bl s ! P i

T her Volumes
n ThOetYuvakatha Series

Volume 1
Fifteen
Ambai

Umpiring!

Moti Nandy

The Rogue '
Atulananda Goswami

Lukose’s Church
- Susan Viswanathan

Volume 2
Dagadu Parab’s Ashwamedha
Jayant Kaikini

The Homecoming
Arun Joshi |

Bayen
Mahasveta Devj

Zero-Sum Game
Bibhas Sen

Volume 3
The Jericho Device
Hugh and Colleen Gantzer

Wings
Asha Bage
Night of the Third Crescent
Gecta Dharmarajan

Michelangelo
Gulzar

Woren's (Ling
ﬁongar Kafhorc

CC. No,
o

YUVAKATHA

Unforgettable
short fiction from some of
India’s master story tellers

Edited by
Geeta Dharmarajan

h
KATHA

e “,...4.-”...»—-\*&‘-""-"
B ks S TR TL bt e atil o

b4



Published by
KATHA
Building Centre, Sarai Kale Khan
Nizamuddin Bast, New Delhi 110 013
Phone: 4628227, 4628254

Copyright © Katha, January 1996

Copyright for cach story in its original language

i< held by the author. CopyTight for the Engtish
(ranslations rests with KATHA.

Distributed by 5
RUPA & CO SR
15 Bankim Chatterjee Street
Calcutta 700 070
7/16 Ansan Road, P G Solanki Path,
Darvaganj, Lamington Road,
New Delhi 110002 Bombay 400007
94, South Malaka,
Allahabad 211001

Tepeset in 8.5 on 13.5 Cheltenham at Katha
Printed at ICON, New Delhi

All rigrhts reserved. No part of this book may be

reproduced or utilized in any

form or by any means, electronic or mechanical,

mcluding photocopving,
recordizg or by any information storage or
retrieval system,
without the prior written permission of the
publisher

ISBN. $1-85586-37-3

s detle s s mmer T Y

|

bt

CONTENTS

Unnikatha
by M Mukundan
translated from Malayalam
by K M Sherrif and Neerada Suresty -

-~ Girls
by Mrinal Pande
translated from Hindi
by Rama Baru

%

3

P
§
I

o
] Reflowering\.~~
g by Sundara Ramaswamy
i translated from Tamil
% by S Krishnan

Clap Trap

by Jug Suraiva

2
1]
y

Sy



S :iajrmwwwl@%ww’ms

£

—-— .

—— "
I ——. P — i -

S,

M Mukurid;;é 4
Annikathg

j . Lhglds T Mal :
by K M Sherrif and Ntzerad;;'ngf:g

nni,” said Mutthashi,
“Tell me a story.”

on her betel-and-nut to her satisfaction
after her frugal meal of kanji. Now she
waited for Unni. Only Unni's stories
could put her to sleep. Peering through
the open door she called out to her

grandson. “Come, Unni.”

Z The writer and the translators of this
the 1993 Katha Awards for

Translation,

story got
Crealive Fiction and for
respectively.
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(_ She was impatient for his story.

“Unni is doing his homework," said
his mother. Unni has much to study.

He is in class two.

“Just a small one, Unni,” Munhashl.

pleaded. "An unnikatha.”

His grandmother was sitling on the
cot, leaning against the wall, her icgs
stretched out in front of her. The
room was aglow with the faint light
of an incandescent bulb.

“Amma, how can Unni tell you stories
all the time? He has lo study.”

“Just this once, daughter.”

“You said so yesterday too, Amma.”

Mutthashi shifted her gaze guiltily.
She was old, her body shrivelled and
shrunk to the size of a child’s. Unni's
mother’s heart went out to her,

“Unni, go tell Mutthashi a story. After
you put her to sleep you can get back
to your homework.”

Unni prayed fervently that his
grandmother would feel sleepy soon. It
was alrcady half-past nine.

Unni: Apart from being a comimon pet-name
for boys in Kerala, unni also means small.
Unni's story is unnikatha in more than one
sense. '

ca vl ,mm-a.'..n:.

=

— 53 M Mukundan Je8—

\futthashi's face lit up when Unpj
came and sat by her. She cou]dnvji
slcep without a story. It hafi bQCOmc
a habit with her. A bad habil. But she
could do nothing about it._)

“Which story, Mutthashi?”

“A nice one,” Mutthashi said, “one :
that will send me 1o sleep:" .

Snuggling up to Mutthashi, U'-mi‘satf
staring at the wall in front of him, hf
was a bare wall. No framed photo-r
graphs. No showpieces.

“The first picturc that appeared on
it 'Wals that of a short, stubby man
with thick gold earrings. The many
rings on his pudgy fingers were gold,
too. ;
“Look!” said Unni, “that is Kuruman
Panikkan, Mutthashi.”
A palanquin moved across the bare
wall. A fan in hand, Kuruman lay in i,
surrounded by a retinue of attendants:
and a lamp bearer. The light of the
pole-lamp . fecll in front of the
palanquin like a smudge of pale gold
“Unni, where is-Panikkan going?”

e

Panikkan: An artisan; here, the artisa
chicef.
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(:‘To pray. At the champaka-kaavy " .

On the blankness of the w
appcared a huge champak
lush foliage hiding the gnarled
boughs. It was heavy with flowers
that filled the air with a hcady
fragrancc.

on the whiteness of the wall, He
worce a shirt. His cropped hair looked
strange in a land where all men had
long hair ticd into knots.

“That is Melkkoran,” Unni said. “He ¢
builds mosques and tcmples.”

Mcelkkoran walked up to Panikkan,
He Lowed, his hands folded in respect.

The castern sky was paling.

“\Who are vou?”

hite wall
a tree, ity

Kuruman's men placed the
palanquin gently on the ground in
front of the tree. Panikkan stepped
down. An attendant took the fan
from his hand and placed it back

inside the palanquin. Kuruman

“I hail from the West. A mason.
Melkkoran is my name.”
“What do vou want?”

always carried a fan with him, cven “Work.”

wWihch It Fained. . , Panikkan glanced at his caretaker. In
The gentle breeze of dawn stirred the light of the pole-lamp he could see

the lecaves as Panikkan stood with the caretaker shake his head.

hands folded in prayer before the oily : There was a rustle among the leaves

sione idols which sat at the base of of the champaka tree. The karadan

chathans, those birds with wings of
manv colours, stirred in their sicep. In
lhcir.ncsts of dricd grass lay their cggs.
whispering in the wind.

“\felkova, therc is no work f(?r you
here." Panikkan said, “go ask in the

neighbouring provinces.

g ' here,”
5 gpier wThere is work right
Champaka-kaavu: A kaavu is gunc.mlliaa There s ‘ e e
wmall. rustic temple or shrine. Chal.nlpzl " i A <aid.
) i [ - csides )
aavili he goddess who r
kaavilamma i1s t

the greying champaka trce. Light
from an ancicnl oil lamp lay thick on
vils old, sinewy roots.’ .
Mutthashi pointed to a new figure
on the wall. “Unni, who is that?”
A well-dressed mar had emcrged

e R i 12 U Ao i ot = W, T3 Y
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Puzzled, Panikkan looked once
again at his caretaker.

“Look al this trec,” Melkkoran
conlinued, “old and worn-out. It can
no longer shade Champaka-kaavil-
amma. Let us pull it down and build a
new tree.”

“Can that be done?”

“I can build a tree that never grows
old, and that never sheds its leaves.”

“Is there such a thing, Melkova?”

“Yes, in the West.”

“Well, then,” Kuruman Panikkan said,
“we should have such a tree, too.
Start your work at once!”

Melkkoran bowed so low that his

~head almost touched the ground. Then
he retreated respecticlly and vanished
into the darkness.

