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T
Untouchable

	
he	 sweeper	 boy	 splashed	 water	 over	 the	 khus	 matting	 that	 hung	 in	 the
doorway	and	for	a	while	the	air	was	cooled.
I	 sat	 on	 the	 edge	 of	my	 bed,	 staring	 out	 of	 the	 open	window,	 brooding

upon	the	dusty	road	shimmering	in	the	noon-day	heat.	A	car	passed	and	the
dust	rose	in	billowing	clouds.
Across	the	road	lived	the	people	who	were	supposed	to	look	after	me	while	my

father	 lay	 in	 hospital	 with	 malaria.	 I	 was	 supposed	 to	 stay	 with	 them,	 sleep	 with
them.	But	except	for	meals,	I	kept	away.	I	did	not	like	them	and	they	did	not	like	me.
For	a	week,	longer	probably,	I	was	going	to	live	alone	in	the	red-brick	bungalow

on	 the	outskirts	of	 the	 town,	on	 the	fringe	of	 the	 jungle.	At	night	 the	sweeper	boy
would	keep	guard,	sleeping	in	the	kitchen.	Apart	from	him,	I	had	no	company;	only
the	neighbours’	children,	and	I	did	not	like	them	and	they	did	not	like	me.
Their	mother	said,	‘Don’t	play	with	the	sweeper	boy,	he	is	unclean.	Don’t	touch

him.	Remember,	he	is	a	servant.	You	must	come	and	play	with	my	boys.’
Well,	 I	 did	 not	 intend	 playing	with	 the	 sweeper	 boy	…	but	 neither	 did	 I	 intend

playing	with	her	children.	 I	was	going	 to	sit	on	my	bed	all	week	and	wait	 for	my
father	to	come	home.
Sweeper	boy	…	all	day	he	pattered	up	and	down	between	the	house	and	the	water-

tank,	with	the	bucket	clanging	against	his	knees.
Back	and	forth,	with	a	wide,	friendly	smile.
I	frowned	at	him.
He	was	about	my	age,	ten.	He	had	short-cropped	hair,	very	white	teeth,	and	muddy

feet,	 hands,	 and	 face.	All	 he	wore	was	 an	old	pair	 of	khaki	 shorts;	 the	 rest	 of	 his
body	was	bare,	burnt	a	deep	brown.
At	 every	 trip	 to	 the	water	 tank	 he	 bathed,	 and	 returned	 dripping	 and	 glistening

from	head	to	toe.
I	dripped	with	sweat.
It	was	supposedly	below	my	station	to	bathe	at	the	tank,	where	the	gardener,	water

carrier,	cooks,	ayahs,	sweepers,	and	their	children	all	collected.	I	was	the	son	of	a
‘sahib’	and	convention	ruled	that	I	did	not	play	with	servant	children.
But	I	was	just	as	determined	not	to	play	with	the	other	sahibs’	children,	for	I	did

not	like	them	and	they	did	not	like	me.
I	watched	 the	 flies	 buzzing	 against	 the	windowpane,	 the	 lizards	 scuttling	 across

the	rafters,	the	wind	scattering	petals	of	scorched,	long-dead	flowers.
The	 sweeper	 boy	 smiled	 and	 saluted	 in	 play.	 I	 avoided	 his	 eyes	 and	 said,	 ‘Go

away.’



He	went	into	the	kitchen.
I	rose	and	crossed	the	room,	and	lifted	my	sun	helmet	off	the	hatstand.
A	centipede	ran	down	the	wall,	across	the	floor.
I	screamed	and	jumped	on	the	bed,	shouting	for	help.
The	sweeper	boy	darted	in.	He	saw	me	on	the	bed,	the	centipede	on	the	floor;	and

picking	a	large	book	off	the	shelf,	slammed	it	down	on	the	repulsive	insect.
I	remained	standing	on	my	bed,	trembling	with	fear	and	revulsion.
He	laughed	at	me,	showing	his	teeth,	and	I	blushed	and	said,	‘Get	out!’
I	would	not,	could	not,	touch	or	approach	the	hat	or	hatstand.	I	sat	on	the	bed	and

longed	for	my	father	to	come	home.
A	mosquito	passed	close	by	me	and	sang	in	my	ear.	Half-heartedly,	I	clutched	at	it

and	missed;	and	it	disappeared	behind	the	dressing-table.
That	mosquito,	I	reasoned,	gave	the	malaria	to	my	father.	And	now	it	was	trying

to	give	it	to	me!
The	next-door	lady	walked	through	the	compound	and	smiled	thinly	from	outside

the	window.	I	glared	back	at	her.
The	sweeper	boy	passed	with	the	bucket,	and	grinned.	I	turned	away.
In	bed	at	night,	with	the	lights	on,	I	tried	reading.	But	even	books	could	not	quell

my	anxiety.
The	sweeper	boy	moved	about	 the	house,	bolting	doors,	 fastening	windows.	He

asked	me	if	I	had	any	orders.
I	shook	my	head.
He	skipped	across	to	the	electric	switch,	turned	off	the	light,	and	slipped	into	his

quarters.	Outside,	inside,	all	was	dark;	only	one	shaft	of	light	squeezed	in	through	a
crack	in	the	sweeper	boy’s	door,	and	then	that	too	went	out.
I	 began	 to	wish	 I	 had	 stayed	with	 the	 neighbours.	 The	 darkness	 worried	me—

silent	and	close—silent,	as	if	in	suspense.
Once	 a	bat	 flew	 flat	 against	 the	window,	 falling	 to	 the	ground	outside;	 once	 an

owl	hooted.	Sometimes	a	dog	barked.	And	I	tautened	as	a	jackal	howled	hideously	in
the	 jungle	 behind	 the	 bungalow.	But	 nothing	 could	 break	 the	 overall	 stillness,	 the
night’s	silence	…
Only	a	dry	puff	of	wind	…
It	rustled	in	the	trees,	and	put	me	in	mind	of	a	snake	slithering	over	dry	leaves	and

twigs.	I	remembered	a	tale	I	had	been	told	not	long	ago,	of	a	sleeping	boy	who	had
been	bitten	by	a	cobra.
I	would	not,	could	not,	sleep.	I	longed	for	my	father	…
The	shutters	rattled,	the	doors	creaked.	It	was	a	night	for	ghosts.
Ghosts!
God,	why	did	I	have	to	think	of	them?
My	God!	There,	standing	by	the	bathroom	door	…



My	father!	My	father	dead	from	the	malaria,	and	come	to	see	me!
I	threw	myself	at	the	switch.	The	room	lit	up.	I	sank	down	on	the	bed	in	complete

exhaustion,	the	sweat	soaking	my	nightclothes.
It	was	not	my	father	I	had	seen.	It	was	his	dressing	gown	hanging	on	the	bathroom

door.	It	had	not	been	taken	with	him	to	the	hospital.
I	turned	off	the	light.
The	 hush	 outside	 seemed	 deeper,	 nearer.	 I	 remembered	 the	 centipede,	 the	 bat,

thought	of	the	cobra	and	the	sleeping	boy;	pulled	the	sheet	tight	over	my	head.	If	I
could	see	nothing,	well	then,	nothing	could	see	me.
A	thunderclap	shattered	the	brooding	stillness.
A	streak	of	lightning	forked	across	the	sky,	so	close	that	even	through	the	sheet	I

saw	a	tree	and	the	opposite	house	silhouetted	against	the	flashing	canvas	of	gold.
I	dived	deeper	beneath	the	bedclothes,	gathered	the	pillow	about	my	ears.
But	at	the	next	thunderclap,	louder	this	time,	louder	than	I	had	ever	heard,	I	leapt

from	my	bed.	I	could	not	stand	it.	I	fled,	blundering	into	the	sweeper	boy’s	room.
The	boy	sat	on	the	bare	floor.
‘What	is	happening?’	he	asked.
The	lightning	flashed,	and	his	teeth	and	eyes	flashed	with	it.	Then	he	was	a	blur	in

the	darkness.
‘I	am	afraid,’	I	said.
I	moved	towards	him	and	my	hand	touched	a	cold	shoulder.
‘Stay	here,’	he	said.	‘I	too	am	afraid.’
I	sat	down,	my	back	against	the	wall;	beside	the	untouchable,	the	outcaste	…	and

the	thunder	and	lightning	ceased,	and	the	rain	came	down,	swishing	and	drumming
on	the	corrugated	roof.
‘The	 rainy	 season	 has	 started,’	 observed	 the	 sweeper	 boy,	 turning	 to	 me.	 His

smile	played	with	the	darkness,	and	then	he	laughed.	And	I	laughed	too,	but	feebly.
But	I	was	happy	and	safe.	The	scent	of	the	wet	earth	blew	in	through	the	skylight

and	the	rain	fell	harder.

This	was	my	first	short	story,	written	when	I	was	sixteen.



T
The	Coral	Tree

	
he	night	had	been	hot,	the	rain	frequent,	and	I	slept	on	the	veranda	instead	of
in	the	house.	I	was	in	my	twenties	and	I	had	begun	to	earn	a	living	and	felt	I
had	 certain	 responsibilities.	 In	 a	 short	 while	 a	 tonga	 would	 take	 me	 to	 a
railway	station,	and	from	there	a	train	would	take	me	to	Bombay,	and	then	a

ship	would	take	me	to	England.	There	would	be	work,	interviews,	a	job,	a	different
kind	of	life;	so	many	things	that	this	small	bungalow	of	my	grandfather ’s	would	be
remembered	fitfully,	in	rare	moments	of	reflection.
When	 I	 awoke	on	 the	 veranda	 I	 saw	 a	 grey	morning,	 smelt	 the	 rain	 on	 the	 red

earth,	 and	 remembered	 that	 I	 had	 to	go	 away.	A	girl	was	 standing	on	 the	veranda
porch,	looking	at	me	very	seriously.	When	I	saw	her,	I	sat	up	in	bed	with	a	start.
She	was	a	small,	dark	girl,	her	eyes	big	and	black,	her	pigtails	tied	up	in	a	bright

red	ribbon;	and	she	was	fresh	and	clean	like	the	rain	and	the	red	earth.
She	stood	looking	at	me,	and	she	was	very	serious.
‘Hello,’	I	said,	smiling,	trying	to	put	her	at	ease.
But	the	girl	was	businesslike.	She	acknowledged	my	greeting	with	a	brief	nod.
‘Can	 I	 do	 anything	 for	 you?’	 I	 asked,	 stretching	 my	 limbs.	 ‘Do	 you	 stay	 near

here?’
She	nodded	again.
‘With	your	parents?
With	great	assurance	she	said,	‘Yes.	But	I	can	stay	on	my	own.’
‘You’re	 like	 me,’	 I	 said,	 and	 for	 a	 while	 I	 forgot	 about	 being	 an	 old	 man	 of

twenty.	‘I	like	to	do	things	on	my	own.	I’m	going	away	today.’
‘Oh,’	she	said,	a	little	breathlessly.
‘Would	you	care	to	go	to	England?’
‘I	 want	 to	 go	 everywhere,’	 she	 said,	 ‘to	 America	 and	 Africa	 and	 Japan	 and

Honolulu.’
‘Maybe	you	will,’	I	said.	‘I’m	going	everywhere,	and	no	one	can	stop	me	…	But

what	is	it	you	want?	What	did	you	come	for?’
‘I	want	 some	 flowers	 but	 I	 can’t	 reach	 them.’	 She	waved	 her	 hand	 towards	 the

garden.	‘That	tree,	see?’
The	 coral	 tree	 stood	 in	 front	 of	 the	 house	 surrounded	 by	 pools	 of	 water	 and

broken,	fallen	blossoms.	The	branches	of	 the	 tree	were	thick	with	 the	scarlet,	pea-
shaped	flowers.
‘All	right,’	I	said.	‘Just	let	me	get	ready.’
The	tree	was	easy	to	climb,	and	I	made	myself	comfortable	on	one	of	the	lower

branches,	smiling	down	at	the	serious	upturned	face	of	the	girl.



‘I’ll	throw	them	down	to	you,’	I	said.
I	bent	a	branch	but	 the	wood	was	young	and	green,	and	I	had	 to	 twist	 it	 several

times	before	it	snapped.
‘I’m	not	sure	that	I	ought	to	do	this,’	I	said,	as	I	dropped	the	flowering	branch	to

the	girl.
‘Don’t	worry,’	she	said.
‘Well,	if	you’re	ready	to	speak	up	for	me—’
‘Don’t	worry.’
I	felt	a	sudden	nostalgic	longing	for	childhood	and	an	urge	to	remain	behind	in

my	grandfather ’s	house	with	 its	 tangled	memories	 and	ghosts	of	yesteryear.	But	 I
was	the	only	one	left,	and	what	could	I	do	except	climb	coral	and	jackfruit	trees?
‘Have	you	many	friends?’	I	asked.
‘Oh,	yes.’
‘Who	is	the	best?’
‘The	 cook.	 He	 lets	 me	 stay	 in	 the	 kitchen,	 which	 is	 more	 interesting	 than	 the

house.	And	I	like	to	watch	him	cooking.	And	he	gives	me	things	to	eat,	and	tells	me
stories	…’
‘And	who	is	your	second	best	friend?’
She	inclined	her	head	to	one	side,	and	thought	very	hard.
‘I’ll	make	you	the	second	best,’	she	said.
I	sprinkled	coral	blossoms	over	her	head.	‘That’s	very	kind	of	you.	I’m	happy	to

be	your	second	best.’
A	 tonga	 bell	 sounded	 at	 the	 gate,	 and	 I	 looked	 out	 from	 the	 tree	 and	 said,	 ‘It’s

come	for	me.	I	have	to	go	now.’
I	climbed	down.
‘Will	you	help	me	with	my	suitcases?’	I	asked,	as	we	walked	together	towards	the

veranda.	‘There	is	no	one	here	to	help	me.	I	am	the	last	to	go.	Not	because	I	want	to
go,	but	because	I	have	to.’
I	sat	down	on	the	cot	and	packed	a	few	last	things	in	a	suitcase.	All	the	doors	of

the	 house	were	 locked.	On	my	way	 to	 the	 station	 I	would	 leave	 the	 keys	with	 the
caretaker.	 I	 had	 already	 given	 instructions	 to	 an	 agent	 to	 try	 and	 sell	 the	 house.
There	was	nothing	more	to	be	done.
We	walked	 in	 silence	 to	 the	waiting	 tonga,	 thinking	 and	wondering	 about	 each

other.
‘Take	me	to	the	station,’	I	said	to	the	tonga	driver.
The	girl	stood	at	the	side	of	the	path,	on	the	damp	red	earth,	gazing	at	me.
‘Thank	you,’	I	said.	‘I	hope	I	shall	see	you	again.’
‘I’ll	 see	 you	 in	 London,’	 she	 said,	 ‘or	 America	 or	 Japan.	 I	 want	 to	 go

everywhere.’
‘I’m	sure	you	will,’	I	said.	‘And	perhaps	I’ll	come	back	and	we’ll	meet	again	in



this	garden.	That	would	be	nice,	wouldn’t	it?’
She	nodded	and	smiled.	We	knew	it	was	an	important	moment.
The	tonga	driver	spoke	to	his	pony,	and	the	carriage	set	off	down	the	gravel	path,

rattling	a	little.	The	girl	and	I	waved	to	each	other.
In	the	girl’s	hand	was	a	sprig	of	coral	blossom.	As	she	waved,	the	blossoms	fell

apart	and	danced	lightly	in	the	breeze.
‘Goodbye!’	I	called.
‘Goodbye!’	called	the	girl.
The	ribbon	had	come	loose	from	her	pigtail	and	lay	on	the	ground	with	the	coral

blossoms.
‘I’m	going	everywhere,’	I	said	to	myself,	‘and	no	one	can	stop	me.’
And	she	was	fresh	and	clean	like	the	rain	and	the	red	earth.



T
Going	Home

	
he	 train	came	panting	 through	 the	forest	and	 into	 the	flat	brown	plain.	The
engine	whistled	piercingly,	and	a	few	cows	moved	off	the	track.	In	a	swaying
third-class	compartment	two	men	played	cards;	a	woman	held	a	baby	to	an
exposed	breast;	a	Sikh	labourer,	wearing	brief	pants,	lay	asleep	on	an	upper

bunk,	snoring	fitfully;	an	elderly	unshaven	man	chewed	the	last	of	his	pan	and	spat
the	red	juice	out	of	the	window.	A	small	boy,	mischief	in	his	eyes,	jingled	a	bag	of
coins	in	front	of	an	anxious	farmer.
Daya	Ram,	the	farmer,	was	going	home;	home	to	his	rice	fields,	his	buffalo	and

his	wife.	A	brother	had	died	recently,	and	Daya	Ram	had	taken	the	ashes	to	Hardwar
to	 immerse	 them	in	 the	holy	waters	of	 the	Ganga,	and	now	he	was	on	 the	 train	 to
Dehra	 and	 soon	 he	would	 be	 home.	He	was	 looking	 anxious	 because	 he	 had	 just
remembered	his	wife’s	admonition	about	being	careful	with	money.	Ten	rupees	was
what	he	had	left	with	him,	and	it	was	all	in	the	bag	the	boy	held.
‘Let	me	have	 it	 now,’	 said	Daya	Ram,	 ‘before	 the	money	 falls	 out.’	He	made	 a

grab	at	 the	 little	bag	 that	contained	his	coins,	notes	and	railway	 ticket,	but	 the	boy
shrieked	with	delight	and	leapt	out	of	the	way.
Daya	Ram	stroked	his	moustache;	 it	was	a	 long	drooping	moustache	 that	 lent	a

certain	sadness	 to	his	 somewhat	kind	and	 foolish	 face.	He	 reflected	 that	 it	was	his
own	fault	for	having	started	the	game.	The	child	had	been	sulky	and	morose,	and	to
cheer	him	up	Daya	Ram	had	begun	jingling	his	money.	Now	the	boy	was	jingling
the	money,	right	in	front	of	the	open	window.
‘Come	now,	give	it	back,’	pleaded	Daya	Ram,	‘or	I	shall	tell	your	mother.’
The	 boy’s	 mother	 had	 her	 back	 to	 them,	 and	 it	 was	 a	 large	 back,	 almost	 as

forbidding	as	her	front.	But	the	boy	was	enjoying	his	game	and	would	not	give	up
the	bag.	He	was	exploiting	 to	 the	 full	Daya	Ram’s	easy-going	 tolerant	nature,	and
kept	bobbing	up	and	down	on	the	seat,	waving	the	bag	in	the	poor	man’s	face.
Suddenly	the	boy’s	mother,	who	had	been	engrossed	in	conversation	with	another

woman,	 turned	 and	 saw	what	was	happening.	She	walloped	 the	boy	over	 the	head
and	the	suddenness	of	the	blow	(it	was	more	of	a	thump	than	a	slap)	made	him	fall
back	 against	 the	 window,	 and	 the	 cloth	 bag	 fell	 from	 his	 hand	 on	 to	 the	 railway
embankment	outside.
Now	Daya	 Ram’s	 first	 impulse	was	 to	 leap	 out	 of	 the	moving	 train.	 But	 when

someone	 shouted,	 ‘Pull	 the	 alarm	 cord!’	 he	 decided	 on	 this	 course	 of	 action.	 He
plunged	 for	 the	 alarm	cord,	 but	 just	 at	 the	moment	 someone	 else	 shouted,	 ‘Don’t
pull	 the	 cord!’	 and	Daya	Ram	who	 usually	 listened	 to	 others,	 stood	 in	 suspended
animation,	waiting	for	further	directions.



‘Too	many	people	are	stopping	 trains	every	day	all	over	India,’	said	one	of	 the
card	 players,	 who	 wore	 large	 thick-rimmed	 spectacles	 over	 a	 pair	 of	 tiny
humourless	 eyes,	 and	was	 obviously	 a	 post	 office	 counter-clerk.	 ‘You	 people	 are
becoming	a	menace	to	the	railways.’
‘Exactly,’	 said	 the	 other	 card	 player.	 ‘You	 stop	 the	 train	 on	 the	 most	 trifling

excuses.	What	is	your	trouble?’
‘My	money	has	fallen	out,’	said	Daya	Ram.
‘Why	didn’t	you	say	so!’	exclaimed	the	clerk,	jumping	up.	‘Stop	the	train!’
‘Sit	down,’	said	his	companion,	‘it’s	too	late	now.	The	train	cannot	wait	here	until

he	walks	half	a	mile	back	down	the	line.	How	much	did	you	lose?’	he	asked	Daya
Ram.
‘Ten	rupees.’
‘And	you	have	no	more?’
Daya	Ram	shook	his	head.
‘Then	you	had	better	leave	the	train	at	the	next	station	and	go	back	for	it.’
The	next	station,	Harrawala,	was	about	ten	miles	from	the	spot	where	the	money

had	 fallen.	Daya	Ram	got	down	 from	 the	 train	and	 started	back	along	 the	 railway
track.	He	was	a	well-built	man,	with	strong	legs	and	a	dark,	burnished	skin.	He	wore
a	vest	and	dhoti,	and	had	a	red	cloth	tied	round	his	head.	He	walked	with	long,	easy
steps,	 but	 the	 ground	 had	 been	 scorched	 by	 the	 burning	 sun,	 and	 it	 was	 not	 long
before	his	feet	were	smarting.	His	eyes	too	were	unaccustomed	to	the	glare	of	 the
plains,	and	he	held	a	hand	up	over	them,	or	looked	at	the	ground.	The	sun	was	high
in	the	sky,	beating	down	on	his	bare	arms	and	legs.	Soon	his	body	was	running	with
sweat,	his	vest	was	soaked	through	and	sticking	to	his	skin.
There	were	no	trees	anywhere	near	the	lines,	which	ran	straight	to	the	hazy	blue

horizon.	There	were	fields	in	the	distance,	and	cows	grazed	on	short	grass,	but	there
were	no	humans	 in	 sight.	After	 an	hour ’s	walk,	Daya	Ram	 felt	 thirsty;	his	 tongue
was	furred,	his	gums	dry,	his	lips	like	parchment.	When	he	saw	a	buffalo	wallowing
in	a	muddy	pool,	he	hurried	to	the	spot	and	drank	thirstily	of	the	stagnant	water.
Still,	his	pace	did	not	slacken.	He	knew	of	only	one	way	to	walk,	and	that	was	at

this	steady	long	pace.	At	the	end	of	another	hour	he	felt	sure	he	had	passed	the	place
where	the	bag	had	fallen.	He	had	been	inspecting	the	embankment	very	closely,	and
now	he	felt	discouraged	and	dispirited.	But	still	he	walked	on.	He	was	worried	more
by	the	thought	of	his	wife’s	attitude	than	by	the	loss	of	the	money	or	the	problem	of
the	next	meal.
Rather	than	turn	back,	he	continued	walking	until	he	reached	the	next	station.	He

kept	 following	 the	 lines,	 and	 after	 half	 an	 hour	 dragged	 his	 aching	 feet	 on	 to
Raiwala	 platform.	 To	 his	 surprise	 and	 joy,	 he	 saw	 a	 note	 in	 Hindi	 on	 the	 notice
board:	‘Anyone	having	lost	a	bag	containing	some	notes	and	coins	may	inquire	at
the	stationmaster ’s	office.’	Some	honest	man	or	woman	or	child	had	found	the	bag



and	handed	it	in.	Daya	Ram	felt,	that	his	faith	in	the	goodness	of	human	nature	had
been	justified.
He	rushed	into	the	office	and,	pushing	aside	an	indignant	clerk,	exclaimed:	‘You

have	found	my	money!’
‘What	money?’	snapped	the	harassed-looking	official.	‘And	don’t	 just	charge	in

here	shouting	at	the	top	of	your	voice,	this	is	not	a	hotel!’
‘The	money	I	lost	on	the	train,’	said	Daya	Ram.	‘Ten	rupees.’
‘In	notes	or	 in	coins?’	asked	the	stationmaster,	who	was	not	slow	in	assessing	a

situation.
‘Six	one-rupee	notes,’	said	Daya	Ram.	‘The	rest	in	coins.’
‘Hmmm	…	and	what	was	the	purse	like?’
‘White	cloth,’	said	Daya	Ram.	‘Dirty	white	cloth,’	he	added	for	clarification.
The	official	put	his	hand	in	a	drawer,	took	out	the	bag	and	flung	it	across	the	desk.

Without	further	parley,	Daya	Ram	scooped	up	the	bag	and	burst	through	the	swing
doors,	completely	revived	after	his	fatiguing	march.
Now	 he	 had	 only	 one	 idea:	 to	 celebrate,	 in	 his	 small	 way,	 the	 recovery	 of	 his

money.
So,	 he	 left	 the	 station	 and	 made	 his	 way	 through	 a	 sleepy	 little	 bazaar	 to	 the

nearest	 tea	 shop.	 He	 sat	 down	 at	 a	 table	 and	 asked	 for	 tea	 and	 a	 hookah.	 The
shopkeeper	 placed	 a	 record	 on	 a	 gramophone,	 and	 the	 shrill	 music	 shattered	 the
afternoon	silence	of	the	bazaar.
A	young	man	sitting	idly	at	the	next	table	smiled	at	Daya	Ram	and	said,	‘You	are

looking	happy,	brother.’
Daya	Ram	beamed.	‘I	lost	my	money	and	found	it,’	he	said	simply.
‘Then	you	 should	celebrate	with	 something	 stronger	 than	 tea,’	 said	 the	 friendly

stranger	with	a	wink.	‘Come	on	into	the	next	room.’	He	took	Daya	Ram	by	the	arm
and	 was	 so	 comradely	 that	 the	 older	 man	 felt	 pleased	 and	 flattered.	 They	 went
behind	 a	 screen,	 and	 the	 shopkeeper	 brought	 them	 two	 glasses	 and	 a	 bottle	 of
country-made	rum.
Before	long,	Daya	Ram	had	told	his	companion	the	story	of	his	life.	He	had	also

paid	 for	 the	 rum	and	was	prepared	 to	 pay	 for	more.	But	 two	of	 the	young	man’s
friends	came	in	and	suggested	a	card	game	and	Daya	Ram,	who	remembered	having
once	played	a	game	of	cards	in	his	youth,	showed	enthusiasm.	He	lost	sportingly,	to
the	tune	of	five	rupees;	the	rum	had	such	a	benevolent	effect	on	his	already	genial
nature	that	he	was	quite	ready	to	go	on	playing	until	he	had	lost	everything,	but	the
shopkeeper	 came	 in	hurriedly	with	 the	 information	 that	 a	 policeman	was	hanging
about	outside.	Daya	Ram’s	table	companions	promptly	disappeared.
Daya	Ram	was	 still	happy.	He	paid	 for	 the	hookah	and	 the	cup	of	 tea	he	hadn’t

had,	and	went	lurching	into	the	street.	He	had	some	vague	intention	of	returning	to
the	 station	 to	 catch	 a	 train,	 and	 had	 his	 ticket	 in	 his	 hand;	 by	 now	 his	 sense	 of



direction	was	so	confused	 that	he	 turned	down	a	side	alley	and	was	soon	 lost	 in	a
labyrinth	of	 tiny	alleyways.	 Just	when	he	 thought	he	 saw	 trees	ahead,	his	attention
was	drawn	to	a	man	leaning	against	a	wall	and	groaning	wretchedly.	The	man	was	in
rags,	his	hair	was	tousled,	and	his	face	looked	bruised.
Daya	Ram	heard	his	groans	and	stumbled	over	to	him.
‘What	is	wrong?’	he	asked	with	concern.	‘What	is	the	matter	with	you?’
‘I	have	been	robbed,’	said	the	man,	speaking	with	difficulty.	‘Two	thugs	beat	me

and	took	my	money.	Don’t	go	any	further	this	way.’
‘Can	I	do	anything	for	you?’	said	Daya	Ram.	‘Where	do	you	live?’
‘No,	I	will	be	all	right,’	said	the	man,	leaning	heavily	on	Daya	Ram.	‘Just	help	me

to	the	corner	of	the	road,	and	then	I	can	find	my	way.’
‘Do	you	need	anything?’	said	Daya	Ram.	‘Do	you	need	any	money?’
‘No,	no	just	help	me	to	those	steps.’
Daya	Ram	put	 an	 arm	around	 the	man	 and	helped	him	across	 the	 road,	 seating

him	on	a	step.
‘Are	you	sure	I	can	do	nothing	for	you?’	persisted	Daya	Ram.
The	man	shook	his	head	and	closed	his	eyes,	leaning	back	against	the	wall.	Daya

Ram	hesitated	a	little,	and	then	left.	But	as	soon	as	Daya	Ram	turned	the	corner,	the
man	opened	his	eyes.	He	transferred	the	bag	of	money	from	the	fold	of	his	shirt	to
the	string	of	his	pyjamas.	Then,	completely	recovered,	he	was	up	and	away.
Daya	Ram	discovered	his	loss	when	he	had	gone	about	fifty	yards,	and	then	it	was

too	 late.	He	was	puzzled,	 but	was	not	upset.	So	many	 things	had	happened	 to	him
today,	and	he	was	confused	and	unaware	of	his	real	situation.	He	still	had	his	ticket,
and	that	was	what	mattered	most.
The	train	was	at	the	station,	and	Daya	Ram	got	into	a	half-empty	compartment.	It

was	only	when	the	train	began	to	move	that	he	came	to	his	senses	and	realized	what
had	befallen	him.	As	the	engine	gathered	speed,	his	thoughts	came	faster.	He	was	not
worried	 (except	 by	 the	 thought	 of	 his	 wife)	 and	 he	 was	 not	 unhappy,	 but	 he	 was
puzzled.	He	was	not	angry	or	resentful,	but	he	was	a	little	hurt.	He	knew	he	had	been
tricked,	but	he	couldn’t	understand	why.	He	had	really	liked	those	people	he	had	met
in	 the	 tea	 shop	of	Raiwala,	and	he	still	 could	not	bring	himself	 to	believe	 that	 the
man	in	rags	had	been	putting	on	an	act.
‘Have	you	got	a	beedi?’	asked	a	man	beside	him,	who	looked	like	another	farmer.
Daya	Ram	had	a	beedi.	He	gave	it	to	the	other	man	and	lit	it	for	him.	Soon	they

were	talking	about	crops	and	rainfall	and	their	respective	families,	and	although	a
faint	 uneasiness	 still	 hovered	 at	 the	 back	 of	 his	 mind,	 Daya	 Ram	 had	 almost
forgotten	the	day’s	misfortunes.	He	had	his	ticket	to	Dehra	and	from	there	he	had	to
walk	only	three	miles,	and	then	he	would	be	home,	and	there	would	be	hot	milk	and
cooked	vegetables	waiting	for	him.	He	and	the	other	farmer	chattered	away,	as	the
train	went	panting	across	the	wide	brown	plain.



I
The	Daffodil	Case

	
t	was	a	 foggy	day	 in	March	 that	 found	me	 idling	along	Baker	Street,	with	my
hands	in	my	raincoat	pockets,	a	threadbare	scarf	wound	round	my	neck,	and	two
pairs	 of	 socks	 on	my	 feet.	 The	BBC	had	 commissioned	me	 to	 give	 a	 talk	 on
village	 life	 in	 northern	 India,	 and,	 ambling	 along	 Baker	 Street	 in	 the	 fog,

thinking	about	the	talk,	I	realized	that	I	didn’t	really	know	very	much	about	village
life	in	India	or	anywhere	else.
True,	I	could	recall	the	smell	of	cowdung	smoke	and	the	scent	of	jasmine	and	the

flood	 waters	 lapping	 at	 the	 walls	 of	 mud	 houses,	 but	 I	 didn’t	 know	 much	 about
village	 electorates	 or	 crop	 rotation	 or	 sugarcane	 prices.	 I	 was	 on	 the	 point	 of
turning	back	and	making	my	way	to	India	House	to	get	a	few	facts	and	figures	when
I	realized	I	wasn’t	on	Baker	Street	any	more.
Wrapped	in	thought,	I	had	wandered	into	Regent’s	Park.	And	now	I	wasn’t	sure	of

the	way	out.
A	 tall	 gentleman	 wearing	 a	 long	 grey	 cloak	 was	 stooping	 over	 a	 flower	 bed.

Going	up	to	him,	I	asked,	‘Excuse	me,	sir—can	you	tell	me	how	I	get	out	of	here?’
‘How	did	you	get	in?’	he	asked	in	an	impatient	tone,	and	when	he	turned	and	faced

me,	I	received	quite	a	shock.	He	wore	a	peaked	hunting	cap,	and	in	one	hand	he	held
a	 large	 magnifying	 glass.	 A	 long	 curved	 pipe	 hung	 from	 his	 sensuous	 lips.	 He
possessed	 a	 strong,	 steely	 jaw	 and	 his	 eyes	 had	 a	 fierce	 expression—they	 were
bright	with	the	intoxication	of	some	drug.
‘Good	heavens!’	I	exclaimed.	‘You’re	Sherlock	Holmes!’
‘And	 you,	 sir,’	 he	 replied,	 with	 a	 flourish	 of	 his	 cloak,	 ‘are	 just	 out	 of	 India,

unemployed,	and	due	to	give	a	lecture	on	the	radio.’
‘How	 did	 you	 know	 all	 that?’	 I	 stammered.	 ‘You’ve	 never	 seen	 me	 before.	 I

suppose	you	know	my	name,	too?’
‘Elementary,	my	dear	Bond.	The	BBC	notepaper	in	your	hand,	on	which	you	have

been	scribbling,	reveals	your	intentions.	You	are	unsure	of	yourself,	so	you	are	not
a	 TV	 personality.	 But	 you	 have	 a	 considered	 and	 considerate	 tone	 of	 voice.
Definitely	radio.	Your	name	is	on	the	envelope	which	you	are	holding	upside	down.
It’s	 Bond,	 but	 you’re	 definitely	 not	 James—you’re	 not	 the	 type!	 You	 have	 to	 be
unemployed,	 otherwise	 what	 would	 you	 be	 doing	 in	 the	 Park	 when	 the	 rest	 of
mankind	is	hard	at	work	in	office,	field,	or	factory?’
‘And	how	do	you	know	I’m	from	India?’	I	asked,	a	little	resentfully.
‘Your	accent	betrays	you,’	said	Holmes	with	a	knowing	smile.
I	was	about	 to	 turn	away	and	 leave	him	when	he	 laid	a	 restraining	hand	on	my

shoulder.



‘Stay	 a	 moment,’	 he	 said.	 ‘Perhaps	 you	 can	 be	 of	 assistance.	 I’m	 surprised	 at
Watson.	He	promised	to	be	here	fifteen	minutes	ago	but	his	wife	must	have	kept	him
at	home.	Never	marry,	Bond.	Women	sap	the	intellect.’
‘In	what	way	can	I	help	you?’	I	asked,	feeling	flattered	now	that	the	great	man	had

condescended	to	take	me	into	his	confidence.
‘Take	a	 look	at	 this,’	said	Holmes,	going	down	on	his	knees	near	a	flower-bed.

‘Do	you	notice	anything	unusual?’
‘Someone’s	been	pulling	out	daffodils,’	I	said.
‘Excellent,	Bond!	Your	 power	 of	 observation	 is	 as	 good	 as	Watson’s.	Now	 tell

me,	what	else	do	you	see?’
‘The	ground	is	a	little	trampled,	that’s	all.’
‘By	what?’
‘A	human	foot.	In	high	heels.	And	…	a	dog	has	been	here	too,	it’s	been	helping	to

dig	up	the	bulbs!’
‘You	 astonish	me,	Bond.	You	 are	 quicker	 than	 I	 thought	 you’d	 be.	Now	 shall	 I

explain	what,	this	is	all	about?	You	see,	for	the	past	week	someone	has	been	stealing
daffodils	 from	 the	 park,	 and	 the	 authorities	 have	 now	 asked	me	 to	 deal	 with	 the
matter.	I	think	we	shall	catch	our	culprit	today.’
I	was	rather	disappointed.	‘It	isn’t	dangerous	work,	then?’
‘Ah,	my	dear	Bond,	the	days	are	past	when	Ruritanian	princes	lost	their	diamonds

and	 maharanis	 their	 rubies.	 There	 are	 no	 longer	 any	 Ruritanian	 princes	 and
maharanis	 cannot	 afford	 rubies—unless	 they’ve	 gone	 into	 the	 fast-food	 business.
The	more	successful	criminals	now	work	on	the	stock	exchange,	and	the	East	End
has	been	cleaned	up.	Dr	Fu	Manchu	has	a	country	house	in	Dorset.	And	those	cretins
at	Scotland	Yard	don’t	even	believe	in	my	existence!’
‘I’m	sorry	to	hear	that,’	I	said.	‘But	who	do	you	think	is	stealing	the	daffodils?’
‘Obviously	 it’s	 someone	 who	 owns	 a	 dog.	 Someone	 who	 takes	 a	 dog	 out

regularly	for	a	morning	walk.	That	points	to	a	woman.	A	woman	in	London	is	likely
to	 keep	 a	 small	 dog—and,	 judging	 from	 the	 animal’s	 footprints,	 it	 was	 a	 little
Pekinese	or	a	very	young	Pomeranian.	If	you	observe	the	damp	patch	on	that	lamp-
post,	you	will	realize	that	it	could	not	have	been	very	tall.	So	what	I	propose,	Bond,
is	that	we	conceal	ourselves	behind	this	herbaceous	border	and	wait	for	the	culprit
to	return	to	the	scene	of	the	crime.	She	is	sure	to	come	again	this	morning.	She	has
been	 stealing	 daffodils	 for	 the	 past	 week.	 And	 stealing	 daffodils,	 like	 smoking
opium,	soon	becomes	a	habit.’
Holmes	and	 I	 concealed	ourselves	behind	 the	hedge	and	 settled	down	 to	a	 long

wait.	After	half	an	hour,	our	patience	was	rewarded.	An	elderly	but	upright	woman
in	 a	 smart	 green	 hat,	 resembling	 Margaret	 Thatcher,	 came	 walking	 towards	 us
across	the	grass,	followed	by	a	small	white	Pom	on	a	lead.	Holmes	had	been	right!
More	than	ever	did	I	admire	his	brilliance.	We	waited	until	the	woman	began	pulling



daffodil	bulbs	out	of	the	loose	soil,	then	Holmes	leapt	from	the	bushes.
‘Ah,	 we	 have	 you,	 madam!’	 he	 cried	 springing	 upon	 her	 so	 swiftly	 that	 she

shrieked	and	dropped	the	daffodils.	I	bent	over	to	gather	the	evidence,	but	my	efforts
were	rewarded	by	a	nip	on	the	posterior	from	the	outraged	Pomeranian.
Holmes	 was	 restraining	 the	 woman	 simply	 by	 peering	 at	 her	 heaving	 bosom

through	 his	 magnifying	 glass.	 I	 don’t	 know	 what	 frightened	 her	 more—being
caught,	or	being	confronted	by	that	grim-visaged	countenance,	with	its	pipe,	cloak
and	hunting-cap.
‘Now,	madam,’	he	said	firmly,	‘why	were	you	stealing	Her	Majesty’s	daffodils?’
She	had	begun	to	weep—always	a	woman’s	best	defence—and	I	thought	Holmes

would	soften.	He	always	did	when	confronted	by	weeping	women.	And	this	wasn’t
Mrs	Thatcher;	she	would	have	gone	on	the	offensive.
‘I	would	be	obliged,	Bond,	if	you	would	call	the	park	attendant,’	he	said.
I	 hurried	off	 to	 a	distant	 greenhouse	 and	 after	 a	 brief	 search	 found	a	gardener.

‘Stealing	daffodils,	is	she?’	he	said,	running	up	at	the	double,	a	wicked-looking	rake
in	one	hand.
But	when	he	got	to	the	daffodil	bed,	we	couldn’t	find	the	thief	anywhere.	Nor	was

Holmes	to	be	seen.	Apparently	they’d	gone	off	together,	 leaving	me	in	the	lurch.	I
was	overcome	by	doubt	and	embarrassment.	But	then	I	looked	at	the	ground	and	saw
daffodil	bulbs	scattered	about	on	the	grass.
‘Holmes	must	have	taken	her	to	the	police,’	I	said.
‘Holmes,’	repeated	the	gardener.	‘And	who’s	Holmes?’
‘Sherlock	 Holmes,	 of	 course.	 The	 celebrated	 detective.	 Haven’t	 you	 heard	 of

him?’
The	gardener	gave	me	a	suspicious	look.
‘Sherlock	Holmes,	eh?	And	you’ll	be	Dr	Watson,	I	presume?’
‘Well,	no,’	I	said	apologetically.	‘The	name	is	Bond.’
That	 was	 enough	 for	 the	 gardener.	 He’d	 seen	 madmen	 in	 the	 park	 before.	 He

turned	and	disappeared	in	the	direction	of	the	greenhouse.
Eventually	I	found	my	way	out	of	the	park,	feeling	that	Holmes	had	let	me	down	a

little.	Then,	just	as	I	was	crossing	Baker	Street,	I	thought	I	saw	him	on	the	opposite
curb.	He	was	alone,	looking	up	at	a	lighted	room,	and	his	arm	was	raised	as	though
he	was	waving	to	someone.	I	thought	I	heard	him	shout	‘Watson!’,	but	I	couldn’t	be
sure.	I	started	to	cross	the	road,	but	a	big	red	bus	came	out	of	the	fog	in	front	of	me
and	 I	had	 to	wait	 for	 it	 to	pass.	When	 the	 road	was	clear,	 I	dashed	across.	By	 that
time,	Mr	Holmes	had	gone,	and	the	rooms	above	were	dark.



I
The	Eyes	Have	It

	
had	the	train	compartment	to	myself	up	to	Rohana,	then	a	girl	got	in.	The	couple
who	saw	her	off	was	probably	her	parents.	They	seemed	very	anxious	about	her
comfort	and	the	woman	gave	the	girl	detailed	instructions	as	to	where	to	keep
her	 things,	 when	 not	 to	 lean	 out	 of	 windows	 and	 how	 to	 avoid	 speaking	 to

strangers.
They	called	their	goodbyes	and	the	train	pulled	out	of	the	station.	As	I	was	totally

blind	at	 the	time,	my	eyes	sensitive	only	to	light	and	darkness,	I	was	unable	to	tell
what	the	girl	 looked	like.	But	I	knew	she	wore	slippers	from	the	way	they	slapped
against	her	heels.
It	would	take	me	some	time	to	discover	something	about	her	looks	and	perhaps	I

never	would.	But	I	liked	the	sound	of	her	voice	and	even	the	sound	of	her	slippers.
‘Are	you	going	all	the	way	to	Dehra?’	I	asked.
I	must	have	been	sitting	in	a	dark	corner	because	my	voice	startled	her.	She	gave	a

little	exclamation	and	said,	‘I	didn’t	know	anyone	else	was	here.’
Well,	 it	often	happens	that	people	with	good	eyesight	fail	 to	see	what	 is	right	 in

front	of	them.	They	have	too	much	to	take	in,	I	suppose.	Whereas	people	who	cannot
see	(or	see	very	little)	have	to	take	in	only	the	essentials,	whatever	registers	tellingly
on	their	remaining	senses.
‘I	didn’t	see	you	either,’	I	said.	‘But	I	heard	you	come	in.’
I	wondered	 if	 I	would	be	able	 to	prevent	her	 from	discovering	 that	 I	was	blind.

Provided	I	keep	to	my	seat,	I	thought,	it	shouldn’t	be	too	difficult.
The	girl	said,	‘I’m	getting	off	at	Saharanpur.	My	aunt	is	meeting	me	there.’
‘Then	I	had	better	not	get	 too	familiar,’	I	replied.	‘Aunts	are	usually	formidable

creatures.’
‘Where	are	you	going?’	she	asked.
‘To	Dehra	and	then	to	Mussoorie.’
‘Oh,	 how	 lucky	 you	 are.	 I	 wish	 I	 was	 going	 to	 Mussoorie.	 I	 love	 the	 hills.

Especially	in	October.’
‘Yes,	this	is	the	best	time,’	I	said,	calling	on	my	memories.	‘The	hills	are	covered

with	wild	dahlias,	the	sun	is	delicious,	and	at	night	you	can	sit	in	front	of	a	log	fire
and	drink	a	little	brandy.	Most	of	the	tourists	have	gone	and	the	roads	are	quiet	and
almost	deserted.	Yes,	October	is	the	best	time.’
She	was	silent.	I	wondered	if	my	words	had	touched	her	or	whether	she	thought

me	a	romantic	fool.	Then	I	made	a	mistake.
‘What	is	it	like	outside?’	I	asked.
She	seemed	to	find	nothing	strange	in	the	question.	Had	she	noticed	already	that	I



could	not	see?	But	her	next	question	removed	my	doubts.
‘Why	don’t	you	look	out	of	the	window?’	she	asked.
I	moved	easily	along	 the	berth	and	 felt	 for	 the	window	 ledge.	The	window	was

open	and	I	faced	it,	making	a	pretence	of	studying	the	landscape.	I	heard	the	panting
of	the	engine,	the	rumble	of	the	wheels,	and,	in	my	mind’s	eye	I	could	see	telegraph
posts	flashing	by.
‘Have	you	noticed,’	I	ventured,	‘that	the	trees	seem	to	be	moving	while	we	seem

to	be	standing	still?’
‘That	always	happens,’	she	said.	‘Do	you	see	any	animals?’
‘No,’	I	answered	quite	confidently.	I	knew	that	there	were	hardly	any	animals	left

in	the	forests	near	Dehra.
I	turned	from	the	window	and	faced	the	girl,	and	for	a	while	we	sat	in	silence.
‘You	have	an	interesting	face,’	I	remarked.	I	was	becoming	quite	daring	but	it	was

a	safe	remark.	Few	girls	can	resist	flattery.	She	laughed	pleasantly—a	clear,	ringing
laugh.
‘It’s	nice	to	be	told	I	have	an	interesting	face.	I’m	tired	of	people	telling	me	I	have

a	pretty	face.’
Oh,	so	you	do	have	a	pretty	face,	thought	I.	And	aloud	I	said,	‘Well,	an	interesting

face	can	also	be	pretty.’
‘You	are	a	very	gallant	young	man,’	she	said.	‘But	why	are	you	so	serious?’
I	thought,	then,	that	I	would	try	to	laugh	for	her,	but	the	thought	of	laughter	only

made	me	feel	troubled	and	lonely.
‘We’ll	soon	be	at	your	station,’	I	said.
‘Thank	goodness	it’s	a	short	 journey.	I	can’t	bear	to	sit	 in	a	train	for	more	than

two	or	three	hours.’
Yet,	I	was	prepared	to	sit	there	for	almost	any	length	of	time,	just	to	listen	to	her

talk.	Her	voice	had	 the	sparkle	of	a	mountain	stream.	As	soon	as	she	 left	 the	 train
she	would	forget	our	brief	encounter.	But	it	would	stay	with	me	for	the	rest	of	the
journey	and	for	some	time	after.
The	 engine’s	 whistle	 shrieked,	 the	 carriage	 wheels	 changed	 their	 sound	 and

rhythm,	the	girl	got	up	and	began	to	collect	her	things.	I	wondered	if	she	wore	her
hair	in	a	bun	or	if	it	was	plaited.	Perhaps	it	was	hanging	loose	over	her	shoulders.
Or	was	it	cut	very	short?
The	train	drew	slowly	into	the	station.	Outside,	there	was	the	shouting	of	porters

and	 vendors	 and	 a	 high-pitched	 female	 voice	 near	 the	 carriage	 door.	 That	 voice
must	have	belonged	to	the	girl’s	aunt.
‘Goodbye,’	the	girl	said.
She	was	standing	very	close	to	me.	So	close	that	the	perfume	from	her	hair	was

tantalizing.	I	wanted	to	raise	my	hand	and	touch	her	hair	but	she	moved	away.	Only
the	scent	of	perfume	still	lingered	where	she	had	stood.



There	was	some	confusion	in	the	doorway.	A	man,	getting	into	the	compartment,
stammered	an	apology.	Then	 the	door	banged	and	 the	world	was	shut	out	again.	 I
returned	to	my	berth.	The	guard	blew	his	whistle	and	we	moved	off.	Once	again	I
had	a	game	to	play	and	a	new	fellow	traveller.
The	train	gathered	speed,	the	wheels	took	up	their	song,	the	carriage	groaned	and

shook.	 I	 found	 the	window	and	sat	 in	 front	of	 it,	 staring	 into	 the	daylight	 that	was
darkness	for	me.
So	 many	 things	 were	 happening	 outside	 the	 window.	 It	 could	 be	 a	 fascinating

game	guessing	what	went	on	out	there.
The	man	who	had	entered	the	compartment	broke	into	my	reverie.
‘You	 must	 be	 disappointed,’	 he	 said.	 ‘I’m	 not	 nearly	 as	 attractive	 a	 travelling

companion	as	the	one	who	just	left.’
‘She	was	an	interesting	girl,’	I	said.	‘Can	you	tell	me—did	she	keep	her	hair	long

or	short?’
‘I	don’t	remember,’	he	said	sounding	puzzled.	‘It	was	her	eyes	I	noticed,	not	her

hair.	She	had	beautiful	eyes	but	they	were	of	no	use	to	her.	She	was	completely	blind.
Didn’t	you	notice?’



W
The	Night	Train	at	Deoli

	
hen	I	was	at	college	I	used	to	spend	my	summer	vacations	 in	Dehra,	at
my	 grandmother ’s	 place.	 I	 would	 leave	 the	 plains	 early	 in	 May	 and
return	 late	 in	 July.	 Deoli	 was	 a	 small	 station	 about	 thirty	 miles	 from
Dehra.	It	marked	the	beginning	of	the	heavy	jungles	of	the	Indian	Terai.

The	train	would	reach	Deoli	at	about	five	in	the	morning	when	the	station	would
be	 dimly	 lit	 with	 electric	 bulbs	 and	 oil	 lamps,	 and	 the	 jungle	 across	 the	 railway
tracks	would	just	be	visible	in	the	faint	light	of	dawn.	Deoli	had	only	one	platform,
an	office	for	the	stationmaster	and	a	waiting	room.	The	platform	boasted	a	tea	stall,
a	fruit	vendor	and	a	few	stray	dogs;	not	much	else	because	the	train	stopped	there
for	only	ten	minutes	before	rushing	on	into	the	forests.
Why	it	stopped	at	Deoli,	I	don’t	know.	Nothing	ever	happened	there.	Nobody	got

off	the	train	and	nobody	got	on.	There	were	never	any	coolies	on	the	platform.	But
the	train	would	halt	there	a	full	ten	minutes	and	then	a	bell	would	sound,	the	guard
would	blow	his	whistle,	and	presently	Deoli	would	be	left	behind	and	forgotten.
I	 used	 to	wonder	what	 happened	 in	Deoli	 behind	 the	 station	walls.	 I	 always	 felt

sorry	for	that	lonely	little	platform	and	for	the	place	that	nobody	wanted	to	visit.	I
decided	that	one	day	I	would	get	off	the	train	at	Deoli	and	spend	the	day	there	just	to
please	the	town.
I	was	eighteen,	visiting	my	grandmother,	and	the	night	 train	stopped	at	Deoli.	A

girl	came	down	the	platform	selling	baskets.
It	was	a	cold	morning	and	the	girl	had	a	shawl	thrown	across	her	shoulders.	Her

feet	 were	 bare	 and	 her	 clothes	 were	 old	 but	 she	 was	 a	 young	 girl,	 walking
gracefully	and	with	dignity.
When	 she	 came	 to	my	window,	 she	 stopped.	 She	 saw	 that	 I	was	 looking	 at	 her

intently,	but	at	first	she	pretended	not	to	notice.	She	had	pale	skin,	set	off	by	shiny
black	hair	and	dark,	troubled	eyes.	And	then	those	eyes,	searching	and	eloquent,	met
mine.
She	stood	by	my	window	for	some	time	and	neither	of	us	said	anything.	But	when

she	moved	 on,	 I	 found	myself	 leaving	my	 seat	 and	 going	 to	 the	 carriage	 door.	 I
stood	waiting	on	the	platform	looking	the	other	way.	I	walked	across	to	the	tea	stall.
A	kettle	was	boiling	over	on	a	small	fire,	but	the	owner	of	the	stall	was	busy	serving
tea	somewhere	on	the	train.	The	girl	followed	me	behind	the	stall.
‘Do	 you	want	 to	 buy	 a	 basket?’	 she	 asked.	 ‘They	 are	 very	 strong,	made	 of	 the

finest	cane	…’
‘No,’	I	said,	‘I	don’t	want	a	basket.’
We	stood	looking	at	each	other	for	what	seemed	a	very	long	time,	and	she	said,



‘Are	you	sure	you	don’t	want	a	basket?’
‘All	 right,	 give	me	one,’	 I	 said,	 and	 took	 the	one	on	 top	 and	gave	her	 a	 rupee,

hardly	daring	to	touch	her	fingers.
As	she	was	about	to	speak,	the	guard	blew	his	whistle.	She	said	something,	but	it

was	lost	in	the	clanging	of	the	bell	and	the	hissing	of	the	engine.	I	had	to	run	back	to
my	compartment.	The	carriage	shuddered	and	jolted	forward.
I	watched	her	as	the	platform	slipped	away.	She	was	alone	on	the	platform	and	she

did	not	move,	but	she	was	looking	at	me	and	smiling.	I	watched	her	until	the	signal
box	 came	 in	 the	way	 and	 then	 the	 jungle	 hid	 the	 station.	But	 I	 could	 still	 see	 her
standing	there	alone	…
I	stayed	awake	for	the	rest	of	the	journey.	I	could	not	rid	my	mind	of	the	picture

of	the	girl’s	face	and	her	dark,	smouldering	eyes.
But	when	I	reached	Dehra	the	incident	became	blurred	and	distant,	for	there	were

other	things	to	occupy	my	mind.	It	was	only	when	I	was	making	the	return	journey,
two	months	later,	that	I	remembered	the	girl.
I	 was	 looking	 out	 for	 her	 as	 the	 train	 drew	 into	 the	 station,	 and	 I	 felt	 an

unexpected	thrill	when	I	saw	her	walking	up	the	platform.	I	sprang	off	the	footboard
and	waved	to	her.
When	 she	 saw	 me,	 she	 smiled.	 She	 was	 pleased	 that	 I	 remembered	 her.	 I	 was

pleased	 that	 she	 remembered	me.	We	were	 both	 pleased	 and	 it	 was	 almost	 like	 a
meeting	of	old	friends.
She	did	not	go	down	the	length	of	the	train	selling	baskets	but	came	straight	to	the

tea	 stall.	Her	dark	eyes	were	 suddenly	 filled	with	 light.	We	said	nothing	 for	 some
time	but	we	couldn’t	have	been	more	eloquent.
I	felt	the	impulse	to	put	her	on	the	train	there	and	then,	and	take	her	away	with	me.

I	could	not	bear	the	thought	of	having	to	watch	her	recede	into	the	distance	of	Deoli
station.	I	took	the	baskets	from	her	hand	and	put	them	down	on	the	ground.	She	put
out	her	hand	for	one	of	them,	but	I	caught	her	hand	and	held	it.
‘I	have	to	go	to	Delhi,’	I	said.
She	nodded.	‘I	do	not	have	to	go	anywhere.’
The	guard	blew	his	whistle	for	the	train	to	leave,	and	how	I	hated	the	guard	for

doing	that.
‘I	will	come	again,’	I	said.	‘Will	you	be	here?’
She	nodded	again	and,	as	she	nodded,	the	bell	clanged	and	the	train	slid	forward.	I

had	to	wrench	my	hand	away	from	the	girl	and	run	for	the	moving	train.
This	time	I	did	not	forget	her.	She	was	with	me	for	the	remainder	of	the	journey

and	for	long	after.	All	that	year	she	was	a	bright,	living	thing.	And	when	the	college
term	 finished,	 I	 packed	 in	 haste	 and	 left	 for	 Dehra	 earlier	 than	 usual.	 My
grandmother	would	be	pleased	at	my	eagerness	to	see	her.
I	was	nervous	and	anxious	as	the	train	drew	into	Deoli,	because	I	was	wondering



what	I	should	say	to	the	girl	and	what	I	should	do.	I	was	determined	that	I	wouldn’t
stand	helplessly	before	her,	hardly	able	to	speak	or	do	anything	about	my	feelings.
The	train	came	to	Deoli,	and	I	looked	up	and	down	the	platform	but	I	could	not

see	the	girl	anywhere.
I	opened	 the	door	and	stepped	off	 the	 footboard.	 I	was	deeply	disappointed	and

overcome	by	a	sense	of	foreboding.	I	felt	I	had	to	do	something	and	so	I	ran	up	to
the	stationmaster	and	said,	‘Do	you	know	the	girl	who	used	to	sell	baskets	here?’
‘No,	I	don’t,’	said	the	stationmaster.	‘And	you’d	better	get	on	the	train	if	you	don’t

want	to	be	left	behind.’
But	 I	paced	up	and	down	the	platform	and	stared	over	 the	railings	at	 the	station

yard.	All	I	saw	was	a	mango	tree	and	a	dusty	road	leading	into	the	jungle.	Where	did
the	 road	 go?	 The	 train	 was	 moving	 out	 of	 the	 station	 and	 I	 had	 to	 run	 up	 the
platform	 and	 jump	 for	 the	 door	 of	my	 compartment.	 Then,	 as	 the	 train	 gathered
speed	and	rushed	through	the	forests,	I	sat	brooding	in	front	of	the	window.
What	could	I	do	about	finding	a	girl	I	had	seen	only	twice,	who	had	hardly	spoken

to	me,	and	about	whom	I	knew	nothing—absolutely	nothing—but	for	whom	I	felt	a
tenderness	and	responsibility	that	I	had	never	felt	before?
My	grandmother	was	not	pleased	with	my	visit	after	all,	because	I	didn’t	stay	at

her	place	more	 than	a	couple	of	weeks.	 I	 felt	 restless	and	 ill	at	ease.	So	I	 took	 the
train	 back	 to	 the	 plains,	 meaning	 to	 ask	 further	 questions	 of	 the	 stationmaster	 at
Deoli.
But	 at	 Deoli	 there	 was	 a	 new	 stationmaster.	 The	 previous	 man	 had	 been

transferred	to	another	post	within	the	past	week.	The	new	man	didn’t	know	anything
about	 the	 girl	 who	 sold	 baskets.	 I	 found	 the	 owner	 of	 the	 tea	 stall,	 a	 small,
shrivelled-up	man,	wearing	greasy	clothes,	and	asked	him	if	he	knew	anything	about
the	girl	with	the	baskets.
‘Yes,	 there	was	 such	 a	 girl	 here.	 I	 remember	 quite	well,’	 he	 said.	 ‘But	 she	 has

stopped	coming	now.’
‘Why?’	I	asked.	‘What	happened	to	her?’
‘How	should	I	know?’	said	the	man.	‘She	was	nothing	to	me.’
And	once	again	I	had	to	run	for	the	train.
As	Deoli	platform	receded,	I	decided	that	one	day	I	would	have	to	break	journey

there,	spend	a	day	in	the	town,	make	inquiries,	and	find	the	girl	who	had	stolen	my
heart	with	nothing	but	a	look	from	her	dark,	impatient	eyes.
With	this	thought	I	consoled	myself	throughout	my	last	term	in	college.	I	went	to

Dehra	again	in	the	summer	and	when,	in	the	early	hours	of	the	morning,	the	night
train	drew	 into	Deoli	 station,	 I	 looked	up	 and	down	 the	platform	 for	 signs	of	 the
girl,	knowing	I	wouldn’t	find	her	but	hoping	just	the	same.
Somehow,	 I	 couldn’t	 bring	 myself	 to	 break	 journey	 at	 Deoli	 and	 spend	 a	 day

there.	(If	it	was	all	fiction	or	a	film,	I	reflected,	I	would	have	got	down	and	cleaned



up	the	mystery	and	reached	a	suitable	ending	to	the	whole	thing.)	I	think	I	was	afraid
to	do	this.	I	was	afraid	of	discovering	what	really	happened	to	the	girl.	Perhaps	she
was	no	longer	in	Deoli,	perhaps	she	was	married,	perhaps	she	had	fallen	ill	…
In	the	last	few	years	I	have	passed	through	Deoli	many	times,	and	I	always	look

out	of	the	carriage	window	half	expecting	to	see	the	same	unchanged	face	smiling
up	at	me.	I	wonder	what	happens	in	Deoli,	behind	the	station	walls.	But	I	will	never
break	 my	 journey	 there.	 It	 may	 spoil	 my	 game.	 I	 prefer	 to	 keep	 hoping	 and
dreaming	and	looking	out	of	the	window	up	and	down	that	lonely	platform,	waiting
for	the	girl	with	the	baskets.
I	never	break	my	journey	at	Deoli	but	I	pass	through	as	often	as	I	can.



I
The	Woman	on	Platform	No.	8

	
t	was	my	second	year	at	boarding	school,	and	I	was	sitting	on	platform	no.	8	at
Ambala	station,	waiting	for	the	northern	bound	train.	I	think	I	was	about	twelve
at	 the	 time.	My	 parents	 considered	me	 old	 enough	 to	 travel	 alone,	 and	 I	 had
arrived	 by	 bus	 at	 Ambala	 early	 in	 the	 evening;	 now	 there	 was	 a	 wait	 till

midnight	before	my	train	arrived.	Most	of	the	time	I	had	been	pacing	up	and	down
the	 platform,	 browsing	 through	 the	 bookstall,	 or	 feeding	 broken	 biscuits	 to	 stray
dogs;	trains	came	and	went,	the	platform	would	be	quiet	for	a	while	and	then,	when
a	train	arrived,	it	would	be	an	inferno	of	heaving,	shouting,	agitated	human	bodies.
As	the	carriage	doors	opened,	a	tide	of	people	would	sweep	down	upon	the	nervous
little	ticket	collector	at	the	gate;	and	every	time	this	happened	I	would	be	caught	in
the	rush	and	swept	outside	the	station.	Now	tired	of	this	game	and	of	ambling	about
the	 platform,	 I	 sat	 down	 on	 my	 suitcase	 and	 gazed	 dismally	 across	 the	 railway
tracks.
Trolleys	rolled	past	me,	and	I	was	conscious	of	the	cries	of	the	various	vendors—

the	men	who	sold	curds	and	lemon,	the	sweetmeat	seller,	the	newspaper	boy—but	I
had	lost	interest	in	all	that	was	going	on	along	the	busy	platform,	and	continued	to
stare	across	the	railway	tracks,	feeling	bored	and	a	little	lonely.
‘Are	you	all	alone,	my	son?’	asked	a	soft	voice	close	behind	me.
I	looked	up	and	saw	a	woman	standing	near	me.	She	was	leaning	over,	and	I	saw	a

pale	face	and	dark	kind	eyes.	She	wore	no	jewels,	and	was	dressed	very	simply	in	a
white	sari.
‘Yes,	I	am	going	to	school,’	I	said,	and	stood	up	respectfully.	She	seemed	poor,

but	there	was	a	dignity	about	her	that	commanded	respect.
‘I	have	been	watching	you	for	some	time,’	she	said.	‘Didn’t	your	parents	come	to

see	you	off?’
‘I	don’t	live	here,’	I	said.	‘I	had	to	change	trains.	Anyway,	I	can	travel	alone.’
‘I	am	sure	you	can,’	she	said,	and	I	liked	her	for	saying	that,	and	I	also	liked	her

for	the	simplicity	of	her	dress,	and	for	her	deep,	soft	voice	and	the	serenity	of	her
face.
‘Tell	me,	what	is	your	name?’	she	asked.
‘Arun,’	I	said.
‘And	how	long	do	you	have	to	wait	for	your	train?’
‘About	an	hour,	I	think.	It	comes	at	twelve	o’clock.’
‘Then	come	with	me	and	have	something	to	eat.’
I	was	going	to	refuse,	out	of	shyness	and	suspicion,	but	she	took	me	by	the	hand,

and	then	I	felt	it	would	be	silly	to	pull	my	hand	away.	She	told	a	coolie	to	look	after



my	suitcase,	and	then	she	led	me	away	down	the	platform.	Her	hand	was	gentle,	and
she	held	mine	neither	too	firmly	nor	too	lightly.	I	looked	up	at	her	again.	She	was
not	young.	And	she	was	not	old.	She	must	have	been	over	 thirty,	but	had	she	been
fifty,	I	think	she	would	have	looked	much	the	same.
She	 took	me	 into	 the	station	dining	 room,	ordered	 tea	and	samosas	and	 jalebis,

and	at	once	I	began	to	thaw	and	take	a	new	interest	in	this	kind	woman.	The	strange
encounter	had	 little	effect	on	my	appetite.	 I	was	a	hungry	school	boy,	and	 I	ate	as
much	 as	 I	 could	 in	 as	 polite	 a	manner	 as	 possible.	 She	 took	 obvious	 pleasure	 in
watching	me	eat,	and	I	 think	it	was	the	food	that	strengthened	the	bond	between	us
and	cemented	our	friendship,	for	under	the	influence	of	the	tea	and	sweets	I	began	to
talk	quite	 freely,	and	 told	her	about	my	school,	my	friends,	my	 likes	and	dislikes.
She	questioned	me	quietly	from	time	to	time,	but	preferred	listening;	she	drew	me
out	very	well,	and	I	had	soon	forgotten	that	we	were	strangers.	But	she	did	not	ask
me	 about	 my	 family	 or	 where	 I	 lived,	 and	 I	 did	 not	 ask	 her	 where	 she	 lived.	 I
accepted	 her	 for	what	 she	 had	 been	 to	me—a	 quiet,	 kind	 and	 gentle	woman	who
gave	sweets	to	a	lonely	boy	on	a	railway	platform	…
After	about	half	an	hour	we	left	the	dining	room	and	began	walking	back	along

the	platform.	An	engine	was	shunting	up	and	down	beside	platform	no.	8,	and	as	it
approached,	a	boy	leapt	off	the	platform	and	ran	across	the	rails,	taking	a	short	cut
to	the	next	platform.	He	was	at	a	safe	distance	from	the	engine,	but	as	he	leapt	across
the	rails,	the	woman	clutched	my	arm.	Her	fingers	dug	into	my	flesh,	and	I	winced
with	pain.	I	caught	her	fingers	and	looked	up	at	her,	and	I	saw	a	spasm	of	pain	and
fear	 and	 sadness	 pass	 across	 her	 face.	 She	 watched	 the	 boy	 as	 he	 climbed	 the
platform,	and	it	was	not	until	he	had	disappeared	in	the	crowd	that	she	relaxed	her
hold	on	my	arm.	She	 smiled	 at	me	 reassuringly	 and	 took	my	hand	again,	 but	her
fingers	trembled	against	mine.
‘He	was	all	right,’	I	said,	feeling	that	it	was	she	who	needed	reassurance.
She	smiled	gratefully	at	me	and	pressed	my	hand.	We	walked	together	in	silence

until	we	reached	the	place	where	I	had	left	my	suitcase.	One	of	my	schoolfellows,
Satish,	a	boy	of	about	my	age,	had	turned	up	with	his	mother.
‘Hello,	Arun!’	he	called.	‘The	train’s	coming	in	late,	as	usual.	Did	you	know	we

have	a	new	headmaster	this	year?’
We	shook	hands,	and	then	he	turned	to	his	mother	and	said:	‘This	is	Arun,	Mother.

He	is	one	of	my	friends,	and	the	best	bowler	in	the	class.’
‘I	 am	 glad	 to	 know	 that,’	 said	 his	mother,	 a	 large	 imposing	woman	who	wore

spectacles.	 She	 looked	 at	 the	woman	who	held	my	hand	 and	 said:	 ‘And	 I	 suppose
you’re	Arun’s	mother?’
I	opened	my	mouth	to	make	some	explanation,	but	before	I	could	say	anything	the

woman	replied:	‘Yes,	I	am	Arun’s	mother.’
I	was	unable	to	speak	a	word.	I	looked	quickly	up	at	the	woman,	but	she	did	not



appear	to	be	at	all	embarrassed,	and	was	smiling	at	Satish’s	mother.
Satish’s	mother	said:	‘It’s	such	a	nuisance	having	to	wait	for	the	train	right	in	the

middle	of	the	night.	But	one	can’t	let	the	child	wait	here	alone.	Anything	can	happen
to	a	boy	at	a	big	station	like	this—there	are	so	many	suspicious	characters	hanging
about.	These	days	one	has	to	be	very	careful	of	strangers.’
‘Arun	can	 travel	 alone	 though,’	 said	 the	woman	beside	me,	 and	 somehow	 I	 felt

grateful	to	her	for	saying	that.	I	had	already	forgiven	her	for	lying;	and	besides,	I
had	taken	an	instinctive	dislike	to	Satish’s	mother.
‘Well,	be	very	careful,	Arun,’	said	Satish’s	mother	looking	sternly	at	me	through

her	spectacles.	‘Be	very	careful	when	your	mother	is	not	with	you.	And	never	talk	to
strangers!’
I	 looked	 from	Satish’s	mother	 to	 the	woman	who	had	given	me	 tea	and	sweets,

and	back	at	Satish’s	mother.
‘I	like	strangers,’	I	said.
Satish’s	 mother	 definitely	 staggered	 a	 little,	 as	 obviously	 she	 was	 not	 used	 to

being	contradicted	by	small	boys.	‘There	you	are,	you	see!	If	you	don’t	watch	over
them	 all	 the	 time,	 they’ll	 walk	 straight	 into	 trouble.	 Always	 listen	 to	 what	 your
mother	tells	you,’	she	said,	wagging	a	fat	little	finger	at	me.	‘And	never,	never	talk
to	strangers.’
I	glared	 resentfully	at	her,	and	moved	closer	 to	 the	woman	who	had	befriended

me.	 Satish	was	 standing	 behind	 his	mother,	 grinning	 at	me,	 and	 delighting	 in	my
clash	with	his	mother.	Apparently	he	was	on	my	side.
The	 station	 bell	 clanged,	 and	 the	 people	 who	 had	 till	 now	 been	 squatting

resignedly	on	the	platform	began	bustling	about.
‘Here	it	comes,’	shouted	Satish,	as	the	engine	whistle	shrieked	and	the	front	lights

played	over	the	rails.
The	train	moved	slowly	into	the	station,	the	engine	hissing	and	sending	out	waves

of	 steam.	 As	 it	 came	 to	 a	 stop,	 Satish	 jumped	 on	 the	 footboard	 of	 a	 lighted
compartment	and	shouted,	‘Come	on,	Arun,	 this	one’s	empty!’	and	I	picked	up	my
suitcase	and	made	a	dash	for	the	open	door.
We	placed	ourselves	at	 the	open	windows,	and	 the	 two	women	stood	outside	on

the	platform,	talking	up	to	us.	Satish’s	mother	did	most	of	the	talking.
‘Now	don’t	jump	on	and	off	moving	trains,	as	you	did	just	now,’	she	said.	‘And

don’t	stick	your	heads	out	of	 the	windows,	and	don’t	eat	any	 rubbish	on	 the	way.’
She	allowed	me	to	share	the	benefit	of	her	advice,	as	she	probably	didn’t	think	my
‘mother ’	a	very	capable	person.	She	handed	Satish	a	bag	of	fruit,	a	cricket	bat	and	a
big	box	of	chocolates,	and	told	him	to	share	the	food	with	me.	Then	she	stood	back
from	the	window	to	watch	how	my	‘mother ’	behaved.
I	 was	 smarting	 under	 the	 patronizing	 tone	 of	 Satish’s	 mother,	 who	 obviously

thought	mine	a	very	poor	family;	and	I	did	not	intend	giving	the	other	woman	away.



I	let	her	take	my	hand	in	hers,	but	I	could	think	of	nothing	to	say.	I	was	conscious	of
Satish’s	mother	staring	at	us	with	hard,	beady	eyes,	and	I	 found	myself	hating	her
with	 a	 firm,	 unreasoning	 hate.	 The	 guard	 walked	 up	 the	 platform,	 blowing	 his
whistle	for	the	train	to	leave.	I	looked	straight	into	the	eyes	of	the	woman	who	held
my	hand,	and	she	smiled	in	a	gentle,	understanding	way.	I	leaned	out	of	the	window
then,	and	put	my	lips	to	her	cheek	and	kissed	her.
The	carriage	jolted	forward,	and	she	drew	her	hand	away.
‘Goodbye,	 Mother!’	 said	 Satish,	 as	 the	 train	 began	 to	 move	 slowly	 out	 of	 the

station.	Satish	and	his	mother	waved	to	each	other.
‘Goodbye,’	I	said	to	the	other	woman,	‘goodbye—Mother	…’
I	didn’t	wave	or	shout,	but	sat	still	in	front	of	the	window,	gazing	at	the	woman	on

the	 platform.	 Satish’s	 mother	 was	 talking	 to	 her,	 but	 she	 didn’t	 appear	 to	 be
listening;	she	was	looking	at	me,	as	the	train	took	me	away.	She	stood	there	on	the
busy	platform,	a	pale	sweet	woman	in	white,	and	I	watched	her	until	she	was	lost	in
the	milling	crowd.



I
The	Thief

	
was	 still	 a	 thief	 when	 I	 met	 Arun,	 and	 though	 I	 was	 only	 fifteen	 I	 was	 an
experienced	and	fairly	successful	hand.
Arun	 was	 watching	 the	 wrestlers	 when	 I	 approached	 him.	 He	 was	 about

twenty,	 a	 tall,	 lean	 fellow,	 and	 he	 looked	 kind	 and	 simple	 enough	 for	 my
purpose.	I	hadn’t	had	much	luck	of	late	and	thought	I	might	be	able	to	get	into	this
young	person’s	confidence.	He	seemed	quite	fascinated	by	the	wrestling.	Two	well-
oiled	men	 slid	 about	 in	 the	 soft	mud,	 grunting	 and	 slapping	 their	 thighs.	When	 I
drew	Arun	into	conversation,	he	didn’t	seem	to	realize	I	was	a	stranger.
‘You	look	like	a	wrestler	yourself,’	I	said.
‘So	do	you,’	he	replied,	which	put	me	out	of	my	stride	for	a	moment,	because	at

the	time	I	was	rather	thin	and	bony	and	not	very	impressive	physically.
‘Yes,’	I	said.	‘I	wrestle	sometimes.’
‘What’s	your	name?’
‘Deepak,’	I	lied.
Deepak	 was	 about	 my	 fifth	 name.	 I	 had	 earlier	 called	 myself	 Ranbir,	 Sudhir,

Trilok	and	Surinder.
After	 this	 preliminary	 exchange	 Arun	 confined	 himself	 to	 comments	 on	 the

match,	and	I	didn’t	have	much	to	say.	After	a	while	he	walked	away	from	the	crowd
of	spectators.	I	followed	him.
‘Hello,’	he	said.	‘Enjoying	yourself?’
I	gave	him	my	most	appealing	smile.	‘I	want	to	work	for	you,’	I	said.
He	didn’t	stop	walking.	‘And	what	makes	you	think	I	want	someone	to	work	for

me?’
‘Well,’	I	said,	‘I’ve	been	wandering	about	all	day	looking	for	the	best	person	to

work	for.	When	I	saw	you	I	knew	that	no	one	else	had	a	chance.’
‘You	flatter	me,’	he	said.
‘That’s	all	right.’
‘But	you	can’t	work	for	me.’
‘Why	not?’
‘Because	I	can’t	pay	you.’
I	thought	that	over	for	a	minute.	Perhaps	I	had	misjudged	my	man.
‘Can	you	feed	me?’	I	asked.
‘Can	you	cook?’	he	countered.
‘I	can	cook,’	I	lied.
‘If	you	can	cook,’	he	said,	‘I’ll	feed	you.’
He	took	me	to	his	room	and	told	me	I	could	sleep	on	the	veranda.	But	I	was	nearly



back	on	the	street	that	night.	The	meal	I	cooked	must	have	been	pretty	awful,	because
Arun	gave	 it	 to	 the	neighbour ’s	 cat	 and	 told	me	 to	be	off.	But	 I	 just	hung	around
smiling	in	my	most	appealing	way,	and	then	he	couldn’t	help	laughing.	He	sat	down
on	the	bed	and	laughed	for	a	full	five	minutes	and	later	patted	me	on	the	head	and
said,	never	mind,	he’d	teach	me	to	cook	in	the	morning.
Not	only	did	he	teach	me	to	cook	but	he	taught	me	to	write	my	name	and	his,	and

said	 he	 would	 soon	 teach	me	 to	 write	 whole	 sentences	 and	 add	money	 on	 paper
when	you	didn’t	have	any	in	your	pocket!
It	was	quite	pleasant	working	 for	Arun.	 I	made	 the	 tea	 in	 the	morning	and	 later

went	out	shopping.	I	would	take	my	time	buying	the	day’s	supplies	and	make	a	profit
of	 about	 twenty-five	 paise	 a	 day.	 I	would	 tell	 Arun	 that	 rice	was	 fifty-six	 paise	 a
pound	(it	generally	was),	but	I	would	get	it	at	fifty	paise	a	pound.	I	think	he	knew	I
made	a	little	this	way	but	he	didn’t	mind.	He	wasn’t	giving	me	a	regular	wage.
I	was	 really	grateful	 to	Arun	for	 teaching	me	 to	write.	 I	knew	that	once	 I	could

write	like	an	educated	man,	there	would	be	no	limit	to	what	I	could	achieve.	It	might
even	be	an	incentive	to	be	honest.
Arun	made	money	by	fits	and	starts.	He	would	be	borrowing	one	week,	lending

the	next.	He	would	keep	worrying	about	his	next	cheque,	but	as	soon	as	it	arrived	he
would	go	out	and	celebrate	lavishly.
One	evening	he	came	home	with	a	wad	of	notes,	and	at	night	I	saw	him	tuck	the

bundles	under	his	mattress	at	the	head	of	the	bed.
I	had	been	working	for	Arun	for	nearly	a	fortnight	and,	apart	from	the	shopping,

hadn’t	done	much	to	exploit	him.	I	had	every	opportunity	for	doing	so.	I	had	a	key
to	the	front	door	which	meant	I	had	access	to	the	room	whenever	Arun	was	out.	He
was	the	most	trusting	person	I	had	ever	met.	And	that	was	why	I	couldn’t	make	up
my	mind	to	rob	him.
It’s	easy	to	rob	a	greedy	man	because	he	deserves	to	be	robbed.	It’s	easy	to	rob	a

rich	man	because	he	can	afford	 to	be	robbed.	But	 it’s	difficult	 to	rob	a	poor	man,
even	one	who	really	doesn’t	care	if	he’s	robbed.	A	rich	man	or	a	greedy	man	or	a
careful	man	wouldn’t	keep	his	money	under	a	pillow	or	mattress.	He’d	lock	it	up	in
a	 safe	 place.	 Arun	 had	 put	 his	 money	 where	 it	 would	 be	 child’s	 play	 for	 me	 to
remove	it	without	his	knowledge.
It’s	 time	 I	did	 some	 real	work,	 I	 told	myself.	 I’m	getting	out	of	practice	…	If	 I

don’t	take	the	money,	he’ll	only	waste	it	on	his	friends	…	He	doesn’t	even	pay	me
…
Arun	was	asleep.	Moonlight	came	in	from	the	veranda	and	fell	across	the	bed.	I

sat	up	on	the	floor,	my	blanket	wrapped	round	me,	considering	the	situation.	There
was	quite	a	lot	of	money	in	that	wad	and	if	I	took	it	I	would	have	to	leave	town—I
might	make	the	ten-thirty	express	to	Amritsar	…
Slipping	out	of	the	blanket,	I	crept	on	all	fours	through	the	door	and	up	to	the	bed



and	peeped	at	Arun.	He	was	sleeping	peacefully	with	a	soft	and	easy	breathing.	His
face	was	 clear	 and	 unlined.	 Even	 I	 had	more	markings	 on	my	 face,	 though	mine
were	mostly	scars.
My	hand	 took	on	an	 identity	of	 its	own	as	 it	 slid	around	under	 the	mattress,	 the

fingers	 searching	 for	 the	 notes.	 They	 found	 them	 and	 I	 drew	 them	 out	 without	 a
crackle.
Arun	sighed	 in	his	sleep	and	 turned	on	his	side,	 towards	me.	My	free	hand	was

resting	on	the	bed	and	his	hair	touched	my	fingers.
I	 was	 frightened	 when	 his	 hair	 touched	 my	 fingers,	 and	 crawled	 quickly	 and

quietly	out	of	the	room.
When	I	was	in	the	street	I	began	to	run.	I	ran	down	the	bazaar	road	to	the	station.

The	shops	were	all	closed	but	a	few	lights	were	on	in	the	upper	windows.	I	had	the
notes	at	my	waist,	held	 there	by	 the	 string	of	my	pyjamas.	 I	 felt	 I	had	 to	 stop	and
count	the	notes,	though	I	knew	it	might	make	me	late	for	the	train.	It	was	already	ten-
twenty	by	the	clock	tower.	I	slowed	down	to	a	walk	and	my	fingers	flicked	through
the	notes.	There	were	about	a	hundred	rupees	in	fives.	A	good	haul.	I	could	live	like
a	prince	for	a	month	or	two.
When	I	reached	the	station,	I	did	not	stop	at	the	ticket	office	(I	had	never	bought	a

ticket	in	my	life)	but	dashed	straight	on	to	the	platform.	The	Amritsar	Express	was
just	moving	 out.	 It	was	moving	 slowly	 enough	 for	me	 to	 be	 able	 to	 jump	 on	 the
footboard	 of	 one	 of	 the	 carriages,	 but	 I	 hesitated	 for	 some	 urgent,	 unexplainable
reason.
I	hesitated	long	enough	for	the	train	to	leave	without	me.
When	it	had	gone	and	the	noise	and	busy	confusion	of	the	platform	had	subsided,

I	found	myself	standing	alone	on	the	deserted	platform.	The	knowledge	that	I	had	a
hundred	 stolen	 rupees	 in	my	 pyjamas	 only	 increased	my	 feeling	 of	 isolation	 and
loneliness.	 I	 had	 no	 idea	 where	 to	 spend	 the	 night.	 I	 had	 never	 kept	 any	 friends
because	 sometimes	 friends	 can	 be	 one’s	 undoing.	 I	 didn’t	 want	 to	 make	 myself
conspicuous	by	staying	at	a	hotel.	And	the	only	person	I	knew	really	well	 in	 town
was	the	person	I	had	robbed!
Leaving	the	station,	I	walked	slowly	through	the	bazaar	keeping	to	dark,	deserted

alleys.	 I	kept	 thinking	of	Arun.	He	would	still	be	asleep,	blissfully	unaware	of	his
loss.
I	 have	made	 a	 study	of	men’s	 faces	when	 they	have	 lost	 something	 of	material

value.	The	greedy	man	shows	panic,	the	rich	man	shows	anger,	the	poor	man	shows
fear.	But	 I	knew	that	neither	panic	nor	anger	nor	 fear	would	show	on	Arun’s	 face
when	he	discovered	the	theft;	only	a	terrible	sadness,	not	for	the	loss	of	the	money
but	for	my	having	betrayed	his	trust.
I	 found	myself	 on	 the	maidan	 and	 sat	 down	on	 a	bench	with	my	 feet	 tucked	up

under	my	haunches.	The	night	was	a	 little	cold	and	I	 regretted	not	having	brought



Arun’s	blanket	along.	A	light	drizzle	added	to	my	discomfort.	Soon	it	was	raining
heavily.	My	shirt	 and	pyjamas	 stuck	 to	my	skin,	 and	a	cold	wind	brought	 the	 rain
whipping	 across	my	 face.	 I	 told	myself	 that	 sleeping	on	 a	 bench	was	 something	 I
should	have	been	used	to	by	now,	but	the	veranda	had	softened	me.
I	walked	 back	 to	 the	 bazaar	 and	 sat	 down	on	 the	 steps	 of	 a	 closed	 shop.	A	 few

vagrants	lay	beside	me,	rolled	up	tight	in	thin	blankets.	The	clock	showed	midnight.
I	 felt	 for	 the	 notes.	They	were	 still	with	me	 but	 had	 lost	 their	 crispness	 and	were
damp	with	rainwater.
Arun’s	money.	In	the	morning	he	would	probably	have	given	me	a	rupee	to	go	to

the	pictures,	but	now	I	had	it	all.	No	more	cooking	his	meals,	running	to	the	bazaar,
or	learning	to	write	whole	sentences.	Whole	sentences	…
They	 were	 something	 I	 had	 forgotten	 in	 the	 excitement	 of	 a	 hundred	 rupees.

Whole	 sentences,	 I	 knew,	 could	one	day	bring	me	more	 than	 a	hundred	 rupees.	 It
was	a	simple	matter	to	steal	(and	sometimes	just	as	simple	to	be	caught)	but	to	be	a
really	big	man,	a	wise	and	successful	man,	that	was	something.	I	should	go	back	to
Arun,	I	told	myself,	if	only	to	learn	how	to	write.
Perhaps	it	was	also	concern	for	Arun	that	drew	me	back.	A	sense	of	sympathy	is

one	of	my	weaknesses,	and	through	hesitation	over	a	theft	I	had	often	been	caught.	A
successful	thief	must	be	pitiless.	I	was	fond	of	Arun.	My	affection	for	him,	my	sense
of	sympathy,	but	most	of	all	my	desire	 to	write	whole	sentences,	drew	me	back	to
the	room.
I	hurried	back	to	the	room	extremely	nervous,	for	it	is	easier	to	steal	something

than	to	return	it	undetected.	If	I	was	caught	beside	the	bed	now,	with	the	money	in	my
hand,	or	with	my	hand	under	the	mattress,	there	could	be	only	one	explanation:	that	I
was	actually	stealing.	If	Arun	woke	up	I	would	be	lost.
I	 opened	 the	 door	 clumsily	 and	 stood	 in	 the	 doorway	 in	 clouded	 moonlight.

Gradually	my	eyes	became	accustomed	to	the	darkness	of	the	room.	Arun	was	still
asleep.	 I	went	 on	 all	 fours	 again	 and	 crept	 noiselessly	 to	 the	 head	of	 the	 bed.	My
hand	came	up	with	the	notes.	I	felt	his	breath	on	my	fingers.	I	was	fascinated	by	his
tranquil	 features	 and	 easy	breathing,	 and	 remained	motionless	 for	 a	minute.	Then
my	hand	explored	the	mattress,	found	the	edge,	slipped	under	it	with	the	notes.
I	awoke	late	next	morning	to	find	that	Arun	had	already	made	the	tea.	I	found	it

difficult	to	face	him	in	the	harsh	light	of	day.	His	hand	was	stretched	out	towards	me.
There	was	a	five-rupee	note	between	his	fingers.	My	heart	sank.
‘I	 made	 some	 money	 yesterday,’	 he	 said.	 ‘Now	 you’ll	 get	 paid	 regularly.’	My

spirit	rose	as	rapidly	as	it	had	fallen.	I	congratulated	myself	on	having	returned	the
money.
But	when	I	took	the	note,	I	realized	that	he	knew	everything.	The	note	was	still	wet

from	last	night’s	rain.
‘Today	I’ll	teach	you	to	write	a	little	more	than	your	name,’	he	said.



He	knew	but	neither	his	lips	nor	his	eyes	said	anything	about	their	knowing.
I	smiled	at	Arun	in	my	most	appealing	way.	And	the	smile	came	by	itself,	without

my	knowing	it.



I
The	Photograph

	
was	ten	years	old.	My	grandmother	sat	on	the	string	bed	under	the	mango	tree.	It
was	late	summer	and	there	were	sunflowers	in	the	garden	and	a	warm	wind	in
the	trees.	My	grandmother	was	knitting	a	woollen	scarf	for	the	winter	months.
She	was	very	old,	dressed	in	a	plain	white	sari.	Her	eyes	were	not	very	strong

now	but	her	fingers	moved	quickly	with	the	needles	and	the	needles	kept	clicking	all
afternoon.	 Grandmother	 had	 white	 hair	 but	 there	 were	 very	 few	wrinkles	 on	 her
skin.
I	had	come	home	after	playing	cricket	on	 the	maidan.	 I	had	 taken	my	meal	and

now	I	was	rummaging	through	a	box	of	old	books	and	family	heirlooms	that	had
just	 that	 day	 been	 brought	 out	 of	 the	 attic	 by	 my	 mother.	 Nothing	 in	 the	 box
interested	 me	 very	 much	 except	 for	 a	 book	 with	 colourful	 pictures	 of	 birds	 and
butterflies.	 I	was	going	 through	 the	book,	 looking	 at	 the	pictures,	when	 I	 found	a
small	 photograph	 between	 the	 pages.	 It	 was	 a	 faded	 picture,	 a	 little	 yellow	 and
foggy.	It	was	the	picture	of	a	girl	standing	against	a	wall	and	behind	the	wall	there
was	nothing	but	sky.	But	from	the	other	side	a	pair	of	hands	reached	up,	as	though
someone	was	going	to	climb	the	wall.	There	were	flowers	growing	near	the	girl	but
I	couldn’t	tell	what	they	were.	There	was	a	creeper	too	but	it	was	just	a	creeper.
I	ran	out	into	the	garden.	‘Granny!’	I	shouted.	‘Look	at	this	picture!	I	found	it	in

the	box	of	old	things.	Whose	picture	is	it?’
I	jumped	on	the	bed	beside	my	grandmother	and	she	walloped	me	on	the	bottom

and	said,	‘Now	I’ve	lost	count	of	my	stitches	and	the	next	time	you	do	that	I’ll	make
you	finish	the	scarf	yourself.’
Granny	was	 always	 threatening	 to	 teach	me	 how	 to	 knit	which	 I	 thought	was	 a

disgraceful	 thing	 for	 a	 boy	 to	 do.	 It	was	 a	 good	 deterrent	 for	 keeping	me	 out	 of
mischief.	Once	I	had	torn	the	drawing-room	curtains	and	Granny	had	put	a	needle
and	thread	in	my	hand	and	made	me	stitch	the	curtain	together,	even	though	I	made
long,	two-inch	stitches,	which	had	to	be	taken	out	by	my	mother	and	done	again.
She	took	the	photograph	from	my	hand	and	we	both	stared	at	it	for	quite	a	long

time.	The	girl	had	 long,	 loose	hair	and	she	wore	a	 long	dress	 that	nearly	covered
her	ankles,	and	sleeves	 that	reached	her	wrists,	and	there	were	a	 lot	of	bangles	on
her	hands.	But	despite	all	 this	drapery,	 the	girl	appeared	to	be	full	of	freedom	and
movement.	She	stood	with	her	legs	apart	and	her	hands	on	her	hips	and	had	a	wide,
almost	devilish	smile	on	her	face.
‘Whose	picture	is	it?’	I	asked.
‘A	little	girl’s,	of	course,’	said	Grandmother.	‘Can’t	you	tell?’
‘Yes,	but	did	you	know	the	girl?’



‘Yes,	I	knew	her,’	said	Granny,	‘but	she	was	a	very	wicked	girl	and	I	shouldn’t	tell
you	 about	 her.	 But	 I’ll	 tell	 you	 about	 the	 photograph.	 It	 was	 taken	 in	 your
grandfather ’s	house	about	sixty	years	ago.	And	that’s	the	garden	wall	and	over	the
wall	there	was	a	road	going	to	town.’
‘Whose	hands	are	they,’	I	asked,	‘coming	up	from	the	other	side?’
Grandmother	squinted	and	looked	closely	at	the	picture,	and	shook	her	head.	‘It’s

the	 first	 time	 I’ve	noticed,’	 she	 said.	 ‘They	must	have	been	 the	 sweeper	boy’s.	Or
maybe	they	were	your	grandfather ’s.’
‘They	don’t	look	like	Grandfather ’s	hands,’	I	said.	‘His	hands	are	all	bony.’
‘Yes,	but	this	was	sixty	years	ago.’
‘Didn’t	he	climb	up	the	wall	after	the	photo?’
‘No,	nobody	climbed	up.	At	least,	I	don’t	remember.’
‘And	you	remember	well,	Granny.’
‘Yes,	 I	 remember	…	I	 remember	what	 is	not	 in	 the	photograph.	 It	was	a	 spring

day	 and	 there	was	 a	 cool	 breeze	 blowing,	 nothing	 like	 this.	 Those	 flowers	 at	 the
girl’s	 feet,	 they	were	marigolds,	 and	 the	 bougainvillea	 creeper,	 it	 was	 a	mass	 of
purple.	 You	 cannot	 see	 these	 colours	 in	 the	 photo	 and	 even	 if	 you	 could,	 as
nowadays,	you	wouldn’t	be	able	to	smell	the	flowers	or	feel	the	breeze.’
‘And	what	about	the	girl?’	I	said.	‘Tell	me	about	the	girl.’
‘Well,	she	was	a	wicked	girl,’	said	Granny.	‘You	don’t	know	the	trouble	they	had

getting	her	into	those	fine	clothes	she’s	wearing.’
‘I	think	they	are	terrible	clothes,’	I	said.
‘So	did	she.	Most	of	the	time,	she	hardly	wore	a	thing.	She	used	to	go	swimming

in	a	muddy	pool	with	a	lot	of	ruffianly	boys,	and	ride	on	the	backs	of	buffaloes.	No
boy	 ever	 teased	her,	 though,	 because	 she	 could	kick	 and	 scratch	 and	pull	 his	 hair
out!’
‘She	 looks	 like	 it	 too,’	 I	 said.	 ‘You	 can	 tell	 by	 the	 way	 she’s	 smiling.	 At	 any

moment	something’s	going	to	happen.’
‘Something	did	happen,’	said	Granny.	 ‘Her	mother	wouldn’t	 let	her	 take	off	 the

clothes	afterwards,	so	she	went	swimming	 in	 them	and	 lay	for	half	an	hour	 in	 the
mud.’
I	laughed	heartily	and	Grandmother	laughed	too.
‘Who	was	the	girl?’	I	said.	‘You	must	tell	me	who	she	was.’
‘No,	that	wouldn’t	do,’	said	Grandmother,	but	I	pretended	I	didn’t	know.	I	knew,

because	Grandmother	still	smiled	in	the	same	way,	even	though	she	didn’t	have	as
many	teeth.
‘Come	on,	Granny,’	I	said,	‘tell	me,	tell	me.’
But	Grandmother	shook	her	head	and	carried	on	with	the	knitting.	And	I	held	the

photograph	in	my	hand	looking	from	it	to	my	grandmother	and	back	again,	trying
to	find	points	in	common	between	the	old	lady	and	the	little	pig-tailed	girl.	A	lemon-



coloured	butterfly	 settled	on	 the	 end	of	Grandmother ’s	 knitting	needle	 and	 stayed
there	while	the	needles	clicked	away.	I	made	a	grab	at	the	butterfly	and	it	flew	off	in
a	dipping	flight	and	settled	on	a	sunflower.
‘I	wonder	whose	hands	 they	were,’	whispered	Grandmother	 to	herself,	with	her

head	bowed,	and	her	needles	clicking	away	in	the	soft,	warm	silence	of	that	summer
afternoon.



I
The	Window

	
came	in	the	spring,	and	took	the	room	on	the	roof.	It	was	a	long,	low	building
which	 housed	 several	 families;	 the	 roof	 was	 flat,	 except	 for	 my	 room	 and	 a
chimney.	I	don’t	know	whose	room	owned	the	chimney,	but	my	room	owned	the
roof.	And	from	the	window	of	my	room	I	owned	the	world.

But	only	from	the	window.
The	 banyan	 tree,	 just	 opposite,	was	mine,	 and	 its	 inhabitants	my	 subjects.	They

were	 two	 squirrels,	 a	 few	mina,	 a	 crow	 and	 at	 night,	 a	 pair	 of	 flying	 foxes.	 The
squirrels	were	busy	 in	 the	afternoons,	 the	birds	 in	 the	mornings	and	evenings,	 the
foxes	 at	 night.	 I	 wasn’t	 very	 busy	 that	 year;	 not	 as	 busy	 as	 the	 inhabitants	 of	 the
banyan	tree.
There	was	also	a	mango	tree	but	that	came	later,	in	the	summer,	when	I	met	Koki

and	the	mangoes	were	ripe.
At	first,	I	was	lonely	in	my	room.	But	then	I	discovered	the	power	of	my	window.

I	looked	out	on	the	banyan	tree,	on	the	garden,	on	the	broad	path	that	ran	beside	the
building,	and	out	over	the	roofs	of	other	houses,	over	roads	and	fields,	as	far	as	the
horizon.	The	path	was	not	a	very	busy	one	but	it	held	variety:	an	ayah,	with	a	baby	in
a	pram;	the	postman,	an	event	in	himself;	the	fruit	seller,	the	toy	seller,	calling	their
wares	 in	high-pitched	familiar	cries;	 the	rent	collector;	a	posse	of	cyclists;	a	 long
chain	of	schoolgirls;	a	lame	beggar	…	all	passed	my	way,	the	way	of	my	window
…
In	the	early	summer,	a	tonga	came	rattling	and	jingling	down	the	path	and	stopped

in	 front	 of	 the	 house.	 A	 girl	 and	 an	 elderly	 lady	 climbed	 down,	 and	 a	 servant
unloaded	 their	 baggage.	 They	 went	 into	 the	 house	 and	 the	 tonga	 moved	 off,	 the
horse	snorting	a	little.
The	next	morning	the	girl	looked	up	from	the	garden	and	saw	me	at	my	window.
She	had	long	black	hair	 that	fell	 to	her	waist,	 tied	with	a	single	red	ribbon.	Her

eyes	were	 black	 like	 her	 hair	 and	 just	 as	 shiny.	 She	must	 have	 been	 about	 ten	 or
eleven	years	old.
‘Hello,’	I	said	with	a	friendly	smile.
She	looked	suspiciously	at	me.	‘Who	are	you?’	she	asked.
‘I’m	a	ghost.’
She	laughed,	and	her	laugh	had	a	gay,	mocking	quality.	‘You	look	like	one!’
I	didn’t	 think	her	remark	particularly	flattering,	but	 I	had	asked	for	 it.	 I	stopped

smiling	anyway.	Most	children	don’t	like	adults	smiling	at	them	all	the	time.
‘What	have	you	got	up	there?’	she	asked.
‘Magic,’	I	said.



She	laughed	again	but	this	time	without	mockery.	‘I	don’t	believe	you,’	she	said.
‘Why	don’t	you	come	up	and	see	for	yourself?’
She	hesitated	a	little	but	came	round	to	the	steps	and	began	climbing	them,	slowly,

cautiously.	And	when	she	entered	the	room,	she	brought	a	magic	of	her	own.
‘Where’s	your	magic?’	she	asked,	looking	me	in	the	eye.
‘Come	here,’	I	said,	and	I	took	her	to	the	window	and	showed	her	the	world.
She	 said	 nothing	 but	 stared	 out	 of	 the	window	uncomprehendingly	 at	 first,	 and

then	with	increasing	interest.	And	after	some	time	she	turned	around	and	smiled	at
me,	and	we	were	friends.
I	only	knew	that	her	name	was	Koki,	and	that	she	had	come	with	her	aunt	for	the

summer	months;	I	didn’t	need	to	know	any	more	about	her,	and	she	didn’t	need	to
know	anything	about	me	except	that	I	wasn’t	really	a	ghost—not	the	frightening	sort
anyway	…
She	came	up	my	steps	nearly	every	day	and	joined	me	at	the	window.	There	was	a

lot	of	excitement	to	be	had	in	our	world,	especially	when	the	rains	broke.
At	 the	 first	 rumblings,	women	would	 rush	outside	 to	 retrieve	 the	washing	 from

the	 clothesline	 and	 if	 there	 was	 a	 breeze,	 to	 chase	 a	 few	 garments	 across	 the
compound.	When	the	rains	came,	they	came	with	a	vengeance,	making	a	bog	of	the
garden	and	a	river	of	the	path.	A	cyclist	would	come	riding	furiously	down	the	path,
an	elderly	gentleman	would	be	having	difficulty	with	an	umbrella,	naked	children
would	be	frisking	about	in	the	rain.	Sometimes	Koki	would	run	out	to	the	roof,	and
shout	 and	dance	 in	 the	 rain.	And	 the	 rain	would	come	 through	 the	open	door	 and
window	of	the	room,	flooding	the	floor	and	making	an	island	of	the	bed.
But	 the	 window	 was	 more	 fun	 than	 anything	 else.	 It	 gave	 us	 the	 power	 of

detachment:	 we	 were	 deeply	 interested	 in	 the	 life	 around	 us,	 but	 we	 were	 not
involved	in	it.
‘It	 is	 like	 a	 cinema,’	 said	 Koki.	 ‘The	 window	 is	 the	 screen,	 the	 world	 is	 the

picture.’
Soon	the	mangoes	were	ripe,	and	Koki	was	in	the	branches	of	the	mango	tree	as

often	as	she	was	in	my	room.	From	the	window	I	had	a	good	view	of	the	tree,	and
we	spoke	to	each	other	from	the	same	height.	We	ate	far	too	many	mangoes,	at	least
five	a	day.
‘Let’s	make	a	garden	on	the	roof,’	suggested	Koki.	She	was	full	of	ideas	like	this.
‘And	how	do	you	propose	to	do	that?’	I	asked.
‘It’s	easy.	We	bring	up	mud	and	bricks	and	make	the	flower	beds.	Then	we	plant

the	seeds.	We’ll	grow	all	sorts	of	flowers.’
‘The	roof	will	fall	in,’	I	predicted.
But	it	didn’t.	We	spent	two	days	carrying	buckets	of	mud	up	the	steps	to	the	roof

and	laying	out	the	flower	beds.	It	was	very	hard	work,	but	Koki	did	most	of	it.	When
the	beds	were	ready,	we	had	the	opening	ceremony.	Apart	from	a	few	small	plants



collected	from	the	garden	below,	we	had	only	one	species	of	seeds—pumpkin	…
We	planted	the	pumpkin	seeds	in	the	mud,	and	felt	proud	of	ourselves.
But	it	rained	heavily	that	night,	and	in	the	morning	I	discovered	that	everything—

except	the	bricks—had	been	washed	away.
So	we	returned	to	the	window.
A	 mina	 had	 been	 in	 a	 fight—with	 a	 crow	 perhaps—and	 the	 feathers	 had	 been

knocked	 off	 its	 head.	A	 bougainvillea	 that	 had	 been	 climbing	 the	wall	 had	 sent	 a
long	green	shoot	in	through	the	window.
Koki	said,	‘Now	we	can’t	shut	the	window	without	spoiling	the	creeper.’
‘Then	we	will	never	close	the	window,’	I	said.
And	we	let	the	creeper	into	the	room.
The	rains	passed,	and	an	autumn	wind	came	whispering	through	the	branches	of

the	banyan	tree.	There	were	red	leaves	on	the	ground,	and	the	wind	picked	them	up
and	blew	them	about,	so	that	they	looked	like	butterflies.	I	would	watch	the	sun	rise
in	the	morning;	the	sky	all	red	until	its	first	rays	splashed	the	windowsill	and	crept
up	the	walls	of	the	room.	And	in	the	evening,	Koki	and	I	watched	the	sun	go	down	in
a	sea	of	fluffy	clouds;	sometimes	the	clouds	were	pink	and	sometimes	orange;	they
were	always	coloured	clouds	framed	in	the	window.
‘I’m	going	tomorrow,’	said	Koki	one	evening.
I	was	too	surprised	to	say	anything.
‘You	stay	here	for	ever,	don’t	you?’	she	said.
I	remained	silent.
‘When	I	come	again	next	year	you	will	still	be	here,	won’t	you?’
‘I	don’t	know,’	I	said.	‘But	the	window	will	still	be	here.’
‘Oh,	do	be	here	next	year,’	she	said,	‘or	someone	will	close	the	window!’
In	the	morning	the	tonga	was	at	the	door,	and	the	servant,	the	aunt	and	Koki	were

in	it.	Koki	waved	to	me	at	my	window.	Then	the	driver	flicked	the	reins,	the	wheels
of	the	carriage	creaked	and	rattled,	the	bell	 jingled.	Down	the	path	went	the	tonga,
down	the	path	and	through	the	gate,	and	all	the	time	Koki	waved;	and	from	the	gate	I
must	 have	 looked	 like	 a	 ghost,	 standing	 alone	 at	 the	 high	 window,	 amongst	 the
bougainvillea.
When	the	tonga	was	out	of	sight,	I	took	the	spray	of	bougainvillea	in	my	hand	and

pushed	it	out	of	the	room.	Then	I	closed	the	window.	It	would	be	opened	only	when
the	spring	and	Koki	came	again.



N
The	Boy	Who	Broke	the	Bank

	
athu	 grumbled	 to	 himself	 as	 he	 swept	 the	 steps	 of	 the	 Pipalnagar	 Bank,
owned	 by	 Seth	 Govind	 Ram.	 He	 used	 the	 small	 broom	 hurriedly	 and
carelessly,	and	the	dust,	after	rising	in	a	cloud	above	his	head,	settled	down
again	on	the	steps.	As	Nathu	was	banging	his	pan	against	a	dustbin,	Sitaram,

the	washerman’s	son,	passed	by.
Sitaram	was	 on	 his	 delivery	 round.	He	 had	 a	 bundle	 of	 freshly	 pressed	 clothes

balanced	on	his	head.
‘Don’t	raise	such	dust!’	he	called	out	to	Nathu.	‘Are	you	annoyed	because	they	are

still	refusing	to	pay	you	an	extra	two	rupees	a	month?’
‘I	 don’t	 wish	 to	 talk	 about	 it,’	 complained	 the	 sweeper	 boy.	 ‘I	 haven’t	 even

received	my	regular	pay.	And	this	is	the	twentieth	of	the	month.	Who	would	think	a
bank	would	hold	up	a	poor	man’s	salary?	As	soon	as	I	get	my	money,	I’m	off!	Not
another	week	do	I	work	in	this	place.’	And	Nathu	banged	the	pan	against	the	dustbin
several	times,	just	to	emphasize	his	point	and	give	himself	confidence.
‘Well,	I	wish	you	luck,’	said	Sitaram.	‘I’ll	keep	a	lookout	for	any	jobs	that	might

suit	you.’	And	he	plodded	barefoot	along	the	road,	the	big	bundle	of	clothes	hiding
most	of	his	head	and	shoulders.
At	 the	 fourth	home	he	visited,	Sitaram	heard	 the	 lady	of	 the	house	mention	 that

she	 was	 in	 need	 of	 a	 sweeper.	 Tying	 his	 bundle	 together,	 he	 said,	 ‘I	 know	 of	 a
sweeper	boy	who’s	looking	for	work.	He	can	start	from	next	month.	He’s	with	the
bank	just	now	but	they	aren’t	giving	him	his	pay,	and	he	wants	to	leave.’
‘Is	that	so?’	said	Mrs	Srivastava.	‘Well,	tell	him	to	come	and	see	me	tomorrow.’
And	Sitaram,	glad	that	he	had	been	of	service	to	both	a	customer	and	his	friend,

hoisted	his	bag	on	his	shoulders	and	went	his	way.
Mrs	Srivastava	had	to	do	some	shopping.	She	gave	instructions	to	the	ayah	about

looking	after	the	baby,	and	told	the	cook	not	to	be	late	with	the	midday	meal.	Then
she	set	out	for	the	Pipalnagar	marketplace,	to	make	her	customary	tour	of	the	cloth
shops.
A	large,	shady	tamarind	tree	grew	at	one	end	of	 the	bazaar,	and	it	was	here	that

Mrs	 Srivastava	 found	 her	 friend	 Mrs	 Bhushan	 sheltering	 from	 the	 heat.	 Mrs
Bhushan	 was	 fanning	 herself	 with	 a	 large	 handkerchief.	 She	 complained	 of	 the
summer	which,	she	affirmed,	was	definitely	the	hottest	in	the	history	of	Pipalnagar.
She	then	showed	Mrs	Srivastava	a	sample	of	the	cloth	she	was	going	to	buy,	and	for
five	 minutes	 they	 discussed	 its	 shade,	 texture	 and	 design.	 Having	 exhausted	 this
topic,	Mrs	Srivastava	 said,	 ‘Do	you	know,	my	dear,	 that	Seth	Govind	Ram’s	bank
can’t	 even	 pay	 its	 employees?	Only	 this	morning	 I	 heard	 a	 complaint	 from	 their



sweeper,	who	hasn’t	received	his	wages	for	over	a	month!’
‘Shocking!’	remarked	Mrs	Bhushan.	‘If	they	can’t	pay	the	sweeper	they	must	be	in

a	bad	way.	None	of	the	others	could	be	getting	paid	either.’
She	 left	Mrs	Srivastava	at	 the	 tamarind	 tree	and	went	 in	 search	of	her	husband,

who	 was	 sitting	 in	 front	 of	 Kamal	 Kishore’s	 photographic	 shop,	 talking	 to	 the
owner.
‘So	there	you	are!’	cried	Mrs	Bhushan.	‘I’ve	been	looking	for	you	for	almost	an

hour.	Where	did	you	disappear?’
‘Nowhere,’	 replied	 Mr	 Bhushan.	 ‘Had	 you	 remained	 stationary	 in	 one	 shop,	 I

might	have	found	you.	But	you	go	from	one	shop	to	another,	like	a	bee	in	a	flower
garden.’
‘Don’t	start	grumbling.	The	heat	is	trying	enough.	I	don’t	know	what’s	happening

to	Pipalnagar.	Even	the	bank’s	about	to	go	bankrupt.’
‘What’s	that?’	said	Kamal	Kishore,	sitting	up	suddenly.	‘Which	bank?’
‘Why	the	Pipalnagar	Bank,	of	course.	I	hear	they	have	stopped	paying	employees.

Don’t	tell	me	you	have	an	account	there,	Mr	Kishore?’
‘No,	 but	 my	 neighbour	 has!’	 he	 exclaimed;	 and	 he	 called	 out	 over	 the	 low

partition	to	the	keeper	of	the	barber	shop	next	door.	‘Deep	Chand,	have	you	heard
the	latest?	The	Pipalnagar	Bank	is	about	to	collapse.	You	better	get	your	money	out
as	soon	as	you	can!’
Deep	Chand,	who	was	cutting	the	hair	of	an	elderly	gentleman,	was	so	startled	that

his	hand	shook	and	he	nicked	his	customer ’s	right	ear.	The	customer	yelped	in	pain
and	distress:	pain,	because	of	the	cut,	and	distress,	because	of	the	awful	news	he	had
just	heard.	With	one	side	of	his	neck	still	unshaven,	he	sped	across	the	road	to	the
general	 merchant’s	 store	 where	 there	 was	 a	 telephone.	 He	 dialled	 Seth	 Govind
Ram’s	 number.	 The	 Seth	 was	 not	 at	 home.	 Where	 was	 he,	 then?	 The	 Seth	 was
holidaying	in	Kashmir.	Oh,	was	that	so?	The	elderly	gentleman	did	not	believe	it.	He
hurried	back	to	 the	barber ’s	shop	and	told	Deep	Chand:	‘The	bird	has	flown!	Seth
Govind	Ram	has	left	town.	Definitely,	it	means	a	collapse.’	And	then	he	dashed	out
of	the	shop,	making	a	beeline	for	his	office	and	chequebook.
The	news	spread	through	the	bazaar	with	the	rapidity	of	forest	fire.	At	the	general

merchant’s	 it	 circulated	 amongst	 the	 customers,	 and	 then	 spread	 with	 them	 in
various	 directions,	 to	 the	 betel	 seller,	 the	 tailor,	 the	 free	 vendor,	 the	 jeweller,	 the
beggar	sitting	on	the	pavement.
Old	 Ganpat,	 the	 beggar,	 had	 a	 crooked	 leg.	 He	 had	 been	 squatting	 on	 the

pavement	 for	years,	 calling	 for	alms.	 In	 the	evening	someone	would	come	with	a
barrow	and	take	him	away.	He	had	never	been	known	to	walk.	But	now,	on	learning
that	 the	bank	was	about	 to	collapse,	Ganpat	astonished	everyone	by	 leaping	 to	his
feet	and	actually	 running	at	 top	speed	 in	 the	direction	of	 the	bank.	 It	 soon	became
known	that	he	had	a	thousand	rupees	in	savings!



Men	stood	in	groups	at	street	corners	discussing	the	situation.	Pipalnagar	seldom
had	a	crisis,	seldom	or	never	had	floods,	earthquakes	or	drought;	and	the	imminent
crash	of	the	Pipalnagar	Bank	set	everyone	talking	and	speculating	and	rushing	about
in	 a	 frenzy.	 Some	 boasted	 of	 their	 farsightedness,	 congratulating	 themselves	 on
having	 already	 taken	 out	 their	 money,	 or	 on	 never	 having	 put	 any	 in;	 others
speculated	on	the	reasons	for	the	crash,	putting	it	all	down	to	excesses	indulged	in
by	Seth	Govind	Ram.	The	Seth	had	fled	the	state,	said	one.	He	had	fled	the	country,
said	another.	He	was	hiding	in	Pipalnagar,	said	a	third.	He	had	hanged	himself	from
the	 tamarind	 tree,	 said	 a	 fourth,	 and	had	been	 found	 that	morning	by	 the	 sweeper
boy.
By	 noon	 the	 small	 bank	 had	 gone	 through	 all	 its	 ready	 cash,	 and	 the	 harassed

manager	was	in	a	dilemma.	Emergency	funds	could	only	be	obtained	from	another
bank	some	thirty	miles	distant,	and	he	wasn’t	sure	he	could	persuade	the	crowd	to
wait	 until	 then.	 And	 there	 was	 no	 way	 of	 contacting	 Seth	 Govind	 Ram	 on	 his
houseboat	in	Kashmir.
People	were	turned	back	from	the	counters	and	told	to	return	the	following	day.

They	did	not	like	the	sound	of	that.	And	so	they	gathered	outside,	on	the	steps	of	the
bank,	shouting,	‘Give	us	our	money	or	we’ll	break	in!’	and	‘Fetch	the	Seth,	we	know
he’s	hiding	in	a	safe	deposit	locker!’	Mischief	makers	who	didn’t	have	a	paisa	in	the
bank	joined	the	crowd	and	aggravated	the	mood.	The	manager	stood	at	the	door	and
tried	 to	 placate	 them.	 He	 declared	 that	 the	 bank	 had	 plenty	 of	 money	 but	 no
immediate	means	of	collecting	it;	he	urged	them	to	go	home	and	come	back	the	next
day.
‘We	want	it	now!’	chanted	some	of	the	crowd.	‘Now,	now,	now!’
And	a	brick	hurtled	through	the	air	and	crashed	through	the	plate	glass	window	of

the	Pipalnagar	Bank.
Nathu	arrived	next	morning	to	sweep	the	steps	of	the	bank.	He	saw	the	refuse	and

the	broken	glass	and	the	stones	cluttering	the	steps.	Raising	his	hands	in	a	gesture	of
horror	 and	disgust	 he	 cried:	 ‘Hooligans!	Sons	of	 donkeys!	As	 though	 it	 isn’t	 bad
enough	 to	be	paid	 late,	 it	 seems	my	work	has	also	 to	be	 increased!’	He	smote	 the
steps	with	his	broom	scattering	the	refuse.
‘Good	 morning,	 Nathu,’	 said	 the	 washerman’s	 boy,	 getting	 down	 from	 his

bicycle.	 ‘Are	you	ready	 to	 take	up	a	new	job	from	the	first	of	next	month?	You’ll
have	to	I	suppose,	now	that	the	bank	is	going	out	of	business.’
‘How’s	that?’	said	Nathu.
‘Haven’t	 you	 heard?	 Well,	 you’d	 better	 wait	 here	 until	 half	 the	 population	 of

Pipalnagar	arrives	to	claim	their	money.’	And	he	waved	cheerfully—he	did	not	have
a	bank	account—and	sped	away	on	his	cycle.
Nathu	 went	 back	 to	 sweeping	 the	 steps,	 muttering	 to	 himself.	 When	 he	 had

finished	 his	 work,	 he	 sat	 down	 on	 the	 highest	 step,	 to	 await	 the	 arrival	 of	 the



manager.	He	was	determined	to	get	his	pay.
‘Who	 would	 have	 thought	 the	 bank	 would	 collapse!’	 he	 said	 to	 himself,	 and

looked	thoughtfully	into	the	distance.	‘I	wonder	how	it	could	have	happened	…’



I
Most	Beautiful

	
don’t	quite	know	why	I	found	that	particular	town	so	heartless.	Perhaps	because
of	 its	 crowded,	 claustrophobic	atmosphere,	 its	 congested	and	 insanitary	 lanes,
its	weary	 people	…	One	 day	 I	 found	 the	 children	 of	 the	 bazaar	 tormenting	 a
deformed,	retarded	boy.

About	a	dozen	boys,	between	the	ages	of	eight	and	fourteen,	were	jeering	at	 the
retard,	 who	 was	 making	 things	 worse	 for	 himself	 by	 confronting	 the	 gang	 and
shouting	abuses	at	them.	The	boy	was	twelve	or	thirteen,	judging	by	his	face,	but	had
the	height	of	an	eight-	or	nine-year-old.	His	 legs	were	 thick,	short	and	bowed.	He
had	a	small	chest	but	his	arms	were	long,	making	him	rather	ape-like	in	his	attitude.
His	 forehead	 and	 cheeks	were	 pitted	with	 the	 scars	 of	 smallpox.	He	was	 ugly	 by
normal	 standards,	 and	 the	 gibberish	 he	 spoke	 did	 nothing	 to	 discourage	 his
tormentors.	They	threw	mud	and	stones	at	him,	while	keeping	well	out	of	his	reach.
Few	can	be	more	cruel	than	a	gang	of	schoolboys	in	high	spirits.
I	was	an	uneasy	observer	of	the	scene.	I	felt	that	I	ought	to	do	something	to	put	a

stop	to	it,	but	lacked	the	courage	to	interfere.	It	was	only	when	a	stone	struck	the	boy
on	 the	 face,	 cutting	 open	 his	 cheek,	 that	 I	 lost	 my	 normal	 discretion	 and	 ran	 in
amongst	the	boys,	shouting	at	them	and	clouting	those	I	could	reach.	They	scattered
like	defeated	soldiery.
I	 was	 surprised	 at	 my	 own	 daring,	 and	 rather	 relieved	 when	 the	 boys	 did	 not

return.	I	took	the	frightened,	angry	boy	by	the	hand,	and	asked	him	where	he	lived.
He	drew	away	from	me,	but	I	held	on	to	his	fat	little	fingers	and	told	him	I	would
take	him	home.	He	mumbled	something	incoherent	and	pointed	down	a	narrow	lane.
I	led	him	away	from	the	bazaar.
I	 said	 very	 little	 to	 the	 boy	 because	 it	 was	 obvious	 that	 he	 had	 some	 defect	 of

speech.	When	he	stopped	outside	a	door	set	in	a	high	wall,	I	presumed	that	we	had
come	to	his	house.
The	door	was	opened	by	a	young	woman.	The	boy	immediately	 threw	his	arms

around	her	and	burst	 into	 tears.	 I	had	not	been	prepared	for	 the	boy’s	mother.	Not
only	 did	 she	 look	 perfectly	 normal	 physically,	 but	 she	 was	 also	 strikingly
handsome.	She	must	have	been	about	thirty-five.
She	thanked	me	for	bringing	her	son	home,	and	asked	me	into	the	house.	The	boy

withdrew	 into	 a	 corner	 of	 the	 sitting	 room,	 and	 sat	 on	 his	 haunches	 in	 gloomy
silence,	 his	 bow	 legs	 looking	 even	 more	 grotesque	 in	 this	 posture.	 His	 mother
offered	me	tea,	but	I	asked	for	a	glass	of	water.	She	asked	the	boy	to	fetch	it,	and	he
did	so,	thrusting	the	glass	into	my	hands	without	looking	me	in	the	face.
‘Suresh	is	my	only	son,’	she	said.	‘My	husband	is	disappointed	in	him,	but	I	love



my	son.	Do	you	think	he	is	very	ugly?’
‘Ugly	is	just	a	word,’	I	said.	‘Like	beauty.	They	mean	different	things	to	different

people.	What	did	the	poet	say?—“Beauty	is	truth,	truth	is	beauty.”	But	if	beauty	and
truth	are	the	same	thing,	why	have	different	words?	There	are	no	absolutes	except
birth	and	death.’
The	boy	squatted	down	at	her	feet,	cradling	his	head	in	her	 lap.	With	the	end	of

her	sari,	she	began	wiping	his	face.
‘Have	you	tried	teaching	him	to	talk	properly?’	I	asked.
‘He	has	been	like	this	since	childhood.	The	doctors	can	do	nothing.’
While	we	were	talking	the	father	came	in,	and	the	boy	slunk	away	to	the	kitchen.

The	 man	 thanked	 me	 curtly	 for	 bringing	 the	 boy	 home,	 and	 seemed	 at	 once	 to
dismiss	 the	 whole	 matter	 from	 his	 mind.	 He	 seemed	 preoccupied	 with	 business
matters.	 I	 got	 the	 impression	 that	 he	 had	 long	 since	 resigned	 himself	 to	 having	 a
deformed	son,	and	his	early	disappointment	had	changed	to	indifference.	When	I	got
up	to	leave,	his	wife	accompanied	me	to	the	front	door.
‘Please	do	not	mind	if	my	husband	is	a	little	rude,’	she	said.	‘His	business	is	not

going	 too	well.	 If	you	would	 like	 to	come	again,	please	do.	Suresh	does	not	meet
many	people	who	treat	him	like	a	normal	person.’
I	knew	 that	 I	wanted	 to	visit	 them	again—more	out	of	 sympathy	 for	 the	mother

than	 out	 of	 pity	 for	 the	 boy.	 But	 I	 realized	 that	 she	 was	 not	 interested	 in	 me
personally,	except	as	a	possible	mentor	for	her	son.
After	about	a	week	I	went	to	the	house	again.
Suresh’s	 father	was	 away	 on	 a	 business	 trip,	 and	 I	 stayed	 for	 lunch.	 The	 boy’s

mother	made	some	delicious	parathas	stuffed	with	ground	radish,	and	served	it	with
pickle	 and	 curds.	 If	 Suresh	 ate	 like	 an	 animal,	 gobbling	 his	 food,	 I	 was	 not	 far
behind	 him.	 His	 mother	 encouraged	 him	 to	 overeat.	 He	 was	 morose	 and
uncommunicative	when	 he	 ate,	 but	when	 I	 suggested	 that	 he	 come	with	me	 for	 a
walk,	 he	 looked	 up	 eagerly.	 At	 the	 same	 time	 a	 look	 of	 fear	 passed	 across	 his
mother ’s	face.
‘Will	it	be	all	right?’	she	asked.	‘You	have	seen	how	other	children	treat	him.	That

day	he	slipped	out	of	the	house	without	telling	anyone.’
‘We	won’t	go	towards	the	bazaar,’	I	said.	‘I	was	thinking	of	a	walk	in	the	fields.’
Suresh	made	encouraging	noises	and	thumped	the	table	with	his	fists	to	show	that

he	wanted	 to	go.	Finally	his	mother	consented,	and	 the	boy	and	I	set	off	down	the
road.
He	 could	 not	 walk	 very	 fast	 because	 of	 his	 awkward	 legs,	 but	 this	 gave	 me	 a

chance	to	point	out	to	him	anything	that	I	thought	might	arouse	his	interest—parrots
squabbling	 in	 a	 banyan	 tree,	 buffaloes	 wallowing	 in	 a	 muddy	 pond,	 a	 group	 of
hermaphrodite	musicians	strolling	down	the	road.	Suresh	took	a	keen	interest	in	the
hermaphrodites,	 perhaps	 because	 they	 were	 grotesque	 in	 their	 own	 way:	 tall,



masculine-looking	 people	 dressed	 in	 women’s	 garments,	 ankle	 bells	 jingling	 on
their	heavy	feet,	and	their	 long,	gaunt	faces	made	up	with	rouge	and	mascara.	For
the	 first	 time,	 I	 heard	Suresh	 laugh.	Apparently	he	had	discovered	 that	 there	were
human	 beings	 even	 odder	 than	 he.	And	 like	 any	 human	 being,	 he	 lost	 no	 time	 in
deriding	them.
‘Don’t	laugh,’	I	said.	‘They	were	born	that	way,	just	as	you	were	born	the	way	you

are.’
But	 he	 did	 not	 take	 me	 seriously	 and	 grinned,	 his	 wide	 mouth	 revealing

surprisingly	strong	teeth.
We	reached	the	dry	riverbed	on	the	outskirts	of	the	town	and	crossing	it	entered	a

field	of	yellow	mustard	flowers.	The	mustard	stretched	away	towards	the	edge	of	a
sub-tropical	forest.	Seeing	trees	in	the	distance,	Suresh	began	to	run	towards	them,
shouting	 and	 clapping	 his	 hands.	 He	 had	 never	 been	 out	 of	 town	 before.	 The
courtyard	of	his	house	and,	occasionally,	the	road	to	the	bazaar,	were	all	that	he	had
seen	of	the	world.	Now	the	trees	beckoned	him.
We	found	a	small	stream	running	through	the	forest	and	I	took	off	my	clothes	and

leapt	 into	 the	cool	water,	 inviting	Suresh	 to	 join	me.	He	hesitated	about	 taking	off
his	clothes,	but	after	watching	me	for	a	while,	his	eagerness	 to	 join	me	overcame
his	self-consciousness,	and	he	exposed	his	misshapen	little	body	to	 the	soft	spring
sunshine.
He	waded	clumsily	towards	me.	The	water	which	came	only	to	my	knees	reached

up	to	his	chest.
‘Come,	I’ll	 teach	you	to	swim,’	I	said.	And	lifting	him	up	from	the	waist,	I	held

him	afloat.	He	spluttered	and	thrashed	around,	but	stopped	struggling	when	he	found
that	he	could	stay	afloat.
Later,	sitting	on	the	banks	of	the	stream,	he	discovered	a	small	turtle	sitting	over	a

hole	 in	 the	 ground	 in	 which	 it	 had	 laid	 its	 eggs.	 He	 had	 never	 watched	 a	 turtle
before,	 and	watched	 it	 in	 fascination,	while	 it	drew	 its	head	 into	 its	 shell	 and	 then
thrust	 it	 out	 again	 with	 extreme	 circumspection.	 He	 must	 have	 felt	 that	 the	 turtle
resembled	him	in	some	respects,	with	its	squat	legs,	rounded	back,	and	tendency	to
hide	its	head	from	the	world.
After	 that	 I	went	 to	 the	 boy’s	 house	 about	 twice	 a	week,	 and	we	 nearly	 always

visited	the	stream.	Before	long	Suresh	was	able	to	swim	a	short	distance.	Knowing
how	to	swim—this	was	something	the	bazaar	boys	never	learnt—gave	him	a	certain
confidence,	made	his	life	something	more	than	a	one	dimensional	existence.
The	more	I	saw	Suresh,	 the	 less	conscious	was	I	of	his	deformities.	For	me,	he

was	fast	becoming	the	norm;	while	the	children	of	the	bazaar	seemed	abnormal	in
their	very	similarity	to	each	other.	That	he	was	still	conscious	of	his	ugliness—and
how	could	he	ever	cease	to	be—was	made	clear	to	me	about	two	months	after	our
first	meeting.



We	were	coming	home	through	the	mustard	fields,	which	had	turned	from	yellow
to	green,	when	I	noticed	that	we	were	being	followed	by	a	small	goat.	It	appeared	to
have	been	separated	from	its	mother,	and	now	attached	 itself	 to	us.	Though	I	 tried
driving	 the	 kid	 away,	 it	 continued	 tripping	 along	 at	 out	 heels,	 and	 when	 Suresh
found	that	it	persisted	in	accompanying	us,	he	picked	it	up	and	took	it	home.
The	kid	became	his	main	obsession	during	the	next	few	days.	He	fed	it	with	his

own	hands	and	allowed	it	to	sleep	at	the	foot	of	his	bed.	It	was	a	pretty	little	kid,	with
fairy	 horns	 and	 an	 engaging	 habit	 of	 doing	 a	 hop,	 skip	 and	 jump	when	moving
about	 the	 house.	 Everyone	 admired	 the	 pet,	 and	 the	 boy’s	 mother	 and	 I	 both
remarked	on	how	pretty	it	was.
His	resentment	against	the	animal	began	to	show	when	others	started	admiring	it.

He	 suspected	 that	 they	 found	 it	 better-looking	 than	 its	 owner.	 I	 remember	 finding
him	squatting	 in	 front	of	 a	 low	mirror,	 holding	 the	kid	 in	his	 arms,	 and	 studying
their	reflections	in	the	glass.	After	a	few	minutes	of	this,	Suresh	thrust	the	goat	away.
When	 he	 noticed	 that	 I	 was	 watching	 him,	 he	 got	 up	 and	 left	 the	 room	 without
looking	at	me.
Two	days	later,	when	I	called	at	the	house,	I	found	his	mother	looking	very	upset.

I	could	see	that	she	had	been	crying.	But	she	seemed	relieved	to	see	me,	and	took	me
into	the	sitting	room.	When	Suresh	saw	me,	he	got	up	from	the	floor	and	ran	to	the
veranda.
‘What’s	wrong?’	I	asked.
‘It	was	the	little	goat,’	she	said.	‘Suresh	killed	it.’
She	told	me	how	Suresh,	in	a	sudden	and	uncontrollable	rage,	had	thrown	a	brick

at	the	kid,	breaking	its	skull.	What	had	upset	her	more	than	the	animal’s	death	was
the	fact	that	Suresh	had	shown	no	regret	for	what	he	had	done.
‘I’ll	talk	to	him,’	I	said,	and	went	out	to	the	veranda,	but	the	boy	had	disappeared.
‘He	must	have	gone	to	the	bazaar,’	said	his	mother	anxiously.	‘He	does	that	when

he’s	upset.	Sometimes	I	think	he	likes	to	be	teased	and	beaten.’
He	was	not	in	the	bazaar.	I	found	him	near	the	stream,	lying	flat	on	his	belly	in	the

soft	mud,	chasing	tadpoles	with	a	stick.
‘Why	did	you	kill	the	goat?’	I	asked.
He	shrugged	his	shoulders.
‘Did	you	enjoy	killing	it?’
He	looked	at	me	and	smiled	and	nodded	his	head	vigorously.
‘How	 very	 cruel,’	 I	 said.	 But	 I	 did	 not	mean	 it.	 I	 knew	 that	 his	 cruelty	was	 no

different	 from	 mine	 or	 anyone	 else’s;	 only	 his	 was	 an	 untrammelled	 cruelty,
primitive,	as	yet	undisguised	by	civilizing	restraints.
He	took	a	penknife	from	his	shirt	pocket,	opened	it,	and	held	it	out	to	me	by	the

blade.	He	pointed	to	his	bare	stomach	and	motioned	me	to	thrust	the	blade	into	his
belly.	He	had	such	a	mournful	 look	on	his	 face	 (the	 result	of	having	offended	me



and	not	in	remorse	for	the	goat	sacrifice)	that	I	had	to	burst	out	laughing.
‘You	are	a	funny	fellow,’	I	said,	taking	the	knife	from	him	and	throwing	it	into	the

stream.	‘Come,	let’s	have	a	swim.’
We	 swam	 all	 afternoon,	 and	 Suresh	 went	 home	 smiling.	 His	 mother	 and	 I

conspired	to	keep	the	whole	affair	a	secret	from	his	father—who	had	not	in	any	case
been	aware	of	the	goat’s	presence.
Suresh	seemed	quite	contented	during	the	following	weeks.	And	then	I	received	a

letter	offering	me	a	 job	 in	Delhi	 and	 I	knew	 that	 I	would	have	 to	 take	 it,	 as	 I	was
earning	very	little	by	my	writing	at	the	time.
The	boy’s	mother	was	disappointed,	even	depressed,	when	I	 told	her	I	would	be

going	 away.	 I	 think	 she	 had	 grown	 quite	 fond	 of	 me.	 But	 the	 boy,	 always
unpredictable,	 displayed	 no	 feeling	 at	 all.	 I	 felt	 a	 little	 hurt	 by	 his	 apparent
indifference.	Did	our	weeks	of	companionship	mean	nothing	to	him?	I	told	myself
that	he	probably	did	not	realize	that	he	might	never	see	me	again.
On	 the	evening	my	 train	was	 to	 leave,	 I	went	 to	 the	house	 to	 say	goodbye.	The

boy’s	 mother	 made	 me	 promise	 to	 write	 to	 them,	 but	 Suresh	 seemed	 cold	 and
distant,	and	refused	to	sit	near	me	or	take	my	hand.	He	made	me	feel	that	I	was	an
outsider	again—one	of	the	mob	throwing	stones	at	odd	and	frightening	people.
At	eight	o’clock	that	evening	I	entered	a	third-class	compartment	and,	after	a	brief

scuffle	with	several	other	travellers,	succeeded	in	securing	a	seat	near	a	window.	It
enabled	me	to	look	down	the	length	of	the	platform.
The	 guard	 had	 blown	 his	 whistle	 and	 the	 train	 was	 about	 to	 leave	 when	 I	 saw

Suresh	standing	near	the	station	turnstile,	looking	up	and	down	the	platform.
‘Suresh!’	 I	 shouted	and	he	heard	me	and	came	hobbling	along	 the	platform.	He

had	run	the	gauntlet	of	the	bazaar	during	the	busiest	hour	of	the	evening.
‘I’ll	be	back	next	year,’	I	called.
The	train	had	begun	moving	out	of	the	station,	and	as	I	waved	to	Suresh,	he	broke

into	a	stumbling	run,	waving	his	arms	in	frantic,	restraining	gestures.
I	 saw	 him	 stumble	 against	 someone’s	 bedding	 roll	 and	 fall	 sprawling	 on	 the

ground.	The	engine	picked	up	speed	and	the	platform	receded.
And	that	was	the	last	I	saw	of	Suresh,	lying	alone	on	the	crowded	platform,	alone

in	 the	 great	 grey	 darkness	 of	 the	world,	 crooked	 and	 bent	 and	 twisted—the	most
beautiful	boy	in	the	world.



I
The	Haunted	Bicycle

	
was	living	at	the	time	in	a	village	about	five	miles	out	of	Shahganj,	a	district	in
east	Uttar	 Pradesh,	 and	my	 only	means	 of	 transport	was	 a	 bicycle.	 I	 could	 of
course	have	gone	into	Shahganj	on	any	obliging	farmer ’s	bullock	cart,	but,	 in
spite	 of	 bad	 roads	 and	my	 own	 clumsiness	 as	 a	 cyclist,	 I	 found	 the	 bicycle	 a

trifle	 faster.	 I	 went	 into	 Shahganj	 almost	 every	 day,	 collected	my	mail,	 bought	 a
newspaper,	drank	innumerable	cups	of	tea,	and	gossiped	with	the	tradesmen.	I	cycled
back	 to	 the	 village	 at	 about	 six	 in	 the	 evening,	 along	 a	 quiet,	 unfrequented	 forest
road.	During	the	winter	months	it	was	dark	by	six,	and	I	would	have	to	use	a	lamp
on	the	bicycle.
One	 evening,	 when	 I	 had	 covered	 about	 half	 the	 distance	 to	 the	 village,	 I	 was

brought	 to	a	halt	by	a	small	boy	who	was	standing	 in	 the	middle	of	 the	road.	The
forest	at	that	late	hour	was	no	place	for	a	child:	wolves	and	hyenas	were	common	in
the	district.	I	got	down	from	my	bicycle	and	approached	the	boy,	but	he	didn’t	seem
to	take	much	notice	of	me.
‘What	are	you	doing	here	on	your	own?’	I	asked.
‘I’m	waiting,’	he	said,	without	looking	at	me.
‘Waiting	for	whom?	Your	parents?’
‘No,	I	am	waiting	for	my	sister.’
‘Well,	 I	haven’t	passed	her	on	 the	 road,’	 I	 said.	 ‘She	may	be	 further	ahead.	You

had	better	come	along	with	me,	we’ll	soon	find	her.’
The	 boy	nodded	 and	 climbed	 silently	 on	 to	 the	 crossbar	 in	 front	 of	me.	 I	 have

never	been	able	to	recall	his	features.	Already	it	was	dark	and	besides,	he	kept	his
face	turned	away	from	me.
The	wind	was	against	us,	and	as	I	cycled	on,	I	shivered	with	the	cold,	but	the	boy

did	not	seem	to	feel	it.	We	had	not	gone	far	when	the	light	from	my	lamp	fell	on	the
figure	of	another	child	who	was	standing	by	the	side	of	the	road.	This	time	it	was	a
girl.	She	was	a	little	older	than	the	boy,	and	her	hair	was	long	and	windswept,	hiding
most	of	her	face.
‘Here’s	your	sister,’	I	said.	‘Let’s	take	her	along	with	us.’
The	girl	did	not	respond	to	my	smile,	and	she	did	no	more	than	nod	seriously	to

the	 boy.	 But	 she	 climbed	 up	 on	 to	my	 back	 carrier,	 and	 allowed	me	 to	 pedal	 off
again.	Their	replies	to	my	friendly	questions	were	monosyllabic,	and	I	gathered	that
they	were	wary	of	strangers.	Well,	when	I	got	to	the	village,	I	would	hand	them	over
to	the	headman,	and	he	could	locate	their	parents.
The	road	was	 level,	but	I	 felt	as	 though	I	was	cycling	uphill.	And	then	I	noticed

that	 the	boy’s	head	was	much	closer	 to	my	face,	 that	 the	girl’s	breathing	was	 loud



and	heavy,	almost	as	though	she	was	doing	the	riding.	Despite	the	cold	wind,	I	began
to	feel	hot	and	suffocated.
‘I	think	we’d	better	take	a	rest,’	I	suggested.
‘No!’	cried	the	boy	and	girl	together.	‘No	rest!’
I	was	 so	 surprised	 that	 I	 rode	on	without	 any	 argument;	 and	 then,	 just	 as	 I	was

thinking	 of	 ignoring	 their	 demand	 and	 stopping,	 I	 noticed	 that	 the	 boy’s	 hands,
which	were	resting	on	the	handlebar,	had	grown	long	and	black	and	hairy.
My	hands	shook	and	the	bicycle	wobbled	about	on	the	road.
‘Be	careful!’	shouted	the	children	in	unison.	‘Look	where	you	are	going!’
Their	tone	now	was	menacing	and	far	from	childlike.	I	took	a	quick	glance	over

my	 shoulder	 and	 had	 my	 worst	 fears	 confirmed.	 The	 girl’s	 face	 was	 huge	 and
bloated.	Her	legs,	black	and	hairy,	were	trailing	along	the	ground.
‘Stop!’	ordered	the	terrible	children.	‘Stop	near	the	stream!’
But	before	I	could	do	anything,	my	front	wheel	hit	a	stone	and	the	bicycle	toppled

over.	As	I	sprawled	in	the	dust,	I	felt	something	hard,	like	a	hoof,	hit	me	on	the	back
of	the	head,	and	then	there	was	total	darkness.
When	 I	 recovered	 consciousness,	 I	 noticed	 that	 the	 moon	 had	 risen	 and	 was

sparkling	on	 the	waters	of	a	stream.	The	children	were	not	 to	be	seen	anywhere.	 I
got	 up	 from	 the	 ground	 and	 began	 to	 brush	 the	 dust	 from	my	 clothes.	And	 then,
hearing	the	sound	of	splashing	and	churning	in	the	stream,	I	looked	up	again.
Two	small	black	buffaloes	gazed	at	me	from	the	muddy,	moonlit	water.



R
The	Fight

	
anji	had	been	less	than	a	month	in	Rajpur	when	he	discovered	the	pool	in	the
forest.	It	was	the	height	of	summer,	and	his	school	had	not	yet	opened,	and,
having	as	yet	made	no	friends	in	this	semi-hill	station,	he	wandered	about	a
good	 deal	 by	 himself	 into	 the	 hills	 and	 forests	 that	 stretched	 away

interminably	on	all	sides	of	the	town.	It	was	hot,	very	hot,	at	that	time	of	year,	and
Ranji	walked	about	in	his	vest	and	shorts,	his	brown	feet	white	with	the	chalky	dust
that	 flew	 up	 from	 the	 ground.	 The	 earth	was	 parched,	 the	 grass	 brown,	 the	 trees
listless,	hardly	stirring,	waiting	for	a	cool	wind	or	a	refreshing	shower	of	rain.
It	was	on	such	a	day—a	hot,	tired	day—that	Ranji	found	the	pool	in	the	forest.	The

water	had	a	gentle	translucency,	and	you	could	see	the	smooth	round	pebbles	at	the
bottom	 of	 the	 pool.	A	 small	 stream	 emerged	 from	 a	 cluster	 of	 rocks	 to	 feed	 the
pool.	During	the	monsoon,	this	stream	would	be	a	gushing	torrent,	cascading	down
from	the	hills,	but	during	the	summer	it	was	barely	a	 trickle.	The	rocks,	however,
held	the	water	in	the	pool,	and	it	did	not	dry	up	like	the	pools	in	the	plains.
When	Ranji	 saw	 the	 pool,	 he	 did	 not	 hesitate	 to	 get	 into	 it.	He	 had	 often	 gone

swimming,	 alone	 or	with	 friends,	when	 he	 had	 lived	with	 his	 parents	 in	 a	 thirsty
town	in	the	middle	of	the	Rajputana	desert.	There,	he	had	known	only	sticky,	muddy
pools,	where	buffaloes	wallowed	and	women	washed	clothes.	He	had	never	seen	a
pool	like	this—so	clean	and	cold	and	inviting.	He	threw	off	all	his	clothes,	as	he	had
done	when	he	went	swimming	in	the	plains,	and	leapt	into	the	water.	His	limbs	were
supple,	free	of	any	fat,	and	his	dark	body	glistened	in	patches	of	sunlit	water.
The	next	day	he	came	again	 to	quench	his	body	in	 the	cool	waters	of	 the	forest

pool.	He	was	there	for	almost	an	hour,	sliding	in	and	out	of	the	limpid	green	water,
or	lying	stretched	out	on	the	smooth	yellow	rocks	in	the	shade	of	broad-leaved	sal
trees.	It	was	while	he	lay	thus,	naked	on	a	rock,	that	he	noticed	another	boy	standing
a	little	distance	away,	staring	at	him	in	a	rather	hostile	manner.	The	other	boy	was	a
little	older	than	Ranji,	taller,	thickset,	with	a	broad	nose	and	thick,	red	lips.	He	had
only	 just	 noticed	 Ranji,	 and	 he	 stood	 at	 the	 edge	 of	 the	 pool,	 wearing	 a	 pair	 of
bathing	shorts,	waiting	for	Ranji	to	explain	himself.
When	Ranji	did	not	say	anything,	the	other	called	out,	‘What	are	you	doing	here,

Mister?’
Ranji,	who	was	 prepared	 to	 be	 friendly,	was	 taken	 aback	 at	 the	 hostility	 of	 the

other ’s	tone.
‘I	am	swimming,’	he	replied.	‘Why	don’t	you	join	me?’
‘I	always	swim	alone,’	said	the	other.	‘This	is	my	pool,	I	did	not	invite	you	here.

And	why	are	you	not	wearing	any	clothes?’



‘It	is	not	your	business	if	I	do	not	wear	clothes.	I	have	nothing	to	be	ashamed	of.’
‘You	skinny	fellow,	put	on	your	clothes.’
‘Fat	fool,	take	yours	off.’
This	was	too	much	for	the	stranger	to	tolerate.	He	strode	up	to	Ranji,	who	still	sat

on	 the	 rock	 and,	 planting	 his	 broad	 feet	 firmly	 on	 the	 sand,	 said	 (as	 though	 this
would	settle	the	matter	once	and	for	all),	‘Don’t	you	know	I	am	a	Punjabi?	I	do	not
take	replies	from	villagers	like	you!’
‘So	you	like	to	fight	with	villagers?’	said	Ranji.	‘Well,	I	am	not	a	villager.	I	am	a

Rajput!’
‘I	am	a	Punjabi!’
‘I	am	a	Rajput!’
They	 had	 reached	 an	 impasse.	 One	 had	 said	 he	 was	 a	 Punjabi,	 the	 other	 had

proclaimed	himself	a	Rajput.	There	was	little	else	that	could	be	said.
‘You	understand	that	I	am	a	Punjabi?’	said	the	stranger,	feeling	that	perhaps	this

information	had	not	penetrated	Ranji’s	head.
‘I	have	heard	you	say	it	three	times,’	replied	Ranji.
‘Then	why	are	you	not	running	away?’
‘I	am	waiting	for	you	to	run	away!’
‘I	will	have	 to	beat	you,’	said	 the	stranger,	assuming	a	violent	attitude,	showing

Ranji	the	palm	of	his	hand.
‘I	am	waiting	to	see	you	do	it,’	said	Ranji.
‘You	will	see	me	do	it,’	said	the	other	boy.
Ranji	 waited.	 The	 other	 boy	 made	 a	 strange,	 hissing	 sound.	 They	 stared	 each

other	in	the	eye	for	almost	a	minute.	Then	the	Punjabi	boy	slapped	Ranji	across	the
face	with	all	 the	force	he	could	muster.	Ranji	staggered,	feeling	quite	dizzy.	There
were	thick	red	finger	marks	on	his	cheek.
‘There	you	are!’	exclaimed	his	assailant.	‘Will	you	be	off	now?’
For	answer,	Ranji	swung	his	arm	up	and	pushed	a	hard,	bony	fist	into	the	other ’s

face.
And	then	they	were	at	each	other ’s	throats,	swaying	on	the	rock,	tumbling	on	to

the	sand,	 rolling	over	and	over,	 their	 legs	and	arms	 locked	 in	a	desperate,	violent
struggle.	 Gasping	 and	 cursing,	 clawing	 and	 slapping,	 they	 rolled	 right	 into	 the
shallows	of	the	pool.
Even	in	the	water	the	fight	continued	as,	spluttering	and	covered	with	mud,	they

groped	 for	 each	 other ’s	 head	 and	 throat.	 But	 after	 five	 minutes	 of	 frenzied,
unscientific	 struggle,	 neither	 boy	 had	 emerged	 victorious.	 Their	 bodies	 heaving
with	 exhaustion,	 they	 stood	 back	 from	 each	 other,	 making	 tremendous	 efforts	 to
speak.
‘Now—now	do	you	realize—I	am	a	Punjabi?’	gasped	the	stranger.
‘Do	you	know	I	am	a	Rajput?’	said	Ranji	with	difficulty.



They	gave	a	moment’s	consideration	to	each	other ’s	answers,	and	in	that	moment
of	silence	there	was	only	their	heavy	breathing	and	the	rapid	beating	of	their	hearts.
‘Then	you	will	not	leave	the	pool?’	said	the	Punjabi	boy.
‘I	will	not	leave	it,’	said	Ranji.
‘Then	we	shall	have	to	continue	the	fight,’	said	the	other.
‘All	right,’	said	Ranji.
But	neither	boy	moved,	neither	took	the	initiative.
The	Punjabi	boy	had	an	inspiration.
‘We	will	continue	the	fight	 tomorrow,’	he	said.	‘If	you	dare	to	come	here	again

tomorrow,	we	will	continue	this	fight,	and	I	will	not	show	you	mercy	as	I	have	done
today.’
‘I	will	come	tomorrow,’	said	Ranji.	‘I	will	be	ready	for	you.’
They	 turned	 from	 each	 other	 then	 and,	 going	 to	 their	 respective	 rocks,	 put	 on

their	clothes,	and	left	the	forest	by	different	routes.
When	Ranji	 got	 home,	 he	 found	 it	 difficult	 to	 explain	 the	 cuts	 and	 bruises	 that

showed	on	his	 face,	 legs	 and	 arms.	 It	was	difficult	 to	 conceal	 the	 fact	 that	 he	had
been	in	an	unusually	violent	fight,	and	his	mother	insisted	on	his	staying	at	home	for
the	rest	of	the	day.	That	evening,	though,	he	slipped	out	of	the	house	and	went	to	the
bazaar,	where	he	found	comfort	and	solace	in	a	bottle	of	vividly	coloured	lemonade
and	a	banana	leaf	full	of	hot,	sweet	jalebis.	He	had	just	finished	the	lemonade	when
he	saw	his	adversary	coming	down	the	road.	His	first	impulse	was	to	turn	away	and
look	elsewhere,	 his	 second	 to	 throw	 the	 lemonade	bottle	 at	 his	 enemy.	But	he	did
neither	 of	 these	 things.	 Instead,	 he	 stood	 his	 ground	 and	 scowled	 at	 his	 passing
adversary.	 And	 the	 Punjabi	 boy	 said	 nothing	 either,	 but	 scowled	 back	 with	 equal
ferocity.
The	next	day	was	as	hot	as	the	previous	one.	Ranji	felt	weak	and	lazy	and	not	at	all

eager	for	a	fight.	His	body	was	stiff	and	sore	after	the	previous	day’s	encounter.	But
he	 could	 not	 refuse	 the	 challenge.	 Not	 to	 turn	 up	 at	 the	 pool	 would	 be	 an
acknowledgement	 of	 defeat.	 From	 the	way	he	 felt	 just	 then,	 he	knew	he	would	be
beaten	in	another	fight.	But	he	could	not	acquiesce	in	his	own	defeat.	He	must	defy
his	enemy	to	 the	 last,	or	outwit	him,	for	only	 then	could	he	gain	his	 respect.	 If	he
surrendered	now,	he	would	be	beaten	for	all	time;	but	to	fight	and	be	beaten	today
left	him	free	to	fight	and	be	beaten	again.	As	long	as	he	fought,	he	had	a	right	to	the
pool	in	the	forest.
He	was	half	hoping	that	the	Punjabi	boy	would	have	forgotten	the	challenge,	but

these	hopes	were	dashed	when	he	saw	his	opponent	sitting,	stripped	to	the	waist,	on	a
rock	on	 the	other	 side	of	 the	pool.	The	Punjabi	boy	was	 rubbing	oil	on	his	body,
massaging	it	into	his	broad	thighs.	He	saw	Ranji	beneath	the	sal	trees,	and	called	a
challenge	across	the	waters	of	the	pool.
‘Come	over	on	this	side	and	fight!’	he	shouted.



But	Ranji	was	not	going	to	submit	to	any	conditions	laid	down	by	his	opponent.
‘Come	this	side	and	fight!’	he	shouted	back	with	equal	vigour.
‘Swim	across	and	fight	me	here!’	called	the	other.	‘Or	perhaps	you	cannot	swim

the	length	of	this	pool?’
But	Ranji	could	have	swum	the	 length	of	 the	pool	a	dozen	 times	without	 tiring,

and	here	he	would	show	the	Punjabi	boy	his	superiority.	So,	slipping	out	of	his	vest
and	 shorts,	 he	 dived	 straight	 into	 the	 water,	 cutting	 through	 it	 like	 a	 knife,	 and
surfaced	with	hardly	a	splash.	The	Punjabi	boy’s	mouth	hung	open	in	amazement.
‘You	can	dive!’	he	exclaimed.
‘It	is	easy,’	said	Ranji,	treading	water,	waiting	for	a	further	challenge.	‘Can’t	you

dive?’
‘No,’	said	the	other.	‘I	jump	straight	in.	But	if	you	will	tell	me	how,	I	will	make	a

dive.’
‘It	is	easy,’	said	Ranji.	‘Stand	on	the	rock,	stretch	your	arms	out	and	allow	your

head	to	displace	your	feet.’
The	 Punjabi	 boy	 stood	 up,	 stiff	 and	 straight,	 stretched	 out	 his	 arms,	 and	 threw

himself	 into	 the	water.	He	 landed	 flat	on	his	belly,	with	a	 crash	 that	 sent	 the	birds
screaming	out	of	the	trees.
Ranji	dissolved	into	laughter.
‘Are	 you	 trying	 to	 empty	 the	 pool?’	 he	 asked,	 as	 the	 Punjabi	 boy	 came	 to	 the

surface,	spouting	water	like	a	small	whale.
‘Wasn’t	it	good?’	asked	the	boy,	evidently	proud	of	his	feat.
‘Not	 very	 good,’	 said	 Ranji.	 ‘You	 should	 have	more	 practice.	 See,	 I	 will	 do	 it

again.’
And	pulling	himself	up	on	a	rock,	he	executed	another	perfect	dive.	The	other	boy

waited	for	him	to	come	up,	but,	swimming	under	water,	Ranji	circled	him	and	came
upon	him	from	behind.
‘How	did	you	do	that?’	asked	the	astonished	youth.
‘Can’t	you	swim	under	water?’	asked	Ranji.
‘No,	but	I	will	try	it.’
The	Punjabi	boy	made	a	 tremendous	effort	 to	plunge	 to	 the	bottom	of	 the	pool

and	 indeed	 he	 thought	 he	 had	 gone	 right	 down,	 though	 his	 bottom,	 like	 a	 duck’s,
remained	above	the	surface.
Ranji,	however,	did	not	discourage	him.
‘It	was	not	bad,’	he	said.	‘But	you	need	a	lot	of	practice.’
‘Will	you	teach	me?’	asked	his	enemy.
‘If	you	like,	I	will	teach	you.’
‘You	must	teach	me.	If	you	do	not	teach	me,	I	will	beat	you.	Will	you	come	here

every	day	and	teach	me?’
‘If	you	 like,’	 said	Ranji.	They	had	pulled	 themselves	out	of	 the	water,	and	were



sitting	side	by	side	on	a	smooth	grey	rock.
‘My	name	is	Suraj,’	said	the	Punjabi	boy.	‘What	is	yours?’
‘It	is	Ranji.’
‘I	 am	 strong,	 am	 I	 not?’	 asked	Suraj,	 bending	 his	 arm	 so	 that	 a	 ball	 of	muscle

stood	up	stretching	the	white	of	his	flesh.
‘You	are	strong,’	said	Ranji.	‘You	are	a	real	pahelwan.’
‘One	day	I	will	be	the	world’s	champion	wrestler,’	said	Suraj,	slapping	his	thighs,

which	shook	with	 the	 impact	of	his	hand.	He	 looked	critically	at	Ranji’s	hard	 thin
body.	‘You	are	quite	strong	yourself,’	he	conceded.	‘But	you	are	too	bony.	I	know,
you	people	do	not	eat	enough.	You	must	come	and	have	your	food	with	me.	I	drink
one	seer	 of	milk	 every	 day.	We	have	 got	 our	 own	 cow!	Be	my	 friend,	 and	 I	will
make	 you	 a	 pahelwan	 like	 me!	 I	 know—if	 you	 teach	 me	 to	 dive	 and	 swim
underwater,	I	will	make	you	a	pahelwan!	That	is	fair,	isn’t	it?’
‘That	 is	 fair!’	 said	Ranji,	 though	 he	 doubted	 if	 he	was	 getting	 the	 better	 of	 the

exchange.
Suraj	put	his	arm	around	the	younger	boy	and	said,	‘We	are	friends	now,	yes?’
They	looked	at	each	other	with	honest,	unflinching	eyes,	and	in	that	moment	love

and	understanding	were	born.
‘We	are	friends,’	said	Ranji.
The	birds	had	settled	again	in	their	branches,	and	the	pool	was	quiet	and	limpid	in

the	shade	of	the	sal	trees.
‘It	is	our	pool,’	said	Suraj.	‘Nobody	else	can	come	here	without	our	permission.

Who	would	dare?’
‘Who	would	dare?’	 said	Ranji,	 smiling	with	 the	knowledge	 that	he	had	won	 the

day.



R
A	Rupee	Goes	a	Long	Way

	
anji	 had	 a	 one-rupee	 coin.	 He’d	 had	 it	 since	 morning,	 and	 now	 it	 was
afternoon—and	that	was	far	 too	long	to	keep	a	rupee.	It	was	time	he	spent
the	money,	or	some	of	it,	or	most	of	it.
Ranji	had	made	a	list	in	his	head	of	all	the	things	he	wanted	to	buy	and	all

the	things	he	wanted	to	eat.	But	he	knew	that	with	only	one	rupee	in	his	pocket	the
list	wouldn’t	get	much	shorter.	His	tummy,	he	decided,	should	be	given	first	choice.
So	he	made	his	way	to	 the	Jumna	Sweet	Shop,	 tossed	 the	coin	on	 the	counter,	and
asked	for	a	rupee’s	worth	of	jalebis—those	spangled,	golden	sweets	made	of	flour
and	sugar	that	are	so	popular	in	India.
The	shopkeeper	picked	up	the	coin,	 looked	at	 it	carefully,	and	set	 it	back	on	the

counter.	‘That	coin’s	no	good,’	he	said.
‘Are	you	sure?’	Ranji	asked.
‘Look,’	said	the	shopkeeper,	holding	up	the	coin.	‘It’s	got	England’s	King	George

on	one	side.	These	coins	went	out	of	use	long	ago.	If	it	was	one	of	the	older	ones—
like	Queen	Victoria’s,	made	of	silver—it	would	be	worth	something	for	the	silver,
much	more	than	a	rupee.	But	this	isn’t	a	silver	rupee.	So,	you	see,	it	isn’t	old	enough
to	be	valuable,	and	it	isn’t	new	enough	to	buy	anything.’
Ranji	looked	from	the	coin	to	the	shopkeeper	to	the	chains	of	hot	jalebis	sizzling

in	a	pan.	He	shrugged,	took	the	coin	back	and	turned	on	to	the	road.	There	was	no
one	to	blame	for	the	coin.
Ranji	 wandered	 through	 the	 bazaar.	 He	 gazed	 after	 the	 passing	 balloon	 man,

whose	long	pole	was	hung	with	balloons	of	many	colours.	They	were	only	twenty
paise	 each—he	 could	 have	 had	 five	 for	 a	 rupee—but	 he	 didn’t	 have	 any	 more
change.
He	was	watching	some	boys	playing	marbles	and	wondering	whether	he	should

join	 them,	 when	 he	 heard	 a	 familiar	 voice	 behind	 him.	 ‘Where	 are	 you	 going,
Ranji?’
It	was	Mohinder	 Singh,	Ranji’s	 friend.	Mohinder ’s	 turban	was	 too	 big	 for	 him

and	was	almost	falling	over	his	eyes.	In	one	hand	he	held	a	home-made	fishing	rod,
complete	with	hook	and	line.
‘I’m	not	going	anywhere,’	said	Ranji.	‘Where	are	you	going?’
‘I’m	 not	 going,	 I’ve	 been,’	 Mohinder	 said.	 ‘I	 was	 fishing	 in	 the	 canal	 all

morning.’
Ranji	stared	at	the	fishing	rod.	‘Will	you	lend	it	to	me?’	he	asked.
‘You’ll	only	lose	it	or	break	it,’	Mohinder	said.	‘But	I	don’t	mind	selling	it	to	you.

Two	rupees.	Is	that	too	much?’



‘I’ve	got	one	rupee,’	said	Ranji,	showing	his	coin.	‘But	it’s	an	old	one.	The	sweet-
seller	would	not	take	it.’
‘Please	let	me	see	it,’	said	Mohinder.
He	took	the	coin	and	looked	it	over	as	though	he	knew	all	about	coins.	‘Hmmm

…	I	don’t	suppose	it’s	worth	much,	but	my	uncle	collects	old	coins.	Give	it	 to	me
and	I’ll	give	you	the	rod.’
‘All	right,’	said	Ranji,	only	too	happy	to	make	the	exchange.	He	took	the	fishing

rod,	waved	goodbye	to	Mohinder	and	set	off.	Soon	he	was	on	the	main	road	leading
out	of	town.
After	 some	 time	 a	 truck	 came	 along.	 It	was	 on	 its	way	 to	 the	 quarries	 near	 the

riverbed,	where	it	would	be	loaded	with	limestone.	Ranji	knew	the	driver	and	waved
and	shouted	to	him	until	he	stopped.
‘Will	you	take	me	to	the	river?’	Ranji	asked.	‘I’m	going	fishing.’
There	was	already	someone	sitting	up	 in	 the	front	with	 the	driver.	 ‘Climb	up	 in

the	back,’	he	said.	‘And	don’t	lean	over	the	side.’
Ranji	 climbed	 into	 the	 back	 of	 the	 open	 truck.	 Soon	 he	was	watching	 the	 road

slide	away	from	him.	They	quickly	passed	bullock	carts,	cyclists	and	a	long	line	of
camels.	Motorists	honked	their	horns	as	dust	from	the	truck	whirled	up	in	front	of
them.
Soon	the	truck	stopped	near	the	riverbed.	Ranji	got	down,	thanked	the	driver,	and

began	walking	along	the	bank.	It	was	the	dry	season	and	the	river	was	just	a	shallow,
muddy	stream.	Ranji	walked	up	and	down	without	finding	water	deep	enough	for	the
smallest	of	fish.
‘No	wonder	Mohinder	 let	me	 have	 his	 rod,’	 he	muttered.	And	with	 a	 shrug	 he

turned	back	towards	the	town.
It	was	a	 long,	hot	walk	back	 to	 the	bazaar.	Ranji	walked	slowly	along	 the	dusty

road,	swiping	at	bushes	with	his	fishing	rod.	There	were	ripe	mangoes	on	the	trees,
and	Ranji	tried	to	get	at	a	few	of	them	with	the	tip	of	the	rod,	but	they	were	well	out
of	 reach.	 The	 sight	 of	 all	 those	 mangoes	 made	 his	 mouth	 water,	 and	 he	 thought
again	of	the	jalebis	that	he	hadn’t	been	able	to	buy.
He	 had	 reached	 a	 few	 scattered	 houses	 when	 he	 saw	 a	 barefoot	 boy	 playing	 a

flute.	In	the	stillness	of	the	hot	afternoon	the	cheap	flute	made	a	cheerful	sound.
Ranji	 stopped	walking.	The	boy	 stopped	playing.	They	 stood	 there,	 sizing	 each

other	up.	The	boy	had	his	eye	on	Ranji’s	fishing	rod;	Ranji	had	his	eye	on	the	flute.
‘Been	fishing?’	asked	the	flute	player.
‘Yes,’	said	Ranji.
‘Did	you	catch	anything?’
‘No,’	said	Ranji.	‘I	didn’t	stay	very	long.’
‘Did	you	see	any	fish?’
‘The	water	was	very	muddy.’



There	was	a	long	silence.	Then	Ranji	said,	‘It’s	a	good	rod.’
‘This	is	a	good	flute,’	said	the	boy.
Ranji	took	the	flute	and	examined	it.	He	put	it	to	his	lips	and	blew	hard.	There	was

a	shrill,	squeaky	noise,	and	a	startled	magpie	flew	out	of	a	mango	tree.
‘Not	bad,’	said	Ranji.
The	boy	had	taken	the	rod	from	Ranji	and	was	looking	it	over.	‘Not	bad,’	he	said.
Ranji	hesitated	no	longer.	‘Let’s	exchange.’
A	trade	was	made,	and	the	barefoot	boy	rested	the	fishing	rod	on	his	shoulder	and

went	on	his	way,	leaving	Ranji	with	the	flute.
Ranji	began	playing	the	flute,	running	up	and	down	the	scale.	The	notes	sounded

lovely	to	him,	but	they	startled	people	who	were	passing	on	the	road.
After	 a	 while	 Ranji	 felt	 thirsty	 and	 drank	water	 from	 a	 roadside	 tap.	When	 he

came	to	 the	clock	 tower,	where	 the	bazaar	began,	he	sat	on	 the	 low	wall	and	blew
vigorously	on	 the	 flute.	Several	 children	gathered	around,	 thinking	he	might	be	a
snake	charmer.	When	no	snake	appeared,	they	went	away.
‘I	can	play	better	than	that,’	said	a	boy	who	was	carrying	several	empty	milk	cans.
‘Let’s	see,’	Ranji	said.
The	boy	took	the	flute	and	put	it	to	his	lips	and	played	a	lovely	little	tune.
‘You	can	have	it	for	a	rupee,’	said	Ranji.
‘I	don’t	have	any	money	to	spare,’	said	the	boy.	‘What	I	get	for	my	milk,	I	have	to

take	home.	But	you	can	have	this	necklace.’
He	showed	Ranji	a	pretty	necklace	of	brightly	coloured	stones.
‘I’m	not	a	girl,’	said	Ranji.
‘I	didn’t	say	you	have	to	wear	it.	You	can	give	it	to	your	sister.’
‘I	don’t	have	a	sister.’
‘Then	you	can	give	it	to	your	mother,’	said	the	boy.	‘Or	your	grandmother.	The

stones	are	very	precious.	They	were	found	in	the	mountains	near	Tibet.’
Ranji	was	tempted.	He	knew	the	stones	had	little	value,	but	they	were	pretty.	And

he	was	tired	of	the	flute.
They	made	the	exchange,	and	the	boy	went	off	playing	the	flute.	Ranji	was	about

to	thrust	the	necklace	into	his	pocket	when	he	noticed	a	girl	staring	at	him.	Her	name
was	Koki	and	she	lived	close	to	his	house.
‘Hello,	Koki,’	he	said,	feeling	rather	silly	with	the	necklace	still	in	his	hands.
‘What’s	that	you’ve	got,	Ranji?’
‘A	necklace.	It’s	pretty,	isn’t	it?	Would	you	like	to	have	it?’
‘Oh,	thank	you,’	said	Koki,	clapping	her	hands	with	pleasure.
‘One	rupee,’	said	Ranji.
‘Oh,’	said	Koki.
She	made	a	 face,	but	Ranji	was	 looking	 the	other	way	and	humming.	Koki	kept

staring	 at	 the	 necklace.	 Slowly	 she	 opened	 a	 little	 purse,	 took	 out	 a	 shining	 new



rupee,	and	held	it	out	to	Ranji.
Ranji	 handed	her	 the	necklace.	The	 coin	 felt	 hot	 in	his	hand.	 It	wasn’t	 going	 to

stay	 there	 for	 long.	Ranji’s	 stomach	was	 rumbling.	He	 ran	across	 the	 street	 to	 the
Jumna	Sweet	Shop	and	tossed	the	coin	on	the	counter.
‘Jalebis	for	a	rupee,’	he	said.
The	sweet	seller	picked	up	the	coin,	studied	it	carefully,	then	gave	Ranji	a	toothy

smile	and	said,	‘Always	at	your	service,	sir.’	He	filled	a	paper	bag	with	hot	jalebis
and	handed	them	over.
When	Ranji	reached	the	clock	tower,	he	found	Koki	waiting.
‘Oh,	I’m	so	hungry,’	she	said,	giving	him	a	shy	smile.
So	they	sat	side	by	side	on	the	low	wall,	and	Koki	helped	Ranji	finish	the	jalebis.



A
Faraway	Places

	
nil	and	his	parents	lived	in	a	small	coastal	town	on	the	Kathlawar	peninsula,
where	Anil’s	father	was	an	engineer	in	the	Public	Works	Department.	The
boy	attended	the	local	school	but	as	his	home	was	some	way	out	of	town,
he	hadn’t	the	opportunity	of	making	many	friends.

Sometimes	he	went	for	a	walk	with	his	father	or	mother,	but	most	of	the	time	they
were	busy,	his	mother	 in	 the	house,	his	father	 in	 the	office,	and	as	a	result	he	was
usually	left	to	his	own	resources.	However,	one	day	Anil’s	father	took	him	down	to
the	docks,	about	two	miles	from	the	house.	They	drove	down	in	a	car,	and	took	the
car	right	up	to	the	pier.
It	was	a	small	port,	with	a	cargo	steamer	in	dock,	and	a	few	fishing	vessels	in	the

harbour.	But	the	sight	of	the	sea	and	the	ships	put	a	strange	longing	in	Anil’s	heart.
The	fishing	vessels	plied	only	up	and	down	the	Gulf.	But	the	little	steamer,	with	its

black	hull	and	 red	and	white	 funnel	held	 romance,	 the	 romance	of	great	distances
and	 faraway	 ports	 of	 call,	 with	 magical	 names	 like	 Yokohama,	 Valparaiso,	 San
Diego,	London	…
Anil’s	 father	 knew	 the	 captain	 of	 the	 steamer,	 and	 took	 his	 son	 aboard.	 The

captain	was	a	Scotsman	named	Mr	MacWhirr,	a	very	jolly	person	with	a	thunderous
laugh	that	showed	up	a	set	of	dirty	yellow	teeth.	Mr	MacWhirr	liked	to	chew	tobacco
and	spit	 it	all	over	 the	deck,	but	he	offered	Anil’s	 father	 the	best	of	cigarettes	and
produced	a	bar	of	chocolate	for	Anil.
‘Well,	young	man,’	he	said	to	the	boy	with	a	wink,	‘how	would	you	like	to	join

the	crew	of	my	ship,	and	see	the	world?’
‘I’d	like	to,	very	much,	captain	sir,’	said	Anil,	looking	up	uncertainly	at	his	father.
The	captain	roared	with	laughter,	patted	Anil	on	the	shoulder,	and	spat	tobacco	on

the	floor.
‘You’d	like	to,	eh?	I	wonder	what	your	father	has	to	say	to	that!’
But	Anil’s	father	had	nothing	to	say.
Anil	visited	the	ship	once	again	with	his	father,	and	got	to	know	the	captain	a	little

better;	 and	 the	 captain	 said,	 ‘Well,	 boy,	 whenever	 you’ve	 nothing	 to	 do,	 you’re
welcome	 aboard	my	 ship.	 You	 can	 have	 a	 look	 at	 the	 engines,	 if	 you	 like,	 or	 at
anything	else	that	takes	your	fancy.’
The	next	day	Anil	walked	down	to	 the	docks	alone,	and	 the	captain	 lowered	 the

gangplank	especially	for	him.	Anil	spent	the	entire	day	on	board,	asking	questions
of	the	captain	and	the	crew.	He	made	friends	quickly,	and	the	following	day,	when	he
came	aboard,	they	greeted	him	as	though	he	was	already	one	of	them.
‘Can	I	come	with	you	on	your	next	voyage?’	he	asked	the	captain.	‘I	can	scrub	the



deck	and	clean	the	cabins,	and	you	don’t	have	to	pay	me	anything.’
Captain	MacWhirr	was	taken	aback,	but	a	twinkle	came	into	his	eye,	and	he	put	his

head	back	and	laughed	indulgently.	‘You’re	just	the	person	we	want!	We	sail	any	day
now,	my	boy,	so	you’d	better	get	yourself	ready.	A	little	more	cargo,	and	we’ll	be
steaming	into	the	Arabian	Sea.	First	call	Aden,	then	Suez,	and	up	the	Canal!’
‘Will	 you	 tell	me	 one	 or	 two	 days	 before	we	 sail,	 so	 that	 I	 can	 get	my	 things

ready?’	asked	Anil.
‘I’ll	do	 that,’	 said	 the	captain.	 ‘But	don’t	you	 think	you	should	discuss	 this	with

your	father?	Your	parents	might	not	like	being	left	alone	so	suddenly.’
‘Oh,	no,	sir,	I	can’t	tell	them;	they	wouldn’t	like	it	at	all.	You	won’t	tell	them,	will

you,	captain	sir?’
‘No,	of	course	not,	my	boy,’	said	Captain	MacWhirr,	with	a	huge	wink.
During	 the	 next	 two	 days	 Anil	 remained	 at	 home,	 feverishly	 excited,	 busily

making	 preparations	 for	 the	 voyage.	 He	 filled	 a	 pillowcase	with	 some	 clothes,	 a
penknife	and	a	bar	of	chocolate,	and	hid	the	bundle	in	an	old	cupboard.
At	dinner,	one	evening,	the	conversation	came	around	to	the	subject	of	ships,	and

Anil’s	mother	 spoke	 to	 her	 husband,	 ‘I	 understand	 your	 friend,	 the	 captain	 of	 the
cargo	ship,	sails	tonight.’
‘That’s	right,’	said	the	boy’s	father.	‘We	won’t	see	him	again	for	sometime.’
Anil	 wanted	 to	 interrupt	 and	 inform	 them	 that	 Captain	 MacWhirr	 wouldn’t	 be

sailing	yet,	but	he	did	not	want	to	arouse	his	parents’	suspicions.	And	yet,	the	more
he	pondered	over	his	mother ’s	remark,	the	less	certain	he	felt.	Perhaps	the	ship	was
sailing	that	night;	perhaps	the	captain	had	mentioned	the	fact	to	Anil’s	parents	so	that
the	 information	could	be	passed	on.	After	all,	Anil	hadn’t	been	down	to	 the	docks
for	two	days,	and	the	captain	couldn’t	have	had	the	opportunity	of	notifying	Anil	of
the	ship’s	imminent	departure.
Anyway,	 Anil	 decided	 there	 was	 no	 time	 to	 lose.	 He	 went	 to	 his	 room	 and,

collecting	 the	bundle	of	clothes,	 slipped	out	of	 the	house.	His	parents	were	sitting
out	 on	 the	 veranda	 and	 for	 a	 while	 Anil	 stood	 outside	 in	 the	 gathering	 dusk,
watching	them.	He	felt	a	pang	of	regret	at	having	to	leave	them	alone	for	so	long,
perhaps	several	months;	he	would	have	liked	to	take	them	along,	too,	but	he	knew
that	wouldn’t	be	practical.	Perhaps,	when	he	had	a	ship	of	his	own	…
He	hurried	down	the	garden	path,	and	as	soon	as	he	was	on	the	road	to	the	docks,

he	broke	into	a	run.	He	felt	sure	he	had	heard	the	hoot	of	a	steamer.
Anil	 ran	 down	 the	 pier,	 breathing	 heavily,	 his	 bundle	 of	 clothes	 beginning	 to

come	undone.	He	saw	the	steamer,	but	it	was	moving.	It	was	moving	slowly	out	of
the	harbour,	sending	the	waves	rippling	back	to	the	pier.
‘Captain!’	shouted	Anil.	‘Wait	for	me!’
A	sailor,	standing	in	the	bow,	waved	to	Anil;	but	that	was	all.	Anil	stood	at	the	end

of	the	pier,	waving	his	hands	and	shouting	desperately.



‘Captain,	oh,	captain	sir,	wait	for	me!’
Nobody	answered	him.	The	sea	gulls,	wheeling	in	the	wake	of	the	ship,	seemed	to

take	up	his	cry.	‘Captain,	captain	…’
The	 ship	 drew	 further	 away,	 gathering	 speed.	 Still	 Anil	 shouted,	 in	 a	 hoarse,

pleading	voice.	Yokohama,	Valparaiso,	San	Diego,	London,	all	were	slipping	away
forever	…
He	stood	alone	on	the	pier,	his	bundle	at	his	feet,	the	harbour	lights	beginning	to

twinkle,	 the	 gulls	 wheeling	 around	 him.	 ‘First	 call	 Aden,	 then	 Suez,	 and	 up	 the
Canal.’	 But	 for	 Anil	 there	 was	 only	 the	 empty	 house	 and	 the	 boredom	 of	 the
schoolroom.
Next	year,	sometime,	he	told	himself,	Captain	MacWhirr	would	return.	He	would

be	back,	and	then	Anil	wouldn’t	make	a	mistake.	He’d	be	on	the	ship	long	before	it
sailed.	 Captain	MacWhirr	 had	 promised	 to	 take	 him	 along,	 and	wasn’t	 an	 adult’s
word	to	be	trusted?	And	so	he	remained	for	a	long	time	on	the	pier,	staring	out	to
sea	until	the	steamer	went	over	the	horizon.	Then	he	picked	up	his	bundle	and	made
for	 home.	 This	 year,	 next	 year,	 sometime	…	Yokohama,	 Valparaiso,	 San	 Diego,
London!



B
How	Far	Is	the	River?

	
etween	the	boy	and	the	river	was	a	mountain.	I	was	a	small	boy,	and	it	was	a
small	river,	but	the	mountain	was	big.
The	 thickly	 forested	mountain	hid	 the	 river,	but	 I	knew	it	was	 there	and

what	it	looked	like;	I	had	never	seen	the	river	with	my	own	eyes,	but	from
the	villagers	I	had	heard	of	it,	of	the	fish	in	its	waters,	of	its	rocks	and	currents	and
waterfalls,	and	it	only	remained	for	me	to	touch	the	water	and	know	it	personally.
I	stood	in	front	of	our	house	on	the	hill	opposite	the	mountain,	and	gazed	across

the	 valley,	 dreaming	 of	 the	 river.	 I	was	 barefooted;	 not	 because	 I	 couldn’t	 afford
shoes,	 but	 because	 I	 felt	 free	with	my	 feet	 bare,	 because	 I	 liked	 the	 feel	 of	warm
stones	 and	 cool	 grass,	 because	 not	wearing	 shoes	 saved	me	 the	 trouble	 of	 taking
them	off.
It	was	eleven	o’clock	and	I	knew	my	parents	wouldn’t	be	home	till	evening.	There

was	a	 loaf	of	bread	I	could	 take	with	me,	and	on	 the	way	I	might	 find	some	fruit.
Here	was	 the	 chance	 I	 had	 been	waiting	 for;	 it	would	 not	 come	 again	 for	 a	 long
time,	because	it	was	seldom	that	my	father	and	mother	visited	friends	for	the	entire
day.	If	I	came	back	before	dark,	they	wouldn’t	know	where	I	had	been.
I	went	into	the	house	and	wrapped	the	loaf	of	bread	in	a	newspaper.	Then	I	closed

all	the	doors	and	windows.
The	path	to	the	river	dropped	steeply	into	the	valley,	then	rose	and	went	round	the

big	 mountain.	 It	 was	 frequently	 used	 by	 the	 villagers,	 woodcutters,	 milkmen,
shepherds,	mule	drivers—but	 there	were	no	villages	beyond	 the	mountain	or	near
the	river.
I	passed	a	woodcutter	and	asked	him	how	far	it	was	to	the	river.	He	was	a	short,

powerful	man,	with	a	creased	and	weathered	face,	and	muscles	that	stood	out	in	hard
lumps.
‘Seven	miles,’	he	said.	‘Why	do	you	want	to	know?’
‘I	am	going	there,’	I	said.
‘Alone?’
‘Of	course.’
‘It	will	take	you	three	hours	to	reach	it,	and	then	you	have	to	come	back.	It	will	be

getting	dark,	and	it	is	not	an	easy	road.’
‘But	 I’m	a	good	walker,’	 I	said,	 though	I	had	never	walked	further	 than	 the	 two

miles	 between	 our	 house	 and	 my	 school.	 I	 left	 the	 woodcutter	 on	 the	 path,	 and
continued	down	the	hill.
It	was	a	dizzy,	winding	path,	and	I	slipped	once	or	twice	and	slid	into	a	bush	or

down	a	slope	of	slippery	pine	needles.	The	hill	was	covered	with	lush	green	ferns,



the	trees	were	entangled	in	creepers,	and	a	great	wild	dahlia	would	suddenly	rear	its
golden	head	from	the	leaves	and	ferns.
Soon	I	was	in	the	valley,	and	the	path	straightened	out	and	then	began	to	rise.	I	met

a	girl	who	was	coming	from	the	opposite	direction.	She	held	a	 long	curved	knife
with	which	she	had	been	cutting	grass,	and	there	were	rings	in	her	nose	and	ears	and
her	 arms	 were	 covered	 with	 heavy	 bangles.	 The	 bangles	 made	 music	 when	 she
moved	her	wrists.	It	was	as	though	her	hands	spoke	a	language	of	their	own.
‘How	far	is	it	to	the	river?’	I	asked.
The	girl	had	probably	never	been	to	the	river,	or	she	may	have	been	thinking	of

another	one,	because	she	said,	‘Twenty	miles,’	without	any	hesitation.
I	laughed	and	ran	down	the	path.	A	parrot	screeched	suddenly,	flew	low	over	my

head,	 a	 flash	 of	 blue	 and	 green.	 It	 took	 the	 course	 of	 the	 path,	 and	 I	 followed	 its
dipping	 flight,	 running	 until	 the	 path	 rose	 and	 the	 bird	 disappeared	 amongst	 the
trees.
A	trickle	of	water	came	down	the	hillside,	and	I	stopped	to	drink.	The	water	was

cold	 and	 sharp	 but	 very	 refreshing.	 But	 I	 was	 soon	 thirsty	 again.	 The	 sun	 was
striking	the	side	of	 the	hill,	and	the	dusty	path	became	hotter,	 the	stones	scorching
my	feet.	I	was	sure	I	had	covered	half	the	distance:	I	had	been	walking	for	over	an
hour.
Presently,	I	saw	another	boy	ahead	of	me	driving	a	few	goats	down	the	path.
‘How	far	is	the	river?’	I	asked.
The	village	boy	smiled	and	said,	‘Oh,	not	far,	just	round	the	next	hill	and	straight

down.’
Feeling	hungry,	I	unwrapped	my	loaf	of	bread	and	broke	it	in	two,	offering	one

half	to	the	boy.	We	sat	on	the	hillside	and	ate	in	silence.
When	we	had	finished,	we	walked	on	together	and	began	talking;	and	talking	I	did

not	notice	the	smarting	of	my	feet	and	the	heat	of	the	sun,	the	distance	I	had	covered
and	the	distance	I	had	yet	to	cover.	But	after	some	time	my	companion	had	to	take
another	path,	and	once	more	I	was	on	my	own.
I	missed	the	village	boy;	I	looked	up	and	down	the	mountain	path	but	no	one	else

was	in	sight.	My	own	home	was	hidden	from	view	by	the	side	of	the	mountain,	and
there	was	no	sign	of	the	river.	I	began	to	feel	discouraged.	If	someone	had	been	with
me,	 I	 would	 not	 have	 faltered;	 but	 alone,	 I	 was	 conscious	 of	 my	 fatigue	 and
isolation.
But	I	had	come	more	than	half	way,	and	I	couldn’t	turn	back;	I	had	to	see	the	river.

If	 I	 failed,	 I	would	 always	 be	 a	 little	 ashamed	 of	 the	 experience.	 So	 I	walked	 on,
along	the	hot,	dusty,	stony	path,	past	stone	huts	and	terraced	fields,	until	there	were
no	more	fields	or	huts,	only	forest	and	sun	and	loneliness.	There	were	no	men,	and
no	sign	of	man’s	influence—only	trees	and	rocks	and	grass	and	small	flowers—and
silence	…



The	 silence	 was	 impressive	 and	 a	 little	 frightening.	 There	 was	 no	 movement,
except	for	the	bending	of	grass	beneath	my	feet,	and	the	circling	of	a	hawk	against
the	blind	blue	of	the	sky.
Then,	as	I	rounded	a	sharp	bend,	I	heard	the	sound	of	water.	I	gasped	with	surprise

and	happiness,	and	began	to	run.	I	slipped	and	stumbled,	but	I	kept	on	running,	until	I
was	able	to	plunge	into	the	snow-cold	mountain	water.
And	the	water	was	blue	and	white	and	wonderful.



N
Tribute	to	a	Dead	Friend

	
ow	 that	Thanh	 is	dead,	 I	 suppose	 it	 is	not	 too	 treacherous	of	me	 to	write
about	him.	He	was	only	a	year	older	than	I.	He	died	in	Paris,	in	his	twenty-
second	year,	and	Pravin	wrote	to	me	from	London	and	told	me	about	it.	I
will	get	more	details	from	Pravin	when	he	returns	to	India	next	month.	Just

now	I	only	know	that	Thanh	is	dead.
It	 is	supposed	to	be	in	very	bad	taste	 to	discuss	a	person	behind	his	back	and	to

discuss	a	dead	person	is	most	unfair,	for	he	cannot	even	retaliate.	But	Thanh	had	this
very	weakness	of	criticizing	absent	people	and	it	cannot	hurt	him	now	if	I	do	a	little
to	expose	his	colossal	ego.
Thanh	was	 a	 fraud	all	 right	but	no	one	knew	 it.	He	had	beautiful	 round	eyes,	 a

flashing	smile	and	a	sweet	voice	and	everyone	said	he	was	a	charming	person.	He
was	certainly	charming	but	I	have	found	that	charming	people	are	seldom	sincere.	I
think	I	was	the	only	person	who	came	anywhere	near	to	being	his	friend	for	he	had
cultivated	a	special	loneliness	of	his	own	and	it	was	difficult	to	intrude	on	it.
I	met	 him	 in	 London	 in	 the	 summer	 of	 1954.	 I	 was	 trying	 to	 become	 a	writer

while	 I	 worked	 part-time	 at	 a	 number	 of	 different	 jobs.	 I	 had	 been	 two	 years	 in
London	and	was	 longing	 for	 the	hills	 and	 rivers	of	 India.	Thanh	was	Vietnamese.
His	family	was	well-to-do	and	though	the	communists	had	taken	their	hometown	of
Hanoi,	most	of	the	family	was	in	France,	well-established	in	the	restaurant	business.
Thanh	did	not	suffer	from	the	same	financial	distress	as	other	students	whose	homes
were	 in	northern	Vietnam.	He	wasn’t	 studying	anything	 in	particular	but	practised
assiduously	 on	 the	 piano,	 though	 the	 only	 thing	 he	 could	 play	 fairly	 well	 was
Chopin’s	Funeral	March.
My	friend	Pravin,	a	happy-go-lucky,	very	friendly	Gujarati	boy,	introduced	me	to

Thanh.	Pravin,	like	a	good	Indian,	thought	all	Asians	were	superior	people,	but	he
didn’t	know	Thanh	well	enough	to	know	that	Thanh	didn’t	like	being	an	Asian.
At	first,	Thanh	was	glad	to	meet	me.	He	said	he	had	for	a	long	time	been	wanting

to	make	friends	with	an	Englishman,	a	real	Englishman,	not	one	who	was	a	Pole,	a
Cockney	or	 a	 Jew;	 he	was	most	 anxious	 to	 improve	his	English	 and	 talk	 like	Mr
Glendenning	of	 the	BBC.	Pravin,	knowing	 that	 I	had	been	born	and	bred	 in	 India,
that	my	parents	had	been	born	and	bred	in	India,	suppressed	his	laughter	with	some
difficulty.	But	Thanh	was	soon	disillusioned.	My	accent	was	anything	but	English.	It
was	a	pronounced	chhi-chhi	accent.
‘You	speak	like	an	Indian!’	exclaimed	Thanh,	horrified.	‘Are	you	an	Indian?’
‘He’s	Welsh,’	said	Pravin	with	a	wink.
Thanh	 was	 slightly	 mollified.	 Being	 Welsh	 was	 the	 next	 best	 thing	 to	 being



English.	Only	he	disapproved	of	the	Welsh	for	speaking	with	an	Indian	accent.
Later,	when	Pravin	had	gone,	and	I	was	sitting	in	Thanh’s	room	drinking	Chinese

tea,	he	confided	in	me	that	he	disliked	Indians.
‘Isn’t	Pravin	your	friend?’	I	asked.
‘I	don’t	trust	him,’	he	said.	‘I	have	to	be	friendly	but	I	don’t	trust	him	at	all.	I	don’t

trust	any	Indians.’
‘What’s	wrong	with	them?’
‘They	are	 too	 inquisitive,’	complained	Thanh.	 ‘No	sooner	have	you	met	one	of

them	than	he	is	asking	you	who	your	father	is,	and	what	your	job	is,	and	how	much
money	you	have	in	the	bank.’
I	laughed	and	tried	to	explain	that	in	India	inquisitiveness	is	a	sign	of	a	desire	for

friendship,	 and	 that	he	 should	 feel	 flattered	when	asked	 such	personal	questions.	 I
protested	that	I	was	an	Indian	myself	and	he	said	if	that	was	so	he	wouldn’t	trust	me
either.
But	he	seemed	to	like	me	and	often	invited	me	to	his	room.	He	could	make	some

wonderful	Chinese	and	French	dishes.	When	we	had	eaten,	he	would	sit	down	at	his
secondhand	piano	and	play	Chopin.
He	 always	 complained	 that	 I	 didn’t	 listen	 properly.	 He	 complained	 of	 my

untidiness	 and	 my	 unwarranted	 self-confidence.	 It	 was	 true	 that	 I	 appeared	 most
confident	when	I	was	not	very	sure	of	myself.	I	boasted	of	an	intimate	knowledge	of
London’s	geography	but	 I	was	an	expert	at	 losing	my	way	and	 then	blaming	 it	on
someone	else.
‘You	are	a	useless	person,’	said	Thanh,	while	with	chopsticks	I	stuffed	my	mouth

with	delicious	pork	and	fried	rice.	‘You	cannot	find	your	way	anywhere.	You	cannot
speak	English	properly.	You	do	not	know	any	people	except	Indians.	How	are	you
going	to	be	a	writer?’
‘If	I	am	as	bad	as	all	that,’	I	said,	‘why	do	you	remain	my	friend?’
‘I	want	to	study	your	stupidity,’	he	said.
That	was	why	he	never	made	any	real	friends.	He	loved	to	work	out	your	faults

and	examine	your	imperfections.	There	was	no	such	thing	as	a	real	friend,	he	said.
He	had	looked	everywhere	but	he	could	not	find	the	perfect	friend.
‘What	 is	 your	 idea	 of	 a	 perfect	 friend?’	 I	 asked	 him.	 ‘Does	 he	 have	 to	 speak

perfect	English?’
But	sarcasm	was	only	wasted	on	Thanh—he	admitted	that	perfect	English	was	one

of	the	requisites	of	a	perfect	friend!
Sometimes,	 in	moments	 of	 deep	 gloom,	 he	would	 tell	me	 that	 he	 did	 not	 have

long	to	live.
‘There	is	a	pain	in	my	chest,’	he	complained.	‘There	is	something	ticking	there	all

the	time.	Can	you	hear	it?’
He	would	 bare	 his	 bony	 chest	 for	me	 and	 I	would	 put	my	 ear	 to	 the	 offending



spot.	But	I	could	never	hear	any	ticking.
‘Visit	the	hospital,’	I	advised.	‘They’ll	give	you	an	X-ray	and	a	proper	check-up.’
‘I	have	had	X-rays,’	he	lied.	‘They	never	show	anything.’
Then	 he	 would	 talk	 of	 killing	 himself.	 This	 was	 his	 theme	 song:	 he	 had	 no

friends,	he	was	a	failure	as	a	musician,	 there	was	no	other	career	open	to	him,	he
hadn’t	seen	his	family	for	five	years,	and	he	couldn’t	go	back	to	Indo-China	because
of	 the	 communists.	He	magnified	 his	 own	 troubles	 and	minimized	 other	 people’s
troubles.	 When	 I	 was	 in	 hospital	 with	 an	 old	 acquaintance,	 amoebic	 dysentery,
Pravin	came	to	see	me	every	day.	Thanh,	who	was	not	very	busy,	came	only	once
and	never	again.	He	said	the	hospital	ward	depressed	him.
‘You	need	a	holiday,’	I	told	him	when	I	was	out	of	hospital.	‘Why	don’t	you	join

the	students’	union	and	work	on	a	farm	for	a	week	or	two?	That	should	toughen	you
up.’
To	my	surprise,	the	idea	appealed	to	him	and	he	got	ready	for	the	trip.	Suddenly,

he	became	suffused	with	goodwill	towards	all	mankind.	As	evidence	of	his	trust	in
me,	he	gave	me	the	key	of	his	room	to	keep	(though	he	would	have	been	secretly
delighted	 if	 I	 had	 stolen	 his	 piano	 and	 chopsticks,	 giving	 him	 the	 excuse	 to	 say
‘never	trust	an	Indian	or	an	Anglo-Indian’),	and	introduced	me	to	a	girl	called	Vu-
Phuong,	 a	 small,	 very	 pretty	Annamite	 girl	 who	was	 studying	 at	 the	 Polytechnic.
Miss	 Vu,	 Thanh	 told	 me,	 had	 to	 leave	 her	 lodgings	 next	 week	 and	 would	 I	 find
somewhere	 else	 for	 her	 to	 stay?	 I	 was	 an	 experienced	 hand	 at	 finding	 bed-
sittingrooms,	having	changed	my	own	abode	 five	 times	 in	 six	months	 (that	 sweet,
nomadic	London	life!).	As	I	found	Miss	Vu	very	attractive,	I	told	her	I	would	get	her
a	room,	one	not	far	from	my	own,	in	case	she	needed	any	further	assistance.
Later,	 in	confidence,	Thanh	asked	me	not	 to	be	 too	 friendly	with	Vu-Phuong	as

she	was	not	to	be	trusted.
But	as	soon	as	he	left	for	 the	farm,	I	went	round	to	see	Vu	in	her	new	lodgings

which	were	one	tube	station	away	from	my	own.	She	seemed	glad	to	see	me	and	as
she	too	could	make	French	and	Chinese	dishes	I	accepted	her	invitation	to	lunch.	We
had	chicken	noodles,	soya	sauce	and	fried	rice.	I	did	the	washing	up.	Vu	said:	‘Do
you	 play	 cards,	 Ruskin?’	 She	 had	 a	 sweet,	 gentle	 voice	 that	 brought	 out	 all	 the
gallantry	in	a	man.	I	began	to	feel	protective	and	hovered	about	her	like	a	devoted
cocker	spaniel.
‘I’m	not	much	of	a	card	player,’	I	said.
‘Never	mind,	I’ll	tell	your	fortune	with	them.’
She	made	me	shuffle	the	cards.	Then	scattered	them	about	on	the	bed	in	different

patterns.	I	would	be	very	rich,	she	said.	I	would	travel	a	lot	and	I	would	reach	the	age
of	forty.	I	told	her	I	was	comforted	to	know	it.
The	month	was	June	and	Hampstead	Heath	was	only	ten	minutes’	walk	from	the

house.	Boys	 flew	kites	 from	 the	hill	 and	 little	 painted	boats	 scurried	 about	on	 the



ponds.	We	sat	down	on	the	grass,	on	the	slope	of	the	hill,	and	I	held	Vu’s	hand.
For	 three	days	I	ate	with	Vu	and	we	told	each	other	our	fortunes	and	lay	on	the

grass	on	Hampstead	Heath	and	on	the	fourth	day	I	said,	‘Vu,	I	would	like	to	marry
you.’
‘I	will	think	about	it,’	she	said.
Thanh	came	back	on	the	sixth	day	and	said,	‘You	know,	Ruskin,	I	have	been	doing

some	 thinking	and	Vu	 is	not	 such	a	bad	girl	 after	 all.	 I	will	 ask	her	 to	marry	me.
That	is	what	I	need—a	wife!’
‘Why	didn’t	you	think	of	it	before?’	I	said.	‘When	will	you	ask	her?’
‘Tonight,’	he	said.	‘I	will	come	to	see	you	afterwards	and	tell	you	if	I	have	been

successful.’
I	 shrugged	 my	 shoulders	 resignedly	 and	 waited.	 Thanh	 left	 me	 at	 six	 in	 the

evening	and	I	waited	for	him	till	 ten	o’clock,	all	 the	 time	feeling	a	 little	sorry	for
him.	More	disillusionmnent	for	Thanh!	Poor	Thanh	…
He	came	in	at	ten	o’clock,	his	face	beaming.	He	slapped	me	on	the	back	and	said	I

was	his	best	friend.
‘Did	you	ask	her?’	I	said.
‘Yes.	She	said	she	would	think	about	it.	That	is	the	same	as	“yes”.’
‘It	isn’t,’	I	said,	unfortunately	for	both	of	us.	‘She	told	me	the	same	thing.’
Thanh	looked	at	me	as	though	I	had	just	stabbed	him	in	the	back.	Et	tu	Ruskin	was

what	his	expression	said.
We	took	a	taxi	and	sped	across	to	Vu’s	rooms.	The	uncertain	nature	of	her	replies

was	 too	much	 for	both	of	us.	Without	 a	definite	 answer	neither	of	us	would	have
been	able	to	sleep	that	night.
Vu	was	not	at	home.	The	landlady	met	us	at	the	door	and	told	us	that	Vu	had	gone

to	the	theatre	with	an	Indian	gentleman.
Thanh	gave	me	a	long,	contemptuous	look.
‘Never	trust	an	Indian,’	he	said.
‘Never	trust	a	woman,’	I	replied.
At	twelve	o’clock	I	woke	Pravin.	Whenever	I	could	not	sleep,	I	went	to	Pravin.	He

knew	 the	 remedy	 for	 all	 ailments.	 As	 on	 previous	 occasions,	 he	 went	 to	 the
cupboard	and	produced	a	bottle	of	Cognac.	We	got	drunk.	He	was	seventeen	and	I
was	nineteen	and	we	were	both	quite	decadent.
Three	weeks	later	I	returned	to	India.	Thanh	went	 to	Paris	 to	help	in	his	sister ’s

restaurant.	I	did	not	hear	of	Vu-Phuong	again.
And	now,	 a	year	 later,	 there	 is	 the	 letter	 from	Pravin.	All	he	 can	 tell	me	 is	 that

Thanh	 died	 of	 some	 unknown	 disease.	 I	wonder	 if	 it	 had	 anything	 to	 do	with	 the
ticking	in	his	chest	or	with	his	vague	threats	of	suicide.	I	doubt	if	I	will	ever	know.
And	I	will	never	know	how	much	I	hated	Thanh,	and	how	much	I	loved	him,	or	if
there	was	any	difference	between	hating	and	loving	him.



M
The	Trouble	with	Jinns

	
y	friend	Jimmy	has	only	one	arm.	He	lost	the	other	when	he	was	a	young
man	of	twenty-five.	The	story	of	how	he	lost	his	good	right	arm	is	a	little
difficult	to	believe,	but	I	swear	that	it	is	absolutely	true.
To	begin	with,	Jimmy	was	(and	presumably	still	is)	a	Jinn.	Now	a	Jinn

isn’t	really	a	human	like	us.	A	Jinn	is	a	spirit	creature	from	another	world	who	has
assumed,	for	a	lifetime,	the	physical	aspect	of	a	human	being.	Jimmy	was	a	true	Jinn
and	he	had	the	Jinn’s	gift	of	being	able	to	elongate	his	arm	at	will.	Most	Jinns	can
stretch	their	arms	to	a	distance	of	twenty	or	thirty	feet.	Jimmy	could	attain	forty	feet.
His	arm	would	move	through	space	or	up	walls	or	along	the	ground	like	a	beautiful
gliding	serpent.	I	have	seen	him	stretched	out	beneath	a	mango	tree,	helping	himself
to	 ripe	 mangoes	 from	 the	 top	 of	 the	 tree.	 He	 loved	 mangoes.	 He	 was	 a	 natural
glutton	 and	 it	 was	 probably	 his	 gluttony	 that	 first	 led	 him	 to	misuse	 his	 peculiar
gifts.
We	 were	 at	 school	 together	 at	 a	 hill	 station	 in	 northern	 India.	 Jimmy	 was

particularly	good	at	basketball.	He	was	clever	enough	not	 to	 lengthen	his	arm	too
much	because	he	did	not	want	anyone	to	know	that	he	was	a	Jinn.	In	the	boxing	ring
he	 generally	won	his	 fights.	His	 opponents	 never	 seemed	 to	 get	 past	 his	 amazing
reach.	He	just	kept	tapping	them	on	the	nose	until	they	retired	from	the	ring	bloody
and	bewildered.
It	was	during	 the	half-term	examinations	 that	 I	 stumbled	on	 Jimmy’s	 secret.	We

had	 been	 set	 a	 particularly	 difficult	 algebra	 paper	 but	 I	 had	 managed	 to	 cover	 a
couple	of	sheets	with	correct	answers	and	was	about	to	forge	ahead	on	another	sheet
when	 I	 noticed	 someone’s	 hand	 on	 my	 desk.	 At	 first	 I	 thought	 it	 was	 the
invigilator ’s.	But	when	I	looked	up	there	was	no	one	beside	me.	Could	it	be	the	boy
sitting	 directly	 behind?	 No,	 he	 was	 engrossed	 in	 his	 question	 paper	 and	 had	 his
hands	 to	himself.	Meanwhile,	 the	hand	on	my	desk	had	grasped	my	answer	 sheets
and	was	cautiously	moving	off.	Following	its	descent,	I	found	that	it	was	attached	to
an	arm	of	amazing	 length	and	pliability.	This	moved	stealthily	down	 the	desk	and
slithered	across	the	floor,	shrinking	all	the	while,	until	it	was	restored	to	its	normal
length.	Its	owner	was	of	course	one	who	had	never	been	any	good	at	algebra.
I	had	to	write	out	my	answers	a	second	time	but	after	the	exam	I	went	straight	up

to	Jimmy,	told	him	I	didn’t	like	his	game	and	threatened	to	expose	him.	He	begged
me	 not	 to	 let	 anyone	 know,	 assured	me	 that	 he	 couldn’t	 really	 help	 himself,	 and
offered	to	be	of	service	to	me	whenever	I	wished.	It	was	tempting	to	have	Jimmy	as
my	 friend,	 for	 with	 his	 long	 reach	 he	 would	 obviously	 be	 useful.	 I	 agreed	 to
overlook	the	matter	of	the	pilfered	papers	and	we	became	the	best	of	pals.



It	did	not	take	me	long	to	discover	that	Jimmy’s	gift	was	more	of	a	nuisance	than
a	 constructive	 aid.	 That	 was	 because	 Jimmy	 had	 a	 second-rate	 mind	 and	 did	 not
know	how	to	make	proper	use	of	his	powers.	He	seldom	rose	above	the	trivial.	He
used	his	long	arm	in	the	tuck	shop,	in	the	classroom,	in	the	dormitory.	And	when	we
were	allowed	out	to	the	cinema,	he	used	it	in	the	dark	of	the	hall.
Now	the	trouble	with	all	Jinns	is	that	they	have	a	weakness	for	women	with	long

black	hair.	The	longer	and	blacker	the	hair,	 the	better	for	Jinns.	And	should	a	Jinn
manage	to	take	possession	of	the	woman	he	desires,	she	goes	into	a	decline	and	her
beauty	decays.	Everything	about	her	is	destroyed	except	for	the	beautiful	long	black
hair.
Jimmy	 was	 still	 too	 young	 to	 be	 able	 to	 take	 possession	 in	 this	 way,	 but	 he

couldn’t	resist	touching	and	stroking	long	black	hair.	The	cinema	was	the	best	place
for	the	indulgence	of	his	whims.	His	arm	would	start	stretching,	his	fingers	would
feel	their	way	along	the	rows	of	seats,	and	his	lengthening	limb	would	slowly	work
its	way	along	the	aisle	until	it	reached	the	back	of	the	seat	in	which	sat	the	object	of
his	admiration.	His	hand	would	stroke	the	long	black	hair	with	great	tenderness	and
if	the	girl	felt	anything	and	looked	round,	Jimmy’s	hand	would	disappear	behind	the
seat	and	lie	there	poised	like	the	hood	of	a	snake,	ready	to	strike	again.
At	 college	 two	or	 three	 years	 later,	 Jimmy’s	 first	 real	 victim	 succumbed	 to	 his

attentions.	 She	was	 a	 lecturer	 in	 economics,	 not	 very	 good-looking,	 but	 her	 hair,
black	 and	 lustrous,	 reached	 almost	 to	 her	 knees.	 She	 usually	 kept	 it	 in	 plaits	 but
Jimmy	saw	her	one	morning,	just	after	she	had	taken	a	head	bath,	and	her	hair	lay
spread	out	on	 the	cot	on	which	she	was	reclining.	Jimmy	could	no	 longer	control
himself.	His	 spirit,	 the	 very	 essence	of	 his	 personality,	 entered	 the	woman’s	 body
and	 the	next	day	she	was	distraught,	 feverish	and	excited.	She	would	not	eat,	went
into	a	coma,	and	in	a	few	days	dwindled	to	a	mere	skeleton.	When	she	died,	she	was
nothing	but	skin	and	bone	but	her	hair	had	lost	none	of	its	loveliness.
I	took	pains	to	avoid	Jimmy	after	this	tragic	event.	I	could	not	prove	that	he	was

the	cause	of	the	lady’s	sad	demise	but	in	my	own	heart	I	was	quite	certain	of	it.	For
since	meeting	Jimmy,	I	had	read	a	good	deal	about	Jinns	and	knew	their	ways.
We	did	not	see	each	other	for	a	few	years.	And	then,	holidaying	in	the	hills	 last

year,	I	found	we	were	staying	at	the	same	hotel.	I	could	not	very	well	ignore	him	and
after	we	had	drunk	a	few	beers	together	I	began	to	feel	that	I	had	perhaps	misjudged
Jimmy	and	 that	he	was	not	 the	 irresponsible	 Jinn	 I	had	 taken	him	for.	Perhaps	 the
college	 lecturer	 had	 died	 of	 some	 mysterious	 malady	 that	 attacks	 only	 college
lecturers	and	Jimmy	had	nothing	at	all	to	do	with	it.
We	had	decided	to	take	our	lunch	and	a	few	bottles	of	beer	to	a	grassy	knoll	just

below	 the	main	motor	 road.	 It	was	 late	 afternoon	 and	 I	 had	been	 sleeping	off	 the
effects	of	the	beer	when	I	woke	to	find	Jimmy	looking	rather	agitated.
‘What’s	wrong?’	I	asked.



‘Up	 there,	 under	 the	 pine	 trees,’	 he	 said.	 ‘Just	 above	 the	 road.	 Don’t	 you	 see
them?’
‘I	see	two	girls,’	I	said.	‘So	what?’
‘The	one	on	the	left.	Haven’t	you	noticed	her	hair?’
‘Yes,	it	is	very	long	and	beautiful	and—now	look,	Jimmy,	you’d	better	get	a	grip

on	yourself!’	But	already	his	hand	was	out	of	sight,	his	arm	snaking	up	the	hillside
and	across	the	road.
Presently	 I	 saw	 the	 hand	 emerge	 from	 some	 bushes	 near	 the	 girls	 and	 then

cautiously	make	its	way	to	the	girl	with	the	black	tresses.	So	absorbed	was	Jimmy	in
the	 pursuit	 of	 his	 favourite	 pastime	 that	 he	 failed	 to	 hear	 the	 blowing	 of	 a	 horn.
Around	the	bend	of	the	road	came	a	speeding	Mercedes-Benz	truck.
Jimmy	 saw	 the	 truck	 but	 there	 wasn’t	 time	 for	 him	 to	 shrink	 his	 arm	 back	 to

normal.	It	lay	right	across	the	entire	width	of	the	road	and	when	the	truck	had	passed
over	it,	it	writhed	and	twisted	like	a	mortally	wounded	python.
By	the	time	the	truck	driver	and	I	could	fetch	a	doctor,	the	arm	(or	what	was	left

of	it)	had	shrunk	to	its	ordinary	size.	We	took	Jimmy	to	hospital	where	the	doctors
found	it	necessary	to	amputate.	The	truck	driver,	who	kept	insisting	that	the	arm	he
ran	over	was	at	least	thirty	feet	long,	was	arrested	on	a	charge	of	drunken	driving.
Some	weeks	later	I	asked	Jimmy,	‘Why	are	you	so	depressed?	You	still	have	one

arm.	Isn’t	it	gifted	in	the	same	way?’
‘I	never	tried	to	find	out,’	he	said,	‘and	I’m	not	going	to	try	now.’
He	is	of	course	still	a	Jinn	at	heart	and	whenever	he	sees	a	girl	with	long	black

hair	he	must	be	terribly	tempted	to	try	out	his	one	good	arm	and	stroke	her	beautiful
tresses.	But	he	has	learnt	his	lesson.	It	is	better	to	be	a	human	without	any	gifts	than	a
Jinn	or	a	genius	with	one	too	many.



