




The	Great	Train	Journey

Ruskin	Bond	is	known	for	his	signature	simplistic	and	witty	writing	style.	He	is
the	 author	 of	 several	 bestselling	 short	 stories,	 novellas,	 collections,	 essays	 and
children’s	books;	and	has	contributed	a	number	of	poems	and	articles	to	various
magazines	and	anthologies.	At	 the	age	of	 twenty-three,	he	won	 the	prestigious
John	Llewellyn	Rhys	Prize	for	his	first	novel,	The	Room	on	the	Roof	 .	He	was
also	 the	 recipient	of	 the	Padma	Shri	 in	1999,	Lifetime	Achievement	Award	by
the	Delhi	Government	in	2012,	and	the	Padma	Bhushan	in	2014.

Born	 in	1934,	Ruskin	Bond	grew	up	 in	 Jamnagar,	Shimla,	New	Delhi	 and
Dehradun.	Apart	 from	 three	years	 in	 the	UK,	he	has	spent	all	his	 life	 in	 India,
and	now	lives	in	Landour,	Mussoorie,	with	his	adopted	family.







Published	by
Rupa	Publications	India	Pvt.	Ltd	2018

7/16,	Ansari	Road,	Daryaganj
New	Delhi	110002

Copyright	©	Ruskin	Bond	2018

This	is	a	work	of	fiction.	Names,	characters,	places	and	incidents	are	either	the	product	of	the	author’s
imagination	or	are	used	fictitiously	and	any	resemblance	to	any	actual	person,	living	or	dead,	events	or

locales	is	entirely	coincidental.

All	rights	reserved.
No	part	of	this	publication	may	be	reproduced,	transmitted,	or	stored	in	a	retrieval	system,	in	any	form	or	by
any	means,	electronic,	mechanical,	photocopying,	recording	or	otherwise,	without	the	prior	permission	of

the	publisher.

ISBN:	978-93-5304-151-9

First	impression	2018

10	9	8	7	6	5	4	3	2	1

This	book	is	sold	subject	to	the	condition	that	it	shall	not,	by	way	of	trade	or	otherwise,	be	lent,	resold,	hired
out,	or	otherwise	circulated,	without	the	publisher’s	prior	consent,	in	any	form	of	binding	or	cover	other

than	that	in	which	it	is	published.



CONTENTS

Introduction

The	Great	Train	Journey
The	Eyes	Have	It
Dragon	in	the	Tunnel
Belting	Around	Mumbai
Going	Home
The	Long	Day
The	Tiger	in	the	Tunnel
The	Woman	on	Platform	No.	8
Snake	Trouble
The	Night	Train	at	Deoli
Time	Stops	at	Shamli
The	Tunnel
Kipling’s	Simla



INTRODUCTION

‘What	is	this	life	if,	full	of	care,
We	have	no	time	to	stand	and	stare.
No	time	to	stand	beneath	the	boughs
And	stare	as	long	as	sheep	or	cows.
No	time	to	see,	when	woods	we	pass,
Where	squirrels	hide	their	nuts	in	grass…’

William	Henry	Davies	wrote	these	lines	in	1911,	and	they	ring	true	even	over	a
century	 later.	 It	 is	 the	 truth;	we	really	don’t	have	 the	 time	 to	stand	and	stare.	 I
always	think	of	this	when	I	don’t	have	the	luxury	of	time	and	am	told	to	travel
by	airplanes,	usually	for	book	fairs	and	literature	festivals.	I	wish	I	could	take	the
train	to	every	destination	I	travel	to.	There	would	be	so	much	more	to	see,	and
many	more	stories	to	tell.

The	 first	 time	 I	 saw	 a	 train,	 I	 was	 standing	 on	 a	 wooded	 slope	 outside	 a
tunnel,	 not	 far	 from	Kalka.	 Suddenly,	 with	 a	 shrill	 whistle	 and	 great	 burst	 of
steam,	a	green	and	black	engine	came	snorting	out	of	the	blackness.	I	had	turned
and	run	towards	my	father.	‘A	dragon!’	I	had	shouted.	‘There’s	a	dragon	coming
out	of	its	cave!	’

There	 is	 something	 about	 passing	 trains	 that	 fills	 me	 with	 awe	 and
excitement.	 All	 those	 passengers,	 with	 mysterious	 lives	 and	 mysterious
destinations,	 are	 people	 I	 want	 to	 know,	 people	 whose	 mysteries	 I	 want	 to
unfold.	 There	 is	 no	 joy	 like	 sitting	 in	 a	 train	 as	 it	 comes	 out	 of	 tunnels	 and
jungles	and	passes	 through	fields	and	villages—when	small	children	shout	and
wave	at	you	and	you	simply	wave	back	to	them.
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In	 this	 collection,	 I	 have	 put	 together	 fourteen	 of	my	 short	 stories	 that	 in
some	way	or	 the	other	 revolve	around	 the	 trains	and	railway	stations	of	small-
town	India.	And	I	 leave	you	to	read	these,	with	the	promise	that	 they	will	 take
you	back	to	a	time	when	life	was	not	so	full	of	care	and	there	was	time	to	stand
and	stare.	But	not	for	too	long,	or	the	train	would	leave	without	you!

Ruskin	Bond



S

THE	GREAT	TRAIN	JOURNEY

uraj	 waved	 to	 a	 passing	 train,	 and	 kept	 waving	 until	 only	 the	 spiralling
smoke	remained.	He	liked	waving	to	trains.	He	wondered	about	the	people
in	them,	and	about	where	they	were	going	and	what	it	would	be	like	there.

And	when	the	train	had	passed,	leaving	behind	only	the	hot,	empty	track,	Suraj
was	lonely.

He	was	a	little	lonely	now.	His	hands	in	his	pockets,	he	wandered	along	the
railway	track,	kicking	at	 loose	pebbles	and	sending	them	down	the	bank.	Soon
there	were	other	tracks,	a	railway-siding,	a	stationary	goods	train.

Suraj	walked	 the	 length	of	 the	goods	 train.	The	carriage	doors	were	closed
and,	as	there	were	no	windows,	he	couldn’t	see	inside.	He	looked	around	to	see
if	he	was	observed,	and	then,	satisfied	that	he	was	alone,	began	trying	the	doors.
He	 was	 almost	 at	 the	 end	 of	 the	 train	 when	 a	 carriage	 door	 gave	 way	 to	 his
thrust.

It	 was	 dark	 inside	 the	 carriage.	 Suraj	 stood	 outside	 in	 the	 bright	 sunlight,
peering	 into	 the	 darkness,	 trying	 to	 recognize	 bulky,	 shapeless	 objects.	 He
stepped	 into	 the	carriage	and	felt	around.	The	objects	were	crates,	and	 through
the	cross-section	of	woodwork	he	felt	straw.	He	opened	the	other	door	and	the
sun	streamed	into	the	compartment,	driving	out	the	musty	darkness.

Suraj	sat	down	on	a	packing-case,	his	chin	cupped	in	his	hands.	The	school
was	closed	for	 the	summer	holidays,	and	he	had	been	wandering	about	all	day
and	still	did	not	know	what	to	do	with	himself.	The	carriage	was	bare	of	any	sort
of	 glamour.	 Passing	 trains	 fascinated	 him—moving	 trains,	 crowded	 trains,
shrieking,	panting	trains	all	fascinated	him—but	this	smelly,	dark	compartment



filled	him	only	with	gloom	and	more	loneliness.
He	did	not	really	look	gloomy	or	lonely.	He	looked	fierce	at	times,	when	he

glared	 out	 at	 people	 from	 under	 his	 dark	 eyebrows,	 but	 otherwise	 he	 usually
wore	 a	 contented	 look—and	 no	 one	 could	 guess	 just	 how	 deep	 his	 thoughts
were!

Perhaps,	if	he	had	company,	some	fun	could	be	had	in	the	carriage.	If	there
had	been	a	friend	with	him,	someone	like	Ranji…

He	looked	at	the	crates.	He	was	always	curious	about	things	that	were	bolted
or	 nailed	 down	 or	 in	 some	way	 concealed	 from	 him—things	 like	 parcels	 and
locked	rooms—and	carriage	doors	and	crates!

He	went	from	one	crate	to	another,	and	soon	his	perseverance	was	rewarded.
The	cover	of	one	hadn’t	been	properly	nailed	down.	Suraj	got	his	fingers	under
the	edge	and	prised	up	the	lid.	Absorbed	in	this	operation,	he	did	not	notice	the
slight	shudder	that	passed	through	the	train.

He	plunged	his	hands	into	the	straw	and	pulled	out	an	apple.
It	was	a	dark,	 ruby-red	apple,	 and	 it	 lay	 in	 the	dusty	palm	of	Suraj’s	hand

like	some	gigantic	precious	stone,	smooth	and	round	and	glowing	in	the	sunlight.
Suraj	looked	up,	out	of	the	doorway,	and	thought	he	saw	a	tree	walking	past	the
train	.

He	dropped	the	apple	and	stared.
There	 was	 another	 tree,	 and	 another,	 all	 walking	 past	 the	 door	 with

increasing	 rapidity.	 Suraj	 stepped	 forward	 but	 lost	 his	 balance	 and	 fell	 on	 his
hands	 and	 knees.	 The	 floor	 beneath	 him	 was	 vibrating,	 the	 wheels	 were
clattering	on	 the	 rails,	 the	 carriage	was	 swaying.	The	 trees	were	 running	now,
swooping	past	the	train,	and	the	telegraph	poles	joined	them	in	the	crazy	race.

Crouching	 on	 his	 hands	 and	 knees,	 Suraj	 stared	 out	 of	 the	 open	 door	 and
realized	 that	 the	 train	was	moving,	moving	 fast,	moving	 away	 from	 his	 home
and	puffing	 into	 the	unknown.	He	crept	cautiously	 to	 the	door	and	 looked	out.
The	ground	seemed	to	rush	away	from	the	wheels.	He	couldn’t	jump.	Was	there,
he	wondered,	any	way	of	stopping	the	train?	He	looked	around	the	compartment
again:	only	crates	of	apples.	He	wouldn’t	starve,	that	was	one	consolation.

He	 picked	 up	 the	 apple	 he	 had	 dropped	 and	 pulled	 a	 crate	 nearer	 to	 the
doorway.	Sitting	down,	he	took	a	bite	from	the	apple	and	stared	out	of	the	open
door.

