, he came and went mysteriously. 1 knew
little beyond the fact that he worked smong the people
of the tannery, treating and healing their bodies dunng
long hours and then going to his lone dwelling; but
when he left the village, for days or vears at 2 time,
nobody knew where he went or what he did, and when
he returned he was more tacturn than ever and none

dared ask.

CHAPTER VI

KEPT Ira ﬂ\ltnng as | could but when she was

past Eum-(mm her marmiage could be delayed no

langergfor it iz well known with what speed eligible
young memare snapped up; at it was, most girls of her
age were already married or at least betrothed, The
:hn‘iﬁ:mf go-between was not easy to make: Kali was the
m-ﬁt to hand and the obvious one, but she was gar-

} rulnus and self-opintonated: rejection of the young man
D she selected would involve a tedious squabble. Besides,

ghe had sons of her own and might well consider them
suitable husbands, which T certainly could not, for they
owned no land. Old Granny, on the other hand, would
be the ideal go-between: she was old and experienced,
knew very well what to look for and never lacked pa-
tience; but for some years now I had not traded with
her and she might with every justification refuse to act
for me. But in the end it was to her 1 went.

“A dowry of one hundred rupees,” I said. *“A maiden
like a flower. Do your best for me and 1 shall be ever
in your debt. This 1 ask you,™ I said, locking straight
at her, “although Biswas takes my produce and for you
there has been nothing.™
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H] bear you no grudge, Rukmani she replied.
T imes are hard and we must do what we can for our-
selves and our children. 1 will do my best.”

Thereafter never a week went by but she brought
news of this boy or that, and she and 1 and Nathan spent
long hours trying to assess their relative merits. Ar last
we found one who seemed to fulhll our requirements:
he was young and well favoured, the only son of his
father from whom he would one day inhent a good por-
tion of land.

“They will expece a large dowry,™ 1 said regretfully.
40ne hundred rupees will not win such 2 hushand, we
have no more.”

“She is endowed with beauty,™ Old Granny said. “It
will make up for a small dowry—in this case.™

She was right. Within @ month the preliminsries
were completed, the day was fixed. Ira accepted our
choice with her usual docility; if she fretted at the
thought of leaving us and her brothers she showed nu\g}
sign. Only once she asked a little wistfully how
quently I would be able to visit her, and, althaob,
kncw such trips would have to be very rare Euﬁﬁ her
future home lay some ten villages away, 1 @'ﬂd her
not a vear would pass without my going m-a’:: her two
or three times, \v‘“

“Pesides, you will not want me se often,” 1 said.
#Thiz home, your brothers, are all you have known so
far, but when you have your own home and your own
children you will not miss these. . .

She nodded <hightly, making no comment, yet | knew
how bruised she must be by the imminent parting. My
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spirit ached with pity for her, I longed to be able to
comfort her, to convince her that 1in a few months' time
her new heme would be the mose significant part of her
life, the rest only a preparation . . . but before ths joy
must come the stress of parting, the lonehness of be-
ginmng a new life among sfrangers, the strain of the
early days of marriage; and because [ knew this the
words would ot come. . . .

Wedding day. Women from the village came to
ussist. Janaki, Kaligmany I hardly knew. We went with
Ira to the ri'l.r-.:le“;}ll:l when she was freshly bathed, put
on her the gedﬁn 1 had worn at my own wedding, Its
rich mﬁlm made her lock more slender than she

IH:L' look a child. . . . I darkened her eves with
‘:nd the vears fell away morey she was so pitifully
Jﬁﬁng I could hardly believe she was to be married,

S
@

The bridegroom arrived; his parents, his relatives,
our friends, the priests. The drummer arrived and
squatted outside awaiting permission to beging the fid-
dler joimed him. There should have been other musi-
cinns—-a flautist, 8 harmonium player, but we could not
afford these. Nathan would have aothing we could not
pay for. No debts, he insisted, no debts, But I grudged
Ira nothing: had I not saved from the day of her birth
so that she should marey well? Now | brought out the
stores I had put by month afrer month—rice and dhal
and ghee, jars of oil, betel leaf, arcca nuts, chewing
tobacco and copra.

“1 didn’t know you had so much,” sid Nathan in
amarement.
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“And if you had there would be little enough,” 1
said with a wink at the women, “for men are like chil-
dren and must grab what they see.™

1 did not wait for his retort, hearing only the laughter
that greeted his sally, but went out to speak to the drum-
mer. Arjun, my eldest son, was sitting next to the man,
cautiously tapping the drum with three fingers as he had
been shown.

“There is plenty of food inside,” I said to him. “Go
and eat while there is still some left.”

“I can eat no maore,™ he replied. *1 have been feasting
all day.®

MNevertheless he had made prosasion for the morrow:
1 zaw in his lap a bundle bulging with food; sugar syrup
and butter had soaked through the cloth patchily.

“Join your brothers,™ 1 suid, hoisting him up. “The
drummer ia going to he busy,"

He ran off, rlmgmg tightly to his bundle, The wed-

ding music began, Bride and groom were sitting l.lm‘-ﬂ.:iill}’\\{.}

side by side, Ira stiff in the heavy embroidered
white flowers in her hair, very pale. They did not @
at cach other. About them were packed some fod

or hfteen people—the hut could hald ne m@“'i‘he
remainder sat outside on palm leaves the Eﬂh had col-
lected. \‘\;\

“What a good match,” everybody soicl. “Such 1 fane
boy, such a beautitul girl, too good to be true™ It was
ndeed. Old Granny went shout beaming: it was she
who had brought the two parties together; her reputa-
tion as a matchmaker would be higher than ever. We
none of us could look into the future,

5t

So they were married. As the light faded two youths
appeared bearing a palanquin for the newly married
couple, lowered it at the entrance to the hut for them
to step into. Now that it was time to go, Ira looked
scared, she hesitated a little before entering: but already
a dozen willing hands had lifted her in. The crowd,
full of good feeling, replete with food and drunk with
the music, vicariously excited, pressed round, eagerly
thrusting over their heads garland after garland of -
flowers; the carth was spattered with petals. In the
midst of the :ﬂy‘h Nathan and I, Nathan holding out
his hands to Ira in hlessing, she with dark head bent
low to m@fﬂ it. Then the pa]inqum was lifted up, the
tor%m closed in, the musicians took their places,
Webollowed on foot behind, relatives, friends, well-
i;ﬁ!:rg and hangers-on. Several children had added

\\ﬂb&maelm to the company; they came after, jigging
/3\ about 1n high gles, noisy and exated: a long, ragged

tail-end to the procession.

Past the helds, through the winding streets of the vil-
lage we went, the bobbing palanquin ahead of us. Until
we came at last to where, at a decorous distance, the
bullock cart waited to take them away.

Then it was all over, the bustle, the laughter, the
noise. The wedding guests departed. The throng
melted. After a while we walked back together to our
hut. Our sons, tired out, were humped together asleep,
the youngest clutching a sugary confection tn one sticky
fist. Bits of food lay everywhere. [ swept the floor clean
and strewed it with leaves. The walls showed cracks, and
clods of mud had fallen where people had bumped
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against them, but these 1 left for patching in the morn-
ing. The used plaintain leaves | stacked in one heap—
they would do for the bullocks, The stars were pale in
the greving night before 1 lay down beside my husband.
Not to sleep but to think. For the first time since her
birth, lra no longer slept under our roof,
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CHAPTER VIl

ATURE {i}jk: a wild animal that you have
N trained to work for vou. So long as you are
vlgliant and walk wanly with thought and care,
a-:-lnngmﬂ‘at give you its aid; but look away for an
instant, e heedless or forgetful, and it has you by the

thrlﬁi‘l*
> Tra had been given in marriage in the month of June,

\\l‘h:-r.h 15 the pmplnmis season for weddings, and what

with the preparing for it, and the listlesaness that took
hold of me in the first days after her departure, nothing
was dune to make our hut weatherproof or to secure the
land from flocding. That year the monsoon brake carly
with an evil intensaty such as none could remember be-
fore.

It rained so hard, so long and so incessantly that the
thought of a period of no rin proveked a mild wonder.
It was as if nothing had ever been but rain, and the
water pitilessly found every hole in the thatched roof
to come in, dripping onto the already damp floor. If
we had not built on high ground the very walls would
have melted in that meisture, 1 brought out as many
pots and pans a5 1 had and we laid them about to catch
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the drips, but soon there were more leaks than we had
vessels. . . . Fortunately, I had laid in a stock of fire-
wood for Ira's wedding, and the few sticks that re-
mained served at least to eook our rice, and while the
fire burnt, hissing at the water in the wood, we huddled
round trying to get dry. At first the children were cheer-
ful encugh—they had not known such things before,
and the lakes and nvulets that formed outade gave
them endless delight; but Nathan and I watched wath
heavy hearts while the waters rose and rose and the
tender green of the paddy field sank under and was
lost.

“Ir i3 a bad season,” Nathan said sombrely. “The
raina have destroyed much of our work; there will be
little eating done thig year.,”

At his words, Arjun broke into doleful sobs and his
brother, Thambi, followed suit, They were old enough
to understand, but the others, who weren®, burst nto

humour with sitting crouched on the damp floor;
hungry since there was little to eat, for most of I:B-:

had gone to make the wedding feast, and the n;ﬁréa
son's harvesting lay outside ungathered and @ting I
hushed them as best | could, throwing nﬂprmﬂ&hl
g].:lru::' at my husband For his careless wm:ﬁs, but he was
unnoticing, sunk in hatred and htlp]csqtftqs_

As night came on—the eighth night of the monsoon
—the winds increased, whining and howhing around our
hut as if seeking to pludk it from the earth. Indoors it
was dark—the wick, burning in its shallow saucer of oil,
threw only a dim wavering light—but outside the land
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glimmered, sometimes pale and sometimes vivid, in the
flicker of lightning. Towards midnight the storm was at
its worst. Lightning kept clawing at the sky almost con-
tinwously, thunder shock the earth, I shivered as 1
looked—fFor 1 could not sleep, and even a prayer came
with difficulty,

“Tt cannot last,” Nathan said. “The storm will abats
by the morning.”

Even as he spoke a streak of lightning threw iself
down at the earth, was a tremendous clap of thun-
der; and when 1 u@vuﬁd my shrninking cyes 1 saw that
our coconut palin had been struck. That, too, the storm
had I:Li.lmq& For its own.,

I.n}gw\mnﬂung everything was calm. Even the rain
h:dﬂupp:—d After the fory of the night before, an un-
qilli:ra_l stillness lay on the land. 1 went out to see if any-

B ’l’hlng eould be saved of the vegetables, but the shoots

2 and vines were battered and broken, torn from their
tears too, for by now they were I:mmpﬁd. and out l:lf \x:\ 5

supports and brused; they did not show much =ign of
surviving. The corn field was lost. Our paddy ficld lay
beneath a placid lake on which the children were already
sailing bits of wood.

Many of our neighbours fared much worse than we
had. Several were homeless, and of a group of men who
sheltered under a tree when the storm began six had
been kalled by lightning.

Kali's hut had been completely destroyed in the last
final fury of the storm. The roof had been blown away
bodily, the mud walls had crumbled.

“At least 3t stood until the worst was over,” said
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Kali to me, *and by God's grace we were all spared.™
She looked worn out; in the many years 1 had known
her | had never seen her so deflated. She had come to
ask for some palm leaves to thatch the new hut her hus-
band was building; bue 1 could only point to the black-
ened tree, its head hitten off and hanging by a few fibres
from the withered stump.

“We must thatch our roof before the night,” T said.
“The rains may come again, We need rice too,”

Mathin nodded. “We may be able to buy palm leaves
in the village—also rice,™

He went to the granary in a corner of which the small
cloth bundle of our savings lay buried. It had been
heavy once, when we were newly married: now the
faded rap 1n which it was fied was too big and the ends
fapped loosely owver the knot. Nathan untied it and
counted out twelve rupees,

“One will be enough,” 1 said. “Let us go.”

] will take twa. We can always put it back.™ (Z;'\(/

In the village the storm had lefe disaster and df!ﬂln-\\\\\«
tion worse than on our own doorstep. Uprooted rrgjs\
sprawled their hranches in ghastly fashion over st -+
and houses, fattening them and the bodies of sen-and
women ndiscriminately. Sticks and stones f.;\%r ered
wildly in angry confusion. The tannery 5@&, its bricks
and cement had held it together dedpite the raging
winds; hut the workers' huts, of more flunsy construc-
tion, had been demalished. The thatch had been ripped
from some, where others stood there was now only a
heap of mud with their owners' possessions studding
them in 2 kind of pitiless decoration. The corrugated-

6o

iron shacks in which some of the men lived were no
mose: here and there we could see the iron sheets in
unexpected places—suspended from tree tops, or blown
and embedded on to the walls of houses st:ll left stand-
g, There was water everywhere, the gutters were
overflowing into the streets. Dead dogs, cits and rats
cluttered the roadside, or floated starkly on the waters
with blown distended bellies,

People were mowing about amid this destruction,
picking out 2 rag here, & bundle there, hugging those
things that they thought to be theirs, moving haltingly
and with a ka dﬁlﬁﬂpiir about them, People we knew
came and gpoke to us in low voices, gesturing hope-
lessly. ,;\{\

“Letue go,”

I said, “It 1s no pood ; we will come back

(@5:\' ‘e turned back, the two rupees unspent. Our chil-

dren came running out to meet us, their faces bright with
hape,

“The shops are closed or destroyed,™ 1 snd, “Cro in-
sicde, 1 will get you some groel presently.”

Their faces faded; the two younger ones began crying
listlessly from hunger and disappointment. 1 had no
words to comfort them.

At dusk the drums of calamity began; their grave,
throbbing rhythm came clearly through the night,
throughout the night, each beat, each tattoo, echoing the
mighty impotence of cur human endeavour, 1 listened.

I could not sleep. In the sound of the drums 1 under- ;

stood @ vast pervading doom; but in the expectant si-
1



lences between, my own disaster loomed larger, more
consequent and more hurtful.

We ventured out again when the waters had subsided
a little, taking with us 2= before two rupees, This time
things were somewhat better; the streets were clear, huts
were going up everywhere. My spirits rose.

“To Hanuman first for rice,” said MNathan, exceed.
“The gruel we have been swallowing has been almost
plain water thesc last few days.”

1 quickened my steps: my stomach began heaving at
the thought of food.

Hanuman was standing in the doorway of his shop.
He shook his head when he saw us. *“You have come
for rice,” he said. “They all come for rice. 1 have none

titled to charge more for that? Two ollocks T will let
you have and that is charity.”

“1t iz very little for two rupees—"

#Take it or leave it, 1 can get double that sum from
the tanners, but becanse I know you—*"

We take it, we give up the silver coins. Now there is
nothing left for the thatching, unless we use a rupee or
two from the ten that remasn in the granary,

Iput-l:hr. rice in my sar, tuck the precious load se-
curely in at the wﬁ We turn back. On the outskirts
of the village :M& is Kenny. His face 15 prim and long,
his eyes ar-l:lmmmg in hiz pallid face. He sees us and
comes up.~

“T;Zaqi:m are starving, I suppose.”

li&p the roll at my waist—the prains give at my

to sell, only enough for my wife and children.* e dharep 3 L — P
“And yet vou are a merchant who deals in rice?® xQ,}\ “We have a little rice—it will last us until times are
’2} better.™

“And what if sof Are you not growers of it? Why 4\ ; |
then do you come to me? IF I have rice I do not l:hnur\:\ / W;T“t”""'_ ”ritbbfmm?!faruﬂ i l:'tm:l:n I]::"L: ‘h";"‘;
HMEs Wlll EI.'I.II'I}" monins. canwihnl

to sell it now; but T have told you, 1 have none.™

“We ask for only a little. We will pay for wM«m
have—see, here 15 the money.™ /«;

N, 1o rice, hut—“lt + 4 « they say Emwﬁ’,ﬁ selling

. you can try. . Q‘\:«

T.::. me “W-t: come For rice. Lm& here i3 pur
money.”

“Two rupees? How much do you thln.'].'_ you ean buy
with two rupees!™®

“We thought—"

“Never mind what you thought! Is this not a time of
scarcity? Can you buy rice anywhere else? Am | not ea-

&1

you will suffer and die, you meck suffering foole. Why
do you keep this ghastly silence!? Why do vou not de-
mand-—cry out for help—do something? There is noth-
ing in this country, oh God, there 1 nothing!™

We shrink from his vielence. What can we do—what
can he mean? The man i3 raving. We go on our way.

The paddy was completely destroyed; there would
be no rice until the nexr harvesting, Meanwhile, we
lived on what remained of our salted fish, roots and
leaves, the fruit of the prickly pear, and on the plin-
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tains from our tree, At last the time came for the rice
terraces to be dramned and got ready for the next sow-
mg. Nathan told me of it with cheer in his voice and I
told the children, pleasurably, for the fields were full of
fish that would feed us for many a day. Then we waited,
spirits lifting, eyes sparkling, bellies painful with antici-
pation,

At last the day. Nathan went to bresk the dams and
1 with him and with me our children, sunken-eyed, noisy
as they had not been for many days at the thought of
the feast, carrymg nets and baskets. First one hole, then
another, no higger than a finger's width, unti] the water
eroded the sides and the outlets grew large enough for
two fists to go through. Against them we held our nets,
feet firm and braced in the mud while the water rushed
away, and the fish came mumbling into them. When the
water was all gone, there they were caught in the meshes
and ameng the paddy, shoals of them leaping madly,
wet and =silver and good to look uwpon. We g.m‘h
them with flying fingers and greedy hearts nmi@e
them away in trinmph, with a glow at least as
the sun on those shining scales. Then we came ¢
ered up what remained of the paddy md@tﬂ:
to thresh and winnow.

Late that night we were still at m:ri:, cleaning the
fish, hulling the rice, ﬂ:.]:l:!ratl.ng 1:I'|r:~§ﬁun from the husk.

When we had done, the rice yield waz meagre—no more

than two measures—all that was left of the year's har-
vest and the year’s labour,

We ate, finding it difficult to believe we did so. The
good food lay nich, if uneasy, in our starved bellies.
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Already the children were looking better, and at the
sight of their faces, still pinched but content, a great
weight lifted from me. Today we would car and tomor-
row, and for many weeks while the grain lasted. Then
there was the fish, cleaned, dried and salted away, and
before that was gone we should earn some more money;
1 would plant more vegetables . . . such dreams, de-
lightful, orderly, satisfying, but of the stuff of dreams,
wraithlike. And sleep, such sleep . . . deep and sweet

and sound as 1 not known for many nights; it
claimed me evén'as I sat amid the rice husks and fish
scales and drying sakt.
N
.\’?\\
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CHAPTER ¥IIIl

in the village to start work at the tannery, and
between them they brought home more than a
man’s wiges,

“You see,” said Kunthl. “The tannery iz a boon to us,
Have I not said so since it began? We are no longer a
village either, but a growing town. Does it not do you
good just to think of iti™

4Tndeed no,” said I, "for it 15 even as 1 said, and our
money buys less and less. As for living in a town—af

KUHTHI’E two eldest sons were among the first

town this is—why, there 15 nothing 1 would fly from \ﬁ.f

sooner if | could go back to the sweet quict of vill
life. Now it 15 all nose and crowds everywhere, and‘\stﬂ:
young hooligans idling in the street and dirty,
and uncouth behaviowr, and no man thinks @:\m
but schemes only for his money,™ .""x

iWards and words,” said Kunthi J“Srupll:l words,
No wonder they call us senseless pl:manl: women; but
1 am not and never will be. There i3 no earth in my
breeding.™

“1f there were you would be the better for i, sad 1
wrathfully, “for then your values would be true.®

Kunthi only shrugged her delicate shoulders and left

b6

us. She spent a lot of her time making unnecessary jour-
neys into the town where, with her good looks and
provecative body, she could be sure of admiration, and
meore, from the young men. At first the women said it
and the men said they were jealous; then men too be-
gan to notice and remark on it and wonder why her
hushand did nothing. “Now if § were in his place,” they
gaid . . . but they had ordinary wives, not 2 woman with
ﬁre:.m:l hr.-auq.r:l.u her and the =kill to use them: besides
whach, he was :g&q}uht. dull man.
“Let her bey® smid Janaki. “She is a trollop, and is
ANXIOUS 0 tﬁatth:r: should be a supply of men.”
H:gdﬁ‘t-:f: held both anger and a bitter hopelessness:
fmﬂ;}mg time now her husband’s shop had been doing
Qdﬁ' He was unable to compete with the other bigger
, shopkeepers whom the easy money to be had from the
\}} tanners had drawn to the new town.
> A few days after our conversation the shop finally
closed down. Nobody asked: “Where do you go from
herei? They did not say, “What = to become of us?™
We waited, and onc day they came to bid us farewell,
carrying their possessions, with their children trailing
behind, all but the eldest, whom the tannery had
chimed. Then they were gone, and the shopkecpers
were glad that there was less competition, and the
worker who moved into their hut was pleased to hawve
a moof over his head, and we remembered them for a
while and then took up our lives again.

A\

It was a great sprawling growth, this tannery. It
grew and fourished and spread. Not a month went by
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but somebody®s land was swallowed up, another build-
ing appeared. Night and day the tanning went on. A
never-ending line of carts brought the raw materizl in
—thousands of skins, geat, calf, lizard and snake skins—
and took them away again tanned, dyed and finished. It
sezmed impossible that markets could be found for such
quantities—or that so many animals existed—but so it
was, incredibly.

The officials of the tannery had increased as well,
Apart from the white man we had first seen—who
owned the tannery and lived by himself—there were
some nine or ten Muslims under him. They formed a
little colony of their own, living midway between the
town and open country in brick cottages with white-
washed walls and red-tiled roofs. The men worked
hard, some of them until late at might, the women—
well, they were a queer lot, and their way of life was
quite different from ours, What they did in their houses

I do not know, for they employed servants to do the. \‘ “
work; but they stayed maostly indoors, or if they wmt\

l:-ut at all they went veiled in bourkas. It was their
gion, 1 was teld: they would not appear before :n}nh'ﬂn
but their hushand. Sometimes, when T caughe gight of a
figure in voluminous draperies 5w:$hmg Htuugh the
streets under a blazing sun, or of a face pﬂ&mg through
a window or shutter, I felt desperately sorry for them,
deprived of the ordinary pleasures of knowing warm sun
and cool breeze upen their flesh, of walking out light
and Free, or of mixing with men and working beside
them.

“They have their compensations,” Kali suad drily.

it

%1t is an easy life, with no worry for the next meal and
plenty always at hand. 1 would gladly wear a bourka
and walk veiled for the rest of my life if I, too, could
be sure of such things.™

“For a year perhaps,” 1 said, “not forever. Who
eould endure such a filtering of sunhght and fresh arr
as they do?™

“You chatter like a pair of monkeys,” said Kali’s hus-
band, “with less sense. What use to talk of ‘exchange’
and so forth? T:Qﬂl' life is theirs and wours is yours;
neither u:il'm.uge nor exchange s possible.™

Once, and once anly, 1 actually saw one of those
womeng flose. | was taking 2 few vegetables to marker
#ht,p[“l"mw her beckoning me to come indoors. 1 did =o,
am[’umnu the door was closed the woman threw off

Cher veil the better to select what she wanted, Her face

\/\ was very pale, the bones small and fine. Her eyes were
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pale too, a curious light brown matching her silky hair.
She took what she wanted and paid me, Her fingers, fair
and slender, were laden with jewelled rings, any one of
which would have fed us for a year. She smiled at me
as | went cut, then quickly lowered the vell again about
her face. I never went there again. There was something
ahout those closed doors and shuttered windows that
struck coldly et me, used as 1 was to open fields and the
sky and the unfettered sight of the sun.




CHAPTER IX

NE morning I was pounding some red chillies
O into powder, Che-chup! went the pestle into
the mortar, crushing the brittle chillies and the

seeds in them. Each time it fell, a fine red dust rose up,
gpreading a rich, acrid smell in the air. A pleasant smell,
het and pungent, which made my nostrils water and
squirted the tears into my eyes, so that every few min-
wtes I had to stop to wipe them. It was a fine, peaceful
morning, not a sound from the tannery, which for onc
blessed day in the weck closed down complercly, Each

~\

time I paused I could hear sparrows twittering, and the \‘ v

thin, clear note of 3 mynah, \(\
Into view on the horizon came two figures, w\hﬁg
very slowly, 1 went on with my pounding. res
grew larger every time [ looked up, and thep when they
were still o fair distance E'Piray 1 rﬁ:ngmkcll’mr daughtl:r
I had seen her only once since her nuﬂ*ﬂgﬁ, and since
then over a year had passed. Excited, T gathered up the
chilli powder and put it away, rinsed my eves, washed
my face and came out. On the doorstep | traced out a
colam, a pattern in whate nice flour to welcome them.
They approached slowly, as if their feet were some-
how weighred, not with the lightness which should have

Jo
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brought them quickly to my side. Something is wrong,
I thought. Young people should not walk thus. And
when I saw their fuces the words of welcome 1 had ready
died wnuttered.

In silence Ira knelt at my feet. | raised her up quietly,
with hammering heart. “Let us go m,™ 1 said. “You
must be tir

Ira entered obediently. Her hushand stood seiffty out-
side, “Come,” I said again, “sit and rest for a while. You
have travelled 2 long way.”

“Nother-idedaw,” he said, I intend no discourtesy,
but this :5&9 ordinary visit. You gave me your daughter
in m:u:rfqgﬁ 1 hawve brought her back to you. She is a

 womn,”
L‘Eﬁ’au have not been married long,® 1 said mrh dry

@ }rng “She may be as | was, she may yet conceive.”

)

“1 have waited five years,” he rephed. “She has not
borne in her first blooming, who can say she will con-
ceive later? | need sons,™

I summoned Mathan from the ficlds. The tale was
repeated, our son-in-law departed.

“1 do not blame him,™ Nathan said, “He is justified,
for a man needs children. He has been paticnt.™

“Not patient enough,” 1 said. *Mot patient like you,
belowed.™

Ira was sitting with her face in her arms. She looked
up as her father and 1 came in and her mouth moved
2 little, loosely, as if she had ne control over her lips.
She was lovely sull, but strain and hopelessness had
shadowed her cyes and lined her forchead. She seemed
almost to back away as [ went to her,
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“Leave me alone, Mother. 1 have seen this coming
for a long time. The reality is much easier to bear than
the imaginings. At least now there 1= no more fear, no
more necessity for lies and concealment.”

“There should never have been,™ | satd, “Are we not
your parcnts? Did you think we would blame you for
what s not your fanle? ™

“There are others,” she replied. “Neighbours, women
... and 1 a fatlure, a woman who cannot even bear a
chald.®

All this I had gone through—the torment, the anx-
iery. Now the whole dreadful story was repeating iself,
and it waz my daughter this time.

“Hush," | said. “We are all in God's hands, and He
18 merciful,™

My thoughts went to Keany. He can help, I thought;
surely he can do something. My crushed spint revived
a little,

About this time Arjun was in his early teens. He waa

tall bor his age and older than his years. I had t@
him the little I knew of reading and Wﬁring-,fjﬁ? he
gould have taught me and most ather me?!I;\m the
town. I do not know how he did i, for we could not
afford to send him to school or to buy dim books. Yet
he always had 2 book or twe by himy ibout which he
grew vague if 1 asked questions, and spent many hours
writing on scraps of paper he collected, or even, when
he had none, on the bare earth, Secretly 1 was glad,
for 1 saw my father in him, although sometimes my
hushand worried that he showed no inclination for the
land; but when one day he told me he was going to

T2

work in the tannery I was acutely dismayed. It seemed
it was going to be neither the one thing nor the other,
neither land nor letters, which was to ¢laim him,

“Y ou are young,” 1 artempeed to dissuade him, “Be-
sides, vou are not of the caste of tanners. What will our
relations sayi™

“] do not know,™ he said. “I do not care. The impor-
tant thing 15 to eat.™

How heartless are the young! One would have
theught from his words we had purposely starved him,
when in Eact of what there was he always got the biggest
share after my husband.

50,7 said, “we do not do enough for you. These
are fine words from an eldest son. They do not make
good hesring”

0,7 "%You do everything you can,” he said. “It is not
N

x v

encugh. I am tired of hunger and I am tired of secing
my brothers hungry. There is never encugh, especially
since Ira came to live with us

“You would grudge your own sister a mouthful,™
1 cried, “who eats half what | give her so that you boys
can have the more!™

“The more reason for me to earn," rejoined Arjun.
“] do not grudge foad to her ar to you. | am enly con-
cerned that there 13 so Little.™

He was right, of course. The harvests had been very
poor, shop prices were higher than ever.

“Well,” I =aid. “Go if you must. You speak like 2
man although vou are a child still, But I do not kneow
whether you can obtain work at the tannery. People say
they have all the labour they want.™
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“Kunthi’s son will help me,” he replied. “He has
promised.”

I did not want to be indebted to Kunthi, or to her
son. She was so different from us, sly and secretive,
with a faintly contemptuous air about her which in her
son was turned almost to insclence. He had inherited
her looks too, and the knowledge of it lay in his bold
eyes. A handsome, swaggerning youth, not for my =on,

“There 15 no need to go through him,® 1 smid with
determination. I will ask Kenny to help vou. White
men have power.”

“Indeed they have,” he said bitterly. *Over men,
and events, and espectally over women.

“What do you meani® [ said to him. “Speak with a
plain tongue or not at all.™

He looked at me obliquely with darkening eyes, but
would sy no more.

A few days later he began working at the tannery,

and before leng Thambi, my second son, had joined . <
him. The two of them had been very close to :ne(»\

other from their earliest years, and it was not @
that Thambi should follow his brother. Nathan end
I both tried to dissuade him, but without agyil. My
hushand especially had been looking forwardits the day
when they would join him in working ‘uﬁ;}he land; but
Thamls oaly shook his head., A\

“1F it were your land, or mine,” he said, “1 would
work with you gladly. But what profit to labour for
another end get so little in return? Far better to turn
away from such mnjustice.”

Mathan said not a word, There was a cushed look
about him which spoke of the deep hurt he had suf-

4

fered more than any words could have done. He had
always wanted to own his own land, through the yvears
there had been the hope, growang fainter with cach
year, each child, that onc day he would be able to all
a small portion of land his own. Now even hi= sons
knew it would never be. Like his brother before him,
Thambi had found the cruelest words of any.

