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Translator’s Foreword

Tais novel which in the original Bengali is known as
Chokher Bali (lit. Eyesore) was first published in 1902. It
is the first modern novel in Bengali and, one might say, in
Indian literature—which is not to say that no novels were
written in Bengali or other Indian languages before it. The
credit of being the first great novelist in modern Indian
literature must belong to Tagore’s predecessor, Bankim
Chandra Chatterjee, whose novels laid the foundation of
this form of literature in modern India. Tagore himself
had written two earlier novels in the ‘eighties of the last
century in which Bankim’s influence is clearly discernible.
But these novels, whether Tagore’s or Bankim’s, can hardly
be called modern in any true sense of the word. They
are historical romances or social melodramas or a mixture
of both, and while they can be still read with delight, they
have little to do with life as commonly lived in
contemporary India.

Though primarily a poet, it was Rabindranath Tagore
who paved the way for the truly modern novel in India,
whether realistic or psychological or concerned with social
problems. And he began it with Chokher Bali..

The story is simple and is simply told. It centres
round the problem of human relationship and tells of what
happens behind the staid facade of a well-to-do, middle
class Bengali home of the period, where a widowed mother
lives with her only son on whom she dotes. One would
imagine that nothing much ever happens in a home like
that, and in fact nothing happens that may not happen in
any Indian home. And yet passions, heroic and savage,
are roused within hearts seemingly lowly and battles rage
until the home is nearly burnt down without flame or
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smoke being visible to the outside eye.

There are only six characters in the novel-the fond
mother devoted and jealous, the pampered son vain and
self-centred, the simple untutored wife whom intense suf-
fering alone could turn into a woman, the pious aunt who
finds refuge in religion, the loyal friend so virtuous and
noble that he seems somewhat of a prig, and the beautiful
and vivacious widow who gives the name to the book. Of
all women characters created by Tagore in his many novels,
Binodini is the most real, convincing and full-blooded. In
her frustrations and suffering is summed up the author’s
ironic acceptance of the orthodox Hindu society of the day.

A beautiful, talented and well-educated girl cannot
get a husband because the parents have spent what little
they had on her education and could not save enough for
the' dowry. In panic—since an unmarried girl over twelve
years of age is a social disgrace to a respectable Hindu
family of the day—she is married off to a poor and sickly
nobody who dies soon after, leaving her stranded in an
unsympathetic village. Conscious of her beauty and wit she
rebels against the unjust privations of a bleak and humiliated
existence to which as a widow she is condemmed for life
and asserts her right to love and happiness. She burns her
fingers and nearly burns up a home. If in the end she retires
from the contest it is not because she is crushed but because
she disdains a victory achieved at too sordid a cost. Her
tragedy is a lasting shame to the Hindu conscience.

Tagore wrote several other novels some of which are
better known than Chokher Bali and as literary masterpieces
far surpass it. In them his poetic imagination, the range and
play of his intellect, his intuitive understanding of human
nature and his inimitable flair for style found more mature
scope. But in no other novel of his—the short stories excep-
ted—is he a better storyteller. In no other novel has he
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watched the human drama with such gentle and calm irony,
without the intrusion of poetic rhapsodies or intellectual
dissertations. In no other novel has he accepted the kinship
between love and sex with such frank sympathy — the
white lotus of love rooted in the slime of desire.

Needless to say, much of the literary flavour of the
original is lost in the translation. As Tagore himself once
put it, whatever else a translation may retain, the vitamins
are inevitably destroyed in the process. This is all the more
so in the case of a novel which is concerned with intimate
domestic relations in a typical Hindu family with its com-
plicated pattern of values and sentiments utterly alien to
the idiom of the English tongue. Between the two alter-
natives of taking liberties with the original in order to make
the reading smooth for the reader and of rendering it faith-
fully, even at the risk of some obscurity and of inviting the
charge that the translation is in places un-English, the
translator has chosen the latter, in the hope that the intelli-
gent reader would prefer grappling with the authentic to
being entertained by the spurious.

The translator’s liberty in changing the title of the book
may be excused if it is recalled that in the first synopsis of
the story jotted down by the author in his noté-book the
title originally conceived and given by him was ‘Binodini.’

