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Chapter One


Prem sat at the only table they had and corrected his students’ essay papers. The table was a very frail and shaky one, made of thin cane, and it would have been more comfortable to sit on the floor. But he felt there was a certain dignity about sitting at a table; his father had always sat at a table when correcting papers. It was unreasonable, of course, to consider dignity, when there was no chance of any of his students seeing him; but he considered he would feel better for it afterwards, when he was returning their papers. He was not too good at enforcing discipline, and that made him a little afraid of his students and in need of all the moral support he could give himself.


It was a Sunday evening, and correcting papers, he felt, was not a very good way of spending it. But he had as yet no friends in Delhi and knew of no places to go to. He had been for a walk earlier in the evening, but walking by oneself was depressing. He had sauntered down the road, past the compound where the milkman’s four black buffaloes lived and past the sewage canal and the municipal Family Planning clinic. It had been very boring. Afterwards he had gone and sat for a few minutes in the children’s park, watching the children go round and round on the stiff little wooden seats of the roundabout; and on the way home, through the street of the bazaar, he had jingled the coins in his pocket and wondered whether to buy himself a bag of nuts and raisins or not. Sometimes he thought yes and sometimes he thought no; not because of the money, but because of Indu. He considered that if he bought a bag for himself, he would have to bring one for her too. But he felt shy of doing so. He had never yet brought her a gift, and he did not know in what way to offer it to her; nor did he know how she would accept it from him. In the end he bought just one bag of nuts and raisins and ate it by himself, throwing away the paper before he reached home. But he ate it so quickly and guiltily that he did not enjoy it at all.


‘Afterwards,’ he read, ‘there was a great crush of people and many children cried and also were lost to their parents.’ He had given his students an essay to write on the Republic Day Parade. None of them had anything interesting to say on the Parade itself, but they all expressed moral sentiments of a high order. ‘How beautiful to see our Country, our Bharat, so feasted and loved,’ they wrote; or ‘Thus was offering of thanks given to God and our good and great Prime Minister for our Freedom and Independence.’ When Prem came across a particularly good sentiment like that, he ticked it and wrote ‘Very good’, even if there was a mistake in spelling or grammar. He was often surprised, when correcting papers, at the deep thoughts and feelings his students expressed. In the classroom they seemed such callow young men, one would never have credited them with any of these finer sentiments.


Indu yawned, rather loudly, which irritated Prem. Why should she be tired? She had done no work. She was sitting on the floor, stitching a blouse for herself. Once or twice he had heard her very quietly sigh. That too had irritated him, for he did not see that she had any cause for unhappiness. Rather it was he who had cause for unhappiness, for the burden of providing for her and for himself, for paying their rent and their food and their servant-boy, was all his. And now she was pregnant. He had already had to pay five rupees to a doctor for confirming that fact. Her pregnancy was a terrible embarrassment for him. Now everybody would know what he did with her at night in the dark, as quickly and guiltily as he had eaten the nuts and raisins. And besides the embarrassment, there was the worry. Soon he would have a family and his expenses would mount; but his salary at Mr Khanna’s college was only 175 rupees a month. How to manage on that? His rent alone came to 45 rupees.


What he needed was a better-paid job. He had been thinking of it for some time now, ever since he had learnt that Indu was pregnant, but this evening it occurred to him for the first time to glance through old newspapers and see what kinds of likely jobs were being advertised nowadays. He got up to go into the kitchen where he knew Indu stored the old newspapers. She used some for lighting the fire and collected the rest in order to sell them to the rag, bottle and paper man who paid a good price for them.


While he was crossing the landing to go from their sitting-room to their kitchen, he heard the noise from the Seigals downstairs. The Seigals were their landlords and occupied the downstairs portion of the house. They were very jolly people, and every evening they had visitors. Mr Seigal played cards with the men – they all sat round a little card-table under a lamp, drank whisky and slammed down their cards with gusto; sometimes they laughed and made jokes, sometimes they shouted and quarrelled. The ladies sat on the veranda and knitted and talked. The Seigals’ son Romesh twiddled with the radio and when he got some good film music, he loudly joined in; he knew all the film songs, for he went to the cinema three times a week. Prem stood on the landing and listened to him. He could also hear Mr Seigal laughing and thumping the table over some very good story. Tea-cups rattled on a tray and all the lights were blazing.