Yet they were good son$, considerate of us, patient
with others, always giving us a fair share of their carn-
ings. With ther money we began once again to live
well. In ﬂiﬂ/ﬁﬁm, unused for so long, 1 stored away
half o bag of rice, two measures of dhal and nearly
a pound-¢f chillies. Hitherta, almost all we grew had
beemwgnld to pay the rent of the land; now we were
N&Tcd to keep some of our own produce. | was espe-

gemlly pleased that 1 had not been forced to sell all

the chillies, for these are useful to us; when the tongue
rebels against plain boiled rice, desiring ghee and salt
and spices which one @nnot afford, the sharp bite of
a chillie renders even plain rice palatable. 1 was able
at lnst to thatch our hut aguin, substangally, with two
or three bindings of leaves. For the first ime 10 years
I bought clothes for the older children, a sari for my-
self, and although he protested I bought for my hus-
band a dhoti which he badly needed, since the other
wis in rags and barely covered his loins. Both he and
I had the garments we had worn at our daughter’s
marriage, but these we never thought of wearing: what-
ever hardships our day-to-day living might have, we
were determined not to disgrace our sons on the day of
75



CHAPTER X

proached. It is a festival mainly for the chil-

dren, but of course everyone who can takes
part. 1 twisted cotton into wicks, soaked them in oil
and placed them in mud saocers ready to be Lit at
night. To the children I handed out two annas apiece,
to be spent on fireworks. | had never been able to do
so before—in previous years we had contented our-
sclves with watching other people’s fireworks, or with
going down to the bonfire in the village, and CVER NOW. ¢

DF.EPR?HLI, the Festival of Lights, ap-

1 felt qualms about wasting money on such qui \
spent plunsurea, bur their rapturous faces ow

my misgivings. It is only once, 1 thought, a mém)

As 1t grew dark we lit the tapers and v}sﬁ‘s :mn:l
endircled our dwelling with light. A FL*EQ&:TIV brecze
was SHrring, ﬂctttng the flames Impmg}nnd dancing,
their reflections in the black gllsttn&l’g oil cavorting
too. In the town and in the houses nearby, hundreds of
small beacons were beginning to flash; now and then a
racket would tear into the sky, break and pour out its
riches like precious jewels into the darkness. As the
night went an, the crackle and spit of exploding fire-
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works increased. The children had bought boxes of col-
oured matches and strings of part-has and a few pice
worth of crackers, like small nuts, which split in two
with a loud bang amid 2 shower of sparks when it
The last were the most populir—the boys pranced
round shricking with laughter and throwing the crackers
about everywhere, yet they were nimble encugh to skip
out of harm's way. All except Selvam, the youngest.
He stood = safe distance away, legs apart and obviously
ready to run, helding a stick of sugar cane nearly as
tall as himself,) which he had bought instead of fire-
'i“:ll."hs. P N o

“Ggm&plt}’,” I said to him. “Deepavali comes but
once A year and this is the first time we have bought
:E.{-Evmrh Do not lose the opportunity.™

& DUl am afraid,” he said frankly, his small face seni-
ous,

After we had eaten, and rather well, and there were
no crackers left, and the oil in the saucers had run dry,
we walked to the town, Selvam refused to come. He
was a stubborn child; 1 kmew it was useless to try to
persuade him. Ira stayed behind too, saying she pre-
ferred to stay with him. I think she was glad of the
excuse he provided, for since her return she had not
cared to be seen about, and of course there would be a
large crowd in the town. Villagers from all round, like
us, were converging towards the bonfire to be lit there;
already smoke wisps were curling towards the clouds,
torches were beginning to flare. The smell of il was
everywhere, heavy and pungent, exciting the senses.
Our steps quickened. Quicker and quicker, greedy,
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wanting to encompass everything, to miss not one iota
of pleasure. Then as happens even in the bnghtest mo-
ment, 1 remembered Janaki. Last year she had come
with us, she and her children. This year who knew—
or cared? The black thought momentarily doused the
glow within me; then, angered and indignant, 1 thrust
the intruder away, chasing it, banishing it . . . ored of
gloom, reaching desperately for perfection of delight,
which can surely never be.

‘There was 2 great noise everywhere, Men, women
and children from the tannery and the fields had come
out, many of them in new clothes such as we too had
donned, the girls and women with flowers in their hair
and glass hangles at their wrists and silver rings on their
toes; and those who could afford it wore silver golsu
clasped round their ankles and studded belts around
their waists,

In the centre of the town the bonhre was beginning

to smoulder. For many weeks the children had been. \ﬁ:’

collecting firewood, rags, leaves and brushwood,

the result was a huge pile like an enormous ant b
into which the flames ate fiercely, hissinp and cﬂ&jlmg
and rearing up as they fed on the bits of G.mpj'lar and
oil-sonked rags that people threw in. o\

In the throng I lost Nathan and the bdys, ar perhaps
they lost me—at any rate we got sepsvated—I pushed
my way through the crush, this way and that, nobody
giving an inch, in my efforts to find them; and in the
end 1 had to give up. Before long, in the heat and
excitement, | forgot them. Drums had begun to beat,
the fire was blazing fiercely, great long orange tongues
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consuming the fuel and thrusting upwards and some-
times outwards as if to engulf the watchers. As each
searching flame licked round, the crowd leaned away
from its grasp, straightening as the wind and the flames
changed direction; so that there was a constant sway-
ing movement like the waving of niver grasses. The
heat was intense—faces gleamed ruddy in the firelight,
gne or two women had drawn their saris across their
£yes.

Leaping, r:m{r.g to climax, then the strength taken
from fury, a qmi:*tl:mng Slowly, one by one, the flames
gave up lhg.lr colour and dropped; until at last there
were none left—only 2 glowing heap, ashen-edged.
The drumbeats died to a murmur, The scent of jas-
mﬁ:m flowers mingled with the fumes of camphor and

,g;uﬂ and a new smell, that of toddy, which several of

\
X
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the men had been drinking—many to excess, for they
were lurching about loud-mouthed and more than or-
dinarily merry. I looked about for my family and at
lust saw my husband. He seemed to have gone mad.
He had one son zeated on his shoulders and one son
at each hip, and was bounding about on the fringes
of the crowd ro the peril of my children and the amuse-
ment of the people. 1 fought my way to him. “Have
you taken leave of your sensesi™ I cried out above the
din.,

“No; only of my cares,” he shouted gaily, capering
about with the children clinging delightedly to him.
“Do you not feel joy in the air?™

He sounded so hight of heart 1 could not help smul-
ing.
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] feel nothing,” I said, going up to him. “Perhaps
it i& the toddy that makes the fecling.™

“MNot 3 drop,” he said, coming up to me. *Smellf”

“Tou are too wll—I1 cannat,” 1 replied.

“Lift her up,” somcbody yelled, and a dozen voices
repeated the ary: “Lift her up, lift her up!™

My husband locked at me solemaly. “1 will,” he
said, and dropping his sons he seized me and swung me
high up, in front of all those people. Severnl of the
women were laughing at him indulgently, the children
were twittering with pleasure,

“Whatever will they say,” 1 said, my face burning
as he et me down again, “At our age tool You ought
to be ashamed!™

“That 1 am not,”" he said, winking, to the vast de-
light of the onlockers. “I am happy because life is
good and the children are good, and you are the best
of all.”

Wihat more could I say after that?

N\
NMathan sang loudly all the way back. e wss!(x

high gpirits. The children, tired out, clumped ;tlanéf’
silence, the youngest with frequent pleas to he wg};:d,
and when we took no notice he began snuﬂ"h:@;

It was a very hot ntght—&lv:.rn and lu;.ffﬁ'-r_r-: sleep-
ing out in the open, in the small slzrl.'mm'*m ’ Front of our
hut which | had swept and washed with dung that
morning. The others stretched themselves out and were
asleep almost as they lay down. Nathan had lost none
of his good humour. He scemed very wide awake. [
stretched myself out beside him, cloge to him in the
darkness, and as we touched he turned abeuptly to-

o

wards me. Words died away, the listening air was very
still, the black night waited. In the straning darkness
1 felt his body moving with desire, his hands on me
were trembling, and 1 felt my senses opening like a
flower to his urgency. I closed my eyes and waited,
waited in the darkness while my being filled with a
wild, ecstatic Ruttering, waited for him to come to me.



CHAPTER XI

NE of my hushand's male relatives had died
O and he had to attend the funeral, When he had

gone I tock the opportunity of going to see
Kenny. 1 had not done so before because 1 was sure
Narhan would not like his wife or his davghter going
to & white man, a foreigner. My father had been differ-
ent—baue Nathan, [ felt, would not approve. And if he
did not, the one chance Irs had would be lost, and
this made it the more important that he should not

know, 1 explained this to Ira cautiously, and she nﬁdﬁi\\
: R SR\
Bstlessly and said yes, it was o necessary precaution.

but she did not look at me and she showed no s@ﬁ-
sinsm. 1 was getting more and more worried aba@t%l:r:
she moped about, dull of hair and eye, as if ’@}m:t—
ness of life had departed—as mdeed it ht&.@:"a woman
who is abandoned by her hushand, o3

Keany was working in the small Egﬁding they had
put up near the tannery. 1 could see him whenever the
door gpened to let someone out. There was a long line
of men waming; | squatted some distance away. The
day wore on. The sun had set, the glow of twilight
was touched with darkness, before he came out. He
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looked grim and tired, his eves were burning, there was
an air of such impersonal cruelty about him that despite
myself | shivered.

“No more tomight,” he said briefly to the assembled
men, and stepping down from the verandah he strode
away. | waited nill the crowd dispersed, then 1 followed.
He was walking quickly with long strides, 1 had to
run to catch up. He stopped at last when he heard my
footsteps and waited for me to come up, frowning so
that 1 began to feal afraid.

“T said no migre tonight. Did you not hear me? Do
vou think Jam made of iron?™

L | wxn&! all day,” 1 gasped. “T must see you. My
hl.ﬂgqg*iill be back soon and then I cannot come,™

Az frown decpened. He said cwoldly, “You people
will never learn. It is pitiful to see your foolishness,"

\\}‘ 4Tt is for my daughter I come,” | said. ““She cannot

bear; she 13 as 1 was.”

“You will be a mother even before she is,™ he replied
with a glimmer of a smile, “for it seems you have no
difficulty.™

BTt s =0, T said, *T would it were otherwise and
she in my condition, for she 18 much afflicted since her
husband has no use for her”

“Why did she not come then,™ he said, “since it is
her need? It would have been more sensible,™

There was an edge 1o his voice, and his mouth twisted
as if in exasperation.

“Forgive me,” 1 whispered, quaking, *I was not
sure—"

To my surprise, he put both hands on my shoulders,
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forcing me to look at him, and I saw he was laughing.

“] am sorry 1 frightened you,” he said. “You should
not act like 2 timid calf at your age. As for your dangh-
ter, 1 will do what 1 can—but remember, no prom-
ises, ™

He turned and was pone. 1 sat down to think, and to
eollect my wits. When at last I rose to go, 2 full moon
was shining, polden and enormous, very low in the
sky. Bats went swooping silently by. 1 kept to the nar-
row footpath, clear and white in the moonlight, walk-
ing swiftly and absorbed in my thoughts.

1 heard no footsteps, only a voice calling my name
from the shadows, 1 stopped, my heart hitting oot
wildly at my breast, and then I saw it was Kunthi,
standing where the path forked with the moonlight
streaming Full down on her.

“You startled me,” I said, “I did not expect—"

“That 1 can see,” she 5:1u:|.' coolly, coming tnwardn ‘{\o
me. “You keep late hours, Rukmani” \\

“No later than yours,” l replied, not Liking hee w}t
“] have my reasons.™ / \>

“Of course,” she E.Ell:l softly, dension m-hér Voice,
“We all have reasons.” ,“

“Mine are not the same as yours," .} kamd with con-
tempt, surveying her. She came very dus:, 50 close
that I smelt the rose petals in her hair, saw the paint
on her mouth,

“heaning?™

“That we live differently. It s charitable to say no
more, Let me pass.”

H4

She stood sguarely in my path. *1 would not have
thought it," she =aid slowly, “had 1 not seen for my-
sl

“Thoughe what,” I said. “Seen what?"

“That you have so much passion in your body,” she
said insolently, “that you seek assuagement thus, Your
husband would give much to know where you have
been tomight.”

I saw her mouth forming these words, her eyes half-
hooded and mp&.\ﬁig, then I saw her face suddenly
close to mine and did not realise T had thrown myself
a: her ut{tﬂ"} fele her bady in my grip. An overwhelm-

@Eﬁm me, 1 kept shaking her furiously,
I cm'{lﬂ not stop. Her slender body was no match for
m: I saw her head fall back, the thin sari she wore

\: H’l.p]:rcd. from her shoulders. Then 1 saw that it was not
> tied at the waist but below the navel, Iike a strumpet’s,

and that she was naked below. Sandalwood paste
smeared her swelling hips, under her breasts were dark
painted shadows which gave them sensuous depth, the
nipples were tipped with red.

I released her. She stood there before me panting,
with her hair shaken loose and cotling abour her shoul-

“Guard your tongue,” I said, “or it will be the worse
for you.”

She said nothing for a moment, while she rearranged
her garments, recovering herself a little; then once
again that maddening, insulting half-smile curved her
lipa.
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“And for you,” she said, with knives in her voice,
“ynd for your precous husband.™
With that she was gone.

I went alone to summon my daughter’s hushand,

“Take her back,” 1 said. *There is nothing wrong
with her now, she will bear yoo many sons yet.™

%] would,” he replicd, with a hint of sorrow in his
eyes, “for she was a good wile to me, and a comely
one, but 1 have waited long and now 1 have taken
another woman™

1 went away. Ira was waiting, cagerness shining from
her.

“You must not blame him,™ I said, “He has taken
another woman,™

She said not & word, 1 repeated what 1 had saud, for
she seemed not to understand, but she only looked at
me with stony cyes.

Thereafrer her ways became even more strange. ';E{éf

spent long hours out in the country by herself, 5
Little, withdrew completely into herself and we kﬁm
her tasks with a chill hopelessnese that da | me.
Mo one could see in her now the warm I:ﬁ'ﬂy creature
she had been, except sometimes when EEfﬁ':l.m came to
her, perching on her lap and coaxing ; iNimr_h: from her,
for she always had a special love fﬂtﬂhtmi As my prepg-
nancy advanced she turned completely away from me.
Sometimes [ saw her looking at me with brooding, re-
scntful cyes, and despite mysclf 1 could not help won-
dening if hatred lay behind her glance.

Then at last my child was born, 2 nicely formed boy,
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smaller than the others had been, but of course T was
older now, We nicknamed him Kuti, which means tiny,
and being a happy, untroublesome baby everybody tock
pleasure in his arrival. None more so than lra: the
transformation in her was astonishing as it was inex-
plicable. I had feared she mighe dislike the child, bat
now it was as if he were her own. She lost her dreary
air, her face became animated, the bloom of youth came
back to her.

“Our daughterigherself again,” said Nathan to me.
“] have heard her carolling like a bind.”

“She 15 hwpp-].r with the child,” 1 replied, *but 1 do
not E.rm'q-!lrhat i3 to become of her in the future.™

"Alﬁfh}'ﬂ- worrying," he chided. “It is not a meecy

e is young again, should one not be grateful 2™

Q,H-E was 3 man and did not understand. How could

X\ *! stop worryving? 'We had no money to leave her, Wha
’?; would look after her when we were gone and the boys

were married with famalies of their own? With a dowry
it was perhaps possible she might marry againg without
it no man would look at her, no longer a virgin and
reputedly barren.

No one had been more upset about the outcome of
Ira’s marriage than Old Granny, It was she who had
arranged the match, and though failing in health she
thought it her duty to come to me, She had aged con-
siderably since the last time I had seen her. She walked
slowly, pausing before each step to gather strength for
the next; her hands kept up a slight, shuddering move-
ment like the nervous futter of a bee on a flower,

“No fault of yours, or the girl's or her hushand’s,” 1
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told her. “It is Fate. Nevertheless, I do not hke to
think of the future.”

“Why fear?" said the old lady. “Am I not alone, and
do [ not manage?™

I thought of her sitting in the street all day long with
the punny sacking in front of her piled with a few
annas® worth of nuts and vegetables; and I thought of
Ira doing the same thing, and 1 was slent.

“It is not unbearable,” said she, watching me with
her shrewd eyes. “One gets used to it."

It is true, one gets used to anything. 1 had got vsed
to the notse znd the smell of the tannery; they no
longer affected me. 1 had seen the slow, calm beauty of
our village wilt in the blast from the town, and I
grieved no more; so now I accepted the future and
Ira’s lot in it, and thrust it from me; only sometimes
when I was weak, or in sleep while my will lay dor-

CHAPTER XII

NE doy in each week, when the tannery
stopped ?ﬁr\ﬁ: Arjun and Thambs would help
their Qﬂhﬂ- on the land, and this gave Nathan

great pleasure. ‘He liked to sce his sons beside him,
to teach &pm the ways of the earth: how to sow; to
ﬁm@lgm to reap; to know the wholesome from the
ml@ﬁ;, the unwelcome reed from the paddy; ad how
mﬂ@m or drain the terraces. In zll these matters
ju: had no master, and I think it helped him to know

mant, 1 found myself rebellious, protesting, rejecting, < /2> he could impart knowledge to his sons, more skilled
«

and no longer calm. \a\\ J

though they were in other things, and able to read and
write better than any in the town,

The rest of the week they worked at the tannery,
going there soon after daybreak and not coming back
until it was dark. By the time they had entered their
late teens they were earning good wages: a rupee for
each day's work, and withoue fal they would hand me
their earnings, keeping nothing back for gaming or
whoring as many of the lads did. Each morning I
cooked rice for them, sometimes dhal or vegetables as
well, which they took with them to eat at midday;
and when they came home | gave them rice water and
dried fish, sometimes a little buttermilk or perhaps
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even a fow plantains 1 had kept from selling. But from
what they gave me I had also to buy clothes for them,
for they were expected to put on shirts over their lom-
clorhs, and red turbans on their heads, so that although
we had full bellies and were well clothed, there was
not much left over, and the hope 1 secretly cherished
of putting by some money for Ira soon withered; and
when it finally died 1 recovered my peace of mind and
wis happy enough.

If there was nothing to be done in the fields Nathan
would accompany me when I went to market. This
happened so seldom that it was always an oceasion; and
tie round it off we would po to the tznnery to see our
sons. They invariably came out at midday for their
meal, and we would gt with them for a few minutes,
talking while they ate their rice and enjoying the rest,
Then one day—a bright, soft morning with a whisper
of rain in it—we got there to find the gates closed and

guards posted along the tron railings that encircled :he’\\

composnd. \(\
Midday, mid-afeernoon, still no slgn of :.11]."

Ar lase 1 pluck up courage te enquire of the
it noeds courage, for they are in umfurm&}rﬂ:l have
Iathis strapped to their wrists. NN

The first ene is surly. “Begone! _'[ ,b:ﬁ'e no time for

idle women!"

The next swings his lathi Jaunlﬂr; he does not know
anything, he will not say.

5 to the next. He s a g, hefty fellow, and he looks
down at me and says there has been trouble—the work-
ers will not be out today—no, not even to eat,
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My knees turn to water. “What trouble?* I stammer.
“Are my sons in 1t#™ He shakes his head, he does not
know,

My husband is behind me. He supports me 1 little
with his arm and we go home. And wait, At last they
come, long after dusk, with the faces of angered men,
though neither is yet twenty.

“What has happencd?™ we ask with trepidation,
They are still our sons, but suddenly they have out-
ETOWN us, \\

“Trouble,” ﬂﬁfr say. “We asked for more money
and they todsk from us our eating time."”

I bring~out some dried fish and rice cakes, They are
r.nmrlgcgﬁ.’“ “More money,” I say, “What forf Do they

ot-pay you well already?” “What for?™ one echoes.
y, to eat our fill, and to marry, and for the sons

O¥e shall beget® And the other savs, “Na, it iz not

enough.”

I da not know what reply to make—these men are
strangers. Nathan says we do not understand, we must
not interfere: he takes my hand and draws me away.
To his sons he is gentle.

Into the calm luke of our lives the first stone has
been tossed.

Looking back now, 1 wonder how 1t came to pass
that not until that fareful day did we realise the trouble
that had been brewing. No gossip, not a whisper, had
come to us of the meetings the men had held at which
my sans had been spokesmen; nor of the agitation that
followed ; nor of the threats by the owners—there were
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now Four—of the tannery. All this we heard only
later,

Then one day they did not go to work.

“We shall not go back until our demands are met,®
Thamin sad. “All the workers have stopped. We
do not msk for charity, but for that which i our
due.”

“How can you force them?™ 1 said, “Are they not
the masters? For every one of you who i out, there
are three waiting to step into your place™

“We will see,” he replied in a hard woice, and 1
dared say no more.

When a whole week had passed thus, the tannery
officials called a meeting to announce that those who
did not return to work would be replaced. My sons
came home from that meeting even more silent, if pos-
sible, than they had been in the past. Thiz was the
best, and it failed. The next morning the tannery had

ita full complement again, most of them workers 3&}

had gone back, the remainder men who were I:I-I'IJ.'_I,"‘
glad to obtain employment. \\»/

Forso long hope and the heat of battle hn.-;lﬁn}n.mnd
Arjun and Thambi. Now there was only hltﬁrm'.'e-&.

“The people will never learn," Arjug. waid savagely.
“They will rot before they do.™ ,{‘5{

People will never learn! Kenny had said it, and I
had not understood, now here were my own sons say-
ing the same thing, and still 1 did not understand.
What was it we had to learn? To fight against tremen-
dous odds? What was the use? One oaly lost the litle
onc had. Of what usc to fight when the conclusion is

gz

known? I asked myself, and got no answer, I went o
my husband and he was perplexed twice over,

Of course curs was not the only family involved.
There were several others, among them Kali's, and she
ame to bemoan the result,

“Two more mouths to feed,” she complained. “Only
on¢ of my three sons had the sense to go back. I do
not know what is to become of us, for the land cannot
sustain us all. S0 much for reading and wnting,” she
said, accusing me eﬁi}t eye and Anger. “Did 1 not say
s gmd wﬂuidﬁqufm of it? Now look inte what mess
your sons hi.a-ﬁu,Ii‘:d us!®

“AF, Q"{l out of it to better things,” said Thambi,

E&t»m his voice, “but for spawn like yours who

]::i. sold themselves cheaper than dirt.”
aji”?nu will speak with respect,” I cried, “or else—"
\ Then Nathan interrupted, so violently that [ started.

“Enough!™ he shouted. “More than enough has been
suid. Our children must act as they choose to, not for
our benefit, Is it not enough that they suffer?™

Th# weins on his forehead were bulging. 1 had never
seen him so angry before. Kali went away. Then the
men went too, father and sons, leaving me alene who
had no understanding.

Once more Nathan was sole provider for us, and we
forgot the good living we had known. The reserves

of grain 1 had put by began to dwindle despite my
care. Fortunately, harvest time was near, and I con-
soled myzelf with the thought of it

Arjun and Thambi began to frequent the town more
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and more, coming and going at all hours with no word
as to what they did, and I suffered it in silence, for
I knew they had no money to lead them to harm, and
I had no cure for the restlessness that afflicted them.

One morning T was laying out somc ¢lothes to dry
in the sun when Selvam came running in, his face hot
and excited.

“Tom-toms are beating,™ he announced breathlessly.
“The town is full of drummers, they are calling for
men,™

I stopped my work and gazed at him, and all at onece
my heart turned over. It was as if a scene long past
were occurring again—this was not Selvam but Arjun,
and he was telling me not of drummers but of bullock
carts bringing the tannery to us brick by brick. 1 passed
my hand over my cyes, fecling slightly giddy.

he repeated his story with relish, He had roused “his
brothers® interest and 1 was forgotten, , ;,:\
When they had gone—a triumphant Selv 1 the
van—and the place was quiet, I did indeed héar the
drums, muffled and distant, insistently eiffing. Well,
1 thought, if it concerns me I shall héaf soon encugh,
angl :fnutlshijlhwcumdmysgftwﬂh. e By

with ordinary things I sought to still my qualms.

“They are calling for labourers,” Arjun =aid, not

looking up. “It would be a good opportunity for us."

Only Arjun and Thambi, who had stayed in the town
o

until nightfall, and my husband and I, were up, The
others were long asleep.

“They are paying well,” Arjun resumed. #It would
be good for us to work again, It is not fitting that
men should corrupt themselves in hunger and idle-
i

“T have heard,” said Nathan, “that labour is required
of you not here, but in the island of Ceylon.™

“Yes., It is work in the tea plantations of Ceylon.”

“You may nu];;ﬁ:avc the knowledge for such work.™

“They will ﬁhfh us—they have said s0.”

“Who will pay for the journey—is it not one of
many hlmduds of miles?*

“True. They will arrange everything, and everything
rxﬂ:‘h paid for.™

(‘«)Su- Mathan was silenced, for he saw they were men

“Come and see, come quickly,” the boy was saying, ,\’Sv\md had made their decisions, but how could 1 let them

eager and unnoticing. The others crowded round a.ud(:\

go, who were my own flesh and hlood, without a fight?

“Promises,” I said, “Fair words. Who is to see if they
are honoured? What 13 to happen if they are broken?®

“They need labour,” Arjun =aid drily, *Self-interest
alonc will keep these promiscs.”

“What is it that calls you?” T said, “Is it geld? Al-
though we have none, remember that money is not
everything.”

“Tt is an important part of living," he answered me
patiently, “and work is another. There is nothing for
us here, for we have neither the means to buy land nor
to rent it. Would you have us wasting our youth chaf-
ing against things we cannot change!™
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“Indeed no," I said. “But Ceylon is a distant land, its
people are not curs. How will you farei®

“No worse than here,” they replied. “No worse than
here®

The wick was spluttering in the oil. There were only
a few drops left in the coconut shell, but there was
none to replenish it. We sat on in the darkness. Then
at last I made cne more effort.

“If you go you will never come back,” I cried. “The
journey costs hundreds of rupees, you will never have
so much.”

The tears came, hot and bitter, lowing and flowing
as if the very springs of sorrow had been touched in
my body. They spoke soothingly—of how much they
would earn, and how one day they would return—as
cne does to a child; and 1 listened to them; and it was
all a sham, a poor shabby pretence to mask our tortured

They left at first daylight, each carrying 2 I:lun(ﬂ}'
with food in it, and each before he went éﬁ&d

Mathan’s feet, then mine, and we laid our on
them in blessing. 1 knew we would n:%{%ﬁi them
again. A7

N

“They are growing up,” Natha@:‘ﬁjdﬂ “Would you
have them forever at your breast?™

“Ah, no,” I said wearily, “They must go their way.

Omly it seems to me their way lies far from here. Two

sons have gone, now the third = going—and not to

the land, which is in his blpod, but to be a servant,

b

which he has never been. What does he know of such
work: "

“He will learn,” said Nathan. “He is quick and has
an agile bepin. Should you not be thankful that he goes
no further than two days' journeying, and that it s a
good house that takes him? Kenny himself has assured
you of that—vou should be grateful that he has recom-
mended our son.™

1 am indeed,” 1 said, fat and dispirited. “He has
done much for us.?.

“You brood (two much,” Nathan said, “and think
only of }'n}i{_ﬁ'{uls, naot of the jovs that are still with
us. Look at-our land—is it not beautiful? The fields are
E;mmahd the grain is ripening. It will be a good har-
'n:at ‘year, there will be plenty.™

- He coaxed me out into the sunlight and we sat down

| \\tugﬂhe:r on the brown earth that was part of us, and

t'\\‘.
fealings. J'\i"

we gazed at the paddy fields spreading rich and green
before us, and they were indeed beautiful. The air was
coul and s6ll, yet the paddy caught what little move-
ment there was, leaning slightly one way and the next
with soft whispering. At one time there had been
kingfishers here, flashing between the young shoots for
our fizh; and paddy birds; and sometimes, in the shal-
lower reaches of the river, flamingoes, striding with
ungainly precision among the water reeds, with plum-
age of a glory not of this earth, Now birds came no
maore, for the tannery lay close—except erows and kites
and such scavenging birds, eager for the town®s offal,
or somefimes 3 pal-pitta, skimming past with rawcous
a7



ery but never stopping, perhaps dropping 2 blue-black
feather in fight to delight the children.

Nathan went and plucked a few green stems and
brought them to me. “See how firm and strong they
are—no sign of discase at all. And lodk, the grain is
glready forming.”

1 took the paddy from him and parted the grass and
there within its protective husk lay the nee-gram, just
big enough to see, white, perfect, and holding in itself
our lives.

“Tt promises a good harvest,™ he repeated eagerly.
“We shall be able to pay the landlord, and eat, and
perhaps even put by a little. We may even make encugh
to visit our son—would not that be good?™

Thus he sought to comfort me, and after a time 1 was
with him, thinking pleasurably of harvesting, and of
plucking the pumpkins swelling on the vine, and vis-
iting our son—and so we made oour plans.

N4

Before long Kenny brought me news of my
son. He was doing well, he said. His em £ Was
well pleased with his work, he would be wellTooked
after and T had no cause for his anxiety. Tl\v.-ﬂh}' would
socn be writing to me himself. )?\

“Tt 15 very kind of you to tell m:,,‘i'md. “You have
done much for me and mine.”

“It 15 nothing,” he said. “You ask lirtle®

1 glanced at him, sitting there in our hut with long,
haggard face and eyes like a kangfisher's wing, living
among us who were not his people, 1n a country not

ol

/\\,« “than once .

his own, and of a sudden I was moved to ask him if he
was indeed alone.

“Alonet™ he said. 1 am never alone, Do you not
see the crowds always at my doorf Have you ever
known me to lack a following?™

“] did not mean that,” I said, quietly waiting.

He did not reply at once. His face had shrivelled.
I have offended him, 1 thuught, Panic OVErcoming me.
Why did I have to speak? . . . The silence despened.
Then at last he ]ﬁ@lﬁ'}d up. 1 am surprised you have not
asked me I.mﬁn:w_v," he said. “It 13 many years since I
SAW YOu m,',}mur mother’s howse.™

Wcll:;l thought, if T have not asked, it is because 1
hnmiﬁm dared; there iz a look about you that is quell-
|@ 3nd your marner Forbids such mll.

&/i said awkwardly, I have thought about it more
. but it it not my place to ask questions.
You come und ey and it is your own concern. | do not
know what made me ask you now™

“Yet, since vou have asked, 1 will tell you,” he said.
“] have the usual encumbrances that men have—wife,
children, home—that would have put chains about me,
but I resisted, and so I am alone. As for coming and
going, I do as I please, for am 1 not my own master?
I work among you when my spirit wills it. . . . ] go
when 1 am tired of your follies and stupidities, your
eternal,; shameful poverty. I can only take you people,”
he =aid, “in small doses.™

1 was silent, taking no offence, Barbed words, but
what matter from one so gentler Harsh talk from one
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in whom the springs of tcnderness gushed abundant,
as I knew,

41 told you what I did, in a moment of lunacy,” he
said. I do not want it repeated.”

“] am not cursed with a possip's tongue,” 1 said, an-
noyed. “1 would not repeat what you have said.™

“Never, Understandi™

“] enderstand ™

He rosc to his feet and without another word was
gone, walking with long, quick strides and stooping a
Little as always. A strange nature, only partly within
my understanding. A man half in shadow, half in light,
defying knowledge.
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CHAPTER X111

TH.-’LT vear the ming failed. A week went hra.
two. We. mro:d at the cruel sky, calm, blue, in-
d.iﬂ'i:rr:m to our need, We throw ourselves on
th:mmdwc prayed. I tock a pumpkin and a few

grains of ¥ice to my Goddess, and I wept at her fect.
I :hmg’ht she looked at me with compassion and 1 went

&p@?mmfurtcd, but no rain came.
£ L]

““Perhaps tomorrow,™ my husband said. “It is not too

2 hage

We went out and scanned the heavens, clear and
beautiful, deadly beautiful, net one cloud to mar its
serenity. Others did so too, coming out, as we did, to
gaze at the sky and murmur, “Perhaps tomorrow.”

Tomorrows came and went and there was no rin.
Mathan no longer said perhaps; only a faint spark of
hope, obatinately refusing to die, brought him out each
dawn to scour the heavens for a sign.

Each day the level of the water dropped and the
heads of the paddy hung lower. The river had shrunk
to a trickle, the well was as dry a5 a bone. Before long
the shoots of the paddy were tipped with brown; even
as we watched, the stain spread like some terrible
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disease, choking out the green that meant life to us.

Harvesting time, and nothing to reap, The paddy
had taken all our labour and lay now before us in faded,
useless heaps,

Stvaji came to collect his master’s dues and his face
fell when he saw how much was lost, for he was a good
man and he felt for us,

“There 15 nothing thiz yvear,” Nathan said to him.
“Mot even gleanings, for the grain was but little ad-
vanced.”