The translator records his gratitude to Mr. Norman
Williams of the British Council for going through the
manuscript and for his many valuable suggestions.



Main Characters in the Book

Rajaksumr : A rich widow who dotes on her only son,
Mahendra, and succeeds in spoiling him.

AnNAPURNA  : Rajlakshmi’s widowed sister-in-law and
Mahendra’s aunt on father’s side who lives
in the same house on sufferance. A good

and pious lady.

MauENDRA  : Spoiled darling of a foolish mother. Main
character in the novel, although anything
but heroic.

Briiar: : Mahendra’s friend from childhood. A true

friend, able, honest and generous, but like
most good people a bit too self-righteous.

ASHA : Annapurna’s niece, later married to Mahen-
dra. TIlliterate and inexperienced, she is ill-
equipped for the conflicts of a society in
transition. Her utter innocence and sweet-
ness of disposition are at once her asset and
her handicap.

Binopint : A young and attractive widow who rebels
against the social injustice which deprives
her of her woman’s right to love and happi-
ness. More sinned against than sinning, she
is the real heroine of the story and one of
the most authentic characters in Tagore’s
fiction.
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Binodini

BINODINT'S MOTHER HARIMATI IMPORTUNED MAHENDRA’S
mother Rajlakshmi for her son’s hand. The two ladies
had been brought up in the same village and had played
together as children. Rajlakshmi pleaded with Mahendra.

“Mahin, my son, we must come to the rescue of the
poor woman. I hear the girl is very pretty and was tutored
by an English lady. She’s just what you modem young
people look for in a bride.”

“But, mother, there are lots of modern young men
besides myself.”

“That’s the trouble with you, Mahin. You won't even
listen to a proposal.”

“No great crime, mother. There are plenty of subjects
left to talk about.”

Having lost his father in infancy, Mahendra’s ways
with his mother were not what one would expect in a
young man of twenty-two who had taken his w.A. degree
and was now studving medicine. ‘\He was petulant and
wayward and had constantly to be humoured and fussed
over by his mother. Eating or resting, at work or at lei-
sure, he needed his mother to hover round him. Like a kan-
garoo cub he continued to nestle in the maternal pouch
long after he had been released from the womb. .

This time when Rajlakshmi pressed him hard, Mahen-
dra at last relented. J
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“Let’s have a look at the girl,” he said. But on the day
fixed for the visit, he suddenly declared, “What’s the use
of my seeing her? Since I must marry to please you, why
this farce of looking before the leap?”

There was a touch of resentment in the words, but
the mother hardly took note of it, knowing that the resent-
ment would turn into tenderness when he saw the bride
for the first time on the wedding day. He would then
wholeheartedly endorse the mother’s choice.

And so with a light heart she fixed the wedding day-
But as the day drew nearer, Mahendra became more ner-
vous. Two or three days before the wedding he flatly an-
nounced, “No, mother, I can’t go through with it.”

Born with a silver spoon in his mouth and pampered
since childhood, Mahendra was used to having his own
way. The idea that he was being hustled to the altar to
suit someone else’s wish had worked on his mind till it had
become insufferable.

Mahendra’s best friend was Bihari. He addressed
Mahendra as Dada or elder brother and Rajlakshmi as
mother. The mother looked upon him as a necessary and
serviceable adjunct to her son, a sort of barge towed by
her son’s steamboat, and was accordingly and in a way
fond of him. In her predicament she went to him and said,
“My son, you must now marry the girl or else the poor
i A

“Please, forgive me,” interrupted Bihari with folded
hands, “this is more than I can do. T have often let you
feed me with sweets which Mahendra did not care to
touch, but while I don’t mind being a dumping ground for
left-over sweetmeats, where a girl is concerned. .. .no, it’s
too much.”

Rajlakshmi was amused. She believed that Bihari was
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reluctant to marry because his world was centred in Mahen-
dra and had no room in it for a bride. Flattered by such
devotion, her affection for Bihari, largely compounded of
pity, increased.