Prem’s kitchen was bare and empty. The servant-boy was, as usual, out (he had many friends in the district). Prem found the newspapers piled up by the fire-grate and sat down on the floor to look through them. Some had already been torn for lighting the fire and had the advertisement pages missing. But even in those in which he still found the advertisements, there were no jobs for him. Only for engineers and draughtsmen and doctors. Nobody seemed to want a Hindi teacher; or if they did, they wanted him to be a first-class M.A. with three years’ teaching experience, not a second-class B.A. with only four months’ teaching experience, such as he was. He sat on the floor in the kitchen, with the newspapers spread round him, and felt a terrible oppression. He was so young; only a very short while ago he had been a student and he had lived at home with his parents who had looked after him and he had had no responsibility except to pass his examinations. His mother had gone round the house with her finger on her lips and she said to everyone who came, ‘Sh, Prem is studying for his examinations.’ And she had cooked big meals for him to build up his strength. Not like the tasteless food Indu served to him. He realized that he felt a great dislike for Indu. Why had they married him to her? She was not even very pretty.


Because there were no other jobs for him, he realized he would have to improve on what he had. He would have to ask the Principal of his college for a rise in salary. It was not something he liked to do, but that only increased his conviction that he must do it. When his father was still alive, he had always told him ‘Put all your strength into doing the things you don’t like to do’, and Prem had taken the lesson to heart. So all the way to the college he was saying to himself, ‘I don’t like to do it, therefore I must do it.’ He was frowning with concentration, keeping himself up to this resolution, which had one good result, for in his preoccupation he hardly noticed that he had reached the college. Usually he felt great embarrassment on reaching the college, for many students stood lounging outside, leaning against the wall with their hands in their pockets and looking with bored and critical eyes at all passers-by. Prem hated having to pass and be inspected by them, it made him feel most inadequate.


It was a pity the students had nowhere to go before and after classes except out in the street; but the college was only an ordinary residential house in the middle of a street consisting of other ordinary residential houses, so there was no question of grounds. Between classes the students had either the corridor or the street, and most of them preferred the street. Consequently the college had a bad name in the neighbourhood and letters of complaint were constantly being sent to the Principal (‘Sir, I wish to bring to your notice that my daughter cannot pass your college without being affronted by your students with remarks that are not proper for a young unmarried girl to hear.’) At regular intervals the Principal would call the whole college together in the biggest classroom, which had to serve as assembly hall on such occasions, and he would tell the students how the college had always had a good name and that this good name must be preserved at all costs, and that, therefore, he would expel – ‘without mercy’, he said, looking sternly round the room – any student who did not know how to behave himself. But though he spoke very severely, occasionally pounding his fist on a desk, he never did expel anyone because he could not bear to refund the fees.


All the rooms were divided in the middle, to accommodate two classes each. The students of the two different classes sat with their backs to one another, but the teachers faced each other from their dais and blackboards at opposite ends of the room. Prem, who was in charge of the Hindi class, shared a room with Mr Chaddha, the professor of history. Mr Chaddha was a birdlike little man who managed to keep discipline very well, so that his end of the room was always very much quieter than Prem’s. All his students were already seated on their benches, arranging their notes, while only two or three of Prem’s students had arrived and casually lounged around, leaning over to talk to one another. One of them was even smoking. Irritated by this contrast between his own and Mr Chaddha’s students, Prem said, more sternly than he would otherwise perhaps have done, ‘Smoking in the classroom is not allowed.’


‘I am just finishing this one, sir,’ said the student, quite easy and friendly; so now Prem did not know whether to force the issue or let it pass. (This was a dilemma he faced several times a day, for he feared on the one hand to be too strict with the students, on the other to lose their respect.) Finally he let it pass. Since he had definitely decided to ask Mr Khanna for a rise in salary that very morning, he had, he considered, a hard enough task before him and did not wish to exhaust his mental energy beforehand.


