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A meek, measured voice, wingless. A voice %
, bleak for passion, fire. History had yoked it to its pu
pose, though, with a sudden urge that made it dynam
The Prime Minister, Rahoul knew, was a bitter-heart,
prey of. logical circumstance. Yet Rahoul, Tapt, he
in a spell, felt the far, flat voice cast across ethir pour
as it werg, on his ears. e felt a tingling through }
nerves, down his spine, down to the knce-pits. Tay
ness knit him, But he shook himself {ree and rush
to the door as a sari-clad figure passed, slow-foot, glo
the corridor,

‘Mother!" “And Rahoul moistened his lips, ‘Wl
is it mother?’

She turned, saw his misery. Sentunenta) b
Her glance lay warm on his face, Would he nof
himself into the hardness of life?

‘Nothing yet, she moved her head faintly :
said, quiet, ‘the monfgnt is near. Not ten minutes |
ween the pains.’ _

The cool words hit him a blow. He wineed,
had to clutch the door frame.

‘Hard, heavy pains, as it should be. Anotbal' h
hour, Rahoul, and all mlg be well. You will har
jewel of jewels screaming;




Atm%sphelic s made an instant explosive response,
ang Rahoul with absent hand turned the lnok, actos,
snapches of studio music, downpours of speecH, off T
Zecsen. A Fascist voice, siridenl, bullying the worlrfi
Rahoul made a face of dﬁwt A greal nation comt
mitted under gangster discipline to a programme §
world disruption.  War had become vital to its bein;,
so0 it seemed to think, for defealism was heavy on is
chest, suffocating, and somewherc on the corps
stxﬂened Jbattlefields of Europe would it find back sz
respect. The delusion! Defeat—~the only hipe of
German survival, Let England’s reactionary forces
destroy their Nazi kindred. ‘Then would Germany
live again.

England, too. England, lifted from f the pit of
humsan decency into which she had been pushed by
diehard politicians, Fngland cleansed, with new en-
“Tightered leadership—

So Rahoul, in that hour of world crisis, musedm
his hcart. -

A door slamming somewhere, With a violent
start he choked off the machine. The street door. A {
voice greeted him——Halt'—as he rushed out to the '
corridor, Herves on edge. Kunal, tall, glim, athletic in
Hannels, came siriding with a tennis racket in his hand.
‘Salﬁ}éT he ordered-himself, and heels clicked, right
m'm shot up smartly.

o ‘Dada, be introduced to an officer of Hig Majesty’s
.armed forces. Cavalry. FHis arm dropped, his voice
ipwered ‘MayBe you have not heard the news? Iu
«y6i1 scholar’s san'ctam the petty affairs of this world

‘Rahoy vinned,

‘Haven't 17 Whet's more, Kunal, today’s dragmati
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personae—I've seen them in the flesh. I heard the
Prime Minister address the House. India Debate. ,In
Berlin I had a glimpse of mankind’s cnemy nurmber
ore. In the Chamber of Depulieg—'

Kunal was waving a hand as though he had heard
enough,

‘There you beal me. Four—five—years in furope.
Cricket at Lord’s; Wimbledon; Olympics in Berlin.
All the good things of life. What luck! Now it’s my
turn. Captain Basu leads his armoured spearhead
against a strong pomt in the Siegfried Line, ligugdage;:
the enemy and gets mentioned in despaiches—’

‘T had an idea Lieutenani Basu belonged to the
ecavalry-—'

‘Captain Basu, please. One gels promoted, aftey
all, if one has the stuff in him—Captain Basu happens

"to belong to a mechanized unit. In the old days he
would have been a horseman. Today he rides a 30-
ton tank. Dada, I am dead serious. I'm going to sge
aay 0.C,, Major Bird of our University Graining Corps.
I shall get a commission, T believe. I have had some
iraining, haven’t I? Under-officer and all that’

Rahoul was silent, brows knit in thought. Kunal,
with his practical mind, had sprung into decision, un-
troubled by theories of vighl and wrong., The War
would be a great adventyre. The aims of War did.ngj
count. It was a matter of chanes that Kunal would
find himself in the armed forees of democracy. But by,
Rahoul, holding inside him a weighing maching for the
ﬂgﬁr values, felt the same swift urge ta"take an active
part in demomacys war agalnst I‘asc”st aggressmnv-—-
had he not; in the years past loriged foy thidfstruggle?s

‘T §60 might join up—-— the voicesounded strangely



like pleading!

» ‘You? Kunal stared, shook his head. Oh fo.
A greal professor of Astro-Physics. Cambridge D.Se.
And then—-

Rahoul knew the unspoken words. How many
minutes more had ticked away from the half-hour? If
only he could go to the corner room upsiairs and see
what was happening! Monju geiting thin and pale
since her fifth month. She had needed a tonie, cale
cium, She had refused it, though——calcium, she had
heard, was bad for baby’s complexion! And month
by monih she had grown thin, she had Tet her strength
ebb away. Oh, if only—Rahoul ached—if only he had
msnstéd thal she should take calcium!

G”M"Sfou have your work. One day you will discover
some unknown suvbeam, or is il starbeam? You will
expound a startling new theory. You will surely be-
come an F.R.S’ Compassion softened the strong
statuesque lines of his face. He stepped closer. He
was EwWo inches taller than his elder bhrother, ‘You
will he all right, dada. No, you can’t join up. Any-
how, sisier won't let you. As for me, I want action,
enterprise, speed. To think I might have heen doomed
to a desk job! Father has been pulling a hyndred
wires. He paused a moment, listening. ‘He will he
hopme in a minute. I passed him at the street corner
as I cycled up—1I never saw him walk so fast. ¥e too
fust have heard, I must rush off’ He paused again,
his eyes ﬂymg up the stairway, and his voice eame
lowf ‘Give my 7 love to the young chap when he turns

“P
% “The girl—",said Rahoul absently. , The War had
mwe&ed It was Mdnju again. ﬁxe moanqd anld, teays
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dimmed her eyes. Earlier tha! day, she had accused
high, clytching his hand, gasping, ‘It's all your fault.
1f only you had told me not to have a baby!” But she
had to have a baby. The urge of motherhood was in~
sistent in her bload.

“The girl?’ breathed Kunal, taken aback. Then his
voice burst in an excited shout. ‘Dadal he cluiched
his brother by the shoulders and shook him, crying:
“Why didn't you iell me? The baby’s come! It's
great! I’ve been so worried. Poor sister— .

Rahoul loved his brother, then. Whoeves, thought
that Runal would worry about such things! Rushing
about all day, pursuing a thousand interests. He had
no eye for what was happening at home. And He had
no time—how could one be concerned with petty
household affairs when, down there on the maidan,
Bannerji was making his heroic innings?

‘Not yet. Only T've heen expecting it will be a
girl.” He smiled shamefacedly as he saw his brother’s
eyebrow lifl. ‘Mother came down and said the mo-
ment was near,” The smile s\igged. ‘Monju will be,
all right. S}}e is in good hands. ~Only, it’s all so pain-
ﬁjl___’

‘T hate pain, said Kunal with sudden {eeling.
‘Poln in & woman., Let men sufler; they are strong.
Not the women——the mothers and sisters and wives
Kunal stopped short, ﬂygxied/ by his outhurst. "There
comes Father, and he may hhve some good advige for
me!’  His tennis racket swung as he fled. -

Father was near-fifty, thick-set, with shrewd gyes
in a broad heavy-jowled face undef greying close-
cropped hair——a physical typa that showed no Innwg}up
with bis twg sons. He wore ill-fitttng Fnglish clothes,
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shiny-black alpaca coat, black bow-tie and white drill
trousers nght on his paunch, stopping shorl an indh
above his ankles A thick gold watch chain glearmed
on his chest. -

“Then it is War? e paced, slcnw, up the corridor,
turned round.

‘War.’ Rahoul, his heurt brimful, had need of speech
“They've had their hands forced. Moral obligations!
With one hard-worked phrase wipe off Munich! The
fact is, the Nazi has trod on their sacred imperial
interests, The Kaiser's dream has been Te-dreamed.’

Dynamxte" said the other with a shake of his head.
‘How long can you play with dynamite? He paced
ahead; turned again at the corridor's end, paced back,
‘How long will it last, you think?’

‘Till the new epoch is born,” Rahoul flung his ans-
wer as though he was thinking aloud. ‘“The imperialist
war will grow into a war of ideas, vahies, 'The die-
hagds will have to use slogans they hate and releass
forces they fearsmost.”

‘Gold or Steels?’ broke in Samavendra, his eyes

“parrowing. He too was thinking aloud.

Rahoul stared, perplexed.
‘War feeds on both—’
Samarendra shook his head with impatience.

o Don’t you see? Gold bars or stecl shares—-whick
" shall 1 buy? He spoke in a low, earnest tone. To-
méarrow there will be a storm in the share market. The
bulls wili carry all before them, as never hefore, the
"beags will be nowhere. Steels will rise steeply, so wﬂl
gof(d-»-«whxch to ¢hoose? The chance of a life-time—

. "Kunal was pleased with the War igr orfe reason:

i Sq was Father, for «another, And you tgo? Rphoy!
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asked Limself in his heart. Kunal going to be a
soldier. F\Fathm'(ming to buy shares, and Mother rige
and mustard oil. VYou? .

The half-hour was almost over—thal one thought
beat meanwhile through all else. The approaching
moment on which lives hung, a great weight on a frai}
thread. If something happened to Monju-~no! In
these years together she had become part of his in-
most being. Hard to imagine himself alive and she
gone forever. Yet, had he not neglected her often?
Sunk in his work, had he not denied her many little
pleasures—a walk together on the Ganges bank‘: a meal
at Firpos, a cinema show? Fool! Never again. She
would have all she needed of him, all. Tf only she
would live, happy in her motherhood, fulfilled.

A conch shell startled him with its auspicious oom
oom! At the bend of the stair stood Mother.

‘Comne, both ol you. Stand by the door and have
a good look at the newcomer—she has just been

-bathed. Big eyes, rose-and-milk complexion, the very
image of her mother.’

" she has the looks of her mother, she is lucky ~
indeed,” said Samarendra, beaming. ‘We shall not lose
our sleep locking for a groom“ He laughed loud with
his satisfaction. ‘Rahoul, you go first and see the
pretty one. I am coming in a moment. Must ring u
my stockbroker. (old or Steels. Don't you sea? He
squared his shoulders with the unspoken thought:
Why, at 2 moment like this, with a great Waron and
a lovely grandchild born, you have to be a Napoleon
of Binance. Don t you see?

‘Mother; Mm.uu"’
Sb@ smgled a bit. ‘You will see her in a while.
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She is tired but happy. Let the lady doctor finish her
wark.” And she went along to bring the child "
+The screamn! The thin, helpless, persistent scream
of a newborn one! Rahoul stood rooted. The clation
that made his heart swelll Two cxciting things had
happened to him this autumn day. The Prime Minister
had declared war on the Swastika. Monju had given
birth to a baby girl. Either evenl was a profound
experience that made his emohions vlbrate as though
he had gchieved some personal fulfilment. ¥ seemed
symbolxg somehow that his child should be born at thp

g

manded ihat world order 1o chg its own grave.

¥es! In the blocd bath of war much clse would
be drowned besides the Swastika. A million youth,
would not die in vain.
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The new day, bright herald of the new epoch round
the corner, broke in through the window panes and
touched his waking thoughts with wistful expectation.

He had slept well, freed from the awful s{ramns of
the night before: Wonju (wisting in agony; h"fr wide
eves haunted by fear—and the evil omen of a cal moan-
ing eerily in the dark sireet, close to the house-door,
made the fear a certainty-—that she would not live to
see her child. Oh, she would hate to die so young,
just over iwenty, and possessing all that a woman could’

“Team of. With advancing pain, clutching her hus-
hand’s arm, pressing his arm hard agains! her bosom,
she made her gloom flow out into his nerves, till ke
ofelt in him the whmpered echo of her premomtion,
and he edged close 1o her and toock her head in the
crook of his arm, cnveloping her, shielding her from
some mortal hurt. He saw the pupils of her eyes
dilate, stained with decpening dread, as though Yama
had tramped out of the night and stoed at her bedside,
1 his hand the soul-holding tube into which he shpp(»,d
life-sparks as he collecied them, bits of phosphores-
cence And Rahoul, watching with concern, Yelt the
body between his arms stiffen. And the cat™at the
hause-door was moaning, moaning, ® ‘That beast!’
piuttered I{a.houl and he stlrmd as thoogh he would | go
and driverthe cat away, but. Bonju held him tight,
breathihg’i in alarm, .‘Neh! And.he lay back in a

1
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burning of rage for the animal of ill-omen,

. The nightmare hours had dragged off. MoniG «
mo{-her baby the image of joy! All was well.

The Allied Powers were forced at last {0 make
war on the Swastika. Strong in moral grandeur,
backed by the civilized conscience of the world, they
would rool out the scourge of the Reich and free its
goul from a deathlike stranglehold.

Fortresses would fall, and not in Germany alonc.
The 1deahsw-’che Allied Powers wonld invoke against
the enemy was a twowedged sword striking at the rot
of one, stnkmg back at the rot of the other. Ves, all
would be well.

A1l would be well with Indis, tco? India’s people
would take up arms {or the demoeracies? The people,
Rahoul knew, were anti-Fascist to the core. The
British henchmen of the Swastika had sickened thern.,™
So for a moment Lhe feeling might race round: Lt
the proud ones go down in defeal and learn a lesson,
But the feeling would die of shame, the fever ease. .
Deep al beart India still had great goodwill {for Britain’,

“people.  And India hated the life-pattern of the hooked
cross. India would fight. It was Rer war. R

Rahoul jumped oui of hed. He could have shout-
ed or sung for joy; but conlented himsell with a sharp
whistle! World forces were dancing to his tune. Had
be not, often in his fancy, mobilized a great inter-
netional brigade of freedom-seelers and declared war
on Fastist plague? Humanity crusading to save from
destruction all’ that was worth living for. Rahou}
washed, shaved.~ He felt the voice of India echn in Ms
*todd. throb. "

In the background of his thoughts wis Monin,
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fretting to come to the fore. Rahoul hurried up the
stai¥s. "The bedroom he used to share with her had
been turned into a malernity chamber. Custom cast
a new mother into isolation, so that she could not leave
the room where her child was born, for three weeks
if it was a boy, a month if it was a girl. Poor Monju!
Her world would shrink painfully. Hindu taboos,
odd-seeming and fast dying off, revealed often an inner
purpose if you looked beneath the surface. Good for
Monju, after all. She needed complele rest. Rest
would l&stﬂg@ recovery. *

He ﬁﬁused at the door, hstening. The felpless
scream! He had almost forgoiten he had a child of
his own, a little haby girl! Voices...... Mother «irg-
ing, persuasive...... Monju pleading it hurt her. And
the child yelling-—she had strong lungs for her puny’
. What could be hurting Monju? ‘The yelling
ceased all at once. Silence. Rahoul, curious, opened
the door a crack, peering through. In an instant he
drew back, lips pressed together, laugh%ng in his in-
ward way., The grace of a new mother! The wonder
of a young girl turned mother!

Down the stairs to his study. A servant brought
tea and the papers. His eyes rushed over the columns.
Then he sat back pondering, absently pouring out a
cup of tea, The point of view was plain enough,
Indian opinion was at one with progressive forces the
world over. Those forces had been betrayed atter the
last War, avowedly fought for democratic’ freédom,
Victory achieved, the Powers had cyrfically broken
faith. If the Allies were more sincere shis time, India
would offer them whole-heartedd® co-operation. Bk
India would be the true test of thal professed sincerity.
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How could a people step oul into a war said io be
waged for democratic freedom so long as that rery
fre;edom was denied them? India in bondagd asked io
fight for world {reedom!

But the bonds were breaking, breaking in that
great hour, Rahoul saw, his eyes gazing and fixed in a
dreamy smile. Freedom went blowing across the
frontiers of Europe from land to land and across the
oceans to Asian lands. In the agonies of War the soul
of mankind would be cleansed. Mankind after the
War wduld not be the mankind before.

The door opened and Molher stepped in slowly.
Turning, Rahoul saw the woe in her face and he cried
in alarm, ‘Monju? No complication?’

Mother shook her head. ‘She is well. The child
~¢ried a little at night, not much,” Pause. “Your tea’—
she feli the cup—t’s gone cold’ 8he empl,l}ed Lo
cup into a wash basin and refilled it from the teapot.
‘Drink your tea before it gets cold again.’ She sal
dbwn on a divan with a tired sigh.

“There’s Something on your mind, Mother. Telt
" me.” He moved his chair closger.

She nodded. “Yes. s Kunal! She mused for
a time before she went on. ‘Kunal taps at the door of
the lying-in room at night and when I come out he
breathes, “She is well? And the little girl?” And
~Yhen he says, “Mother, I have something to iell you®
And his {ace is hot as if he has done some wrong and
he tdes me to his room and hands me a chair and he
sils down on the floor at my feet, his head in my lop,
. al he «;ays, “Mother, I am going to War, ¥You musin'i
_sez, No.”  Tieel stunned. “Kumal,” I {81l bim, “when
"t am dead you can*@"anywhere I shall not bHe hern ta
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. forbid you. Wait, till then.” He lifts hus facc, he
sayse “Mother, you want to keep me stuffed up with
cotion-wobl? You will only break my heart” I agi;
him, “What have they done to you, the Gerinan peo-
ple?” And he says, “I have no high-soundmg ideals
to serve, Mother. I am going to War to serve myself,
to find an outlet for my spirit, as it were—" And ht
springs to his feet and paces the room, restive, and his
heari seems to shine on bis face, and then I knmow
1 musi nol be in his way, I know I must nol et him
within, so I tell him, “Kunal, do the right thiag? You

' have my blessing, my son.” He slands still, as if $azead,
and he sinks at my feel and drops his face in my lap
and his eyes are wet and he says, “Mother, U1l besall
right. Do not fret vourself on my account.” And he
lifts his face exutedly again and says, “Why, at this
vaay moment a million mothers the world ever must
be sending their sons to War,”’

He was like that, Eunal, thought Rahoul, unhappy
because of Mother’s misery. Prompt in decision, that®
Yoy. No hesitation in his nature. THht was his
strength. His weakness, too; even if he tock a wrong
track he wouldn’t turn back, he would press on, persist-
ent, purposive. -

And you? 'Rahoul asked himself for the tenth
iime. Rescarch could wail., In the great drama that
had burst upon the world he had his part to play.
What the press sald was lrue., But the people
of England were more than the polilicians of
Ingland. The people meant what thes politicians
often-lip-professed. The people were groying Lo valus®

- freedom as rpuck for others as fow themselves. Theye
would now grow® faster. Woull they let the ideals
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they would be dying for be trarapled?

. ‘Father wouldn’t let the boy go, sc he saide Hi
has a post for him in a business office. What good, 1
it will not make the boy happy? She shook her hea
slowly 1o herself, sadly. ‘How could a mother breal
her son’s spirit?’

She couldn’t anyhow, Rahoul knew, and in he
heart she would suffer terribly. Kunal was ho
favourite son too; of them Mother loved him more
Rahoul had always {elt sure, even i she wouldn’t admi
as much. Kunal going to War. Brave mother.

Bomething queer has gripped Father. He had no
a wink of sleep all night long I locked in at dead o
night when the police waichman on the sireets wenl
shouting his usual cry of warning against hurglars—
Father still at his desk, filling sheets of paMiﬂv
caleulations. Shares. Hxcited, as though somethémy
hig is going to happen {o him.” Mother rose from the

Jdivan. ‘The daughter must have done with the {eed-
ing, Rahoul You may step in. I shall get the hoi
water ready for baby’s bath.’

Mother walked off 1o the kitchen. Rahoul rushed
up the stairs to the lying-in room.

QOver the drawn neck of her frilled white jacket
her full breast lay bare and upright, an ooze of milk on
its shadowed tip. There was a new ripeness about her

™ breast like the ripeness of fruit. Her eyes, following
~ hig, bent to her bosom, her face flushed, her hand rose
oul of jts languor to sheathe herself. But the coze of
mitk lmgex ed long in his vision, stmqgg an emotion he
Tould not suppress, for it was as though Monju were
Monju no longer, the one he knew~angd loved, but
" something more and something less, Temofe, unattain.
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ahle.

R girl, he spoke softly. T said so, Monju, all
these months, didn’t 17 He sat down on the =dge of
the bed, he bent over.

‘Clever one! You have what you asked for. I
wanted a boy.’

‘Dyisappomnted, Monju?

For answer she fumbled beside her #ll she felt
softness and warmth and she passed her hand all over
the child, from the toes upward, and her face was
withdrawn, a new drugged face. .

‘She takes after you. Look. VYour lips, vour
nose—' "

‘Eyes too?’ he grinned. His eyes were narrow
under the glasses, amber, with steaighl brows that=
came together. ‘Then she must be a beauty!’

‘Of course she is a beauty. IDare you mock her?
Faatures! Complexion! Do you not feel proud?
Won't you hold her? *

. He stooped, slipping his arms undes the mysteri-
ous stranger as she opened her eyes and blinked, 1ift-
ing her clumsily, oh, so smalll (Perilous job holding
the floppy head nesting in the crook of your arm!)
Then she screamed and he quickly put her back on
the bed, alarmed lest he had hurt some limb. And
the tiny pinkish face worked and puckered while the-
anxious mother drew her close, soothing her, ‘Nah,
neh, here is mum-ma, O-ch, O-och—' She gave her
husband a sideways glance and with a sudden brilliant
sroile she wiped off his emnbarrassment. “This one doss
not kmow you yet. She knows only her nother.! Angd
she caressed hhg child, murmmmg, ‘He is Papa, my*
sweet,  Papa—'
2

e
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Vet the odd feeling was heavy in him that Monju
was Monju no longer, bul semcthing more and soifie-
thing less, remote, unknowable.

‘Kunal’s gomg 1o War as soon as he gels a chancee”’

She nodded. ‘Mother told me. Poor Mother! She
had no sleep in her eyes all night long because of hex
worry. She turned to her child with an intense look
in her face, pressing the litle one close against her-
self. ‘I am giad this one is a girl. She will not go 1o
war. Paor Mother!

“You are choking her, Monju, Rahoul cried in
glarm, looking down.

She laughed. Her teeth gleamed againsi her lips

with a sheen as of pearls. ‘Mum-ma hurting her sweet
ejewel?” She leaned over, holding her pressed against
ber bosom. ‘Don’t I know how to handle a sweet
jewel?” She kissed the tiny ioes, the rounded belly™
Don’t 1, han?’
~  Just as well, then, that Monju bad sumk hersell in
her creation, moused Rahoul. Her need of him was no
longer intense. And he spoke:
“What 11 also go?’
She looked up startled
You? In an underbreath.
‘Why not?’
‘Go 1o War? She opened her eyes wide,
He nodded and suddenly he seemed far away. He
;night have been settling an old score with himself.
Bix months before I left England, Fascist rebels
were destroying the Clovernment of Spain elected by
the people. Madrid besieged, sirangled Then volun-
teers from many landg Tighed to save freedom in
Spain. I had an wrge those days to join the army of
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tberation. Ralph Fox wept. Many others I knew
werlt. f%cept back. I had an excuse: Scicnce. I could
serve humanity betier that way. And came bacleto
my homeland, Some sore in nie throbs now and ithen
A greater War of liberation has started, the greatest
ever. What am I to do this time?

Her mouth opened a hittle and her alarmed eyes
lay staring, not leaving his face, il she held his far
glance, held {ast, and then she saw the remote look
roll off like a shadow and heard him murmur, There’s
no hurry, Monju. No mobilization yet.’

She reached oui for his hand. Her fist nestled
in his. She would not lei him go. Never, never would
she lel him go. She would not be parted from him."Not
for a day.

‘All men are not made alike, she spoke with a
18%ous sigh because of her relief from shock, ‘Your
krue place is with your books, your mathematics, your
sirange instruments in the college 1oom where yoy
took me once. You have the stars. Ypu belong to
them., They belong 10 you. The stars and the un-
seen lights. You are notl earthy.’ Her voice mellowed
caressingly. “You are no more earthy than this litile
one we have,”

He was dumb for a time and then he said, dubious,
‘T must talk it over,...’ T

“Yes, ask Father,” the voice rushing and sweet, *he b
knows whal you should do. Just ask Father.* ®

Lips pursed, Rahoul shook his head. ‘Tather? He
has no understanding,” Shamed by his 1131.&:1&;@%}1
hurried on: ‘Father only knows his own work. He
does not cave whatever happeng fo"the world. He b .
longs to a: hfe, an age, that has fled’
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Alarm rushed back to her eyes. Her slim ﬁngerq
{ratted in his fist. She knew with whom he \{5‘5*‘ géing
tootalk it over. Grandfather. An ecceniric. He had
odd ideas. Ever since he retired from his work as
teacher at a city school, he had lived by himself in a
village, not {ar {rom the sea, he had lived like one of
the peasant folk. Some years back when Congress
had launched cvil disobedience against the Govern-
ment the aged one was deep in it, he formed a band
of volupicers, peasanis and fishers all, leading them to
the Bgy, making salt from sea water m defiance of the
Law. Gone to prison. All over India a hundved thou-
sahd men, women ioo, had gone to prison in a month,
Rahoul was a student then. He too would have done

, something rash, yes, he had his face set toward prison,
but Father kept his eyes glued 1o him and sent him
off to England at the nick of time. So Father tGid
Monju one day soon after her marriage—and how
aroud and happy he was that he could shield his son,
impetuous ope, from the flame-like unrest of those_:
days! Father was wise, practical, unlike the aged one
with gueer ideas. OUver sevenly, and living a hard
fife all by himself, remote {rom his kin, with no one
10 hand him a glass of milk if he ever fell ! With
a great-grandchild born, why could he not come over

_and live in peace with his own kin, ag became his ad-
vanced years, tended by =all, reverenced?

*  And what would such a man say? What golden
advice would he offer? Not one that would make sense
—mno! But Monju would fight for her hushand. She
would fight #8d never give way. She would not bhe

,Paried from him, SHe could not bear to see him rush
into danger. And why help the alien Gogemmg\m you
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so intengely disliked? Where was the logic of it, then?

“Yowvmen are sel{-sunk, she murmured and her
mouth pouted. ‘Never lookmg an mch beyond youy
own heart’s desiie. Here am I, reheved after nine
months of agony, but no release for me yet, a prisoner
within those four walls, lone save for my child, and
you planning a trip to the village, if not to War. Oh
yes, you are just fed up with me, I can see.’ Her eye-
lids flickered. ‘Of course it's all my fault’

His fist tightened round her fingers. ‘It’s only for
a day or two, Monju— His voice was unhappy.

And she trailed on: ‘You feel for all humarmty
save for your near ones. You don't care for the chﬂd
Vou never wanted her, I know. She means nothing
to you." Tears were wellmg to her eyes. Never, never
would she let him go.

‘Monju, I am not going jusi yet, anyhow. There's
no hurry. Let’s see how thimgs take shape. Let’s wail
and see. Monju, listen....’ »

° * % w® g

Gold rush in Clive Street. A motley crowd gurg-
ing by the Stock Exchange, the tall, massive, dark-
brovn door open only to prlvﬂgga On the road, on
the goncrete Ravements shadowed from the angry sun
by mammoth Eé‘f’nent-gley structures, a big motley
crowd gurging, voices buzzing, brains poundmg at fyli”
pressure. Inside, the brokers, the brokcxs agents, sub-
agents, booking orders from clieats in the motleg,
crowd, clients too excited to sit stlll at Bome or in the
brokers’ offices with {elephone,al 1he mouth, pounng.
ord,ers;ﬁbuyugg, selling,buiying again.. *Bees darting and
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buzzing for money-honey! -

Pulses pounding, The blood beating in fhe ears.
The crowd with cash in the Banks, cash to play with
Hot activity in the sirect of Chve who buill Empire
with a thousand muskets and a forgery.

Buy mumtions of War. Thi‘r‘igﬁhat make guns,
shells, mﬁa@riﬂs of a baitleship. Buy Steels,
War eals steel. Buy Tata Sieels, Bengal Corporation
Steels, A ton of steel .ﬁlangles a brigade. A hundred
thousand 1ons mengle a city.” A hundred million {ons
manglg the earth. Buy Coals. Coal to keep the limbs
of War warm. Man digging deeper than any animal,
tearing the Farth’s bowels with iron claws. Buy alu-
infum—wings of planes need aluminiivh, Railways,

» buy Railways. Heavy iraffic on wheels, traffic into
cash, This 15 a War on wheeld. Steel wheels, rubber
wheels. Buy Rubbers from Malaya. No Rubber shares
in this Market? A telegram to Singapore does lhe
#ick. Send fast telegrams to Singapore. Shake up
Singapore, (alculta buying. Rubber for trucks, ar-,
moured cars, wheels, wheels. Buy Burma oils. War
swims in a sea of oil.

High premium? Buy at a high premium. See it
go higher, lugher. Thirly per ceni. ity per cent.
Fundred per cent dividend. Dividend to make Death

.. Machine. Scrap iron hutled from projectiles, a mil-
lion tons a month. A million deaths a month, Death
Into dividend. Death mlo dividend.

SELL! Cash in your profits! This isn't like the last
War. Going to be short. Only a blitz. Peace in a year.
They don’t wimt War. Pays better to share spoils.

~ e Nazis to gel Hast Africa, The Nazis hive the Ne-
grees to swallowy a bellyful, Negroes grow like black

#
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berrtes out in Eagl Africa. Peace round the corner.
M;ﬁ‘k@t&*rashing. Sell now for lugh premuun. Sell
Bengal Corporation Stieels. Car’t compele with Ame-
vican Steels, Slump round the corner. SEILL!

BUY! Cotton for the Army. Troops to be sheath-
ed in umform. Ten mullion uniforms, Uwiforms wasted
on dead bodies. Boots. Woollens, Indian {roops need
to he warm overseas. Lalimli woollen»

What have you to buy with? Open your pass-
books. Empty your accounis. Take a loan {rom friends.
Mortgage your house. Sell, sell your gold, ‘theogold on
the body of your wife. See the funds doublilg, the
house reproducing itsell, the gold growing for ten
exira arms. Buy on the margin deposit system. You
pay a quarter ol the price, the broker puts down tha
balance at six per cent. Sell as the markel rses. Take
your profit and pay off the broker. See your capiial
doubled.

8ell on the margin system. You make a deposif.

, You zell a share you don’t possess. The market [alls.
You buy at the lower rate and deliver {he share you've
sotd, Take the balance of profil. See your capital
doubled.

Buy Jutes. Jute bags to carry supplies. Jute bags
filled with sand to keep off bombs. Buy Papers. Ves,
yes, paper is a munition of war, paper.

Chance slipping off. Chance of twenty years.
Not another War {or twenty vears. War, the most
richening ndustry. Prices mounling. Steels The
favourite counter. The crowd surging® RBee vnices
Ingzzing for money-honey. » ™

Shrewd e'y.es in a heavy-jotted face; shiny-blavl .
alpaca coat, coat, blgek bow-tie, duill trousers failing
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to touch the ankles. Under the watch chain the heart
tapping a quick rhythm: Too late, too laie. Hoo laie,
toos late,

Buay. It will be a ten years’ War. The olhers
won't sit with folded arms, waiching, America. Japan.
They too need a War to cut unemployment, to push hile
into industry., Buy today at a premium.

Sell, cash in your profil. Peace round the corner.

Buy and heold on. Seven years’ War ahead.
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Stripped of midwinter harvest, bare and baled
the cracking earth of rice fields pushed and streiched
to the very gale of the two-room railway substation
from which Rahoul emerged at sunset.

A modhobi vine curved arching over the narrow
outer portal, great clusiers of delicate shell-white
flowers blossoming in rich profusion. But the_earth
was sun-hardened at its roots and the leaves, pale and
drooping, seemed to beg for sap. Rahoul, as he went
by, stopped fascinated and pressed his nose upon a
white cluster, filling his breath with the {ender frag-
rance. That was Bengal—the thought came upon him
~g50 much beauty could grow in such negleci and
hardship only i Bengal.

1t was good that the railway ran cdging the villager
even if the trains weuld nol stop at the suhstation save
for hugher-class passengers at their bidding, Grand-
father lived not {ar off—a half-hour’s walk down the
red-earth pathway. A light suitcase in his hand,
Rahoul §t‘£2§£ fast lest darkness fall and he lose direc-
tion. "

He had been fretful in his heart all that winter and
springtime. Secience could not hold his thoughts. The
new world order was an empty dream? The Allies™
fought for Victory and nothing beyond? Only to hang
their washing on the Sicgfried Line? No higher ideals,
were vigible in their proclaimed war aimis—none.

As the” first. flush of dream faded and mquvmg,q
grew, Rahoul had despcrate need io°see Grandfather



26

and replenish his spirit {from the other's sinaple clear-
cut faith,  In his pre-Cambridge days Grand{zather had
cadt a spell over him, moulding his 1deas, stivring a fire
m his heart. Fresh from college, youthful and eager,
Rahoul had stood at the edge of the national move-
ment that had flared up then, ready to plunge in at his
weacher’s word. His lather, alarmed, held vut a bait
Cambridge. Canibridge or prison—he put it that way
and missed his mark. Prison had become a place of
pulgrimage. He started a new lme of altack. Should
you nof give your very best 1o your motherland? How
better serve her interests than as a greail man of science
honoured by the world? And you would serve all
humanity that way. Whal better trammmg ground
than Cambridge? To break the Salt Laws and he
rushed into prison—anyone could do that, tens of
thousands had done thal. Must you with your great
gifts (and who more certain of them than Rahoul him-
2el{?) rol in wasteland?

‘Cambndye can wait,” Grandfather had said, his
voice mild as always, yel won-like.

Rahou! shook his head. “This is my only chance.
Later they won’t give me a passport.’

“Then your son, citizen of a {ree republiv, would
proudly go to Cambndge.

Rahoul had laughed. His son! Marriage had no
place in the life he then saw for himself. To talk of
"hig som!

‘And shouldn’t T know the people of England be-
fore I start my fight with them?’ he had pleaded.

“Why sholild you fight the people of England?

ey are goad pe'oplen «Fhe people are good every-
whe‘ne“ Our fight-is with the rulers of England who

%
A -
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hold u*\n subjection {fo* thelr narrow inferests.’

So dhere had been a keen struggle in his mund
Cambridge had won. e

He had travelled far from those days. I he had
lost, the emotional stirvings he had known then, he was
more honest with himself. Science, he would now
admit, was his mtellectual blanket, a refuge from chill
winds. Friends had gone to Spain thal lime, undeler-
red by the work they loved, acting on the passion of
the soul. What was more precious i lile than that
passion?

Grandiather, now past ns seveniieth year, so oild
and so hard, had acled always under that inward arge.
In i{his grave hour of decicion what was he goling Lo do
with himsell?

The track dimmed and divided, forking out south,
south-west. In the old days Rahoul had known the
village paths well, but he had not heen this way for
years and he stopped, uncertain. He looked about and
saw two peasants coming acvoss the cropped bare fields,
plough-shares on their shoulders Rahoul put down
his bag, wailmg, and when they drew close he made
his query, he spoke Grandfather’s name. Devesh,

They stood seraiching their heads in thought, then
both cried together, ‘Not Devata? His house? There
—iwo, three steps., Ponting southward.

Rahoul gazed ahead. “Past the palmyra clump?

‘Past,’ they nodded their heads. “Two, three steps ™

Devata? wondered Raboul as they walked on.
Grandfather's name was not guite that. ~ Devesh. Na
one had ever heen named Devata,  °

“Why tall khim Devata? be “said. ‘Only a god s,
L Jzall,ed’ ] » s?
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‘It is because of our love fov him,” said one peasant.

‘Tove? Surely Devata is to be worshipfed, not
foved?

The man nodded as though in agreement.

‘We are commnon folk, sir, We have no learning
in our heads—our eyes cannot make out the shapes of
letters. In worship we read love, in love worship.

“The divine bliss fills his heart with riches,’ the
other man explained further. ‘When we call him
Devala,,our tongue and our soul earn Merit. We are
only peasant folk, siy,’

A silence, and then—My grandfather,” said
Ralioul, his heart big with pride.

*Thine?’ the men in wonder exclaimed and stopped

, dead, and they put down their loads and bent their
knees, heads knocking on earth. ‘We fall at thy feet’
And tney rose and reached for the leather case.
‘Master, we beg’

» *No, no,’ said Rahoul. “This is no weight.

‘Master, ow have we annoyed thee?’ .

He twned io look al the pained faces and he
smiled. ‘Have you not loads enough to carry?’

*‘Master—' they begged with folded hands and one
murmured to the other, ‘His grandson to carry a weight
when we are about! The village has no shame? The
village has no honour?

And Rahoul broke out in a laugh and yielded to
“heir will

‘There!’ cried one man as the palmyra chump was
passed. ‘Himself coming this way.

Rahoul lotked. A tall straight figure in white

« homespun, Long sli¥ey hair thinning, at the edge of
the high fm'eh%a&q Jong, flowing, silver beard. It was
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dadu, Grandfather. He walked baretoot like the pea-
gants.

‘Rahoul’ he cried, clasping him in his arms-~as
Rahoul was aboul to bend to Grandfather’s feet in
salutation. ‘What ages I have not set my eyes on you,
Rahoud. Not since the great day of the marriage
festival’ Dadu peered eagerly at his grandson, hold-
ing him at arms’ length for a clear view. ‘Let me have
3 good look. You have grown muech thinner. MNot un-
well? Worry, Rahoul?

‘A, hundred worries. Rahoul {ried to make a pite-
ous face. ‘No [un to be the father of a gul You
wouldr't know. You have had only a son.’

‘So many worrres? Poor hoy! Turning to” the
two peasanis: ‘Binda, take the bag home. We shall |
be away a time.

Dadu had not changed al all save for some deep
wrinkles on his high forehead. The silver of his hair
and beard gave his {ace a quality of light. Dadu would
Jshow him the way as of old, thought Rahoul with re-
newed faith.

‘Where are you taking me, dadu?

‘A, litlle way. An invifation to a rice meal. You
will see village folkk.”

“Unasked guest? said Rahoul, hesitant. “To share
their meal~'

‘Rahoul, our meals are a very simple affair. We
peasanis do not have elahorate courses with our rice—=
fish, meats, curds, sweets—we can’t afford them. You'll
be given a leaf-plate of steamed rice Bnd lentils, a

. -
pinch of salt and a lemon, some bhaked sweet potatoes
and a vogetable curry of sorjs” Bnd perhaps sonds,
thickened milk in a gmall brass hewl by way of a
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hawury,  ‘That makes a big festive meal.’ ’

‘All the same, dadu, I am a siranger—’

« ‘You are no siranger. If is my daughter’s house-
hold. They have heard everything aboul you.

Rahoul gave him a glance. ‘Hoon! So you have
a daughter in this village? And we never knew!

‘I have a daughier, Rahoul! Dadu made a guilty
{zce.

50 would they speak to ench other in their light
moments, free as friends, heedless of the haif-century
hetween them. But with a swift change of mood
Grandlather said, his voice grave:

‘T have scores of daughters and sons in Baruni |
1 atn proud of my people. They ave notl Bright and
knowing and-—civilized!—like you citybreds, but they
are good people. Ceniuries of brute hardship and
strain have not destroyed their faith in human values.’

“Tell me about the village, then,” said Rahoul
gagerly,

“This is a {air-sized one, our Baruni, nol very big,
not small. Iress than a hundred households. About &
guarter of them hold land on lease from the zemindar.
Ancther quarter are landless kisans, peasani fabourers,
who work for their more fortunate hrethren, planting
the rice and reaping the harvest for s day-wage and
meals. A good many are fisher folk. Life cenires an
riceland and river.’ f
~  ‘India’s income, spoke Rahoul, ‘is less then two©
anhas per head, so it’s been worked out. The figuce
geems incredible. Tt does not tell much, though,

Grandfathsr agreed. ‘Facts never tell much un-
ICss they are scen it lerms of human gxperience. On#
his petty income. the landed peasant can have ju&t”%

(
i
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e;nough of his own rice to eat, no reserve for lean days.
And the fisans—they musti always be hungry save for
a spell of two or three months in the year, when they
earn meals and a wage for feldwork. The hundred
million kisans of India must always be hungry, It is
a rare gracious day to have the stomach full’ He
paused and walked a minule in silence. ‘Hungry and
half-naked, that hundred-million—how can they afford
to buy long dhoties touching their ankles? ¥You see,
Rahoul, the true meaning of the spinning wheel, the
symbol of our national movement? The masses of
India with their less-than-two-annas-a-day can work
the wheel and produce loincloths to cover their naked-
ness. People often don’t realize this plain fact” -

Plain enough if you knew the meaning of two-
annas-a-day. Rahoul could see the peasants of Bengal,
men and women, make sofl, white yarn with a simple
wheel, and the village weavers turn the yarn into a
fabrie—loincloths for the men and red-bordered savis
for the women.

* ‘Aside from redistribution of land, sciefice must be
used inilensively to raise produclive capacity, musingly
' 2 spoke. ‘Our grainlands are weary and famished.

jeir yield is about the lowest in the rice-growing

orld. With proper manuring, seeding and ploughing
~——a new type of plough must replace the present
prehistoric kind—that yield could be increased thres-
‘uld, That is the figure for Japan. We oaould
have food {or all—and a surplus. The zemindar tukes
4o interest in production?’ ®
The zemindar! Dadu sounded scornfkil. And he
ir lined the background of Benga¥s rural life, Way
* k at the start of the nineteenth cepjury, a servant
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of the British Trading Company made a ‘permanent
sedilement’ with the landlords of Bengal, fixag for all
#ime their annual revenue to the Treasury. The value
of land rose ienfold, the value of the rupee lessened,
but the basic revenue knew no alteration. There was
no such contract, though, between landlord and culii-
vator, and wilth reassessments the cultivator’s dues
went up at a tangeni. The landlord leased out his
estate to bypass the bother of rent collection, and he
lived gave-free in his cily mansion, his income assured.
The_lessee likewise farmed the land {o sub-lessees, and
50 it went on till a village often had a hierarchy of
overlords. The peasants’ dues were payable in cash
whatever the crop was like; why then should the over-
lords worry about production? The peasantry was
not in their eyes a living mass; it was like a tract of
coalfield out of which you hewed coal for profit and
more profit, mindless of its exhaustion.

The peasantry of Bengal, said Grandfather, was
at the edge of exhaustion.

“What, sort of landlord have you, dodu, the chap
nearast to you?’

‘Bepin Ghose,” said Grandfather. ‘Listen. s a
good story. Bepin was born in our village, the son of
a rent collector. e too became a rent collector. Once
it so happened that the peasants in a village nearby,
Vishnupura, formed a combination and refused to pay
exira rents demanded. So their holdings were put to
auction under a court decree and disposed of, But the

_ new ownerd, creatures of the landlord, could not secure

actual posesssion because of the peasants’ united
struggle. Then, 6 day, young Bepid Glose appeared ’
at the police thena, borne in a stretcher, groaning in



32 \
agoay, his clothes blood-smeared. He complained that
he had bben assaulied by the dispossessed tenanis and
the union leaders, and these men-—he identified them-
were at once hauled up, tried, sent {o prison. The
peasunts’ resisiance now broke down and the lands
went under the new owners’ plough, The casec was a
frame-up! Bepin Ghose later admuited the truih to his
friends boastingly. He had voluuleered to he secretly
mauled by the landlord’s men, that the case could be
framed. Forty bighas of land in his native village was
his reward. Thal was the beginning. A man of stch
ralibre must go {ar. What wonder that Bepin Gllse is
now the overlord of Baruni and he rides a rich, proud

palanquin?’ -
*What hope is there for the people?’ asked Rahoul,
pensive.

“What hope? Grandfather paused, hearing the
sound of feet on ihe road and twrning, he called: ‘Onu!
‘Dedul’ A boy of ten came up the pathway. He
«cast a wondering look at ihe stranger. Onu wore
clean white clothes, n short homespun dhbti, sleeveless
vest.
¢ ‘Good shoes? said Grandfather, tenderness in his
woice. ‘You are pieased, Onu?

For answer the boy lifted his feet and walked ten
paces ahead. ‘Ligten, Mush-mush! And he walked
back with hard, firm steps. ‘What mush-mush, dadu?
His eyes beamed with excited pleasure. ‘I walked thig,
way, that way, I walked the four corners—no one has
aver heard such mush-mush-mush! The storeman?
Not even he, so he says, truly” Onu would have
started to'regale himsclf again with the joyous sound,

but Grandfather was stooping low ta tle his shoe-laces.
5
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‘Look, zon, this is the proper way.” He tied one lacy,
then the other, and he turned his face to Balkoul and
spoke: ‘You have no such shoes, Rahoul, shoes thal
squeak so well as Onu's. 1 was al the disiricl town
vesterdey. I brought back this pair)

Rahoul gazed at the tall stooping figure, tying the
shoe-lace of a peasant boy.

So loving, so gentle! And yel firm and majestic,
a true veleran of the national movement. Three tiraes
he had goue to prison, sever years in prison. Devala,
the village called him. What wonder?

‘Gou, run home, Tell mother Rahoul is here, my
grandson Rahoul. He is coming over with me.

*¥es, dadu.” Onu bent quickly 1o the stranger’s
feet, head touching road dust, and rising, with a half-
smiling, half-curious glance, he dashed off on flylng
feet, excited bearer of news. But when he had gone
thirty paces he stopped smd cried, turning, ‘Daduy, whot
if the heels get worn out with the sunning? And bhe
pulled ofl his shoes, held them light in his hands and
ran harefoot, ©

‘Oou, my daughter’s youngest, Grand{sther ex-
plained. ‘He has a brother Kanu and a sister Kajoli.
Kanu is the first-born. You will sce them. There is
aiso Mangals,’

‘Another sister?’

‘Mangala? No. The milch-cow, An intimale of
ihe houge,’ —

‘And the {ather?’

“The mendicant is away, you will not zee him. He
S a peasant with some land, three i‘air»sized strips, and
. a-yoke of oxen. Bat his soul is given to<song and
wandering. Yes, he lives for song, and of an ovening
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the whole village assembles to hear his voice, Bul he
is often Bway, save in seed-time and harvest, going
about Bengal, roving ithe roads with an ek-tara* for
companion. So we call him mendicant. He goes
singing: "
“When the call has gone {forth and no one
answers,
Then march alone, and alone, march alone—""
“What a lovely character! said Rahoul and his eyey
tried to see the mendicant. .,
‘No uncommon type in our Bengal villages,' said
Grandfather. ‘Song is a spiritual need of our péople.
Tvery village has its poet and mendicant. They hold
the people’s love and respect.” He paused a time as
thovgh his mind were far, then resumed: ‘Rahoul, 1
heard your guestion—what hope is there for the peo-
ple? The national movement gives top priovity to
village reconstruction work, that you know. Thig is
the very basis of our life 1o come. The Governments,
don't likke it, of course. They and the la%mdlords have
grown 1o fear the peasant masses. Once, not many
years ago, odd to think, they posed as champions of the
voiceless people as against the intellectual classes, the
sedition-mongers who talk of freedom for all. But the
times have changed, the mask has blown off, the real
face lies revealed. I run a school for the village,
Rahoul, an evening school. A spy has been sei to
watch the school. They are anxious to break it up.»
Mass literacy is a danger for the rulers, It would,
they know, make the trampled ones eonfeious of their
birth-right—the right to live as human heings.’ -
‘Tndia®cannpt breathe much¥dnger under the pri.
*One-stringed lyre. v »
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sent system,’ said Rahoul. ‘The bitter cup is brmful.
Our existence has stopped at a dead-end. #Bui the
gituation has grown oornplgga;ed because of the War,
T am puzzled, and, dadu, I must talk it over with you.’

Dadu nedded, smiling. ‘“We are bound by the dis-
cipline of Congress. We cannot act withoul the call
for action, Rahoul. We shall talk later, talk all night,
if you like—thal is the house of our mendicant.” And
there was the mush~mush of Onu’s new shoes greeting
the visitors.

* Alanky youth was riding on the back of a russet-
skinned cow. He sprang down and cried o Eahoul,
‘Tfall at thy feet.’

~ ‘Kanu—Mangala-~" Dady introduced.

‘May you live,” responded Rahoul with a quick
glance at dadu. Their eyes twinkled at each other, and
it was as if dadu said, *You are picking up our oid-
fashioned village specech fast enough’

~ Kanu has a dream. He would go wandering like
his father. He too has the gift of song. But he suffers,
$0 from ear-ache, poor boy.

A girl appeared at the low doorway, a shiny brass
vessel in her hands. ‘Kajoli) said (randfather. The
givl put down the vessel, then went on her knees,
stooping over Rahoul’'s feel. Her skin was light, her
features pleasing. She was fourteen years of age.

‘May you live—' the words stuck on Rahoul’s lips.

