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To Nandini





PROLOGUE


Our story begins in 1882, in Calcutta, with Priyanath Bose, youngest son of Manomohan Bose, the renowned nationalist poet and playwright and one of the principal organizers of the Hindu mela. Priyanath is seventeen. His lack of interest in academics has led Manomohan to have his son admitted this year to Bowbazar Street’s Indian Art School, what later became the Government Art College. Earlier, Priyanath had been a student at Metropolitan Institute, the school Ishwarchandra Vidyasagar had built with his own hands. The lawyer Biswanath Dutta’s son Narendranath Dutta had gone to the same school, where he had been a few classes above Priyanath.


In 1882, Narendranath is nineteen. Having passed his FA examination, he is now studying western philosophy at General Assemblies Institution, a Scottish missionary college founded by Alexander Duff. Narendranath is a follower of Keshab Sen and also a disciple of Ramkrishna at Dakshineshwar. He met the Hindu mystic Ramkrishna just a year earlier, at the house of Suresh Mitra in Shimulia, where the former was a frequent visitor. Priyanath lives in the same neighbourhood as Suresh’s, at 202 Cornwallis Street, while Narendranath’s house is in the next alley, Gaurmohan Street. Narendranath and Priyanath’s elder brother, Motilal, have been friends since childhood. Narendranath is known to frequent the gymnasium in Shimulia, which runs under Priyanath’s supervision. Adept at gymnastics and acrobatics, Priyanath will prove instrumental in setting up some fifty gymnasiums in Calcutta and its surrounding villages over the next few years.


This year, 1882, has also seen telephone exchanges being set up in Calcutta, Bombay and Madras. The one in Calcutta is a central exchange. The roads are still illuminated by gas lights. Calcutta’s first electric lamppost on Harrison Street is seven years in the future. The motor car is unknown. The first automobile will be manufactured in Europe only four years later, in 1886.


Full-fledged rail travel has begun, but in Calcutta, transportation is still limited to palanquins and horse-drawn landaus, broughams and pheatons, besides, of course, the bullock carts. Still, urban life is no longer as slow as it was earlier. Things are gathering pace in the city of Calcutta.
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SINGAPORE, 1920: CURTAIN CALL


Priyanath was sinking slowly into the quicksand. The deep yellow mass had the viscous consistency of mud. The dense, impenetrable sludge closed in on him, entering his nostrils, his mouth. Priyanath was choking. Suddenly the deep yellow began to change colour in some places to orange. An unusual coppery orange.


Priyanath tried to recollect where he had seen this particular shade before. But even before he could remember, he thought he could see what looked like black stripes on a tawny background, and was simultaneously overcome by a sharp, foul stench. It was a familiar smell. The raw odour of tiger urine. It wasn’t just in the jungle but also in its cage that the tiger sprayed its urine to lay stake to its territory. Even in his benumbed state, Priyanath wanted to laugh, reminded of a strange habit of his own. Wherever he went with his troupe, he always urinated beneath the open sky after the last post of the main tent had been driven into the ground. It was Fatikchandra – mad Fatik – who had been the first to observe this peculiar practice of his. ‘So you’re staking your territory, Priyababu,’ he had brayed one day.


The stripes appeared even clearer now against the tawny background. Priyanath reached out, his fingers sinking into coarse, thick fur. A rumbling sound emerged, which he recognized at once. Lakshmi. The Royal Bengal tiger whom he considered no less than his daughter. Lakshmi and Narayan had been tiny balls of cotton when the King of Rewah had given them as gifts to Priyanath. He used to feed them their milk himself, using cottonwool wicks to drip it into their mouths. Lakshmi was as good as her name, totally obedient and utterly devoted to Priyanath. Narayan wasn’t naughty either. Both of them knew Priyanath was there as soon as he went up to their cages, leaning their heads against the bars and purring for his caresses. But Lakshmi was, in fact, more than a daughter. As a baby she would often refuse to return to her cage, adamant about staying with him. He would have to let her sleep in his tent, next to his bed. On some winter nights she would even climb into his bed, nestling against him.


Where’s Lakshmi, where are you? Why can’t I see your face? About to lose consciousness, Priyanath tried to keep his eyes open with great effort. But what was this? This wasn’t Lakshmi! The body was a tiger’s, but the face was a woman’s. Was it a woman or a demon? What did she want? Why was she slithering up to him like a giant python, bringing her face so close to his?