At nine-thirty there was a break, so he went to the staffroom to drink the cup of tea which was supplied from Mrs Khanna’s kitchen and for which each member of staff paid two rupees eight annas a month. The staffroom was not always a staffroom, for when Mr Khanna had guests, he used it as a guest-room, bringing in a bed and a towel with ‘Work is Worship’ embroidered on it. While the guests remained, the professors had to drink their tea either in the corridor or in their own classrooms. This was most awkward for Mr Sohan Lal, the professor of mathematics, who lived in Mehrauli and had to leave his home at six o’clock in the morning to come cycling to the college. He always brought his breakfast with him in a tin tiffin-carrier, as well as a thermos flask of tea since he could not afford to pay Mrs Khanna’s two rupees eight annas. He felt very shy while eating his food and sat in a corner with his head turned delicately away while he chewed. When the staffroom was not available, he would often go without his food because he could not find a quiet retreat in which to eat it.


Prem knew how shy Sohan Lal felt while eating, so he did not go to sit near him, though he enjoyed his company more than that of any of the other professors. Instead he sat by Mr Chaddha, whose company he did not enjoy at all. Indeed, Mr Chaddha took no notice of him, but sat there in an armchair in the middle of the room with his legs crossed, swinging one little foot and reading a book; when he came to an interesting point in his reading, he exclaimed ‘Ha!’ and made a bold pencil-mark in the margin.


The Principal’s private residence took up the first floor of the house. Prem stood hesitating outside the sitting-room door, but he made himself be brave and entered. Mr Khanna was sitting eating his breakfast. ‘Yes, come in!’ he called. ‘Don’t be shy!’ But Prem was shy; he hovered by the door and kept his eyes lowered. Mr Khanna was in a jovial mood.’ You see me enjoying my breakfast,’ he explained. Prem looked up and nodded. He saw that Mr Khanna was having an English breakfast of eggs and toast.


‘It is very important to start the day with a good breakfast,’ Mr Khanna said. Prem nodded again. He could not speak, he was so overwhelmed with shyness. Not only because of what he had come to say, but also because the Principal’s sitting-room always made him feel shy. Everything was new and opulent and comfortable – plump cushions and flowered curtains and a big shiny radio-set; and Mr Khanna himself so cheerful and self-confident, wearing a nicely laundered shirt and mopping up his egg with a piece of toast.


‘You see,’ explained Mr Khanna, ‘the gastric juices must be allowed to flow from early morning, otherwise they will become clogged and nasty indigestions follow.’


Quite unreasonably, Prem thought of Sohan Lal eating his first humble meal perched on a little bench in the staffroom. And this thought made him say quite the wrong thing: ‘Please, sir,’ he said, ‘Mr Sohan Lal lives in Mehrauli.’


‘I know it,’ said the Principal. He finished chewing a bite of toast and added, ‘It is a long way’; there was even a note

of sympathy in his voice which encouraged Prem to think he had started on a good line.


‘A very long way, sir,’ he said. He took a step forward and earnestly looked at the Principal. ‘He has to leave his house at six o’clock in the morning, without any food.’


Mr Khanna nodded, again with sympathy. He shook some salt from a container and said, ‘You should always take plenty of salt with your food. It quickens the energies.’


‘Sir,’ said Prem, ‘Mr Sohan Lal has a large family to support.’


‘A spoonful of salt taken in a glass of warm water is also very good for replacing liquid strength lost through too much perspiration. You see, in our climate we must take great care of the body.’


‘He has not only his mother, his wife and his own children, but also his brother’s family to take care of. His brother died four years ago of fever.’


‘In our climate there are many different kinds of fever we have to guard against.’


‘It is very difficult for him to manage on his present salary,’ Prem said. ‘How can he support so many people on 175 rupees a month?’ He took another step forward and said in a voice passionate with conviction and pity, ‘Poverty and want are terrible things. In the Panchatantra it is written: “It is better to be dead than poor”.’


Mr Khanna said, ‘It is an interesting thought.’


‘It is also a very sad thought, sir,’ Prem said.


‘Ah yes,’ said Mr Khanna with a sigh. He left a moment’s respectful silence, then said in a matter-of-fact business tone, ‘He has sent you to ask for a rise in salary?’


‘Oh no,’ Prem said at once; he was shocked when he realized how he had laid himself open to being misunderstood. He knew that, in order to retrieve the situation, he ought to say at once it is for myself I am asking; but before he could get up the courage to say it, Mrs Khanna entered and asked, ‘You want more toast?’


