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Prologue

T escaped my notice when the bat-laden evening, rising
I from the bank of the Indra and pausing over the mango
grove, stole into our mohalla. I was standing at the door of

my house waiting for my Younger Aunt.

All evenings are more or less alike. But sometimes, soft
waves of ennui, drifting down with the dusk upon invisible wings
of haze, make the evening look different. It makes you feel so
languid that you like to do nothing but gaze into space but
gaze and let time pass by.

I, however, find that this evening is very much like all the
ones last year.

The same houses, the same dusty road. And across the
road one sees the same washermen and carpenters sitting
in their crumbling houses and their naked, skinny children



blubbering ceaselessly. The goldsmith-cum-vaid’s young wife still
stands at the gate of her big house, hungrily staring at the
passers-by and then coyly stepping back. In the house next
to hers, one still sees the widow of Shiv Prashad, sitting sad-
eyed on her threshold with outstretched legs and listlessly
watching the scene around. Young boys who have just stcpped
into adolescence are still seen hanging around the small bridge
and as on other days the breeze laden with stench still rises from
the weed infested dark waters of the Moti Talab. Beyond the
mango one can see young and old women carrying water in
brass pitchers and indulging in badinage on their way home.

An old ruin stands brooding over the whole scene. Ancient
but still in shape, it stands thrusting against my own house and
watches everything with unseeing eyes. Long before coming to
this # ohalla, when 1 was still a child, 1 had been secing this
ruin in the same state—cven when the old town took on a new
shape ycars ago, it remained unchanged. Not to talk of the
years gone by of which I know nothing, even today it stands
fike an oddity in our mwhalla. It looks grotesque—thick walls
like those of an old fortress and big portals of similar size, ugly
ungainly windows with wooden bars a foot thick notched into
the walls. For years it was the brecding place of snakes and
scorpions and the haunt of ghosts. Its owner ncver cared; he
just allowed it to run to rot. But his sons, being more business-
minded, tried to improve it without his knowledge. They
wanted to make it habitable and put it out on rent. But as soon
as the father got wind of it, he had its doors blocked with bricks
so that the house now looked more grotesque than before—and
of no use to anybody. It was neither fit for being lived in nor
deserving the cpithet of a ruin. It refused to crumble down or
come up in the form of a new building.

On all days in that stubborn ruin, crickets trilled ceaselessly,
with other insects, known and unknown, adding to the caco-~
phony. It made the silence of the mohalla more eerie and
pronounced.

What struck a note of change in the mohalla was the motor
garage, which being new, stood out from its surroundings.
Instead of the usual 25 watt bulb, a blindingly bright one shone
over the garage signboard which prominently displayed its pro-
prietor’s name and his phone number. Over the garage entrance
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hung a garland of tiny bulbs kept winking all night. On top
.of the walls flanking the garage a row of lighted candles fought
to dispel the darkness of the mango grove.

The garage however presents a different picture on the
days. ...

Every fifth or seventh minute a fully-loaded diesel truck
leaves while three or four trucks stand behind, waiting their
turn. In the dry season, before the start of therains, they spread
three or four cots on the vacant lot in front of the garage where
hefty Sikhs, with intoxicated eyes peeping out of thick layers of
fat, and scraggy Muslim truck drivers and cleaners, grain mer-
chants and one or two Inspectors of the Food Department and
their friends pass the evening in hilarious backchat which
continues late into the night. Outside the garage, they turn on
the radio full blast. Starting at five in the morning with
Pakistani programmes it goes on to Radio Ceylon and continues
without respite till eleven at night when Ceylon goes off the air.
Catcalls and guffaws of laughter and clapping~ accompany the
film songs to the full-throated applause of ‘Jeetay raho badshaho!’
making splashes in the placid waters of Moti Talab and disturb-
ing the peace of the mohalla.

Then the dogs sleeping in the darkness of the mango grove
take to barking, drowning the sound of the water tap gushing
out into the pots and pails kept under it to be filled. Rippling
through the silence comes the screech of a water fowl as it flies
over Moti Talab. As if taking a cue from the screech of the
water fow], the bats hanging from the branches of the palms
and wild fig trees, start screeching in unison, noisily breaching
the stillness of the night. In the dhobi’s one-room tenement a
child whimpers in his mother’s lap. The goldsmith-cum-vaid
coughs wheezily to expel the phlegm from his hollow chest. And
in a nearby house, Nandan’s mother half of whose body is para-
lysed, groans while turning on her side, “Hey Ram!”

Then the silence is stretched out from here to there. The
ripples of noise subside, like ripples of water subsiding and
restoring the surface of the water to its original placid state.
The road leading to the cinema house lies quiet with bated
breath. It comes to life only when the boots of the stray police-
man on his nightly beat heavily tread on it or won the sound a
whistle vibrates in the air. Sometimes the road watches cheap
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women passby the cinema house, huddled together, their titter-
ing breaking into bawdy laughter and then getting lost in the
air. But the dogs in the mango grove persist all night with their
barking. What else has the mohalla to boast of?

But no. It had its garage. A new one. Its walls smoothly
plastered, the whole place looking clean, bereft of din or clamour
or cchoes of vulgar laughter. And so dazzlingly bright...Its face
—Ilift reminded one of a truck driver who sinned throughout the
year but put on new clothes on Idd Day, dabbed on scent,
darkened his eyes with collyrium, and covering his head with a
new cap, respectfully sat down with the congregation in the
courtyard where namaz was being said.

Qasim Bhai emerged from the garage. There was no cap
on his head. Instead he had covered his head witha handker-
chief, its ends tucked behind his ears. The candles fixed on the
walls had gone out in the breeze. Standing on a stool he started
lighting up the candles.

In the afternoon two days ago, I was standing at my door
in this very house, the same children playing in front. The same
geldsmith’s young wife, the same mango grove and the sunlight
coming from the direction of Moti Talab filtering through the
foliage. There was also the same devouring desolation laying
the ground behind the deserted well an arid waste.

The sun shone brightly. The cots which generally stayed
in the vacant lot had been pulled into the shade alongside the
wall. There was no truck standing in front of the garage nor
any flurry of activity marking the approach of the evening. But
one could see two tall and hefty Sikhs strolling in the verandah.
They presently came down and sat on the cots facing each
other. Inside, one could hear Qasim Bhai bellowing into the
telephone.. Hello, hello! Yes, yes...

Just then they saw the goldsmith’s wife carrying a pitcher of
watcr on her head, coming from the direction of the well. Her
wide red-bordered sari billowed a little, her steps slowed down
as she neared the garage. So that she should not have any
difficulty in walking with the load on her head she had pulled
up her sari to her calves and tucked into the fold at the waist
on her left. Even so she walked with a lurching gait, erratically
planting one foot before the other and spilling water over her
face and bosom. As she passed by the cots, her steps slowed

4/Dark Waters



down still further and she had to stop momentarily to balance
the pitcher on her head from which more water had spilled over,
drenching the front portion of her blouse.

Although I was standing at some distance from her I had
discerned a faint smile on her face; it flickered on her wet
cheeks and was gone.

The less corpulent of the two sardar had shifted on his
haunches on the cot to look in her dircction, his hungry eyes
embedded in the woman’s wet bosom like an arrow. He would
have continued to stare at her but for his companion who
distracted his attcntion. “What's the matter, Sardarji?” he
said jestingly thumping his thigh.

Call it coincidence, the goldsmith-cum-vaid came out of
the gate just then to blow his nose. He stopped to take in the
scene with a studied stare, his eyes flitting over the sardars sitting
on the cots. Then his eyes followed his wife as she proceeded
towards her house. Casting a cursory glance &t me, he retrac-
ed his steps and disappeared into his house without saying a
word to anyone.

That night after the main gate of their house had closed
we heard them squabbling which continued far into the night.
Conscious of their self-respect, they tried to keep their voices
low. But sometimes anger would get the better of them and
onc could clearly hear the woman’s rising voice even from
across the road, “So you want me to sit behind purdah?”’ she
cried again and again. “Then lock me up in the house. Is
it a sin to step out of the house? You won’t let me live nor let
me die!”

“Him!” T could visualise the goldsmith angrily throwing
about his hands in the air. “Am I trying you in a cauldron of
o1l? Do you take yourself for a Sati Savitri? Is it you or I who
stands at the door all day ogling young boys? How dare you tell
lies, you slut? Don’t I know, you go to the door ten timesa
day to give your lovers the glad eye. You can’t throw dust in
my eyes oh, no, not you! You think you are the only woman
in the world in the bloom of youth. You walk throwing your
bosom out. Sali, I warn you. One day I'm goingto cut out those
milk pots of yours and fling them out. Yes, there’ll be neither
bamboo nor flute, understand?” .

Then followed the sounds of a scuffle. “What’s stopping
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you from cutting them off?” they heard her saying, <“Here, cut
them off! Let me see the man you are!”

There was the sound of blows raining on her back. They
were again fighting. “Finish me off! It will bring me liberation
from a devil likc you. Haram/, when you lacked manhood why
did you take it into your head to marry me? You sinner! You
assassin!”

Suddenly the goldsmith’s wife’s voice trailed off into silence
as if her husband had gagged her mouth. Then a loud outcry
went reverbrating through the mohalla “Oh. maago! Oh,
maago'”

The people of the mohalla were curious. Two women bang-
ed on the door, asking the inmates to come out. But the wail-
ing did not stop nor did the door opcn. Some people then
jumped over the back wall into the courtyard.

The goldsmith’s wife was lying naked on the unpaved floor
of the courtyard while her husband was sitting astride her. He
was beating her below her navel with his small goldsmith’s
hammer. He kept gnashing his teeth and abusing her filthily
as if he was out to drive his Jesson home. He kept punctuating
his obscenitics with, ¢Speak! Speak up!”

As the hammer blows fell on her bone she writhed in pain
and struggled to extricate herself from his clutches, throwing
out her arms and legs and abusing him in return. “Oh, maaso'”
she sought goddess Kali’s help with every abuse.

The goldsmith glared at the intruders. “What are you doiag
here? What are you doing here?” he hollered like one gone
mad.

Leaving his wife lying on the ground he faced the intruders. "
“So you have come to watch the fun’'? he fumed, his eyes burn-
ing with rage. “What’s it you are seeing here? Go and se* your
mothers. Go and see your daughters.”

Freed of her husband, the woman’s eyes travelled to the
neighbours standing around her, some of them known faces,
others unknown. Then sitting up with alacrity, she drew in her
legs and looked down as if she had withdrawn into herself.
Feeling cmbarrassed at her nakedness she raised her head and
looked around as if seeking a shelter. The inner door was closed
and the kitchen was at some distance. from where she sat. She
was in a quandary : she could neither stay there nor walk away.
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At last she changed her stance and sat down limply with her
legs drawn up against her bosom and her head between her
knees, her hair falling over her shoulders. At last she burst out
crying.

The people went away without uttcring a word. But the
next morning the goldsmith came in for serious custigation at
the hands of the residents of the mohalla. Men turned away th=ir
faces at the sight of him and the women wiggled their fingers
at him, predicting that the old man was bound to die a painful
decath, most likcly as a leper. “Why don’t such rotters kick the
bucket ecarly in life? Just imagine taking to wife a girl young
enough to be his daughter! . ..

Qasim Bhai climbed down from his stool. All the candles
were now burning brightly in a row on the wall, the glare of
the multi-coloured electric bulbs mingling with the individual
pin-point lights of the candles while Casim Bhai stood thcre
admiring the sccene with proud satisfaction. Mis handkerchief
slipped from his head, making it bare. Looking a little bored,
he ticd knots in the handkerchicf and disappeared into the
garage.

Emerging from the garage after a short while, he stopped
near the decor to give some instructions to his servant and then
came onto the road. Looking at his ‘kerchict’ covered hoead
I thought that he was going to say his fateha. Today was Shab-
c-barat and the wandering souls must be lingering at the doors,
waiting for him.

I anxiously scanned the road leading from Junior Aunt’s
house. There was no sign of ner though she had told me that
she would be with me around tuis time.

For the past two years Abba had been conducting the fatcha
for Junior Aunt at her place but this year, in his abscnce, this
task had devolved on me. Junior Aunt had hersclf come to
remind me to be in readiness and that she would send me word
as soon as her arrangements were complete, adding by way of
extra caution that I should finish all my chores betimes. We
had a large family and it took almost an hour to say the Shab-
e-barat fateha. This time, however, I had deleted some names
from the list without telling mother and had thus managed to
finish the job in half the time and was now waiting for Junior
Aunt.
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“Babba, when are you leaving for Junior Aunt’s house?”
Mother asked me, opening the verandah door.

“Amma, 1’m just waiting to go,” I replied, my eyes gliding
over the road. “It’s already late and still there’s no message
from her.”

“What kind of message?”’ she said. “Must you go only when
she comes to fetch you? Why don’t you yourself go and find
out what’s causing the delay?”’

The fact is that except for special occasions such as Idd and
other festivals I rarely visit Junior Aunt. It’s not that I avoid
visiting her just like that. There are other reasons which Mother
is not aware of, For instance, what’s the pointin going there
much ahead of time? Go one must, of course. But won’t Junior
Aunt feel embarrassed if I dropped in when things were not
ready? I know she has to scrape and scrounge to complete the
arrangements. Poverty can indeed be a curse, making everything
look dismal. She may also get the idea that primarily I was not
keen to visit her and when that time did come, 1 was in a hurry
to leave.

“] see someone coming,” Mother peered into thc distance.
«Is it Rubina?”

Yes, there was someone walking gingerly along the edge of
the road. We strained our c¢yes in an effort to recognise the
person.

“Who? Rubina?’ Mother at last called out to the person.

Yes, it was Rubina. Adjusting the pallav of her orhni she
stopped at the door. “Bhaijan!” she said in a faint voice.

Its headlight blazing, a truck stopped near the garage though
its engine kept coughing for a few minutes.

We came onto the road, Rubina following me. Rubina is
my cousin and visits our house quite often. Sometimes I can
behave in an inexplicable manner. Ever since returning home
after completing my education, I have been rather formal with
her, at best exchanging a few casual remarks. My reserve must
have put her off for she stopped trying to talk to me, much less
visit me. She would come when it was imperative to do so. I
felt T was the guilty one for creating a gulf between cousins.
Poverty can create a gulf between persons. In wonder what
Rubina thought of me.

I had forged ahead of Rubina and waited for her to catch
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up with me. This also gave me an opportunity to have a close
look at her. I got a jolt. Rubina had really grown out of her
girlhood. Why had this fact escaped my notice ? I recalled
what Mother had once said about her—that she had shot up
like a palm and yet she was devoid of any manners. She had
given up her studies a long time back and now all she did was
to sit at home and harass her mother and sister-in-law. And
what uncouth ways she had ! Life had always given Junior Aunt
a raw deal. As I had seen the dice was always loaded against
her. God only knows what was in store for this wayward girl.

“Ruby!” I thought of asking her when she came up. “Why
did you come to fetch me ? You could have as well sent some
errand boy instead.” I wanted to ask her in a most cordial man-
ner. But I could not bring myself to utter these words.

It was a fact that of latc rowdyism had greatly increased in
our mohalla. At the best of times one is ready to take liberties
with a girl with no protective hand over her head. And this was
irue of the rowdies in our mohulla.