‘Greetings,	friend,’	said	a	voice	from	behind,	and	Suraj	spun	round	guiltily,
his	mouth	full	of	apple.

A	dirty,	bearded	 face	was	 looking	out	at	him	from	behind	a	pile	of	crates.
The	mouth	was	open	in	a	wide,	paan-stained	grin.

‘Er—namaste,’	said	Suraj	apprehensively.	‘Who	are	you?’



The	man	stepped	out	from	behind	the	crates	and	confronted	the	boy.
‘I’ll	have	one	of	those,	too,’	he	said,	pointing	to	the	apple.
Suraj	gave	the	man	an	apple,	and	stood	his	ground	while	the	carriage	rocked

on	the	rails.	The	man	took	a	step	forward,	lost	his	balance,	and	sat	down	on	the
floor.

‘And	where	are	you	going,	friend?’	he	asked.	‘Have	you	a	ticket?	’
‘No,’	said	Suraj.	‘Have	you?’
The	man	pulled	at	his	beard	and	mused	upon	the	question	but	did	not	answer

it.	 He	 took	 a	 bite	 from	 the	 apple	 and	 said,	 ‘No,	 I	 don’t	 have	 a	 ticket.	 But	 I
usually	 reserve	 this	 compartment	 for	 myself.	 This	 is	 the	 first	 time	 I’ve	 had
company.	Where	are	you	going?	Are	you	a	hippy	like	me?’

‘I	don’t	know,’	said	Suraj.	‘Where	does	this	train	go?’
The	scruffy	ticketless	traveller	looked	concerned	for	a	moment,	then	smiled

and	said,	‘Where	do	you	want	to	go?’
‘I	want	 to	go	everywhere,’	 said	Suraj.	 ‘I	want	 to	go	 to	England	and	China

and	Africa	and	Greenland.	I	want	to	go	all	over	the	world!’
‘Then	you’re	on	the	right	train,’	said	the	man.	‘This	train	goes	everywhere.

First	it	will	take	you	to	the	sea,	and	there	you	will	have	to	get	on	a	ship	if	you
want	to	go	to	China.’

‘How	do	I	get	on	a	ship?’	asked	Suraj.
The	 man,	 who	 had	 been	 fumbling	 about	 in	 the	 folds	 and	 pockets	 of	 his

shabby	 clothes,	 produced	 a	 packet	 of	 bidis	 and	 a	 box	 of	 matches,	 and	 began
smoking	the	aromatic	leaf.

‘Can	you	cook?’	he	asked.
‘Yes,’	said	Suraj	untruthfully.
‘Can	you	scrub	a	deck?’
‘Why	not?’
‘Can	you	sail	a	ship?’
‘I	can	sail	anything.’
‘Then	you’ll	get	to	China,’	said	the	man.
He	 leant	back	against	 a	 crate,	 stuck	his	dirty	 feet	up	on	another	 crate,	 and

puffed	contentedly	at	his	bidi.
Suraj	finished	his	apple,	took	another	from	the	crate,	and	dug	his	teeth	into

it.	He	took	aim	with	the	core	of	the	old	apple	and	tried	to	hit	a	telegraph	pole,	but
missed	it	by	metres;	it	wasn’t	the	same	as	throwing	a	cricket	ball.	Then,	to	make
the	apple	more	interesting,	he	began	to	take	big	bites	to	see	if	he	could	devour	it
in	three	mouthfuls.	But	it	took	him	four	bites	to	finish	the	apple,	so	he	started	on
another.

Suraj	 had	 always	 wanted	 to	 be	 in	 a	 train,	 a	 train	 that	 would	 take	 him	 to



strange	new	places,	over	hundreds	and	hundreds	of	kilometres.	And	here	was	a
train	doing	just	that,	and	he	wasn’t	quite	sure	if	it	was	what	he	really	wanted…

The	train	was	coming	to	a	station.	The	engine	whistled,	slowed	down.	The
number	 of	 railway	 lines	 increased,	 crossed,	 spread	 out	 in	 different	 directions.
Before	the	train	could	come	to	a	stop,	Suraj’s	companion	came	to	the	door	and
jumped	to	the	ground.

‘You’d	better	keep	out	of	 sight	 if	you	don’t	want	 to	be	caught!’	he	called.
And	waving	his	hand,	he	disappeared	into	the	jungle	across	the	railway	tracks.

The	train	was	at	a	siding.	Suraj	couldn’t	see	any	signs	of	life,	but	he	heard
voices	and	 the	sound	of	carriage	doors	being	opened	and	closed.	He	suspected
that	the	apples	wouldn’t	stay	in	the	compartment	much	longer,	so	he	stuffed	one
into	each	pocket,	and	climbed	on	to	a	wooden	rack	in	a	corner.

Presently	men’s	voices	were	heard	 in	 the	doorway.	Two	 labourers	 stepped
into	the	compartment	and	began	moving	the	crates	towards	the	door,	where	they
were	taken	over	by	others.	Soon	the	compartment	was	empty.

Suraj	 waited	 until	 the	men	 had	 gone	 away	 before	 coming	 down	 from	 the
rack.	After	about	 five	minutes	 the	 train	 started	again.	 It	 shunted	up	and	down,
then	gathered	speed	and	went	rushing	across	the	plain.

Suraj	 felt	 a	 thrill	 of	 anticipation.	 Where	 would	 they	 be	 going	 now?	 He
wondered	what	his	parents	would	do	when	he	 failed	 to	come	home	 that	night;
they	would	 think	he	had	 run	away,	or	been	kidnapped,	or	been	 involved	 in	an
accident.	 They	 would	 have	 the	 police	 out	 and	 there	 would	 be	 search	 parties.
Suraj	would	be	famous:	the	boy	who	disappeared!

The	train	came	out	of	the	jungle	and	passed	fields	of	sugarcane	and	villages
of	mud	huts.	Children	shouted	and	waved	to	the	train,	though	there	was	no	one
in	it	except	Suraj,	the	guard	and	the	engine-driver.	Suraj	waved	back.	Usually	he
was	in	a	field,	waving;	today,	he	was	actually	on	the	train.

He	was	 beginning	 to	 enjoy	 the	 ride.	 The	 train	would	 take	 him	 to	 the	 sea.
There	would	be	ships	with	funnels	and	ships	with	sails,	and	there	might	even	be
one	to	take	him	across	the	ocean	to	some	distant	land.	He	felt	a	bit	sorry	for	his
mother	and	father—they	would	miss	him…they	would	believe	he	had	been	lost
for	ever…!	But	one	day,	a	fortune	made,	he	would	return	home	and	then	nobody
would	 care	 any	more	 about	 school	 reports	 and	what	 he	 ate	 and	why	 he	 came
home	late…Ranji	would	be	waiting	for	him	at	the	station,	and	Suraj	would	bring
him	 back	 a	 present—an	 African	 lion,	 perhaps,	 or	 a	 transistor-radio…	 But	 he
wished	Ranji	was	with	him	now;	he	wished	the	ragged	hippy	was	still	with	him.
An	adventure	was	always	more	fun	when	one	had	company.

He	had	finished	both	apples	by	the	time	the	train	showed	signs	of	reaching
another	station.	This	time	it	seemed	to	be	moving	into	the	station	itself,	not	just	a



siding.	It	passed	a	lot	of	signals	and	buildings	and	advertisement-boards	before
slowing	to	a	halt	beside	a	wide,	familiar	platform.

Suraj	 looked	 out	 of	 the	 door	 and	 caught	 sight	 of	 the	 board	 bearing	 the
station’s	name.	He	was	so	astonished	that	he	almost	fell	out	of	the	compartment.
He	was	back	in	his	hometown!	After	travelling	forty	or	fifty	kilometres,	here	he
was,	home	again	.

He	 couldn’t	 understand	 it.	 The	 train	 hadn’t	 turned,	 of	 that	 he	was	 certain;
and	 it	 hadn’t	been	moving	backwards,	he	was	certain	of	 that,	 too.	He	climbed
out	of	 the	compartment	and	looked	up	and	down	the	platform.	Yes,	 the	engine
had	changed	ends!	It	was	only	the	local	apple	train.

Suraj	glowered	angrily	at	everyone	on	the	platform.	It	was	as	though	the	rest
of	the	world	had	played	a	trick	on	him.

He	made	his	way	to	the	waiting-room	and	slipped	into	the	street	through	the
back-door.	He	did	not	want	a	ticket-collector	asking	him	awkward	questions.	It
had	 been	 a	 free	 ride,	 and	 with	 that	 he	 comforted	 himself.	 Shrugging	 his
shoulders,	Suraj	sauntered	down	the	road	 to	 the	bazaar.	Some	day,	he	 thought,
he’d	 take	a	 train	and	really	go	somewhere;	and	he’d	buy	a	 ticket,	 just	 to	make
sure	of	getting	there.

‘I’m	going	everywhere,’	he	said	fiercely.	‘I’m	going	everywhere,	and	no	one
can	stop	me!’



I

THE	EYES	HAVE	IT

had	 the	 train	 compartment	 to	myself	 up	 to	Rohana,	 then	 a	 girl	 got	 in.	 The
couple	 who	 saw	 her	 off	 were	 probably	 her	 parents.	 They	 seemed	 very
anxious	about	her	comfort	and	the	woman	gave	the	girl	detailed	instructions

as	 to	where	 to	 keep	her	 things,	when	not	 to	 lean	out	 of	windows,	 and	how	 to
avoid	speaking	to	strangers.

They	called	their	goodbyes	and	the	train	pulled	out	of	the	station.	As	I	was
totally	 blind	 at	 the	 time,	 my	 eyes	 sensitive	 only	 to	 light	 and	 darkness,	 I	 was
unable	 to	 tell	what	 the	girl	 looked	 like.	But	 I	knew	she	wore	slippers	from	the
way	they	slapped	against	her	heels.

It	 would	 take	 me	 some	 time	 to	 discover	 something	 about	 her	 looks	 and
perhaps	I	never	would.	But	I	liked	the	sound	of	her	voice	and	even	the	sound	of
her	slippers.

‘Are	you	going	all	the	way	to	Dehra?’	I	asked.
I	must	have	been	sitting	in	a	dark	corner	because	my	voice	startled	her.	She

gave	a	little	exclamation	and	said,	‘I	didn’t	know	anyone	else	was	here.’
Well,	it	often	happens	that	people	with	good	eyesight	fail	to	see	what	is	right

in	front	of	them.	They	have	too	much	to	take	in,	I	suppose.	Whereas	people	who
cannot	 see	 (or	 see	 very	 little)	 have	 to	 take	 in	 only	 the	 essentials,	 whatever
registers	tellingly	on	their	remaining	senses.