“You have had the land,® Sivaji smd, “for which you
have contracted to pay: so much money, so much rice,
These are just dues, I must have them, Would you have
me return empty-handed #*

MNathan"s shouwlders sagped. He looked tired and dis-
piritec. 1 came and stood beside him, Ira and the boys
crouched near us, defensively.

“There is nothing,” Nathan repeated. “Do you not

see the crops are dead? There has been no rain and t!}g\fu;

river is dry.,®

“Yet such was the contract, else the land wn@t
have been rented to you.”

“What would vou have me dof The last Iﬁs'w:ql_' waz
mcagre; we have nothing saved,™ ,a\

Svaji looked away. #1 do not kan\\It 13 your con-
cerm. 1 must do as [ am bid."” N\

“What theni®

“The land is to be given to ancther if you cannog
make payment.”

“Go from the land after all these years? Where
would we go! How would we live!™

1oz

"t iz your concern. 1 have my orders and must obey
them.”

“Give me time,” he said at last humbly, ®untl the
next crop. I will pay then, somehow.”

“Pay half now,” Sivaji said, *“and 1 will ery and do as
vou wish.” He spoke quickly, as if to give himself no
time to repent of his offer, and hurried away even be-
fore my hushand had assented,

“No casy jnh‘{ﬁ:b him,” 1 said. “He s answerable,
even as we arps)

“That JMA‘H!.-' he and his kind are emploved,™ Nathan
said hﬂ!ﬁh’ “To protect their overlords from such un-

l-e-:naa,&t tasks. Now the landlord cam wring from us
hu(ﬁnau:pﬁmdmmnutfmﬂuc misery he evokes, for

,@)Jncd it would be difficult for any man to see another
O ‘starve and his wife and children as well; or to enjoy
D7 the profits born of such travail ”

He went into the hut and 1 followed. A few mud pots
and two brass vessels, the tin trunk 1 had brought with
me as a bride, the two shirts my eldest sons had left
behind, two ollocks of dhal and a handful of doed
chillies left over from better times: these we put to-
gether to sell,

“Rather these should go,” wid Nathan, “than that
the land should be taken from us; we can do without
these, but if the land i3 gone our livelihood is gone,
and we must thenceforth wander like jackals™ He
stared awhile at what we had to sell, and made an
effort to say something and tried again and at last he
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said, choking, *“The bullocks must po. Otherwise we
shall not have enough.™

Hut when we had added them and reckoned and re-
reckoned, there was still not enough. “There are the
sarts lefe,™ | said. “"Good ones and hardly worn, and
these we must sell.*

1 brought out the red sari that had served for both
my wedding and my daugheers, and the sari and dhoti
I had bought when Thambi worked at the tannery,
made a parcel of them and =er out,

“Ah, Rukmam,"” said Biswas with false welcome.
““What brings you here? 1 have not seen vou for a long
time, nor had any of your succulent fruit, Would that
be what you bear with you?*

*No indeed,” [ answered shortly, his voice grating
on me as always, “For the carth is parched to dust and
all that I grew is dead. The mins fauled, as you know.™

“Yes, yes, yes,” he said, looking at me with his can-
ning eyes. “These are hard times for us.”

Not for you, 1 thought. You thrive on others’ qn\%
fortunes.

“We need money for the land 1 said. '{khwﬂ
brought the two shirts my sons no longer : EH:“‘IE
away, two saris 1 never wear and my husband's dhoti
to sell to you. The saris are very ﬁ.{uiﬁr worked, and
worn but a few times.” [ tock them Uit and laid them
before him.

He fingered the rich stuff, and measured the borders
between outstretched thumb and little finger, and lifted
up the silver threads to examine them the closer, and
held up the shirts to the light for sign of wear.
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“How much do you want for thesei™

Tt 15 for you to make the offer.”

“Tell me first how much you want and I will =ee
what I can do.”

“Enough to pay the land dues.”

“How much is that!"

“Tt 15 my business.®

He was silent for a while, and 1 said to him exasper-
ated, “Tell me if you are not prepared to buy and I
will go tl.El:"I."hl:[‘E\

“Always in; hﬁ-t-l:., he rebuked me in that gentle,
oily veice pfl:rﬂ “Yet | think this time you will have
to ““"‘W pl::mut'l:, Rukmani.”

“'Eﬂ:]!at do you mean?™ 1 said, ruffled. “There are

“who would be pleased to buy such good ma-
@EI an
{ #] ghink not,” he said. *1 think not. For, you see, the
wives of other men have come to me, even as you have,
and have gone away as you threaten, yet they have to
come back to me because nobody else can afford to buy
in these hard times.™

“As no doubt you can,” 1 sad with contempt, and
then an inspiration came to me and 1 went on: “Unless
you pay a fair price 1 shall take these =aris elsewhere.
There is the Muslim wife of a tannery offical whom
I know, and she will buy from me as she has done
Iﬁm"

“UIndeed,” he said, a little disconcerted, “Well, Ruk-
mani, since we have done business for 1 long time, and
because you are 3 woman of spirit whom 1 have long
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admired, I will give you thirty rupees. Nobody could
be fairer.®

“Fairer by far,” I retorted. “1 will not take one
pic under seventy-five rupces. Take it or not as you
please.”

I put the clothes away, making 2 pretence of going
to the door. I hoped he would call me back, for in truth
1 did not know where else to turn, but if not—well,
thirty rupees was too far from our needs to be of use,
and if I did not get what 1 asked 1 might as well keep
the saris,

As 1 got to the door he clled to me. “Very well,
Rukmani. I will pay vou what you ask, since it will
help yvou.™

I waited, He disappeared into another room and came
back in a few minutes with 3 sour face and a small
leather pouch full of money. He pulled the drawstrings

and took from it notes and silver, counting them twice {V\’/C}

over to make sure.
“A very rare price,” he said, handing me the m-g}@y
“Remember always the good turn I have dos yoou, "
I tucked the money away, making no rephyy’ nd 1
went buck with a lighter step than 1 had nim: out.
Nathan had returned too, having so I the pots and
pans, the food and the bullodks, \'u’ea.gm:lﬂd the money
and counted it, and there was in all’ene hundred and
twenty-five rupees, not even the half we had to pay.
“There is still the seed,”™ Nathan =aid. “We muost sell
that.”
“What of the next crop?™ 1 said. “1f we sell the seed
b

\}

we may as well give up the land too, for how shall we
raise a new cropf ™

“It iz better to be without the seed than bereft of the
land in which to plant wt. Seed is cheap, it can be
bought. | can earn & few rupees, or perhaps my
008, ..

Howi 1 cried to myself. How? Is not my son every
day at the tannery, and no one will look at him be-
cause of his brothers! And wou, my hushand, what
chance have you when so many young men arc fester-
ing in idleness)O)

“It will mean only a few rupees,™ I said. “Let us not
gacrifice %&c’ ture to our immediate need.”

‘WA?& 15 the alternative?™ he shouted. “Do you think

wbilind and do not se2, or 50 stupid as to behewve
m crops are raised without seed? Do you take me for
’f::-nl that—"

He was not shouting at me but at the terrible choice
forced upon us; this 1 knew, yet could not prevent my
throat contracting, or force the tears back into their
wells.

“Let us only try,” 1 said with the sobs coming fast.
4] et us keep our hope for a next harvest.”

“Very well, very well,” Nathan exclarmed, “Let us
try by all means. We may be kicked for our pains, but
what of that! Anything to stop your wailing, Now go,
do not cross me further.”

He is worried, T thought, smothering my sobs, He
is distracted and dogs not mean to be harsh,

1 went inside and lay down, with the money tied o
my body, and at last dozed off into 2 troubled sleep.
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In the morning Sivaji came, and my husband took
the moncy and counted it out in front of him.

“One hundred and twenty-five rupees,” he said.
“Not half what we owe, but the best we can do with-
out selling the seed for the next sowing."

41t would raise only & few rupees,” T pleaded. "Let
us but keep it, and we will repay you twofold.”

“It is not for me,” Sivaji answered, “You make pay-
ment to another. What shall T zay to him that I bring
so little? You made promise of half.”

“Give us a little prace,” Nathan said, dragging the
words out. “We will make full repayment and over
after the next harvesting.”

So we stood and argued and begped, and in the end
Sivaji agreed to wait. He took the money and turned
te go, then he hesitated and said, a httle wistfully:
“What I do I must, for 1 must think of my own. .

I do not wish to be hard, May you prosper.”

“May you prosper too,” 1 whispered, hardly able uw.,\
speak, for his words had left me defenceless. “Ml@

Gods give you their blessing.” And so he dt.'jpﬂft%i"‘
O

The drought continued uneil we lost om@'n of the
time. Day after day the pitiless sun_blazed down,
Eu:nrch:mg whatever still struggled ta,ﬁmw and bak-
ing the earth hard until at last itsglit and great ir-
regular fissures gaped in the land, Plants died and the
grasses rotted, cattle and sheep crepe to the river that
was no more and perished there for lack of water, hz-
ards and squirrels lay prone and gasping in the blister-
g sunlight.
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In the town o water reservoir had been built for the
tannery workers and their families, but now others
were allowed & limited quantity as well. So thither |
journeyed every morning, and, when | sud how many
we were, perhaps half a mud pot would be doled out,
sometimes & little more, depending upon who was in
charge. Then some of the women in their greed began
to claim to have more children than they had, and non-
existent relatives, and there were J:-Bjﬂuslﬁ and spite
and bitter m‘gurulsﬁ‘t Until at last it was decreed that
cach person mtwt come i his own nght only, not for
others, Et’ﬁl@:ﬁ]l&l’ﬁn and old men, and this put an end
to the ;&gstmg and quarrelling; but it was hard for
lmuy“whﬂ had not their full strength.

_Thien, after the heat had endured for days and days,

\Qﬂﬂ our hopes had shrivelled with the paddy—too late

.\ to do any good—then we saw the storm clouds gath-

ering, and before long the rain came lashing down,
making up in fury for the long drought and giving the
grateful land 25 much as it could suck and more. But in
us there was nothing left—no joy, no call for joy. It
had come too late.
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CHAPTER XIV

S soon as the rains were over, and the cracks in
the earth had healed, and the land was most
and ready, we tock our seed to our Goddess

and placed it at her feet to receive her blessing, and
then we bore it away and made our sowing.

When a few weecks had gone by, the sced sprouted;
tender shoots appeared, thrusting upwards with increas-
ing strength, and soon we were able to transplant the
seedlings one by one, and at first they stood out singly,

S

Rl

slender, tremulous spires with spaces between: but gres {;

and grew and soon were merged into one thick gﬁi\

field of rustling paddy. In that field, in the grain win
had not yet begun to form, lay our future and uﬂi}hq:pﬁ.
Hope, and fear. Twin forces that tugged Qp‘u.r. irst in
one direction and then in another, and 1qislllfh was the
stronger no one could say, Of the Em:r’ai«e never q:;:uzlllrnz,
but it was always with us. Fear, consiint companion of
the peasant, Hunger, ever at hand to jog his elbow
should he relax. Despair, ready to engulf him should
he falter. Fear; fear of the dark Futurey fear of the
sharpness of hunger; fear of the blackness of death.
Long before the paddy ripened we came to the end
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of our dried-fish stocks. There was no money Iefe—
every pie had gone to pay the land dues. Nothing left
to scll. Nothing to be had from my eifforts, for the
vines and vegerables had withered in the long weeks of
drought.

At last no option but to draw upon my secret hoard:
# small stock of rice, ten ollocks in 2ll; shiclded from
every temptation to sell or barter, kept even when the
aced to hold our land had squeézed us dry of every-
thing else. Now Lﬁ\nugh: it cut and measured it again,
ten ollocks mm:tlf Then T divided it into several equal
portions, each “of the portions as little as would suffice
for one Qgr, and counted the portions, of which there
were tgenty—fuuf s that for nearly a month we would
nm(\kmc For a long time I hesitated, wondering
@ﬁethtr we could do with less, thus m.xl-:mg thirty divi-
sians, but finally I decded agninst it, for Kuti was al-
reacly ailing, and we needed to preserve our strength
for the harvest.

For at least twenty-four days we shall eat, I thought.
At the end of that tme—well, we are in God’s hands,
He will not fuil ws. Sometimes [ thought that, and at
other times 1 was seized with trembling and was fright-
ened, not knowing where to turn.

The nights were always the worst, and not for me
alone. Peace then seemed to forsake our hut and T could
hear my husband and children moving restlessly in their
sleep and muttering, whether from hunger or fear 1 do
not know. Onece Nathan eried out loudly and sprang up
in his sleep. I went to him, and he woke then and clung
to me.
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40nly a dream,™ I saad. “Sleep, my dear one.™

“A nighemare,” he said sweating. *1 saw the paddy
turned to straw, the grain lost. . . . Oh God, all was
lose,™

His voice was stark, bereft of the power of disem-
bling which full consciousness brings.

“Never fear,” | said with a false courage lest panic
should swoop down on us. “All will be well.”

He composed himself for sleep again.

“You are 2 good wife,” he murmured, “1 would not
have any other.™

I drifted ax last into uneasy sleep, and dreamt many
evil dreams, and in one | saw a shadowy figure with no
face creeping into our hut and bearing away the ten
ollocks of rice. I knew it was but the result of an over-
burdened spirit, but the following night 1 had the same
dream. As the days passed 1 found myself growing in-
creasingly suspicious, Fxcepr for my family, 1 trusted
no one. Only at night when there were no Fuﬁ-:ﬂ-b?,
did I feel completely safe. Then | would bring out tt&,\
rice, and measure it, and run the grain thmug{t\’ﬁy
fingers for sheer I~|:|w: of it, fondling it like a simple
When 1 had taken out the allotted portion faF the next
day 1 would bury the remainder: one half) tied in 2
white cloth, in a hole 1 dug some dlstllmﬁ‘frum our hut,
the ather hﬂlf in gur granary. NY

Several times I thought of going to Kenny, and
twice I did go. He would have helped us, of that | am
sure, but each time I was told he had gone away . . .
the townsfolk had not scen him for many weeks. |
would have gone again and sgain, but 1 had not my
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full strength; it was no longer easy to walk to the
town and back. We might have borrowed from Biswas,
but there was nothing left to pledge; in any event, we
would not have been able even to pay the interest he
demanded.

Seven days went by and seven precious portions of
rice were eaten. On the eighth day Kunth: came as T
was cooking the rice water.

I had not set on her for a consderable nme—
not singe the daf 1 had scen her in her nakedness;
andshe:hadr:flang-ﬂdm much I scarcely recognised her.
I gazed at | &r hardly believing. The skin of her face
was sl:lﬂ(g‘:nd shiny as if from overstretching, elsewhere

s@tﬂﬁéd folds and wrinkles. Under her faded sari her

sts hung loose; gone was the tense suppleness that
n.-l:l been her pride and her power. OF her former
Ermut}r not a vestige remained, Well, T thoughe. All
women come to it sooner or later: she has come off per-
haps worse than most.

“Sit and rest awhile,” 1 said. “What brings you
hither?™

She made no answer, but walked to the pot on the
fire and looked in.

“You eat well,” she said. “Better than most.™

"Not well. We eat, that s all.™

“You still have your hushand?™

“Why, ves,” | said staring at her, not quite taking her
meaning. “Why do you askf™

She shrogged. *1 have lost mine. 1 wondered how
you had fared.”
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Poor thing, 1 thought. She has suffered. 1 looked at
ker pityingly.

“] do not want your pity,” she said savagely, “nor
does my husband. He s alive and well—he is living
with another.™

1 thought of her husband, slow, sturdy, dependable,
rather like an ox, and | could not believe it of him;
then 1 thoughe of Kunthi a2 1 had once seen her, with
paunted mouth and scented thighs that had held so
many men, and | wondered if after all these years he
had not at last found out about her. Perhitps the truth
has been forced upon him, 1 thought, looking at her
with suspicion, and I gazed again upon that ravaged
beauty.

UStare your fll,” she said scornfully. “You always
lacked praces, Rukmani."

1 averted my l::}"i‘-t‘- hastily. 1 hardly knew what to say.

“] have come,” she continued, *“not to be scen, or to

see you, but for a meal. 1 have not caten for a ]l:m%\

time."

1 went to the pot and stirred it, scooped out r.,
placed it in a bowl, handed it to her. She “M‘:i@%:d
quickly and put the bow] down,

%] must have some rice too. | cang %me every
day . .. a3t 13 | have waited a Iung\\;;]fm: to make sure
you were alone.™

“*There 15 no rice to be given away,” I sud. “1 must
think of my husband and chuldren. These are not times
of plenty.”

“Nevertheless,” she replied, “I will have some. The
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damage will never be repaired while I hunger, There
s no life for me until 1 am whole again.™

She = mad, | thought. She believes what she says;
does not realise there is no going hack for her.

«Pisten,” I saad, *there is none, or very little. Drink
our rice water, come here daily, but do not ask for rice.
I have a daughter and sons, even as you have, to con-
sider. What I have belongs to us all. Can you not go
to your sons?™

“My sons,” she said, looking at me speculatively,

“are not mmé:i]u-n: * Sceing my bewilderment she
added, "Th;:}r have wives. I would never approach them
o, ”\émﬁ“’
“lﬂ?ﬁt are sons for—" 1 began.
'E:[Nm to beg from,"” she interrupted with a flicker of
ua:r-{n:mpt. 91 ean look after myself; but first the bloom
» must come hack.”

I was mute: I had said all there was to say and now
there was nothing maore,

"Well,® she said, breaking the silence, and with an
edge to her voice. “How much longer have I to wait?*

She came close to me and put her face near mine. |
saw the grey, drawn flesh and the hooded eyes, deep
sunken in their sockets, and | made to turn away but she
held me.

4] have not 50 much patience,” she said. “1 will have
the rice now or your hushand shall hear that his wife is
not as virtuous as he believes—or she pretends. ™

“He believes what is true,” 1 said with anger. “I do
not pretend.”

“Perhaps he has not seen what 1 have seen,” she said,
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and there was menace in her wvoice and threat in the
words, “Comings and goings in the twilight, and soft
speech, and gifts of milk and honey such as men make
to the women they have known™

“Stop,” 1 howled at her, and put my hands to my
ears, Thoughts kept hurtling through my head like
frenzied squirrels in o new-forged cage, With sudden
clarity 1 recalled my daughter’s looks that far-off day
when 1 had gone to Kenny; my son’s words: “Such men
have power, especially over women™; remembered my
own foolish silences, 1 cloged my eyes and sank down.
She came and sat by me.

“Which is it to be! Which 15 it to be? .. "

Her words were hammering at my brain, the horrible
syllables were beating the air around me, the whole
place was full of their ound.

I need you, 1 cried to myself, Nathan, my husband,
I cannot take the nsk, because there 3s a risk since she is

clever and 1 am not. In your anger or your er.almqr\\« ‘

or even because you are not yourself after these

strained months, vou may believe what she nﬂ\?grid
what she means. Because [ have deceived you and.

deny all she proclaims, you may believe the mm%_ 1 ml.l
kill her first, [ thought, and the desire wa;?ﬁ'r-:mg I felt
myself shukmg I raised my hands to mycyes and there
was & quivering redness there, Thént 1 heard a CIY,
whether of bird or child or my own tortured self 1 do
not know, and the redness cleared. I felt the water
oozing through my closed eyes, through my closed fin-
gers. 1 took my hands away, and there was Kunthi

11h

waiting by my side with the patience of one who knows
what power she wields, patient, like a vulture.

The ration of seven days to Kunthi, and eight already
eaten. There 15 still enough for nine days, 1 thought,
not with comfort but with desolation, and hatred came
welling up again for her who had deprived me of the
grain, and contempt for myself who had relinquished it.

I waited a long time that night before poing out, for
fear that Kunthi pﬂght be warching. There i3 nothing
she would not do, I thought, lying there in the darkness,
Imustw::t,andm_]l: with care, and return unscen. I
will match. my wits against hers, I thought cunningly,
lj'mg%m}l listening to uneasy slumber about me; and 1

',)htt win; clever though she is, she shall not have

/v« T rose at last and went out softly, and locked

x,\ out me, and went quickly to the hole T had dug, and

clawed away the earth until 1 saw the bundle, white
under the starlight. I squatied down, crooning silently,
untied it, ran my fingers through the grain; and I knew
then there was no more than a handful left—a day's
supply, no more, not the nine days” suppy 1 had looked
to find.

My stomach lurched, blood came pounding to my
head, 1 felt my=elf going dizzy. Who could have known,
who had done this to mef 1 heard a voice moaning and
it was mine and the sound was terrifying, for 1 had not
meant to speak. 1 looked sbout me wildly, seeking to
ste even in that darkness. Nothing in saght, not a sound
except my own loud heart beats. I dug my nails into
my palms, striving for calm, trying to think. Who could
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have done this! Kunthi?—but she only knew of the
granary, not this other hiding place. My own family?
Nao, 1 thought with despair, thrusting aside the small
core of suspicion each time it formed. Surely not. Who
else? Wha!?

A long time passed; when at fast T rose, my limbs
were stiff and prickling, and darkness had given way to
the first grey beginnings of dawn.

WNathan was not in the hut when I went back: 1 saw
him sitting beside the paddy helds as he often did when
he could not sleep, The boys were still asleep, the two
older ones side by side, Kuti squeczed close to Ira and
she with her arm thrown across him. | shook her by the
shoulder, and Kuty woke first and began to ory. I packed
him up and took him cutside and left him there, and
when | went back the others were awake. | looked at
the three faces and 1 thowght bitterly, One of them has
done this to me. . .

thoughts; but there was nothing to see save alarm;
shrank a little from my vehemence. N
“] must know,” 1 shouted, “1 must lm%
done this thing.™
They looked at me asif T had lost m &nsﬁs Ira =aid
timidly, “We would not take what E@ngtd to us all.”?
“Tell me 1 am imagining the loss," I stormed at her,
“or that I mysclf have eaten it."
They stared at me in silence, amazed. Outside Kuti
was bawling. Attracted by his cries, Nathan had come
up, now he called to me.

&
. Which one! Which ane? 1 thn-ughz__\g\

questioning, locking at the three faces as if to read 1@5

“See to the child,” he said frowning. “Can you not
hear him{ He will choke.”

“So much the better,” | said. “It will be one mouth
less to feed.™

“You are ill,” he said. “You do not know what you
are saying.” He picked up the child, soothing him in his
arms, and then gave him to Tra.

“My heart is sick,™ [ said, “T have been robbed, and
by one of my own childrﬂn, of rice, which above all
things iz most precigus.”

15 that what,ﬁﬁ have zaid to them?™

| nudd:d: Teaw his face wither,

4] took it he sad at lase.
"T"{‘T ¥ husband? I do not believe it!™
e ﬁ n

true.

C&'}tnm fell like 2 shroud. I listened to it locked in
\‘ﬁ-_r].r own brooding batterness, Thea it was rent by 2 sound
so raw, so painful, that my nerves began screaming in
response, 1 looked up and it was Nathan, Hig face was
working, from his throat came thoss dry hideous sobs.

“Not for myself,” he was muttering, trying to con-
trol his treacherous voice, “for another. 1 took it for
another. There was no other way. 1 hoped you would
nat notice. 1 had to do ™

I went to him. I did not want to know any more why
he had done it or for whom, it was no longer impor-
tant; but he was =till speaking: it was as if he could not
stap.

“Kunthi took it all, 1 swear it. She forced me, I did
not want vou to know.™

Presently he was quist,
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“She has 2 strange power, this woman,” | said, half
to myself.

“Not strange,” Nathan said. *1 am the father of her
sons, She would have told you, and T was weak,™

Disbelief first; disillusionment; anger, reproach, pain.
To find out, after so many years, in such a cuel way.
Kali"s words: “She has fire in her body, men burn before
and afeer.” My husband was of those men. He had
known her not once but twice; he had gone back to give
her a sccond son. And between, how many times, 1
thought, bleak of spirit, while her husband in his im-
potence and I in my innocence did nothing.

“It was a long time ago,” Nathan said. “I was very
young, and she a skilful woman.

“The first time was before our marriage,” he said.

“One did not see the ewil for the beauty,” he said.

At last I made an effort and roused myself.

U1t s ms you say a long time ago™ 1 said weanly.

“That she is evil and powerful 1 know my=elf. Let it \

rese.”

It became possible for me to speak as well. | w
him of her earlier visit and the grain she had
from me also; and it scemed te me that a new.
came to us then, freed at last from the n:::ﬁlf for lies
and concealment and deceir, with the Ecqls of betrayal
lifted from us, and with the power ﬂp ourselves had
given her wrested finally from Kuathi,

Mow that the last of the rice was gone it was n a
sense a relief: no amount of scheming and paring would
make it go any further: the last grain had been eaten.
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Thereafter we fed on whatever we could find: the
soft ripe fruit of the prickly pear; a sweet potato or
two, blackened and half-rotren, thrown away by some
more prosperous hand; sometimes a crab that Nathan
managed to citch near the river. Early and late my =ons
roamed the countryside, returning with a few bamboo
shoots, a stick of sugar cane left in some deserted field,
or a picce of coconut picked from the gutter in the town,
For these they must have ranged widely, for other
farmers and their families, in like plght to ourselves,
were also out seatdhing for food; and for every edible
plant or rmt.lfn.‘rc was a strugple—a desperate com-
petition tl;mmde enemies of friends and put an end to
hmna.uuﬁs

Itowas not enough. Sometimes from sheer rebellion

:E grass, although it always resulted in stomach

ﬂvnmpa and violent retching. For hunger is a curious
“thing: ar first it is with you all the time, waking and

sleeping and m your dreams, and your belly cries out
insistently, and there 15 2 gnawing and a pain as if your
very vitals were being devoured, and you must stop it
at any cost, and you buy 2 moment’s respite even while
you know and fear the sequel. Then the pain is no
longer sharp but dull, and this too i with you always,
so that you think of food many times a day and each
time a terrible sickness assails vou, and because you know
this you try to avoid the thought, but you cannot, it
is with you, Then that too is gone, all pain, all desire,
only a great cmptiness is left, like the sky, like a well
in drought, and it is now that the strength drains from
your limbs, and you try to rise and find you cannot, or
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to swallow water and your throat is powerless, and both
the swallow and the effort of retarning the liquid tax
you to the uttermost.

41t will not be long before the harvest,” Mathan
would murmur, and [ woueld agree with him, stifling
the query whether our strength would last till then,
saying, “Ah yes, not long now; only a little time before
the grain 1s rpe.™

It happened to me too, but 1 could not see myself,
only what happened to others: saw their flesh melt away
and their skin sag and sink between their jutting bones,
saw their eyes retreat into their skulls, saw their ribs
curve out from under the skin; and what withered the
young bore doubly hard on the old and they were ema-
ciated twice over.

But of us all Kuti suffered the most. He had never
been a healthy child; now he was constantly ailing, At
first he asked for rice water and cried because there was

none, but later he gave up asking and merely eried. “\
Fven in his sleep he whimpered, twisting and l'IJJ'I:LLq%\

endlessly, permitting no one to rest. Ira was gcqxﬁk
with him, and tirclessly patient, nursing him.3n" hher
skinny arms and giving him most of what mlt\m her.
But more often than not he turned away, un*nﬁlc b take
the rough food we offered, and then 5hr‘,§rbu!|i hold him
against her and give him her ]:lrt'.hr.tiwﬂ he would pull
at the parched teat and be soothed, and for a while his
thin wailing would die away,
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CHAPTER XV

NE day Raja went out as usual and did not

O Come. {iai*l-:, At dusk they brought his body

hmqu slung between two men, one at the head

and ane gmii-: fect. There was & small trickle of blood

mmung‘[—rnm his mouth, fresh and still bright red, and

mgtc'\hlu-ud from a cut in his head, dark and congealed
and matring his hair.

Th:!.r laid him on the ground. They bowed their
hn:m.ﬁ; and shutfled their fect and spoke in low voices and
then they went away. It was real; vet it seemed a night-
mare, it could not be true that my son lay dead before
me. Thus my theughts, dazed and confused, injecting
pain where there was numbness; and my mind, furtively
touching the edges of realisation, then flecing from it
in terror,

He had been caught, they said; something about
money. What had my son to do with money, who had
not a pic of his own! He was not very strong, they told
me. They merely laid hands on him, and he fell. As if
1 did not know how thin and brittle he had grown! But
why should others lay hands on him? They told me,
but the sense of their words escaped. They told me, but
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I could not remember. They repeated themselves again
and again, but 1 kept forgetting. I heard Ira begin to
sing a low dirge; she was rocking gently back and forth,
and she was crying.

“What are you crying for?™ 1 smid. *You have lutle
encugh strength, without dissolviag it in tears.™

She looked at me stupidly, and away, and down at her
brother. Her sorrow flowed to me; the numbness hegan
to clear. [ tried frantically to keep it—I might as well
have tried to imprison a cloud.

For this | have given you hirth, my son, that you
should lie in the end at my feet wath ashes in your face
and coldness in your limbs and yourself departed with-
out trace, leaving this huddle of bones and flesh without
meaning,

Already 1 think, the eyes must be closed, though
death has plazed them, and | do so; the jaw must be
tied, for it is sapping, I put a bandage sbout it; the body

must be washed and I wash it; and Ira comes to help
and cleanses the mouth which 1 hawve Eurgﬂttr.n to dg *«;J

These things were you, now there is no connection what-

ever; the sorrow within me i ot for this bod «-which
has suffered and in suffering has let slip Ib.:\ nnt, but
for you, my son. <

A
&y ¢
al

N

Mathan prepares the bier, 1 see hug;\}ﬁftmg the body
on to it. Then he goes out, walking towards the town.
At dawn the funeral drums begin, and soon after our
friends and neighbours come. Granny first, though
hardly able to walk; then Durgan; Kannan with his
wife, bearing a few jasmine buds; and Kali, brnging
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with her a muslin cloth to cover the bier, They pay their
respects in silence, and when the sun has nisen, the men
pick up the bier and depart; but the women stay behind,
for this is the custom, All that morning the sound of the
drums comes faintly to us;, nsing and falling, nsng
and falling with the wind; until at last a final beat comes
quivering through the air and we strain our ears for
the next, but this, this sound which has already gone, is
the last.

Now not even afieap of bones: only a few ashes to
show that once g @in has lived.

N\

Baj ekt been dead tiree Full diys when two
ials from the tannery came to see us, and the one
who avas tall and burly with Jong moustaches did all
:;Ié:ﬁiﬁug, and the other who was thin and insignificant

\‘;%e;,lped timidly in his shadow and agreed with what he
said.

“The watchmen were only doing their duty,” the tall
one began. “They are engaged to protect our property,
you understand.”™

“] understand.”

“No violence was used,” he said. “Only enough to
stop him. You agree, it was necessary.”

“He was doing nothing.”

“Omn the contrary. He was s¢en in the yard, where he
had no business to be, and when the chowkidars caught
him they found he had stolen a calfskin,”

“1 do not believe it,” 1 said. “What use had he for
such a thing?™

“Not in itself maybe,” he replied in a stramned voice,
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as if struggling to keep his temper, “but of course he
could have sold it—sold it anywhere, We have had a
lot of losses recently.”

"“You cannot blame my som,™ 1 said wearily. “We
live from hand to mouth, as you can see . . . there is no
wealth here, such as your goods might have brought.”

] am not hlaming vour son alone,™ he said carefully,
“hut of course it is well known your zons have been
troublemakers. Now we do not want any trouble from
you, you understand. The lad was caught in the act of
stealing—maybe, as you say, for the first time and in
n moment of weakness—still, he was cught, and for
the consequences that followed, no one was to blame
except himself. He should not have struggled, In these
crcumstances you neturally have no claim on us”

#Claimf™ 1 said. *] have made no claim. | do not
understand you.™

He made a gesture of impatience.