Rasul Munshi’s house was ablaze with rows of candles burn-
ing on the walls. His small daughters, clad in nylon frocks and
orhnis were frolicking about on the plinth in front of their house.
Rasul Mian’s cldest daughter had discarded purdah, taken up
a social worker’s job and was often seen going about in a
government jeep. She was standing against the flap of her door,
looking out. As her gazc fcll on us, she studies us for a moment
and then withdrew bchind the door.

The observance of purdah in this manner reminded me of
a weddwng party.

The house was bursting a. the seams with wedding guests.
There was an abundance of children who ran all over the house,
making an car-splitting noisc. Women had gathered in the
rear courtyard and true to the adage that there is no purdah
under the green canopy, all sorts of men were coming in and
going out, exchanging glances with the women sitting there,
irrespective of whether they were young or not so young, married
©or unmarried....

Sitting on a mat in a corner of the courtyard Junior Aunt
was peeling garlic for the night’s dinner. Sagarwali bahu was
sitting by her side, a smile frozen on her paan-stained lips.

At some distance from them Mumani was bending over a
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cooking pot on a chulha. She muttered as she stirred the con~
tents of the pot with a Iadle. At a gesture from Mumani, Junior
Aunt went up to her. They stood there talking in whispers. Then
Junior Aunt went out with tearful eyes and did not return to the
courtyard.

Subscquently, it was learnt from Sagarwali bahu that
Mumani had expressed her displeasure at Rubani’s ways and
had taunted Junior Aunt that she allowed her to roam all over
the mohalla without let or hindrance. The girl, Mumani com-
plaincd, rcfused to visit her house on the plea that she obscrved
purdah while she thought nothing of standing at a shop for an
hour on the pretext of buying something and rubbing shoulders
with young boys . .

Suddenly a sharp, unpleasant smell assailed my nostrils and
1 stopped in my tracks.

«It’s the pond ahead,” Rubani said, forestalling my question.
*Always this stench rises from it.”

It was a mixed smell of rotting weeds and water recking of
fish. 1 guesscd Younger Aunt’s housc was not far from the
pond.

Not that Moti Talab made its presence felt only at might ; it
kept company with the people of the mohalla and particularly
Younger Aunt round the clock. Although some distance separat-
cd it from Aunt’s house one end of it seemed to lap the com-
pound of her house. At its other end there was a mouldy look-
ing mango grove and a heap of earth rising on the bank of the
pond. Being highly polluted and infested w.th leeches the poad
was of no use 1o the people.

“Be careful, Bhaijan!”” Rubani raised the end of her salwar
and led the way. Passing along a verandah through a narrow
corridor and a dark room, we came to the main section of the
house. At the end of its courtyard therc was a structurc rescm-
bling an outhouse. It had tworooms. Aunt lived in one¢ of them
and the other served as a kitchen.

Aunt looked at us from across the railing and rose to her
feet. She did not address me. Perhaps the very act of getting
up had served as a gesturc of welcome. I wished her and sat
down on a mat, waiting for her to make an overture to me.

A lantern was burning at the kitchen door, its chimney black
with soot. Perhaps Bhabi was not inside. A little away from
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the lantern, a portion of the ground had been marked off in a
circle and sanctified by plastering it with white lime. All the
things for the fateha rested within the circle.

“Aunt, where’s Bhabi ?’ I asked Junior Aunt, looking
towards the kitchen.

Aunt hesitated for a moment and then said, “Must be in
her room.”

Bhabi had not been keeping well for the past few weeks.
She was eight months gone. Her face, hands and legs, in fact,
all her body had swollen and she hardly ate any food. Mohsin
always looked morosc and dejected and gave the impression
that he was unconcerned with what was going on in the house.

“Is Mohsin not at home 7’

«“Who 7% For an instant Aunt put on a lost look. “Oh. him?”
she said recovering quickly. “He hardly ever stays in the house.
He leaves carly in the morning and does not show up even for
lunch. I wish 1 knew what he does and Where hc eats. His
wife tells me that he returns at about eleven and goes straight
to bed.”

*Has he been able to get a job ?”

“That’s the whole trouble,” Junior Aunt said. “I don’t know
what's in his mind. For a long time he kept me in hope and
now he tries to avoid me. Let him, if that’s how he feels about
it. I’m not here to suffer for everyone. I have to manage these
snivelling brats, hear the ncighbour’s taunts, suffer their odium,
Tell me, is it at my behest that he gocs about jobless ? Have I
taught him to neglect his children? But who cares ? Oh, ves, I
tell them, I love to starve mysc!f, .”

A child came and stood against thc railing and handed
Junior Aunt a packet. It was benzoin. “I had forgotten to get
the benzoin. Son, if you have done your ablutions let’s go and
be finished.”

I followed Aunt into the kitchen. She sat down on a wooden
plank in front of the chulha and [ sat down ncar the sanctified
ground. Picking up a big plate, she arranged haliva and chapatis
on it. Rubina came in and sat down by her side.

1t was a fact that Junior Aunt came in for blame for every-
thing. Even though she managed to tide over situations Mohsin
still went about looking harried and lost-as if Junior Aunt was
not his mother and was responsible for everything that went
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“wrong.

“You know it, of course,” Aunt said. “He had quite a nice
job, But he gave it up and now he runs about all over the place
looking for one. If he had had any feelings for the family he
would not have behaved in such ill-considered manner. But
why blame anyone ? It’s all in one’s luck.” Aunt sighed deeply
and looked at Rubani. *“Beti, if the woods are kindled fill the
brazier.”

It is Shab-e-qadar—a night devoted to worship and prayer.
A precious time to seek atonement for one’s sins. A time
when the portals of Heaven open and when onc night’s prayer
is equal to four hundred years of worship.

It would be a sin even to speculate on how Junior Aunt
managed to assemble all this paraphernalia for the fateha when
her resources were so meagre even to scrap up two meals a day.
I thought the Almighty who looks after the whole world had
not forgotten Junior Aunt in her hour of need and had pro-
vided her the wherewithals to observe the rites with proper
dignity.

When the brazier was brought in, Junior Aunt fished out
an old list from an old box. The list contained the names of
all the relatives from the beginning upto the present times that
had passed into the limbo of death. All the names were there,
written on old parchment in faded ink in Junior Aunt’s own
handwriting. All those who once upon a time belonged to Junior
Aunt’s family and had now closed their eyes for ever.

True to the hallowed custom coming down from ages 1
imagined that the souls of those people would be haunting the
nooks and corners of this house, waiting for the fateha. But
Mohsin who was to offer benzoin in their names was absent from
Jhome even on Shab-e-baraat.

A2/Dark Waters



PART ONE

The Turn of the Tide






HE articles required for the fateha ceremony lay neatly
T arranged on a round clearing of the floor, spccially white-
washed and sanctificd for the puipose. There was a glass
tumbler brimming with water. Bv it was a small pot containing
sandal paste with rose petals stuck into it. An incense burner
holding some dying embers stood next to it. Some powdered
benzoin lay on a sheet of paper. And right in the middie of it
all, were lighted joss sticks wafting their perfume in the air.
Junior Aunt put two chapatis and some halwa in an enamel-
led plate and pushed it towards me to begin the fateha. I picked
up the list of names and ran my cyes over it. Mirza Karamat
Baig’s name headed the list.



Nobody could recall the years. It must have been years ago
when Mirza Karamat Baig came to Bastar as a Police Inspector,
locally called the Daroga.

He served there for about three years. It wasa jobina
native state and the times were easy. One could get one and
a half maunds of rice for a rupee and a similar quantity of wheat
at the same price. Ghee sold at ten seers a rupee. And there
was no need to spend money on birds or mutton. The Raja was.
the overlord of the State but it was in fact the Police Inspector
who ruled the roost at the village level. Mirza liked Bastar and
would not think of leaving the place. He had taken such a
great fancy for the place that when his orders of transfer came
he renounced his job and stayed back. A bachelor, he was free
from a liabilities. Although over thirty, as far as people knew
no woman had come into his life. Tall and hefty, wheatish com~
plexion, thick, well-trimmed moustache stretching on an
impressive face—they all combined to give him an imposing
look. On being removed from the seat of authority a man
ceases to count as a somebody and recedes into the background.
But not Mirza. Even though on relinquishing his job he took
to the humble work of trading in glass bangles he still retained
his imposing ways.

After giving up such a handsome job how did he reconcile
himself to selling feminine gee-gaws ? Well, there were many
stories current about it.

Onc of them was...

Mirza was in the habit of going out for an early morning
walk while it was still dark. Being in the police this habit came
in the way of his routine, official duties, one of them being the
morning parade. He was required to report for parade, decked
out in stiffly starched uniform, heavy Sam Browne and every-
thing.

The morning walk had become such a compulsion with him
that his interest in the police job gradually waned. At last he
took two month’s leave which he mostly spent at home.

It was winter time, the morning so thick with fog that he
could sec nothing beyond his nosc. But that did not dampen
Mirza’s spirits. He would pick up his walking stick, and setting
out from home while it was still dark, would make deep in roads
into the countryside.
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In those days Bastar was not what it is now. And as for
Jagdalpur, it was more like a village than a town, boasting of
one solitary road which took off from the Rajmahal and ended
in the bazaar. There were only one or two pucca brick houses,
the rest being hovel-like affairs. The jungle had almost encroach-
ed upon the town and at night it was not uncommon to see
tigers and leopards prowling over the place.

Once every week or so Mirza would narrate with gusto his
romantic encounter with a leopard or a tiger in the course of
his morning walk. He would say that in the dark he had mis-
taken the brute for a dog and chased it away. Or that while
digging a big trench near the foot of the hill he had suddenly
come upon a bear. He was not concerned whether the people
believed him or not He would blithely tell them that he had
seen a pair of two-headed pythons -they could as well be
cobras—locked in embrace, not once but twice.

«It must be a dangerous place!” one of his audience would
exclaim in mock seriousness. v

«Of course, it’s a dangerous place,” Mirza would agree with
him. “But what can I do? I can’t change my habit just because
of the lurking danger.”

Mirza’s neighbours, living in government quarters listened
to his escapades with great interest. They took him for a man
of great prowess, except for a Pandit who lived in a house oppo-
site his own. Whenever Mirza started on one of his stories he
would start looking the other way to hide the hint of smile on
his face. *““Mirza, I also go out for a morning walk,” he would
say. “But I don’t come across any tiger or bear. Which fields
do you pass through ? One day I'll accompany you and waylay
that wretched tiger.”

Mirza would refuse to be drawn out. He would just give
him a knowing smile. But as soon as the Pandit was gone he
would say, “You know, Pandit is jealous of me. I used to buy
milk from him. But then he started diluting it with water and
I stopped buying from him. Arre, sec what the times have come
to! One can't afford to be outspoken. Bhai, sell me pure milk and
I’ll not go to another man. It is as simple as that. I've to shell
out money in any case have’nt 17’

Mirza’s leave was coming to an end when a scandalous
rumour about him went round the town.
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Like other days, Mirza had gone out on his morning walk
when he ran into the Pandit. Something untoward must have
happened for he returned home looking crest-fallen. The day
had just started and people had come out of their houses for
their morning ablutions. On his walks Mirza was always in
high spirits, looking cheerful and bright. He would toss greet-
ings to the passers-by, scold the slothful for sleeping overtime,
drive home his point by reciting a couplet which underlined the
importance of early rising and brought out the benefits of a
mcrring walk,

But that morning he avoided looking at anyone, not to talk
of giceting the morning strollers. He just stole into his house
with down-cast eyes and bolted the door from within. He did
not come out for the rest of the day.

After entrusting his cows to the cattle-grazer Pandit was
sitting on the plinth of his house.

“What's happened?” he laughed, striking his Jathi on the
ground to attract attention. “I don’t see Mirza around. Wherc’s
he ? Bhai, will someone call him out and ask him to join us
here ? Do you know, this morning I chanced upon his leopard ?
Bulaki, O, Bulaki, would you like to see the leopard?”

Bulaki was a callow youth whom Pandit generally made the
butt of his jokes. He smiled at Pandit’s rcmark drawing the
attention of more people.

“Pandit, are you sure it was a leopard ? What did it look
like ? Didn’t you get scared 7’

Pandit thumped Bulaki’s back. “Son, a most beautiful
leopard, if ever there was one! It will make your heart go
pit-a-pat.”

Pandit paused for a moment to watch the reaction on the
onlookers’ faces. Then he glanced at Mirza’s closcd door and
said in a loud voice, “It’s surprising that I should have missed
the whole thing all these days. But today as I saw him coming
out of his house T followed him at a safe distance. The morning
was thick with fog and so Mirza was not aware that I was
following him. After walking some distance he left the main
road and took the path leading to the milk seller’s mohalla. 1
immediately suspected something fishy and 1 was not wrong.”
Pandit flicked the ash from his biri, took a deep pull at it and
smiled.
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Latif, the police constable whom Mirza used to pull up at
‘the morning parade edged closer to Pandit. “Pandit, then how
did things go?” a man who was standing behind Bulaki asked
him.

«I feared that if Mirza happcned to spot me it would spoil
the whole fun. So I was careful to keep some distance between
us. It was the milk sellers’ lane and one could see cows and
buffaloes tied outside cach door. Suddenly I heard the sound
of two wooden sticks being beaten together and I perked up my
ears. It was Mirza striking at a churning rod with his walking
stick at short intervals. After about five minutes someone emer-
ged from a housc and followed Mirza to the road skirting
the big maidan. As soon as they reached the open maidan I
had no difficulty in recognising both of them. On seeing me
Mirza suddenly froze as if he had seen a snake.

“Mirza, is this the Jeopard you used to tgll us about?” T
asked him. Mirza seemed to have lost his tongue. He just kept
gaping at the girl standing by his side.

“A girl?” Bulaki and Latif asked in unison, almost jumping
up in surprise.

“Yes, a girl! The lame Ravat’s daughter, Bitti Rotain. The
one who goes out decked to sell milk. You think Pandit
could ever go wrong?”’ Pandit said with an air of finality as if
closing the issue.

The news about Mirza spread in the whole locality, getting
more spicy in the telling as it went from mouth to mouth...
From that day Mirza stopped going out for his morning walk
and spent the rest of his leave. confined to his house. On re-
suming duty he madeita point to go straight to the parade
ground. In fact, this event had changed the very tenor of his
life. No more gossip sessions. He would not even stir out of
his house. His front door remained closed most of the time;
he would go out by the back door.

Hardly a month had passed when there was a big racket in
his house...The Superintendent Police himself descended upon
him, accompanied by four or five constables. The Superinten-
dent went into a huddle with Mirza and was closeted with him
for a long time. Then he called in the constables and ordered
them to search Mirza’s house. L3

“Mirza, there’s still time,”” The SP kept warning Mirza
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while the search wasin progress. “Come out with the truth.
It’s to your good. I warn you if you are found out I can make
things really difficult for you.”

Of course, Mirza had told a lie. After searching his room
the constable went into the verandah adjoining the kitchen
and Mirza realised that the game was up and sat down looking
completely done for.

They didn’t find anything incriminating in the verandah.
A pile of fire wood, a couple of torn and discarded bags, a hen
sitting on its eggs, an empty canister and a tin of yellow clay.
On one side near the grinding stones, stood a big drum.