~ Eajoli “was undoing his shoe-lace! Flurried, Rohoul
pulled off his shoes-—leathern shoes, he knew, were not
fo e worn bayond the doorstep. Bui the givl, Kajoli,

“~was slooping still, now seated cosily on her bottom,
end out of the vessel she poured cool waler ¢n Rahoul's
feett to wash off road dust.
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‘No, no, what is this?' cried Rahoul as he felt her
hand on fiis ankle and drow back a step.  “Lel me have
the waler paill’ e veached out. »

The strange hurt glance in the wide cyes that
looked up, now ai Rahoul, now st Grandfather!

Then dady spoke: ‘Rahoul, she is a good peasani
girl with nice clean hands. Why wont you let her
touch your feet?’

He grew more ﬂ_gstered. No, what is this? To
touch my feet—I mean—"" . .

‘She is a well-bred peasant girl, She hag a legacy
of mauners as old as India. How could she mve ap
her manners and proprietics to suil your new-fangled
city ideas? You are a respected visilor in the house-'

Then Rshoul saw how dadn was enjoying the
moment. He gave it up. Ie came a step, smiling.
‘Kajoli, have your way, then; dust aplen’cy on my feet.

‘Didif Onu gave a great shout. A picture, didil

Grandfather held a coloured print in his hand~he.,
had kept it rolled up somewhere in his garments.

Kajoli sprang to her feel, eager andﬁjubilant, the
visitor’s feet forgotten {for the moment. ‘For we,
dadn?’

‘For you, Kajoli, mother.’

And as he turned to speak to his grandson, an
intense warmth came upon his face, mellowing like
a cloud is pure quality of Jighi. A

“This young girl has a keen fancy for picturcs of
bright colour. She hangs them up all over the mud
Walls Her longing for heauty finds exbression that
way.” And his eyes, deep with compassion, rested™
long uponthe peasant girl as thotigh pouring upon h&&"
some speechless blessipg. .
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Samarendra Basu had played his cards well, His
firmn faith in the Fmpire’s armed mighl had helped.
The Stock Market was divided against itself. The
Sovieis had stepped into Poland hefore the Nazi python
gould swallow it altogether. Some thought that the
Soviels had thrown a challenge o the Allies; others
thought il was a check to Blitzkrieg, The Stock Mar-
ket was concerned only with the military implication.
Would not the Allies come into conflict with Russia?
They would, and nervous operators unloaded {heir
holdings. They wouldn’t, and the operators rushed
to buy back what they had sold.

- Samarendra bought al each reaction and sold at
bigher levels. He had no fear of Sovict power, only
contempt. Who could withstand the avalanche that
was the Empire at arms? The Germans, yes, for a
time. The Russians? What had they 1o fight with?
Russia would nol dare make war lest there be a
counter-revolution—the oppressed peasants would
rise as one man while the Red Army was hard pressed
elsewhere, and swiltly bring 1o an end the systein thai

. had confiscated their house and land and liberty, their
more! code, their God and their women—the women,
it was said, had beeome communal property like the

“land itself, o
~  And Samarendezcollected his wmnmg@.md throw

\”ﬂm{n back into the game, with one \*simple formula to

1‘%} o ’U b ®
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{eon on, for with him it was an article of faith. The
Block Market moved like the strokes of a seesaw
Rach stroke shed upon his lap a golden dust of profit,
md it grew, il piled, 11l Samarendra wondered if it
was not tae good to be true. Easy moneyv. What if he
neglecied his practice at the Bar of the High Court?
He had earned more in a half-year, much morve, than
he could earn as a lawyer in o half-decade! And if
the vate of progress held! The brilliance of the noon
10 come seemed to daze his vision, still accustomed to
ibe mellowness of dawn. v

New ideas josiled in his mind, A nust ol-ddeas.
He would not vest on his laurels as a speculator, Big
business? An economic shake-up would surely {ollow
n the wake of War. Would not the vast man-ppwer
of India make steam for the war machine? What if
the Middle Fast were involved, as well it might?
Samarendra leaned back in his chair and lifted his
ayes to a gilt-{ramed picture on the wall, as if seeking
enlightenment. The Imperor and the Empress. N
" long ago this piclure had replaced ansther, for the
Emperor of those days had shrunk into a Duke after
a brief reign. Not even a Prince. Samarendra had
heen howildered and shocked. What had gone wrong?
Te inarry 2 divorced lady—was not divorce approved
by English law and custom? He had nof probed fur-
ther, though. None of his business. Tt was the Crown
that matiered, not the head under it. And he h'vd
shifted the ex-Emperor to a dark passage.

‘You tuned in to the B.IB.C. last night, Ruahoul?
The Air Secretary made a great speech k Samarendrg
spoke tohis son al morning tea gne day. It wasa fm:*t—
uight after Bitish forceq had lan&aﬁ on Norweglan
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shores. Hunal had left the roorm, baving taken Inv
tea m three gulps, as uwual. Mother had gone to the
kilchen. Rahoul sat on awhile with his father, sepa
raled from him by an empty chair on ihe back of which
hung a black alpaca coat of ample girth, waiting o be
Worn.

T heard him,’ said Rahoul. ‘Not a1l the speech.’

‘A. thousand pities 1 missed it altogether. If only
you had told me! Tt's reported on the front page here’
Samarendra held up his paper and cleared his throat

“Listen. Todoy our wings are spread over the Arctic,
They tre sheathed inice. Tomorrow the sun of wictory
awill touch them with its golden light’ He read on a
line-or two in an undertone, then lifted has voice and
shook his fist dramatically in the air:  And the wings
that flashed over the great waters of the North will bear
us homewards once more to the peace with honour of
o free people wnd the viclory of o woble voece, He
paused and drew a breath of pride and exuliation, then
added: ‘I wish I could hear the gwab words spoken,
Rahoul. The"victory of a noble race’ The voice was
rapiurous.

'T throttled him in mid-speech,” said Rahoul, his

lips hard with contempt. “This chaapion of a free
peonle conspired not long ago with a Frenchman of the
same feather to sell off a free country while fanning
its people with lip-friendship.’
. ‘Abyssinia? the shrewd eyes were scornful. ‘Why.
Mussolini would have taught them civilized living.
¥ou have been in Italy. You stayed there one full
summer.  You pught to know, Rahoul.’

» Rahoul knew. e made an unpaﬁentv gesture,
ﬂ}iﬂm:g of all the :Ereedoms desiroyed in Italy. And

i
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the Fiats that had given hell {o open cities in Spain.
Civilized living! Bul Father wouldn’t undersiand,
Born in England, he would have been a Tory diehard.
Born in India, he was conditioned bv the same spiriiual
bondage and something worse. It was his kind, bred
in the decadence thai overtakes a race ai certain
periods in its history, yes, it was his kind that had
made possible England’s long-drawn occupation of
India, He had his full reward in material gain. A
greai War was putting the old loyaliies to a fierce test,
Tt was giving the age-Jong problems a razor’s edge. ~1t
was a crisis of humanity. But not in his father’s wiind,
That mind was unsliaken as ever, insensitive. Sunk
in slavery, it only thought of the War as a rave chanpe
to reap a harvesi of gold. Devata to have such a son!
The atler irony! Devata never came to ihis house—-
no wonder. Hurt, unheppy, Rahoul looked at his
father. Ris reverenre and his love winced under bis
scornful thoughts.

. “This battle of Norway,” Father went on, ‘don’t youn
see its {rue meaning? The enemy, as HMG have said
so aptly, the enemy has put out his head Lo be hit” His
face stiffened and as he spoke he smote the table. The
iea things ratiled,

That far-off battle was linked in his mind with one
close at hand, the battle on the Exchange between bulla
and beavs. A crisis of British arms. A crisis of Em-
pire. And share values were pointed sharply. down-
ward. Then the British landing at Narvik. The Royal ~
Air Force spreading wings over the Arctic, Now the
bulls would be avenged. Oh, it was [un, Samarendra ~
felt like Jaughlng aloud. The ememy had put out hig
head to be hit, so thev felt on the E Exchande, the bulls.-

y
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Ves, he would make a lot of money. Rahout was not
impressed by the Air Secretary’s broadeast. He seem-
ed fo have no clear idea of military strateyy. A true
scholar, the strategy of warfare was not his husiness,
The boy had no idea, either, that his father was making
a fortune oul of his correct reading of the siluation,
his faith in the Empire. Yes, a big fortune. And it
was all fur his sons' sake—with wealth heaped at his
feet, his own personal needs were still litile more than
2 daily bowl of rice, as it had been in all those years
whien® poverty had held him chained like a slave.
Rabmul, Kunal--they would be shielded from those
burning worries he had known in the haleful yenrs of
styuggle and pain.  And the little one in the house, she
now in her eighth month, she would be reared in
luzury; bejewelled and saried like a princess, she
would move proudly in society, and when of age, have
a big dowry and wed an officer high up in the Imperial
Service,
Pleased with this picture of life, Samarendra gazed
at the face obhis son. His eyes were tender for his son.
An incongruous vision flicked., A tin of Nestle's
Milk, A petly happening half a lifetime away. He
had watched a fellow-siudent at the mess pour the
thick sirange milk info his tea. ‘What is the taste
tike? he had said, {face and woice eagor, eves gaping,
but the other had grinned, mocking, and put the tin
_away. - How he had burned! And he had vowed that
" he would struggle out of his paverty and when he had
money he wauld help bimself to a full tin of condensed
=milk at a sittigg. ..... Much money came his way, bul
i3 was too late then; and the tinned milk stayed in his
deepest mind. :

L3
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His sons would have all the condensed pleasures
he himself had wanted in vain-—he would take care of
that. His fist had clenched: whatever the cost, he
would take care of that. That way, through his sons,
he would fulfil himsgelf.

Policewalla!

The startling word came {rom a servant at the
doorway, Panic in his face: Policewalla!

“What policewalla? Have you gone mad, Roghua?’

‘Inspector, sir.” The eyes gloaled over Master as
though 1o communicate excited alarmn. AR

Pale, struck dumhb, Samarendra cluiched thearms
»f his chair. He had made his name as a criminal
lawyer, and police officers ofien came his way in the
course of his wark, but—police on his own doorstep!
Dryness spread {ast over his palate, with grim pictures
forming in bis fancy. The housc being searched,
Rahoul arrested. It was Rahoul, of course, for he had
gone down 1o the village, involved himself in some act

. sgainst his Emperor. A seditious speech. Father had
urged bim on, that was clesr. In his advanced years
Father had no feeling lor his kin, and he would not
have to think iwice to cast his grandson into the tiger
claws of the Law, just for a bare idea, a erazy dream.
And the boy, book-learned but inexperienced, with
little knowledge of life’s realities, necding good advice,
veeding protection. Bitterness welled from his heart
against his old father and made a lump in his throat.

‘I shall go down and see—’ said Rahoul, periurbed’
by his {ather’s silence, but Samarendra shook his head
with a thick ‘No, nol” gazing at his son, with eyes that,
inisted with affectmn and despair-and pain,

A voice callmg in a shoui from the foot of tim
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stairs: “Tell the master I have come from Govern-
ment House. I have to make some enquiry.’

. Government House? It was almosi a minule
before Samarendra eould interpret the words, and then
{he weve of relief came upon him in a rush, and he
breathed, ‘Mother! Oh Mother of Mercy!” closing his
eves, relaxing. In an instant he rose, crossed lo the
door in o stride.

Rahoul was leaving the room when the visito
appeared, but his father lilted a hand {o his shoulder,
intTodlcing, proudly showing him off; ‘Dr Rahoul Basu,
my etdest son. D.Sc. of Cambridge University.’ And
suddenly, to the amazemeni, of the visitor, he broke into
a chuckle, and his [ace was shining with a joy he could
not hold, for the vassal of Law had not come to meke
an arvest, the boy was safe, safe—no worry on his ac-
count!

Rahoul gathered the facts. His father had gone
and signed his name in the Visitors’ Eock al Govern-
“nent House—it was the custom for loyal, respectable
cilizens to dfive to the gates of the House and put
down name and address in a book, and then they would
stand a chance of heing asked to His Excellency’s gar-
den party. Police headquarters, however, made sirvict
enquiries about each visitor hefore the lists were com-
piled and the cards mailed.

The officer was seribbling in his notshook.,

‘Wonthly income—round about fifteen bundred, so
you say.

‘Is that mot enough to acquire respectabilify?
+Adding in a half amused, half rueful tone: ‘What good
igeit trying fo increase one’s earnings?’ Imcome-tax
vwould eat up all, Don’t you see? His wary cyes
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watched the officer’s face while in his heari he thought:
‘When I tell Rahoul’s mother what I've just gono
through, how the yuick fever came and went, she wilb
rush to make a grateful libation to the Mother of Mercy
at the temple!’

The officer gave an assurance before he lefi: “The
function is scheduled for the 20th of nex{ month; you
will get a card.’

Samarendra nodded and smiled and there was
great joy in his face. It was a glittering moment of
his life. ﬁ

“You too should be there, Rahoul. With your
Cambridge D.Sc., your smarl talk, your knowledge of
tiptop English manners, you should make a strong iSo-
pression. You will {ecl at home in high official circles.
You dined with a Lord once, didn™ you? Mention it
in your talk, just casually, as though he was an inti-
mate friend of yours. Listen. Why not toke out the
Ford right now-—I don™ need il-—and drive 1o the West ..
Late of the House and sign your name, dssignation,
address?’ ™"

And Rahoul, for answer, only laughoed with set lips
in his silent inward way.

‘Tmean it. Don't you see? We are living through
an exceptional {ime. A god-sent opporfunity for us,
this War.’ ]

‘For us? Rahoul seemed puzzled. There was
nothing to be done, one way or the other, till Congress «
issued a divective,

For me, yes. It isn’i only shares, *Y have other
jdeas.’ Ue pziused and cleared hig threat. ‘For you,®
certainly.” A glogan has just sMaped in my mind
“Through Science to .Victory.” Technical superiority
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in arms would tip the balance in every batile. New
weapons., Secrel weapons. There must be something
Astro-Physics could aclueve in that dwection?’ Iis
face was eager, expectant ‘Think it over. Dake it
your preoccupalion Work day and nighl as though
you have a test belore you. And let people up there—'
his forefinger made a vague thrusi—‘know what sorl of
work you are doing, invaluable War work. Think of
the glory that could be yours. Perhaps a title, and
you so young. Don'l you see?’

A litle!  As wealth grew, the dream grew, till it
was now an obsession. A iitle for himself. Rai Baha-
dur. Rai Bahadur Samarendra Basu. And then in @
B&h he made a decision at the edge of which he hed
wavered for weeks. He would contribute generously
to the War Fund--not the four-figure sum he had had
in ymund, but an extra figure added. What if it were far
more of a speculation than the Share Market? A hig

—hbold stroke. He squared his shoulders. He would
have to sell off a few share serip. No matter. He had
surely the right 1o spend a little for his inner satisfac-
tion? And there were possibilities, material ones. He
did not guite know what they were. A misl of ideas.
They would crystallize. Meanwhile, he must propare
himself. First things first. A title was a tattoo-mark
of layalty. Having achieved that objective—his eyes
lifted again to his Emperor, seeking enlightenment.

% ® ) ® * £
@

The Empire let him down, though.
From winter 1ill 8pringtime I-l'tstory s Te®t had luin
enchained. The - chaing now snapped, hammered by



£9

panzer fisls. Fuorope lay dying, And deathless men
galhered at Dunlirk {o make an epic.

Samarendra should have decply fell the impending -
doom of the ¥mpire, Tle should have grieved. But
the doom thal hung over him overwhelmed all othes
{eelings.

The Caleutta Stock Exchange had crashed.

For a while the mavkel had marked time. The
relreal from Norway burst upon it as a bombshell,
Then the Nazi lance thrust into the Sanks of Burope,
digging deep into iis viials. The break-through at
Sedan knocked down the markel aliogethor. I
breathed punic. The Allies were crushed; India would
be undor Swastika 1ule—the Nazis were well on thew
way here. The [ate of India would anyhow be decided
at a conference table, and the Crown's brightest possos-
sion would change hands, with the ease of a cheque
passing from account to aceount. «

Samarendra would have escaped with a bare scraleh
spve for his vasi faith in the Fmpire's m};ghﬂ:. BEven
after Morway fell he could have liquidated his stocks
al no loss. Bui he read the cabled speech of a Member
who had complamed on the floor of the House against
the tendency to make o mountain out of the Norwegion
mole-hill. The man had gone on proudly: “Thank
God we are led by a Prime Minister who is not epsily
ratiled, and who possesses the gift of patience, which ao
many of ug lack.’ And the words stirred a responsive
echo in Sararendra’s heart. They strengthened his
faith. ‘Selll” the cry went, and his brokers begged of
him to sell, but Samarendra sold no shares. He clung
1o them alt He would not be ritiled, he would not'
lack the gift of patience,
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There were days when his fortune was dwindling
at the rate of a thousand rupees an hour, Then it was
too late to sell.

There were days when, with Weygand, he stood
in the mud of the last ditch, before Paris, and made
the futile guns roar despair at the pauseless rush of
panzers., With Reynaud he prayed for clouds ol planes
10 come racing over the Atlantic, With Churchill he
implored the Government of France to send away
their, Navy across the seas and continue the struggle
to jhe last breath. Bul il was all in vain.

4 # + & B

Those were nightmare days when the hotiom fell
out of life and there was no knowing in what pit one
would land, but Samarendra, unlike many others of
his kind, refused to go to pieces. I{is large profits
had been wiped clean as though they were a mere
fizure on a slate. The big bulk of wndervalued shaves
hie owned {holding a sick baby—ihey ealled it in the
market?) had passed 1o his ereditors ss security. Even
his house, Duilt with his parpings ia the legal pmi"ecv
sion, was morigaged. Vet Samarendra walked with
his head eract. as though nothing had happened. He
resumed his practice at the High Courl, working
barder than ever beflore. He did not hreathe a word
aboyt his misfortune to his wife, not even to Raboul,
lest they be unhappy on his account. The houschold
expenses were kepl up at their former level out of his
current earnings. And on the day of Baby's Rice
Initigtion céremony, in her eleventh month, he gave
her a gold neck~chain and bangles, as was becoming.

Deep in the night, however, tosg;fng ®leepless in
bed, eyes staring into dark, he would see the figure of
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his great loss thickly inseribed in crimson, his heart’s
blood, and he would slowly shake his head on the pil-
low, multering to himself over and over: ‘Blood, toil*
and tears’’ Then the tears would spill from his eyes,
or else il was a dry, suppressed sobbing.

Once his wife who slepi in the next room heard
the sobbing and sat up in alarm, ears alert, and hear-
ing it again in a minute, she rose, slipped out of hed
and pushed through the door. But there lay her hus-
band in bed, his eyes closed, his mouth open, slegping
peacefully, and presently the moanful sound repeaged
itself, and then she laughed and walked out, thinking:
How he frightened me! He has invented a new snore!

The Batile of Britain, tought in the clouds of a far
sky, was refought, as it were, on the Market floor.
Share values were resistant at their low level. The
enemy wauld not find the rest of the War a walk-over.
Confidence was flowing back into the Market—who did
not know that England always lost all her battles save
the last one? Prices had an upward ireng There
were bargain-hunters about. They had waited long,
but now that the tide seemed to have iurned, they
{eared fo miss their chance and rushed to buy before
it was too late. And the bears, gorged with profit,
having sold a great many more shares than they pos-
sessed, rushed in also to secure themselves with re~
purchase. #

Bright sentiment prevailed in the Market, ;

So the wheel turned and Samarendra was happy
again after months of agony, yet unhappy ido. If only
he had sold off his shares as soon as the enemy broke
through inte Dénmark! He would have had enough
funds to buy them back at balgam rates. He would



50

have become a millionaire! And Samarendra, happy
that his doom was averted, was unhappy that he was
not a millionaire. Was there nothing he could do now?
He was getting back his value almost as fast as he
had lost it. His debts were wiped off, and he had a
good balance to his credit. Samarendra started his
activities again but with more caution, and with *
eyes fixed far ahead. The American Presideni he..
now signed the Lease-Lend Bill. The War was bound
tg be long-drawn. Samarendra planned accordimgl
Betg)re the crash came he had been looking over tl
economic field, assessing the prospects of each war-
time business. Why should he not start some,kind
OF production on his own? The enemy had bBeen a
great exporter of chemicals and drugs and these would
now be in short supply. There were other lines worth
considering: potiery, brewery, toilet articles. He could
set up a Public Company. Why not several Publc
Companies? Samarendra was immersed in his old
dream of dlrectmg Big Business.

He had a plan for Rahoul too. Pity that Rahoul
was still determined not to call at Government House,
However, he seemed to have taken his father's advice
to devote himself completely to research; he had won
his {famous professor’s approval—it was a wonder that
he, reticent one, had spoken at all about that letter
frons Cambridge. He needed publicity and push. He
needed contact with high officials. With the right word
cast info the right ear he might be taken on as a Tech-
nical Advider at New Delhi. °

At & perty at the House (he had been asked to
three or four of"them) Samarendra®set<his plan in
motion. He had shaken hands with the lesser bureau
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cracy and was face to face with a Secretary.

‘My son Rahoul took his D.Sc. from Cambridge,
said Samarendra as soon as he had an opening. He
knew that the Secretary carried ‘Cantab’ alter his
double-decker name.

“Which college?’ The Secretary scemed interested.

it ‘St. John's. Four years he was there, working
ghder a world-famous Professor. Astro-Physics. Re-
search work in Astro-Physics.” The last words carried
Heep, clear emphasis.
4 ‘St. John’s? I was at St. John's myself. The 1 mas sk
of gravily was relieved by a thin smile. He was a
tall, wiry person, with hair graying at the lemples. ‘It
was long before your son came to Cambridge., He
must be young.’

‘An old head on young shoulders.” Samarendra
was piqued thal ‘Astro-Physies’ had made no lightning
impression on the bureaucrat. It needed elaboration.

‘Rahoul is at present a Proflessor at Calcutta Uni-
versity. He is engaged in advanced research werk in
Astro-Physics. Trying to draw a secret or two from
Nature so that man could be armed with new power,
tremendous new power. Of course— his voice drop-
ped— ‘in the present circumstances, while we're al
war, that power will have to be destructive. Don’t
you see? The Voice tells us, Hindus, through the Holy
Gita: “When evil prevails and righleousnest has
crumbled to dust, I descend upon the earth, then, age
after age.”’

The Secretary now seemed to be impressed. ‘Shall
we have tea? and he led his guest to a wacant table.
Samarendsa followed him with hIS nose in the air. He™
folt hiraself the target of many eyes. .
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‘Creation out of aunihilation,” he pursued bis

theme zealously while the other poured him a cup of
otea. It was the moment for another appropriate verse
from the Gita, but the Secretary interposed, asking,
“Your son—just what is he aiming at?’

Samarendra had no clear idea of his son’s work,
hut he was guick with his answer. Rahoul, he said,
was determined to harness astral power. If fus efforts
were crowned with success—so they would be, with
facilities placed at his command and with proper en-
cluragement from Authority, a factor ol incalculable
moral value—well, the present technigue of warfare
would then have to he scrapped altogether, Howitzers
would bhe assigned a place heside the battle-axe and
bow-and-arrow., Even aircrafi would be unnecessary.
The energy of the sun, the energy of a thousand suns,
the energy that sends billions of stars hurtling in their
cosmic course—a spark of it would be directed from
sormmewhere in England right upon a division of enemy
troops and instantly, in one cataclysmic blaze, it would
crumple Gg—tanks, planes, guns, men, all ccumple up
like burning sheets of paper. A {ew sparks of cosmic
energy could destroy the cutire armed might of a
Great Power. ThLis weapon of weapons was known in
Ancient ladia—Brahmastre they called it. Rahoul
was no visionary, though. A "hard-boiled scientist,
Cambridge-trained. It was all a question of lime, pre-
paratibn and moral hacking. Just a tubeful of Death
Ray!

‘Tubeful?’ the Secratary lifted a dubious eye-
brow. .

~  ‘Tubeful’ Samarendra clung to his wgrd.
+ They shook hand{ and parted. Samarendra had
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no notion then that his brief talk with the Secretary
would have a more vital effect on his son’s life than -
he had reason to expect.

The great wind{all in his own fortune was stl to
come. The war spread to the Pacific. Pearl Harbour—
Hong Kong—Malava—Singapore. But Samacendra
acted before Singapore fell. One evening, as he lis-
lened in to the broalrast news, the loss of two greal
batileships was announred to the world  Sunarvendra
was overwhelmed. Ile shook his head, Jecallmg‘gx
threat that had lam stoved in his memory: Elood, toil
and tears! He made a swift decision. In a wvunule
he was speaking to his stockbroker on the phoie. ™

In one great sweep Bamarendra cleared oft his
holdings Pily, he could not be a millionaire. But he
would nut be a pauper, eithor.

The Stock Market shivered with the smash of
hombs in Rangoon. And ss Alexander's 2ll-eqiupped
khaki-clad army fell back through the trackless jungle,
thé Market also fell back. Then the Market Crashed.

It is strange how great inspiralion comes some-
times from maiters of no moment. One day. as Sama-
rendra was taking his car out from the garage, an old
beggar whined: ‘A grain of rice, father, ouly & grain.’
Samarendra offered him a copper, but the white-haired
one shook his head with: ‘What good is that, father?
The goddess is gone from the copper bit, il is an empty
shrine. The goddess lives nowhere save i a rice-
grain.’ ’

The goddess lives nowhere save in arice-grain,
mused Samagend#a in his car, driving o a Board meet-
ing in Clive Streel. And then the greaf idea Hashed
upon him, Bengal Rice, Limited. His plans had found
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an anchor,

It was a grand vision. India must mobilize for
defence. Bengal would grow into a greal military
bastion. A million soldiers, perhaps, would be needed
10 hold the thousand miles of the Fastern front. They
would eat their fill. Millions would be engaged in war
production, and they too would eat their fill. The
grain supply from Burma was now lost. If a fraction
of Bengal’s rice yield could be cornered-—ch, Mother .
df Rercy, stupendous task! Anyhow, huge stocks
cotild be purchased at the next harvest, laid up,
frozen, till demand exceeded supply and the price
devel rose (one musi eat, whatever the price?) and
then the stocks could be slowly released al huge
profit.

He cast his plans. Big money was needed, and
a vast organization. He must look for partners. And
as he trod his ground with caution he discovered to
his surprise that the idea was not his alone, it was
weighingthe minds of some others who were in the
forefront of husiness, There was, however, an alr of
deep secrecy about it. A Public Company which must
bring out its balance sheets would nol be the right
instrument of {rade in rice. A private Company, part-
nership among a few big financiers, that was the idea.

" Samarendra had no other thought that spring and
that suromer save rice; no other interest, no other
dream. He and his colleagues worked feverishly
building up the business. And nothing stood in their
way until India spoke in the voice of a voleanic out-
burgt in the fateful mid-August days.
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‘Have you done good ever to anybody, dada?’
Kunal tossed an odd query at his brother.

‘Hm-m?’ Rahoul was taken aback. ‘What sort of
good ¥ T

They stood waiting at a bus stop near their Ihke-
side house, Rahoul on his way to College, Kunal out
tor 2 hair-cut. ~

‘The only sort that really matters—helping one to
solve onec’s dal-bhat* problem. *‘Well—' a smile as
though of pride played on his face, ‘I have. I have
resigned a post so that another fellow is now free to
rush for the vacancy.

Rahoul knew the facts. A Government post had
‘been advertised. Every applicant war® asked, as
usual, to remit a fee of five rupees, which would not
be refunded. There must have been a thousand appli-
cations.

‘And the selection had in effect been made before
the fees poured in,” Kunal laughed. It was strange
how his laughter lent his face a gravity il did not
possess. ‘Canvassing would disqualify a candidate, so
the legend went. Father arranged it all by plain can-
vassing. The fees received would have met my salary
bills for two years” ‘Hoon,” murmured Rahoul, and
Kunal went on: ‘Anyhow, I am out of it, thanks to my

L]
* Iﬁ.entils»-and-rice.
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commission in the Army. A needy, broken-hearted
fellow will get a chance to stip in’

Rahoul had his mind elsewheve.

‘Kunpal,’ said Rahoul, pausing to light a cigaretie,
‘Kunal, since you are now in the Army, perhaps you
have asked yourself whom you will fight and what for?’

Kunal drew his brows, pondering.

‘T know your thoughts, You are sorry for me. aren’t
you? A pawn in the imperialist game, A mercenary.
Oiﬁé:();,ursq:;,f I am no idealisi like you, I have no philo-
sophy of Life, and the Avmy is to me just a career’
He pondered a moment, his brows straighiened, and
he spoke {ast. ‘Yet, not quite. Believe me, not guite.
It% an odd paradox, isn’t it, that the alien imperialist
is a keen admirer of our Indian culture. I wmeon, the
culture of the old days. The imperialist applauds our
spiritual heritage, cur other-worldliness, so that he can
quietly rule over us while we have our eyes fived up-
on the Beyond. It would make our rulers very uncasy
if we were o adopt a matevialist view of life. We can’t.
help that. Science would fill our new life, Science,
Thal’s where you come in, but thai is half the story.
He paused again for a deep breath, his keen glance
intent on the face of his brother. ‘You see, we must
cease to be escapist, if we are fo survive, we must
tackle the problems of life in a matter-of-fact way.
Look at this War business. 1t will be good training
for us, We are going io show that we're as good as
our proud rulers in battle, We can play their game
quite as well® We can rise to a crisis, we are resource-
ful, calm in the field, we do not fear to—' Kunal
Semmed to waver, and the inevitable word gprang in
Rahoul’s mind, his eyes filling with concern. But
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Kunal said, ‘Live. We do not {fear to live—dangerousty.

That explained Kunal. He was no opportunist,
Rahoul knew-~he had ithrown up a safe, permanedl
post for the perils of the baitle-field and the uncer-
tainly of an Fmergency Cornmission. And ihe boy was
not conceited either; he wouldn't decorate his personal
conduct with a colour wash of social value But he
had oversimplified his problem, pondered Rahoul. It
was as though he thought of War as cricket, with an
element of danger added. War was mass murdey. *);' ou
could eominit yoursell 1o mass wurder with a «l ar
conscience only when you were convinced thal you
would be ridding the world of some lLoteid p2at In
the name of humanity Kunal and others of his gene-~
ration were called upon io lighi the pest in Burope.
But the champions of freedom abroad were the ealers
of {recdom in this land—Kunal seemed insensiiive to
that side of the picture. He would be learning the
game of war, and the experience would be worth-whle,
for him, for his generation, for his race,, That was
enough. Kunal felt easy in his heart.

Not Rahoul, though. The misgivings that had pre-
occupied him often these days held him again as he
slepped into the erowded two-decker and found a seat.
If he could brusquely eschew the War as nothing but
an imperialist adventure, his problem would have
ended. Was it not likely that the War would yet break
out of bounds and give reality to the professed aims
of false-hearted politicians, creating out of a world in
ruing a new enlightened world order? His coundey-
men could net surely be detached onlevkers of that
historic process, which, as it develdped, must draw off”
enslaved nations into jts orbit? "
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That was Rahoul's dilemma. That was the dilem-
ma of the national movement. That was the dilemma
ef every thinking Indian.

The national movement was worried about Eng-
lend’s war situation. Its fizht was with England’s
vulers, not with her people, who, defeated, would face
enslavement, adding to the miseries of humankind.
The national movement offered co-operation, pledging
Hs full strengih to the war effort, in return for recog-
mt;on of the Indian people’s right to freedom. Autho-
ity ¢sc:omed the idea, haling to part with power, and
it promptly answered hy thrusting into prison a greai
figure in the national movement who had decried the
aitempt to drag his people into a war that was none
of their seeking, as though they were the humblest of
glaves,

Rahoul was unhappy. That leader had often ex-
pressed Rahoul’s own thoughts in words and images
gnore beautiful and more forceful than he could devise.
Rahoul was no hero worshipper. His ideas had been
shaped on the anvil of reason, and emotion had no
vigible place mn the process. Yet that one personage
whom India knew to be her man of destiny stirred his
depths—was 1t because (Rahoul had asked himself,
wonderingly) he seemed so warmly human cven as he
wrote and spoke and acted wilh relentless logic?

Rahoul tried to see a prison. He had no material
with which to build his mental picture save the big
iron-barred gates and the long stretch of drab lowering
walls which %ie had seen unseeingly from the street in
Alipore as he-drove past in his cay. Odd that a noble-
“bearted man who Had atlained the peak®of civilization
and culture must share the grim lot of thieves, gang-
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slers, cutthroats, for the sole crime of gpeaking out
his true faith in democracy! And—the bitter moc-
kery!—the prison warder was one who was pourifig
out his own people’s life-blood in a struggle 1o rescue
democracy from its chains!

Kunal nudged al his brother from a back seat.
‘Not getting down?’

The bus had halted near the College. Rahoul
hurried to his feet. ‘T thought you were oul for a hair-
cut, Kunal. You should have got down at.Chow-
ringhee.’ 4

T have something better to do,” said Kunal, glumly
running his fingers through his hair. The way it grew!
It was a bother, hair-cut, needing much patience. " To
sit still, draped in a sheet, while the barber fellow did
things to your head! Xunal had decided to postpone
the ordeal.

Prolkash, the research student who warked under
Rahoul, was already in the laboratory, fixing up ap™
paratus. Rahoul gave him a surprised..glance as he
walked to his desk. However early he might come,
Prokash would be there, deep in work; however lale
ke stayed, Prokash would be the last to leave. The
boy seemed to have made the laboratory his home! Had
he no other interest, none?

On his table lay some typed sheets under a marble
paper-weight, Prokash had submitied notes for his
perusal? No! His eyes widened., Statement of Nehru
at his trial in Govakhpur Prison. Banned, it had not
appeared in the papers. But the word§ of Nehru had
found wingg. They were everywhere;spreading from
town 18 town. Rahoul had been eager to see the Stafe-
ment, Here it was, in cyclostyle, cn his table. Rahoul



60

turned his head, his eyes on Prokash. Unconcerned,
al()‘sorbed in work. Rahoul smiled. He did have other
interests, that boy. None but he could have placed
this paper on his desk. Rahoul picked it up, reading
swiftly with breathless intercst, and then, the second
time, slowly, pondering over words, images.

‘I stand helore you, sir, as an individual beine tried for cer-
tain offences against the Stale. You are a symbol of that Stale,
But I om somcthinz maie than an individual olso, J, ton, am «
symbol at the present moment, 1 symbol of Indian nationalism,
ree*,ulv@d wlo break away from the Briutish Empire and achizwve
the in lependence of India. It is not me that you are seekimy
to judge and condemn, bui rather the hundreds of millivns of
the people of India, and that 13 » large lask even for a puoud
Empire. Perhaps it may be thai, although I em standing be-
foreeyou on my tiial, it is the Dritish Empirve itself that is on
s uial helore the bar of the woold, There are more poweciul
forces at work today than courts of law; there are elemental
urges of freedom and {ood and security which are moving vast
maseos of people L

He read with a strange, mounting excitement he
hiad not fell since the {rial of Dimitrov. His heart was
"fow beating hard, a flush spreading to his ears. Some-
thing in him, deep and vital and svppressed, had found
sudden release, as though by the lifting of a lid. And
in that instant he was not a scientist in his laboratory,
but a prisoner at the bhar, and he, the prisoner, was
calling fo irvial al the bar of world opinion his proud
accuser, the mediaeval-minded Empire. He was filled
with an exaltation that made his breath quicken....
The strange moad held him for a minute, then drained
off, and he so nestive, desclate!
‘Sip—
(o
Prokash stood by the table. He needed advice
about some detdil of his experiment. Rahaul gazed at
L pe® . c
bim in 2 blank way, . - ™

‘Prokash,’ the irrelevant question slipped from his
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tongue, ‘have you seen a jail-house?’

“‘Why, sir, of course, Prokash gave him a guick
glance. ‘So many times I have gone to Alipore Jadl
to sde my Tather—four years he has heen there.! The
ydung face saddened. ‘He can’t stand it any more. He
has lung disease. Still one more year to serve)

Rahoul siared at him. ‘What has he done?’

The youth looked down at the typed paper on the
table and his eyes glinted for an instant. ‘He loves
his country.’ .

‘And you? Prokash—' Raboul seemed t;ﬂ be
straining for words. Prokash stood silent, his face
intent, waiting, and he said, ‘I?

“‘You do not fear to go to jail, Prokash?’ -

The answer came swiftly: ‘Yes, and no. You see,
sir, I have to support my mother and a widowed sister
with children. There’s my research grani, and I have
iaken up private tuitions. If I go, my dependants will
starve. Otherwise—’ o

Breadwinner at his young age. All day he was
"in the laboratory. FEvenings too he had to work, coach-
ing up dull pupils? A question echoed itself in Ra-
houl’s mind: Have you ever done good to anybody?
Unawares, he had done good to this one person. Pro-
kash had won the grant at his recommendation. No
favouritism, that, None had deserved the award better.
Prokash, if only he had the chance, would do valuable
work in his field, so Rahoul believed. If only he had
the chance! Rahoul, in a muse, pursed his mouth
sadly. A consumptive father. A large family to sup-
port, The daily grind of tuitions. 'The, grant would
run for only two years. Then Prakash, with his first-o
class M:Se. and rescarch expdrience, must look far’
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work in a college, but he would not succeed, the police
would see to that. A political suspect would make a
dangerous teacher. And Prokash, with his brilliant
mind and unfulfilied dream, would be struggliﬂg to
secure a post, any post, and at last, with some luck,
he might get a petty clerkship somewhere—keeping
the ledgers or selling postage stamps—what more could
one hope for with the police at one’s heels and no man
of pull for a {ather or uncle or father-in-law? He
wolds be crushed quickly on the wheel of hopeless-
ness*and miserable living. Yes, a typical bit of India
was he, Prokash.

‘Otherwise, sir, Prokash was now adding after a
sifénce, ‘when my time is up I shall not fear to go the
way— his glance touched the cycloscript with a kind
of caress—‘those others have gone, Afler all, we are
all in a prison, the four hundred millions of us. What
matter if a few hundred thousand have to be in a pri-

" son within a prison?’

Prokash moved off to his lable, limping as he‘
walked. Rahoul felt a new personal interesl in his
pupil and asked a guestion he had withheld before.

‘What happened to your ankle, Prokash? he said,
tenderness rich in his heart, for it was as though Pro-
kash, brave soldier of the national movement, was his
friend, hig comrade, his brother.

Prokash looked back with a start. ‘My ankle?’ His
answer was reluctant. ‘Oh! I was at a meeting. The
police made a lathi charge.’

And the’ gentle, quiet-eyed boy plunged into his
‘notes, hurrying as if he had to make up for wasted

.ime, eager to discuss with his teache? the,physical
pature of little-known beams hurtling from star to star,
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But Rahoul was withdrawn in thought. The work
that ever {ascinated his mind ceased 1o interest him
today, Grim, {all walls loomed ahead, the outer sheli”
of man-made hell, blackening the beams of stars. His
eyes were torn from a far vision to a vision near:

It is a small matter to me what happens to me in this trial
or subsequently. Indiwviduals count {or lttle, they come and
go, as I shall go when my time is up. Seven times I have been
tried and convicted by British authority in Tndia, and many
years of my life lie buried wilhin prison walls, An emghil
time or a ninth, and a few more years, make little diffeivence,

‘But it is no small matter what happens to India amd her
millions of sons and duughters....’ ¥

That was that. The voiceless millions yoked like
animals to their master’s ruthless will. You had ounly
1o claim for them the elementary righis of man, afid
you would be paying with all you held dear in life,
Snatched from those you loved and needed. Sunatchied
from your work, Swallowed up without tzial in man-
made hell. An evil stench struck the ajr——prison
latrines., He sniffed the foulness out of his nostrils, he
lighted a cigarette, drawing the smoke des » inte his
throat. )

He iried to quiet his mind with work, He re-
called, too, thal he was taking Monju out that night
to the Great Easlern {or dinner and dance. He loved
wesiern danecing and Monju, to please him, had learnit
the steps. 'This would be her first dance in public. She
was excited, alarmed. She had shown him the sari
she would wear for the occasion, mauve crepe with
broad gold-thread horder, sleeveless brocade blouss.
And he would be in his smart dinner jacket cutl by a
London tailor-—it suited him well, so Mordu said, Good
food, gogd misic, good company+-he loved all that.”
He was no ascetic. He loved the good things of life.,
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But the thought beneath all thoughis pounded in

his head: How does one grow unafraid of suffering,
dike Prokash?

* +# * * &

Monju alighted from the car. ‘One minute,’ said
Rahoul, pressing his foot on the cluich, driving off to
the car-park.

MOH]U stood forlorn in the hall when he relurned.
B, [§ cheeks were fushed.

‘I hated Lo be lefi alone, she said, ‘Next time we'll
come in a taxi. You know what happened? Her eyes
weare wide.

‘What happened?” He edged nearer, full of con-
cern.

‘A man—an English soldier— Monju gulped—he
winled at me, like this— Monju snapped an eyé.

Rahoul waited. ‘He spoke to you?

‘No. Iiurned my face. He passed on.’

‘That's'all?’ Rahoul was laughing. They walked
aleng the carpeted corridor,

Monju was angry. ‘Yes, that’s all. You seem to
be amused. I think you'd have liked it il the fellow
had spoken to me.

Rahoul teased her. ‘Why, I have winked at scores
of girle—in England. I can’t grumble if a chap out
from England winks at my lovely wife in reiurn for
my vompliment to his sister or sweetheart!

“You've <lone much more than winking over there
—-1 am sure of that. But I am a Hindu woman. 1 hate

~to be winked at by anybody, not to speak of a Stranger.’

The music was infull swmg when thev reached
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their table. In a moment Monju forgot her grievance.
She caught the rhythm, watching the steps of the
dancers, while Rahoul ordered the meal.

He would make his evening out a release from the
struggle that had possessed his mind all day. He would
enjoy himself. The {amiliar music pleased him. The
brandy he sipped coursed down his throat in waves of
warmth, His feet fretted for rhythmic movement.
‘Dance, Monju?” he said in a while, for a Quick Step
was now on and Monju could do it well, but Monj
shook her head, murmuring, ‘Not yet. Her eyes wilca
bright, excited.

“That girl can’t dance,” she spoke of one who went
gliding close by their table and Rahoul, to make hee
feel at ease with herself, shook his head: ‘She can’t.

‘Want that young thing for your partner? A sup-
pressed laugh on her lips, she indicated with her eye
a short fal woman with stubby legs, whose protruding
bultocks made wistful response to the swift rhyihm of
her steps.

‘Lock!” she breathed in a minute. ‘Can you beat
that? Her lips, softly red, were amused again and
laughing,

Rahoul cast his glance about.

“You don’t see her? Madame Bare-back! The
woman with her back completely bare, A Hindu
woman—so unabashed!’

She was tall and well-built, with black bobbed hair
and scarlet mouth, and she was swathed in scarlet silk
from throat to ankle. She wore her sarisin a way that
left her ams and shoulders bare, and her blouse had
a long Y-cut slanting over the curves of her breasts te

the hollow between them, with a lopger V-cut at the’
§
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back leaving a wider stretch of white, smooth skin
naked, Vivacity flowed from her as she danced.
_nimble-footed as a fawn.

‘Oh. that one? I know her. It's a curious story.
Her husband is a colleague of mine. Not my own de-
partment. Chemistry. A timid, old-fashioned wisp of
a man, years older than his wife and barely half her
size. He loves her madly, so I have heard, and all his
exisience is based on that woman. He allows her
every freedom. And you can see how she uges that
freedom!’

* “She has such a white back, white as lime-plaster.
Beside her I am a darkie’
~ ‘She is enamelled all aver, the visible parts of her
anyhow,’

Moniu gave him a glance from the corner of her
eye.

‘Uh-huh! You know much about her, it seems.’

‘She comes to the College now and then to see her
hushand. Then she is not so heavily painted. I have

met her, She would hardly care to know me in thia
crowd, though,’

‘Why not?’

‘Position. SBocial status. She goes about with
high officials. She is swallowed up in her social snob-
bery.

Monju looked amazed. ‘You hold a high place in
the University, A distinguished scientist, You—-

‘T am only a teacher. Not in the Imperial Service.
She and her kind love everything Imperial, The rest
of the world 1s common. She is a slave mszde of her,
poor woman,’ .

Monjuin a muse at«, ¢ her ﬁsh. ‘No wonder she goes
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about with her back all bare!’ was her meaningless
comment.

‘Our new life, still caught in the age-old slavery, is’
half progress, half decadence,’ said her husband.

T wisk I knew how to whiten my face like her—'
said Monju, still in a muse.

‘Monju, why should you whilen your face? I like
you just as you are. You have a lovely complexion.’

“You think so? With your background?’

“What background, Monju?’

‘All the white girls you winked at!’

‘They don count. You are as pretty as ihe pret-
tiest of them.’

‘Liar? she said, bul her heait was joyous.

The band now struck a Quick Step again. She put
down her knife and fork on the plate and leaned over
the table and in a whispering tone said, ‘Shall we?

Then he was leading her on the floor, and her face
was pale, her feet dragging, but as they went round the
Hoor and passed by their table and she saw the chair
with her bag on il and the fork aslant on her fish, she
was strengthened, the self-awareness dropping [rom
her mind. the stiffness from her limbs,

She thought it was great fun.

She danced with her inherent easy grace of move-
ment, and looking into her eyes, black and large and
edged with collyrium, he saw them hrighten with jubi-
lation. It was a dream fulfilled. And the jubilation
of her flowed into him like a current. The new per-
fume she used, roft and exciting, cool 4nd warming,
caught a new meaning-~it was the very perfume of her
person pituned to the mood of this moment, It was as_
though o great perfumer had studied her in this mood

L]
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and then, in the perfume he had created for her, had
given her expression.

In the lit pool of her enjoyment he abandoned him-
sel.

Yet, for a fleeting instant, while his feet moved
with the music, he was not dancing on the polished
floor with a lovely woman in his arms, but stood a lone
prisoner at the bar and he, the accused, was the acecu-
ser: There are elemental urges Jor freedom and food
ﬂﬂ;d security which are moving vas! masses of people—-

“v I was only a fleeting instant.

Later, at the table, braised duck in his mouth, a
thoughl crept into his mind: What sor! of food had con-
victs to eat? And he fled from the thought and ate his
ducle.

His knees touched hers under the table and he felt
an Instant thrill of pleasure, and with a hunger for
-more he let his knee caress hers again, She turned her
head, unaware of what he felt, yet with a woman’s in-
stinet she knew he was upset (Kunal would be going
away to War in a few days!) and made instant res-
-ponse reaching out under the table, gently touching
him, and gratefully he took her hand in his fist. And
it was as though that slim soft hand, a folded lotus in
‘his firm grip, was his defence from some elemental
imarge with its trailing shadow of a grim threate—

As he drove back home he drew Monju close to
‘him, closer, and she edged conlented against his ribs,
jaying her sleepy head on his shoulder, and so he drove
slowly into fhe night. And the thought was beating in
ther heart: Not for a day would she be parted from
Fihim, not for a day, ever— S

Baby slept in her cot. He bent and picked her up
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in his arms. ‘She’ll wake up, Monju in a whisper
warned, but he, unheeding, fondled the litile one and
genily touched her hair and her cheek, and for a lonz
moment he held her pressed against his bosom, as
though he would not be wrenched from her, as though
he found in her a second line of defence,

Cambridge too came presently 1o his aid. The
mail brought next morning a letler from his professor
at the old University, a physicist of international {ame,
a winner of the Nobel Prize—to him Rahoul had sab-
mitied a paper on the nature of cosmic radiation. The
professor was deeply impressed by his work, so he said,
and he oflered to get the thesis published in Science.
The future of mankind was bound up with the harness-
ing of new sources of energy; and one such source was
the cosmic ray proceeding from the stars and continu~
ally bombarding the earth. Rahoul had a vast field of
research, and the famous scienlist expressed his firn:
faith in his former pupil. Cambridge, he said, would
offer him a Fellowship, though it would {ake some lime
on technical grounds.

Rahoul felt elated. Fe began to work very hard
m the lahoratory. He was resolved 1o malie a great
contribution to Science.

And the days ran on, the weeks, the months. The
national movement still stood inactive, uncertain
which way to turn. It will be an infinite tragedy i
even this terrible war is carried on in the spirit of im-
perialisn: for 1he purpose of retaining this structure
which is itself the canse of war and human deégrodelion.
8o it said and it yet looked forward with hode, not to
victory of ome people over another or to a dictated
pegee, but to ¢ victory of reul denocreey for all the
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people of all countries. There was no call, therefore,
for 2n immediate struggle. The national movement
would not hurt Britain in the grave hour of trial. That
would not be vhemsa, true non-violence. The national
movemert had more moralily than sirategy.

Rahoul too caught that mood. He feli free from
emoiional strams. Suflering did not come easy to hum
as it did to some persons, and his rund was not attuned
to self-denial. But more vital was the fact that the
urge of those days had not force enough to eftect the
nevessary inward preparation. Prokash, an emblem
of that urge, shrank inlo a mere pupil: not a comrade,
not a brother.
®  The emergence of the Soviet Union in the field of
battle reconciled him all the more Lo his couniry’s half-
hearied hine-up in the war effort. The War would,
aiter all receive s new orientation. Whitehall, ied
to the ¥remlin by the chain of necessity, must now use
a propagonda diom which suited its need, one which
at henrt it surely abhorred. History, he told himself
with an amused grnn, lustory has recorded the tales of
many stiange bedfellows, but of none stranger than
Churchill-Sialin!