“You may think of it later, and try to get mmp-:m’-\{?}

tion. [ warn vou, it will not work.”

Compensation, I thought. What mmp:nmﬁ-nnu;&a
for death? T felt confused, T did not understend what
he was getting at, There was o pause. The JE\]}I'!II:' man
said kindly: *He was not brutally treated or anything,
vou know. They merely tapped him,@ﬁﬁ a lathi, as he
was trying to escape, and he fell, He must have been
very weak or something.®

“He was” I said. “He worked hard, and ate little.”

“Naturally, it must have been a blow for you,” said
the timed ene. “lt is hard to lose—that is—" He tailed
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off incoherently, seeing his companion’s glance fixed on
him.

“The point 15, the other said, and he thumped on
the floor to emphasize his point, “that no fult attaches
to us. Absolutely none. OF course, as my friend has said,
it is your loss. But not, remember, our responsibality.
Perhaps,” he went on, “you may even be the better
off. . . . You have many mouths to feed, and—"

The thinner man raised his hand to check him, ap-
palled by the scared by his own daring. Poor
bittle mouse, mm: must have taken all his cour-
age, he had none left for speech. His aggressive com-
panion iﬁ:pgﬂ short; the look of surprise spreading
over hia.,ﬁ‘l:: was quickly replaced by displeasure. He
rurnuttﬁ mE,

“I*‘thl:l not intend to wound you. But sometimes the
gfﬁﬂ: must be stated, unpalatable as it 18."

A7 1 nodded. There was no sense in agreeing or disa-

grecing, the gulf between us was too wide; it was no
use at all flinging our words at each other across that
gaping chasm,

“So you agree,” he insisted. “No responsibility at-
taches to us."

“Yes," | sad, my Lips felt stiff.

“T am glad everything i= settled then. An unpleasant
matter, but amicably settled.” He drew his lips back,
imitating a smile, and turned triumphantly te his com-
panion.

“THd I not tell you there would be no trouble? You
always fear the worst. | told you they would be reason-
able.,™
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The other did not look triumphant: if anything, he
seemed to have shrunk a little, he avoided looking at me
altogether; but as they went out together he glanced at
me quickly, once, and in that brief moment 1 saw that
his eyes were grieving.
“You should not care,” | said very softly to him CHAPTER XVI
alone. “*1t does not matter,™
He heard me and half-turned, his eyes clearing a
Little. :
*“1 am very sorry Et:f you,'! be s in a low voice, : HERE s the reaping,” 1 said, “and the thresh-
“May you find peace. - . ing and w@mmng How shall we manage when
He went, his face overlaid with shame and misery. the tinge comes?”™
“When the S comes,” Nathan said with a gleam
in his eye, Ushe strength will be forthcoming, never
,[E'..r N § \
J,:‘lml:ad at him doubtfully: thin and drawn, with
ﬁféhs and arms so puny that no muscle showed even
\>whr.n he fexed them. The rice would have to be lifted
‘;\(/ plant by plant, and the grain scparated from the husk,
'\‘\\‘:' and the husk beaten for the last few grains . . . it meant
N worling long hours in the flooded fields with bent badk,

\\V:; and much labouring thereafter converting the paddy
<«\\:‘ into rice. It was no task for weakened bodies,
) < “You will see,” he said with confidence. *“We will
N\ find our strength, One look at the swelling grain will be
.j;t‘;“ enough to renew our vigour,”
N Indeed, it did our hearts good to see the paddy ripen.

We watched it a3 3 dog watches a bone, jealously, lest
it be snatched away; or as a mother her child, with pride
gnd affection. And most of all with fear.

As we sat there Irawaddy came to us, stepping softly.

128 12



“Ie is hot within,” she said forlornly. “I could not
m!l

She weat and picked 3 head of paddy before sitting
down beside us. I saw her fingers parting the husk, fecl-
ing for the grain within,

*How much longers™

The same question, the anawer to which she already
knew, whao had lived on the land since tarth.

“Three weeks,” Nathan's reply, grave, sincere, ab-
solutely honest where another might have been tempted
to easter words.

“It s not long to wait,” | said, trying to hearten her.
“And if the Gods are kind it may even be sooner.™

That was what we prayed for—that it might not be
too late. The tears that brightened Ira’s eyes, the si-
lences of my hushand, the twitching face of Selvam, all
came from one thing, the thought, imprisoned in the
brain but incapable of utterance, that Kut might not

not yet five, who had already wasted a long nime:

who had suffered more than any of us. Wherh&iﬁ:im
the unsuitable food, or from the constant rest /\fpnm-e—
ment of his body, he had developed a thigk, irmitat-
ing rash which he kept scratching; and whére his nails
caught, sores and blisters began, dt&i‘ﬁying whatever
little peace he might have had. Sometimes after maan-
ing for hours at a stretch he would fall into an exhausted
daze—it could not be called sleep, 1t was nothing so
sweet—and 1 would go to him with beating heart to see
if the fight was ended; but again and again he struggled
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back to consciousness, took up again his tormented liv-
ing; almost | wished it otherwise.

Some two or three days later I noticed a change in
Kuti: his eyes lost their dullness and the whimpering
that had been so harrowing to listen to lessened and
stopped. I thought it was the end—sa bricf rallying, 2
frothing up of the last reserves of strength when there
% no longer any ne=d to hold back, Like the sudden
brilliant glow of q.{al;:piring taper—saince we pave him
nothing, there being nothing te give, that might account
for the chan &)Tht following day, however, the im-
provement cofitinued, and that night he slept peacefully.
1 gazedat the small tired face, soothed by sleep as it
hzd’}iuf for many nights, and even as 1 puzzled

aut the change, profound gratitede flooded through
e, and it seemied to me that the Gods were not remote,

- X0 not unheedful, since they had heard his cries and stilled
live to see the harvesting. The rest of us might struggle 3\‘/2? . F i

on, our endurance was greater; but he was only a ch <

them as it were by a miracle. Irawaddy crept up to me
as | watched, and smiled at me and the child; and I
whispered, “He is beteer,” but there was no need as she,
of all people, knew.

Through relief and exhaustion I slept well that night,
waking refreshed before daybreak with 2 renewed hope-
fulness. Soon all will be well, T thought. We shall eat
and the strength will come back to vs, and there will be
no more fear. This has been a bad time but it is pass-
ing as all things must, and now it is not joy, which passes
in @ trice, but sorrow, which is slower in the going, and
80 one must be patient. A few more days® waiting, &
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few more days’ anxiety—it is not beyond enduring, it
1 not too much to ask. Thas | thought as 1 lay there,
hstening to the sounds of sleep and lost in my own
imaginings,

The darkness was lifting when 1 heard the sound of
footsteps, wary, soft, less heard than felt as a slight
tremor of the ground. If it had been a reverberating
gong, that sound conld not have had more violent effect.
My fancies fled headlong from me; in their place 2
cloud of black and grey arose, revolving before my cyes
and gsuming fantastic shapes and forms until at last
ane stood out clearly away from the swirling mists and
with a face to it. Kunthi. No one but Kunthi, coming
stealthily by night to thieve from us what little we had,
unnashamed as she was and always had been.

The foctsteps were coming nearer: 1 raised myself on
Ty elbow the better to listen, trying to still the thudding

in my ecardrums which impeded my hearing, Nearer
and nearer. I stood up, bracing myself for the ::muntq{\w

and stepped from the familiar darkness of the El.u-t,hm
the greying might outside. The figure was th:;fe,\°§:l'r
and blurred in outline, but 2 woman’s, 1 threiw ”m:rseIE
at it, pimoning the arms svagely; thrust gl?\ﬂ‘. and beat
it to the ground; fell on it with furyg: felt the weak
mu_gglq.-a. of the body beneath mine kh?th.c fechle flut-
tering of & trapped bird, and exultec. The air was full
of harsh sounds, but whether they issued from my throat
or hers, or existed only in my imagination, I do not
know. The being that was me was no longer in posses-
sion: it had been consumed 1n the flames of anger and
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hatred that raged through me in those few minutes;
what took its place I do not know,

Then 1 heard a thin, shrill scream. “Mother!
Mother!*® Hands were dragging we away. | felt myself
pulled and thrown to one side. “Fiend! Madwoman!™
MNathan was shricking, “Accursed mother|” He was
bending over the form, doing something to it. I saw he
was quite naked and wondered at it, forpetting he had
come straight from slecp. He turned to me.

“Are you out n@ your mind? Your own daughter,
you have I-nlll:ﬂf Wer. Murderess!™”

He and ﬁtlvnm earried her in. 1 slunk after them,
d:sl::eh&!(mg It could not be Irawaddy. It was some
mms miastake they had made, not 1. I crept to her
mdévnd sw 11 was Irawaddy. Her Face was puffed and
bore horrible marks, one lip was bleeding where her

\tmrh had bicten down. 1 closed my eyes. Red circles

opened out before them, receding into an endless black-
ness. I shook myself clear of them and went to aid my
hushand. He had a pot of water heside him and was
wiptng the blood from her body. Her sari was stained
with blocd. I took the ¢loth from him.

T will sce to her,™

He thrust me aside. “Get away; you have done
enolgh harm. You are not fit.”

4] thoughe it was Kunthi,” | whispered,

He moved a little, making room for me, but remained
near, not wholly trusting,

She had been tadly cut. A long jagged gash showed
in her left sade, there was a similar one on her left wrist.
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#“These wonnds,™ [ said. *1 did not make them.™ 1 did
not expect him to beligve me.

“] know, The bangles broke,™

Bangles? How could she have bangles, who had not
a pie of her own? I stared at him, not knowing amid
these unreal happenings whether those were his words
or only what 1 had heard. He pointed.

“Do you not see the glass—there and there. She was
wearing bangles.™

They had broken against her body, which had pro-
tected me from injury. I began to swab, The cuts were
Full of glass, some of it in splinters, some of it in powder
like shining sand. When 1 had cleaned them 1 bound
the two largest gashes. For the rest there was nothing
I could use, but these were smaller and mercifully soon
stopped bleeding. The sari 1 had taken from her was
soaked with blood and grimy where dust clung to the
wet cloth. 1 took it down to the aver intending to wash

it, shook it clear of dust and broken glas. As | did m\(;}‘

something dropped from the folds, fell in the mu
water, sank and was lost; but not before 1 had m
It was 4 rupee.

I went on with my work, scrubbing the blﬁ%mm,
rinsing the cloth, laving it on the gpras :Qq s then I
came back, swept and cleaned the hut, t.lﬁﬂ-ﬁ:l:l the eourt-
vard, remowved all signs of the sl.‘.rugfic that had been.
The sun was moving to midday by the tme I had fin-
ished. Now that there was nothing more to do, the
thoughts | had =0 far avoided came crowding in on
me in agitated tarmoil. Who had given her the money?
Why! Had she stalen it, and if so how and who fromd
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Why did she have to walk by nmight weaning glass ban-
gles? 1 kept very still, not to waken my sleeping daugh-
ter, while the thoughts went galloping through my
head, and question after question, unanswersd,

Kuti, lying in a corner of the hut, began to moan. Ira
heard and opened her eyes, gesturing vaguely towards
him, 1 went to her first.

“Lie still; the cut will open again."

She looked at me sombrely: “Feed him; he is hungry.
Take the rupee }rﬁw find in my sari.”

1 knew I'J&:n\'zlmt it was she who had been responsible
for the im t in Kut, not I, not my prayers,

Harhﬂ ahuut to say something, to question her

gnp‘p-td his arm, forang him to silence. Ira
mm to rise. I went to her.
Q)“.Lu: still,” 1 sa1d again, laying restraining hands on
. 9T will see to him.™

1 picked up the moaning child and took him outside,
trying to quieten him. It was useless. lra had fed him
and freed him from hunger, the taste was with him still
and he would not be quictened. T walked away from
the hut with him in my arms, and &t length his sharp
cries sank into soft whimpering and finally into silence,

The lips of her wounds had hardly drawn together
when Ira was on her feet again.
"“Where do you go?" 1 said to her. “Rest a lirtle
longer; the marks are stll livad.™
“Reat]™ she said contemptucusly, “How can | rest or
anyone rest?! Can you not hear the childf”
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“Where do you go?™ 1 repeated. “Tell me only
where you go.”

“Dao not ask,™ she said. “It s better that you should
not know.”

She was combing her hair, letting it fall away from
her neck, first ene way, then another, until the whale,
head and hair, was sleek and shining. She had not trou-
bled so much since she was a bride.

I saw her go out in the dusk, sari tightly wrapped
about her. Saw her walk to the town, along the narrow
lane which ran past the tannery, following it to where
it broadened with beedi shops along one side and tawdry
stalls on the other, where men with bold eyes lounged
smoking or drnking from frothing toddy pots. She
moved jauntily, stepping with outrageous fastidiousness
amid the litter of the street, the chewed sugar cane, the
trampled sweetmeats, the red betel-nut spittle; jountily,
a half-smile on her lips answering the jeers and calls
that were thrown at her, eyes darting quickly ro

each turning leading from the street—and l:h:r-:\
many of these, dim lanes and Elll:j-'E—E]'l.l: %usu:l,
and advanced a little along it, and w;u.;r.cd,{hﬂ in the
shadows,

“] must know,” | said, imploring.. "’ttt is h:t-ttr that
I should know than that 1 should mﬁgmr_"

Ira gave me 2 sidelong pglance: “Your imagination
would not travel that far.”

“You do not know me,” [ said, troubled. “And I no
longer underseand you.”

“The truth is unpalatable,” she replied.
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1 pondered awhile, searching my memory: then it
came to me: the man who had called after Raja’s death,
He had siid the same thing. The truth s unpalatable.

Mathan came in from the fields at sundown as Ira
was setting forth, He had been clearing the irrigation
channels and strengthening the dams, the fork he @rmed
was caked with soil and water. He thrust it into the earth
and leaned on it.

“Where do you go at this hour]®

“It is better norite speak.”

“] will have &o answer.”

“1 can glﬂ:jruu none."

Nathan® brows drew together: she had never before

spokerto him in this manner. Looking at her, it scemed
‘b:u‘luﬁ ‘that almest overmight she had changed; she had
bﬁ!ﬁ tender and modest and obedient, now she had re-

~ }\hnquwh&d every one of these qualitiess it was difhcule
‘ 27 to believe she had ever been their possessor.,
%

scarching, then retreating behind half-drawn lids, A{E‘ y

MNathan was groping for words, stumbling a little over
them.

“1 will not have it said—1 will not have you parading
at night—"

“Tonight and tomorrow and every night, so long as
there is need. I will not hunger any more.™

“Like 2 harlot,” he said. “A common strumpet.™

The weins in his forehead were standing out, on each
temple a pulse throbbed fiercely. Ira stood defiant be-
fore him, uttering no demial, fingers plucking at the
fringe of her sari. 1 closed my eyes, 1 could not bear to
see them thus,
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“These are but words,™ she wid at last. “There are
others, kinder ones, which for decency®s sake—"

“Decency!™ he spat at her. *Do not speak of de-
cency 1™

She was quiet for @ moment, and he said with delib-
erzte cruelty, “MNo man will lock at you, defaced as
you e

“The cuts will heal,” she retorted. “Men do not seek
my face.”

I think he laid a restraining hand on her: for | heard
her say, “Let me pass,” and there was a slight rustling
sound as she withdrew from his grasp,

Well, we let her po. We had tried everything in our
power, there was nothing more we could do. She was
no longer a child, to be cowed or forced into submission,
but a grown woman with o definite purpose and an
invincible determination, We had for =0 long nme:ptu&
her obedience to our will that when it cessed to be given

naturally, it came a3 a considerable shock; ver there ill-lﬂ%\~

no option but to accept the change, strange and 'I:u:m
ing as it was, for obedience cannot be extorted. {!\%I.I

as simple as that: we Forbade, she insisted, . S0
we got used to her comings and goings, as we had pot
vsed to so much else. :sf::\*

A\

With ber earnings Irawaddy was alle to buy rice and
salt, and milk for the child, who was teo weak for any-
thing else. After the roots and leavings we had existed
on, I was grateful enough for the food, but of what she
bought Nathan would not touch a morsel, Day after day
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he went out as before, delving and scraping for food,
as thin and dry as a hallow bamboo stick.

“What s done is done,” 1 said, urging him to eat.
#There 13 no stricture on you, for you have tried.®

“] mll not touch " he said, eyeing me steadily.
What bitterness was behind this I do not know, or what
eondemnation of his powerlessness to feed his children;
but this 1 do know: his spirit was very strong, and he
was an upright man.

For the first fe vs after Ira resumed feeding Kur
with milk, ke a:a%-:d to grow better, but the improve-
ment—if | m!tpm?eme.nt it had been: I do not know, for
he cmst{&“nr}r and we took this for improvement—
did n&,{h-unnu: Soon it became clear that he was sink-
m&}hsm;rzw larger in his pinched face, there was

ghm:ﬁs in their soft brown as if all Lhal: was left

\>:II‘ life was concentrated there; and indesd they seemed

to be the only active part of him. From his corner, when
he was no longer capable of any other movement, his
eves constantly followed vs; seeming never to bire in
their restless wandering. Otherwise he lay quiet like a
bruized fledgling, with the dry, parched lips of exhaus-
ton and a body which conld struggle no more.

Only once I beard him call: a slight whisper that
barely reached me.

Hﬂmagﬂ

“TE!II, deari®

“] cannot see you—I cannot see anything.”

“] am here my son, very near you.”

There was a feeble movement of his arms, and I knelt
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beside him and clasped them round my neck, holding
them there, for he was too weak.

“Sleep, dearest. Soon you will be better, znd then
you will be able to see again. | promise you, you will
gee agan™

He seemed content; he accepted the lies I told him
and sighed a little—perhaps in relief, for who knows
what fears termented his child’s mind? Scon I felt him
relax and loosing his hands gently drew away from him,
A little later 1 heasd a shght sound and turning saw
that he had opencd his cyes and was pazing at Ira,
staring at her unwinking. 1 went to him and zaw that
his eyes were sightless; already a thin film was over-
spreading them. 1 picked him up and held him to me;
his limp, emaciated body, so light I might have been
holding a handful of leaves, not 2 child, sagged lifeles
agamst mine. I crooned to him, forgetting he was dead,
until the cold came creeping through his limbs and he
began to stiffen; then at last 1 laid him down, clost
his eyes and pushing back the fronds of hair ﬂ-.at
damply to his brow. He locked tired but ve w
with the signs of suffering taken From his 1:|:|u\ en
Mathan came and knelt beside hum with h:lm. 1.||r|ng
Face and titter eyes. Our last child, ccm:: in happi-
ness at a time when the river of our lwe;:is;n gently, had
been taken from us; I knew too well'swhat he felt, Yet,
although 1 grieved, it was not for my son: for in my
heart | could not have wished it otherwise, The strife
had lasted too long and had been too painful for me
to call him buck to continue it.
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CHAPTER XVII

HEN ,E:l.[h was gone—with a bland indiffer-

enee (that mocked our loss—the abundant

E'EE'-“' grew ripe. It was the second crop of

the year; sown on ground which had not been allowed
to lic fullow, and s we did not think it would be other
»III.I:EEL'E, but contrary to our expectations it was a
m pond harvest. Every husk was filled, the paddy

\'}cﬁﬂﬂd firm and healthy, showing no breaks in their ranks.
é\ We worked through the days and in the twilight getting

in the rice, and then we worked three more days drain-
ing the fields and clearing them, and then three more
mights sifting and winnowing. Even so, a heap of un-
husked paddy lay in our granary, waiting until the
marketing should be done.

“ft 13 as I said,” Nathan exclaimed. “Strength has
been given to ws. Else how could so much have been
achieved by such as we are?™ He looked round trium-
phantly, pointing to the neat white hills of rice and the
husks in a rustling brown heap. We locked at each
other, streaked with gweat, thin and bony like scarecrows
and as ugly, and suddenly what he had said seemed
very fuany; and first Selvam and then I began to
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laugh, helpless, speechless, with tears running down
their cheeks, until we older people slowly joined them
—could not help but join in their laughter—and the
spectre of what had been tweaked at our memories in
vain. There we were, the Four of us, hysterial, released,
rocking with laughter and gasping for breath which ran
out 23 fast as we sucked it in. The hellow cheeks and
bulging stomachs, the grotesque, jutting bones, became
matter for laughter; already, though they were sull
with us, in our minds they belenged to the past—to the
painful past that we thrust from us with all our Force;
and the laughter was in some messure born of relief that
we could doso,

Nathan especially was in exuberant mood. He kept
slapping his thigh and shaking his head e i he could
not believe in so much pood fortune; in his palm he
held a few grains of rice, rubbing them together to pro-
duce a dry rustle which seemed to delight him, for he

kept repeating the movement, Perhaps it was to r:aswm\?}\
himself that they were real and not part of his d!ﬁ']:ﬂ:‘-l;% N
X

imaginings. X2

“There will be enough to pay what we owe,” hp ex-
claimed, “and to keep what we want. We can, > the
fields with fish as well—" AR

“And plant vegetables,™ T said, 1 {@"ﬂrzﬂd to buy
bean seeds and chilli seeds, and perliaps 2 few younp
pumpkin vines . . . sweet potatoes of course , , . | have
made a lot from my vegetables before.”

“Indeed yes,"” he said eagerly. “There will be money
enough for all this, you will see. God has given us an-
other chance in His mercy.”
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“Firat the marketing,” I said smiling, for who would
not at such optimism, “then the plans.”

Then and there, in a fever of impatience, we got out
the gunny bags and the tall brass measure, and set to
calculating quantities and prices.

The sowing of sced discplines the body and the
sprouting of the sced uplifts the spint, but there 15
nothing to equal the rich satisfaction of a gathered har-
vest, when the grain is set before you in shining mounds
and your hands act whitened with the dust of the good
rice; or the verpact of measunng—of flling the meas-
ure, and ’r;uglmg it with a peak, careless of its height
hﬂﬂﬂuﬂt@\@ﬂn afford to be, and also because you know
i:'l]fg@*prud-nlm that the grains will see to it that you
lggi&u\Jt too generous, and ship and tumble down the

.®des of the messure if that peak be too tall. S0 many

> handfuls to ane measure, so many measures to one sack

one after the other the sacks are filled and put away,
with rejoicing and thankfulness,

Later we go to offer prayers, bearing camphar and
kum-kum, paddy and ail. Our hearts are very grateful.
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CHAPTER XVIII

brinjals and pumpkins, round and fleshed like
young women. The carth had yielded richly; there
were, besides, beans and potatees, melons and chillies,
and | was well pleased with them and with the silver
coins 1 had received in exchange. I no longer seld to
Biswaz; there were several other shops in the town
now where I was paid better, and where 1 did not have
to endure the sly, spitcful observations he made. In-

I WENT o market laden with smooth-skinned

ereasing years had added more grease wo his bulk, mur.z\ﬁ.;\
flesh to his paunch; they had not sweetened his na »

or endowed him with more kindliness, Confoundig
curses that came his way=—and there were man ,\&r h:a

usury was harsh beyond necessity—he mntin o pros-
per, squeezing the life from those ha creatures
who were driven to borrow from hlrrl.,L and gaining his
strength From their weakness, N\t

Seeing me pass, he came and stood in his doorway
and called.

“Rukmani] I have news for you. Stop a minute!*

“YWhat is it}

“Kenny is back. I have seen him."
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#50," 1 said warnly. “That is good news for every-
bﬂd}"‘"

“Especielly for you,” he said, keeping his eye on me.

“For everybody,” I repeated, “for he is a good doc-
tor. Many people are in his debt.”

“He 15 also a man,” he said. “They say he is a good
friend to you®

“To me and mine,” I wmid with rising temper. “He
has done much for us.”

“For you pu‘@:ﬁﬂuly," he insisted, his fabby lips
twitching m:l:u Mumdu “] have heard From Kunthi
that thes ) Js,m

“A whm.'a tale,” [ said contemptuously, “as suspect
as Elqr’btdr

m thrust his face up to mine.

g‘” Yt not for that reason dismissed,” he said, leering.

,\\>\ I wanted to strike him, 1 wanted to ram his words

back into his throat. 1 held myself still with an effort.

“Foul-mouthed pig!™ 1 said. *Carrion crow!”

He only smiled, being used to harsh words.

“As hot headed as ever, Rukmani,” he said, “Where
will you turn when next you need money ™

He was so shippery, so worthless, that my anger died.
Not even the mabgnant power of Kunthi could rouse
me: I fele too remote.

1 hung about for a while, unable to make up my mind
whether to try and seck him in the town, or whether
to go home in prudence and await his coming, as [ felt
gure he would. Then it struck me as ludicrous that at
this late stage 1 should walk with caution, and 1 went
therefore to the whitewashed cottage on the fringes of
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the town, expectant, carrying a garland of roses and
jasmine to welcome him, and a lime for good uck.

The cottage was bare—it always had been—and chill
and lifeless from long disuse. Dust lay thick on the floor,
there were neat hillocks of chipped cement and carth
where bandicoots, for some obscure reason of their own,
had dug. 5o much 1 saw from the broken front window,
then 1 pushed open the door to enter.

Kenny was standing in the smaller room that led off
the main one, He turned when he heard me come in,
1 saw him frown.

“How did you know 1 was heref™

Accustomed though 1 wis to him, the brusque words,
his short manner, dashed the welcome from my lips,

“Riswas told me,” I sid. “I came at once.”

There was a silence. The garland T was holding be-
came an encumbranie, I felt 1 had been stupid to buy it.
Even the lime stemed unnecessary. [ tried to hide them
behind my hack. He noticed at once.

“What have you got therer™

A few things—1I1 have just been to market,” 1
lamely, ,\\

“A parland, i it noti® "X

“Yes,” 1 said sheepishly. “1 bought 1t hr you, You
guess well”

He drew me to the window and pm'ﬁ'ted Outside lay
a heap of garlands, roses, lilies, chrysanthemums; evi-
dently others had been before me.

“Mot a guess,” he said gravely, “a certainty, You
were not the hrst,”

iWell-intentioned for all that—" 1 was beginning
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hotly when he began to laugh, prinning widely o that
the lines of his face were somehow lost in the creases of
laughter, making him look young and amiable. T felt
better at once; the stranpeness vanished.

“You have been away o long time," I said. “Too
long; we have missed you.”

“Why " he said, “More troohlef™

I was in two minds a5 to what to say and looked
covertly at him. H".-. face had become very seripus, al-
maost grim, with ('\ﬁer].r trace of hughter maken i'-rum it.

[ 50 MOAY- he was as unpredictable as ever.

“We have had our troubles,” 1 said cautiously. “Yet
it wns nuL%Tr on that account we massed you. It was—"
| , not knowing how to finish, He would have
hel minuurn:tdwithfu-:dﬂldmnnqrandskill,

1t was something more than this that he offered us,
I could not find words for it,

“Your presence,” 1 said haltingly, “means 2 lot to
us. There i3 a rare gentleness in you, the sweeter for its
brief appearances.”

I do not know what emboldened me—perhaps it was
his silence. He seemed to be hardly listening. He was
still standing, looking out of the window, biting his
natls.

“Troubles,” he said. *We all have them. 1 suppose
the crops failed and you starved,”

“Tt was a bad time,™ 1 answered him., “We lost two
sons. Raja died by an accadent. The child was too tender
for thiz world; he could not live as we did, After the
crops failed he—" 1 stopped again. The memory of
those days was ever with me, yet the pasing of time
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had made it quicscent; now my own words brought it
savagely alive with a shrill, stabbing pain that swept the
words away. | was quict for & while, waiting for it to
fade, to regain calmness. He did not lock round, per-
haps he sensed my struggle.

“Encugh of me,” | sad at last, “What of you and
yoursr”?

He turned on me roughly. “What concern is that of
yours? "

“Mone; save that [ wish them well.”

“Save your wishes” he said unpleasantly. “My wife
has left me. My sons have been taught to forget me™

I tried and failed to imagine her, this woman wha
could after so many years renounce altogether her hus-
band, break the bond that must surely have existed
despite his long absences. Perhaps it is just this that
has driven her to it, I thought. He s not without
blame.

“You think it 15 my fault,” he said. “Do not deny it,, ¢
your face speaks plainly encugh for me” N

“Women need men,” 1 said, shrugging. “It :%@ﬁt
right to deprive 4 woman,™ \>

“Tell me also,” he said. “Do you not ti{ujk 3 man
must choose his work?? R\ 5

“Such a man as you, yes," 1 n:plmcﬁv N

“What then if his wife cannot acedmpany him#™

“Cannoti™ 1 said. “She must, A woman's place is with
her husband.”

He sighed impatiently. “You simphfy everything,
being without understanding. Your views are so limited
it is impossible to explain to you.™
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T imited, yes,” 1 agree. “Yet not wholly without
understanding. ‘Our ways are not your ways."”

“You have sound instincts,” he sad.

For the first time since I had known him I saw 2 spark
of admiration in his eyes.

“] am not a fool,™ 1 sid, speaking in a low wvoice,
pleased by the commendation in his eyes, a little hurt
by it as well. “Have I not so muoch sense to sec that you
are not onc of us}. You live and work here, and there
18 in your heﬂar{ Qn‘}:c:mde_ for us and love for our chil-
dren. But I:J1|1£: not your country and we are not your

people. Ig,jﬁu lived here vour whole life it still would
not hc.é’

"}if_fr country,” he said, “Sometimes I do not know

{Jﬁ‘ﬁich 15 my country. Until today 1 had thought perhaps

\\\if was this.”

\v

He sounded bitter and weary: his forlorn spirst
touched mine, and a great emptiness seemed to unfold
in me, 1 wished I could have my words back, lodked
away safely in myself, unsaid, powerless to wound.

“Save your regrets,” he =aid. “You have told me
nothing 1 did not know.™

| rose to go. *My husband and children will be happy
to see vou. We shall be glad to welcome you in our
house.”

“You are not without riches, as | have sasd before,”
he said, speaking half to himself. “How i3 your daugh-
terf She was a pretty ]."nuﬂg woman."”

“Well; she i carrying.”

S0 her coming to me was not in vain.”
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“Flad she been barren forever, it would have been
better.”

“Why! Was it not your wish—"

“Mat this way,” 1 said, “with the father any one of &
dozen men”

“] suppose it was necessary,” he said quietly, %1 have
seen it happen before™

“She would go,” 1 replied. “She was devoted to the
child; she would go, But of course she knew nothing,
being inexperienced in such matters, and now she is with
child, She conceived quickly.”

“You will feel better when it i=s born,™ he said. A
baby 15 no worse for being conceived in an encounter.™

“You may be right,” 1 said bitterly, *but you do not
realise the shame of it. People have not spared us.®

He stared at me impatiently.

“That 15 all you can think of: what people will say]
One goes from one end of the world to the other to

O
@

hear the mme story. Does it matter what people mﬂ"‘ {;\

His tone was contemptuous, Well, 1 thought, It is
for you, but perhaps not quite so simple for us. \\,~

I wilked home, musing over what he had and
presently it seemed to me there was truth ir(ﬁh:"ﬁnrdu,
and I felt a little comforted. MNathan had. ﬁ;d much the

same thing: he and Kenny, so dlﬂ#l‘-&&f}n other ways,
were yet united in their views about this.
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CHAPTER XIX

KEEHY’E {q‘hu-n was the beginning of another
change. i our lives, and in Selvam'’s. Sclvam,
wthEf:H that he had been reared on the land
mdhid,ﬁié’emﬂlmhﬁblwd,}ﬂd]dmt take to
farming, Like his brothers, he was hard-working and
mgﬁéuhuus, tut he had no love for it and in return
(gﬂd not yield to him. He had a knowledge of crops

seasons, born of experience; but where crops
thrived under Nathan hand, under his they wilted.
Diespite anxious care, the seed he planted did not sprout,
the plants that sprouted did not bear.

