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The process of translating the literature of the Dalits, among India’s most oppressed classes, brings one face-to-face with the bitter realities of our society. With its caste-based divisions calculated to deny its poorer sections even their basic needs of food and shelter, while forcing them to toil in the fields and deal with chores deemed beneath the dignity of their supposed social superiors, generations of Dalit men, women and children had found themselves trapped in a perennial state of subjugation, enslaved by an exploitative social cycle of dire deprivation and demeaning labour.

The situation changed significantly with the advent of printing technology. Books became available to every Indian, irrespective of caste and creed. As a result, a number of important voices began to find a wider audience. While social reformers like Jyoti Ba Phule, Mahatma Gandhi and Dr B.R. Ambedkar brought to the fore the injustices inherent in a social order designed to perpetuate caste-based exploitation, the freedom movement, launched to liberate the country from its British colonial rulers, played a vital role in the social awakening of communities that had, so far, been denigrated as the lower classes. These simultaneous developments would go a long way in contributing to the creation of a specific literary genre that eventually came to be identified as Dalit literature – the literature of the oppressed.

Although no different in feel and intention from early Afro-American literature, Dalit literature suffered from one disadvantage – its language of communication, Hindi, confined it to a limited readership. Translating it into English to make it more widely accessible was, unfortunately, a painfully slow process, thereby compelling it to remain largely marginalized. Despite the odds, however, Dalit literature is slowly but surely beginning to claim a place for itself.

Thunderstorm, a translation of Dalit writer Ratan Kumar Sambharia’s short stories, is an effort in that direction. It aims to increase awareness among readers of the existence of a unique literature of protest. These intimate, touching and starkly honest tales of pain and deprivation are driven by centuries-old memories expressed in a pan-India and pan-world idiom. And although the universality of human experience that emerges through the narratives is underscored by justifiable anger and carries tragic overtones, they resonate, ultimately, with hope.

Sambharia is an established name in the world of regional literature. His work, published in leading Hindi magazines, also finds a place in representative collections of stories in Hindi about the marginalized sections of Indian society. What distinguishes his narratives is the gritty realism he brings to them and although his protagonists come from different regions, they speak the universal language of real people living in abject poverty, defined by a shared rural ethos and socio-historical experience. Their concerns revolve around issues of caste, land and livestock, on the one hand, and of self-respect and integrity, on the other. In that, his stories are as global as they are regional, their protagonists universal even in their individual identities, for they are representative of oppressed humanity anywhere in the world, serving as agents of change and sentinels of human dignity in their struggle for equality.

Sambharia’s use of language is as potent as the tales he narrates, his economy of expression evident in his preference for single words so rich with meaning that the need for complete sentences seems superfluous. His sensibilities are marked by regional and rural inflections that charge them with a kind of raw poetic power and such is the fluid ease of his narratives that one tends to overlook the painstaking care with which they have been crafted.

Sambharia is openly proud of the fact that he has lived the life he delineates in his stories. And rightly so, for the authenticity of his narratives owes as much to his ability to draw on elements from his personal experience as it does to his natural empathy for his fellow men. It is ultimately his gift for translating the personal into the universal that distinguishes him as a writer whose voice needs to be heard, for the truths he lays bare are relevant for us all.

In undertaking the translation of these stories, I discovered what a challenge it was to successfully convey in English the flavour of tales set in a milieu so alien to the Western world. While I did go ahead with certain decisions like using the original Hindi word as the most suitable one to denote items of clothing or articles of everyday use, there were many pauses too, as I sought to find the appropriate words to capture local colour, to suggest the nuances of a phrase peculiar to the local dialect. There were moments of frustration, when I allowed myself to be overcome by a sense of inadequacy in handling such a text. There were even occasions when I did not quite grasp the significance of a social custom or ritual until the writer himself elaborated on it and provided an explanation.

This translation is, therefore, the outcome of a collaborative effort. And while the endeavour has not been without its trying moments, there is nothing quite as fulfilling as reading, interpreting and feeling the strength of a genre that is at once rural, poetic and rich in emotive power.