“Does it contain paddy?” the SP asked.

Mirza made no reply. He just looked on with beseaching
eyes and gave a deep sigh. A constable proceeded to turn the
drum on its side and spilt out its contents on the ground. Out
sprang Rotain from the drum.

The SP stood there staring at Mirza in disbelief. Then he
wordlessly marched out of the house.

The next day Mirza was transferred to some other station
in Bastar which was regarded as worse than a penal scttlement.
During the rains the place remained cut off from civilisation
and one could hardly get anything to eat. A murder took place
every second day followed by a mad chasc into the jungles and
its attendant rumpus. Mirza resigned his jobin a huff.

K cin Iven after vacating his government allottment he could
W 'l‘ ily get a good house in that mohalla but he decided against

?‘/ ’ king there. Instead he purchased a small housc near Moti

: T9R— an almost deserted place in those days. Perhaps he had
taﬁ this step in consideration of his health. It was thinly
lpﬁ) ated, mostly by menials, workers and the like...

b - 7 " Mt was here that Mirza started his bangle business, on a

»'0,"" . ~¥pffdest scale to begin with. But soon he bought a bullock cart

T and then they saw his old ramshackle house changing into a
big, imposing structure. Bitti Rotain had no doubt tarnished
his name but he clungto her. People talked about her in
whispers. And then tongues stopped wagging. One day, Rotain
openly defied everyone by entering Mirza’s house with the
whole community looking on, to live there for good. It created
an uproar in her community. They came brandishing /athis. A
respectable Hindu girl had been seduced by a Musalman!
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But Bitti remained firm. She declared before her father
and members of her community that she had come to Mirza’s
house of her own accord and not from any compulsion. She
would live with him for life.

As the days passed, the event faded in the limbo of time.
Bitti, the fair-complexioned sharp-featured girl who wore a
dhoti upto her knees and had tatto marks on her cheeks and
arms ended up as Mirza’s wife.

Nothing much happened in the next four or five years.
Bitti helped Mirza in his business with twice his aplomb and
earned a lot Then Mirza started hob-nobbing with a different
kind of people. They were mostly bearded men who sent a
shiver of fear down her spine. The people of Mirza’s community
had till then remained aloof from him. They thought that his
infatuation for Bitti was nothing but the cxuberance of youth
and would subside of its own accord as time passed.

But that evening after the evening namaz a few white-beard-
cd men knocked on Mirza’s door. Starting With an inconse-
quential chat they soon came to brass tacks. They said,
“Mirza it does not behove you. the son of a Muslim, to take to
such cvil ways. You must atleast think of your religion, if
nothing else. Marry some decent girl and absolve yourself of
this sin. You have ouly to say it and we shall find a nice girl
for you—beautiful, God-fcaring of good stock who says her
namaz five times a day, a girl on whose tongue reside all the
verses of the Holy Quran.”

Such inroads had been made on Mirza not once but many
a time in the past and he had parried all attacks, neither saying
‘yes’ nor ‘no’. He would sit through the sessions with sealed
lips and downcast eycs.

But that night Bitti saw that Mirza was looking more upset
than usual. When the Musalman elders mounted their attacks,
Bitti would herself get perturbed. A knock on the door and her
heart would miss a beat. She would open the door all a flutter,
fearing that someone had again come to put sense into Mirza’s
head.

For a long time Mirza withstood these attacks; they seemed
to create no impression on him. At night, justto probe his
mind, Bitti would often suggest that she wanted to separate
from him and he would laugh her off: But lately Bitti had
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sensed that Mirza had become more thoughtful as if he was:
all the time in a quandary may be the elders’ advice had started
working on him.

It was getting on to be ten. When Maulana and his com-
panions departed from Mirza’s house. Bitti had been standing
outsidcs, leaning against the door, listening to the discussion bet-
ween them and trying to gauge from the expression on Mirza's
face what was passing in his mind. When Mirza came and list-
lessly lay down on his bed the dam of Bitti's patience burst.
She kept sobbing far into the night and at last said to Mirza,
“You lost your government job because of me. You carned a
bad name, suffered mental anguish—all because of me. And
now if you spurn your community wherc’s it «ll going to end?
You have to think of your old age too.”

Mirza turned on his sidc, hid his facz between his wrms and
lay still.

«Listen, why not marry a girl of your own community?”
she said, ‘‘Believe me, I’ll be the last person to mind it. On
the other hand it will make me happy. You can dump meina
corner of your house. I'll be content. A handful of rice and a
yard-length of cloth—that’s all 1 want. They arc enough to
keep me ticking.”

Mirza started crying and sccing him Bitti also burst out
crying.

Within a month, Mirza went through a nikah with Bitti,
according 1o Muslim rites. Ritti was given a new name—Islambi.
But till the last day of her life nobody called her Islambi. In
the beginning most of the people called her Bitti and later on
BiDarogan, that is, the Police Inspector’s wife. And that was how
she was known till her very end. Even when she went to
Bilaspur to perform Mirza’s marriage with a Muslim girl her
prestige did not suffer in any way.

Call it the irony of fate, the very month Mirza's new wife
arrived, Bitti gave birth to her first son, Mirza was happy. He
named the child Roshan Baig.

It was the same Roshan Baig with whom later on Junior
Aunt’s fate was yoked, and the unfortunate woman came to
live under his roof.
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by name. Junior Aunt was busy in the kitchen, so, perhaps
she had not heard the call. Just then a tired, groaning
voice emerged from Bhabi’s room. Her child had raised a howl,
Rubi got up in a huff and proceeded towards the door,
stamping her feet. The knocking on the door had become insis+
tent. She returned holding a small plate. “Ammi, Rahim Uncle
and Khan Saheb have sent us our ‘porfions,’”” she announced,
standing by the door.
Junior Aunt gave Rubina’' a startled look. “Who came?”

SOMEONE knocked on the door and called out for Rubina



she asked. “Rahim’s wife?”

“Yes, Rahim’s wife. And Khan Saheb’s senior wife too.”

“Ya Allah!” Junior Aunt’s face clouded. “Now who’ll
deliver them their ‘portions’? Rubi, why didn't you hand them
their ‘portions’?” Turning to me she gave me an explaining
look. ‘“Maybe it would not have been that necessary to recipro-
cate,” she said. “But now there’s no going back on it.”

Rubi made no reply and Junior Aunt dropped the subject,
thinking that Rubi had after all acted sensibly. They could have
taken it amiss—that we were doing it merely as part of a ritual
and paying them back pat on the dot. A silly custom indeed,
exchanging rotis and halwa on account of fateha. What about
those who lacked the means of affecting ‘exchanges’?

That reminded me. When I was a child, it generally fell to
my lot to discharge this duty. Ammi would hand me a big platter
holding about thirty or thirty-five ‘portions’ which I was required
to deliver from door to door. Perhaps that was one reason
for my developing a strong dislike for this festival. But [ could
do nothing about it cxcept grumble. I would just cursc the
stupid customs going out on my rounds. I would deliver the
‘portions’ at about a score of houses and then sitting down on a
culvert polish off the rest with friends. I was caught red-handed
one year and henceforth was absolved of that responsibility.

“Put the things here,”” Junior Aunt said. “What’s your
Bhabi shouting at 7

“Only Allah knows,” Rubina said indifferently. “It’s an
every day affair. Who wouldcare to ask?”’

Junior Aunt stared at Rubina as if she was on the point of
saying something but had then thought the better of it. Some
words also fluttered on my lips but T desisted from giving vent
to my thoughts when I recalled what had transpired the other
day.

At the time of marriage Junior Aunt’s entire family had
formally called at our house. Though Bhabi was not well at
the time she had also insisted on joining them. She was in no
condition to lend a hand in the chores. Even walking was too
much of a strain for her. She just sat there nursing her swollen
body and supervising the work. On the day, of the nikah her
condition suddenly became worse. She could not even sit
straight and was in acute pain. She kept groaning all the time.
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The guests went into a hurried huddle and kept talking in
whispers a long time. “Bhai, why don’t you take the poor thing
to the hospital?”” Mumani said at last. “She can’t even breathe
properly. She’s in terrible shape. I'm afraid she might even
die.”

Someone told Junior Aunt that if anything happened to
Bhabi she would come in for blame. The most sensible course
was to straightaway send her to hospital. If her lease of life
was not over she would survive or else what God willed would
happen.

As she sat surrounded by enquiring eyes, Junior Aunt cast
a helpless look at her adviser When Mohsin never missed a
chance to humiliate her cven in public how could she exonerate
herself before this horde? She only said, “Behan, 1 wish I
could explain my plight.”

“I know, I know,”” Mumani said. “Everyone is hard up these
days. Even men who are men, moustaches and all, bringing bag-
fuls ol money every month, are having a hard time. As for you,
1 know you've a big problem on hand. But it’s a question of
jife and death. It won't involve much expense to send her to
the hospital. I can’t stand the sight of her suffering. You just
make up your mind. I'll pay for the rickshaw, I won’t become
a pauper.”

Junior Aunt could notlook Mumani in the face, so humiliated
did she fcel. Tears came to her eyes. She had feared this
from the beginning :nd had importunated Bhabi to arrange for
the confinement at her parents’ place. But Bhabi was adamant.
‘She said, “Ever since my marriage my parents have been look-
ing after me and I can’t be a burden on them when my in-laws
arc about. People would taunt me. I can’t go there like a beg-
gar and become the target of their ridicule. If 1 have to live I’ll
escape death. It’s all in one’s luck....” '

In the end Bhabi did not go to her parents’. Nor to the
hospital. Even now Mohsin went away from home early in the
morning and returned late at night. And even today Bhabi is
hovering between life and death...

“Arre , Rubani, beti, I forgot the opium,” Suddenly Junior
Aunt looked up, startled. “It’s lying in a packet in the alcove.
Go and bring it for me.”

In the last days of his life Mirza had started taking a tiny

Dark Waters|25



doze of opium daily. It was the first item of purchase in the:
morning’s shopping and the most important one. It was.
Bi Darogan’s responsibility till the very end. Even when Mirza’s
new bride came from Bilaspur no deviation was made in this
practice.

Within a few days of her coming the new wife had realised
that even though she was Mirza’s legally wedded wife she had
to be more careful of her co-wife than her husband. Not cven
a leaf stirred without her permission.

The new wife get up in the morning while it was still dark,
swept and cleaned the floors, boiled the water for tea and then
pressed Mirza's feet for an hour or so. She keptat it till
Bi Darogan called to her from outside to stop. She was on her
toes throughout the day. She looked after Bi’s child and was
alert to her smallest command, as if every step of hers was made
to order and she could not take an extra step on her own. Not
Mirza’s but Bi’s writ ran in the house.

But that morning she suddenly gave way to feelings which
created quitc a scenc.

Mirza was awake. She was pressing his legs. When she
came to his back and then the neck, overcome by some strange
impulse, Mirza caught hcr arm, pulled her to himsclf and said
in an adoring voice, “I never know when you come and when
you go.”

She was always late from work at night. It was almost
eleven when she finished her chores. It often happened that,
tired and broken, when she proceeded towards Mirza’s room she
found his door bolted from inside and Bi missing from her bed
in her room. Since she had no room or bed of her own, the new
wife would sit outside Mirza's door, waiting for it to open. It
was only when Bi came out that she could go in and give somc
rest to her tired back.

But such occasions were few and far between. Often the
door remained shut all night and the Bilaspur wife had to drop
her weary body in some corner and snatch some slecep. In the
morning, Bi Darogan would jump across her and shake her into
wakefulness. *Shameless hussy !”” she would growl. “Must you
lie at the door just to gape me ? If you had any sense of shame
you would have gone to the other room and slept there. Of
course, he has married you but that does not mean that he should
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have fun with you every night.”

How vulgar Bi could be. The Bilaspur wife avoided going
to Mirza’s room at night and in the morning when she went to
press his legs shc found him fast asleep.

So that morning when Mirza said a kind word to her it sent
a ripple of joy through her heart. 1t was the first time after their
marriage that Mirza had said something nice to her. She stop-
ped pressing his legs and stood still for an instant. And thea
as if 1o reassurc herself she place her palm on Mirza’s hand to
have a feel of it. “You would have known if you had ever waited
for me,” she said, thrilled. “! come every morning and for this,
in Bi Apa’s eyes, I’ve lost all sensc of shame. She keeps taunt-
ing me throughout the day.”

Mirza heard her wordlessly. Only, his grip on her arm
tightened and he started breathing heavily.

The Bilaspur wife waited for him to say something. But it
appeared that he had nothing to say. “Tell me one thing,” she
said at Jast. “Why did you perform nikah with mc ? Was it for
yoursell ? Or it was to make me Bi Apa’s bondslave 7

Even her blunt question failed to provoke Mirza into giving
a rcply. The morning light had started filtering in through the
window. For an instant he held the Bilaspur wife with his gaze
and then pulled her to himsclf. As she lay by his side he kept
caressing her back. She started sobbing.

Then they heard Bi Darogan’s angry voice, “Eh, you, Bilas-
purwali! arc you on toliday from work?"’

There was no response from within the room. Stricken with
fear, the Bilaspur bahu tricd to get up but Mirza pulled her back
“Let her scream,” he said. -'Let us sce how long she can keep
at it.”

At last when thc morning had fairly advanced the Bilaspur
wife got up and walked out of Mirza’s room on teetery steps.
Bi Darogan was sitting on the plinth, muttering, while her son,
Roshan, who had just woken, Jay whimpering in front of her.
The Bilaspur wifc could not pick up courage to look in their
direction.

She was proceeding towards the kitchen when Bi Darogan
said in a sharp voice, “So you have been able to get time,
Maharani? But where was the hurry ? You could have as well
taken some more time for those blandishments!”
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The Bilaspur wife stopped in her tracks.

“Really, you have no sense of shame,” Bi Darogan said.
“You quaffed it off with water long ago. A curse on your youth!
You should have brought a maid servant with you.”

The Bilaspur wife piroutted on her heels, her face tingling
with rage. She had to make an effort to hold back her words.
She glared at Bi Darogan and adjusted the covering which had
slipped down from her head.

“How dare you ?” Bi Darogan fumed, shifting on her
haunches. “Whom are you glaring at ? Slut ! Haramzadi ! Lazy
bones!”

Discretion getting the better of her anger, the Bilaspur wife
bit her lips, looked back disdainfully and swiftly walked off
towards the kitchen.

Swift as an arrow, Mirza emerged from his room. “What’s
this game going on here?” he roared. “The morning has not
even started and you’re already at it. Can’t you leave me in
peacc even for a moment ? All the time I see you gnashing your
teeth and yelping like a cur.”

For a moment Bi Darogan was stunned into silence and
kept looking at Mirza with a blank expression. Then she said
in a sharp voice: “Who’s playing the game? 1 ? Who's gnashing
her teeth? 1? So I don’t let you live in peace? Now that this slut
is there to give you all the comfort! Hai Ram, how shifty-cyed
like a parrot!”

“Keep quiet, will you?” Mirza cried. “There’s a limit to
everything. You are always after her. You have made her life
hell. If you are so jealous of her why did let me marry her?
You've duped me into playing with the life of a young girl.”