One day he came straight from working in the fields,
threw down the spade he was carrying and announced
he was fnished with the land.

*l am no Farmer,” he said. “The land has no liking
for me, and I have no tme for it.”

“What then will you do, my sonf™ 1 said, worried.
“How will you live when we are gone?”

He did not reply at onee, but sat down cross-legged,
looking out absently beyond the small courtyard to the
cool green of the paddy ficlds. But he was not thinking
of them.
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“Kenny is building a hospital,” he smid. “Whea it is
ready he will need an assistant, and he has offered me
the job.”

“But what can you know of such work?™

“Nothing. He 18 goang to train me, starting as soan
as possible. He says it will not be too difficult for me,
for 1 am not without learning.™

It was true. Selvam had been cast in the same mould
ga his brothers. He had quickly learned what 1 had
to teach and had progresed from there by his own ef-
forts and enthusizsm. Study came to him naturally;
he wrote and read as 1 had once done, avidly, with
pleasure. He will learn, 1 thought. This is the chance
he has been waiting for.

Selvam began to hdget.

“] have told my father,” he said hesitantly. “He is
very willing.”

destroy your peace™; but then I thought resolutely,
1 will not take the fire from his resolve or sow suspi-
con between them, and so I held my peace. But his
steady eyes were on me, calm and lewel.

“] am not unaware,"” he said quictly, “But 1s it not
sufficient that you have the strength and I hawve trust?®

“Tt is indeed,” 1 said with relicf, *“I wanted only that
you should know.™

We smiled at each other in perfect understanding.

A\

I sought ot Kenny again.
“We are’ orce more in your debt. My son 18 over-
joyed. :[‘Hh s something he has waited for without
htumng iL?
“} am indebted to him a8 well. | need an assistant; he
\pmummatuhﬁa good one and will 1 hope be the first of

/?\\ many. 1 could not carry on alone. The town has grown

I smiled at him. 5o am 1. 1T wish you well™ <O and is still 3
/ growing, as you know,
He relaxed. “1 am glad. 1 thought you might bﬂ—\w Ty will be biggar thin what went before}”
were—displeased.” \{\ “Tt will be a hospital, not a dispensary,” he said

“Not displeased. Perhaps d.rs.i]:-pmntcd, since allgur
sons have forsaken the land, But it is the h&sr,, ﬁf for
you.™

“It 15 the best way,” he repeated aftt(:m Tt will
be a great venture. We have man].-' ﬁ&n& and much
!ll:lp-li" N

We hoth relapsed into silence. | watched him cov-
ertly, wondering whether 1 should say, “You must be
prepared: this new amociation will not be taken at Face
vilue, there will be vilifiers who will say it was done
not for you, but for your mother, who will seek m
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caldly. “Let me show you.”

He pulled out several papers, drawings, and long
sheets covered with caleulations, which 1 could not un-
derstand even when he explained them, theugh this
1 did not confess, 1 gathered only that it would be a2
big affair.

“Where is the money to come from?f™ 1 said bewil-
dered. “Such a construction will need I do not know
how many hundreds of rupees.”

“] have thousands,”™ he replied.

41 did not realise. You have lived like us, the poor.”
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“The money is not mine, It has been given to me—
1 have collected it while 1 have been away.”

“In your country?™ I said, “From your peoplei®

“Yes " he sud impatiently, “Part of it came from my
country and my people, part of it from yours, Why do
you look puzeled:?”

] have little understanding,” 1 replied humbly. “1
do not know why people who have not seen us and
who know us not should do this for us™

“Because they have the means,” he said, "and be-
cause they have learnt of your need. Do not the sick
die in the streets beciuse there is no hospital for them?
Are not children born in the gutters? 1 have told you
before,™ he sid. “T will repeat it again: you must cry
out if you want help. It is no use whatsoever to suffer
in silence. Who will succour the drowning man if he
does not clamour for his like?™

It is said—" I began.

“Never mind what is said or what you have bee
told. There is no grandeur in want—or in iﬂduﬂngz:\:\
Privately 1 thought, Well, and what if we gaye
to our trouhles at every step! We would be gahable
creatures indeed to be so weak, for is not a mAn's spirit
given ta him to rise above his misfortunesy As for our
wants, they are many and unilled, I;Q%\l"hu = so nch
or compassionate a8 to supply thl:mil\?r*am IS our com-
panion from birth to death, familiar as the seasons or
the earth, varying only in degree. What profit to bewail

that which has always been and cannot change?

His eyes narrowed: whether from our long assoa-
atin, or from many dealings with human beings, and
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whether one kept silent or spoke to cloak one’s thoughts,
he always knew the heart of the matter,

“Acquicscent imbeciles,” he said scornfully, “do you
think spirituzl grace comes from being in want, or from
suffering? What thoughts have you when your belly
is empty or your body is sick? Tell me they are noble
ones and I will call you a liar*™

“Yet our priests fast, and inflict on themselves severe
punishments, and we are tzught to bear our sorrows in
silence, and all tha€is so that the soul may be ¢leéansed.”

He struck hi€’ ead. *My God!™ he cried. I do
not mdemg}gﬁl‘)}'w. I never will. Go, before 1 too am
:ntmgl;@{ﬁ’ vour philosaphies.”

o
N0

Q/’”}

S
>
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CHAPTER XX

long been sacrificed, but on 1ts ourskirts, one

could still see the passing of the scasons. For
in the town there were the crowds, and streets battened
down upon the carth, and the flth that men had put
upon it; and one walked with care for what mighe lie
beneath one's Feet or threaten from before or behind;
and in this prececupation forgot to lock at the sun or
the stars, or even to observe they had changed ther

NDT in the town, where all that was natural had

serting 1n the sky: and knew nothing of the passage of "\

time save in dry frenzy, by looking at a clock. But %\
us, wha lived by the green, quict fields, ptnlwdfabﬁc
though thes were to the town, nature sgill gﬂ}fe its
muted message. Fach passing day, each ,aﬁt"ﬁ:, each
month, left its sign, clear and unmrsml-::ll{le.

The tender budding of our nmvwﬁar, the peri-
winkles and the jasmine, the mfl,f;h::ntﬁi champak
blossom, had yielded place to the fierce flowering jaca-
randa and gold mohur, before Ira’s time came for
giving birth, When my daughter was in labour | erected
the bamboo paling outside to warn my husband and
san, as 15 the custom for those who have only one room
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and one dwelling; and when | had scoured the hut
and powred wet dung on it I browght out the pallet
of plaited straw 1 myself had used, for Ira o lie on;
and went and gathered the petals the trees had shaken
about them and took them in to her, 3 vivid basker
of layer upon layer of gold and red and mauve and
purple.

“A child of summer,” 1 mid, “should be sturdy.™

She smiled and lad her hands on the petals.

“He is. I feel i

While T waited 1 thought of the other births this very
hut had seei, ‘First Ira herself, then the long, long
interval andl after that almost every passing year | bore
A 0 .-%EM had been hope and expectation, perhaps
mggt.\inm:*t].r, before each birth; they were natural feel-
ings. But now fears came swarming about my head like

\\ﬂin black flying ants after a storm, and I cowered from

% the beat of their wings. A child conceived in an en-

counter fares no worse than a child born in wedlock |
s0 Kenny had said; but could one be sure! A man t:ﬂ{:ﬂ
his wife with passion, as 1 his nature, vet he & gentle
with her: anud the fire of breast on breast and bared
thigh on thigh he still can hold himself, and give as
much as he takes, leaving the exulrtant flesh unhruised.
The woman is his, his wife, not only now for this surg-
ing experience, but tomorrow and next year. She will
carry his sced and he will see her frutful, watch while
day by day his child grows within her. And so0 he is
tender and careful, and comes to her clean that their
Fulfilment may be rich and blessed.

But the man who finds a2 woman in the street, raiscs
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an eyebrow and snaps his fingers so that she follows
him, throws her a few coins that he may possess her,
holds her unresisting whatever he does to her, for this
15 what he has paid for—what cares such a man for
the woman who i his for a becf moment! He has
gained his relicf, she her payment, he merges care-
lessly into the human throng, consigning her back into
the shadows where she worked or to the gaudy strests
where she loitered.

OFf the thousands of men in the village, in the town,
perhaps another village, another town, one man un-
known 13 the father: of the wvast range of manhood,
who is to say he was not of the unsound, the uncléan?
What care or safeguard is there when the consequences
of one's act are hidden from one’ thankful eyes, and
the woman is one of many, soft, desired, lost, forgot-
ten!

If Tra had any fears she did not show them: perhaps

there to see 2nd when her face could not betray qg\
or perhaps her love for children swamped ev QL'
feeling. She was meant to have children: 1 had glways
known that. It was a cruel twist of Fate t]u:@n#ﬁ ‘them
to her this way.

Then at last the hicth began, and \l@?ﬁ: 1 was min-
istering to her all these thoughts cs:gld back into my
brain, leaving only the present and the immediate fu-
ture which every passing second converted instantly nto
the past. Then there was no past or future, only now, the
present, ag I received the culd and held him, while
the fears that were pameless descended on me and
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she had fought her battles out alone when I was no (}‘*

shricked their message and were no more nameless, I
held him, this child begotten in the street of an un-
known man in a momeat of casy desirc, while the
brightness of the future broke and fell about me like 20
many pieces of coloured glass.

I did not want his mother to seer I washed him
slowly, and massaped oil inte his body, hoping to miti-
gute the whiteness of it, hoping to give colour to his
skin, while he ¢ried lustily, [or he was a healthy child:

and finally hi=s m called for him. I swaddled him
carefully before gave him to her hoping—still hop-
ing—that she ‘would not notice.

“Your @ﬁ, 1 said, handing her the bundle, hover-
in my anxiety. She tock it, smiling and
relapé.l%ﬁ\ g
]tn'l:l].l' child,” she said, gazing at the small face
\&qdl}r “Fair as a blossom.”

Fair! He was too fair. Only his mother failed to see
how unnatural his fairness was, or to notice that the
hair which grew slow and unwilling from his pate was
the colour of moonlight, or that his cyes were pink.
Somctimes | wondered whether her mind was gone,
gince she could not sec what was so plain to others;
or whether it was a ghastly pretence fashioned from
her mother’s pride and sustained through who knows
what superhuman effort. However, if she dissembled
she dissembled well; no sign of strain or fear cossed
her face, she was as happy as a bird with her son,
singing to him, playing with him, clucking and chuck-
ling as i hc were the most beawtiful baby any
woman could have, Perhaps he was to her. Such heavi-
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ness of spirit as there was, pressed not on her but en
us, her parents, and of us Nathan was the most bur-
dened.

“She has lost her reason,” he said. *She does not see
her child as he s, but as she would have him be. To her
he is only fair, whereas it 13 clear he resembles nothing
g0 much as & white mouse. She has done great wrong
to herself and the child, and has given up her sanity
rather than face the truth. My fault,” he =id, rocking
slowly on his heels. “1 might have preveated this

“Hush,” 1 said. “Do not torment yourself, You
could not have stopped her, for she was determined.”

“Tt 15 a cruel thing in the evening of our lives.,”

“Cruel, but not unbearable. The girl is happy and the
child is doing well.”

“1 have seen him in the sun, Nathan said sadly. “He
turns from the light, groping instead for the darkness
which is kinder to him, Alrcady he is beginning to be
aware of his difference, baby though he 18."

}
“Foalish talle,” 1 said. “He turns from the hghﬁ\s

cause his cyes are weak, Kenny has told me it 2 a
so with such children.” ’}S\

“It may be the one or the other,” he r:p,].ﬁh;l TWhao
can be sure? But whatever the cause, rhtwrgulr b fer-
rible; Sunshine 15 meant for men, dnrkukst for bats and
snitkes and jackals and other such :@ll.l.l.rﬁ,”

In his pain he was exagperating, for the child
finched only [rom direct sunlight; within the hut, or
in the shade of a tree, he was pecfectly content, and
would lie oo the ground or slung from a branch, suck-
ing his toes and gurgling like any other baby. And 1

6o

myself preferred not to see him in strong sunshine,
for his pale, membranic skin was no barrier to the light,
which pierced deep into the flesh and illumined it o
& hideous translucency. Apart from this he burnt easily,
even an hour or so in the sun would bring up red, saly
patches about the neck and forehead and make him free-
ful, whercas my children had grown up in the opeén and
thrived on it.

The news :r:nrgﬂnd far and fast. People came to see
the child, mdldunnthmw%at tales they told but
more p-u:ﬂ-‘?-lgcﬂm, their faces avid with curiosity to
see him-=g curiosity which was never sated nlthuugh
they. !ﬂ.ﬁd and stared with bulging eyes; and they

sway with appropriate comments on their lips and
buths bursting to describe the poor little albing mire
had zeen. Some who came were kindly, maost had

/2‘ a ready, sterile sympathy, and all went away with the

unmaskable relicf that men experience when they see
others who have fared worse than themselves.

It was for us 2 prolonged ordesl. One day, after an
especially long line of callers had come and pone,
Nathan said bluntly that he was having no more of it

“We will have a naming ceremony,”™ he sad. “Ask
those we know and get it over. After that no one will
have an excuse to call.”

It is the custom to have a ceremony on the tenth
day from birth: thes is the custom, and 1 had followed it
for all my children. But what was proper For this child,
fatherless and marked from birth However, Nathan
made the decsion and once it was made I felt better
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for it. Despite my wavering, 1 had not been altogether
unaware that this was the right thing to do.

50 they came: friends, neighbours, bringing sugar
cane and frosted supar and wticks of striped candy for
the new baby. Ira accepted them in his name, smiling,
graceful ss ever, unperturbed. 1 think her bearing
astounded and even awed them. Old Granny, bent low
on her stick, came bringing a rupee which she pave me
to keep for the child. T did not want to take it but
she insisted: if T had known it was her last 1 would
have resisted her blandishments. But I took it and
thanked her.

“You are a good friend to us”

“In my intentions,” she said, “little else. It was a
poor marriage 1 arranged for your daughter, | have
brought this on her™

She still refused to forget. 1 made some sort of

soathing reply, bue with the licence of age she did not )
lisren, hobbling away :rnuml:lmg that it was her f‘.lult\(,j

Not hers, not Nathan’s, not mine er Ira’s “No th\
mean's,” Kenny sad. “A fn:aﬁ: barth.” Whose I:h
then? 1 thought wearily, Blame the wind an rain
and the sun and the earth: they cannot n:ﬁu}! !l;, they
art the -’.ulpnts

Mathan's voice reached me from Qstam::

“What 15 the matter with you? J'iﬁ: you not feeling
welli ™

“T am all right. 1 was thinking."

“Give it a rest,” he saud. “Give it a rest.”

I was relieved that Kali, most garrulous of women,
had not come, but it was a short-hved relief. She had

b2

been suffering from one of her periodic attacks of ague,
and a8 soon as she had got rid of it she came, waddling,
for she had put on a lot of fat when prosperity had
returned to the land.

“] would have come before,” she puffed, “but for
the sgue. The shivering was bad this year and the
fever! I tell you, I hardly know how I survived.” She
lowered her vaice m:nﬁdenti:d!].r. “You know how it is
—not too exsy at my age."

“] hope you ﬂ(e\hﬂttﬂ 1 sard.

“Ah well, 6n& must not expect too much. I am well
encugh. Bupyl did not come to talk about myself.”

1 lnu@ at her without favour: it was plam enough
why{*{hk had come. She lowered her voice again.

;‘f.}ls it true about the baby? People say he i3 milk-
‘white!”

“He is fair,” agreed Ira equably. *See for yourself,”
and she held out the sleeping child in her arms. Kali
bent forward eagerly, quivering in her excitement, and
at that moment as ill luck would have it the child
woke, opened his weak, pinkish eyes, yawned andl began
to yell prercingly. Kali stepped back as if she had been
deliberately affronted: and such pity as she might have
had in her perished.

“He looks peculiar,” she said frankly. “Not a bt
normil. Who ever heard of pink eyes in a human
child?"

1 did not know what to say. Nathan was looking at
her sourly: he had never liked her, Ira’s face was
strained and taut and queerly defensive, as if she had
been hurt and was wondering where the next blow
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would fall, 5o she docs know, I thought with some-
thing akin to relief, yet of course not wholly so. She
hides her knowledge well. . . . The silence went on,
everybody afraid to speak, thoughts crisseressing in the
over-full @i, eves averted, shifting, lowered at last to
the ground. Then 1 heard Selvam clearing his throat
to speak, and at once heads turned, surprised, lightened
of suspense, very much alert.

“Just a matter of colouring,” he said, “or lack of it.
It is only a question of getting used to. Who is to say
thizs colour 1= right and that 15 not?™

The words of 2 boy—Selvam was not sixteen—sham-
ing us all.

“But pink—" Kali began.

“A pink-eyed child is no worse than a brown-eved
one,” he sid, looking at her with cold, rebuking eyes.
“] should have thought your instincts as a woman if
nothing else would have told you that,™

He turned away from her contemptuously and hﬂﬂ“F\Qf

clicking his fingers to the child. Sacrabani, who
been screaming vigoreusly, began to quicten '
pave one or two more tentative wails, then ;g\:m”u.th
split in something like a smile and his ﬁ.h@i curled
round Selvam's,

Selvam turned and smiled at us, Qﬁmg eloquent
evebrows: Was not the child uacrly\ﬁi: same as other
babies! Had he not said sof

Trismphantly he turned to look for Kali but she—
unnoticed—had gone.
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CHAPTER XXI

tal, Selvam ceased to belong to vs. During the

prcpatﬂ.nmq vwhile the site was bought and
cleared, mdm}mctwcngagtdmﬁndmmmdm
terizl, he spent his time with Keany, and what they
dﬁ:u;a:ﬁ-éﬁumthmw,h;tmmcmmhe ame home
elated and sumetimes he was morose and dejected; and
it '{ﬁi clear enough that the many delays they encoun-
»'bm:n:l irked his spirit beyond the telling, Then when

FRD]H the day construction began on the hospi-

\c-n:n‘.nlctmn n:tu:lll].r r.tartcﬂ, the bricks stacked high,

the cement in heaps, whatever time he could spare he
spent at the site watching while brick wos laid on bndk
and mortar flowed between: and occasionally when the
labourers let him {which was mot often, for they were
g jealous crew), he would take a hand in the building
himself, for nothing gave him more pleasure than that.
What he did not know was that seven more techous
years were to pass before the building was complete:
both he and Kenny, possessed by their ferce enthusi-
asm, had, 1 think, reckoned on 2 much shorter time.
Maybe it was as well they did not know: seven years
18 a long time to be patient.

If things had gone as they had hoped, the hospital
would have been completed within a year, and Old
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Granny would not have had to die in the street as she
did. There was nowhere clse she could po: she had
lived in the street and she died there. Day by day she
sat beside her torn gunny sack selling handfuls of nuts
and berrics, growing progresively older, more ragged,
less healthy, She had no relatives lefe—no person on
whom she had any claim—certainly there was ne one
to enguire whether she made a living or how much
longer she could continue to do so. Better to aved
such questions, better to pass quickly by with 4 cheerful
word, than to stop and ask, for who would lightly take
on the burden of feeding another mouth? And so one
day she quietly disappeared. They found her body on
the path that led to the well, an empty mud pot beside
her and the gunny sacking tied around her waist. She
had died of starvation,

Once a human being 15 dead there are people encugh
to provide the last decencies; ]:h::r]:lapﬂ it 15 s0 because
ﬂn'I].r then can there be no question of further or recur-
ring assstance being sought. Death after all is ﬁ}’l’%‘:
I could not avoid the thought, which ame fro
own uneasy conscience, harsh and bitter, as 1 3
them lift her up, light as dust, on to tbﬁ\hﬁr A%
mourners came with fowers, as oil and ;:;ﬁ‘ﬁh-nr were
laid unstinted on the pyre, 2s rosewa m\ﬂ sandalwood
paste were sprinkled on her corpse, Egg&:t had been with
my sons, so it was now with Old Granny, one day it
might be the same for me, for all of us. A man might
drift to his death before his time unnoticed, but when
he was dead and beyond any care then at last he was

sure of atbention. . . .
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Old Granny's death bore especially hard on me: for
apart from the fact that we had been friends since my
marriage 1 could not forgive myself for having ac-
cepted the rupee which might have fed her for several
days. I wanted to throw it away—give it to the next
old crone | mw—anything to gain my relief; but the
money belonged to Sacrabani, not to me.

“You are being very childish,” Nathan said. “How
Iong would = !I'IJ.F-C-I: have kept heri®

A few dafs/a{\lnnﬁl 2 1 sad.

“And whal.\vﬂ'fen those few days ran outi®

ol | dm't’t’bﬁu . something may have terned up.
Itiza W “the hqu-:tu] was not ready. She could have

% bk
Et:;i hospital iz not a soup kitchen,” he said.
\ @1 did not know what he meant by a soup kitchen and
\} 1 stared at him. He repeated the words, pleased thar he

;\’3* knew and 1 did not,

} “Where the poor are fed free of charge™ he ex-
plained. “In other countries. Selvam tzlls me this is a
fact.™

“And how should he know? He has not been out of
this town since his birth?™

“From books he has read perhaps—or Kenny may
have told him. | do not know Aow he kaows™

“Well, anyway," I said, going back to what we had
been discussing, “soup kitchen or not, they would not
have refused an old ailing woman.”

“Why o on about it?” he said exasperated. “You
are only distressing yourself and it might never have
been. I tell you a hospital is only for the sick. There s
nowhere for the old.™
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The hospital was no more than a few months old
and o few feet high when people began attempting to
stake their claims, They went to Kenny and they came
to Selvam and they even approached me, his mother,
and from the numbers who came I soon knew that not
one-tenth could enter. And what 1 of little perception
kEnew Kenny and Selvam kaew twofold: but we none
of us said anything, for we had woven about us a net
of silence in whose meshes were precariously held our
fears and our misgivings.

Meanwhile, work on the hospital did not progress
smoothly; twice the contractor was changed, and each
man in turn appointed new foremen, and these brought
their own labourers. One year there were not enough
men; the next, not encugh material. During one very
hot summer the workmen®s huts caught fire and be-
fore it could be put out it had spread to the tmber
stacked nearbwy. The los bed to be made pood, as had

7

also the theft, despite the presence of a chowlkidar, ?ﬁ\(f;

a cartload of bricks and the cart itself. Several tiﬁe‘!\
work stopped altopether, for what reasons i&g
know, while Kenny and Selvam strode baut the
deserted site in exasperation, dark as thesder, un-
approachable. Kenny made frequent Ulﬁim}' from
the town from which he ame l:utht:ﬁﬁ:l and often
dispirited; but always work was re§amed on his re-
furn.

“FEvery pic has to be fought for,” Selvam sasd. *It
cannot be casy.™

He told me he had enough,” 1 said, “He was away
a long time collecting the money.™

rha

“There can never be enough,” Selvam said, turning
away.

I could not help wondering what bottomless pit they
were trying to All; or from what bottomless purse.
It is not as simple as Kenny said, I remember think-
ing to myself. It is not enough to cry out, not sufh-
cent to lay bare your woes 2nd catalogue your needs;
pecple have only to close their cyes and their ears,
you cannot force them to sce and to hear—or to answer
your cries if they cannot and will not. Once I dared
to say as much'to Kenny and he locked at me a little
sadly and ‘Gmid therc were other ways which he could
not explain to me. There was much talk berween him
and, Selvam of various funds and prants and so on,
but I do not know whether anything came of these,

\'\\}‘i: any rate building went forward, slowly, painfully
) X0 slawly, but at least it did go on.

Before long Selvam began his training. The small
whitewashed cottage was once again in use, with my
son now asusting Keany, By the second wear of his
tramning he began treating minor cases by himself, and
from then onwards Kenny paid him a small wage, not
regularly but as and when funds came his way., Once
in & moment of thoughtlessness 1 asked how he would
contrive to pay all his staff when the hospital was finally
estehlished, for it was certain many people would be
needed to run it. His face darkened: he would, he
said, find ways and means, It had become his most fre-

quent saying.
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CHAPTER XXII

of separation when my daughter went to her hus-

band having affected their relationship not at all;
ghe treated him more as if he were her son than her
brother, and he in turn accepted her love and returned
it in his own deep, quiet way, He understood her well,
better than I did who was her mother; in fact, 1 won-
der whether parents ever know their children as they
know one ancther. At any rate in our family my sons

SF.L\"H.M and Ira had always been close, the years

and daughter had always been at one in their duinting‘;\g?;\

such schism as there was opened between them and ug,®
never between themselves, Kali said this was so besaw
they were better read, more learned, than R@}}':m:
but ever since the troubles at the tannery ':r;eﬂ}ﬁi&ﬁ her
zons had become involved, and for nth;‘@;;ﬂwrﬁ,- she
had been prejudiced against any I;'lngl}gfﬂi"'leaming. In
her view most of the troubles in the country sprang
from the pages of books.

Selvam’s easy attitede towards her son brought Tra
even closer to him. From the beginning Selvam had
accepted the child’s albinism: accepted it and thought
no more of it. From infancy he treated Sacrabani ex-
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actly as if he were a normal child. The pity of it was
that it was a forlorn battle, No amount of such action
an his part or ours could bring others to the same per-
suasion. Sacrohani was isolated from the start, a white
crow in a flock of bladk, a grain of wheat among the
rice. By the time he was four, Sacrabani was used to
being 2 hanger-on—forever on the fringes of others’
activities, Because of his differsnce, the other children
never included hiﬁ‘\“ a matter of course in their games:
if they were shett'of a player, or for some other good
reason, they &ometimes invited him to join them, but
on no agwﬁt was he to do so of his own accord. In
the hopeof being thus asked he had to tag along, pa-
ticat and submissive. His physical disabilitics alone
il have ensured his dependent réle; for his skin

< Was unable to stand the sun, and the light affected his

eyves, The sight of him crouched in the shade with red-
dened face and streaming eyes evoked from his com-
panions not pity but ribaldry. Poor child, he had even
to suffer the behaviour of his elders, who stared—
those who had not seen him before—and nudezed each
other and whispered and rustled, while those who fed
vied with each other to be the first to enlighten them.
Then one day, sprung from who knews what taunts
flung at him, his questionings, first of many, began,

“Mother, what s 2 bastard ™

What does one say to a child? What possible answer
is there? | saw Ira cyeing the boy, startled, wary, try-
ing to guess how much innocence and how much knowl-
edge lay behind the question, wondering how little and
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how much she could eell him, questioning in her turn
to gain Hme.

“Why do you aslc#*™

“] want to know.”

¥t 13 a child whose birth his mother did not wish
f-l:lr.“

“Coh,” he said, looking at her speculatively, “Did
you wish me to be born?™

“Yes, of course, darling,” Ira cried, and all the guile
af her efforts to have an abortion was in her vowe, “1
would not lose you for anything. Why do you have to
m:.'lll

“] wanted to know,™ he repeated lightly, noacom-
mittally, not knowing how cruclly he had hurt his
mother.

Some days later he tackled her again,

“Mother, have I got a father?™

“Y ez, dear, of course.™

“Where is hei” x<
i il » \\.
ot here, my son; he 18 away, N

“Why does he never come to see usf™ \\{";

“He will when he can.™ ,(\

“YHut why nat now!™ W\‘ )
“Because he cannot, You will undtrﬁ'mid '-.'h'hl:ﬂ you

are older,” ‘w}
“How old?™ N\

“1 do not know myself. Now run away and play.
You must not ask so many guestions.™

The first lLig; many to follow. The distressing, ines-
apable need for lying.

“I would have told him his father was dead,” 1 said,
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a5 he certainly is to all intents and purposes. It would
have been easier.™

“Do not interfere,” Nathan said. “It is for Ira to
deade.”

Irz looked heavy-eyed and hurt. “Yes; you are
right,” she said. “I should have told him that. I was
not prepared for the question—he is such a baby still.™

“He did not think of it himself,” I sid. "HE'. Is a8
yet too young. ]"'IEI- doubt one of his companions.”

“Leave it, l,gi\n: it,” said Nathan. *Io not upset the
girl any mopes?

He pl.lt‘!ﬁlit his hand to Ira, but she shied away from
him. }‘&ﬁr her leave the hut,

{‘@la no use going to her,” Nathan said sadly. “Such

Fort as there is to be had must come from her own

H:wrtl‘u:lr.ﬂ, after a Little while he did go to her and
his gentleness melted her last remnants of control, for
she began to weep. [ heard her crying for a long time,
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CHAFPTER XXII1

Y third son, Murogan, who was a servant,
M married a girl from the town in which he
worked. We had not seen her, nor did we

know her family, and the marriage, in the second year
afeer Sacrabani’s birth, was solemnised at her parents’
house without either of us being present. Had it been
at all possible we would have gone, but it proved be-
yond our power, The town was over a hundred miles
away, end since the harvest had been & poor one and

Selvam was earning very little we had not the money g

to go by rail. Durgan, it is true; had a bullock in

dition to his mulch cows, and a cart which he uﬁ

to lend vs for 3 small sum, but Nathan was fi‘gl EI;
enough to undertake the journey there :.nd,ﬁm?k. He
was nearing hifty and no longer as hﬁfﬂagu he had
been, He had begun to suffer from l;h“g’umamm, and
apart from this had had several atracks of fever, from
each of which he recoversd more slowly and emerged
weaker. Sometimes in the middle of sowing or reap-
ing or tilling, or the innumerable tasks the land de-
manded, he would stop and straighten up, breathing
hard and trembling. Often he was unable to continue
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work and was forced to lie down in the hut for a while.
Irz and I did what we could; but the land s mistress
to man, not to woman: the heavy work nesded is be-
yond her strength. Seweral times Kenny came to sec
him bringing food and sometimes medicing; he told me
bluntly that my husbhand was not getting enough to
Eat.

“We et well enough when the harvest is good,™ I
answered him, “but of course we have our lean times.™

“Tao ma.nh"h;,\f-md “Your husband necds milk and
vegetables a !zutli::r, not plain rice day after day.”

| Imkﬂﬂ}g im incredulously. “Those can only come
our wistwhen the yield is rich,” 1 said. “It cannot be
alwags or indeed cven frequent, for we are not rich,
13-‘3\3 unclerstand.”

¢ 2,"%| was not thinking,” he muttered. “Of course I
\} know this too.” Then one day he told me that my hus-

band would not recover until he stopped worrying.

“He is very anxious about you,"” he said. *“You must
try and reassure him.™

“I would do so if only it were in my hands. But
what comfort can one offer 2 man who sees his family
whally dependent on him and no one else to see to
them§™

When [ had said the words, 1 thought, Perhaps he
will despise me for my weakness; perhaps this will
make him think | am a self-pitying good-for-nothing,
anxious only for my own well-being, and I added
quickly: *There are others to consider besides my-
sclf. . . . I do what I can but it is not much.”

“1 had not thowght otherwize,” he said gently. “Tell
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me, 15 thers no oné else apart from your hushand?™

“No one. My sisters have children of their own—
besides, they live very far away, we have not seen them
for many years. My sons—uwell, they have made their
lives elsewhere, as you know.™

There was a silence, and 1 thought, Mow 1 have
wounded him. . . . I did not mean to, 1 made a move
towards him, but he seemed to shrink back. Both hands
came up to bury his face.

“1 do not grudge—" 1 began timidly. He took his
hands away, | saw the imprint of pain on his face.

“And I have taken the last of them,™ he said. “Why
do you not say it? It is true, | have taken him and there
1s no recompense.”

For a moment the words would not come; there was
room in me only for feeling, very deep, very tender, for
this man who felt for me.