Kuruman stepped into the palanquin.
One of the attendants handed him the

fan. Then, with the lamp bearer
and attendants at the rear, Kuyr

palanquin Was carriod back to his :
mansion, ;

o
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uman’s 1

Dawn was breakin

T Y e

glecamed whijye.

lamp Was running oul.

N
S Sevins

g the champg%‘*
' old as the eary) :
Melkkoran Putdown the axe y
On a rock. o

Which was a5

squawked and flew ip
Melkkoran tried tos

quiie a while.
“Sad, my Unni, very sad
Muzthashi. _
After a small silence, Unni continued
with his story.
On the wall, Melkkoran's ﬁgu‘rezj
appeared again. He was now obsessed
with building his new tree. Around hxm
were empty coconut shells he had
thrown awayv after drinking their swc?tj.;
cool water. Every once in a whﬂ;c
Kuruman Panikkan came in Rt
palanquin, to watch Melkkoran d~em¥
chipping away at the logs of glas
wood as cffortlessly as cne would_‘(l

,” murmure

13
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tender fronds.of the coc

}}r ‘. Panikkan ‘Vas Spe"boundOnUt Dalm

-
S Y

Shards of glass lay in

front of Champaka-kaav
skinned wurchins

hea‘ps in
" U. Dark-
. ‘ Picked t
glittering glass pieces to playpwi:]he
and cut their fingers. '
“Oh, Unni, they are bleeding!"
Heedless, Melkkoran sculpted the
roots and the trunk of the tree. Then
the branches. Only the leaves and the
flowers remained. He needed green
glass for the leaves, white for the
flowers.
Mutthashi gazed at the naked tree.

“Unnj, shouldn’t you be finishing your

% M Mukundon %3e—

;an In hand. The snot-nosed urchins

overed around, drawn irresistably to
ll.we slivers of glass that had cut their
fingers once.

“Finally,” Unni said, “after a year and
a half, the work on the tree was
done.”

K'u~ruman Panikkan stood bewitched
before the exquisite glass tree. Its
transparency was drenched in the glow
of dawn, the blush of the setting sun
putting a sparkle on each green glass-
leal, each white glass-flower.

Visitors from far and near flocked
to see the wondrous glass tree. Only

Kuruman Panikkan could have
owned such a tree! It was his pride
and jov. And he showered Melkkoran
with priceless gifts.

homework?” Amma called out. “It's
past ten o'clock.” ‘
“I've aimosireached the end., Amma.”
“Hurry up, son.”
Mutthashi’s face fell when she
learned that the story was coming to

“The glass tree was unmatched in
beauty, Mutthashi, yet its flowers had
no fragrance. There were glittering
nests on its branches, but no birds of

”

an end. Sleep was still far away, the
night young. “Unni,” she whispered,
“don’t rush.” “many colours came to rest there ...

Unni slowed down. Melkkoran took
a long time (o shape each leaf and
cach soft-petalled flower with great

care. Panikkan watched him at work,

Unni's story came o an end. He
looked up. Mutthashi was slumped
against the wall, spund asleep. ;

15 ;
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M MUKUNDAN says, While 1 was a
young boy - and even now as | am
about to enter the dusk of my life -
the happiest moment for me is when
I hear a story. As a little boy, sitting
on the lap of my mutthashi, | enjoyed
her countless stories. When | grew
up, in a reversal of roles, | started
telling others the stories | dreamt up.
I can't tell you exactly how
«Unnikatha” originated. Maybe, like
many of my other stories, it never
. originated - it was always there.

Mukundan is a pioneer of modern
trends in Malayalam literature. He has
also written scripts for two films. His
stories have been translated into
English and French. He lives in Delhi.

K M SHERRIF teaches at the
Narmada College of Science in
Bharuch, Gujarat.

NEERADA SURESH is a poct. She
teaches at the Kendriya Vidvalaya,

New Delhi.
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Translated from Him:ji
by Rama Baru

he day we left with Ma
for Nani's house, Babu
broke a surahi. I didn’t

know whether my father did it on
purpose or by accident, but anyway the
floor was flooded with water.

Ma neld up her saree and called
Saru's mother, who was trying 1o
eavesdrop from the adjacent room, to
mop the water. If someonc werc to slip
and break her bones it would be yet
another problem.

To Ma, everything is a problem. As [ar

e B
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as she j A out al
S concerned, Whether we are e

. my tong
. ) tly, | stuck my
at home or 3¢ school, ill o Triumphantly

uEee a-»f,Eee." 1

rjust playing § owards me and

everyone and went,
noticed Ma's gaze turn

immediately started € il
alphabet, “E for Eemli, E for

Ma was not looking af -me at all,
because she was preoccupi= .
problems - the luggage, the woO N ail
surahi, the three of us, and added

that, the exhaustion of pregnancy-

Al'onc of the stations we _bought a lot
of samosas filled with chillies. Just
when we were buying them, a WO/T_Z_IP..
made her child pee through the next
window. The sight made me feel quite
sick and | couldn’t eat my samosa, sO 1
gave it to Ma. But I crushed a bit of the
potato filling which had fallen on to the
scat, into the shape of aninsectto scarc
my vounger sister. She screcamced. Ma
smacked me and | started to bawi too,
and my elder sister muttered, “Oh what
a nuisance you are!” Yet, 1 know that it
is onlv she who teally loves me. Every-
once clse is quite horrible!

around, we are problems

\While mopping the floor, Saru's
Mother looked y ’

: P at Ma and asked
This time y e

ou’ll be away for at least

thre
€ months, won't you?” Ma was

rying to squat, her hands on her thighs
as if she were assessing their weight.
She said, “Yes, they won't want me to :
come back sooner.” She turned, saw
me, and ordered me to go out and play.

I always seemed to-turn up at the
wrong time and at the wrong plé—ée. As :
I was leaving the room | managed to
pick up a piece of the broken surahi .4
which I liked sucking, and | overheard
Ma addressing either Saru’s mother or

the cobwebs hanging from the Ceiling.
“| hope it's a boy this time. It will relieve §
me of the nuisance of going through
ancther pregnancy.” I could imagine
Saru’'s mother, shaking her head as
always and saying, “Why not? ... Why
not?”

When we reached the station, |
scrambled into the train, fought my way
through people and luggage, and
red a place next (o the window.

Mama was waiting to reccive us at
the station. On the way to Nani’s, | s

al
nextto Mami and notice

o d the rubies on

18 19
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her ear lo
.vhile she chewe
driver pressed the jeep’s horn, my

<isters and | would scream in unison,

“poo-poo!” Th
e reached the house, he lifted

younger sister out of the

e.driver was amused, and

when w

me and my
jeep. He had a huge moustache, smelt

of tea and beedis, and wore a uniform %
made of coarse wool which tickled me 3

and made me feel sleepy.

When the surahi was lifted out of the i‘
jeep it overturned and once again there 3
was water everywhere. This reminded ¥

me so much of Babu that, absent-

mindedly, | trod hard on my younger :;

sister's sandal, nearly tripping her.