Gut of the Atlantic rises the Chavier of World
Freedom!

They, the rulers of half mankind, respect the rights
of all peunle tp choose the form of government under
which they shall live; and they wish to see sovereign
rights and self-government resiored to those who have
been foveibly deprived of them. Explosive talk! What
of the sword hung bare athwart India? We have con-
guered our Indian Fmpire by the sword and by the
sword we will hold it~—what of that other talk? In
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the process of workmmg and fighting for victory, we
must never permil ourselves to forget the goal which
18 beyond victory. ... We plan now for the better world
we aum to build.

The Rights of Man. The Four Freedoms. Shall
the new world order yel prepare a hammer stroke
that 15 not words alone, to break the shackles of the
old?
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The summer sky had cast off its glitter, cool winds
from the Bay washed the pre-twilight hour, yet the
two men had sweat on their chests. Their breath came
fast. For the helty fishing-boat driven by their two
oars Had sped fast down the winding length of the
stream. Two oars had done the toil of four.

‘Fear is lefl far back, said Kanu, wiping his bare
chest with his dhoti corner. ‘A little more way to go,
a bare hundred oar-strokes, ‘That thicket at the
water’s hend. (Qood spot. The hoat will have hiding
safety.

“Taler it eesy, Kanu bhai, said the young fisher,
his companion, with relief in his panting breath, ‘Let
the boal drift.

The boat moved slowly down the creek as 1t serew-
ed inshore, farther and farther from the net of peril.

The hattle fleet of Japan ruled the waves of the
Bay. That was the great peril. The enemy might
make landings. What then? Scorched earth—was
the firm smswer of tight-lipped Authority. The
thousand-mile stretch of land in the lower reaches of
Bengal's rivers would have to be scorched. You start-
ed with the lines of communication. The boats, In
this riverine land boats were bullock cart, motor truck,
-goods train—all in one. Without boats the enemy
wpuld be bogged, helpless.

Heize the river craft. Destroy the river craft.
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Bring away the big ones,

So into the village of Baruni, as into five hundred
others, the boal wreckers had come, agents of the
iulers, with soldiers to help them. Fifty boats they
had seized, but a few were missing. Runaways! The
boat wreckers carried a typed list for each willage
Bengal’s rulers did their job well.

It was no act of tyranny, no foreed forferture, The
owners of boals were compensated. The agents car-
ried fat bags of money. But the ignorant fishers gfew
grumpy, not knowing what was good for them. It the
Japs came, would they pay for the boats? And, surely,
fishermen ioo owed a duly to ihe State a» b stuoed
faced by the great penl?

The {ishermen, benighted lolk. beliaved as though
the boat wreckers were the greater peril!

The work was nearly through. The captured cruft
lay piled 1n big dumps on the river bank. But the five
ahsconding ones?

Kanu had rushed to help his friend, the fisher. In
the lessening sun, they had moved the boat from place
to place along the criss-cross of channels, fleeing from
ihe foe, cvading caplure. Now it was near dusk. At
daybreak the boat ‘wreckers would be gone. The life
of the fugitive would be saved.

Kanu, the lanky peasant lad, had developed fast
1 these years, growing to the height of his tall father,
with hair thivkening darkly on his upper hp.

‘Who may they be--Japanee folk?’ zaid the fisher,
wandering in his heart. A week hefore few in the
village had heard that bogey word; now it was buzzing
night and day in their ears.

‘Aliens,’ said Kanu, and he made a face. ‘Aliens
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all—Engraze and German and Chinee and Japanee.’

. ‘And Iranee and Turanee and Armenee,’ the fisher
contributed the names he knew. ‘Aliens all. Why
don t they keep to their own hearths? What madness
cails thein acvoss the seven black-waters to the homes
of harmless folk whose door sills they darken®

‘Greed, said Kanu with a click of his tongue. “The
big greed in the belly. They ave outl to get rich, more
vich. And how may they get vich, more rich, il they
do ftot grab and make other folk poor, more poor? It
is like this: You fishers have boals, cach household
has one. And there is the river a-swell with fish. A
dellow, armed like a rogue, comes and grabs your boats,

" all. 'Then he alone can get the fish, no other but he,
for your iools of trade are lost. The {ellow speaks 1o
vou then, as though out of his heart’s goodness: “Folk,
vou cateh the fish for me, and out of every ten you get
youw'll have one” You are helpless, you reach out
vour hends {ov the mercy. The boat is yours, yet not
veurs' the labour 1s yours, yet not yours; the river is
the good mother of all, yet only your stepmother; the
fish 15 God's {ree food for all, yet for every fish caught
nine go {o the big man and you get one, and for twenty
fishet folk, each with one fish in his basket, the big man
has nine times twenly. You see the trick?

Yes, the fisher saw if, even if dimly. ‘Nine times
twenty,” he echoed, dizzied by the arithmetic.

The fisher passed his hands over his boat as i he )
fondied i, :

“What peril’ he muttered. “Worries plenty we,
have? Hunger and a hundred pains. And from cool
stars fame pours! What could I have done without you
to help me, Kanu bhai?’ He paused, resuming in a
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moment: ‘Boats. Boals are the limbs of us folk.
They are our legs, for without them we are lamed, we’
cannot move over the river highways from village to
village or from islet to islet. 'They are our arms, for
with them weé reap the fish and some Ash we eat and
some we give for rice snd salt and things on offer at
the market-place. Boats are more than limbs for us
folk. They are our blood and bone and hearli and
soul and all’ And his hands passed over the_boal
again as if he fondled it.

‘It is as though the fish hide your naked body,
soid Kanu, nodding. ‘No fish, no clothes for you, you
go naked.

‘T4 iz as though the fish light our huts’ said the
fisher. ‘No fish, no bean-oil for the wicks of our lamps;
there is darkness upon davkness.

‘Darkness’ Xanu nodded agreement again.
‘Darkness too for the peasant folk., With no boats
how shall we move harvests upriver to the market-
place? And the islets in the river, han? The islels
become waler-bound prisons.” He clicked his tongue
and shook his head sadly as he picked up the car to
guide the boat to the approaching thicket.

They jumped into shallow water. Now was
the hardest task of all. They must drag the boat up
as far as they could lo screen it with the deep over-
hanging shadow of baraboo and hrushwood. Sun-warm
water rose to their waisis and pried in their loin-
cloths. -

‘Push—drag! Push-—drag! Hein-o-of _ Their arms
strained in unison. . .

‘Save your breath,’ said a voice. A man emerged
from behind the thickef. Another man came forward,
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a soldier in khaki uniform, muskel in hand.

‘T have heen watching you, following vou, said
the boat wrecker. ‘T have eyes that see afar’ He
patted his binoculars,

The fisher was struck dumb by the catastrophe.
The blood bheat m his temples, the eyes bulged from
his head. When he regained his voice he burst in =
pathetic wail: ‘Do not take my boat, master. You
have taken all. Spare this one, master.

“We have orders. We do as we bid. Why blame
us? We have orders.’

‘Master, how may we live with no boats? What
the plough-and-kine is 1o the peasant, the boat is te

"the fisherfolk. Better kill us all, Master— The
strangled sob in the voice froze as he felt his friend
grip his arm and heard his tense murmur: ‘Why speak?
What use! Trees and rocks have a hearl. Not man.
Why speak?

The boat wrecker made a gesture of impatience.

“The same talls!l Our ears are brimful. Aré, why
this fuss® Ii's nol as though we are taking your royal
treasure for nothing. You gel your value, the right
market price. The gorement are just and bounteous
—they are your ma-bap, that you know. The money
will see you through for a long time, don't you under-
stand? You will sit at home like a lord and eat the good
rice of ense and sleep aplenty and speak the name of
Hari and be happy. Al for a few planks of waler-
eaien timber.

‘Money is a winged bird, It will fly off. What,
then? Master—'
¢ "What if the Japanee come? They would grab
all you have, and not a pice in.compensation. The
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gorement take your boat and give you money and _
save you from the monsiérs out there on the sea-—the
dread Japanee!

‘The boat is all we have. All. What more can
the Japanee take from wus save our life-breath?
Master—’

The hoat wrecker hushed Jhe importunate man.

‘Enough. We have no spare time {o throw away
in khitir-mitr”  With cautious steps, wilh his-long
dhoti drawn up to his tups, he climbed inlo the hoat.
His men pushed it on the streem and they climbed
in and took the oats

‘Come along, cried ihe boat wrecker. “Your blood™
money!” He held up his bag with a swagger.

As the boat plied back the way it had coine, the
boat wrecker handed money to the fisher. ‘Look! No
paper noles that get soiled and torn, all bright silver.
Feed your eyes on the shine. What luck for you that
gorement are so bounieous to you ungraleful ones.
Ty rupees 1 have deducied ag my commission—that
is the custom. Now for your thumb mark on this
I-have-received paper.’

The fisher yielded his thumb and let ils mark be
pressed on the paper, but he seemed sunk in a daze.
Once in a while his hands passed over the smooth wood
of his boat as if he caressed it, and his dry lips mut-
tered pitifully, ‘My boat! My boat!?

Kanu grieved for his friend. Barely had a month
passed since the day of the young fisher’s marriage
when, overmuch joy in his hearl, he had made o gift
of fish, a seer to every peasant household in the vil-
lage, No one had ever heard of such extravagance in
the past hundred years, but the fisher had won the
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girl on whom his soul was set, and hecause of his ful-

*filment he had taken his boat on the river for long
hours, day after day, and made a big fish-harvest and,
poor as he was, he had made his gifls of fish to the
peasant brethren, and though some men might have
laughed in private, Kanu had undersiood his friend’s
tender sentiment.

And Kanu hung his head and hummed a folk song
to lumseld hecause of the sadness i his heart:

‘Make a hymn, make a hymn!

Ag stars and moon and sun make the hymn of light,
As flowers make the hymn of hue,

As birds make the hymn of melody,

Spivit mine, make a hymn, make a hymn!

The huddle of captured boats lay ahead, dark
shapes in the deep dusk. The fisher made a last des-
perafe protest mn a voice hoarse with pain, ‘Must there
be such dark tyranny in the reign of the great English
Kompunee Bahadur, and no juslice, none?’

The soldier in khaki uniform, who had sat silent
all this while, calmly biting his thick moustache-end,
now spoke. An upcountry pessant, he had served
twenty vears in the Army and earned a siripe. It
amused him that people in this far part of Hindustan
still helieved they were ruled by the old East India
Company who had taken the country from Hindu and
Muslim rulers,

‘Arét You are truly such an ignoramus? The
Kompanee was gone long ago. This is the rule of Vie-
toria Quesn. VYou folk live far from Today, in the
dark pit of Yesterday.

Kanu gave him a scornful stare, The seething
fury in him found sharp expression.

*Victoria Queen died years ago. This is the rule



of her son’s grandson,

Even in his burning agony the fisher felt his heart
swell with pride because of Kanu’s knowledge, aud it
was like a balm on his wound that the audacious soi-
dier with gun and fancy-cloth garb was humiliated.

“Young people musi prattle,’ said the soldier with
a burst of loud scoffing laugh.

‘Facts of past ages are not a matter of shots and
shells,” Kanu fiung back, bitter, and felt a keen satis-
faction as he saw the meaning of his remark hresk
through the suiface crust of the soldier’s thick mund.
He grew bold, reckless. ‘No, knowledge is not a mat-
ter of Left-Right! Left-Right!’” He tapped his legs on
the boat floor in mockful mimicry, then turned swiftly
10 his friend. ‘Brother, you have money tuckel in
your dhoti's waist-fold. Cast a look at the silver {aces.
Whose image you see? Look.... There’—he resumed
as the fsher unfolded his waist-cloth and peered at the
coing—Victoria Queen’s on the old ones, bu.i—the new
shiny rupees?’

‘Mother Victoria may not reign, but she rules,’ the
soldier spoke in a shout. His face was flushed with
anger, his thick moustache bristled. ‘It is the rule of
her good old Laws. Whoever reigns, those Laws re-
main changeless, like the sun and planeis they last
ever and ever.)

Kanu was silenced, but the anxious fisher hurried
to lend his friend support as best he could: ‘It is still
the rule of the great Kompanee Bahadur—who can
deny that with tall talk? His ideas werz a muddle,
his voice thick and lifeless. How he hated the one in
fancy-cloth garb who gave himself*airs as though he
were the Magister of the district--no, the Let,
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Governor, of the province!

Make ¢ hymn, make o hymnl

The boats lay m piles, broken up and heaped, and
1round each pile was a large group of men and women,
faces bent with heavy sorrow, eyes miense All the
{isher folk had come to the spot. The hoat wreckors
had thrown up for sale the iragments ol boats, to be
pul to u=e as firewood. The rate was low, nomnal,
but there had been no offer from a single fisher, not
even from a peasant. The peasanis would not have
the wreckage of fishers’ lives, as it were, to hight their
kitchen fivre Not a scrap of wood had found a buyer,
So the boat wreckers had fetched cans of petrol from

~~thewr motor launch and poured il on the piles and now,
“in the sacred cowdust hour when the air was heavy
with dust from the hooves of eattle returming from
theur graze and the sky echoed with the auspicious
oom-oom of conch shells greehng the dusk goddess,
the good wood of fishers’ boats threw up a blaze.

‘My boat! My boat!’ the men cried in a murmur
with faces bent, but the women gazed hard and long
at the funeral pyres and their black eyes glinted with
the riming, tossing flames, and they spoke under their
breath: ‘We curse you We curse your dear ones. We
curse your buicher masters. May you too burn like
that; nah may you too and your masters siand by and
see your dearest ones burn like that. We curse you
alt?

As the blaze died down and the boat wreckers
moved off in their motor launch, the fisher folk stepped
to the burnk-wreckage and each man picked up a hand-

* fu] of hot cinders and tied it in his dhoti’s corner,
Then down the midnight- path_they walked back in

L »
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utter silence, theiwr faces bent, thewr bodies and souls
burnt and destroyed
But the end of one tale was the begmning of
another. For, likke a quenchless heirtagze of hate the

honfire of boats was prisoned and ever-alive m each
fistful of ash.

It was in those hectic days with the shadow of the
loe deepening from the Bay thal Girish, the grocer of
Barum village, found a wondrous lamp with which to
light hus way to wealth

The girocery was, hke others of its kind, a petty
affair, a coltage with two living-rooms and a front °
room {itted with shelves and turned mnto a store Stack-
ed on the shelves were bags of cereals, some sali,
country lobacco, cans of mustard oil and bean-oi, and
city goods—gramn bags, tin lamps, kerosene, brass
utensils, cheap hardware The peasants could not
nlways buy or sell at the Saturday haat n the market
village, miles away on the river-bank, an outlet for the
produce of five wvillages around. For centuries the
grocery store had been a lmk between peasant and
market-place.

But Gurish was no chip of the age-old block of ks
{orbears who had pursued the calling contentedly,
happy to mnake a bare subsistence. He had an itch to
get on m the world. A man of ambition' an augury
of the new times! He had saved some money, and
this he loaned to needy peasanis. e loaned rice too,
and various goods from the store, Interest mounted
on interest. Yearly his capital grew.
. .

P
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‘A ricegrain saved is a ricegrain trebled,” Ciris
had often said blunily to his wife. ‘If we eat less
today, tomorrow we shall have our hellyful and some
more. That “some more” will become o gold ring on
your nostril, hangles for your arms, a cow, & room
added to the house, a ricefield, why— the vaice drop-
ped a tone—‘even a storc in the district lown!” A
store in town—whaul achievement! IHis eyes ghistened
with his vision. And Girish denied himself and his
kin, reducing their mouthfuls, offering them vision in
lieu of grains.

It was a remole vision, all the same, never per-
haps to be fulfilled even in his old age, even after life-
Jong sell-denial, unless a miracle happened. And
'suddenly it looked as though the miracle was round the
river-bend!

The boats were gone. The village was crippled.
Then Girish had dreamed of a boat for himsell. He
alone would have a boat, none else. He would com-
mand the transport of all the rice grown in Baruni’s
fields. He could pay his own rate—with no boats,
how would the peasants market their surplus grain?
It was not enough for a man to eat. He had to clothe
his body. He had to buy other necessities. He had
to perform rites and meet social obligations. He had
to make offerings to his gods. And—why, above all,
he had to pay his rent to the zemindar in hard cash.
Girish would pile up the stocks of grain in his boat,
carry them to the market-place upriver, forth and
back, forth and back, and sell all at a margin of profit.
That would he real high-class trade, and not this petty

. grocer’s business of selling a half-seer of gram to this
- peasant and a pice-worth of bean-oil to that.

-



83
1 Girish had heaved a deep sigh of dismay. He
csuld get a boat built with his money, but Authaority
would know in an eye-flick, and the boal would go
the way of others—burnt, sunk or taken away. WNo,
it was not for Ginsh, a worm of a grocer, to win the
monopoly of food transport in the village,

Then, one day, a heavy blow had fallen upon him.
Other agents of the Government had arrived and had
visited his store and weighed his bags of cereals and
listed them in a book. They would buy half his stocks,
they had said. The village people were allowed just
enough to last them {ill the new harvest—the vest they
must sell, That was an order. Thousands of maunds
would be gone from the village at one sweep. Latery~
the price would surely rise~——with his fair for business
Girish could see that. But his luck was out—he would
have little 1o sell when the market soared.

Big news had raced that day from mouth to mouth;
under the aged banyan was the wonder of wonders!
All the village had flocked to the tree. A jeep stood
parked in the shade and around it was a display of pic-
torial posters. As the crowd assembled, a big voice
started to boom from the jeep fitted with a loudspeaker.
It addressed the village folk as brethren, and spoke of
the dread foe drawing nearer, nearer every day. The
barbarigns thirsted for blood. They practised shoot-
ing with the human eye for iarget; they bayoneted
litlle children, the manacled parents looking on; they
brought pollution on wives and maidens, dootning
them in this life and in lives to come. The belly sick-
ened at the fearful iales! Burma had Jallen, The
British General, Alexander, was making a wonderful -

retreat through vast trackless jungle. Bengal would
. ; #
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become a [rontline of battle if the enemy, choosing lo
strike at the rear of the defences, came by sea and
made landings—they might land on the estuary,
barely three days’ cart vide [rom this village banyan.
In that event the harbarians must be harassed at every
step. That was why the boats had been scorched. It
was nnl enough, though. Food had to be scorched.
The peasunts would get a fair price for the stocks they
sold to the Government. If the Japs came, they would
nal pay for the food, they would loot all they needed.
¥ou wouldn't, dear brother cultivators, have the
greedy demons eat up the gulden grain you raised with
the sweal of your brow and the blessings of Mother

~ Earth?

The pictorial posters served to illustrate the theme.
They chowed the Japs committing atrocities, and one
poster drove home the point with the caption: Your
property is valuable to you, isn’t it? The soil of Indiwa
is vich, isn’t it? Your wife is beautiful. A man from
the city stood by the poster, reading oul the caption {o
the illiterate ones—his voice sounded like a challenge
as he read the capiion over and over.

Yes, the Government ¢:d the good work with all
its aceustomed thoroug hness,

Not that the village {olk had much property io
lose; not that their wives were always beautiful; not
that the enemy could rob the soil of its richness. Yet
in the simple hearts of peasants grim panic would be
planted.

Farm doors would open, the big barge on the river
would fill swith rice, Girish knew, misery heaping in

. hig heart. Never would he have a store in the district
fown. No gold would bedeckﬂ his wife’s bare arms,
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No roem would be added to his mudhouse. He was
of the same commonplace rlay as his {ather and grand-
father, his life a drab copy of their lives, The defeat,
the mockery, of such exisience!

A city man came siriding down the willage path
as Girish stood by his door-sill, gazing motosely to-
wards the river.

“You have rice? said the stranger, stopping, nod-
ding his head in a friendly way.

‘Grain by grain has it been weighed and reckon=d
up and placed mm your book, Girish answered with
some heat. ‘Then why this new {alk?’ This man was
the same agent, even if he had another {ace, onother
name,. -

‘What hook?” And the stranger walked intu the
store. His eyes prowled among the bags of cereals.
He came out, lighted a cigarette and held the package
to the grocer.

Girish concealed his amazement. He was a man
of dignity. ‘Gol Filik,” he said with an approving ned.
showing that he knew good cigarettes, he wis no ig-
norant peasant. Once in cvery three nionth: he went
up to the distriet town to look around and gel supplies
—-he was almost a city man. Why shouid he nof shave
a good smoke with a stranger from the town?

‘Those peaple who weighed your grain—~ihey
are Goverument men,’ said the man. the cigarette
glowing at his mouth. ‘Nothing to do with me.
belong 1o a Kompanee. We deal in rice. Von are
grocer. You can help us’ "

Girish studied himn curiously and shoek his head.
“How can i be? What is a Kompinee man beside 2
gorement man? Thosg others will take all, fill *heir

RN |
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barge.

‘A rat slips in through a deorway too narrow for
the hefiy elephant. I too have a barge on the river,
The Law doesn’t lay down that none but those people
can buy. The agent paused, listening, as the boom
through the loudspeaker came faintly from the di-
stance. ‘You hear that? The elephant lays the road
for a rat. There’s an understanding belween us—'
A squinting look deep with meaning! ‘They will give
nre & chance. Look. You are a grocer. You know
every man who owns a field, you know what quantity
he can be made to sell. Get the rice. You will earn
a commission. The more you buy, the more you earn.

+ Pay in advance and buy up the crops to come, the
winter harvest. Take all the funds you need—

‘Since you have blessed my hovel with the good
dust of your feet, will you not sit down a moment and
drink the cool water of a cocoanut?’ Girish hurried to
fetch a floor mat. He felt his moustache itch. What
ratc of commission would they pay him?

White Girish cut open the mner shell of the cocoa-~
nut. the city man talked. The Kompunee was going
to have sub-agents in villages—one, say, in a group of
five ar ten. The sub-agents would work under a dis-
trict nzent, He was one. Over all the district agents
was the chief agent at Calcutta, and he took his orders
from the Kompanee's Direclors, Lven the big zemin-
dars would be drawn into the nelwork of ihis great
orgaization. There had been nothing like this in
Bengal—evér,

‘It wordd be the luck of your seven ancestors if

. you belong to such a mighty machine,’ said the agent.

.Girish was meking rapid caleulations. So much
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commiussion on each maund. On a hundred maunds. .
..On & thousand. ... The yield of the next harvest. ...
Ginsh scrarched his moustache because of his excile-
tnent

And while in his mind he cast up the figures, he
saw the arms of his wife bright with bangles, he saw
his mudhut grow, he saw his city store crammed with
stocks. The voice of ithe jeep, sounding nearer, dis-
tracted him for a moment. The jeep was touring the
village, flooding il with its voice. And Girish-had
tears of joy in his eyes hecause of the sudden turn in
his affairs, and he said to himself in a grave murmur:
‘There! ¥anic rides on rubber wheels! Truly does
ithe mighiy elephant lay ihe road for a humble rat!~

+ & & # * #*

The storeman and the trader from the cily had no

inkhng then that they would have to contend with the
. power of a word.

The word came, softly spoken, a mere murmur, but
it rang louder far than ithe jeep's loudspeaker. Xanu
straddled the russet milch-cow, Mangala, riding, yelling
to the peasants who pushed ploughs in the summer
sun, tossing the word from field to field.

‘Devata spoke. Do mot rush to sell your grein.
Think i orer. So he spoke.

The word was a command.

Devata had pendered well before he reached that
vital decision. True, the peasants had been offered
a fair price, and they were tempted to ggll off all sur-
plus stocks. But what aboul tle kisans who had 1o

stocks at all? Wh‘ere would they get their rice? And
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the fishers, dispossessed of their boats? The artisans
-~the weaver who clothed Baruni, the blacksmith who
forged ploughshares and sickles, the caipenter who
chiselled the woodwork of ploughs and cart wheels?
Devata was worried. If you let the rice above the
growers’ 1mmediate needs be drained off, willage eco-
nomy would soon go to pieces.

Villaues were gomg to pieces all around Many
had been taken over by the mulitary as strategic bages
to pest iroops, bulld awfields. The biick houses of
the well-to-do had heen acquired on reni, the mudhuts
of the poor purchased outright. The people had heen
cast out of their homes. How would they find new

_homes even with cash in their waist-cloth, the price of
their ancestral roofs? And where find land for the
plough, since the land too was gone? Cultivation
would fall off with so much land out of use, Parts of
the coastal zone were being evacuated lest the Japs
should come and make use of the man-power at hand.
Groups of the dispossessed were passing through -
Baruni, wandering about, men, women and children,
with their cattle and possessions, homeless aimless,
dazed by the sudden evil turn in their {ote. The cash
they had been given in exchange for their life on the
}and—how long would it last? Foodgrains they must
buy anyhow., What if the growers of rice had nothing
feft to sell? The merchants who purchased {oday at
a faiv price—~tamorrow, if there was a squesre, what
selling price would they impose. There was yet no
price control in” Bengal-—and battle rushing to its door-
yardl—na ratning, no way of honest disiribution.
Tae rulers, with War in their heads, could not worry
about such trifles. And the third year of War was
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running its dismal course.

Devata stood on the ridge of his sunlil field and
gazed across the ploughlands at the far curve ol the
sky, looking as though for some hitter cloud thal might
come upon his people.

They had scorched the boats. They had scorrhed
the food. They would scorch the people Devata
{eared for the people, who were the core of his bempg
s blood-and-bone.
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Ten days the city was mn the grip of revols.

A sudden thunderstorm on a dark deadly gulf of
Tirne! For, at that moment, the Jap stood firm on the
degryard of Bengal, poised for altack. The defences
falbing back, ever falling back. Would they pull out
of Assamn, pull out of Bengal? The national movement
could no longer wait and waich the peril and mark
time. And the words rang out: ‘A free Tndia will
throw all her great resources into the struggle against
Faswsm. .... Free India will become an ally of the
Uniled Nations, sharing with them in the trials and
tripulations. . . .Freedom will enable India to resist
aggression eflectively with the people’s united will and
strength behind it

The dread words of the Quit India Reschuation'

‘No {uture promises or guaranlees can produce
the needed psychological effect on the mind of the mas-
ses. Only the glow of freedom can release that energy
and enthusiasm of millions of people which will im-
mediately transform the nature of the War.

Alien Authority would have ag little truck with the
nabional movement as with the Japs, for those two had
the same purpose at heart-~the end of the white man’s
Empire—even if one had a purpose within a purpose.
The aliens _would not arm India for defence and
“guerilla warfare, if need he, in the manner of China,
Russia.  Would the subject nation, once armed, meekly
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pend itzell ever again to the old subjection? And ihe
altens could not let India’s industries be geared to full
production cven i arms and ships and ball~-beanings
were in desperate short supply—would the industries,
once grown tall, ever lie low for the old economic set-
up? Alien leadership, perched proudly on the debris
of a dead century, would not win the War only io lose
Empire.

The national movement ‘1s anxious not to embar-
rass in any way the defence of China or Russia, whose
fieedom is precious and must be preserved, or to jeo-
pardize the defensive capacity of the United Nations.
But the peril grows both to India and these nations. ...
Inaction is not only degrading India and reducing her
caparity to resist aggression, but is no service to the N
peoples of the United Nations.

Lynx-eyed Authority had watched every footfall
af the national movement. All ils iyrant’s compet-
ence, through past decades, was sharpened for that
one end. I had no strength to create values, but it
could swiftly destroy them. If it lived in an old cen-
tury, it used the iools of the new to destroy the new.
I used science to smash science. It used thought to
smash thoughts, And with a sudden surprise leap it
took the national movement in handcuffs and chains.

Grim bureaucrats had prayed for this hour. To
stmke an avenging blow such as the irouble-makers
would never forget. The surprise they had planned
was complete in its eflect. Nehru to speak to the
TU.8.A. on an American radio link, waiting in his flat
for the sponsors to come. The police camc instead.
Gandhiji aboul to write a letter to Hﬁxceﬂency wat
Delhi. He wrote it, a different letter, from prisom.

Y
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Black police vans loaded [ull at one set hour in every
cily of India—

Then the people’s vevolt, unplanned, yet unsanction-
ed by the national movement A swift flare-un of
wrath against the intolerable tyranny that had cast the
people’s leaders into prison.  And Rahoul, like his peo-
ple, had felt the fAave-up in bis blood. And events had
snatched him along, {orcing him m their {rantic rush.

Asg he sat now at his desk at home on the thivd
day of the raging storm, writing of his reactions to
Grandfather at Baruni, his mind moved back to the
huge demonstration of thousands passing down Col-
lege Street. Quil India! the voice flung, and Bunde
Mataram!—ihe fighting challenge of the oppressed.

" Rahoul, watching from his laboratory window on the
first floor, had seen a big-built European sergeant,
pisiol in hand, pounce upon the tricolour flag heading
the procession and dash it underfoot, and as the youth
who had been carrying it bent to win it back, the sev-
geant charged on him, kicking, trampling. Then other
youths came forward and yet others, armed with no-
thing but non-violence.

The police swung their lathis and broke heads, and
then they opened fire.

In thal instant Rahoul lost himself, Emotion
flooded up in him and he turned and rushed out of the
room, bounding down ihe stairs, and he thrust his way
through the jostle of the crowd, purposive, possessed
by one thought: Hold up the {lag! Nothing else seem-
ed to matter, Five minute before, he, a calm scientist,

~ could not have imagined himsclf in this picture. It
was very sirange.

The herd impact of alathi on his leg, and as he
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crashed down, two policemen look him by the arms,
drupging him into the van, And the leg burned like
fre. And something dcep within burned fiercer than
fire.

His fellow-prisoners i the cell were students,
voung inlellectusls. Some had seen Rahoul hefore,
others knew him by name. They were deferential.
Is il the hour al last?’ eaperly they asked and hung
on his word.

That question had long harassed him. It had ha-
rassed all anti-Fascist India and held back revolt. The
War was all of a piece, mdwvisible, and India could not
let the battle of China bhe lost on the Ganges earth.
But, then, freedom too was all of a piece and indin-
sible. Fnslaved, enfeebled India would be a tiresome -
drag on world freedom.

‘The hour is not just yet,” he said, ‘but we are
aparl from it by a hair’s-breadth. We must stand
ready to carry out our leader's command: Do or Die.
We must not let our strength run to waste.

He had spent the day in police custody. Just
hefore sunset he was taken out in the black van, driven
to the ecollege gates and dropped on the street. Free!

He looked about and saw a city scarred as though
by batile. The sireets were deserted save for men in
uniform. Armoured cars dashed by. Troops stood at
the street corner with a machine-gun, Burnt-down
motor trucks lay about in dead heaps. The wreckage
of & tram-car was being towed off to clear the linc.

Here he was, free, after a day in.police cusiody.
Had they set free all their prisoners? A rare gesture
of goodwiil? Unbelievable! . W"‘ n

Liater, he knew. Authoyity was bent on smashing
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every vestige of the movement which it had now out~
lawed, Authority was goading, provoking, the move-
ment so that, patience lost, it would expose itself. tar-
get for gunfire. The revelation was starker than ever
before-—Authority’s bitter hatred of the people on
whose bhones Empire had been bwlt, great prosperity
for the homeland secured.

e knew too why he was {ree. The Death Ray!
Father had dropped word in high places. His son,
the brilliant scientist, was seeking 1o harness cosmie
energy, and you could use that energy to run a rail-
way train or destroy a hundred thousand enemy troops
on the field~—{ather had figured it out ihat way and
Rahoul, when pressed for details, had said nothing to
deny, nolhing to affivm, he had only laughed. Then,
one day, Prokash had said. “They’ve set a spy on you,
sir. He reads all your notes and copies them outl.’

Rahoul whistled.

‘A spy? Are you sure?

Yes, Prokash was sure.

“What for?

Prokash did not know.

“Who iy the man? The voice came hard with
anger.

‘A student of yours. It wouldn’t be fair if ¥ tell
you his name. Please keep your eyes open. sir.’

It was not long before Rahoul knew the spy.

What use were those notes to anyone? puzzled
Rahoul. And his private correspondence with the
Professor at Cambridge, since that too had interested
the spy? Then Prokash had said, ‘This creature is in
the payroll 6t the Special Branch.

Police spy! And in that instant his mind fashed
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"ts reaclion: the Death Ray!

Prokash, when he heard the facls, smiled in deep
relief. ‘T was worried, siv. Now it seems all right.
They think you are trying to getl the Death Ray.’

‘How flatlering!” snapped Rahoul o5 he saw the
shape of things and grinned merrily. It felt good to
be allotted such importance, so much more than his
due!

But Prokash had a solemn air.

‘You must keep it up, sir. We shall do some fake -
notes. You are not far from the Death Ray—-a few
more hurdles to cross.’

‘Why must I play false, Prokash?’ said Rahoul
sharply, and they looked deep into each other, and
Prokash lowered his voice and said, ‘The tension grows.
No one is safe in India. But the Ray will ba your
protection. There's no point in just being carried off
to prison.’

No point. That was why, months laler Prokssh
swvenl underground at the break of the storm, two days
‘Before Rahoul made his first gesture of revels.

‘I have no mind to liguidate myself n prison.
There’s much work to be done” And Prokash weat
underground.

Rahoul sat at home, writing a letter, not knowing
that Grandfather would never receive it Terror
stallkked alike in city and village.

Little Khuku trotied in, nestling against Father,
breaking into his thoughts,

‘Policewalla bad man, wild man, burni-face ape.’
Bhe exhausied her strong epithets on the encmy,
Earlier in the day, she had armed herselt with a dis.-
carded Gillette blade and shouted a war cry, but Meaju
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hae taken the blade away.

Rahoul smiled down at her. ‘Khuku will cry if
policewalla takes me away again?’

Her eyes blinked and she half-whispered, woeful,
‘Khuku ery.” She was on the verge of tears. Rahoul
picked her up on his knees. She curved tiny arms
about his neck and clung contented.

‘The soul of a race, as the soul of a man, does not
grow only in terms of time-space,’ wrote Rahoul, ‘Once

Jina while, through the calalysis of expetience, it grows
far more in moments than in years. This is such a
moment of quick growing, and India after August will
never pbe the India before—

The crack of a shot mmgled with a groan, and
Munju screaming {rom the balcony!

Rahoul sprang to his feet, rushing out, Khuku
fear-dazed 1n his arms. ‘Monju. what is it?’

‘WMurder, she cried between deep breaths, her
voice shrilling.

Monju had been leaning over the bhalcony rail
gazing down at the deserted street. The familiar figure
of the lamplighter coming up with his bamboo step-
ladder. This suburban street had suill retained 1iis
gasposts, and the lamplighter would appear at the day’s
end, prop his ladder to the post standing close by lhe
baleony and, reaching up, he would light the gas. Even
in today’s turmoil he had not missed his round of
duty...... A motor-cycle roars up the street. A police
gergeant in & while uniform, a grey helmet of steel.
e sights the man up on the gaspost. Congresswalla
destroying Government property. The sergeant pulls

- up m thé nstant of his thinking, draws his revolver
and fires and races off»
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Monju, flopped on the balcony floor, was very still,
frozen by the cold killing. A shot, a shriek, then
silence.

‘Mal® woiled Khuku, snivelling, sick for the arms
of Mothez,

Senses dazed, the bark of fire-arms fierce in her
ears, Monju was filled with a vision.

‘Lampmarn, turn your lantern up this way, lamp-
MY’

Little Khuku pressing her face to the grille of the—
balcony rail, peering out, begging for gaslight,

Queen-mother, the balcony s It with your pre-
sence. What need gashight? No lamp has the joy of
your face, queen-rother.

That was all. Just moments.

Odd that in this death-stained moment Monju had
to see the lamplighter in the pallid setting of those
trivial moments.

And growing possessed her, the alchemy that
tensmutes the metal of an mdnudual or a race. Monju
could never he her old self again.

* * B 3 i +

Tucked deep among the banana fronds, the heavy-
shadowed pool with its wide green moons of lotus
leaves lay close to the dusly cartway that staggered
off o the fields of corn and cut across them, then stea-
died itself and went ahead, conipanioned by the railway
track, Kajoli, seated on a low moss-grown stone step,
her sari drawn over her legs as they lay plunged in
water to the knees, her tear-streaked face F{ﬁ‘)ped in
her palms, now let her eyes brood over the pool, now
1 L]
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lifted them, sick with concern, gazing alar through a
clearing of the thickets to the road’s dim end.

This way the village had gone hours bhefore, three
hundred men and 2 flag.

Kanu carried the flag. It was his flag. There
were six holes in i{. Holes made by shots fired {rom
a tiny gun.

The set faces. The shouted slogans. The hurried
march up the roadway like soldiers ready to make

epatile, In her heart Kajoli had known elation. She
was not at all scared. Even earlier in the day, when
long-barrelled muskeis had barked together and the
ren of the village darted forward in angry dellance,
Kajoli had not been frightened. Only her heart had
bealen so fast that it dizzied her.

A day before, an hour hefore, such happenings
would have been unthinkable. Life in the village was
calm like the face of this lotus pool. Who would fancy
that the pool could heave in tall waves?

The tricolour fag, orange-white-green and 2 spue
ning wheel, was his, Kanu’s, but Kajoli had her phrt
in its making, for both together had spun the cotton
varn for locel weave. Then Kanu had gone to ihe
market village for an anna-worth of dye, and he re-
turned with an excited face. ‘There is nothing in the
haat save orange dye and green dye. No rice, no
pulses, only dye. The whole world is out to buy the
colouring, Secores of flags will rise in every village.
But my flag—' he had stroked his chest with his fist
like a brag=art—‘you will see!’

And 13'3” was indeed a mighty big flag.

Kajoli dressed herself gaily for the occasion. An
orange half-blouse she wore under her white homespun

-
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sari with green border. A living tricolour! But {he
half-blouse was tigit on her figure because of her grow-
ing, and she hid hersell with her sari’s folds, hecediul
lest they be displaced, her eyes bending in a startled
way lest her hosom show unawarely.

The flag-salute cervemony under the aged banya.a.
Devata spoke the new mwmd, the new words, of Lhe
national movement. The village echoed those words
and she, Kajoli, stood bheside her tall brother, her hegd
veaching no higher {t.an his chin, and she 100 eciiped
the words, for it was a husmess as much of the vromen
as of the menfolk, su Devala =aid. The women oiood
apar{ in a group and made their pronam to the ilasg.
but Kajoli stood beside her elder brother, with her

~eyes on Devala, who was close by, who passed & hand

across his brow as though he was tired, very tired. He
had not slept well? Kajoli, as she made her niovane
to the fag,.could not fx all Licr mind on the nsiwunal
movement, of which the tricolour was an emblom,
Zyen as an image of stone or wood was the emblem of
a god, a goddess. ¥ajoli had an ache of worry on
Devata’s account.  2Lnd what was wrong with it, since
the movement, the flag, Devata—all were one? Bhe
would be true to the flag even unto death, solemnly
cried her wvoice; she would not let Devata overtire
himself, tenderly cried her heart., Devala to others.
dadu to her. While her eyes gazed at him and fretted.
her lips smiled {aintly with pride and softness.

The Red Turbans came early at dawn, A lorry-
load, They pushed Devata out of his sleep, put hand-
cuffs round his wrists and searched the "Tduse all
through, bundling up books and papevs, stashing at the
Ped-mattress with bayonets as though to find some
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hiding sedition. Then they came to Kajoli’s home and
took her father, and Kajoh would have burst out ery-
ing, but her father gave her a calm glance and said:
‘Kajoli, you made your pronam to the flag, you are a
bghter” And Kajoli squeezed back the heavy tears in
her eyelids, pressing her teeth into her lower lip till
they bit mto the tender skin, for she was a fighter

Mo one cried, not the mother, nor Kanu, nor even
Onu, all having made thewr pronam to the flag, fighters
all.

The village had heard the news in a flash, and now
it stood gathered on the road up which the police van
would pass, Hundreds of men, old and young. They
shouied in anper. Thev would rescue Devata. They
came forward in a surge.

The Red Turbans gave a warning fire in the air.
Their next fire would be aimed to kill. 8o they said.

The sudden thunder of fire stunned the men, but
only for 2 moment. Then something snapped within
them, some restraint. Fock out, kick out the Evjt
Thing, a big voice burst like a roar. Let them not
touch cur Devata. Kick out the Evil Thing! A shout-
ing medley of voices lifted the cry, a banner of fury.
In a split instant they who were ever meek as lambs
became as lions. They dareld the fire. They would
fling back the Evil Thiny even if they had to die. It
was Do or Die.

Kajolt did not quile know how it happened that
Devata stepped out of the van and stood in front of
his captors and faced his people, and the wide sleeves
of his twece fell hack as he held his long handeufed

arms aloft. The surging crowd paused in wonderment,
Thore was utter silence.
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He stands there, the 1all, white-clad figure with
uphfied arms, and the pale silver of his haw and the
pale silver of his flowing beard are tnouched wilh a
Light that is not of the sun alone.

‘Friends and comrades, do not betray the flag. Da
nol belray yourselves. We -~tand or fall with cur in-
most faith: ahimsa. Theie 15 wviolence in  your
thoughts: thal 1s evil enough. Do not make it worse
by violence m action.’

The men bend their heads. No one speaks, save
for a murmur here and there that is soon hushed.

‘Ours is the harder task. Ii we use the weapons
of our enemy, we play into their hands. The supreme
test has come. Be strong. Be true. Be dealhless.
Bande slataram!’

He turns, he climbs back into the van.

All that Xajoli saw, pamed, exulted, tears in her
eyes, but a gleam too, {or <he fell a power in her, And
as she heard from others the rest of the tale, her fists
clenched and unclenched.

The police van was passing hy the azged banyvan
when it pulled up suddenly. The officer who sat be-
side the driver had sighted the tricolour. Fasiened to
a hanging root of the aged banyan, there was the sym-
bol of freedom, a promise of hope and glory. He drew
his tiny gun and fired six shois. The van passed cn.

Then something snapped again in men’s 1nds and
théere was no Devata to hold them back. Frenzy pos-
sessed them, a swift flame. With shouls of hate and
Fary they rushed the way the motor vaid had gone.
Kajoli understood their feeling, for it was ker feeling
ton. Could you bear to see the pictured face of your
mother riddled with shots? Or the image of your
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zod smashed up? There was a limit evon to nhimsa.
You could eall forth sireng'h to put up with all, suffer
without retaliation, when they attacked your pevson;
but not when they atlacked vour mother Thatl was the
feeling of her people, Kajoli knew. She knew, too,
what words Devata would say in reply.

Alwmse was
not parswily.

It was a weepon of war, more powerful
than Hre-power. True. Even so—

Alone on the mossy step of the pool, emptied of

~=xcitement and glory, she had let her pent-up tears
iriwhle from her eyves. Dadu gone. Father gone.
TWhat sufering would be their lot in jail-house? When
wotdd they come back—months, years? Dadu over
auversy yeors of age, and the deep tired lines in his
face. Father with malaria in his bones. They had
done ne harm to anybody—

Her heart fretted as never before, her eyelids were
swollen, The youne peasant givl, newly grown 1o be
women, had come by depths of tender feelings., And
they buri her. Kajoli was yet unprotected {rom her-
zelf  The {ace that would kindle fast with a gay laugh
would 2l as fast with a sad ¢loud.

Devata they called him, for his presence in the
village had been a blessing, ever, for all. Mendicant
they called the olher—a happy wanderer who could
not stav in one place for move than a time, who must
watk the long roads of Bengal ever and ever. Restless
feet chained up in jail-house.

She wiped ber eyes and looked up, pricking her
ears. The- zooming of an air-plane. Planes often
passed high up in the skyways, but they never came
low encugh to be seen clearly. Her sadness was eased
for a moment becausé of her wonder and fascination.

-
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To touch sky-blue with an outstretched arm—so. A
lencti of sugarcane lay upon her krnees Slie picked
it up and her full mouth parled wide as she tore at the
hard. green skin-fibre with her neat voung teeth., Theve
had becn air-plancs n ancient Indin, and she knew all
abony them from vivid arcounts in the epic Rumayana,
Che zooming was now loud, and Kajoli Tifted her head,
her eyes searching the sky. The far eagle grew swiftly
hizeor, bigger, as it Gropped low, Never had Kajoli
seent a plane fly z0 close—it could touch the palmyrs
lop. vonder. In a while it was heading in her direc-
Lion'  With a shatiering roar it was coming right upon
her e huge flying thing. And Kajoli gave a shriek
and 1t 17 hersell in water, and her bare arms slapped
1he Inw s leaves as she dipped to the slalks veining the
pool.. .. When she Liied her head, mouth wide, gulp-
ing ai., “he plane had nossed on.

She siagpered over the steps, pale and shaken, and
shading Lier eyes vith her hand, she gazed at the reced-
ing eazle. How low and close 1t had come, as though
it wou.d pounce on her and teke her away!  She could
51l fz2l the swift breeze of its wings and her heart
Wi il oip-tip-tip!  Whal evil had the plane in mind?
Wha business had il to fly low in this village sky?

Keinll could not know that the BE.AF. pilot who
fAew the Lense-Lend Lightning on reconnaissance duty
was wortied too. e was miserable about the task
assignad him, At home, before the War, Flight-
Lieutenant Brooks had been an engineer in a steel
mill, end an active member of the Labouw Party, with
leftward leanings. He had seen ihe Boitle of Britain.
He hed fought Messerschmitts in'the skics of Libya.
And heie he was, trying to strifce terrvor inlo the hearts

gy
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of l-fed, ill-clothed, unarraed people, as thousgh they
belonged (o an enemy couniry 1. gieat patriotic urge
was sweeping these people, he knew  Bronks was
plenred shout 1t He hoppened {o believe m world
freedom But what 1if ke were to be widered o strafe
the vl ¢ with ma-hine-gun fire?  Othier pilots had,
uneer orders, altacked villages nearhy, Burocks hoew.
The durty, brutal ousmess! He had seen the crowd
on the road and the siall buildime ablaze  Thools felt
=thie: sweal tiekle down his nose.

Shame came upon Kajoli ithat she had heen so
aflrighied, she, Devata’s granddaughier, who had
{aced gunfire. And che picked up her sugarcane and
put it hetween her teeth as if for solace. Bhe must go
home and change her sari—drenched, it lay on her
body m wet spots  And her tight half-blouze was
plasizied on her breast. Kajoli walked the sione stups
to the dusty cartwov, blowing her nose and vaiome her
wet face. Then she sighted groups of people ahzad,
near the railway track. They were back, her people.
Hey heurt cuuchened  What could they hav: donz?
Kanu-—he was safe? The Evil Thing had not iaken
him?

Na tme now to 9o home  Her loosened haie hung
10 her wailst, dripping, and she squeezed it and gathered
1t havk an a pile. She shpped her fingers through the
neck of her blouse and treed the tight fabrie from her
siin. And she eut across the flelds, yellow with sun-
sedden paddy, walhing fast, breaking into a tun over
o grassy footway.

The men came in uiter silence., The excitement
had worked iself off and they seemed worn and un-
happy. Kajoll loohed eagerly for her brother. There,
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he was, still holding the flag, hus face shining dampiy
m the sun, his steps {wred, dragging. She took the
flag from his hands, holding 1t alofi, and heiween pani-
mg hreaths she eried, ‘Bhar, what happcned™

He answered aftev a sdence, briefly, in n sfarz'o
way They had gone 1o the dak ghur fve mules of,
sinoshed up equipment and set alight the mud-brick
house with its 100l of corrupated sheeto—il was anly
a sub-post office. The postmaster did not seern to mmd.
He only tried 1o sove the cash box, bul they wouldnt
let him. “Then let it go,” he said, diopping the box
into the fire ‘Twenty-three postcards and six eave-
lopes—that’'s the day’s trade. Not a smgle Money
Order.” ¥e drew a meagre pay and had no love ior
his masters.

So the dak ghor burnt gaily, and the men felt con-
soled, having destroyed Government property and
avenged themselves for the atlack on their flag  But
as they turned their {eet homeward, they thought of
Devata, they thought how he would grieve if he knew
—they had disobeyed him—and sadness was heavy
their bones.

‘Sugarcane,’ said Kajoli, passing the length of cane
to her brother. He had not eaten thal day. No one
in the village had eaten a morsel.

He put the cane-end in his mouth, but took it oul
in a moment with a grimace of pain His ear-ache.
How he had been suffering this half-hour, since the
excilernent cooled off, so that 1t was hard pain cven
to stretch the mouth open. His chronic afment, this,
coming intermii{ently. Something had gone wrong
with the reots of his left ear. He often lay screaming
with unhearable torment, *

A\l
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‘Let us hurry, then, said Kajoli, tender yearning
in her voice. Al home Mother would foment the ear
with heated salt tied up in a bit of cloth. That would
b~ Lef for the boy.