“You hawe taken nothing that was or would have

“Naturally we think. But plan! How can wef It is
not within our means.”
“Is there nothing you can dof* he asked. *Nothing
at all?™
“What can we do? There are many like ourselves
who annot provide For the future. You know it your-
!-ﬂl'E.ﬂ
“Yes; I know. ... I do not know why 1 asked; it
was necdless. Thgrt s no provision at all,”® he said,
speaking halfﬁ\mmself “neither for old nor yeung ner
sick. Thtp' m:::pt it; they have no option.”
kq\gbud. g0 stern that | grew alarmed,
"?3 niot concern yourself,” I said difidently. “We
*ﬁ’h God's hands.™
¢ looked up sharply, abruptly as if some chain of

\\&’thnught had been rudely broken: then he left me.

QO
R4

been ours,™ I said at last, “Selvam never belonged a-\\’w‘

the land; he would never have been a farmer like
father, Dcn not torment vourself that he has mi’&d
from it and found his peace with you. We wni:.ﬁj not

have had it otherwise™ f\j
“Yet in your hearts you may have WIM for some-
thing else,” N\

“If 50, we have long since fn:-rgfﬁlt;n it. We would
not wish for our son other than what he would wish

for himself. He has chosen well™
Another silence.
“Do you never,” he said, “think of your futore?
While you still have your strength and can plani®™
I
76

Nathan was |ying within. “What happenedi” he
asked, turning to face me. “You were a long time.”

“We were talking, that is all.”

“What about?"

“You are as persistent as your grandson,” I said,
“but being older you should know better. We were
talking about Selvam, Kenay thinks he will be good.
He is shaping well.”

“1 am glad. Tell me, did he not say anything about
me?™

“Oinly that you were not to worry and then you
would soon be on your feet.”

“Worry! What aboutf Did he sayi™

“About anything. You are to rest.™

“Well,” he said. *1 can see you are guarding your
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tongue. Never mind; T can guess. Bot I shall be well
soon—you will see™

A few days later he was up and to my astonishment
for the next year or so he had no further trouble, Then
one day when I was congratulating myself on his re-
covery the blow fell.

I was out gathering cow dung, I did not see Sivaji
come, and he left quickly as soon as he had delivered
his message, [ came with my basket half-laden and saw
my husband sitting on the floor staning out before him,
a dazed expression on his face and his lips trembling
loowely. Sacrabani was crouched in & corner, hugging
his kivees in his arms and his pink, fascinated eyes half-
curipus, half-terrified, fixed on his grandfather. 1 sent
the child out and went to Nathan, thinking he had had
another of his attacks, but he seemed to wake up when
he heard my voice and waved me away.

“] am all right.”

WHere—drink this. You will feel better™ |
the mud pot and filling his bow] handed it to hi
drank cbedieatly as if to please me, spilli ,;,1() e in
the process. He was stll shaking. 1 ﬂ;ngééid: him
walting. *?.“

“The land is to be sold,” he sid. & Ve are to move,
Sivaj came this morming. He says there s nothing to
be done.™

1 could not take it in. I gaped at him unbelieving.
He nodded as if to emphasize that what he had said
wils 50,
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“The tannery owners are buying the land. They pay
good prices.”

The tannery! That word brought instant understand-
ing. Realisation came like a rocket, swift and fiery.

“They can™t,” 1 remember saying helplessly. “lt is
our land; we have been here thirty years.”

Nathan opened his hands, trembling, impatent.

“Sivaji tells me there is o profit to be made. The
landlord has {‘-l.lm\pll:t::d the deal, papers have been
signed. We muht leave ™

Where mn*m go? | wanted to ask; but that was 2
question ; at)pru:nl: without an answer, and I refrained.

i: put the question, “Where are we to go?
¥ shall we doi”
How much time have we got!™ 1 asked, preparing

r the worst.

“He does not expect us to leave at once. He has
given us two weeks' time in which to go, which s
lenient.™

A dozen lines of thought began and continued in my
brain without ending; crossing, tangling, like threads
on some meaningless warp. My head was whirling. 1
must sit down and think, 1 said to myself, but not now,
later. Follow each thought to its conclusion, decide
what we are to do for ourselves, plan as Kenny said
for ourselves and our children. This present chaos is
madness.

“I do not know why they need this bit of land,” 1
said, in the manner of people who must say something
for the sake of the sanity which speech an bring.
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“Certainly they cannot build on it; it is a swamp,
meant only for rice-growing.”

Nathan shrugged. “Who knows. Perhaps they cn
drain it, tighten the soil; they have resources beyond
our imagining, Or perhaps they wish to grow rice for
their own men.”

He too was speaking like me, automatically, for the
sake of speaking. I made another effore, a pitiful one,
for the words 1 said were the last to bring comfart.

HAtL least we shall not have much to carry. The gran-
ary is almost empty.”

He nodded in dull agreement. Then once again we
relapsed into silence, sunk in our ewn thoughts.

Somehow 1 had always felt the tannery would even-
tually be our undoing. 1 had known it singe the day
the carts had come with their loads of bricks and nosy
dusty men, staining the clear soft greens that had once
coloured our village and cleaving its cool silences with

clamour. Since then it had E-j:l]'ﬂl:l. like weeds tn an ul'!g\?;

tended garden, strangling whatever life grew in i
way. It had changed the face of our villape beyond

ognition and altered the lives of its inhabitaety'in
myriad ways. Some—a few—had been rai .,‘Q’p’;“rnnn:.r
others cast down, lost in its clutches. As se It
grew and flourished it got the power th\gi\‘mnmy brings,
so that to attempt to withstand i:\ﬁu like trying to
stop the onward rush of the great juggermaut. Well,
1 suppaose there were some families who saw n it hope
for their sons: indeed, many still depended on such
earnings, and if my sons had stll been there my
thoughts might have been different; but for ws as we
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were now, and others like us, there could be anly res-
ignation and resentment. There had been a time when
we, too, had benefited—those days seemed very remote
now, almost belonging to another life—but we had
lost more than we had gained or could ever regain. Ima
had ruined herself ar the hands of the throngs that the
tannery attracted. None but these would have luid hands
on her, even at her bidding. My sons had left because it
frowned on them; one of them had been destroved by
its ruthlessness,(And there were others its touch had
scathed, jimah%*:fnd her family, the hapless chakkli Kan-

‘I‘er,{i;'ﬁiust be honest, as my hushand and sons have
:h@’bm: the tannery cannot be blamed for every
g]ﬁfertm: we suffered. Tannery or not, the land might

Phave been taken from us. It had never belonged to us,

O
Ca

we had never prospered to the extent where we could
buy, and MNathan, himself the son of a landless man,
had inherited nothing. And whatever extraneous in-
fluence the tannery may have exercised, the calamitics
of the land belong to it alone, born of wind and rain
and weather, immensities not to be tempered by man
or his creations. To those who live by the land there
must always come times of hardship, of fear and of
hunger, even as there are years of plenty. This is one of
the truths of our existence as those who live by the land
know: that sometimes we cat and sometimes we starve.
We Live by our lnbours From one harvest to the next,
there is no certain telling whether we chall be able to
feed ourselves and our children, and if bad times are
prolonged we know we must see the weak surrender
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their lives and this fact, too, is within our experience.
In our lives there is no margian for misfortunc.

Sall; while there was land there was hope. Nothing
now, nothing whatever, My being was full of the husks
of despair, dry, lifeless, 1 went into the hut and looked
ibout me. Brown mud walls that had crumbled many a
time and been rebuilt many o time. Coconut thatching,
some of it still part of the old palm lightning had de-
gtroyed, as | could eell from the colour. Hare, beaten
floor of baked mud, hardened with dung-wash, This
home my husband had built for me with his own hands
in the time he was waiting for me; brought me to it
with a pride which I, vsed to better living, had so very
nearly crushed. In it we had lain together, and our chil-
dren had been born. This hut with all its memaries was
to be taken from us, for it stood on land that belonged
to another. And the land itz=elf by which we lived. It
5 a cruel thing, I thought. They do not kknow what they

do to us, \\\\\'

\<\
When Selvam came home that mght from his Y[-I:&
my husband broke the news to him. I do not kr wtwhat
1 expected—indignation, anger, perhaps sonr w: but he
b::tra].'::r.l no emotion. He put the Elouk@e Was Carry-
ing in the wooden crute he had rn:lde,;thtn he at down,
still keeping his own coansel; the wavering light from
the wick in its saucer of oil fell on his Face, sombre and
serions as it always was in repose, Well, 1 thought, this
cannot affect the life he has chosen and so he is tran-
quil; and then I reminded myself that he was ever like
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this, that he seldom spoke until he had paused to reflect,
and I felt ashamed.

In the brooding silence I heard Nathan shift his po-
sition again, and I thought, Naturally he is impatient;
he has good s,

“We have two weeks before we leave,” | said, *They
have agreed to let us seay till then ™

“You think that is good of them{™ Sclvam said, his
voice hard and ahyp like crystals. He lifted his eyes to
mine, I saw thep were black and smouldering as if some
deep flame &f anger or hatred burned in him. Nathan
mldv: rcp&}fm' me.

better than being sént out at once, as others

hﬁ(&:n.”
&:3 Ivam turned on his Father.

' %You have accepted iti You have made no protest®

“What opticn have I, my son| Naturally, 1 protested,
but it has availed me nothing.”

“It 13 not just,” Selvam =aid. “It is not right.”

“Yet there is no law ageinst it," said Nathan wearly.
“We may gricve, but there s no redress.”

“Where will you go?™

“We must po to Murugan. He has a pood job=—I am
sure he will welcome his parents,”

“1t 18 a long way. With respect, you are not as young
or a3 fit as you were.™

“Yet the effort must be made,” said Mathan, “For
we cannot live except by the land, for 1 have no other
knowledge or skill; and as you say I am getting on and
for me it would be impossible to find another landlord.
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Whao indeed would rent his land to such as [ am, past
hard labour and uncertain of paying what 1 owe?™

His words pierced me, hardened though 1 was, realist
as | wished to be.

“Do not say these things,” 1 said. “l cannot bear to
hear them.”

“They are truc.”

W Whether they are true or not,” I cried, T will not
have you saying them.™

#] would not distress you,™ Nathan said quietly, “yet
must we not face the truth so that we can make our
decisions? Have 1 told vou anything you do not know
yoursel#1

Mo, I thought desolately, but I could not say it
Could not. I closed my eyes and Eelt his hands on my
temples where the pulses beat, gently stroking, sooth-
ing me in the only way he could. He suffered for me,
not so much for himself, and 1 likewise, so that al-

though together there was more strength there wm\‘\\
also more suffering, and if each had been alone the ﬁ"

might not have seemed go hard; vet | knew ;
could have borne it alone, Thus confused, sy find
turned this way and that, like a paper kiaﬂi’pﬁng o
every current of air, unsure of its own meanings.

At length in the midst of the blackness 1 heard
Selvam speaking and 1 opened my eyes. He seemed to
be struggling with himself, for the wards did not come
easily and the fierce inner battle he waged had brought
the sweat out on his forehead and left his Lips dry. He
was addressing his father alone— No doubt he dismisses
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me as an hysterical woman, I thought. He is not far
wrong.

“] can always return to the land,” he was saying. I
am young and able-bodied . . . together we can rent
another piece of land . . . live as we did."

1 saw my hushand’s eyes kindle, I saw in them, fear-
fully, the Light of hope. You should not have said it,
I cried silently to my son. It i too difficult for him,
cruelly difficult. But already Nathan was shaking his
head. '\

“No, my son. I would not have it so.® He spoke
rmulutl:l].r.j"\'rﬁ:r: are some things that cannot be sac-
rificed - besides I would never be happy. Certainly
}'ﬂmmr would not let me rest,” he added, smaling
a litele,

,g';ﬁﬂn; we must go. Ira and Sacrabani must come with

\\,}\m of course; there is nothing for them here,”
a

“] will stay,” said Ira, whom we had supposed
asleep, and she rose and came and knelt beside her
father. *1 will not be a barden to vou. I am happy
enough here, prople are used to me and to my son.
1 cannot start a new life now.™

“1f I can,™ said Nathan, “whose youth s only a mem-
ary now, why should not you, my child? You are very
young; it will not be difficult for you™

“] must think of my son,” she replied.

“How will you eat?™ [ mid. “Where will you live:™

“If she decides to stay,” said Selvam, “she will be
with me. [ will look after her, I swear it.”

“And the child*"

“And the child, of course.™
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“ls it possible?™ MNathan asked. *It is little enough
you have for yoursel[."”

“[o | not know iti” said Selvam bitrerly. “It is per-
petual shame to me that 1 have nothing to offer my
parents. Yet 1 promise they shall not go in need.”

If it had not been so late ar night—if we had been
less tired and dispirited—we might have argued with
Ira, partly for her sake and partly for Selvam’s. As it
was we said no more—not that night at any rate, al-
though subscquently we had more discussions than [
can recotint—accepting only that we were to go and
that our children and grandchild were to stay.
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CHAPTER XXIV

TOOK dowsn the mats on which we slept from the

wall whene they hung and rolled them up. Inside

I plaged, the cloth bundle which contained two

ollocks of rice, some chillies, tamarind and salt, and

the. meden bowls, Mathan's and mine, tying the
::usgﬁsnf the rolled mats to make sure nothing fell out on

'&v& way. Most of the cooking vessels 1 had brought

\mth me on my marriage had been sold to pay our

debts, of the remainder 1 left ¢wo for Ira and the other
two I put aside for ourselves. The grindstone, pestle
and mortar were too heavy to take; in any case my
daughter-in-law would be providing these. My cook-
ing days are over, I thought a little sadly, and suddenly
what 1 had formerly performed without thought, or
even with impatience—the gathering of fuel, and the
blowing of the fire, and the waxing of the flames under
the steaming pot, with all the business of smoke down
the lungs and in the eyes—acquired a sweet and pierc-
ing poignancy. There would be meals to cook on the
journcy, however, since we were travelling by bullock
cart and expected to be on the road at least two days,
and for these | took the hand-made bellows and six
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cakes of dung. Under the granary floor our money lay

buried: three rupees of oor own, three that Salvam had
grven us out of his earnings, and a ten-rupee note that
Kenny had sent through Selvam. When cverything was
done [ took out the money, counted it and tucked it in
securely at my waist, Then we were ready.

The morning of our departure comes. It s a stll
morning, hazy, dewy for it iz yet early. The bullock
cart lumbers up, the bells around the animals’ neclks
jangling, they have tiny bells fixed to caps on the tips
of their horns too, which tinkle a= they move. The cart
is piled high with bales of tightly packed skins, for we
are passengers on a return journey, but there is room
enough bor two, We clamber on, 5elvam hands uws the
two or three bundies we are taking with us which we
hold on our laps until the carter tells us to stow them
on top of the bales. We do so, carefully,

Then 1t 15 ume to go. Selvam steps back. Ira comes

forward from the courtyard where she has been ﬂmd\&f

ing, she 15 holding her son by the hand. The uf
them stand in line waiting to s# us on our wﬂjt\? &
carter flicks both bullocks with his whip, rhgxmrmls
strain forward, the cart gives a lurch, Natha@ holds out
hia hands, cur children bow their he.@&.’ Then we
begin to move and the three of I‘Jﬂﬂ:{«xﬁmc after us a
litee of the way, walking in the dust the wheels grind
out of the earth; wntil the bullecks begin to trot and
they fill back. The bullodks have found their own
rhythm now, moving so that their hoofs strike the
garth together and the yoke s borne steadily on their
shoulders: we are travelling fast. The hut—its inhabit-
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ant=—recedes behind us and yet in frone of us, for we
are sitting with our backs to the bullocks, Our beloved
green fields fall away to a blur, the hut becomes a
smudge on the horizon, 5till we strain our eyes to
pierce the reddish dust the wheels throw up. We are
farther away with every turn of the wheels. I stare at
them fasanated until the spokes begin to revolve
backwards while the nim is inexorably borne forward,
I feel dizzy, my throat is dry. 1 lean against my hus-
band, he is a.lrs::;;h@:mng on me, together we achieve
a kind of comfore.

The cartér.is asleep on his jointed perch: the bullocks
know the foute well, they keep on without guidance
from bim. At midday we halt near a small wayside well,
'Ibbu\m.rm wakens, snorts, stretches himself before

\iﬁmbmg down. We arc to eat hers, he says, and he

\d unyokes the bullocks to water them. [ see one of them

has a large raw patch on its shoulder where the yoke has
rubbed the skin off.

“The animal is not well,” I say to the man,

He shrugs: “What can | do? 1 have no ather, I must
make these trips since they are my livelihood.”

We wash, eat, wash again, then proceed.

Mile after mile of dusty road stretching out straight
before us, lined here and there with cool shady banyans
or tamarind trees, The bullock with the sore patch is
slowing the other up; the carter turns impatient and
brings out his whip. It is no use, its pace does not alter.
We pass other bullock carts, are passed by some, eat
again, sleep again. At night we stop while the carter
lights the lantern slung beneath the cart, then we move
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on in the darkness and the small vellow light-disc
travels with us like a comforting beacon. On and on, and

on and on, we journey.

The rt driver roused us when we reached the out-
skeirts of the city where my son worked, It was mid-after-
noon, the sun was streaming down hot and at its most
powerful,

“Here you are. This is as far as I can take you.” He
nudged Nathan, who sat with his head lolling against
the bales, fast asleep, 1 shook him, pushing his head
erect,

“Wake up, we have arnved.”

He opened his eyes, reddened and with drooping
lids.

“T could easily sleep the whole day through,™ he
said, yawning and stretching.

“We are late already,” the carter was grumbling, “1
should have got here by morning .
had kept better paoe—"

He leaped down and lifted the yoke preparatefp \m
watcring his animals, The raw patch on the
had noticed before had begun to fester, mn@‘ﬂun Iud
been caten away and trickles of blmm FUnmIng
down the edges. 3\

“This animal will =oon be fit furmﬂm:ng,“ he mut-
terect to imself. “Heaven knows when 1 shall be able
to afford another.”

As soon as the animals had drunk he put the yoke
back, The bulleck eringed, but accepted the torment and
as soon as the whip {ell it began to pull again,

g2

. . if only this hl.l.l[.nck\g;

The carter leaned from his perch to call to us, his face.
lhot and perspiring. “Good luck friends, keep well!™
His voice was friendly.

“Goodbye, good luck,” we ealled back.

For a little while we stood by the roadside, our par-
cels about ws. There were three turnings before us and
there was no t=lling which way lay the house of cur
son. Then Nathan picked up the mats,

“Come along. We may meet somebody soon™

We chose a read at random; walked for some time
without mtingah)'unt We should have asked the carter,
I thought. Iﬁc‘t’mu]d have known. But [ did not say so.
At lmgtm'ﬁt saw two men approaching, jopging along
tu'in;mm with bundles on their heads.

“Can you direct us to Koil Street, friend?

‘JMQK-BJ Street? Let me see,™ he put up his hand to
\\\Emdl his head, but, t.l'-e burden being there, with-

’Z} drew it.

“Noy 1 can not. Brother, can you tell these people
what they want to know?™

His companion thought: #1 have heard of it. Yes, 1
remember now, it 18 in one of the suburbs of the town,
Quite a way from here, but this is the right read ®

“How fari?”

“About fifteen miles, . . . If you keep to the road you
may get a lift,” he added good-naturedly, seeing our
crestfallen faces,

We plodded on. Several bullock carts passed us and
ane or two jutkas, but none stopped. Most of them
were fully laden already., The bundle 1 carried, for all
that it contained sa little, grew heavier with cach step;
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“That i a Jong way yet. You look tired.”

“We have rested too well. We should have been on
our way long since.”

“Well, if you do not arrive tonight there is a temple
not fur from here where vou can eat and sleep.™ IHe
painted. In the distance we saw the cutline of a temple,
not too distant however, with a yellow ol flare burning
from the top. We locked, and it scemed to beckon to
us, promising food and shelter.

“We are grateful to vou. Perhaps it would be best,
we are tired as you say.”

We picked up our possessions and walked on, more
firmly now that we had somewhere definite to go,
helped by the vellow flare that burned so steadily ahead
of us,

As we neared the temple we noticed several people,
mostly old and coippled, goong the same way. Obwi-

ously many of them were known to one another, fqlg\{:;

as they hobbled along in enes and twos and so .
small gproups, they exchanged preetings and.
They knew us at once for ihﬂg:r&-ﬂﬂl’]‘ll’ﬂ%_ ﬂ'u:
bundles we carmed—but were not diﬁpns@ un-
friendly for that, and they smiled to us and ‘one or two
called out cheerfully, “Are you boundylor the temple
tool ™ \E;«

“Yex, we hope to shelter there for the night.™

“Are you going to settle in this city? ™

Y =, our on hives here, He 15 married and we are to
stay with him. His name is Murogan," we said cagerly.
“Iaybe vou have heard of him?™
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“No, no,” they shook their heads indulgently. “Ah
well, it is & big city.®

In the precincts of the temple, shops and stalls were
open, brghtly Iit with gas lamps with their owners
standing or sitting within and calling out their wares
to passers-by; but most had no money to spend. A
one shop pilaus were being sold, mounds of saffron rice
on buttered plantain leaves, plistening with ghee and
garnished with red :h:lh-.-.u and curling strips of fried
onion. The Trum ity rich and tempting, swirled
up with the p{:tﬁs of steam from the boiling rice, 1m-
possible to ghut it out, useless to try . . . the I:agr.ml.
smell everywhere. 1 felt a cramp bﬂgmnm.g in my

m&ﬁ;’ held it with an effort that turned me giddy;
w&yﬁt it had passed, the familiar symptoms of nausea

{ﬁgs,n. Mathan pressed my arm in sympathy; he too
Q.Jmta:i quessy.

Through the outer courtyzrds and along the corre-
dors we went, going with the crowd to whom this was
evidently a nightly routine, and into a large vaulted
chamber with arched entrances opening on three sides.
Here we stopped and sat down to wait with the rest
on the stone floor, In the dark fnner chamber the God
and Goddess were seated on their thrones, freshly
anointed and garlanded with flowers. At their feet were
piled betel leaves, moe and a host of sweetmeats.

A woman sitting beside me nudged and pointed.

“The food is given to the poor—to us—when 1t has
been blessed. There is a lot tonight,” she added. “You
are lucky1™ I saw her sucking her lips in anticipation.

After a while two priests with half-shaven heads en-
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tered. One carried a beakerful of water, the other a tray
of more votive offerings, which they placed at the feet
of the God. Bells began to tinkle; at their sound the
pricsts began intoning the prayers, one taking up where
the other left off. Everyone was standing, most of them
with hands folded and closed eyes. 1 closed my eyes,
too, pressing my hands over them. The eyeballs fele
hot under the lids. T could see beneath them a black-
rimmed orange glow against which floated the images
of the pust—my sons, Ira, the hut where we lived and
the fields we had worked. The more 1 banished them
the faster they came, | saw Old Granny again, toothless
and wrinkled; Kenny, his eyes sorrowful when I told
him we were going; Sacrabani’s face, white and scared
as it often was. 1 tried and tried, concentrating on the
prayers that were being said and at last the images
faded; I saw in their place the countenance of the God
and his Consort, and it scemed to me thar they looked
on me benignly and 1 was at length able to pray.

All about me was a deep intense silence, and in it
heard my prayer, voiceless, wordless, nsing up lﬂd{%‘p
endlessly like the incense which burnt perpetun.lﬁ]{‘_
the altar. And when at last 1 opened my eyes the silence
which had enfolded me had given place tq*\a\ﬁ-&srmve
murmur, the sound from the supp]m.rsr hﬁ and beseech-
ing throats of the multitude. \\

A drum struck savagely thmugh the hush, sent it
shivering, flying . . . people hlinked and stared, called
thus rudely to take up their ondinary exsstence. One
of the priests began to sprinkle holy water, people
maneuyring to get near the precious drops; the other

158

¢
s\\}

2

wis handing out the food to & third man, and as soon
as this was done the gilded doors of the inner chamber
were closed. Almost at once the people began moving
to the courtyard which opened from the assembly hall.

“The food will be distributed there,” 2 woman whis-
pered to me. “There is not always enough to go round:
it is best to be firse,”

A lot of people had had the same idea and were
jockeying tnﬂ‘gﬁfj\ﬂﬂ}-‘ for position. The murmuring
silence gave, thelcrowd burst into loud chatter: it was
as if the thnug'@t‘r:-F food had lotsened all tongues; and
the pus!_':::g»m:l thrusting became more violent, The
friendlingss that had existed before was gone; men and

g struggled to be in the forefront, fighting their
wg,r ‘with ferocity, thrustmg forward with strident ur-
gt,nq.r 1 found myself in the middle of the throng:

«)\‘, » Nathur. had got separated and looking round 1 zaw

v

him on the cutward frings among the very old and
erippled. He had never been onc for pushing. Well,
1 thought. I can t2ll them my husband is here and take
two portions, Thea | saw two men enter bringing the
food and all other thought ccased. Craning my neck
and body, standing on tiptos, 1 saw the cauldrons they
carried, cauldrons of rice heaped high and showing white
gleaming peaks from which wisps of steam issued, and
pots filled with a mixture of dhal and vegetzbles which
sent forth 2 most savoury smell,

From a mle beside him one of the men tock out a
plantain leaf—not a whole one, but cut into pieces twice
the size of a man™ hand, on this he ladled out two
spoonfuls of rice; the other filled a small cup, made
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from dried leaves held rogether with thorns, with the
dhal mixture.

From the cush one man at a time—as much by
pressure as by his own efforts—was ejected, like the
palm-leaf stopper of a foaming toddy pet: collected his
portion, drank of the holy water and made his way out.
My turn came: the level of the rice was already Fallen
so low that it was only by going close to the vessels that
| could see any rice at all. One of the men rebuked
me sharply.

“Keep your distance. Do you want to devour pot
and all#*

I must ask for my husband, I thought, and found
mysclf quaking. The plantain leaf was handed to me,
the rice placed on top, then the cup of dhal. Now.

“If vou would be so kind, sir,” 1 =mid, *I will take
my husband’s portion as well on my leal.”

They gaped at me, surprised, affronted.

&

“The woman is mad,” one called out. “Expects n dm.t{\& {

hle portion.” R ,/,:;\0
“MNot satished with one,” the other rejoi ﬁ an
offended voice, “but muost try and make ca%;)ﬂ‘ ot of
charity.”
“] do not,” I said. ] have a hus
I ask only for his portion.” Q!
“If he is here let him come and we will serve him in
his turn. We cannot hand out feod to evervone merely
becuuse they ask for it. Do you take us for fools? Keep
your tales for the unwary!™ cried one, and the other

called out impatiently,

R\
he 15 here,
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“Hurry up, hurry up! Do you want to keep us stand-
ing here all night?™

I went, taking my food with me. Those who had been
served were sitting in the open a little way off eating,
and I joined them. Perhaps 1 looked dejected, for
one of the wemen suid consolingly, “They were sharp-
tongued tonight, probably they were tired . . . you must
not mind.”

There was a murmur of assent, except from one man
who said in a hedtile woice: “Well, they are right.
Everyone mus;.t-:;'tl: in his turn or who & to know the
truth from a li¢ when people ask for more than one
portion,” ‘!‘d again from the easily swayed crowd came
a murmur of agreement. 1 must justify myself in the
:}':s\hf"lhta: pcnpll: 1 thought f::u‘lurnl}r, and 1 ﬁ.u:l
{g‘abuk: the truth . . . my hushand is here, see, he is

\}pnmmg to me,™ ag I gaw him approach. [ saw also that
" his hands were empty. Still, it was g-:rnrl to share what
thers was and eat, good to have food in the belly, pood
to fezl the dizziness replaced by well-being. When we
had finished we threw the empty leaves to the goats
that had gathered, expectant but patient for their meal,
and that too was a satisfying thing, to see them eating
leaves and cups, crunching them in their mouths with
soft happy movements and looking at us with their mild
benign eyes, Then we went and washed our hends under
the running tap, rinsing mouth and face as well in the
cool water, and came back ready for sleep. It was only
then that we remembered, with trepidation, our bon-
dles,

We had left them propped apainst one of the carved
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stone pillars in the long corridor leading to the assembly
hall. We went to it, bue the bundles had wanished.
Perhaps cur memory is at fault, maybe it i3 not this
particular stone pillar but another, there are so many
and one 8 like another, T thought. To the next and
the next and the next, there were hundreds of pillars
and columns and we went to them all with fast-dying
haope.

Thres or four had seen us searching, three or four
mare joined these, soon a small crowd of advisers and
helpers followed at our heels.

“Are you sure it was this Hall of Pillars? There is
another on the West side of the temple.”

“Cluite sure. We have not been on the other side.”

“How could they?™ said a scornful voice. “That side
is locked at night.”

“Who was looking after the bundles{®

“No one, no one . . . we left them untended.”
“Untended! Looking for trouble that was! There are g:{\
many thieves and strangers about these days™ \\\\ (

“What, even in a temple! We did not think—"

“Yex, even in a temple, of course. Many l:u:uip
here, there can be no guarantes of their Ilmiﬁm v

“It appears not," Nathan said h':.ﬂ."i'l].}' "i.Dt[r posses-
sicns have gone.™

There was Futility only in Further séan:hmg further
weariness. We gave up and leant our backs against the
painted wall which enarcled the temple, the vermilion
and white striped wall we had foolishly thought meant
safety. The promise of shelter had been kept however:
food, and somewhere to sleep.
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“At least the loss is not irrcparable,” Mathan said.
We have our money still, the pots and matting can be
replaced.”

“Best not to speak of it,"” I said, fecling cautiously for
the money in my wastband, the coins hard and com-
forting to my touch. “We must be careful,”

He smiled wryly. “After the horse has bolted?™

But T could not smile, and the ease with which he
accepted the misfortune irritated me. Now 1 shall be
wholly indebted to my daughter-in-law, 1 thought,
I go to hec ‘wiihuut even a cooking wvessel, like any
beggar nﬂ?_ﬂ'ﬂ: streets; and straightaway [ determined
to spend one or two of the coins 1 felt digging into my
'H.:Bi]!'li\.l' the nearest bazasr, for 1 would not go to her
d@iir.uta. Soothed a little by the thought I drifted into
ai’:l:p, broken often by bells ringing and the low rat-tat

\\\ of drums for the prayers which went on at intervals

throughout the night. Once in my half-sleep it seemed
to me someohs was tuggng at my arm, but when I
woke it was only Nathan clutching at me in his sleep,
1 dozed off again, and afeer a while I felt a soft fum-
bling about my face, notscless, like fingers on spindle
cotton. 1 strove to wike, to brush aside those pathetic
flutterings, but strive as 1 would [ could not . . . at last
1 sat up, sleep and dream alike banished, wide awake
now. And whether from the fact of sleeping in new
surroundings, or from the loss we had sustained, 1 was
unable to slesp again,

1 leant against that same wall by which we had laid
ourselves down, watching the wind play with the yellow
flare on top of the temple, looking into the darkness
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which varied its pitch from point to point. Gﬂd‘llln}fj
I was able to make out the forms of the carven Gods
and Goddesses on the sides of the temple, on the colon-
nades, and in the niches of the walls, and as 1 gazed they
soemed almost to live, their stong breases gently breath-
ing, their imbs lightly moving. Nearly—nearly could
| belicve what [ saw, sitting there in the darkness by
the temple wall. Until dawn, when the stars went out
one by one, and the grey light changed the sculptured
figures back into immobility.

04

CHAPTER XXV

he sg.#!i was awake he sat up quickly, rubbing

the sfeep from his eyes.
“Yqﬁ!"*pfépt well,” T said, a little envious because 1
had gt, yet glad since he looked so much better for it
_<"Yes, I was tired. But you look as if you had been up

ﬂ 5 always Nathan stirred with the first light; when

all night.”