But Bi Darogan was too angry to hear what Mirza was
saying. “Hai Ram, what parrot-like perfidy,” she repeated.
Her voice becamc strained and then she started wailing to the
accompaniment of a barrage of complaints —that she had sacri-
ficed her life for his comforts, that she had renounced her
family for him, that she had even thrown her religion overboard
for his sake. But God saw everything. He was just. The evil
doer would certainly come to a bad end.

Mirza stood there looking utterly foolish. His anger had
proved ineffective. It was for the first time that he had shown
his fangs and Bi Darogan had taken no notice of it. On the
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other hand, Mirza was getting worried. What would the neigh~
bours say when they heard this uncouth woman bawling with
the full strength of her lungs? He just gnashed his teeth and
glared at her. “Arre, Bitti, won’t you stop?” he at last said in
utter despair.

His admonition had no effect on her. She kept yelling in
the same pitch, in the same rhythm, driving Mirza mad. He
ran towards her. “Sali” he cried. “You’ve betrayed your
origin—the menial that you are. Will you stop yelling or do
you want me to slit your throat?”

Mad with rage, Mirza caught her by her neck and shook
her like the branch of a tree. But Bi Darogan kept raving. “Kill
me!” she cried. “Let me see how you slit my throat. If you’re
the son of your father

The Bilaspur bride was still in the kitchen. She didn’t have
the courage to face them Finally she rushed out and holding
Mirza, struggled to separate him from Bi Davogan.

At her touch, Bi Darogan fretted and struggled with the
nimbleness of a hare. Flailing her arms and legs, she cried,
«“Keep your dirty hands off me! Don’t act pious!”

That Mirza had given up the effort to bring a truce between
the two had only emboldened Bi Darogan; she had kept up her
attack. At last she wriggled out of the Bilaspur bahoo’s hold
and abused her filthily. Not satisfied, she picked up a chopper
lying by her side and hurled it at her. Luckily it missed its mark,
otherwise it would uave damaged the Bilaspur bahoo’s eye.

Holding her head between her hands, the Bilaspur wife sat
down in a heap on the flcor. Mirza looked at Bi Darogan,
petrified. Then he stepped forward and knocking her down,
kicked her in her back. Panting, he helped the Bilaspur bride
to her feet. “Leave the wretch alone,”” he said, gnashing his
teeth. “A low-born woman!”

Taking no further notice of Bi Darogan’s fulminations,
Mirza took Bilaspurwali to hiz room.

That day the daily routine was observed as usual. The
hearth was lighted and the kitchen tidied up. The utensils were
scrubbed and the food cooked. But nobody partook of the
afternoon meal. Bi Darogan cried as long as her larynx coope-
rated with her and then she disappeared into her room with
her child.
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Mirza had left the house after taking his morning tea. When
‘he returned in the evening he found the house steeped in silence.
“The Bilaspur bahoo, who had been sitting in the kitchen waiting
for him, had finally fallen asleep and keeled over to one side.
The hearth had gone cold. The pots, dark with soot, were
lying untouched.

Mirza tip-toed into the kitchen and stood looking down at
Bilaspurwali. Her knees drawn up, her shoulders and head
resting against the wall, she was sleeping peacefully. The cover-
ing from her head and bosom had slipped. A red clot had
formed on the side of her head where the chopper had hit her.
Her lips were slightly parted and her breasts rose and fell with
every breath.

Mirza looked unblinkingly at his newly-marricd wife as if
he was sceing her minutely for the first time. He wondered why
he had been neglecting her all this while. He should have
realised that shc wasten timcs more attractive and youthful
than Bi Darogan. Why had he kept dancing to Bi Darogan's
tune, blind to the young woman’s charm, qualitics and sweet
nature. He had not even cared to look to her comforts.

Moving down from her uncovercd head and glowing face,
his gaze came to rest on her naked throat round which lay a
small gold chain into which black beads werc woven. He
realised that though six months had passed since his second
marriage, his wife was bereft of any jewellery. It had occurred
10 him in passing only once before.

One morning when the Bilaspur bride was pressing his legs,
his hand had inadvertently fallen over her wrist. Except for the
wedding bangles no other ornament adorned her wrists or fore-
arms. Even earrings were missing; there were instead, the stems
of peacock feathers pierced through her carlobes.

“Where are your ornaments?’ he had asked in surprise.
“You had brought quite a few with your dowry.”

~They arc all lying with you.”

“Why? Are ornaments meant to be kept under lock and
key?”

“No,” she had laughed. “They are meant to be worn. But
only on special occasions. Bi Apa said that she would keep
them safe in her custody and that I could have them when I
went out on visits”.
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Mirza had dropped the matter at that. But on numerous
.occasions when he saw her going out without ornaments he
had casually asked Bi Darogan why she had taken them away.

“Who says I have taken them away?”’ she had retorted.
«They are only in my safe kceping. Must she deck herself with
finery even in the house? And if you feel hurt over it—well,
here are the keys. Take out the ornaments and let her wear the
whole lot.”

“No, no, I didn’t mean it that way,”” Mirza said returning
her the key. «I was just asking.”

After that he never raised the issue although he often saw
B: Darogan wearing those ornaments in the housc.

And now he knew the truth. As he saw his young wife from
closc quarters his heart filled with compassion. “Banno!” he
called to her.

The Bilaspur bride woke up with a start and pulled the
dopatta over her head.

“Were you sleeping?”

“No. Oh, no.” The Bilaspur bahoo tried to rise to her feet.
«1 just had a cat nap. Come, I’ll serve you your food.”

She got up to fetch the focd when Mirza stretched out his
hand, barring her way. He cast an amorous look at her and
then, pulling her to himself, kissed her.

While hc was eating she told him that Bi Darogan had not
cven washed and was lying in her room from morning. She
had gone to her seve: 7 times but she had refused to speak to
her. She had, however, fed Roshan.

Mirza heard her in silence

This state of sullen silencc 'asted many days. When Mirza
was in the house she would remain resenifully mutc. But the
moment he stepped out of the house she would start her barr-
age of taunts and abuses. The Bilaspur bahoo would swallow
the insult for she didn’t know how to rcialiate. If she had com-
plained to Mirza it would have only worsened things. This
continued for many months.

Till then, Bi Darogan had helped Mirza at the markets. But
after this feud she stopped doingit. First she came up with
somc¢ excuse or the other butin the end she openly told him
that this was nonc of her job. “What about the other woman?”
she asked point blank. “Am I the only one left to drudge and

Dark Waters/31



wallow in the dust of the countryside while your pet stays easily
indoors behind seven curtains?”

Mirza listened to her wordlessly. After that he never asked
her either to stay back or go with him. He left it to her sweet
will. He began going to the markets alone which sapped his
energy and started telling upon his health. Within two years
his health had markedly deteriorated.

One day Bilaspurwali said, “It must be a great strain
on you. Iam told that sometimes you don’t even have a proper
meal. If you continue like this it will undermine your health.”

Mirza smiled. “Who says I’m not careful? Skipping a meal
once in a while does no harm.”

“If you don’t take it amiss may I ask you something? Why
not take me along with you on your next trip? I'll learn how to
slip on the bangles on customers’ wrists. Purdah does not mean
just covering one’s face. What really matters is how one con-
ducts oneself. At least I'll see to it that you don’t starve.”

Mirza laughed and playfully shook her shoulder. “You
mean you’ll sit in the bazaar with uncovered face?” he asked.

“Why, what’s wrong about it?” she said. “You’ll be there
by my side. If Bi Apa could go with you whycan’t?”’

Mirza made no reply. He just laughed. “In this condition?”’
he asked after a pause, looking at her body.

The Bilaspur wife looked at him embarrassed. And there
the matter ended.

Three more years passed and during this period Bilaspur-
wali became mother twice. But unfortunately both her children
perished. People only saw Bi Darogan’s son, Roshan, playing
in the courtyard.

They were the last days of February, full of life and tumble,
it being the main season for business in the countryside. When
out on business, Mirza had to keep away from home for many
weeks at a stretch. No sooner had one country fair ended when
another began. The entire market would shift, lock, stock and
barrel, to another village, leaving behind only dust, footmarks,
potholes and denuded maidans, with dry leaves scattered over
them.

A country fair has its own ethos. A throng of people,
specially young men and women assembling from distant
places. A feast of colour, a ceaseless flurry of activity of saris of a
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variety of colours, handkerchiefs, rivulets of paan juice, shops
heaped high with parched gram and the rush of rippling laugh-
ter. A country bazaar has a tone of its own which one can tell
from a distance. Over the tents, seen through clouds of dust,
flutter red and yellow buntings depicting various gods and god-
desses and then one hears the drumbeats in many rhythms and
the clash of castanets, creating a riot of sounds.

Mirza had a busy time at these fairs, oblivious of time, not
knowing when the day dawned and the night fell. Suddenly his
condition took a bad turn.

One night when his bullock cart stopped outside his house
it was not Mirza who got down from it. It was a stranger who
knocked on the door and had carricd out Mirza from the cart.
He told them that Mirza had been in bad shape for many days
but had still been attending to his business which had only
worsened his condition.

As Mirza was brought in, Bilaspurwali“ looked at him
under the dim light of the lantern and started crying. Mirza’s
body was burning with fever. He had not shaved for many
days and the hollows in his cheeks had become deeper. He lay
there listless with closed eyes.

In the night he called for Roshan and seating him on the
bed by his side hc kept staring at him for a long time. Bilaspur-
wali was pressing his legs and Bi was sitting at the head of his
bed seeing him staring at the child. They leaned over him and
anxiously looked at his face. “Why are you staring at the child
like this?’ Bi Darogan asked. “Don’t you know him? He’s
your son, Roshan.”

Mirza made no reply. He just closcd his eyes and started
crying.

A month and a half later, one night he again behaved
cxactly in the same manner. But this time he was thinking of
Banno, his wife from Bilaspur. “I’ve not done well by you,”
he moaned again and again. “I. was wrong on my part to have
dragged you here. How will Fate deal with you when I'm
gone?”’

Tears ran down Bilaspurwali’s eyes. Her lips trembled,
her jaws shook but no words came out of her mouth.

In the morning Mirza’s condition became critical. He had
al ock-jaw. In the evening they read the yasina for him and by
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eleven he was gone, leaving behind Bi Darogan, Roshan and
the most unfortunate of them all—Bilaspurwali....

Before the aiyat ended, I wiped my face and prayed to God,
O, Benefactor, let the benefit of the fateha go to Mirza Karamat
Baig’s soul.
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Besides the women and children of the neighbourhood

who had gathercd at his houce, 1 host of people had
come fiom distant places. Therec was a regular flow of people
from caily morning. They paid 1. .. respects and left.

Bi Darogan, a picture of gricf, was sitting in a corner,
lamenting loudly, while two or three women, themselves in
tears, were sitting by her side, trying to comfort her. But it
made her cry all the luuder, till her wails changed into hiccups
and her cries became longer.

“Qh, God, why have you visited this calamity on me?”" she
wailed. “You should have dcalt death to me, the unworthy

MANY messages of condolenc. came at Mirza's chehelum.



one.” A long sigh followed. “My Mirza,—turban on his head,
collyrium in his eyes, such a stately body he had! Oh, Allah,
why have you let me down? I renounced my parents, my
religion, for your sake and you have betrayed me, leaving me
midstream. Roshan, my child, you have been orphaned. Now
whom will you call to as father? Hai, now who will bring me
flowers every morning? Who will call me Bitti? Allah, I feel
helpless. Oh, my Allah!”

Batul’s grandmother, who had heen twisting and turning,
listening to this unending lamentation going on for the past one
hour, at last lost patience. “Will your lamentation bring Mirza
back to life?” she asked in desperation. “You are only adding to
your sins by hurting his soul. Stop crying. Think of your child,
think of your house. . ..”

Bilaspurwali, her veil pulled over her face, was busy
attending to her chores, shuitling between the kitchen, the store
room and the courtyard. A maund and a half of fine rice had
been soaked in water to make pullao for the chehelum ceremony.
In another corner three slaughtered goats were being skinned.
They were pestering Bilaspurwali about small dectails. <“Dulhan,
where have you kept the turmeric? How many onions are to be
cut? I’ve already pounded garlic and ginger. Shall we start
putting on the rice for the pullao? Its time we started, on it
will be too late. The evening is already upon us.”

The evening was fast approaching. Bilaspurwali had
remained so busy that she had lost track of time. Nobody had
seen her cry or becomes coax consolation as though she was lost
to other things. And once having set her heart upon discharging
her responsibilities she did not snatch a minute’s rest.

As night fell people burst upon the scene to participate
in the chehelum feast. They ate in shifts, scated on the ground,
one shift following anothcr. After cvery shift the utensils were
hurriedly cleaned and the floor swept. The servers were so busy
that they didn’t even have time to breathe.

Even at that fateful time Bi Darogan sat surrounded by
women and kept up her wailing, without budging from her
place. As Bilaspurwali passed by, carrying a platter of pullao a
sympathiser of Bi Darogan said in a taunting voice, “He who
was fated to dic is gone. How are we concerned? We are only
interested in our pullao.”” Obviously, the taunt was aimed at the
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Bilaspur wife.

When all the guests were gone Bilaspurwali brought food
for Bi Darogan. “You must cat,” she said, sitting down by her
side. But Bi refused to look at the plate of food and burst out
crying. Though the night was far advanced she again started
with her lamentations.

The night passed and the day dawned.

After breakfast, Bilaspurwali was sorting out her things in
Mirza’s room when Bi Darogan came in, coughing. There were
two boxes lying in front of her into which she was stuffing her
things. Bi Darogan saw the boxes and then turned her gaze on
Bilaspurwali. “Have you rcally decided to go?” she asked,
giving her a searching look.

“Yes.”

“So soon? Fven the earth on his grave has not dried yet.”

Bilaspurwali made no reply. She just kept gathcring her
things.

A clay lamp was burning in the corne. in which Mirza’s
dead body had been bathed. The lamp was o remain there for
forty days. Bilaspurwali diligently trimmed its wick everyday.
The forticth day was just over and there was no more work left
to be done.

In the intcrval Bilaspurwali had thrown hints about
visiting her parents. It had no doubt caused Li Darogan some
surprise but she thouent the woman was not scrious about it,
that she was saying it just to impress her. <“Let the chehclum be
over,” she had replied, *and ther you’ll be free to act as you
think best.” She had all the same a lurking fear that the
Bilaspurwali may go away after all.

“Are you rcally going tomorrow?” she asked in a placatory
tone.

“Yes,” Bilaspurwali said, closing the lid of her box.
“T’ve to go any way,” shc added “Why not make it tomorrow?
T sce nothing wrong about it. 11 fortieth day rites are over.”

‘With whom will you go? Have you thought over that?"

“I can go alone. 1 don’t need a chaperone.”

Bi Darogan was silent for a while. Then she said in a
sarcastic tone: “A young woman going to a distant place,
unescorted! Yes, it’s just the thing to do. Throw away your veil
as soon as you enter the bus and start trading looks with all and
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sundry. Anyway, it’s your look out, not mine. But don't blame
me afterwards. Let no one say that the very next day after
Mirza’s death I drove you into carrying on like a hussy.”

