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  Introduction.




  



  Human nature is essentially the same in all cultures; traditions are evolved as a result of history and climate and tend to differentiate societies.




   




  Short story affords an opportunity to study human behaviors and attitudes, in the particular contexts of life the episodes deal with. The collection covers different moods and situations common in life. Stories are snap-shots of life. A journey through them gives the reader a bird’s eye view of the human society.




  1. Save a life!




  The CMO (Chief medical officer) was just coming out of the government hospital after attending to an emergency, at the dead of the night. Beyond the hospital, a by-lane climbed up to that road. On the by-lane, a truck was laboring to reach the road; the driver might have pressed on the accelerator too hard. With a jerk, the truck moved forward, too fast for the driver’s control. Unfortunately, a car traveling on the road, reached the critical point at the same time. The truck dashed into the front portion of the car, killed the driver instantly and seriously injured Mrunalini, who was sitting next to him. Her husband Rajender was tired after fulfilling their longstanding vow to visit the holy shrine, was resting on the rear seat. After he was thrown off his seat, he became dazed and unconscious due to the impact but did not suffer any serious injury. The truck driver fell off and sustained injuries.




   




  The CMO was stunned as he witnessed the accident but soon regained his presence of mind. He rushed to the scene and examined all people; he rushed back to the hospital and disregarding all polite formalities which should precede, he arranged to bring the injured to the hospital. He called up the specialists required to attend to the injured.




   




  Soon, Rajender regained consciousness and was informed of all that had happened; he was very sorry for his faithful driver and for his beloved wife. She was in a very critical condition undergoing operations. As tears continued to flow, he peeped at her through the glass as she remained still and motionless on the operation table. The truck driver, who was the first to recover, kept weeping continuously! In spite of their best efforts, the doctors were unable to save Mrunalini. Rajender was very grateful to the CMO for all that he did and offered a gift of ten thousand rupees. The doctor donated the amount to the Hospital Welfare Fund.




   




  It is amazing how things change swiftly within seconds!




  *** *** ***




  Jagan had been an advocate for many years but had not been successful; he continued to work as a part-time lecturer to eke out his livelihood. He hoped and believed that, one day, he could succeed and become distinguished as a practicing advocate. He was an authority on Company Law. He was well known in Bombay and companies approached him to get the ‘Articles’ of the company written by him. He acted as an examiner in company law for many universities. He continued to remain in the same town because he was as much attached to his aged sick mother as she was attached to their ancestral home in an adjacent village.




   




  He was a friend of Dr.Easandev, Head of the Forensic Department at the government hospital. He was deeply interested in research but he had to face two constraints; he had two brothers and two sisters, whom he had to support and educate. In those days facilities for research in medicine were scarce and ill-paid. He had to take up any job he could get immediately and landed himself in the forensic department. His devotion and hard work elevated him to the top. The research bug continued to be active; he used to dabble in several things and his contributions used to find a place in “Lancet” and such other journals. For the past few years, a question was bothering him. If a pregnant woman died suddenly, would the life within the womb, at any stage of the process of evolution, get extinguished simultaneously or whether there would be some time-interval upto which it survived, at least upto a certain stage of pregnancy? If there was some such interval, can that life be saved during that period?




   




  After preliminary studies and experimentation, he came to the conclusion that it was possible; however he needed to demonstrate it, to convince the scientific community.




   




  That required the consent and cooperation of a woman in her productive age. By that time, Esandev had a son already. He explained his proposal to his wife Prameela and asked her if she would cooperate.




   




  P: Me!




   




  E: Yes, what is so startling about it?




   




  P: I heard that researchers are crazy; now I know.




   




  E: What is crazy about it?




   




  P: Everything! … When relatives themselves reconcile to abandon a body, why should you bother whether there is life left in any part of the corpse? … And why should you try and retrieve it, as if India is suffering from a population shortage?




   




  E: It is the duty and the responsibility of a doctor to save life wherever and whenever possible.




   




  P: You are welcome to your crazy world in your hospital. Don’t drag me and this house into that quagmire.




   




  Easandev was a very shy person; he couldn’t talk freely with strangers and succeed in convincing anyone. Jagan had a great regard for Easandev’s talents and believed that he was capable of success in whatever he attempted seriously. Jagan offered to help his friend and started to meet people.




   




  Mary was a nurse in the same hospital who had a high regard for Easandev. Jagan convinced her to cooperate in Esandev’s research. To cover any additional expense, Esandev promised to pay her a hundred rupees for every trial and the same amount every month as long as the organism survived and developed. He assured her that his research was very important. He also offered to share with her any financial reward he might get and promised to include her name, in the research project report. Mary was elated and agreed happily. Whenever an opportunity became available, Easandev worked feverishly and began to gain confidence and bits of success. Jagan was an advocate and his mind was working on a different track. One day, when the three of them were together, he asked others, “Alright. Suppose your experiment succeeded and a child is born. What will you do with it?”