“You are the cause of all my H
problems!” Ma hissed through tightly
clenched teeth so that no one else :
could hear her. She grabbed hold of my !
arm as if to prevent me from falling 3
over, but actually pressed it so hard that §

my shoulder hurt.
[ thought of Babu. He never came

with us to Nani’'s house. And as for Ma,

as soon as we got there, she would be
lost in the company of my masis, mami, 4§

nani and the old maidservants. If we

20

bes bobbing up and down
d paan. Every time the 3

LAy i «
{63 Mrinal Pande §63 «—

—

.

went near her during the day, someg,
% ! ne
would say, “Let the poor thing havL
e

some rest at least while she’s heie.” y,
too would put on a pathetic act as if
always harassed her. b
| felt disgusted at the thoughy of
entering Nani’s house, so I'loitered negy
the bushes. A mongrel dog came nea,
and sniffed at me. Then I heard some.
one take my name inside the house ang
say, “Now where has she disappeared?”
| entered the house along with the
dog and saw Nani sitting with Mama'’s
son on her lap. As soon as she saw the
dog, she shooed it away because to her
all animals are untouchables. The dog,
used to being reprimanded, tucked its
tail between its legs and went out.
Someone from the family told me to
bend down and touch Nani’s feet.
Someone else said, “Not like that ...
bend properly. You are a girl and you
will have to bend for the rest of your
life, so you might as well learn now.”
Nani blessed me by waving her hand
over my bowed back and said, “This
girt hasn’t grown any taller. Who would

Masi: Mother's sister.

21
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B believe she is eight years old?” !
_Mama's son was very fair, chubby and §

: supposedly cute. Even thoughlpmched
him, he followed me around like an§
idiot. He was also tall for his age. He

was only five years old, but could easily

pass for seven. “Will you tell me a story

tonight?” he asked. I said, No, and §

pr_etended to read the newspaper.

“Oh, what a nuisance this is,” Ma kept

complaining. The old lady from the §
neighbourhood, who had come to see ;

Ma, told Nani, “This time Lali will

definitely have a boy. Just look at her:

complexion. When she was expecting '?i

the girls it was pink. Now it has a touch : 3

of yellow. I am sure it will be a boy.”

“Perhaps even this time

Ma, as she putona pathetic expn.ssnon g

and began to pare her nails.

«ls there anyone to ccok for your

asked the old lady- And 1 at @&
embered Babu —how good he :
ap, and how
not a!low '

husband?”

once rem
elt, the softness of his |

B when we come herce Ma does
us to lie in her lap f
complains, «Oh, my bones

all crushed.

ache,

saree is
ot of work 1o do and

22
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" moaned §

or ltoo long and
my B
i Get up! | have a 3_,_

to top it all, there's _

—38 Mrinal Ponde 85—

this huge nuisance! Come on, get up.”

Nani would fold her hands and pray.
«Oh Devi, protect my honour. At iea;t
this time let her take a son back from
her parents’ home.” At the end of the
prayer she would dry her tears with her

pallu.

From the corner of my eyes I could
see that my sisters were fast asleep. We
were in a big room divided into two by
a wooden partition. Right above my bed
hung a big wall clock. Just before it
struck the hour it made a hissing noise
which sounded like my sister drawing
in her breath just before she starts
howling.

All the lights had been switched off
and the room was flooded with moon-
light. Tulsa dai was applying oil to the
soles of Ma's feet and saying, “If it’s a
boy this time, | will demand a saree
with stainless steel zari.'

Even in the bri h\moonhghl 1 could
not see Ma's tace, but her sarec had
slipped slightly and | could sec her huge
stomach which looked like a drum.
Then, Tulsa dai's hand' must have
brushed against a painful spot, for Ma

23

v e =T qoeme T R e b
5 “

R . «



_fe3 Girls g3

cow does when

his purden for ever,”
nd then adds, “You can
ldren must be

be relieved
tells Tulsa dat, @

w, your chi
oo home noOW )
: aiting for you- Be sure you put the oil
w

vessel under the bed, otherwise.onc of
these kids will kick it over in the
morning and _» Ah, a bad omen.
whenever Ma leaves a sentence
unfinished it seems to hang in the air,
like the ticking of the clock. I wonder
why grown-ups always complete their
sentences when they are talking about
pleasant things, but leave them un-
finished if it's something unpleasant.
Like, “Ah, a woman’s fate ...,” or “Oh,
three girls ...” There's always a silence
after these half-statements.

There’s a bright star in the skv. Is that
Dhruva tara? Babu used to say that if |
worked hard | could become anything
I wanted, just as Dhruva had become a
star. “But I can’t become a boy, can I?”
I once asked him obstinately. I.was
surprised at Babu’s reaction when he
said sternlv, “Don’t arguc with your
clders.”

24°

# ncever tell you a thing.

jgolo sleep that the world of the elders
d opens, like a magic casket. | wang g4
¥ stay awake and listen; I don’t know why
1 1 fcel so sleepy half-way through_ i

flones. Is it Chhoti Masi? “I don’t get
4 cven as much respect as a dog doesin
i that house,” she tells Ma. I wonder
; where she is treated worse than a dog.
fd Then 1 hear Ma tell her, “All of us suffer
like that, one just has to endure it."My
# eves shut and | fall asleep.

& having breakfast I ask my mother what

% cndure? | gel onc tight slap, th

;' i Mami saves me. She says,
& She's only a child, after all.”

—+363 Mrinal Pande Rfe—

| find it difficult to understand adulyg.
\ly clder sister says one should hevé;,
trust grown-ups because if they wan (g
know something they will prise it oy
of vou by hook or by crook, but they wi

It's true, nobody ever tejs o
anvthing. In this house, it is when we

wonderwhose voice it is now. It sounds
as “' sorneone is crying in muffled

The next morning, when cveryoncis

“endure’means. | remind her by
asking. What does Chhoti Masi have

another. Before Ma can strike me agal
«Let herb

25
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following the Pied Piper,

Badi Mami and M4 give
buy sweet-sour golis just

elders talking. Heaven knows what wilf ; o get ¢ »
become of her.” us In the afternoon. Their '00m'i; f
When | go into the garden, my eldeg e fiarkened by green Paper styck
; i the windows, and it is [y of e on
en -

sister shakes at me the flowers she ha
# Ma, Mami, the Masis and Nani. They
eat

all the time and have Cushiony armg ¢
half-naked legs and wrinkled stomachz.::(
Then why do they keep telling s not to
sit with our legs spread out?

“You all look like cows,” | te]} them,
but no one seems to have heard me.

times not to question grown-ups. If you'
keep on like this, one day these peopl
will beat you so hard you will die.” §
“I will ask questions. I will. I will,” E
answer crying. : 1
Then go and die,” says my sister, an -_ - Chhoti Masi, who is lying on the floor
continues to thread a garland for Nam S .
with a pillow under her head takes a
# -sour goli from us, starts sucking it and
says, “Jijaji is really the limit.”
Suddeniy laughter explodes in the

Gopalji.
Seeing the garland, Nani says loudly3

“You are my precious Lakshmi,” wit
the intention that I should hear that. J

In the afternoons 1 tell the younge]
children stories of ghosts and demons
who live in the walnut tree here. | tell

room.
Who? Why? How? | look all around

the room for an answer, but no one is
bothered about us here, they are too
lost in their own conversation. | leave
the room and bang the door shut,
wondering if Ma will call me a nui-
sance. No one comes to reprimand me, :

4 though.

Jijaji: Sister's husband.

26 27
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C“Move aside,” says Hari's Ma whO
is carrying a tray laden with glasses of f
tca. "Move. This is not foryou, it's for}
the grown-ups. Move out of my way.” §
Her nose is like a frog's and herg
eyebrows meet above her nose. Her
cheeks hang loose like dead bats. “Do
move aside,” she says to me again. }
“I won’t,” I say, and try to block herg
way. “I'll move only if you say girls are 3
nice.” :
“All right, all right, 1 have said it, so§
now move out of the way,” says Hari’ s:
mother. S
“No,” I persist, “say it properly.” ;
“Oh, Hari's ma, what’s happening?” i
asks Chhoti Masi irritably, from the %
room. “Are you going to bring the tea
next year, or what?” 1
Hari’'s Ma knits her thick eyebrows §
together and says, “This Lali’s middle-
daughter won't let me ...” She starts#
laughing, and as she does so her frog-‘
like nose bobs up and down.
I hear Ma saying,
only to plague my life.” Someone in the?
room says she should not get angry m
her condition.
For along time I sit outside the house!