‘Who are you? What do you want?’ Priyanath screamed. The woman’s lips tried to form an answer, but all Priyanath could hear was a purring. The kind that his tigers made when they wanted his attention. But what was she saying? Listening closely, Priyanath deciphered her slurred speech. ‘Will you kiss me? Give me a kiss. You’re so brave. Why don’t you kiss me?’


The words sounded like groans, but they seemed familiar. Who was it that used to talk this way? Who? Someone he knew very well. The woman’s face was inches away from Priyanath’s now. Suddenly she said, ‘Kiss me here, right here …’ and turned her face away.


Priyanath gasped. One side of her face was all but gone. Someone had ripped off part of her jaw in a fury, leaving only a misshapen lump of flesh where her neck and shoulders should have been. Opening his mouth to shriek in horror, Priyanath realized that only some rumblings were emerging from his throat. The mangled face was still bleeding profusely. His white vest was soaked, rapidly turning a deep red shade of blood.


He tried to push the face away with both his hands, but his hands only passed through air. The woman broke into peals of laughter, which turned into a maniacal rage the very next moment. Heaving with anger, she said, ‘You can’t, Priyababu, you can’t. You can try as hard as you like, but you can’t push me away.’ She clung to his neck with arms that ended not in fingers but in fearsome claws. Priyanath tried in a frenzy to extricate himself. He was panting, desperately trying to draw deep breaths. The bed, the entire room, was awash with blood. It flooded into his nose and mouth, suffocating him.


A terrified Priyanath woke up with a start. He had fallen asleep in the comfortable wicker chair next to his desk. His clothes were sopping wet with perspiration. Beads of sweat streamed down his face. He sat there for a while, trying to normalize his breathing. My god, what a horrible nightmare.


An electric bulb was burning brightly in the room. It was hurting his eyes. These lights had been introduced to Calcutta a few years ago. They must have come to Singapore even earlier. But Priyanath was not yet accustomed to them. He had always travelled with his circus from one village to another, performing in the countryside. The glare was painful. He couldn’t open his eyes properly.


Priyanath squinted at the adjoining bathroom. He needed to wipe off his perspiration. The towel was in there. But he staggered as soon as he got on his feet. His head began to reel. He clutched the side of the desk to save himself from falling. Sheets of paper were strewn on its surface, all of them prescriptions from European medical practitioners. Doctors in Singapore had tested his blood and diagnosed jaundice. He had led an undisciplined life for years, punctuated with irregular meals, on top of which there had been frequent bouts of fever, along with searing headaches. He used to swallow fistfuls of painkillers, which had apparently harmed his liver severely. Visiting Penang with his troupe, he had fallen so ill that he had had to be taken to Singapore for treatment. The doctors had confined him to his room after a thorough examination, warning him that he wouldn’t survive unless he was treated immediately.


Since then, Priyanath had remained imprisoned in this hotel in Singapore. But he was close to losing his mind with worry. He had barely managed to restart his circus after a great deal of trouble, and there was no one besides him to ensure that everyone in the troupe was fed properly and looked after, and that the animals were taken care of. Priyanath sighed. His elder brother, Motilal, used to shoulder all the responsibilities of his Great Bengal Circus at one time. Priyanath did not have to concern himself with anything but the performance. But Motilal was extremely bad-tempered. It wasn’t just with outsiders or with other members of the circus, he had often fought bitterly with his younger brother, too. Still, they had always made up. Despite all their conflicts, Priyanath was certain that Motilal would never be able to turn down his younger brother.


But there was no opportunity for patching up after their last feud. Motilal had said goodbye to the world abruptly. What followed was even more unbearable. Motilal’s eldest son, Manilal, decided that he had come of age, and demanded to see the accounts. He even had several arguments with his uncle, claiming that Priyanath was single-handedly destroying the circus founded by his father. But he refused to accompany the troupe on its performances, or to find out for himself how such a large circus was managed.


Priyanath sank into gloom as he mused about all this. None of his own sons had evinced any interest in the circus, concentrating on their education instead. His youngest son, Abanikrishna, was a lover of the arts, just like Priyanath himself, and had already developed into a skilled artist. He wrote regularly to Priyanath, although each of his letters bore the same message, of the family’s financial hardship. It was true that they were helpless, unable to cope. Just the other day, a letter had arrived to inform him of mounting debts at all the neighbourhood shops. While the creditors were yet to demand their dues, they had let it be known that this could not go on. Everyone at home was hopeful that this time, too, Priyanath would bring some money, as he usually did. But Priyanath himself was reeling under loans. Whom could he possibly tell that he had borrowed money at high interest rates to pay for this tour? He had no idea how he would repay his debts.