Bilaspurwali refused to be provoked. She mcekly followed
Bi Darogan out of the room.

«“Where are my ornaments?” she asked in a faint voice.

Bi Darogan sharply turned round and glared at Bilaspur-
wali. “A widow and such love for jewellry!” she said in a
mocking tone. “Are you going to wear them?’

“Who said I'm going to wear them?”

“Then what do you want to see them f{or?” Bi Darogan’s
voice hardened. “Aren’t you coming back?” She smiled.

“What other place do I have to live in? No parents are
prepared to harbour a young daughter for life.”

The ornaments did not change hands. Bi Darogan explained
to Bilaspur bahoo the logic of it : If she was not going to wear
them there was no point in carrying them with her. In the first
place she was going unchaperoned. And in the second place it
was not safc to carry ornaments in a bus. They could be
stolen, Thefts these days wcre quite common.

Bilaspurwali left by bus the next day. F'i Darogan bade her
good bye with the words: “Forgive me if I have hurt you in
any manner.”

She was not wrong in ler conjecture. The Bilaspur bahoo
went away never to return,

Word went round that Bi Darogan had been unkind to her
co-wife. She had made herself such a tyrant that thec poor woman
had perforce to leave. They said she used to make her drudge
like a draft animal. She didn't even give her enough to cat.

Bi Darogan lightly brushed aside strictures against her.
She contended that it was one more story against her, blown out
of all proportions, just from spite.

Eight or so in the evening. Having finished her meal Bi
Darogan was preparing to retire for the night. It was a big
house and she was living alone in it with her son, Roshan. It
looked so empty and lonely, creating such an ecric atmosphere.
The residents of the mohalla were a funny lot. As soon as the
evening dusk began, they shut their doors and remained cooped
up in their rooms for the night. It seemed as if they had cut off
all links with the outside world. I gave a damn to you, just
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as you give a damn to me, they seemed to say.

Bi Darogan had just laid down in bed and was cajoling
Roshan to sleep when someone called her from outside. She lay
still, trying to recognise whose voice it could be. The times
were bad and one could not be too careful.

At last, overcoming her fear, she raised the wick of her
lantern and holding it in her hand she stood near the door.
“Who's there?”” she asked in a bold voice.

The visitor did not say his name. “It’s I,” he replied ina
steady voice. “Pleasc open the door.”

Bi Darogan stood there thinking for a while and then
opening the door she pecred at the man but still failed to
recognise him. She hesitated and then asked the visitor to come
in.

©“Bhabi, don’t you recognise me?”’ the man said. “I’m
Rajju” he added, sitting down.

Bi Darogan started laughing. “Yes, I recognised you all
right. I couldn’t make you cut from your voice.”

A face appeared before hier eyes-——Mirza's tired and weary
facc over which thc lines of a smile were suddenly etched. A
comparatively younger man with nebulous features was sitting
by his side. And Mirza was telling her that it was Rajju Mian
who had come from Gaya. Mirza had run into him just by
chance and had brought himi home with him. “Ritti. he is a dis-
tant relative of mine,”” Mirza had told her. ““He knows I live
here but he has never taken the trouble of seeking me out . . .

“Were you sleeping?”’

Bi Darogan gave a start ut Rajju Mian's unexpected ques-
tion. *“No,” she said looking a: him. “[ was trying to put Roshan
to sleep. A strange place—this. As soon as it is cvening a silence
descends over the wholc mohalla. Here people don’t visit
onc another.”

At Mirza’s death many people, big and small, had come
to condole with the family. Bi Darogan had handled them with
great tact. She talked with those who had never come before,
standing behind the door. She was less formal with friends
and acquaintances of the family and talked with them without
any inhibition. Rajju came in the latter category. She made
a spectacle of herself by crying before him, so much so, that
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even Rajju started crying and then wiped his face with the end
of his dhoti.

“You didn’t come to the chehelum. Didn’t you get our
invitation?”

«I must have got it, “Rajju Mian replied. “But I was not
at home at that time. I returned only last night.”

A few moments’ silence.

«] thought it was someone come to rent the house.”

“What do you mean by renting out;the house?”

“I"m thinking of letting out a portion. I've no use for the
whole house. It’s too big for me and I feel so lonely in it that
sometimes I get scared. I thought that if 1 could get a good
tenant it would mean some company for me.”

Rajju Mian kept his thoughts to himself. He just kept
staring into the distance as if lost in thought.

“How do you manage to live?” he asked.

“Mirza’s earnings went on his treatment and the little sav-
ings he had were spent on his chehelum. Till now I've not
stirred out of the house and have somehow been able to fend
for myself. And as for what’s coming only God can tell.”

“Surely, you must have given the matter some thought,
“Rajju Mian said. “One has to work in order to live.”

“What can a lonely woman do? When Mirza was alive he
was a great support and I gave him a helping hand. I know this
business of bangles inside out. I can go to the local market all
tight but it is beyond me to replenish stocks from city markets.”

Rajju Mian looked straight at Bi Darogan’s face and then
striking an intimate note said: “Bhabi, I know Mirza is no more.
But what makes you say that you are alone in the world? Do
1 mean nothing to you?”

Tears came to Bi Darogan’s eyes. She wiped her eyes with
the pallav of her sari and said: ““You wouldn’t have come if 1
had meant nothing to you. I’m telling you the truth. But for
good people like you I would have gone away from here long
ago. The same way as the Bilaspurwali left.”

“Yes, I've heard that Younger Bhabi has gone to her
parents’ placc. She had no trouble living here, I suppose.”

Bi Darogan laughed. “Itis not a question of comfort or
no comfort. As a young woman how long can she live on the
memories of Mirza?”’
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Suddenly Roshan appeared from the inner room. He hesi-
tated for a moment on seeing a stranger with his mother. Then
he advanced and sat down in his mother’s lap.

Bi Darogan held his hand. “Son, he is your uncle. Pay him
your salaam.”

Rajju leaned forward and stretching out his hands asked
him to come over to him. He kept gesturing to him but Roshan
refused to oblige.

After an hour, when leaving, Rajju Mian made one more
attempt, but Roshan refused to budge from his place. Rajju
told Bi Darogan that he would be visiting Raipur in a day or
two and if she so desired, she could give him a list of the things
she wanted to buy from there. He would buy the goods on her
‘behalf.

Long after Rajju Mian was gone Bi Darogan kept standing
at the outer door of her house peering into the dark. Then she
took a deep sigh, carefully bolted the door and came in.

Three days later, when it was still light a big horse stopped
outside Bi Darogan’s house and Rajju Mian dismounted from
1t.

Roshan was playing in front of his house while Bi Darogan
was standing at the door. They had pricked up their ears on
hearing the sound of hooves, and then they saw Rajju, wearing
his riding habit, comc into view.

Closing onc flap of her door, Bi Darogan watched him from
behind the other. Tnen adjusting the pallav of her sari, she
gave him an imperceptible smile, making Rajju vaguely aware of
her presence.

“] was taking this horse on around of the tank,” Rajju
said greeting her with a low salaam. “I thought I’ll stop by to see
how you are getting alone. So what have you decided, Bhabi?”

“Dccided about what?”

“About your business, of coursc. I'm going to Raipur
1tomorrow. If you have made up your mind and have faith in
me 1 can buy the goods for you from there.”

“Allah, how you talk! have I not faith in you?”

Rajju Mian started laughing.

“Come, please step in.”” Picking up Roshan, Bi Darogan
walked into the house, Rajju Mian following her.

She spread a cot in the courtyard and asked Rajju to make
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himself comfortable. Then taking out her paandan, she sat
down on the plinth.

“Give me one sample each of those bangles,” Rajju Mian
said. “I mean especially the ones that sell fast. The fancy ones
and the che.p ones scparately. And how much stock you want
to have for thrce months. You know one can’t make such trips
every day.”

Bi Darogan thought over the matter while cutting areca nuts.
She folded and madc a paan and offered it to Rajju Mian. Then
she went in and fetched some bangles. Rajju Mian made some
jottings on a piece of paper and put it into his pocket. Soon dark-
ness crept over the courtyard, making Rajju Mian’s figure hazy.
But Bi Darogan did not get up from her place nor lit the lamp.
They sat insilence in the dark. The horse standing outside the
house ncighed. “I’ll make a move,” Rajju Mian said, getting
up abruptly.

All right ..”* Bi Darogan got up resting her Lands on her
knees and came up to the door to scc Rajju Mian off.

Rajju Mian picked up Roshan. “How about a joy ride?”
he asked.

Roshan declined the offer but a week later when Rajju Mian
returned from Raipur he did not sce any horse standing cutside
his door. Rajju Mian was busy inside. He hod neatly arranged
a colourful ¢isplay of bangles cn a mat. Reosiian came straight
into his lap and insisted on having a ride on his horse. The
next day Rajju Mian came to Bi Darogan’s house riding his
horse and after that it became a daily routine. When ke came
pat at five he would find Roshan uzlong with Bi Darogan
waiting for him outside his house.

Roshan would clap his hands and then ash to be picked up.

“What a naughty child!” i'i Darogan would lovingly
remark, putting him down from her lap. “He gets so worked
up seeing you that he even forgets me. He loves to ride and
keeps waiting for you.”

Rajju would pick up Roshan and plant a noisy kiss on his
cheek. “Of course, hec must remember me,” he would lisp like
achild. “Roshanis my son. Son, are you my son or your
mother’s?”

Roshan would look at his mother and then at his uncle
and pointing his finger at him, cling to his ncck. Rajju Mian

42/Dark Waters



would laugh while Bi Darogan would rebuke him in mock
anger. Then Rajju and the boy would disappear in a cloud of
dust raised by the horse’s hoofs.

It would be dark when they rcturned. Leaving Roshan
outside at the door Rajju Mian would say. “Go in, son. I
must go back home.”

But Roshan would seize his hand and drag him into the
house “A naughty boy!” he would look at Bi Darogan and
laugh. “A devil of a boy to drag me so hard!”

Bi Darogan would play-act, trying to rescue Rajju Mian
from the child’s clutches. “Leave him,” she would protest. “He
has to go home. As if he has nothing else to do except sit with
you.”

This tug-of-war ultimately ended in Rajju Mian’s staving
on and leaving late at night. Nother and son, seated on the
plinth some distance from him, would see his nebulous figure,
silhouetted over the cot in the courtyard. A paandaan would
restin front of her. She and Rajju would exchange stray
remarks, interspersed with long periods of silence. For instance:

“Roshan is now old enouvgh to go to school.”

“Yes, he does nothing but waste his time in playing with
undesirable children. T am thinking of putting him in school
as soon as the school vacation is oves.”

“What'’s his age? Couldn’t be less than five.”

“He has yet to complete his fifth year. First hc must form
the habit of going 1o school. It’s only then that he can seriously
apply his mind to studies.”

Silence....

“What do you do on the days you don't go 1o the bazaar?”

“Nothing. There's hardly anything to do. I cook if fancy
takes me. Or I don’t. I look after Roshan or { go to slecp.”

“By now customers must have started calling at your
house.”

«“Only at times. Not regularly. Somctimes ladies from big
houses drop in. Sometimes people call me to their homes but I
refuse to go. It coesn’t look proper to me.”

Another silence lasting a few minutes....

“When are you free from duty?”

“My duty doesn’t matter. I’m in the cavalry. All that ['ve
to do is to keep the horse in trim. I take it out for airing.”
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“Then what do you do the whole day?”

At this question Rajju gave her a meaningful glance and
smiled. He had no ready answer for her question.

By this time Roshan would have fallen asleep or would
keep lying in his mother’s lap. At last Rajju would get up and
Bi Darogan would see him off at the door. Each time Rajju
Mian would apologise at having stayed so late.

After a few days there was a sudden change in his routine
which became a cause of annoyance to Roshan.

That day he came to her house in the afternoon instead of
the usual five o’clock. Roshan was asleep and Bi Darogan was
having her bath. The door opened after many insistent calls.
But Bi avoided facing him. <“I was having my bath,” she said on
unlatching the door. “I’m not properly dressed. Just give me
time to go in before you enter.”

Rajju Mian stood outside the door, smiling and entered
only on getting a hint that shc had gone in. He sat down on
the cot in the courtyard under the sun while she kept talking to
him from inside the bathroom. When she cmerged from the
bathroom she insisted that Rajju Mian should have his meal
with her.

The same thing happened the following day. Rajju Mian
again came in the afternoon but this time not on his horse. He
told Roshan that his horse was not well and since the veterinary
surgeon had advised that it should be rested for some time he
would have to miss his usual cvening ride. God only knew if
there was any truth in what he had said for aftcr that day he
never came on his horse. He did visit, nevertheless, every
evening and spent a long time chatting with Bi Darogan.

“You were thinking of letting out the front portion of your
house, weren’t you?” he asked one night before leaving.

“Of course, I want to let it out,” she said cautiously after
a bricf silence. “But I have not come across a good tenant.
One or two people came but they had no families. They were
singletons. So I refused.”

“But why?”

“There is no answer for a why. Ifheis not a family man
what good can he be to me? On the other hand...”

Her gaze travelled to Rajju Mian’s face and she lowered her
head. She felt as if he was still looking at her and that she would
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not be able to stand his glance.

After a while Rajju Mian said, “I’m also thinking of leaving
my house.”

“Why, what’s happened?”

“Nothing has happened. But that locality is not good.”
Rajju Mian paused for an instant and gave Bi an intense look.
“Can’t [ get a house elsewhere?’’ he asked.

Bi Darogan was silent for a long time, lost in thought.
When Rajju Mian repeated his question she said, “How can I
tell you?”

As if he had been waiting for some such answer he did not
press the matter further and started playing with Roshan. He
counted his fingers, tickled his sides and then lifted him on his
shoulders. “Son, would you like to live with me in my house?”’
he asked.

“How far is your house?"’

“Quite far.” ~

¢Have you a mother in your house?”’

«“No, son, I don’t have a mother.”

“Are you listening, Amma? Uncle says he has no mother.”

1ismiled. “Ask him if he has an Aunt?”

“Have you an Aunt?”’

“No, son, I don’t have an Aunt, cither.”

“Then how can I stay with you?”’ Roshan looked disappoint-
ed. “Shall we take Amma along?” he asked.

Bi Darogan and Rajju Mian looked at each other, startled.
But Roshan still pursued the subject. “Uncle, why don’t you
come and stay with us?” hc avked.

Bi Darogan quickly got up from her place and picked up
Roshan in her lap. “Go and slzep,” she said in mock anger.
«And stop being a wiseacre.”

Rajju Mian got up, a faint smile playing on his face, and
patted Roshan on his cheek. As usual, Bi Darogan went to the
door to sce him off. Standing behind the door she said, drop-
ping her voice to a whisper, “I won’t mind having you as a
tenant but what’ll the people say?”’

Rajju Mian’s foot remained arrested in the air. “What
people are you talking about?” he asked.

“Qur neighbours. Our relatives among whom I live. You
drop in just to spend some time with me and over that people
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wag their tongues”.

After a moment’s silence Rajju Mian said, “If you pay heed
to what people say you won'’t be able to live for a day. What
do they say, anyway?”

“Why do you want to know? It’ll serve no purpose. They
say what peoplc generally say when they see things from a dis-
tance ” Bi Darogan gave a hollow laugh. “But I care a fig for
them.”