Phulwa
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Since he’d come to the city, Rameshwar, the country bumpkin, had been thrown into confusion.

Back home, the moment clouds formed in the sky, the birds would turn to their nests for shelter, the koels started singing and the peacocks called. The birds began dry-bathing in the sand. Frogs croaked. Agitated, the parched crows cawed. People became rollercoasters, moving restlessly from place to place. The wood stored for chopping, the fuel, the washed garments, the khat-pidhi1 – all of which normally lay strewn about in the courtyard outside the house – were dragged inside. There was no space even to plant your foot.

But the city! The city was boxed in from all sides by houses. The people either stayed sequestered inside them or moved to their terraces to gaze at the clouds. Rameshwar spotted a newly-wed couple walking around on their terrace without a care, hand in hand. He gaped at them, his eyes starting out of his head. Not even the moon was allowed to witness lovers like this in the village. He was reminded of a saying: cities are big, yet remain small; despite being small, villages are big.

As Rameshwar looked at the sky, his heart grew restless. The monsoon wind had subsided. Wandering clouds had gathered in a dense mass, as though a black umbrella had been unfurled over the earth. It would rain. It was as natural for clouds to unburden their moisture as it was for youth to bloom.

Where would he find shelter? No tree seemed big enough to offer him respite from the rain. No house had a covered veranda where he could take refuge. Here, all things stayed secreted within, protected by gates. Just touch the gate and out would run a barking dog; only later would an actual person follow.

Back home, Rameshwar had been someone of consequence. He could have set fire to dry grass with a single exhalation of his breath. But after coming to the city, he had become anonymous, a nobody. The city viewed him as some kind of a joke, as if he was not Rameshwar but an alien.

In Rameshwar’s hand was a slip of paper. He had been scouring the lanes of the colony all afternoon. He had not yet been able to find Pandit Mataprasad’s house. Back home, the whole village revered Pandit Ji. Here he had become so insignificant, so puny that no one even knew of his existence. Enquire about him and they would ask you for the plot number. His residential address was the key to finding him. Nothing was going to happen without it.

The wretched incident that had gripped him by the throat, which had caused him to leave his village, now obsessed him. The single thing that had been gripping his throat tight was now throbbing high in his head. One had to become urbanized to thrive in the city. He sighed. The night will pass, he consoled himself.

Then he remembered: Phulwa, too, lived in this colony. Her son’s address lay somewhere in his pockets. He dug around and finally located the folded scrap deep in his pocket. In front of him, a young man was parking his scooter at a gate. Rameshwar advanced a couple of steps and wordlessly handed him the paper. The young man read it and solemnly scrutinized Rameshwar from head to toe, perhaps in an effort to assess him. Around forty-two or forty-three, he guessed. Of average build, brown complexion, overgrown pepper-salt beard and moustache, heavy gold earrings, a double-fold dhoti wrapped around his legs, a kurta, printed safa wrapped around his head, the ends trailing down his back.

Sensing Rameshwar’s anxiety, the young man asked, ‘Is it Mr Radhamohan’s house that you’re looking for?’

‘Yes, Babu Ji,’ he replied, his voice strained, sad, imploring. He shifted the bag clutched under his armpit to his hand.

‘Are you related to him?’

‘Not really. But I am from his village,’ Rameshwar intoned in a feeble voice.

The young man started his scooter and said, ‘He lives down the fourth lane. The clouds are gathering overhead. Why don’t you sit on the scooter? I will drop you off at his house.’

Rameshwar’s head spun. No one knew Pandit Ji. But everyone knew Phulwa’s son! The young man on the scooter dropped him off in front of an ornate and imposing mansion. Rameshwar was taken by surprise. Was this mansion Phulwa’s? He knocked nervously. An old woman sitting on the veranda came over. Her body was running to fat, but there was a glow on the fair, wrinkled face. She wore glasses and a pristine white saree. Covering her head with her saree, she opened the gate.

