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The Search

I WAS FOUR WHEN MY FATHER was lost to me. I saw him dragged away to the boat, away from the village, away from me. I never forgot the scene. Thick coir ropes, the ones we used to pull in the fishing boats, snaked around his arms and chest.  There were many people on the riverbank; my mother was there too, and the summer afternoon was a haze of white heat. 

Shouting and cursing filled the air. The noise was a living thing, thrumming, pulsating. Someone hurled a broken oar at my father. It struck him, and a red patch spread on the white sleeve of his shirt. The crowd jeered. I flinched, but my father did not even glance down at his arm. His eyes were fixed on me. Every time he strained against the biting thick ropes, he jerked towards me, and the shout that left his lips and was lost in the coarse noise was my name.

When the silence came, I still heard him calling me.  

I have no memories of my mother from before that day. I know I lived with both my parents, but I don’t remember my mother at all. All my memories are of my father. I remember fishing with him in the middle of the river, and lying in a hammock from a tree twisted over the water. He would shimmy up tall coconut trees, using a harness looped around his shoulders and another around his ankles, gripping the bark with his bare feet. Nothing has ever tasted as good as the soft, sweet, milky coconut kernel he scooped out and fed me. 

We made wooden toys. My father whittled them out of driftwood. Though I did nothing but lean against his shoulder and watch, he insisted I was of great help. “I wouldn’t have known what to do without you,” he would say. I remember the look of concentration on his face and the flash of his quick smile. I remember his hands, the fingers long and deft, but I don’t remember the toys. They are long gone, flung into the big fire my mother made out of my father’s things.

But I remember the animal-face masks. My father made them out of coconut shells and husk, and paper pulp mixed with rice starch. He made the paint himself and, like with the toys, insisted I was helping me.  

When I was fourteen, I decided to make a mask. My favorite had been the monkey mask. I cut the coconut shells to make the face and the ears. I found a rough stone and polished the shells until all the fiber was gone and they were smooth. I soaked paper and pounded it well, and added rice starch to it. I had already made the paint with vegetable dye. I picked up the larger coconut shell and… froze.

I knew the pulp would harden soon, and I would not be able to use it. That, and a host of sundry other things I remembered, which was surprising given that I was but a child when I last saw my father knead the pulp and sculpt it, first the eyes and the mouth, and then the rest of the funny face. I knew what I had to do, but could not. 

I sat with my face a stiff mask and my fingers numb. Nothing moved, not even a blade of grass. A heavy silence fell, and it swallowed the daily sounds. I did not move, did not think, but I remembered. And in that moment, I knew I would always have the memories; I did not need anything else to remember my father.

The day I lost my father, my mother had stood on the riverbank along with the rest of the village and joined them in hurling abuses at him. 

Memory is a strange thing. After the boat disappeared down the river, I remember the crowd of people surging around my mother and me. She ignored them and marched all the way home, pulling me along, jerking my arm so hard it hurt. She pushed open the door to her room and banged it shut behind us. I do not remember the rest of the day.

My next memory is of my mother stirring clothes into a cauldron of black bubbling dye that overflowed and sizzled on angry orange flames. She wore black for the rest of her life. I spent that entire summer afternoon watching the hissing flames and the clothes dripping small black puddles from the clothesline. They turned the red courtyard a pinkish-grey, and it remained that way for months to come.

I tried to keep away from my mother. She was always angry, and though she barely spoke, her silence simmered with furious words. But there was a question I had to ask. It was about my father. I did not want to know what he had done or why he had been taken away. I had only one question: when was he coming back?

My mother pushed me roughly. The anger lines she always wore deepened, and her face contorted with rage. She glared at me with hate-filled eyes. Though a child, I recognized the venom in them. I shrank away, but she gripped me with hard hands and towered over me, her black clothes surrounding me and cutting off all light. “If you speak of your father again, I’ll put you on a boat and send you away.”

I never mentioned my father again. I stopped looking for him. Sometimes, when I saw a man sitting by the river and fishing, or singing a song with his little son on his shoulder, I turned away and ran, with tears stinging my eyes and my heart heavy, heavy like the jackfruit we had often carried home, to roast the seeds on a small fire. 

I started school that year. The river was our only link to the outside world, and I had to travel by boat. The other children splashed water and sang songs, but I could not join in the laughter and the games. Boats were linked with the loss of my father. I was afraid of being on the boat, but I couldn’t tell my mother that. I would try to board ahead of the other children and scoot to the corner of one long wooden seat so that I could grip the side of the boat and also face away from the water. 