‘I	didn’t	see	you	either,’	I	said.	‘But	I	heard	you	come	in.’
I	wondered	 if	 I	would	 be	 able	 to	 prevent	 her	 from	 discovering	 that	 I	was

blind.	Provided	I	keep	to	my	seat,	I	thought,	it	shouldn’t	be	too	difficult.
The	girl	said,	‘I’m	getting	off	at	Saharanpur.	My	aunt	is	meeting	me	there.’



‘Then	 I	 had	 better	 not	 get	 too	 familiar,’	 I	 replied.	 ‘Aunts	 are	 usually
formidable	creatures.’

‘Where	are	you	going?’	she	asked.
‘To	Dehra	and	then	to	Mussoorie.’
‘Oh,	how	lucky	you	are.	I	wish	I	were	going	to	Mussoorie.	I	love	the	hills.

Especially	in	October.’
‘Yes,	 this	 is	 the	 best	 time,’	 I	 said,	 calling	on	my	memories.	 ‘The	hills	 are

covered	with	wild	dahlias,	the	sun	is	delicious,	and	at	night	you	can	sit	in	front
of	 a	 log	 fire	 and	 drink	 a	 little	 brandy.	Most	 of	 the	 tourists	 have	 gone	 and	 the
roads	are	quiet	and	almost	deserted.	Yes,	October	is	the	best	time.’

She	 was	 silent.	 I	 wondered	 if	 my	 words	 had	 touched	 her	 or	 whether	 she
thought	me	a	romantic	fool.	Then	I	made	a	mistake.

‘What	is	it	like	outside?’	I	asked.
She	seemed	to	find	nothing	strange	in	the	question.	Had	she	noticed	already

that	I	could	not	see?	But	her	next	question	removed	my	doubts.
‘Why	don’t	you	look	out	of	the	window?’	she	asked.
I	moved	easily	along	the	berth	and	felt	 for	 the	window	ledge.	The	window

was	open	and	I	faced	it,	making	a	pretence	of	studying	the	landscape.	I	heard	the
panting	of	the	engine,	the	rumble	of	the	wheels,	and,	in	my	mind’s	eye	I	could
see	telegraph	posts	flashing	by.

‘Have	you	noticed,’	I	ventured,	‘that	the	trees	seem	to	be	moving	while	we
seem	to	be	standing	still?’

‘That	always	happens,’	she	said.	‘Do	you	see	any	animals?’
‘No,’	 I	 answered	 quite	 confidently.	 I	 knew	 that	 there	 were	 hardly	 any

animals	left	in	the	forests	near	Dehra.
I	turned	from	the	window	and	faced	the	girl	and	for	a	while	we	sat	in	silence.
‘You	have	an	interesting	face,’	I	remarked.	I	was	becoming	quite	daring	but

it	 was	 a	 safe	 remark.	 Few	 girls	 can	 resist	 flattery.	 She	 laughed	 pleasantly—a
clear,	ringing	laugh.

‘It’s	nice	to	be	told	I	have	an	interesting	face.	I’m	tired	of	people	telling	me	I
have	a	pretty	face.’

Oh,	 so	 you	 do	 have	 a	 pretty	 face,	 thought	 I.	 And	 aloud	 I	 said:	 ‘Well,	 an
interesting	face	can	also	be	pretty.’

‘You	are	a	very	gallant	young	man,’	she	said.	‘But	why	are	you	so	serious?’
I	thought,	then,	that	I	would	try	to	laugh	for	her,	but	the	thought	of	laughter

only	made	me	feel	troubled	and	lonely.
‘We’ll	soon	be	at	your	station,’	I	said.
‘Thank	goodness	 it’s	a	short	 journey.	 I	can’t	bear	 to	sit	 in	a	 train	for	more

than	two	or	three	hours.’



Yet	I	was	prepared	to	sit	there	for	almost	any	length	of	time,	just	to	listen	to
her	talking.	Her	voice	had	the	sparkle	of	a	mountain	stream.	As	soon	as	she	left
the	train	she	would	forget	our	brief	encounter.	But	it	would	stay	with	me	for	the
rest	of	the	journey	and	for	some	time	after.

The	engine’s	whistle	shrieked,	the	carriage	wheels	changed	their	sound	and
rhythm,	the	girl	got	up	and	began	to	collect	her	things.	I	wondered	if	she	wore
her	 hair	 in	 a	 bun	 or	 if	 it	 was	 plaited.	 Perhaps	 it	 was	 hanging	 loose	 over	 her
shoulders.	Or	was	it	cut	very	short?

The	 train	 drew	 slowly	 into	 the	 station.	Outside,	 there	was	 the	 shouting	 of
porters	and	vendors	and	a	high-pitched	female	voice	near	the	carriage	door.	That
voice	must	have	belonged	to	the	girl’s	aunt.

‘Goodbye,’	the	girl	said.
She	was	standing	very	close	to	me.	So	close	that	the	perfume	from	her	hair

was	 tantalizing.	 I	wanted	 to	 raise	my	 hand	 and	 touch	 her	 hair	 but	 she	moved
away.	Only	the	scent	of	perfume	still	lingered	where	she	had	stood.

There	 was	 some	 confusion	 in	 the	 doorway.	 A	 man,	 getting	 into	 the
compartment,	stammered	an	apology.	Then	the	door	banged	and	the	world	was
shut	out	again.	I	returned	to	my	berth.	The	guard	blew	his	whistle	and	we	moved
off.	Once	again	I	had	a	game	to	play	and	a	new	fellow	traveller.

The	train	gathered	speed,	the	wheels	took	up	their	song,	the	carriage	groaned
and	shook.	I	found	the	window	and	sat	in	front	of	it,	staring	into	the	daylight	that
was	 darkness	 for	me.	 So	many	 things	were	 happening	 outside	 the	window.	 It
could	be	a	fascinating	game	guessing	what	went	on	out	there.	The	man	who	had
entered	the	compartment	broke	into	my	reverie.

‘You	must	be	disappointed,’	he	said.	‘I’m	not	nearly	as	attractive	a	travelling
companion	as	the	one	who	just	left.’

‘She	was	an	interesting	girl,’	I	said.	‘Can	you	tell	me—did	she	keep	her	hair
long	or	short?’

‘I	don’t	remember,’	he	said	sounding	puzzled.	‘It	was	her	eyes	I	noticed,	not
her	 hair.	 She	 had	 beautiful	 eyes	 but	 they	 were	 of	 no	 use	 to	 her.	 She	 was
completely	blind.	Didn’t	you	notice?’



T

DRAGON	IN	THE	TUNNEL

he	 first	 time	 I	 saw	 a	 train,	 I	 was	 standing	 on	 a	 wooded	 slope	 outside	 a
tunnel,	not	far	from	Kalka.	Suddenly,	with	a	shrill	whistle	and	great	burst
of	steam,	a	green	and	black	engine	came	snorting	out	of	the	blackness.
I	 turned	 and	 ran	 to	 my	 father.	 ‘A	 dragon!’	 I	 shouted.	 ‘There’s	 a	 dragon

coming	out	of	its	cave!’
Since	then,	steam	engines	and	dragons	have	always	inspired	the	same	sort	of

feelings	in	me—wonder	and	awe	and	delight.	I	would	like	to	see	a	real	dragon
one	 day,	 green	 and	 gold	 and—because	 I	 have	 always	 preferred	 the	 ‘reluctant’
sort—rather	 shy	 and	 gentle;	 but	 until	 that	 day	 comes,	 I	 shall	 be	 content	 with
steam	engines.

In	India	the	steam	engine	is	still	very	much	with	us.	In	1855	the	East	India
Railway	was	opened	between	Calcutta	and	Raniganj,	a	distance	of	122	miles.	By
the	turn	of	the	century,	India	had	one	of	the	most	extensive	railway	systems	in
the	 world.	 Today,	 the	 hundreds	 of	 trains	 that	 criss-cross	 the	 subcontinent,
panting	over	the	desert	and	plain,	through	hill	and	forest,	are	still	pulled	by	these
snorting	monsters	who	belch	smoke	by	day	and	scatter	red	stars	in	the	night	.

Even	now,	when	I	see	a	train	coming	around	the	bend	of	a	hill,	on	crossing	a
bridge,	 or	 cutting	 across	 a	 wide	 flat	 plain,	 I	 feel	 the	 same	 sort	 of	 innocent
wonder	that	I	felt	as	a	boy.	Where	are	all	these	people	going	to,	and	where	have
they	come	from,	and	what	are	they	really	like?	When	children	wave	to	me	from
carriage	 windows	 I	 wave	 back	 to	 them.	 It	 is	 a	 habit	 I	 have	 never	 lost.	 And
sometimes	 I	 am	 in	 a	 train,	 waving,	 and	 the	 children	 from	 the	 nearby	 villages
come	 running	 out	 of	 their	 mud	 huts	 to	 wave	 back	 to	 me—well,	 not	 to	 me



exactly,	it	is	really	the	train	they	are	waving	to…
Small	wayside	 stations	 have	 always	 fascinated	me.	Manned	 sometimes	 by

just	one	or	 two	railway	employees,	and	often	situated	 in	 the	middle	of	a	damp
subtropical	 forest,	 or	 clinging	 to	 the	 mountainside	 on	 the	 way	 to	 Simla	 or
Darjeeling,	these	little	stations	are,	for	me,	outposts	of	romance,	lonely	symbols
of	the	pioneering	spirit	that	led	men	to	lay	tracks	into	the	remote	corners	of	the
earth.

I	remember	such	a	stop	on	a	line	that	went	through	the	Terai	forests	near	the
foothills	 of	 the	 Himalayas.	 At	 about	 ten	 at	 night,	 the	 khilasi,	 or	 station
watchman,	 lit	 his	 kerosene	 lamp	 and	 started	 walking	 up	 the	 tracks	 into	 the
jungle.

‘Where	are	you	going?’	I	asked.
‘To	see	if	the	tunnel	is	clear,’	he	said.	‘The	Overland	Mail	comes	in	twenty

minutes.’
I	accompanied	him	a	furlong	or	two	along	the	track,	through	a	deep	cutting

which	led	to	the	tunnel.	Every	night,	the	khilasi	walked	through	the	dark	tunnel,
and	then	stood	outside	to	wave	his	lamp	to	the	oncoming	train	as	a	signal	that	the
track	was	clear.	If	the	engine	driver	did	not	see	the	lamp	he	stopped	the	train.	It
always	slowed	down	near	the	cutting.