“Almost . . . 1 could not sleep.”

“You were worried no doult,” he said gravely, and
the concern in his voice made me slightly ashamed of
myself. “Still, we shall soon be with our son and you
will be able to rest. Come, we may as well start now—
the sooner the better,”

We went to wash at the tap, threading our way among
the heaps of rags under which men and women lay hud-
dled in sleep, their crutches or staffs and begging howls
beside them, and when we had done we went out the
way we had come in.

Early though it was, many of the shops were open.
From the food stalls came the spluttering of ghee and
oil as bread and pancakes were Ined, ready for the early
worshippers who would soon be coming. As we passed,
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Mathan hesitated and | saw him eyeing the crisp gelden
pancakes laid out upon a platter.

“Let us buy a few,” he said cheerfully, “I am hungry
enough and you must be too."”

I for my part hesitaecd, although the food was
tempting enough, for the silver coins we had were few
and precious and there was no telling what our needs
might be; still T could not very well deny him when |
had already made up my mind to spend some of the
money on cooking vessels, and so I put my hand in my
waisthand to take out the money 1 had tied there.

The coins were gone. 1 felt in my bodice and again
in my waistband, 1 shook out the folds of my sari, but
there was no doubt the money was gone,

“1t may have slipped out in the night,” Nathan sad,
and we went back, unhopeful, to where we had slept but
the pround was bare and innocent, And those who saw
us entering again ]nughnd and said free meals were only

given in the evening, not in the morning, ther hughh:r\ﬁ.

changing to concern when we explained what had l@‘»
fallen us: but their concern was only p-::fum:turr\@::
they were alter all lookers-on and not P-artah:ra;.%nd 4
noticed one or two glances exchanged, pityi SCOrn-
ful, which sud as plainly as words, Thm are simple
careless country folk. Lost and bcm]d:r&[ though 1 was
I could contain myself no longer and 1 said sharply
there was not too little care but too many thieves, and
saw them nodding in facile agreement. Yes, thieves and
pickpockets were very skilful; one needed to exerase the
utmost care.

Well, we had not, and so we went our way with
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nothing to call our own save what we wore, past the food
stall with set steacfast face, past the bazaar with never
a glance, pressing on to reach the shelter of our son’s
house before worse should overtake us,

Through the streets of the terrifying city, amid the
unaccustomed traffic and crowds, screwing up our cour-
age each time we asked our way, we went slowly along.
Some we quﬁti-p\l'btd would not stop to answer, others
did not know, smny in trying to be helpful directed us
wrongly. Without exception they were confusing—or
We Wire' ‘@ull. There were so many turnings we were to
tah:t@*ma.n].r not to, that by the time we had followed
ﬂitimhﬂmﬂu to about the third tu.ru.mg;, WE WEre [0~
ctely lost and had to stop and ask again, .

“] am a little slow,” Nathan said humhly “They
speak so fast I can hardly follow, and [ cannot remem-
ber zll they say.”

“If you are, so am 1," 1 said stoutly, “for 1 also find
it difficule.”

It being nearly midday we sat down to rest by the
madside. A dozen or moere children were playing there,
dodging in and out of the traffic with & skill and indif-
ference which I could not help admiring. For all their
play they looked as if they had never eaten a full meal
in their lives, with their ribs thrust out and bellies full-
blown like drums with wind and emptiness; and they
were also extremely dirty with the dust of the roadside
and the filth deposited wpon it; and the running sores
many of them had upen their bodies were clogged with
mud where blood or pus had exuded. But they them-
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selves were Forgetful of their pains—or patient with
them as the bullock had been—and played naked and
merry in the sun. Merry, that 1%, until 2 crust of bread
fell on the road or a sweetmeat toppled from an over-
ambatious pyramid when, all childishazss lost, all play
forgotten, they fought ferociously in the dust for the
food . . . my children had fought thus too, | remem-
bered, but time had mellowed the memory or dimmed
it, for it did nor seem to me that they had struggled like
these: teeth bared, nzils clawing, ready, predatory like
animals, But when a man of wealth passed they were as
tender and pitiful as fledglings, beseeching wnth soft
open mouths and hmpd eyes, their begging bowls
meckly held before them and altogether changed with
an artfulness which surely my children had not at their
command. And however much they played and were
children, still their faces were scored with the knowl-
edge and cres that children should not have, their cyes
were knowing and guileful beyond their years.

“iWe may yet be forced to that,” said Mathan,
ing to thewr begging bowls, “if we do not ﬁn\%i\ r
mn_-ﬂ

“Never,” 1 protested, a little ani'-tcnn-d"k}gﬁu dejec-
tion. “Come, we must be on our way.”

“Iet us ask these children,” he said. “They scem
quick enough.”

He clicked his fingers and called, and they came with
bright curtous eyes, twittering like sparrows.

“Tell me, my son, do you know where Koil Street
mi"
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CY 4

“Koil Street? There are three or four, Which one do
you sceki”

“Three or four!? exclaimed Nathan, “MNo wonder we
have been chasing our tails!™

“1f you will tell me the name of the people,” a boy
said, “there are few I do not know.™

“That I can well believe. We are locking for my son
who 15 named Murugan, and he works with one Birla,
who is 3 doctor,™.

“] do not lr.n.h@' “of Murugan,” the boy said frankly,
“hut i:v-nanl;}knnm Birla. For a small sum," he added,
o will, L-'Fi;ﬂ.' you thers myself,™

"“I Ile!n: less than you,” MNathan sighed. “I can give
rwthmg

,6»5*‘[}]1 * the boy said, diappointed, his voice falling
K~l'li'l-'4.l.p.' Then an idea seemed to strike him and he sid

shrewdly: “Yet 1 will m‘j‘!l:]f take you there, and if you
prosper you can pay me,”

“And how shall 1 know youf*

“] am eanlled Puli after the king of animals, and 1 am
leader of our pack. 1 am as well known as Birla®

“Then 1 shall certainly know where to find you,”
Nathan said smiling, for there was an impudence in the
boy which was somehow attractive, “Lead on, my young
friend! ™

The boy turned and said something to his companions,
and there was no doubt that he was their leader, for
they dispersed at once; then he beckoned to us. “Follow
elosely,” he said firmly—this child who might easily
hawve been our grandson, “or you will be lost!™ and he
motioned us forward. And as he did so I saw that he
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had no fingers but only stumps, The disease which was
rotting his bedy had eaten away nail and flesh to the
first knuckle.

Prudently we took his advice to follow closely,
although he went at a pace which we found difficult to
match, and presently he brought us to a small white-
washed howse set in a street on the corner of which steod
a church,

“This is the street—thiz is the church—this iz the
house,” he said rapidly pointing, and at once turned and
made off, his head down and his shoulders moving as
he ran.

We stood and looked at the house, arrived but
uncertain how to proceed, and it looked back at us
neither inviting nor forbidding. There was a wooden
paling around it, broken by z small wooden gate, and
at length—there being nobody in sight to ask—we
walked through te the garden and so to the house. The

“Murugan? Mo one of that name works here,”

“Doesn’t work here! Are you sure?™

“Of course 1 am sure. There are only three servants
emploved, and Murugan is not one of them.”

“There must be some mistake,” Mathan muttered.
He pulled out the slip of paper on which the address
was wntten and handed it to the man, looking anxiously
st him as he read—or perhaps pretended to read, for he
handed it back quickly saying:

“Yes, yes; nq&r it 13 written there—but you must
take mymrd,jc s not here now.™

Why q.ﬂf'ﬂ't not writef 1 thought miserably, We
shnu.llihm written, But we had been so sure he would
hbﬂmwthﬂ.dmhhdun:t,lth:dnuvurmd:mthst

uld leave without telling us.
\" Juul: then we heard a car driving up, and from it

\“ stepped a figure wearing shirt and trousers, carrying a

\(/

doors and windows in it were wide open as 1f the nl:cnf:\\‘ “

pant needed all the fresh aar there was, and we ﬁ;‘i@

set right to the back of the house where two y ‘ﬂ'rrr:c
men were sitbing wearing the white tunics of ser¥ants,
and one of them at length saw us and Eurﬁi\fﬂr'ﬂ‘lﬂj‘
saying mechanically as if he had used E;l?.&‘“mmc words
many times 'htﬁ:-rf:, “Beggars are nol a{i&wm‘l here, only
those who need—

Then seeing we neither carred begging bowls nor
held out our hands {or alms he stopped short. “What
have you come for?™

“Our =on works here,” Nathan said. “His name is
Murugan.”

2[4

small black bag.

“The doctor i here,” the manservant said hurriedly.
“You must po now."

But we had come too far, hoped too high, endored
too much, to turn back now,

“1 will stay and ask him,” MNathan said stubbornly,
“Maybe he will know,” and he stood firmly.

The doctor meanwhile was approaching, Under the
thin shirt I saw the figure of @ woman and [ whispered
hastily to my hushand: “Be mreful—it is 2 woman.”
Mathan turned bewildered eyes on me. “The trou-
sers—" he began, but there was no time to say more
and he stopped short confused and stammering.



“Who are you? What do you wanti” A woman’s
voice, unmstakably.

“Qur son came here to work some vears ago,™ 1 said.
“We have come to seek shelter with him.®

“Hiz name!"

“Murugan™

“0h yes, he came through Kennington, did he not?®

4Yes,™ 1 said eagerly. “Kenny gave him the recom-
mendarion, He has been very good to me and mine.”

“How i3 hef"” she asked, forgetting we thirsted for
news. *I have not seen him for a very long tme.”

“Well,” 1 smd, “and happy, since he is bmlding this
new hospital. My son warks for him.™

She looked at me thoughtfully and I could see she
wanted to know more about the hospital, but she only
said: “Of course, vou are anxious about your son. 1 am

He Lives on Chamundi Hall,” she added. *Anyone will
show you the house: it is big enough.”

We were at the gate when she came after us. “You
look faint-—have you not catenf™

“We were fed at the temple,” 1 said, not meeting
those shrewd eyes.

“It 15 a long time since,” she said, “You had better
have a meal here before you go She called to the
servant and spn'ﬁ:r,tn him rapidly, and he came, locking
nnn:muplcas;dl\tulﬂdus to where we had to go.

7° \.,/

The m‘?}.ﬂt's' quarters lay behind the house and some
d:uunwway They consisted of three godowns stand-
ing it row, square rooms with brick walls and stone
%r!, with a separate low doorway. At the first

\WE the manservant, Dhas, stopped and beckoned us to

afraid I cannot help you, he left here nearly two years \> eater. Inside it was hall-dark, for there was only one

]

ago.

Left . . . two years ago. Where could he gof
o with no word to us? We stood mute and mrsm‘aﬂ}
At last 1 fele I must know. “Has anything happ@—-—
I mean had he done some wrong—#" O\

“No; nothing like that, He was a very g&wd servint
and he went after higher wages, ™ X \\.

Well, 1 thought. This at least 4§ “beeter hearing,
and llJl:I:ﬁl:l my dry lips and sad, ""'f[fmwnuld tell
us where he went—we must go to him, there is no one
else. . ..

“] am not sure,™ she said with a hint of pity in her
eyes, “but I have heard that he works for the Collector.
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window high up on the wall am:l a thick blue smoke was
rising from 2 corner where 3 young woman was busy
cooking.

“These people are to eat with us,” Das said. “They
are the parents of one Murugnn who was before me.”

The young woman rose and came to us cheerful and
smiling, nursing a round, chubby baby., “You are more
thzn welcome—you seem very tired. . . *

Her friendliness, her smile, were warming like the
sun on old limbs, gentle as the rain on parched earth.
1 felt the stiffness that had collected in me departing,
felt a new upsurge of hope. Nathan was visibly relaxed.
“The e i¢ nearly cooked,” the young woman was
saying. “Perhaps you would like to wash before we
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eat—the tap is ourside, my husband will show you™

Das was on his feet, “Ah yes, [ had forgotten. Cer-
tninly a wash will do you good.® He sounded more
friendly.

We followed him out to the tap, which was about a
furlong away. A cement floor had been built around the
base of the tap, but the water which dripped constantly
from the pipe ran off the cement so that the ground for
some distance arcund was wer and IIILILJﬁEEj" with scores of
fml'_print's J::ading to and from it.

Beyond it wag the latrine, I had not used one be-
fore, and 1 entered with misgiving. There was no door,
merely four walls built of tin which did not meet at
one corner, thus leaving enough space for one person at
a time. No roof; along ane side a shallow trench from
which rose a most foul stench; no covers; no kindly
earth to hide what lay there open to the blue offended
skies; no water to wash it away. 1 went out and stepped

il
“\'

through the mud to the clear running water and 'Hhﬁ:b\(’* <

I had washed 1 felt better, O

“You will have to gn:t used to these thmgs,“ N{ﬂim
said. “This 15 how life 15 lived in the city.® S0 )}

When we went back the young woman, p@j‘wlﬂl the
child at her hip, was straining the nce. E{!HE-E the babw
there were now three other children mtﬁ: room.

“Oh yes,” she said in reply to my question. “All
mine, and you can always find my brats here at meal-
times! I don't see them the rest of the da:p'

The children giggled delightedly, wriggling with
pleasure. Their mother was peering into one of the pots
on the fire, stirring and tasting, “Ready now,” she sad
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with satisfaction, wiping her streaming eyes with a cor-
ner of her sari. The smoke must have entered the baby’s
eyes too, for he began screaming.

4] et me hold him,” I said. “You will be able to work
better.”

“It%s a girl. She very seldom cries,” she said, handing
the baby to me, and as if to earn the compliment 1t im-
medmtely quietened down.

The young woman had several pieces of p.lanl:lin leaf
cut and ready. She] Jaid these out and began serving the
rice and dhal, g&ui:rnus portions such as we ate at harvest
times and ours larger than theirs.

“You are very kind to feed us so well,” T said.

‘W&art fed free,” she replied. “'I"h: doctor s very
El;;r@tu us and gives us rice and dhal. Today she sent

gm‘nfurm

" 8o we ate with easy conscience, for 1 would not like

to have taken from the store of a family who were for
all their kindness only strangers to us, and who more-
over had enough mouths of their own to feed.

As evening wore on the mother brought out a striped
mat, for she had persuaded us to stay the night, on
which to sleep. And sleep we did, the deep sleep of those
who being tired have fed well and rested well,

The next morning early we departed, after thanking
the doctor who was a woman, and Das and his wife who
had cared so well for us, and she came to see us go with
her curious-eyed children about her, sunay and smiling
as when we had first seen her and to this day 1 see her
as she was then, young and kind, with a warm smile
ever ready on her Lips.
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CHAPTER XXVI

HE Collector™s house on Chamund: Hill was
simple enough to find: the hill itself could be
seen for miles around, and evervone had heard
of the Cellector and knew where he lived. It was as
the doctor had suid a wery fine house, taller than the
young casusring trees that grew near it and so bralliantly
white that it looked as if the painters had only just
finished their work, Around the house and grounds,
which stretched away on either side of the hill, ran a
low compound wall. A number of peons were ﬂa.nd.mg
about, turbaned and belted, much more imposing l.'h:m
the tannery chowlidars had been.
When he saw us approaching, onie of the peong ﬁb
up to us. \\“/
“No begpars are allowed here?*
“We are not beggars. We have mm:\gf our son
Murugun, who works here,™
The man's manner changed. He ]ﬂﬂh‘d at us almost
gympithetically and was about to H}r something  but
changed his mind, instead swinging the heavy gate open
for us and indicating that we should follow him.
“] will take yvou to his wife. The servants' godowns
are at the back of the howse,"

arh

My son’s wife, the girl we had never seen, My son,
who had been gone so long. A queer excitement took
hold of me, 1 felt myzelf trembling. Nathan beside me
guickened his step: his excitement was a part of me too.

“This is Ammu's godown,” the man sid, peinting.
“Make yourselves known to her ... I cannot wat. . . .

He was gone. The godown he had pointed to was
much the same as the one we had left, 2 small square
room set in a row, ou;p' here the row was much longer,
thmw:r:mmgimwtwdwgudnwm The door stood
open, from Q}‘tﬁm ame the sound of a baby's fretful

wmg D
C{@" Nathan said in a cracked voice. “Let us go
iR

V,Sh.lt we could not, although the door stood open, for

dean shyness had set a stranglehold upon us and the
\}« sense of intrugsion was strong . . . and in the end we stood

by the open deorway and called,

A thin girl with untidy hair came out: the baby we
had heard crying at her hip, a small boy clinging to her
sari; stood staring at us with a shight frown,

“Who iz it} What do you want#®

No smile, ne welcome, Perhaps she thinks we are
beggars, 1 thought. No wonder since we look it, and
once maore the humiliation of having nothing, not even a
cooking pot, smote at me.

“We are Murugan’s parents,” Nathan said gently.
“You must be his wife.™

The girl nodded, then recollecting herself she drew
aside so thar we could enter, came after us and stood
biting her lip as if uacertain what to say.
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“These must be our grandchildren,” | said, trying
not to notice her attitude, “1 have long wanted to see
them.®

“No doubt . . ." the girl said, her lips twisting a Little,
“Nao doubt you want to see your son, teo, He s not
here.

“Not here,™ Nathan repeated. “1 was told he was
here! When is he coming back?™

“I wish | knew,"” she replied. 1 do not think he will
ever come back.™

“What do you mean? Are you not his wife? What
makes you say he will never returnt™

“He left me,” she rephed bitterly. “He has been
gone nearly two years,™

We had come a long way to meet bad news and now
it seemed there was neither going back nor going for-
ward. What we had saved had been taken from us, rhm'e
wis nothing more . . . nothing left to sell; neither ynnl:h
nor strength left to !ﬂl‘ttr

1 looked about the room in which my son's m&zﬁmd
and I knew that at any rate we could not stay here. Such
resources @5 she had were not enough :vgg.aﬁr herself,
they would certainly not stretch to flil"r:-l-‘;i' wour needs, Ex-
cept for & amall bowlful of rice ﬂm&*ae:mnd to be no
other food in the place. The little boy was thin and
hollow.-checked, his mother looked worn and haggard
and was cbviously hardly able to feed the baby who kept
whimpering fitfully: the cry of hunger which is different
from the other eries of infants.
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K&\
’b' very strong and the house is a large one®

“Ts there no way of finding out where he has gone?™®
Nathan said at last. “Perhaps of we tried . . .

U] have tried,” Ammu sid brusquely. “Da you think
1 haven't{ He has left the city: nobody knows where he
has gone™

There was about her a faint air of hostility, as if in
some way she held us responsible for his defection. As
indeed we are, | thought sadly. We gave him life, we
should have taught him better. Yet looking back it was
difficult to sec Em(wnr where the mastake had been made.

We had h&&u‘tﬁm about an hour, ]:h:-’!"h.ﬂp!- less, when
Ammu ruﬁrﬂ‘f must go to my work . . . it 15 late already.
1 shall be back at midday to feed th: children, stay till
then)
{;‘j‘l}a you go far?”
'?Nu . only to the house, I sweep and clean ™
“Jt must be hard work,™ 1 s1d. “You do not ook

5he shrugged. *1 am not the only one . . . besides one
must live. It is not everywhere one can earn fifteen
rupecs 2 month and have a godewn to live in free”

The baby was still astride her hip, now she arranged
a few rags in a corner of the room and laid him down.
Instantly he began to wail. “Let me take him,” | sid.
“He may quieten down,™

“Ag you wish,” she said indifferently, picking him up
and handing him to me. “0Of course you realise he has
nothing to do with you. . . . I mean he is not your grand-
child.”

“OF course.”

“One must live,” she repeated, defiant, challenging,
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sensing reproach where none could be; for it is very
true, one must live,

At midday, as she had said, she came back. She had
told us to wait, yet now her attitude said very dearly:
You should not have taken me at my word, what 1 said
was said in duty and for no other reason, In o sullen
silence she began preparing the meal, lighting the fire,
fetching the water, boiling the rice, the baby astride her
hip 23 before and whimpering unheeded. She did not
speak until we had earen. Then she looked up.

“Where will you gof Can yon return to your vil-
lagei" And when said her hostle questioning eyes, I
cannot keep you here indehnitely, the sponer you go the
better.

“We must return to our village," Nathan agreed.
“There iz nothing for us here, We came only because of
our gon, you understand.”

She nodded. “Teg; he has let us all down.™

“Mhavbe there were reasons,” 1 sasd. Whatever da':%’\\“'

this woman had en him, still he was my son; I coif
not let her heap all the blame on him. Her face durk-
encd, anger bloated her lips and Lic fires beb her
black brooding eyes. \ Q”

“They were the usval ones: women azgl@'g:.mblhﬂg,"
she said harshly. &

We looked at each other, trembling on the brink of
a quarrel, bitterness parting the threads of forbearance
one by one, but while a few still held, suddenly, the
outward semblance fell away. | saw enly that she was
a very young girl, frazl bevond most, deserted by her
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husband and doing her best to feed hersslf and her
children.

“] am sorey,” T saad jerkily. 1 must have been out of
my senses.

She nodded very slightly, accepting my explanation,
the blaze dying out behind her face.

41t 15 better that we should go now,” said Nathan,
rising, “while it 13 still light. We are not yet used to this
aty . . . darkness does not help.”

“Where will x@:&}a}” Ammu repeated her question,
Her voice aken on anxiety; behind the relief which
she could agt hide, I sensed her troubled wneasy mind

1 «&h‘fﬁ doubt to doubt. No werds, the meaning
m if there had been. These people are old . . .
“ure mine through my husband . . . I have a duty

.6 them, but what of myself and my children? Are we

\\,}\mt poor enough, ragged enough, without two more

coming to share our resources? Yet what of them, they
have nothing. The shedows of her thought, dull and
heavy, moved across her pale thin face.

“We will return to our son and daughter,” Nathan
said, not replying directly, “But what of yvou, my child?
It 15 we rather than vou who should ask. We have had
our day, you are still young . . . the mother of children
who cannot help you for many years yet.”

She stared at him as if unused to consideration, hardly
credulous, almost suspicious. Y1 can look after myself
and my children,” she said, slightly emphasising the
“myself” and “my children” so that we might under-
stand, “but not my in-laws as well.” “I have managed
for a long time now.”
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There is no touching this girl, I thought. Misfortune
has hardened her, which is just as well, she will take
many a knock yet. There seemed nothing more to say,
nothing left to keep us, Ammu had begun to fidget,
moving restlessly where she sat, pulling nervously at
her fingers untl the joints cracked. | nudged Nathan,
who was sunk in thought.

“We must go.”

“Yes yes,” he said, starting. “1t 15 getting lape.™

We looked again at our grandchild who was part of
ourselves, and at the poor little waif who lay quietly
now on the rag-heap, and we said farewell. Ammu came
ta the doorway with us, Now that we were actually leav-
ing, her manner became more cordial, the stiff unfriend-
liness she had displayed had gone with the fear that we
might have come to stay.

“Take care of yourselves,” she called, “Godspeed and

may you get home safely.” Her lips were smiling, she
brought the boy to the door to wave to us. 2\”‘"
Though we had known them so short & while t@éﬁlt

wis m:lu.nd:.-ni}' in the parting. Maybe we ﬂmﬁu\ﬁﬁ'r_r
see them agan, 1 thought sadly, and 1 hﬁ;t{“ﬁ’iﬂtm
beside me heave a sigh. Both of us a in our
thoughts, we did not understand 'Liw. tu:lg we
vaguely heard until one of the pmns ﬂpﬂe running after
us puffing and angry.

“Are yvou deaf?™ he bawled, ©1 h:v& told vou three
times that servants are not allowed to use this gate, yet
you continue as if you had not herd!™

“We are not servants,”

“Servants or not, it is all one! You must use the back
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gate. Come on, if you are seen here I will lose my job®
We followed him., Some distance from the main gate
was a smaller one, and to this he pointed. “There] And
remember to use it next time as well.”
“There will not be a next time,” said Nathan gently,
het we shall remember. ™
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CHAPTER XXVII1

mised us.
“What, you back again! Trouble with your
daughter-in-law no doubt?®

WiNa, no trouble. All 15 well,™

Some smiggered knowingly, others were symputhetic,
“Ah well, things often turn out unexpectedly. Perbaps
your luck will change soon.™

A few were antagonistic and openly so; like Ammu
they saw their shace of the food shrinking with t:a.:h
additional mouth.

“Olutsiders should not be allowed,” they gnlmikg&
“Are there not enough destitute in this aty mﬂ\u@lﬁc
whole of India flocking in?™

We locked at them resentfully: were uﬁh‘r as hun-
gry as they? Soon we were looking at n)ﬁ.'mmcrs- with
a fearful eye, wondering with Mh\féﬁah airival how
much less there would be.

Fach night was 1 struggle, more ﬁ-Eﬁ:-E now that we
were dmly engaged in it. 1 saw, mght after mght, what
I had not ahserved before: the lame with their crutches
knocked away from them so that they fell and were un-
able to rise; the fechle separated from their supporters

a4

OHE or two of the regulars in the temple recog-

so that their numbers were halved. Many a time my
husband stood aside unable to face the fray: if 1 had
not reproached him his distaste of the whaole procedure
would have led him to starvation. As it was, more often
than not one meal sufficed For two.

And when the crowd had dispersed, to sleep, to beg,
to scavenpe, in the cool of the night and early dawn we
sat in the quict courtyards, or leaned our backs against
the pillars in the pa}r:-:! eorridors, making our plans and
thinking, always thinking. With each passing day the
longing for thig- Aand grew; our plans were forged
against a hﬁﬁhgmu.nd of brown earth and green ficlds
ind the nﬁ rusthng paddy, not, curiously, as they were,

‘w} had first kmown them . . . fresh, open and un-
spgih, with their delicate scents End. sounds untainted,

l;h:ﬁ: 125 ChEar vE them a E oir

cwith the skies clear above them and the birds finding
weanctuary amid the prasses, at the same bime, p-

\\ id th And at th irme, kee

ing pace with these longings, our distaste for the city
grew and grew and became a sweeping, pervading
hatred.

“Better to starve where we were bred than live here,”
Mathan said passipnately. “Whatever happens, whatever
awaits us, we must return.”

But how? We have no money. My hushand can nil
and sow and reap with shall, but here there is no land.
I can weave and spin, or plait matting, but there 1= no
money for spindle, cotton or fibre. For where shall a
man turn who has no money? Where can he go? Wide
wide world, but as narrow as the coins in vour hand.
Like a tethered goar, so far and no farther, Only money
can make the rope stretch, only money.
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Then one day 1 thought I would set myself up &5 @
reader of letters such as there are in mest villages, and
surely also in cities?

WWheever heard of o woman reader?™ said Nathan,
“No one will come to you.”

“lf 1 ask little, and less than the others, custom there
will surely be," said 1. “In any case one must try. Evea
a few annas would help.”

“Da you think you could:™ Nathan was half-de-
spondent, half-caper, and somehow the cagerness alone
communicated iself to me.

“Yes, I am sure. If 1 wnte letters as well as read
them, I shall earn even more™

“How can you write without paper or ink? "

“Wha asks must provide,” 1 szid confidently, “Leave
it to me.”

We looked at each other and hope stirred, albeit cau-
tiously, making us cheerful.

“We shall need about ten rupees,” Nathan said. "Fg\g

our food on the way, and to pay the carter . ..
rupees more in case we are three days travelling.®>

“Fight letters a day at an anon each,” I Sid. “Say
half that for rice each day . . @ N

We made our calculations, crushing eptimism when-
ever it arose so that we might 1"’»3&"“-'-“1 absolutely
certain, And at last we said to each'other . . . “Soon we
ghall be back.™

All that day and many following, 1 sat by the side of
the road leading to the bazaar alling to those who
passcd, adding to the general clamour. Men hurrying
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by stopped to stare inquisitively before moving on, idlers
stood or mat around lazily indulging their curicsity,
Youths ssuntered by insolent of eye and manner, speak-
ing loudly and with exaggerated clearness to cach other
that I might hear.

5ays she can read! These village folk are certainly
getting above themselves| ™

“She is a writer as welll What do you suppose she
writes with?*

“Probably usés-her . . 1" Whispers, hug!u;.

“h, mm(}#afl she is past all thnt..

“Ehuun@tl:renudmmugme o

Gﬁ(ﬁl_‘,"[ took no notice and went on with my ories.

Eﬁ%‘thc endl of the day my voice was hoarse: my
Wth tasted of the dust that each passing pair of feet

m my hair was full of it. 1 had esrned two annas,

\\'\/ mdlsp:r.ntttmanctmkcfa:uatu:ntmﬂi:mum

!I'.EE..

One year ended, a new one began. Waorshippers at
the temple brought garlands of jasmine instead of
chrysanthemums, and roses had disappeared from the
feet of the Gods. Sdll we stayed on in the aty. And
whether from its fumes or from the blighting of our
hopes, my husband began to suffer again from rheum-
atism, and at the same time the old bouts of fever be-
gan, Over and over again I told myself, we must go
from here; espedally at mght, when my husband lay
beside me twisting 2nd straining in his sleep, it scemed
to be the one hope for him, and [ would lock at the
yellow flare burning from the top of the temple and at
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the carven Gods wigilant zshout us, and only one prayer
did I utter.

I was returming to thé temple one eveming, hurrying
sa that I should be in good ome for the meal, when 1
heard someone running after me, shouting semething
I could not understand. I stopped at last and looked
round, peering at the boy who had come up panting, but
it was dusk and 1 did not recognise him,

“Da not pretend you do not know me,™ he sard aocus-
ingly. “I am Puli; 1 have come for my payment.”

“Payment? What payment? 1 awe no oné anything.”

I walked on quickly, and the lad came after me.

“] tock you to the doctor’s house . . . not so long ago
either . . . and you promised to pay.”

1 remembered now. It was the boy with the impudent
face who had guided us.

“1f you do not,” he continued threateningly, “it will 07
be the worse for you. | am not used to being bilked.” {:\

I could not help smiling, this child spoke like a m@}
using the words of a ruffian, X2

“] would pay you if I could,” 1 said plmm@? “hit
I have nur.hmg Come and see for yourself {{)ghn’da not
beliewve me.?

] o not,” he said frankly. “I wLL“sT:’t for myself,”

I hurried on and he came after, hﬁggmg my footsteps
in a suspicious silence, Nathan came running to meet me.

“Where on carth have you been? The food has all
gone. Luckily today I was able to get near, otherwise we
should have starved.”

“RBlame this lad,” 1 said, “He would stop and argue.”
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Nathan peered at Puli. “Who is he! What does he
want of youf™

Before 1 could reply the boy advanced. *1 want pay-
ment; that's what | want,” he said truculently. “1 shall
see that I get it.”

“Payment? What for?™ asked Nathan, bewildered.
He too had forgotten.

“He guided us to the doctor’s house,” | explained,
“when we first came.™

There was a pause. Nathan began sharing out the
rice and d.hll} Eu.rcfu]_l}' tearing the plantain leaf he
carried mﬁ»ﬁh:—ce pieces on which to put each portion.
1 had plﬂsﬁ the day's carnings bought as wsnal one rice
ke ‘which I now broke to hand round. The boy stared
31':;-\: “You must have money! Otherwise how could

Kyw buy rice cakes?™

I sighed. “I carn two annas a day by writing letters
—sopmetimes a little more, sometimes a little less. T buy
food with it.™

“Which is not unreasonable,® Nathan sard impa-
tiently, “seeing how ane portion has sometimes to be
stretched to thres!”

At last Puli seemed stisfied. He began to eat, and
onte more [ saw that he had no fingers, only stumps.
He hirriself did not appear to fnd any difficulty in
managing without, except that once or twice he had to
uge both hands, and there was a certiin awkwardaes n
his handling of the food. Despite myself I could not
keep my eves off his hands; the harder I trnied to keep
my gaze fixed clsewhere, the more it fastened i=clf
to those stumps. Puli, seemingly unaware, continved
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eating stolidly. He is used to it, I thought, He knows
and accepts the shameful probing curiosities of human
beings.