It was Phulwa. Neither she nor Rameshwar recognized each other. They both kept staring at each other blankly. Phulwa adjusted her spectacles on her nose, but her brain still did not register his identity.

Rameshwar narrowed his eyes. Recognition had finally dawned. ‘Phulwa?’

The voice alerted her. ‘Who, Rameshwar?’

‘Haan, Bhabi.’

Phulwa smote her forehead. ‘Oh god! You were so young when I left the village!’ she exclaimed. ‘How much you’ve changed in fifteen years! Do come in.’

Phulwa’s joy knew no bounds. The zamindar’s son was visiting her home! Her mind went back to the day that had been a day of unimaginable misfortune. Phulwa’s husband had been trying to restrain and tame an aggressive bullock that belonged to the zamindar. The rope had slipped from his hands momentarily and the bullock, sensing the slack, had gored him in the stomach with its horns. Phulwa’s husband had writhed in agony, flailing around, bleeding to death. Phulwa had become a widow. Their son Radhamohan had been about ten years old then. Phulwa had inherited her husband’s legacy of serfdom and debt, just as moneylenders inherit the business from their forefathers and landowners inherit land. There were two mouths to feed now. She began cutting the grass, filling water and feeding the cattle at the zamindar’s house.

A cane table and some chairs stood on the veranda outside. Phulwa sat down on a cane chair and pointed to another. ‘Do please sit, Rameshwar Ji,’ she said.

Rameshwar sat down. Two long-haired dogs came out and sniffed around him, yipping and growling at his feet. A bundle of nerves, Rameshwar curled in his toes.

Phulwa shouted at the dogs: ‘Pumpi, Meenu, go inside! This is Rameshwar Ji. He is the landowner from our village! He is our guest!’

Both the dogs immediately retreated, retiring inside like two well-mannered children.

Rameshwar’s suspicions were confirmed: Phulwa is not a tenant of the house; she is the owner! Pride in his superior caste overwhelmed him and he began to burn with envy.

Phulwa glanced at Rameshwar and got up. She pushed open the netted door of a room and led him inside. The house was huge, a veritable mansion, with nearly a dozen well-kept rooms. The walls had been distempered. The floors were of marble. Rameshwar was bedazzled. Despite all her scrubbing, his wife couldn’t make his bronze vessels shine like this.

Phulwa’s family consisted of five members: Phulwa, her son, her daughter-in-law, a grandson and a granddaughter.

Phulwa’s wings were spread wide with happiness. She was virtually soaring in the air. She was going to show Rameshwar each and every thing in the house. Such things as would not be there, perhaps, even in the homes of landowners and moneylenders.

She took him into the lounge. An ostentatious dining table set stood imposingly in the middle of a large room. Rameshwar leaned over to admire the white Sunmica-topped table. Another Rameshwar inside the table shone out at him, as in a reflecting mirror.

Phulwa’s gold-framed glasses were loose for her. They kept slipping off her nose. She set them right and said, ‘Rameshwar Ji, we all eat our meals here. Guests also eat here. Today you too will be dining with us.’

It was as if someone had jabbed him with a needle. At home, they simply spread a chatai on the floor for guests.

Phulwa’s excitement was rising like water at high tide. She opened the fridge with a flourish. It was stocked to bursting point with cold-water bottles, cold drinks, mangoes, apples and oranges. The squares of the ice trays were frozen with ice cubes.

Phulwa took out an ice tray and said, ‘These cubes are filled with water. It turns into ice. Sometimes, we freeze kulfi in this tray too.’

A food processor lay on top of a sideboard. As Rameshwar’s curious eyes fell on it, Phulwa explained: ‘This is a mixie, Rameshwar Ji. We use it to extract the juice of mangoes, oranges, grapes, carrots and tomatoes. Even churma2 becomes as finely powdered as surma3 in this.’