The only person aware of the situation was his friend Kazi Kader Daad, who had lent money to Priyanath in tranches to help him overcome his difficulties. Priyanath had learnt from Abani’s letters that Kader Daad had even helped his family out in Calcutta with money occasionally. When would he repay his friend for this favour? And how? Priyanath was at his wits’ end.


He was still ill at ease. It was May, a hot month in Singapore, and Priyanath felt as though his insides were on fire. He was perspiring profusely, his tongue was coated, he could barely keep his eyes open. He was overcome by exhaustion. Pouring several buckets of water over himself might bring some relief. Priyanath stumbled towards the bathroom, only half conscious, groping for things to clutch. But halfway there, his head began to reel again.


With nothing to hold on to, Priyanath teetered and almost fell. One of the posts on his four-poster bed appeared to him dimly. He tried to grasp it, but failed. His tall frame spun and collapsed at the corner of the bed. Made in the western style, the bed had a low upright plank at its foot. Priyanath had fallen across it on his back, his hips resting on the patterned length of wood. The lower half of his body was dangling over the floor. Part of his torso was slumped across the bed. His head, however, had struck the floor with great force. It was a wooden surface, which was why he had not fractured his skull. But two streams of blood were flowing from Priyanath’s ears, pooling on the floor. His eyes were open, but the eyeballs had rolled upwards, inert.


The opening orchestra began to play with the ringing of the third bell. The solemn notes of the trumpet, the clarinet, and the English horn, filled the tent. Priyanath was still stimulated by the sound of this music. It made him joyful, freeing him of all burdens. He remembered none of the financial uncertainties or the trouble of managing the troupe or the worry of how to run his household. On the contrary, he felt as though he were making a fresh start.


Priayanath swung cheerfully on his trapeze, his head pointing towards the ground. The upside-down face of a twelve-year-old girl approached and receded alternately. She was also swinging upside down on her trapeze. Her nose-stud glittered, and stray strands of hair were stuck to her sweat-covered brow. Fervour shone in her dazzling eyes. Priyanath called out to her, ‘Don’t be afraid, Sushila, let go. Let go at the end of the next swing.’ With a covert smile Sushila said, ‘Why should I be afraid? I know you’ll catch me, Priyababu.’





2


SOVABAZAR, 1882: PRIYANATH ON THE WARPATH


The three of them had set out from the gymnasium in Shimulia to the one run by Gaurhari Mukherjee in Ahiritola. Priyanath, his friend Bholanath Mitra, and Aul Charu. Turning from the main road towards the Sovabazar ghat, they saw a huge gathering in front of the market. A woman could be heard wailing. They pushed hurriedly through the crowd.


A makeshift hut with a tiled roof propped up on bamboo poles. A young woman was sprawled on the floor, desperately clutching one of the poles. She was in a widow’s garb. One man towered over the woman, his feet planted on either side of her, while another, brutish in appearance, held her tightly by the hair, twisting it viciously and then pulling it in demonic pleasure while she screamed in pain.


The people who had gathered to watch the spectacle laughed loudly every time the woman screamed. At this hateful sight, Priyanath jumped into the fray without a second thought. The first man, who had been standing over the woman’s body, laughing loudly, was knocked to the ground with a single punch from Priyanath’s powerful fist. Before the second man could react, the hand with which he had been twisting the widow’s hair found itself captured in Priyanath’s strong grip. Shrieking with pain, he let go of her hair in an attempt to free himself.


Priyanath was not the average person on the street. For instance, he was capable of single-handedly controlling a runaway horse. Now, in a single, deft movement, he grabbed and wrenched the man’s arm, making him howl in pain. With irresistible force he dragged his opponent towards himself, and then flung him away in disgust. The man crashed to the ground like a felled tree, scrambling away a short distance before struggling to his feet and taking off.


Priyanath looked around at the assembled crowd, his face contorted with great rage. His words came out in almost a roar. ‘You should be ashamed of yourselves. All of you stood there and gawked at the assault of this helpless widow without doing a thing to stop it.’


Someone in the crowd said, ‘That bitch is a whore. She refuses to let go of her husband’s house even after finishing them all off.’


‘Where will she go if there is no one left in her family?’ Priyanath snapped back.