28
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watching the tirds fly and wishing that
| had been born a bird. “Do mother
birds too think their girl birds are
inferior?” 1 wonder. ‘
Then | hear a voice calling, “Where
has she gone?” and | know someone is
looking for me. -I wish that
somewhere, anywhere, I could find
that magic betel-nut which would make
me invisible as soon as I put it in my
mouth. What fun that would be!

I wish,

In the evening, when Nani finishes ;
her story, she says, “Now off yougoto
sleep, all of you.”

I ask Nani if | could sleep next to her.
Her body is soft and warm and her quilt
smells of cardamom and cloves.
Besides, Nani keeps a torch under the
pillow. If you take it with you to the
bathroom after the lights are off, you
don’t stub your toes on anything. But
Nani says, “As it is this boy doesn’t leave
me. Where is the space on this bed for
the two of you? Go and sleep next to
vour mother. I'll tell you another story
tomorrow. All right?” Nani’s-voice
becomes sugary in the way of most
srown-ups when they want to coax you
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v m : i :
Vith her back * MY elder sister asks courtyard. I shout, “Come on, pay your--

urn
let yoyu sl Wi[hed o me, “She didn'(§ fares to go to Calcutta. Poo-000.”
Oice seems |q b he v did shay» Heo b In the background [ hear Nani saying,
€ tremp); : § “Come on dear, let me put a tikka on

) you. You are my kanya kumari, aren’t
1 you?"” )
“No,” I retort, “I'm an engine.”
I Mama’'s son claps his hands excitedly
fl and says, “Oh, an engine, an engine.”
: ands. A mat Suddenly | see Ma waddling‘towards
fo. sy B In front of her for us ¥ me and my stomach grows tight with
) -- Come op girls, let me #t fear. Her face is filled with rage. “I’l]
.“kkzs Ont your foreheads Before EZ: make an engine out of you this very
1S a di f b1 . n

'sh of halwa ang a plate filled with 3 mlTr;lu:eéldézrly neighbour intervenes,

buris. She has Prepared those as |

offerings to the Devi on Asharm: §catches hold of Ma's hand and says,
shtami. 2 “Have you gone mad, Lali?” She signals

The room is filleq with the smells of §

camphor, halwa, ghes o § 1o me to obey, and adds, “She is after
g d flowers. She } all a child, a kanya kumari. Today is

" : 5
nf::sx;?e Cadmphor- for aarti. “Come 3| Ashtami, the Devi's day; you must not
 TERINE do aarli lo all of you." . L Wy 5 young ‘@irli it would be & sin

My two sisters and Mama’s beautiful &l 1jump down from the ledge with a

daughters sit cross-legged in front of Hthud and see Nani serving the other
girls halwa-puri, her lips pursed

Nani. She puts a tikka on each forehead
together.

and then sounds a little bell. Exactly like ;
“Go on. Take the prasad from Nani.

the guard on the train. After the bell, §

she blows a conch. “Poo ... 000.” am #why do you make your mother cry

suddenly transformed into a railway #when she is in this condition?” Chhoti

engine and race around the ledge of the @ Masi asks me, irritated. ;
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“When you people don’t love g”'ﬂ'
why do you pretend to worship them"é

My voice breaks into a sob. | feel s@
furious with myself that I wanl to
swallow the burning camphor to block
my treacherous throat. | want to agai
ask, Why? - but don’t, for | am afraid;
will start crying. | don't want to cry i
front of them.

Hari’s mother puts her hand up to he
cheek and says in wonder, “Ma-ri-ma;
just listen to her. What a temper for §
girlt”

|

Nani is distributing a rupee and fo
annas to each girl, addressing the walf
saying, “You can buy twenty golis with
this money.” She holds out to me
twenty-five paise coin wrapped in g
rupee note. I notice the mark of the rol‘

on the tip of her thumb, like

bloodstain.

I start moving back towards the wal
screaming, “l don’t want all this halwa
puri, tikka or money. I don’t want to be
a goddess.” I scream so loudly that lhe
pigeons pecking at the scattered gram
in the courtyard take off in a flurry, as

if a bullet had been fired somewhere,

M%pﬂvh srow SI0H DR O RS

o TR
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MRINAL PANDE says, This is proba
(he closest | have come 1o writing a
autobiographical story. Until | Wrdt”
this, | hadn’t quite realized how cleary
child’s perception of justice is. Both my
sisters said they really liked the story,

Mrinal has to her credit severa
collections of shorl stories as well as
plays and novels. Editor of Saptahik.i;
Hindustan, she has had a distinguished" ‘
career in journalism and the media. She
lives in Delhi. ’

This story was originally published in
Dharmayug in 1983, and this English
translation by Rama Baru, in the same
year in Manushi.

RAMA BARU is Assistant Professor at
the Centre for Community Health and
Social Medicine, Jawaharlal Nehru
University, New Delhj.
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Sundara Ramaswamy
) eflowering
) Translated from Tamil
g by S Krishnan
f
)
é
»?i
mma was lying on the
: cot and | was curled
| uo on the floor right
§1 nextto it. Amma and | were free to
% | get up as late as we pleased. We had
;1 made it our habit over the years. We
iad to put up a battle of sorts for it.
3 Ours is a family that takes pride in
z} safeguarding the dharma of the carly
i riser. For gencrations now, we've all
1

The author and translator of this story
received the 1991 Katha Awards for
Creative Fiction and Translation, respectively.
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bathed before suntrise. But then

Ammz2 and
had asthma and | suffered from

3,

joint

pains. Both could create problems, m_.

the morning.

Outside, there were sounds of lhe 3.
horse shaking its mane, of its bells
jangling. The horse buggy was ready.
This meant thal Appa had picked up §
the bunch of keys for his shop. It also
meant that the clock was inching §
towards eight-thirty. He would now §

put on his slippers. Kweeech. Then
once downstairs

and closing. The daily umbrella-7d}

health-test that.

The door opened slightly. A thin E
streak of sunlight pranced into the §
room, a shifting glass-pipe of light, &
dust swirling inside it. Appa! I see him ¥
in profile — one eye, spectacles, halt'-
a forehead streaked with vibhuti. A;-
dot of golden-yellow chandanam,f

topped by a vivid spot of kumkumam.
“Boy! Ambi! Get up!” Appa said.

I closed my eyes. I did not move a %}

!1mb as if held captive by deep slecp
All Get up. You good-for- nothing.”

36
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| were invalids. Ammaf

the abrupt impa-i_;

— e Sundara Ramaswany 5‘2*—-—-

Amma said. “Appa’s calling.”
On the sly 1 looked at Appa. H

appeared affectionate, even gent|
As if | were being roused from heavy
slumber, | opened my eyes Wlth

pretended difficulty.
“Get ready, Ambi. Eatwand then go

to Aanaipaalam,” said Appa. “Go‘and
bring Rowther to lhe‘shop straigh-
taway. I'll send the buggy for you.”

| looked at Appa, then at Amma. |
had told her about ghe squabble
between Appa and Rewther in the
shop the previous day. I knew exactly

what she would say. “
* “Can you or can you not manage

without him?” asked Amma. “This
farce hase~gone on far too long.
Making up one day, parting the next!”

Appa’s face reddened. I thought
that if it grew any redder, blood might
start dripping from the tip of his
nose.