But the ache was shooling lighining in his head
oven hurs after, when the Red Turbans reappeared in
lorrvinads, more Red Turbans than had ever been in
the village. With them was an informer who knew
the tad men of Baruni, Devata’s close nssociates. A
iruek was filled with handeuffed prisoncrs, ropes tied
about their waists. The Red Turbans locked for the big
flag tnu, the flag of unrest and sedition—they would
fromote it with their boots. Kajoli, knowing their
evil muat. had concealed the flag in the haysiack., The
klue-uniformed men, who gave themselves lordly airs,
warld not push thelr proud chins into & haystack,

*o oue eried this thme either, not Kanu in hand-
cuits, not One, not the mother, soldiers all, though
“he v oyras a wreneh in the mother's heart: ‘If only they
wawidd i1 me [oment my son’s aching ear for the last
inne before he goes—'
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The peasants had had bitter clashes with the Evil
Thing, Men had been shot down. Men with bullet
wounds had been borne home by their brethren. Hand-
cuffed prisoners had streamed out of many villages.
Tdeck hearis long resigned to oppression were streng-
thened, nojl deadened, by Terror. Terror's fire-power
wakened an answering spirit of fire. But a heavy im-
mediale task was al hand. The wide landscape lay
vellow with ripe corn vulnerable to ramn. Many work-
days had been lost. ¥t was high iime to complete the
harves.,

Hot sunshine was {alling on the felds, ghinting on
the sickles as they swished, and the tall standing paddy
dropped, cut cloze to the earth, heaping rice-heavy at
the reapers’ {eet. Kajoli could feel the rhythm. She
Iknew the movements, like the beats of a tune, but
shie was out of it, an unaccustomed novice. This was
1o work for a woman. A woman had her hands full
at home, threshing the harvest, sunbaking the grain,
drying dung-cake kindling, fetching pitchers of water
from the pool, minding the hundred tasks that made
a homestead. Falher gone, Kanu gone, Kajoli had to
take up a man’s rugged work. She felt her spine grow
stiff with long stooping; she felt the swedt smear her
body and wash down her throat, down the neck of her
white cotton jackel. She paused and siraightened up
to ease her back and wiped her hot face with her palm.

Py
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How many drops of sweat to earn each ear of eorn?
thought Kajoli in her heart, looking at her wet palm
and wiping il on her sari for a better grip on the sickle,

Not that she was downhearted, defeated. Dadu’s
granddaushter! Those last words he had spoken he-
fore the Hed Turbins touk him away: ‘Do not beiray
yourscelves, The supreme test has come. Be strong.
Be {rus. Be deathless” And she, listening, had felt a
power in her!

Kajol, lilting her hand to her sun-flushed {ace,
jerked her chin in a gesture of decision. Be strong.
Be true. Be deathless. .

Onu? Even more of a novice, he was far from
strong, that boy. The hard work wore him out. The
fatigue that filled his eyes! Kajoli ached for her
brother.

‘Onu, stop and rest some moments, bhai. Not
three days since you had fever-heat. You are such a
worryl” Kajoli heaved a big sigh.

‘Nuh? said Onu, and he swung his sickle and saw
the cornstalks drop. He paused. His breath, like his
sister’s, came deep from the strain. ‘Tired? Naoh! Three
more sheaves you have done, didi? Look at my lot—
maybe it will make threc? His face was eager and
proud as he turned and gazed at his reaping.

‘Tt is more, said Eajoli, measuring wilh her eyes.
While gathering thoe cut stalks with her brather's hack
turned toward her, she had quickly shifted armfuls of
her own reaping into his Iot. Let me pile it up, then
we'll gee, ~Wait)!

Una watched. Tt made three sheaves and some
Jedt-over. The yoling face lighted up with pleasure.

PH work still mobs fast, didi, you will see. Why,
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I am as good as Kanu'—he hesitated—‘as good as
Father.’

‘Onu, said Kajoli, throwing down her sickle, ‘the
sun-god is up at mid-sky. See? If is meal-time.’

‘So soon?’ the boy looked skyward, ‘The sun-
god has rushed. I can’t work so very well after rice,
didi. Heaviness sits on me and I take it easy, I don‘t
know why.’

Kajoli pleaded with him. ‘Lock at your belly.
See how flat it is. Our kisan uncles, they too must
be hungry. You can'l sweat them with no food in
their stomachs, What am I to do with you? Her
calm eyes worried.

Three kisan sicklemen were at work at the far end
of the strip. Years they had worked on this land and
they were as old as Kajoli’s father. ‘Uncle, Kajoli
called them. One, with grey hair, moved stiffly, awlk-
wardly, for he had been crippled by a bullet in his leg.
The men fed by custom out of their employer’s kitchen
during harvest time. Kajoli would fetch them their
midday rice, and they would eat squatting in the
shade of a tree.

So homeward ihey walked, the girl and her bro-
ther. Three ficlds off she saw the storeman talking
to a peasank, gesturing with both hands. The store-
man saw her and called oui. ‘Tell Mother, he said,
wrapping his round face with a smile, ‘tell her I shall
come and see her al sundown. The smile spread o
the wide ears, ‘Tll bring a goodly length of hiue rib-
bon for your hair, Kajoli. It's the new fashion in town,’

Faintly she moved her head, saying no word, The
storeman had come and seen Mother about the rice
harvest. We are not selling, sdid molher; we'll need

"
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ke little we reap. But the storeman would be coming
again to plead with her. A man of endless patience
and persisience.

The storeman had no time these days for his old
business. He had installed his wife’s brother at the
counter o sell ihe pice-worths while he himself trudg-
ed the day through, field to field, house tu house, in
this village and in others—a group of them were undey
his charge. Tirelessly he used his glib tongue, pleac,
iug with the people.

‘Brothers, this is your true chance. Sell all yvou
can, Bight rupees for a maund of rice. Ever had sueci.
price, brothers? Ever heard of such price in a hun?
dred and one years, and in all the days of your four-
teen generations? I is as though your paddy is dyed
with water-nf-gold! The dye will wash off, brothers,
it iz not fast dye! Today the Japanee devil stands
on our deoryard. Our soldiers need to eat well. Qur
workers in mills need to eat well, for they toil day
and night and night and day, with no moment for sleep,
no moment to chat and stretch a limb, This cannot
last aver-long, brothers. There are the British. There
are the Americans, The Japanee devil will be crushed
underfoot like a beetle. What then? Who will buy
grain? Soldiers will be back home, soldiers no mare.
Mill folk will si on their doorstep and seratch theiy
bodies, scratch, scratch. 1 see rice rotting in the barns
then. Why, gorement will dump the market with the
huge uneaten stocks. Cash in your hand, cash aplenty,
you card buy back your gwn rice. Sell today at eight
rupees 2 maund, buy back at five. That is goed busi-
ness. 1 put this t0 you plainly as man to man: What
harm I there if you dell your grain now and buy it
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bhack later, whatever you then need, at a cut rate?
What harm if you make this extra profit and use it
to get yourself a cow, a shiny ploughshare, new ronf
thatch for the old one worn thin? Tum it over n
your heart, brothers.

‘Do not sell, so Devata spoke? Devata is wise,
he sees all, he knows all, I bow at his [eet, I lick the
agst of the road on which he passes. If only Devala
were here! He would say: “Sell. Sell all you can,
friends and coinrades.” Life is a game of cards, bro-
ihers, With cach pew game the cards gel newly
nuffled. I:Iow can you play today’s game as though
sou still had yesterday’s cards in your hand? Alas,
i only Devata could send you word!

., So he talked ceaselessly, the storeman, talled with
ten tongues, and gestured with his hands. And while
he talked, villagefuls of {olk were vn the highroad he-
yond the railway track—people, cattle, all homelass,
landless. For more airfields grew, British rields, Ame-
rican fields, More villages were scarched. A wave
of wanderers would turn from the highroad once in
a while and pass into Baruni. You will zell us rice,
brother? VYes, we can pay, we are neither paupers
nor cheats, it’s only that the military have taken our
earth, You will let our kine nibble a blade in your
pasture? The rains are heavy and grass grows aplenty.

Blue zibbon for the hair? That was the new
fashion in town? mused Kajoli. She would like to have
a blue ribbon in the braids of her hair-knot. But she
could not take it as a gift from the storeman. She was
not setling him rice. She would sell rice to the home-
Jess folle and to none else.

Not that there would be much rice to sell. This
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was a poor crop, this aus, a mere quarter-crop. A stop-
gap between the amans, the big winter erops. You
planted with so much labour and reaped so litile. Who
eopuld afford to miss these few maunds, though? Aman
saw you through to mid-year and a little further. Aus
tock you alung to midwinter,

‘A white 1ubber ball he promised me,” said Onu.
‘Ag if he could get round me that way!” Onu had not
welded to temptation. The sole male member in
the family, had he not responsibility? The rice was
Gt to be sold, so Father had spoken. A white rubber
ball—Fuh! ]

‘Race me!’ cried Onu, suddenly breaking into a
run. and Kajoli drew a full breath and ran, hands on
" chest, hairknot slipping off in thick plaits.

That was their way every day. As they returned
from toil and home was well within sight, they would
race to the door. Perhaps it was their youngness.
Perhaps it was nostalgia for Mother.

‘WMother! Mother mine!’ the eager voices cried to-
gether. The two whirled to the kitchen yard, then
stopped short in amazement.

A stranger sat cross-legged on the verandsh foor,
stooping over a brass tray piled high with rice and
curried pumpkin, His mouth was full when he heard
the eall and looked up from his food.

"The mother came out through the kitchen door.

“There she is, my golden one.” She looked at the
stranger, then proudly at her daughter, and her eyes
came back #o0 the stranger. Swift anxiety lined her
face. The stranger had not said a word, locking up

" for a moment, and now his head was bent, his fingers
analdog a ltile ball of rice. dipping it in the gravy of

,
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pumpkin. It was as if he had no eye, no mind, save
for his meal.

Kajoli watched him eat. That pumpkin had been
in the house for a month. the last fruit of their old
vine. Kajoli had longed to make it into a curry, but
the mother had saved the good vegetable, so big and
yvellow-green, keeping i preserved for a lean day. What
had come upon her that she had sliced it and cooked
it for a mere stranger?

‘Not two hours he has been here, the mother
warned to Kajoli and spoke. ‘He comes and says,
“Mother, first cook me a meal, then I'll tell you all.”
Father has sent him to us—’

‘Father? cried Kajoli, her voice leaping with
ecagerness. ‘He is not in jail-house, then?’ She was
trembling on the edge of joy and fearing disillusion.

The mother shook her head and her voice was
ioneless.

‘The Evil Thing has him still That boy was in
the same jail-house, A full month they were together,
Father is well, There has been a terrible massacre—’

‘Massacre?’ gasped Kajoli. Her cyes flew wide 1o
the stranger.

The youth now locked up and spoke, his lips sud-
denly unsealed.

‘They opened fire on the prisoners. We used to
sing. They told us not to sing. We sang. The warder
slapped one of us. That one slapped him hard in
return. Whistles blew, bells began to ring, the jail-
house was soon a battle-ground. Warders, guards,
opened fire on us, unarmed ones, who had nothing to
fight with save our fists’ He drgpped his face and
voice. ‘Fifteen killed. Twice ag many more wounded.



114'

1t all came oul in the papers.’

‘Father is unhuri,’ the mother spoke quuckly, lift-
ing her joined palms in a pronam to the gods.

‘What song was that? murmured Kajoli. Such
massacres because of some song!

‘A song of revolt, said the youth, with a sideways
look at Kajoli. The corners of his mouth were stained
with curry.

‘He will tell you the words,” the mother said. ‘He
has spirit, same as our folk. Qur Kishore will teach
you the song of revolt. In good time. Her sad face
grew wist{ul and bright with some thought. ‘A-ha-reh!
His parents dead. Poor hoy, five hard months in jail-
house. It is fate’s writing—else why should he be in
that one jail-house of all the thousand in the land and
in the same ward as Father? And save for the revolt,
he would have come out of the jail-house two months
back; then Father would not have known him.” She
paused, and her face saddened again. ‘Who knows
where my Kanu has been taken?

Onu was looking at the stranger with new respect
in his heart. As silence fell, he seized the chance to
open his mouth.

‘My elder brother, Kanu by name—he was horn
in jail-house,” Onu spoke in a boastful way

Kishore looked up, loo amazed to speak. Kajoli
explained: ‘Cur mother went to jail-house twenty years
back. Gandhiji’s satyegraha movement that was—'

Onu added in a rush: ‘And our brother Kanu was
born right there, right in jail-house.” He had a secret
feeling of defeat that he himself had noi been born n

o Jail-house.
A little more rm-:% my son? said the mether, her
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eyes on Kishore’s emptying plate.

‘No, no, mother,” pleaded the youth. T am full
up to the throat, I cannot eat one more grain, mother.
And Kajoli, standing with eyelids lowered, felt his
clear glance upon her, now eager and intent as he
looked up again, and something in the glance made her
blush, turn her {face, abashed.

‘Just one mouthful, my son. Do you not like the
curry?’

‘“Why, mether, lock at my plate. Not one grain of
rice left, not one drop af gravy. The crows will curse!’

Mother smuled and passed into the kitchen, say-
ing, ‘Just one more monthful,’ and Kajoli followed her,
leaving Onu to chat with the stranger.

“The very image of my Kanu,’ said the mother in
a low voice, a new exciled light in her eyes.

‘“Who, mother? said Kajoli, though she knew
whom mother meant.

‘My new son. You have not seen the likeness?’

My new son! The girl stared in plain amazement.
‘What was the meaning of this swift fondness? And
what likeness was there between Kanu bhai and this
stranger? They were about the same age. But this
one was light of skin and Kanu was dark, Kanu look
after Father and was dark like him, unlike Mother.
Happy, smiling face; not sad, not bemused, like
Eanu bhei. They looked different people even if they
were one in spirit. The strange way he looked at her,
as though with greal joy, till Kajoli felt her face grow
hot and she turned her head! But she must make him
tell her the song of revolt that maddened the guards
in jail-house. .

‘};Gu have not seen the likeness, Kajoli?
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She hastened to ease Mother’s heart. ‘Of course,
9 have, Mother. Who can muss it? He is the image
of my dada, in his face, in his ways” Kajoli was grate-
ful 1o the stranger that he had brought Mother some
happiness-—secret, unexpressed sorrow had been wear-
ing her cut ever since the father and son were gone,
And Kajoli thought: Father was not too miserable in
jal-house? The stranger would know. Kajoli would
ask him and {ind out sll. Father's companion in jail-
house—her cyes softened for the stranger.

"Three months he had bheen a prisoner when
Father came in. There was a strike in the mill. The
bhoy was a worker in a hig cotton mill, see? He led
the strike, The manager had him in handcuffs. They
got hold of a pencil and a slip of paper—

‘A message {rom Father? Kajoli cried eagerly. ‘A
letier?

She nodded her head with a smile. Bhe gave Ka-
joli a deep, curious look,

‘Kajolilo, I have not told you yet. The boy has
brought us a note froin father.

‘Show me, then. You have kepl silent all this
time! A note from Father"

Rice-bowl in hand, the mother walked off to serve
her new son. When she retuined, Kajoli was pleading
ragain, impatient. “Mother, that nole—’

The mother rinsed her hands with water from a
pitcher and reached up for a thick old book resting
in o niche in the wall—the niche was high and the
mother had to rise on tiploe, for she was not tall, she
wag lke Bajoli that way. Between the leaves of the

= Romoyona the letler luy pressed. Kajoli read.

And her face tensed as she read and in her eyes
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the black pupils dilated, The mother watched her wati,
excitemenl and pleasure and nodded her head faintly
with some thought. It was a good thing that her hus-
band had taught her to read and write—few women-
folk of the peasants had the gift. The mother read’
haltingly, spelling cut words. But these words were
plain enough. ‘Kishore is our new son. Qur Kajoli
is yet unbetrothed. Mot to be wed till near-sixteen, so
Devata said. She has grown up, our Kajoll. 1 pray
to the gods that the boy takes it into his heait tn wed
our Kajoli.

U only he appioves of our Kajoli! the mother
mused, keenly watching, and she picked up a fan of
palmyra leaf and waved it over the girl’s fuce 1o dry
the smears ol perspiration, anxious that she look her
best, clezu and sweet, before the boy saw her again.

“What has come upon you, mother? Kajoli
snatched away the fan, between her deepened breaths
a half-laugh. She put the letter, now that she had
read it twice, back in the leaves of the Ramayany and
rose on tiploe to replace the volume in the niche.

‘Before he casts off prison dress he folds up the
precious scroll and slips it into his mouth, so clever
he ig, that son of mine. Else the guards would have
taken away the note.! The mother was anxious to pile
credit upon the boy.

Lips mute, face cast down and tumed from the
mother’s glance, Kajoli washed, scrubbed her [eet,
Earth stuck all about her, earth of the ricgeld. On
her {ace, neck, hair. Bhe was like a thing of brown
Bengal earth. »

What bride had ever stood before her groom-io-be
with such sun-wet face? Call it her fault that she had to.
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do a man’s work in the ficld, reaping the corn? Hold
her 1o blame that she let the stranger from a city cot-
ton mill see her earth-smeared, like a wild one? Shame
hit, and tears grew in her eyelids.

She washed her face clean till the skin was pink
with serubbing, and as she loosened her braided hair,
combing the dust oul of the long thick tresses, she
thoughi suddenly of the ribbon the storeman would
bring her in the evening. It was the new fashion in
town, If only she could have that blue ribbon to wear
in her hair! sighed Kajoli.

B ¥ *

What chance had a peasant bride o keep her {ace
clean and cool when the grain hung ripe in the felds,
asking to be gathered in a rush lest it should be pluck-
ed off by heavy rain?

A bare minule he had seen her, face washed and
hair enmbed well. A minute snd no more, for » bride
had her shame and held herself away {rom her groom,
so custom conmmanded. Moon was notl far gone when
Kzjoli was back in the fields, bhanding food to the
kisans, then picking up her sickle, the sun beating
fierce an her bare head, on her neck and hips, 1ill the
perspiration grew all over her again in beads and
smesrs, from the upper edge of her brow down fo her
shing, He (you wouldn't spesk your greom's name
even in yoyr heart, you said he) would be chatting at
home with Mother as she whivred the spinning-wheel,
or he would be sleeping on a cool grass Hoor-mat
{and the floor swept freat with a wash of dung)—ihe
walk of gix miles from the raibway station had filled
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fim with heavy tiredness. Yes, he looked spent,
Kajoli had not failed to see. The months in prison:
the hard labour, yoked like oxen to a shafi and crush-
ing oul-secds; lhe struggle with the guards. Out of
prison, he had not stopped for a minute, he hiad come
rustung 1o the village, as though there was a call, a
sreal urgeney, With what great love and respect he
spoke of Father! A city youth, yet so simple in his
heavt, and no superior airs, none. No hravado, though
he had faced the fierce guards who had guns in their
hands. How he had enjoyed the rice and pumpkin,
callinr; it *n festive meal, nol leaving one grain of rice
o1 his plate! Why, il he {ruly cared {ur pumpkin,
Kajoli would plant a few more vines and irain them
up io the thateh roof where they would bear fruit.
Kajoli herself would make the curry this time, she
was no less of a cook than Mother. There was a way
to make pumpkin a delight, a trick of seasoning it,
while it was boiled, with the right spices and chilli-
seeds so that it was hot yet not biting, just hot. She
would hack the slim plantain tree in the back yard and
shice #nd cook the white inner core, the soft delicious
tube,

The sickle moved slow in her hand. The strokes
cme uneven. The way he had looked at her, with
her face washed and hair neat, and the great joy in
his eyes, and he could not take his eyes from her,
shaming bher. Yes, you will have a comely bride, no
worry on that account—

And as she smiled with the thought, the bright
sun-lit corn over which she benj became a looking-g
glass that showed forth her proud, smiling image!

‘Didi, look!” said Onu, tritmph in his voice. As
&
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he sheaved the reaping, he had more to his credit than
his sister, a good deal more,

She looked. With a sudden gesture she {lung her
arms and drew the hoy close. She wiped his face with
her sari, she smoothed back the uncut har plastered
on his brow.

‘S0 hard you toil, Onu bhai, so muh you reap,
your arms do nol ache?’

And she was mindless and slack in het own reap-
ing because of the sirange new tenderness in her
breast.

‘Didi reh, look!

Look again? Which way, this time? Turning
round with an air of languor, she gave a start. Not
twenty yards away was he, striding across the stubble
in her direction.

The chaos of feelings thal overwhelmed her!
Sweet shame to be scen with her groom even before
they were wed. Sour shame because of her glistening
face and earth smears. Pleasure at sight of him.
Fleasure too thai he was concerned enough to come—
how he cared!

With her fingers she wiped the swea! gathering
about her eyes and quickly turned back to her work
while Onu hailed the newcomer with a clamour, “This
earth is all ours” Onu made a sweeping gesture,
"Those men over there, our men, kisans, This is rice
of the finest kind, do you know? Sonomulhi rice.
Tather brought the seed-grain from Mrush—NMursh—
e struggled ‘'with an unfamiliar name.

- ‘Good rice, agregd Kishore with a knowing look
as he stood belween the {wo young reapers. “You can
tefl from the skin what's inside. Shape—colour-’
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Onu was amazed. ‘All paddy is not the same
colour, then? Fine, middling, coarse—'

‘A matter for the knowing eye, said Kishore
solemnly.

The girl smiled and could not hold Lier tongue.

‘Rice grows plentiful in cotlon mills, fine sone-
mukhi, You didn’t know, Onu?

‘My grand{ather was a {armer, said Kishore, and
his gray eyes 1winkled,

‘Then, ol courre, he ought.lo know everyihiug
about rice, Onu, Kajoli said plavfully again. “The
worthy grahdson.” Her mouth had a twist of lLeghi
mockery.

Kishore grinned in answer. He was well pleased
with himself, having drawn his bride out of her re-
serve into good sharp talk. Now he reached for a
sickle. ‘Bhat, lel me try my hand. Good strokes—
shush! shush!

‘Didi, he wanis your sickle—’ Ounu cried with
conecern, gripping his own and slashing at the corn.
Could he lose this great chance to show off his worth
to the man from a city jail-house?

The gir]l handed over her sickle and watched it
swing swiftly in Kishore's hand, and she cried oul in
alarm, ‘Take heed. You will cut your own leg.

Then Onu broke into a giggle. “Why, he doessn’t
know how 1o cut grain. He can’t hold the sickle the
right way. Didi, lool: Onu gave an excited shout.

‘Onu! Owll Kajoli chaffed him, but her eyes were
bright with fun. h

Kishore paused and seratched his head, then he
began to laugh. ‘Why, it is the {ruth, he admitled
good-heartedly. ‘Whatqdo I know of rice and reaping?
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Machines I know. Spindles that make cotton yarn, I
know, and looms thal weave. Tl know tle ewrinz suon
enough, the eatth and its outpul. Two good mstruc-
tors, one on cach side’  Oune thumb lited, pomnling
sl Kajoli, the olther at Onu

‘Look, This is the way,! Oau, loving his new
instructor’s role, wiclded his sickle with pride and
encray. ‘So sunple. You need practice, Just a hittle
practice.”

fiishore watched a while, then iried us hand. The
eovn began to heap at hus feet,

The kisan reapers at the strip's {ar "end were
locking this way, Kajoli saw; they were puzzling about
the stranger. Kajoli did not heed. She walched
Fashore veaping. Whal did Le think of this peasant’s
work? she wondered. Oul there in the mill the big
achines toiled for vou like giants. You only had to
feed them with od or coal and keep them eonfen.. You
could take it easy while you sat protected from the
kot sun. Mo wonder the mill women, daushiers and
wives, could preen themselves, hair gay with ribbon!

‘Silly follz,” she spoke as if to herself, but meaning
her words for her groom’s ears, ‘silly fotk, cotton mill
women.'

“Why silly follc?' he said, looking up at her, dimly
swiling.

‘Phoo! They put blue gaudy lapes in their hair.
The new fashion. Like litile children. Don’t they
know it when they've grown up? Tell me” And her
eyes glanced, soger.

Kishore would not agreg—how could he read the
desper purpose of her words? Why, in the hig May-
doy demonstration the women had marched along with
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the menfolk, Waken, workers! sang the women.
Unite, workers! What have you to lose hut your heg-
ging-bowis? Do not beg. Demand! Workers, arige!

She listened and her face burned suddenly. How
he admired the mill womenfolk! They were truly his
people and he liked them, he belonged to them, Here
in the village he was a tourist, an alien. She, Kajolj,
meani nothing to him—an object of curiosity, pily,
nothing more. Nothing more.

She drew a quick breath and could not speak for
some momenis. When her voice came, 1t was hard
with scorn.

“You folk need to be wakened and the poor girls
have to be on the joh. Call it manfull Here in the
village our folk do not sleep like 0ld cronies, we rustics
have no need to open our mouths and shout: “Waken,
peasants!”’ Kajoli lifted her wvoice a tone ar two.
*Arise, peasants! What have you io lose bul your
good sleeping time? WNothing, nothing move.' Her
lips set in a line and opened for a moment—"Manful?
and set again.

ishore burst mn a laungh, low first, then free and
loud.

‘Nothing to lose but our good sleeping time—
nothing, nothing more!” he cried and grew more exhi-
larated for no obvious reason. He was laughing so
heartily, with such plain delight, that Kajoli lost her
hurt {feeling, looking at his face. And their cyes met
and forgot to withdraw. And there was such joy in
his glance, such worship, that it shrmed her and she
caughi her breath, flushing, her eyes fying, She stood
in dumb silence, looking down.

A jerk of her chin, the gesture of decision.
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‘My sickle. Where is the time for gossip? Reach-
ing out her hand.

He gave no response. He held on to the sickle.

‘My sickle?’ Tnsistenily.

But he shook his head. e stooped, swinging the
sickle in a neat stroke, and he lifted the {allen paddy
like a banner He could see the march of life. He
cast his eyes over the yellow acres, and ihe figures of
men reaping ife melt the rich earth, his lungs fill-
ing. His eyes came 1o rest then on the one who was a
daughter of earth, with the earth’s mellowness, the
earth’s exuberanve and rich yielding. )

With her woman's instinet Kajoli knew his vision.
She felt her blood guicken. “The reaping? What if
the rains come?" her voice pleaded and her eyes lifted
skyward, as though she saw dark clouds of rain hid
in the glare.

The angwering words were firm and grave, vel a
caress.

Not ever again. You will not ever again hold the
sickle to reap. Nol as long as my arm has strength.
Not as long as my body has breath.’
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She 100 had held once the rich gt of laughter in
her heart, she too could once laugh out of plain delight,
laugh till the tems came, but the Evil Thing had lalled
her young gayness Grawity was heavy on her [ace
and spirits. So Kishore had known all these days
—two moons were gone since they were wed. She
laughed, if ever, only with her lips, half laughed in a
strangled way, as though with the threat of a hidden
hand upon her throat.

And now this sudden miracle! The utter abandon
of gay, lush laughing as it spilled out of the hand she
cupped over mouth, the helpless langhing that drew
tears to each eye!

The blood rose and heaved under his ribs so that
he felt his heart toss crazily like a paper boat in an
eddy, because of Kajoli's laughter.

It happened thus. Kishore had toiled with the
charka the past month, {wo hours every day, to fulfil
his heart’s fancy to see the girl, his wife, wear a sari
out of his spinning. The sari was made, ready to he
collected, and this day at sun-up they had gone, he
and the gir], his wife, to the weaver’s hut on the river-
bank at the edge of the village, As they walked back
with the soft, white sari neatly folded on Kajoli's arm,
Kishore was mad to see her put it on. he was impetuous
like a boy, he would not hide the *time for her to be
back home, she must wear the savi that moment for the
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joy of his eye There was the tall bamboo clump off
the roadside to scicen her as she changed. ‘N-nch?
Kajoli had cried in shame, but he had begged and
cajoled so hard that she had to give way at last. ‘Stand
guard, then, lest someone drop {from emptiness and see
me bare.’ And she had slipped off her old garment,
now worn so thin, and it seemed to him, looking at her,
1hat the new sari, white and soft and chasie, loved her
slender yet well-made body as she draped herself,
ihe folds neatly spread. the red border drawn over her
head and edging her forehead, and Kishore had the
fill of his eyes.

‘Silk and satin are shamed,” said Kishore as they
walked into the village, passing by the aged banyan.
‘And the rainbow colours the city girls wear, those
also. In white you are like a lotus shaming all the
flowers that bloom ever.

‘Noh! Kajoli said huskily, emhbarrassed by this
hyrmn, flushing.

Yet he would love to buy her a city sari too, a mill-
made one of fine texture, when he had some money.
Why, one day, when he had money, they would go {o
the city of cities a-visiting, he and the girl, his wile.
Whal streets! What crowds—like people in a fair.
And the illumination-—so many lights in each street,
ne lamps of cil, mind, lights of great power, lightning-
white, so many lighis that night was no darker than
daytime. And the cinema plays. How he would Jove
to take the gial, his wife, to a cinema play!

“There iz a fear, though,’ he added, and his eyes
twinkled. =

‘Han?' A shade of anxiety in her voice,

T fear to take you to the city. What if you pick
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a fancy for some smart-like city chap? What then?’

‘How can it be! Am I not married? Tell me’

< “What if you are married? Tt happens in the iy
every day. The cinema play shows it happening, all
like life.

Between the slant of her eyebrows a {rown came.

“Then T'll never sce a cmema play,” she spoke m
flashing anger. ‘It is evil. Whal a lie! Such things
cannot truly happen’ And her nose puckered with
disgust.

Kishore cleared his throat as though iv speak
boldly.

“Take it the other way, then, What if I pick a
fancy for some wench of the eity, wmsome?

Kajoli had stopped dead and stared at him, her
black eyes very wide, and then all unexpectedly it
happened. ‘You?’ she cried, and her eyes lit and
danced and she broke out first in a giggle, then in her
blithe laughing, And she suid again, ‘Yo ?

Flurried, he had scratched his head. How wel}
she knew him! He pick a fancy for anothe he whose
very soul was tied up to the sari-end of th s laughing
one! He too eould have laughed 2 hellyfi!

Yet, if words could be weighed, those thoughitless,
fanciful words of his would tip the scalew against a
goodly measure of gold or of wisdom! Had they noi
lifled her drooping spirits? Pushed aside zume thick
fist in which her heart lay cluiched and choking?
Kishore could cry out for joy! But he walked in sil
ence, only srailing to himself, and then, from his greal
happiness, he hummed a snatch of city song:

‘T know, I know, beloved, |
Not in this life will hungers be sated—
I know, I know, beloved!
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‘What hungers, then? Xajoli broke in abruptly.

‘Noh., It is a way of talk, a song from the phono-
gram.”

But Kajoli, pondering for a moument, yet read
meaning in those words.

‘Woman, wed, has no hungers lefl to be filled. It
is not s0 with man?’ XKajoli 1n a murmur said.

He mused m his turn. The pathway wriggled
through fields g with harvest, goldening in the hard
sun., He cast lus cyes about, turned and said, ‘Man
has a hunger that his rice be heavy on the stalk’ One
idea led to another. ‘Man has a hungor that he look
tadl in the eyes of his kin and brethien. Man has—’
But Xajoli broke in again, abruptly.

“Woman, wed, has one big hunger for home, no
other. Little hungers make part of the big home hun-
ger, they belong to it as the spokes belong to the cart-
wheel, Woman, she has one bhig wheel of hunger,
Man is a single spoke in that cartwheel—nah, maybe
he is the axle. And~-

He waited. ‘And?

But Kajoli walked on, not saying a word, smiling
a Intle, dimly to herself, absently, as if in dreams

Such moments came often, when she seemed far
apart, and Kishore would never then break her se i-
absorption. He was content to look at the face, 1ok
covertly. A woman musl have her sirangeness; else
how would she be woman?

‘Coo-o0!” A kokil sang from its tree-top perch,
and there was such passionate joy in the hird voice,
deap yet penetra%mg, that it was like a sweet throbbivg
ache. b

‘Cag-val’ an exzha answered, and hearing it, Kishore

[
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held his feet and stood rooted, amazed at the full-
throated cry, bewiiched by richness. The laughter
first, then the kokil ery! Kishore was discovering this
girl, his wife.

“Why stop?’ said Kajol, turmng round.

He spoke no word, only gazed at her, his eyes
intent, and he came a step and hfted his hand and pas-
sed it gently over the smoothness ol her throat, the
dip of the collar hone and the curvature.

‘Why-' she bogan, then losing her vorce, joying
in the tender caress of his finzers, closing her eyes be-
cause of her inward flutter.

Tike a kokil is thy soul-bird, eul—" He who
spoke so was no peasant lad in Bacum village—a
hevo, unawares, of the cinema plays he knew so well!

‘Listen. What if people see? Han?

‘Who cares? And yet he looked about quickly,
and there loomed a figure striding acvoss the fields on
the criss-cross of footways, not fifty yards off. Sunk
in each other, they had not seen the man this while.
‘Agony!’ moaned Kishore and drew apart.

~Startled, she turned, and her eves narrowed and
the brows moved nearer in thought. and as the figure
crossed the strip of field edging the road she drew a
ciliick breath and cried, ‘Yes, it is hel
¢ ‘Fe? Who is he? The quickened breath, the
eager cry. Kishore felt sudden heaviness press upon
his chest. ‘How do you knew city folk? His vowce
came drily
3 ‘S-shV said Kajoli, a warning finger io her lips.
*He is the grandson of my grandfather.’
“The grandson—'
But Kajoli said again, ‘sh?’ ;md Kishore, now easy
9
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in his heart, closed his mouth and looked ahead with
interest.

The stranger stepped near and spoke. ‘T am look-
iny for the house of the mendicant. Three years L have
not seen this village path’

Kajoli felt a pang in her heart. He had forgotten
her altogether? She cast down her face while Kishore
stole a lender glance at her. Poor Kajoli! How
eagerly had she spoken often of ihis grandson of her
grandfather who did not seem to know her even.

‘Pray, come this way, he sald. ‘We are of the
mendicant’s house. He is gone. The Evil Thing has
taken him, maybe vou know?’ ‘

Yes, he knew. In each province the national
movement, now outlawed and hounded, had secretly
compiled a list of the victims of Terror. Bahoul had
been busy these days on a committee that kept teack
of the prisoners, arranging defence for those who were
brought to trial--youths barely out of teen-age were
facing the hangman’s rope. Save for that work
Rahoul would have made time to rush to Baruni long
hefore.

‘This one is his daughter, said Kishore, his voice
anxious. She would be so hurt if he still failed to
kniow her—

Of course. Kajoli. She was a child when he saw
her last. 8he had grown in these years. He almost
knew her even at first glance, only he could not be
certair,

“Yaou are wed, Kajohi? he said, warmth in tone
wnd smile, "baving noted the vemilion streak in the

~ parting of her hair, “This is the groom?

Her face lit. Forgotten her? He even remem-
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bered her name. And she smiled back and tuien drop
ped her cyes, shy, as they walked the pathway.

‘Tt is only two moons,” sald Kishore, happy again.
“Two moons we've been wed.” And his eyes deepened
with some sudden memory. ‘In the jail-house we were
wed.” He saw Rahoul stare, astonished, and with u
light laugh explained: ‘Not wed in jail-house, {ruly—
thot is just a way of talk, We occupied, Father and
I, the same cell. Father sel his fondness on me, why
I do not know, and he wanted me as his son-in-law. I
drew him oul with talk il I had a mind-piclure of the
daughter. Why, whenever I was tived, homesick, I
had to close my eyes and I could seec her, biyg as lLife,
threshing grain in the barnyard, I could hear her voice
call: “Onu! Onu bhai!” or, a bucketiul of cow-feed in
her hand, “Mangala!” When I left jail-house and came
to Baruni and set my eyes on her, she was no stranger,
Same face as in the mind-picture, the big eyss and
light skin, a smallish person. So I always say, in jail-
house we two were wed. Not iruly, just a way of
talk.

So he spoke, as though he were thinking aloud,
and he turned his face to look at the girl, and her eyes
were shining for him, and in thai instant one gay
thought hit two minds: the gifi of coloured prinis! He
had brought three with him from town, knowing how
she loved to put up pictures on the walls—the father
had not missed telling him that. The next instan:
Kajoli dropped her eves. Sudden melancholy swept
her face. Her faiher, the very soul of govdness, held
hehind bars like a felon. And Grandfather. Ang
Kanu bhai. - ’

‘Will they nol release dadd, considering his age?”

5
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Her voice was strained because of the choke of misery
in her throal. She was so lone for him, so wretched!

‘Release dadu?’ Rahoul shook his head. “They
have taken him far out of Bengal. To Dehra Dun, a
thousand miles away,’ They walked in silence for a
while and then Rahoul said, ‘So this village has suller-
ed much?’

Kishore answered him. ‘Devata has lad the
whamse spell on Baruni. The people burnt down a
dalc ghar in the heat of great anger, and then they re-
membered his teaching and the fire in them cooled off.
But other people of an vullying village across ithe mea-
dow burnt down a devil'snest A police thana. Truck-
loads of troops came scou after with rifles and
machine-guns and fired on the village folk, fired and
fired. Many of our folk died. Many lay wounded,
crippled for life. Then the Evil Thing set fire to
houses. Like hungry tigers they bestrode the village,
like ficree robbers they looled, like muirderous maniacs
they laid biute hands on the women—" His head hung
down in anger and shame.

“They out-Japped the Japs,” cried Rahoul, and the
anger in his heart was like pain. ‘The Ewil Thing!
There couldn’t be a more fitting name for this Quisling
Governmenl—the Evil Thing!

“They shot down & boy of ien years because he
cried Mahatma Gandhi-ki jai, They beat a villager to
death before the eyes of his wife and children— said
Kishore and his voice broke down.

“The Red Turbuns are not our people, folk same as
usg, with dark-blue coats on? Kajoli spoke in wonder.
“Their mothers and sisters arve not like us?'(- Her lips
hagd a way of parting when her hearl wondered,

-,
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‘If you serve the Evil Thing and eat its polluied
sall, you sell your very soul, you sell your mother and
sisler for the salt) caid Kishore, rubbing his tace as it
lelt warm and prickling with the angry rush of hlood
under the skin.

‘Coo-oo!" sany the kokil on tree tup, showering the
bliss of joy on a dismal world, soothing the hurt of
pain-torn spirits. ‘Coo-oo!’

Kishore looked swiftly at the girl, expectanily, bul
she drew a slight smile to her lips, and her lips nute.
All the same, she was echoing ‘coo-00" in her spicit,
thought Kishore, and the silent song in her spirit feli
upon his ears in rich passionate throbs, so that he felt
restive, he fell his chest ache with a wanting, a want-
ing to be alone with her, he and the girl, no other, he
and the girl—his wife-—

A hundred yards from the house <oor Kajoli could
not hold herself, she hastened her {eet, and after a few
guick steps she broke into a run, heedless of her new
wifely dignily because of her strong excitemen!l. She
heard her companions laugh and, shained vet challeng-
ing, faster she ran on her bare feet, the fresh smooth-
ness of her sari writhing in folds, and her hips swaying
a litile, having filled out with two months of married
life, grown wormanly.

The relief that Rahoul {eli!  Grandfather in prison
worried about these helpless woe-struck people who
were truly his own, nearer to him than his blood kin.
The girl wed. In the blackness of many sorrows her joy
was a shining jewel. Xishore would car® for the
household. The mendicant had chosen well. Dadu
would have Peace of mind.

Presently, in a breathless rush, Kajoli was telling

A
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the mother about the newcomer and as Rahoul bent
his head and passed in through the low doocrway, the
mother came steppmg across the barnyard.

‘Father is well? Mother?’ she asked out of polite-
noss,  ‘Bau-ma’? The little one?’

YWos, Moiher, they are well’

Mother! The word had slipped his tongue with-
put thought., Happiness came upon him thai he had
broken out of his class sophistication and ealled a sim-
ple peasant woman ‘Mother’. What was there in this
woman of a Bongal village, not unlike others of her
kind, that be liad the urge 10 eall her ‘Mother'?

The peasani mother had tears in her eyes because
of his kindness.

‘How have you named your little one, my son?’

He laughed, his lips pleasani. ‘We are looking
hard for a name. It's no simple business naming your
child. Meantime we just call her Khuku [Baby]. He
pulled off his shoes and stood in bare feet, as was be-
coming.

The mother nodded. ‘Kanu, Onu. Kajoli—Devata
gave them their names, Those children could nat bear
to be away from thelr dadu even for one day.’ Her
eyes were filling again. ‘Our homes are burnt. Cur
life broken up. And we used {o be happy folk. They
have taken Devata, Kanu. The father. Who knows
i our kin will be back—ever? She wiped her eyes
with her palm.

Rahoul consoled her. ‘Mother, when the War
ands your kin will be back home. There is no fear,
They are political prisoners, soldiers of Free India.
“The love of all the people of the land flows for them.

*Duighter-in-Law,



They will live in History.

Meantime they stayed in prison, sixiy thousand
wen and wotaen, and the bulk of themm were peasants.
A thousand killed, twice as many wounded. Many
had been hanged afier a hurried trial—peasant Tads had
gene to the rope erying with their lasi breath, *Victory,
viclory to Freedom! Bande Moteran! Even a yeoor
hofore who would have thought this possible, this
struggle of the comunon people {o break their chains?
1L was the miracle of the age. Mow fast had History
moved! ¥ou could not measure bhistorical time in
terms of years—a aay could be more spacious than a
decade. 8o Rahoul thought.

Kajol: emerged from the kitchen. a water pail in
her hands. She went on her knees, pouring the water
on Rahoul's dust-filmed feet. Rahoul smiled, recalling
another day.

‘Kajoli will have {o pass a severe test, he said,
mock-serious.

She locked up, her eyes guestioning and eager.

‘She will have to produce her very best cooking
for my benefit” And he lowered his glance upon the
girl, ‘What is your best, Kajoli?’

‘Pumpkin curry, promptly she answered and then
hung her head in shame, Peasani food, pumpkin. He
was used to city dishes—fish and meat and game—he
would laugh. She recalled the hundred delicacies of
which her hushand had spoken.

‘What beller eating than well-cooked pumpkin?
Not much trouble to you? Is there a vine on your
thatch?’ '

‘We hid a fruit so big that I couldn’t carry il down
from the roof hy myself) the girl cried, breathlessly

-
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eager.

‘I feel hungry because of the pumpki,’ said Ra-
houl. ‘Why,’ and he made a face, ‘I can smell the
curry in my fancy!’

‘Kajoli, hurry then,” said the mother, gazing at the
cily youth, a smiling tenderness in her ever-sad eyes.

Kishore held his glance on Kajuli as she poured
waier from the vessel on the feet of the honoured visi-
tor and washed them with her hands and dried them
wilth a napkin. s lips pursed as he watched the
ritual and something like envy furrowed his smooth
brown forehead. Had she washed his dusly feet—
ever? Notonce. The eager way she louched the feet
of this grandson of her grandfather! If he, Kishore,
held out his feet to her, she would say, so had she said
that time, ‘Why, no, you beiter wash mine.” But as
he took her ai her word and touched her feet, she
sprang back as if bitten and she dropped quickly to
her knees and howed low and pressed her cool fore-
head to his dusty feet, crying, “You think it is great
fun? You don’t care if sin touches me? You have no
heart, then? And she lifted her face, powdered with
the dust of his feet. And her eyes were wet.

She was like that, Kajoli. The strangeness of her.
But he would have enjoyed washing off with his hands
the road dust that clung fo her ankles  Yes, he would
have loved it.

Raboul spoke., ‘“While the pumpkin cooks mn its
brass pot TH go roand (he village and spesk {o the
brave folk who fought the Evil Thing, those few wheo
are left, Kishore will take me round Come, bhail®

Bhai! He was amazed at his progressdy There in
the city could he have talled a millhand brother? It

n
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was easy enough to call them brother workers wher
at a meeting you addressed the mass from a plutforam
and there was no reality in the word then, no {rue
warmth. With all your keen socialist faih you
had no greal urge to call an individual worker b,
Here in the village you cast off your infellectual snub-
bery without sivain, you fell yoursel as of one clay
with the common people of the soil  Tafe became truer
than life’s trappings.

‘Now let us start, bhas, for I must ealch my train
back to Calcutta well before sundown’

An unpecountiable vision crossed his eyes for &
fleeting instani, like an omen. The brave madiiob: vime
arching over ihe station gates was without the rich
clusters of blossoms like white sea-shell, without fodi-
age. The madhobi vine was dead.

i
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So the storeman’s words came tiue!

“The collective fine is marching down upon us Like
a giant. Gorement is no gouf—eaten peasanl man, my
brother. Gorement does not lie down on its belly, my
brother, scratching the buttocks, scratching, The new
dak ghar is all ready on paper. Who must pay for it?
You, you who burnt the old hut. Every man who hos
Jand pays, so much for each bighe of holding, and 1
who have no land, iny brother, only a store, I also pay
my share. And the order goes: he who does noi puy
shall have his goods and chattels taken and sold off
for the collection., Sweat the mierior of your head,
my hrotherfthat you may understand. The winter
crop i5 gathered. Mother Earth has been bounteous

2
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The Bwil Thing will seize your paddy erop and cart it
away {0 the market village and sell it in the haat there

< for no price at all—the price of well waler! Ectier
sell on your own before the calamity comes, the giant
marching down so fast. Sell and keep your money.
Pay the fine or do not pay—thatl is your business, your
headache. I only suy: Take cash for your crop. Cash
you can bide, not crop.

The peasants had not believed him. A collective
finet Was there no end to the dark tyranny? The
peasants shook their heads—it could not be true. But
in their bones they knew it was true.

And here was the tax collector himself, a dozen
policemen at his heels, and a drummer going about the
village, beating to the four winds the dread news of the
punitive fine.

Kishore was wandering in a wood at the edge of
the village, collecting ‘frog’s parasol’ (wild mushroom)
for ¥ajoli. Odd occupalion! Kajoli would cover her
mouth with her palm and laugh, when she knew, A
man, you, and you go aboul finding frog’s parasal for
your fool of a wife who has silly fancies! A man, you!
And she would laugh her fill

Let her laugh her fill. As the child came in her
womb and grew, she gave up her rice, she hankered
for oddities: lotus seeds, young bamboo shoots, frog's
pavasols. A pregnsnt one had her fancies—it was a
law of life. Kajoli would laugh lo cover her shame.
‘What was there to be ashamed about if it was a law
of life? And then, was a man less of a man if he looked
ahout for wild bits of food for the pregnant mothet of

. B son? Kishore felt a warmth inside His chest as he
. somsidered the wovds—the mother of his son. That
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Kajoli girl, a mother! Mother of his son! His lips
fiung open with pure wonder.

Then he heard the beat of drurm—doog-coog!-—~anrd
the yell of the drurymer, and anxiously hurried out of
the wood, the mushrooms slung in his dhoti’s waint
fald, and he came upon the tax collector himself speak-
ing 1o a group of peasants who had come rushing {rom
the fields, all angry and: alarmed.

‘What have you to complain about, village folk?
Hawe you no sense .n your stomach? It isn’t as if the
lax money will go 1o fill the belly of your gorement.
Tt will be-spent, each and every pie spent, to build the
grand new dak ghar that is now ready on paper—not
the old-fashioncd mud-brick house you burnt down, a
steel and concrete structure, sirong as a lon. Tt will
be a proud sight. You are on the path of progress,
village folk. You will slap red-cement floors with, your
bare dusty feet, you will stand blinking al a counter of
timber and brass wlere you will buy your postal cards
and hook your money orders for any place in the world
and open savings bank accounts and send a telegram
to the Burra Lat [Governor-Generall or anybody!
Why, men, you may even have a B.A.-pass postmaster.’
Bomewhere in the {ax collector’'s {ace menace glinted
hehind the wide suave grin. He had tact enough not
to give il out that the levy was also meant to pay {or a
punitive police force to be imposed on the rebel vil-
lazes.

He would not hurry them, he said. They could
take their time. He glanced at the storemian slanding
away from, the crowd, and something perhaps passed
between dfe and eye. He would be back in a month's
time. ‘A month to find the cash to pay your punitive
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fine, village folis’

No way out. Trapped! Who would speak the
word of wisdom? Devata in prison. The village
elders in prison. .And the storeman was the sel-ap-
pomied trusltee of the nalional movement! ‘The Bwil
Thing will seize ynur crop, brother. Sell your erop
lest it go for & song! Why, mn the villages beyond
the river so much zrain has been seized and sold that
the boltom has dropped off the price level—the rate
has sunk and sunk. Sell off today, for tomorrow you
must sell at a lower rate.

The storeman had eaten the good salt-of Bengal
Rice Limited and he would not spare himself, his legs
toiled and his tongue toiled and scarcely would he al-
low himsell a moment {o cateh his breath,

When the fines had been paid and the rice drained
from the village, moving off in big city barges, a new
problem came The kisan field hands could buy ne
rice al the haat—the haat, once so well stocked, was
suddenly empty! And the kizans were in a terrible
plight. The peasani brothers would not sell them
grain? They would close their fists and sce thewr men
starve?