Having	 inspected	 the	 tunnel,	 we	 stood	 outside,	 waiting	 for	 the	 train.	 It
seemed	a	long	time	coming.	There	was	no	moon,	and	the	dense	forest	seemed	to
be	trying	to	crowd	us	into	the	narrow	cutting.	The	sounds	of	the	forest	came	to
us—the	belling	of	a	sambhur	deer	and	the	cry	of	a	jackal	told	us	that	perhaps	a
tiger	or	a	leopard	was	on	the	prowl.	There	were	strange,	nocturnal	bird	sounds;
and	then	silence.

The	khilasi	stood	outside	the	tunnel,	trimming	his	lamp,	listening	to	the	faint
sounds	 of	 the	 jungle—sounds	 which	 only	 he	 could	 identify	 and	 understand.
Something	 made	 him	 stand	 very	 still	 for	 a	 few	 moments,	 peering	 into	 the
darkness,	and	I	knew	that	everything	was	not	as	it	should	be.

‘There	is	something	in	the	tunnel,’	he	said.
I	could	hear	nothing	at	first,	but	then	there	came	a	regular	sawing	sound,	just

like	the	sound	made	by	someone	sawing	through	the	branch	of	a	tree.
‘Baghera!’	 whispered	 the	 khilasi.	 He	 had	 said	 enough	 to	 enable	 me	 to

recognize	the	sound—the	sawing	of	a	leopard	trying	to	find	its	mate.	‘The	train
will	be	coming	soon.	We	must	drive	the	animal	out,	or	it	will	be	run	over!’

He	 must	 have	 sensed	 my	 surprise,	 because	 he	 said,	 ‘Do	 not	 be	 afraid…I
know	this	leopard	well.	We	have	seen	each	other	many	times.	He	has	a	weakness
for	stray	dogs	and	goats,	but	he	will	not	harm	us.’	He	gave	me	his	small	hand-
axe	to	hold	and,	raising	his	lamp	high,	started	walking	into	the	tunnel,	shouting



at	the	top	of	his	voice	to	try	and	scare	away	the	animal.	I	followed	close	behind
him.

We	 had	 gone	 about	 twenty	 yards	 into	 the	 tunnel	 when	 the	 light	 from	 the
lamp	 fell	 on	 the	 leopard,	which	was	 crouching	between	 the	 tracks,	 only	 about
twenty	 feet	 away	 from	 us.	 It	 bared	 its	 teeth	 in	 a	 snarl	 and	 went	 down	 on	 its
stomach,	 tail	 twisting.	 I	 thought	 it	was	going	 to	 spring.	The	khilasi	 and	 I	both
shouted	 together.	 Our	 voices	 rang	 and	 echoed	 through	 the	 tunnel.	 And	 the
leopard,	 uncertain	 as	 to	 how	 many	 humans	 were	 in	 there	 with	 him,	 turned
swiftly	and	disappeared	into	the	darkness	ahead.

The	 khilasi	 and	 I	 walked	 on	 till	 the	 end	 of	 the	 tunnel	 without	 seeing	 the
leopard	 again.	As	we	 returned	 to	 the	 entrance	 of	 the	 tunnel	 the	 rails	 began	 to
hum	and	we	knew	the	train	was	coming.

I	 put	my	hand	 to	 one	 of	 the	 rails	 and	 felt	 its	 tremor.	And	 then	 the	 engine
came	round	the	bend,	hissing	at	us,	scattering	sparks	into	the	darkness,	defying
the	jungle	as	it	roared	through	the	steep	sides	of	the	cutting.	It	charged	straight	at
the	tunnel	and	into	it,	thundering	past	us	like	the	beautiful	dragon	of	my	dreams.

And	when	 it	 had	 gone,	 the	 silence	 returned	 and	 the	 forest	 breathed	 again.
Only	the	rails	still	trembled	with	the	passing	of	the	train.



I

BELTING	AROUND	MUMBAI

have	 lived	 to	 see	Bombay	 become	Mumbai,	Calcutta	 become	Kolkata,	 and
Madras	become	Chennai.	Times	change,	names	change,	and	if	Bond	becomes
Bonda	 I	 won’t	 object.	 Place-names	 may	 alter	 but	 people	 don’t,	 and	 in

Mumbai	I	found	that	people	were	as	friendly	and	good-natured	as	ever;	perhaps
even	more	than	when	I	was	last	there	twenty-five	years	ago.

On	 that	 occasion	 I	 had	 travelled	 the	Doon	Express,	 a	 slow	passenger	 train
that	stopped	at	every	small	station	in	at	least	five	states,	taking	two	days	and	two
nights	 from	 Dehra	 Dun	 to	 Bombay.	 It	 had	 been	 a	 fairly	 uneventful	 journey,
except	for	an	incident	in	the	small	hours	when	we	stopped	at	Baroda	and	a	hand
slipped	through	my	open	window,	crept	under	my	pillow,	found	nothing	of	value
except	my	 spectacles,	 and	 decided	 to	 take	 them	 anyway,	 leaving	me	 to	 grope
half-blind	around	Bombay	until	another	pair	could	be	made.

Now	 I	 carry	 three	 pairs	 of	 spectacles:	 one	 for	 reading,	 one	 for	 looking	 at
people,	and	one	for	looking	far	out	to	sea.

On	the	Kingfisher	flight	to	Mumbai,	I	used	the	second	pair,	as	I	like	looking
at	people,	especially	attractive	air	hostesses.	I	found	they	were	looking	at	me	too,
but	that	was	because	I’d	caught	my	belt	(my	trouser	belt,	not	my	seat-belt)	in	a
fellow-passenger’s	 luggage	strap	and	was	proceeding	 to	drag	both	him	and	his
travel-bag	down	the	aisle.	We	were	diplomatically	separated	by	the	aforesaid	air
hostesses	who	then	guided	me	to	my	seat	without	further	mishap.

This	reminded	me	of	 the	occasion	many	years	ago	when	I	auditioned	for	a
role	in	a	Tarzan	film.

‘Who	do	you	wish	to	play?’	asked	the	casting	director.	‘Tarzan,	of	course,’	I



said.
He	gave	me	a	long	hard	look.	‘Can	you	swing	from	one	tree	to	another?’	he

asked.
‘Easily,’	I	said.	‘I	can	even	swing	from	a	chandelier.’	And	I	proceeded	to	do

so,	wrecking	the	hall	they	sat	in,	in	the	process.	They	begged	me	to	stop.
‘Thank	you,	Mr	Bond,	you	have	made	your	point.	But	we	don’t	 think	you

have	 the	 figure	 for	 the	 part	 of	 Tarzan.	Would	 you	 like	 to	 take	 the	 part	 of	 the
missionary	who	is	being	cooked	to	a	crisp	by	a	bunch	of	cannibals?	Tarzan	will
come	to	your	rescue.’

I	declined	the	role	with	dignity.
And	now	I	was	in	Mumbai,	not	to	audition	for	a	film,	but	to	inaugurate	the

Rupa	Book	Festival.	For	old	time’s	sake,	I	arrived	at	the	venue	in	a	horse-drawn
carriage.	 Alighting,	my	 recalcitrant	 belt-buckle	 got	 entangled	with	 the	 horse’s
harness	and	I	almost	dragged	the	entire	contraption	into	the	Bajaj	exhibition	hall.

However,	the	evening’s	entertainment	went	off	without	a	hitch.	Gulzar	read
from	 Ghalib,	 Tom	 Alter	 read	 from	 Gulzar,	 Mandira	 Bedi	 read	 from	 Nandita
Puri,	and	everyone	read	madly	from	each	other,	and	I	sat	quietly	in	a	corner	to
keep	my	belt	out	of	further	entanglements.

The	 next	 day	 I	 was	 taken	 on	 a	 tour	 of	 the	 city	 by	 a	 Hindustan	 Times
journalist	and	a	photographer.	They	asked	me	to	pose	on	the	steps	of	the	Asiatic
Society’s	 Library,	 an	 imposing	 colonial	 edifice.	 While	 I	 stood	 there	 being
photographed,	 a	 group	 of	 teenagers	walked	 past	 and	 I	 overheard	 one	 of	 them
remark:	‘Yeh	naya	model	hain	.’

I	 took	 it	 as	 a	 compliment.	 At	 least	 they	 didn’t	 call	 me	 a	 purana	 model	 .
Perhaps	 there’s	 still	 a	 chance	 to	 get	 that	 Tarzan	 role.	 If	 not	 Tarzan,	 then	 his
grandfather.

The	same	journalist	and	photographer	took	me	to	a	market	where	you	could
buy	 anything	 from	 books	 to	 bras.	 They	 thrust	 a	 thousand-rupee	 note	 into	my
willing	hands	and	told	me	I	could	buy	anything	I	liked,	while	they	took	pictures.

‘Can	I	keep	the	money?’	I	asked.
‘No,	you	have	to	spend	it.’
So	I	bought	two	ladies	handbags	and	two	pairs	of	ladies	slippers.
‘For	your	girlfriends?’	asked	the	journalist.
‘No,’	I	said,	‘for	their	mothers.’
Back	at	the	festival	hall,	I	was	presented	with	a	beautiful	sky-blue	T-shirt	by

a	charming	lady	who	wishes	 to	remain	anonymous.	I	wore	 it	 the	next	morning
when	I	was	leaving	Mumbai.

At	 the	 airport,	 one	 of	 the	 Kingfisher	 staff	 complimented	me	 on	my	 dress
sense;	the	first	time	anyone	has	done	so.



‘Your	blue	shirt	matches	your	eyes,’	she	said.
After	that,	I	shall	definitely	fly	Kingfisher	again.



T

GOING	HOME

he	train	came	panting	through	the	forest	and	into	the	flat	brown	plain.	The
engine	 whistled	 piercingly,	 and	 a	 few	 cows	 moved	 off	 the	 track.	 In	 a
swaying	 third-class	 compartment	 two	men	played	 cards;	 a	woman	held	 a

baby	to	an	exposed	breast;	a	Sikh	labourer,	wearing	brief	pants,	lay	asleep	on	an
upper	bunk,	snoring	fitfully;	an	elderly	unshaven	man	chewed	the	last	of	his	pan
and	 spat	 the	 red	 juice	 out	 of	 the	 window.	 A	 small	 boy,	mischief	 in	 his	 eyes,
jingled	a	bag	of	coins	in	front	of	an	anxious	farmer.