She then led him into the kitchen. The marble-tiled kitchen was replete with expensive pots and pans. Rameshwar’s eyes glazed over in awe. There was cooking gas! Phulwa lit the stove with a practised flick of the lighter. Rameshwar’s mouth was agape, like the opening of a weaver bird’s nest. Back home, his wife’s eyes would sting with tears every time she tried to light the earthen hearth. Phulwa’s ‘hearth’ lit in the blink of an eye. Phulwa switched off the gas. There was a water tap. She turned on the tap and water gushed forth. ‘We have round-the-clock water supply in our house,’ Phulwa informed him.

Rameshwar’s mind went back to another incident that had occurred some sixteen years ago. The community that Phulwa belonged to was forbidden to use the landowners’ well. She had to fetch water from a well half a mile away from where she lived.

That particular day, Rameshwar had been bathing at the nearby well. Phulwa, who was in a tearing hurry, had come with her pitcher and called to him from the periphery of the well. She had pressed her palms together in a gesture of entreaty and begged again and again, ‘I have to go to the village today. Please, Rameshwar Ji! Just pour two buckets of water into my pitcher.’

He had been beside himself with anger, outraged at her audacious use of his name. Imagine her, of all people, addressing him as ‘Rameshwar’! He’d leaned forward and spat into her pitcher. Phulwa had flung the earthen pitcher right there and run home in tears.

The corners of Phulwa’s eyes filled with tears as she, too, vividly remembered the incident. It was as if two hands had simultaneously gone into Time’s earthen pot. But Time is a wizard. Rameshwar was still drawing water from the same well, while Phulwa’s kitchen had a water tap in it!

Rameshwar followed Phulwa to a room where her granddaughter was studying. The girl sported a short hairstyle. Staring at the pretty skirt-and-blouse-clad sixteen-year-old, Rameshwar was at a loss for words. There was no one comparable to her in his village. The girl seemed to be picking up height – she is so beautiful! The girl looked up, went through the formality of greeting Rameshwar and then returned to her books. He was angered that she had not even risen to her feet in a show of respect when she saw him. In the next room, Phulwa’s grandson was busy studying too. When he saw a stranger with his granny, he greeted him perfunctorily and then turned his back on them.

Phulwa finally took Rameshwar to her own room. It was a spacious room with two beds, two fans and an air cooler. She switched on the cooler and then abruptly turned it off. ‘I seldom use it,’ she explained. ‘It makes me feel sweaty.’

Rameshwar was boiling with rage. He wanted to scratch her eyes out. How she was showing off – this two-bit woman! In the village, she had slept out among the shrubs in an open field; and today, it seemed that the cooler made her feel sweaty! He almost jumped when Phulwa touched his arm lightly. She led him into the guest room.

The grandeur of the room set every pore of his skin on fire. What a room it was – practically a hall! There were two beautifully inviting beds, so grand that a mere touch could soil them. A colour TV sat in one corner. In the other stood a study table and a couple of chairs. There was an attached bathroom too.

‘You will sleep here tonight. This is a colour TV, Rameshwar Ji. Use it if you like,’ Phulwa said magnanimously.

Phulwa’s mansion had many expensive and unique things. She decided she would not show them all to him today. She would make him stay a day or two. She would take him around the city in the car. Now she was approaching the stairs. She said, ‘Come Rameshwar Ji, I’ll show you the terrace.’

She climbed the stairs, taking one step after another, almost forgetting that she was old and that her calves ached if she walked too much. The four-hundred-square-yard house had a terrace that was just as vast. Rameshwar blinked. It was not a terrace – it was a maidan. It was as big as the courtyard of his own house. He smacked his forehead as he remembered something from the past. It was all a game of fate, he told himself. Once, during the monsoon, a gusty wind had blown off Phulwa’s thatched roof. He had sanctioned her only fifty bundles of thatch to fix it.

Phulwa now came to the drawing room. She did not know the name for it, so she called it the baithak, as they did back in the village. In the village, the baithak was used only for visitors. This drawing room had a sofa set and a granite-topped centre table. A phone was sitting on a stool. The walls were adorned with wooden artefacts and paintings. Three glittering glass-fronted cabinets were filled with eye-catching figurines. A velvety carpet was spread on the floor.