Though Binodini’s father was not a rich man he did
not stint where the education of his only daughter was
concerned and had engaged a missionary lady as a private
tutor. That his daughter was growing past the prescribed
age of marriage seemed to have escaped him altogether.
When he died, his widow was left with a grown-up
daughter and hardly any money for dowry. The widowed
mother was beside herself, frantically looking for a bride-
groom. At length Rajlakshmi succeeded in getting Bino-
dini married to a distant cousin of hers in her native vil-
lage, Barashat. Soon after, the girl became a widow.
Mahendra laughed. “Lucky I was not the bridegroom.
With my wife a widow, where should I be?”

=

THREE years passed. One day the mother and son resumed
the old topic.

“I am being unnecessarily maligned, my son,” com-
plained Rajlakshmi.
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“Why, mother, what havoc have you caused?”

“They say I am deliberately not letting you marry—
lest I lose you to the bride.”

“A very legitimate fear,” said Mahendra. “Were I a
mother, I should never take the risk, let people say what
they will.”

Rajlakshmi laughed. “What a thing to say!”

“The bride will monopolise the son,” went on Mahen-
dra. “Then what’s to become of the dear, devoted mother?
You may not mind it, but I —I hate the prospect.”

Rajlakshmi was inwardly thrilled. Addressing her
widowed sister-in-law who had just entered, she said: “Did
you hear, Mejo-bou', what Mahin said? He won’t marry
for fear I be ousted by the bride. Have you ever heard
a thing so absurd?”

“That’s too bad, my boy,” replied Mahendra’s aunt
turning to him. “What is attractive at one age is ludicrous
at another. It’s time you let go your mother’s apron and set
up a home of your own. It’s shameful to see you behave
like a little boy.”

Rajlakshmi was not pleased at these words and what
she said by way of retort was also more plain than pleasant.
“If my son,” she said, “loves his mother more than sons
normally do, why need it seem shameful to you? Had you
a son of your own, vou would know what it means.”

She is jealous of my good fortune, this widow with
no child of her own, thought Rajlakshmi.

“It’s you, sister, who broached the subject of a bride
in the house,” replied the sister-in-law, “otherwise what
business have I?” _ A

“If my son does not want a bride, what is it to you

! Lit. Second sister-in-law. In Bengal members of a family
are addressed by terms denoting the exact relationship.
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that you resent it so? If I could bring up my son all these
years, I can still look after him — by myself. I need no
one’s help!” :

Tears in her eyes, the sister-in-law hurried away with-
out another word.

The scene pained Mahendra and weighed on his
mind. Returning early from college he went straight to his
aunt’s room. He knew well enough that what his aunt
had said had no other motive save her affectionate con-
cern for him. He also knew that she had a young niece,
her deceased sister’s daughter, an orphan, whom she would
like him to marry, so that she might have the orphaned
niece near her and see her happy. This sentiment of his
aunt’s seemed to him natural and very touching, despite
his personal aversion to marriage.

There was not much of daylight left when Mahendra
entered the room. His aunt Annapurna was sitting by the
window, her head resting against the bars, her face drawn
and pale. In the adjoining room lay her covered plate
of rice, still untouched.

Mahendra was always easily moved to tears. At the
sight of his aunt’s face they welled up to his eyes. Coming
closer he called affectionately, “Kakima!'” :

Forcing a wan smile, Annapurna murmured, “Come
and sit down, Mahin.”

“I'm very hungry,” said Mahendra. “Wont you let
me have some prasad?”?

Annapurna understood Mahendra’s trick and forcing
back her tears partook of her meal and helped Mahendra

1 Auntie.

2 Food consecrated by being first offered to or tasted by a
deity or a holy person. In this case it.means that Annapurna
herself must first eat before Mahendra could partake of it.
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to some. By the time the meal was over Mahendra was so
overcome with sentiment that wishing to please auntie he
blurted out in a fit of effusion, “Kaki, will you not let me
see your niece—of whom you have talked so often?”

No sooner had he uttered the words than his heart
sank with fright. Annapurna smiled.

“Why, Mahin!.... are you planning marriage?”

“No, no,” hurriedly explained Mahendra. “It's not of
me I am thinking but of Bihari. So why not fix a date?”