Daya	Ram,	the	farmer,	was	going	home;	home	to	his	rice	fields,	his	buffalo
and	his	wife.	A	brother	had	died	recently,	and	Daya	Ram	had	taken	the	ashes	to
Haridwar	to	immerse	them	in	the	holy	waters	of	the	Ganga,	and	now	he	was	on
the	train	to	Dehra	and	soon	he	would	be	home.	He	was	looking	anxious	because
he	had	just	remembered	his	wife’s	admonition	about	being	careful	with	money.
Ten	rupees	was	what	he	had	left	with	him,	and	it	was	all	in	the	bag	the	boy	held.

‘Let	me	have	it	now,’	said	Daya	Ram,	‘before	the	money	falls	out.’	He	made
a	grab	at	the	little	bag	that	contained	his	coins,	notes	and	railway	ticket,	but	the
boy	shrieked	with	delight	and	leapt	out	of	the	way.

Daya	Ram	stroked	his	moustache;	it	was	a	long	drooping	moustache	that	lent
a	certain	sadness	to	his	somewhat	kind	and	foolish	face.	He	reflected	that	it	was
his	own	fault	for	having	started	the	game.	The	child	had	been	sulky	and	morose,
and	to	cheer	him	up	Daya	Ram	had	begun	jingling	his	money.	Now	the	boy	was
jingling	the	money,	right	in	front	of	the	open	window.

‘Come	now,	give	it	back,’	pleaded	Daya	Ram,	‘or	I	shall	tell	your	mother.’
The	boy‘s	mother	had	her	back	to	them,	and	it	was	a	large	back,	almost	as



forbidding	as	her	front.	But	the	boy	was	enjoying	his	game	and	would	not	give
up	the	bag.	He	was	exploiting	to	the	full	Daya	Ram’s	easy-going	tolerant	nature,
and	kept	bobbing	up	and	down	on	 the	 seat,	waving	 the	bag	 in	 the	poor	man’s
face.

Suddenly	 the	 boy’s	mother,	who	 had	 been	 engrossed	 in	 conversation	with
another	woman,	turned	and	saw	what	was	happening.	She	walloped	the	boy	over
the	head	and	 the	suddenness	of	 the	blow	(it	was	more	of	a	 thump	 than	a	slap)
made	him	fall	back	against	the	window,	and	the	cloth	bag	fell	from	his	hand	on
to	the	railway	embankment	outside.

Now	 Daya	 Ram’s	 first	 impulse	 was	 to	 leap	 out	 of	 the	 moving	 train.	 But
when	 someone	 shouted,	 ‘Pull	 the	 alarm	 cord!’	 he	 decided	 on	 this	 course	 of
action.	 He	 plunged	 for	 the	 alarm	 cord,	 but	 just	 at	 the	 moment	 someone	 else
shouted,	 ‘Don’t	 pull	 the	 cord!’	 and	Daya	Ram	who	 usually	 listened	 to	 others,
stood	in	suspended	animation,	waiting	for	further	directions.

‘Too	many	people	are	stopping	trains	every	day	all	over	India,’	said	one	of
the	 card	 players,	 who	 wore	 large	 thick-rimmed	 spectacles	 over	 a	 pair	 of	 tiny
humourless	eyes,	and	was	obviously	a	post	office	counter-clerk.	‘You	people	are
becoming	a	menace	to	the	railways.’

‘Exactly,’	said	the	other	card	player.	‘You	stop	the	train	on	the	most	trifling
excuses.	What	is	your	trouble?’

‘My	money	has	fallen	out,’	said	Daya	Ram.
‘Why	didn’t	you	say	so!’	exclaimed	the	clerk,	jumping	up.	‘Stop	the	train!’
‘Sit	down,’	said	his	companion,	‘it’s	too	late	now.	The	train	cannot	wait	here

until	 he	 walks	 half	 a	 mile	 back	 down	 the	 line.	 How	much	 did	 you	 lose?’	 he
asked	Daya	Ram.

‘Ten	rupees.’
‘And	you	have	no	more?’
Daya	Ram	shook	his	head.
‘Then	you	had	better	leave	the	train	at	the	next	station	and	go	back	for	it.’
The	 next	 station,	Harrawala,	was	 about	 ten	miles	 from	 the	 spot	where	 the

money	had	fallen.	Daya	Ram	got	down	from	the	train	and	started	back	along	the
railway	track.	He	was	a	well-built	man,	with	strong	legs	and	a	dark,	burnished
skin.	 He	 wore	 a	 vest	 and	 dhoti,	 and	 had	 a	 red	 cloth	 tied	 round	 his	 head.	 He
walked	with	long,	easy	steps,	but	the	ground	had	been	scorched	by	the	burning
sun,	 and	 it	 was	 not	 long	 before	 his	 feet	 were	 smarting.	 His	 eyes	 too	 were
unaccustomed	 to	 the	 glare	 of	 the	 plains,	 and	 he	 held	 a	 hand	 up	 over	 them,	 or
looked	 at	 the	 ground.	The	 sun	was	 high	 in	 the	 sky,	 beating	 down	 on	 his	 bare
arms	 and	 legs.	 Soon	 his	 body	 was	 running	 with	 sweat,	 his	 vest	 was	 soaked
through	and	sticking	to	his	skin.



There	were	no	trees	anywhere	near	the	lines,	which	ran	straight	to	the	hazy
blue	horizon.	There	were	fields	in	the	distance,	and	cows	grazed	on	short	grass,
but	there	were	no	humans	in	sight.	After	an	hour’s	walk,	Daya	Ram	felt	thirsty;
his	 tongue	was	 furred,	 his	 gums	 dry,	 his	 lips	 like	 parchment.	When	 he	 saw	 a
buffalo	wallowing	in	a	muddy	pool,	he	hurried	to	the	spot	and	drank	thirstily	of
the	stagnant	water.

Still,	his	pace	did	not	slacken.	He	knew	of	only	one	way	 to	walk,	and	 that
was	 at	 this	 steady	 long	 pace.	 At	 the	 end	 of	 another	 hour	 he	 felt	 sure	 he	 had
passed	 the	 place	 where	 the	 bag	 had	 fallen.	 He	 had	 been	 inspecting	 the
embankment	very	closely,	and	now	he	felt	discouraged	and	dispirited.	But	still
he	walked	on.	He	was	worried	more	by	the	thought	of	his	wife’s	attitude	than	by
the	loss	of	the	money	or	the	problem	of	the	next	meal.

Rather	 than	 turn	 back,	 he	 continued	 walking	 until	 he	 reached	 the	 next
station.	He	kept	 following	 the	 lines,	 and	after	half	 an	hour	dragged	his	 aching
feet	on	to	Raiwala	platform.	To	his	surprise	and	joy,	he	saw	a	note	in	Hindi	on
the	 notice	 board:	 ‘Anyone	 having	 lost	 a	 bag	 containing	 some	 notes	 and	 coins
may	inquire	at	the	stationmaster’s	office.’	Some	honest	man	or	woman	or	child
had	found	the	bag	and	handed	it	in.	Daya	Ram	felt,	that	his	faith	in	the	goodness
of	human	nature	had	been	justified.

He	rushed	into	the	office	and,	pushing	aside	an	indignant	clerk,	exclaimed:
‘You	have	found	my	money!’

‘What	 money?’	 snapped	 the	 harassed-looking	 official.	 ‘And	 don’t	 just
charge	in	here	shouting	at	the	top	of	your	voice,	this	is	not	a	hotel!’

‘The	money	I	lost	on	the	train,’	said	Daya	Ram.	‘Ten	rupees.’
‘In	 notes	 or	 in	 coins?’	 asked	 the	 stationmaster,	 who	 was	 not	 slow	 in

assessing	a	situation.
‘Six	one-rupee	notes,’	said	Daya	Ram.	‘The	rest	in	coins.’
‘Hmmm…and	what	was	the	purse	like?’
‘White	cloth,’	said	Daya	Ram.	‘Dirty	white	cloth,’	he	added	for	clarification

.
The	official	put	his	hand	in	a	drawer,	took	out	the	bag	and	flung	it	across	the

desk.	Without	 further	parley,	Daya	Ram	scooped	up	 the	bag	and	burst	 through
the	swing	doors,	completely	revived	after	his	fatiguing	march.

Now	he	had	only	one	idea:	to	celebrate,	in	his	small	way,	the	recovery	of	his
money.

So,	he	left	the	station	and	made	his	way	through	a	sleepy	little	bazaar	to	the
nearest	 tea	 shop.	He	 sat	 down	 at	 a	 table	 and	 asked	 for	 tea	 and	 a	 hookah.	The
shopkeeper	placed	a	record	on	a	gramophone,	and	the	shrill	music	shattered	the
afternoon	silence	of	the	bazaar.



A	 young	man	 sitting	 idly	 at	 the	 next	 table	 smiled	 at	Daya	Ram	 and	 said,
‘You	are	looking	happy,	brother.’

Daya	Ram	beamed.	‘I	lost	my	money	and	found	it,’	he	said	simply.
‘Then	 you	 should	 celebrate	 with	 something	 stronger	 than	 tea,’	 said	 the

friendly	stranger	with	a	wink.	‘Come	on	into	the	next	room.’	He	took	Daya	Ram
by	the	arm	and	was	so	comradely	that	 the	older	man	felt	pleased	and	flattered.
They	went	behind	a	screen,	and	the	shopkeeper	brought	them	two	glasses	and	a
bottle	of	country-made	rum.

Before	long;	Daya	Ram	had	told	his	companion	the	story	of	his	life.	He	had
also	paid	for	 the	rum	and	was	prepared	to	pay	for	more.	But	 two	of	 the	young
man’s	 friends	 came	 in	 and	 suggested	 a	 card	 game	 and	 Daya	 Ram,	 who
remembered	 having	 once	 played	 a	 game	 of	 cards	 in	 his	 youth,	 showed
enthusiasm.	He	 lost	 sportingly,	 to	 the	 tune	 of	 five	 rupees;	 the	 rum	had	 such	 a
benevolent	effect	on	his	already	genial	nature	 that	he	was	quite	ready	to	go	on
playing	until	he	had	lost	everything,	but	the	shopkeeper	came	in	hurriedly	with
the	information	that	a	policeman	was	hanging	about	outside.	Daya	Ram’s	table
companions	promptly	disappeared.