“Onam is round the corner. You can
come to shop and make the bills,” he
screcamed. Anger twisted his lips,
slurred and flattened out the words}

“Is Rowther the only person in this
whoie world who knows how to
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maSkQ bi“S?h aSk d A o
«@ l]ul u % mm :éi
pi» |, a 3
Abrupy) he e Abpa, 3
you!” o g tu ed tO me NG ;
: Ordere b » Yet up
my begd n J Sprang ug i
bow, «g ?) 'o0d 1ay, a apstfrom ’
growleqd. °ld you," ho &
As if SOome |
uns &
at the whegy €N hang g tuggeq &
¢! attacheq (4 sec g
moved swifyy, my feey, |

I heard Appa’
the house.

I got ready in

double-quicl k
What briskness! A

| WOorey?;

. S 1 usually
didn't - a“dhotij Over my half pants) !
and a full-steevegq Ashi;t, ali in th(;

hope that it would mak

. ¢ Mme speak 3
uUp with some confidence. didn't feel &

my usual anger with Appa. | didn't
feel sad either. It seemed as if even a ;
little fondness had sceped in. PoorE

S GABA IOV o v st v

thirig! He had got himself into a fix. }
Without thinking, he'd spoken
harshly to Rowther. He could have ¢
veen cahner. But then, one can talk -

Wit aee e

of calmness if a person is angry.

What if he is anger personified?
Excited by this paradox, | wcn‘l and

c<tood before Amma. | looked her

38
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Straight in the face and I said, “Where
IS the question of calmness
anger Personified?”

kmrna laughed. Aimost at once, she
Made her face stern and

if he is

“Smart,
- “Now, if you

I too thought that we could not

: festival sales
without Rowther.

Who could do sums like him? He
was lightning quick in mental arith-
metic. Five beople sitting in a row,
with paper and pencils, would not be
€qual to one Rowther and his brain.
Remarkable. Even our regular
Customers, who flocked round him
to have their bills tallied, were
amazed.

“Is this a mere human brain?” many
wondered aloud. “If the man can be
this fast when he can only listen to
the figures, what would he not do if

he'd been granted sight?”
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And lo think that Rowther has only }:’
studied up to the third class. That's 3§

two grades less than Gomathi who

works in the shop, felching and #

cleaning.

The dispule between Rowther and

Appa had started mildly enough the
Previous evening.

“Look here, Rowther, what are you

going to do if you let your debts
mounting like thig?”
Rowther had chosen

keep
Appa had asked.

wanted; piled them up by his side,

before lhinking of asking Appa for ‘.
ar that Appa 3

credit. It was quite cle
did not like thijs.

“What can | do, A
is full of women. My
My sons-in-law too

sons, four daughters-in-law,

eight
granddaughters,

cloth each, and the cost adds up.”

Appa was staring at Rowther, as if

thinking, This man is getting out of
hand. I must cut him to size.

“Kolappa, pack the clothes and give
me the bill,” said Rowther.

How dare he take the things before

40

yyah? My house 5
SOns are useless.
are useless. Four -3

%l right arm and placed it on her Jefy

3| When the shop closed in the evenin
all the clothes he

#| Gomathi and take her w

eight grandsons. 5
How many is that? Just one piece of §

S TS NN

| our relationship to continue, Ayyahy
5| All right. Girl, take me home.

—$83 Sundara Ramaswamy fe3e_
permission had been granted? Appa,
face reddened. 3
“It is not possible for me 1o give
you credit this time,” he said.
“So you're saying you don't wang

Rowther stood up. Gomathi took hijs

shoulder. They went down the steps. .

s,
he would usually look in the direction '

of my father and take permission to
leave. That particular evening he did

not take permission. He had taken
leave.

I thought 1 would first pick up

ith me to
Rowther’s house. That would Perhaps
lessen his hurt. But Gomathi was not

at home. “Rowther hag s

¢t word that
he w

as not coming. She's just left for
the shop,” her mother said.

I took a shortcut through the grove,
and reached Rowther's house. A tiled
house, the rocf low. In the front yard
there was a well on the right side, its
parapet stark, unpainted, broken.

41
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Velvetl moss SPrang around iy m Just felt like jp.»
bright patches. Stone steps led to the% “What's the border |ikern

house. A strip of 3 gunny sack hung’|  “Fivc Striped.”
at the main door,

“It's me, Ambil»
arrival loudly.

Habioudiae t i
ot

I'announced my:

the shop te]) me th

like your father, 100,

A little gir) Came out followed by:

another who was obviousiy her twin.; e ran his fingers over my face, my
“Who is it, child?” came Rowther'si| nose, my

mouth, my neck, my eyes,
voice from inside the house. ! My ears, my forehead. “Everything jn

“It's me Ambi,” | said again. place, thank the Lord.” He laughed.

“Come! Come,” sajq Rowther. His-| I thought tha this was the righ;
voice bubbled with happiness. _fmoment to tell him why | had come.

I pushed aside the sack curtain and But the words Stuck in my throzt, as
went in. The floor had been swabbed!| if held there by an unseen hand.

you.”

N

i « ” .
-‘ Smooth with cowdung. Rowther was Amma .." I started 1o say, making
sitting Cross-legged, like a lord. Hisi| a tentative Start.
. arms reached out for me. "Come,‘? Rowther inlerrupzed me. “How js
come,” he kep[ saying : madam’s health now?"”
' i : - ; ! “As usual.”
I went and knelt in front of him. He7; sual. ‘
Put his arms around me. Hijs eyes! “I have Thuthuvalaj Khandankattrj
Slared and stared, as if lrying to re- | leghivam. No peyier medicine for
1

capture the vision they had lost long!| asthma. Only, Ayyah likes to see
80. He pressed me down by my!| English labels on his medicine bottles.

shoulders dragged me towards him'| ! don" have English. Only medicines,”

and made me sit beside him. His| he said, enjoying his own joke hugely.

3 €motions seemed (o overwhelm himf? This was the right moment to tackle
“Ah!” he said. “You are wearing a| him,

dhotj today!” ‘Amma wants me o take you ta the

42 43
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shop. She wants me o tell you that
she is very sorry if Appa has sald
anything to hurt you. You are not {o :

misunderstand him. She says, please o

don't turn down her request.”
Rowther's face visibly brightened.

He raised his hands in salute.:Z.

'
It

L
‘]{x‘ Ag

e

_Q‘-

3

e oA

g —%8 sundaro Romoswomy 03—
':.1 braln" Even if it was all written down

laken half-an-hour to work it out.

'u'\r ‘1,'}

j':hghlmng. He had till now never made
©"a single mistake.
Amma has’told me that in the early

“Amma, you are a great woman,” he:" :years of their association, Appa used

called cut. “Get up, let’s go to the
shop at once,” he said.

That year the sales during Onam-
were very good. Rowther was in his

element. With great elan he super-

vised the shop boys who constantly
_jostled around him. It was like Abhi-
manyu in the Mahabharata, single-
handedly fighting a whole battalion.
He would state the price as soon as

the cost and quantity of the material

were mentioned to him. Only the good
Cord knew what spark it was in his
brain, what genius that did not need
even a minute (o calculate? A brain

that could multiply and total up the-
cost of sixteen different items in a-

trice to announce
Grand total - 1414 rupees, 25 paise,”
how could that be called an average

44

, “Items: sixteen.":
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. ito sit up half the night, checking
Rowther’s calculations. It seems he
would say, “That man’s getting beside
himself. I must find at least an error
or two.” But he never could. He just
lost a good night’s sleep.

RO WA mw : @MM»&‘&W*«W“

One day, a cart drawn by a single
bullock, heavily curtained on both
sides, stopped in front of the shop.
Frem inside came the wailing of
women and children.
“Sounds like the females of my
household,” Rowther said.
Rowther’s house had come up for
public auction! Apparently the amina

was flinging all the household things
on to the street.