‘Our own slocks cannot lasl till the new crop.
Mother,” said Kishore. ‘How feed olher mouths? ‘The
zemindar’s rent is due, Mother—’

The mother was cilent for a minute with sume
thought, and when she spoke her voice was firm and
compelling.

‘If we mat, our kisan brethren and their kin shall
eat. The rice is ag much theirs as ours, Kishore, for
it bas grown from the pouring sweat of Pheir chesm
The money we have pmd {hem as harvest wage is no-

P
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thing. Man eats food, not money.’

Kishore lowered his glance, shamed, bhumbled.
Bul he fretted about the land rent that had to be paid,
and the stock of grain dwindling every day.

Presently the sice hunger that was a thin thread
of stream was swelling in a mighty flood. Fisherfolk
needed rice. Cralfsmen needed rice. And all this
while uprooted villagers were irekking over the wil-
lage, victims of the Army order of evacuation.

And the mother would nout deny anyone who came
to her, begging. ‘He, now mn jail-house, would not
have eaten while men hunzerved at hus door, how can
1 let him down?’ Seo she saud, and het eyes were [ar
and brooding, and her will had a new edze of won.
She seemed posseszed by her pealous farth

Kishore made his grave decision. He would go
to the city and find work, He would work very hard
and never eat his A1}, keeping himiel pmmched to save
each copper pie, and he would send a big money order
to his kin every month. I would break his heart to
go away from Kajoli in her pregnant sfaie, but there

" was no other way. Perhaps he could come back when
she was in her child-pain-—

The new duk ghar would, after all, have some use
for him, Kishore thought with a sore smile.

No trains stopped at Baruni station save for
higher-class passengers at their hidding Kishore must
walk 10 the junclion six miles away.

The day of agony came.

Kajoli took oft her eavdrops, thin silver filigree
work, a marviage gift from the mother ‘They were all

wthe trinkets sWe owoed. Kajoli slipped them into her
husband’s hand. ‘Listen. Sell them in the city. Food
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aud sheller you will need before you find work.’

‘No—no—no!’ Kishore almost shrieked in woe.

“Yes. You must Can’t you understand?’ She
lowered her eyes as they moistened. ‘“Trinkeis! What
use to me? You gone, who would lock at them?
Then she bfted her glance, soothing hum because of his
misery, a smule like sunbeam breaking ihrough the
tear-haze: ‘Why, when you come back home in the
wanler you will bring me silver loops of the new city
fashion. And bangles lor my arms. Han?’

And she bent ber head down, flushing because of
the look in his eyes, eyes gazing unsatedly.

Al the momen! of parting she siruggled to hold
back the ug drops of tears—tears were ill-omen—and
her lips made the semblance of a smile as she said, mur-
muring, ‘You will write a letter every week? A long
one? And she took his hand in hers and laid it for 2
moment on her belly, where the child nestled, invoking
the father’s blessing on the unborn one.

As she sat down to her noon meal two hours later,
suddenly she gave a violent start. She sai very still
a minute, frozen, eves flickerless, as though listening
with all her soul, and then she slumped on the mud
floor and buried her face in her arms and burst inte
broken-hearted sobbing. Ceaseless floods of tears
came streaming down her face.

Tu that instant Kishore lay dying acrosy the steel
track, a bullet in his spine, within sight of the railway
station a furlong away.

His Excellency was to pass that way in his Special,
and armed guards had been posted as usual all along
the line, ten to a mile, for bundreds of miles. As
Kishore elimbed the émbankment and set foot on # -
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irack by way of a short cul, a police guard challenged

him, and Kishore, in sudden panic, started 1o run. The
guard took aim and fired.
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From somewhere in the Libyan desert Kunal had
writtcs 1o his brother. Letters from him were all too
rare these days. Heavy battles had engaged him.
Mersa Matruh, Tobruk, Benghazi. Afier Fl Alamein
Kunal wore the oak leal of Mentioned in Despatches.
He staied thai casually in his letter, as if it meant little
to him, for there was a deep thought in his'mind and
a keen feeling.

‘Our soldiers from India have won a great victory,
I am proud to say. he wrote ‘I don’t mean their
victory over the enemy, I mean their victory, as it
were, over themselves. You see, dada they have killed
their old foe, the sense of race inferiorily. Over along
pericd of history the European has stood as a higher
being because of his fighting power. Now what has
heppened? Boldiers from India have fought and de-
fented White troops in pitched battles even against very
heavy odds. The White man’s bubble has blown away
in the Alrican pir, as a lilerary chap would have it
(would he?). I hzave sounded men of my unit and
that is my clear impression. But, perhaps, you know
all about it? The men write to their people at home,
and with pride and scorn they rub in this defeai of 2
White vace. The myth that has been the spine of
popires lies in pleces on the descrt sands. Fmpires
cannot outlive this War, niot for long.

‘Bro I sound somewhat dramatic, dada? But this
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is my plain feeling And thus, I can tell you, 1s the
feeling of other Indian officers. You know I cannot
write all about it, but when men and officers relurn
home, believe me, dada, they woun’t take thmgs lying
down.’

One good thing, then, would come oui of this War,
mused Rahoul. Meanwhile, the War had brought a
dvead calamity over the land. One day, late in the
spring, Rahoul recalled, a lone straggler on the eastern
seapoard stumbled, [ell down and never rose again. He
had died for lack of food, so it was reported, and the
brief news flashed past almost unnoticed. A mere beg-
gar. No one then felt that he was a premonition, a
symbolic shape of things to come. Other men sank
down and died. Then women. Finally, children.
Husbands and sons Lad tried to shield with their blood
and bones the dear ones at home, aud failed. All were
deeaying together,

And the avalanche had moved [(ast. How suddenly
it smashed down upon Calcuita, sweeping over the
congested chaos of the northern districts, overflowing
the cenire, pressing as far us the pleasant Lakeside
where Rahoul lived!

Authority took little heed. A passing phenome-
non. A gsituation over-dramatized by the press.
The dying ones who lay huddled on monscon-wel
pavements were refused admission in hospitals—the
regulations did nel provide for people who were un-
diseased, only shrivelling up because of an empty
stomach.

The emply stomach was due to no blight of Na-
ture, no failure of crops. It was man-made scarcity,
for the harvest had been fair, and even if the Army

10
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bought up big stocks, with rationing at the right level
there could be food for all. But there was no ralion-
ing. The helated law against hearding was a dead
letter—never was it hited against the rich food-pro-
fitzers, henchmen of the Bxcollencies and Hounourables.
Forty thousand couniry boats wantonly desiroyed.
Many villages evacuated. The uprootled people pauper-
ized. Inflated currency, the spine of War finance,
added the finishing iouch, eating up the pecple’'s pur-
chasing power, reducing the small savings of a lifetime
10 o fifth of their warth. Nothing was left of the foun-
dations of life, the roots deep down in the goil.

Yes, i was all simple enough. They paid the
peasants and took their grain. They took land and
houses and the fishers’ boats. They always paid well-—
perhaps a trifle higher than the current market rate—
and how smug they were about it! And then they
warked their printing presses to death, malking money
oul of paper and printer's ink, big money. They flood-
ed the land with promissory notes. The pre-War cur-~
rency of fifteen hundred million swelled {o seven
thousand million, and each week saw the addition of
& hundred million or more. They devalued money in
the process. The peasant who had obtained two hun-
dred rupees in exchange for his ancestral home found
the sum reduce itself in value to its fraction. The out-
ward look of money showed little change. The same
face of the British King, the same print marks. Only
the value fell, every month the value wag less. The
bewildered peasant did not know how it happened. His
rulers knew. It was economic banditry praetwed on a
staggering scale, .

Buch was the picture of Bengal's economy in the

-
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crisis of its life, Rahoul knew. And there was the
colossus of alien Authority, cold and unhuman, to steer
the stricken people through the great hunger with the
aid of its fawmnmng prippets, its hired quislings. And the
quislings incompeteni, negligent, sunk in apathy, ut-
terly insensitive. The Administration leprous wilh
corruplion from head 1o heel.

Corruption had grown like an epdemic. Money
had become a mad hunger. Flowing in great swollen
streams, it made privaic lakes for the rich, who grew
vasuy richer. The poor grew propottionately poover.
Never in the land’s lusiory had the process that nade
the rich richer, the poor poorer, gained such ruthless
intensity.

Destitute humanity groaning about in the rich city
in tens of thousmnds—misery’s overflow from the
countryside, What impenetrable distress had over-
whelmed their homes? No one knew the full detals,
for the contacts were few across the tall walls of isola-
tion. A Minister of His Excellency of Bengal had sug-
gested that rural foodstocks and the people’s needs be
officially assessed. His Excellency had promptly dis-
missed the idea. Waste of time. It would not help
the War effort. The real ihing was scorched earth,
not collection of food figures.

His Excellency, who bit into the people’s bread
and their life, smug in the comfort of his mental sanc-
tuary, was also a symbolic shape, mused Rahoul, pen-
cil in hand, drawing lines on the biotting-pad, making,
that symbolic shape R

The post that had brought the letier {rom Libya
had brough{’also a money order from a Bengal village,
mailed to a peasant moather and returned to the sender

3 B
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—ihe addressee could not ke {raced. What had hap-
pened? wondered Rahoul. Where had they gone—
Mother, Kajoli, Kishore? To some city where Kishore
had found work? Kishore knew his city address and if
things were bad he would surely have written, he
would even have come to Caleutta—he knew the city.
Rahoul was harassed. If only he had zone t¢ the vil-
lage when the leHer he wrote brought no reply! Re-
morse lay in his heart ke a thorn.  If only he had left
his work and gone down to the village! He had on-
closed money with his letter for {ear they had heen
caught v ket times. (How could Rahoul know that the
letter was never delivered? That the posial censor who
opened it—all lelters mailed to vebel districts were
read-—had to tear up the letter so that the enclosed
money could be slipped into his own pecket?} Two
months Rahoul had waited and then sent a money
order—thal, anyhow, would bring back a signed re-
ceipt. Bul the money was back, lying beside Kunal’s
leller in a little heap.

The armed forees of India whe fought the battle
of eivilization were thinking new thoughts and would
not take things lying down wwhen they rveturned, so
Kunal had written. But what of the people? There
was no hunger riot in the land, no angry demand for
{ood, the birth-right of every man. Rahoul knew the
reason—it had been revealed in one illuminating flash.
A group of destitutes dragging their legs along College
Strest paused near a cookshop, sunken eyes gloating
over the array of eatables behind the plate glass.
Rahoul stood by and watched, ‘Why don’t we break
the glasy and eat? said a voice of excite® anger. A
haltmurmur of approval.  Jail-house? Why, they
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would eat in the jail-house. they would =zeep alive,
Then an old man with hunched shoulders spoke
guietly. ‘Chih! Wy sons, chih! Are you men or
thieves? How can you take by ferce what is not yours?
Have you no faith, no tradition. no true principles of
living? Are you wild beasts? ‘Beasts?’ shouted the
young destitute who had spoken. ‘Those others who
lay by so much food and deny us crumhs-—they are
{he beasts.’ Silence followed. Then the bent, gray-
haired man stepped torward. ‘My son, I have raved a
morsel {rom yesterday. Fal’ And out of a lold of his
loincloth he produced a bit of coarse bread. ‘Eat, my
son.’ Two other hoary-heuded men hobbled up and
thay too produced stale bits of food from their loin-
cloths, saying, ‘Bal, my son.” The youth stood dazed
and blinlked his eyes, and suddenly he burst into
weeping and turned and fled [rom the people. And the
three old men gazed at the receding figure and they
looked al one another with their sunken eyes and
smiled faintly as if to say, ‘He is saved from the evil
in him,” and they hited their folded palms to their God
in grateful salutation.

Barely a year had passed since {hese men, or their
brethren, had risen in anger against the iyrants, the
robbers of freedom, who had swept the people’s leaders
inlo prigon even withoutl a pretence of trial, But they
would not rise in revolt thal their stomachs could be
soothed—a selfish personal end! They would fight and
die over a moral issue. But hunger was their fate, an
expiation of the sins of past lives, The peasants’ hands
were manaclgd with their antique moral tradition, The
tyrants, rice-robbers, were safe from peril because of
the peasants’ tradition. Yet one day the hungry mil-
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lionis would sec the truth and waken to their right to
live and then would they make tyranny tremble with
therr wralh,

Rahoul rose, bemused, and paced the laboratlory
floor, his fect restless, his heart now sinking with the
hopeless apathy of the people, now tensing with the
vision of the people's wrath.

Why could he not forget the woes of this pebble
of an earth and commune with the stars, the {ar earths
whose untapped secrels he sought? Why could he not
fly from the oppressive darkness of Bengal far into
cosmice light? That was his true concern. Noil the
people’s hunger for food or freedom, for he had his
own separate hunger. His own hunger was his true
concern. Why had he lost his intellectual poise?

He could nol help it. He was made that way. He
knew in his spirit the hungers of his people. They
were his hungers, too. In his blood and spirit he had
so0 many hungers!

His mind Hew to Grandfather. How he looked
forwzrd to the daoy when he would meet him in the
Central Jail at Dehra Dun—he had received permis-
sion {for an interview. Daduw would strengthen his
spiril, Dadu had strenglhened him ever in the past
with his clear faith and vision. And Rahoul would
iell him of Kunal's new feelings and of the awakening
of India’s armed forces. Dadu would be full of joy.
Strange how Dedu had always expected much from
Kunal, though there had heen no contact hetween
themy 1o eommon ideas to share.

As he walked past the half-open door he saw a
figure slip by, and in swift anger he was about to cry
out, ‘Rat, I have not gone yet, 1 am taking my time,’
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He conirolled himself.

He must write down a few notes as though he pur-
sued the Death Ray still. That spy creature would be
in the laboratory as soon as he was gone, reading the
notes, copying them perhaps, so that he could make
his report to his masters. To the Evil Thing. Rahoul
recalled the peasants’ epithet—so appropriate!

IIow much did they pay him for his unclean work?
wondered Rahoul. He would not have to hunt for a
job, that ane. When he passed out of college the Evil
Thing would find him a good post. And the brightest
boys of the University would go jobless, that provision
could be made for spies and such other riffraff armed
with certificates from high-placed riffraff.

The students were on the edge of revolt, and fear-
ing them, the Hvil Thing watched them like an ogre.
Their hatred of Fascism alone held the students in
leash. But the danger was that, once out of restraint,
they would take up lerrorist tools as they had done
often before. That was not the way. Mass aclion,
pin all your faith on mass aciion and make yourself
one with the common people—so Rahoul urged on
them. The student movement was gathering pace.
Rahoul had to play his part. The starbeams must wait
till freedom came.

But he had better shield himself with fake notes.
No usé being buried away in prison. The spy creature
had to he duped. The Death Ray was round the
corner!
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Kajoli had prepared her vegetable patch with
anxious care. She would take no chances. She had
dug the moist, dark-brown earth, loosened the clods
and picked off grass and weed and let air socak into
the soil—the rootlets of plents drew life from the air
they imbibed. Then she had fattened the seil with the
manure she had prepared in a trench—Mangala's dung
cast in the trench and covered up till it became a rich
earth sustenance—and she had turned the soil again
for more air to soak in, and over again. She had cut
ridges for drainage and sown the seeds of egg-plants.
The egg-plants yielded a vegetable in common use, a
round, swelling, smooth-skinned shape, white first,
gaining a purple hue as it filled out, ripened. Barely
kmee-high, the plant bore a dozen fruits and these,
baked on a slow fire, were good to eat. Kajoli knew
the secret ways of egg-plants, and her crops had always
been plentiful., Strange that a plant, like an animal,
had its own secret individual way, and never would it
look well and richen with f{ruit unless it could fulfil
itself.

All along the hedge she had planied bean seedlings.
Beans wexre easy to grow. They were filling, nourigh-
ing. Between the egg-planis and the heans was a row
of bhend: (ladies' fingers). Spread over the roof thatch
were the pumphin vines, now withering at the season’s
end. Kajoli had used up every inch of earth that was
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her own.

So, in her small way, Kajoli grew {ood for her kun
and for herself. The stock of rice would barely lnst a
month more, even though they saved each gram, eat-
ing a starvation diei, dreading the day when ilcve
would be no rice left in the big-bellicd earthenware
jar—none. All day she went about with Mother and
Onu, collecting odd bits of food: shrimps from the
ponds and water-weads; green wild figs from the tall
trees; berries and solt edible rools trom wasteland.
But the whole village, {rom dawn to dusk, was rapt
in the same pursuit, and the siocks of nature’s free {ood
fell off every day.

Once in a while, some irader or other appeared
in the village with a bag of rice, offering a bowlful or
two for the peasant’s few possessions: ploughshares,
axes, picks and shovels, pelty irinkets, kitchen brass,
That was the only new rice 1o come into the village.
Not quite. For there was good cash paid for caltle,
and with that you could buy foodgrain from the haat at
five times the past summer’s rate. (A shadow of the
old haat that had sat every Saturday for a thousand
years, its trade was now but the bartering of grain for
trivkets and housshold brass.) There was a big de-
mand for cattle. The Army ate cattle. But no peasant
sold his caitle tiil his kneeg gave way—how could he
ever furn his earth with his plough-pair gone? The
dealers hided their time with patience. Every peasant
would have to scll his cattle—one day. What good
were your catlle when hunger ate you, ale your dear
ones? Time was a foe of ihe stricken peasant.

And the land? Many peasants had no right te
sell freely the land they had” under plough because
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of the zemindar’s lien on 11, but even the others, tenant-
proprietors claiming the right, would die rather than
sell Mother Farth, so they said. The land-greedy folk
who prowled the villages histened and narrowed their
eves and smiled darkly, and they too bided their day
with palience,

The Batile of Bengal thickened. Human endur-
ance ebbed. Hungry children cried themselves to
death. Streams of desperate men veniured out of their
ancesiral homes in search of food. Hanging on to the
fuotboards of railway trains, riding on the sun-baked
roofs. But the pohce threw up barriers. , Then the
men trekked the meadows and roads. Ten thousand
village streams flowmg cityward, Ahead wasg the city,
sluning bright as a lighthouse., The city had never
grown a blade of corn. The city had eaten out of the
green bowls of the peasant’s fields, The city, having
taleen the harvests, would spare = little for the peasant
folk who had ever filled the bowls? The city would
not let the food-growers famish? Move on to the city.
Move on. Drag your sore feet and move on.

Kajoli, a dozen times a day, bent over her plants,
watching the purple blooms turn into fruit shapes, and
the tiny white shapes grow bigger, bigger. The eye
could not see the day-lo-day growing, but Kajoli had
a sight that was not of the eye. She knew the grow-
ing of each plant on her land. And she bided her day
with patience.

This was her fifth month. A long time yet for the
¢hild to come. Oh, if only he could be here earlier!
The arms of the girl ached to hold her child, the tip
of her breast tingled for his mouth. How ecould
Kaujoli wait 5o long for the coming of her son, sunk
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as she was in woe, hunting for food [rom dawn to sun-
down, snd hearing no word from her child’s father
whom the Bvil Thing (so Kajoli felt sure) had cast
into prison. It barely crossed her mind that the new-
born one would be ill-fed—that she, with her famished
{rame, would not be able to nurse him much. She
worried, though, about her child’s clothes. A pink
frock—that was her dream. It was strange that she
saw her child always in a pink frock. Perhaps she had
seen a picture somewhere, in one of Grandlather’s
books, and il had stayed on in her fancy? An impos-
sible dream! She and Mother had two saris hetween
them, and no other clothing, The two saris were get-
ting worn; a few months more, and they would be
ragged. The village had become ragged as never be-
fore; no new clothing for almost a year, since the starv-
ing weavers sold off their looms to the trader in des-
peration and wandered away., What would happen
when these two saris went {o shreds? Other village
women, Kajoli knew, slept naked in the dark of night,
these days, to save their saris’ wear and tear, bul she
and Mother had not cast off shame to that extent. They
must, some time. Flse— Kajoli closed her eyes be-
cause of the shameful vision.

Kajoli, haunted by the dread that the only sari
she possessed would fall to shreds, yvet dreamed of her
¢hild dressed in a pretty pink frock.

One day, as she rose with the break of dawn and
bent caressing eyes over her egg-plants, as usual, her
face turned very pale. Ants! Red ants, the dread foe
of egg-frutts. How save her ireasure? She hurried
to the kitchen and brought out a basket of wood-ash,
sprinkling it all over the plant3. She waited, watching,
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her heart fluttering.

The ants wavered, fell back. They moved abow
in distress, blinded by the ash, keeping away {rom the
plants. Kajoli heaved a sigh of relief. But half an
hour later, when she returned lo look at the plants,
there they were, a bigger army of ants, in their thou-
sands. Kajoli sprinkled more ash.

So it went on all day. Kajoli could not go for her
wsual food bunt in pond and meadow. The nighl grew,
the fray continued. Onu lent her a hand and Mother
also. A million anis seemed to be about. Perhaps
they too had a faraine. Man had robbed them of their
food, the roots that grew wild in wasteland. They
seemed desperate. At last, Kajoli broke down in {ears,
admitting defeat. She let Mother collect the few lean
half-grown {ruils yet uneaten, and the plucking {wisted
her heart.

Barly at daybreak she rushed out to the garden.
The ants were gone. Bul they had completed the pil-
lage—chewed away the egg-fruits just peeting out of
purple blooms.

She covered her {ace with her hands, emptied,
utterly spent.

The beans remained, and she tended them with
renewed, ever-alarmed care. The healthy stalks climb-
ed up the hedge and cast out looping tendrils, full and
proud with the rich promise of fruit-bearing. Beans
were a sturdy stock, no easy prey to insects. They
would surely bear well.

Kajol wag cooking a meagre meal in the kitchen
when she heard Mother scream in the backyard. The
g dashed out in alarma. Mother was trembling with
xpge aa she stood gazing down at the cow, Mangala, and
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she lifted her hand and she slapped the face of the
animal..

‘Mother!” cried Kajoli in sharp protest, and then
she saw what had happened. Stalks hung limp on the
hedge, their leaves, {endrils, ripped. ‘Mother!’ cried
Kajoli in a shriek, ‘My beans!’

For a moment o¢ two Mother could nol answer
hecause of her anger and pain.

‘Mangala ate them, the witch!” Her voice came
strangled.

Mangala ate them? Mangala, who was one of the
household, sharing its weal and woe? ¥Xajoli could
not believe her ears. Her pomed, amazed gaze rested
on the cow. Mangala stoed very stll, her head cast
down, agony in her large eyes.

Mangala was famished, the russet skin a loose
hanging garment over her bones. There was litile lod-
der for her. The village pasiure was gone—the zemin-
dar had pul it under the plough because of the Grow-
more-food campaign. The village had sold off its cattle
and lost its right to a common pasturage. Bul what
good was it i they grew more food—it was nol food
for the people? And what was to happen to the few
cattle that remained? No light job to take them to
the grassland miles away in another village. The old
plough-pair were gone for fifteen seers of rice, not a
tenth of iheir true value, and Mangala alone was left.
Mangala had not eaten well for months. And day on
day she had stood in the yard, watching the heanstalks
grow, the young green creepers with shaoting tendrils
and broad luscious leaves. Day on day she had watch-
ed and cravéd and suppressed her hunger. Suddenly,
foday, Mangala had lost herself,
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Kajoli, in a flash of understanding, knew ail.

The unhappy mother was raging at the animal.

“WMother,’ pleaded Kajoli ‘do not iake lLer to cask.
Mother. You want fo break her hemi? Look at her
eyes, Mother!” And she flung her arms over Mangala
and buried her face agamst the rough russet skin,
weepsn’, brokenly.

The mother lovked at her girl, and she looked into
the eyes of the cow, and though there were no tears in
the large black eyes, the mother knew that Mangala
too wept.

The fig trees were all siripped of their litile green
pellets of fruit, save for a few bunches here and there
on the topmosl twigs, far out of reach. But the boy
could climb like a sguirrel. He knew the strength and
resilience of every free limb and could tell by its feel
if it would bear his load—it was strange how a thin,
frail-seeming bough would often bend under weight,
yet not break. The boy was the envy of his compa-
nions who sat scattered on the lower branches, each
with barely a dozen half-grown figs in his waist-cloth,
while Onu crawled about high above their heads,
hands bhusy, pocket bulging. Onu was no waster,
though. This was the last fig stock. It should be held
in reserve, plucked with niggardly care. He took none
but the fat well-rounded ones—they would he fainily
yellowing in a day or {wo, losing juice and Havour.

Pluck us a few,” said the bays, lookmg up at him
with injured pride, but helpless.

Onu plucked a bunch and dropped it on the
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ground. The boys clambered down the tree slem and
stood with faces lilted, eyes harassed by the sun. Dut
the oy, petched high on top and half visible through
screens of leaf, wos plucking no more. He was creep-
ing dowa.

‘Drop a few more, Onu,’ shouted the youngsiers,
scowling, wondering what was his game,

Onu had made up his mind. Those figs he alone
could reach were hus own secret treasure. The othecs
had no right to them. Let those boys help themselves
if they could.

Selfishness had been alien 1o his nature. He had
always loved to share his best gifts with his friends.
But hunger had debased his warm, innocent spirit. He
had become a hoarder. He hoarded for himself and
his sister and mother the wild green figs on {ree-tops
none but he could reach.

He came down, turned away from the boys
and was walking off across the field. A moment's
amazed silence, and then the boys broke out in a chat-
ter and yelled, ‘Siop, thieft’ They went fo.ward in a
rush.

His face burned with shame for he knew he had
been mean, and his shame found relief in anger. ‘“What
is it you want?' His voice was a challenge.

With hatred they eyed the bulge of figs in his
waist-cloth over the flattened belly, and one cried,
“Thiefl’ and the others echoed, “Thief! Thief!

‘T am no thief) said Onu with a jerk of his head.
‘I plucked my figs. You pluck yours—plenty left. You
have gone mad!

The others hissed in answer, “Thief!’ and in am
instant, as though by a word of inner command, they
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fell vpon him, hitling, pulling his hair, trying to snatch
away his figs.

His bulging waist-cloth he clutched with one hand,
fighting wilh the other. They were boys of about the
same age, all bony-faced from hunger, friends a minute
before, now pulled wide apari by their need for survi-
val, three rvanged against vne. Onu fell, sprawling
Hat on lus back, desperately struggled and sat up as he
felt hands prod, dig, at his waist-cloth 1ill the thread-
bare fabric came apart. His sweat-smeared ribs pant-
ed hard while his teeth found a grasping arm. A howl
of pain, and arms pushed him back, pushed madly.
Onu fell down again. His head bumped on the edge
o a half-brick, his eyes blacked out and he lay quite
sHill

The youngsters gazed down, pale with fear, silent.
Then they turned and fled.

One came back, though. He looked down at his
triend as he lay stunned in the hol sun, dust on his lips
and nostrils, a trickle of blood on his scalp, The
yvoungster mused and wiped his running nose and
shuffied off to a pool nearby, plunged his dhoti corner
in the water and came hack and bathed the injured
head. He watched the closed eyelids and, bending,
spoke in his ear: ‘Opu! Waken, bhai’ A sob in the
voice. ‘Bhai Onu, do not get killed, bhai.

And the boy woke in a while and moved his head,
his eyes blinking in the sun. He was dazed still, but
he soon remnembered the figs and sat up in alarm lest
they should be all gone, There they lay, scattered,
bright spots on the pale grass. His dhoti was ripped,
and at sight of the damage he pressed his lips together
in anger and glared, “Rogue!’ he said and tighlened
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his lips again,

The other did not feel the abuse. He smiled, face
joyous, and starled 1o collect the figs. Having collect-
ed all, he put them in his friend’s waist-cloth, first
tying the ripped ends, and he shook his head murmur-
ing, ‘I never hit you, Onu bhai, and he shook his head
over and over again as though by repeated denial a
lie would cease to be a lie!

‘It is all for the little one,’ he gulped spit 1o ease
his mouith~—‘only four years old. Her stomach iz not
sirong like ours. She can’t eat wild roots, water-
plant. She-can eat fig boiled soft’ The smile was
gone from his face and his eyes began to fill. ‘Else,
why should I fight you, bhai?’ He hung his head, rub-
bed his eyes and snuffled.

Onu knew his friend’s little sister. The father,
itke Onu’s, had been taken away in handcuffs for war-
ring on Authority. Robi, like Onu, was the bread-
winner of the house.

Onu loosened the strips of his waist-cloth and took
oul half the figs to offer them to his friend, ‘Every
day we'll go halves, bhui, halves. That tree has plenty
{eft—" he seemed to be heartening himself rather than
the other—‘every little branch on the top I can reach
with my hand.’

Robi snuffled more because of his friend’s kind-
negs. ‘No not so many. Just one fsiful, bhai. There.
He cupped his palms together.

‘Take all this lot, Onu insisted. He too snuffled.
It now came upon him like a shock that the boy who
had flung him dcwm with a mad push—that boy also
had a little one in the housebold, a baby brother. The
kisan father was a cripple; a police hullet had hit his

u
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thigh-bone and his leg had gone to waste. Babies had
to have figs. Vishnu had fought so hard only to earn
figs for his starving baby brother. Onu felt his heart
sink.

So many mouths to feed. Onu could see in his
mind the figs that still hung on the iree and he cast up
some accounts. Soon the figs easy of access would be
gone, and then he would have to creep along the out-
spread of branches and reach for the far thin ends.
But he wus so {rightened! What if he fell and broke
his head and died? Or broke his legs and became a
cripple like old Hori, who too had {allen from a tree—
doomed to drag himself aboui on cruiches? These
days he could not climb to the tree top with his old
ease because of his gnawing hunger and weakening—
his hands shook, his head dizzied, his eyes dimmed,
and he had to grip hard lest he fall.

Seized by dread and despair, Onu blinked to hold
back his tears. He could not let his mother and sister
live only on wild roots and herbs. And the babies,
the tiny brothers and sisters of his friends, they could
not eat wild roots at all. Onu must crawl to the tips
of thin perilous iree limbs vocking dizzily under his
weight. He was caught, helpless, in the snare of Lis
own inner feelings, There was no eseape,
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The peasant mother smuled sadly to herself that
she had been able at last to find Mangala this green
pasturc even if it was way out of the village. She had
tramped & weary hour with her animal, reaching the
river's edge, and there lay the grass m its yvoung luxu-
riance, unhedged, open to access. The old pasture in
the village had been put under the plough to grow
more food under gorement's orders, so it was said,
but othets, {arther away, were unaccountably closed to
the village cattle—it looked as though the wmen who
wore buying up cattle in their scores used this device
to force the hands of stubborn peasanis loth to sell.

If you could not graze wour cattle, you would at
last sell them in desperation. What good wera they o
you, those packages of skin and bone? Milch kine?
Their udders hung dry and shrunken. The animals
were a sheer wasting asset. Die they would in a while,
losing all worth, Then why not sell them for the vice
you needed so badly for your shrivelling bodies and the
bodies of your sons and daughters? How could you
be so selfish as to deny the dear hungry ones?

Bui the peasant mother had not the heart to seil
Mangala, and even if she had, her Onu and Kajoli
would not let her—those children would starve and die
and yet not tcuch the rice ioken in exchange for their
Mangala. Rightly so, for it would be like eating the
,meat of Mangala, who was no animal fo those children,
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they had humanized her by their long association and
fondness. They had grown up on her milk. She
knew their vaices and would answer their call with
an eager low. Big-uddered, she had let them play with
her new calves (herself horn in this house, a litile
heifer calf) looking down fondly with great black eyes.
And who did not know that the men who were buying
up cattle needed the anmmals only for their meat? A
greal Aimy, 1t was said, was covering all Bengal, a
locust swarm. Paltan of all castes, all races, many
ealers of beef. Cattle drained swiftly out of the wl-
lages. The traders had mouey; bul they had to won-
der sometimes at the selfishness deep in the peasants’
marrow-hones: ta hold on to useless caltle while your
children famished!

Luck seemed good to the peasant mother today.
She had grieved to see Mangala low aboul piteously
for a bite of grass (and those well-guarded pastures
where cattle had grazed since timeless time 3o thick
with tall, sweet monscon grass, no use to anybody!)
thick bones sticking out of her russet skin, eyes afraid
and begging, even her pair of strong curved horns
looking oddly emaciated. For months Mangala had
been fed with the rice straw ihat thatched the house
roof; the siraw too was now spent and the house was
roofless save for one room wheve the family had to
shelter from the heavy rains that might pour all day,
all night, for days on end—the peasant mother and her
children, and Mangala too, all huddling together on the
wet mud foor while the rain pattered and the seven’
winds of heaven raged about like seven maniacs. But
now that the mother had ventured afield across the
railway embankiment, gone to the riverside and found
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the unclaimed pasture owned perhaps by the Railway
Company, Mangala would not have to lamish. 3le
would greedily eat a bellyful, more perhaps than was
good {or her, and in a week or so the loase slun {old-
ing ond creasing over her flanks would smoothen as of
old, tighten.

The mother could not afford 1o sit long, relaxing
her limbs and watehing Mangala graze contenledly. Go
she must about her day’s task of finding edible roots
for her children and for herself. She walked on by the
edge of the river, and once in a while she siopped 1o dig
up the thick roots of wild kachu or some unfermbar
plant (lumps of clotted clay hanging to them) to be
cut and boiled and consumed with salt. Some roots
lortured the stomach and you learned to discard them;
but those that only made you uneasy, resting in your
stomach like a stone load, had to be retained in your
daily fare—you could not afford {o wick and chuose,
and it was good after ail to have something inside you
that ate up your hunger for a long while, When vou
had to choose between the ache of hunger and the ache
of indigestion, you would ofien choose the latter, so
in her heart the mother knew.

Walking, she felt with her cupped palm the rice
tied in a corner of her sari and knew a thrill of plea-
sure. The last word in luxurious fare was rice. Dnce
it had heen the common staple diet. The fields of
Bengal grew enough rice fov all.  But new that the rice
bad been robbed from the peasants (gorement and
traders took away the harvest, paying the marked rate,
but the cash dwindled in worth with each flick of your
eyelid, and plesently you were paying tenfold morve
to buy back the rice you had had to part with!) a rare
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commodity 11 was, each grain a grain of gold. A gifi
from Mangala, this vice. They were passing by the
village slore when Mangala suddenly halled, shook her
head with a jerk. What is wrong with you, Mangala,
mother? No insect tormenting her eyes. No crow
pecking ot the grit in her ears. What then? Mangala
repeated the movement. Her neckstring of little brass
hells tinkled gaily. They always tinkled as Mangala
walked—now she siood still and made the bells tinkle.
Mother looked into her eyes and knew in a flash, ‘How
can I take vour trinkel, Mangala? But Mangala jerk-
ed her head again, insistent. So with a heavy heart
the mother uniied the red-thread neckstring, holding
ihe tiny bells in her hand. Mangala seemed conient.
She lowed softly. 'The mother wallked off to the store.

‘Cowbells!’” the storeman was scornful. ‘Who
wants cowbells?’

Mother felt velieved. ‘True, true, she said, nod-
ding, hurrying off, when the storeman called out: ‘One
moment, Mother.” It had come upon him that cowbells
might feich a price at the city store. Toys weve in
short supply. The children of the rich longed for
them.

The storeman paid her with rice. Five palmfuls.
The mother had not earned so much grain for weeks
past, A space of time grows vastly in the conyvex mir-
ror of irtense experience, and these weeks were like
years,

The happy-sad mother could nol look al Mangala
as they trudged out of the village. No bells {inkled—
Mangala had lost part of herself.

And then the mother had discoverefl the unclaim-
od, unguarded pasture, and ber shame had eased. A
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zift of grass for a gift of rice. Kajoli, Onu, they would
dance and leap with joy when they knew!

At the bend of the embankment a woman crouch-
ed, digging the soft mud with her hands, a tiny child
by her side. The mother drew near, curious. She
had collected enough roots for the day. No use digging
for more; since they could not be stored, they would
stiffen, woodlike, 'The mother was curious to see what
the other had {found.

The young woman, about Kajoli's age, seemed
rapt i her work, She did not hear the stranger’s feet
or feel her presence. It was a trench she had dug, a
cubil deep, and the mother walched her in amazed
silence. The woman turned aside and picked up the
bhare-limbed baby boy, rocking him in her arms as he
whimpe:cd faintly, and coaxing, warm and tender:
‘No more hurt in the belly, my sweet one, my godling.
You will sleep.” And she laid the child in the trench,
folded his reedlike arms over the bony chest and push-
ed the eyelids down as though to put the child 1o sleep,
and then with hurried hands she began to pile the
earth back into the grave.

Knees frozen, the mother could not move, she
could not even speak a word. When the earth had
buried the child to the chin, she made a desperate
effort and shrieked in terror.

The woman was not stariled. She turned, looked
with distraught eyes, then resumed her terrible task,
‘No more pain, my godling,’ she said, coaxing, warm
and tender.

The mother darted and swooped upon the child
and snatched it from its grave,

‘Witch! Murdering a child! Your own! What
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hell would hold the like of thee? Witch!’

‘My child, give me back my child,’ the woman
whimpered, begging. ‘Hungry, he has no sleep in his
eye, he stares, only stares. Let me maoke him sleep,
sleep in peace.” She stretched out her arms, gesturing
as though there was need for hurry.

In a burst of anger the mother lifted her hand and
struck the woman across the face. The woman looked
on with blank eyes, but her arms dropped. The
mother seized her mabted dust-grey hair and pulled
hard. The woman made no protest, did notl cry out
in pain. Her mind was empty, as empty as her sio-
mach., The mother knew her. A fisher’s wife. Hard
10 see in her the gay bride of yester-year.

‘Poor godling, so huri with hunger! l.ook, my
breasts have no milk’'~lifting the taiters that half co-
vered her bosom-—He has no throat to cry. If he
sleeps a little! Where is sleep? He is hurt and huart
all the time with his hunger. In his cool earth bed he
can close his eyes, sleep.’

The mother shivered, looking at the grave, and
held the child to her bosom. The little one gazed with
gyes that seemed flickerless, dead.

‘Come,’ she dragged the woman by the arm, walk-
ing with hurried feet.

‘For shame! Such a tiny one. What if I hadn't
come in the nick of time? God’s willl! She folded
her palms and touched them to her head and as she
did so she felt the child press against her face. In
that instant she recalled the baby boy she had lost
many years back when she was young—~he had heen
no older than this one. She laid her mbuth on the
¢ool worn cheeck. Her heart beat with emotion.
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‘Your man, where ig he, the fisher? She spobe
with a deep sigh. She knew the boy. A friend of her
son Kanu. On his wedding day the young fisher had
made a gift of fish to every peasant household becau.e
of the joy in his soul. His bride, his litile son—

‘Gone.”

‘Gone? Where?’

‘Who knows? Yonder— The woman potated
vaguely with ber hand.

The mother knew her meaning. There was not
a youth left in the village. All had gone off in search
of food. None was known to have returned. Her
own son-in-law—The mother heaved another sigh. fHer
Kajoli six months pregnant. What had happened to
the boy? Full three months he was gone—

‘Tl give you rice” She held up her sari coruer,
revealing the treasure. What betler solace on =arth
than rice?

But the woman was not tempted.

‘How can he eat rice, poor childling? So young.
I have no milk for his mouth. No copper to buy milk.
It he lives he will suffer more, more. How can 1 see
him suffer so? And all at once the tears began ic
pour from her eyes and she broke down in a fii of
sobbing.

‘O Mother, why are you so cruel to my child?
‘What has he done to you? Why won't you let him
sleep in peace? In my arms he only knows pain, he
dies slowly, slowly, slowly-—'

The mother's hand lifted {o her face in an accus-
tomed gesture of helpless bewilderment.

“Why, ghtl, you can go to Caleutta city, you never
thought of that!’ she cried quickly as an idea struwk
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her. ‘They are all going hotfoot to Calcutta city—
hundreds have gone. VYour fishier is already {liere.
waybe. You will get inills aplenty in the wonder city,
and rice and a new sari 1o put on, Caleutia cily has
moeney to spare. The people have kindness in their
hearts to sparc tor poor folk., You will be locked
after. You will find work., What big wages! Nothing
to warry about, nothing., One day when your child
has grown and he 15 employed in a great Jute mill—
think of that proud day! Look— The voice had a
hegging tone. ‘Go to Caleutta city, girl” She held
her eager eyes on the woman as though her own peace
of mind rested on the other’s decision.

‘Caleutta? Long, long way. He will not live, he
will die on the bitter road. How to live so many days
with no milk in his mouth?’

The mother stared ahead, anguish in her heart.
She saw Mangala seated on the grass, chewing her cud.
Then a voice that could not have heen her own hoarsely
spoke from her throat: ‘Take my cow. 8Sell her. Go
to 1the wonder city and be saved.’

The woman gazed at the cow, gazed back at the
mother. In her dull sunken eyes there sprang a hght.”
She was like a drowning persen in her last gasp who
saw as she had no more air to breaths 2 hoat rush up
to her, arms reach toward her. She flung herself at
the mother's feet and, sobbing, her bosom heaving
under the rags, she heat her head upon the earth over
and over again. That was the way she showed her
gratefulness and her pain at taking away the cow from
the mother,

The veil of stupor had lifted from ler feelings.
Bhe was living again. _And how she needed the little
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one, her child, her godling!

The mother saw all. She drew the woman to her
feet and gave her the child— ‘Go, rush!— and saw
her put the hungry mouth to her empty hreast Bhe
had a long look at Mangala, but dared not go near 1o
bied her farewell, to touch her {ace {or the lasgti {tne—
<he felt she would not he able to stand . Qurkly
she turned and walked away.

How show her {ace to her children with Mangala
gone? They would not touch the rice, they would
think it was Mangala’s skin and bone. Then why
carry the rice home? She siopped, turned round and
hailed the fisher woman who was walking in a burning
huery toward the cow.

The woman trembled. She thought the minther
had changed her mind.

"Take this rice” The voice hoarse, dead.

The woman removed the rag from her hreast and
held it cut for the proffered rice.

As the mother walked back to the village without
Mangala for companion, she was the loneliest woman
on earth and weary beyond measure. She folt at each
step her knees could not bear her any more. She
longed to sit down by the wayside and weep.

So with dragging {eet she trudged homeward, tak-
ing hor time, the fear heavy in her heart: how would
her Onu and Kajoli bear the blow? She paused on her
way to speak a word to a village woman passing by
with her young daughter. Mother and daughter wore
new saris, one white and with a broad crimson border,
the other dyed with the hright indigo of a rainbow.
What luck bad come their way® Such gar-
ments! One day when the ,earth was near-heaven
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the weaver had them aplenty; now they were as scarce
as rice. You had to diape your lumbs as best you could
with old rags, patched all over. She had seen a woman
wear a piece of old sacking. When the woman walked.
a grain-bag walked, or two gram-bags, onc on {up of
the other, only the bags had hbeen emptied of half (heir
grain! What if one day her Kajoli had 1o drape hescl
with gunny saclmg? The sar1 she wore was ragged;
no ft garmnent tor a grown-up girl, pregnant. How
could she bear to .ee her Kajoli wear sacking? The
land? Even i she had the heart, the land was not hers
to sell. Only her husband could sell the lapd by his
signature and thumb mark.

And here was Neeri, of marriageable age but un-~
wed, preaming herself like a zemindar’s daughter!

“What honey-eyed fate has smiled on you, sister?’
she zaid pointedly. ‘Back in the golden age! Ifis good
to see such stuff—' she picked a fold of Neeri's indige
sari-end— ‘han, it is good to feel such stuff.’ Her fin-
gers lingered on the cloth with pleasure and with pain,

The mother of Neeri lifted her hand to her fore-
head, saying, ‘The writing here.’ And she closed her
mouth.

‘Giffs have poured into your bowl, A wealthy
groom? Qur Neeri is to be wed? And the son is as
mindful of his mother-in-law as of his bride?

Neeri wed. Wealthy groom. The woman’s mouth
twisted and frembled, and a sudden nameless passion
took hold of her. ‘Why do you stick out your eyes at
my kitchen pot, mother-of-Onu? I have my woes, you
have yowrs. I can’t help you, you can’t help me. You
too have a daughter. Go your way. Leave us
glone,’” She gripped the arm of her daughter who stood
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with face averled, and her voice grew hysterical be-
cause of som esecrel, emotion: ‘It is not your husiness. I
must eal. Necri must eat. Eat rice, not roots. You too
will eal one day, for you have a daughter Go your
way, mother-of-Onu. Keep your eyes away from my
rice pot.”

The woman walked off. The mother felt over-
whelmed. She could not wnderstand what it was all
about. She had said nothing to annoy that pevson.
Her angry talk made no sense at all. And the mother’s
sadness, softened in a moment of diversion, rushed
back upor her. Mangala gone.

The house looked gaunt with the straw plucked
from the roof and the hamboos, famished ribs, sticking
bare in the thatching., Sirangers by the doorstep, a
wiry man of middle age and a stout-bodied woman,
¢ity people by their appearance and dress. The mother
approached with wonder in her heart. She drew the
sari over her face, as was becoming, {or a man who
was a stranger sal ahead, but the man rose and with-
drew some way and the mother could now uncover
her face. At this momént Onu came bounding out of
the house.

‘Mother, lock! he cried excitedly, ‘Tat’ His
eager hand held out a puddinglike milk delicacy that
had been rare in the village even in the golden age
before the famine.

‘Onu, my son, the fat woman from the city cxied
fondly, ‘that bit of sandesh is all yours. 1 have plenty
here. Your mother has walked a long way, let her vest
her feet and, cool herself.’ She turned her face, smil-
ing, ‘My sister, you ioo will eat.

The mother felt her heart thump. You too will



174

eat—she had heard those very words out there on the
sireet, flung into her face as though m sore contempt.
She fell relieved, though, that Onu had not noted HMan-
gala’s absence, he had been much too excited with his
milk sweef.

‘Kajoli,’ the mother called out, ‘why, you have not
offered these follk a jug of waler te wash thewr feet!
What negligence is this?’

Kajoli said a word {rom the kitchen angd the city
woman rried, ‘No need, sister. She offered us water
to wash with., Our feet are free of dust. We have
shoes on.” She paused a momeni and went on® ‘Kajoli?
Mo girl like her in this village, in the seven villages
around. I go aboul much, handing food to needy folk,
I have seen ten villages in one month, and Kajoli—
why, she can beat a cily givl fat with that comely face
of hers; unadorned, no red on her lips, no touch of
black on her eyelids, no powder to whiten her lave,
she can beat a decked, painied city chit. What ludk
thal I have come to this house! It is the will of Qod/’
She lifted her folded palms to her head, grateful for
the divine will.

The bewildercd mother stared at her visitor, What
goddess of mercy was she o go about the villages
hﬁnﬂmg food to needy folk? Would she not give her
‘ ﬁé&%ﬁe handfuls? The mother’s heart quickened with
expeetation. Perhaps she belonged to a relief society?
There were such societies at work here and there, so
she bad heard, But the bounteous one had riches
enough on her own. The gold bangles, the trinkets in
her ears, the bit of shining glass on hereleft nostril,
Her sari impressed the mother more than her jewel-
lery. To wear a sari of such length, reaching down
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to the ankles, and such ample folds! Here u the vil-
lage it could be cui into three pieces and worn by ihre:
women. To waste so much cloth! And the texture,
and the horder!

“T'aste this, sister,’ the woman lified the Lid of an
aluminium box packed full with the sweet, apd the
other answered faintly, ‘No, no, Iater. Is this the how
to eat sweets? But her mouth was eager.

The woman insisted: ‘A city delicavy, sister. Hat.
Sweet can be eaten any time of the day. Why, 1 sal
the stuff at all times, [our times a day, moie. Look
al my sizel’

‘What size?' said the mother, protesting oul of
politencss. ‘You are healthy. just what a woman
should look like. Why— she lied to please her sra-
cious visitor—T was more plump than you before the
lean days came upon us.’

And she sat down and ate. The won lar of it as
the milk-and-sugar lump hngered betwee : her teeih
and passed slowly down her throat. Her by grew
languid, her eyelids drooped with enjoyment.

Onu whispered in her ear: ‘Molher, chal! Mother,
dal! Ghee, Mother!" His wan face beamed exciledly.
‘Didi is all hands in the kitchen, lighting the fire, wash-
ing the grains. Mother, I'll eat three bellyluls, T~
He felt a cramp of hunger in his stomach and winced.

The woman overheard the talk, thick siniles creas-
ing her plump face.

‘Why, T'll leave rice to last you three months.
And there’s the cash, twenly rupess, a fortune for
mother and son in these lean days. That girl has a
hard time in the kitchen trying fo light a fire in the
oven, gelting tears in the eyes. I peered in. No cow-
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dung cakes for kindling—the eyes stream as the mouth
blows and blows on the poor fuel. Is this the life for
a young girl?’ She clicked her tongue. She shook her
head. “Tell me’

‘Cowdung? Qur Mangala has so little to eat—’
The mother bit her tongue. Fool! To speak Mangala’s
name! She turned anxious eyes upon her son. What
if he made a scene in front of the strangers? But Onu
had not heard her. He was dreaming of chal, dal, ghee.
The stuff was being cooked in a poiful of water. Oh,
if only didi would hurry with it! Hurry, didi.