Phulwa said, ‘This is my baithak. Sit, Rameshwar Ji.’ She pointed to the sofa.

When Rameshwar sat down, he sank six inches into the sofa’s softness.

Observing him now, Phulwa was reminded of her past. The old Phulwa had been scorched by misfortune. Today, she was flush with creature comforts. Her kuchcha cottage, standing on a barren stretch of land, had lacked any cover; it had been open to the elements. The hot sun glared down into her home the whole day. The rains drenched everything both outside and inside and her hands would grow bone-weary baling out the water. When winter came, the freezing cold would settle deep into her home. Phulwa pushed her spectacles back and looked around the baithak. Her self-gratification was reflected in her eyes. She rubbed her eyes with her fingers as she asked, ‘How many children do you have, Rameshwar Ji?’

‘Three daughters and two sons. Now the older son has a son too, Phulwa,’ said Rameshwar.

Phulwa decided she would put some toys in Rameshwar’s bag before he left for the village in a day or two. They had toys that moved when you wound them; they made all sorts of sounds too, when the batteries were put in. She imagined the sensation they would create back in the village. Everyone would come running to see them. ‘Phulwa has sent them! Such amazing running, moving, talking toys!’ they would marvel. She remembered they had an old pram lying somewhere in the junk. She would give it to Rameshwar. His grandson could use it.

Seated on the sofa, Rameshwar kept fidgeting restlessly, as if something were burning under him. Gesturing towards his dry mouth, he pulled out a bidi packet and a matchbox from his pocket. He lit a bidi and tossed the matchstick carelessly on to the carpet. Then he finished smoking the bidi and stubbed it out on the carpet with his foot. He knew the stub had to be put in the ashtray lying on the table, but envy had got the better of him.

‘Rameshwar Ji, that bidi was lit,’ Phulwa told him. ‘It could have damaged the carpet, you know.’

Rameshwar wobbled his head, contradicting her. ‘No, Phulwa Bhabi, I crushed it with my shoe,’ he said.

‘It isn’t a nice thing to do,’ she admonished him, picking up the stub and putting it in the ashtray.

‘Kunwar!’ she called out.

At once, a dark-skinned, shapely woman of about twenty-five came and stood by her. Her face was lightly pitted with smallpox scars; yet it was as clean as running water. She wore a red saree with green polka dots and she drew the pallu over her forehead when she saw Rameshwar.

‘Kunwar, bring two coffees for us. Also, barfi, savouries and gum sweetmeats,’ Phulwa told her

Kunwar went back inside. Rameshwar took off his safa and started scratching his scalp. Dandruff began to fly and scatter, as his head had not been washed in days. He put the safa back on his head. He was becoming grimmer by the minute – all the way to the soles of his feet. Phulwa had proved to be clever. She had suffered untold hardship; yet she had made sure that her son Radhamohan completed his education; because if she had not, his hands would still have been wielding the plough.

Phulwa picked up the phone and dialled a number. ‘Hello?’ she said. ‘Who am I speaking to? Radhamohan beta?’

‘Yes, mother.’

Getting an affirmative response, she said, ‘Son, come home early today, will you? Rameshwar Ji is here.’ She replaced the receiver.

Rameshwar’s eyebrows shot up. So Phulwa has become smart enough to use the phone!

Kunwar had already brought in two glasses of water on a tray. Now she returned with coffee, sweets, savouries and gum sweetmeats. She stood there and waited for further orders from Phulwa, before withdrawing from the room.

Rameshwar turned to Phulwa. ‘So she is your daughter-in-law, is she?’

‘No, she is not. She is our maid. Her name is Kunwar. We have never ever enquired about the poor woman’s caste. She says she is a Rajput. Our village has thirty-six variations of caste. In the city, however, there are only two castes – the rich and the poor. One day, I found her at our gate, weeping. When I approached her, she fell at my feet. “Amma Ji,” she sobbed, “I am an unfortunate wretch. I don’t want to beg for a living. Please employ me as a maidservant.”’