Rowther started crying like a child
and called on God to help him out.
At just that moment, Kolappan came

45
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: on a blackboard, I would have easily

, But for him, answers slipped out like




-.PRowther Slopped h;j
moment and said to
down, 614 ra

ounter and sobbed. E

Ayyah

lo;r): ! hafi 10 pay the court the
and the Interest on it It's m !

than fiv . i

e thousand rupees. W

here wil]
I go for the money?”

Appa took Rowther in the horse‘E
buggy to see a lawyer. 4

i,

BELSEE L

Rowther did not show up for worlg
the next day. Kolappan said he hac'if
with bis own eyes seen Rowthef?
reciting the bills in Chettiar’s cloth
shop. ?

“What injustice! | have just come

back after paying the court the entire
amount for his debts. He's let met
down, the ungrateful wretch!” Appa
shouted.

The shop assistant Kolappan also
whipped himself into a fury. “He
knows how Lo calculate, but he's a

senseless idiotl. Wait, !"ll go this

a5

—
S

Suhdara Ry 7 ‘
dora Ramaswarny #—

Minute and dra

hadets 8 him here by his

he said as he ;
u .
bicgels, jumped onto his

Appa sat

down on the floor
devasted. '

e He started to mumble.
This is a wicked world,” he said.

“These days you can’t even trust your
own mother)

In a little while, Kolappan returned.
Rowther was sitting behind him, on
the carrier. He marched a stone-like
Rowther to the cash-counter.

“l lost my head, Ayyah,” said
Rowther as he stood before Appa, his
hands folded in supplication.

“A time will come when you will be
cut down to size,” said Appa.

“Please don’'t say such things,
Avvan,” pleaded Rowlher. “Come
work for me and I'll pay your debts,
the Chelttiar said. And I lost my

head.”

Appa only repeated, “The time will
come when you will be cut down to

size.”

And, surprise of surprises, things
soon happened that made it Look as
it Appa was going to be right after all.
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“" When App2 returned from Bomba}
ek ter seeing his wholesalers.

that year afl .
:::ab:,oughl back a small machine and
i ma.
showed il to Am : : ’
«This can do calculations, he said.
“A machine?"
“It can.”
Amma made up a sum. Appa
machine

pressed a few keys. The

“gave the answerl.
worked it out on a piece

| quickly
of paper. «The answer's correct,

Amma!” | shouted.
«Have they transformed Rowther’s

brain into a machine?” asked my

mother.

That whole day I kept trying out the
calculator. That nighi, I kept it by my
side when I slept. [ gave it the most
difficult sums I could think of. Its
every answer was right.

I remembered something Gomathi
had told me. Once she had asked
Rowther, “Thatha! How can you do
sums In a nimit?” mixing up as she
always did, the Tamil and the
common English word. It seems
Rowther had said, “Child, | have three
exira nerves in my brain.” How did

48
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{machine?

showed the calc
‘Ishe also worke

{one point, very impulsively she said,

21 “Are you telling me 1 am right?”
‘‘lasked Rowther.

- gave the right answer. He tried sum .
o

:"_,glurncd pale. “Dear God, 1 am so0
;i{dumb, I cannot understand any-
:1thing,” he muttered.

.It’s ihe machine,” said Gomalhl,

‘ [ —
_—+543 Sundora Ramaswamy EOS

erves get inside this
those extra nk
| couldn’t control my excitement, |

ulator to Gomathi,
d out many sums.

«Even 1 am getting it all right,” she
said, “this machine is more cunning
than Thatha!”

One evening Rowther was totalling
up for the day. Gomathi was sitting
there, the calculator balanced on her
lap, checking out his calculations. At

«you are correct, Thatha.”

“I've worked it out,” said Gomatﬁi.
“Hmm,” said Rowther. “I'll give you

a sum. Answer.” .
Rowther gave her a sum. Gomathi

:after sum after sum. She had the
correct answer each time. Rowther

“i'm not doing the sums, Thatha.
s N\
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pushing the Calculalg A
Rowther's hangs S

the calculator,

He louched the

of the calculator

¢ ~ i P '

RN, . One afternoon, it was a ﬁué’y times "t )
M .1 the shop. Murugan hag 5 piléof 21 i
gers trembleq, Cut-pieces with him. I was working y
Whole fropy Portion

out the cost. Suddenly, Rowther
v.and the back.
“Is this doing 1

interrupted him, “What did you say
: 1€ sums?” he asked was the price of poplin?”
again. , Murugan stopped calling out and
“Yes,” said Gomathi. looked at Rowther. “5 rupees and 10
“You keep it,”

he said as he thrusy paise per metre.”
it back at her.

“Wrong. Get the material out and

look - it is 16 rupees and 10 paise
After this, Rowther was a very quiet per metre.”

e and stood
man indeed. Words failed him. He Appa gqt Uﬁ- He cam
remained in a state of stupor, leaning next to RO,W‘f ec’é A
against the wall. That day, Gomathi = Murugan’s la

illi ice.

R et e e g th..e prlFare right,” he mumbled.

M “:{2;; have sc;ld ten metres. You
i ' 1 i d asked, ' Y
finger into his thlgh'tanvou say could have lost ten mp;es.ml:rnez -
“Thatha, why hd?(,)'n \ e oy i:\ nones 0

s Ty who comes
SOE;nElﬂh; gaid nothing even to that. everyone :
u

~ street.” = o .
He kept coming to the shop S «5o. you know the pgcf(; ApP
ked and acted g
i ly but he loo ked Row!
regular Y‘lking corpEetsl seemed as @S
like ‘a we

ory, Ayyai.”
- "On\‘:' from mem . am
laughter, happiness, “Do you remember all the prices
if all the ing. sarcasin, had )
. teasing,
backchat,

3 r Ko ther.
's will,” said Row
“'s God's Wit allest
1. His voice was slow, «\What is the price of the sm
. 3 > 0 a. . b .
cnsappmreEven his body looked owel then?” asked Appa.
hesitant.

thinner.
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ng rupces and 10 paise.”
“And the bigyes! one?
{ 40 paise.” ,
«36 rupees and . '
Appa kepl on asking. The answer

kept coming.
Appa looked
believe his ears.

breath. . |
“If that's so, you do one thing. When

bills are being made, please check the

amazed. He could not
He took a deep.

prices.” .
| will do my best, Ayyah,” said .

Rowther. Then he looked up and
said, “Oh, by the way, have you paid

your electricity bill, Ayyah? Today is -
the last date for payment.”

Kollappan. ‘
Rowther said, “He hasn’t come ,
today, Ayyah.”
“How do you know?” asked Appa.
“Everybody has a voice,-a smell.
Today | missed Kolappan’s voice, his
smell,” said Rowther, and then he
called out to Murugan.
-“Yesterday he told a customer that .
we have no double dholis. Please:
reprimand him,” Rowther said.
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«| don't understand,” said Appa.

apyyah. You put oul' ten dOuble’
dhotis for sale. Weren't only seven
sold? There should be three left,
shouldn’t there?” '

Appa asked for the dhotis to be
brought. Sure enough ll?ere were
three unsold.

Rowther let a sardonic smile play
on his face. He said to Murugan, “Oh
Lord Muruga, you merrily send
customers away by telling them we
don’t have what we do actually have.
Are we here for business or for
charity?”

That evening Rowther moved away

) _ " from. the bill-making section and
“Oh! no!” said Appa, calling out to :

went and sat closer to Appa.

“If 1-am by your side I will be more
helpful, Ayyah,” he said and without
missing a beat, “and if you increase
the speed of the fan a little, yours
truly will also get some breeze.”

Appa gave the appropriate order.

“It's time to pay your advance
income tax, sir. Shouldn’t you sc¢
your auditor?” asked Rowther. .

“Yes, | must go sce him,” said Appa.
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It was time to
close the
6L shop.