The scandal of my father did not touch me. Whatever had driven him out of the village was never spoken of again, at least not in my presence.  Two years later, my grandparents died. Theirs was the biggest house in the village, and after their death, my mother and I lived alone in it. Her uncle and cousins claimed a share in the property, but my mother fought them in court for several years and won. She managed the business and the house without anyone’s help. 

Between my mother and me was the language of silence, broken only by necessary words. I kept away from her. When I was not at school, I was in the banana grove, or by the river, or with the other children in the village. I seldom came home during mealtimes. The woman who did the cooking grumbled at the inconvenience but served me food all the same. 

I always knew I would leave the village. This was an unconscious feeling. I did not give utterance to it even to myself. Though I played the usual village games with the other children and went to school with them, I did not form any ties and made no friends. 

As I grew older, my mother wanted me to learn how to manage the property. She never said she needed my help. She did not. She was like a machine, with her black clothes, grim figure, iron-grey hair, and firm walk. I thought she would go on and on. I was wrong. When I was eighteen and away in the city studying to be a software engineer, she suddenly died.

“It was like someone had switched off a power connection,” said a farmhand. He also thought of her as a machine. “She collapsed while checking the stock. The doctor came as soon as he could, but she was already dead.”

My mother’s uncle came to see me. “So what if we quarreled? She was my niece. I must see that all the rituals are carried out. You can settle the expenses later. For now, leave everything to me. You must be in shock. You have lost your mother, which is no small matter, and a sudden death is all the more difficult to bear.”

I didn’t tell him I felt nothing. I did whatever the priests instructed me to, and lit the pyre, after which I went to the river for a cleansing dip. Others accompanied me. Did they remember the day they had driven my father away? That was the day a black hole had opened in my heart and soul, and it remained gaping to this day, and if I felt grief or shock at my mother’s death, the feeling was lost in it.

 I was not interested in the farm, the oil press, or the fishery. I did not know and did not want to know how to manage them. My mother’s uncle offered to buy up everything from me. I agreed and signed over the properties to him. Everyone said he cheated me and paid me only half the market value. They did not know I would have agreed to an even lower price. I only wanted to leave.

I never returned to the village. I’d always felt an outsider; maybe in some dark corner of my mind, I feared I would be dragged away like my father and my mother would stand, cursing and watching. The day I last saw my father was the day whatever bound me to my home and my mother was severed.

I qualified as a software engineer and took up freelancing. Though I had more money in the bank than I would ever need and did not have to work, I needed some employment. I needed to keep busy, to keep my mind engaged, to keep it from thinking thoughts that went in circles.

For my thoughts were like ripples in a still pond, all starting from one single incident: the day I lost my father. I remembered the things we did together and imagined how my life would have turned out if he had continued in it. I longed to see him again, but did not know where to look. Often, I made up stories for myself in which my father and I were reunited under fantastic circumstances.  I imagined I was in a hospital and needed a blood transfusion. There was only one match, and it turned out to be my father’s. I was on a ship and it caught fire. The man who rescued me was my father. I was surrounded by goons. One of them pushed me. Suddenly, a man appeared on the scene. He beat them to a pulp and lifted me from the ground. I looked into his face. He smiled. “It is me, your father.” 

There was a different dream or trance that came on its own. Sometimes, when I was sad or troubled and I closed my eyes, I saw a temple. It was made of stone, and it loomed over a temple tank.  A child I recognized to be me walked down the steps, dipped his foot into the water, and broke into a happy smile. The image slowly faded, leaving me calm and peaceful.

The image always came on its own, sensing my turmoil and gently easing me out of the distress I never understood. But one day, when I was very disturbed and was lying in bed, the scene would not come. It remained distant. I tried harder to recall it, to feel its soothing presence. I saw bits of the image, but the feeling of being at the temple, enveloped in happiness, eluded me. 

I panicked. I had come to rely on the imaginary scene. It may sound foolish, but it was the only real support I had. There had to be some way I could summon it. Maybe, if I could get a picture of the temple, it would help me concentrate.

I surfed the net and looked at countless photographs of temples, but I did not find my temple. I listed temples, studied their architecture, and compared them with the mental image I had. I used this knowledge to glue together the bits of memory and engaged a professional artist to transfer it all onto canvas. As the painting took shape, the tight fist in my chest eased, and I felt a glimmer of joy.