The man who sat thirty strides apart, smoking a
cigarette, now called out in a loud voice: ‘Is it not lime
to speak?

‘Later,’ said the woman. ‘When they have eaten.
Later.’

The mother could not hold back her concern.
*Speak,’ she begged. ‘The food won’t be ready vyet a
while.! And she waited breathlessly.

The woman cleared her throat. ‘Listen.’ Her
small keen eyes darted about and her voice was low,
secretive. ‘She will live like a princess, your girl
Such features, such beauty! They will go crazy aboul
her in the-city, just crazy, they will lick the dust of
her feet. She will eat all her stomach can hold. She
will have saris in dozens, scores, not 10 speak of the
jewellery—gold bangles and bracelets and pearl neck-
strings and diamonds for her ear-lobes. Look, I have
a sari for you too'-—she opened a package and revealed
two sarls, and one was white with a broad crimson
horder and the other drenched in the brighi indigo of
g, rainbow-—~‘you need it so badly, sister. It's God's
#ofrey that I have, turnqegﬂ up; else, what would you

[ w! '
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have done when that much-worn piece of yours fell
in threads as it must?’ Shrewdly she had guessed that
it was the only sari the mother possessed.

As the meaning shaped slowly in her heart, very
slowly, the mother stood rigid, too dazed to speak a
word. It was as she had felt an hour before when she
saw a woman bury her child alive in the river mud,
and she, watching from behind, could neither speak
nor move. Her lips trembled and were stilled,

‘She sBall have a room of her own in a grand
household. Cnly good people are allowed, good rich
people. Through their fingers money goes pouring like
water—so! There is a strearn of money flowing these
days, no one has seen its like in the past thousand
years, not since the Mughal times. The rich don't
know what to do with il—they must spend, spend with
the right hand and spend with the left, what else is
money for? Qur good girl must leard a trick or two—
T11 tell her what she must know—and all will be well.
Rich, she will pay this fat ugly woman with an apen
hand because' of her heart’s gratefulness’ One eye
closed in a wink. ‘This woman was not always so
fat and ugly, sister. She had her day. She had soft
pretty features like this girl Kajoli. One of her patrons
was no other—-

The mother found her voice then, ‘Away with
you, woman, she shrieked. ‘Away with you, witch!

She scowled but resumed her placid speech. “Take
it easy. Turn it over in your heart. I am not asking
{0 have her this very minute. We have a boat on the
river. We &obnot leave till tomorrow night {or we have
more business to complete. Why be vulgar? Hot
words, hot eyes, what good would they do you? What
1
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have you to fall back upon? Even the cowshed-~' (the
startled guilty eyes of the mother!)-—‘looks empty. If
twenty rupees is nol enough—it is the rate I have paid
ten times in ten villages—ITl give twenty-five—no
more. There are big people at our back., I only get
a commigsion. Times are bad. The whole country is
dying. You cant feed your daughter, can you?
Roots? In a month there will be no roots left anywhere
in Bengal, trees will be shorn of their leaves, even the
green grass of the fields gone, gone into human hellies.
Why not let your daughter live? How can you, a mo-
ther, see her dying alive, day by day, till tlae skeleton
of her dies altogether?

‘Away with you, witch! the mother shrieked
again, but her throat felt strangled. The woman smiled
knowingly.

“Yesterday I took a girl of six into the boat. Ten
silver rupees I paid the mother. She will be looked
after in the household till she ripens. She will learn
to sing, dance, make whiteness on her face. But the
mother—oh, the way she at first howled at me like a
tigress, three weeks ago! Yesterday, when I visiled
her again, she cried her heart out, poor woman, and
she knocked and knocked her head on the hard earth
till the skin was all bruised, and she gave mé& her
child, But I was angry, I paid her two rupees less
‘because of my temper. That was all she gained by
making overmuch fuss” Her face hardened and her
ayes glowered at the mother. “Yes, I do hate fuss.’

The mother was trembling. ‘A word more from
the filth-dropping tongue—' she looked, about frem
ziedly and found a stick of bamboo that had broken
Ydose from the roof framework—4 word more, witch,
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and I'll bash in your mouth.” She brandished the stick
in the air while Kajoli, who had come rushing from
the kitchen, wailed, ‘Mother, O Mother!”

The stoul-bodied one glared at the image of wrath,
measuring the {famine in her face. The hollow cheeks,
the sunken eyes, the naked collar-bone breaking
through the parchment skin, How long could she siew
in her false pride? And the eyes came calculating
upon the daughter. Starved, she had grown in come-
liness. The eyes hig in the face that was lean from
hunger. The breasts ripe because of the pregnani
womb, yel small from famishing. A type of beauty
wmnknown to the city before the famine came. And the
city liked it for a change. Yes, the fat one reckoned,
the girl was worth fussing about.

‘Have you cooked the rice, Kajoli?” Warm honey
dripped from her tongue.

“Take your grain and leave us” The mother ran
into the kilchen and emerged in a momeni with the
bags of rice and lentils and the tiny pot of ghee. ‘Do
not pollute my doorstep ever again.’

‘Tndeed! Indecd! The woman's eyes rested on Ka-
joli like a hawk assured of its prey, rested on her
rising helly. The thing that grew there was an instru-
ment of her own will. One day the girl would yield
hersell, thal her child could eat and live!

‘Keep that other rice boiling in the pot. Have one
good meal anyhow.” The voice was half soothing, half
mocking,

But the mother came ocut again, the scalding
-cooking-pot_held by the rim with a bit of sacking.
‘There—it is no food, only dirt, Filth!” And she over-
turmed the pot, pouring on the ground the simmering,
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half-cooked chal and dal. The rim’s heat burni her
fingers.

The woman’s face then dropped its mask, showing
ugly lines. She was pleased. That meal would have
delayed the good day ahead, building some little flesh
sver the bones, strengthening the body. Aha, it was
God’s mercy.

‘Corne along! boomed the wiry man who stood
apart, watching, the cigarette drooping from his lips.
“Peasanis!’ he leered. ‘Peasants’ brain-box! Even a
sparrow would laugh and spit!’ And he spat.

And the woman gave a parting kick as she col-
lected her bags of foodstuff and handed them to the
man to carry: ‘Animals have no tongue for rice. They
prefer roots.’

Onu was sobbing bitterly, The rice gone. The
cooking-pot empty—as empty as his ever-hungering
body. Only the fragrance of cooking grain lingered
in the air. Kajoli sat with her face down, biting her
lips hard, unshed tears heavy in her eyehds. And the
mother stood staring at the backs of her visitors as
they receded. A sudden thought stariled her face. ‘T
ate dirt from the hand of a whore.! She bent forward,
% finger into her throat, irying to sicken. Nothing
pame out of her empty stomach, only her famished
frame was convulsed with the strain, She dug her
finger deeper, and shaking with the fury of her effort,
wibs breaking apart, she sickened.

Onu was trotting off on his spindly legs.

‘Where do you go, boy? crosked the mather, 2
gasp in her breath.

Onu Jooked back a moment.

‘To the fig tree, where else? A handful left far

-
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on top.! He snuffled, woeful, and wiped his nose witk
his hand. ‘Tl chmb and chimb and the thin branch
will snap— he rubbed his eyes and with a sobbing
breath, heartbrokenly: ‘T’ll drop like a fig, T'll he kalled.’
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1

Far across the rice-green carpets of fields the
vermilion sun gleamed bright on the brow of dawn
as the highroad lay revealed, a little way from the
embankment, keeping stride with the track of steel.

It was the highroad over which uprooted humanity
dragged sorefoot toward its destiny. One of & hundred
highroads. And the destiny was far and misty and
incalculable. ¥You had no yesterday, no tomorrow.
You lived from moment to moment, breath to breath.
You died as you slept, and you wake to life and you
died again, For your home was the highroad that had
no visible beginning, no visible end. You were the dust
of the highroad, inseparable. They called you a des-
iitute,

So Kajoli knew instinctively. So the mother knew.

The mother paused on the highroad, looking back
villageward. The embankiment bearing the track of
steel stood ahead as a great baffle wall. All she saw
was the green pasture she had discovered for Mangala,
having discovered which, she had sent Mangala to her
doom. Mangala would have died willingly for Onu
and Kajoli, but the mother would not let her, And
she had sent her to her doom lest a child be huried
abve, an unknown baby boy. Why? Gazing ai the pas-
ture, the bewildered mother asked hergelf for the
hundredth time, why?

Yet it was better so. What could a destitute do

-
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with a cow? She would have been stolen. She was
aged. Shec had had her time in the house. She would
not have to be a destitute.

It had been agony to leave the house, unuiterable
agony. Torn from the earth in which lay her roots.
and the roots of her husband—ifor though the r.olice
had taken him away, his unseen presence filled the
house, his singing voice and clear laughter. The house
had been their temple, with the sacred tulsi plant in
the yard,"the image of a god in a niche of the wall,
the breath of their ancestors in the air.

The temple became a death trap. It had no hope,
only hunger. They had clung to it while their neigh-
bours snd {riends left one by one and in groups, and
now they would have no company on the highroad, she
and her pregnant daughter and a mere boy, so helpless,
unprotected. All had gone away save the men crippled
by police bullels, they and their wives and children
would linger and gast their hones to the soil.

In the hour of twilighi yesterday the mother had
blown the white conch shell thrice, hailing the dusk
goddess as she had been hailed in the village for a
thousand years, and Kajoli bad blown the conch thrice
and Onu oo, Then the mother handed it, her last bit
of possession, to the trader to whom she had sald it
for a fistful of grain.

The trader would stay in the village, buying land,
buying things. He was not of the people. He was a
vuliure feeding on the misevies of the people.

That vuiture had set his eye in greed on her sirips
of fields. Buf he would not get them-—ever., The land
lay safe [8r the menfoll when they would come back
one day. But the autumn crop was morigaged, all, at
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a hare fraction of the market rate, to pay the zemin-
dar’s rent. The land lay green with the blades of grow-
ing corn, the corn ripening for the irader.

‘Why, you have caten your autumn crop well in
advance, the trader had said, laughing. ‘“You have
done the eating: for me the trouble of reaping.’

The trader had caught Mother Earth in a share
and held her in strong chains,

‘Mother!” Kajoli called sharply, knocking ou her
rambling mind. ‘Look! She pointed at a"group of
people who camne up the road in their direction.

They came, men and women, boys and girls,
their backs bent, their heads bent, each bearing a rag
bundle, feet dragging slowly, slowly. They seemed
all of a piece, figures in a frieze. One asked, not lift-
ing his head, not pausing on his way: ‘Caleutta, motheyr
—how far still to go?

The mother was startled. She was filled with pity
for the wretched ones and fear for her chuldren and
herself who too would be pulled down {o that level.

‘Far, far,’ the voice was a murmur,

‘Far,” echoed the man and passed on.

The mother stepped after him. ‘Whence have you
eome, son?’

“Yishnugram.’

‘Long have you walked? How long?

“Long. Who keeps count? There was a growing
half-moon when we set out)

And now the moon was a pale sickle in the small
hours. How could they ever reach Caleutts city walk-
ing at that pace? .

' ‘Let us walk, she addressed her children, and the
three gazed villageward again through the tear haze
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in their eyes, they choked the rising sob in their throats
and set off, keeping some way {rom the strangers
ahead. Those destitules, more worn than they and no
tge to them, yet gave them strength, for those were
people. In the long days and nights ahead you wonld
need people. Even if you had 1o die you would rather
die with others who were people.

They moved and the house moved with them,
holding their thoughts. They had been sleepless the
nmght through, ther last night under the sheltering
roof, fretting about in the dark—it was weeks since
the earthenware lamps had bean-oil to burn—lying
down now on the hedroom floor, now on the verandah,
in the yard. And as the night lifted they had washed
their faces and eaten a little of their last grain and
passed down the doorstep, pausing to drop on their
knees and rest their heads on the sill: May we relurn
soon to thy merciful shelter.

Now that the house had shed 1ts hahitation and
companioned them, an airy spirif, the pains it had
brought were gone, the happiness it had given through
the years remained, along with the achesome thought:
What i one by one the menfolk come back—Father,
Kanu, Kishore—and find the house emply and each
goes back, broken-hearted, the way he has come?

They passed a group of people who sat at the road-
side 1n the huge shade of a tamarind, cooking what
looked like leaves. The sun hardened. Kajoli was
panting because of the heaviness of her womb and the
bundle she carried. Tach carried a bundle. A cook-
ing-pot, an irpn ladle, petty chattels, a iiny quilt for
Onu just wide enough for his back. Mother and ¥Ka-
joli would sleep on bare earth, bui Onu would have the
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guilt to lie on, lest the hard earth scraich his protruding
backbone. And so they trudged on. A second group
of people appeared ahead. Strange how one group
was the image of another, all of one piece, all figures
in a frieze. Late in the afiernoon, when hunger gnaw-
" ed hard and the knees weakened, they stopped,
gatheved twigs and made a fire fo cook the kachu
roots they carried. Those were savings [rom yester-
day. Tomorrow they must find fresh roots. Butl the
mother felt fear clutch at her heart. Mary destitutes
seemed to have passed down the road, living on the
roots they dug, the edible leaves they plycked. The
terrible words of the woman from Calcutta echoed in
her ears: ‘Roots? In a month there will be no roots
left anywhere in Bengal, {rees will he shorn of their
leaves, even the grass of the fields gone—" Those
words were a month old!

The mother had no notion yet of the vast starving
masses that had gone ahead and~the others who fol-
loweéd in their wake. Hundreds of thousands hunger-
marching cityward. Not many would reach their goal.
Each dragging step would take a little of their rem-
nants of life. Dehydrated sticks of humanity. Huma-
nity, all the same—all Kajolis and Onus and their
mothers and their aged fathers. All people, with
minds, with the capacity to feel, an inner gift that was
now a curse, for the agony of the spirit was even
harder to bear than hunger. Mothers would have
given themgelves to their {ate with less pain if they
did not have to see the shrivelling of their children,
the day-to-day dying, not from illness, not from the
Japanese fge, because of whom the grain had been
taken away, only from- long bunger, and there was no-
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thing to be done, nothing,

No one would help? In the good years the pea-
sants had given soc much of their rice harvests to the
zemindar. He would not help? So much grain grow-
ing in the fields, a bumper crop was expected—tihe
mockery of it!. .. .And gorement, the people’s ma-bap?
The trader had answered the question that had been
on the lips of every villager and he had said: ‘It is your
job 1o feed gorement, not gorement’s job to feed you.
And you warred with gorement just a twelve-month
back, remember? You called it the Evil Thing, re-
member? « The ferrible sin of calling your own wma-
bap names! What wonder that you suffer?’

Your own mo-bap—gorement! True, not many
years had passed since thal had been common parlance.
But theose years were a ceniury apart snd a world
apart. The old familiar parlince would now sound
strange and mocking.

Your own ma-b@p—he, the great one of gorenent,
had come 10 a big market village three hours’ walk
down the riverside, not so very long ago, and before
he came the drummer had sirutted the fields and path-
ways of Baruni. Doog-doog! Go, brothers, early to-
marrow morn and gather you all by the old banyan
at Rangamati. Doog-doog! The great one of goremeni
will come, will bring you Word. Doog-doog!....
And, havinyg listened, all Baruni athrob with new hope
walked to Rangamati with empty siomach and heart
pounding. He, the great one, had come al noon, rid-
ing a jeep, and he had sail in majesty on a cushioned
chair placed,on # high pedestal covered with red salu
cloth, and he had addressed the five villages assembled.
And he had spoken of the Jopunee foa and the Great
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Killing and the might of India’s own paltan, who were
our brethren, who were just us, so he said, and he
had spoken of a hundred and one things, but not the
Word—when would he speak the Word? As he stop-
ped at last and sipped the cool millk of & green coconut,
the five villages had burst into a cry like a walil:
‘Master, the Word?' Hours had they sat in the blaz-
ing sun, quite still, tense, hoping momently for the
Word {o come. And the wail again: ‘The Word,
Master?’ Food, food, there was no other true word but
food. The five villages had swallowed the great one’s
five thousand false words, that they could have the
one true word; Food. Then, the old zemindar of Ba-
runi had bent over the great one’s shoulder and spoken
to him in a hushed tone, and he, the great one of gore-
ment, had looked flurried and drawn his thick brows -
as though in anger and risen and mounted his jeep,
grave as a rock, and gone, There was to be no true
word, no food for the people’s hufifer. In vain, in vain
had the five villages walked the three hours’ way to
Rangamati’s banyan and the three hours’ way back
in seorching sun, and five thousand fake words in their
empty stomachs.

. Vultures perched on the trees, wvultures
wheeled or hung poised in the sunlit air. A myriad
vultures gazed down upon the countryside, Late in
the afternoon the mother saw how well they did thejr
job. ‘

Corpses lay by the road, huddling together,
Picked to the bones, with eyeless caverns of sockets,
bits of skin and flesh rotiing on nose and ¢hin and ribs,
the skulls pecked open, only the hair uneaten—fluffy
babies’ hair, men’s hair; the waist-long hair of women,
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A family group had sunk into sleep; arid beyond the
sleep—wvultures.

The mother trembled and gripped the hands of her
children and hurried omn.

Vulture-eaten corpses kept them company, now
revealed by the roadside, now some way apart in the
shades of {rees and screens of brushwood, always hud-
dling together. Some were half-eaten and vultures
perched on them, still pecking, and flocks of crows
gazing on, a little apari, awaiting their chance. Petiy
possessions lay all aboul: earthenware pots, women’s
combs and tiny wooden vermilion cases and nick-
nacks, shabby rag dolls, toys, quilts, pillows. Even in
their homeless wandering some people had carried pil-
lows.

A bare hundred yards from the highroad ran the
railway {rack on ils high’ embankment, now long and
straight, now sickle-curving into the sky, and a line
of dark-brown wagSox trundled off—peaple, hundreds,
clinging to the narrow foothoard like apes. That way
you would travel to the city? No. no, the mother
thought, shuddering. What i{ her children slipped and
{ell? The mother cluiched their arms, her heart thud-
ding with alarm. They would walk the highroad, so,
her Onu on her left, her Kajoli on her right, and even
if it was three weeks they would manage. Better than
three hours on the foothoard. If Onu, restless ane,
slipped, wrenched hy the speed? KXajoli dizzied and
feil? The mother clutched their arms tighter.

New wicks of strenglh burned in her. In this
desperate crjsis ghe had made herself strong for her
children. And her children too were strong for Mo-
ther and for each other. Wealness in one would have
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destroyed all

#  When night deepened they ate the left-over roots
with some grains of rice they had boiled at daytime
and lay down under the outspread of an old tamarind,
and they too, like the corpse groups, huddled together
for warmth and for comfort in one another, and Onu
wrapped an arm round Mother and Kajoli too. The
pitch-black night hung heavy on them, weighing on
their spirits. Owls hooted and jackals shrilled in uni-
son—scores of them seemed to be about. Familiar
cries, but fearful as they lay unsheltered in the black
meadow-—what if the animals sniffed at them with
their snouts, bit them as they slept? What if the red
ants came? And creeping things—scorpions, snakes?
Half-an-hour crawled by. Suddenly a thin mournful
sobbing filled the air, pouring down from the top of
the tamarind. Then it was as though a dozen ailing
babies sobbed their hearts out. Onu shivered as he
pressed himself against Mother, #ad Kajoli too.

‘Mo ghostlings,’ the mother soothed them, looking
up into the impenetrable dark of the tamarind and
shielding her boy with one arm and her gix]l with the
other, “Those are the young of vultures,’

As they drew up their legs and seitled down to
sleep they felt eyes glare at them oul of the darkness,
the eyes of vultures on the tree top, the eyes of beasts
in the meadow. Are you dying? Are you dead? all
seemed to ask. Razor-sharp beaks were poised to
peck. Tongues lolled between grinning sels of teeth.

The mother slept fretfully, lying awake often for
long stretches, guarding her children. Deep in the
night a great swarm of fireflies sprang wup suddenly,
glinonering about, a myviad sparks, The mother gazed
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and her heart was comiorted with the tender beauty
and it was as though the tiny points of light were »
sign, a message from the Image of Light. On to the
city of a million lights! 'The city of humanity. The
city of civilized living. If only your knees would take
your weight and bear you ill you trod the kindly
streets!

In her breast was one throbbing hope: Devata’s
grandson-—-he was there in the city, he would help,
even though they would not beg of him. Xajoli had
scorned the idea, her lips curling. ‘Mother, he is g
rich man.. He wouldnt know us. They have poor
memory, rich folk! ‘Kajoli, you forget whose grand-
son he is? If he only knew our misery!” But Kajoli
shook her head, smiling, ‘He doesn’t remember us,
mother,” and she was lone for her daeduv in Dehra Dun
prison and her smile was like weeping.

When dawn was about to break, the mother
dropped her eyelitT»and sank asleep because of her
fatigue. Kajoli awoke then, limbs languid with the
wet of night, and as she sat up she felt the child stir
in her womb. You awake? breathed Kajoli, touching
her navel, as though caressing her unhorn ene. Life
had shed its young dreams, all save this. Kajoli still
wove a dream arcund her unborn son.

Song birds were twittering a hymmn to the goddess
of dawn, casting their joyous cry over soft fields where
corn grew Jush and green and hunger corpses lay stif-
fened, Coo-vo! said one, sweet-sad. Kajoli did not
hear. The kokil inside her had died.

Roots——beryses—that was her anxious thought, that
was her song. It would be good to find some roots
and berries before the day grew. l.et Mother sleep.
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Mother had aged so in these months, her lean face
wrinkled, her hair a white mass—you had to look hard
for ten grey streaks a twelve-month back. Let Mother
sleep. Kajoli gazed at her with eager affection as she
touched the thick white hair, lightly with her finger
tips lest Mother waken. Then she rose quietly and
walked off 1o the meadow glittering with the night’s
dew.

There were no roots anywhere. The meadow had
been plucked bare, Whai would happen 4o them if
they found no roots to eat? Better perhaps to have
stayed in the village, to have died on their naiive earth.
Kajoli wiped the tears crowding in her eyes. Why
had her husband never sent her word? He could not
get into that railway train, he walked this bitler road
all by himself and lay sick in the dust? The Red Tur-
bans took him to prison because of his spirit? If only
she could know he was well. Then would she be easy
in her heart. She would ask nggwore than to know
that he was well. Then would she bear calmly all the
misery that might come upon her. And move tears
welled to her eyes edged with the dark of pregnancy
and fatigue.

As she passed a jackfruit tree she stopped. She
might as well go round the hefty trunk and look up if
any fruit were left—one-in-a-thousand chance. Ab-
senlly she drew near; then a groan reached her ears
and she gave a violent start. A terrible sight met her
eyes.

A woman lay stretched by the tree trunk, groan-
ing, while a jackal crouched and ate her body The
jackal saw Kajoli, grunted and slunk™ oft” unhurried.
It paused a moment, turped, then walked off with an-
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other grunt.

Kajoli stood frozen. She could see the gaping
wound where the jackal had {ed. She closed her eyes
and pressed her bosom with her hands, sickness welling
to her throat. Step up and tend the dying one, said
a small voice inside her, bul Kajoli turned round and
fled. Gasping, holding her belly with both hands, she
lunged across the meadow in mad panic, as though
pursued by a maniac, .

The mother was coming that way, looking for her
girl. Kajoli rushed into her arms in a frenzy of sob-
bing. She sobbed bitterly, hysterically, unable to hold
herself, while the mother soothed her, a nameless dread
in her heart. “Tell me, Kajoli. Do not cry. Itis bad
for the child if you cry. Tell Mother.

At last Kajoli controlled herself. She turned and
said, ‘Mother, come.

‘When they were .xaz;'gthin sight of the jackfruit tree,
Kajoli, walking with a hesitant tread, said pointing:
“Thera! A jackal was eating her And she struggled
with hysteria. She would not go a step nearer. The
mother walked on,

The jackal had eaten the woman’s left armpit and
breast, and a part of the ribs. She was breathing still,
her eyes wide open but vacant. The mother felt her
blood freeze.

There was a pool a few paces off. The mother
rushed to the waler, drenched her sari corner and
rushed hack and let the water drip into the woman's
mouth, The woman gazed at her long, fixedly. An
expression, a tender cloud, came to her eyes. If was
as though she was soothed to haye a fellow being for
companion in her last moments. Then her eyelids

12
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dropped close, the water spilled oput of her lips and
she died.

The mother loocked up and saw the vultures over-
head, circling, ready to swoop down. Heaven’s sca-
vengers. Save for them the air of Bengal would be
putrid with the rotting flesh of man. Fellow humans
had ceased to care for the living; how then could they
care for the dead?

Then the mother saw the green pimpled body of
the jaclkfruit sprouting out of the trunk almost at
ground level—it was big and about to ripen—and even
in her wretchedness in the presence of the mutilated
corpse the mother felt her heart grow faint with joy.
The jackfruit would hold the lives of her children and
herself for two or three days. It lay very close to the
dead one, almost touching the feel. That woman had
found it, and she was about to light a fire to boil the
treasured food (the heaped twigs under the cocking
pot had a story to tell) when K&F strength failed and
she laid herself down, the jackal’s prey.

Kajoli was too scnsitive still. She would be sick-
ened to eat the jackfruit; but she would eat it all the
same.

Chill blew the wind, wet and sharp with recent
rgin. Kajoli shivered in her dust-grey tatters and
erossed her arms upon her breast, shrinking into her-
self. Fach hand clutched the thick shapeless roots of
some unknown plant—all that the eqrth of Bengal had
vielded her after hours of toil, for the earth had been
plvuaked{ clean by teri thousand other hands, all its
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hidden roots seized, boiled, calen away.

Her six days on the highroad were six dragging
chains of agony on her feet. The lasi two days were
the worst of all—there had heen nothing to eat save the
stems of water lilies and the red seedberries of banyan,
food for birds, And as though hunger were not enough
to bear, this day there was heavy rain. Mother could
not walk; the dew of autumn nights had seeped into
her bones and she had to hobble and drag herself with
pain and now she lay down utterly exhausted under a
tree that pave little protection from the driving torrent.
As the rain ceased Kajoli had gone for down the
meadow in search of roots and then, while she walked
back, out of the bulging bank of cloud night had des-
cended, But Kajoli was now back on the highread.
She had only to go a little way 1o the tree shelter where
Mother rested.

And what good_were the roots she had gathered
with such toil if the rhin-soaked twigs {ailed to make
a fire?—she mused wreichedly as she walked slow-
foot, wobbling on her thin legs, her belly distending.

The rumble df a hundred wheels tore through the
night like far thunder, and in a minute the great fire-
wagon was passing by, a big angry light on its snoui.
How lucky the {olk inside, thought Kajoli with a deep
sigh. Seated on benches in light and warmth. No
loads to carry. Mo night fears. No loneliness, Mow-
ing thunder-fast—{our hours to the city. Four hours!
¥ajoli, hungry and foot-sore, could see the fire-wagon.
evenn when it was gene and all was darkness and
silence, -

Telegraph wires ran overhsad., She paused,
weary, leaning her back against & tall steel pole. Wind

LY
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strummed the wires and spoke: zmmm! as her ear
pressed against cold steel, a hurrying stream of sound.
The sound of word passing, she knew. What word?
No word, ever, of the great hunger of the peasants and
their helpless trek through devastation?

Zmmm! she atluned her heart to far messages
passing, her eyelids closed, lips parted a liltle in won-
der. Zmmm!

A heavy tread of boots, shup shup, up the road.
Her startled eyes looked and saw a khaki-clad man
striding up with measured steps. Her body clenched,
but there was no fear in her hearl, She-had seen
many soldiers on the highroad, passing by in swift
motor irucks. One day they had thrown her some
bread—it had been a festive day with soft thick bread
and boiled jackfruit. The soldiers were all kindness—
before the recruitment they too had been peasants.

The sepoy drew level and stopped, peering at the
figure by the telegraph pole. ngedged up, locking
close. His tall hefty body towered over the girl.

‘T am hungry,” said the girl in the voice of prayer.
‘T am hungry.’ .

The sepoy clacked his tongue with pity. He
thought of his wife and children at home, a thousand
miles away in the Punjab, and deep relief came upon
him that he had never failed to send them his month’s
pay—the dear ones at home would not ache from hun-
ger, and the girl, Chand, having grown of marriageable
age, had heen given in wedlock to a youth who oo had
joined the Army and was safe from want. Yes, his
kith and kin were shielded from Kunger, This War
was good, this mobilization. In peace-time he had
never had enough to eat—with the landlord and the

Fd



197

moneylender sated, little was left to hum of his harvest.
But now he had bread in abundance, enough to fill two
hungry stomachs, and even at this moment he carried
in his uniform pocket some of his rations, flal wheaten
pancakes wrapped in paper, lest he come upon some
famished folk as he strolled a way from his camp with
the air clear at last from rain, For the sepoy had feel-
ing in his heart. He had known hunger 1 his body,
and he could feel hunger in the bodies of othoers.

He unwrapped the bread, watching the girl’s face,
his keen eyes peering in the dark. He saw the eager-
ness, the passionale ecstesy that filled the {ace with a
brightening. It was a flood of comeliness on the lean
pinched face. His hands held hack, he slared in amaze
until her voice like a prayer broke the spell: T am
hungry’

He was her god of destiny! He held all of her in
his mighty fist, a moth to be released or crushed. And
the wonder of his tedrible power and the wonder of
her drugged ecstasy made him withhold the hand of
charity until the voice of prayer sounded once more,
a faint rustle, ‘I am hungry.’

He gave her bread. Instantly she dug her teeth
into the lump, swallowing swiftly, not chewing, not
lingering for the feel of bread on her tongue, swallow-
ing hard. And the soldier clacked his tongue wilh
pity, for his heart was warm. He waiched her and
reached a hand to the sari drawn over her head, the
white red-bordered sari that Kishore had spun be-
cause of some fondness in his heart—now all grey with
road dust. And.the big hand leaned and fumbled to
her cheeck and her throat, traced the soft hollow. As
it crept down to her breast she shrank a litile, un-
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awarely, still drugged with eating. In a minute the
bread was all gone, and then the realization burst upon
her that she had eaten all, nothing was left for her

rother, her mother, nothing, Tears broke in her eyes,
pouring down her cheeks.

‘Still hungry?’ the god of destiny spoke soothingly.
“Do not ery. Look. I have plenty more. There! You
shall have all. And more.’ He groped in his {unic.
‘Rupees.’ He held out two shiny ones. ‘You can buy
a sari~—what rags you have on your body!”

The silver had no meaning for her, but the bread,
so much bread, it would mean life for her dying mother
and her brother. Hor answer came like a groon of
anguish. ‘We be hungry. A little bread. God will
give you abundance. Hunger eats us—’

He clutched her arm, She shrank a slep, her eyes
opening wide on his face, a face that had shed its kindl-
ness, a hard {ace, copper-ike. She knew that face.
She had seen that face peering from the Army trucks
that roared past. But she did not ery out, cower. All
feeling was dead in her save one dull ache: remorse
ihat she had eaten up all the bread, all.

The soldier’s grip tightened round her thin upper
arrmn. He pulled and led her away from the road down
the wet sloping grass to the meadow. A night bird
crogked harshly from some free top. A stooping
bough stung the gixl’s face like a whiplash and she
nearly fell down, but the soldier held her in his firm
clasp. She walked on as in heavy sleep, led hy the
other’s will, barely aware, for her body was a bit of
rag to cover her soul, and the rag wag of po account, a
mere encumbrance, and she had fled her body, fled to
her mother and her brother who needed hread to eat.

-



199

The soldier was a man of feeling. But he desper-
ately needed a woman. It was over a year since he
had seen his wife. And in this instant he was back
home to his wife. He could barely see her face in the
dark, but he knew the smell that was ever with hez, the
clean woman smell like rain-wet earth that was part
of her. He spoke words of caress, words lain buried in
his feelings. The soldier was losl in a twilight, half
dream, half reality.. ...

A plercing shriek, a deep heavy groan. The sol-
dier felt blood against his skin and jerked up frighten-
ed, panting, looking hard.

She lay inert, lifeless. She bled.

The soldier crouched, peering, and felt her nostrils
for her breath. He leaned his ear against her heart
and listened. She had only fainted away. The roots
she had dug from the meadow hung loose from her
tiny fists, The soldier saw how young she was, more
a girl than a woman ,and he saw too that she was bear-
ing a child, Then she groaned again, deep and long,
and at that sign of life the soldier heaved a sigh of
irnmense relief. He pushed all his bread into her fisi.
He took out the money he had, three large silver pieces
and some smaller bits, and tied it up in her savi corner.
He would have less money to send home fo his kin, but
no matter. There was a rustle near about, In a panie
the soldier sprang to his feet and fled.

The girl stirred, wakening, and groaned on with
her pain. She heard a familiar shrill: Hukkehuchun!
That cry shook her from her stupor. She lifled her
eyelids am}‘ struggled {o sit up, but her hips had dead-
ened, and her spine, and now the vile cry drew close,
closer, til] il was blowing upon her {ace like a seorching
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wind, It was a long exultant note: Hua-hua-g-n:
The jackal was gazing down on her, tongue lolling,
Cold sweat bathed her body. She felt the snout of the
animal and shuddered and sereamed in mad terror,
and her voice was a faint gurgle in her throat. Mad,
she screamed over and over again, and all her shrink-
ing body screamed.....

A blasting pain shrieked out of her womb, rending
the flesh with claws of steel, tearing wilh ten knives
together, till for an eternity of moments she.grew rigid
from top to toe, ihen fell to pieces, smashed, voiceless,
as though lifeless.

The jackal tilted its head skyward and “shrilled a
long-drawn wail of a cry. It hung on, watching, the
smell of fresh blood hot in its nostrils, and it shrilled
with excited glee. ... The jackal started to feed, It was
in no hurry. The night was young yet. The jackal
was not hungry either. It lapped up clots of blood,
grunting, taking its time.

The girl seized her ebbing stfength and screamed
again, as she felt the animal crouch across her thigh.
She felt its teeth tear the blossom of her womb. TIn a
iwilight of life and lifelessness, unable even to pray
for death, with the jackal astride her thigh and the
eternity of time crawling and crawling..... .

Onu was not far from his sister. He too had
found a few edible roots, When they lost each other
in the darkness, he called her name twice and hearing
no response he thought she had gone home—homel-—
and he sat down awhile resting his weary feet, then
walkéd on. He saw a soldier rush by and, eager to
draw his mind, he called out his sistér’s €ame: ‘Didi,
where have you gong?



201

The soldier stopped and turned back., He was
breathing hard. ‘What is wrong, youngster?" he
cried,

‘T am hungered,” gulped Onu.

The soldier stepped back and gripped his arm.

‘There is someone you are looking for?’

‘My sister. She 15 hungered. I am hungered.
Mother’s hungered.” And he swallowed once or twice
and begged with a pathetic face: ‘Give us a little bread,
mighty soldier—'

‘She is young? She is pregnant? The voice came
strained.

Onu nodded his head. ‘Hunger eats us—'

The soldier’s voice carried a tremor. ‘Rush this
way, childling, rush down the road. She is sick, badly
sick., She lies in the meadow all alone. Twenty, thirty
strides from the road-—there’ He pointed with his
hand.

The boy grew pal%id. He begged no more, walking
off at once. He tried to run, but his legs were leaden.
Oh, if only he could lay down his head and sleep.

Then he heard the jackal’s cry and a faint scream
—how eerie were the two cries in the dead silence of
night! Onu felt his heart kick against his ribs, but he
turned to the sloping wayside grass and followed the
direction. He had a dread of jackals. Ghosls wore
the hodies of jackals, he knew. And he had a dread of
ghosts. His eyes bulged because of his dread, a chill-
ness ran down his spine, But Kajoli lay in the mea-
dow, sick and helpless, and a jackal hua-hua-ed near
about, Kajoli tog had a dread of jackals. Onu press-
ed on. ‘Ranial Rama!’ he cried the name of a god for-
ghosts feared {that name.
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He saw first the shape of the crouching beast and,
close by, the prostrate body of his sister, silent and
still, as if asleep. He paused, but only for a moment,
and in ihat desperate moment he, a timid boy, grew
into a man, strong and unafraid. He walked on slep
by step. ‘Didi, do not fear, he cried. He yelled at the
beast: ‘Quil! Shoo!

The beast growled 1n eanswer. It was in no mood
to quit. The jackal was ready for batile. Its eye-
balls glittered. -

Onu still came on. He saw the baleful beast ready
to spring on him. For an instant he had an emply
feeling in his knees. He stepped back, farther back
The jackal waiched his movemenis. ‘Hue-a-c—' the
vile throat triumphantly harked.

Onu was making a strategic retreat. He knew he
had not a moment to lose, with the beast crouching
near his sister, but he could not fight it with his bare
hands. Backing away, he foungd the tree he wanled
and seized a thin bough and snapped it quickly. Then,
with his sudden enormous power, he tock a deep
breath, brandished his leafy stick and yelling, ‘Quit!
Quit! he dashed {orward, charging blindly.

. The beast cowered and fled.

The spirit had won. Onu dropped to his knees
and bent over his sister's face. ‘Speak, didi,” he moan-
ed, ook at me, didt rah—’

Her eyes, black pools of pain, rested upon her
brother. Her tortured, twisted lips moved to make
words, but no sound came from her throat. Onu burst
into a loud weil. ‘Oh didi, didi, rah-"

He saw the blood-soaked mess between her legs
and in the violent shook of it his wailing ceased. He

P
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became a man again. Kajoli was dying. Ouly
Mother could save her life, He must rush and tell
Mother. And Kajoli, as if she knew his thought,
breathed at this moment, a far whisper: ‘Me—’

The beast might return while she lay alone. But
there was no other choice. ‘Do not fear, duds” Onu
spoke fast. ‘T'll run hard, Mother will be herc in no
time. He let the stick lean against her body; the
sight of it might keep off the animal.

As he rushed down the highway he heard a motor
vehicle chugging far behind. More soldiers, he
thought, and recalled the man who had told him of
Kajoli’s sickness. If only the soldier, with such kind-
ness in his heart, had not gone away!

The soldier, having spoken to the young boy on
the road, had rushed io his camp on the new-built
aerodrome. Remorse stabbed him, What had he
done? The soldier was god-fearing, honest with him-
self. At home he hgd been a devoted husband and a
loving father. Left alone, the girl might die of bleed-
ing. Pregnant. What devil had seized his soul? The
goldier was wretched

At the edge of the airfield an ambulance truck
stood ready to set off —Captain Bannerji of the Indian
Medical Service was going to Calcutta on duty, The
soldier spoke with quick decision.

‘8a’b, T was coming across the meadow. I saw a
woman lying stretched. A mere girl. Helpless in the
meadow.’

‘A destitute,’ said the other. ‘Nothing I can do.

‘A pool,of blood, huzoor. Foul work, Some mur-
derous fellow is sbout.” The soldier had to create an
impression.
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‘Not my duty,’ snapped the officer as the truck -
moved.

‘Sa’b, the jackals will eat her alive,” the soldier
cried, his voice breaking, ‘It is right on your way—'

‘Jump in,’ the Captam snapped agam. The soldier
bounded into the truck, relieved. He knew his officer,

The soldier’s trained mind had retained a land-
mark, a broken palmyra, its bushy top clipped off by
a hurricane. The truck drew up.

A minute later the Captain flaghed his torch upon
Kajoli. He gave a start. ‘Run,’ he ordered. ‘Get the
stretcher.’ .

They carried the girl inlo the ambulance. She had
lost much blood. She was in danger of sepsis, hanging
on to life by a thread. The Captain set himself to his
task.

The truck driver handed a cigarette to the soldier
as they stood a little way from the van,

‘Wo new sight—bedies dead and dying in the
meadow. Man and woman, old and young-—’ the truck
driver clacked his tongue ihrice. ‘A curse has come.’
And he clacked again. ‘I saw a battle such as few
have seen. Three or four vultures fighting a jackal
over a corpse. 'The fury of it! That was two months
back. Now there are no such fights—vultures and
jackals all have enough and to gpare. And the sky is
full of vultures as if by magic, and if you walk a bare
bundred yards a jackal’s face gring at you.’

The soldier had no taste in his heart for this talk.
He walked some paces, his eyes searching, gazing down
the road. Where had he gone—that yqungster, the
girl's brother? 8o small and hungry and helpless.

Why were these innocent people doomed to hunger
«
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and death while the Army had rice and wheat to
squander? Who but the peasants had created ihe
foodgrains—not the Colonel, not the Brigadier, not the
Jungi Lat, the C.-in-C. With the peasants wiped out
from the land, none would get a mouthful to eat. When
you came to think of it, the peasants were as much in
the War as the makers of shots and shells and those
firing the missiles—who could fight with no food in the
stomach? And he, himself a peasent, had made use
of the undeéserved hread he possessed to do wrong to
a famished peasant girl, pregnant. The curse of his
kismet!

Then he saw the boy shape out of the darkness,
nol twenty yards away, accomnpanied by a woman. The
mother? The soldier could at last breathe with ease.
He advanced to meet them, speaking quickly: ‘Mother,
she is huri, but there is no fear. She is in the best of
hands. Our Kaptaan Sa’b is tending her. Come this
way.! And he strode to the ambulance and cried,
‘Sa’b, the girl’s mother has come.’

Captain Bannerjl appeared at the door, relieved,
vet alarmed at the prospecl of the mournful scene he
must witness. ‘Make no noise,’ he said in a low volce.
‘T have given her the needle and put her to sleep She
needs sleep.’

Tucked in an Army blanket, she slept like a tired
child, her cheeks more wan than ever, the blackness
under her eyes blacker. The mother sat beside the
girl, gazing in silence. She did not speak a word. She
shed no tears, She sat very still—a languid earthen
image over gwhich the sculptor, forced into economy,
had spread his clay.

The Captain gave her a sqrprised glance, ‘E’ahock?
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Apathy due to long suffermg? Or was il a mother’s
true inherenti sirength? He felt relief, ‘There is no
worry,” he said gently. ‘But she will have to be in
hospitlal for some weeks, I am taking her to Caleutta.
An hour’s drive, but we must go slow—she cant bear
any jolting. You will come?’

There was no answer for a while, and then the
mother’s eyes brimmed over with tears. Kindness
seemed to have gone from the face of the earth, and
now it poured on her so unexpectedly! ‘Live long, my
son,” her voice husky. ‘Live long.’

The Captain sat beside the driver. The engine
roared. ‘Do not deny me your blessing, mother,” the
soldier called out, miserable.

‘Blessings upon you, my son,” the mother answer-
od, and in her heart she said, ‘God’s blessings upon all
of you who are kind.’

Onu clutched Mother’s arm excitedly. It was the
Arst time he was rding a motor vebicle. Which moved
faster, the ‘wind van' or the wind itself?—so he puzzled
as he laid himself down, his head on his mother’s lap,
and in a minute sank inlo weary sleep.

The mother sat rigid, her pain too deep for ex-
pression, and her eyes were upon her daughter and
beyond her, for she saw too the faces of her husband
and her son in prison, the three faces together. And,
strangely her worry at this moment was not so much
for Kanu's sentence of long imprisonment as for his
aching ear—did it ache slill, and no one to give him
relief with a hot foment? And her husband—struck
mute by prison rules. Song was his-breath of life—
how to live without song? Jumbled with those sor=
'rows was the terrible immediate sorrow. How could
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» Kajoli bear the pain of her lost child? And if Kajoli
died? The mother’s eyes clung to her girl's face. She
herself, thought the mother, had not long to live, she
could {eel death in her bones. When she died, whai
would happen to Onu? The mother’s gaze turned and
brooded on the face of her boy as he slept.

Then the misery spilled out of her eyes without
restrainl. A stranger’s kindness had stirred her to
tears. The cruellies of a heartless world made the
tears rush*down her cheeks in a flood. Deep, broken
sighs gquivered from her bosom.

The truck slowed dowm, lumbering across the
great bridge over the Ganges. Strand Road...... Dal.
housie Square...... The city lay in a black-out, cars
and vans rushing about like fire-eyed animals. Bows
bazar Street...... The {ruck passed into the Hospital
gates.

‘They won’t let you in except in the set hours for
visitors, said the officer us the gl was baing carried
away in a sivetcher, ‘Tl speak to the Svigeon, And
he fumbled lor words, a five-rupee note in his hand.
‘If you will keep this—yon: have nowhere to go—

The mother shook her head. “Your kindness is
all T need, my son. We are peasants, not beggars. We
have come upon hard times.

The officer walked off into the hospital. The
driver moved the truck out and parked it at the street
kerb.

‘Now you have to get down, mother—’

‘Onu,’ the mother called, ‘this is Calcutta city. Get
up my son., "

The boy slept on.

A motor cycle sounded up the street. The truck

N
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driver spoke with concern: ‘Civilians are not permil-
ted the use of a miitary truck, or else I could let you
wait in it il Kaptaan Sa'b returned. There are MP.s
about, military policewala. Kaptaan Sa'd acted against
the rules to help you.’

Polzcewala! The frightened mother strained to 1ift
the boy 1n her arms and gasped with the effort, The
truck driver came to her help.

Onu, ejected from the van, lay now on the pave-
ment, still fast asleep. The mother stood locking
about. Buildings rose steeply everywhere, enormously
tall and broad, each one big engugh to swallow all the
men and women of Baruni village! She and her son
would surely find a roof for their heads—they could
not bear any more the wet of autumn nights. They
would wark hard and earn their keep, for they were
no beggars, she and her son. The hospital into which
Kajoli had heen taken had the grand look of a king's
mansion. Yes, the poor and necdy were cared {or
in the wonder city. And why not? The city had
money to spare and jingle. The people had great
kindness in their hearts, like that young khaki-clad
military doctor., There would be food. Onu would go
to school—city folk were all set on book-learning.
Before many days passed Kajoli would be back from
her sick-bed, some flesh in her wasted body, some
colour in her faded cheeks, for she would have eaten
well,

And the secret, ever-throbbing hope: Somewhere
in the city wilderness was he, Devate’s grandson, He
would surely know them. He could not hava forgotten
them. How could he? Had she not seen kindness in
hig face? fWas he not Devata’s grandson?

&
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In the hour of midnight the lone mother stood on
the pavement of a strange city and saw bright silver
streaking the edges of a massive pitch-black cloud.
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As the first early-morning bus from Lakeside drew
up at the {front yard of Howrah station, Rahoul stepped
oul hemused, a dread in his heart. What if the rice
had.not arrived? The goods office would not epen for
an hour yet, but it was better to walk about here, wait-
ing for the hour of business, than to sit at home and
brood. Half the night he had been sleepless, brooding.
A wagon of rice was due to arrive overnight, a gift
from the people of Bombay. Gifts of money had been
pouring in from all over India, Yes, all India was
rushing to save Bengal [rom destruction. But money
alone could not solve the problem. You had to find
foodgraing and wagons to carry grain. A hundred ob-
stacles lay in your way. Wagons were scarce for civi-
lian use—many had been diverted to military traffic.
Wagons from India bad gone to the Middle Fast along
with hundreds of miles of rail lifted from the tracks.
India’s communications were sore pressed and tired,
Guns moved into. Bengal, not grain,

Grain moved out of Bengal, though, even out of
deficit areas! While ten million peasants grosned in
hunger, the rice they had raised with their toil moved
out of Bengal according to plan.

What if this wagon-load had not come? The re-
lief centre would be doling out its last stock today.
And tomorrow, and all the fomorrows? The five hun-
dred destltutes whose thrpad of life lay twisted around

s
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* this centre would have to die.

Die they must, in any case, so il seemed. If not
they, their brethren. Public charity ran many free
kitchens, but how feed a hundred thousand every day
with your slender means? And destitules were still
streaming in, wave afler wave,

Wave after wave of hunger-stricken masses surg-
ing from the countryside. A great many were in no
fit state to consume solid food. They ate and died. To
give them rice was 1o kill them. They needed spdeial
diet. And Glucose-D. Rahoul felt a bitter laugh in
his heart. Glucose-D, indeed!

It was anyhow better to die in a flicker with food
inside you than to shrivel day on day for three weeks,
for a month, until the end. Strange how much a hu-
man body could go through before life left it at last.
The first few days the man suffered most. He was
mad with hunger. Then he grew listless. He laid
himself down, His gnouth was too tired for food and
he only wanted to be lefi alone. His eyes died. He
wasted to a skeleton, using up whatever shreds of flesh
he had anywhere on his body. Rahoul recalled a
shape: the man had no flesh on his huttocks—it was as
though the eurving flesh had been sheared off clean and
the skin stilched up over the bare thighbones. He-
could not even absorb water, let alone food. But he
was not yet dead. Someone had placed before him
a pot of rice. The rice lay untouched,

Rahoul recalled another shape. A shrivel of @
man came toddling at the heels of others, struggling e
keep pace with them, gasping. He kept to his feet by
sheer force of will. He saw Rahoul at the gates of the
kitchen., ‘Father, it is true?* You will give us rice ta
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eat?” ‘You will have rice, it is {rue” In the dull yel- -
low eyes a gleam of life had come. ‘I have walked a
jong way. I have just crossed Mother Ganges. For
five days I have not eaten, Five days, father’ And
he toddled in, muttering to himself, ‘Fool, you will have
rice to eat, rice, O fool of a hungry one—’ Tears of joy
zoursed down the hollowed cheeks.