“Bihari!” murmured Annapurna pensively. “Could the
girl be so lucky as to have a husband like Bihari!”

Coming out of the aunt’s room, Mahendra found his
mother at the door.

“Is that you, Mahendra?” she asked. “What were you
two discussing?”

- “Nothing particular,” replied Mahendra. “I went in
for a pan.*”

“But your pans are ready in my room.”

Without replying Mahendra hurried away. Rajlakshmi
entered the room and seeing Annapurna’s eyes swollen with
tears put two and two together. “Well, dear sister-in-law,”
she hissed, “so you have taken to pestering the boy.” Saying
which she swept out of the room, not deigning to wait for

a reply.

1 Betel nut and spices wrapped in a betel leaf, which
Indians love to chew, specially after meals.
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Manenpra had almost forgotten about the date. Anna-
purna had not. She wrote to the uncle who was her niece’s
guardian and fixed a date for the young men to see the
girl.

“Why this undue haste, Kaki?™” Mahendra protested
when he heard of it, “I haven’t yet spoken to Bihari.”

“It can’t be helped now,” replied Annapurna. “What
will they think of us if you fail to go to see the girl?”

Mahendra sent for Bihari and told him everything.
“In any case let us see the girl,” he added. “If you don't
like her, no one can force her on you.”

“TI don’t know about that,” replied Bihari. “I wouldn’t
have the heart to say that Kaki’s niece was not good enough
for me.”

“Excellent sentiment,” said Mahendra.

“But it was wrong of you, Mahinda,’” went on Bihari,
“to foist obligations on others, evading yours. It is now
very difficult for me. How can I hurt Kaki’s feelings?”

Mahendra was embarrassed. “What then do you pro-
pose doing?” he asked coldly.

“Since you have assured her on my behalf, T shall
marry the girl. No need of this farce of going to see her.”

Bihari was devoted to Annapurna; his regard for her
almost amounted to veneration. When Ammapurna heard
what Bihari had said, she sent for him and pleaded: “How
can that be, my son? I can’t let you marry a girl whom

1 da short for dada, elder brother. The suffix is also added
to the name when addressing familiarly a friend senior in age.
Feminine, di for didi.
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you have not seen. And if having seen her you do not like
her, I swear you shall not consent to such marriage.”

On the day appointed for the visit, Mahendra as soon
as he was back from college asked his mother for his silk
kurta and his fine Dacca muslin dhoti.

“Why, where are you off to?” asked the mother.

“T'll tell you later,” said Mahendra. “Please let me have
them now.”

Mahendra could not resist the temptation to put on
his best — the youthful instinct to show off even when the
girl to be seen was not for him.

The two friends set off on their mission. The girl’s
uncle, Anukul Babu of Shyambazar, lived in a three-storey-
ed house that towered over the neighbourhood. After the
death of his poverty-stricken brother, he had taken charge
of the orphaned daughter. Annapurna had offered to keep
the girl with herself, but though the offer was convenient
to his purse, it did not suit his dignity. In fact so keen
was his sense of social prestige that he did not once allow
the girl to visit the aunt’s house. The girl grew up to a
marriageable age, but unfortunately the old Sanskrit adage,
that the fruit of success depends on faith and earnestness,
no longer works where the marriage of girls is concerned.
Along with faith and earnestness not a little money is
required. And whenever the question arose of providing
a dowry for her, Anukul declared that he had daughters
enough of his own and could not be expected to bear extra
burden. And so the days passed and the girl remained
unmarried. Such was the state of affairs when Mahendra
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well-groomed and perfumed arrived on the scene with his
friend.

It was a day in April. The sun was about to set on the
southern veranda of the second storey, floored with shin-
ing fancy tiles, where the friends were led up and seated
at one end. In front of them were silver dishes piled with
fruits and sweets and iced water in silver glasses frosted
outside with dew. Mahendra and Bihari were feeling
shy and embarrassed as they partook of refreshments.
Down below in the garden the mali was sprinkling water
over the plants. The south breeze laden with the cool
fragrance of the moistened earth rustled against the loose
ends of Mahendra’s perfumed muslin scarf. Through the
chinks in the doors and windows could be heard muffled
whispers, giggles and the tinkling of ornaments.