Prem immediately brought his hands together in deferential greeting, but she only gave him a sideways and impatient look. She did not care for members of her husband’s staff to come into her living-room, and always made this clear when any of them did. She was a short plump woman who wore, even in the house, a lot of gold ornaments and brightly flowered clothes. She looked as opulent and upholstered as her sitting-room, and consequently inspired Prem with the same feeling of shyness.


‘You can give me another cup of tea,’ Mr Khanna told her.


‘Sir,’ Prem found himself saying in a croaking voice, ‘Mr Sohan Lal is so poor that he cannot even afford to give Mrs Khanna her two rupees eight annas a month for tea.’ He saw the look of astonishment on both Mr and Mrs Khanna’s faces; Mrs Khanna was staring at him with round eyes, holding the plump teapot with the English cottage on it poised in the air. Prem was astonished himself; he did not know why he was saying so much about Sohan Lal.


Mrs Khanna turned to her husband and said, ‘What is he saying?’


‘Pour the tea,’ he told her.


‘Perhaps he is suggesting I make a profit on the money I have to charge for their tea?’ Prem was startled by her hostile, even threatening tone. He hung his head and twisted his hands behind his back. He was very much tempted to answer her: they had worked it out long ago and knew that she made a handsome profit on their tea. But if he told her so, she would be very angry with him, and Mr Khanna too would be angry.


‘Finest Darjeeling tea I serve to them!’ she shouted. ‘At what loss to myself every month God only knows!’


Prem looked down at the rug on which he was standing and counted the number of petals to each flower. Why seven, he thought; which flower has seven petals?


‘Like a servant I wait on them,’ she said; her gold earrings were shaking with indignation.


‘It is all right,’ Mr Khanna said. ‘Go now.’


‘In what other college,’ she demanded from outside the door, ‘does the Principal’s wife make a slave of herself for her husband’s employees?’


After she had gone, there was a short silence between Prem and Mr Khanna, during which they heard her shouting with the same indignation and probably on the same topic in some other room. Mr Khanna said, ‘If Mr Sohan Lal wishes to speak with me, perhaps it would be better for him to come himself.’


‘No, sir,’ Prem said, ‘Mr Sohan Lal does not wish to speak with you.’ But then he realized that perhaps this was not true; perhaps Sohan Lal did wish to speak to the Principal about something, who knew? Prem felt that the situation was getting rather complicated and that meanwhile he was getting farther and farther away from asking what he had come to ask. He decided to leave aside Sohan Lal and speak out boldly. ‘Sir,’ he began.


‘I think your students must be waiting for you in class,’ Mr Khanna said; he finished his tea, wiped his mouth and stood up. Mrs Khanna could still be heard shouting.


‘Sir,’ said Prem, ‘you are yourself a father.’


‘It is ten-fifteen.’


‘So much?’ Prem cried. His students would be waiting. They would be sitting in class making a noise and perhaps Mr Chaddha would pass remarks at them which might disgrace Prem. He begged permission to leave and hurried away. Halfway down the stairs it struck him that he had not asked after all. He hesitated, wondering for a moment whether to go back. But he could not keep his students waiting any longer.


Afterwards he felt very unhappy. He had failed, after all his good resolutions. And what was there so difficult about asking for a rise in salary? It was a very natural thing – everybody, at some time in their life, needed a rise in salary. He should have asked straight out, stood up as a responsible citizen, as a husband and a father, demanding his rights and the rights of his family … instead of talking about tea and Sohan Lal. When he thought about Sohan Lal, he felt more unhappy still. Perhaps he had even damaged his friend’s position; the Principal seemed actually to think that it was Sohan Lal who wanted a rise in salary.


Later, when he saw Sohan Lal in the staffroom, Prem at once had a guilty feeling. He went up to him and said, ‘Today I did a very strange thing.’


Sohan Lal smiled. He had an enchanting smile: his teeth were very large and protruding and when he smiled he showed them all, giving an impression of great heartiness.


Prem smiled back at him and said, ‘Yes, it was very strange … ’ It seemed quite easy to tell Sohan Lal everything. About Mr Khanna and the rise in salary and the baby and everything. Sohan Lal was bending down to fit his cycle-clips round his trousers. Classes were finished and they were all about to go home. ‘May I walk with you a little way?’ Prem said.