Now another, older, man pushed through the crowd. Priyanath felt he had seen him somewhere, at a social event, perhaps. Making an obscene gesture, the man said, ‘So are you nationalwallahs now taking responsibility for Hindu widows, too? We can’t let a bitch like her stay in this respectable neighbourhood, and that’s the end of it. Let her go to hell, let her join the prostitutes in Rambagan – we don’t care.’


Priyanath was furious. Though he had not yet identified the man, the man definitely knew who Priyanath was. That word ‘nationalwallah’ was a taunt meant for Priyanath’s father and his father’s friends – those who had dedicated themselves to keep alive the nationalist cause against the British rulers.


Priyanath also suspected that the helpless young widow was probably not at fault. One of these people must have instigated her harassment in the absence of her family. Someone was definitely eyeing the family property. It would serve everyone’s purposes if they could malign the widow and drive her away. Not only could the property be grabbed, but the moral facade of society could also be maintained.


Priyanath stamped his foot in rage. ‘Let’s see which of you dares touch even a hair on her head as long as I stand here,’ he said. The older man sneered in contempt. Spitting noisily on the ground, he said, ‘Is that so? So there’s no rule of law anymore under the Crown? Look at you, disgraces to your families, promoting hooliganism in every neighbourhood with your gymnasiums. You don’t bother to earn a respectable living, but you think you can decide what’s good for society.’


Priyanath barely had time to open his mouth before his response was cut short by the sight of Aul Charu rushing towards the man like an arrow from a bow. An uproar rose from the crowd. One group of people tried to restrain Charu, pinning him from all sides. A skirmish ensued, which prompted Bholanath to rush up and intervene. In an instant, there was mayhem.


It was three against thirty, but that didn’t matter – they fought like lions. Someone tried to ambush Priyanath from the back, locking his arm around his neck. Priyanath reached behind him, swung his opponent over his head to the front, and flung him to the ground. Infuriated by this, one of the men in the crowd charged at Priyanath with a bamboo pole he had found lying on the road. Just as he was bringing it down on the head of this target, Priyanath’s fist met his exposed jaw. He crumpled to the ground.


Several more people rushed in Priyanath’s direction. He responded quickly, grabbing his opponent’s fallen weapon and swinging it around his head. Although his aggression made them hesitate at first, they rushed at him again with renewed fury. It was at this moment that, as if by magic, everyone stopped, calming down in a split second.


Looking up, Priyanath noted the blue brougham carriage that had stopped in front of them. Only one family in Kolkata used this colour – the royal family of Sovabazar. The gilded symbol of the sun, with golden rays emanating from its borders, was familiar to everyone in these parts.


A burly Afghan in a tight uniform, cummerbund and an enormous turban, sat next to the coachman, the red band of the High Court tied around his wrist. Leaping to the ground, he held open the carriage door. Another figure now emerged, tall and imposing, dressed in a judge’s robes and wig. It was Raja Narendrakrishna Deb, Deputy Magistrate in the Calcutta High Court. In a voice like thunder he asked, ‘What’s going on here?’ Without waiting for a response, he continued, this time with extreme annoyance. ‘Leave, all of you! Get back to your work this instant!’


At once the crowd began to disperse. The authorities at Sovabazar didn’t govern just these streets and this market – Narendrakrishna Deb was the Commissioner for all of Kolkata. No one dared defy his orders. Everyone slunk away, leaving Priyanath alone in an awkward situation. He was standing opposite a Raja, and that too with a pole in his hand.


A deeply perturbed Priyanath dropped the weapon hurriedly to the ground and bowed, hands folded, to offer his respects.


‘Who are you?’ asked Narendrakrishna Deb.


‘My name is Priyanath Bose, sir,’ Priyanath replied. ‘You must know my father, Manomohan Bose.’


‘You mean the poet and playwright Manomohan Bose?’ Narendrakrishna Deb asked in some surprise.


Priyanath said even more diffidently, ‘Yes, I am his youngest son.’


The Raja remained silent for a few moments. When he replied, his voice was gentle. ‘For shame! Your father is a very respected man. Do you think it suits his son to behave this way?’
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AHIRITOLA, 1882: THE LITTLE INDIAN MONKEY


The three saviours of the fallen woman sat in silence for sometime at Sovabazar Ghat. They were no longer as charged up as earlier, and their hearts were heavy. It was fortunate that Raja Narendrakrishna Deb had arrived on the spot, or else a death or two might have ensued.