There we: ¢ scandals galore. Crude, out landish, laced with
sarcasm. It had become difficult for Bi Darogan to stir out of
her house and talk with the women of the mohalla. But it was
equally true that she was indifferent to it all.

One day Rajju Mian camc in a cart and unloaded all his
things in broad daylight in front of Bi Darogan’s house. Then
he started living in that house and soon after he started eating
from the same kitchen. 1t was not mercly a matter of a day or
two, or of a month or a year. He had comec to stay for good.
The first three or four years passed just like that. One day it
was proclaimed that Rajju Mian had had a nikah and that he
and Bi Darogan had become man and wife. He was a straight-
forward man and a man of his word at that. He stood by
Bi through thick and thin and at last the fortunate Bi Darogan
went on her last journey, resting on Rajju Mian’s shoulders,
wearing a red sheet and decked in all the paraphernalia of a
married woman.

It gave my heart a wrench. I don’t know whether it was
for Mirza or for Bi Darogan. AsI look round I find that all
the articles of fateha have been neatly arrayed in the required
order. Like a devoted daughter-in-law Junior Aunt has attend-
ed to the smallest detail conceining her mother-in-law. So much
so that she has not even forgotten the flower that she used to
tuck into her hair.

In my imagination the Bi Darogan of byegone days came
and stood before me exactly as she was when my eyes had first
landed on her. A fat, flabby and sprawling body, tatto marks
on her arms and hands. A burnt coppery complexion and
lips constantly working over a toothless mouth . . .

It sounds so bizarre. Bi Darogan was born in one place and
btrought up in another. She was married to one man, was buried
by the hands of another and now a third was rcciting her elegy.
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onc to distinguich the things on the wall. 11 there were

enough light or it were daytime one could have easily
distinguished the picture on the wall, as if it were speaking of
itself.

It was a framed picture, nanging on the wall opposite the
door. It could not have been less than fiftecn years old. One
could sce the entire family in it. Bi Darogan and Rajju Mian
sitting in the middle in the roles of father-in-law and mother-in-
law and Roshan uncle standing by their side attired in European
clothes. On one side sat Junior Aunt, looking demure and
diffident, her face partially covered with a veil although she
was the mother of eight children, In front the children were

Q lantern sheds a feeble light, not bright cnough to enable



squatting in a row.

I don’t know what Rajju Uncle used to wear before I came
to know him. But since the time I had first sct my eyes upon
him I had always seen him wearing a loose shaluka and a dhoti
reaching upto his knees. This dress, whether he remained in
the house or went out never changed. There was a departure
from it only at the time of Id or when he went to Raipur on his
buying expedition. On such occasions, the shaluka was replaced
by a kamiz and achkan and narmsow Aligarh pajamas took
the place of the dhoti. He wound an orange coloured turban
over his head and applied collyrium to his eyes in a thick
smear.

In the picture Rajju Mian was wearing the same special
clothes, a smile breaking through his neatly trimmed pepper-
and-salt moustache. He also sported a beard of the same colour.

Rajju Mian had migrated from Gaya in Bihar and had
joined as a horseman in the state forces of Bastar. Till his very
end he never forgot to remind us that he had still a large num-
ber of relatives living in Gaya and that he owned property and
lands there. But like Mirza, having come to Bastar he did
not think of going back to his native place. Maybe he had
visited his native place during the first two or three years of
his arrival but after marrying Bi he did not visit Gaya even
once.

He used to tell Bi Darogan about his people back home but
in spite of her importunities hc did not visit Gaya even on
special occasions such as the deaths of his uncle and sister.

The news of their deaths had saddened his heart. He moaned
over their loss for he really loved them and they meant a lot to
him. And there the matter ended.

Bi Darogan would taunt him: “How bad of you! If you have
no feclings for your kith and kin where do we come into the
picture?”

Rajju Mian would laugh, «That's why I tell you, don’t
force me to go there. Forthen I may never return. That's
where I belong and that’s where I might well stay.”

“Tell me, honestly,” Bi Darogan would ask. “Did you
marry there? Maybe you have a wife and children living there,
bemoaning their lot at your desertion and their curses may fall
on my innocen t head.”
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“You've not tied me down to this place with rope, or have
you?” Rajju Mian would reply. «If my wife and children
were living there I would have deserted you and gone away
long ago.”

Tears would come to Bi Darogan’s eyes andshe would say
in a strained voice, “I know [ have sinned a lot in my life.
But heaven help me, save me from this sin.”

Roshian was twelve years old and studying in school when
Rajju Mian had his n’kah with Bi Darogan. They could hive
done without it as they had been living together for five years in
complete harmony but Rajju Mian had insisted upon it. “One
can’t trust one’s life, “he had said. “If I die tomorrow what’s
going to happen to you? The people of my community will not
even lend their shoulders to my dead body and instead of being
consigned to the grave it will be thrown to the jackals. No, no,
I’ll not let such a state of affairs continue.” _

Bi Darogan hesitated till the last moment. “What will the
people say?” was her constant refrain. ““It will earn me a bad
name—that this woman took a new husband soon after the first
husband was dead. Roshan is also growing. He may not say
anything now but he will surely castigate us two years hence.”

“Don’t we earn a bad name by living as we do now? For
an individual morningis when he wakes up. If a mistake is recti~
fied betimes it’s no more a mistake. Perhaps you don’t have
enough faith in me. You doubt whether 1 will be able to stand
by you or not. You may be secretly harbouring the fear that
one day I may ditch you.”

“No, its not that,” she would reply deeply moved. <IfI don’t
trust you I would not have played with my honour,”

At last Bi Darogan had her nikah in the presence of the
clite of the mohalla and Rajju Mian became Roshan’s father in
place of Mirza.

It is difficult to imagine the whole situation. Tearing the curtain
apart from the face of time I find that Bi Darogan has bzcome
a bride asecond time without any fanfare and twelve-year old
Roshan who partly understands and partly misunderstands
what is going on before his eyes, is sitting in wonderment in a
corner of the room. No bridal songs, no bridesmaids, no gaiety
and no wedding atmosphere. Itis only a lifeless and sedate
bazaar-like setting in which among a few old and not so young

Dark Waters[49



yawning women, Bi Darogan pulls her veil down to her feet.

The Qazi of the town sitting in the male apartment declaims:
«] bear testimony that I offer you in nikah Janab Mirza Karamat
Baig’s widow, Islambi by name, at the instance of Abdul Sattar
Saheb, two witnesses bearing testimony to it; the wedding mehar
being five hundred rupees in legal tender. Do you accept her?”

Bi Darogan three times repeated the customary lines along
with Rajju Mian. .. “I accept you in my nikah.”

Outside, they flung sugar candy and dried dates in the air
for which young and old made a scramble, even the guests
joining them.

Nobody knows after this customary nikah how the custo-
mary first night passed.

Then the guests slowly departed, first the male and then
the female guests wearing burquas, through the front door, and
the veiled ones and the salwar-clad, carrying children, through
the back door. The children who had collected around the
petromax lamp slowly disappeared in the distant darkness and
then Roshan who had been lying in a corner fell asleep.

The thirty-seven year old bridegroom, Rajju Mian, wear-
ing new clothes, unobtrusively, came and stood by the side of
Bi Darogan. Perhaps he gave a pale, wan smile or perhaps
his demeanour had remained suavely grave. There was no for-
mal parting of the bride from her people. That night was in
no manner different from other nights.

Bi Darogan had not cast off her mehzar. She was sitting
with her face covered. Perhaps tears were running down her
cheeks or perhaps she was laughing within herself over this
event of her life.

Oh, how my imagination has run riot! There must really
be something wrong with me that I should give this unholy
twist to such a serious thing as a fateha.

The stir and excitement in Bastar those days when the
famous uprising took place was akin to a stampede that follows
a house on fire while the inmates are caught asleep inside. Every-
where people were in the grip of panic and everyone, young
or old, man or woman, was trying to get away from what seemed
impending catastrophe. “Let’s clear off from here in time,”
was on everybody’s lips.

May Allah not make anybody witness to such calamitous
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days—not even one’s worst enemies. The year 1910 had des-
cended upon Baster like doomsday in which thousands of
people had died a dog’s death. It was a terrible rising in which
a handful of inhabitants of Bastar, semi-named, famished and
armed with only bows and arrows had brought the British admi-
nistration to its knees.

In no time, like jungle fire, the rebellion spread from one cor-
ner of Bastar to the other. Even today people remember that the
rising had been master-minded by the youths of the ghotuls.
Despite difficulties of communication the news of the uprising
would travel overnight to remote villages of the region. The
symbol of the uprising was a red chilli tied to a small mango
branch, which passing from hand to hand, reached every
hamlet.

It was like the sudden outburst of lava which had remained
dormant for years and had now engulfed ewcrything in its down-
ward sweep.

In this holacaust, government servants were slaughtered as
and where they were found.

A council of war of the elders was held at the slope of a hill
or in the remote jungle. The captured government servants
tied in rows to trec trunks were, turn by turn, awarded their
punishment.

As an accused’s turn came his crime was announced before
the council.

Name (not neccssary). Duty: revenue assistant. Did not
allot 1and for cultivation. I'ccted many from their lands and
deprived them of their leg:timate means of livelihood. Must
have gifts of fowl, goat and liquor everyday.

Verdict: The fingers which wrote the words that spelt ruin
for the poor tiller should be crushed with stone and the mouth that
savoured frce mutton, fowl and liquor be filled with cow-dung.

Name (not necessary) : Job : forest ranger, (Does the forest
belong to your father ?) What gives you the authority to com-
mand : cut down this tree, spare that tree, have fuelwood from
this area not that ? If you take it from the prohibited area you’ll
be heavily fined. Tell the rascal the meaning of fine.

Third accused (name not necessary) job : police Inspector.
Caught while escaping from the police station for dear life.
Dragged down to this placc with tied hands and feet as a result
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of which his body is badly lacerated. Regards the village people
as no better than cattle takes free work from them. Was fun for
him to flog people. Every village he visited had to place two
young girls at his disposal for his pleasure.

Chrrrr...

Placing the point of an arrow on his chest his shirt is torn
down the middle. On the point of fainting the Inspector is hardly
conscious of what is happening to him,

Kuch! His genitals are cut off with & sharp knife and thrown
in front of him, his blood sprouting in a thick stream over the
earth. The unfortunate Inspector screams like a goat under the
butcher’s knife.

In this turmoil one more section of the community consist-
ing of small traders and petty shop-keepers came to grief.

The village bazaar has just settled down to its daily business
when the rebels mount an attack. In the twinkling of an eye
they plunder the shops. People flee in fear and within minutes
the bazaar wears a deserted look. Those offering resistance are
immediately done to death. Others slink away in terror and go
into hiding. For weeks no oneis seen on the road or in the
lanes except the rebels who move about armed with bows and
arrows.

Rajju was stunned on hearing the news. His mouth fell open
with fright and his heart started pounding hard. He was in
Raipur when he first got the news and was so un-nerved that
he immediately decided to cut short his stay and return home.
Throughout the journey he remained fear stricken and kept
praying for the safety of Bi Darogan and Roshan.

As he came within sight of his house his mind suddenly
went blank. His house was locked.

With a sinking heart, he knocked on a neighbour’s door.
“Have you any idea where they are gone?”’

When fully convinced that it was not one of the rebels but
Rajju Mian, the neighbour cautiously opened the door a wee
bit and heaving a sigh spoke through the chink, “I wish I could
tell you.”

“Why, what happened ?” stepping upto the woman he asked
in alarm. “Tell me, what happened. Why don’t you speak?”

“Thank God I’m still alive to tell you the tale, When did
you go to Raipur?”
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“About seven-eight days ago.” Rajju Mian held his breath.

The woman kept thinking for a while with Jowered head.
“The day after you left she went to the bazaar and has not
returned till now. Oh, I feel so scared. One can never trust these
boors. They can be upto anything. It's only God that saved
me. The police is here in full strength and yet no one dares to
stir out.”

Rajju Mian lost his patience. He wanted to pull up the
woman for being so un-imaginative and callous.

“Why did she go to the bazaar under such appalling condi-
tions ?” he asked.

““Bhaiyya, who knew rioting would start so suddenly? Luck-
ily, she stopped but...”

“Have the others who had gone with her returned 7’ He
interrupted her in his anxiety to get at the facts. He had already
rcalised that there was no point in wasting his time on this
woman. He was not even keen to hear her Peply for he knew that
she would be wide of the mark. While turning back from the
door he was told that two or three people had returned but that
there was no news of others.

Black clouds were hanging low in the sky and lightning
flashed every now and then. As Rajju Mian regained the road
the wind rose followed by a heavy storm, which let lose its fury,
shaking the town to its roots. The lamp-post standing at the
edge of Moti Talab crashed to the ground and the kadam tree
in front of the musquc kept striking against the wall.

Walking in the rain without the protection of an umbrella,
Rajju Mian proceeded tow irds Roshan’s hostel hoping that he
might be able to get some .iews of his mother from him. He had
been living in the school hostel for the past three years or so.
After Mirza’s death Bi Darogan had often to go out to attend
to business and in her absence from home Roshan’s education
suffered. So she had had to put him in the hostel. In the begin-
ning Roshan was adamant and he created a scene on the day
he was taken to the hostel for admission. But the parents had
to harden their hearts in Roshan’s own interest. They had seen
a remarkable change in the boy’s behaviour after their nikah.
He had lost his original vivacity and his love for them had also
cooled down. He would keep aloof from them, mostly absorbed
in his own thoughts.
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Rajju Mian had often observed that Bi Darogan felt uncom-
fortable in Roshan’s presence as if she was feeling guilty of
having committed some sin. He had himself felt the same way
sometimes. One day Bi Darogan said, ““You must have yourself
marked that these days Roshan remains very thoughtful. He
doesn’t go out to play like other children and keeps to himself
most of the time. He only speaks when spoken to. Otherwise he
sits in a corner like a sick man and keeps gaping at you.”

Rajju Mian felt that he himself had more grouses against
his step son than against Bi Darogan. The boy made it a point
to avoid Rajju Mian and sometimes even behaved impertinently
with him. If Rajju Mian was hard on him, he would lose his
temper and stalk out of the house stamping his feet.

Rajju Mian would generally refrain from contradicting Bi
Darogan. “He isstill a child,” he would say. “You mustn’t
mind his lapses.”

“Yes, he is a child and that is why I feel so concerned,” she
would reply. “Maybe he has taken our nikah to heart. Perhaps
we didn’t do the right thing. Or did we?”

“Don’t be a fool. He is too young to understand the implica-
tions of such things. Some children are quiet by nature.”

Rajju Mian tried to make light of the whole thing but he
knew in his heart that what he had said was a lie. Ifsomeone
looked hard at him his tongue would falter as if his mask was
off, revealing his inner mind.

He had only to cross the nullah to reach the school hostel.

There downpour had been heavy and the level of the water
in the nullah had risen. It was still raining, the downpour settling
into a slow persistent drizzle. The children living in the vicinity
of the boarding house had come out and were floating paper
boats in the nullah. A child was sitting on the edge of the nullah,
dangling his legs in the swiftly flowing current. A female voice
warned him in shrill command.