After the refreshments Anukul Babu turned his glance
in the direction of the inner apartment and called out,
“Chuni, dear, let’s have the pans please.” In a little while
one of the doors at the back was timidly opened and a
young girl blushing all over came and stood beside the
uncle, holding a casket of pans in her hand. “Why this
shyness, little mother,'” said the uncle. “Place the pans
before the gentlemen.” The girl bent down and with a
trembling hand laid the casket on the floor near the guests.
From the western end of the veranda the light of the
setting sun cast its glow on her bashful face. In that in-
stant Mahendra looked up and caught a glimpse of the
sweet pathetic face of the shrinking maiden.

As the girl was about to leave Anukul Babu said,
“Wait a minute, Chuni.” Then turning to the guests he
continued, “Bihari Babu, this is the daughter of my younger

1 Affectionate way of addressing a young girl.
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brother Apurba. He has passed away and she has now
no one but me.” He heaved a deep sigh.

Mahendra felt a tug of pity. He shot one more glance
at the orphan girl. He wondered what her age was. The
auntie had never mentioned her age. Only vague casual
statements, “Must be twelve or thirteen” — which probably
meant fourteen or fifteen. But having been brought up on
sufferance, her timid, frightened air belied her vears and
bore evidence of a youth retarded.

Mahendra was moved. He asked, “What’s your name?”
Anukul Babu enthusiastically endorsed the guest’s interest.
“Do tell your name, little mother.” Used to obedience to
the uncle’s commands, the girl murmured with bent head,
“Ashalata.’”

Ashal What a tender, pathetic name and how sweet
the voice that uttered it! Orphaned Asha! Mahendra was
deeply affected. When the two friends came out and were
driving back in the carriage, Mahendra said, “Bihari, don’t
let go this girl.”

Without giving a direct reply, Bihari said. “She re-
minds one of her aunt. Her nature must be equally
sweet.”

“I hope the burden which I have thrust on your
shoulders does not weigh very heavy now?” asked Mahen-
dra.

“Indeed, no. I dare say I can bear it.”

“Why strain yourself? Let me take over the burden.
What do you say?” :

Bihari looked at Mahendra. His voice was grave as
he spoke. “Are you serious, Mahinda? Please make up
“vour mind while there’s yet time. If you marry her, Auntie

1 Asha literally means hope, and lata, creeper.
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will be far more pleased. She can then have the niece al-
ways by her.” i

“Are you crazy? laughed Mahendra. “Had I wanted
it, it would have happened long ago.”

Bihari did not say anything more and took his leave.
Mahendra did not reach home directly. He made a long
detour and slowly retraced his way home, arriving at a
very late hour. His mother was still busy in the kitchen
and Kakima had not yet returned from her niece’s house:
Mahendra went up to the roof terrace which was deserted
and spreading a mat lay down. Silently the half-moon
spread its eerie radiance over the city’s house-tops. The
mother came up to announce the dinner. Mahendra res-
ponded lazily. “I'm too cosy to get up, mother.”

“Let me fetch the dinner here,” offered the mother.

“I don't feel like eating. I've had enough.”

“Where did you eat?” asked the mother.

“That’s a long story. Il tell you later.”

Rajlakshmi was hurt at this unusual behaviour on her
son’s part and turned to leave without a word. Recovering
himself and feeling guilty, Mahendra called, “All right,
mother, let me have the food here.” :

“What’s the use if you have no appetite?”

After a few more passages between the hurt mother
and her reticent pet, Mahendra had to sit down to another
meal.
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MAHENDRA could not sleep well that night. Early in the
morning he repaired to Bihari’s house and said, “I've been
thinking, old chap. Kakima really wants me to marry her
niece.”

“It needed no thinking to discover the fact,” 1eplied
Bihari. “She has expressed the desire in a hundred ways.

“That’s why I say that if T don’t marry Asha, Kakima
will have a lasting disappointment.”

“Possibly.”

“It would be very wrong of me to cause her dis-
appointment. Won't it?”