Priyanath soliloquized, ‘Can you imagine how low a society has sunk when it cannot honour women? Not one man protested while those scoundrels attacked a helpless widow in broad daylight. On the contrary, they were enjoying the scene.’


‘We’re low-caste people from the villages, Priyababu,’ said Aul Charu, ‘where disputes are resolved by a group of elders, but even there we don’t have the kind of oppression that you have in Calcutta.’


‘Never mind now,’ said Bholanath, ‘the more we discuss it the more bitter we’ll get. Let’s go and find out whether Gaurhari is still at the gymnasium. We’ve wasted a lot of time already. And listen, there’s no need to tell Gaurhari about any of this. He may be angry with us.’


Gaurhari Mukherjee was their gymnastics guru. Both Priyanath and Bholanath had begun their formal training with him. He had handed over the gymnasium he had set up in Shimulia a few years ago to his two students for supervision, adding another of his favourite students, Aul Charu, to their numbers. Priyanath was a master of the pyramid act and the juggling act, Bholanath was adept at the parallel and horizontal bars, and Aul Charu, trained by Gaurhari from childhood, was a trapeze expert.


They wanted to expand their gymnasium in Shimulia. The three of them had planned several new acts. It was to discuss these ideas that they were to go to Ahiritola today. None of them was in the habit of taking important decisions without consulting Gaurhari.


Priyanath had not met many people like Gaurhari. Gaurhari had devoted himself heart and soul to physical fitness, and wanted to usher the practice into every neighbourhood in the city. Also a meritorious student of law, he might well follow in his father Rajballabh Mukherjee’s footsteps to be a renowned attorney one day. Priyanath had been told that Gaurhari’s mother was a talented woman as well, whose brother was the well-known pundit Nabadwip Goswami.


Gaurhari’s education and lineage had served in no small measure to silence the Bengali gentlemen who considered physical fitness a pursuit fit for the lower classes. However, it was not just physical fitness but the betterment of people that Gaurhari’s boys threw themselves into whenever required. From relieving a poor Brahmin of the burden of getting his daughter married to arranging for the cremation of unidentified corpses, they were always the first to offer their services. People often called them thugs, but many among the prosperous and upper-class Hindus in the city found it impossible to continue with their debauched ways under their watchful eyes.


Gaurhari was delighted by the arrival of three of his former students. He gave his assent to all their plans, even offering some crucial advice. As they were about to leave, Gaurhari said mysteriously, ‘Bengalis seem to have immersed themselves in discussions these days. Perhaps they have lost interest in physical fitness.’


Priyanath chuckled, realizing what his guru was getting at. Taking off his loose shirt, he hoisted his dhoti above his knee and got down to doing sit-ups with his trainer. After a brief warm-up session, Gaurbabu taunted Aul Charu, ‘Do we remember any of our wrestling holds, or is all that out of fashion in Shimulia nowadays?’ And so the bouts began. Gaurhari won each of them, of course. It was almost evening by the time they left the gymnasium. Boom! The cannon at Fort William was fired five times.


All of them were covered in sweat after their exertions. So they had decided to walk along the Ganga instead of taking Chitpore Road, allowing their bodies to be cooled by the pleasant breeze from the river. Turning left at the crematorium, they were strolling down Beadon Street when Priyanath stopped suddenly at a sight that caught his eye on the Chitpore Road crossing.


There was a large field covered in grass, ringed by mango, jackfruit, guava and banyan trees, beneath which many children were playing. Priyanath paused to watch them in amusement. His eye had been caught by a little girl in particular, no more than four or five years old, dressed in nothing but a pair of shorts. The other girls of her age were playing hopscotch, but she was hanging upside down from a branch of a guava tree, her knees wrapped around it, swinging happily.


But this didn’t seem to offer her as much delight as she would like. She was calling out to her friends to hold her hands and swing from them. But she was so high up that it was difficult for the others to reach her, although a couple of the boys were leaping in the air in an effort to perform her bidding.


Priyanath went forward. The girl’s face, upside down, was level with his, a nose-ring dangling from it. There were beads of perspiration on her brow.


‘Are your legs strong enough?’ asked Priyanath. ‘Won’t you fall if they swing from your hands? Can you hold on to the branch?’


‘Of course I can,’ she smiled and nodded.


Priyanath called out to one of the other girls. ‘Come here. I’ll hold you up in the air so you can grab her hands. It’ll be such fun.’


Far from feeling confident, the girl retreated uncertainly.


