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The Meeting Pool

It was Somi’s idea that we should meet at the

ten year's time. i
oy <
< When we are men, he said, ¢ we must com

this place. Ten years from today, Rusty—at m dd:
the fifth of April 1964—we must return to the i
matter where we are, Or what we are doing,
married and have children,
Promise ?’
¢ Promise,” I said.
“ Promise,” said Anil. I
It was a schoolboy’s pledge, and made in deadly ea
As boys, we usually mean the things we say. And
shook hands on it, and dived back into the water.
The pool had been discovered by me a fcwm
earlier. I remember that it was going to rain... I €€
see the rain moving across the foothills, and I could
it on the breeze. But instead of turning homewardc
pushed my way through the leaves and brambles that
across the forest path. I had heard the murmur of W
at the bottom of the hill, and I wanted to see the
and touch it. e
Sliding down a rock-face into a small ravine, I fo‘.u'l :
stream running over a bed of shingle. Water trickled de

from the hillside, from amongst ferns and grasses a
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8 The Meeting

with a good supply of stunned fish that were reall
small to eat. Anil, however, didn’t want all his work
to waste ; so he roasted his fish over a fire and ate
by himself...including their tails.
The effects of the explosion gave Anil another id
enlarge our pool by building a dam across one end.
was accomplished with our combined labour. But:
chosen the season of the monsoon rains, and one
torrent of water came rushing down the bed of the st
bursting the dam and flooding us out of the ravine.
clothes were carried away, and we had to wait until |
dark before slinking homewards stark naked. Wek
the darkest alleys, but Somi was spotted near a lamp-
He simulated the stance of a naked fakir and began ca
for alms, and finally slipped in through the backdoo
his house without being recognized.
Other activities at the pool included wrestlin
buffalo-rides. We wrestled on a strip of sand that
down to the edge of the water, and rode on a con
buffaloes that sumetimes came to drink and wallow
more muddy parts of the stream. We would sit astri
buffaloes, and kick and yell and urge them forward
we were never able to move them. At best they wou
over on their backs, taking us with them into the so
It didn’t really matter how muddy we got, bee
had only to dive into the pool to wash off the ess.
was possible to get out of our houses undetected a
we would come to the pool and bathe by moonligh
bathed silently, because the stillness and eeriness
surrounding jungle seemed to discourage high spirit
saw several snakes, which came out to feed on the
that spent the summer nights in full-throated so
impassive owl occasionally watched us from the br
a big sal tree. Sometimes Somi would sing 1 a
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picasant voice; and we would float magnolia blossoms
down the moonlit stream. .

1 don’t remember how we finally broke up ; it was hardly
noticeable at the time. In spite of our pledge to return
to the pool as grown men, we never really believed that we.
would go different ways, that we would be leaving the pool ,
After about a year, Somi passed his matriculation examina-
tion and entered a military school. When I saw him about
three years ago, he was sporting a fierce and very military
moustache. Shortly after Somi left school, Anil and his
family went away to Delhi, and I did not see them again.
I could not visualise Anil in any conventional occupation,
he was so wild and unpredictable. And yet, sometimes
I wondered... Those who are rather wild when they are
young, often grow up to be respectable people; while the
quiet, reserved ones turn out to be perfect hellions.

And what of the pool, and our pledge to come back after
ten years? |

In April I happened by chance to be in the same part of
the country, and I decided that I at least would keep my
part of the pledge. ButI could not find the pool. I found the
ravine, and the bed of shingle, but there was no water. The
stream had changed its course, just as we had changed ours.

I waited in the ravine for two or three hours, but no one
came. I suppose it was foolish of me to expect anyone.
Somi must have been with his unit, Anil occupied with the
business of living. Probably they both had families. I was
the only one who hadn’t really grown up.

I turned away disappointed, and with a dull ache in my
" heart. Friends, and day-dreams, and even forest pools
must succumb to the inexorable, deceitful journey of Time.
~ But I hadn’t gone far when I heard the splashing of

water and the shouting of boys; and pushing my way
' through a thicket, I found another stream and another
pool, and half-a-dozen boys splashing about in the water.
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They did not see me, and I kept in the shadoy
trees and watched them play. But I didn’t really see
I was seeing Somi and Anil and the comfor!
buffaloes. And 1 stood there for nearly an hour,
embodied spirit, romping again in the shallows of ous
pool. B
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R Green Parrots in a Cage i

and an intriguing short tunic that flared up from a high
tight bodice like a ballerina’s skirt, the man’s home probably
was Kutch, not far from Hyderabad Sind. I gave him the
money and wondered if I need take the cage with the two
parrots since I too would be leaving town soon. But I was
afraid the Kutchee might be tempted to spend more time |

to sell the birds all over again. It was unlikely that he
would release them. ‘

My son brought the cage in, proudly and COﬂﬁdCﬂtl?s i3
holding it aloft and kept it on the marble-topped tablein =