The painting stood beside my bed like a guardian angel. I gazed at the carved stones, the rampart-like walls which gave the temple the look of a fort, the massive carved gopuram, the stone-cut pillars, and a deity hidden from view who, I knew, beckoned to me.

I decided I had to seek out the temple. I was a freelancer, so getting projects in different places was not difficult. I carried a photograph of the painting, and everywhere I went, I enquired whether anyone knew about the temple. I spent two years searching. I followed some false leads but did not give up. I had no doubt the temple existed.

My search gave a focus to my meandering life. I was no longer restless. I had a purpose. 

During one such journey, the bus I was traveling in broke down. There was nowhere I needed to be, and it was a pleasant day. Instead of waiting like my co-passengers for alternate transport, I walked to the next town. I reached it in four hours and went into a hotel. After ordering a meal, I took out the photograph for no other reason except to look at it. The helper in the hotel abruptly stopped by my table and stared at it. 

“Do you know this place?” I asked.

“That’s the temple in my village.”

I heard the echo of deep temple bells, and like the carefree child I once was, I laughed. I reached the village in the early hours of the morning. The sun was yet to rise, but the water in the ancient tank had an orange-pink shimmer.

I stepped down into the tank. The water came to my chest. A shout of joy rose from my soul and soared towards the temple. I folded my hands in prayer, and words long forgotten came back to me.

The temple bell rang. Sacred, holy chants filled the air and welcomed the first streak of dawn in a single, resonant voice. I eagerly ran up the temple steps. There was incense and camphor, and the flickering light from a big brass lamp.  The imposing stone deity’s all-seeing gaze held understanding. For centuries, He had witnessed human anguish and desire, he had listened to countless prayers, and they had given him the power to soothe. I prostrated myself in front of the deity and let the chants wash over me. Firm, gentle hands bid me rise. It was the priest. It was my father. I had come home.

We stood staring at each other for a moment before my father clasped me in his well-remembered embrace.

“Where is your mother?” he asked, his eyes going to the temple entrance.

I told him. He shook his head and ran his hand over his face. I was surprised at the tears in his eyes. 

Later, we sat by the temple tank. My father did not ask me anything. That was his way. I, too, had no questions. I had never needed to know why and where my father had disappeared from my life.

“It was nobody’s fault,” my father began the story of our lives. “Your mother and I were distant cousins. Her father was a rich landlord. Mine died penniless, leaving me an orphan at the age of five. My mother died at my birth. There were no close relatives, so your mother’s family took me in.

“I lived with the family but did household chores with the servants. When I was older, I went out to work in the fields. Your mother was my friend, my playmate.

“Your grandfather was a good businessman. He could make money even during a drought. He was not only a landlord but also a moneylender. The most important things for him were his property and his money. 

“He decided to safeguard his wealth by marrying your mother to me. He believed she was plain and unattractive, and his wealth would only attract gold diggers who would try to gain control over his assets. I was of the same community, an orphan, and under his control. I could be relied upon. Once the marriage produced an heir, he would deed the property to his grandson and also create a trust fund.

“I was happy. I had always loved your mother. She was more intelligent than I was. She had a kind heart. Her restless energy and the way she went about organizing everything gave her a beauty that surpassed that of any other woman. I loved her and admired her. I was insecure and weak, growing up on charity did that to me; she was my anchor, my strength. 

“Our marriage shouldn’t have been anyone’s concern, but it became everybody’s business. Some said your grandfather had purchased a handsome husband for his plain daughter. Others hinted I had managed to marry into money. I don’t know why there was so much talk, but it spread and soon there were some very coarse jests at your mother’s expense.” 

My father stopped talking. He looked upset and angry. 

“I told you no one was to blame, but I must blame your grandparents. They were always criticizing your mother, making her feel less. Inferior. She was a fun-loving child who laughed easily. By the time she was fourteen, she had become self-conscious and reserved.”

“Why?”

“They told her she was dark, and they would not be able to arrange a match for her. If she climbed a tree, or swam in the river, or sang, or laughed loudly, her parents told her she was adding to the problems. Who will marry you if you behave like this, they told her. As it is, we will not get a boy from a decent family. Sometimes, your mother would answer back that she did not want to get married, definitely not to someone who only cared about her looks. But such outbursts grew less. Gradually, she did whatever her parents wanted. 