Daya	Ram	was	 still	 happy.	He	 paid	 for	 the	 hookah	 and	 the	 cup	 of	 tea	 he
hadn’t	 had,	 and	went	 lurching	 into	 the	 street.	He	had	 some	vague	 intention	of
returning	to	the	station	to	catch	a	train,	and	had	his	ticket	in	his	hand;	by	now	his
sense	of	direction	was	so	confused	that	he	turned	down	a	side	alley	and	was	soon
lost	 in	a	 labyrinth	of	 tiny	alleyways.	Just	when	he	 thought	he	saw	trees	ahead,
his	 attention	 was	 drawn	 to	 a	 man	 leaning	 against	 a	 wall	 and	 groaning
wretchedly.	 The	 man	 was	 in	 rags,	 his	 hair	 was	 tousled,	 and	 his	 face	 looked
bruised.

Daya	Ram	heard	his	groans	and	stumbled	over	to	him.
‘What	is	wrong?’	he	asked	with	concern.	‘What	is	the	matter	with	you?’
‘I	have	been	robbed,’	said	the	man,	speaking	with	difficulty.	‘Two	thugs	beat

me	and	took	my	money.	Don’t	go	any	further	this	way.’
‘Can	I	do	anything	for	you?’	said	Daya	Ram.	‘Where	do	you	live?’
‘No,	 I	will	be	all	 right,’	 said	 the	man,	 leaning	heavily	on	Daya	Ram.	 ‘Just

help	me	to	the	corner	of	the	road,	and	then	I	can	find	my	way.’
‘Do	you	need	anything?’	said	Daya	Ram.	‘Do	you	need	any	money?’
‘No,	no	just	help	me	to	those	steps.’
Daya	 Ram	 put	 an	 arm	 around	 the	 man	 and	 helped	 him	 across	 the	 road,

seating	him	on	a	step.
‘Are	you	sure	I	can	do	nothing	for	you?’	persisted	Daya	Ram.
The	man	shook	his	head	and	closed	his	eyes,	leaning	back	against	the	wall.

Daya	Ram	hesitated	a	little,	and	then	left.	But	as	soon	as	Daya	Ram	turned	the



corner,	the	man	opened	his	eyes.	He	transferred	the	bag	of	money	from	the	fold
of	his	shirt	to	the	string	of	his	pyjamas.	Then,	completely	recovered,	he	was	up
and	away.	Daya	Ram	discovered	his	 loss	when	he	had	gone	about	 fifty	yards,
and	then	it	was	too	late.	He	was	puzzled,	but	was	not	upset.	So	many	things	had
happened	to	him	today,	and	he	was	confused	and	unaware	of	his	real	situation.
He	still	had	his	ticket,	and	that	was	what	mattered	most.

The	 train	 was	 at	 the	 station,	 and	 Daya	 Ram	 got	 into	 a	 half-empty
compartment.	 It	 was	 only	 when	 the	 train	 began	 to	 move	 that	 he	 came	 to	 his
senses	 and	 realized	what	 had	 befallen	 him.	As	 the	 engine	 gathered	 speed,	 his
thoughts	came	faster.	He	was	not	worried	(except	by	the	thought	of	his	wife)	and
he	was	not	unhappy,	but	he	was	puzzled.	He	was	not	angry	or	resentful,	but	he
was	a	little	hurt.	He	knew	he	had	been	tricked,	but	he	couldn’t	understand	why.
He	had	really	liked	those	people	he	had	met	in	the	tea	shop	of	Raiwala,	and	he
still	could	not	bring	himself	to	believe	that	the	man	in	rags	had	been	putting	on
an	act.

‘Have	you	got	a	beedi?’	asked	a	man	beside	him,	who	 looked	 like	another
farmer.

Daya	Ram	had	a	beedi.	He	gave	it	to	the	other	man	and	lit	it	for	him.	Soon
they	 were	 talking	 about	 crops	 and	 rainfall	 and	 their	 respective	 families,	 and
although	a	faint	uneasiness	still	hovered	at	the	back	of	his	mind,	Daya	Ram	had
almost	 forgotten	 the	 day’s	 misfortunes.	 He	 had	 his	 ticket	 to	 Dehra	 and	 from
there	 he	 had	 to	walk	 only	 three	miles,	 and	 then	 he	would	 be	 home,	 and	 there
would	 be	 hot	 milk	 and	 cooked	 vegetables	 waiting	 for	 him.	 He	 and	 the	 other
farmer	chattered	away,	as	the	train	went	panting	across	the	wide	brown	plain.



S

THE	LONG	DAY

uraj	 was	 awakened	 by	 the	 sound	 of	 his	 mother	 busying	 herself	 in	 the
kitchen.	He	lay	in	bed,	looking	through	the	open	window	at	the	sky	getting
lighter	 and	 the	 dawn	 pushing	 its	 way	 into	 the	 room.	He	 knew	 there	was

something	 important	 about	 this	 new	 day,	 but	 for	 some	 time	 he	 couldn’t
remember	what	it	was.	Then,	as	the	room	cleared,	his	mind	cleared.	His	school
report	would	be	arriving	in	the	post.

Suraj	knew	he	had	failed.	The	class	teacher	had	told	him	so.	But	his	mother
would	only	know	of	it	when	she	read	the	report,	and	Suraj	did	not	want	to	be	in
the	house	when	she	received	 it.	He	was	sure	 it	would	be	arriving	 today.	So	he
had	 told	 his	mother	 that	 he	would	 be	 having	 his	midday	meal	with	 his	 friend
Somi—Somi,	 who	 wasn’t	 even	 in	 town	 at	 the	 moment—and	 would	 be	 home
only	 for	 the	 evening	 meal.	 By	 that	 time,	 he	 hoped,	 his	 mother	 would	 have
recovered	from	the	shock.	He	was	glad	his	father	was	away	on	tour.

He	slipped	out	of	bed	and	went	to	the	kitchen.	His	mother	was	surprised	to
see	him	up	so	early.

‘I’m	going	for	a	walk,	Ma,’	he	said,	‘and	then	I’ll	go	on	to	Somi’s	house.	’
‘Well,	have	your	bath	first	and	put	something	in	your	stomach.’
Suraj	went	 to	 the	 tap	 in	 the	 courtyard	 and	 took	 a	 quick	 bath.	He	put	 on	 a

clean	shirt	and	shorts.	Carelessly,	he	brushed	his	 thick,	curly	hair,	knowing	he
couldn’t	bring	much	order	to	its	wildness.	Then	he	gulped	down	a	glass	of	milk
and	hurried	out	of	the	house.	The	postman	wouldn’t	arrive	for	a	couple	of	hours,
but	Suraj	 felt	 that	 the	earlier	his	 start	 the	better.	His	mother	was	surprised	and
pleased	to	see	him	up	and	about	so	early.



◆

Suraj	was	out	on	the	maidaan	and	still	the	sun	had	not	risen.	The	maidaan	was	an
open	 area	 of	 grass,	 about	 a	 hundred	 square	metres,	 and	 from	 the	middle	 of	 it
could	be	seen	the	mountains,	range	upon	range	of	them,	stepping	into	the	sky.	A
game	of	 football	was	 in	progress,	and	one	of	 the	players	called	out	 to	Suraj	 to
join	them.	Suraj	said	he	wouldn’t	play	for	more	than	ten	minutes,	because	he	had
some	business	to	attend	to;	he	kicked	off	his	chappals	and	ran	barefoot	after	the
ball.	Everyone	was	playing	barefoot.	 It	was	an	 informal	game,	and	 the	players
were	 of	 all	 ages	 and	 sizes,	 from	bearded	Sikhs	 to	 small	 boys	 of	 six	 or	 seven.
Suraj	 ran	all	over	 the	place	without	actually	getting	 in	 touch	with	 the	ball—he
wasn’t	much	good	at	football—and	finally	got	 into	a	scramble	before	 the	goal,
fell	and	scratched	his	knee.	He	retired	from	the	game	even	sooner	 than	he	had
intended.

The	scratch	wasn’t	bad	but	there	was	some	blood	on	his	knee.	He	wiped	it
clean	with	his	handkerchief	and	limped	off	the	maidaan.	He	went	in	the	direction
of	the	railway	station,	but	not	through	the	bazaar.	He	went	by	way	of	the	canal,
which	came	from	the	foot	of	the	nearest	mountain,	flowed	through	the	town	and
down	 to	 the	 river.	 Beside	 the	 canal	 were	 the	 washerwomen,	 scrubbing	 and
beating	out	clothes	on	the	stone	banks.

The	 canal	was	 only	 a	metre	wide	 but,	 due	 to	 recent	 rain,	 the	 current	was
swift	and	noisy.	Suraj	stood	on	the	bank,	watching	the	rush	of	water.	There	was
an	 inlet	 at	 one	 place,	 and	 here	 some	 children	 were	 bathing,	 and	 some	 were
rushing	up	and	down	the	bank,	wearing	nothing	at	all,	shouting	to	each	other	in
high	 spirits.	 Suraj	 felt	 like	 taking	 a	 dip	 too,	 but	 he	 did	 not	 know	 any	 of	 the
children	here;	most	of	them	were	from	very	poor	families.	Hands	in	pockets,	he
walked	along	the	canal	banks.

The	 sun	 had	 risen	 and	was	 pouring	 through	 the	 branches	 of	 the	 trees	 that
lined	the	road.	The	leaves	made	shadowy	patterns	on	the	ground.	Suraj	tried	hard
not	 to	 think	 of	 his	 school	 report,	 but	 he	 knew	 that	 at	 any	 moment	 now	 the
postman	would	be	handing	over	a	long	brown	envelope	to	his	mother.	He	tried
to	 imagine	 his	mother’s	 expression	when	 she	 read	 the	 report;	 but	 the	more	 he
tried	to	picture	her	face,	the	more	certain	he	was	that,	on	knowing	his	result,	she
would	 show	 no	 expression	 at	 all.	 And	 having	 no	 expression	 on	 her	 face	 was
much	worse	than	having	one.