Fate, ironic, denied him his last mouthful of rice,
As the food came into sight, ready to be served, the
man shuddered with an excitement that he could not
hold. Food was being handed out. His turn soon....
soon. As he sat watching, the bleary eyes bulged with
fearsome desire, a groan of agony broke from the thin
throat, and the man slumped on his side, dead.

Rahoul walked the platform faster, his breath
deepening, his hand waving once or twice before his
eyes as though to ward off a swarm of insects—or a
wision.

A knot of people had formed .at the platform’s far
end. Sharp words, sharp gestures of anger. A row?
Rahoul walked on to the crowd.

The centre of commotion was a man who sat on a
large packing case, a pencil in his hand, stooping over
a writing pad. Some yards away on the platform Hoor,
Thalf concealed by ancther packing case, a destitute
woman lay on her side, her legs updrawn, eyes closed,
& haby at her breast. The woman lay still, but the
bhaby moved its lips faintly as it suckled.

The mother was dead.

A ticket checker had seen, as he strolled by, the
man on the packing case and the famished woman,
‘motionless on the floor. He had drawn close, curious,
peering down at the paper tablet. An artist making a
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“pencil sketch of the woeful little group. Destitutes
were not allowed on platforms, but this woman seemed
to have slipped in somehow under the cover of night
and lay {ast asleep. She would have 1o be turned out,
miserable one. The unhappy ticket checker cleared his
throat and gave the order. No response. He lifted his
voice and repeated his order. Nothing happened. The
checker stepped close and cried oul in horrvor. She
was dead!

‘She is dead,’” the railwayman spoke to the artist,
his voice low and strained.

‘Hoon,” said the other, deep in his work,

“You knew? Eyes amazed, brows drawn.

Yes, he knew. He knew that the child was suck-
ling the breast of its dead mother.

“This is very odd. You didn’t consider it your
duty to report to us? The mother dead, the child
alive, suckling—'

The artist shook, his head slightly, hardly listen-
ing, All his being was based at this moment on his
wretched model.

“You simply didn’t bother?’

The other shock his head again, slightly.

“You have no pity, then, no human feeling?’

The artist lifted his eyes for a quick instanf. ‘Le#
me work in peace’ And he drew the lines.

The checker glanced at the bhaby. It had ne
slrength left to cry, but it had the security of its
mother’s breast. The woman must have been dead
hours.

‘If you had any sense of decency, any human feel-
ing, you would have reported. You've been standing
here, gaping in your vulgar way, making a picturel”
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The railwayman had a clouded, scornful face. His -
heart was swelling with emotion—you could see that
under the polished buttons of his white, spotless uni-
form.

‘Do nol distract me, I beg of you, pleaded the
other, and swift bitterness hit his tone: ‘“What am I
doing but trying to make a report? Not to the rail-
way people. I have to report to India’

The checker lost his temper then. ‘You brute!
People came rushing 1o the scene, drawn by the mag-
petism of a row, and they glared at the man on show
while the indignant checker cited his facts. Ves, the
fellow was a brule, the listeners agreed, glaring harder,
He had no feeling at all. It was men like him who
had brought upon Bengal the darkest misery in her
Thistory.

They stood by, the bunch of people, jeering at the
artist, but he spoke no word in self-defence, he seemed
withdrawn from his accusers, upaware of their pre-
sence. His face tensed. He was lost allogether in his
work, now looking at the destitute group, now drawing
a line, a curve.

A stoul, well-fed man advanced to the artist. A
large black moustache bristled on his plump face as he
worked up a fierce rage. With a fat snatching jerk he
took the pencil away from the artist’s hand and flung it
far on the rail track, When his hand returned to the
assault the artist, wakened from his absorption, con-
cealed the pad in his tunic. ‘What madness!’ he cried.
He looked about, at this face, at that face, as though
bewildered. O

The crowd went crazy. It rushed upon him, beat-
g himﬁwith cruel fists; snatching at the pad, while

*
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~the victim, felled to the ground, desperately shielded
his possession with his body on which the heavy blows
thumped.

The unequal struggle lasted a minute or two, and
the sketch was captured and torn to pieces and the
block of paper flung away.

Then the artist sat up, bruised, panting hard. He
was a pathetic sight, buttons ripped {from his tunic,
undervest revealed, but there was fire in his eyes.

“Fools!” he cried, and the voice shrilled between
sharp-drawn breaths, “fools, you think you have des-
troyed my plcture? It lives on in my faney. You
can't destroy my fancy. I will yet make my report.
India will see that dead mother nursing her child.

A policeman lumbered into view. The group of
fellows, pleased with their work, moved, melted away.
It was not every day that you had a chance to bring 1o
book a born criminal, one who had no human feeling.

Rahoul slipped down to the rail track, collected
pencil and pad and handed them io their owner.

‘Good writing paper is scarce these days,” he said,
‘unless you pay black market rates.’

The artist gazed at him in a distraught way.

‘Bad luck,’ Rahoul went on. ‘“Those fellows didn’t
know what they were doing. They hit you? No, they
hit the mother lying dead. You have the picture with-
in you. Let India see the picture’

No response waked from the other. His eyes rest-
ed on Rahoul’s face, unseeing, filled with the vision of
the dead mother and the child at her breast that need-
ed to he created:

‘T have a caption for your picture, “A situation
over-dramatized”. Yourself and those honest angry

-
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fellows sketched in. What do you think of it?’

In that instant they turned to look at the mother
and child, and the next instant they turned their eyes
away. None spoke for a time. The artist seemed to
be struggling with some inward pain. His {ace brood-
ed. When he spoke his voice was heavy wilh emotion.

‘“What will happen to the child? I have neglected
my duty, it is true. So much time thrown away. The
child needs immediate care.

‘The mother has had the rare luck of dying on the
platform,” Rahoul pointed out. “The railway people
will take charge. The child will be sent to a found-
lings’ Home. The body will be taken away by the
Corpse Digposal Squad and by noon it will be burning
on the Ganges bank. Why not do your work in peace
a short while till the good people return?

The artist turned his eyes again to the corpse, but
only for an instant. There was revulsion in his heart.

‘T cannot bear the sight. Sicl{t}ening‘. You think I
am a brute?

Rahoul stared at him. The artist had lost his de-
tachment and, with detachment, vision. He seethed
with human feeling,

Rahoul heaved an unhappy sigh. It seemed to
him as though the dead mother on the platform nursing
her tiny one now died for the second time.

* * % *® & ®

The heavy sound of traffic wakened the peasant
mother at daybreak. Her startled eyes gpenecl and
saw no canopy of leaves overhead but a jutting bal-
cony of sinister aspect, and then she remembered, re-

~
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~membered that she had left the highway far behind
and lay on the hard stone floor of the wonder city. It
was a dream suddenly realized.

Out on the highroad bird songs had proclaimed the
break of dawn. Here, it was the rumble of a thousand
trucks hike the one she had ridden. The unfamiliar
scene made the mother’s heart beat fast, Anxiety
mingled with bright expectation. Onu would have to
be protected {rom murderous wheels—how be sure
that they *would not dash upon you il you were too
near? She turned her face to gaze at the 1all building
into which Kajoli had been taken. She was safe there,
Kajoli, the mother felt sure. If only the girl were bear-
ing her child still and he could be born in that great
mansion where expectant mothers were cared for in
the city way!

Onu was awake. He sat up, looked aboul and
moaned, ‘Mother, I die of hunger.

Her fingers smoothed his unkempt locks of hair
and arranged them with a central parting, {for in the
cily you should look neat and tidy even if, perforce,
you had to wear tatiers.

‘We shall have food, plenty,’ she consoled him, and
then wondered who would give them the food. Scores
of people had passed by and no one had taken notice.
She saw a man approach a squat iron pillar five yards
away, and as he pressed a handle water poured out of
its mouth in a stream. The wonder of it—you had at
your door all the water you might need! The man
rinsed his mouth and scrubbed his teeth with a tree
twig. Mother and son watched him, and when he was
gone the mother said, ‘Come, Onu, we'll wash at the

water machine hefore we feqd)’ -
LN
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While she washed Onu walked a little way to the~
lamp post at the mouth of the alley. All at once his
face grew excited. He hurried back to his mother,

‘1 saw folk in that lane, scores of them, Mother,
some awake, some lying asleep.

‘What folk?’

‘Our folk. Tolk same as us., Hungry. Rags and
all’

The mother walked up, perplexed. Perhaps those
were newcomers like herself. The cilty hdd not had
time to iake care of them yet. Then she saw a familiar
figure emerge from the alley—she did not know the
man but she knew the face siripped of flesh, the jutting
framework of bones, the hunger-swollen belly and
wobbling walk., The man stopped by a garbage can
and bent on his haunches, His skeleton fingers dug
into the piles and returned with a banana skin. He
drew back, he bit into the yellow skin, eating.

“Why, my son, they do not give you food? Step-
ping up with pity and concern. She had no hesitation
to speak to a stranger who clearly had been a peasant.

The man lifted his watery eyes a moment and
nodded his narrow head. ‘They give us food His
skinny throat worked as he ate.

The face of the mother brightened. What a dread
had come upon her for an instant!

‘We arvived deep in the night, my son and myself,
she murmured, ag she drew Onu against her bosom
with a sudden ache of warmth. ‘He is hungry. Is it
tao early for a mouthful?’

The man shook his head. ‘Never too.early for a
mouthful’

The mother felt impatience. If only he could see

=
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~the questions crowding in her heart, if he would tell
her all, even unaske!

The man held out the fruit skin. ‘Take this, then.
Children must be fed.” And he dug his gnarled hands
into refuse, seeking more peel.

‘Do not slight us so, my son. We are not beggars,
nor scavengers. We left the village because of the
bad times.’

Then the man turned and looked her full in the
face. He paused for a litile and said, ‘Mother, I too
had land, two fair strips. I had children. They died
on the highread, all four. We had to walk a very long
way. The mother of my children, she too died. I live
on—fate knows no mercy and the spark lingers undy-
ing in my dead bones. Here in the city we are less
well oft than pariah dogs’ And his head hent, and his
peasant face was dry and wrinkled as tobacco leaf.

The mother hegan to tremble so that she could not
keep to her feet, she had to sit on the pavement. She
struggled for words and spoke hoarsely.

‘Caleutta has no pity for us, starving ones?’

‘There is pity. They have set up free kitchens to
give you vice gruel. Not enough. Mot all can get it
every day. Too little grain, too many mouths. You
must come with me, Mother, we'll manage.

‘At whal hour, my son?” The mother fell heart-
ened.

‘High noon., Many hours yet. The childling is
hungry. Let him eat peel. T is filling.

Onu ate peel, having washed il first at the tap. The
mother coyld net bear the sight. She turned her face,
looked away.

Other destitutes were ~approaching the garbage

-~
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can to hunt for food. The mother moved off. She was «
faint from weakness, hut—to feed on polluted leavings!
Rather would she starve.

‘Put up with us in the laneway,’ advised the
friendly destitute. ‘They won't let you stay on this
street. They do not like to see our faces—we are nc
gay sight! Scores of us live in the back laneway, it
opens inlo unbuilt wasteland enclosed by tall house-
walls. Why, it is as though the village has come to-
gether to hear a song!’

A picture flashed in the mother’s mind. Her hus-
band sat under the thick-leafed banyan, his legs cross-
ed, singing a devotional bhajan. All the village sat
around and listened. Even the children forgot to play
and quarrel and cry, listening in rapt silence.

‘Only there is no song,’ the destitute added.

‘“There is no song,” echoed the mother.

They went into the alley. A sick slench of old
sweat and filth made the mother close her nostrils with
her palm. A man was groaning intermiitently.
‘Dysentery,” the friendly destitute explained. ‘It is
good for him. They will take him to sick-hospital’
He made a brooding face. ‘Will they? Will he have
Tuck?

The mother thought of her girl in the big mansion
and shuddered at the vision of her lying in this alley in
child-pain. Her inner grief at her danghter’s miscar-
riage was then sofiened. She would not have to live
in this hell, not for many weeks anyhow. A great
tenderness came upon her for the child Kajoli had
held long in her womb. He knew all;he, the unborn
son, as he lay enclosed in the womb-flower, could see
the shape of all life t0 come. And he had perished of
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“his own will so that the mother could be 1aken to the
cily and sheltered in sick-hospital. The godling hoy!
Mother felt her heart choke with emotion. She wiped
her eyes with her palm,

They slood awhile at the sireet corner watching
the strange city sights. Motor wagons of five hundred
shapes and sizes. Tram-cars. A short stout cycle
darting off like an arrow with a fierce roar loud
enough to }gurst one’s eardrums. The ceaseless rumble
of traffic oppressed their nerves. They came back to
the deathlike stillness of the alley-—their shell and
their shelter for months to come.

A blue motor wagon with one thick red stripe
down and another across paused at the alley mouth.
Men with a stretcher picked up the destilute who had
dysentery and put him in the wagon, Lucky one! For
some time he would live like a king.

The day moved slowly and an hour before noon
the colony gave signs-of new life. Faces grew excited,
Dim, deep-sunk eyes showed secret sparks. Presently
the colony moved, men, women, children. It was
meal-time.

‘Hasten, Mother,” said the friendly destitute.
“Wour hundred meals, no more, served in the compound
of the newspaper Hindusthan. That is the free kitchen
for our area. You fail {o cross the massive iron gates,
and there is nothing {or you, nothing to eat.’

Other colonies were toddling 1o the Xkitchen.
Alarmed at the fast-swelling numbers, the mother took
her mind to the god Shiva in his old temple near the
village banyan, praying fervently: ‘Father of all three
Earths, take mercy, Father, do not deny us. See us,
Father, through the massive iron gates.’ -

A
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‘Today you rested because of your weariness from
long walking, the destilute spoke. ‘Tomorrow, Mother,
wou must go about in the morning with your son,
searching and picking in the rubbish cans.’

‘Fruit skins? The voice toneless.

The man nodded. ‘Much else. Peels of vege-
iables. Leavings. Youwll soon know what to pick.
This gruel has not much power—you will feel empty
by sunset. Then you must eat peel and stalks and
rotten vegetables, all steamed together on a fire” He
paused, then continued: ‘There are big black rats in
the alley——dozens. Some of us catch and eat rats/’

The mother’s face sickened. She cleared her
“throat as though io speak, but she said no word,

“Those dust-hins—they are our food bowls, Mother.
We pick out of them before the city’s scavenger folk
come with their vans. Sometimes we pick at night—
less competition. I saw two women fightling like ani-
mals over a dust-bin—it happened yeslerday.

And the mother spoke no word, only crying in
her heart, ‘Father of all three Earths, do not deny us.
See us, Father, through the massive iron gates.’

The joyous fragrance of hot rice gruel at last! The
destitutes had earthen pans or half-shells of eoconut
in which to receive ihe dole—three cigarette-tinfuls.
The mother had no such receptacle—her few belong-
ings lay discarded on the highway. She spread out a
corner of her sari lor the portions offered to her and
her son—the sari was not of ample length, so that her
bosorn was a little bared, but the destitute mother
had begun to shed her shame, * o

She made each mouthful last long. Her son was
kungry -and he could eat up both the portions. The
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~nother ate sparingly.

When each grain of rice had been eaten and the
earthen pans licked clean, the destitutes blessed the
rich ones of the city who had given them free food.
‘Live long, father. Be richer still. The wealth-goddess
will bestow tenfold more on thee.’

No thought came upon them that they had a right
to be fed. It was an act of mercy to let them stay on
the cily pavemenis, the more so to give them free
gruel. The rich ones of the city had no need to care
for the famished. I they did so, il was because of an
inner wealth, a richness of the spirit. ‘Live long,
father. Be richer stifl.’

When the destitutes were back in the alley, the
gick man who had been carried away in an ambulance
was lying stretched again in his old place.

The friendly destitute who seemed to know all
about the city’s affairs answered the mother’s query:

‘They had to bring him back, Sick-hospitals are
full to the throat. They took him round. No place
anywhere. Bad luck!

Then the mother thovshi, again of her Kajoli and
felt consoled. And she rehearsed in her mind for the
tenth time the words she would speak to her when
they would go and see her in hospital in the afiernoon
hour set for visitors:

“You have found a good place, mother? And
food?

‘We have a good place, givl. We have food. They
have given me work, decent work and a fair wage.
The city cares for“us as it cares for you.’

‘Onu, mother? He is happy?

‘He is happy. Onu has picked up city ways. A

&
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smart city boy with a new dhoti round his waist.”

“You? You have no new sari, mother—’

That was the question to dread, for she had not
made up a fit answer yet, While she mused, a violent
screaming lore from the city’s bowels, flooding the
streets. Onu clung to his mother.

“There is no harm,’ the friendly destitute explained
with a shake of his narrow head. ‘It is the sireen. A
warning that Jopanee air ships are coming over the
skyway with bomb loads. People must rush into a slit
trench.’

No one in the colony moved., Some eyes looked
up skyward. The destitute went on: ‘The Japanee
haye no quarrel with poor folk like us. Why must
we fret? And what il we are hit? What is our life?
What is our death?

Japanee? Up there on the sky-path? 'They were
not to come by the sea path, then, landing some way
near Baruni village, al a spot three days’ cart ride
{from the village banyan? False, all that {alk, dust
in the eyes of peasant folk, talk made up to panic them
and rob them of their grain?

The mother’s face hardened with anger and scorn.
Her eyes were haunted by lucent grain.

The mother feared for her son. She longed to
hide him in the thing called slit trench. Where 1o
find it?7 The destitute made no move. He laid himself
down to sleep.

‘How make that fierce scream of battle?” Onu i
wonder asked.

‘Why, the all-knowing man answersd promptly,
‘out there in the Fort they have a bugle as tall as a
palmyra.and with a hundred throats{. A white soldier,
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. posted at each throat, pours down air into it with a
blowpipe. That makes the big song, the air poured
into a hundred-throat bugle gasping out of the huge
mouth yawning at the top end.

No enemy planes were approaching the city that
day. The siven was only a test. It sounded for ten
minutes, then broke off abruptly.

And life roared again in the city. And the res-
taurants bulged with food. And the cinemas over-
flowed. And enormous tank-carriers trundled on the
sireets with their caterpillar loads.

Al night, as the alley slept, the man with dysen-
tery groaned twith his gnawing pain and lay awake in
filth. Big black rats scurried and skipped. A swarm
of lice scented newcomers and crawled oul of old
habitations, migrating to the heads of the mother and
son. With stench in their nostrils and lice n their
hair, the destitutes of the highroad acquired the new
status of city destitutes.
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Monju awoke with a start and listened, straining
her ears, her hands clutched over her breast. The aw-
ful moanmg as of some animal in fierce pain. It ceased
for a moment, then renewed itself, a long humming
groan. Monju could not bear it. She leaned over her
hushand as he lay asleep. ‘Waken. Hear me? Waken.’

He opened his eyes and stretched his limbs and
then he too heard the cry.

‘Some hungry wrelch,’ he said, slipping out of bed.

‘My heart is chilled. Crying like that at our house-
door 50 late in the night!’

‘One house-door is as good as another.” He turned
on the light. ‘Hunger biles more at night, perhaps,
who knows?’ -

He leaned out of the window facing the street.
The hooded lamp revealed a figure. He locked long
_ and hard.

‘A woman’' He turned and walked to the door.
‘It can’t be hunger. When hunger is so bad, there is
no cry, only silence’

Monju sat up in a sweat, The eleciric fan spin-
ning overhead from a rod in the ceiling made the heavy
heat of the breathless night roll about in ponderous
waves. Monju drew her forearm across her moistened
upper lip. Whal was happening out in the street?
If only she had the courage to look®throwgh the win-
dow! Dead bodie§ threw her into jitters. And the
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dymg ones—she dreaded them too. Her hushand
' seemed gone a very long time. In his hurry he had
not closed the door behind him. Dark shadows lay
thick in the corridor. Monju feared darkness as
though it cloaked hideous death. Hideous death lurk-
ed everywhere, pressing the city in its skeleton grip.
Monju had longed to get away, but her husband would
not go from the hunger victims whom he served, He
had offered to send her to her parents at Simla. How
could she go, leaving him amid the devastaiion? It
was not that she alone had need to escape. Rahoul
needed it more, far more. He had lost all mind for
research, So testless, so unhappy. The way he some-
times gazed at his food and ate a morsel, and suddenly
his face was sick, and he rose and walked away. The
look of intense sadness that ofien filled his eyes, and,
when caught off guard, he tried io cover il with a
smile. When she saw that glance and that smile Monju
{elt like weeping. Yes, she must find a way to bresk
her husband’s will. * She would fall ill and the doctor
would advise a trip to the seaside, and Rahoul would
have to take her. No time to lose. The black tide
over Caleutta swelled ever higher—

The ceaseless whining, the long hollow wail
threshing out of depths beyond the throai, out of the
belly’s deep despair: ‘Ma! Ma-go-ma! A sip of rice~
water, pray, ma, ma-go-ol’ You heard it and you
heard it and sickness rose to your throat and the food
yvou ate stuck like glue. You heard it day in, day out,
every hour, every minute, at your own house-door
and your nelghbeauzs $ill the surfeit of the ery stun-
ned the pam and pity it had first started, till it pierced
no longer and Was no more hurfful than tche death
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rattle of stricken animals. You hated the hideous,
monotony of the wail. You hardened yourself against
the wail. The destitutes became a race apart, insensi-
tive, sub-human. You had no need to feel for creatures
whose feelings were edgeless. Were they grateful {or
help? A destitute woman had been given a bowl
of rice-water for the child in her arms. Suddenly she
had burst into wailing: ‘Ma-~go-o! What is this you
gave us? My child is dead. Look. Ma-go-0, what
have I done to you that you killed my iiny’ one?” The
shamed, bewildered folk of the house had to pay two
rupees to quieten the broken-hearted woman. They
had not known that the woman had been carrying a
dead child from door to door, blackmailing charity.

They were like that, the befouled ones.

Monju and many of her kind had shielded their
hearts this way from the great misery of the time
lest that misery break through and pull their hearls
to pieces.

Rahoul was back in the room He hastened to the
telephone at his bedside and spoke a number. As he
waited for the reply he looked at Monju and said, ‘A
woman giving birth. Trying to give birth,’ His voice
low, grim.

She stared, hardly believing her ears, murmuring,
“‘Giving birth? but he was remate, speaking inlo the
‘mouth-piece. He seemed to grow annoyed and pre-
sently he banged down the 'phone. He picked il up,
gave a number again, his eyes on a page of the Direc-
tory. His anger grew as he spoke and Monju heard
him shout: ‘Hang your viules. WHy can’t she lie on
the floor if there’s no empty bed? It means nothing
g you,.a doctor, that"a woman gives hirth in the

1
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Ztreet?” He jammed the receiver again and spoke a
third number,

His face burned as he rang off at last.

‘Monju, you will help me? We can’t let her lic
helpless in the street. The hospitals all say they’re
full, They won’t have her. The blood rose hot to Ius
head. ‘The swine! The crooks!

‘Shall T ask Mother down?’ breathed Monju, her
eyes very +wide, but Rahoul snapped in impatience,
‘Later. We must bring the woman in first.’ He
snatched al a bedsheet, rolled il up and rushed away.

Monju followed him, in her heart alarm, excite~
ment, She paused at the house-door, looking out fur-
tively. The woman moaned no more. She lay upon
her back, her legs apart, her eyelids closed. Qver the
worn, flattened frame covered with a yard of rag lay
in sudden contrast the curved mound of her helly.
Rahoul picked her up gently, laid ber upon the stretch-
ed sheet. Her eyes, fow opening, were brimmed with
agony., Faintly her lips moaned, and an answering
voice gave comforl: ‘Do not fear, mother’ As he
spoke, Rahoul glanced at Monju, signing o her, and
she came guickly from the doorstep. They lified the
woman, carried her into the sitting-room and laid her
on a divan, her hair spreading dustily over the brocade
cushion. |

‘T'll ring up for a doctor,” said Rahoul as he watch-
ed the woman close her eyes and lie still, guietened, as
if rid of pain and shame, sunk in a daze. ‘Stay with
her, Monju, while I send Motker down.’ :

Monju stood by the divan, gazing on the limp
figure. The wasied peasant face was grooved in the
terples and cheekf and overlaid with the stuf®of pain,
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pain so palpable that you could touch it, feel it, with a g
moving finger. But the pain carried no revulsion,
balanced as it was by the tenderness of an expectant
mother, a grace that came from within, so that you
felt no shrinking pity, only sighing compassion. You
had 1o take the limp hand of the helpless one in your
own. You had to soothe her with a whispered word.
You looked into the depths of eyes where dreams hid
under helpless alarm, so, anyway, you fancied.
™ ¥You soften to suffering most when you can imagine
yourself placed in like suffering. That is the law.
Unconsciously Monju recalled in her Keart the pains
of motherhood, now remote and dim, while she looked
down at the worn frame, the hips narrow for want of
succour. How could such a feeble one fight the last
stage of her desperate battle? She was having pains
in the dust of the street through hall the night, away
from her husband, from her kin, no one to deliver her
baby, not a soul near her. Monju was aghast at the
reflection. Tears welled to her eyes. She held her
breath as the woman stirved and fantly moaned and
" then her limbs were restless in a writhe. Monju listen-
ed anxiously for footfalls on the stair—if only Mother
would hurry down!-—and then the destitute womean
opened wide eyes at her, at Monju, and let a half-
scream pierce the sheath of her silent endurance, Des-
perate struggle grew in her body. The thin drooping
arms stiffened and the fingers clutched at the divan
cover while ghe bit her tongue so that blood flowed,
streaking from her twisted mouth, - .
Monju rushed to the door. Alarm roughened her
voice as she cried, “Ma, Ma, burry! and she turned and

.darted back to the woman and, sawW t‘}e trickle of blood
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Qreddenmg the mouth and the sunken gazing eyes
flickerless. ‘Mal she shrilled from the door.

Then they were hastening down the stairs, Mother
and Rahoul.

Rahoul stood still. Mother too. Then-—it seemed
a long time—Mother bent over and gently closed the
eyes fixed in a wide, unending stare.

‘Dead,” said Rahoul, looking away.

Dead? So swift and easy? Like dropping asleep?
Monju could not move her eyes from the face. Monju
grew in that moment, for she was absolved from the
obsession of a dread.

That was the way it happened. The oppressive
autumn night brought Monju a new realization of life.
She had been remote from the grimness of Iife, {earing
it, hating it as uncouth and vile, but suddenly that life
had come upon her in a flood of warmth! First she
had lent her sitrength 1o aid the stricken one, and the
glory of service wad'a strange new experience, an un-
known exaltation. Then the destitute woman was
revealed in her human context. Not a pauper ever
whining for morsels, hanging on hard to a battered
existence, a deathly life without meaning. Not an
unwashed, unclean shape with matted locks in which
lice bred. A young expectant mother about to make
new life and denied, cast out in the street, till at last
she could not bear the struggle and with her unborn
one she was but refuse for the corpse disposal squad.

Out of the flame of travail that had consumed one
woman, a %Iow guickened in another, an understand-
ing, a humanizing tenderness, so that the creatures of
misery were no lgnger a race apatt, soulless and dead
~men and wom¢ all.
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‘Excellencies and Honourables,” said Rahoul later ,
when the night had ended and the corpse disposal
squad had come and gone, ‘they have killed one more
of our womenfolk. They shall pay, pay hard for their
hundred thousand crimes. The swine! The crooks!’

Monju stared. Behind the livid excited face she
saw a beauty she had missed all these years. She saw
her husband’s true spirit, his hunger for a happier life
for the common man. And she knew then that amid
the harsh realities of the world pattern, the dominating
animalities, the spirit in him doomed him ever to
wasteful unrest and unhappiness. -

Her glance deepened warmly upon his face and the
wrench of tender emotions in her heart made it beal
so fast that she panted a little.

* * * * * *

At a crowded corner of Chowringhee Road a street
gamin plied on the pavement with others of his tribe
the busy trade of a bootblack. Onu stood by, leaning

his four-foot figure against a lamp post, watching
intently.

So had he watched scores of times, and the whole
process lay clear in his mind. Right foot: brush off
dust, brush hard, smear cream. Left fool: brush,
smegr. Right again: rub with a rag, let the shine come
out like glass. Finish off with a piece of cotton-wool
dipped 'in a red dye and passed over the soles’ rim,
You earned a two-anna bit. Onu held his breath
because of {he vagtness of the amount. Twe annas for
51}1ch sﬁght Tabour. Others, even adults, tried hard to
Vtak& away, your trade. Sl you ccéiﬁd perhaps win
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four customers and earn a half-rupee a day.

A half-rupee! Onu could see the silver piece in
his vision. If he had the capital he would buy brush
and shoe-rest and two tins of smearing cream, one
brown, one black, and set up a business. Then he
would work hard, shining the shoes of rich folk, and
make a living and buy food for himselt and his mother,
so that they would not be destitutes begging and eating
at a free kitchen. Kajoli to be out of hospital this
afternoon. Joy for Mother to have her back after a
month almost, yet more pain than joy, for Kajoli too
would now begome a destitute, eating from a free
kilchen and sleeping in the street with a hundred
others and getting the lice in her long thick bair. And
Mother had told her they were so well off in Calcutta
city. How would Kajoli bear the shock of the truth?
That worry lay heavy on Mother’s heart.

Oh, if only he could get the capital on loan to set
himself up on the pawement as a shoeblack! Onu felt
his heari burn from his craving that had no chance of
being fulfilled. And his head dizzied from hunger—it
was a long lime since he had eaten, and the ration of
gruel was less filling, these days. A garbage can was
close at hand. The boy dragged himself 1o his accus-
tomed task of groping about in the pile {for food scraps.

A bright, lovely print in colours, clean and un-
damaged save for a fold at one corner. Onu picked it
up eagerly and wiped the smooth face with his palm.
A giant ship bristling with long fingers of guns and a
fleet of sky planes lilke the ones he saw over Calcuita
city—scven? eight, nine! Flame and smoke spouled
from the gims at the ship’s snout, Kajoli would like
the picture, her dyes would "be amazed at ghe scene.
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She did not seem to care for pictures any more, though.”
In the days gone by, how she had thrilled when she
could gel one! Piclures often lay buried in refuse
heaps and Onu had collected many for his sister, a
score and more. Two or three he had taken Lo Kajoli
at the hospital, the rest were to be a surprise on the day
of her return. XKajoli had hardly locked at them,
geeming not to care, and she had said, ‘Onu-bhai, why
worry so for your sister?’ Onu could read ker heart.
=What good were the lovely prints if you had no walls
to hang them on? But then they wouldn’t always be
destitutes? They would be back homesome day and
reap the new grain in the fields? Back home, Kajoli
would have pictures enough to brighten the mud walls.
0dd! mused Onu with a sad twist of his mouth.
When you had need of pictures, you could not get them,
When you had no need, they flew upon you. 0dd!

He gave a little sigh and dug his hands deeper into
rubbish. A jam tin showed itself." His heart jumped.
Some thick sweet syrup would be left over at the sides
and, with luck, a little solid material at the bottom,

~But as he picked up the tin a dog came snarling, claim-
ing the possession. Onu dropped it in alarm and
stepped back. He had no strength in his starved body
to fight the dog.

A higger boy, passing that way, took this in at a
glance, He came dashing, kicked at the dog, snatched
the jam tin frpm its “teeth, and stood ready for the
counter-attack,

And the dog attacked. It was mangy and famish-
ed; all the hair had fallen from its skin so that it looked
curiously naked, harllly like a dog. But it fought well

'ld@ecause & its hunger and bit the{foe. Then Onu
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Picked up a stone and bashed the animal between the
2ars.

The dog hung its head, yelping, and slunk away.

The big boy was panting hard because of his weak-
ness and excitement. He had blood on his arm but
he had also the spoils of victory. On the brink of his
enjoyment of it he became aware of the youngster who
stood with eyes wistful and strained,

The big boy hesitated for a time, clutching the jam
tin tight, gazing down at il, then with a sigh he lookede
up and held out the treasure. ‘Lick this side; the other
side is for my thouth. Lick.’

It was truly an act of self-sacrifice. And it was,
truly, a second victory.

Onu licked.

Destitutes and dogs in those days fought ofien for
possession of the rich city’s ten thousand rubbish heaps
in which seraps of rotting {food lay buried. It was not
avery time that the'destitutes won, routing the dogs
in the streets and the dog within themselves,
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‘Chalo, chalo, lazy pony!’ cried little Khuku, nd-
ing on the back of her grandfather who crouched on
all fours and maved across the carpeted floor. ‘Gallop"
Jer legs prodded his ribs.

He had gout in one knee, but he made, a gallant
éffort, hauling his bulk to the room’s gnd and back
agam. ‘Good pony, shouted Khuku excitedly and the
pony neighed with pleasure. At that moment the
mother, Monju, appeared at the doorway

‘Father, no chemist in this city has any Adexolin
to sell—

She broke short as she saw the figure crouched on
the earpet. Samarendra tried wiih- one arm to seil his
mouni down, but she held hergell firm. ‘Chalol she
ordered agam, prodding harder. ‘Chale, lazy pony.’

. ‘Khukn, get down guick, bad girl. Four years
old, and hehaving as though you were half that age.
Huzry!

‘Show Mother how well you neigh, good pony,’
begged Khuku, but the mother siepped [orward,
dragged her down and gave her a slap. Khuku stood
rigid, face clounded. It was often her way to pause on
the edge of crying, a delayed-action effect, the crigis
seeming to pasg off and then the sudden outburst,
Samarendra knew the signs and took prevenﬂve action.
He drew the child into his arms. ‘That Mother, she is
the naughty one, not my Khuku-ma. &N ow close your
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eyes—hboth—’

Khuku closed her eyes, first one, then both, know-
ing what would come, her chubby cheeks dimpling
with pleasure. In a moment she opened one eye,
then both, and there was the usual slab of choco-
late held out 1 his palm. Khuleu snaiched 1t and ran
off with a gay shout.

‘Father, you are spouling her.’

He smiled. ‘This hittle girl is over-clever for
her age.” ITave you noliced? I have been teachmg
her to count up to thirty. There’s one stumblidg ”
block: fifteen. It’s every time thirteen, fourteen,
sixieen—' The face wrinkled up with affection.

‘She needs Adexolin, so the doctor says, but we
can’t get 1t at any chemist’s because of the new price
control. It’s all gone inio the black market.

‘Leave it to me.) Samarendra moved to his writ-
ing desk. ‘U Khuku-ma needs Adexolin she shall
have it .

‘And, Father, the cheque?’

‘Oh, that? What damages do I have to pay this
time?’ He picked up the cheque hook with a sigh.

“You see, Father, the wagon has failed again and
our stocks are low, very low., So we have to buy our
rice once more {rom the black market” She watched
him fill in the form. ‘Father, make it big,” she pleaded.

She was 1 the thick of relief work these days.
Helping her husband to run the free kitchen. Help-~
ing, too, ar a mlk canieen that doled out milk to
under-fours, a bowlful a day for each hungry mouth.
Then thege way the home for foundlings about to
open.

“There! Is M big enough?
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Her eyes shone. ‘It is big enough, Father.’

He hagked in her radiance. His secret mind migh?
have taken note that some of this amount would return
to him vic the black market and Bengal Rice, but he
was not aware of such ungenerous thought. It pleased
his heart that his act of charity would save a few
hundred lives. That heart was in the right place.

Monju hurried off with the cheque, as excited as
her liltle daughter who had been given a chocolate.

Adexolin, pondered Samarendra, sitting back in
his chair, a smile broadening on his face. Yes, it would
be best to speak to Sir Lakshminath. Prmce of the
black market. m

A curious character, Sir Lakshminath., Sama-
rendra admired and envied the man and yet he held
him in sore contempt, The senior partner of Bengal
Rice, Ltd., and its moving spirit, it wag this man’s hand
that had spread well the grease of corruption to win
the Company great privileges; more, il was his orga-
nizing genius that had solved theintricate problem of
storing the vast accumulated foodgrains—secret dumps
lay in the heart of famine areas. (Samarendra blacked
out in his mind that unhappy side of the picture. He
was like the Right Honourable at Whitehall who called
the famine an act of God and cast a blind eye on the
clear process of cause and effect. Besides, if he would
not trade in rice because of some scruples, were there
not scores of: others to rush and take his place?)
Lakshminath had come from a western province and
amassed great wealth in Bengal. Authority had re-
warded his gervices, Wealth and honour—Lakshmi-
nath had won in full measure the twofdld blessings
for which Samarendra still struggled. Vet the man
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was despicable A depraved character aad unasham-
«d. He took an odd pleasure m relating the sex ad-
ventures of a person he called my jriend; under the
thin disguise of my {riend—Samarendra aad others
knew its meamng—he expressed his own perversion,
an innate morbid streak, A curious exhibitionism.
‘As T was sayng, that agent chap had to gag the
destitute girl, the talk had flowed ai the end of a
Board meeting, "you see, while my friend waited out-
side at the bedroom door, that agent chap gagged her
and then whacked her—my friend could hear the-
rough fist meet her body—he whacked her, mind,
taking cave not, to mark the face-—you wouldn't spoil
a slatue you had to sell, would you? When she had
had enough, the agent chap came out and said, “It’s all
right, sir, she is a fool who had to learn a lesson, and
then it is her first lime with a man.” My friend step-
ped in, somewhat cynical about that “frst time”, and
at sight of hun the girl burst into tears—she had drawn
features and sunkew cheeks-—the girl knocked her
head, wailing, on my friend’s boots and she called him
{ather and begged of him to save her, and he, being
the sentunental sort, patted her head and made her sit
on his lap in the bed and soothed her with tender words
and the girl cried more because of his kindness of
heart, and then he had his will, and, believe me, my
dear brother, it was truly her first experience!’
Samarendra had been aghast, angry, sickened.
Mild-natured as he was, cven he, even Samarendra
Basu, could strike the shameless creature across the
mouth. He controlled his feelings. . He sat in dumb
silence, looking down and snapping his finger-joints.
Sir Lakshmupath carried his-fifty years lightly,
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ever careful 1o look young. A Chinese barber dressed
his black hair. An English tailor cul his silk suits:
Neatness encased him. Well-mannered, genial, he
exuded warmth for his friends, very keen 1o help them
in every way. You needed extra petrol for your car
and had no coupons? Cigars long off the market?
English wool for your daughter’s knilting? Sleeping
iablets of enemy make? Sir Lakshminath would get
them all for you—a word to him was enough. ‘My
dear hrother,” he would say reproachfully, ‘why haven't
you told me all this time? You must have suffered
much inconvenience. I am so sorry. -

No wonder, then, that his fellowsdivectbrs on the
Board put up with his talk which gave him such obvi-
ous pleasure, He seemed unaware that his frank,
smooth brutality shocked his friends. But he knew.
And he loved it. That too was his perversion.

‘Was it fair on your friend’s part 1o take advaniage
of the helpless woman?’ a fellow-director had ventured
to remark.

Sir Lakshminath had stared in honest amazement,

‘Don’t you understand, my dear brother? That
girl would have siarved otherwise. Starved, thinned
off to a skeleton, then died. My friend treated her
with great kindness and consideration, He paid her
very generously, I tell you, much more than she had
the right to claim.” He had paused for a little to slip
cake into his mouth, then resuming: ‘He saved her
from a horrible death. Haven’t you ever looked at
our city’s pavemenis as you drive by? The filthy
bodisg of both tden and women, oldeand young, strewn
all about? Ugly sight. Faney, not to have one grain
ﬂi ﬁﬁé 1o eat for days on end, J u(“st fry it for half a
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day. Skip your lunch.’ And he had paused again,
Lsmunchmg cake, while the laughter gathered inside him
and burst out presently in big whoops. That laugh
was a splash from the well of his perversioh. It was
the sort of laugh that has thick bodily substance. Det-
ween iwo whoops he cried, ‘Put nothing in your mouth,
brother, just {for one day, then you will know.’

He was free allogether of social conscience. Yet
he was known as a man of charity. Who had not heard
of his prmcely donations to the War funds? His pic-
ture, cigar in mouth, appeared in the illustrated papers- -
He was seen sirutting in a news reel, lifting plump
fingers in the "Viclory sign. His Excellency granted
him interviews, Her Excellency asked him to luncheon.
He pulled the strings of publicity with deftness and
ease.

‘Brothels have become big business,” he had conti-
nued his talk that day. ‘Conditions have never before
been so {favourable. There is a fine balance belween
demand and supply in the line—both have gained
greatly from this War, You see, the fact is, a lot of
moneyed people have a liking for these skinny girls
fresh from the countryside, Skinny, mind— he Lfted=
a neat forefinger to emphasize the fine distinction—
‘not skin-and-bone. The famished ones must feed well
before they go into business, feed on rice and ghee and
milk, so that the bones may put on meat. Hair to be
rid of lice. A hundred other details. It pays., No
better investment in the whole money market,” The
laugh was gathering deep in the well. ‘You know
nothing of your own good city, my dear brother, And
nothing, if I may say 5o, of human nature.’ The pufly
eyelids had ﬂick@red with awmusement.
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True that he knew nothing of human nature,
Samarendra had felt sure then. What could he make
of this one? A man with a wife and children. Had
he none ®f the normal feelings? Not even shame?
Tl seemed incredible.

“‘We have a Controller for almost everything, these
days,” the fellow director who had spoken before spoke
again with forced airiness. ‘Why don’t they create a
new post—Controller of Brothels?’

‘Brilliant ideal’ said the filthy mouth, pursmg with

®dreen delight. ‘Only he’d have to be politely named
Controller of Social Sickness.’

“Your friend would be highly eligibde for the post,
wouldn't he?

‘He would. None better, The whoop had burst.

Sir Lekshminath had enjoyed the hour immensely.

Biis talk was filth, his company agony, yet his
friendship was a precious gift not to be thrown away.
A Director of many big concerns, a limely hint from
him on their working before th8 Reports came out
could bring you a fortune on the Stock Market. And
had he not breathed life and ruthless energy mnto

Bengal Rice, Ltd. Samarendra soothed lus mner re-
vulsion. Rich, he hungered to be richer still. He had
great need of this depraved one.

The depraved one could see this reaction in the
heart of piety. The picture added one more whaoop
to his laugh!

Samarendra put his cheque book aside. The
money he had given for the destitutes had yielded an
jnstent return. A strain somewhere an hi% conscience
was eased.

Adexolin? Yes! Sir Lakshminath with his whoop-
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ing laugh and my dear brother would get K
all the Adexolin she needed.

® * % ¥ # 1

When Kajoli came out of the hospital gat
saw with a start that there was no joy in the 1
Mother, only sorrow. The eyes were swollen
with much weeping, the voice was low and 1
They walked mutely to the alley’s mouth, and th
mother stood still and hung her head, sudden
trickling down her withered cheeks. And Kajol
in alarm. ‘What is it, Mother?’

She answered after a fime: ‘I have tols
nothing but lies, girl, lesi you fret yourself on o
count. We are homeless destitutes. We ha
work. We sleep on the streets. We have noth
hope f{or, nothing.’

An awful dreagd came upon the girl, but on
2 moment. She said, ‘Mother, I knew.” Kajol
With her swift understanding she saw the great
1o soothe Mother, to take away her shame and s¢

“You knew all?’ the mother lified her hand t
face in her gesture of bewilderment.

She made a small sound of assent. ‘I knew .

Then the mother felt a suffoeating load 1ift o
chest.

‘There is our home!” She pointed to ihe alley
‘It is much worse than the bighroad., We live 1
than cattle. The rich men of the c1‘t’y lack upon
pest, as veymin.”

Kajoli stepped into the alley. Her black p
widened with horror, fillitg her eyes. Her k
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weakened, sinking, but she kepl to her feet with the .
force of her will. Mother and Onu had lived in that
festering hell for & month while she lay in comfort mn
hospital. Ilow the {wo had suffered! Kajoli felt
shamed that she had not shared their misery and pain.

A fat, middle-aged woman sold betel-leaf {rom a
stall al the corner, a few yards off. Bhe had watched
the girl with interest, listened to the talk. A young girl
with a good face and figure, and a new sari on. Attract-

«ive. She seemed to have eaten well. How {hen could

she be a destitute’s daughter unless— At that mo-
ment the girl went walking ahead and the woman
hurried to seize her chance.

‘Mother, a betel-leal for you,” she hailed, her large
teeth smiling.

The mother walked up eagerly. It was ages sinee
she had held a betel-leaf in her mouth. And in the
old days, a lifetime away, she had been addicted to it—
ten leaves a day. .

The woman drew the facts out of her. The girl
had been in hospital. She had been cared for, and
her face had filled out a little. The kind-hearted doe-
tor had given her a new sari—the old one had been
cast off. That explained the sirangeness. The woman
watched the girl with sharp inferest, a harsh glint
in her eyes.

‘Take two betel leaves from me every day, mother.
You do not have to pay. Why, you can pay me tenfold
when the old times return, as they must. You have a
house, you have dand, I know.’

Kajoli came back, a pallid smile oneher face.
“Come, Mothet,’ she eried softly. Heﬁ lips pressed to-
gether ag though swallowing sxckness‘«
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‘Such a golden image!” said the betel-worma
asigh. ‘Bhagwan! Have a betel, child.! Shel
her a well-folded one, fat with spices, and turned
mother. ‘Take some {ried rice, mother, I
plenty. And some treacle to sweeten it, fresh t
thickened from the juice of date palm.’

What kindness! The mother felt overwlu
Fried rice with treacle. It was countless time
Kajoli and Onu had had anything good to eat.

Thete was a date palm on her land, on the e
strip, a friendly fruitful tree. The juice bad su
ing fragrance How the children loved the t
from that juicé, and her hushand and Devata too,
tree had a spirit of goodness to make such frag
so Devata had said. Some trees were evil-hearte
bitter, some had the sweet spirit of goodness.

‘There he comes, said Kajoli, gazing up the !
pavement, and she called: ‘Onu!

The boy was walking fasi on his spindle legs.
carried a paper bundle tied with string.

‘Pictures,” he said, his bony face joyous. ‘Pic
for every wallx Fven for the shed where our Ma
lived. Look, didi. Tell me if you have seen such
tures, ever.’

So Kajoli staried her new life as a destitute o
city.

The betel-woman, honey-longued one, h
Kajoli in the evening as she came out of the ¢
Kajoli feared her, though. She was somehow ik
city woman who had come o the village with an
proposal, the jackal emissary. ThAt was how K
mixing up images in her mind, {elt about such ¢
tures—jackal en:ﬁssary »

L -
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The jackal lay crouched upon her mind, a hideous
ever-present shape. All the repulsions of life resolved
themselves. in the jackal shape. Her terrible experi-
ence had built in her a strange contradiction: she had
bhecome stonelike within, yel highly sensitized. She
wag as dead as darkness and as living as a flame.

The betel-woman knew human nature. She took
her time. She offered the girl a seat in the stall.

There was a sort of improvised hooth at ’Elze other
vcgrner, a canvas structure, with rows of photographs
exhibited at its entrance. Every photo showed a
group of two—a grinning alien soldiex; with, a gay-
faced wench on his knees. Soldiers wenl inside the
booth and came out in a while, smiling with pleasure
and holding a picture. What was the show about?
wondered Kajoli, and the woman iold her. A fellow
could step into the cloth room and have his likeness
taken along with a girl—the paper image would be
ready for him in a quarter hour. Jf was a memento of
India, and good fun, so the soldiers thoughti. The girls
belonged to the place, They earned two rupees a day,
Jusi for sitting gaysome on the knees of an alien in
khaki uniform for the brief pose.

The betel-woman gave Kajoli a quick keen glance,
‘Not that they will have you. They engage only half-
caste girls with neat English frocks on. And she
chuckled and leaned her head against the plastered
wall of her booth, and the wall sucked a little sticky
oil from the shining bun of her hair.

‘Paper! Hingdusthan! cried a newsboy as he
dashed by. “Vaparee skyplane downeéd nezr Calcutta.
Paper! Hindusthanl

The gir] listened, and an odd jgxmble of images

~



247

lay for an inslant m her heart. The destitute mass at

the Hindusthan Centre...... Skyplane zooming across
Baruni village, darting towards her...... A woman
and her hittle girl feeding {rom ihe same bowl, raven-
ous, swallowing hard, so thal one could dig into the
other’s share......

Two coloured U.S. soldiers were coming up the
street. Xajoli held her breath as she saw a bold little
street umghin run to them and speak in broken English:
‘Hey, Jim, wani me show you virgin?’ The aliens
looked down at the four-foot height and shook thelr
heads with a l‘oroad grin. The brave boy then lifted
his arm overhead and slapped one of the soldiers on
the back., ‘You no good, Johnny, No come? Why
no come? And as they passed on, he remembered
some more of his sales talk and yelled, ‘Small cash,
good fair virgin, too small cash.’