When we had eaten, and fed the leaves to the goats,
and washed, Puli to my surprise lay down beside us.

“You had better go home,” 1 said, nudging him.
“What will your poor mother think if you stay here
all night?™

“] have no mother, poer or otherwise,” he said.
“There is no one to werry about me and nong to worry
me either, which is a good thing,” and turning on his
side he fell instantly asleep.

I might have felt apprehensive for him, but that 1
knew him to be cminently capable of looking after
himself; or sorry, save that he so patently did not de-
sirg it; but I could not help feeling a vague responsi-
bility whuch certainly I knew | was in no position to
fulfil,

“He is probably better fitted to fend for hi

than we are—" Mathan began, but although he u&ﬁ

echoing my thoughts 1 found myself turning vl}im
indignantly: “How can you say such a thin is
only a child . . . no more than nine or ten{'}.n& he is
not whole either, sz we are.”

But that he was right Puli dcmun{qlntr:d the next
morning. When we woke we Found: him sitting cross-
legged beside us, frowning thoughtfully.

“You earn two annas,” he asked, “after working all
dayi® I nodded: “Sometimes three or four.”

“Between two and four then,™ he amended impa-
tiently. ¥*Have you no wish to earn more?™
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1 stared at him.

“If only 1 could,” 1 said, half breathless. “Is there
some way?™

“There is 2 stone quarry,” he said, “not Far from
here. Stone-breakers earn good wages.™

“And who will employ us,” said Nathan sadly, *“at
nuragf.! Such heavy work would in any event be be-
yond us.*

“Aoe doesn’t mattr:r,,“ the hn]r said impatiently, “As
for who will :mg{bf you, there is no such thing. Any-
nntmngna.qﬁ;hurkmdb:pmdhyth:r:su!u—w
much for edth sackful.®

“ﬂ.remﬁ not beyond such labour?™

“l\flgﬁd nol All kinds work in the guarry, men,
w@:n and children. I would work too,” he added,

Gbut 1 cannot hold a hammer or stone firmly enough.
\E)I'H: can earn & lot if one works quickly.”
“lead on,” Mathan said. “We are in your hands.”

We heard the noise of the stone-breakers long be-
fore we reached the quarry; a clink-clank of stone on
stone with intermittent dull explogions. As we drew
near, the din grew louder; we had to shout to make our-
selves heard.

The quarry was on a hillside, not the @lm and
pleasant Chamundi Hill, but another, lesser hill, bare
and rocky, with here and there a few clumps of prickly
pear. On one side of the hill the land fell away sharply,
almost vertically, and here was revealed the actual
quarry, an enormous irregular crater strewn with boul-
ders and lined with jagged rocks, its sides pitted with
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holes of varying size, People were everywhere; soms
working in the quarry itself, others scattered about the
hillside; the heftier among the men splitting boulders,
the women and children chipping fragments off the
larger stones. Movement everywhere: a myrad arms,
rsing and falling, hands flailing, backs bending and
straightening in a relentless chythm, At intervals 1 ob-
served a red flag being hotsted which seemed to be
some sort of danger signal, for those working in the vi-
cinity immediately dispersed to wait at a safe distance;
a shrill whistle also blew as a2 warning to those who
had not seen, or who had disregarded, the red flag;
and within a few seconds followed the explosions we
had heard when approaching the guarry.

“The sheet rock s blasted by gunpowder,” Puli ex-
plained. “The municpality send special men to do that,
but the other work can be done by anvone.™

S0 it seemedd: there were all ages and sizes here; but ,.’é\'
we were at a loss where to begin, “Begin here,” Pulic
said. “It is some way from the quarry, where m l&
the blagting is done, and you won't have to fim' so
often.” He sat himself down, keeping a wafch '\ eye
oML S, S
“] have never done this kind of wurk@?urr_ﬂ" 1 said
uncertainly. “I hardly know—" *;i“

“Oh, it is quite simple. You lﬁ'rv:lr hammer the
stones until they break. The only thing is you must get
them the right size. See that pile thece!™ he pomnted to
a heap of stones, most of which were about the size of
a child’s fise. “Try and get them like that.™

And that was precscly the difficulty: to break the

a3z

stones to the required size. Sometimes they were too
big, sometimes too small. We struck lightly and only
chips glanced off the stone: we struck hard and it fell
to fragments. The air was full of fying dust and stone
particles, part of the trouble lay in leeping one's cyes
open while striking.

“It is not 2 simple way of carning,” 1 said, “and it is
maore difficult than it looks.” And MNathan grumbled,
“1f we had a hammer, at least we should act have so
much waste,” 'l;givﬂxm were many like us without
hammers and gsirg only stones, who were making very
good progress. Once or twice I stopped to watch, ad-
miring and envigus, while the stones broke obediently
m@lﬁj}lﬁht size under their sklful blows and the
k

y heaps before them grew. Only once were we

{ifn‘r:ﬁrb-:d by blasting near us. Engrossed in our work,

Oneither of us had observed the red flag, nor with the

hammering constantly beating upon our eardrums, did
we hear the whistle go; but Puli, more alere than either
of us, hustled us to safety, and 23 we ran we felt the
ground shake beneath us.

“You must learn to be careful,” Puli said severely,
while stones and earth still raned down on uws like
hailstones. #I}d you not hear the whistle, or the people
who shouted to you? This blasting is a nuisance,” he
went on. *You will find your stones are scattered; but
you will get used to ie.™®

The stoaes were indeed scattered, and mixed in-
extricably with those of other workers: but when we
had collectzd what we reckoned to be our pile no ane
raised any objections. “Sometimes one loses, sometimes
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one gains,” & man said philosophically. “It evens jtself
m“

1 was thankful there was this spirit of amity: we were
neither of us anxicus to engage in futile disputes,

The sun was setting before we finished, The heap of
stones before us was not very large; nor, to our proud
eyes, very small. All about us pesple were stopping
work. As the light faded so the clink-clank din died;
in the gathering darkness only a few faint sounds of
hammering told of a selitary stone-breaker continuing
his labours.

I turned to the boy beside us. “Well, what nowf
Who pays us?™

“We must pet a sack first,” he replied, “Your hus-
band had better wait here while we are gone. Come,
1 will show you the overseer’s hut.”

1 followed him. The hillside was full of moving pee-

kets on their shoulders which creaked with the weigl ”;\
of the stones, some of which tumbled from holes u(ﬂﬁ
loosely woven wicker. \\”,
The overseer’s hut was built some distance away
fram the quarry—a small affair with thatche "roof and
pressed-fibre walls. The two doors, Dﬂg}@l cither end,
were both open. A long line of ks was moving in
slowly at one; from the other, pédple were coming
away, not with sacks but with money. 1 joined the line,
empty-handed. Puli was standing same distance away;
from somewhere he had produced a begging bowl which
he held in the crook of his elbow, while he displayed

his mutilated hands to the passers-by. He had altered
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his voice, [ noticed, making it weak and quavery while
he uttered his sing-song plea: “Take pity on an orphan
child, take pity . . "

Wrong place, I thought. Only the poor come here.
But to my astomshment [ saw one or two had dropped
pies into his bowl, Soon he was able to rattle it, thus
attracting even more attention.

The line was moving slowly forward: 1 shuffled
along with it. The man behind me was laden with two
baskets; he kept prodding me with them until at last
I turned rourd in irritation. Then 1 saw he was a very
old man, the load he carried kept slipping over his
lean shénks and every time he hitched the baskets up

rbumped against me. My irritation vanished,
%Y ou have been busy today, I see,” I said.

7

\\Q'i‘Na more than usual. . . . | generally manage two

“O baskets. "
ple, some carrying laden sacks, others with wicker bas- /2'\\'

“We were two,” 1 confessed, “but [ doubt whether
we have filled even on=!"

“You will work faster when you are used toit. . ..
You are pew, are you not?™

“Yes; first time we have been.”

“] thought so0," he nodded. “You ought to collect
your sack as soon as you get here, otherwize there 5
this long wait and then you have to come back and
wait again.”

I thanked him, feeling surprised that Puli had not
known, he who was so competent in his way. Then
1 reminded myself that despite his airs he was only a
child.

My turn. I entered. A man was sitting on the floor
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wrting on a small raised wooden board resting om
bricks betare him,

“How manyi™ He did not rase his eyes.

“One only.

He entered something in a book and reached for
some coing, then he locked up. “Where is your sack!™

#] have not got one . . . I have just come for it," 1
stammered.

“Why did you not ask for it in the first place?™ he
said crossly. “Are you trying to gpet moncy for noth-
ing?”

He put the coins back on the pile, took a basket from
those stacked behind him.

“Here you are .. . no sacks left. And hurry up, else
you won't be paid tonight.”

l took it and ran back to Nathan., Breathless with
haste we filled the basket and 1 was back while the line
of waiters still stretched before the hue,

“Two sacks, oné rupee . . .
eight . . ." the overseer’s voice kept calling, m
onous, slightly weary. Stooping I placed my !:w%g}
front of him. O

“{me sack, eight annas,” he called; then joipatiently,
altering his rhythm, “Not there! Behind, with the
others! “3\“

I put the basket alongside the otiiets, Now at lust I
was to be paid. He took out the money, two coins, each
a four-anng piece, dropped them in my palm.

Nathan was waiting, cager and impatient. “How
much?™

“Eight annas®

‘1&%\
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three sacks, une-;\g;

N

We locked at each other, smiling, jubilant, “We
shall soon be home,” Nathan said softly. “Think of it!*

It seemed natural that we should wait for Puli, and
gure enough he joined us a few minutes later. The boy
had attached himself to us of his own accord and now
bath of us took it for granted he would remain.

“Well," I said as he came up. “How did you fare?
I saw you were busy.”

“Not well at all,” he replied delefully, holding out
ont annd. “Thatasall 1 got for my pains.”

I my=elf hatheard the rateling of many more coins,
and i.ppi:sgﬂ}' g0 had Nathan. “You must be very
clever, " be said drily, “to make so much clatter with
m:ly;_@/h: coin! ™

Q'*Rm was a silence, then Puli recovered himself,

g&’"ﬁ.h that! True, there were other coms, but they

were pies. [ have exchanged them for this one anna.”
He was an artful child in many ways, end more than
a match for us.

Each day Puli accompanied us to the quarry, usually
remaining with us while we worked and always return-
ing with us to the temple, Whatever we earned we en-
trusted to him; the theft of the money from my sari
while 1 slept had undermined not only my confidence
but Nathan's: besides, Puli was manifestly more capable
of caring for it than we were.

We calculated that if we carned eight annas each day
and contrived to live on four, we could save the money
we needed to return in forty days. “At any rate within
two moaths,"” said Nathan, “allowing for everything.”
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He turned to Puli, who had bought some marhles which
he was tossing up end down in his begging bowl, being
unable to use them i any other way.

“What of you? 'Will you come with us!*

The boy stared: the thought of leaving the caty
seemed to shock him, He shook his head. *“No! I do
not want to go to your village™

Tt is much nicer than here," said Mathan enticingly,
“More peaceful, with green ficlds and open air . . , and
when the paddy is ripe—ah, such a sight as you have
never seen.’

“And what would I do there,” said Puli contemptu-
ously, “in these green fields of yours | know nothing
about! What is more, they are not even yours, do you
want me to starve with you?"

“Yeou are right,” Nathan said sadly, *We have noth-
ing to offer you.”

“] do not know why you want to return,” Puli con-

lived here. Now he has gone none knows where, 1
must return to my youngest son, he will somehow sup-
port us.™

“Are you sure’™ sud the ruthless child. “You are
too old to keep travelling up and down.”

“At least,” saxd Nathan, I shall be where 1 was born
and bred. This city is no place for me, I am lost in it
And I am too old to learn to like it.” He changed the
subject: “How will you fare when we goi™

“Aa T did he{r@ewu came,” said Puli indifferently.

“We beg antl'work sometimes and filch from stalls
when we cam,..-. . | and the other bays. . . . | know every
stroet @"’Ell:].r,” he added proudly. I have been
chasedoften, but have never been caught. Now if |
l:gﬂ}:}m your village I would know neither where to

. Hade nor where to seek. No, no! I will not leave.”

Q}\ We did not try to dissuade him, although the thought
s

timzed. *You have told me yourself you have no land\s.:;\

What will you live on” A

We ourselves did not know. We had left humu@u
had nothing to live on, and if we went bagk st was
only because there was nothing here either, We ate
ance a day and that was all: when the duxgﬂi.tﬁv: for buy-
ing cloth to cover ourselves with, or aimat to lie on, or
medicines for Nathan while he fevered, there would be
nothing.

“You are too young to understand,” said Nathan,
“This s not my home, I can never live here.™

“Yer you camei™

“] came because I was forced, and believing my son
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of guing without him was saddening. In the short time
he had spent with us we had come to be cunously de-
pendent on the boy, respecting his independent spirit
as much as his considerable knowledge of the oty and
its many kinds of people. Yet 1 thought, what [ did
not wish to think, of the time when the discase that
had claimed his fingers would creep up, cating away
his limbs—or attack some other part, his feet or his eyes.
What then of thie bright fearless child who boasted
that he stood alonef There is a limit to the achieve-
ments of human courage.
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CHAPTER XXVIII

ROM counting annas, as
began to count rupees. Four rupees, five, six
Even Puli began to show excitement. There was
the tme when we worked so well—or the stones were
so kind—that we earned a rupee in a single day. I
handed the coin as usual to Puli, who thrust it into the
rmageed pouch which covered his manhood. Where he
ransferred the money we gave him from there 1 do
not know. It was his own business and he never told:

the days went by, we

certanly not one pig was ever lost. We walked back | ~\

jubilant that day in the coppery twilight already edgmf\‘

with black, Dbke ashes around dymg embers ﬁ.,ﬂn
drizzle was falling, so fine it might have been dﬁt, the
gmuﬂd beneath my feet felt like the earth ind I‘iﬂ'ﬂ:‘.lfl}"
morning and no longer o street. In fancy 'S vas already
home. |\

The single, twisting road that [t:lifl‘um the quarry
soon split into several streets, the main one leading to
the bazaar, and it was this that I took.

“1 will go on to the temple,” said Nathan, *T am a
little tired . . . besides it does not take two to buy rice
cakes,"

240

“Maybe a bttle more than rice cakes this time,” [
said cheerfully, winking at the boy. “You po on; we
will give you a surprse.”

I went to the small shop as 1 did each morming,
Puli in eager step beside me, and the vendor hailed me
as an old customer, He was a pood man, for all that
I bought so little from him: he sought cut the largest
rice czkes for the sam¢ money, and sometimes a lump
of ghee to go with it as well.

T“Wait a |:r1t,“1‘»5:u.'|. as he began to wrap the rice cake
in a plantain Teaf. “There may be a little more today.”

“Come’into money, have you?” he cried, chuckling
and slgmalng his thigh with a loud report. “Well, you
hi‘é_bllm: to the right man. 1 have a selection such as
few have and, mark you, cheaper than anybody else!

QX"‘?-‘]:::t will you have? Potato fritters, erisped in butter
and melting inside, or these fried pancakes 1 have my-
self stuffed with onions? . . . Something sweee for the
bay? . .. Sugar-whirls, or thcsl: exquisite curly-curliesf*

What shall it be, what shall it be? I inspected all the
delscacies, which 1 had never dared to do before, and 1
found it next to impossible to decde berween them.
Puli, hopping up and down beside me, was likewise
veering from one dainty to another, “The pilau there,
such a lowely smell, and it has roasted nuts in it—or
no, I think the fritters wall last longer. . . 2

In the end we bought the fried pancakes, one each,
paying six annas for the three, and four annas for two
rice cakes.

“Well, if we are extravagant it is only once,” I sud,
secking to conscle my uneasy mind. “Ten annas is only
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a little over what we usually spead. The change will
do us good.™

But the recklessness did not end there, As we walked
on we passed a hawker, and he had a sensitive nose
and sniffed that we had a little money and little con-
tral to go with it and he came after us pulling out and
exfubiting his wares, and at last he took out a small
wooden cart on wheels to which he attached a string
and pulled it along behind him as he came follow-
ng s,

“A dum-dum cirt,” eried Puli, and he echoed after
the man, *We need not buy, let uvs only stop and
watch,” and he tugged at my sari. So we stopped to look
at the toy and indeed it was a pretty thing, lovingly
made and exactly like a real cart, the wood skalfully
carved, with painted spokes to the wheels and a yolke
which moved on the necks of the painted oxen.

Pyl it and hear the drum beat,” said the wily man, ﬁ‘?\
rﬁ-\\\«Q}

holding out the string to Puli, and hew could he
swt it, who was only a child, when 1 myself was a\
chanted! So he jerked the string and as the car
towards him the legs of the oxen moved and thetur
hinds rose and fell and the drum-sticks he in them
came down upon the tiny drum in frq&‘R of him—a
real drum, cunningly made with mn:lailp the sides and
skin stretched tightly over the top. Dum-dum-dum-
dum went the drum, the quicker you pulled the faster
it beat.

“Two annas only—you will never be able to buy
cheaper, It cost me all of that to make. , . . There is no

Y11

profit to me in it, 1 only sell because I must. [ have
not sold onc toy all day.™

I sneaked a glance at Puli and he was locking at me
with cyes like lamps. He still held the string between
the stumps of his fingers, and kept yanking at it as
if the drumming was swect to his cars.

“Why do you not pay for it with your own money if
you want 1t/ I said uneasily. 1 see you begping every
day. . . . You know I have spent more than 1 ought
already.™ '\’\\

“Two annas-mere won’t matter,” he wheedled, 1
promuse Iwill never ask you for anything. . . .°

“Btwuﬁu have money of your own,” I repeated. “1
llm:;é:n it myself.”

,»‘RT have spent it all,” he said prufu]ljr “People gave

iat firse but now they are used to me. . . . It 15 & hard

\V\ world.”

Again I thought, He i3 a child after all, still tender,
still eager. Whatever he may say or do he has lived
only a shart time, not easily, And even as 1 nodded he
began fumbling at his powch, unable in hizs haste to
undo it, until at last I had to do it for him, taking frem
it the coins 1 necded, still warm From his body, and
banding them to the hawker.

Then extravagance grew frenzied, encouraged by this
lapsz, and I could not stop myself from taking out two
more annas to buy ancther cart. For my little grand-
gon, I thought, who has had so much to bear from his
birth, and I pictured his white transparent cheeks flush-
ing with excitement while Ira hovered nearby with her
face like a flower and the rare smile that graced it.
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The hawker took the money from me and made off
quickly—no doubt fearing that I would come te my
senses, We continued on our way, Puli dragging one cart
behind him, | carrying the other together with the rice
cakes, the pancakes and the two-anna piece which was
all that was left of the day's earnings; while 1 thought
again and again of what I would say to my husband.

Now we were within the precinces of the temple and
1 caught sight of Nathan znd ran towards him, bidding
the boy pick up the cart with its infernal drum: but no,
he was bewitched, the cart must come dum-dumming
behind him.

“1 don't know what came over me,” | blurted, peni-
tent, “I chall work very hard tomorrow to make up.
You will see.”

Mathan looked at me, his eyes were dull. He is ex-
asperated, I thought. No wonder!

“We have a surprise for you," [ said with false cheer-
fulness. “Look, pancakes!™

\
MNathan gave them a glance, then rose hurriedly @

his feet. | =aw him stagger to one side, away fro \ﬁé
stone corridors, When the spasm of sickness wag:\a, ¥
he came back to lean against o pillar. He was djjuarmg,,

“It was the food,”™ he gasped. “Te rurn,gi my stom-
ach.”

“You have worked too hard,” [ mﬁ}‘lt does not do
to striin oneself.”

“The fever has been coming all day,” he said. “Sines
this morning,™

1 felt his body and it was burning hot, the skin dry
and stretched. He had obviovsly been ill for several
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hours. Why did you have to do it? 1 wanted to say.
Why? But T only said, “Lie und rest. You will feel
better.” And I took his head in my lap and set my
hands to massaging the pain from his limbs,

The rain which had been a fine drizzle had become
by morning a heavy downpour. The air, as always at
the beginning of the monsoon, lay like a blanket vpon
the earth, damp a.:;ul:l :!-'I.I'Eumtmg, but when it blew the
wind came t]'m:u.uh ‘the rain wet and chill, Nathan was
still shiveﬁng;]m no longer wiclently. 1 broke up the
two rice cokes and we ate in silence, depresed by the
ﬂ!ﬂﬂﬁ@&n Nathan has eaten his share, 1 thought.
He: {t&ﬁ be better; it 18 the cold which makes him
Ebﬁw Nevertheless 1 sasd to him anxiously: “Stay be-
‘ﬁlndmdmﬂ—itmﬂntgnudfw}fuumgnﬂutmﬂiﬂ

}ﬂ.m Tomorrow will be enough.”

“Tomorrow and tomorrow it will rain,® he replied.
“It is the monsoon, I nnot sit here idling while the
days slip past and we are still far from home.”

We went, the three of us, to the quarry, joining the
bedraggled groups of workers toiling along the wind-
ing, muddy road. Those who were richer bought and
donned palm-leaf hooded cloaks which fell stifly from
head to thigh, making them look like walking bee-
tles; but these protectors were cxpensive, twelve annas
apiece; maost of the workers did without.

Rain had softened the road, liquid mud came squelch-
ing up between my toes as [ walked, Ahead and behind
me were scores of footprints, many of them like small
poals where water had seeped in. The cart-tracks were
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Full of water too, long lines erisscromsing with mud flung
up on either side of the trenches, Three or four empty
bullock carts passed us on the way to collect the broken
stones, the bullocks drawing them struggling o pet
through the morass, their hides slippery with rain, The
cart wheels sank deep in the muod as they turned, mud
spattered continuously from the creaking wheels.

“The worst scason of the year,” a voice was grum-
bling. “Next year whatever happens 1 shall not work®

“Pah, you say that every year.®

“MNo, really, this time | mean it . . . even if it means
not eating.”

Plans, everyons had plans. They were all butlt on
money. Save enough to keep dry, save enough to cast
one's chains, save enough to go away.

The clink of stones came to us sodden with the rain,
indistinct, unmistakable, A few brave souls had risen

with the dawn. Up the hillside to join them, Emmblmt {.\Q\

over the sharp slopes. Once 1 caught at a bush to h
me up . . . it was a prickly pear, and I had to s
precious r:1.i.mm:5 pulling cut the thorns. Nathan b
me was panting, the breath came and went !
that his chest resembled a bellows,

“] will rest when we are home,” h:ﬁ:g to me im-
patiently. “There will be plenty uf‘@nr. then.”

And 1 hstened to him. All day we sat there in the rain
breaking stones, and for the whole of that week, and
Nathan grew neither better nor worse. On the seventh
day the ague came upon him again, but he did not stop
work. A kind of frenzy drove him on.
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Rain. Not heavy now but monotonous, dripping on
to us, splashing on the stones. No shelter on that bare
hillside. The wind came whistling round it and struck
at the crouched wet boches. Hammer on stone, Stone on
stone. Clink-clank-drip. The rain had even defeated
Pul: the lion-hearted; he would oot accompany us to
the quarry.

Dusk was approaching, early because of the =ullen
lowering clouds; when I took up the sack, not full
today, the umq& rattled loosely inside,

“Daon't w:al‘t for me,” I sid to my husband. “1 will
be with you soon.”

D‘aﬁﬂ be long,” he said.

> &6 mnt quickly from him with the sack on my back;
Mng to get to the head of the waiting queue. Six
annas, less than we have earned before; but we have
nearly enough now, 1 thought, coming through the
gloom. 1 must see about a earter. Maybe it will not be
as much as we have reckoned, then we can leave at once.
My mind wandered to my home; would it still be
there! 1 saw before me my daughter and the shy white-
faced Sacrabani. And Puli . . . if oaly he wonld come,
how happy we would be, my hushand and 1! Mot Puli,
though; he would certainly refuse. 1 shall miss him,
I thought sadly. But he—he won’t even notice our
going.

s jointed thoughts kept clattering through my brain
—or was the clatter only the rain? 1 stumbled down
the hill-slopes, treachercus with mud and stones, sigh-
ing with relief as I reached the road.

Half way along it, 1 saw 2 small knot of people
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gathered. Nothing can make me stop, 1 thought, hurry-
ing along. Then one of the group called: “Ai] See to
your man. He hus fallen”?

1 stopped and my senses poised themselves on the
brink of insensibility, ready to swoop away at the mer-
est nod from me. 1 shook off the bladkness and went
to him through the gathered people, who parted to let
me through, then closed their ranks as 1 knelt beside
him.

He was lying by the side of the road where someone
had carried him—not in the gutter but away from the
road, to aveid the mud-churning cart wheels. His body
had made a trough of the wet mud, in it he lay jerk-
ing and twitching., Next to him the swallen putter an
like a stream, noisily; above it I conld hear his hoarse
breathing. 1 touched him and his body was as chall as
the wind., The pitiless rain came splashing down un-
ciring. 1 had no shield for him, At last 1 unwound part

of my sari, meaning to tear it, but the material wnuld\':\\?f
not tear: where my hands were it gave, limp and pep™
> Ly

ished. In despair I wound the rags about me agsunc
Nebody gave anything, nobody had anything tergtve;
the men in loincloths, the women in sans t ered and
sodden like mine, It makes no difference, I ;:Il.lg]:lt to
myself, and found the words being n;\qﬁur:d by an-
other, .

One man tock him by the armpits, another his feet.
1 came walking behind; with me other women, whis-
pering words of comfort that the rain washed away as
soon as they were uttered. Sometimes there was a silence
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while they waited for my answer, waited while T groped
for their words,

“Has he been ill long?™

“Yes; some time?

“Have you no sons to hl:lp?”

*“Yea—no—not here”

I licked my wet lips. There was a taste on them of
salt and of the fresh sweetness of rainwater. 1 did not
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CHAPTER XXIX

within me like a diamond, and the fires thar flash

from it have strange powers. Some are blue and
wrap me gently in therr glow; or green and coothmg
bike oxen eyes in the night; but there are others, yvellow
end red, that sear me with their intensity. When this
happens 1 eall to the mists and they come, like clouds
that cover the sun, But the fires themselves are always
ﬂn:n:, they will never be extinguished until my life it-
self 1 done.

THE memorics of that night are hard and bright

What do 1 rememberf Every word, every d:miﬁ\\\\'

remember walking along the wet dl:e.:rrr.rl strest
wall of the temple; 1 remember looking up tha:
flare thot hod ever burat on the top of the t?}
it was quenched; and the black dtm:rﬂu gar cime
shricking at my ear and would not be silt.nccd, for all
that 1 repeated like 2 madwoman, “Fine cannot burn in
water.” I saw the faces of men who were not there
and of children from whom the life had been filched,
and yet it was black night, blacker than black since the
stars were hidden.

They laid my husband on the paved floor and 1 sank
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down beside him. Somebody brought a light, a hurricane
lantern that burned steady in the stormy wind; some-
body else, water. His body was caked in mud, wet and
dirty. 1 wiped him clean, took his head in my lap. The
knot of people who had come so far with me melted
away into the darkness, in ones and twos, when they
sw how 1t was,
Mathan's head kept twitching from side to ade, he

called to our sons and muttered words that 1 did not

understand. \ﬁ.}'s from the lantern fell on his
wasted Face, on the tight yellowed skin, on the lips split
with fe ﬂ&h:q limba which were like a ehilds. Some-

times hig'.\brﬂﬁ came betwecn his chattering teeth in
gua@éﬁmg abowe the rain and the winds that swished
@dﬁ:cnmdun at other times 1 had to bend to

Hour after hour his bedy suffered; hiz mind had fled
from the tormented flesh. Midnight approached. The
time of in-between when it is neither dzy nor night,
when nature seems to pause, to sigh and turn and pre-
pare for another day.

Midnight, and, as always before, his paroxysms
eased. The fits of shivering stopped, the stiff limbs fell
limp and relaxed. In the calm stillness | saw him open
his cyes, his hand came to my face, tender and search-
itng, wiping away the unruly tears,

“You must not ery, dearest. What has to be, has
to be"

“Hush," I said, “Rest and grow better."”

“] have only to stretch out my hand,” he said, “ro

a5



feel the coldness of death. Would you hold me when
my time is come? I am at peace. Do not prieve.”

“If 1 grieve,” I said, *it is not for you, but for my-
self, beloved, for how shall I endure to live without
you, who are my love and my life?"

“You are not alone,” he said. *I live in my children,”
and was silent, and then I heard him murmur my nane
and beat down,

“Hawve we not been happy together?™

“Always, my dearest, always*

“It is slipping away fast,” he said. “Rest with me a
Little,”

And so I laid my face on his and for a while his
breath fell soft and light as a rose petal on my cheek,
then he sighed as if in weariness and turned his face to
me, and so his gentle spirit withdrew and the light went
out in his eyes,

\»/
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CHAPTER XXX

no nmx\-El Ashes and dust, scattered to the winds,
mendteried by the rain, uarecognisable, 1 picked
up the ﬁagm:nts of my life and put them together,
all- b{ﬁ}ﬂte missing piece; and out of my affiction I
q,aj:&mpuh 1 do not know what words [ us=d, when
Tthink of what I may have said I shiver, Rich promise

THE mnﬁi}t by, Nathan no loager beside me;

\\%t-ulun::ch.lld before I knew it could be kept. Price-

less treasure nf health, not mine to give. And he, com-
passionate creature, who drew from me the arrows of
sorrow one by one, listened, and when I came home I
was not alone.

S0 pood to be home at last, at last. The cart jolted
to a standstill. I looked about me at the land and it was
life to my starving spirit. [ Felt the carth bencath my
feet and wept for happiness. The time of in-between,
already a memory, coiled away like a snake within its
hole.

From the unfinished, scaffolded building a figure
emerged, cume running. Selvam, my son.

“Thank (God,” he said. “Are you all Fight™ and he
held me. My daughter joined us, her haste making her
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breathless. Puli alone not of the family, standing a Iittle
apart awkwardly, clutching in his arms the dum-dum
cart. | called to him.

“My son,® 1 sid. “We adopted him, your father

SOME INDIAN WORDS

and 1."
“You look tired and hongry,” lra said, taking his Beadi . . cheroot
arm. *“Come with me and rest, I will prepare the rice.” Bulbul fira . stringed musical instrument
They walked on ahead. Chakbli cobbler
“Do not worry,” Selvam said. “We shall manage ™ Chomkidar . watchman
There was a silence, T struggled to say what had to Dhad . . ,dentils
be said. Dhoti . <) E:r.rm:nt worn by men
“Do not talk of it," he =aid tenderly, “unless you Ghee . ‘o clarified butter
rmust,” Godosm. i servants’ quarters
“It was 2 gentle passing,” I said. “I will tell you Gelss,” .  circlet, usually of silver, worn round
later.” m:’“f}\ ankles
‘ Q\#gm l.]-tind of eoarse sugar
DO Jutka . light horse-carriage
,,'\(2} Kokl or Khol  eye black, similar to mascara
"\‘\\g} Kuivr-kums . red powder, used for caste marks, ete.
' ;{\ Maidan . open field
N\ Namaskar .  greeting, salutation
W{ﬂ\'}? Ollock about onc pound in weight
4 Pawdal marquee
N Patt-has fireworks [onomatoposic]
SO Pzons «  porters, mescngers
o Zemindar . landowner

| Wards whote meoning is readily apparent have not

been included.

! Twelve pics are equal to one anna; sixteen annas, to
one rupee. A pice is three pies,
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