Phulwa removed her glasses as she continued: ‘Rameshwar Ji, I was moved to tears. And I kept her on. She has a five-year-old son too. He is not well today. Must be sleeping somewhere inside.’

Phulwa cleared her throat as she said, ‘Men can be so heartless, Rameshwar Ji. Kunwar is illiterate. When her educated husband became an officer, he abandoned her. He married an educated girl. Poor Kunwar! She neither understands courts nor officialdom.’ Phulwa sighed. ‘There’s no denying a woman her undying hope, though… Kunwar never fails to fill the parting in her hair with vermilion like a wife would – and weeps every day. In fact, I look upon her now as my own daughter.’

Rameshwar felt himself sinking deeper into a mire of shame and outrage; a woman from such a high caste working as a servant for a low-caste nonentity like Phulwa! Imagine serving in Phulwa’s house – Phulwa, who had once led such a wretched life herself! Soon, he pushed away the stone of resentment crushing his chest. One becomes helpless when times are hard, he told himself with resignation. Even King Harishchandra had once had to work as a water bearer at the home of a person of low caste.

Coffee, savouries, sweets and laddoos were placed in front of Rameshwar. He was tempted. Go on, eat! Polish it off! How do petty things like caste and rank matter? But his religious beliefs stood in the way.

He sighed a couple of times and asked, ‘Phulwa, isn’t Pandit Mataprasad’s mansion somewhere close by?’

‘Yes, his house is just a lane or two away. Please do eat something.’

Rameshwar found an excuse to abstain: ‘You have no idea, Bhabi, what I’m going through! Only yesterday I got a tooth extracted. I am in agony.’

‘I have called my son. He will be here any moment. Meet him before you leave. He is a big officer. If you need to get any work done, don’t hesitate to ask for his help.’

Rameshwar felt as if he had been slapped. Once upon a time, this very Phulwa had been so humble-faced, begging them for things. Today, it seemed, he needed a recommendation from her son to get his son a job. Rameshwar Singh would rather drown in his own spit

When Rameshwar began fidgeting in his seat again, Phulwa called Kunwar.

She came running. ‘You called, Amma Ji?’

‘Send in my daughter-in-law. She should meet Rameshwar Ji.’

Santi was fair and slim. The pink salwar kameez she wore flattered her. She wore bangles on her wrists, gold tops in her ears and an auspicious string of gold around her neck. Her hair was neatly pulled back with gold pins. She must have been in her mid-thirties, but looked much younger.

Phulwa did the introductions. ‘Daughter, this is Rameshwar Ji, the landowner of our village.’

Santi greeted Rameshwar and sat with them for a while. When she left, Rameshwar ground his teeth, his eyes bloodshot with rage. He had presumed Phulwa’s daughter-in-law would appear covered in a metre-long veil and touch his feet. But she had behaved with an easy familiarity, as if she had known him for ages! No show of respect or deference at all! Had she behaved like this in our village, I would have yanked her down by her hair and…

Phulwa guessed what he was thinking. ‘Rameshwar Ji,’ she said, ‘she is an educated city lady. She does not understand things like purdah.’ She laughed a little. ‘She is lucky. As soon as she was married to Radhamohan, she accompanied him to the city. She has not even seen your mansion.’

Rameshwar got up abruptly. ‘Phulwa,’ he said, ‘tell me Pandit Ji’s plot number. I will find his place on my own.’

Phulwa took out a folding umbrella from the almirah. She clutched the umbrella under her arm and said, ‘No Rameshwar Ji, that would be not appropriate. I will take you there myself.’

They had barely walked a dozen steps from the gate when a car with a red light atop it and a flag fluttering from its bonnet stopped in front of the house. Phulwa paused. Radhamohan was getting out of the car.

Phulwa said to Rameshwar, ‘Let us go back home. My son is here. Meet him first.’