“I lived in the house, and our friendship continued. Your mother loved nature. She wrote poems about the river, the flowers, and the rain, and she shared them only with me. She gave secret, funny names to the people in our village, and we laughed over them. She was very witty and intelligent. Anyone could see that. But her parents only saw the color of her skin; they missed the shine in her eyes and the glow that came over her when she was involved in doing something.”  

While I listened, I tried to imagine my mother laughing over a joke or writing a poem. It did not seem possible. 

“Another woman would have ignored the unpleasant talk,” my father continued, “she might even have laughed at the jokes. But your mother’s self-worth was fragile. The snide remarks sank into her heart like poison darts. But my love and attention kept her afloat.

“Then you were born. To me, you were a great gift, a boon. Having lost my parents when I was very young, I lavished all my love and care on you. I didn’t realize your mother was feeling left out. As soon as you could walk, I took you with me everywhere. I played with you, laughed with you…”

“I know. You took every single breath with me. I remember.” 

My father paused, reliving the past in his mind. I waited for him to continue, dreading the tragedy he would soon unfold.

“There was a young widow in the village. Fair-skinned, dark-haired, she was the target of many men. She was a good woman, but the crops failed that year, and she had nothing to live on. One day, she jumped into a well and killed herself. When the body was fished out, she was found to be pregnant.

“Suddenly, everyone was whispering that the woman had been seen alone with me many times. They said it was not natural for a man to spend so much time with a child. They said it was a front I used to get away alone to meet the widow. Your mother’s cousin swore it was the truth. He gave details of the time and place where I met this woman. He was very convincing. 

“Everything unraveled very fast. Within half an hour of finding the body, I was branded an adulterer, a murderer.  Your mother was there, and I could see from her face that she believed I had betrayed her. How could she not? Her parents had always told her she was not good enough for a husband. For five years, the village had insisted I had married her for money. I tried to make her listen, but she attacked me with the fury of betrayed love.”

Yes, my mother had turned into a fury and had raged first at my father and driven him away, and for years, the rage had simmered against me, the son of her husband, his look-alike.

“I was dragged out of the village and dumped into the nearest police station. Your grandfather was a powerful man. He had already spoken to the inspector. I was kept in lockup for three days, beaten up, and starved. The police threatened to book me for the murder of the widow if I returned to the village.”

“And you never did.” I looked away, feeling abandoned all over again.

“I tried, but your grandfather’s servants kept watch. After his death, I managed to slip in and meet your mother. I told her I was innocent, that I only loved her and you, that her uncle and cousin had plotted to drive me away because they wanted to control her cursed property.”

“She didn’t listen?” I asked needlessly. 

“I know she believed me. I saw it in her eyes, but we argued. I was hurt and angry because she had kept me away from you. She was vulnerable and lacked the confidence in herself to seize the happiness that could have been ours. We parted. She told me if I ever came again, she would kill herself and you. She may have spoken in anger, but I never dared to find out. Later, I wrote to her twice, telling her where I was, asking her to come. She never replied.”

“Where did you go? How did you live?”

“I wandered, did odd jobs.”

“What is this temple? How did you come here?” I asked.

“This is my mother’s village. The temple holds my most cherished memories. We came here when you were three. Your mother was happy here; she was her own self. 

“After wandering for many years, I decided my life was a meaningless existence. I thought of ending it and decided to do it here. But when I came to the temple, my depression lifted. I remembered the happy times I had spent with you and your mother, and I was at peace.  I lived in the temple, helped the old priest, learnt from him, and after his death four years ago, at the request of the village, I took his place.”

This, then, was how our world had been shattered. A seed of self-doubt sown into a girl’s heart had ruined our lives. If my mother were able to trust in herself, she would have fought until the truth came out. She was strong and intelligent. I was a witness to her battle with her uncle over the property.   

My father took my hand. “How did you find me?” 

I told him about the images that came to me when I was troubled, and I told him about my search for the temple.

“The deity brought you to me. I prayed every day that I might see you before I die. You and your mother.”

But I knew it was the great love my father had given to me as a child that had led me back to him. The image that had recurred had not been of the temple alone. I saw the whole image now. I was at the temple tank, dipping my foot into the water and looking up at my father, who stood on the temple steps, overflowing with love.

It was time for the evening prayers. Along with my father, I entered the serene atmosphere of the temple. My father lit the lamps, and I saw the shadows around us dispersing.  I rang the huge brass temple bell. In the temple light, I saw our future. I saw a loving woman making a home for us. I saw my father with grandchildren who would make us whole again. I knew it would all happen. With that glow of certain happiness, I rang the bell again and again.