‘You see,’ he said, walking beside Sohan Lal who was pushing his cycle along the road, ‘I went to speak with the Principal today.’ The students were going home too, some walking along the pavement four and five abreast, others jauntily pushing off on shiny new motor-scooters. Some of them called ‘Good night, sir!’ to Prem and Sohan Lal, in reply to which Sohan Lal waved his hand at them, in a rather embarrassed manner, for like Prem he too was not very good at dealing with the students.


‘Things are difficult for me,’ Prem said. ‘My salary is small – you see, I am married and I pay a rent of 45 rupees and my wife is pregnant.’ He shot a quick side glance at Sohan Lal: this was the first time he had told anyone, face to face like this, about Indu being pregnant.


Sohan Lal was, as Prem had expected him to be, understanding. He said at once, ‘You wanted to ask about a rise in salary?’


‘What can you do with 175 rupees a month, when your rent alone is 45 rupees?’


‘What did he say?’


‘It is strange,’ Prem said. ‘He did not understand.’ He shot Sohan Lal another side glance. ‘He thought it was you who wanted a rise in salary.’


‘I?’ Sohan Lal stood still in the road, holding his cycle, and looked at Prem.


‘Yes; I told you it was strange.’ Both stood and laughed. Students passed them and looked at them in surprise.


‘But of course – he is right,’ Sohan Lal said. ‘I want a rise in salary.’


Prem said, ‘I told him you are yourself a father, sir; like that I told him.’


‘I pay only 15 rupees rent.’


‘Of course, in Mehrauli … ’ Prem said. ‘It is a very nice place,’ he added quickly. ‘Only a little far.’


‘It is very far,’ Sohan Lal said. ‘But where else could I get a place for my whole family for only 15 rupees?’


Prem sighed and said, ‘When once one becomes the father of a family, one has to make many sacrifices.’


Sohan Lal smiled in rapturous agreement: this was evidently a subject on which, if he chose, he could speak a lot. But all he said was, ‘When is your wife expecting?’


‘I think in another six months,’ Prem said. ‘Before that I must have an increase in salary or perhaps find another job. It is very difficult,’ he sighed.


‘You are still young,’ Sohan Lal said. ‘Who knows, perhaps you will win great success in life—’


‘I have only a second-class B.A.’


‘Who knows,’ Sohan Lal said with a sweet smile. He put one foot on the pedal of his cycle, but before he went, he said unexpectedly, ‘Perhaps one day you will come to my house.’


Prem was touched. He very much wanted Sohan Lal to be his friend. He had not yet made any new friends in Delhi and he had not been asked to anyone’s house.


He had really only one friend in Delhi. This was Raj, who had gone to college with him in Ankhpur and now had a job in the Ministry of Food. Ever since Prem had come to Delhi, four months ago, they had made a point of meeting on Monday evenings.


Formerly Prem had looked forward all the week to these Monday meetings. He had been so happy to have someone he knew well to talk to: he had confided all his thoughts to Raj, had recalled the old days at Ankhpur, speculated on the whereabouts and possible destinies of old friends who had gone their various ways. But he had begun to notice that Raj did not seem to be enjoying these meetings as much as he himself did. He often looked at his watch and, Prem noticed, did not always listen very attentively. And once, while Prem was talking about an old college friend of theirs, he had said with almost a yawn in his voice, ‘What is the use of remembering these people? They have gone their way and we have gone ours.’ The only two things Raj seemed to be interested in now were his job and his family.


They always met in the same place, by the box-office of the Regal Cinema. Not that they ever went into the cinema together, but it was the only place they could think of. Prem was usually the first to arrive. He stood by the little glass window which said Booking Closed and watched the other people standing around in the foyer. These were mostly young men in coloured bush-shirts, who looked about them with lazy eyes while drinking Coca-Cola or eating potato chips in plastic bags bought from the refreshment bar. When a girl came into the foyer, they straightened themselves and nudged one another and made remarks at which they laughed loudly. The girls always pretended not to notice. Except for the fact that the cinema was larger and there were more people about and everything was smarter and more city-like, it was not much different from what it had been like in Ankhpur: just so had Prem and Raj and their friends stood about in the cinema, eaten potato chips and looked at girls.