Without breaking his stride, Rameshwar said, ‘Phulwa, those clouds are telling us it is going to rain. Do hurry, will you?’

No, it was not as if she was still intimidated by him or labouring under a debt of gratitude for all he had done for her. She had an innate sense of hospitality and for her, kindness and consideration were synonymous with godliness. Of course now she also had the golden opportunity to show off her position. Phulwa suppressed the anger that threatened to boil over.

They reached Pandit Mataprasad’s house. Two charcoal drums served as a makeshift gate. The gate was just a barrier. The latrine and the bathroom were right next to it. A gunnysack hung on the door of the latrine. The bathroom had a mud floor. There were just two rooms. Close by stood a garage. The kitchen, set up in the passageway, was equipped with a few odd utensils. Crouched over a gas stove, Pandit Mataprasad’s granddaughter was making rotis.

Rameshwar’s eyes, which had narrowed with hatred and envy when he saw Phulwa’s mansion, widened in surprise and sorrow at seeing Pandit Ji’s house. His surprise was tinged with feelings of regret and embarrassment.

Pandit Mataprasad’s widow Parti and Phulwa may have maintained a distance in the village and even avoided touching each other because they belonged to different castes, but here they were bosom buddies. Phulwa walked in confidently as if it were her own home. She led Rameshwar into a room that had a pair of bare beds devoid of any bedding, a couple of chairs and a stool. Phulwa sat down on the bed and indicated the chair to Rameshwar.

‘Sit, Rameshwar Ji,’ she told him.

Parti and her daughter-in-law were out. They returned shortly. When Pandit Ji’s widow heard a man cough, she walked in to meet the visitors, while her daughter-in-law and granddaughter retreated to the other room.

Rameshwar stared at her. Her curly, light brown hair had turned a dirty grey. Even her eyelashes were flecked with grey. Clad in a white blouse and a white saree, she looked like a lifeless white mannequin. Rameshwar got up and touched her feet. Pandit Ji’s widow did not recognize him. Rameshwar stood and pressed his palms together in respectful greeting. ‘Grandma, it is I, Rameshwar. Your grandson,’ he said.

‘Hain?’ She blinked at him through her glasses.

‘You haven’t recognized me? Landowner Balkar Singh’s son, Rameshwar.’

The lady expelled a laboured sigh. ‘Oh, that Rameshwar.’

She was meeting him after more than a decade. Seeing Rameshwar made her uneasy, but she was ecstatic at having Phulwa in her home. Phulwa had come to see her after an entire week.

Phulwa moved to the foot of the bed so that the other woman could sit down. The Pandit’s widow pulled her back to the head of the bed. She had always addressed her as ‘Phulwanti’, not ‘Phulwa’. Mock-scolding her, she now said, ‘Look, Phulwanti, you had said one day that you were a year older than me. If you really are my senior, why would you insist on sitting at the foot of the bed and make me add to my burden of sins?’

Rameshwar took off his turban, scratched his head and replaced it. He felt like a piece of straw caught in a whirlpool. Pandit Ji’s widow was sitting at the foot of the bed, Phulwa at the head. It was as if the bricks meant exclusively for the threshold of a home, which none but a chosen few were allowed to cross, had been used to pave the courtyard where just about anyone was allowed access. Swaying between involvement and aloofness, Rameshwar’s feelings of envy and malice throbbed like pain from accumulated pus in a boil that had yet to be drained.

Parti’s granddaughter brought in three cups of tea. After setting the tray on the stool, she went away. Faint with hunger, Rameshwar picked up a cup and gulped down its contents. Phulwa picked up her cup and poured half her tea into Parti’s cup, explaining, ‘I end up drinking over ten cups a day.’ The women laughed and nudged each other and began gossiping. Rameshwar sat, chin in hand, and watched them talk; it was like observing two children at play.

Finally, Phulwa set down her cup and picked up her umbrella. She said to Rameshwar, ‘Rameshwar Ji, do come to our house in the morning. By then, your toothache, too, should have subsided. I will ask Kunwar to make halwa in pure ghee for you.’