 

 

 


 

 

 

 

The Gift 

THE ART GALLERY WAS FULL. I recognized Mukul Dev. Tall, trim, dark hair threaded with strands of grey, he didn’t look like an artist. It could be the clothes. His neatly pressed full-sleeved shirt and crisp cotton trousers were more suited to a distinguished surgeon or academician. Artists weren’t supposed to look so neat. I'd met other painters in their studios and at exhibitions and award functions. Their clothes were understandably shabby when they worked, but even when they dressed in spotless kurtas for an evening of socializing, they stood out, either fidgeting with the sleeves or the buttons or looking self-conscious.

Twenty oil paintings and ten watercolors were on display.  The scenes were mainly rustic, with three or four people going about their day-to-day life. There were farmers and carpenters and even a goldsmith. The execution was flawless and aesthetically pleasing. Bright colors were tempered with pastels and gentle shades highlighted with an underlying luminance. The figures were lifelike, but I didn't feel any connection. Still life, I decided, as still as the artist who stood remote from his work. 

Mukul Dev stood in a corner, politely answering questions. My friend Ali, who was part part-owner of the gallery, came over to me. “I'll introduce you to the man.”

He did so in his flowery style. “Mukul, this is Ram. People call him a writer, but I say that he paints with words. Ram, this is Mukul, the painter whose paintings tell a story. I think that's enough common ground to start with.” 

Mukul shook my hand. “A lot of rubbish.”

“Isn't it? Nobody even calls me a writer. I’ve only had a few pieces published.”

“I meant my pictures. My pictures are just that. Pictures.”

I didn't contradict him. By now, the crowd was thinning. Mukul Dev had not done badly. Most of the paintings carried 'sold' labels. I went to the four paintings from his private collection. Two of them showed a group of women with brass water pots. The third was a boatman bringing in his boat with two passengers, and the fourth was a young girl-woman working on the loom.

I stood there for a long time. The girl's eyes were lowered, her gaze on the play of threads on the loom. She had a beautiful face, and though she did not look up, I knew she had brilliant eyes, almond-shaped, kohl-lined eyes, and a direct way of looking. Was it her sharp features that suggested the fanciful thought? 

I went back and looked at the paintings again. Now that I saw them apart from the painter, they were something. How easy it is to cloud one's judgment! Just because Mukul Dev was aloof, I'd decided his paintings were too. I was wrong. 

His paintings were not static like still life. They were a reflection of life, they hinted at stories untold, and this was all because of the look in the eyes of one woman. She wasn't always the central figure. Her face changed, and so did the shape of her eyes. But the look was identical. It held anguish, pain, and asked a burning question. The eyes sought an answer to something vital. 

I found the woman in all the paintings, and her look seared me with its intensity. I realized why I had imagined the girl at the loom to have a bright, direct look; it was because of the other paintings. 

I wanted to ask why that look recurred in his paintings; there had to be a story there, but Mukul Dev had left. I took his number from Ali and called him about an interview. He refused. I tried two more times. Mukul politely declined; he had nothing to add to what was already published about him. 

Six months later, I was at a hotel to write a story about the life of a night liftman (which turned out to be not much different from that of a day liftman). By the time I finished talking to the liftman, it started to pour. When I went into the lobby, I saw Mukul sitting by himself at the far end of the room, possibly waiting for the rain to stop.

I sat down beside him and started a mostly one-sided conversation. My question about the woman with the intense eyes was not one I could throw at him; it needed some buildup. So, I asked him about the contemporary art scene and the influence of the old masters on his work. His answers were brief. He also looked around, seeking an escape. 

“I've noticed something common in your paintings. A striking pair of eyes. What do they symbolize?”

Mukul seemed to go still. Then, he looked directly at me for the first time. “What do you mean?” 

“Except for the Girl at the Loom, all your paintings have one female character who seems to ask a question. Not an idle question but one that is a matter of life and death.”

Mukul Dev shrugged. “Looks like the rain is letting up. I have to go.” He briskly walked out into the rain.

One day, Ali called me to pass on Mukul Dev's invitation. He couldn't hide his surprise. “He's invited you to his studio-cum- apartment. I've never known him to do that before. He's a very private person. A real character, if you ask me.”

“Most of my friends are characters. You included.”

“I don't think he has called you out of friendship. He doesn't know the meaning of the word. He's a living puzzle, that man is. Behind his polite nods and handshakes, he's just not there.”