T
Time	Stops	at	Shamli

	
he	 Dehra	 Express	 usually	 drew	 into	 Shamli	 at	 about	 five	 o’clock	 in	 the
morning	at	which	time	the	station	would	be	dimly	lit	and	the	jungle	across
the	tracks	would	just	be	visible	in	the	faint	light	of	dawn.	Shamli	is	a	small
station	at	the	foot	of	the	Siwalik	hills	and	the	Siwaliks	lie	at	the	foot	of	the

Himalayas,	which	in	turn	lie	at	the	feet	of	God.
The	station,	I	remember,	had	only	one	platform,	an	office	for	 the	stationmaster,

and	a	waiting	room.	The	platform	boasted	a	tea	stall,	a	fruit	vendor,	and	a	few	stray
dogs.	Not	much	else	was	required	because	the	train	stopped	at	Shamli	for	only	five
minutes	before	rushing	on	into	the	forests.
Why	it	stopped	at	Shamli,	I	never	could	tell.	Nobody	got	off	the	train	and	nobody

got	 on.	 There	were	 never	 any	 coolies	 on	 the	 platform.	 But	 the	 train	would	 stand
there	a	full	five	minutes	and	the	guard	would	blow	his	whistle	and	presently	Shamli
would	be	left	behind	and	forgotten	…	until	I	passed	that	way	again.
I	 was	 paying	 my	 relations	 in	 Saharanpur	 an	 annual	 visit	 when	 the	 night	 train

stopped	at	Shamli.	I	was	thirty-six	at	the	time	and	still	single.
On	 this	 particular	 journey,	 the	 train	 came	 into	 Shamli	 just	 as	 I	 awoke	 from	 a

restless	sleep.	The	third-class	compartment	was	crowded	beyond	capacity	and	I	had
been	 sleeping	 in	 an	 upright	 position	 with	 my	 back	 to	 the	 lavatory	 door.	 Now
someone	 was	 trying	 to	 get	 into	 the	 lavatory.	 He	 was	 obviously	 hard	 pressed	 for
time.
‘I’m	sorry,	brother,’	I	said,	moving	as	much	as	I	could	to	one	side.
He	stumbled	into	the	closet	without	bothering	to	close	the	door.
‘Where	are	we	now?’	I	asked	the	man	sitting	beside	me.	He	was	smoking	a	strong

aromatic	beedi.
‘Shamli	 station,’	 he	 said,	 rubbing	 the	 palm	 of	 a	 large	 calloused	 hand	 over	 the

frosted	glass	of	the	window.
I	let	the	window	down	and	stuck	my	head	out.	There	was	a	cool	breeze	blowing

down	the	platform,	a	breeze	that	whispered	of	autumn	in	the	hills.	As	usual	there	was
no	activity	except	for	the	fruit	vendor	walking	up	and	down	the	length	of	the	train
with	 his	 basket	 of	 mangoes	 balanced	 on	 his	 head.	 At	 the	 tea	 stall,	 a	 kettle	 was
steaming,	but	there	was	no	one	to	mind	it.	I	rested	my	forehead	on	the	window	ledge
and	let	 the	breeze	play	on	my	temples.	 I	had	been	feeling	sick	and	giddy	but	 there
was	a	wild	sweetness	in	the	wind	that	I	found	soothing.
‘Yes,’	 I	 said	 to	 myself,	 ‘I	 wonder	 what	 happens	 in	 Shamli	 behind	 the	 station

walls.’
My	fellow	passenger	offered	me	a	beedi.	He	was	a	farmer,	I	think,	on	his	way	to



Dehra.	He	had	a	long,	untidy,	sad	moustache.
We	 had	 been	 more	 than	 five	 minutes	 at	 the	 station.	 I	 looked	 up	 and	 down	 the

platform,	 but	 nobody	 was	 getting	 on	 or	 off	 the	 train.	 Presently	 the	 guard	 came
walking	past	our	compartment.
‘What’s	the	delay?’	I	asked	him.
‘Some	obstruction	further	down	the	line,’	he	said.
‘Will	we	be	here	long?’
‘I	don’t	know	what	the	trouble	is.	About	half	an	hour	at	the	least.’
My	neighbour	shrugged	and	throwing	the	remains	of	his	beedi	out	of	the	window,

closed	his	eyes	and	immediately	fell	asleep.	I	moved	restlessly	in	my	seat	and	then
the	man	came	out	of	 the	 lavatory,	not	so	urgently	now,	and	with	obvious	peace	of
mind.	I	closed	the	door	for	him.
I	stood	up	and	stretched	and	this	stretching	of	my	limbs	seemed	to	set	in	motion	a

stretching	 of	 the	 mind	 and	 I	 found	 myself	 thinking:	 ‘I	 am	 in	 no	 hurry	 to	 get	 to
Saharanpur	and	I	have	always	wanted	to	see	Shamli	behind	the	station	walls.	If	I	get
down	 now,	 I	 can	 spend	 the	 day	 here.	 It	will	 be	 better	 than	 sitting	 in	 this	 train	 for
another	hour.	Then	in	the	evening	I	can	catch	the	next	train	home.’
In	those	days	I	never	had	the	patience	to	wait	for	second	thoughts	and	so	I	began

pulling	my	small	suitcase	out	from	under	the	seat.
The	farmer	woke	up	and	asked,	‘What	are	you	doing,	brother?’
‘I’m	getting	out,’	I	said.
He	went	to	sleep	again.
It	would	have	taken	at	least	fifteen	minutes	to	reach	the	door	as	people	and	their

belongings	cluttered	up	the	passage.	So	I	let	my	suitcase	down	from	the	window	and
followed	it	on	to	the	platform.
There	was	no	one	to	collect	my	ticket	at	the	barrier	because	there	was	obviously

no	point	in	keeping	a	man	there	to	collect	tickets	from	passengers	who	never	came.
And	 anyway,	 I	 had	 a	 through-ticket	 to	 my	 destination	 which	 I	 would	 need	 in	 the
evening.
I	went	out	of	the	station	and	came	to	Shamli.
Outside	the	station	there	was	a	neem	tree	and	under	it	stood	a	tonga.	The	pony	was

nibbling	at	the	grass	at	the	foot	of	the	tree.	The	youth	in	the	front	seat	was	the	only
human	in	sight.	There	were	no	signs	of	 inhabitants	or	habitation.	I	approached	the
tonga	and	the	youth	stared	at	me	as	though	he	couldn’t	believe	his	eyes.
‘Where	is	Shamli?’	I	asked.
‘Why,	friend,	this	is	Shamli,’	he	said.
I	looked	around	again	but	couldn’t	see	any	sign	of	life.	A	dusty	road	led	past	the

station	and	disappeared	into	the	forest.
‘Does	anyone	live	here?’	I	asked.
‘I	 live	here,’	he	 said	with	an	engaging	 smile.	He	 looked	an	amiable,	happy-go-



lucky	fellow.	He	wore	a	cotton	tunic	and	dirty	white	pyjamas.
‘Where?’	I	asked.
‘In	my	 tonga,	of	 course,’	he	 said.	 ‘I	 have	had	 this	pony	 five	years	now.	 I	 carry

supplies	to	the	hotel.	But	today	the	manager	has	not	come	to	collect	them.	You	are
going	to	the	hotel?	I	will	take	you.’
‘Oh,	so	there’s	a	hotel?’
‘Well,	friend,	it	is	called	that.	And	there	are	a	few	houses	too	and	some	shops,	but

they	are	all	about	a	mile	from	the	station.	If	they	were	not	a	mile	from	here,	I	would
be	out	of	business.’
I	felt	relieved	but	I	still	had	the	feeling	of	having	walked	into	a	town	consisting	of

one	station,	one	pony	and	one	man.
‘You	can	take	me,’	I	said.	‘I’m	staying	till	this	evening.’
He	heaved	my	suitcase	 into	 the	seat	beside	him	and	I	climbed	in	at	 the	back.	He

flicked	the	reins	and	slapped	his	pony	on	the	buttocks	and,	with	a	roll	and	a	lurch,
the	buggy	moved	off	down	the	dusty	forest	road.
‘What	brings	you	here?’	asked	the	youth.
‘Nothing,’	I	said.	‘The	train	was	delayed.	I	was	feeling	bored.	And	so	I	got	off.’
He	did	not	believe	that	but	he	didn’t	question	me	further.	The	sun	was	reaching	up

over	the	forest	but	the	road	lay	in	the	shadow	of	tall	trees—eucalyptus,	mango	and
neem.
‘Not	many	people	stay	in	the	hotel,’	he	said.	‘So	it	is	cheap.	You	will	get	a	room

for	five	rupees.’
‘Who	is	the	manager?’
‘Mr	Satish	Dayal.	It	is	his	father ’s	property.	Satish	Dayal	could	not	pass	his	exams

or	get	a	job	so	his	father	sent	him	here	to	look	after	the	hotel.’
The	 jungle	 thinned	 out	 and	we	 passed	 a	 temple,	 a	mosque,	 a	 few	 small	 shops.

There	was	a	strong	smell	of	burnt	sugar	in	the	air	and	in	the	distance	I	saw	a	factory
chimney.	That,	then,	was	the	reason	for	Shamli’s	existence.	We	passed	a	bullock	cart
laden	with	sugarcane.	The	road	went	through	fields	of	cane	and	maize,	and	then,	just
as	we	were	about	to	re-enter	the	jungle,	the	youth	pulled	his	horse	to	a	side	road	and
the	hotel	came	in	sight.
It	was	a	small	white	bungalow	with	a	garden	in	the	front,	banana	trees	at	the	sides

and	an	orchard	of	guava	trees	at	the	back.	We	came	jingling	up	to	the	front	veranda.
Nobody	appeared,	nor	was	there	any	sign	of	life	on	the	premises.
‘They	are	all	asleep,’	said	the	youth.
I	said,	‘I’ll	sit	in	the	veranda	and	wait.’	I	got	down	from	the	tonga	and	the	youth

dropped	my	 case	 on	 the	 veranda	 steps.	 Then	 he	 stooped	 in	 front	 of	 me,	 smiling
amiably,	waiting	to	be	paid.
‘Well,	how	much?’	I	asked.
‘As	a	friend,	only	one	rupee.’



‘That’s	too	much,’	I	complained.	‘This	is	not	Delhi.’
‘This	 is	Shamli,’	 he	 said.	 ‘I	 am	 the	only	 tonga	 in	Shamli.	You	may	not	pay	me

anything,	 if	 that	 is	your	wish.	But	 then,	 I	will	not	 take	you	back	 to	 the	 station	 this
evening.	You	will	have	to	walk.’
I	gave	him	the	rupee.	He	had	both	charm	and	cunning,	an	effective	combination.
‘Come	in	the	evening	at	about	six,’	I	said.
‘I	 will	 come,’	 he	 said	 with	 an	 infectious	 smile.	 ‘Don’t	 worry.’	 I	 waited	 till	 the

tonga	had	gone	round	the	bend	in	the	road	before	walking	up	the	veranda	steps.
The	doors	of	the	house	were	closed	and	there	were	no	bells	to	ring.	I	didn’t	have

a	watch	but	 I	 judged	 the	 time	 to	be	 a	 little	past	 six	o’clock.	The	hotel	 didn’t	 look
very	impressive.	The	whitewash	was	coming	off	the	walls	and	the	cane	chairs	on	the
veranda	were	old	and	crooked.	A	stag’s	head	was	mounted	over	the	front	door	but
one	of	its	glass	eyes	had	fallen	out.	I	had	often	heard	hunters	speak	of	how	beautiful
an	 animal	 looked	 before	 it	 died,	 but	 how	 could	 anyone	 with	 true	 love	 of	 the
beautiful	 care	 for	 the	 stuffed	 head	 of	 an	 animal,	 grotesquely	 mounted,	 with	 no
resemblance	to	its	living	aspect?
I	 felt	 too	 restless	 to	 take	 any	 of	 the	 chairs.	 I	 began	 pacing	 up	 and	 down	 the

veranda,	wondering	 if	 I	 should	 start	 banging	 on	 the	 doors.	 Perhaps	 the	 hotel	was
deserted.	Perhaps	 the	 tonga	driver	had	played	a	 trick	on	me.	 I	began	 to	 regret	my
impulsiveness	in	leaving	the	train.	When	I	saw	the	manager	I	would	have	to	invent	a
reason	for	coming	to	his	hotel.	I	was	good	at	inventing	reasons.	I	would	tell	him	that
a	friend	of	mine	had	stayed	here	some	years	ago	and	that	I	was	trying	to	trace	him.	I
decided	that	my	friend	would	have	to	be	a	little	eccentric	(having	chosen	Shamli	to
live	 in),	 that	 he	 had	 become	 a	 recluse,	 shutting	 himself	 off	 from	 the	 world.	 His
parents—no,	his	sister—for	his	parents	would	be	dead—had	asked	me	to	find	him	if
I	could	and,	as	he	had	 last	been	heard	of	 in	Shamli,	 I	had	 taken	 the	opportunity	 to
inquire	after	him.	His	name	would	be	Major	Roberts,	retired.
I	 heard	 a	 tap	 running	 at	 the	 side	 of	 the	 building	 and	 walking	 around	 found	 a

young	man	bathing	at	the	tap.	He	was	strong	and	well-built	and	slapped	himself	on
the	body	with	great	enthusiasm.	He	had	not	seen	me	approaching	so	I	waited	until	he
had	finished	bathing	and	had	begun	to	dry	himself.
‘Hallo,’	I	said.
He	turned	at	the	sound	of	my	voice	and	looked	at	me	for	a	few	moments	with	a

puzzled	expression.	He	had	a	 round	cheerful	 face	 and	crisp	black	hair.	He	 smiled
slowly.	But	it	was	a	more	genuine	smile	than	the	tonga	driver ’s.	So	far	I	had	met	two
people	 in	Shamli	and	 they	were	both	smilers.	That	should	have	cheered	me,	but	 it
didn’t.	‘You	have	come	to	stay?’	he	asked	in	a	slow,	easygoing	voice.
‘Just	for	the	day,’	I	said.	‘You	work	here?’
‘Yes,	my	 name	 is	Daya	Ram.	The	manager	 is	 asleep	 just	 now	 but	 I	will	 find	 a

room	for	you.’



He	pulled	on	his	vest	and	pyjamas	and	accompanied	me	back	to	the	veranda.	Here
he	picked	up	my	suitcase	and,	unlocking	a	side	door,	led	me	into	the	house.	We	went
down	a	passageway.	Then	Daya	Ram	stopped	at	the	door	on	the	right,	pushed	it	open
and	 took	me	 into	 a	 small,	 sunny	 room	 that	 had	 a	 window	 looking	 out	 on	 to	 the
orchard.	There	was	a	bed,	a	desk,	a	couple	of	cane	chairs,	and	a	frayed	and	faded
red	carpet.
‘Is	it	all	right?’	said	Daya	Ram.
‘Perfectly	all	right.’
‘They	 have	 breakfast	 at	 eight	 o’clock.	 But	 if	 you	 are	 hungry,	 I	 will	 make

something	for	you	now.’
‘No,	it’s	all	right.	Are	you	the	cook	too?’
‘I	do	everything	here.’
‘Do	you	like	it?’
‘No,’	 he	 said.	 And	 then	 added,	 in	 a	 sudden	 burst	 of	 confidence,	 ‘There	 are	 no

women	for	a	man	like	me.’
‘Why	don’t	you	leave,	then?’
‘I	will,’	he	said	with	a	doubtful	look	on	his	face.	‘I	will	leave	…’
After	he	had	gone	I	shut	the	door	and	went	into	the	bathroom	to	bathe.	The	cold

water	refreshed	me	and	made	me	feel	one	with	the	world.	After	I	had	dried	myself,	I
sat	on	the	bed,	in	front	of	the	open	window.	A	cool	breeze,	smelling	of	rain,	came
through	the	window	and	played	over	my	body.	I	thought	I	saw	a	movement	among
the	trees.
And	getting	closer	to	the	window,	I	saw	a	girl	on	a	swing.	She	was	a	small	girl,

all	by	herself,	and	she	was	swinging	 to	and	fro	and	singing,	and	her	song	carried
faintly	on	the	breeze.
I	dressed	quickly	and	left	my	room.	The	girl’s	dress	was	billowing	in	the	breeze,

her	pigtails	flying	about.	When	she	saw	me	approaching,	she	stopped	swinging	and
stared	at	me.	I	stopped	a	little	distance	away.
‘Who	are	you?’	she	asked.
‘A	ghost,’	I	replied.
‘You	look	like	one,’	she	said.
I	decided	to	take	this	as	a	compliment,	as	I	was	determined	to	make	friends.	I	did

not	smile	at	her	because	some	children	dislike	adults	who	smile	at	them	all	the	time.
‘What’s	your	name?’	I	asked.
‘Kiran,’	she	said.	‘I’m	ten.’
‘You	are	getting	old.’
‘Well,	we	all	have	to	grow	old	one	day.	Aren’t	you	coming	any	closer?’
‘May	I?’	I	asked.
‘You	may.	You	can	push	the	swing.’
One	pigtail	 lay	across	 the	girl’s	chest,	 the	other	behind	her	 shoulder.	She	had	a



serious	face	and	obviously	felt	she	had	responsibilities.	She	seemed	to	be	in	a	hurry
to	grow	up,	and	I	suppose	she	had	no	time	for	anyone	who	treated	her	as	a	child.	I
pushed	the	swing	until	it	went	higher	and	higher	and	then	I	stopped	pushing	so	that
she	came	lower	each	time	and	we	could	talk.
‘Tell	me	about	the	people	who	live	here,’	I	said.
‘There	is	Heera,’	she	said.	‘He’s	the	gardener.	He’s	nearly	a	hundred.	You	can	see

him	behind	 the	hedges	 in	 the	garden.	You	can’t	 see	him	unless	you	 look	hard.	He
tells	me	stories,	a	new	story	every	day.	He’s	much	better	than	the	people	in	the	hotel
and	so	is	Daya	Ram.’
‘Yes,	I	met	Daya	Ram.’
‘He’s	my	bodyguard.	He	brings	me	nice	things	from	the	kitchen	when	no	one	is

looking.’
‘You	don’t	stay	here?’
‘No,	I	live	in	another	house.	You	can’t	see	it	from	here.	My	father	is	the	manager

of	the	factory.’
‘Aren’t	there	any	other	children	to	play	with?’	I	asked.
‘I	don’t	know	any,’	she	said.
‘And	the	people	staying	here?’
‘Oh,	they.’	Apparently	Kiran	didn’t	think	much	of	the	hotel	guests.	‘Miss	Deeds	is

funny	when	she’s	drunk.	And	Mr	Lin	is	the	strangest.’
‘And	what	about	the	manager,	Mr	Dayal?’
‘He’s	mean.	And	he	gets	frightened	of	the	slightest	things.	But	Mrs	Dayal	is	nice.

She	lets	me	take	flowers	home.	But	she	doesn’t	talk	much.’
I	was	fascinated	by	Kiran’s	ruthless	summing	up	of	the	guests.	I	brought	the	swing

to	a	standstill	and	asked,	‘And	what	do	you	think	of	me?’
‘I	don’t	know	as	yet,’	said	Kiran	quite	seriously.	‘I’ll	think	about	you.’
As	 I	 came	 back	 to	 the	 hotel,	 I	 heard	 the	 sound	 of	 a	 piano	 in	 one	 of	 the	 front

rooms.	I	didn’t	know	enough	about	music	to	be	able	to	recognize	the	piece	but	it	had
sweetness	and	melody	though	it	was	played	with	some	hesitancy.	As	I	came	nearer,
the	sweetness	deserted	the	music,	probably	because	the	piano	was	out	of	tune.
The	person	at	the	piano	had	distinctive	Mongolian	features	and	so	I	presumed	he

was	Mr	Lin.	He	hadn’t	seen	me	enter	the	room	and	I	stood	beside	the	curtains	of	the
door,	watching	him	play.	He	had	full	round	lips	and	high,	slanting	cheekbones.	His
eyes	were	large	and	round	and	full	of	melancholy.	His	long,	slender	fingers	hardly
touched	the	keys.
I	 came	 nearer	 and	 then	 he	 looked	 up	 at	 me,	 without	 any	 show	 of	 surprise	 or

displeasure,	and	kept	on	playing.
‘What	are	you	playing?’	I	asked.
‘Chopin,’	he	said.
‘Oh,	yes.	It’s	nice	but	the	piano	is	fighting	it.’



‘I	know.	This	piano	belonged	to	one	of	Kipling’s	aunts.	It	hasn’t	been	tuned	since
the	last	century.’
‘Do	you	live	here?’
‘No,	I	come	from	Calcutta,’	he	answered	readily.	‘I	have	some	business	here	with

the	 sugarcane	 people,	 actually,	 though	 I	 am	 not	 a	 businessman.’	 He	 was	 playing
softly	all	the	time	so	that	our	conversation	was	not	lost	in	the	music.	‘I	don’t	know
anything	about	business.	But	I	have	to	do	something.’
‘Where	did	you	learn	to	play	the	piano?’
‘In	Singapore.	A	French	lady	taught	me.	She	had	great	hopes	of	my	becoming	a

concert	pianist	when	I	grew	up.	I	would	have	toured	Europe	and	America.’
‘Why	didn’t	you?’
‘We	left	during	the	War	and	I	had	to	give	up	my	lessons.’
‘And	why	did	you	go	to	Calcutta?’
‘My	 father	 is	 a	 Calcutta	 businessman.	What	 do	 you	 do	 and	 why	 do	 you	 come

here?’	he	asked.	‘If	I	am	not	being	too	inquisitive.’
Before	 I	 could	 answer,	 a	bell	 rang,	 loud	 and	continuously,	 drowning	 the	music

and	conversation.
‘Breakfast,’	said	Mr	Lin.
A	thin	dark	man,	wearing	glasses,	stepped	nervously	into	the	room	and	peered	at

me	in	an	anxious	manner.
‘You	arrived	last	night?’
‘That’s	right,’	I	said.	‘I	just	want	to	stay	the	day.	I	think	you’re	the	manager?’
‘Yes.	Would	you	like	to	sign	the	register?’
I	went	with	him	past	the	bar	and	into	the	office.	I	wrote	my	name	and	Mussoorie

address	in	the	register	and	the	duration	of	my	stay.	I	paused	at	 the	column	marked
‘Profession’,	thought	it	would	be	best	to	fill	it	with	something	and	wrote	‘Author ’.
‘You	are	here	on	business?’	asked	Mr	Dayal.
‘No,	not	exactly.	You	see,	I’m	looking	for	a	friend	of	mine	who	was	last	heard	of

in	Shamli,	about	three	years	ago.	I	thought	I’d	make	a	few	inquiries	in	case	he’s	still
here.’
‘What	was	his	name?	Perhaps	he	stayed	here.’
‘Major	Roberts,’	I	said.	‘An	Anglo-Indian.’
‘Well,	you	can	look	through	the	old	registers	after	breakfast.’
He	accompanied	me	into	the	dining	room.	The	establishment	was	really	more	of

a	 boarding	house	 than	 a	 hotel	 because	Mr	Dayal	 ate	with	 his	 guests.	There	was	 a
round	mahogany	dining	table	in	the	centre	of	the	room	and	Mr	Lin	was	the	only	one
seated	at	it.	Daya	Ram	hovered	about	with	plates	and	trays.	I	took	my	seat	next	to	Lin
and,	as	I	did	so,	a	door	opened	from	the	passage	and	a	woman	of	about	thirty-five
came	in.
She	had	on	a	skirt	and	blouse	which	accentuated	a	firm,	well-rounded	figure,	and



she	 walked	 on	 high	 heels,	 with	 a	 rhythmical	 swaying	 of	 the	 hips.	 She	 had	 an
uninteresting	 face,	 camouflaged	with	 lipstick,	 rouge	 and	 powder—the	 powder	 so
thick	 that	 it	had	become	embedded	 in	 the	natural	 lines	of	her	 face—but	her	 figure
compelled	admiration.
‘Miss	Deeds,’	whispered	Lin.
There	was	a	false	note	to	her	greeting.
‘Hallo,	 everyone,’	 she	 said	 heartily,	 straining	 for	 effect.	 ‘Why	 are	 you	 all	 so

quiet?	 Has	 Mr	 Lin	 been	 playing	 the	 Funeral	 March	 again?’	 She	 sat	 down	 and
continued	 talking.	 ‘Really,	we	must	have	a	dance	or	 something	 to	 liven	 things	up.
You	 must	 know	 some	 good	 numbers,	 Lin,	 after	 your	 experience	 of	 Singapore
nightclubs.	 What’s	 for	 breakfast?	 Boiled	 eggs.	 Daya	 Ram,	 can’t	 you	 make	 an
omelette	for	a	change?	I	know	you’re	not	a	professional	cook	but	you	don’t	have	to
give	us	the	same	thing	every	day,	and	there’s	absolutely	no	reason	why	you	should
burn	 the	 toast.	 You’ll	 have	 to	 do	 something	 about	 a	 cook,	 Mr	 Dayal.’	 Then	 she
noticed	me	sitting	opposite	her.	‘Oh,	hallo,’	she	said,	genuinely	surprised.	She	gave
me	a	long	appraising	look.
‘This	gentleman,’	said	Mr	Dayal	introducing	me,	‘is	an	author.’
‘That’s	nice,’	said	Miss	Deeds.	‘Are	you	married?’
‘No,’	I	said.	‘Are	you?’
‘Funny,	isn’t	it,’	she	said,	without	taking	offence,	‘no	one	in	this	house	seems	to

be	married.’
‘I’m	married,’	said	Mr	Dayal.
‘Oh,	 yes,	 of	 course,’	 said	 Miss	 Deeds.	 ‘And	 what	 brings	 you	 to	 Shamli?’	 she

asked,	turning	to	me.
‘I’m	looking	for	a	friend	called	Major	Roberts.’
Lin	gave	an	exclamation	of	surprise.	I	thought	he	had	seen	through	my	deception.
But	another	game	had	begun.
‘I	knew	him,’	said	Lin.	‘A	great	friend	of	mine.’
‘Yes,’	continued	Lin.	‘I	knew	him.	A	good	chap,	Major	Roberts.’
Well,	 there	 I	was,	 inventing	people	 to	 suit	my	convenience,	 and	people	 like	Mr

Lin	 started	 inventing	 relationships	 with	 them.	 I	 was	 too	 intrigued	 to	 try	 and
discourage	him.	I	wanted	to	see	how	far	he	would	go.
‘When	did	you	meet	him?’	asked	Lin,	taking	the	initiative.
‘Oh,	only	about	three	years	back,	just	before	he	disappeared.	He	was	last	heard	of

in	Shamli.’
‘Yes,	 I	 heard	 he	 was	 here,’	 said	 Lin.	 ‘But	 he	 went	 away,	 when	 he	 thought	 his

relatives	had	traced	him.	He	went	into	the	mountains	near	Tibet.’
‘Did	he?’	 I	 said,	unwilling	 to	be	 instructed	 further.	 ‘What	part	of	 the	country?	 I

come	from	the	hills	myself.	I	know	the	Mana	and	Niti	passes	quite	well.	If	you	have
any	idea	of	exactly	where	he	went,	I	think	I	could	find	him.’	I	had	the	advantage	in



this	 exchange	 because	 I	 was	 the	 one	 who	 had	 originally	 invented	 Roberts.	 Yet	 I
couldn’t	bring	myself	to	end	his	deception,	probably	because	I	felt	sorry	for	him.	A
happy	 man	 wouldn’t	 take	 the	 trouble	 of	 inventing	 friendships	 with	 people	 who
didn’t	exist.	He’d	be	too	busy	with	friends	who	did.
‘You’ve	had	a	lonely	life,	Mr	Lin?’	I	asked.
‘Lonely?’	said	Mr	Lin,	with	forced	incredulousness.	‘I’d	never	been	lonely	till	I

came	here	a	month	ago.	When	I	was	in	Singapore	…’
‘You	never	get	any	letters	though,	do	you?’	asked	Miss	Deeds	suddenly.
Lin	was	silent	for	a	moment.	Then	he	said:	‘Do	you?’
Miss	 Deeds	 lifted	 her	 head	 a	 little,	 as	 a	 horse	 does	 when	 it	 is	 annoyed,	 and	 I

thought	her	pride	had	been	hurt,	but	then	she	laughed	unobtrusively	and	tossed	her
head.
‘I	never	write	 letters,’	 she	 said.	 ‘My	 friends	gave	me	up	as	hopeless	years	 ago.

They	know	it’s	no	use	writing	to	me	because	they	rarely	get	a	reply.	They	call	me
the	Jungle	Princess.’
Mr	Dayal	tittered	and	I	found	it	hard	to	suppress	a	smile.	To	cover	up	my	smile	I

asked,	‘You	teach	here?’
‘Yes,	 I	 teach	 at	 the	 girls’	 school,’	 she	 said	with	 a	 frown.	 ‘But	 don’t	 talk	 to	me

about	teaching.	I	have	enough	of	it	all	day.’
‘You	don’t	like	teaching?’
She	gave	me	an	aggressive	look.	‘Should	I?’	she	asked.
‘Shouldn’t	you?’	I	said.
She	paused,	and	then	said,	‘Who	are	you,	anyway,	the	Inspector	of	Schools?’
‘No,’	said	Mr	Dayal	who	wasn’t	following	very	well,	‘he’s	a	journalist.’
‘I’ve	heard	they	are	nosey,’	said	Miss	Deeds.
Once	again	Lin	interrupted	to	steer	the	conversation	away	from	a	delicate	issue.
‘Where’s	Mrs	Dayal	this	morning?’	asked	Lin.
‘She	 spent	 the	 night	with	 our	 neighbours,’	 said	Mr	Dayal.	 ‘She	 should	 be	 here

after	lunch.’
It	was	the	first	time	Mrs	Dayal	had	been	mentioned.	Nobody	spoke	either	well	or

ill	of	her.	I	suspected	that	she	kept	her	distance	from	the	others,	avoiding	familiarity.
I	began	to	wonder	about	Mrs	Dayal.
Daya	Ram	came	in	from	the	veranda	looking	worried.
‘Heera’s	dog	has	disappeared,’	he	said.	‘He	thinks	a	leopard	took	it.’
Heera,	 the	gardener,	was	 standing	 respectfully	outside	on	 the	veranda	 steps.	We

all	hurried	out	to	him,	firing	questions	which	he	didn’t	try	to	answer.
‘Yes.	It’s	a	leopard,’	said	Kiran	appearing	from	behind	Heera.	‘It’s	going	to	come

into	the	hotel,’	she	added	cheerfully.
‘Be	quiet,’	said	Satish	Dayal	crossly.
‘There	are	pug	marks	under	the	trees,’	said	Daya	Ram.



Mr	Dayal,	who	seemed	to	know	little	about	 leopards	or	pug	marks,	said,	‘I	will
take	a	look,’	and	led	the	way	to	the	orchard,	the	rest	of	us	trailing	behind	in	an	ill-
assorted	procession.
There	 were	 marks	 on	 the	 soft	 earth	 in	 the	 orchard	 (they	 could	 have	 been	 a

leopard’s)	which	went	 in	 the	direction	of	 the	 riverbed.	Mr	Dayal	paled	a	 little	and
went	hurrying	back	to	the	hotel.	Heera	returned	to	the	front	garden,	the	least	excited,
the	most	sorrowful.	Everyone	else	was	thinking	of	a	leopard	but	he	was	thinking	of
the	dog.
I	 followed	 him	 and	 watched	 him	 weeding	 the	 sunflower	 beds.	 His	 face	 was

wrinkled	like	a	walnut	but	his	eyes	were	clear	and	bright.	His	hands	were	thin	and
bony	but	there	was	a	deftness	and	power	in	the	wrist	and	fingers	and	the	weeds	flew
fast	from	his	spade.	He	had	cracked,	parchment-like	skin.	I	could	not	help	thinking
of	the	gloss	and	glow	of	Daya	Ram’s	limbs	as	I	had	seen	them	when	he	was	bathing
and	wondered	if	Heera’s	had	once	been	like	that	and	if	Daya	Ram’s	would	ever	be
like	this,	and	both	possibilities—or	were	they	probabilities—saddened	me.	Our	skin,
I	thought,	is	like	the	leaf	of	a	tree,	young	and	green	and	shiny.	Then	it	gets	darker
and	 heavier,	 sometimes	 spotted	with	 disease,	 sometimes	 eaten	 away.	 Then	 fading,
yellow	 and	 red,	 then	 falling,	 crumbling	 into	 dust	 or	 feeding	 the	 flames	 of	 fire.	 I
looked	at	my	own	skin,	still	smooth,	not	coarsened	by	labour.	I	thought	of	Kiran’s
fresh	rose-tinted	complexion;	Miss	Deeds’	skin,	hard	and	dry;	Lin’s	pale	taut	skin,
stretched	 tightly	 across	 his	 prominent	 cheeks	 and	 forehead;	 and	Mr	Dayal’s	 grey
skin	growing	thick	hair.	And	I	wondered	about	Mrs	Dayal	and	the	kind	of	skin	she
would	have.
‘Did	you	have	the	dog	for	long?’	I	asked	Heera.
He	looked	up	with	surprise	for	he	had	been	unaware	of	my	presence.
‘Six	years,	sahib,’	he	said.	‘He	was	not	a	clever	dog	but	he	was	very	friendly.	He

followed	me	home	one	day	when	I	was	coming	back	from	the	bazaar.	I	kept	telling
him	to	go	away	but	he	wouldn’t.	It	was	a	long	walk	and	so	I	began	talking	to	him.	I
liked	talking	to	him	and	I	have	always	talked	to	him	and	we	have	understood	each
other.	That	first	night,	when	I	came	home	I	shut	the	gate	between	us.	But	he	stood	on
the	other	side	looking	at	me	with	trusting	eyes.	Why	did	he	have	to	look	at	me	like
that?’
‘So	you	kept	him?’
‘Yes,	 I	 could	 never	 forget	 the	 way	 he	 looked	 at	 me.	 I	 shall	 feel	 lonely	 now

because	he	was	my	only	companion.	My	wife	and	son	died	long	ago.	It	seems	I	am
to	stay	here	forever,	until	everyone	has	gone,	until	there	are	only	ghosts	in	Shamli.
Already	the	ghosts	are	here	…’
I	 heard	 a	 light	 footfall	 behind	me	 and	 turned	 to	 find	 Kiran.	 The	 barefoot	 girl

stood	beside	the	gardener	and	with	her	toes	began	to	pull	at	the	weeds.
‘You	are	a	lazy	one,’	said	the	old	man.	‘If	you	want	to	help	me	sit	down	and	use



your	hands.’
I	looked	at	the	girl’s	fair	round	face	and	in	her	bright	eyes	I	saw	something	old

and	wise.	And	 I	 looked	 into	 the	 old	man’s	wise	 eyes,	 and	 saw	 something	 forever
bright	and	young.	The	skin	cannot	change	the	eyes.	The	eyes	are	the	true	reflection
of	a	man’s	age	and	sensibilities.	Even	a	blind	man	has	hidden	eyes.
‘I	hope	we	 find	 the	dog,’	 said	Kiran.	 ‘But	 I	would	 like	 a	 leopard.	Nothing	ever

happens	here.’
‘Not	 now,’	 sighed	Heera.	 ‘Not	 now	…	Why,	 once	 there	was	 a	 band	 and	people

danced	 till	morning,	but	now	…’	He	paused,	 lost	 in	 thought	and	 then	said:	 ‘I	have
always	been	here.	I	was	here	before	Shamli.’
‘Before	the	station?’
‘Before	there	was	a	station,	or	a	factory,	or	a	bazaar.	It	was	a	village	then,	and	the

only	way	to	get	here	was	by	bullock	cart.	Then	a	bus	service	was	started,	 then	 the
railway	lines	were	laid	and	a	station	built,	then	they	started	the	sugar	factory,	and	for
a	few	years	Shamli	was	a	town.	But	the	jungle	was	bigger	than	the	town.	The	rains
were	 heavy	 and	 malaria	 was	 everywhere.	 People	 didn’t	 stay	 long	 in	 Shamli.
Gradually,	 they	went	back	into	the	hills.	Sometimes	I	 too	wanted	to	go	back	to	the
hills,	but	what	is	the	use	when	you	are	old	and	have	no	one	left	in	the	world	except	a
few	flowers	in	a	 troublesome	garden.	I	had	to	choose	between	the	flowers	and	the
hills,	and	I	chose	the	flowers.	I	am	tired	now,	and	old,	but	I	am	not	tired	of	flowers.’
I	 could	 see	 that	 his	 real	 world	 was	 the	 garden;	 there	 was	 more	 variety	 in	 his

flower	 beds	 than	 there	was	 in	 the	 town	 of	 Shamli.	 Every	month,	 every	 day,	 there
were	new	flowers	in	the	garden,	but	there	were	always	the	same	people	in	Shamli.
I	left	Kiran	with	the	old	man,	and	returned	to	my	room.	It	must	have	been	about

eleven	o’clock.
I	 was	 facing	 the	 window	 when	 I	 heard	 my	 door	 being	 opened.	 Turning,	 I

perceived	the	barrel	of	a	gun	moving	slowly	round	the	edge	of	the	door.	Behind	the
gun	 was	 Satish	 Dayal,	 looking	 hot	 and	 sweaty.	 I	 didn’t	 know	what	 his	 intentions
were;	so,	deciding	it	would	be	better	to	act	first	and	reason	later,	I	grabbed	a	pillow
from	the	bed	and	flung	it	in	his	face.	I	then	threw	myself	at	his	legs	and	brought	him
crashing	down	to	the	ground.
When	 we	 got	 up,	 I	 was	 holding	 the	 gun.	 It	 was	 an	 old	 Enfield	 rifle,	 probably

dating	back	to	the	Afghan	wars,	the	kind	that	goes	off	at	the	least	encouragement.
‘But—but—why?’	stammered	the	dishevelled	and	alarmed	Mr	Dayal.
‘I	 don’t	 know,’	 I	 said	menacingly.	 ‘Why	 did	 you	 come	 in	 here	 pointing	 this	 at

me?’
‘I	wasn’t	pointing	it	at	you.	It’s	for	the	leopard.’
‘Oh,	so	you	came	into	my	room	looking	for	a	leopard?	You	have,	I	presume	been

stalking	 one	 about	 the	 hotel?’	 (By	 now	 I	was	 convinced	 that	Mr	Dayal	 had	 taken
leave	of	his	senses	and	was	hunting	imaginary	leopards.)



‘No,	no,’	cried	the	distraught	man,	becoming	more	confused.	‘I	was	looking	for
you.	 I	 wanted	 to	 ask	 you	 if	 you	 could	 use	 a	 gun.	 I	 was	 thinking	 we	 should	 go
looking	for	the	leopard	that	took	Heera’s	dog.	Neither	Mr	Lin	nor	I	can	shoot.’
‘Your	gun	is	not	up-to-date,’	I	said.	‘It’s	not	at	all	suitable	for	hunting	leopards.	A

stout	 stick	would	 be	more	 effective.	Why	 don’t	we	 arm	 ourselves	with	 lathis	 and
make	a	general	assault?’
I	said	 this	banteringly,	but	Mr	Dayal	 took	the	 idea	quite	seriously.	‘Yes,	yes,’	he

said	with	alacrity,	‘Daya	Ram	has	got	one	or	two	lathis	in	the	godown.	The	three	of
us	 could	make	 an	 expedition.	 I	 have	 asked	Mr	Lin	but	 he	 says	he	doesn’t	want	 to
have	anything	to	do	with	leopards.’
‘What	about	our	Jungle	Princess?’	I	said.	‘Miss	Deeds	should	be	pretty	good	with

a	lathi.’
‘Yes,	yes,’	said	Mr	Dayal	humourlessly,	‘but	we’d	better	not	ask	her.’
Collecting	 Daya	 Ram	 and	 two	 lathis,	 we	 set	 off	 for	 the	 orchard	 and	 began

following	 the	 pug	 marks	 through	 the	 trees.	 It	 took	 us	 ten	 minutes	 to	 reach	 the
riverbed,	a	dry	hot	rocky	place;	then	we	went	into	the	jungle,	Mr	Dayal	keeping	well
to	the	rear.	The	atmosphere	was	heavy	and	humid,	and	there	was	not	a	breath	of	air
amongst	 the	 trees.	 When	 a	 parrot	 squawked	 suddenly,	 shattering	 the	 silence,	 Mr
Dayal	let	out	a	startled	exclamation	and	started	for	home.
‘What	was	that?’	he	asked	nervously.
‘A	bird,’	I	explained.
‘I	think	we	should	go	back	now,’	he	said.	‘I	don’t	think	the	leopard’s	here.’
‘You	never	know	with	leopards,’	I	said,	‘they	could	be	anywhere.’
Mr	Dayal	stepped	away	from	the	bushes.	‘I’ll	have	to	go,’	he	said.	‘I	have	a	lot	of

work.	You	keep	a	lathi	with	you,	and	I’ll	send	Daya	Ram	back	later.’
‘That’s	very	thoughtful	of	you,’	I	said.
Daya	Ram	scratched	his	head	and	reluctantly	followed	his	employer	back	through

the	 trees.	 I	moved	on	slowly,	down	the	 little	used	path,	wondering	 if	 I	should	also
return.	 I	 saw	 two	monkeys	playing	on	 the	branch	of	a	 tree,	 and	decided	 that	 there
could	be	no	danger	in	the	immediate	vicinity.
Presently	I	came	to	a	clearing	where	there	was	a	pool	of	fresh	clear	water.	It	was

fed	by	a	small	stream	that	came	suddenly,	 like	a	snake,	out	of	 the	 long	grass.	The
water	looked	cool	and	inviting.	Laying	down	the	lathi	and	taking	off	my	clothes,	I
ran	down	the	bank	until	I	was	waist-deep	in	the	middle	of	the	pool.	I	splashed	about
for	some	time	before	emerging,	then	I	lay	on	the	soft	grass	and	allowed	the	sun	to
dry	 my	 body.	 I	 closed	 my	 eyes	 and	 gave	 myself	 up	 to	 beautiful	 thoughts.	 I	 had
forgotten	all	about	leopards.
I	must	have	slept	for	about	half	an	hour	because	when	I	awoke,	I	found	that	Daya

Ram	had	come	back	and	was	vigorously	threshing	about	in	the	narrow	confines	of
the	pool.	I	sat	up	and	asked	him	the	time.



‘Twelve	o’clock,’	he	shouted,	coming	out	of	the	water,	his	dripping	body	all	gold
and	silver	in	sunlight.	‘They	will	be	waiting	for	dinner.’
‘Let	them	wait,’	I	said.
It	was	a	relief	to	talk	to	Daya	Ram,	after	the	uneasy	conversations	in	the	lounge

and	dining	room.
‘Dayal	Sahib	will	be	angry	with	me.’
‘I’ll	 tell	 him	we	 found	 the	 trail	 of	 the	 leopard,	 and	 that	we	went	 so	 far	 into	 the

jungle	that	we	lost	our	way.	As	Miss	Deeds	is	so	critical	of	the	food,	let	her	cook	the
meal.’
‘Oh,	she	only	talks	like	that,’	said	Daya	Ram.	‘Inside	she	is	very	soft.	She	is	too

soft	in	some	ways.’
‘She	should	be	married.’
‘Well,	 she	would	 like	 to	be.	Only	 there	 is	no	one	 to	marry	her.	When	she	came

here	she	was	engaged	 to	be	married	 to	an	English	army	captain.	 I	 think	she	 loved
him,	but	she	is	the	sort	of	person	who	cannot	help	loving	many	men	all	at	once,	and
the	captain	could	not	understand	that—it	is	just	the	way	she	is	made,	I	suppose.	She
is	always	ready	to	fall	in	love.’
‘You	seem	to	know,’	I	said.
‘Oh,	yes.’
We	dressed	and	walked	back	to	the	hotel.	In	a	few	hours,	I	thought,	the	tonga	will

come	for	me	and	I	will	be	back	at	the	station.	The	mysterious	charm	of	Shamli	will
be	no	more,	but	whenever	 I	pass	 this	way	I	will	wonder	about	 these	people,	about
Miss	Deeds	and	Lin	and	Mrs	Dayal.
Mrs	 Dayal	 …	 She	 was	 the	 one	 person	 I	 had	 yet	 to	 meet.	 It	 was	 with	 some

excitement	 and	 curiosity	 that	 I	 looked	 forward	 to	meeting	 her;	 she	was	 about	 the
only	mystery	left	in	Shamli,	now,	and	perhaps	she	would	be	no	mystery	when	I	met
her.	And	yet	…	I	 felt	 that	perhaps	 she	would	 justify	 the	 impulse	 that	made	me	get
down	from	the	train.
I	could	have	asked	Daya	Ram	about	Mrs	Dayal,	and	so	satisfied	my	curiosity;	but

I	wanted	to	discover	her	for	myself.	Half	 the	day	was	left	 to	me,	and	I	didn’t	want
my	game	to	finish	too	early.
I	walked	towards	the	veranda,	and	the	sound	of	the	piano	came	through	the	open

door.
‘I	wish	Mr	Lin	would	play	something	cheerful,’	said	Miss	Deeds.	‘He’s	obsessed

with	the	Funeral	March.	Do	you	dance?’
‘Oh,	no,’	I	said.
She	 looked	disappointed.	But	when	Lin	 left	 the	 piano,	 she	went	 into	 the	 lounge

and	 sat	 down	 on	 the	 stool.	 I	 stood	 at	 the	 door	watching	 her,	wondering	what	 she
would	do.	Lin	left	the	room	somewhat	resentfully.
She	began	to	play	an	old	song	which	I	remembered	having	heard	in	a	film	or	on	a



gramophone	 record.	 She	 sang	 while	 she	 played,	 in	 a	 slightly	 harsh	 but	 pleasant
voice:
	
Rolling	round	the	world
Looking	for	the	sunshine
I	know	I’m	going	to	find	some	day	…

	
Then	 she	played	Am	 I	 blue?	 and	Darling,	 je	 vous	 aime	 beaucoup.	 She	 sat	 there

singing	 in	a	deep	husky	voice,	her	eyes	a	 little	misty,	her	hard	face	suddenly	kind
and	sloppy.	When	 the	dinner	gong	 rang,	 she	broke	off	playing	and	shook	off	her
sentimental	mood,	and	laughed	derisively	at	herself.
I	 don’t	 remember	 that	 lunch.	 I	 hadn’t	 slept	much	 since	 the	previous	night	 and	 I

was	beginning	to	feel	 the	strain	of	my	journey.	The	swim	had	refreshed	me,	but	it
had	also	made	me	drowsy.	I	ate	quite	well,	though,	of	rice	and	kofta	curry,	and	then
feeling	sleepy,	made	for	the	garden	to	find	a	shady	tree.
There	were	some	books	on	the	shelf	in	the	lounge,	and	I	ran	my	eye	over	them	in

search	of	one	that	might	condition	sleep.	But	they	were	too	dull	to	do	even	that.	So	I
went	into	the	garden,	and	there	was	Kiran	on	the	swing,	and	I	went	to	her	tree	and	sat
down	on	the	grass.
‘Did	you	find	the	leopard?’	she	asked.
‘No,’	I	said,	with	a	yawn.
‘Tell	me	a	story.’
‘You	tell	me	one,’	I	said.
‘All	 right.	Once	 there	was	a	 lazy	man	with	 long	 legs,	who	was	always	yawning

and	wanting	to	fall	asleep	…’
I	watched	the	swaying	motions	of	the	swing	and	the	movements	of	the	girl’s	bare

legs,	and	a	tiny	insect	kept	buzzing	about	in	front	of	my	nose	…
‘…	and	fall	asleep,	and	the	reason	for	this	was	that	he	liked	to	dream.’
I	blew	the	 insect	away,	and	 the	swing	became	hazy	and	distant,	and	Kiran	was	a

blurred	figure	in	the	trees	…
‘…	liked	 to	dream,	and	what	do	you	think	he	dreamt	about	…	?’	Dreamt	about,

dreamt	about	…
When	I	awoke	there	was	that	cool	rain-scented	breeze	blowing	across	the	garden.

I	remember	lying	on	the	grass	with	my	eyes	closed,	listening	to	the	swishing	of	the
swing.	Either	 I	had	not	slept	 long,	or	Kiran	had	been	a	 long	 time	on	 the	swing;	 it
was	moving	slowly	now,	in	a	more	leisurely	fashion,	without	much	sound.	I	opened
my	eyes	 and	 saw	 that	my	arm	was	 stained	with	 the	 juice	of	 the	grass	beneath	me.
Looking	up,	I	expected	to	see	Kiran’s	legs	waving	above	me.	But	instead	I	saw	dark
slim	feet	and	above	them	the	folds	of	a	sari.	I	straightened	up	against	the	trunk	of	the
tree	 to	 look	 closer	 at	 Kiran,	 but	 Kiran	 wasn’t	 there.	 It	 was	 someone	 else	 in	 the



swing,	a	young	woman	in	a	pink	sari,	with	a	red	rose	in	her	hair.
She	had	stopped	 the	swing	with	her	 foot	on	 the	ground,	and	she	was	smiling	at

me.
It	 wasn’t	 a	 smile	 you	 could	 see,	 it	 was	 a	 tender	 fleeting	 movement	 that	 came

suddenly	 and	was	 gone	 at	 the	 same	 time,	 and	 its	 going	was	 sad.	 I	 thought	 of	 the
others’	 smiles,	 just	 as	 I	 had	 thought	 of	 their	 skins:	 the	 tonga	 driver ’s	 friendly,
deceptive	 smile;	 Daya	 Ram’s	 wide	 sincere	 smile;	 Miss	 Deeds’	 cynical,	 derisive
smile.	And	looking	at	Sushila,	I	knew	a	smile	could	never	change.	She	had	always
smiled	that	way.
‘You	haven’t	changed,’	she	said.
I	was	standing	up	now,	though	still	leaning	against	the	tree	for	support.	Though	I

had	never	thought	much	about	the	sound	of	her	voice,	it	seemed	as	familiar	as	the
sounds	of	yesterday.
‘You	 haven’t	 changed	 either,’	 I	 said.	 ‘But	where	 did	 you	 come	 from?’	 I	wasn’t

sure	yet	if	I	was	awake	or	dreaming.
She	laughed	as	she	had	always	laughed	at	me.
‘I	came	from	behind	the	tree.	The	little	girl	has	gone.’
‘Yes,	I’m	dreaming,’	I	said	helplessly.
‘But	what	brings	you	here?’
‘I	don’t	know.	At	least	I	didn’t	know	when	I	came.	But	it	must	have	been	you.	The

train	stopped	at	Shamli	and	I	don’t	know	why,	but	I	decided	I	would	spend	the	day
here,	behind	the	station	walls.	You	must	be	married	now,	Sushila.’
‘Yes,	 I	 am	married	 to	Mr	Dayal,	 the	manager	 of	 the	 hotel.	 And	what	 has	 been

happening	to	you?’
‘I	am	still	a	writer,	still	poor,	and	still	living	in	Mussoorie.’
‘When	were	you	last	in	Delhi?’	she	asked.	‘I	don’t	mean	Delhi,	I	mean	at	home.’
‘I	have	not	been	to	your	home	since	you	were	there.’
‘Oh,	my	friend,’	she	said,	getting	up	suddenly	and	coming	to	me,	‘I	want	to	talk

about	our	home	and	Sunil	and	our	friends	and	all	those	things	that	are	so	far	away
now.	I	have	been	here	two	years,	and	I	am	already	feeling	old.	I	keep	remembering
our	home—how	young	I	was,	how	happy—and	I	am	all	alone	with	memories.	But
now	you	are	here!	 It	was	a	bit	of	magic.	 I	 came	 through	 the	 trees	after	Kiran	had
gone,	and	there	you	were,	fast	asleep	under	the	tree.	I	didn’t	wake	you	then	because	I
wanted	to	see	you	wake	up.’
‘As	I	used	to	watch	you	wake	up	…’
She	was	near	me	and	I	could	look	at	her	more	closely.	Her	cheeks	did	not	have

the	same	freshness—they	were	a	little	pale—and	she	was	thinner	now,	but	her	eyes
were	the	same,	smiling	the	same	way.	Her	fingers,	when	she	took	my	hand,	were	the
same	warm	delicate	fingers.
‘Talk	to	me,’	she	said.	‘Tell	me	about	yourself.’



‘You	tell	me,’	I	said.
‘I	am	here,’	she	said.	‘That	is	all	there	is	to	say	about	myself.’
‘Then	let	us	sit	down	and	I’ll	talk.’
‘Not	here,’	she	took	my	hand	and	led	me	through	the	trees.	‘Come	with	me.’
I	heard	the	jingle	of	a	tonga	bell	and	a	faint	shout.	I	stopped	and	laughed.
‘My	tonga,’	I	said.	‘It	has	come	to	take	me	back	to	the	station.’
‘But	you	are	not	going,’	said	Sushila,	immediately	downcast.
‘I	will	 tell	 him	 to	 come	 in	 the	morning,’	 I	 said.	 ‘I	will	 spend	 the	 night	 in	 your

Shamli.’
I	walked	to	the	front	of	the	hotel	where	the	tonga	was	waiting.	I	was	glad	no	one

else	was	in	sight.	The	youth	was	smiling	at	me	in	his	most	appealing	manner.
‘I’m	not	going	today,’	I	said.	‘Will	you	come	tomorrow	morning?’
‘I	can	come	whenever	you	 like,	 friend.	But	you	will	have	 to	pay	for	every	 trip,

because	 it	 is	 a	 long	way	 from	 the	 station	 even	 if	my	 tonga	 is	 empty.	Usual	 fare,
friend,	one	rupee.’
I	didn’t	try	to	argue	but	resignedly	gave	him	the	rupee.	He	cracked	his	whip	and

pulled	on	the	reins,	and	the	carriage	moved	off.
‘If	you	don’t	leave	tomorrow,’	the	youth	called	out	after	me,	‘you’ll	never	leave

Shamli!’
I	walked	back	through	the	trees,	but	I	couldn’t	find	Sushila.
‘Sushila,	where	are	you?’	I	called,	but	I	might	have	been	speaking	to	the	trees,	for

I	had	no	reply.	There	was	a	small	path	going	through	the	orchard,	and	on	the	path	I
saw	 a	 rose	 petal.	 I	walked	 a	 little	 further	 and	 saw	 another	 petal.	 They	were	 from
Sushila’s	 red	 rose.	 I	walked	on	down	 the	path	until	 I	 had	 skirted	 the	orchard,	 and
then	the	path	went	along	the	fringe	of	the	jungle,	past	a	clump	of	bamboos,	and	here
the	 grass	 was	 a	 lush	 green	 as	 though	 it	 had	 been	 constantly	 watered.	 I	 was	 still
finding	rose	petals.	I	heard	the	chatter	of	seven	sisters,	and	the	call	of	a	hoopoe.	The
path	bent	to	meet	a	stream,	there	was	a	willow	coming	down	to	the	water ’s	edge,	and
Sushila	was	waiting	there.
‘Why	didn’t	you	wait?’	I	said.
‘I	wanted	to	see	if	you	were	as	good	at	following	me	as	you	used	to	be.’
‘Well,	 I	 am,’	 I	 said,	 sitting	 down	 beside	 her	 on	 the	 grassy	 bank	 of	 the	 stream.

‘Even	if	I’m	out	of	practice.’
‘Yes,	I	remember	the	time	you	climbed	up	an	apple	tree	to	pick	some	fruit	for	me.

You	 got	 up	 all	 right	 but	 then	 you	 couldn’t	 come	 down	 again.	 I	 had	 to	 climb	 up
myself	and	help	you.’
‘I	don’t	remember	that,’	I	said.
‘Of	course	you	do.’
‘It	must	have	been	your	other	friend,	Pramod.’
‘I	never	climbed	trees	with	Pramod.’



‘Well,	I	don’t	remember.’
I	 looked	at	 the	 little	stream	that	 ran	past	us.	The	water	was	no	more	 than	ankle-

deep,	cold	and	clear	and	sparking,	 like	the	mountain	stream	near	my	home.	I	 took
off	my	 shoes,	 rolled	 up	my	 trousers,	 and	 put	my	 feet	 in	 the	water.	 Sushila’s	 feet
joined	mine.
At	 first	 I	had	wanted	 to	ask	about	her	marriage,	whether	 she	was	happy	or	not,

what	 she	 thought	 of	 her	 husband;	 but	 now	 I	 couldn’t	 ask	 her	 these	 things.	 They
seemed	 far	 away	 and	 of	 little	 importance.	 I	 could	 think	 of	 nothing	 she	 had	 in
common	with	Mr	Dayal.	 I	 felt	 that	her	charm	and	attractiveness	and	warmth	could
not	have	been	appreciated,	or	even	noticed,	by	that	curiously	distracted	man.	He	was
much	older	than	her,	of	course,	probably	older	than	me.	He	was	obviously	not	her
choice	but	her	parents’,	 and	 so	 far	 they	were	childless.	Had	 there	been	children,	 I
don’t	 think	Sushila	would	have	minded	Mr	Dayal	as	her	husband.	Children	would
have	made	up	for	the	absence	of	passion—or	was	there	passion	in	Satish	Dayal?	…	I
remembered	having	heard	that	Sushila	had	been	married	to	a	man	she	didn’t	like.	I
remembered	having	shrugged	off	the	news,	because	it	meant	she	would	never	come
my	way	again,	and	I	have	never	yearned	after	something	that	has	been	irredeemably
lost.	But	she	had	come	my	way	again.	And	was	she	still	lost?	That	was	what	I	wanted
to	know	…
‘What	do	you	do	with	yourself	all	day?’	I	asked.
‘Oh,	I	visit	the	school	and	help	with	the	classes.	It	is	the	only	interest	I	have	in	this

place.	The	hotel	is	terrible.	I	try	to	keep	away	from	it	as	much	as	I	can.’
‘And	what	about	the	guests?’
‘Oh,	don’t	let	us	talk	about	them.	Let	us	talk	about	ourselves.	Do	you	have	to	go

tomorrow?’
‘Yes,	I	suppose	so.	Will	you	always	be	in	this	place?’
‘I	suppose	so.’
That	 made	 me	 silent.	 I	 took	 her	 hand,	 and	 my	 feet	 churned	 up	 the	 mud	 at	 the

bottom	 of	 the	 stream.	 As	 the	 mud	 subsided,	 I	 saw	 Sushila’s	 face	 reflected	 in	 the
water,	and	looking	up	at	her	again,	into	her	dark	eyes,	the	old	yearning	returned	and
I	wanted	to	care	for	her	and	protect	her.	I	wanted	to	take	her	away	from	that	place,
from	sorrowful	Shamli.	 I	wanted	her	 to	 live	 again.	Of	 course,	 I	 had	 forgotten	 all
about	my	poor	finances,	Sushila’s	family,	and	the	shoes	I	wore,	which	were	my	last
pair.	 The	 uplift	 I	was	 experiencing	 in	 this	meeting	with	 Sushila,	who	 had	 always,
throughout	her	childhood	and	youth,	bewitched	me	as	no	other	had	ever	bewitched
me,	made	me	reckless	and	impulsive.
I	lifted	her	hand	to	my	lips	and	kissed	her	on	the	soft	of	her	palm.
‘Can	I	kiss	you?’	I	said.
‘You	have	just	done	so.’
‘Can	I	kiss	you?’	I	repeated.



‘It	is	not	necessary.’
I	leaned	over	and	kissed	her	slender	neck.	I	knew	she	would	like	this,	because	that

was	where	I	had	kissed	her	often	before.	I	kissed	her	on	the	soft	of	the	throat,	where
it	tickled.
‘It	is	not	necessary,’	she	said,	but	she	ran	her	fingers	through	my	hair	and	let	them

rest	 there.	 I	 kissed	 her	 behind	 the	 ear	 then,	 and	 kept	 my	 mouth	 to	 her	 ear	 and
whispered,	‘Can	I	kiss	you?’
She	 turned	her	 face	 to	me	 so	 that	we	 looked	deep	 into	 each	other ’s	 eyes,	 and	 I

kissed	her	again.	And	we	put	our	arms	around	each	other	and	 lay	 together	on	 the
grass	with	the	water	running	over	our	feet.	We	said	nothing	at	all,	simply	lay	there
for	what	seemed	like	several	years,	or	until	the	first	drop	of	rain.
It	was	a	big	wet	drop,	and	it	splashed	on	Sushila’s	cheek	just	next	to	mine,	and	ran

down	to	her	lips	so	that	I	had	to	kiss	her	again.	The	next	big	drop	splattered	on	the
tip	of	my	nose,	and	Sushila	laughed	and	sat	up.	Little	ringlets	were	forming	on	the
stream	where	the	raindrops	hit	the	water,	and	above	us	there	was	a	pattering	on	the
banana	leaves.
‘We	must	go,’	said	Sushila.
We	started	homewards,	but	had	not	gone	 far	before	 it	was	 raining	 steadily,	 and

Sushila’s	hair	came	loose	and	streamed	down	her	body.	The	rain	fell	harder,	and	we
had	 to	hop	over	pools	and	avoid	 the	 soft	mud.	Sushila’s	 sari	was	plastered	 to	her
body,	accentuating	her	ripe,	thrusting	breasts,	and	I	was	excited	to	passion.	I	pulled
her	beneath	 a	big	 tree,	 crushed	her	 in	my	arms	and	kissed	her	 rain-kissed	mouth.
And	then	I	thought	she	was	crying,	but	I	wasn’t	sure,	because	it	might	have	been	the
raindrops	on	her	cheeks.
‘Come	away	with	me,’	 I	 said.	 ‘Leave	 this	place.	Come	away	with	me	 tomorrow

morning.	We	will	go	somewhere	where	nobody	will	know	us	or	come	between	us.’
She	smiled	at	me	and	said,	‘You	are	still	a	dreamer,	aren’t	you?’
‘Why	can’t	you	come?’
‘I	am	married.	It	is	as	simple	as	that.’
‘If	it	is	that	simple	you	can	come.’
‘I	have	to	think	of	my	parents,	too.	It	would	break	my	father ’s	heart	if	I	were	to	do

what	 you	 are	 proposing.	 And	 you	 are	 proposing	 it	 without	 a	 thought	 for	 the
consequences.’
‘You	are	too	practical,’	I	said.
‘If	women	were	not	practical,	most	marriages	would	be	failures.’
‘So	your	marriage	is	a	success?’
‘Of	course	it	is,	as	a	marriage.	I	am	not	happy	and	I	do	not	love	him,	but	neither

am	I	so	unhappy	that	I	should	hate	him.	Sometimes,	for	our	own	sakes,	we	have	to
think	 of	 the	 happiness	 of	 others.	What	 happiness	would	we	 have	 living	 in	 hiding
from	everyone	we	once	knew	and	cared	for.	Don’t	be	a	fool.	I	am	always	here	and



you	can	come	to	see	me,	and	nobody	will	be	made	unhappy	by	it.	But	take	me	away
and	we	will	only	have	regrets.’
‘You	don’t	love	me,’	I	said	foolishly.
‘That	sad	word	love,’	she	said,	and	became	pensive	and	silent.
I	could	say	no	more.	I	was	angry	again	and	rebellious,	and	there	was	no	one	and

nothing	 to	 rebel	against.	 I	could	not	understand	someone	who	was	afraid	 to	break
away	from	an	unhappy	existence	lest	that	existence	should	become	unhappier.	I	had
always	 considered	 it	 an	 admirable	 thing	 to	 break	 away	 from	 security	 and
respectability.	 Of	 course,	 it	 is	 easier	 for	 a	man	 to	 do	 this.	 A	man	 can	 look	 after
himself,	 he	 can	 do	 without	 neighbours	 and	 the	 approval	 of	 the	 local	 society.	 A
woman,	I	reasoned,	would	do	anything	for	love	provided	it	was	not	at	the	price	of
security;	for	a	woman	loves	security	as	much	as	a	man	loves	independence.
‘I	must	go	back	now,’	said	Sushila.	‘You	follow	a	little	later.’
‘All	you	wanted	to	do	was	talk,’	I	complained.
She	 laughed	at	 that	 and	pulled	me	playfully	by	 the	hair.	Then	 she	 ran	out	 from

under	the	tree,	springing	across	the	grass,	and	the	wet	mud	flew	up	and	flecked	her
legs.	I	watched	her	through	the	thin	curtain	of	rain	until	she	reached	the	veranda.	She
turned	to	wave	to	me,	and	then	skipped	into	the	hotel.
The	rain	had	 lessened,	but	 I	didn’t	know	what	 to	do	with	myself.	The	hotel	was

uninviting,	and	it	was	too	late	to	leave	Shamli.	If	the	grass	hadn’t	been	wet	I	would
have	 preferred	 to	 sleep	 under	 a	 tree	 rather	 than	 return	 to	 the	 hotel	 to	 sit	 at	 that
alarming	dining	table.
I	came	out	from	under	the	trees	and	crossed	the	garden.	But	instead	of	making	for

the	veranda	 I	went	 round	 to	 the	back	of	 the	hotel.	Smoke	 issuing	 from	 the	barred
window	of	a	back	room	told	me	I	had	probably	found	the	kitchen.	Daya	Ram	was
inside,	squatting	in	front	of	a	stove,	stirring	a	pot	of	stew.	The	stew	smelt	appetizing.
Daya	Ram	looked	up	and	smiled	at	me.
‘I	thought	you	had	gone,’	he	said.
‘I’ll	go	in	the	morning,’	I	said,	pulling	myself	up	on	an	empty	table.	Then	I	had

one	of	my	sudden	ideas	and	said,	‘Why	don’t	you	come	with	me?	I	can	find	you	a
good	job	in	Mussoorie.	How	much	do	you	get	paid	here?’
‘Fifty	rupees	a	month.	But	I	haven’t	been	paid	for	three	months.’
‘Could	you	get	your	pay	before	tomorrow	morning?’
‘No,	 I	won’t	 get	 anything	 until	 one	 of	 the	 guests	 pays	 a	 bill.	Miss	Deeds	 owes

about	fifty	rupees	on	whisky	alone.	She	will	pay	up,	she	says,	when	the	school	pays
her	salary.	And	the	school	can’t	pay	her	until	they	collect	the	children’s	fees.	That	is
how	bankrupt	everyone	is	in	Shamli.’
‘I	 see,’	 I	 said,	 though	 I	didn’t	 see.	 ‘But	Mr	Dayal	 can’t	hold	back	your	pay	 just

because	his	guests	haven’t	paid	their	bills.’
‘He	can	if	he	hasn’t	got	any	money.’



‘I	see,’	I	said.	‘Anyway,	I	will	give	you	my	address.	You	can	come	when	you	are
free.’
‘I	will	take	it	from	the	register,’	he	said.
I	edged	over	to	the	stove	and	leaning	over,	sniffed	at	the	stew.	‘I’ll	eat	mine	now,’

I	said.	And	without	giving	Daya	Ram	a	chance	to	object,	I	lifted	a	plate	off	the	shelf,
took	hold	of	the	stirring	spoon	and	helped	myself	from	the	pot.
‘There’s	rice	too,’	said	Daya	Ram.
I	 filled	 another	 plate	 with	 rice	 and	 then	 got	 busy	 with	 my	 fingers.	 After	 ten

minutes	 I	 had	 finished.	 I	 sat	 back	 comfortably,	 in	 a	 ruminative	 mood.	 With	 my
stomach	full	I	could	take	a	more	tolerant	view	of	life	and	people.	I	could	understand
Sushila’s	apprehensions,	Lin’s	delicate	lying	and	Miss	Deeds’	aggressiveness.	Daya
Ram	went	out	to	sound	the	dinner	gong,	and	I	trailed	back	to	my	room.
From	the	window	of	my	room	I	saw	Kiran	running	across	the	lawn	and	I	called	to

her,	but	she	didn’t	hear	me.	She	ran	down	the	path	and	out	of	the	gate,	her	pigtails
beating	against	the	wind.
The	 clouds	 were	 breaking	 and	 coming	 together	 again,	 twisting	 and	 spiralling

their	way	across	a	violet	sky.	The	sun	was	going	down	behind	the	Siwaliks.	The	sky
there	was	bloodshot.	The	tall	slim	trunks	of	the	eucalyptus	tree	were	tinged	with	an
orange	 glow;	 the	 rain	 had	 stopped,	 and	 the	wind	was	 a	 soft,	 sullen	 puff,	 drifting
sadly	through	the	trees.	There	was	a	steady	drip	of	water	from	the	eaves	of	the	roof
on	 to	 the	 window	 sill.	 Then	 the	 sun	 went	 down	 behind	 the	 old,	 old	 hills,	 and	 I
remembered	my	own	hills,	far	beyond	these.
The	 room	 was	 dark	 but	 I	 did	 not	 turn	 on	 the	 light.	 I	 stood	 near	 the	 window,

listening	 to	 the	 garden.	 There	 was	 a	 frog	 warbling	 somewhere	 and	 there	 was	 a
sudden	 flap	 of	 wings	 overhead.	 Tomorrow	 morning	 I	 would	 go,	 and	 perhaps	 I
would	 come	 back	 to	 Shamli	 one	 day,	 and	 perhaps	 not.	 I	 could	 always	 come	 here
looking	for	Major	Roberts,	and	who	knows,	one	day	I	might	find	him.	What	should
he	be	like,	this	lost	man?	A	romantic,	a	man	with	a	dream,	a	man	with	brown	skin
and	blue	eyes,	living	in	a	hut	on	a	snowy	mountain	top,	chopping	wood	and	catching
fish	and	swimming	in	cold	mountain	streams;	a	rough,	free	man	with	a	kind	heart
and	a	shaggy	beard,	a	man	who	owed	allegiance	 to	no	one,	who	gave	a	damn	for
money	and	politics,	and	cities	and	civilizations,	who	was	his	own	master,	who	lived
at	one	with	nature	knowing	no	 fear.	But	 that	was	not	Major	Roberts—that	was	 the
man	I	wanted	to	be.	He	was	not	a	Frenchman	or	an	Englishman,	he	was	me,	a	dream
of	myself.	If	only	I	could	find	Major	Roberts.
When	Daya	Ram	knocked	on	the	door	and	told	me	the	others	had	finished	dinner,

I	 left	my	 room	 and	made	 for	 the	 lounge.	 It	was	 quite	 lively	 in	 the	 lounge.	 Satish
Dayal	was	 at	 the	 bar,	 Lin	 at	 the	 piano,	 and	Miss	Deeds	 in	 the	 centre	 of	 the	 room
executing	a	tango	on	her	own.	It	was	obvious	she	had	been	drinking	heavily.
‘All	on	credit,’	complained	Mr	Dayal	to	me.	‘I	don’t	know	when	I’ll	be	paid,	but	I



don’t	dare	refuse	her	anything	for	fear	she	starts	breaking	up	the	hotel.’
‘She	 could	 do	 that,	 too,’	 I	 said.	 ‘It	 would	 come	 down	 without	 much

encouragement.’
Lin	began	to	play	a	waltz	(I	think	it	was	a	waltz),	and	then	I	found	Miss	Deeds	in

front	of	me,	saying,	‘Wouldn’t	you	like	to	dance,	old	boy?’
‘Thank	you,’	I	said,	somewhat	alarmed.	‘I	hardly	know	how	to.’
‘Oh,	 come	 on,	 be	 a	 sport,’	 she	 said,	 pulling	me	 away	 from	 the	 bar.	 I	was	 glad

Sushila	wasn’t	 present.	 She	wouldn’t	 have	minded,	 but	 she’d	 have	 laughed	 as	 she
always	laughed	when	I	made	a	fool	of	myself.
We	went	around	the	floor	in	what	I	suppose	was	waltz	time,	though	all	I	did	was

mark	 time	 to	Miss	Deeds’	motions.	We	were	 not	 very	 steady—this	 because	 I	was
trying	to	keep	her	at	arm’s	length,	while	she	was	determined	to	have	me	crushed	to
her	 bosom.	At	 length	Lin	 finished	 the	waltz.	Giving	 him	 a	 grateful	 look,	 I	 pulled
myself	free.	Miss	Deeds	went	over	to	the	piano,	leaned	right	across	it	and	said,	‘Play
something	lively,	dear	Mr	Lin,	play	some	hot	stuff.’
To	 my	 surprise	 Mr	 Lin	 without	 so	 much	 as	 an	 expression	 of	 distaste	 or

amusement,	began	to	execute	what	I	suppose	was	the	frug	or	the	jitterbug.	I	was	glad
she	hadn’t	asked	me	to	dance	that	one	with	her.
It	 all	 appeared	very	 incongruous	 to	me:	Miss	Deeds	 letting	herself	 go	 in	 crazy

abandonment,	Lin	playing	the	piano	with	great	seriousness,	and	Mr	Dayal	watching
from	the	bar	with	an	anxious	frown.	I	wondered	what	Sushila	would	have	thought	of
them	now.
Eventually	 Miss	 Deeds	 collapsed	 on	 the	 couch	 breathing	 heavily.	 ‘Give	 me	 a

drink,’	she	cried.
With	the	noblest	of	intentions	I	took	her	a	glass	of	water.	Miss	Deeds	took	a	sip

and	made	a	face.	‘What’s	this	stuff?’	she	asked.	‘It	is	different.’
‘Water,’	I	said.
‘No,’	she	said,	‘now	don’t	joke,	tell	me	what	it	is.’
‘It’s	water,	I	assure	you,’	I	said.
When	she	saw	that	 I	was	serious,	her	 face	coloured	up	and	I	 thought	she	would

throw	 the	water	at	me.	But	 she	was	 too	 tired	 to	do	 this	and	contented	herself	with
throwing	the	glass	over	her	shoulder.	Mr	Dayal	made	a	dive	for	the	flying	glass,	but
he	wasn’t	in	time	to	rescue	it	and	it	hit	the	wall	and	fell	to	pieces	on	the	floor.
Mr	Dayal	wrung	his	hands.	‘You’d	better	take	her	to	her	room,’	he	said,	as	though

I	were	personally	responsible	for	her	behaviour	just	because	I’d	danced	with	her.
‘I	can’t	carry	her	alone,’	I	said,	making	an	unsuccessful	attempt	at	helping	Miss

Deeds	up	from	the	couch.
Mr	Dayal	called	for	Daya	Ram,	and	the	big	amiable	youth	came	lumbering	into

the	lounge.	We	took	an	arm	each	and	helped	Miss	Deeds,	feet	dragging,	across	the
room.	We	got	her	to	her	room	and	on	to	her	bed.	When	we	were	about	to	withdraw



she	said,	‘Don’t	go,	my	dear,	stay	with	me	a	little	while.’
Daya	Ram	had	discreetly	slipped	outside.	With	my	hand	on	the	doorknob	I	said,

‘Which	of	us?’
‘Oh,	are	there	two	of	you?’	said	Miss	Deeds,	without	a	trace	of	disappointment.
‘Yes,	Daya	Ram	helped	me	carry	you	here.’
‘Oh,	and	who	are	you?’
‘I’m	the	writer.	You	danced	with	me,	remember?’
‘Of	course.	You	dance	divinely,	Mr	Writer.	Do	stay	with	me.	Daya	Ram	can	stay

too	if	he	likes.’
I	hesitated,	my	hand	on	the	doorknob.	She	hadn’t	opened	her	eyes	all	the	time	I’d

been	in	the	room,	her	arms	hung	loose,	and	one	bare	leg	hung	over	the	side	of	the
bed.	She	was	fascinating	somehow,	and	desirable,	but	I	was	afraid	of	her.	I	went	out
of	the	room	and	quietly	closed	the	door.
As	 I	 lay	 awake	 in	 bed	 I	 heard	 the	 jackal’s	 ‘Pheau’,	 the	 cry	 of	 fear	 which	 it

communicates	 to	all	 the	 jungle	when	there	 is	danger	about,	a	 leopard	or	a	 tiger.	 It
was	 a	 weird	 howl,	 and	 between	 each	 note	 there	 was	 a	 kind	 of	 low	 gurgling.	 I
switched	off	the	light	and	peered	through	the	closed	window.	I	saw	the	jackal	at	the
edge	of	the	lawn.	It	sat	almost	vertically	on	its	haunches,	holding	its	head	straight	up
to	 the	 sky,	making	 the	 neighbourhood	 vibrate	with	 the	 eerie	 violence	 of	 its	 cries.
Then	suddenly	it	started	up	and	ran	off	into	the	trees.
Before	getting	back	into	bed	I	made	sure	the	window	was	shut.	The	bullfrog	was

singing	again,	‘ing-ong,	ing-ong’,	in	some	foreign	language.	I	wondered	if	Sushila
was	 awake	 too,	 thinking	 about	 me.	 It	 must	 have	 been	 almost	 eleven	 o’clock.	 I
thought	 of	 Miss	 Deeds	 with	 her	 leg	 hanging	 over	 the	 edge	 of	 the	 bed.	 I	 tossed
restlessly	and	then	sat	up.	I	hadn’t	slept	for	two	nights	but	I	was	not	sleepy.	I	got	out
of	 bed	without	 turning	 on	 the	 light	 and	 slowly	 opening	my	 door,	 crept	 down	 the
passageway.	I	stopped	at	the	door	of	Miss	Deeds’	room.	I	stood	there	listening,	but	I
heard	 only	 the	 ticking	 of	 the	 big	 clock	 that	 might	 have	 been	 in	 the	 room	 or
somewhere	in	the	passage.	I	put	my	hand	on	the	doorknob,	but	the	door	was	bolted.
That	settled	the	matter.
I	would	definitely	leave	Shamli	the	next	morning.	Another	day	in	the	company	of

these	people	and	I	would	be	behaving	like	them.	Perhaps	I	was	already	doing	so!	I
remembered	the	tonga	driver ’s	words:	‘Don’t	stay	too	long	in	Shamli	or	you	will
never	leave!’
When	 the	 rain	 came,	 it	 was	 not	with	 a	 preliminary	 patter	 or	 shower,	 but	 all	 at

once,	sweeping	across	the	forest	like	a	massive	wall,	and	I	could	hear	it	in	the	trees
long	 before	 it	 reached	 the	 house.	 Then	 it	 came	 crashing	 down	 on	 the	 corrugated
roof,	 and	 the	hailstones	hit	 the	window	panes	with	a	hard	metallic	 sound	so	 that	 I
thought	 the	glass	would	break.	The	sound	of	 thunder	was	like	 the	booming	of	big
guns	and	 the	 lightning	kept	playing	over	 the	garden.	At	every	 flash	of	 lightning	 I



sighted	 the	 swing	 under	 the	 tree,	 rocking	 and	 leaping	 in	 the	 air	 as	 though	 some
invisible,	agitated	being	was	sitting	on	it.	I	wondered	about	Kiran.	Was	she	sleeping
through	all	 this,	blissfully	unconcerned,	or	was	she	lying	awake	in	bed,	starting	at
every	clash	of	thunder	as	I	was?	Or	was	she	up	and	about,	exulting	in	the	storm?	I
half	expected	to	see	her	come	running	through	the	trees,	through	the	rain,	to	stand
on	the	swing	with	her	hair	blowing	wild	in	the	wind,	laughing	at	the	thunder	and	the
angry	 skies.	 Perhaps	 I	 did	 see	 her,	 perhaps	 she	 was	 there.	 I	 wouldn’t	 have	 been
surprised	 if	 she	were	 some	 forest	nymph	 living	 in	 the	hole	of	 a	 tree,	 coming	out
sometimes	to	play	in	the	garden.
A	crash,	nearer	and	louder	than	any	thunder	so	far,	made	me	sit	up	in	bed	with	a

start.	 Perhaps	 lightning	 had	 struck	 the	 house.	 I	 turned	 on	 the	 switch	 but	 the	 light
didn’t	come	on.	A	tree	must	have	fallen	across	the	line.
I	heard	voices	in	the	passage—the	voices	of	several	people.	I	stepped	outside	to

find	 out	what	 had	 happened,	 and	 started	 at	 the	 appearance	 of	 a	 ghostly	 apparition
right	 in	 front	 of	 me.	 It	 was	Mr	 Dayal	 standing	 on	 the	 threshold	 in	 an	 oversized
pyjama	suit,	a	candle	in	his	hand.
‘I	came	to	wake	you,’	he	said.	‘This	storm	…’
He	had	the	irritating	habit	of	stating	the	obvious.
‘Yes,	the	storm,’	I	said.	‘Why	is	everybody	up?’
‘The	back	wall	has	collapsed	and	part	of	the	roof	has	fallen	in.	We’d	better	spend

the	night	in	the	lounge—it	is	the	safest	room.	This	is	a	very	old	building,’	he	added
apologetically.
‘All	right,’	I	said.	‘I	am	coming.’
The	lounge	was	lit	by	two	candles.	One	stood	over	the	piano,	the	other	on	a	small

table	 near	 the	 couch.	 Miss	 Deeds	 was	 on	 the	 couch,	 Lin	 was	 at	 the	 piano	 stool,
looking	 as	 though	he	would	 start	 playing	Stravinsky	 any	moment,	 and	Dayal	was
fussing	about	the	room.	Sushila	was	standing	at	a	window,	looking	out	at	the	stormy
night.	 I	 went	 to	 the	 window	 and	 touched	 her	 but	 she	 didn’t	 look	 around	 or	 say
anything.	The	lightning	flashed	and	her	dark	eyes	were	pools	of	smouldering	fire.
‘What	time	will	you	be	leaving?’	she	asked.
‘The	tonga	will	come	for	me	at	seven.’
‘If	I	come,’	she	said,	‘if	I	come	with	you,	I	will	be	at	the	station	before	the	train

leaves.’
‘How	will	you	get	there?’	I	asked,	and	hope	and	excitement	rushed	over	me	again.
‘I	will	get	there,’	she	said.	‘I	will	get	there	before	you.	But	if	I	am	not	there,	then

do	not	wait,	do	not	come	back	for	me.	Go	on	your	way.	It	will	mean	I	do	not	want	to
come.	Or	I	will	be	there.’
‘But	are	you	sure?’
‘Don’t	stand	near	me	now.	Don’t	speak	to	me	unless	you	have	to.’	She	squeezed

my	fingers,	then	drew	her	hand	away.	I	sauntered	over	to	the	next	window,	then	back



into	the	centre	of	the	room.	A	gust	of	wind	blew	through	a	cracked	windowpane	and
put	out	the	candle	near	the	couch.
‘Damn	the	wind,’	said	Miss	Deeds.
The	window	in	my	room	had	burst	open	during	the	night	and	there	were	leaves

and	 branches	 strewn	 about	 the	 floor.	 I	 sat	 down	 on	 the	 damp	 bed	 and	 smelt
eucalyptus.	The	earth	was	red,	as	though	the	storm	had	bled	it	all	night.
After	a	little	while	I	went	into	the	veranda	with	my	suitcase	to	wait	for	the	tonga.	It

was	then	that	I	saw	Kiran	under	the	trees.	Kiran’s	long	black	pigtails	were	tied	up	in
a	 red	 ribbon,	 and	 she	 looked	 fresh	 and	 clean	 like	 the	 rain	 and	 the	 red	 earth.	 She
stood	looking	seriously	at	me.
‘Did	you	like	the	storm?’	she	asked.
‘Some	of	the	time,’	I	said.	‘I’m	going	soon.	Can	I	do	anything	for	you?’
‘Where	are	you	going?’
‘I’m	going	to	the	end	of	the	world.	I’m	looking	for	Major	Roberts,	have	you	seen

him	anywhere?’
‘There	is	no	Major	Roberts,’	she	said	perceptively.	‘Can	I	come	with	you	to	the

end	of	the	world?’
‘What	about	your	parents?’
‘Oh,	we	won’t	take	them.’
‘They	might	be	annoyed	if	you	go	off	on	your	own.’
‘I	can	stay	on	my	own.	I	can	go	anywhere.’
‘Well,	one	day	I’ll	come	back	here	and	I’ll	take	you	everywhere	and	no	one	will

stop	us.	Now	is	there	anything	else	I	can	do	for	you?’
‘I	want	some	flowers,	but	I	can’t	reach	them,’	she	pointed	to	a	hibiscus	tree	that

grew	against	the	wall.	It	meant	climbing	the	wall	to	reach	the	flowers.	Some	of	the
red	flowers	had	fallen	during	the	night	and	were	floating	in	a	pool	of	water.
‘All	 right,’	 I	 said	and	pulled	myself	up	on	 the	wall.	 I	 smiled	down	 into	Kiran’s

serious,	upturned	face.	‘I’ll	throw	them	to	you	and	you	can	catch	them.’
I	bent	a	branch,	but	 the	wood	was	young	and	green	and	I	had	 to	 twist	 it	 several

times	before	it	snapped.
‘I	hope	nobody	minds,’	I	said,	as	I	dropped	the	flowering	branch	to	Kiran.
‘It’s	nobody’s	tree,’	she	said.
‘Sure?’
She	nodded	vigorously.	‘Sure,	don’t	worry.’
I	was	working	for	her	and	she	felt	immensely	capable	of	protecting	me.	Talking

and	being	with	Kiran,	 I	 felt	a	nostalgic	 longing	 for	childhood—emotions	 that	had
been	beautiful	because	they	were	never	completely	understood.
‘Who	is	your	best	friend?’	I	said.
‘Daya	Ram,’	she	replied.	‘I	told	you	so	before.’
She	was	certainly	faithful	to	her	friends.



‘And	who	is	the	second	best?’
She	put	her	finger	 in	her	mouth	 to	consider	 the	question,	and	her	head	dropped

sideways.
‘I’ll	make	you	the	second	best,’	she	said.
I	dropped	the	flowers	over	her	head.	‘That	is	so	kind	of	you.	I’m	proud	to	be	your

second	best.’
I	heard	 the	 tonga	bell,	and	from	my	perch	on	 the	wall	saw	the	carriage	coming

down	the	driveway.	‘That’s	for	me,’	I	said.	‘I	must	go	now.’
I	jumped	down	the	wall.	And	the	sole	of	my	shoe	came	off	at	last.
‘I	knew	that	would	happen,’	I	said.
‘Who	cares	for	shoes,’	said	Kiran.
‘Who	cares,’	I	said.
I	walked	back	to	the	veranda	and	Kiran	walked	beside	me,	and	stood	in	front	of

the	hotel	while	I	put	my	suitcase	in	the	tonga.
‘You	 nearly	 stayed	 one	 day	 too	 late,’	 said	 the	 tonga	 driver.	 ‘Half	 the	 hotel	 has

come	down	and	tonight	the	other	half	will	come	down.’
I	climbed	into	the	back	seat.	Kiran	stood	on	the	path,	gazing	intently	at	me.
‘I’ll	see	you	again,’	I	said.
‘I’ll	see	you	in	Iceland	or	Japan,’	she	said.	‘I’m	going	everywhere.’
‘Maybe,’	I	said,	‘maybe	you	will.’
We	 smiled,	 knowing	 and	 understanding	 each	 other ’s	 importance.	 In	 her	 bright

eyes	I	saw	something	old	and	wise.	The	tonga	driver	cracked	his	whip,	the	wheels
creaked,	the	carriage	rattled	down	the	path.	We	kept	waving	to	each	other.	In	Kiran’s
hand	was	a	spring	of	hibiscus.	As	she	waved,	the	blossoms	fell	apart	and	danced	a
little	in	the	breeze.
Shamli	station	looked	the	same	as	it	had	the	day	before.	The	same	train	stood	at

the	 same	 platform	 and	 the	 same	 dogs	 prowled	 beside	 the	 fence.	 I	 waited	 on	 the
platform	till	the	bell	clanged	for	the	train	to	leave,	but	Sushila	did	not	come.
Somehow,	 I	 was	 not	 disappointed.	 I	 had	 never	 really	 expected	 her	 to	 come.

Unattainable,	 Sushila	 would	 always	 be	more	 bewitching	 and	 beautiful	 than	 if	 she
were	mine.
Shamli	would	always	be	there.	And	I	could	always	come	back,	looking	for	Major

Roberts.



M

The	Crooked	Tree
	

‘You	must	pass	your	exams	and	go	to	college,	but	do	not	feel	that	if	you	fail,	you
will	be	able	to	do	nothing.’

	
y	room	in	Shahganj	was	very	small.	I	had	paced	about	in	it	so	often	that	I
knew	 its	 exact	measurements:	 twelve	 feet	 by	 ten.	 The	 string	 of	my	 cot
needed	 tightening.	 The	 dip	 in	 the	 middle	 was	 so	 pronounced	 that	 I
invariably	woke	up	in	the	morning	with	a	backache;	but	I	was	hopeless	at

tightening	charpoy	strings.
Under	the	cot	was	my	tin	trunk.	Its	contents	ranged	from	old,	rejected	manuscripts

to	clothes	and	letters	and	photographs.	I	had	resolved	that	one	day,	when	I	had	made
some	money	with	 a	 book,	 I	would	 throw	 the	 trunk	 and	 everything	 else	out	 of	 the
window,	and	 leave	Shahganj	forever.	But	until	 then	I	was	a	prisoner.	The	rent	was
nominal,	 the	 window	 had	 a	 view	 of	 the	 bus	 stop	 and	 rickshaw	 stand,	 and	 I	 had
nowhere	else	to	go.
I	did	not	live	entirely	alone.	Sometimes	a	beggar	spent	the	night	on	the	balcony;

and,	during	cold	or	wet	weather,	the	boys	from	the	tea	shop,	who	normally	slept	on
the	pavement,	crowded	into	the	room.
Usually	I	woke	early	 in	 the	mornings,	as	sleep	was	fitful,	uneasy,	crowded	with

dreams.	I	knew	it	was	five	o’clock	when	I	heard	the	first	upcountry	bus	leaving	its
shed.	I	would	then	get	up	and	take	a	walk	in	the	fields	beyond	the	railroad	tracks.
One	morning,	while	I	was	walking	in	the	fields,	I	noticed	someone	lying	across

the	pathway,	his	head	and	shoulders	hidden	by	the	stalks	of	young	sugar	cane.	When
I	 came	 near,	 I	 saw	 he	 was	 a	 boy	 of	 about	 sixteen.	 His	 body	 was	 twitching
convulsively,	his	face	was	very	white,	except	where	a	little	blood	had	trickled	down
his	chin.	His	legs	kept	moving	and	his	hands	fluttered	restlessly,	helplessly.
‘What’s	the	matter	with	you?’	I	asked,	kneeling	down	beside	him.
But	he	was	still	unconscious	and	could	not	answer	me.
I	 ran	down	 the	 footpath	 to	a	well	and,	dipping	 the	end	of	my	shirt	 in	a	 shallow

trough	 of	water,	 ran	 back	 and	 sponged	 the	 boy’s	 face.	 The	 twitching	 ceased	 and,
though	he	still	breathed	heavily,	his	hands	became	still	and	his	face	calm.	He	opened
his	eyes	and	stared	at	me	without	any	immediate	comprehension.
‘You	have	bitten	your	 tongue,’	 I	 said,	wiping	 the	blood	 from	his	mouth.	 ‘Don’t

worry.	I’ll	stay	with	you	until	you	feel	better.’
He	sat	up	now	and	said,	‘I’m	all	right,	thank	you.’
‘What	happened?’	I	asked,	sitting	down	beside	him.
‘Oh,	nothing	much.	It	often	happens,	I	don’t	know	why.	But	I	cannot	control	it.’



‘Have	you	seen	a	doctor?’
‘I	went	to	the	hospital	in	the	beginning.	They	gave	me	some	pills,	which	I	had	to

take	 every	 day.	 But	 the	 pills	 made	 me	 so	 tired	 and	 sleepy	 that	 I	 couldn’t	 work
properly.	So	 I	 stopped	 taking	 them.	Now	 this	happens	once	or	 twice	 a	month.	But
what	does	it	matter?	I’m	all	right	when	it’s	over,	and	I	don’t	feel	anything	while	it	is
happening.’
He	 got	 to	 his	 feet,	 dusting	 his	 clothes	 and	 smiling	 at	 me.	 He	 was	 slim,	 long-

limbed	 and	 bony.	 There	 was	 a	 little	 fluff	 on	 his	 cheeks	 and	 the	 promise	 of	 a
moustache.
‘Where	do	you	live?’	I	asked.	‘I’ll	walk	back	with	you.’
‘I	don’t	 live	anywhere,’	he	said.	‘Sometimes	I	sleep	in	 the	 temple,	sometimes	in

the	gurdwara.	In	summer	months	I	sleep	in	the	municipal	gardens.’
‘Well,	then	let	me	come	with	you	as	far	as	the	gardens.’
He	told	me	that	his	name	was	Kamal,	that	he	studied	at	the	Shahganj	High	School,

and	that	he	hoped	to	pass	his	examinations	in	a	few	months’	time.	He	was	studying
hard	and,	if	he	passed	with	a	good	division,	he	hoped	to	attend	a	college.	If	he	failed,
there	was	only	the	prospect	of	continuing	to	live	in	the	municipal	gardens	…
He	carried	with	him	a	 small	 tray	of	merchandise,	 supported	by	straps	 that	went

round	his	shoulders.	In	it	were	combs	and	buttons	and	cheap	toys	and	little	vials	of
perfume.	All	day	he	walked	about	Shahganj,	selling	odds	and	ends	to	people	in	the
bazaar	 or	 at	 their	 houses.	He	made,	 on	 an	 average,	 two	 rupees	 a	 day,	which	was
enough	for	his	food	and	his	school	fees.
He	told	me	all	this	while	we	walked	back	to	the	bus	stand.	I	returned	to	my	room,

to	 try	 and	write	 something,	while	Kamal	went	on	 to	 the	bazaar	 to	 try	 and	 sell	 his
wares.
There	was	nothing	very	unusual	 about	Kamal’s	being	an	orphan	and	a	 refugee.

During	the	communal	holocaust	of	1947,	thousands	of	homes	had	been	broken	up,
and	 women	 and	 children	 had	 been	 killed.	 What	 was	 unusual	 in	 Kamal	 was	 his
sensitivity,	 a	 quality	 I	 thought	 rare	 in	 a	 Punjabi	 youth	 who	 had	 grown	 up	 in	 the
Frontier	provinces	during	a	period	of	hate	and	violence.	And	it	was	not	so	much	his
positive	 attitude	 to	 life	 that	 appealed	 to	 me	 (most	 people	 in	 Shahganj	 were
completely	resigned	to	their	lot)	as	his	gentleness,	his	quiet	voice	and	the	smile	that
flickered	across	his	face	regardless	of	whether	he	was	sad	or	happy.	In	the	morning,
when	I	opened	my	door,	I	found	Kamal	asleep	at	the	top	of	the	steps.	His	tray	lay	a
few	feet	away.	I	shook	him	gently,	and	he	woke	at	once.
‘Have	you	been	sleeping	here	all	night?’	I	asked.	‘Why	didn’t	you	come	inside?’
‘It	was	very	late,’	he	said.	‘I	didn’t	want	to	disturb	you.’
‘Someone	could	have	stolen	your	things	while	you	slept.’
‘Oh,	I	sleep	quite	lightly.	Besides,	I	have	nothing	of	special	value.	But	I	came	to

ask	you	something.’



‘Do	you	need	any	money?’
‘No.	I	want	you	to	take	your	meal	with	me	tonight.’
‘But	where?	You	don’t	 have	 a	 place	 of	 your	 own.	 It	will	 be	 too	 expensive	 in	 a

restaurant.’
‘In	your	room,’	said	Kamal.	‘I	will	bring	the	food	and	cook	it	here.	You	have	a

stove?’
‘I	think	so,’	I	said.	‘I	will	have	to	look	for	it.’
‘I	will	 come	at	 seven,’	 said	Kamal,	 strapping	on	his	 tray.	 ‘Don’t	worry.	 I	know

how	to	cook!’
He	ran	down	the	steps	and	made	for	the	bazaar.	I	began	to	look	for	the	oil	stove,

found	it	at	the	bottom	of	my	tin	trunk,	and	then	discovered	I	hadn’t	any	pots	or	pans
or	dishes.	Finally,	I	borrowed	these	from	Deep	Chand,	the	barber.
Kamal	brought	a	chicken	for	our	dinner.	This	was	a	costly	luxury	in	Shahganj,	to

be	 taken	only	 two	or	 three	 times	 a	year.	He	had	bought	 the	bird	 for	 three	 rupees,
which	was	cheap,	considering	it	was	not	too	skinny.	While	Kamal	set	about	roasting
it,	I	went	down	to	the	bazaar	and	procured	a	bottle	of	beer	on	credit,	and	this	served
as	an	appetizer.
‘We	are	having	an	expensive	meal,’	I	observed.	‘Three	rupees	for	the	chicken	and

three	rupees	for	the	beer.	But	I	wish	we	could	do	it	more	often.’
‘We	should	do	it	at	least	once	a	month,’	said	Kamal.	‘It	should	be	possible	if	we

work	hard.’
‘You	know	how	to	work.	You	work	from	morning	to	night.’
‘But	you	are	a	writer,	Rusty.	That	is	different.	You	have	to	wait	for	a	mood.’
‘Oh,	 I’m	not	 a	 genius	 that	 I	 can	 afford	 the	 luxury	of	moods.	No,	 I’m	 just	 lazy,

that’s	all.’
‘Perhaps	you	are	writing	the	wrong	things.’
‘I	know	I	am.	But	I	don’t	know	how	I	can	write	anything	else.’
‘Have	you	tried?’
‘Yes,	but	there	is	no	money	in	it.	I	wish	I	could	make	a	living	in	some	other	way.

Even	if	I	repaired	cycles,	I	would	make	more	money.’
‘Then	why	not	repair	cycles?’
‘No,	I	will	not	repair	cycles.	I	would	rather	be	a	bad	writer	than	a	good	repairer

of	 cycles.	But	 let	 us	 not	 think	of	work.	There	 is	 time	 enough	 for	work.	 I	want	 to
know	more	about	you.’
Kamal	did	not	know	if	his	parents	were	alive	or	dead.	He	had	lost	them,	literally,

when	he	was	six.	It	happened	at	the	Amritsar	railroad	station,	where	trains	coming
across	the	border	disgorged	thousands	of	refugees,	or	pulled	into	the	station	half-
empty,	drenched	with	blood	and	littered	with	corpses.
Kamal	and	his	parents	were	lucky	to	escape	the	massacre.	Had	they	travelled	on

an	 earlier	 train	 (they	 had	 tried	 desperately	 to	 get	 into	 one),	 they	might	well	 have



been	killed;	but	circumstances	favoured	them	then,	only	to	trick	them	later.
Kamal	 was	 clinging	 to	 his	 mother ’s	 sari,	 while	 she	 remained	 close	 to	 her

husband,	who	was	elbowing	his	way	 through	 the	frightened,	bewildered	 throng	of
refugees.	Glancing	over	his	shoulder	at	a	woman	who	 lay	on	 the	ground,	wailing
and	beating	her	breasts,	Kamal	collided	with	a	burly	Sikh	and	 lost	his	grip	on	his
mother ’s	sari.
The	Sikh	had	a	long	curved	sword	at	his	waist;	and	Kamal	stared	up	at	him	in	awe

and	fascination—at	his	long	hair,	which	had	fallen	loose,	and	his	wild	black	beard,
and	the	bloodstains	on	his	white	shirt.	The	Sikh	pushed	him	out	of	the	way	and	when
Kamal	looked	around	for	his	mother,	she	was	not	to	be	seen.	She	was	hidden	from
him	by	a	mass	of	restless	bodies,	pushed	in	different	directions.	He	could	hear	her
calling,	 ‘Kamal,	 where	 are	 you,	 Kamal?’	 He	 tried	 to	 force	 his	 way	 through	 the
crowd,	in	the	direction	of	the	voice,	but	he	was	carried	the	other	way	…
At	 night,	 when	 the	 platform	was	 empty,	 he	 was	 still	 searching	 for	 his	 mother.

Eventually,	some	soldiers	took	him	away.	They	looked	for	his	parents,	but	without
success,	and	finally,	 they	sent	Kamal	 to	a	refugee	camp.	From	there	he	went	 to	an
orphanage.	But	when	he	was	eight,	and	felt	himself	a	man,	he	ran	away.
He	worked	for	some	time	as	a	helper	in	a	tea	shop;	but,	when	he	started	getting

epileptic	fits,	the	shopkeeper	asked	him	to	leave,	and	he	found	himself	on	the	streets,
begging	for	a	living.	He	begged	for	a	year,	moving	from	one	town	to	another,	and
ended	up	finally	at	Shahganj.	By	then	he	was	twelve	and	too	old	to	beg;	but	he	had
saved	 some	money,	 and	with	 it	 he	 bought	 a	 small	 stock	 of	 combs,	 buttons,	 cheap
perfumes	and	bangles;	and,	converting	himself	into	a	mobile	shop,	went	from	door
to	door,	selling	his	wares.
Shahganj	was	a	small	town,	and	there	was	no	house	which	Kamal	hadn’t	visited.

Everyone	recognized	him,	and	 there	were	some	who	offered	him	food	and	drink;
the	children	knew	him	well,	because	he	played	on	a	small	flute	whenever	he	made
his	rounds,	and	they	followed	him	to	listen	to	the	flute.
I	 began	 to	 look	 forward	 to	 Kamal’s	 presence.	 He	 dispelled	 some	 of	 my	 own

loneliness.	I	found	I	could	work	better,	knowing	that	I	did	not	have	to	work	alone.
And	 Kamal	 came	 to	 me,	 perhaps	 because	 I	 was	 the	 first	 person	 to	 have	 taken	 a
personal	 interest	 in	his	 life,	and	because	I	saw	nothing	frightening	 in	his	sickness.
Most	people	in	Shahganj	thought	epilepsy	was	infectious;	some	considered	it	a	form
of	divine	punishment	for	sins	committed	in	a	former	life.	Except	for	children,	those
who	knew	of	his	condition	generally	gave	him	a	wide	berth.
At	sixteen,	a	boy	grows	like	young	wheat,	springing	up	so	fast	that	he	is	unaware

of	what	 is	 taking	place	within	him.	His	mind	quickens,	his	gestures	become	more
confident.	 Hair	 sprouts	 like	 young	 grass	 on	 his	 face	 and	 chest,	 and	 his	 muscles
begin	to	mature.	Never	again	will	he	experience	so	much	change	and	growth	in	so
short	a	time.	He	is	full	of	currents	and	countercurrents.



Kamal	combined	 the	bloom	of	youth	with	 the	beauty	of	 the	short-lived.	 It	made
me	sad	even	to	look	at	his	pale,	slim	body.	It	hurt	me	to	look	into	his	eyes.	Life	and
death	were	always	struggling	in	their	depths.
‘Should	I	go	to	Delhi	and	take	up	a	job?’	I	asked.
‘Why	not?	You	are	always	talking	about	it.’
‘Why	don’t	you	come,	too?	Perhaps	they	can	stop	your	fits.’
‘We	will	need	money	for	that.	When	I	have	passed	my	examinations,	I	will	come.’
‘Then	I	will	wait,’	I	said.	I	was	twenty-two,	and	there	was	world	enough	and	time

for	everything.
We	 decided	 to	 save	 a	 little	money	 from	 his	 small	 earnings	 and	my	 occasional

payments.	We	would	need	money	to	go	to	Delhi,	money	to	live	there	until	we	could
earn	a	living.	We	put	away	twenty	rupees	one	week,	but	lost	it	the	next	when	we	lent
it	to	a	friend	who	owned	a	cyclerickshaw.	But	this	gave	us	the	occasional	use	of	his
cycle,	 and	 early	 one	 morning,	 with	 Kamal	 sitting	 on	 the	 crossbar,	 I	 rode	 out	 of
Shahganj.
After	cycling	for	about	two	miles,	we	got	down	and	pushed	the	cycle	off	the	road,

taking	a	path	through	a	paddy	field	and	then	through	a	field	of	young	maize,	until	in
the	distance	we	saw	a	tree,	a	crooked	tree,	growing	beside	an	old	well.
I	do	not	know	the	name	of	that	 tree.	I	had	never	seen	one	like	it	before.	It	had	a

crooked	 trunk	 and	 crooked	 branches,	 and	 was	 clothed	 in	 thick,	 broad,	 crooked
leaves,	like	the	leaves	on	which	food	is	served	in	the	bazaar.
In	the	trunk	of	the	tree	there	was	a	hole,	and	when	we	set	the	bicycle	down	with	a

crash,	a	pair	of	green	parrots	 flew	out,	and	went	dipping	and	swerving	across	 the
fields.	There	was	grass	around	the	well,	cropped	short	by	grazing	cattle.
We	sat	in	the	shade	of	the	crooked	tree,	and	Kamal	untied	the	red	cloth	in	which

he	 had	 brought	 our	 food.	When	we	 had	 eaten,	 we	 stretched	 ourselves	 out	 on	 the
grass.	I	closed	my	eyes	and	became	aware	of	a	score	of	different	sensations.	I	heard
a	cricket	singing	in	the	tree,	the	cooing	of	pigeons	from	the	walls	of	the	old	well,
the	quiet	breathing	of	Kamal,	the	parrots	returning	to	the	tree,	the	distant	hum	of	an
airplane.	 I	smelled	 the	grass	and	 the	old	bricks	 round	 the	well	and	 the	promise	of
rain.	 I	 felt	Kamal’s	 fingers	 against	my	 arm,	 and	 the	 sun	 creeping	over	my	 cheek.
And	 when	 I	 opened	 my	 eyes,	 there	 were	 clouds	 on	 the	 horizon,	 and	 Kamal	 was
asleep,	his	arm	thrown	across	his	face	to	keep	out	the	glare.
I	 went	 to	 the	 well,	 and	 putting	 my	 shoulders	 to	 the	 ancient	 handle,	 turned	 the

wheel,	moving	around	while	cool,	clean	water	gushed	out	over	the	stones	and	along
the	 channel	 to	 the	 fields.	 The	 discovery	 that	 I	 could	 water	 a	 field,	 that	 I	 had	 the
power	 to	make	 things	grow,	gave	me	a	 thrill	of	 satisfaction;	 it	was	 like	writing	a
story	that	had	the	ring	of	truth.	I	drank	from	one	of	the	trays;	 the	water	was	sweet
with	age.
Kamal	was	sitting	up,	looking	at	the	sky.



‘It’s	going	to	rain,’	he	said.
We	began	cycling	homeward;	but	we	were	still	some	way	out	of	Shahganj	when	it

began	to	rain.	A	lashing	wind	swept	the	rain	across	our	faces,	but	we	exulted	in	it,
and	sang	at	the	top	of	our	voices	until	we	reached	the	Shahganj	bus	stop.
Across	 the	 railroad	 tracks	and	 the	dry	 riverbed,	 fields	of	maize	stretched	away,

until	there	came	a	dry	region	of	thorn	bushes	and	lantana	scrub,	where	the	earth	was
cut	 into	 jagged	 cracks,	 like	 a	 jigsaw	 puzzle.	 Dotting	 the	 landscape	 were	 old,
abandoned	brick	kilns.	When	it	rained	heavily,	the	hollows	filled	up	with	water.
Kamal	and	I	came	to	one	of	these	hollows	to	bathe	and	swim.	There	was	an	island

in	 the	 middle	 of	 it,	 and	 on	 this	 small	 mound	 lay	 the	 ruins	 of	 a	 hut	 where	 a
nightwatchman	had	once	lived,	looking	after	the	brick	kilns.	We	would	swim	out	to
the	island,	which	was	only	a	few	yards	from	the	banks	of	the	hollow.	There	was	a
grassy	patch	in	front	of	the	hut,	and	early	in	the	mornings,	before	it	got	too	hot,	we
would	wrestle	on	the	grass.
Though	 I	 was	 heavier	 than	 Kamal,	 my	 chest	 as	 sound	 as	 a	 new	 drum,	 he	 had

strong,	wiry	 arms	 and	 legs,	 and	would	often	pinion	me	around	 the	waist	with	his
bony	knees.	Now,	while	we	wrestled	on	the	new	monsoon	grass,	I	felt	his	body	go
tense.	He	stiffened,	his	legs	jerked	against	my	body,	and	a	shudder	passed	through
him.	I	knew	that	he	had	a	fit	coming	on,	but	I	was	unable	to	extricate	myself	from	his
arms.
He	 gripped	 me	 more	 tightly	 as	 the	 fit	 took	 possession	 of	 him.	 Instead	 of

struggling,	I	lay	still,	tried	to	absorb	some	of	his	anguish,	tried	to	draw	some	of	his
agitation	 to	 myself.	 I	 had	 a	 strange	 fancy	 that	 by	 identifying	 myself	 with	 his
convulsions,	I	might	alleviate	them.
I	pressed	against	Kamal,	and	whispered	soothingly	into	his	ear;	and	then,	when	I

noticed	 his	mouth	 working,	 I	 thrust	 my	 fingers	 between	 his	 teeth	 to	 prevent	 him
from	biting	his	tongue.	But	so	violent	was	the	convulsion	that	his	teeth	bit	into	the
flesh	of	my	palm	and	ground	against	my	knuckles.	I	shouted	with	the	pain	and	tried
to	 jerk	my	 hand	 away,	 but	 it	was	 impossible	 to	 loosen	 the	 grip	 of	 his	 jaws.	 So	 I
closed	my	 eyes	 and	 counted—counted	 till	 seven—until	 consciousness	 returned	 to
him	and	his	muscles	relaxed.
My	hand	was	shaking	and	covered	with	blood.	I	bound	it	in	my	handkerchief	and

kept	it	hidden	from	Kamal.
We	walked	back	to	the	room	without	talking	much.	Kamal	looked	depressed	and

weak.	 I	 kept	 my	 hand	 beneath	 my	 shirt,	 and	 Kamal	 was	 too	 dejected	 to	 notice
anything.	It	was	only	at	night,	when	he	returned	from	his	classes,	that	he	noticed	the
cuts,	and	I	told	him	I	had	slipped	in	the	road,	cutting	my	hand	on	some	broken	glass.
Rain	 upon	Shahganj.	And,	 until	 the	 rain	 stops,	 Shahganj	 is	 fresh	 and	 clean	 and

alive.	The	children	run	out	of	their	houses,	glorying	in	their	nakedness.	The	gutters
choke,	and	the	narrow	street	becomes	a	torrent	of	water,	coursing	merrily	down	to



the	bus	stop.	It	swirls	over	the	trees	and	the	roofs	of	the	town,	and	the	parched	earth
soaks	 it	 up,	 exuding	a	 fragrance	 that	 comes	only	once	 in	 a	year,	 the	 fragrance	of
quenched	earth,	that	most	exhilarating	of	smells.
The	rain	swept	in	through	the	door	and	soaked	the	cot.	When	I	had	succeeded	in

closing	 the	door,	 I	 found	 the	 roof	 leaking,	 the	water	 trickling	down	 the	walls	and
forming	new	pictures	on	the	cracking	plaster.	The	door	flew	open	again,	and	there
was	Kamal	standing	on	the	threshold,	shaking	himself	like	a	wet	dog.	Coming	in,	he
stripped	and	dried	himself,	 and	 then	sat	 shivering	on	 the	bed	while	 I	made	 frantic
efforts	to	close	the	door	again.
‘You	need	some	tea,’	I	said.
He	nodded,	forgetting	to	smile	for	once,	and	I	knew	his	mind	was	elsewhere,	in

one	of	a	hundred	possible	places	from	his	dreams.
‘One	 day	 I	will	write	 a	 book,’	 I	 said,	 as	we	 drank	 strong	 tea	 in	 the	 fast-fading

twilight.	 ‘A	real	book,	about	real	people.	Perhaps	 it	will	be	about	you	and	me	and
Shahganj.	And	then	we	will	run	away	from	Shahganj,	fly	on	the	wings	of	Garuda,
and	all	our	troubles	will	be	over	and	fresh	troubles	will	begin.	Why	should	we	mind
difficulties,	as	long	as	they	are	new	difficulties?’
‘First	 I	 must	 pass	 my	 exams,’	 said	 Kamal.	 ‘Otherwise,	 I	 can	 do	 nothing,	 go

nowhere.’
‘Don’t	take	exams	too	seriously.	I	know	that	in	India	they	are	the	passport	to	any

kind	of	 job,	and	that	you	cannot	become	a	clerk	unless	you	have	a	degree.	But	do
not	forget	that	you	are	studying	for	the	sake	of	acquiring	knowledge,	and	not	for	the
sake	of	becoming	a	clerk.	You	don’t	want	to	become	a	clerk	or	a	bus	conductor,	do
you?	You	must	pass	your	exams	and	go	to	college,	but	do	not	feel	that	if	you	fail,
you	will	be	able	to	do	nothing.	Why,	you	can	start	making	your	own	buttons	instead
of	selling	other	people’s!’
‘You	are	right,’	said	Kamal.	‘But	why	not	be	an	educated	button	manufacturer?’
‘Why	not,	indeed?	That’s	just	what	I	mean.	And,	while	you	are	studying	for	your

exams,	I	will	be	writing	my	book.	I	will	start	 tonight!	It	 is	an	auspicious	night,	 the
beginning	of	the	monsoon.’
The	light	did	not	come	on.	A	tree	must	have	fallen	across	the	wires.	I	lit	a	candle

and	placed	 it	 on	 the	windowsill	 and,	while	 the	 candle	 spluttered	 in	 the	 steamy	air,
Kamal	opened	his	books	and,	with	one	hand	on	a	book	and	the	other	hand	playing
with	 his	 toes—this	 attitude	 helped	him	 to	 concentrate—he	devoted	his	 attention	 to
algebra.
I	 took	 an	 ink	 bottle	 down	 from	 a	 shelf	 and,	 finding	 it	 empty,	 added	 a	 little

rainwater	to	the	crusted	contents.	Then	I	sat	down	beside	Kamal	and	began	to	write;
but	the	pen	was	useless	and	made	blotches	all	over	the	paper,	and	I	had	no	idea	what
I	 should	write	 about,	 though	 I	was	 full	 of	writing	 just	 then.	So	 I	 began	 to	 look	at
Kamal	instead;	at	his	eyes,	hidden	in	shadow,	and	his	hands,	quiet	in	the	candlelight;



and	I	followed	his	breathing	and	the	slight	movement	of	his	lips	as	he	read	softly	to
himself.
And,	instead	of	starting	my	book,	I	sat	and	watched	Kamal.
Sometimes	Kamal	played	 the	 flute	 at	 night,	while	 I	was	 lying	 awake;	 and,	 even

when	I	was	asleep,	the	flute	would	play	in	my	dreams.	Sometimes	he	brought	it	 to
the	crooked	tree,	and	played	it	for	the	benefit	of	the	birds;	but	the	parrots	only	made
harsh	noises	and	flew	away.
Once,	when	Kamal	was	playing	his	flute	to	a	group	of	children,	he	had	a	fit.	The

flute	fell	from	his	hands,	and	he	began	to	roll	about	in	the	dust	on	the	roadside.	The
children	were	frightened	and	ran	away.	But	the	next	time	they	heard	Kamal	play	his
flute,	they	came	to	listen	as	usual.
That	Kamal	was	gaining	in	strength	I	knew	from	the	way	he	was	able	to	pin	me

down	whenever	we	wrestled	on	the	grass	near	the	old	brick	kilns.	It	was	no	longer
necessary	 for	me	 to	 yield	 deliberately	 to	 him.	 And,	 though	 his	 fits	 still	 recurred
from	time	to	time—as	we	knew	they	would	continue	to	do—he	was	not	so	depressed
afterwards.	The	anxiety	and	the	death	had	gone	from	his	eyes.
His	examinations	were	nearing,	and	he	was	working	hard.	(I	had	yet	to	begin	the

first	chapter	of	my	book.)	Because	of	the	necessity	of	selling	two	or	three	rupees’
worth	of	articles	every	day,	he	did	not	get	much	time	for	studying;	but	he	stuck	to
his	books	until	past	midnight,	and	it	was	seldom	that	I	heard	his	flute.
He	put	aside	his	tray	of	odds	and	ends	during	the	examinations,	and	walked	to	the

examination	centre	instead.	And	after	two	weeks,	when	it	was	all	over,	he	took	up	his
tray	and	began	his	rounds	again.	In	a	burst	of	creativity,	I	wrote	three	pages	of	my
novel.
On	 the	 morning	 the	 results	 of	 the	 examination	 were	 due,	 I	 rose	 early,	 before

Kamal,	and	went	down	to	the	news	agency.	It	was	five	o’clock	and	the	newspapers
had	just	arrived.	I	went	through	the	columns	relating	to	Shahganj,	but	I	couldn’t	find
Kamal’s	roll	number	on	 the	 list	of	successful	candidates.	 I	had	 the	number	written
down	on	a	slip	of	paper,	and	I	looked	at	it	again	to	make	sure	that	I	had	compared	it
correctly	with	the	others;	then	I	went	through	the	newspaper	once	more.
When	I	returned	to	the	room,	Kamal	was	sitting	on	the	doorstep.	I	didn’t	have	to

tell	him	he	had	failed.	He	knew	by	the	look	on	my	face.	I	sat	down	beside	him,	and
we	said	nothing	for	some	time.
‘Never	mind,’	said	Kamal,	eventually.	‘I	will	pass	next	year.’
I	realized	that	I	was	more	depressed	than	he	was,	and	that	he	was	trying	to	console

me.
‘If	only	you’d	had	more	time,’	I	said.
‘I	 have	 plenty	 of	 time	 now.	Another	 year.	 And	 you	will	 have	 time	 in	which	 to

finish	your	book;	then	we	can	both	go	away.	Another	year	of	Shahganj	won’t	be	so
bad.	As	long	as	I	have	your	friendship,	almost	everything	else	can	be	tolerated,	even



my	sickness.’
And	 then,	 turning	 to	 me	 with	 an	 expression	 of	 intense	 happiness,	 he	 said,

‘Yesterday	I	was	sad,	and	tomorrow	I	may	be	sad	again,	but	today	I	know	that	I	am
happy.	I	want	to	live	on	and	on.	I	feel	that	life	isn’t	long	enough	to	satisfy	me.’
He	stood	up,	the	tray	hanging	from	his	shoulders.
‘What	would	you	like	to	buy?’	he	said.	‘I	have	everything	you	need.’
At	the	bottom	of	the	steps	he	turned	and	smiled	at	me,	and	I	knew	then	that	I	had

written	my	story.
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own	 the	 main	 road	 passed	 big	 yellow	 buses,	 cars,	 pony-drawn	 tongas,
motorcycles	 and	 bullock	 carts.	 This	 steady	 flow	 of	 traffic	 seemed,
somehow,	 to	 form	 a	 barrier	 between	 the	 city	 on	 one	 side	 of	 the	 Trunk
Road,	and	the	distant	sleepy	villages	on	the	other.	It	seemed	to	cut	India	in

half—the	India	Kamla	knew	slightly,	and	the	India	she	had	never	seen.
Kamla’s	grandmother	lived	on	the	outskirts	of	the	city	of	Jaipur,	and	just	across

the	road	from	the	house	there	were	fields	and	villages	stretching	away	for	hundreds
of	miles.	But	Kamla	had	never	been	across	the	main	road.	This	separated	the	busy
city	from	the	flat	green	plains	stretching	endlessly	towards	the	horizon.
Kamla	was	used	to	city	life.	In	England,	it	was	London	and	Manchester.	In	India,	it

was	 Delhi	 and	 Jaipur.	 Rainy	Manchester	 was,	 of	 course,	 different	 in	 many	 ways
from	sun-drenched	Jaipur,	and	 Indian	cities	had	stronger	 smells	and	more	vibrant
colours	 than	 their	English	 counterparts.	Nevertheless,	 they	 had	much	 in	 common:
busy	people	always	on	the	move,	money	constantly	changing	hands,	buses	to	catch,
schools	 to	 attend,	parties	 to	go	 to,	TV	 to	watch.	Kamla	had	 seen	very	 little	of	 the
English	countryside,	even	less	of	India	outside	the	cities.
Her	parents	lived	in	Manchester	where	her	father	was	a	doctor	in	a	large	hospital.

She	went	to	school	in	England.	But	this	year,	during	the	summer	holidays,	she	had
come	 to	 India	 to	 stay	 with	 her	 grandmother.	 Apart	 from	 a	 maidservant	 and	 a
grizzled	old	nightwatchman,	Grandmother	lived	quite	alone	in	a	small	house	on	the
outskirts	of	Jaipur.	During	the	winter	months,	Jaipur ’s	climate	was	cool	and	bracing
but	in	the	summer,	a	fierce	sun	poured	down	upon	the	city	from	a	cloudless	sky.
None	of	 the	other	city	children	ventured	across	 the	main	road	 into	 the	fields	of

millet,	wheat	 and	 cotton,	 but	Kamla	was	 determined	 to	 visit	 the	 fields	 before	 she
returned	to	England.	From	the	flat	roof	of	the	house	she	could	see	them	stretching
away	 for	 miles,	 the	 ripening	 wheat	 swaying	 in	 the	 hot	 wind.	 Finally,	 when	 there
were	only	two	days	left	before	she	went	to	Delhi	to	board	a	plane	for	London,	she
made	up	her	mind	and	crossed	the	main	road.
She	did	this	in	the	afternoon,	when	Grandmother	was	asleep	and	the	servants	were

in	the	bazaar.	She	slipped	out	of	the	back	door	and	her	slippers	kicked	up	the	dust	as
she	ran	down	the	path	to	the	main	road.	A	bus	roared	past	and	more	dust	rose	from
the	road	and	swirled	about	her.	Kamla	ran	through	the	dust,	past	the	jacaranda	trees
that	lined	the	road,	and	into	the	fields.
Suddenly,	 the	world	became	an	enormous	place,	bigger	and	more	varied	than	it

had	seemed	from	the	air,	also	mysterious	and	exciting—and	just	a	little	frightening.
The	sea	of	wheat	stretched	away	 till	 it	merged	with	 the	hot	blinding	blue	of	 the



sky.	Far	to	her	left	were	a	few	trees	and	the	low	white	huts	of	a	village.	To	her	right
lay	hollow	pits	of	red	dust	and	a	blackened	chimney	where	bricks	used	to	be	made.
In	 front,	 some	 distance	 away,	 Kamla	 could	 see	 a	 camel	 moving	 round	 a	 well,
drawing	up	water	for	the	fields.	She	set	out	in	the	direction	of	the	camel.
Her	grandmother	had	told	her	not	to	wander	off	on	her	own	in	the	city;	but	this

wasn’t	the	city,	and	as	far	as	she	knew,	camels	did	not	attack	people.
It	took	her	a	long	time	to	get	to	the	camel.	It	was	about	half	a	mile	away,	though	it

seemed	much	 nearer.	 And	when	Kamla	 reached	 it,	 she	was	 surprised	 to	 find	 that
there	was	no	one	else	 in	sight.	The	camel	was	turning	the	wheel	by	itself,	moving
round	and	round	the	well,	while	the	water	kept	gushing	up	in	little	trays	to	run	down
the	channels	into	the	fields.	The	camel	took	no	notice	of	Kamla,	did	not	look	at	her
even	once,	just	carried	on	about	its	business.
There	must	be	someone	here,	thought	Kamla,	walking	towards	a	mango	tree	that

grew	 a	 few	 yards	 away.	 Ripe	 mangoes	 dangled	 like	 globules	 of	 gold	 from	 its
branches.	Under	the	tree,	fast	asleep,	was	a	boy.
All	he	wore	was	a	pair	of	dirty	white	shorts.	His	body	had	been	burnt	dark	by	the

sun;	his	hair	was	 tousled,	his	 feet	chalky	with	dust.	 In	 the	palm	of	his	outstretched
hand	was	a	flute.	He	was	a	thin	boy,	with	long	bony	legs,	but	Kamla	felt	that	he	was
strong	too,	for	his	body	was	hard	and	wiry.
Kamla	came	nearer	to	the	sleeping	boy,	peering	at	him	with	some	curiosity,	for

she	had	not	seen	a	village	boy	before.	Her	shadow	fell	across	his	face.	The	coming
of	the	shadow	woke	the	boy.	He	opened	his	eyes	and	stared	at	Kamla.	When	she	did
not	say	anything,	he	sat	up,	his	head	a	little	to	one	side,	his	hands	clasping	his	knees,
and	stared	at	her.
‘Who	 are	 you?’	 he	 asked	 a	 little	 gruffly.	 He	 was	 not	 used	 to	 waking	 up	 and

finding	strange	girls	staring	at	him.
‘I’m	Kamla.	I’ve	come	from	England,	but	I’m	really	from	India.	I	mean	I’ve	come

home	 to	 India,	 but	 I’m	 really	 from	 England.’	 This	 was	 getting	 to	 be	 rather
confusing,	so	she	countered	with	an	abrupt,	‘Who	are	you?’
‘I’m	 the	 strongest	 boy	 in	 the	 village,’	 said	 the	 boy,	 deciding	 to	 assert	 himself

without	 any	more	 ado.	 ‘My	name	 is	Romi.	 I	 can	wrestle	 and	 swim	and	climb	any
tree.’
‘And	do	you	sleep	a	lot?’	asked	Kamla	innocently.
Romi	scratched	his	head	and	grinned.
‘I	must	look	after	the	camel,’	he	said.	‘It	is	no	use	staying	awake	for	the	camel.	It

keeps	going	round	the	well	until	it	 is	tired,	and	then	it	stops.	When	it	has	rested,	it
starts	going	round	again.	It	can	carry	on	like	that	all	day.	But	it	eats	a	lot.’
Mention	of	the	camel’s	food	reminded	Romi	that	he	was	hungry.	He	was	growing

fast	 these	 days	 and	 was	 nearly	 always	 hungry.	 There	 were	 some	 mangoes	 lying
beside	him,	and	he	offered	one	to	Kamla.	They	were	silent	for	a	few	minutes.	You



cannot	suck	mangoes	and	talk	at	the	same	time.	After	they	had	finished,	they	washed
their	hands	in	the	water	from	one	of	the	trays.
‘There	are	parrots	in	the	tree,’	said	Kamla,	noticing	three	or	four	green	parrots

conducting	a	noisy	meeting	in	the	topmost	branches.	They	reminded	her	a	bit	of	a
pop	group	she	had	seen	and	heard	at	home.
‘They	spoil	most	of	the	mangoes,’	said	Romi.
He	 flung	 a	 stone	 at	 them,	 missed,	 but	 they	 took	 off	 with	 squawks	 of	 protest,

flashes	of	green	and	gold	wheeling	in	the	sunshine.
‘Where	do	you	swim?’	asked	Kamla.	‘Down	in	the	well?’
‘Of	course	not.	I’m	not	a	frog.	There	is	a	canal	not	far	from	here.	Come,	I	will

show	you!’
As	they	crossed	the	fields,	a	pair	of	blue	jays	flew	out	of	a	bush,	rockets	of	bright

blue	that	dipped	and	swerved,	rising	and	falling	as	they	chased	each	other.
Remembering	 a	 story	 that	 Grandmother	 had	 told	 her,	 Kamla	 said,	 ‘They	 are

sacred	birds,	aren’t	they?	Because	of	their	blue	throats.’	She	told	him	the	story	of	the
God	Shiva	having	a	blue	throat	because	he	had	swallowed	a	poison	that	would	have
destroyed	 the	world;	 he	 had	 kept	 the	 poison	 in	 his	 throat	 and	would	 not	 let	 it	 go
further.	‘And	so	his	throat	is	blue,	like	the	blue	jay’s.’
Romi	liked	this	story.	His	respect	for	Kamla	greatly	increased.	But	he	was	not	to

be	outdone,	and	when	a	small	grey	squirrel	dashed	across	the	path	he	told	her	that
squirrels,	 too,	 were	 sacred.	 Krishna,	 the	 god	who	 had	 been	 born	 into	 a	 farmer ’s
family	like	Romi’s,	had	been	fond	of	squirrels	and	would	take	them	in	his	arms	and
stroke	 them.	 ‘That	 is	 why	 squirrels	 have	 four	 dark	 lines	 down	 their	 backs,’	 said
Romi.	‘Krishna	was	very	dark,	as	dark	as	I	am,	and	the	stripes	are	the	marks	of	his
fingers.’
‘Can	you	catch	a	squirrel?’	asked	Kamla.
‘No,	 they	 are	 too	 quick.	 But	 I	 caught	 a	 snake	 once.	 I	 caught	 it	 by	 its	 tail	 and

dropped	 it	 in	 the	 old	 well.	 That	 well	 is	 full	 of	 snakes.	 Whenever	 we	 catch	 one,
instead	of	killing	it,	we	drop	it	in	the	well!	They	can’t	get	out.’
Kamla	 shuddered	 at	 the	 thought	 of	 all	 those	 snakes	 swimming	 and	 wriggling

about	at	the	bottom	of	the	deep	well.	She	wasn’t	sure	that	she	wanted	to	return	to	the
well	with	him.	But	she	forgot	about	the	snakes	when	they	reached	the	canal.
It	was	a	small	canal,	about	ten	metres	wide,	and	only	waist-deep	in	the	middle,	but

it	was	very	muddy	at	 the	bottom.	She	had	never	 seen	 such	a	muddy	stream	 in	her
life.
‘Would	you	like	to	get	in?’	asked	Romi.
‘No,’	said	Kamla.	‘You	get	in.’
Romi	was	only	too	ready	to	show	off	his	tricks	in	the	water.	His	toes	took	a	firm

hold	 on	 the	 grassy	 bank,	 the	muscles	 of	 his	 calves	 tensed,	 and	 he	 dived	 into	 the
water	with	a	loud	splash,	landing	rather	awkwardly	on	his	belly.	It	was	a	poor	dive,



but	Kamla	was	impressed.
Romi	swam	across	 to	 the	opposite	bank	and	 then	back	again.	When	he	climbed

out	of	the	water,	he	was	covered	with	mud.	It	made	him	look	quite	fierce.	‘Come	on
in,’	he	invited.	‘It’s	not	deep.’
‘It’s	dirty,’	said	Kamla,	but	felt	tempted	all	the	same.
‘It’s	only	mud,’	said	Romi.	‘There’s	nothing	wrong	with	mud.	Camels	like	mud.

Buffaloes	love	mud.’
‘I’m	not	a	camel—or	a	buffalo.’
‘All	right.	You	don’t	have	to	go	right	in,	just	walk	along	the	sides	of	the	channel.’
After	a	moment’s	hesitation,	Kamla	slipped	her	feet	out	of	her	slippers,	and	crept

cautiously	down	 the	 slope	 till	 her	 feet	were	 in	 the	water.	She	went	 no	 further,	 but
even	so,	some	of	the	muddy	water	splashed	on	to	her	clean	white	skirt.	What	would
she	tell	Grandmother?	Her	feet	sank	into	the	soft	mud	and	she	gave	a	little	squeal	as
the	water	reached	her	knees.	It	was	with	some	difficulty	that	she	got	each	foot	out	of
the	sticky	mud.
Romi	took	her	by	the	hand,	and	they	went	stumbling	along	the	side	of	the	channel

while	little	fish	swam	in	and	out	of	their	legs,	and	a	heron,	one	foot	raised,	waited
until	they	had	passed	before	snapping	a	fish	out	of	the	water.	The	little	fish	glistened
in	the	sun	before	it	disappeared	down	the	heron’s	throat.
Romi	gave	a	sudden	exclamation	and	came	to	a	stop.	Kamla	held	on	to	him	for

support.
‘What	is	it?’	she	asked,	a	little	nervously.
‘It’s	a	tortoise,’	said	Romi.	‘Can	you	see	it?’
He	 pointed	 to	 the	 bank	 of	 the	 canal,	 and	 there,	 lying	 quite	 still,	 was	 a	 small

tortoise.	Romi	scrambled	up	the	bank	and,	before	Kamla	could	stop	him,	had	picked
up	the	tortoise.	As	soon	as	he	touched	it,	the	animal’s	head	and	legs	disappeared	into
its	 shell.	Romi	 turned	 it	over,	but	 from	behind	 the	breastplate	only	 the	head	and	a
spiky	tail	were	visible.
‘Look!’	 exclaimed	 Kamla,	 pointing	 to	 the	 ground	 where	 the	 tortoise	 had	 been

lying.	‘What’s	in	that	hole?’
They	peered	into	the	hole.	It	was	about	half	a	metre	deep,	and	at	the	bottom	were

five	or	six	white	eggs,	a	little	smaller	than	a	hen’s	eggs.
‘Put	it	back,’	said	Kamla.	‘It	was	sitting	on	its	eggs.’
Romi	 shrugged	 and	 dropped	 the	 tortoise	 back	 on	 its	 hole.	 It	 peeped	 out	 from

behind	its	shell,	saw	the	children	were	still	present,	and	retreated	into	its	shell	again.
‘I	must	go,’	said	Kamla.	‘It’s	getting	late.	Granny	will	wonder	where	I	have	gone.’
They	walked	back	to	the	mango	tree,	and	washed	their	hands	and	feet	in	the	cool

clear	water	from	the	well;	but	only	after	Romi	had	assured	Kamla	that	there	weren’t
any	snakes	in	the	well—he	had	been	talking	about	an	old	disused	well	on	the	far	side
of	 the	 village.	Kamla	 told	Romi	 she	would	 take	 him	 to	 her	 house	 one	 day,	 but	 it



would	have	to	be	next	year,	or	perhaps	the	year	after,	when	she	came	to	India	again.
‘Is	it	very	far,	where	you	are	going?’	asked	Romi.
‘Yes,	England	is	across	the	seas.	I	have	to	go	back	to	my	parents.	And	my	school

is	there,	too.	But	I	will	take	the	plane	from	Delhi.	Have	you	ever	been	to	Delhi?’
‘I	have	not	been	further	than	Jaipur,’	said	Romi.	‘What	is	England	like?	Are	there

canals	to	swim	in?’
‘You	can	swim	in	the	sea.	Lots	of	people	go	swimming	in	the	sea.	But	it’s	too	cold

most	of	 the	year.	Where	I	 live,	 there	are	shops	and	cinemas	and	places	where	you
can	eat	anything	you	like.	And	people	from	all	over	 the	world	come	to	 live	 there.
You	can	see	red	faces,	brown	faces,	black	faces,	white	faces!’
‘I	 saw	a	 red	 face	once,’	 said	Romi.	 ‘He	came	 to	 the	village	 to	 take	pictures.	He

took	one	of	me	sitting	on	 the	camel.	He	said	he	would	 send	me	 the	picture,	but	 it
never	came.’
Kamla	noticed	the	flute	lying	on	the	grass.	‘Is	it	your	flute?’	she	asked.
‘Yes,’	said	Romi.	‘It	is	an	old	flute.	But	the	old	ones	are	best.	I	found	it	lying	in	a

field	last	year.	Perhaps	it	was	the	God	Krishna’s!	He	was	always	playing	the	flute.’
‘And	who	taught	you	to	play	it?’
‘Nobody.	I	learnt	by	myself.	Shall	I	play	it	for	you?’
Kamla	nodded,	and	 they	sat	down	on	 the	grass,	 leaning	against	 the	 trunk	of	 the

mango	tree,	and	Romi	put	the	flute	to	his	lips	and	began	to	play.
It	was	a	slow,	sweet	tune,	a	little	sad,	a	little	happy,	and	the	notes	were	taken	up	by

the	breeze	and	carried	across	the	fields.	There	was	no	one	to	hear	the	music	except
the	birds	and	the	camel	and	Kamla.	Whether	the	camel	liked	it	or	not,	we	shall	never
know;	it	just	kept	going	round	and	round	the	well,	drawing	up	water	for	the	fields.
And	whether	the	birds	liked	it	or	not,	we	cannot	say,	although	it	is	true	that	they	were
all	suddenly	silent	when	Romi	began	to	play.	But	Kamla	was	charmed	by	the	music,
and	she	watched	Romi	while	he	played,	and	the	boy	smiled	at	her	with	his	eyes	and
ran	 his	 fingers	 along	 the	 flute.	 When	 he	 stopped	 playing,	 everything	 was	 still,
everything	 silent,	 except	 for	 the	 soft	wind	 sighing	 in	 the	wheat	 and	 the	 gurgle	 of
water	coming	up	from	the	well.
Kamla	stood	up	to	leave.
‘When	will	you	come	again?’	asked	Romi.
‘I	will	try	to	come	next	year,’	said	Kamla.
‘That	is	a	long	time.	By	then	you	will	be	quite	old.	You	may	not	want	to	come.’
‘I	will	come,’	said	Kamla.
‘Promise?’
‘Promise.’
Romi	put	the	flute	in	her	hands	and	said,	‘You	keep	it.	I	can	get	another	one.’
‘But	I	don’t	know	how	to	play	it,’	said	Kamla.
‘It	will	play	by	itself,’	said	Romi.



She	took	the	flute	and	put	it	to	her	lips	and	blew	on	it,	producing	a	squeaky	little
note	 that	startled	a	 lone	parrot	out	of	 the	mango	tree.	Romi	laughed,	and	while	he
was	laughing,	Kamla	turned	and	ran	down	the	path	through	the	fields.	And	when	she
had	gone	some	distance,	she	turned	and	waved	to	Romi	with	the	flute.	He	stood	near
the	well	and	waved	back	at	her.
Cupping	 his	 hands	 to	 his	mouth,	 he	 shouted	 across	 the	 fields,	 ‘Don’t	 forget	 to

come	next	year!’
And	Kamla	called	back,	‘I	won’t	forget.’	But	her	voice	was	faint,	and	the	breeze

blew	the	words	away	and	Romi	did	not	hear	them.
Was	England	home?	wondered	Kamla.	Or	was	this	Indian	city	home?	Or	was	her

true	home	in	that	other	India,	across	the	busy	Trunk	Road?	Perhaps	she	would	find
out	one	day.
Romi	watched	her	until	she	was	just	a	speck	in	the	distance,	and	then	he	turned	and

shouted	at	the	camel,	telling	it	to	move	faster.	But	the	camel	did	not	even	glance	at
him;	 it	 just	 carried	 on	 as	 before,	 as	 India	 has	 carried	 on	 for	 thousands	 of	 years,
round	and	round	and	round	the	well,	while	the	water	gurgled	and	splashed	over	the
smooth	stones.



C
Chachi’s	Funeral

	
hachi	died	at	6	p.m.	on	Wednesday,	5	April,	and	came	to	life	again	exactly
twenty	minutes	later.	This	is	how	it	happened.
Chachi	was,	as	a	rule,	a	fairly	tolerant,	easy	going	person,	who	waddled

about	the	house	without	paying	much	attention	to	the	swarms	of	small	sons,
daughters,	 nephews	 and	 nieces	who	 poured	 in	 and	 out	 of	 the	 rooms.	But	 she	 had
taken	 a	 particular	 aversion	 to	 her	 ten-year-old	 nephew,	 Sunil.	 She	 was	 a	 simple
woman	and	could	not	understand	Sunil.	He	was	a	little	brighter	than	her	own	sons,
more	sensitive,	and	inclined	to	resent	a	scolding	or	a	cuff	across	the	head.	He	was
better	looking	than	her	own	children.	All	this,	in	addition	to	the	fact	that	she	resented
having	to	cook	for	the	boy	while	both	his	parents	went	out	to	office	jobs,	led	her	to
grumble	at	him	a	little	more	than	was	really	necessary.
Sunil	sensed	his	aunt’s	jealousy	and	fanned	its	flames.	He	was	a	mischievous	boy,

and	 did	 little	 things	 to	 annoy	 her,	 like	 bursting	 paperbags	 behind	 her	 while	 she
dozed,	or	commenting	on	the	width	of	her	pyjamas	when	they	were	hung	out	to	dry.
On	 the	 evening	 of	 5	 April,	 he	 had	 been	 in	 particularly	 high	 spirits	 and,	 feeling
hungry,	entered	the	kitchen	with	the	intention	of	helping	himself	to	some	honey.	But
the	honey	was	on	the	top	shelf,	and	Sunil	wasn’t	quite	tall	enough	to	grasp	the	bottle.
He	got	his	 fingers	 to	 it	but	as	he	 tilted	 it	 towards	him,	 it	 fell	 to	 the	ground	with	a
crash.
Chachi	reached	the	scene	of	the	accident	before	Sunil	could	slip	away.	Removing

her	slipper,	she	dealt	him	three	or	four	furious	blows	across	the	head	and	shoulders.
This	done,	she	sat	down	on	the	floor	and	burst	into	tears.
Had	the	beating	come	from	someone	else,	Sunil	might	have	cried;	but	his	pride

was	 hurt	 and,	 instead	 of	 weeping,	 he	 muttered	 something	 under	 his	 breath	 and
stormed	out	of	the	room.
Climbing	the	steps	to	the	roof,	he	went	to	his	secret	hiding	place,	a	small	hole	in

the	wall	 of	 the	 unused	 barsati,	 where	 he	 kept	 his	marbles,	 kite	 string,	 tops	 and	 a
clasp	knife.	Opening	the	knife,	he	plunged	it	thrice	into	the	soft	wood	of	the	window
frame.
‘I’ll	kill	her!’	he	whispered	fiercely.	‘I’ll	kill	her,	I’ll	kill	her!’
‘Who	are	you	going	to	kill,	Sunil?’
It	was	his	cousin	Madhu,	a	dark,	slim	girl	of	twelve,	who	aided	and	abetted	him	in

most	of	his	exploits.	Sunil’s	chachi	was	her	mami.	It	was	a	very	big	family.
‘Chachi,’	said	Sunil.	‘She	hates	me,	I	know.	Well,	I	hate	her	too.	This	time	I’ll	kill

her.’
‘How	are	you	going	to	do	it?’



‘I’ll	stab	her	with	this.’	He	showed	her	the	knife.	‘Three	times,	in	the	heart.’
‘But	you’ll	be	caught.	The	CID	is	very	clever.	Do	you	want	to	go	to	jail?’
‘Won’t	they	hang	me?’
‘They	don’t	hang	small	boys.	They	send	them	to	boarding	schools.’
‘I	don’t	want	to	go	to	a	boarding	school.’
‘Then	better	not	kill	your	chachi.	At	least	not	this	way.	I’ll	show	you	how.’
Madhu	 produced	 pencil	 and	 paper,	 went	 down	 on	 her	 hands	 and	 knees,	 and

screwing	 up	 her	 face	 in	 sharp	 concentration,	 made	 a	 rough	 drawing	 of	 Chachi.
Then,	 with	 a	 red	 crayon,	 she	 sketched	 in	 a	 big	 heart	 in	 the	 region	 of	 Chachi’s
stomach.
‘Now,’	she	said,	‘stab	her	to	death!’
Sunil’s	eyes	shone	with	excitement.	Here	was	a	great	new	game.	You	could	always

depend	 on	 Madhu	 for	 something	 original.	 He	 held	 the	 drawing	 against	 the
woodwork,	and	plunged	his	knife	three	times	into	Chachi’s	pastel	breast.
‘You	have	killed	her,’	said	Madhu.
‘Is	that	all?’
‘Well,	if	you	like,	we	can	cremate	her.’
‘All	right.’
She	took	the	torn	paper,	crumpled	it	up,	produced	a	box	of	matches	from	Sunil’s

hiding	place,	lit	a	match	and	set	fire	to	the	paper.	In	a	few	minutes	all	that	remained
of	Chachi	was	a	few	ashes.
‘Poor	Chachi,’	said	Madhu.
‘Perhaps	we	shouldn’t	have	done	it,’	said	Sunil,	beginning	to	feel	sorry.
‘I	know,	we’ll	put	her	ashes	in	the	river!’
‘What	river?’
‘Oh,	the	drain	will	do.’
Madhu	 gathered	 the	 ashes	 together	 and	 leant	 over	 the	 balcony	 of	 the	 roof.	 She

threw	out	her	arms,	and	the	ashes	drifted	downwards.	Some	of	 them	settled	on	the
pomegranate	tree,	a	few	reached	the	drain	and	were	carried	away	by	a	sudden	rush
of	kitchen	water.	She	turned	to	face	Sunil.
Big	tears	were	rolling	down	Sunil’s	cheeks.
‘What	are	you	crying	for?’	asked	Madhu.
‘Chachi,	I	didn’t	hate	her	so	much.’
‘Then	why	did	you	want	to	kill	her?’
‘Oh,	that	was	different.’
‘Come	on,	then,	let’s	go	down.	I	have	to	do	my	homework.’
As	they	came	down	the	steps	from	the	roof,	Chachi	emerged	from	the	kitchen.
‘Oh,	Chachi!’	shouted	Sunil.	He	rushed	to	her	and	tried	to	get	his	arms	around	her

ample	waist.
‘Now	what’s	up?’	grumbled	Chachi.	‘What	is	it	this	time?’



‘Nothing,	Chachi.	I	love	you	so	much.	Please	don’t	leave	us.’
A	look	of	suspicion	crossed	Chachi’s	face.	She	frowned	down	at	the	boy.	But	she

was	reassured	by	the	look	of	genuine	affection	that	she	saw	in	his	eyes.
‘Perhaps	he	does	care	for	me,	after	all,’	she	thought	and	patted	him	gently	on	the

head.	She	took	him	by	the	hand	and	led	him	back	to	the	kitchen.



I
The	Man	Who	Was	Kipling

	
was	sitting	on	a	bench	in	the	Indian	Section	of	the	Victoria	and	Albert	Museum
in	London,	when	a	tall,	stooping,	elderly	gentleman	sat	down	beside	me.	I	gave
him	 a	 quick	 glance,	 noting	 his	 swarthy	 features,	 heavy	 moustache	 and	 horn-
rimmed	spectacles.	There	was	something	familiar	and	disturbing	about	his	face

and	I	couldn’t	resist	looking	at	him	again.
I	noticed	that	he	was	smiling	at	me.
‘Do	you	recognize	me?’	he	asked	in	a	soft	pleasant	voice.
‘Well,	you	do	seem	familiar,’	I	said.	‘Haven’t	we	met	somewhere?’
‘Perhaps.	 But	 if	 I	 seem	 familiar	 to	 you,	 that	 is	 at	 least	 something.	 The	 trouble

these	 days	 is	 that	 people	 don’t	 know	 me	 anymore—I’m	 familiar,	 that’s	 all.	 Just	 a
name	standing	for	a	lot	of	outmoded	ideas.’
A	little	perplexed,	I	asked.	‘What	is	it	you	do?’
‘I	wrote	books	once.	Poems	and	tales	…	Tell	me,	whose	books	do	you	read?’
‘Oh,	Maugham,	Priestley,	Thurber.	And	among	 the	older	 lot,	Bennett	and	Wells

…’	 I	 hesitated,	 groping	 for	 an	 important	 name,	 and	 I	 noticed	 a	 shadow,	 a	 sad
shadow,	pass	across	my	companion’s	face.
‘Oh,	yes,	and	Kipling,’	I	said,	‘I	read	a	lot	of	Kipling.’
His	 face	 brightened	 up	 at	 once	 and	 the	 eyes	 behind	 the	 thick-lensed	 spectacles

suddenly	came	to	life.
‘I’m	Kipling,’	he	said.
I	 stared	 at	 him	 in	 astonishment.	 And	 then,	 realizing	 that	 he	 might	 perhaps	 be

dangerous,	I	smiled	feebly	and	said,	‘Oh,	yes?’
‘You	probably	don’t	believe	me.	I’m	dead,	of	course.’
‘So	I	thought.’
‘And	you	don’t	believe	in	ghosts?’
‘Not	as	a	rule.’
‘But	you’d	have	no	objection	to	talking	to	one	if	he	came	along?’
‘I’d	 have	 no	 objection.	 But	 how	 do	 I	 know	 you’re	 Kipling?	 How	 do	 I	 know

you’re	not	an	impostor?’
‘Listen,	then:
When	my	heavens	were	turned	to	blood,
When	the	dark	had	filled	my	day,
Furthest,	but	most	faithful,	stood
That	lone	star	I	cast	away.
I	had	loved	myself,	and	I
Have	not	lived	and	dare	not	die.



‘Once,’	he	said,	gripping	me	by	the	arm	and	looking	me	straight	in	the	eye,	‘once
in	life	I	watched	a	star	but	I	whistled	her	to	go.’
‘Your	star	hasn’t	fallen	yet,’	I	said,	suddenly	moved,	suddenly	quite	certain	that	I

sat	beside	Kipling.	‘One	day,	when	there	is	a	new	spirit	of	adventure	abroad,	we	will
discover	you	again.’
‘Why	have	they	heaped	scorn	on	me	for	so	long?’
‘You	were	 too	militant,	 I	 suppose—too	much	of	 an	Empire	man.	You	were	 too

patriotic	for	your	own	good.’
He	 looked	 a	 little	 hurt.	 ‘I	 was	 never	 very	 political,’	 he	 said.	 ‘I	 wrote	 over	 six

hundred	 poems.	 And	 you	 could	 only	 call	 a	 dozen	 of	 them	 political.	 I	 have	 been
abused	for	harping	on	the	theme	of	the	white	man’s	burden	but	my	only	aim	was	to
show	 off	 the	 Empire	 to	my	 audience—and	 I	 believed	 the	 Empire	 was	 a	 fine	 and
noble	thing.	Is	it	wrong	to	believe	in	something?	I	never	went	deeply	into	political
issues,	that’s	true.	You	must	remember,	my	seven	years	in	India	were	very	youthful
years.	I	was	in	my	twenties,	a	little	immature	if	you	like,	and	my	interest	in	India	was
a	 boy’s	 interest.	 Action	 appealed	 to	 me	 more	 than	 anything	 else.	 You	 must
understand	that.’
‘No	one	 has	 described	 action	more	 vividly,	 or	 India	 so	well.	 I	 feel	 at	 one	with

Kim	wherever	 he	 goes	 along	 the	 Grand	 Trunk	 Road,	 in	 the	 temples	 of	 Banaras,
amongst	 the	 Saharanpur	 fruit	 gardens,	 on	 the	 snow-covered	 Himalayas.	Kim	 has
colour	and	movement	and	poetry.’
He	sighed	and	a	wistful	look	came	into	his	eyes.
‘I’m	prejudiced,	of	course,’	I	continued.	‘I’ve	spent	most	of	my	life	in	India—not

your	India,	but	an	India	that	does	still	have	much	of	the	colour	and	atmosphere	that
you	 captured.	 You	 know,	 Mr	 Kipling,	 you	 can	 still	 sit	 in	 a	 third-class	 railway
carriage	and	meet	the	most	wonderful	assortment	of	people.	In	any	village	you	will
still	 find	 the	 same	courtesy,	dignity	and	courage	 that	 the	Lama	and	Kim	found	on
their	travels.’
‘And	the	Grand	Trunk	Road?	Is	it	still	a	long,	winding	procession	of	humanity?’
‘Well,	not	exactly,’	I	said	a	little	ruefully.	‘It’s	just	a	procession	of	motor	vehicles

now.	The	poor	Lama	would	be	run	down	by	a	truck	if	he	became	too	dreamy	on	the
Grand	 Trunk	 Road.	 Times	 have	 changed.	 There	 are	 no	 more	Mrs	 Hawksbees	 in
Simla,	for	instance.’
There	was	a	faraway	look	in	Kipling’s	eyes.	Perhaps	he	was	imagining	himself	a

boy	again.	Perhaps	he	could	see	 the	hills	or	 the	 red	dust	of	Rajputana.	Perhaps	he
was	having	a	private	conversation	with	Privates	Mulvaney	and	Ortheris,	or	perhaps
he	was	out	hunting	with	the	Seonce	wolf	pack.	The	sound	of	London’s	traffic	came
to	us	through	the	glass	doors	but	we	heard	only	the	creaking	of	bullock-cart	wheels
and	the	distant	music	of	a	flute.
He	was	talking	to	himself,	repeating	a	passage	from	one	of	his	stories.	‘And	the



last	puff	of	the	day-wind	brought	from	the	unseen	villages,	the	scent	of	damp	wood-
smoke,	 hot	 cakes,	 dripping	 undergrowth,	 and	 rotting	 pine-cones.	 That	 is	 the	 true
smell	of	the	Himalayas	and	if	once	it	creeps	into	the	blood	of	a	man,	that	man	will	at
the	last,	forgetting	all	else,	return	to	the	hills	to	die.’
A	mist	seemed	to	have	risen	between	us—or	had	 it	come	in	from	the	streets?—

and	when	it	cleared,	Kipling	had	gone	away.
I	 asked	 the	 gatekeeper	 if	 he	 had	 seen	 a	 tall	 man	 with	 a	 slight	 stoop,	 wearing

spectacles.
‘Nope,’	said	the	gatekeeper.	‘Nobody	been	by	for	the	last	ten	minutes.’
‘Did	someone	like	that	come	into	the	gallery	a	little	while	ago?’
‘No	one	that	I	recall.	What	did	you	say	the	bloke’s	name	was?’
‘Kipling,’	I	said.
‘Don’t	know	him.’
‘Didn’t	you	ever	read	The	Jungle	Books?’
‘Sounds	familiar.	Tarzan	stuff,	wasn’t	it?’
I	 left	 the	museum	and	wandered	about	 the	 streets	 for	 a	 long	 time	but	 I	 couldn’t

find	Kipling	anywhere.	Was	it	the	boom	of	London’s	traffic	that	I	heard	or	the	boom
of	the	Sutlej	river	racing	through	the	valleys?



T
The	Girl	from	Copenhagen

	
his	is	not	a	love	story	but	it	is	a	story	about	love.	You	will	know	what	I	mean.
When	I	was	living	and	working	in	London	I	knew	a	Vietnamese	girl	called

Phuong.	 She	 studied	 at	 the	 Polytechnic.	 During	 the	 summer	 vacations	 she
joined	 a	 group	 of	 students—some	 of	 them	English,	most	 of	 them	French,

German,	 Indian	 and	 African—picking	 raspberries	 for	 a	 few	 pounds	 a	 week	 and
drinking	in	some	real	English	country	air.	Late	one	summer,	on	her	return	from	a
farm,	she	introduced	me	to	Ulla,	a	sixteen-year-old	Danish	girl	who	had	come	over
to	England	for	a	similar	holiday.
‘Please	look	after	Ulla	for	a	few	days,’	said	Phuong.	‘She	doesn’t	know	anyone	in

London.’
‘But	I	want	to	look	after	you,’	I	protested.	I	had	been	infatuated	with	Phuong	for

some	 time,	 but	 though	 she	 was	 rather	 fond	 of	 me,	 she	 did	 not	 reciprocate	 my
advances	and	it	was	possible	that	she	had	conceived	of	Ulla	as	a	device	to	get	rid	of
me	for	a	little	while.
‘This	is	Ulla,’	said	Phuong,	thrusting	a	blonde	child	into	my	arms.	‘Bye	and	don’t

get	up	to	any	mischief!’
Phuong	disappeared,	and	I	was	left	alone	with	Ulla	at	the	entrance	to	the	Charing

Cross	underground	station.	She	grinned	at	me	and	I	smiled	back	rather	nervously.
She	had	blue	eyes	and	smooth,	tanned	skin.	She	was	small	for	a	Scandinavian	girl,
reaching	 only	 to	 my	 shoulders,	 and	 her	 figure	 was	 slim	 and	 boyish.	 She	 was
carrying	a	small	travel	bag.	It	gave	me	an	excuse	to	do	something.
‘We’d	better	leave	your	bag	somewhere,’	I	said	taking	it	from	her.
And	after	depositing	it	in	the	left-luggage	office,	we	were	back	on	the	pavement,

grinning	at	each	other.
‘Well,	Ulla,’	I	said,	‘how	many	days	do	you	have	in	London?’
‘Only	two.	Then	I	go	back	to	Copenhagen.’
‘Good.	Well,	what	would	you	like	to	do?’
‘Eat.	I’m	hungry.’
I	 wasn’t	 hungry	 but	 there’s	 nothing	 like	 a	 meal	 to	 help	 two	 strangers	 grow

acquainted.	We	went	to	a	small	and	not	very	expensive	Indian	restaurant	off	Fitzroy
Square	and	burnt	our	tongues	on	an	orange-coloured	Hyderabad	chicken	curry.	We
had	to	cool	off	with	a	Tamil	koykotay	before	we	could	talk.
‘What	do	you	do	in	Copenhagen?’	I	asked.
‘I	go	to	school.	I’m	joining	the	university	next	year.’
‘And	your	parents?’
‘They	have	a	bookshop.’



‘Then	you	must	have	done	a	lot	of	reading.’
‘Oh,	no,	I	don’t	read	much.	I	can’t	sit	in	one	place	for	long.	I	like	swimming	and

tennis	and	going	to	the	theatre.’
‘But	you	have	to	sit	in	a	theatre.’
‘Yes,	but	that’s	different.’
‘It’s	not	sitting	that	you	mind	but	sitting	and	reading.’
‘Yes,	you	are	 right.	But	most	Danish	girls	 like	 reading—they	 read	more	books

than	English	girls.’
‘You	are	probably	right,’	I	said.
As	I	was	out	of	a	job	just	then	and	had	time	on	my	hands,	we	were	able	to	feed	the

pigeons	 in	Trafalgar	Square	 and	while	 away	 the	 afternoon	 in	 a	 coffee	bar	 before
going	on	 to	a	 theatre.	Ulla	was	wearing	 tight	 jeans	and	an	abbreviated	duffle	coat
and	 as	 she	 had	 brought	 little	 else	 with	 her,	 she	 wore	 this	 outfit	 to	 the	 theatre.	 It
created	quite	a	stir	 in	 the	 foyer	but	Ulla	was	completely	unconscious	of	 the	stares
she	 received.	 She	 enjoyed	 the	 play,	 laughed	 loudly	 in	 all	 the	 wrong	 places,	 and
clapped	her	hands	when	no	one	else	did.
The	lunch	and	the	theatre	had	lightened	my	wallet	and	dinner	consisted	of	baked

beans	on	toast	in	a	small	snack	bar.	After	picking	up	Ulla’s	bag,	I	offered	to	take	her
back	to	Phuong’s	place.
‘Why	there?’	she	said.	‘Phuong	must	have	gone	to	bed.’
‘Yes,	but	aren’t	you	staying	with	her?’
‘Oh,	no.	She	did	not	ask	me.’
‘Then	where	are	you	staying?	Where	have	you	kept	the	rest	of	your	things?’
‘Nowhere.	This	is	all	I	brought	with	me,’	she	said,	indicating	the	travel	bag.
‘Well,	you	can’t	sleep	on	a	park	bench,’	I	said.	‘Shall	I	get	you	a	room	in	a	hotel?’
‘I	 don’t	 think	 so.	 I	 have	 only	 the	money	 to	 return	 to	Copenhagen.’	 She	 looked

crestfallen	 for	 a	 few	moments.	Then	 she	 brightened	 and	 slipped	 her	 arm	 through
mine.	‘I	know,	I’ll	stay	with	you.	Do	you	mind?’
‘No,	 but	 my	 landlady—’	 I	 began,	 then	 stopped.	 It	 would	 have	 been	 a	 lie.	 My

landlady,	a	generous,	broad-minded	soul,	would	not	have	minded	in	the	least.
‘All	right,’	I	said.	‘I	don’t	mind.’
When	we	reached	my	room	in	Swiss	Cottage	Ulla	threw	off	her	coat	and	opened

the	window	wide.	It	was	a	warm	summer’s	night	and	the	scent	of	honeysuckle	came
through	 the	 open	 window.	 She	 kicked	 her	 shoes	 off	 and	 walked	 about	 the	 room
barefoot.	Her	toenails	were	painted	a	bright	pink.	She	slipped	out	of	her	blouse	and
jeans	and	stood	before	 the	mirror	 in	her	 lace	pants.	A	lot	of	sunbathing	had	made
her	quite	brown	but	her	small	breasts	were	white.
She	slipped	into	bed	and	said,	‘Aren’t	you	coming?’
I	crept	in	beside	her	and	lay	very	still	while	she	chattered	on	about	the	play	and

the	 friends	 she	 had	made	 in	 the	 country.	 I	 switched	 off	 the	 bed	 lamp	 and	 she	 fell



silent.	 Then	 she	 said,	 ‘Well,	 I’m	 sleepy.	 Goodnight!’	 And	 turning	 over,	 she
immediately	fell	asleep.
I	 lay	awake	beside	her,	conscious	of	 the	growing	warmth	of	her	body.	She	was

breathing	easily	and	quietly.	Her	 long,	golden	hair	 touched	my	cheek.	I	kissed	her
gently	on	the	lobe	of	the	ear	but	she	was	fast	asleep.	So	I	counted	eight	hundred	and
sixty-two	Scandinavian	sheep	and	managed	to	fall	asleep.
Ulla	woke	fresh	and	frolicsome.	The	sun	streamed	in	through	the	window	and	she

stood	 naked	 in	 its	 warmth,	 performing	 calisthenics.	 I	 busied	 myself	 with	 the
breakfast.	Ulla	 ate	 three	 eggs	 and	 a	 lot	 of	 bacon	 and	 drank	 two	 cups	 of	 coffee.	 I
couldn’t	help	admiring	her	appetite.
‘And	what	 shall	we	do	 today?’	 she	asked,	her	blue	 eyes	 shining.	They	were	 the

bright	blue	eyes	of	a	Siamese	kitten.
‘I’m	supposed	to	visit	the	employment	exchange,’	I	said.
‘But	that	is	bad.	Can’t	you	go	tomorrow—after	I	have	left?’
‘If	you	like.’
‘I	like.’
And	she	gave	me	a	swift,	unsettling	kiss	on	the	lips.
We	climbed	Primrose	Hill	and	watched	boys	flying	kites.	We	lay	 in	 the	sun	and

chewed	blades	of	grass	and	then	we	visited	the	zoo	where	Ulla	fed	the	monkeys.	She
consumed	innumerable	ices.	We	lunched	at	a	small	Greek	restaurant	and	I	forgot	to
phone	 Phuong	 and	 in	 the	 evening	 we	 walked	 all	 the	 way	 home	 through	 scruffy
Camden	Town,	drank	beer,	ate	a	 fine,	greasy	dinner	of	 fish	and	chips	and	went	 to
bed	early—Ulla	had	to	catch	the	boat	train	the	next	morning.
‘It	has	been	a	good	day,’	she	said.
‘I’d	like	to	do	it	again	tomorrow.’
‘But	I	must	go	tomorrow.’
‘But	you	must	go.’
She	 turned	 her	 head	 on	 the	 pillow	 and	 looked	 wanderingly	 into	 my	 eyes,	 as

though	she	were	searching	for	something.	I	don’t	know	if	she	found	what	she	was
looking	for	but	she	smiled	and	kissed	me	softly	on	the	lips.
‘Thanks	for	everything,’	she	said.
She	was	 fresh	and	clean,	 like	 the	earth	 after	 spring	 rain.	 I	 took	her	 fingers	 and

kissed	them,	one	by	one.	I	kissed	her	breasts,	her	throat,	her	forehead.	And,	making
her	close	her	eyes,	I	kissed	her	eyelids.
We	lay	in	each	other ’s	arms	for	a	long	time,	savouring	the	warmth	and	texture	of

each	other ’s	bodies.	Though	we	were	both	very	young	and	inexperienced,	we	found
ourselves	imbued	with	a	tender	patience,	as	though	there	lay	before	us	not	just	this
one	passing	night	but	all	the	nights	of	a	lifetime,	all	eternity.
There	was	a	great	joy	in	our	loving	and	afterwards	we	fell	asleep	in	each	other ’s

arms	like	two	children	who	have	been	playing	in	the	open	all	day.



The	sun	woke	me	the	next	morning.	I	opened	my	eyes	to	see	Ulla’s	slim,	bare	leg
dangling	 over	 the	 side	 of	 the	 bed.	 I	 smiled	 at	 her	 painted	 toes.	 Her	 hair	 pressed
against	my	face	and	the	sunshine	fell	on	it	making	each	hair	a	strand	of	burnished
gold.
The	 station	 and	 the	 train	were	 crowded	 and	we	held	 hands	 and	grinned	 at	 each

other,	too	shy	to	kiss.
‘Give	my	love	to	Phuong,’	she	said.
‘I	will.’
We	 made	 no	 promises—of	 writing,	 or	 of	 meeting	 again.	 Somehow	 our

relationship	seemed	complete	and	whole,	as	though	it	had	been	destined	to	blossom
for	 those	 two	 days.	 A	 courting	 and	 a	 marriage	 and	 a	 living	 together	 had	 been
compressed,	perfectly,	into	one	summer	night	…
I	passed	the	day	in	a	glow	of	happiness.	I	thought	Ulla	was	still	with	me	and	it	was

only	at	night,	when	I	put	my	hand	out	for	hers,	and	did	not	find	it,	 that	I	knew	she
had	gone.
But	 I	 kept	 the	 window	 open	 all	 through	 the	 summer	 and	 the	 scent	 of	 the

honeysuckle	was	with	me	every	night.



T
Hanging	at	the	Mango	Tope

	
he	two	captive	policemen,	Inspector	Hukam	Singh	and	Sub-Inspector	Guler
Singh,	were	being	pushed	unceremoniously	along	 the	dusty,	deserted,	 sun-
drenched	road.	The	people	of	the	village	had	made	themselves	scarce.	They
would	reappear	only	when	the	dacoits	went	away.

The	 leader	 of	 the	dacoit	 gang	was	Mangal	Singh	Bundela,	 great-grandson	of	 a
Pindari	 adventurer	 who	 had	 been	 a	 thorn	 in	 the	 side	 of	 the	 British.	 Mangal	 was
doing	his	best	 to	be	a	 thorn	 in	 the	 flesh	of	his	own	government.	The	 local	police
force	had	been	strengthened	recently	but	it	was	still	inadequate	for	dealing	with	the
dacoits	who	knew	the	ravines	better	than	any	surveyor.	The	dacoit	Mangal	had	made
a	 fortune	out	of	 ransom.	His	chief	victims	were	 the	sons	of	wealthy	 industrialists,
moneylenders	and	landowners.	But	today	he	had	captured	two	police	officials;	of	no
value	 as	 far	 as	 ransom	went,	 but	 prestigious	 prisoners	who	 could	 be	 put	 to	 other
uses	…
Mangal	Singh	wanted	to	show	off	in	front	of	the	police.	He	would	kill	at	least	one

of	them—his	reputation	demanded	it	but	he	would	let	the	other	go,	in	order	that	his
legendary	power	and	ruthlessness	be	given	maximum	publicity.	A	legend	is	always	a
help!
His	red-and-green	turban	was	tied	rakishly	to	one	side.	His	dhoti	extended	right

down	to	his	ankles.	His	slippers	were	embroidered	with	gold	and	silver	thread.	His
weapon	was	not	ancient	matchlock	but	a	well-greased	.303	rifle.	Two	of	his	men	had
similar	rifles.	Some	had	revolvers.	Only	the	smaller	fry	carried	swords	or	country-
made	pistols.	Mangal	Singh’s	gang,	though	traditional	in	many	ways,	was	up-to-date
in	the	matter	of	weapons.	Right	now	they	had	the	policemen’s	guns	too.
‘Come	along,	Inspector	Sahib,’	said	Mangal	Singh,	 in	 tones	of	police	barbarity,

tugging	at	 the	 rope	 that	 encircled	 the	 stout	 inspector ’s	midriff.	 ‘Had	you	captured
me	 today,	 you	would	 have	 been	 a	 hero.	You	would	 have	 taken	 all	 the	 credit	 even
though	you	could	not	keep	up	with	your	men	in	the	ravines.	Too	bad	you	chose	to
remain	sitting	in	your	jeep	with	the	sub-inspector.	The	jeep	will	be	useful	to	us.	You
will	not.	But	I	would	like	you	to	be	a	hero	all	the	same	and	there	is	none	better	than	a
dead	hero!’
Mangal	 Singh’s	 followers	 doubled	 up	 with	 laughter.	 They	 loved	 their	 leader ’s

cruel	sense	of	humour.
‘As	for	you,	Guler	Singh,’	he	continued,	giving	his	attention	to	the	sub-inspector,

‘you	are	a	man	from	my	own	village.	You	should	have	joined	me	long	ago.	But	you
were	never	to	be	trusted.	You	thought	there	would	be	better	pickings	in	the	police,
didn’t	you?’



Guler	 Singh	 said	 nothing,	 simply	 hung	 his	 head	 and	 wondered	 what	 his	 fate
would	 be.	 He	 felt	 certain	 that	 Mangal	 Singh	 would	 devise	 some	 diabolical	 and
fiendish	 method	 of	 dealing	 with	 his	 captives.	 Guler	 Singh’s	 only	 hope	 was
Constable	Ghanshyam,	who	hadn’t	been	caught	by	the	dacoits	because,	at	the	time	of
the	ambush,	he	had	been	in	the	bushes	relieving	himself.
‘To	the	mango	tope,’	said	Mangal	Singh,	prodding	the	policemen	forward.
‘Listen	 to	 me,	 Mangal,’	 said	 the	 perspiring	 inspector,	 who	 was	 ready	 to	 try

anything	to	get	out	of	his	predicament.	‘Let	me	go	and	I	give	you	my	word	there’ll
be	no	trouble	for	you	in	this	area	as	long	as	I	am	posted	here.	What	could	be	more
convenient	than	that?’
‘Nothing,’	said	Mangal	Singh.	‘But	your	word	isn’t	good.	My	word	is	different.	I

have	 told	my	men	 that	 I	will	 hang	you	 at	 the	mango	 tope	 and	 I	mean	 to	keep	my
word.	But	 I	believe	 in	 fair	play—I	 like	a	 little	 sport!	You	may	yet	go	 free	 if	your
friend	here,	Sub-Inspector	Guler	Singh,	has	his	wits	about	him.’
The	inspector	and	his	subordinate	exchanged	doubtful	puzzled	looks.	They	were

not	to	remain	puzzled	for	long.	On	reaching	the	mango	tope,	the	dacoits	produced	a
good	 strong	 hempen	 rope,	 one	 end	 looped	 into	 a	 slip	 knot.	 Many	 a	 garland	 of
marigolds	had	the	inspector	received	during	his	mediocre	career.	Now,	for	the	first
time,	he	was	being	garlanded	with	a	hangman’s	noose.	He	had	seen	hangings,	he	had
rather	enjoyed	them,	but	he	had	no	stomach	for	his	own.	The	inspector	begged	for
mercy.	Who	wouldn’t	have	in	his	position?
‘Be	quiet,’	commanded	Mangal	Singh.	‘I	do	not	want	to	know	about	your	wife	and

your	children	and	the	manner	in	which	they	will	starve.	You	shot	my	son	last	year.’
‘Not	I!’	cried	the	inspector.	‘It	was	some	other.’
‘You	 led	 the	 party.	 But	 now,	 just	 to	 show	 you	 that	 I’m	 a	 sporting	 fellow,	 I	 am

going	to	have	you	strung	up	from	this	tree	and	then	I	am	going	to	give	Guler	Singh
six	shots	with	a	rifle,	and	if	he	can	sever	the	rope	that	suspends	you	before	you	are
dead,	well	then,	you	can	remain	alive	and	I	will	let	you	go!	For	your	sake	I	hope	the
sub-inspector ’s	aim	is	good.	He	will	have	to	shoot	fast.	My	man	Phambiri,	who	has
made	 this	 noose,	 was	 once	 the	 executioner	 in	 a	 city	 jail.	 He	 guarantees	 that	 you
won’t	last	more	than	fifteen	seconds	at	the	end	of	his	rope.’
Guler	Singh	was	taken	to	a	spot	about	forty	yards	away.	A	rifle	was	thrust	into	his

hands.	Two	dacoits	clambered	 into	 the	branches	of	 the	mango	 tree.	The	 inspector,
his	hands	tied	behind,	could	only	gaze	at	them	in	horror.	His	mouth	opened	and	shut
as	though	he	already	had	need	of	more	air.	And	then,	suddenly,	the	rope	went	taut,
up	went	the	inspector,	his	throat	caught	in	a	vice,	while	the	branch	of	the	tree	shook
and	mango	blossoms	fluttered	to	the	ground.	The	inspector	dangled	from	the	rope,
his	feet	about	three	feet	above	the	ground.
‘You	can	shoot,’	said	Mangal	Singh,	nodding	to	the	sub-inspector.
And	Guler	Singh,	his	hands	trembling	a	little,	raised	the	rifle	to	his	shoulder	and



fired	 three	 shots	 in	 rapid	 succession.	But	 the	 rope	was	 swinging	violently	and	 the
inspector ’s	body	was	jerking	about	like	a	fish	on	a	hook.	The	bullets	went	wide.
Guler	 Singh	 found	 the	magazine	 empty.	He	 reloaded,	wiped	 the	 stinging	 sweat

from	his	eyes,	raised	the	rifle	again,	took	more	careful	aim.	His	hands	were	steadier
now.	He	 rested	 the	 sights	 on	 the	 upper	 portion	 of	 the	 rope,	where	 there	was	 less
motion.	Normally	he	was	a	good	shot	but	he	had	never	been	asked	to	demonstrate
his	skill	in	circumstances	such	as	these.
The	inspector	still	gyrated	at	 the	end	of	his	rope.	There	was	life	in	him	yet.	His

face	was	 purple.	The	world,	 in	 those	 choking	moments,	was	 a	medley	 of	 upside-
down	roofs	and	a	red	sun	spinning	slowly	towards	him.
Guler	Singh’s	rifle	cracked	again.	An	inch	or	two	wide	this	time.	But	the	fifth	shot

found	its	mark,	sending	small	tuffs	of	rope	winging	into	the	air.
The	shot	did	not	sever	the	rope;	it	was	only	a	nick.
Guler	 Singh	 had	 one	 shot	 left.	He	was	 quite	 calm.	The	 rifle	 sight	 followed	 the

rope’s	 swing,	 less	 agitated	 now	 that	 the	 inspector ’s	 convulsions	 were	 lessening.
Guler	Singh	felt	sure	he	could	sever	the	rope	this	time.
And	then,	as	his	finger	touched	the	trigger,	an	odd,	disturbing	thought	slipped	into

his	mind,	stayed	there,	throbbing.	‘Whose	life	are	you	trying	to	save?	Hukam	Singh
has	stood	in	the	way	of	your	promotion	more	than	once.	He	had	you	chargesheeted
for	accepting	fifty	rupees	from	an	unlicensed	rickshaw	puller.	He	makes	you	do	all
the	 dirty	work,	 blames	 you	when	 things	 go	wrong,	 takes	 the	 credit	when	 there	 is
credit	to	be	taken.	But	for	him,	you’d	be	an	inspector!’
The	rope	swayed	slightly	to	the	right.	The	rifle	moved	just	a	fraction	to	the	left.

The	last	shot	rang	out,	clipping	a	sliver	of	bark	from	the	mango	tree.
The	inspector	was	dead	when	they	cut	him	down.
‘Bad	luck,’	said	Mangal	Singh	Bundela.	‘You	nearly	saved	him.	But	the	next	time	I

catch	up	with	you,	Guler	Singh,	it	will	be	your	turn	to	hang	from	the	mango	tree.	So
keep	well	away!	You	know	that	I	am	a	man	of	my	word.	I	keep	it	now	by	giving	you
your	freedom.’
A	few	minutes	later	 the	party	of	dacoits	had	melted	away	into	the	late	afternoon

shadows	of	the	scrub	forest.	There	was	the	sound	of	a	jeep	starting	up.	Then	silence
—a	silence	so	profound	that	it	seemed	to	be	shouting	in	Guler	Singh’s	ears.
As	the	village	people	began	to	trickle	out	of	their	houses,	Constable	Ghanshyam

appeared	 as	 if	 from	 nowhere,	 swearing	 that	 he	 had	 lost	 his	 way	 in	 the	 jungle.
Several	people	had	seen	the	incident	from	their	windows.	They	were	unanimous	in
praising	the	sub-inspector	for	his	brave	attempt	 to	save	his	superior ’s	 life.	He	had
done	his	best.
‘It	is	true,’	thought	Guler	Singh.	‘I	did	my	best.’
That	 moment	 of	 hesitation	 before	 the	 last	 shot,	 the	 question	 that	 had	 suddenly

reared	 up	 in	 the	 darkness	 of	 his	 mind,	 had	 already	 gone	 from	 his	 memory.	We



remember	only	what	we	want	to	remember.
‘I	did	my	best,’	he	told	everyone.
And	so	he	had.



T
A	Tiger	in	the	House

	
imothy,	 the	 tiger	 cub,	 was	 discovered	 by	 Grandfather	 on	 a	 hunting
expedition	in	the	Terai	jungle	near	Dehra.
Grandfather	was	no	shikari,	but	as	he	knew	the	forests	of	the	Siwalik	hills

better	 than	 most	 people,	 he	 was	 persuaded	 to	 accompany	 the	 party—it
consisted	of	 several	Very	 Important	Persons	 from	Delhi—to	advise	on	 the	 terrain
and	the	direction	the	beaters	should	take	once	a	tiger	had	been	spotted.
The	 camp	 itself	 was	 sumptuous—seven	 large	 tents	 (one	 for	 each	 shikari),	 a

dining	 tent	 and	 a	 number	 of	 servants’	 tents.	 The	 dinner	 was	 very	 good,	 as
Grandfather	 admitted	 afterwards;	 it	 was	 not	 often	 that	 one	 saw	 hot-water	 plates,
finger	glasses	and	seven	or	eight	courses	in	a	 tent	 in	 the	jungle!	But	 that	was	how
things	 were	 done	 in	 the	 days	 of	 the	 Viceroys	 …	 There	 were	 also	 some	 fifteen
elephants,	 four	 of	 them	 with	 howdahs	 for	 the	 shikaris,	 and	 the	 others	 specially
trained	for	taking	part	in	the	beat.
The	sportsmen	never	 saw	a	 tiger,	nor	did	 they	shoot	anything	else,	 though	 they

saw	 a	 number	 of	 deer,	 peacock	 and	wild	 boar.	 They	were	 giving	 up	 all	 hope	 of
finding	a	tiger	and	were	beginning	to	shoot	at	jackals,	when	Grandfather,	strolling
down	the	forest	path	at	some	distance	from	the	rest	of	the	party,	discovered	a	little
tiger	about	eighteen	inches	long,	hiding	among	the	intricate	roots	of	a	banyan	tree.
Grandfather	picked	him	up	and	brought	him	home	after	the	camp	had	broken	up.	He
had	the	distinction	of	being	the	only	member	of	the	party	to	have	bagged	any	game,
dead	or	alive.
At	first	the	tiger	cub,	who	was	named	Timothy	by	Grandmother,	was	brought	up

entirely	on	milk	given	 to	him	 in	a	 feeding	bottle	by	our	cook,	Mahmoud.	But	 the
milk	proved	too	rich	for	him,	and	he	was	put	on	a	diet	of	raw	mutton	and	cod	liver
oil,	to	be	followed	later	by	a	more	tempting	diet	of	pigeons	and	rabbits.
Timothy	was	 provided	with	 two	 companions—Toto	 the	monkey,	who	was	 bold

enough	to	pull	the	young	tiger	by	the	tail,	and	then	climb	up	the	curtains	if	Timothy
lost	his	temper;	and	a	small	mongrel	puppy,	found	on	the	road	by	Grandfather.
At	first	Timothy	appeared	to	be	quite	afraid	of	the	puppy	and	darted	back	with	a

spring	 if	 it	 came	 too	 near.	 He	 would	 make	 absurd	 dashes	 at	 it	 with	 his	 large
forepaws	 and	 then	 retreat	 to	 a	 ridiculously	 safe	 distance.	 Finally,	 he	 allowed	 the
puppy	to	crawl	on	his	back	and	rest	there!
One	of	Timothy’s	favourite	amusements	was	to	stalk	anyone	who	would	play	with

him,	 and	 so,	 when	 I	 came	 to	 live	 with	 Grandfather,	 I	 became	 one	 of	 the	 tiger ’s
favourites.	With	 a	 crafty	 look	 in	 his	 glittering	 eyes,	 and	 his	 body	 crouching,	 he
would	creep	closer	and	closer	to	me,	suddenly	making	a	dash	for	my	feet,	rolling



over	on	his	back	and	kicking	with	delight,	and	pretending	to	bite	my	ankles.
He	was	by	this	time	the	size	of	a	full-grown	retriever,	and	when	I	took	him	out	for

walks,	people	on	the	road	would	give	us	a	wide	berth.	When	he	pulled	hard	on	his
chain,	I	had	difficulty	in	keeping	up	with	him.	His	favourite	place	in	the	house	was
the	 drawing	 room,	 and	 he	 would	 make	 himself	 comfortable	 on	 the	 long	 sofa,
reclining	there	with	great	dignity	and	snarling	at	anybody	who	tried	to	get	him	off.
Timothy	had	clean	habits,	and	would	scrub	his	face	with	his	paws	exactly	 like	a

cat.	He	slept	at	night	in	the	cook’s	quarters,	and	was	always	delighted	at	being	let	out
by	him	in	the	morning.
‘One	 of	 these	 days,’	 declared	 Grandmother	 in	 her	 prophetic	 manner,	 ‘we	 are

going	to	find	Timothy	sitting	on	Mahmoud’s	bed,	and	no	sign	of	the	cook	except	his
clothes	and	shoes!’
Of	course,	 it	never	came	 to	 that,	but	when	Timothy	was	about	six	months	old	a

change	came	over	him;	he	grew	steadily	less	friendly.	When	out	for	a	walk	with	me,
he	would	 try	 to	steal	away	 to	stalk	a	cat	or	someone’s	pet	Pekinese.	Sometimes	at
night	we	would	hear	frenzied	cackling	from	the	poultry	house,	and	in	the	morning
there	would	be	 feathers	 lying	 all	 over	 the	veranda.	Timothy	had	 to	be	 chained	up
more	 often.	 And,	 finally,	 when	 he	 began	 to	 stalk	Mahmoud	 about	 the	 house	with
what	looked	like	villainous	intent,	Grandfather	decided	it	was	time	to	transfer	him	to
a	zoo.
The	nearest	zoo	was	at	Lucknow,	two	hundred	miles	away.	Reserving	a	first-class

compartment	 for	 himself	 and	Timothy—no	 one	would	 share	 a	 compartment	with
them—Grandfather	 took	him	to	Lucknow	where	the	zoo	authorities	were	only	too
glad	to	receive	as	a	gift	a	well-fed	and	fairly	civilized	tiger.
About	 six	 months	 later,	 when	 my	 grandparents	 were	 visiting	 relatives	 in

Lucknow,	 Grandfather	 took	 the	 opportunity	 of	 calling	 at	 the	 zoo	 to	 see	 how
Timothy	was	getting	on.	I	was	not	there	to	accompany	him,	but	I	heard	all	about	it
when	he	returned	to	Dehra.
Arriving	at	 the	zoo,	Grandfather	made	straight	 for	 the	particular	cage	 in	which

Timothy	had	been	 interned.	The	 tiger	was	 there,	crouched	 in	a	corner,	 full-grown
and	with	a	magnificent	striped	coat.
‘Hello,	Timothy!’	said	Grandfather	and,	climbing	the	railing	with	ease,	he	put	his

arm	through	the	bars	of	the	cage.
The	tiger	approached	the	bars	and	allowed	Grandfather	to	put	both	hands	around

his	head.	Grandfather	stroked	the	tiger ’s	forehead	and	tickled	his	ear,	and,	whenever
he	growled,	smacked	him	across	the	mouth,	which	was	his	old	way	of	keeping	him
quiet.
He	licked	Grandfather ’s	hands	and	only	sprang	away	when	a	leopard	in	the	next

cage	snarled	at	him.	Grandfather	‘shooed’	the	leopard	away	and	the	tiger	returned	to
lick	his	hands;	but	every	now	and	 then	 the	 leopard	would	 rush	at	 the	bars	and	 the



tiger	would	slink	back	to	his	corner.
A	number	of	people	had	gathered	to	watch	the	reunion	when	a	keeper	pushed	his

way	through	the	crowd	and	asked	Grandfather	what	he	was	doing.
‘I’m	talking	to	Timothy,’	said	Grandfather.	‘Weren’t	you	here	when	I	gave	him	to

the	zoo	six	months	ago?’
‘I	haven’t	been	here	very	long,’	said	the	surprised	keeper.	‘Please	continue	your

conversation.	But	I	have	never	been	able	to	touch	him	myself,	he	is	always	very	bad
tempered.’
‘Why	don’t	you	put	him	somewhere	else?’	suggested	Grandfather.	‘That	leopard

keeps	frightening	him.	I’ll	go	and	see	the	superintendent	about	it.’
Grandfather	went	in	search	of	the	superintendent	of	the	zoo,	but	found	that	he	had

gone	 home	 early;	 and	 so,	 after	 wandering	 about	 the	 zoo	 for	 a	 little	 while,	 he
returned	to	Timothy’s	cage	to	say	goodbye.	It	was	beginning	to	get	dark.
He	had	been	stroking	and	slapping	Timothy	for	about	five	minutes	when	he	found

another	keeper	observing	him	with	some	alarm.	Grandfather	recognized	him	as	the
keeper	who	had	been	there	when	Timothy	had	first	come	to	the	zoo.
‘You	 remember	me,’	said	Grandfather.	‘Now	why	don’t	you	transfer	Timothy	to

another	cage,	away	from	this	stupid	leopard?’
‘But—sir—’	stammered	the	keeper,	‘it	is	not	your	tiger.’
‘I	know,	I	know,’	said	Grandfather	testily.	‘I	realize	he	is	no	longer	mine.	But	you

might	at	least	take	a	suggestion	or	two	from	me.’
‘I	remember	your	tiger	very	well,’	said	the	keeper.	‘He	died	two	months	ago.’
‘Died!’	exclaimed	Grandfather.
‘Yes,	sir,	of	pneumonia.	This	tiger	was	trapped	in	the	hills	only	last	month,	and	he

is	very	dangerous!’
Grandfather	could	think	of	nothing	to	say.	The	tiger	was	still	licking	his	arm,	with

increasing	relish.	Grandfather	took	what	seemed	to	him	an	age	to	withdraw	his	hand
from	the	cage.
With	his	face	near	the	tiger ’s	he	mumbled,	‘Goodnight,	Timothy,’	and	giving	the

keeper	a	scornful	look,	walked	briskly	out	of	the	zoo.



I
All	Creatures	Great	and	Small

	
nstead	 of	 having	 brothers	 and	 sisters	 to	 grow	 up	 with	 in	 India,	 I	 had	 as	 my
companions	an	odd	assortment	of	pets,	which	included	a	monkey,	a	tortoise,	a
python	and	a	Great	Indian	Hornbill.	The	person	responsible	for	all	this	wildlife
in	the	home	was	my	grandfather.	As	the	house	was	his	own,	other	members	of

the	family	could	not	prevent	him	from	keeping	a	large	variety	of	pets,	though	they
could	 certainly	 voice	 their	 objections;	 and	 as	most	 of	 the	 household	 consisted	 of
women—my	grandmother,	visiting	aunts	and	occasional	 in-laws	(my	parents	were
in	Burma	at	the	time)—Grandfather	and	I	had	to	be	alert	and	resourceful	in	dealing
with	 them.	We	 saw	 eye	 to	 eye	 on	 the	 subject	 of	 pets,	 and	whenever	Grandmother
decided	it	was	time	to	get	rid	of	a	tame	white	rat	or	a	squirrel,	I	would	conceal	them
in	 a	 hole	 in	 the	 jackfruit	 tree;	 but	 unlike	my	 aunts,	 she	was	 generally	 tolerant	 of
Grandfather ’s	hobby,	and	even	took	a	liking	to	some	of	our	pets.
Grandfather ’s	 house	 and	 ménagerie	 were	 in	 Dehra	 and	 I	 remember	 travelling

there	 in	 a	 horse-drawn	 buggy.	 There	 were	 cars	 in	 those	 days—it	 was	 just	 over
twenty	years	ago—but	in	the	foothills	a	tonga	was	just	as	good,	almost	as	fast,	and
certainly	more	dependable	when	it	came	to	getting	across	the	swift	little	Tons	river.
During	the	rains,	when	the	river	flowed	strong	and	deep,	it	was	impossible	to	get

across	 except	 on	 a	hand-operated	 ropeway;	 but	 in	 the	dry	months,	 the	horse	went
splashing	 through,	 the	 carriage	wheels	 churning	 through	 clear	mountain	water.	 If
the	horse	found	the	going	difficult,	we	removed	our	shoes,	rolled	up	our	skirts	or
trousers,	and	waded	across.
When	Grandfather	first	went	to	stay	in	Dehra,	early	in	the	century,	the	only	way

of	getting	there	was	by	the	night	mail	coach.	Mail	ponies,	he	told	me,	were	difficult
animals,	 always	 attempting	 to	 turn	 around	 and	 get	 into	 the	 coach	 with	 the
passengers.	It	was	only	when	the	coachman	used	his	whip	liberally,	and	reviled	the
ponies’	 ancestors	 as	 far	 back	 as	 their	 third	 and	 fourth	 generations,	 that	 the	 beasts
could	be	persuaded	to	move.	And	once	they	started,	there	was	no	stopping	them.	It
was	 a	 gallop	 all	 the	way	 to	 the	 first	 stage,	where	 the	 ponies	were	 changed	 to	 the
accompaniment	of	a	bugle	blown	by	the	coachman.
At	one	stage	of	the	journey,	drums	were	beaten;	and	if	it	was	night,	torches	were

lit	 to	 keep	 away	 the	 wild	 elephants	 who,	 resenting	 the	 approach	 of	 this	 clumsy
caravan,	would	sometimes	trumpet	a	challenge	and	throw	the	ponies	into	confusion.
Grandfather	disliked	dressing	up	and	going	out,	 and	was	only	 too	glad	 to	 send

everyone	 shopping	 or	 to	 the	 pictures—Harold	 Lloyd	 and	 Eddie	 Cantor	 were	 the
favourites	at	Dehra’s	small	cinema—so	that	he	could	be	 left	alone	to	feed	his	pets
and	potter	about	in	the	garden.	There	were	a	lot	of	animals	to	be	fed,	including,	for



a	time,	a	pair	of	Great	Danes	who	had	such	enormous	appetites	that	we	were	forced
to	give	them	away	to	a	more	affluent	family.
The	Great	Danes	were	gentle	creatures,	and	I	would	sit	astride	one	of	them	and	go

for	 rides	 round	 the	 garden.	 In	 spite	 of	 their	 size,	 they	were	 very	 sure-footed	 and
never	 knocked	 over	 people	 or	 chairs.	A	 little	monkey,	 like	Toto,	 did	much	more
damage.
Grandfather	 bought	 Toto	 from	 a	 tonga	 owner	 for	 the	 sum	 of	 five	 rupees.	 The

tonga	man	 used	 to	 keep	 the	 little	 red	monkey	 tied	 to	 a	 feeding	 trough,	 and	 Toto
looked	 so	 out	 of	 place	 there—almost	 conscious	 of	 his	 own	 incongruity—that
Grandfather	immediately	decided	to	add	him	to	our	ménagerie.
Toto	 was	 really	 a	 pretty	 little	 monkey.	 His	 bright	 eyes	 sparkled	 with	 mischief

beneath	deep-set	eyebrows,	and	his	teeth,	a	pearly-white,	were	often	on	display	in	a
smile	that	frightened	the	life	out	of	elderly	Anglo-Indian	ladies.	His	hands	were	not
those	 of	 a	 Tallulah	 Bankhead	 (Grandfather ’s	 only	 favourite	 actress),	 but	 were
shrivelled	and	dried-up,	as	though	they	had	been	pickled	in	the	sun	for	many	years.
But	his	fingers	were	quick	and	restless;	and	his	tail,	while	adding	to	his	good	looks
—Grandfather	 maintained	 that	 a	 tail	 would	 add	 to	 anyone’s	 good	 looks—often
performed	the	service	of	a	third	hand.	He	could	use	it	to	hang	from	a	branch;	and	it
was	capable	of	scooping	up	any	delicacy	that	might	be	out	of	reach	of	his	hands.
Grandmother,	 anticipating	 an	 outcry	 from	 other	 relatives,	 always	 raised

objections	when	Grandfather	brought	home	some	new	bird	or	animal,	and	so	for	a
while	we	managed	to	keep	Toto’s	presence	a	secret	by	lodging	him	in	a	little	closet
opening	 into	 my	 bedroom	 wall.	 But	 in	 a	 few	 hours	 he	 managed	 to	 dispose	 of
Grandmother ’s	 ornamental	wallpaper	 and	 the	 better	 part	 of	my	 school	 blazer.	He
was	transferred	to	the	stables	for	a	day	or	two,	and	then	Grandfather	had	to	make	a
trip	to	neighbouring	Saharanpur	to	collect	his	railway	pension	and,	anxious	to	keep
Toto	out	of	trouble,	he	decided	to	take	the	monkey	along	with	him.
Unfortunately	 I	 could	 not	 accompany	 Grandfather	 on	 this	 trip,	 but	 he	 told	 me

about	it	afterwards.
A	 black	 kitbag	was	 provided	 for	 Toto.	When	 the	 strings	 of	 the	 bag	were	 tied,

there	was	no	means	of	escape	from	within,	and	the	canvas	was	too	strong	for	Toto
to	bite	his	way	through.	His	initial	efforts	to	get	out	only	had	the	effect	of	making
the	bag	roll	about	on	the	floor,	or	occasionally	jump	in	the	air—an	exhibition	that
attracted	a	curious	crowd	of	onlookers	on	the	Dehra	railway	platform.
Toto	 remained	 in	 the	 bag	 as	 far	 as	 Saharanpur,	 but	 while	 Grandfather	 was

producing	his	ticket	at	the	railway	turnstile,	Toto	managed	to	get	his	hands	through
the	 aperture	where	 the	 bag	was	 tied,	 loosened	 the	 strings,	 and	 suddenly	 thrust	 his
head	through	the	opening.
The	poor	 ticket	collector	was	visibly	alarmed;	but	with	great	presence	of	mind,

and	much	to	the	annoyance	of	Grandfather,	he	said,	‘Sir,	you	have	a	dog	with	you.



You’ll	have	to	pay	for	it	accordingly.’
In	vain	did	Grandfather	take	Toto	out	of	the	bag	to	prove	that	a	monkey	was	not	a

dog	or	even	a	quadruped.	The	ticket	collector,	now	thoroughly	annoyed,	insisted	on
classing	Toto	as	a	dog;	and	three	rupees	and	four	annas	had	to	be	handed	over	as	his
fare.	Then	Grandfather,	out	of	sheer	spite,	took	out	from	his	pocket	a	live	tortoise
that	he	happened	 to	have	with	him,	and	 said,	 ‘What	must	 I	pay	 for	 this,	 since	you
charge	for	all	animals?’
The	ticket	collector	retreated	a	pace	or	two;	then	advancing	again	with	caution,	he

subjected	the	tortoise	to	a	grave	and	knowledgeable	stare.
‘No	ticket	is	necessary,	sir,’	he	finally	declared.	‘There	is	no	charge	for	insects.’
When	we	discovered	 that	Toto’s	 favourite	 pastime	was	 catching	mice,	we	were

able	 to	 persuade	 Grandmother	 to	 let	 us	 keep	 him.	 The	 unsuspecting	 mice	 would
emerge	from	their	holes	at	night	to	pick	up	any	corn	left	over	by	our	pony;	and	to
get	at	it	they	had	to	run	the	gauntlet	of	Toto’s	section	of	the	stable.	He	knew	this,	and
would	pretend	to	be	asleep,	keeping,	however,	one	eye	open.	A	mouse	would	make	a
rush—in	vain;	Toto,	as	swift	as	a	cat,	would	have	his	paws	upon	him.	Grandmother
decided	to	put	his	talents	to	constructive	use	by	tying	him	up	one	night	in	the	larder,
where	a	guerrilla	band	of	mice	were	playing	havoc	with	our	food	supplies.
Toto	was	removed	from	his	comfortable	bed	of	straw	in	the	stable,	and	chained

up	in	the	larder,	beneath	shelves	of	 jam	pots	and	other	delicacies.	The	night	was	a
long	 and	miserable	 one	 for	 Toto,	who	must	 have	wondered	what	 he	 had	 done	 to
deserve	such	treatment.	The	mice	scampered	about	the	place,	while	he,	most	uncat-
like,	lay	curled	up	in	a	soup	tureen,	trying	to	snatch	some	sleep.	At	dawn,	the	mice
returned	 to	 their	 holes;	 Toto	 awoke,	 scratched	 himself,	 emerged	 from	 the	 soup
tureen,	and	looked	about	for	something	to	eat.	The	jam	pots	attracted	his	notice,	and
it	did	not	take	him	long	to	prise	open	the	covers.	Grandmother ’s	treasured	jams—
she	had	made	most	of	them	herself—disappeared	in	an	amazingly	short	time.	I	was
present	when	she	opened	the	door	to	see	how	many	mice	Toto	had	caught.	Even	the
rain	god	Indra	could	not	have	looked	more	terrible	when	planning	a	thunderstorm;
and	 the	 imprecations	 Grandmother	 hurled	 at	 Toto	 were	 surprising	 coming	 from
someone	who	had	been	brought	up	in	the	genteel	Victorian	manner.
The	monkey	was	later	reinstated	in	Grandmother ’s	favour.	A	great	treat	for	him

on	 cold	 winter	 evenings	 was	 the	 large	 bowl	 of	 warm	 water	 provided	 by
Grandmother	for	his	bath.	He	would	bathe	himself,	first	of	all	gingerly	testing	the
temperature	of	the	water	with	his	fingers.	Leisurely	he	would	step	into	the	bath,	first
one	 foot,	 then	 the	other,	 as	he	had	 seen	me	doing,	until	 he	was	completely	 sitting
down	in	it.	Once	comfortable,	he	would	take	the	soap	in	his	hands	or	feet,	and	rub
himself	all	over.	When	he	found	the	water	becoming	cold,	he	would	get	out	and	run
as	quickly	as	he	could	 to	 the	fire,	where	his	coat	soon	dried.	 If	anyone	 laughed	at
him	during	 this	 performance,	 he	would	 look	 extremely	hurt,	 and	 refuse	 to	 go	on



with	his	ablutions.
One	day	Toto	nearly	succeeded	in	boiling	himself	to	death.
The	large	kitchen	kettle	had	been	left	on	the	fire	to	boil	for	tea;	and	Toto,	finding

himself	for	a	few	minutes	alone	with	it,	decided	to	take	the	lid	off.	On	discovering
that	the	water	inside	was	warm,	he	got	into	the	kettle	with	the	intention	of	having	a
bath,	 and	 sat	 down	 with	 his	 head	 protruding	 from	 the	 opening.	 This	 was	 very
pleasant	for	some	time,	until	the	water	began	to	simmer.	Toto	raised	himself	a	little,
but	 finding	 it	 cold	 outside,	 sat	 down	 again.	He	 continued	 standing	 and	 sitting	 for
some	time,	not	having	the	courage	to	face	the	cold	air.	Had	it	not	been	for	the	timely
arrival	of	Grandmother,	he	would	have	been	cooked	alive.
If	 there	is	a	part	of	 the	brain	especially	devoted	to	mischief,	 that	part	must	have

been	largely	developed	in	Toto.	He	was	always	tearing	things	to	bits,	and	whenever
one	of	my	aunts	came	near	him,	he	made	every	effort	to	get	hold	of	her	dress	and
tear	a	hole	in	it.	A	variety	of	aunts	frequently	came	to	stay	with	my	grandparents,	but
during	Toto’s	stay	they	limited	their	visits	 to	a	day	or	 two,	much	to	Grandfather ’s
relief	and	Grandmother ’s	annoyance.
Toto,	 however,	 took	 a	 liking	 to	Grandmother,	 in	 spite	 of	 the	 beatings	 he	 often

received	from	her.	Whenever	she	allowed	him	the	liberty,	he	would	lie	quietly	in	her
lap	instead	of	scrambling	all	over	her	as	he	did	on	most	people.
Toto	lived	with	us	over	a	year,	but	the	following	winter,	after	too	much	bathing,

he	caught	pneumonia.	Grandmother	wrapped	him	in	flannel,	and	Grandfather	gave
him	a	diet	of	chicken	soup	and	Irish	stew;	but	Toto	did	not	recover.	He	was	buried	in
the	garden,	under	his	favourite	mango	tree.
Perhaps	 it	 was	 just	 as	well	 that	 Toto	was	 no	 longer	with	 us	when	Grandfather

brought	home	the	python,	or	his	demise	might	have	been	less	conventional.	Small
monkeys	are	a	favourite	delicacy	with	pythons.
Grandmother	 was	 tolerant	 of	most	 birds	 and	 animals,	 but	 she	 drew	 the	 line	 at

reptiles.	She	said	they	made	her	blood	run	cold.	Even	a	handsome,	sweet-tempered
chameleon	had	to	be	given	up.	Grandfather	should	have	known	that	there	was	little
chance	of	his	being	allowed	to	keep	the	python.	It	was	about	four	feet	long,	a	young
one,	when	Grandfather	bought	it	from	a	snake	charmer	for	six	rupees,	impressing
the	 bazaar	 crowd	 by	 slinging	 it	 across	 his	 shoulders	 and	 walking	 home	 with	 it.
Grandmother	nearly	 fainted	at	 the	 sight	of	 the	python	curled	 round	Grandfather ’s
throat.
‘You’ll	be	strangled!’	she	cried.	‘Get	rid	of	it	at	once!’
‘Nonsense,’	said	Grandfather.	‘He’s	only	a	young	fellow.	He’ll	soon	get	used	to

us.’
‘Will	he,	 indeed?’	said	Grandmother.	‘But	I	have	no	intention	of	getting	used	to

him.	 You	 know	 quite	 well	 that	 your	 cousin	 Mabel	 is	 coming	 to	 stay	 with	 us
tomorrow.	She’ll	leave	us	the	minute	she	knows	there’s	a	snake	in	the	house.’



‘Well,	 perhaps	 we	 ought	 to	 show	 it	 to	 her	 as	 soon	 as	 she	 arrives,’	 said
Grandfather,	who	did	not	look	forward	to	fussy	Aunt	Mabel’s	visits	any	more	than	I
did.
‘You’ll	do	no	such	thing,’	said	Grandmother.
‘Well,	 I	 can’t	 let	 it	 loose	 in	 the	 garden,’	 said	 Grandfather	 with	 an	 innocent

expression.	‘It	might	find	its	way	into	the	poultry	house,	and	then	where	would	we
be?’
‘How	 exasperating	 you	 are!’	 grumbled	Grandmother.	 ‘Lock	 the	 creature	 in	 the

bathroom,	go	back	to	the	bazaar	and	find	the	man	you	bought	it	from,	and	get	him
to	come	and	take	it	back.’
In	my	awestruck	presence,	Grandfather	had	to	take	the	python	into	the	bathroom,

where	he	placed	it	in	a	steep-sided	tin	tub.	Then	he	hurried	off	to	the	bazaar	to	look
for	 the	 snake	 charmer,	 while	 Grandmother	 paced	 anxiously	 up	 and	 down	 the
veranda.	When	he	returned	looking	crestfallen,	we	knew	he	hadn’t	been	able	to	find
the	man.
‘You	had	better	 take	 it	 away	yourself,’	 said	Grandmother,	 in	 a	 relentless	mood.

‘Leave	it	in	the	jungle	across	the	riverbed.’
‘All	 right,	 but	 let	 me	 give	 it	 a	 feed	 first,’	 said	 Grandfather;	 and	 producing	 a

plucked	 chicken,	 he	 took	 it	 into	 the	 bathroom,	 followed,	 in	 single	 file,	 by	 me,
Grandmother,	and	a	curious	cook	and	gardener.
Grandfather	threw	open	the	door	and	stepped	into	the	bathroom.	I	peeped	round

his	 legs,	 while	 the	 others	 remained	 well	 behind.	 We	 couldn’t	 see	 the	 python
anywhere.
‘He’s	gone,’	announced	Grandfather.	‘He	must	have	felt	hungry.’
‘I	hope	he	isn’t	too	hungry,’	I	said.
‘We	left	the	window	open,’	said	Grandfather,	looking	embarrassed.
A	careful	search	was	made	of	the	house,	the	kitchen,	the	garden,	the	stable	and	the

poultry	shed;	but	the	python	couldn’t	be	found	anywhere.
‘He’ll	be	well	away	by	now,’	said	Grandfather	reassuringly.
‘I	certainly	hope	so,’	said	Grandmother,	who	was	half	way	between	anxiety	and

relief.
Aunt	Mabel	 arrived	 next	 day	 for	 a	 three-week	 visit,	 and	 for	 a	 couple	 of	 days

Grandfather	 and	 I	 were	 a	 little	 apprehensive	 in	 case	 the	 python	 made	 a	 sudden
reappearance;	but	on	the	third	day,	when	he	didn’t	show	up,	we	felt	confident	that	he
had	gone	for	good.
And	 then,	 towards	 evening,	 we	 were	 startled	 by	 a	 scream	 from	 the	 garden.

Seconds	later,	Aunt	Mabel	came	flying	up	the	veranda	steps,	looking	as	though	she
had	seen	a	ghost.
‘In	the	guava	tree!’	she	gasped.	‘I	was	reaching	for	a	guava,	when	I	saw	it	staring

at	me.	The	look	in	its	eyes!	As	though	it	would	devour	me—’



‘Calm	down,	my	dear,’	urged	Grandmother,	sprinkling	her	with	eau-de-cologne.
‘Calm	down	and	tell	us	what	you	saw.’
‘A	snake!’	sobbed	Aunt	Mabel.	‘A	great	boa	constrictor.	It	must	have	been	twenty

feet	 long!	 In	 the	guava	 tree.	 Its	eyes	were	 terrible.	 It	 looked	at	me	 in	such	a	queer
way	…’
My	grandparents	looked	significantly	at	each	other,	and	Grandfather	said,	‘I’ll	go

out	 and	 kill	 it,’	 and	 sheepishly	 taking	 hold	 of	 an	 umbrella,	 sallied	 out	 into	 the
garden.	But	when	he	reached	the	guava	tree,	the	python	had	disappeared.
‘Aunt	Mabel	must	have	frightened	it	away,’	I	said.
‘Hush,’	said	Grandfather.	‘We	mustn’t	speak	of	your	aunt	in	that	way.’	But	his	eyes

were	alive	with	laughter.
After	this	incident,	the	python	began	to	make	a	series	of	appearances,	often	in	the

most	unexpected	places.	Aunt	Mabel	had	another	fit	of	hysterics	when	she	saw	him
admiring	her	from	under	a	cushion.	She	packed	her	bags,	and	Grandmother	made
us	intensify	the	hunt.
Next	 morning	 I	 saw	 the	 python	 curled	 up	 on	 the	 dressing	 table,	 gazing	 at	 his

reflection	 in	 the	 mirror.	 I	 went	 for	 Grandfather,	 but	 by	 the	 time	 we	 returned	 the
python	had	moved	elsewhere.	A	little	later	he	was	seen	in	the	garden	again.	Then	he
was	 back	 on	 the	 dressing	 table,	 admiring	 himself	 in	 the	mirror.	 Evidently	 he	 had
become	 enamoured	 of	 his	 own	 reflection.	 Grandfather	 observed	 that	 perhaps	 the
attention	he	was	receiving	from	everyone	had	made	him	a	little	conceited.
‘He’s	 trying	 to	 look	 better	 for	 Aunt	 Mabel,’	 I	 said;	 a	 remark	 that	 I	 instantly

regretted,	because	Grandmother	overheard	it,	and	brought	the	flat	of	her	broad	hand
down	on	my	head.
‘Well,	now	we	know	his	weakness,’	said	Grandfather.
‘Are	 you	 trying	 to	 be	 funny	 too?’	 demanded	 Grandmother,	 looking	 her	 most

threatening.
‘I	only	meant	he	was	becoming	very	vain,’	said	Grandfather	hastily.	‘It	should	be

easier	to	catch	him	now.’
He	set	about	preparing	a	large	cage	with	a	mirror	at	one	end.	In	the	cage	he	left	a

juicy	chicken	and	various	other	delicacies,	and	fitted	up	the	opening	with	a	trapdoor.
Aunt	Mabel	had	already	left	by	the	time	we	had	this	trap	ready,	but	we	had	to	go	on
with	 the	 project	 because	 we	 couldn’t	 have	 the	 python	 prowling	 about	 the	 house
indefinitely.
For	 a	 few	 days	 nothing	 happened,	 and	 then,	 as	 I	 was	 leaving	 for	 school	 one

morning,	I	saw	the	python	curled	up	in	the	cage.	He	had	eaten	everything	left	out	for
him,	and	was	relaxing	in	front	of	the	mirror	with	something	resembling	a	smile	on
his	face—if	you	can	imagine	a	python	smiling	…	I	lowered	the	trapdoor	gently,	but
the	 python	 took	 no	 notice;	 he	 was	 in	 raptures	 over	 his	 handsome	 reflection.
Grandfather	and	 the	gardener	put	 the	cage	 in	 the	ponytrap,	and	made	a	 journey	 to



the	 other	 side	 of	 the	 riverbed.	 They	 left	 the	 cage	 in	 the	 jungle,	with	 the	 trapdoor
open.
‘He	made	 no	 attempt	 to	 get	 out,’	 said	Grandfather	 later.	 ‘And	 I	 didn’t	 have	 the

heart	to	take	the	mirror	away.	It’s	the	first	time	I’ve	seen	a	snake	fall	in	love.’
‘And	the	frogs	have	sung	their	old	song	in	the	mud	…’	This	was	Grandfather ’s

favourite	quotation	 from	Virgil,	 and	he	used	 it	whenever	we	visited	 the	 rainwater
pond	 behind	 the	 house	 where	 there	 were	 quantities	 of	 mud	 and	 frogs	 and	 the
occasional	water	buffalo.	Grandfather	had	once	brought	a	number	of	frogs	into	the
house.	He	had	put	them	in	a	glass	jar,	left	them	on	a	windowsill,	and	then	forgotten
all	 about	 them.	 At	 about	 four	 o’clock	 in	 the	 morning	 the	 entire	 household	 was
awakened	 by	 a	 loud	 and	 fearful	 noise,	 and	 Grandmother	 and	 several	 nervous
relatives	 gathered	 in	 their	 nightclothes	 on	 the	 veranda.	 Their	 timidity	 changed	 to
fury	when	 they	 discovered	 that	 the	 ghastly	 sounds	 had	 come	 from	Grandfather ’s
frogs.	 Seeing	 the	 dawn	 breaking,	 the	 frogs	 had	 with	 one	 accord	 begun	 their
morning	song.
Grandmother	wanted	 to	 throw	 the	 frogs,	 bottle	 and	 all,	 out	 of	 the	window;	 but

Grandfather	said	that	if	he	gave	the	bottle	a	good	shaking,	the	frogs	would	remain
quiet.	He	was	obliged	to	keep	awake,	in	order	to	shake	the	bottle	whenever	the	frogs
showed	any	 inclination	 to	break	 into	song.	Fortunately	 for	all	concerned,	 the	next
day	a	servant	took	the	top	off	the	bottle	to	see	what	was	inside.	The	sight	of	several
big	 frogs	 so	 startled	 him	 that	 he	 ran	 off	 without	 replacing	 the	 cover;	 the	 frogs
jumped	out	and	presumably	found	their	way	back	to	the	pond.
It	 became	a	habit	with	me	 to	visit	 the	pond	on	my	own,	 in	order	 to	 explore	 its

banks	and	shallows.	Taking	off	my	shoes,	I	would	wade	into	the	muddy	water	up	to
my	knees,	to	pluck	the	water	lilies	that	floated	on	the	surface.
One	day	I	found	the	pond	already	occupied	by	several	buffaloes.	Their	keeper,	a

boy	a	little	older	than	me,	was	swimming	about	in	the	middle.	Instead	of	climbing
out	on	 to	 the	bank,	he	would	pull	himself	up	on	 the	back	of	one	of	his	buffaloes,
stretch	 his	 naked	 brown	 body	 out	 on	 the	 animal’s	 glistening	 wet	 hide,	 and	 start
singing	to	himself.
When	 he	 saw	 me	 staring	 at	 him	 from	 across	 the	 pond,	 he	 smiled,	 showing

gleaming	white	teeth	in	a	dark,	sun-burnished	face.	He	invited	me	to	join	him	in	a
swim.	I	 told	him	I	couldn’t	swim,	and	he	offered	to	teach	me.	I	hesitated,	knowing
that	 Grandmother	 held	 strict	 and	 old-fashioned	 views	 about	 mixing	 with	 village
children;	but,	deciding	that	Grandfather—who	sometimes	smoked	a	hookah	on	the
sly—would	 get	 me	 out	 of	 any	 trouble	 that	 might	 occur,	 I	 took	 the	 bold	 step	 of
accepting	the	boy’s	offer.	Once	taken,	the	step	did	not	seem	so	bold.
He	 dived	 off	 the	 back	 of	 his	 buffalo,	 and	 swam	 across	 to	 me.	 And	 I,	 having

removed	my	clothes,	followed	his	instructions	until	I	was	floundering	about	among
the	water	lilies.	His	name	was	Ramu,	and	he	promised	to	give	me	swimming	lessons



every	afternoon;	and	so	it	was	during	the	afternoon—especially	summer	afternoons
when	 everyone	was	 asleep—that	we	 usually	met.	Before	 long	 I	was	 able	 to	 swim
across	the	pond	to	sit	with	Ramu	astride	a	contented	buffalo,	the	great	beast	standing
like	an	island	in	the	middle	of	a	muddy	ocean.
Sometimes	 we	would	 try	 racing	 the	 buffaloes,	 Ramu	 and	 I	 sitting	 on	 different

mounts.	But	they	were	lazy	creatures,	and	would	leave	one	comfortable	spot	only	to
look	for	another;	or,	if	they	were	in	no	mood	for	games,	would	roll	over	on	their
backs,	taking	us	with	them	into	the	mud	and	green	slime	of	the	pond.	Emerging	in
shades	of	 green	 and	khaki,	 I	would	 slip	 into	 the	house	 through	 the	bathroom	and
bathe	under	the	tap	before	getting	into	my	clothes.
One	afternoon	Ramu	and	I	found	a	small	tortoise	in	the	mud,	sitting	over	a	hole

in	which	it	had	laid	several	eggs.	Ramu	kept	the	eggs	for	his	dinner,	and	I	presented
the	 tortoise	 to	Grandfather.	He	had	a	weakness	for	 tortoises,	and	was	pleased	with
this	 addition	 to	 his	ménagerie,	 giving	 it	 a	 large	 tub	 of	water	 all	 to	 itself,	with	 an
island	of	rocks	in	the	middle.	The	tortoise,	however,	was	always	getting	out	of	the
tub	and	wandering	about	the	house.	As	it	seemed	able	to	look	after	itself	quite	well,
we	did	not	interfere.	If	one	of	the	dogs	bothered	it	too	much,	it	would	draw	its	head
and	legs	into	its	shell	and	defy	all	their	attempts	at	rough	play.
Ramu	came	from	a	family	of	bonded	labourers,	and	had	received	no	schooling.