\ Ayvyah, you hag wanted 0
some medicine for magam » gt
“I'l buy iL.” i
Appa was tugging at the |

check if they were secure ocks to

€« ]1 y W .

a.sk Murugan to notify the priest
his way home?” .

“Good idea,” said Appa.

.The employees left one by one

Gomathi took Rowther’s he;nd
placed it on her shoulder and startec;
moving. |

“Won't you be doing the bills any
more, Thatha?” B
“Ibrahim Hassan Rowther” Rowther
replied, softly, “is no longer a mere
adding machine. He is.now the
manager. It is God's will.”

54
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Wherr:??a}\s e L sag
man used (s even years old, an old
161h - shop C::xe lo my ‘falher’s
eccentric ar'wd no o‘:ask P
how he 'did thin B

i gs, but he was a
brilliant’ mathematician. He stayed in
my mind, till he became Réwther in
this story. This story also highlights
the very friendly relationship between
Hindus and Muslims — common in the
border area between Tamil Nadu and
Kerala, where 1 live.

Sundara Ramaswamy is a doyen
among Tamil writers. A novelist, he
has many short stories to his credit,
and has received many literary
awards. He also writes poetry. He is
Oru
An English
translation of this novel has been
recently published by Penguin India.

s KRISHNAN. 28

is a regular contributor 10

best known for his novel,
'Puliamaratthin Kathai.

translator
journalist,
many Indian and foreign journals. A
book-reviewer and poect, he 1S hY
senior egitor of Sruti, a Madras-based

music and dance magazinc.
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¢ symphony conducted by
Jug Suraiya

Clap Trap .

A siniste

he great golden cage of
sound held him, racked
his creaking spine in a
concave curve following the ascending
note, till now he was on tiptoe, head
flung back and baton arm outstretched.

Through the quivering drop of sweat
at the corner of his right eye, the
scintillant nova of the light above
dazzled him. Higher and faster the crest
of volume thrust him, towards the
galactic reef of lights till, in the final
moment of precipitous suspensc, it
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seemed that his‘frail bod .
wrecked agai YMUSLB
against them . 5

And then, with a flick of
suddenness, he stemmed me-ls{erfu‘
cutit dead wi the tide and

ead with a resoundin
cymbals. ~ § clash of

The applause
e poured over him like a

soon squall - over his st
shoulders, hi 0apEY
S, his streaming fac
bedraggled wi ks
ggled wisps of hair.

Stan Fernandez, oboi
s f ez, oboist and veteran

er of the West Coast Light Music
Sestet (“Mozart with the Mantovani
touch is our motto”), bowed again and
again, and included his boys in the
applause with a spontaneous wave of
his hand.

What a reception! he thought. What
a break! Just when we needed it. And
to think we almost didn't come
because of young Gomes and his silly
objections!

He smiled and bowed to the clapping
audience. Just went to show that the
instinct born of years of experience still
counted over flashy young talent and its

sudden bouls of cold feel.
He nodded to the boys and theybegan

to prepare for their next number.
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Young Gomes seemed to be bearing
up all right, thank god, but he *still
seemed a bit nervous. Must be dazed
by the euthusiastic recépﬁon. Nothing
like this could have happened to him
before. Come to that, nothing like this
had, ever happened to the entire West
Coast Light Music Sestet in all its 23
years of on and off, off and on itinerant

playing.

What an audience! An audience of a
lifetime, an audience you could play
your heart out for. He turned to them
égain. He could feel them settling
down, becoming still and expectantin
the gloom peyond the glare of the
lights.

This was the moment.

The audience waited like 2 well-
trained domestic pel- Waited passive\y
for him tO magically infuse it with the
dance and sw&y of co .

pastel moods and the primary surge of -
pass;\on, enchamcd lamflscnpcs,
mysterious vistas, shafts of sun and
dewfall moonlight, battle and 1ovE, and
laughter and tears.
Ard all this don¢

niured emotions,

with a few bits of
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wood a nd
tling finge

ut
- is fat

years ago h

s ¢ wante :
Ay :e'd replied with mfjt;?:
o U'p:‘A musician, like you, Da 3
e hair and all the

3 Hiﬁather had ruffled his

Jaughed. .
il ; d into Strauss, their

jast number for the evening. The

swelling legato of the theme, cap[?ed
t little curlicues, carried

uncle
The band walte

wilth its elegan
him effortlessly down the flood of

years.
: Being & musician may have been a
child’s decision, but it certainly hadn’t
been child’s play. He had worked hard
under what tutelage he could get — his
father, a cousin who taught music ai the

convent, a'friend he had made in the |

local club band. He would practise long
into the night, keeping tiredness at bay
with a vision of himself in immaculate
tails on a spotlit stage, holding a
breathless concourse in thrall. A
supreme, _magnetic moment of destiny.
A moment like now,
: True, the Coattails could have becen a
itle Iess tired and sagging. Some of the
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he elbows o

etter O - ‘
" bf the shirt front. Tlmes,f

had been less than

shine on't
de O

id that matter! he thought,

i wirl of jubilance, gs he.S“d‘andd__
Sl long the stately flow of the
¥y Os dream - which he had so :
ht lost forever in the rude |
dulthood — had been \

ripp; '
panube. Hi
often thousg

awakening of a . ‘- :
:nade vivid reality, living and breathing,

in and through him. And to think they
had almost turned down the offer
‘ because of Gomes and his doubts.

.Business had been bad. It could
never be “good” for a provincial
musical group which, through musty
pride, insisted on contesting the
changed filmi tempo of the times with
the genteel harmonics of Chopin and
Strauss. Yet business had never been
" quite as bad as it was right then.

But Stan had been stubborn. “l refuse
to compromise,” he had said sitting in
Louis's backroom with a glass of feni.
“I will not have my band playing jazz,
or cheap dance tunes, or,” and he made

o1
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a distasteful gfimaCe, “tha g ot
rash!

\We're musici
usicians, noy tamashawallahs

. All the other five, €xcept Gomes (who
ad odd eves), had heard this bef
and nodded as before i

‘I'feel bad for those of you boys who

h \_ N o - T \1]
ave lamilies,” Stan continued. Stan

himse i
cnga;cirrr\(::l:t ?«rc;thhave-a family. His
been too binding. “ n?us;c .had e
' _ - g- “I know it’s hard. But
. Yes, as always - at
schools or colleges, hostel functions or
convention dinners.

But times were che-mging, had
changed. Blaring loudspeakers and
new money and plastic iabletops -
where in all this did the West Coast
Light Music Sestet fit in?

“Where?" asked Gomes, his cyes
skittering around the room.

“Where what?” asked Stan.

The boys - all in their fifties except
Gomes - looked at the floor.

“\Where are we going to get our next
fixture? And when?” asked Gomes, eyes
darting about.

Stan studied him carefully. He didn’t
like Gomes. Never had. There was
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something unsavoury about the young
man. He had a hunted (or was it
haunted?) look.

Stan had heard vague rumours. Of
some sort of nervous brecakdown in the
Citv. where Gomes had been before.
Some talk of drugs and other sordid
things which Stan did not like to think
aboul too much. He hadn’t wanted to
take Gomes on. But a good percussion
man was hard to find, at least for the
\West Coast Light Music Sestet. So he
had signed him on. But reluctantly, and,
Stan admitted to himseclf, with a fore-
boding of fear.

\Now he took his time answering, with
the boys still staring down at the floor.
Then with a long pull at his glass, he

_réplit;d with magnificent finality,

“Somewhere, sometime.”

And what a place, what a time! The
Danube rolicd to its majestic close 10
meet the roaring, rising surf of applausc
which washed over them, pulling and
sucking them forward, bowing and
<miling, drawn in the mill race of heady,

hyvpnotic success.

Stan straightencd and tried to look out ’)
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into the thundero
the 10o-bright lights.