There was a forced warmth in Bihari’s voice as he
suddenly exclaimed, “Excellent. What could be better
than that you should consent to this! Only — it would have
been better if your conscience had functioned a little
earlier.”

“A day’s delay needn’t matter.” /

Having given rein to his imagination on the prospect
of marriage, Mahendra could contain himself no longer.
He was impatient to see it through without any more ado
As soon as he returned home, he said to his mother, “Very
well, mother, T'll do as you wish. I am agreeable to
marriage.”

Then Rajlakshmi understood why Mahendra had taken
such pains to dress up the previous day and recalled that
her sister-in-law had also gone that evening to see her niece.
So Annapurna’s scheming had succeeded where her own
persuasion had failed! Everything, the whole world had
conspired against her. Controlling her resentment, she
said, “Very well, T'll look out for a suitable girl.”
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“The girl has ‘been found.” :

“She won't do, my child. Let me tell you plainly.”

“But why, mother, what’s wrong with her?” Mahendra
too restrained his rising temper.

“Why, indeed! An orphan with no connections. What
happiness can such a marriage bring to your family?”

“I don’t mind if there are no connections. I like the

irl.”

: Mahendra’s determination only added fuel to the fire.
Rajlakshmi went straight to Annapurna and flared up.
“You devil! How dare you conspire to rob me of my only
son by marrying him to that unlucky orphaned wretch!”

Annapurna burst into tears. “Believe me,” she pleaded,
“I haven't spoken a word to Mahendra about marriage. I
don’t even know what he has been telling you.”

Rajlakshmi refused to believe a word of it. Then
Annapurna sent for Bihari and with tears in her eyes said,
“It was with you that the whole thing had been fixed. Why
then have you upset everything? Please do not back out.
I beg of you. If you do not stand by me, I shall be in a
very embarrassing position. I assure you, the girl is good
in every respect. You won't regret it.”

“Your assurances, Kakima, are unnecessary. There’s no
question of my not wanting it when it concerns your own
niece. But Mahinda....”

“No, my son, she can never be Mahin’s bride. Believe
me when I say that I shall be most satisfied if she is your
bride. In fact, I do not approve of her match with Mahin.”

“If that is so, Kakima,” said Bihari, “there need be no
difficulty about it.”

So Bihari went up to Rajlakshmi straight away and
announced, “Mother, I am engaged to be married to
Kakima’s niece. Unfortunately, none of my female rela-
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tives are in town. I have therefore to be shameless enough
to break the news to you myself.”

“How wonderful, Biharil” said Rajlakshmi warmly.
“I'm so glad. She is a fine girl, worthy of you in every
respect. Don’t you let go of her.”

“Why should I let go of her? Mahinda himself chose
her for me and fixed it all up.”

Mahendra was chagrined. This new obstacle only
made the sore more inflamed. He was angry with both
his mother and aunt and left the house and took a room
in a dingy students’ hostel. Rajlakshmi was beside herself
with apprehension. She went into Annapurna’s room and
cried. “Save my child, sister dear. I fear he may leave us
for good and turn an ascetic.” :

“Take it easy, sister,” consoled Annapurna. “He'll cool
down in a couple of days.”

“You don’t know him,” wailed Rajlakshmi. “If he
doesn’t get what he wants, he is capable of going to any
length. You must somehow arrange the match....”

“How’s that possible, sister?” said Annapurna. “The
match with Bihari has been more or less confirmed.”

“Shouldn’t take long to break,” said Rajlakshmi.

She sent for Bihari and said, “My son, I myself shall
look out for a suitable bride for you. This girl you must
give up. She’s no good for you.”

“Excuse me, mother, but that is out of the question.
I've given my word.”

Baffled, Rajlakshmi went back to Annapurna. “I beg
of you, sister,” she pleaded, “please send for Bihari and
talk him out of it. You alone can prevail on him.” -
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So Annapurna called Bihari and said, "1 don’t know
how to put it to you, Bihari, but what can I do? Personally
I should like nothing better than that Asha should be yours
— but you know how things are.” :

“I understand, Kakima,” replied Bihari. “Whatever you
say shall be done. But don’t ever again talk to me of
marriage.”