the verandah. For a long time he leaned against the table

and looked at the parrots, love entering his heart for them,
1 Love swam openly in his large limpid eyes as he watch
me feed the birds with a green chilli and ripe guava an
fill the small bowl with water. I bharely saved my fing
being nipped by a sharp beak and was blowing on the sk
of my knuckles, calling the parrots a few unpleasant name
when my son, surprised at my shocked reaction and m
language, offered them his podgy little finger.
While I dressed and bandaged it, I explained the angc‘
of the little green parrots imprisoned inside a small cage.
My son heard me and understood the meaning of my‘
words but such pleading trembled on the young face that
I postponed my idea of going up to the terrace to open tl
cage door. It was already late afternoon. There wou
be cats about the place, my mother warned me.
Living in the heart of the old city of Hyderabad in Sm
the only tree in sight grew in the compound of the mosq
across the narrow lane. A hundred pigeons and at lea
one peacock lived in that tree. Green parrots, I ﬁnal
decided, needed a large garden, f
I thought of our orchard on the outskirts of the town thhi:;
its many fruit trees, the little pond with the ducks and th&
old gardener, Ramai, whose special hobby was to look after
the birds and frighten away the marauding crows and kites

h







14 Green Parrots in a Cage |

fruit trees. They are wild birds and will fly away from
you. Somecone will catch them and put them in a cage

again and sell them.’
I thanked the old Maulana and bade him to look after

my father, who, as the head of the Hindu community had
decided ‘o stay on to see to the affairs of his people left
behind.

It was late afternoon when we got t
Mohammed had, more or less, taken to his bed after leaving |
my grandmother and my mother at the station, and could '\ /i
not bring himself to sit in the coachman’s seat, much less i
see where he was going ; the tears kept coming into his eyes i
and impairing his efficiency. i f

I took Khansahib, the second coachman, a young Pathan,
tall and fierce of loyalty. He drove the carriage-at an even
fast pace, his eyes alert, my son sitting in his lap with whom
he kept up a conversation full of gurgling laughter. I
looked about me, at the familiar landmarks, filling my eyes
with them, astounded that they would always be there and
yet I might never sec them again. It all seemed a bit
difficult to accept this strange exile, something that took
place only in stories of ancient times told to children by
grandmothers on cosy winter evenings beside the fireside. |

The gates of the orchard were open. There was no one
about. We called out the gardener’s name, my son, the

Khansahib and I.
‘Ramai,” we cried, ‘arey Ramai,

we were answered by a heavy silence.
A late sun slanted across the lawns and partly lit some B

of the trees, as in a painting. For a long minute I stared
around me trying nct to mind the oppression of the silence,
fighting the madness that was beginning to overwhelm me.
I dropped to my knees and placed the palm of my hand
on the green grass. It was not easy. Merely looking at the
sheer beauty of the place made me want to weep.

o the orchard. Din- 4

where are you gone?’
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chuckle of delight. The next minute the parrots were go
It happened®so quickly. that to this day, when I try a
recall the incident, I cannot make out how one momen
they were there, distinct birds and friends of many wcek
and the next moment I could not see where they had gone
having so mingled with the leaves and the other mem
of theit tribe. There was no farewell, no parting.
Feeling sad and now really scared of the silence and th
shadows that thickened with each passing second, I took
my son by the hand and hurried away, giving the desolate, &
empty cage a fleeting glance. Halfway across the second
lawn, I gave in to my impulse, picked up the child and
began to run towards the waiting horse carriage. '
And suddenly I was glad to be out of the place, for now
the orchard was no longer a thing of beauty. Ithad
become ecriec and frightening. The fruit trees did not
house green parrots with laughing red beaks and thnklmg
black eyes, but goblins and spooks that jeered and booed at
us as we sped on the driveway, the horse’s hooves

thunderous on the gravel.
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18 The Portrait of a Lady

balance her stoop and the other telling the beads of her
rosary. Her silver locks were scattered untidily over her
pale, puckered face, and her lips constantly moved in
inaudible prayer. Yes, she was beautiful. She was like
the winter landscape in the mountains, an expanse of pure
white serenity breathing peace and contentment.

My grandmother and I were good friends. My parents

left me with her when they went to live in the city and we
were constantly together. She used to wake me up in the
morning and get me ready for school. She said her morn-

ing prayer in a monotonous sing-song while she bathed and

dressed me in the hope that I would listen -and get to know
it by heart. I listened because I loved her voice but never
bothered to learn it. Then she would fetch my wooden
slate which she had already washed and plastered with
gellow chalk, a tiny earthen ink pot and a reed pen,
tie them all in a bundle and hand it to me. After a break-
fast of a thick, stale chapatti with a little butter and sugar
spread on it, we went to school. She carried several stale
chapatties with her for the village dogs.