Suraj	heard	the	whistle	of	a	train,	and	knew	he	was	not	far	from	the	station.
He	cut	 through	a	 field,	 climbed	a	hillock	and	 ran	down	 the	 slope	until	he	was
near	 the	 railway	 tracks.	 Here	 came	 the	 train,	 screeching	 and	 puffing:	 in	 the
distance,	 a	 big	 black	 beetle,	 and	 then,	when	 the	 carriages	 swung	 into	 sight,	 a



centipede.
Suraj	 stood	a	good	 twenty	metres	away	 from	 the	 lines,	on	 the	slope	of	 the

hill.	As	 the	 train	passed,	he	pulled	 the	handkerchief	off	his	knee	and	began	 to
wave	it	furiously.	There	was	something	about	passing	trains	that	filled	him	with
awe	and	excitement.	All	those	passengers,	with	mysterious	lives	and	mysterious
destinations,	were	people	he	wanted	to	know,	people	whose	mysteries	he	wanted
to	 unfold.	He	had	been	 in	 a	 train	 recently,	when	his	 parents	 had	 taken	him	 to
bathe	in	the	sacred	river,	Ganga,	at	Haridwar.	He	wished	he	could	be	in	a	train
now;	or,	better	still,	be	an	engine-driver,	with	no	more	books	and	teachers	and
school	reports.	He	did	not	know	of	any	thirteen-year-old	engine-drivers,	but	he
saw	himself	driving	 the	engine,	shouting	orders	 to	 the	stoker;	 it	made	him	feel
powerful	to	be	in	control	of	a	mighty	steam-engine.

Someone—another	 boy—returned	 his	 wave,	 and	 the	 two	 waved	 at	 each
other	 for	 a	 few	 seconds,	 and	 then	 the	 train	 had	 passed,	 its	 smoke	 spiralling
backwards.

Suraj	felt	a	little	lonely	now.	Somehow,	the	passing	of	the	train	left	him	with
a	feeling	of	being	alone	in	a	wide,	empty	world.	He	was	feeling	hungry	too.	He
went	back	to	 the	field	where	he	had	seen	some	lichi	 trees,	climbed	into	one	of
them	and	began	plucking	and	peeling	and	eating	the	juicy	red-skinned	fruit.	No
one	seemed	to	own	the	lichi	trees	because,	although	a	dog	appeared	below	and
began	barking,	no	one	else	appeared.	Suraj	kept	spitting	 lichi	seeds	at	 the	dog,
and	the	dog	kept	barking	at	him.	Eventually,	the	dog	lost	interest	and	slunk	off.

Suraj	began	to	feel	drowsy	in	the	afternoon	heat.	The	lichi	trees	offered	a	lot
of	 shade	below,	 so	he	came	down	from	 the	 tree	and	sat	on	 the	grass,	his	back
resting	 against	 the	 tree-trunk.	A	mynah	 bird	 came	 hopping	 up	 to	 his	 feet	 and
looked	at	him	curiously,	its	head	to	one	side.

Insects	kept	buzzing	around	Suraj.	He	swiped	at	them	once	or	twice,	but	then
couldn’t	make	 the	effort	 to	keep	swiping.	He	opened	his	 shirt	buttons.	The	air
was	very	hot,	very	still;	the	only	sound	was	the	faint	buzzing	of	the	insects.	His
head	fell	forward	on	his	chest.

He	 opened	 his	 eyes	 to	 find	 himself	 being	 shaken,	 and	 looked	 up	 into	 the
round,	cheerful	face	of	his	friend	Ranji.

‘What	are	you	doing,	sleeping	here?’	asked	Ranji,	who	was	a	couple	of	years
younger	than	Suraj.	‘Have	you	run	away	from	home?’

‘Not	yet,’	said	Suraj.	‘And	what	are	you	doing	here?’
‘Came	for	lichis.’
‘So	did	I.’
They	sat	together	for	a	while	and	talked	and	ate	lichis.	Then	Ranji	suggested

that	they	visit	the	bazaar	to	eat	fried	pakoras.



‘I	haven’t	any	money,’	said	Suraj.
‘That	doesn’t	matter,’	said	Ranji,	who	always	seemed	to	be	in	funds.	‘I	have

two	rupees.’
So	they	walked	to	the	bazaar.	They	crossed	the	field,	walked	back	past	 the

canal,	skirted	the	maidaan,	came	to	the	clock	tower	and	entered	the	bazaar.
The	 evening	 crowd	 had	 just	 begun	 to	 fill	 the	 road,	 and	 there	was	 a	 lot	 of

bustle	 and	 noise:	 the	 street-vendors	 called	 their	wares	 in	 high,	 strident	 voices;
children	 shouted	 and	 women	 bargained.	 There	 was	 a	 medley	 of	 smells	 and
aromas	 coming	 from	 the	 little	 restaurants	 and	 sweet	 shops,	 and	 a	 medley	 of
colours	 in	 the	 bangle	 and	 kite	 shops.	 Suraj	 and	 Ranji	 ate	 their	 pakoras,	 felt
thirsty,	 and	 gazed	 at	 the	 rows	 and	 rows	 of	 coloured	 bottles	 at	 the	 cold	 drinks
shop,	where	 at	 least	 ten	varieties	 of	 sweet,	 sticky,	 fizzy	drinks	were	 available.
But	they	had	already	finished	the	two	rupees,	so	there	was	nothing	for	them	to
do	but	quench	their	thirst	at	the	municipal	tap.

Afterwards	 they	 wandered	 down	 the	 crowded	 street,	 examining	 the	 shop-
fronts,	 commenting	 on	 the	 passers-by,	 and	 every	 now	 and	 then	 greeting	 some
friend	or	acquaintance.	Darkness	came	on	suddenly,	and	then	the	bazaar	was	lit
up,	the	big	shops	with	bright	electric	and	neon	lights,	the	street-vendors	with	oil-
lamps.	The	bazaar	at	night	was	even	more	exciting	than	during	the	day.

They	traversed	the	bazaar	from	end	to	end,	and	when	they	were	at	the	clock
tower	again,	Ranji	said	he	had	to	go	home,	and	left	Suraj.	It	was	nearing	Suraj’s
dinner	time	and	so,	unwillingly,	he	too	turned	homewards.	He	did	not	want	it	to
appear	that	he	was	deliberately	staying	out	late	because	of	the	school	report.

◆

The	 lights	 were	 on	 in	 the	 front	 room	when	 he	 got	 home.	 He	 waited	 outside,
secure	 in	 the	darkness	of	 the	verandah,	watching	 the	 lighted	 room.	His	mother
would	be	waiting	for	him,	she	would	probably	have	the	report	in	her	hand	or	on
the	kitchen	shelf,	and	she	would	have	lots	and	lots	of	questions	to	ask	him.

All	 the	cares	of	 the	world	seemed	 to	descend	on	Suraj	as	he	crept	 into	 the
house.

‘You’re	late,’	said	his	mother.	‘Come	and	have	your	food.’
Suraj	said	nothing,	but	removed	his	shoes	outside	the	kitchen	and	sat	down

cross-legged	on	the	kitchen	floor,	which	was	where	he	 took	his	meals.	He	was
tired	and	hungry.	He	no	longer	cared	about	anything.

‘One	 of	 your	 class-fellows	 dropped	 in,’	 said	 his	 mother.	 ‘He	 said	 your
reports	were	sent	out	today.	They’ll	arrive	tomorrow.’

Tomorrow!	Suraj	felt	a	great	surge	of	relief.



But	then,	just	as	suddenly,	his	spirits	fell	again.
Tomorrow…a	further	postponement	of	the	dread	moment,	another	night	and

another	morning	something	would	have	to	be	done	about	it	!
‘Ma,’	he	said	abruptly.	‘Somi	has	asked	me	to	his	house	again	tomorrow.’
‘I	 don’t	 know	 how	 his	 mother	 puts	 up	 with	 you	 so	 often,’	 said	 Suraj’s

mother.

◆

Suraj	 lay	awake	 in	bed,	planning	 the	morrow’s	activities:	a	game	of	cricket	or
football	 on	 the	maidaan;	 perhaps	 a	 dip	 in	 the	 canal;	 a	 half-hour	watching	 the
trains	thunder	past;	and	in	the	evening	an	hour	in	the	bazaar,	among	the	kites	and
balloons	 and	 rose-coloured	 fizzy	 drinks	 and	 round	 dripping	 syrupy	 sweets…
Perhaps,	in	the	morning,	he	could	persuade	his	mother	to	give	him	two	or	three
rupees…	It	would	be	his	last	rupees	for	quite	some	time.



THE	TIGER	IN	THE	TUNNEL

Tembu,	 the	 boy,	 opened	 his	 eyes	 in	 the	 dark	 and	 wondered	 if	 his	 father	 was
ready	to	leave	the	hut	on	his	nightly	errand.	There	was	no	moon	that	night,	and
the	deathly	stillness	of	the	surrounding	jungle	was	broken	only	occasionally	by
the	shrill	cry	of	a	cicada.	Sometimes	from	far	off	came	the	hollow	hammering	of
a	woodpecker	carried	along	on	the	faint	breeze.	Or	the	grunt	of	a	wild	boar	could
be	 heard	 as	 he	 dug	 up	 a	 favourite	 root.	 But	 these	 sounds	 were	 rare	 and	 the
silence	of	the	forest	always	returned	to	swallow	them	up.

Baldeo,	the	watchman,	was	awake.	He	stretched	himself,	slowly	unwinding
the	heavy	shawl	that	covered	him	like	a	shroud.	It	was	close	to	midnight	and	the
chill	 air	made	 him	 shiver.	The	 station,	 a	 small	 shack	 backed	 by	 heavy	 jungle,
was	 a	 station	 in	 name	 only;	 for	 trains	 only	 stopped	 there,	 if	 at	 all,	 for	 a	 few
seconds	 before	 entering	 the	 deep	 cutting	 that	 led	 to	 the	 tunnel.	 Most	 trains
merely	slowed	down	before	taking	the	sharp	curve	before	the	cutting.

Baldeo	was	responsible	for	signalling	whether	or	not	the	tunnel	was	clear	of
obstruction,	 and	 his	 hand-worked	 signal	 stood	 before	 the	 entrance.	At	 night	 it
was	his	duty	to	see	that	the	lamp	was	burning,	and	that	the	overland	mail	passed
through	safely.

‘Shall	 I	 come	 too,	 Father?’	 asked	Tembu	 sleepily,	 still	 lying	 huddled	 in	 a
corner	of	the	hut.