But	he	was	well-versed	in	folklore,	and	knew	a	great	deal	about	birds	and	animals.
‘Many	birds	are	sacred,’	said	Ramu,	as	we	watched	a	blue	jay	swoop	down	from	a

peepul	 tree	and	carry	off	a	grasshopper.	He	 told	me	 that	both	 the	blue	 jay	and	 the
God	Shiva	were	called	‘Nilkanth’.	Shiva	had	a	blue	throat,	like	the	bird,	because	out
of	 compassion	 for	 the	 human	 race	 he	 had	 swallowed	 a	 deadly	 poison	which	was
intended	to	destroy	the	world.	Keeping	the	poison	in	his	throat,	he	did	not	let	it	go
any	further.
‘Are	 squirrels	 sacred?’	 I	 asked,	 seeing	one	 sprint	 down	 the	 trunk	of	 the	 peepul

tree.
‘Oh,	yes,	Lord	Krishna	loved	squirrels,’	said	Ramu.	‘He	would	take	them	in	his

arms	and	stroke	them	with	his	 long	fingers.	That	 is	why	they	have	four	dark	lines
down	 their	 backs	 from	 head	 to	 tail.	 Krishna	was	 very	 dark,	 and	 the	 lines	 are	 the
marks	of	his	fingers.’
Both	Ramu	and	Grandfather	were	of	 the	opinion	 that	we	should	be	more	gentle

with	birds	and	animals	and	should	not	kill	so	many	of	them.
‘It	 is	 also	 important	 that	 we	 respect	 them,’	 said	 Grandfather.	 ‘We	 must

acknowledge	 their	 rights.	 Everywhere,	 birds	 and	 animals	 are	 finding	 it	 more
difficult	 to	 survive,	 because	we	 are	 trying	 to	 destroy	 both	 them	 and	 their	 forests.
They	have	to	keep	moving	as	the	trees	disappear.’
This	 was	 especially	 true	 of	 the	 forests	 near	 Dehra,	 where	 the	 tiger	 and	 the

pheasant	and	the	spotted	deer	were	beginning	to	disappear.



Ramu	and	I	spent	many	long	summer	afternoons	at	the	pond.	I	still	remember	him
with	affection,	though	we	never	saw	each	other	again	after	I	left	Dehra.	He	could	not
read	or	write,	so	we	were	unable	to	keep	in	touch.	And	neither	his	people,	nor	mine,
knew	of	our	friendship.	The	buffaloes	and	frogs	had	been	our	only	confidants.	They
had	accepted	us	as	part	of	their	own	world,	their	muddy	but	comfortable	pond.	And
when	I	left	Dehra,	both	they	and	Ramu	must	have	assumed	that	I	would	return	again
like	the	birds.



M
Calypso	Christmas

	
y	first	Christmas	in	London	had	been	a	lonely	one.	My	small	bed-sitting-
room	near	Swiss	Cottage	had	been	cold	and	austere,	and	my	landlady	had
disapproved	of	any	sort	of	revelry.	Moreover,	I	hadn’t	the	money	for	the
theatre	 or	 a	 good	 restaurant.	 That	 first	 English	 Christmas	 was	 spent

sitting	 in	 front	 of	 a	 lukewarm	gas	 fire,	 eating	beans	on	 toast,	 and	drinking	 cheap
sherry.	My	one	consolation	was	 the	 row	of	Christmas	cards	on	 the	mantelpiece—
most	of	them	from	friends	in	India.
But	the	following	year	I	was	making	more	money	and	living	in	a	bigger,	brighter,

homelier	room.	The	new	landlady	approved	of	my	bringing	friends—even	girls—
to	 the	house,	 and	had	 even	made	me	a	plum	pudding	 so	 that	 I	 could	 entertain	my
guests.	 My	 friends	 in	 London	 included	 a	 number	 of	 Indian	 and	 Commonwealth
students,	and	through	them	I	met	George,	a	friendly,	sensitive	person	from	Trinidad.
George	 was	 not	 a	 student.	 He	 was	 over	 thirty.	 Like	 thousands	 of	 other	 West

Indians,	he	had	come	to	England	because	he	had	been	told	that	jobs	were	plentiful,
that	 there	was	a	 free	health	 scheme	and	national	 insurance,	and	 that	he	could	earn
anything	 from	 ten	 to	 twenty	 pounds	 a	 week—far	 more	 than	 he	 could	 make	 in
Trinidad	or	Jamaica.	But,	while	 it	was	 true	 that	 jobs	were	 to	be	had	 in	England,	 it
was	 also	 true	 that	 sections	 of	 local	 labour	 resented	 outsiders	 filling	 these	 posts.
There	were	 also	 those,	 belonging	 chiefly	 to	 the	 lower	middle	 classes,	 who	were
prone	 to	 various	 prejudices,	 and	 though	 these	 people	were	 a	minority,	 they	were
still	capable	of	making	themselves	felt	and	heard.
In	 any	 case,	 London	 is	 a	 lonely	 place,	 especially	 for	 the	 stranger.	 And	 for	 the

happy-go-lucky	West	 Indian,	 accustomed	 to	 sunshine,	 colour	 and	 music,	 London
must	be	quite	baffling.
As	 though	 to	 match	 the	 grey-green	 fogs	 of	 winter,	 Londoners	 wore	 sombre

colours,	greys	and	browns.	The	West	Indians	couldn’t	understand	this.	Surely,	they
reasoned,	during	a	grey	season	the	colours	worn	should	be	vivid	reds	and	greens—
colours	 that	 would	 defy	 the	 curling	 fog	 and	 uncomfortable	 rain?	 But	 Londoners
frowned	 on	 these	 gay	 splashes	 of	 colour;	 to	 them	 it	 all	 seemed	 an	 expression	 of
some	sort	of	barbarism.	And	then	again	Londoners	had	a	horror	of	any	sort	of	loud
noise,	and	a	blaring	radio	could	(quite	justifiably)	bring	in	scores	of	protests	from
neighbouring	houses.	The	West	Indians,	on	the	other	hand,	 liked	letting	off	steam;
they	 liked	 holding	 parties	 in	 their	 rooms	 at	 which	 there	 was	 much	 singing	 and
shouting.	They	had	always	believed	that	England	was	their	mother	country,	and	so,
despite	rain,	fog,	sleet	and	snow,	they	were	determined	to	live	as	they	had	lived	back
home	 in	 Trinidad.	 And	 it	 is	 to	 their	 credit,	 and	 even	 to	 the	 credit	 of	 indigenous



Londoners,	that	this	is	what	they	succeeded	in	doing.
George	 worked	 for	 British	 Railways.	 He	 was	 a	 ticket	 collector	 at	 one	 of	 the

underground	stations.	He	liked	his	work,	and	received	about	ten	pounds	a	week	for
collecting	 tickets.	 A	 large,	 stout	man,	 with	 huge	 hands	 and	 feet,	 he	 always	 had	 a
gentle,	 kindly	 expression	 on	 his	mobile	 face.	Amongst	 other	 accomplishments	 he
could	play	the	piano,	and	as	there	was	an	old,	rather	dilapidated	piano	in	my	room,
he	would	 often	 come	 over	 in	 the	 evenings	 to	 run	 his	 fat,	 heavy	 fingers	 over	 the
keys,	playing	tunes	that	ranged	from	hymns	to	jazz	pieces.	I	thought	he	would	be	a
nice	person	to	spend	Christmas	with,	so	I	asked	him	to	come	and	share	the	pudding
my	landlady	had	made,	and	a	bottle	of	sherry	I	had	procured.
Little	 did	 I	 realize	 that	 an	 invitation	 to	 George	 would	 be	 interpreted	 as	 an

invitation	to	all	George’s	friends	and	relations—in	fact,	anyone	who	had	known	him
in	Trinidad—but	this	was	the	way	he	looked	at	it,	and	at	eight	o’clock	on	Christmas
Eve,	while	 a	 chilly	wind	 blew	 dead	 leaves	 down	 from	Hampstead	Heath,	 I	 saw	 a
veritable	army	of	West	Indians	marching	down	Belsize	Avenue,	with	George	in	the
lead.
Bewildered,	 I	 opened	 my	 door	 to	 them;	 and	 in	 streamed	 George,	 George’s

cousins,	George’s	nephews	and	George’s	friends.	They	were	all	smiling	and	they	all
shook	hands	with	me,	making	complimentary	remarks	about	my	room	(‘Man,	that’s
some	 piano!’,	 ‘Hey,	 look	 at	 that	 crazy	 picture!’,	 ‘This	 rocking	 chair	 gives	 me
fever!’)	and	took	no	time	at	all	to	feel	and	make	themselves	at	home.	Everyone	had
brought	something	along	for	the	party.	George	had	brought	several	bottles	of	beer.
Eric,	a	flashy,	coffee-coloured	youth,	had	brought	cigarettes	and	more	beer.	Marian,
a	 buxom	woman	 of	 thirty-five,	 who	 called	me	 ‘darling’	 as	 soon	 as	 we	met,	 and
kissed	 me	 on	 the	 cheeks	 saying	 she	 adored	 pink	 cheeks,	 had	 brought	 bacon	 and
eggs.	 Her	 daughter	 Lucy,	 who	 was	 sixteen	 and	 in	 the	 full	 bloom	 of	 youth,	 had
brought	a	gramophone,	while	 the	 little	nephews	carried	 the	records.	Other	 friends
and	familiars	had	also	brought	beer;	and	one	enterprising	fellow	produced	a	bottle
of	Jamaican	rum.
Then	everything	began	to	happen	at	once.
Lucy	put	a	record	on	the	gramophone,	and	the	strains	of	Basin	Street	Blues	filled

the	 room.	 At	 the	 same	 time	 George	 sat	 down	 at	 the	 piano	 to	 hammer	 out	 an
accompaniment	to	the	record.	His	huge	hands	crushed	down	on	the	keys	as	though
he	were	chopping	up	hunks	of	meat.	Marian	had	lit	the	gas	fire	and	was	busy	frying
bacon	 and	 eggs.	 Eric	 was	 opening	 beer	 bottles.	 In	 the	 midst	 of	 the	 noise	 and
confusion	I	heard	a	knock	on	the	door—a	very	timid,	hesitant	sort	of	knock—and
opening	it,	found	my	landlady	standing	on	the	threshold.
‘Oh,	Mr	 Bond,	 the	 neighbours—’	 she	 began,	 and	 glancing	 into	 the	 room	 was

rendered	speechless.
‘It’s	 only	 tonight,’	 I	 said.	 ‘They’ll	 all	 go	 home	 after	 an	 hour.	 Remember,	 it’s



Christmas!’
She	nodded	mutely	and	hurried	away	down	 the	corridor,	pursued	by	something

called	Be-Bop-A-Lula.	 I	 closed	 the	 door	 and	 drew	 all	 the	 curtains	 in	 an	 effort	 to
stifle	 the	noise;	but	everyone	was	stamping	about	on	 the	floorboards,	and	I	hoped
fervently	 that	 the	 downstairs	 people	 had	 gone	 to	 the	 theatre.	 George	 had	 started
playing	calypso	music,	and	Eric	and	Lucy	were	strutting	and	stomping	in	the	middle
of	the	room,	while	the	two	nephews	were	improvising	on	their	own.	Before	I	knew
what	was	happening,	Marian	had	taken	me	in	her	strong	arms	and	was	teaching	me
to	do	the	calypso.	The	song	playing,	I	think,	was	Banana	boat	song.
Instead	of	the	party	lasting	an	hour,	it	lasted	three	hours.	We	ate	innumerable	fried

eggs	and	finished	off	all	 the	beer.	 I	 took	turns	dancing	with	Marian,	Lucy,	and	the
nephews.	 There	 was	 a	 peculiar	 expression	 they	 used	 when	 excited.	 ‘Fire!’	 they
shouted.	 I	 never	 knew	what	was	 supposed	 to	 be	 on	 fire,	 or	what	 the	 exclamation
implied,	but	 I	 too	shouted	 ‘Fire!’	and	somehow	 it	 seemed	a	very	sensible	 thing	 to
shout.
Perhaps	their	hearts	were	on	fire,	I	don’t	know;	but	for	all	 their	excitability	and

flashiness	 and	brashness	 they	were	 lovable	 and	 sincere	 friends,	 and	 today,	when	 I
look	back	on	my	 two	years	 in	London,	 that	Christmas	party	 is	 the	brightest,	most
vivid	memory	of	all,	 and	 the	 faces	of	George	and	Marian,	Lucy	and	Eric,	are	 the
faces	I	remember	best.
At	midnight	someone	turned	out	the	light.	I	was	dancing	with	Lucy	at	the	time,	and

in	the	dark	she	threw	her	arms	around	me	and	kissed	me	full	on	the	lips.	It	was	the
first	time	I	had	been	kissed	by	a	girl,	and	when	I	think	about	it,	I	am	glad	that	it	was
Lucy	who	kissed	me.
When	they	left,	they	went	in	a	bunch,	just	as	they	had	come.	I	stood	at	the	gate	and

watched	them	saunter	down	the	dark,	empty	street.	The	buses	and	tubes	had	stopped
running	 at	midnight,	 and	George	 and	 his	 friends	would	 have	 to	walk	 all	 the	way
back	to	their	rooms	at	Highgate	and	Golders	Green.
After	 they	 had	 gone,	 the	 street	 was	 suddenly	 empty	 and	 silent,	 and	 my	 own

footsteps	were	 the	only	sounds	I	could	hear.	The	cold	came	clutching	at	me,	and	I
turned	up	my	collar.	I	looked	up	at	the	windows	of	my	house,	and	at	the	windows	of
all	the	other	houses	in	the	street.	They	were	all	in	darkness.	It	seemed	to	me	that	we
were	the	only	ones	who	had	really	celebrated	Christmas.



A

Bhabiji’s	House
	
(My	neighbours	 in	Rajouri	Garden	back	 in	 the	1960s	were	 the	Kamal	 family.	This
entry	 from	my	 journal,	which	 I	wrote	on	one	of	my	 later	visits,	describes	a	 typical
day	in	that	household.)
	

t	first	light	there	is	a	tremendous	burst	of	birdsong	from	the	guava	tree	in
the	 little	 garden.	Over	 a	 hundred	 sparrows	wake	 up	 all	 at	 once	 and	 give
tongue	 to	 whatever	 it	 is	 that	 sparrows	 have	 to	 say	 to	 each	 other	 at	 five
o’clock	on	a	foggy	winter ’s	morning	in	Delhi.

In	the	small	house,	people	sleep	on;	that	is,	everyone	except	Bhabiji—Granny—
the	head	of	 the	 lively	Punjabi	middle-class	family	with	whom	I	nearly	always	stay
when	I	am	in	Delhi.
She	coughs,	stirs,	groans,	grumbles	and	gets	out	of	bed.	The	fire	has	to	be	lit,	and

food	 prepared	 for	 two	 of	 her	 sons	 to	 take	 to	 work.	 There	 is	 a	 daughter-in-law,
Shobha,	 to	 help	 her;	 but	 the	 girl	 is	 not	 very	 bright	 at	 getting	 up	 in	 the	morning.
Actually,	it	is	this	way:	Bhabiji	wants	to	show	up	her	daughter-in-law;	so,	no	matter
how	hard	Shobha	 tries	 to	be	up	first,	Bhabiji	 forestalls	her.	The	old	 lady	does	not
sleep	well,	anyway;	her	eyes	are	open	long	before	the	first	sparrow	chirps,	and	as
soon	as	she	sees	her	daughter-in-law	stirring,	she	scrambles	out	of	bed	and	hurries
to	the	kitchen.	This	gives	her	 the	opportunity	to	say:	‘What	good	is	a	daughter-in-
law	when	I	have	to	get	up	to	prepare	her	husband’s	food?’
The	truth	is	that	Bhabiji	does	not	like	anyone	else	preparing	her	sons’	food.
She	looks	no	older	than	when	I	first	saw	her	ten	years	ago.	She	still	has	complete

control	 over	 a	 large	 family	 and,	 with	 tremendous	 confidence	 and	 enthusiasm,
presides	over	the	lives	of	three	sons,	a	daughter,	two	daughters-in-law	and	fourteen
grandchildren.	 This	 is	 a	 joint	 family	 (there	 are	 not	 many	 left	 in	 a	 big	 city	 like
Delhi),	in	which	the	sons	and	their	families	all	live	together	as	one	unit	under	their
mother ’s	benevolent	(and	sometimes	slightly	malevolent)	autocracy.	Even	when	her
husband	was	alive,	Bhabiji	dominated	the	household.
The	eldest	son,	Shiv,	has	a	separate	kitchen,	but	his	wife	and	children	participate

in	 all	 the	 family	 celebrations	 and	 quarrels.	 It	 is	 a	 small	 miracle	 how	 everyone
(including	myself	when	I	visit)	manages	to	fit	into	the	house;	and	a	stranger	might
be	 forgiven	 for	wondering	where	everyone	sleeps,	 for	no	beds	are	visible	during
the	day.	That	is	because	the	beds—light	wooden	frames	with	rough	strings	across—
are	brought	in	only	at	night,	and	are	taken	out	first	thing	in	the	morning	and	kept	in
the	garden	shed.
As	Bhabiji	lights	the	kitchen	fire,	the	household	begins	to	stir,	and	Shobha	joins



her	mother-in-law	in	the	kitchen.	As	a	guest	I	am	privileged	and	may	get	up	last.	But
my	bed	soon	becomes	an	island	battered	by	waves	of	scurrying,	shouting	children,
eager	to	bathe,	dress,	eat	and	find	their	school	books.	Before	I	can	get	up,	someone
brings	me	a	tumbler	of	hot	sweet	tea.	It	is	a	brass	tumbler	and	burns	my	fingers;	I
have	yet	to	learn	how	to	hold	one	properly.	Punjabis	like	their	tea	with	lots	of	milk
and	sugar—so	much	so	that	I	often	wonder	why	they	bother	to	add	any	tea.
Ten	years	ago,	‘bed	tea’	was	unheard	of	in	Bhabiji’s	house.	Then,	the	first	time	I

came	to	stay,	Kamal,	the	youngest	son,	told	Bhabiji:	‘My	friend	is	Angrez.	He	must
have	tea	in	bed.’	He	forgot	to	mention	that	I	usually	took	my	morning	cup	at	seven;
they	gave	 it	 to	me	at	 five.	 I	gulped	 it	down	and	went	 to	sleep	again.	Then,	slowly,
others	 in	 the	 household	 began	 indulging	 in	morning	 cups	 of	 tea.	 Now	 everyone,
including	 the	 older	 children,	 has	 ‘bed	 tea’.	 They	 bless	my	 English	 forebears	 for
instituting	the	custom;	I	bless	the	Punjabis	for	perpetuating	it.
Breakfast	is	by	rota,	in	the	kitchen.	It	is	a	tiny	room	and	accommodates	only	four

adults	 at	 a	 time.	The	 children	have	 eaten	 first;	 but	 the	 smallest	 children,	Shobha’s
toddlers,	 keep	 coming	 in	 and	 climbing	over	us.	Says	Bhabiji	 of	 the	youngest	 and
most	mischievous:	‘He	lives	only	because	God	keeps	a	special	eye	on	him.’
Kamal,	his	elder	brother,	Arun,	and	I	sit	crosslegged	and	barefooted	on	the	floor,

while	Bhabiji	 serves	 us	 hot	 parathas	 stuffed	with	 potatoes	 and	 onions,	 along	with
omelettes—an	excellent	dish.	Arun	then	goes	to	work	on	his	scooter,	while	Kamal
catches	 a	 bus	 for	 the	 city,	where	 he	 attends	 an	 art	 college.	After	 they	 have	 gone,
Bhabiji	and	Shobha	have	their	breakfast.
By	 nine	 o’clock	 everyone	 who	 is	 still	 in	 the	 house	 is	 busy	 doing	 something.

Shobha	 is	washing	 clothes.	Bhabiji	 has	 settled	 down	on	 a	 cot	with	 a	 huge	 pile	 of
spinach,	which	she	methodically	cleans	and	chops	up.	Madhu,	her	fourteen-year-old
granddaughter,	 who	 attends	 school	 only	 in	 the	 afternoons,	 is	 washing	 down	 the
sitting	room	floor.	Madhu’s	mother	 is	a	 teacher	 in	a	primary	school	 in	Delhi,	and
earns	a	pittance	of	Rs	150	a	month.	Her	husband	went	to	England	ten	years	ago,	and
never	returned;	he	does	not	send	any	money	home.
Madhu	 is	 made	 attractive	 by	 the	 gravity	 of	 her	 countenance.	 She	 is	 always

thoughtful,	reflective;	seldom	speaks,	smiles	rarely	(but	looks	very	pretty	when	she
does).	 I	 wonder	 what	 she	 thinks	 about	 as	 she	 scrubs	 floors,	 prepares	 meals	 with
Bhabiji,	washes	dishes	and	even	finds	a	few	hard-pressed	moments	for	her	school
work.	She	is	the	Cinderella	of	the	house.	Not	that	she	has	to	put	up	with	anything	like
a	cruel	stepmother;	Madhu	is	Bhabiji’s	favourite.	She	has	made	herself	so	useful	that
she	is	above	all	reproach.	Apart	from	that,	 there	is	a	certain	measure	of	aloofness
about	her—she	does	not	get	involved	in	domestic	squabbles—and	this	is	foreign	to
a	household	in	which	everyone	has	something	to	say	for	himself	or	herself.	Her	two
young	 brothers	 are	 constantly	 being	 reprimanded;	 but	 no	 one	 says	 anything	 to
Madhu.	Only	yesterday	morning,	when	clothes	were	being	washed	and	Madhu	was



scrubbing	the	floor,	the	following	dialogue	took	place.
Madhu’s	mother	 (picking	up	a	school	book	 left	 in	 the	courtyard):	 ‘Where’s	 that

boy	Popat?	See	how	careless	he	is	with	his	books!	Popat!	He’s	run	off.	Just	wait	till
he	gets	back.	I’ll	give	him	a	good	beating.’
Vinod’s	mother:	‘It’s	not	Popat’s	book.	It’s	Vinod’s.	Where’s	Vinod?’
Vinod	(grumpily):	‘It’s	Madhu’s	book.’
Silence	for	a	minute	or	 two.	Madhu	continues	scrubbing	the	floor;	she	does	not

bother	to	look	up.	Vinod	picks	up	the	book	and	takes	it	indoors.	The	women	return
to	their	chores.
Manju,	 daughter	 of	 Shiv	 and	 sister	 of	Vinod,	 is	 averse	 to	 housework	 and,	 as	 a

result,	is	always	being	scolded—by	her	parents,	grandmother,	uncles	and	aunts.
Now,	 she	 is	 engaged	 in	 the	 unwelcome	 chore	 of	 sweeping	 the	 front	 yard.	 She

does	this	with	a	sulky	look,	ignoring	my	cheerful	remarks.	I	have	been	sitting	under
the	 guava	 tree,	 but	 Manju	 soon	 sweeps	 me	 away	 from	 this	 spot.	 She	 creates	 a
drifting	cloud	of	dust,	and	seems	satisfied	only	when	the	dust	settles	on	the	clothes
that	 have	 just	 been	 hung	 up	 to	 dry.	 Manju	 is	 a	 sensuous	 creature	 and,	 like	 most
sensuous	people,	is	lazy	by	nature.	She	does	not	like	sweeping	because	the	boy	next
door	 can	 see	 her	 at	 it,	 and	 she	wants	 to	 appear	 before	 him	 in	 a	more	 glamorous
light.	Her	first	action	every	morning	is	to	turn	to	the	cinema	advertisements	in	the
newspaper.	 Bombay’s	 movie	 moguls	 cater	 for	 girls	 like	 Manju	 who	 long	 to	 be
tragic	 heroines.	Life	 is	 so	very	dull	 for	middle-class	 teenagers	 in	Delhi,	 that	 it	 is
only	 natural	 that	 they	 should	 lean	 so	 heavily	 on	 escapist	 entertainment.	 Every
residential	area	has	a	cinema.	But	 there	 is	not	a	single	bookshop	 in	 this	particular
suburb,	 although	 it	 has	 a	 population	 of	 over	 twenty	 thousand	 literate	 people.	 Few
children	 read	 books;	 but	 they	 are	 adept	 at	 swotting	 up	 examination	 ‘guides’;	 and
students	of,	say,	Hardy	or	Dickens	read	the	guides	and	not	the	novels.
Bhabiji	is	now	grinding	onions	and	chillies	in	a	mortar.	Her	eyes	are	watering	but

she	is	in	a	good	mood.	Shobha	sits	quietly	in	the	kitchen.	A	little	while	ago	she	was
complaining	to	me	of	a	backache.	I	am	the	only	one	who	lends	a	sympathetic	ear	to
complaints	of	aches	and	pains.	But	since	last	night,	my	sympathies	have	been	under
severe	 strain.	 When	 I	 got	 into	 bed	 at	 about	 ten	 o’clock,	 I	 found	 the	 sheets	 wet.
Apparently	Shobha	had	put	her	baby	to	sleep	in	my	bed	during	the	afternoon.
While	 the	 housework	 is	 still	 in	 progress,	 cousin	 Kishore	 arrives.	 He	 is	 an

itinerant	musician	who	makes	a	living	by	arranging	performances	at	marriages.	He
visits	 Bhabiji’s	 house	 frequently	 and	 at	 odd	 hours,	 often	 a	 little	 tipsy,	 always
brimming	over	with	 goodwill	 and	 grandiose	 plans	 for	 the	 future.	 It	was	 once	 his
ambition	 to	 be	 a	 film	 producer,	 and	 some	 years	 back	 he	 lost	 a	 lot	 of	 Bhabiji’s
money	in	producing	a	film	that	was	never	completed.	He	still	talks	of	finishing	it.
‘Brother,’	he	says,	taking	me	into	his	confidence	for	the	hundredth	time,	‘do	you

know	anyone	who	has	a	movie	camera?’



‘No,’	 I	 say,	 knowing	 only	 too	 well	 how	 these	 admissions	 can	 lead	 me	 into	 a
morass	 of	 complicated	manoeuvres.	 But	 Kishore	 is	 not	 easily	 put	 off,	 especially
when	he	has	been	fortified	with	country	liquor.
‘But	you	knew	someone	with	a	movie	camera?’	he	asks.
‘That	was	long	ago.’
‘How	long	ago?’	(I	have	got	him	going	now.)
‘About	five	years	back.’
‘Only	five	years?	Find	him,	find	him!’
‘It’s	no	use.	He	doesn’t	have	the	movie	camera	any	more.	He	sold	it.’
‘Sold	 it!’	 Kishore	 looks	 at	me	 as	 though	 I	 have	 done	 him	 an	 injury.	 ‘But	 why

didn’t	you	buy	 it?	All	we	need	 is	a	movie	camera,	and	our	fortune	 is	made.	 I	will
produce	the	film,	I	will	direct	it,	I	will	write	the	music.	Two	in	one,	Charlie	Chaplin
and	Raj	Kapoor.	Why	didn’t	you	buy	the	camera?’
‘Because	I	didn’t	have	the	money.’
‘But	we	could	have	borrowed	the	money.’
‘If	you	are	in	a	position	to	borrow	money,	you	can	go	out	and	buy	another	movie

camera.’
‘We	could	have	borrowed	the	camera.	Do	you	know	anyone	else	who	has	one?’
‘Not	a	soul.’	I	am	firm	this	time;	I	will	not	be	led	into	another	maze.
‘Very	sad,	very	sad,’	mutters	Kishore.	And	with	a	dejected,	hangdog	expression

designed	to	make	me	feel	that	I	am	responsible	for	all	his	failures,	he	moves	off.
Bhabiji	 had	 expressed	 some	 annoyance	 at	 his	 arrival,	 but	 he	 softens	 her	 up	 by

leaving	behind	an	invitation	to	a	marriage	party	this	evening.	No	one	in	the	house
knows	the	bride’s	or	bridegroom’s	family,	but	that	does	not	matter;	knowing	one	of
the	musicians	is	just	as	good.	Almost	everyone	will	go.
While	Bhabiji,	Shobha	and	Madhu	are	preparing	lunch,	Bhabiji	engages	in	one	of

her	favourite	subjects	of	conversation,	Kamal’s	marriage,	which	she	hopes	she	will
be	able	to	arrange	in	the	near	future.	She	freely	acknowledges	that	she	made	grave
blunders	in	selecting	wives	for	her	other	sons—this	is	meant	to	be	heard	by	Shobha
—and	 promises	 not	 to	 repeat	 her	 mistakes.	 According	 to	 Bhabiji,	 Kamal’s	 bride
should	be	both	educated	and	domesticated;	and,	of	course,	she	must	be	fair.
‘What	if	he	likes	a	dark	girl?’	I	ask	teasingly.
Bhabiji	looks	horrified.	‘He	cannot	marry	a	dark	girl,’	she	declares.
‘But	dark	girls	are	beautiful,’	I	tell	her.
‘Impossible!’
‘Do	you	want	him	to	marry	a	European	girl?’
‘No	 foreigners!	 I	 know	 them,	 they’ll	 take	my	 son	 away.	He	 shall	 have	 a	 good

Punjabi	girl,	with	a	complexion	the	colour	of	wheat.’
Noon.	The	shadows	shift	and	cross	the	road.	I	sit	beneath	the	guava	tree	and	watch

the	women	at	work.	They	will	not	let	me	do	anything,	but	they	like	talking	to	me	and



they	love	to	hear	my	broken	Punjabi.	Sparrows	flit	about	at	their	feet,	snapping	up
the	gram	that	runs	away	from	their	busy	fingers.	A	crow	looks	speculatively	at	the
empty	kitchen,	sidles	towards	the	open	door;	but	Bhabiji	has	only	to	glance	up	and
the	 experienced	 crow	 flies	 away.	He	 knows	 he	will	 not	 be	 able	 to	make	 off	with
anything	from	this	house.
One	by	one	the	children	come	home,	demanding	food.	Now	it	is	Madhu’s	turn	to

go	 to	 school.	 Her	 younger	 brother	 Popat,	 an	 intelligent	 but	 undersized	 boy	 of
thirteen,	appears	in	the	doorway	and	asks	for	lunch.
‘Be	off!’	says	Bhabiji.	‘It	isn’t	ready	yet.’
Actually	the	food	is	ready	and	only	the	chapattis	remain	to	be	made.	Shobha	will

attend	to	them.	Bhabiji	lies	down	on	her	cot	in	the	sun,	complaining	of	a	pain	in	her
back	and	ringing	noises	in	her	ears.
‘I’ll	press	your	back,’	says	Popat.	He	has	been	out	of	Bhabiji’s	favour	lately,	and

is	looking	for	an	opportunity	to	be	rehabilitated.
Barefooted,	he	stands	on	Bhabiji’s	back	and	treads	her	weary	flesh	and	bones	with

a	gentle	walking-in-one-spot	movement.	Bhabiji	 grunts	with	 relief.	Every	day	 she
has	new	pains	in	new	places.	Her	age,	and	the	daily	business	of	feeding	the	family
and	running	everyone’s	affairs,	are	beginning	to	tell	on	her.	But	she	would	sooner
die	than	give	up	her	position	of	dominance	in	the	house.	Her	working	sons	still	hand
over	their	pay	to	her,	and	she	dispenses	the	money	as	she	sees	fit.
The	 pummelling	 she	 gets	 from	Popat	 puts	 her	 in	 a	 better	mood,	 and	 she	 holds

forth	on	another	favourite	subject,	the	respective	merits	of	various	dowries.	Shiv’s
wife	 (according	 to	 Bhabiji)	 brought	 nothing	 with	 her	 but	 a	 string	 cot;	 Kishore’s
wife	 brought	 only	 a	 sharp	 and	 clever	 tongue;	 Shobha	 brought	 a	 wonderful	 steel
cupboard,	fully	expecting	that	it	would	do	all	the	housework	for	her.
This	 last	observation	upsets	Shobha,	and	a	 little	 later	I	 find	her	under	 the	guava

tree	weeping	profusely.	I	give	her	the	comforting	words	she	obviously	expects,	but
it	is	her	husband	Arun	who	will	have	to	bear	the	brunt	of	her	outraged	feelings	when
he	comes	home	this	evening.	He	is	rather	nervous	of	his	wife.	Last	night	he	wanted
to	eat	out,	at	a	 restaurant,	but	did	not	want	 to	be	accused	of	wasting	money;	so	he
stuffed	fifteen	rupees	into	my	pocket	and	asked	me	to	invite	both	him	and	Shobha	to
dinner,	which	I	did.	We	had	a	good	dinner.	Such	unexpected	hospitality	on	my	part
has	further	improved	my	standing	with	Shobha.	Now,	in	spite	of	other	chores,	she
sees	that	I	get	cups	of	tea	and	coffee	at	odd	hours	of	the	day.
Bhabiji	knows	Arun	is	soft	with	his	wife,	and	taunts	him	about	it.	She	was	saying

this	morning	that	whenever	there	is	any	work	to	be	done,	Shobha	retires	to	bed	with
a	 headache	 (partly	 true).	 She	 says	 even	 Manju	 does	 more	 housework	 (not	 true).
Bhabiji	has	certain	talents	as	an	actress,	and	does	a	good	take-off	of	Shobha	sulking
and	grumbling	at	having	too	much	to	do.
While	Bhabiji	 talks,	Popat	 sneaks	off	 and	goes	 for	a	 ride	on	 the	bicycle.	 It	 is	 a



very	old	bicycle	and	is	constantly	undergoing	repairs.	‘The	soul	has	gone	out	of	it,’
says	Vinod	 philosophically	 and	makes	 his	 way	 on	 to	 the	 roof,	 where	 he	 keeps	 a
store	 of	 pornographic	 literature.	 Up	 there,	 he	 cannot	 be	 seen	 and	 cannot	 be
remembered,	and	so	avoids	being	sent	out	on	errands.
One	of	 the	 boys	 is	 bathing	 at	 the	 hand	pump.	Manju,	who	 should	have	gone	 to

school	with	Madhu,	is	stretched	out	on	a	cot,	complaining	of	fever.	But	she	will	be
up	in	time	to	attend	the	marriage	party	…
Towards	 evening,	 as	 the	 birds	 return	 to	 roost	 in	 the	 guava	 tree,	 their	 chatter	 is

challenged	by	the	tumult	of	people	in	the	house	getting	ready	for	the	marriage	party.
Manju	 presses	 her	 tight	 pyjamas	 but	 neglects	 to	 darn	 them.	 She	wears	 a	 loose-

fitting,	diaphanous	shirt.	She	keeps	flitting	in	and	out	of	the	front	room	so	that	I	can
admire	 the	way	 she	glitters.	Shobha	has	 used	 too	much	powder	 and	 lipstick	 in	 an
effort	 to	 look	 like	 the	 femme	 fatale	 which	 she	 indubitably	 is	 not.	 Shiv’s	 more
conservative	wife	 floats	 around	 in	 loose,	 old-fashioned	 pyjamas.	Bhabiji	 is	 sober
and	austere	in	a	white	sari.	Madhu	looks	neat.	The	men	wear	their	suits.
Popat	 is	 holding	 up	 a	mirror	 for	 his	Uncle	Kishore,	who	 is	 combing	 his	 long

hair.	(Kishore	kept	his	hair	long,	like	a	court	musician	at	the	time	of	Akbar,	before
the	hippies	had	been	heard	of.)	He	is	nodding	benevolently,	having	fortified	himself
from	a	bottle	 labelled	‘Som	Ras’	(‘nectar	of	 the	gods’),	obtained	cheaply	from	an
illicit	still.
Kishore:	‘Don’t	shake	the	mirror,	boy!’
Popat:	‘Uncle,	it’s	your	head	that’s	shaking.’
Shobha	 is	 happy.	 She	 loves	 going	 out,	 especially	 to	marriages,	 and	 she	 always

takes	her	two	small	boys	with	her,	although	they	invariably	spoil	the	carpets.
Only	 Kamal,	 Popat	 and	 I	 remain	 behind.	 I	 have	 had	 more	 than	 my	 share	 of

marriage	parties.
The	 house	 is	 strangely	 quiet.	 It	 does	 not	 seem	 so	 small	 now,	 with	 only	 three

people	 left	 in	 it.	The	kitchen	has	been	 locked	(Bhabiji	will	not	 leave	 it	open	while
Popat	 is	 still	 in	 the	 house),	 so	we	 visit	 the	 dhaba,	 the	wayside	 restaurant	 near	 the
main	 road,	 and	 this	 time	 I	 pay	 the	 bill	with	my	 own	money.	We	 have	 kababs	 and
chicken	curry.
Yesterday,	 Kamal	 and	 I	 took	 our	 lunch	 on	 the	 grass	 of	 the	 Buddha	 Jayanti

Gardens	 (Buddha’s	 Birthday	 Gardens).	 There	 was	 no	 college	 for	 Kamal,	 as	 the
majority	of	Delhi’s	students	had	hijacked	a	number	of	corporation	buses	and	headed
for	the	Pakistan	high	commission,	with	every	intention	of	levelling	it	to	the	ground
if	possible,	 as	 a	protest	 against	 the	hijacking	of	 an	 Indian	plane	 from	Srinagar	 to
Lahore.	 The	 students	were	met	 by	 the	Delhi	 police	 in	 full	 strength,	 and	 a	 pitched
battle	 took	 place,	 in	 which	 stones	 from	 the	 students	 and	 tear	 gas	 shells	 from	 the
police	 were	 the	 favoured	 missiles.	 There	 were	 two	 shells	 fired	 every	 minute,
according	to	a	newspaper	report.	And	this	went	on	all	day.	A	number	of	students	and



policemen	were	 injured,	 but	 by	 some	miracle	 no	 one	was	 killed.	The	 police	 held
their	 ground,	 and	 the	 Pakistan	 high	 commission	 remained	 inviolate.	 But	 the
Australian	 high	 commission,	 situated	 to	 the	 rear	 of	 the	 student	 brigade,	 received
most	of	the	tear	gas	shells,	and	had	to	close	down	for	the	day.
Kamal	and	I	attended	the	siege	for	about	an	hour,	before	retiring	to	the	Gardens

with	our	ham	sandwiches.	A	couple	of	friendly	squirrels	came	up	to	investigate,	and
were	soon	taking	bread	from	our	hands.	We	could	hear	the	chanting	of	the	students
in	the	distance.	I	 lay	back	on	the	grass	and	opened	my	copy	of	Barchester	Towers.
Whenever	 life	 in	 Delhi,	 or	 in	 Bhabiji’s	 house	 (or	 anywhere,	 for	 that	 matter),
becomes	too	tumultuous,	I	turn	to	Trollope.	Nothing	could	be	further	removed	from
the	 turmoil	 of	 our	 times	 than	 an	English	 cathedral	 town	 in	 the	nineteenth	 century.
But	I	think	Jane	Austen	would	have	appreciated	life	in	Bhabiji’s	house.
By	ten	o’clock,	everyone	is	back	from	the	marriage.	(They	had	gone	for	the	feast,

and	not	 for	 the	 ceremonies,	which	 continue	 into	 the	 early	 hours	 of	 the	morning.)
Shobha	is	full	of	praise	for	the	bridegroom’s	good	looks	and	fair	complexion.	She
describes	him	as	being	gora	chitta—very	white!	She	does	not	have	a	high	opinion
of	the	bride.
Shiv,	 in	 a	 happy	 and	 reflective	 mood,	 extols	 the	 qualities	 of	 his	 own	 wife,

referring	to	her	as	The	Barrel.	He	tells	us	how,	shortly	after	their	marriage,	she	had
threatened	to	throw	a	brick	at	the	next-door	girl.	This	little	incident	remains	fresh	in
Shiv’s	mind,	after	eighteen	years	of	marriage.
He	 says:	 ‘When	 the	 neighbours	 came	 and	 complained,	 I	 told	 them,	 “It	 is	 quite

possible	 that	my	wife	 will	 throw	 a	 brick	 at	 your	 daughter.	 She	 is	 in	 the	 habit	 of
throwing	bricks.”	The	neighbours	held	their	peace.’
I	 think	Shiv	 is	 rather	 proud	of	 his	wife’s	militancy	when	 it	 comes	 to	 taking	on

neighbours;	recently	she	vanquished	the	woman	next	door	(a	formidable	Sikh	lady)
after	 a	 verbal	 battle	 that	 lasted	 three	 hours.	 But	 in	 arguments	 or	 quarrels	 with
Bhabiji,	Shiv’s	wife	always	loses,	because	Shiv	takes	his	mother ’s	side.
Arun,	 on	 the	 other	 hand,	 is	 afraid	 of	 both	wife	 and	mother,	 and	 simply	makes

himself	scarce	when	a	quarrel	develops.	Or	he	tells	his	mother	she	is	right,	and	then,
to	placate	Shobha,	takes	her	to	the	pictures.
Kishore	turns	up	just	as	everyone	is	about	to	go	to	bed.	Bhabiji	is	annoyed	at	first,

because	he	has	been	drinking	 too	much;	but	when	he	produces	a	bunch	of	cinema
tickets,	 she	 is	 mollified	 and	 asks	 him	 to	 stay	 the	 night.	 Not	 even	 Bhabiji	 likes
missing	a	new	picture.	Kishore	is	urging	me	to	write	his	life	story.
‘Your	 life	 would	 make	 a	 most	 interesting	 story,’	 I	 tell	 him.	 ‘But	 it	 will	 be

interesting	only	if	I	put	in	everything—your	successes	and	your	failures.’
‘No,	no,	only	successes,’	exhorts	Kishore.	‘I	want	you	to	describe	me	as	a	popular

music	director.’
‘But	you	have	yet	to	become	popular.’



‘I	will	be	popular	if	you	write	about	me.’
Fortunately	 we	 are	 interrupted	 by	 the	 cots	 being	 brought	 in.	 Then	 Bhabiji	 and

Shiv	go	into	a	huddle,	discussing	plans	for	building	an	extra	room.	After	all,	Kamal
may	be	married	soon.
One	by	one,	 the	children	get	under	their	quilts.	Popat	starts	massaging	Bhabiji’s

back.	She	gives	him	her	favourite	blessing:	‘God	protect	you	and	give	you	lots	of
children.’	If	God	listens	to	all	Bhabiji’s	prayers	and	blessings,	there	will	never	be	a
fall	in	the	population.
The	 lights	 are	 off	 and	Bhabiji	 settles	 down	 for	 the	 night.	 She	 is	 almost	 asleep

when	a	small	voice	pipes	up:	‘Bhabiji,	tell	us	a	story.’
At	first	Bhabiji	pretends	not	to	hear;	then,	when	the	request	is	repeated,	she	says:

‘You’ll	keep	Aunty	Shobha	awake,	and	then	she’ll	have	an	excuse	for	getting	up	late
in	 the	 morning.’	 But	 the	 children	 know	 Bhabiji’s	 one	 great	 weakness,	 and	 they
renew	their	demand.
‘Your	grandmother	is	tired,’	says	Arun.	‘Let	her	sleep.’
But	Bhabiji’s	eyes	are	open.	Her	mind	is	going	back	over	the	crowded	years,	and

she	 remembers	 something	 very	 interesting	 that	 happened	 when	 her	 younger
brother ’s	wife’s	sister	married	the	eldest	son	of	her	third	cousin	…
Before	long,	the	children	are	asleep,	and	I	am	wondering	if	I	will	ever	sleep,	for

Bhabiji’s	voice	drones	on,	into	the	darker	reaches	of	the	night.



I
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was	 strolling	 along	 the	 platform,	 waiting	 for	 the	 arrival	 of	 the	 Amritsar
Express,	when	I	saw	Mr	Khushal,	handcuffed	to	a	policeman.
I	hadn’t	 recognized	him	at	 first—a	paunchy	gentleman	with	a	 lot	of	grey	 in

his	beard	and	a	certain	arrogant	amusement	 in	his	manner.	 It	was	only	when	I
came	 closer,	 and	 we	 were	 almost	 face	 to	 face,	 that	 I	 recognized	 my	 old	 Hindi
teacher.
Startled,	I	stopped	and	stared.	And	he	stared	back	at	me,	a	glimmer	of	recognition

in	his	eyes.	It	was	over	twenty	years	since	I’d	last	seen	him,	standing	jauntily	before
the	classroom	blackboard,	and	now	here	he	was	tethered	to	a	policeman	and	looking
as	jaunty	as	ever	…
‘Good—good	evening,	sir,’	I	stammered,	in	my	best	public	school	manner.	(You

must	always	respect	your	teacher,	no	matter	what	the	circumstances.)
Mr	Khushal’s	face	lit	up	with	pleasure.	‘So	you	remember	me!	It’s	nice	to	see	you

again,	my	boy.’
Forgetting	that	his	right	hand	was	shackled	to	the	policeman’s	left,	I	made	as	if	to

shake	hands.	Mr	Khushal	 thoughtfully	 took	my	right	hand	 in	his	 left	and	gave	 it	a
rough	 squeeze.	 A	 faint	 odour	 of	 cloves	 and	 cinnamon	 reached	 me,	 and	 I
remembered	how	he	had	always	been	 redolent	of	spices	when	standing	beside	my
desk,	watching	me	agonize	over	my	Hindi–English	translation.
He	had	joined	the	school	in	1948,	not	long	after	the	Partition.	Until	then	there	had

been	no	Hindi	teacher;	we’d	been	taught	Urdu	and	French.	Then	came	a	ruling	that
Hindi	 was	 to	 be	 a	 compulsory	 subject,	 and	 at	 the	 age	 of	 sixteen	 I	 found	 myself
struggling	 with	 a	 new	 script.	 When	 Mr	 Khushal	 joined	 the	 staff	 (on	 the
recommendation	of	a	local	official),	there	was	no	one	else	in	the	school	who	knew
Hindi,	or	who	could	assess	Mr	Khushal’s	abilities	as	a	teacher	…
And	now	once	again	he	stood	before	me,	only	this	time	he	was	in	the	custody	of

the	law.
I	was	still	recovering	from	the	shock	when	the	train	drew	in,	and	everyone	on	the

platform	 began	 making	 a	 rush	 for	 the	 compartment	 doors.	 As	 the	 policeman
elbowed	his	way	through	the	crowd,	I	kept	close	behind	him	and	his	charge,	and	as	a
result	I	managed	to	get	 into	the	same	third-class	compartment.	I	found	a	seat	right
opposite	 Mr	 Khushal.	 He	 did	 not	 seem	 to	 be	 the	 least	 bit	 embarrassed	 by	 the
handcuffs,	 or	 by	 the	 stares	 of	 his	 fellow-passengers.	Rather,	 it	was	 the	 policeman
who	looked	unhappy	and	ill-at-ease.
As	the	train	got	under	way,	I	offered	Mr	Khushal	one	of	the	parathas	made	for	me

by	my	Ferozepur	landlady.	He	accepted	it	with	alacrity.	I	offered	one	to	the	constable



as	well,	but	although	he	looked	at	it	with	undisguised	longing,	he	felt	duty-bound	to
decline.
‘Why	have	they	arrested	you,	sir?’	I	asked.	‘Is	it	very	serious?’
‘A	trivial	matter,’	said	Mr	Khushal.	‘Nothing	to	worry	about.	I	shall	be	at	liberty

soon.’
‘But	what	did	you	do?’
Mr	Khushal	 leant	 forward.	 ‘Nothing	 to	 be	 ashamed	 of,’	 he	 said	 in	 a	 confiding

tone.	‘Even	a	great	teacher	like	Socrates	fell	foul	of	the	law.’
‘You	mean—one	of	your	pupils—made	a	complaint?’
‘And	 why	 should	 one	 of	 my	 pupils	 make	 a	 complaint?’	 Mr	 Khushal	 looked

offended.	 ‘They	were	 the	beneficiaries—it	was	for	 them.’	He	noticed	 that	 I	 looked
mystified,	 and	 decided	 to	 come	 straight	 to	 the	 point:	 ‘It	was	 simply	 a	 question	 of
false	certificates.’
‘Oh,’	I	said,	feeling	deflated.	Public	school	boys	are	always	prone	to	jump	to	the

wrong	conclusions	…
‘Your	certificates,	sir?’
‘Of	 course	 not.	 Nothing	 wrong	 with	 my	 certificates—I	 had	 them	 printed	 in

Lahore,	in	1946.’
‘With	age	comes	respectability,’	I	remarked.	‘In	that	case,	whose	…?’
‘Why,	the	matriculation	certificates	I’ve	been	providing	all	these	years	to	the	poor

idiots	who	would	never	have	got	through	on	their	own!’
‘You	mean	you	gave	them	your	own	certificates?’
‘That’s	right.	And	if	it	hadn’t	been	for	so	many	printing	mistakes,	no	one	would

have	been	any	wiser.	You	can’t	find	a	good	press	these	days,	that’s	the	trouble	…	It
was	a	public	service,	my	boy,	I	hope	you	appreciate	that	…	It	isn’t	fair	to	hold	a	boy
back	 in	 life	 simply	because	he	can’t	get	 through	some	puny	exam	…	Mind	you,	 I
don’t	give	my	certificates	 to	anyone.	They	come	to	me	only	after	 they	have	failed
two	or	three	times.’
‘And	I	suppose	you	charge	something?’
‘Only	if	they	can	pay.	There’s	no	fixed	sum.	Whatever	they	like	to	give	me.	I’ve

never	been	greedy	in	these	matters,	and	you	know	I	am	not	unkind	…’
Which	is	true	enough,	I	thought,	looking	out	of	the	carriage	window	at	the	green

fields	 of	 Moga	 and	 remembering	 the	 half-yearly	 Hindi	 exam	 when	 I	 had	 stared
blankly	at	the	question	paper,	knowing	that	I	was	totally	incapable	of	answering	any
of	 it.	Mr	Khushal	 had	 come	walking	down	 the	 line	of	 desks	 and	 stopped	 at	mine,
breathing	cloves	all	over	me.	‘Come	on,	boy,	why	haven’t	you	started?’
‘Can’t	do	it,	sir,’	I’d	said.	‘It’s	too	difficult.’
‘Never	mind,’	he’d	urged	in	a	whisper.	‘Do	something.	Copy	it	out,	copy	it	out!’
And	so,	 to	pass	 the	 time,	 I’d	copied	out	 the	entire	paper,	word	 for	word.	And	a

fortnight	later,	when	the	results	were	out,	I	found	I	had	passed!



‘But,	sir,’	I	had	stammered,	approaching	Mr	Khushal	when	I	found	him	alone.	‘I
never	answered	the	paper.	I	couldn’t	translate	the	passage.	All	I	did	was	copy	it	out!’
‘That’s	 why	 I	 gave	 you	 pass	 marks,’	 he’d	 answered	 imperturbably.	 ‘You	 have

such	neat	handwriting.	If	ever	you	do	learn	Hindi,	my	boy,	you’ll	write	a	beautiful
script!’
And	 remembering	 that	moment,	 I	 was	 now	 filled	with	 compassion	 for	my	 old

teacher;	 and	 leaning	 across,	 I	 placed	my	 hand	 on	 his	 knee	 and	 said:	 ‘Sir,	 if	 they
convict	you,	I	hope	it	won’t	be	for	long.	And	when	you	come	out,	if	you	happen	to
be	 in	Delhi	or	Ferozepur,	please	 look	me	up.	You	see,	 I’m	still	 rather	hopeless	at
Hindi,	and	perhaps	you	could	give	me	tuition.	I’d	be	glad	to	pay	…’
Mr	Khushal	threw	back	his	head	and	laughed,	and	the	entire	compartment	shook

with	his	laughter.
‘Teach	 you	Hindi!’	 he	 cried.	 ‘My	 dear	 boy,	what	 gave	 you	 the	 idea	 that	 I	 ever

knew	any	Hindi?’
‘But,	sir—if	not	Hindi	what	were	you	teaching	us	all	the	time	at	school?’
‘Punjabi!’	he	shouted,	and	everyone	jumped	in	their	seats.	‘Pure	Punjabi!	But	how

were	you	to	know	the	difference?’



P
As	Time	Goes	By

	
rem’s	boys	are	growing	tall	and	healthy,	on	the	verge	of	manhood.	How	can	I
think	 of	 death,	 when	 faced	 with	 the	 full	 vigour	 and	 confidence	 of	 youth?
They	 remind	me	of	Somi	 and	Daljit,	who	were	 the	 same	 age	when	 I	 knew
them	 in	 Dehra	 during	 our	 schooldays.	 But	 remembering	 Somi	 and	 Dal

reminds	me	of	death	again—for	Dal	had	died	a	young	man—and	I	look	at	Prem’s
boys	again,	haunted	by	 the	 thought	of	suddenly	 leaving	 this	world,	and	pray	 that	 I
can	be	with	them	a	little	longer.
Somi	and	Dal	…	I	remember:	 it	was	going	 to	rain.	 I	could	see	 the	rain	moving

across	 the	 hills,	 and	 I	 could	 smell	 it	 on	 the	 breeze.	But	 instead	 of	 turning	 back,	 I
walked	 on	 through	 the	 leaves	 and	 brambles	 that	 grew	 over	 the	 disused	 path,	 and
wandered	into	the	forest.	I	had	heard	the	sound	of	rushing	water	at	the	bottom	of	the
hill,	and	there	was	no	question	of	returning	until	I	had	found	the	water.
I	had	to	slide	down	some	smooth	rocks	into	a	small	ravine,	and	there	I	found	the

stream	running	across	a	bed	of	shingle.	I	removed	my	shoes	and	socks	and	started
walking	up	the	stream.	Water	trickled	down	from	the	hillside,	from	amongst	ferns
and	 grass	 and	 wild	 flowers,	 and	 the	 hills,	 rising	 steeply	 on	 either	 side,	 kept	 the
ravine	in	shadow.	The	rocks	were	smooth,	almost	soft,	and	some	of	them	were	grey
and	some	yellow.	The	pool	was	fed	by	a	small	waterfall,	and	it	was	deep	beneath	the
waterfall.	I	did	not	stay	long,	because	now	the	rain	was	swishing	over	the	sal	trees,
and	 I	 was	 impatient	 to	 tell	 the	 others	 about	 the	 pool.	 Somi	 usually	 chose	 the
adventures	we	were	to	have,	and	I	would	just	grumble	and	get	involved	in	them;	but
the	pool	was	my	own	discovery,	and	both	Somi	and	Daljit	gave	me	credit	for	it.
I	think	it	was	the	pool	that	brought	us	together	more	than	anything	else.	We	made

it	a	secret,	private	pool,	and	invited	no	others.	Somi	was	the	best	swimmer.	He	dived
off	 rocks	 and	 went	 gliding	 about	 under	 the	 water,	 like	 a	 long,	 golden	 fish.	 Dal
threshed	about	with	much	vigour	but	 little	 skill.	 I	 could	dive	off	 a	 rock	 too,	but	 I
usually	landed	on	my	belly.
There	were	slim	silverfish	in	the	waters	of	the	stream.	At	first	we	tried	catching

them	with	a	line,	but	they	usually	took	the	bait	and	left	the	hook.	Then	we	brought	a
bedsheet	and	stretched	 it	across	one	end	of	 the	stream,	but	 the	fish	wouldn’t	come
near	it.	Eventually	Somi,	without	telling	us,	brought	along	a	stick	of	dynamite,	and
Dal	and	I	were	startled	out	of	a	siesta	by	a	 flash	across	 the	water	and	a	deafening
explosion.	Half	 the	hillside	 tumbled	 into	 the	pool,	 and	Somi	along	with	 it;	but	we
got	 him	 out,	 as	well	 as	 a	 good	 supply	 of	 stunned	 fish	which	were	 too	 small	 for
eating.
The	effects	of	the	explosion	gave	Somi	another	idea,	and	that	was	to	enlarge	our



pool	by	building	a	dam	across	one	end.	This	he	 accomplished	with	Dal’s	 and	my
labour.	But	one	afternoon,	when	it	rained	heavily,	a	 torrent	of	water	came	rushing
down	 the	 stream,	 bursting	 the	 dam	 and	 flooding	 the	 ravine;	 our	 clothes	were	 all
carried	 away	by	 the	 current,	 and	we	had	 to	wait	 for	 night	 to	 fall	 before	 creeping
home	through	the	darkest	alleyways,	for	we	used	to	bathe	quite	naked;	it	would	have
been	umnanly	to	do	otherwise.
Our	activities	at	the	pool	included	wrestling	and	buffalo	riding.	We	wrestled	on	a

strip	 of	 sand	 that	 ran	 beside	 the	 stream,	 and	 rode	 on	 a	 couple	 of	 buffaloes	 that
sometimes	 came	 to	 drink	 and	wallow	 in	 the	more	muddy	parts	 of	 the	 stream.	We
would	sit	astride	the	buffaloes,	and	kick	and	yell	and	urge	them	forward,	but	on	no
occasion	did	we	ever	get	them	to	move.	At	the	most,	they	would	roll	over	on	their
backs,	taking	us	with	them	into	a	pool	of	slush.
But	the	buffaloes	were	always	comfortable	to	watch.	Solid,	earthbound	creatures,

they	 liked	warm	days	 and	cool,	 soft	mud.	There	 is	nothing	 so	 satisfying	 to	watch
than	 buffaloes	 wallowing	 in	 mud,	 or	 ruminating	 over	 a	 mouthful	 of	 grass,
absolutely	 oblivious	 to	 everything	 else.	 They	 watched	 us	 with	 sleepy,	 indifferent
eyes,	and	tolerated	the	pecking	of	crows.	Did	they	think	all	that	time,	or	did	they	just
enjoy	 the	sensuousness	of	 soft,	wet	mud,	while	we	perspired	under	a	 summer	sun
…?	No,	thinking	would	have	been	too	strenuous	for	 those	supine	creatures;	 to	get
neck-deep	in	water	was	their	only	aim	in	life.
It	didn’t	matter	how	muddy	we	got	ourselves,	because	we	had	only	to	dive	into	the

pool	to	get	rid	of	the	muck.	In	fact,	mud	fighting	was	one	of	our	favourite	pastimes.
It	was	like	playing	snowballs,	only	we	used	mud	balls.
If	it	was	possible	for	Somi	and	Dal	to	get	out	of	their	houses	undetected	at	night,

we	would	come	 to	 the	pool	 and	bathe	by	moonlight,	 and	at	 these	 times	we	would
bathe	 silently	 and	 seriously,	 because	 there	 was	 something	 subduing	 about	 the
stillness	of	the	jungle	at	night.
I	don’t	exactly	remember	how	we	broke	up,	but	we	hardly	noticed	it	at	the	time.

That	was	because	we	never	really	believed	we	were	finally	parting,	or	that	we	would
not	be	seeing	the	pool	again.	After	about	a	year,	Somi	passed	his	matriculation	and
entered	the	military	academy.	The	last	time	I	saw	him,	about	twenty-five	years	ago,
he	was	about	to	be	commissioned,	and	sported	a	fierce	and	very	military	moustache.
He	remembered	the	pool	in	a	sentimental,	military	way,	but	not	as	I	remembered	it.
Shortly	after	Somi	had	matriculated,	Dal	and	his	 family	 left	 town,	and	I	did	not

see	 him	 again,	 until	 after	 I	 returned	 from	 England.	 Then	 he	 was	 in	 Air	 Force
uniform,	tall,	slim,	very	handsome,	completely	unrecognizable	as	the	chubby	little
boy	who	had	played	with	me	in	the	pool.	Three	weeks	after	this	meeting	I	heard	that
he	had	been	killed	in	an	air	crash.	Sweet	Dal	…	I	feel	you	are	close	to	me	now	…	I
want	to	remember	you	exactly	as	you	were	when	we	first	met.	Here	is	my	diary	for
1951	(this	diary	formed	the	nucleus	of	my	first	novel,	The	Room	on	the	Roof),	when



I	was	sixteen	and	you	thirteen	or	fourteen:
	
September	7:	‘Do	you	like	elephants?’	Somi	asked	me.
‘Yes,	when	they	are	tame.’
‘That’s	 all	 right,	 then.	 Daljit!’	 he	 called.	 ‘You	 can	 come	 up.	 Ruskin	 likes

elephants.’
Dal	is	not	exactly	an	elephant.	He	is	one	of	us.
He	is	fat,	oh,	yes	he	is	fat,	but	it	is	his	good	nature	that	is	so	like	an	elephant’s.	His

fatness	 is	not	grotesque	or	 awkward;	 it	 is	 a	very	pleasant	plumpness,	 and	nothing
could	suit	him	better.	If	Dal	were	thin	he	would	be	a	failure.
His	 eyes	 are	 bright	 and	 round,	 full	 of	 mischievousness	 and	 a	 sort	 of	 grumpy

gaiety.
And	what	of	the	pool?
I	 looked	for	 it,	after	an	 interval	of	more	 than	 thirty	years,	but	couldn’t	 find	 it.	 I

found	 the	 ravine,	 and	 the	 bed	 of	 shingle,	 but	 there	was	 no	water.	 The	 stream	had
changed	its	course,	just	as	we	had	changed	ours.
I	turned	away	in	disappointment,	and	with	a	dull	ache	in	my	heart.	It	was	cruel	of

the	pool	to	disappear;	it	was	the	cruelty	of	time.	But	I	hadn’t	gone	far	when	I	heard
the	 sound	 of	 rushing	 water,	 and	 the	 shouting	 of	 children;	 and	 pushing	 my	 way
through	the	jungle,	I	found	another	stream	and	another	pool	and	about	half-a-dozen
children	splashing	about	in	the	water.
They	did	not	see	me,	and	I	kept	in	the	shadow	of	the	trees	and	watched	them	play.

But	I	didn’t	really	see	them.	I	was	seeing	Somi	and	Daljit	and	the	lazy	old	buffaloes,
and	 I	 stood	 there	 for	 almost	 an	 hour,	 a	 disembodied	 spirit,	 romping	 again	 in	 the
shallows	of	our	secret	pool.	Nothing	had	really	changed.	Time	is	like	that.



W
Death	of	a	Familiar

	
hen	 I	 learnt	 from	a	mutual	 acquaintance	 that	my	 friend	Sunil	 had	been
killed,	I	could	not	help	feeling	a	little	surprised,	even	shocked.	Had	Sunil
killed	somebody,	it	would	not	have	surprised	me	in	the	least;	he	did	not
greatly	value	the	lives	of	others.	But	for	him	to	have	been	the	victim	was

a	sad	reflection	of	his	rapid	decline.
He	was	 twenty-one	 at	 the	 time	 of	 his	 death.	Two	 friends	 of	 his	 had	 killed	 him,

stabbing	 him	 several	 times	with	 their	 knives.	Their	motive	was	 said	 to	 have	 been
revenge.	Apparently	he	had	 seduced	 their	wives.	They	had	 invited	him	 to	a	bar	 in
Meerut,	had	plied	him	with	country	liquor,	and	had	then	accompanied	him	out	into
the	cold	air	of	a	December	night.	It	was	drizzling	a	little.	Near	the	bridge	over	the
canal,	 one	 of	 his	 companions	 seized	 him	 from	behind,	while	 the	 other	 plunged	 a
knife	first	into	his	stomach	and	then	into	his	chest.	When	Sunil	slumped	forward,	the
other	friend	stabbed	him	in	the	back.	A	passing	cyclist	saw	the	little	group,	heard	a
cry	and	a	groan,	saw	a	blade	flash	in	the	light	from	his	lamp.	He	pedalled	furiously
into	town,	burst	into	the	kotwali	and	roused	the	sergeant	on	duty.	Accompanied	by
two	constables,	they	ran	to	the	bridge	but	found	the	area	deserted.	It	was	only	as	the
rising	sun	drew	an	open	wound	across	the	sky	that	they	found	Sunil’s	body	on	the
canal	bank,	his	head	and	shoulders	on	the	sand,	his	legs	in	running	water.
The	bar	keeper	was	able	to	describe	Sunil’s	companions,	and	they	were	arrested

that	same	morning	in	their	homes.	They	had	not	found	time	to	get	rid	of	their	blood-
soaked	 clothes.	 As	 they	 were	 not	 known	 to	 me,	 I	 took	 very	 little	 interest	 in	 the
proceedings	 against	 them;	 but	 I	 understand	 that	 they	 have	 appealed	 against	 their
sentences	of	life	imprisonment.
I	was	in	Delhi	at	the	time	of	the	murder,	and	it	was	almost	a	year	since	I	had	last

seen	Sunil.	We	had	both	lived	in	Shahganj	and	had	left	the	place	for	jobs;	I	to	work
in	a	newspaper	office,	he	in	a	paper	factory	owned	by	an	uncle.	It	had	been	hoped
that	 he	 would	 in	 time	 acquire	 a	 sense	 of	 responsibility	 and	 some	 stability	 of
character.	But	 I	 had	known	Sunil	 for	 over	 two	years,	 and	 in	 that	 time	 it	 had	 been
made	abundantly	clear	that	he	had	not	been	born	to	fit	in	with	the	conventions.	And
as	for	character,	his	had	the	stability	of	a	grasshopper.	He	was	forever	in	search	of
new	 adventures	 and	 sensations,	 and	 this	 appetite	 of	 his	 for	 every	 novelty	 led	 him
into	some	awkward	situations.
He	was	a	product	of	Partition,	of	the	frontier	provinces,	of	Anglo-Indian	public

schools,	 of	 films	 Indian	 and	 American,	 of	 medieval	 India,	 knights	 in	 armour,
hippies,	drugs,	sex	magazines	and	the	subtropical	Terai.	Had	he	lived	in	the	time	of
the	 Moguls,	 he	 might	 have	 governed	 a	 province	 with	 saturnine	 and	 spectacular



success.	Being	born	into	the	twentieth	century,	he	was	but	a	juvenile	delinquent.
It	must	be	said	 to	his	credit	 that	he	was	a	delinquent	of	charm	and	originality.	 I

realized	 this	when	 I	 first	 saw	him,	 sitting	 on	 the	wall	 of	 the	 football	 stadium,	 his
long	legs—looking	even	longer	and	thinner	because	of	the	tight	trousers	he	wore—
dangling	over	the	wall,	his	chappals	trailing	in	the	dust	of	the	road,	while	his	white
bush-shirt	lay	open,	unbuttoned,	showing	his	smooth	brown	chest.	He	had	a	smile	on
his	long	face,	which,	with	its	high	cheekbones,	gave	his	cheeks	a	cavernous	look,	an
impression	of	unrequited	hunger.
We	were	both	watching	the	wrestling.	Two	practice	bouts	were	in	progress—one

between	 two	 thin,	 undernourished	 boys,	 and	 the	 other	 between	 the	 master	 of	 the
akhara	and	a	bearded	Sikh	who	drove	trucks	for	a	living.	They	struggled	in	the	soft
mud	 of	 the	 wrestling	 pit,	 their	 well-oiled	 bodies	 glistening	 in	 the	 sunlight	 that
filtered	through	a	massive	banyan	tree.	I	had	been	standing	near	the	akhara	for	a	few
minutes	when	I	became	conscious	of	the	young	man’s	gaze.	When	I	turned	round	to
look	at	him,	he	smiled	satanically.
‘Are	you	a	wrestler,	too?’	he	asked.
‘Do	I	look	like	one?’	I	countered.
‘No,	you	look	more	like	an	athlete,’	he	said.	‘I	mean	a	long-distance	runner.	Very

thin.’
‘I’m	a	writer.	Like	long-distance	runners	most	writers	are	very	thin.’
‘You’re	an	Anglo-Indian,	aren’t	you?’
‘My	family	history	is	very	complicated,	otherwise	I’d	be	delighted	to	give	you	all

the	details.’
‘You	 could	 pass	 for	 a	European,	 you	 know.	You’re	 quite	 fair.	But	 you	 have	 an

Indian	accent.’
‘An	Indian	accent	is	very	similar	to	a	Welsh	accent,’	I	observed.	‘I	might	pass	for

Welsh,	but	not	many	people	in	India	have	met	Welshmen!’
He	 chuckled	 at	 my	 answer,	 then	 stared	 at	 me	 speculatively.	 ‘I	 say,’	 he	 said	 at

length,	as	though	an	idea	of	great	weight	and	importance	had	occurred	to	him.	‘Do
you	have	any	magazines	with	pictures	of	dames?’
‘Well,	I	may	have	some	old	Playboys.	You	can	have	them	if	you	like.’
‘Thanks,’	 he	 said,	 getting	 down	 from	 the	wall.	 ‘I’ll	 come	 and	 fetch	 them.	 This

wresting	is	boring,	anyway.’
He	slipped	his	hand	 into	mine	 (a	custom	of	no	special	 significance),	and	began

whistling	snatches	of	Hindi	film	tunes	and	the	latest	American	hits.
I	was	 living	 at	 the	 time	 in	 a	 small	 flat	 above	 the	 town’s	main	 shopping	 centre.

Below	me	 there	were	 shops,	 restaurants	 and	 a	 cinema.	 Behind	 the	 building	 lay	 a
junkyard	littered	with	the	framework	of	vintage	cars	and	broken-down	tongas.	I	was
paying	thirty	rupees	a	month	for	my	two	rooms,	and	sixty	to	the	Punjabi	restaurant
where	 I	 took	my	meals.	My	earnings	 as	 a	 freelance	writer	were	 something	 like	 a



hundred	and	fifty	rupees	a	month,	sufficient	to	enable	me	to	make	both	ends	meet,
provided	I	remained	in	the	backwater	that	was	Shahganj.
Sunil	(I	had	learnt	his	name	during	our	walk	from	the	stadium)	made	himself	at

home	in	my	flat	as	soon	as	he	entered	it.	He	went	through	all	my	magazines,	books
and	 photographs	 with	 the	 thoroughness	 of	 an	 executor	 of	 a	 will.	 In	 India,	 it	 is
customary	for	people	to	try	and	find	out	all	 there	is	 to	know	about	you,	and	Sunil
went	 through	 the	 formalities	with	considerable	 thoroughness.	While	he	 spoke,	his
roving	 eyes	 made	 a	 mental	 inventory	 of	 all	 my	 belongings.	 These	 were	 few—a
typewriter,	 a	 small	 radio	 and	 a	 cupboard	 full	 of	 books	 and	 clothes,	 besides	 the
furniture	that	went	with	the	flat.	I	had	no	valuables.	Was	he	disappointed?	I	could	not
be	sure.	He	wore	good	clothes	and	spoke	fluent	English,	but	good	clothes	and	good
English	are	no	criteria	 for	honesty.	He	was	a	 little	 too	glib	 to	 inspire	 confidence.
Apparently,	he	was	still	at	college.	His	father	owned	a	cloth	shop—a	strict	man	who
did	not	give	his	son	much	spending	money.
But	Sunil	was	not	seriously	interested	in	money,	as	I	was	shortly	to	discover.	He

was	interested	in	experience,	and	searched	for	it	in	various	directions.
‘You	 have	 a	 nice	 view,’	 he	 said,	 leaning	 over	my	 balcony	 and	 looking	 up	 and

down	 the	 street.	 ‘You	can	 see	everyone	on	parade.	Girls!	They’re	becoming	quite
modern	now.	Short	hair	and	small	blouses.	Tight	salwars.	Maxis,	minis.	Falsies.	Do
you	like	girls?’
‘Well	…’	I	began,	but	he	did	not	really	expect	an	answer	to	his	question.
‘What	are	little	girls	made	of?	That’s	an	English	poem,	isn’t	it?	“Sugar	and	spice

and	everything	nice	…”	And	I	don’t	remember	the	rest.’	He	lowered	his	voice	to	a
confidential	undertone.	‘Have	you	had	any	girls?’
‘Well	…’
‘I	had	fun	with	a	girl,	you	know,	my	cousin.	She	came	to	stay	with	us	last	summer.

Then	 there’s	 a	 girl	 in	 college	 who’s	 stuck	 on	 me.	 But	 this	 is	 such	 a	 backward
country.	We	can’t	be	seen	together	in	public	and	I	can’t	invite	her	to	my	house.	Can	I
bring	her	here	some	day?’
‘Well,	 I	 don’t	 know	…’	 I	 hadn’t	 lived	 in	 a	 small	 town	 like	 Shahganj	 for	 some

time,	and	wasn’t	sure	if	morals	had	changed	along	with	the	fashions.
‘Oh,	not	now,’	he	said.	‘There’s	no	hurry.	I’ll	give	you	plenty	of	warning,	don’t

worry.’	 He	 put	 an	 arm	 around	 my	 shoulders	 and	 looked	 at	 me	 with	 undisguised
affection.	‘We	are	going	to	be	great	friends,	you	and	I.’
After	 that	 I	began	 to	 receive	almost	daily	visits	 from	Sunil.	His	 college	classes

got	over	at	three	in	the	afternoon,	and	though	it	was	seldom	that	he	attended	them,	he
would	stop	at	my	place	after	putting	in	a	brief	appearance	at	the	study	hall.	I	could
hardly	 blame	 him	 for	 neglecting	 his	 books:	 Shakespeare	 and	 Chaucer	 were
prescribed	 for	 students	who	had	but	 a	 rudimentary	knowledge	of	modern	English
usage.	 Vast	 numbers	 of	 graduates	 were	 produced	 every	 year,	 and	 most	 of	 them



became	 clerks	 or	 bus	 conductors	 or,	 perhaps,	 schoolteachers.	 But	 Sunil’s	 father
wanted	the	best	for	his	son.	And	in	Shahganj	that	meant	as	many	degrees	as	possible.
Sunil	would	come	stamping	into	my	rooms,	waking	me	from	the	siesta	which	had

become	a	habit	during	summer	afternoons.	When	he	found	that	I	did	not	relish	being
woken	 up,	 he	 would	 leave	me	 to	 sleep	while	 he	 took	 a	 bath	 under	 the	 tap.	 After
making	 liberal	 use	 of	 my	 hair	 cream	 and	 aftershave	 lotion	 (he	 had	 just	 begun
shaving,	 but	 used	 the	 lotion	 on	 his	 body),	 he	 would	 want	 to	 go	 to	 a	 picture	 or
restaurant,	and	would	sprinkle	me	with	cold	water	so	that	I	leapt	off	the	bed.
One	afternoon	he	felt	more	than	usually	ebullient,	and	poured	a	whole	bucket	of

water	over	me,	soaking	the	sheets	and	mattress.	I	retaliated	by	flinging	the	water	jug
at	 his	 head.	 It	 missed	 him	 and	 shattered	 itself	 against	 the	 wall.	 Sunil	 then	 went
berserk	 and	 started	 splashing	 water	 all	 over	 the	 room,	 while	 I	 threatened	 and
shouted.	When	I	tried	restraining	him	by	force,	we	rolled	over	on	the	ground,	and	I
banged	my	head	against	the	bedstead	and	almost	lost	consciousness.	He	was	then	full
of	 contrition	 and	massaged	 the	 lump	 on	my	 head	with	 hair	 cream	 and	 refused	 to
borrow	any	money	from	me	that	day.
Sunil’s	‘borrowing’	consisted	of	extracting	a	few	rupees	from	my	wallet,	saying

he	 needed	 the	 money	 for	 books	 or	 a	 tailor ’s	 bill	 or	 a	 shopkeeper	 who	 was
threatening	 him	with	 violence,	 and	 then	 spending	 it	 on	 something	 quite	 different.
Before	long	I	gave	up	asking	him	to	return	anything,	just	as	I	had	given	up	asking
him	to	stop	seeing	me.
Sunil	was	 one	 of	 those	 people	 best	 loved	 from	 a	 distance.	He	was	 born	with	 a

special	talent	for	trouble.	I	think	it	pleased	his	vanity	when	he	was	pursued	by	irate
creditors,	shopkeepers,	brothers	whose	sisters	he	had	insulted	and	husbands	whose
wives	he	had	molested.	My	association	with	him	did	nothing	 to	 improve	my	own
reputation	in	Shahganj.
My	 landlady,	 a	 protective	 motherly	 Punjabi	 widow	 said:	 ‘Son,	 you	 are	 in	 bad

company.	Do	you	know	 that	Sunil	has	already	been	expelled	 from	one	school	 for
stealing,	and	from	another	for	sexual	offences?’
‘He’s	only	a	boy,’	I	said.	‘And	he’s	taking	longer	than	most	boys	to	grow	up.	He

doesn’t	realize	the	seriousness	of	what	he	does.	He	will	learn	as	he	grows	older.’
‘If	he	grows	older,’	said	my	landlady	darkly.	‘Do	you	know	that	he	nearly	killed	a

man	last	year?	When	a	fruit	seller	who	had	been	cheated	threatened	to	report	Sunil
to	the	police,	he	threw	a	brick	at	the	man’s	head.	The	poor	man	was	in	hospital	for
three	weeks.	 If	Sunil’s	 father	did	not	have	political	 influence,	 the	boy	would	be	 in
jail	now,	instead	of	climbing	your	stairs	every	afternoon.’
Once	again	I	suggested	to	Sunil	that	he	come	to	see	me	less	often.
He	looked	hurt	and	offended.	‘Don’t	you	like	me	any	more?’
‘I	like	you	immensely.	But	I	have	work	to	do	…’
‘I	 know.	 You	 think	 I	 am	 a	 crook.	 Well,	 I	 am	 a	 crook.’	 He	 spoke	 with	 all	 the



confidence	 of	 a	 young	 man	 who	 has	 never	 been	 hurt	 or	 disillusioned;	 he	 had
romantic	notions	about	 swindlers	and	gangsters.	 ‘I’ll	be	a	big	crook	one	day,	and
people	will	be	scared	of	me.	But	don’t	worry,	old	boy,	you’re	my	friend.	I	wouldn’t
harm	you	in	any	way.	In	fact,	I’ll	protect	you.’
‘Thank	you,	but	 I	don’t	 require	protection,	 I	want	 to	be	 left	alone.	 I	have	work,

and	you	are	a	worry	and	a	distraction.’
‘Well,	I’m	not	going	to	leave	you	alone,’	he	said,	assuming	the	posture	of	a	spoilt

child.	‘Why	should	you	be	left	alone?	Who	do	you	think	you	are?	If	we’re	friends
now,	it’s	your	fault.	I’m	not	going	to	buzz	off	just	to	suit	your	convenience.’
‘Come	less	often,	that’s	all.’
‘I’ll	come	more	often,	you	old	snob!	I	know,	you’re	thinking	of	your	reputation

—as	 if	 you	 had	 any.	 Well,	 you	 don’t	 have	 to	 worry,	 mon	 ami—as	 they	 say	 in
Hollywood.	I’ll	be	very	discreet,	Daddyji!’
Whenever	 I	 complained	 or	 became	 querulous,	 Sunil	 would	 call	 me	 daddy	 or

uncle	or	sometimes	mum,	and	make	me	feel	more	ridiculous.	If	he	was	in	a	good
mood,	he	would	use	the	Hindi	word	chacha	(uncle).	All	it	did	was	to	make	me	feel
much	older	than	my	twenty-five	years.
Sunil	 turned	up	one	 afternoon	with	 blood	 streaming	 from	his	 nose	 and	 from	a

gash	across	his	forehead.	He	sat	down	at	the	foot	of	the	bed	and	began	dabbing	his
face	with	the	bedsheet.
‘What	have	you	done	to	yourself?’	I	asked	in	some	alarm.
‘Some	fellows	beat	me	up.	There	were	three	of	them.	They	followed	me	on	their

cycles.’
‘Who	were	they?’	I	asked,	looking	for	iodine	on	the	dressing	table.
‘Just	some	fellows	…’
‘They	must	have	had	a	reason.’
‘Well,	a	sister	of	one	of	them	had	been	talking	to	me.’
‘Well,	 that	 isn’t	 a	 reason,	 even	 in	 Shahganj.	 You	 must	 have	 said	 or	 done

something	to	offend	her.’
‘No,	she	likes	me,’	he	said,	wincing	as	I	dabbed	iodine	on	his	forehead.	‘We	went

to	the	guava	orchard	near	my	uncle’s	farm.’
‘She	went	out	there	alone	with	you?’
‘Sure.	I	 took	her	on	my	bike.	They	must	have	followed	us.	Anyway,	we	weren’t

doing	much	except	kissing	and	fooling	around.	But	some	people	seem	to	think	that’s
worse	than	…’
Both	 he	 and	 the	 other	 boys	 of	 Shahganj	 had	 grown	 up	 to	 look	 upon	 girls	 as

strange,	exotic	animals,	who	must	be	seized	at	the	first	opportunity.	Experimenting
in	sex	was	like	playing	a	surreptitious	game	of	marbles.
Sunil	produced	a	clasp	knife	from	his	pocket,	opened	it	and	held	the	blade	against

the	flat	of	his	hand.



‘Don’t	 worry,	 Uncle,	 I	 can	 look	 after	 myself.	 The	 next	 fellow	 who	 tries	 to
interfere	with	me	will	get	this	in	his	guts.’
‘Don’t	be	silly,’	I	said.	‘You	will	go	to	prison	for	ten	years.	Listen,	I’m	going	up

to	Simla	for	a	couple	of	weeks,	just	for	a	change.	Why	don’t	you	come	with	me?	It
will	be	a	pleasant	change	from	Shahganj,	and	in	the	meantime	all	this	fuss	will	die
down.’
It	was	one	of	 those	 invitations	which	 I	make	 so	 readily	 and	 instantly	 regret.	As

soon	as	I	had	made	the	suggestion,	I	realized	that	Sunil	in	Simla	might	be	even	more
of	a	problem	than	Sunil	in	Shahganj.	But	it	was	too	late	for	me	to	back	out.
‘Simla!	Why	not?	The	college	is	closing	for	the	summer	holidays,	and	my	father

won’t	mind	my	going	with	you.	He	believes	you’re	the	only	respectable	friend	I’ve
got.	Boy!	We’ll	have	a	good	time	in	Simla.’
‘You’ll	 have	 to	 behave	 yourself	 there,	 if	 you	want	 to	 come	with	me.	No	 girls,

Sunil.’
‘No	girls,	sir.	I’ll	be	very	good,	Chachaji.	Please	take	me	to	Simla.’
‘I	 think	 two	hundred	 rupees	 should	be	enough	 for	a	 fortnight	 for	both	of	us,’	 I

said.
‘Oh,	too	much,’	said	Sunil	modestly.
‘And	a	week	 later	we	were	actually	 in	Simla,	putting	up	at	a	moderately	priced,

middle-class	hotel.
Our	 first	 few	 days	 in	 the	 hill	 station	 were	 pleasant	 enough.	We	 went	 for	 long

walks,	tired	ourselves	out	and	acquired	enormous	appetites.	Sunil,	in	the	hills	for	the
first	time	in	his	life,	declared	that	they	were	wonderful,	and	thanked	me	a	score	of
times	 for	 bringing	 him	 along.	 He	 took	 a	 genuine	 interest	 in	 exploring	 remote
valleys,	 forests	 and	 waterfalls,	 and	 seemed	 to	 be	 losing	 some	 of	 his	 self-
centredness.	I	believe	that	mountains	do	affect	one’s	personality,	if	one	can	remain
among	 them	 long	 enough;	 and	 if	 Sunil	 had	 grown	 up	 in	 the	 hills	 instead	 of	 in	 a
refugee	 township,	 I	 have	 no	 doubt	 he	 would	 have	 been	 a	 completely	 different
person.
There	was	 one	 small	waterfall	 I	 rather	 liked.	 It	was	 down	 a	 ravine,	 in	 a	 rather

inaccessible	spot,	where	very	few	people	ever	went.	The	water	fell	about	thirty	feet
into	 a	 small	 pool.	 We	 bathed	 here	 on	 two	 occasions,	 and	 Sunil	 quite	 forgot	 the
attractions	of	the	town.	And	we	would	have	visited	the	spot	again	had	I	not	slipped
and	sprained	my	ankle.	This	accident	confined	me	to	the	hotel	balcony	for	several
days,	and	I	was	afraid	that	Sunil,	for	want	of	companionship,	would	go	in	search	of
more	mundane	 distractions.	 But	 though	 he	 went	 out	 often	 enough,	 he	 came	 back
dusty	and	sunburnt;	and	the	fact	that	he	asked	me	for	very	little	money	was	evidence
enough	of	his	fondness	for	the	outdoors.	Striding	through	forests	of	oak	and	pine,
with	 all	 the	 world	 stretched	 out	 far	 below,	 was	 no	 doubt	 a	 new	 and	 exhilarating
experience	for	him.	But	how	long	would	it	be	before	the	spell	was	broken?



‘Don’t	 you	 need	 any	 money?’	 I	 asked	 him	 uneasily,	 on	 the	 third	 day	 of	 his
Thoreau-like	activities.
‘What	 for,	Uncle?	 Fresh	 air	 costs	 nothing.	And	 besides,	 I	 don’t	 owe	money	 to

anyone	in	Simla.	We	haven’t	been	here	long	enough.’
‘Then	perhaps	we	should	be	going,’	I	said.
‘Shahganj	is	a	miserable	little	dump.’
‘I	know,	but	it’s	your	home.	And	for	the	time	being,	it’s	mine.’
‘Listen,	Uncle,’	he	said,	after	a	moment	of	 reflection,	 ‘yesterday,	on	one	of	my

walks,	 I	met	 a	 schoolteacher.	 She’s	 over	 thirty,	 so	 don’t	 get	 nervous.	 She	 doesn’t
have	 any	 brothers	 or	 relatives	who	will	 come	 chasing	 after	me.	And	 she’s	much
fairer	than	you,	Uncle.	Is	it	all	right	if	I’m	friendly	with	her?’
‘I	 suppose	 so,’	 I	 said	 uncertainly.	 Schoolteachers	 can	 usually	 take	 care	 of

themselves	 (if	 they	want	 to),	and,	besides,	an	older	woman	might	have	a	sobering
influence	on	Sunil.
He	brought	her	over	to	see	me	that	same	evening,	and	seemed	quite	proud	of	his

new	acquisition.	She	was	indeed	fair,	perhaps	insipidly	so,	with	blonde	hair	and	light
blue	eyes.	She	had	a	young	 face	and	a	healthy	body,	but	her	voice	was	peculiarly
toneless	and	flat,	giving	an	 impression	of	boredom,	of	 lassitude.	 I	wondered	what
she	found	attractive	in	Sunil	apart	from	his	obvious	animal	charm.	They	had	hardly
anything	in	common,	but	perhaps	the	absence	of	similar	interests	was	an	attraction
in	itself.	In	six	or	seven	years	of	teaching,	Maureen	must	have	been	tired	of	the	usual
scholastic	types.	Sunil	was	refreshingly	free	from	all	classroom	associations.
Maureen	let	her	hair	down	at	the	first	opportunity.	She	switched	on	the	bedroom

radio	and	found	Ceylon.	Soon	she	was	teaching	Sunil	to	dance.	This	was	amusing,
because	 Sunil,	 with	 his	 long	 legs,	 had	 great	 difficulty	 in	 taking	 small	 steps;	 nor
could	Maureen	cope	with	his	great	strides.	But	he	was	very	earnest	about	it	all,	and
inserting	an	unlighted	cigarette	between	his	lips,	did	his	best	to	move	rhythmically
around	 the	bedroom.	 I	 think	he	was	convinced	 that	by	 learning	 to	dance	he	would
reach	the	high	watermark	of	Western	culture.	Maureen	stood	for	all	that	was	remote
and	romantic,	and	for	all	the	films	that	he	had	seen,	to	conquer	her	would,	for	Sunil,
be	a	voyage	of	discovery,	not	a	mere	gratification	of	his	senses.	And	for	Maureen,
this	new	unconventional	friendship	must	have	been	a	refreshing	diversion	from	the
dreariness	of	her	school	 routine.	She	was	old	enough	 to	 realize	 that	 it	was	only	a
diversion.	The	intensity	of	emotional	attachments	had	faded	with	her	early	youth	and
love	 could	wound	her	 heart	 no	more.	But	 for	Sunil,	 it	was	only	 the	beginning	of
something	that	stirred	him	deeply,	moved	him	inexorably	towards	manhood.
It	was	unfortunate	that	I	did	not	then	notice	this	subtle	change	in	my	friend.	I	had

known	 him	 only	 as	 a	 shallow	 creature,	 and	 was	 certain	 that	 this	 new	 infatuation
would	 disappear	 as	 soon	 as	 the	 novelty	 of	 it	 wore	 off.	 As	 Maureen	 had	 no
encumbrances,	no	relations	that	she	would	speak	of,	I	saw	no	harm	in	encouraging



the	friendship	and	seeing	how	it	would	develop.
‘I	think	we’d	better	have	something	to	drink,’	I	said,	and	ringing	the	bell	for	the

room	bearer,	ordered	several	bottles	of	beer.
Sunil	 gave	me	 an	 odd,	whimsical	 look.	 I	 had	 never	 before	 encouraged	 him	 to

drink.	But	he	did	not	hesitate	to	open	the	bottles,	and,	before	long,	Maureen	and	he
were	drinking	from	the	same	glass.
‘Let’s	make	 love,’	 said	 Sunil,	 putting	 his	 arm	 around	Maureen’s	 shoulders	 and

gazing	adoringly	into	her	dreamy	blue	eyes.
They	seemed	unconcerned	by	my	presence;	but	 I	was	embarrassed,	and,	getting

up,	said	I	would	be	going	for	a	walk.
‘Enjoy	yourself,’	said	Sunil,	winking	at	me	over	Maureen’s	shoulder.
‘You	ought	to	get	yourself	a	girlfriend,’	said	the	young	woman	in	a	conciliatory

tone.
‘True,’	I	said,	and	moved	guiltily	out	of	the	room	I	was	paying	for.
Our	stay	in	Simla	lasted	several	days	longer	than	we	had	planned.	I	saw	little	of

Sunil	and	Maureen	during	 this	 time.	As	Sunil	had	no	desire	 to	 return	 to	Shahganj
any	 earlier	 than	 was	 absolutely	 necessary,	 he	 avoided	 me	 during	 the	 day	 but	 I
managed	to	stay	awake	late	enough	one	night	to	confront	him	when	he	crept	quietly
into	the	room.
‘Dear	 friend	 and	 familiar,’	 I	 said.	 ‘I	 hate	 to	 spoil	 your	beautiful	 romance,	 but	 I

have	absolutely	no	money	left,	and	unless	you	have	resources	of	your	own—or	if
Maureen	can	support	you—I	suggest	that	you	accompany	me	back	to	Shahganj	the
day	after	tomorrow.’
‘How	mean	 you	 are,	Chachaji.	 This	 is	 something	 serious.	 I	mean	Maureen	 and

me.	Do	you	think	we	should	get	married?’
‘No.’
‘But	why	not?’
‘Because	 she	 cannot	 support	 you	 on	 a	 teacher ’s	 salary.	And	 she	 probably	 isn’t

interested	in	a	permanent	relationship—like	ours.’
‘Very	funny.	And	you	think	I’d	let	my	wife	slave	for	me?’
‘I	do.	And	besides	…’
‘And	besides,’	he	interrupted,	grinning,	‘she’s	old	enough	to	be	my	mother.’
‘Are	 you	 really	 in	 love	 with	 her?’	 I	 asked	 him.	 ‘I’ve	 never	 known	 you	 to	 be

serious	about	anything.’
‘Honestly,	Uncle.’
‘And	what	about	her?’
‘Oh,	she	loves	me	terribly,	really	she	does.	She’s	ready	to	come	down	with	us	if

it’s	possible.	Only	 I’ve	 told	her	 that	 I’ll	 first	have	 to	break	 the	news	 to	my	 father,
otherwise	he	might	kick	me	out	of	the	house.’
‘Well,	 then,’	 I	 said	 shrewdly,	 ‘the	 sooner	 we	 return	 to	 Shahganj	 and	 get	 your



father ’s	blessings,	the	sooner	you	and	Maureen	can	get	married,	if	that’s	what	both
of	you	really	want.’
Early	next	morning	Sunil	disappeared,	and	I	knew	he	would	be	gone	all	day.	My

foot	was	better,	and	I	decided	to	take	a	walk	on	my	own	to	the	waterfall	I	had	liked
so	much.	It	was	almost	noon	when	I	reached	the	spot	and	began	descending	the	steep
path	to	the	ravine.	The	stream	was	hidden	by	dense	foliage,	giant	ferns	and	dahlias,
but	the	water	made	a	tremendous	noise	as	it	tumbled	over	the	rocks.	When	I	reached
a	sharp	promontory,	I	was	able	to	look	down	on	the	pool.	Two	people	were	lying	on
the	grass.
I	did	not	recognize	 them	at	first.	They	looked	very	beautiful	 together,	and	I	had

not	 expected	 Sunil	 and	Maureen	 to	 look	 so	 beautiful.	 Sunil,	 on	whom	no	 surplus
flesh	 had	 as	 yet	 gathered,	 possessed	 all	 the	 sinuous	 grace	 and	 power	 of	 a	 young
god;	and	the	woman,	her	white	flesh	pressed	against	young	grass,	reminded	me	of	a
painting	by	Titian	that	I	had	seen	in	a	gallery	in	Florence.	Her	full,	mature	body	was
touched	with	a	tranquil	intoxication,	her	breasts	rose	and	fell	slowly,	and	waves	of
muscle	 merged	 into	 the	 shadows	 of	 her	 broad	 thighs.	 It	 was	 as	 though	 I	 had
stumbled	into	another	age,	and	had	found	two	lovers	in	a	forest	glade.	Only	a	fool
would	 have	 wished	 to	 disturb	 them.	 Sunil	 had	 for	 once	 in	 his	 life	 risen	 above
mediocrity,	and	I	hurried	away	before	the	magic	was	lost.
The	human	voice	often	shatters	the	beauty	of	the	most	tender	passions;	and	when

we	 left	 Simla	 the	 next	 day,	 and	 Maureen	 and	 Sunil	 used	 all	 the	 stock	 clichés	 to
express	 their	 love,	 I	 was	 a	 little	 disappointed.	 But	 the	 poetry	 of	 life	 was	 in	 their
bodies,	not	in	their	tongues.
Back	 in	Shahganj,	 Sunil	 actually	 plucked	 up	 the	 courage	 to	 speak	 to	 his	 father.

This,	 to	 me,	 was	 a	 sign	 that	 he	 took	 the	 affair	 very	 seriously,	 for	 he	 seldom
approached	his	father	for	anything.	But	all	the	sympathy	that	he	received	was	a	box
on	 the	 ears.	 I	 received	 a	 curt	 note	 suggesting	 that	 I	 was	 having	 a	 corrupting
influence	on	the	boy	and	that	I	should	stop	seeing	him.	There	was	little	I	could	do	in
the	matter,	because	it	had	always	been	Sunil	who	had	insisted	on	seeing	me.
He	continued	to	visit	me,	bring	me	Maureen’s	letters	(strange,	how	lovers	cannot

bear	that	the	world	should	not	know	their	love),	and	his	own	to	her,	so	that	I	could
correct	his	English!
It	was	at	about	this	time	that	Sunil	began	speaking	to	me	about	his	uncle’s	paper

factory	and	the	possibility	of	working	in	it.	Once	he	was	getting	a	salary,	he	pointed
out,	Maureen	would	be	able	to	leave	her	job	and	join	him.
Unfortunately,	 Sunil’s	 decision	 to	 join	 the	 paper	 factory	 took	 months	 to

crystallize	 into	 a	 definite	 course	 of	 action,	 and	 in	 the	meantime	 he	was	 finding	 a
panacea	 for	 lovesickness	 in	 rum	 and	 sometimes	 cheap	 country	 spirit.	 The	money
that	he	now	borrowed	was	used	not	 to	pay	his	debts,	or	 to	 incur	new	ones,	but	 to
drink	himself	 silly.	 I	 regretted	having	been	 the	 first	 person	 to	have	offered	him	a



drink.	 I	 should	 have	 known	 that	 Sunil	 was	 a	 person	 who	 could	 do	 nothing	 in
moderation.
He	pestered	me	less	often	now,	but	the	purpose	of	his	occasional	visits	became	all

too	 obvious.	 I	 was	 having	 a	 little	 success,	 and	 thoughtlessly	 gave	 Sunil	 the	 few
rupees	he	usually	demanded.	At	the	same	time	I	was	beginning	to	find	other	friends,
and	I	no	 longer	 found	myself	worrying	about	Sunil,	as	 I	had	so	often	done	 in	 the
past.	Perhaps	this	was	treachery	on	my	part	…
When	finally	I	decided	to	leave	Shahganj	for	Delhi,	I	went	in	search	of	Sunil	to

say	 goodbye.	 I	 found	 him	 in	 a	 small	 bar,	 alone	 at	 a	 table	 with	 a	 bottle	 of	 rum.
Though	barely	 twenty,	 he	 no	 longer	 looked	 a	 boy.	He	was	 a	 completely	 different
person	 from	 the	 handsome,	 cocksure	 youth	 I	 had	met	 at	 the	 wrestling	 pit	 a	 year
previously.	 His	 cheeks	 were	 hollow	 and	 he	 had	 not	 shaved	 for	 days.	 I	 knew	 that
when	I	first	met	him	he	had	been	without	scruples,	a	shallow	youth,	the	product	of
many	circumstances.	He	was	no	longer	so	shallow	and	he	had	stumbled	upon	love,
but	his	 character	was	 too	weak	 to	 sustain	 the	weight	of	disillusionment.	Perhaps	 I
should	have	left	him	severely	alone	from	the	beginning.	Before	me	sat	a	ruin,	and	I
had	 helped	 to	 undermine	 the	 foundations.	None	 of	 us	 can	 really	 avoid	 seeing	 the
outcome	of	our	smallest	actions	…
‘I’m	off	to	Delhi,	Sunil.’
He	did	not	look	up	from	the	table.
‘Have	a	good	time,’	he	said.
‘Have	you	heard	from	Maureen?’	I	asked,	certain	that	he	had	not.
He	nodded,	but	for	once	did	not	offer	to	show	me	the	letter.
‘What’s	wrong?’	I	asked.
‘Oh,	nothing,’	he	said,	looking	up	and	forcing	a	smile.	‘These	dames	are	all	the

same,	Uncle.	We	shouldn’t	take	them	too	seriously,	you	know.’
‘Why,	what	has	she	done,	got	married	to	someone	else?’
‘Yes,’	he	said	scornfully.	‘To	a	bloody	teacher.’
‘Well,	she	wasn’t	young,’	I	said.	‘She	couldn’t	wait	for	you	for	ever,	I	suppose.’
‘She	could	if	she	had	really	loved	me.	But	there’s	no	such	thing	as	love,	is	there,

Uncle?’
I	made	no	reply.	Had	he	really	broken	his	heart	over	a	woman?	Were	there,	within

him,	 unsuspected	 depths	 of	 feeling	 and	 passion?	 You	 find	 love	 when	 you	 least
expect	to	and	lose	it	when	you	are	sure	that	it	is	in	your	grasp.
‘You’re	 a	 lucky	 beggar,’	 he	 said.	 ‘You’re	 a	 philosopher.	You	 find	 a	 reason	 for

every	stupid	thing	and	so	you	are	able	to	ignore	all	stupidity.’
I	 laughed.	 ‘You’re	 becoming	 a	 philosopher	 yourself.	 But	 don’t	 think	 too	 hard,

Sunil,	you	might	find	it	painful.’
‘Not	I,	Chachaji,’	he	said,	emptying	his	glass.	‘I’m	not	going	to	think.	I’m	going

to	work	in	a	paper	factory.	I	shall	become	respectable.	What	an	adventure	that	will



be!’
And	that	was	the	last	time	I	saw	Sunil.
He	did	not	become	respectable.	He	was	still	searching	like	a	great	discoverer	for

something	new,	someone	different,	when	he	met	his	pitiful	end	in	the	cold	rain	of	a
December	night.
Though	murder	cases	usually	get	 reported	 in	 the	papers,	Sunil	was	a	person	of

such	 little	 importance	 that	his	violent	 end	was	not	 considered	newsworthy.	 It	went
unnoticed,	and	Maureen	could	not	have	known	about	it.	The	case	has	already	been
forgotten,	 for	 in	 the	great	human	mass	 that	 is	 India,	hundreds	of	people	disappear
every	day	and	are	never	heard	of	again.	Sunil	will	be	quickly	forgotten	by	all	except
those	to	whom	he	owed	money.



‘A

Dead	Man’s	Gift
	
dead	man	is	no	good	to	anyone,’	said	Nathu,	the	old	shikari,	as	he	stared	into	the
glowing	 embers	 of	 the	 campfire	 and	 wrapped	 a	 thin	 blanket	 around	 his	 thin

shoulders.
We	had	spent	a	rewarding	but	tiring	day	in	the	Terai	forests	near	Haldwani,	where

I	had	been	photographing	swamp	deer.	On	our	return	to	the	forest	resthouse,	Nathu
had	made	a	 log	fire	near	 the	front	veranda,	and	we	had	gathered	round	it—Nathu,
myself	and	Ghanshyam	Singh,	 the	chowkidar—discussing	a	 suicide	 that	had	 taken
place	in	a	neighbouring	village.	I	forget	the	details	of	the	suicide—it	was	connected
with	 a	 disappointed	 bridegroom—but	 the	 discussion	 led	 to	 some	 interesting
reminiscences	on	the	part	of	Ghanshyam	Singh.
We	 had	 all	 agreed	 with	 Nathu’s	 sentiments	 about	 dead	 men,	 when	 Ghanshyam

interrupted	to	say,	‘I	don’t	know	about	that,	brother.	At	least	one	dead	man	brought
considerable	good	fortune	to	a	friend	of	mine.’
‘How	was	that?’	I	asked.
‘Well,	about	twenty	years	ago,’	said	Ghanshyam	Singh,	‘I	was	a	policeman,	one

of	the	six	constables	at	a	small	police	post	in	the	village	of	Ahirpur	near	the	hills.	A
small	 stream	 ran	past	 the	village.	Fed	by	 springs,	 it	 contained	a	 few	 feet	of	water
even	 during	 the	 hottest	 of	 seasons,	 while	 after	 heavy	 rain	 it	 became	 a	 roaring
torrent.	 The	 head	 constable	 in	 charge	 of	 our	 post	was	Dilawar	 Singh,	who	 came
from	a	good	family	which	had	fallen	on	evil	days.	He	was	a	handsome	fellow,	very
well-dressed,	always	spending	his	money	before	he	received	it.	He	was	passionately
fond	of	good	horseflesh,	and	the	mare	he	rode	was	a	beautiful	creature	named	Leila.
He	 had	 obtained	 the	 mare	 by	 paying	 two	 hundred	 and	 fifty	 rupees	 down	 and
promising	 to	 pay	 the	 remaining	 two	 hundred	 and	 fifty	 in	 six	months’	 time.	 If	 he
failed	to	do	so,	he	would	have	to	return	the	mare	and	forfeit	the	deposit.	But	Dilawar
Singh	expected	 to	be	able	 to	borrow	 the	balance	 from	Lala	Ram	Das,	 the	wealthy
bania	of	Ahirpur.
‘The	bania	of	Ahirpur	was	one	of	 the	meanest	alive.	You	know	the	sort,	 fat	and

flabby	from	overeating	and	sitting	all	day	in	his	shop,	but	very	wealthy.	His	house
was	a	large	one,	situated	near	the	stream,	at	some	distance	from	the	village.’
‘But	why	did	he	live	outside	the	village,	away	from	his	customers?’	I	asked.
‘It	made	no	difference	to	him,’	said	Ghanshyam.	‘Everyone	was	in	his	debt	and,

whether	they	liked	it	or	not,	were	compelled	to	deal	with	him.	His	father	had	lived
inside	the	village	but	had	been	looted	by	dacoits,	whose	ill-treatment	had	left	him	a
cripple	for	life.	Not	a	single	villager	had	come	to	his	assistance	on	that	occasion.	He
had	 never	 forgotten	 it.	 He	 built	 himself	 another	 house	 outside	 the	 village,	with	 a



high	wall	and	only	one	entrance.	Inside	the	wall	was	a	courtyard	with	a	stable	for	a
pony	and	a	byre	for	 two	cows,	 the	house	itself	forming	one	side	of	 the	enclosure.
When	the	heavy	door	of	the	courtyard	was	closed,	the	bania’s	money	bags	were	safe
within	 his	 little	 fort.	 It	 was	 only	 after	 the	 old	man’s	 death	 that	 a	 police	 post	 was
established	at	Ahirpur.’
‘So	Ram	Das	had	a	police	post	as	well	as	a	fort?’
‘The	police	offered	him	no	protection.	He	was	so	mean	that	not	a	litre	of	oil	or

pinch	of	salt	ever	came	from	him	to	the	police	post.	Naturally,	we	wasted	no	love	on
him.	The	people	of	Ahirpur	hated	and	feared	him,	for	most	of	them	were	in	his	debt
and	practically	his	slaves.
‘Now	when	the	time	came	for	Dilawar	Singh	to	pay	the	remaining	two	hundred

and	fifty	rupees	for	his	mare	Leila,	he	went	to	Ram	Das	for	a	loan.	He	expected	to
be	well	squeezed	in	the	way	of	interest,	but	to	his	great	surprise	and	anger	the	bania
refused	to	let	him	have	the	money	on	any	terms.	It	looked	as	though	Dilawar	would
have	to	return	the	mare	and	be	content	with	some	knock-kneed	ekka-pony.
‘A	few	days	before	the	date	of	payment,	Dilawar	Singh	had	to	visit	a	village	some

five	miles	downstream	 to	 investigate	 a	 case.	He	 took	me	with	him.	On	our	 return
journey	that	night	a	terrific	thunderstorm	compelled	us	to	take	shelter	in	a	small	hut
in	the	forest.	When	at	last	the	storm	was	over,	we	continued	on	our	way,	I	on	foot,
and	Dilawar	Singh	riding	Leila.	All	the	way	he	cursed	his	ill	luck	at	having	to	part
with	Leila,	and	called	down	curses	on	Ram	Das.	We	were	not	far	from	the	bania’s
house	when	the	full	moon,	high	in	the	sky,	came	out	from	behind	the	passing	storm
clouds,	 and	 suddenly	 Leila	 shied	 violently	 at	 something	white	 on	 the	 bank	 of	 the
stream.
‘It	was	 the	naked	body	of	a	dead	man.	 It	had	either	been	pushed	 into	 the	stream

without	burning	or	swept	off	the	pyre	by	the	swollen	torrent.	I	was	about	to	push	it
off	 into	 the	 stream	 when	 Dilawar	 stopped	 me,	 saying	 that	 the	 corpse	 which	 had
frightened	Leila	might	yet	be	able	to	save	her.
‘Together	we	pulled	the	body	a	little	way	up	the	bank.	Then,	after	tying	the	mare

to	a	 tree,	we	carried	 the	corpse	up	 to	 the	bania’s	house	and	propped	 it	against	 the
main	doorway.	Returning	to	the	stream,	Dilawar	remounted	Leila,	and	we	concealed
ourselves	in	the	forest.	Like	everyone	else	in	the	village,	we	knew	the	bania	was	an
early	riser,	always	the	first	to	leave	his	house	and	complete	his	morning	ablutions.
‘We	 sat	 and	waited.	 The	 faint	 light	 of	 dawn	was	 just	 beginning	 to	make	 things

visible	 when	 we	 heard	 the	 bania’s	 courtyard	 door	 open.	 There	 was	 a	 thud,	 an
exclamation,	and	then	a	long	silence.’
‘What	had	happened?’
‘Ram	 Das	 had	 opened	 the	 door,	 and	 the	 corpse	 had	 fallen	 upon	 him!	 He	 was

frightened	 almost	 out	 of	 his	 wits.	 That	 some	 enemy	 was	 responsible	 for	 the
presence	of	the	corpse	he	quickly	realized,	but	how	to	rid	himself	of	it?	The	stream!



Even	to	touch	the	corpse	was	defilement,	but,	as	the	saying	goes,	“Where	there	are
no	 eyes,	 there	 is	 no	 caste”—and	he	began	 to	 drag	 the	 body	 along	 the	 river	 bank,
panting	and	perspiring,	yet	cold	with	terror.	He	had	almost	reached	the	stream	when
we	emerged	casually	from	our	shelter.
‘“Ah,	 baniaji,	 you	 are	 up	 early	 this	 morning!”	 called	 Dilawar	 Singh.	 “Hallo,

what’s	this?	Is	this	one	of	your	unfortunate	debtors?	Have	you	taken	his	life	as	well
as	his	clothes?”
‘Ram	Das	fell	on	his	knees.	His	voice	failed,	and	he	went	as	pale	as	the	corpse	he

still	held	by	the	feet.	Dilawar	Singh	dismounted,	caught	him	roughly	by	the	arm	and
dragged	him	to	his	feet.
‘“Thanedar	Sahib,	I	will	let	you	have	the	money,”	gasped	Ram	Das.
‘“What	money?”
‘“The	two	hundred	and	fifty	rupees	you	wanted	last	week.”
‘“Then	 hurry	 up,”	 said	Dilawar	 Singh,	 “or	 someone	will	 come,	 and	 I	 shall	 be

compelled	to	arrest	you.	Run!”
‘The	unfortunate	Ram	Das	realized	 that	he	was	 in	an	evil	predicament.	True,	he

was	 innocent,	 but	 before	 he	 could	 prove	 this	 he	 would	 be	 arrested	 by	 the	 police
whom	he	had	scorned	and	flouted.	Lawyers	would	devour	his	savings.	He	would	be
torn	 from	 his	 family	 and	 deprived	 of	 his	 comforts.	 And	worst	 of	 all,	 his	 clients
would	 delay	 repayments!	 After	 only	 a	 little	 hesitation,	 he	 ran	 to	 his	 house	 and
returned	with	two	hundred	and	fifty	rupees,	which	he	handed	over	to	Dilawar	Singh.
And,	as	far	as	I	know—for	I	was	 transferred	from	Ahirpur	a	few	weeks	 later—he
never	asked	Dilawar	Singh	for	its	return.’
‘And	what	of	the	body?’	I	asked.
‘We	pushed	 it	back	 into	 the	stream,’	said	Ghanshyam.	‘It	had	served	 its	purpose

well.	So,	Nathu,	do	you	still	insist	that	a	dead	man	is	no	good	to	anyone?’
‘No	good	at	all,’	said	Nathu,	spitting	into	the	fire’s	fast-fading	glow.	‘For	I	came

to	 Ahirpur	 not	 long	 after	 you	 were	 transferred.	 I	 had	 the	 pleasure	 of	 meeting
Thanedar	Dilawar	Singh,	 and	 seeing	his	 fine	mare.	 It	 is	 true	 that	he	had	 the	bania
under	his	thumb,	for	Ram	Das	provided	all	the	feed	for	the	mare,	at	no	charge.	But
one	day	the	mare	had	a	fit	while	Dilawar	Singh	was	riding	her,	and	plunging	about
in	the	street	she	flung	her	master	to	the	ground.	Dilawar	Singh	broke	his	neck,	and
died.	She	was	indeed	a	dead	man’s	gift!’
‘The	bania	must	have	been	quite	pleased	at	the	turn	of	events,’	I	said.
‘Some	 say	 he	 poisoned	 the	 mare’s	 feed.	 Anyway,	 he	 kept	 the	 police	 happy	 by

providing	 the	 oil	 to	 light	 poor	 Dilawar	 Singh’s	 funeral	 pyre,	 and	 generously
refused	to	accept	any	payment	for	it!’



L
The	Most	Potent	Medicine	of	All

	
ike	most	men,	Wang	Chei	was	fond	of	being	his	own	doctor.	He	studied	the
book	 of	 the	 ancient	 physician	Lu	Fei	whenever	 he	 felt	 slightly	 indisposed.
Had	he	really	been	familiar	with	the	peculiarities	of	his	digestion,	he	would
have	 avoided	 eating	 too	 many	 pickled	 prawns.	 But	 he	 ate	 pickled	 prawns

first,	and	studied	Lu	Fei	afterwards.
Lu	Fei,	a	physician	of	renown	in	Yunnan	during	the	twelfth	century,	had	devoted

eight	chapters	 to	disorders	of	 the	belly,	and	 there	are	many	 in	western	China	who
still	 swear	by	his	methods—just	 as	 there	 are	many	 in	England	who	 still	 swear	by
Culpepper ’s	Herbal.
The	great	 physician	was	 a	 firm	believer	 in	 the	potency	of	 otters’	 tails,	 and	had

Wang	Chei	 taken	a	dose	of	otters’	 tails	 the	morning	after	 the	prawns,	his	pain	and
cramps	might	soon	have	disappeared.
But	otters’	 tails	 are	both	 rare	 and	expensive.	 In	order	 to	obtain	 a	 tail,	 one	must

catch	an	otter;	 in	order	 to	catch	an	otter,	one	must	find	a	river;	and	there	were	no
rivers	in	the	region	where	Wang	Chei	lived.
Wang	grew	potatoes	 to	 sell	 in	 the	market	 twelve	miles	away,	and	sometimes	he

traded	in	opium.	But	what	interested	him	most	was	the	practice	of	medicine,	and	he
had	 some	 reputation	 as	 a	 doctor	 among	 those	 villagers	who	 regarded	 the	 distant
hospital	with	suspicion.
And	so,	in	the	absence	of	otters’	tails,	he	fell	back	upon	the	gall	of	bear,	the	fat	of

python,	the	whiskers	of	tiger,	the	blood	of	rhino,	and	the	horn	of	sambhar	in	velvet.
He	tried	all	these	(he	had	them	in	stock),	mixing	them—as	directed	by	the	book	of
Lu	Fei—in	the	water	of	melted	hailstones.
Wang	 took	 all	 these	 remedies	 in	 turn,	 anxiously	 noting	 the	 reactions	 that	 took

place	 in	 his	 system.	 Unfortunately,	 neither	 he	 nor	 his	 mentor,	 Lu	 Fei,	 had	 given
much	 thought	 to	 diagnosis,	 and	 he	 did	 not	 associate	 his	 trouble	 with	 the	 pickled
prawns.
Life	would	hardly	have	been	worth	 living	without	a	few	indulgences,	especially

as	Wang’s	wife	 excelled	 at	making	 pickles.	 This	was	 his	misfortune.	 Her	 pickles
were	such	that	no	man	could	refuse	them.
She	was	devoted	to	Wang	Chei	and	indulged	his	tastes	and	his	enormous	appetite.

Like	 him,	 she	 occasionally	 dipped	 into	 the	 pages	 of	 Lu	 Fei.	 From	 them	 she	 had
learned	 that	mutton	fat	was	good	for	 the	eyebrows	and	 that	 raspberry-leaf	 tea	was
just	the	thing	for	expectant	mothers.
Her	 faith	 in	 this	physician	of	an	earlier	century	was	as	strong	as	her	husband’s.

And	now,	with	Wang	Chei	groaning	and	tossing	on	his	bed,	she	studied	the	chapters



on	abdominal	complaints.
It	 appeared	 to	 her	 that	Wang	 was	 very	 ill	 indeed,	 and	 she	 did	 not	 connect	 his

woeful	condition	with	overindulgence.	He	had	been	in	bed	for	two	days.	Had	he	not
dosed	himself	so	liberally	with	python’s	fat	and	rhino’s	blood,	it	is	possible	that	he
might	have	recovered	on	 the	morning	following	his	repast.	Now	he	was	 too	 ill	 to
mix	 himself	 any	 further	 concoctions.	 Fortunately—as	 he	 supposed—his	wife	was
there	to	continue	the	treatment.
She	was	a	small	pale	woman	who	moved	silently	about	the	house	on	little	feet.	It

was	difficult	 to	believe	 that	 this	 frail	creature	had	brought	eleven	healthy	children
into	 the	world.	Her	husband	had	once	been	 a	 strong,	 handsome	man;	but	now	 the
skin	 under	 his	 eyes	 was	 crinkling,	 his	 cheeks	 were	 hollow,	 his	 once	 well-
proportioned	body	was	sagging	with	loose	flesh.
Nevertheless,	Wang’s	wife	 loved	him	with	 the	same	 intensity	as	on	 the	day	 they

first	fell	in	love,	twenty	years	ago.	Anxiously,	she	turned	the	pages	of	Lu	Fei.
Wang	 was	 not	 as	 critically	 ill	 as	 she	 imagined;	 but	 she	 was	 frightened	 by	 his

distorted	 features,	 his	 sweating	 body,	 his	 groans	 of	 distress.	Watching	 him	 lying
there,	 helpless	 and	 in	 agony,	 she	 could	 not	 help	 remembering	 the	 slim,	 virile
husband	of	her	youth;	she	was	overcome	with	pity	and	compassion.
And	 then	 she	discovered,	 in	 the	book	of	Lu	Fei,	 a	 remedy	 for	his	disorder	 that

could	be	resorted	to	when	all	else	had	failed.
It	was	 around	midnight	when	 she	 prepared	 the	 vital	 potion—a	 potion	 prepared

with	 selfless	 love	 and	 compassion.	 And	 it	 was	 almost	 dawn	 when,	 weak	 and
exhausted,	she	brought	him	the	potion	mixed	in	a	soup.
Wang	 felt	 no	 inclination	 for	 a	 bowl	 of	 soup	 at	 5	 a.m.	 He	 had	 with	 difficulty

snatched	a	few	hours	of	sleep,	and	his	wife’s	interruption	made	him	irritable.
‘Must	I	drink	this	filth?’	he	complained.	‘What	is	it	anyway?’
‘Never	mind	what	 it	 is,’	she	coaxed.	‘It	will	give	you	strength	and	remove	your

pain.’
‘But	what’s	in	it?’	persisted	Wang.	‘Of	what	is	it	made?’
‘Of	love,’	said	his	wife.	‘It	is	recommended	in	the	book	of	Lu	Fei.	He	says	it	is	the

best	of	all	remedies,	and	cannot	fail.’	She	held	the	bowl	to	her	husband’s	lips.
He	drank	hurriedly	to	get	it	over	with,	and	only	when	he	was	halfway	through	the

bowl	did	he	suspect	 that	something	was	wrong.	It	was	his	wife’s	terrible	condition
that	made	him	sit	up	in	bed,	thrusting	the	bowl	away.	A	terrible	suspicion	formed	in
his	mind.
‘Do	not	deceive	me,’	he	demanded.	 ‘Tell	me	at	once—what	 is	 this	potion	made

of?’
She	told	him	then;	and	when	Wang	Chei	heard	her	confession,	he	knelt	before	his

wife	who	had	by	now	collapsed	on	the	floor.	Seizing	the	hurricane	lantern,	he	held	it
to	her.	Her	body	was	wrapped	in	a	towel,	but	from	her	left	breast,	the	region	of	the



heart,	blood	was	oozing	through	the	heavy	cloth.
She	had	read	in	the	book	of	Lu	Fei	that	only	her	own	flesh	and	blood	could	cure

her	 husband;	 and	 these	 she	 had	 unflinchingly	 taken	 from	 her	 soft	 and	 generous
bosom.
You	were	 right,	 Lu	 Fei,	 old	 sage.	What	more	 potent	 ingredients	 are	 there	 than

love	and	compassion?



I
The	Story	of	Madhu

	
met	little	Madhu	several	years	ago,	when	I	lived	alone	in	an	obscure	town	near
the	Himalayan	foothills.	I	was	in	my	late	twenties	then,	and	my	outlook	on	life
was	still	quite	romantic;	the	cynicism	that	was	to	come	with	the	thirties	had	not
yet	set	in.

I	preferred	the	solitude	of	the	small	district	town	to	the	kind	of	social	life	I	might
have	 found	 in	 the	 cities;	 and	 in	my	 books,	my	writing	 and	 the	 surrounding	 hills,
there	was	enough	for	my	pleasure	and	occupation.
On	 summer	 mornings	 I	 would	 often	 sit	 beneath	 an	 old	 mango	 tree,	 with	 a

notebook	or	a	 sketch	pad	on	my	knees.	The	house	which	 I	had	 rented	 (for	a	very
nominal	sum)	stood	on	 the	outskirts	of	 the	 town,	and	a	 large	 tank	and	a	 few	poor
houses	could	be	seen	from	the	garden	wall.	A	narrow	public	pathway	passed	under
the	low	wall.
One	morning,	while	 I	 sat	 beneath	 the	mango	 tree,	 I	 saw	 a	 young	 girl	 of	 about

nine,	wearing	torn	clothes,	darting	about	on	the	pathway	and	along	the	high	banks	of
the	tank.
Sometimes	she	stopped	to	look	at	me;	and,	when	I	showed	that	I	noticed	her,	she

felt	 encouraged	 and	gave	me	 a	 shy,	 fleeting	 smile.	The	next	 day	 I	 discovered	her
leaning	over	the	garden	wall,	following	my	actions	as	I	paced	up	and	down	on	the
grass.
In	a	few	days	an	acquaintance	had	been	formed.	I	began	to	take	the	girl’s	presence

for	granted,	and	even	 to	 look	 for	her,	 and	she,	 in	 turn,	would	 linger	about	on	 the
pathway	until	she	saw	me	come	out	of	the	house.
One	day,	as	she	passed	the	gate,	I	called	her	to	me.
‘What	is	your	name?’	I	asked.	‘And	where	do	you	live?’
‘Madhu,’	 she	said,	brushing	back	her	 long,	untidy	black	hair	and	smiling	at	me

from	large	black	eyes.	She	pointed	across	the	road:	‘I	live	with	my	grandmother.’
‘Is	she	very	old?’	I	asked.
Madhu	nodded	confidingly	and	whispered:	‘A	hundred	years	…’
‘We	will	 never	 be	 that	 old,’	 I	 said.	 She	was	 very	 slight	 and	 frail,	 like	 a	 flower

growing	in	a	rock,	vulnerable	to	wind	and	rain.
I	 discovered	 later	 that	 the	 old	 lady	 was	 not	 her	 grandmother	 but	 a	 childless

woman	 who	 had	 found	 the	 baby	 girl	 on	 the	 banks	 of	 the	 tank.	 Madhu’s	 real
parentage	 was	 unknown,	 but	 the	 wizened	 old	 woman	 had,	 out	 of	 compassion,
brought	up	the	child	as	her	own.
My	gate	once	entered,	Madhu	included	the	garden	in	her	circle	of	activities.	She

was	there	every	morning,	chasing	butterflies,	stalking	squirrels	and	mina,	her	voice



brimming	with	laughter,	her	slight	figure	flitting	about	between	the	trees.
Sometimes,	but	not	often,	 I	gave	her	a	 toy	or	a	new	dress;	and	one	day	she	put

aside	her	shyness	and	brought	me	a	present	of	a	nosegay,	made	up	of	marigolds	and
wild	blue	cotton	flowers.
‘For	you,’	she	said,	and	put	the	flowers	in	my	lap.
‘They	are	very	beautiful,’	I	said,	picking	out	the	brightest	marigold	and	putting	it

in	her	hair.	‘But	they	are	not	as	beautiful	as	you.’
More	 than	a	year	passed	before	 I	began	 to	 take	more	 than	a	mildly	patronizing

interest	in	Madhu.
It	occurred	to	me	after	some	time	that	she	should	be	taught	to	read	and	write,	and	I

asked	a	local	 teacher	 to	give	her	 lessons	in	the	garden	for	an	hour	every	day.	She
clapped	 her	 hands	 with	 pleasure	 at	 the	 prospect	 of	 what	 was	 to	 be	 for	 her	 a
fascinating	new	game.
In	 a	 few	 weeks	 Madhu	 was	 surprising	 us	 with	 her	 capacity	 for	 absorbing

knowledge.	She	always	came	to	me	to	repeat	the	lessons	of	the	day,	and	pestered	me
with	questions	on	a	variety	of	subjects.	How	big	was	the	world?	And	were	the	stars
really	 like	 our	 world?	 Or	 were	 they	 the	 sons	 and	 daughters	 of	 the	 sun	 and	 the
moon?
My	interest	 in	Madhu	deepened,	and	my	life,	so	empty	 till	 then,	became	imbued

with	a	new	purpose.	As	she	sat	on	the	grass	beside	me,	reading	aloud,	or	listening	to
me	with	a	look	of	complete	trust	and	belief,	all	the	love	that	had	been	lying	dormant
in	me	during	my	years	of	self-exile	surfaced	in	a	sudden	surge	of	tenderness.
Three	years	glided	away	imperceptibly,	and	at	the	age	of	thirteen	Madhu	was	on

the	 verge	 of	 blossoming	 into	 a	 woman.	 I	 began	 to	 feel	 a	 certain	 responsibility
towards	her.
It	 was	 dangerous,	 I	 knew,	 to	 allow	 a	 child	 so	 pretty	 to	 live	 almost	 alone	 and

unprotected,	and	to	run	unrestrained	about	the	grounds.	And	in	a	censorious	society
she	would	be	made	to	suffer	if	she	spent	too	much	time	in	my	company.
She	could	see	no	need	for	any	separation	but	I	decided	to	send	her	to	a	mission

school	in	the	next	district,	where	I	could	visit	her	from	time	to	time.
‘But	why?’	 said	Madhu.	 ‘I	 can	 learn	more	 from	you	 and	 from	 the	 teacher	who

comes.	I	am	so	happy	here.’
‘You	will	meet	other	girls	and	make	many	friends,’	I	told	her.	‘I	will	come	to	see

you.	And,	when	you	come	home,	we	will	be	even	happier.	It	is	good	that	you	should
go.’
It	was	the	middle	of	June,	a	hot	and	oppressive	month	in	the	Siwaliks.	Madhu	had

expressed	her	readiness	to	go	to	school,	and	when,	one	evening,	I	did	not	see	her	as
usual	in	the	garden,	I	thought	nothing	of	it;	but	the	next	day	I	was	informed	that	she
had	fever	and	could	not	leave	the	house.
Illness	was	 something	Madhu	 had	 not	 known	 before,	 and	 for	 this	 reason	 I	 felt



afraid.	 I	 hurried	 down	 the	 path	 which	 led	 to	 the	 old	 woman’s	 cottage.	 It	 seemed
strange	that	I	had	never	once	entered	it	during	my	long	friendship	with	Madhu.
It	 was	 a	 humble	 mud	 hut,	 the	 ceiling	 just	 high	 enough	 to	 enable	 me	 to	 stand

upright,	 the	 room	 dark	 but	 clean.	Madhu	was	 lying	 on	 a	 string	 cot,	 exhausted	 by
fever,	her	eyes	closed,	her	long	hair	unkempt,	one	small	hand	hanging	over	the	side.
It	 struck	me	 then	 how	 little,	 during	 all	 this	 time,	 I	 had	 thought	 of	 her	 physical

comforts.	There	was	no	chair;	I	knelt	down	and	took	her	hand	in	mine.	I	knew,	from
the	fierce	heat	of	her	body,	that	she	was	seriously	ill.
She	recognized	my	touch,	and	a	smile	passed	across	her	face	before	she	opened

her	eyes.	She	held	on	to	my	hand,	then	laid	it	across	her	cheek.
I	 looked	 round	 the	 little	 room	 in	 which	 she	 had	 grown	 up.	 It	 had	 scarcely	 an

article	of	furniture	apart	from	two	string	cots,	on	one	of	which	the	old	woman	sat
and	watched	us,	her	white,	wizened	head	nodding	like	a	puppet’s.
In	 a	 corner	 lay	Madhu’s	 little	 treasures.	 I	 recognized	 among	 them	 the	 presents

which,	during	the	past	four	years,	I	had	given	her.	She	had	kept	everything.	On	her
dark	 arm	 she	 still	 wore	 a	 small	 piece	 of	 ribbon	which	 I	 had	 playfully	 tied	 there
about	 a	 year	 ago.	 She	 had	 given	 her	 heart,	 even	 before	 she	 was	 conscious	 of
possessing	one,	to	a	stranger	unworthy	of	the	gift.
As	the	evening	drew	on,	a	gust	of	wind	blew	open	the	door	of	the	dark	room,	and

a	gleam	of	sunshine	streamed	in,	 lighting	up	a	portion	of	 the	wall.	 It	was	 the	 time
when	every	evening	she	would	join	me	under	the	mango	tree.	She	had	been	quiet	for
almost	 an	hour,	 and	now	a	 slight	pressure	of	her	hand	drew	my	eyes	back	 to	her
face.
‘What	will	we	do	now?’	she	said.	‘When	will	you	send	me	to	school?’
‘Not	for	a	long	time.	First	you	must	get	well	and	strong.	That	is	all	that	matters.’
She	didn’t	seem	to	hear	me.	I	think	she	knew	she	was	dying,	but	she	did	not	resent

it	happening.
‘Who	will	read	to	you	under	the	tree?’	she	went	on.	‘Who	will	 look	after	you?’

she	asked,	with	the	solicitude	of	a	grown	woman.
‘You	will,	Madhu.	You	are	grown	up	now.	There	will	be	no	one	else	to	look	after

me.’
The	old	woman	was	standing	at	my	shoulder.	A	hundred	years—and	little	Madhu

was	 slipping	 away.	The	woman	 took	Madhu’s	 hand	 from	mine,	 and	 laid	 it	 gently
down.	I	sat	by	the	cot	a	little	longer,	and	then	I	rose	to	go,	all	the	loneliness	in	the
world	pressing	upon	my	heart.



A
My	First	Love

	
yah,	my	childhood	governess,	was	my	first	love.	She	was	thirty	and	I	was
six.	 She	 was	 a	 tall,	 broad-limbed	 woman,	 and	 in	 my	 view	 extremely
handsome.	The	west	coast	 fishing	community	 to	which	she	belonged,	and
the	Arab	and	African	blood	she	had	inherited,	were	partly	responsible	for

her	 magnificent	 build	 and	 colourful	 personality.	 Occasionally	 when	 one	 of	 my
parents’	guests	called	her	ugly	without	 really	 taking	a	proper	 look	at	her,	 I	would
exclaim,	 ‘No,	 she	 is	 beautiful!’	The	vehemence	of	my	 reply	would	disconcert	 the
guests	and	embarrass	my	parents.
We	lived	in	a	small	Indian	state	on	the	Kathiawar	coast,	where	my	father	had	a	job

as	 guardian–tutor	 to	 the	 maharaja’s	 children.	 He	 conducted	 a	 small	 school	 in	 a
corner	 of	 the	 palace,	 and	was	 fully	 occupied	most	 of	 the	 day.	My	mother	 would
frequently	 be	 visiting	 other	 Anglo-Indian	 families.	 And	 I,	 being	 considered	 too
much	of	 a	menace	 to	be	 taken	 to	other	people’s	houses,	was	 left	 in	 the	 charge	of
Ayah.
Most	 children	 who	 saw	 Ayah	 drew	 away	 from	 her	 in	 fright.	 Her	 size,	 her

wrestler ’s	arms,	her	broad	quivering	hips,	were	at	first	disconcerting	to	a	child.	She
had	 thick,	 crinkly	 hair	 and	 teeth	 stained	 red	 with	 the	 juice	 of	 innumerable	 paan
leaves.	Her	hands	were	rough	and	heavy,	as	I	knew	from	the	number	of	 times	she
had	brought	them	down	on	my	bottom.	When	she	was	angry,	her	face	resembled	a
menacing	thundercloud;	but	when	she	smiled	with	pleasure	it	was	as	though	the	sun
had	just	emerged,	lighting	up	her	features	with	a	great	dazzle.	Ayah	frequently	beat
me,	but	 soon	afterwards	 she	would	be	overcome	by	 remorse,	 and	 then	 she	would
take	me	in	her	strong	arms	and	plant	heavy	wet	kisses	on	my	eyes	and	cheeks	and
mouth.	She	was	in	love	with	my	soft	white	skin,	and	often	made	believe	that	I	was
her	own	child,	pressing	my	face	to	her	great	breasts,	bathing	and	dressing	me	with
infinite	tenderness,	and	defending	me	against	everyone,	including	my	parents.
Sometimes,	when	my	parents	were	out,	I	would	insist	that	she	bathe	with	me.	We

would	wallow	together	in	the	long,	marble	tub:	I,	small,	pink	and	podgy;	and	Ayah
like	a	benevolent	hippopotamus,	causing	the	bath	tub	to	overflow.	She	scrubbed	and
soaped	me,	while	 I	 relaxed	and	enjoyed	 the	sensation	of	her	 rough	hands	moving
over	my	back	and	tummy.	And	then,	before	she	could	heave	herself	out	of	the	tub,	I
would	leap	from	the	water	and	charge	out	of	the	bathroom	without	my	clothes.	Ayah
would	come	flapping	after	me,	a	sheet	tied	hurriedly	about	her	waist	and	we	would
race	 through	 the	 rooms	 until	 finally	 she	 caught	 up	 with	 me,	 gave	 me	 several
resounding	slaps,	watched	me	burst	into	tears,	and	then	broke	down	herself	and	took
me	to	her	comfortable	bosom.



Ayah	 taught	me	many	 things.	One	of	 these	was	 the	 eating	of	paan—a	betel	 leaf
containing	lime,	finely	cut	areca	nut,	and	some	cardamom.
It	was	 the	scarlet	 tinge	in	 the	mouth	which	came	from	eating	paan	that	appealed

most	to	me.	I	did	not	care	much	for	the	taste,	which	was	bitter,	but	I	was	fascinated
by	the	red	juice	which	Ayah	was	able	to	spit	so	accurately	about	the	garden.	When
my	parents	were	 out,	 she	would	 share	 her	 paan	with	me,	 and	we	would	 sit	 in	 the
kitchen	and	gossip	with	the	cook.	Before	my	parents	came	home,	Ayah	would	make
me	rinse	my	mouth	with	warm	water,	and	with	her	rough	fingers	she	would	scrub
my	teeth	clean.
A	number	of	snakes	lived	in	the	old	walls	surrounding	both	our	bungalow	and	the

palace	grounds.	They	seldom	ventured	into	the	house,	but	when	they	did,	Ayah	was
against	killing	 them.	She	always	maintained	 that	 they	would	not	harm	us	provided
we	left	them	alone.
She	once	told	me	the	story	of	a	snake	who	married	a	poor	but	beautiful	girl.	At

first	the	girl	very	naturally	did	not	wish	to	marry	the	snake,	whom	she	had	met	in	a
forest.	But	the	snake	insisted	saying,	‘I	will	kill	you	if	you	refuse,’	which,	of	course,
left	 her	with	 no	 alternative.	 Then	 the	 snake	 led	 his	 bride	 away,	 and	 took	 her	 to	 a
great	 treasure.	‘I	was	a	prince	in	my	former	life,’	explained	the	snake,	‘and	this	 is
my	treasure.	Now	it	is	all	yours.’	And	then	he	very	gallantly	disappeared.
‘Which	goes	to	show	that	even	snakes	are	good	at	heart,’	said	Ayah.
Sometimes	she	would	leave	a	saucer	of	milk	beneath	an	old	peepul	tree,	and	once

I	 saw	a	young	cobra	glide	up	 to	 the	 saucer	and	 finish	 the	milk.	When	 I	 told	Ayah
about	this,	she	was	a	little	perturbed,	and	said	she	had	actually	left	the	milk	out	for
the	spirits	who	lived	in	the	peepul	tree.
‘I	haven’t	seen	any	spirits	in	the	tree,’	I	told	her.
‘And	I	hope	you	never	will,	my	son,’	said	Ayah.	‘But	they	are	there	all	the	same.	If

you	happen	to	be	standing	beneath	the	tree	after	dark,	and	feel	like	yawning,	don’t
forget	 to	snap	your	 fingers	 in	 front	of	your	mouth,	otherwise	 the	spirit	will	 jump
down	your	throat.’
‘And	what	if	it	does?’	I	asked.
For	a	moment	Ayah	was	at	a	loss	for	an	answer;	then	she	brightened	and	said,	‘It

will	probably	upset	your	tummy.’
The	peepul	was	a	cool	tree	to	sit	beneath.	Its	heart-shaped	leaves	spun	round	in	the

faintest	breeze,	sending	currents	of	cool	air	down	from	its	branches.	The	leaf	itself
was	 likened	by	Ayah	 to	 the	perfect	male	 torso—a	broad	 chest	 tapering	down	 to	 a
very	slim	waist—and	she	told	me	I	ought	to	be	built	that	way	when	I	grew	up.
One	 day	 we	 strayed	 into	 the	 ruined	 palace,	 which	 had	 turrets	 and	 towers	 and

winding	passageways.	And	there	we	found	a	room	with	many	small	windows,	each
windowpane	set	with	coloured	glass.	I	was	often	to	spend	hours	in	this	room,	gazing
out	at	the	palace	and	lake	and	gardens	through	the	coloured	windowpanes.	When	the



sun	came	through	the	windows,	the	entire	room	was	suffused	with	beams	of	red	and
gold	and	green	and	purple	light,	playing	on	the	walls	and	on	my	face	and	clothes.
The	state	had	a	busy	little	port,	and	Arab	dhows	sailed	to	and	fro	across	the	Gulf

of	Kutch.	My	father	was	friendly	with	the	captain	of	a	steamer	making	trips	to	Aden
and	back.	The	captain	was	a	jovial,	whisky-drinking	Scotsman,	who	stuffed	me	with
chocolates	and	suggested	that	I	join	the	crew	of	his	ship.	The	idea	appealed	to	me,
and	 I	made	elaborate	plans	 for	 the	voyage,	only	 to	discover	one	day	when	 I	went
down	to	the	docks	that	the	ship	had	sailed	away	forever.
Ayah	was	more	dependable.	She	hated	 seeing	me	disappointed.	When	 I	 told	her

about	 the	 treachery	 of	Captain	MacWhirr	 she	 consoled	me	with	 the	 promise	 of	 a
ride	 in	 a	 tonga—a	 two-wheeled	 horse-drawn	 buggy.	 Apparently	 she	 had	 a	 friend
who	plied	a	tonga	in	the	bazaar.
He	 came	 the	 next	 day,	 a	 young	 man	 sporting	 an	 orange	 waistcoat	 and	 a

magnificent	 moustache.	 His	 name	 was	 Bansi	 Lal.	 Ayah	 put	 me	 on	 the	 front	 seat
beside	him,	while	she	sat	at	the	back	to	try	and	maintain	some	sort	of	equilibrium.
We	went	 out	 of	 the	gate	 at	 a	 brisk	 trot,	 but	 as	 soon	 as	we	were	on	 the	open	 road
circling	the	lake,	Bansi	Lal	lashed	his	horse	into	a	gallop,	and	we	went	tearing	along
the	road	at	a	furious	and	exhilarating	pace.	Ayah	shouted	to	her	friend	to	slow	down,
and	I	shouted	to	him	to	go	faster.	He	grinned	at	both	of	us	while	a	devil	danced	in
his	 eyes,	 and	 he	 cracked	 his	 whip	 and	 called	 endearments	 to	 both	 Ayah	 and	 his
horse.
When	finally	we	reached	open	country,	he	slowed	down	and	brought	the	tonga	to

rest	in	a	mango	grove.	Ayah	struggled	out	and,	after	berating	Bansi	Lal,	sank	down
on	the	grass	while	I	went	off	to	explore	the	mango	grove.	The	fruit	on	the	trees	was
as	yet	unripe,	but	the	crows	and	minas	had	already	begun	to	feast	on	the	mangoes.	I
wandered	about	for	some	time,	returning	to	the	clearing	by	a	different	route	to	find
Ayah	and	Bansi	Lal	embracing	each	other.	Ayah	had	her	back	to	me,	but	 the	tonga
driver	 had	 a	 rapt,	 rather	 funny	 expression	on	his	 face.	This	 changed	 to	 a	 look	of
confusion	when	he	saw	me	watching	them	with	undisguised	curiosity,	and	he	got	up
hurriedly,	 fumbling	with	 his	 pyjama	 strings.	 I	 threw	myself	 gaily	 upon	Ayah	 and
asked	her	what	 she	had	been	doing;	 but	 for	 once	 she	gave	me	 an	 evasive	 reply.	 I
don’t	 think	 the	 incident	had	 any	 immediate	 effect	 on	my	 innocence,	 but	 as	 I	 grew
older	I	found	myself	looking	back	on	it	with	a	certain	amount	of	awe.
Both	Ayah	and	I—for	different	reasons,	as	it	turned	out—began	looking	forward

to	 our	weekly	 tonga	 rides.	 Bansi	 Lal	 took	 us	 to	 some	 very	 lonely	 places—scrub
jungle	 or	 ruins	 or	 abandoned	 brick	 kilns—and	 he	 and	Ayah	were	 extraordinarily
tolerant	of	where	I	wandered	during	these	excursions.
But	 the	 tonga	 rides	 really	meant	 the	 end	 of	my	 affair	 with	 Ayah.	 One	 day	 she

informed	my	 parents	 that	 she	 intended	marrying	 Bansi	 Lal	 and	 going	 away	with
him.	While	my	parents	considered	 this	a	perfectly	natural	desire	on	Ayah’s	part,	 I



looked	upon	it	as	an	act	of	base	treachery.	For	several	days	I	went	about	the	house	in
a	 rebellious	 and	 sulky	mood,	 refusing	 to	 speak	 to	Ayah	no	matter	 how	much	 she
coaxed	and	petted	me.
On	Ayah’s	last	day	with	us,	Bansi	Lal	arrived	in	his	tonga	to	take	her	away.	He	had

painted	the	woodwork,	scrubbed	his	horse	down,	and	changed	his	orange	waistcoat
for	a	green	one.	He	gave	me	a	cheerful	salaam,	but	I	scowled	darkly	at	him	from	the
veranda	steps,	and	he	looked	guiltily	away.
Ayah	tossed	her	bedding	and	few	belongings	into	the	tonga,	and	then	came	to	say

goodbye	to	me.	But	I	had	hidden	myself	in	the	jasmine	bushes,	and	though	she	called
and	looked	for	me,	I	would	not	emerge.	Sadly	she	climbed	into	the	tonga,	weighing
it	down	at	the	back.	Bansi	Lal	cracked	his	whip,	shouted	to	his	horse,	and	the	tonga
went	rattling	away	down	the	gravel	path.	Ayah	still	looked	to	left	and	right,	hoping
to	 see	me;	 and	at	 last,	 unable	 to	bear	my	misery	any	 longer,	 I	 came	out	 from	 the
bushes	and	ran	after	 the	 tonga,	waving	to	her.	Bansi	reined	in	his	horse,	and	Ayah
got	down	and	gathered	me	up	in	her	great	arms;	and	when	the	tonga	finally	took	her
away,	there	was	a	dazzling	smile	on	her	sweet	and	gentle	face—the	face	of	the	lover
whom	I	was	never	to	see	again	…



T
The	Kitemaker

	
here	 was	 but	 one	 tree	 in	 the	 street	 known	 as	 Gali	 Ram	 Nath—an	 ancient
banyan	 that	 had	 grown	 through	 the	 cracks	 of	 an	 abandoned	mosque—and
little	Ali’s	kite	was	caught	in	its	branches.	The	boy,	barefoot	and	clad	only	in
a	torn	shirt,	 ran	along	the	cobbled	stones	of	 the	narrow	street	 to	where	his

grandfather	sat	nodding	dreamily	in	the	sunshine	in	their	back	courtyard.
‘Grandfather,’	shouted	the	boy.	‘My	kite	has	gone!’
The	old	man	woke	from	his	daydream	with	a	start	and,	raising	his	head,	displayed

a	beard	that	would	have	been	white	had	it	not	been	dyed	red	with	mehendi	leaves.
‘Did	the	twine	break?’	he	asked.	‘I	know	that	kite	twine	is	not	what	it	used	to	be.’
‘No,	Grandfather,	the	kite	is	stuck	in	the	banyan	tree.’
The	old	man	chuckled.	‘You	have	yet	to	learn	how	to	fly	a	kite	properly,	my	child.

And	I	am	too	old	to	teach	you,	that’s	the	pity	of	it.	But	you	shall	have	another.’
He	had	just	finished	making	a	new	kite	from	bamboo,	paper	and	thin	silk,	and	it

lay	 in	 the	sun,	 firming	up.	 It	was	a	pale	pink	kite,	with	a	small	green	 tail.	The	old
man	 handed	 it	 to	 Ali,	 and	 the	 boy	 raised	 himself	 on	 his	 toes	 and	 kissed	 his
grandfather ’s	hollowed-out	cheek.
‘I	will	not	lose	this	one,’	he	said.	‘This	kite	will	fly	like	a	bird.’	And	he	turned	on

his	heels	and	skipped	out	of	the	courtyard.
The	old	man	remained	dreaming	in	the	sun.	His	kite	shop	was	gone,	the	premises

long	since	sold	to	a	junk	dealer;	but	he	still	made	kites,	for	his	own	amusement	and
for	the	benefit	of	his	grandson,	Ali.	Not	many	people	bought	kites	these	days.	Adults
disdained	 them,	 and	 children	 preferred	 to	 spend	 their	 money	 at	 the	 cinema.
Moreover,	there	were	not	many	open	spaces	left	for	the	flying	of	kites.	The	city	had
swallowed	up	the	open	grassland	that	had	stretched	from	the	old	fort’s	walls	to	the
river	bank.
But	the	old	man	remembered	a	time	when	grown	men	flew	kites,	and	great	battles

were	fought,	 the	kites	swerving	and	swooping	 in	 the	sky,	 tangling	with	each	other
until	the	string	of	one	was	severed.	Then	the	defeated	but	liberated	kite	would	float
away	 into	 the	 blue	 unknown.	 There	 was	 a	 good	 deal	 of	 betting,	 and	 money
frequently	changed	hands.
Kite	 flying	was	 then	 the	 sport	 of	 kings,	 and	 the	 old	man	 remembered	 how	 the

nawab	himself	would	come	down	to	 the	riverside	with	his	retinue	to	participate	 in
this	noble	pastime.	There	was	time,	then,	to	spend	an	idle	hour	with	a	gay,	dancing
strip	of	paper.	Now	everyone	hurried,	in	a	heat	of	hope,	and	delicate	things	like	kites
and	daydreams	were	trampled	underfoot.
He,	 Mehmood	 the	 kitemaker,	 had	 in	 the	 prime	 of	 his	 life	 been	 well	 known



throughout	the	city.	Some	of	his	more	elaborate	kites	once	sold	for	as	much	as	three
or	four	rupees	each.
At	the	request	of	the	nawab	he	had	once	made	a	very	special	kind	of	kite,	unlike

any	 that	 had	 been	 seen	 in	 the	 district.	 It	 consisted	 of	 a	 series	 of	 small,	 very	 light
paper	 disks	 trailing	 on	 a	 thin	 bamboo	 frame.	 To	 the	 end	 of	 each	 disk	 he	 fixed	 a
sprig	of	grass,	 forming	a	balance	on	both	sides.	The	surface	of	 the	foremost	disk
was	slightly	convex,	and	a	fantastic	face	was	painted	on	it,	having	two	eyes	made	of
small	 mirrors.	 The	 disks,	 decreasing	 in	 size	 from	 head	 to	 tail,	 assumed	 an
undulatory	form	and	gave	the	kite	the	appearance	of	a	crawling	serpent.	It	required
great	 skill	 to	 raise	 this	 cumbersome	device	 from	 the	ground,	 and	only	Mehmood
could	manage	it.
Everyone	had	heard	of	the	‘Dragon	Kite’	that	Mehmood	had	built,	and	word	went

round	that	it	possessed	supernatural	powers.	A	large	crowd	assembled	in	the	open	to
watch	its	first	public	launching	in	the	presence	of	the	nawab.
At	 the	 first	 attempt	 it	 refused	 to	 leave	 the	 ground.	 The	 disks	made	 a	 plaintive,

protesting	 sound,	 and	 the	 sun	was	 trapped	 in	 the	 little	mirrors,	making	 the	 kite	 a
living,	complaining	creature.	Then	the	wind	came	from	the	right	direction,	and	the
Dragon	Kite	soared	into	the	sky,	wriggling	its	way	higher	and	higher,	the	sun	still
glinting	in	its	devil	eyes.	And	when	it	went	very	high,	it	pulled	fiercely	at	the	twine,
and	 Mehmood’s	 young	 sons	 had	 to	 help	 him	 with	 the	 reel.	 Still	 the	 kite	 pulled,
determined	to	be	free,	to	break	loose,	to	live	a	life	of	its	own.	And	eventually	it	did
so.
The	twine	snapped,	the	kite	leaped	away	towards	the	sun,	sailing	on	heavenward

until	 it	 was	 lost	 to	 view.	 It	 was	 never	 found	 again,	 and	 Mehmood	 wondered
afterwards	if	he	had	made	too	vivid,	too	living	a	thing	of	the	great	kite.	He	did	not
make	another	like	it.	Instead	he	presented	to	the	nawab	a	musical	kite,	one	that	made
a	sound	like	a	violin	when	it	rose	into	the	air.
Those	were	more	 leisurely,	more	 spacious	 days.	But	 the	 nawab	 had	 died	 years

ago,	 and	 his	 descendants	were	 almost	 as	 poor	 as	Mehmood	 himself.	 Kitemakers,
like	poets,	once	had	their	patrons;	but	now	no	one	knew	Mehmood,	simply	because
there	were	 too	many	people	 in	 the	Gali,	and	 they	could	not	be	bothered	with	 their
neighbours.
When	 Mehmood	 was	 younger	 and	 had	 fallen	 sick,	 everyone	 in	 the

neighbourhood	 had	 come	 to	 ask	 after	 his	 health;	 but	 now,	 when	 his	 days	 were
drawing	 to	a	close,	no	one	visited	him.	Most	of	his	old	friends	were	dead	and	his
sons	had	grown	up:	one	was	working	 in	a	 local	garage	and	 the	other,	who	was	 in
Pakistan	at	the	time	of	the	Partition,	had	not	been	able	to	rejoin	his	relatives.
The	children	who	had	bought	kites	from	him	ten	years	ago	were	now	grown	men,

struggling	for	a	 living;	 they	did	not	have	 time	for	 the	old	man	and	his	memories.
They	had	grown	up	in	a	swiftly	changing	and	competitive	world,	and	they	looked	at



the	old	kitemaker	and	the	banyan	tree	with	the	same	indifference.
Both	were	taken	for	granted—permanent	fixtures	that	were	of	no	concern	to	the

raucous,	 sweating	mass	 of	 humanity	 that	 surrounded	 them.	No	 longer	 did	 people
gather	under	 the	banyan	tree	 to	discuss	 their	problems	and	their	plans;	only	 in	 the
summer	months	did	a	few	seek	shelter	from	the	fierce	sun.
But	 there	was	 the	 boy,	 his	 grandson.	 It	 was	 good	 that	Mehmood’s	 son	worked

close	by,	for	it	gladdened	the	old	man’s	heart	to	watch	the	small	boy	at	play	in	the
winter	 sunshine,	growing	under	his	 eyes	 like	 a	young	and	well-nourished	 sapling
putting	forth	new	leaves	each	day.	There	is	a	great	affinity	between	trees	and	men.
We	grow	at	much	the	same	pace,	if	we	are	not	hurt	or	starved	or	cut	down.	In	our
youth	we	are	resplendent	creatures,	and	in	our	declining	years	we	stoop	a	little,	we
remember,	we	stretch	our	brittle	limbs	in	the	sun,	and	then,	with	a	sigh,	we	shed	our
last	leaves.
Mehmood	was	like	the	banyan,	his	hands	gnarled	and	twisted	like	the	roots	of	the

ancient	tree.	Ali	was	like	the	young	mimosa	planted	at	 the	end	of	the	courtyard.	In
two	years,	both	he	and	 the	 tree	would	acquire	 the	strength	and	confidence	of	 their
early	youth.
The	voices	in	the	street	grew	fainter,	and	Mehmood	wondered	if	he	was	going	to

fall	asleep	and	dream,	as	he	so	often	did,	of	a	kite	so	beautiful	and	powerful	that	it
would	resemble	the	great	white	bird	of	the	Hindus—Garuda,	God	Vishnu’s	famous
steed.	He	would	like	to	make	a	wonderful	new	kite	for	little	Ali.	He	had	nothing	else
to	leave	the	boy.
He	heard	Ali’s	voice	in	the	distance,	but	did	not	realize	that	 the	boy	was	calling

him.	The	voice	seemed	to	come	from	very	far	away.
Ali	was	at	the	courtyard	door,	asking	if	his	mother	had	as	yet	returned	from	the

bazaar.	 When	 Mehmood	 did	 not	 answer,	 the	 boy	 came	 forward	 repeating	 his
question.	 The	 sunlight	was	 slanting	 across	 the	 old	man’s	 head,	 and	 a	 small	white
butterfly	 rested	 on	 his	 flowing	 beard.	Mehmood	was	 silent;	 and	when	Ali	 put	 his
small	 brown	 hand	 on	 the	 old	man’s	 shoulder,	 he	met	with	 no	 response.	 The	 boy
heard	a	faint	sound,	like	the	rubbing	of	marbles	in	his	pocket.
Suddenly	afraid,	Ali	turned	and	moved	to	the	door,	and	then	ran	down	the	street

shouting	 for	 his	 mother.	 The	 butterfly	 left	 the	 old	 man’s	 beard	 and	 flew	 to	 the
mimosa	tree,	and	a	sudden	gust	of	wind	caught	the	torn	kite	and	lifted	it	in	the	air,
carrying	it	far	above	the	struggling	city	into	the	blind	blue	sky.



F
The	Prospect	of	Flowers

	
ern	Hill,	The	Oaks,	Hunter ’s	Lodge,	The	Parsonage,	The	Pines,	Dumbarnie,
Mackinnon’s	Hall	and	Windermere.	These	are	the	names	of	some	of	the	old
houses	 that	 still	 stand	 on	 the	 outskirts	 of	 one	 of	 the	 smaller	 Indian	 hill
stations.	Most	of	them	have	fallen	into	decay	and	ruin.	They	are	very	old,	of

course—built	 over	 a	hundred	years	 ago	by	Britishers	who	 sought	 relief	 from	 the
searing	heat	of	the	plains.	Today’s	visitors	to	the	hill	stations	prefer	to	live	near	the
markets	 and	 cinemas,	 and	many	 of	 the	 old	 houses,	 set	 amidst	 oak	 and	maple	 and
deodar,	 are	 inhabited	 by	 wild	 cats,	 bandicoots,	 owls,	 goats	 and	 the	 occasional
charcoal	burner	or	mule	driver.
But	amongst	 these	neglected	mansions	stands	a	neat,	whitewashed	cottage	called

Mulberry	Lodge.	And	in	it,	up	to	a	short	time	ago,	lived	an	elderly	English	spinster
named	Miss	Mackenzie.
In	years	Miss	Mackenzie	was	more	than	‘elderly’,	being	well	over	eighty.	But	no

one	would	 have	 guessed	 it.	 She	was	 clean,	 sprightly,	 and	wore	 old-fashioned	 but
well-preserved	dresses.	Once	a	week,	she	walked	the	two	miles	to	town	to	buy	butter
and	jam	and	soap	and	sometimes	a	small	bottle	of	eau	de	cologne.
She	had	lived	in	the	hill	station	since	she	had	been	a	girl	in	her	teens,	and	that	had

been	 before	 the	 First	 World	 War.	 Though	 she	 had	 never	 married,	 she	 had
experienced	a	few	love	affairs	and	was	far	from	being	the	typical	frustrated	spinster
of	fiction.	Her	parents	had	been	dead	thirty	years;	her	brother	and	sister	were	also
dead.	She	had	no	relatives	in	India,	and	she	lived	on	a	small	pension	of	forty	rupees
a	month	and	the	gift	parcels	that	were	sent	out	to	her	from	New	Zealand	by	a	friend
of	her	youth.
Like	other	lonely	old	people,	she	kept	a	pet—a	large	black	cat	with	bright	yellow

eyes.	In	her	small	garden	she	grew	dahlias,	chrysanthemums,	gladioli	and	a	few	rare
orchids.	She	knew	a	great	deal	about	plants	and	about	wild	flowers,	trees,	birds	and
insects.	She	had	never	made	a	 serious	 study	of	 these	 things,	but	having	 lived	with
them	for	so	many	years	had	developed	an	intimacy	with	all	that	grew	and	flourished
around	her.
She	had	few	visitors.	Occasionally,	the	padre	from	the	local	church	called	on	her,

and	once	a	month	the	postman	came	with	a	letter	from	New	Zealand	or	her	pension
papers.	The	milkman	called	every	second	day	with	a	litre	of	milk	for	the	lady	and
her	 cat.	 And	 sometimes	 she	 received	 a	 couple	 of	 eggs	 free,	 for	 the	 egg	 seller
remembered	 a	 time	 when	Miss	Mackenzie,	 in	 her	 earlier	 prosperity,	 had	 bought
eggs	from	him	in	large	quantities.	He	was	a	sentimental	man.	He	remembered	her	as
a	 ravishing	 beauty	 in	 her	 twenties	when	he	 had	 gazed	 at	 her	 in	 round-eyed,	 nine-



yearold	wonder	and	consternation.
Now	 it	 was	 September	 and	 the	 rains	 were	 nearly	 over,	 and	 Miss	 Mackenzie’s

chrysanthemums	 were	 coming	 into	 their	 own.	 She	 hoped	 the	 coming	 winter
wouldn’t	be	too	severe	because	she	found	it	increasingly	difficult	to	bear	the	cold.
One	day,	as	she	was	pottering	about	in	her	garden,	she	saw	a	schoolboy	plucking

wild	flowers	on	the	slope	about	the	cottage.
‘Who’s	that?’	she	called.	‘What	are	you	up	to,	young	man?’
The	 boy	was	 alarmed	 and	 tried	 to	 dash	 up	 the	 hillside,	 but	 he	 slipped	 on	 pine

needles	and	came	slithering	down	the	slope	on	to	Miss	Mackenzie’s	nasturtium	bed.
When	he	found	there	was	no	escape,	he	gave	a	bright	disarming	smile	and	said,

‘Good	morning,	miss.’
He	 belonged	 to	 the	 local	English-medium	 school	 and	wore	 a	 bright	 red	 blazer

and	a	red	and	black	striped	tie.	Like	most	polite	Indian	schoolboys,	he	called	every
woman	‘miss’.
‘Good	morning,’	said	Miss	Mackenzie	severely.	‘Would	you	mind	moving	out	of

my	flower	bed?’
The	boy	stepped	gingerly	over	the	nasturtiums	and	looked	up	at	Miss	Mackenzie

with	dimpled	cheeks	and	appealing	eyes.	It	was	impossible	to	be	angry	with	him.
‘You’re	trespassing,’	said	Miss	Mackenzie.
‘Yes,	miss.’
‘And	you	ought	to	be	in	school	at	this	hour.’
‘Yes,	miss.’
‘Then	what	are	you	doing	here?’
‘Picking	flowers,	miss.’	And	he	held	up	a	bunch	of	ferns	and	wild	flowers.
‘Oh,’	Miss	Mackenzie	was	disarmed.	It	was	a	long	time	since	she	had	seen	a	boy

taking	 an	 interest	 in	 flowers,	 and,	what	was	more,	 playing	 truant	 from	 school	 in
order	to	gather	them.
‘Do	you	like	flowers?’	she	asked.
‘Yes,	miss.	I’m	going	to	be	a	botan—a	botantist?’
‘You	mean	a	botanist.’
‘Yes,	miss.’
‘Well,	 that’s	 unusual.	 Most	 boys	 at	 your	 age	 want	 to	 be	 pilots	 or	 soldiers	 or

perhaps	engineers.	But	you	want	to	be	a	botanist.	Well,	well.	There’s	still	hope	for
the	world,	I	see.	And	do	you	know	the	names	of	these	flowers?’
‘This	is	a	bukhilo	flower,’	he	said,	showing	her	a	small	golden	flower.	‘That’s	a

Pahari	name.	 It	means	puja	or	prayer.	The	 flower	 is	offered	during	prayers.	But	 I
don’t	know	what	this	is	…’
He	held	out	a	pale	pink	flower	with	a	soft,	heart-shaped	leaf.
‘It’s	a	wild	begonia,’	said	Miss	Mackenzie.	‘And	that	purple	stuff	is	salvia,	but	it

isn’t	wild.	 It’s	a	plant	 that	escaped	from	my	garden.	Don’t	you	have	any	books	on



flowers?’
‘No,	miss.’
‘All	right,	come	in	and	I’ll	show	you	a	book.’
She	led	the	boy	into	a	small	front	room,	which	was	crowded	with	furniture	and

books	 and	 vases	 and	 jam	 jars,	 and	 offered	 him	 a	 chair.	 He	 sat	 awkwardly	 on	 its
edge.	The	black	 cat	 immediately	 leapt	 on	 to	 his	 knees,	 and	 settled	down	on	 them,
purring	loudly.
‘What’s	 your	 name?’	 asked	 Miss	 Mackenzie,	 as	 she	 rummaged	 through	 her

books.
‘Anil,	miss.’
‘And	where	do	you	live?’
‘When	school	closes,	I	go	to	Delhi.	My	father	has	a	business.’
‘Oh,	and	what’s	that?’
‘Bulbs,	miss.’
‘Flower	bulbs?’
‘No,	electric	bulbs.’
‘Electric	bulbs!	You	might	send	me	a	few,	when	you	get	home.	Mine	are	always

fusing,	and	they’re	so	expensive,	like	everything	else	these	days.	Ah,	here	we	are!’
She	 pulled	 a	 heavy	 volume	 down	 from	 the	 shelf	 and	 laid	 it	 on	 the	 table.	 ‘Flora
Himaliensis,	published	in	1892,	and	probably	the	only	copy	in	India.	This	is	a	very
valuable	 book,	 Anil.	 No	 other	 naturalist	 has	 recorded	 so	 many	 wild	 Himalayan
flowers.	And	let	me	tell	you	this,	there	are	many	flowers	and	plants	which	are	still
unknown	to	the	fancy	botanists	who	spend	all	their	time	with	microscopes	instead	of
in	the	mountains.	But	perhaps,	you’ll	do	something	about	that,	one	day.’
‘Yes,	miss.’
They	 went	 through	 the	 book	 together,	 and	 Miss	 Mackenzie	 pointed	 out	 many

flowers	that	grew	in	and	around	the	hill	station,	while	the	boy	made	notes	of	their
names	and	 seasons.	She	 lit	 a	 stove,	 and	put	 the	kettle	on	 for	 tea.	And	 then	 the	old
English	 lady	and	 the	small	 Indian	boy	sat	 side	by	side	over	cups	of	hot	 sweet	 tea,
absorbed	in	a	book	on	wild	flowers.
‘May	I	come	again?’	asked	Anil,	when	finally	he	rose	to	go.
‘If	 you	 like,’	 said	Miss	Mackenzie.	 ‘But	 not	 during	 school	 hours.	 You	mustn’t

miss	your	classes.’
After	 that,	 Anil	 visited	Miss	Mackenzie	 about	 once	 a	 week,	 and	 nearly	 always

brought	a	wild	flower	for	her	to	identify.	She	found	herself	looking	forward	to	the
boy’s	 visits—and	 sometimes,	when	more	 than	 a	week	passed	 and	he	didn’t	 come,
she	was	disappointed	and	lonely	and	would	grumble	at	the	black	cat.
Anil	reminded	her	of	her	brother,	when	the	latter	had	been	a	boy.	There	was	no

physical	resemblance.	Andrew	had	been	fair-haired	and	blue-eyed.	But	it	was	Anil’s
eagerness,	his	alert,	bright	look	and	the	way	he	stood—legs	apart,	hands	on	hips,	a



picture	of	confidence—that	reminded	her	of	the	boy	who	had	shared	her	own	youth
in	these	same	hills.
And	why	did	Anil	come	to	see	her	so	often?
Partly	because	she	knew	about	wild	flowers,	and	he	really	did	want	to	become	a

botanist.	And	partly	because	she	smelt	of	freshly	baked	bread,	and	that	was	a	smell
his	 own	 grandmother	 had	 possessed.	 And	 partly	 because	 she	 was	 lonely	 and
sometimes	 a	 boy	 of	 twelve	 can	 sense	 loneliness	 better	 than	 an	 adult.	 And	 partly
because	he	was	a	little	different	from	other	children.
By	the	middle	of	October,	when	there	was	only	a	fortnight	left	for	the	school	to

close,	the	first	snow	had	fallen	on	the	distant	mountains.	One	peak	stood	high	above
the	 rest,	 a	 white	 pinnacle	 against	 the	 azure-blue	 sky.	When	 the	 sun	 set,	 this	 peak
turned	from	orange	to	gold	to	pink	to	red.
‘How	high	is	that	mountain?’	asked	Anil.
‘It	must	be	over	twelve	thousand	feet,’	said	Miss	Mackenzie.	‘About	thirty	miles

from	here,	as	 the	crow	flies.	I	always	wanted	to	go	there,	but	 there	was	no	proper
road.	At	that	height,	there’ll	be	flowers	that	you	don’t	get	here—the	blue	gentian	and
the	purple	columbine,	the	anemone	and	the	edelweiss.’
‘I’ll	go	there	one	day,’	said	Anil.
‘I’m	sure	you	will,	if	you	really	want	to.’
The	day	before	his	school	closed,	Anil	came	to	say	goodbye	to	Miss	Mackenzie.
‘I	don’t	suppose	you’ll	be	able	to	find	many	wild	flowers	in	Delhi,’	she	said.	‘But

have	a	good	holiday.’
‘Thank	you,	miss.’
As	 he	 was	 about	 to	 leave,	 Miss	 Mackenzie,	 on	 an	 impulse,	 thrust	 the	 Flora

Himaliensis	into	his	hands.
‘You	keep	it,’	she	said.	‘It’s	a	present	for	you.’
‘But	I’ll	be	back	next	year,	and	I’ll	be	able	to	look	at	it	then.	It’s	so	valuable.’
‘I	know	it’s	valuable	and	that’s	why	I’ve	given	it	to	you.	Otherwise	it	will	only	fall

into	the	hands	of	the	junk	dealers.’
‘But,	miss	…’
‘Don’t	argue.	Besides,	I	may	not	be	here	next	year.’
‘Are	you	going	away?’
‘I’m	not	sure.	I	may	go	to	England.’
She	had	no	intention	of	going	to	England;	she	had	not	seen	the	country	since	she

was	a	child,	and	she	knew	she	would	not	fit	in	with	the	life	of	post-war	Britain.	Her
home	was	in	these	hills,	among	the	oaks	and	maples	and	deodars.	It	was	lonely,	but
at	her	age	it	would	be	lonely	anywhere.
The	 boy	 tucked	 the	 book	 under	 his	 arm,	 straightened	 his	 tie,	 stood	 stiffly	 to

attention	and	said,	‘Goodbye,	Miss	Mackenzie.’
It	was	the	first	time	he	had	spoken	her	name.



Winter	set	in	early	and	strong	winds	brought	rain	and	sleet,	and	soon	there	were
no	flowers	in	the	garden	or	on	the	hillside.	The	cat	stayed	indoors,	curled	up	at	the
foot	of	Miss	Mackenzie’s	bed.
Miss	Mackenzie	wrapped	herself	up	 in	all	her	old	shawls	and	mufflers,	but	still

she	felt	the	cold.	Her	fingers	grew	so	stiff	that	she	took	almost	an	hour	to	open	a	can
of	baked	beans.	And	then	it	snowed	and	for	several	days	the	milkman	did	not	come.
The	postman	arrived	with	her	pension	papers,	but	she	felt	too	tired	to	take	them	up
to	town	to	the	bank.
She	spent	most	of	the	time	in	bed.	It	was	the	warmest	place.	She	kept	a	hot-water

bottle	at	her	back,	and	 the	cat	kept	her	 feet	warm.	She	 lay	 in	bed,	dreaming	of	 the
spring	and	summer	months.	In	three	months’	time	the	primroses	would	be	out,	and
with	the	coming	of	spring	the	boy	would	return.
One	night	the	hot-water	bottle	burst	and	the	bedding	was	soaked	through.	As	there

was	no	sun	for	several	days,	the	blanket	remained	damp.	Miss	Mackenzie	caught	a
chill	and	had	to	keep	to	her	cold,	uncomfortable	bed.	She	knew	she	had	a	fever	but
there	was	no	thermometer	with	which	to	take	her	temperature.	She	had	difficulty	in
breathing.
A	strong	wind	sprang	up	one	night,	and	the	window	flew	open	and	kept	banging

all	night.	Miss	Mackenzie	was	too	weak	to	get	up	and	close	it,	and	the	wind	swept	the
rain	 and	 sleet	 into	 the	 room.	The	 cat	 crept	 into	 the	 bed	 and	 snuggled	 close	 to	 its
mistress’s	warm	body.	But	 towards	morning	 that	body	had	 lost	 its	warmth	and	 the
cat	left	the	bed	and	started	scratching	about	on	the	floor.
As	a	shaft	of	sunlight	streamed	 through	 the	open	window,	 the	milkman	arrived.

He	poured	some	milk	into	the	cat’s	saucer	on	the	doorstep,	and	the	cat	 leapt	down
from	the	windowsill	and	made	for	the	milk.
The	milkman	called	a	greeting	 to	Miss	Mackenzie,	but	 received	no	answer.	Her

window	was	open	and	he	had	always	known	her	to	be	up	before	sunrise.	So	he	put
his	head	in	at	the	window	and	called	again.	But	Miss	Mackenzie	did	not	answer.	She
had	gone	away	to	the	mountain	where	the	blue	gentian	and	purple	columbine	grew.



Sita	and	the	River
	
The	Island	in	the	River
	
In	the	middle	of	the	river,	the	river	that	began	in	the	mountains	of	the	Himalayas	and
ended	 in	 the	Bay	 of	 Bengal,	 there	was	 a	 small	 island.	 The	 river	 swept	 round	 the
island,	sometimes	clawing	at	its	banks	but	never	going	right	over	it.	The	river	was
still	deep	and	swift	at	this	point,	because	the	foothills	were	only	forty	miles	distant.
More	than	twenty	years	had	passed	since	the	river	had	flooded	the	island,	and	at	that
time	no	one	had	lived	there.	But	then	years	ago	a	small	family	had	come	to	live	on
the	island	and	now	a	small	hut	stood	on	it,	a	mud-walled	hut	with	a	sloping	thatched
roof.	The	hut	had	been	built	into	a	huge	rock.	Only	three	of	its	walls	were	mud,	the
fourth	was	rock.
A	few	goats	grazed	on	the	short	grass	and	the	prickly	leaves	of	the	thistle.	Some

hens	 followed	 them	 about.	 There	was	 a	melon	 patch	 and	 a	 vegetable	 patch	 and	 a
small	 field	of	marigolds.	The	marigolds	were	sometimes	made	into	garlands,	and
the	garlands	were	sold	during	weddings	or	festivals	in	the	nearby	town.
In	the	middle	of	the	island	stood	a	peepul	tree.	It	was	the	only	tree	on	this	tongue

of	 land.	But	 peepul	 trees	will	 grow	 anywhere—through	 the	walls	 of	 old	 temples,
through	 gravestones,	 even	 from	 rooftops.	 It	 is	 usually	 the	 buildings,	 and	 not	 the
trees,	that	give	way!
Even	during	 the	great	 flood,	which	had	occurred	 twenty	years	 back,	 the	peepul

tree	had	stood	firm.
It	 was	 an	 old	 tree,	 much	 older	 than	 the	 old	 man	 on	 the	 island,	 who	 was	 only

seventy.	The	peepul	was	about	three	hundred.	It	provided	shelter	for	the	birds	who
sometimes	visited	it	from	the	mainland.
Three	hundred	years	ago,	the	land	on	which	the	peepul	tree	stood	had	been	part	of

the	mainland;	but	the	river	had	changed	its	course	and	the	bit	of	land	with	the	tree	on
it	had	become	an	island.	The	tree	had	lived	alone	for	many	years.	Now	it	gave	shade
and	shelter	to	a	small	family	who	were	grateful	for	its	presence.
The	people	of	India	love	peepul	trees,	especially	during	the	hot	summer	months

when	the	heart-shaped	leaves	catch	the	least	breath	of	air	and	flutter	eagerly,	fanning
those	who	sit	beneath.
A	sacred	tree,	the	peepul,	the	abode	of	spirits,	good	and	bad.
‘Do	not	yawn	when	you	are	 sitting	beneath	 the	 tree,’	Grandmother	would	warn

Sita,	 her	 ten-year-old	 granddaughter.	 ‘And	 if	 you	 must	 yawn,	 always	 snap	 your
fingers	in	front	of	your	mouth.	If	you	forget	to	do	that,	a	demon	might	jump	down
your	throat!’



‘And	then	what	will	happen?’	asked	Sita.
‘He	will	probably	ruin	your	digestion,’	said	Grandfather,	who	didn’t	take	demons

very	seriously.
The	 peepul	 had	 beautiful	 leaves	 and	Grandmother	 likened	 it	 to	 the	 body	 of	 the

mighty	God	Krishna—broad	 at	 the	 shoulders,	 then	 tapering	 down	 to	 a	 very	 slim
waist.
The	tree	attracted	birds	and	insects	from	across	the	river.	On	some	nights	it	was

full	of	fireflies.
Whenever	Grandmother	saw	the	fireflies,	she	told	her	favourite	story.
‘When	we	 first	 came	here,’	 she	 said,	 ‘we	were	greatly	 troubled	by	mosquitoes.

One	night	your	grandfather	rolled	himself	up	in	his	sheet	so	that	they	couldn’t	get	at
him.	After	a	while	he	peeped	out	of	his	bedsheet	to	make	sure	they	were	gone.	He
saw	a	firefly	and	said,	“You	clever	mosquito!	You	could	not	see	in	the	dark,	so	you
got	a	lantern!”’
Grandfather	was	mending	a	fishing	net.	He	had	fished	in	the	river	for	ten	years,

and	he	was	a	good	fisherman.	He	knew	where	to	find	the	slim	silver	chilwa	and	the
big,	beautiful	mahseer	and	the	singhara	with	 its	 long	whiskers;	he	knew	where	 the
river	was	deep	and	where	it	was	shallow;	he	knew	which	baits	to	use—when	to	use
worms	and	when	to	use	gram.	He	had	taught	his	son	to	fish,	but	his	son	had	gone	to
work	in	a	factory	in	a	city	nearly	a	hundred	miles	away.	He	had	no	grandson	but	he
had	 a	 granddaughter,	 Sita,	 and	 she	 could	 do	 all	 the	 things	 a	 boy	 could	 do	 and
sometimes	she	could	do	them	better.	She	had	lost	her	mother	when	she	was	two	or
three.	Grandmother	 had	 taught	 her	 all	 that	 a	 girl	 should	 know—cooking,	 sewing,
grinding	spices,	cleaning	the	house,	feeding	the	birds—and	Grandfather	had	taught
her	other	things,	like	taking	a	small	boat	across	the	river,	cleaning	a	fish,	repairing
a	net,	or	catching	a	snake	by	the	tail!	And	some	things	she	had	learnt	by	herself—
like	 climbing	 the	 peepul	 tree,	 or	 leaping	 from	 rock	 to	 rock	 in	 shallow	water,	 or
swimming	in	an	inlet	where	the	water	was	calm.
Neither	 grandparent	 could	 read	 or	 write,	 and	 as	 a	 result	 Sita	 couldn’t	 read	 or

write.
There	was	a	school	in	one	of	the	villages	across	the	river,	but	Sita	had	never	seen

it.	She	had	never	been	further	than	Shahganj,	the	small	market	town	near	the	river.
She	had	never	seen	a	city.	She	had	never	been	in	a	train.	The	river	cut	her	off	from
many	things,	but	she	could	not	miss	what	she	had	never	known	and,	besides,	she	was
much	too	busy.
While	 Grandfather	 mended	 his	 net,	 Sita	 was	 inside	 the	 hut,	 pressing	 her

grandmother ’s	 forehead	which	was	 hot	with	 fever.	Grandmother	 had	 been	 ill	 for
three	days	and	could	not	eat.	She	had	been	ill	before	but	she	had	never	been	so	bad.
Grandfather	 had	 brought	 her	 some	 sweet	 oranges	 but	 she	 couldn’t	 take	 anything
else.



She	was	younger	 than	Grandfather	but,	 because	 she	was	 sick,	 she	 looked	much
older.	She	had	never	been	very	 strong.	She	 coughed	a	 lot	 and	 sometimes	 she	had
difficulty	in	breathing.
When	Sita	noticed	that	Grandmother	was	sleeping,	she	left	the	bedside	and	tiptoed

out	of	the	room	on	her	bare	feet.
Outside,	she	found	the	sky	dark	with	monsoon	clouds.	It	had	rained	all	night	and,

in	a	few	hours,	it	would	rain	again.	The	monsoon	rains	had	come	early	at	the	end	of
June.	 Now	 it	 was	 the	 end	 of	 July	 and	 already	 the	 river	 was	 swollen.	 Its	 rushing
sounds	seemed	nearer	and	more	menacing	than	usual.
Sita	went	to	her	grandfather	and	sat	down	beside	him.
‘When	you	are	hungry,	tell	me,’	she	said,	‘and	I	will	make	the	bread.’
‘Is	your	grandmother	asleep?’
‘Yes.	But	she	will	wake	soon.	The	pain	is	deep.’
The	 old	man	 stared	 out	 across	 the	 river,	 at	 the	 dark	 green	 of	 the	 forest,	 at	 the

leaden	sky,	and	said,	‘If	she	is	not	better	by	morning,	I	will	take	her	to	the	hospital	in
Shahganj.	They	will	know	how	to	make	her	well.	You	may	be	on	your	own	for	two
or	three	days.	You	have	been	on	your	own	before.’
Sita	 nodded	 gravely—she	 had	 been	 alone	 before;	 but	 not	 in	 the	 middle	 of	 the

rains	 with	 the	 river	 so	 high.	 But	 she	 knew	 that	 someone	 must	 stay	 behind.	 She
wanted	Grandmother	to	get	well	and	she	knew	that	only	Grandfather	could	take	the
small	boat	across	the	river	when	the	current	was	so	strong.
Sita	was	not	afraid	of	being	left	alone,	but	she	did	not	like	the	look	of	the	river.

That	morning,	when	she	had	been	fetching	water,	she	had	noticed	that	the	lever	had
suddenly	disappeared.
‘Grandfather,	if	the	river	rises	higher,	what	will	I	do?’
‘You	must	keep	to	the	high	ground.’
‘And	if	the	water	reaches	the	high	ground?’
‘Then	go	into	the	hut	and	take	the	hens	with	you.’
‘And	if	the	water	comes	into	the	hut?’
‘Then	climb	into	the	peepul	tree.	It	is	a	strong	tree.	It	will	not	fall.	And	the	water

cannot	rise	higher	than	the	tree.’
‘And	the	goats,	Grandfather?’
‘I	will	be	taking	them	with	me.	I	may	have	to	sell	them,	to	pay	for	good	food	and

medicine	for	your	grandmother.	As	for	the	hens,	you	can	put	them	on	the	roof	if	the
water	 enters	 the	 hut.	 But	 do	 not	worry	 too	much,’	 and	 he	 patted	 Sita’s	 head,	 ‘the
water	will	not	rise	so	high.	Has	it	ever	done	so?	I	will	be	back	soon,	remember	that.’
‘And	won’t	Grandmother	come	back?’
‘Yes—but	they	may	keep	her	in	the	hospital	for	some	time.’

	
The	Sound	of	the	River



	
That	evening	it	began	to	rain	again.	Big	pellets	of	rain,	scarring	the	surface	of	the
river.	But	 it	was	warm	rain	and	Sita	could	move	about	 in	 it.	She	was	not	afraid	of
getting	 wet,	 she	 rather	 liked	 it.	 In	 the	 previous	 month,	 when	 the	 first	 monsoon
shower	had	arrived,	washing	the	dusty	leaves	of	the	tree	and	bringing	up	the	good
smell	of	the	earth,	she	had	exulted	in	it,	had	run	about	shouting	for	joy.	She	was	used
to	 it	 now,	 even	 a	 little	 tired	 of	 the	 rain,	 but	 she	 did	 not	mind	 getting	wet.	 It	 was
steamy	indoors	and	her	thin	dress	would	soon	dry	in	the	heat	from	the	kitchen	fire.
She	walked	about	barefooted,	barelegged.	She	was	very	sure	on	her	feet.	Her	toes

had	grown	accustomed	to	gripping	all	kinds	of	rocks,	slippery	or	sharp,	and	though
thin,	she	was	surprisingly	strong.
Black	hair,	 streaming	across	her	 face.	Black	eyes.	Slim	brown	arms.	A	 scar	on

her	thigh:	when	she	was	small,	visiting	her	mother ’s	village,	a	hyena	had	entered	the
house	where	she	was	sleeping,	fastened	on	to	her	leg	and	tried	to	drag	her	away,	but
her	screams	had	roused	the	villagers	and	the	hyena	had	run	off.
She	moved	about	 in	 the	pouring	rain,	chasing	 the	hens	 into	a	shelter	behind	 the

hut.	A	harmless	brown	snake,	flooded	out	of	its	hole,	was	moving	across	the	open
ground.	Sita	took	a	stick,	picked	the	snake	up	with	it,	and	dropped	it	behind	a	cluster
of	rocks.	She	had	no	quarrel	with	snakes.	They	kept	down	the	rats	and	the	frogs.	She
wondered	how	the	rats	had	first	come	to	the	island—probably	in	someone’s	boat	or
in	a	sack	of	grain.
She	disliked	the	huge	black	scorpions	which	left	their	waterlogged	dwellings	and

tried	to	take	shelter	in	the	hut.	It	was	so	easy	to	step	on	one	and	the	sting	could	be
very	painful.	She	had	been	bitten	by	a	scorpion	the	previous	monsoon,	and	for	a	day
and	 a	 night	 she	 had	 known	 fever	 and	 great	 pain.	 Sita	 had	 never	 killed	 living
creatures	 but	 now,	 whenever	 she	 found	 a	 scorpion,	 she	 crushed	 it	 with	 a	 rock!
When,	 finally,	 she	went	 indoors,	 she	was	hungry.	She	ate	some	parched	gram	and
warmed	up	some	goat’s	milk.
Grandmother	 woke	 once	 and	 asked	 for	 water,	 and	 Grandfather	 held	 the	 brass

tumbler	to	her	lips.
It	rained	all	night.
The	roof	was	leaking	and	a	small	puddle	formed	on	the	floor.	Grandfather	kept

the	kerosene	 lamps	alight.	They	did	not	need	 the	 light	but	 somehow	 it	made	 them
feel	safer.
The	sound	of	the	river	had	always	been	with	them,	although	they	seldom	noticed

it.	 But	 that	 night	 they	 noticed	 a	 change	 in	 its	 sound.	 There	 was	 something	 like	 a
moan,	like	a	wind	in	the	tops	of	tall	trees,	and	a	swift	hiss	as	the	water	swept	round
the	 rocks	 and	 carried	 away	 pebbles.	And	 sometimes	 there	was	 a	 rumble	 as	 loose
earth	fell	into	the	water.	Sita	could	not	sleep.
She	had	a	rag	doll	made	with	Grandmother ’s	help	out	of	bits	of	old	clothing.	She



kept	it	by	her	side	every	night.	The	doll	was	someone	to	talk	to	when	the	nights	were
long	 and	 sleep,	 elusive.	Her	 grandparents	were	 often	 ready	 to	 talk	 but	 sometimes
Sita	wanted	to	have	secrets,	and	though	there	were	no	special	secrets	in	her	life,	she
made	up	a	few	because	it	was	fun	to	have	them.	And	if	you	have	secrets,	you	must
have	a	friend	to	share	them	with.	Since	there	were	no	other	children	on	the	island,
Sita	shared	her	secrets	with	the	rag	doll	whose	name	was	Mumta.
Grandfather	and	Grandmother	were	asleep,	 though	the	sound	of	Grandmother ’s

laboured	breathing	was	almost	as	persistent	as	the	sound	of	the	river.
‘Mumta,’	whispered	 Sita	 in	 the	 dark,	 starting	 one	 of	 her	 private	 conversations,

‘do	you	think	Grandmother	will	get	well	again?’
Mumta	 always	 answered	 Sita’s	 questions,	 even	 though	 the	 answers	 were	 really

Sita’s	answers.
‘She	is	very	old,’	said	Mumta.
‘Do	you	think	the	river	will	reach	the	hut?’	asked	Sita.
‘If	it	keeps	raining	like	this	and	the	river	keeps	rising,	it	will	reach	the	hut.’
‘I	am	afraid	of	the	river,	Mumta.	Aren’t	you	afraid?’
‘Don’t	be	afraid.	The	river	has	always	been	good	to	us.’
‘What	will	we	do	if	it	comes	into	the	hut?’
‘We	will	climb	on	the	roof.’
‘And	if	it	reaches	the	roof?’
‘We	will	climb	the	peepul	tree.	The	river	has	never	gone	higher	than	the	peepul

tree.’
As	soon	as	the	first	light	showed	through	the	little	skylight,	Sita	got	up	and	went

outside.	 It	wasn’t	 raining	hard,	 it	was	 drizzling;	 but	 it	was	 the	 sort	 of	 drizzle	 that
could	 continue	 for	 days,	 and	 it	 probably	meant	 that	 heavy	 rain	was	 falling	 in	 the
hills	where	the	river	began.
Sita	went	down	to	the	water ’s	edge.	She	couldn’t	find	her	favourite	rock,	the	one

on	which	she	often	sat	dangling	her	feet	in	the	water,	watching	the	little	chilwa	fish
swim	by.	It	was	still	there,	no	doubt,	but	the	river	had	gone	over	it.
She	stood	on	the	sand	and	she	could	feel	the	water	oozing	and	bubbling	beneath

her	feet.
The	river	was	no	longer	green	and	blue	and	flecked	with	white.	It	was	a	muddy

colour.
Sita	 milked	 the	 goat	 thinking	 that	 perhaps	 it	 was	 the	 last	 time	 she	 would	 be

milking	 it.	 But	 she	 did	 not	 care	 for	 the	 goat	 in	 the	 same	 way	 that	 she	 cared	 for
Mumta.
The	 sun	 was	 just	 coming	 up	 when	 Grandfather	 pushed	 off	 in	 the	 boat.

Grandmother	lay	in	the	prow.	She	was	staring	hard	at	Sita,	trying	to	speak,	but	the
words	would	not	come.	She	raised	her	hand	in	blessing.
Sita	 bent	 and	 touched	 her	 grandmother ’s	 feet	 and	 then	Grandfather	 pushed	 off.



The	little	boat—with	its	two	old	people	and	three	goats—rode	swiftly	on	the	river,
edging	its	way	towards	the	opposite	bank.	The	current	was	very	swift	and	the	boat
would	be	carried	about	half	a	mile	downstream	before	Grandfather	would	be	able	to
get	it	to	dry	land.
It	bobbed	about	on	the	water,	getting	small	and	smaller,	until	it	was	just	a	speck	on

the	broad	river.
And	suddenly	Sita	was	alone.
There	 was	 a	 wind,	 whipping	 the	 raindrops	 against	 her	 face;	 and	 there	 was	 the

water,	rushing	past	the	island;	and	there	was	the	distant	shore,	blurred	by	rain;	and
there	was	the	small	hut;	and	there	was	the	tree.
Sita	 got	 busy.	 The	 hens	 had	 to	 be	 fed.	 They	weren’t	 concerned	 about	 anything

except	 food.	 Sita	 threw	 them	 a	 handful	 of	 coarse	 grain,	 potato	 peels	 and	 peanut
shells.
Then	she	took	the	broom	and	swept	out	the	hut,	 lit	 the	charcoal	burner,	warmed

some	milk,	 and	 thought,	 ‘Tomorrow	 there	will	be	no	milk	…’	She	began	peeling
onions.	 Soon	 her	 eyes	 started	 smarting,	 and	 pausing	 for	 a	 few	 moments	 and
glancing	 round	 the	 quiet	 room,	 she	 became	 aware	 again	 that	 she	 was	 alone.
Grandfather ’s	 hookah	 pipe	 stood	 by	 itself	 in	 one	 corner.	 It	 was	 a	 beautiful	 old
hookah,	which	had	belonged	to	Sita’s	great-grandfather.	The	bowl	was	made	out	of
a	coconut	encased	 in	silver.	The	 long,	winding	stem	was	at	 least	 four	 feet	 long.	 It
was	their	most	treasured	possession.	Grandmother ’s	sturdy	shisham-wood	walking
stick	stood	in	another	corner.
Sita	looked	around	for	Mumta,	found	the	doll	beneath	the	light	wooden	charpoy,

and	placed	her	within	sight	and	hearing.	Thunder	rolled	down	from	the	hills.	Boom
—boom—boom	…
‘The	gods	of	 the	mountains	are	angry,’	 said	Sita.	 ‘Do	you	 think	 they	are	angry

with	me?’
‘Why	should	they	be	angry	with	you?’	asked	Mumta.
‘They	don’t	need	a	reason	for	being	angry.	They	are	angry	with	everything	and

we	are	 in	 the	middle	of	everything.	We	are	so	small—do	you	 think	 they	know	we
are	here?’
‘Who	knows	what	the	gods	think?’
‘But	I	made	you,’	said	Sita,	‘and	I	know	you	are	here.’
‘And	will	you	save	me	if	the	river	rises?’
‘Yes,	of	course.	I	won’t	go	anywhere	without	you,	Mumta.’

	
The	Water	Rises
	
Sita	couldn’t	stay	indoors	for	long.	She	went	out,	taking	Mumta	with	her,	and	stared
out	across	the	river,	to	the	safe	land	on	the	other	side.	But	was	it	really	safe	there?



The	river	looked	much	wider	now.	It	had	crept	over	its	banks	and	spread	far	across
the	 flat	 plain.	 Far	 away,	 people	 were	 driving	 their	 cattle	 through	 waterlogged,
flooded	 fields,	 carrying	 their	 belongings	 in	 bundles	 on	 their	 heads	 or	 shoulders,
leaving	their	homes,	making	for	high	land.	It	wasn’t	safe	anywhere.
Sita	wondered	what	had	happened	 to	Grandfather	 and	Grandmother.	 If	 they	had

reached	the	shore	safely,	Grandfather	would	have	had	to	engage	a	bullock	cart	or	a
pony-drawn	ekka	to	get	Grandmother	to	the	district	hospital,	five	or	six	miles	away.
Shahganj	had	a	market,	a	court,	a	jail,	a	cinema	and	a	hospital.
She	wondered	if	she	would	ever	see	Grandmother	again.	She	had	done	her	best	to

look	after	the	old	lady,	remembering	the	times	when	Grandmother	had	looked	after
her,	had	gently	touched	her	fevered	brow,	and	had	told	her	stories—stories	about	the
gods—about	 the	 young	Krishna,	 friend	 of	 birds	 and	 animals,	 so	 full	 of	mischief,
always	 causing	 confusion	 among	 the	 other	 gods.	 He	 made	 God	 Indra	 angry	 by
shifting	a	mountain	without	permission.	Indra	was	the	god	of	the	clouds,	who	made
the	thunder	and	lightning,	and	when	he	was	angry	he	sent	down	a	deluge	such	as	this
one.
The	 island	 looked	 much	 smaller	 now.	 Some	 of	 its	 mud	 banks	 had	 dissolved

quickly,	 sinking	 into	 the	 river.	 But	 in	 the	 middle	 of	 the	 island	 there	 was	 rocky
ground,	and	the	rocks	would	never	crumble,	they	could	only	be	submerged.
Sita	climbed	 into	 the	 tree	 to	get	a	better	view	of	 the	 flood.	She	had	climbed	 the

tree	many	 times,	and	 it	 took	her	only	a	 few	seconds	 to	 reach	 the	higher	branches.
She	put	her	hand	to	her	eyes	as	a	shield	from	the	rain	and	gazed	upstream.
There	 was	 water	 everywhere.	 The	 world	 had	 become	 one	 vast	 river.	 Even	 the

trees	on	the	forested	side	of	 the	river	 looked	as	 though	they	had	grown	out	of	 the
water,	 like	mangroves.	 The	 sky	was	 banked	with	massive,	moisture-laden	 clouds.
Thunder	rolled	down	from	the	hills,	and	the	river	seemed	to	take	it	up	with	a	hollow
booming	sound.
Something	was	floating	down	the	river,	something	big	and	bloated.	It	was	closer

now	 and	 Sita	 could	 make	 out	 its	 bulk—a	 drowned	 bullock	 being	 carried
downstream.
So	 the	water	had	already	 flooded	 the	villages	 further	upstream.	Or	perhaps,	 the

bullock	had	strayed	too	close	to	the	rising	river.
Sita’s	worst	 fears	were	 confirmed	when,	 a	 little	 later,	 she	 saw	planks	 of	wood,

small	trees	and	bushes,	and	then	a	wooden	bedstead,	floating	past	the	island.
As	 she	 climbed	 down	 from	 the	 tree,	 it	 began	 to	 rain	 more	 heavily.	 She	 ran

indoors,	 shooing	 the	 hens	 before	 her.	 They	 flew	 into	 the	 hut	 and	 huddled	 under
Grandmother ’s	cot.	Sita	thought	it	would	be	best	to	keep	them	together	now.
There	were	three	hens	and	a	cockbird.	The	river	did	not	bother	them.	They	were

interested	only	 in	 food,	and	Sita	kept	 them	content	by	 throwing	 them	a	handful	of
onion	skins.



She	would	have	liked	to	close	the	door	and	shut	out	the	swish	of	the	rain	and	the
boom	of	the	river,	but	then	she	would	have	no	way	of	knowing	how	fast	the	water
rose.
She	took	Mumta	in	her	arms,	and	began	praying	for	the	rain	to	stop	and	the	river

to	fall.	She	prayed	to	God	Indra,	and	just	in	case	he	was	busy	elsewhere,	she	prayed
to	other	gods	 too.	She	prayed	 for	 the	 safety	of	her	grandparents	and	 for	her	own
safety.	She	put	herself	last—but	only	after	an	effort!
Finally	 Sita	 decided	 to	make	 herself	 a	meal.	 So	 she	 chopped	 up	 some	 onions,

fried	 them,	 then	 added	 turmeric	 and	 red	 chilli	 powder,	 salt	 and	water,	 and	 stirred
until	she	had	everything	sizzling;	and	then	she	added	a	cup	of	lentils	and	covered	the
pot.
Doing	 this	 took	her	 about	 ten	minutes.	 It	would	 take	about	half	 an	hour	 for	 the

dish	to	cook.
When	she	looked	outside,	she	saw	pools	of	water	among	the	rocks.	She	couldn’t

tell	if	it	was	rainwater	or	the	overflow	from	the	river.
She	had	an	idea.
A	 big	 tin	 trunk	 stood	 in	 a	 corner	 of	 the	 room.	 In	 it	 Grandmother	 kept	 an	 old

single-thread	sewing	machine.	It	had	belonged	once	to	an	English	lady,	had	found	its
way	 to	 a	 Shahganj	 junkyard,	 and	 had	 been	 rescued	 by	Grandfather	who	 had	 paid
fifteen	rupees	for	it.	It	was	just	over	a	hundred	years	old	but	it	could	still	be	used.
The	 trunk	 also	 contained	 an	 old	 sword.	 This	 had	 originally	 belonged	 to	 Sita’s

great-grandfather,	 who	 had	 used	 it	 to	 help	 defend	 his	 village	 against	 marauding
Rohilla	soldiers	more	than	a	century	ago.	Sita	could	tell	that	it	had	been	used	to	fight
with,	because	there	were	several	small	dents	in	the	steel	blade.
But	there	was	no	time	for	Sita	to	start	admiring	family	heirlooms.	She	decided	to

stuff	 the	 trunk	 with	 everything	 useful	 or	 valuable.	 There	 was	 a	 chance	 that	 it
wouldn’t	be	carried	away	by	the	water.
Grandfather ’s	hookah	went	into	the	trunk.	Grandmother ’s	walking	stick	went	in,

too.	So	did	a	number	of	small	tins	containing	the	spices	used	in	cooking—nutmeg,
caraway	seed,	cinnamon,	coriander,	pepper—also	a	big	tin	of	flour	and	another	of
molasses.	 Even	 if	 she	 had	 to	 spend	 several	 hours	 in	 the	 tree,	 there	 would	 be
something	to	eat	when	she	came	down	again.
A	clean	white	cotton	dhoti	of	Grandfather ’s,	and	Grandmother ’s	only	spare	sari

also	went	 into	 the	 trunk.	Never	mind	if	 they	got	stained	with	curry	powder!	Never
mind	if	they	got	the	smell	of	salted	fish—some	of	that	went	in,	too.
Sita	was	so	busy	packing	 the	 trunk	 that	 she	paid	no	attention	 to	 the	 lick	of	cold

water	 at	 her	heels.	She	 locked	 the	 trunk,	dropped	 the	key	 into	 a	 crack	 in	 the	 rock
wall	and	turned	to	give	her	attention	to	the	food.	It	was	only	then	that	she	discovered
that	she	was	walking	about	on	a	watery	floor.
She	 stood	 still,	 horrified	 by	 what	 she	 saw.	 The	 water	 was	 oozing	 over	 the



threshold,	pushing	its	way	into	the	room.
In	her	fright,	Sita	forgot	about	her	meal	and	everything	else.	Darting	out	of	 the

hut,	 she	 ran	 splashing	 through	 ankle-deep	water	 towards	 the	 safety	 of	 the	 peepul
tree.	 If	 the	 tree	 hadn’t	 been	 there,	 such	 a	 well-known	 landmark,	 she	 might	 have
floundered	into	deep	water,	into	the	river.
She	climbed	swiftly	into	the	strong	arms	of	the	tree,	made	herself	comfortable	on

a	familiar	branch	and	thrust	her	wet	hair	away	from	her	eyes.
	
The	Tree
	
She	 was	 glad	 she	 had	 hurried.	 The	 hut	 was	 now	 surrounded	 by	 water.	 Only	 the
higher	parts	of	the	island	could	still	be	seen—a	few	rocks,	the	big	rock	into	which
the	hut	was	built,	a	hillock	on	which	some	brambles	and	thorn	apples	grew.
The	 hens	 hadn’t	 bothered	 to	 leave	 the	 hut.	 Instead,	 they	 were	 perched	 on	 the

wooden	bedstead.
‘Will	 the	 river	 rise	 still	 higher?’	wondered	Sita.	She	had	never	 seen	 it	 like	 this

before.	 With	 a	 deep,	 muffled	 roar	 it	 swirled	 around	 her,	 stretching	 away	 in	 all
directions.
The	most	unusual	things	went	by	on	the	water—an	aluminium	kettle,	a	cane	chair,

a	tin	of	tooth	powder,	an	empty	cigarette	packet,	a	wooden	slipper,	a	plastic	doll	…
A	doll!
With	a	sinking	feeling,	Sita	remembered	Mumta.
Poor	Mumta,	she	had	been	left	behind	in	the	hut.	Sita,	in	her	hurry,	had	forgotten

her	only	companion.
She	climbed	down	from	the	tree	and	ran	splashing	through	the	water	towards	the

hut.	Already	the	current	was	pulling	at	her	legs.	When	she	reached	the	hut,	she	found
it	full	of	water.	The	hens	had	gone	and	so	had	Mumta.
Sita	 struggled	 back	 to	 the	 tree.	 She	was	 only	 just	 in	 time,	 for	 the	 waters	 were

higher	now,	the	island	fast	disappearing.
She	crouched	miserably	in	the	fork	of	the	tree,	watching	her	world	disappear.
She	had	always	loved	the	river.	Why	was	it	threatening	her	now?	She	remembered

the	doll	and	thought,	‘If	I	can	be	so	careless	with	someone	I	have	made,	how	can	I
expect	the	gods	to	notice	me?’
Something	went	 floating	past	 the	 tree.	Sita	caught	a	glimpse	of	a	 stiff,	upraised

arm	and	long	hair	streaming	behind	on	the	water.	The	body	of	a	drowned	woman.	It
was	soon	gone	but	it	made	Sita	feel	very	small	and	lonely,	at	the	mercy	of	great	and
cruel	forces.	She	began	to	shiver	and	then	to	cry.
She	 stopped	 crying	when	 she	 saw	 an	 empty	 kerosene	 tin,	with	 one	 of	 the	 hens

perched	on	top.	The	tin	came	bobbing	along	on	the	water	and	sailed	slowly	past	the
tree.	The	hen	looked	a	bit	ruffled	but	seemed	secure	on	its	perch.



A	little	later,	Sita	saw	the	remaining	hens	fly	up	to	the	rock	ledge	to	huddle	there
in	a	small	recess.
The	water	was	still	rising.	All	that	remained	of	the	island	was	the	big	rock	behind

the	hut	and	the	top	of	the	hut	and	the	peepul	tree.
She	climbed	a	little	higher	into	the	crook	of	a	branch.	A	jungle	crow	settled	in	the

branches	above	her.	Sita	saw	the	nest,	 the	crow’s	nest,	an	untidy	platform	of	 twigs
wedged	in	the	fork	of	a	branch.
In	 the	 nest	 were	 four	 speckled	 eggs.	 The	 crow	 sat	 on	 them	 and	 cawed

disconsolately.	But	 though	 the	bird	 sounded	miserable,	 its	 presence	brought	 some
cheer	to	Sita.	At	least	she	was	not	alone.	Better	to	have	a	crow	for	company	than	no
one	at	all.
Other	 things	 came	 floating	 out	 of	 the	 hut—a	 large	 pumpkin;	 a	 red	 turban

belonging	 to	 Grandfather,	 unwinding	 in	 the	 water	 like	 a	 long	 snake;	 and	 then—
Mumta!
The	doll,	being	filled	with	straw	and	wood	shavings,	moved	quite	swiftly	on	the

water,	too	swiftly	for	Sita	to	do	anything	about	rescuing	it.	Sita	wanted	to	call	out,	to
urge	her	friend	to	make	for	the	tree,	but	she	knew	that	Mumta	could	not	swim—the
doll	 could	 only	 float,	 travel	 with	 the	 river,	 and	 perhaps	 be	 washed	 ashore	 many
miles	downstream.
The	 trees	 shook	 in	 the	wind	and	 rain.	The	crow	cawed	and	 flew	up,	 circled	 the

tree	a	few	times,	then	returned	to	the	nest.	Sita	clung	to	the	branch.
The	 tree	 trembled	 throughout	 its	 tall	 frame.	 To	 Sita	 it	 felt	 like	 an	 earthquake

tremor.	She	felt	the	shudder	of	the	tree	in	her	own	bones.
The	river	swirled	all	around	her	now.	It	was	almost	up	to	the	roof	of	the	hut.	Soon

the	mud	walls	would	crumble	and	vanish.	Except	 for	 the	big	 rock	and	 some	 trees
very	far	away,	there	was	only	water	to	be	seen.	Water	and	grey,	weeping	sky.
In	the	distance,	a	boat	with	several	people	in	it	moved	sluggishly	away	from	the

ruins	of	a	flooded	village.	Someone	looked	out	across	 the	flooded	river	and	said,
‘See,	 there	 is	a	 tree	 right	 in	 the	middle	of	 the	river!	How	could	 it	have	got	 there?
Isn’t	someone	moving	in	the	tree?’
But	the	others	thought	he	was	imagining	things.	It	was	only	a	tree	carried	down	by

the	flood,	they	said.	In	worrying	about	their	own	distress,	they	had	forgotten	about
the	island	in	the	middle	of	the	river.
The	 river	was	very	 angry	now,	 rampaging	down	 from	 the	hills	 and	 thundering

across	the	plain,	bringing	with	it	dead	animals,	uprooted	trees,	household	goods	and
huge	fish	choked	to	death	by	the	swirling	mud.
The	 peepul	 tree	 groaned.	 Its	 long,	 winding	 roots	 still	 clung	 tenaciously	 to	 the

earth	from	which	it	had	sprung	many,	many	years	ago.	But	the	earth	was	softening,
the	stones	were	being	washed	away.	The	roots	of	the	tree	were	rapidly	losing	their
hold.



The	crow	must	have	known	that	something	was	wrong,	because	it	kept	flying	up
and	circling	the	tree,	reluctant	to	settle	in	it,	yet	unwilling	to	fly	away.	As	long	as	the
nest	was	there,	the	crow	would	remain	too.
Sita’s	wet	cotton	dress	clung	to	her	thin	body.	The	rain	streamed	down	from	her

long,	black	hair.	It	poured	from	every	leaf	of	the	tree.	The	crow,	too,	was	drenched
and	groggy.
The	tree	groaned	and	moved	again.
There	was	a	flurry	of	leaves,	then	a	surge	of	mud	from	below.	To	Sita	it	seemed

as	 though	 the	river	was	rising	 to	meet	 the	sky.	The	 tree	 tilted,	swinging	Sita	 from
side	to	side.	Her	feet	were	in	the	water	but	she	clung	tenaciously	to	her	branch.
And	then,	she	found	the	 tree	moving,	moving	with	 the	river,	 rocking	her	about,

dragging	its	roots	along	the	ground	as	it	set	out	on	the	first	and	last	journey	of	its
life.
And	as	the	tree	moved	out	on	the	river	and	the	little	island	was	lost	in	the	swirling

waters,	Sita	forgot	her	fear	and	her	loneliness.	The	tree	was	taking	her	with	it.	She
was	not	alone.	It	was	as	though	one	of	the	gods	had	remembered	her	after	all.
	