The belel-woman laugned with all her teeth and
explained the worgs to the ignorvant peasant girl.
There was a brothel round the corner, a new one—all
destitute women from the couniryside. They lived
well, those once-{amished creatures, they enjoyecl‘
every comfort. They made good money. Agents
went about the city streets picking up good-lookers,
paying them sixty rupees in advance, why, even
seventy. In the house the women kept half their
takings and the other half went to the proprietor. Both
pariies made money. The women wore gold on their
rounded arms. And not one of them could boast half
the loocks Kajoli had, What {atg! Bhagwan! A
golden lotws wasting in mud and” fiilth. The heart
grew sick at such uiter injustice,,

Then Kajoli, knew that*the woman wgas truly a
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jackal emlssary And she shuddered and she kept away_
from her. The persistent woman pursued her into the
alley. The agent fellow had seen her, he was all eye
for her. Seveniy rupees in advance—a fortune! Why,
that carcass of a fellow might even part with ten more
if properly squeezed between the jaws of a ‘No’ and
a ‘Yes'! Why rot in this hell from which there wag

_no other way of escape? Why put up with this living

death? And must you think only of yoursel#® Your
mother, your little starved brother? What shreds
they are! Sad! Have a hearl. Yes, have a heart.
Seventy rupees—it would mean life to them. ¥lse
they would surely die—

Kajoli shunned the brute shadow of the jackal
emissary.,
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1L could not have been by design that the two
messages with the same date-line appeared on the news
page alpost side by side. A correspondent had wired
from Midnapore; A destitute mother who could not
feed her three children tried to drown them in the
Ganges, Reuter had cabled from Australia: WMiners
have gone on irike in protest against insufficient ra-
tion of bulter.

One World. One Commonwealth, in all truth,
Rahoul reminded himself. Topping the news page was
a cartoon of the Right Hon'ble at Whitehall washing
his hands of the famine with water poured from a jug
by his chief, the Prime Minister.

Lips scornful, Rahoul flipped the pages. Pictures

of deslitutes.... A woman sat on the pavement eat-
ing from a bowl! while her famished child sat by and
gazed. -

The camera had done its wark well. The child, a
skeleton with unwinking eyes. perhaps too feeble to
cry, gazed on while the hunger-mad mother ate with
ravenous gulps.

The cruel picture seemed to deepen a drvead that
came upon Rahoul often these days as he {ried to assess
the deeper implications of the famine, the -over-all
effect. Tt had @ physical aspectwshd a moral one.
Death would claim two millions, perhaps three, Mil-
lions more wousd escape with the skin of their teeth,
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but they would never be strong again, especially the
children and the rickety babies who had had so litle”
succour, who had heen exposed much to sun and wet.
A physicdlly shattered race would grow up in the
ninety thousand villages of Bengal, a sapped, half-living
stock that would pass on its bitter heritage and per-
peluate ilself unless a more civilized Government made
a great effort to averl the dread fate. Thal was the
~physical aspect of the story. RPN
Then the inner degradation. At thé ouiset,
¢ famished parents gave what food they could collect to
their children—there was not enough for all to share—
bud as hunger bit harder the finer {eelings began to be
stilled, deadened. Men and women slid in spirit to the
level of animals. Rahoul recalled a story in the papers.
A starving mother with a child al her breast was given
food af a kitchen. While she ate, the child died in her
lap. But the mother ate on, She finished her meal
and then left with her dead child. There was another
story. A destitute woman with three children had,
after a day’s hard effort, collected some fistfuls of rice.
At sunset, as she lighted a fire, a hungry man had
Enatched away the grain and fled.

Rahoul, as he sal at his table in the Relief Cenire,
feared the emotional hardening, the dehumanizing, And
thiz grim pieture in the paper intensified his dread.

A passing phase? ‘When times hecame normal
again, the innate humanity of the masses of Bengal
would soon be re-lit? Rahoul was {ar fromn sure, It
was too much to hope that ithe burning experience
would leave no scats on the spirit; wofild nof twist'the
spirit beyond repair for a generation, for an age.

But this mother? Would she n&t again be her
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warm, loving self? Rahoul gazed intently at her and
fell, tenderness fill his heart. Fancy took him a year

The famine has blown over. The mothe? has suz-
vived, She is back in her village home.

It is nearly dusk. The mother walks the village
path, a small package in her hand, a pice-worth of salt
from the grocer. This day there are red sweet
potatoesfo eat with the rice, and they will need a little
salt for séasoning.

Back home, she unwraps the package and pours
the sall into an earthen jar and she is about to cast the
news-sheet intd the oven as kindling, but there is a
picture in it and she thinks: What p1cture is this?
She smooths it and a cry goes forth from her lips like
a gasp. She has recognized her dead child, for the
image ol him ever fills her eyes, and though she cannot
see hersell in the evil shape in the piclure, she knows
il is none other. There she is, a mother, filling her
hunger-swollen belly while her skeleton child laoks on
beggingly. He died. Maybe, those mouthiuls would
have saved him. A monster, not a mother. A mon-
ster that ate its birth child. s

Dusk deepens into night and the night grows, but
she does not rise tp light the kitchen fire and boil the
rice she sits with the picture in her lap, crazy with her
shame and her anguish......

Rahonl thrust the paper aside.

One other mother haunted his thoughts often these
days, the peasant mother at Baruni. She and her
daughter Eajoli* Kishore. Onu—~#iahoul could hear
the happy mush-mush of his shoes! If only he could
see a way to ﬁm out where.they were, What if they
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had heen borne off in the {flood of hunger? The hor-
rible dream he had had one night! The peasan{
mother and her young son lay dead on the highroad,
not far from Calcutta. A vulture swooped down to
peck at their flesh, and Kishore caught it in a snare.
He roasted the carrion-eater on a fire and offered the
bitter meat 1o Kajoli who lay dying: ‘Kajoli, eat. Eat
this meat and live, Kajoli.” Then Rahoul cried out in
chis sleep:  ‘Wait. Here is rice, all the rice you need.
Wail—" In that instant Monju pushed atl him and he
awoke, wrelched, drenched all over with sweat.

What if they were in this city among the homeless
hundred thousand? Not likely, though. " Kishore
knew the city, and he knew Rahoul's address—he
would have come over. So Rahoul reasoned over and
over again, and yet, looking out from bus and tram,
walking the street corners where destitules lay hud-
dled, he scanned the faces, intently, with hope and with
fear. Against all reason Rahoul searched, ever
searched. "

And one day he passed by a garbage can over
which scarecrow slips of boys stooped, Onu among
¢hem, picking. He saw the dismal group, unseeing,
withdrawn, wrapped in some thought. He passed on..

And one day as he walked one side of the sireet,
the peasapnt mother wallked the other, a few yards
apart. And each, unseeing, passed on,.....

“The gruel is ready, sir” Ohin, a relief worker,
spoke from the office doorway. Ohin was an under-
graduate at college. He had fainted from hunger in,
the classroom befere he was taken on at the Centre
and earned a daily meal. Many students of the poor-
middle elass knew the pangs of hung:{er in those days.
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{nflation had done its ruthless work and they had cdged
very close to the pauper’s level.

Rahoul walked io the kitchen. Men were busy
steaming three kinds of gram in large cauldrons. When
ready, the grains, poor grades all (and a goodly lot of
grit to.add to the weight—traders knew iheir job so
well!) would be mixed together. Rahoul looked on
with distaste. The ‘standard gruel’ was hard to digest.
Its calories were less than a third of what the human "
body necded. He who lived on the gruel would not die,
but he would be starved out slowly. The kitchen was
helpless. ,

The emotional deadening—that thought persisted
in his mind as Rahoul went through with his rouline
inspection. But there was a streak of light in his in-
ward gloom. A strange happening: the strangest ex-
perience in his life! Heard from others, he would
have laughed it away as romance. Could you dismiss
the evidence of your,own eyes?

It was after darklall, Street lamps were dim
under hoods. Rahoul was walking past Red Road to-
wards the Chowringhee tramway. Near the military,
encampment white soldiers stood grouped around a
young destitute girl who sat on the roadside under a
lamp post, ber head bent low. Rahoul feli his heart
miss a beat. Kajoli! Then, as he locked, his face
faded with dismay. Not Kajoli, though she was some-
what like Kajoli. The girl wore a ragged garment, but
she was not altogether famished. Grace lingered yet
on her face, with the scarlet marriage-mark on her
brow. The soldiers stood in silence, as though tense
with some expectation. Rahoul teo stood by, wonder-
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A soldier moved from the group and, stepping
forward, dropped a rupee into the begging-bowl in
which shgwed a few other silver coins.

She said no word, only rose to her feet, languid,
slender of limb, no taller than Kajoli. Arms drawn
folded over her bosom, she stood erect and lifted her
face starward, the moulding of her neck revealed. Her
lips curled with a smile that was somehow no smle.

™ Then the arms unfolded, stripping the ragged-garment
from her breast. So she stood bare, the hooded street
Tight full upon her, a bronze image with eyes reaching
starward...... The crowd gaped, but no word was
spoken, no titters came. Moments went by, and ‘the
girl dropped her face and drew the sari back to her
bosom and sank on her knees. She hung her head,
She looked shamed.

Another rupee clinked into the bowl. The girl
stared at it for a long moment, then rose once more
and bared herself to the flooding light, arms up-flung,
bronze again, a different mould. And the ravages of
hunger showed on her flesh. And as she sat down
mand her face lowered, she looked more shamed. When
a third rupee had clinked into the bowl and she stood
again, the lips that curled with a smile trembled and at
the corner of each eye a big tear glistened.

The cruel clink in the bowl once more—

An MP. chanced on the scene. He gave a swift
look and briskly ordered the men, ‘Get along” One
man who had come late hung on with a rupee in hig
fist, but before he could drop it into the bowl the M.P.
took him by the ‘back of his neck] made him turn
round, ‘Get along!

'I‘he soldiers would~have somet}ung luscious to

n o
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talk ahout when they went home te America and Eng-
land.

The destitute girl picked up her bowl. She wiped
her eyes, gazing at the coins, lips twitching with some
thought, and she rose and started to walk towards the
Strand. Aun irresistible impulse made Rahoul follow
her down the blacked-outi streets, Past Council House,
a good way, and he had to walk slowly behind her,
halting gnce or twice, for she dragged her {eet. Some---
thing abcut her troubled and perplexed Rahoul. The
pain-marred lock on her face, the stiuggle, that the
aliens had missed, or perhaps accepted as part of the
show. There Was nothing brazen about her, Rahoul
felt sure, his eyes haunted by the ghsten of big tears.
Aware, sensitive, she debased herself this way be-
cause of desperate need. Would she not keep away
now that she had earned enough to last her many
weeks? 'Thai would be her true test.

Rahoul held his feet as he saw her stop at a cheap
eating-shed, and he*heard her order six-rupec worth
of flat coarse bread. Why so much bread? Rahoul in
wonder waited in the dark.

“Trade is good, young woman? remarked the®
shopman with a suggestive leer.

The package of bread in her hands, she walked
on, turping at last into a mean alleyway. The place
was choked with destitutes, like a hundred others,
Rahoul knew. And again he stepped out after the girl.

Life stirred in the dim, dismal lane in the instant
of her coming. 'The destitutes sat up, faces eager and
joyous, and they=cried thinly, ‘The Mother!’ ‘She is
back, the Mother? The words tossed abou t, ‘Our own
Mother, she is b}xck!’ It was strange how their lips

o
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loved to call the young girl ‘Mother.’

She held the basket in the crook of one arm and
slaried fo give away the bread, and Rahoul, watching,
suppresse‘d a whistlee He heard her as she spoke
gentle words. ‘No, Uncle, you must not eai heavy on a
sick stomach.” ‘Haru, you must not gulp down your
bread before you chew it well. Chew well, my golden
one.” ‘Sister, will you eal two picees? No? One is
“enough?’

She had the hearing of a princess! thoug}l’t Rahoul,
" dhchanted. Having served all, the girl sat down
among the people and aie her portion of bread.

She had shed her extraordinarirfess. A simple
village maid, like others of her kind. You would not
see in her the dramatized figure of Red Road. Among
her people she was herself,

But she had risen io a tremendous crisis. She

had overcome her shame and her fear of strangers—
alien soldiers~—and devised her brokenhearted way to
earn good money--on her, a destitute girl, so many
lives hung!
. She had sold her shame, the convention-bound
moron would so decry her, she had abused the body’s
sanctity. But Rahoul, walking out of the lane, feli as
though he had glimpsed the sanctity of the human
gpirit and was dazzled by too much richness and
beauty.

That was the streak of light to illumine the gloom
of his heart.

Yet the destitute girl made him unhappy too,
Somehow she kept'on reminding him"of Kajoli. There
was no real likeness between them% only both were
péasanf: glgls, just ordmary peasant girls. Did he then
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gee all peasanl girls of Bengal in the Kajoli image?
But where was Kajoli? In what horror of destitution
was she lost?

As he left the kitchen Ohin, his young asc1stant
drew near and said, ‘An old man wants to see you,
sir. He is waiting at the gate.

‘A destitute? You know we can’t issue any more
tickets—' )

‘Thisman has a ticket. He wants to surrender his
ticket. It's very strange.’ -

Rahoul looked puzzled as he walked to the gate,

‘Father,’ said the old man as he held out his card,
‘I have eaten for two weeks. Now I can live without
food for a iime. I can move about and beg and find
food scraps and keep the bones together, Give my
place to one whose need is more than mine. Hundreds
of such folk are about, helpless ones,’

‘No, no, cried Rahoul. ‘You are worn and weak,
You need feeding. Keep the card. The gruel will be
gerved in a minute.’

But the skeleton dropped to its knees and the
skull bent itself slowly 1o the dust of the roadside. »

‘Father, there is no end to your kindness of heart.
I owe you my life. I can give you no service in return.
1 can do no more good to my brethren save this much:
I can give my place to a more needy person unfed at a
kitchen. Do not deny me this one joy, I beg' He
gasped through his teeth with the strain of speech and
slowly picked himself up, and slowly walked away.

The richness of the human spirit! Rahoul could
have laughed at the oppressive dread he had felt. He
gazed at the bentehalf-naked figure receding down the
street, and it filled him with wistful pridesand joy,

-
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slanding out in his mind as a signal of hope and deli-
verance for the hunger-siricken masses of Bengal.

!Q
¥ * ® # + %

‘Very hungry, sa’b, one pice, eat rice, very very
hungry, sa’b—" moaned the boy in rags in the {amiliar
destitutes’ singsong, plodding at the heels of a tall
“American soldier in dust-colour garb as he came out of
the doors of Metro Cinerna House.

The soldier stopped, looking down. His blue eyes
grew deep with compassion. He smﬂed and spoke
words of which the boy could make nothmg, and he
passed a gentle hand over the little beggar’s dusty
mop of hair. Then he gave him a half-rupee bit.

The soldier passed on, Onu stood dazed. No one
had ever given him so much money. And no stranger
had touched him with fondness—-ever. He was a thing
to be hated, shunned, feared. Opu lified his hand to
his mop of hair as though il still retained that wondrous
touch. His eyes blinked. Onu {elt like weeping,

The silver gripped in his fisi, he trudged ihe sireel
in the direction of a cheap cockshop where he could
buy rice, two big plateluls with lentils or potato, for
the money he owned. Onu was elated. He could see
the rice——his for the asking! Eyes closed, Onu enjoyed
the feel of hot cooked rice in his mouth. Presently the
imagined feel would be reality.

The cookshop was way off in Bentinck Street.
Onu, tramping slowfoot, laid a thin baby hand on his
ernpty stomach—hbw it had swelled, as thamgh bulging

, overtull with food! ,Odd, mused Ony, his hand on his
- gtomach, pis mouth twisting m paingd wonder. You
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eat overmuch for months and years and your belly
sticks out fatly—look at the rich folk. You starve for
months, your arms, legs, face, chest, are bone, jusi
hone, and again your stomach bloats roundly tike a
balloon. Qdd!

In a while his thoughts took a new turn and he
was reliving the experience of the past might. The
siren had heen screaming for an hour, flooding the city
sireets with its fear. Onu could see the tall body of
the siren, tall as a palmyra, with a hundred throals and
a while soldier posted at each throat pouring air mto
it with a-blowpipe—that air, streaming out of the big
mouth at the top end, made the ig song. Then, in a
while, the other fierce noise—enormous wings crashing
through the sky, tearing the sky to pieces. Onu had
often wondered what sky pieces would be hke-—why,
the blue beautiful sky was stuff like thick sk, and if
a hig shred chanced to {all in the destitules’ lane they
would no more have to be naked, they would have
good wear aplenty! But no sky piece lell, only a
Japanee bomb, and it snatched off the backside of the
big building fanking the laneway. Al daybreak the-
tane was full of people: soldiers and AR.P. officers came
visiting in shiny cars and they walked boldly righi inte
the lane’s stink and filth amid the stretches of unwash-
ed sprawling bodies like patches of earthworms, alf
for the reason that two or three decrepits had been
hurt by a Japanee bomb, and yel the big people had
never stepped onto the spot before when the decrapits
had lain hurt by hunger and many had died, too wesk
to walk to “he free kitchen and W1th nothmg to eat
for days, days. -~

They had put the bomb-hurt ones im"x ma‘cm*

-~
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wagon with one red stripe down, another across. Takeg
them 1o sick-hospital.

Beio~e, too, men from the alley, ailing inside them

because of the rotten garbage food they ate, rode that
lovely wagon. Back home in an hour! Not room
enough i sick-hospitals. But there was room enough,
room reserved, for men hurt by a Japanee bomb; so the
_big officers said, lest the destitutes grow to fear a
Japanee bomb. -
» An idea knocked then on Onu’s mind, He turned
il over and his face lit up. He was now a few steps from
ihe cookshop in Bentinck Street, but he did-not stop,
he passed on. He walked a good way farther till he
reached a backstreet temple. He went to the temple
yard where flowers were on sale.

Onu gripped his silver bit a long time, staring at

the flowers, as though musing in his heart, then at last
he loosened his clasp. ‘Blossoms of the jasmine,’ he
spoke to the flower woman and held out hus coin. His
mouth was parched and there was great hunger in his
stomach.
~ The woman eyed him with keen amazement.
Match-thin legs, you could see tbe knee-joints, and
even the bones looked worn thin. A destitute boy
who had not long to live. The goddess in the stone
image had no pity for such guileless ones who had done
no wrong, harmed nobody?

“What fairer flowers than the flowers of devotion?
she said with tenderness. ‘Stand before the poddess,
my son, let her seg you, let her see whatever you have
in the bowl of your heart.’

Onu shook his head. ‘The g&ddess loves the
:wbige flowers of the jasmine’ He Pubbed his grimy

- L)
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fingers carefully on his rags before he reached out for
His purchase.

‘Keep your money, then. Take all you, need.’
The woman held out a big lotus-leal cup fufl of jas-
mine.

‘If I do not pay, mother, where is merit mn the
offering®

That was true. The unhappy flower woman took
his money, and returned him some small change. Onu
mused for*a moment and put down the small change
before her. ‘Maybe, he said, ‘this is enough for e
butier lamp?’

The {fower woman heaved a sigh. What had come
upon the famished boy that he was so very exira-
vagant?

The lotus-leaf cup in one hand, lamp in the other,
Onu passed into the temple sanctum where the goddess
sat on a high pedestal. He rose on his toes 1o place
his offering at her feet. He held his prodeep’s wick to
the flickering flame of another on the pedestal, and
erouching down, knocked his forehead {hrice on the
ground.

‘Mother, the prayer flowed fervent out of his®

depths, ‘T ask naught else from thee, Molher, I only
ask this much: let a Japanee bomb hurt me, Mother,
Then the motor wagon with one red stripe down and
another across will come and pick me up and lake me
to sick-hospital. They will give me an iron bed to lie
on, Mothe1 and a clean piece of cloth to put on, and,
maybe, a  blanket to wrap myself in against cold, and
food, all the jyice I'can eat, Mother. « And I can sleep

my fill, Mother, and even if it rains hard I'll not get
wet because of the roof over my head and there will be
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no need to walk and wali: and pick from muck-heaps
and fight the angry dogs, but I can lie down, beir}
hurt by a Japanee bomb, with a doctor to care for me, a
doctor tb wash my blood with medicine and put a
fever-stick in my armpit to know the heat. And let
the wounds take long to heal, Mother, for then I can
stay long i sick-hospital, a bed under me and a blanket
over me and rice for my mouth, all as if I were a king.
Mother, I ask naught else of thee, Mother, only let a
Japanee bomb drop from the sky and hurt nie, Mother.’

Onu had moved a way from the eager-hearted boy
who had lived for his kin, strong, protective, for their
sake. 'The problem of his own survival now absorbed
him, His defeated spirit pulled his emotions to itself.
And his introvert emotions weakened his fighting
power, Il was a vicious circle,
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Kajoli had made her grim decision. She would
sell the last thing she owned-—horself. Mother was
dywmng. »She ailed and could not eat ithe poor fare har
son and daughler found for her, begging mn the streets
and picking m the gavhage, She needed shelter o,
because of the severe winter cold that had affected her
chest. All this could be had for the money the agent
offered. Beventy rupees. This body of hers was
worth so much? thought Kajoli with grim wonderment.
This body had been defiled on the huighroad. Let it be
defiled over again, then, if Mother’s life could be saved
at that price. Mother had suffered enough, she had
not the strength to bear it any more. How she had
shrunk and aged! Even her speech was almost gone,
and she breathed with heavy pain. Kajoli eould not
look at her without a burning m her eyes, a weeping
in her hearl. Yes, she would give herself to the jackil.
He, the jackal, had torn up her child. What matter,
then, if he tore her up too? The money would see
Mother through for a year; then perhaps the times
would brighten and Mother and Onu would he able to go
back io the village. She had her land. Some day Father
would return from prison. But not Kanu bhai, and
not he, her husband, for (the feeling was a perpetual
fever in her blood) they would be hanged. Perhaps
_by this time they had been hanged—many had been
“hanged, so the, betel-women saxd knowing from the
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1alk of her customers or the cry of news hawkers..
And she, Kajoli, would never return home—-the very ”
shadow of her would be defilement. She would give
herself {o the claws of the jackal dark after dark, till
the end of all dark. Kajoli, attuned io self-murder,
jerked her chin in the old way of decision, .
She brooded over the vision of her hushand, as
she had breoded over that vision every now and again,
* A sltranger had descended from the blue sky ang claim-
ad her as his bride and shared with her the sky-blue-
.ness that was in his soul. Then he was gone. Hanged
- —the certainty had grown in her—they, men of the
jackal world, could not bear so much sRy-blueness in
the soul of a man, He had made an attempt to rescue
the doomed one, Kanu, and they, men of the jackal
world. had seized him and put him in chains and hang-
ed him. Else he would not have failed to relurn, he
would have walked back from the earth’s end. Hanged
—il had happened on the day she heard his voice in
sleep in the hospital, and the voice said in a murmur,
“Kajoli!’ and the voice had so much tenderness that she
wept in her sleep, and later the nurse asked her, ‘You
mianed all night-—you were in pain?’

One prayer she had in her heart: that she could
bhave him for her husband in the lives to come. She
had no need of Heaven, only let her be horn again on
Earth and again, that she could have him for her hus-
band. That was her prayer.

So Kajoli spoke her decision to the betel-woman
and the woman, beaming, showed her the roll of notes,
even fen-rupes ones; and Kajoli said, "Give.it to me
in advance,’ . .

‘Not all?" said the woman, screwing shrewd eyes’



I suspicion.

‘All} said Kajoli.

‘What if you don't come?’ .

Her glance lay sieady on the woman anll she goid
‘I will come.’ .

Unpder her cool gaze even that shameless woman
felt shamed and she hurviedly answered, ‘T know. You
will come. l

Kajgh took the money. She would come at mide
night when Mother slept.

She tied the pad of notes to the corner of a pieze
of old sacking that they used as washcloth, and placed
it folded under Mother’s head. She wrapped a slim
armaround Mother and nestled and pressed her {ace
agamst Mother’s breast like a child who was tired, des-
perately tired. And as tears spilled from the closed
eyelids and she bit her lip hard to hold them hack,
Moather fondled her and passed a caressing hand
through the unkempt mass of hair and murmured fond
words, blessings. And it was as though Mother had
received a sign, as though she knew. Bul she could
not know.

The mother was taking leave of Kajoli for a reason
of her own. She was going away. Early that morning
she had seen an old man swinging in the air from a
tree on the Ganges bank with a tattered cloth tight
round his throat. He had hanged himseld. The
mother watched the corpse. That man had proved
with his dying gasp that he was a man still,
undefeated. In a while it would have been too lale.
He would have Pecome mindless ag an animal, without
the power 1o die, at will—did you ever hear of 3 starv-
ing animal drown itself? Amd the mother had envied

e
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him and made her own decision. She had become =
heavy burden on her children. It was hard enough
to {eed onesell; what misery to have to provide for a
decrepit mothee who ailed without cease and could
not walk down to the free kitchen. She must act be-
fare il was too late, before she lost her power 1o think
and feel, She must acl at once,

Mother Ganges called to her!

In silence she blessed her son and daughter, com-
mitting them to the care of all the gods. ‘Let bright
drys come upon them, If they are guilty of wrongs in
past lives, let the punishment be mine alone, let me
alone work it off, let me drag suffering from life to
life” Amnd as she blessed, she passed her fingers -over
the gir!’s head, caressing, grieving that there would be
none o do the hair, so thick in the comb, and none 1o
pick the lice. Her eyelids were weighed down with
her feebleness, and she sank into sleep with this ache
in her heart and her daughter’s face, tender and warm,
tucked against her hosom...... When she awoke, the
lane was dusky with the nearness of dawn. She sat up
anxiously. Where was Kajoli? Gone, to ease herself
in some street corner before the cover of darkness was
Jost. Omu lay fast asleep. The mother passed her
hand over all his face and blessed him again and again.
She grieved that she could not have one last look at
her Kajoli and she wept guietly a minute. There was
no tirne and she set off, her feet heavy as lead.

Then she mused: ‘Why shall I let this sari of
mine be lost? Worn, ripped, it would yet be much
use {o my daughter? And she turned back, she took
off her sari, wrapping her slight figure with the old_
sacking. The thick roll of notes touched her skin.
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Some useless scrap, th® mother thought, hobbling
away.

In the pre-dawn glimmer the hall-naked mother
dragged herself down the blacked-out svrects of the
great city till she reached the Bridge. Her legs trem- ~.
bled, with {atigue as she walked to the middle of the
span to be clear of the jetly and the mass of anchored
watercraft—a steamer was smoking even al this early
hour, = Faces haunted ber, all assembled together—her
husband, her three children, her son-in-law. There
was a song, a bhajen song, and her husband had sung
it always for her ears alone. There had been muck
happiness in her life hefore the heavy woes came. She
looked down at the dark water and sudden fear chilled
her heart. Her sunken eyes lay fixed and tears blind- -
ed them. Her breath came gasping, and choking in
her throat. She clutched the white breasi-high rail,
clutched hard. Then she heard a motor van coming
over the Bridge, and turned, saw the glancing lights.
© Swiftly she lifted her foot to the rail and hauled herself
with desperate strength......

* 5 a *® * #* -

Kajoli hung her face. Her feet dragged, shuffing,
in the street. The betel-woman had taken her first
into the shop for an hour. ‘Rinse your mouth, girl,.
and clean your teeth with English paste, that they may
look young and white. Serubh your face with the
lather of soap. Take scented oil in your cupped palm
and rvb it.in your hair, before> you cross the door sill
of your gaynew life Kajoli, in a daze, followed her
bidding, And at early-daybreak, as she walked the
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street, shie was slill in a dazé, with no power to think -
or fecl, froren within. A tram-car grumbled by. The
city was stirring awake. At a corner of the street a
news boy dashed up with his bundle, shouting at the

~few passengers: ‘Paper! Hindusthan! Dehra Dun
prisoners start hunger strike.”

She holf-listened, passing on, accustomed to news

vendors tall, Ten paces she had gone, the same cry
again, close at her heels: ‘Dchra Dun plisonem start
hunger strike” The words slood out in the smooth
stillress of dawn.
- It was sirange how all at once a bell of memory
somewhere in her rang suddenly. Dudat, a prisoner
in Dehra Dun jail-house. Hunger sirike. Her face
twitched, as though she were straining to grasp those
words. Hunger sirike. Dadu. Dadu going hungry.
Her eyes widened a little.

And she passed on.

‘Hunger strike!’ scoffed the betel-woman. ‘Hunger
enough in our Caleutta city. To give up your food '
when you may eat! In every jail-house, look east, look
west, look north, look south, there is hunger strike-—
the ~vendors of news pour it inlo vour two ears every
day, every hour. Bhagwon! Why not take the useless
song of owls out of the cool comlort of jail-house and
put them in a beggars’ lane here? Good for them.
And she grinned with all her teeth,

A news boy went rushing again. ‘Paper! Bharat!
Congress leader fasting unto death? .

‘That one! said the betel-woman, proud of her
knowledge of public affairs. ‘Man of sevenky and
more, Fasting at his ripe age. Not mwmch juice to
fpare in his old blackened bomes, Madness!”

v

- 1 -
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‘What name? said Kajoli in an underbreath.
‘Suddenly her heart was beating furiously.

‘Men with a goodly beard. I saw a picture of him.
Devesh., Yes, Devesh Basu, that's the namé’

Then, in a flash, Kajoli saw him.

He stands there, the tall white-clad ligure with
uplified handcuffed arms, and the pale silver of his
hair and the pale silver of his flowing beard ave touch-
ed with,a light that is not of the sun alone. .

‘Friends and comrades, do not betray the {flag. Do
not betray yourselves. The supreme flest has come..
Be strong. Be true. Be deathless, Bande Maturam! *

....She saw him in jal-house in the garb of a
corvict, wiclding his body’s hunger as a sword, strong
as ever and true and deathless.

And she, dadw’s granddaughter? Hunger-trapped,
she had sold hersel, What if dodu knew”

What if dadu knew one day? This, the final ges-
ture of her life, would hurt him more than all the op-
pressions he suffered in jail-house and all the pangs of
his hunger battle—

And her heart was beating harder, Ilmocking
against her ribs, so that she had to press her hands™to
her breast.

‘Kajoli, you have made your pronam 1o the flag,
vou are a fighter,” so Father had said as the Red T'ur-
bans handeuffed him and took him away. And no one
had cried, not she, not Mother, not Kanu, nor even
Onuy, all having made their prongm to the Hag, fighters
all.

As her numbed senges broke out of stupor, dead

. images lived again, the past that had lain qguenched in
“ash heap showed new sparks, Her father, her Kanu

~
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bhai, they had fought for the'national movement, Her

husband—he had fought for the workers. Undefeated,

all. No jail-house could ever break their spirit. And
she? Lost, tutterly lost, selling herself.

What else could she do? Mother dying. Needing
succour, needing shelter. Mother could hold op no
more. Onu, too. They would live at the price of her
doomn.

.. And the full meaning of her doom came upon her
like a sudden thumping blow that made her gasp for
bresth. Tears rushed to her eyes—it was ages since
«she had cried—lears flowed down her cheeks, and she
wiped them off with her fingers and whlked a pace
ahead lest the betel-woman see. -

So she iramped the street and the voice com-
panioned her: ‘Kajoli, you are a fighter.,” The voice
grew. 'The voice beat in her blood-stream and rang
in her ears.

A fighter? Had she not yielded to her fate with-
out a siruggle? Become one with fhe mass of mind-"
less destitutes? Feeding at the free kitchen. Picking
from muck-heaps. No grit. A mere beggar-woman.
Ard soon to die, dic a thousand deaths.

Dudu, unerushed by the might of an Empire,
would be broken by her at last.

Dudy, cast among destitutes, would have been

, strong and true.

And this horror, the hetel-woman! Released from
the deadening shock that had snaved her in easy sur-
render, sensitive and self-aware as of old, Kajoli felt
a great tide of shame beave upon hel,,so shat her
skin tingled and a hot sweat broke out en her palms,

" And the tzundfa& words of the woman, as she recalled

y
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»thern, crawled upon her flesh as a hundred scorpions.
Escape, some way of escape—her chin jerked in
decision. Her fists clenched and unclenched.
Then the vile betel-woman who had derfle no good

ever to anybody did one good turn lo her helpless -

prey. Unawares, she threw the girl an idea.

‘Such hot news is god-sent bliss for the vendor
{olk—they get the best out of it. The papers sell like
peanutg at a fair. I you szell twelve copies you .gel
two annas as your commission.’

‘And many times twelve copies I could sell ewery,

day? the girl spoke as though to hersell, vaguely, and-

her lips partéd, wondering,
~ The betel-woman laughed, happy, with a big fece
due to her because of Kajoli.

‘Why, girl, gentlefolk would love to buy their
paper from you, if you also give them a pretty smile
freel’

Kajoli tell silent. A line of thought struck her and
her face tensed. 'There was a gleam in her gyes.

‘Not that way, said the betel-womszn at a street
crossing, ten minutes later. ‘We go straight on.

“This way,’ said Kajoli and her feet hurzied. =

“Which way? the woman scowled,

‘Hindusthan,’ sald the girl briefly.

The woman’s face recaptured its grin. She knew
the free feeding Centre run by the Hindusthan.

‘Why, you will have one last look at the place
that’s fed you? What fancy! Bhagwan! She shook
her head at the strange ways these down-and-outs had.
They wgre hke animals. °

‘Slow! Slow” she cried, otl of breath, for the girl
**was trotiing along like a mare. “There is no hurry!

]

]



272
" Buf she walked faster, with new strength in her,
fect, and power in her spirit. And she saw herself
darling sbout at a street corner with a big lot of the
Hindusthan- sclling the paper like peanuls at a fair,
- And she heard the high tones of her voice: Great
Congress leader starts hungér strike! And why, there
was Onu bhai, and he too was rushing about, crying:
‘Paper! Hindusthan!
*  .She paused at the massive iron gates. .

“You will have your money back, every ripee—
though, Bhagwan knows, woman, you don’t deserve
~such mercy.” And an afterthought: ‘Less a loan—
deposit, for the paper.’ ) :

The betel-woman was speechless for a momant.
Her eyes bulged. ‘What mad talk is this?’ she cried
hoarsely.

The girl looked at her. A sudden lovely smile
gave the thin moulding of her face an exquisite grace.

'Look. Under my arm—the Hindusthan, three-
score copies. Can you ses? Puper! qBig news! Great-
Congress leader starts hunger battle! That’s the 1alk.’

‘Mad! Madl’ the betel-woman’s voice tore from
her-throat in a shout.

The girl as she stepped to the gateway turned
round then, the hundred dishonours of her battered
life vivid in the rush of blood to her face.

‘Jackal-woman!’ she breathed with fierce contempt
and lifted her hand and the plump cheek of the evil
one resounded with a sthack.
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This 1s All-Indic Radin, Here is the news.

Samarendra hated the smooth voice as 1t trailed
on, butl he had no sirength to move down {rom bed and
hush the machine. The servant had come astizual and
turned it on for lhe moruing news—Samarendia was
a late riser and he liked 10 fiear the news m bed-—and
beflore*he could speak a word the man was gone.

Samarendra with a helpless sigh bowed hunself to
the tormeni. He was on edge. The night had added
years t¢" his life, It had smashed Inm like a shell-
burst. N

Deep in the night the frst biow had fallen. A tele-
gram. *Business telegrams came at all hours and
Samarendra had sleeplly opened the yellow cover.
Then he had gasped. His face was deathly pale.

A message from the Defence Depariment, regret-
ting to intimate that Capt. Kunal Basu, Indian Axtil-
lery, had been listed as missing.

“What is it? What is it?’ cried his wife who had
come rushing from*her room. Her face was alarmed,
her voice moanful.

He shook his head and cleared his throat. She
must not know the truth. It would kill her, It was
a boon that she could nol read English

‘Nothing. Business matter.

“Then why do you make such a face?’

“Whal face? No good news. Don't you see? A

" bad turn in business.’

‘Business?’ She watched his face intently, eager
to be reassured. Let business be ruined. She had no
need of riches, ” She had been content with ihe old

~ simple way of life. Only—she touched her forchead
wpdth folded pah?gs«JKeep my sons from harm’s way,
13 “

[
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O Mother.

When she was gone, he slipped into bed and in 2
moment the blankets over him heaved. He was sob-
bing violemtly, like a child, but in a smothered way, in
utter silence.

All night he lay widerawake with memories of his
son. He saw him grow up from childhood? go to
school, bring prizes. Then college and the silver cups
won in tournamenis—Mother kept them arranged on
a glass shelf. A soldier at last. What a figifre in his
sypart uniform! The sad day when he came home on
leave to say he had been ordered overseas. The woe-
ful hour of parting. The mother brokep-hearted. Two
years went by...... Missing. Missing.

Missing. What did it mean? In enemy hands?
Then he would be in discomfort, but out of danger
anyhow. He would no more have to face gunfire.
Samarendra, an optimist ever, clung to this desperate
hope. Dresd shadows lurked behind the hope, but he
would not look at them, he would %eep his mind avert-
ed. He longed io speak to Rahoul for reassurance,
strength. Rahoul was not in the house; sleeping, per~
haps, in his office at the relief centre; sometimes when
work delayed him and he missed the last bus and
tram to Liakeside, he slept on a camp col at his office
in mid-town.

Missing. ., .Missing... .He saw the Captain of
Artillery hurl shell after shell into an enemy position,
The enemy answered with heavy fire. The Captain
fought on till the last shell was spent. Cut off from
his line, he had no way to fall back and escape. Calm,
collected, he waited for the enemy as t’*lough he were
on a playfield. He pit up his hands &t last and spoke«

. -
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~the Hahan word {or surrénder.
' Tven in the depths of his woe the {ather’s heart
imew a throb of puide for Lis herowe son.

The historic break-through at Tl Aldmein  The
thousand-mile dash to ‘[ypoli. Onward snth  the—
Taghth Army inlo the hills of Tunisia. Kunal always
in the thick of battle. Twice had he acted as Com-
pany Commander.. .. ... Siely....... The landing at -
Salerno, The last letter bunal had written was from
Naples. Samarendra had a sudden longing for thot
leiter, a hunger for 1ts words, but Mother kept ‘he-
precious letter locked up in her jewellery box—

The dread shadows pushing forward, grimacing
ghost faces—

A second blow had come three hours after. 7ts
the telephone on a bedside table started ringing, his
heart seemed to stand still with intense expe.tation.
Another message, again from New Delhi: Capt. Kunal
Basu, Indian A.rtll}ery, previously reported missing,
had returned safely to his ime. The hand that picked
up the telephone irembled.

Rahoul speaking from the other end. ~

‘Father, this is 1o say good-bye. I am under
arrest.

....Onee more, when the veceiver was buck in its
place, Samarendra began to sob like a child.

He had achieved astounding success in business,
He had made a fortune. It was all for his two sons.
In his younger days, he recalled, he had known want
and felt humbled and shamed as though he were part
of an inferior threadbare pattern *of life, a denizen of
some drab strigken world. Hqw he had hated this
poverty! Then fhe dream had grown in pim that his

- -
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sons should have to endure po such misery. They.
would have the best things of life. They would have'
the dignity, the superior air, that wealth gave. But
they for whom he had planned and toiled so hard
never understood his sentiments. And he never
understood theirs. Tt was as though they were aliens
speaking a language that he did not know. What need
had Kunal to join the Army? And Rahoul—could he
not serve his country best as a scientist, when he seem-
ed already on the brink of great things? ThoSe gues-
tidas were big in his heart. His old {ather had,
strangely, understood the gramdsons while he himself
had failed-—utterly., Those three, each so different,
had yet belonged somehow to one world, It was as
£oough the old father could see his spirit reproduce
itself in his grandsons. Those two had given him
happiness in his old age, in the tribulation of prison
{and now the self-imposed suffering of a hunger strike
for the rights of political prisoners)—Samarendra had
read the prisoner’s heart, gazing at him through the
iron bars for a brief hour at Dehra Dun,
. The smooth voice of All-India Radio trailing on,

jarring on his nerves......

The first day of the new year had dawned. What
a new year for him! His Majesty had conferred the
season’s Honours as usual, and AIR was naming the
recipients. K.CLE.....C81 Familiar names ryshed
on. Another big plam for Sir Lakshminath, as though
he had not had enough., Knighis. CLE. Sama-
rendra gave a slart, Hisname! He had been awarded
a CLE! - T

Companion of the Indian Empirg.n The Empire
that bad claimed hoth kis sons. Samarendra roge,
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staggered out of bed and lrushed the radio with a snap.
‘Hai hai hail’ A sobbing breath tore out of his throat.
‘Hai hai hail’

When the bliss for which he had hutigered for
years came to him at last, it hit him like a curse, an-
evil thing! "

The telephone rang again, chill, piercing. 1t rang
unatiended for half a minute, then Samarendra touch-
ed it with a lifeless hand. What more blows were to
come? °

L was the manager of Bengal Rice. The big, mu-ch -
expected deal was about to come off and he wanied -
immediate advice. Bir Lakshminath was not in
town—

Life surged back io the hand that held the receives,
Life drew a gleam from eyes dulled by too many
tears. It looked as though Samarendra would slip
back from his tormented individual self and become
once more a submerged will, a tiny piston-ring of the
massive social engine of his class.

But it was a raomentary spark, The weary eyes
closed. The receiver dropped from a Lmp hand. It
lay over the bed while the metallic voice came rapd
and anxious: ‘Hello!l  Are you there? Hello!
Hello!

The black police van drew up at the relief centre
and claimed its Secretary in the greying hour of dawn.
He was far‘from surprised. -~Long had he bheen
protected by ms scientific research, but he had now
broken his own s}:neld He?dless, the last two months

-
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c
he had done no work in the faboratory, no pretence of ,

worl:. And with bilter, smouldering rage he had been
speaking {p the studenls, a widening cirele. He had
addressed fhem the day before. This War, he had
=acid, wan a repetition of ogher Wars in history. The
high-sounding slogans of die-hard politicians :,oemed as
emply as the slogans of Fascist make. The Four Tree-
. dorns did not mclude the freedom to be free—not, any-
how, for Asians. Bengal was in the grip of a vast
horror surpassing all horrors of the past. This Tamine,
~thi$hrutal doom, was the fulfilment of alien rule. The
"final commentary. The Excellencies and puppet
Hon'’bles had firs! denied there was a famine.” They
had blacked out the famine., When at last the gews
Ieske theough to the world, they issued false state-
ments..... Imagine two million Englishmen dying of
hunger that was preventible, and the Government un-
affected, uncensured, unrepentant, smug as ever. Ima-
gine women conunitting suicide because of their shame
of nakedness—Indian mill cloth was denied to the
people thai the Army could be provided. In this
grave hour the patriots, the people’s frusted leaders
who felt deeply for them and would have moved
heaven and earth to avert the doom, were held rotting
behind the bars. ‘Quit India!’ so cried the two million
dead of Bengal, smugly and non-violently murdered by
the Excellencies and Hon'bles. The angor was warm.
in his voice, and he had paused ll his speech was cool
again. ‘@Quit!? cried all India. ‘We shall not av gue with
you any more, sald India. ‘You have done us some
good along with much evil. For the good ygu've done
you have been paid in [ull. The u&(.lf)‘ufﬂt have becn
settled. Now, for God's seke, quit!’ ¢
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» Freedom [rom subjecifon was not an end in itself,
“he had continued. It was the instrument of a new
struggle and of a new life. The struggle to averl the
»
post-famine doom that would linger for dectdes in the

backwash of devastation. And the new life irce..

from hunﬁer and insecurily, fear and exploitation.
Release from the crushing weight of the colossus would
be the starting point for a vast siriving to make a saner
order ofohfe for all the people, to secure for one-filih
of humdnity a human desliny.

That was the way he had spoken to the studeris
for an hour. It was natural enough that India had
to be defendede against him.

They allowed him a few minutes to speal: to his
people on the 'phone. He hated to waken them. Mondu
would be sleeping soundly with little Khuku pressed
against her, and she would have to be pushed awake.
How could he leave without listening once to her
voice, the voice that would be denied him long? IDirst
he would speak to Father. There was a separate line
10 his room,

Father had been awsake, it seemed, for he answered
as soon as ihe bell rang. -

‘Tather, this is just to say good-bye. I am under
arrest.

Father spoke as though his throat was clogged.

“You, too, Rahoul?” Some moments’ pause.
‘Rahoul, I must speak in English lest mother overheur
from her room. There’s bad news. , Kunal hos been
listed "as missing. I have received a telegrara from
New Delhi’ Th.en, as ihoush psayerfully. *finhoul,
you do not thmk: Kunal—' The veice halted, choking,

* Rahoul stzﬂgned at the telephone, | But he smlm
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. .
in a calm tone: ‘Father, so many officers and men are_
listed missing, then they turn up. Don't worry. Kunal
has heen taken prisoner—at the waorst.

‘Is there no chance that he may turn up in his

abine—'

‘Of course. It happens often. Father, I have not
much time. If you will please ask Monju to the
‘phone—’

. And the voice {from the clogged throat, bmkenly
‘God will protect you, my son.’

. & Monju spoke with knowledge of his arrest—TFather
~ had told her in advance to avert shock. She was calm,
strong with some hidden strength. o

‘So you begin your new journey? -

oo Moniu,’ he called, ‘you knew it was only a ques-
tion of time, Not that I wanted this io happen, but
then, Monju, I had to be true to myself.

‘Darling,’ the softness of her voice caressed him,
‘T too shall go your way soon—'

“You, Monju? The voice ached.

A pause, and then: ‘1 am not the silly thing I used
io be, you know that.’

* Yes, he knew, She had grown fast. Once the
process started, women grew faster than men. Renew-
ed in spirit, Monju was free from misgivings, com-
pletely fearless—Rahoul was proud of her.

‘Khuku will miss you so—she will ery her heart

The police officer spoke a word and Rahoul tore
himself from the receiver, and he heard Khuku sob
out for Father— -
and saw her face tear-sick, and his ams yegrned.

The black wagon sped away in the gloaming of
clawa*x. Ten other prisoners it carmed In anger afid
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challenge the prisoners flung the battle cry of the syb-

* ject people: Bande Mataram! And men who heard.it

in the street echoed the challenge as the wagon rushed
by: Bande Mataram! .

He, Rahoul, was completely self-possessed. Somea.
where on the long winding path of the years he had
shed his fear of suffering and loneliness. What hap-
pened to him as an individual did not matter. It only
mattered what happened to his people. He was callous
too toward his captors and his mind was without
hate, withaut anger, in a nirvana of passionlessness.~

As the wagon went over the Ganges Bridge he
turned " and pressed his forehead to the grille for a
glimpse of the river.

-He gave a violent start. He saw, caught in eax
light, a woman struggling to climb the rail. ‘Stop!
Look! he shouted to the guard and saw melallic faces
and empty metallic eyes. Helpless, he tirned back to
the river and in th.at instant the ten voices boomed:
Bande Mataram!

He saw her pause, flop to her feet. He saw her
hand 1ift to face and her face turn about on the stem
of her neck as though seen. Pulled from her frenzidd
desperation? Saved? His anxious eyes clung to the
figure till the lorry swung out of the Bridge.

Another prisoner trying {o escape from hunger-
land, he broke into a deep sigh, not knowing that it was
the mother for whom his eyes had been ever awake,
the peasant mother.

He laughed i in his tight-lipped way as he recalled
the third Freedom. There it was, the frecdom from
want, even if he four of them, the charter of rights of
ahunger~tossed centu:ty, did not include the {reedom

_m
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to be ffee.
The bitter mockery left him and sadness dunmed
Lis eyes, haunted by the endless vision of misery. The
millions who had died gasping for food. The millions
awho yel had to die of disease. The uprooted mullions
who would live on without a living, broken in body
and spirit, shreds of humanity. The prisons packed
full with men and women who had dared claim a larger
Iife for all. No enemy occupation could have effected
a lercer devastution. %
«. The prison walls loomed ahead.
Another black wagon had drawn up at the gates,
Out of thal hearse a song came. It wes the prisoners
who sang, as they waited for the gates to syallow
dbem. There was no defeat in the voices, but a secret
excited triumph:
The more lheir eyes redden with rage,
The more our eyes open;

The more they tighten the chains,
The more the chains loosen!

The familiar words of Tagore, who had known the
pulse of the people. IListening, Rahoul began to lose
s sadness, for 1n that instant he saw past the clouds
of pain, he saw the horizon of the east illumined by
a new dawn. Freedom could not drop {rom the skies,
nor be asked from lands bevond the seas, but there in
the vast swamp of suffering and struggle would it break
into bloom, growing out of the seeds of the spirit. It
wasg the four-petalled lotus of the people.

He was alone and in enemy hands. Yet he was
far from alone, Hg was a ripple in"the risen tide of
millions for whom prisons enough coult] never be de-
vised, nor shackles *forged. And sﬁaong exultatfon
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burned in his eves and a sirange intense look of con-
» quest kindled in his fack as he gave his voice 1o the
united voices:

The more they tighten the chains,
The more the chains loosen!