But when he saw Raj come into the foyer, Prem realized that now that time was finished for them. Beside these youths in coloured shirts, Raj looked staid and settled and married; he had a preoccupied frown on his face and his shoulders were a little hunched. It was evident that he would never again stand about in cinema foyers and look at girls.


And indeed the first thing he said was, ‘This is not a good place to meet. All these boys standing about … Loafers,’ he said with distaste. They went out together. Prem walked beside his friend in silence, looking away from him for he felt sad that Raj should already have forgotten what was no longer than two years ago.


‘Are we going to drink a cup of tea?’ Raj asked irritably. In his more downcast moments Prem had already begun to suspect that Raj only met him for the sake of the tea for which it somehow always happened that Prem paid.


They never went into any of the coffee-houses in the main shopping arcade. They had once ventured into one, but had been so overawed by the elaborate decorations and by the many waiters in white uniforms overlooked by a manager in a raw-silk suit that they had quickly gone out again. They felt safer turning down the side streets and sitting down outside one of the makeshift eating-stalls called the Paris Hotel or Punjab Hotel or Pearl Palace. They always went to a different one because Raj always had some objection to the ones they had been to before. Prem thought that was a pity; he would like to have gone always to the same one, so that they would be known there, as they had been known in the places they had gone to in Ankhpur, and greeted with smiles and a jovial shout of, ‘Again the same?’


But now nobody smiled when they sat down outside a stall; only a boy came, wiped the big wooden table and stood waiting for them to order. Raj ordered quite a lot and, as soon as it came, began quickly to eat. ‘Today I am in a hurry,’ he explained. ‘My baby was not well when I left this morning. Maybe I will have to take her to the doctor.’


Prem thought of telling him about his own baby that was on the way. But it had been much easier to tell Sohan Lal. Perhaps because Sohan Lal had not known him when he was young and unmarried and had dreamt about being in love. But Raj knew all that – they had lain together in the grass under a peepul tree and had talked about girls and what it might be like to sleep with one. Now both of them were married to wives their families had chosen for them.


The proprietor of the eating-stall, a big man with a newly shaven skull and a rather dirty vest, was frying fishcakes; they sizzled in a lake of hot fat while he pushed them about with a stick. The serving-boy squatted in front of the stall and washed dishes in a bucket. A very small puppy with tufts of hair missing ran about wagging its tail and pushing its nose into the dust. There were no customers apart from Prem and Raj. The eating-stall next door had no customers either, and from time to time the two proprietors exchanged scraps of conversation.


Prem said, ‘Do you remember Kakaji’s?’ Kakaji’s was the eating-stall they had gone to in Ankhpur: Kakaji gave credit to all the students for biscuits and tea. If any student ran up too large a bill, Kakaji went and complained to the Principal of the college, who was Prem’s father. Each time, the boys passed a resolution to boycott Kakaji’s, but the proprietors of the other eating-stalls in Ankhpur would not give them credit, so they always came back.


Raj, chewing with bulging cheeks, made a non-committal sound, which made it clear that his interest in Kakaji’s had long since evaporated. This was not surprising, for Prem asked the same question every week. Indeed, Prem himself did not feel so much interest in the subject any more, and only touched on it for something to say. Not that there were not plenty of other things which he would have preferred saying; but he could not get over his shyness with Raj.


‘Nice smell,’ said Raj, referring to the fishcakes.


Prem swallowed hard and led up to the subject at present closest to his heart: ‘Today I went to see my Principal.’


‘I don’t usually eat fish at this time of day, otherwise I might try some.’


‘Things are rather difficult for me now,’ Prem said. ‘You see, I pay 45 rupees rent—’


‘I also pay 25 rupees. And don’t forget I have a baby to support.’


‘As a matter of fact—’ Prem slowly began. His ears grew hot.


‘You have no idea how expensive a baby can be. It drinks so much milk and then it needs clothes—’


‘I know. That is why I went to see the Principal. But I don’t think he understood what I meant to say.’


‘It is fantastic how quickly a baby can grow out of its clothes. And as soon as it starts walking, there are shoes also and those go even quicker.’ Raj spoke with the same animation on this subject as he had once spoken about love and girls and Kakaji.
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