Taken	with	the	Flood
	
The	 branches	 swung	 Sita	 about,	 but	 she	 did	 not	 lose	 her	 grip.	 The	 tree	 was	 her
friend.	It	had	known	her	all	these	years	and	now	it	held	her	in	its	old	and	dying	arms
as	though	it	was	determined	to	keep	her	from	the	river.
The	crow	kept	 flying	around	 the	moving	 tree.	The	bird	was	 in	a	great	 rage.	 Its

nest	was	still	up	there—but	not	for	long!	The	tree	lurched	and	twisted	and	the	nest
fell	into	the	water.	Sita	saw	the	eggs	sink.
The	crow	swooped	low	over	the	water,	but	there	was	nothing	it	could	do.	In	a	few

moments	the	nest	had	disappeared.
The	bird	 followed	 the	 tree	 for	 sometime.	Then,	 flapping	 its	wings,	 it	 rose	high

into	the	air	and	flew	across	the	river	until	it	was	out	of	sight.
Sita	was	alone	once	more.	But	 there	was	no	 time	for	 feeling	 lonely.	Everything

was	in	motion—up	and	down	and	sideways	and	forwards.
She	saw	a	 turtle	 swimming	past—a	great	big	 river	 turtle,	 the	kind	 that	 feeds	on

decaying	flesh.	Sita	turned	her	face	away.	In	the	distance	she	saw	a	flooded	village
and	people	in	flat-bottomed	boats;	but	they	were	very	far.
Because	 of	 its	 great	 size,	 the	 tree	 did	 not	 move	 very	 swiftly	 on	 the	 river.

Sometimes,	when	it	reached	shallow	water,	it	stopped,	its	roots	catching	in	the	rocks.
But	not	for	long,	the	river ’s	momentum	soon	swept	it	on.
At	one	place,	where	there	was	a	bend	in	the	river,	the	tree	struck	a	sandbank	and

was	still.	It	would	not	move	again.
Sita	 felt	 very	 tired.	 Her	 arms	 were	 aching	 and	 she	 had	 to	 cling	 tightly	 to	 her



branch	to	avoid	slipping	into	the	water.	The	rain	blurred	her	vision.	She	wondered	if
she	 should	 brave	 the	 current	 and	 try	 swimming	 to	 safety.	But	 she	 did	 not	want	 to
leave	the	tree.	It	was	all	that	was	left	to	her	now,	and	she	felt	safe	in	its	branches.
Then,	 above	 the	 sound	 of	 the	 river,	 she	 heard	 someone	 calling.	The	 voice	was

faint	and	seemed	very	far,	but	looking	upriver	through	the	curtain	of	rain,	Sita	was
able	to	make	out	a	small	boat	coming	towards	her.
There	was	a	boy	in	the	boat.	He	seemed	quite	at	home	in	the	turbulent	river,	and

he	was	smiling	at	Sita	as	he	guided	his	boat	towards	the	tree.	He	held	on	to	one	of
the	branches	to	steady	himself	and	gave	his	free	hand	to	Sita.
She	grasped	the	outstretched	hand	and	slipped	into	the	boat	beside	the	boy.
He	placed	his	bare	foot	against	the	trunk	of	the	tree	and	pushed	away.
The	little	boat	moved	swiftly	down	the	river.	Sita	looked	back	and	saw	the	big	tree

lying	on	its	side	on	the	sandbank,	while	the	river	swirled	round	it	and	pulled	at	its
branches,	carrying	away	its	beautiful,	slender	leaves.
And	then	the	tree	grew	smaller	and	was	left	far	behind.	A	new	journey	had	begun.

	
The	Boy	in	the	Boat
	
She	lay	stretched	out	in	the	boat,	too	tired	to	talk,	too	tired	to	move.	The	boy	looked
at	her	but	did	not	say	anything.	He	just	kept	smiling.	He	leant	on	his	two	small	oars,
stroking	smoothly,	 rhythmically,	 trying	 to	keep	from	going	 into	 the	middle	of	 the
river.	He	wasn’t	strong	enough	to	get	the	boat	right	out	of	the	swift	current,	but	he
kept	trying.
A	 small	 boat	 on	 a	 big	 river—a	 river	 that	 had	 broken	 its	 bounds	 and	 reached

across	 the	 plains	 in	 every	 direction—the	 boat	 moved	 swiftly	 on	 the	 wild	 brown
water,	and	the	girl’s	home	and	the	boy’s	home	were	both	left	far	behind.
The	boy	wore	only	a	loincloth.	He	was	a	slim,	wiry	boy,	with	a	hard,	flat	belly.	He

had	high	cheekbones	and	strong	white	teeth.	He	was	a	little	darker	than	Sita.
He	did	not	speak	until	they	reached	a	broader,	smoother	stretch	of	river,	and	then,

resting	on	his	oars	and	allowing	the	boat	 to	drift	a	 little,	he	said,	‘You	live	on	the
island.	I	have	seen	you	sometimes	from	my	boat.	But	where	are	the	others?’
‘My	 grandmother	was	 sick,’	 said	 Sita.	 ‘Grandfather	 took	 her	 to	 the	 hospital	 in

Shahganj.’
‘When	did	they	leave?’
‘Early	this	morning.’
Early	that	morning—and	already	Sita	felt	as	though	it	had	been	many	mornings

ago!
‘Where	are	you	from?’	she	asked.
‘I	am	from	a	village	near	the	foothills.	About	six	miles	from	your	home.	I	was	in

my	 boat,	 trying	 to	 get	 across	 the	 river	 with	 the	 news	 that	 our	 village	 was	 badly



flooded.	 The	 current	was	 too	 strong.	 I	was	 swept	 down	 and	 past	 your	 island.	We
cannot	fight	the	river	when	it	is	like	this,	we	must	go	where	it	takes	us.’
‘You	must	be	tired,’	said	Sita.	‘Give	me	the	oars.’
‘No.	There	is	not	much	to	do	now.	The	river	has	gone	wherever	it	wanted	to	go—

it	will	not	drive	us	before	it	any	more.’
He	brought	in	one	oar,	and	with	his	free	hand	felt	under	the	seat	where	there	was	a

small	basket.	He	produced	two	mangoes	and	gave	one	to	Sita.
‘I	was	supposed	to	sell	these	in	Shahganj,’	he	said.	‘My	father	is	very	strict.	Even

if	I	return	home	safely,	he	will	ask	me	what	I	got	for	the	mangoes!’
‘And	what	will	you	tell	him?’
‘I	will	say	they	are	at	the	bottom	of	the	river!’
They	bit	deep	into	the	ripe	fleshy	mangoes,	using	their	teeth	to	tear	the	skin	away.

The	 sweet	 juice	 trickled	 down	 their	 skins.	 The	 good	 smell—like	 the	 smell	 of	 the
leaves	 of	 the	 cosmos	 flower	 when	 crushed	 between	 the	 palms—helped	 to	 revive
Sita.	The	flavour	of	the	fruit	was	heavenly—truly	the	nectar	of	the	gods!
Sita	hadn’t	tasted	a	mango	for	over	a	year.	For	a	few	moments	she	forgot	about

everything	else.	All	that	mattered	was	the	sweet,	dizzy	flavour	of	the	mango.
The	boat	drifted,	but	slowly	now,	for	as	they	went	further	downstream,	the	river

gradually	lost	its	power	and	fury.	It	was	late	afternoon	when	the	rain	stopped,	but	the
clouds	did	not	break	up.
‘My	father	has	many	buffaloes,’	 said	 the	boy,	 ‘but	 several	have	been	 lost	 in	 the

flood.’
‘Do	you	go	to	school?’	asked	Sita.
‘Yes,	 I	 am	 supposed	 to	 go	 to	 school.	 I	 don’t	 always	 go.	 At	 least	 not	 when	 the

weather	is	fine!	There	is	a	school	near	our	village.	I	don’t	think	you	go	to	school?’
‘No.	There	is	too	much	work	at	home.’
‘Can	you	read	and	write?’
‘Only	a	little	…’
‘Then	you	should	go	to	a	school.’
‘It	is	too	far	away.’
‘True.	But	you	should	know	how	to	read	and	write.	Otherwise,	you	will	be	stuck

on	your	island	for	the	rest	of	your	life—that	is,	if	your	island	is	still	there!’
‘But	I	like	the	island,’	protested	Sita.
‘Because	 you	 are	with	 people	 you	 love,’	 said	 the	 boy.	 ‘But	 your	 grandparents,

they	are	old,	they	must	die	some	day—and	then	you	will	be	alone,	and	will	you	like
the	island	then?’
Sita	did	not	answer.	She	was	trying	to	think	of	what	life	would	be	like	without	her

grandparents.	It	would	be	an	empty	island,	that	was	true.	She	would	be	imprisoned
by	the	river.
‘I	can	help	you,’	said	the	boy.	‘When	we	get	back—if	we	get	back—I	will	come	to



see	you	sometimes	and	I	will	teach	you	to	read	and	write.	All	right?’
‘Yes,’	said	Sita,	nodding	thoughtfully.	When	we	get	back	…	The	boy	smiled.
‘My	name	is	Vijay,’	he	said.
Towards	 evening	 the	 river	 changed	 colour.	 The	 sun,	 low	 in	 the	 sky,	 broke

through	a	rift	in	the	clouds,	and	the	river	changed	slowly	from	grey	to	gold,	from
gold	 to	 a	 deep	 orange,	 and	 then,	 as	 the	 sun	 went	 down,	 all	 these	 colours	 were
drowned	in	the	river,	and	the	river	took	the	colour	of	night.
The	moon	was	almost	at	the	full,	and	they	could	see	a	belt	of	forest	along	the	line

of	the	river.
‘I	will	try	to	reach	the	trees,’	said	Vijay.
He	pulled	for	the	trees,	and	after	ten	minutes	of	strenuous	rowing	reached	a	bend

in	the	river	and	was	able	to	escape	the	pull	of	the	main	current.
Soon	they	were	in	a	forest,	rowing	between	tall	trees,	sal	and	shisham.
The	 boat	 moved	 slowly	 as	 Vijay	 took	 it	 in	 and	 out	 of	 the	 trees,	 while	 the

moonlight	made	a	crooked	silver	path	over	the	water.
‘We	will	 tie	 the	 boat	 to	 a	 tree,’	 he	 said.	 ‘Then	we	 can	 rest.	Tomorrow,	we	will

have	to	find	a	way	out	of	the	forest.’
He	produced	 a	 length	 of	 rope	 from	 the	 bottom	of	 the	 boat,	 tied	 one	 end	 to	 the

boat’s	stem,	and	threw	the	other	end	over	a	stout	branch	which	hung	only	a	few	feet
above	the	water.	The	boat	came	to	rest	against	the	trunk	of	the	tree.
It	was	a	tall,	sturdy	tree,	the	Indian	mahogany.	It	was	a	safe	place,	for	there	was	no

rush	of	water	in	the	forest	and	the	trees	grew	close	together,	making	the	earth	firm
and	unyielding.
But	those	who	lived	in	the	forest	were	on	the	move.	The	animals	had	been	flooded

out	of	their	homes,	caves	and	lairs,	and	were	looking	for	shelter	and	high	ground.
Sita	and	Vijay	had	just	finished	tying	the	boat	 to	 the	 tree,	when	they	saw	a	huge

python	gliding	over	the	water	towards	them.
‘Do	you	think	it	will	try	to	get	into	the	boat?’	asked	Sita.
‘I	don’t	 think	so,’	said	Vijay,	although	he	took	the	precaution	of	holding	an	oar

ready	to	fend	off	the	snake.
But	 the	 python	 went	 past	 them,	 its	 head	 above	 water,	 its	 great	 length	 trailing

behind,	until	it	was	lost	in	the	shadows.
Vijay	had	more	mangoes	in	the	basket,	and	he	and	Sita	sucked	hungrily	on	them

while	they	sat	in	the	boat.
A	big	sambhar	stag	came	threshing	through	the	water.	He	did	not	have	to	swim.

He	was	so	tall	that	his	head	and	shoulders	remained	well	above	the	water.	His	antlers
were	big	and	beautiful.
‘There	will	be	other	animals,’	said	Sita.	‘Should	we	climb	on	to	the	tree?’
‘We	 are	 quite	 safe	 in	 the	 boat,’	 said	Vijay.	 ‘The	 animals	will	 not	 be	 dangerous

tonight.	They	will	not	even	hunt	each	other.	They	are	only	interested	in	reaching	dry



land.	For	once,	the	deer	are	safe	from	the	tiger	and	the	leopard.	You	lie	down	and
sleep.	I	will	keep	watch.’
Sita	stretched	herself	out	in	the	boat	and	closed	her	eyes.	She	was	very	tired	and

the	sound	of	the	water	lapping	against	the	side	of	the	boat	soon	lulled	her	to	sleep.
She	woke	once,	when	a	strange	bird	called	overhead.	She	raised	herself	on	one

elbow	but	Vijay	was	awake,	sitting	beside	her,	his	legs	drawn	up	and	his	chin	resting
on	his	knees.	He	was	gazing	out	across	the	water.	He	looked	blue	in	the	moonlight,
the	colour	of	the	young	God	Krishna,	and	for	a	few	moments	Sita	was	confused	and
wondered	 if	 the	 boy	 was	 actually	 Krishna.	 But	 when	 she	 thought	 about	 it,	 she
decided	that	it	wasn’t	possible;	he	was	just	a	village	boy	and	she	had	seen	hundreds
like	him—well,	not	exactly	like	him,	he	was	a	little	different	…
And	when	she	slept	again,	she	dreamt	that	the	boy	and	Krishna	were	one,	and	that

she	was	 sitting	 beside	 him	on	 a	 great	white	 bird,	which	 flew	over	 the	mountains,
over	 the	 snow	peaks	of	 the	Himalayas,	 into	 the	cloud-land	of	 the	gods.	And	 there
was	a	great	rumbling	sound,	as	though	the	gods	were	angry	about	the	whole	thing,
and	she	woke	up	to	this	terrible	sound	and	looked	about	her,	and	there	in	the	moonlit
glade,	 up	 to	 his	 belly	 in	 water,	 stood	 a	 young	 elephant,	 his	 trunk	 raised	 as	 he
trumpeted	his	predicament	to	the	forest—for	he	was	a	young	elephant,	and	he	was
lost,	and	was	looking	for	his	mother.
He	trumpeted	again,	then	lowered	his	head	and	listened.	And	presently,	from	far

away,	came	 the	shrill	 trumpeting	of	another	elephant.	 It	must	have	been	 the	young
one’s	mother,	because	he	gave	several	excited	trumpet	calls,	and	then	went	stamping
and	churning	 through	the	water	 towards	a	gap	 in	 the	 trees.	The	boat	 rocked	 in	 the
waves	made	by	his	passing.
‘It	is	all	right,’	said	Vijay.	‘You	can	go	to	sleep	again.’
‘I	don’t	think	I	will	sleep	now,’	said	Sita.
‘Then	I	will	play	my	flute	for	you	and	the	time	will	pass	quickly.’
He	produced	a	 flute	 from	under	 the	seat	and	putting	 it	 to	his	 lips	began	 to	play.

And	the	sweetest	music	that	Sita	had	ever	heard	came	pouring	from	the	little	flute,
and	 it	 seemed	 to	 fill	 the	 forest	with	 its	beautiful	 sound.	And	 the	music	carried	her
away	again,	 into	 the	 land	of	dreams,	and	 they	were	riding	on	 the	bird	once	more,
Sita	and	the	blue	god.	And	they	were	passing	through	cloud	and	mist,	until	suddenly
the	sun	shot	 through	the	clouds.	And	at	 that	moment	Sita	opened	her	eyes	and	saw
the	sky	through	the	branches	of	the	mahogany	tree,	the	shiny	green	leaves	making	a
bold	pattern	against	the	blinding	blue	of	an	open	sky.
The	forest	was	drenched	with	sunshine.	Clouds	were	gathering	again,	but	for	an

hour	or	so	there	would	be	hot	sun	on	a	steamy	river.
Vijay	was	 fast	 asleep	 in	 the	bottom	of	 the	boat.	His	 flute	 lay	 in	 the	palm	of	his

half-open	hand.	The	sun	came	slanting	across	his	bare	brown	legs.	A	leaf	had	fallen
on	his	 face,	but	 it	had	not	woken	him.	 It	 lay	on	his	 cheek	as	 though	 it	had	grown



there.
Sita	did	not	move	about	as	she	did	not	want	to	wake	the	boy.	Instead	she	looked

around	her,	and	she	thought	the	water	level	had	fallen	in	the	night,	but	she	couldn’t
be	sure.
Vijay	woke	at	last.	He	yawned,	stretched	his	limbs	and	sat	up	beside	Sita.
‘I	am	hungry,’	he	said.
‘So	am	I,’	said	Sita.
‘The	last	mangoes,’	he	said,	emptying	the	basket	of	its	last	two	mangoes.
After	 they	had	finished	 the	 fruit,	 they	sucked	 the	big	seeds	until	 they	were	quite

dry.	The	discarded	seeds	floated	well	on	the	water.	Sita	had	always	preferred	them	to
paper	boats.
‘We	had	better	move	on,’	said	Vijay.
He	rowed	the	boat	through	the	trees,	and	then	for	about	an	hour	they	were	passing

through	 the	 flooded	 forest,	 under	 the	 dripping	 branches	 of	 rain-washed	 trees.
Sometimes,	 they	had	 to	use	 the	oars	 to	push	away	vines	and	creepers.	Sometimes,
submerged	 bushes	 hampered	 them.	 But	 they	 were	 out	 of	 the	 forest	 before	 ten
o’clock.
The	 water	 was	 no	 longer	 very	 deep	 and	 they	 were	 soon	 gliding	 over	 flooded

fields.	 In	 the	distance	 they	saw	a	village	standing	on	high	ground.	 In	 the	old	days,
people	had	built	their	villages	on	hill	tops	as	a	better	defence	against	bandits	and	the
soldiers	of	invading	armies.	This	was	an	old	village,	and	though	its	inhabitants	had
long	ago	exchanged	their	swords	for	pruning	forks,	the	hill	on	which	it	stood	gave
it	protection	from	the	flood	waters.
	
A	Bullock	Cart	Ride
	
The	people	of	the	village	were	at	first	reluctant	to	help	Sita	and	Vijay.
‘They	are	strangers,’	said	an	old	woman.	‘They	are	not	of	our	people.’
‘They	are	of	low	caste,’	said	another.	‘They	cannot	remain	with	us.’
‘Nonsense!’	 said	 a	 tall,	 turbaned	 farmer,	 twirling	 his	 long,	 white	 moustache.

‘They	are	children,	not	robbers.	They	will	come	into	my	house.’
The	people	of	the	village—long-limbed,	sturdy	men	and	women	of	the	Jat	race—

were	generous	by	nature,	and	once	the	elderly	farmer	had	given	them	the	lead	they
were	friendly	and	helpful.
Sita	was	anxious	to	get	to	her	grandparents,	and	the	farmer,	who	had	business	to

transact	 at	 a	 village	 fair	 some	 twenty	miles	 distant,	 offered	 to	 take	Sita	 and	Vijay
with	him.
The	 fair	 was	 being	 held	 at	 a	 place	 called	 Karauli,	 and	 at	 Karauli	 there	 was	 a

railway	station	from	which	a	train	went	to	Shahganj.
It	was	a	journey	that	Sita	would	always	remember.	The	bullock	cart	was	so	slow



on	 the	waterlogged	 roads	 that	 there	was	 plenty	 of	 time	 in	which	 to	 see	 things,	 to
notice	one	another,	to	talk,	to	think,	to	dream.
Vijay	couldn’t	sit	still	in	the	cart.	He	was	used	to	the	swift,	gliding	movements	of

his	boat	(which	he	had	had	to	leave	behind	in	the	village),	and	every	now	and	then	he
would	jump	off	the	cart	and	walk	beside	it,	often	ankle-deep	in	water.
There	were	four	of	them	in	the	cart.	Sita	and	Vijay,	Hukam	Singh,	the	Jat	farmer

and	 his	 son,	 Phambiri,	 a	 mountain	 of	 a	 man	 who	 was	 going	 to	 take	 part	 in	 the
wrestling	matches	at	the	fair.
Hukam	Singh,	who	drove	the	bullocks,	liked	to	talk.	He	had	been	a	soldier	in	the

British	Indian	army	during	the	First	World	War,	and	had	been	with	his	regiment	to
Italy	and	Mesopotamia.
‘There	 is	 nothing	 to	 compare	 with	 soldiering,’	 he	 said,	 ‘except,	 of	 course,

farming.	If	you	can’t	be	a	farmer,	be	a	soldier.	Are	you	listening,	boy?	Which	will
you	be—farmer	or	soldier?’
‘Neither,’	said	Vijay.	‘I	shall	be	an	engineer!’
Hukam	Singh’s	long	moustache	seemed	almost	to	bristle	with	indignation.
‘An	engineer!	What	next!	What	does	your	father	do,	boy?’
‘He	keeps	buffaloes.’
‘Ah!	And	his	son	would	be	an	engineer?	…	Well,	well,	the	world	isn’t	what	it	used

to	be!	No	one	knows	his	rightful	place	any	more.	Men	send	their	children	to	schools
and	what	is	the	result?	Engineers!	And	who	will	look	after	the	buffaloes	while	you
are	engineering?’
‘I	will	 sell	 the	 buffaloes,’	 said	Vijay,	 adding	 rather	 cheekily,	 ‘Perhaps	 you	will

buy	one	of	them,	Subedar	Sahib!’
He	 took	 the	 cheek	 out	 of	 his	 remark	 by	 adding	 ‘Subedar	 Sahib’,	 the	 rank	 of	 a

non-commissioned	officer	 in	 the	old	army.	Hukam	Singh,	who	had	never	 reached
this	rank,	was	naturally	flattered.
‘Fortunately,	Phambiri	 hasn’t	 been	 to	 school.	He’ll	 be	 a	 farmer	 and	 a	 fine	one,

too.’
Phambiri	 simply	 grunted,	 which	 could	 have	meant	 anything.	 He	 hadn’t	 studied

further	than	class	6,	which	was	just	as	well,	as	he	was	a	man	of	muscle,	not	brain.
Phambiri	 loved	 putting	 his	 strength	 to	 some	 practical	 and	 useful	 purpose.

Whenever	the	cart	wheels	got	stuck	in	the	mud,	he	would	get	off,	remove	his	shirt
and	put	his	shoulder	to	the	side	of	the	cart,	while	his	muscles	bulged	and	the	sweat
glistened	on	his	broad	back.
‘Phambiri	is	the	strongest	man	in	our	district,’	said	Hukam	Singh	proudly.	‘And

clever,	too!	It	takes	quick	thinking	to	win	a	wrestling	match.’
‘I	have	never	seen	one,’	said	Sita.
‘Then	stay	with	us	tomorrow	morning,	and	you	will	see	Phambiri	wrestle.	He	has

been	challenged	by	the	Karauli	champion.	It	will	be	a	great	fight!’



‘We	must	see	Phambiri	win,’	said	Vijay.
‘Will	there	be	time?’	asked	Sita.
‘Why	not?	The	train	for	Shahganj	won’t	come	in	till	evening.	The	fair	goes	on	all

day	and	the	wrestling	bouts	will	take	place	in	the	morning.’
‘Yes,	you	must	see	me	win!’	exclaimed	Phambiri,	thumping	himself	on	the	chest

as	he	climbed	back	on	to	the	cart	after	freeing	the	wheels.	‘No	one	can	defeat	me!’
‘How	can	you	be	so	certain?’	asked	Vijay.
‘He	has	 to	be	certain,’	said	Hukam	Singh.	 ‘I	have	 taught	him	to	be	certain!	You

can’t	win	anything	if	you	are	uncertain	…	Isn’t	that	right,	Phambiri?	You	know	you
are	going	to	win!’
‘I	know,’	said	Phambiri	with	a	grunt	of	confidence.
‘Well,	someone	has	to	lose,’	said	Vijay.
‘Very	 true,’	 said	 Hukam	 Singh	 smugly.	 ‘After	 all,	 what	 would	 we	 do	 without

losers?	But	for	Phambiri,	it	is	win,	win,	all	the	time!’
‘And	if	he	loses?’	persisted	Vijay.
‘Then	he	will	just	forget	that	it	happened	and	will	go	on	to	win	his	next	fight!’
Vijay	 found	Hukam	Singh’s	 logic	 almost	unanswerable,	but	Sita,	who	had	been

puzzled	 by	 the	 argument,	 now	 saw	 everything	 very	 clearly	 and	 said,	 ‘Perhaps	 he
hasn’t	won	any	fights	as	yet.	Did	he	lose	the	last	one?’
‘Hush!’	 said	 Hukam	 Singh	 looking	 alarmed.	 ‘You	must	 not	 let	 him	 remember.

You	do	not	remember	losing	a	fight,	do	you,	my	son?’
‘I	have	never	lost	a	fight,’	said	Phambiri	with	great	simplicity	and	confidence.
‘How	strange,’	said	Sita.	‘If	you	lose,	how	can	you	win?’
‘Only	a	soldier	can	explain	that,’	said	Hukam	Singh.	‘For	a	man	who	fights,	there

is	no	such	thing	as	defeat.	You	fought	against	the	river,	did	you	not?’
‘I	went	with	the	river,’	said	Sita.	‘I	went	where	it	took	me.’
‘Yes,	and	you	would	have	gone	 to	 the	bottom	if	 the	boy	had	not	come	along	 to

help	you.	He	fought	the	river,	didn’t	he?’
‘Yes,	he	fought	the	river,’	said	Sita.
‘You	helped	me	to	fight	it,’	said	Vijay.
‘So	you	both	fought,’	said	the	old	man	with	a	nod	of	satisfaction.	‘You	did	not	go

with	the	river.	You	did	not	leave	everything	to	the	gods.’
‘The	gods	were	with	us,’	said	Sita.
And	so	they	talked,	while	the	bullock	cart	trundled	along	the	muddy	village	roads.

Both	 bullocks	 were	 white,	 and	 were	 decked	 out	 for	 the	 fair	 with	 coloured	 bead
necklaces	and	bells	hanging	from	their	necks.	They	were	patient,	docile	beasts.	But
the	cartwheels	which	were	badly	 in	need	of	oiling,	protested	 loudly,	 creaking	and
groaning	as	though	all	the	demons	in	the	world	had	been	trapped	within	them.
Sita	 noticed	 a	 number	of	 birds	 in	 the	paddy	 fields.	There	were	black-and-white

curlews	and	cranes	with	pink	coat-tails.	A	good	monsoon	means	plenty	of	birds.	But



Hukam	Singh	was	not	happy	about	the	cranes.
‘They	do	great	damage	 in	 the	wheat	 fields,’	he	said.	Lighting	up	a	small,	hand-

held	hookah	pipe,	he	puffed	at	it	and	became	philosophical	again:	‘Life	is	one	long
struggle	 for	 the	 farmer.	When	 he	 has	 overcome	 the	 drought,	 survived	 the	 flood,
hunted	 off	 the	 pig,	 killed	 the	 crane	 and	 reaped	 the	 crop,	 then	 comes	 that	 blood-
sucking	ghoul,	the	moneylender.	There	is	no	escaping	him!	Is	your	father	in	debt	to
a	moneylender,	boy?’
‘No,’	said	Vijay.
‘That	is	because	he	doesn’t	have	daughters	who	must	be	married!	I	have	two.	As

they	resemble	Phambiri,	they	will	need	generous	dowries.’
In	spite	of	his	grumbling,	Hukam	Singh	seemed	fairly	content	with	his	lot.	He’d

had	a	good	maize	crop,	and	the	front	of	his	cart	was	piled	high	with	corn.	He	would
sell	the	crop	at	the	fair,	along	with	some	cucumbers,	eggplants	and	melons.
The	bad	road	had	slowed	them	down	so	much	that	when	darkness	came,	they	were

still	far	from	Karauli.	In	India	there	is	hardly	any	twilight.	Within	a	short	time	of	the
sun’s	going	down,	the	stars	come	out.
‘Six	miles	to	go,’	said	Hukam	Singh.	‘In	the	dark	our	wheels	may	get	stuck	again.

Let	us	spend	the	night	here.	If	it	rains,	we	can	pull	an	old	tarpaulin	over	the	cart.’
Vijay	made	a	fire	in	the	charcoal	burner	which	Hukam	Singh	had	brought	along,

and	 they	had	a	simple	meal,	 roasting	 the	corn	over	 the	 fire	and	flavouring	 it	with
salt	and	spices	and	a	squeeze	of	 lemon.	There	was	some	milk,	but	not	enough	for
everyone	because	Phambiri	drank	three	tumblers	by	himself.
‘If	I	win	tomorrow,’	he	said,	‘I	will	give	all	of	you	a	feast!’
They	settled	down	to	sleep	in	the	bullock	cart,	and	Phambiri	and	his	father	were

soon	snoring.	Vijay	lay	awake,	his	arms	crossed	behind	his	head,	staring	up	at	 the
stars.	 Sita	 was	 very	 tired	 but	 she	 couldn’t	 sleep.	 She	 was	 worrying	 about	 her
grandparents	and	wondering	when	she	would	see	them	again.
The	night	was	full	of	sounds.	The	loud	snoring	that	came	from	Phambiri	and	his

father	 seemed	 to	 be	 taken	 up	 by	 invisible	 sleepers	 all	 around	 them,	 and	 Sita,
becoming	alarmed,	turned	to	Vijay	and	asked,	‘What	is	that	strange	noise?’
He	 smiled	 in	 the	 darkness,	 and	 she	 could	 see	 his	 white	 teeth	 and	 the	 glint	 of

laughter	in	his	eyes.
‘Only	the	spirits	of	lost	demons,’	he	said,	and	then	laughed.	‘Can’t	you	recognize

the	music	of	the	frogs?’
And	that	was	what	they	heard—a	sound	more	hideous	than	the	wail	of	demons,	a

rising	crescendo	of	noise—wurrk,	wurrk,	wurrk—coming	from	the	flooded	ditches
on	either	side	of	the	road.	All	the	frogs	in	the	jungle	seemed	to	have	gathered	at	that
one	spot,	and	each	one	appeared	to	have	something	to	say	for	himself.	The	speeches
continued	for	about	an	hour.	Then	the	meeting	broke	up	and	silence	returned	to	the
forest.



A	 jackal	 slunk	 across	 the	 road.	 A	 puff	 of	wind	 brushed	 through	 the	 trees.	 The
bullocks,	 freed	from	the	cart,	were	asleep	beside	 it.	The	men’s	snores	were	softer
now.	Vijay	slept,	a	half-smile	on	his	face.	Only	Sita	lay	awake,	worried	and	waiting
for	the	dawn.
	
At	the	Fair
	
Already,	 at	 nine	 o’clock,	 the	 fairground	was	 crowded.	 Cattle	 were	 being	 sold	 or
auctioned.	 Stalls	 had	 opened,	 selling	 everything	 from	pins	 to	 ploughs.	 Foodstuffs
were	 on	 sale—hot	 food,	 spicy	 food,	 sweets	 and	 ices.	 A	 merry-go-round,	 badly
oiled,	was	squeaking	and	groaning,	while	a	loudspeaker	blared	popular	film	music
across	the	grounds.
While	Phambiri	was	preparing	for	his	wrestling	match,	Hukam	Singh	was	busy

haggling	over	the	price	of	pumpkins.	Sita	and	Vijay	wandered	on	their	own	among
the	 stalls,	 gazing	 at	 toys	 and	kites	 and	bangles	 and	 clothing,	 at	 brightly	 coloured,
syrupy	 sweets.	 Some	 of	 the	 rural	 people	 had	 transistor	 radios	 dangling	 by	 straps
from	their	shoulders,	the	radio	music	competing	with	the	loudspeaker.	Occasionally
a	buffalo	bellowed,	drowning	all	other	sounds.
Various	 people	 were	 engaged	 in	 roadside	 professions.	 There	 was	 the	 fortune

teller.	He	had	 slips	of	paper,	 each	of	 them	covered	with	writing,	which	he	kept	 in
little	 trays	 along	 with	 some	 grain.	 He	 had	 a	 tame	 sparrow.	 When	 you	 gave	 the
fortune	 teller	 your	money,	 he	 allowed	 the	 little	 bird	 to	hop	 in	 and	out	 among	 the
trays	 until	 it	 stopped	 at	 one	 and	 started	 pecking	 at	 the	 grain.	 From	 this	 tray	 the
fortune	teller	 took	the	slip	of	paper	and	presented	it	 to	his	client.	The	writing	told
you	what	to	expect	over	the	next	few	months	or	years.
A	 harassed,	 middle-aged	 man,	 who	 was	 surrounded	 by	 six	 noisy	 sons	 and

daughters,	was	 looking	 a	 little	 concerned,	 because	his	 slip	of	 paper	 said:	 ‘Do	not
lose	hope.	You	will	have	a	child	soon.’
Some	distance	away	sat	a	barber,	and	near	him	a	professional	ear	cleaner.	Several

children	 clustered	 around	 a	 peepshow,	 which	 was	 built	 into	 an	 old	 gramophone
cabinet.	While	one	man	wound	up	the	gramophone	and	placed	a	well-worn	record
on	the	turntable,	his	partner	pushed	coloured	pictures	through	a	slide	viewer.
A	young	man	walked	energetically	up	and	down	the	fairground,	beating	a	drum

and	announcing	 the	day’s	attractions.	The	wrestling	bouts	were	about	 to	 start.	The
main	 attraction	 was	 going	 to	 be	 the	 fight	 between	 Phambiri,	 described	 as	 a	 man
‘whose	 thighs	 had	 the	 thickness	 of	 an	 elephant’s	 trunk’,	 and	 the	 local	 champion,
Sher	Dil	 (tiger ’s	 heart)—a	wild-looking	man,	with	hairy	 chest	 and	beetling	brow.
He	was	heavier	than	Phambiri	but	not	so	tall.
Sita	and	Vijay	joined	Hukam	Singh	at	one	corner	of	the	akhara,	the	wrestling	pit.

Hukam	Singh	was	massaging	his	son’s	famous	thighs.



A	gong	sounded	and	Sher	Dil	entered	the	ring,	slapping	himself	on	the	chest	and
grunting	like	a	wild	boar.	Phambiri	advanced	slowly	to	meet	him.
They	came	to	grips	immediately,	and	stood	swaying	from	side	to	side,	two	giants

pitting	 their	 strength	 against	 each	 other.	 The	 sweat	 glistened	 on	 their	 well-oiled
bodies.
Sher	Dil	got	his	arms	round	Phambiri’s	waist	and	tried	to	lift	him	off	his	feet,	but

Phambiri	had	 twined	one	powerful	 leg	around	his	opponent’s	 thigh,	and	 they	both
came	down	together	with	a	loud	squelch,	churning	up	the	soft	mud	of	the	wrestling
pit.	But	neither	wrestler	had	been	pinned	down.
Soon	they	were	so	covered	with	mud	that	it	was	difficult	to	distinguish	one	from

the	other.	There	was	a	flurry	of	arms	and	legs.	The	crowd	was	cheering	and	Sita	and
Vijay	were	cheering	too,	but	the	wrestlers	were	too	absorbed	in	their	struggle	to	be
aware	of	their	supporters.	Each	sought	to	turn	the	other	on	to	his	back.	That	was	all
that	mattered.	There	was	no	count.
For	 a	 few	 moments	 Sher	 Dil	 had	 Phambiri	 almost	 helpless,	 but	 Phambiri

wriggled	 out	 of	 a	 crushing	 grip,	 and	 using	 his	 legs	 once	 again,	 sent	 Sher	 Dil
rocketing	 across	 the	 akhara.	 But	 Sher	 Dil	 landed	 on	 his	 belly,	 and	 even	 with
Phambiri	on	top	of	him,	it	wasn’t	victory.
Nothing	 happened	 for	 several	 minutes,	 and	 the	 crowd	 became	 restless	 and

shouted	 for	 more	 action.	 Phambiri	 thought	 of	 twisting	 his	 opponent’s	 ear	 but	 he
realized	 that	he	might	get	disqualified	for	doing	 that,	 so	he	restrained	himself.	He
relaxed	his	grip	slightly,	and	 this	gave	Sher	Dil	a	chance	 to	heave	himself	up	and
send	Phambiri	 spinning	 across	 the	 akhara.	 Phambiri	was	 still	 in	 a	 sitting	 position
when	 the	 other	 took	 a	 flying	 leap	 at	 him.	But	Phambiri	 dived	 forward,	 taking	 his
opponent	between	the	legs,	and	then	rising,	flung	him	backwards	with	a	resounding
thud.	Sher	Dil	was	helpless,	and	Phambiri	sat	on	his	opponent’s	chest	to	remove	all
doubts	as	to	who	was	the	winner.	Only	when	the	applause	of	the	spectators	told	him
that	he	had	won	did	he	rise	and	leave	the	ring.
Accompanied	 by	 his	 proud	 father,	 Phambiri	 accepted	 the	 prize	 money,	 thirty

rupees,	and	then	went	in	search	of	a	tap.	After	he	had	washed	the	oil	and	mud	from
his	body,	he	put	on	fresh	clothes.	Then,	putting	his	arms	around	Vijay	and	Sita,	he
said,	‘You	have	brought	me	luck,	both	of	you.	Now	let	us	celebrate!’	And	he	led	the
way	to	the	sweet	shops.
They	ate	syrupy	rasgollas	(made	from	milk	and	sugar)	and	almond-filled	fudge,

and	 little	 pies	 filled	with	minced	meat,	 and	washed	 everything	 down	with	 a	 fizzy
orange	drink.
‘Now	I	will	buy	each	of	you	a	small	present,’	said	Phambiri.
He	bought	a	bright	blue	sports	shirt	for	Vijay.	He	bought	a	new	hookah	bowl	for

his	father.	And	he	took	Sita	to	a	stall	where	dolls	were	sold,	and	asked	her	to	choose
one.



There	were	all	kinds	of	dolls—cheap	plastic	dolls,	 and	beautiful	dolls	made	by
hand,	 dressed	 in	 the	 traditional	 costumes	 of	 different	 regions	 of	 the	 country.	 Sita
was	 immediately	 reminded	 of	 Mumta,	 her	 own	 rag	 doll,	 who	 had	 been	 made	 at
home	 with	 Grandmother ’s	 help.	 And	 she	 remembered	 Grandmother,	 and
Grandmother ’s	 sewing	machine,	 and	 the	 home	 that	 had	 been	 swept	 away,	 and	 the
tears	started	to	her	eyes.
The	dolls	seemed	to	smile	at	Sita.	The	shopkeeper	held	them	up	one	by	one,	and

they	appeared	to	dance,	to	twirl	their	wide	skirts,	to	stamp	their	jingling	feet	on	the
counter.	Each	doll	made	her	own	special	appeal	to	Sita.	Each	one	wanted	her	love.
‘Which	one	will	you	have?’	asked	Phambiri.	‘Choose	the	prettiest,	never	mind	the

price!’
But	 Sita	 could	 say	 nothing.	 She	 could	 only	 shake	 her	 head.	No	 doll,	 no	matter

how	beautiful,	could	replace	Mumta.	She	would	never	keep	a	doll	again.	That	part	of
her	life	was	over.
So	instead	of	a	doll	Phambiri	bought	her	bangles—coloured	glass	bangles	which

slipped	easily	on	Sita’s	thin	wrists.	And	then	he	took	them	into	a	temporary	cinema,
a	large	shed	made	of	corrugated	tin	sheets.
Vijay	had	been	to	a	cinema	before—the	towns	were	full	of	cinemas—but	for	Sita

it	was	 another	 new	 experience.	Many	 things	 that	were	 common	 enough	 for	 other
boys	and	girls	were	strange	and	new	for	a	girl	who	had	spent	nearly	all	her	life	on	a
small	island	in	the	middle	of	a	big	river.
As	 they	 found	 seats,	 a	 curtain	 rolled	 up	 and	 a	white	 sheet	 came	 into	 view.	The

babble	 of	 talk	 dwindled	 into	 silence.	 Sita	 became	 aware	 of	 a	 whirring	 noise
somewhere	 not	 far	 behind	 her.	But,	 before	 she	 could	 turn	 her	 head	 to	 see	what	 it
was,	the	sheet	became	a	rectangle	of	light	and	colour.	It	came	to	life.	People	moved
and	spoke.	A	story	unfolded.
But,	long	afterwards,	all	that	Sita	could	remember	of	her	first	film	was	a	jumble

of	images	and	incidents.	A	train	in	danger,	the	audience	murmuring	with	anxiety,	a
bridge	over	 a	 river	 (but	 smaller	 than	hers),	 the	bridge	being	blown	 to	pieces,	 the
engine	plunging	into	the	river,	people	struggling	in	the	water,	a	woman	rescued	by	a
man	who	immediately	embraced	her,	the	lights	coming	on	again,	and	the	audience
rising	 slowly	 and	drifting	 out	 of	 the	 theatre,	 looking	 quite	 unconcerned	 and	 even
satisfied.	All	 those	people	struggling	in	the	water	were	now	quite	safe,	back	in	the
little	black	box	in	the	projection	room.
	
Catching	the	Train
	
And	 now	 a	 real	 engine,	 a	 steam	 engine	 belching	 smoke	 and	 fire,	was	 on	 its	way
towards	Sita.
She	 stood	 with	 Vijay	 on	 the	 station	 platform	 along	 with	 over	 a	 hundred	 other



people	waiting	for	the	Shahganj	train.
The	platform	was	 littered	with	 the	familiar	bedrolls	(or	holdalls)	without	which

few	people	in	India	ever	travel.	On	these	rolls	sat	women,	children,	great-aunts	and
great-uncles,	grandfathers,	grandmothers	and	grandchildren,	while	the	more	active
adults	hovered	at	the	edge	of	the	platform,	ready	to	leap	on	to	the	train	as	soon	as	it
arrived	 and	 reserve	 a	 space	 for	 the	 family.	 In	 India,	 people	do	not	 travel	 alone	 if
they	can	help	it.	The	whole	family	must	be	taken	along—especially	if	the	reason	for
the	journey	is	a	marriage,	a	pilgrimage,	or	simply	a	visit	to	friends	or	relations.
Moving	 among	 the	 piles	 of	 bedding	 and	 luggage	 were	 coolies;	 vendors	 of

magazines,	sweetmeats,	tea	and	betel-leaf	preparations;	also	stray	dogs,	stray	people
and	 sometimes	 a	 stray	 stationmaster.	 The	 cries	 of	 the	 vendors	 mingled	 with	 the
general	clamour	of	the	station	and	the	shunting	of	a	steam	engine	in	the	yard.	‘Tea,
hot	 tea!’,	 ‘Fresh	 limes!’	 Sweets,	 papads,	 hot	 stuff,	 cold	 drinks,	 mangoes,
toothpowder,	 photos	 of	 film	 stars,	 bananas,	 balloons,	wooden	 toys!	 The	 platform
had	become	a	bazaar.	What	a	blessing	for	those	vendors	that	trains	ran	late	and	that
people	had	to	wait,	and	waiting,	drank	milky	tea,	bought	toys	for	children,	cracked
peanut	shells,	munched	bananas	and	chose	little	presents	for	the	friends	or	relations
on	whom	they	were	going	to	descend	very	shortly.
But	there	came	the	train!
The	 signal	 was	 down.	 The	 crowd	 surged	 forward,	 swamping	 an	 assistant

stationmaster.	Vijay	took	Sita	by	the	hand	and	led	her	forward.	If	they	were	too	slow,
they	would	not	get	a	place	on	the	crowded	train.	In	front	of	them	was	a	tall,	burly,
bearded	 Sikh	 from	 the	 Punjab.	 Vijay	 decided	 it	 would	 be	 a	 wise	 move	 to	 stand
behind	him	and	move	forward	at	the	same	time.
The	 station	bell	 clanged	and	a	big,	puffing,	black	 steam	engine	appeared	 in	 the

distance.	A	stray	dog,	with	a	lifetime’s	experience	of	trains,	darted	away	across	the
railway	 lines.	 As	 the	 train	 came	 alongside	 the	 platform,	 doors	 opened,	 window
shutters	 fell,	 eager	 faces	 appeared	 in	 the	 openings,	 and	 even	 before	 the	 train	 had
come	to	a	stop,	people	were	trying	to	get	in	or	out.
For	a	few	moments	there	was	chaos.	The	crowd	surged	backwards	and	forwards.

No	one	could	get	out.	No	one	could	get	 in!	Fifty	people	were	 leaving	 the	 train,	 a
hundred	 were	 catching	 it!	 No	 one	 wanted	 to	 give	 way.	 But	 every	 problem	 has	 a
solution	 somewhere,	 provided	 one	 looks	 for	 it.	 And	 this	 particular	 problem	was
solved	 by	 a	 man	 climbing	 out	 of	 a	 window.	 Others	 followed	 his	 example.	 The
pressure	at	the	doors	eased	and	people	started	squeezing	into	the	compartments.
Vijay	 stayed	 close	 to	 the	Sikh	who	 forged	 a	way	 through	 the	 throng.	The	Sikh

reached	 an	 open	 doorway	 and	 was	 through.	 Vijay	 and	 Sita	 were	 through!	 They
found	somewhere	 to	 sit	 and	were	 then	able	 to	 look	down	at	 the	platform,	 into	 the
whirlpool	and	enjoy	themselves	a	little.	The	vendors	had	abandoned	the	people	on
the	platform	and	had	started	selling	their	wares	at	the	windows.	Hukam	Singh,	after



buying	 their	 tickets,	 had	 given	Vijay	 and	 Sita	 a	 rupee	 to	 spend	 on	 the	way.	Vijay
bought	a	freshly	split	coconut,	and	Sita	bought	a	comb	for	her	hair.	She	had	never
bothered	with	her	hair	before.
They	saw	a	worried	man	rushing	along	the	platform	searching	for	his	family;	but

they	were	already	in	the	compartment,	having	beaten	him	to	it,	and	eagerly	helped
him	in	at	the	door.	A	whistle	shrilled	and	they	were	off!	A	couple	of	vendors	made
last-minute	transactions,	then	jumped	from	the	slow-moving	train.	One	man	did	this
expertly	with	a	tray	of	teacups	balanced	on	one	hand.
The	train	gathered	speed.
‘What	will	happen	to	all	those	people	still	on	the	platform?’	asked	Sita	anxiously.

‘Will	they	all	be	left	behind?’
She	put	her	head	out	of	the	window	and	looked	back	at	the	receding	platform.	It

was	 strangely	empty.	Only	 the	vendors	and	 the	coolies	and	 the	 stray	dogs	and	 the
dishevelled	 railway	 staff	 were	 in	 evidence.	 A	 miracle	 had	 happened.	 No	 one—
absolutely	no	one—had	been	left	behind!
Then	 the	 train	 was	 rushing	 through	 the	 night,	 the	 engine	 throwing	 out	 bright

sparks	 that	 danced	 away	 like	 fireflies.	 Sometimes	 the	 train	 had	 to	 slow	 down,	 as
flood	 water	 had	 weakened	 the	 embankments.	 Sometimes	 it	 stopped	 at	 brightly	 lit
stations.
When	the	train	started	again	and	moved	on	into	the	dark	countryside,	Sita	would

stare	through	the	glass	of	the	window,	at	the	bright	lights	of	a	town	or	the	quiet	glow
of	village	lamps.	She	thought	of	Phambiri	and	Hukam	Singh,	and	wondered	if	she
would	ever	see	them	again.	Already	they	were	like	people	in	a	fairy	tale,	met	briefly
on	the	road	and	never	seen	again.
There	was	no	room	in	the	compartment	in	which	to	lie	down;	but	Sita	soon	fell

asleep,	her	head	resting	against	Vijay’s	shoulder.
	
A	Meeting	and	a	Parting
	
Sita	 did	 not	 know	where	 to	 look	 for	 her	 grandfather.	 For	 an	 hour	 she	 and	Vijay
wandered	through	the	Shahganj	bazaar,	growing	hungrier	all	the	time.	They	had	no
money	left	and	they	were	hot	and	thirsty.
Outside	 the	bazaar,	 near	 a	 small	 temple,	 they	 saw	a	 tree	 in	which	 several	 small

boys	were	helping	themselves	to	the	sour,	purple	fruit.
It	did	not	 take	Vijay	long	to	 join	the	boys	in	 the	 tree.	They	did	not	object	 to	his

joining	them.	It	wasn’t	their	tree,	anyway.
Sita	stood	beneath	the	tree	while	Vijay	threw	the	jamuns	down	to	her.	They	soon

had	a	small	pile	of	 the	fruit.	They	were	on	the	road	again,	 their	faces	stained	with
purple	juice.
They	were	asking	the	way	to	the	Shahganj	hospital,	when	Sita	caught	a	glimpse	of



her	grandfather	on	the	road.
At	first	the	old	man	did	not	recognize	her.	He	was	walking	stiffly	down	the	road,

looking	straight	ahead,	and	would	have	walked	right	past	the	dusty,	dishevelled	girl,
had	she	not	charged	straight	at	his	thin,	shaky	legs	and	clasped	him	round	the	waist.
‘Sita!’	he	cried,	when	he	had	recovered	his	wind	and	his	balance.	‘Why	are	you

here?	How	did	you	get	off	 the	 island?	I	have	been	very	worried—it	has	been	bad,
these	last	two	days	…’
‘Is	Grandmother	all	right?’	asked	Sita.
But	even	as	she	spoke,	she	knew	that	Grandmother	was	no	longer	with	them.	The

dazed	 look	 in	 the	 old	 man’s	 eyes	 told	 her	 as	 much.	 She	 wanted	 to	 cry—not	 for
Grandmother,	 who	 could	 suffer	 no	 more,	 but	 for	 Grandfather,	 who	 looked	 so
helpless	and	bewildered.	She	did	not	want	him	to	be	unhappy.	She	forced	back	her
tears	and	took	his	gnarled	and	trembling	hand,	and	with	Vijay	walking	beside	her,
led	the	old	man	down	the	crowded	street.
She	knew,	 then,	 that	 it	would	be	on	her	shoulder	 that	Grandfather	would	lean	in

the	years	to	come.
They	decided	to	remain	in	Shahganj	for	a	couple	of	days,	staying	at	a	dharamsala

—a	wayside	rest	house—until	 the	flood	waters	subsided.	Grandfather	still	had	two
of	the	goats—it	had	not	been	necessary	to	sell	more	than	one—but	he	did	not	want
to	 take	 the	 risk	of	 rowing	a	crowded	boat	across	 to	 the	 island.	The	river	was	still
fast	and	dangerous.
But	Vijay	could	not	stay	with	Sita	any	longer.
‘I	must	go	now,’	he	 said.	 ‘My	 father	 and	mother	will	be	very	worried	and	 they

will	not	know	where	 to	 look	for	me.	 In	a	day	or	 two	the	water	will	go	down,	and
you	will	be	able	to	go	back	to	your	home.’
‘Perhaps	the	island	has	gone	forever,’	said	Sita.
‘It	will	be	 there,’	 said	Vijay.	 ‘It	 is	a	 rocky	 island.	Bad	 for	crops	but	good	 for	a

house!’
‘Will	you	come?’	asked	Sita.
What	she	really	wanted	to	say	was,	‘Will	you	come	to	see	me?’	but	she	was	too

shy	to	say	it;	and	besides,	she	wasn’t	sure	if	Vijay	would	want	to	see	her	again.
‘I	will	come,’	said	Vijay.	‘That	is,	if	my	father	gets	me	another	boat!’
As	he	turned	to	go,	he	gave	her	his	flute.
‘Keep	it	for	me,’	he	said.	‘I	will	come	for	it	one	day.’	When	he	saw	her	hesitate,

he	smiled	and	said,	‘It	is	a	good	flute!’
	
The	Return
	
There	 was	 more	 rain,	 but	 the	 worst	 was	 over,	 and	 when	 Grandfather	 and	 Sita
returned	to	the	island,	the	river	was	no	longer	in	spate.



Grandfather	 could	 hardly	 believe	 his	 eyes	 when	 he	 saw	 that	 the	 tree	 had
disappeared—the	tree	that	had	seemed	as	permanent	as	the	island,	as	much	a	part	of
his	life	as	the	river	itself	had	been.	He	marvelled	at	Sita’s	escape.
‘It	was	the	tree	that	saved	you,’	he	said.
‘And	the	boy,’	said	Sita.
‘Yes,	and	the	boy.’
She	 thought	about	Vijay	and	wondered	 if	 she	would	ever	 see	him	again.	Would

he,	like	Phambiri	and	Hukam	Singh,	be	one	of	those	people	who	arrived	as	though
out	of	a	fairy	tale	and	then	disappeared	silently	and	mysteriously?	She	did	not	know
it	then,	but	some	of	the	moving	forces	of	our	lives	are	meant	to	touch	us	briefly	and
go	their	way	…
And	because	Grandmother	was	no	longer	with	them,	life	on	the	island	was	quite

different.	The	evenings	were	sad	and	lonely.
But	there	was	a	lot	of	work	to	be	done,	and	Sita	did	not	have	much	time	to	think

of	Grandmother	or	Vijay	or	the	world	she	had	glimpsed	during	her	journey.
For	three	nights	they	slept	under	a	crude	shelter	made	out	of	gunny	bags.	During

the	day,	Sita	helped	Grandfather	rebuild	the	mud	hut.	Once	again	they	used	the	big
rock	for	support.
The	trunk	which	Sita	had	packed	so	carefully	had	not	been	swept	off	 the	 island,

but	 water	 had	 got	 into	 it	 and	 the	 food	 and	 clothing	 had	 been	 spoilt.	 But
Grandfather ’s	hookah	had	been	saved,	and	in	the	evenings,	after	work	was	done	and
they	had	eaten	their	light	meal	which	Sita	prepared,	he	would	smoke	with	a	little	of
his	old	contentment	and	tell	Sita	about	other	floods	which	he	had	experienced	as	a
boy.	And	he	would	tell	her	about	the	wrestling	matches	he	had	won,	and	the	kites	he
had	flown.
Sita	 planted	 a	mango	 seed	 in	 the	 same	 spot	where	 the	 peepul	 tree	 had	 stood.	 It

would	be	many	years	before	it	grew	into	a	big	tree,	but	Sita	liked	to	imagine	herself
sitting	in	 the	branches,	picking	the	mangoes	straight	from	the	tree	and	feasting	on
them	all	day.
Grandfather	was	more	particular	about	making	a	vegetable	garden,	putting	down

peas,	carrots,	gram	and	mustard.
One	day,	when	most	of	the	hard	work	had	been	done	and	the	new	hut	was	ready,

Sita	 took	 the	 flute	which	had	been	given	 to	her	by	Vijay,	 and	walked	down	 to	 the
water ’s	edge	and	tried	to	play	it.	But	all	she	could	produce	were	a	few	broken	notes,
and	even	the	goats	paid	no	attention	to	her	music.
Sometimes	Sita	thought	she	saw	a	boat	coming	down	the	river,	and	she	would	run

to	meet	it;	but	usually	there	was	no	boat,	or	if	there	was,	it	belonged	to	a	stranger	or
to	another	fisherman.	And	so	she	stopped	looking	out	for	boats.
Slowly,	 the	 rains	 came	 to	 an	 end.	 The	 flood	 waters	 had	 receded,	 and	 in	 the

villages	people	were	beginning	to	 till	 the	 land	again	and	sow	crops	for	 the	winter



months.	There	were	more	cattle	fairs	and	wrestling	matches.	The	days	were	warm
and	 sultry.	 The	 water	 in	 the	 river	 was	 no	 longer	 muddy,	 and	 one	 evening
Grandfather	brought	home	a	huge	mahseer,	and	Sita	made	it	into	a	delicious	curry.
	
Deep	River
	
Grandfather	sat	outside	the	hut,	smoking	his	hookah.	Sita	was	at	 the	far	end	of	the
island,	spreading	clothes	on	the	rocks	to	dry.	One	of	the	goats	had	followed	her.	It
was	the	friendlier	of	the	two,	and	often	followed	Sita	about	the	island.	She	had	made
it	a	necklace	of	coloured	beads.
She	 sat	 down	 on	 a	 smooth	 rock,	 and	 as	 she	 did	 so,	 she	 noticed	 a	 small	 bright

object	 in	 the	 sand	 near	 her	 feet.	 She	 picked	 it	 up.	 It	 was	 a	 little	 wooden	 toy—a
coloured	peacock,	God	Krishna’s	 favourite	bird—it	must	have	come	down	on	 the
river	and	been	swept	ashore	on	the	island.	Some	of	the	paint	had	been	rubbed	off;
but	for	Sita,	who	had	no	toys,	it	was	a	great	find.
There	 was	 a	 soft	 footfall	 behind	 her.	 She	 looked	 round,	 and	 there	 was	 Vijay,

barefoot,	standing	over	her	and	smiling.
‘I	thought	you	wouldn’t	come,’	said	Sita.
‘There	was	much	work	in	my	village.	Did	you	keep	my	flute?’
‘Yes,	but	I	cannot	play	it	properly.’
‘I	will	teach	you,’	said	Vijay.
He	sat	down	beside	her	and	 they	cooled	 their	 feet	 in	 the	water,	which	was	clear

now,	 taking	 in	 the	blue	of	 the	 sky.	They	could	see	 the	sand	and	 the	pebbles	of	 the
riverbed.
‘Sometimes	the	river	is	angry	and	sometimes	it	is	kind,’	said	Sita.
‘We	are	part	of	the	river,’	said	Vijay.
It	was	a	good	river,	deep	and	strong,	beginning	in	the	mountains	and	ending	in	the

sea.
Along	 its	 banks,	 for	 hundreds	 of	miles,	 lived	millions	 of	 people,	 and	 Sita	was

only	one	small	girl	among	them,	and	no	one	had	ever	heard	of	her,	no	one	knew	her
—except	 for	 the	old	man,	 and	 the	boy,	 and	 the	water	 that	was	blue	 and	white	 and
wonderful.



I
The	Tunnel

	
t	 was	 almost	 noon,	 and	 the	 jungle	 was	 very	 still,	 very	 silent.	 Heat	 waves
shimmered	along	 the	 railway	embankment	where	 it	 cut	 a	path	 through	 the	 tall
evergreen	trees.	The	railway	lines	were	two	straight	black	serpents	disappearing
into	the	tunnel	in	the	hillside.

Ranji	stood	near	the	cutting,	waiting	for	the	midday	train.	It	wasn’t	a	station	and
he	wasn’t	catching	a	train.	He	was	waiting	so	he	could	watch	the	steam	engine	come
roaring	out	of	the	tunnel.
He	had	cycled	out	of	town	and	taken	the	jungle	path	until	he	had	come	to	a	small

village.	He	had	left	 the	cycle	there,	and	walked	over	a	 low,	scrub-covered	hill	and
down	to	the	tunnel	exit.
Now	he	looked	up.	He	had	heard,	in	the	distance,	the	shrill	whistle	of	the	engine.

He	couldn’t	see	anything,	because	the	train	was	approaching	from	the	other	side	of
the	hill,	but	presently	a	sound	like	distant	thunder	came	from	the	tunnel,	and	he	knew
the	train	was	coming	through.
A	 second	 or	 two	 later	 the	 steam	 engine	 shot	 out	 of	 the	 tunnel,	 snorting	 and

puffing	 like	 some	 green,	 black	 and	 gold	 dragon,	 some	 beautiful	 monster	 out	 of
Ranji’s	dreams.	Showering	sparks	right	and	left,	it	roared	a	challenge	to	the	jungle.
Instinctively	Ranji	stepped	back	a	few	paces.	Waves	of	hot	steam	struck	him	in	the

face.	Even	the	trees	seemed	to	flinch	from	the	noise	and	heat.	And	then	the	train	had
gone,	leaving	only	a	plume	of	smoke	to	drift	lazily	over	the	tall	shisham	trees.
The	jungle	was	still	again.	No	one	moved.
Ranji	 turned	 from	 watching	 the	 drifting	 smoke	 and	 began	 walking	 along	 the

embankment	towards	the	tunnel.	It	grew	darker	the	further	he	walked,	and	when	he
had	gone	about	twenty	yards	it	became	pitch	black.	He	had	to	turn	and	look	back	at
the	opening	to	make	sure	that	there	was	a	speck	of	daylight	in	the	distance.
Ahead	of	him,	the	tunnel’s	other	opening	was	also	a	small	round	circle	of	light.
The	walls	of	 the	 tunnel	were	damp	and	sticky.	A	bat	 flew	past.	A	 lizard	 scuttled

between	 the	 lines.	 Coming	 straight	 from	 the	 darkness	 into	 the	 light,	 Ranji	 was
dazzled	by	the	sudden	glare.	He	put	a	hand	up	to	shade	his	eyes	and	looked	up	at	the
scrub-covered	hillside,	and	he	thought	he	saw	something	moving	between	the	trees.
It	was	just	a	flash	of	gold	and	black,	and	a	long	swishing	tail.	It	was	there	between

the	trees	for	a	second	or	two,	and	then	it	was	gone.
About	 fifty	 feet	 from	 the	 entrance	 to	 the	 tunnel	 stood	 the	 watchman’s	 hut.

Marigolds	 grew	 in	 front	 of	 the	 hut,	 and	 at	 the	 back	 there	 was	 a	 small	 vegetable
patch.	It	was	the	watchman’s	duty	to	inspect	the	tunnel	and	keep	it	clear	of	obstacles.
Every	day,	before	the	train	came	through,	he	would	walk	the	length	of	the	tunnel.



If	all	was	well,	he	would	return	to	his	hut	and	take	a	nap.	If	something	was	wrong,	he
would	walk	back	up	the	line	and	wave	a	red	flag	and	the	engine	driver	would	slow
down.
At	night,	the	watchman	lit	an	oil	lamp	and	made	a	similar	inspection.	If	there	was

any	 danger	 to	 the	 train,	 he’d	 go	 back	 up	 the	 line	 and	 wave	 his	 lamp	 to	 the
approaching	engine.	If	all	was	well,	he’d	hang	his	lamp	at	the	door	of	his	hut	and	go
to	sleep.
He	was	 just	settling	down	on	his	cot	 for	an	afternoon	nap	when	he	saw	the	boy

come	out	of	 the	tunnel.	He	waited	until	 the	boy	was	only	a	few	feet	away	and	then
said,	 ‘Welcome,	welcome.	 I	don’t	often	get	visitors.	Sit	down	for	a	while,	and	 tell
me	why	you	were	inspecting	my	tunnel.’
‘Is	it	your	tunnel?’	asked	Ranji.
‘It	 is,’	 said	 the	 watchman.	 ‘It	 is	 truly	 my	 tunnel,	 since	 no	 one	 else	 will	 have

anything	to	do	with	it.	I	have	only	lent	it	to	the	government.’
Ranji	sat	down	on	the	edge	of	the	cot.
‘I	wanted	to	see	the	train	come	through,’	he	said.	‘And	then,	when	it	had	gone,	I

decided	to	walk	through	the	tunnel.’
‘And	what	did	you	find	in	it?’
‘Nothing.	It	was	very	dark.	But	when	I	came	out,	I	thought	I	saw	an	animal—up	on

the	hill—but	I’m	not	sure,	it	moved	off	very	quickly.’
‘It	was	a	leopard	you	saw,’	said	the	watchman.	‘My	leopard.’
‘Do	you	own	a	leopard,	too?’
‘I	do.’
‘And	do	you	lend	it	to	the	government?’
‘I	do	not.’
‘Is	it	dangerous?’
‘Not	if	you	leave	it	alone.	It	comes	this	way	for	a	few	days	every	month,	because

there	are	still	deer	in	this	jungle,	and	the	deer	is	its	natural	prey.	It	keeps	away	from
people.’
‘Have	you	been	here	a	long	time?’	asked	Ranji.
‘Many	years.	My	name	is	Kishan	Singh.’
‘Mine	is	Ranji.’
‘There	is	one	train	during	the	day.	And	there	is	one	train	during	the	night.	Have

you	seen	the	Night	Mail	come	through	the	tunnel?’
‘No.	At	what	time	does	it	come?’
‘About	nine	o’clock,	if	it	isn’t	late.	You	could	come	and	sit	here	with	me,	if	you

like.	And,	after	it	has	gone,	I	will	take	you	home.’
‘I’ll	ask	my	parents,’	said	Ranji.	‘Will	it	be	safe?’
‘It	 is	 safer	 in	 the	 jungle	 than	 in	 the	 town.	No	 rascals	 out	 here.	Only	 last	week,

when	I	went	into	the	town,	I	had	my	pocket	picked!	Leopards	don’t	pick	pockets.’



Kishan	Singh	stretched	himself	out	on	his	cot.	‘And	now	I	am	going	to	take	a	nap,
my	friend.	It	is	too	hot	to	be	up	and	about	in	the	afternoon.’
‘Everyone	 goes	 to	 sleep	 in	 the	 afternoon,’	 complained	 Ranji.	 ‘My	 father	 lies

down	as	soon	as	he’s	had	his	lunch.’
‘Well,	the	animals	also	rest	in	the	heat	of	the	day.	It	is	only	the	tribe	of	boys	who

cannot,	or	will	not,	rest.’
Kishan	Singh	placed	a	large	banana	leaf	over	his	face	to	keep	away	the	flies,	and

was	soon	snoring	gently.	Ranji	stood	up,	 looking	up	and	down	the	railway	 tracks.
Then	he	began	walking	back	to	the	village.
The	following	evening,	towards	dusk,	as	the	flying	foxes	swooped	silently	out	of

the	trees,	Ranji	made	his	way	to	the	watchman’s	hut.
It	had	been	a	long	hot	day,	but	now	the	earth	was	cooling	and	a	light	breeze	was

moving	through	the	trees.	It	carried	with	it	the	scent	of	mango	blossom,	the	promise
of	rain.
Kishan	 Singh	was	waiting	 for	 Ranji.	 He	 had	watered	 his	 small	 garden	 and	 the

flowers	looked	cool	and	fresh.	A	kettle	was	boiling	on	an	oil	stove.
‘I	am	making	tea,’	he	said.	‘There	 is	nothing	like	a	glass	of	hot	sweet	 tea	while

waiting	for	a	train.’
They	drank	their	tea,	listening	to	the	sharp	notes	of	the	tailor	bird	and	the	noisy,

chatter	of	the	seven	sisters.	As	the	brief	twilight	faded,	most	of	the	birds	fell	silent.
Kishan	lit	his	oil	lamp	and	said	it	was	time	for	him	to	inspect	the	tunnel.	He	moved
off	towards	the	dark	entrance,	while	Ranji	sat	on	the	cot,	sipping	tea.
In	the	dark,	the	trees	seemed	to	move	closer.	And	the	night	life	of	the	forest	was

conveyed	on	the	breeze—the	sharp	call	of	a	barking	deer,	the	cry	of	a	fox,	the	quaint
tonk-tonk	of	a	nightjar.
There	were	some	sounds	that	Ranji	would	not	recognize—sounds	that	came	from

the	 trees.	 Creakings,	 and	 whisperings,	 as	 though	 the	 trees	 were	 coming	 alive,
stretching	their	limbs	in	the	dark,	shifting	a	little,	flexing	their	fingers.
Kishan	Singh	stood	outside	the	tunnel,	trimming	his	lamp.	The	night	sounds	were

familiar	 to	 him	 and	 he	 did	 not	 give	 them	 much	 thought;	 but	 something	 else—a
padded	 footfall,	 a	 rustle	 of	 dry	 leaves—made	 him	 stand	 still	 for	 a	 few	 seconds,
peering	 into	 the	 darkness.	Then,	 humming	 softly,	 he	 returned	 to	where	Ranji	was
waiting.	Ten	minutes	remained	for	the	Night	Mail	to	arrive.
As	the	watchman	sat	down	on	the	cot	beside	Ranji,	a	new	sound	reached	both	of

them	quite	distinctly—a	rhythmic	sawing	sound,	as	of	someone	cutting	through	the
branch	of	a	tree.
‘What’s	that?’	whispered	Ranji.
‘It’s	the	leopard,’	said	Kishan	Singh.	‘I	think	it’s	in	the	tunnel.’
‘The	train	will	soon	be	here.’
‘Yes,	my	friend.	And	if	we	don’t	drive	the	leopard	out	of	the	tunnel,	it	will	be	run



over	by	the	engine.’
‘But	won’t	it	attack	us	if	we	try	to	drive	it	out?’	asked	Ranji,	beginning	to	share

the	watchman’s	concern.
‘It	knows	me	well.	We	have	seen	each	other	many	times.	I	don’t	think	it	will	attack.

Even	so,	I	will	take	my	axe	along.	You	had	better	stay	here,	Ranji.’
‘No,	I’ll	come	too.	It	will	be	better	than	sitting	here	alone	in	the	dark.’
‘All	right,	but	stay	close	behind	me.	And	remember,	there	is	nothing	to	fear.’
Raising	his	lamp,	Kishan	Singh	walked	into	the	tunnel,	shouting	at	the	top	of	his

voice	to	try	and	scare	away	the	animal.	Ranji	followed	close	behind.	But	he	found	he
was	unable	to	do	any	shouting;	his	throat	had	gone	quite	dry.
They	had	gone	about	 twenty	paces	 into	 the	 tunnel	when	 the	 light	 from	the	 lamp

fell	 upon	 the	 leopard.	 It	was	 crouching	 between	 the	 tracks,	 only	 fifteen	 feet	 away
from	 them.	Baring	 its	 teeth	 and	 snarling,	 it	went	 down	on	 its	 belly,	 tail	 twitching.
Ranji	felt	sure	it	was	going	to	spring	at	them.
Kishan	 Singh	 and	 Ranji	 both	 shouted	 together.	 Their	 voices	 rang	 through	 the

tunnel.	And	the	leopard,	uncertain	as	to	how	many	terrifying	humans	were	there	in
front	of	him,	turned	swiftly	and	disappeared	into	the	darkness.
To	make	sure	it	had	gone,	Ranji	and	the	watchman	walked	the	length	of	the	tunnel.

When	they	returned	to	the	entrance,	the	rails	were	beginning	to	hum.	They	knew	the
train	was	coming.
Ranji	 put	 his	 hand	 to	 one	 of	 the	 rails	 and	 felt	 its	 tremor.	 He	 heard	 the	 distant

rumble	 of	 the	 train.	 And	 then	 the	 engine	 came	 round	 the	 bend,	 hissing	 at	 them,
scattering	sparks	into	the	darkness,	defying	the	jungle	as	it	roared	through	the	steep
sides	of	the	cutting.	It	charged	straight	into	the	tunnel,	thundering	past	Ranji	like	the
beautiful	dragon	of	his	dreams.
And	when	 it	had	gone,	 the	silence	 returned	and	 the	 forest	 seemed	 to	breathe,	 to

live	again.	Only	the	rails	still	trembled	with	the	passing	of	the	train.
They	trembled	again	to	the	passing	of	the	same	train,	almost	a	week	later,	when

Ranji	and	his	father	were	both	travelling	in	it.
Ranji’s	 father	was	scribbling	 in	a	notebook,	doing	his	accounts.	How	boring	of

him,	 thought	Ranji	as	he	sat	near	an	open	window	staring	out	at	 the	darkness.	His
father	was	going	to	Delhi	on	a	business	trip	and	had	decided	to	take	the	boy	along.
‘It’s	time	you	learnt	something	about	the	business,’	he	had	said,	to	Ranji’s	dismay.
The	Night	Mail	 rushed	 through	 the	 forest	with	 its	 hundreds	 of	 passengers.	The

carriage	wheels	beat	out	a	 steady	 rhythm	on	 the	 rails.	Tiny	 flickering	 lights	came
and	went,	as	they	passed	small	villages	on	the	fringe	of	the	jungle.
Ranji	heard	the	rumble	as	the	train	passed	over	a	small	bridge.	It	was	too	dark	to

see	 the	 hut	 near	 the	 cutting,	 but	 he	 knew	 they	must	 be	 approaching	 the	 tunnel.	He
strained	his	 eyes,	 looking	out	 into	 the	night;	 and	 then,	 just	 as	 the	 engine	 let	 out	 a
shrill	whistle,	Ranji	saw	the	lamp.



He	couldn’t	 see	Kishan	Singh,	but	he	saw	 the	 lamp,	and	he	knew	that	his	 friend
was	out	there.
The	 train	 went	 into	 the	 tunnel	 and	 out	 again,	 it	 left	 the	 jungle	 behind	 and

thundered	across	the	endless	plains.	And	Ranji	stared	out	at	the	darkness,	thinking	of
the	lonely	cutting	in	the	forest,	and	the	watchman	with	the	lamp	who	would	always
remain	a	firefly	for	 those	travelling	thousands,	as	he	lit	up	the	darkness	for	steam
engines	and	leopards.



I
The	Leopard

	
first	saw	the	leopard	when	I	was	crossing	the	small	stream	at	the	bottom	of	the
hill.
The	ravine	was	so	deep	that	for	most	of	the	day	it	remained	in	shadow.	This

encouraged	many	birds	and	animals	to	emerge	from	cover	during	the	daylight
hours.	Few	people	ever	passed	that	way:	only	milkmen	and	charcoal	burners	from
the	 surrounding	 villages.	 As	 a	 result,	 the	 ravine	 had	 become	 a	 little	 haven	 for
wildlife,	 one	 of	 the	 few	 natural	 sanctuaries	 left	 near	Mussoorie,	 a	 hill	 station	 in
northern	India.
Below	my	cottage	was	a	forest	of	oak	and	maple	and	Himalayan	rhododendron.	A

narrow	path	twisted	its	way	down	through	the	trees,	over	an	open	ridge	where	red
sorrel	 grew	 wild,	 and	 then	 steeply	 down	 through	 a	 tangle	 of	 wild	 raspberries,
creeping	vines	and	 slender	bamboo.	At	 the	bottom	of	 the	hill	 the	path	 led	on	 to	a
grassy	verge,	surrounded	by	wild	dog	roses.	(It	is	surprising	how	closely	the	flora
of	 the	 lower	Himalayas,	between	five	 thousand	and	eight	 thousand	feet,	 resembles
that	of	the	English	countryside.)
The	 stream	 ran	 close	 by	 the	 verge,	 tumbling	 over	 smooth	 pebbles,	 over	 rocks

worn	yellow	with	age,	on	its	way	to	the	plains	and	to	the	little	Song	river	and	finally
to	the	sacred	Ganga.
When	 I	 first	 discovered	 the	 stream,	 it	was	 early	April	 and	 the	wild	 roses	were

flowering—small	white	blossoms	lying	in	clusters.
I	walked	down	to	the	stream	almost	every	day	after	two	or	three	hours	of	writing.

I	 had	 lived	 in	 cities	 too	 long	 and	 had	 returned	 to	 the	 hills	 to	 renew	myself,	 both
physically	and	mentally.	Once	you	have	lived	with	mountains	for	any	length	of	time
you	belong	to	them,	and	must	return	again	and	again.
Nearly	 every	 morning,	 and	 sometimes	 during	 the	 day,	 I	 heard	 the	 cry	 of	 the

barking	deer.	And	in	the	evening,	walking	through	the	forest,	I	disturbed	parties	of
pheasants.	The	birds	went	gliding	down	the	ravine	on	open,	motionless	wings.	I	saw
pine	martens	and	a	handsome	red	fox,	and	I	recognized	the	footprints	of	a	bear.
As	 I	had	not	come	 to	 take	anything	 from	the	 forest,	 the	birds	and	animals	soon

grew	accustomed	to	my	presence;	or	possibly	they	recognized	my	footsteps.	After
some	time,	my	approach	did	not	disturb	them.
The	langoors	in	the	oak	and	rhododendron	trees,	who	would	at	first	go	leaping

through	the	branches	at	my	approach,	now	watched	me	with	some	curiosity	as	they
munched	the	tender	green	shoots	of	the	oak.	The	young	ones	scuffled	and	wrestled
like	boys	while	their	parents	groomed	each	other ’s	coats,	stretching	themselves	out
on	the	sunlit	hillside.



But	one	evening,	as	I	passed,	I	heard	them	chattering	in	the	trees,	and	I	knew	I	was
not	 the	 cause	of	 their	 excitement.	As	 I	 crossed	 the	 stream	and	began	climbing	 the
hill,	 the	 grunting	 and	 chattering	 increased,	 as	 though	 the	 langoors	were	 trying	 to
warn	me	of	some	hidden	danger.	A	shower	of	pebbles	came	rattling	down	the	steep
hillside,	 and	 I	 looked	 up	 to	 see	 a	 sinewy,	 orange-gold	 leopard	 poised	 on	 a	 rock
about	twenty	feet	above	me.
He	was	not	looking	towards	me	but	had	his	head	thrust	attentively	forward,	in	the

direction	 of	 the	 ravine.	Yet	 he	must	 have	 sensed	my	 presence,	 because	 he	 slowly
turned	his	head	and	looked	down	at	me.
He	 seemed	 a	 little	 puzzled	 at	 my	 presence	 there;	 and	 when,	 to	 give	 myself

courage,	 I	 clapped	 my	 hands	 sharply,	 the	 leopard	 sprang	 away	 into	 the	 thickets,
making	absolutely	no	sound	as	he	melted	into	the	shadows.
I	 had	 disturbed	 the	 animal	 in	 his	 quest	 for	 food.	 But	 a	 little	 after	 I	 heard	 the

quickening	cry	of	a	barking	deer	as	it	fled	through	the	forest.	The	hunt	was	still	on.
The	leopard,	like	other	members	of	the	cat	family,	is	nearing	extinction	in	India,

and	 I	was	surprised	 to	 find	one	so	close	 to	Mussoorie.	Probably	 the	deforestation
that	 had	 been	 taking	 place	 in	 the	 surrounding	 hills	 had	 driven	 the	 deer	 into	 this
green	valley;	and	the	leopard,	naturally,	had	followed.
It	 was	 some	weeks	 before	 I	 saw	 the	 leopard	 again,	 although	 I	was	 often	made

aware	of	its	presence.	A	dry,	rasping	cough	sometimes	gave	it	away.	At	times	I	felt
almost	certain	that	I	was	being	followed.
Once,	when	 I	was	 late	 getting	 home,	 and	 the	 brief	 twilight	 gave	way	 to	 a	 dark

moonless	night,	I	was	startled	by	a	family	of	porcupines	running	about	in	a	clearing.
I	 looked	around	nervously	and	saw	two	bright	eyes	staring	at	me	from	a	thicket.	I
stood	still,	my	heart	banging	away	against	my	ribs.	Then	the	eyes	danced	away	and	I
realized	that	they	were	only	fireflies.
In	May	and	June,	when	the	hills	were	brown	and	dry,	it	was	always	cool	and	green

near	the	stream,	where	ferns	and	maidenhair	and	long	grasses	continued	to	thrive.
Downstream,	 I	 found	 a	 small	 pool	where	 I	 could	 bathe,	 and	 a	 cave	with	water

dripping	from	the	roof,	the	water	spangled	gold	and	silver	in	the	shafts	of	sunlight
that	pushed	through	the	slits	in	the	cave	roof.
‘He	 maketh	 me	 to	 lie	 down	 in	 green	 pastures;	 he	 leadeth	 me	 beside	 the	 still

waters.’	 Perhaps	 David	 had	 discovered	 a	 similar	 paradise	 when	 he	 wrote	 those
words;	perhaps	I,	 too,	would	write	good	words.	The	hill	station’s	summer	visitors
had	not	discovered	this	haven	of	wild	and	green	things.	I	was	beginning	to	feel	that
the	place	belonged	to	me,	that	dominion	was	mine.
The	stream	had	at	least	one	other	regular	visitor,	a	spotted	forktail,	and	though	it

did	not	fly	away	at	my	approach,	it	became	restless	if	I	stayed	too	long,	and	then	she
would	move	from	boulder	to	boulder	uttering	a	long	complaining	cry.
I	 spent	 an	 afternoon	 trying	 to	 discover	 the	 bird’s	 nest,	 which	 I	 was	 certain



contained	young	ones,	because	I	had	seen	the	forktail	carrying	grubs	in	her	bill.	The
problem	was	 that	 when	 the	 bird	 flew	 upstream,	 I	 had	 difficulty	 in	 following	 her
rapidly	enough	as	the	rocks	were	sharp	and	slippery.
Eventually	I	decorated	myself	with	bracken	fronds	and,	after	slowly	making	my

way	upstream,	hid	myself	in	the	hollow	stump	of	a	tree	at	a	spot	where	the	forktail
often	disappeared.	I	had	no	intention	of	robbing	the	bird.	I	was	simply	curious	to	see
its	home.
By	 crouching	 down,	 I	 was	 able	 to	 command	 a	 view	 of	 a	 small	 stretch	 of	 the

stream	and	the	side	of	 the	ravine;	but	I	had	done	little	 to	deceive	 the	forktail,	who
continued	to	object	strongly	to	my	presence	so	near	her	home.
I	 summoned	 up	 my	 reserves	 of	 patience	 and	 sat	 perfectly	 still	 for	 about	 ten

minutes.	The	forktail	quietened	down.	Out	of	sight,	out	of	mind.	But	where	had	she
gone?	Probably	into	the	walls	of	the	ravine	where,	I	felt	sure,	she	was	guarding	her
nest.
I	 decided	 to	 take	 her	 by	 surprise	 and	 stood	 up	 suddenly,	 in	 time	 to	 see	 not	 the

forktail	 on	 her	 doorstep	 but	 the	 leopard	 bounding	 away	with	 a	 grunt	 of	 surprise!
Two	urgent	springs,	and	he	had	crossed	the	stream	and	plunged	into	the	forest.
I	was	as	astonished	as	the	leopard,	and	forgot	all	about	the	forktail	and	her	nest.

Had	 the	 leopard	been	 following	me	again?	 I	decided	against	 this	possibility.	Only
maneaters	follow	humans	and,	as	far	as	I	knew,	there	had	never	been	a	maneater	in
the	vicinity	of	Mussoorie.
During	the	monsoon	the	stream	became	a	rushing	torrent;	bushes	and	small	trees

were	swept	away,	and	the	friendly	murmur	of	the	water	became	a	threatening	boom.
I	did	not	visit	the	place	too	often	as	there	were	leeches	in	the	long	grass.
One	day	I	found	the	remains	of	a	barking	deer,	which	had	only	been	partly	eaten.	I

wondered	why	 the	 leopard	had	not	hidden	 the	 rest	of	his	meal,	and	decided	 that	 it
must	have	been	disturbed	while	eating.
Then,	 climbing	 the	hill,	 I	met	 a	party	of	hunters	 resting	beneath	 the	oaks.	They

asked	me	if	I	had	seen	a	leopard.	I	said	I	had	not.	They	said	they	knew	there	was	a
leopard	in	the	forest.
Leopard	skins,	they	told	me,	were	selling	in	Delhi	at	over	a	thousand	rupees	each.

Of	course	there	was	a	ban	on	the	export	of	skins,	but	they	gave	me	to	understand	that
there	were	ways	and	means	…	I	thanked	them	for	their	information	and	walked	on,
feeling	uneasy	and	disturbed.
The	hunters	had	seen	the	carcass	of	the	deer,	and	they	had	seen	the	leopard’s	pug

marks,	and	they	kept	coming	to	the	forest.	Almost	every	evening	I	heard	their	guns
banging	away;	for	they	were	ready	to	fire	at	almost	anything.
‘There’s	a	leopard	about,’	they	always	told	me.	‘You	should	carry	a	gun.’
‘I	don’t	have	one,’	I	said.
There	were	fewer	birds	to	be	seen,	and	even	the	langoors	had	moved	on.	The	red



fox	 did	 not	 show	 itself;	 and	 the	 pine	 martens,	 who	 had	 become	 quite	 bold,	 now
dashed	into	hiding	at	my	approach.	The	smell	of	one	human	is	like	the	smell	of	any
other.
And	then	the	rains	were	over	and	it	was	October.	I	could	lie	in	the	sun,	on	sweet-

smelling	 grass,	 and	 gaze	 up	 through	 a	 pattern	 of	 oak	 leaves	 into	 a	 blinding	 blue
heaven.	And	I	would	praise	God	for	leaves	and	grass	and	the	smell	of	things—the
smell	of	mint	and	bruised	clover—and	the	touch	of	things—the	touch	of	grass	and
air	and	sky,	the	touch	of	the	sky’s	blueness.
I	thought	no	more	of	the	men.	My	attitude	towards	them	was	similar	to	that	of	the

denizens	of	the	forest.	These	were	men,	unpredictable,	and	to	be	avoided	if	possible.
On	the	other	side	of	the	ravine	rose	Pari	Tibba,	Hill	of	the	Fairies;	a	bleak,	scrub-

covered	hill	where	no	one	lived.
It	was	said	that	in	the	previous	century	Englishmen	had	tried	building	their	houses

on	 the	 hill,	 but	 the	 area	 had	 always	 attracted	 lightning,	 due	 to	 either	 the	 hill’s
location	 or	 due	 to	 its	 mineral	 deposits;	 after	 several	 houses	 had	 been	 struck	 by
lighting,	the	settlers	had	moved	on	to	the	next	hill,	where	the	town	now	stands.
To	the	hillmen	it	is	Pari	Tibba,	haunted	by	the	spirits	of	a	pair	of	ill-fated	lovers

who	perished	 there	 in	 a	 storm;	 to	others	 it	 is	 known	as	Burnt	Hill,	 because	of	 its
scarred	and	stunted	trees.
One	 day,	 after	 crossing	 the	 stream,	 I	 climbed	 Pari	 Tibba—a	 stiff	 undertaking,

because	there	was	no	path	to	the	top	and	I	had	to	scramble	up	a	precipitous	rock	face
with	the	help	of	rocks	and	roots	that	were	apt	to	come	loose	in	my	groping	hand.
But	at	 the	top	was	a	plateau	with	a	few	pine	trees,	 their	upper	branches	catching

the	wind	and	humming	softly.	There	 I	 found	 the	 ruins	of	what	must	have	been	 the
houses	of	the	first	settlers—just	a	few	piles	of	rubble,	now	overgrown	with	weeds,
sorrel,	dandelions	and	nettles.
As	I	walked	though	the	roofless	ruins,	I	was	struck	by	the	silence	that	surrounded

me,	the	absence	of	birds	and	animals,	the	sense	of	complete	desolation.
The	silence	was	so	absolute	that	it	seemed	to	be	ringing	in	my	ears.	But	there	was

something	 else	 of	 which	 I	 was	 becoming	 increasingly	 aware:	 the	 strong	 feline
odour	of	one	of	the	cat	family.	I	paused	and	looked	about.	I	was	alone.	There	was	no
movement	of	dry	leaf	or	loose	stone.
The	 ruins	 were	 for	 the	 most	 part	 open	 to	 the	 sky.	 Their	 rotting	 rafters	 had

collapsed,	jamming	together	to	form	a	low	passage	like	the	entrance	to	a	mine;	and
this	dark	cavern	seemed	to	lead	down	into	the	ground.	The	smell	was	stronger	when
I	 approached	 this	 spot,	 so	 I	 stopped	 again	 and	 waited	 there,	 wondering	 if	 I	 had
discovered	the	lair	of	the	leopard,	wondering	if	the	animal	was	now	at	rest	after	a
night’s	hunt.
Perhaps	 he	 was	 crouching	 there	 in	 the	 dark,	 watching	 me,	 recognizing	 me,

knowing	me	as	the	man	who	walked	alone	in	the	forest	without	a	weapon.



I	 like	 to	 think	 that	he	was	 there,	 that	he	knew	me,	and	 that	he	acknowledged	my
visit	in	the	friendliest	way:	by	ignoring	me	altogether.
Perhaps	I	had	made	him	confident—too	confident,	too	careless,	too	trusting	of	the

human	in	his	midst.	I	did	not	venture	any	further;	I	was	not	out	of	my	mind.	I	did	not
seek	 physical	 contact,	 or	 even	 another	 glimpse	 of	 that	 beautiful	 sinewy	 body,
springing	from	rock	to	rock.	It	was	his	trust	I	wanted,	and	I	think	he	gave	it	to	me.
But	did	the	leopard,	trusting	one	man,	make	the	mistake	of	bestowing	his	trust	on

others?	Did	I,	by	casting	out	all	fear—my	own	fear,	and	the	leopard’s	protective	fear
—leave	him	defenceless?
Because	the	next	day,	coming	up	the	path	from	the	stream,	shouting	and	beating

drums,	were	the	hunters.	They	had	a	long	bamboo	pole	across	their	shoulders;	and
slung	from	the	pole,	feet	up,	head	down,	was	the	lifeless	body	of	the	leopard,	shot	in
the	neck	and	in	the	head.
‘We	told	you	there	was	a	leopard!’	they	shouted,	in	great	good	humour.	‘Isn’t	he	a

fine	specimen?’
‘Yes,’	I	said.	‘He	was	a	beautiful	leopard.’
I	walked	home	through	the	silent	forest.	 It	was	very	silent,	almost	as	 though	the

birds	and	animals	knew	that	their	trust	had	been	violated.
I	remembered	the	lines	of	a	poem	by	D.H.	Lawrence;	and,	as	I	climbed	the	steep

and	 lonely	path	 to	my	home,	 the	words	beat	out	 their	 rhythm	 in	my	mind:	 ‘There
was	room	in	the	world	for	a	mountain	lion	and	me.’



O
Tiger,	Tiger,	Burning	Bright

	
n	 the	 left	 bank	 of	 the	 Ganga,	 where	 it	 emerges	 from	 the	 Himalayan
foothills,	there	is	a	long	stretch	of	heavy	forest.	These	are	villages	on	the
fringe	of	the	forest,	inhabited	by	bamboo	cutters	and	farmers,	but	there	are
few	signs	of	 commerce	or	pilgrimage.	Hunters,	however,	have	 found	 the

area	 an	 ideal	 hunting	 ground	 during	 the	 last	 seventy	 years,	 and	 as	 a	 result	 the
animals	 are	 not	 as	 numerous	 as	 they	 used	 to	 be.	 The	 trees,	 too,	 have	 been
disappearing	 slowly;	 and,	 as	 the	 forest	 recedes,	 the	 animals	 lose	 their	 food	 and
shelter	 and	move	 on	 further	 into	 the	 foothills.	 Slowly,	 they	 are	 being	 denied	 the
right	to	live.
Only	 the	elephant	can	cross	 the	 river.	And	 two	years	ago,	when	a	 large	area	of

forest	was	cleared	to	make	way	for	a	refugee	resettlement	camp,	a	herd	of	elephants
—finding	 their	 favourite	 food,	 the	green	shoots	of	 the	bamboo,	 in	short	 supply—
waded	 across	 the	 river.	 They	 crashed	 through	 the	 suburbs	 of	 Hardwar,	 knocked
down	a	factory	wall,	pulled	down	several	tin	roofs,	held	up	a	train,	and	left	a	trail	of
devastation	in	their	wake	until	they	found	a	new	home	in	a	new	forest	which	was	still
untouched.	Here,	they	settled	down	to	a	new	life—but	an	unsettled,	wary	life.	They
did	not	know	when	men	would	appear	again,	with	tractors,	bulldozers	and	dynamite.
There	was	a	time	when	the	forest	on	the	banks	of	 the	Ganga	had	provided	food

and	shelter	 for	some	thirty	or	 forty	 tigers;	but	men	in	search	of	 trophies	had	shot
them	all,	and	now	there	remained	only	one	old	tiger	in	the	jungle.	Many	hunters	had
tried	to	get	him,	but	he	was	a	wise	and	crafty	old	tiger,	who	knew	the	ways	of	men,
and	he	had	so	far	survived	all	attempts	on	his	life.
Although	 the	 tiger	 had	 passed	 the	 prime	 of	 his	 life,	 he	 had	 lost	 none	 of	 his

majesty.	His	muscles	rippled	beneath	the	golden	yellow	of	his	coat,	and	he	walked
through	the	long	grass	with	the	confidence	of	one	who	knew	that	he	was	still	a	king,
even	though	his	subjects	were	fewer.	His	great	head	pushed	through	the	foliage,	and
it	was	only	his	tail,	swinging	high,	that	showed	occasionally	above	the	sea	of	grass.
In	 late	spring	he	would	head	 for	 the	 large	 jheel,	 the	only	water	 in	 the	 forest	 (if

you	don’t	count	the	river,	which	was	several	miles	away),	which	was	almost	a	lake
during	the	rainy	season,	but	just	a	muddy	marsh	at	this	time	of	the	year.
Here,	at	different	 times	of	 the	day	and	night,	all	 the	animals	came	to	drink—the

long-horned	sambhar,	the	delicate	chital,	the	swamp	deer,	the	hyenas	and	jackals,	the
wild	boar,	the	panthers—and	the	lone	tiger.	Since	the	elephants	had	gone,	the	water
was	usually	clear	except	when	buffaloes	from	the	nearest	village	came	to	wallow	in
it,	and	then	it	was	very	muddy.	These	buffaloes,	though	they	were	not	wild,	were	not
afraid	of	the	panther	or	even	of	the	tiger.	They	knew	the	panther	was	afraid	of	their



massive	horns	and	that	the	tiger	preferred	the	flesh	of	the	deer.
One	day,	 there	were	 several	 sambhars	at	 the	water ’s	edge;	but	 they	did	not	 stay

long.	The	 scent	 of	 the	 tiger	 came	with	 the	 breeze,	 and	 there	was	 no	mistaking	 its
strong	feline	odour.	The	deer	held	their	heads	high	for	a	few	moments,	their	nostrils
twitching,	and	then	scattered	into	the	forest,	disappearing	behind	a	screen	of	leaf	and
bamboo.
When	 the	 tiger	 arrived,	 there	was	no	other	animal	near	 the	water.	But	 the	birds

were	 still	 there.	 The	 egrets	 continued	 to	 wade	 in	 the	 shallows,	 and	 a	 kingfisher
darted	 low	over	 the	water,	dived	suddenly,	a	 flash	of	blue	and	gold,	and	made	off
with	a	slim	silver	fish,	which	glistened	in	the	sun	like	a	polished	gem.	A	long	brown
snake	glided	in	and	out	among	the	waterlilies	and	disappeared	beneath	a	fallen	tree
which	lay	rotting	in	the	shallows.
The	 tiger	 waited	 in	 the	 shelter	 of	 a	 rock,	 his	 ears	 pricked	 up	 for	 the	 least

unfamiliar	 sound;	he	knew	 that	 it	was	 at	 that	 place	 that	men	 sometimes	 sat	 up	 for
him	with	guns,	for	they	coveted	his	beauty—his	stripes,	and	the	gold	of	his	body,	his
fine	teeth,	his	whiskers,	and	his	noble	head.	They	would	have	liked	to	hang	his	skin
on	 a	 wall,	 with	 his	 head	 stuffed	 and	 mounted,	 and	 pieces	 of	 glass	 replacing	 his
fierce	 eyes.	 Then	 they	would	 have	 boasted	 of	 their	 triumph	 over	 the	 king	 of	 the
jungle.
The	tiger	had	encountered	hunters	before,	so	he	did	not	usually	show	himself	in

the	open	during	the	day.	But	of	late	he	had	heard	no	guns,	and	if	there	were	hunters
around,	you	would	have	heard	their	guns	(for	a	man	with	a	gun	cannot	resist	letting
it	off,	even	if	it	is	only	at	a	rabbit—or	at	another	man).	And,	besides,	the	tiger	was
thirsty.
He	was	 also	 feeling	 quite	 hot.	 It	 was	March,	 and	 the	 shimmering	 dust	 haze	 of

summer	had	come	early.	Tigers—unlike	other	cats—are	fond	of	water,	and	on	a	hot
day	will	wallow	in	it	for	hours.
He	walked	 into	 the	water,	 in	amongst	 the	water	 lilies,	and	drank	slowly.	He	was

seldom	in	a	hurry	when	he	ate	or	drank.	Other	animals	might	bolt	down	their	food,
but	they	are	only	other	animals.	A	tiger	is	a	tiger;	he	has	his	dignity	to	preserve	even
though	he	isn’t	aware	of	it!
He	raised	his	head	and	listened,	one	paw	suspended	in	the	air.	A	strange	sound	had

come	to	him	on	the	breeze,	and	he	was	wary	of	strange	sounds.	So	he	moved	swiftly
into	the	shelter	of	the	tall	grass	that	bordered	the	jheel,	and	climbed	a	hillock	until
he	 reached	his	 favourite	 rock.	This	 rock	was	big	enough	both	 to	hide	him	and	 to
give	him	 shade.	Anyone	 looking	up	 from	 the	 jheel	would	have	 thought	 it	 strange
that	the	rock	had	a	round	bump	on	the	top.	The	bump	was	the	tiger ’s	head.	He	kept	it
very	still.
The	sound	he	heard	was	only	the	sound	of	a	flute,	rendered	thin	and	reedy	in	the

forest.	 It	 belonged	 to	Ramu,	 a	 slim	brown	boy	who	 rode	 a	 buffalo.	Ramu	played



vigorously	 on	 the	 flute.	 Shyam,	 a	 slightly	 smaller	 boy,	 riding	 another	 buffalo,
brought	up	the	rear	of	the	herd.
There	were	about	eight	buffaloes	in	the	herd,	and	they	belonged	to	the	families	of

the	two	friends	Ramu	and	Shyam.	Their	people	were	Gujars,	a	nomadic	community
who	earned	a	livelihood	by	keeping	buffaloes	and	selling	milk	and	butter.	The	boys
were	 about	 twelve	 years	 old,	 but	 they	 could	 not	 have	 told	 you	 exactly	 because	 in
their	village	nobody	thought	birthdays	were	important.	They	were	almost	the	same
age	as	the	tiger,	but	he	was	old	and	experienced	while	they	were	still	cubs.
The	 tiger	 had	 often	 seen	 them	 at	 the	 tank,	 and	 he	 was	 not	 worried	 by	 their

presence.	He	knew	the	village	people	would	do	him	no	harm	as	long	as	he	left	their
buffaloes	 alone.	Once	when	 he	was	 younger	 and	 full	 of	 bravado,	 he	 had	 killed	 a
buffalo—not	because	he	was	hungry,	but	because	he	was	young	and	wanted	 to	 try
out	his	strength—and	after	 that	 the	villagers	had	hunted	him	for	days,	with	spears,
bows	and	an	old	muzzle	 loader.	Now	he	 left	 the	buffaloes	 alone,	 even	 though	 the
deer	in	the	forest	were	not	as	numerous	as	before.
The	boys	knew	that	a	tiger	lived	in	the	jungle,	for	they	had	often	heard	him	roar;

but	they	did	not	suspect	that	he	was	so	near	just	then.
The	 tiger	 gazed	down	 from	his	 rock,	 and	 the	 sight	 of	 eight	 fat	 black	buffaloes

made	him	give	a	low,	throaty	moan.	But	the	boys	were	there.	Besides,	a	buffalo	was
not	easy	to	kill.
He	 decided	 to	move	 on	 and	 find	 a	 cool	 shady	 place	 in	 the	 heart	 of	 the	 jungle

where	 he	 could	 rest	 during	 the	 warm	 afternoon	 and	 be	 free	 of	 the	 flies	 and
mosquitoes	that	swarmed	around	the	jheel.	At	night	he	would	hunt.
With	 a	 lazy,	 half-humorous	 roar—‘A-oonh!’—he	 got	 up	 off	 his	 haunches	 and

sauntered	off	into	the	jungle.
Even	the	gentlest	of	the	tiger ’s	roars	can	be	heard	half	a	mile	away,	and	the	boys,

who	were	barely	fifty	yards	away,	looked	up	immediately.
‘There	he	goes!’	said	Ramu,	taking	the	flute	from	his	lips	and	pointing	it	towards

the	 hillocks.	 He	 was	 not	 afraid,	 for	 he	 knew	 that	 this	 tiger	 was	 not	 interested	 in
humans.	‘Did	you	see	him?’
‘I	saw	his	tail,	just	before	he	disappeared.	He’s	a	big	tiger!’
‘Do	not	call	him	tiger.	Call	him	uncle,	or	maharaja.’
‘Oh,	why?’
‘Don’t	you	know	that	it’s	unlucky	to	call	a	tiger	a	tiger?	My	father	always	told	me

so.	But	if	you	meet	a	tiger,	and	call	him	uncle,	he	will	leave	you	alone.’
‘I’ll	try	and	remember	that,’	said	Shyam.
The	buffaloes	were	now	well	inside	the	water,	and	some	of	them	were	lying	down

in	 the	 mud.	 Buffaloes	 love	 soft	 wet	 mud	 and	 will	 wallow	 in	 it	 for	 hours.	 The
slushier	the	mud	the	better.	Ramu,	to	avoid	being	dragged	down	into	the	mud	with
his	buffalo,	slipped	off	its	back	and	plunged	into	the	water.	He	waded	to	a	small	islet



covered	with	reeds	and	water	lilies.	Shyam	was	close	behind	him.
They	lay	down	on	their	hard	flat	stomachs,	on	a	patch	of	grass,	and	allowed	the

warm	sun	to	beat	down	on	their	bare	brown	bodies.
Ramu	 was	 the	 more	 knowledgeable	 boy	 because	 he	 had	 been	 to	 Hardwar	 and

Dehra	Dun	several	times	with	his	father.	Shyam	had	never	been	out	of	the	village.
Shyam	said,	‘The	pool	is	not	so	deep	this	year.’
‘We	have	had	no	rain	since	January,’	said	Ramu.	‘If	we	do	not	get	rain	soon	the

jheel	may	dry	up	altogether.’
‘And	then	what	will	we	do?’
‘We?	I	don’t	know.	There	is	a	well	 in	 the	village.	But	even	that	may	dry	up.	My

father	told	me	that	it	did	once,	just	about	the	time	I	was	born,	and	everyone	had	to
walk	ten	miles	to	the	river	for	water.’
‘And	what	about	the	animals?’
‘Some	will	stay	here	and	die.	Others	will	go	to	the	river.	But	there	are	too	many

people	near	the	river	now—and	temples,	houses	and	factories—so	the	animals	stay
away.	And	the	trees	have	been	cut,	so	that	between	the	jungle	and	the	river	there	is	no
place	to	hide.	Animals	are	afraid	of	the	open—they	are	afraid	of	men	with	guns.’
‘Even	at	night?’
‘At	night	men	come	in	jeeps,	with	searchlights.	They	kill	 the	deer	for	meat,	and

sell	the	skins	of	tigers	and	panthers.’
‘I	didn’t	know	a	tiger ’s	skin	was	worth	anything.’
‘It’s	worth	more	than	our	skins,’	said	Ramu	knowingly.	‘It	will	fetch	six	hundred

rupees.	Who	would	pay	that	much	for	one	of	us?’
‘Our	fathers	would.’
‘True—if	they	had	the	money.’
‘If	my	father	sold	his	fields,	he	would	get	more	than	six	hundred	rupees.’
‘True—but	if	he	sold	his	fields,	none	of	you	would	have	anything	to	eat.	A	man

needs	land	as	much	as	a	tiger	needs	a	jungle.’
‘Yes,’	 said	 Shyam.	 ‘And	 that	 reminds	 me—my	mother	 asked	 me	 to	 take	 some

roots	home.’
‘I	will	help	you.’
They	walked	deeper	into	the	jheel	until	the	water	was	up	to	their	waists,	and	began

pulling	up	water	 lilies	by	 the	roots.	The	flower	 is	beautiful	but	 the	villagers	value
the	 root	more.	When	 it	 is	 cooked,	 it	makes	 a	 delicious	 and	 nourishing	 dish.	 The
plant	multiples	rapidly	and	is	aways	in	good	supply.	In	the	year	when	famine	hit	the
village,	it	was	only	the	root	of	the	water	lily	that	saved	many	from	starvation.
When	 Shyam	 and	 Ramu	 had	 finished	 gathering	 roots,	 they	 emerged	 from	 the

water	and	passed	the	time	wrestling	with	each	other,	slipping	about	in	the	soft	mud
which	soon	covered	them	from	head	to	toe.
To	get	rid	of	 the	mud,	 they	dived	into	the	water	again	and	swam	across	to	 their



buffaloes.	 Then,	 jumping	 on	 to	 their	 backs	 and	 digging	 their	 heels	 into	 the	 thick
hides,	the	boys	raced	them	across	the	jheel,	shouting	and	hollering	so	much	that	all
the	birds	flew	away	in	fright,	and	the	monkeys	set	up	a	shrill	chattering	of	their	own
in	the	dhak	trees.
In	March,	the	flame	of	the	forest,	or	dhak	trees,	are	ablaze	with	bright	scarlet	and

orange	flowers.
It	 was	 evening,	 and	 the	 twilight	 was	 fading	 fast,	 when	 the	 buffalo	 herd	 finally

wandered	 its	 way	 homeward,	 to	 be	 greeted	 outside	 the	 village	 by	 the	 barking	 of
dogs,	the	gurgle	of	hookah	pipes,	and	the	homely	smell	of	cow-dung	smoke.
The	tiger	made	a	kill	that	night—a	chital.	He	made	his	approach	against	the	wind

so	that	the	unsuspecting	spotted	deer	did	not	see	him	until	it	was	too	late.	A	blow	on
the	deer ’s	haunches	from	the	tiger ’s	paw	brought	it	down,	and	then	the	great	beast
fastened	his	 fangs	on	 the	deer ’s	 throat.	 It	was	all	over	 in	a	 few	minutes.	The	 tiger
was	too	quick	and	strong,	and	the	deer	did	not	struggle	much.
It	was	a	violent	end	for	so	gentle	a	creature.	But	you	must	not	imagine	that	in	the

jungle	the	deer	live	in	permanent	fear	of	death.	It	is	only	man,	with	his	imagination
and	 his	 fear	 of	 the	 hereafter,	who	 is	 afraid	 of	 dying.	 In	 the	 jungle	 it	 is	 different.
Sudden	death	appears	at	intervals.	Wild	creatures	do	not	have	to	think	about	it,	and
so	the	sudden	killing	of	one	of	their	number	by	some	predator	of	the	forest	is	only	a
fleeting	incident	soon	forgotten	by	the	survivors.
The	 tiger	 feasted	 well,	 growling	 with	 pleasure	 as	 he	 ate	 his	 way	 up	 the	 body,

leaving	 the	 entrails.	 When	 he	 had	 had	 his	 night’s	 fill	 he	 left	 the	 carcass	 for	 the
vultures	and	jackals.	The	cunning	old	tiger	never	returned	to	the	same	carcass,	even
if	there	was	still	plenty	left	to	eat.	In	the	past,	when	he	had	gone	back	to	a	kill	he	had
often	found	a	man	sitting	in	a	tree	waiting	up	for	him	with	a	rifle.
His	belly	filled,	the	tiger	sauntered	over	to	the	edge	of	the	forest	and	looked	out

across	 the	 sandy	wasteland	 and	 the	 deep,	 singing	 river,	 at	 the	 twinkling	 lights	 of
Rishikesh	 on	 the	 opposite	 bank,	 and	 raised	 his	 head	 and	 roared	 his	 defiance	 at
mankind.
He	was	a	lonesome	bachelor.	It	was	five	or	six	years	since	he	had	a	mate.	She	had

been	shot	by	the	trophy	hunters,	and	her	two	cubs	had	been	trapped	by	men	who	do
trade	in	wild	animals.	One	went	 to	a	circus,	where	he	had	to	learn	tricks	to	amuse
men	and	respond	 to	 the	crack	of	a	whip;	 the	other,	more	 fortunate,	went	 first	 to	a
zoo	in	Delhi	and	was	later	transferred	to	a	zoo	in	America.
Sometimes,	when	the	old	tiger	was	very	lonely,	he	gave	a	great	roar,	which	could

be	heard	throughout	the	forest.	The	villagers	thought	he	was	roaring	in	anger,	but
the	jungle	knew	that	he	was	really	roaring	out	of	loneliness.	When	the	sound	of	his
roar	had	died	away,	he	paused,	standing	still,	waiting	for	an	answering	roar;	but	it
never	came.	It	was	taken	up	instead	by	the	shrill	scream	of	a	barbet	high	up	in	a	sal
tree.



It	was	dawn	now,	dew-fresh	and	cool,	and	jungle	dwellers	were	on	the	move	…
The	black	beady	 little	eyes	of	a	 jungle	 rat	were	 fixed	on	a	brown	hen	who	was

pecking	around	in	the	undergrowth	near	her	nest.	He	had	a	large	family	to	feed,	this
rat,	and	he	knew	that	in	the	hen’s	nest	was	a	clutch	of	delicious	fawn-coloured	eggs.
He	waited	patiently	for	nearly	an	hour	before	he	had	the	satisfaction	of	seeing	the
hen	leave	her	nest	and	go	off	in	search	of	food.
As	soon	as	she	had	gone,	the	rat	lost	no	time	in	making	his	raid.	Slipping	quietly

out	of	his	hole,	he	slithered	along	among	the	 leaves;	but,	clever	as	he	was,	he	did
not	realize	that	his	own	movements	were	being	watched.
A	pair	of	grey	mongooses	scouted	about	in	the	dry	grass.	They,	too,	were	hungry,

and	 eggs	 usually	 figured	 large	 on	 their	menu.	 Now,	 lying	 still	 on	 an	 outcrop	 of
rock,	they	watched	the	rat	sneaking	along,	occasionally	sniffing	at	the	air	and	finally
vanishing	behind	a	boulder.	When	he	reappeared,	he	was	struggling	to	roll	an	egg
uphill	towards	his	hole.
The	 rat	was	 in	 difficulty,	 pushing	 the	 egg	 sometimes	with	his	 paws,	 sometimes

with	his	nose.	The	ground	was	rough,	and	the	egg	wouldn’t	move	straight.	Deciding
that	the	must	have	help,	he	scuttled	off	to	call	his	spouse.	Even	now	the	mongooses
did	not	descend	on	 the	 tantalizing	egg.	They	waited	until	 the	 rat	 returned	with	his
wife,	and	then	watched	as	the	male	rat	took	the	egg	firmly	between	his	forepaws	and
rolled	over	on	to	his	back.	The	female	rat	then	grabbed	her	mate’s	tail	and	began	to
drag	him	along.
Totally	absorbed	in	the	struggle	with	the	egg,	the	rat	did	not	hear	the	approach	of

the	 mongooses.	 When	 these	 two	 large	 furry	 visitors	 suddenly	 bobbed	 up	 from
behind	a	stone,	 the	rats	squealed	with	fright,	abandoned	the	egg,	and	fled	for	 their
lives.
The	mongooses	wasted	no	time	in	breaking	open	the	egg	and	making	a	meal	of	it.

But	just	as,	a	few	minutes	ago,	the	rat	had	not	noticed	their	approach,	so	now	they
did	not	notice	the	village	boy,	carrying	a	small	bright	axe	and	a	net	bag	in	his	hands,
creeping	along.
Ramu,	 too,	was	searching	 for	eggs,	and	when	he	saw	 the	mongooses	busy	with

one,	 he	 stood	 still	 to	 watch	 them,	 his	 eyes	 roving	 in	 search	 of	 the	 nest.	 He	 was
hoping	the	mongooses	would	lead	him	to	the	nest;	but,	when	they	had	finished	their
meal	 and	made	 off	 into	 the	 undergrowth,	Ramu	had	 to	 do	 his	 own	 searching.	He
failed	to	find	the	nest,	and	moved	further	into	the	forest.	The	rat’s	hopes	were	just
reviving	when,	to	his	disgust,	the	mother	hen	returned.
Ramu	now	made	his	way	to	a	mahua	tree.
The	flowers	of	the	mahua	can	be	eaten	by	animals	as	well	as	by	men.	Bears	are

particularly	 fond	of	 them	and	will	eat	 large	quantities	of	 flowers	which	gradually
start	 fermenting	 in	 their	 stomachs	with	 the	 result	 that	 the	 animals	get	 quite	 drunk.
Ramu	had	often	seen	a	couple	of	bears	stumbling	home	to	their	cave,	bumping	into



each	other	or	into	the	trunks	of	trees.	They	are	short-sighted	to	begin	with,	and	when
drunk	can	hardly	see	at	all.	But	their	sense	of	smell	and	hearing	are	so	good	that	in
the	end	they	find	their	way	home.
Ramu	 decided	 he	would	 gather	 some	mahua	 flowers,	 and	 climbed	 up	 the	 tree,

which	 is	 leafless	 when	 it	 blossoms.	 He	 began	 breaking	 the	 white	 flowers	 and
throwing	them	to	the	ground.	He	had	been	on	the	tree	for	about	five	minutes	when
he	heard	 the	whining	grumble	of	a	bear,	and	presently	a	young	sloth	bear	ambled
into	the	clearing	beneath	the	tree.
He	was	 a	 small	 bear,	 little	more	 than	a	 cub,	 and	Ramu	was	not	 frightened;	but,

because	 he	 thought	 the	 mother	 might	 be	 in	 the	 vicinity,	 he	 decided	 to	 take	 no
chances,	 and	 sat	 very	 still,	 waiting	 to	 see	 what	 the	 bear	 would	 do.	 He	 hoped	 it
wouldn’t	choose	the	mahua	tree	for	a	meal.
At	first	the	young	bear	put	his	nose	to	the	ground	and	sniffed	his	way	along	until

he	came	 to	a	 large	anthill.	Here	he	began	huffing	and	puffing,	blowing	rapidly	 in
and	out	of	his	nostrils,	causing	the	dust	from	the	anthill	to	fly	in	all	directions.	But
he	was	a	disappointed	bear,	because	the	anthill	had	been	deserted	long	ago.	And	so,
grumbling,	he	made	his	way	across	to	a	tall	wild	plum	tree,	and	shinning	rapidly	up
the	smooth	trunk,	was	soon	perched	on	its	topmost	branches.	It	was	only	then	that	he
saw	Ramu.
The	bear	at	once	scrambled	several	feet	higher	up	the	tree,	and	laid	himself	out

flat	 on	 a	 branch.	 It	 wasn’t	 a	 very	 thick	 branch	 and	 left	 a	 large	 expanse	 of	 bear
showing	on	either	side.	The	bear	tucked	his	head	away	behind	another	branch,	and
so	 long	as	he	could	not	see	Ramu,	seemed	quite	satisfied	 that	he	was	well	hidden,
though	he	 couldn’t	 help	 grumbling	with	 anxiety,	 for	 a	 bear,	 like	most	 animals,	 is
afraid	of	man.
Bears,	 however,	 are	 also	 very	 curious—and	 curiosity	 has	 often	 led	 them	 into

trouble.	Slowly,	inch	by	inch,	the	young	bear ’s	black	snout	appeared	over	the	edge
of	 the	branch;	but	 immediately	 the	eyes	came	 into	view	and	met	Ramu’s,	he	drew
back	with	a	jerk	and	the	head	was	once	more	hidden.	The	bear	did	this	two	or	three
times,	and	Ramu,	highly	amused,	waited	until	 it	wasn’t	 looking,	 then	moved	some
way	down	the	tree.	When	the	bear	looked	up	again	and	saw	that	the	boy	was	missing,
he	was	so	pleased	with	himself	that	he	stretched	right	across	to	the	next	branch,	to
get	a	plum.	Ramu	chose	this	moment	 to	burst	 into	 loud	laughter.	The	startled	bear
tumbled	out	of	the	tree,	dropped	through	the	branches	for	a	distance	of	some	fifteen
feet,	and	landed	with	a	thud	in	a	heap	of	dry	leaves.
And	then	several	things	happened	at	almost	the	same	time.
The	mother	bear	came	charging	into	the	clearing.	Spotting	Ramu	in	the	tree,	she

reared	 up	 on	 her	 hind	 legs,	 grunting	 fiercely.	 It	 was	 Ramu’s	 turn	 to	 be	 startled.
There	are	few	animals	more	dangerous	than	a	rampaging	mother	bear,	and	the	boy
knew	that	one	blow	from	her	clawed	forepaws	could	rip	his	skull	open.



But	before	the	bear	could	approach	the	tree,	there	was	a	tremendous	roar,	and	the
old	tiger	bounded	into	the	clearing.	He	had	been	asleep	in	the	bushes	not	far	away—
he	liked	a	good	sleep	after	a	heavy	meal—and	the	noise	in	the	clearing	had	woken
him.
He	was	in	a	bad	mood,	and	his	loud	‘A-oonh!’	made	his	displeasure	quite	clear.

The	bears	turned	and	ran	from	the	clearing,	the	youngster	squealing	with	fright.
The	 tiger	 then	 came	 into	 the	 centre	 of	 the	 clearing,	 looked	 up	 at	 the	 trembling

boy,	and	roared	again.
Ramu	nearly	fell	out	of	the	tree.
‘Good	day	to	you,	Uncle,’	he	stammered,	showing	his	teeth	in	a	nervous	grin.
Perhaps	this	was	too	much	for	the	tiger.	With	a	low	growl,	he	turned	his	back	on

the	mahua	tree	and	padded	off	into	the	jungle,	his	tail	twitching	in	disgust.
That	night,	when	Ramu	 told	his	parents	 and	his	grandfather	 about	 the	 tiger	 and

how	it	had	saved	him	from	a	female	bear,	it	started	a	round	of	tiger	stories—about
how	 some	 of	 them	 could	 be	 gentlemen,	 others	 rogues.	 Sooner	 or	 later	 the
conversation	came	round	to	maneaters,	and	Grandfather	 told	 two	stories	which	he
swore	were	true,	although	his	listeners	only	half	believed	him.
The	first	story	concerned	the	belief	that	a	maneating	tiger	is	guided	towards	his

next	victim	by	the	spirit	of	a	human	being	previously	killed	and	eaten	by	the	tiger.
Grandfather	said	that	he	actually	knew	three	hunters	who	sat	up	in	a	machan	over	a
human	kill,	 and	when	 the	 tiger	 came,	 the	 corpse	 sat	 up	 and	pointed	with	his	 right
hand	at	the	men	in	the	tree.	The	tiger	then	went	away.	But	the	hunters	knew	he	would
return,	and	one	man	was	brave	enough	to	get	down	from	the	tree	and	tie	 the	right
arm	of	 the	corpse	 to	 its	 side.	Later,	when	 the	 tiger	 returned,	 the	corpse	sat	up	and
this	 time	pointed	out	 the	men	with	his	 left	hand.	The	enraged	tiger	sprang	into	 the
tree	and	killed	his	enemies	in	the	machan.
‘And	 then	 there	 was	 a	 bania,’	 said	 Grandfather,	 beginning	 another	 story,	 ‘who

lived	in	a	village	in	the	jungle.	He	wanted	to	visit	a	neighbouring	village	to	collect
some	money	that	was	owed	to	him,	but	as	the	road	lay	through	heavy	forest	in	which
lived	a	 terrible	maneating	 tiger,	he	did	not	know	what	 to	do.	Finally,	he	went	 to	a
sadhu	who	gave	him	two	powders.	By	eating	the	first	powder	he	could	 turn	into	a
huge	tiger,	capable	of	dealing	with	any	other	 tiger	 in	the	jungle,	and	by	eating	the
second	he	would	become	a	bania	again.
‘Armed	with	 his	 two	 powders,	 and	 accompanied	 by	 his	 pretty,	 young	wife,	 the

bania	set	out	on	his	journey.	They	had	not	gone	far	into	the	forest	when	they	came
upon	 the	 maneater	 sitting	 in	 the	 middle	 of	 the	 road.	 Before	 swallowing	 the	 first
powder,	the	bania	told	his	wife	to	stay	where	she	was,	so	that	when	he	returned	after
killing	the	 tiger,	she	could	at	once	give	him	the	second	powder	and	enable	him	to
resume	his	old	shape.
‘Well,	 the	 bania’s	 plan	 worked,	 but	 only	 up	 to	 a	 point.	 He	 swallowed	 the	 first



powder	and	immediately	became	a	magnificent	tiger.	With	a	great	roar,	he	bounded
towards	the	maneater,	and	after	a	brief,	furious	fight,	killed	his	opponent.	Then,	with
his	jaws	still	dripping	blood,	he	returned	to	his	wife.
‘The	poor	girl	was	terrified	and	spilt	the	second	powder	on	the	ground.	The	bania

was	so	angry	that	he	pounced	on	his	wife	and	killed	and	ate	her.	And	afterwards	this
terrible	 tiger	was	 so	 enraged	 at	 not	 being	 able	 to	 become	 a	 human	 again	 that	 he
killed	and	ate	hundreds	of	people	all	over	the	country.’
‘The	only	people	he	spared,’	added	Grandfather,	with	a	twinkle	in	his	eyes,	‘were

those	who	owed	him	money.	A	bania	never	gives	up	a	loan	as	lost,	and	the	tiger	still
hoped	that	one	day	he	might	become	a	human	again	and	be	able	to	collect	his	dues.’
Next	morning,	when	Ramu	came	back	from	the	well	which	was	used	to	 irrigate

his	 father ’s	 fields,	 he	 found	 a	 crowd	 of	 curious	 children	 surrounding	 a	 jeep	 and
three	 strangers	 with	 guns.	 Each	 of	 the	 strangers	 had	 a	 gun,	 and	 they	 were
accompanied	by	two	bearers	and	a	vast	amount	of	provisions.
They	had	heard	that	there	was	a	tiger	in	the	area,	and	they	wanted	to	shoot	it.
One	of	the	hunters,	who	looked	even	more	strange	than	the	others,	had	come	all

the	way	 from	America	 to	 shoot	a	 tiger,	 and	he	vowed	 that	he	would	not	 leave	 the
country	without	a	tiger ’s	skin	in	his	baggage.	One	of	his	companions	had	said	that
he	could	buy	a	tiger ’s	skin	in	Delhi,	but	the	hunter	said	he	preferred	to	get	his	own
trophies.
These	men	had	money	to	spend,	and	as	most	of	the	villagers	needed	money	badly

they	 were	 only	 too	 willing	 to	 go	 into	 the	 forest	 to	 construct	 a	 machan	 for	 the
hunters.	The	platform,	big	enough	to	take	the	three	men,	was	put	up	in	the	branches
of	a	tall	tun,	or	mahogany,	tree.
It	was	the	only	night	the	hunters	used	the	machan.	At	the	end	of	March,	though	the

days	are	warm,	the	nights	are	still	cold.	The	hunters	had	neglected	to	bring	blankets,
and	by	midnight	their	teeth	were	chattering.	Ramu,	having	tied	up	a	buffalo	calf	for
them	 at	 the	 foot	 of	 the	 tree,	 made	 as	 if	 to	 go	 home	 but	 instead	 circled	 the	 area,
hanging	up	bits	and	pieces	of	old	clothing	on	small	trees	and	bushes.	He	thought	he
owed	 that	much	 to	 the	 tiger.	He	knew	 the	wily	old	king	of	 the	 jungle	would	keep
well	away	from	the	bait	if	he	saw	the	bits	of	clothing—for	where	there	were	men’s
clothes,	there	would	be	men.
The	vigil	 lasted	well	 into	 the	night	but	 the	 tiger	did	not	come	near	 the	 tun	 tree.

Perhaps	he	wasn’t	hungry;	perhaps	he	got	Ramu’s	message.	In	any	case,	the	men	in
the	tree	soon	gave	themselves	away.
The	cold	was	really	too	much	for	them.	A	flask	of	rum	was	produced,	and	passed

round,	and	it	was	not	long	before	there	was	more	purpose	to	finishing	the	rum	than
to	finishing	off	a	tiger.	Silent	at	first,	the	men	soon	began	talking	in	whispers;	and	to
jungle	creatures	a	human	whisper	is	as	telling	as	a	trumpet	call.
Soon	 the	 men	 were	 quite	 merry,	 talking	 in	 loud	 voices.	 And	 when	 the	 first



morning	light	crept	over	the	forest,	and	Ramu	and	his	friends	came	back	to	fetch	the
great	hunters,	they	found	them	fast	asleep	in	the	machan.
The	hunters	looked	surly	and	embarrassed	as	they	trudged	back	to	the	village.
‘No	game	left	in	these	parts,’	said	the	American.
‘Wrong	time	of	the	year	for	tiger,’	said	the	second	man.
‘Don’t	know	what	the	country’s	coming	to,’	said	the	third.
And	complaining	about	the	weather,	the	poor	quality	of	cartridges,	the	quantity	of

rum	they	had	drunk,	and	the	perversity	of	tigers,	they	drove	away	in	disgust.
It	 was	 not	 until	 the	 onset	 of	 summer	 that	 an	 event	 occurred	 which	 altered	 the

hunting	habits	of	the	old	tiger	and	brought	him	into	conflict	with	the	villagers.
There	 had	 been	 no	 rain	 for	 almost	 two	 months,	 and	 the	 tall	 jungle	 grass	 had

become	a	sea	of	billowy	dry	yellow.	Some	refugee	settlers,	living	in	an	area	where
the	 forest	 had	 been	 cleared,	 had	 been	 careless	 while	 cooking	 and	 had	 started	 a
jungle	 fire.	Slowly	 it	 spread	 into	 the	 interior,	 from	where	 the	 acrid	 smell	 and	 the
fumes	smoked	 the	 tiger	out	 towards	 the	edge	of	 the	 jungle.	As	night	came	on,	 the
flames	grew	more	vivid,	and	the	smell	stronger.	The	tiger	turned	and	made	for	the
jheel,	where	he	knew	he	would	be	safe	provided	he	swam	across	to	the	little	island
in	the	centre.
Next	 morning	 he	 was	 on	 the	 island,	 which	 was	 untouched	 by	 the	 fire.	 But	 his

surroundings	had	changed.	The	slopes	of	the	hills	were	black	with	burnt	grass,	and
most	 of	 the	 tall	 bamboo	 had	 disappeared.	The	 deer	 and	 the	wild	 pig,	 finding	 that
their	natural	cover	had	gone,	fled	further	east.
When	 the	 fire	 had	 died	 down	 and	 the	 smoke	 had	 cleared,	 the	 tiger	 prowled

through	 the	 forest	 again	 but	 found	 no	 game.	Once	 he	 came	 across	 the	 body	 of	 a
burnt	rabbit,	but	he	could	not	eat	it.	He	drank	at	the	jheel	and	settled	down	in	a	shady
spot	to	sleep	the	day	away.	Perhaps,	by	evening,	some	of	the	animals	would	return.
If	not,	he,	too,	would	have	to	look	for	new	hunting	grounds—or	a	new	game.
The	tiger	spent	five	more	days	looking	for	a	suitable	game	to	kill.	By	that	time	he

was	so	hungry	that	he	even	resorted	to	rooting	among	the	dead	leaves	and	burnt	out
stumps	of	trees,	searching	for	worms	and	beetles.	This	was	a	sad	comedown	for	the
king	of	 the	 jungle.	But	even	now	he	hesitated	 to	 leave	 the	area,	 for	he	had	a	deep
suspicion	and	fear	of	the	forest	further	east—forests	that	were	fast	being	swallowed
up	by	human	habitation.	He	could	have	gone	north,	into	high	mountains,	but	they	did
not	provide	him	with	the	long	grass	he	needed.	A	panther	could	manage	quite	well
up	 there,	but	not	 a	 tiger	who	 loved	 the	natural	privacy	of	 the	heavy	 jungle.	 In	 the
hills,	he	would	have	to	hide	all	the	time.
At	 break	 of	 day,	 the	 tiger	 came	 to	 the	 jheel.	 The	 water	 was	 now	 shallow	 and

muddy,	and	a	green	scum	had	spread	over	the	top.	But	it	was	still	drinkable	and	the
tiger	quenched	his	thirst.
He	lay	down	across	his	favourite	rock,	hoping	for	a	deer	but	none	came.	He	was



about	to	get	up	and	go	away	when	he	heard	an	animal	approach.
The	 tiger	 at	 once	 leaped	off	 his	 perch	 and	 flattened	himself	 on	 the	ground,	 his

tawny	striped	skin	merging	with	the	dry	grass.	A	heavy	animal	was	moving	through
the	bushes,	and	the	tiger	waited	patiently.
A	buffalo	emerged	and	came	to	the	water.
The	buffalo	was	alone.
He	was	a	big	male,	and	his	long	curved	horns	lay	right	back	across	his	shoulders.

He	moved	leisurely	towards	the	water,	completely	unaware	of	the	tiger ’s	presence.
The	tiger	hesitated	before	making	his	charge.	It	was	a	long	time—many	years—

since	he	had	killed	 a	buffalo,	 and	he	knew	 the	villagers	would	not	 like	 it.	But	 the
pangs	of	hunger	overcame	his	scruples.	There	was	no	morning	breeze,	everything
was	still,	and	the	smell	of	the	tiger	did	not	reach	the	buffalo.	A	monkey	chattered	on
a	nearby	tree,	but	his	warning	went	unheeded.
Crawling	 stealthily	 on	 his	 stomach,	 the	 tiger	 skirted	 the	 edge	 of	 the	 jheel	 and

approached	 the	 buffalo	 from	 the	 rear.	 The	 water	 birds,	 who	 were	 used	 to	 the
presence	of	both	animals,	did	not	raise	an	alarm.
Getting	 closer,	 the	 tiger	 glanced	 around	 to	 see	 if	 there	 were	 men,	 or	 other

buffaloes,	 in	 the	 vicinity.	Then,	 satisfied	 that	 he	was	 alone,	 he	 crept	 forward.	The
buffalo	was	 drinking,	 standing	 in	 shallow	water	 at	 the	 edge	 of	 the	 tank,	when	 the
tiger	charged	from	the	side	and	bit	deep	into	the	animal’s	thigh.
The	 buffalo	 turned	 to	 fight,	 but	 the	 tendons	 of	 his	 right	 hind	 leg	 had	 been

snapped,	and	he	could	only	stragger	forward	a	few	paces.	But	he	was	a	buffalo—the
bravest	of	the	domestic	cattle.	He	was	not	afraid.	He	snorted,	and	lowered	his	horns
at	the	tiger;	but	the	great	cat	was	too	fast,	and	circling	the	buffalo,	bit	into	the	other
hind	leg.
The	 buffalo	 crashed	 to	 the	 ground,	 both	 hind	 legs	 crippled,	 and	 then	 the	 tiger

dashed	in,	using	both	tooth	and	claw,	biting	deep	into	 the	buffalo’s	 throat	until	 the
blood	gushed	out	from	the	jugular	vein.
The	buffalo	gave	one	long,	last	bellow	before	dying.
The	 tiger,	 having	 rested,	 now	began	 to	gorge	himself,	 but,	 even	 though	he	had

been	starving	for	days,	he	could	not	finish	the	huge	carcass.	At	least	one	good	meal
still	 remained	when,	 satisfied	 and	 feeling	 his	 strength	 returning,	 he	 quenched	 his
thirst	at	the	jheel.	Then	he	dragged	the	remains	of	the	buffalo	into	the	bushes	to	hide
it	from	the	vultures,	and	went	off	to	find	a	place	to	sleep.
He	would	return	to	the	kill	when	he	was	hungry.
The	villagers	were	upset	when	they	discovered	that	a	buffalo	was	missing;	and	the

next	day,	when	Ramu	and	Shyam	came	running	home	to	say	that	they	had	found	the
carcass	near	the	jheel,	half	eaten	by	a	tiger,	the	men	were	disturbed	and	angry.	They
felt	 that	 the	tiger	had	tricked	and	deceived	them.	And	they	knew	that	once	he	got	a
taste	for	domestic	cattle,	he	would	make	a	habit	of	slaughtering	them.



Kundan	Singh,	Shyam’s	father	and	the	owner	of	the	dead	buffalo,	said	he	would
go	after	the	tiger	himself.
‘It	is	all	very	well	to	talk	about	what	you	will	do	to	the	tiger,’	said	his	wife,	‘but

you	should	never	have	let	the	buffalo	go	off	on	its	own.’
‘He	had	been	out	on	his	own	before,’	said	Kundan.	‘This	is	the	first	time	the	tiger

has	attacked	one	of	our	beasts.	A	devil	must	have	entered	the	maharaja.’
‘He	must	have	been	very	hungry,’	said	Shyam.
‘Well,	we	are	hungry	too,’	said	Kundan	Singh.
‘Our	best	buffalo—the	only	male	in	our	herd.’
‘The	tiger	will	kill	again,’	said	Ramu’s	father.
‘If	we	let	him,’	said	Kundan.
‘Should	we	send	for	the	shikaris?’
‘No.	They	were	not	clever.	The	tiger	will	escape	them	easily.	Besides,	there	is	no

time.	 The	 tiger	 will	 return	 for	 another	 meal	 tonight.	 We	 must	 finish	 him	 off
ourselves!’
‘But	how?’
Kundan	Singh	smiled	secretively,	played	with	the	ends	of	his	moustache	for	a	few

moments,	 and	 then,	 with	 great	 pride,	 produced	 from	 under	 his	 cot	 a	 double-
barrelled	gun	of	ancient	vintage.
‘My	father	bought	it	from	an	Englishman,’	he	said.
‘How	long	ago	was	that?’
‘At	the	time	I	was	born.’
‘And	have	you	ever	used	it?’	asked	Ramu’s	father,	who	was	not	sure	that	the	gun

would	work.
‘Well,	some	years	back	I	let	it	off	at	some	bandits.	You	remember	the	time	when

those	dacoits	raided	our	village?	They	chose	the	wrong	village,	and	were	severely
beaten	 for	 their	 pains.	 As	 they	 left,	 I	 fired	my	 gun	 off	 at	 them.	 They	 didn’t	 stop
running	until	they	crossed	the	Ganga!’
‘Yes,	but	did	you	hit	anyone?’
‘I	would	have,	if	someone’s	goat	hadn’t	got	in	the	way	at	the	last	moment.	But	we

had	roast	mutton	that	night!	Don’t	worry,	brother,	I	know	how	the	thing	fires.’
Accompanied	 by	Ramu’s	 father	 and	 some	 others,	Kundan	 set	 out	 for	 the	 jheel,

where,	without	shifting	the	buffalo’s	carcass—for	they	knew	that	the	tiger	would	not
come	near	them	if	he	suspected	a	trap—they	made	another	machan	in	the	branches
of	a	tall	tree	some	thirty	feet	from	the	kill.
Later	that	evening	Kundan	Singh	and	Ramu’s	father	settled	down	for	the	night	on

their	crude	platform	in	the	tree.
Several	 hours	 passed,	 and	 nothing	 but	 a	 jackal	 was	 seen	 by	 the	 watchers.	 And

then,	 just	 as	 the	moon	 came	 up	 over	 the	 distant	 hills,	Kundan	 and	 his	 companion
were	startled	by	a	low	‘A-oonh’,	followed	by	a	suppressed,	rumbling	growl.



Kundan	grasped	his	 old	gun,	whilst	 his	 friend	drew	closer	 to	him	 for	 comfort.
There	 was	 complete	 silence	 for	 a	 minute	 or	 two—time	 that	 was	 an	 agony	 of
suspense	for	 the	watchers—and	then	the	sound	of	stealthy	footfalls	on	dead	leaves
under	the	trees.
A	moment	later	the	tiger	walked	out	into	the	moonlight	and	stood	over	his	kill.
At	first	Kundan	could	do	nothing.	He	was	completely	overawed	by	the	size	of	this

magnificent	tiger.	Ramu’s	father	had	to	nudge	him,	and	then	Kundan	quickly	put	the
gun	to	his	shoulder,	aimed	at	the	tiger ’s	head,	and	pressed	the	trigger.
The	gun	went	off	with	a	flash	and	two	loud	bangs,	as	Kundan	fired	both	barrels.

Then	there	was	a	tremendous	roar.	One	of	the	bullets	had	grazed	the	tiger ’s	head.
The	 enraged	 animal	 rushed	 at	 the	 tree	 and	 tried	 to	 leap	 up	 into	 the	 branches.

Fortunately	the	machan	had	been	built	at	a	safe	height,	and	the	tiger	was	unable	to
reach	it.	It	roared	again	and	then	bounded	off	into	the	forest.
‘What	a	 tiger!’	exclaimed	Kundan,	half	 in	fear	and	half	 in	admiration.	 ‘I	 feel	as

though	my	liver	has	turned	to	water.’
‘You	missed	him	completely,’	said	Ramu’s	father.	‘Your	gun	makes	a	big	noise;

an	arrow	would	have	done	more	damage.’
‘I	did	not	miss	him,’	said	Kundan,	feeling	offended.	‘You	heard	him	roar,	didn’t

you?	Would	he	have	been	so	angry	 if	he	had	not	been	hit?	 If	 I	have	wounded	him
badly,	he	will	die.’
‘And	 if	 you	 have	wounded	 him	 slightly,	 he	may	 turn	 into	 a	maneater,	 and	 then

where	will	we	be?’
‘I	don’t	think	he	will	come	back,’	said	Kundan.	‘He	will	leave	these	forests.’
They	waited	until	the	sun	was	up	before	coming	down	from	the	tree.	They	found	a

few	 drops	 of	 blood	 on	 the	 dry	 grass	 but	 no	 trail	 led	 into	 the	 forest,	 and	Ramu’s
father	was	convinced	that	the	wound	was	only	a	slight	one.
The	bullet,	missing	the	fatal	spot	behind	the	ear,	had	only	grazed	the	back	of	the

skull	and	cut	a	deep	groove	at	 its	base.	 It	 took	a	 few	days	 to	heal,	and	during	 this
time	the	tiger	lay	low	and	did	not	go	near	the	jheel	except	when	it	was	very	dark	and
he	was	very	thirsty.
The	 villagers	 thought	 the	 tiger	 had	 gone	 away,	 and	 Ramu	 and	 Shyam—

accompanied	 by	 some	 other	 youths,	 and	 always	 carrying	 axes	 and	 lathis—began
bringing	buffaloes	to	the	tank	again	during	the	day;	but	they	were	careful	not	to	let
any	 of	 them	 stray	 far	 from	 the	 herd,	 and	 they	 returned	 home	 while	 it	 was	 still
daylight.
It	was	some	days	since	the	jungle	had	been	ravaged	by	the	fire,	and	in	the	tropics

the	 damage	 is	 repaired	 quickly.	 In	 spite	 of	 it	 being	 the	 dry	 season,	 new	 life	 was
creeping	into	the	forest.
While	the	buffaloes	wallowed	in	the	muddy	water,	and	the	boys	wrestled	on	their

grassy	islet,	a	big	tawny	eagle	soared	high	above	them,	looking	for	a	meal—a	sure



sign	that	some	of	the	animals	were	beginning	to	return	to	the	forest.	It	was	not	long
before	his	keen	eyes	detected	a	movement	in	the	glade	below.
What	 the	 eagle	with	 his	 powerful	 eyesight	 saw	was	 a	 baby	 hare,	 a	 small	 fluffy

thing,	 its	 long	 pink-tinted	 ears	 laid	 flat	 along	 its	 sides.	 Had	 it	 not	 been	 creeping
along	between	two	large	stones,	it	would	have	escaped	notice.	The	eagle	waited	to
see	if	the	mother	was	about,	and	as	he	waited	he	realized	that	he	was	not	the	only	one
who	coveted	this	juicy	morsel.	From	the	bushes	there	had	appeared	a	sinuous	yellow
creature,	pressed,	low	to	the	ground	and	moving	rapidly	towards	the	hare.	It	was	a
yellow	 jungle	 cat,	 hardly	 noticeable	 in	 the	 scorched	 grass.	With	 great	 stealth	 the
jungle	cat	began	to	stalk	the	baby	hare.
He	pounced.	The	hare’s	squeal	was	cut	short	by	 the	cat’s	cruel	claws;	but	 it	had

been	 heard	 by	 the	mother	 hare,	who	 now	 bounded	 into	 the	 glade	 and	without	 the
slightest	hesitation	went	for	the	surprised	cat.
There	was	nothing	haphazard	about	the	mother	hare’s	attack.	She	flashed	around

behind	the	cat	and	jumped	clean	over	him.	As	she	landed,	she	kicked	back,	sending	a
stinging	jet	of	dust	shooting	into	the	cat’s	face.	She	did	this	again	and	again.
The	bewildered	 cat,	 crouching	 and	 snarling,	 picked	up	 the	 kill	 and	 tried	 to	 run

away	 with	 it.	 But	 the	 hare	 would	 not	 permit	 this.	 She	 continued	 her	 leaping	 and
buffeting,	 till	 eventually	 the	 cat,	 out	 of	 sheer	 frustration,	 dropped	 the	 kill	 and
attacked	the	mother.
The	 cat	 sprang	 at	 the	hare	 a	 score	of	 times,	 lashing	out	with	his	 claws;	 but	 the

mother	 hare	was	 both	 clever	 and	 agile	 enough	 to	 keep	 just	 out	 of	 reach	 of	 those
terrible	claws,	and	drew	the	cat	further	and	further	away	from	her	baby—for	she	did
not	as	yet	know	that	it	was	dead.
The	tawny	eagle	saw	his	chance.	Swift	and	true,	he	swooped.	For	a	brief	moment,

as	 his	 wings	 overspread	 the	 furry	 little	 hare	 and	 his	 talons	 sank	 deep	 into	 it,	 he
caught	a	glimpse	of	the	cat	racing	towards	him	and	the	mother	hare	fleeing	into	the
bushes.	And	then	with	a	shrill	‘kee-ee-ee’	of	triumph,	he	rose	and	whirled	away	with
his	dinner.
The	 boys	 had	 heard	 his	 shrill	 cry	 and	 looked	 up	 just	 in	 time	 to	 see	 the	 eagle

flying	over	the	jheel	with	the	small	little	hare	held	firmly	in	his	talons.
‘Poor	hare,’	said	Shyam.	‘Its	life	was	short.’
‘That’s	the	law	of	the	jungle,’	said	Ramu.	‘The	eagle	has	a	family,	too,	and	must

feed	it.’
‘I	wonder	if	we	are	any	better	than	animals,’	said	Shyam.
‘Perhaps	we	 are	 a	 little	 better,	 in	 some	ways,’	 said	Ramu.	 ‘Grandfather	 always

says,	 “To	 be	 able	 to	 laugh	 and	 to	 be	merciful	 are	 the	 only	 things	 that	make	man
better	than	the	beast.”’
The	 next	 day,	while	 the	 boys	were	 taking	 the	 herd	 home,	 one	 of	 the	 buffaloes

lagged	behind.	Ramu	did	not	realize	that	 the	animal	was	missing	until	he	heard	an



agonized	bellow	behind	him.	He	glanced	over	his	shoulder	just	in	time	to	see	the	big
striped	tiger	dragging	the	buffalo	into	a	clump	of	young	bamboo.	At	the	same	time
the	 herd	 became	 aware	 of	 the	 danger,	 and	 the	 buffaloes	 snorted	with	 fear	 as	 they
hurried	along	the	forest	path.	To	urge	them	forward,	and	to	warn	his	friends,	Ramu
cupped	his	hands	to	his	mouth	and	gave	vent	to	a	yodelling	call.
The	buffaloes	bellowed,	the	boys	shouted,	and	the	birds	flew	shrieking	from	the

trees.	 It	was	almost	a	stampede	by	 the	 time	the	herd	emerged	from	the	forest.	The
villagers	heard	the	thunder	of	hoofs,	and	saw	the	herd	coming	home	amidst	clouds
of	dust	and	confusion,	and	knew	that	something	was	wrong.
‘The	tiger!’	shouted	Ramu.	‘He	is	here!	He	has	killed	one	of	the	buffaloes.’
‘He	is	afraid	of	us	no	longer,’	said	Shyam.
‘Did	you	see	where	he	went?’	asked	Kundan	Singh,	hurrying	up	to	them.
‘I	 remember	 the	 place,’	 said	 Ramu.	 ‘He	 dragged	 the	 buffalo	 in	 amongst	 the

bamboo.’
‘Then	there	 is	no	 time	to	 lose,’	said	his	 father.	 ‘Kundan,	you	take	your	gun	and

two	men,	 and	wait	 near	 the	 suspension	 bridge,	 where	 the	Garur	 stream	 joins	 the
Ganga.	The	jungle	is	narrow	there.	We	will	beat	the	jungle	from	our	side,	and	drive
the	tiger	towards	you.	He	will	not	escape	us,	unless	he	swims	the	river!’
‘Good!’	said	Kundan,	running	into	his	house	for	his	gun,	with	Shyam	close	at	his

heels.	‘Was	it	one	of	our	buffaloes	again?’	he	asked.
‘It	was	Ramu’s	buffalo	this	time,’	said	Shyam.	‘A	good	milk	buffalo.’
‘Then	Ramu’s	 father	will	beat	 the	 jungle	 thoroughly.	You	boys	had	better	come

with	me.	It	will	not	be	safe	for	you	to	accompany	the	beaters.’
Kundan	Singh,	carrying	his	gun	and	accompanied	by	Ramu,	Shyam	and	two	men,

headed	for	the	river	junction,	while	Ramu’s	father	collected	about	twenty	men	from
the	village	and,	guided	by	one	of	the	boys	who	had	been	with	Ramu,	made	for	the
spot	where	the	tiger	had	killed	the	buffalo.
The	tiger	was	still	eating	when	he	heard	the	men	coming.	He	had	not	expected	to

be	disturbed	so	soon.	With	an	angry	‘Whoof!’	he	bounded	into	a	bamboo	thicket	and
watched	the	men	through	a	screen	of	leaves	and	tall	grass.
The	men	did	not	seem	to	take	much	notice	of	the	dead	buffalo,	but	gathered	round

their	 leader	and	held	a	consultation.	Most	of	 them	carried	hand	drums	slung	from
their	shoulders.	They	also	carried	sticks,	spears	and	axes.
After	a	hurried	conversation,	 they	entered	 the	denser	part	of	 the	 jungle,	beating

their	drums	with	the	palms	of	their	hands.	Some	of	the	men	banged	empty	kerosene
tins.	These	made	even	more	noise	than	the	drums.
The	 tiger	did	not	 like	 the	noise	and	retreated	deeper	 into	 the	 jungle.	But	he	was

surprised	to	find	that	the	men,	instead	of	going	away,	came	after	him	into	the	jungle,
banging	away	on	their	drums	and	tins,	and	shouting	at	the	top	of	their	voices.	They
had	 separated	now,	 and	 advanced	 single	or	 in	pairs,	 but	 nowhere	were	 they	more



than	 fifteen	 yards	 apart.	 The	 tiger	 could	 easily	 have	 broken	 through	 this	 slowly
advancing	semicircle	of	men—one	swift	blow	from	his	paw	would	have	felled	the
strongest	of	them—but	his	main	aim	was	to	get	away	from	the	noise.	He	hated	and
feared	noise	made	by	men.
He	was	not	a	maneater	and	he	would	not	attack	a	man	unless	he	was	very	angry	or

frightened	or	very	desperate;	and	he	was	none	of	these	things	as	yet.	He	had	eaten
well,	and	he	would	have	liked	to	rest	in	peace—but	there	would	be	no	rest	for	any
animal	until	the	men	ceased	their	tremendous	clatter	and	din.
For	 an	 hour	 Ramu’s	 father	 and	 others	 beat	 the	 jungle,	 calling,	 drumming	 and

trampling	 the	 undergrowth.	 The	 tiger	 had	 no	 rest.	 Whenever	 he	 was	 able	 to	 put
some	distance	between	himself	and	the	men,	he	would	sink	down	in	some	shady	spot
to	 rest;	but,	within	 five	or	 ten	minutes,	 the	 trampling	and	drumming	would	 sound
nearer,	and	the	tiger,	with	an	angry	snarl,	would	get	up	and	pad	north,	pad	silently
north	along	the	narrowing	strip	of	jungle,	towards	the	junction	of	the	Garur	stream
and	the	Ganga.	Ten	years	back,	he	would	have	had	the	jungle	on	his	right	in	which
to	hide;	but	the	trees	had	been	felled	long	ago	to	make	way	for	humans	and	houses,
and	now	he	could	only	move	to	the	left,	towards	the	river.
It	was	about	noon	when	the	tiger	finally	appeared	in	the	open.	He	longed	for	the

darkness	and	security	of	the	night,	for	the	sun	was	his	enemy.	Kundan	and	the	boys
had	a	clear	view	of	him	as	he	stalked	slowly	along,	now	 in	 the	open	with	 the	 sun
glinting	on	his	glossy	hide,	now	in	the	shade	or	passing	through	the	shorter	reeds.
He	was	still	out	of	range	of	Kundan’s	gun,	but	there	was	no	fear	of	his	getting	out	of
the	beat,	as	the	‘stops’	were	all	picked	men	from	the	village.	He	disappeared	among
some	bushes	but	soon	reappeared	to	retrace	his	steps,	the	beaters	having	done	their
work	 well.	 He	 was	 now	 only	 one	 hundred	 and	 fifty	 yards	 from	 the	 rocks	 where
Kundan	Singh	waited,	and	he	looked	very	big.
The	beat	had	closed	in,	and	the	exit	along	the	bank	downstream	was	completely

blocked,	so	the	tiger	turned	and	disappeared	into	a	belt	of	reeds,	and	Kundan	Singh
expected	 that	 the	 head	 would	 soon	 peer	 out	 of	 the	 cover	 a	 few	 yards	 away.	 The
beaters	 were	 now	 making	 a	 great	 noise,	 shouting	 and	 beating	 their	 drums,	 but
nothing	moved;	 and	Ramu,	watching	 from	 a	 distance,	wondered,	 ‘Has	 he	 slipped
through	the	beaters?’	And	he	half	hoped	so.
Tins	 clashed,	 drums	 beat,	 and	 some	of	 the	men	 poked	 into	 the	 reeds	with	 their

spears	or	long	bamboos.	Perhaps	one	of	these	thrusts	found	a	mark,	because	at	last
the	tiger	was	roused,	and	with	an	angry	desperate	snarl	he	charged	out	of	the	reeds,
splashing	his	way	through	an	 inlet	of	mud	and	water.	Kundan	Singh	fired,	and	his
bullet	struck	the	tiger	on	the	thigh.
The	mighty	animal	stumbled;	but	he	was	up	 in	a	minute,	and	rushing	 through	a

gap	in	the	narrowing	line	of	beaters,	he	made	straight	for	the	only	way	across	the
river—the	 suspension	 bridge	 that	 passed	 over	 the	Ganga	 here,	 providing	 a	 route



into	the	high	hills	beyond.
‘We’ll	 get	 him	 now,’	 said	 Kundan,	 priming	 his	 gun	 again.	 ‘He’s	 right	 in	 the

open!’
The	suspension	bridge	swayed	and	trembled	as	the	wounded	tiger	lurched	across

it.	 Kundan	 fired,	 and	 this	 time	 the	 bullet	 grazed	 the	 tiger ’s	 shoulder.	 The	 animal
bounded	forward,	lost	his	footing	on	the	unfamiliar,	slippery	planks	of	the	swaying
bridge,	and	went	over	the	side,	falling	headlong	into	the	strong,	swirling	waters	of
the	river.
He	rose	to	the	surface	once,	but	the	current	took	him	under	and	away,	and	only	a

thin	streak	of	blood	remained	on	the	river ’s	surface.
Kundan	and	others	hurried	downstream	to	see	if	the	dead	tiger	had	been	washed

up	on	the	river ’s	banks;	but	 though	they	searched	the	riverside	several	miles,	 they
did	not	find	the	king	of	the	forest.
He	 had	 not	 provided	 anyone	with	 a	 trophy.	His	 skin	would	 not	 be	 spread	 on	 a

couch,	nor	would	his	head	be	hung	up	on	a	wall.	No	claw	of	his	would	be	hung	as	a
charm	 round	 the	 neck	 of	 a	 child.	 No	 villager	 would	 use	 his	 fat	 as	 a	 cure	 for
rheumatism.
At	first	 the	villagers	were	glad	because	they	felt	 their	buffaloes	were	safe.	Then

the	men	began	to	feel	that	something	had	gone	out	of	their	lives,	out	of	the	life	of
the	 forest;	 they	 began	 to	 feel	 that	 the	 forest	 was	 no	 longer	 a	 forest.	 It	 had	 been
shrinking	year	by	year,	but,	as	long	as	the	tiger	had	been	there	and	the	villagers	had
heard	it	roar	at	night,	they	had	known	that	they	were	still	secure	from	the	intruders
and	 newcomers	 who	 came	 to	 fell	 the	 trees	 and	 eat	 up	 the	 land	 and	 let	 the	 flood
waters	into	the	village.	But	now	that	the	tiger	had	gone,	it	was	as	though	a	protector
had	gone,	leaving	the	forest	open	and	vulnerable,	easily	destroyable.	And	once	the
forest	was	destroyed	they,	too,	would	be	in	danger	…
There	was	another	thing	that	had	gone	with	the	tiger,	another	thing	that	had	been

lost,	a	thing	that	was	being	lost	everywhere—something	called	‘nobility’.
Ramu	remembered	something	that	his	grandfather	had	once	said.	‘The	tiger	is	the

very	soul	of	India,	and	when	the	last	tiger	goes,	so	will	the	soul	of	the	country.’
The	 boys	 lay	 flat	 on	 their	 stomachs	 on	 their	 little	mud	 island	 and	watched	 the

monsoon	clouds	gathering	overhead.
‘The	king	of	our	forest	is	dead,’	said	Shyam.	‘There	are	no	more	tigers.’
‘There	must	be	tigers,’	said	Ramu.	‘How	can	there	be	an	India	without	tigers?’
The	river	had	carried	the	tiger	many	miles	away	from	his	home,	from	the	forest

he	 had	 always	 known,	 and	 brought	 him	 ashore	 on	 a	 strip	 of	 warm	 yellow	 sand,
where	he	lay	in	the	sun,	quite	still,	but	breathing.
Vultures	 gathered	 and	 waited	 at	 a	 distance,	 some	 of	 them	 perching	 on	 the

branches	of	nearby	trees.
But	the	tiger	was	more	drowned	than	hurt,	and	as	the	river	water	oozed	out	of	his



mouth,	 and	 the	 warm	 sun	 made	 new	 life	 throb	 through	 his	 body,	 he	 stirred	 and
stretched,	and	his	glazed	eyes	came	 into	 focus.	Raising	his	head,	he	saw	 trees	and
tall	grass.
Slowly	 he	 heaved	 himself	 off	 the	 ground	 and	moved	 at	 a	 crouch	 to	where	 the

grass	waved	in	the	afternoon	breeze.	Would	he	be	harried	again,	and	shot	at?	There
was	no	smell	of	man.	The	tiger	moved	forward	with	greater	confidence.
There	was,	 however,	 another	 smell	 in	 the	 air—a	 smell	 that	 reached	back	 to	 the

time	when	he	was	young	and	fresh	and	full	of	vigour—a	smell	 that	he	had	almost
forgotten	but	could	never	quite	forget—the	smell	of	a	tigress!
He	raised	his	head	high,	and	new	life	surged	through	his	tired	limbs.	He	gave	a

full-throated	roar	and	moved	purposefully	through	the	tall	grass.	And	the	roar	came
back	 to	him,	 calling	him,	 calling	him	 forward—a	 roar	 that	meant	 there	would	be
more	tigers	in	the	land!



T
Coming	Home	to	Dehra

	
he	faint	queasiness	I	always	feel	towards	the	end	of	a	journey	probably	has
its	origin	in	that	first	homecoming	after	my	father ’s	death.
It	 was	 the	 winter	 of	 1944—yes,	 a	 long	 time	 ago—and	 the	 train	 was

running	through	the	thick	sal	forests	near	Dehra,	bringing	me	at	every	click
of	the	rails	nearer	to	the	mother	I	hadn’t	seen	for	four	years	and	the	stepfather	I	had
seen	just	once	or	twice	before	my	parents	were	divorced.
I	was	eleven	and	I	was	coming	home	to	Dehra.
Three	 years	 earlier,	 after	 the	 separation,	 I	 had	 gone	 to	 live	with	my	 father.	We

were	very	happy	together.	He	was	serving	in	the	RAF,	at	New	Delhi,	and	we	lived	in
a	large	tent	somewhere	near	Humayun’s	tomb.	The	area	is	now	a	very	busy	part	of
urban	Delhi,	but	in	those	days	it	was	still	a	wilderness	of	scrub	jungle	where	black
buck	and	nilgai	roamed	freely.	We	took	long	walks	together,	exploring	the	ruins	of
old	 tombs	and	 forts;	went	 to	 the	pictures	 (George	Formby	comedies	were	 special
favourites	 of	mine);	 collected	 stamps;	 bought	 books	 (my	 father	 had	 taught	me	 to
read	 and	 write	 before	 I	 started	 going	 to	 school);	 and	 made	 plans	 for	 going	 to
England	when	the	war	was	over.
Six	months	of	bliss,	even	though	it	was	summer	and	there	weren’t	any	fans,	only

a	thick	khus	reed	curtain	which	had	to	be	splashed	with	water	every	hour	by	a	bhisti
who	did	 the	 rounds	 of	 similar	 tents	with	 his	 goat-skin	water	 bag.	 I	 remember	 the
tender	refreshing	fragrance	of	 the	khus,	and	also	 the	smell	of	damp	earth	outside,
where	the	water	had	spilt.
A	 happy	 time.	 But	 it	 had	 to	 end.	My	 father ’s	 periodic	 bouts	 of	 malarial	 fever

resulted	 in	his	having	 to	enter	hospital	 for	a	week.	The	bhisti’s	small	son	came	to
stay	with	me	 at	 night,	 and	 during	 the	 day	 I	 took	my	meals	with	 an	Anglo-Indian
family	across	the	road.
I	would	 have	 been	quite	 happy	 to	 continue	with	 this	 arrangement	whenever	my

father	was	absent,	but	someone	at	air	headquarters	must	have	advised	him	to	put	me
in	a	boarding	school.
Reluctantly	he	came	 to	 the	decision	 that	 this	would	be	 the	best	 thing—‘until	 the

war	 is	 over ’—and	 in	 the	 June	 of	 1943	 he	 took	 me	 to	 Simla,	 where	 I	 was
incarcerated	in	a	preparatory	school	for	boys.
This	 is	not	 the	 story	of	my	 life	 at	boarding	 school.	 It	might	 easily	have	been	a

public	school	in	England;	it	did	in	fact	pride	itself	on	being	the	‘Eton	of	the	East’.
The	 traditions—such	 as	 ragging	 and	 flogging,	 compulsory	 games	 and	 chapel
attendance,	prefects	larger	than	life,	and	honour	boards	for	everything	from	school
captaincy	 to	 choir	 membership—had	 all	 apparently	 been	 borrowed	 from	 Tom



Brown’s	Schooldays.
My	father	wrote	to	me	regularly,	and	his	letters	were	the	things	I	looked	forward

to	more	than	anything	else.	I	went	to	him	for	the	winter	holidays,	and	the	following
summer	 he	 came	 to	 Simla	 during	 my	 mid-term	 break	 and	 took	 me	 out	 for	 the
duration	of	the	holidays.	We	stayed	in	a	hotel	called	Craig-Dhu,	on	a	spur	north	of
Jacko	Hill.	It	was	an	idyllic	week;	long	walks;	stories	about	phantom	rickshaws;	ice
creams	 in	 the	 sun;	 browsings	 in	 bookshops;	more	 plans:	 ‘We	will	 go	 to	England
next	year.’
School	seemed	a	stupid	and	heartless	place	after	my	father	had	gone	away.	He	had

been	 transferred	 to	Calcutta	 and	he	wasn’t	keeping	well	 there.	Malaria	 again.	And
then	jaundice.	But	his	last	letter	sounded	quite	cheerful.	He’d	been	selling	part	of	his
valuable	stamp	collection	so	as	to	have	enough	money	for	the	fares	to	England.
One	day	my	class	teacher	sent	for	me.
‘I	want	to	talk	to	you,	Bond,’	he	said.	‘Let’s	go	for	a	walk.’
I	knew	immediately	that	something	was	wrong.
We	 took	 the	path	 that	went	 through	 the	deodar	 forest,	past	Council	Rock	where

scout	meetings	were	held.	As	soon	as	my	unfortunate	teacher	(no	doubt	cursing	the
headmaster	for	having	given	him	this	unpleasant	task)	started	on	the	theme	of	‘God
wanting	your	father	in	a	higher	and	better	place,’	as	though	there	could	be	any	better
place	 than	 Jacko	Hill	 in	mid-summer,	 I	 knew	my	 father	was	 dead,	 and	 burst	 into
tears.
They	 let	 me	 stay	 in	 the	 school	 hospital	 for	 a	 few	 days	 until	 I	 felt	 better.	 The

headmaster	 visited	me	 there	 and	 took	 away	 the	 pile	 of	my	 father ’s	 letters	 that	 I’d
kept	beside	me.
‘Your	father ’s	letters.	You	might	lose	them.	Why	not	leave	them	with	me?	Then	at

the	end	of	the	year,	before	you	go	home,	you	can	come	and	collect	them.’
Unwillingly	I	gave	him	the	letters.	He	told	me	he’d	heard	from	my	mother	that	I

would	 be	 going	 home	 to	 her	 at	 the	 end	 of	 the	 year.	 He	 seemed	 surprised	 that	 I
evinced	no	interest	in	this	prospect.
At	 the	end	of	 the	year,	 the	day	before	school	closed,	 I	went	 to	 the	headmaster ’s

office	and	asked	for	my	letters.
‘What	letters?’	he	said.	His	desk	was	piled	with	papers	and	correspondence,	and

he	was	irritated	by	my	interruption.
‘My	father ’s	letters,’	I	explained.	‘I	gave	them	to	you	to	keep	for	me,	sir—when

he	died	…’
‘Letters.	Are	you	sure	you	gave	them	to	me?’
He	grew	more	irritated.	‘You	must	be	mistaken,	Bond.	Why	should	I	want	to	keep

your	father ’s	letters?’
‘I	don’t	know,	sir.	You	said	I	could	collect	them	before	going	home.’
‘Look,	I	don’t	remember	any	letters	and	I’m	very	busy	just	now,	so	run	along.	I’m



sure	you’re	mistaken,	but	if	I	find	your	letters,	I’ll	send	them	to	you.’
I	don’t	suppose	he	meant	 to	be	unkind,	but	he	was	the	first	man	who	aroused	in

me	feelings	of	hate	…
As	 the	 train	 drew	 into	 Dehra.	 I	 looked	 out	 of	 the	 window	 to	 see	 if	 there	 was

anyone	on	the	platform	waiting	to	receive	me.	The	station	was	crowded	enough,	as
most	 railway	 stations	 are	 in	 India,	 with	 overloaded	 travellers,	 shouting	 coolies,
stray	dogs,	stray	stationmasters	…	Pandemonium	broke	loose	as	the	train	came	to	a
halt	and	people	debauched	from	the	carriages.	I	was	thrust	on	the	platform	with	my
tin	 trunk	and	small	attaché	case.	 I	sat	on	 the	 trunk	and	waited	for	someone	 to	 find
me.
Slowly	 the	 crowd	melted	 away.	 I	was	 left	with	 one	 elderly	 coolie	who	was	 too

feeble	to	carry	heavy	luggage	and	had	decided	that	my	trunk	was	just	the	right	size
and	 weight	 for	 his	 head	 and	 shoulders.	 I	 waited	 another	 ten	 minutes,	 but	 no
representative	of	my	mother	or	 stepfather	appeared.	 I	permitted	 the	coolie	 to	 lead
me	out	of	the	station	to	the	tonga	stand.
Those	were	the	days	when	everyone,	including	high-ranking	officials,	went	about

in	tongas.	Dehra	had	just	one	taxi.	I	was	quite	happy	sitting	beside	a	rather	smelly,
paan-spitting	 tonga	driver,	while	his	weary,	 underfed	pony	clip-clopped	along	 the
quiet	tree-lined	roads.
Dehra	 was	 always	 a	 good	 place	 for	 trees.	 The	 valley	 soil	 is	 very	 fertile,	 the

rainfall	fairly	heavy;	almost	everything	grows	there,	if	given	the	chance.	The	roads
were	lined	with	neem	and	mango	trees,	eucalyptus,	Persian	lilac,	jacaranda,	amaltas
(laburnum)	and	many	others.	In	the	gardens	of	the	bungalows	were	mangoes,	litchis
and	guavas;	sometimes	jackfruit	and	papaya.	I	did	not	notice	all	these	trees	at	once;	I
came	to	know	them	as	time	passed.
The	tonga	first	took	me	to	my	grandmother ’s	house.	I	was	under	the	impression

that	my	mother	still	lived	there.
A	 lovely,	 comfortable	bungalow	 that	 spread	 itself	 about	 the	grounds	 in	 an	 easy

going,	 old-fashioned	 way.	 There	 was	 even	 smoke	 coming	 from	 the	 chimneys,
reminding	me	of	 the	 smoke	 from	my	grandfather ’s	pipe.	When	 I	was	eight,	 I	had
spent	several	months	there	with	my	grandparents.	In	retrospect	it	had	been	an	idyllic
interlude.	But	Grandfather	was	dead.	Grandmother	lived	alone.
White-haired,	 but	 still	 broad	 in	 the	 face	 and	 even	 broader	 behind,	 she	 was

astonished	to	see	me	getting	down	from	the	tonga.
‘Didn’t	anyone	meet	you	at	the	station?’	she	asked.
I	 shook	my	head.	Grandmother	 said:	 ‘Your	mother	doesn’t	 live	here	 any	more.

You	can	come	in	and	wait,	but	she	may	be	worried	about	you,	so	I’d	better	take	you
to	her	place.	Come	on,	help	me	up	into	the	tonga	…	I	might	have	known	it	would	be
a	white	horse.	It	always	makes	me	nervous	sitting	in	a	tonga	behind	a	white	horse.’
‘Why,	Granny?’



‘I	don’t	know,	I	suppose	white	horses	are	nervous,	too.	Anyway,	they	are	always
trying	to	topple	me	out.	Not	so	fast,	driver!’	she	called	out,	as	the	tonga	man	cracked
his	whip	and	the	pony	changed	from	a	slow	shuffle	to	a	brisk	trot.
It	took	us	about	twenty-five	minutes	to	reach	my	stepfather ’s	house	which	was	in

the	 Dalanwala	 area,	 not	 far	 from	 the	 dry	 bed	 of	 the	 seasonal	 Rispana	 river.	 My
grandmother,	seeing	that	I	was	in	need	of	moral	support,	got	down	with	me,	while
the	tonga	driver	carried	my	bedding	roll	and	tin	trunk	on	to	the	veranda.	The	front
door	was	bolted	from	inside.	We	had	to	knock	on	it	repeatedly	and	call	out	before	it
was	opened	by	a	servant	who	did	not	look	pleased	at	being	disturbed.	When	he	saw
my	 grandmother	 he	 gave	 her	 a	 deferential	 salaam,	 then	 gazed	 at	 me	 with	 open
curiosity.
‘Where’s	the	memsahib?’	asked	grandmother.
‘Out,’	said	the	servant.
‘I	can	see	that	but	where	have	they	gone?’
‘They	went	yesterday	to	Motichur,	for	shikar.	They	will	be	back	this	evening.’
Grandmother	 looked	 upset,	 but	motioned	 to	 the	 servant	 to	 bring	 in	my	 things.

‘Weren’t	they	expecting	the	boy?’	she	asked.	‘Yes,’	he	said	looking	at	me	again.	‘But
they	said	he	would	be	arriving	tomorrow.’
‘They’d	 forgotten	 the	 date,’	 said	 Grandmother	 in	 a	 huff.	 ‘Anyway,	 you	 can

unpack	and	have	a	wash	and	change	your	clothes.’
Turning	to	the	servant,	she	asked,	‘Is	there	any	lunch?’
‘I	will	make	lunch,’	he	said.	He	was	staring	at	me	again,	and	I	felt	uneasy	with	his

eyes	on	me.	He	was	tall	and	swarthy,	with	oily,	jet-back	hair	and	a	thick	moustache.
A	heavy	scar	 ran	down	his	 left	cheek,	giving	him	a	 rather	sinister	appearance.	He
wore	a	torn	shirt	and	dirty	pyjamas.	His	broad,	heavy	feet	were	wet.	They	left	marks
on	the	uncarpeted	floor.
A	baby	was	crying	in	the	next	room,	and	presently	a	woman	(who	turned	out	to	be

the	cook’s	wife)	appeared	in	the	doorway,	jogging	the	child	in	her	arms.
‘They’ve	left	the	baby	behind,	too,’	said	Grandmother,	becoming	more	and	more

irate.	‘He	is	your	young	brother.	Only	six	months	old.’	I	hadn’t	been	told	anything
about	 a	 younger	 brother.	 The	 discovery	 that	 I	 had	 one	 came	 as	 something	 of	 a
shock.	 I	 wasn’t	 prepared	 for	 a	 baby	 brother,	 least	 of	 all	 a	 baby	 half-brother.	 I
examined	 the	 child	 without	 much	 enthusiasm.	 He	 looked	 healthy	 enough	 and	 he
cried	with	gusto.
‘He’s	 a	 beautiful	 baby,’	 said	 Grandmother.	 ‘Well,	 I’ve	 got	 work	 to	 do.	 The

servants	 will	 look	 after	 you.	 You	 can	 come	 and	 see	me	 in	 a	 day	 or	 two.	 You’ve
grown	since	I	last	saw	you.	And	you’re	getting	pimples.’
This	 reference	 to	 my	 appearance	 did	 not	 displease	 me	 as	 Grandmother	 never

indulged	in	praise.	For	her	to	have	observed	my	pimples	indicated	that	she	was	fond
of	me.



The	tonga	driver	was	waiting	for	her.	‘I	suppose	I’ll	have	to	use	the	same	tonga,’
she	said.	 ‘Whenever	I	need	a	 tonga,	 they	disappear,	except	 for	 the	ones	with	white
ponies	…	When	your	mother	gets	back,	tell	her	I	want	to	see	her.	Shikar,	indeed.	An
infant	to	look	after,	and	they’ve	gone	shooting.’
Grandmother	 settled	 herself	 in	 the	 tonga,	 nodded	 in	 response	 to	 the	 cook’s

salaam,	and	took	a	tight	grip	of	the	armrests	of	her	seat.	The	driver	flourished	his
whip	and	the	pony	set	off	at	the	same	listless,	unhurried	trot,	while	my	grandmother,
feeling	quite	certain	that	she	was	going	to	be	hurtled	to	her	doom	by	a	wild	white
pony,	set	her	teeth	and	clung	tenaciously	to	the	tonga	seat.	I	was	sorry	to	see	her	go.
My	mother	and	stepfather	returned	in	the	evening	from	their	hunting	trip	with	a

pheasant	which	was	duly	handed	over	to	the	cook,	whose	name	was	Mangal	Singh.
My	mother	gave	me	a	perfunctory	kiss.	I	think	she	was	pleased	to	see	me,	but	I	was
accustomed	 to	a	more	 intimate	caress	 from	my	 father,	 and	 the	 strange	 reception	 I
had	received	made	me	realize	the	extent	of	my	loss.	Boarding	school	life	had	been
routine.	Going	home	was	something	that	I	had	always	looked	forward	to.	But	going
home	had	meant	my	father,	and	now	he	had	vanished	and	I	was	left	quite	desolate.
I	suppose	if	one	is	present	when	a	loved	one	dies,	or	sees	him	dead	and	laid	out

and	later	buried,	one	is	convinced	of	 the	finality	of	 the	thing	and	finds	it	easier	 to
adapt	to	the	changed	circumstances.	But	when	you	hear	of	a	death,	a	father ’s	death,
and	have	only	the	faintest	idea	of	the	manner	of	his	dying,	it	is	rather	a	lot	for	the
imagination	to	cope	with—especially	when	the	imagination	is	a	small	boy’s.	There
being	no	 tangible	 evidence	of	my	 father ’s	death,	 it	was,	 for	me,	not	 a	death	but	 a
vanishing.	 And	 although	 this	 enabled	 me	 to	 remember	 him	 as	 a	 living,	 smiling,
breathing	 person,	 it	 meant	 that	 I	 was	 not	 wholly	 reconciled	 to	 his	 death,	 and
subconsciously	expected	him	to	turn	up	(as	he	often	did,	when	I	most	needed	him)
and	deliver	me	from	any	unpleasant	situation.
My	stepfather	barely	noticed	me.	The	first	thing	he	did	on	coming	into	the	house

was	 to	pour	himself	a	whisky	and	soda.	My	mother,	 after	 inspecting	 the	baby,	did
likewise.	I	was	left	to	unpack	and	settle	in	my	room.
I	was	fortunate	in	having	my	own	room.	I	was	as	desirous	of	my	own	privacy	as

much	 as	my	mother	 and	 stepfather	were	desirous	of	 theirs.	My	 stepfather,	 a	 local
businessman,	was	ready	to	put	up	with	me	provided	I	did	not	get	in	the	way.	And,	in
a	different	way,	I	was	ready	to	put	up	with	him,	provided	he	left	me	alone.	I	was	even
willing	that	my	mother	should	leave	me	alone.
There	was	a	big	window	to	my	room,	and	I	opened	it	to	the	evening	breeze,	and

gazed	out	on	to	the	garden,	a	rather	unkempt	place	where	marigolds	and	a	sort	of
wild	blue	everlasting	grew	rampant	among	the	litchi	trees.



O
My	Father’s	Trees	in	Dehra

	
	

ur	trees	still	grow	in	Dehra.	This	is	one	part	of	the	world	where	trees	are	a
match	 for	man.	An	 old	 peepul	may	 be	 cut	 down	 to	make	way	 for	 a	 new
building;	 two	 peepul	 trees	 will	 sprout	 from	 the	walls	 of	 the	 building.	 In
Dehra	the	air	is	moist,	the	soil	hospitable	to	seeds	and	probing	roots.	The

valley	of	Dehra	Dun	lies	between	the	first	range	of	 the	Himalayas	and	the	smaller
but	older	Siwalik	range.	Dehra	is	an	old	town,	but	it	was	not	in	the	reign	of	Rajput
princes	or	Mogul	kings	that	it	really	grew	and	flourished;	it	acquired	a	certain	size
and	 importance	with	 the	coming	of	British	and	Anglo-Indian	settlers.	The	English
have	an	affinity	with	trees,	and	in	the	rolling	hills	of	Dehra	they	discovered	a	retreat
which,	 in	 spite	 of	 snakes	 and	 mosquitoes,	 reminded	 them,	 just	 a	 little	 bit,	 of
England’s	green	and	pleasant	land.
The	mountains	 to	 the	north	are	 austere	and	 inhospitable;	 the	plains	 to	 the	 south

are	 flat,	 dry	 and	 dusty.	 But	 Dehra	 is	 green.	 I	 look	 out	 of	 the	 train	 window	 at
daybreak	to	see	the	sal	and	shisham	trees	sweep	by	majestically,	while	trailing	vines
and	great	clumps	of	bamboo	give	the	forest	a	darkness	and	density	which	add	to	its
mystery.	There	are	still	a	 few	tigers	 in	 these	forests;	only	a	 few,	and	perhaps	 they
will	survive,	to	stalk	the	spotted	deer	and	drink	at	forest	pools.
I	grew	up	in	Dehra.	My	grandfather	built	a	bungalow	on	the	outskirts	of	the	town

at	 the	 turn	of	 the	century.	The	house	was	 sold	a	 few	years	after	 Independence.	No
one	knows	me	now	in	Dehra,	for	it	is	over	twenty	years	since	I	left	the	place,	and	my
boyhood	friends	are	scattered	and	lost.	And	although	the	India	of	Kim	is	no	more,
and	the	Grand	Trunk	Road	is	now	a	procession	of	trucks	instead	of	a	slow-moving
caravan	of	horses	and	camels,	India	is	still	a	country	in	which	people	are	easily	lost
and	quickly	forgotten.
From	the	station	I	can	take	either	a	taxi	or	a	snappy	little	scooter	rickshaw	(Dehra

had	 neither	 before	 1950),	 but,	 because	 I	 am	 on	 an	 unashamedly	 sentimental
pilgrimage,	I	take	a	tonga,	drawn	by	a	lean,	listless	pony,	and	driven	by	a	tubercular
old	Muslim	in	a	shabby	green	waistcoat.	Only	two	or	three	tongas	stand	outside	the
station.	 There	were	 always	 twenty	 or	 thirty	 here	 in	 the	 1940s	when	 I	 came	 home
from	boarding	school	to	be	met	at	the	station	by	my	grandfather;	but	the	days	of	the
tonga	are	nearly	over,	and	in	many	ways	this	 is	a	good	thing,	because	most	 tonga
ponies	are	overworked	and	underfed.	Its	wheels	squeaking	from	lack	of	oil	and	its
seat	slipping	out	from	under	me,	the	tonga	drags	me	through	the	bazaars	of	Dehra.
A	couple	of	miles	of	 this	 slow,	 funereal	pace	makes	me	 impatient	 to	use	my	own
legs,	and	I	dismiss	the	tonga	when	we	get	to	the	small	Dilaram	Bazaar.



It	is	a	good	place	from	which	to	start	walking.
The	Dilaram	Bazaar	 has	 not	 changed	 very	much.	 The	 shops	 are	 run	 by	 a	 new

generation	 of	 bakers,	 barbers	 and	 banias,	 but	 professions	 have	 not	 changed.	 The
cobblers	belong	 to	 the	 lower	castes,	 the	bakers	are	Muslims,	 the	 tailors	are	Sikhs.
Boys	 still	 fly	 kites	 from	 the	 flat	 rooftops,	 and	women	wash	 clothes	 on	 the	 canal
steps.	The	canal	comes	down	from	Rajpur	and	goes	underground	here,	 to	emerge
about	a	mile	away.
I	have	to	walk	only	a	furlong	to	reach	my	grandfather ’s	house.	The	road	is	lined

with	 eucalyptus,	 jacaranda	 and	 laburnum	 trees.	 In	 the	 compounds	 there	 are	 small
groves	of	mangoes,	litchis	and	papayas.	The	poinsettia	thrusts	its	scarlet	leaves	over
garden	walls.	Every	veranda	has	its	bougainvillea	creeper,	every	garden	its	bed	of
marigolds.	 Potted	 palms,	 those	 symbols	 of	 Victorian	 snobbery,	 are	 popular	 with
Indian	housewives.	There	are	a	few	houses,	but	most	of	the	bungalows	were	built	by
‘old	India	hands’	on	their	retirement	from	the	army,	the	police	or	the	railways.	Most
of	the	present	owners	are	Indian	businessmen	or	government	officials.
I	am	standing	outside	my	grandfather ’s	house.	The	wall	has	been	raised,	and	the

wicket	gate	has	disappeared;	I	cannot	get	a	clear	view	of	the	house	and	garden.	The
nameplate	 identifies	 the	 owner	 as	Major	General	 Saigal;	 the	 house	 has	 had	more
than	one	owner	since	my	grandparents	sold	it	in	1949.
On	 the	other	 side	of	 the	 road	 there	 is	 an	orchard	of	 litchi	 trees.	This	 is	not	 the

season	for	fruit,	and	there	is	no	one	looking	after	the	garden.	By	taking	a	little	path
that	goes	through	the	orchard,	I	reach	higher	ground	and	gain	a	better	view	of	our
old	house.
Grandfather	built	the	house	with	granite	rocks	taken	from	the	foothills.	It	shows

no	sign	of	age.	The	lawn	has	disappeared;	but	the	big	jackfruit	tree,	giving	shade	to
the	 side	 veranda,	 is	 still	 there.	 In	 this	 tree	 I	 spent	my	 afternoons,	 absorbed	 in	my
Magnets,	 Champions	 and	 Hotspurs,	 while	 sticky	 mango	 juice	 trickled	 down	 my
chin.	(One	could	not	eat	 the	 jackfruit	unless	 it	was	cooked	into	a	vegetable	curry.)
There	was	a	hole	in	the	bole	of	the	tree	in	which	I	kept	my	pocket	knife,	top,	catapult
and	any	badges	or	buttons	that	could	be	saved	from	my	father ’s	RAF	tunics	when	he
came	home	on	leave.	There	was	also	an	Iron	Cross,	a	relic	of	the	First	World	War,
given	to	me	by	my	grandfather.	I	have	managed	to	keep	the	Iron	Cross;	but	what	did
I	do	with	my	top	and	catapult?	Memory	fails	me.	Possibly	they	are	still	in	the	hole	in
the	jackfruit	tree;	I	must	have	forgotten	to	collect	them	when	we	went	away	after	my
father ’s	death.	I	am	seized	by	a	whimsical	urge	to	walk	in	at	the	gate,	climb	into	the
branches	 of	 the	 jackfruit	 tree	 and	 recover	 my	 lost	 possessions.	 What	 would	 the
present	owner,	the	major	general	(retired),	have	to	say	if	I	politely	asked	permission
to	look	for	a	catapult	left	behind	more	than	twenty	years	ago?
An	old	man	is	coming	down	the	path	 through	the	 litchi	 trees.	He	is	not	a	major

general	but	a	poor	street	vendor.	He	carries	a	small	tin	trunk	on	his	head,	and	walks



very	slowly.	When	he	sees	me,	he	stops	and	asks	me	if	I	will	buy	something.	I	can
think	of	nothing	I	need,	but	the	old	man	looks	so	tired,	so	very	old,	that	I	am	afraid
he	will	collapse	if	he	moves	any	further	along	the	path	without	resting.	So	I	ask	him
to	show	me	his	wares.	He	cannot	get	the	box	off	his	head	by	himself,	but	together	we
manage	to	set	 it	down	in	the	shade,	and	the	old	man	insists	on	spreading	its	entire
contents	 on	 the	 grass;	 bangles,	 combs,	 shoelaces,	 safety	 pins,	 cheap	 stationery,
buttons,	pomades,	elastic	and	scores	of	other	household	necessities.
When	I	refuse	buttons	because	there	is	no	one	to	sew	them	on	for	me,	he	piles	me

with	 safety	 pins.	 I	 say	 no;	 but	 as	 he	 moves	 from	 one	 article	 to	 another,	 his
querulous,	 persuasive	 voice	 slowly	 wears	 down	 my	 resistance,	 and	 I	 end	 up	 by
buying	 envelopes,	 a	 letter	 pad	 (pink	 roses	 on	 bright	 blue	 paper),	 a	 one-rupee
fountain	pen	guaranteed	 to	 leak	and	several	yards	of	elastic.	 I	have	no	 idea	what	 I
will	do	with	the	elastic,	but	the	old	man	convinces	me	that	I	cannot	live	without	it.
Exhausted	by	the	effort	of	selling	me	a	lot	of	things	I	obviously	do	not	want,	he

closes	his	eyes	and	leans	back	against	the	trunk	of	a	litchi	tree.	For	a	moment	I	feel
rather	nervous.	Is	he	going	to	die	sitting	here	beside	me?	He	sinks	to	his	haunches
and	puts	his	chin	on	his	hands.	He	only	wants	to	talk.
‘I	am	very	tired,	huzoor,’	he	says.	‘Please	do	not	mind	if	I	sit	here	for	a	while.’
‘Rest	for	as	long	as	you	like,’	I	say.	‘That’s	a	heavy	load	you’ve	been	carrying.’
He	comes	to	life	at	the	chance	of	a	conversation	and	says,	‘When	I	was	a	young

man,	 it	 was	 nothing.	 I	 could	 carry	my	 box	 up	 from	Rajpur	 to	Mussoorie	 by	 the
bridle	path—seven	steep	miles!	But	now	I	find	it	difficult	to	cover	the	distance	from
the	station	to	Dilaram	Bazaar.’
‘Naturally.	You	are	quite	old.’
‘I	am	seventy,	sahib.’
‘You	look	very	fit	for	your	age.’	I	say	this	to	please	him;	he	looks	frail	and	brittle.

‘Isn’t	there	someone	to	help	you?’	I	ask.
‘I	had	a	servant	boy	last	month,	but	he	stole	my	earnings	and	ran	off	to	Delhi.	I

wish	my	son	was	alive—he	would	not	have	permitted	me	to	work	like	a	mule	for	a
living—but	he	was	killed	in	the	riots	in	’47.’
‘Have	you	no	other	relatives?’
‘I	have	outlived	 them	all.	That	 is	 the	curse	of	a	healthy	 life.	Your	 friends,	your

loved	ones,	all	go	before	you,	and	at	the	end	you	are	left	alone.	But	I	must	go	too,
before	long.	The	road	to	the	bazaar	seems	to	grow	longer	every	day.	The	stones	are
harder.	 The	 sun	 is	 hotter	 in	 the	 summer,	 and	 the	wind	much	 colder	 in	 the	winter.
Even	some	of	the	trees	that	were	there	in	my	youth	have	grown	old	and	have	died.	I
have	outlived	the	trees.’
He	 has	 outlived	 the	 trees.	He	 is	 like	 an	 old	 tree	 himself,	 gnarled	 and	 twisted.	 I

have	 the	 feeling	 that	 if	 he	 falls	 asleep	 in	 the	 orchard,	 he	 will	 strike	 root	 here,
sending	 out	 crooked	 branches.	 I	 can	 imagine	 a	 small	 bent	 tree	 wearing	 a	 black



waistcoat;	a	living	scarecrow.
He	closes	his	eyes	again,	but	goes	on	talking.
‘The	English	memsahibs	would	buy	great	quantities	of	elastic.	Today	it	is	ribbons

and	bangles	for	the	girls,	and	combs	for	the	boys.	But	I	do	not	make	much	money.
Not	 because	 I	 cannot	walk	 very	 far.	How	many	 houses	 do	 I	 reach	 in	 a	 day?	Ten,
fifteen.	 But	 twenty	 years	 ago	 I	 could	 visit	 more	 than	 fifty	 houses.	 That	 makes	 a
difference.’
‘Have	you	always	been	here?’
‘Most	 of	 my	 life,	 huzoor.	 I	 was	 here	 before	 they	 built	 the	 motor	 road	 to

Mussoorie.	I	was	here	when	the	sahibs	had	their	own	carriages	and	ponies	and	the
memsahibs	 their	 own	 rickshaws.	 I	was	here	before	 there	were	 any	cinemas.	 I	was
here	when	the	Prince	of	Wales	came	to	Dehra	Dun	…	Oh,	I	have	been	here	a	long
time,	huzoor.	I	was	here	when	that	house	was	built,’	he	says	pointing	with	his	chin
towards	my	grandfather ’s	house.	‘Fifty,	sixty	years	ago	it	must	have	been.	I	cannot
remember	exactly.	What	is	ten	years	when	you	have	lived	seventy?	But	it	was	a	tall,
red-bearded	sahib	who	built	 that	house.	He	kept	many	creatures	as	pets.	A	kachwa
(turtle)	was	one	of	 them.	And	there	was	a	python,	which	crawled	into	my	box	one
day	 and	 gave	 me	 a	 terrible	 fright.	 The	 sahib	 used	 to	 keep	 it	 hanging	 from	 his
shoulders,	like	a	garland.	His	wife,	the	burra	mem,	always	bought	a	lot	from	me—
lots	of	elastic.	And	there	were	sons,	one	a	teacher,	another	in	the	air	force,	and	there
were	 always	 children	 in	 the	 house.	 Beautiful	 children.	 But	 they	 went	 away	 many
years	ago.	Everyone	has	gone	away.’
I	do	not	tell	him	that	I	am	one	of	the	‘beautiful	children’.	I	doubt	if	he	will	believe

me.	 His	 memories	 are	 of	 another	 age,	 another	 place,	 and	 for	 him	 there	 are	 no
strong	bridges	into	the	present.
‘But	others	have	come,’	I	say.
‘True,	and	that	is	as	it	should	be.	That	is	not	my	complaint.	My	complaint—should

God	be	listening—is	that	I	have	been	left	behind.’
He	gets	slowly	to	his	feet	and	stands	over	his	shabby	tin	box,	gazing	down	at	 it

with	 a	 mixture	 of	 disdain	 and	 affection.	 I	 help	 him	 to	 lift	 and	 balance	 it	 on	 the
flattened	 cloth	 on	 his	 head.	 He	 does	 not	 have	 the	 energy	 to	 turn	 and	 make	 a
salutation	of	any	kind;	but,	setting	his	sights	on	the	distant	hills,	he	walks	down	the
path	with	steps	that	are	shaky	and	slow	but	still	wonderfully	straight.
I	wonder	how	much	longer	he	will	live.	Perhaps	a	year	or	two,	perhaps	a	week,

perhaps	an	hour.	It	will	be	an	end	of	living,	but	it	will	not	be	death.	He	is	too	old	for
death;	he	can	only	sleep;	he	can	only	fall	gently,	like	an	old,	crumpled	brown	leaf.
I	 leave	 the	orchard.	The	bend	 in	 the	road	hides	my	grandfather ’s	house.	 I	 reach

the	canal	again.	It	emerges	from	under	a	small	culvert,	where	ferns	and	maidenhair
grow	in	the	shade.	The	water,	coming	from	a	stream	in	the	foothills,	rushes	along
with	 a	 familiar	 sound;	 it	 does	 not	 lose	 its	momentum	 until	 the	 canal	 has	 left	 the



gently	sloping	streets	of	the	town.
There	are	new	buildings	on	this	road,	but	the	small	police	station	is	housed	in	the

same	old	lime-washed	bungalow.	A	couple	of	off-duty	policemen,	partly	uniformed
but	with	 their	 pyjamas	 on,	 stroll	 hand	 in	 hand	 on	 the	 grass	 verge.	Holding	 hands
(with	persons	of	the	same	sex,	of	course)	is	common	practice	in	northern	India,	and
denotes	no	special	relationship.
I	cannot	forget	this	little	police	station.	Nothing	very	exciting	ever	happened	in	its

vicinity	 until,	 in	 1947,	 communal	 riots	 broke	 out	 in	 Dehra.	 Then,	 bodies	 were
regularly	 fished	 out	 of	 the	 canal	 and	 dumped	 on	 a	 growing	 pile	 in	 the	 station
compound.	I	was	only	a	boy,	but	when	I	looked	over	the	wall	at	that	pile	of	corpses,
there	was	no	one	who	paid	any	attention	to	me.	They	were	too	busy	to	send	me	away.
At	 the	 same	 time	 they	 knew	 that	 I	 was	 perfectly	 safe;	 while	Hindus	 and	Muslims
were	at	each	other ’s	throats,	a	white	boy	could	walk	the	streets	in	safety.	No	one	was
any	longer	interested	in	the	Europeans.
The	 people	 of	Dehra	 are	 not	 violent	 by	 nature,	 and	 the	 town	has	 no	 history	 of

communal	 discord.	 But	 when	 refugees	 from	 the	 partitioned	 Punjab	 poured	 into
Dehra	 in	 their	 thousands,	 the	 atmosphere	 became	 charged	 with	 tension.	 These
refugees,	many	of	them	Sikhs,	had	lost	their	homes	and	livelihoods;	many	had	seen
their	loved	ones	butchered.	They	were	in	a	fierce	and	vengeful	frame	of	mind.	The
calm,	sleepy	atmosphere	of	Dehra	was	shattered	during	two	months	of	looting	and
murder.	 Those	 Muslims	 who	 could	 get	 away,	 fled.	 The	 poorer	 members	 of	 the
community	 remained	 in	 a	 refugee	 camp	 until	 the	 holocaust	 was	 over;	 then	 they
returned	 to	 their	 former	 occupations,	 frightened	 and	 deeply	 mistrustful.	 The	 old
boxman	was	one	of	them.
I	cross	the	canal	and	take	the	road	that	will	lead	me	to	the	riverbed.	This	was	one

of	my	 father ’s	 favourite	walks.	He,	 too,	was	 a	walking	man.	Often,	when	 he	was
home	on	leave,	he	would	say,	‘Ruskin,	 let’s	go	for	a	walk,’	and	we	would	slip	off
together	and	walk	down	 to	 the	 riverbed	or	 into	 the	 sugarcane	 fields	or	across	 the
railway	lines	and	into	the	jungle.
On	one	of	 these	walks	 (this	was	before	 Independence),	 I	 remember	him	saying,

‘After	the	war	is	over,	we’ll	be	going	to	England.	Would	you	like	that?’
‘I	don’t	know,’	I	said.	‘Can’t	we	stay	in	India?’
‘It	won’t	be	ours	any	more.’
‘Has	it	always	been	ours?’	I	asked.
‘For	a	long	time,’	he	said,	‘over	two	hundred	years.	But	we	have	to	give	it	back

now.’
‘Give	it	back	to	whom?’	I	asked.	I	was	only	nine.
‘To	the	Indians,’	said	my	father.
The	 only	 Indians	 I	 had	 known	 till	 then	 were	 my	 ayah	 and	 the	 cook	 and	 the

gardener	and	their	children,	and	I	could	not	imagine	them	wanting	to	be	rid	of	us.



The	only	other	Indian	who	came	to	the	house	was	Dr	Ghose,	and	it	was	frequently
said	of	him	that	he	was	more	English	than	the	English.	I	could	understand	my	father
better	when	he	said,	‘After	the	war,	there’ll	be	a	job	for	me	in	England.	There’ll	be
nothing	for	me	here.’
The	war	had	at	first	been	a	distant	event;	but	somehow	it	kept	coming	closer.	My

aunt,	who	lived	in	London	with	her	two	children,	was	killed	with	them	during	an	air
raid;	then	my	father ’s	younger	brother	died	of	dysentery	on	the	long	walk	out	from
Burma.	Both	these	tragic	events	depressed	my	father.	Never	in	good	health	(he	had
been	prone	to	attacks	of	malaria),	he	looked	more	worn	and	wasted	every	time	he
came	home.	His	personal	life	was	far	from	being	happy,	as	he	and	my	mother	had
separated,	she	to	marry	again.	I	think	he	looked	forward	a	great	deal	to	the	days	he
spent	with	me;	 far	more	 than	 I	 could	 have	 realized	 at	 the	 time.	 I	was	 someone	 to
come	 back	 to;	 someone	 for	whom	 things	 could	 be	 planned;	 someone	who	 could
learn	from	him.
Dehra	 suited	 him.	 He	 was	 always	 happy	 when	 he	 was	 among	 trees,	 and	 this

happiness	communicated	itself	 to	me.	I	felt	 like	drawing	close	to	him.	I	remember
sitting	beside	him	on	the	veranda	steps	when	I	noticed	the	tendril	of	a	creeping	vine
that	was	trailing	near	my	feet.	As	we	sat	 there,	doing	nothing	in	particular—in	the
best	 gardens,	 time	 has	 no	 meaning—I	 found	 that	 the	 tendril	 was	 moving	 almost
imperceptibly	 away	 from	me	 and	 towards	my	 father.	 Twenty	minutes	 later	 it	 had
crossed	the	veranda	steps	and	was	touching	his	feet.	This,	in	India,	is	the	sweetest	of
salutations.
There	 is	probably	a	scientific	explanation	for	 the	plant’s	behaviour—something

to	 do	with	 the	 light	 and	warmth	 on	 the	 veranda	 steps—but	 I	 like	 to	 think	 that	 its
movements	were	motivated	simply	by	an	affection	for	my	father.	Sometimes,	when	I
sat	alone	beneath	a	tree,	I	felt	a	little	lonely	or	lost.	As	soon	as	my	father	rejoined
me,	the	atmosphere	lightened,	the	tree	itself	became	more	friendly.
Most	 of	 the	 fruit	 trees	 round	 the	 house	were	 planted	 by	Father;	 but	 he	was	 not

content	with	planting	trees	in	the	garden.	On	rainy	days	we	would	walk	beyond	the
riverbed,	 armed	with	 cuttings	and	 saplings,	 and	 then	we	would	amble	 through	 the
jungle,	planting	flowering	shrubs	between	the	sal	and	shisham	trees.
‘But	 no	 one	 ever	 comes	 here,’	 I	 protested	 the	 first	 time.	 ‘Who	 is	 going	 to	 see

them?’
‘Some	day,’	he	said,	‘someone	may	come	this	way	…	If	people	keep	cutting	trees,

instead	of	planting	them,	there’ll	soon	be	no	forests	left	at	all,	and	the	world	will	be
just	one	vast	desert.’
The	prospect	of	 a	world	without	 trees	became	a	 sort	of	nightmare	 for	me	 (and

one	 reason	why	 I	 shall	 never	want	 to	 live	 on	 a	 treeless	moon),	 and	 I	 assisted	my
father	in	his	tree	planting	with	great	enthusiasm.
‘One	 day	 the	 trees	 will	 move	 again,’	 he	 said.	 ‘They’ve	 been	 standing	 still	 for



thousands	of	years.	There	was	a	 time	when	they	could	walk	about	 like	people,	but
someone	 cast	 a	 spell	 on	 them	 and	 rooted	 them	 to	 one	 place.	 But	 they’re	 always
trying	to	move—see	how	they	reach	out	with	their	arms!’
We	found	an	island,	a	small	rocky	island	in	the	middle	of	a	dry	riverbed.	It	was

one	of	those	riverbeds,	so	common	in	the	foothills,	which	are	completely	dry	in	the
summer	but	 flooded	during	 the	monsoon	 rains.	The	 rains	had	 just	begun,	 and	 the
stream	could	still	be	crossed	on	foot,	when	we	set	out	with	a	number	of	tamarind,
laburnum	and	coral-tree	saplings	and	cuttings.	We	spent	the	day	planting	them	on	the
island,	then	ate	our	lunch	there,	in	the	shelter	of	a	wild	plum.
My	father	went	away	soon	after	that	tree	planting.	Three	months	later,	in	Calcutta,

he	died.
I	was	 sent	 to	 boarding	 school.	My	 grandparents	 sold	 the	 house	 and	 left	Dehra.

After	school,	I	went	to	England.	The	years	passed,	my	grandparents	died,	and	when	I
returned	to	India	I	was	the	only	member	of	the	family	in	the	country.
And	now	I	am	in	Dehra	again,	on	the	road	to	the	riverbed.
The	 houses	 with	 their	 trim	 gardens	 are	 soon	 behind	 me,	 and	 I	 am	 walking

through	 fields	 of	 flowering	 mustard,	 which	 make	 a	 carpet	 of	 yellow	 blossom
stretching	away	towards	the	jungle	and	the	foothills.
The	riverbed	is	dry	at	this	time	of	the	year.	A	herd	of	skinny	cattle	graze	on	the

short	 brown	 grass	 at	 the	 edge	 of	 the	 jungle.	 The	 sal	 trees	 have	 been	 thinned	 out.
Could	our	 trees	have	 survived?	Will	our	 island	be	 there,	or	has	 some	 flash	 flood
during	a	heavy	monsoon	washed	it	away	completely?
As	 I	 look	 across	 the	 dry	watercourse,	my	 eye	 is	 caught	 by	 the	 spectacular	 red

plumes	 of	 the	 coral	 blossom.	 In	 contrast	 with	 the	 dry,	 rocky	 riverbed,	 the	 little
island	is	a	green	oasis.	I	walk	across	to	the	trees	and	notice	that	a	number	of	parrots
have	come	 to	 live	 in	 them.	A	koel	challenges	me	with	a	 rising	who-are-you,	who-
are-you	…
But	the	trees	seem	to	know	me.	They	whisper	among	themselves	and	beckon	me

nearer.	And	looking	around,	I	find	that	other	trees	and	wild	plants	and	grasses	have
sprung	up	under	the	protection	of	the	trees	we	planted.
They	 have	 multiplied.	 They	 are	 moving.	 In	 this	 small	 forgotten	 corner	 of	 the

world,	my	father ’s	dreams	are	coming	true,	and	the	trees	are	moving	again.
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ast	week	I	wrote	a	story,	and	all	 the	time	I	was	writing	it	I	 thought	it	was	a
good	story;	but	when	it	was	finished	and	I	had	read	it	 through,	I	found	that
there	was	something	missing,	that	it	didn’t	ring	true.	So	I	tore	it	up.	I	wrote	a
poem,	 about	 an	 old	man	 sleeping	 in	 the	 sun,	 and	 this	was	 true,	 but	 it	was

finished	quickly,	and	once	again	I	was	 left	with	 the	problem	of	what	 to	write	next.
And	I	remembered	my	father,	who	taught	me	to	write;	and	I	thought,	why	not	write
about	my	father,	and	about	the	trees	we	planted,	and	about	the	people	I	knew	while
growing	up	and	about	what	happened	on	the	way	to	growing	up	…
And	so,	like	Alice,	I	must	begin	at	the	beginning,	and	in	the	beginning	there	was

this	 red	 insect,	 just	 like	 a	 velvet	 button,	 which	 I	 found	 on	 the	 front	 lawn	 of	 the
bungalow.	The	grass	was	still	wet	with	overnight	rain.
I	placed	the	insect	on	the	palm	of	my	hand	and	took	it	into	the	house	to	show	my

father.
‘Look,	Dad,’	I	said,	‘I	haven’t	seen	an	insect	like	this	before.	Where	has	it	come

from?’
‘Where	did	you	find	it?’	he	asked.
‘On	the	grass.’
‘It	must	have	come	down	from	the	sky,’	he	said.	‘It	must	have	come	down	with	the

rain.’
Later	 he	 told	 me	 how	 the	 insect	 really	 happened	 but	 I	 preferred	 his	 first

explanation.	It	was	more	fun	to	have	it	dropping	from	the	sky.
I	 was	 seven	 at	 the	 time,	 and	 my	 father	 was	 thirty-seven,	 but,	 right	 from	 the

beginning,	he	made	me	feel	that	I	was	old	enough	to	talk	to	him	about	everything—
insects,	 people,	 trees,	 steam	 engines,	 King	 George,	 comics,	 crocodiles,	 the
Mahatma,	the	Viceroy,	America,	Mozambique	and	Timbuctoo.	We	took	long	walks
together,	explored	old	ruins,	chased	butterflies	and	waved	to	passing	trains.
My	mother	had	gone	away	when	I	was	four,	and	I	had	very	dim	memories	of	her.

Most	 other	 children	had	 their	mothers	with	 them,	 and	 I	 found	 it	 a	 bit	 strange	 that
mine	couldn’t	stay.	Whenever	I	asked	my	father	why	she’d	gone,	he’d	say,	‘You’ll
understand	when	 you	 grow	 up.’	And	 if	 I	 asked	 him	where	 she’d	 gone,	 he’d	 look
troubled	and	say,	‘I	really	don’t	know.’	This	was	the	only	question	of	mine	to	which
he	didn’t	have	an	answer.
But	I	was	quite	happy	living	alone	with	my	father;	I	had	never	known	any	other

kind	of	life.
We	were	sitting	on	an	old	wall,	looking	out	to	sea	at	a	couple	of	Arab	dhows	and

a	tram	steamer,	when	my	father	said,	‘Would	you	like	to	go	to	sea	one	day?’



‘Where	does	the	sea	go?’	I	asked.
‘It	goes	everywhere.’
‘Does	it	go	to	the	end	of	the	world?’
‘It	goes	right	round	the	world.	It’s	a	round	world.’
‘It	can’t	be.’
‘It	 is.	 But	 it’s	 so	 big,	 you	 can’t	 see	 the	 roundness.	 When	 a	 fly	 sits	 on	 a

watermelon,	it	can’t	see	right	round	the	melon,	can	it?	The	melon	must	seem	quite
flat	to	the	fly.	Well,	in	comparison	to	the	world,	we’re	much,	much	smaller	than	the
tiniest	of	insects.’
‘Have	you	been	around	the	world?’	I	asked.
‘No,	only	as	far	as	England.	That’s	where	your	grandfather	was	born.’
‘And	my	grandmother?’
‘She	 came	 to	 India	 from	Norway	when	 she	was	 quite	 small.	 Norway	 is	 a	 cold

land,	with	mountains	and	snow,	and	the	sea	cutting	deep	into	the	land.	I	was	there	as
a	boy.	It’s	very	beautiful,	and	the	people	are	good	and	work	hard.’
‘I’d	like	to	go	there.’
‘You	will,	one	day.	When	you	are	older,	I’ll	take	you	to	Norway.’
‘Is	it	better	than	England?’
‘It’s	quite	different.’
‘Is	it	better	than	India?’
‘It’s	quite	different.’
‘Is	India	like	England?’
‘No,	it’s	different.’
‘Well,	what	does	“different”	mean?’
‘It	 means	 things	 are	 not	 the	 same.	 It	 means	 people	 are	 different.	 It	 means	 the

weather	is	different.	It	means	tree	and	birds	and	insects	are	different.’
‘Are	English	crocodiles	different	from	Indian	crocodiles?’
‘They	don’t	have	crocodiles	in	England.’
‘Oh,	then	it	must	be	different.’
‘It	would	be	a	dull	world	if	it	was	the	same	everywhere,’	said	my	father.
He	never	lost	patience	with	my	endless	questioning.	If	he	wanted	a	rest,	he	would

take	out	his	pipe	 and	 spend	a	 long	 time	 lighting	 it.	 If	 this	 took	very	 long	 I’d	 find
something	else	 to	do.	But	sometimes	I’d	wait	patiently	until	 the	pipe	was	drawing,
and	then	return	to	the	attack.
‘Will	we	always	be	in	India?’	I	asked.
‘No,	we’ll	have	to	go	away	one	day.	You	see,	it’s	hard	to	explain,	but	it	isn’t	really

our	country.’
‘Ayah	says	 it	belongs	 to	 the	king	of	England,	and	 the	 jewels	 in	his	crown	were

taken	from	India,	and	that	when	the	Indians	get	their	jewels	back	the	king	will	lose
India!	But	first	 they	have	to	get	 the	crown	from	the	king,	but	 this	 is	very	difficult,



she	 says,	 because	 the	 crown	 is	 always	 on	 his	 head.	 He	 even	 sleeps	 wearing	 his
crown!’
Ayah	was	my	nanny.	She	loved	me	deeply,	and	was	always	filling	my	head	with

strange	and	wonderful	stories.
My	father	did	not	comment	on	Ayah’s	views.	All	he	said	was,	‘We’ll	have	to	go

away	some	day.’
‘How	long	have	we	been	here?’	I	asked.
‘Two	hundred	years.’
‘No,	I	mean	us.’
‘Well,	you	were	born	in	India,	so	that’s	seven	years	for	you.’
‘Then	can’t	I	stay	here?’
‘Do	you	want	to?’
‘I	want	to	go	across	the	sea.	But	can	we	take	Ayah	with	us?’
‘I	don’t	know,	son.	Let’s	walk	along	the	beach.’
We	lived	 in	an	old	palace	beside	a	 lake.	The	palace	 looked	 like	a	ruin	from	the

outside,	but	 the	 rooms	were	cool	and	comfortable.	We	 lived	 in	one	wing,	and	my
father	organized	a	small	school	in	another	wing.	His	pupils	were	the	children	of	the
raja	and	the	raja’s	relatives.	My	father	had	started	life	in	India	as	a	tea	planter,	but	he
had	been	trained	as	a	teacher	and	the	idea	of	starting	a	school	in	a	small	state	facing
the	Arabian	Sea	had	appealed	to	him.	The	pay	wasn’t	much,	but	we	had	a	palace	to
live	in,	the	latest	1938-model	Hillman	to	drive	about	in,	and	a	number	of	servants.	In
those	 days,	 of	 course,	 everyone	 had	 servants	 (although	 the	 servants	 did	 not	 have
any!).	Ayah	was	our	own;	but	the	cook,	the	bearer,	the	gardener,	and	the	bhisti	were
all	provided	by	the	state.
Sometimes	 I	 sat	 in	 the	 schoolroom	with	 the	other	children	 (who	were	all	much

bigger	 than	 me),	 sometimes	 I	 remained	 in	 the	 house	 with	 Ayah,	 sometimes	 I
followed	the	gardener,	Dukhi,	about	the	spacious	garden.
Dukhi	 means	 ‘sad’,	 and	 though	 I	 never	 could	 discover	 if	 the	 gardener	 had

anything	to	feel	sad	about,	the	name	certainly	suited	him.	He	had	grown	to	resemble
the	drooping	weeds	that	he	was	always	digging	up	with	a	tiny	spade.	I	seldom	saw
him	standing	up.	He	always	sat	on	the	ground	with	his	knees	well	up	to	his	chin,	and
attacked	 the	 weeds	 from	 this	 position.	 He	 could	 spend	 all	 day	 on	 his	 haunches,
moving	about	the	garden	simply	by	shuffling	his	feet	along	the	grass.
I	tried	to	imitate	his	posture,	sitting	down	on	my	heels	and	putting	my	knees	into

my	armpits,	but	could	never	hold	the	position	for	more	than	five	minutes.
Time	had	no	meaning	in	a	large	garden,	and	Dukhi	never	hurried.	Life,	for	him,

was	 not	 a	 matter	 of	 one	 year	 succeeding	 another,	 but	 of	 five	 seasons—winter,
spring,	 hot	 weather,	 monsoon	 and	 autumn—arriving	 and	 departing.	 His	 seedbeds
had	always	to	be	in	readiness	for	the	coming	season,	and	he	did	not	look	any	further
than	the	next	monsoon.	It	was	impossible	to	tell	his	age.	He	may	have	been	thirty-six



or	eighty-six.	He	was	either	very	young	for	his	years	or	very	old	for	them.
Dukhi	 loved	 bright	 colours,	 especially	 reds	 and	 yellows.	 He	 liked	 strongly

scented	flowers,	like	jasmine	and	honeysuckle.	He	couldn’t	understand	my	father ’s
preference	 for	 the	more	 delicately	 perfumed	petunias	 and	 sweetpeas.	But	 I	 shared
Dukhi’s	 fondness	 for	 the	 common	 bright	 orange	 marigold,	 which	 is	 offered	 in
temples	and	is	used	to	make	garlands	and	nosegays.	When	the	garden	was	bare	of
all	colour,	the	marigold	would	still	be	there,	gay	and	flashy,	challenging	the	sun.
Dukhi	was	very	 fond	of	making	nosegays,	 and	 I	 liked	 to	watch	him	at	work.	A

sunflower	 formed	 the	 centrepiece.	 It	 was	 surrounded	 by	 roses,	 marigolds	 and
oleander,	 fringed	 with	 green	 leaves,	 and	 bound	 together	 with	 silver	 thread.	 The
perfume	was	overpowering.	The	nosegays	were	presented	 to	me	or	my	 father	 on
special	 occasions,	 that	 is,	 on	 a	 birthday	 or	 to	 guests	 of	 my	 father ’s	 who	 were
considered	important.
One	 day	 I	 found	Dukhi	making	 a	 nosegay,	 and	 said,	 ‘No	 one	 is	 coming	 today,

Dukhi.	It	isn’t	even	a	birthday.’
‘It	is	a	birthday,	Chota	Sahib,’	he	said.	‘Little	Sahib’	was	the	title	he	had	given	me.