So saying Bihari left. Annapurna’s eyes filled with
tears. She hastily wiped them away lest tears bode ill for
Mahendra. She consoled herself by repeating over and
over again, everything is for the best.

And so the wedding day was fixed. A silent tension
of hurt pride and resentment aggravated by looks of re-
proach and counter-reproach persisted between Rajlakshmi,
Annapurna and Mahendra. But there was no lack of outer
manifestations of pomp and gaiety. A thousand lamps
were lit, the sanai played its sweet and plaintive music and
sweets galore were distributed.

Asha stepped into her new world, a graceful figure
charmingly attired, her sweet face suffused with a bashful
radiance. Her timid, innocent spirit had no foreboding
of the thorns in the path ahead. In fact, the prospect of

. going into a home where she would be near her beloved
aunt filled her with a joy and confidence in which there
was no room for any apprehension.

Soon after the wedding Rajlakshmi called Mahendra
and said, “T think the Bouma' had better stay on at her
uncle’s for a few days.”

1 Lit. little bride-mother. The usual affectionate term for
the daughter-in-law.
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“But why, mother?” asked Mahendra.

“Well, your examination is nearing. You might be dis-
tracted in your studies.”

“Am I a baby,” flared up Mahendra, “that I can’t be
trusted to take care of myself?”

“What does it matter?” persisted the mother. “It’s only
a matter of one year.”

“Well, if her parents had been living, I might have let
her stay on with them for a while, but I am afraid I cant
send her back to her uncle’s house.”

“Heaven help us!” said Rajlakshmi to herself. “Already
he’s behaving like the master of the house. And I....
I'm nobody. What solicitude for the bride....come only
yesterday! We also were newly-wed brides once... .but
our husbands never behaved in this shameless, hen-pecked
manner!”

Mahendra tried to console her by what he imagined
was an emphatic assurance: “Don’t you worry, mother. My
studies shall not suffer.” ;

5

RapLaksamr displayed unbounded zeal in training the
daughter-in-law in the intricacies of domestic economy.
Between the pantry, kitchen and the household shrine,
Asha’s day passed in an endless round of duties. At night
Rajlakshmi would call the daughter-in-law and make her
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sleep beside her. ...a maternal gesture to make up for the
“loss of her parents. Annapurna wisely kept herself at a safe
distance.

Mahendra felt like a hungry child who watches in
helpless despair his hefty guardian munch away the entire
length of sugar-cane and suck in the last ounce of juice.
Before his very eyes the loveliness of his youthful bride
was being drained away in domestic drudgery. It was
more than he could bear. He went up to Annapurna and
complained, “The way mother is workmg the poor girl
to death is scandalous. .. .intolerable.”

Annapurna knew that Rajlakshmi was overdoing it.
Nevertheless she replied, “Why, Mahendra, what’s wrong
with teaching the bride how to be a good housewife?
Would you rather have her as a modern girl, lazily loung-
ing about the whole day, reading novels or doing fancy
knitting, waited upon by others?”

“A modern girl must be modern,” said Mahendra with
vehemence, “whether it be good or bad. If my wife were
to enjoy novels as I do, what would there be to regret or
ridicule about it?”

The high-pitched voice reached Rajlakshmi’s ears who
putting all work aside hastened to Annapurna’s room.
“What consultations are going on here?” she asked sharply.
“Let me hear.”

“No consultations,” replied Mahendra defiantly. “It’s
merely that I won’t allow my wife to be treated like a
servant.”

Restraining her anger Rajlakshmi asked sarcastically,
“How’s the princess to be treated then?”

“I shall teach her to read and write,” replied
Mahendra.

Without another word Rajlakshmi left the room hur-
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riedly and almost immediately returned dragging Asha by
the hand. “Here, take your bride,” she said. “Teach her
what you like.”

Then turning to Annapurna she added with folded
hands: “Forgive me, honoured sister-in-law, for having
failed to realise the dignity of your niece and for letting
her delicate hands be soiled with turmeric. Take her back
now, cleanse her of all stains of household duties, dress
her up as a lady and place her hand in Mahin’s. Let her
loll at ease as befits her dignity and toy with books. I shall
do the maid’s work.” Saying which Rajlakshmi hurried
back to her room banging the door.