  The doctor’s face turned white and Mary looked frightened. Although both of them were working to achieve the goal of producing a live baby, neither of them thought about the question their advocate friend brought up.




   




  E: … I never thought beyond getting a live baby delivered successfully! … My mission ended with it.




   




  J: _ But not the world! … The baby has to be nursed, fed and taken care of… Who will do it?




   




  M: (Looking scared) … No, not I… I am unequal to the task… I have agreed to cooperate and assist Dr.Easandev in his experiment because I felt that it was a worthy endeavor. My obligation ends with the successful completion of the experiment.




  *** *** ***




  Doctors examined Sravani, wife of Jagan and conclusively declared that she had absolutely no chance of becoming a mother. Jagan consoled her and suggested that if they adopted a newborn baby, she could have the pleasure of bringing up the baby like her own child. Sravani thought that it was the best solution under the circumstances. Before she could change her mind, he took her to Gandhi Orphanage and selected a newborn baby girl; he cautioned her casually, that there was a remote chance that someday in the future, one of her biological parents might claim her. The baby looked beautiful and very attractive. Brushing aside his apprehensions, she said “How can you imagine that parents, who could abandon such a beautiful baby, could ever come back to their senses and retrieve her?”




   




  They named her Nalini; now she is five years old.




  *** *** ***




  Jagan filed a suit against Rajender, alleging that he was Nalini’s biological father; Jagan demanded a compensation of rupees one lakh, for bringing her up and for taking care of her till then; he also asked for a share of Rajender’s property for Nalini. Rajender was startled to receive the notice. Sometime after Mrunalini passed away, he married Pravalika and now, has two children through her. He was morally disciplined in life and did not have sexual relations, before or after marriage, with anyone except his wife. He enjoyed the reputation of being a pious and good person but now, people began wagging their tongues. He felt hurt and wondered why anyone would make such an allegation. His advocate assured him that the case, filed by an unsuccessful advocate perhaps to attract attention, was frivolous and would get dismissed soon. They did not take the case seriously and went about dealing with it casually. With overconfidence, in an unnecessary show of bravado, Rajender’s advocate challenged Jagan to accept DNA test, if he dared to. Jagan feigned reluctance for a while and appeared to give in finally. Everyone, except Jagan, was surprised when the bench clerk opened the sealed envelope and read out the scientific verdict that Rajender was in fact, Nalini’s biological father. Rajender’s advocate requested the judge for an adjournment for one week; Jagan did not object.




   




  His advocate told Rajender what the verdict would be. Because they themselves asked for DNA examination, they shall have to accept the verdict. He also hinted his reluctance to continue to represent him in that case. Rajender vehemently denied that he had sex with anyone outside of marriage and that there must have been something wrong somewhere; he requested the advocate to find some means for him to escape from the shame and humiliation.




   




  Rajender sat brooding in his house for that week, without attending to his normal work. One day prior to the day the court was due to resume hearing, Atri, a young advocate, went to visit Rajender and said, “Sir, I am Atri and have recently enrolled as an advocate and like many others, I too have been following your case. I became keenly interested in it and studied it. If you permit me to represent you, I assure you that you would win much more than the case”.




   




  R: (Had a hearty laugh) Young man! Why do you want to begin your career with a glaring failure? Our senior advocate is reluctant to continue with the case, knowing what is in store for me in the judgment.




   




  A: I met him sir. He said, “I admire your guts! But a failure in your very first case, casts its shadow on your career. Still, if you are determined to be foolhardy, I have no objection”.




   




  R: … Are you in need of money that you want to do something so desperate?




   




  A: Oh, no sir. I believe that you were morally disciplined. Please give me an opportunity to prove it in the open court and restore your reputation.




   




  R: You are promising me the moon.




   




  A: I will deliver the moon I promise.




   




  R: … Alright, then!




   




  A: (Extending required papers) Thanks. Please let me have your signature on the papers. (Rajender signs). Thanks… Sir, I have one request to make.




   




  R: Is it about the fee?




   




  A: Oh, no sir! Once I win the case, my career takes care of itself.




   




  R: I admire your self-confidence… Alright, tell me.




   




  A: Please come to the court tomorrow; please don’t object to any statement or proposal I make in the court tomorrow. (Rajender became contemplative). Please sir, trust me completely till the case comes to an end tomorrow.




   




  R: … Alright! (Atri’s confidence rekindled his sagging spirits.)




   




  A: Thanks. Permit me to take your leave now, sir; we will meet in the court tomorrow.