Too bright? His €yes musl be getting

old. In all his 23 Years of professional -

Playing he had never found the lights
too bright before. But he had never
played in the City before either, and this
was the way
brilliant. And Stan loved it with an
aching, choking desire.

He strained his eyes against the hard-

~ barrier of the lights and could faintly

make out the impressionistic patterns
of the audience, the rainbow blurs of
the women and the formal black and
white geometry of the men.

The loud applause continued and
fortissimo cries of “Encore!”

it. Stan mentally thanked the
though abashed by their own daring,
they had yet Prepared a couple of extra
numbers — in the unthinkable eventya-
lity of an eéncore. And now the

unthinkable had gloriously happened!
Stan signalled the
Vienna Woods.

descanted
stars that,

boys into. the

us darkness beyond

it was here, frenetic and -

— %63 Jug Suraiya 83 e—

channels. He thought of the unfor.
getltable morning when he had got the
letter. The creamy richness of the
cnvelope with his name in neat type
had surprised him. He’d torn it openp
hurriedly and the contents had turneg
surprise to increduious joy. He had
rushed to break the news to the boys,
Their initial reaction had been
disappointing; maybe they were tgog
stunned to respond. But as he talked,
in broken, excited phrases, the heat of
his enthusiasm warmed them into
animation. _
“The City ... The National Hall ... 2,000
no, by god! 2,200 capacity ... first class
cxp-enses back and forth ... board anq
lodging ... and a fat fee. The City ... the
lights ... the critics ... the people.
Twenty-two hundred ... who would
believe it?” .

They‘d got Louis to open a bottle of
Scotch for them, on credit, after
showing him the letter. _

Bul sure enough, their cheery
raucousness had been interrupted by
Gomes. “I don't think we should go,”
he had burst out, and as they had
turned towards him with slow disbelief,
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:xc had cringed back in hisg chair, h
ey ir, hi

‘>(‘)‘d) quivering and mouth l\vitch" b
My god, he’s terrifieqd o

in amazement. thought Stan

Gomes ja : :
quick half-]Sel:ft):er' gulping out the

. nces. “We shouldn't
I tell v S

: You wc should not. You don’
know. You haven't been there, o i
on. You haven’t seen the Nal'io;Ztlal)i’Zﬁ
crow '

“Shut up!” S-ai;“;e“'“g o
Gomes stoéped mOL:lahn louqu e
shutting word‘cs,sl N

i y. Then he slowly got
up and walked out of the room.

Silence. '

“Well,” said Stan finally with a deep
breath. “What do you make of that?”

A buzz of voices. “Don’t know what
got into him ... blue funk ... no moral
fibre, these young fellows, no confi-
dence.” They had, naturally, decided
(*What a decision!'; said somco.nc. and
they all laughed) to g0, and Gomes
could go to hell Bul surprisingly
e¢nough, Gomes came along. Still shaky
and looking frightened, but he camc..

~Good boy,” said Stan and clapped

him on his arm.
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Gomes tried a smile, and didn’t try it
again.

Stan privately conceded to himself
that the first impact of the Cily on him
was staggering. Of course he had becen
to the City before, but not for anything
‘more than a casual weekend visit. Now
he - all of them — had come with a
definite objective in view, something
that had to be reached, seized. s

They threaded their way through the
giant bustle of the station out on 1o the
sireets snarling and hooting with traffic.
The immense, urbane buildings looking
down upon the teerning, elbow-sharp
pa\"cmenls, the bigness and swiftness

of it all, made them catch their breath.

Stan said, «Well, boys. This is it.”
nodded silently, like

The others i
rravellers who have journeyed for a

jong ume without knowing it and who
have finally reached a destination they

had not even dreamt of.

Thev were out of the Vienna Woods
now and the audience was roaring its
ovation, a powerful, steady note of
apprébation \hat numbed the senses.
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The West Coast Light Music Sestet
bowed and bowed.

Over the boom of applause rose calls
of “Encore!” And then another burst of
applause! This really was the perfor-
mance of a lifetime.

Stan tried to peer beyond the blinding

lights, to see the people out there and
convey to them his, the entire band’s,
sense of intense gralitude.

But the hermetic glaze of the lights
seemed to have hardened. And, try as

he would, his eyesight had turned .

watery and he could no longer look
beyond the lights.

So he turned and signalled the boys
into yet another number and noticed
Gomes, immobilized in a taut half-
crouch, his face tight with terror. Like
a bird before a snake, thought Stan
astonishedly, and impatiently waved
again. Eventually Gomes unfroze and
s_e(t!ed behind his instruments. Really,
thought Stan. This wouldn’t do at all. He
must have a word with the young fellow
once this was over. v

Bul now, they were off again, this time
ona free-swinging Radetsky March, and
Stan’s thoughts raced back to their firsy
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,‘ { the greal National Hall,ﬂ,;}?e
view O
snu the concert. i
vmuetgi—zy had driven up‘to‘the
i moth gleaming building mha
m s
mirinshackle taxi, they'had .seen the
y and stiffened wnth prlde.

posters

AN Evening To REMEMBFR! -

st Coast Light Music Sestet
Presents

A Special Concert of

western Classical Themes

ger, a soft-voiced

The We

Mana
They met the '
man with ceremonial manners. Almost

like a priest conducting a.rite,.thoug?t
Stan. Then they went inside the main
auditorium and the immense e.mpul-
ness of the place made th?m shrmk-’ t
seemed impossible that sixX ﬁgures.m
thin, angular black could hopef to fx}l,
" gustain and nourish that gigantic
raiting cavity.
i i{lsl:?mosl‘lli{ke a huge mouth, thought
Stan, and unaccountably shivered..
They looked at each other uncertainly
and spoke in whispers, for fear that the
fissures of their voices might cause lt'fe
vacuily to crack, burying them all in
tumbling blocks of silent space.
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drift across the perfect, enarneled face’:s
and said to himself, “My ‘%GOd’ we'll

never make a mark on them!” ‘
~ ( But they had clapped for ‘dllal onc. An‘d
. ! © the next. And the one after that. And in
IR & the interval the Manager, had come
" round to tell them how much everyone

AN ! was enjoying their music. :
! They were still-enjoying it. Every time
i a theme ended, the orchestra of
applause took over, perfectly timed and
s i ‘controlled, relentlessly drawing them
g - on from one number to'!the next, a
leviathan Pied Piper in reverse.

e pwes udiememve TRy

-
'

Perreira; the violinist, was the first to
< i go. He was the oldest and thinnest and
[
|

s ITEE

he folded up quietly and neatly as
though he were his own clothes being
put away, and even managed not to
damage his violin when he fell. i
‘ With a soundless cry Gomes tried to
. ' rush off the stage. But thée black walls
were solid and immovable on three
sides and in front was the blazing
barricade of light. So he went back to
his instruments and there was only a g
slight jump in the music, the kind that
\ an old record might makfz.
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The West Coast Lnght Mu
played on. And the Unsee)

waited and clapped, and
clapped.

The celhst and the. other vxohmst

who mc:dentally were brothers went

logether.

-

Stan didn’t see them, he cou!dn tsee
anything now, nothing but‘ the red
flashes in his own skull. But he could
tell from the altered sound.

' He led the West Coast Light-Music
Trio on. And on.

-'“Then there were only the two of

" them, Gomes and he, Gomes who had

been so frightened but had stayed till
the end. e

And then.Gomes too was gone and
there was only he. Playing alone on the
glowing, coruscating stage. Playing his
heart out, for an audience of a lifetime.
And on and on and encore on and the
noises he was making were whimpers
and then ...

He screamed a high pure note of
horror and, with his flung-up arm in a-
final flourish, he cut himself dead.
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