“Have you known him for long?”

“Since he started exhibiting, that's about ten years ago. He doesn't show any interest in the works of other painters. He's never to be found at workshops and exhibitions. He seems to paint from within.”

I expected Mukul Dev to have his studio tucked away in a secluded spot. It turned out to be a bright and airy room running the length of his twentieth-story penthouse. Stacks of finished canvas were stored at one end. There were three easels set up, two of which were covered. He was probably working on all of them.  

Mukul was touching up the third painting. The subject was typically Mukul Dev. The scene was set in the late evening. Four lambada women rested after finishing the day's work. There was a sense of harmony between their repose and the crimson setting sun. The soil was gold-red, and the tent in the background, old and tattered, lent its sober shades to the canvas. The last of the daylight fell on the women. One woman faced away from the others to gaze at the setting sun.  

“Mukul, this is too good. You're a master at balancing colors. The copper-sulphate blue, brilliant yellow, and bright pink ought to make the painting look garish, but don't.  And what a perfect late summer evening sky!”

Mukul looked tense. Perhaps he was not used to showing his work while in progress. He put aside his paintbrush and gripped the back of a chair until his knuckles turned white. 

“What else do you see?” Mukul asked, a note of desperation in his voice. Or was it eagerness?

“The look you always paint, of course! This woman looking at the sun has such painful intensity in her eyes! I like how you have brought out the woman's state of mind. She is so disturbed that she doesn't notice her veil has slipped down to expose her ornamented hair and bare arm. She brings a stroke of pain to the painting. I always find that pain adds depth to a work of art. Is that why you paint that intense searching look in all your paintings? What does it mean?”

The seconds ticked away. I thought Mukul wouldn't answer, but then, in a choked voice, as if forcing out the word, he said, “Love.” 

“Love? Then why the pain?”

“Unfulfilled love. Unexpressed, unrequited love.”

For once, Mukul was showing his feelings. His face was a study in suffering, an anguish in which the heart and the body were as one. 

“Who's she, Mukul?”

My words brought Mukul back to his old self. In a few minutes, he regained control. It must have taken a lot of effort, but he managed to cloak his raw emotions. He shrugged, his face expressionless. “How am I to know? We artists look around. Some expressions, some impressions linger and come out in our work.”

 After that, I took to dropping in frequently. He painted, and I wrote. We took a couple of coffee breaks. We liked our coffee black and sweet. 

I knew Mukul had his private demons that drove him. I believed that they fueled his work and gave it that distinct beauty. Perhaps my writing had no depth because I had not suffered. Mukul's black moods sometimes made him shut himself in a room for three to four days and work nonstop. I'd felt awkward the first time that happened. I thought he was shutting himself off from me. I offered to leave, but he refused. “Don't mind me. Just carry on. Keep the spare key.”

Mukul did not leave the room even for meals. Maybe he starved himself, or ate something late at night. He did not show what he painted during such spells; only the smell of paint and his movements indicated that he was working inside. When the mood was past, he would go to the beach and jog for hours. 

Now and then, Mukul brought up the topic of the intense eyes, as if he wanted me to pry open his secret. I did not miss the opportunity and gleaned whatever I could about his past. I guessed that Mukul carried the cross of a failed love over his heart. He couldn't or didn't want to forget it. It had made him into a painter and even now sustained his creativity.

One morning, when I let myself in, the penthouse was silent. It was past ten, and pinpoints of bright light shone through the blinds. I pulled up a blind and settled down to write. I wrote for over two hours and decided to take a coffee break. I went to wake up Mukul. Perhaps he would like a cup of coffee. Mukul was not in his bedroom. I pushed open the door of the room in which he locked himself to paint when his memories drove him too hard.

The room was large. Except for a divan on which Mukul was sprawled and a big easel, there was no other furniture in the room. Mukul had not drawn the curtains the previous evening, and sunlight poured in through the open windows. Almost every inch of wall space was covered with his paintings of a young woman: the girl on the loom.

The features were the same: chiseled nose, large, well-shaped eyes, high cheekbones, and delicate hollows showing up the fine bone structure. But the paintings were nothing like the one that hung in his studio. The glowing girl-woman had been transformed into an embodiment of suffering. Her tall, slim frame was taut with tension. It was as if some great pain tore through her vitals, and it was all reflected in the eyes. From every corner of the room, she seemed to cry out some tortured question, demand some answer. 
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