  *** *** ***




  Rajender came to the court along with Pravalika; he was looking less depressed and more hopeful. Jagan was accompanied by Sravani and Nalini. He was sitting, withdrawn into himself, with his head bent down slightly. He knew right from the beginning that he was sure to win his case but did not appear to be very happy about it.




   




  The case was taken up as scheduled.




   




  Atri: Mr.Justice sir, Mr.Rajender enjoys high reputation as a person of moral character. This case and these adjournments, excite a lot of publicity that tarnish the image of my client. I appeal to Mr.Jagan to withdraw the case.




   




  J: The fastest way to end all this was to have agreed to my demand; it is not too late to do it even now.




   




  A: I see… So you are demanding rupees one lakh towards maintaining Nalini for five years.




   




  J: Yes.




   




  A: … Apparently your total earnings during those five years do not exceed twenty, twenty five thousands…




   




  J: _ Mr.Justice Sir! I take serious objection to the advocate’s reference to an aspect of my personal life, which has nothing to do with the present case and I demand it’s expulsion from the records.




   




  Justice: I agree. Mr.Atri, please be more cautious.




   




  A: I am sorry sir; I am sorry Mr.Jagan; I had no intention of hurting your feelings… So you want a compensation of one lakh.




   




  J: Yes.




   




  A: I propose that we talk over things between ourselves outside the court and come to a mutual understanding.




   




  J: What is there to talk about; the matter is simple and straight forward!




   




  A: Would you be satisfied if my client agreed to pay a compensation of one lakh rupees?




   




  J: And a share in your client’s property to Nalini.




   




  A: How much?




   




  J: It is between a father and his daughter; let him give whatever he thinks would be right.




   




  A: Why not we talk over things mutually?




   




  J: We have had many adjournments already; I would like the matter to be decided here and now.




   




  A: You have produced irrefutable evidence that Nalini is Rajender’s daughter. He accepts Nalini as his daughter and will take her into his family fold.




   




  Rajender and Pravalika experience a shock but they keep their emotions suppressed. Jagan was also surprised and appeared unprepared for this development…




   




  A: …She will be treated as one among his children and therefore, there is no question of declaring a share for her now.




   




  J: (Bewildered at the turn of events) … What about the compensation?




   




  A: Yes, I am coming to that. My client owes no compensation to you. We are going to file a criminal charge against you for taking away Rajender’s daughter without his permission and keeping her confined with you for five years.




   




  J: (Amazed) What??




   




  He was so upset that his mind stopped functioning. There was pin-drop silence in the court for one full minute. Then people began to return to their senses.




   




  Justice: Would you like to say something Mr.Jagan?




   




  Jagan remained silent; it was not clear whether he heard and understood that the question was directed to him.




   




  A: Mr.Justice sir, I owe an explanation and an apology to Mr.Jagan, Mr.Rajender and to the entire court. Please bear with me… I painted Mr.Jagan as a villain for the sake of my argument but he is a very nice simple hearted person. Although he did not appear in many cases in the courts, he is a distinguished academician… Doctors declared that his wife would not be able to bear a child for him; so they adopted Nalini from Gandhi Orphanage, when she was a few days old, without bothering to know the baby’s parentage. They brought her up as their own daughter for five years… There must have been some strong reason which drove him into desperation and forced him to institute this case, even risking the possession of Nalini. I had been following this case with deep interest. What intrigued me was the fact that both sides appeared to be confident about their respective stands; both were respected persons and appeared to be telling the truth. What was not clear to me was how Mr.Jagan could so correctly guess who Nalini’s father was. Gandhi Orphanage confirmed that Nalini was indeed adopted from them and she was one of those newborns, who were abandoned in the cradle put outside their orphanage.




   




  I hope everyone remembers why the government hospital of our town became famous; it was due to Dr.Easandev’s successful mission. For some strange reason, it flashed in my mind; I went to the newspaper library and read all that was printed along with the photographs of the doctor, of Mary and of the infant girl that was born. It was also reported that the baby died after a few days. I tried to see if I could find similarities between the baby and Nalini. Alas! For me, all tender babies of that age, look almost alike. I was confronted with disappointments at every stage but I didn’t give up. I met Dr.Easandev and asked him whether he had record of the names and particulars of the mothers he used for his experiments. He told me that his mission was only to prove that life can be retrieved under certain circumstances and that he did not bother about other details… Poor man, he too was not recognized till another doctor in England could successfully replicate his experiment and produce a still-born baby in its eighth month! … I studied all the information available at the hospital of all the cases the doctor experimented with. Then, I met Mary and asked her why she didn’t keep the celebrity baby. She replied “A baby is a baby which required to be fed and taken care of; I was unequal to the task”.




   




  “But it is your child!”




   




  “… Yes, in a sense… But I made it clear to both the doctor and to Mr.Jagan my inability and it was agreed that the baby would be given away to an orphanage”.