Parti patted the bed, asking Phulwa to stay a while, but she smiled and shook her head. ‘Parti, do ask your granddaughter to see me off,’ she requested.

After Phulwa had left, Rameshwar pulled his chair close to where Pandit Ji’s widow sat. In a voice full of hope and trust, he said, ‘Granny, what has the village got to offer you? You are happy here.’

‘Yes, I am fine here.’

‘Granny, I don’t see Grandfather,’ he went on.

‘He left for his heavenly abode two years ago.’ The widow’s eyes filled with tears.

Both of them stared at the ground with downcast eyes, as if drowning in grief.

Then the widow wiped her tears and asked, ‘Have you come on an errand?’

Rameshwar stretched out his hands to massage the lady’s feet in a show of ingratiating deference, but she drew them back and out of his reach.

Unnerved, he said, ‘Granny, my son Deep Singh finished his matriculation about five years ago. Since then, he has been roaming around aimlessly, idling away his time.’ He paused and continued, ‘Granny, my father owned a hundred bighas4 of land. After his death, it was distributed among us five brothers – twenty bighas to each. I’m not a landowner any more. So I’m asking you to find a job for Deep Singh.’

Pandit Ji’s widow took off her glasses and stared at him. ‘Have you been to Phulwanti’s house?’ she asked.

Rameshwar swallowed dryly. ‘Even if Phulwa turns into gold, her caste will remain the same. I did not even drink water at her place. I would rather die than betray my principles.’

The lady chastised him: ‘You have remained a frog in the well, Rameshwaria! Now it is the era of position and influence, not of caste. Phulwanti’s Radhamohan is no petty officer. He is the Superintendant of Police. Tell you what – just go and fall at Memsahib’s feet and don’t let go till she says “Yes”.’ She heaved a sigh. ‘I touch her feet all the time in gratitude. She has given my son a second lease of life.’

Rameshwar felt as if someone had thrown acid on him. To touch the feet of the very same woman he had planned to disrobe and humiliate like Draupadi had been? The words had been uttered by the Pandit’s widow herself; had it been anyone else, he would have wrung the person’s neck.

Parti’s granddaughter served dinner. Rameshwar’s mood had been ruined by what the widow had said to him and he could barely eat the potato sabzi and buttered rotis.

Meanwhile, Parti had other worries. Her son was away on a tour. There were only two rooms with an open gate in between. Sure, the gate had a curtain, but it was nothing but a symbolic partition. It did not offer protection in any real sense. She had her daughter-in-law and young granddaughters living with her. She remembered what they said in the village: A landlord and an animal can never be trusted – no one can foretell when they might change their intentions.

She got up, put on her spectacles and said, ‘Rameshwar, you must be exhausted by now. Your bed is ready. Come with me.’

When Rameshwar saw his sleeping arrangments, his entire being was ablaze with anger. These were the same beddings that lay at Phulwa’s place. Rameshwar exhaled a breath soaked in desperation. A cow, buffalo or goat from a lower community becomes Brahmin when it enters a Brahmin’s household. Just spend the night Rameshwar, he told to himself.

A goat stood in a corner. A dog was tied to the gate. The Pandit’s widow secured the knot on the dog’s leash. ‘Rameshwar,’ she said, ‘the dog is not well; it is bound to cough occasionally. Just lock the door and go to sleep.’

The garage stank of goat piss and droppings. The ailing dog’s coughing was relentless. Rameshwar closed his eyes, turned and tossed, but sleep lay miles away.

Suddenly, the dog’s spasmodic retching worsened and it started to throw up. Rameshwar’s nostrils recoiled in disgust at the smell. Vomit rushed up his throat. He sat up on his bed, switched on the light and looked at his watch. It was a quarter to twelve. Picking up his bag, he walked out.

Just then, lightning lit up the sky and fat drops began to spatter. As if of their own accord, his feet turned towards Phulwa’s mansion.
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