My grandmother always went to school with me because
the school was attached to the temple. The priest taught
us the alphabet and the morning prayer. While the

children sat in rows on either side of the verandah singing' =

the alphabet or the prayerin a chorus, my grandmother
sat inside reading the scriptures. When we had ‘both
finished, we would walk back together. This time the
village dogs would meet us at the temple door. They
followed us to our home growling and fighting with each
other for the chapatties we threw to them.

When my parents were comfortably settled in the city
they sent for us. That was a turning-point in our friend:
ship. Although we shared the same room, my grandmother
no longer came to school with me. I used to go to an
English school in a motor bus. There were no dogs in the

S T e

BT AT T G S B, o i



our city house.

As the years rolled by we uwieuof mis ame{ F’or

gome time she connnued to wake me up ané gct‘ me !‘éa&y

for school. When I came back she mmld ask me wfrﬁf the v

teacher had taught me. [ would tell her Enghsh
and little things of western science and Iearﬁmg, mc K&
gravity, Archimedes’ principle, the world being rﬁund 'été

This made her unhappy. She could not help me wiﬁh My
lessons. She did not believe in the things they taugﬁf s
the English school and was distressed that there was no
teaching about God and the scrtpturcs One day 1
announced' that we were bcmg given music lessons. Shey :
was very dxsturbcd To her music had lewd associations.

It was the mon0poly of harlots and beggars and not meant
for gentlefolk. She said nothmg but her snlence mcant
disapproval. Shc rarcly talked to me after that.

When I went up to Umvcrslty, .I was given a room of my :

own. The common link of friendship was snapped. My
grandmother acccptcd her seclusion with rcsxgnanon. She
rarely left hcr spmmng whccl to talk to :myone From
sunrise to sunset she sat by her wheel spinning and reciting
praycrs Orﬂy in th- afternoon she relaxed for a while to
feed thc sparrows. 'While she sat in the verandah break-
ing the brcad into little bits, hundreds of little birds collected

round hcr Crcatmg a veritable bedlam of chirrupings.

Some came and pcrched on her legs, others on her shoulders.
Some cven sat on her head. She smiled but never shoo’d
them away. It used to be the happiest half-hour of thc day
for her.

When I decided to go abroad for further studxea», I was
sure my grandmother would be upset. 1 would be away
for five years, and at her age one could never tell. But my
grandmother could. ‘She was not even sennmental She
came to leave me at the railway stauon bue dld not talk or
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Her lips moved in prayer, her min ’ &
Her fingers were busy telling the beads
y she kissed my forehead, and when .i
perhaps the Jast sign of

3|
R 2

show any emotion.
was lost in prayer.

of her rosary. Silentl
jeft I cherished the moist imprint as

physical contact between us.
But that was not so. After five years I came back hom
She did not look a da

and was met by her at the station. |
older. She still had no time for words, and while she
clasped me in her arms 1 could hear her reciting her praye

Even on the first day of my arrival, her happiest moments
were with her sparrows whom she fed longer and with |
frivolous rebukes.
In the evening a change came over her. She did not
pray. She collected the women of the neighbourhood, got
an old drum and started to sing. For several hours she

thumped the sagging okins of the dilapidated drum and
oming of warriors.” We had to persuade

sang of the home-C
her to stop to avoid overstraining. That was the first time

since I had known her that she did: not pray.

The next morning she was taken ill. I*t was a mild fever
and the doctor told us thatit would go. But my grand-
mother thought differently. She told us that her end was |
near. She said that, since only a few hours before the

close of the last chapter of her life she had omitted to pray,
she was not going to waste any more tine talking to us.

We prot?stcd. But she ignored our protests. She lay
peacefully in bed praying and telling her beads. Even
before we could suspect, her lips stopprd moving and thc
rosary fell from her lifeless fingers. A peaceful pallor spread
on her face and we knew that she was dead. |

We lifted her off the bed and, as is customary, laid her
onr th; ground and covered her with a red shroud. After
a few hours of mourning we left her alone to :
ments for her funeral. TateSe
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In the evening we went to her room With a crude stretcher
to
tit her room ‘and verandah with amazc,:»‘.’f«SOIan',ligﬁt;:_ b
we stopped half-way in  the courtyard. All over Hg
“andah and in her room right up to where she fay dead
and sufl wrapped in the red shroud, thousands of spar i
-2t scattered on the floor. There was no chirruping. We
felt sorry for the birds and my mother fetched some bread
for them. She broke it into little crumbs, the way my
grandmother used to, and threw it to them. The sparrows

vC

took mo notice of the bread. . When we carried my grand-

mather’s corPSCOﬂ:thc}’ﬂcw away quietly. Next morning
the. swecper swept the bread crumbs into the dust bin.

cake her to be cremated. The sun was setting and had -~