Annapurna remained seated on the floor like one
stunned- Asha unable to understand the reason of this
sudden domestic crisis went pale with fear and concern.
Mahendra was furious and decided: “No more of this non-
sense. Henceforth I must be responsible for my wife. I
owe it to her.”

And so duty and pleasure were combined. The combi-
nation was as effective as when the wind fans the fire.
Forgotten were the college, the impending examination, the
other friends and obligations. The zeal to improve his
wife’s mind kept Mahendra and his pupil secluded in the
bedroom. He hardly bothered as to what happened to his
own studies or what others thought of it.

Rajlakshmi was left to nurse her wounded pride. She
said to herself, “Were Mahin and his bride to come and
fall at my feet begging for forgiveness, I would still not
look at them. Let me see how long he can carry on hke
this — without his mother.”
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The days passed but there was no sign of the repent-
ant couple waiting at her door. Rajlakshmi decided that
if now Mahendra came and begged forgiveness, she would
generously forgive him — otherwise the poor boy would
be heart-broken. But still no pleading voice reached her
ears. At last she made up her mind that it was her duty
to announce her forgiveness to them. How can a mother
bear to see her son unhappy, pining for forgiveness!

At one end of the terrace on the second floor was a
small room which Mahendra had turned into a bedroom-
cum-study. All these days the mother had neglected her
wonted routine of setting her son’s room in order, making
his bed and putting his day’s clothes out. This sudden dis-
use of her ever-active maternal solicitude was as painful
as when a mother, her breasts bursting with milk, is pre-
vented from suckling her babe. And so in the afternoon
when Mahendra was supposed to be at college she decided
to go up and tidy his room. When he returned from college
he would recognise at a glance his mother’s touch on every-
thing. She went up the stairs and found the door of
Mahendra’s room open. As she neared the door she sud-
denly stopped with a start as though pricked by a thom.
She saw that Mahendra was asleep on his bed on the floor
and Asha, her back turned to the door, was gently massag-
ing his feet. Rajlakshmi was shocked at this shameless
spectacle of marital tenderness enacted in broad daylight.
With a contemptuous frown on her face she silently crept
downstairs.

As the dry, wilted stalks of the cornfield, when after
a temporary drought the rains descend, suddenly turn
green and shoot up vigorously, confidently, almost defiantly
as though eager to make up for the long bleak days of fast
—so0 Asha blossomed into womanhood. In the uncle’s house
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where she had passed her maidenhood she had had almost
no rights; in the new home which she entered as a stranger
she found herself the darling of a devoted husband. The
neglected orphan was suddenly seated on the throne as the
queen of her husband’s domain. Naturally and gracefully,
without any hesitation, she assumed the new role assigned
to her and casting aside the bashful timidity of a new bride
she took her rightful place by her husband’s side in the
proud dignity of a beloved wife.

Rajlakshmi found it difficult to forget the sight she
had witnessed that afternoon when she had gone up to
Mahendra’s room and seen this new-comer from a strange
home seated by her son’s side in a pose of confident inti-
macy as though exercising a long-enjoyed monopoly. She
had immediately retraced her steps, burning with anger
at this shameless impertinence. Eager to scorch Annapurna
with the flame that was consuming her she hurried to her
sister-in-law’s room and hissed: “Please go up and have a
look at your darling niece. See the ways of her ladyship
learnt in her lordly parental home. Were Mahendras
father alive. .

D rephed Annapurna in a gentle, pained tone,
“she is your daughter-in-law. You may guide her, punish
her, as you like. Why bring me in?P”

“My daughter-in-law!” snapped Rajlakshmi. “Why
would she bother about me when you are there to advise,
guide and minister to her?”

Goaded by this taunt, Annapurna rushed upstairs
warning the couple of her approach by deliberately loud
footsteps. Without any preamble she thundered at Asha:
“How long must I hang down my head in shame at your
scandalous behaviour? Idling away shamelessly here while
the aged mother-in-law has to drudge in household sla-
























































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