It	wasn’t	much	of	a	title	compared	to	Raja	Sahib,	Diwan	Sahib	or	Burra	Sahib,	but	it
was	nice	to	have	a	title	at	the	age	of	seven.
‘Oh,’	I	said.	‘And	is	there	a	party,	too?’
‘No	party.’
‘What’s	the	use	of	a	birthday	without	a	party?	What’s	the	use	of	a	birthday	without

presents?’
‘This	person	doesn’t	like	presents—just	flowers.’
‘Who	is	it?’	I	asked,	full	of	curiosity.
‘If	you	want	to	find	out,	you	can	take	these	flowers	to	her.	She	lives	right	at	 the

top	of	 that	 far	 side	of	 the	palace.	There	are	 twenty-two	steps	 to	climb.	Remember
that,	Chota	Sahib,	you	take	twenty-three	steps	and	you	will	go	over	the	edge	and	into
the	lake!’
I	started	climbing	the	stairs.
It	was	a	spiral	staircase	of	wrought	iron,	and	it	went	round	and	round	and	up	and

up,	and	it	made	me	quite	dizzy	and	tired.
At	the	top	I	found	myself	on	a	small	balcony,	which	looked	out	over	the	lake	and

another	palace,	at	the	crowded	city	and	the	distant	harbour.	I	heard	a	voice,	a	rather
high,	musical	voice,	saying	(in	English),	‘Are	you	a	ghost?’	I	turned	to	see	who	had
spoken	but	found	the	balcony	empty.	The	voice	had	come	from	a	dark	room.
I	 turned	 to	 the	 stairway,	 ready	 to	 flee,	but	 the	voice	 said,	 ‘Oh,	don’t	go,	 there’s

nothing	to	be	frightened	of!’
And	so	I	stood	still,	peering	cautiously	into	the	darkness	of	the	room.
‘First,	tell	me—are	you	a	ghost?’
‘I’m	a	boy,’	I	said.



‘And	I’m	a	girl.	We	can	be	friends.	I	can’t	come	out	there,	so	you	had	better	come
in.	Come	along,	I’m	not	a	ghost	either—not	yet,	anyway!’
As	there	was	nothing	very	frightening	about	the	voice,	I	stepped	into	the	room.	It

was	dark	inside,	and,	coming	in	from	the	glare,	it	took	me	some	time	to	make	out
the	 tiny,	elderly	 lady	seated	on	a	cushioned	gilt	chair.	She	wore	a	 red	sari,	 lots	of
coloured	 bangles	 on	 her	wrists,	 and	 golden	 earrings.	Her	 hair	was	 streaked	with
white,	but	her	skin	was	still	quite	smooth	and	unlined,	and	she	had	 large	and	very
beautiful	eyes.
‘You	must	be	Master	Bond!’	she	said.	‘Do	you	know	who	I	am?’
‘You’re	a	lady	with	a	birthday,’	I	said,	‘but	that’s	all	I	know.	Dukhi	didn’t	tell	me

any	more.’
‘If	you	promise	to	keep	it	secret,	I’ll	tell	you	who	I	am.	You	see,	everyone	thinks

I’m	mad.	Do	you	think	so	too?’
‘I	don’t	know.’
‘Well,	you	must	tell	me	if	you	think	so,’	she	said	with	a	chuckle.	Her	laugh	was

the	sort	of	sound	made	by	the	gecko,	a	little	wall	lizard,	coming	from	deep	down	in
the	throat.	‘I	have	a	feeling	you	are	a	truthful	boy.	Do	you	find	it	very	difficult	to	tell
the	truth?’
‘Sometimes.’
‘Sometimes.	 Of	 course,	 there	 are	 times	 when	 I	 tell	 lies—lots	 of	 little	 lies—

because	they’re	such	fun!	But	would	you	call	me	a	liar?	I	wouldn’t,	 if	I	were	you,
but	would	you?’
‘Are	you	a	liar?’
‘I’m	 asking	 you!	 If	 I	were	 to	 tell	 you	 that	 I	was	 a	 queen—that	 I	am	 a	 queen—

would	you	believe	me?’
I	thought	deeply	about	this,	and	then	said,	‘I’ll	try	to	believe	you.’
‘Oh,	 but	 you	 must	 believe	 me.	 I’m	 a	 real	 queen,	 I’m	 a	 rani!	 Look,	 I’ve	 got

diamonds	 to	 prove	 it!’	And	 she	 held	 out	 her	 hands,	 and	 there	was	 a	 ring	 on	 each
finger,	the	stones	glowing	and	glittering	in	the	dim	light.	‘Diamonds,	rubies,	pearls
and	 emeralds!	Only	 a	 queen	 can	 have	 these!’	 She	was	most	 anxious	 that	 I	 should
believe	her.
‘You	must	be	a	queen,’	I	said.
‘Right!’	she	snapped.	‘In	that	case,	would	you	mind	calling	me	“Your	Highness”?’
‘Your	Highness,’	I	said.
She	smiled.	It	was	a	slow,	beautiful	smile.	Her	whole	face	lit	up.
‘I	could	 love	you,’	 she	said.	 ‘But	better	 still,	 I’ll	give	you	something	 to	eat.	Do

you	like	chocolates?’
‘Yes,	Your	Highness.’
‘Well,’	she	said,	taking	a	box	from	the	table	beside	her,	‘these	have	come	all	the

way	from	England.	Take	two.	Only	two,	mind,	otherwise	the	box	will	finish	before



Thursday,	and	I	don’t	want	that	to	happen	because	I	won’t	get	any	more	till	Saturday.
That’s	when	Captain	MacWhirr ’s	ship	gets	 in,	 the	SS	Lucy,	 loaded	with	boxes	and
boxes	of	chocolates!’
‘All	for	you?’	I	asked	in	considerable	awe.
‘Yes,	of	course.	They	have	to	last	at	least	three	months.	I	get	them	from	England.	I

get	only	the	best	chocolates.	I	like	them	with	pink,	crunchy	fillings,	don’t	you?’
‘Oh,	yes!’	I	exclaimed,	full	of	envy.
‘Never	mind,’	she	said.	‘I	may	give	you	one,	now	and	then—if	you’re	very	nice	to

me!	Here	you	are,	help	yourself	…’	She	pushed	the	chocolate	box	towards	me.
I	 took	 a	 silver-wrapped	 chocolate,	 and	 then	 just	 as	 I	 was	 thinking	 of	 taking	 a

second,	she	quickly	took	the	box	away.
‘No	more!’	she	said.	‘They	have	to	last	till	Saturday.’
‘But	I	took	only	one,’	I	said	with	some	indignation.
‘Did	 you?’	 She	 gave	me	 a	 sharp	 look,	 decided	 I	was	 telling	 the	 truth,	 and	 said

graciously,	‘Well,	in	that	case	you	can	have	another.’
Watching	the	rani	carefully,	in	case	she	snatched	the	box	away	again,	I	selected	a

second	chocolate,	this	one	with	a	green	wrapper.	I	don’t	remember	what	kind	of	day
it	was	outside,	but	I	remember	the	bright	green	of	the	chocolate	wrapper.
I	thought	it	would	be	rude	to	eat	the	chocolates	in	front	of	a	queen,	so	I	put	them

in	my	pocket	and	said,	‘I’d	better	go	now.	Ayah	will	be	looking	for	me.’
‘And	when	will	you	be	coming	to	see	me	again?’
‘I	don’t	know,’	I	said.
‘Your	Highness.’
‘Your	Highness.’
‘There’s	something	I	want	you	to	do	for	me,’	she	said,	placing	one	finger	on	my

shoulder	and	giving	me	a	conspiratorial	look.	‘Will	you	do	it?’
‘What	is	it,	Your	Highness?’
‘What	is	it?	Why	do	you	ask?	A	real	prince	never	asks	where	or	why	or	whatever,

he	 simply	 does	 what	 the	 princess	 asks	 of	 him.	When	 I	 was	 a	 princess—before	 I
became	a	queen,	that	is—I	asked	a	prince	to	swim	across	the	lake	and	fetch	me	a	lily
growing	on	the	other	bank.’
‘And	did	he	get	it	for	you?’
‘He	 drowned	 half	 way	 across.	 Let	 that	 be	 a	 lesson	 to	 you.	 Never	 agree	 to	 do

something	without	knowing	what	it	is.’
‘But	I	thought	you	said	…’
‘Never	mind	what	I	said.	It’s	what	I	say	that	matters!’
‘Oh,	all	right,’	I	said,	fidgeting	to	be	gone.	‘What	is	it	you	want	me	to	do?’
‘Nothing.’	Her	tiny	rosebud	lips	pouted	and	she	stared	sullenly	at	a	picture	on	the

wall.	Now	that	my	eyes	had	grown	used	to	the	dim	light	in	the	room,	I	noticed	that
the	walls	were	hung	with	portraits	of	stout	rajas	and	ranis	turbaned	and	bedecked	in



fine	 clothes.	 There	were	 also	 portraits	 of	Queen	Victoria	 and	King	George	V	 of
England.	 And,	 in	 the	 centre	 of	 all	 this	 distinguished	 company,	 a	 large	 picture	 of
Mickey	Mouse.
‘I’ll	do	it	if	it	isn’t	too	dangerous,’	I	said.
‘Then	listen.’	She	took	my	hand	and	drew	me	towards	her—what	a	tiny	hand	she

had!—and	whispered,	 ‘I	want	 a	 red	 rose.	 From	 the	 palace	 garden.	But	 be	 careful!
Don’t	 let	Dukhi	 the	 gardener	 catch	 you.	He’ll	 know	 it’s	 for	me.	He	 knows	 I	 love
roses.	And	he	hates	me!	 I’ll	 tell	you	why,	one	day.	But	 if	he	catches	you,	he’ll	do
something	terrible.’
‘To	me?’
‘No,	 to	himself.	That’s	much	worse,	 isn’t	 it?	He’ll	 tie	himself	 into	knots,	or	 lie

naked	on	a	bed	of	thorns,	or	go	on	a	long	fast	with	nothing	to	eat	but	fruit,	sweets
and	chicken!	So	you	will	be	careful,	won’t	you?’
‘Oh,	but	he	doesn’t	 hate	you,’	 I	 cried	 in	protest,	 remembering	 the	 flowers	he’d

sent	for	her,	and	looking	around	I	found	that	I’d	been	sitting	on	them.	‘Look,	he	sent
these	flowers	for	your	birthday!’
‘Well,	if	he	sent	them	for	my	birthday,	you	can	take	them	back,’	she	snapped.	‘But

if	he	sent	them	for	me	…’	and	she	suddenly	softened	and	looked	coy,	‘then	I	might
keep	them.	Thank	you,	my	dear,	it	was	a	very	sweet	thought.’	And	she	learnt	forward
as	though	to	kiss	me.
‘It’s	late,	I	must	go!’	I	said	in	alarm,	and	turning	on	my	heels,	ran	out	of	the	room

and	down	the	spiral	staircase.
	
Father	hadn’t	started	 lunch,	or	 rather	 tiffin,	as	we	called	 it	 then.	He	usually	waited
for	me	if	I	was	late.	I	don’t	suppose	he	enjoyed	eating	alone.
For	tiffin	we	usually	had	rice,	a	mutton	curry	(koftas	or	meat	balls,	with	plenty	of

gravy,	 was	 my	 favourite	 curry),	 fried	 dal	 and	 a	 hot	 lime	 or	 mango	 pickle.	 For
supper	we	had	English	 food—a	 soup,	 roast	 pork	 and	 fried	potatoes,	 a	 rich	 gravy
made	by	my	father,	and	a	custard	or	caramel	pudding.	My	father	enjoyed	cooking,
but	 it	 was	 only	 in	 the	 morning	 that	 he	 found	 time	 for	 it.	 Breakfast	 was	 his	 own
creation.	He	cooked	eggs	in	a	variety	of	interesting	ways,	and	favoured	some	Italian
recipes	which	he	had	collected	during	a	trip	to	Europe,	long	before	I	was	born.
In	deference	to	the	feelings	of	our	Hindu	friends,	we	did	not	eat	beef;	but,	apart

from	mutton	 and	 chicken,	 there	was	 a	 plentiful	 supply	 of	 other	meats—partridge,
venison,	lobster,	and	even	porcupine!
‘And	where	have	you	been?’	asked	my	father,	helping	himself	to	the	rice	as	soon

as	he	saw	me	come	in.
‘To	the	top	of	the	old	palace,’	I	said.
‘Did	you	meet	anyone	there?’
‘Yes,	I	met	a	tiny	lady	who	told	me	she	was	a	rani.	She	gave	me	chocolates.’



‘As	a	rule,	she	doesn’t	like	visitors.’
‘Oh,	she	didn’t	mind	me.	But	is	she	really	a	queen?’
‘Well,	 she’s	 the	 daughter	 of	 a	maharaja.	 That	makes	 her	 a	 princess.	 She	 never

married.	There’s	 a	 story	 that	 she	 fell	 in	 love	with	a	 commoner,	one	of	 the	palace
servants,	 and	 wanted	 to	 marry	 him,	 but	 of	 course	 they	 wouldn’t	 allow	 that.	 She
became	very	melancholic,	and	started	 living	all	by	herself	 in	 the	old	palace.	They
give	 her	 everything	 she	 needs,	 but	 she	 doesn’t	 go	 out	 or	 have	 visitors.	 Everyone
says	she’s	mad.’
‘How	do	they	know?’	I	asked.
‘Because	she’s	different	from	other	people,	I	suppose.’
‘Is	that	being	mad?’
‘No.	Not	really,	I	suppose	madness	is	not	seeing	things	as	others	see	them.’
‘Is	that	very	bad?’
‘No,’	said	Father,	who	for	once	was	finding	it	very	difficult	to	explain	something

to	me.	‘But	people	who	are	like	that—people	whose	minds	are	so	different	that	they
don’t	 think,	 step	by	step,	as	we	do,	whose	 thoughts	 jump	all	over	 the	place—such
people	are	very	difficult	to	live	with	…’
‘Step	by	step,’	I	repeated.	‘Step	by	step	…’
‘You	 aren’t	 eating,’	 said	 my	 father.	 ‘Hurry	 up,	 and	 you	 can	 come	 with	 me	 to

school	today.’
I	always	looked	forward	to	attending	my	father ’s	classes.	He	did	not	 take	me	to

the	 schoolroom	very	often,	because	he	wanted	school	 to	be	a	 treat,	 to	begin	with,
and	then,	later,	the	routine	wouldn’t	be	so	unwelcome.
Sitting	 there	 with	 older	 children,	 understanding	 only	 half	 of	 what	 they	 were

learning,	I	felt	important	and	part	grown-up.	And	of	course	I	did	learn	to	read	and
write,	although	I	first	learnt	to	read	upside-down,	by	means	of	standing	in	front	of
the	others’	desks	and	peering	across	at	their	books.	Later,	when	I	went	to	school,	I
had	some	difficulty	in	learning	to	read	the	right	way	up;	and	even	today	I	sometimes
read	upside-down,	for	 the	sake	of	variety.	I	don’t	mean	that	I	read	standing	on	my
head;	simply	that	I	held	the	book	upside-down.
I	 had	 at	my	 command	 a	 number	 of	 rhymes	 and	 jingles,	 the	most	 interesting	 of

these	being	‘Solomon	Grundy’.
	
Solomon	Grundy,
Born	on	a	Monday,
Christened	on	Tuesday,
Married	on	Wednesday,
Took	ill	on	Thursday,
Worse	on	Friday,
Died	on	Saturday,



Buried	on	Sunday:
This	is	the	end	of
Solomon	Grundy.

	
Was	that	all	that	life	amounted	to,	in	the	end?	And	were	we	all	Solomon	Grundys?
These	were	questions	that	bothered	me	at	the	time.	Another	puzzling	rhyme	was	the
one	that	went:
	
Hark,	hark,
The	dogs	do	bark,
The	beggars	are	coming	to	town;
Some	in	rags,
Some	in	bags,
And	some	in	velvet	gowns.

	
This	rhyme	puzzled	me	for	a	long	time.	There	were	beggars	aplenty	in	the	bazaar,
and	sometimes	 they	came	 to	 the	house,	and	some	of	 them	did	wear	 rags	and	bags
(and	some	nothing	at	all)	and	the	dogs	did	bark	at	them,	but	the	beggar	in	the	velvet
gown	never	came	our	way.
‘Who’s	this	beggar	in	a	velvet	gown?’	I	asked	my	father.
‘Not	a	beggar	at	all,’	he	said.
‘Then	why	call	him	one?’
And	I	went	 to	Ayah	and	asked	her	 the	same	question,	 ‘Who	is	 the	beggar	 in	 the

velvet	gown?’
‘Jesus	Christ,’	said	Ayah.
Ayah	was	a	fervent	Christian	and	made	me	say	my	prayers	at	night,	even	when	I

was	very	sleepy.	She	had,	I	think,	Arab	and	Negro	blood	in	addition	to	the	blood	of
the	Koli	fishing	community	to	which	her	mother	had	belonged.	Her	father,	a	sailor
on	 an	 Arab	 dhow,	 had	 been	 a	 convert	 to	 Christianity.	 Ayah	 was	 a	 large,	 buxom
woman,	with	heavy	hands	and	feet	and	a	slow,	swaying	gait	that	had	all	the	grace	and
majesty	of	 a	 royal	 elephant.	Elephants	 for	 all	 their	 size	 are	nimble	 creatures;	 and
Ayah,	too,	was	nimble,	sensitive,	and	gentle	with	her	big	hands.	Her	face	was	always
sweet	and	childlike.
Although	a	Christian,	she	clung	to	many	of	the	beliefs	of	her	parents,	and	loved	to

tell	me	stories	about	mischievous	spirits	and	evil	spirits,	humans	who	changed	into
animals,	and	snakes	who	had	been	princes	in	their	former	lives.
There	was	the	story	of	the	snake	who	married	a	princess.	At	first	the	princess	did

not	wish	to	marry	the	snake,	whom	she	had	met	 in	a	forest,	but	 the	snake	insisted,
saying,	‘I’ll	kill	you	if	you	won’t	marry	me,’	and	of	course	that	settled	the	question.
The	snake	led	his	bride	away	and	took	her	to	a	great	treasure.	‘I	was	a	prince	in	my



former	 life,’	 he	 explained.	 ‘This	 treasure	 is	 yours.’	 And	 then	 the	 snake	 very
gallantly	disappeared.
‘Snakes,’	declared	Ayah,	‘were	very	lucky	omens	if	seen	early	in	the	morning.’
‘But,	what	if	the	snake	bites	the	lucky	person?’	I	asked.
‘He	will	be	lucky	all	the	same,’	said	Ayah	with	a	logic	that	was	all	her	own.
Snakes!	There	were	a	number	of	them	living	in	the	big	garden,	and	my	father	had

advised	me	to	avoid	the	long	grass.	But	I	had	seen	snakes	crossing	the	road	(a	lucky
omen,	according	to	Ayah)	and	they	were	never	aggressive.
‘A	snake	won’t	attack	you,’	said	Father,	‘provided	you	leave	it	alone.	Of	course,	if

you	step	on	one	it	will	probably	bite.’
‘Are	all	snakes	poisonous?’
‘Yes,	but	only	a	few	are	poisonous	enough	to	kill	a	man.	Others	use	their	poison

on	rats	and	frogs.	A	good	thing,	too,	otherwise	during	the	rains	the	house	would	be
taken	over	by	the	frogs.’
One	afternoon,	while	Father	was	at	school,	Ayah	found	a	snake	in	the	bathtub.	It

wasn’t	 early	morning	and	 so	 the	 snake	couldn’t	have	been	a	 lucky	one.	Ayah	was
frightened	 and	 ran	 into	 the	 garden	 calling	 for	 help.	 Dukhi	 came	 running.	 Ayah
ordered	me	to	stay	outside	while	they	went	after	the	snake.
And	it	was	while	I	was	alone	in	the	garden—an	unusual	circumstance,	since	Dukhi

was	 nearly	 always	 there—that	 I	 remembered	 the	 rani’s	 request.	 On	 an	 impulse,	 I
went	to	the	nearest	rose	bush	and	plucked	the	largest	rose,	pricking	my	thumb	in	the
process.
And	 then,	 without	 waiting	 to	 see	 what	 had	 happened	 to	 the	 snake	 (it	 finally

escaped),	I	started	up	the	steps	to	the	top	of	the	old	palace.
When	I	got	to	the	top,	I	knocked	on	the	door	of	the	rani’s	room.	Getting	no	reply,

I	walked	 along	 the	 balcony	 until	 I	 reached	 another	 doorway.	There	were	wooden
panels	around	the	door,	with	elephants,	camels	and	turbaned	warriors	carved	into	it.
As	 the	 door	 was	 open,	 I	 walked	 boldly	 into	 the	 room	 then	 stood	 still	 in
astonishment.	The	room	was	filled	with	a	strange	light.
There	were	windows	going	 right	 round	 the	 room,	 and	 each	 small	windowpane

was	made	 of	 a	 different	 coloured	 glass.	 The	 sun	 that	 came	 through	 one	 window
flung	 red	 and	green	 and	purple	 colours	 on	 the	 figure	of	 the	 little	 rani	who	 stood
there	with	her	face	pressed	to	the	glass.
She	spoke	to	me	without	turning	from	the	window.	‘This	is	my	favourite	room.	I

have	 all	 the	 colours	 here.	 I	 can	 see	 a	 different	world	 through	 each	pane	of	 glass.
Come,	join	me!’	And	she	beckoned	to	me,	her	small	hand	fluttering	like	a	delicate
butterfly.
I	went	 up	 to	 the	 rani.	 She	was	 only	 a	 little	 taller	 than	me,	 and	we	were	 able	 to

share	the	same	windowpane.
‘See,	it’s	a	red	world!’	she	said.



The	garden	below,	the	palace	and	the	lake,	were	all	tinted	red.	I	watched	the	rani’s
world	for	a	 little	while	and	 then	 touched	her	on	 the	arm	and	said,	 ‘I	have	brought
you	a	rose!’
She	started	away	from	me,	and	her	eyes	looked	frightened.	She	would	not	look	at

the	rose.
‘Oh,	 why	 did	 you	 bring	 it?’	 she	 cried,	 wringing	 her	 hands.	 ‘He’ll	 be	 arrested

now!’
‘Who’ll	be	arrested?’
‘The	prince,	of	course!’
‘But	 I	 took	 it,’	 I	 said.	 ‘No	one	 saw	me.	Ayah	 and	Dukhi	were	 inside	 the	 house,

catching	a	snake.’
‘Did	they	catch	it?’	she	asked,	forgetting	about	the	rose.
‘I	don’t	know.	I	didn’t	wait	to	see!’
‘They	 should	 follow	 the	 snake,	 instead	 of	 catching	 it.	 It	 may	 lead	 them	 to	 a

treasure.	All	snakes	have	treasures	to	guard.’
This	 seemed	 to	 confirm	 what	 Ayah	 had	 been	 telling	 me,	 and	 I	 resolved	 that	 I

would	follow	the	next	snake	that	I	met.
‘Don’t	you	like	the	rose,	then?’	I	asked.
‘Did	you	steal	it?’
‘Yes.’
‘Good.	Flowers	should	always	be	stolen.	They’re	more	fragrant	then.’

	
Because	of	 a	man	 called	Hitler	war	 had	been	declared	 in	Europe	 and	Britain	was
fighting	Germany.
In	my	comic	papers,	the	Germans	were	usually	shown	as	blundering	idiots;	so	I

didn’t	see	how	Britain	could	possibly	lose	the	war,	nor	why	it	should	concern	India,
nor	 why	 it	 should	 be	 necessary	 for	 my	 father	 to	 join	 up.	 But	 I	 remember	 his
showing	me	a	newspaper	headline	which	said:
	

BOMBS	FALL	ON	BUCKINGHAM	PALACE—KING	AND	QUEEN	SAFE
	
I	expect	that	had	something	to	do	with	it.
He	went	to	Delhi	for	an	interview	with	the	RAF	and	I	was	left	in	Ayah’s	charge.
It	was	a	week	I	remember	well,	because	it	was	the	first	time	I	had	been	left	on	my

own.	That	first	night	I	was	afraid—afraid	of	the	dark,	afraid	of	the	emptiness	of	the
house,	 afraid	of	 the	howling	of	 the	 jackals	 outside.	The	 loud	 ticking	of	 the	 clock
was	the	only	reassuring	sound:	clocks	really	made	themselves	heard	in	those	days!	I
tried	concentrating	on	the	ticking,	shutting	out	other	sounds	and	the	menace	of	the
dark,	but	it	wouldn’t	work.	I	thought	I	heard	a	faint	hissing	near	the	bed,	and	sat	up,
bathed	in	perspiration,	certain	that	a	snake	was	in	the	room.	I	shouted	for	Ayah	and



she	came	running,	switching	on	all	the	lights.
‘A	snake!’	I	cried.	‘There’s	a	snake	in	the	room!’
‘Where,	baba?’
‘I	don’t	know	where,	but	I	heard	it.’
Ayah	 looked	 under	 the	 bed,	 and	 behind	 the	 chairs	 and	 tables,	 but	 there	was	 no

snake	to	be	found.	She	persuaded	me	that	I	must	have	heard	the	breeze	whispering	in
the	mosquito	curtains.
But	I	didn’t	want	to	be	left	alone.
‘I’m	 coming	 to	 you,’	 I	 said	 and	 followed	 her	 into	 her	 small	 room	 near	 the

kitchen.
Ayah	 slept	 on	 a	 low	 string	 cot.	 The	 mattress	 was	 thin,	 the	 blanket	 worn	 and

patched	up;	but	Ayah’s	warm	and	solid	body	made	up	for	the	discomfort	of	the	bed.	I
snuggled	up	to	her	and	was	soon	asleep.
I	had	almost	forgotten	the	rani	in	the	old	palace	and	was	about	to	pay	her	a	visit

when,	to	my	surprise,	I	found	her	in	the	garden.
I	 had	 risen	 early	 that	 morning,	 and	 had	 gone	 running	 barefoot	 over	 the	 dew-

drenched	grass.	No	one	was	about,	but	I	startled	a	flock	of	parrots	and	the	birds	rose
screeching	from	a	banyan	tree	and	wheeled	away	to	some	other	corner	of	the	palace
grounds.	 I	was	 just	 in	 time	 to	 see	a	mongoose	 scurrying	across	 the	grass	with	an
egg	 in	 its	mouth.	 The	mongoose	must	 have	 been	 raiding	 the	 poultry	 farm	 at	 the
palace.
I	was	trying	to	locate	the	mongoose’s	hideout,	and	was	on	all	fours	in	a	jungle	of

tall	 cosmos	 plants	 when	 I	 heard	 the	 rustle	 of	 clothes,	 and	 turned	 to	 find	 the	 rani
staring	at	me.
She	didn’t	ask	me	what	I	was	doing	there,	but	simply	said:	‘I	don’t	think	he	could

have	gone	in	there.’
‘But	I	saw	him	go	this	way,’	I	said.
‘Nonsense!	He	doesn’t	live	in	this	part	of	the	garden.	He	lives	in	the	roots	of	the

banyan	tree.’
‘But	that’s	where	the	snake	lives,’	I	said
‘You	mean	the	snake	who	was	a	prince.	Well,	that’s	whom	I’m	looking	for!’
‘A	snake	who	was	a	prince!’	I	gaped	at	the	rani.
She	made	a	gesture	of	impatience	with	her	butterfly	hands,	and	said,	‘Tut,	you’re

only	a	child,	you	can’t	understand.	The	prince	lives	in	the	roots	of	the	banyan	tree,
but	he	comes	out	early	every	morning.	Have	you	seen	him?’
‘No.	But	I	saw	a	mongoose.’
The	 rani	 became	 frightened.	 ‘Oh	 dear,	 is	 there	 a	mongoose	 in	 the	 garden?	He

might	kill	the	prince!’
‘How	can	a	mongoose	kill	a	prince?’	I	asked.
‘You	don’t	 understand,	Master	Bond.	Princes,	when	 they	 die,	 are	 born	 again	 as



snakes.’
‘All	princes?’
‘No,	only	those	who	die	before	they	can	marry.’
‘Did	your	prince	die	before	he	could	marry	you?’
‘Yes.	And	he	returned	to	this	garden	in	the	form	of	a	beautiful	snake.’
‘Well,’	I	said,	‘I	hope	it	wasn’t	the	snake	the	water	carrier	killed	last	week.’
‘He	 killed	 a	 snake!’	 The	 rani	 looked	 horrified.	 She	was	 quivering	 all	 over.	 ‘It

might	have	been	the	prince!’
‘It	was	a	brown	snake,’	I	said.
‘Oh,	 then	 it	 wasn’t	 him.’	 She	 looked	 very	 relieved.	 ‘Brown	 snakes	 are	 only

ministers	and	people	like	that.	It	has	to	be	a	green	snake	to	be	a	prince.’
‘I	haven’t	seen	any	green	snakes	here.’
‘There’s	one	living	in	the	roots	of	the	banyan	tree.	You	won’t	kill	it,	will	you?’
‘Not	if	it’s	really	a	prince.’
‘And	you	won’t	let	others	kill	it?’
‘I’ll	tell	Ayah.’
‘Good.	You’re	on	my	side.	But	be	careful	of	the	gardener.	Keep	him	away	from

the	banyan	tree.	He’s	always	killing	snakes.	I	don’t	trust	him	at	all.’
She	came	nearer	and,	leaning	forward	a	little,	looked	into	my	eyes.
‘Blue	eyes—I	trust	them.	But	don’t	trust	green	eyes.	And	yellow	eyes	are	evil.’
‘I’ve	never	seen	yellow	eyes.’
‘That’s	 because	 you’re	 pure,’	 she	 said,	 and	 turned	 away	 and	 hurried	 across	 the

lawn	as	though	she	had	just	remembered	a	very	urgent	appointment.
The	 sun	 was	 up,	 slanting	 through	 the	 branches	 of	 the	 banyan	 tree,	 and	 Ayah’s

voice	could	be	heard	calling	me	for	breakfast.
‘Dukhi,’	I	said,	when	I	found	him	in	the	garden	later	 that	day,	‘Dukhi,	don’t	kill

the	snake	in	the	banyan	tree.’
‘A	snake	in	the	banyan	tree!’	he	exclaimed,	seizing	his	hose.
‘No,	no!’	I	said.	‘I	haven’t	seen	it.	But	the	rani	says	there’s	one.	She	says	it	was	a

prince	in	its	former	life,	and	that	we	shouldn’t	kill	it.’
‘Oh,’	said	Dukhi,	smiling	to	himself.	‘The	rani	says	so.	All	right,	you	tell	her	we

won’t	kill	it.’
‘Is	 it	 true	 that	 she	was	 in	 love	with	 a	 prince	 but	 that	 he	 died	 before	 she	 could

marry	him?’
‘Something	like	that,’	said	Dukhi.	‘It	was	a	long	time	ago—before	I	came	here.’
‘My	 father	 says	 it	 wasn’t	 a	 prince,	 but	 a	 commoner.	 Are	 you	 a	 commoner,

Dukhi?’
‘A	commoner?	What’s	that,	Chota	Sahib?’
‘I’m	not	sure.	Someone	very	poor,	I	suppose.’
‘Then	I	must	be	a	commoner,’	said	Dukhi.



‘Were	you	in	love	with	the	rani?’	I	asked.
Dukhi	was	so	startled	that	he	dropped	his	hose	and	lost	his	balance;	the	first	time

I’d	seen	him	lose	his	poise	while	squatting	on	his	haunches.
‘Don’t	say	such	things,	Chota	Sahib!’
‘Why	not?’
‘You’ll	get	me	into	trouble.’
‘Then	it	must	be	true.’
Dukhi	threw	up	his	hands	in	mock	despair	and	started	collecting	his	implements.
‘It’s	true,	it’s	true!’	I	cried,	dancing	round	him,	and	then	I	ran	indoors	to	Ayah	and

said,	‘Ayah,	Dukhi	was	in	love	with	the	rani!’
Ayah	 gave	 a	 shriek	 of	 laughter,	 then	 looked	 very	 serious	 and	 put	 her	 finger

against	my	lips.
‘Don’t	say	such	things,’	she	said.	‘Dukhi	is	of	a	very	low	caste.	People	won’t	like

it	if	they	hear	what	you	say.	And	besides,	the	rani	told	you	her	prince	died	and	turned
into	a	snake.	Well,	Dukhi	hasn’t	become	a	snake	as	yet,	has	he?’
True,	 Dukhi	 didn’t	 look	 as	 though	 he	 could	 be	 anything	 but	 a	 gardener;	 but	 I

wasn’t	satisfied	with	his	denials	or	with	Ayah’s	attempts	 to	still	my	tongue.	Hadn’t
Dukhi	sent	the	rani	a	nosegay?
	
When	my	father	came	home,	he	looked	quite	pleased	with	himself.
‘What	have	you	brought	for	me?’	was	the	first	question	I	asked.
He	 had	 brought	 me	 some	 new	 books,	 a	 dartboard,	 and	 a	 train	 set;	 and	 in	 my

excitement	over	examining	these	gifts,	I	forgot	to	ask	about	the	result	of	his	trip.
It	was	during	 tiffin	 that	he	 told	me	what	had	happened—and	what	was	going	 to

happen.
‘We’ll	be	going	away	soon,’	he	said.	‘I’ve	joined	the	Royal	Air	Force.	I’ll	have	to

work	in	Delhi.’
‘Oh!	Will	you	be	in	the	war,	Dad?	Will	you	fly	a	plane?’
‘No,	I’m	too	old	to	be	flying	planes.	I’ll	be	forty	years	old	in	July.	The	RAF	will

be	 giving	 me	 what	 they	 call	 intelligence	 work—decoding	 secret	 messages	 and
things	like	that	and	I	don’t	suppose	I’ll	be	able	to	tell	you	much	about	it.’
This	didn’t	sound	as	exciting	as	flying	planes,	but	it	sounded	important	and	rather

mysterious.
‘Well,	I	hope	it’s	interesting,’	I	said.	‘Is	Delhi	a	good	place	to	live	in?’
‘I’m	not	sure.	It	will	be	very	hot	by	the	middle	of	April.	And	you	won’t	be	able	to

stay	with	me,	Ruskin—not	at	first,	anyway,	not	until	I	can	get	married	quarters	and
then,	only	if	your	mother	returns	…	Meanwhile,	you’ll	stay	with	your	grandmother
in	Dehra.’	 He	must	 have	 seen	 the	 disappointment	 in	my	 face,	 because	 he	 quickly
added:	 ‘Of	course,	 I’ll	come	 to	see	you	often.	Dehra	 isn’t	 far	 from	Delhi—only	a
night’s	train	journey.’



But	I	was	dismayed.	It	wasn’t	that	I	didn’t	want	to	stay	with	my	grandmother,	but	I
had	grown	so	used	to	sharing	my	father ’s	life	and	even	watching	him	at	work,	that
the	thought	of	being	separated	from	him	was	unbearable.
‘Not	 as	 bad	 as	 going	 to	 boarding	 school,’	 he	 said.	 ‘And	 that’s	 the	 only

alternative.’
‘Not	boarding	school,’	I	said	quickly,	‘I’ll	run	away	from	boarding	school.’
‘Well,	you	won’t	want	 to	 run	away	from	your	grandmother.	She’s	very	 fond	of

you.	And	if	you	come	with	me	to	Delhi,	you’ll	be	alone	all	day	in	a	stuffy	little	hut
while	I’m	away	at	work.	Sometimes	I	may	have	to	go	on	tour—then	what	happens?’
‘I	 don’t	 mind	 being	 on	 my	 own.’	 And	 this	 was	 true.	 I	 had	 already	 grown

accustomed	to	having	my	own	room	and	my	own	trunk	and	my	own	bookshelf	and	I
felt	as	though	I	was	about	to	lose	these	things.
‘Will	Ayah	come	too?’	I	asked.
My	father	looked	thoughtful.	‘Would	you	like	that?’
‘Ayah	must	come,’	I	said	firmly.	‘Otherwise	I’ll	run	away.’
‘I’ll	have	to	ask	her,’	said	my	father.
Ayah,	it	turned	out,	was	quite	ready	to	come	with	us.	In	fact,	she	was	indignant	that

Father	should	have	considered	leaving	her	behind.	She	had	brought	me	up	since	my
mother	went	away,	and	she	wasn’t	going	to	hand	over	charge	to	any	upstart	aunt	or
governess.	She	was	pleased	and	excited	at	the	prospect	of	the	move,	and	this	helped
to	raise	my	spirits.
‘What	is	Dehra	like?’	I	asked	my	father.
‘It’s	a	green	place,’	he	said.	‘It	 lies	in	a	valley	in	the	foothills	of	the	Himalayas,

and	it’s	surrounded	by	forests.	There	are	lots	of	trees	in	Dehra.’
‘Does	Grandmother ’s	house	have	trees?’
‘Yes.	There’s	a	big	jackfruit	tree	in	the	garden.	Your	grandmother	planted	it	when

I	was	a	boy.	And	there’s	an	old	banyan	tree,	which	is	good	to	climb.	And	there	are
fruit	trees,	litchis,	mangoes,	papayas.’
‘Are	there	any	books?’
‘Grandmother ’s	books	won’t	 interest	you.	But	 I’ll	be	bringing	you	books	 from

Delhi	whenever	I	come	to	see	you.’
I	was	beginning	to	look	forward	to	the	move.	Changing	houses	had	always	been

fun.	Changing	towns	ought	to	be	fun,	too.
A	few	days	before	we	left,	I	went	to	say	goodbye	to	the	rani.
‘I’m	going	away,’	I	said.
‘How	lovely!’	said	the	rani.	‘I	wish	I	could	go	away!’
‘Why	don’t	you?’
‘They	won’t	let	me.	They’re	afraid	to	let	me	out	of	the	palace.’
‘What	are	they	afraid	of,	Your	Highness?’
‘That	I	might	run	away.	Run	away,	far,	 far	away,	 to	 the	 land	where	 the	 leopards



are	learning	to	pray.’
Gosh,	 I	 thought,	 she’s	 really	quite	 crazy	…	But	 then	 she	was	 silent,	 and	 started

smoking	a	small	hookah.
She	drew	on	the	hookah,	looked	at	me,	and	asked:	‘Where	is	your	mother?’
‘I	haven’t	one.’
‘Everyone	has	a	mother.	Did	yours	die?’
‘No.	She	went	away.’
She	drew	on	her	hookah	again	and	then	said,	very	sweetly,	‘Don’t	go	away	…’
‘I	must,’	I	said.	‘It’s	because	of	the	war.’
‘What	war?	Is	there	a	war	on?	You	see,	no	one	tells	me	anything.’
‘It’s	between	us	and	Hitler,’	I	said.
‘And	who	is	Hitler?’
‘He’s	a	German.’
‘I	knew	a	German	once,	Dr	Schreinherr,	he	had	beautiful	hands.’
‘Was	he	an	artist?’
‘He	was	a	dentist.’
The	rani	got	up	from	her	couch	and	accompanied	me	out	on	to	the	balcony.	When

we	looked	down	at	the	garden,	we	could	see	Dukhi	weeding	a	flower	bed.	Both	of	us
gazed	down	at	him	in	silence,	and	I	wondered	what	the	rani	would	say	if	I	asked	her
if	she	had	ever	been	in	love	with	the	palace	gardener.	Ayah	had	told	me	it	would	be
an	 insulting	question,	 so	 I	 held	my	peace.	But	 as	 I	walked	 slowly	down	 the	 spiral
staircase,	the	rani’s	voice	came	after	me.
‘Thank	him,’	she	said.	‘Thank	him	for	the	beautiful	rose.’



I
The	Last	Tonga	Ride

	
t	 was	 a	warm	 spring	 day	 in	Dehra	Dun,	 and	 the	walls	 of	 the	 bungalow	were
aflame	with	flowering	bougainvillea.	The	papayas	were	ripening.	The	scent	of
sweetpeas	drifted	across	the	garden.	Grandmother	sat	in	an	easy	chair	in	a	shady
corner	of	the	veranda,	her	knitting	needles	clicking	away,	her	head	nodding	now

and	then.	She	was	knitting	a	pullover	for	my	father.	‘Delhi	has	cold	winters,’	she	had
said,	 and	although	 the	winter	was	 still	 eight	months	 away,	 she	had	 set	 to	work	on
getting	our	woollens	ready.
In	 the	Kathiawar	 states	 touched	 by	 the	warm	waters	 of	 the	Arabian	 Sea,	 it	 had

never	been	cold.	But	Dehra	lies	at	the	foot	of	the	first	range	of	the	Himalayas.
Grandmother ’s	hair	was	white	and	her	eyes	were	not	very	strong,	but	her	fingers

moved	quickly	with	the	needles	and	the	needles	kept	clicking	all	morning.
When	 Grandmother	 wasn’t	 looking,	 I	 picked	 geranium	 leaves,	 crushed	 them

between	my	fingers	and	pressed	them	to	my	nose.
I	had	been	in	Dehra	with	my	grandmother	for	almost	a	month	and	I	had	not	seen

my	 father	 during	 this	 time.	We	 had	 never	 before	 been	 separated	 for	 so	 long.	 He
wrote	to	me	every	week,	and	sent	me	books	and	picture	postcards,	and	I	would	walk
to	the	end	of	the	road	to	meet	the	postman	as	early	as	possible	to	see	if	there	was	any
mail	for	us.
We	heard	 the	 jingle	of	 tonga	bells	at	 the	gate	and	a	 familiar	horse	buggy	came

rattling	up	the	drive.
‘I’ll	 see	 who’s	 come,’	 I	 said,	 and	 ran	 down	 the	 veranda	 steps	 and	 across	 the

garden.
It	was	Bansi	Lal	in	his	tonga.	There	were	many	tongas	and	tonga	drivers	in	Dehra

but	Bansi	was	my	favourite	driver.	He	was	young	and	handsome	and	he	always	wore
a	clean,	white	shirt	and	pyjamas.	His	pony,	too,	was	bigger	and	faster	than	the	other
tonga	ponies.
Bansi	didn’t	have	a	passenger,	so	I	asked	him,	‘What	have	you	come	for,	Bansi?’
‘Your	grandmother	sent	for	me,	dost.’	He	did	not	call	me	‘Chota	Sahib’	or	‘baba’,

but	‘dost’	and	this	made	me	feel	much	more	important.	Not	every	small	boy	could
boast	of	a	tonga	driver	for	his	friend!
‘Where	are	you	going,	Granny?’	I	asked,	after	I	had	run	back	to	the	veranda.
‘I’m	going	to	the	bank.’
‘Can	I	come	too?’
‘Whatever	for?	What	will	you	do	in	the	bank?’
‘Oh,	I	won’t	come	inside,	I’ll	sit	in	the	tonga	with	Bansi.’
‘Come	along,	then.’



We	helped	Grandmother	into	the	back	seat	of	the	tonga,	and	then	I	joined	Bansi	in
the	driver ’s	seat.	He	said	something	to	his	pony	and	the	pony	set	off	at	a	brisk	trot,
out	of	the	gate	and	down	the	road.
‘Now,	not	too	fast,	Bansi,’	said	Grandmother,	who	didn’t	like	anything	that	went

too	fast—tonga,	motor	car,	train,	or	bullock	cart.
‘Fast?’	said	Bansi.	‘Have	no	fear,	memsahib.	This	pony	has	never	gone	fast	in	its

life.	Even	if	a	bomb	went	off	behind	us,	we	could	go	no	faster.	I	have	another	pony
which	 I	 use	 for	 racing	when	 customers	 are	 in	 a	 hurry.	This	 pony	 is	 reserved	 for
you,	memsahib.’
There	was	no	other	pony,	but	Grandmother	did	not	know	this,	and	was	mollified

by	the	assurance	that	she	was	riding	in	the	slowest	tonga	in	Dehra.
A	 ten-minute	 ride	brought	 us	 to	 the	bazaar.	Grandmother ’s	 bank,	 the	Allahabad

Bank,	stood	near	the	clock	tower.	She	was	gone	for	about	half	an	hour	and	during
this	period	Bansi	and	I	sauntered	about	in	front	of	the	shops.	The	pony	had	been	left
with	some	green	stuff	to	munch.
‘Do	you	have	any	money	on	you?’	asked	Bansi.
‘Four	annas,’	I	said.
‘Just	enough	for	two	cups	of	tea,’	said	Bansi,	putting	his	arm	round	my	shoulders

and	guiding	me	towards	a	tea	stall.	The	money	passed	from	my	palm	to	his.
‘You	can	have	tea,	if	you	like,’	I	said.	‘I’ll	have	a	lemonade.’
‘So	be	it,	 friend.	A	tea	and	a	 lemonade,	and	be	quick	about	 it,’	said	Bansi	 to	 the

boy	 in	 the	 tea	 shop	 and	 presently	 the	 drinks	 were	 set	 before	 us	 and	 Bansi	 was
making	a	sound	rather	like	his	pony	when	it	drank,	while	I	burped	my	way	through
some	green,	gaseous	stuff	that	tasted	more	like	soap	than	lemonade.
When	Grandmother	 came	 out	 of	 the	 bank,	 she	 looked	 pensive	 and	 did	 not	 talk

much	during	 the	ride	back	 to	 the	house	except	 to	 tell	me	 to	behave	myself	when	I
leant	over	to	pat	the	pony	on	its	rump.	After	paying	off	Bansi,	she	marched	straight
indoors.
‘When	will	you	come	again?’	I	asked	Bansi.
‘When	my	services	are	 required,	dost.	 I	have	 to	make	a	 living,	you	know.	But	 I

tell	you	what,	since	we	are	friends,	the	next	time	I	am	passing	this	way	after	leaving
a	fare,	I	will	jingle	my	bells	at	the	gate	and	if	you	are	free	and	would	like	a	ride—a
fast	ride!—you	can	join	me.	It	won’t	cost	you	anything.	Just	bring	some	money	for	a
cup	of	tea.’
‘All	right—since	we	are	friends,’	I	said.
‘Since	we	are	friends.’
And	touching	the	pony	very	lightly	with	the	handle	of	his	whip,	he	sent	the	tonga

rattling	 up	 the	 drive	 and	 out	 of	 the	 gate.	 I	 could	 hear	 Bansi	 singing	 as	 the	 pony
cantered	down	the	road.
Ayah	was	waiting	for	me	in	the	bedroom,	her	hands	resting	on	her	broad	hips—



sure	sign	of	an	approaching	storm.
‘So	you	went	off	to	the	bazaar	without	telling	me,’	she	said.	(It	wasn’t	enough	that

I	had	Grandmother ’s	permission!)	‘And	all	this	time	I’ve	been	waiting	to	give	you
your	bath.’
‘It’s	too	late	now,	isn’t	it?’	I	asked	hopefully.
‘No,	it	isn’t.	There’s	still	an	hour	left	for	lunch.	Off	with	your	clothes!’
While	 I	 undressed,	Ayah	berated	me	 for	 keeping	 the	 company	of	 tonga	drivers

like	Bansi.	I	think	she	was	a	little	jealous.
‘He	is	a	rogue,	that	man.	He	drinks,	gambles,	and	smokes	opium.	He	has	TB	and

other	terrible	diseases.	So	don’t	you	be	too	friendly	with	him,	understand,	baba?’
I	nodded	my	head	sagely	but	said	nothing.	I	thought	Ayah	was	exaggerating	as	she

always	 did	 about	 people,	 and	 besides,	 I	 had	 no	 intention	 of	 giving	 up	 free	 tonga
rides.
As	my	father	had	told	me,	Dehra	was	a	good	place	for	trees,	and	Grandmother ’s

house	was	 surrounded	 by	 several	 kinds—peepul,	 neem,	mango,	 jackfruit,	 papaya,
and	 an	 ancient	 banyan	 tree.	 Some	 of	 the	 trees	 had	 been	 planted	 by	my	 father	 and
grandfather.
‘How	old	is	the	jackfruit	tree?’	I	asked	Grandmother.
‘Now	 let	 me	 see,’	 said	 Grandmother,	 looking	 very	 thoughtful.	 ‘I	 should

remember	 the	 jackfruit	 tree.	Oh,	yes,	your	grandfather	put	 it	down	in	1927.	 It	was
during	 the	 rainy	season.	 I	 remember	because	 it	was	your	 father ’s	birthday	and	we
celebrated	it	by	planting	a	tree—14	July	1927.	Long	before	you	were	born!’
The	banyan	tree	grew	behind	the	house.	Its	spreading	branches,	which	hung	to	the

ground	and	took	root	again,	formed	a	number	of	 twisting	passageways	in	which	I
liked	to	wander.	The	tree	was	older	than	the	house,	older	than	my	grandparents,	as
old	as	Dehra.	I	could	hide	myself	in	its	branches	behind	thick,	green	leaves	and	spy
on	the	world	below.
It	was	an	enormous	tree,	about	sixty	feet	high,	and	the	first	time	I	saw	it	I	trembled

with	 excitement	 because	 I	 had	 never	 seen	 such	 a	 marvellous	 tree	 before.	 I
approached	 it	 slowly,	 even	 cautiously,	 as	 I	 wasn’t	 sure	 the	 tree	 wanted	 my
friendship.	 It	 looked	 as	 though	 it	 had	 many	 secrets.	 There	 were	 sounds	 and
movements	in	the	branches	but	I	couldn’t	see	who	or	what	made	the	sounds.
The	tree	made	the	first	move,	the	first	overture	of	friendship.	It	allowed	a	leaf	to

fall.
The	leaf	brushed	against	my	face	as	it	floated	down,	but	before	it	could	reach	the

ground	I	caught	and	held	it.	I	studied	the	leaf,	running	my	fingers	over	its	smooth,
glossy	texture.	Then	I	put	out	my	hand	and	touched	the	rough	bark	of	the	tree	and
this	felt	good	to	me.	So	I	removed	my	shoes	and	socks	as	people	do	when	they	enter
a	holy	place;	and	finding	first	a	foothold	and	then	a	handhold	on	that	broad	trunk,	I
pulled	myself	up	with	the	help	of	the	tree’s	aerial	roots.



As	I	climbed,	it	seemed	as	though	someone	was	helping	me.	Invisible	hands,	the
hands	of	the	spirit	in	the	tree,	touched	me	and	helped	me	climb.
But	 although	 the	 tree	 wanted	 me,	 there	 were	 others	 who	 were	 disturbed	 and

alarmed	by	my	arrival.	A	pair	of	parrots	suddenly	shot	out	of	a	hole	in	the	trunk	and
with	 shrill	 cries,	 flew	 across	 the	 garden—flashes	 of	 green	 and	 red	 and	 gold.	 A
squirrel	 looked	 out	 from	 behind	 a	 branch,	 saw	me,	 and	 went	 scurrying	 away	 to
inform	his	friends	and	relatives.
I	climbed	higher,	looked	up,	and	saw	a	red	beak	poised	above	my	head.	I	shrank

away,	but	the	hornbill	made	no	attempt	to	attack	me.	He	was	relaxing	in	his	home,
which	was	a	great	hole	in	the	tree	trunk.	Only	the	bird’s	head	and	great	beak	were
showing.	He	looked	at	me	in	rather	a	bored	way,	drowsily	opening	and	shutting	his
eyes.
‘So	 many	 creatures	 live	 here,’	 I	 said	 to	 myself.	 ‘I	 hope	 none	 of	 them	 is

dangerous!’
At	 that	moment	 the	hornbill	 lunged	at	a	passing	cricket.	Bill	 and	 tree	 trunk	met

with	a	loud	and	resonant	‘Tonk!’
I	was	so	startled	that	I	nearly	fell	out	of	the	tree.	But	it	was	a	difficult	tree	to	fall

out	of!	It	was	full	of	places	where	one	could	sit	or	even	lie	down.	So	I	moved	away
from	 the	 hornbill,	 crawled	 along	 a	 branch	 which	 had	 sent	 out	 supports,	 and	 so
moved	quite	a	distance	from	the	main	body	of	the	tree.	I	left	its	cold,	dark	depths	for
an	area	penetrated	by	shafts	of	sunlight.
No	one	could	see	me.	I	lay	flat	on	the	broad	branch	hidden	by	a	screen	of	leaves.

People	passed	by	on	the	road	below.	A	sahib	in	a	sun	helmet,	his	memsahib	twirling
a	coloured	silk	sun	umbrella.	Obviously	she	did	not	want	to	get	too	brown	and	be
mistaken	for	a	country-born	person.	Behind	them,	a	pram	wheeled	along	by	a	nanny.
Then	 there	 were	 a	 number	 of	 Indians—some	 in	 white	 dhotis,	 some	 in	 western

clothes,	some	in	loincloths.	Some	with	baskets	on	their	heads.	Others	with	coolies	to
carry	their	baskets	for	them.
A	cloud	of	dust,	the	blare	of	a	horn,	and	down	the	road,	like	an	out-of-condition

dragon,	came	the	latest	Morris	touring	car.	Then	cyclists.	Then	a	man	with	a	basket
of	papayas	balanced	on	his	head.	Following	him,	a	man	with	a	performing	monkey.
This	man	rattled	a	little	hand	drum,	and	children	followed	man	and	monkey	along
the	road.	They	stopped	in	the	shade	of	a	mango	tree	on	the	other	side	of	the	road.
The	 little	 red	monkey	wore	 a	 frilled	 dress	 and	 a	 baby’s	 bonnet.	 It	 danced	 for	 the
children,	while	the	man	sang	and	played	his	drum.
The	clip-clop	of	a	tonga	pony,	and	Bansi’s	tonga	came	rattling	down	the	road.	I

called	down	to	him	and	he	reined	in	with	a	shout	of	surprise,	and	looked	up	into	the
branches	of	the	banyan	tree.
‘What	are	you	doing	up	there?’	he	cried.
‘Hiding	from	Grandmother,’	I	said.



‘And	when	are	you	coming	for	that	ride?’
‘On	Tuesday	afternoon,’	I	said.
‘Why	not	today?’
‘Ayah	won’t	let	me.	But	she	has	Tuesdays	off.’
Bansi	spat	red	paan	juice	across	the	road.	‘Your	ayah	is	jealous,’	he	said.
‘I	know,’	 I	 said.	 ‘Women	are	always	 jealous,	aren’t	 they?	 I	 suppose	 it’s	because

she	doesn’t	have	a	tonga.’
‘It’s	 because	 she	 doesn’t	 have	 a	 tonga	 driver,’	 said	 Bansi,	 grinning	 up	 at	 me.

‘Never	mind.	I’ll	come	on	Tuesday—that’s	the	day	after	tomorrow,	isn’t	it?’
I	nodded	down	to	him,	and	then	started	backing	along	my	branch,	because	I	could

hear	Ayah	calling	in	the	distance.	Bansi	leant	forward	and	smacked	his	pony	across
the	rump,	and	the	tonga	shot	forward.
‘What	were	you	doing	up	there?’	asked	Ayah	a	little	later.
‘I	was	watching	a	snake	cross	the	road,’	I	said.	I	knew	she	couldn’t	resist	talking

about	snakes.	There	weren’t	as	many	in	Dehra	as	 there	had	been	in	Kathiawar	and
she	was	thrilled	that	I	had	seen	one.
‘Was	it	moving	towards	you	or	away	from	you?’	she	asked.
‘It	was	going	away.’
Ayah’s	 face	 clouded	 over.	 ‘That	 means	 poverty	 for	 the	 beholder,’	 she	 said

gloomily.
Later,	 while	 scrubbing	 me	 down	 in	 the	 bathroom,	 she	 began	 to	 air	 all	 her

prejudices,	which	included	drunkards	(‘they	die	quickly,	anyway’),	misers	(‘they	get
murdered	sooner	or	later ’)	and	tonga	drivers	(‘they	have	all	the	vices’).
‘You	are	a	very	lucky	boy,’	she	said	suddenly,	peering	closely	at	my	tummy.
‘Why?’	I	asked.	‘You	just	said	I	would	be	poor	because	I	saw	a	snake	going	the

wrong	way.’
‘Well,	you	won’t	be	poor	 for	 long.	You	have	a	mole	on	your	 tummy	and	 that’s

very	lucky.	And	there	is	one	under	your	armpit,	which	means	you	will	be	famous.
Do	you	have	one	on	the	neck?	No,	thank	God!	A	mole	on	the	neck	is	the	sign	of	a
murderer!’
‘Do	you	have	any	moles?’	I	asked.
Ayah	nodded	seriously,	and	pulling	her	sleeve	up	 to	her	shoulder,	showed	me	a

large	mole	high	on	her	arm.
‘What	does	that	mean?’	I	asked.
‘It	means	a	life	of	great	sadness,’	said	Ayah	gloomily.
‘Can	I	touch	it?’	I	asked.
‘Yes,	touch	it,’	she	said,	and	taking	my	hand,	she	placed	it	against	the	mole.
‘It’s	a	nice	mole,’	I	said,	wanting	to	make	Ayah	happy.	‘Can	I	kiss	it?’
‘You	can	kiss	it,’	said	Ayah.
I	kissed	her	on	the	mole.



‘That’s	nice,’	she	said.
Tuesday	afternoon	came	at	last,	and	as	soon	as	Grandmother	was	asleep	and	Ayah

had	gone	to	 the	bazaar,	 I	was	at	 the	gate,	 looking	up	and	down	the	road	for	Bansi
and	his	tonga.	He	was	not	long	in	coming.	Before	the	tonga	turned	into	the	road,	I
could	hear	his	voice,	singing	to	the	accompaniment	of	the	carriage	bells.
He	reached	down,	took	my	hand,	and	hoisted	me	on	to	the	seat	beside	him.	Then

we	went	 off	 down	 the	 road	 at	 a	 steady	 jogtrot.	 It	 was	 only	when	we	 reached	 the
outskirts	of	the	town	that	Bansi	encouraged	his	pony	to	greater	efforts.	He	rose	in
his	seat,	leaned	forward	and	slapped	the	pony	across	the	haunches.	From	a	brisk	trot
we	 changed	 to	 a	 carefree	 canter.	 The	 tonga	 swayed	 from	 side	 to	 side.	 I	 clung	 to
Bansi’s	free	arm,	while	he	grinned	at	me,	his	mouth	red	with	paan	juice.
‘Where	shall	we	go,	dost?’	he	asked.
‘Nowhere,’	I	said.	‘Anywhere.’
‘We’ll	go	to	the	river,’	said	Bansi.
The	‘river ’	was	really	a	swift	mountain	stream	that	ran	through	the	forests	outside

Dehra,	 joining	 the	 Ganga	 about	 fifteen	miles	 away.	 It	 was	 almost	 dry	 during	 the
winter	and	early	summer;	in	flood	during	the	monsoon.
The	road	out	of	Dehra	was	a	gentle	decline	and	soon	we	were	rushing	headlong

through	the	tea	gardens	and	eucalyptus	forests,	the	pony’s	hoofs	striking	sparks	off
the	metalled	road,	the	carriage	wheels	groaning	and	creaking	so	loudly	that	I	feared
one	of	them	would	come	off	and	that	we	would	all	be	thrown	into	a	ditch	or	into	the
small	 canal	 that	 ran	 beside	 the	 road.	 We	 swept	 through	 mango	 groves,	 through
guava	and	litchi	orchards,	past	broad-leaved	sal	and	shisham	trees.	Once	in	the	sal
forest,	Bansi	turned	the	tonga	on	to	a	rough	cart	track,	and	we	continued	along	it	for
about	a	furlong,	until	the	road	dipped	down	to	the	streambed.
‘Let	us	go	straight	 into	the	water,’	said	Bansi.	‘You	and	I	and	the	pony!’	And	he

drove	the	tonga	straight	into	the	middle	of	the	stream,	where	the	water	came	up	to
the	pony’s	knees.
‘I	 am	not	 a	 great	 one	 for	 baths,’	 said	Bansi,	 ‘but	 the	 pony	 needs	 one,	 and	why

should	a	horse	smell	sweeter	than	its	owner?’	saying	which,	he	flung	off	his	clothes
and	jumped	into	the	water.
‘Better	 than	 bathing	 under	 a	 tap!’	 he	 cried,	 slapping	 himself	 on	 the	 chest	 and

thighs.	‘Come	down,	dost,	and	join	me!’
After	some	hesitation	I	joined	him,	but	had	some	difficulty	in	keeping	on	my	feet

in	the	fast	current.	I	grabbed	at	the	pony’s	tail	and	hung	on	to	it,	while	Bansi	began
sloshing	water	over	the	patient	animal’s	back.
After	this,	Bansi	led	both	me	and	the	pony	out	of	the	stream	and	together	we	gave

the	carriage	a	good	washing	down.	I’d	had	a	free	ride	and	Bansi	got	the	services	of
a	 free	 helper	 for	 the	 long	 overdue	 spring	 cleaning	 of	 his	 tonga.	 After	 we	 had
finished	the	job,	he	presented	me	with	a	packet	of	aam	papar—a	sticky	toffee	made



from	mango	 pulp—and	 for	 some	 time	 I	 tore	 at	 it	 as	 a	 dog	 tears	 at	 a	 bit	 of	 old
leather.	Then	I	felt	drowsy	and	lay	down	on	the	brown,	sun-warmed	grass.	Crickets
and	grasshoppers	were	telephoning	each	other	from	tree	and	bush	and	a	pair	of	blue
jays	rolled,	dived,	and	swooped	acrobatically	overhead.
Bansi	had	no	watch.	He	looked	at	the	sun	and	said	‘It	is	past	three.	When	will	that

ayah	of	yours	be	home?	She	is	more	frightening	than	your	grandmother!’
‘She	comes	at	four.’
‘Then	we	must	hurry	back.	And	don’t	tell	her	where	we’ve	been,	or	I’ll	never	be

able	to	come	to	your	house	again.	Your	grandmother ’s	one	of	my	best	customers.’
‘That	means	you’d	be	sorry	if	she	died.’
‘I	would	indeed,	my	friend.’
Bansi	 raced	 the	 tonga	back	 to	 town.	There	was	very	 little	motor	 traffic	 in	 those

days,	and	tongas	and	bullock	carts	were	far	more	numerous	than	they	are	today.
We	were	back	five	minutes	before	Ayah	returned.	Before	Bansi	left,	he	promised

to	take	me	for	another	ride	the	following	week.
The	 house	 in	Dehra	 had	 to	 be	 sold.	My	 father	 had	 not	 left	 any	money;	 he	 had

never	realized	that	his	health	would	deteriorate	so	rapidly	from	the	malarial	fevers
which	had	grown	 in	 frequency.	He	was	 still	planning	 for	 the	 future	when	he	died.
Now	 that	my	 father	was	 gone,	Grandmother	 saw	 no	 point	 in	 staying	 on	 in	 India;
there	 was	 nothing	 left	 in	 the	 bank	 and	 she	 needed	 money	 for	 our	 passages	 to
England,	so	the	house	had	to	go.	Dr	Ghose,	who	had	a	thriving	medical	practice	in
Dehra,	made	her	a	reasonable	offer,	which	she	accepted.
Then	 things	happened	very	quickly.	Grandmother	 sold	most	of	our	belongings,

because	as	she	said,	we	wouldn’t	be	able	to	cope	with	a	lot	of	luggage.	The	kabaris
came	 in	 droves,	 buying	 up	 crockery,	 furniture,	 carpets	 and	 clocks	 at	 throwaway
prices.	Grandmother	hated	parting	with	some	of	her	possessions	such	as	the	carved
giltwood	mirror,	her	walnut-wood	armchair	and	her	rosewood	writing	desk,	but	it
was	impossible	to	take	them	with	us.	They	were	carried	away	in	a	bullock	cart.
Ayah	was	very	unhappy	at	first	but	cheered	up	when	Grandmother	got	her	a	job

with	a	tea	planter ’s	family	in	Assam.	It	was	arranged	that	she	could	stay	with	us	until
we	left	Dehra.
We	went	at	the	end	of	September,	just	as	the	monsoon	clouds	broke	up,	scattered,

and	were	driven	 away	by	 soft	 breezes	 from	 the	Himalayas.	There	was	no	 time	 to
revisit	 the	 island	where	my	father	and	 I	had	planted	our	 trees.	And	 in	 the	urgency
and	excitement	of	the	preparations	for	our	departure,	I	forgot	to	recover	my	small
treasures	 from	 the	 hole	 in	 the	 banyan	 tree.	 It	 was	 only	when	we	were	 in	 Bansi’s
tonga,	on	the	way	to	the	station,	that	I	remembered	my	top,	catapult,	and	Iron	Cross.
Too	late!	To	go	back	for	them	would	mean	missing	the	train.
‘Hurry!’	urged	Grandmother	nervously.	‘We	mustn’t	be	late	for	the	train,	Bansi.’
Bansi	 flicked	 the	 reins	 and	 shouted	 to	 his	 pony,	 and	 for	 once	 in	 her	 life



Grandmother	submitted	to	being	carried	along	the	road	at	a	brisk	trot.
‘It’s	five	to	nine,’	she	said,	‘and	the	train	leaves	at	nine.’
‘Do	not	worry,	memsahib.	I	have	been	taking	you	to	the	station	for	fifteen	years,

and	you	have	never	missed	a	train!’
‘No,’	said	Grandmother.	‘And	I	don’t	suppose	you’ll	ever	take	me	to	the	station

again,	Bansi.’
‘Times	are	changing,	memsahib.	Do	you	know	that	there	is	now	a	taxi—a	motor

car—competing	with	the	tongas	of	Dehra?	You	are	lucky	to	be	leaving.	If	you	stay,
you	will	see	me	starve	to	death!’
‘We	will	all	starve	to	death	if	we	don’t	catch	that	train,’	said	Grandmother.
‘Do	not	worry	about	the	train,	it	never	leaves	on	time,	and	no	one	expects	it	to.	If

it	left	at	nine	o’clock,	everyone	would	miss	it.’
Bansi	was	right.	We	arrived	at	the	station	at	five	minutes	past	nine,	and	rushed	on

to	the	platform,	only	to	find	that	the	train	had	not	yet	arrived.
The	platform	was	crowded	with	people	waiting	to	catch	the	same	train	or	to	meet

people	 arriving	 on	 it.	 Ayah	 was	 there	 already,	 standing	 guard	 over	 a	 pile	 of
miscellaneous	luggage.	We	sat	down	on	our	boxes	and	became	part	of	the	platform
life	at	an	Indian	railway	station.
Moving	 among	 piles	 of	 bedding	 and	 luggage	 were	 sweating,	 cursing	 coolies;

vendors	of	magazines,	sweetmeats,	tea	and	betel-leaf	preparations;	also	stray	dogs,
stray	people	 and	 sometimes	a	 stray	 stationmaster.	The	cries	of	 the	vendors	mixed
with	 the	 general	 clamour	 of	 the	 station	 and	 the	 shunting	 of	 a	 steam	 engine	 in	 the
yards.	‘Tea,	hot	tea!’	Sweets,	papads,	hot	stuff,	cold	drinks,	toothpowder,	pictures	of
film	stars,	bananas,	balloons,	wooden	toys,	clay	images	of	the	gods.	The	platform
had	become	a	bazaar.
Ayah	was	giving	me	all	sorts	of	warnings.
‘Remember,	baba,	don’t	lean	out	of	the	window	when	the	train	is	moving.	There

was	that	American	boy	who	lost	his	head	last	year!	And	don’t	eat	rubbish	at	every
station	between	here	and	Bombay.	And	see	that	no	strangers	enter	the	compartment.
Mr	Wilkins	was	murdered	and	robbed	last	year!’
The	station	bell	clanged,	and	in	the	distance	there	appeared	a	big,	puffing	steam

engine,	painted	green	and	gold	and	black.	A	stray	dog	with	a	lifetime’s	experience
of	 trains,	 darted	 away	 across	 the	 railway	 lines.	 As	 the	 train	 came	 alongside	 the
platform,	doors	opened,	window	shutters	 fell,	 faces	appeared	 in	 the	openings,	and
even	before	the	train	had	come	to	a	stop,	people	were	trying	to	get	in	or	out.
For	a	 few	moments	 there	was	chaos.	The	crowd	surged	backward	and	 forward.

No	one	could	get	out.	No	one	could	get	in.	A	hundred	people	were	leaving	the	train,
two	hundred	were	getting	into	it.	No	one	wanted	to	give	way.
The	problem	was	solved	by	a	man	climbing	out	of	a	window.	Others	followed	his

example	and	the	pressure	at	the	doors	eased	and	people	started	squeezing	into	their



compartments.
Grandmother	 had	 taken	 the	 precaution	 of	 reserving	 berths	 in	 a	 first-class

compartment,	and	assisted	by	Bansi	and	half-a-dozen	coolies,	we	were	soon	inside
with	all	our	luggage.	A	whistle	blasted	and	we	were	off!	Bansi	had	to	jump	from	the
running	train.
As	the	engine	gathered	speed,	I	ignored	Ayah’s	advice	and	put	my	head	out	of	the

window	to	look	back	at	the	receding	platform.	Ayah	and	Bansi	were	standing	on	the
platform	waving	 to	me,	 and	 I	 kept	waving	 to	 them	 until	 the	 train	 rushed	 into	 the
darkness	and	the	bright	lights	of	Dehra	were	swallowed	up	in	the	night.	New	lights,
dim	and	flickering,	came	into	existence	as	we	passed	small	villages.	The	stars,	too,
were	visible	and	I	saw	a	shooting	star	streaking	through	the	heavens.
I	remembered	something	that	Ayah	had	once	told	me,	that	stars	are	the	spirits	of

good	men,	and	I	wondered	if	 that	shooting	star	was	a	sign	from	my	father	 that	he
was	 aware	 of	 our	 departure	 and	 would	 be	 with	 us	 on	 our	 journey.	 And	 I
remembered	 something	else	 that	Ayah	had	 said—that	 if	one	wished	on	a	 shooting
star,	 one’s	 wish	 would	 be	 granted,	 provided,	 of	 course,	 that	 one	 thrust	 all	 five
fingers	into	the	mouth	at	the	same	time!
‘What	on	earth	are	you	doing?’	asked	Grandmother	staring	at	me	as	I	thrust	my

hand	into	my	mouth.
‘Making	a	wish,’	I	said.
‘Oh,’	said	Grandmother.
She	was	preoccupied,	and	didn’t	ask	me	what	I	was	wishing	for;	nor	did	I	tell	her.



T
The	Tiger	in	the	Tunnel

	
embu,	 the	boy,	opened	his	eyes	 in	 the	dark	and	wondered	 if	his	 father	was
ready	to	leave	the	hut	on	his	nightly	errand.	There	was	no	moon	that	night,
and	 the	 deathly	 stillness	 of	 the	 surrounding	 jungle	 was	 broken	 only
occasionally	by	the	shrill	cry	of	a	cicada.	Sometimes	from	far	off	came	the

hollow	hammering	of	a	woodpecker	carried	along	on	the	faint	breeze.	Or	the	grunt
of	a	wild	boar	could	be	heard	as	he	dug	up	a	favourite	root.	But	these	sounds	were
rare	and	the	silence	of	the	forest	always	returned	to	swallow	them	up.
Baldeo,	 the	 watchman,	 was	 awake.	 He	 stretched	 himself,	 slowly	 unwinding	 the

heavy	shawl	that	covered	him	like	a	shroud.	It	was	close	to	midnight	and	the	chill	air
made	him	shiver.	The	station,	a	small	shack	backed	by	heavy	jungle,	was	a	station	in
name	only;	for	trains	only	stopped	there,	if	at	all,	for	a	few	seconds	before	entering
the	deep	cutting	that	led	to	the	tunnel.	Most	trains	merely	slowed	down	before	taking
the	sharp	curve	before	the	cutting.
Baldeo	 was	 responsible	 for	 signalling	 whether	 or	 not	 the	 tunnel	 was	 clear	 of

obstruction,	and	his	hand-worked	signal	stood	before	 the	entrance.	At	night	 it	was
his	duty	to	see	that	the	lamp	was	burning,	and	that	the	overland	mail	passed	through
safely.
‘Shall	I	come	too,	Father?’	asked	Tembu	sleepily,	still	lying	huddled	in	a	corner

of	the	hut.
‘No,	it	is	cold	tonight.	Do	not	get	up.’
Tembu,	who	was	twelve,	did	not	always	sleep	with	his	father	at	the	station,	for	he

had	also	to	help	in	the	home,	where	his	mother	and	small	sister	were	usually	alone.
They	lived	in	a	small	tribal	village	on	the	outskirts	of	the	forest,	about	three	miles
from	the	station.	Their	small	rice	fields	did	not	provide	them	with	more	than	a	bare
living	 and	Baldeo	 considered	 himself	 lucky	 to	 have	 got	 the	 job	 of	khalasi	 at	 this
small	wayside	signal	stop.
Still	drowsy,	Baldeo	groped	for	his	lamp	in	the	darkness,	then	fumbled	about	in

search	of	matches.	When	he	had	produced	a	 light,	he	 left	 the	hut,	 closed	 the	door
behind	him,	and	set	off	along	the	permanent	way.	Tembu	had	fallen	asleep	again.
Baldeo	wondered	whether	the	lamp	on	the	signal	post	was	still	alight.	Gathering

his	shawl	closer	about	him,	he	stumbled	on,	sometimes	along	the	rails,	sometimes
along	the	ballast.	He	longed	to	get	back	to	his	warm	corner	in	the	hut.
The	 eeriness	 of	 the	 place	 was	 increased	 by	 the	 neighbouring	 hills	 which

overhung	 the	main	 line	 threateningly.	 On	 entering	 the	 cutting	with	 its	 sheer	 rock
walls	towering	high	above	the	rails,	Baldeo	could	not	help	thinking	about	the	wild
animals	he	might	encounter.	He	had	heard	many	tales	of	the	famous	tunnel	tiger,	a



maneater,	 who	 was	 supposed	 to	 frequent	 this	 spot;	 but	 he	 hardly	 believed	 these
stories	for,	since	his	arrival	at	this	place	a	month	ago,	he	had	not	seen	or	even	heard
a	tiger.
There	had,	of	course,	been	panthers,	and	only	a	 few	days	ago	 the	villagers	had

killed	one	with	their	spears	and	axes.	Baldeo	had	occasionally	heard	the	sawing	of	a
panther	calling	to	its	mate,	but	they	had	not	come	near	the	tunnel	or	shed.
Baldeo	walked	confidently	for,	being	tribal	himself,	he	was	used	to	the	jungle	and

its	ways.	Like	his	forefathers,	he	carried	a	small	axe;	fragile	to	look	at,	but	deadly
when	in	use.	With	it,	in	three	or	four	swift	strokes,	he	could	cut	down	a	tree	as	neatly
as	if	it	had	been	sawn;	and	he	prided	himself	in	his	skill	in	wielding	it	against	wild
animals.	He	had	killed	a	young	boar	with	it	once,	and	the	family	had	feasted	on	the
flesh	for	three	days.	The	axe	head	of	pure	steel,	thin	but	ringing	true	like	a	bell,	had
been	 made	 by	 his	 father	 over	 a	 charcoal	 fire.	 This	 axe	 was	 part	 of	 himself	 and
wherever	he	went,	be	it	 to	the	local	market	seven	miles	away,	or	to	a	tribal	dance,
the	axe	was	always	in	his	hand.	Occasionally	an	official	who	had	come	to	the	station
had	 offered	 him	 good	 money	 for	 the	 weapons;	 but	 Baldeo	 had	 no	 intention	 of
parting	with	it.
The	cutting	curved	 sharply,	 and	 in	 the	darkness	 the	black	entrance	 to	 the	 tunnel

loomed	 up	menacingly.	 The	 signal	 light	 was	 out.	 Baldeo	 set	 to	 work	 to	 haul	 the
lamp	down	by	its	chain.	If	the	oil	had	finished,	he	would	have	to	return	to	the	hut	for
more.	The	mail	train	was	due	in	five	minutes.
Once	more	he	fumbled	for	his	matches.	Then	suddenly	he	stood	still	and	listened.

The	 frightened	 cry	 of	 a	 barking	 deer,	 followed	 by	 a	 crashing	 sound	 in	 the
undergrowth,	made	Baldeo	hurry.	There	was	still	a	little	oil	in	the	lamp,	and	after	an
instant’s	 hesitation	 he	 lit	 the	 lamp	 again	 and	 hoisted	 it	 back	 into	 position.	Having
done	 this,	 he	walked	quickly	down	 the	 tunnel,	 swinging	his	own	 lamp,	 so	 that	 the
shadows	leapt	up	and	down	the	soot-stained	walls,	and	having	made	sure	that	the	line
was	clear,	he	returned	to	the	entrance	and	sat	down	to	wait	for	the	mail	train.
The	 train	 was	 late.	 Sitting	 huddled	 up,	 almost	 dozing,	 he	 soon	 forgot	 his

surroundings	and	began	to	nod.
Back	in	the	hut,	the	trembling	of	the	ground	told	of	the	approach	of	the	train,	and

a	low,	distant	rumble	woke	the	boy,	who	sat	up,	rubbing	the	sleep	from	his	eyes.
‘Father,	it’s	time	to	light	the	lamp,’	he	mumbled,	and	then,	realizing	that	his	father

had	been	gone	some	time,	he	lay	down	again,	but	he	was	wide	awake	now,	waiting
for	the	train	to	pass,	waiting	for	his	father ’s	returning	footsteps.
A	low	grunt	resounded	from	the	top	of	the	cutting.	In	a	second	Baldeo	was	awake,

all	his	senses	alert.	Only	a	tiger	could	emit	such	a	sound.
There	was	 no	 shelter	 for	Baldeo,	 but	 he	 grasped	 his	 axe	 firmly	 and	 tensed	 his

body,	trying	to	make	out	the	direction	from	which	the	animal	was	approaching.	For
some	 time	 there	 was	 only	 silence,	 even	 the	 usual	 jungle	 noises	 seemed	 to	 have



ceased	 altogether.	 Then	 a	 thump	 and	 the	 rattle	 of	 small	 stones	 announced	 that	 the
tiger	had	sprung	into	the	cutting.
Baldeo,	listening	as	he	had	never	listened	before,	wondered	if	it	was	making	for

the	tunnel	or	the	opposite	direction—the	direction	of	the	hut,	in	which	Tembu	would
be	 lying	 unprotected.	 He	 did	 not	 have	 to	 wonder	 for	 long.	 Before	 a	 minute	 had
passed	he	made	out	the	huge	body	of	the	tiger	trotting	steadily	towards	him.	Its	eyes
shone	a	brilliant	green	in	the	light	from	the	signal	lamp.	Flight	was	useless,	for	in
the	dark	the	tiger	would	be	more	surefooted	than	Baldeo	and	would	soon	be	upon
him	from	behind.	Baldeo	stood	with	his	back	to	the	signal	post,	motionless,	staring
at	the	great	brute	moving	rapidly	towards	him.	The	tiger,	used	to	the	ways	of	men,
for	it	had	been	preying	on	them	for	years,	came	on	fearlessly,	and	with	a	quick	run
and	a	snarl	struck	out	with	its	right	paw,	expecting	to	bowl	over	this	puny	man	who
dared	stand	in	the	way.
Baldeo,	however,	was	 ready.	With	a	marvelously	agile	 leap	he	avoided	 the	paw

and	 brought	 his	 axe	 down	 on	 the	 animal’s	 shoulder.	 The	 tiger	 gave	 a	 roar	 and
attempted	to	close	in.	Again	Baldeo	drove	his	axe	with	true	aim;	but,	to	his	horror,
the	beast	swerved,	and	the	axe	caught	the	tiger	on	the	shoulder,	almost	severing	the
leg.	To	make	matters	worse,	the	axe	reminded	stuck	in	the	bone,	and	Baldeo	was	left
without	a	weapon.
The	 tiger,	 roaring	with	pain,	now	sprang	upon	Baldeo,	bringing	him	down	and

then	 tearing	 at	 his	 broken	 body.	 It	 was	 all	 over	 in	 a	 few	 minutes.	 Baldeo	 was
conscious	only	of	a	searing	pain	down	his	back,	and	then	there	was	blackness	and
the	night	closed	in	on	him	forever.
The	tiger	drew	off	and	sat	down	licking	his	wounded	leg,	roaring	every	now	and

then	with	agony.	He	did	not	notice	the	faint	rumble	that	shook	the	earth,	followed	by
the	 distant	 puffing	 of	 an	 engine	 steadily	 climbing.	 The	 overland	 mail	 was
approaching.	Through	the	trees	beyond	the	cutting,	as	the	train	advanced,	the	glow
of	the	furnace	could	be	seen,	and	showers	of	sparks	fell	like	Diwali	lights	over	the
forest.
As	the	train	entered	the	cutting,	the	engine	whistled	once,	loud	and	piercingly.	The

tiger	raised	his	head,	then	slowly	got	to	his	feet.	He	found	himself	trapped	like	the
man.	Flight	along	the	cutting	was	impossible.	He	entered	the	tunnel,	running	as	fast
as	his	wounded	leg	would	carry	him.	And	then,	with	a	roar	and	a	shower	of	sparks,
the	train	entered	the	yawning	tunnel.	The	noise	in	the	confined	space	was	deafening
but,	when	the	train	came	out	into	the	open,	on	the	other	side,	silence	returned	once
more	to	the	forest	and	the	tunnel.
At	 the	 next	 station	 the	 driver	 slowed	 down	 and	 stopped	 his	 train	 to	 water	 the

engine.	He	got	down	to	stretch	his	 legs	and	decided	to	examine	the	headlamps.	He
received	 the	 surprise	 of	 his	 life;	 for,	 just	 above	 the	 cow	 catcher	 lay	 the	 major
portion	of	the	tiger,	cut	in	half	by	the	engine.



There	was	considerable	excitement	and	conjecture	at	 the	 station,	but	back	at	 the
cutting	there	was	no	sound	except	for	the	sobs	of	the	boy	as	he	sat	beside	the	body
of	his	father.	He	sat	there	a	long	time,	unafraid	of	the	darkness,	guarding	the	body
from	jackals	and	hyenas,	until	the	first	faint	light	of	dawn	brought	with	it	the	arrival
of	the	relief	watchman.
Tembu	and	his	sister	and	mother	were	plunged	in	grief	for	two	whole	days;	but

life	had	to	go	on,	and	a	living	had	to	be	made,	and	all	the	responsibility	now	fell	on
Tembu.	 Three	 nights	 later,	 he	was	 at	 the	 cutting,	 lighting	 the	 signal	 lamp	 for	 the
overland	mail.
He	sat	down	in	the	darkness	to	wait	for	the	train,	and	sang	softly	to	himself.	There

was	nothing	 to	be	 afraid	of—his	 father	had	killed	 the	 tiger,	 the	 forest	 gods,	were
pleased;	and	besides,	he	had	the	axe	with	him,	his	father ’s	axe,	and	he	knew	how	to
use	it.



M
	

A	Face	in	the	Dark
	

r	Oliver,	 an	Anglo-Indian	 teacher,	was	 returning	 to	 his	 school	 late	 one
night,	on	the	outskirts	of	the	hill	station	of	Simla.	From	before	Kipling’s
time,	 the	 school	 had	 been	 run	 on	 English	 public	 school	 lines	 and	 the
boys,	most	of	them	from	wealthy	Indian	families,	wore	blazers,	caps	and

ties.	Life	magazine,	in	a	feature	on	India,	had	once	called	it	the	‘Eton	of	the	East’.	Mr
Oliver	had	been	teaching	in	the	school	for	several	years.
The	Simla	bazaar,	with	 its	cinemas	and	 restaurants,	was	about	 three	miles	 from

the	school	and	Mr	Oliver,	a	bachelor,	usually	strolled	into	the	town	in	the	evening,
returning	after	dark,	when	he	would	take	a	short	cut	through	the	pine	forest.
When	there	was	a	strong	wind	the	pine	trees	made	sad,	eerie	sounds	that	kept	most

people	to	the	main	road.	But	Mr	Oliver	was	not	a	nervous	or	imaginative	man.	He
carried	 a	 torch	 and	 its	 gleam—the	 batteries	 were	 running	 down—moved	 fitfully
down	the	narrow	forest	path.	When	its	 flickering	 light	 fell	on	 the	figure	of	a	boy,
who	was	sitting	alone	on	a	rock,	Mr	Oliver	stopped.	Boys	were	not	supposed	to	be
out	after	dark.
‘What	are	you	doing	out	here,	boy?’	asked	Mr	Oliver	sharply,	moving	closer	so

that	he	could	recognize	the	miscreant.	But	even	as	he	approached	the	boy,	Mr	Oliver
sensed	 that	 something	was	wrong.	The	boy	 appeared	 to	be	 crying.	His	 head	hung
down,	 he	 held	 his	 face	 in	 his	 hands	 and	 his	 body	 shook	 convulsively.	 It	 was	 a
strange,	soundless	weeping	and	Mr	Oliver	felt	distinctly	uneasy.
‘Well,	what’s	 the	matter?’	he	asked,	his	anger	giving	way	to	concern.	‘What	are

you	crying	for?’	The	boy	would	not	answer	or	 look	up.	His	body	continued	to	be
racked	with	silent	sobbing.	 ‘Come	on,	boy,	you	shouldn’t	be	out	here	at	 this	hour.
Tell	me	the	trouble.	Look	up!’	The	boy	looked	up.	He	took	his	hands	from	his	face
and	looked	up	at	his	teacher.	The	light	from	Mr	Oliver ’s	torch	fell	on	the	boy’s	face
—if	you	could	call	it	a	face.
It	 had	 no	 eyes,	 ears,	 nose	 or	 mouth.	 It	 was	 just	 a	 round	 smooth	 head—with	 a

school	cap	on	top	of	it!	And	that’s	where	the	story	should	end.	But	for	Mr	Oliver	it
did	not	end	here.
The	torch	fell	from	his	trembling	hand.	He	turned	and	scrambled	down	the	path,

running	blindly	through	the	trees	and	calling	for	help.	He	was	still	running	towards
the	school	buildings	when	he	saw	a	lantern	swinging	in	the	middle	of	the	path.	Mr
Oliver	stumbled	up	to	the	watchman,	gasping	for	breath.	‘What	is	it,	sahib?’	asked
the	watchman.	‘Has	there	been	an	accident?	Why	are	you	running?’
‘I	saw	something—something	horrible—a	boy	weeping	in	the	forest—and	he	had



no	face!’
‘No	face,	sahib?’
‘No	eyes,	nose,	mouth—nothing!’
‘Do	you	mean	it	was	like	this,	sahib?’	asked	the	watchman	and	raised	the	lamp	to

his	own	face.	The	watchman	had	no	eyes,	no	ears,	no	 features	at	all—not	even	an
eyebrow!	And	that’s	when	the	wind	blew	the	lamp	out.



W
Binya	Passes	By

	
hile	 I	 was	 walking	 home	 one	 day,	 along	 the	 path	 through	 the	 pines,	 I
heard	a	girl	singing.
It	was	summer	in	the	hills,	and	the	trees	were	in	new	leaf.	The	walnuts

and	cherries	were	just	beginning	to	form	between	the	leaves.
The	wind	was	still	and	 the	 trees	were	hushed,	and	 the	song	came	to	me	clearly;

but	 it	 was	 not	 the	 words—which	 I	 could	 not	 follow—or	 the	 rise	 and	 fall	 of	 the
melody	which	held	me	in	thrall,	but	the	voice	itself,	which	was	a	young	and	tender
voice.
I	left	the	path	and	scrambled	down	the	slope,	slipping	on	fallen	pine	needles.	But

when	I	came	to	the	bottom	of	the	slope	the	singing	had	stopped	and	there	was	no	one
there.	‘I’m	sure	I	heard	someone	singing,’	I	said	to	myself	and	then	thought	I	might
have	been	wrong.	In	the	hills	it	is	always	possible	to	be	wrong.
So	I	walked	on	home,	and	presently	I	heard	another	song,	but	this	time	it	was	the

whistling	 thrush	 rendering	 a	 broken	 melody,	 singing	 a	 dark,	 sweet	 secret	 in	 the
depths	of	the	forest.
I	had	 little	 to	 sing	about	myself.	The	electricity	bill	 hadn’t	been	paid,	 and	 there

was	nothing	in	the	bank,	and	my	second	novel	had	just	been	turned	down	by	another
publisher.	Still,	it	was	summer	and	men	and	animals	were	drowsy,	and	so,	too,	were
my	creditors.	The	distant	mountains	loomed	purple	in	the	shimmering	dust	haze.
I	walked	 through	 the	pines	again,	but	 I	did	not	hear	 the	singing.	And	 then	 for	a

week	I	did	not	leave	the	cottage,	as	the	novel	had	to	be	rewritten,	and	I	worked	hard
at	it,	pausing	only	to	eat	and	sleep	and	take	note	of	the	leaves	turning	a	darker	green.
The	window	opened	on	to	the	forest.	Trees	reached	up	to	the	window.	Oak,	maple,

walnut.	 Higher	 up	 the	 hill,	 the	 pines	 started,	 and	 further	 on,	 armies	 of	 deodars
marched	 over	 the	mountains.	 And	 the	mountains	 rose	 higher,	 and	 the	 trees	 grew
stunted	until	they	finally	disappeared	and	only	the	black	spirit-haunted	rocks	rose	up
to	meet	 the	 everlasting	 snows.	 Those	 peaks	 cradled	 the	 sky.	 I	 could	 not	 see	 them
from	my	windows.	But	on	clear	mornings	they	could	be	seen	from	the	pass	on	the
Tehri	road.
There	was	 a	 stream	 at	 the	 bottom	 of	 the	 hill.	One	morning,	 quite	 early,	 I	went

down	to	the	stream,	and	using	the	boulders	as	stepping	stones,	moved	downstream
for	about	half	a	mile.	Then	I	lay	down	to	rest	on	a	flat	rock	in	the	shade	of	a	wild
cherry	tree	and	watched	the	sun	shifting	through	the	branches	as	it	rose	over	the	hill
called	Pari	Tibba	(Fairy	Hill)	and	slid	down	the	steep	slope	into	the	valley.	The	air
was	very	still	and	already	the	birds	were	silent.	The	only	sound	came	from	the	water
running	 over	 the	 stony	 bed	 of	 the	 stream.	 I	 had	 lain	 there	 ten,	 perhaps	 fifteen,



minutes,	when	I	began	to	feel	that	someone	was	watching	me.
Someone	 in	 the	 trees,	 in	 the	 shadows,	 still	 and	watchful.	Nothing	moved;	 not	 a

stone	 shifted,	 not	 a	 twig	 broke.	 But	 someone	 was	 watching	 me.	 I	 felt	 terribly
exposed;	not	to	danger,	but	to	the	scrutiny	of	unknown	eyes.	So	I	left	the	rock	and,
finding	a	path	through	the	trees,	began	climbing	the	hill	again.
It	was	warm	work.	 The	 sun	was	 up,	 and	 there	was	 no	 breeze.	 I	was	 perspiring

profusely	by	the	 time	I	got	 to	 the	 top	of	 the	hill.	There	was	no	sign	of	my	unseen
watcher.	Two	lean	cows	grazed	on	the	short	grass;	the	tinkling	of	their	bells	was	the
only	sound	in	the	sultry	summer	air.
That	song	again!	The	same	song,	the	same	singer.	I	heard	her	from	my	window.

And	putting	aside	the	book	I	was	reading,	I	leant	out	of	the	window	and	started	down
through	the	trees.	But	the	foliage	was	too	heavy	and	the	singer	too	far	away	for	me
to	be	able	 to	make	her	out.	 ‘Should	 I	go	and	 look	 for	her?’	 I	wondered.	 ‘Or	 is	 it
better	this	way—heard	but	not	seen?	For,	having	fallen	in	love	with	a	song,	must	it
follow	that	I	will	fall	in	love	with	the	singer?	No.	But	surely	it	is	the	voice	and	not
the	 song	 that	 has	 touched	me	…’	 Presently	 the	 singing	 ended,	 and	 I	 turned	 away
from	the	window.
A	 girl	 was	 gathering	 bilberries	 on	 the	 hillside.	 She	 was	 fresh-faced,	 honey-

coloured.	Her	lips	were	stained	with	purple	juice.	She	smiled	at	me.	‘Are	they	good
to	eat?’	I	asked.
She	opened	her	fist	and	thrust	out	her	hand,	which	was	full	of	berries,	bruised	and

crushed.	I	took	one	and	put	it	in	my	mouth.	It	had	a	sharp,	sour	taste.	‘It	is	good,’	I
said.	 Finding	 that	 I	 could	 speak	 haltingly	 in	 her	 language,	 she	 came	 nearer,	 said,
‘Take	more	then,’	and	filled	my	hand	with	bilberries.	Her	fingers	touched	mine.	The
sensation	was	almost	unique,	for	it	was	nine	or	ten	years	since	my	hand	had	touched
a	girl’s.
‘Where	 do	 you	 live?’	 I	 asked.	 She	 pointed	 across	 the	 valley	 to	 where	 a	 small

village	straddled	the	slopes	of	a	terraced	hill.
‘It’s	quite	far,’	I	said.	‘Do	you	always	come	so	far	from	home?’
‘I	go	 further	 than	 this,’	 she	 said.	 ‘The	cows	must	 find	 fresh	grass.	And	 there	 is

wood	 to	gather	and	grass	 to	cut.’	She	 showed	me	 the	 sickle	held	by	 the	cloth	 tied
firmly	about	her	waist.	‘Sometimes	I	go	to	the	top	of	Pari	Tibba,	sometimes	to	the
valley	beyond.	Have	you	been	there?’
‘No.	But	I	will	go	some	day.’
‘It	is	always	windy	on	Pari	Tibba.’
‘Is	it	true	that	there	are	fairies	there?’
She	laughed.	‘That	is	what	people	say.	But	those	are	people	who	have	never	been

there.	I	do	not	see	fairies	on	Pari	Tibba.	It	is	said	that	there	are	ghosts	in	the	ruins	on
the	hill.	But	I	do	not	see	any	ghosts.’
‘I	have	heard	of	the	ghosts,’	I	said.	‘Two	lovers	who	ran	away	and	took	shelter	in



a	ruined	cottage.	At	night	there	was	a	storm,	and	they	were	killed	by	lightning.	Is	it
true,	this	story?’
‘It	happened	many	years	ago,	before	I	was	born.	I	have	heard	the	story.	But	there

are	no	ghosts	on	Pari	Tibba.’
‘How	old	are	you?’	I	asked.
‘Fifteen,	sixteen,	I	do	not	know	for	sure.’
‘Doesn’t	your	mother	know?’
‘She	is	dead.	And	my	grandmother	has	forgotten.	And	my	brother,	he	is	younger

than	me	and	he’s	forgotten	his	own	age.	Is	it	important	to	remember?’
‘No,	 it	 is	 not	 important.	 Not	 here,	 anyway.	 Not	 in	 the	 hills.	 To	 a	 mountain,	 a

hundred	years	are	but	as	a	day.’
‘Are	you	very	old?’	she	asked.
‘I	hope	not.	Do	I	look	very	old?’
‘Only	 a	 hundred,’	 she	 said,	 and	 laughed,	 and	 the	 silver	 bangles	 on	 her	 wrists

tinkled	as	she	put	her	hands	up	to	her	laughing	face.
‘Why	do	you	laugh?’	I	asked.
‘Because	you	looked	as	though	you	believed	me.	How	old	are	you?’
‘Thirty-five,	thirty-six,	I	do	not	remember.’
‘Ah,	it	is	better	to	forget!’
‘That’s	true,’	I	said,	‘but	sometimes	one	has	to	fill	in	forms	and	things	like	that,

and	then	one	has	to	state	one’s	age.’
‘I	have	never	filled	a	form.	I	have	never	seen	one.’
‘And	 I	 hope	 you	 never	 will.	 It	 is	 a	 piece	 of	 paper	 covered	 with	 useless

information.	It	is	all	a	part	of	human	progress.’
‘Progress?’
‘Yes.	Are	you	unhappy?’
‘No.’
‘Do	you	go	hungry?’
‘No.’
‘Then	you	don’t	need	progress.	Wild	bilberries	are	better.’
She	went	away	without	saying	goodbye.	The	cows	had	strayed	and	she	ran	after

them,	 calling	 them	 by	 name:	 ‘Neelu,	 Neelu!’	 (Blue)	 and	 ‘Bhuri!’	 (Old	 One).	 Her
bare	feet	moved	swiftly	over	the	rocks	and	dry	grass.
Early	May.	The	cicadas	were	singing	in	the	forest;	or	rather,	orchestrating,	since

they	make	the	sound	with	their	legs.	The	whistling	thrushes	pursued	each	other	over
the	treetops	in	acrobatic	love	flights.	Sometimes	the	langoors	visited	the	oak	trees	to
feed	on	the	leaves.	As	I	moved	down	the	path	to	the	stream,	I	heard	the	same	singing,
and	coming	suddenly	upon	the	clearing	near	the	water ’s	edge	I	saw	the	girl	sitting
on	a	rock,	her	feet	in	the	rushing	water—the	same	girl	who	had	given	me	bilberries.
Strangely	enough,	I	had	not	guessed	that	she	was	the	singer.	Unseen	voices	conjure



up	 fanciful	 images.	 I	 had	 imagined	 a	 woodland	 nymph,	 a	 graceful,	 delicate,
beautiful,	goddess-like	creature,	not	a	mischievous-eyed,	round-faced,	juice-stained,
slightly	ragged	pixie.	Her	dhoti—a	rough,	homespun	sari—was	faded	and	torn;	an
impractical	garment,	I	thought,	for	running	about	on	the	hillside,	but	the	village	folk
put	their	girls	into	dhotis	before	they	are	twelve.	She’d	compromised	by	hitching	it
up	and	by	strengthening	the	waist	with	a	length	of	cloth	bound	tightly	about	her,	but
she’d	have	been	more	 at	 ease	 in	 the	 long,	 flounced	 skirt	worn	 in	 the	hills	 further
away.
But	 I	 was	 not	 disillusioned.	 I	 had	 clearly	 taken	 a	 fancy	 to	 her	 cherubic,	 open

countenance;	and	the	sweetness	of	her	voice	added	to	her	charms.
I	watched	her	from	the	banks	of	the	stream,	and	presently	she	looked	up,	grinned,

and	stuck	her	tongue	out	at	me.
‘That’s	a	nice	way	to	greet	me,’	I	said.	‘Have	I	offended	you?’
‘You	surprised	me.	Why	did	you	not	call	out?’
‘Because	 I	was	 listening	 to	 your	 singing.	 I	 did	 not	wish	 to	 speak	 until	 you	 had

finished.’
‘It	was	only	a	song.’
‘But	you	sang	it	sweetly.’
She	smiled.	‘Have	you	brought	anything	to	eat?’
‘No.	Are	you	hungry?’
‘At	 this	 time	 I	 get	 hungry.	When	you	 come	 to	meet	me	you	must	 always	bring

something	to	eat.’
‘But	I	didn’t	come	to	meet	you.	I	didn’t	know	you	would	be	here.’
‘You	do	not	wish	to	meet	me?’
‘I	didn’t	mean	that.	It	is	nice	to	meet	you.’
‘You	will	meet	me	if	you	keep	coming	into	the	forest.	So	always	bring	something

to	eat.’
‘I	will	do	so	next	time.	Shall	I	pick	you	some	berries?’
‘You	will	have	to	go	to	the	top	of	the	hill	again	to	find	the	kingora	bushes.’
‘I	don’t	mind.	If	you	are	hungry,	I	will	bring	some.’
‘All	right,’	she	said,	and	looked	down	at	her	feet,	which	were	still	in	the	water.
Like	some	knight	errant	of	old,	I	toiled	up	the	hill	again	until	I	found	the	bilberry

bushes,	and	stuffing	my	pockets	with	berries	I	returned	to	the	stream.	But	when	I	got
there	I	found	she’d	slipped	away.	The	cowbells	tinkled	on	the	far	hill.
Glow-worms	shone	fitfully	in	the	dark.	The	night	was	full	of	sounds—the	tonk-

tonk	of	 a	nightjar,	 the	cry	of	 a	barking	deer,	 the	 shuffling	of	porcupines,	 the	 soft
flip-fop	 of	moths	 beating	 against	 the	windowpanes.	On	 the	 hill	 across	 the	 valley,
lights	flickered	in	the	small	village—the	dim	lights	of	kerosene	lamps	swinging	in
the	dark.
‘What	 is	your	name?’	 I	 asked,	when	we	met	again	on	 the	path	 through	 the	pine



forest.
‘Binya,’	she	said.	‘What	is	yours?’
‘I’ve	no	name.’
‘All	right,	Mr	No-name.’
‘I	mean	I	haven’t	made	a	name	for	myself.	We	must	make	our	own	names,	don’t

you	think?’
‘Binya	is	my	name.	I	do	not	wish	to	have	any	other.	Where	are	you	going?’
‘Nowhere.’
‘No-name	goes	 nowhere!	Then	 you	 cannot	 come	with	me,	 because	 I	 am	going

home	and	my	grandmother	will	set	the	village	dogs	on	you	if	you	follow	me.’	And
laughing,	she	ran	down	the	path	 to	 the	stream;	she	knew	I	could	not	catch	up	with
her.
Her	 face	 streamed	 summer	 rain	 as	 she	 climbed	 the	 steep	 hill,	 calling	 the	white

cow	home.	She	seemed	very	tiny	on	the	windswept	mountainside.	A	twist	of	hair	lay
flat	against	her	 forehead	and	her	 torn	blue	dhoti	clung	 to	her	 firm	round	 thighs.	 I
went	 to	 her	 with	 an	 umbrella	 to	 give	 her	 shelter.	 She	 stood	 with	me	 beneath	 the
umbrella	and	let	me	put	my	arm	around	her.	Then	she	turned	her	face	up	to	mine,
wanderingly,	and	I	kissed	her	quickly,	softly	on	the	lips.	Her	lips	tasted	of	raindrops
and	mint.	And	then	she	left	me	there,	so	gallant	in	the	blistering	rain.	She	ran	home
laughing.	But	it	was	worth	the	drenching.
Another	 day	 I	 heard	 her	 calling	 to	 me—‘No-name,	 Mister	 No-name!’—but	 I

couldn’t	see	her,	and	it	was	some	time	before	I	found	her,	halfway	up	a	cherry	tree,
her	 feet	pressed	firmly	against	 the	bark,	her	dhoti	 tucked	up	between	her	 thighs—
fair,	rounded	thighs,	and	legs	that	were	strong	and	vigorous.
‘The	cherries	are	not	ripe,’	I	said.
‘They	 are	 never	 ripe.	But	 I	 like	 them	green	 and	 sour.	Will	 you	 come	on	 to	 the

tree?’
‘If	I	can	still	climb	a	tree,’	I	said.
‘My	grandmother	is	over	sixty,	and	she	can	climb	trees.’
‘Well,	I	wouldn’t	mind	being	more	adventurous	at	sixty.	There’s	not	so	much	to

lose	 then.’	 I	 climbed	on	 to	 the	 tree	without	much	difficulty,	but	 I	did	not	 think	 the
higher	 branches	would	 take	my	weight,	 so	 I	 remained	 standing	 in	 the	 fork	 of	 the
tree,	my	face	on	a	 level	with	Binya’s	breasts.	 I	put	my	hand	against	her	waist,	and
kissed	her	on	the	soft	inside	of	her	arm.	She	did	not	say	anything.	But	she	took	me
by	the	hand	and	helped	me	to	climb	a	little	higher,	and	I	put	my	arm	around	her,	as
much	to	support	myself	as	to	be	close	to	her.
The	full	moon	rides	high,	shining	through	the	tall	oak	trees	near	the	window.	The

night	is	full	of	sounds—crickets,	the	tonk-tonk	of	a	nightjar,	and	floating	across	the
valley	 from	 your	 village	 the	 sound	 of	 drums	 beating	 and	 people	 singing.	 It	 is	 a
festival	day,	and	there	will	be	feasting	in	your	home.	Are	you	singing	too,	tonight?



And	 are	 you	 thinking	 of	me,	 as	 you	 sing,	 as	 you	 laugh,	 as	 you	 dance	with	 your
friends?	I	am	sitting	here	alone,	and	so	I	have	no	one	to	think	of	but	you.
Binya	…	I	 take	your	name	again	and	again—as	 though	by	 taking	 it	 I	 can	make

you	hear	me,	and	come	to	me,	walking	over	the	moonlit	mountain	…
There	are	spirits	abroad	tonight.	They	move	silently	in	the	trees;	they	hover	about

the	 window	 at	 which	 I	 sit;	 they	 take	 up	 with	 the	 wind	 and	 rush	 about	 the	 house.
Spirits	of	 the	trees,	spirits	of	 the	old	house.	An	old	lady	died	here	last	year.	She’d
lived	in	the	house	for	over	thirty	years;	something	of	her	personality	surely	dwells
here	still.	When	I	look	into	the	tall,	old	mirror	which	was	hers,	I	sometimes	catch	a
glimpse	of	her	pale	face	and	long,	golden	hair.	She	likes	me,	I	think,	and	the	house
is	kind	to	me.	Would	she	be	jealous	of	you,	Binya?
The	music	 and	 singing	 grows	 louder.	 I	 can	 imagine	 your	 face	 glowing	 in	 the

firelight.	Your	eyes	 shine	with	 laughter.	You	have	all	 those	people	near	you	and	 I
have	only	the	stars,	and	the	nightjar,	and	the	ghost	in	the	mirror.
I	woke	early,	while	the	dew	was	still	fresh	on	the	grass,	and	walked	down	the	hill

to	 the	 stream,	 and	 then	 up	 to	 a	 little	 knoll	 where	 a	 pine	 tree	 grew	 in	 solitary
splendour,	 the	wind	going	hoo-hoo	in	its	slender	branches.	This	was	my	favourite
place,	my	place	of	power,	where	I	came	to	renew	myself	from	time	to	time.	I	lay	on
the	 grass,	 dreaming.	 The	 sky	 in	 its	 blueness	 swung	 round	 above	 me.	 An	 eagle
soared	in	the	distance.	I	heard	her	voice	down	among	the	trees;	or	I	thought	I	heard
it.	But	when	I	went	to	look,	I	could	not	find	her.
I’d	 always	 prided	 myself	 on	 my	 rationality,	 had	 taught	 myself	 to	 be	 wary	 of

emotional	 states,	 like	 ‘falling	 in	 love’,	 which	 turned	 out	 to	 be	 ephemeral	 and
illusory.	And	although	I	 told	myself	again	and	again	 that	 the	attraction	was	purely
physical,	 on	 my	 part	 as	 well	 as	 hers,	 I	 had	 to	 admit	 to	 myself	 that	 my	 feelings
towards	Binya	differed	from	the	feelings	I’d	had	for	others;	and	that	while	sex	had
often	been	for	me	a	celebration,	it	had,	like	any	other	feast,	resulted	in	satiety,	a	need
for	change,	a	desire	to	forget	…
Binya	 represented	 something	 else—something	wild,	 dream-like,	 fairy-like.	 She

moved	 close	 to	 the	 spirit-haunted	 rocks,	 the	 old	 trees,	 the	 young	 grass.	 She	 had
absorbed	 something	 from	 them—a	 primeval	 innocence,	 an	 unconcern	 with	 the
passing	of	 time	and	events,	 an	 affinity	with	 the	 forest	 and	 the	mountains,	 and	 this
made	her	special	and	magical.
And	so,	when	three,	four,	five	days	went	by,	and	I	did	not	find	her	on	the	hillside,	I

went	 through	 all	 the	 pangs	 of	 frustrated	 love:	 had	 she	 forgotten	 me	 and	 gone
elsewhere?	Had	we	been	seen	together,	and	was	she	being	kept	at	home?	Was	she	ill?
Or	had	she	been	spirited	away?
I	could	hardly	go	and	ask	for	her.	I	would	probably	be	driven	from	the	village.	It

straddled	the	opposite	hill,	a	cluster	of	slate-roof	houses,	a	pattern	of	little	terraced
fields.	I	could	see	figures	in	the	fields,	but	they	were	too	far	away,	too	tiny,	for	me



to	be	able	to	recognize	anyone.
She	had	gone	to	her	mother ’s	village	a	hundred	miles	away,	or	so,	a	small	boy

told	me.
And	so	I	brooded;	walked	disconsolately	through	the	oak	forest,	hardly	listening

to	 the	 birds—the	 sweet-throated	 whistling	 thrush;	 the	 shrill	 barbet;	 the	 mellow-
voiced	doves.	Happiness	had	always	made	me	more	 responsive	 to	nature.	Feeling
miserable,	 my	 thoughts	 turned	 inward.	 I	 brooded	 upon	 the	 trickery	 of	 time	 and
circumstance;	 I	 felt	 the	 years	 were	 passing	 by,	 had	 passed	 by,	 like	 waves	 on	 a
receding	tide,	leaving	me	washed	up	like	a	bit	of	flotsam	on	a	lonely	beach.	But	at
the	same	time,	the	whistling	thrush	seemed	to	mock	at	me,	calling	tantalizingly	from
the	shadows	of	the	ravine:	‘It	isn’t	time	that’s	passing	by,	it	is	you	and	I,	it	is	you	and
I	…’
Then	I	forced	myself	to	snap	out	of	my	melancholy.	I	kept	away	from	the	hillside

and	the	forest.	I	did	not	look	towards	the	village.	I	buried	myself	in	my	work,	tried
to	think	objectively,	and	wrote	an	article	on	‘The	Inscriptions	on	the	Iron	Pillar	at
Kalsi’;	very	learned,	very	dry,	very	sensible.
But	at	night	I	was	assailed	by	thoughts	of	Binya.	I	could	not	sleep.	I	switched	on

the	 light,	 and	 there	 she	was,	 smiling	 at	me	 from	 the	 looking	 glass,	 replacing	 the
image	of	the	old	lady	who	had	watched	over	me	for	so	long.



I
	

He	Said	It	with	Arsenic
	

s	 there	 such	 a	 person	 as	 a	 born	 murderer—in	 the	 sense	 that	 there	 are	 born
writers	and	musicians,	born	winners	and	losers?	One	can’t	be	sure.	The	urge	to
do	 away	 with	 troublesome	 people	 is	 common	 to	 most	 of	 us	 but	 only	 a	 few
succumb	to	it.

If	ever	there	was	a	born	murderer,	he	must	surely	have	been	William	Jones.	The
thing	 came	 so	 naturally	 to	 him.	 No	 extreme	 violence,	 no	 messy	 shootings	 or
hacking	or	 throttling.	 Just	 the	 right	amount	of	poison,	administered	with	skill	 and
discretion.
A	 gentle,	 civilized	 sort	 of	 person	 was	 Mr	 Jones.	 He	 collected	 butterflies	 and

arranged	them	systematically	in	glass	cases.	His	ether	bottle	was	quick	and	painless.
He	never	stuck	pins	into	the	beautiful	creatures.
Have	you	ever	heard	of	the	Agra	Double	Murder?	It	happened,	of	course,	a	great

many	years	ago,	when	Agra	was	a	far-flung	outpost	of	the	British	Empire.	In	those
days,	William	Jones	was	a	male	nurse	in	one	of	the	city’s	hospitals.	The	patients—
especially	 terminal	 cases—spoke	 highly	 of	 the	 care	 and	 consideration	 he	 showed
them.	While	 most	 nurses,	 both	male	 and	 female,	 preferred	 to	 attend	 to	 the	more
hopeful	 cases,	 Nurse	 William	 was	 always	 prepared	 to	 stand	 duty	 over	 a	 dying
patient.
He	felt	a	certain	empathy	for	the	dying.	He	liked	to	see	them	on	their	way.	It	was

just	his	good	nature,	of	course.
On	a	visit	to	nearby	Meerut,	he	met	and	fell	in	love	with	Mrs	Browning,	the	wife

of	the	local	stationmaster.	Impassioned	love	letters	were	soon	putting	a	strain	on	the
Agra–Meerut	postal	service.	The	envelopes	grew	heavier—not	so	much	because	the
letters	were	growing	longer	but	because	they	contained	little	packets	of	a	powdery
white	 substance,	 accompanied	 by	 detailed	 instructions	 as	 to	 its	 correct
administration.
Mr	Browning,	an	unassuming	and	trustful	man—one	of	the	world’s	born	losers,

in	 fact—was	 not	 the	 sort	 to	 read	 his	 wife’s	 correspondence.	 Even	 when	 he	 was
seized	by	frequent	attacks	of	colic,	he	put	them	down	to	an	impure	water	supply.	He
recovered	from	one	bout	of	vomitting	and	diarrhoea	only	to	be	racked	by	another.
He	was	hospitalized	on	 a	diagnosis	of	gastroenteritis.	And,	 thus	 freed	 from	his

wife’s	ministrations,	soon	got	better.	But	on	returning	home	and	drinking	a	glass	of
nimbupani	brought	 to	him	by	the	solicitous	Mrs	Browning,	he	had	a	relapse	from
which	he	did	not	recover.
Those	were	the	days	when	deaths	from	cholera	and	related	diseases	were	only	too



common	in	India	and	death	certificates	were	easier	to	obtain	than	dog	licences.
After	a	short	interval	of	mourning	(it	was	the	hot	weather	and	you	couldn’t	wear

black	for	long)	Mrs	Browning	moved	to	Agra	where	she	rented	a	house	next	door
to	William	Jones.
I	forgot	to	mention	that	Mr	Jones	was	also	married.	His	wife	was	an	insignificant

creature,	no	match	for	a	genius	like	William.	Before	the	hot	weather	was	over,	the
dreaded	cholera	had	taken	her	too.	The	way	was	clear	for	the	lovers	to	unite	in	holy
matrimony.
But	 Dame	 Gossip	 lived	 in	 Agra	 too	 and	 it	 was	 not	 long	 before	 tongues	 were

wagging	 and	 anonymous	 letters	 were	 being	 received	 by	 the	 superintendent	 of
police.	 Inquiries	 were	 instituted.	 Like	 most	 infatuated	 lovers,	 Mrs	 Browning	 had
hung	on	to	her	beloved’s	letters	and	billet	doux,	and	these	soon	came	to	light.	The
silly	woman	had	kept	them	in	a	box	beneath	her	bed.
Exhumations	were	ordered	in	both	Agra	and	Meerut.	Arsenic	keeps	well,	even	in

the	hottest	of	weather,	and	there	was	no	dearth	of	it	in	the	remains	of	both	victims.
Mr	Jones	and	Mrs	Browning	were	arrested	and	charged	with	murder.
‘Is	 Uncle	 Bill	 really	 a	murderer?’	 I	 asked	 from	 the	 drawing-room	 sofa	 in	my

grandmother ’s	 house	 in	 Dehra.	 (It’s	 time	 I	 told	 you	 that	 William	 Jones	 was	 my
uncle,	my	mother ’s	half-brother.)
I	was	eight	or	nine	at	the	time.	Uncle	Bill	had	spent	the	previous	summer	with	us

in	 Dehra	 and	 had	 stuffed	me	 with	 bazaar	 sweets	 and	 pastries,	 all	 of	 which	 I	 had
consumed	without	suffering	any	ill	effects.
‘Who	told	you	that	about	Uncle	Bill?’	asked	Grandmother.
‘I	 heard	 it	 in	 school.	 All	 the	 boys	 are	 asking	me	 the	 same	 question—“Is	 your

uncle	a	murderer?”	They	say	he	poisoned	both	his	wives.’
‘He	had	only	one	wife,’	snapped	Aunt	Mabel.
‘Did	he	poison	her?’
‘No,	of	course	not.	How	can	you	say	such	a	thing!’
‘Then	why	is	Uncle	Bill	in	gaol?’
‘Who	says	he’s	in	gaol?’
‘The	boys	at	school.	They	heard	it	from	their	parents.	Uncle	Bill	is	to	go	on	trial

in	the	Agra	fort.’
There	was	a	pregnant	silence	in	the	drawing	room,	then	Aunt	Mabel	burst	out:	‘It

was	all	that	awful	woman’s	fault.’
‘Do	you	mean	Mrs	Browning?’	asked	Grandmother.
‘Yes,	 of	 course.	 She	must	 have	 put	 him	 up	 to	 it.	 Bill	 couldn’t	 have	 thought	 of

anything	so—so	diabolical!’
‘But	he	 sent	her	 the	powders,	dear.	And	don’t	 forget—Mrs	Browning	has	 since

…’
Grandmother	 stopped	 in	 mid-sentence	 and	 both	 she	 and	 Aunt	 Mabel	 glanced



surreptitiously	at	me.
‘Committed	suicide,’	I	filled	in.	‘There	were	still	some	powders	with	her.’
Aunt	Mabel’s	 eyes	 rolled	 heavenwards.	 ‘This	 boy	 is	 impossible.	 I	 don’t	 know

what	he	will	be	like	when	he	grows	up.’
‘At	 least	 I	 won’t	 be	 like	 Uncle	 Bill,’	 I	 said.	 ‘Fancy	 poisoning	 people!	 If	 I	 kill

anyone,	it	will	be	in	a	fair	fight.	I	suppose	they’ll	hang	Uncle?’
‘Oh,	I	hope	not!’
Grandmother	was	silent.	Uncle	Bill	was	her	stepson	but	she	did	have	a	soft	spot

for	him.	Aunt	Mabel,	his	sister,	thought	he	was	wonderful.	I	had	always	considered
him	 to	be	a	bit	 soft	but	had	 to	admit	 that	he	was	generous.	 I	 tried	 to	 imagine	him
dangling	at	the	end	of	a	hangman’s	rope	but	somehow	he	didn’t	fit	the	picture.
As	things	turned	out,	he	didn’t	hang.	White	people	in	India	seldom	got	the	death

sentence,	although	 the	hangman	was	pretty	busy	disposing	of	dacoits	and	political
terrorists.	Uncle	Bill	was	given	a	life	sentence	and	settled	down	to	a	sedentary	job	in
the	 prison	 library	 at	 Naini,	 near	 Allahabad.	 His	 gifts	 as	 a	 male	 nurse	 went
unappreciated.	They	did	not	trust	him	in	the	hospital.
He	was	 released	after	 seven	or	eight	years,	 shortly	after	 the	country	became	an

independent	 republic.	 He	 came	 out	 of	 gaol	 to	 find	 that	 the	 British	 were	 leaving,
either	for	England	or	 the	remaining	colonies.	Grandmother	was	dead.	Aunt	Mabel
and	her	husband	had	settled	in	South	Africa.	Uncle	Bill	realized	that	there	was	little
future	for	him	in	India	and	followed	his	sister	out	to	Johannesburg.	I	was	in	my	last
year	at	boarding	school.	After	my	father ’s	death	my	mother	had	married	an	Indian
and	now	my	future	lay	in	India.
I	did	not	see	Uncle	Bill	after	his	release	from	prison	and	no	one	dreamt	that	he

would	ever	turn	up	again	in	India.
In	fact	fifteen	years	were	 to	pass	before	he	came	back,	and	by	then	I	was	 in	my

early	thirties,	the	author	of	a	book	that	had	become	something	of	a	best-seller.	The
previous	 fifteen	years	 had	been	 a	 struggle—the	 sort	 of	 struggle	 that	 every	young
freelance	 writer	 experiences—but	 at	 last	 the	 hard	 work	 was	 paying	 off	 and	 the
royalties	were	beginning	to	come	in.
I	was	 living	 in	a	small	cottage	on	 the	outskirts	of	 the	hill	 station	of	Fosterganj,

working	on	another	book,	when	I	received	an	unexpected	visitor.
He	 was	 a	 thin,	 stooped,	 grey-haired	 man	 in	 his	 late	 fifties	 with	 a	 straggling

moustache	 and	 discoloured	 teeth.	He	 looked	 feeble	 and	 harmless	 but	 for	 his	 eyes
which	were	a	pale	cold	blue.	There	was	something	slightly	familiar	about	him.
‘Don’t	 you	 remember	me?’	 he	 asked.	 ‘Not	 that	 I	 really	 expect	 you	 to,	 after	 all

these	years	…’
‘Wait	a	minute.	Did	you	teach	me	at	school?’
‘No—but	you’re	getting	warm.’	He	put	his	suitcase	down	and	I	glimpsed	his	name

on	the	airlines	label.	I	looked	up	in	astonishment.	‘You’re	not—you	couldn’t	be	…’



‘Your	Uncle	Bill,’	he	said	with	a	grin	and	extended	his	hand.	‘None	other!’	And	he
sauntered	into	the	house.
I	must	admit	that	I	had	mixed	feelings	about	his	arrival.	While	I	had	never	felt	any

dislike	for	him,	I	hadn’t	exactly	approved	of	what	he	had	done.	Poisoning,	I	felt,	was
a	 particularly	 reprehensible	way	 of	 getting	 rid	 of	 inconvenient	 people.	Not	 that	 I
could	think	of	any	commendable	ways	of	getting	rid	of	them!	Still,	it	had	happened
a	long	time	ago,	he’d	been	punished,	and	presumably	he	was	a	reformed	character.
‘And	what	have	you	been	doing	all	these	years?’	he	asked	me,	easing	himself	into

the	only	comfortable	chair	in	the	room.
‘Oh,	just	writing,’	I	said.
‘Yes,	I	heard	about	your	last	book.	It’s	quite	a	success,	isn’t	it?’
‘It’s	doing	quite	well.	Have	you	read	it?’
‘I	don’t	do	much	reading.’
‘And	what	have	you	been	doing	all	these	years,	Uncle	Bill?’
‘Oh,	knocking	about	here	and	there.	Worked	for	a	soft	drink	company	for	some

time.	And	then	with	a	drug	firm.	My	knowledge	of	chemicals	was	useful.’
‘Weren’t	you	with	Aunt	Mabel	in	South	Africa?’
‘I	saw	quite	a	lot	of	her	until	she	died	a	couple	of	years	ago.	Didn’t	you	know?’
‘No.	I’ve	been	out	of	touch	with	relatives.’	I	hoped	he’d	take	that	as	a	hint.	‘And

what	about	her	husband?’
‘Died	 too,	not	 long	after.	Not	many	of	us	 left,	my	boy.	That’s	why,	when	 I	 saw

something	about	you	in	the	papers,	I	thought—why	not	go	and	see	my	only	nephew
again?’
‘You’re	 welcome	 to	 stay	 a	 few	 days,’	 I	 said	 quickly.	 ‘Then	 I	 have	 to	 go	 to

Bombay.’	(This	was	a	lie	but	I	did	not	relish	the	prospect	of	looking	after	Uncle	Bill
for	the	rest	of	his	days.)
‘Oh,	 I	 won’t	 be	 staying	 long,’	 he	 said.	 ‘I’ve	 got	 a	 bit	 of	 money	 put	 by	 in

Johannesburg.	It’s	just	that—so	far	as	I	know—you’re	my	only	living	relative	and	I
thought	it	would	be	nice	to	see	you	again.’
Feeling	relieved,	I	set	about	trying	to	make	Uncle	Bill	as	comfortable	as	possible.

I	gave	him	my	bedroom	and	turned	the	window	seat	into	a	bed	for	myself.	I	was	a
hopeless	 cook	but,	 using	all	my	 ingenuity,	 I	 scrambled	 some	eggs	 for	 supper.	He
waved	aside	my	apologies.	He’d	always	been	a	frugal	eater,	he	said.	Eight	years	in
gaol	had	given	him	a	cast-iron	stomach.
He	 did	 not	 get	 in	my	way	 but	 left	me	 to	my	writing	 and	my	 lonely	walks.	 He

seemed	content	to	sit	in	the	spring	sunshine	and	smoke	his	pipe.
It	was	during	our	third	evening	together	that	he	said,	‘Oh,	I	almost	forgot.	There’s

a	bottle	of	sherry	in	my	suitcase.	I	brought	it	especially	for	you.’
‘That	was	very	 thoughtful	of	you,	Uncle	Bill.	How	did	you	know	I	was	fond	of

sherry?’



‘Just	my	intuition.	You	do	like	it,	don’t	you?’
‘There’s	nothing	like	a	good	sherry.’
He	went	to	his	bedroom	and	came	back	with	an	unopened	bottle	of	South	African

sherry.
‘Now	you	just	relax	near	the	fire,’	he	said	agreeably.	‘I’ll	open	the	bottle	and	fetch

glasses.’
He	went	 to	 the	kitchen	while	 I	 remained	near	 the	 electric	 fire,	 flipping	 through

some	 journals.	 It	 seemed	 to	 me	 that	 Uncle	 Bill	 was	 taking	 rather	 a	 long	 time.
Intuition	must	be	a	 family	 trait	because	 it	came	 to	me	quite	suddenly—the	 thought
that	Uncle	Bill	might	be	intending	to	poison	me.
After	 all,	 I	 thought,	 here	 he	 is	 after	 nearly	 fifteen	 years,	 apparently	 for	 purely

sentimental	 reasons.	 But	 I	 had	 just	 published	 a	 best-seller.	 And	 I	 was	 his	 nearest
relative.	 If	 I	was	 to	die	Uncle	Bill	 could	 lay	 claim	 to	my	estate	 and	probably	 live
comfortably	on	my	royalties	for	the	next	five	or	six	years!
What	had	really	happened	to	Aunt	Mabel	and	her	husband,	I	wondered.	And	where

did	Uncle	Bill	get	the	money	for	an	air	ticket	to	India?
Before	I	could	ask	myself	any	more	questions,	he	reappeared	with	the	glasses	on

a	tray.	He	set	the	tray	on	a	small	table	that	stood	between	us.	The	glasses	had	been
filled.	The	sherry	sparkled.
I	stared	at	the	glass	nearest	me,	trying	to	make	out	if	the	liquid	in	it	was	cloudier

than	that	in	the	other	glass.	But	there	appeared	to	be	no	difference.
I	 decided	 I	 would	 not	 take	 any	 chances.	 It	 was	 a	 round	 tray,	 made	 of	 smooth

Kashmiri	walnut	wood.	 I	 turned	 it	 round	with	my	 index	 finger,	 so	 that	 the	glasses
changed	places.
‘Why	did	you	do	that?’	asked	Uncle	Bill.
‘It’s	a	custom	in	these	parts.	You	turn	the	tray	with	the	sun,	a	complete	revolution.

It	brings	good	luck.’
Uncle	Bill	looked	thoughtful	for	a	few	moments,	then	said,	‘Well,	let’s	have	some

more	luck,’	and	turned	the	tray	around	again.
‘Now	you’ve	spoilt	 it,’	 I	said.	‘You’re	not	supposed	to	keep	revolving	it!	That’s

bad	luck.	I’ll	have	to	turn	it	about	again	to	cancel	out	the	bad	luck.’
The	tray	swung	round	once	more	and	Uncle	Bill	had	the	glass	that	was	meant	for

me.
‘Cheers!’	I	said	and	drank	from	my	glass.
It	was	good	sherry.
Uncle	 Bill	 hesitated.	 Then	 he	 shrugged,	 said	 ‘Cheers’	 and	 drained	 his	 glass

quickly.
But	he	did	not	offer	to	fill	the	glasses	again.
Early	next	morning	he	was	taken	violently	ill.	 I	heard	him	retching	in	his	room

and	I	got	up	and	went	to	see	if	there	was	anything	I	could	do.	He	was	groaning,	his



head	hanging	over	the	side	of	the	bed.	I	brought	him	a	basin	and	a	jug	of	water.
‘Would	you	like	me	to	fetch	a	doctor?’	I	asked.
He	shook	his	head.	‘No,	I’ll	be	all	right.	It	must	be	something	I	ate.’
‘It’s	 probably	 the	water.	 It’s	 not	 too	good	 at	 this	 time	of	 the	year.	Many	people

come	down	with	gastric	trouble	during	their	first	few	days	in	Fosterganj.’
‘Ah,	that	must	be	it,’	he	said	and	doubled	up	as	a	fresh	spasm	of	pain	and	nausea

swept	over	him.
He	was	better	by	evening—whatever	had	gone	 into	 the	glass	must	have	been	by

way	of	the	preliminary	dose	and	a	day	later	he	was	well	enough	to	pack	his	suitcase
and	announce	his	departure.	The	climate	of	Fosterganj	did	not	agree	with	him,	he
told	me.
Just	before	he	left,	I	said:	‘Tell	me,	Uncle,	why	did	you	drink	it?’
‘Drink	what?	The	water?’
‘No,	the	glass	of	sherry	into	which	you’d	slipped	one	of	your	famous	powders.’
He	gaped	at	me,	then	gave	a	nervous	whinnying	laugh.	‘You	will	have	your	little

joke,	won’t	you?’
‘No,	 I	mean	 it,’	 I	 said.	 ‘Why	 did	 you	 drink	 the	 stuff?	 It	 was	meant	 for	me,	 of

course.’
He	looked	down	at	his	shoes,	then	gave	a	little	shrug	and	turned	away.
‘In	the	circumstances,’	he	said,	‘it	seemed	the	only	decent	thing	to	do.’
I’ll	say	this	for	Uncle	Bill:	he	was	always	the	perfect	gentleman.



A
Whispering	in	the	Dark

	
wild	 night.	 Wind	 moaning,	 trees	 lashing	 themselves	 in	 a	 frenzy,	 rain
beating	down	on	the	road,	thunder	over	the	mountains.	Loneliness	stretched
ahead	of	me,	a	loneliness	of	the	heart	as	well	as	a	physical	loneliness.	The
world	was	blotted	out	by	a	mist	that	had	come	up	from	the	valley,	a	thick,

white,	clammy	shroud.
I	groped	 through	 the	forest,	groped	 in	my	mind	for	 the	memory	of	a	mountain

path,	 some	 remembered	 rock	 or	 ancient	 deodar.	 Then	 a	 streak	 of	 blue	 lightning
gave	me	a	glimpse	of	a	barren	hillside	and	a	house	cradled	in	mist.
It	was	an	old-world	house,	built	of	limestone	rock	on	the	outskirts	of	a	crumbling

hill	 station.	 There	was	 no	 light	 in	 its	 windows;	 probably	 the	 electricity	 had	 been
disconnected	long	ago.	But	if	I	could	get	in	it	would	do	for	the	night.
I	 had	no	 torch,	 but	 at	 times	 the	moon	 shone	 through	 the	wild	 clouds,	 and	 trees

loomed	out	of	 the	mist	 like	primeval	giants.	 I	 reached	 the	front	door	and	found	 it
locked	 from	within.	 I	walked	 round	 to	 the	 side	 and	 broke	 a	windowpane,	 put	my
hand	through	shattered	glass	and	found	the	bolt.
The	 window,	 warped	 by	 over	 a	 hundred	 monsoons,	 resisted	 at	 first.	 Then	 it

yielded,	and	I	climbed	into	the	mustiness	of	a	long-closed	room,	and	the	wind	came
in	 with	 me,	 scattering	 papers	 across	 the	 floor	 and	 knocking	 some	 unidentifiable
object	off	a	table.	I	closed	the	window,	bolted	it	again,	but	the	mist	crawled	through
the	broken	glass,	and	the	wind	rattled	in	it	like	a	pair	of	castanets.
There	were	matches	in	my	pocket.	I	struck	three	before	a	light	flared	up.
I	was	in	a	large	room,	crowded	with	furniture.	Pictures	on	the	walls.	Vases	on	the

mantlepiece.	A	candlestand.	And,	strangely	enough,	no	cobwebs.	For	all	its	external
look	 of	 neglect	 and	 dilapidation,	 the	 house	 had	 been	 cared	 for	 by	 someone.	 But
before	I	could	notice	anything	else,	the	match	burnt	out.
As	I	stepped	further	 into	 the	room,	the	old	deodar	flooring	creaked	beneath	my

weight.	By	 the	 light	of	another	match	 I	 reached	 the	mantlepiece	and	 lit	 the	candle,
noticing	 at	 the	 same	 time	 that	 the	 candlestick	was	 a	 genuine	 antique	with	 cutglass
hangings.	A	deserted	cottage	with	good	furniture	and	glass.	I	wondered	why	no	one
had	ever	broken	in.	And	then	realized	that	I	had	just	done	so.
I	held	the	candlestick	high	and	glanced	round	the	room.	The	walls	were	hung	with

several	watercolours	and	portraits	in	oils.	There	was	no	dust	anywhere.	But	no	one
answered	my	call,	no	one	responded	to	my	hesitant	knocking.	It	was	as	though	the
occupants	of	 the	house	were	 in	hiding,	watching	me	obliquely	 from	dark	corners
and	chimneys.
I	entered	a	bedroom	and	found	myself	facing	a	full-length	mirror.	My	reflection



stared	back	at	me	as	though	I	were	a	stranger,	as	though	my	reflection	belonged	to
the	house,	while	I	was	only	an	outsider.
As	I	turned	from	the	mirror,	I	thought	I	saw	someone,	something,	some	reflection

other	than	mine,	move	behind	me	in	the	mirror.	I	caught	a	glimpse	of	whiteness,	a
pale	 oval	 face,	 burning	 eyes,	 long	 tresses,	 golden	 in	 the	 candlelight.	 But	 when	 I
looked	in	the	mirror	again	there	was	nothing	to	be	seen	but	my	own	pallid	face.
A	pool	of	water	was	forming	at	my	feet.	I	set	 the	candle	down	on	a	small	 table,

found	 the	 edge	 of	 the	 bed—a	 large	 old	 fourposter—sat	 down,	 and	 removed	 my
soggy	shoes	and	socks.	Then	I	took	off	my	clothes	and	hung	them	over	the	back	of	a
chair.
I	stood	naked	in	the	darkness,	shivering	a	little.	There	was	no	one	to	see	me—and

yet	I	felt	oddly	exposed,	almost	as	though	I	had	stripped	in	a	room	full	of	curious
people.
I	got	under	 the	bedclothes—they	smelt	 slightly	of	eucalyptus	and	 lavender—but

found	there	was	no	pillow.	That	was	odd.	A	perfectly	made	bed,	but	no	pillow!	I	was
too	 tired	 to	 hunt	 for	 one.	 So	 I	 blew	 out	 the	 candle—and	 the	 darkness	 closed	 in
around	me,	and	the	whispering	began	…
The	whispering	began	as	soon	as	I	closed	my	eyes.	I	couldn’t	tell	where	it	came

from.	 It	was	 all	 around	me,	mingling	with	 the	 sound	of	 the	wind	coughing	 in	 the
chimney,	the	stretching	of	old	furniture,	the	weeping	of	trees	outside	in	the	rain.
Sometimes	I	could	hear	what	was	being	said.	The	words	came	from	a	distance:	a

distance	not	so	much	of	space	as	of	time	…
‘Mine,	mine,	he	is	all	mine	…’
‘He	is	ours,	dear,	ours.’
Whispers,	echoes,	words	hovering	around	me	with	bats’	wings,	saying	the	most

inconsequential	things	with	a	logical	urgency.	‘You’re	late	for	supper	…’
‘He	lost	his	way	in	the	mist.’
‘Do	you	think	he	has	any	money?’
‘To	kill	a	turtle	you	must	first	tie	its	legs	to	two	posts.’
‘We	could	tie	him	to	the	bed	and	pour	boiling	water	down	his	throat.’
‘No,	it’s	simpler	this	way.’
I	sat	up.	Most	of	the	whispering	had	been	distant,	impersonal,	but	this	last	remark

had	sounded	horribly	near.
I	relit	the	candle	and	the	voices	stopped.	I	got	up	and	prowled	around	the	room,

vainly	 looking	 for	 some	 explanation	 for	 the	 voices.	 Once	 again	 I	 found	 myself
facing	 the	 mirror,	 staring	 at	 my	 own	 reflection	 and	 the	 reflection	 of	 that	 other
person,	 the	 girl	 with	 the	 golden	 hair	 and	 shining	 eyes.	 And	 this	 time	 she	 held	 a
pillow	in	her	hands.	She	was	standing	behind	me.
I	remembered	then	the	stories	I	had	heard	as	a	boy,	of	two	spinster	sisters—one

beautiful,	one	plain—who	 lured	 rich,	elderly	gentlemen	 into	 their	boarding	house



and	suffocated	them	in	the	night.	The	deaths	had	appeared	quite	natural,	and	they	had
got	away	with	 it	 for	years.	 It	was	only	 the	 surviving	sister ’s	death-bed	confession
that	had	revealed	the	truth—and	even	then	no	one	had	believed	her.
But	 that	 had	 been	many,	 many	 years	 ago,	 and	 the	 house	 had	 long	 since	 fallen

down	…
When	I	turned	from	the	mirror,	there	was	no	one	behind	me.	I	looked	again,	and

the	reflection	had	gone.
I	crawled	back	into	the	bed	and	put	the	candle	out.	And	I	slept	and	dreamt	(or	was	I

awake	 and	 did	 it	 really	 happen?)	 that	 the	 woman	 I	 had	 seen	 in	 the	 mirror	 stood
beside	 the	bed,	 leant	over	me,	 looked	at	me	with	eyes	 flecked	by	orange	flames.	 I
saw	people	moving	in	those	eyes.	I	saw	myself.	And	then	her	lips	touched	mine,	lips
so	cold,	so	dry,	that	a	shudder	ran	through	my	body.
And	then,	while	her	face	became	faceless	and	only	the	eyes	remained,	something

else	 continued	 to	 press	 down	 upon	 me,	 something	 soft,	 heavy	 and	 shapeless,
enclosing	me	in	a	suffocating	embrace.	I	could	not	turn	my	head	or	open	my	mouth.
I	could	not	breathe.
I	 raised	 my	 hands	 and	 clutched	 feebly	 at	 the	 thing	 on	 top	 of	 me.	 And	 to	 my

surprise	it	came	away.	It	was	only	a	pillow	that	had	somehow	fallen	over	my	face,
half	suffocating	me	while	I	dreamt	of	a	phantom	kiss.
I	 flung	 the	 pillow	 aside.	 I	 flung	 the	 bedclothes	 from	me.	 I	 had	 had	 enough	 of

whispering,	of	ownerless	reflections,	of	pillows	that	fell	on	me	in	the	dark.	I	would
brave	the	storm	outside	rather	than	continue	to	seek	rest	in	this	tortured	house.
I	dressed	quickly.	The	candle	had	almost	guttered	out.	The	house	and	everything

in	it	belonged	to	the	darkness	of	another	time;	I	belonged	to	the	light	of	day.
I	was	ready	to	 leave.	I	avoided	the	tall	mirror	with	 its	grotesque	rococo	design.

Holding	 the	 candlestick	 before	me,	 I	 moved	 cautiously	 into	 the	 front	 room.	 The
pictures	on	the	walls	sprang	to	life.
One,	 in	 particular,	 held	 my	 attention,	 and	 I	 moved	 closer	 to	 examine	 it	 more

carefully	by	the	light	of	the	dwindling	candle.	Was	it	just	my	imagination,	or	was	the
girl	 in	 the	 portrait	 the	 woman	 of	 my	 dream,	 the	 beautiful	 pale	 reflection	 in	 the
mirror?	Had	I	gone	back	 in	 time,	or	had	 time	caught	up	with	me?	Is	 it	 time	 that’s
passing	by,	or	is	it	you	and	I?
I	turned	to	leave,	and	the	candle	gave	one	final	sputter	and	went	out,	plunging	the

room	in	darkness.	I	stood	still	for	a	moment,	trying	to	collect	my	thoughts,	to	still
the	panic	that	came	rushing	upon	me.	Just	then	there	was	a	knocking	on	the	door.
‘Who’s	there?’	I	called.
Silence.	And	 then,	again,	 the	knocking,	and	 this	 time	a	voice,	 low	and	 insistent:

‘Please	let	me	in,	please	let	me	in	…’
I	stepped	forward,	unbolted	the	door,	and	flung	it	open.
She	stood	outside	 in	 the	rain.	Not	 the	pale,	beautiful	one,	but	a	wizened	old	hag



with	bloodless	lips	and	flaring	nostrils	and—but	where	were	the	eyes?	No	eyes,	no
eyes!
She	swept	past	me	on	the	wind,	and	at	the	same	time	I	took	advantage	of	the	open

doorway	to	run	outside,	to	run	gratefully	into	the	pouring	rain,	to	be	lost	for	hours
among	the	dripping	trees,	to	be	glad	for	all	the	leeches	clinging	to	my	flesh.
And	when,	with	the	dawn,	I	found	my	way	at	last,	I	rejoiced	in	birdsong	and	the

sunlight	piercing	and	scattering	the	clouds.
And	today	if	you	were	to	ask	me	if	the	old	house	is	still	there	or	not,	I	would	not

be	 able	 to	 tell	 you,	 for	 the	 simple	 reason	 that	 I	 haven’t	 the	 slightest	 desire	 to	 go
looking	for	it.



I
Escape	from	Java

	
t	all	happened	within	the	space	of	a	few	days.	The	cassia	tree	had	barely	come
into	 flower	when	 the	 first	 bombs	 fell	 on	Batavia	 (now	called	 Jakarta)	 and	 the
bright	pink	blossoms	lay	scattered	over	the	wreckage	in	the	streets.
News	 had	 reached	 us	 that	 Singapore	 had	 fallen	 to	 the	 Japanese.	My	 father

said:	‘I	expect	it	won’t	be	long	before	they	take	Java.	With	the	British	defeated,	how
can	the	Dutch	be	expected	 to	win!’	He	did	not	mean	to	be	critical	of	 the	Dutch;	he
knew	they	did	not	have	 the	backing	of	 the	Empire	 that	Britain	had,	Singapore	had
been	called	the	Gibraltar	of	the	East.	After	its	surrender	there	could	only	be	retreat,
a	vast	exodus	of	Europeans	from	South-East	Asia.
It	was	 the	Second	World	War.	What	 the	 Javanese	 thought	 about	 the	war	 is	 now

hard	 for	 me	 to	 say,	 because	 I	 was	 only	 nine	 at	 the	 time	 and	 knew	 very	 little	 of
worldly	matters.	Most	people	knew	they	would	be	exchanging	their	Dutch	rulers	for
Japanese	rulers;	but	there	were	also	many	who	spoke	in	terms	of	freedom	for	Java
when	the	war	was	over.
Our	neighbour,	Mr	Hartono,	was	one	of	those	who	looked	ahead	to	a	time	when

Java,	Sumatra	and	the	other	islands	would	make	up	one	independent	nation.	He	was
a	college	professor	and	spoke	Dutch,	Chinese,	Javanese	and	a	little	English.	His	son,
Sono,	 was	 about	 my	 age.	 He	 was	 the	 only	 boy	 I	 knew	 who	 could	 talk	 to	 me	 in
English,	and	as	a	result	we	spent	a	lot	of	time	together.	Our	favourite	pastime	was
flying	kites	in	the	park.
The	bombing	soon	put	an	end	to	kite	flying.	Air	raid	alerts	sounded	at	all	hours

of	the	day	and	night	and,	although	in	the	beginning	most	of	the	bombs	fell	near	the
docks,	a	couple	of	miles	from	where	we	lived,	we	had	to	stay	indoors.	If	the	planes
sounded	very	near,	we	dived	under	beds	or	 tables.	 I	don’t	 remember	 if	 there	were
any	trenches.	Probably	there	hadn’t	been	time	for	trench	digging,	and	now	there	was
time	 only	 for	 digging	 graves.	 Events	 had	 moved	 all	 too	 swiftly,	 and	 everyone
(except,	of	course,	the	Javanese)	was	anxious	to	get	away	from	Java.
‘When	 are	 you	 going?’	 asked	 Sono,	 as	we	 sat	 on	 the	 veranda	 steps	 in	 a	 pause

between	air	raids.
‘I	don’t	know,’	I	said.	‘It	all	depends	on	my	father.’
‘My	 father	 says	 the	 Japs	will	 be	 here	 in	 a	 week.	 And	 if	 you’re	 still	 here	 then,

they’ll	put	you	to	work	building	a	railway.’
‘I	wouldn’t	mind	building	a	railway,’	I	said.
‘But	 they	won’t	 give	 you	 enough	 to	 eat.	 Just	 rice	with	worms	 in	 it.	And	 if	 you

don’t	work	properly,	they’ll	shoot	you.’
‘They	do	that	to	soldiers,’	I	said.	‘We’re	civilians.’



‘They	do	it	to	civilians,	too,’	said	Sono.
What	were	my	 father	 and	 I	 doing	 in	Batavia,	when	 our	 home	had	 been	 first	 in

India	 and	 then	 in	 Singapore?	 He	 worked	 for	 a	 firm	 dealing	 in	 rubber,	 and	 six
months	earlier	he	had	been	sent	to	Batavia	to	open	a	new	office	in	partnership	with	a
Dutch	business	 house.	Although	 I	was	 so	young,	 I	 accompanied	my	 father	 almost
everywhere.	 My	 mother	 left	 when	 I	 was	 very	 small,	 and	 my	 father	 had	 always
looked	after	me.	After	the	war	was	over	he	was	going	to	take	me	to	England.
‘Are	we	going	to	win	the	war?’	I	asked.
‘It	doesn’t	look	it	from	here,’	he	said.
No,	 it	 didn’t	 look	 as	 though	 we	 were	 winning.	 Standing	 at	 the	 docks	 with	 my

father,	 I	 watched	 the	 ships	 arrive	 from	 Singapore	 crowded	 with	 refugees—men,
women	and	children,	all	living	on	the	decks	in	the	hot	tropical	sun;	they	looked	pale
and	worn-out	and	worried.	They	were	on	their	way	to	Colombo	or	Bombay.	No	one
came	ashore	at	Batavia.	It	wasn’t	British	territory;	it	was	Dutch,	and	everyone	knew
it	wouldn’t	be	Dutch	for	long.
‘Aren’t	we	going	too?’	I	asked.	‘Sono’s	father	says	the	Japs	will	be	here	any	day.’
‘We’ve	 still	 got	 a	 few	 days,’	 said	my	 father.	 He	 was	 a	 short,	 stocky	man	 who

seldom	got	excited.	If	he	was	worried,	he	didn’t	show	it.	‘I’ve	got	to	wind	up	a	few
business	matters,	and	then	we’ll	be	off.’
‘How	will	we	go?	There’s	no	room	for	us	on	those	ships.’
‘There	certainly	isn’t.	But	we’ll	find	a	way,	lad,	don’t	worry.’
I	didn’t	worry.	I	had	complete	confidence	in	my	father ’s	ability	to	find	a	way	out

of	 difficulties.	 He	 used	 to	 say,	 ‘Every	 problem	 has	 a	 solution	 hidden	 away
somewhere,	and	if	only	you	look	hard	enough	you	will	find	it.’
There	were	British	soldiers	in	the	streets	but	they	did	not	make	it	feel	much	safer.

They	 were	 just	 waiting	 for	 troop	 ships	 to	 come	 and	 take	 them	 away.	 No	 one,	 it
seemed,	was	interested	in	defending	Java,	only	in	getting	out	as	fast	as	possible.
Although	 the	Dutch	were	unpopular	with	 the	 Javanese	people,	 there	was	no	 ill-

feeling	 against	 individual	 Europeans.	 I	 could	 walk	 safely	 through	 the	 streets.
Occasionally	 small	 boys	 in	 the	 crowded	 Chinese	 quarter	 would	 point	 at	 me	 and
shout,	‘Orang	Balandi!’	 (Dutchman!)	but	 they	did	so	 in	good	humour,	and	I	didn’t
know	the	language	well	enough	to	stop	and	explain	that	the	English	weren’t	Dutch.
For	them,	all	white	people	were	the	same,	and	understandably	so.
My	father ’s	office	was	in	the	commercial	area,	along	the	canal	banks.	Our	two-

storied	house,	about	a	mile	away,	was	an	old	building	with	a	roof	of	red	tiles	and	a
broad	 balcony	which	 had	 stone	 dragons	 at	 either	 end.	 There	were	 flowers	 in	 the
garden	almost	all	the	year	round.	If	there	was	anything	in	Batavia	more	regular	than
the	 bombing,	 it	was	 the	 rain,	which	 came	 pattering	 down	 on	 the	 roof	 and	 on	 the
banana	fronds	almost	every	afternoon.	In	the	hot	and	steamy	atmosphere	of	Java,	the
rain	was	always	welcome.



There	were	no	anti-aircraft	guns	in	Batavia—at	least	we	never	heard	any—and	the
Jap	 bombers	 came	 over	 at	 will,	 dropping	 their	 bombs	 by	 daylight.	 Sometimes
bombs	fell	 in	 the	town.	One	day	the	building	next	 to	my	father ’s	office	received	a
direct	hit	and	tumbled	into	the	river.	A	number	of	office	workers	were	killed.
The	 schools	 closed,	 and	Sono	 and	 I	 had	 nothing	 to	 do	 all	 day	 except	 sit	 in	 the

house,	 playing	 darts	 or	 carrom,	 wrestling	 on	 the	 carpets,	 or	 playing	 the
gramophone.	We	had	records	by	Gracie	Fields,	Harry	Lauder,	George	Formby	and
Arthur	 Askey,	 all	 popular	 British	 artists	 of	 the	 early	 1940s.	 One	 song	 by	Arthur
Askey	made	 fun	of	Adolph	Hitler,	with	 the	words,	 ‘Adolph,	we’re	gonna	hang	up
your	washing	on	 the	Siegfried	Line,	 if	 the	Siegfried	Line’s	still	 there!’	 It	made	us
feel	quite	cheerful	to	know	that	back	in	Britain	people	were	confident	of	winning	the
war!
One	 day	Sono	 said,	 ‘The	 bombs	 are	 falling	 on	Batavia,	 not	 in	 the	 countryside.

Why	don’t	we	get	cycles	and	ride	out	of	town?’
I	 fell	 in	 with	 the	 idea	 at	 once.	 After	 the	 morning	 all-clear	 had	 sounded,	 we

mounted	our	cycles	and	rode	out	of	town.	Mine	was	a	hired	cycle,	but	Sono’s	was
his	own.	He’d	had	 it	 since	 the	age	of	 five,	and	 it	was	constantly	 in	need	of	 repair.
‘The	soul	has	gone	out	of	it,’	he	used	to	say.
Our	 fathers	 were	 at	 work;	 Sono’s	 mother	 had	 gone	 out	 to	 do	 her	 shopping

(during	 air	 raids	 she	 took	 shelter	 under	 the	 most	 convenient	 shop	 counter)	 and
wouldn’t	be	back	for	at	least	an	hour.	We	expected	to	be	back	before	lunch.
We	were	soon	out	of	 town,	on	a	 road	 that	passed	 through	rice	 fields,	pineapple

orchards	 and	cinchona	plantations.	On	our	 right	 lay	dark	green	hills;	 on	our	 left,
groves	of	coconut	palms	and,	beyond	them,	the	sea.	Men	and	women	were	working
in	the	rice	fields,	knee-deep	in	mud,	their	broad-brimmed	hats	protecting	them	from
the	fierce	sun.	Here	and	there	a	buffalo	wallowed	in	a	pool	of	brown	water,	while	a
naked	boy	lay	stretched	out	on	the	animal’s	broad	back.
We	took	a	bumpy	track	through	the	palms.	They	grew	right	down	to	the	edge	of

the	sea.	Leaving	our	cycles	on	the	shingle,	we	ran	down	a	smooth,	sandy	beach	and
into	the	shallow	water.
‘Don’t	go	too	far	in,’	warned	Sono.	‘There	may	be	sharks	about.’
Wading	in	amongst	the	rocks,	we	searched	for	interesting	shells,	then	sat	down	on

a	large	rock	and	looked	out	to	sea,	where	a	sailing	ship	moved	placidly	on	the	crisp,
blue	 waters.	 It	 was	 difficult	 to	 imagine	 that	 half	 the	 world	 was	 at	 war,	 and	 that
Batavia,	two	or	three	miles	away,	was	right	in	the	middle	of	it.
On	our	way	home	we	decided	to	take	a	short	cut	through	the	rice	fields,	but	soon

found	that	our	tyres	got	bogged	down	in	the	soft	mud.	This	delayed	our	return;	and
to	make	things	worse,	we	got	the	roads	mixed	up	and	reached	an	area	of	the	town
that	seemed	unfamiliar.	We	had	barely	entered	the	outskirts	when	the	siren	sounded,
followed	soon	after	by	the	drone	of	approaching	aircraft.



‘Should	we	get	off	our	cycles	and	take	shelter	somewhere?’	I	called	out.
‘No,	let’s	race	home!’	shouted	Sono.	‘The	bombs	won’t	fall	here.’
But	he	was	wrong.	The	planes	flew	in	very	low.	Looking	up	for	a	moment,	I	saw

the	 sun	 blotted	 out	 by	 the	 sinister	 shape	 of	 a	 Jap	 fighter-bomber.	 We	 pedalled
furiously;	but	we	had	barely	covered	fifty	yards	when	there	was	a	terrific	explosion
on	our	right,	behind	some	houses.	The	shock	sent	us	spinning	across	the	road.	We
were	flung	from	our	cycles.	And	the	cycles,	still	propelled	by	the	blast,	crashed	into
a	wall.
I	felt	a	stinging	sensation	in	my	hands	and	legs,	as	though	scores	of	little	insects

had	bitten	me.	Tiny	droplets	 of	blood	 appeared	here	 and	 there	on	my	 flesh.	Sono
was	 on	 all	 fours,	 crawling	 beside	 me,	 and	 I	 saw	 that	 he	 too	 had	 the	 same	 small
scratches	on	his	hands	and	forehead,	made	by	tiny	shards	of	flying	glass.
We	were	quickly	on	our	feet,	and	then	we	began	running	in	the	general	direction

of	our	homes.	The	twisted	cycles	lay	forgotten	on	the	road.
‘Get	off	 the	 street,	 you	 two!’	 shouted	 someone	 from	a	window;	but	we	weren’t

going	to	stop	running	until	we	got	home.	And	we	ran	faster	than	we’d	ever	run	in
our	lives.
My	 father	 and	Sono’s	parents	were	 themselves	 running	 about	 the	 street,	 calling

for	us,	when	we	came	rushing	around	the	corner	and	tumbled	into	their	arms.
‘Where	have	you	been?’
‘What	happened	to	you?’
‘How	did	you	get	those	cuts?’
All	 superfluous	 questions	 but	 before	 we	 could	 recover	 our	 breath	 and	 start

explaining,	we	were	bundled	into	our	respective	homes.	My	father	washed	my	cuts
and	 scratches,	 dabbed	 at	my	 face	 and	 legs	 with	 iodine—ignoring	my	 yelps—and
then	stuck	plaster	all	over	my	face.
Sono	and	I	had	had	a	fright,	and	we	did	not	venture	far	from	the	house	again.
That	night	my	father	said:	‘I	think	we’ll	be	able	to	leave	in	a	day	or	two.’
‘Has	another	ship	come	in?’
‘No.’
‘Then	how	are	we	going?	By	plane?’
‘Wait	and	see,	lad.	It	isn’t	settled	yet.	But	we	won’t	be	able	to	take	much	with	us—

just	enough	to	fill	a	couple	of	travelling	bags.’
‘What	about	the	stamp	collection?’	I	asked.
My	father ’s	stamp	collection	was	quite	valuable	and	filled	several	volumes.
‘I’m	afraid	we’ll	have	to	leave	most	of	it	behind,’	he	said.	‘Perhaps	Mr	Hartono

will	keep	it	for	me,	and	when	the	war	is	over—if	it’s	over—we’ll	come	back	for	it.’
‘But	we	can	take	one	or	two	albums	with	us,	can’t	we?’
‘I’ll	 take	 one.	 There’ll	 be	 room	 for	 one.	 Then	 if	 we’re	 short	 of	 money	 in

Bombay,	we	can	sell	the	stamps.’



‘Bombay?	That’s	in	India.	I	thought	we	were	going	back	to	England.’
‘First	we	must	go	to	India.’
The	following	morning	I	found	Sono	in	the	garden,	patched	up	like	me,	and	with

one	foot	 in	a	bandage.	But	he	was	as	cheerful	as	ever	and	gave	me	his	usual	wide
grin.
‘We’re	leaving	tomorrow,’	I	said.
The	grin	left	his	face.
‘I	will	be	sad	when	you	go,’	he	said.	‘But	I	will	be	glad	too,	because	then	you	will

be	able	to	escape	from	the	Japs.’
‘After	the	war,	I’ll	come	back.’
‘Yes,	 you	 must	 come	 back.	 And	 then,	 when	 we	 are	 big,	 we	 will	 go	 round	 the

world	together.	I	want	to	see	England	and	America	and	Africa	and	India	and	Japan.	I
want	to	go	everywhere.’
‘We	can’t	go	everywhere.’
‘Yes,	we	can.	No	one	can	stop	us!’
We	had	 to	be	up	very	early	 the	next	morning.	Our	bags	had	been	packed	 late	at

night.	We	were	taking	a	few	clothes,	some	of	my	father ’s	business	papers,	a	pair	of
binoculars,	one	stamp	album,	and	several	bars	of	chocolate.	I	was	pleased	about	the
stamp	 album	 and	 the	 chocolates,	 but	 I	 had	 to	 give	 up	 several	 of	 my	 treasures—
favourite	books,	the	gramophone	and	records,	an	old	Samurai	sword,	a	train	set	and
a	 dartboard.	 The	 only	 consolation	was	 that	 Sono,	 and	 not	 a	 stranger,	would	 have
them.
In	the	first	faint	light	of	dawn	a	truck	drew	up	in	front	of	the	house.	It	was	driven

by	 a	 Dutch	 businessman,	 Mr	 Hookens,	 who	 worked	 with	 my	 father.	 Sono	 was
already	at	the	gate,	waiting	to	say	goodbye.
‘I	have	a	present	for	you,’	he	said.
He	took	me	by	the	hand	and	pressed	a	smooth	hard	object	into	my	palm.	I	grasped

it	and	then	held	it	up	against	the	light.	It	was	a	beautiful	little	sea	horse,	carved	out	of
pale	blue	jade.
‘It	will	bring	you	luck,’	said	Sono.
‘Thank	you,’	I	said.	‘I	will	keep	it	forever.’
And	I	slipped	the	little	sea	horse	into	my	pocket.
‘In	you	get,	lad,’	said	my	father,	and	I	got	up	on	the	front	seat	between	him	and	Mr

Hookens.
As	 the	 truck	 started	up,	 I	 turned	 to	wave	 to	Sono.	He	was	 sitting	on	his	 garden

wall,	grinning	at	me.	He	called	out:	 ‘We	will	go	everywhere,	and	no	one	can	stop
us!’
He	was	still	waving	when	the	truck	took	us	round	the	bend	at	the	end	of	the	road.
We	drove	through	the	still,	quiet	streets	of	Batavia,	occasionally	passing	burnt-out

trucks	 and	 shattered	buildings.	Then	we	 left	 the	 sleeping	city	 far	behind	and	were



climbing	 into	 the	 forested	 hills.	 It	 had	 rained	 during	 the	 night,	 and	when	 the	 sun
came	up	over	the	green	hills,	it	twinkled	and	glittered	on	the	broad,	wet	leaves.	The
light	in	the	forest	changed	from	dark	green	to	greenish	gold,	broken	here	and	there
by	 the	 flaming	 red	 or	 orange	 of	 a	 trumpet-shaped	 blossom.	 It	was	 impossible	 to
know	the	names	of	all	 those	fantastic	plants!	The	road	had	been	cut	 through	dense
tropical	forest,	and	on	either	side	the	trees	jostled	each	other,	hungry	for	the	sun;	but
they	 were	 chained	 together	 by	 the	 liana	 creepers	 and	 vines	 that	 fed	 upon	 the
struggling	trees.
Occasionally	a	jelarang,	a	large	Javan	squirrel,	frightened	by	the	passing	of	the

truck,	 leapt	 through	the	 trees	before	disappearing	 into	 the	depths	of	 the	forest.	We
saw	many	birds:	peacocks,	junglefowl,	and	once,	standing	majestically	at	the	side	of
the	 road,	 a	 crowned	 pigeon,	 its	 great	 size	 and	 splendid	 crest	making	 it	 a	 striking
object	 even	 at	 a	 distance.	Mr	Hookens	 slowed	 down	 so	 that	we	 could	 look	 at	 the
bird.	It	bowed	its	head	so	that	its	crest	swept	the	ground;	then	it	emitted	a	low	hollow
boom	rather	than	the	call	of	a	turkey.
When	we	came	 to	a	small	clearing,	we	stopped	for	breakfast.	Butterflies,	black,

green	and	gold,	flitted	across	the	clearing.	The	silence	of	the	forest	was	broken	only
by	 the	 drone	 of	 airplanes.	 Japanese	 Zeros	 heading	 for	 Batavia	 on	 another	 raid.	 I
thought	 about	 Sono,	 and	 wondered	 what	 he	 would	 be	 doing	 at	 home:	 probably
trying	out	the	gramophone!
We	ate	boiled	eggs	and	drank	tea	from	a	thermos,	then	got	back	into	the	truck	and

resumed	our	journey.
I	must	 have	dozed	off	 soon	 after,	 because	 the	next	 thing	 I	 remember	 is	 that	we

were	going	quite	fast	down	a	steep,	winding	road,	and	in	the	distance	I	could	see	a
calm	blue	lagoon.
‘We’ve	reached	the	sea	again,’	I	said.
‘That’s	 right,’	 said	 my	 father.	 ‘But	 we’re	 now	 nearly	 a	 hundred	 miles	 from

Batavia,	in	another	part	of	the	island.	You’re	looking	out	over	the	Sunda	Straits.’
Then	he	pointed	towards	a	shimmering	white	object	resting	on	the	waters	of	the

lagoon.
‘There’s	our	plane,’	he	said.
‘A	seaplane!’	I	exclaimed.	‘I	never	guessed.	Where	will	it	take	us?’
‘To	Bombay,	I	hope.	There	aren’t	many	other	places	left	to	go	to!’
It	was	a	very	old	seaplane,	and	no	one,	not	even	the	captain—the	pilot	was	called

the	captain—could	promise	that	it	would	take	off.	Mr	Hookens	wasn’t	coming	with
us;	he	said	the	plane	would	be	back	for	him	the	next	day.	Besides	my	father	and	me,
there	were	four	other	passengers,	and	all	but	one	were	Dutch.	The	odd	man	out	was
a	Londoner,	 a	motor	mechanic	who’d	 been	 left	 behind	 in	 Java	when	 his	 unit	was
evacuated.	 (He	 told	us	 later	 that	he’d	 fallen	asleep	at	 a	bar	 in	 the	Chinese	quarter,
waking	up	some	hours	after	his	regiment	had	moved	off!)	He	looked	rather	scruffy.



He’d	 lost	 the	 top	button	of	his	shirt,	but,	 instead	of	 leaving	his	collar	open,	as	we
did,	he’d	kept	it	together	with	a	large	safety	pin,	which	thrust	itself	out	from	behind
a	bright	pink	tie.
‘It’s	 a	 relief	 to	 find	you	here,	 guvnor,’	 he	 said,	 shaking	my	 father	 by	 the	 hand.

‘Knew	you	for	a	Yorkshireman	the	minute	I	set	eyes	on	you.	It’s	the	song-fried	that
does	it,	if	you	know	what	I	mean.’	(He	meant	sang-froid,	French	for	a	‘cool	look’.)
‘And	here	 I	was,	with	 all	 these	 flippin’	 forriners,	 and	me	not	 knowing	 a	word	of
what	 they’ve	 been	 yattering	 about.	 Do	 you	 think	 this	 old	 tub	 will	 get	 us	 back	 to
Blighty?’
‘It	does	look	a	bit	shaky,’	said	my	father.	‘One	of	the	first	flying	boats,	from	the

looks	of	it.	If	it	gets	us	to	Bombay,	that’s	far	enough.’
‘Anywhere	 out	 of	 Java’s	 good	 enough	 for	me,’	 said	 our	 new	 companion.	 ‘The

name’s	Muggeridge.’
‘Pleased	 to	know	you,	Mr	Muggeridge,’	 said	my	 father.	 ‘I’m	Bond.	This	 is	my

son.’
Mr	Muggeridge	rumpled	my	hair	and	favoured	me	with	a	large	wink.
The	captain	of	the	seaplane	was	beckoning	to	us	to	join	him	in	a	small	skiff	which

was	about	to	take	us	across	a	short	stretch	of	water	to	the	seaplane.
‘Here	 we	 go,’	 said	Mr	Muggeridge.	 ‘Say	 your	 prayers	 and	 keep	 your	 fingers

crossed.’
The	seaplane	was	a	long	time	getting	airborne.	It	had	to	make	several	runs	before

it	finally	took	off.	Then,	lurching	drunkenly,	it	rose	into	the	clear	blue	sky.
‘For	 a	 moment	 I	 thought	 we	 were	 going	 to	 end	 up	 in	 the	 briny,’	 said	 Mr

Muggeridge,	untying	his	seat	belt.	‘And	talkin’	of	fish,	I’d	give	a	week’s	wages	for	a
plate	of	fish	an’	chips	and	a	pint	of	beer.’
‘I’ll	buy	you	a	beer	in	Bombay,’	said	my	father.
‘Have	an	egg,’	I	said,	remembering	we	still	had	some	boiled	eggs	in	one	of	the

travelling	bags.
‘Thanks,	mate,’	said	Mr	Muggeridge,	accepting	an	egg	with	alacrity.	‘A	real	egg,

too!	I’ve	been	livin’	on	egg	powder	these	last	six	months.	That’s	what	they	give	you
in	 the	 army.	And	 it	 ain’t	 hens’	 eggs	 they	make	 it	 from,	 let	me	 tell	 you.	 It’s	 either
gulls’	or	turtles’	eggs!’
‘No,’	said	my	father	with	a	straight	face.	‘Snakes’	eggs.’
Mr	 Muggeridge	 turned	 a	 delicate	 shade	 of	 green;	 but	 he	 soon	 recovered	 his

poise,	 and	 for	 about	 an	 hour	 kept	 talking	 about	 almost	 everything	 under	 the	 sun,
including	 Churchill,	 Hitler,	 Roosevelt,	 Mahatma	 Gandhi,	 and	 Betty	 Grable.	 (The
last-named	was	famous	for	her	beautiful	 legs.)	He	would	have	gone	on	talking	all
the	 way	 to	 Bombay	 had	 he	 been	 given	 a	 chance;	 but	 suddenly	 a	 shudder	 passed
through	the	old	plane,	and	it	began	lurching	again.
‘I	think	an	engine	is	giving	trouble,’	said	my	father.



When	I	looked	through	the	small	glassed-in	window,	it	seemed	as	though	the	sea
was	rushing	up	to	meet	us.
The	 co-pilot	 entered	 the	 passenger	 cabin	 and	 said	 something	 in	 Dutch.	 The

passengers	looked	dismayed,	and	immediately	began	fastening	their	seat	belts.
‘Well,	what	did	the	blighter	say?’	asked	Mr	Muggeridge.
‘I	think	he’s	going	to	have	to	ditch	the	plane,’	said	my	father,	who	knew	enough

Dutch	to	get	the	gist	of	anything	that	was	said.
‘Down	in	the	drink!’	exclaimed	Mr	Muggeridge.	‘Gawd	’elp	us!	And	how	far	are

we	from	Bombay,	guv?’
‘A	few	hundred	miles,’	said	my	father.
‘Can	you	swim,	mate?’	asked	Mr	Muggeridge	looking	at	me.
‘Yes,’	I	said.	‘But	not	all	the	way	to	Bombay.	How	far	can	you	swim?’
‘The	length	of	a	bathtub,’	he	said.
‘Don’t	worry,’	said	my	father.	‘Just	make	sure	your	life	jacket’s	properly	tied.’
We	looked	to	our	life	jackets;	my	father	checked	mine	twice,	making	sure	that	it

was	properly	fastened.
The	pilot	had	now	cut	both	engines,	and	was	bringing	the	plane	down	in	a	circling

movement.	But	he	couldn’t	control	the	speed,	and	it	was	tilting	heavily	to	one	side.
Instead	of	landing	smoothly	on	its	belly,	it	came	down	on	a	wing	tip,	and	this	caused
the	plane	to	swivel	violently	around	in	the	choppy	sea.	There	was	a	terrific	jolt	when
the	plane	hit	the	water,	and	if	it	hadn’t	been	for	the	seat	belts	we’d	have	been	flung
from	our	seats.	Even	so,	Mr	Muggeridge	struck	his	head	against	 the	seat	 in	 front,
and	he	was	now	holding	a	bleeding	nose	and	using	some	shocking	language.
As	soon	as	the	plane	came	to	a	standstill,	my	father	undid	my	seat	belt.	There	was

no	time	to	lose.	Water	was	already	filling	the	cabin,	and	all	the	passengers—except
one,	who	was	 dead	 in	 his	 seat	with	 a	 broken	 neck—were	 scrambling	 for	 the	 exit
hatch.	 The	 co-pilot	 pulled	 a	 lever	 and	 the	 door	 fell	 away	 to	 reveal	 high	 waves
slapping	against	the	sides	of	the	stricken	plane.
Holding	me	by	the	hand,	my	father	was	leading	me	towards	the	exit.
‘Quick,	lad,’	he	said.	‘We	won’t	stay	afloat	for	long.’
‘Give	 us	 a	 hand!’	 shouted	Mr	Muggeridge,	 still	 struggling	with	 his	 life	 jacket.

‘First	this	bloody	bleedin’	nose,	and	now	something’s	gone	and	stuck.’
My	father	helped	him	fix	the	life	jacket,	then	pushed	him	out	of	the	door	ahead	of

us.
As	 we	 swam	 away	 from	 the	 seaplane	 (Mr	 Muggeridge	 splashing	 fiercely

alongside	 us),	 we	were	 aware	 of	 the	 other	 passengers	 in	 the	 water.	 One	 of	 them
shouted	to	us	in	Dutch	to	follow	him.
We	swam	after	him	towards	the	dinghy,	which	had	been	released	the	moment	we

hit	the	water.	That	yellow	dinghy,	bobbing	about	on	the	waves,	was	as	welcome	as
land.



All	 who	 had	 left	 the	 plane	 managed	 to	 climb	 into	 the	 dinghy.	We	 were	 seven
altogether—a	 tight	 fit.	We	had	hardly	settled	down	 in	 the	well	of	 the	dinghy	when
Mr	Muggeridge,	 still	 holding	 his	 nose,	 exclaimed:	 ‘There	 she	 goes!’	 And	 as	 we
looked	on	helplessly,	the	seaplane	sank	swiftly	and	silently	beneath	the	waves.
The	dinghy	had	shipped	a	lot	of	water,	and	soon	everyone	was	busy	bailing	it	out

with	mugs	 (there	were	a	couple	 in	 the	dinghy),	hats,	 and	bare	hands.	There	was	a
light	 swell,	 and	 every	 now	 and	 then	 water	 would	 roll	 in	 again	 and	 half	 fill	 the
dinghy.	 But	 within	 half	 an	 hour	 we	 had	 most	 of	 the	 water	 out,	 and	 then	 it	 was
possible	 to	 take	 turns,	 two	men	doing	 the	 bailing	while	 the	 others	 rested.	No	one
expected	me	to	do	this	work,	but	I	gave	a	hand	anyway,	using	my	father ’s	sola	topi
for	the	purpose.
‘Where	are	we?’	asked	one	of	the	passengers.
‘A	long	way	from	anywhere,’	said	another.
‘There	must	be	a	few	islands	in	the	Indian	Ocean.’
‘But	we	may	be	at	sea	for	days	before	we	come	to	one	of	them.’
‘Days	or	even	weeks,’	said	the	captain.	‘Let	us	look	at	our	supplies.’
The	dinghy	appeared	to	be	fairly	well	provided	with	emergency	rations:	biscuits,

raisins,	chocolates	(we’d	lost	our	own),	and	enough	water	to	last	a	week.	There	was
also	 a	 first	 aid	 box,	 which	 was	 put	 to	 immediate	 use,	 as	Mr	Muggeridge’s	 nose
needed	 attention.	 A	 few	 others	 had	 cuts	 and	 bruises.	 One	 of	 the	 passengers	 had
received	 a	 hard	 knock	 on	 the	 head	 and	 appeared	 to	 be	 suffering	 from	 a	 loss	 of
memory.	He	had	no	idea	how	we	happened	to	be	drifting	about	in	the	middle	of	the
Indian	Ocean;	he	was	convinced	that	we	were	on	a	pleasure	cruise	a	few	miles	off
Batavia.
The	unfamiliar	motion	of	the	dinghy,	as	it	rose	and	fell	in	the	troughs	between	the

waves,	resulted	in	almost	everyone	getting	seasick.	As	no	one	could	eat	anything,	a
day’s	rations	were	saved.
The	 sun	 was	 very	 hot,	 but	 my	 father	 covered	 my	 head	 with	 a	 large	 spotted

handkerchief.	He’d	always	had	a	fancy	for	bandana	handkerchiefs	with	yellow	spots,
and	 seldom	carried	 fewer	 than	 two	on	his	person;	 so	he	had	one	 for	himself	 too.
The	sola	topi,	well	soaked	in	seawater,	was	being	used	by	Mr	Muggeridge.
It	 was	 only	 when	 I	 had	 recovered	 to	 some	 extent	 from	 my	 seasickness	 that	 I

remembered	 the	 valuable	 stamp	 album,	 and	 sat	 up,	 exclaiming,	 ‘The	 stamps!	Did
you	bring	the	stamp	album,	Dad?’
He	shook	his	head	ruefully.	‘It	must	be	at	the	bottom	of	the	sea	by	now,’	he	said.

‘But	don’t	worry,	I	kept	a	few	rare	stamps	in	my	wallet.’	And	looking	pleased	with
himself,	he	tapped	the	pocket	of	his	bush	shirt.
The	dinghy	drifted	all	day,	with	no	one	having	 the	 least	 idea	where	 it	might	be

taking	us.
‘Probably	going	round	in	circles,’	said	Mr	Muggeridge	pessimistically.



There	was	no	compass	and	no	sail,	and	paddling	wouldn’t	have	got	us	far	even	if
we’d	had	paddles;	we	could	only	resign	ourselves	to	the	whims	of	the	current	and
hope	 it	would	 take	 us	 towards	 land	 or	 at	 least	 to	within	 hailing	 distance	 of	 some
passing	ship.
The	 sun	 went	 down	 like	 an	 overripe	 tomato	 dissolving	 slowly	 in	 the	 sea.	 The

darkness	pressed	down	on	us.	It	was	a	moonless	night,	and	all	we	could	see	was	the
white	foam	on	the	crests	of	the	waves.	I	lay	with	my	head	on	my	father ’s	shoulder,
and	looked	up	at	the	stars	which	glittered	in	the	remote	heavens.
‘Perhaps	 your	 friend	 Sono	will	 look	 up	 at	 the	 sky	 tonight	 and	 see	 those	 same

stars,’	said	my	father.	‘The	world	isn’t	so	big	after	all.’
‘All	the	same,	there’s	a	lot	of	sea	around	us,’	said	Mr	Muggeridge	from	out	of	the

darkness.
Remembering	Sono,	 I	 put	my	hand	 in	my	pocket	 and	was	 reassured	 to	 feel	 the

smooth	outline	of	the	jade	sea	horse.
‘I’ve	still	got	Sono’s	sea	horse,’	I	said,	showing	it	to	my	father.
‘Keep	it	carefully,’	he	said.	‘It	may	bring	us	luck.’
‘Are	sea	horses	lucky?’
‘Who	knows?	But	he	gave	it	to	you	with	love,	and	love	is	like	a	prayer.	So	keep	it

carefully.’
I	 didn’t	 sleep	much	 that	 night.	 I	 don’t	 think	 anyone	 slept.	 No	 one	 spoke	much

either,	except,	of	course,	Mr	Muggeridge,	who	kept	muttering	something	about	cold
beer	and	salami.
I	didn’t	feel	so	sick	the	next	day.	By	ten	o’clock	I	was	quite	hungry;	but	breakfast

consisted	 of	 two	 biscuits,	 a	 piece	 of	 chocolate,	 and	 a	 little	 drinking	water.	 It	was
another	hot	day,	and	we	were	soon	very	thirsty,	but	everyone	agreed	that	we	should
ration	ourselves	strictly.
Two	or	three	still	felt	ill,	but	the	others,	including	Mr	Muggeridge,	had	recovered

their	appetites	and	normal	spirits,	and	there	was	some	discussion	about	the	prospects
of	being	picked	up.
‘Are	there	any	distress	rockets	in	the	dinghy?’	asked	my	father.	‘If	we	see	a	ship

or	a	plane,	we	can	fire	a	rocket	and	hope	to	be	spotted.	Otherwise	there’s	not	much
chance	of	our	being	seen	from	a	distance.’
A	thorough	search	was	made	in	the	dinghy,	but	there	were	no	rockets.
‘Someone	 must	 have	 used	 them	 last	 Guy	 Fawkes	 Day,’	 commented	 Mr

Muggeridge.
‘They	don’t	celebrate	Guy	Fawkes	Day	in	Holland,’	said	my	father.	‘Guy	Fawkes

was	an	Englishman.’
‘Ah,’	said	Mr	Muggeridge,	not	in	the	least	put	out.	‘I’ve	always	said,	most	great

men	are	Englishmen.	And	what	did	this	chap	Guy	Fawkes	do?’
‘Tried	to	blow	up	Parliament,’	said	my	father.



That	 afternoon	we	 saw	our	 first	 sharks.	They	were	 enormous	 creatures,	 and	 as
they	 glided	 backward	 and	 forward	 under	 the	 boat	 it	 seemed	 they	 might	 hit	 and
capsize	us.	They	went	away	for	some	time,	but	returned	in	the	evening.
At	night,	as	I	lay	half	asleep	beside	my	father,	I	felt	a	few	drops	of	water	strike	my

face.	 At	 first	 I	 thought	 it	 was	 the	 sea	 spray;	 but	 when	 the	 sprinkling	 continued,	 I
realized	that	it	was	raining	lightly.
‘Rain!’	I	shouted,	sitting	up.	‘It’s	raining!’
Everyone	 woke	 up	 and	 did	 his	 best	 to	 collect	 water	 in	 mugs,	 hats	 or	 other

containers.	Mr	Muggeridge	 lay	 back	with	 his	mouth	 open,	 drinking	 the	 rain	 as	 it
fell.
‘This	 is	more	 like	 it,’	 he	 said.	 ‘You	 can	have	 all	 the	 sun	 an’	 sand	 in	 the	world.

Give	me	a	rainy	day	in	England!’
But	by	 early	morning	 the	 clouds	had	passed,	 and	 the	day	 turned	out	 to	be	 even

hotter	 than	 the	 previous	 one.	 Soon	 we	 were	 all	 red	 and	 raw	 from	 sunburn.	 By
midday	even	Mr	Muggeridge	was	silent.	No	one	had	the	energy	to	talk.
Then	my	father	whispered,	‘Can	you	hear	a	plane,	lad?’
I	listened	carefully,	and	above	the	hiss	of	the	waves	I	heard	what	sounded	like	the

distant	drone	of	a	plane;	it	must	have	been	very	far	away,	because	we	could	not	see
it.	Perhaps	it	was	flying	into	the	sun,	and	the	glare	was	too	much	for	our	sore	eyes;
or	perhaps	we’d	just	imagined	the	sound.
Then	 the	 Dutchman	 who’d	 lost	 his	 memory	 thought	 he	 saw	 land,	 and	 kept

pointing	towards	the	horizon	and	saying,	‘That’s	Batavia,	I	told	you	we	were	close
to	 shore!’	 No	 one	 else	 saw	 anything.	 So	 my	 father	 and	 I	 weren’t	 the	 only	 ones
imagining	things.
Said	my	father,	‘It	only	goes	to	show	that	a	man	can	see	what	he	wants	to	see,	even

if	there’s	nothing	to	be	seen!’
The	sharks	were	still	with	us.	Mr	Muggeridge	began	to	resent	them.	He	took	off

one	of	his	shoes	and	hurled	it	at	the	nearest	shark;	but	the	big	fish	ignored	the	shoe
and	swam	on	after	us.
‘Now,	 if	your	 leg	had	been	 in	 that	 shoe,	Mr	Muggeridge,	 the	 shark	might	have

accepted	it,’	observed	my	father.
‘Don’t	 throw	your	 shoes	 away,’	 said	 the	 captain.	 ‘We	might	 land	 on	 a	 deserted

coastline	and	have	to	walk	hundreds	of	miles!’
A	light	breeze	sprang	up	that	evening,	and	the	dinghy	moved	more	swiftly	on	the

choppy	water.
‘At	last	we’re	moving	forward,’	said	the	captain.
‘In	circles,’	said	Mr	Muggeridge.
But	the	breeze	was	refreshing;	it	cooled	our	burning	limbs,	and	helped	us	to	get

some	sleep.	In	the	middle	of	the	night	I	woke	up	feeling	very	hungry.
‘Are	you	all	right?’	asked	my	father,	who	had	been	awake	all	the	time.



‘Just	hungry,’	I	said.
‘And	what	would	you	like	to	eat?’
‘Oranges!’
He	 laughed.	 ‘No	oranges	on	board.	But	 I	kept	a	piece	of	my	chocolate	 for	you.

And	there’s	a	little	water,	 if	you’re	thirsty.’	I	kept	the	chocolate	in	my	mouth	for	a
long	time,	trying	to	make	it	last.	Then	I	sipped	a	little	water.
‘Aren’t	you	hungry?’	I	asked.
‘Ravenous!	 I	 could	 eat	 a	whole	 turkey.	When	we	 get	 to	Bombay	 or	Madras	 or

Colombo,	or	wherever	it	is	we	get	to,	we’ll	go	to	the	best	restaurant	in	town	and	eat
like—like—’
‘Like	shipwrecked	sailors!’	I	said.
‘Exactly.’
‘Do	you	think	we’ll	ever	get	to	land,	Dad?’
‘I’m	sure	we	will.	You’re	not	afraid,	are	you?’
‘No.	Not	as	long	as	you’re	with	me.’
Next	morning,	 to	everyone’s	delight,	we	saw	seagulls.	This	was	a	sure	sign	that

land	couldn’t	be	far	away;	but	a	dinghy	could	take	days	to	drift	a	distance	of	thirty
or	 forty	miles.	 The	 birds	wheeled	 noisily	 above	 the	 dinghy.	 Their	 cries	were	 the
first	 familiar	 sounds	we	had	heard	 for	 three	days	and	 three	nights,	apart	 from	 the
wind	and	the	sea	and	our	own	weary	voices.
The	 sharks	had	disappeared,	 and	 that	 too	was	an	encouraging	 sign.	They	didn’t

like	the	oil	slicks	that	were	appearing	in	the	water.
But	presently	the	gulls	left	us,	and	we	feared	we	were	drifting	away	from	land.
‘Circles,’	repeated	Mr	Muggeridge.	‘Circles.’
We	had	sufficient	food	and	water	for	another	week	at	sea;	but	no	one	even	wanted

to	think	about	spending	another	week	at	sea.
The	sun	was	a	ball	of	fire.	Our	water	ration	wasn’t	sufficient	to	quench	our	thirst.

By	noon,	we	were	without	much	hope	or	energy.
My	 father	 had	 his	 pipe	 in	 his	mouth.	 He	 didn’t	 have	 any	 tobacco,	 but	 he	 liked

holding	the	pipe	between	his	teeth.	He	said	it	prevented	his	mouth	from	getting	too
dry.
The	sharks	came	back.
Mr	Muggeridge	removed	his	other	shoe	and	threw	it	at	them.
‘Nothing	like	a	lovely	wet	English	summer,’	he	mumbled.
I	fell	asleep	in	the	well	of	the	dinghy,	my	father ’s	large	handkerchief	spread	over

my	 face.	The	yellow	spots	on	 the	cloth	 seemed	 to	grow	 into	enormous	 revolving
suns.
When	I	woke	up,	I	found	a	huge	shadow	hanging	over	us.	At	first	I	thought	it	was

a	cloud.	But	it	was	a	shifting	shadow.	My	father	took	the	handkerchief	from	my	face
and	said,	‘You	can	wake	up	now,	lad.	We’ll	be	home	and	dry	soon.’



A	fishing	boat	was	beside	us,	and	the	shadow	came	from	its	wide,	flapping	sail.	A
number	 of	 bronzed,	 smiling,	 chattering	 fishermen—Burmese,	 as	 we	 discovered
later—were	 gazing	 down	 at	 us	 from	 the	 deck	 of	 their	 boat.	A	 few	 days	 later	my
father	and	I	were	in	Bombay.
My	father	sold	his	rare	stamps	for	over	a	thousand	rupees,	and	we	were	able	to

live	 in	a	comfortable	hotel.	Mr	Muggeridge	was	 flown	back	 to	England.	Later	we
got	a	postcard	from	him	saying	the	English	rain	was	awful!
‘And	what	about	us?’	I	asked.	‘Aren’t	we	going	back	to	England?’
‘Not	yet,’	said	my	father.	‘You’ll	be	going	to	a	boarding	school	in	Simla,	until	the

war ’s	over.’
‘But	why	should	I	leave	you?’	I	asked.
‘Because	I’ve	joined	the	RAF,’	he	said.	‘Don’t	worry,	I’m	being	posted	to	Delhi.

I’ll	be	able	to	come	up	to	see	you	sometimes.’
A	week	later	I	was	on	a	small	 train	which	went	chugging	up	the	steep	mountain

track	to	Simla.	Several	Indian,	Anglo-Indian	and	English	children	tumbled	around	in
the	compartment.	I	felt	quite	out	of	place	among	them,	as	though	I	had	grown	out	of
their	 pranks.	But	 I	wasn’t	 unhappy.	 I	 knew	my	 father	would	be	 coming	 to	 see	me
soon.	He’d	promised	me	some	books,	a	pair	of	roller	skates,	and	a	cricket	bat,	just
as	soon	as	he	got	his	first	month’s	pay.
Meanwhile,	I	had	the	jade	sea	horse	which	Sono	had	given	me.
And	I	have	it	with	me	today.



I
The	Last	Time	I	Saw	Delhi

	
’d	had	this	old	and	faded	negative	with	me	for	a	number	of	years	and	had	never
bothered	to	make	a	print	from	it.	It	was	a	picture	of	my	maternal	grandparents.	I
remembered	my	grandmother	quite	well,	because	a	large	part	of	my	childhood
had	been	spent	in	her	house	in	Dehra	after	she	had	been	widowed;	but	although

everyone	 said	 she	was	 fond	of	me,	 I	 remembered	her	 as	 a	 stern,	 somewhat	 aloof
person,	of	whom	I	was	a	little	afraid.
I	hadn’t	kept	many	family	pictures	and	this	negative	was	yellow	and	spotted	with

damp.
Then	 last	week,	when	 I	was	 visiting	my	mother	 in	 hospital	 in	Delhi,	while	 she

awaited	her	operation,	we	got	talking	about	my	grandparents,	and	I	remembered	the
negative	and	decided	I’d	make	a	print	for	my	mother.
When	I	got	the	photograph	and	saw	my	grandmother ’s	face	for	the	first	 time	in

twenty-five	years,	I	was	immediately	struck	by	my	resemblance	to	her.	I	have,	like
her,	lived	a	rather	spartan	life,	happy	with	my	one	room,	just	as	she	was	content	to
live	in	a	room	of	her	own	while	the	rest	of	the	family	took	over	the	house!	And	like
her,	I	have	lived	tidily.	But	I	did	not	know	the	physical	resemblance	was	so	close—
the	fair	hair,	 the	heavy	build,	 the	wide	 forehead.	She	 looks	more	 like	me	 than	my
mother!
In	 the	photograph	she	 is	seated	on	her	 favourite	chair,	at	 the	 top	of	 the	veranda

steps,	and	Grandfather	stands	behind	her	 in	 the	shadows	thrown	by	a	 large	mango
tree	which	is	not	in	the	picture.	I	can	tell	it	was	a	mango	tree	because	of	the	pattern
the	 leaves	make	 on	 the	wall.	 Grandfather	was	 a	 slim,	 trim	man,	with	 a	 drooping
moustache	that	was	fashionable	in	the	1920s.	By	all	accounts	he	had	a	mischievous
sense	of	humour,	although	he	looks	unwell	in	the	picture.	He	appears	to	have	been
quite	 swarthy.	 No	 wonder	 he	 was	 so	 successful	 in	 dressing	 up	 ‘native’	 style	 and
passing	 himself	 off	 as	 a	 street	 vendor.	 My	 mother	 tells	 me	 he	 even	 took	 my
grandmother	 in	 on	 one	 occasion,	 and	 sold	 her	 a	 basketful	 of	 bad	 oranges.	 His
character	was	in	strong	contrast	to	my	grandmother ’s	rather	forbidding	personality
and	Victorian	sense	of	propriety;	but	they	made	a	good	match.
So	here’s	the	picture,	and	I	am	taking	it	to	show	my	mother	who	lies	in	the	Lady

Hardinge	Hospital,	awaiting	the	removal	of	her	left	breast.
It	is	early	August	and	the	day	is	hot	and	sultry.	It	rained	during	the	night,	but	now

the	sun	 is	out	and	 the	sweat	oozes	 through	my	shirt	as	 I	sit	 in	 the	back	of	a	stuffy
little	taxi	taking	me	through	the	suburbs	of	Greater	New	Delhi.
On	 either	 side	 of	 the	 road	 are	 the	 houses	 of	well-to-do	 Punjabis	who	 came	 to

Delhi	as	refugees	in	1947	and	now	make	up	more	than	half	the	capital’s	population.



Industrious,	flashy,	go-ahead	people.	Thirty	years	ago,	fields	extended	on	either	side
of	this	road	as	far	as	the	eye	could	see.	The	Ridge,	an	outcrop	of	the	Aravallis,	was
scrub	 jungle,	 in	 which	 the	 black	 buck	 roamed.	 Feroz	 Shah’s	 fourteenth	 century
hunting	 lodge	 stood	 here	 in	 splendid	 isolation.	 It	 is	 still	 here,	 hidden	 by	 petrol
pumps	 and	 lost	 in	 the	 sounds	 of	 buses,	 cars,	 trucks	 and	 scooter	 rickshaws.	 The
peacock	has	fled	the	forest,	the	black	buck	is	extinct.	Only	the	jackal	remains.	When,
a	 thousand	 years	 from	 now,	 the	 last	 human	 has	 left	 this	 contaminated	 planet	 for
some	other	star,	the	jackal	and	the	crow	will	remain,	to	survive	for	years	on	all	the
refuse	we	leave	behind.
It	 is	difficult	 to	 find	 the	 right	entrance	 to	 the	hospital,	because	 for	about	a	mile

along	the	Panchkuian	Road	the	pavement	has	been	obliterated	by	tea	shops,	furniture
shops,	 and	 piles	 of	 accumulated	 junk.	 A	 public	 hydrant	 stands	 near	 the	 gate,	 and
dirty	water	runs	across	the	road.
I	find	my	mother	in	a	small	ward.	It	is	a	cool,	dark	room,	and	a	ceiling	fan	whirrs

pleasantly	overhead.	A	nurse,	a	dark,	pretty	girl	from	the	South,	is	attending	to	my
mother.	She	says,	‘In	a	minute,’	and	proceeds	to	make	an	entry	on	a	chart.
My	mother	gives	me	a	wan	smile	and	beckons	me	to	come	nearer.	Her	cheeks	are

slightly	flushed,	due	possibly	to	fever,	otherwise	she	looks	her	normal	self.	I	find	it
hard	to	believe	that	the	operation	she	will	have	tomorrow	will	only	give	her,	at	the
most,	another	year ’s	lease	on	life.
I	sit	at	 the	 foot	of	her	bed.	This	 is	my	 third	visit	 since	I	 flew	back	from	Jersey,

using	up	all	my	savings	in	the	process;	and	I	will	leave	after	the	operation,	not	to	fly
away	again,	but	to	return	to	the	hills	which	have	always	called	me	back.
‘How	do	you	feel?’	I	ask.
‘All	 right.	 They	 say	 they	 will	 operate	 in	 the	 morning.	 They’ve	 stopped	 my

smoking.’
‘Can	you	drink?	Your	rum,	I	mean?’
‘No.	Not	until	a	few	days	after	the	operation.’
She	has	a	fair	amount	of	grey	in	her	hair,	natural	enough	at	fifty-four.	Otherwise

she	hasn’t	 changed	much;	 the	 same	small	 chin	and	mouth,	 lively	brown	eyes.	Her
father ’s	face,	not	her	mother ’s.
The	nurse	has	left	us.	I	produce	the	photograph	and	hand	it	to	my	mother.
‘The	negative	was	lying	with	me	all	these	years.	I	had	it	printed	yesterday.’
‘I	can’t	see	without	my	glasses.’
The	 glasses	 are	 lying	 on	 the	 locker	 near	 her	 bed.	 I	 hand	 them	 to	 her.	 She	 puts

them	on	and	studies	the	photograph.
‘Your	grandmother	was	always	very	fond	of	you.’
‘It	was	hard	to	tell.	She	wasn’t	a	soft	woman.’
‘It	 was	 her	 money	 that	 got	 you	 to	 Jersey,	 when	 you	 finished	 school.	 It	 wasn’t

much,	just	enough	for	the	ticket.’



‘I	didn’t	know	that.’
‘The	 only	 person	who	 ever	 left	 you	 anything.	 I’m	 afraid	 I’ve	 nothing	 to	 leave

you,	either.’
‘You	know	very	well	that	I’ve	never	cared	a	damn	about	money.	My	father	taught

me	to	write.	That	was	inheritance	enough.’
‘And	what	did	I	teach	you?’
‘I’m	not	sure	…	Perhaps	you	taught	me	how	to	enjoy	myself	now	and	then.’
She	looked	pleased	at	this.	‘Yes,	I’ve	enjoyed	myself	between	troubles.	But	your

father	didn’t	know	how	 to	enjoy	himself.	That’s	why	we	quarrelled	so	much.	And
finally	separated.’
‘He	was	much	older	than	you.’
‘You’ve	always	blamed	me	for	leaving	him,	haven’t	you?’
‘I	was	very	small	at	the	time.	You	left	us	suddenly.	My	father	had	to	look	after	me,

and	it	wasn’t	easy	for	him.	He	was	very	sick.	Naturally	I	blamed	you.’
‘He	wouldn’t	let	me	take	you	away.’
‘Because	you	were	going	to	marry	someone	else.’
I	break	off;	we	have	been	over	this	before.	I	am	not	here	as	my	father ’s	advocate,

and	the	time	for	recrimination	has	passed.
And	now	it	is	raining	outside,	and	the	scent	of	wet	earth	comes	through	the	open

doors,	overpowering	the	odour	of	medicines	and	disinfectants.	The	dark-eyed	nurse
comes	 in	 again	 and	 informs	me	 that	 the	doctor	will	 soon	be	on	his	 rounds.	 I	 can
come	again	in	the	evening,	or	early	morning	before	the	operation.
‘Come	in	the	evening,’	says	my	mother.	‘The	others	will	be	here	then.’
‘I	haven’t	come	to	see	the	others.’
‘They	are	looking	forward	to	seeing	you.’	‘They’	being	my	stepfather	and	half-

brothers.
‘I’ll	be	seeing	them	in	the	morning.’
‘As	you	like	…’
And	 then	 I	 am	on	 the	 road	 again,	 standing	on	 the	pavement,	 on	 the	 fringe	of	 a

chaotic	 rush	 of	 traffic,	 in	which	 it	 appears	 that	 every	 vehicle	 is	 doing	 its	 best	 to
overtake	 its	 neighbour.	 The	 blare	 of	 horns	 can	 be	 heard	 in	 the	 corridors	 of	 the
hospital,	but	everyone	is	conditioned	to	the	noise	and	pays	no	attention	to	it.	Rather,
the	sick	and	the	dying	are	heartened	by	the	thought	that	people	are	still	well	enough
to	feel	reckless,	indifferent	to	each	other ’s	safety!	In	Delhi	there	is	a	feverish	desire
to	be	first	in	line,	the	first	to	get	anything	…	This	is	probably	because	no	one	ever
gets	round	to	dealing	with	second-comers.
When	 I	 hail	 a	 scooter	 rickshaw	 and	 it	 stops	 a	 short	 distance	 away,	 someone

elbows	 his	 way	 past	 me	 and	 gets	 in	 first.	 This	 epitomizes	 the	 philosophy	 and
outlook	of	the	Delhiwallah.
So	I	stand	on	 the	pavement	waiting	for	another	scooter,	which	doesn’t	come.	 In



Delhi,	to	be	second	in	the	race	is	to	be	last.
I	walk	all	the	way	back	to	my	small	hotel,	with	a	foreboding	of	having	seen	my

mother	for	the	last	time.



I
A	Guardian	Angel

	
can	 still	 picture	 the	 little	 Dilaram	 Bazaar	 as	 I	 first	 saw	 it	 twenty	 years	 ago.
Hanging	on	the	hem	of	Aunt	Mariam’s	sari,	I	had	followed	her	along	the	sunlit
length	 of	 the	 dusty	 road	 and	up	 the	wooden	 staircase	 to	 her	 rooms	 above	 the
barber ’s	shop.

There	were	a	number	of	children	playing	on	 the	road	and	 they	all	stared	at	me.
They	must	have	wondered	what	my	dark,	black-haired	aunt	was	doing	with	a	strange
child	who	was	fairer	than	most.	She	did	not	bother	to	explain	my	presence	and	it	was
several	weeks	before	the	bazaar	people	learned	something	of	my	origins.
Aunt	Mariam,	my	mother ’s	younger	sister,	was	at	that	time	about	thirty.	She	came

from	a	family	of	Christian	converts,	originally	Muslims	of	Rampur.	My	mother	had
married	 an	 Englishman	who	 died	while	 I	 was	 still	 a	 baby.	 She	 herself	 was	 not	 a
strong	woman	and	fought	a	losing	battle	with	tuberculosis	while	bringing	me	up.
My	 sixth	 birthday	 was	 approaching	 when	 she	 died,	 in	 the	middle	 of	 the	 night,

without	my	being	aware	of	it.	And	I	woke	up	to	experience,	for	a	day,	all	the	terrors
of	abandonment.
But	 that	 same	 evening	 Aunt	 Mariam	 arrived.	 Her	 warmth,	 worldliness	 and

carefree	chatter	gave	me	the	reassurance	I	needed	so	badly.	She	slept	beside	me	that
night	and	the	next	morning,	after	the	funeral,	took	me	with	her	to	her	rooms	in	the
bazaar.	This	small	flat	was	to	be	my	home	for	the	next	year	and	a	half.
Before	my	mother ’s	death	I	had	seen	very	little	of	my	aunt.	From	the	remarks	I

occasionally	overheard,	it	appeared	that	Aunt	Mariam	had,	in	some	indefinable	way,
disgraced	 the	 family.	 My	 mother	 was	 cold	 towards	 her	 and	 I	 could	 not	 help
wondering	why,	because	a	more	friendly	and	cheerful	extrovert	than	Aunt	Mariam
could	hardly	be	encountered.
There	were	 other	 relatives,	 but	 they	 did	 not	 come	 to	my	 rescue	with	 the	 same

readiness.	 It	 was	 only	 later,	 when	 the	 financial	 issues	 became	 clearer,	 that
innumerable	uncles	and	aunts	appeared	on	the	scene.
The	age	of	six	is	the	beginning	of	an	interesting	period	in	the	life	of	a	boy,	and

the	months	I	spent	with	Aunt	Mariam	are	not	difficult	 to	 recall.	She	was	a	 joyous,
bubbling	creature—a	force	of	nature	rather	than	a	woman—and	every	time	I	think
of	her,	I	am	tempted	to	put	down	on	paper	some	aspect	of	her	conversation,	or	her
gestures,	or	her	magnificent	physique.
She	 was	 a	 strong	 woman,	 taller	 than	 most	 men	 in	 the	 bazaar,	 but	 this	 did	 not

detract	from	her	charms.	Her	voice	was	warm	and	deep,	her	face	was	a	happy	one,
broad	 and	 unlined,	 and	 her	 teeth	 gleamed	 white	 in	 the	 dark	 brilliance	 of	 her
complexion.



She	had	large,	soft	breasts,	long	arms	and	broad	thighs.	She	was	majestic	and	at
the	same	time	graceful.	Above	all,	she	was	warm	and	full	of	understanding,	and	it
was	this	tenderness	of	hers	that	overcame	resentment	and	jealousy	in	other	women.
She	called	me	ladla,	her	darling,	and	told	me	she	had	always	wanted	to	look	after

me.	 She	 had	 never	married.	 I	 did	 not,	 at	 that	 age,	 ponder	 on	 the	 reasons	 for	 her
single	state.	At	six	I	took	all	things	for	granted,	and	accepted	Mariam	for	what	she
was—my	benefactress	and	guardian	angel.
Her	 rooms	 were	 untidy	 compared	 with	 the	 neatness	 of	 my	 mother ’s	 house.

Mariam	revelled	in	untidiness.	I	soon	grew	accustomed	to	the	topsy-turviness	of	her
rooms	 and	 found	 them	 comfortable.	 Beds	 (hers	 a	 very	 large	 and	 soft	 one)	 were
usually	left	unmade,	while	clothes	lay	draped	over	chairs	and	tables.
A	 large	 watercolour	 hung	 on	 a	 wall,	 but	 Mariam’s	 bodice	 and	 knickers	 were

usually	 suspended	 from	 it,	 and	 I	 cannot	 recall	 the	 subject	 of	 the	 painting.	 The
dressing	table	was	a	fascinating	place,	crowded	with	all	kinds	of	lotions,	mascaras,
paints,	oils	and	ointments.
Mariam	would	 spend	much	 time	 sitting	 in	 front	 of	 the	mirror	 running	 a	 comb

through	her	long	black	hair	or	preferably	having	young	Mulia,	a	servant	girl,	comb
it	 for	her.	Though	a	Christian,	my	aunt	 retained	several	Muslim	superstitions,	and
never	went	into	the	open	with	her	hair	falling	loose.
Once,	Mulia	came	into	the	rooms	with	her	own	hair	open.	‘You	ought	not	to	leave

your	hair	open.	Better	knot	it,’	said	Aunt	Mariam.
‘But	I	have	not	yet	oiled	it,	Aunty,’	replied	Mulia.	‘How	can	I	put	it	up?’
‘You	 are	 too	 young	 to	 understand.	 There	 are	 Jinns—aerial	 spirits—who	 are

easily	attracted	by	long	hair	and	pretty,	black	eyes	like	yours.’
‘Do	Jinns	visit	human	beings,	Aunty?’
‘Learned	people	say	so.	Though	I	have	never	seen	a	Jinn	myself,	I	have	seen	the

effect	they	can	have	on	one.’
‘Oh,	do	tell	me	about	them,’	said	Mulia.
‘Well,	there	was	once	a	lovely	girl	like	you	who	had	a	wealth	of	black	hair,’	said

Mariam.	‘Quite	unaccountably	she	fell	ill,	and	in	spite	of	every	attention	and	the	best
medicines	she	kept	getting	worse.	She	grew	as	thin	as	a	whipping	post,	her	beauty
decayed,	 and	all	 that	 remained	of	 it	 till	 her	dying	day	was	her	wonderful	head	of
hair.’
It	did	not	take	me	long	to	make	friends	in	Dilaram	Bazaar.	At	first	I	was	an	object

of	curiosity,	and	when	I	came	down	to	play	in	the	street,	both	women	and	children
would	examine	me	as	though	I	was	a	strange	marine	creature.
‘How	fair	he	is,’	observed	Mulia.
‘And	 how	 black	 his	 aunt,’	 commented	 the	 washerman’s	 wife,	 whose	 face	 was

riddled	with	the	marks	of	smallpox.
‘His	 skin	 is	 very	 smooth,’	 pointed	 out	 Mulia,	 who	 took	 considerable	 pride	 in



having	 been	 the	 first	 to	 see	 me	 at	 close	 quarters.	 She	 pinched	 my	 cheeks	 with
obvious	pleasure.
‘His	hair	and	eyes	are	black,’	remarked	Mulia’s	ageing	mother.
‘Is	it	true	that	his	father	was	an	Englishman?’
‘Mariam-bi	says	so,’	said	Mulia.	‘She	never	lies.’
‘True,’	 said	 the	washerman’s	wife.	 ‘Whatever	her	 faults—and	 there	are	many—

she	has	never	been	known	to	lie.’
My	 aunt’s	 other	 ‘faults’	 were	 a	 deep	 mystery	 to	 me.	 Nor	 did	 anyone	 try	 to

enlighten	me	about	them.
Some	nights	she	had	me	sleep	with	her,	other	nights	(I	often	wondered	why)	she

gave	me	a	bed	in	an	adjoining	room,	although	I	much	preferred	remaining	with	her
—especially	 since,	 on	 cold	 January	 nights,	 she	 provided	 me	 with	 considerable
warmth.
I	would	curl	up	into	a	ball	 just	below	her	soft	 tummy.	On	the	other	side,	behind

her	 knees,	 slept	 Leila,	 an	 enchanting	 Siamese	 cat	 given	 to	 her	 by	 an	 American
businessman,	 whose	 house	 she	 would	 sometimes	 visit.	 Every	 night,	 before	 I	 fell
asleep,	Mariam	would	kiss	me,	very	softly,	on	my	closed	eyelids.	I	never	fell	asleep
until	I	had	received	this	phantom	kiss.
At	 first,	 I	 resented	 the	 nocturnal	 visitors	 that	Aunt	Mariam	 frequently	 received.

Their	 arrival	meant	 that	 I	 had	 to	 sleep	 in	 the	 spare	 room	with	 Leila.	 But	 when	 I
found	 that	 these	people	were	 impermanent	creatures,	mere	ships	 that	passed	 in	 the
night,	I	learned	to	put	up	with	them.
I	seldom	saw	those	men,	though	occasionally	I	caught	a	glimpse	of	a	beard	or	an

expensive	waistcoat	or	white	pyjamas.	They	did	not	interest	me	very	much,	though	I
did	have	a	vague	 idea	 that	 they	provided	Aunt	Mariam	with	some	sort	of	 income,
thus	enabling	her	to	look	after	me.
Once,	when	one	particular	visitor	was	very	drunk,	Mariam	had	to	force	him	out

of	the	flat.	I	glimpsed	this	episode	through	a	crack	in	the	door.	The	man	was	big	but
no	match	for	Aunt	Mariam.
She	 thrust	 him	 out	 on	 to	 the	 landing,	 and	 then	 he	 lost	 his	 footing	 and	 went

tumbling	downstairs.	No	damage	was	done	and	the	man	called	on	Mariam	again	a
few	days	later,	very	sober	and	contrite,	and	was	readmitted	to	my	aunt’s	favours.
Aunt	 Mariam	 must	 have	 begun	 to	 worry	 about	 the	 effect	 these	 comings	 and

goings	 might	 have	 on	 me,	 because	 after	 a	 few	 months,	 she	 began	 to	 make
arrangements	for	sending	me	to	a	boarding	school	in	the	hills.
I	had	not	the	slightest	desire	to	go	to	school,	and	raised	many	objections.	We	had

long	 arguments	 in	which	 she	 tried	 vainly	 to	 impress	 upon	me	 the	 desirability	 of
receiving	an	education.
‘To	make	a	living,	my	Ladla,’	she	said,	‘you	must	have	an	education.’
‘But	 you	 have	 no	 education,’	 I	 said,	 ‘and	 you	 have	 no	 difficulty	 in	 making	 a



living!’
Mariam	threw	up	her	arms	in	mock	despair.	‘Ten	years	from	now,	I	will	not	be

able	to	make	such	a	living.	Then	who	will	support	and	help	me?	An	illiterate	young
fellow	or	an	educated	gentleman?	When	I	am	old,	my	son,	when	I	am	old	…’
Finally,	 I	 succumbed	 to	 her	 arguments	 and	 agreed	 to	 go	 to	 a	 boarding	 school.