   




  “Did you visit the baby after it was given to the orphanage? (Water started to fill her eyes) Did you visit the baby after…”




  


  Tears began to overflow. She restrained me from completing the sentence, with a gesture with her hand.




   




  “I am sorry Ms.Mary; pardon me for refreshing the wounds you were keeping concealed”.




   




  After a while she recovered and said “Do you think that if I saw her, I would have been able to resist the temptation of pulling her out from the orphanage and Keeping her with me? Was all the publicity, money and name I got worth a single innocent smile of that unfortunate infant?”




   




  I obtained all facts I possibly could; it was upto me to coordinate them and to make sense out of the puzzle… It was clear that not only Ms.Mary but also Mr.Jagan was closely associated with Dr.Easandev’s mission. Records said that the baby was born hale and healthy; Gandhi Orphanage was reputed to take good care of newborn babies. Therefore I concluded that the death of the celebrity baby must have been the lawyer’s device to save Ms.Mary. Being so intimately associated with the project, he might not have left the baby at the orphanage for long. When he decided to adopt a newborn baby, his choice must have been the celebrity baby, whom they named Nalini.




  Of all the experiments Dr.Easandev performed, the one with Rajender’s wife, Mrunalini (Rajender became alert) had the greatest chance of success because the accident occurred so close to the hospital and the CMO arranged to bring the injured into the hospital soon thereafter. But the hospital did not record Mrunalini to be pregnant; in fact they were returning from the temple of Santana Gopalaswamy. It was believed that if a couple spent three nights in the service of that God, they would certainly give birth to a baby within a year. I assumed that Mrunalini was in the preliminary stages of pregnancy when no one suspected it or thought of ascertaining it… These two assumptions matched perfectly with the facts and solved the puzzle! Nalini is the daughter of Rajender and Mrunalini.




   




  As soon as Rajender heard the last sentence, disregarding everything else, he jumped up from his seat, ran upto Nalini, lifted her from the seat and planted several kisses on her face in exuberant ecstasy, went back to his seat and sat, cradling Nalini in his lap. As tears were rolling, he continued to mutter ‘My sweet darling! My beloved wife Mrunalini’s priceless gift!’ Pravalika was surprised to see him. A first wife is a first wife; she is unique; love and affection towards her continued to remain deep and unmatched… The entire court appeared to be enjoying the occasion. After his initial emotions subsided a bit, he gave Nalini to Pravalika, wrote down a cheque for one lakh rupees and handed it over to Jagan saying “I am very grateful to you for restoring our precious jewel to us. Please let me know if you need more money”. Emotionally overwhelmed Jagan received it mechanically, without a word; he was in no position to speak! Sravani had been trying hard to restrain her tears but could not succeed. Turning towards her, Rajender said, ‘I can understand you feelings, dear sister… You and Mr.Jagan are welcome to our house, anytime you feel like meeting and spending some time with Nalini’.




   




  Rules appeared to have been suspended in the court room and everyone except Jagan and Sravani appeared to be enjoying it.




  *** *** ***




  The story should have ended by now but Jagan’s image still remained to be retrieved. When he adopted Nalini, he knew that she was the celebrity child; he honestly liked the baby and did not bother about her parentage... A few months ago, his mother, who was never in good health, suffered a heart attack. He got her treated at the government hospital, where expensive facilities were unavailable. They had her cardiogram taken at a corporate hospital, which revealed two blockages. The corporate doctor advised surgery and installation of stents, as soon as possible. He also told them that the cost could be about one lakh. Jagan and Easandev talked to the cardiologist at the government hospital. He examined the cardiogram and said, ‘No doubt, surgery and stent are desirable but it is not a one-time solution; blockages might develop once again’.




   




  E: What is your advice, doctor?




   




  Cardiologist: In some cases, medicines gradually melt down the blockages. However, if another heart attack occurred too soon, we will have to go for immediate surgery. Therefore, I advise medical management and ask you to get ready for any emergency.




   




  Jagan wanted to go in for immediate surgery but he did not have the money; he didn’t know how to get such a large amount on loan. If the surgery could be performed at the government hospital, Easandev might have been able to device some method of helping his friend but the operation had to be done at the corporate hospital. At best, Easandev could manage to get 10% discount, which was not going to be very helpful. So Jagan started her on medication and began trying for a loan. One day, he had a flash of an idea; if Nalini happened to be the daughter of a rich person, perhaps, he could get the required money easily. He began his research and was able to deduce soon, that it was highly probable that Nalini was Rajender’s daughter. From her behavior, she appeared to belong to a cultured family; he compared her features with Rajender and concluded that she was indeed his daughter. Jagan had an unusually high degree of affection towards his mother. He managed to convince Sravani and filed the case.
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