‘Don’t worry, you won’t fall,’ said Priyanath.


The first girl was much more precocious. ‘Don’t worry, don’t worry,’ she shouted, ‘I’ll hold on to you.’


‘Shall we pitch the tent for Priyanathbabu’s circus on this same field then?’ bellowed Bholanath, who was standing behind Priyanath.


Laughing at his friend’s wit, Priyanath said, ‘Yes, why ever not? You think only the British are capable of trapeze acts?’ He pointed to the girl hanging from the branch. ‘Seen what my little Indian monkey can do? They can perform just as well if I teach them.’


‘But of course,’ smiled Bholanath. ‘Where will they get another teacher like you?’
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CHATRA-SRIRAMPUR, 1872: GANAPATI’S HOLY COMPANIONS


Stuffing the ganja neatly into the little clay cup and wrapping a moist rag around it, Ganapati bowed his head and held it out reverentially to Aghor Baba, who accepted it and clamped his lips around the nozzle. At once a disciple bustled up to him with a burning piece of coal which he had picked up with a pair of pincers from the ceremonial fire.


Aghor Baba started with a few quick puffs, and then took a long drag before blowing the smoke out through his mouth and nose. A wide smile appeared on his bearded face. ‘This is why I say you’ll be a king one day, you rascal,’ he told Ganapati. ‘Damn, this is what you call a zamindar’s blood. You can tell he has a golden touch.’ Another long drag followed.


A tall lick of flame shot up from the cup, followed by a crackling sound.


‘Damn! Another one gone,’ said Aghor Baba in annoyance. ‘That’s five since morning. Come on, my boy, find another one for Ganapati.’


Aghor Baba’s disciple was something of a simpleton. He bent over a bundle and began to rummage inside for a replacement. Before Ganapati could stop him, Baba planted a well-aimed kick on the disciple’s buttock. He was about to fall face first into the flames.


Baba’s eyes were bloodshot. ‘How can anyone smoke ganja in a dry pot, you bastard? Ganapati may be a zamindar’s son, but you don’t have a tenth of the sense he has. What have you learnt from all these years with me? Go check in the bowl over there, that’s where you’ll find the pots soaked in holy water. Get me one of those.’


But he didn’t seem very confident of his acolyte’s abilities. ‘You get it for me, prince,’ Aghor Baba coaxed Ganapati. ‘Who knows what he’ll get; you’d better do it yourself and make a fresh one. That last one was excellent.’


Finishing the next one with a few quick drags and leaving nothing but the ash behind, Aghor Baba sat in a trance for sometime. Then, caressing Ganapati’s face affectionately, he said, ‘Go home, you rascal, it’s very late. Come again tomorrow.’ Baba’s eyes were half closed, and he had a satiated smile on his face.


‘I want to ask you something if you’ll allow me, Baba,’ said Ganapati.


‘Go on then, ask,’ said Aghor Baba, his mood unchanged. Hesitating, Ganapati said, ‘People say you can turn dust to gold, Baba. Is that really possible?’


Aghor Baba had been sitting cross-legged, swaying back and forth gently. He jerked to a stop. His half-closed eyes snapped open in an instant, and he looked sharply at Ganapati. ‘So that’s it,’ he thundered. ‘It’s greed that has brought you here. You’ve been following me around these last two days to learn how to turn dust into gold. You’re no prince, you bastard, you’re a beggar.’


Ganapati trembled at this violent admonition from a holy man. He threw himself at Aghor Baba’s feet. ‘Don’t be offended, Baba. I’m not greedy. I don’t have any material desires in this world, but this tantra of yours, these secret arts, they attract me like a magnet. They won’t let me be. That’s why I chase them. Whenever I hear of a holy man visiting Srirampur, I run to him. Forgive me, Baba, I’ve made a mistake.’


Ganapati had finished speaking, but he refused to let go of Aghor Baba’s feet. Aghor Baba gazed at him for a few minutes without withdrawing them. Then he said, ‘Do you think we can never be selfish just because we lead the lives of monks? I’ve worked so hard to learn these skills, it has taken me so many years – you think I’ll pass them on to you so easily? Yes, I’ll teach you; if you want to learn, I’ll teach you all of them. But for that you’ll have to travel with me, you’ll have to beg for your food as I do, you’ll have to sleep beneath trees. Nothing will come to you unless you suffer for it. And you cannot keep a new gift if you do not suffer for it. There’s no other way to realize its value.’
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