And	when	the	time	came	for	me	to	leave,	both	Aunt	Mariam	and	I	broke	down	and
wept	at	the	railway	station.
I	 hung	out	 of	 the	window	as	 the	 train	moved	 away	 from	 the	platform,	 and	 saw

Mariam,	her	bosom	heaving,	being	helped	from	the	platform	by	Mulia	and	some	of
our	neighbours.
My	incarceration	in	a	boarding	school	was	made	more	unbearable	by	the	absence

of	any	letters	from	Aunt	Mariam.	She	could	write	little	more	than	her	name.
I	was	looking	forward	to	my	winter	holidays	and	my	return	to	Aunt	Mariam	and

Dilaram	Bazaar,	 but	 this	was	 not	 to	 be.	During	my	 absence,	 there	 had	 been	 some
litigation	over	my	custody,	and	my	father ’s	relatives	claimed	that	Aunt	Mariam	was
not	a	fit	person	to	be	a	child’s	guardian.
And	so	when	I	left	school,	it	was	not	to	Aunt	Mariam’s	place	that	I	was	sent,	but	to

a	strange	family	living	in	a	railway	colony	near	Moradabad.	I	remained	with	these
relatives	until	I	finished	school.	But	that	is	a	different	story.
I	did	not	see	Aunt	Mariam	again.	Dilaram	Bazaar	and	my	beautiful	aunt	and	the

Siamese	cat	all	became	part	of	the	receding	world	of	my	childhood.
I	would	often	think	of	Mariam,	but	as	time	passed,	she	became	more	remote	and

inaccessible	in	my	memory.	It	was	not	until	many	years	 later,	when	I	was	a	young
man,	 that	 I	visited	Dilaram	Bazaar	again.	 I	knew	from	my	foster	parents	 that	Aunt
Mariam	was	dead.	Her	heart,	it	seemed,	had	always	been	weak.
I	was	anxious	 to	see	Dilaram	Bazaar	and	 its	 residents	again,	but	my	visit	was	a

disappointment.	The	place	had	disappeared.	Or	rather,	it	had	been	swallowed	up	by	a
growing	city.
It	was	lost	in	the	complex	of	a	much	larger	market,	which	had	sprung	up	to	serve

a	new	govermnent	colony.	The	older	people	had	died,	and	the	young	ones	had	gone
to	 colleges	 or	 factories	 or	 offices	 in	 different	 towns.	 Aunt	Mariam’s	 rooms	 had
been	pulled	down.
I	found	her	grave	in	the	little	cemetery	on	the	town’s	outskirts.	One	of	her	more

devoted	admirers	had	provided	a	handsome	gravestone	surmounted	by	a	sculptured
angel.	One	of	 the	wings	had	broken	off	and	 the	 face	was	chipped,	which	gave	 the
angel	a	slightly	crooked	smile.
But	in	spite	of	the	broken	wing	and	the	smile,	it	was	a	very	ordinary	stone	angel

and	could	not	hold	a	candle	to	my	Aunt	Mariam,	the	very	special	guardian	angel	of
my	childhood.



I
Love	Is	a	Sad	Song

	
sit	against	this	grey	rock,	beneath	a	sky	of	pristine	blueness,	and	think	of	you,
Sushila.	It	 is	November	and	the	grass	is	turning	brown	and	yellow.	Crushed,	it
still	smells	sweet.	The	afternoon	sun	shimmers	on	the	oak	leaves	and	turns	them
a	glittering	silver.	A	cricket	sizzles	its	way	through	the	long	grass.	The	stream

murmurs	 at	 the	 bottom	 of	 the	 hill—that	 stream	 where	 you	 and	 I	 lingered	 on	 a
golden	afternoon	in	May.
I	sit	here	and	think	of	you	and	try	to	see	your	slim	brown	hand	resting	against	this

rock,	feeling	its	warmth.	I	am	aware	again	of	the	texture	of	your	skin,	the	coolness
of	your	feet,	 the	sharp	 tingle	of	your	fingertips.	And	in	 the	pastures	of	my	mind	I
run	 my	 hand	 over	 your	 quivering	 mouth	 and	 crush	 your	 tender	 breasts.
Remembered	passion	grows	sweeter	with	the	passing	of	time.
You	will	not	be	thinking	of	me	now,	as	you	sit	in	your	home	in	the	city,	cooking

or	sewing	or	trying	to	study	for	examinations.	There	will	be	men	and	women	and
children	circling	about	you,	in	that	crowded	house	of	your	grandmother ’s,	and	you
will	not	be	able	to	think	of	me	for	more	than	a	moment	or	two.	But	I	know	you	do
think	of	me	sometimes,	in	some	private	moment	which	cuts	you	off	from	the	crowd.
You	will	 remember	 how	 I	 wondered	 what	 it	 is	 all	 about,	 this	 loving,	 and	 why	 it
should	cause	such	an	upheaval.	You	are	still	a	child,	Sushila—and	yet	you	found	it
so	easy	to	quieten	my	impatient	heart.
On	 the	 night	 you	 came	 to	 stay	 with	 us,	 the	 light	 from	 the	 street	 lamp	 shone

through	the	branches	of	the	peach	tree	and	made	leaf	patterns	on	the	walls.	Through
the	glass	panes	of	the	front	door	I	caught	a	glimpse	of	little	Sunil’s	face,	bright	and
questing,	 and	 then—a	 hand—a	 dark,	 long-fingered	 hand	 that	 could	 only	 have
belonged	to	you.
It	was	almost	a	year	since	I	had	seen	you,	my	dark	and	slender	girl.	And	now	you

were	 in	 your	 sixteenth	 year.	 And	 Sunil	 was	 twelve;	 and	 your	 uncle,	 Dinesh,	 who
lived	with	me,	was	twenty-three.	And	I	was	almost	thirty—a	fearful	and	wonderful
age,	when	life	becomes	dangerous	for	dreamers.
I	 remember	 that	when	 I	 left	Delhi	 last	 year,	 you	 cried.	At	 first	 I	 thought	 it	was

because	 I	 was	 going	 away.	 Then	 I	 realized	 that	 it	 was	 because	 you	 could	 not	 go
anywhere	yourself.	Did	you	envy	my	freedom—the	freedom	to	live	in	a	poverty	of
my	own	choosing,	 the	freedom	of	 the	writer?	Sunil,	 to	my	surprise,	did	not	show
much	emotion	at	my	going	away.	This	hurt	me	a	little,	because	during	that	year	he
had	 been	 particularly	 close	 to	 me,	 and	 I	 felt	 for	 him	 a	 very	 special	 love.	 But
separations	 cannot	 be	 of	 any	 significance	 to	 small	 boys	 of	 twelve	 who	 live	 for
today,	tomorrow,	and—if	they	are	very	serious—the	day	after.



Before	I	went	away	with	Dinesh,	you	made	us	garlands	of	marigolds.	They	were
orange	and	gold,	fresh	and	clean	and	kissed	by	the	sun.	You	garlanded	me	as	I	sat
talking	 to	Sunil.	 I	 remember	you	both	as	you	both	 looked	 that	day—Sunil’s	 smile
dimpling	his	 cheeks,	while	you	gazed	at	me	very	 seriously,	your	 expression	very
tender.	I	loved	you	even	then	…
Our	first	picnic.
The	path	to	the	little	stream	took	us	through	the	oak	forest,	where	the	flashy	blue

magpies	 played	 follow-my-leader	with	 their	 harsh,	 creaky	 calls.	 Skirting	 an	 open
ridge	 (the	 place	 where	 I	 now	 sit	 and	 write),	 the	 path	 dipped	 through	 oak,
rhododendron	 and	maple,	 until	 it	 reached	 a	 little	 knoll	 above	 the	 stream.	 It	was	 a
spot	 unknown	 to	 the	 tourists	 and	 summer	 visitors.	 Sometimes	 a	 milkman	 or
woodcutter	crossed	the	stream	on	the	way	to	town	or	village	but	no	one	lived	beside
it.	Wild	roses	grew	on	the	banks.
I	do	not	remember	much	of	that	picnic.	There	was	a	lot	of	dull	conversation	with

our	neighbours,	the	Kapoors,	who	had	come	along	too.	You	and	Sunil	were	rather
bored.	Dinesh	 looked	preoccupied.	He	was	fed	up	with	college.	He	wanted	 to	start
earning	a	living:	wanted	to	paint.	His	restlessness	often	made	him	moody,	irritable.
Near	 the	knoll	 the	 stream	was	 too	 shallow	 for	 bathing,	 but	 I	 told	Sunil	 about	 a

cave	 and	 a	 pool	 further	 downstream	 and	 promised	 that	 we	 would	 visit	 the	 pool
another	day.
That	same	night,	after	dinner,	we	took	a	walk	along	the	dark	road	that	goes	past

the	house	and	leads	to	the	burning	ghat.	Sunil,	who	had	already	sensed	the	intimacy
between	us,	took	my	hand	and	put	it	in	yours.	An	odd,	touching	little	gesture!
‘Tell	us	a	story,’	you	said.
‘Yes,	tell	us,’	said	Sunil.
I	 told	 you	 the	 story	 of	 the	 pure	 in	 heart.	 A	 shepherd	 boy	 found	 a	 snake	 in	 the

forest	 and	 the	 snake	 told	 the	 boy	 that	 it	 was	 really	 a	 princess	 who	 had	 been
bewitched	and	turned	into	a	snake,	and	that	it	could	only	recover	its	human	form	if
someone	who	was	truly	pure	in	heart	gave	it	three	kisses	on	the	mouth.	The	boy	put
his	lips	to	the	mouth	of	the	snake	and	kissed	it	thrice.	And	the	snake	was	transformed
into	a	beautiful	princess.	But	the	boy	lay	cold	and	dead.
‘You	always	tell	sad	stories,’	complained	Sunil.
‘I	like	sad	stories,’	you	said.	‘Tell	us	another.’
‘Tomorrow	night.	I’m	sleepy.’
We	were	woken	in	the	night	by	a	strong	wind	which	went	whistling	round	the	old

house	 and	 came	 rushing	 down	 the	 chimney,	 humming	 and	 hawing	 and	 finally
choking	itself.
Sunil	woke	up	and	cried	out,	‘What’s	that	noise,	Uncle?’
‘Only	the	wind,’	I	said.
‘Not	a	ghost?’



‘Well,	 perhaps	 the	 wind	 is	 made	 up	 of	 ghosts.	 Perhaps	 this	 wind	 contains	 the
ghosts	of	all	the	people	who	have	lived	and	died	in	this	old	house	and	want	to	come
in	again	from	the	cold.’
You	told	me	about	a	boy	who	had	been	fond	of	you	in	Delhi.	Apparently	he	had

visited	the	house	on	a	few	occasions,	and	had	sometimes	met	you	on	the	street	while
you	were	on	your	way	home	from	school.	At	first,	he	had	been	fond	of	another	girl
but	later	he	switched	his	affections	to	you.	When	you	told	me	that	he	had	written	to
you	 recently,	 and	 that	 before	 coming	 up	 you	 had	 replied	 to	 his	 letter,	 I	 was
consumed	by	jealousy—an	emotion	which	I	thought	I	had	grown	out	of	long	ago.	It
did	not	help	to	be	told	that	you	were	not	serious	about	the	boy,	that	you	were	sorry
for	him	because	he	had	already	been	disappointed	in	love.
‘If	you	feel	sorry	for	everyone	who	has	been	disappointed	in	love,’	I	said,	‘you

will	soon	be	receiving	the	affections	of	every	young	man	over	ten.’
‘Let	 them	give	me	 their	affections,’	you	said,	 ‘and	 I	will	give	 them	my	chappal

over	their	heads.’
‘But	spare	my	head,’	I	said.
‘Have	you	been	in	love	before?’
‘Many	times.	But	this	is	the	first	time.’
‘And	who	is	your	love?’
‘Haven’t	you	guessed?’
Sunil,	who	was	following	our	conversation	with	deep	interest,	seemed	to	revel	in

the	situation.	Probably	he	fancied	himself	playing	the	part	of	Cupid,	or	Kamadeva,
and	delighted	in	watching	the	arrows	of	love	strike	home.	No	doubt	I	made	it	more
enjoyable	for	him.	Because	I	could	not	hide	my	feelings.	Soon	Dinesh	would	know,
too—and	then?
A	year	ago	my	feelings	about	you	were	almost	paternal!	Or	so	I	thought	…	But

you	are	no	longer	a	child	and	I	am	a	little	older	too.	For	when,	 the	night	after	 the
picnic,	you	took	my	hand	and	held	it	against	your	soft	warm	cheek,	it	was	the	first
time	 that	 a	 girl	 had	 responded	 to	 me	 so	 readily,	 so	 tenderly.	 Perhaps	 it	 was	 just
innocence	 but	 that	 one	 action	 of	 yours,	 that	 acceptance	 of	 me,	 immediately
devastated	my	heart.
Gently,	fervently,	I	kissed	your	eyes	and	forehead,	your	small	round	mouth,	and

the	 lobes	of	 your	 ears,	 and	your	 long	 smooth	 throat;	 and	 I	whispered,	 ‘Sushila,	 I
love	you,	I	love	you,	I	love	you,’	in	the	same	way	that	millions	and	millions	of	love-
smitten	young	men	have	whispered	since	time	immemorial.	What	else	can	one	say?
I	love	you,	I	love	you.	There	is	nothing	simpler;	nothing	that	can	be	made	to	mean
any	more	than	that.	And	what	else	did	I	say?	That	I	would	look	after	you	and	work
for	you	and	make	you	happy;	and	that	too	had	been	said	before,	and	I	was	in	no	way
different	from	anyone.	I	was	a	man	and	yet	I	was	a	boy	again.
We	visited	 the	stream	again,	a	day	or	 two	later,	early	 in	 the	morning.	Using	 the



rocks	 as	 stepping	 stones,	 we	wandered	 downstream	 for	 about	 a	 furlong	 until	 we
reached	a	pool	and	a	small	waterfall	and	a	cool	dark	cave.	The	rocks	were	mostly
grey	but	some	were	yellow	with	age	and	some	were	cushioned	with	moss.	A	forktail
stood	on	a	boulder	in	the	middle	of	the	stream,	uttering	its	low	pleasant	call.	Water
came	dripping	down	 from	 the	 sides	of	 the	 cave,	while	 sunlight	 filtered	 through	 a
crevice	 in	 the	 rock	ceiling,	dappling	your	 face.	A	spray	of	water	was	caught	by	a
shaft	of	sunlight	and	at	intervals	it	reflected	the	colours	of	the	rainbow.
‘It	is	a	beautiful	place,’	you	said.
‘Come,	then,’	I	said,	‘let	us	bathe.’
Sunil	and	I	removed	our	clothes	and	jumped	into	the	pool	while	you	sat	down	in

the	shade	of	a	walnut	tree	and	watched	us	disport	ourselves	in	the	water.	Like	a	frog,
Sunil	 leapt	 and	 twisted	 about	 in	 the	 clear,	 icy	 water;	 his	 eyes	 shone,	 his	 teeth
glistened	white,	his	body	glowed	with	sunshine,	youth,	and	the	jewels	made	by	drops
of	water	glistening	in	the	sun.
Then	we	stretched	ourselves	out	beside	you	and	allowed	the	sun	to	sink	deep	into

our	bodies.
Your	 feet,	 laved	 with	 dew,	 stood	 firm	 on	 the	 quickening	 grass.	 There	 was	 a

butterfly	between	us:	its	wings	red	and	gold	and	heavy	with	dew.	It	could	not	move
because	of	the	weight	of	moisture.	And	as	your	foot	came	nearer	and	I	saw	that	you
would	crush	it,	I	said,	‘Wait.	Don’t	crush	the	butterfly,	Sushila.	It	has	only	a	few	days
in	the	sun	and	we	have	many.’
‘And	 if	 I	 spare	 it,’	you	said,	 laughing,	 ‘what	will	you	do	for	me,	what	will	you

pay?’
‘Why,	anything	you	say.’
‘And	will	you	kiss	my	foot?’
‘Both	 feet,’	 I	 said	and	did	so	willingly.	For	 they	were	no	 less	 than	 the	wings	of

butterflies.
Later,	when	you	ventured	near	the	water,	I	dragged	you	in	with	me.	You	cried	out,

not	in	alarm	but	with	the	shock	of	the	cold	water,	and	then,	wrenching	yourself	from
my	arms,	clambered	on	to	the	rocks,	your	thin	dress	clinging	to	your	thighs,	your
feet	making	long	patterns	on	the	smooth	stone.
Though	we	tired	ourselves	out	that	day,	we	did	not	sleep	at	night.	We	lay	together,

you	and	Sunil	on	either	side	of	me.	Your	head	rested	on	my	shoulders,	your	hair	lay
pressed	 against	my	 cheek.	 Sunil	 had	 curled	 himself	 up	 into	 a	 ball	 but	 he	was	 far
from	 being	 asleep.	 He	 took	 my	 hand,	 and	 he	 took	 yours,	 and	 he	 placed	 them
together.	And	I	kissed	the	tender	inside	of	your	hand.
I	whispered	 to	 you,	 ‘Sushila,	 there	 has	 never	 been	 anyone	 I’ve	 loved	 so	much.

I’ve	 been	waiting	 all	 these	 years	 to	 find	 you.	 For	 a	 long	 time	 I	 did	 not	 even	 like
women.	But	you	are	so	different.	You	care	for	me,	don’t	you?’
You	 nodded	 in	 the	 darkness.	 I	 could	 see	 the	 outline	 of	 your	 face	 in	 the	 faint



moonlight	that	filtered	through	the	skylight.	You	never	replied	directly	to	a	question.
I	suppose	that	was	a	feminine	quality;	coyness,	perhaps.
‘Do	you	love	me,	Sushila?’
No	answer.
‘Not	now.	When	you	are	a	little	older.	In	a	year	or	two.’
Did	she	nod	in	the	darkness	or	did	I	imagine	it?
‘I	 know	 it’s	 too	 early,’	 I	 continued.	 ‘You	 are	 still	 too	 young.	 You	 are	 still	 at

school.	 But	 already	 you	 are	much	wiser	 than	me.	 I	 am	 finding	 it	 too	 difficult	 to
control	myself,	but	I	will,	since	you	wish	it	so.	I’m	very	impatient,	I	know	that,	but
I’ll	wait	for	as	long	as	you	make	me—two	or	three	or	a	hundred	years.	Yes,	Sushila,
a	hundred	years!’
Ah,	what	a	pretty	speech	I	made!	Romeo	could	have	used	some	of	it;	Majnu,	too.
And	your	answer?	Just	a	nod,	a	little	pressure	on	my	hand.
I	took	your	fingers	and	kissed	them	one	by	one.	Long	fingers,	as	long	as	mine.
After	some	time	I	became	aware	of	Sunil	nudging	me.
‘You	are	not	talking	to	me,’	he	complained.	‘You	are	only	talking	to	her.	You	only

love	her.’
‘I’m	terribly	sorry.	I	love	you	too,	Sunil.’
Content	with	this	assurance,	he	fell	asleep;	but	towards	morning,	thinking	himself

in	 the	middle	of	 the	bed,	he	 rolled	over	and	 landed	with	a	 thump	on	 the	 floor.	He
didn’t	know	how	it	had	happened	and	accused	me	of	pushing	him	out.
‘I	know	you	don’t	want	me	in	the	bed,’	he	said.
It	was	a	good	thing	Dinesh,	in	the	next	room,	didn’t	wake	up.

	

	
‘Have	you	done	any	work	this	week?’	asked	Dinesh	with	a	look	of	reproach.
‘Not	much,’	I	said.
‘You	are	hardly	ever	in	the	house.	You	are	never	at	your	desk.	Something	seems

to	have	happened	to	you.’
‘I	have	given	myself	a	holiday,	that’s	all.	Can’t	writers	take	holidays	too?’
‘No.	You	have	said	so	yourself.	And	anyway,	you	seem	to	have	taken	a	permanent

holiday.’
‘Have	you	finished	that	painting	of	the	Tibetan	woman?’	I	asked,	trying	to	change

the	subject.
‘That’s	 the	 third	 time	 you’ve	 asked	me	 that	 question,	 even	 though	 you	 saw	 the

completed	painting	a	week	ago.	You’re	getting	very	absent-minded.’
There	was	a	letter	from	your	old	boyfriend;	I	mean	your	young	boyfriend.	It	was

addressed	 to	Sunil,	but	 I	 recognized	 the	sender ’s	name	and	knew	it	was	 really	 for
you.



I	assumed	a	look	of	calm	detachment	and	handed	the	letter	to	you.	But	both	you
and	 Sunil	 sensed	 my	 dismay.	 At	 first	 you	 teased	 me	 and	 showed	 me	 the	 boy’s
photograph,	which	 had	 been	 enclosed	 (he	was	 certainly	 good-looking	 in	 a	 flashy
way);	then,	finding	that	I	became	gloomier	every	minute,	you	tried	to	make	amends,
assuring	me	that	the	correspondence	was	one-sided	and	that	you	no	longer	replied
to	his	letters.
And	that	night,	to	show	me	that	you	really	cared,	you	gave	me	your	hand	as	soon

as	the	lights	were	out.	Sunil	was	fast	asleep.
We	sat	together	at	the	foot	of	your	bed.	I	kept	my	arm	about	you,	while	you	rested

your	head	against	my	chest.	Your	feet	lay	in	repose	upon	mine.	I	kept	kissing	you.
And	when	we	lay	down	together,	I	loosened	your	blouse	and	kissed	your	small	firm
breasts,	and	put	my	lips	to	your	nipples	and	felt	them	grow	hard	against	my	mouth.
The	shy	responsiveness	of	your	kisses	soon	turned	to	passion.	You	clung	to	me.

We	had	forgotten	time	and	place	and	circumstance.	The	light	of	your	eyes	had	been
drowned	in	that	 lost	 look	of	a	woman	who	desires.	For	a	space	we	both	struggled
against	desire.	Suddenly	 I	had	become	afraid	of	myself—afraid	 for	you.	 I	 tried	 to
free	myself	from	your	clasping	arms.	But	you	cried	in	a	low	voice,	‘Love	me!	Love
me!	I	want	you	to	love	me.’
Another	night	you	 fell	asleep	with	your	 face	 in	 the	crook	of	my	arm,	and	 I	 lay

awake	a	 long	 time,	conscious	of	your	breathing,	of	 the	 touch	of	your	hair	on	my
cheek,	of	the	soft	warm	soles	of	your	feet,	of	your	slim	waist	and	legs.
And	in	the	morning,	when	the	sunshine	filled	the	room,	I	watched	you	while	you

slept—your	 slim	 body	 in	 repose,	 your	 face	 tranquil,	 your	 thin	 dark	 hands	 like
sleeping	butterflies	and	then,	when	you	woke,	the	beautiful	untidiness	of	your	hair
and	 the	 drowsiness	 in	 your	 eyes.	 You	 lay	 folded	 up	 like	 a	 kitten,	 your	 limbs	 as
untouched	 by	 self-consciousness	 as	 the	 limbs	 of	 a	 young	 and	 growing	 tree.	 And
during	the	warmth	of	the	day	a	bead	of	sweat	rested	on	your	brow	like	a	small	pearl.
I	tried	to	remember	what	you	looked	like	as	a	child.	Even	then,	I	had	always	been

aware	of	your	presence.	You	must	have	been	nine	or	ten	when	I	first	saw	you—thin,
dark,	 plain-faced,	 always	 wearing	 the	 faded	 green	 skirt	 that	 was	 your	 school
uniform.	You	went	 about	barefoot.	Once,	when	 the	monsoon	arrived,	you	 ran	out
into	the	rain	with	the	other	children,	naked,	exulting	in	the	swish	of	the	cool	rain.	I
remembered	 your	 beautiful	 straight	 legs	 and	 thighs,	 your	 swift	 smile,	 your	 dark
eyes.	You	say	you	do	not	remember	playing	naked	in	the	rain	but	that	is	because	you
did	not	see	yourself.
I	did	not	notice	you	growing.	Your	face	did	not	change	very	much.	You	must	have

been	thirteen	when	you	gave	up	skirts	and	started	wearing	the	salwar	kameez.	You
had	few	clothes	but	the	plainness	of	your	dress	only	seemed	to	bring	out	your	own
radiance.	 And	 as	 you	 grew	 older,	 your	 eyes	 became	more	 expressive,	 your	 hair
longer	and	glossier,	your	gestures	more	graceful.	And	then,	when	you	came	to	me



in	 the	 hills,	 I	 found	 that	 you	 had	 been	 transformed	 into	 a	 fairy	 princess	 of
devastating	charm.
We	were	 idling	 away	 the	 afternoon	 on	 our	 beds	 and	 you	were	 reclining	 in	my

arms	when	Dinesh	came	 in	unexpectedly.	He	 said	nothing,	merely	passed	 through
the	 room	 and	 entered	 his	 studio.	 Sunil	 got	 a	 fright	 and	 you	 were	 momentarily
confused.	Then	you	said,	‘He	knows	already,’	and	I	said,	‘Yes,	he	must	know.’
Later	I	spoke	to	Dinesh.	I	told	him	that	I	wanted	to	marry;	that	I	knew	I	would	have

to	wait	until	you	were	older	and	had	finished	school—probably	two	or	three	years
—and	that	I	was	prepared	to	wait	although	I	knew	it	would	be	a	 long	and	difficult
business.	I	asked	him	to	help	me.
He	was	upset	 at	 first,	probably	because	he	 felt	 I	had	been	deceptive	 (which	was

true),	and	also	because	of	his	own	responsibility	 in	 the	matter.	You	were	his	niece
and	 I	had	made	 love	 to	you	while	he	had	been	preoccupied	with	other	 things.	But
after	a	little	while	when	he	saw	that	I	was	sincere	and	rather	confused	he	relented.
‘It	has	happened	too	soon,’	he	said.	‘She	is	too	young	for	all	this.	Have	you	told

her	that	you	love	her?’
‘Of	course.	Many	times.’
‘You’re	a	fool,	then.	Have	you	told	her	that	you	want	to	marry	her?’
‘Yes.’
‘Fool	again.	That’s	not	the	way	it	is	done.	Haven’t	you	lived	in	India	long	enough

to	know	that?’
‘But	I	love	her.’
‘Does	she	love	you?’
‘I	think	so.’
‘You	think	so.	Desire	isn’t	love,	you	must	know	that.	Still,	I	suppose	she	does	love

you,	otherwise	she	would	not	be	holding	hands	with	you	all	day.	But	you	are	quite
mad,	falling	in	love	with	a	girl	half	your	age.’
‘Well,	I’m	not	exactly	an	old	man.	I’m	thirty.’
‘And	she’s	a	schoolgirl.’
‘She	isn’t	a	girl	any	more,	she’s	too	responsive.’
‘Oh,	you’ve	found	that	out,	have	you?’
‘Well	…’	I	said,	covered	in	confusion.	‘Well,	she	has	shown	that	she	cares	a	little.

You	know	that	it’s	years	since	I	took	any	interest	in	a	girl.	You	called	it	unnatural	on
my	part,	remember?	Well,	they	simply	did	not	exist	for	me,	that’s	true.’
‘Delayed	adolescence,’	muttered	Dinesh.
‘But	Sushila	 is	different.	She	puts	me	at	ease.	She	doesn’t	 turn	away	from	me.	 I

love	her	and	I	want	to	look	after	her.	I	can	only	do	that	by	marrying	her.’
‘All	right,	but	take	it	easy.	Don’t	get	carried	away.	And	don’t,	for	God’s	sake,	give

her	a	baby.	Not	while	she’s	still	at	school!	I	will	do	what	I	can	to	help	you.	But	you
will	have	to	be	patient.	And	no	one	else	must	know	of	this	or	I	will	be	blamed	for



everything.	As	it	is	Sunil	knows	too	much,	and	he’s	too	small	to	know	so	much.’
‘Oh,	he	won’t	tell	anyone.’
‘I	wish	you	had	fallen	in	love	with	her	two	years	from	now.	You	will	have	to	wait

that	long,	anyway.	Getting	married	isn’t	a	simple	matter.	People	will	wonder	why	we
are	in	such	a	hurry,	marrying	her	off	as	soon	as	she	leaves	school.	They’ll	think	the
worst!’
‘Well,	people	do	marry	 for	 love	you	know,	even	 in	 India.	 It’s	happening	all	 the

time.’
‘But	it	doesn’t	happen	in	our	family.	You	know	how	orthodox	most	of	them	are.

They	wouldn’t	appreciate	your	outlook.	You	may	marry	Sushila	for	love	but	it	will
have	to	look	like	an	arranged	marriage!’
Little	things	went	wrong	that	evening.
First,	 a	 youth	 on	 the	 road	 passed	 a	 remark	which	 you	 resented;	 and	 you,	most

unladylike,	but	most	Punjabi-like,	picked	up	a	stone	and	threw	it	at	him.	It	struck	him
on	the	leg.	He	was	too	surprised	to	say	anything	and	limped	off.	I	remonstrated	with
you,	told	you	that	throwing	stones	at	people	often	resulted	in	a	fight,	then	realized
that	you	had	probably	wanted	to	see	me	fighting	on	your	behalf.
Later	you	were	annoyed	because	I	said	you	were	a	little	absentminded.	Then	Sunil

sulked	because	I	spoke	roughly	to	him	(I	can’t	remember	why),	and	refused	to	talk
to	me	 for	 three	 hours,	which	was	 a	 record.	 I	 kept	 apologizing	but	 neither	 of	 you
would	listen.	It	was	all	part	of	a	game.	When	I	gave	up	trying	and	turned	instead	to
my	 typewriter	 and	 my	 unfinished	 story,	 you	 came	 and	 sat	 beside	 me	 and	 started
playing	with	my	hair.	You	were	jealous	of	my	story,	of	the	fact	that	it	was	possible
for	me	to	withdraw	into	my	work.	And	I	reflected	that	a	woman	had	to	be	jealous	of
something.	If	there	wasn’t	another	woman,	then	it	was	a	man’s	work,	or	his	hobby,
or	 his	 best	 friend,	 or	 his	 favourite	 sweater,	 or	 his	 pet	 mongoose	 that	 made	 her
resentful.	There	is	a	story	in	Kipling	about	a	woman	who	grew	insanely	jealous	of	a
horse’s	saddle	because	her	husband	spent	an	hour	every	day	polishing	it	with	great
care	and	loving	kindness.
Would	 it	be	 like	 that	 in	marriage,	 I	wondered—an	eternal	 triangle:	you,	me	and

the	typewriter?
But	there	were	only	a	few	days	left	before	you	returned	to	the	plains,	so	I	gladly

pushed	away	the	typewriter	and	took	you	in	my	arms	instead.	After	all,	once	you	had
gone	away,	it	would	be	a	long,	long	time	before	I	could	hold	you	in	my	arms	again.
I	might	visit	you	in	Delhi	but	we	would	not	be	able	to	enjoy	the	same	freedom	and
intimacy.	And	while	 I	 savoured	 the	 salt	 kiss	 of	 your	 lips,	 I	wondered	 how	 long	 I
would	have	to	wait	until	I	could	really	call	you	my	own.
Dinesh	was	at	 college	and	Sunil	had	gone	 roller	 skating	and	we	were	alone	all

morning.	At	first	you	avoided	me,	so	I	picked	up	a	book	and	pretended	to	read.	But
barely	 five	minutes	 had	 passed	 before	 you	 stole	 up	 from	behind	 and	 snapped	 the



book	shut.
‘It	is	a	warm	day,’	you	said.	‘Let	us	go	down	to	the	stream.’
Alone	together	for	the	first	time,	we	took	the	steep	path	down	to	the	stream,	and

there,	 hand	 in	 hand,	 scrambled	 over	 the	 rocks	 until	 we	 reached	 the	 pool	 and	 the
waterfall.
‘I	will	bathe	today,’	you	said;	and	in	a	few	moments	you	stood	beside	me,	naked,

caressed	by	sunlight	and	a	soft	breeze	coming	down	the	valley.	I	put	my	hand	out	to
share	in	the	sun’s	caress,	but	you	darted	away,	laughing,	and	ran	to	the	waterfall	as
though	you	would	hide	behind	a	curtain	of	gushing	water.	I	was	soon	beside	you.	I
took	you	in	my	arms	and	kissed	you,	while	the	water	crashed	down	upon	our	heads.
Who	yielded—you	or	I?	All	I	remember	is	that	you	had	entwined	yourself	about	me
like	a	clinging	vine,	and	that	a	 little	 later	we	lay	 together	on	the	grass,	on	bruised
and	 broken	 clover,	while	 a	whistling	 thrush	 released	 its	 deep	 sweet	 secret	 on	 the
trembling	air.
Blackbird	on	the	wing,	bird	of	the	forest	shadows,	black	rose	in	the	long	ago	of

summer,	this	was	your	song.	It	isn’t	time	that’s	passing	by,	it	is	you	and	I.
It	was	your	last	night	under	my	roof.	We	were	not	alone	but	when	I	woke	in	the

middle	of	the	night	and	stretched	my	hand	out,	across	the	space	between	our	beds,
you	took	my	hand,	for	you	were	awake	too.	Then	I	pressed	the	ends	of	your	fingers,
one	by	one,	as	I	had	done	so	often	before,	and	you	dug	your	nails	into	my	flesh.	And
our	hands	made	 love,	much	as	our	bodies	might	have	done.	They	clung	 together,
warmed	and	caressed	each	other,	 each	 finger	 taking	on	an	 identity	of	 its	own	and
seeking	its	opposite.	Sometimes	the	tips	of	our	fingers	merely	brushed	against	each
other,	 teasingly,	 and	 sometimes	 our	 palms	 met	 with	 a	 rush,	 would	 tremble	 and
embrace,	separate,	and	then	passionately	seek	each	other	out.	And	when	sleep	finally
overcame	you,	your	hand	fell	listlessly	between	our	beds,	touching	the	ground.	And
I	 lifted	 it	up,	 and	after	putting	 it	once	 to	my	 lips,	 returned	 it	gently	 to	your	 softly
rising	bosom.
And	so	you	went	away,	all	 three	of	you,	and	 I	was	 left	alone	with	 the	brooding

mountain.	If	I	could	not	pass	a	few	weeks	without	you	how	was	I	to	pass	a	year,	two
years?	This	was	 the	question	 I	kept	asking	myself.	Would	 I	have	 to	 leave	 the	hills
and	take	a	flat	in	Delhi?	And	what	use	would	it	be—looking	at	you	and	speaking	to
you	but	never	able	 to	 touch	you?	Not	 to	be	able	 to	 touch	 that	which	 I	had	already
possessed	would	have	been	the	subtlest	form	of	torture.
The	house	was	empty	but	 I	kept	 finding	 little	 things	 to	 remind	me	 that	you	had

been	there—a	handkerchief,	a	bangle,	a	length	of	ribbon—and	these	remnants	made
me	 feel	 as	 though	 you	 had	 gone	 for	 ever.	 No	 sound	 at	 night,	 except	 the	 rats
scurrying	about	on	the	rafters.
The	rain	had	brought	out	the	ferns,	which	were	springing	up	from	tree	and	rock.

The	murmur	of	the	stream	had	become	an	angry	rumble.	The	honeysuckle	creeper



winding	 over	 the	 front	 windows	 was	 thick	 with	 scented	 blossom.	 I	 wish	 it	 had
flowered	 a	 little	 earlier,	 before	 you	 left.	 Then	 you	 could	 have	 put	 the	 flowers	 in
your	hair.
At	night	I	drank	brandy,	wrote	listlessly,	listened	to	the	wind	in	the	chimney,	and

read	poetry	in	bed.	There	was	no	one	to	tell	stories	to	and	no	hand	to	hold.
I	kept	remembering	little	things—the	soft	hair	hiding	your	ears,	the	movement	of

your	hands,	the	cool	touch	of	your	feet,	the	tender	look	in	your	eyes	and	the	sudden
stab	of	mischief	that	sometimes	replaced	it.
Mrs	 Kapoor	 remarked	 on	 the	 softness	 of	 your	 expression.	 I	 was	 glad	 that

someone	had	noticed	it.	In	my	diary	I	wrote:	‘I	have	looked	at	Sushila	so	often	and
so	 much	 that	 perhaps	 I	 have	 overlooked	 her	 most	 compelling	 qualities—her
kindness	(or	is	it	just	her	easy-goingness?),	her	refusal	to	hurt	anyone’s	feelings	(or
is	 it	 just	 her	 indifference	 to	 everything?),	 her	 wide	 tolerance	 (or	 is	 it	 just	 her
laziness?)	…	Oh,	how	absolutely	ignorant	I	am	of	women!’
Well,	 there	was	a	 letter	 from	Dinesh	and	 it	held	out	a	 lifeline,	one	 that	 I	knew	I

must	seize	without	any	hesitation.	He	said	he	might	be	joining	an	art	school	in	Delhi
and	 asked	me	 if	 I	 would	 like	 to	 return	 to	 Delhi	 and	 share	 a	 flat	 with	 him.	 I	 had
always	 dreaded	 the	 possibility	 of	 leaving	 the	 hills	 and	 living	 again	 in	 a	 city	 as
depressing	as	Delhi	but	love,	I	considered,	ought	to	make	any	place	habitable	…
And	then	I	was	on	a	bus	on	the	road	to	Delhi.
The	first	monsoon	showers	had	freshened	the	fields	and	everything	looked	much

greener	than	usual.	The	maize	was	just	shooting	up	and	the	mangoes	were	ripening
fast.	Near	the	larger	villages,	camels	and	bullock	carts	cluttered	up	the	road,	and	the
driver	cursed,	banging	his	fist	on	the	horn.
Passing	through	small	towns,	the	bus	driver	had	to	contend	with	cycle	rickshaws,

tonga	ponies,	trucks,	pedestrians,	and	other	buses.	Coming	down	from	the	hills	for
the	first	time	in	over	a	year,	I	found	the	noise,	chaos,	dust	and	dirt	a	little	unsettling.
As	my	taxi	drew	up	at	the	gate	of	Dinesh’s	home,	Sunil	saw	me	and	came	running

to	open	 the	car	door.	Other	children	were	soon	swarming	around	me.	Then	 I	 saw
you	standing	near	the	front	door.	You	raised	your	hand	to	your	forehead	in	a	typical
Muslim	form	of	greeting—a	gesture	you	had	picked	up,	I	suppose,	from	a	film.
For	two	days	Dinesh	and	I	went	house	hunting,	for	I	had	decided	to	take	a	flat	if	it

was	at	all	practicable.	Either	it	was	very	hot,	and	we	were	sweating,	or	it	was	raining
and	 we	 were	 drenched.	 (It	 is	 difficult	 to	 find	 a	 flat	 in	 Delhi,	 even	 if	 one	 is	 in	 a
position	 to	 pay	 an	 exorbitant	 rent,	 which	 I	 was	 not.	 It	 is	 especially	 difficult	 for
bachelors.	No	one	trusts	bachelors,	especially	if	there	are	grown-up	daughters	in	the
house.	Is	 this	because	bachelors	are	wolves	or	because	girls	are	so	easily	seduced
these	days?)
Finally,	after	several	refusals,	we	were	offered	a	flat	in	one	of	those	new	colonies

that	sprout	like	mushrooms	around	the	capital.	The	rent	was	two	hundred	rupees	a



month	 and	 although	 I	 knew	 I	 couldn’t	 really	 afford	 so	 much,	 I	 was	 so	 sick	 of
refusals	and	already	so	disheartened	and	depressed	 that	 I	 took	 the	place	and	made
out	 a	 cheque	 to	 the	 landlord,	 an	 elderly	 gentleman	 with	 his	 daughters	 all	 safely
married	in	other	parts	of	the	country.
There	was	no	furniture	in	the	flat	except	for	a	couple	of	beds,	but	we	decided	we

would	fill	 the	place	up	gradually.	Everyone	at	Dinesh’s	home—brothers,	sister-in-
law,	 aunts,	 nephews	 and	 nieces—helped	 us	 to	 move	 in.	 Sunil	 and	 his	 younger
brother	were	the	first	arrivals.	Later	the	other	children,	some	ten	of	them,	arrived.
You,	Sushila,	came	only	in	the	afternoon,	but	I	had	gone	out	for	something	and	only
saw	you	when	I	returned	at	tea	time.	You	were	sitting	on	the	first-floor	balcony	and
smiled	down	at	me	as	I	walked	up	the	road.
I	 think	you	were	pleased	with	the	flat;	or	at	any	rate,	with	my	courage	in	taking

one.	 I	 took	you	up	 to	 the	 roof,	 and	 there,	 in	 a	 corner	under	 the	 stairs,	 kissed	you
very	quickly.	It	had	to	be	quick,	because	the	other	children	were	close	on	our	heels.
There	wouldn’t	be	much	opportunity	for	kissing	you	again.	The	mountains	were	far
and	in	a	place	like	Delhi,	and	with	a	family	like	yours,	private	moments	would	be
few	and	far	between.
Hours	later	when	I	sat	alone	on	one	of	the	beds,	Sunil	came	to	me,	looking	rather

upset.	He	must	have	had	a	quarrel	with	you.
‘I	want	to	tell	you	something,’	he	said.
‘Is	anything	wrong?’
To	my	amazement	he	burst	into	tears.
‘Now	you	must	not	love	me	any	more,’	he	said.
‘Why	not?’
‘Because	you	are	going	to	marry	Sushila,	and	if	you	love	me	too	much	it	will	not

be	good	for	you.’
I	could	think	of	nothing	to	say.	It	was	all	too	funny	and	all	too	sad.
But	a	little	later	he	was	in	high	spirits,	having	apparently	forgotten	the	reasons	for

his	earlier	dejection.	His	need	for	affection	stemmed	perhaps	from	his	father ’s	long
and	unnecessary	absence	from	the	country.
Dinesh	and	I	had	no	sleep	during	our	first	night	in	the	new	flat.	We	were	near	the

main	road	and	 traffic	 roared	past	all	night.	 I	 thought	of	 the	hills,	 so	silent	 that	 the
call	of	a	nightjar	startled	one	in	the	stillness	of	the	night.
I	was	out	most	of	the	next	day	and	when	I	got	back	in	the	evening	it	was	to	find

that	Dinesh	had	had	a	rumpus	with	the	landlord.	Apparently	the	landlord	had	really
wanted	bachelors,	and	couldn’t	understand	or	appreciate	a	large	number	of	children
moving	in	and	out	of	the	house	all	day.
‘I	thought	landlords	preferred	having	families,’	I	said.
‘He	wants	to	know	how	a	bachelor	came	to	have	such	a	large	family!’
‘Didn’t	you	tell	him	that	the	children	were	only	temporary,	and	wouldn’t	be	living



here?’
‘I	did,	but	he	doesn’t	believe	me.’
‘Well,	anyway,	we’re	not	going	to	stop	the	children	from	coming	to	see	us,’	I	said

indignantly.	(No	children,	no	Sushila!)	‘If	he	doesn’t	see	reason,	he	can	have	his	flat
back.’
‘Did	he	cash	my	cheque?’
‘No,	he’s	given	it	back.’
‘That	 means	 he	 really	 wants	 us	 out.	 To	 hell	 with	 his	 flat!	 It’s	 too	 noisy	 here

anyway.	Let’s	go	back	to	your	place.’
We	packed	our	bedding,	 trunks	and	kitchen	utensils	once	more;	hired	a	bullock

cart	 and	 arrived	 at	 Dinesh’s	 home	 (three	 miles	 distant)	 late	 at	 night,	 hungry	 and
upset.
Everything	seemed	to	be	going	wrong.
Living	 in	 the	 same	 house	 as	 you,	 but	 unable	 to	 have	 any	 real	 contact	with	 you

(except	 for	 the	odd,	 rare	moment	when	we	were	 left	 alone	 in	 the	 same	 room	and
were	able	 to	exchange	a	word	or	a	glance)	was	an	exquisite	form	of	self-inflicted
torture:	self-inflicted,	because	no	one	was	forcing	me	 to	stay	 in	Delhi.	Sometimes
you	had	to	avoid	me	and	I	could	not	stand	that.	Only	Dinesh	(and,	of	course,	Sunil
and	some	of	the	children)	knew	anything	about	the	affair—adults	are	much	slower
than	children	at	sensing	the	truth—and	it	was	still	too	soon	to	reveal	the	true	state	of
affairs	 and	my	 own	 feelings	 to	 anyone	 else	 in	 the	 family.	 If	 I	 came	 out	 with	 the
declaration	that	I	was	in	love	with	you,	 it	would	immediately	become	obvious	that
something	had	happened	during	your	holiday	in	the	hill	station.	It	would	be	said	that
I	had	 taken	advantage	of	 the	 situation	 (which	 I	had),	 and	 that	 I	had	seduced	you—
even	though	I	was	beginning	to	wonder	if	it	was	you	who	had	seduced	me!	And	if	a
marriage	was	suddenly	arranged,	people	would	say:	‘It’s	been	arranged	so	quickly.
And	she’s	so	young.	He	must	have	got	her	into	trouble.’	Even	though	there	were	no
signs	of	your	having	got	into	that	sort	of	trouble.
And	 yet	 I	 could	 not	 help	 hoping	 that	 you	would	 become	my	wife	 sooner	 than

could	be	foreseen.	I	wanted	to	look	after	you.	I	did	not	want	others	to	be	doing	it	for
me.	Was	that	very	selfish?	Or	was	it	a	true	state	of	being	in	love?
There	were	times—times	when	you	kept	at	a	distance	and	did	not	even	look	at	me

—when	 I	grew	desperate.	 I	knew	you	could	not	 show	your	 familiarity	with	me	 in
front	of	others	and	yet,	knowing	this,	I	still	tried	to	catch	your	eye,	to	sit	near	you,	to
touch	you	fleetingly.	I	could	not	hold	myself	back.	I	became	morose,	I	wallowed	in
self-pity.	And	self-pity,	I	realized,	is	a	sign	of	failure,	especially	of	failure	in	love.
It	was	time	to	return	to	the	hills.
Sushila,	when	I	got	up	in	the	morning	to	leave,	you	were	still	asleep	and	I	did	not

wake	 you.	 I	 watched	 you	 stretched	 out	 on	 your	 bed,	 your	 dark	 face	 tranquil	 and
untouched	 by	 care,	 your	 black	 hair	 spread	 over	 the	 white	 pillow,	 your	 long	 thin



hands	and	feet	in	repose.	You	were	so	beautiful	when	you	were	asleep.
And	as	I	watched,	I	felt	a	tightening	around	my	heart,	a	sudden	panic	that	I	might

somehow	lose	you.
The	others	were	up	and	there	was	no	time	to	steal	a	kiss.	A	taxi	was	at	the	gate.	A

baby	was	bawling.	Your	grandmother	was	giving	me	 advice.	The	 taxi	 driver	 kept
blowing	his	horn.
Goodbye,	Sushila!
We	were	 in	 the	middle	 of	 the	 rains.	 There	was	 a	 constant	 drip	 and	 drizzle	 and

drumming	on	the	corrugated	tin	roof.	The	walls	were	damp	and	there	was	mildew
on	my	books	and	even	on	the	pickle	that	Dinesh	had	made.
Everything	 was	 green,	 the	 foliage	 almost	 tropical,	 especially	 near	 the	 stream.

Great	stag	ferns	grew	from	the	trunks	of	tree	fresh	moss	covered	the	rocks,	and	the
maidenhair	 fern	was	 at	 its	 loveliest.	The	water	was	 a	 torrent,	 rushing	 through	 the
ravine	and	taking	with	it	bushes	and	small	trees.	I	could	not	remain	out	for	long,	for
at	any	moment	 it	might	start	 raining.	And	 there	were	also	 the	 leeches	who	 lost	no
time	in	fastening	themselves	on	to	my	legs	and	feasting	on	my	blood.
Once,	 standing	 on	 some	 rocks,	 I	 saw	 a	 slim	 brown	 snake	 swimming	 with	 the

current.	It	looked	beautiful	and	lonely.
I	dreamt	a	dream,	very	disturbing	dream,	which	troubled	me	for	days.
In	the	dream,	Sunil	suggested	that	we	go	down	to	the	stream.
We	put	some	bread	and	butter	into	an	airbag,	along	with	a	long	bread	knife,	and

set	off	down	the	hill.	Sushila	was	barefoot,	wearing	the	old	cotton	tunic	which	she
had	worn	as	a	child,	Sunil	had	on	a	bright	yellow	T-shirt	and	black	jeans.	He	looked
very	dashing.	As	we	took	the	forest	path	down	to	the	stream,	we	saw	two	young	men
following	 us.	One	 of	 them,	 a	 dark,	 slim	 youth,	 seemed	 familiar.	 I	 said	 ‘Isn’t	 that
Sushila’s	boyfriend?’	But	they	denied	it.	The	other	youth	wasn’t	anyone	I	knew.
When	we	reached	the	stream,	Sunil	and	I	plunged	into	the	pool,	while	Sushila	sat

on	 the	 rock	 just	 above	 us.	We	 had	 been	 bathing	 for	 a	 few	minutes	when	 the	 two
young	men	came	down	the	slope	and	began	fondling	Sushila.	She	did	not	resist	but
Sunil	climbed	out	of	the	pool	and	began	scrambling	up	the	slope.	One	of	the	youths,
the	less	familiar	one,	had	a	long	knife	in	his	hand.	Sunil	picked	up	a	stone	and	flung
it	at	the	youth,	striking	him	on	the	shoulder.	I	rushed	up	and	grabbed	the	hand	that
held	 the	 knife.	 The	 youth	 kicked	 me	 on	 the	 shins	 and	 thrust	 me	 away	 and	 I	 fell
beneath	him.	The	arm	with	 the	knife	was	 raised	over	me,	but	 I	 still	held	 the	wrist.
And	then	I	saw	Sushila	behind	him,	her	face	framed	by	a	passing	cloud.	She	had	the
bread	knife	in	her	hand,	and	her	arm	swung	up	and	down,	and	the	knife	cut	through
my	adversary’s	neck	as	though	it	were	passing	through	a	ripe	melon.
I	 scrambled	 to	 my	 feet	 to	 find	 Sushila	 gazing	 at	 the	 headless	 corpse	 with	 the

detachment	 and	mild	 curiosity	of	 a	 child	who	has	 just	 removed	 the	wings	 from	a
butterfly.



The	other	youth,	who	 looked	 like	Sushila’s	boyfriend,	began	 running	away.	He
was	chased	by	the	three	of	us.	When	he	slipped	and	fell,	I	found	myself	beside	him,
the	blade	of	the	knife	poised	beneath	his	left	shoulder	blade.	I	couldn’t	push	the	knife
in.	Then	Sunil	put	his	hand	over	mine	and	the	blade	slipped	smoothly	into	the	flesh.
At	 all	 times	 of	 the	 day	 and	 night	 I	 could	 hear	 the	murmur	 of	 the	 stream	 at	 the

bottom	of	the	hill.	Even	if	I	didn’t	listen,	the	sound	was	there.	I	had	grown	used	to	it.
But	whenever	I	went	away,	I	was	conscious	of	something	missing	and	I	was	lonely
without	the	sound	of	running	water.
I	remained	alone	for	two	months	and	then	I	had	to	see	you	again,	Sushila.	I	could

not	bear	 the	 long-drawn-out	uncertainty	of	 the	situation.	 I	wanted	 to	do	something
that	would	bring	everything	nearer	to	a	conclusion.	Merely	to	stand	by	and	wait	was
intolerable.	Nor	could	I	bear	the	secrecy	to	which	Dinesh	had	sworn	me.	Someone
else	 would	 have	 to	 know	 about	 my	 intentions—someone	 would	 have	 to	 help.	 I
needed	another	ally	to	sustain	my	hopes;	only	then	would	I	find	the	waiting	easier.
You	 had	 not	 been	 keeping	 well	 and	 looked	 thin,	 but	 you	 were	 as	 cheerful,	 as

serene	as	ever.
When	I	took	you	to	the	pictures	with	Sunil,	you	wore	a	sleeveless	kameez	made

of	purple	silk.	It	set	off	your	dark	beauty	very	well.	Your	face	was	soft	and	shy	and
your	smile	hadn’t	changed.	I	could	not	keep	my	eyes	off	you.
Returning	home	in	the	taxi,	I	held	your	hand	all	the	way.
Sunil	(in	Punjabi):	‘Will	you	give	your	children	English	or	Hindi	names?’
Me:	‘Hindustani	names.’
Sunil	(in	Punjabi):	‘Ah,	that	is	the	right	answer,	Uncle!’
And	first	I	went	to	your	mother.
She	was	 a	 tiny	woman	 and	 looked	 very	 delicate.	But	 she’d	 had	 six	 children—a

seventh	 was	 on	 the	 way—and	 they	 had	 all	 come	 into	 the	 world	 without	 much
difficulty	and	were	the	healthiest	in	the	entire	joint	family.
She	was	on	her	way	to	see	relatives	in	another	part	of	the	city	and	I	accompanied

her	part	of	the	way.	As	she	was	pregnant,	she	was	offered	a	seat	in	the	crowded	bus.	I
managed	to	squeeze	in	beside	her.	She	had	always	shown	a	liking	for	me	and	I	did
not	find	it	difficult	to	come	to	the	point.
‘At	what	age	would	you	like	Sushila	to	get	married?’	I	asked	casually,	with	almost

paternal	interest.
‘We’ll	worry	about	that	when	the	time	comes.	She	has	still	to	finish	school.	And	if

she	keeps	failing	her	exams,	she	will	never	finish	school.’
I	took	a	deep	breath	and	made	the	plunge.
‘When	the	time	comes,’	I	said,	‘when	the	time	comes,	I	would	like	to	marry	her.’

And	without	waiting	to	see	what	her	reaction	would	be,	I	continued:	‘I	know	I	must
wait,	a	year	or	two,	even	longer.	But	I	am	telling	you	this,	so	that	it	will	be	in	your
mind.	You	are	her	mother	and	so	I	want	you	to	be	the	first	to	know.’	(Liar	that	I	was!



She	was	about	the	fifth	to	know.	But	what	I	really	wanted	to	say	was,	‘Please	don’t	be
looking	for	any	other	husband	for	her	just	yet.’)
She	 didn’t	 show	much	 surprise.	 She	 was	 a	 placid	 woman.	 But	 she	 said,	 rather

sadly,	‘It’s	all	right	but	I	don’t	have	much	say	in	the	family.	I	do	not	have	any	money,
you	see.	It	depends	on	the	others,	especially	her	grandmother.’
‘I’ll	speak	to	them	when	the	time	comes.	Don’t	worry	about	that.	And	you	don’t

have	to	worry	about	money	or	anything—what	I	mean	is,	I	don’t	believe	in	dowries
—I	mean,	you	don’t	have	to	give	me	a	Godrej	cupboard	and	a	sofa	set	and	that	sort
of	thing.	All	I	want	is	Sushila	…’
‘She	is	still	very	young.’
But	she	was	pleased—pleased	that	her	flesh	and	blood,	her	own	daughter,	could

mean	so	much	to	a	man.
‘Don’t	tell	anyone	else	just	now,’	I	said.
‘I	won’t	tell	anyone,’	she	said	with	a	smile.
So	now	the	secret—if	it	could	be	called	that—was	shared	by	at	least	five	people.
The	bus	crawled	on	through	the	busy	streets	and	we	sat	in	silence,	surrounded	by

a	press	of	people	but	isolated	in	the	intimacy	of	our	conversation.
I	warmed	towards	her—towards	that	simple,	straightforward,	uneducated	woman

(she	had	never	been	to	school,	could	not	read	or	write),	who	might	still	have	been
young	and	pretty	had	her	circumstances	been	different.	 I	 asked	her	when	 the	baby
was	due.
‘In	two	months,’	she	said.	She	laughed.	Evidently	she	found	it	unusual	and	rather

amusing	for	a	young	man	to	ask	her	such	a	question.
‘I’m	sure	it	will	be	a	fine	baby,’	I	said.	And	I	thought:	That	makes	six	brothers-in-

law!
I	did	not	think	I	would	get	a	chance	to	speak	to	your	Uncle	Ravi	(Dinesh’s	elder

brother)	before	 I	 left.	But	on	my	 last	 evening	 in	Delhi,	 I	 found	myself	 alone	with
him	on	the	Karol	Bagh	road.	At	first	we	spoke	of	his	own	plans	for	marriage,	and,
to	please	him,	I	said	the	girl	he’d	chosen	was	both	beautiful	and	intelligent.
He	warmed	towards	me.
Clearing	my	throat,	I	went	on.	‘Ravi,	you	are	five	years	younger	than	me	and	you

are	about	to	get	married.’
‘Yes,	and	it’s	time	you	thought	of	doing	the	same	thing.’
‘Well,	 I’ve	 never	 thought	 seriously	 about	 it	 before—I’d	 always	 scorned	 the

institution	of	marriage—but	now	 I’ve	 changed	my	mind.	Do	you	know	whom	 I’d
like	to	marry?’
To	my	surprise	Ravi	unhesitatingly	 took	 the	name	of	Asha,	 a	distant	 cousin	 I’d

met	only	once.	She	came	from	Ferozepur,	and	her	hips	were	so	 large	 that	 from	a
distance	she	looked	like	an	oversized	pear.
‘No,	no,’	I	said.	‘Asha	is	a	lovely	girl	but	I	wasn’t	thinking	of	her.	I	would	like	to



marry	a	girl	like	Sushila.	To	be	frank,	Ravi,	I	would	like	to	marry	Sushila.’
There	was	a	long	silence	and	I	feared	the	worst.	The	noise	of	cars,	scooters	and

buses	 seemed	 to	 recede	 into	 the	 distance	 and	Ravi	 and	 I	were	 alone	 together	 in	 a
vacuum	of	silence.
So	that	the	awkwardness	would	not	last	too	long,	I	stumbled	on	with	what	I	had	to

say.	 ‘I	 know	 she’s	 young	 and	 that	 I	 will	 have	 to	 wait	 for	 some	 time.’	 (Familiar
words!)	 ‘But	 if	you	approve,	and	 the	 family	approves,	and	Sushila	approves,	well
then,	there’s	nothing	I’d	like	better	than	to	marry	her.’
Ravi	pondered,	scratched	himself,	and	then,	to	my	delight,	said:	‘Why	not?	It’s	a

fine	idea.’
The	traffic	sounds	returned	to	the	street,	and	I	felt	as	though	I	could	set	fire	to	a

bus	or	do	something	equally	in	keeping	with	my	high	spirits.
‘It	would	bring	you	even	closer	to	us,’	said	Ravi.	‘We	would	like	to	have	you	in

our	family.	At	least	I	would	like	it.’
‘That	makes	 all	 the	 difference,’	 I	 said.	 ‘I	will	 do	my	 best	 for	 her,	Ravi.	 I’ll	 do

everything	to	make	her	happy.’
‘She	is	very	simple	and	unspoilt.’
‘I	know.	That’s	why	I	care	so	much	for	her.’
‘I	 will	 do	 what	 I	 can	 to	 help	 you.	 She	 should	 finish	 school	 by	 the	 time	 she	 is

seventeen.	It	does	not	matter	if	you	are	older.	Twelve	years	difference	in	age	is	not
uncommon.	So	don’t	worry.	Be	patient	and	all	will	be	arranged.’
And	 so	 I	 had	 three	 strong	 allies—Dinesh,	 Ravi	 and	 your	 mother.	 Only	 your

grandmother	remained,	and	I	dared	not	approach	her	on	my	own.	She	was	the	most
difficult	hurdle	because	she	was	the	head	of	 the	family	and	she	was	autocratic	and
often	unpredictable.	She	was	not	on	good	terms	with	your	mother	and	for	that	very
reason	 I	 feared	 that	 she	might	 oppose	my	 proposal.	 I	 had	 no	 idea	 how	much	 she
valued	Ravi’s	 and	Dinesh’s	 judgement.	All	 I	 knew	was	 that	 they	 bowed	 to	 all	 her
decisions.
How	impossible	it	was	for	you	to	shed	the	burden	of	your	relatives!	Individually,

you	 got	 on	 quite	 well	 with	 all	 of	 them;	 but	 because	 they	 could	 not	 live	 without
bickering	among	themselves,	you	were	just	a	pawn	in	the	great	Joint	Family	Game.
You	put	my	hand	to	your	cheek	and	to	your	breast.	I	kissed	your	closed	eyes	and

took	your	face	in	my	hands,	and	touched	your	lips	with	mine;	a	phantom	kiss	in	the
darkness	of	a	veranda.	And	then,	intoxicated,	I	stumbled	into	the	road	and	walked	the
streets	all	night.
I	was	sitting	on	the	rocks	above	the	oak	forest	when	I	saw	a	young	man	walking

towards	me	 down	 the	 steep	 path.	 From	 his	 careful	 manner	 of	 walking,	 and	 light
clothing,	 I	could	 tell	 that	he	was	a	stranger,	one	who	was	not	used	 to	 the	hills.	He
was	about	my	height,	slim,	rather	long	in	the	face;	good	looking	in	a	delicate	sort	of
way.	When	he	came	nearer,	I	recognized	him	as	the	young	man	in	the	photograph,



the	 youth	 of	 my	 dream—your	 late	 admirer!	 I	 wasn’t	 too	 surprised	 to	 see	 him.
Somehow,	I	had	always	felt	that	we	would	meet	one	day.
I	remembered	his	name	and	said,	‘How	are	you,	Pramod?’
He	 became	 rather	 confused.	 His	 eyes	 were	 already	 clouded	 with	 doubt	 and

unhappiness;	but	he	did	not	appear	to	be	an	aggressive	person.
‘How	did	you	know	my	name?’	he	asked.
‘How	did	you	know	where	to	find	me?’	I	countered.
‘Your	neighbours,	the	Kapoors,	told	me.	I	could	not	wait	for	you	to	return	to	the

house.	I	have	to	go	down	again	tonight.’
‘Well	then,	would	you	like	to	walk	home	with	me,	or	would	you	prefer	to	sit	here

and	talk?	I	know	who	you	are	but	I’ve	no	idea	why	you’ve	come	to	see	me.’
‘It’s	all	right	here,’	he	said,	spreading	his	handkerchief	on	the	grass	before	sitting

down	on	it.	‘How	did	you	know	my	name?’
I	stared	at	him	for	a	few	moments	and	got	the	impression	that	he	was	a	vulnerable

person—perhaps	more	 vulnerable	 than	myself.	My	only	 advantage	was	 that	 I	was
older	and	therefore	better	able	to	conceal	my	real	feelings.
‘Sushila	told	me,’	I	said.
‘Oh.	I	did	not	think	you	would	know.’
I	was	a	little	puzzled	but	said,	‘I	knew	about	you,	of	course.	And	you	must	have

known	that	or	you	would	hardly	have	come	here	to	see	me.’
‘You	knew	about	Sushila	and	me?’	he	asked,	looking	even	more	confused.
‘Well,	I	know	that	you	are	supposed	to	be	in	love	with	her.’
He	smote	himself	on	the	forehead.	‘My	God!	Do	the	others	know,	too?’
‘I	don’t	think	so.’	I	deliberately	avoided	mention	of	Sunil.
In	his	distraction	he	started	plucking	at	tufts	of	grass.	‘Did	she	tell	you?’	he	asked.
‘Yes.’
‘Girls	can’t	keep	secrets.	But	in	a	way	I’m	glad	she	told	you.	Now	I	don’t	have	to

explain	everything.	You	see,	I	came	here	for	your	help.	I	know	you	are	not	her	real
uncle	but	you	are	very	close	to	her	family.	Last	year	in	Delhi	she	often	spoke	about
you.	She	said	you	were	very	kind.’
It	then	occurred	to	me	that	Pramod	knew	nothing	about	my	relationship	with	you,

other	 than	that	I	was	supposed	to	be	the	most	benevolent	of	‘uncles’.	He	knew	that
you	had	spent	your	 summer	holidays	with	me—but	 so	had	Dinesh	and	Sunil.	And
now,	aware	that	I	was	a	close	friend	of	the	family,	he	had	come	to	make	an	ally	of
me—in	much	the	same	way	that	I	had	gone	about	making	allies!
‘Have	you	seen	Sushila	recently?’	I	asked.
‘Yes.	Two	days	 ago,	 in	Delhi.	But	 I	 had	only	 a	 few	minutes	 alone	with	her.	We

could	not	talk	much.	You	see,	Uncle—you	will	not	mind	if	I	also	call	you	uncle?	I
want	to	marry	her	but	there	is	no	one	who	can	speak	to	her	people	on	my	behalf.	My
own	 parents	 are	 not	 alive.	 If	 I	 go	 straight	 to	 her	 family,	most	 probably	 I	will	 be



thrown	out	of	the	house.	So	I	want	you	to	help	me.	I	am	not	well	off	but	I	will	soon
have	a	job	and	then	I	can	support	her.’
‘Did	you	tell	her	all	this?’
‘Yes.’
‘And	what	did	she	say?’
‘She	told	me	to	speak	to	you	about	it.’
Clever	Sushila!	Diabolical	Sushila!
‘To	me?’	I	repeated.
‘Yes,	she	said	it	would	be	better	than	talking	to	her	parents.’
I	 couldn’t	 help	 laughing.	 And	 a	 long-tailed	 blue	 magpie,	 disturbed	 by	 my

laughter,	set	up	a	shrill	creaking	and	chattering	of	its	own.
‘Don’t	 laugh,	 I’m	 serious,	 Uncle,’	 said	 Pramod.	 He	 took	 me	 by	 the	 hand	 and

looked	at	me	appealingly.
‘Well,	it	ought	to	be	serious,’	I	said.	‘How	old	are	you,	Pramod?’
‘Twenty-three.’
‘Only	seven	years	younger	than	me.	So	please	don’t	call	me	uncle.	It	makes	me

feel	 prehistoric.	Use	my	 first	 name,	 if	 you	 like.	And	when	do	you	hope	 to	marry
Sushila?’
‘As	soon	as	possible.	I	know	she	is	still	very	young	for	me.’
‘Not	at	all,’	 I	said.	‘Young	girls	are	marrying	middle-aged	men	every	day!	And

you’re	still	quite	young	yourself.	But	she	can’t	get	married	as	yet,	Pramod,	I	know
that	for	a	certainty.’
‘That’s	what	I	feared.	She	will	have	to	finish	school,	I	suppose.’
‘That’s	right.	But	tell	me	something.	It’s	obvious	that	you	are	in	love	with	her	and

I	don’t	blame	you	for	it.	Sushila	is	the	kind	of	girl	we	all	fall	in	love	with!	But	do
you	know	if	she	loves	you?	Did	she	say	she	would	like	to	marry	you?’
‘She	did	not	say—I	do	not	know	…’	There	was	a	haunted,	hurt	 look	in	his	eyes

and	my	heart	went	out	to	him.	‘But	I	love	her—isn’t	that	enough?’
‘It	could	be	enough—provided	she	doesn’t	love	someone	else.’
‘Does	she,	Uncle?’
‘To	be	frank,	I	don’t	know.’
He	brightened	up	at	that.	‘She	likes	me,’	he	said.	‘I	know	that	much.’
‘Well,	I	like	you	too,	but	that	doesn’t	mean	I’d	marry	you.’
He	was	despondent	again.	 ‘I	 see	what	you	mean	…	But	what	 is	 love,	how	can	 I

recognize	it?’
And	that	was	one	question	I	couldn’t	answer.	How	do	we	recognize	it?
I	 persuaded	 Pramod	 to	 stay	 the	 night.	 The	 sun	 had	 gone	 down	 and	 he	 was

shivering.	I	made	a	fire,	the	first	of	the	winter,	using	oak	and	thorn	branches.	Then	I
shared	my	brandy	with	him.
I	did	not	 feel	 any	 resentment	against	Pramod.	Prior	 to	meeting	him,	 I	had	been



jealous.	And	when	I	first	saw	him	coming	along	the	path,	I	remembered	my	dream,
and	thought,	‘Perhaps	I	am	going	to	kill	him,	after	all.	Or	perhaps	he’s	going	to	kill
me.’	But	it	had	turned	out	differently.	If	dreams	have	any	meaning	at	all,	the	meaning
doesn’t	come	within	our	limited	comprehension.
I	 had	 visualized	 Pramod	 as	 being	 rather	 crude,	 selfish	 and	 irresponsible,	 an

unattractive	college	student,	the	type	who	has	never	known	or	understood	girls	very
well	 and	 looks	 on	 them	 as	 strange	 exotic	 creatures	 who	 are	 to	 be	 seized	 and
plundered	at	the	first	opportunity.	Such	men	do	exist	but	Pramod	was	never	one	of
them.	 He	 did	 not	 know	much	 about	 women;	 neither	 did	 I.	 He	 was	 gentle,	 polite,
unsure	of	himself.	I	wondered	if	I	should	tell	him	about	my	own	feelings	for	you.
After	a	while	he	began	 to	 talk	about	himself	and	about	you.	He	 told	me	how	he

fell	in	love	with	you.	At	first	he	had	been	friendly	with	another	girl,	a	class	fellow
of	 yours	 but	 a	 year	 or	 two	 older.	You	 had	 carried	messages	 to	 him	 on	 the	 girl’s
behalf.	Then	the	girl	had	rejected	him.	He	was	terribly	depressed	and	one	evening	he
drank	a	lot	of	cheap	liquor.	Instead	of	falling	dead,	as	he	had	been	hoping,	he	lost
his	way	and	met	you	near	your	home.	He	was	in	need	of	sympathy	and	you	gave	him
that.	 You	 let	 him	 hold	 your	 hand.	 He	 told	 you	 how	 hopeless	 he	 felt	 and	 you
comforted	him.	And	when	he	said	the	world	was	a	cruel	place,	you	consented.	You
agreed	with	him.	What	more	can	a	man	expect	from	a	woman?	Only	fourteen	at	the
time,	you	had	no	difficulty	in	comforting	a	man	of	twenty-two.	No	wonder	he	fell	in
love	with	you!
Afterwards	you	met	occasionally	on	the	road	and	spoke	to	each	other.	He	visited

the	house	once	or	twice,	on	some	pretext	or	other.	And	when	you	came	to	the	hills,
he	wrote	to	you.
That	was	all	he	had	to	tell	me.	That	was	all	there	was	to	tell.	You	had	touched	his

heart	once	and	touching	it,	had	no	difficulty	in	capturing	it.
Next	morning	I	took	Pramod	down	to	the	stream.	I	wanted	to	tell	him	everything

and	somehow	I	could	not	do	it	in	the	house.
He	was	 charmed	by	 the	place.	The	water	 flowed	gently,	 its	music	 subdued,	 soft

chamber	music	 after	 the	monsoon	 orchestration.	 Cowbells	 tinkled	 on	 the	 hillside
and	an	eagle	soared	high	above.
‘I	did	not	 think	water	could	be	so	clear,’	 said	Pramod.	 ‘It	 is	not	muddy	 like	 the

streams	and	rivers	of	the	plains.’
‘In	the	summer	you	can	bathe	here,’	I	said.	‘There	is	a	pool	further	downstream.’
He	nodded	thoughtfully.	‘Did	she	come	here	too?’
‘Yes,	Sushila	 and	Sunil	 and	 I	…	We	came	here	on	 two	or	 three	occasions.’	My

voice	 trailed	 off	 and	 I	 glanced	 at	 Pramod	 standing	 at	 the	 edge	 of	 the	 water.	 He
looked	up	at	me	and	his	eyes	met	mine.
‘There	is	something	I	want	to	tell	you,’	I	said.
He	 continued	 staring	 at	 me	 and	 a	 shadow	 seemed	 to	 pass	 across	 his	 face—a



shadow	of	doubt,	 fear,	death,	 eternity,	was	 it	one	or	 all	of	 these,	or	 just	 a	play	of
light	 and	 shade?	But	 I	 remembered	my	 dream	 and	 stepped	 back	 from	 him.	 For	 a
moment	both	of	us	looked	at	each	other	with	distrust	and	uncertainty.	Then	the	fear
passed.	Whatever	had	happened	between	us,	dream	or	reality,	had	happened	in	some
other	existence.	Now	he	 took	my	hand	and	held	 it,	held	 it	 tight,	as	 though	seeking
assurance,	as	though	identifying	himself	with	me.
‘Let	us	sit	down,’	I	said.	‘There	is	something	I	must	tell	you.’
We	sat	down	on	the	grass	and	when	I	looked	up	through	the	branches	of	the	banj

oak,	everything	seemed	to	have	been	tilted	and	held	at	an	angle,	and	the	sky	shocked
me	with	its	blueness,	and	the	leaves	were	no	longer	green	but	purple	in	the	shadows
of	the	ravine.	They	were	your	colour,	Sushila.	I	remembered	you	wearing	purple—
dark	smiling	Sushila,	 thinking	your	own	thoughts	and	refusing	to	share	them	with
anyone.
‘I	love	Sushila	too,’	I	said.
‘I	know,’	he	said	naïvely.	‘That	is	why	I	came	to	you	for	help.’
‘No,	you	don’t	know,’	I	said.	‘When	I	say	I	love	Sushila,	I	mean	just	that.	I	mean

caring	for	her	in	the	same	way	that	you	care	for	her.	I	mean	I	want	to	marry	her.’
‘You,	Uncle?’
‘Yes.	Does	it	shock	you	very	much?’
‘No,	no.’	He	turned	his	face	away	and	stared	at	the	worn	face	of	an	old	grey	rock

and	perhaps	he	drew	some	strength	from	its	permanency.	‘Why	should	you	not	love
her?	Perhaps,	in	my	heart,	I	really	knew	it,	but	did	not	want	to	know—did	not	want
to	believe.	Perhaps	that	is	why	I	really	came	here—to	find	out.	Something	that	Sunil
said	…	But	why	didn’t	you	tell	me	before?’
‘Because	you	were	telling	me!’
‘Yes,	I	was	too	full	of	my	own	love	to	think	that	any	other	was	possible.	What	do

we	do	now?	Do	we	both	wait	and	then	let	her	make	her	choice?’
‘If	you	wish.’
‘You	have	the	advantage,	Uncle.	You	have	more	to	offer.’
‘Do	you	mean	more	security	or	more	love?	Some	women	place	more	value	on

the	former.’
‘Not	Sushila.’
‘I	mean	you	can	offer	her	a	more	interesting	life.	You	are	a	writer.	Who	knows,

you	may	be	famous	one	day.’
‘You	have	your	youth	to	offer,	Pramod.	I	have	only	a	few	years	of	youth	left	 to

me—and	two	or	three	of	them	will	pass	in	waiting.’
‘Oh,	no,’	he	said.	‘You	will	always	be	young.	If	you	have	Sushila,	you	will	always

be	young.’
Once	again	I	heard	the	whistling	thrush.	Its	song	was	a	crescendo	of	sweet	notes

and	variations	that	rang	clearly	across	the	ravine.	I	could	not	see	the	bird	but	its	call



emerged	 from	 the	 forest	 like	 some	 dark	 sweet	 secret	 and	 again	 it	was	 saying,	 ‘It
isn’t	time	that’s	passing	by,	my	friend.	It	is	you	and	I.’
Listen.	Sushila,	 the	worst	 has	happened.	Ravi	has	written	 to	 say	 that	 a	marriage

will	 not	 be	 possible—not	 now,	 not	 next	 year;	 never.	Of	 course	 he	makes	 a	 lot	 of
excuses—that	you	must	receive	a	complete	college	education	(‘higher	studies’),	that
the	difference	in	our	age	is	too	great,	that	you	might	change	your	mind	after	a	year
or	 two—but	 reading	 between	 the	 lines,	 I	 can	 guess	 that	 the	 real	 reason	 is	 your
grandmother.	She	does	not	want	 it.	Her	word	 is	 law	and	no	one,	 least	of	all	Ravi,
would	dare	oppose	her.
But	I	do	not	mean	to	give	in	so	easily.	I	will	wait	my	chance.	As	long	as	I	know

that	you	are	with	me,	I	will	wait	my	chance.
I	wonder	what	the	old	lady	objects	to	in	me.	Is	it	simply	that	she	is	conservative

and	tradition-bound?	She	has	always	shown	a	liking	for	me	and	I	don’t	see	why	her
liking	should	change	because	I	want	to	marry	her	grandniece.	Your	mother	has	no
objection.	Perhaps	that’s	why	your	grandmother	objects.
Whatever	the	reason,	I	am	coming	down	to	Delhi	to	find	out	how	things	stand.
Of	course	the	worst	part	is	that	Ravi	has	asked	me—in	the	friendliest	terms	and	in

a	most	roundabout	manner—not	to	come	to	the	house	for	some	time.	He	says	this
will	 give	 the	 affair	 a	 chance	 to	 cool	 off	 and	 die	 a	 natural	 (I	 would	 call	 it	 an
unnatural)	death.	He	assumes,	of	course,	that	I	will	accept	the	old	lady’s	decision	and
simply	forget	all	about	you.	Ravi	is	yet	to	fall	in	love.
Dinesh	was	 in	Lucknow.	 I	 could	 not	 visit	 the	 house.	 So	 I	 sat	 on	 a	 bench	 in	 the

Talkatora	 Gardens	 and	 watched	 a	 group	 of	 children	 playing	 gulli	 danda.	 Then	 I
recalled	that	Sunil’s	school	got	over	at	three	o’clock	and	that	if	I	hurried	I	would	be
able	to	meet	him	outside	the	St	Columba’s	gate.
I	 reached	the	school	on	 time.	Boys	were	streaming	out	of	 the	compound	and	as

they	were	all	wearing	green	uniforms—a	young	forest	on	the	move—I	gave	up	all
hope	of	spotting	Sunil.	But	he	saw	me	first.	He	ran	across	the	road,	dodged	a	cyclist,
evaded	a	bus	and	seized	me	about	the	waist.
‘I’m	so	happy	to	see	you,	Uncle!’
‘As	I	am	to	see	you,	Sunil.’
‘You	want	to	see	Sushila?’
‘Yes,	but	you	too.	I	can’t	come	to	the	house,	Sunil.	You	probably	know	that.	When

do	you	have	to	be	home?’
‘About	four	o’clock.	If	I’m	late,	I’ll	say	the	bus	was	too	crowded	and	I	couldn’t

get	in.’
‘That	gives	us	an	hour	or	two.	Let’s	go	to	the	exhibition	grounds.	Would	you	like

that?’
‘All	right,	I	haven’t	seen	the	exhibition	yet.’
We	took	a	scooter	rickshaw	to	the	exhibition	grounds	on	Mathura	Road.	It	was	an



industrial	exhibition	and	there	was	little	to	interest	either	a	schoolboy	or	a	lovesick
author.	But	a	café	was	at	hand,	overlooking	an	artificial	lake,	and	we	sat	in	the	sun
consuming	hot	dogs	and	cold	coffee.
‘Sunil,	will	you	help	me?’	I	asked.
‘Whatever	you	say,	Uncle.’
‘I	don’t	 suppose	 I	can	see	Sushila	 this	 time.	 I	don’t	want	 to	hang	about	near	 the

house	 or	 her	 school	 like	 a	 disreputable	 character.	 It’s	 all	 right	 lurking	 outside	 a
boys’	 school;	 but	 it	wouldn’t	 do	 to	 be	 hanging	 about	 the	Kanyadevi	 Pathshala	 or
wherever	it	is	she’s	studying.	It’s	possible	the	family	will	change	their	minds	about
us	later.	Anyway,	what	matters	now	is	Sushila’s	attitude.	Ask	her	this,	Sunil.	Ask	her
if	 she	wants	me	 to	wait	until	 she	 is	 eighteen.	She	will	be	 free	 then	 to	do	what	 she
wants,	even	to	run	away	with	me	if	necessary—that	is,	if	she	really	wants	to.	I	was
ready	to	wait	two	years.	I’m	prepared	to	wait	three.	But	it	will	help	if	I	know	she’s
waiting	too.	Will	you	ask	her	that,	Sunil?’
‘Yes,	I’ll	ask	her.’
‘Ask	her	tonight.	Then	tomorrow	we’ll	meet	again	outside	your	school.’
We	met	briefly	the	next	day.	There	wasn’t	much	time.	Sunil	had	to	be	home	early

and	I	had	to	catch	the	night	train	out	of	Delhi.	We	stood	in	the	generous	shade	of	a
peepul	tree	and	I	asked,	‘What	did	she	say?’
‘She	said	to	keep	waiting.’
‘All	right,	I’ll	wait.’
‘But	when	she	is	eighteen,	what	if	she	changes	her	mind?	You	know	what	girls	are

like.’
‘You’re	a	cynical	chap,	Sunil.’
‘What	does	that	mean?’
‘It	means	you	know	too	much	about	life.	But	tell	me—what	makes	you	think	she

might	change	her	mind?’
‘Her	boyfriend.’
‘Pramod?	She	doesn’t	care	for	him,	poor	chap.’
‘Not	Pramod.	Another	one.’
‘Another!	You	mean	a	new	one?’
‘New,’	said	Sunil.	‘An	officer	in	a	bank.	He’s	got	a	car.’
‘Oh,’	I	said	despondently.	‘I	can’t	compete	with	a	car.’
‘No,’	said	Sunil.	‘Never	mind,	Uncle.	You	still	have	me	for	your	friend.	Have	you

forgotten	that?’
I	had	almost	forgotten	but	it	was	good	to	be	reminded.
‘It	 is	 time	 to	 go,’	 he	 said.	 ‘I	must	 catch	 the	 bus	 today.	When	will	 you	 come	 to

Delhi	again?’
‘Next	 month.	 Next	 year.	 Who	 knows?	 But	 I’ll	 come.	 Look	 after	 yourself,	 my

friend.’



He	ran	off	and	jumped	on	to	the	footboard	of	a	moving	bus.	He	waved	to	me	until
the	bus	went	round	the	bend	in	the	road.
It	was	lonely	under	the	peepul	tree.	It	is	said	that	only	ghosts	live	in	peepul	trees.	I

do	not	blame	them,	for	peepul	trees	are	cool	and	shady	and	full	of	loneliness.
I	may	stop	loving	you,	Sushila,	but	I	will	never	stop	loving	the	days	I	loved	you.



M
Listen	to	the	Wind

	
arch	 is	probably	 the	most	uncomfortable	month	 in	 the	hills.	The	rain	 is
cold,	often	accompanied	by	 sleet	 and	hail,	 and	 the	wind	 from	 the	north
comes	 tearing	down	 the	mountain	passes	with	 tremendous	 force.	Those
few	people	who	pass	 the	winter	 in	 the	hill	 station	 remain	close	 to	 their

fires.	If	they	can’t	afford	fires,	they	get	into	bed.
I	 found	 old	Miss	Mackenzie	 tucked	 up	 in	 bed	 with	 three	 hot-water	 bottles	 for

company.	 I	 took	 the	 bedroom’s	 single	 easy	 chair,	 and	 for	 some	 time	 Miss
Mackenzie	and	I	listened	to	the	thunder	and	watched	the	play	of	lightning.	The	rain
made	a	tremendous	noise	on	the	corrugated	tin	roof,	and	we	had	to	raise	our	voices
in	order	 to	be	heard.	The	hills	 looked	blurred	and	smudgy	when	seen	 through	the
rain-spattered	 windows.	 The	 wind	 battered	 at	 the	 doors	 and	 rushed	 round	 the
cottage,	determined	to	make	an	entry;	 it	slipped	down	the	chimney,	but	stuck	there
choking	and	gurgling	and	protesting	helplessly.
‘There’s	a	ghost	in	your	chimney	and	he	can’t	get	out,’	I	said.
‘Then	let	him	stay	there,’	said	Miss	Mackenzie.
A	vivid	flash	of	lightning	lit	up	the	opposite	hill,	showing	me	for	a	moment	a	pile

of	ruins	which	I	never	knew	were	there.
‘You’re	looking	at	Burnt	Hill,’	said	Miss	Mackenzie.	‘It	always	gets	the	lightning

when	there’s	a	storm.’
‘Possibly	there	are	iron	deposits	in	the	rocks,’	I	said.
‘I	wouldn’t	know.	But	it’s	the	reason	why	no	one	ever	lived	there	for	long.	Almost

every	dwelling	that	was	put	up	was	struck	by	lightning	and	burnt	down.’
‘I	thought	I	saw	some	ruins	just	now.’
‘Nothing	but	rubble.	When	they	were	first	settling	in	the	hills	they	chose	that	spot.

Later	 they	moved	 to	 the	site	where	 the	 town	now	stands.	Burnt	Hill	was	 left	 to	 the
deer	and	the	leopards	and	the	monkeys—and	to	its	ghosts,	of	course	…’
‘Oh,	so	it’s	haunted,	too.’
‘So	they	say.	On	evenings	such	as	these.	But	you	don’t	believe	in	ghosts,	do	you?’
‘No.	Do	you?’
‘No.	 But	 you’ll	 understand	 why	 they	 say	 the	 hill	 is	 haunted	 when	 you	 hear	 its

story.	Listen.’
I	 listened,	but	at	 first	 I	could	hear	nothing	but	 the	wind	and	 the	 rain.	Then	Miss

Mackenzie’s	 clear	 voice	 rose	 above	 the	 sound	 of	 the	 elements,	 and	 I	 heard	 her
saying:
‘…	it’s	really	the	old	story	of	ill-starred	lovers,	only	it’s	true.	I’d	met	Robert	at

his	parents’	house	some	weeks	before	the	tragedy	took	place.	He	was	eighteen,	tall



and	 fresh-looking,	 and	 full	of	manhood.	He’d	been	born	out	here,	but	his	parents
were	 hoping	 to	 return	 to	 England	 when	 Robert’s	 father	 retired.	 His	 father	 was	 a
magistrate,	I	think—but	that	hasn’t	any	bearing	on	the	story.
‘Their	plans	didn’t	work	out	the	way	they	expected.	You	see,	Robert	fell	in	love.

Not	with	an	English	girl,	mind	you,	but	with	a	hill	girl,	the	daughter	of	a	landholder
from	the	village	behind	Burnt	Hill.	Even	today	it	would	be	unconventional.	Twenty-
five	years	ago,	it	was	almost	unheard	of!	Robert	liked	walking,	and	he	was	hiking
through	the	forest	when	he	saw	or	rather	heard	her.	It	was	said	later	that	he	fell	 in
love	with	her	voice.	She	was	singing,	and	the	song—low	and	sweet	and	strange	to
his	ears—struck	him	to	the	heart.	When	he	caught	sight	of	the	girl’s	face,	he	was	not
disappointed.	She	was	young	and	beautiful.	She	saw	him	and	returned	his	awestruck
gaze	with	a	brief,	fleeting	smile.
‘Robert,	 in	 his	 impetuousness,	 made	 inquiries	 at	 the	 village,	 located	 the	 girl’s

father,	and	without	much	ado	asked	for	her	hand	in	marriage.	He	probably	thought
that	a	sahib	would	not	be	refused	such	a	request.	At	the	same	time,	it	was	really	quite
gallant	on	his	part,	because	any	other	young	man	might	 simply	have	 ravished	 the
girl	in	the	forest.	But	Robert	was	in	love	and,	therefore,	completely	irrational	in	his
behaviour.
‘Of	course,	the	girl’s	father	would	have	nothing	to	do	with	the	proposal.	He	was	a

Brahmin,	 and	 he	 wasn’t	 going	 to	 have	 the	 good	 name	 of	 his	 family	 ruined	 by
marrying	off	his	only	daughter	to	a	foreigner.	Robert	did	not	argue	with	the	father;
nor	did	he	say	anything	to	his	own	parents,	because	he	knew	their	reaction	would	be
one	of	shock	and	dismay.	They	would	do	everything	in	their	power	to	put	an	end	to
his	madness.
‘But	Robert	continued	to	visit	the	forest—you	see	it	there,	that	heavy	patch	of	oak

and	pine—and	he	often	came	across	the	girl,	for	she	would	be	gathering	fodder	or
fuel.	She	did	not	seem	to	resent	his	attentions,	and,	as	Robert	knew	something	of	the
language,	he	was	soon	able	to	convey	his	feelings	to	her.	The	girl	must	at	first	have
been	rather	alarmed,	but	the	boy’s	sincerity	broke	down	her	reserve.	After	all,	she
was	 young	 too—young	 enough	 to	 fall	 in	 love	 with	 a	 devoted	 swain,	 without
thinking	too	much	of	his	background.	She	knew	her	father	would	never	agree	to	a
marriage—and	he	knew	his	parents	would	prevent	anything	like	that	happening.	So
they	planned	to	run	away	together.	Romantic,	 isn’t	 it?	But	it	did	happen.	Only	they
did	not	live	happily	ever	after.’
‘Did	their	parents	come	after	them?’
‘No.	They	had	agreed	to	meet	one	night	in	the	ruined	building	on	Burnt	Hill—the

ruin	you	saw	just	now;	it	hasn’t	changed	much,	except	that	there	was	a	bit	of	roof	to
it	 then.	They	left	 their	homes	and	made	their	way	to	the	hill	without	any	difficulty.
After	 meeting,	 they	 planned	 to	 take	 the	 little	 path	 that	 followed	 the	 course	 of	 a
stream	until	it	reached	the	plains.	After	that—but	who	knows	what	they	had	planned,



what	dreams	of	the	future	they	had	conjured	up?	The	storm	broke	soon	after	they’d
reached	the	ruins.	They	took	shelter	under	the	dripping	ceiling.	It	was	a	storm	just
like	 this	 one—a	 high	 wind	 and	 great	 torrents	 of	 rain	 and	 hail,	 and	 the	 lightning
flitting	about	and	crashing	down	almost	every	minute.	They	must	have	been	soaked,
huddled	together	in	a	corner	of	that	crumbling	building,	when	lightning	struck.	No
one	 knows	 at	what	 time	 it	 happened.	But	 next	morning	 their	 charred	 bodies	were
found	on	the	worn	yellow	stones	of	the	old	building.’
Miss	 Mackenzie	 stopped	 speaking,	 and	 I	 noticed	 that	 the	 thunder	 had	 grown

distant	and	the	rain	had	lessened;	but	the	chimney	was	still	coughing	and	clearing	its
throat.
‘That	is	true,	every	word	of	it,’	said	Miss	Mackenzie.	‘But	as	to	Burnt	Hill	being

haunted,	that’s	another	matter.	I’ve	no	experience	of	ghosts.’
‘Anyway,	you	need	a	fire	to	keep	them	out	of	the	chimney,’	I	said,	getting	up	to

go.	I	had	my	raincoat	and	umbrella,	and	my	own	cottage	was	not	far	away.
Next	morning,	when	I	took	the	steep	path	up	to	Burnt	Hill,	the	sky	was	clear,	and

though	 there	 was	 still	 a	 stiff	 wind,	 it	 was	 no	 longer	 menacing.	 An	 hour ’s	 climb
brought	me	to	the	old	ruin—now	nothing	but	a	heap	of	stones,	as	Miss	Mackenzie
had	said.	Part	of	a	wall	was	left,	and	the	corner	of	a	fireplace.	Grass	and	weeds	had
grown	up	 through	 the	 floor,	 and	primroses	 and	wild	 saxifrage	 flowered	 amongst
the	rubble.
Where	had	they	sheltered,	I	wondered,	as	the	wind	tore	at	them	and	fire	fell	from

the	sky.
I	 touched	 the	 cold	 stones,	 half	 expecting	 to	 find	 in	 them	 some	 traces	 of	 the

warmth	of	human	contact.	I	listened,	waiting	for	some	ancient	echo,	some	returning
wave	of	sound,	that	would	bring	me	nearer	to	the	spirits	of	the	dead	lovers;	but	there
was	only	the	wind	coughing	in	the	lovely	pines.
I	thought	I	heard	voices	in	the	wind;	and	perhaps	I	did.	For	isn’t	the	wind	the	voice

of	the	undying	dead?



S

The	Garlands	on	His	Brow
	

Fame	has	but	a	fleeting	hold
On	the	reins	in	our	fast-paced	society;
So	many	of	yesterday’s	heroes	crumble.

	
hortly	after	my	return	from	England,	I	was	walking	down	the	main	road	of
my	old	hometown	of	Dehra,	gazing	at	the	shops	and	passers-by	to	see	what
changes,	 if	 any,	 had	 taken	 place	 during	my	 absence.	 I	 had	 been	 away	 three
years.	Still	a	boy	when	I	went	abroad,	I	was	twenty-one	when	I	returned	with

some	mediocre	qualifications	to	flaunt	in	the	faces	of	my	envious	friends.	(I	did	not
tell	 them	 of	 the	 loneliness	 of	 those	 years	 in	 exile;	 it	 would	 not	 have	 impressed
them.)	I	was	nearing	the	clock	tower	when	I	met	a	beggar	coming	from	the	opposite
direction.	In	one	respect,	Dehra	had	not	changed.	The	beggars	were	as	numerous	as
ever,	though	I	must	admit	they	looked	healthier.
This	beggar	had	a	straggling	beard,	a	hunch,	a	cavernous	chest	and	unsteady	legs

on	which	a	number	of	purple	sores	were	festering.	His	shoulders	looked	as	though
they	had	once	been	powerful,	and	his	hands	 thrusting	a	begging	bowl	at	me,	were
still	strong.
He	 did	 not	 seem	 sufficiently	 decrepit	 to	 deserve	my	 charity,	 and	 I	was	 turning

away	 when	 I	 thought	 I	 discerned	 a	 gleam	 of	 recognition	 in	 his	 eyes.	 There	 was
something	 slightly	 familiar	 about	 the	 man;	 perhaps	 he	 was	 a	 beggar	 who
remembered	me	from	earlier	years.	He	was	even	attempting	a	smile;	showing	me	a
few	broken	yellow	fangs;	and	to	get	away	from	him,	I	produced	a	coin,	dropped	it
in	his	bowl	and	hurried	away.
I	 had	 gone	 about	 a	 hundred	 yards	 when,	 with	 a	 rush	 of	 memory,	 I	 knew	 the

identity	 of	 the	 beggar.	 He	 was	 the	 hero	 of	 my	 childhood,	 Hassan,	 the	 most
magnificent	wrestler	in	the	entire	district.
I	turned	and	retraced	my	steps,	half	hoping	I	wouldn’t	be	able	to	catch	up	with	the

man	 and	 he	 had	 indeed	 got	 lost	 in	 the	 bazaar	 crowd.	Well,	 I	 would	 doubtless	 be
confronted	 by	 him	 again	 in	 a	 day	 or	 two	 …	 Leaving	 the	 road,	 I	 went	 into	 the
municipal	 gardens	 and	 stretching	 myself	 out	 on	 the	 fresh	 green	 February	 grass,
allowed	my	memory	 to	 journey	back	 to	 the	days	when	 I	was	a	boy	of	 ten,	 full	of
health	and	optimism,	when	my	wonder	at	 the	great	game	of	 living	had	yet	 to	give
way	to	disillusionment	at	its	shabbiness.
On	 those	 precious	 days	 when	 I	 played	 truant	 from	 school—and	 I	 would	 have

learnt	more	had	I	played	truant	more	often—I	would	sometimes	make	my	way	to	the
akhara	at	the	corner	of	the	gardens	to	watch	the	wrestling	pit.	My	chin	cupped	in	my



hands,	 I	 would	 lean	 against	 a	 railing	 and	 gaze	 in	 awe	 at	 the	 rippling	 muscles,
applauding	 with	 the	 other	 watchers	 whenever	 one	 of	 the	 wrestlers	 made	 a
particularly	clever	move	or	pinned	an	opponent	down	on	his	back.
Amongst	 these	 wrestlers	 the	 most	 impressive	 and	 engaging	 young	 man	 was

Hassan,	 the	 son	 of	 a	 kite	 maker.	 He	 had	 a	 magnificent	 build,	 with	 great	 wide
shoulders	and	powerful	 legs,	 and	what	he	 lacked	 in	 skill	he	made	up	 for	 in	 sheer
animal	 strength	and	vigour.	The	 idol	of	all	 small	boys,	he	was	 followed	about	by
large	numbers	of	us,	and	I	was	a	particular	favourite	of	his.	He	would	offer	to	lift
me	 on	 to	 his	 shoulders	 and	 carry	 me	 across	 the	 akhara	 to	 introduce	 me	 to	 his
friends	and	fellow-wrestlers.
From	 being	 Dehra’s	 champion,	 Hassan	 soon	 became	 the	 outstanding

representative	 of	 his	 art	 in	 the	 entire	 district.	 His	 technique	 improved,	 he	 began
using	his	brain	in	addition	to	his	brawn,	and	it	was	said	by	everyone	that	he	had	the
makings	of	a	national	champion.
It	was	during	a	large	fair	towards	the	end	of	the	rains	that	destiny	took	a	hand	in

the	 shaping	 of	 his	 life.	 The	Rani	 of	——was	 visiting	 the	 fair,	 and	 she	 stopped	 to
watch	the	wrestling	bouts.	When	she	saw	Hassan	stripped	and	in	the	ring,	she	began
to	take	more	than	a	casual	interest	in	him.	It	has	been	said	that	she	was	a	woman	of	a
passionate	 and	 amoral	 nature,	who	 could	 not	 be	 satisfied	 by	 her	weak	 and	 ailing
husband.	 She	 was	 struck	 by	 Hassan’s	 perfect	 manhood,	 and	 through	 an	 official
offered	him	the	post	of	her	personal	bodyguard.
The	rani	was	rich	and,	in	spite	of	having	passed	her	fortieth	summer,	was	a	warm

and	attractive	woman.	Hassan	did	not	find	it	difficult	to	make	love	according	to	the
bidding,	and	on	the	whole	he	was	happy	in	her	service.	True,	he	did	not	wrestle	as
often	 as	 in	 the	 past;	 but	 when	 he	 did	 enter	 a	 competition,	 his	 reputation	 and	 his
physique	 combined	 to	 overawe	 his	 opponents,	 and	 they	 did	 not	 put	 up	 much
resistance.	One	or	 two	well-known	wrestlers	were	 invited	 to	 the	district.	The	 rani
paid	them	liberally,	and	they	permitted	Hassan	to	throw	them	out	of	the	ring.	Life	in
the	rani’s	house	was	comfortable	and	easy,	and	Hassan,	a	simple	man,	felt	himself
secure.	And	it	is	to	the	credit	of	the	rani	(and	also	of	Hassan)	that	she	did	not	tire	of
him	as	quickly	as	she	had	of	others.
But	ranis,	like	washerwomen,	are	mortal;	and	when	a	long-standing	and	neglected

disease	 at	 last	 took	 its	 toll,	 robbing	 her	 at	 once	 of	 all	 her	 beauty,	 she	 no	 longer
struggled	 against	 it,	 but	 allowed	 it	 to	 poison	 and	 consume	 her	 once	 magnificent
body.	It	would	be	wrong	to	say	that	Hassan	was	heartbroken	when	she	died.	He	was
not	a	deeply	emotional	or	sensitive	person.	Though	he	could	attract	the	sympathy	of
others,	 he	 had	 difficulty	 in	 producing	 any	 of	 his	 own.	 His	 was	 a	 kindly	 but	 not
compassionate	nature.
He	had	served	the	rani	well,	and	what	he	was	most	aware	of	now	was	that	he	was

without	a	 job	and	without	any	money.	The	 raja	had	his	own	personal	amusements



and	did	not	want	a	wrestler	who	was	beginning	to	sag	a	little	about	the	waist.
Times	had	changed.	Hassan’s	father	was	dead,	and	there	was	no	longer	a	living	to

be	had	 from	making	kites;	 so	Hassan	 returned	 to	doing	what	he	had	always	done:
wrestling.	 But	 there	 was	 no	 money	 to	 be	 made	 at	 the	 akhara.	 It	 was	 only	 in	 the
professional	 arena	 that	 a	 decent	 living	 could	 be	made.	And	 so,	when	 a	 travelling
circus	of	professionals—a	Negro,	a	Russian,	a	Cockney-Chinese	and	a	giant	Sikh—
came	 to	 town	 and	 offered	 a	 hundred	 rupees	 and	 a	 contract	 to	 the	 challenger	who
could	 stay	 five	 minutes	 in	 the	 ring	 with	 any	 one	 of	 them,	 Hassan	 took	 up	 the
challenge.
He	was	pitted	against	the	Russian,	a	bear	of	a	man,	who	wore	a	black	mask	across

his	eyes;	and	in	two	minutes	Hassan’s	Dehra	supporters	saw	their	hero	slung	about
the	 ring,	 licked	 in	 the	head	and	groin,	and	 finally	 flung	unceremoniously	 through
the	ropes.
After	this	humiliation,	Hassan	did	not	venture	into	competitive	bouts	again.	I	saw

him	 sometimes	 at	 the	 akhara,	 where	 he	 made	 a	 few	 rupees	 giving	 lessons	 to
children.	He	had	a	paunch,	and	folds	were	beginning	to	accumulate	beneath	his	chin.
I	 was	 no	 longer	 a	 small	 boy,	 but	 he	 always	 had	 a	 smile	 and	 a	 hearty	 backslap
reserved	for	me.
I	remember	seeing	him	a	few	days	before	I	went	abroad.	He	was	moving	heavily

about	 the	 akhara;	 he	 had	 lost	 the	 lightning	 swiftness	 that	 had	 once	 made	 him
invincible.	Yes,	I	told	myself.
	

The	garlands	wither	on	your	brow;
They	boast	no	more	your	mighty	deeds	…

	
That	 had	 been	 over	 three	 years	 ago.	 And	 for	 Hassan	 to	 have	 been	 reduced	 to
begging	was	 indeed	a	sad	 reflection	of	both	 the	passing	of	 time	and	 the	changing
times.	Fifty	years	ago,	a	popular	 local	wrestler	would	never	have	been	allowed	to
fall	into	a	state	of	poverty	and	neglect.	He	would	have	been	fed	by	his	old	friends,
and	stories	would	have	been	told	of	his	legendary	prowess.	He	would	not	have	been
forgotten.	But	those	were	more	leisurely	times,	when	the	individual	had	his	place	in
society,	 when	 a	man	was	 praised	 for	 his	 past	 achievement,	 and	 his	 failures	 were
tolerated	 and	 forgiven.	But	 life	 had	 since	 become	 fast	 and	 cruel	 and	 unreflective,
and	 people	were	 too	 busy	 counting	 their	 gains	 to	 bother	 about	 the	 idols	 of	 their
youth.
It	was	a	few	days	after	my	last	encounter	with	Hassan	that	I	found	a	small	crowd

gathered	 at	 the	 side	 of	 the	 road,	 not	 far	 from	 the	 clock	 tower.	They	were	 staring
impassively	at	something	in	the	drain,	at	the	same	time	keeping	a	discreet	distance.
Joining	the	group,	I	saw	that	the	object	of	their	disinterested	curiosity	was	a	corpse,
its	 head	 hidden	 under	 a	 culvert,	 legs	 protruding	 into	 the	 open	 drain.	 It	 looked	 as



though	the	man	had	crawled	into	the	drain	to	die,	and	had	done	so	with	his	head	in
the	culvert	so	the	world	would	not	witness	his	last	unavailing	struggle.
When	 the	municipal	 workers	 came	 in	 their	 van,	 and	 lifted	 the	 body	 out	 of	 the

gutter,	a	cloud	of	flies	and	bluebottles	rose	from	the	corpse	with	an	angry	buzz	of
protest.	The	face	was	muddy,	but	I	recognized	the	beggar	who	was	Hassan.
In	 a	way,	 it	was	 a	 consolation	 to	 know	 that	 he	 had	 been	 forgotten,	 that	 no	 one

present	could	recognize	the	remains	of	the	man	who	had	once	looked	like	a	young
god.	I	did	not	come	forward	to	identify	the	body.	Perhaps	I	saved	Hassan	from	one
final	humiliation.



N
His	Neighbour’s	Wife

	
o	(said	Arun,	as	we	waited	for	dinner	to	be	prepared),	I	did	not	fall	in	love
with	my	neighbour ’s	wife.	It	is	not	that	kind	of	story.
Mind	you,	Leela	was	a	most	attractive	woman.	She	was	not	beautiful	or

pretty	but	she	was	handsome.	Hers	was	the	firm,	athletic	body	of	a	sixteen-
year-old	 boy,	 free	 of	 any	 surplus	 flesh.	 She	 bathed	morning	 and	 evening,	 oiling
herself	well,	so	that	her	skin	glowed	a	golden-brown	in	the	winter	sunshine.	Her	lips
were	often	coloured	with	paan	juice,	but	her	teeth	were	perfect.	I	was	her	junior	by
about	 five	years,	and	she	called	me	her	 ‘younger	brother ’.	Her	husband,	who	was
forty	 to	 her	 thirty-two,	was	 an	official	 in	 the	Customs	 and	Excise	Department:	 an
extrovert,	 a	 hard-drinking,	 backslapping	man,	 who	 spent	 a	 great	 deal	 of	 time	 on
tour.	 Leela	 knew	 that	 he	 was	 not	 always	 faithful	 to	 her	 during	 these	 frequent
absences,	but	she	found	solace	in	her	own	loyalty	and	in	the	well-being	of	her	only
child,	a	boy	called	Chandu.
I	 did	 not	 care	 for	 the	 boy.	 He	 had	 been	 well	 spoilt,	 and	 took	 great	 delight	 in

disturbing	me	whenever	I	was	at	work.	He	entered	my	rooms	uninvited,	knocked	my
books	about,	and,	if	guests	were	present,	made	insulting	remarks	about	them	to	their
faces.
Leela,	during	her	lonely	evenings,	would	often	ask	me	to	sit	on	her	veranda	and

talk	to	her.	The	day’s	work	done,	she	would	relax	with	a	hookah.	Smoking	a	hookah
was	a	habit	she	had	brought	with	her	from	her	village	near	Agra,	and	it	was	a	habit
she	refused	to	give	up.	She	liked	to	talk	and,	as	I	was	a	good	listener,	she	soon	grew
fond	of	me.	The	fact	that	I	was	twenty-six	years	old	and	still	a	bachelor	never	failed
to	astonish	her.
It	 was	 not	 long	 before	 she	 took	 upon	 herself	 the	 responsibility	 of	 getting	 me

married.	I	found	it	useless	to	protest.	She	did	not	believe	me	when	I	told	her	that	I
could	not	afford	to	marry,	that	I	preferred	a	bachelor ’s	life.	A	wife,	she	insisted,	was
an	asset	to	any	man.	A	wife	reduced	expenses.	Where	did	I	eat?	At	a	hotel,	of	course.
That	must	cost	me	at	least	sixty	rupees	a	month,	even	on	a	vegetarian	diet.	But	if	I
had	a	simple	homely	wife	 to	do	 the	cooking,	we	could	both	eat	well	 for	 less	 than
that.
Leela	fingered	my	shirt,	observing	 that	a	button	was	missing	and	 that	 the	collar

was	frayed.	She	remarked	on	my	pale	face	and	general	look	of	debility,	and	told	me
that	I	would	fall	victim	to	all	kinds	of	diseases	if	I	did	not	find	someone	to	look	after
me.	What	 I	 needed,	 she	 declared	 between	 puffs	 at	 the	 hookah,	 was	 a	 woman—a
young,	healthy,	buxom	woman,	preferably	from	a	village	near	Agra.
‘If	 I	 could	 find	 someone	 like	 you,’	 I	 said	 slyly,	 ‘I	 would	 not	 mind	 getting



married.’
She	appeared	neither	flattered	nor	offended	by	my	remark.
‘Don’t	 marry	 an	 older	 woman,’	 she	 advised.	 ‘Never	 take	 a	 wife	 who	 is	 more

experienced	in	the	ways	of	the	world	than	you	are.	You	just	leave	it	to	me,	I’ll	find	a
suitable	bride	for	you.’
To	 please	 Leela,	 I	 agreed	 to	 this	 arrangement,	 thinking	 she	 would	 not	 take	 it

seriously.	But,	two	days	later,	when	she	suggested	that	I	accompany	her	to	a	certain
distinguished	home	for	orphan	girls,	I	became	alarmed.	I	refused	to	have	anything
to	do	with	her	project.
‘Don’t	you	have	confidence	 in	me?’	she	asked.	 ‘You	said	you	would	 like	a	girl

who	resembled	me.	I	know	one	who	looks	just	as	I	did	ten	years	ago.’
‘I	like	you	as	you	are	now,’	I	said.	‘Not	as	you	were	ten	years	ago.’
‘Of	course.	We	shall	arrange	for	you	to	see	the	girl	first.’
‘You	don’t	understand,’	 I	protested.	 ‘It’s	not	 that	 I	 feel	 I	have	 to	be	 in	 love	with

someone	before	marrying	her—I	know	you	would	choose	a	fine	girl,	and	I	would
really	 prefer	 someone	 who	 is	 homely	 and	 simple	 to	 an	 MA	 with	 honours	 in
psychology—it’s	 just	 that	 I’m	 not	 ready	 for	 it.	 I	 want	 another	 year	 or	 two	 of
freedom.	 I	 don’t	 want	 to	 be	 chained	 down.	 To	 be	 frank,	 I	 don’t	 want	 the
responsibility.’
‘A	little	responsibility	will	make	a	man	of	you,’	said	Leela;	but	she	did	not	insist

on	my	accompanying	her	to	the	orphanage,	and	the	matter	was	allowed	to	rest	for	a
few	days.
I	was	beginning	to	hope	that	Leela	had	reconciled	herself	to	allowing	one	man	to

remain	single	in	a	world	full	of	husbands	when,	one	morning,	she	accosted	me	on
the	veranda	with	an	open	newspaper,	which	she	thrust	in	front	of	my	nose.
‘There!’	 she	 said	 triumphantly.	 ‘What	 do	 you	 think	 of	 that?	 I	 did	 it	 to	 surprise

you.’
She	had	certainly	succeeded	in	surprising	me.	Her	henna-stained	forefinger	rested

on	an	advertisement	in	the	matrimonial	columns.
Bachelor	 journalist,	 age	 twenty-five,	 seeks	 attractive	young	wife	well	 versed	 in

household	duties.	Caste,	religion	no	bar.	Dowry	optional.
I	must	admit	that	Leela	had	made	a	good	job	of	it.	In	a	few	days	the	replies	began

to	come	in,	usually	from	the	parents	of	the	girls	concerned.	Each	applicant	wanted
to	know	how	much	money	I	was	earning.	At	the	same	time,	they	took	the	trouble	to
list	 their	 own	 connections	 and	 the	 high	 positions	 occupied	 by	 relatives.	 Some
parents	enclosed	their	daughters’	photographs.	They	were	very	good	photographs,
though	there	was	a	certain	amount	of	touching-up	employed.
I	 studied	 the	 pictures	 with	 interest.	 Perhaps	 marriage	 wasn’t	 such	 a	 bad

proposition,	after	all.	I	selected	the	photographs	of	the	three	girls	I	most	fancied	and
showed	them	to	Leela.



To	my	surprise,	she	disapproved	of	all	three.	One	of	the	girls	she	said	had	a	face
like	a	hermaphrodite;	 another	obviously	 suffered	 from	 tuberculosis;	 and	 the	 third
was	 undoubtedly	 an	 adventuress.	 Leela	 decided	 that	 the	 whole	 idea	 of	 the
advertisement	had	been	a	mistake.	She	was	sorry	she	had	inserted	it;	the	only	replies
we	were	likely	to	get	would	be	from	fortune	hunters.	And	I	had	no	fortune.
So	we	 destroyed	 the	 letters.	 I	 tried	 to	 keep	 some	of	 the	 photographs,	 but	Leela

tore	them	up	too.
And	so,	for	some	time,	there	were	no	more	attempts	at	getting	me	married.
Leela	and	I	met	nearly	every	day,	but	we	spoke	of	other	things.	Sometimes,	in	the

evenings,	she	would	make	me	sit	on	the	charpoy	opposite	her,	and	then	she	would
draw	 up	 her	 hookah	 and	 tell	 me	 stories	 about	 her	 village	 and	 her	 family.	 I	 was
getting	used	to	the	boy,	too,	and	even	growing	rather	fond	of	him.
All	this	came	to	an	end	when	Leela’s	husband	went	and	got	himself	killed.	He	was

shot	by	a	bootlegger,	who	had	decided	to	get	rid	of	the	excise	man	rather	than	pay
him	an	exorbitant	sum	of	money.	It	meant	that	Leela	had	to	give	up	her	quarters	and
return	to	her	village	near	Agra.	She	waited	until	the	boy’s	school	term	had	finished,
and	then	she	packed	their	things	and	bought	two	tickets,	third	class	to	Agra.
Something,	 I	 could	 see,	 had	 been	 troubling	 her,	 and	when	 I	 saw	 her	 off	 at	 the

station,	 I	 realized	 what	 it	 was.	 She	 was	 having	 a	 fit	 of	 conscience	 about	 my
continued	bachelorhood.
‘In	 my	 village,’	 she	 said	 confidently,	 leaning	 out	 from	 the	 carriage	 window,

‘there	 is	a	very	comely	young	girl,	 a	distant	 relative	of	mine;	 I	 shall	 speak	 to	 the
parents.’
And	 then	I	said	something	which	I	had	not	considered	before;	which	had	never,

until	that	moment,	entered	my	head.	And	I	was	no	less	surprised	than	Leela	when	the
words	came	tumbling	out	of	my	mouth:	‘Why	don’t	you	marry	me	now?’
Arun	didn’t	have	time	to	finish	his	story	because,	just	at	this	interesting	stage,	the

dinner	arrived.
But	the	dinner	brought	with	it	the	end	of	his	story.
It	was	served	by	his	wife,	a	magnificent	woman,	strong	and	handsome,	who	could

only	have	been	Leela.	And	a	few	minutes	later,	Chandu,	Arun’s	stepson,	charged	into
the	house,	complaining	that	he	was	famished.
Arun	introduced	me	to	his	wife,	and	we	exchanged	the	usual	formalities.
‘But	why	hasn’t	your	friend	brought	his	family	with	him?’	she	asked.
‘Family?	Because	he’s	still	a	bachelor!’
And	 then	 as	 he	 watched	 his	 wife’s	 expression	 change	 from	 a	 look	 of	 mild

indifference	to	one	of	deep	concern,	he	hurriedly	changed	the	subject.



I
The	Monkeys

	
couldn’t	be	sure,	next	morning,	if	I	had	been	dreaming	or	if	I	had	really	heard
dogs	barking	 in	 the	night	and	had	seen	 them	scampering	about	on	 the	hillside
below	 the	 cottage.	 There	 had	 been	 a	 golden	 Cocker,	 a	 Retriever,	 a	 Peke,	 a
Dachshund,	a	black	Labrador	and	one	or	two	nondescripts.	They	had	woken	me

with	their	barking	shortly	after	midnight,	and	had	made	so	much	noise	that	I	had	got
out	 of	 bed	 and	 looked	 out	 of	 the	 open	 window.	 I	 saw	 them	 quite	 plainly	 in	 the
moonlight,	 five	 or	 six	 dogs	 rushing	 excitedly	 through	 the	 bracket	 and	 long
monsoon	grass.
It	was	only	because	 there	had	been	so	many	breeds	among	the	dogs	 that	 I	 felt	a

little	confused.	I	had	been	in	the	cottage	only	a	week,	and	I	was	already	on	nodding
or	speaking	terms	with	most	of	my	neighbours.	Colonel	Fanshawe,	retired	from	the
Indian	army,	was	my	immediate	neighbour.	He	did	keep	a	Cocker,	but	it	was	black.
The	 elderly	Anglo-Indian	 spinsters	who	 lived	 beyond	 the	 deodars	 kept	 only	 cats.
(Though	why	cats	should	be	the	prerogative	of	spinsters,	I	have	never	been	able	to
understand.)	The	milkman	kept	a	couple	of	mongrels.	And	the	Punjabi	industrialist
who	 had	 bought	 a	 former	 prince’s	 palace—without	 ever	 occupying	 it—left	 the
property	in	charge	of	a	watchman	who	kept	a	huge	Tibetan	mastiff.
None	of	these	dogs	looked	like	the	ones	I	had	seen	in	the	night.
‘Does	anyone	here	keep	a	Retriever?’	I	asked	Colonel	Fanshawe,	when	I	met	him

taking	his	evening	walk.
‘No	one	that	I	know	of,’	he	said	and	gave	me	a	swift,	penetrating	look	from	under

his	bushy	eyebrows.	‘Why,	have	you	seen	one	around?’
‘No,	I	just	wondered.	There	are	a	lot	of	dogs	in	the	area,	aren’t	there?’
‘Oh,	 yes.	Nearly	 everyone	 keeps	 a	 dog	 here.	Of	 course,	 every	 now	 and	 then	 a

panther	carries	one	off.	Lost	a	lovely	little	terrier	myself	only	last	winter.’
Colonel	 Fanshawe,	 tall	 and	 red-faced,	 seemed	 to	 be	waiting	 for	me	 to	 tell	 him

something	more—or	was	he	just	taking	time	to	recover	his	breath	after	a	stiff	uphill
climb?
That	night	I	heard	the	dogs	again.	I	went	to	the	window	and	looked	out.	The	moon

was	at	the	full,	silvering	the	leaves	of	the	oak	trees.
The	dogs	were	looking	up	into	the	trees	and	barking.	But	I	could	see	nothing	in

the	trees,	not	even	an	owl.
I	gave	a	shout,	and	the	dogs	disappeared	into	the	forest.
Colonel	Fanshawe	looked	at	me	expectantly	when	I	met	him	the	following	day.	He

knew	something	about	those	dogs,	of	that	I	was	certain;	but	he	was	waiting	to	hear
what	I	had	to	say.	I	decided	to	oblige	him.



‘I	saw	at	least	six	dogs	in	the	middle	of	the	night,’	I	said.	‘A	Cocker,	a	Retriever,	a
Peke,	 a	 Dachshund	 and	 two	 mongrels.	 Now,	 Colonel,	 I’m	 sure	 you	 must	 know
whose	they	are.’
The	 colonel	was	 delighted.	 I	 could	 tell	 by	 the	way	 his	 eyes	 glinted	 that	 he	was

going	to	enjoy	himself	at	my	expense.
‘You’ve	been	seeing	Miss	Fairchild’s	dogs,’	he	said	with	smug	satisfaction.
‘Oh,	and	where	does	she	live?’
‘She	doesn’t,	my	boy.	Died	fifteen	years	ago.’
‘Then	what	are	her	dogs	doing	here?’
‘Looking	 for	 monkeys,’	 said	 the	 colonel.	 And	 he	 stood	 back	 to	 watch	 my

reaction.
‘I’m	afraid	I	don’t	understand,’	I	said.
‘Let	me	put	it	this	way,’	said	the	colonel.	‘Do	you	believe	in	ghosts?’
‘I’ve	never	seen	any,’	I	said.
‘But	 you	 have,	 my	 boy,	 you	 have.	 Miss	 Fairchild’s	 dogs	 died	 years	 ago—a

Cocker,	a	Retriever,	a	Dachshund,	a	Peke	and	two	mongrels.	They	were	buried	on	a
little	knoll	under	the	oaks.	Nothing	odd	about	their	deaths,	mind	you.	They	were	all
quite	old,	and	didn’t	survive	their	mistress	very	long.	Neighbours	looked	after	them
until	they	died.’
‘And	Miss	Fairchild	lived	in	the	cottage	where	I	stay?	Was	she	young?’
‘She	 was	 in	 her	 mid-forties,	 an	 athletic	 sort	 of	 woman,	 fond	 of	 the	 outdoors.

Didn’t	care	much	for	men.	I	thought	you	knew	about	her.’
‘No,	 I	 haven’t	 been	 here	 very	 long,	 you	 know.	But	what	was	 it	 you	 said	 about

monkeys?	Why	were	the	dogs	looking	for	monkeys?’
‘Ah,	 that’s	 the	 interesting	part	of	 the	story.	Have	you	seen	 the	 langoor	monkeys

that	sometimes	come	to	eat	oak	leaves?’
‘No.’
‘You	will,	sooner	or	later.	There	has	always	been	a	band	of	them	roaming	these

forests.	They’re	quite	harmless	really,	except	that	they’ll	ruin	a	garden	if	given	half
a	chance	…	Well,	Miss	Fairchild	fairly	loathed	those	monkeys.	She	was	very	keen
on	 her	 dahlias—grew	 some	 prize	 specimens—but	 the	 monkeys	 would	 come	 at
night,	 dig	 up	 the	 plants	 and	 eat	 the	 dahlia	 bulbs.	Apparently	 they	 found	 the	 bulbs
much	to	their	liking.	Miss	Fairchild	would	be	furious.	People	who	are	passionately
fond	 of	 gardening	 often	 go	 off	 balance	when	 their	 best	 plants	 are	 ruined—that’s
only	human,	 I	suppose.	Miss	Fairchild	set	her	dogs	on	 the	monkeys	whenever	she
could,	even	if	it	was	in	the	middle	of	the	night.	But	the	monkeys	simply	took	to	the
trees	and	left	the	dogs	barking.
‘Then	 one	 day—or	 rather	 one	 night—Miss	 Fairchild	 took	 desperate	 measures.

She	borrowed	a	shotgun	and	sat	up	near	a	window.	And	when	the	monkeys	arrived,
she	shot	one	of	them	dead.’



The	colonel	paused	and	looked	out	over	the	oak	trees	which	were	shimmering	in
the	warm	afternoon	sun.
‘She	shouldn’t	have	done	that,’	he	said.
‘Never	shoot	a	monkey.	It’s	not	only	that	they’re	sacred	to	Hindus—but	they	are

rather	human,	you	know.	Well,	 I	must	be	getting	on.	Good	day!’	And	 the	colonel,
having	ended	his	story	rather	abruptly,	set	off	at	a	brisk	pace	through	the	deodars.
I	 didn’t	 hear	 the	 dogs	 that	 night.	But	 the	 next	 day	 I	 saw	 the	monkeys—the	 real

ones,	 not	 ghosts.	 There	were	 about	 twenty	 of	 them,	 young	 and	 old,	 sitting	 in	 the
trees	munching	 oak	 leaves.	 They	 didn’t	 pay	much	 attention	 to	me,	 and	 I	 watched
them	for	some	time.
They	 were	 handsome	 creatures,	 their	 fur	 a	 silver-grey,	 their	 tails	 long	 and

sinuous.	They	leapt	gracefully	from	tree	to	tree,	and	were	very	polite	and	dignified
in	 their	behaviour	 towards	each	other—unlike	 the	bold,	 rather	crude	red	monkeys
of	 the	plains.	Some	of	 the	younger	ones	 scampered	about	on	 the	hillside,	playing
and	wrestling	with	each	other	like	schoolboys.
There	 were	 no	 dogs	 to	 molest	 them—and	 no	 dahlias	 to	 tempt	 them	 into	 the

garden.
But	 that	 night,	 I	 heard	 the	 dogs	 again.	 They	were	 barking	more	 furiously	 than

ever.
‘Well,	 I’m	not	getting	up	for	 them	this	 time,’	 I	mumbled,	and	pulled	 the	blanket

over	my	ears.
But	the	barking	grew	louder,	and	was	joined	by	other	sounds,	a	squealing	and	a

scuffling.
Then	suddenly,	the	piercing	shriek	of	a	woman	rang	through	the	forest.	It	was	an

unearthly	sound,	and	it	made	my	hair	stand	up.
I	leapt	out	of	bed	and	dashed	to	the	window.
A	woman	was	lying	on	the	ground,	three	or	four	huge	monkeys	were	on	top	of

her,	biting	her	arms	and	pulling	at	her	throat.	The	dogs	were	yelping	and	trying	to
drag	 the	 monkeys	 off,	 but	 they	 were	 being	 harried	 from	 behind	 by	 others.	 The
woman	 gave	 another	 bloodcurdling	 shriek,	 and	 I	 dashed	 back	 into	 the	 room,
grabbed	hold	of	a	small	axe	and	ran	into	the	garden.
But	 everyone—dogs,	 monkeys	 and	 shrieking	 woman—had	 disappeared,	 and	 I

stood	alone	on	the	hillside	in	my	pyjamas,	clutching	an	axe	and	feeling	very	foolish.
The	colonel	greeted	me	effusively	the	following	day.
‘Still	seeing	those	dogs?’	he	asked	in	a	bantering	tone.
‘I’ve	seen	the	monkeys	too,’	I	said.
‘Oh,	 yes,	 they’ve	 come	 around	 again.	 But	 they’re	 real	 enough,	 and	 quite

harmless.’
‘I	know—but	I	saw	them	last	night	with	the	dogs.’
‘Oh,	did	you	really?	That’s	strange,	very	strange.’



The	colonel	tried	to	avoid	my	eye,	but	I	hadn’t	quite	finished	with	him.
‘Colonel,’	 I	 said.	 ‘You	 never	 did	 get	 around	 to	 telling	me	 how	Miss	 Fairchild

died.’
‘Oh,	 didn’t	 I?	Must	 have	 slipped	my	memory.	 I’m	getting	old,	 don’t	 remember

people	as	well	as	I	used	to.	But,	of	course,	I	remember	about	Miss	Fairchild,	poor
lady.	The	monkeys	killed	her.	Didn’t	you	know?	They	simply	tore	her	to	pieces	…’
His	voice	trailed	of,	and	he	looked	thoughtfully	at	a	caterpillar	that	was	making

its	way	up	his	walking	stick.
‘She	shouldn’t	have	shot	one	of	them,’	he	said.	‘Never	shoot	a	monkey—they’re

rather	human,	you	know	…’



I
A	Case	for	Inspector	Lal

	
met	 Inspector	Keemat	Lal	 about	 two	 years	 ago,	while	 I	was	 living	 in	 the	 hot,
dusty	town	of	Shahpur	in	the	plains	of	northern	India.
Keemat	Lal	had	charge	of	the	local	police	station.	He	was	a	heavily	built	man,

slow	and	rather	ponderous,	and	inclined	to	be	lazy;	but,	like	most	lazy	people,
he	was	intelligent.	He	was	also	a	failure.	He	had	remained	an	inspector	for	a	number
of	years,	and	had	given	up	all	hope	of	further	promotion.	His	luck	was	against	him,
he	said.	He	should	never	have	been	a	policeman.	He	had	been	born	under	the	sign	of
Capricorn	and	should	really	have	gone	into	the	restaurant	business,	but	now	it	was
too	late	to	do	anything	about	it.
The	inspector	and	I	had	little	in	common.	He	was	nearing	forty,	and	I	was	twenty-

five.	But	both	of	us	spoke	English,	and	in	Shahpur	there	were	very	few	people	who
did.	In	addition,	we	were	both	fond	of	beer.	There	were	no	places	of	entertainment
in	 Shahpur.	 The	 searing	 heat,	 the	 dust	 that	 came	 whirling	 up	 from	 the	 east,	 the
mosquitoes	(almost	as	numerous	as	the	flies),	and	the	general	monotony	gave	one	a
thirst	for	something	more	substantial	than	stale	lemonade.
My	house	was	on	the	outskirts	of	the	town,	where	we	were	not	often	disturbed.	On

two	or	 three	evenings	 in	 the	week,	 just	 as	 the	 sun	was	going	down	and	making	 it
possible	for	one	to	emerge	from	the	khas-cooled	confines	of	a	dark,	high-ceilinged
bedroom,	 Inspector	Keemat	 Lal	would	 appear	 on	 the	 veranda	 steps,	mopping	 the
sweat	from	his	face	with	a	small	towel,	which	he	used	instead	of	a	handkerchief.	My
only	servant,	excited	at	the	prospect	of	serving	an	inspector	of	police,	would	hurry
out	with	glasses,	a	bucket	of	ice	and	several	bottles	of	the	best	Indian	beer.
One	evening,	after	we	had	overtaken	our	fourth	bottle,	I	said,	‘You	must	have	had

some	interesting	cases	in	your	career,	Inspector.’
‘Most	of	them	were	rather	dull,’	he	said.	‘At	least	the	successful	ones	were.	The

sensational	 cases	 usually	 went	 unsolved—otherwise	 I	 might	 have	 been	 a
superintendent	 by	 now.	 I	 suppose	 you	 are	 talking	 of	 murder	 cases.	 Do	 you
remember	the	shooting	of	the	minister	of	the	interior?	I	was	on	that	one,	but	it	was	a
political	murder	and	we	never	solved	it.’
‘Tell	me	about	a	case	you	solved,’	 I	said.	 ‘An	interesting	one.’	When	I	saw	him

looking	 uncomfortable,	 I	 added,	 ‘You	 don’t	 have	 to	worry,	 Inspector.	 I’m	 a	 very
discreet	person,	in	spite	of	all	the	beer	I	consume.’
‘But	how	can	you	be	discreet?	You	are	a	writer.’
I	protested:	‘Writers	are	usually	very	discreet.	They	always	change	the	names	of

people	and	places.’
He	gave	me	one	of	his	rare	smiles.	‘And	how	would	you	describe	me,	if	you	were



to	put	me	into	a	story?’
‘Oh,	I’d	leave	you	as	you	are.	No	one	would	believe	in	you,	anyway.’
He	laughed	indulgently	and	poured	out	more	beer.	‘I	suppose	I	can	change	names,

too	…	I	will	tell	you	of	a	very	interesting	case.	The	victim	was	an	unusual	person,
and	so	was	the	killer.	But	you	must	promise	not	to	write	this	story.’
‘I	promise,’	I	lied.
‘Do	you	know	Panauli?’
‘In	the	hills?	Yes,	I	have	been	there	once	or	twice.’
‘Good,	 then	 you	will	 follow	me	without	my	 having	 to	 be	 too	 descriptive.	This

happened	 about	 three	 years	 ago,	 shortly	 after	 I	 had	 been	 stationed	 at	 Panauli.
Nothing	much	ever	happened	 there.	There	were	a	 few	cases	of	 theft	 and	cheating,
and	an	occasional	fight	during	the	summer.	A	murder	took	place	about	once	every
ten	years.	 It	was	 therefore	quite	an	event	when	the	Rani	of	——was	found	dead	 in
her	sitting	room,	her	head	split	open	with	an	axe.	I	knew	that	I	would	have	to	solve
the	case	if	I	wanted	to	stay	in	Panauli.
‘The	 trouble	was,	 anyone	 could	have	killed	 the	 rani,	 and	 there	were	 some	who

made	no	secret	of	 their	 satisfaction	 that	 she	was	dead.	She	had	been	an	unpopular
woman.	Her	 husband	was	 dead,	 her	 children	were	 scattered,	 and	 her	money—for
she	had	never	been	a	very	wealthy	rani—had	been	dwindling	away.	She	lived	alone
in	 an	 old	 house	 on	 the	 outskirts	 of	 the	 town,	 ruling	 the	 locality	 with	 the	 stern
authority	of	a	matriarch.	She	had	a	servant,	and	he	was	the	man	who	found	the	body
and	came	to	the	police,	dithering	and	tongue-tied.	I	arrested	him	at	once,	of	course.	I
knew	he	was	probably	innocent,	but	a	basic	rule	is	to	grab	the	first	man	on	the	scene
of	crime,	especially	if	he	happens	to	be	a	servant.	But	we	let	him	go	after	a	beating.
There	was	nothing	much	he	could	tell	us,	and	he	had	a	sound	alibi.
‘The	axe	with	which	the	rani	had	been	killed	must	have	been	a	small	woodcutter ’s

axe—so	we	deduced	 from	 the	wound.	We	couldn’t	 find	 the	weapon.	 It	might	have
been	used	by	a	man	or	a	woman,	and	 there	were	several	of	both	sexes	who	had	a
grudge	 against	 the	 rani.	 There	 were	 bazaar	 rumours	 that	 she	 had	 been
supplementing	her	 income	by	 trafficking	 in	 young	women:	 she	 had	 the	 necessary
connections.	There	were	also	rumours	that	she	possessed	vast	wealth,	and	that	it	was
stored	 away	 in	 her	 godowns.	We	 did	 not	 find	 any	 treasure.	 There	were	 so	many
rumours	darting	about	 like	battered	shuttlecocks	 that	 I	decided	 to	stop	wasting	my
time	in	 trying	 to	follow	them	up.	 Instead,	 I	 restricted	my	inquiries	 to	 those	people
who	had	been	close	 to	 the	 rani—either	 in	 their	personal	 relationships	or	 in	actual
physical	proximity.
‘To	begin	with,	 there	was	Mr	Kapur,	a	wealthy	businessman	from	Bombay	who

had	 a	 house	 in	 Panauli.	 He	 was	 supposed	 to	 be	 an	 old	 admirer	 of	 the	 rani’s.	 I
discovered	 that	 he	 had	 occasionally	 lent	 her	 money,	 and	 that,	 in	 spite	 of	 his
professed	friendship	for	her,	had	charged	a	high	rate	of	interest.



‘Then	 there	were	 her	 immediate	 neighbours—an	American	missionary	 and	 his
wife,	who	had	been	trying	to	convert	the	rani	to	Christianity;	an	English	spinster	of
seventy,	who	made	no	secret	of	 the	 fact	 that	she	and	 the	 rani	had	hated	each	other
with	great	 enthusiasm;	 a	 local	 councillor	 and	his	 family,	who	did	not	get	on	well
with	their	aristocratic	neighbour;	and	a	tailor,	who	kept	his	shop	close	by.	None	of
these	 people	 had	 any	 powerful	 motive	 for	 killing	 the	 rani—or	 none	 that	 I	 could
discover.	But	the	tailor ’s	daughter	interested	me.
‘Her	name	was	Kusum.	She	was	 twelve	or	 thirteen	years	old—a	 thin,	dark	girl,

with	lovely	black	eyes	and	a	swift,	disarming	smile.	While	I	was	making	my	routine
inquiries	 in	 the	 vicinity	 of	 the	 rani’s	 house,	 I	 noticed	 that	 the	 girl	 always	 tried	 to
avoid	me.	When	I	questioned	her	about	the	rani,	and	about	her	own	movements	on
the	day	of	the	crime,	she	pretended	to	be	very	vague	and	stupid.
‘But	 I	 could	 see	 she	 was	 not	 stupid,	 and	 I	 became	 convinced	 that	 she	 knew

something	 unusual	 about	 the	 rani.	 She	 might	 even	 know	 something	 about	 the
murder.	She	could	have	been	protecting	someone,	and	was	afraid	to	tell	me	what	she
knew.	Often,	when	I	spoke	to	her	of	the	violence	of	the	rani’s	death,	I	saw	fear	in	her
eyes.	I	began	to	think	the	girl’s	life	might	be	in	danger,	and	I	had	a	close	watch	kept
on	her.	I	liked	her.	I	liked	her	youth	and	freshness,	and	the	innocence	and	wonder	in
her	eyes.	I	spoke	to	her	whenever	I	could,	kindly	and	paternally,	and	though	I	knew
she	rather	 liked	me	and	found	me	amusing—the	ups	and	downs	of	Panauli	always
left	 me	 panting	 for	 breath—and	 though	 I	 could	 see	 that	 she	 wanted	 to	 tell	 me
something,	she	always	held	back	at	the	last	moment.
‘Then,	one	afternoon,	while	I	was	in	the	rani’s	house	going	through	her	effects,	I

saw	 something	 glistening	 in	 a	 narrow	 crack	 near	 the	 doorstep.	 I	 would	 not	 have
noticed	it	if	the	sun	had	not	been	pouring	through	the	window,	glinting	off	the	little
object.	I	stooped	and	picked	up	a	piece	of	glass.	It	was	part	of	a	broken	bangle.
‘I	 turned	the	fragment	over	in	my	hand.	There	was	something	familiar	about	its

colour	and	design.	Didn’t	Kusum	wear	similar	glass	bangles?	I	went	to	look	for	the
girl	but	she	was	not	in	her	father ’s	shop.	I	was	told	that	she	had	gone	down	the	hill,
to	gather	firewood.
‘I	decided	 to	 take	 the	narrow	path	down	 the	hill.	 It	went	 round	 some	 rocks	 and

cactus,	and	then	disappeared	into	a	forest	of	oak	trees.	I	found	Kusum	sitting	at	the
edge	of	the	forest,	a	bundle	of	twigs	beside	her.
‘“You	are	always	wandering	about	alone,”	I	said.	“Don’t	you	feel	afraid?”
‘“It	is	safer	when	I	am	alone,”	she	replied.	“Nobody	comes	here.”
‘I	 glanced	 quickly	 at	 the	 bangles	 on	 her	 wrist,	 and	 noticed	 that	 their	 colour

matched	that	of	the	broken	piece.	I	held	out	the	bit	of	broken	glass	and	said,	“I	found
it	in	the	rani’s	house.	It	must	have	fallen	…”
‘She	did	not	wait	 for	me	to	finish	what	 I	was	saying.	With	a	 look	of	 terror,	she

sprang	up	from	the	grass	and	fled	into	the	forest.



‘I	 was	 completely	 taken	 aback.	 I	 had	 not	 expected	 such	 a	 reaction.	 Of	 what
significance	was	the	broken	bangle?	I	hurried	after	the	girl,	slipping	on	the	smooth
pine	needles	that	covered	the	slopes.	I	was	searching	amongst	the	trees	when	I	heard
someone	 sobbing	 behind	me.	When	 I	 turned	 round,	 I	 saw	 the	 girl	 standing	 on	 a
boulder,	facing	me	with	an	axe	in	her	hands.
‘When	Kusum	saw	me	staring	at	her,	she	raised	the	axe	and	rushed	down	the	slope

towards	me.
‘I	was	too	bewildered	to	be	able	to	do	anything	but	stare	with	open	mouth	as	she

rushed	at	me	with	the	axe.	The	impetus	of	her	run	would	have	brought	her	right	up
against	me,	and	the	axe,	coming	down,	would	probably	have	crushed	my	skull,	thick
though	it	is.	But	while	she	was	still	six	feet	from	me,	the	axe	flew	out	of	her	hands.	It
sprang	into	the	air	as	though	it	had	a	life	of	its	own	and	came	curving	towards	me.
‘In	spite	of	my	weight,	 I	moved	swiftly	aside.	The	axe	grazed	my	shoulder	and

sank	 into	 the	 soft	 bark	 of	 the	 tree	 behind	 me.	 And	 Kusum	 dropped	 at	 my	 feet
weeping	hysterically.’
Inspector	Keemat	Lal	paused	in	order	to	replenish	his	glass.	He	took	a	long	pull

at	the	beer,	and	the	froth	glistened	on	his	moustache.
‘And	then	what	happened?’	I	prompted	him.
‘Perhaps	it	could	only	have	happened	in	India—and	to	a	person	like	me,’	he	said.

‘This	 sudden	 compassion	 for	 the	 person	 you	 are	 supposed	 to	 destroy.	 Instead	 of
being	furious	and	outraged,	instead	of	seizing	the	girl	and	marching	her	off	to	the
police	station,	I	stroked	her	head	and	said	silly	comforting	things.’
‘And	she	told	you	that	she	had	killed	the	rani?’
‘She	 told	 me	 how	 the	 rani	 had	 called	 her	 to	 her	 house	 and	 given	 her	 tea	 and

sweets.	Mr	Kapur	had	been	there.	After	some	time	he	began	stroking	Kusum’s	arms
and	squeezing	her	knees.	She	had	drawn	away,	but	Kapur	kept	pawing	her.	The	rani
was	telling	Kusum	not	to	be	afraid,	that	no	harm	would	come	to	her.	Kusum	slipped
away	 from	 the	 man	 and	 made	 a	 rush	 for	 the	 door.	 The	 rani	 caught	 her	 by	 the
shoulders	and	pushed	her	back	 into	 the	 room.	The	 rani	was	getting	angry.	Kusum
saw	the	axe	lying	in	a	corner	of	the	room.	She	seized	it,	raised	it	above	her	head	and
threatened	Kapur.	The	man	realized	that	he	had	gone	too	far,	and	valuing	his	neck,
backed	 away.	 But	 the	 rani,	 in	 a	 great	 rage,	 sprang	 at	 the	 girl.	 And	 Kusum,	 in
desperation	and	panic,	brought	the	axe	down	upon	the	rani’s	head.
‘The	rani	fell	to	the	ground.	Without	waiting	to	see	what	Kapur	might	do,	Kusum

fled	 from	 the	house.	Her	bangle	must	have	broken	when	 she	 stumbled	against	 the
door.	She	ran	into	the	forest,	and	after	concealing	the	axe	amongst	some	tall	ferns,
lay	weeping	on	the	grass	until	 it	grew	dark.	But	such	was	her	nature,	and	such	the
resilience	of	youth,	that	she	recovered	sufficiently	to	be	able	to	return	home	looking
her	normal	self.	And	during	the	following	days,	she	managed	to	remain	silent	about
the	whole	business.’



‘What	did	you	do	about	it?’	I	asked.
Keemat	Lal	looked	me	straight	in	my	beery	eye.
‘Nothing,’	he	said.	‘I	did	absolutely	nothing.	I	couldn’t	have	the	girl	put	away	in	a

remand	home.	It	would	have	crushed	her	spirit.’
‘And	what	about	Kapur?’
‘Oh,	he	had	his	own	reasons	for	remaining	quiet,	as	you	may	guess.	No,	the	case

was	 closed—or	 perhaps	 I	 should	 say	 the	 file	 was	 put	 in	 my	 pending	 tray.	 My
promotion,	too,	went	into	the	pending	tray.’
‘It	didn’t	turn	out	very	well	for	you,’	I	said.
‘No.	Here	 I	 am	 in	Shahpur,	 and	 still	 an	 inspector.	But,	 tell	me,	what	would	you

have	done	if	you	had	been	in	my	place?’
I	considered	his	question	carefully	for	a	moment	or	two,	then	said,	‘I	suppose	it

would	have	depended	on	how	much	sympathy	the	girl	evoked	in	me.	She	had	killed
in	innocence	…’
‘Then,	you	would	have	put	your	personal	feeling	above	your	duty	to	uphold	the

law?’
‘Yes.	But	I	would	not	have	made	a	very	good	policeman.’
‘Exactly.’
‘Still,	it’s	a	pity	that	Kapur	got	off	so	easily.’
‘There	 was	 no	 alternative	 if	 I	 was	 to	 let	 the	 girl	 go.	 But	 he	 didn’t	 get	 off

altogether.	He	found	himself	in	trouble	later	on	for	swindling	some	manufacturing
concern,	and	went	to	jail	for	a	couple	of	years.’
‘And	the	girl—did	you	see	her	again?’
‘Well,	before	I	was	transferred	from	Panauli,	I	saw	her	occasionally	on	the	road.

She	was	usually	on	her	way	to	school.	She	would	greet	me	with	folded	hands,	and
call	me	uncle.’
The	beer	bottles	were	 all	 empty,	 and	 Inspector	Keemat	Lal	got	up	 to	 leave.	His

final	words	to	me	were,	‘I	should	never	have	been	a	policeman.’



Panther’s	Moon
	

I
	
In	the	entire	village,	he	was	the	first	to	get	up.	Even	the	dog,	a	big	hill	mastiff	called
Sheroo,	was	asleep	in	a	corner	of	the	dark	room,	curled	up	near	the	cold	embers	of
the	previous	night’s	fire.	Bisnu’s	tousled	head	emerged	from	his	blanket.	He	rubbed
the	 sleep	 from	 his	 eyes	 and	 sat	 up	 on	 his	 haunches.	 Then,	 gathering	 his	 wits,	 he
crawled	in	the	direction	of	the	loud	ticking	that	came	from	the	battered	little	clock
which	occupied	 the	 second	most	 honoured	 place	 in	 a	 niche	 in	 the	wall.	The	most
honoured	place	belonged	to	a	picture	of	Ganesha,	the	god	of	learning,	who	had	an
elephant’s	head	and	a	fat	boy’s	body.
Bringing	his	face	close	to	the	clock,	Bisnu	could	just	make	out	the	hands.	It	was

five	o’clock.	He	had	half	an	hour	in	which	to	get	ready	and	leave.
He	got	up,	in	vest	and	underpants,	and	moved	quietly	towards	the	door.	The	soft

tread	of	his	bare	feet	woke	Sheroo,	and	the	big	black	dog	rose	silently	and	padded
behind	 the	 boy.	 The	 door	 opened	 and	 closed,	 and	 then	 the	 boy	 and	 the	 dog	were
outside	in	the	early	dawn.	The	month	was	June,	and	the	nights	were	warm,	even	in
the	 Himalayan	 valleys;	 but	 there	 was	 fresh	 dew	 on	 the	 grass.	 Bisnu	 felt	 the	 dew
beneath	his	feet.	He	took	a	deep	breath	and	began	walking	down	to	the	stream.
The	sound	of	the	stream	filled	the	small	valley.	At	that	early	hour	of	the	morning,

it	was	the	only	sound;	but	Bisnu	was	hardly	conscious	of	it.	It	was	a	sound	he	lived
with	and	took	for	granted.	It	was	only	when	he	had	crossed	the	hill,	on	his	way	to	the
town—and	 the	sound	of	 the	stream	grew	distant—that	he	 really	began	 to	notice	 it.
And	it	was	only	when	the	stream	was	too	far	away	to	be	heard	that	he	really	missed
its	sound.
He	slipped	out	of	his	underclothes,	gazed	for	a	few	moments	at	the	goose	pimples

rising	on	his	flesh,	and	then	dashed	into	the	shallow	stream.	As	he	went	further	in,
the	cold	mountain	water	reached	his	loins	and	navel,	and	he	gasped	with	shock	and
pleasure.	 He	 drifted	 slowly	 with	 the	 current,	 swam	 across	 to	 a	 small	 inlet	 which
formed	a	 fairly	deep	pool,	and	plunged	 into	 the	water.	Sheroo	hated	cold	water	at
this	early	hour.	Had	the	sun	been	up,	he	would	not	have	hesitated	to	join	Bisnu.	Now
he	contented	himself	with	sitting	on	a	smooth	rock	and	gazing	placidly	at	the	slim
brown	boy	splashing	about	in	the	clear	water,	in	the	widening	light	of	dawn.
Bisnu	did	not	stay	long	in	the	water.	There	wasn’t	time.	When	he	returned	to	the

house,	he	found	his	mother	up,	making	tea	and	chapattis.	His	sister,	Puja,	was	still
asleep.	She	was	a	 little	older	 than	Bisnu,	a	pretty	girl	with	 large	black	eyes,	good



teeth	and	strong	arms	and	legs.	During	the	day,	she	helped	her	mother	in	the	house
and	in	the	fields.	She	did	not	go	to	the	school	with	Bisnu.	But	when	he	came	home	in
the	 evenings,	 he	 would	 try	 teaching	 her	 some	 of	 the	 things	 he	 had	 learnt.	 Their
father	was	dead.	Bisnu,	at	twelve,	considered	himself	the	head	of	the	family.
He	ate	two	chapattis,	after	spreading	butter-oil	on	them.	He	drank	a	glass	of	hot

sweet	tea.	His	mother	gave	two	thick	chapattis	to	Sheroo,	and	the	dog	wolfed	them
down	in	a	few	minutes.	Then	she	wrapped	two	chapattis	and	a	gourd	curry	in	some
big	green	leaves,	and	handed	these	to	Bisnu.	This	was	his	lunch	packet.	His	mother
and	Puja	would	take	their	meal	afterwards.
When	 Bisnu	 was	 dressed,	 he	 stood	 with	 folded	 hands	 before	 the	 picture	 of

Ganesha.	Ganesha	is	the	god	who	blesses	all	beginnings.	The	author	who	begins	to
write	a	new	book,	the	banker	who	opens	a	new	ledger,	the	traveller	who	starts	on	a
journey,	all	invoke	the	kindly	help	of	Ganesha.	And	as	Bisnu	made	a	journey	every
day,	he	never	left	without	the	goodwill	of	the	elephant-headed	god.
How,	one	might	ask,	did	Ganesha	get	his	elephant’s	head?
When	born,	he	was	a	beautiful	child.	Parvati,	his	mother,	was	so	proud	of	him	that

she	went	 about	 showing	 him	 to	 everyone.	Unfortunately	 she	made	 the	mistake	 of
showing	 the	 child	 to	 that	 envious	 planet,	 Saturn,	 who	 promptly	 burnt	 off	 poor
Ganesha’s	head.	Parvati	in	despair	went	to	Brahma,	the	Creator,	for	a	new	head	for
her	 son.	He	 had	 no	 head	 to	 give	 her,	 but	 advised	 her	 to	 search	 for	 some	man	 or
animal	caught	in	a	sinful	or	wrong	act.	Parvati	wandered	about	until	she	came	upon
an	elephant	sleeping	with	its	head	the	wrong	way,	that	is,	to	the	south.	She	promptly
removed	 the	elephant’s	head	and	planted	 it	 on	Ganesha’s	 shoulders,	where	 it	 took
root.
Bisnu	knew	this	story.	He	had	heard	it	from	his	mother.
Wearing	 a	white	 shirt	 and	 black	 shorts,	 and	 a	 pair	 of	worn	white	 keds,	 he	was

ready	for	his	long	walk	to	school,	five	miles	up	the	mountain.
His	sister	woke	up	just	as	he	was	about	to	leave.	She	pushed	the	hair	away	from

her	face	and	gave	Bisnu	one	of	her	rare	smiles.
‘I	hope	you	have	not	forgotten,’	she	said.
‘Forgotten?’	said	Bisnu,	pretending	innocence.	‘Is	 there	anything	I	am	supposed

to	remember?’
‘Don’t	 tease	me.	You	promised	 to	buy	me	a	pair	of	bangles,	 remember?	 I	hope

you	won’t	spend	the	money	on	sweets,	as	you	did	last	time.’
‘Oh,	yes,	your	bangles,’	 said	Bisnu.	 ‘Girls	have	nothing	better	 to	do	 than	waste

money	on	trinkets.	Now,	don’t	lose	your	temper!	I’ll	get	them	for	you.	Red	and	gold
are	the	colours	you	want?’
‘Yes,	Brother,’	said	Puja	gently,	pleased	that	Bisnu	had	remembered	the	colours.

‘And	 for	 your	 dinner	 tonight	 we’ll	 make	 you	 something	 special.	 Won’t	 we,
Mother?’



‘Yes.	 But	 hurry	 up	 and	 dress.	 There	 is	 some	 ploughing	 to	 be	 done	 today.	 The
rains	will	soon	be	here,	if	the	gods	are	kind.’
‘The	monsoon	will	be	late	this	year,’	said	Bisnu.	‘Mr	Nautiyal,	our	teacher,	 told

us	so.	He	said	it	had	nothing	to	do	with	the	gods.’
‘Be	off,	you	are	getting	 late,’	 said	Puja,	before	Bisnu	could	begin	an	argument

with	his	mother.	She	was	diligently	winding	 the	old	clock.	 It	was	quite	 light	 in	 the
room.	The	sun	would	be	up	any	minute.
Bisnu	 shouldered	his	 school	bag,	kissed	his	mother,	pinched	his	 sister ’s	 cheeks

and	 left	 the	house.	He	started	climbing	 the	steep	path	up	 the	mountainside.	Sheroo
bounded	ahead;	for	he,	too,	always	went	with	Bisnu	to	school.
Five	 miles	 to	 school.	 Every	 day,	 except	 Sunday,	 Bisnu	 walked	 five	 miles	 to

school;	and	in	the	evening,	he	walked	home	again.	There	was	no	school	in	his	own
small	village	of	Manjari,	for	the	village	consisted	of	only	five	families.	The	nearest
school	was	 at	Kemptee,	 a	 small	 township	 on	 the	 bus	 route	 through	 the	 district	 of
Garhwal.	A	number	of	boys	walked	to	school,	from	distances	of	two	or	three	miles;
their	villages	were	not	quite	as	remote	as	Manjari.	But	Bisnu’s	village	 lay	right	at
the	bottom	of	the	mountain,	a	drop	of	over	two	thousand	feet	from	Kemptee.	There
was	no	proper	road	between	the	village	and	the	town.
In	Kemptee	there	was	a	school,	a	small	mission	hospital,	a	post	office	and	several

shops.	In	Manjari	village	there	were	none	of	these	amenities.	If	you	were	sick,	you
stayed	 at	 home	 until	 you	 got	 well;	 if	 you	 were	 very	 sick,	 you	 walked	 or	 were
carried	to	 the	hospital,	up	the	five-mile	path.	If	you	wanted	to	buy	something,	you
went	without	 it;	 but	 if	 you	wanted	 it	 very	badly,	 you	 could	walk	 the	 five	miles	 to
Kemptee.
Manjari	was	known	as	the	Five-Mile	Village.
Twice	 a	 week,	 if	 there	 were	 any	 letters,	 a	 postman	 came	 to	 the	 village.	 Bisnu

usually	passed	the	postman	on	his	way	to	and	from	school.
There	were	other	boys	in	Manjari	village,	but	Bisnu	was	the	only	one	who	went	to

school.	His	mother	would	not	have	fussed	if	he	had	stayed	at	home	and	worked	in
the	fields.	That	was	what	the	other	boys	did;	all	except	lazy	Chittru,	who	preferred
fishing	 in	 the	 stream	 or	 helping	 himself	 to	 the	 fruit	 off	 other	 people’s	 trees.	 But
Bisnu	went	to	school.	He	went	because	he	wanted	to.	No	one	could	force	him	to	go;
and	no	one	could	stop	him	from	going.	He	had	set	his	heart	on	 receiving	a	good
schooling.	He	wanted	to	read	and	write	as	well	as	anyone	in	the	big	world,	the	world
that	seemed	to	begin	only	where	the	mountains	ended.	He	felt	cut	off	from	the	world
in	his	small	valley.	He	would	rather	live	at	the	top	of	a	mountain	than	at	the	bottom
of	one.	That	was	why	he	 liked	climbing	 to	Kemptee,	 it	 took	him	 to	 the	 top	of	 the
mountain;	and	 from	 its	 ridge	he	could	 look	down	on	his	own	valley	 to	 the	north,
and	on	the	wide	endless	plains	stretching	towards	the	south.
The	plainsman	looks	to	the	hills	for	the	needs	of	his	spirit	but	the	hill	man	looks



to	the	plains	for	a	living.
Leaving	the	village	and	the	fields	below	him,	Bisnu	climbed	steadily	up	the	bare

hillside,	now	dry	and	brown.	By	the	time	the	sun	was	up,	he	had	entered	the	welcome
shade	 of	 an	 oak	 and	 rhododendron	 forest.	 Sheroo	went	 bounding	 ahead,	 chasing
squirrels	and	barking	at	langoors.
A	colony	of	langoors	lived	in	the	oak	forest.	They	fed	on	oak	leaves,	acorns	and

other	green	 things,	and	usually	remained	 in	 the	 trees,	coming	down	to	 the	ground
only	 to	play	or	bask	 in	 the	 sun.	They	were	beautiful,	 supple-limbed	animals,	with
black	faces	and	silver-grey	coats	and	 long,	sensitive	 tails.	They	 leapt	 from	tree	 to
tree	with	great	agility.	The	young	ones	wrestled	on	the	grass	like	boys.
A	 dignified	 community,	 the	 langoors	 did	 not	 have	 the	 cheekiness	 or	 dishonest

habits	of	the	red	monkeys	of	the	plains;	they	did	not	approach	dogs	or	humans.	But
they	had	grown	used	to	Bisnu’s	comings	and	goings,	and	did	not	fear	him.	Some	of
the	older	ones	would	watch	him	quietly,	a	 little	puzzled.	They	did	not	go	near	 the
town,	because	 the	Kemptee	boys	 threw	stones	at	 them.	And	anyway,	 the	oak	forest
gave	them	all	the	food	they	required.
Emerging	from	the	trees,	Bisnu	crossed	a	small	brook.	Here	he	stopped	to	drink

the	fresh	clean	water	of	a	spring.	The	brook	tumbled	down	the	mountain	and	joined
the	river	a	little	below	Bisnu’s	village.	Coming	from	another	direction	was	a	second
path,	and	at	the	junction	of	the	two	paths	Sarru	was	waiting	for	him.
Sarru	came	from	a	small	village	about	three	miles	from	Bisnu’s	and	closer	to	the

town.	 He	 had	 two	 large	 milk	 cans	 slung	 over	 his	 shoulders.	 Every	 morning	 he
carried	this	milk	to	town,	selling	one	can	to	the	school	and	the	other	to	Mrs	Taylor,
the	lady	doctor	at	the	small	mission	hospital.	He	was	a	little	older	than	Bisnu	but	not
as	well-built.
They	hailed	each	other,	and	Sarru	fell	 into	step	beside	Bisnu.	They	often	met	at

this	spot,	keeping	each	other	company	for	the	remaining	two	miles	to	Kemptee.
‘There	was	a	panther	in	our	village	last	night,’	said	Sarru.
This	 information	 interested	 but	 did	 not	 excite	 Bisnu.	 Panthers	 were	 common

enough	in	the	hills	and	did	not	usually	present	a	problem	except	during	the	winter
months,	 when	 their	 natural	 prey	was	 scarce.	 Then,	 occasionally,	 a	 panther	would
take	to	haunting	the	outskirts	of	a	village,	seizing	a	careless	dog	or	a	stray	goat.
‘Did	you	lose	any	animals?’	asked	Bisnu.
‘No.	It	tried	to	get	into	the	cowshed	but	the	dogs	set	up	an	alarm.	We	drove	it	off.’
‘It	must	be	 the	same	one	which	came	around	 last	winter.	We	lost	a	calf	and	 two

dogs	in	our	village.’
‘Wasn’t	that	the	one	the	shikaris	wounded?	I	hope	it	hasn’t	become	a	cattle	lifter.’
‘It	could	be	the	same.	It	has	a	bullet	in	its	leg.	These	hunters	are	the	people	who

cause	all	the	trouble.	They	think	it’s	easy	to	shoot	a	panther.	It	would	be	better	if	they
missed	altogether,	but	they	usually	wound	it.’



‘And	then	the	panther ’s	too	slow	to	catch	the	barking	deer,	and	starts	on	our	own
animals.’
‘We’re	 lucky	 it	 didn’t	 become	 a	maneater.	Do	 you	 remember	 the	maneater	 six

years	ago?	I	was	very	small	 then.	My	father	 told	me	all	about	 it.	Ten	people	were
killed	in	our	valley	alone.	What	happened	to	it?’
‘I	 don’t	 know.	 Some	 say	 it	 poisoned	 itself	 when	 it	 ate	 the	 headman	 of	 another

village.’
Bisnu	 laughed.	 ‘No	 one	 liked	 that	 old	 villain.	 He	 must	 have	 been	 a	 maneater

himself	in	some	previous	existence!’	They	linked	arms	and	scrambled	up	the	stony
path.	Sheroo	began	barking	and	ran	ahead.	Someone	was	coming	down	the	path.
It	was	Mela	Ram,	the	postman.

	
II

	
‘Any	letters	for	us?’	asked	Bisnu	and	Sarru	together.
They	never	received	any	letters	but	that	did	not	stop	them	from	asking.	It	was	one

way	of	finding	out	who	had	received	letters.
‘You’re	welcome	to	all	of	them,’	said	Mela	Ram,	‘if	you’ll	carry	my	bag	for	me.’
‘Not	 today,’	 said	 Sarru.	 ‘We’re	 busy	 today.	 Is	 there	 a	 letter	 from	 Corporal

Ghanshyam	for	his	family?’
‘Yes,	 there	is	a	postcard	for	his	people.	He	is	posted	on	the	Ladakh	border	now

and	finds	it	very	cold	there.’
Postcards,	 unlike	 sealed	 letters,	were	 considered	public	property	 and	were	 read

by	 everyone.	 The	 senders	 knew	 that	 too,	 and	 so	Corporal	Ghanshyam	Singh	was
careful	to	mention	that	he	expected	a	promotion	very	soon.	He	wanted	everyone	in
his	village	to	know	it.
Mela	Ram,	complaining	of	sore	feet,	continued	on	his	way,	and	the	boys	carried

on	 up	 the	 path.	 It	 was	 eight	 o’clock	 when	 they	 reached	 Kemptee.	 Dr	 Taylor ’s
outpatients	 were	 just	 beginning	 to	 trickle	 in	 at	 the	 hospital	 gate.	 The	 doctor	 was
trying	to	prop	up	a	rose	creeper	which	had	blown	down	during	the	night.	She	liked
attending	 to	her	plants	 in	 the	mornings,	before	starting	on	her	patients.	She	 found
this	helped	her	in	her	work.	There	was	a	lot	 in	common	between	ailing	plants	and
ailing	people.
Dr	Taylor	was	fifty,	white-haired	but	fresh	in	the	face	and	full	of	vitality.	She	had

been	in	India	for	 twenty	years,	and	ten	of	 these	had	been	spent	working	in	 the	hill
regions.
She	saw	Bisnu	coming	down	the	road.	She	knew	about	the	boy	and	his	long	walk

to	school	and	admired	him	for	his	keenness	and	sense	of	purpose.	She	wished	there
were	more	like	him.



Bisnu	greeted	her	shyly.	Sheroo	barked	and	put	his	paws	up	on	the	gate.
‘Yes,	there’s	a	bone	for	you,’	said	Dr	Taylor.	She	often	put	aside	bones	for	the	big

black	 dog,	 for	 she	 knew	 that	 Bisnu’s	 people	 could	 not	 afford	 to	 give	 the	 dog	 a
regular	diet	of	meat—though	he	did	well	enough	on	milk	and	chapattis.
She	threw	the	bone	over	the	gate	and	Sheroo	caught	it	before	it	fell.	The	school

bell	began	ringing	and	Bisnu	broke	into	a	run.	Sheroo	loped	along	behind	the	boy.
When	 Bisnu	 entered	 the	 school	 gate,	 Sheroo	 sat	 down	 on	 the	 grass	 of	 the

compound.	He	would	remain	there	until	the	lunchbreak.	He	knew	of	various	ways	of
amusing	himself	during	school	hours	and	had	friends	among	the	bazaar	dogs.	But
just	then	he	didn’t	want	company.	He	had	his	bone	to	get	on	with.
Mr	Nautiyal,	Bisnu’s	teacher,	was	in	a	bad	mood.	He	was	a	keen	rose	grower	and

only	 that	morning,	on	getting	up	and	 looking	out	of	his	bedroom	window,	he	had
been	horrified	 to	see	a	herd	of	goats	 in	his	garden.	He	had	chased	 them	down	the
road	with	a	stick	but	the	damage	had	already	been	done.	His	prize	roses	had	all	been
consumed.
Mr	Nautiyal	had	been	so	upset	that	he	had	gone	without	his	breakfast.	He	had	also

cut	 himself	whilst	 shaving.	Thus,	 his	mood	had	gone	 from	bad	 to	worse.	Several
times	during	 the	day,	 he	brought	 down	his	 ruler	 on	 the	knuckles	of	 any	boy	who
irritated	 him.	 Bisnu	 was	 one	 of	 his	 best	 pupils.	 But	 even	 Bisnu	 irritated	 him	 by
asking	 too	 many	 questions	 about	 a	 new	 sum	 which	 Mr	 Nautiyal	 didn’t	 feel	 like
explaining.
That	 was	 the	 kind	 of	 day	 it	 was	 for	 Mr	 Nautiyal.	 Most	 schoolteachers	 know

similar	days.
‘Poor	 Mr	 Nautiyal,’	 thought	 Bisnu.	 ‘I	 wonder	 why	 he’s	 so	 upset.	 It	 must	 be

because	of	his	pay.	He	doesn’t	get	much	money.	But	he’s	a	good	teacher.	I	hope	he
doesn’t	take	another	job.’
But	after	Mr	Nautiyal	had	eaten	his	 lunch,	his	mood	 improved	(as	 it	always	did

after	 a	 meal),	 and	 the	 rest	 of	 the	 day	 passed	 serenely.	 Armed	 with	 a	 bundle	 of
homework,	 Bisnu	 came	 out	 from	 the	 school	 compound	 at	 four	 o’clock,	 and	was
immediately	 joined	 by	 Sheroo.	 He	 proceeded	 down	 the	 road	 in	 the	 company	 of
several	of	his	classfellows.	But	he	did	not	linger	long	in	the	bazaar.	There	were	five
miles	to	walk,	and	he	did	not	like	to	get	home	too	late.	Usually,	he	reached	his	house
just	as	it	was	beginning	to	get	dark.
Sarru	had	gone	home	long	ago,	and	Bisnu	had	to	make	the	return	journey	on	his

own.	It	was	a	good	opportunity	to	memorize	the	words	of	an	English	poem	he	had
been	asked	to	learn.
Bisnu	 had	 reached	 the	 little	 brook	 when	 he	 remembered	 the	 bangles	 he	 had

promised	to	buy	for	his	sister.
‘Oh,	 I’ve	 forgotten	 them	 again,’	 he	 said	 aloud.	 ‘Now	 I’ll	 catch	 it—and	 she’s

probably	made	something	special	for	my	dinner!’



Sheroo,	to	whom	these	words	were	addressed,	paid	no	attention	but	bounded	off
into	the	oak	forest.	Bisnu	looked	around	for	the	monkeys	but	they	were	nowhere	to
be	seen.
‘Strange,’	he	thought,	‘I	wonder	why	they	have	disappeared.’
He	was	startled	by	a	sudden	sharp	cry,	followed	by	a	fierce	yelp.	He	knew	at	once

that	 Sheroo	was	 in	 trouble.	The	 noise	 came	 from	 the	 bushes	 down	 the	 khud,	 into
which	the	dog	had	rushed	but	a	few	seconds	previously.
Bisnu	jumped	off	the	path	and	ran	down	the	slope	towards	the	bushes.	There	was

no	dog	and	not	a	sound.	He	whistled	and	called,	but	there	was	no	response.	Then	he
saw	something	lying	on	the	dry	grass.	He	picked	it	up.	It	was	a	portion	of	a	dog’s
collar,	stained	with	blood.	It	was	Sheroo’s	collar	and	Sheroo’s	blood.
Bisnu	 did	 not	 search	 further.	 He	 knew,	 without	 a	 doubt,	 that	 Sheroo	 had	 been

seized	by	a	panther.	No	other	animal	could	have	attacked	so	silently	and	swiftly	and
carried	off	 a	big	dog	without	 a	 struggle.	Sheroo	was	dead—must	have	been	dead
within	seconds	of	being	caught	and	flung	into	the	air.	Bisnu	knew	the	danger	that	lay
in	wait	for	him	if	he	followed	the	blood	trail	through	the	trees.	The	panther	would
attack	anyone	who	interfered	with	its	meal.
With	tears	starting	in	his	eyes,	Bisnu	carried	on	down	the	path	to	the	village.	His

fingers	still	clutched	the	little	bit	of	bloodstained	collar	that	was	all	that	was	left	to
him	of	his	dog.
	

III
	
Bisnu	was	not	a	very	sentimental	boy,	but	he	sorrowed	for	his	dog	who	had	been	his
companion	on	many	a	hike	into	the	hills	and	forests.	He	did	not	sleep	that	night,	but
turned	 restlessly	 from	 side	 to	 side	moaning	 softly.	After	 some	 time	he	 felt	Puja’s
hand	on	his	head.	She	began	stroking	his	brow.	He	took	her	hand	in	his	own	and	the
clasp	of	her	rough,	warm	familiar	hand	gave	him	a	feeling	of	comfort	and	security.
Next	morning,	when	he	went	down	to	the	stream	to	bathe,	he	missed	the	presence

of	his	dog.	He	did	not	stay	long	in	the	water.	It	wasn’t	as	much	fun	when	there	was
no	Sheroo	to	watch	him.
When	Bisnu’s	mother	 gave	 him	his	 food,	 she	 told	 him	 to	 be	 careful	 and	 hurry

home	that	evening.	A	panther,	even	if	it	is	only	a	cowardly	lifter	of	sheep	or	dogs,	is
not	to	be	trifled	with.	And	this	particular	panther	had	shown	some	daring	by	seizing
the	dog	even	before	it	was	dark.
Still,	 there	was	 no	 question	 of	 staying	 away	 from	 school.	 If	Bisnu	 remained	 at

home	every	time	a	panther	put	in	an	appearance,	he	might	just	as	well	stop	going	to
school	altogether.
He	 set	 off	 even	 earlier	 than	 usual	 and	 reached	 the	 meeting	 of	 the	 paths	 long



before	 Sarru.	He	 did	 not	wait	 for	 his	 friend,	 because	 he	 did	 not	 feel	 like	 talking
about	the	loss	of	his	dog.	It	was	not	the	day	for	the	postman,	and	so	Bisnu	reached
Kemptee	without	meeting	anyone	on	the	way.	He	tried	creeping	past	the	hospital	gate
unnoticed,	but	Dr	Taylor	saw	him	and	the	first	thing	she	said	was:	‘Where’s	Sheroo?
I’ve	got	something	for	him.’
When	Dr	Taylor	saw	the	boy’s	face,	she	knew	at	once	that	something	was	wrong.
‘What	 is	 it,	Bisnu?’	 she	 asked.	She	 looked	quickly	 up	 and	down	 the	 road.	 ‘Is	 it

Sheroo?’
He	nodded	gravely.
‘A	panther	took	him,’	he	said.
‘In	the	village?’
‘No,	while	we	were	walking	home	through	the	forest.	I	did	not	see	anything—but

I	heard.’
Dr	Taylor	knew	that	there	was	nothing	she	could	say	that	would	console	him,	and

she	 tried	 to	 conceal	 the	 bone	 which	 she	 had	 brought	 out	 for	 the	 dog,	 but	 Bisnu
noticed	her	hiding	it	behind	her	back	and	the	tears	welled	up	in	his	eyes.	He	turned
away	and	began	running	down	the	road.
His	schoolfellows	noticed	Sheroo’s	absence	and	questioned	Bisnu.	He	had	to	tell

them	 everything.	 They	were	 full	 of	 sympathy,	 but	 they	were	 also	 quite	 thrilled	 at
what	had	happened	and	kept	pestering	Bisnu	for	all	 the	details.	There	was	a	 lot	of
noise	in	the	classroom,	and	Mr	Nautiyal	had	to	call	for	order.	When	he	learnt	what
had	 happened,	 he	 patted	 Bisnu	 on	 the	 head	 and	 told	 him	 that	 he	 need	 not	 attend
school	for	the	rest	of	the	day.	But	Bisnu	did	not	want	to	go	home.	After	school,	he
got	into	a	fight	with	one	of	the	boys,	and	that	helped	him	forget.
	

IV
	
The	panther	 that	plunged	 the	village	 into	an	atmosphere	of	gloom	and	 terror	may
not	have	been	the	same	panther	that	took	Sheroo.	There	was	no	way	of	knowing,	and
it	would	have	made	no	difference,	because	the	panther	that	came	by	night	and	struck
at	the	people	of	Manjari	was	that	most	feared	of	wild	creatures,	a	maneater.
Nine-year-old	Sanjay,	 son	of	Kalam	Singh,	was	 the	 first	child	 to	be	attacked	by

the	panther.
Kalam	Singh’s	house	was	 the	 last	 in	 the	village	and	nearest	 the	stream.	Like	 the

other	houses,	 it	was	quite	 small,	 just	 a	 room	above	and	a	 stable	below,	with	 steps
leading	up	 from	outside	 the	house.	He	 lived	 there	with	his	wife,	 two	sons	 (Sanjay
was	the	youngest)	and	little	daughter	Basanti	who	had	just	turned	three.
Sanjay	had	brought	his	father ’s	cows	home	after	grazing	them	on	the	hillside	in

the	 company	 of	 other	 children.	 He	 had	 also	 brought	 home	 an	 edible	 wild	 plant,



which	his	mother	 cooked	 into	 a	 tasty	 dish	 for	 their	 evening	meal.	They	had	 their
food	at	dusk,	sitting	on	the	floor	of	their	single	room,	and	soon	after	settled	down
for	 the	 night.	 Sanjay	 curled	 up	 in	 his	 favourite	 spot,	with	 his	 head	 near	 the	 door,
where	he	got	a	little	fresh	air.	As	the	nights	were	warm,	the	door	was	usually	left	a
little	 ajar.	Sanjay’s	mother	piled	ash	on	 the	embers	of	 the	 fire	and	 the	 family	was
soon	asleep.
No	one	heard	the	stealthy	padding	of	a	panther	approaching	the	door,	pushing	it

wider	 open.	 But	 suddenly	 there	 were	 sounds	 of	 a	 frantic	 struggle,	 and	 Sanjay’s
stifled	cries	were	mixed	with	the	grunts	of	the	panther.	Kalam	Singh	leapt	to	his	feet
with	a	shout.	The	panther	had	dragged	Sanjay	out	of	the	door	and	was	pulling	him
down	the	steps,	when	Kalam	Singh	started	battering	at	the	animal	with	a	large	stone.
The	rest	of	 the	family	screamed	in	 terror,	 rousing	 the	entire	village.	A	number	of
men	came	to	Kalam	Singh’s	assistance,	and	the	panther	was	driven	off.	But	Sanjay
lay	unconscious.
Someone	 brought	 a	 lantern	 and	 the	 boy’s	 mother	 screamed	 when	 she	 saw	 her

small	son	with	his	head	lying	in	a	pool	of	blood.	It	looked	as	if	the	side	of	his	head
had	 been	 eaten	 off	 by	 the	 panther.	 But	 he	 was	 still	 alive,	 and	 as	 Kalam	 Singh
plastered	ash	on	the	boy’s	head	to	stop	the	bleeding,	he	found	that	though	the	scalp
had	been	torn	off	one	side	of	the	head,	the	bare	bone	was	smooth	and	unbroken.
‘He	 won’t	 live	 through	 the	 night,’	 said	 a	 neighbour.	 ‘We’ll	 have	 to	 carry	 him

down	to	the	river	in	the	morning.’
The	dead	were	always	cremated	on	the	banks	of	a	small	river	which	flowed	past

Manjari	village.
Suddenly	 the	 panther,	 still	 prowling	 about	 the	 village,	 called	 out	 in	 rage	 and

frustration,	 and	 the	 villagers	 rushed	 to	 their	 homes	 in	 panic	 and	 barricaded
themselves	in	for	the	night.
Sanjay’s	mother	 sat	by	 the	boy	 for	 the	 rest	of	 the	night,	weeping	and	watching.

Towards	dawn	he	started	to	moan	and	show	signs	of	coming	round.	At	this	sign	of
returning	consciousness,	Kalam	Singh	rose	determinedly	and	looked	around	for	his
stick.
He	told	his	elder	son	to	remain	behind	with	 the	mother	and	daughter,	as	he	was

going	to	take	Sanjay	to	Dr	Taylor	at	the	hospital.
‘See,	he	is	moaning	and	in	pain,’	said	Kalam	Singh.	‘That	means	he	has	a	chance

to	live	if	he	can	be	treated	at	once.’
With	a	stout	stick	in	his	hand,	and	Sanjay	on	his	back,	Kalam	Singh	set	off	on	the

two	miles	of	hard	mountain	track	to	the	hospital	at	Kemptee.	His	son,	a	bloodstained
cloth	around	his	head,	was	moaning	but	still	unconscious.	When	at	last	Kalam	Singh
climbed	up	 through	 the	 last	 fields	below	 the	hospital,	he	asked	 for	 the	doctor	and
stammered	out	an	account	of	what	had	happened.
It	was	a	terrible	injury,	as	Dr	Taylor	discovered.	The	bone	over	almost	one-third



of	the	head	was	bare	and	the	scalp	was	torn	all	round.	As	the	father	told	his	story,	the
doctor	cleaned	and	dressed	the	wound,	and	then	gave	Sanjay	a	shot	of	penicillin	to
prevent	sepsis.	Later,	Kalam	Singh	carried	the	boy	home	again.
	

V
	
After	this,	the	panther	went	away	for	some	time.	But	the	people	of	Manjari	could	not
be	sure	of	its	whereabouts.	They	kept	to	their	houses	after	dark	and	shut	their	doors.
Bisnu	had	to	stop	going	to	school,	because	there	was	no	one	to	accompany	him	and
it	was	dangerous	to	go	alone.	This	worried	him,	because	his	final	exam	was	only	a
few	weeks	off	and	he	would	be	missing	important	classwork.	When	he	wasn’t	in	the
fields,	helping	with	the	sowing	of	rice	and	maize,	he	would	be	sitting	in	the	shade	of
a	chestnut	tree,	going	through	his	well-thumbed	second-hand	school	books.	He	had
no	other	reading,	except	for	a	copy	of	the	Ramayana	and	a	Hindi	translation	of	Alice
in	Wonderland.	These	were	well-preserved,	read	only	in	fits	and	starts,	and	usually
kept	locked	in	his	mother ’s	old	tin	trunk.
Sanjay	 had	 nightmares	 for	 several	 nights	 and	woke	up	 screaming.	But	with	 the

resilience	of	youth,	he	quickly	recovered.	At	the	end	of	the	week	he	was	able	to	walk
to	the	hospital,	though	his	father	always	accompanied	him.	Even	a	desperate	panther
will	 hesitate	 to	 attack	 a	 party	 of	 two.	 Sanjay,	 with	 his	 thin	 little	 face	 and	 huge
bandaged	 head,	 looked	 a	 pathetic	 figure,	 but	 he	was	 getting	 better	 and	 the	wound
looked	healthy.
Bisnu	often	went	to	see	him,	and	the	two	boys	spent	long	hours	together	near	the

stream.	Sometimes	Chittru	would	join	them,	and	they	would	try	catching	fish	with	a
home-made	net.	They	were	often	 successful	 in	 taking	home	one	or	 two	mountain
trout.	Sometimes,	Bisnu	and	Chittru	wrestled	in	the	shallow	water	or	on	the	grassy
banks	of	 the	stream.	Chittru	was	a	chubby	boy	with	a	broad	chest,	strong	legs	and
thighs,	and	when	he	used	his	weight	he	got	Bisnu	under	him.	But	Bisnu	was	hard	and
wiry	 and	 had	 very	 strong	 wrists	 and	 fingers.	When	 he	 had	 Chittru	 in	 a	 vice,	 the
bigger	boy	would	cry	out	and	give	up	 the	struggle.	Sanjay	could	not	 join	 in	 these
games.
He	had	never	been	a	very	strong	boy	and	he	needed	plenty	of	rest	if	his	wounds

were	to	heal	well.
The	panther	had	not	been	seen	for	over	a	week,	and	the	people	of	Manjari	were

beginning	to	hope	that	it	might	have	moved	on	over	the	mountain	or	further	down
the	valley.
‘I	 think	 I	 can	 start	 going	 to	 school	 again,’	 said	 Bisnu.	 ‘The	 panther	 has	 gone

away.’
‘Don’t	be	too	sure,’	said	Puja.	‘The	moon	is	full	these	days	and	perhaps	it	is	only



being	cautious.’
‘Wait	a	few	days,’	said	their	mother.	‘It	is	better	to	wait.	Perhaps	you	could	go	the

day	after	tomorrow	when	Sanjay	goes	to	the	hospital	with	his	father.	Then	you	will
not	be	alone.’
And	so,	two	days	later,	Bisnu	went	up	to	Kemptee	with	Sanjay	and	Kalam	Singh.

Sanjay’s	wound	 had	 almost	 healed	 over.	 Little	 islets	 of	 flesh	 had	 grown	 over	 the
bone.	Dr	Taylor	told	him	that	he	need	come	to	see	her	only	once	a	fortnight,	instead
of	every	third	day.
Bisnu	went	to	his	school,	and	was	given	a	warm	welcome	by	his	friends	and	by

Mr	Nautiyal.
‘You’ll	have	to	work	hard,’	said	his	teacher.	‘You	have	to	catch	up	with	the	others.

If	you	like,	I	can	give	you	some	extra	time	after	classes.’
‘Thank	you,	sir,	but	it	will	make	me	late,’	said	Bisnu.	‘I	must	get	home	before	it	is

dark,	otherwise	my	mother	will	worry.	 I	 think	 the	panther	has	gone	but	nothing	 is
certain.’
‘Well,	 you	mustn’t	 take	 risks.	Do	your	 best,	Bisnu.	Work	 hard	 and	 you’ll	 soon

catch	up	with	your	lessons.’
Sanjay	and	Kalam	Singh	were	waiting	for	him	outside	the	school.	Together	they

took	the	path	down	to	Manjari,	passing	the	postman	on	the	way.	Mela	Ram	said	he
had	heard	that	the	panther	was	in	another	district	and	that	there	was	nothing	to	fear.
He	was	on	his	rounds	again.
Nothing	happened	on	the	way.	The	langoors	were	back	in	their	favourite	part	of

the	forest.	Bisnu	got	home	just	as	the	kerosene	lamp	was	being	lit.	Puja	met	him	at
the	door	with	a	winsome	smile.
‘Did	you	get	the	bangles?’	she	asked.
But	Bisnu	had	forgotten	again.

	
VI

	
There	had	been	a	 thunderstorm	and	some	rain—a	short,	sharp	shower	which	gave
the	villagers	hope	that	the	monsoon	would	arrive	on	time.	It	brought	out	the	thunder
lilies—pink,	crocus-like	flowers	which	sprang	up	on	the	hillsides	immediately	after
a	summer	shower.
Bisnu,	on	his	way	home	from	school,	was	caught	in	the	rain.	He	knew	the	shower

would	not	last,	so	he	took	shelter	in	a	small	cave	and,	to	pass	the	time,	began	doing
sums,	scratching	figures	in	the	damp	earth	with	the	end	of	a	stick.
When	the	rain	stopped,	he	came	out	from	the	cave	and	continued	down	the	path.

He	wasn’t	in	a	hurry.	The	rain	had	made	everything	smell	fresh	and	good.	The	scent
from	fallen	pine	needles	rose	from	wet	earth.	The	leaves	of	the	oak	trees	had	been



washed	clean	and	a	light	breeze	turned	them	about,	showing	their	silver	undersides.
The	birds,	refreshed	and	high-spirited,	set	up	a	terrific	noise.	The	worst	offenders
were	 the	 yellow-bottomed	 bulbuls	 who	 squabbled	 and	 fought	 in	 the	 blackberry
bushes.	A	barbet,	high	up	in	the	branches	of	a	deodar,	set	up	its	querulous,	plaintive
call.	And	a	flock	of	bright	green	parrots	came	swooping	down	the	hill	to	settle	in	a
wild	plum	tree	and	feast	on	the	unripe	fruit.	The	langoors,	too,	had	been	revived	by
the	rain.	They	leapt	friskily	from	tree	to	tree	greeting	Bisnu	with	little	grunts.
He	was	almost	out	of	 the	oak	forest	when	he	heard	a	faint	bleating.	Presently,	a

little	goat	came	stumbling	up	the	path	towards	him.	The	kid	was	far	from	home	and
must	have	strayed	from	the	rest	of	 the	herd.	But	 it	was	not	yet	conscious	of	being
lost.	 It	came	to	Bisnu	with	a	hop,	skip	and	a	 jump	and	started	nuzzling	against	his
legs	like	a	cat.
‘I	wonder	who	you	belong	 to,’	mused	Bisnu,	stroking	 the	 little	creature.	 ‘You’d

better	come	home	with	me	until	someone	claims	you.’
He	didn’t	have	 to	 take	 the	kid	 in	his	 arms.	 It	was	used	 to	humans	and	 followed

close	at	his	heels.	Now	that	darkness	was	coming	on,	Bisnu	walked	a	little	faster.
He	had	not	gone	very	far	when	he	heard	the	sawing	grunt	of	a	panther.
The	 sound	 came	 from	 the	hill	 to	 the	 right,	 and	Bisnu	 judged	 the	distance	 to	be

anything	from	a	hundred	to	two	hundred	yards.	He	hesitated	on	the	path,	wondering
what	to	do.	Then	he	picked	the	kid	up	in	his	arms	and	hurried	on	in	the	direction	of
home	and	safety.
The	panther	called	again,	much	closer	now.	If	it	was	an	ordinary	panther,	it	would

go	away	on	finding	that	the	kid	was	with	Bisnu.	If	it	was	the	maneater,	it	would	not
hesitate	to	attack	the	boy,	for	no	maneater	fears	a	human.	There	was	no	time	to	lose
and	 there	 did	 not	 seem	 much	 point	 in	 running.	 Bisnu	 looked	 up	 and	 down	 the
hillside.	 The	 forest	 was	 far	 behind	 him	 and	 there	 were	 only	 a	 few	 trees	 in	 his
vicinity.	He	chose	a	spruce.
The	branches	of	the	Himalayan	spruce	are	very	brittle	and	snap	easily	beneath	a

heavy	 weight.	 They	 were	 strong	 enough	 to	 support	 Bisnu’s	 light	 frame.	 It	 was
unlikely	they	would	take	the	weight	of	a	full-grown	panther.	At	least	that	was	what
Bisnu	hoped.
Holding	the	kid	with	one	arm,	Bisnu	gripped	a	low	branch	and	swung	himself	up

into	the	tree.	He	was	a	good	climber.	Slowly	but	confidently	he	climbed	half-way	up
the	tree,	until	he	was	about	twelve	feet	above	the	ground.	He	couldn’t	go	any	higher
without	risking	a	fall.
He	had	barely	settled	himself	in	the	crook	of	a	branch	when	the	panther	came	into

the	open,	running	into	the	clearing	at	a	brisk	trot.	This	was	no	stealthy	approach,	no
wary	stalking	of	its	prey.	It	was	the	maneater,	all	right.	Bisnu	felt	a	cold	shiver	run
down	his	spine.	He	felt	a	little	sick.
The	panther	stood	in	the	clearing	with	a	slight	thrusting	forward	of	the	head.	This



gave	it	the	appearance	of	gazing	intently	and	rather	short-sightedly	at	some	invisible
object	in	the	clearing.	But	there	is	nothing	short-sighted	about	a	panther ’s	vision.	Its
sight	and	hearing	are	acute.
Bisnu	 remained	motionless	 in	 the	 tree	 and	 sent	 up	 a	 prayer	 to	 all	 the	 gods	 he

could	think	of.	But	the	kid	began	bleating.	The	panther	looked	up	and	gave	its	deep-
throated,	 rasping	 grunt—a	 fearsome	 sound,	 calculated	 to	 strike	 terror	 in	 any
treeborne	animal.	Many	a	monkey,	petrified	by	a	panther ’s	roar,	has	fallen	from	its
perch	to	make	a	meal	for	Mr	Spots.	The	maneater	was	trying	the	same	technique	on
Bisnu.	But	though	the	boy	was	trembling	with	fright,	he	clung	firmly	to	the	base	of
the	spruce	tree.
The	 panther	 did	 not	 make	 any	 attempt	 to	 leap	 into	 the	 tree.	 Perhaps,	 it	 knew

instinctively	that	this	was	not	the	type	of	tree	that	it	could	climb.	Instead,	it	described
a	 semicircle	 round	 the	 tree,	 keeping	 its	 face	 turned	 towards	 Bisnu.	 Then	 it
disappeared	into	the	bushes.
The	maneater	was	cunning.	It	hoped	to	put	the	boy	off	his	guard,	perhaps	entice

him	down	 from	 the	 tree.	For,	 a	 few	seconds	 later,	with	a	half-humorous	growl,	 it
rushed	 back	 into	 the	 clearing	 and	 then	 stopped,	 staring	 up	 at	 the	 boy	 in	 some
surprise.	The	 panther	was	 getting	 frustrated.	 It	 snarled,	 and	 putting	 its	 forefeet	 up
against	 the	 tree	 trunk	 began	 scratching	 at	 the	 bark	 in	 the	manner	 of	 an	 ordinary
domestic	cat.	The	tree	shook	at	each	thud	of	the	beast’s	paw.
Bisnu	began	shouting	for	help.
The	moon	 had	 not	 yet	 come	 up.	Down	 in	Manjari	 village,	 Bisnu’s	mother	 and

sister	stood	in	their	 lighted	doorway,	gazing	anxiously	up	the	pathway.	Every	now
and	then,	Puja	would	turn	to	take	a	look	at	the	small	clock.
Sanjay’s	father	appeared	in	a	field	below.	He	had	a	kerosene	lantern	in	his	hand.
‘Sister,	isn’t	your	boy	home	as	yet?’	he	asked.
‘No,	he	hasn’t	arrived.	We	are	very	worried.	He	should	have	been	home	an	hour

ago.	Do	you	think	the	panther	will	be	about	tonight?	There’s	going	to	be	a	moon.’
‘True,	but	it	will	be	dark	for	another	hour.	I	will	fetch	the	other	menfolk,	and	we

will	go	up	the	mountain	for	your	boy.	There	may	have	been	a	landslide	during	the
rain.	Perhaps	the	path	has	been	washed	away.’
‘Thank	you,	brother.	But	arm	yourselves,	just	in	case	the	panther	is	about.’
‘I	will	take	my	spear,’	said	Kalam	Singh.	‘I	have	sworn	to	spear	that	devil	when	I

find	him.	There	is	some	evil	spirit	dwelling	in	the	beast	and	it	must	be	destroyed!’
‘I	am	coming	with	you,’	said	Puja.
‘No,	 you	 cannot	 go,’	 said	 her	mother.	 ‘It’s	 bad	 enough	 that	Bisnu	 is	 in	 danger.

You	stay	at	home	with	me.	This	is	work	for	men.’
‘I	shall	be	safe	with	them,’	insisted	Puja.	‘I	am	going,	Mother!’	And	she	jumped

down	 the	 embankment	 into	 the	 field	 and	 followed	 Sanjay’s	 father	 through	 the
village.



Ten	 minutes	 later,	 two	 men	 armed	 with	 axes	 had	 joined	 Kalam	 Singh	 in	 the
courtyard	 of	 his	 house,	 and	 the	 small	 party	 moved	 silently	 and	 swiftly	 up	 the
mountain	path.	Puja	walked	in	the	middle	of	the	group,	holding	the	lantern.	As	soon
as	the	village	lights	were	hidden	by	a	shoulder	of	the	hill,	the	men	began	to	shout—
both	to	frighten	the	panther,	if	it	was	about,	and	to	give	themselves	courage.
Bisnu’s	mother	closed	the	front	door	and	turned	to	the	image	of	Ganesha,	the	god

for	comfort	and	help.
Bisnu’s	 calls	were	 carried	 on	 the	wind,	 and	Puja	 and	 the	men	 heard	 him	while

they	were	still	half	a	mile	away.	Their	own	shouts	increased	in	volume	and,	hearing
their	 voices,	 Bisnu	 felt	 strength	 return	 to	 his	 shaking	 limbs.	 Emboldened	 by	 the
approach	of	his	own	people,	he	began	shouting	insults	at	the	snarling	panther,	then
throwing	twigs	and	small	branches	at	the	enraged	animal.	The	kid	added	its	bleats	to
the	boy’s	shouts,	the	birds	took	up	the	chorus.	The	langoors	squealed	and	grunted,
the	 searchers	 shouted	 themselves	 hoarse,	 and	 the	 panther	 howled	 with	 rage.	 The
forest	had	never	before	been	so	noisy.
As	 the	 search	party	drew	near,	 they	could	hear	 the	panther ’s	 savage	 snarls,	 and

hurried,	fearing	that	perhaps	Bisnu	had	been	seized.	Puja	began	to	run.
‘Don’t	rush	ahead,	girl,’	said	Kalam	Singh.	‘Stay	between	us.’
The	panther,	now	aware	of	the	approaching	humans,	stood	still	 in	the	middle	of

the	clearing,	head	thrust	forward	in	a	familiar	stance.	There	seemed	too	many	men
for	one	panther.	When	the	animal	saw	the	 light	of	 the	 lantern	dancing	between	 the
trees,	it	turned,	snarled	defiance	and	hate,	and	without	another	look	at	the	boy	in	the
tree,	disappeared	into	the	bushes.	It	was	not	yet	ready	for	a	showdown.
	

VII
	
Nobody	 turned	 up	 to	 claim	 the	 little	 goat,	 so	 Bisnu	 kept	 it.	 A	 goat	 was	 a	 poor
substitute	for	a	dog,	but,	like	Mary’s	lamb,	it	followed	Bisnu	wherever	he	went,	and
the	boy	couldn’t	help	being	touched	by	its	devotion.	He	took	it	down	to	the	stream,
where	it	would	skip	about	in	the	shallows	and	nibble	the	sweet	grass	that	grew	on	the
banks.
As	 for	 the	panther,	 frustrated	 in	 its	 attempt	on	Bisnu’s	 life,	 it	 did	not	wait	 long

before	attacking	another	human.
It	was	Chittru	who	came	running	down	the	path	one	afternoon,	bubbling	excitedly

about	the	panther	and	the	postman.
Chittru,	deeming	it	safe	to	gather	ripe	bilberries	in	the	daytime,	had	walked	about

half	a	mile	up	the	path	from	the	village,	when	he	had	stumbled	across	Mela	Ram’s
mailbag	lying	on	the	ground.	Of	the	postman	himself	there	was	no	sign.	But	a	trail
of	blood	led	through	the	bushes.



Once	again,	a	party	of	men	headed	by	Kalam	Singh	and	accompanied	by	Bisnu
and	Chittru,	went	out	 to	 look	 for	 the	postman.	But	 though	 they	 found	Mela	Ram’s
bloodstained	clothes,	they	could	not	find	his	body.	The	panther	had	made	no	mistake
this	time.
It	was	to	be	several	weeks	before	Manjari	had	a	new	postman.
A	few	days	after	Mela	Ram’s	disappearance,	an	old	woman	was	sleeping	with	her

head	near	the	open	door	of	her	house.	She	had	been	advised	to	sleep	inside	with	the
door	closed,	but	the	nights	were	hot	and	anyway	the	old	woman	was	a	little	deaf,	and
in	the	middle	of	 the	night,	an	hour	before	moonrise,	 the	panther	seized	her	by	the
throat.	 Her	 strangled	 cry	woke	 her	 grown-up	 son,	 and	 all	 the	men	 in	 the	 village
woke	up	at	his	shouts	and	came	running.
The	panther	dragged	the	old	woman	out	of	the	house	and	down	the	steps,	but	left

her	 when	 the	 men	 approached	 with	 their	 axes	 and	 spears,	 and	 made	 off	 into	 the
bushes.	 The	 old	 woman	 was	 still	 alive,	 and	 the	 men	 made	 a	 rough	 stretcher	 of
bamboo	and	vines	and	started	carrying	her	up	 the	path.	But	 they	had	not	gone	 far
when	 she	 began	 to	 cough,	 and	 because	 of	 her	 terrible	 throat	 wounds,	 her	 lungs
collapsed	and	she	died.
It	 was	 the	 ‘dark	 of	 the	 month’—the	 week	 of	 the	 new	 moon	 when	 nights	 are

darkest.
Bisnu,	 closing	 the	 front	door	and	 lighting	 the	kerosene	 lantern,	 said,	 ‘I	wonder

where	that	panther	is	tonight!’
The	panther	was	busy	in	another	village:	Sarru’s	village.
A	woman	and	her	daughter	had	been	out	in	the	evening	bedding	the	cattle	down	in

the	stable.	The	girl	had	gone	into	the	house	and	the	woman	was	following.	As	she
bent	down	to	go	in	at	the	low	door,	the	panther	sprang	from	the	bushes.	Fortunately,
one	 of	 its	 paws	 hit	 the	 doorpost	 and	 broke	 the	 force	 of	 the	 attack,	 or	 the	woman
would	have	been	killed.	When	she	cried	out,	the	men	came	round	shouting	and	the
panther	 slunk	 off.	 The	 woman	 had	 deep	 scratches	 on	 her	 back	 and	 was	 badly
shocked.
The	 next	 day,	 a	 small	 party	 of	 villagers	 presented	 themselves	 in	 front	 of	 the

magistrate’s	 office	 at	 Kemptee	 and	 demanded	 that	 something	 be	 done	 about	 the
panther.	But	the	magistrate	was	away	on	tour,	and	there	was	no	one	else	in	Kemptee
who	had	a	gun.	Mr	Nautiyal	met	the	villagers	and	promised	to	write	to	a	well-known
shikari,	but	said	that	it	would	be	at	least	a	fortnight	before	the	shikari	would	be	able
to	come.
Bisnu	was	fretting	because	he	could	not	go	to	school.	Most	boys	would	be	only

too	 happy	 to	 miss	 school,	 but	 when	 you	 are	 living	 in	 a	 remote	 village	 in	 the
mountains	and	having	an	education	 is	 the	only	way	of	seeing	 the	world,	you	 look
forward	to	going	to	school,	even	if	it	is	five	miles	from	home.	Bisnu’s	exams	were
only	two	weeks	off,	and	he	didn’t	want	to	remain	in	the	same	class	while	the	others



were	 promoted.	 Besides,	 he	 knew	 he	 could	 pass	 even	 though	 he	 had	 missed	 a
number	of	lessons.	But	he	had	to	sit	for	the	exams.	He	couldn’t	miss	them.
‘Cheer	up,	Bhaiya,’	 said	Puja,	 as	 they	 sat	drinking	glasses	of	hot	 tea	 after	 their

evening	meal.	‘The	panther	may	go	away	once	the	rains	break.’
‘Even	the	rains	are	late	this	year,’	said	Bisnu.	‘It’s	so	hot	and	dry.	Can’t	we	open

the	door?’
‘And	be	dragged	down	the	steps	by	the	panther?’	said	his	mother.	‘It	isn’t	safe	to

have	 the	window	 open,	 let	 alone	 the	 door.’	 And	 she	went	 to	 the	 small	 window—
through	which	a	cat	would	have	found	difficulty	in	passing—and	bolted	it	firmly.
With	a	sigh	of	resignation,	Bisnu	threw	off	all	his	clothes	except	his	underwear

and	stretched	himself	out	on	the	earthen	floor.
‘We	will	be	 rid	of	 the	beast	 soon,’	 said	his	mother.	 ‘I	know	 it	 in	my	heart.	Our

prayers	will	be	heard,	and	you	shall	go	to	school	and	pass	your	exams.’
To	cheer	up	her	children,	she	told	them	a	humorous	story	which	had	been	handed

down	to	her	by	her	grandmother.	It	was	all	about	a	tiger,	a	panther	and	a	bear,	 the
three	of	whom	were	made	to	feel	very	foolish	by	a	thief	hiding	in	the	hollow	trunk
of	a	banyan	tree.	Bisnu	was	sleepy	and	did	not	listen	very	attentively.	He	dropped	off
to	sleep	before	the	story	was	finished.
When	he	woke,	it	was	dark	and	his	mother	and	sister	were	asleep	on	the	cot.	He

wondered	what	it	was	that	had	woken	him.	He	could	hear	his	sister ’s	easy	breathing
and	the	steady	ticking	of	 the	clock.	Far	away	an	owl	hooted—an	unlucky	sign,	his
mother	would	have	said;	but	she	was	asleep	and	Bisnu	was	not	superstitious.
And	then	he	heard	something	scratching	at	the	door,	and	the	hair	on	his	head	felt

tight	and	prickly.	It	was	like	a	cat	scratching,	only	louder.	The	door	creaked	a	little
whenever	 it	 felt	 the	 impact	of	 the	paw—a	heavy	paw,	as	Bisnu	could	 tell	 from	the
dull	sound	it	made.
‘It’s	the	panther,’	he	muttered	under	his	breath,	sitting	up	on	the	hard	floor.
The	door,	he	felt,	was	strong	enough	to	resist	the	panther ’s	weight.	And	if	he	set

up	an	alarm,	he	could	rouse	the	village.	But	the	middle	of	the	night	was	no	time	for
the	bravest	of	men	to	tackle	a	panther.
In	a	corner	of	the	room	stood	a	long	bamboo	stick	with	a	sharp	knife	tied	to	one

end,	which	Bisnu	sometimes	used	for	spearing	fish.	Crawling	on	all	fours	across	the
room,	he	grasped	 the	homemade	spear,	and	 then	scrambling	on	 to	a	cupboard,	he
drew	level	with	the	skylight	window.	He	could	get	his	head	and	shoulders	through
the	window.
‘What	 are	 you	 doing	 up	 there?’	 said	 Puja,	 who	 had	 woken	 up	 at	 the	 sound	 of

Bisnu	shuffling	about	the	room.
‘Be	quiet,’	said	Bisnu.	‘You’ll	wake	Mother.’
Their	mother	was	 awake	 by	 now.	 ‘Come	 down	 from	 there,	Bisnu.	 I	 can	 hear	 a

noise	outside.’



‘Don’t	 worry,’	 said	 Bisnu,	 who	 found	 himself	 looking	 down	 on	 the	wriggling
animal	which	was	trying	to	get	its	paw	in	under	the	door.	With	his	mother	and	Puja
awake,	 there	was	 no	 time	 to	 lose.	He	 had	 got	 the	 spear	 through	 the	window,	 and
though	he	could	not	manoeuvre	it	so	as	to	strike	the	panther ’s	head,	he	brought	the
sharp	end	down	with	considerable	force	on	the	animal’s	rump.
With	 a	 roar	 of	 pain	 and	 rage	 the	 maneater	 leapt	 down	 from	 the	 steps	 and

disappeared	into	the	darkness.	It	did	not	pause	to	see	what	had	struck	it.	Certain	that
no	 human	 could	 have	 come	 upon	 it	 in	 that	 fashion,	 it	 ran	 fearfully	 to	 its	 lair,
howling	until	the	pain	subsided.
	

VIII
	
A	panther	is	an	enigma.	There	are	occasions	when	it	proves	himself	to	be	the	most
cunning	animal	under	the	sun,	and	yet	the	very	next	day	it	will	walk	into	an	obvious
trap	that	no	self-respecting	jackal	would	ever	go	near.	One	day	a	panther	will	prove
itself	 to	be	a	complete	coward	and	run	like	a	hare	from	a	couple	of	dogs,	and	the
very	next	 it	will	 dash	 in	 amongst	half	 a	dozen	men	 sitting	 round	a	 camp	 fire	 and
inflict	terrible	injuries	on	them.
It	is	not	often	that	a	panther	is	taken	by	surprise,	as	its	power	of	sight	and	hearing

are	 very	 acute.	 It	 is	 a	 master	 at	 the	 art	 of	 camouflage,	 and	 its	 spotted	 coat	 is
admirably	suited	for	the	purpose.	It	does	not	need	heavy	jungle	to	hide	in.	A	couple
of	 bushes	 and	 the	 light	 and	 shade	 from	 surrounding	 trees	 are	 enough	 to	make	 it
almost	invisible.
Because	the	Manjari	panther	had	been	fooled	by	Bisnu,	it	did	not	mean	that	it	was

a	stupid	panther.	It	simply	meant	that	it	had	been	a	little	careless.	And	Bisnu	and	Puja,
growing	 in	 confidence	 since	 their	midnight	 encounter	with	 the	 animal,	 became	 a
little	careless	themselves.
Puja	was	hoeing	the	last	field	above	the	house	and	Bisnu,	at	the	other	end	of	the

same	 field,	was	 chopping	 up	 several	 branches	 of	 green	 oak,	 prior	 to	 leaving	 the
wood	 to	 dry	 in	 the	 loft.	 It	 was	 late	 afternoon	 and	 the	 descending	 sun	 glinted	 in
patches	on	 the	small	 river.	 It	was	a	 time	of	day	when	only	 the	most	desperate	and
daring	of	maneaters	would	be	likely	to	show	itself.
Pausing	for	a	moment	to	wipe	the	sweat	from	his	brow,	Bisnu	glanced	up	at	the

hillside,	and	his	eye	caught	sight	of	a	rock	on	the	brown	of	the	hill	which	seemed
unfamiliar	to	him.	Just	as	he	was	about	to	look	elsewhere,	the	round	rock	began	to
grow	and	then	alter	its	shape,	and	Bisnu	watching	in	fascination	was	at	last	able	to
make	 out	 the	 head	 and	 forequarters	 of	 the	 panther.	 It	 looked	 enormous	 from	 the
angle	at	which	he	saw	it,	and	for	a	moment	he	thought	it	was	a	tiger.	But	Bisnu	knew
instinctively	that	it	was	the	maneater.



Slowly,	the	wary	beast	pulled	itself	to	its	feet	and	began	to	walk	round	the	side	of
the	great	rock.	For	a	second	it	disappeared	and	Bisnu	wondered	if	it	had	gone	away.
Then	 it	 reappeared	and	 the	boy	was	all	excitement	again.	Very	slowly	and	silently
the	 panther	walked	 across	 the	 face	 of	 the	 rock	 until	 it	was	 in	 direct	 line	with	 the
corner	of	the	field	where	Puja	was	working.
With	a	thrill	of	horror	Bisnu	realized	that	the	panther	was	stalking	his	sister.	He

shook	himself	free	from	the	spell	which	had	woven	itself	round	him	and	shouting
hoarsely	ran	forward.
‘Run,	Puja,	run!’	he	called.	‘It’s	on	the	hill	above	you!’
Puja	turned	to	see	what	Bisnu	was	shouting	about.	She	saw	him	gesticulate	to	the

hill	behind	her,	looked	up	just	in	time	to	see	the	panther	crouching	for	his	spring.
With	great	presence	of	mind,	she	leapt	down	the	banking	of	the	field	and	tumbled

into	an	irrigation	ditch.
The	 springing	 panther	 missed	 its	 prey,	 lost	 its	 foothold	 on	 the	 slippery	 shale

banking	 and	 somersaulted	 into	 the	 ditch	 a	 few	 feet	 away	 from	 Puja.	 Before	 the
animal	 could	 recover	 from	 its	 surprise,	 Bisnu	 was	 dashing	 down	 the	 slope,
swinging	his	axe	and	shouting,	‘Maro,	maro!’	(Kill,	kill!)
Two	 men	 came	 running	 across	 the	 field.	 They,	 too,	 were	 armed	 with	 axes.

Together	 with	 Bisnu	 they	 made	 a	 half-circle	 around	 the	 snarling	 animal,	 which
turned	 at	 bay	 and	 plunged	 at	 them	 in	 order	 to	 get	 away.	 Puja	wriggled	 along	 the
ditch	on	her	stomach.	The	men	aimed	their	axes	at	the	panther ’s	head,	and	Bisnu	had
the	satisfaction	of	getting	 in	a	well-aimed	blow	between	the	eyes.	The	animal	 then
charged	straight	at	one	of	the	men,	knocked	him	over	and	tried	to	get	at	his	throat.
Just	then	Sanjay’s	father	arrived	with	his	long	spear.	He	plunged	the	end	of	the	spear
into	the	panther ’s	neck.
The	panther	left	its	victim	and	ran	into	the	bushes,	dragging	the	spear	through	the

grass	and	leaving	a	trail	of	blood	on	the	ground.	The	men	followed	cautiously—all
except	the	man	who	had	been	wounded	and	who	lay	on	the	ground,	while	Puja	and
the	other	womenfolk	rushed	up	to	help	him.
The	panther	had	made	 for	 the	bed	of	 the	 stream	and	Bisnu,	Sanjay’s	 father	 and

their	 companion	were	 able	 to	 follow	 it	 quite	 easily.	The	water	was	 red	where	 the
panther	had	crossed	 the	 stream,	and	 the	 rocks	were	 stained	with	blood.	After	 they
had	gone	downstream	for	about	a	furlong,	they	found	the	panther	lying	still	on	its
side	at	the	edge	of	the	water.	It	was	mortally	wounded,	but	it	continued	to	wave	its
tail	like	an	angry	cat.	Then,	even	the	tail	lay	still.
‘It	is	dead,’	said	Bisnu.	‘It	will	not	trouble	us	again	in	this	body.’
‘Let	us	be	certain,’	said	Sanjay’s	father,	and	he	bent	down	and	pulled	the	panther ’s

tail.
There	was	no	response.
‘It	 is	 dead,’	 said	Kalam	Singh.	 ‘No	 panther	would	 suffer	 such	 an	 insult	were	 it



alive!’
They	cut	down	a	long	piece	of	thick	bamboo	and	tied	the	panther	to	it	by	its	feet.

Then,	with	 their	 enemy	hanging	upside	 down	 from	 the	 bamboo	pole,	 they	 started
back	for	the	village.
‘There	will	be	a	feast	at	my	house	tonight,’	said	Kalam	Singh.	‘Everyone	in	 the

village	must	 come.	And	 tomorrow	we	will	 visit	 all	 the	 villages	 in	 the	 valley	 and
show	them	the	dead	panther,	so	that	they	may	move	about	again	without	fear.’
‘We	 can	 sell	 the	 skin	 in	 Kemptee,’	 said	 their	 companion.	 ‘It	 will	 fetch	 a	 good

price.’
‘But	the	claws	we	will	give	to	Bisnu,’	said	Kalam	Singh,	putting	his	arm	around

the	boy’s	shoulders.	‘He	has	done	a	man’s	work	today.	He	deserves	the	claws.’
A	panther ’s	or	tiger ’s	claws	are	considered	to	be	lucky	charms.
‘I	will	take	only	three	claws,’	said	Bisnu.	‘One	each	for	my	mother	and	sister,	and

one	 for	 myself.	 You	 may	 give	 the	 others	 to	 Sanjay	 and	 Chittru	 and	 the	 smaller
children.’
As	 the	sun	set,	a	big	fire	was	 lit	 in	 the	middle	of	 the	village	of	Manjari	and	 the

people	gathered	round	it,	singing	and	laughing.	Kalam	Singh	killed	his	fattest	goat
and	there	was	meat	for	everyone.
	