Plodding across the boarding house compound, as Rajju
Mian reached the main building, he tried to recall the number
of Roshan’s room. He had been there only once—at the time
of admitting Roshan into the boarding house. And now he had
come a second time.

“Are you looking for Roshan?”’ a boy approached him.

“Yes, where’s his room ?”’
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“Come, I'll show you.”

The boy led him towards Roshan’s room, his shod feet strik-
ing against the hard verandah floor. He wondered how Roshan
would receive him.

Good that the boy went away, leaving him outside Roshan’s
room. Rajju Mian stopped outside the door and rising on his
heels peeped into the room through the glass pane in the door.
It was a small room holding a chair and a table with books and
note books scattered over it. There was a tin trunk lying in a
corner and a few dirty clothes hung from a wooden peg. Roshan
was sitting on the cot...

With the swiftness of lightning Rajju Mian moved his gaze
from the glass pane. He wanted to go away but changed his
mind, and looking cautiously around, again peeped into the
room through the glass pane.

As if he had been caught red handed stealing in a crowd,
Rajju Mian stood there, looking embarrassed. First he thought
of knocking on the door and calling out Roshan’s name. But
then he tip toed down the stairs.

After many days the fury of the holocaust abated and the
situation reverted to normal.

One morning, to his utter surprise, Rajju Mian saw Bi
Darogan standing before him as if she had emerged from no-
where. Rajju Mian had passed these days in great mental agony.
He was not living, he was just existing, spending most of his
time lying in the c. +, face down and despairing of Bi Darogan
who, he thought would never return. On suddenly seeing her
standing before him as a plysical reality he felt shaken out of
his wits. He kept gaping it her for some time and then he ran
forward like mud and hugged her.

Perhaps Bi herself was sceptical that she was made of flesh
and blood; that her being back was nothing short of a miracle.
Slowly she narrated to Rajju Mian how she had coped with the
situation when the trouble s:urted and had spent every minute
in mortal fear. It was perhaps the fruit of her past good deeds
that she had escaped death.

Rajju Mian also narrated at length how he had fared dur-
ing this period of turmoil, how he had tried to trace her in the
thick of the trouble and had ultimately given up all hope of
finding her. '
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«“How is Roshan?’ Bi Darogan asked in a faint voice.

For a moment it set Rajju Mian thinking. What should he
tell her ? True, he was himself keen to talk at length about the
boy and had even decided what he would tell her about him.
But the truth was that he had not been able to induce himself
to visit him a second time. Once he had even started for the
boarding house but had retraced his steps when only half way
through.

“You haven’t told me how Roshan is?”

«He is all right,” Rajju Mian replied.

“Did you visit him regularly?”

“No, I only went once or twice. But I could not meet him.
You know, of course, Rajju Mian gave a thin smile and
fixing his cyes on Bi’s face said, “in your absence Roshan did
not care to come home even once.”

“Why?”’

“How do I know? There must be some reason.”” Rajju Mian
lowered his head and forced a smile. “His mother was not
present. What would he have done here? The truth is, I mean
nothing to him.”

Bi Darogan’s face fell. “How do you say you mean nothing to
him?” she put cn a thin smile. “He is still a child and his mind
must be in play. Put that does not mean that there are no ties
holding you two together.”

Without making a reply, Rajju Mian walked into the
kitchen for a drink of water.

Bi Darogan kept looking towards the kitchen. Then she got
up and started arranging her things. Was it a fact that Roshan
had not visited the house even once during her absence? The
entire region had been in the grip of violence and she had been
away from home for over,a month running for dear life. Thousands
of people had lost their lives and even neighbours had condoled
with the aggrieved families. But not Roshan, even though he
was a part of the family, being a son. He had remained
indifferent to their fate.

Rajju Mian said, “What irked me most was that though
Roshan came to the mohalla almost every day to enquire about
you he never took the trouble to look me up although it only
meant walking a few extra steps to reach the house.”’

The storm raging within Bi Darogan suddenly seemed to
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have broken its bounds. Her eyes brimmed with tears. She sat
-down on the ground and said in a burred voice, “I apologise on
his behalf. He is foolish. Don't take it to heart.”

The next morning Rajju Mian was still in bed when he
heard Roshan’s voice. Bi Darogan was cleaning the utensils.
Pushing away the utensils she ran upto the door. “Come, son,”
she said in voice charged with emotion. “I see so little of you,
as if you had turned alien.”

Rajju Mian enthusiastically got out of bed and came out
-coughing. He threw a casual glance in their direction and saw
mother and son looking lovingly at each other. “You look so
thin,” he hecard Bi Darogan remarking to her son. Rajju Mian
felt that he was an intruder and would have done well to stay
back in his room. He was retreating towards the bathroom when
Roshan got up and observing the proper decorumi, paid
him his respects. Rajju Mian’s anger suddenly vanished.

“When did you come, son?" he asked in & faltering voice.

“Just now."”

“You're all right, son?”

Rajju Mian's cyes werc critically fixed on Roshan’s face.
He particularly noticed that the boy’s face lacked the healthy
colour which one normally finds on the face of an unmarried
boy of his age. His checkboncs stood out and there were dark
circles under his cves. He looked sickly, listless and withdrawn.
Rajju Mian wondercd why it had not struck him before that
now Roshan was fl ;t Icaving his adolescence behind. Where
was that small boy gone whom, many years ago, he used to take
out for a ride on his horse? F2 was now about eighteen years of
age, tall, fairer than before ard having the hint of an incipient
beard.

Suddenly he remembered that day at the boarding house.
He had seen something unholy there and wished that he had
not been witness to it. Lowering h's head, he disappeared into
the bathroom.

At night, before going to bed, after some small talk, he
came to the point. “I think it is time we married off Roshan,”
he said in a slow deliberate voice. “He has had enough of
education—enough to earn him a livelihood.”

Bi who was lying by Rajju Mian’s side suddenly sat up.
“Why this sudden thought of his marriage?”’ she asked.
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“What’s so sudden about it? The boy is now young and also-
mature enough to be married. He should be put on the straight
path before he falls into bad company.”

Bi started laughing. “He has shot up like a bamboo,” she
said. «Is that what makes you think that he is old enough to be-
married? He is not even twenty yet.”

“You’re a mother, that’s why you speak in that vein,”” Rajju.
Mian said, as if rounding off the discussion. But everyday he
kept dropping discreet hints. At last one day Bi said, “All right,
let's get him married. But we must find a suitable girl. Have you
any particular girl in mind?”’

“Yes, I know of a suitable girl. That’s why I have been
broaching this subject. You know Ali Amir?”’

“The one who is a court clerk at. . .”

“Yes, the same. Formerly, he was an important functionary
at the royal court. Highly pedigreed and a thorough gentleman.
I often visit him. May I tell you what’s on my mind? Since the
day I've seen his daughter I cannot get her out of my mind. I
wish to have her as Roshan’s bride.”

“Is she really that beautiful?”

“When you set eyes on her they will pop out of their
sockets,” Rajju Mian laughed. “But I'm afraid of throwinga
feeler. They are influential people, very much superior to us in
status. They may not agree.”

“Let them not, for all I care. Let them keep her cooped up
in their house. We are not inferior to them in any way. Roshan
is Mirza Daroga’s son.”

“And if he had been my son?”’ Rajju Mian smiled and cast
a searching look at Bi Darogan. For a moment, Bi Darogan
was numb with surprise but she quickly regained her composure.

“What difference would it have made?” she said. “If itis
not Ali Amir’s daughter it could be Akbar Faquir’s daughter.
My son, Roshan, will not lack a wife.”

Rajju Mian started laughing.

What was said in jest actually happened ultimately. Within
a year Roshan’s name was removed from the school’s roll. For
six months Bi Darogan wore off the soles of her chappals, tramp-
ing her way to and from Ali Amir’s house. After a great deal
of reluctance and supercilious not the initial engagement took
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place and then the marriage. Thus one day Amir’s daughter
entered Bi Darogan’s house as Roshan’s bride.
She was Junior Aunt.
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happened just now and not in the days gone by.

The Rajju L had seen a few days ago was not the same man
I had known before, he could have been some other man. The
body of a sixty-five or seventy year old man, slightly bent due to
its height but still firm and hard, clad in a coarse, white shaluka
and a seven-yard long dhoti ending a little above the knees,
closecropped graying hair, a well-trimmed salt-and-pepper
beard and eyes the colour of smoke which were always straining
to stay open. At first glancc one could not have taken him for
a Muslim.

Till the last day of his life he visited our house regularly;

4 [\HE wholc thing is still vivid 1n my mind as if it had



on no day did ke miss his morning or evening tea. He came pat
at tea time, stricking his stick on the ground and calling Amma’s
name while still at the door. Amma would get up promptly,
leaving her chores unfinished and go to the door. “Come in,
Mamu.”

Walking with deliberate, measured steps, Rajju Mian would
settle down in his customary chair and indulge in small talk,
waiting for the tea to arrive. His talk, whatever twists and turns
it took always ended on onc note—that modern life was fast
leading the world towards destruction. Gone were the good
people of the old days and gone were their laudable customs.
There was no sense of morality among old or young. Result:
sin was on the increase. And the irony of it was that inspite of
the quest for pleasure no one seemed to be happy. The cinema
had come to stay and there were boys and girls with new fangled
ideas who blindly aped what they saw on the sgreen.

“Are you listening, Bahu?” he would try to catch Amma’s
ear. “I’m a doddering old man. The house says, ‘go’, the grave
says, ‘come’. But what is this thing they call the cinema? I wish
I knew. God knows what has possessed these people’s minds.
When 1 hear those songs [ plug my ears with my fingers. May
God have mercy on them. What's this thing that they call
‘lelun’ (nylon). Tt must have sprouted from the cinema. And
look at the fun. The other day Rubina said to me, “Grandpa,
please buy me a ‘lelvn’ chunri” 1 said, “Do you want to bring
the cinema right into your house? And do you know what
Mohsin said in reply? He said that the craze for this thing had
caught on and every girl loved to wear it. Today’s girls be
damned, I said. Do you want to follow their example?”’ Do you
want your sisters to dance in the bazaar?”’

Amma would, very wisely, pretend to agree with Rajju
Mian’s views which only made Sophia and myself laugh. Some-
times we would tease him just out of fun. “Grandpa, how is it
that even at your age all your :ceth are intact?”’ I would ask.
“And you don’t even wear glasses. Do you know of any secret
tonic?”’

This was his most vulnerable point. “No son, no tonic has
anything to do with it,” he would tell us. “It’s my old bones
made of the good food I have eaten all these years. These bones
are serving me well in my old age. If I had followed your ways.
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"I would have gone to pot long ago. Arre, in this Dalda age
what does one get to eat? Our government believes in duplicity
and so do the people. They are all show-offs. The kind of ghee
and milk we had in our times you can’t think of them even in
your dream. One feels like crying at the sight of today’s youth.
Even in their youth they seem to be going to pieces. Of course,
.they are great at enjoying film songs.”

Sophia would give me an amused look. “Grandpa, in that
.case I don’t think you have any liking for tea.”

Rajju Mian would think for a while and then come out with
a reply, “Yes, son, I did not fancy tea before. Infact I had no
need for it. But of late I have come to have such a strong liking
for it that I can’t do without it. Only the other day I had to
skip tea. I went to sleep as usual but I woke up at midnight feel-
ing utterly miserable. I felt as if someone was striking at my
head with a hammer. A couple of days ago I had seen a man
inflating his cycle tyre. Then he sat down holding his head bet-
ween his hands. Ilearnt that he had kicked the bucket soon
after. People told me that he had been suffering from high
blood pressure. This must be some new kind of disease. I was
reminded of that man. Something similar could happen to me
and I felt scared. What is false for you is true for me. I got out
of bed and boiled some tea with a slice of ginger added to it. It
acted like magic. My headache was gone.”

We often had fun at his cost but that did not stop Rajju
Mian from visiting our house. In fact Amma had a soft corner
for him. After Abba’s death it had become second nature with
her to be indulgent to aged people. She never turned away an
old faquir from her door without giving him alms. Sometimes
she was over generous so that the beggar was profuse with his
blessings to the point of embarrassment.

Out of deference to Amma we did not discourage Rajju
Mian from visiting our house, although he wasted a good deal
of our time with his boring talk, specially after what had

happened on that day...

T had come home on vacation. Our ration was exhausted
and Abba was getting restive. “Every month you buy sixty or
seventy rupees worth of ration from the bania’s shop and yet
you cannot tide over the month with it,” he fumed. “You want
soap four times a day, two seers of ghee, four seers of edible oil
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and ten seers of sugar. I say, what’s going on here ? It’s veri-
table loot. You know you’ve a fool in the house to dance atten-
dance on you. So why should you care? Won't someone tell
me where ten seers of sugar disappear ? Do they go down the
drain?”

Since preparing tea and snacks was Sophia’s responsibility
‘she said, “Abba, why do you forget that apart from us, we have
aiso visitors dropping in every day ? and for each load word
goes in that they must be served tea. There are your friends and
there are Bhaiyva's friends. And then Amma too has relations
visiting her.”

Amma was incensed at her name being dragged in. “How
many of my people come to sec me 7" she asked. “And how
many of them are served tea ? Yes, an old uncle who has his legs
in the grave does visit me. But he is not going to last. He may
pop off any day.”

Abba said, “Young or old is beside the pomt A pitcher fills
drop by drop.”

Amma was dceply hurt and started crying. She had sacri-
ficed her entire life for the family and yet she had no right even
to offer a cup of tea to a relative. “May such a life be reduced
to dust !”

Finding the discussion taking a different turn, Abba beat
his head in despair. We tried to pacify Amma but she did not
touch food for two d-vs. She was offered tea, but she refused it,
saying, that she had not seen anyone dying for want of tea.
True. a pitcher filled drop by drop.

Sophia was equally bitter about it. She sat in a corner and
-sulked. We all kept seething with anger till one morning the
volcano burst.

1t was early morning. Amma was in the bathroom. The
maidservant was standing near the tap while 1 was sitting on the
plinth waiting for my bath water to boil. A scrapper in hand,
Abba was tending the jasmine b .>n. Suddenly, Amma emerged
from the bathroom, her sari carelessly thrown over her body.
-She complained that a lot of leaves from the overhanging tama-
rind tree fell over the bathroom floor rendering it slippery. One
-could slip over it and br:ak his bones. When one could not get
even two square meals a day—not even a cup of tea, where was
dhe money to come from for mending broken bones ?
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The jibe had a specific target. But Abba refused to be pro-
voked. He kept tending the flowerbed with his scraper. Then
Amma started throwing things about. Abba stopped working
and walking up to Amma asked her in a steady voice, “What
do you want? Tellme. I'm fed up with thesc daily bickerings.
Yes, tell me, what’s this racket about?”

Finding Abba in an ugly mood Amma, for an instant lost
her nerve but not her tongue. “Whos creating this racket?
1 or you ? You think nothing of humiliating me before my own
children. And they are all grown-ups...”

She broke down in the middle of her sentence and reached
her hand for the pallay of her sari. “And only for a cup of tea.”