IX
	
Bisnu	was	on	his	way	home.	He	had	just	handed	in	his	first	paper,	arithmetic,	which
he	had	found	quite	easy.	Tomorrow	it	would	be	algebra,	and	when	he	got	home	he
would	have	to	practice	square	roots	and	cube	roots	and	fractional	coefficients.
Mr	Nautiyal	and	the	entire	class	had	been	happy	that	he	had	been	able	to	sit	for	the

exams.	He	was	also	a	hero	to	them	for	his	part	in	killing	the	panther.	The	story	had
spread	through	the	villages	with	the	rapidity	of	a	forest	fire,	a	fire	which	was	now
raging	in	Kemptee	town.
When	he	walked	past	the	hospital,	he	was	whistling	cheerfully.	Dr	Taylor	waved

to	him	from	the	veranda	steps.
‘How	is	Sanjay	now?’	she	asked.
‘He	is	well,’	said	Bisnu.
‘And	your	mother	and	sister?’
‘They	are	well,’	said	Bisnu.
‘Are	you	going	to	get	yourself	a	new	dog?’
‘I	am	thinking	about	it,’	said	Bisnu.	‘At	present	I	have	a	baby	goat—I	am	teaching

it	to	swim!’
He	started	down	the	path	to	the	valley.	Dark	clouds	had	gathered	and	there	was	a

rumble	of	thunder.	A	storm	was	imminent.



‘Wait	for	me!’	shouted	Sarru,	running	down	the	path	behind	Bisnu,	his	milk	pails
clanging	against	each	other.	He	fell	into	step	beside	Bisnu.
‘Well,	 I	 hope	we	don’t	 have	 any	more	maneaters	 for	 some	 time,’	 he	 said.	 ‘I’ve

lost	a	lot	of	money	by	not	being	able	to	take	milk	up	to	Kemptee.’
‘We	should	be	safe	as	long	as	a	shikari	doesn’t	wound	another	panther.	There	was

an	old	bullet	wound	in	the	maneater ’s	thigh.	That’s	why	it	couldn’t	hunt	in	the	forest.
The	deer	were	too	fast	for	it.’
‘Is	there	a	new	postman	yet?’
‘He	starts	tomorrow.	A	cousin	of	Mela	Ram’s.’
When	they	reached	the	parting	of	their	ways,	it	had	begun	to	rain	a	little.
‘I	must	hurry,’	said	Sarru.	‘It’s	going	to	get	heavier	any	minute.’
‘I	feel	like	getting	wet,’	said	Bisnu.	‘This	time	it’s	the	monsoon,	I’m	sure.’
Bisnu	entered	the	forest	on	his	own,	and	at	the	same	time	the	rain	came	down	in

heavy	opaque	 sheets.	The	 trees	 shook	 in	 the	wind	and	 the	 langoors	 chattered	with
excitement.
It	was	still	pouring	when	Bisnu	emerged	from	the	forest,	drenched	to	the	skin.	But

the	 rain	 stopped	 suddenly,	 just	 as	 the	 village	 of	Manjari	 came	 into	 view.	The	 sun
appeared	 through	 a	 rift	 in	 the	 clouds.	 The	 leaves	 and	 the	 grass	 gave	 out	 a	 sweet,
fresh	smell.
Bisnu	could	see	his	mother	and	sister	in	the	field	transplanting	the	rice	seedlings.

The	menfolk	were	driving	the	yoked	oxen	through	the	thin	mud	of	the	fields,	while
the	children	hung	on	to	the	oxen’s	tails,	standing	on	the	plain	wooden	harrows,	and
with	weird	cries	and	shouts	sending	the	animals	almost	at	a	gallop	along	the	narrow
terraces.
Bisnu	felt	the	urge	to	be	with	them,	working	in	the	fields.	He	ran	down	the	path,

his	feet	falling	softly	on	the	wet	earth.	Puja	saw	him	coming	and	waved	to	him.	She
met	him	at	the	edge	of	the	field.
‘How	did	you	find	your	paper	today?’	she	asked.
‘Oh,	it	was	easy.’	Bisnu	slipped	his	hand	into	hers	and	together	they	walked	across

the	field.	Puja	 felt	 something	smooth	and	hard	against	her	 fingers,	and	before	she
could	see	what	Bisnu	was	doing,	he	had	slipped	a	pair	of	bangles	on	her	wrist.
‘I	remembered,’	he	said	with	a	sense	of	achievement.
Puja	looked	at	the	bangles	and	burst	out:	‘But	they	are	blue,	Bhai,	and	I	wanted	red

and	gold	bangles!’	And	then,	when	she	saw	him	looking	crestfallen,	she	hurried	on:
‘But	they	are	very	pretty	and	you	did	remember	…	Actually,	they’re	just	as	nice	as
red	 and	 gold	 bangles!	 Come	 into	 the	 house	 when	 you	 are	 ready.	 I	 have	 made
something	special	for	you.’
‘I	 am	 coming,’	 said	 Bisnu,	 turning	 towards	 the	 house.	 ‘You	 don’t	 know	 how

hungry	a	man	gets,	walking	five	miles	to	reach	home!’



I
The	Good	Old	Days

	
took	Miss	Mackenzie	an	offering	of	a	tin	of	Malabar	sardines,	and	so	lessened
the	sharpness	of	her	rebuke.
‘Another	doctor ’s	visit,	is	it?’	she	said,	looking	reproachfully	at	me	over	her

spectacles.	‘I	might	have	been	dead	all	this	time	…’
Miss	Mackenzie,	at	eighty-five,	did	not	show	the	least	signs	of	dying.	She	was	the

oldest	resident	of	the	hill	station.	She	lived	in	a	small	cottage	halfway	up	a	hill.	The
cottage,	like	Longfellow’s	village	of	Attri,	gave	one	the	impression	of	having	tried
to	get	 to	 the	 top	of	 the	hill	 and	 failed	halfway	up.	 It	was	hidden	 from	 the	 road	by
oaks	and	maples.
‘I’ve	been	away,’	I	explained.	‘I	had	to	go	to	Delhi	for	a	fortnight.	I	hope	you’ve

been	all	right?’
I	wasn’t	 a	 relative	 of	Miss	Mackenzie’s,	 nor	 a	 very	 old	 friend;	 but	 she	 had	 the

knack	of	making	people	feel	they	were	somehow	responsible	for	her.
‘I	can’t	complain.	The	weather ’s	been	good,	and	the	padre	sent	me	some	eggs.’
She	set	great	store	on	what	was	given	to	her	in	the	way	of	food.	Her	pension	of

forty	rupees	a	month	only	permitted	a	diet	of	dal	and	rice;	but	the	thoughtfulness	of
people	who	knew	her	and	the	occasional	gift	parcel	from	England	lent	variety	to	her
diet	and	frequently	gave	her	a	topic	of	conversation.
‘I’m	glad	you	have	some	eggs,’	I	said.	‘They’re	four	rupees	a	dozen	now.’
‘Yes,	I	know.	And	there	was	a	time	when	they	were	only	six	annas	a	dozen.’
‘About	thirty	years	ago,	I	suppose.’
‘No,	twenty-five.	I	remember,	May	Taylor ’s	eggs	were	always	the	best.	She	lived

in	Fairville—the	old	house	near	the	raja’s	estate.’
‘Did	she	have	a	poultry	farm?’
‘Oh,	no,	just	her	own	hens.	Very	ordinary	hens	too,	not	White	Leghorns	or	Rhode

Island	Red—but	they	gave	lovely	eggs,	she	knew	how	to	keep	her	birds	healthy	…
May	 Taylor	 was	 a	 friend	 of	 mine.	 She	 didn’t	 supply	 eggs	 to	 just	 anybody,	 you
know.’
‘Oh,	naturally	not.	Miss	Taylor ’s	dead	now,	I	suppose?’
‘Oh,	yes,	quite	dead.	Her	sister	saw	to	that.’
‘Oh!’	I	sensed	a	story.	‘How	did	that	happen?’
‘Well,	 it	was	a	bit	of	a	mystery	really.	May	and	Charlotte	never	did	get	on	with

each	other	and	it’s	a	wonder	they	agreed	to	live	together.	Even	as	children	they	used
to	 fight.	 But	 Charlotte	 was	 always	 the	 spoilt	 one—prettier,	 you	 see.	May,	 when	 I
knew	her,	was	thirty-five,	a	good	woman	if	you	know	what	I	mean.	She	saw	to	the
house	and	saw	to	the	meals	and	she	went	to	church	like	other	respectable	people	and



everyone	liked	her.	But	Charlotte	was	moody	and	bad-tempered.	She	kept	to	herself
—always	 had	 done,	 since	 the	 parents	 died.	 And	 she	 was	 a	 little	 too	 fond	 of	 the
bottle.’
‘Neither	of	them	were	married?’
‘No—I	 suppose	 that’s	 why	 they	 lived	 together.	 Though	 I’d	 rather	 live	 alone

myself	than	put	up	with	someone	disagreeable.	Still	they	were	sisters.	Charlotte	had
been	 a	 gay,	 young	 thing	 once,	 very	 popular	with	 the	 soldiers	 at	 the	 convalescent
home.	She	refused	several	offers	of	marriage	and	then	when	she	thought	it	time	to
accept	 someone	 there	were	 no	more	offers.	 She	was	 almost	 thirty	 by	 then.	That’s
when	she	started	drinking—heavily,	I	mean.	Gin	and	brandy,	mostly.	It	was	cheap	in
those	days.	Gin,	I	think,	was	two	rupees	a	bottle.’
‘What	fun!	I	was	born	a	generation	too	late.’
‘And	a	good	thing,	too.	Or	you’d	probably	have	ended	up	as	Charlotte	did.’
‘Did	she	get	delirium	tremens?’
‘She	did	nothing	of	the	sort.	Charlotte	had	a	strong	constitution.’
‘And	so	have	you,	Miss	Mackenzie,	if	you	don’t	mind	my	saying	so.’
‘I	take	a	drop	when	I	can	afford	it—’	She	gave	me	a	meaningful	look.	‘Or	when

I’m	offered	…’
‘Did	you	sometimes	have	a	drink	with	Miss	Taylor?’
‘I	did	not!	I	wouldn’t	have	been	seen	in	her	company.	All	over	the	place	she	was

when	 she	was	drunk.	Lost	 her	 powers	 of	 discrimination.	She	 even	 took	up	with	 a
barber!	And	then	she	fell	down	a	khud	one	evening,	and	broke	her	ankle!’
‘Lucky	it	wasn’t	her	head.’
‘No,	it	wasn’t	her	own	head	she	broke,	more’s	the	pity,	but	her	sister	May’s—the

poor,	sweet	thing.’
‘She	broke	her	 sister ’s	head,	did	 she?’	 I	was	 intrigued.	 ‘Why,	did	May	 find	out

about	the	barber?’
‘Nobody	 knows	 what	 it	 was,	 but	 it	 may	 well	 have	 been	 something	 like	 that.

Anyway,	 they	 had	 a	 terrible	 quarrel	 one	 night.	 Charlotte	 was	 drunk,	 and	May,	 as
usual,	was	admonishing	her.’
‘Fatal,’	I	said.	‘Never	admonish	a	drunk.’
Miss	Mackenzie	ignored	me	and	carried	on.
‘She	said	something	about	the	vengeance	of	God	falling	on	Charlotte’s	head.	But

it	was	May’s	head	that	was	rent	asunder.	Charlotte	flew	into	a	sudden	rage—she	was
given	to	 these	outbursts	even	when	sober—and	brought	something	heavy	down	on
May’s	skull.	Charlotte	never	said	what	it	was.	It	couldn’t	have	been	a	bottle,	unless
she	swept	up	the	broken	pieces	afterwards.	It	may	have	been	a	heavy—what	writers
sometimes	call	a	blunt	instrument.
‘When	Charlotte	saw	what	she	had	done,	 she	went	out	of	her	mind.	They	found

her	 two	 days	 later	 wandering	 about	 near	 some	 ruins,	 babbling	 a	 lot	 of	 nonsense



about	how	she	might	have	been	married	long	ago	if	May	hadn’t	clung	to	her.’
‘Was	she	charged	with	murder?’
‘No,	 it	was	all	hushed	up.	Charlotte	was	sent	 to	 the	asylum	at	Ranchi.	We	never

heard	of	her	again.	May	was	buried	here.	 If	you	visit	 the	old	cemetery	you’ll	 find
her	grave	on	the	second	tier,	third	from	the	left.’
‘I’ll	look	it	up	some	time.	It	must	have	been	an	awful	shock	for	those	of	you	who

knew	the	sisters.’
‘Yes,	I	was	quite	upset	about	it.	I	was	very	fond	of	May.	And	then,	of	course,	the

chickens	were	 sold	 and	 I	 had	 to	 buy	my	 eggs	 elsewhere	 and	 they	were	 never	 so
good.	Still,	 those	were	 the	days,	 the	good	old	days—when	 eggs	were	 six	 annas	 a
dozen	and	gin	only	two	rupees	a	bottle!’



T
Death	of	the	Trees

	
he	 peace	 and	 quiet	 of	 the	 Maplewood	 hillside	 disappeared	 forever	 one
winter.	 The	 powers	 that	 be	 decided	 to	 build	 another	 new	 road	 into	 the
mountains,	and	the	PWD	saw	fit	to	take	it	right	past	the	cottage,	about	six	feet
from	the	large	window	which	had	overlooked	the	forest.

In	my	journal	I	wrote:
Already	they	have	felled	most	of	the	trees.	The	walnut	was	one	of	the	first	to	go.

A	 tree	 I	had	 lived	with	 for	over	 ten	years,	watching	 it	grow	 just	 as	 I	had	watched
Prem’s	 little	 son,	 Rakesh,	 grow	 up	…	 Looking	 forward	 to	 its	 new	 leafbuds,	 the
broad,	 green	 leaves	 of	 summer	 turning	 to	 spears	 of	 gold	 in	 September	when	 the
walnuts	were	ripe	and	ready	to	fall.	I	knew	this	tree	better	than	the	others.	It	was	just
below	the	window,	where	a	buttress	for	the	road	is	going	up.
Another	tree	I’ll	miss	is	the	young	deodar,	the	only	one	growing	in	this	stretch	of

the	woods.	Some	years	back	it	was	stunted	from	lack	of	sunlight.	The	oaks	covered
it	with	their	shaggy	branches.	So	I	cut	away	some	of	the	overhanging	branches	and
after	that	the	deodar	grew	much	faster.	It	was	just	coming	into	its	own	this	year;	now
cut	down	in	its	prime	like	my	young	brother	on	the	road	to	Delhi	last	month:	both
victims	of	the	roads;	the	tree	killed	by	the	PWD,	my	brother	by	a	truck.
Twenty	oaks	have	been	 felled.	 Just	 in	 this	 small	 stretch	near	 the	cottage.	By	 the

time	this	bypass	reaches	Jabarkhet,	about	six	miles	from	here,	over	a	thousand	oaks
will	 have	 been	 slaughtered,	 besides	 many	 other	 fine	 trees—maples,	 deodars	 and
pines—most	of	them	unnecessarily,	as	they	grow	some	fifty	to	sixty	yards	from	the
roadside.
The	trouble	is,	hardly	anyone	(with	the	exception	of	the	contractor	who	buys	the

felled	trees)	really	believes	that	trees	and	shrubs	are	necessary.	They	get	in	the	way
so	much,	don’t	they?	According	to	my	milkman,	the	only	useful	tree	is	one	which
can	 be	 picked	 clean	 of	 its	 leaves	 for	 fodder!	And	 a	 young	man	 remarked	 to	me:
‘You	should	come	to	Pauri.	The	view	is	terrific,	there	are	no	trees	in	the	way!’
Well,	he	can	stay	here	now,	and	enjoy	the	view	of	the	ravaged	hillside.	But	as	the

oaks	have	gone,	the	milkman	will	have	to	look	further	afield	for	his	fodder.
Rakesh	 calls	 the	maples	 the	 butterfly	 trees	 because	when	 the	winged	 seeds	 fall

they	 flutter	 like	 butterflies	 in	 the	 breeze.	No	maples	 now.	No	bright	 red	 leaves	 to
flame	against	the	sky.	No	birds!
That	 is	 to	 say,	no	birds	near	 the	house.	No	 longer	will	 it	be	possible	 for	me	 to

open	 the	 window	 and	 watch	 the	 scarlet	 minivets	 flitting	 through	 the	 dark	 green
foliage	 of	 the	 oaks;	 the	 long-tailed	magpies	 gliding	 through	 the	 trees;	 the	 barbet
calling	 insistently	 from	his	 perch	 on	 top	 of	 the	 deodar.	 Forest	 birds,	 all	 of	 them,



they	 will	 now	 be	 in	 search	 of	 some	 other	 stretch	 of	 surviving	 forest.	 The	 only
visitors	will	be	the	crows,	who	have	learnt	to	live	with,	and	off,	humans	and	seem	to
multiply	along	with	 roads,	houses	and	people.	And	even	when	all	 the	people	have
gone,	the	crows	will	still	be	around.
Other	things	to	look	forward	to:	trucks	thundering	past	in	the	night;	perhaps	a	tea

and	pakora	shop	round	the	corner;	the	grinding	of	gears,	the	music	of	motor	horns.
Will	 the	 whistling	 thrush	 be	 heard	 above	 them?	 The	 explosions	 that	 continually
shatter	 the	 silence	of	 the	mountains—as	 thousand-year-old	 rocks	are	dynamited—
have	frightened	away	all	but	the	most	intrepid	of	birds	and	animals.	Even	the	bold
langoors	haven’t	shown	their	faces	for	over	a	fortnight.
Somehow,	 I	 don’t	 think	we	 shall	wait	 for	 the	 tea	 shop	 to	 arrive.	There	must	be

some	other	quiet	corner,	possibly	on	the	next	mountain,	where	new	roads	have	yet
to	come	 into	being.	No	doubt	 this	 is	a	negative	attitude,	and	 if	 I	had	any	sense	 I’d
open	my	own	tea	shop.	To	retreat	is	to	be	a	loser.	But	the	trees	are	losers	too;	and
when	they	fall,	they	do	so	with	a	certain	dignity.
Never	mind.	Men	come	and	go;	the	mountains	remain.



Miss	Bun	and	Others
	
	
March	1,	1975
	
Beer	 in	 the	sun.	High	 in	 the	spruce	 tree	 the	barbet	calls,	heralding	summer.	A	few
puffy	clouds	drift	lazily	over	the	mountains.	Is	this	the	great	escape?
I	could	sit	here	all	day	soaking	up	beer	and	sunshine,	but	at	some	time	during	the

day	 I	 must	 wipe	 the	 dust	 from	 my	 typewriter	 and	 produce	 something	 readable.
There’s	 only	 eight	 hundred	 rupees	 in	 the	 bank,	 book	 sales	 are	 falling	 off,	 and
magazines	are	turning	away	from	fiction.
Prem	 spoils	me,	 giving	me	 rice	 and	 kofta	 curry	 for	 lunch,	which	means	 that	 I

sleep	till	four	when	Miss	Bun	arrives	with	patties	and	samosas.
Miss	Bun	is	the	baker ’s	daughter.
Of	course	that’s	not	her	real	name.	Her	real	name	is	very	long	and	beautiful,	but	I

won’t	give	it	here	for	obvious	reasons	and	also	because	her	brother	is	big	and	ugly.
I	am	seeing	Miss	Bun	after	two	months.	She’s	been	with	relatives	in	Bareilly.
She	sits	at	the	foot	of	my	bed,	absolutely	radiant.	Her	raven-black	hair	lies	loose

on	her	shoulders,	her	eyelashes	have	been	trimmed	and	blackened	and	so	have	her
eyes,	with	kajal.	Her	eyes,	so	large	and	innocent—and	calculating!
There	are	pretty	glass	bangles	on	her	wrists	and	she	wears	a	pair	of	new	slippers.

Her	kameez	is	new	too—green	silk,	with	gold-embroidered	sleeves.
‘You	must	 have	 a	 rich	 lover,’	 I	 remark,	 taking	her	 hand	 and	gently	 pulling	her

towards	me.	‘Who	gave	you	all	this	finery?’
‘You	 did.	 Don’t	 you	 remember?	 Before	 I	 went	 away,	 you	 gave	 me	 a	 hundred

rupees.’
‘That	was	for	the	train	and	bus	fares,	I	thought.’
‘Oh,	my	uncle	paid	the	fares.	So	I	bought	myself	these	things.	Are	they	nice?’
‘Very	pretty.	And	so	are	you.	If	you	were	ten	years	older	and	I	ten	years	younger,

we’d	make	a	good	pair.	But	I’d	have	been	broke	long	before	this!’
She	 giggles	 and	 drops	 a	 paper	 bag	 full	 of	 samosas	 on	 the	 bedside	 table.	 I	 hate

samosas	and	patties,	but	 I	keep	ordering	 them	because	 it	gives	Miss	Bun	a	pretext
for	visiting	me.	 It’s	all	 in	 the	way	of	helping	 the	bakery	get	by.	When	she	goes,	 I
give	the	lot	to	Bijju	and	Binya	or	whoever	might	be	passing.
‘You’ve	been	away	a	long	time,’	I	complain.	‘What	if	I’d	got	married	while	you

were	away?’
‘Then	you’d	stop	ordering	samosas.’
‘Or	 get	 them	 from	 that	 old	 man	 Bashir,	 who	 makes	 much	 better	 ones,	 and



cheaper!’
She	drops	her	head	on	my	shoulder.	Her	hair	is	heavily	scented	with	jasmine	hair

oil,	and	I	nearly	pass	out.	They	should	use	it	instead	of	anaesthesia.
‘You	smell	very	nice,’	I	lie.	‘Do	I	get	a	kiss?’
She	gives	me	a	long	kiss,	as	though	to	make	up	for	her	long	absence.	Her	kisses

always	 have	 a	 nice	wholesome	 flavour,	 as	 you	would	 expect	 from	 someone	who
lives	in	a	bakery.
‘That	was	an	expensive	kiss.’
‘I	want	to	buy	some	face	cream.’
‘You	 don’t	 need	 face	 cream.	 Your	 complexion	 is	 perfect.	 It	 must	 be	 the	 good

quality	flour	you	use	in	the	bakery.’
‘I	don’t	put	flour	on	my	face.	Anyway,	I	want	the	cream	for	my	elder	sister.	She

has	pockmarks.’
I	surrender	and	give	her	two	fives,	quickly	putting	away	my	wallet.
‘And	when	will	you	pay	for	the	samosas?’
‘Next	week.’
‘I’ll	bring	you	something	nice	next	week,’	she	says,	pausing	in	the	doorway.
‘Well,	thanks,	I	was	getting	tired	of	samosas.’
She	was	gone	in	a	twinkling.
I’ll	say	this	for	Miss	Bun—she	doesn’t	trouble	to	hide	her	intentions.

	
March	4
	
My	policeman	calls	on	me	this	morning.	Ghanshyam,	the	constable	attached	to	the
Barlowganj	outpost.
He	 is	 not	 very	 tall	 for	 a	 policeman,	 and	 he	 has	 a	 round,	 cheerful	 countenance,

which	is	unusual	in	his	profession.	He	looks	smart	in	his	uniform.	Most	constables
prefer	to	hang	around	in	their	pyjamas	most	of	the	time.
Nothing	 alarming	 about	 Ghanshyam’s	 visit.	 He	 comes	 to	 see	me	 about	 once	 a

week,	and	has	been	doing	so	ever	since	I	spent	a	night	in	the	police	station	last	year.
It	 happened	 when	 I	 punched	 a	 Muzzaffarnagar	 businessman	 in	 the	 eye	 for

bullying	a	rickshaw	coolie.	The	fat	slob	very	naturally	lodged	a	complaint	against
me,	and	that	same	evening	a	sub-inspector	called	and	asked	me	to	accompany	him	to
the	thana.	It	was	too	late	to	arrange	anything	and	in	any	case	I	had	only	been	taken	in
for	 questioning,	 so	 I	 had	 to	 spend	 the	 night	 at	 the	 police	 post.	 The	 sub-inspector
went	home	and	left	me	in	the	charge	of	a	constable.	A	wooden	bench	and	a	charpoy
were	the	only	items	of	furniture	in	my	cell,	if	you	could	call	it	that.	The	charpoy	was
meant	for	the	night-duty	constable,	but	he	very	generously	offered	it	to	me.
‘But	where	will	you	sleep?’	I	asked.
‘Oh,	I	don’t	feel	like	sleeping.	Usually	I	go	to	the	night	show	at	the	Picture	Palace,



but	I	suppose	I’ll	have	to	stay	here	because	of	you.’
He	looked	rather	sulky.	Obviously	I’d	ruined	his	plans	for	the	night.
‘You	don’t	have	to	stay	because	of	me,’	I	said.	‘I	won’t	tell	the	SHO.	You	go	to	the

Picture	Palace,	I’ll	look	after	the	thana.’
He	brightened	up	considerably,	but	still	looked	a	bit	doubtful.
‘You	can	 trust	me,’	 I	 said	encouragingly.	 ‘My	grandfather	was	a	private	soldier

who	became	a	Buddhist.’
‘Then	I	can	trust	you	as	far	as	your	grandfather.’	He	was	quite	cheerful	now,	and

sent	for	two	cups	of	tea	from	the	shop	across	the	road.	It	came	gratis,	of	course.	A
little	later	he	left	me,	and	I	settled	down	on	the	cot	and	slept	fitfully.	The	constable
came	back	during	 the	early	hours	and	went	 to	sleep	on	 the	bench.	Next	morning	I
was	 allowed	 to	 go	 home.	 The	Muzzaffarnagar	 businessman	 had	 got	 into	 another
fight	and	was	lodged	in	the	main	thana.	I	did	not	hear	about	the	matter	again.
Ghanshyam,	the	constable,	having	struck	up	a	friendship	with	me,	was	to	visit	me

from	time	to	time.
And	here	he	is	today,	boots	shining,	teeth	gleaming,	cheeks	almost	glowing,	far

too	charming	a	person	to	be	a	policeman.
‘Hello,	Ghanshyam	bhai,’	I	welcome	him.	‘Sit	down	and	have	some	tea.’
‘No,	I	can’t	stop	for	long,’	he	says,	but	sits	down	beside	me	on	the	veranda	steps.

‘Can	you	do	me	a	favour?’
‘Sure.	What	is	it?’
‘I’m	fed	up	with	Barlowganj.	I	want	to	get	a	transfer.’
‘And	how	can	I	help	you?	I	don’t	know	any	netas	or	bigwigs.’
‘No,	but	our	SP	will	be	here	next	week	and	he	can	have	me	transferred.	Will	you

speak	to	him?’
‘But	why	should	he	listen	to	me?’
‘Well,	you	see,	he	has	a	weakness	…’
‘We	all	have	our	weaknesses.	Does	your	SP	have	a	weakness	similar	to	mine?	Do

we	proceed	to	blackmail	him?’
‘Yes.	You	see,	he	writes	poetry.	And	you	are	a	kavi,	a	poet,	aren’t	you?’
‘At	times,’	I	concede.	‘And	I	have	to	admit	it’s	a	weakness,	especially	as	no	one

cares	to	read	my	poetry.’
‘No	one	reads	the	SP’s	poetry,	either.	Although	we	have	to	listen	to	it	sometimes.

When	he	has	finished	reading	out	one	of	his	poems,	we	salute	and	say	“Shabash!”’
‘A	captive	audience.	I	wish	I	had	one.’
Ignoring	my	sarcasm,	Ghanshyam	continues:	‘The	trouble	is,	he	can’t	get	anyone

to	 publish	 his	 poems.	 This	 makes	 him	 bad-tempered	 and	 unsympathetic	 to
applications	for	transfer.	Can	you	help?’
‘I	am	not	a	publisher.	I	can	only	salute	like	the	rest	of	you.’
‘But	 you	 know	 publishers,	 don’t	 you?	 If	 you	 can	 get	 some	 of	 his	 poems



published,	he’d	be	very	grateful.	To	you.	To	me.	To	both	of	us!’
‘You	really	are	an	optimist.’
‘Just	one	or	two	poems.	You	see,	I’ve	already	told	him	about	you.	How	you	spent

all	 night	 in	 the	 lock-up	 writing	 verses.	 He	 thinks	 you	 are	 a	 famous	 writer.	 He’s
depending	on	me	now.	 If	 his	poems	get	published	he	will	 give	me	a	 transfer.	 I’m
sick	of	Barlowganj!’	He	gives	me	a	hug	and	pinches	me	on	the	cheek.
Before	he	can	go	any	further,	 I	say:	 ‘Well,	 I’ll	do	my	best’—I	am	thinking	of	a

little	magazine	 published	 in	 Bhopal	where	most	 of	my	 rejects	 find	 a	 home.	 ‘For
your	sake,	I’ll	try.	But	first	I	must	see	the	poems.’
‘You	shall	even	see	the	SP,’	he	promises.	‘I’ll	bring	him	here	next	week.	You	can

give	him	a	cup	of	tea.’
He	gets	up,	gives	me	a	smart	salute	and	goes	up	the	path	with	a	spring	in	his	step.

The	sort	of	man	who	knows	how	to	get	his	transfers	and	promotions	in	a	perfectly
honest	manner.
	
March	7
	
It	gets	warmer	day	by	day.
This	morning	I	decided	to	sunbathe—quite	modestly,	of	course.	Retaining	my	old

khaki	 shorts	 but	 removing	 all	 other	 clothing,	 I	 stretched	 out	 on	 a	mattress	 in	 the
garden.	Almost	 immediately	I	was	disturbed	by	 the	baker	(Miss	Bun’s	father	for	a
change),	who	 presented	me	with	 two	 loaves	 of	 bread	 and	 half	 a	 dozen	 chocolate
pastries,	 ordered	 the	 previous	 day.	 Then	 Prem’s	 small	 son,	 Raki,	 turned	 up,
demanding	a	pastry,	and	I	gave	him	two.	He	insisted	on	joining	me	on	the	mattress,
where	he	proceeded	to	drop	crumbs	in	my	hair	and	on	my	chest.	‘Good	morning,
Mr	Bond!’	came	the	dulcet	tones	of	Mrs	Biggs,	leaning	over	the	gate.	Forgetting	that
she	was	short-sighted,	I	jumped	to	my	feet,	and	at	the	same	time	my	shorts	slipped
down	 over	 my	 knees.	 As	 I	 grabbed	 for	 them,	 Mrs	 Biggs’s	 effusiveness	 reached
greater	 heights.	 ‘Why,	 what	 a	 lovely	 agapanthus	 you’ve	 got!’	 she	 exclaimed,
referring	no	doubt	to	the	solitary	lily	in	the	garden.	I	must	confess	I	blushed.	Then,
recovering	 myself,	 I	 returned	 her	 greeting,	 remarking	 on	 the	 freshness	 of	 the
morning.
Mrs	Biggs,	at	eighty,	was	a	little	deaf	as	well,	and	replied,	‘I’m	very	well,	thank

you,	Mr	Bond.	Is	that	a	child	you’re	carrying?’
‘Yes,	Prem’s	small	son.’
‘Prem	is	your	son?	I	didn’t	know	you	had	a	family.’
At	this	point	Raki	decided	to	pluck	the	spectacles	off	Mrs	Biggs’s	nose,	and	after	I

had	recovered	them	for	her,	she	beat	a	hasty	retreat.	Later,	the	Rev.	Mr	Biggs	came
over	to	borrow	a	book.
‘Just	light	reading,’	he	said.	‘I	can’t	concentrate	for	long	periods.’



He	has	become	extremely	absent-minded	and	forgetful;	one	of	the	drawbacks	of
living	 to	an	advanced	age.	During	a	 funeral	 last	year	at	which	he	 took	 the	 funeral
service,	he	read	out	the	service	for	Burial	at	Sea.	It	was	raining	heavily	at	the	time,
and	no	one	seemed	to	notice.
Now	he	has	borrowed	 two	of	my	Ross	Macdonalds—the	same	 two	he	 read	 last

month.	 I	 refrained	from	pointing	 this	out.	 If	he	has	 forgotten	 the	books	already,	 it
won’t	matter	if	he	reads	them	again.
Having	spent	the	better	part	of	his	seventy-odd	years	in	India,	the	Rev.	Biggs	has	a

lot	of	stories	to	tell,	his	favourite	being	the	one	about	the	crocodile	he	shot	in	Orissa
when	he	was	a	young	man.	He’d	pitched	his	tent	on	the	banks	of	a	river	and	gone	to
sleep	on	a	camp	cot.	During	the	night	he	felt	his	cot	moving,	and	before	he	could
gather	his	wits,	 the	cot	had	moved	swiftly	through	the	opening	of	the	tent	and	was
rapidly	making	its	way	down	to	the	river.	Mr	Biggs	leapt	for	dry	land	while	the	cot,
firmly	wedged	on	the	back	of	the	crocodile,	disappeared	into	the	darkness.
Crocodiles,	it	seems,	often	bury	themselves	in	the	mud	when	they	go	to	sleep,	and

Mr	 Biggs	 had	 pitched	 his	 tent	 and	made	 his	 bed	 on	 top	 of	 a	 sleeping	 crocodile.
Waking	in	the	night,	it	had	made	for	the	nearest	water.
Mr	Biggs	 shot	 it	 the	 following	morning—or	 so	he	would	have	us	believe—the

crocodile	having	reappeared	on	the	river	bank	with	the	cot	still	attached	to	its	back.
Now	having	told	me	this	story	for	the	umpteenth	time,	Biggs	said	he	really	must

be	going,	and	returning	to	the	bookshelf,	extracted	Gibbons’	Decline	and	Fall	of	the
Roman	Empire,	having	forgotten	the	Ross	Macdonalds	on	a	side	table.
‘I	must	do	some	serious	reading,’	he	said.	‘These	modern	novels	are	so	violent.’
‘Lots	of	violence	in	Decline	and	Fall,’	I	remarked.
‘Ah,	but	it’s	history,	isn’t	it?	Well,	I	must	go	now,	Mr	Macdonald.	Mustn’t	waste

your	time.’
As	he	stepped	outside,	he	collided	with	Miss	Bun,	who	dropped	samosas	all	over

the	veranda	steps.
‘Oh,	 dear,	 I’m	 so	 sorry,’	 he	 apologized,	 and	 started	 picking	 up	 the	 samosas

despite	my	attempts	to	prevent	him	from	doing	so.	He	then	took	the	paper	bag	from
Miss	Bun	and	replaced	the	samosas.
‘And	who	is	this	little	girl?’	he	said	benignly,	patting	Miss	Bun	on	the	head.	‘One

of	your	nieces?’
‘That’s	right,	sir.	My	favourite	niece.’
‘Well,	I	must	not	keep	you.	Service	as	usual,	on	Sunday.’
‘Right,	Mr	Biggs.’
I	 have	 never	 been	 to	 a	 local	 church	 service,	 but	why	 disillusion	Rev.	 Biggs?	 I

shall	defend	everyone’s	 right	 to	go	 to	a	place	of	worship	provided	 they	allow	me
the	freedom	to	stay	away.
Miss	Bun	was	 staring	 after	 Rev.	Biggs	 as	 he	 crossed	 the	 road.	Her	mouth	was



slightly	agape.	‘What’s	the	matter?’	I	asked.
‘He’s	taken	all	the	samosas!’
When	I	kiss	Miss	Bun,	she	bites	my	lip	and	draws	blood.
‘What	was	that	for?’	I	complain.
‘Just	to	make	you	angry.’
‘But	I	don’t	like	getting	angry.’
‘That’s	why.’
I	get	angry	just	to	please	her,	and	we	take	a	tumble	on	the	carpet.

	
March	11
	
Does	anyone	here	make	money?	Apart	from	the	traders,	of	course,	who	tuck	it	all
away	…
A	 young	 man	 turned	 up	 yesterday,	 selling	 geraniums.	 He	 had	 a	 bag	 full	 of

geraniums—cuttings	and	whole	plants.
‘All	colours,’	he	told	me	confidently.	‘Only	one	rupee	a	cutting.’
‘I	can	buy	them	much	cheaper	at	the	government	nursery.’
‘But	you	would	have	to	walk	there,	sir—six	miles!	I	have	brought	these	to	your

very	doorstep.	I	will	plant	them	for	you	in	your	empty	ghee	tins	at	no	extra	cost!’
‘That’s	all	right,	you	can	give	me	a	few.	But	what	makes	you	sell	geraniums?’
‘I	have	nothing	to	eat,	sir.	I	haven’t	eaten	for	two	days.’
He	must	have	sold	all	his	plants	that	day,	because	in	the	evening	I	saw	him	at	the

country	liquor	shop,	tippling	away—and	all	on	an	empty	stomach,	I	presume!
	
March	12
	
Mrs	Biggs	tells	me	that	someone	slipped	into	her	garden	yesterday	morning	while
she	was	out,	and	removed	all	her	geraniums!
‘The	most	honest	of	people	won’t	hesitate	to	steal	flowers—or	books,’	I	remark

carelessly.	‘Never	mind,	Mrs	Biggs,	you	can	have	some	of	my	geraniums.	I	bought
them	yesterday.’
‘That’s	extremely	kind	of	you,	Mr	Bond.	And	you’ve	only	just	put	them	down,	I

can	tell,’	she	says,	spotting	the	cuttings	in	the	Dalda	tins.	‘No,	I	couldn’t	deprive	you
—’
‘I’ll	get	you	some,’	I	offer,	and	generously	surrender	half	the	geraniums,	vowing

that	if	ever	I	come	across	that	young	man	again,	I’ll	get	him	to	recover	all	the	plants
he	sold	elsewhere.
	
March	19
	



Vinod,	 now	 selling	 newspapers,	 arrives	 as	 I	 am	 pouring	myself	 a	 beer	 under	 the
cherry	tree.	It’s	a	warm	day	and	I	can	see	he	is	thirsty.
‘Can	I	have	a	drink	of	water?’	he	asks.
‘Would	you	like	some	beer ’?’
‘Yes,	sir!’
As	I	have	an	extra	bottle,	I	pour	him	a	glass	and	he	squats	on	the	grass	near	the

old	wall	and	brings	me	up	to	date	on	the	local	gossip.	There	are	about	fifty	papers	in
his	shoulder	bag,	yet	to	be	delivered.
‘You	may	feel	drowsy	after	some	time,’	I	warn.	‘Don’t	 leave	your	papers	in	the

wrong	houses.’
‘Nothing	 to	worry	 about,’	 he	 says,	 emptying	 the	glass	 and	gazing	 fondly	 at	 the

bottle	sparkling	in	the	spring	sunshine.
‘Have	some	more,’	 I	 tell	him,	 ‘and	go	 indoors	 to	see	what	Prem	 is	making	 for

lunch.	 (Stuffed	 gourds,	 fried	 brinjal	 slices	 and	 pilaf.	 Prem	 is	 in	 a	 good	 mood,
preparing	 my	 favourite	 dishes.	 When	 I	 upset	 him,	 he	 gives	 me	 string	 beans.)
Returning	 to	 the	 garden,	 I	 find	Vinod	well	 into	 his	 second	 glass	 of	 beer.	Half	 of
Barlowganj	and	all	of	Jharipani	(the	next	village)	are	snarling	and	cursing,	waiting
for	their	newspapers.
‘Your	customers	must	be	getting	impatient,’	I	remark.	‘Surely	they	want	to	know

the	result	of	the	cricket	test.’
‘Oh,	they	heard	it	on	the	radio.	This	is	the	morning	edition.	I	can	deliver	it	in	the

evening.’
I	 go	 indoors	 and	 have	my	 lunch	 with	 little	 Raki,	 and	 ask	 Prem	 to	 give	 Vinod

something	 to	eat.	When	I	come	outside	again,	he	 is	stretched	out	under	 the	cherry
tree,	burping	contentedly.
‘Thank	you	for	the	lunch,’	he	says,	and	closes	his	eyes	and	goes	to	sleep.
He’s	gone	by	evening	but	his	bag	of	papers	rests	against	my	front	door.
‘He’s	left	his	papers	behind,’	I	remark	to	Prem.
‘Oh,	 he’ll	 deliver	 them	 tomorrow,	 along	with	 tomorrow’s	 paper.	 He’ll	 say	 the

mail	bus	was	late	due	to	a	landslide.’
In	the	evening	I	walk	through	the	old	bazaar	and	linger	in	front	of	a	Tibetan	shop,

gazing	 at	 the	 brassware,	 coloured	 stones,	 amulets,	masks.	 I	 am	 about	 to	 pass	 on,
when	I	catch	a	glimpse	of	the	girl	who	looks	after	the	shop.	Two	soft	brown	eyes	in
a	round	jade-smooth	face.	A	hesitant	smile.
I	step	inside.	I	have	never	cared	much	for	Tibetan	handicrafts,	but	beautiful	brown

eyes	are	different.
‘Can	I	look	around?	I	want	to	buy	a	present	for	a	friend.’
I	 look	around.	She	helps	me	by	displaying	bangles,	necklaces,	rings—all	on	the

assumption	that	my	friend	is	a	young	lady.
I	choose	the	more	frightening	of	two	devil	masks,	and	promise	to	come	again	for



the	pair	to	it.
On	the	way	home	I	meet	Miss	Bun.
‘When	shall	I	come?’	she	asks,	pirouetting	on	the	road.
‘Next	year.’
‘Next	year!’	Her	pretty	mouth	falls	open.
‘That’s	right,’	I	say.	‘You’ve	just	lost	the	election.’

	
March	31
	
Miss	Bun	hasn’t	been	for	several	days.	This	morning	I	find	her	washing	clothes	at
the	public	tap.	She	gives	me	a	quick	smile	as	I	pass.
‘It’s	nice	to	see	you	hard	at	work,’	I	remark.
She	looks	quickly	to	left	and	right,	then	says,	‘It’s	punishment,	because	I	bought

new	bangles	with	the	money	you	gave	me.’
I	hurry	on	down	the	road.
During	 the	 afternoon	 siesta	 I	 am	 roused	 by	 someone	 knocking	 on	 the	 door.	A

slim	boy	with	thick	hair	and	bushy	eyebrows	is	standing	there.	I	don’t	know	him,	but
his	eyes	remind	me	of	someone.
He	tells	me	he	is	Miss	Bun’s	older	brother.	At	a	guess,	he	would	be	only	a	year	or

two	older	than	her.
‘Come	in,’	I	say.	It’s	best	to	be	friendly!	What	could	he	possibly	want?
He	produces	a	bag	of	samosas	and	puts	them	down	on	my	bedside	table.
‘My	 sister	 cannot	 come	 this	week.	 I	will	 bring	 you	 samosas	 instead.	 Is	 that	 all

right?’
‘Oh,	sure.	Sit	down,	sit	down.	So	you’re	Master	Bun.	It’s	nice	to	know	you.’
He	sits	down	on	the	edge	of	the	bed	and	studies	the	picture	on	the	wall—a	print	of

Kurosawa’s	Wave.
‘Shall	I	pay	you	now	for	the	samosas?’	I	ask.
‘No,	no,	whenever	you	like.’
‘And	do	you	go	to	school	or	college?’
‘No,	I	help	my	father	in	the	bakery.	Are	you	ill,	sir?’
‘No.	What	makes	you	think	so?’
‘Because	you	were	lying	down.’
‘Well,	I	like	lying	down.	It’s	better	than	standing	up.	And	I	do	get	a	headache	if	I

read	or	write	for	too	long.’
He	offers	to	give	me	a	head	massage,	and	I	submit	to	his	ministrations	for	about

five	minutes.	 The	 headache	 is	 now	much	worse,	 but	 I	 pay	 for	 both	massage	 and
samosas	and	tell	him	he	can	come	again—preferably	next	year.
My	 next	 visitor	 is	 Constable	 Ghanshyam	 Singh,	 who	 tells	 me	 that	 the	 SP	 has

extracted	 confessions	 from	 a	 couple	 of	 thieves	 simply	 by	making	 them	 stand	 for



hours	and	listen	to	him	reciting	his	poetry.	I	know	our	police	have	a	reputation	for
torturing	suspects,	but	I	think	this	is	carrying	things	a	bit	too	far.
‘And	what	about	your	transfer?’	I	ask.
‘As	soon	as	those	poems	are	published	in	the	Weekly.’
‘I’ll	do	my	best,’	I	promise.
(They	 appeared	 in	 the	 Bhopal	 Weekly.	 And	 a	 year	 later,	 when	 I	 was	 editing

Imprint,	I	was	able	to	publish	one	of	the	SP’s	poems.	He	has	always	maintained	that
if	I’d	published	more	of	them,	the	magazine	would	never	have	folded.)
	
A	note	on	Miss	Bun
Little	Miss	Bun	is	fond	of	bed,
But	she	keeps	a	cash	box	in	her	head.

	
April	8
	
Rev.	Biggs	at	the	door,	book	in	hand.
‘I	won’t	 take	up	your	 time,	Mr	Bond.	But	 I	 thought	 it	was	 time	 I	 returned	your

butterfly	book.’
‘My	butterfly	book?’
‘Yes,	thank	you	very	much.	I	enjoyed	it	a	great	deal.’
Mr	Biggs	hands	me	 the	book	on	butterflies,	a	handsomely	 illustrated	volume.	 It

isn’t	my	book,	but	if	Mr	Biggs	insists	on	giving	me	someone	else’s	book,	who	am	I
to	quibble?	He’d	never	find	the	right	owner,	anyway.
‘By	the	way,	have	you	seen	Mrs	Biggs?’	he	asks.
‘No,	not	this	morning,	sir.’
‘She	 went	 off	 without	 telling	 me.	 She’s	 always	 doing	 things	 like	 that.	 Very

irritating.’
After	he	has	gone,	I	glance	at	the	fly	leaf	of	the	book.	It	says	W.	Biggs.	So	it’s	one

of	his	own	…
A	little	later	Mrs	Biggs	comes	by.
‘Have	you	seen	Will?’	she	asks.
‘He	was	here	about	fifteen	minutes	ago.	He	was	looking	for	you.’
‘Oh,	he	knew	I’d	gone	to	the	garden	shed.	How	tiresome!	I	suppose	he’s	wandered

off	somewhere.’
‘Never	mind,	Mrs	Biggs,	he’ll	make	his	way	home	when	he	gets	hungry.	A	good

lunch	 will	 always	 bring	 a	 wanderer	 home.	 By	 the	 way,	 I’ve	 got	 his	 book	 on
butterflies.	Perhaps	you’d	return	it	 to	him	for	me?	And	he	shouldn’t	 lend	it	 to	 just
anyone,	you	know.	It’s	a	valuable	book,	you	don’t	want	to	lose	it.’
‘I’m	sure	it	was	quite	safe	with	you,	Mr	Bond.’
Books	always	are,	of	course.	On	principle,	 I	never	steal	another	man’s	books.	 I



might	 take	his	geraniums	or	his	old	 school	 tie,	 but	 I	wouldn’t	deprive	him	of	his
books.	Or	the	song	or	melody	or	dream	he	lives	by.	And	here’s	a	little	lullaby	for
Raki:
	
Little	one,	don’t	be	afraid	of	this	big	river.
Be	safe	in	these	warm	arms	for	ever.
Grow	tall,	my	child,	be	wise	and	strong.
But	do	not	take	from	any	man	his	song.
Little	one,	don’t	be	afraid	of	this	dark	night.
Walk	boldly	as	you	see	the	truth	and	light.
Love	well,	my	child,	laugh	all	day	long,
But	do	not	take	from	any	man	his	song.

	
April	16
	
Is	 there	 something	 about	 the	 air	 at	 this	 height	 that	 makes	 people	 light-headed,
absent-minded?	Ten	years	from	now	I	will	probably	be	as	forgetful	as	Mr	Biggs.	I
must	climb	the	next	mountain	before	I	forget	where	it	is.
Outline	for	a	story.
Someone	 lives	 in	 a	 small	 hut	 near	 a	 spring,	within	 sound	of	 running	water.	He

never	 leaves	 the	place,	except	 to	walk	 into	 the	 town	for	books,	post,	and	supplies.
‘Don’t	 you	 ever	 get	 bored	 here?’	 I	 ask.	 ‘Do	 you	 never	 wish	 to	 leave?’	 ‘No,’	 he
replies,	 and	 tells	me	 of	 his	 experience	 in	 the	 desert,	 when	 for	 two	 days	 and	 two
nights	(the	limit	of	human	endurance	in	regard	to	thirst),	he	went	without	water.	On
the	 second	night,	 half	 dead,	 lying	 in	 the	 open	 beneath	 the	 stars,	 he	 dreamt	 of	 just
such	a	spring	in	the	mountains,	and	it	was	as	though	it	gave	him	spiritual	sustenance.
So	later,	when	he	was	fully	recovered,	he	went	in	search	of	the	spring	(which	he	was
sure	existed),	and	found	it	while	hiking	in	the	Himalayas.	He	knew	that	as	long	as	he
remained	by	the	spring	he	would	never	feel	unsafe;	it	was	where	his	guardian	spirit
lived	…
And	so	I	feel	safe	near	my	own	spring,	my	own	mountain,	for	this	is	where	my

guardian	spirit	lives	too.
	
April	16
	
Visited	the	Tibetan	shop	and	bought	a	small	brass	vase	encrusted	with	pretty	stones.
I’d	no	intention	of	buying	anything,	but	the	girl	smiled	at	me	as	I	passed,	and	then

I	just	had	to	go	in;	and	once	in,	I	couldn’t	just	stand	there,	a	fatuous	grin	on	my	face.
I	had	to	buy	something.	And	a	vase	is	always	a	good	thing	to	buy.	If	you	don’t	like

it,	you	can	give	it	away.



If	 she	 smiles	 at	me	 every	 time	 I	 pass,	 I	 shall	 probably	 build	 up	 a	 collection	 of
vases.
She	 isn’t	a	girl,	 really;	she’s	probably	about	 thirty.	 I	suppose	she	has	a	husband

who	smuggles	Chinese	goods	in	from	Nepal,	while	her	children—‘charity	cases’—
go	to	one	of	the	posh	public	schools.	But	she’s	fresh	and	pretty,	and	then,	of	course,
I	don’t	have	many	young	women	smiling	at	me	these	days.	I	shall	be	forty-three	next
month.
	
April	17
	
Miss	Bun	still	smiles	at	me,	even	though	I	frown	at	her	when	we	pass.
This	afternoon	she	brought	me	samosas	and	a	rose.
‘Where’s	your	brother?’	I	asked	gruffly.	‘He	has	more	to	talk	about.’
‘He’s	busy	in	the	bakery.	See,	I’ve	brought	you	a	rose.’
‘How	much	did	it	cost?’
‘Don’t	be	silly.	It’s	a	present.’
‘Thanks.	I	didn’t	know	you	grew	roses.’
‘I	don’t.	It’s	from	the	school	garden.’
‘Well,	thank	you	anyway.	You	actually	stole	something	on	my	behalf!’
‘Where	shall	I	put	it?’
I	found	my	new	vase,	filled	it	with	fresh	water,	placed	the	rose	in	it	and	set	it	down

on	my	dressing	table.
‘It	leaks,’	remarked	Miss	Bun.
‘My	vase?’	I	was	incredulous.
‘See,	the	water ’s	spreading	all	over	your	nice	table.’
She	was	right,	of	course.	Water	from	the	bottom	of	the	vase	was	running	across

the	varnished	wood	of	great-grandmother ’s	old	rosewood	dressing	table.	The	stain,
I	felt	sure,	would	be	permanent.
‘But	it’s	a	new	vase!’	I	protested.
‘Someone	must	have	cheated	you.	Why	did	you	buy	it	without	looking	properly?’
‘Well,	you	see,	I	didn’t	buy	it	actually.	Someone	gave	it	to	me	as	a	present.’
I	fumed	inwardly,	vowing	never	again	to	visit	 the	brassware	shop.	Never	trust	a

smiling	woman!	I	prefer	Miss	Bun’s	scowl.
‘Do	you	want	the	vase?’	she	asks.
‘No.	Take	it	away.’
She	places	the	rose	on	my	pillow,	throws	the	water	out	of	the	window	and	drops

the	vase	into	her	cloth	shopping	bag.
‘What	will	you	do	with	it?’	I	ask.
‘I’ll	seal	the	leak	with	flour,’	she	says.

	



April	21
	
A	 clear	 fresh	morning	 after	 a	week	 of	 intermittent	 rain.	And	what	 a	morning	 for
birds!	Three	doves	courting,	a	cuckoo	calling,	a	bunch	of	minas	squabbling,	and	a
pair	of	king	crows	doing	Swedish	exercises.
I	find	myself	doing	exercises	of	an	original	nature,	devised	by	Master	Bun.	These

consist	 of	 various	 contortions	 of	 the	 limbs	which,	 he	 says,	 are	 good	 for	my	 sex
drive.
‘But	I	don’t	want	a	sex	drive,’	I	tell	him.	‘I	want	something	that	will	take	my	mind

off	sex.’
So	he	gives	me	another	set	of	exercises	which	consist	mostly	of	deep	breathing.
‘Try	holding	your	breath	for	five	minutes,’	he	suggests.
‘I	know	of	someone	who	committed	suicide	by	doing	just	that.’
‘Then	hold	it	for	two	minutes.’
I	take	a	deep	breath	and	last	only	a	minute.
‘No	good,’	he	says.	‘You	have	to	relax	more.’
‘Well,	I	am	tired	of	trying	to	relax.	It	doesn’t	work	this	way.	What	I	need	is	a	good

meal.’
And	 Prem	 obliges	 by	 serving	 up	my	 favourite	 kofta	 curry	 and	 rice.	 Satiated,	 I

have	no	problem	in	relaxing	for	the	rest	of	the	afternoon.
	
April	28
	
Master	Bun	wears	a	troubled	expression.
‘It’s	about	my	sister,’	he	says.
‘What	about	her?’	I	ask,	fearing	the	worst.
‘She	has	run	away.’
‘That’s	bad.	On	her	own?’
‘No	…	With	a	professor.’
‘That	 should	 be	 all	 right.	 Professors	 are	 usually	 respectable	 people.	 Maths	 or

English?’
‘I	don’t	know.	He	has	a	wife	and	children.’
‘Then	obviously	he	hasn’t	taken	them	along.’
‘He	has	taken	her	to	Roorkee.	My	sister	is	an	innocent	girl.’
‘Well,	 there	 is	a	certain	innocence	about	her,’	I	say,	recalling	Nobokov’s	Lolita.

‘Maybe	the	professor	wants	to	adopt	her.’
‘But	she’s	a	virgin.’
‘Then	she	must	be	rescued!	Why	are	you	here,	talking	to	me	about	it,	when	you

should	be	rushing	down	to	Roorkee?’
‘That’s	why	I’ve	come.	Can	you	lend	me	the	bus	fare?’



‘Better	 still,	 I’ll	 come	with	 you.	We	must	 rescue	 the	 professor—sorry,	 I	 mean
your	sister!’
	
May	1
	
—Roorkee,	to	Roorkee,	to	find	a	sweet	girl,
Home	again,	home	again,	oh,	what	a	whirl!

	
We	did	everything	except	find	Miss	Bun.	Our	first	evening	in	Roorkee	we	roamed
the	bazaar	and	the	canal	banks;	the	second	day	we	did	the	rounds	of	the	university,
the	 regimental	 barracks	 and	 the	 headquarters	 of	 the	 Boys’	 Brigade.	 We	 made
inquiries	from	all	the	bakers	in	Roorkee	(many	of	them	known	to	Master	Bun),	but
none	of	them	had	seen	his	sister.	On	the	college	campus	we	asked	for	the	professor,
but	no	one	had	heard	of	him	either.
Finally	 we	 bought	 platform	 tickets	 and	 sat	 down	 on	 a	 bench	 at	 the	 end	 of	 the

railway	 platform	 and	watched	 the	 arrival	 and	 departure	 of	 trains,	 and	 the	 people
who	got	on	and	off;	we	saw	no	one	who	looked	in	the	least	like	Miss	Bun.	Master
Bun	bought	an	astrological	guide	from	the	station	bookstall	and	studied	his	sister ’s
horoscope	to	see	if	that	might	help,	but	it	didn’t.	At	the	same	bookstall,	hidden	under
a	 pile	 of	 pirated	 Harold	 Robbins	 novels,	 I	 found	 a	 book	 of	 mine	 that	 had	 been
published	ten	years	earlier.	No	one	had	bought	it	in	all	that	time.	I	replaced	it	at	the
top	of	the	pile.	Never	lose	hope!
On	the	third	day	we	returned	to	Barlowganj	and	found	Miss	Bun	at	home.
She	had	gone	no	further	 than	Dehra’s	Paltan	Bazaar,	 it	 seemed,	and	had	ditched

the	professor	there,	having	first	made	him	buy	her	three	dress	pieces,	two	pairs	of
sandals,	 a	 sandalwood	 hair	 brush,	 a	 bottle	 of	 scent,	 and	 a	 satchel	 for	 her	 school
books.
	
May	5
	
And	now	it’s	Mr	Biggs’s	turn	to	disappear.
‘Have	you	seen	our	Will?’	asks	Mrs	Biggs	at	my	gate.
‘Not	this	morning,	Mrs	Biggs.’
‘I	can’t	find	him	anywhere.	At	breakfast	he	said	he	was	going	out	for	a	walk,	but

nobody	 knows	 where	 he	 went,	 and	 he	 isn’t	 in	 the	 school	 compound,	 I’ve	 just
inquired.	He’s	been	gone	over	three	hours!’
‘Don’t	worry,	Mrs	Biggs.	He’ll	turn	up.	Someone	on	the	hillside	must	have	asked

him	in	for	a	cup	of	tea,	and	he’s	sitting	there	talking	about	the	crocodile	he	shot	in
Orissa.’
But	 at	 lunchtime	Mr	Biggs	 hadn’t	 returned;	 and	 that	was	 alarming,	 because	Mr



Biggs	had	never	been	known	to	miss	his	favourite	egg	curry	and	pilaf.
We	organized	a	search.	Prem	and	I	walked	 the	 length	of	 the	Barlowganj	bazaar

and	even	lodged	an	unofficial	report	with	Constable	Ghanshyam.	No	one	had	seen
him	in	the	bazaar.	Several	members	of	the	school	staff	combed	the	hillside	without
picking	up	the	scent.
Mid-afternoon,	 while	 giving	 my	 negative	 report	 to	Mrs	 Biggs,	 I	 heard	 a	 loud

thumping	coming	from	the	direction	of	her	storeroom.
‘What’s	all	that	noise	downstairs?’	I	asked.
‘Probably	rats.	I	don’t	hear	anything.’
I	ran	downstairs	and	opened	the	storeroom	door,	and	there	was	Mr	Biggs	looking

very	 dusty	 and	 very	 disgruntled.	He	wanted	 to	 know	why	 the	 devil	 (the	 first	 time
he’d	 taken	 the	 devil’s	 name	 in	 vain)	Mrs	Biggs	 had	 shut	 him	 up	 for	 hours.	He’d
gone	 into	 the	storeroom	in	search	of	an	old	walking	stick,	and	Mrs	Biggs,	seeing
the	 door	 open,	 had	 promptly	 bolted	 it,	 failing	 to	 hear	 her	 husband’s	 cries	 for
immediate	release.	But	for	Mr	Bond’s	presence	of	mind,	he	averred,	he	might	have
been	discovered	years	later,	a	mere	skeleton!
The	cook	was	still	out	hunting	for	him,	so	Mr	Biggs	had	his	egg	curry	cold.	Still

in	 a	 foul	mood,	 he	 sat	 down	 and	wrote	 a	 letter	 to	 his	 sister	 in	 Tunbridge	Wells,
asking	her	to	send	over	a	hearing	aid	for	Mrs	Biggs.
Constable	Ghanshyam	turned	up	in	the	evening	to	inform	me	that	Mr	Biggs	had

last	been	seen	at	Rajpur	in	the	foothills,	in	the	company	of	several	gypsies!
‘Never	 mind,’	 I	 said.	 ‘These	 old	 men	 get	 that	 way.	 One	 last	 fling,	 one	 last

romantic	escapade,	one	 last	 tilt	 at	 the	windmill.	 If	you	have	a	dream,	Ghanshyam,
don’t	let	them	take	it	away	from	you.’
He	 looked	 puzzled,	 but	 went	 on	 to	 tell	 me	 that	 he	 was	 being	 transferred	 to

Bareilly	 jail,	 where	 they	 keep	 those	 who	 have	 been	 found	 guilty	 but	 of	 unsound
mind.	It’s	a	reward,	no	doubt,	for	his	services	in	getting	the	SP’s	poems	published.
	

	
These	 journal	 entries	 date	 back	 some	 twenty	 years.	What	 happened	 to	Miss	Bun?
Well,	 she	 finally	 opened	 a	 beauty	 parlour	 in	 New	Delhi,	 but	 I	 still	 can’t	 tell	 you
where	it	is,	or	give	you	her	name.
Two	or	 three	years	 later,	Mrs	Biggs	was	 laid	 to	 rest	near	her	old	friends	 in	 the

Mussoorie	cemetery.	Rev.	Biggs	was	flown	home	to	Tunbridge	Wells	and	his	sister
gave	 him	 a	 solid	 tombstone,	 so	 that	 he	wasn’t	 tempted	 to	 get	 up	 and	wander	 off
somewhere,	in	search	of	crocodiles.
A	 lot	 can	 happen	 in	 twenty	 years,	 and	 unfortunately	 not	 all	 of	 it	 gets	 recorded.

‘Little	Raki’	is	today	a	married	man!



‘I

The	Funeral
	
don’t	think	he	should	go,’	said	Aunt	M.
‘He’s	 too	 small,’	 concurred	 Aunt	 B.	 ‘He’ll	 get	 upset	 and	 probably	 throw	 a

tantrum.	And	you	know	Padre	Lal	doesn’t	like	having	children	at	funerals.’
The	boy	said	nothing.	He	sat	in	the	darkest	corner	of	the	darkened	room,	his	face

revealing	 nothing	 of	 what	 he	 thought	 and	 felt.	 His	 father ’s	 coffin	 lay	 in	 the	 next
room,	 the	 lid	 fastened	forever	over	 the	 tired,	wistful	countenance	of	 the	man	who
had	meant	so	much	to	the	boy.	Nobody	else	had	mattered—neither	uncles	nor	aunts
nor	 fond	 grandparents.	 Least	 of	 all	 the	mother	who	was	 hundreds	 of	miles	 away
with	another	husband.	He	hadn’t	seen	her	since	he	was	four—that	was	just	over	five
years	ago—and	he	did	not	remember	her	very	well.
The	house	was	full	of	people—friends,	relatives,	neighbours.	Some	had	tried	to

fuss	 over	 him	 but	 had	 been	 discouraged	 by	 his	 silence,	 the	 absence	 of	 tears.	 The
more	understanding	of	them	had	kept	their	distance.
Scattered	 words	 of	 condolence	 passed	 back	 and	 forth	 like	 dragonflies	 on	 the

wind.	‘Such	a	tragedy!’	…	‘Only	forty’	…	‘No	one	realized	how	serious	it	was’	…
‘Devoted	to	the	child’	…
It	 seemed	 to	 the	boy	 that	 everyone	who	mattered	 in	 the	hill	 station	was	present.

And	 for	 the	 first	 time	 they	had	 the	 run	of	 the	house	 for	his	 father	had	not	been	a
sociable	man.	Books,	music,	 flowers	 and	 his	 stamp	 collection	 had	 been	 his	main
preoccupations,	apart	from	the	boy.
A	 small	 hearse,	 drawn	 by	 a	 hill	 pony,	 was	 led	 in	 at	 the	 gate	 and	 several	 able-

bodied	men	lifted	the	coffin	and	manoeuvred	it	into	the	carriage.	The	crowd	drifted
away.	The	cemetery	was	about	a	mile	down	the	road	and	those	who	did	not	have	cars
would	have	to	walk	the	distance.
The	 boy	 stared	 through	 a	window	 at	 the	 small	 procession	 passing	 through	 the

gate.	He’d	been	forgotten	for	the	moment—left	in	care	of	the	servants,	who	were	the
only	ones	to	say	behind.	Outside	it	was	misty.	The	mist	had	crept	up	the	valley	and
settled	like	a	damp	towel	on	the	face	of	the	mountain.	Everyone	was	wet	although	it
hadn’t	rained.
The	boy	waited	until	everyone	had	gone	and	then	he	left	the	room	and	went	out	on

the	veranda.	The	gardener,	who	had	been	sitting	in	a	bed	of	nasturtiums,	looked	up
and	asked	the	boy	if	he	needed	anything.	But	 the	boy	shook	his	head	and	retreated
indoors.	The	gardener,	looking	aggrieved	because	of	the	damage	done	to	the	flower
beds	by	the	mourners,	shambled	off	to	his	quarters.	The	sahib’s	death	meant	that	he
would	be	out	of	a	job	very	soon.	The	house	would	pass	into	other	hands.	The	boy
would	go	 to	 an	orphanage.	There	weren’t	many	people	who	kept	 gardeners	 these



days.	In	the	kitchen,	the	cook	was	busy	preparing	the	only	big	meal	ever	served	in
the	house.	All	those	relatives,	and	the	padre	too,	would	come	back	famished,	ready
for	a	sombre	but	nevertheless	substantial	meal.	He,	too,	would	be	out	of	a	job	soon;
but	cooks	were	always	in	demand.
The	boy	slipped	out	of	the	house	by	a	back	door	and	made	his	way	into	the	lane

through	a	gap	in	a	thicket	of	dog	roses.	When	he	reached	the	main	road,	he	could
see	the	mourners	wending	their	way	round	the	hill	to	the	cemetery.	He	followed	at	a
distance.
It	was	the	same	road	he	had	often	taken	with	his	father	during	their	evening	walks.

The	 boy	 knew	 the	 name	 of	 almost	 every	 plant	 and	 wildflower	 that	 grew	 on	 the
hillside.	These,	and	various	birds	and	insects,	had	been	described	and	pointed	out	to
him	by	his	father.
Looking	 northwards,	 he	 could	 see	 the	 higher	 ranges	 of	 the	Himalayas	 and	 the

eternal	snows.	The	graves	in	the	cemetery	were	so	laid	out	that	if	their	incumbents
did	happen	to	rise	one	day,	the	first	thing	they	would	see	would	be	the	glint	of	the
sun	on	 those	 snow-covered	peaks.	Possibly	 the	 site	had	been	chosen	 for	 the	view.
But	 to	 the	 boy	 it	 did	 not	 seem	 as	 if	 anyone	 would	 be	 able	 to	 thrust	 aside	 those
massive	tombstones	and	rise	from	their	graves	to	enjoy	the	view.	Their	rest	seemed
as	eternal	as	the	snows.	It	would	take	an	earthquake	to	burst	those	stones	asunder	and
thrust	the	coffins	up	from	the	earth.	The	boy	wondered	why	people	hadn’t	made	it
easier	 for	 the	 dead	 to	 rise.	 They	 were	 so	 securely	 entombed	 that	 it	 appeared	 as
though	no	one	really	wanted	them	to	get	out.
‘God	has	need	of	your	 father	…’	With	 those	words	a	well-meaning	missionary

had	tried	to	console	him.
And	had	God,	 in	 the	same	way,	 laid	claim	to	 the	 thousands	of	men,	women	and

children	who	had	been	put	to	rest	here	in	these	neat	and	serried	rows?	What	could	he
have	wanted	them	for?	Of	what	use	are	we	to	God	when	we	are	dead,	wondered	the
boy.
The	 cemetery	 gate	 stood	 open	 but	 the	 boy	 leant	 against	 the	 old	 stone	wall	 and

stared	 down	 at	 the	mourners	 as	 they	 shuffled	 about	with	 the	 unease	 of	 a	 batsman
about	to	face	a	very	fast	bowler.	Only	this	bowler	was	invisible	and	would	come	up
stealthily	and	from	behind.
Padre	Lal’s	voice	droned	on	through	the	funeral	service	and	then	the	coffin	was

lowered—down,	deep	down.	The	boy	was	surprised	at	how	far	down	it	seemed	 to
go!	Was	that	other,	better	world	down	in	the	depths	of	the	earth?	How	could	anyone,
even	a	Samson,	push	his	way	back	to	the	surface	again?	Superman	did	it	in	comics
but	his	father	was	a	gentle	soul	who	wouldn’t	fight	too	hard	against	the	earth	and	the
grass	and	the	roots	of	 tiny	trees.	Or	perhaps	he’d	grow	into	a	 tree	and	escape	that
way!	‘If	ever	I’m	put	away	like	this,’	thought	the	boy,	‘I’ll	get	into	the	root	of	a	plant
and	then	I’ll	become	a	flower	and	then	maybe	a	bird	will	come	and	carry	my	seed



away	…	I’ll	get	out	somehow!’
A	few	more	words	from	the	padre	and	then	some	of	those	present	threw	handfuls

of	earth	over	the	coffin	before	moving	away.
Slowly,	in	twos	and	threes,	the	mourners	departed.	The	mist	swallowed	them	up.

They	did	not	see	the	boy	behind	the	wall.	They	were	getting	hungry.
He	 stood	 there	 until	 they	 had	 all	 gone.	 Then	 he	 noticed	 that	 the	 gardeners	 or

caretakers	were	filling	in	the	grave.	He	did	not	know	whether	to	go	forward	or	not.
He	was	a	little	afraid.	And	it	was	too	late	now.	The	grave	was	almost	covered.
He	turned	and	walked	away	from	the	cemetery.	The	road	stretched	ahead	of	him,

empty,	swathed	in	mist.	He	was	alone.	What	had	his	father	said	 to	him	once?	‘The
strongest	man	in	the	world	is	he	who	stands	alone.’
Well,	he	was	alone,	but	at	the	moment	he	did	not	feel	very	strong.
For	a	moment	he	 thought	his	 father	was	beside	him,	 that	 they	were	 together	on

one	 of	 their	 long	 walks.	 Instinctively	 he	 put	 out	 his	 hand,	 expecting	 his	 father ’s
warm,	comforting	touch.	But	there	was	nothing	there,	nothing,	no	one	…
He	clenched	his	fists	and	pushed	them	deep	down	into	his	pockets.	He	lowered	his

head	so	that	no	one	would	see	his	tears.	There	were	people	in	the	mist	but	he	did	not
want	to	go	near	them	for	they	had	put	his	father	away.
‘He’ll	find	a	way	out,’	the	boy	said	fiercely	to	himself.	‘He’ll	get	out	somehow!’



A
The	Last	Truck	Ride

	
horn	 blared,	 shattering	 the	 silence	 of	 the	 mountains,	 and	 a	 truck	 came
round	the	bend	in	the	road.	A	herd	of	goats	scattered	to	left	and	right.
The	 goatherds	 cursed	 as	 a	 cloud	 of	 dust	 enveloped	 them,	 and	 then	 the

truck	 had	 left	 them	behind	 and	was	 rattling	 along	 the	 stony,	 unpaved	 hill
road.
At	 the	 wheel	 of	 the	 truck,	 stroking	 his	 grey	 moustache,	 sat	 Pritam	 Singh,	 a

turbaned	Sikh.	It	was	his	own	truck.	He	did	not	allow	anyone	else	to	drive	it.	Every
day	he	made	 two	 trips	 to	 the	 limestone	quarries,	carrying	 truckloads	of	 limestone
back	to	the	depot	at	the	bottom	of	the	hill.	He	was	paid	by	the	trip,	and	he	was	always
anxious	to	get	in	two	trips	every	day.
Sitting	beside	him	was	Nathu,	his	cleaner	boy.
Nathu	was	a	sturdy	boy,	with	a	round,	cheerful	face.	It	was	difficult	to	guess	his

age.	He	might	 have	 been	 twelve	 or	 he	might	 have	 been	 fifteen—he	 did	 not	 know
himself,	 since	 no	 one	 in	 his	 village	 had	 troubled	 to	 record	 his	 birthday—but	 the
hard	 life	he	 led	probably	made	him	 look	older	 than	his	years.	He	belonged	 to	 the
hills,	but	his	village	was	far	away,	on	the	next	range.
Last	 year	 the	 potato	 crop	 had	 failed.	 As	 a	 result	 there	 was	 no	money	 for	 salt,

sugar,	soap	and	flour—and	Nathu’s	parents	and	small	brothers	and	sisters	couldn’t
live	entirely	on	the	onions	and	artichokes	which	were	about	the	only	crops	that	had
survived	the	drought.	There	had	been	no	rain	that	summer.	So	Nathu	waved	goodbye
to	his	people	and	came	down	to	the	town	in	the	valley	to	look	for	work.	Someone
directed	 him	 to	 the	 limestone	 depot.	 He	 was	 too	 young	 to	 work	 at	 the	 quarries,
breaking	stones	and	loading	them	on	the	trucks;	but	Pritam	Singh,	one	of	the	older
drivers,	was	 looking	 for	 someone	 to	clean	and	 look	after	his	 truck.	Nathu	 looked
like	a	bright,	strong	boy,	and	he	was	taken	on—at	ten	rupees	a	day.
That	 had	 been	 six	 months	 ago,	 and	 now	 Nathu	 was	 an	 experienced	 hand	 at

looking	after	trucks,	riding	in	them	and	even	sleeping	in	them.	He	got	on	well	with
Pritam	 Singh,	 the	 grizzled,	 fifty-year-old	 Sikh,	 who	 had	 well-to-do	 sons	 in	 the
Punjab,	 but	 whose	 sturdy	 independence	 kept	 him	 on	 the	 road	 in	 his	 battered	 old
truck.
Pritam	Singh	pressed	hard	on	his	horn.	Now	there	was	no	one	on	the	road—no

animals,	no	humans—but	Pritam	was	fond	of	his	horn	and	liked	blowing	it.	It	was
music	to	his	ears.
‘One	more	year	on	this	road,’	said	Pritam.	‘Then	I’ll	sell	my	truck	and	retire.’
‘Who	will	buy	this	truck?’	said	Nathu.	‘It	will	retire	before	you	do.’
‘Don’t	be	cheeky,	boy.	She’s	only	twenty	years	old—there’s	still	a	few	years	left



in	her!’	And	as	though	to	prove	it,	he	blew	his	horn	again.	Its	strident	sound	echoed
and	 re-echoed	 down	 the	 mountain	 gorge.	 A	 pair	 of	 wild	 fowls,	 disturbed	 by	 the
noise,	flew	out	from	the	bushes	and	glided	across	the	road	in	front	of	the	truck.
Pritam	Singh’s	thoughts	went	to	his	dinner.
‘Haven’t	had	a	good	meal	for	days,’	he	grumbled.
‘Haven’t	had	a	good	meal	for	weeks,’	said	Nathu,	although	he	looked	quite	well-

fed.
‘Tomorrow	I’ll	give	you	dinner,’	said	Pritam.	‘Tandoori	chicken	and	pilaf	rice.’
‘I’ll	believe	it	when	I	see	it,’	said	Nathu.
Pritam	Singh	sounded	his	horn	again	before	slowing	down.	The	road	had	become

narrow	and	precipitous,	and	trotting	ahead	of	them	was	a	train	of	mules.
As	the	horn	blared,	one	mule	ran	forward,	one	ran	backwards.	One	went	uphill,

one	went	downhill.	Soon	there	were	mules	all	over	the	place.
‘You	can	never	tell	with	mules,’	said	Pritam,	after	he	had	left	them	behind.
The	hills	were	bare	and	dry.	Much	of	the	forest	had	long	since	disappeared;	just	a

few	scraggy	old	oaks	still	grew	on	the	steep	hillside.	This	particular	range	was	rich
in	limestone,	and	the	hills	were	scarred	by	quarrying.
‘Are	your	hills	as	bare	as	these?’	asked	Pritam.
‘No,	they	have	not	started	blasting	there	as	yet,’	said	Nathu.	‘We	still	have	a	few

trees.	And	there	is	a	walnut	tree	in	front	of	our	house,	which	gives	us	two	baskets	of
walnuts	every	year.’
‘And	do	you	have	water?’
‘There	is	a	stream	at	the	bottom	of	the	hill.	But	for	the	fields,	we	have	to	depend

on	the	rainfall.	And	there	was	no	rain	last	year.’
‘It	will	rain	soon,’	said	Pritam.	‘I	can	smell	rain.	It	is	coming	from	the	north.’
‘It	will	settle	the	dust.’
The	dust	was	everywhere.	The	truck	was	full	of	it.	The	leaves	of	the	shrubs	and

the	few	trees	were	thick	with	it.	Nathu	could	feel	the	dust	near	his	eyelids	and	on	his
lips.
As	they	approached	the	quarries,	the	dust	increased—but	it	was	a	different	kind	of

dust	now,	whiter,	stinging	the	eyes,	irritating	the	nostrils—limestone	dust,	hanging
in	the	air.
The	blasting	was	in	progress.
Pritam	Singh	brought	the	truck	to	a	halt.
‘Let’s	wait	a	bit,’	he	said.
They	 sat	 in	 silence,	 staring	 through	 the	windscreen	at	 the	 scarred	cliffs	 about	 a

hundred	yards	down	the	road.	There	were	no	signs	of	life	around	them.
Suddenly,	 the	 hillside	 blossomed	 outwards,	 followed	 by	 a	 sharp	 crack	 of

explosives.	Earth	and	rock	hurtled	down	the	hillside.
Nathu	watched	in	awe	as	shrubs	and	small	trees	were	flung	into	the	air.	It	always



frightened	him—not	so	much	the	sight	of	 the	rocks	bursting	asunder,	but	 the	 trees
being	flung	aside	and	destroyed.	He	thought	of	his	own	trees	at	home—the	walnut,
the	pines—and	wondered	if	one	day	they	would	suffer	the	same	fate,	and	whether	the
mountains	would	all	become	a	desert	like	this	particular	range.	No	trees,	no	grass,
no	water—only	the	choking	dust	of	the	limestone	quarries.
Pritam	Singh	pressed	hard	on	his	horn	again,	to	let	the	people	at	the	site	know	he

was	coming.	Soon	they	were	parked	outside	a	small	shed,	where	the	contractor	and
the	overseer	were	sipping	cups	of	tea.	A	short	distance	away	some	labourers	were
hammering	at	chunks	of	rock,	breaking	them	up	into	manageable	blocks.	A	pile	of
stones	stood	ready	for	loading,	while	the	rock	that	had	just	been	blasted	lay	scattered
about	the	hillside.
‘Come	and	have	a	cup	of	tea,’	called	out	the	contractor.
‘Get	on	with	the	loading,’	said	Pritam.	‘I	can’t	hang	about	all	afternoon.	There’s

another	trip	to	make—and	it	gets	dark	early	these	days.’
But	he	sat	down	on	a	bench	and	ordered	two	cups	of	tea	from	the	stall	owner.	The

overseer	 strolled	 over	 to	 the	 group	 of	 labourers	 and	 told	 them	 to	 start	 loading.
Nathu	let	down	the	grid	at	the	back	of	the	truck.
Nathu	 stood	back	while	 the	men	 loaded	 the	 truck	with	 limestone	 rocks.	He	was

glad	that	he	was	chubby:	thin	people	seemed	to	feel	 the	cold	much	more—like	the
contractor,	a	skinny	fellow	who	was	shivering	in	his	expensive	overcoat.
To	keep	himself	warm,	Nathu	began	helping	the	labourers	with	the	loading.
‘Don’t	expect	to	be	paid	for	that,’	said	the	contractor,	for	whom	every	extra	paisa

spent	was	a	paisa	off	his	profits.
‘Don’t	 worry,’	 said	 Nathu,	 ‘I	 don’t	 work	 for	 contractors.	 I	 work	 for	 Pritam

Singh.’
‘That’s	 right,’	 called	 out	 Pritam.	 ‘And	 mind	 what	 you	 say	 to	 Nathu—he’s

nobody’s	servant!’
It	 took	 them	almost	 an	hour	 to	 fill	 the	 truck	with	 stones.	The	 contractor	wasn’t

happy	until	there	was	no	space	left	for	a	single	stone.	Then	four	of	the	six	labourers
climbed	on	the	pile	of	stones.	They	would	ride	back	to	the	depot	on	the	truck.	The
contractor,	his	overseer	and	the	others	would	follow	by	jeep.
‘Let’s	go!’	said	Pritam,	getting	behind	the	steering	wheel.	‘I	want	to	be	back	here

and	then	home	by	eight	o’clock.	I’m	going	to	a	marriage	party	tonight!’
Nathu	 jumped	 in	 beside	 him,	 banging	 his	 door	 shut.	 It	 never	 closed	 properly

unless	it	was	slammed	really	hard.	But	it	opened	at	a	touch.	Pritam	always	joked	that
his	truck	was	held	together	with	Sellotape.
He	was	in	good	spirits.	He	started	his	engine,	blew	his	horn	and	burst	into	a	song

as	the	truck	started	out	on	the	return	journey.
The	labourers	were	singing	too,	as	the	truck	swung	round	the	sharp	bends	of	the

winding	mountain	road.	Nathu	was	feeling	quite	dizzy.	The	door	beside	him	rattled



on	its	hinges.
‘Not	so	fast,’	he	said.
‘Oh,’	said	Pritam,	‘and	since	when	did	you	become	nervous	about	fast	driving?’
‘Since	today,’	said	Nathu.
‘And	what’s	wrong	with	today?’
‘I	don’t	know.	It’s	just	that	kind	of	day,	I	suppose.’
‘You	are	getting	old,’	said	Pritam.	‘That’s	your	trouble.’
‘Just	wait	till	you	get	to	be	my	age,’	said	Nathu.
‘No	more	cheek,’	said	Pritam,	and	stepped	on	the	accelerator	and	drove	faster.
As	they	swung	round	a	bend,	Nathu	looked	out	of	his	window.	All	he	saw	was	the

sky	above	and	the	valley	below.	They	were	very	near	the	edge.	But	it	was	always	like
that	on	this	narrow	road.
After	a	few	more	hairpin	bends,	the	road	started	descending	steeply	to	the	valley.
‘I’ll	just	test	the	brakes,’	said	Pritam,	and	jammed	down	on	them	so	suddenly	that

one	of	the	labourers	almost	fell	off	at	the	back.	They	called	out	in	protest.
‘Hang	on!’	shouted	Pritam.	‘You’re	nearly	home!’
‘Don’t	try	any	short	cuts,’	said	Nathu.
Just	 then	 a	 stray	 mule	 appeared	 in	 the	 middle	 of	 the	 road.	 Pritam	 swung	 the

steering	wheel	over	to	his	right;	but	the	road	turned	left,	and	the	truck	went	straight
over	the	edge.
As	it	tipped	over,	hanging	for	a	few	seconds	on	the	edge	of	the	cliff,	the	labourers

leapt	off	the	back	of	the	truck.
The	truck	pitched	forward,	and	as	 it	struck	a	rock	outcrop,	 the	door	near	Nathu

burst	open.	He	was	thrown	out.
Then	the	truck	hurtled	forward,	bouncing	over	the	rocks,	turning	over	on	its	side

and	rolling	over	twice	before	coming	to	rest	against	the	trunk	of	a	scraggy	old	oak
tree.	Had	it	missed	the	tree,	the	truck	would	have	plunged	a	few	hundred	feet	down
to	the	bottom	of	the	gorge.
Two	 labourers	 sat	on	 the	hillside,	 stunned	and	badly	shaken.	The	other	 two	had

picked	themselves	up	and	were	running	back	to	the	quarry	for	help.
Nathu	 had	 landed	 on	 a	 bed	 of	 nettles.	 He	was	 smarting	 all	 over,	 but	 he	wasn’t

really	hurt.
His	first	impulse	was	to	get	up	and	run	back	with	the	labourers.	Then	he	realized

that	 Pritam	 was	 still	 in	 the	 truck.	 If	 he	 wasn’t	 dead,	 he	 would	 certainly	 be	 badly
injured.
Nathu	 skidded	 down	 the	 steep	 slope,	 calling	 out	 ‘Pritam,	 Pritam,	 are	 you	 all

right?’
There	was	no	answer.
Then	he	saw	Pritam’s	arm	and	half	his	body	jutting	out	of	 the	open	door	of	 the

truck.	 It	 was	 a	 strange	 position	 to	 be	 in,	 half	 in	 and	 half	 out.	When	 Nathu	 came



nearer,	 he	 saw	Pritam	was	 jammed	 in	 the	driver ’s	 seat,	 held	 there	 by	 the	 steering
wheel	which	was	pressed	hard	against	his	chest.	Nathu	thought	he	was	dead.	But	as
he	was	 about	 to	 turn	 away	 and	 clamber	 back	up	 the	hill,	 he	 saw	Pritam	open	one
blackened	swollen	eye.	It	looked	straight	up	at	Nathu.
‘Are	you	alive?’	whispered	Nathu,	terrified.
‘What	do	you	think?’	muttered	Pritam.
He	closed	his	eye	again.
When	 the	 contractor	 and	 his	 men	 arrived,	 it	 took	 them	 almost	 an	 hour	 to	 get

Pritam	Singh	 out	 of	 the	wreckage	 of	 his	 truck,	 and	 another	 hour	 to	 get	 him	 to	 a
hospital	in	the	town.	He	had	a	broken	collarbone,	a	dislocated	shoulder	and	several
fractured	ribs.	But	the	doctors	said	he	was	repairable—which	was	more	than	could
be	said	for	his	truck.
‘The	truck’s	finished,’	said	Pritam,	when	Nathu	came	to	see	him	a	few	days	later.

‘Now	I’ll	have	to	go	home	and	live	with	my	sons.	But	you	can	get	work	on	another
truck.’
‘No,’	said	Nathu.	‘I’m	going	home	too.’
‘And	what	will	you	do	there?’
‘I’ll	work	on	the	land.	It’s	better	to	grow	things	on	the	land	than	to	blast	things	out

of	it.’
They	were	silent	for	some	time.
‘Do	you	know	something?’	said	Pritam	finally.	‘But	for	that	tree,	the	truck	would

have	ended	up	at	the	bottom	of	the	hill	and	I	wouldn’t	be	here,	all	bandaged	up	and
talking	to	you.	It	was	the	tree	that	saved	me.	Remember	that,	boy.’
‘I’ll	remember,’	said	Nathu.



Dust	on	the	Mountain
	
I

Winter	 came	 and	went,	without	 so	much	 as	 a	 drizzle.	 The	 hillside	was	 brown	 all
summer	and	 the	 fields	were	bare.	The	old	plough	 that	was	dragged	over	 the	hard
ground	by	Bisnu’s	lean	oxen	made	hardly	any	impression.	Still,	Bisnu	kept	his	seeds
ready	for	sowing.	A	good	monsoon,	and	there	would	be	plenty	of	maize	and	rice	to
see	the	family	through	the	next	winter.
Summer	went	its	scorching	way,	and	a	few	clouds	gathered	on	the	south-western

horizon.
‘The	monsoon	is	coming,’	announced	Bisnu.
His	sister	Puja	was	at	the	small	stream,	washing	clothes.	‘If	it	doesn’t	come	soon,

the	stream	will	dry	up,’	she	said.	‘See,	it’s	only	a	trickle	this	year.	Remember	when
there	were	so	many	different	flowers	growing	here	on	the	banks	of	the	stream?	This
year	there	isn’t	one.’
‘The	winter	was	dry.	It	did	not	even	snow,’	said	Bisnu.
‘I	 cannot	 remember	 another	 winter	 when	 there	was	 no	 snow,’	 said	 his	mother.

‘The	year	your	father	died,	there	was	so	much	snow	the	villagers	could	not	light	his
funeral	pyre	for	hours	…	And	now	there	are	fires	everywhere.’	She	pointed	to	the
next	mountain,	half-hidden	by	the	smoke	from	a	forest	fire.
At	night	 they	 sat	outside	 their	 small	house,	watching	 the	 fire	 spread.	A	 red	 line

stretched	right	across	the	mountain.	Thousands	of	Himalayan	trees	were	perishing
in	the	flames.	Oaks,	deodars,	maples,	pines;	trees	that	had	taken	hundreds	of	years	to
grow.	And	now	a	fire	started	carelessly	by	some	campers	had	been	carried	up	 the
mountain	with	the	help	of	the	dry	grass	and	strong	breeze.	There	was	no	one	to	put
it	out.	It	would	take	days	to	die	down	by	itself.
‘If	 the	 monsoon	 arrives	 tomorrow,	 the	 fire	 will	 go	 out,’	 said	 Bisnu,	 ever	 the

optimist.	He	was	only	 twelve,	but	he	was	 the	man	 in	 the	house;	he	had	 to	 see	 that
there	was	enough	food	for	the	family	and	for	the	oxen,	for	the	big	black	dog	and	the
hens.
There	were	clouds	the	next	day	but	they	brought	only	a	drizzle.
‘It’s	just	the	beginning,’	said	Bisnu	as	he	placed	a	bucket	of	muddy	water	on	the

steps.
‘It	usually	starts	with	a	heavy	downpour,’	said	his	mother.
But	there	were	to	be	no	downpours	that	year.	Clouds	gathered	on	the	horizon	but

they	were	white	and	puffy	and	soon	disappeared.	True	monsoon	clouds	would	have
been	dark	and	heavy	with	moisture.	There	were	other	signs—or	lack	of	them—that



warned	 of	 a	 long	 dry	 summer.	 The	 birds	 were	 silent,	 or	 simply	 absent.	 The
Himalayan	barbet,	who	usually	heralded	the	approach	of	the	monsoon	with	strident
calls	from	the	top	of	a	spruce	tree,	hadn’t	been	seen	or	heard.	And	the	cicadas,	who
played	a	deafening	overture	in	the	oaks	at	the	first	hint	of	rain,	seemed	to	be	missing
altogether.
Puja’s	 apricot	 tree	 usually	 gave	 them	 a	 basket	 full	 of	 fruit	 every	 summer.	This

year	 it	 produced	 barely	 a	 handful	 of	 apricots,	 lacking	 juice	 and	 flavour.	The	 tree
looked	ready	to	die,	its	leaves	curled	up	in	despair.	Fortunately	there	was	a	store	of
walnuts,	and	a	binful	of	wheat	grain	and	another	of	 rice	stored	 from	the	previous
year,	so	they	would	not	be	entirely	without	food;	but	it	looked	as	though	there	would
be	no	 fresh	 fruit	or	vegetables.	And	 there	would	be	nothing	 to	 store	away	 for	 the
following	 winter.	 Money	 would	 be	 needed	 to	 buy	 supplies	 in	 Tehri,	 some	 thirty
miles	distant.	And	there	was	no	money	to	be	earned	in	the	village.
‘I	will	go	to	Mussoorie	and	find	work,’	announced	Bisnu.
‘But	Mussoorie	 is	a	 two-day	 journey	by	bus,’	said	his	mother.	 ‘There	 is	no	one

there	who	can	help	you.	And	you	may	not	get	any	work.’
‘In	Mussoorie	there	is	plenty	of	work	during	the	summer.	Rich	people	come	up

from	 the	plains	 for	 their	 holidays.	 It	 is	 full	 of	 hotels	 and	 shops	 and	places	where
they	can	spend	their	money.’
‘But	they	won’t	spend	any	money	on	you.’
‘There	is	money	to	be	made	there.	And	if	not,	I	will	come	home.	I	can	walk	back

over	the	Nag	Tibba	mountain.	It	will	take	only	two	and	a	half	days	and	I	will	save	the
bus	fare!’
‘Don’t	go,	Bhai,’	pleaded	Puja.	‘There	will	be	no	one	to	prepare	your	food—you

will	only	get	sick.’
But	Bisnu	had	made	up	his	mind	so	he	put	a	few	belongings	in	a	cloth	shoulder

bag,	while	his	mother	prised	several	rupee	coins	out	of	a	cache	in	the	wall	of	their
living	 room.	 Puja	 prepared	 a	 special	 breakfast	 of	 parathas	 and	 an	 egg	 scrambled
with	onions,	 the	hen	having	 laid	 just	 one	 for	 the	occasion.	Bisnu	put	 some	of	 the
parathas	in	his	bag.	Then,	waving	goodbye	to	his	mother	and	sister,	he	set	off	down
the	road	from	the	village.
After	walking	for	a	mile,	he	reached	the	highway	where	there	was	a	hamlet	with	a

bus	stop.	A	number	of	villagers	were	waiting	patiently	for	a	bus.	It	was	an	hour	late
but	 they	 were	 used	 to	 that.	 As	 long	 as	 it	 arrived	 safely	 and	 got	 them	 to	 their
destination,	 they	would	 be	 content.	They	were	 patient	 people.	And	 although	Bisnu
wasn’t	 quite	 so	 patient,	 he	 too	 had	 learnt	 how	 to	 wait—for	 late	 buses	 and	 late
monsoons.
	

II



	
Along	 the	 valley	 and	 over	 the	mountains	went	 the	 little	 bus	with	 its	 load	 of	 frail
humans.	A	little	misjudgement	on	the	part	of	the	driver,	and	they	would	all	be	dashed
to	pieces	on	the	rocks	far	below.
‘How	 tiny	 we	 are,’	 thought	 Bisnu,	 looking	 up	 at	 the	 towering	 peaks	 and	 the

immensity	of	the	sky.	‘Each	of	us	no	more	than	a	raindrop	…	And	I	wish	we	had	a
few	raindrops!’
There	were	still	 fires	burning	 to	 the	north	but	 the	 road	went	 south,	where	 there

were	no	forests	anyway,	just	bare	brown	hillsides.	Down	near	the	river	there	were
small	 paddy	 fields	 but	 unfortunately	 rivers	 ran	downhill	 and	not	 uphill,	 and	 there
was	no	inexpensive	way	in	which	the	water	could	be	brought	up	the	steep	slopes	to
the	fields	that	depended	on	rainfall.
Bisnu	stared	out	of	the	bus	window	at	the	river	running	far	below.	On	either	bank

huge	boulders	lay	exposed,	for	the	level	of	the	water	had	fallen	considerably	during
the	past	few	months.
‘Why	 are	 there	 no	 trees	 here?’	 he	 asked	 aloud,	 and	 received	 the	 attention	 of	 a

fellow	passenger,	an	old	man	in	the	next	seat	who	had	been	keeping	up	a	relentless
dry	coughing.	Even	 though	it	was	a	warm	day,	he	wore	a	woollen	cap	and	had	an
old	muffler	wrapped	about	his	neck.
‘There	were	 trees	here	once,’	he	said.	 ‘But	 the	contractors	 took	 the	deodars	 for

furniture	 and	 houses.	And	 the	 pines	were	 tapped	 to	 death	 for	 resin.	And	 the	 oaks
were	stripped	of	their	leaves	to	feed	the	cattle—you	can	still	see	a	few	tree	skeletons
if	you	look	hard—and	the	bushes	that	remained	were	finished	off	by	the	goats!’
‘When	did	all	this	happen?’	asked	Bisnu.
‘A	few	years	ago.	And	it’s	still	happening	in	other	areas,	although	it’s	forbidden

now	to	cut	trees.	The	only	forests	that	remain	are	in	remote	places	where	there	are
no	roads.’	A	fit	of	coughing	came	over	him,	but	he	had	found	a	good	listener	and
was	eager	to	continue.	‘The	road	helps	you	and	me	to	get	about	but	it	also	makes	it
easier	 for	 others	 to	do	mischief.	Rich	men	 from	 the	 cities	 come	here	 and	buy	up
what	they	want—land,	trees,	people!’
‘What	takes	you	to	Mussoorie,	Uncle?’	asked	Bisnu	politely.	He	always	addressed

elderly	people	as	uncle	or	aunt.
‘I	have	a	cough	that	won’t	go	away.	Perhaps	they	can	do	something	for	 it	at	 the

hospital	in	Mussoorie.	Doctors	don’t	like	coming	to	villages,	you	know—there’s	no
money	 to	be	made	 in	villages.	So	we	must	go	 to	 the	doctors	 in	 the	 towns.	 I	had	a
brother	who	could	not	be	cured	in	Mussoorie.	They	told	him	to	go	to	Delhi.	He	sold
his	 buffaloes	 and	 went	 to	 Delhi,	 but	 there	 they	 told	 him	 it	 was	 too	 late	 to	 do
anything.	He	died	on	the	way	back.	I	won’t	go	to	Delhi.	I	don’t	wish	to	die	amongst
strangers.’
‘You’ll	get	well,	Uncle,’	said	Bisnu.



‘Bless	you	for	saying	so.	And	you—what	takes	you	to	the	big	town?’
‘Looking	for	work—we	need	money	at	home.’
‘It	 is	 always	 the	 same.	There	 are	many	 like	 you	who	must	 go	 out	 in	 search	 of

work.	But	don’t	be	led	astray.	Don’t	let	your	friends	persuade	you	to	go	to	Bombay
to	become	a	film	star!	It	is	better	to	be	hungry	in	your	village	than	to	be	hungry	on
the	streets	of	Bombay.	I	had	a	nephew	who	went	to	Bombay.	The	smugglers	put	him
to	work	selling	afeem	(opium)	and	now	he	is	in	jail.	Keep	away	from	the	big	cities,
boy.	Earn	your	money	and	go	home.’
‘I’ll	 do	 that,	 Uncle.	 My	 mother	 and	 sister	 will	 expect	 me	 to	 return	 before	 the

summer	season	is	over.’
The	old	man	nodded	vigorously	and	began	coughing	again.	Presently	he	dozed

off.	The	interior	of	the	bus	smelt	of	tobacco	smoke	and	petrol	fumes	and	as	a	result
Bisnu	had	a	headache.	He	kept	his	face	near	the	open	window	to	get	as	much	fresh
air	as	possible,	but	the	dust	kept	getting	into	his	mouth	and	eyes.
Several	dusty	hours	later	the	bus	got	into	Mussoorie,	honking	its	horn	furiously

at	 everything	 in	 sight.	 The	 passengers,	 looking	 dazed,	 got	 down	 and	 went	 their
different	ways.	The	old	man	trudged	off	to	the	hospital.
Bisnu	 had	 to	 start	 looking	 for	 a	 job	 straightaway.	He	 needed	 a	 lodging	 for	 the

night	and	he	could	not	afford	even	the	cheapest	of	hotels.	So	he	went	from	one	shop
to	 another,	 and	 to	 all	 the	 little	 restaurants	 and	 eating	 places,	 asking	 for	 work—
anything	in	exchange	for	a	bed,	a	meal,	and	a	minimum	wage.	A	boy	at	one	of	the
sweet	shops	told	him	there	was	a	job	at	the	Picture	Palace,	one	of	the	town’s	three
cinemas.	The	hill	station’s	main	road	was	crowded	with	people,	for	the	season	was
just	 starting.	Most	 of	 them	were	 tourists	who	 had	 come	 up	 from	Delhi	 and	 other
large	towns.
The	 street	 lights	 had	 come	 on,	 and	 the	 shops	 were	 lighting	 up,	 when	 Bisnu

presented	himself	at	the	Picture	Palace.
	

III
	
The	man	who	ran	the	cinema’s	tea	stall	had	just	sacked	the	previous	helper	for	his
general	 clumsiness.	Whenever	 he	 engaged	 a	 new	boy	 (which	was	 fairly	 often)	 he
started	 him	 off	with	 the	warning:	 ‘I	will	 be	 keeping	 a	 record	 of	 all	 the	 cups	 and
plates	you	break,	and	their	cost	will	be	deducted	from	your	salary	at	the	end	of	the
month.’
As	Bisnu’s	salary	had	been	fixed	at	fifty	rupees	a	month,	he	would	have	to	be	very

careful	if	he	was	going	to	receive	any	of	it.
‘In	my	first	month,’	said	Chittru,	one	of	the	three	tea	stall	boys,	‘I	broke	six	cups

and	five	saucers,	and	my	pay	came	to	three	rupees!	Better	be	careful!’



Bisnu’s	job	was	to	help	prepare	the	tea	and	samosas,	serve	these	refreshments	to
the	public	during	intervals	in	the	film,	and	later	wash	up	the	dishes.	In	addition	to	his
salary,	 he	 was	 allowed	 to	 drink	 as	 much	 tea	 as	 he	 wanted	 or	 could	 hold	 in	 his
stomach.	But	the	sugar	supply	was	kept	to	a	minimum.
Bisnu	went	to	work	immediately	and	it	was	not	long	before	he	was	as	well-versed

in	his	duties	as	the	other	two	tea	boys,	Chittru	and	Bali.	Chittru	was	an	easy-going,
lazy	 boy	 who	 always	 tried	 to	 place	 the	 brunt	 of	 his	 work	 on	 someone	 else’s
shoulders.	 But	 he	was	 generous	 and	 lent	 Bisnu	 five	 rupees	 during	 the	 first	week.
Bali,	besides	being	a	 tea	boy,	had	 the	enviable	 job	of	being	 the	poster	boy.	As	 the
cinema	was	closed	during	the	mornings,	Bali	would	be	busy	either	pushing	the	big
poster	board	around	Mussoorie,	or	sticking	posters	on	convenient	walls.
‘Posters	are	very	useful,’	he	claimed.	‘They	prevent	old	walls	from	falling	down.’
Chittru	 had	 relatives	 in	Mussoorie	 and	 slept	 at	 their	 house.	But	 both	Bisnu	 and

Bali	were	on	their	own	and	had	to	sleep	at	the	cinema.	After	the	last	show	the	hall
was	 locked	up,	 so	 they	could	not	 settle	down	 in	 the	expensive	seats	as	 they	would
have	liked!	They	had	to	sleep	on	a	dirty	mattress	in	the	foyer,	near	the	ticket	office,
where	they	were	often	at	the	mercy	of	icy	Himalayan	winds.
Bali	made	things	more	comfortable	by	setting	his	posterboard	at	an	angle	to	the

wall,	 which	 gave	 them	 a	 little	 alcove	 where	 they	 could	 sleep	 protected	 from	 the
wind.	 As	 they	 had	 only	 one	 blanket	 each,	 they	 placed	 their	 blankets	 together	 and
rolled	themselves	into	a	tight	warm	ball.
During	shows,	when	Bisnu	took	the	tea	around,	there	was	nearly	always	someone

who	 would	 be	 rude	 and	 offensive.	 Once	 when	 he	 spilt	 some	 tea	 on	 a	 college
student’s	shoes,	he	received	a	hard	kick	on	the	shin.	He	complained	to	the	tea	stall
owner,	but	his	employer	said,	‘The	customer	is	always	right.	You	should	have	got
out	of	the	way	in	time!’
As	 he	 began	 to	 get	 used	 to	 this	 life,	 Bisnu	 found	 himself	 taking	 an	 interest	 in

some	of	the	regular	customers.
There	was,	 for	 instance,	 the	 large	 gentleman	with	 the	 soup-strainer	moustache,

who	drank	his	tea	from	the	saucer.	As	he	drank,	his	lips	worked	like	a	suction	pump,
and	 the	 tea,	 after	 a	 brief	 agitation	 in	 the	 saucer,	 would	 disappear	 in	 a	 matter	 of
seconds.	Bisnu	often	wondered	if	there	was	something	lurking	in	the	forests	of	that
gentleman’s	upper	lip,	something	that	would	suddenly	spring	out	and	fall	upon	him!
The	 boys	 took	 great	 pleasure	 in	 exchanging	 anecdotes	 about	 the	 peculiarities	 of
some	of	the	customers.
Bisnu	had	never	seen	such	bright,	painted	women	before.	The	girls	in	his	village,

including	his	sister	Puja,	were	good-looking	and	often	sturdy;	but	they	did	not	use
perfumes	 or	 make-up	 like	 these	more	 prosperous	 women	 from	 the	 towns	 of	 the
plains.	Wearing	expensive	clothes	and	jewellery,	they	never	gave	Bisnu	more	than	a
brief,	bored	glance.	Other	women	were	more	inclined	to	notice	him,	favouring	him



with	kind	words	and	a	small	tip	when	he	took	away	the	cups	and	plates.	He	found	he
could	make	 a	 few	 rupees	 a	month	 in	 tips;	 and	when	he	 received	his	 first	month’s
pay,	he	was	able	to	send	some	of	it	home.
Chittru	accompanied	him	 to	 the	post	office	and	helped	him	 to	 fill	 in	 the	money

order	form.	Bisnu	had	been	to	the	village	school,	but	be	wasn’t	used	to	forms	and
official	paperwork.	Chittru,	a	town	boy,	knew	all	about	them,	even	though	he	could
just	about	read	and	write.
Walking	 back	 to	 the	 cinema,	 Chittru	 said,	 ‘We	 can	 make	 more	 money	 at	 the

limestone	quarries.’
‘All	right,	let’s	try	them,’	said	Bisnu.
‘Not	now,’	said	Chittru,	who	enjoyed	the	busy	season	in	the	hill	station.	‘After	the

season—after	the	monsoon.’
But	there	was	still	no	monsoon	to	speak	of,	just	an	occasional	drizzle	which	did

little	to	clear	the	air	of	the	dust	that	blew	up	from	the	plains.	Bisnu	wondered	how
his	mother	and	sister	were	faring	at	home.	A	wave	of	homesickness	swept	over	him.
The	hill	station,	with	all	its	glitter,	was	just	a	pretty	gift	box	with	nothing	inside.
One	day	in	the	cinema	Bisnu	saw	the	old	man	who	had	been	with	him	on	the	bus.

He	greeted	him	 like	a	 long	 lost	 friend.	At	 first	 the	old	man	did	not	 recognize	 the
boy,	but	when	Bisnu	asked	him	 if	he	had	 recovered	 from	his	 illness,	 the	old	man
remembered	and	said,	‘So	you	are	still	 in	Mussoorie,	boy.	That	 is	good.	I	 thought
you	might	have	gone	down	to	Delhi	to	make	more	money.’	He	added	that	he	was	a
little	better	and	that	he	was	undergoing	a	course	of	treatment	at	the	hospital.	Bisnu
brought	him	a	cup	of	tea	and	refused	to	take	any	money	for	it;	it	could	be	included
in	his	own	quota	of	free	tea.	When	the	show	was	over,	the	old	man	went	his	way	and
Bisnu	did	not	see	him	again.
In	September	the	town	began	to	empty.	The	taps	were	running	dry	or	giving	out

just	a	 trickle	of	muddy	water.	A	thick	mist	 lay	over	 the	mountain	for	days	on	end,
but	 there	was	 no	 rain.	When	 the	mists	 cleared,	 an	 autumn	wind	 came	whispering
through	the	deodars.
At	the	end	of	the	month	the	manager	of	the	Picture	Palace	gave	everyone	a	week’s

notice,	a	week’s	pay,	and	announced	that	the	cinema	would	be	closing	for	the	winter.
	

IV
	
Bali	said,	‘I’m	going	to	Delhi	to	find	work.	I’ll	come	back	next	summer.	What	about
you,	Bisnu,	why	don’t	you	come	with	me?	It’s	easier	to	find	work	in	Delhi.’
‘I’m	staying	with	Chittru,’	said	Bisnu.	‘We	may	work	at	the	quarries.’
‘I	like	the	big	towns,’	said	Bali.	‘I	like	shops	and	people	and	lots	of	noise.	I	will

never	go	back	to	my	village.	There	is	no	money	there,	no	fun.’



Bali	 made	 a	 bundle	 of	 his	 things	 and	 set	 out	 for	 the	 bus	 stand.	 Bisnu	 bought
himself	a	pair	of	cheap	shoes,	for	his	old	ones	had	fallen	to	pieces.	With	what	was
left	of	his	money,	he	sent	another	money	order	home.	Then	he	and	Chittru	set	out
for	the	limestone	quarries,	an	eight-mile	walk	from	Mussoorie.
They	knew	they	were	nearing	the	quarries	when	they	saw	clouds	of	limestone	dust

hanging	in	the	air.	The	dust	hid	the	next	mountain	from	view.	When	they	did	see	the
mountain,	 they	 found	 that	 the	 top	of	 it	was	missing—blasted	away	by	dynamite	 to
enable	the	quarries	to	get	at	the	rich	strata	of	limestone	rock	below	the	surface.
The	 skeletons	 of	 a	 few	 trees	 remained	 on	 the	 lower	 slopes.	Almost	 everything

else	had	gone—grass,	flowers,	shrubs,	birds,	butterflies,	grasshoppers,	ladybirds	…
A	rock	 lizard	popped	 its	head	out	of	a	crevice	 to	 look	at	 the	 intruders.	Then,	 like
some	prehistoric	survivor,	it	scuttled	back	into	its	underground	shelter.
‘I	used	to	come	here	when	I	was	small,’	announced	Chittru	cheerfully.
‘Were	the	quarries	here	then?’
‘Oh,	no.	My	friends	and	I—we	used	to	come	for	the	strawberries.	They	grew	all

over	this	mountain.	Wild	strawberries,	but	very	tasty.’
‘Where	are	they	now?’	asked	Bisnu,	looking	around	at	the	devastated	hillside.
‘All	gone,’	said	Chittru.	‘Maybe	there	are	some	on	the	next	mountain.’
Even	 as	 they	 approached	 the	 quarries,	 a	 blast	 shook	 the	 hillside.	Chittru	 pulled

Bisnu	under	an	overhanging	rock	to	avoid	the	shower	of	stones	that	pelted	down	on
the	 road.	As	 the	 dust	 enveloped	 them,	Bisnu	 had	 a	 fit	 of	 coughing.	When	 the	 air
cleared	a	little,	they	saw	the	limestone	dump	ahead	of	them.
Chittru,	 who	was	 older	 and	 bigger	 than	 Bisnu,	 was	 immediately	 taken	 on	 as	 a

labourer;	 but	 the	 quarry	 foreman	 took	 one	 look	 at	 Bisnu	 and	 said,	 ‘You’re	 too
small.	You	won’t	be	able	to	break	stones	or	lift	those	heavy	rocks	and	load	them	into
the	trucks.	Be	off,	boy.	Find	something	else	to	do.’
He	was	offered	a	job	in	the	labourers’	canteen,	but	he’d	had	enough	of	making	tea

and	washing	dishes.	He	was	about	to	turn	round	and	walk	back	to	Mussoorie	when
he	felt	a	heavy	hand	descend	on	his	shoulder.	He	looked	up	to	find	a	grey-bearded,
turbanned	Sikh	looking	down	at	him	in	some	amusement.
‘I	 need	 a	 cleaner	 for	 my	 truck,’	 he	 said.	 ‘The	 work	 is	 easy,	 but	 the	 hours	 are

long!’
Bisnu	responded	immediately	to	the	man’s	gruff	but	jovial	manner.
‘What	will	you	pay?’	he	asked.
‘Fifteen	rupees	a	day,	and	you’ll	get	food	and	a	bed	at	the	depot.’
‘As	long	as	I	don’t	have	to	cook	the	food,’	said	Bisnu.
The	 truck	 driver	 laughed.	 ‘You	 might	 prefer	 to	 do	 so,	 once	 you’ve	 tasted	 the

depot	food.	Are	you	coming	on	my	truck?	Make	up	your	mind.’
‘I’m	your	man,’	said	Bisnu;	and	waving	goodbye	to	Chittru,	he	followed	the	Sikh

to	his	truck.



	
V

	
A	horn	blared,	shattering	the	silence	of	the	mountains,	and	the	truck	came	round	a
bend	in	the	road.	A	herd	of	goats	scattered	to	left	and	right.
The	goatherds	cursed	as	a	cloud	of	dust	enveloped	them,	and	then	the	truck	had

left	them	behind	and	was	rattling	along	the	bumpy,	unmetalled	road	to	the	quarries.
At	the	wheel	of	the	truck,	stroking	his	grey	moustache	with	one	hand,	sat	Pritam

Singh.	It	was	his	own	truck.	He	had	never	allowed	anyone	else	to	drive	it.	Every	day
he	made	two	trips	to	the	quarries,	carrying	truckloads	of	limestone	back	to	the	depot
at	the	bottom	of	the	hill.	He	was	paid	by	the	trip	and	he	was	always	anxious	to	get	in
two	trips	every	day.
Sitting	 beside	 him	was	 Bisnu,	 his	 new	 cleaner.	 In	 less	 than	 a	month	 Bisnu	 had

become	 an	 experienced	 hand	 at	 looking	 after	 trucks,	 riding	 in	 them,	 and	 even
sleeping	in	them.	He	got	on	well	with	Pritam,	the	grizzled,	fifty-year-old	Sikh,	who
boasted	of	two	well-off	sons—one	a	farmer	in	Punjab,	the	other	a	wine	merchant	in
far-off	 London.	 He	 could	 have	 gone	 to	 live	 with	 either	 of	 them,	 but	 his	 sturdy
independence	kept	him	on	the	road	in	his	battered	old	truck.
Pritam	 pressed	 hard	 on	 his	 horn.	 Now	 there	 was	 no	 one	 on	 the	 road—neither

beast	nor	man—but	Pritam	was	fond	of	the	sound	of	his	horn	and	liked	blowing	it.
He	boasted	that	 it	was	the	loudest	horn	in	northern	India.	Although	it	struck	terror
into	 the	 hearts	 of	 all	 who	 heard	 it—for	 it	 was	 louder	 than	 the	 trumpeting	 of	 an
elephant—it	was	music	to	Pritam’s	ears.
Pritam	treated	Bisnu	as	an	equal	and	a	 friendly	banter	had	grown	between	 them

during	their	many	trips	together.
‘One	more	year	on	this	bone-breaking	road,’	said	Pritam,	‘and	then	I’ll	sell	my

truck	and	retire.’
‘But	who	will	buy	such	a	shaky	old	truck?’	asked	Bisnu.	‘It	will	retire	before	you

do!’
‘Now	don’t	be	 insulting,	boy.	She’s	only	 twenty	years	old—there	are	still	a	 few

years	 left	 in	 her!’	 And	 as	 though	 to	 prove	 it	 he	 blew	 the	 horn	 again.	 Its	 strident
sound	 echoed	 and	 re-echoed	 down	 the	mountain	 gorge.	A	 pair	 of	wildfowl	 burst
from	the	bushes	and	fled	to	more	silent	regions.
Pritam’s	thoughts	went	to	his	dinner.
‘Haven’t	had	a	good	meal	for	days.’
‘Haven’t	 had	 a	 good	 meal	 for	 weeks,’	 said	 Bisnu,	 although	 in	 fact	 he	 looked

much	healthier	than	when	he	had	worked	at	the	cinema’s	tea	stall.
‘Tonight	I’ll	give	you	a	dinner	in	a	good	hotel.	Tandoori	chicken	and	rice	pilaf.’
He	sounded	his	horn	again	as	though	to	put	a	seal	on	his	promise.	Then	he	slowed



down,	because	the	road	had	become	narrow	and	precipitous,	and	trotting	ahead	of
them	was	a	train	of	mules.
As	 the	 horn	 blared,	 one	 mule	 ran	 forward,	 another	 ran	 backward.	 One	 went

uphill,	 another	 went	 downhill.	 Soon	 there	 were	 mules	 all	 over	 the	 place.	 Pritam
cursed	the	mules	and	the	mule	drivers	cursed	Pritam;	but	he	had	soon	left	them	far
behind.
Along	this	range,	all	the	hills	were	bare	and	dry.	Most	of	the	forest	had	long	since

disappeared.
‘Are	your	hills	as	bare	as	these?’	asked	Pritam.
‘No,	we	still	have	some	trees,’	said	Bisnu.	‘Nobody	has	started	blasting	the	hills

as	 yet.	 In	 front	 of	 our	 house	 there	 is	 a	walnut	 tree	which	gives	 us	 two	baskets	 of
walnuts	every	year.	And	there	is	an	apricot	tree.	But	it	was	a	bad	year	for	fruit.	There
was	no	rain.	And	the	stream	is	too	far	away.’
‘It	will	rain	soon,’	said	Pritam.	‘I	can	smell	rain.	It	is	coming	from	the	north.	The

winter	will	be	early.’
‘It	will	settle	the	dust.’
Dust	was	everywhere.	The	 truck	was	full	of	 it.	The	 leaves	of	 the	shrubs	and	 the

few	 trees	were	 thick	with	 it.	Bisnu	could	 feel	 the	dust	under	his	eyelids	and	 in	his
mouth.	And	as	they	approached	the	quarries,	the	dust	increased.	But	it	was	a	different
kind	of	dust	now—whiter,	stinging	the	eyes,	irritating	the	nostrils.
They	had	been	blasting	all	morning.
‘Let’s	wait	here,’	said	Pritam,	bringing	the	truck	to	a	halt.
They	 sat	 in	 silence,	 staring	 through	 the	windscreen	 at	 the	 scarred	 cliffs	 a	 little

distance	 down	 the	 road.	 There	 was	 a	 sharp	 crack	 of	 explosives	 and	 the	 hillside
blossomed	outwards.	Earth	and	rocks	hurtled	down	the	mountain.
Bisnu	watched	in	awe	as	shrubs	and	small	trees	were	flung	into	the	air.	It	always

frightened	him—not	 so	much	 the	 sight	 of	 the	 rocks	bursting	 asunder,	 as	 the	 trees
being	 flung	aside	and	destroyed.	He	 thought	of	 the	 trees	at	home—the	walnut,	 the
chestnuts,	the	pines—and	wondered	if	one	day	they	would	suffer	the	same	fate,	and
whether	 the	 mountains	 would	 all	 become	 a	 desert	 like	 this	 particular	 range.	 No
trees,	no	grass,	no	water—only	the	choking	dust	of	mines	and	quarries.
	

VI
	
Pritam	pressed	hard	on	his	horn	again,	to	let	the	people	at	the	site	know	that	he	was
approaching.	He	parked	outside	a	small	shed	where	the	contractor	and	the	foreman
were	 sipping	 cups	 of	 tea.	 A	 short	 distance	 away,	 some	 labourers,	 Chittru	 among
them,	were	hammering	at	chunks	of	rock,	breaking	them	up	into	manageable	pieces.
A	pile	of	stones	stood	ready	for	loading,	while	the	rock	that	had	just	been	blasted	lay



scattered	about	the	hillside.
‘Come	and	have	a	cup	of	tea,’	called	out	the	contractor.
‘I	can’t	hang	about	all	day,’	said	Pritam.	‘There’s	another	trip	to	make—and	the

days	are	getting	shorter.	I	don’t	want	to	be	driving	by	night.’
But	 he	 sat	 down	 on	 a	 bench	 and	 ordered	 two	 cups	 of	 tea	 from	 the	 stall.	 The

foreman	 strolled	 over	 to	 the	 group	 of	 labourers	 and	 told	 them	 to	 start	 loading.
Bisnu	 let	 down	 the	 grid	 at	 the	 back	 of	 the	 truck.	Then,	 to	 keep	 himself	warm,	 he
began	helping	Chittru	and	the	men	with	the	loading.
‘Don’t	 expect	 to	 be	 paid	 for	 helping,’	 said	 Sharma,	 the	 contractor,	 for	 whom

every	rupee	spent	was	a	rupee	off	his	profits.
‘Don’t	worry,’	said	Bisnu.	‘I	don’t	work	for	contractors,	I	work	for	friends.’
‘That’s	 right,’	 called	 out	 Pritam.	 ‘Mind	 what	 you	 say	 to	 Bisnu—he’s	 no	 one’s

servant!’
Sharma	wasn’t	happy	until	there	was	no	space	left	for	a	single	stone.	Then	Bisnu

had	his	 cup	of	 tea	and	 three	of	 the	men	climbed	on	 the	pile	of	 stones	 in	 the	open
truck.
‘All	 right,	 let’s	 go!’	 said	Pritam.	 ‘I	want	 to	 finish	 early	 today—Bisnu	 and	 I	 are

having	a	big	dinner!’
Bisnu	 jumped	 in	beside	Pritam,	banging	 the	door	 shut.	 It	never	closed	properly

unless	it	was	slammed	really	hard.	But	it	opened	at	a	touch.
‘This	truck	is	held	together	with	sticking	plaster,’	joked	Pritam.	He	was	in	good

spirits.	He	started	 the	engine,	and	blew	his	horn	just	as	he	passed	the	foreman	and
the	contractor.
‘They	are	deaf	in	one	ear	from	the	blasting,’	said	Pritam.	‘I’ll	make	them	deaf	in

the	other	ear!’
The	 labourers	 were	 singing	 as	 the	 truck	 swung	 round	 the	 sharp	 bends	 of	 the

winding	 road.	 The	 door	 beside	 Bisnu	 rattled	 on	 its	 hinges.	 He	 was	 feeling	 quite
dizzy.
‘Not	too	fast,’	he	said.
‘Oh,’	said	Pritam.	‘And	since	when	did	you	become	nervous	about	my	driving?’
‘It’s	just	today,’	said	Bisnu	uneasily.	‘It’s	a	feeling,	that’s	all.’
‘You’re	getting	old,’	said	Pritam.	‘That’s	your	trouble.’
‘I	suppose	so,’	said	Bisnu.
Pritam	was	feeling	young,	exhilarated.	He	drove	faster.
As	they	swung	round	a	bend,	Bisnu	looked	out	of	his	window.	All	he	saw	was	the

sky	above	and	 the	valley	below.	They	were	very	near	 the	edge;	but	 it	was	usually
like	that	on	this	narrow	mountain	road.
After	a	few	more	hairpin	bends,	the	road	descended	steeply	to	the	valley.	Just	then

a	stray	mule	ran	into	the	middle	of	the	road.	Pritam	swung	the	steering	wheel	over
to	the	right	to	avoid	the	mule,	but	here	the	road	turned	sharply	to	the	left.	The	truck



went	over	the	edge.
As	it	tipped	over,	hanging	for	a	few	seconds	on	the	edge	of	the	cliff,	the	labourers

leapt	from	the	back	of	the	truck.	It	pitched	forward,	and	as	it	struck	a	rock	outcrop,
the	loose	door	burst	open.	Bisnu	was	thrown	out.
The	truck	hurtled	forward,	bouncing	over	the	rocks,	turning	over	on	its	side	and

rolling	 over	 twice	 before	 coming	 to	 rest	 against	 the	 trunk	 of	 a	 scraggly	 old	 oak
tree.	But	for	the	tree,	the	truck	would	have	plunged	several	hundred	feet	down	to	the
bottom	of	the	gorge.
Two	of	the	labourers	sat	on	the	hillside,	stunned	and	badly	shaken.	The	third	man

had	picked	himself	up	and	was	running	back	to	the	quarry	for	help.
Bisnu	 had	 landed	 in	 a	 bed	 of	 nettles.	 He	 was	 smarting	 all	 over,	 but	 he	 wasn’t

really	hurt;	the	nettles	had	broken	his	fall.
His	 first	 impulse	was	 to	 get	 up	 and	 run	back	 to	 the	 road.	Then	he	 realized	 that

Pritam	was	still	in	the	truck.
Bisnu	skidded	down	the	steep	slope,	calling	out,	‘Pritam	Uncle,	are	you	all	right?’
There	was	no	answer.

	
VII

	
When	Bisnu	saw	Pritam’s	arm	and	half	his	body	jutting	out	of	the	open	door	of	the
truck,	he	feared	the	worst.	It	was	a	strange	position,	half	in	and	half	out.	Bisnu	was
about	 to	 turn	 away	 and	 climb	 back	 up	 the	 hill,	 when	 he	 noticed	 that	 Pritam	 had
opened	a	bloodied	and	swollen	eye.	It	looked	straight	up	at	Bisnu.
‘Are	you	alive?’	whispered	Bisnu,	terrified.
‘What	do	you	think?’	muttered	Pritam.	He	closed	his	eye	again.
When	 the	 contractor	 and	 his	 men	 arrived,	 it	 took	 them	 almost	 an	 hour	 to	 get

Pritam	Singh	out	of	 the	wreckage	of	 the	 truck,	and	another	hour	 to	get	him	to	 the
hospital	 in	 the	 next	 big	 town.	 He	 had	 broken	 bones	 and	 fractured	 ribs	 and	 a
dislocated	shoulder.	But	 the	doctors	said	he	was	repairable—which	was	more	than
could	be	said	for	the	truck.
‘So	 the	 truck’s	 finished,’	 said	 Pritam,	 between	 groans	when	Bisnu	 came	 to	 see

him	after	a	couple	of	days.	 ‘Now	I’ll	have	 to	go	home	and	 live	with	my	son.	And
what	about	you,	boy?	I	can	get	you	a	job	on	a	friend’s	truck.’
‘No,’	said	Bisnu,	‘I’ll	be	going	home	soon.’
‘And	what	will	you	do	at	home?’
‘I’ll	work	on	my	land.	It’s	better	to	grow	things	on	the	land,	than	to	blast	things

out	of	it.’
They	were	silent	for	some	time.
‘There	is	something	to	be	said	for	growing	things,’	said	Pritam.	‘But	for	that	tree,



the	truck	would	have	finished	up	at	the	foot	of	the	mountain,	and	I	wouldn’t	be	here,
all	 bandaged	up	and	 talking	 to	you.	 It	was	 the	 tree	 that	 saved	me.	Remember	 that,
boy.’
‘I’ll	remember,	and	I	won’t	forget	the	dinner	you	promised	me,	either.’
It	 snowed	 during	 Bisnu’s	 last	 night	 at	 the	 quarries.	 He	 slept	 on	 the	 floor	 with

Chittru,	in	a	large	shed	meant	for	the	labourers.	The	wind	blew	the	snowflakes	in	at
the	 entrance;	 it	 whistled	 down	 the	 deserted	 mountain	 pass.	 In	 the	 morning	 Bisnu
opened	his	eyes	to	a	world	of	dazzling	whiteness.	The	snow	was	piled	high	against
the	walls	of	the	shed,	and	they	had	some	difficulty	getting	out.
Bisnu	 joined	Chittru	 at	 the	 tea	 stall,	 drank	 a	glass	of	 hot	 sweet	 tea,	 and	 ate	 two

stale	buns.	He	said	goodbye	to	Chittru	and	set	out	on	the	long	march	home.	The	road
would	be	closed	to	traffic	because	of	the	heavy	snow,	and	he	would	have	to	walk	all
the	way.
He	 trudged	 over	 the	 hills	 all	 day,	 stopping	 only	 at	 small	 villages	 to	 take

refreshment.	By	nightfall	he	was	still	ten	miles	from	home.	But	he	had	fallen	in	with
other	travellers,	and	with	them	he	took	shelter	at	a	small	inn.	They	built	a	fire	and
crowded	round	 it,	and	each	man	spoke	of	his	home	and	fields	and	all	were	of	 the
opinion	 that	 the	 snow	 and	 rain	 had	 come	 just	 in	 time	 to	 save	 the	 winter	 crops.
Someone	sang,	and	another	told	a	ghost	story.	Feeling	at	home	already,	Bisnu	fell
asleep	 listening	 to	 their	 tales.	 In	 the	morning	 they	 parted	 and	went	 their	 different
ways.
It	was	almost	noon	when	Bisnu	reached	his	village.
The	fields	were	covered	with	snow	and	the	mountain	stream	was	in	spate.	As	he

climbed	 the	 terraced	 fields	 to	 his	 house,	 he	 heard	 the	 sound	 of	 barking,	 and	 his
mother ’s	 big	 black	mastiff	 came	 bounding	 towards	 him	 over	 the	 snow.	 The	 dog
jumped	on	him	and	licked	his	arms	and	then	went	bounding	back	to	the	house	to	tell
the	others.
Puja	saw	him	from	the	courtyard	and	ran	indoors	shouting,	‘Bisnu	has	come,	my

brother	has	come!’
His	mother	ran	out	of	the	house,	calling,	‘Bisnu,	Bisnu!’
Bisnu	came	walking	through	the	fields,	and	he	did	not	hurry,	he	did	not	run;	he

wanted	 to	 savour	 the	 moment	 of	 his	 return,	 with	 his	 mother	 and	 sister	 smiling,
waiting	for	him	in	front	of	the	house.
There	was	no	need	to	hurry	now.	He	would	be	with	them	for	a	long	time,	and	the

manager	 of	 the	 Picture	 Palace	would	 have	 to	 find	 someone	 else	 for	 the	 summer
season	…	It	was	his	home,	and	these	were	his	fields!	Even	the	snow	was	his.	When
the	snow	melted	he	would	clear	the	fields,	and	nourish	them,	and	make	them	rich.
He	felt	very	big	and	very	strong	as	he	came	striding	over	the	land	he	loved.



T
Would	Astley	Return?

	
he	house	was	called	Undercliff	because	that’s	where	it	stood—under	a	cliff.
The	man	who	went	away—the	owner	of	the	house—was	Robert	Astley.	And
the	man	who	stayed	behind—the	old	family	retainer—was	Prem	Bahadur.
Astley	 had	 been	 gone	 many	 years.	 He	 was	 still	 a	 bachelor	 in	 his	 late

thirties	when	he’d	suddenly	decided	that	he	wanted	adventure,	romance	and	faraway
places.	And	he’d	given	 the	keys	of	 the	house	 to	Prem	Bahadur—who’d	served	 the
family	for	thirty	years—and	had	set	off	on	his	travels.
Someone	 saw	him	 in	Sri	Lanka.	He’d	been	heard	of	 in	Burma	around	 the	 ruby

mines	 at	Mogok.	Then	he	 turned	up	 in	 Java	 seeking	 a	 passage	 through	 the	Sunda
Straits.	After	 that	 the	 trail	 petered	 out.	Years	 passed.	 The	 house	 in	 the	 hill	 station
remained	empty.
But	Prem	Bahadur	was	still	there,	living	in	an	outhouse.
Every	day	he	opened	up	Undercliff,	dusted	 the	 furniture	 in	all	 the	 rooms,	made

sure	 that	 the	 bedsheets	 and	 pillowcases	 were	 clean	 and	 set	 out	 Astley’s	 dressing
gown	and	slippers.
In	the	old	days,	whenever	Astley	had	come	home	after	a	journey	or	a	long	tramp

in	the	hills,	he	had	liked	to	bathe	and	change	into	his	gown	and	slippers,	no	matter
what	 the	 hour.	 Prem	Bahadur	 still	 kept	 them	 ready.	He	was	 convinced	 that	Robert
would	return	one	day.
Astley	himself	had	said	so.
‘Keep	everything	ready	for	me,	Prem,	old	chap.	I	may	be	back	after	a	year,	or	two

years,	or	even	longer,	but	I’ll	be	back,	I	promise	you.	On	the	first	of	every	month	I
want	you	to	go	to	my	lawyer,	Mr	Kapoor.	He’ll	give	you	your	salary	and	any	money
that’s	needed	for	the	rates	and	repairs.	I	want	you	to	keep	the	house	tip-top!’
‘Will	you	bring	back	a	wife,	sahib?’
‘Lord,	no!	Whatever	put	that	idea	in	your	head?’
‘I	thought,	perhaps—because	you	wanted	the	house	kept	ready	…’
‘Ready	for	me,	Prem.	I	don’t	want	 to	come	home	and	find	 the	old	place	falling

down.’
And	 so	 Prem	 had	 taken	 care	 of	 the	 house—although	 there	 was	 no	 news	 from

Astley.	What	had	happened	to	him?	The	mystery	provided	a	talking	point	whenever
local	 people	 met	 on	 the	 Mall.	 And	 in	 the	 bazaar	 the	 shopkeepers	 missed	 Astley
because	he	had	been	a	man	who	spent	freely.
His	relatives	still	believed	him	to	be	alive.	Only	a	few	months	back	a	brother	had

turned	up—a	brother	who	had	a	farm	in	Canada	and	could	not	stay	in	India	for	long.
He	had	deposited	a	further	sum	with	the	lawyer	and	told	Prem	to	carry	on	as	before.



The	 salary	 provided	 Prem	 with	 his	 few	 needs.	 Moreover,	 he	 was	 convinced	 that
Robert	would	return.
Another	man	might	have	neglected	the	house	and	grounds,	but	not	Prem	Bahadur.

He	had	a	genuine	regard	for	the	absent	owner.	Prem	was	much	older—now	almost
sixty	and	none	too	strong,	suffering	from	pleurisy	and	other	chest	troubles—but	he
remembered	Robert	 as	 both	 a	 boy	 and	 a	 young	man.	 They	 had	 been	 together	 on
numerous	hunting	and	fishing	trips	 in	 the	mountains.	They	had	slept	out	under	 the
stars,	bathed	in	icy	mountain	streams,	and	eaten	from	the	same	cooking	pot.	Once,
when	crossing	 a	 small	 river,	 they	had	been	 swept	downstream	by	a	 flash	 flood,	 a
wall	of	water	that	came	thundering	down	the	gorges	without	any	warning	during	the
rainy	 season.	 Together	 they	 had	 struggled	 back	 to	 safety.	Back	 in	 the	 hill	 station,
Astley	told	everyone	that	Prem	had	saved	his	life	while	Prem	was	equally	insistent
that	he	owed	his	life	to	Robert.
This	 year	 the	monsoon	 had	 begun	 early	 and	 ended	 late.	 It	 dragged	 on	 through

most	of	September	and	Prem	Bahadur ’s	cough	grew	worse	and	his	breathing	more
difficult.
He	 lay	 on	 his	 charpoy	 on	 the	 veranda,	 staring	 out	 at	 the	 garden,	 which	 was

beginning	to	get	out	of	hand,	a	tangle	of	dahlias,	snake	lilies	and	convolvulus.	The
sun	 finally	 came	 out.	 The	wind	 shifted	 from	 the	 south-west	 to	 the	 north-west	 and
swept	the	clouds	away.
Prem	Bahadur	had	shifted	his	charpoy	into	the	garden	and	was	lying	in	the	sun,

puffing	at	his	small	hookah,	when	he	saw	Robert	Astley	at	the	gate.
He	tried	to	get	up	but	his	legs	would	not	oblige	him.	The	hookah	slipped	from	his

hand.
Astley	 came	 walking	 down	 the	 garden	 path	 and	 stopped	 in	 front	 of	 the	 old

retainer,	smiling	down	at	him.	He	did	not	look	a	day	older	than	when	Prem	Bahadur
had	last	seen	him.
‘So	you	have	come	at	last,’	said	Prem.
‘I	told	you	I’d	return.’
‘It	has	been	many	years.	But	you	have	not	changed.’
‘Nor	have	you,	old	chap.’
‘I	have	grown	old	and	sick	and	feeble.’
‘You’ll	be	fine	now.	That’s	why	I’ve	come.’
‘I’ll	open	 the	house,’	 said	Prem	and	 this	 time	he	 found	himself	getting	up	quite

easily.
‘It	isn’t	necessary,’	said	Astley.
‘But	all	is	ready	for	you!’
‘I	know.	I	have	heard	of	how	well	you	have	looked	after	everything.	Come	then,

let’s	take	a	last	look	around.	We	cannot	stay,	you	know.’
Prem	was	a	little	mystified	but	he	opened	the	front	door	and	took	Robert	through



the	drawing	room	and	up	the	stairs	to	the	bedroom.	Robert	saw	the	dressing	gown
and	the	slippers	and	he	placed	his	hand	gently	on	the	old	man’s	shoulder.
When	they	returned	downstairs	and	emerged	into	the	sunlight	Prem	was	surprised

to	 see	 himself—or	 rather	 his	 skinny	 body—stretched	 out	 on	 the	 charpoy.	 The
hookah	was	on	the	ground,	where	it	had	fallen.
Prem	looked	at	Astley	in	bewilderment.
‘But	who	is	that—lying	there?’
‘It	was	you.	Only	the	husk	now,	the	empty	shell.	This	is	the	real	you,	standing	here

beside	me.’
‘You	came	for	me?’
‘I	couldn’t	come	until	you	were	ready.	As	for	me,	I	left	my	shell	a	long	time	ago.

But	 you	were	 determined	 to	 hang	on,	 keeping	 this	 house	 together.	Are	 you	 ready
now?’
‘And	the	house?’
‘Others	will	live	in	it.	But	come,	it’s	time	to	go	fishing	…’
Astley	took	Prem	by	the	arm,	and	they	walked	through	the	dappled	sunlight	under

the	deodars	and	finally	left	that	place	forever.



D
A	Job	Well	Done

	
huki,	 the	 gardener,	 was	 clearing	 up	 the	 weeds	 that	 grew	 in	 profusion
around	 the	 old	 disused	 well.	 He	 was	 an	 old	 man,	 skinny	 and	 bent	 and
spindly	 legged	 but	 he	 had	 always	 been	 like	 that.	 His	 strength	 lay	 in	 his
wrists	and	in	his	long,	tendril-like	fingers.	He	looked	as	frail	as	a	petunia

but	he	had	the	tenacity	of	a	vine.
‘Are	you	going	to	cover	the	well?’	I	asked.	I	was	eight,	and	a	great	favourite	of

Dhuki’s.	He	had	been	the	gardener	long	before	my	birth,	had	worked	for	my	father
until	my	father	died	and	now	worked	for	my	mother	and	stepfather.
‘I	must	cover	it,	I	suppose,’	said	Dhuki.	‘That’s	what	the	Major	Sahib	wants.	He’ll

be	 back	 any	 day	 and	 if	 he	 finds	 the	well	 still	 uncovered	 he’ll	 get	 into	 one	 of	 his
raging	fits	and	I’ll	be	looking	for	another	job!’
The	 ‘Major	 Sahib’	was	my	 stepfather,	Major	 Summerskill.	A	 tall,	 hearty,	 back-

slapping	man,	who	liked	polo	and	pig-sticking.	He	was	quite	unlike	my	father.	My
father	 had	 always	 given	 me	 books	 to	 read.	 The	 major	 said	 I	 would	 become	 a
dreamer	if	I	read	too	much	and	took	the	books	away.	I	hated	him	and	did	not	think
much	of	my	mother	for	marrying	him.
‘The	boy’s	 too	soft,’	 I	heard	him	tell	my	mother.	 ‘I	must	see	 that	he	gets	 riding

lessons.’
But	 before	 the	 riding	 lessons	 could	 be	 arranged	 the	 major ’s	 regiment	 was

ordered	to	Peshawar.	Trouble	was	expected	from	some	of	the	frontier	tribes.	He	was
away	for	about	two	months.	Before	leaving,	he	had	left	strict	instructions	for	Dhuki
to	cover	up	the	old	well.
‘Too	damned	dangerous	 having	 an	open	well	 in	 the	middle	 of	 the	 garden,’	my

stepfather	had	said.	‘Make	sure	that	it’s	completely	covered	by	the	time	I	get	back.’
Dhuki	was	 loath	 to	cover	up	the	old	well.	 It	had	been	there	for	over	fifty	years,

long	before	the	house	had	been	built.	 In	its	walls	 lived	a	colony	of	pigeons.	Their
soft	cooing	filled	the	garden	with	a	lovely	sound.	And	during	the	hot,	dry	summer
months,	when	taps	ran	dry,	the	well	was	always	a	dependable	source	of	water.	The
bhisti	still	used	it,	filling	his	goatskin	bag	with	the	cool	clear	water	and	sprinkling
the	paths	around	the	house	to	keep	the	dust	down.
Dhuki	pleaded	with	my	mother	to	let	him	leave	the	well	uncovered.
‘What	will	happen	to	the	pigeons?’	he	asked.
‘Oh,	 surely	 they	 can	 find	 another	well,’	 said	my	mother.	 ‘Do	 close	 it	 up	 soon,

Dhuki.	I	don’t	want	the	sahib	to	come	back	and	find	that	you	haven’t	done	anything
about	it.’
My	mother	seemed	just	a	 little	bit	afraid	of	 the	major.	How	can	we	be	afraid	of



those	we	love?	It	was	a	question	that	puzzled	me	then	and	puzzles	me	still.
The	major ’s	absence	made	life	pleasant	again.	I	returned	to	my	books,	spent	long

hours	 in	 my	 favourite	 banyan	 tree,	 ate	 buckets	 of	 mangoes	 and	 dawdled	 in	 the
garden	talking	to	Dhuki.
Neither	he	nor	I	were	looking	forward	to	the	major ’s	return.	Dhuki	had	stayed	on

after	my	mother ’s	second	marriage	only	out	of	loyalty	to	her	and	affection	for	me.
He	 had	 really	 been	 my	 father ’s	 man.	 But	 my	 mother	 had	 always	 appeared
deceptively	 frail	 and	 helpless	 and	 most	 men,	 Major	 Summerskill	 included,	 felt
protective	towards	her.	She	liked	people	who	did	things	for	her.
‘Your	father	liked	this	well,’	said	Dhuki.	‘He	would	often	sit	here	in	the	evenings

with	a	book	in	which	he	made	drawings	of	birds	and	flowers	and	insects.’
I	 remembered	 those	drawings	 and	 I	 remembered	how	 they	had	all	 been	 thrown

away	by	 the	major	when	he	had	moved	 into	 the	house.	Dhuki	knew	about	 it	 too.	 I
didn’t	keep	much	from	him.
‘It’s	 a	 sad	 business	 closing	 this	 well,’	 said	 Dhuki	 again.	 ‘Only	 a	 fool	 or	 a

drunkard	is	likely	to	fall	into	it.’
But	 he	had	made	his	 preparations.	Planks	of	 sal	wood,	 bricks	 and	 cement	were

neatly	piled	up	around	the	well.
‘Tomorrow,’	said	Dhuki.	‘Tomorrow	I	will	do	it.	Not	today.	Let	the	birds	remain

for	one	more	day.	In	the	morning,	baba,	you	can	help	me	drive	the	birds	from	the
well.’
On	the	day	my	stepfather	was	expected	back,	my	mother	hired	a	tonga	and	went	to

the	 bazaar	 to	 do	 some	 shopping.	Only	 a	 few	people	 had	 cars	 in	 those	 days.	Even
colonels	went	about	in	tongas.	Now,	a	clerk	finds	it	beneath	his	dignity	to	sit	in	one.
As	the	major	was	not	expected	before	evening,	I	decided	I	would	make	full	use	of

my	 last	 free	morning.	 I	 took	 all	my	 favourite	 books	 and	 stored	 them	 away	 in	 an
outhouse	 where	 I	 could	 come	 for	 them	 from	 time	 to	 time.	 Then,	 my	 pockets
bursting	with	mangoes,	I	climbed	up	the	banyan	tree.	It	was	the	darkest	and	coolest
place	on	a	hot	day	in	June.
From	behind	 the	screen	of	 leaves	 that	concealed	me,	 I	could	see	Dhuki	moving

about	 near	 the	 well.	 He	 appeared	 to	 be	most	 unwilling	 to	 get	 on	with	 the	 job	 of
covering	it	up.
‘Baba!’	he	 called	 several	 times.	But	 I	did	not	 feel	 like	 stirring	 from	 the	banyan

tree.	Dhuki	grasped	a	long	plank	of	wood	and	placed	it	across	one	end	of	the	well.
He	started	hammering.	From	my	vantage	point	 in	 the	banyan	 tree,	he	 looked	very
bent	and	old.
A	jingle	of	tonga	bells	and	the	squeak	of	unoiled	wheels	told	me	that	a	tonga	was

coming	in	at	the	gate.	It	was	too	early	for	my	mother	to	be	back.	I	peered	through
the	thick,	waxy	leaves	of	the	tree	and	nearly	fell	off	my	branch	in	surprise.	It	was	my
stepfather,	the	major!	He	had	arrived	earlier	than	expected.



I	 did	 not	 come	 down	 from	 the	 tree.	 I	 had	 no	 intention	 of	 confronting	 my
stepfather	until	my	mother	returned.
The	major	had	climbed	down	from	the	tonga	and	was	watching	his	luggage	being

carried	 on	 to	 the	 veranda.	 He	 was	 red	 in	 the	 face	 and	 the	 ends	 of	 his	 handlebar
moustache	were	stiff	with	Brilliantine.	Dhuki	approached	with	a	half-hearted	salaam.
‘Ah,	so	there	you	are,	you	old	scoundrel!’	exclaimed	the	major,	trying	to	sound

friendly	and	jocular.	‘More	jungle	than	garden,	from	what	I	can	see.	You’re	getting
too	old	for	this	sort	of	work,	Dhuki.	Time	to	retire!	And	where’s	the	memsahib?’
‘Gone	to	the	bazaar,’	said	Dhuki.
‘And	the	boy?’
Dhuki	shrugged.	‘I	have	not	seen	the	boy	today,	sahib.’
‘Damn!’	 said	 the	major.	 ‘A	 fine	homecoming,	 this.	Well,	wake	up	 the	cook	boy

and	tell	him	to	get	some	sodas.’
‘Cook	boy’s	gone	away,’	said	Dhuki.
‘Well,	I’ll	be	double	damned,’	said	the	major.
The	tonga	went	away	and	the	major	started	pacing	up	and	down	the	garden	path.

Then	he	saw	Dhuki’s	unfinished	work	at	the	well.	He	grew	purple	in	the	face,	strode
across	to	the	well,	and	started	ranting	at	the	old	gardener.
Dhuki	began	making	excuses.	He	said	something	about	a	shortage	of	bricks,	the

sickness	 of	 a	 niece,	 unsatisfactory	 cement,	 unfavourable	 weather,	 unfavourable
gods.	When	none	of	this	seemed	to	satisfy	the	major,	Dhuki	began	mumbling	about
something	bubbling	up	from	the	bottom	of	the	well	and	pointed	down	into	its	depths.
The	major	stepped	on	to	the	low	parapet	and	looked	down.	Dhuki	kept	pointing.	The
major	leant	over	a	little.
Dhuki’s	hand	moved	swiftly,	 like	a	conjurer	making	a	pass.	He	did	not	actually

push	 the	 major.	 He	 appeared	 merely	 to	 tap	 him	 once	 on	 the	 bottom.	 I	 caught	 a
glimpse	 of	my	 stepfather ’s	 boots	 as	 he	 disappeared	 into	 the	well.	 I	 couldn’t	 help
thinking	of	Alice	in	Wonderland,	of	Alice	disappearing	down	the	rabbit	hole.
There	was	a	tremendous	splash	and	the	pigeons	flew	up,	circling	the	well	thrice

before	settling	on	the	roof	of	the	bungalow.
By	 lunchtime—or	 tiffin,	 as	we	called	 it	 then—Dhuki	had	 the	well	 covered	over

with	the	wooden	planks.
‘The	major	will	 be	 pleased,’	 said	my	mother	when	 she	 came	 home.	 ‘It	will	 be

quite	ready	by	evening,	won’t	it,	Dhuki?’
By	 evening	 the	well	 had	 been	 completely	 bricked	 over.	 It	was	 the	 fastest	 bit	 of

work	Dhuki	had	ever	done.
Over	the	next	few	weeks,	my	mother ’s	concern	changed	to	anxiety,	her	anxiety	to

melancholy,	 and	 her	 melancholy	 to	 resignation.	 By	 being	 gay	 and	 high-spirited
myself,	I	hope	I	did	something	to	cheer	her	up.	She	had	written	to	the	colonel	of	the
regiment	and	had	been	informed	that	the	major	had	gone	home	on	leave	a	fortnight



previously.	Somewhere,	in	the	vastness	of	India,	the	major	had	disappeared.
It	 was	 easy	 enough	 to	 disappear	 and	 never	 be	 found.	 After	 seven	 months	 had

passed	without	 the	major	 turning	up,	 it	was	presumed	 that	one	of	 two	 things	must
have	happened.	Either	he	had	been	murdered	on	the	train	and	his	corpse	flung	into	a
river;	or,	he	had	run	away	with	a	tribal	girl	and	was	living	in	some	remote	corner	of
the	country.
Life	had	to	carry	on	for	the	rest	of	us.	The	rains	were	over	and	the	guava	season

was	approaching.
My	mother	was	 receiving	visits	 from	a	colonel	of	His	Majesty’s	32nd	Foot.	He

was	an	elderly,	easy-going,	seemingly	absentminded	man,	who	didn’t	get	in	the	way
at	all	but	left	slabs	of	chocolate	lying	around	the	house.
‘A	good	sahib,’	observed	Dhuki	as	I	stood	beside	him	behind	the	bougainvillea,

watching	the	colonel	saunter	up	the	veranda	steps.	‘See	how	well	he	wears	his	sola
topi!	It	covers	his	head	completely.’
‘He’s	bald	underneath,’	I	said.
‘No	matter.	I	think	he	will	be	all	right.’
‘And	if	he	isn’t,’	I	said,	‘we	can	always	open	up	the	well	again.’
Dhuki	dropped	 the	nozzle	of	 the	hose	pipe	and	water	gushed	out	over	our	 feet.

But	he	recovered	quickly	and	taking	me	by	the	hand	led	me	across	to	the	old	well
now	 surmounted	 by	 a	 three-tiered	 cement	 platform	 which	 looked	 rather	 like	 a
wedding	cake.
‘We	must	not	forget	our	old	well,’	he	said.	‘Let	us	make	it	beautiful,	baba.	Some

flower	pots,	perhaps.’
And	 together	 we	 fetched	 pots	 and	 decorated	 the	 covered	 well	 with	 ferns	 and

geraniums.	Everyone	congratulated	Dhuki	on	the	fine	job	he’d	done.	My	only	regret
was	that	the	pigeons	had	gone	away.



E
A	Crow	for	All	Seasons

	
arly	to	bed	and	early	to	rise	makes	a	crow	healthy,	wealthy	and	wise.
They	 say	 it’s	 true	 for	 humans	 too.	 I’m	 not	 so	 sure	 about	 that.	 But	 for

crows	it’s	a	must.
I’m	 always	 up	 at	 the	 crack	 of	 dawn,	 often	 the	 first	 crow	 to	 break	 the

night’s	silence	with	a	lusty	caw.	My	friends	and	relatives,	who	roost	in	the	same	tree,
grumble	 a	 bit	 and	mutter	 to	 themselves,	 but	 they	 are	 soon	 cawing	 just	 as	 loudly.
Long	before	the	sun	is	up,	we	set	off	on	the	day’s	work.
We	 do	 not	 pause	 even	 for	 the	 morning	 wash.	 Later	 in	 the	 day,	 if	 it’s	 hot	 and

muggy,	I	might	take	a	dip	in	some	human’s	bath	water;	but	early	in	the	morning	we
like	to	be	up	and	about	before	everyone	else.	This	is	the	time	when	trash	cans	and
refuse	dumps	are	overflowing	with	goodies,	and	we	like	to	sift	through	them	before
the	dustmen	arrive	in	their	disposal	trucks.
Not	that	we	are	afraid	of	a	famine	in	refuse.	As	human	beings	multiply,	so	does

their	rubbish.
Only	yesterday	I	rescued	an	old	typewriter	ribbon	from	the	dustbin,	just	before	it

was	emptied.	What	a	waste	 that	would	have	been!	 I	had	no	use	 for	 it	myself,	but	 I
gave	 it	 to	 one	 of	my	 cousins	who	 got	married	 recently,	 and	 she	 tells	me	 it’s	 just
right	for	her	nest,	 the	one	she’s	building	on	a	 telegraph	pole.	 It	helps	her	bind	the
twigs	together,	she	says.
My	own	preference	is	for	toothbrushes.	They’re	just	a	hobby,	really,	like	stamp-

collecting	with	humans.	I	have	a	small	but	select	collection	which	I	keep	in	a	hole	in
the	garden	wall.	Don’t	ask	me	how	many	I’ve	got—crows	don’t	believe	there’s	any
point	 in	 counting	 beyond	 two—but	 I	 know	 there’s	 more	 than	 one,	 that	 there’s	 a
whole	lot	of	them	in	fact,	because	there	isn’t	anyone	living	on	this	road	who	hasn’t
lost	a	toothbrush	to	me	at	some	time	or	another.
We	crows	living	in	the	jackfruit	tree	have	this	stretch	of	road	to	ourselves,	but	so

that	 we	 don’t	 quarrel	 or	 have	 misunderstandings	 we’ve	 shared	 the	 houses	 out.	 I
picked	the	bungalow	with	the	orchard	at	the	back.	After	all,	I	don’t	eat	rubbish	and
throwaways	all	the	time.	Just	occasionally	I	like	a	ripe	guava	or	the	soft	flesh	of	a
papaya.	And	sometimes	I	like	the	odd	beetle	as	an	hors	d’oeuvre.	Those	humans	 in
the	 bungalow	 should	 be	 grateful	 to	me	 for	 keeping	down	 the	 population	of	 fruit-
eating	 beetles,	 and	 even	 for	 recycling	 their	 refuse;	 but	 no,	 humans	 are	 never
grateful.	No	sooner	do	I	settle	in	one	of	their	guava	trees	than	stones	are	whizzing
past	me.	So	I	return	to	the	dustbin	on	the	back	veranda	steps.	They	don’t	mind	my
being	there.
One	of	my	cousins	shares	the	bungalow	with	me,	but	he’s	a	lazy	fellow	and	I	have



to	do	most	of	the	foraging.	Sometimes	I	get	him	to	lend	me	a	claw,	but	most	of	the
time	 he’s	 preening	 his	 feathers	 and	 trying	 to	 look	 handsome	 for	 a	 pretty	 young
thing	who	lives	in	the	banyan	tree	at	the	next	turning.
When	he’s	 in	 the	mood	he	can	be	 invaluable,	as	he	proved	 recently	when	 I	was

having	some	difficulty	getting	at	the	dog’s	food	on	the	veranda.
This	dog	who	is	fussed	over	so	much	by	the	humans	I’ve	adopted	is	a	great	big

fellow,	 a	 mastiff	 who	 pretends	 to	 a	 pedigree	 going	 back	 to	 the	 time	 of	 Genghis
Khan—he	likes	to	pretend	one	of	his	ancestors	was	the	great	Khan’s	watchdog—but,
as	 often	 happens	 in	 famous	 families,	 animal	 or	 human,	 there	 is	 a	 falling	 off	 in
quality	over	a	period	of	time,	and	this	huge	fellow—Tiger,	they	call	him—is	a	case
in	point.	All	brawn	and	no	brain.	Many’s	the	time	I’ve	removed	a	juicy	bone	from
his	plate	or	helped	myself	to	pickings	from	under	his	nose.
But	 of	 late	 he’s	 been	 growing	 canny	 and	 selfish.	 He	 doesn’t	 like	 to	 share	 any

more.	And	the	other	day	I	was	almost	in	his	jaws	when	he	took	a	sudden	lunge	at	me.
Snap	went	his	great	teeth;	but	all	he	got	was	one	of	my	tail	feathers.	He	spat	it	out	in
disgust.	Who	wants	crow’s	meat,	anyway?
All	 the	same,	 I	 thought,	 I’d	better	not	be	 too	careless.	 It’s	not	 for	nothing	 that	a

crow’s	IQ	is	way	above	that	of	all	other	birds.	And	it’s	higher	than	a	dog’s,	I	bet.
I	woke	Cousin	 Slow	 from	his	midday	 siesta	 and	 said,	 ‘Hey,	 Slow,	we’ve	 got	 a

problem.	If	you	want	any	of	that	delicious	tripe	today,	you’ve	got	to	lend	a	claw—or
a	beak.	That	dog’s	getting	snappier	day	by	day.’
Slow	 opened	 one	 eye	 and	 said,	 ‘Well,	 if	 you	 insist.	 But	 you	 know	 how	 I	 hate

getting	into	a	scuffle.	It’s	bad	for	the	gloss	on	my	feathers.’
‘I	 don’t	 insist,’	 I	 said	 politely,	 ‘but	 I’m	 not	 foraging	 for	 both	 of	 us	 today.	 It’s

every	crow	for	himself.’
‘Okay,	 okay,	 I’m	 coming,’	 said	 Slow,	 and	with	 barely	 a	 flap	 he	 dropped	 down

from	the	tree	to	the	wall.
‘What’s	the	strategy?’	I	asked.
‘Simple.	We’ll	just	give	him	the	old	one-two.’
We	 flew	 across	 to	 the	 veranda.	 Tiger	 had	 just	 started	 his	 meal.	 He	 was	 a	 fast,

greedy	eater	who	made	horrible	slurping	sounds	while	he	guzzled	his	food.	We	had
to	move	fast	if	we	wanted	to	get	something	before	the	meal	was	over.
I	sidled	up	to	Tiger	and	wished	him	good	afternoon.
He	kept	on	gobbling—but	quicker	now.
Slow	came	up	from	behind	and	gave	him	a	quick	peck	near	the	tail—a	sensitive

spot—and,	 as	 Tiger	 swung	 round,	 snarling,	 I	 moved	 in	 quickly	 and	 snatched	 up
several	tidbits.
Tiger	 went	 for	 me,	 and	 I	 flew	 freestyle	 for	 the	 garden	 wall.	 The	 dish	 was

untended,	so	Slow	helped	himself	to	as	many	scraps	as	he	could	stuff	in	his	mouth.
He	 joined	me	on	 the	garden	wall,	and	we	sat	 there	 feasting,	while	Tiger	barked



himself	hoarse	below.
‘Go	catch	a	cat,’	said	Slow,	who	is	given	to	slang.	‘You’re	in	the	wrong	league,

big	boy.’
The	 great	 sage	 Pratyasataka—ever	 heard	 of	 him?	 I	 guess	 not—once	 said,

‘Nothing	can	improve	a	crow.’
Like	most	 human	 sages,	 he	wasn’t	 very	 clear	 in	 his	 thinking,	 so	 that	 there	 has

been	some	misunderstanding	about	what	he	meant.	Humans	like	to	think	that	what	he
really	 meant	 was	 that	 crows	 were	 so	 bad	 as	 to	 be	 beyond	 improvement.	 But	 we
crows	know	better.	We	 interpret	 the	 saying	as	meaning	 that	 the	crow	 is	 so	perfect
that	no	improvement	is	possible.
It’s	not	that	we	aren’t	human—what	I	mean	is,	there	are	times	when	we	fall	from

our	high	standards	and	do	rather	foolish	things.	Like	at	lunch	time	the	other	day.
Sometimes,	when	the	 table	 is	 laid	 in	 the	bungalow,	and	before	 the	family	enters

the	dining	room,	I	nip	in	through	the	open	window	and	make	a	quick	foray	among
the	dishes.	Sometimes	I’m	lucky	enough	to	pick	up	a	sausage	or	a	slice	of	toast,	or
even	a	pat	of	butter,	making	off	before	someone	enters	and	throws	a	bread	knife	at
me.	But	on	this	occasion,	just	as	I	was	reaching	for	the	toast,	a	thin	slouching	fellow
—Junior	Sahib	they	call	him—entered	suddenly	and	shouted	at	me.	I	was	so	startled
that	I	leapt	across	the	table	seeking	shelter.	Something	flew	at	me,	and	in	an	effort	to
dodge	the	missile	I	put	my	head	through	a	circular	object	and	then	found	it	wouldn’t
come	off.
It	wasn’t	safe	to	hang	around	there,	so	I	flew	out	the	window	with	this	dashed	ring

still	round	my	neck.
Serviette	or	napkin	rings,	 that’s	what	 they	are	called.	Quite	unnecessary	objects,

but	 some	humans—particularly	 the	well-to-do	 sort—seem	 to	 like	 having	 them	on
their	tables,	holding	bits	of	cloth	in	place.	The	cloth	is	used	for	wiping	the	mouth.
Have	you	ever	heard	of	such	nonsense?
Anyway,	there	I	was	with	a	fat	napkin	ring	round	my	neck,	and	as	I	perched	on	the

wall	trying	to	get	it	off,	the	entire	human	family	gathered	on	their	veranda	to	watch
me.
There	was	the	Colonel	Sahib	and	his	wife,	the	Memsahib;	there	was	the	scrawny

Junior	Sahib	(worst	of	 the	 lot);	 there	was	a	mischievous	boy	(the	Colonel	Sahib’s
grandson)	known	as	 the	Baba;	 and	 there	was	 the	 cook	 (who	usually	 flung	orange
peels	at	me)	and	the	gardener	(who	once	tried	to	decapitate	me	with	a	spade),	and	the
dog	Tiger	who,	like	most	dogs,	tries	unsuccessfully	to	be	human.
Today	they	weren’t	cursing	and	shaking	their	fists	at	me;	they	were	just	standing

and	laughing	their	heads	off.	What’s	so	funny	about	a	crow	with	its	head	stuck	in	a
napkin	ring?
Worse	was	to	follow.
The	noise	had	attracted	the	other	crows	in	the	area,	and	if	there’s	one	thing	crows



detest,	it’s	a	crow	who	doesn’t	look	like	a	crow.
They	 swooped	 low	 and	 dived	 on	me,	 hammering	 at	 the	 wretched	 napkin	 ring,

until	 they	 had	 knocked	me	 off	 the	wall	 and	 into	 a	 flower	 bed.	 Then	 six	 or	 seven
toughs	landed	on	me	with	every	intention	of	finishing	me	off.
‘Hey,	boys!’	I	cawed.	‘This	is	me,	Speedy!	What	are	you	trying	to	do—kill	me?’
‘That’s	 right!	You	don’t	 look	 like	Speedy	 to	us.	What	have	you	done	with	him,

hey?’
And	they	set	upon	me	with	even	greater	vigour.
‘You’re	just	like	a	bunch	of	lousy	humans!’	I	shouted.	‘You’re	no	better	than	them

—this	is	just	the	way	they	carry	on	amongst	themselves!’
That	brought	them	to	a	halt.	They	stopped	trying	to	peck	me	to	pieces,	and	stood

back,	looking	puzzled.	The	napkin	ring	had	been	shattered	in	the	onslaught	and	had
fallen	to	the	ground.
‘Why,	it’s	Speedy!’	said	one	of	the	gang.
‘None	other!’
‘Good	 old	 Speedy—what	 are	 you	 doing	 here?	 And	 where’s	 the	 guy	 we	 were

hammering	just	now?’
There	 was	 no	 point	 in	 trying	 to	 explain	 things	 to	 them.	 Crows	 are	 like	 that.

They’re	all	good	pals—until	one	of	them	tries	to	look	different.	Then	he	could	be
just	another	bird.
‘He	took	off	for	Tibet,’	I	said.	‘It	was	getting	unhealthy	for	him	around	here.’
Summertime	is	here	again.	And	although	I’m	a	crow	for	all	seasons,	I	must	admit

to	a	preference	for	the	summer	months.
Humans	 grow	 lazy	 and	 don’t	 pursue	 me	 with	 so	 much	 vigour.	 Garbage	 cans

overflow.	Food	goes	bad	and	is	constantly	being	 thrown	away.	Overripe	fruit	gets
tastier	 by	 the	 minute.	 If	 fellows	 like	 me	 weren’t	 around	 to	 mop	 up	 all	 these
unappreciated	riches,	how	would	humans	manage?
There’s	 one	 character	 in	 the	 bungalow,	 the	 Junior	 Sahib,	 who	 will	 never

appreciate	our	services,	it	seems.	He	simply	hates	crows.	The	small	boy	may	throw
stones	 at	 us	 occasionally,	 but	 then,	 he’s	 the	 sort	 who	 throws	 stones	 at	 almost
anything.	There’s	nothing	personal	about	it.	He	just	throws	stones	on	principle.
The	Memsahib	is	probably	the	best	of	 the	 lot.	She	often	throws	me	scraps	from

the	kitchen—onionskins,	potato	peels,	crusts,	and	leftovers—and	even	when	I	nip	in
and	make	off	with	something	not	meant	for	me	(like	a	jam	tart	or	a	cheese	pakora)
she	is	quite	sporting	about	it.	The	Junior	Sahib	looks	outraged,	but	the	lady	of	the
house	says,	 ‘Well,	we’ve	all	got	 to	make	a	 living	somehow,	and	 that’s	how	crows
make	 theirs.	 It’s	 high	 time	 you	 thought	 of	 earning	 a	 living.’	 Junior	 Sahib’s	 her
nephew—that’s	his	occupation.	He	has	never	been	known	to	work.
The	Colonel	Sahib	has	a	sense	of	humor	but	 it’s	often	directed	at	me.	He	thinks

I’m	a	comedian.



He	discovered	I’d	been	making	off	with	the	occasional	egg	from	the	egg	basket
on	the	veranda,	and	one	day,	without	my	knowledge,	he	made	a	substitution.
Right	on	 top	of	 the	pile	 I	 found	a	 smooth	 round	egg,	 and	before	anyone	could

shout	‘Crow!’	I’d	made	off	with	it.	It	was	abnormally	light.	I	put	it	down	on	the	lawn
and	set	about	cracking	it	with	my	strong	beak,	but	 it	would	keep	slipping	away	or
bounding	off	 into	 the	bushes.	Finally	 I	 got	 it	 between	my	 feet	 and	gave	 it	 a	 good
hard	whack.	It	burst	open,	to	my	utter	astonishment	there	was	nothing	inside!
I	 looked	 up	 and	 saw	 the	 old	 man	 standing	 on	 the	 veranda,	 doubled	 up	 with

laughter.
‘What	are	you	laughing	at?’	asked	the	Memsahib,	coming	out	to	see	what	it	was

all	about.
‘It’s	that	ridiculous	crow!’	guffawed	the	Colonel,	pointing	at	me.	‘You	know	he’s

been	stealing	our	eggs.	Well,	I	placed	a	ping	pong	ball	on	top	of	the	pile,	and	he	fell
for	it!	He’s	been	struggling	with	that	ball	for	twenty	minutes!	That	will	teach	him	a
lesson.’
It	did.	But	I	had	my	revenge	later,	when	I	pinched	a	brand	new	toothbrush	from

the	Colonel’s	bathroom.
The	 Junior	 Sahib	 has	 no	 sense	 of	 humour	 at	 all.	He	 idles	 about	 the	 house	 and

grounds	all	day,	whistling	or	singing	to	himself.
‘Even	that	crow	sings	better	than	Uncle,’	said	the	boy.
A	truthful	boy;	but	all	he	got	for	his	honesty	was	a	whack	on	the	head	from	his

uncle.
Anyway,	as	a	gesture	of	appreciation,	I	perched	on	the	garden	wall	and	gave	the

family	a	rendering	of	my	favourite	crow	song,	which	is	my	own	composition.	Here
it	is,	translated	for	your	benefit:

Oh,	for	the	life	of	a	crow!
A	bird	who’s	in	the	know.
Although	we	are	cursed,
We	are	never	dispersed—
We’re	always	on	the	go!
I	know	I’m	a	bit	of	a	rogue
(And	my	voice	wouldn’t	pass	for	a	brogue),
But	there’s	no	one	as	sleek
Or	as	neat	with	his	beak—
So	they’re	putting	my	picture	in	Vogue!
Oh,	for	the	life	of	a	crow!
I	reap	what	I	never	sow,
They	call	me	a	thief—
Pray	I’ll	soon	come	to	grief—



But	there’s	no	getting	rid	of	a	crow!

I	 gave	 it	 everything	 I	 had,	 and	 the	 humans—all	 of	 them	on	 the	 lawn	 to	 enjoy	 the
evening	breeze,	listened	to	me	in	silence,	struck	with	wonder	at	my	performance.
When	I	had	finished,	I	bowed	and	preened	myself,	waiting	for	the	applause.
They	 stared	 at	 each	 other	 for	 a	 few	 seconds.	 Then	 the	 Junior	 Sahib	 stooped,

picked	up	a	bottle	opener,	and	flung	it	at	me.
Well,	I	ask	you!
What	can	one	say	about	humans?	I	do	my	best	to	defend	them	from	all	kinds	of

criticism,	and	this	is	what	I	get	for	my	pains.
Anyway,	I	picked	up	the	bottle	opener	and	added	it	to	my	collection	of	odds	and

ends.
It	 was	 getting	 dark,	 and	 soon	 everyone	 was	 stumbling	 around,	 looking	 for

another	bottle	opener.	Junior	Sahib’s	popularity	was	even	lower	than	mine.
One	day	Junior	Sahib	came	home	carrying	a	heavy	shotgun.	He	pointed	it	at	me	a

few	times	and	I	dived	for	cover.	But	he	didn’t	fire.	Probably	I	was	out	of	range.
‘He’s	only	threatening	you,’	said	Slow	from	the	safety	of	the	jamun	tree,	where	he

sat	in	the	shadows.	‘He	probably	doesn’t	know	how	to	fire	the	thing.’
But	I	wasn’t	taking	any	chances.	I’d	seen	a	sly	look	on	Junior	Sahib’s	face,	and	I

decided	that	he	was	trying	to	make	me	careless.	So	I	stayed	well	out	of	range.
Then	one	evening	I	received	a	visit	from	my	cousin,	Charm.	He’d	come	to	me	for

a	 loan.	He	wanted	 some	 new	 bottle	 tops	 for	 his	 collection	 and	 had	 brought	me	 a
mouldy	old	toothbrush	to	offer	in	exchange.
Charm	 landed	on	 the	garden	wall,	 toothbrush	 in	his	break,	and	was	waiting	 for

me	 to	 join	him	 there,	when	 there	was	 a	 flash	 and	a	 tremendous	bang.	Charm	was
sent	several	feet	into	the	air,	and	landed	limp	and	dead	in	a	flower	bed.
‘I’ve	got	him,	I’ve	got	him!’	shouted	Junior	Sahib.	‘I’ve	shot	that	blasted	crow!’
Throwing	away	the	gun,	Junior	Sahib	ran	out	into	the	garden,	overcome	with	joy.

He	picked	up	my	fallen	relative,	and	began	running	around	the	bungalow	with	his
trophy.
The	rest	of	the	family	had	collected	on	the	veranda.
‘Drop	that	thing	at	once!’	called	the	Memsahib.
‘Uncle	is	doing	a	war	dance,’	observed	the	boy.
‘It’s	unlucky	to	shoot	a	crow,’	said	the	Colonel.
I	thought	it	was	time	to	take	a	hand	in	the	proceedings	and	let	everyone	know	that

the	 right	 crow—the	 one	 and	 only	 Speedy—was	 alive	 and	 kicking.	 So	 I	 swooped
down	 the	 jackfruit	 tree,	 dived	 through	 Junior	 Sahib’s	window,	 and	 emerged	with
one	of	his	socks.
Triumphantly	flaunting	his	dead	crow,	Junior	Sahib	came	dancing	up	the	garden

path,	then	stopped	dead	when	he	saw	me	perched	on	the	window	sill,	a	sock	in	my



beak.	His	jaw	fell,	his	eyes	bulged;	he	looked	like	the	owl	in	the	banyan	tree.
‘You	 shot	 the	 wrong	 crow!’	 shouted	 the	 Colonel,	 and	 everyone	 roared	 with

laughter.
Before	 Junior	 Sahib	 could	 recover	 from	 the	 shock,	 I	 took	 off	 in	 a	 leisurely

fashion	and	joined	Slow	on	the	wall.
Junior	Sahib	 came	 rushing	out	with	 the	gun,	but	by	now	 it	was	 too	dark	 to	 see

anything,	and	I	heard	the	Memsahib	telling	the	Colonel,	‘You’d	better	take	that	gun
away	before	he	does	himself	a	mischief.’	So	 the	Colonel	 took	Junior	 indoors	and
gave	him	a	brandy.
I	composed	a	new	song	for	Junior	Sahib’s	benefit,	and	sang	it	to	him	outside	his

window	early	next	morning:
I	understand	you	want	a	crow
To	poison,	shoot	or	smother;
My	fond	salaams,	but	by	your	leave
I’ll	substitute	another;
Allow	me	then,	to	introduce
My	most	respected	brother.

Although	I	was	quite	understanding	about	the	whole	tragic	mix-up—I	was,	after	all,
the	 family’s	 very	 own	 house	 crow—my	 fellow	 crows	 were	 outraged	 at	 what
happened	to	Charm,	and	swore	vengeance	on	Junior	Sahib.
‘Carvus	 splendens!’	 they	 shouted	 with	 great	 spirit,	 forgetting	 that	 this	 title	 had

been	bestowed	on	us	by	a	human.
In	times	of	war,	we	forget	how	much	we	owe	to	our	enemies.
Junior	Sahib	 had	only	 to	 step	 into	 the	 garden,	 and	 several	 crows	would	 swoop

down	 on	 him,	 screeching	 and	 swearing	 and	 aiming	 lusty	 blows	 at	 his	 head	 and
hands.	He	took	to	coming	out	wearing	a	sola	topi,	and	even	then	they	knocked	it	off
and	drove	him	indoors.	Once	he	tried	lighting	a	cigarette	on	the	veranda	steps,	when
Show	swooped	low	across	the	porch	and	snatched	it	from	his	lips.
Junior	 Sahib	 shut	 himself	 up	 in	 his	 room,	 and	 smoked	 countless	 cigarettes—a

sure	sign	that	his	nerves	were	going	to	pieces.
Every	now	and	then	the	Memsahib	would	come	out	and	shoo	us	off;	and	because

she	wasn’t	 an	enemy,	we	obliged	by	 retreating	 to	 the	garden	wall.	After	 all,	Slow
and	 I	 depended	 on	 her	 for	much	 of	 our	 board	 if	 not	 for	 our	 lodging.	But	 Junior
Sahib	 had	 only	 to	 show	 his	 face	 outside	 the	 house,	 and	 all	 the	 crows	 in	 the	 area
would	be	after	him	like	avenging	furies.
‘It	doesn’t	look	as	though	they	are	going	to	forgive	you,’	said	the	Memsahib.
‘Elephants	never	forget,	and	crows	never	forgive,’	said	the	Colonel.
‘Would	 you	 like	 to	 borrow	my	 catapult,	 Uncle?’	 asked	 the	 boy.	 ‘Just	 for	 self-

protection,	you	know.’
‘Shut	up,’	said	Junior	Sahib	and	went	to	bed.



One	day	he	sneaked	out	of	the	back	door	and	dashed	across	to	the	garage.	A	little
later	the	family’s	old	car,	seldom	used,	came	out	of	the	garage	with	Junior	Sahib	at
the	wheel.	He’d	decided	that	if	he	couldn’t	take	a	walk	in	safety	he’d	go	for	a	drive.
All	the	windows	were	up.
No	sooner	had	the	car	 turned	into	the	driveway	than	about	a	dozen	crows	dived

down	 on	 it,	 crowding	 the	 bonnet	 and	 flapping	 in	 front	 of	 the	windscreen.	 Junior
Sahib	couldn’t	see	a	 thing.	He	swung	 the	steering	wheel	 left,	 right	and	centre,	and
the	car	went	off	the	driveway,	ripped	through	a	hedge,	crushed	a	bed	of	sweetpeas
and	came	to	a	stop	against	the	trunk	of	a	mango	tree.
Junior	Sahib	just	sat	there,	afraid	to	open	the	door.	The	family	had	to	come	out	of

the	house	and	rescue	him.
‘Are	you	all	right?’	asked	the	Colonel.
‘I’ve	bruised	my	knees,’	said	Junior	Sahib.
‘Never	mind	 your	 knees,’	 said	 the	Memsahib,	 gazing	 around	 at	 the	 ruin	 of	 her

garden.	‘What	about	my	sweetpeas?’
‘I	 think	your	uncle	 is	going	 to	have	a	nervous	breakdown,’	 I	heard	 the	Colonel

saying.
‘What’s	that?’	asked	the	boy.	‘Is	it	the	same	as	a	car	having	a	breakdown?’
‘Well—not	exactly	…	But	you	could	call	it	a	mind	breaking	up.’
Junior	Sahib	had	been	refusing	to	leave	his	room	or	take	his	meals.	The	family

was	worried	about	him.	I	was	worried,	too.	Believe	it	or	not,	we	crows	are	among
the	very	few	who	sincerely	desire	the	preservation	of	the	human	species.
‘He	needs	a	change,’	said	the	Memsahib.
‘A	rest	cure,’	said	the	Colonel	sarcastically.	‘A	rest	from	doing	nothing.’
‘Send	him	to	Switzerland,’	suggested	the	boy.
‘We	can’t	afford	that.	But	we	can	take	him	up	to	a	hill	station.’
The	nearest	hill	station	was	some	fifty	miles	as	the	human	drives	(only	ten	as	the

crow	flies).	Many	people	went	up	during	the	summer	months.	It	wasn’t	fancied	much
by	crows.	For	one	thing,	it	was	a	tidy	sort	of	place,	and	people	lived	in	houses	that
were	 set	 fairly	 far	 apart.	 Opportunities	 for	 scavenging	 were	 limited.	 Also	 it	 was
rather	 cold	 and	 the	 trees	were	 inconvenient	 and	 uncomfortable.	A	 friend	 of	mine
who	had	 spent	 a	 night	 in	 a	 pine	 tree	 said	 he	 hadn’t	 been	 able	 to	 sleep	 because	 of
prickly	pine	needles	and	the	wind	howling	through	the	branches.
‘Let’s	 all	 go	 up	 for	 a	 holiday,’	 said	 the	Memsahib.	 ‘We	 can	 spend	 a	week	 in	 a

boarding	house.	All	of	us	need	a	change.’
A	few	days	later	the	house	was	locked	up,	and	the	family	piled	into	the	old	car	and

drove	off	to	the	hills.
I	had	the	grounds	to	myself.
The	dog	had	gone	 too,	 and	 the	gardener	 spent	 all	 day	dozing	 in	 his	 hammock.

There	was	no	one	around	to	trouble	me.



‘We’ve	got	the	whole	place	to	ourselves,’	I	told	Slow.
‘Yes,	 but	 what	 good	 is	 that?	 With	 everyone	 gone,	 there	 are	 no	 throwaways,

giveaways	and	takeaways!’
‘We’ll	have	to	try	the	house	next	door.’
‘And	be	driven	off	by	the	other	crows?	That’s	not	our	territory,	you	know.	We	can

go	across	to	help	them,	or	to	ask	for	their	help,	but	we’re	not	supposed	to	take	their
pickings.	It	just	isn’t	cricket,	old	boy.’
We	could	have	tried	the	bazaar	or	the	railway	station,	where	there	is	always	a	lot

of	 rubbish	 to	be	 found,	but	 there	 is	 also	a	 lot	of	 competition	 in	 those	places.	The
station	 crows	 are	 gangsters.	The	bazaar	 crows	 are	 bullies.	 Slow	and	 I	 had	grown
soft.	We’d	have	been	no	match	for	the	bad	boys.
‘I’ve	just	realized	how	much	we	depend	on	humans,’	I	said.
‘We	could	go	back	to	living	in	the	jungle,’	said	Slow.
‘No,	that	would	be	too	much	like	hard	work.	We’d	be	living	on	wild	fruit	most	of

the	 time.	Besides,	 the	 jungle	 crows	won’t	 have	 anything	 to	 do	with	 us	 now.	 Ever
since	we	took	up	with	humans,	we	became	the	outcasts	of	the	bird	world.’
‘That	means	we’re	almost	human.’
‘You	might	say	we	have	all	their	vices	and	none	of	their	virtues.’
‘Just	a	different	set	of	values,	old	boy.’
‘Like	eating	hens’	eggs	instead	of	crows’	eggs.	That’s	something	in	their	favour.

And	while	you’re	hanging	around	here	waiting	for	the	mangoes	to	fall,	I’m	off	to
locate	our	humans.’
Slow’s	beak	fell	open.	He	looked	like—well,	a	hungry	crow.
‘Don’t	tell	me	you’re	going	to	follow	them	up	to	the	hill	station?	You	don’t	even

know	where	they	are	staying.’
‘I’ll	soon	find	out,’	I	said,	and	took	off	for	the	hills.
You’d	be	surprised	at	how	simple	it	is	to	be	a	good	detective,	if	only	you	put	your

mind	 to	 it.	 Of	 course,	 if	 Ellery	 Queen	 had	 been	 able	 to	 fly,	 he	 wouldn’t	 have
required	fifteen	chapters	and	his	father ’s	assistance	to	crack	a	case.
Swooping	 low	over	 the	hill	 station,	 it	wasn’t	 long	before	 I	 spotted	my	humans’

old	car.	It	was	parked	outside	a	boarding	house	called	Climber ’s	Rest.	I	hadn’t	seen
anyone	climbing,	but	dozing	in	an	armchair	in	the	garden	was	my	favourite	human.
I	perched	on	top	of	a	colourful	umbrella	and	waited	for	Junior	Sahib	to	wake	up.	I

decided	 it	 would	 be	 rather	 inconsiderate	 of	 me	 to	 disturb	 his	 sleep,	 so	 I	 waited
patiently	 on	 the	 brolly,	 looking	 at	 him	with	 one	 eye	 and	 keeping	 one	 eye	 on	 the
house.	He	stirred	uneasily,	as	though	he’d	suddenly	had	a	bad	dream;	then	he	opened
his	eyes.	I	must	have	been	the	first	thing	he	saw.
‘Good	morning,’	I	cawed,	in	a	friendly	tone—always	ready	to	forgive	and	forget,

that’s	Speedy!
He	 leapt	 out	 of	 the	 armchair	 and	 ran	 into	 the	house,	 hollering	 at	 the	 top	of	his



voice.
I	supposed	he	hadn’t	been	able	to	contain	his	delight	at	seeing	me	again.	Humans

can	be	funny	that	way.	They’ll	hate	you	one	day	and	love	you	the	next.
Well,	Junior	Sahib	ran	all	over	the	boarding	house,	screaming:	‘It’s	that	crow,	it’s

that	crow!	He’s	following	me	everywhere!’
Various	people,	including	the	family,	ran	outside	to	see	what	the	commotion	was

about,	and	I	thought	it	would	be	better	to	make	myself	scarce.	So	I	flew	to	the	top	of
a	spruce	tree	and	stayed	very	still	and	quiet.
‘Crow!	What	crow?’	said	the	Colonel.
‘Our	crow!’	cried	Junior	Sahib.	‘The	one	that	persecutes	me.	I	was	dreaming	of	it

just	now,	and	when	I	opened	my	eyes,	there	it	was,	on	the	garden	umbrella!’
‘There’s	nothing	there	now,’	said	the	Memsahib.	‘You	probably	hadn’t	woken	up

completely.’
‘He	is	having	illusions	again,’	said	the	boy.
‘Delusions,’	corrected	the	Colonel.
‘Now	 look	 here,’	 said	 the	 Memsahib,	 ‘you’ll	 have	 to	 pull	 yourself	 together.

You’ll	take	leave	of	your	senses	if	you	don’t.’
‘I	tell	you,	it’s	here!’	sobbed	Junior	Sahib.	‘It’s	following	me	everywhere.’
‘It’s	grown	fond	of	Uncle,’	said	 the	boy.	 ‘And	 it	 seems	Uncle	can’t	 live	without

crows.’
Junior	Sahib	looked	up	with	a	wild	glint	in	his	eye.
‘That’s	it!’	he	cried.	‘I	can’t	live	without	them.	That’s	the	answer	to	my	problem.	I

don’t	hate	crows—I	love	them!’
Everyone	just	stood	around	goggling	at	Junior	Sahib.
‘I’m	feeling	fine	now,’	he	carried	on.	‘What	a	difference	it	makes	if	you	can	just

do	the	opposite	of	what	you’ve	been	doing	before!	I	thought	I	hated	crows.	But	all
the	time	I	really	loved	them!’	And	flapping	his	arms,	and	trying	to	caw	like	a	crow,
he	went	prancing	about	the	garden.
‘Now	he	thinks	he’s	a	crow,’	said	the	boy.	‘Is	he	still	having	delusions?’
‘That’s	right,’	said	the	Memsahib.	‘Delusions	of	grandeur.’
After	 that,	 the	 family	 decided	 that	 there	 was	 no	 point	 in	 staying	 on	 in	 the	 hill

station	any	longer.	Junior	Sahib	had	completed	his	rest	cure.	And	even	if	he	was	the
only	one	who	believed	himself	cured,	that	was	all	right,	because	after	all	he	was	the
one	who	mattered	…	If	you’re	feeling	fine,	can	there	be	anything	wrong	with	you?
No	sooner	was	everyone	back	in	the	bungalow	than	Junior	Sahib	took	to	hopping

barefoot	on	the	grass	early	every	morning,	all	the	time	scattering	food	about	for	the
crows.	 Bread,	 chappattis,	 cooked	 rice,	 curried	 eggplants,	 the	 Memsahib’s
homemade	toffee—you	name	it,	we	got	it!
Slow	and	I	were	the	first	to	help	ourselves	to	these	dawn	offerings,	and	soon	the

other	 crows	 had	 joined	 us	 on	 the	 lawn.	 We	 didn’t	 mind.	 Junior	 Sahib	 brought



enough	for	everyone.
‘We	ought	to	honour	him	in	some	way,’	said	Slow.
‘Yes,	why	not?’	said	I.	‘There	was	someone	else,	hundreds	of	years	ago,	who	fed

the	birds.	They	followed	him	wherever	he	went.’
‘That’s	 right.	 They	made	 him	 a	 saint.	 But	 as	 far	 as	 I	 know,	 he	 didn’t	 feed	 any

crows.	At	least,	you	don’t	see	any	crows	in	the	pictures—just	sparrows	and	robins
and	wagtails.’
‘Small	 fry.	Our	 human	 is	 dedicated	 exclusively	 to	 crows.	 Do	 you	 realize	 that,

Slow?’
‘Sure.	 We	 ought	 to	 make	 him	 the	 patron	 saint	 of	 crows.	 What	 do	 you	 say,

fellows?’
‘Caw,	caw,	caw!’	All	the	crows	were	in	agreement.
‘St	Corvus!’	said	Slow	as	Junior	Sahib	emerged	from	the	house,	laden	with	good

things	to	eat.
‘Corvus,	corvus,	corvus!’	we	cried.
And	what	a	pretty	picture	he	made—a	crow	eating	from	his	hand,	another	perched

on	 his	 shoulder,	 and	 about	 a	 dozen	 of	 us	 on	 the	 grass,	 forming	 a	 respectful	 ring
around	him.
From	persecutor	 to	protector;	 from	beastliness	 to	 saintliness.	And	 sometimes	 it

can	be	the	other	way	round:	you	never	know	with	humans!



I
The	Playing	Fields	of	Simla

	
t	had	been	a	lonely	winter	for	a	twelve-year-old	boy.
I	hadn’t	really	got	over	my	father ’s	untimely	death	two	years	previously;	nor

had	 I	 as	 yet	 reconciled	 myself	 to	 my	 mother ’s	 marriage	 to	 the	 Punjabi
gentleman	who	dealt	in	second-hand	cars.	The	three-month	winter	break	over,	I

was	almost	happy	to	return	to	my	boarding	school	in	Simla—that	elegant	hill	station
once	celebrated	by	Kipling	and	soon	to	lose	its	status	as	the	summer	capital	of	the
Raj	in	India.
It	 wasn’t	 as	 though	 I	 had	many	 friends	 at	 school.	 I	 had	 always	 been	 a	 bit	 of	 a

loner,	shy	and	reserved,	looking	out	only	for	my	father ’s	rare	visits—on	his	brief
leaves	 from	RAF	duties—and	 to	my	 sharing	his	 tent	 or	 air	 force	hutment	 outside
Delhi	or	Karachi.	Those	unsettled	but	happy	days	would	not	come	again.	I	needed	a
friend	but	it	was	not	easy	to	find	one	among	a	horde	of	rowdy,	pea-shooting	fourth
formers,	 who	 carved	 their	 names	 on	 desks	 and	 stuck	 chewing	 gum	 on	 the	 class
teacher ’s	chair.	Had	I	grown	up	with	other	children,	I	might	have	developed	a	taste
for	 schoolboy	 anarchy;	 but,	 in	 sharing	my	 father ’s	 loneliness	 after	 his	 separation
from	 my	 mother,	 I	 had	 turned	 into	 a	 premature	 adult.	 The	 mixed	 nature	 of	 my
reading—Dickens,	Richmal	Crompton,	Tagore	and	Champion	and	Film	Fun	comics
—probably	reflected	the	confused	state	of	my	life.	A	book	reader	was	rare	even	in
those	pre-electronic	times.	On	rainy	days	most	boys	played	cards	or	Monopoly,	or
listened	to	Artie	Shaw	on	the	wind-up	gramophone	in	the	common	room.
After	a	month	in	the	fourth	form	I	began	to	notice	a	new	boy,	Omar,	and	then	only

because	 he	 was	 a	 quiet,	 almost	 taciturn	 person	 who	 took	 no	 part	 in	 the	 form’s
feverish	 attempts	 to	 imitate	 the	 Marx	 Brothers	 at	 the	 circus.	 He	 showed	 no
resentment	 at	 the	prevailing	 anarchy,	 nor	 did	he	make	 a	move	 to	 participate	 in	 it.
Once	he	caught	me	 looking	at	him,	and	he	smiled	 ruefully,	 tolerantly.	Did	 I	 sense
another	adult	in	the	class?	Someone	who	was	a	little	older	than	his	years?
Even	 before	 we	 began	 talking	 to	 each	 other,	 Omar	 and	 I	 developed	 an

understanding	of	sorts,	and	we’d	nod	almost	respectfully	to	each	other	when	we	met
in	the	classroom	corridors	or	the	environs	of	dining	hall	or	dormitory.	We	were	not
in	the	same	house.	The	house	system	practised	its	own	form	of	apartheid,	whereby	a
member	 of,	 say,	 Curzon	 House	 was	 not	 expected	 to	 fraternize	 with	 someone
belonging	to	Rivaz	or	Lefroy!	Those	public	schools	certainly	knew	how	to	clamp
you	 into	compartments.	However,	 these	barriers	vanished	when	Omar	and	I	 found
ourselves	 selected	 for	 the	 School	 Colts’	 hockey	 team—Omar	 as	 a	 fullback,	 I	 as
goalkeeper.	I	think	a	defensive	position	suited	me	by	nature.	In	all	modesty	I	have	to
say	that	I	made	a	good	goalkeeper,	both	at	hockey	and	football.	And	fifty	years	on,	I



am	still	keeping	goal.	Then	 I	did	 it	between	goalposts,	now	I	do	 it	off	 the	 field—
protecting	a	family,	protecting	my	independence	as	a	writer	…
The	taciturn	Omar	now	spoke	to	me	occasionally,	and	we	combined	well	on	the

field	of	play.	A	good	understanding	is	needed	between	goalkeeper	and	fullback.	We
were	on	 the	 same	wavelength.	 I	 anticipated	his	moves,	he	was	 familiar	with	mine.
Years	later,	when	I	read	Conrad’s	The	Secret	Sharer,	I	thought	of	Omar.
It	wasn’t	until	we	were	away	from	the	confines	of	school,	classroom	and	dining

hall	 that	 our	 friendship	 flourished.	 The	 hockey	 team	 travelled	 to	 Sanawar	 on	 the
next	mountain	 range,	where	we	were	 to	play	a	 couple	of	matches	 against	our	old
rivals,	the	Lawrence	Royal	Military	School.	This	had	been	my	father ’s	old	school,
but	 I	 did	 not	 know	 that	 in	 his	 time	 it	 had	 also	 been	 a	 military	 orphanage.
Grandfather,	 who	 had	 been	 a	 private	 foot	 soldier—of	 the	 likes	 of	 Kipling’s
Mulvaney,	Otheris	and	Learoyd—had	joined	the	Scottish	Rifles	after	leaving	home
at	the	age	of	seventeen.	He	had	died	while	his	children	were	still	very	young,	but	my
father ’s	more	rounded	education	had	enabled	him	to	become	an	officer.
Omar	and	I	were	thrown	together	a	good	deal	during	the	visit	to	Sanawar,	and	in

our	more	leisurely	moments,	strolling	undisturbed	around	a	school	where	we	were
guests	and	not	pupils,	we	exchanged	life	histories	and	other	confidences.	Omar,	too,
had	lost	his	father—had	I	sensed	that	before?—shot	in	some	tribal	encounter	on	the
Frontier,	 for	 he	 hailed	 from	 the	 lawless	 lands	 beyond	 Peshawar.	A	wealthy	 uncle
was	seeing	to	Omar ’s	education.	The	RAF	was	now	seeing	to	mine.
We	wandered	 into	 the	school	chapel,	and	 there	 I	 found	my	father ’s	name—A.A.

Bond—on	the	school’s	roll	of	honour	board:	old	boys	who	had	lost	their	lives	while
serving	during	the	two	World	Wars.
‘What	did	his	initials	stand	for?’	asked	Omar.
‘Aubrey	Alexander.’
‘Unusual	names,	like	yours.	Why	did	your	parents	call	you	Ruskin?’
‘I	am	not	sure.	 I	 think	my	father	 liked	the	works	of	John	Ruskin,	who	wrote	on

serious	 subjects	 like	 art	 and	 architecture.	 I	 don’t	 think	 anyone	 reads	 him	 now.
They’ll	read	me,	though!’	I	had	already	started	writing	my	first	book.	It	was	called
Nine	Months	(the	length	of	the	school	term,	not	a	pregnancy),	and	it	described	some
of	the	happenings	at	school	and	lampooned	a	few	of	our	teachers.	I	had	filled	three
slim	exercise	books	with	this	premature	literary	project,	and	I	allowed	Omar	to	go
through	 them.	 He	 must	 have	 been	 my	 first	 reader	 and	 critic.	 ‘They’re	 very
interesting,’	he	said,	‘but	you’ll	get	 into	trouble	 if	someone	finds	them.	Especially
Mr	Oliver.’	And	he	read	out	an	offending	verse—
Olly,	Olly,	Olly,	with	his	balls	on	a	trolley,
And	his	arse	all	painted	green!

I	have	to	admit	it	wasn’t	great	literature.	I	was	better	at	hockey	and	football.	I	made
some	 spectacular	 saves,	 and	 we	 won	 our	 matches	 against	 Sanawar.	 When	 we



returned	to	Simla,	we	were	school	heroes	for	a	couple	of	days	and	lost	some	of	our
reticence;	we	were	 even	 a	 little	more	 forthcoming	with	 other	 boys.	And	 then	Mr
Fisher,	 my	 housemaster,	 discovered	 my	 literary	 opus,	 Nine	 Months,	 under	 my
mattress,	 and	 took	 it	 away	 and	 read	 it	 (as	 he	 told	me	 later)	 from	 cover	 to	 cover.
Corporal	punishment	then	being	in	vogue,	I	was	given	six	of	the	best	with	a	springy
malacca	cane,	and	my	manuscript	was	torn	up	and	deposited	in	Fisher ’s	waste-paper
basket.	 All	 I	 had	 to	 show	 for	my	 efforts	 were	 some	 purple	welts	 on	my	 bottom.
These	 were	 proudly	 displayed	 to	 all	 who	 were	 interested,	 and	 I	 was	 a	 hero	 for
another	two	days.
‘Will	you	go	away	too	when	the	British	leave	India?’	Omar	asked	me	one	day.
‘I	don’t	think	so,’	I	said.	‘My	stepfather	is	Indian.’
‘Everyone	 is	 saying	 that	 our	 leaders	 and	 the	 British	 are	 going	 to	 divide	 the

country.	Simla	will	be	in	India,	Peshawar	in	Pakistan!’
‘Oh,	it	won’t	happen,’	I	said	glibly.	‘How	can	they	cut	up	such	a	big	country?’	But

even	as	we	chatted	about	the	possibility,	Nehru	and	Jinnah	and	Mountbatten	and	all
those	who	mattered	were	preparing	their	instruments	for	major	surgery.
Before	their	decision	impinged	on	our	lives	and	everyone	else’s,	we	found	a	little

freedom	of	our	own—in	an	underground	tunnel	that	we	discovered	below	the	third
flat.
It	was	really	part	of	an	old,	disused	drainage	system,	and	when	Omar	and	I	began

exploring	it,	we	had	no	idea	just	how	far	it	extended.	After	crawling	along	on	our
bellies	 for	 some	 twenty	 feet,	we	 found	ourselves	 in	complete	darkness.	Omar	had
brought	along	a	small	pencil	torch,	and	with	its	help	we	continued	writhing	forward
(moving	backwards	would	have	been	quite	impossible)	until	we	saw	a	glimmer	of
light	at	the	end	of	the	tunnel.	Dusty,	musty,	very	scruffy,	we	emerged	at	last	on	to	a
grassy	knoll,	a	little	way	outside	the	school	boundary.
It’s	always	a	great	thrill	to	escape	beyond	the	boundaries	that	adults	have	devised.

Here	we	were	in	unknown	territory.	To	travel	without	passports—that	would	be	the
ultimate	in	freedom!
But	more	passports	were	on	their	way	and	more	boundaries.
Lord	 Mountbatten,	 Viceroy	 and	 Governor-General-to-be,	 came	 for	 our

Founder ’s	Day	and	gave	 away	 the	prizes.	 I	 had	won	a	prize	 for	 something	or	 the
other,	and	mounted	the	rostrum	to	receive	my	book	from	this	towering,	handsome
man	 in	 his	 pinstripe	 suit.	 Bishop	 Cotton’s	 was	 then	 the	 premier	 school	 of	 India,
often	referred	to	as	 the	‘Eton	of	 the	East’.	Viceroys	and	Governors	had	graced	its
functions.	Many	of	its	boys	had	gone	on	to	eminence	in	the	civil	services	and	armed
forces.	 There	 was	 one	 ‘old	 boy’	 about	 whom	 they	 maintained	 a	 stolid	 silence—
General	Dyer,	who	had	ordered	the	massacre	at	Amritsar	and	destroyed	the	trust	that
had	been	building	up	between	Britain	and	India.
Now	Mountbatten	spoke	of	the	momentous	events	that	were	happening	all	around



us—the	War	had	just	come	to	an	end,	the	United	Nations	held	out	the	promise	of	a
world	living	in	peace	and	harmony,	and	India,	an	equal	partner	with	Britain,	would
be	among	the	great	nations	…
A	 few	weeks	 later,	Bengal	 and	Punjab	 provinces	were	 bisected.	Riots	 flared	 up

across	northern	 India,	 and	 there	was	a	great	 exodus	of	people	crossing	 the	newly
drawn	frontiers	of	Pakistan	and	India.	Homes	were	destroyed,	 thousands	 lost	 their
lives.
The	common-room	radio	and	the	occasional	newspaper	kept	us	abreast	of	events,

but	in	our	tunnel,	Omar	and	I	felt	immune	from	all	that	was	happening,	worlds	away
from	all	the	pillage,	murder	and	revenge.	And	outside	the	tunnel,	on	the	pine	knoll
below	 the	 school,	 there	 was	 fresh	 untrodden	 grass,	 sprinkled	 with	 clover	 and
daisies,	the	only	sounds	the	hammering	of	a	woodpecker,	the	distant	insistent	call	of
the	Himalayan	barbet.	Who	could	touch	us	there?
‘And	when	all	the	wars	are	done,’	I	said,	‘a	butterfly	will	still	be	beautiful.’
‘Did	you	read	that	somewhere?’
‘No,	it	just	came	into	my	head.’
‘Already	you’re	a	writer.’
‘No,	 I	 want	 to	 play	 hockey	 for	 India	 or	 football	 for	 Arsenal.	 Only	 winning

teams!’
‘You	can’t	win	forever.	Better	to	be	a	writer.’
When	the	monsoon	rains	arrived,	 the	 tunnel	was	flooded,	 the	drain	choked	with

rubble.	We	were	allowed	out	to	the	cinema	to	see	Lawrence	Olivier ’s	Hamlet,	a	film
that	did	nothing	to	raise	our	spirits	on	a	wet	and	gloomy	afternoon—but	it	was	our
last	picture	that	year,	because	communal	riots	suddenly	broke	out	in	Simla’s	Lower
Bazaar,	an	area	that	was	still	much	as	Kipling	had	described	it—’a	man	who	knows
his	 way	 there	 can	 defy	 all	 the	 police	 of	 India’s	 summer	 capital’—and	 we	 were
confined	to	school	indefinitely.
One	 morning	 after	 chapel,	 the	 headmaster	 announced	 that	 the	 Muslim	 boys—

those	who	had	their	homes	in	what	was	now	Pakistan—would	have	to	be	evacuated,
sent	to	their	homes	across	the	border	with	an	armed	convoy.
The	tunnel	no	longer	provided	an	escape	for	us.	The	bazaar	was	out	of	bounds.

The	 flooded	playing	 field	was	deserted.	Omar	and	 I	 sat	on	a	damp	wooden	bench
and	 talked	 about	 the	 future	 in	 vaguely	 hopeful	 terms;	 but	 we	 didn’t	 solve	 any
problems.	Mountbatten	and	Nehru	and	Jinnah	were	doing	all	the	solving.
It	was	soon	 time	for	Omar	 to	 leave—he	along	with	some	fifty	other	boys	from

Lahore,	 Pindi	 and	 Peshawar.	 The	 rest	 of	 us—Hindus,	 Christians,	 Parsis—helped
them	load	their	luggage	into	the	waiting	trucks.	A	couple	of	boys	broke	down	and
wept.	 So	 did	 our	 departing	 school	 captain,	 a	 Pathan	who	 had	 been	 known	 for	 his
stoic	and	unemotional	demeanour.	Omar	waved	cheerfully	to	me	and	I	waved	back.
We	had	vowed	to	meet	again	some	day.



The	convoy	got	through	safely	enough.	There	was	only	one	casualty—the	school
cook,	who	had	strayed	into	an	off-limits	area	in	the	foothill	town	of	Kalka	and	been
set	upon	by	a	mob.	He	wasn’t	seen	again.
Towards	the	end	of	the	school	year,	just	as	we	were	all	getting	ready	to	leave	for

the	school	holidays,	I	received	a	letter	from	Omar.	He	told	me	something	about	his
new	 school	 and	 how	 he	 missed	 my	 company	 and	 our	 games	 and	 our	 tunnel	 to
freedom.	 I	 replied	 and	 gave	 him	my	 home	 address,	 but	 I	 did	 not	 hear	 from	 him
again.	The	land,	though	divided,	was	still	a	big	one,	and	we	were	very	small.
Some	seventeen	or	eighteen	years	later	I	did	get	news	of	Omar,	but	in	an	entirely

different	 context.	 India	 and	 Pakistan	 were	 at	 war	 and	 in	 a	 bombing	 raid	 over
Ambala,	not	far	from	Simla,	a	Pakistani	plane	was	shot	down.	Its	crew	died	in	 the
crash.	One	of	them,	I	learnt	later,	was	Omar.
Did	he,	I	wonder,	get	a	glimpse	of	the	playing	fields	we	knew	so	well	as	boys?
Perhaps	memories	of	his	schooldays	flooded	back	as	he	flew	over	the	foothills.

Perhaps	he	 remembered	 the	 tunnel	 through	which	we	were	able	 to	make	our	 little
escape	to	freedom.
But	there	are	no	tunnels	in	the	sky.



W
The	Wind	on	Haunted	Hill

	
ho—whoo—whooo,	 cried	 the	wind	as	 it	 swept	down	 from	 the	Himalayan
snows.	It	hurried	over	the	hills	and	passes	and	hummed	and	moaned	in	the
tall	pines	and	deodars.
On	Haunted	Hill	 there	was	 little	 to	 stop	 the	wind—only	 a	 few	 stunted

trees	and	bushes,	and	the	ruins	of	what	had	once	been	a	small	settlement.
On	the	slopes	of	the	next	hill	there	was	a	small	village.	People	kept	large	stones

on	 their	 tin	 roofs	 to	prevent	 them	from	blowing	away.	There	was	nearly	always	a
wind	 in	 these	 parts.	 Even	 on	 sunny	 days,	 doors	 and	 windows	 rattled,	 chimneys
choked,	clothes	blew	away.
Three	 children	 stood	beside	 a	 low	 stone	wall,	 spreading	 clothes	 out	 to	 dry.	On

each	 garment	 they	 placed	 a	 rock.	 Even	 then	 the	 clothes	 fluttered	 like	 flags	 and
pennants.
Usha,	 dark-haired,	 rose-cheeked,	 struggled	 with	 her	 grandfather ’s	 long,	 loose

shirt.	She	was	eleven	or	twelve.	Her	younger	brother,	Suresh,	was	doing	his	best	to
hold	 down	 a	 bedsheet	 while	 Binya,	 a	 slightly	 older	 girl,	 Usha’s	 friend	 and
neighbour,	was	handing	them	the	clothes,	one	at	a	time.
Once	they	were	sure	everything	was	on	the	wall,	firmly	held	down	by	rocks,	they

climbed	 up	 on	 the	 flat	 stones	 and	 sat	 there	 for	 a	 while,	 in	 the	 wind	 and	 the	 sun,
staring	across	the	fields	at	the	ruins	on	Haunted	Hill.
‘I	must	go	to	the	bazaar	today,’	said	Usha.
‘I	wish	I	could	come	too,’	said	Binya.	‘But	I	have	 to	help	with	 the	cows	and	the

housework.	Mother	isn’t	well.’
‘I	 can	 come!’	 said	 Suresh.	He	was	 always	 ready	 to	 visit	 the	 bazaar,	which	was

three	miles	away	on	the	other	side	of	Haunted	Hill.
‘No,	you	can’t,’	said	Usha.	‘You	must	help	Grandfather	chop	wood.’
Their	father	was	 in	 the	army,	posted	in	a	distant	part	of	 the	country,	and	Suresh

and	his	grandfather	were	the	only	men	in	the	house.	Suresh	was	eight,	chubby	and
almond-eyed.
‘Won’t	you	be	afraid	to	come	back	alone?’	he	asked.
‘Why	should	I	be	afraid?’
‘There	are	ghosts	on	the	hill.’
‘I	 know,	 but	 I	will	 be	 back	 before	 it	 gets	 dark.	Ghosts	 don’t	 appear	 during	 the

day.’
‘Are	there	many	ghosts	in	the	ruins?’	asked	Binya.
‘Grandfather	says	so.	He	says	that	many	years	ago—over	a	hundred	years	ago—

English	 people	 lived	 on	 the	 hill.	 But	 it	 was	 a	 bad	 spot,	 always	 getting	 struck	 by



lightning,	and	they	had	to	move	to	the	next	range	and	build	another	place.’
‘But	if	they	went	away,	why	should	there	be	any	ghosts?’
‘Because—Grandfather	says—during	a	 terrible	storm	one	of	 the	houses	was	hit

by	lightning	and	everyone	in	it	was	killed.	Everyone,	including	the	children.’
‘Were	there	many	children?’
‘There	were	two	of	them.	A	brother	and	sister.	Grandfather	says	he	has	seen	them

many	 times,	when	he	has	passed	 through	 the	 ruins	 late	at	night.	He	has	 seen	 them
playing	in	the	moonlight.’
‘Wasn’t	he	frightened?’
‘No.	Old	people	don’t	mind	seeing	ghosts.’
Usha	 set	 out	 on	her	walk	 to	 the	 bazaar	 at	 two	 in	 the	 afternoon.	 It	was	 about	 an

hour ’s	 walk.	 She	 went	 through	 the	 fields,	 now	 turning	 yellow	 with	 flowering
mustard,	then	along	the	saddle	of	the	hill	and	up	to	the	ruins.
The	path	went	straight	through	the	ruins.	Usha	knew	it	well;	she	had	often	taken	it

while	going	to	the	bazaar	to	do	the	weekly	shopping,	or	to	see	her	aunt	who	lived	in
the	town.
Wild	flowers	grew	on	the	crumbling	walls.	A	wild	plum	tree	grew	straight	out	of

the	floor	of	what	had	once	been	a	 large	hall.	 Its	soft	white	blossoms	had	begun	to
fall.	 Lizards	 scuttled	 over	 the	 stones,	 while	 a	 whistling	 thrush,	 its	 deep	 purple
plumage	glistening	in	the	soft	sunshine,	sat	in	an	empty	window	and	sang	its	heart
out.
Usha	sang	to	herself,	as	she	tripped	lightly	along	the	path.	Soon	she	had	left	the

ruins	behind.	The	path	dipped	steeply	down	to	the	valley	and	the	little	town	with	its
straggling	bazaar.
Usha	took	her	time	in	the	bazaar.	She	bought	soap	and	matches,	spices	and	sugar

(none	of	these	things	could	be	had	in	the	village,	where	there	was	no	shop),	a	new
pipestem	for	her	grandfather ’s	hookah,	and	an	exercise	book	for	Suresh	to	do	his
sums	 in.	 As	 an	 afterthought,	 she	 bought	 him	 some	 marbles.	 Then	 she	 went	 to	 a
mochi’s	 shop	 to	have	her	mother ’s	 slippers	 repaired.	The	mochi	was	busy,	 so	she
left	the	slippers	with	him	and	said	she’d	be	back	in	half	an	hour.
She	had	two	rupees	of	her	own	saved	up,	and	she	used	the	money	to	buy	herself	a

necklace	of	amber-coloured	beads	from	the	old	Tibetan	lady	who	sold	charms	and
trinkets	from	a	tiny	shop	at	the	end	of	the	bazaar.
There	she	met	her	Aunt	Lakshmi,	who	took	her	home	for	tea.
Usha	spent	an	hour	in	Aunt	Lakshmi’s	little	flat	above	the	shops,	listening	to	her

aunt	talk	about	the	ache	in	her	left	shoulder	and	the	stiffness	in	her	joints.	She	drank
two	cups	of	sweet	hot	tea,	and	when	she	looked	out	of	the	window	she	saw	that	dark
clouds	had	gathered	over	the	mountains.
Usha	ran	to	the	cobbler ’s	and	collected	her	mother ’s	slippers.	The	shopping	bag

was	full.	She	slung	it	over	her	shoulder	and	set	out	for	the	village.



Strangely,	 the	 wind	 had	 dropped.	 The	 trees	 were	 still,	 not	 a	 leaf	 moved.	 The
crickets	were	silent	in	the	grass.	The	crows	flew	round	in	circles,	then	settled	down
for	the	night	in	an	oak	tree.
‘I	must	get	home	before	dark,’	said	Usha	to	herself,	as	she	hurried	along	the	path.

But	already	the	sky	was	darkening.	The	clouds,	black	and	threatening,	loomed	over
Haunted	Hill.	This	was	March,	the	month	of	storms.
A	deep	rumble	echoed	through	the	hills,	and	Usha	felt	the	first	heavy	drop	of	rain

hit	her	cheek.
She	had	no	umbrella	with	her;	 the	weather	had	seemed	so	 fine	 just	a	 few	hours

ago.	Now	all	 she	could	do	was	 tie	an	old	scarf	over	her	head,	and	pull	her	 shawl
tightly	 across	 her	 shoulders.	 Holding	 the	 shopping	 bag	 close	 to	 her	 body,	 she
quickened	her	pace.	She	was	almost	running.	But	the	raindrops	were	coming	down
faster	now.	Big,	heavy	pellets	of	rain.
A	 sudden	 flash	of	 lightning	 lit	 up	 the	 hill.	The	 ruins	 stood	out	 in	 clear	 outline.

Then	all	was	dark	again.	Night	had	fallen.
‘I	won’t	get	home	before	the	storm	breaks,’	thought	Usha.	‘I’ll	have	to	shelter	in

the	ruins.’	She	could	only	see	a	few	feet	ahead,	but	she	knew	the	path	well	and	she
began	to	run.
Suddenly,	the	wind	sprang	up	again	and	brought	the	rain	with	a	rush	against	her

face.	It	was	cold,	stinging	rain.	She	could	hardly	keep	her	eyes	open.
The	 wind	 grew	 in	 force.	 It	 hummed	 and	 whistled.	 Usha	 did	 not	 have	 to	 fight

against	it.	It	was	behind	her	now,	and	helped	her	along,	up	the	steep	path	and	on	to
the	brow	of	the	hill.
There	was	 another	 flash	of	 lightning,	 followed	by	 a	 peal	 of	 thunder.	The	 ruins

loomed	up	before	her,	grim	and	forbidding.
She	knew	there	was	a	corner	where	a	piece	of	old	roof	remained.	It	would	give

some	 shelter.	 It	would	 be	 better	 than	 trying	 to	 go	 on.	 In	 the	 dark,	 in	 the	 howling
wind,	she	had	only	to	stray	off	the	path	to	go	over	a	rocky	cliff	edge.
Who—whoo—whooo,	howled	the	wind.	She	saw	the	wild	plum	tree	swaying,	bent

double,	its	foliage	thrashing	against	the	ground.	The	broken	walls	did	little	to	stop
the	wind.
Usha	found	her	way	into	the	ruined	building,	helped	by	her	memory	of	the	place

and	 the	constant	 flicker	of	 lightning.	She	began	moving	along	 the	wall,	hoping	 to
reach	the	sheltered	corner.	She	placed	her	hands	flat	against	 the	stones	and	moved
sideways.	Her	hand	 touched	something	soft	 and	 furry.	She	gave	a	 startled	cry	and
took	her	hand	away.	Her	cry	was	answered	by	another	cry—half	snarl,	half	screech
—and	something	leapt	away	in	the	darkness.
It	was	only	a	wild	cat.	Usha	realized	 this	when	she	heard	 it.	The	cat	 lived	 in	 the

ruins,	 and	 she	 had	 often	 seen	 it.	 But	 for	 a	moment	 she	 had	 been	 very	 frightened.
Now,	she	moved	quickly	along	 the	wall	until	 she	heard	 the	 rain	drumming	on	 the



remnant	of	the	tin	roof.
Once	under	it,	crouching	in	the	corner,	she	found	some	shelter	from	the	wind	and

the	rain.	Above	her,	the	tin	sheets	groaned	and	clattered,	as	if	they	would	sail	away	at
any	moment.	But	they	were	held	down	by	the	solid	branch	of	a	straggling	old	oak
tree.
Usha	 remembered	 that	 across	 this	 empty	 room	 stood	 an	 old	 fireplace,	 and	 that

there	 might	 be	 some	 shelter	 under	 the	 blocked-up	 chimney.	 Perhaps	 it	 would	 be
drier	 than	 it	was	 in	her	 corner;	 but	 she	would	not	 attempt	 to	 find	 it	 just	 now.	She
might	lose	her	way	altogether.
Her	clothes	were	soaked	and	the	water	streamed	down	from	her	long	black	hair

to	form	a	puddle	at	her	feet.	She	stamped	her	feet	to	keep	them	warm.	She	thought
she	heard	a	faint	cry—was	it	the	cat	again	or	an	owl?—but	the	sound	of	the	storm
blotted	out	all	other	sounds.
There	 had	 been	 no	 time	 to	 think	 of	 ghosts,	 but	 now	 that	 she	was	 in	 one	 place,

without	 any	 plans	 for	 venturing	 out	 again,	 she	 remembered	 Grandfather ’s	 story
about	 the	 lightning-blasted	 ruins.	 She	 hoped	 and	 prayed	 that	 lightning	 would	 not
strike	her	as	she	sheltered	there.
Thunder	boomed	over	the	hills,	and	the	lightning	came	quicker	now,	only	a	few

seconds	between	each	burst	of	lightning.
Then	there	was	a	bigger	flash	than	most,	and	for	a	second	or	two	the	entire	ruin

was	lit	up.	A	streak	of	blue	sizzled	along	the	floor	of	the	building,	in	at	one	end	and
out	at	the	other.	Usha	was	staring	straight	ahead.	As	the	opposite	wall	lit	up,	she	saw,
crouching	 in	 the	disused	 fireplace,	 two	 small	 figures—they	 could	only	have	been
children!
The	 ghostly	 figures	 looked	 up,	 staring	 back	 at	 Usha.	 And	 then	 everything	was

dark	again.
Usha’s	heart	was	 in	her	mouth.	She	had	seen,	without	a	shadow	of	a	doubt,	 two

ghostly	creatures	at	 the	other	side	of	the	room,	and	she	wasn’t	going	to	remain	in
that	ruined	building	a	minute	longer.
She	ran	out	of	her	corner,	ran	towards	the	big	gap	in	the	wall	through	which	she

had	entered.	She	was	halfway	across	the	open	space	when	something—someone—
fell	against	her.	She	stumbled,	got	up	and	again	bumped	into	something.	She	gave	a
frightened	 scream.	 Someone	 else	 screamed.	 And	 then	 there	 was	 a	 shout,	 a	 boy’s
shout,	and	Usha	instantly	recognized	the	voice.
‘Suresh!’
‘Usha!’
‘Binya!’
‘It’s	me!’
‘It’s	us!’
They	fell	into	each	other ’s	arms,	so	surprised	and	relieved	that	all	they	could	do



was	laugh	and	giggle	and	repeat	each	other ’s	names.
Then	Usha	said,	‘I	thought	you	were	ghosts.’
‘We	thought	you	were	a	ghost!’	said	Suresh.
‘Come	back	under	the	roof,’	said	Usha.
They	huddled	together	in	the	corner	chattering	excitedly.
‘When	it	grew	dark,	we	came	looking	for	you,’	said	Binya.	‘And	then	the	storm

broke.’
‘Shall	we	run	back	together?’	asked	Usha.	‘I	don’t	want	to	stay	here	any	longer.’
‘We’ll	have	to	wait,’	said	Binya.	‘The	path	has	fallen	away	at	one	place.	It	won’t

be	safe	in	the	dark,	in	all	this	rain.’
‘Then	we	may	have	to	wait	till	morning,’	said	Suresh.	‘And	I’m	feeling	hungry!’
The	wind	and	rain	continued,	and	so	did	the	thunder	and	lightning,	but	they	were

not	afraid	now.	They	gave	each	other	warmth	and	confidence.	Even	the	ruins	did	not
seem	so	forbidding.
After	an	hour	 the	rain	stopped,	and	although	 the	wind	continued	 to	blow,	 it	was

now	taking	 the	clouds	away,	so	 that	 the	 thunder	grew	more	distant.	Then	 the	wind
too	moved	on,	and	all	was	silent.
Towards	dawn	the	whistling	thrush	began	to	sing.	Its	sweet	broken	notes	flooded

the	rainwashed	ruins	with	music.
‘Let’s	go,’	said	Usha.
‘Come	on,’	said	Suresh.	‘I’m	hungry.’
As	it	grew	lighter,	they	saw	that	the	plum	tree	stood	upright	again,	although	it	had

lost	all	its	blossoms.
They	stood	outside	the	ruins,	on	the	brow	of	the	hill,	watching	the	sky	grow	pink.

A	light	breeze	had	sprung	up.
When	they	were	some	distance	from	the	ruins,	Usha	looked	back	and	said,	‘Can

you	see	something	there,	behind	the	wall?	It’s	like	a	hand	waving.’
‘I	can’t	see	anything,’	said	Suresh.
‘It’s	just	the	top	of	the	plum	tree,’	said	Binya.
They	were	on	the	path	leading	across	the	saddle	of	the	hill.
‘Goodbye,	goodbye	…’
Voices	in	the	wind.
‘Who	said	goodbye?’	asked	Usha.
‘Not	I,’	said	Suresh.
‘Not	I,’	said	Binya.
‘I	heard	someone	calling.’
‘It’s	only	the	wind.’
Usha	looked	back	at	the	ruins.	The	sun	had	come	up	and	was	touching	the	top	of

the	walls.	The	leaves	of	the	plum	tree	shone.	The	thrush	sat	there,	singing.
‘Come	on,’	said	Suresh.	‘I’m	hungry.’



‘Goodbye,	goodbye,	goodbye,	goodbye	…’
Usha	heard	them	calling.	Or	was	it	just	the	wind?



O

From	Small	Beginnings

And	the	last	puff	of	the	day-wind	brought	from	the	unseen	villages	the	scent
of	 damp	 wood-smoke,	 hot	 cakes,	 dripping	 undergrowth,	 and	 rotting	 pine-
cones.	That	is	the	true	smell	of	the	Himalayas,	and	if	once	it	creeps	into	the
blood	of	a	man,	that	man	will	at	the	last,	forgetting	all	else,	return	to	the	hills
to	die.

—Rudyard	Kipling
	

n	 the	 first	 clear	September	day,	 towards	 the	end	of	 the	 rains,	 I	visited	 the
pine	knoll,	my	place	of	peace	and	power.
It	was	months	since	I’d	last	been	there.	Trips	to	the	plains,	a	crisis	in	my

affairs,	 involvements	 with	 other	 people	 and	 their	 troubles,	 and	 an	 entire
monsoon	had	come	between	me	and	the	grassy,	pine-topped	slope	facing	the	Hill	of
Fairies	 (Pari	Tibba	 to	 the	 locals).	Now	I	 tramped	 through	 late	monsoon	foliage—
tall	ferns,	bushes	festooned	with	flowering	convolvulus—and	crossed	the	stream	by
way	of	its	little	bridge	of	stones	before	climbing	the	steep	hill	to	the	pine	slope.
When	the	 trees	saw	me,	 they	made	as	 if	 to	 turn	 in	my	direction.	A	puff	of	wind

came	 across	 the	 valley	 from	 the	 distant	 snows.	 A	 long-tailed	 blue	 magpie	 took
alarm	and	flew	noisily	out	of	an	oak	tree.	The	cicadas	were	suddenly	silent.	But	the
trees	 remembered	me.	They	bowed	gently	 in	 the	breeze	 and	beckoned	me	nearer,
welcoming	me	home.	Three	pines,	a	straggling	oak	and	a	wild	cherry.	I	went	among
them	and	acknowledged	their	welcome	with	a	touch	of	my	hand	against	their	trunks
—the	 cherry’s	 smooth	 and	 polished;	 the	 pine’s	 patterned	 and	 whorled;	 the	 oak’s
rough,	gnarled,	full	of	experience.	He’d	been	there	 longest,	and	the	wind	had	bent
his	upper	branches	and	twisted	a	few,	so	that	he	looked	shaggy	and	undistinguished.
But	like	the	philosopher	who	is	careless	about	his	dress	and	appearance,	the	oak	has
secrets,	a	hidden	wisdom.	He	has	learnt	the	art	of	survival!
While	the	oak	and	the	pines	are	older	than	me	and	have	been	here	many	years,	the

cherry	tree	is	exactly	seven	years	old.	I	know,	because	I	planted	it.
One	day	I	had	this	cherry	seed	in	my	hand,	and	on	an	impulse	I	thrust	it	into	the

soft	earth,	and	then	went	away	and	forgot	all	about	it.	A	few	months	later	I	found	a
tiny	cherry	 tree	 in	 the	 long	grass.	 I	did	not	expect	 it	 to	 survive.	But	 the	 following
year	 it	 was	 two	 feet	 tall.	 And	 then	 some	 goats	 ate	 its	 leaves	 and	 a	 grass	 cutter ’s
scythe	injured	the	stem,	and	I	was	sure	it	would	wither	away.	But	it	renewed	itself,
sprang	up	even	faster,	and	within	 three	years	 it	was	a	healthy,	growing	tree,	about
five	feet	tall.



I	left	the	hills	for	two	years—forced	by	circumstances	to	make	a	living	in	Delhi—
but	 this	 time	 I	 did	 not	 forget	 the	 cherry	 tree.	 I	 thought	 about	 it	 fairly	 often,	 sent
telepathic	messages	of	encouragement	in	its	direction.	And	when,	a	couple	of	years
ago,	 I	 returned	 in	 the	 autumn,	 my	 heart	 did	 a	 somersault	 when	 I	 found	 my	 tree
sprinkled	with	 pale	 pink	 blossom.	 (The	Himalayan	 cherry	 flowers	 in	November.)
And	later,	when	the	fruit	was	ripe,	 the	 tree	was	visited	by	finches,	 tits,	bulbuls	and
other	small	birds,	all	come	to	feast	on	the	sour,	red	cherries.
Last	summer	I	spent	a	night	on	the	pine	knoll,	sleeping	on	the	grass	beneath	the

cherry	 tree.	 I	 lay	 awake	 for	 hours,	 listening	 to	 the	 chatter	 of	 the	 stream	 and	 the
occasional	tonk-tonk	of	nightjars,	and	watching	through	the	branches	overhead,	the
stars	turning	in	the	sky.	And	I	felt	the	power	of	the	sky	and	the	earth,	and	the	power
of	a	small	cherry	seed	…
And	so	when	the	rains	are	over,	this	is	where	I	come,	that	I	might	feel	the	peace

and	power	of	this	place.
This	is	where	I	will	write	my	stories.	I	can	see	everything	from	here—my	cottage

across	 the	 valley;	 behind	 and	 above	 me,	 the	 town	 and	 the	 bazaar,	 straddling	 the
ridge;	to	the	left,	the	high	mountains	and	the	twisting	road	to	the	source	of	the	great
river;	 below	 me,	 the	 little	 stream	 and	 the	 path	 to	 the	 village;	 ahead,	 the	 Hill	 of
Fairies	and	the	fields	beyond;	the	wide	valley	below,	and	another	range	of	hills	and
then	 the	 distant	 plains.	 I	 can	 even	 see	 Prem	 Singh	 in	 the	 garden,	 putting	 the
mattresses	out	in	the	sun.
From	here	he	is	just	a	speck	on	the	far	hill,	but	I	know	it	is	Prem	by	the	way	he

stands.	A	man	may	 have	 a	 hundred	 disguises,	 but	 in	 the	 end	 it	 is	 his	 posture	 that
gives	 him	 away.	 Like	 my	 grandfather,	 who	 was	 a	 master	 of	 disguise	 and
successfully	 roamed	 the	 bazaars	 as	 fruit	 vendor	 or	 basket	 maker.	 But	 we	 could
always	recognize	him	because	of	his	pronounced	slouch.
Prem	 Singh	 doesn’t	 slouch,	 but	 he	 has	 this	 habit	 of	 looking	 up	 at	 the	 sky

(regardless	of	whether	it’s	cloudy	or	clear),	and	at	the	moment	he’s	looking	at	the
sky.
Eight	years	with	Prem.	He	was	just	a	sixteen-year-old	boy	when	I	first	saw	him,

and	now	he	has	a	wife	and	child.
I	had	been	in	the	cottage	for	just	over	a	year	…	He	stood	on	the	landing	outside

the	kitchen	door.	A	tall	boy,	dark,	with	good	teeth	and	brown,	deep-set	eyes,	dressed
smartly	 in	white	 drill—his	 only	 change	 of	 clothes.	Looking	 for	 a	 job.	 I	 liked	 the
look	of	him,	but—
‘I	already	have	someone	working	for	me,’	I	said.
‘Yes,	sir.	He	is	my	uncle.’
In	the	hills,	everyone	is	a	brother	or	an	uncle.
‘You	don’t	want	me	to	dismiss	your	uncle?’
‘No,	sir.	But	he	says	you	can	find	a	job	for	me.’



‘I’ll	try.	I’ll	make	inquiries.	Have	you	just	come	from	your	village?’
‘Yes.	Yesterday	I	walked	ten	miles	to	Pauri.	There	I	got	a	bus.’
‘Sit	down.	Your	uncle	will	make	some	tea.’
He	sat	down	on	the	steps,	removed	his	white	keds,	wriggled	his	toes.	His	feet	were

both	long	and	broad,	large	feet	but	not	ugly.	He	was	unusually	clean	for	a	hill	boy.
And	taller	than	most.
‘Do	you	smoke?’	I	asked.
‘No,	sir.’
‘It	 is	 true,’	 said	his	uncle.	 ‘He	does	not	 smoke.	All	my	nephews	 smoke	but	 this

one.	He	is	a	little	peculiar,	he	does	not	smoke—neither	beedi	nor	hookah.’
‘Do	you	drink?’
‘It	makes	me	vomit.’
‘Do	you	take	bhang?’
‘No,	sahib.’
‘You	have	no	vices.	It’s	unnatural.’
‘He	is	unnatural,	sahib,’	said	his	uncle.
‘Does	he	chase	girls?’
‘They	chase	him,	sahib.’
‘So	he	left	the	village	and	came	looking	for	a	job.’	I	looked	at	him.	He	grinned,

then	looked	away	and	began	rubbing	his	feet.
‘Your	name	is	…?’
‘Prem	Singh.’
‘All	right,	Prem,	I	will	try	to	do	something	for	you.’
I	 did	 not	 see	 him	 for	 a	 couple	 of	weeks.	 I	 forgot	 about	 finding	 him	 a	 job.	But

when	 I	 met	 him	 again,	 on	 the	 road	 to	 the	 bazaar,	 he	 told	 me	 that	 he	 had	 got	 a
temporary	job	in	the	Survey,	looking	after	the	surveyor ’s	tents.
‘Next	week	we	will	be	going	to	Rajasthan,’	he	said.
‘It	will	be	very	hot.	Have	you	been	in	the	desert	before?’
‘No,	sir.’
‘It	is	not	like	the	hills.	And	it	is	far	from	home.’
‘I	know.	But	I	have	no	choice	in	the	matter.	I	have	to	collect	some	money	in	order

to	get	married.’
In	his	region	there	was	a	bride	price,	usually	of	two	thousand	rupees.
‘Do	you	have	to	get	married	so	soon?’
‘I	have	only	one	brother	and	he	 is	still	very	young.	My	mother	 is	not	well.	She

needs	a	daughter-in-law	to	help	her	 in	the	fields	and	the	house,	and	with	the	cows.
We	are	a	small	family,	so	the	work	is	greater.’
Every	family	has	its	few	terraced	fields,	narrow	and	stony,	usually	perched	on	a

hillside	 above	 a	 stream	 or	 river.	 They	 grow	 rice,	 barley,	 maize,	 potatoes—just
enough	to	live	on.	Even	if	their	produce	is	sufficient	for	marketing,	the	absence	of



roads	makes	it	difficult	to	get	the	produce	to	the	market	towns.	There	is	no	money	to
be	earned	in	the	villages,	and	money	is	needed	for	clothes,	soap,	medicines,	and	for
recovering	 the	 family	 jewellery	 from	 the	moneylenders.	 So	 the	 young	men	 leave
their	villages	to	find	work,	and	to	find	work	they	must	go	to	the	plains.	The	lucky
ones	get	into	the	army.	Others	enter	domestic	service	or	take	jobs	in	garages,	hotels,
wayside	tea	shops,	schools	…
In	Mussoorie	 the	main	 attraction	 is	 the	 large	number	of	 schools	which	 employ

cooks	and	bearers.	But	 the	schools	were	full	when	Prem	arrived.	He’d	been	to	 the
recruiting	 centre	 at	 Roorkee,	 hoping	 to	 get	 into	 the	 army;	 but	 they	 found	 a
deformity	in	his	right	foot,	the	result	of	a	bone	broken	when	a	landslip	carried	him
away	one	dark	monsoon	night.	He	was	lucky,	he	said,	that	it	was	only	his	foot	and
not	his	head	that	had	been	broken.
He	 came	 to	 the	 house	 to	 inform	 his	 uncle	 about	 the	 job	 and	 to	 say	 goodbye.	 I

thought,	another	nice	person	I	probably	won’t	see	again;	another	ship	passing	in	the
night,	the	friendly	twinkle	of	its	lights	soon	vanishing	in	the	darkness.	I	said	‘Come
again’,	held	his	smile	with	mine	so	that	I	could	remember	him	better,	and	returned
to	 my	 study	 and	 my	 typewriter.	 The	 typewriter	 is	 the	 repository	 of	 a	 writer ’s
loneliness.	 It	 stares	 unsympathetically	 back	 at	 him	 every	 day,	 doing	 its	 best	 to	 be
discouraging.	 Maybe	 I’ll	 go	 back	 to	 the	 old-fashioned	 quill	 pen	 and	 marble
inkstand;	 then	 I	 can	 feel	 like	 a	 real	 writer—Balzac	 or	 Dickens—scratching	 away
into	the	endless	reaches	of	the	night	…	Of	course,	the	days	and	nights	are	seemingly
shorter	than	they	need	to	be!	They	must	be,	otherwise	why	do	we	hurry	so	much	and
achieve	so	little,	by	the	standards	of	the	past	…
Prem	goes,	disappears	into	the	vast	faceless	cities	of	the	plains,	and	a	year	slips

by,	or	rather	I	do,	and	then	here	he	is	again,	thinner	and	darker	and	still	smiling	and
still	looking	for	a	job.	I	should	have	known	that	hill	men	don’t	disappear	altogether.
The	spirit-haunted	 rocks	don’t	 let	 their	people	wander	 too	 far,	 lest	 they	 lose	 them
forever.
I	was	able	to	get	him	a	job	in	the	school.	The	headmaster ’s	wife	needed	a	cook.	I

wasn’t	sure	if	Prem	could	cook	very	well	but	I	sent	him	along	and	they	said	they’d
give	 him	 a	 trial.	 Three	 days	 later	 the	 headmaster ’s	wife	met	me	 on	 the	 road	 and
started	gushing	all	over	me.	She	was	the	type	who	gushed.
‘We’re	 so	 grateful	 to	 you!	Thank	 you	 for	 sending	me	 that	 lovely	 boy.	He’s	 so

polite.	 And	 he	 cooks	 very	 well.	 A	 little	 too	 hot	 for	 my	 husband,	 but	 otherwise
delicious—just	delicious!	He’s	a	real	treasure—a	lovely	boy.’	And	she	gave	me	an
arch	look—the	famous	look	which	she	used	to	captivate	all	the	good-looking	young
prefects	who	became	prefects,	it	was	said,	only	if	she	approved	of	them.
I	wasn’t	sure	that	she	didn’t	want	something	more	than	a	cook,	and	I	only	hoped

that	Prem	would	give	every	satisfaction.
He	looked	cheerful	enough	when	he	came	to	see	me	on	his	off-day.



‘How	are	you	getting	on?’	I	asked.
‘Lovely,’	he	said,	using	his	mistress’s	favourite	expression.
‘What	do	you	mean—lovely?	Do	they	like	your	work?’
‘The	 memsahib	 likes	 it.	 She	 strokes	 me	 on	 the	 cheek	 whenever	 she	 enters	 the

kitchen.	The	sahib	says	nothing.	He	takes	medicine	after	every	meal.’
‘Did	he	always	take	medicine—or	only	now	that	you’re	doing	the	cooking?’
‘I	am	not	sure.	I	think	he	has	always	been	sick.’
He	was	sleeping	in	the	headmaster ’s	veranda	and	getting	sixty	rupees	a	month.	A

cook	 in	Delhi	 got	 a	hundred	 and	 sixty.	And	a	 cook	 in	Paris	or	New	York	got	 ten
times	as	much.	I	did	not	say	as	much	to	Prem.	He	might	ask	me	to	get	him	a	job	in
New	York.	And	that	would	be	the	last	I	saw	of	him!	He,	as	a	cook,	might	well	get	a
job	making	curries	off-Broadway;	I,	as	a	writer,	wouldn’t	get	to	first	base.	And	only
my	Uncle	Ken	knew	the	secret	of	how	to	make	a	living	without	actually	doing	any
work.	But	 then,	of	course,	he	had	four	sisters.	And	each	of	 them	was	married	to	a
fairly	 prosperous	 husband.	 So	 Uncle	 Ken	 divided	 his	 year	 among	 them.	 Three
months	 with	 Aunt	 Ruby	 in	 Nainital.	 Three	 months	 with	 Aunt	 Susie	 in	 Kashmir.
Three	months	with	my	mother	(not	quite	so	affluent)	in	Jamnagar.	And	three	months
in	the	Vet	Hospital	in	Bareilly,	where	Aunt	Mabel	ran	the	hospital	for	her	veterinary
husband.	 In	 this	 way	 he	 never	 overstayed	 his	 welcome.	 A	 sister	 can	 look	 after	 a
brother	for	just	three	months	at	a	time	and	no	more.	Uncle	K	had	it	worked	out	to
perfection.
But	I	had	no	sisters	and	I	couldn’t	live	forever	on	the	royalties	of	a	single	novel.

So	I	had	to	write	others.	So	I	came	to	the	hills.
The	hill	men	go	to	the	plains	to	make	a	living.	I	had	to	come	to	the	hills	to	try	and

make	mine.
‘Prem,’	I	said,	‘why	don’t	you	work	for	me?’
‘And	what	about	my	uncle?’
‘He	seems	ready	to	desert	me	any	day.	His	grandfather	is	ill,	he	says,	and	he	wants

to	go	home.’
‘His	grandfather	died	last	year.’
‘That’s	what	 I	mean—he’s	 getting	 restless.	And	 I	 don’t	mind	 if	 he	 goes.	 These

days	he	 seems	 to	be	 suffering	 from	a	 form	of	 sleeping	 sickness.	 I	 have	 to	get	up
first	and	make	his	tea	…’
Sitting	here	under	the	cherry	tree,	whose	leaves	are	just	beginning	to	turn	yellow,

I	rest	my	chin	on	my	knees	and	gaze	across	the	valley	to	where	Prem	moves	about
in	the	garden.	Looking	back	over	the	seven	years	he	has	been	with	me,	I	recall	some
of	the	nicest	things	about	him.	They	come	to	me	in	no	particular	order—just	pieces
of	cinema—coloured	slides	slipping	across	the	screen	of	memory	…
Prem	 rocking	his	 infant	 son	 to	 sleep—crooning	 to	him,	passing	his	 large	hand

gently	over	 the	child’s	curly	head—Prem	following	me	down	to	the	police	station



when	 I	 was	 arrested	 (on	 a	 warrant	 from	 Bombay,	 charging	 me	 with	 writing	 an
allegedly	 obscene	 short	 story!),	 and	waiting	 outside	 until	 I	 reappeared,	 his	 smile,
when	I	found	him	in	Delhi,	his	large,	irrepressible	laughter,	most	in	evidence	when
he	was	seeing	an	old	Laurel	and	Hardy	movie.
Of	course,	there	were	times	when	he	could	be	infuriating,	stubborn,	deliberately

pig-headed,	sending	me	little	notes	of	resignation—but	I	never	found	it	difficult	to
overlook	these	little	acts	of	self-indulgence.	He	had	brought	much	love	and	laughter
into	my	life,	and	what	more	could	a	lonely	man	ask	for?
It	was	his	 stubborn	streak	 that	 limited	 the	 length	of	his	 stay	 in	 the	headmaster ’s

household.	Mr	Good	was	tolerant	enough.	But	Mrs	Good	was	one	of	those	women
who,	when	they	are	pleased	with	you,	go	out	of	their	way	to	help,	pamper	and	flatter,
but	when	displeased,	become	vindictive,	going	out	of	their	way	to	harm	or	destroy.
Mrs	 Good	 sought	 power—over	 her	 husband,	 her	 dog,	 her	 favourite	 pupils,	 her
servant	…	She	had	absolute	power	over	the	husband	and	the	dog,	partial	power	over
her	slightly	bewildered	pupils,	and	none	at	all	over	Prem,	who	missed	the	subtleties
of	her	designs	upon	his	soul.	He	did	not	respond	to	her	mothering,	or	to	the	way	in
which	she	tweaked	him	on	the	cheeks,	brushed	against	him	in	the	kitchen	and	made
admiring	remarks	about	his	looks	and	physique.	Memsahibs,	he	knew,	were	not	for
him.	 So	 he	 kept	 a	 stony	 face	 and	 went	 diligently	 about	 his	 duties.	 And	 she	 felt
slighted,	put	in	her	place.	Her	liking	turned	to	dislike.	Instead	of	admiring	remarks,
she	began	making	disparaging	 remarks	 about	 his	 looks,	 his	 clothes,	 his	manners.
She	found	fault	with	his	cooking.	No	longer	was	it	‘lovely’.	She	even	accused	him
of	taking	away	the	dog’s	meat	and	giving	it	to	a	poor	family	living	on	the	hillside—
no	more	heinous	crime	could	be	imagined!	Mr	Good	threatened	him	with	dismissal.
So	Prem	became	stubborn.	The	following	day	he	withheld	the	dog’s	food	altogether,
threw	 it	down	 the	khud	where	 it	was	seized	upon	by	 innumerable	strays,	and	went
off	to	the	pictures.
That	was	the	end	of	his	job.	‘I’ll	have	to	go	home	now,’	he	told	me.	‘I	won’t	get

another	job	in	this	area.	The	mem	will	see	to	that.’
‘Stay	a	few	days,’	I	said.
‘I	have	only	enough	money	with	which	to	get	home.’
‘Keep	 it	 for	going	home.	You	can	stay	with	me	for	a	 few	days,	while	you	 look

around.	Your	uncle	won’t	mind	sharing	his	food	with	you.’
His	uncle	did	mind.	He	did	not	like	the	idea	of	working	for	his	nephew	as	well;	it

seemed	to	him	no	part	of	his	duties.	And	he	was	apprehensive	that	Prem	might	get
his	job.
So	Prem	stayed	no	longer	than	a	week.
Here	 on	 the	 knoll	 the	 grass	 is	 just	 beginning	 to	 turn	October	 yellow.	The	 first

clouds	 approaching	 winter	 cover	 the	 sky.	 The	 trees	 are	 very	 still.	 The	 birds	 are
silent.	Only	a	cricket	keeps	singing	on	 the	oak	 tree.	Perhaps	 there	will	be	a	storm



before	evening.	A	storm	like	the	one	in	which	Prem	arrived	at	the	cottage	with	his
wife	and	child—but	that’s	jumping	too	far	ahead	…
After	he	had	returned	to	his	village,	it	was	several	months	before	I	saw	him	again.

His	uncle	 told	me	he	had	taken	up	a	 job	in	Delhi.	There	was	an	address.	It	did	not
seem	complete,	but	I	resolved	that	when	I	was	next	in	Delhi	I	would	try	to	see	him.
The	opportunity	came	in	May,	as	the	hot	winds	of	summer	blew	across	the	plains.

It	was	the	time	of	year	when	people	who	can	afford	it,	try	to	get	away	to	the	hills.	I
dislike	New	Delhi	at	the	best	of	times,	and	I	hate	it	in	summer.	People	compete	with
each	 other	 in	 being	 bad-tempered	 and	 mean.	 But	 I	 had	 to	 go	 down—I	 don’t
remember	why,	but	it	must	have	seemed	very	necessary	at	the	time—and	I	took	the
opportunity	to	try	and	see	Prem.
Nothing	went	right	for	me.	Of	course	the	address	was	all	wrong,	and	I	wandered

about	 in	 a	 remote,	dusty,	 treeless	 colony	called	Vasant	Vihar	 (Spring	Garden)	 for
over	two	hours,	asking	all	the	domestic	servants	I	came	across	if	they	could	put	me
in	touch	with	Prem	Singh	of	Village	Koli,	Pauri	Garhwal.	There	were	innumerable
Prem	Singhs,	but	apparently	none	who	belonged	 to	Village	Koli.	 I	 returned	 to	my
hotel	and	took	two	days	to	recover	from	heatstroke	before	returning	to	Mussoorie,
thanking	God	for	mountains!
And	 then	 the	uncle	gave	notice.	He’d	 found	a	better	paid	 job	 in	Dehra	Dun	and

was	anxious	to	be	off.	I	didn’t	try	to	stop	him.
For	the	next	six	months	I	lived	in	the	cottage	without	any	help.	I	did	not	find	this

difficult.	 I	 was	 used	 to	 living	 alone.	 It	 wasn’t	 service	 that	 I	 needed	 but
companionship.	In	the	cottage	it	was	very	quiet.	The	ghosts	of	 long	dead	residents
were	 sympathetic	but	unobtrusive.	The	 song	of	 the	whistling	 thrush	was	beautiful,
but	I	knew	he	was	not	singing	for	me.	Up	the	valley	came	the	sound	of	a	flute,	but	I
never	 saw	 the	 flute	player.	My	affinity	was	with	 the	 little	 red	 fox	who	 roamed	 the
hillside	below	the	cottage.	I	met	him	one	night	and	wrote	these	lines:
As	I	walked	home	last	night
I	saw	a	lone	fox	dancing
In	the	cold	moonlight.
I	stood	and	watched—then
Took	the	low	road,	knowing
The	night	was	his	by	right.
Sometimes,	when	words	ring	true,
I’m	like	a	lone	fox	dancing
In	the	morning	dew.
During	the	rains,	watching	the	dripping	trees	and	the	mist	climbing	the	valley,	I

wrote	a	great	deal	of	poetry.	Loneliness	is	of	value	to	poets.	But	poetry	didn’t	bring
me	much	money,	and	funds	were	low.	And	then,	just	as	I	was	wondering	if	I	would
have	to	give	up	my	freedom	and	take	a	job	again,	a	publisher	bought	the	paperback



rights	of	one	of	my	children’s	stories,	and	I	was	free	to	live	and	write	as	I	pleased—
for	another	three	months!
That	 was	 in	 November.	 To	 celebrate,	 I	 took	 a	 long	 walk	 through	 the	 Landour

bazaar	and	up	the	Tehri	road.	It	was	a	good	day	for	walking;	and	it	was	dark	by	the
time	I	 returned	 to	 the	outskirts	of	 the	 town.	Someone	stood	waiting	for	me	on	 the
road	above	the	cottage.	I	hurried	past	him.
If	I	am	not	for	myself,
Who	will	be	for	me?
And	if	I	am	not	for	others,
What	am	I?
And	if	not	now,	when?
I	 startled	myself	with	 the	memory	of	 these	words	of	Hillel,	 the	ancient	Hebrew

sage.	I	walked	back	to	the	shadows	where	the	youth	stood,	and	saw	that	it	was	Prem.
‘Prem!’	I	said.	‘Why	are	you	sitting	out	here,	in	the	cold?	Why	did	you	not	go	to

the	house?’
‘I	went,	sir,	but	there	was	a	lock	on	the	door.	I	though	you	had	gone	away.’
‘And	you	were	going	to	remain	here,	on	the	road?’
‘Only	for	tonight.	I	would	have	gone	down	to	Dehra	in	the	morning.’
‘Come,	let’s	go	home.	I	have	been	waiting	for	you.	I	looked	for	you	in	Delhi,	but

could	not	find	the	place	where	you	were	working.’
‘I	have	left	them	now.’
‘And	your	uncle	has	left	me.	So	will	you	work	for	me	now?’
‘For	as	long	as	you	wish.’
‘For	as	long	as	the	gods	wish.’
We	did	not	go	straight	home,	but	returned	to	the	bazaar	and	took	our	meal	in	the

Sindhi	Sweet	Shop—hot	puris	and	strong	sweet	tea.
We	walked	home	 together	 in	 the	bright	moonlight.	 I	 felt	 sorry	 for	 the	 little	 fox

dancing	alone.
That	was	twenty	years	ago,	and	Prem	and	his	wife	and	three	children	are	still	with

me.	But	we	live	in	a	different	house	now,	on	another	hill.



M
When	Darkness	Falls

	
arkham	had,	for	many	years,	 lived	alone	in	a	small	room	adjoining	the
disused	 cellars	 of	 the	old	Empire	Hotel	 in	 one	of	 our	hill	 stations.	His
army	pension	gave	him	enough	money	to	pay	for	his	room	rent	and	his
basic	 needs,	 but	 he	 shunned	 the	 outside	world—by	 daylight,	 anyway—

partly	because	of	a	natural	reticence	and	partly	because	he	wasn’t	very	nice	to	look
at.
While	Markham	was	serving	in	Burma	during	the	War,	a	shell	had	exploded	near

his	dugout,	 tearing	away	most	of	his	 face.	Plastic	 surgery	was	 then	 in	 its	 infancy,
and	 although	 the	 doctors	 had	 done	 their	 best,	 even	 going	 to	 the	 extent	 of	 giving
Markham	a	false	nose,	his	features	were	permanently	ravaged.	On	the	few	occasions
that	he	had	walked	abroad	by	day,	he	had	been	mistaken	 for	 someone	 in	 the	 final
stages	of	leprosy	and	been	given	a	wide	berth.
He	had	been	given	the	basement	room	by	the	hotel’s	elderly	estate	manager,	Negi,

who	had	known	Markham	in	the	years	before	the	War,	when	Negi	was	just	a	room-
boy.	Markham	had	himself	been	a	youthful	assistant	manager	at	the	time,	and	he	had
helped	the	eager	young	Negi	advance	from	room-boy	to	bartender	to	office	clerk.
When	 Markham	 took	 up	 a	 wartime	 commission,	 Negi	 rose	 even	 further.	 Now
Markham	was	well	into	his	late	sixties,	with	Negi	not	very	far	behind.	After	a	post-
War,	post-Independence	slump,	the	hill	station	was	thriving	again;	but	both	Negi	and
Markham	belonged	to	another	era,	another	time	and	place.	So	did	the	old	hotel,	now
going	to	seed,	but	clinging	to	its	name	and	surviving	on	its	reputation.
‘We’re	dead,	but	we	won’t	 lie	down,’	 joked	Markham,	but	he	didn’t	 find	 it	very

funny.
Day	after	day,	alone	in	the	stark	simplicity	of	his	room,	there	was	little	he	could

do	except	read	or	listen	to	his	short-wave	transistor	radio;	but	he	would	emerge	at
night	to	prowl	about	the	vast	hotel	grounds	and	occasionally	take	a	midnight	stroll
along	the	deserted	Mall.
During	these	forays	into	the	outer	world,	he	wore	an	old	felt	hat,	which	hid	part

of	his	face.	He	had	tried	wearing	a	mask,	but	 that	had	been	even	more	frightening
for	 those	who	 saw	 it,	 especially	 under	 a	 street	 lamp.	A	 couple	 of	 honeymooners,
walking	back	to	the	hotel	late	at	night,	had	come	face	to	face	with	Markham	and	had
fled	 the	hill	 station	 the	next	day.	Dogs	did	not	 like	 the	mask,	either.	They	set	up	a
furious	barking	at	Markham’s	approach,	stopping	only	when	he	removed	the	mask;
they	did	not	seem	to	mind	his	face.	A	policeman	returning	home	late	had	accosted
Markham,	suspecting	him	of	being	a	burglar,	and	snatched	off	the	mask.	Markham,
sans	 nose,	 jaw	 and	 one	 eye,	 had	 smiled	 a	 crooked	 smile,	 and	 the	 policeman	 had



taken	 to	 his	 heels.	 Thieves	 and	 goondas	 he	 could	 handle;	 not	 ghostly	 apparitions
straight	out	of	hell.
Apart	 from	 Negi,	 only	 a	 few	 knew	 of	 Markham’s	 existence.	 These	 were	 the

lower-paid	employees	who	had	grown	used	to	him	over	the	years,	as	one	gets	used
to	 a	 lame	 dog	 or	 a	 crippled	 cow.	The	 gardener,	 the	 sweeper,	 the	 dhobi,	 the	 night
chowkidar,	all	knew	him	as	a	sort	of	presence.	They	did	not	look	at	him.	A	man	with
one	eye	is	said	to	have	the	evil	eye;	and	one	baleful	glance	from	Markham’s	single
eye	was	 enough	 to	 upset	 anyone	with	 a	 superstitious	 nature.	He	 had	 no	 problems
with	 the	 menial	 staff,	 and	 he	 wisely	 kept	 away	 from	 the	 hotel	 lobby,	 bar,	 dining
room	and	 corridors—he	did	 not	want	 to	 frighten	 the	 customers	 away;	 that	would
have	spelt	an	end	to	his	own	liberty.	The	owner,	who	was	away	most	of	the	time,	did
not	know	of	his	existence;	nor	did	his	wife,	who	lived	in	the	east	wing	of	the	hotel,
where	Markham	had	never	ventured.
The	 hotel	 covered	 a	 vast	 area,	 which	 included	 several	 unused	 buildings	 and

decaying	 outhouses.	 There	 was	 a	 beer	 garden,	 no	 longer	 frequented,	 overgrown
with	weeds	and	untamed	shrubbery.	There	were	tennis	courts,	rarely	used;	a	squash
court,	 inhabited	by	 a	 family	of	 goats;	 a	 children’s	playground	with	 a	 broken	 see-
saw;	a	ballroom	which	hadn’t	 seen	a	ball	 in	 fifty	years;	 cellars	which	were	never
opened;	and	a	billiard	room,	said	to	be	haunted.
As	his	name	implied,	Markham’s	forebears	were	English,	with	a	bit	of	Allahabad

thrown	 in.	 It	was	 said	 that	 he	was	 related	 to	Kipling	 on	 his	mother ’s	 side;	 but	 he
never	made	this	claim	himself.	He	had	fair	hair	and	one	grey-blue	eye.	The	other,	of
course,	was	missing.
His	 artificial	 nose	 could	be	 removed	whenever	he	wished,	 and	 as	he	 found	 it	 a

little	uncomfortable	he	usually	took	it	off	when	he	was	alone	in	his	room.	It	rested
on	his	bedside	table,	staring	at	the	ceiling.	Over	the	years	it	had	acquired	a	character
of	 its	 own,	 and	 those	 (like	 Negi)	 who	 had	 seen	 it	 looked	 upon	 it	 with	 a	 certain
amount	of	awe.	Markham	avoided	looking	at	himself	in	the	mirror,	but	sometimes
he	had	 to	 shave	one	 side	of	his	 face,	which	 included	a	 few	surviving	 teeth.	There
was	a	gaping	hole	in	his	left	cheek.	And	after	all	these	years,	it	still	looked	raw.
	

	
When	 it	 was	 past	 midnight,	 Markham	 emerged	 from	 his	 lair	 and	 prowled	 the
grounds	 of	 the	 old	 hotel.	 They	 belonged	 to	 him,	 really,	 as	 no	 one	 else	 patrolled
them	at	that	hour—not	even	the	night	chowkidar,	who	was	usually	to	be	found	asleep
on	a	tattered	sofa	outside	the	lounge.
Wearing	his	old	hat	and	cape,	Markham	did	his	rounds.
He	was	a	ghostly	 figure,	no	doubt,	and	 the	 few	who	had	glimpsed	him	 in	 those



late	hours	had	taken	him	for	a	supernatural	visitor.	In	this	way	the	hotel	had	acquired
a	reputation	of	being	haunted.	Some	guests	liked	the	idea	of	having	a	resident	ghost;
others	stayed	away.
On	 this	 particular	 night	 Markham	 was	 more	 restless	 than	 usual,	 more

discontented	with	himself	 in	particular	and	with	 the	world	 in	general;	he	wanted	a
little	change—and	who	wouldn’t	in	similar	circumstances?
He	 had	 promised	 Negi	 that	 he	 would	 avoid	 the	 interior	 of	 the	 hotel	 as	 far	 as

possible;	but	it	was	midsummer—the	days	were	warm	and	languid,	the	nights	cool
and	balmy—and	he	felt	like	being	in	the	proximity	of	other	humans	even	if	he	could
not	socialize	with	them.
And	 so,	 late	 at	 night,	 he	 slipped	 out	 of	 the	 passage	 to	 his	 cellar	 room	 and

ascended	the	steps	that	led	to	the	old	banquet	hall,	now	just	a	huge	dining	room.	A
single	light	was	burning	at	the	end	of	the	hall.	Beneath	it	stood	an	old	piano.
Markham	lifted	the	lid	and	ran	his	fingers	over	the	keys.	He	could	still	pick	out	a

tune,	 although	 it	 was	 many	 years	 since	 he	 had	 played	 for	 anyone	 or	 even	 for
himself.	Now	at	 least	he	could	 indulge	himself	 a	 little.	An	old	 song	came	back	 to
him,	and	he	played	it	softly,	hesitantly,	recalling	a	few	words:
	
But	it’s	a	long,	long	time,	from	May	to	December,
And	the	days	grow	short	when	we	reach	September	…

	
He	 couldn’t	 remember	 all	 the	 words,	 so	 he	 just	 hummed	 a	 little	 as	 he	 played.

Suddenly,	 something	 came	 down	 with	 a	 crash	 at	 the	 other	 end	 of	 the	 room.
Markham	looked	up,	startled.	The	hotel	cat	had	knocked	over	a	soup	tureen	that	had
been	left	on	one	of	the	tables.	Seeing	Markham’s	tall,	shifting	shadow	on	the	wall,
its	hair	stood	on	end.	And	with	a	long,	low	wail	it	fled	the	banquet	room.
Markham	 left	 too,	 and	made	his	way	up	 the	 carpeted	 staircase	 to	 the	 first-floor

corridor.
Not	all	the	rooms	were	occupied.	They	seldom	were	these	days.	He	tried	one	or

two	doors,	but	they	were	locked.	He	walked	to	the	end	of	the	passage	and	tried	the
last	door.	It	was	open.
Assuming	the	room	was	unoccupied,	he	entered	it	quietly.	The	lights	were	off,	but

there	was	sufficient	moonlight	coming	through	the	large	bay	window	with	its	view
of	the	mountains.	Markham	looked	towards	the	large	double	bed	and	saw	that	it	was
occupied.	A	young	 couple	 lay	 there,	 fast	 asleep,	wrapped	 in	 each	other ’s	 arms.	A
touching	sight!	Markham	smiled	bitterly.	 It	was	over	forty	years	since	anyone	had
lain	in	his	arms.
There	were	footsteps	in	the	passage.	Someone	stood	outside	the	closed	door.	Had

Markham	been	seen	prowling	about	the	corridors?	He	moved	swiftly	to	the	window,
unlatched	it,	and	stepped	quickly	out	on	to	the	landing	abutting	the	roof.	Quietly	he



closed	the	window	and	moved	away.
Outside,	on	 the	roof,	he	felt	an	overwhelming	sense	of	freedom.	No	one	would

find	him	there.	He	wondered	why	he	hadn’t	thought	of	the	roof	before.	Being	on	it
gave	him	a	feeling	of	ownership.	The	hotel,	and	all	who	lived	in	it,	belonged	to	him.
The	 lights,	 from	 a	 few	 skylights	 and	 the	 moon	 above,	 helped	 him	 to	 move

unhindered	 over	 the	 sloping,	 corrugated	 old	 tin	 roof.	 He	 looked	 out	 at	 the
mountains,	striding	away	into	the	heavens.	He	felt	at	one	with	them.
The	owner,	Mr	Khanna,	was	away	on	one	of	his	extended	trips	abroad.	Known	to

his	 friends	as	 the	Playboy	of	 the	Western	World,	he	spent	a	great	deal	of	his	 time
and	money	in	foreign	capitals:	London,	Paris,	New	York,	Amsterdam.	Mr	Khanna’s
wife	had	health	problems	(mostly	in	her	mind)	and	seldom	travelled,	except	to	visit
godmen	and	 faith	healers.	At	 this	 point	 in	 time	 she	was	 suffering	 from	 insomnia,
and	was	pacing	about	her	room	in	her	dressing	gown,	a	loose-fitting	garment	that
did	 little	 to	 conceal	 her	 overblown	 figure;	 for	 inspite	 of	 her	many	 ailments,	 her
appetite	 for	 everything	 on	 the	 menu	 card	 was	 undiminished.	 Right	 now	 she	 was
looking	for	her	sleeping	tablets.	Where	on	earth	had	she	put	them?	They	were	not
on	her	bedside	table;	not	on	the	dressing	table;	not	on	the	bathroom	shelf.	Perhaps
they	were	in	her	handbag.	She	rummaged	through	a	drawer,	found	and	opened	the
bag,	 and	 extracted	 a	 strip	 of	 Valium.	 Pouring	 herself	 a	 glass	 of	 water	 from	 the
bedside	carafe,	 she	 tossed	her	head	back,	 revealing	 several	 layers	of	chin.	Before
she	could	swallow	the	tablet,	she	saw	a	face	at	the	skylight.	Not	really	a	face.	Not	a
human	 face,	 that	 is.	An	 empty	 eye	 socket,	 a	wicked	 grin	 and	 a	 nose	 that	wasn’t	 a
nose,	pressed	flat	against	the	glass.
Mrs	Khanna	 sank	 to	 the	 floor	 and	 passed	 out.	 She	 had	 no	 need	 of	 the	 sleeping

tablet	that	night.
	

	
For	the	next	couple	of	days	Mrs	Khanna	was	quite	hysterical	and	spoke	wildly	of	a
wolf-man	or	rakshas	who	was	pursuing	her.	But	no	one—not	even	Negi—attributed
the	apparition	to	Markham,	who	had	always	avoided	the	guests’	rooms.
The	daylight	hours	he	passed	in	his	cellar	room,	which	received	only	a	dapple	of

late	 afternoon	 sunlight	 through	 a	 narrow	 aperture	 that	 passed	 for	 a	 window.	 For
about	 ten	 minutes	 the	 sun	 rested	 on	 a	 framed	 picture	 of	 Markham’s	 mother,	 a
severe-looking	but	handsome	woman	who	must	have	been	 in	her	 forties	when	 the
picture	 was	 taken.	 His	 father,	 an	 army	 captain,	 had	 been	 killed	 in	 the	 trenches	 at
Mons	during	the	First	World	War.	His	picture	stood	there,	too;	a	dashing	figure	in
uniform.	Sometimes	Markham	wished	that	he,	too,	had	died	from	his	wounds;	but	he
had	been	kept	alive,	and	then	he	had	stayed	dead-alive	all	these	years,	a	punishment



maybe	 for	 sins	 and	 excesses	 committed	 in	 some	 former	 existence.	 Perhaps	 there
was	 something	 in	 the	 theory	 or	 belief	 in	 karma,	 although	 he	 wished	 that	 things
would	even	out	a	little	more	in	this	life—why	did	we	have	to	wait	for	the	next	time
around?	Markham	had	read	Emerson’s	essay	on	 the	 law	of	compensation,	but	 that
didn’t	seem	to	work	either.	He	had	often	thought	of	suicide	as	a	way	of	cheating	the
fates	 that	 had	made	 him,	 the	 child	 of	 handsome	 parents,	 no	 better	 than	 a	 hideous
gargoyle;	but	he	had	thrust	the	thought	aside,	hoping	(as	most	of	us	do)	that	things
would	change	for	the	better.
His	room	was	tidy—it	had	the	bare	necessities—and	those	pictures	were	the	only

mementoes	of	a	past	he	couldn’t	 forget.	He	had	his	books,	 too,	 for	he	considered
them	 necessities—the	 Greek	 philosophers,	 Epicurus,	 Epictetus,	 Marcus	 Aurelius,
Seneca.	When	Seneca	had	nothing	left	to	live	for,	he	had	cut	his	wrists	in	his	bathtub
and	 bled	 slowly	 to	 death.	Not	 a	 bad	way	 to	 go,	 thought	Markham;	 except	 that	 he
didn’t	have	a	bathtub,	only	a	rusty	iron	bucket.
Food	 was	 left	 outside	 his	 door,	 as	 per	 instructions;	 sometimes	 fresh	 fruit	 and

vegetables,	sometimes	a	cooked	meal.	If	there	was	a	wedding	banquet	in	the	hotel,
Negi	 would	 remember	 to	 send	Markham	 some	 roast	 chicken	 or	 pilaf.	 Markham
looked	 forward	 to	 the	marriage	 season	with	 its	 lavish	wedding	 parties.	He	was	 a
permanent	though	unknown	wedding	guest.
After	 discovering	 the	 freedom	 of	 the	 Empire’s	 roof,	 Markham’s	 nocturnal

excursions	seldom	went	beyond	the	hotel’s	sprawling	estate.	As	sure-footed	as	when
he	was	 a	 soldier,	 he	 had	 no	 difficulty	 in	 scrambling	 over	 the	 decaying	 rooftops,
moving	along	narrow	window	ledges,	and	leaping	from	one	landing	or	balcony	to
another.	 It	was	 late	summer,	and	guests	often	 left	 their	windows	open	 to	enjoy	 the
pine-scented	breeze	that	drifted	over	 the	hillside.	Markham	was	no	voyeur,	he	was
really	too	insular	and	subjective	a	person	for	that	form	of	indulgence;	nevertheless,
he	 found	 it	 fascinating	 to	 observe	 people	 in	 their	 unguarded	moments:	 how	 they
preened	 in	 front	 of	 mirrors,	 or	 talked	 to	 themselves,	 or	 attended	 to	 their	 little
vanities,	or	sang	or	scratched	or	made	love	(or	tried	to),	or	drank	themselves	into	a
stupor.	There	were	many	men	(and	a	few	women)	who	preferred	drinking	in	their
rooms	to	drinking	in	the	bar—it	was	cheaper,	and	they	could	get	drunk	and	stupid
without	making	fools	of	themselves	in	public.
One	of	those	who	enjoyed	a	quiet	tipple	in	her	room	was	Mrs	Khanna.	A	vodka

with	tomato	juice	was	her	favourite	drink.	Markham	was	watching	her	soak	up	her
third	Bloody	Mary	when	the	room	telephone	rang	and	Mrs	Khanna,	receiving	some
urgent	message,	left	her	room	and	went	swaying	down	the	corridor	like	a	battleship
of	yore.
On	 an	 impulse,	Markham	 slipped	 in	 through	 the	 open	window	 and	 crossed	 the

room	 to	 the	 table	where	 the	 bottles	 were	 arranged.	 He	 felt	 like	 having	 a	 Bloody
Mary	himself.	It	was	years	since	he’d	had	one;	not	since	that	evening	at	New	Delhi’s



Imperial,	when	he	was	on	his	first	leave.	Now	a	little	rum	during	the	winter	months
was	his	only	indulgence.
Taking	a	clean	glass,	he	poured	himself	three	fingers	of	vodka	and	drank	it	neat.

He	was	 about	 to	 pour	 himself	 another	 drink	when	Mrs	Khanna	 entered	 the	 room.
She	 stood	 frozen	 in	 her	 tracks.	 For	 there	 stood	 the	 creature	 of	 her	 previous
nightmare,	the	half-face	wolf-demon,	helping	himself	to	her	vodka!
Mrs	Khanna	screamed.	And	screamed	again.
Markham	made	a	quick	exit	through	the	window	and	vanished	into	the	night.	But

Mrs	Khanna	would	 not	 stop	 screaming—not	 until	Negi,	 half	 the	 staff	 and	 several
guests	had	entered	the	room	to	try	and	calm	her	down.
	

	
Commotion	reigned	for	a	couple	of	days.	Doctors	came	and	went.	Policemen	came
and	went.	So	did	Mrs	Khanna’s	palpitations.	She	insisted	that	 the	hotel	be	searched
for	the	maniac	who	was	in	hiding	somewhere,	only	emerging	from	his	lair	to	single
her	out	for	attention.	Negi	kept	the	searchers	away	from	the	cellar,	but	he	went	down
himself	and	confronted	Markham.
‘Mr	Markham,	sir,	you	must	keep	away	from	the	rooms	and	the	main	hotel.	Mrs

Khanna	is	very	upset.	She’s	called	in	the	police	and	she’s	having	the	hotel	searched.’
‘I’m	sorry,	Mr	Negi,	I	did	not	mean	to	frighten	anyone.	It’s	just	that	I	get	restless

down	here.’
‘If	she	finds	out	you’re	living	here,	you’ll	have	to	go.	She	gives	the	orders	when

Mr	Khanna	is	away.’
‘This	is	my	only	home.	Where	would	I	go?’
‘I	 know,	Mr	Markham,	 I	 know.	 I	 understand.	 But	 do	 others?	 It	 unnerves	 them,

coming	upon	you	without	any	warning.	Stories	are	going	around	…	Business	is	bad
enough	without	the	hotel	getting	a	reputation	for	strange	goings-on.	If	you	must	go
out	at	night,	use	the	rear	gate	and	stick	to	the	forest	path.	Avoid	the	Mall	road.	Times
have	changed,	Mr	Markham.	There	are	no	private	places	any	more.	If	you	have	to
leave,	you	will	be	in	the	public	eye—and	I	know	you	don’t	want	that	…’
‘No,	I	can’t	leave	this	place.	I’ll	stick	to	my	room.	You’ve	been	good	to	me,	Mr

Negi.’
‘That’s	all	right.	I’ll	see	that	you	get	what	you	need.	Just	keep	out	of	sight.’
So	Markham	confined	himself	 to	his	 room	for	a	week,	 two	weeks,	 three,	while

the	monsoon	 rains	 swept	 across	 the	 hills,	 and	 a	 clinging	mist	 gave	 everything	 a
musty,	 rotting	 smell.	 By	 mid-August,	 life	 in	 a	 hill	 station	 can	 become	 quite
depressing	 for	 its	 residents.	The	absence	of	 sunshine	has	 something	 to	do	with	 it,
Even	 strolling	 along	 the	 Mall	 is	 not	 much	 fun	 when	 a	 thin,	 cloying	 drizzle	 is



drifting	into	your	face.	No	wonder	some	take	to	drink.	The	hotel	bar	had	a	few	more
customers	than	usual,	although	the	carpet	stank	of	mildew	and	rats’	urine.
Markham	made	 friends	 with	 a	 shrew	 that	 used	 to	 visit	 his	 room.	 Shrews	 have

poor	 eyesight	 and	 are	 easily	 caught	 and	killed.	But	 as	 they	 are	 supposed	 to	 bring
good	 fortune,	 they	were	 left	 alone	by	 the	hotel	 staff.	Markham	was	grateful	 for	 a
little	company,	and	fed	his	shrew	biscuits	and	dry	bread.	 It	moved	about	his	 room
quite	 freely	and	slept	 in	 the	bottom	drawer	of	his	dressing	 table.	Unlike	 the	cat,	 it
had	no	objection	to	Markham’s	face	or	lack	of	it.
Towards	the	end	of	August,	when	there	was	still	no	relief	from	the	endless	rain

and	cloying	mist,	Markham	grew	restless	again.	He	made	one	brief,	nocturnal	visit
to	the	park	behind	the	hotel,	and	came	back	soaked	to	the	skin.	It	seemed	a	pointless
exercise,	tramping	through	the	long,	leech-infested	grass.	What	he	really	longed	for
was	to	touch	that	piano	again.	Bits	of	old	music	ran	through	his	head.	He	wanted	to
pick	out	a	few	tunes	on	that	cracked	old	instrument	in	the	deserted	ballroom.
The	 rain	 was	 thundering	 down	 on	 the	 corrugated	 tin	 roofs.	 There	 had	 been	 a

power	 failure—common	 enough	 on	 nights	 like	 this—and	 most	 of	 the	 town,
including	the	hotel,	had	been	plunged	into	darkness.	There	was	no	need	of	mask	or
cape.	No	need	for	his	false	nose,	either.	Only	in	the	occasional	flashes	of	lightning
could	you	see	his	torn	and	ravaged	countenance.
Markham	slipped	out	of	his	room	and	made	his	way	through	the	cellars	beneath

the	ballroom.	It	was	a	veritable	jungle	down	there.	No	longer	used	as	a	wine	cellar,
the	complex	was	really	a	storeroom	for	old	and	rotting	furniture,	rusty	old	boilers
from	another	age,	broken	garden	urns,	even	a	chipped	and	mutilated	statue	of	Cupid.
It	 had	 stood	 in	 the	 garden	 in	 former	 times;	 but	 recently	 the	 town	 municipal
committee	 had	 objected	 to	 it	 as	 being	 un-Indian	 and	 obscene,	 and	 so	 it	 had	 been
banished	to	the	cellar.
That	had	been	several	years	ago,	and	since	 then	no	one	had	been	down	into	 the

cellars.	It	was	Markham’s	short	cut	to	the	living	world	above.
It	 had	 stopped	 raining,	 and	 a	 sliver	 of	 moon	 shone	 through	 the	 clouds.	 There

were	still	no	lights	in	the	hotel.	But	Markham	was	used	to	darkness.	He	slipped	into
the	ballroom	and	approached	the	old	piano.
He	sat	there	for	half	an	hour,	strumming	out	old	tunes.
There	was	one	old	favourite	that	kept	coming	back	to	him,	and	he	played	it	again

and	again,	recalling	the	words	as	he	went	along.
	
Oh,	pale	dispenser	of	my	joys	and	pains,
Holding	the	doors	of	Heaven	and	of	Hell,
How	the	hot	blood	rushed	wildly	through	the	veins
Beneath	your	touch,	until	you	waved	farewell.

	



The	 words	 of	 Laurence	 Hope’s	Kashmiri	 love	 song	 took	 him	 back	 to	 happier
times	when	 life	 seemed	 full	 of	 possibilities.	And	when	 he	 came	 to	 the	 end	 of	 the
song,	he	felt	his	loss	even	more	passionately:
	
Pale	bands,	pink-tipped,	like	lotus	buds	that	float
On	these	cool	waters	where	we	used	to	dwell,
I	would	rather	have	felt	you	round	my	throat
Crushing	out	life,	than	waving	me	farewell!

	
He	had	loved	and	been	loved	once.	But	that	had	been	a	long,	long	time	ago.	Pale

hands	he’d	loved,	beside	the	Shalimar	…
He	stopped	playing.	All	was	still.
Should	he	return	to	his	room	now,	and	keep	his	promise	to	Negi?	But	then	again,

no	one	was	likely	to	be	around	on	a	night	like	this,	reasoned	Markham;	and	he	had
no	intention	of	entering	any	of	the	rooms.	Through	the	glass	doors	at	the	other	end
of	the	ballroom	he	could	see	a	faint	glow,	as	of	a	firefly	in	the	darkness.	He	moved
towards	the	light,	as	a	moth	to	a	flame.	It	was	the	chowkidar ’s	lantern.	He	lay	asleep
on	an	old	sofa,	from	which	the	stuffing	was	protruding.
Markham’s	was	a	normal	mind	handicapped	by	a	physical	abnormality.	But	how

long	can	a	mind	remain	normal	in	such	circumstances?
Markham	 took	 the	 chowkidar ’s	 lamp	 and	 advanced	 into	 the	 lobby.	 Moth-eaten

stag	heads	stared	down	at	him	from	the	walls.	They	had	been	shot	about	a	hundred
years	ago,	when	 the	hunting	of	animals	had	been	 in	 fashion.	The	 taxidermist’s	art
had	given	them	a	semblance	of	their	former	nobility;	but	time	had	taken	its	toll.	A
mounted	panther ’s	head	had	lost	its	glass	eyes.	Even	so,	thought	Markham	wryly,	its
head	is	in	better	shape	than	mine!
The	 door	 of	 the	 barroom	opened	 to	 a	 gentle	 pressure.	The	 bartender	 had	 been

tippling	on	the	quiet	and	had	neglected	to	close	the	door	properly.	Markham	placed
the	 lamp	 on	 a	 table	 and	 looked	 up	 at	 the	 bottles	 arrayed	 in	 front	 of	 him.	 Some
foreign	wines,	sherries	and	vermouth.	Rum,	gin	and	vodka.	He’d	never	been	much
of	a	drinker;	drink	went	to	his	head	rather	too	quickly,	he’d	always	know	that.	But
the	bottles	certainly	looked	attractive	and	he	felt	in	need	of	some	sustenance,	so	he
poured	himself	a	generous	peg	of	whisky	and	drank	 it	neat.	A	warm	glow	spread
through	his	body.	He	felt	a	little	better	about	himself.	Life	could	be	made	tolerable	if
he	had	more	frequent	access	to	the	bar!
Pacing	 about	 in	 her	 room	 on	 the	 floor	 above,	 Mrs	 Khanna	 heard	 a	 noise

downstairs.	She	had	always	suspected	the	bartender,	Ram	Lal,	of	helping	himself	to
liquor	on	the	quiet.	After	ten	o’clock,	his	gait	was	unsteady,	and	in	the	mornings	he
often	turned	up	rather	groggy	and	unshaven.	Well,	she	was	going	to	catch	him	red-
handed	tonight!



Markham	 sat	 on	 a	 bar	 stool	 with	 his	 back	 to	 the	 swing	 doors.	 Mrs	 Khanna,
entering	 on	 tiptoe,	 could	 only	 make	 out	 the	 outline	 of	 a	 man’s	 figure	 pouring
himself	a	drink.
The	 wind	 in	 the	 passage	 muffled	 the	 sound	 of	 Mrs	 Khanna’s	 approach.	 And

anyway,	Markham’s	mind	was	far	away,	in	the	distant	Shalimar	Bagh	where	hands,
pink-tipped,	touched	his	lips	and	cheeks,	his	face	yet	undespoiled.
‘Ram	Lal!’	 hissed	Mrs	Khanna,	 intent	 on	 scaring	 the	 bartender	 out	 of	 his	wits.

‘Having	a	good	time	again?’
Markham	was	startled,	but	he	did	not	lose	his	head.	He	did	not	turn	immediately.
‘I’m	not	Ram	Lal,	Mrs	Khanna,’	said	Markham	quietly.	‘Just	one	of	your	guests.

An	old	resident,	in	fact.	You’ve	seen	me	around	before.	My	face	was	badly	injured	a
long	time	ago.	I’m	not	very	nice	to	look	at.	But	there’s	nothing	to	be	afraid	of.	I’m
quite	normal,	you	know.’
Markham	got	up	slowly.	He	held	his	cape	up	to	his	face	and	began	moving	slowly

towards	 the	swing	doors.	But	Mrs	Khanna	was	having	none	of	 it.	She	 reached	out
and	 snatched	 at	 the	 cape.	 In	 the	 flickering	 lamplight	 she	 stared	 into	 that	 dreadful
face.	She	opened	her	mouth	to	scream.
But	Markham	did	not	want	to	hear	her	screams	again.	They	shattered	the	stillness

and	 beauty	 of	 the	 night.	There	was	 nothing	 beautiful	 about	 a	woman’s	 screams—
especially	Mrs	Khanna’s.
He	reached	out	for	his	tormentor	and	grabbed	her	by	the	throat.	He	wanted	to	stop

her	 screaming,	 that	was	all.	But	he	had	strong	hands.	Struggling,	 the	pair	of	 them
knocked	over	a	chair	and	fell	against	the	table.
‘Quite	normal,	Mrs	Khanna,’	he	said,	again	and	again,	his	voice	ascending.	‘I’m

quite	normal!’
Her	legs	slid	down	beneath	a	bar	stool.	Still	he	held	on,	squeezing,	pressing.	All

those	years	of	frustration	were	in	that	grip.	Crushing	out	life	and	waving	it	farewell!
Involuntarily,	she	flung	out	an	arm	and	knocked	over	the	lamp.	Markham	released

his	grip;	she	fell	heavily	to	the	carpet.	A	rivulet	of	burning	oil	sped	across	the	floor
and	 set	 fire	 to	 the	 hem	of	 her	 nightgown.	But	Mrs	Khanna	was	 now	oblivious	 to
what	 was	 happening.	 The	 flames	 took	 hold	 of	 a	 curtain	 and	 ran	 up	 towards	 the
wooden	ceiling.
Markham	 picked	 up	 a	 jug	 of	 water	 and	 threw	 it	 on	 the	 flames.	 It	 made	 no

difference.	Horrified,	he	dashed	 through	 the	swing	doors	and	called	for	help.	The
chowkidar	stirred	sluggishly	and	called	out:	‘Khabardar!	Who	goes	there?’	He	saw
a	red	glow	in	 the	bar,	 rubbed	his	eyes	 in	consternation	and	began	 looking	for	his
lamp.	 He	 did	 not	 really	 need	 one.	 Bright	 flames	 were	 leaping	 out	 of	 the	 French
windows.
‘Fire!’	shouted	the	chowkidar,	and	ran	for	help.
The	old	hotel,	with	its	timbered	floors	and	ceilings,	oaken	beams	and	staircases,



mahogany	 and	 rosewood	 furniture,	 was	 a	 veritable	 tinderbox.	 By	 the	 time	 the
chowkidar	 could	 summon	 help,	 the	 fire	 had	 spread	 to	 the	 dining	 room	 and	 was
licking	its	way	up	the	stairs	to	the	first-floor	rooms.
Markham	 had	 already	 ascended	 the	 staircase	 and	 was	 pounding	 on	 doors,

shouting,	‘Get	up,	get	up!	Fire	below!’	He	ran	to	the	far	end	of	the	corridor,	where
Negi	had	his	room,	and	pounded	on	the	door	with	his	fists	until	Negi	woke	up.
‘The	hotel’s	on	fire!’	shouted	Markham,	and	ran	back	the	way	he	had	come.	There

was	little	more	that	he	could	do.
Some	 of	 the	 hotel	 staff	were	 now	 rushing	 about	with	 buckets	 of	water,	 but	 the

stairs	and	landing	were	ablaze,	and	those	 living	on	the	first	 floor	had	to	retreat	 to
the	 servants’	 entrance,	where	 a	 flight	of	 stone	 steps	 led	down	 to	 the	 tennis	 courts.
Here	they	gathered,	looking	on	in	awe	and	consternation	as	the	fire	spread	rapidly
through	the	main	building,	showing	itself	at	the	windows	as	it	went	along.	The	small
group	on	 the	 tennis	courts	was	soon	 joined	by	outsiders,	 for	bad	news	spreads	as
fast	as	a	good	fire,	and	the	townsfolk	were	not	long	in	turning	up.
Markham	emerged	on	the	roof	and	stood	there	for	some	time,	while	the	fire	ran

through	the	Empire	Hotel,	crackling	vigorously	and	lighting	up	the	sky.	The	people
below	spotted	him	on	the	roof,	and	waved	and	shouted	to	him	to	come	down.	Smoke
billowed	around	him,	and	then	he	disappeared	from	view.
	

	
It	was	 a	 fire	 to	 remember.	 The	 town	 hadn’t	 seen	 anything	 like	 it	 since	 the	Abbey
School	had	gone	up	in	flames	forty	years	earlier,	and	only	the	older	residents	could
remember	that	one.	Negi	and	the	hotel	staff	could	only	watch	helplessly	as	the	fire
raged	 through	 the	 old	 timbered	 building,	 consuming	 all	 that	 stood	 in	 its	 way.
Everyone	was	out	of	the	building	except	Mrs	Khanna,	and	as	yet	no	one	had	any	idea
as	to	what	had	happened	to	her.
Towards	morning	 it	 began	 raining	 heavily	 again,	 and	 this	 finally	 quenched	 the

fire;	but	by	then	the	buildings	had	been	gutted,	and	the	Empire	Hotel,	that	had	stood
protectively	over	the	town	for	over	a	hundred	years,	was	no	more.
Mrs	Khanna’s	charred	body	was	recovered	from	the	ruins.	A	telegram	was	sent	to

Mr	Khanna	in	Geneva,	and	phone	calls	were	made	to	sundry	relatives	and	insurance
offices.	Negi	was	very	much	in	charge.
When	 the	 initial	 confusion	 was	 over,	 Negi	 remembered	Markham	 and	 walked

around	 to	 the	 rear	of	 the	gutted	building	and	down	 the	cellar	 steps.	The	basement
and	 the	cellar	had	escaped	 the	worst	of	 the	 fire,	but	 they	were	 still	 full	of	 smoke.
Negi	found	Markham’s	door	open.
Markham	was	stretched	out	on	his	bed.	The	empty	bottle	of	sleeping	tablets	on	the



bedside	table	told	its	own	story;	but	it	was	more	likely	that	he	had	suffocated	from
the	smoke.
Markham’s	artificial	nose	lay	on	the	dressing	table.	Negi	picked	it	up	and	placed

it	on	the	dead	man’s	poor	face.
The	hotel	had	gone,	and	with	it	Negi’s	livelihood.	An	old	friend	had	gone	too.	An

era	had	passed.	But	Negi	was	the	sort	who	liked	to	tidy	up	afterwards.



T
Whistling	in	the	Dark

	
he	moon	was	almost	at	the	full.	Bright	moonlight	flooded	the	road.	But	I	was
stalked	by	 the	 shadows	of	 the	 trees,	by	 the	crooked	oak	branches	 reaching
out	 towards	 me—some	 threateningly,	 others	 as	 though	 they	 needed
companionship.

Once	 I	 dreamt	 that	 the	 trees	 could	 walk.	 That	 on	 moonlit	 nights	 like	 this	 they
would	uproot	themselves	for	a	while,	visit	each	other,	talk	about	old	times—for	they
had	 seen	 many	men	 and	 happenings,	 especially	 the	 older	 ones.	 And	 then,	 before
dawn,	 they	 would	 return	 to	 the	 places	 where	 they	 had	 been	 condemned	 to	 grow.
Lonely	 sentinels	 of	 the	 night.	And	 this	was	 a	 good	 night	 for	 them	 to	walk.	 They
appeared	eager	 to	do	 so:	 a	 restless	 rustling	of	 leaves,	 the	 creaking	of	branches—
these	were	sounds	that	came	from	within	them	in	the	silence	of	the	night	…
Occasionally	 other	 strollers	 passed	me	 in	 the	 dark.	 It	 was	 still	 quite	 early,	 just

eight	o’clock,	and	some	people	were	on	their	way	home.	Others	were	walking	into
town	for	a	taste	of	the	bright	lights,	shops	and	restaurants.	On	the	unlit	road	I	could
not	recognize	them.	They	did	not	notice	me.	I	was	reminded	of	an	old	song	from	my
childhood.	Softly,	I	began	humming	the	tune,	and	soon	the	words	came	back	to	me:
	
We	three,
We’re	not	a	crowd;
We’re	not	even	company—
My	echo,
My	shadow,
And	me	…

	
I	 looked	down	at	my	shadow,	moving	 silently	beside	me.	We	 take	our	 shadows

for	granted,	don’t	we?	There	they	are,	the	uncomplaining	companions	of	a	lifetime,
mute	and	helpless	witnesses	 to	our	every	act	of	commission	or	omission.	On	 this
bright	moonlit	night	I	could	not	help	noticing	you,	Shadow,	and	I	was	sorry	that	you
had	to	see	so	much	that	I	was	ashamed	of;	but	glad,	too,	that	you	were	around	when	I
had	my	small	triumphs.	And	what	of	my	echo?	I	thought	of	calling	out	to	see	if	my
call	came	back	to	me;	but	I	refrained	from	doing	so,	as	I	did	not	wish	to	disturb	the
perfect	stillness	of	the	mountains	or	the	conversations	of	the	trees.
The	road	wound	up	the	hill	and	levelled	out	at	the	top,	where	it	became	a	ribbon

of	 moonlight	 entwined	 between	 tall	 deodars.	 A	 flying	 squirrel	 glided	 across	 the
road,	leaving	one	tree	for	another.	A	nightjar	called.	The	rest	was	silence.
The	 old	 cemetery	 loomed	 up	 before	 me.	 There	 were	 many	 old	 graves—some



large	and	monumental—and	 there	were	a	 few	 recent	graves	 too,	 for	 the	cemetery
was	still	in	use.	I	could	see	flowers	scattered	on	one	of	them—a	few	late	dahlias	and
scarlet	 salvia.	Further	on	near	 the	boundary	wall,	 part	 of	 the	 cemetery’s	 retaining
wall	had	collapsed	in	the	heavy	monsoon	rains.	Some	of	the	tombstones	had	come
down	with	 the	wall.	 One	 grave	 lay	 exposed.	A	 rotting	 coffin	 and	 a	 few	 scattered
bones	were	the	only	relics	of	someone	who	had	lived	and	loved	like	you	and	me.
Part	of	 the	tombstone	lay	beside	the	road,	but	 the	lettering	had	worn	away.	I	am

not	normally	a	morbid	person,	but	something	made	me	stoop	and	pick	up	a	smooth
round	 shard	 of	 bone,	 probably	 part	 of	 a	 skull.	When	my	hand	 closed	 over	 it,	 the
bone	crumbled	into	fragments.	I	let	them	fall	to	the	grass.	Dust	to	dust.
And	from	somewhere,	not	too	far	away,	came	the	sound	of	someone	whistling.
At	first	I	thought	it	was	another	late-evening	stroller,	whistling	to	himself	much	as

I	 had	 been	 humming	my	 old	 song.	But	 the	whistler	 approached	 quite	 rapidly;	 the
whistling	was	loud	and	cheerful.	A	boy	on	a	bicycle	sped	past.	I	had	only	a	glimpse
of	him,	before	his	cycle	went	weaving	through	the	shadows	on	the	road.
But	he	was	back	again	in	a	few	minutes.	And	this	time	he	stopped	a	few	feet	away

from	 me,	 and	 gave	 me	 a	 quizzical	 half-smile.	 A	 slim	 dusky	 boy	 of	 fourteen	 or
fifteen.	He	wore	a	school	blazer	and	a	yellow	scarf.	His	eyes	were	pools	of	liquid
moonlight.
‘You	don’t	have	a	bell	on	your	cycle,’	I	said.
He	said	nothing,	just	smiled	at	me	with	his	head	a	little	to	one	side.	I	put	out	my

hand,	 and	 I	 thought	 he	was	 going	 to	 take	 it.	 But	 then,	 quite	 suddenly,	 he	was	 off
again,	whistling	 cheerfully	 though	 rather	 tunelessly.	A	whistling	 schoolboy.	A	 bit
late	for	him	to	be	out	but	he	seemed	an	independent	sort.
The	 whistling	 grew	 fainter,	 then	 faded	 away	 altogether.	 A	 deep	 sound-denying

silence	fell	upon	the	forest.	My	shadow	and	I	walked	home.
Next	 morning	 I	 woke	 to	 a	 different	 kind	 of	 whistling—the	 song	 of	 the	 thrush

outside	my	window.
It	was	a	wonderful	day,	the	sunshine	warm	and	sensuous,	and	I	longed	to	be	out	in

the	open.	But	there	was	work	to	be	done,	proofs	to	be	corrected,	letters	to	be	written.
And	 it	 was	 several	 days	 before	 I	 could	walk	 to	 the	 top	 of	 the	 hill,	 to	 that	 lonely
tranquil	resting	place	under	the	deodars.	It	seemed	to	me	ironic	that	those	who	had
the	 best	 view	 of	 the	 glistening	 snow-capped	 peaks	 were	 all	 buried	 several	 feet
underground.
Some	repair	work	was	going	on.	The	 retaining	wall	of	 the	cemetery	was	being

shored	up,	but	the	overseer	told	me	that	there	was	no	money	to	restore	the	damaged
grave.	 With	 the	 help	 of	 the	 chowkidar,	 I	 returned	 the	 scattered	 bones	 to	 a	 little
hollow	under	the	collapsed	masonry,	and	left	some	money	with	him	so	that	he	could
have	the	open	grave	bricked	up.	The	name	on	the	gravestone	had	worn	away,	but	I
could	make	out	a	date—20	November	1950—some	fifty	years	ago,	but	not	too	long



ago	as	gravestones	go	…
I	 found	 the	 burial	 register	 in	 the	 church	 vestry	 and	 turned	 back	 the	 yellowing

pages	to	1950,	when	I	was	just	a	schoolboy	myself.	I	found	the	name	there—Michael
Dutta,	aged	fifteen—and	the	cause	of	death:	road	accident.
Well,	 I	 could	only	make	guesses.	And	 to	 turn	 conjecture	 into	 certainty,	 I	would

have	to	find	an	old	resident	who	might	remember	the	boy	or	the	accident.
There	was	old	Miss	Marley	at	Pine	Top.	A	retired	teacher	from	Woodstock,	she

had	 a	 wonderful	 memory,	 and	 had	 lived	 in	 the	 hill	 station	 for	 more	 than	 half	 a
century.
White-haired	 and	 smooth-cheeked,	 her	 bright	 blue	 eyes	 full	 of	 curiosity,	 she

gazed	benignly	at	me	through	her	old-fashioned	pince-nez.
‘Michael	was	a	charming	boy—full	of	exuberance,	always	ready	to	oblige.	I	had

only	 to	mention	 that	 I	 needed	 a	 newspaper	 or	 an	Aspirin,	 and	 he’d	 be	 off	 on	 his
bicycle,	swooping	down	these	steep	roads	with	great	abandon.	But	these	hills	roads,
with	their	sudden	corners,	weren’t	meant	for	racing	around	on	a	bicycle.	They	were
widening	our	 roads	for	motor	 traffic,	and	a	 truck	was	coming	uphill,	 loaded	with
rubble,	 when	Michael	 came	 round	 a	 bend	 and	 smashed	 headlong	 into	 it.	 He	 was
rushed	 to	 the	 hospital,	 and	 the	 doctors	 did	 their	 best,	 but	 he	 did	 not	 recover
consciousness.	Of	 course,	 you	must	 have	 seen	his	 grave.	That’s	why	you’re	 here.
His	parents?	They	left	shortly	afterwards.	Went	abroad,	I	think	…	A	charming	boy,
Michael,	but	just	a	bit	too	reckless.	You’d	have	liked	him,	I	think.’
I	did	not	 see	 the	phantom	bicycle	 rider	again	 for	 some	 time,	although	 I	 felt	his

presence	 on	 more	 than	 one	 occasion.	 And	 when,	 on	 a	 cold	 winter ’s	 evening,	 I
walked	past	 that	 lonely	cemetery,	 I	 thought	 I	heard	him	whistling	far	away.	But	he
did	not	manifest	himself.	Perhaps	it	was	only	the	echo	of	a	whistle,	in	communion
with	my	insubstantial	shadow.
It	was	several	months	before	I	saw	that	smiling	face	again.	And	then	it	came	at	me

out	of	the	mist	as	I	was	walking	home	in	drenching	monsoon	rain.	I	had	been	to	a
dinner	party	at	 the	old	community	centre,	 and	 I	was	 returning	home	along	a	very
narrow,	precipitous	path	known	as	 the	Eyebrow.	A	storm	had	been	 threatening	all
evening.	A	heavy	mist	had	settled	on	the	hillside.	It	was	so	thick	that	the	light	from
my	torch	simply	bounced	off	it.	The	sky	blossomed	with	sheet	lightning	and	thunder
rolled	 over	 the	 mountains.	 The	 rain	 became	 heavier.	 I	 moved	 forward	 slowly,
carefully,	 hugging	 the	 hillside.	 There	 was	 a	 clap	 of	 thunder,	 and	 then	 I	 saw	 him
emerge	 from	 the	mist	 and	 stand	 in	my	way—the	 same	 slim	 dark	 youth	who	 had
materialized	 near	 the	 cemetery.	 He	 did	 not	 smile.	 Instead	 he	 put	 up	 his	 hand	 and
waved	at	me.	I	hesitated,	stood	still.	The	mist	lifted	a	little,	and	I	saw	that	the	path	had
disappeared.	There	was	 a	 gaping	 emptiness	 a	 few	 feet	 in	 front	 of	me.	And	 then	 a
drop	of	over	a	hundred	feet	to	the	rocks	below.
As	 I	 stepped	 back,	 clinging	 to	 a	 thorn	 bush	 for	 support,	 the	 boy	 vanished.	 I



stumbled	back	to	the	community	centre	and	spent	the	night	on	a	chair	in	the	library.
I	did	not	see	him	again.
But	weeks	later,	when	I	was	down	with	a	severe	bout	of	flu,	I	heard	him	from	my

sickbed,	 whistling	 beneath	 my	 window.	 Was	 he	 calling	 to	 me	 to	 join	 him,	 I
wondered,	or	was	he	 just	 trying	to	reassure	me	that	all	was	well?	I	got	out	of	bed
and	looked	out,	but	I	saw	no	one.	From	time	to	time	I	heard	his	whistling;	but	as	I
got	better,	it	grew	fainter	until	it	ceased	altogether.
Fully	 recovered,	 I	 renewed	my	 old	walks	 to	 the	 top	 of	 the	 hill.	 But	 although	 I

lingered	near	the	cemetery	until	 it	grew	dark,	and	paced	up	and	down	the	deserted
road,	I	did	not	see	or	hear	the	whistler	again.	I	felt	lonely,	in	need	of	a	friend,	even	if
it	was	only	a	phantom	bicycle	rider.	But	there	were	only	the	trees.
And	so	every	evening	I	walk	home	in	the	darkness,	singing	the	old	refrain:

	
We	three,
We’re	not	alone,
We’re	not	even	company—
My	echo,
My	shadow,
And	me	…



I
Something	in	the	Water

	
discovered	the	pool	near	Rajpur	on	a	hot	summer’s	day	some	fifteen	years	ago.
It	was	shaded	by	close-growing	sal	 trees,	and	 looked	cool	and	 inviting.	 I	 took
off	my	clothes	and	dived	in.
The	water	was	colder	than	I	had	expected.	It	was	an	icy	glacial	cold.	The	sun

never	touched	it	for	long,	I	supposed.	Striking	out	vigorously,	I	swam	to	the	other
end	of	the	pool	and	pulled	myself	up	on	the	rocks,	shivering.
But	I	wanted	to	swim	some	more.	So	I	dived	in	again	and	did	a	gentle	breaststroke

towards	the	middle	of	the	pool.	Something	slid	between	my	legs.	Something	slimy,
pulpy.	I	could	see	no	one,	hear	nothing.	I	swam	away,	but	the	slippery	floating	thing
followed	me.	I	did	not	like	it.	Something	curled	around	my	leg.	Not	an	underwater
plant.	Something	that	sucked	at	my	foot.	A	long	tongue	licked	my	calf.	I	struck	out
wildly,	 thrust	 myself	 away	 from	 whatever	 it	 was	 that	 sought	 my	 company.
Something	 lonely,	 lurking	 in	 the	 shadows.	 Kicking	 up	 spray,	 I	 swam	 like	 a
frightened	porpoise	fleeing	from	some	terror	of	the	deep.
Safely	out	of	the	water,	I	found	a	warm,	sunny	rock	and	stood	there	looking	down

at	the	water.
Nothing	stirred.	The	surface	of	the	pool	was	now	calm	and	undisturbed,	just	a	few

fallen	 leaves	 floating	around.	Not	a	 frog,	not	a	 fish,	not	a	waterbird	 in	sight.	And
that	in	itself	seemed	strange.	For	you	would	have	expected	some	sort	of	pond	life	to
have	been	in	evidence.
But	something	lived	in	the	pool,	of	that	I	was	sure.	Something	very	cold-blooded,

colder	and	wetter	than	the	water.	Could	it	have	been	a	corpse	trapped	in	the	weeds?	I
did	not	want	to	know;	so	I	dressed	and	hurried	away.
A	 few	days	 later	 I	 left	 for	Delhi,	where	 I	went	 to	work	 in	an	ad	agency,	 telling

people	how	to	beat	 the	summer	heat	by	drinking	fizzy	drinks	 that	made	you	more
thirsty.	The	pool	in	the	forest	was	forgotten.
It	was	ten	years	before	I	visited	Rajpur	again.	Leaving	the	small	hotel	where	I	was

staying,	 I	 found	 myself	 walking	 through	 the	 same	 old	 sal	 forest,	 drawn	 almost
irresistibly	towards	the	pool	where	I	had	not	been	able	to	finish	my	swim.	I	was	not
overeager	to	swim	there	again,	but	I	was	curious	to	know	if	the	pool	still	existed.
Well,	it	was	there	all	right,	although	the	surroundings	had	changed	and	a	number

of	new	houses	and	other	buildings	had	come	up	where	formerly	there	had	only	been
wilderness.	And	there	was	a	fair	amount	of	activity	in	the	vicinity	of	the	pool.
A	number	of	labourers	were	busy	with	buckets	and	rubber	pipes,	draining	water

from	the	pool.	They	had	also	dammed	off	and	diverted	the	little	stream	that	fed	it.
Overseeing	this	operation	was	a	well-dressed	man	in	a	white	safari	suit.	I	thought



at	first	that	he	was	an	honorary	forest	warden,	but	it	turned	out	that	he	was	the	owner
of	a	new	school	that	had	been	set	up	nearby.
‘Do	you	live	in	Rajpur?’	he	asked.
‘I	used	to	…	Once	upon	a	time	…	Why	are	you	emptying	the	pool?’
‘It’s	 become	 a	 hazard,’	 he	 said.	 ‘Two	 of	my	 boys	were	 drowned	 here	 recently.

Both	 senior	 students.	 Of	 course,	 they	 weren’t	 supposed	 to	 be	 swimming	 here
without	permission,	the	pool	is	off-limits.	But	you	know	what	boys	are	like.	Make	a
rule	and	they	feel	duty-bound	to	break	it.’
He	 told	me	his	 name	was	Kapoor,	 and	 led	me	back	 to	 his	 house,	 a	 newly	built

bungalow	with	a	wide,	cool	veranda.	His	servant	brought	us	glasses	of	cold	sherbet.
We	 sat	 in	 cane	 chairs	 overlooking	 the	 pool	 and	 the	 forest.	 Across	 a	 clearing,	 a
gravelled	road	led	to	the	school	buildings,	newly	whitewashed	and	glistening	in	the
sun.
‘Were	the	boys	there	at	the	same	time?’	I	asked.
‘Yes,	 they	 were	 friends.	 And	 they	 must	 have	 been	 attacked	 by	 absolute	 fiends.

Limbs	 twisted	 and	 broken,	 faces	 disfigured.	But	 death	was	 due	 to	 drowning—that
was	the	verdict	of	the	medical	examiner.’
We	gazed	down	at	the	shallows	of	the	pool,	where	a	couple	of	men	were	still	at

work,	the	others	having	gone	for	their	midday	meal.
‘Perhaps	 it	would	be	 better	 to	 leave	 the	 place	 alone,’	 I	 said.	 ‘Put	 a	 barbed	wire

fence	around	it.	Keep	your	boys	away.	Thousands	of	years	ago,	this	valley	was	an
inland	sea.	A	few	small	pools	and	streams	are	all	that	is	left	of	it.’
‘I	want	to	fill	it	in	and	build	something	there.	An	open-air	theatre,	maybe.	We	can

always	create	an	artificial	pond	somewhere	else.’
Presently	 only	 one	man	 remained	 at	 the	 pool,	 knee-deep	 in	muddy	 churned-up

water.	And	Mr	Kapoor	and	I	both	saw	what	happened	next.
Something	rose	out	of	the	bottom	of	the	pool.	It	looked	like	a	giant	snail,	but	its

head	 was	 part-human,	 its	 body	 and	 limbs	 part-squid	 or	 -octopus.	 An	 enormous
succubus.	 It	 stood	 taller	 than	 the	 man	 in	 the	 pool.	 A	 creature	 soft	 and	 slimy,	 a
survivor	from	our	primeval	past.
With	 a	 great	 sucking	motion,	 it	 enveloped	 the	man	 completely	 so	 that	 only	 his

arms	 and	 legs	 could	 be	 seen	 thrashing	 about	 wildly	 and	 futilely.	 The	 succubus
dragged	him	down	under	the	water.
Kapoor	and	I	left	the	veranda	and	ran	to	the	edge	of	the	pool.	Bubbles	rose	from

the	green	scum	near	the	surface.	All	was	still	and	silent.	And	then,	like	bubblegum
issuing	 from	 the	mouth	 of	 a	 child,	 the	mangled	 body	 of	 the	man	 shot	 out	 of	 the
water	and	came	spinning	towards	us.
Dead	and	drowned	and	sucked	dry	of	its	fluids.
Naturally	 no	 more	 work	 was	 done	 at	 the	 pool.	 The	 story	 was	 put	 out	 that	 the

labourer	 had	 slipped	 and	 fallen	 to	 his	 death	 on	 the	 rocks.	 Kapoor	 swore	 me	 to



secrecy.	 His	 school	 would	 have	 to	 close	 down	 if	 there	 were	 too	 many	 strange
drownings	and	accidents	in	its	vicinity.	But	he	walled	the	place	off	from	his	property
and	made	 it	practically	 inaccessible.	The	dense	undergrowth	of	 the	sal	 forest	now
hides	the	approach.
The	monsoon	rains	came	and	the	pool	filled	up	again.
I	can	tell	you	how	to	get	there	if	you’d	like	to	see	it.	But	I	wouldn’t	advise	you	to

go	for	a	swim.



T
Wilson’s	Bridge

	
he	 old	 wooden	 bridge	 has	 gone,	 and	 today	 an	 iron	 suspension	 bridge
straddles	 the	 Bhagirathi	 as	 it	 rushes	 down	 the	 gorge	 below	Gangotri.	 But
villagers	will	tell	you	that	you	can	still	hear	the	hooves	of	Wilson’s	horse	as
he	gallops	across	 the	bridge	he	had	built	a	hundred	and	fifty	years	ago.	At

the	time	people	were	sceptical	of	its	safety,	and	so,	to	prove	its	sturdiness,	he	rode
across	it	again	and	again.	Parts	of	the	old	bridge	can	still	be	seen	on	the	far	bank	of
the	 river.	And	 the	 legend	 of	Wilson	 and	 his	 pretty	 hill	 bride,	Gulabi,	 is	 still	well
known	in	this	region.
I	had	joined	some	friends	in	the	old	forest	rest	house	near	the	river.	There	were

the	Rays,	recently	married,	and	the	Duttas,	married	many	years.	The	younger	Rays
quarrelled	 frequently;	 the	 older	 Duttas	 looked	 on	 with	 more	 amusement	 than
concern.	 I	was	a	part	of	 their	group	and	yet	something	of	an	outsider.	As	a	single
man,	 I	was	 a	 person	 of	 no	 importance.	And	 as	 a	marriage	 counsellor,	 I	wouldn’t
have	been	of	any	use	to	them.
I	spent	most	of	my	time	wandering	along	the	river	banks	or	exploring	the	thick

deodar	 and	oak	 forests	 that	 covered	 the	 slopes.	 It	was	 these	 trees	 that	 had	made	 a
fortune	 for	Wilson	and	his	patron,	 the	 raja	of	Tehri.	They	had	exploited	 the	great
forests	to	the	full,	floating	huge	logs	downstream	to	the	timber	yards	in	the	plains.
Returning	 to	 the	 rest	 house	 late	 one	 evening,	 I	 was	 halfway	 across	 the	 bridge

when	I	saw	a	figure	at	the	other	end,	emerging	from	the	mist.	Presently	I	made	out	a
woman,	wearing	the	plain	dhoti	of	the	hills;	her	hair	fell	loose	over	her	shoulders.
She	appeared	not	to	see	me,	and	reclined	against	the	railing	of	the	bridge,	looking
down	at	the	rushing	waters	far	below.	And	then,	to	my	amazement	and	horror,	she
climbed	over	the	railing	and	threw	herself	into	the	river.
I	 ran	 forward,	calling	out,	but	 I	 reached	 the	 railing	only	 to	see	her	 fall	 into	 the

foaming	waters	below,	where	she	was	carried	swiftly	downstream.
The	watchman’s	cabin	stood	a	little	way	off.	The	door	was	open.	The	watchman,

Ram	Singh,	was	reclining	on	his	bed,	smoking	a	hookah.
‘Someone	just	jumped	off	the	bridge,’	I	said	breathlessly.	‘She’s	been	swept	down

the	river!’
The	watchman	was	unperturbed.	 ‘Gulabi	 again,’	he	 said,	 almost	 to	himself;	 and

then	to	me,	‘Did	you	see	her	clearly?’
‘Yes,	a	woman	with	long	loose	hair—but	I	didn’t	see	her	face	very	clearly.’
‘It	 must	 have	 been	 Gulabi.	 Only	 a	 ghost,	 my	 dear	 sir.	 Nothing	 to	 be	 alarmed

about.	Every	now	and	then	someone	sees	her	throw	herself	into	the	river.	Sit	down,’
he	said,	gesturing	towards	a	battered	old	armchair,	‘be	comfortable	and	I’ll	tell	you



all	about	it.’
I	 was	 far	 from	 comfortable,	 but	 I	 listened	 to	 Ram	 Singh	 tell	 me	 the	 tale	 of

Gulabi’s	suicide.	After	making	me	a	glass	of	hot	sweet	tea,	he	launched	into	a	long,
rambling	account	of	how	Wilson,	a	British	adventurer	seeking	his	fortune,	had	been
hunting	musk	deer	when	he	encountered	Gulabi	on	 the	path	from	her	village.	The
girl’s	grey-green	eyes	and	peach-blossom	complexion	enchanted	him,	and	he	went
out	of	his	way	to	get	to	know	her	people.	Was	he	in	love	with	her,	or	did	he	simply
find	her	beautiful	 and	desirable?	We	 shall	 never	 really	know.	 In	 the	 course	of	his
travels	 and	 adventures	 he	 had	 known	 many	 women,	 but	 Gulabi	 was	 different,
childlike	and	ingenuous,	and	he	decided	he	would	marry	her.	The	humble	family	to
which	she	belonged	had	no	objection.	Hunting	had	its	limitations,	and	Wilson	found
it	more	 profitable	 to	 trap	 the	 region’s	 great	 forest	 wealth.	 In	 a	 few	 years	 he	 had
made	a	fortune.	He	built	a	large	timbered	house	at	Harsil,	another	in	Dehra	Dun	and
a	 third	 at	Mussoorie.	Gulabi	 had	 all	 she	 could	 have	wanted,	 including	 two	 robust
little	 sons.	When	 he	was	 away	 on	work,	 she	 looked	 after	 their	 children	 and	 their
large	apple	orchard	at	Harsil.
And	 then	 came	 the	 evil	 day	when	Wilson	met	 the	 Englishwoman,	 Ruth,	 on	 the

Mussoorie	Mall,	and	decided	that	she	should	have	a	share	of	his	affections	and	his
wealth.	A	 fine	 house	was	 provided	 for	 her,	 too.	 The	 time	 he	 spent	 at	Harsil	with
Gulabi	 and	 his	 children	 dwindled.	 ‘Business	 affairs’—he	 was	 now	 one	 of	 the
owners	of	 a	bank—kept	him	 in	 the	 fashionable	hill	 resort.	He	was	a	popular	host
and	took	his	friends	and	associates	on	shikar	parties	in	the	Doon.
Gulabi	 brought	 up	 her	 children	 in	 village	 style.	 She	 heard	 stories	 of	Wilson’s

dalliance	with	the	Mussoorie	woman	and,	on	one	of	his	rare	visits,	she	confronted
him	 and	 voiced	 her	 resentment,	 demanding	 that	 he	 leave	 the	 other	 woman.	 He
brushed	 her	 aside	 and	 told	 her	 not	 to	 listen	 to	 idle	 gossip.	When	 he	 turned	 away
from	her,	she	picked	up	the	flintlock	pistol	 that	 lay	on	the	gun	table	and	fired	one
shot	at	him.	The	bullet	missed	him	and	shattered	her	looking	glass.	Gulabi	ran	out
of	the	house,	through	the	orchard	and	into	the	forest,	then	down	the	steep	path	to	the
bridge	built	by	Wilson	only	two	or	three	years	before.	When	he	had	recovered	his
composure,	he	mounted	his	horse	and	came	looking	for	her.	It	was	too	late.	She	had
already	thrown	herself	off	the	bridge	into	the	swirling	waters	far	below.	Her	body
was	found	a	mile	or	two	downstream,	caught	between	some	rocks.
This	 was	 the	 tale	 that	 Ram	 Singh	 told	 me,	 with	 various	 flourishes	 and

interpolations	of	his	own.	I	 thought	 it	would	make	a	good	story	to	 tell	my	friends
that	evening,	before	the	fireside	in	the	rest	house.	They	found	the	story	fascinating,
but	when	 I	 told	 them	 I	 had	 seen	Gulabi’s	 ghost,	 they	 thought	 I	was	 doing	 a	 little
embroidering	 of	my	own.	Mrs	Dutta	 thought	 it	was	 a	 tragic	 tale.	Young	Mrs	Ray
thought	Gulabi	had	been	very	silly.	‘She	was	a	simple	girl,’	opined	Mr	Dutta.	‘She
responded	in	the	only	way	she	knew	…’;	‘Money	can’t	buy	happiness,’	said	Mr	Ray.



‘No,’	said	Mrs	Dutta,	‘but	it	can	buy	you	a	great	many	comforts.’	Mrs	Ray	wanted	to
talk	 of	 other	 things,	 so	 I	 changed	 the	 subject.	 It	 can	 get	 a	 little	 confusing	 for	 a
bachelor	 who	 must	 spend	 the	 evening	 with	 two	 married	 couples.	 There	 are
undercurrents	which	he	is	aware	of	but	not	equipped	to	deal	with.
I	 would	 walk	 across	 the	 bridge	 quite	 often	 after	 that.	 It	 was	 busy	 with	 traffic

during	the	day,	but	after	dusk	there	were	only	a	few	vehicles	on	the	road	and	seldom
any	pedestrians.	A	mist	rose	from	the	gorge	below	and	obscured	the	far	end	of	the
bridge.	I	preferred	walking	there	in	the	evening,	half-expecting,	half-hoping	to	see
Gulabi’s	ghost	again.	It	was	her	face	that	I	really	wanted	to	see.	Would	she	still	be	as
beautiful	as	she	was	fabled	to	be?
It	was	on	 the	evening	before	our	departure	 that	 something	happened	 that	would

haunt	me	for	a	long	time	afterwards.
There	was	a	 feeling	of	 restiveness	as	our	days	 there	drew	 to	a	close.	The	Rays

had	apparently	made	up	their	differences,	although	they	weren’t	talking	very	much.
Mr	Dutta	was	anxious	to	get	back	to	his	office	in	Delhi	and	Mrs	Dutta’s	rheumatism
was	 playing	 up.	 I	 was	 restless	 too,	 wanting	 to	 return	 to	 my	 writing	 desk	 in
Mussoorie.
That	evening	I	decided	to	take	one	last	stroll	across	the	bridge	to	enjoy	the	cool

breeze	of	a	summer’s	night	in	the	mountains.	The	moon	hadn’t	come	up,	and	it	was
really	quite	dark,	although	 there	were	 lamps	at	either	end	of	 the	bridge	providing
sufficient	light	for	those	who	wished	to	cross	over.
I	was	standing	in	the	middle	of	the	bridge,	in	the	darkest	part,	listening	to	the	river

thundering	down	the	gorge,	when	I	saw	the	sari-draped	figure	emerging	from	the
lamplight	and	making	towards	the	railings.
Instinctively	I	called	out,	‘Gulabi!’
She	half-turned	towards	me,	but	I	could	not	see	her	clearly.	The	wind	had	blown

her	 hair	 across	 her	 face	 and	 all	 I	 saw	was	wildly	 staring	 eyes.	 She	 raised	 herself
over	 the	 railing	 and	 threw	 herself	 off	 the	 bridge.	 I	 heard	 the	 splash	 as	 her	 body
struck	the	water	far	below.
Once	again	I	found	myself	running	towards	the	part	of	the	railing	where	she	had

jumped.	And	then	someone	was	running	towards	the	same	spot,	from	the	direction
of	the	rest	house.	It	was	young	Mr	Ray.
‘My	wife!’	he	cried	out.	‘Did	you	see	my	wife?’
He	rushed	to	the	railing	and	stared	down	at	the	swirling	waters	of	the	river.
‘Look!	There	she	is!’	He	pointed	at	a	helpless	figure	bobbing	about	in	the	water.
We	 ran	 down	 the	 steep	 bank	 to	 the	 river	 but	 the	 current	 had	 swept	 her	 on.

Scrambling	 over	 rocks	 and	 bushes,	 we	 made	 frantic	 efforts	 to	 catch	 up	 with	 the
drowning	woman.	But	the	river	in	that	defile	is	a	roaring	torrent,	and	it	was	over	an
hour	 before	we	were	 able	 to	 retrieve	 poor	Mrs	 Ray’s	 body,	 caught	 in	 driftwood
about	a	mile	downstream.



She	 was	 cremated	 not	 far	 from	 where	 we	 found	 her	 and	 we	 returned	 to	 our
various	homes	in	gloom	and	grief,	chastened	but	none	the	wiser	for	the	experience.
If	you	happen	to	be	in	that	area	and	decide	to	cross	the	bridge	late	in	the	evening,

you	might	see	Gulabi’s	ghost	or	hear	the	hoofbeats	of	Wilson’s	horse	as	he	canters
across	the	old	wooden	bridge	looking	for	her.	Or	you	might	see	the	ghost	of	Mrs
Ray	and	hear	her	husband’s	anguished	cry.	Or	there	might	be	others.	Who	knows?



T
On	Fairy	Hill

	
hose	little	green	lights	that	I	used	to	see	twinkling	away	on	Pari	Tibba—there
had	to	be	a	scientific	explanation	for	them.	I	was	sure	of	that.	After	dark	we
see	or	hear	many	things	that	seem	mysterious	and	irrational.	And	then,	by	the
clear	light	of	day,	we	find	that	the	magic	and	the	mystery	have	an	explanation

after	all.
I	saw	those	lights	occasionally,	late	at	night,	when	I	walked	home	from	the	town

to	my	little	cottage	at	 the	edge	of	the	forest.	They	moved	too	fast	 to	be	torches	or
lanterns	carried	by	people.	And	as	there	were	no	roads	on	Pari	Tibba,	they	could	not
have	been	cycle	or	cart	lamps.	Someone	told	me	there	was	phosphorus	in	the	rocks
and	that	this	probably	accounted	for	the	luminous	glow	emanating	from	the	hillside
late	at	night.	Possibly,	but	I	was	not	convinced.
My	encounter	with	the	little	people	happened	by	the	light	of	day.
One	morning	early	in	April,	purely	on	an	impulse,	I	decided	to	climb	to	the	top	of

Pari	Tibba	and	look	around	for	myself.	It	was	springtime	in	the	Himalayan	foothills.
The	sap	was	rising—in	the	trees,	in	the	grass,	in	the	wild	flowers,	in	my	own	veins.	I
took	the	path	through	the	oak	forest,	down	to	the	little	stream	at	the	foot	of	the	hill,
and	then	up	the	steep	slope	of	Pari	Tibba,	Hill	of	Fairies.
It	was	quite	a	scramble	to	get	to	the	top.	The	path	ended	at	the	stream	at	the	bottom

of	the	slope.	I	had	to	clutch	at	brambles	and	tufts	of	grass	to	make	the	ascent.	Fallen
pine	 needles,	 slippery	 underfoot,	made	 it	 difficult	 to	 get	 a	 foothold.	 But	 finally	 I
made	 it	 to	 the	 top—a	grassy	plateau	fringed	by	pines	and	a	 few	wild	medlar	 trees
now	clothed	in	white	blossom.
It	was	a	pretty	spot.	And	as	I	was	hot	and	sweaty,	I	removed	most	of	my	clothing

and	 lay	down	under	a	medlar	 to	 rest.	The	climb	had	been	quite	 tiring.	But	a	 fresh
breeze	soon	revived	me.	It	made	a	soft	humming	sound	in	the	pines.	And	the	grass,
sprinkled	 with	 yellow	 buttercups,	 buzzed	 with	 the	 sound	 of	 crickets	 and
grasshoppers.
After	some	time,	I	stood	up	and	surveyed	the	scene.	To	the	north,	Landour	with	its

rusty	red-roofed	cottages;	to	the	south,	the	wide	valley	and	a	silver	stream	flowing
towards	 the	Ganga.	 To	 the	west	 were	 rolling	 hills,	 patches	 of	 forest	 and	 a	 small
village	tucked	into	a	fold	of	the	mountain.
Disturbed	by	my	presence,	a	barking	deer	ran	across	 the	clearing	and	down	the

opposite	slope.	A	band	of	long-tailed	blue	magpies	rose	from	the	oak	trees,	glided
across	the	knoll	and	settled	in	another	copse	of	oaks.
I	 was	 alone,	 alone	 with	 the	 wind	 and	 the	 sky.	 It	 had	 probably	 been	 months,

possibly	 years,	 since	 any	 human	 had	 passed	 that	way.	 The	 soft	 lush	 grass	 looked



most	 inviting.	 I	 lay	down	again	on	 the	sun-warmed	sward.	Pressed	and	bruised	by
my	weight,	the	catmint	and	clover	in	the	grass	gave	out	a	soft	fragrance.	A	ladybird
climbed	 up	my	 leg	 and	 began	 to	 explore	my	 body.	 A	 swarm	 of	 white	 butterflies
fluttered	around	me.
I	slept.
I	have	no	 idea	how	long	I	slept.	When	I	awoke,	 it	was	 to	experience	an	unusual

soothing	sensation	all	over	my	limbs,	as	though	they	were	being	gently	stroked	with
rose	petals.
All	lethargy	gone,	I	opened	my	eyes	to	find	a	little	girl—or	was	it	a	woman?—

about	two	inches	tall,	sitting	cross-legged	on	my	chest	and	studying	me	intently.	Her
hair	 fell	 in	 long	 black	 tresses.	 Her	 skin	 was	 the	 colour	 of	 honey.	 Her	 firm	 little
breasts	were	like	tiny	acorns.	She	held	a	buttercup,	which	was	larger	than	her	hand,
and	she	was	stroking	my	skin	with	it.
I	was	tingling	all	over.	A	sensation	of	sensual	joy	surged	through	my	limbs.
A	tiny	boy—man?—also	naked,	now	joined	the	elfin	girl,	and	they	held	hands	and

looked	into	my	eyes,	smiling.	Their	teeth	were	like	little	pearls,	their	lips	soft	petals
of	 apricot	 blossom.	 Were	 these	 the	 nature	 spirits,	 the	 flower	 fairies	 I	 had	 often
dreamt	of?
I	raised	my	head,	and	saw	that	there	were	scores	of	little	people	all	over	me.	The

delicate	and	gentle	creatures	were	exploring	my	legs,	arms	and	body	with	caressing
gestures.	 Some	 of	 them	 were	 laving	 me	 with	 dew	 or	 pollen	 or	 some	 other	 soft
essence.	I	closed	my	eyes	again.	Waves	of	pure	physical	pleasure	swept	over	me.	I
had	never	known	anything	like	it.	It	was	endless,	all-embracing.	My	limbs	turned	to
water.	The	sky	revolved	around	me,	and	I	must	have	fainted.
When	I	came	to,	perhaps	an	hour	later,	the	little	people	had	gone.	The	fragrance

of	honeysuckle	lingered	in	the	air.	A	deep	rumble	overhead	made	me	look	up.	Dark
clouds	had	gathered,	threatening	rain.	Had	the	thunder	frightened	them	away	to	their
abode	 beneath	 the	 rocks	 and	 roots?	Or	 had	 they	 simply	 tired	 of	 sporting	with	 an
unknown	 newcomer?	 Mischievous	 they	 were;	 for	 when	 I	 looked	 around	 for	 my
clothes	I	could	not	find	them	anywhere.
A	wave	of	panic	surged	through	me.	I	ran	here	and	there,	looking	behind	shrubs

and	tree	trunks,	but	to	no	avail.	My	clothes	had	disappeared,	along	with	the	fairies—
if	indeed	they	were	fairies!
It	began	to	rain.	Large	drops	cannoned	off	the	dry	rocks.	Then	it	hailed,	and	soon

the	slope	was	covered	with	ice.	There	was	no	shelter.	Naked,	I	clambered	down	as
far	 as	 the	 stream.	There	was	 no	 one	 to	 see	me—except	 for	 a	wild	mountain	 goat
speeding	away	in	the	opposite	direction.	Gusts	of	wind	slashed	rain	and	hail	across
my	 face	 and	 body.	 Panting	 and	 shivering,	 I	 took	 shelter	 beneath	 an	 overhanging
rock	until	the	storm	had	passed.	By	then	it	was	almost	dusk,	and	I	was	able	to	ascend
the	path	 to	my	cottage	without	encountering	anyone,	apart	 from	a	band	of	startled



langoors	who	chattered	excitedly	on	seeing	me.
I	couldn’t	stop	shivering,	so	I	went	straight	to	bed.	I	slept	a	deep,	dreamless	sleep

through	 the	 afternoon,	 evening	 and	night,	 and	woke	up	next	morning	with	 a	 high
fever.
Mechanically	I	dressed,	made	myself	some	breakfast	and	tried	to	get	through	the

morning’s	chores.	When	I	took	my	temperature,	I	found	it	was	104.	So	I	swallowed
a	Brufen	and	went	back	to	bed.
There	I	 lay	 till	 late	afternoon,	when	the	postman’s	knocking	woke	me.	I	 left	my

letters	 unopened	 on	 my	 desk—breaking	 a	 sacrosanct	 ritual—and	 returned	 to	 my
bed.
The	 fever	 lasted	 almost	 a	 week	 and	 left	 me	 weak	 and	 feeble.	 I	 couldn’t	 have

climbed	Pari	Tibba	again	even	 if	 I’d	wanted	 to.	But	 I	 reclined	on	my	window	seat
and	 looked	 at	 the	 clouds	 drifting	 over	 that	 bleak	 hill.	Desolate	 it	 seemed,	 and	 yet
strangely	inhabited.	When	it	grew	dark,	I	waited	for	those	little	green	fairy	lights	to
appear;	but	these,	it	seemed,	were	now	to	be	denied	to	me.
And	 so	 I	 returned	 to	 my	 desk,	 my	 typewriter,	 my	 newspaper	 articles	 and

correspondence.	It	was	a	lonely	period	in	my	life.	My	marriage	hadn’t	worked	out:
my	wife,	fond	of	high	society	and	averse	to	living	with	an	unsuccessful	writer	in	a
remote	 cottage	 in	 the	 woods,	 was	 pursuing	 her	 own,	 more	 successful	 career	 in
Mumbai.	 I	had	always	been	 rather	half-hearted	 in	my	approach	 to	making	money,
whereas	she	had	always	wanted	more	and	more	of	it.	She	left	me—left	me	with	my
books	and	my	dreams	…
Had	 it	 all	 been	 a	 dream,	 that	 strange	 episode	 on	 Pari	 Tibba?	 Had	 a	 too-active

imagination	conjured	up	those	aerial	spirits,	those	siddhas	of	the	upper	air?	Or	were
they	underground	people,	living	deep	within	the	bowels	of	the	hill?	If	I	was	going	to
preserve	my	 sanity,	 I	 knew	 I	 had	 better	 get	 on	with	 the	more	mundane	 aspects	 of
living—going	 into	 town	 to	 buy	 groceries,	 mending	 the	 leaking	 roof,	 paying	 the
electricity	bill,	plodding	up	to	 the	post	office	and	remembering	to	deposit	 the	odd
cheque	that	came	my	way.	All	the	routine	things	that	made	life	so	dull	and	dreary.
The	 truth	 is,	what	we	commonly	call	 life	 is	not	 really	 living	at	all.	The	 regular

and	settled	ways	which	we	accept	as	 the	course	of	 life	are	 really	 the	curse	of	 life.
They	tie	us	down	to	the	trivial	and	monotonous,	and	we	will	do	almost	anything	to
get	 away,	 ideally	 for	 a	 more	 exalted	 and	 fulfilling	 existence,	 but	 if	 that	 is	 not
possible,	for	a	few	hours	of	forgetfulness	in	alcohol,	drugs,	forbidden	sex	or	even
golf.	So	it	would	give	me	great	joy	to	go	underground	with	the	fairies.	Those	little
people	who	have	sought	refuge	in	Mother	Earth	from	mankind’s	killing	ways	are	as
vulnerable	as	butterflies	and	flowers.	All	things	beautiful	are	easily	destroyed.
I	 am	 sitting	 at	my	window	 in	 the	 gathering	 dark,	 penning	 these	 stray	 thoughts,

when	I	see	them	coming—hand-in-hand,	walking	on	a	swirl	of	mist,	suffused	with
all	the	radiant	colours	of	the	rainbow.	For	a	rainbow	has	formed	a	bridge	for	them



from	Pari	Tibba	to	the	edge	of	my	window.
I	am	ready	to	go	with	them	to	their	secret	lairs	or	to	the	upper	air—far	from	the

stifling	confines	of	the	world	in	which	we	toil	…
Come,	 fairies,	 carry	 me	 away,	 to	 experience	 again	 the	 perfection	 I	 did	 that

summer’s	day!



I
Reunion	at	the	Regal

	
f	 you	 want	 to	 see	 a	 ghost,	 just	 stand	 outside	 New	 Delhi’s	 Regal	 Cinema	 for
twenty	minutes	or	so.	The	approach	to	the	grand	old	cinema	hall	is	a	great	place
for	 them.	Sooner	or	 later	you’ll	 see	 a	 familiar	 face	 in	 the	 crowd.	Before	you
have	 time	 to	 recall	who	 it	was	or	who	 it	may	be,	 it	will	have	disappeared	and

you	will	be	 left	wondering	 if	 it	 really	was	 so-and-so	…	because	 surely	 so-and-so
died	several	years	ago	…
The	Regal	was	very	posh	in	the	early	1940s	when,	in	the	company	of	my	father,	I

saw	my	 first	 film	 there.	The	Connaught	Place	 cinemas	 still	 had	 a	new	 look	 about
them,	 and	 they	 showed	 the	 latest	 offerings	 from	Hollywood	and	Britain.	To	 see	 a
Hindi	film,	you	had	to	travel	all	the	way	to	Kashmere	Gate	or	Chandni	Chowk.
Over	the	years,	I	was	in	and	out	of	the	Regal	quite	a	few	times,	and	so	I	became

used	to	meeting	old	acquaintances	or	glimpsing	familiar	faces	in	the	foyer	or	on	the
steps	outside.
On	one	occasion	I	was	mistaken	for	a	ghost.
I	was	about	thirty	at	the	time.	I	was	standing	on	the	steps	of	the	arcade,	waiting	for

someone,	when	a	young	Indian	man	came	up	to	me	and	said	something	in	German
or	what	sounded	like	German.
‘I’m	sorry,’	I	said.	‘I	don’t	understand.	You	may	speak	to	me	in	English	or	Hindi.’
‘Aren’t	you	Hans?	We	met	in	Frankfurt	last	year.’
‘I’m	sorry,	I’ve	never	been	to	Frankfurt.’
‘You	look	exactly	like	Hans.’
‘Maybe	I’m	his	double.	Or	maybe	I’m	his	ghost!’
My	 facetious	 remark	 did	 not	 amuse	 the	 young	 man.	 He	 looked	 confused	 and

stepped	 back,	 a	 look	 of	 horror	 spreading	 over	 his	 face.	 ‘No,	 no,’	 he	 stammered.
‘Hans	is	alive,	you	can’t	be	his	ghost!’
‘I	was	only	joking.’
But	he	had	 turned	 away,	 hurrying	off	 through	 the	 crowd.	He	 seemed	agitated.	 I

shrugged	philosophically.	So	I	had	a	double	called	Hans,	I	reflected;	perhaps	I’d	run
into	him	some	day.
I	 mention	 this	 incident	 only	 to	 show	 that	 most	 of	 us	 have	 lookalikes,	 and	 that

sometimes	 we	 see	 what	 we	 want	 to	 see,	 or	 are	 looking	 for,	 even	 if	 on	 looking
closer,	the	resemblance	isn’t	all	that	striking.
But	there	was	no	mistaking	Kishen	when	he	approached	me.	I	hadn’t	seen	him	for

five	or	 six	years,	but	he	 looked	much	 the	same.	Bushy	eyebrows,	offset	by	gentle
eyes;	a	determined	chin,	offset	by	a	charming	smile.	The	girls	had	always	liked	him,
and	he	knew	it;	and	he	was	content	to	let	them	do	the	pursuing.



We	 saw	 a	 film—I	 think	 it	 was	 The	 Wind	 Cannot	 Read—and	 then	 we	 strolled
across	 to	 the	 old	Standard	Restaurant,	 ordered	 dinner	 and	 talked	 about	 old	 times,
while	the	small	band	played	sentimental	tunes	from	the	1950s.
Yes,	we	talked	about	old	times—growing	up	in	Dehra,	where	we	lived	next	door

to	each	other,	exploring	our	neighbours’	litchi	orchards,	cycling	about	the	town	in
the	 days	 before	 the	 scooter	 had	 been	 invented,	 kicking	 a	 football	 around	 on	 the
maidan,	 or	 just	 sitting	 on	 the	 compound	 wall	 doing	 nothing.	 I	 had	 just	 finished
school,	 and	 an	 entire	 year	 stretched	 before	 me	 until	 it	 was	 time	 to	 go	 abroad.
Kishen’s	 father,	 a	 civil	 engineer,	 was	 under	 transfer	 orders,	 so	 Kishen,	 too,
temporarily	did	not	have	to	go	to	school.
He	was	an	easy-going	boy,	quite	content	to	be	at	a	loose	end	in	my	company—I

was	to	describe	a	couple	of	our	escapades	in	my	first	novel,	The	Room	on	the	Roof.	I
had	 literary	pretensions;	he	was	apparently	without	ambition	although,	as	he	grew
older,	he	was	to	surprise	me	by	his	wide	reading	and	erudition.
One	day,	while	we	were	cycling	along	 the	bank	of	 the	Rajpur	canal,	he	skidded

off	the	path	and	fell	into	the	canal	with	his	cycle.	The	water	was	only	waist-deep;	but
it	was	quite	swift,	and	I	had	to	jump	in	to	help	him.	There	was	no	real	danger,	but	we
had	some	difficulty	getting	the	cycle	out	of	the	canal.
Later,	he	learnt	to	swim.
But	that	was	after	I’d	gone	away	…
Convinced	that	my	prospects	would	be	better	in	England,	my	mother	packed	me

off	to	her	relatives	in	Jersey,	and	it	was	to	be	four	long	years	before	I	could	return
to	 the	 land	 I	 truly	 cared	 for.	 In	 that	 time,	many	 of	my	Dehra	 friends	 had	 left	 the
town;	 it	 wasn’t	 a	 place	 where	 you	 could	 do	much	 after	 finishing	 school.	 Kishen
wrote	to	me	from	Calcutta,	where	he	was	at	an	engineering	college.	Then	he	was	off
to	‘study	abroad’.	I	heard	from	him	from	time	to	time.	He	seemed	happy.	He	had	an
equable	 temperament	 and	got	on	quite	well	with	most	people.	He	had	a	girlfriend
too,	he	told	me.
‘But,’	 he	 wrote,	 ‘you’re	my	 oldest	 and	 best	 friend.	Wherever	 I	 go,	 I’ll	 always

come	back	to	see	you.’
And,	of	course,	he	did.	We	met	several	times	while	I	was	living	in	Delhi,	and	once

we	 revisited	 Dehra	 together	 and	 walked	 down	 Rajpur	 Road	 and	 ate	 tikkis	 and
golguppas	 behind	 the	 clock	 tower.	 But	 the	 old	 familiar	 faces	 were	 missing.	 The
streets	 were	 overbuilt	 and	 overcrowded,	 and	 the	 litchi	 gardens	 were	 fast
disappearing.	 After	 we	 got	 back	 to	 Delhi,	 Kishen	 accepted	 the	 offer	 of	 a	 job	 in
Mumbai.	We	kept	in	touch	in	desultory	fashion,	but	our	paths	and	our	lives	had	taken
different	directions.	He	was	busy	nurturing	his	career	with	an	engineering	 firm;	 I
had	retreated	to	the	hills	with	radically	different	goals—to	write	and	be	free	of	the
burden	of	a	ten-to-five	desk	job.
Time	went	by,	and	I	lost	track	of	Kishen.



About	a	year	ago,	 I	was	 standing	 in	 the	 lobby	of	 the	 India	 International	Centre,
when	an	attractive	young	woman	in	her	mid-thirties	came	up	to	me	and	said,	‘Hello,
Rusty,	 don’t	 you	 remember	 me?	 I’m	Manju.	 I	 lived	 next	 to	 you	 and	 Kishen	 and
Ranbir	when	we	were	children.’
I	recognized	her	then,	for	she	had	always	been	a	pretty	girl,	the	‘belle’	of	Dehra’s

Astley	Hall.
We	sat	down	and	talked	about	old	times	and	new	times,	and	I	told	her	that	I	hadn’t

heard	from	Kishen	for	a	few	years.
‘Didn’t	you	know?’	she	asked.	‘He	died	about	two	years	ago.’
‘What	 happened?’	 I	was	 dismayed,	 even	 angry,	 that	 I	 hadn’t	 heard	 about	 it.	 ‘He

couldn’t	have	been	more	than	thirty-eight.’
‘It	was	an	accident	on	a	beach	in	Goa.	A	child	had	got	into	difficulties	and	Kishen

swam	out	to	save	her.	He	did	rescue	the	little	girl,	but	when	he	swam	ashore	he	had	a
heart	 attack.	He	died	 right	 there	 on	 the	beach.	 It	 seems	he	had	 always	had	 a	weak
heart.	The	exertion	must	have	been	too	much	for	him.’
I	was	silent.	I	knew	he’d	become	a	fairly	good	swimmer,	but	I	did	not	know	about

the	heart.
‘Was	he	married?’	I	asked.
‘No,	he	was	always	the	eligible	bachelor	boy.’
It	had	been	good	to	see	Manju	again,	even	though	she	had	given	me	bad	news.	She

told	me	she	was	happily	married,	with	a	small	son.	We	promised	to	keep	in	touch.
And	that’s	the	end	of	this	tale,	apart	from	my	brief	visit	to	Delhi	last	November.
I	had	taken	a	taxi	to	Connaught	Place	and	decided	to	get	down	at	the	Regal.	I	stood

there	a	while,	undecided	about	what	to	do	or	where	to	go.	It	was	almost	time	for	a
show	to	start,	and	there	were	a	lot	of	people	milling	around.
I	thought	someone	called	my	name.	I	looked	around,	and	there	was	Kishen	in	the

crowd.
‘Kishen!’	I	called,	and	started	after	him.
But	 a	 stout	 lady	 climbing	out	 of	 a	 scooter	 rickshaw	got	 in	my	way,	 and	by	 the

time	I	had	a	clear	view	again,	my	old	friend	had	disappeared.
Had	I	seen	his	lookalike,	a	double?	Or	had	he	kept	his	promise	to	come	back	to

see	me	once	more?



B
Grandfather	Fights	an	Ostrich

	
efore	Grandfather	joined	the	Indian	Railways,	he	worked	for	some	time	on
the	 East	 African	 Railways,	 and	 it	 was	 during	 that	 period	 that	 he	 had	 his
famous	encounter	with	the	ostrich.	My	childhood	was	frequently	enlivened
by	this	oft-told	tale	of	my	grandfather ’s,	and	I	give	it	here	in	his	own	words

—or	as	well	as	I	can	remember	them:
While	 engaged	 in	 the	 laying	 of	 a	 new	 railway	 line,	 I	 had	 a	miraculous	 escape

from	an	awful	death.	I	lived	in	a	small	township,	but	my	work	lay	some	twelve	miles
away,	 and	 although	 I	 had	 a	 tent	 on	 the	 works	 I	 often	 had	 to	 go	 into	 town	 on
horseback.
On	 one	 occasion,	 an	 accident	 happening	 to	 my	 horse,	 I	 got	 a	 lift	 into	 town,

hoping	 that	someone	might	do	me	a	similar	 favour	on	my	way	back.	But	 this	was
not	 to	 be,	 and	 I	 made	 up	 my	 mind	 next	 morning	 to	 do	 the	 journey	 on	 foot,
shortening	the	distance	by	taking	a	cut	through	the	hills	which	would	save	me	about
six	miles.
To	 take	 this	 short	 cut	 it	 was	 necessary	 to	 cross	 an	 ostrich	 ‘camp’	 or	 farm.	 To

venture	 across	 these	 ‘camps’	 in	 the	 breeding	 season,	 especially	 on	 foot,	 can	 be
dangerous,	for	during	this	time	the	male	birds	are	extremely	ferocious.
But	being	 familiar	with	 the	ways	of	ostriches,	 I	 knew	 that	my	dog	would	 scare

away	 any	 ostrich	which	 tried	 to	 attack	me.	 Strange	 though	 it	may	 seem,	 even	 the
biggest	ostrich	(and	some	of	them	grow	to	a	height	of	nine	feet)	will	bolt	faster	than
a	racehorse	at	 the	sight	of	even	a	small	dog.	And	so,	 in	company	with	my	dog	(a
mongrel	who	had	adopted	me	the	previous	month),	I	felt	reasonably	safe.
On	 arrival	 at	 the	 ‘camp’	 I	 got	 through	 the	 wire	 fencing	 and,	 keeping	 a	 good

lookout,	dodged	across	the	spaces	between	the	bushes,	now	and	then	getting	a	sight
of	the	birds	which	were	feeding	some	distance	away.
I	had	gone	about	half	a	mile	from	the	fencing	when	up	started	a	hare,	and	in	an

instant	my	dog	gave	chase.	I	 tried	to	call	him	back	although	I	knew	it	was	useless,
since	chasing	hares	was	a	passion	with	him.
Whether	it	was	the	dog’s	bark	or	my	own	shouting,	I	don’t	know,	but	just	what	I

was	most	anxious	to	avoid	immediately	happened:	the	ostriches	became	startled	and
began	 darting	 to	 and	 fro.	 Suddenly	 I	 saw	 a	 big	male	 bird	 emerge	 from	 a	 thicket
about	a	hundred	yards	away.	He	stood	still	and	stared	at	me	for	a	few	moments;	then,
expanding	his	wings	and	with	his	tail	erect,	he	came	bounding	towards	me.
Believing	 discretion	 to	 be	 the	 better	 part	 of	 valour	 (at	 least	 in	 that	 particular

situation),	I	turned	and	ran	towards	the	fence.	But	it	was	an	unequal	race.	What	were
my	steps	of	two	or	three	feet	against	the	creature’s	great	strides	of	sixteen	to	twenty



feet?	There	was	only	one	hope:	to	wait	for	the	ostrich	behind	some	bush	and	try	to
dodge	him	till	he	tired.	A	dodging	game	was	obviously	my	only	chance.
Altering	course	a	little,	I	rushed	for	the	nearest	clump	of	bushes	where,	gasping

for	breath,	 I	waited	 for	my	pursuer.	The	great	bird	was	 almost	 immediately	upon
me,	and	a	strange	encounter	commenced.	This	way	and	that	I	dodged,	taking	great
care	that	I	did	not	get	directly	in	front	of	his	deadly	kick.	The	ostrich	kicks	forward,
and	with	such	terrific	force	that	his	great	chisel-like	nails,	if	they	strike,	would	rip
one	open	from	head	to	foot.
Breathless,	and	really	quite	helpless,	I	prayed	wildly	for	help	as	I	circled	the	bush,

which	was	 about	 twelve	 feet	 in	 diameter	 and	 some	 six	 feet	 in	 height.	My	 strength
was	 rapidly	 failing,	 and	 I	 realized	 it	would	be	 impossible	 to	keep	up	 the	 struggle
much	 longer;	 I	 was	 ready	 to	 drop	 from	 sheer	 exhaustion.	 As	 if	 aware	 of	 my
condition,	the	infuriated	bird	suddenly	doubled	on	his	course	and	charged	straight	at
me.	With	a	desperate	effort	I	managed	to	step	to	one	side.	How	it	happened	I	don’t
know,	 but	 I	 found	myself	 holding	 on	 to	 one	 of	 the	 creature’s	wings,	 close	 to	 his
body.
It	was	now	the	bird’s	turn	to	be	frightened,	and	he	began	to	turn,	or	rather	waltz,

moving	 round	 and	 round	 so	 quickly	 that	my	 feet	were	 soon	 swinging	 out	 almost
horizontally.	All	 the	 time	 the	ostrich	kept	opening	and	shutting	his	beak	with	 loud
snaps.
Imagine	my	situation	as	I	clung	desperately	to	the	wing	of	the	enraged	bird,	who

was	whirling	me	round	and	round	as	if	I	had	been	a	cork!	My	arms	soon	began	to
ache	with	the	strain,	and	the	swift	and	continuous	circling	was	making	me	dizzy.	But
I	 knew	 that	 if	 I	 relaxed	my	hold,	 a	 terrible	 fate	 awaited	me:	 I	would	 be	 promptly
trampled	to	death	by	the	spiteful	bird.
Round	and	round	we	went	in	a	great	circle.	It	seemed	as	if	my	enemy	would	never

tire.	But	I	knew	I	could	not	hold	on	much	longer.
Suddenly	the	bird	went	into	reverse!	This	unexpected	movement	not	only	had	the

effect	of	making	me	lose	my	hold	but	sent	me	sprawling	to	the	ground.	I	landed	in	a
heap	at	the	foot	of	the	thorn	bush.	In	an	instant,	almost	before	I	had	time	to	realize
what	 had	 happened,	 the	 ostrich	 was	 upon	 me.	 I	 thought	 the	 end	 had	 come.
Instinctively	I	put	up	my	hands	to	protect	my	face.	But,	to	my	amazement,	the	great
bird	did	not	strike.
I	moved	my	hands	from	my	face,	and	there	stood	the	ostrich	with	one	foot	raised

ready	to	rip	me	open!	I	couldn’t	move.	Was	the	bird	going	to	play	with	me	like	a	cat
with	a	mouse,	and	prolong	the	agony?
As	I	watched	fascinated,	I	saw	him	turn	his	head	sharply	to	the	left.	A	second	later

he	jumped	back,	turned,	and	made	off	as	fast	as	he	could.	Dazed,	I	wondered	what
had	happened.
I	soon	found	out,	for,	to	my	great	joy,	I	heard	the	bark	of	my	truant	dog,	and	the



next	moment	he	was	jumping	around	me,	licking	my	face	and	hands.
Needless	to	say,	I	returned	his	caresses	most	affectionately!	And	I	took	good	care

to	see	that	he	did	not	leave	my	side	until	we	were	well	clear	of	the	ostrich	‘camp’.



G
Grandfather’s	Many	Faces

	
randfather	 had	 many	 gifts,	 but	 perhaps	 the	 most	 unusual—and	 at	 times
startling—was	 his	 ability	 to	 disguise	 himself	 and	 take	 on	 the	 persona	 of
another	person,	often	a	street	vendor	or	carpenter	or	washerman;	someone
he	had	seen	around	for	some	time,	and	whose	habits	and	characteristics	he

had	studied.
His	 normal	 attire	 was	 that	 of	 the	 average	 Anglo-Indian	 or	 Englishman—bush

shirt,	 khaki	 shorts,	 occasionally	 a	 sola	 topi	 or	 sun	 helmet—but	 if	 you	 rummaged
through	 his	 cupboards,	 you	would	 find	 a	 strange	 assortment	 of	 garments:	 dhotis,
lungis,	pyjamas,	embroidered	shirts	and	colourful	turbans.	He	could	be	a	maharaja
one	day,	a	beggar	 the	next.	Yes,	he	even	had	a	brass	begging	bowl,	but	he	used	 it
only	once,	just	to	see	if	he	could	pass	himself	off	as	a	bent-double	beggar	hobbling
through	 the	bazaar.	He	wasn’t	 recognized,	but	he	had	 to	admit	 that	begging	was	a
most	difficult	art.
‘You	have	to	be	on	the	street	all	day	and	in	all	weathers,’	he	told	me	that	day.	‘You

have	to	be	polite	to	everyone—no	beggar	succeeds	by	being	rude!	You	have	to	be
alert	 at	 all	 times.	 It’s	 hard	work,	 believe	me.	 I	wouldn’t	 advise	 anyone	 to	 take	 up
begging	as	a	profession.’
Grandfather	 really	 liked	 to	 get	 the	 ‘feel’	 of	 someone	 else’s	 occupation	 or

lifestyle.	And	he	enjoyed	playing	tricks	on	his	friends	and	relatives.
Grandmother	 loved	 bargaining	with	 shopkeepers	 and	 vendors	 of	 all	 kinds.	 She

would	boast	that	she	could	get	the	better	of	most	men	when	it	came	to	haggling	over
the	price	of	onions	or	cloth	or	baskets	or	buttons	…	Until	one	day	the	sabziwalla,	a
wandering	vegetable	seller	who	carried	a	basket	of	fruit	and	vegetables	on	his	head,
spent	an	hour	on	the	veranda	arguing	with	Granny	over	the	price	of	various	items
before	finally	selling	her	what	she	wanted.
Later	that	day,	Grandfather	confronted	Granny	and	insisted	on	knowing	why	she

had	paid	extra	for	 tomatoes	and	green	chillies.	 ‘Far	more	 than	you’d	have	paid	 in
the	bazaar,’	he	said.
‘How	do	you	know	what	I	paid	him?’	asked	Granny.
‘Because	here’s	the	ten-rupee	note	you	gave	me,’	said	Grandfather,	handing	back

her	money.	‘I	changed	into	something	suitable	and	borrowed	the	sabziwalla’s	basket
for	an	hour!’
Grandfather	never	used	make-up.	He	had	a	healthy	tan	and	with	the	help	of	a	false

moustache	or	beard,	and	a	change	of	hairstyle,	he	could	become	anyone	he	wanted
to	be.
For	my	amusement,	he	became	a	tongawalla;	that	is,	the	driver	of	a	pony-drawn



buggy,	a	common	form	of	conveyance	in	the	days	of	my	boyhood.
Grandfather	borrowed	a	tonga	from	one	of	his	cronies	and	took	me	for	a	brisk

and	eventful	ride	around	the	town.	On	our	way	we	picked	up	the	odd	customer	and
earned	a	few	rupees	which	were	dutifully	handed	over	to	the	tonga	owner	at	the	end
of	 the	 day.	 We	 picked	 up	 Dr	 Bisht,	 our	 local	 doctor,	 who	 failed	 to	 recognize
Grandfather.	But,	 of	 course,	 I	was	 the	 giveaway.	 ‘And	what	 are	 you	 doing	 here?’
asked	the	good	doctor.	‘Shouldn’t	you	be	in	school?’
‘I’m	just	helping	Grandfather,’	I	replied.	‘It’s	part	of	my	science	project.’	Dr	Bisht

then	took	a	second	look	at	Grandfather	and	burst	out	laughing;	he	also	insisted	on	a
free	ride.
On	one	occasion	Grandfather	drove	Granny	to	the	bank	without	her	recognizing

him,	and	that	too	in	a	tonga	with	a	white	pony.	Granny	was	superstitious	about	white
ponies	and	avoided	 them	as	far	as	possible.	But	Grandfather,	 in	his	 tonga	driver ’s
disguise,	persuaded	her	 that	his	white	pony	was	 the	best	behaved	 little	pony	 in	 the
world.	And	so	it	was,	under	his	artful	guidance.	As	a	result,	Granny	lost	her	fear	of
white	ponies.
One	winter	the	Gemini	Circus	came	to	our	small	north	Indian	town	and	set	up	its

tents	on	the	old	Parade	Ground.	Grandfather,	who	liked	circuses	and	circus	people,
soon	made	friends	with	all	the	show	folk—the	owner,	the	ringmaster,	the	lion	tamer,
the	pony	riders,	clowns,	 trapeze	artistes	and	acrobats.	He	 told	me	 that	as	a	boy	he
had	always	wanted	 to	 join	a	circus,	preferably	as	an	animal	 trainer	or	 ringmaster,
but	his	parents	had	persuaded	him	to	become	an	engine	driver	instead.
‘Driving	an	engine	must	be	fun,’	I	said.
‘Yes,	but	lions	are	safer,’	said	Grandfather.
And	 he	 used	 his	 friendship	 with	 the	 circus	 folk	 to	 get	 free	 passes	 for	me,	my

cousin	Melanie,	and	my	small	friend	Gautam,	who	lived	next	door.
‘Aren’t	you	coming	with	us?’	I	asked	Grandfather.
‘I’ll	be	there,’	he	said.	‘I’ll	be	with	my	friends.	See	if	you	can	spot	me!’
We	were	convinced	that	Grandfather	was	going	to	adopt	one	of	his	disguises	and

take	part	in	the	evening’s	entertainment.	So	for	Melanie,	Gautam	and	me	the	evening
turned	out	to	be	a	guessing	game.
We	were	enthralled	by	the	show’s	highlights—the	tigers	going	through	their	drill,

the	beautiful	young	men	and	women	on	the	flying	trapeze,	the	daring	motorcyclist
bursting	through	a	hoop	of	fire,	the	jugglers	and	clowns—but	we	kept	trying	to	see
if	we	 could	 recognize	Grandfather	 among	 the	 performers.	We	 couldn’t	make	 too
much	of	noise	because	in	the	row	behind	us	sat	some	of	the	town’s	senior	citizens—
the	 mayor,	 a	 turbaned	 maharaja,	 a	 formally	 dressed	 Englishman	 with	 a	 military
bearing,	a	couple	of	nuns	and	Gautam’s	class	teacher!	But	we	kept	up	our	chatter	for
most	of	the	show.
‘Is	your	Grandfather	the	lion	tamer?’	asked	Gautam.



‘I	don’t	 think	so,’	I	said.	‘He	hasn’t	had	any	practice	with	lions.	He’s	better	with
tigers!’	But	there	was	someone	else	in	charge	of	the	tigers.
‘He	could	be	one	of	the	jugglers,’	said	Melanie.
‘He’s	taller	than	the	jugglers,’	I	said.
Gautam	made	an	inspired	guess:	‘Maybe	he’s	the	bearded	lady!’
We	 looked	hard	and	 long	at	 the	bearded	 lady	when	she	came	 to	our	side	of	 the

ring.	She	waved	to	us	in	a	friendly	manner,	and	Gautam	called	out,	‘Excuse	me,	are
you	Ruskin’s	grandfather?’
‘No,	dear,’	 she	 replied	with	a	deep	 laugh.	 ‘I’m	his	girlfriend!’	And	 she	 skipped

away	to	another	part	of	the	ring.
A	clown	came	up	to	us	and	made	funny	faces.
‘Are	you	Grandfather?’	asked	Melanie.
But	he	just	grinned,	somersaulted	backwards,	and	went	about	his	funny	business.
‘I	give	up,’	said	Melanie.	‘Unless	he’s	the	dancing	bear	…’
‘It’s	a	real	bear,’	said	Gautam.	‘Just	look	at	those	claws!’
The	 bear	 looked	 real	 enough.	 So	 did	 the	 lion,	 though	 a	 trifle	 mangy.	 And	 the

tigers	looked	tigerish.
We	went	home	convinced	that	Grandfather	hadn’t	been	there	at	all.
‘So,	did	you	enjoy	 the	circus?’	he	asked,	when	we	sat	down	 to	dinner	 later	 that

evening.
‘Yes,	but	you	weren’t	there,’	I	complained.	‘And	we	took	a	close	look	at	everyone

—including	the	bearded	lady!’
‘Oh,	I	was	there	all	right,’	said	Grandfather.	‘I	was	sitting	just	behind	you.	But	you

were	too	absorbed	in	the	circus	and	the	performers	to	notice	the	audience.	I	was	that
smart-looking	Englishman	in	suit	and	tie,	sitting	between	the	maharaja	and	the	nuns.
I	thought	I’d	just	be	myself	for	a	change!’



A
Here	Comes	Mr	Oliver

	
part	from	being	our	Scoutmaster,	Mr	Oliver	was	also	our	maths	teacher,	a
subject	in	which	I	had	some	difficulty	in	obtaining	pass	marks.	Sometimes	I
scraped	 through,	 usually	 I	 got	 something	 like	 twenty	 or	 thirty	 out	 of	 a
hundred.

‘Failed	 again,	Bond,’	Mr	Oliver	would	 say.	 ‘What	will	 you	do	when	you	grow
up?’
‘Become	a	Scoutmaster,	sir.’
‘Scoutmasters	don’t	get	paid.	It’s	an	honorary	job.	But	you	could	become	a	cook.

That	 would	 suit	 you.’	 He	 hadn’t	 forgotten	 our	 Scout	 camp,	 when	 I	 had	 been	 the
camp’s	cook.
If	Mr	Oliver	was	 in	a	good	mood,	he’d	give	me	grace	marks,	passing	me	by	a

mark	or	two.	He	wasn’t	a	hard	man,	but	he	seldom	smiled.	He	was	very	dark,	thin,
stooped	(from	a	distance	he	looked	like	a	question	mark),	and	balding.	He	was	about
forty,	still	a	bachelor,	and	it	was	said	that	he	had	been	unlucky	in	love—that	the	girl
he	was	going	to	marry	had	jilted	him	at	the	last	moment,	had	run	away	with	a	sailor
while	he	was	waiting	at	the	church,	ready	for	the	wedding	ceremony.	No	wonder	he
always	had	such	a	sorrowful	look.
Mr	 Oliver	 did	 have	 one	 inseparable	 companion—a	 Dachshund,	 a	 snappy	 little

‘sausage’	of	a	dog,	who	looked	upon	the	human	race	and	especially	small	boys	with
a	certain	disdain	and	frequent	hostility.	We	called	him	Hitler.	He	was	impervious	to
overtures	of	friendship,	and	if	you	tried	to	pat	or	stroke	him,	he	would	do	his	best	to
bite	 your	 fingers—or	your	 shin	or	 ankle.	However,	 he	was	devoted	 to	Mr	Oliver
and	 followed	 him	 everywhere,	 except	 into	 the	 classroom;	 this	 our	 headmaster
would	not	allow.
You	remember	that	old	nursery	rhyme:

	
Mary	had	a	little	lamb,
Its	fleece	was	white	as	snow,
And	everywhere	that	Mary	went
The	lamb	was	sure	to	go.

	
Well,	we	made	up	our	own	version	of	the	rhyme,	and	I	must	confess	to	having	had	a
hand	in	its	composition.	It	went	like	this:
	
Olly	had	a	little	dog,
’twas	never	out	of	sight,



And	everyone	that	Olly	met
The	dog	was	sure	to	bite!

	
He	followed	Mr	Oliver	about	the	school	grounds.	He	followed	him	when	he	took	a
walk	through	the	pines,	to	the	Brockhurst	tennis	courts.	He	followed	him	into	town
and	home	again.	Mr	Oliver	had	no	other	friend,	no	other	companion.	The	dog	slept
at	 the	 foot	 of	 Mr	 Oliver ’s	 bed.	 He	 did	 not	 sit	 at	 the	 breakfast	 table,	 but	 he	 had
buttered	toast	for	breakfast	and	soup	and	crackers	for	dinner.	Mr	Oliver	had	to	take
his	lunch	in	the	dining	hall	with	the	staff	and	boys,	but	he	had	an	arrangement	with
one	 of	 the	 bearers	whereby	 a	 plate	 of	 dal,	 rice	 and	 chapattis	made	 its	way	 to	Mr
Oliver ’s	quarters	and	his	well-fed	pet.
And	then	tragedy	struck.
Mr	Oliver	and	Hitler	were	returning	 to	school	after	 their	evening	walk	 through

the	pines.	It	was	dusk,	and	the	light	was	fading	fast.	Out	of	the	shadows	of	the	trees
emerged	a	lean	and	hungry	panther.	It	pounced	on	the	hapless	dog,	flung	him	across
the	road,	seized	him	between	its	powerful	jaws,	and	made	off	with	its	victim	into	the
darkness	of	the	forest.
Mr	Oliver,	untouched,	was	frozen	into	immobility	for	at	least	a	minute.	Then	he

began	 calling	 for	 help.	 Some	 bystanders	 who	 had	 witnessed	 the	 incident	 began
shouting,	too.	Mr	Oliver	ran	into	the	forest,	but	there	was	no	sign	of	dog	or	panther.
Mr	Oliver	appeared	 to	be	a	broken	man.	He	went	about	his	duties	with	a	poker

face,	 but	 we	 could	 all	 tell	 that	 he	 was	 grieving	 for	 his	 lost	 companion.	 In	 the
classroom	he	was	listless,	indifferent	to	whether	or	not	we	followed	his	calculations
on	the	blackboard.	In	times	of	personal	loss,	the	Highest	Common	Factor	made	no
sense.
Mr	Oliver	was	not	to	be	seen	on	his	evening	walk.	He	stayed	in	his	room,	playing

cards	with	himself.	He	played	with	his	food,	pushing	most	of	it	aside;	there	were	no
chapattis	to	send	home.
‘Olly	needs	another	pet,’	said	Bimal,	wise	in	the	ways	of	adults.
‘Or	a	wife,’	said	Tata,	who	thought	on	those	lines.
‘He’s	too	old.	Over	forty.’
‘A	pet	is	best,’	I	said.	‘What	about	a	parrot?’
‘You	 can’t	 take	 a	 parrot	 for	 a	walk,’	 said	Bimal.	 ‘Olly	wants	 someone	 to	walk

beside	him.’
‘A	cat,	maybe	…’
‘Hitler	hated	cats.	A	cat	would	be	an	insult	to	Hitler ’s	memory.’
‘He	needs	another	Dachshund.	But	there	aren’t	any	around	here.’
‘Any	dog	will	do.	We’ll	ask	Chippu	to	get	us	a	pup.’
Chippu	ran	the	tuck	shop.	He	lived	in	 the	Chotta	Simla	bazaar,	and	occasionally

we	would	 ask	 him	 to	 bring	 us	 tops	 or	marbles	 or	 comics	 or	 little	 things	 that	we



couldn’t	get	in	school.	Five	of	us	Boy	Scouts	contributed	a	rupee	each,	and	we	gave
Chippu	five	rupees	and	asked	him	to	get	us	a	pup.	‘A	good	breed,’	we	told	him.	‘Not
a	mongrel.’
The	next	evening	Chippu	turned	up	with	a	pup	that	seemed	to	be	a	combination	of

at	 least	 five	different	breeds—all	good	ones,	no	doubt.	One	ear	 lay	 flat,	 the	other
stood	upright.	It	was	spotted	like	a	Dalmatian,	but	it	had	the	legs	of	a	Spaniel	and	the
tail	of	a	Pomeranian.	It	was	quite	fluffy	and	playful,	and	the	tail	wagged	a	lot,	which
was	more	than	Hitler ’s	ever	did.
‘It’s	quite	pretty,’	said	Tata.	‘Must	be	a	female.’
‘He	may	not	want	a	female,’	said	Bimal.
‘Let’s	give	it	a	try,’	I	said.
During	our	play	hour,	before	the	bell	rang	for	supper,	we	left	the	pup	on	the	steps

outside	Mr	Oliver ’s	front	door.	Then	we	knocked,	and	sped	into	the	hibiscus	bushes
that	lined	the	pathway.
Mr	Oliver	 opened	 the	 door.	He	 looked	 down	 at	 the	 pup	with	 an	 expressionless

face.	The	pup	began	to	paw	at	Mr	Oliver ’s	shoes,	loosening	one	of	his	laces	in	the
process.
‘Away	with	you!’	muttered	Mr	Oliver.	 ‘Buzz	off!’	And	he	pushed	 the	pup	away,

gently	but	firmly.
After	a	break	of	ten	minutes	we	tried	again,	but	the	result	was	much	the	same.	We

now	had	a	playful	pup	on	our	hands,	and	Chippu	had	gone	home	for	the	night.	We
would	have	to	conceal	it	in	the	dormitory.
At	first	we	hid	it	in	Bimal’s	locker,	but	it	began	yapping	and	struggling	to	get	out.

Tata	took	it	into	the	shower	room,	but	it	wouldn’t	stay	there	either.	It	began	running
around	the	dormitory,	playing	with	socks,	shoes,	slippers	and	anything	else	it	could
get	hold	of.
‘Watch	out!’	hissed	one	of	the	boys.	‘Here’s	Ma	Fisher!’
Mrs	Fisher,	the	headmaster ’s	wife,	was	on	her	nightly	rounds,	checking	to	make

sure	we	were	all	in	bed	and	not	up	to	some	nocturnal	mischief.
I	grabbed	the	pup	and	hid	it	under	my	blankets.	It	was	quiet	there,	happy	to	nibble

at	my	toes.	When	Ma	Fisher	had	gone,	I	let	the	pup	loose	again,	and	for	the	rest	of
the	night	it	had	the	freedom	of	the	dormitory.
At	the	crack	of	dawn,	before	first	light,	Bimal	and	I	sped	out	of	the	dormitory	in

our	pyjamas,	taking	the	pup	with	us.	We	banged	hard	on	Mr	Oliver ’s	door,	and	kept
knocking	until	we	heard	footsteps	approaching.	As	soon	as	the	door	opened	just	a
bit	(for	Mr	Oliver,	being	a	cautious	man,	did	not	open	it	all	at	once)	we	pushed	the
pup	inside	and	ran	for	our	lives.
Mr	Oliver	came	to	class	as	usual,	but	there	was	no	pup	with	him.	Three	or	four

days	passed,	and	still	no	sign	of	 the	pup!	Had	he	passed	 it	on	 to	someone	else,	or
simply	let	it	wander	off	on	its	own?



‘Here	comes	Olly!’	called	Bimal,	from	our	vantage	point	near	the	school	bell.
Mr	Oliver	was	setting	out	for	his	evening	walk.	He	was	carrying	a	stout	walnut-

wood	walking	stick—to	keep	panthers	at	bay,	no	doubt.	He	looked	neither	left	nor
right,	and	if	he	noticed	us	watching	him,	he	gave	no	sign	of	it.	But	then,	scurrying
behind	him,	came	 the	pup!	The	creature	of	many	good	breeds	was	accompanying
Mr	Oliver	on	his	walk.	It	had	been	well	brushed	and	was	wearing	a	bright	red	collar.
Like	Mr	Oliver	it	took	no	notice	of	us,	but	scampered	along	beside	its	new	master.
Mr	Oliver	and	the	pup	were	soon	inseparable	companions,	and	my	friends	and	I

were	quite	pleased	with	ourselves.	Mr	Oliver	gave	absolutely	no	indication	that	he
knew	where	the	pup	had	come	from,	but	when	the	end-of-term	exams	were	over,	and
Bimal	and	I	were	sure	we	had	failed	our	maths	paper,	we	were	surprised	to	find	that
we	had	passed	after	all—with	grace	marks!
‘Good	old	Olly!’	said	Bimal.	‘So	he	knew	all	the	time.’
Tata,	of	course,	did	not	need	grace	marks;	he	was	a	whiz	at	maths.	But	Bimal	and

I	decided	we	would	thank	Mr	Oliver	for	his	kindness.
‘Nothing	 to	 thank	me	 for,’	 said	Mr	Oliver	brusquely.	 ‘I’ve	 seen	enough	of	you

two	in	junior	school.	It’s	high	time	you	went	up	to	the	senior	school—and	God	help
you	there!’



L
Susanna’s	Seven	Husbands

	
ocally	the	tomb	was	known	as	‘the	grave	of	the	seven	times	married	one’.
You’d	be	forgiven	for	thinking	it	was	Bluebeard’s	grave;	he	was	reputed

to	 have	 killed	 several	 wives	 in	 turn	 because	 they	 showed	 undue	 curiosity
about	a	locked	room.	But	this	was	the	tomb	of	Susanna	Anna-Maria	Yeates,

and	the	inscription	(most	of	it	in	Latin)	stated	that	she	was	mourned	by	all	who	had
benefited	 from	her	 generosity,	 her	 beneficiaries	 having	 included	various	 schools,
orphanages	and	the	church	across	the	road.	There	was	no	sign	of	any	other	grave	in
the	 vicinity	 and	 presumably	 her	 husbands	 had	 been	 interred	 in	 the	 old	 Rajpur
graveyard,	below	the	Delhi	Ridge.
I	was	still	in	my	teens	when	I	first	saw	the	ruins	of	what	had	once	been	a	spacious

and	handsome	mansion.	Desolate	and	silent,	its	well-laid	paths	were	overgrown	with
weeds,	 and	 its	 flower	beds	had	disappeared	under	 a	growth	of	 thorny	 jungle.	The
two-storeyed	 house	 had	 looked	 across	 the	 Grand	 Trunk	 Road.	 Now	 abandoned,
feared	and	shunned,	it	stood	encircled	in	mystery,	reputedly	the	home	of	evil	spirits.
Outside	the	gate,	along	the	Grand	Trunk	Road,	 thousands	of	vehicles	sped	by—

cars,	 trucks,	buses,	 tractors,	bullock	carts—but	 few	noticed	 the	old	mansion	or	 its
mausoleum,	set	back	as	they	were	from	the	main	road,	hidden	by	mango,	neem	and
peepul	 trees.	One	old	and	massive	peepul	 tree	grew	out	of	 the	 ruins	of	 the	house,
strangling	 it	much	as	 its	owner	was	said	 to	have	strangled	one	of	her	dispensable
paramours.
As	 a	 much-married	 person	 with	 a	 quaint	 habit	 of	 disposing	 of	 her	 husbands

whenever	 she	 tired	 of	 them,	 Susanna’s	 malignant	 spirit	 was	 said	 to	 haunt	 the
deserted	 garden.	 I	 had	 examined	 the	 tomb,	 I	 had	 gazed	 upon	 the	 ruins,	 I	 had
scrambled	through	shrubbery	and	overgrown	rose	bushes,	but	I	had	not	encountered
the	 spirit	 of	 this	 mysterious	 woman.	 Perhaps,	 at	 the	 time,	 I	 was	 too	 pure	 and
innocent	 to	be	 targeted	by	malignant	spirits.	For	malignant	she	must	have	been,	 if
the	stories	about	her	were	true.
The	vaults	of	the	ruined	mansion	were	rumoured	to	contain	a	buried	treasure—

the	amassed	wealth	of	 the	 lady	Susanna.	But	no	one	dared	go	down	 there,	 for	 the
vaults	 were	 said	 to	 be	 occupied	 by	 a	 family	 of	 cobras,	 traditional	 guardians	 of
buried	 treasure.	Had	 she	 really	been	a	woman	of	great	wealth,	 and	could	 treasure
still	be	buried	there?	I	put	these	questions	to	Naushad,	the	furniture	maker,	who	had
lived	in	the	vicinity	all	his	life,	and	whose	father	had	made	the	furniture	and	fittings
for	this	and	other	great	houses	in	Old	Delhi.
‘Lady	Susanna,	as	she	was	known,	was	much	sought	after	for	her	wealth,’	recalled

Naushad.	‘She	was	no	miser,	either.	She	spent	freely,	reigning	in	state	in	her	palatial



home,	 with	 many	 horses	 and	 carriages	 at	 her	 disposal.	 Every	 evening	 she	 rode
through	the	Roshanara	Gardens,	 the	cynosure	of	all	eyes,	 for	she	was	beautiful	as
well	as	wealthy.	Yes,	all	men	sought	her	favours,	and	she	could	choose	from	the	best
of	 them.	 Many	 were	 fortune	 hunters.	 She	 did	 not	 discourage	 them.	 Some	 found
favour	 for	 a	 time,	 but	 she	 soon	 tired	 of	 them.	None	of	 her	 husbands	 enjoyed	her
wealth	for	very	long!
‘Today	no	one	enters	those	ruins,	where	once	there	was	mirth	and	laughter.	She

was	a	zamindari	lady,	the	owner	of	much	land,	and	she	administered	her	estate	with
a	 strong	 hand.	 She	was	 kind	 if	 rents	were	 paid	when	 they	 fell	 due,	 but	 terrible	 if
someone	failed	to	pay.
‘Well,	over	fifty	years	have	gone	by	since	she	was	laid	to	rest,	but	still	men	speak

of	her	with	awe.	Her	spirit	is	restless,	and	it	is	said	that	she	often	visits	the	scenes	of
her	former	splendour.	She	has	been	seen	walking	through	this	gate,	or	riding	in	the
gardens,	or	driving	in	her	phaeton	down	the	Rajpur	road.’
‘And	what	happened	to	all	those	husbands?’	I	asked.
‘Most	 of	 them	died	mysterious	 deaths.	Even	 the	 doctors	were	 baffled.	Tomkins

Sahib	 drank	 too	 much.	 The	 lady	 soon	 tired	 of	 him.	 A	 drunken	 husband	 is	 a
burdensome	creature,	she	was	heard	to	say.	He	would	eventually	have	drunk	himself
to	death,	but	she	was	an	impatient	woman	and	was	anxious	to	replace	him.	You	see
those	 datura	 bushes	 growing	 wild	 in	 the	 grounds?	 They	 have	 always	 done	 well
here.’
‘Belladonna?’	I	suggested.
‘That’s	right,	huzoor.	Introduced	in	the	whisky-soda,	it	put	him	to	sleep	forever.’
‘She	was	quite	humane	in	her	way.’
‘Oh,	very	humane,	sir.	She	hated	to	see	anyone	suffer.	One	sahib,	I	don’t	know	his

name,	 drowned	 in	 the	 tank	behind	 the	house,	where	 the	water	 lilies	 grew.	But	 she
made	sure	he	was	half-dead	before	he	fell	 in.	She	had	 large,	powerful	hands,	 they
said.’
‘Why	did	she	bother	to	marry	them?	Couldn’t	she	just	have	had	men	friends?’
‘Not	 in	 those	 days,	 huzoor.	 Respectable	 society	 would	 not	 have	 tolerated	 it.

Neither	in	India	nor	in	the	West	would	it	have	been	permitted.’
‘She	was	born	out	of	her	time,’	I	remarked.
‘True,	 sir.	And	 remember,	most	 of	 them	were	 fortune	 hunters.	 So	we	 need	 not

waste	too	much	pity	on	them.’
‘She	did	not	waste	any.’
‘She	was	without	pity.	Especially	when	she	found	out	what	they	were	really	after.

Snakes	had	a	better	chance	of	survival.’
‘How	did	the	other	husbands	take	their	leave	of	this	world?’
‘Well,	the	Colonel	Sahib	shot	himself	while	cleaning	his	rifle.	Purely	an	accident,

huzoor.	Although	some	say	she	had	loaded	his	gun	without	his	knowledge.	Such	was



her	 reputation	by	now	 that	 she	was	 suspected	even	when	 innocent.	But	 she	bought
her	way	out	of	trouble.	It	was	easy	enough,	if	you	were	wealthy.’
‘And	the	fourth	husband?’
‘Oh,	he	died	a	natural	death.	There	was	a	cholera	epidemic	that	year,	and	he	was

carried	 off	 by	 the	 haija.	 Although,	 again,	 there	were	 some	who	 said	 that	 a	 good
dose	of	arsenic	produced	the	same	symptoms!	Anyway,	it	was	cholera	on	the	death
certificate.	And	the	doctor	who	signed	it	was	the	next	to	marry	her.’
‘Being	a	doctor,	he	was	probably	quite	careful	about	what	he	ate	and	drank.’
‘He	lasted	about	a	year.’
‘What	happened?’
‘He	was	bitten	by	a	cobra.’
‘Well,	that	was	just	bad	luck,	wasn’t	it?	You	could	hardly	blame	it	on	Susanna.’
‘No,	huzoor,	but	the	cobra	was	in	his	bedroom.	It	was	coiled	around	the	bedpost.

And	when	he	undressed	 for	 the	night,	 it	 struck!	He	was	dead	when	Susanna	 came
into	the	room	an	hour	later.	She	had	a	way	with	snakes.	She	did	not	harm	them	and
they	never	attacked	her.’
‘And	 there	were	 no	 antidotes	 in	 those	 days.	Exit	 the	 doctor.	Who	was	 the	 sixth

husband?’
‘A	handsome	man.	An	indigo	planter.	He	had	gone	bankrupt	when	the	indigo	trade

came	to	an	end.	He	was	hoping	to	recover	his	fortune	with	the	good	lady’s	help.	But
our	Susanna	mem,	she	did	not	believe	in	sharing	her	fortune	with	anyone.’
‘How	did	she	remove	the	indigo	planter?’
‘It	was	said	that	she	lavished	strong	drink	upon	him,	and	when	he	lay	helpless,	she

assisted	him	on	the	road	we	all	have	to	take	by	pouring	molten	lead	in	his	ears.’
‘A	painless	death,	I’m	told.’
‘But	a	terrible	price	to	pay,	huzoor,	simply	because	one	is	no	longer	needed	…’
We	walked	along	the	dusty	highway,	enjoying	the	evening	breeze,	and	some	time

later	 we	 entered	 the	 Roshanara	 Gardens,	 in	 those	 days	 Delhi’s	most	 popular	 and
fashionable	meeting	place.
‘You	have	told	me	how	six	of	her	husbands	died,	Naushad.	I	 thought	there	were

seven?’
‘Ah,	the	seventh	was	a	gallant	young	magistrate	who	perished	right	here,	huzoor.

They	were	driving	through	the	park	after	dark	when	the	lady’s	carriage	was	attacked
by	brigands.	In	defending	her,	the	young	man	received	a	fatal	sword	wound.’
‘Not	the	lady’s	fault,	Naushad.’
‘No,	huzoor.	But	he	was	a	magistrate,	remember,	and	the	assailants,	one	of	whose

relatives	had	been	convicted	by	him,	were	out	for	revenge.	Oddly	enough,	though,
two	of	the	men	were	given	employment	by	the	lady	Susanna	at	a	later	date.	You	may
draw	your	own	conclusions.’
‘And	were	there	others?’



‘Not	husbands.	But	an	adventurer,	a	soldier	of	fortune	came	along.	He	found	her
treasure,	they	say.	And	he	lies	buried	with	it,	in	the	cellars	of	the	ruined	house.	His
bones	 lie	 scattered	 there,	 among	gold	 and	 silver	 and	 precious	 jewels.	The	 cobras
guard	them	still!	But	how	he	perished	was	a	mystery,	and	remains	so	till	this	day.’
‘And	Susanna?	What	happened	to	her?’
‘She	lived	to	a	ripe	old	age.	If	she	paid	for	her	crimes,	it	wasn’t	in	this	life!	She

had	no	children,	but	she	started	an	orphanage	and	gave	generously	to	the	poor	and
to	 various	 schools	 and	 institutions,	 including	 a	 home	 for	 widows.	 She	 died
peacefully	in	her	sleep.’
‘A	merry	widow,’	I	remarked.	‘The	Black	Widow	spider!’
Don’t	go	looking	for	Susanna’s	tomb.	It	vanished	some	years	ago,	along	with	the

ruins	of	her	mansion.	A	smart	new	housing	estate	has	come	up	on	the	site,	but	not
before	 several	workmen	 and	 a	 contractor	 succumbed	 to	 snake	 bite!	Occasionally,
residents	 complain	 of	 a	malignant	 ghost	 in	 their	midst,	who	 is	 given	 to	 flagging
down	cars,	especially	those	driven	by	single	men.	There	have	also	been	one	or	two
mysterious	disappearances.
And	 after	 dusk,	 an	 old-fashioned	 horse	 and	 carriage	 can	 sometimes	 be	 seen

driving	through	the	Roshanara	Gardens.	If	you	chance	upon	it,	ignore	it,	my	friend.
Don’t	stop	to	answer	any	questions	from	the	beautiful	fair	 lady	who	smiles	at	you
from	behind	lace	curtains.	She’s	still	looking	for	her	final	victim.



A
What’s	Your	Dream?

	
n	 old	 man,	 a	 beggar	 man	 bent	 double,	 with	 a	 flowing	 white	 beard	 and
piercing	grey	eyes,	stopped	on	the	road	on	the	other	side	of	the	garden	wall
and	looked	up	at	me,	where	I	perched	on	the	branch	of	a	litchi	tree.
‘What’s	your	dream?’	he	asked.

It	was	a	startling	question	coming	from	that	raggedy	old	man	on	the	street.	Even
more	startling	that	it	should	have	been	made	in	English.	English-speaking	beggars
were	a	rarity	in	those	days.
‘What’s	your	dream?’	he	repeated.
‘I	don’t	remember,’	I	said.	‘I	don’t	think	I	had	a	dream	last	night.’
‘That’s	 not	 what	 I	 mean.	 You	 know	 it	 isn’t	 what	 I	 mean.	 I	 can	 see	 you’re	 a

dreamer.	It’s	not	the	litchi	season,	but	you	sit	in	that	tree	all	afternoon,	dreaming.’
‘I	just	like	sitting	here,’	I	said.	I	refused	to	admit	that	I	was	a	dreamer.	Other	boys

didn’t	dream,	they	had	catapults.
‘A	dream,	my	boy,	 is	what	you	want	most	 in	life.	Isn’t	 there	something	that	you

want	more	than	anything	else?’
‘Yes,’	I	said	promptly.	‘A	room	of	my	own.’
‘Ah!	A	 room	 of	 your	 own,	 a	 tree	 of	 your	 own,	 it’s	 the	 same	 thing.	 Not	many

people	can	have	their	own	rooms,	you	know.	Not	in	a	land	as	crowded	as	ours.’
‘Just	a	small	room.’
‘And	what	kind	of	room	do	you	live	in	at	present?’
‘It’s	a	big	room,	but	I	have	to	share	it	with	my	brothers	and	sisters	and	even	my

aunt	when	she	visits.’
‘I	 see.	What	 you	 really	want	 is	 freedom.	Your	own	 tree,	 your	 own	 room,	your

own	small	place	in	the	sun.’
‘Yes,	that’s	all.’
‘That’s	 all?	That’s	 everything!	When	 you	 have	 all	 that,	 you’ll	 have	 found	 your

dream.’
‘Tell	me	how	to	find	it!’
‘There’s	no	magic	formula,	my	friend.	If	I	was	a	godman,	would	I	be	wasting	my

time	 here	with	 you?	You	must	work	 for	 your	 dream	 and	move	 towards	 it	 all	 the
time,	and	discard	all	those	things	that	come	in	the	way	of	finding	it.	And	then,	if	you
don’t	expect	too	much	too	quickly,	you’ll	find	your	freedom,	a	room	of	your	own.
The	difficult	time	comes	afterwards.’
‘Afterwards?’
‘Yes,	because	it’s	so	easy	to	lose	it	all,	to	let	someone	take	it	away	from	you.	Or

you	become	greedy,	or	careless,	and	start	taking	everything	for	granted,	and—poof!



—suddenly	the	dream	has	gone,	vanished!’
‘How	do	you	know	all	this?’	I	asked.
‘Because	I	had	my	dream	and	lost	it.’
‘Did	you	lose	everything?’
‘Yes,	just	 look	at	me	now,	my	friend.	Do	I	look	like	a	king	or	a	godman?	I	had

everything	I	wanted,	but	then	I	wanted	more	and	more	…	You	get	your	room,	and
then	 you	want	 a	 building,	 and	when	 you	 have	 your	 building	 you	want	 your	 own
territory,	and	when	you	have	your	own	territory	you	want	your	own	kingdom—and
all	the	time	it’s	getting	harder	to	keep	everything.	And	when	you	lose	it—in	the	end,
all	kingdoms	are	lost—you	don’t	even	have	your	room	any	more.’
‘Did	you	have	a	kingdom?’
‘Something	 like	 that	 …	 Follow	 your	 own	 dream,	 boy,	 but	 don’t	 take	 other

people’s	 dreams,	 don’t	 stand	 in	 anyone’s	 way,	 don’t	 take	 from	 another	 man	 his
room	 or	 his	 faith	 or	 his	 song.’	 And	 he	 turned	 and	 shuffled	 away,	 intoning	 the
following	verse	which	I	have	never	heard	elsewhere,	so	it	must	have	been	his	own—
	
Live	long,	my	friend,	be	wise	and	strong,
But	do	not	take	from	any	man	his	song.

	
I	remained	in	the	litchi	tree,	pondering	his	wisdom	and	wondering	how	a	man	so

wise	could	be	 so	poor.	Perhaps	he	became	wise	afterwards.	Anyway,	he	was	 free,
and	I	was	free,	and	I	went	back	to	the	house	and	demanded	(and	got)	a	room	of	my
own.	Freedom,	I	was	beginning	to	realize	is	something	you	have	to	insist	upon.



H
Eyes	of	the	Cat

	
er	eyes	seemed	flecked	with	gold	when	the	sun	was	on	them.	And	as	the	sun
set	over	the	mountains,	drawing	a	deep	red	wound	across	the	sky,	there	was
more	than	gold	in	Binya’s	eyes.	There	was	anger;	for	she	had	been	cut	to
the	 quick	 by	 some	 remarks	 her	 teacher	 had	 made—the	 culmination	 of

weeks	of	insults	and	taunts.
Binya	was	 poorer	 than	most	 of	 the	 girls	 in	 her	 class	 and	 could	 not	 afford	 the

tuitions	 that	 had	 become	 almost	 obligatory	 if	 one	 was	 to	 pass	 and	 be	 promoted.
‘You’ll	have	to	spend	another	year	in	the	ninth,’	said	Madam.	‘And	if	you	don’t	like
that,	you	can	find	another	school—a	school	where	it	won’t	matter	if	your	blouse	is
torn	and	your	tunic	is	old	and	your	shoes	are	falling	apart.’	Madam	had	shown	her
large	teeth	 in	what	was	supposed	to	be	a	good-natured	smile,	and	all	 the	girls	had
tittered	dutifully.	Sycophancy	had	become	part	of	the	curriculum	in	Madam’s	private
academy	for	girls.
On	the	way	home	in	the	gathering	gloom,	Binya’s	two	companions	commiserated

with	her.
‘She’s	a	mean	old	thing,’	said	Usha.	‘She	doesn’t	care	for	anyone	but	herself.’
‘Her	 laugh	 reminds	 me	 of	 a	 donkey	 braying,’	 said	 Sunita,	 who	 was	 more

forthright.
But	Binya	wasn’t	 really	 listening.	Her	eyes	were	 fixed	on	some	point	 in	 the	 far

distance,	where	 the	pines	 stood	 in	 silhouette	 against	 a	night	 sky	 that	was	growing
brighter	 every	 moment.	 The	 moon	 was	 rising,	 a	 full	 moon,	 a	 moon	 that	 meant
something	very	special	to	Binya,	that	made	her	blood	tingle	and	her	skin	prickle	and
her	 hair	 glow	 and	 send	 out	 sparks.	 Her	 steps	 seemed	 to	 grow	 lighter,	 her	 limbs
more	sinewy	as	she	moved	gracefully,	softly	over	the	mountain	path.
Abruptly	she	left	her	companions	at	a	fork	in	the	road.
‘I’m	taking	the	short	cut	through	the	forest,’	she	said.
Her	 friends	were	 used	 to	 her	 sudden	whims.	 They	 knew	 she	was	 not	 afraid	 of

being	 alone	 in	 the	 dark.	 But	 Binya’s	moods	made	 them	 feel	 a	 little	 nervous,	 and
now,	holding	hands,	they	hurried	home	along	the	open	road.
The	 short	 cut	 took	Binya	 through	 the	 dark	 oak	 forest.	 The	 crooked,	 tormented

branches	of	the	oaks	threw	twisted	shadows	across	the	path.	A	jackal	howled	at	the
moon;	a	nightjar	called	from	the	bushes.	Binya	walked	fast,	not	out	of	fear	but	from
urgency,	 and	 her	 breath	 came	 in	 short,	 sharp	 gasps.	 Bright	moonlight	 bathed	 the
hillside	when	she	reached	her	home	on	the	outskirts	of	the	village.
Refusing	her	dinner,	she	went	straight	 to	her	small	 room	and	flung	 the	window

open.	Moonbeams	crept	over	the	window	sill	and	over	her	arms	which	were	already



covered	 with	 golden	 hair.	 Her	 strong	 nails	 had	 shredded	 the	 rotten	 wood	 of	 the
window	sill.
Tail	swishing	and	ears	pricked,	the	tawny	leopard	came	swiftly	out	of	the	window,

crossed	the	open	field	behind	the	house,	and	melted	into	the	shadows.
A	little	later	it	padded	silently	through	the	forest.
Although	 the	 moon	 shone	 brightly	 on	 the	 tin-roofed	 town,	 the	 leopard	 knew

where	 the	shadows	were	deepest	and	merged	beautifully	with	 them.	An	occasional
intake	 of	 breath,	 which	 resulted	 in	 a	 short	 rasping	 cough,	 was	 the	 only	 sound	 it
made.
Madam	was	 returning	 from	dinner	 at	 a	 ladies’	 club,	 called	 the	Kitten	Club	 as	 a

sort	of	 foil	 to	 the	husbands’	club	affiliations.	There	were	 still	 a	 few	people	 in	 the
street,	 and	 while	 no	 one	 could	 help	 noticing	Madam,	 who	 had	 the	 contours	 of	 a
steamroller,	none	saw	or	heard	the	predator	who	had	slipped	down	a	side	alley	and
reached	 the	 steps	 of	 the	 teacher ’s	 house.	 It	 sat	 there	 silently,	 waiting	 with	 all	 the
patience	of	an	obedient	schoolgirl.
When	Madam	saw	the	leopard	on	her	steps,	she	dropped	her	handbag	and	opened

her	mouth	 to	 scream;	but	her	voice	would	not	materialize.	Nor	would	her	 tongue
ever	 be	 used	 again,	 either	 to	 savour	 chicken	 biryani	 or	 to	 pour	 scorn	 upon	 her
pupils,	for	the	leopard	had	sprung	at	her	throat,	broken	her	neck,	and	dragged	her
into	the	bushes.
In	the	morning,	when	Usha	and	Sunita	set	out	for	school,	they	stopped	as	usual	at

Binya’s	cottage	and	called	out	to	her.
Binya	was	sitting	in	the	sun,	combing	her	long	black	hair.
‘Aren’t	you	coming	to	school	today,	Binya?’	asked	the	girls.
‘No,	 I	 won’t	 bother	 to	 go	 today,’	 said	 Binya.	 She	 felt	 lazy,	 but	 pleased	 with

herself,	like	a	contented	cat.
‘Madam	won’t	be	pleased,’	said	Usha.	‘Shall	we	tell	her	you’re	sick?’
‘It	won’t	be	necessary,’	said	Binya,	and	gave	them	one	of	her	mysterious	smiles.

‘I’m	sure	it’s	going	to	be	a	holiday.’



O
The	Cherry	Tree

	
ne	day,	when	Rakesh	was	six,	he	walked	home	from	the	Mussoorie	bazaar
eating	 cherries.	 They	 were	 a	 little	 sweet,	 a	 little	 sour;	 small,	 bright	 red
cherries	which	had	come	all	the	way	from	the	Kashmir	Valley.
Here	 in	 the	 Himalayan	 foothills	 where	 Rakesh	 lived,	 there	 were	 not

many	fruit	 trees.	The	soil	was	stony,	and	the	dry	cold	winds	stunted	the	growth	of
most	plants.	But	on	the	more	sheltered	slopes	there	were	forests	of	oak	and	deodar.
Rakesh	 lived	with	his	grandfather	on	 the	outskirts	of	Mussoorie,	 just	where	 the

forest	began.	His	father	and	mother	lived	in	a	small	village	fifty	miles	away,	where
they	grew	maize	and	rice	and	barley	in	narrow	terraced	fields	on	the	lower	slopes
of	the	mountain.	But	there	were	no	schools	in	the	village,	and	Rakesh’s	parents	were
keen	that	he	should	go	to	school.	As	soon	as	he	was	of	school-going	age,	they	sent
him	to	stay	with	his	grandfather	in	Mussoorie.
Grandfather	was	a	retired	forest	ranger.	He	had	a	little	cottage	outside	the	town.
Rakesh	was	on	his	way	home	from	school	when	he	bought	the	cherries.	He	paid

fifty	paise	for	 the	bunch.	 It	 took	him	about	half	an	hour	 to	walk	home,	and	by	 the
time	he	reached	the	cottage	there	were	only	three	cherries	left.
‘Have	 a	 cherry,	Grandfather,’	 he	 said,	 as	 soon	 as	 he	 saw	his	 grandfather	 in	 the

garden.
Grandfather	took	one	cherry	and	Rakesh	promptly	ate	the	other	two.	He	kept	the

last	seed	in	this	mouth	for	some	time,	rolling	it	round	and	round	on	his	tongue	until
all	the	tang	had	gone.	Then	he	placed	the	seed	on	the	palm	of	his	hand	and	studied	it.
‘Are	cherry	seeds	lucky?’	asked	Rakesh.
‘Of	course.’
‘Then	I’ll	keep	it.’
‘Nothing	 is	 lucky	 if	 you	put	 it	 away.	 If	 you	want	 luck,	 you	must	put	 it	 to	 some

use.’
‘What	can	I	do	with	a	seed?’
‘Plant	it.’
So	Rakesh	found	a	small	spade	and	began	to	dig	up	a	flower	bed.
‘Hey,	not	there,’	said	Grandfather.	‘I’ve	sown	mustard	in	that	bed.	Plant	it	in	that

shady	corner	where	it	won’t	be	disturbed.’
Rakesh	went	to	a	corner	of	the	garden	where	the	earth	was	soft	and	yielding.	He

did	not	have	to	dig.	He	pressed	the	seed	into	the	soil	with	his	thumb	and	it	went	right
in.
Then	he	had	his	lunch	and	ran	off	to	play	cricket	with	his	friends	and	forgot	all

about	the	cherry	seed.



When	it	was	winter	in	the	hills,	a	cold	wind	blew	down	from	the	snows	and	went
whoo-whoo-whoo	through	the	deodar	trees,	and	the	garden	was	dry	and	bare.	In	the
evenings	 Grandfather	 told	 Rakesh	 stories—stories	 about	 people	 who	 turned	 into
animals,	and	ghosts	who	lived	in	trees,	and	beans	that	jumped	and	stones	that	wept—
and	in	turn	Rakesh	would	read	to	him	from	the	newspaper,	Grandfather ’s	eyesight
being	 rather	 weak.	 Rakesh	 found	 the	 newspaper	 very	 dull—especially	 after	 the
stories—but	Grandfather	wanted	all	the	news	…
They	knew	it	was	spring	when	the	wild	duck	flew	north	again,	to	Siberia.	Early	in

the	morning,	when	he	got	up	to	chop	wood	and	light	a	fire,	Rakesh	saw	the	V-shaped
formation	streaming	northwards,	the	calls	of	the	birds	carrying	clearly	through	the
thin	mountain	air.
One	morning	in	the	garden,	he	bent	to	pick	up	what	he	thought	was	a	small	twig

and	found	to	his	surprise	that	it	was	well	rooted.	He	stared	at	it	for	a	moment,	then
ran	 to	 fetch	Grandfather,	calling,	 ‘Dada,	come	and	 look,	 the	cherry	 tree	has	come
up!’
‘What	cherry	tree?’	asked	Grandfather,	who	had	forgotten	about	it.
‘The	seed	we	planted	last	year—look,	it’s	come	up!’
Rakesh	went	 down	 on	 his	 haunches,	while	Grandfather	 bent	 almost	 double	 and

peered	down	at	the	tiny	tree.	It	was	about	four	inches	high.
‘Yes,	it’s	a	cherry	tree,’	said	Grandfather.	‘You	should	water	it	now	and	then.’
Rakesh	ran	indoors	and	came	back	with	a	bucket	of	water.
‘Don’t	drown	it!’	said	Grandfather.
Rakesh	gave	it	a	sprinkling	and	circled	it	with	pebbles.
‘What	are	the	pebbles	for?’	asked	Grandfather.
‘For	privacy,’	said	Rakesh.
He	looked	at	the	tree	every	morning	but	it	did	not	seem	to	be	growing	very	fast.

So	he	stopped	looking	at	it—except	quickly,	out	of	the	corner	of	his	eye.	And,	after
a	week	or	two,	when	he	allowed	himself	to	look	at	it	properly,	he	found	that	it	had
grown—at	least	an	inch!
That	year	the	monsoon	rains	came	early	and	Rakesh	plodded	to	and	from	school

in	raincoat	and	gum	boots.	Ferns	sprang	from	the	trunks	of	trees,	strange-looking
lilies	came	up	in	the	long	grass,	and	even	when	it	wasn’t	raining	the	trees	dripped,
and	mist	came	curling	up	the	valley.	The	cherry	tree	grew	quickly	in	this	season.
It	was	about	two	feet	high	when	a	goat	entered	the	garden	and	ate	all	 the	leaves.

Only	the	main	stem	and	two	thin	branches	remained.
‘Never	mind,’	said	Grandfather,	seeing	that	Rakesh	was	upset.	‘It	will	grow	again,

cherry	trees	are	tough.’
Towards	 the	 end	 of	 the	 rainy	 season	 new	 leaves	 appeared	 on	 the	 tree.	 Then	 a

woman	cutting	grass	scrambled	down	the	hillside,	her	scythe	swishing	through	the
heavy	monsoon	foliage.	She	did	not	try	to	avoid	the	tree:	one	sweep,	and	the	cherry



tree	was	cut	in	two.
When	Grandfather	saw	what	had	happened,	he	went	after	the	woman	and	scolded

her;	but	the	damage	could	not	be	repaired.
‘Maybe	it	will	die	now,’	said	Rakesh.
‘Maybe,’	said	Grandfather.
But	the	cherry	tree	had	no	intention	of	dying.
By	 the	 time	 summer	came	 round	again,	 it	had	 sent	out	 several	new	shoots	with

tender	green	 leaves.	Rakesh	had	grown	taller	 too.	He	was	eight	now,	a	sturdy	boy
with	curly	black	hair	and	deep	black	eyes.	Blackberry	eyes,	Grandfather	called	them.
That	monsoon	Rakesh	went	 home	 to	 his	 village,	 to	 help	 his	 father	 and	mother

with	 the	planting	and	ploughing	and	sowing.	He	was	 thinner	but	stronger	when	he
came	back	to	Grandfather ’s	house	at	the	end	of	the	rains,	to	find	that	the	cherry	tree
had	grown	another	foot.	It	was	now	up	to	his	chest.
Even	when	there	was	rain,	Rakesh	would	sometimes	water	the	tree.	He	wanted	it

to	know	that	he	was	there.
One	day	he	found	a	bright	green	praying	mantis	perched	on	a	branch,	peering	at

him	 with	 bulging	 eyes.	 Rakesh	 let	 it	 remain	 there.	 It	 was	 the	 cherry	 tree’s	 first
visitor.
The	next	visitor	was	a	hairy	caterpillar,	who	started	making	a	meal	of	the	leaves.

Rakesh	removed	it	quickly	and	dropped	it	on	a	heap	of	dry	leaves.
‘They’re	 pretty	 leaves,’	 said	 Rakesh.	 ‘And	 they	 are	 always	 ready	 to	 dance.	 If

there’s	a	breeze.’
After	Grandfather	had	come	indoors,	Rakesh	went	into	the	garden	and	lay	down

on	the	grass	beneath	the	tree.	He	gazed	up	through	the	leaves	at	the	great	blue	sky;
and	turning	on	his	side,	he	could	see	the	mountain	striding	away	into	the	clouds.	He
was	still	 lying	beneath	the	tree	when	the	evening	shadows	crept	across	 the	garden.
Grandfather	came	back	and	sat	down	beside	Rakesh,	and	they	waited	in	silence	until
the	stars	came	out	and	the	nightjar	began	to	call.	In	the	forest	below,	the	crickets	and
cicadas	began	tuning	up;	and	suddenly	the	tree	was	full	of	the	sound	of	insects.
‘There	are	so	many	trees	in	the	forest,’	said	Rakesh.	‘What’s	so	special	about	this

tree?	Why	do	we	like	it	so	much?’
‘We	planted	it	ourselves,’	said	Grandfather.	‘That’s	why	it’s	special.’
‘Just	one	small	seed,’	said	Rakesh,	and	he	touched	the	smooth	bark	of	the	tree	that

had	grown.	He	ran	his	hand	along	the	trunk	of	the	tree	and	put	his	finger	to	the	tip	of
a	leaf.	‘I	wonder,’	he	whispered,	‘is	this	what	it	feels	to	be	God?’



H
When	You	Can’t	Climb	Trees	Any	More

	
e	 stood	 on	 the	 grass	 verge	 by	 the	 side	 of	 the	 road	 and	 looked	 over	 the
garden	wall	at	the	old	house.	It	hadn’t	changed	much.	There’s	little	anyone
can	do	to	alter	a	house	built	with	solid	blocks	of	granite	brought	from	the
riverbed.	But	there	was	a	new	outhouse	and	there	were	fewer	trees.	He	was

pleased	to	see	that	the	jackfruit	tree	still	stood	at	the	side	of	the	building,	casting	its
shade	on	the	wall.	He	remembered	his	grandmother	saying:	‘A	blessing	rests	on	the
house	where	falls	the	shadow	of	a	tree.’	And	so	the	present	owners	must	also	be	the
recipients	of	the	tree’s	blessings.
At	the	spot	where	he	stood	there	had	once	been	a	turnstile,	and	as	a	boy	he	would

swing	on	it,	going	round	and	round	until	he	was	quite	dizzy.	Now	the	turnstile	had
gone	and	the	opening	walled	up.	Tall	hollyhocks	grew	on	the	other	side	of	the	wall.
‘What	are	you	looking	at?’
It	was	 a	disembodied	voice	 at	 first.	Moments	 later	 a	girl	 stood	 framed	between

dark	red	hollyhocks,	staring	at	the	man.
It	was	difficult	 to	guess	her	age.	She	might	have	been	twelve	or	she	might	have

been	sixteen:	slim	and	dark,	with	lovely	eyes	and	long	black	hair.
‘I’m	looking	at	the	house,’	he	said.
‘Why?	Do	you	want	to	buy	it?’
‘Is	it	your	house?’
‘It’s	my	father ’s.’
‘And	what	does	your	rather	do?’
‘He’s	only	a	colonel.’
‘Only	a	colonel?’
‘Well,	he	should	have	been	a	brigadier	by	now.’
The	man	burst	out	laughing.
‘It’s	not	funny,’	she	said.	‘Even	mummy	says	he	should	have	been	a	brigadier.’
It	was	on	the	tip	of	his	tongue	to	make	a	witty	remark	(‘Perhaps	that’s	why	he’s

still	a	colonel.’),	but	he	did	not	want	to	give	offence.	They	stood	on	either	side	of	the
wall,	appraising	each	other.
‘Well,’	she	said	finally.	‘If	you	don’t	want	to	buy	the	house,	what	are	you	looking

at?’
‘I	used	to	live	here	once.’
‘Oh.’
‘Twenty-five	years	ago.	When	I	was	a	boy.	And	then	again,	when	I	was	a	young

man	…	until	my	grandmother	died	and	then	we	sold	the	house	and	went	away.’
She	was	silent	for	a	while,	taking	in	this	information.	Then	she	said,	‘And	you’d



like	 to	 buy	 it	 back	 now,	 but	 you	 don’t	 have	 the	 money?’	 He	 did	 not	 look	 very
prosperous.
‘No,	I	wasn’t	thinking	of	buying	it	back.	I	wanted	to	see	it	again,	that’s	all.	How

long	have	you	lived	here?’
‘Only	three	years.’	She	smiled.	She’d	been	eating	a	melon	and	there	was	still	juice

at	the	corners	of	her	mouth.	‘Would	you	like	to	come	in—and	look—once	more?’
‘Wouldn’t	your	parents	mind?’
‘They’ve	 gone	 to	 the	 club.	 They	won’t	mind.	 I’m	 allowed	 to	 bring	my	 friends

home.’
‘Even	adult	friends?’
‘How	old	are	you?’
‘Oh,	just	middle-aged,	but	feeling	young	today.’	And	to	prove	it	he	decided	he’d

climb	over	 the	wall	 instead	of	going	 round	by	 the	gate.	He	got	up	on	 the	wall	all
right,	 but	 had	 to	 rest	 there,	 breathing	 heavily.	 ‘Middle-aged	 man	 on	 the	 flying
trapeze,’	he	muttered	to	himself.
‘Let	me	help	you,’	she	said	and	gave	him	her	hand.
He	slithered	down	into	a	flower	bed,	shattering	the	stem	of	a	hollyhock.
As	they	walked	across	the	grass	he	noticed	a	stone	bench	under	a	mango	tree.	It

was	the	bench	on	which	his	grandmother	used	to	sit	when	she	tired	of	pruning	rose
bushes	and	bougainvillaea.
‘Let’s	sit	here,’	he	said.	‘I	don’t	want	to	go	inside.’
She	sat	beside	him	on	the	bench.	It	was	March	and	the	mango	tree	was	in	bloom.	A

sweet,	heavy	fragrance	drenched	the	garden.
They	were	silent	for	some	time.	The	man	closed	his	eyes	and	remembered	other

times—the	music	of	a	piano,	the	chiming	of	a	grandfather	clock,	the	constant	twitter
of	budgerigars	on	the	veranda,	his	grandfather	cranking	up	the	old	car	…
‘I	 used	 to	 climb	 the	 jackfruit	 tree,’	 he	 said,	 opening	 his	 eyes.	 ‘I	 didn’t	 like	 the

jackfruit,	though.	Do	you?’
‘It’s	all	right	in	pickles.’
‘I	suppose	so	…	The	tree	was	easy	to	climb.	I	spent	a	lot	of	time	in	it.’
‘Do	you	want	to	climb	it	again?	My	parents	won’t	mind.’
‘No,	 I	 don’t	 think	 so.	Not	 after	 climbing	 the	wall!	 Let’s	 just	 sit	 here	 for	 a	 few

minutes	and	talk.	I	mention	the	jackfruit	tree	because	it	was	my	favourite	place.	Do
you	 see	 that	 thick	branch	 stretching	out	 over	 the	 roof?	Halfway	along	 it	 there’s	 a
small	hollow	in	which	I	used	to	keep	some	of	my	treasures.’
‘What	kind	of	treasures?’
‘Oh,	nothing	very	valuable.	Marbles	I’d	won.	A	book	I	wasn’t	supposed	to	read.	A

few	 old	 coins	 I’d	 collected.	 Things	 came	 and	 went.	 There	 was	 my	 grandfather ’s
medal,	well	not	his	exactly,	because	he	was	British	and	the	Iron	Cross	was	a	German
decoration,	awarded	for	bravery	during	the	War—that’s	the	First	World	War—when



Grandfather	fought	in	France.	He	got	it	from	a	German	soldier.’
‘Dead	or	alive?’
‘Pardon?	Oh,	you	mean	the	German.	I	never	asked.	Dead,	I	suppose.	Or	perhaps

he	was	a	prisoner.	I	never	asked	Grandfather.	Isn’t	that	strange?’
‘And	the	Iron	Cross?	Do	you	still	have	it?’
‘No,’	he	said,	looking	her	in	the	eye.	‘I	left	it	in	the	jackfruit	tree.’
‘You	left	it	in	the	tree!’
‘Yes,	 I	 was	 so	 busy	 at	 the	 time—packing,	 and	 saying	 goodbye	 to	 friends,	 and

thinking	about	the	ship	I	was	going	to	sail	on—that	I	just	forgot	all	about	it.’
She	was	silent,	considering,	her	finger	on	her	lips,	her	gaze	fixed	on	the	jackfruit

tree.
Then,	quietly,	she	said,	‘It	may	still	be	there.	In	the	hollow	of	the	branch.’
‘Yes,’	he	said.	‘After	twenty-five	years,	it	may	still	be	there.	Unless	someone	else

found	it.’
‘Would	you	like	to	take	a	look?’
‘I	can’t	climb	trees	any	more.’
‘I	can!	I’ll	go	and	see.	You	just	sit	here	and	wait	for	me.’
She	sprang	up	and	ran	across	the	grass,	swift	and	sweet	of	limb.	Soon	she	was	in

the	jackfruit	tree,	crawling	along	the	projecting	branch.	A	warm	wind	brought	little
eddies	of	dust	along	the	road.	Summer	was	in	the	air.	Ah,	if	only	he	could	learn	to
climb	trees	again!
‘I’ve	found	something!’	she	cried.
And	now,	barefoot,	she	runs	breathlessly	towards	him,	in	her	outstretched	hand	a

rusty	old	medal.
He	takes	it	from	her	and	turns	it	over	on	his	palm.
‘Is	it	the	Iron	Cross?’	she	asks	eagerly.
‘Yes,	this	is	it.’
‘Now	I	know	why	you	came.	You	wanted	to	see	if	it	was	still	in	the	tree.’
‘I	don’t	know.	I’m	not	really	sure	why	I	came.	But	you	can	keep	the	Cross.	You

found	it,	after	all.’
‘No,	you	keep	it.	It’s	yours.’
‘But	it	might	have	remained	in	the	tree	for	a	hundred	years	if	you	hadn’t	gone	to

look	for	it.’
‘Only	because	you	came	back—’
‘On	 the	 right	 day,	 at	 the	 right	 time,	 and	 with	 the	 right	 person.’	 Getting	 up,	 he

squeezed	the	hard	rusty	medal	into	her	soft	palm.	‘No,	it	wasn’t	the	Cross	I	came	for.
It	was	my	lost	youth.’
She	 understood	 this,	 even	 though	 her	 own	 youth	 still	 lay	 ahead	 of	 her,	 she

understood	it,	not	as	an	adult,	but	with	the	wisdom	of	the	child	that	was	still	part	of
her.	She	walked	with	him	to	the	gate	and	stood	there	gazing	after	him	as	he	walked



away.	Where	the	road	turned,	he	glanced	back	and	waved	to	her.	Then	he	quickened
his	 step	 and	moved	 briskly	 towards	 the	 bus	 stop.	 There	was	 a	 spring	 in	 his	 step.
Something	cried	aloud	in	his	heart.



L
A	Love	of	Long	Ago

	
ast	week	as	the	taxi	took	me	to	Delhi,	I	passed	through	the	small	town	in	the
foothills	where	I	had	lived	as	a	young	man.
Well,	 it’s	 the	only	 road	 to	Delhi	and	one	must	go	 that	way,	but	 I	 seldom

travel	beyond	the	foothills.	As	the	years	go	by,	my	visits	to	the	city—any	city
—are	few	and	far	between.	But	whenever	I	am	on	the	road,	I	look	out	of	the	window
of	my	 bus	 or	 taxi,	 to	 catch	 a	 glimpse	 of	 the	 first-floor	 balcony	where	 a	 row	 of
potted	plants	lend	colour	to	an	old	and	decrepit	building.	Ferns,	a	palm,	a	few	bright
marigolds,	zinnias	and	nasturtiums—they	made	that	balcony	stand	out	from	others.
It	was	impossible	to	miss	it.
But	last	week,	when	I	looked	out	of	the	taxi	window,	the	balcony	garden	had	gone.

A	 few	 broken	 pots	 remained	 but	 the	 ferns	 had	 crumpled	 into	 dust,	 the	 palm	 had
turned	brown	and	yellow,	and	of	the	flowers	nothing	remained.
All	these	years	I	had	taken	that	balcony	garden	for	granted	and	now	it	had	gone.	It

shook	me.	I	looked	back	at	the	building	for	signs	of	life	but	saw	none.	The	taxi	sped
on.	On	my	way	back,	I	decided,	I	would	look	again.	But	it	was	as	though	a	part	of
my	 life	 had	 come	 to	 an	 abrupt	 end.	 The	 link	 between	 youth	 and	middle-age,	 the
bridge	that	spanned	that	gap,	had	suddenly	been	swept	away.
And	 what	 had	 happened	 to	 Kamla,	 I	 wondered.	 Kamla,	 who	 had	 tended	 those

plants	all	these	years,	knowing	I	would	be	looking	out	for	them	even	though	I	might
not	see	her,	even	though	she	might	never	see	me.
Chance	gives	and	takes	away	and	gives	again.	But	I	would	have	to	look	elsewhere

now	for	the	memories	of	my	love,	my	young	love,	the	girl	who	came	into	my	life
for	a	few	blissful	weeks	and	then	went	out	of	it	for	the	remainder	of	our	lives.
Was	it	almost	thirty	years	ago	that	it	all	happened?	How	old	was	I	then?	Twenty-

two	at	the	most!	And	Kamla	could	not	have	been	more	than	seventeen.
She	had	a	laughing	face,	mischievous,	always	ready	to	break	into	smiles	or	peals

of	laughter.	Sparkling	brown	eyes.	How	can	I	ever	forget	those	eyes?	Peeping	at	me
from	behind	a	window	curtain,	following	me	as	I	climbed	the	steps	to	my	room—
the	 room	 that	was	 separated	 from	 her	 quarters	 by	 a	 narrow	wooden	 landing	 that
creaked	loudly	if	I	tried	to	move	quietly	across	it.	The	trick	was	to	dash	across,	as
she	did	so	neatly	on	her	butterfly	feet.
She	was	always	on	 the	move—flitting	about	on	 the	veranda,	running	errands	of

no	consequence,	dancing	on	 the	 steps,	 singing	on	 the	 rooftop	as	 she	hung	out	 the
family	washing.	Only	once	was	she	still.	That	was	when	we	met	on	the	steps	in	the
dark	and	I	stole	a	kiss,	a	sweet	phantom	kiss.	She	was	very	still	then,	very	close,	a
butterfly	 drawing	 out	 nectar,	 and	 then	 she	 broke	 away	 from	 me	 and	 ran	 away



laughing.
‘What	is	your	work?’	she	asked	me	one	day.
‘I	write	stories.’
‘Will	you	write	one	about	me?’
‘Some	day.’
I	was	living	in	a	room	above	Moti	Bibi’s	grocery	shop	near	the	cinema.	At	night	I

could	hear	the	soundtrack	from	the	film.	The	songs	did	not	help	me	much	with	my
writing,	nor	with	my	affair,	for	Kamla	could	not	come	out	at	night.	We	met	in	the
afternoons	when	the	whole	town	took	a	siesta	and	expected	us	to	do	the	same.	Kamla
had	 a	 young	 brother	 who	 worked	 for	 Moti	 Bibi	 (a	 widow	 who	 was	 also	 my
landlady)	and	it	was	through	the	boy	that	I	had	first	met	Kamla.
Moti	 Bibi	 always	 sent	 me	 a	 glass	 of	 kanji	 or	 sugarcane	 juice	 or	 lime	 juice

(depending	on	the	season)	around	noon.	Usually	the	boy	brought	me	the	drink	but
one	 day	 I	 looked	 up	 from	 my	 typewriter	 to	 see	 what	 at	 first	 I	 thought	 was	 an
apparition	hovering	over	me.	She	seemed	to	shimmer	before	me	in	the	hot	sunlight
that	came	slashing	through	the	open	door.	I	looked	up	into	her	face	and	our	eyes	met
over	the	rim	of	the	glass.	I	forgot	to	take	it	from	her.
What	 I	 liked	 about	 her	 was	 her	 smile.	 It	 dropped	 over	 her	 face	 slowly,	 like

sunshine	moving	over	brown	hills.	She	seemed	 to	give	out	 some	of	 the	glow	 that
was	in	her	face.	I	felt	it	pour	over	me.	And	this	golden	feeling	did	not	pass	when	she
left	the	room.	That	was	how	I	knew	she	was	going	to	mean	something	special	to	me.
They	 were	 poor,	 but	 in	 time	 I	 was	 to	 realize	 that	 I	 was	 even	 poorer.	 When	 I

discovered	that	plans	were	afoot	 to	marry	her	 to	a	widower	of	forty,	 I	plucked	up
enough	 courage	 to	 declare	 that	 I	would	marry	 her	myself.	 But	my	 youth	was	 no
consideration.	 The	widower	 had	 land	 and	 a	 generous	 gift	 of	money	 for	Kamla’s
parents.	Not	only	was	this	offer	attractive,	it	was	customary.	What	had	I	to	offer?	A
small	rented	room,	a	 typewriter,	and	a	precarious	income	of	 two	to	 three	hundred
rupees	a	month	from	freelancing.	I	told	the	brother	that	I	would	be	famous	one	day,
that	I	would	be	rich,	that	I	would	be	writing	best-sellers!	He	did	not	believe	me.	And
who	can	blame	him?	I	never	did	write	best-sellers	or	become	rich.	Nor	did	I	have
parents	or	relatives	to	speak	on	my	behalf.
I	thought	of	running	away	with	Kamla.	When	I	mentioned	it	to	her,	her	eyes	lit	up.

She	thought	it	would	be	great	fun.	Women	in	love	can	be	more	reckless	than	men!
But	I	had	read	 too	many	stories	about	runaway	marriages	ending	 in	disaster	and	I
lacked	 the	 courage	 to	 go	 through	 with	 such	 an	 adventure.	 I	 must	 have	 known
instinctively	 that	 it	would	not	work.	Where	would	we	go	and	how	would	we	 live?
There	would	be	no	home	to	crawl	back	to	for	either	of	us.
Had	 I	 loved	 more	 passionately,	 more	 fiercely,	 I	 might	 have	 felt	 compelled	 to

elope	with	Kamla,	 regardless	of	 the	consequences.	But	 it	never	became	an	 intense
relationship.	 We	 had	 so	 few	 moments	 together.	 Always	 stolen	 moments—on	 the



stairs,	on	the	roof,	in	the	deserted	junkyard	behind	the	shops.	She	seemed	to	enjoy
every	 moment	 of	 this	 secret	 affair.	 I	 fretted	 and	 longed	 for	 something	 more
permanent.	Her	 responses,	so	sweet	and	generous,	only	made	my	longing	greater.
But	she	seemed	content	with	the	immediate	moment	and	what	it	offered.
And	so	the	marriage	took	place	and	she	did	not	appear	to	be	too	dismayed	about

her	future.	But	before	she	 left	 for	her	husband’s	house,	she	asked	me	for	some	of
the	plants	that	I	had	owned	and	nourished	on	my	small	balcony.
‘Take	them	all,’	I	said.	‘I	am	leaving,	anyway.’
‘Where	are	you	going?’
‘To	Delhi—to	find	work.	But	I	shall	come	this	way	sometimes.’
‘My	husband’s	house	is	on	the	Delhi	road.	You	will	pass	that	way.	I	will	keep	these

flowers	where	you	can	see	them.’
We	did	not	touch	each	other	in	parting.	Her	brother	came	and	collected	the	plants.

Only	 the	 cactii	 remained.	 Not	 a	 lover ’s	 plant,	 the	 cactus!	 I	 gave	 the	 cactii	 to	my
landlady	and	went	to	live	in	Delhi.
And	whenever	I	passed	through	the	old	place,	summer	or	winter,	I	looked	out	of

the	window	of	my	bus	or	taxi	and	saw	the	garden	flourishing	on	Kamla’s	balcony.
Leaf	and	fern	abounded	and	the	flowers	grew	rampant	on	the	sunny	ledge.
Once	I	saw	her,	leaning	over	the	balcony	railing.	I	stopped	the	taxi	and	waved	to

her.	She	waved	back,	smiling	like	the	sun	breaking	through	clouds.	She	called	to	me
to	come	up	but	I	said	I	would	come	another	time.	I	never	did	visit	her	home	and	I
never	saw	her	husband.	Her	parents	had	gone	back	to	their	village.	Her	brother	had
vanished	into	the	great	grey	spaces	of	India.
In	 recent	 years,	 after	 leaving	 Delhi	 and	 making	 my	 home	 in	 the	 hills,	 I	 have

passed	 through	 the	 town	less	often,	but	 the	flowers	have	always	been	 there,	bright
and	glowing	in	their	increasingly	shabby	surroundings.	Except	on	this	last	journey
of	mine	…
And	on	 the	 return	 trip,	only	yesterday,	 I	 looked	again,	but	 the	house	was	empty

and	desolate.	 I	got	out	of	 the	car	and	looked	up	at	 the	balcony	and	called	Kamla’s
name—called	it	after	so	many	years—but	there	was	no	answer.
I	asked	questions	in	the	locality.	The	old	man	had	died,	his	wife	had	gone	away,

probably	 to	 her	 village.	 There	 had	 been	 no	 children.	Would	 she	 return?	 No	 one
could	 say.	 The	 house	 had	 been	 sold.	 It	would	 be	 pulled	 down	 to	make	way	 for	 a
block	of	flats.
I	 glanced	 once	 more	 at	 the	 deserted	 balcony,	 the	 withered,	 drooping	 plants.	 A

butterfly	flitted	about	the	railing,	looking	in	vain	for	a	flower	on	which	to	alight.	It
settled	 briefly	 on	my	 hand	 before	 opening	 its	 wings	 and	 fluttering	 away	 into	 the
blue.
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‘“I	had	only	one	talent,	you	know.	Misuse	a	gift,	and	you	destroy	it.	And
when	I	lost	mine,	I	turned	my	back	on	the	world	and	all	it	stood	for.”

“But	 the	 world	 isn’t	 exclusively	 a	 place	 for	 the	 pursuit	 of	 sensual
pleasure.”

“No.	But	I	was	a	sensualist.	There	was	nothing	else	I	could	pursue.”’

The	Sensualist	is	the	story	of	a	man	enslaved	by	his	libido	and	spiraling	towards
self-destruction.	Gripping,	erotic,	even	brutal,	the	book	explores	the	demons	that	its
protagonist	must	grapple	with	before	he	 is	able	 to	come	 to	 terms	with	himself.	 In
this	powerful	and	bold	account	of	the	pleasures	and	perils	that	attend	a	young	man’s
coming	of	age,	Ruskin	Bond	displays	his	 felicity	 in	exploring	 the	dark	aspects	of
the	human	psyche.	A	compelling	read,	The	Sensualist	is	a	must-have	for	all	Ruskin
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