Abba glared at her and then said in a hard voice, “You are
getting on in years and yet as far as sense goes you are still... [
wonder if scnse will ever dawn upon you. Have you ever con-
sidered how I manage such a large family on hundred and fifty
rupees a month? If I say something out of anger must you take
it to heart? Have I no right to pull you up ?”” You want that
I should just go round and round like a blinkered bullock and
earn for you?”

“Who denies that you are the bread-winner of the family?
You feed the family and you have a right over me. It is not still
too late to whip me though I have got on in years. The whip
will put some sense into my head and make you happy.”

Abba shook with rage at her jibeand slapped his cheeks like
rotis. “I’'m a bastard, I’m a pig, I’'m a good for nothing drone!”
he cried.

Rajju Mian may not have been the cause of this squabble
but since Amma had made an issue of it, all the people in the
house had started deriding Rajju Mian. Even othecrwise they
did not like him visiting their house so regularly, he had
become a burden.

Usually, when he came, all others except Amma avoided
him. L.ven Sophia, after handing him his cup of tea disappeared
into her room, like the others. But that day when he came, all
the members of the family assembled in his presence. Even
Sophia who liked him the least, looked sympathetic. If looks
could provide solace he would have certainly derived it from
Sophia.

Rajju Mian was crying like a child.
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“Mamu (uncle) it does not behove you to cry like this,”
Amma said, with tears in her eyes “Women cry in this manner,
not men. When a man cries it’s likc the end of the world.”

“Today Mohsin beat me,”” Rajju Mian said between sobs.
«Did I bring him up »o0 that he should beat me in my old age?
Sce, what he has done 1o me !

I really felt bad about what I heard and saw. Mohsin was a
cousin from my aunt’s side, three or four vears older than me.
But 1 felt so angry at his outrageous behaviour that if I had chan-
ced upon him at that time I would have hit him. There was no
gallantry in beating a man of seventy, specially a man who had
brought him up from childhood and made a man out of him
under the most trying conditions.

I have known Mohsin from the days when we were studying
together in the primary school. One day out of shecr bravado
he had plunged a small pair of scissors into a class-mate's
neck. The boy happened to be the son of a bigshot of the loca-
lity and a hush had fallen over the class as they saw blood drip-
ping from the boy’s neck. First Mohsin received a sound thrash-
ing from his class teacher and then he came in for the head
master’s attention. The matter did not end there. He was subse-
quently turned out of the school, carrying the stigma that one
day he would end up as a murderer.

By the time he reached middle school many small incidents
had come to be linked with his name. He made plans in my
presence to beat up hoys and had even tried to force me to join
hands with him in his mad escapades. To tell the truth, I was
secretly scared of him. He could be so rechless. He was hefty
and had guts. I could be no match to him even if I dared.

In the evening he would go to the maidan near Moti Talab
carrying a thick rope. He would lasso a horse, of which there
were many in the maidan at that time, and gallop away. jump-
ing on its bare back. Standing on the edge of the tank I would
clap my hands excitedly and exclaim, “Faster! Mohsin Bhai,
faster!”

Not that I did not want to share in his fun. But my weak
and delicate body always proved a handicap But one evening
I could not resist temptation. ““Mohsin Bhai,” I said, "I want to
ride a horsc. Do help me.”

“You want to ride a horse? Do you, really? Then come.”
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He thumped the flank of a horse. The horse pranced and
neighed loudly. Picking up courage I came closer to the horse
and then my nerve failed me. I had never had the thrilling ex-
perience of riding a horse. Mobhsin first taunted me for being
a coward and then coaxed me to shed my fear. His trick seemed
to have worked, for soon I found myself seated on the horse’s
back. “Mohsin Ehai,” I said in a frightened voice, ‘are you sure
the horse wi!l not run away with me 77

In reply, Mohsin just laughed and struck his stick against
the horse’s flank. Before I could properly secure myself on the
animal’s back, it had broke into a gallop. As the horsc raced
I kept jumping two feet high from its back. Then the horsc
suddenly stopped and raising its hind legs gave me a jolt so that
sliding over its back I fell down in front of it. I don’t remember
what happened after that. I learnt later that after leaving a
faint hoof mark on my back the horse had bolted.

1t was such a horriblc experience that afterwards 1 could
aot come to terms with Mohsin although during our school
days he made many overturcs to make a truce.

Onc summer afternoon in the course of our vacation Mohsin
came to me and invited me to go with him to the Amrai (mango
grove). “We shall cat mangoes to our fill and come back with
our pockets bulging with them.” he said.

Then he made another suggestion. “Care 1o havc a game
of hockey?” he askcd. “We shall fashion hockey sticks of our
own.”

“How?”’

“Fjve mango trees and twenty-five jamun trees.”

1 knew the place hc was referring to. At the far end of
Dalpat Lake there is a cluster of five mango and twenty-five
jamun trees which is popularly known as Kubri Katna. In those
days boys of a certain community used to Visit that place to cut
down the branches of these trees. I was fond of playing hockey
but not having a hockey stick which I could not afford to buy
I was tempted to fall in with Mohsin’s proposal. But on second
thought I turned it down.

It was in those days that I had seen Rajju Mian looking
harried and flustered, as he tried to keep track of Mohsin who
loafed around all over the place. He would be seen searching
for him in the hockey field or questioning a teacher about him
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in the school compound, or going about the bazaar in quest of
him. What was worrying the old man was that the boy had
been missing from home for many days. He had also not been
attending school and had squandered his fees instead of depo-
siting them with the school. He had then gone into hiding for
fear of being beaten.

“Son, have you seen him anywhere?’ This was his stock
question whenever he met me! “You are his cousin and study
with him in the same school. You must know all his haunts.”

What could I tell him? What Rajju Mian said was true and
yet not quite truc. I was supposed to know everything about
Mohsin for we werc cousins and were studying together. But
the fact was that I seldom met him. Sometimes I even forgot
that he was in the same school with me. Curiously enough,
whenever I thought of Mohsin my mind inevitably went back to
Rajju Mian and then to Roshan Uncle.

To beat an old man and Mohsin's grandfather at that—I
was appalled at the very thought of it. Whatever the provoca-
tion, I refused to believe that a person could stoop so low as
to becat an old man. Blood, as they say is thicker than water
and besides, there is something called humanity.

That evening I went to see Junior Aunt.

The same house, the same courtyard, the same neem stand-
ing in the middle of it, the same people and the same eerie
atmosphere where everything seemed to be going to pot.

Junior Aunt was slowly sweeping the courtyard under the
_neem tree, the broom making a grating sound against the tioor.
Rubina was not at home and Bhabi was in the kitchen. It was
a summer cvening when under the vaulting sky darkness was
struggiing to take over from the evening twilight. The sky hung
over us like a crisp and smooth bluc sheet of paper, flecked
with whitc fuffy clouds looking like raw cotton stuck there by
clumsy hands.

I sat down on the proferred mat and idly watched Junior
Aunt at work. After offering ine a seat she had picked up her
broom and resumed sweeping the floor.

Everything was the same as it uscd to be many years before.
Only the bamboos under the tiled roof had become black and
hollow with smoke and smelley dampness. In some places they
had rotted and were on the point of crumbling down. But
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nobody had thought of replacing them. Everything looked old
and decayed—a mouldy agedness slowly disintegrating into
nothingness.

«Aunt, whose house is that?”’ I pointed at a house that had
newly come up in the neighbourhood. Its walls had risen far
higher than ours and its ochre-coloured tiled roof was still
without a stain on it.

“Oh, you mean that house?” Aunt straightened up, her
hands limply hanging by her sides. “Don’t you know that man?
Someone by the name of Shukla. He had a paan-biri shop in
the bazaar. In no time he bought some land and constructed a
house on it. Now he is a rich man.”

She stood there looking at the house with vacant eyes. Was
what she had said tinged with jcalousy? I searched my own
heart.

Whenever I came here on vacation and went round the
town I noticed startling changes. It was a common sight to see
an old house crumbling down and a new one coming up by its
side. Tt was my own town and yet it appeared alien to me. I
feared that if I came here after a long absence I may even fail
to recognise the place.

It looks as if this place is more hospitable to outsiders,”
once Aunt had remarked. “They come as paupers, carrying a
length of string and a Jotaand become rich overnight. And as
for us, our bodies remain shorn of clothes...”

Amma gives vent to similar thoughts and so does Abba. |
also repeat such sentiments parrot-like even though I am con-
scious of the fact that it is man's own perseverance, enterprise
and intelligence that take him fur in life. Those people who
suspect dishoncsty in every new house, in every new car orin a
beautiful woman's favour are no better than fools.

«“Did your Uncle visit you?”” Junior Aunt asked after she
had finished sweeping the courtyard. She bent backwards to
straighten her back, threw the broom in a corner and raising
her sari a little sat down on the plinth.

“Did he say anything?” she asked again on not getting a
respornse from me.

“Where's Mohsin these days?” I parried her question by
putting one of my own and then looked away. Aunt was silent
for a while. Then she took a long brecath and said, “I wish
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1 knew. If I had known, things would not have come to such
a pass.”

“Aunt, what’s really the matter?’ I asked in an emphatic
tone. “What’s gone wrong with Mohsin? He does not even
desist from beating old men.”

The leaves of the neem tree started rustling although there
was no breeze and the bitter smell of the leaves and its fruit
pervaded the courtyard.

Near the unpaved drain of the bathroom a couple of grey-
necked ducks started cackling. The cock of the house standing
at the other end of the plinth fluttered its wings and crowed in
a raucous, mechanical voice.

«“Oh!” Aunt shooed it away and then waving her hand tried
to drive away the ducks. Then she lapsed into silence giving
the impression that in this house it was a common place to beat
aged people. .

“Amma, just look here!" it was Bhabi’s plaintive voice come
from inside the kitchen. But Aunt took no notice of it.

«“Do you know your maternal uncle has separated from us?”’

“No. I didn’t know that,” I looked at her startled. “Do you
mean...?

“Now he lives separately from us, runs his own kitchen. He
has completely cut himself off from us.™

“Since when?”

It happened avite some time back. Must be two months
ago. He comes to your house quitc often, as I hear. Didn’t he
tell you anything about it?”’

Recently Amma had vaguely hinted at some such thing but
I had riever bothered to know what it was all about. The kind
of life Rajju Mian had led just for the sake of his people, had
always had a falsc ring aboutit. I thought blood ties should
generate a different kind of warmth.

~Just think of it, in this bouse I became the mother of so
many children. 1 had sons, daughters, daughters-in-law and
grandchildren. But still I’'m a suspect. They all think I’'m the
culprit. No one tries to probe your Uncle under his skin. If I
try to tell the truth they muzzle me. If only you knew the truth.
To all appearances I am his wife but what canards he talks.”

“Aunt, stop beating about the bush.” I said impatiently.
Tell me what actually happened. It all sounds like a mystery
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to me.”’ Her roundabout talk had started getting on my nerves.

“Arre, what’s there to tell? I know it the hard way that
widowhood is a curse. If the roof is whisked away from over
your head your protection against sun and rain is gone. Tell me,
what am I to do? My son does not talk civilly to me and his
wife is vain. Now if a good man comes to meet me should I
show him the door?”’

It was getting darker, making Aunt’s face hazy. The neem
leaves had stopped rustling but the ducklings were still waddl-
ing about. The wind from Moti Talab had fallen. I felt suffo-
cated.

“Cry! Cry louder!” In the kitchen Bhabi had slapped her
child. Perhaps he was now sprawling on the ground, throwing
about his legs and crying.

Junior Aunt threw an indifferent glance towards the kitchen
and got up with an “Oh!”, placing her hands on her knees.
Then she slowly walked to the kitchen and rcturned holding a
Jantern in one hand and the child at her hip. She sat down on
the plinth.

The lantern resting in front of her took the neem tree from
the root upwards in its arc of light. A large number of herons
had together descended upon the tank. Near the unpaved drain
some insect had started trilling on a shrill note. . . chek. . .chee
chik!

“They have all of them turned against me,” Junior Aunt
said, picking up the thread of her talk. *“They said 1 was playing
dirty with them. They said as long as the old woman and
Roshan were there I had willy nilly to keep up appearances. But
now I have nobody to fear. But Allah is above us. He sees
cverything. I say torture me, do your worst.”” She paused for a
while and then continued,” T swear 1've not played foul with
anyone. May Irot if 1 have. If there’s nothing to cat in the house
can I produce it by magic? Forget about me, but sometimes
even the children go to sleep on empty stomachs.”

That suddenly reminded me. Rajju Mian was very fond of
good food. He was almost a hedonist in this respect. When the
first vegetable of the season arrived in the market, he would
hurry to our house, bringing us the good news. “Are you
listening, Bahu? Fresh ladies fingers have just arrived. The
season’s first arrival! And their is kanwala saag too. There was
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such a stampede for it that I could not lay my hand on it. I
could just manage four pick worth of it—and here it is! If it is
no trouble cook it for me while you are cooking your own
things. . .”

“Since these Dandakaranya Bengalees have descended upon
this place fish has completely vanished from the market. Even
rotten fish is selling at the rate of good fish. These fish sellers—
I tell you, they are an impossible lot. Just to have a glimpse of
mogra fish the size of your thumb you have to shellout eight
annas. Bahu, if you arc interested, I'll haggle with them and
bring them down to something reasonablc. Since the old
woman’s departure I've forgotten the taste of fish. She was very
fond of fish.”

It was evident that after all this prompting and gratuitous
advice he would establish a right over a part of the food.
Sophia did not like it and even objected at times. But Amma
always interceded on his behalf. “You shouldn’t mind an old
man’s idiocyncracies,” she would say. “If he helps himself to
a morsel or two, surcly, we are not going to get the poorer for
it. His tongue has tasted good things. He longs for them at
times.”

How did those with large families cope with starvation--
I often wonderced. If there had been daylight in place of the dim
light of the lantern I would have liked to have a good look at
Aunt’s face.

“But if your ow . guld is impurc why blame the goldsmith
for it?” Junior Aunt had resumed talking. “Tf Mohsin had been
earning, if only he had under 'tood and shouldered his responsi-
bilities nobody would have dared raisc a finger at us. Now they
have the impudence to say to my face that with my man gone
I’ve started entertaining other men, that I hobnob with them
in broad daylight.”

Junior Aunt gave a bitter Jaugh. She said, I told them you
are my own children. I’ve given birth to all of you. Just consider
my age and then think of your allegations could one think of
a more grotesque incongruity?”

After that there was nothing more left to be asked. I did
not have the heart to ask what lay behind Mohsin’s beating and
Rajju’s complaint.
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Junior Aunt told me many more things, one of which gave
me a severe jolt. Infact it came to me as a revelation. It was
like some corners that had remained hidden in darkness,
suddenly revealing their contour in the sunlight.
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the receding footprints of chiidhood are still fresh and
firm. One has only to turn back and take in one glance
the marks and the trail they iead back to. At one end the links
with dolls are still intact and at the other, the mind is fast
undergoing a transformation. The demands of the body create
unknown desires which hover at the threshold for entry.
Junior Aunt was in some such state when she bade good-
bye to her virginity.
That evening rain had ceased after many days though the
sky was still overcast with .dark, threatening clouds. A sharp
wind was blowing fitfully, sending shivers down one’s spine. The

‘ ” ’HEN you think of it, fifteen is really no age. At that age