‘No,	it	is	cold	tonight.	Do	not	get	up.’
Tembu,	who	was	twelve,	did	not	always	sleep	with	his	father	at	the	station,

for	he	had	also	 to	help	 in	 the	home,	where	his	mother	and	younger	sister	were
usually	alone.	They	lived	in	a	small	tribal	village	on	the	outskirts	of	the	forest,



about	three	miles	from	the	station.	Their	small	rice	fields	did	not	provide	them
with	more	 than	a	bare	 living	and	Baldeo	considered	himself	 lucky	 to	have	got
the	job	of	khalasi	at	this	small	wayside	signal	stop.

Still	drowsy,	Baldeo	groped	for	his	lamp	in	the	darkness,	then	fumbled	about
in	search	of	matches.	When	he	had	produced	a	light,	he	left	the	hut,	closed	the
door	behind	him,	and	set	off	along	the	permanent	way.	Tembu	had	fallen	asleep
again.

Baldeo	 wondered	 whether	 the	 lamp	 on	 the	 signal	 post	 was	 still	 alight.
Gathering	his	shawl	closer	about	him,	he	stumbled	on,	sometimes	along	the	rails,
sometimes	along	the	ballast.	He	longed	to	get	back	to	his	warm	corner	in	the	hut.

The	 eeriness	 of	 the	 place	 was	 increased	 by	 the	 neighbouring	 hills	 which
overhung	the	main	line	threateningly.	On	entering	the	cutting	with	its	sheer	rock
walls	 towering	 high	 above	 the	 rails,	Baldeo	 could	 not	 help	 thinking	 about	 the
wild	animals	he	might	encounter.	He	had	heard	many	tales	of	the	famous	tunnel
tiger,	 a	 man-eater,	 who	 was	 supposed	 to	 frequent	 this	 spot;	 but	 he	 hardly
believed	these	stories	for,	since	his	arrival	at	this	place	a	month	ago,	he	had	not
seen	or	even	heard	a	tiger.

There	had,	of	course,	been	panthers,	and	only	a	 few	days	ago	 the	villagers
had	 killed	 one	 with	 their	 spears	 and	 axes.	 Baldeo	 had	 occasionally	 heard	 the
sawing	of	a	panther	calling	to	its	mate,	but	they	had	not	come	near	the	tunnel	or
shed.

Baldeo	 walked	 confidently	 for,	 being	 tribal	 himself,	 he	 was	 used	 to	 the
jungle	and	its	ways.	Like	his	forefathers,	he	carried	a	small	axe;	fragile	to	look
at,	but	deadly	when	in	use.	With	 it,	 in	 three	or	four	swift	strokes,	he	could	cut
down	a	tree	as	neatly	as	if	it	had	been	sawn;	and	he	prided	himself	in	his	skill	in
wielding	 it	against	wild	animals.	He	had	killed	a	young	boar	with	 it	once,	and
the	 family	had	 feasted	on	 the	 flesh	 for	 three	days.	The	axe	head	of	pure	 steel,
thin	but	ringing	true	like	a	hell,	had	been	made	by	his	father	over	a	charcoal	fire.
This	 axe	was	 part	 of	 himself	 and	wherever	 he	went,	 be	 it	 to	 the	 local	market
seven	 miles	 away,	 or	 to	 a	 tribal	 dance,	 the	 axe	 was	 always	 in	 his	 hand.
Occasionally	 an	 official	 who	 had	 come	 to	 the	 station	 had	 offered	 him	 good
money	for	the	weapons;	but	Baldeo	had	no	intention	of	parting	with	it.

The	 cutting	 curved	 sharply,	 and	 in	 the	 darkness	 the	 black	 entrance	 to	 the
tunnel	 loomed	up	menacingly.	The	signal	 light	was	out.	Baldeo	set	 to	work	 to
haul	the	lamp	down	by	its	chain.	If	the	oil	had	finished,	he	would	have	to	return
to	the	hut	for	more.	The	mail	train	was	due	in	five	minutes.

Once	more	 he	 fumbled	 for	 his	matches.	 Then	 suddenly	 he	 stood	 still	 and
listened.	The	frightened	cry	of	a	barking	deer,	followed	by	a	crashing	sound	in
the	undergrowth,	made	Baldeo	hurry.	There	was	still	a	little	oil	in	the	lamp,	and



after	 an	 instant’s	 hesitation	 he	 lit	 the	 lamp	 again	 and	 hoisted	 it	 back	 into
position.	 Having	 done	 this,	 he	 walked	 quickly	 down	 the	 tunnel,	 swinging	 his
own	 lamp,	 so	 that	 the	 shadows	 leapt	 up	 and	 down	 the	 soot-stained	walls,	 and
having	made	 sure	 that	 the	 line	 was	 clear,	 he	 returned	 to	 the	 entrance	 and	 sat
down	to	wait	for	the	mail	train	.

The	 train	 was	 late.	 Sitting	 huddled	 up,	 almost	 dozing,	 he	 soon	 forgot	 his
surroundings	and	began	to	nod.

Back	in	the	hut,	the	trembling	of	the	ground	told	of	the	approach	of	the	train,
and	a	low,	distant	rumble	woke	the	boy,	who	sat	up,	rubbing	the	sleep	from	his
eyes.

‘Father,	it’s	time	to	light	the	lamp,’	he	mumbled,	and	then,	realizing	that	his
father	 had	 been	 gone	 some	 time,	 he	 lay	 down	 again,	 but	 he	was	wide	 awake
now,	waiting	for	the	train	to	pass,	waiting	for	his	father’s	returning	footsteps.

A	low	grunt	resounded	from	the	top	of	the	cutting.	In	a	second	Baldeo	was
awake,	all	his	senses	alert.	Only	a	tiger	could	emit	such	a	sound.

There	was	no	shelter	for	Baldeo,	but	he	grasped	his	axe	firmly	and	tensed	his
body,	trying	to	make	out	the	direction	from	which	the	animal	was	approaching.
For	 some	 time	 there	was	only	 silence,	 even	 the	 usual	 jungle	 noises	 seemed	 to
have	ceased	altogether.	Then	a	 thump	and	the	rattle	of	small	stones	announced
that	the	tiger	had	sprung	into	the	cutting.

Baldeo,	listening	as	he	had	never	listened	before,	wondered	if	it	was	making
for	 the	 tunnel	 or	 the	 opposite	 direction—the	 direction	 of	 the	 hut,	 in	 which
Tembu	would	be	lying	unprotected.	He	did	not	have	to	wonder	for	long.	Before
a	minute	 had	 passed	 he	made	 out	 the	 huge	 body	 of	 the	 tiger	 trotting	 steadily
towards	him.	 Its	eyes	shone	a	brilliant	green	 in	 the	 light	 from	the	signal	 lamp.
Flight	 was	 useless,	 for	 in	 the	 dark	 the	 tiger	 would	 be	 more	 sure-footed	 than
Baldeo	and	would	soon	be	upon	him	from	behind.	Baideo	stood	with	his	back	to
the	 signal	 post,	 motionless,	 staring	 at	 the	 great	 brute	 moving	 rapidly	 towards
him.	The	 tiger,	 used	 to	 the	ways	 of	men,	 for	 it	 had	 been	 preying	 on	 them	 for
years,	 came	on	 fearlessly,	 and	with	 a	quick	 tun	and	a	 snarl	 struck	out	with	 its
right	paw,	expecting	to	bowl	over	this	puny	man	who	dared	stand	in	the	way.

Baldeo,	however,	was	ready.	With	a	marvelously	agile	 leap	he	avoided	the
paw	and	brought	his	axe	down	on	the	animal’s	shoulder.	The	tiger	gave	a	roar
and	attempted	to	close	in.	Again	Baldeo	drove	his	axe	with	true	aim;	but,	to	his
horror,	 the	beast	swerved,	and	 the	axe	caught	 the	 tiger	on	 the	shoulder,	almost
severing	 the	 leg.	To	make	matters	worse,	 the	 axe	 remained	 stuck	 in	 the	 bone,
and	Baldeo	was	left	without	a	weapon.

The	 tiger,	 roaring	with	pain,	now	sprang	upon	Baldeo,	bringing	him	down
and	then	tearing	at	his	broken	body.	It	was	all	over	in	a	few	minutes.	Baldeo	was



conscious	only	of	 a	 searing	pain	down	his	back,	 and	 then	 there	was	blackness
and	the	night	closed	in	on	him	forever.

The	tiger	drew	off	and	sat	down	licking	his	wounded	leg,	roaring	every	now
and	 then	with	 agony.	He	 did	 not	 notice	 the	 faint	 rumble	 that	 shook	 the	 earth,
followed	 by	 the	 distant	 puffing	 of	 an	 engine	 steadily	 climbing.	 The	 overland
mail	 was	 approaching.	 Through	 the	 trees	 beyond	 the	 cutting,	 as	 the	 train
advanced,	the	glow	of	the	furnace	could	be	seen,	and	showers	of	sparks	fell	like
Diwali	lights	over	the	forest.

As	 the	 train	 entered	 the	 cutting,	 the	 engine	 whistled	 once,	 loud	 and
piercingly.	 The	 tiger	 raised	 his	 head,	 then	 slowly	 got	 to	 his	 feet.	 He	 found
himself	 trapped	 like	 the	 man.	 Flight	 along	 the	 cutting	 was	 impossible.	 He
entered	 the	 tunnel,	 running	 as	 fast	 as	 his	wounded	 leg	would	 carry	 him.	And
then,	with	a	 roar	and	a	shower	of	sparks,	 the	 train	entered	 the	yawning	 tunnel.
The	noise	in	the	confined	space	was	deafening	but,	when	the	train	came	out	into
the	 open,	 on	 the	 other	 side,	 silence	 returned	 once	 more	 to	 the	 forest	 and	 the
tunnel.

At	the	next	station	the	driver	slowed	down	and	stopped	his	train	to	water	the
engine.	He	got	down	to	stretch	his	legs	and	decided	to	examine	the	headlamps.
He	received	the	surprise	of	his	life;	for,	just	above	the	cowcatcher	lay	the	major
portion	of	the	tiger,	cut	in	half	by	the	engine.

There	was	considerable	excitement	and	conjecture	at	the	station,	but	back	at
the	cutting	there	was	no	sound	except	for	the	sobs	of	the	boy	as	he	sat	beside	the
body	of	his	father.	He	sat	 there	a	long	time,	unafraid	of	the	darkness,	guarding
the	body	from	jackals	and	hyenas,	until	the	first	faint	light	of	dawn	brought	with
it	the	arrival	of	the	relief	watchman.

Tembu	and	his	sister	and	mother	were	plunged	in	grief	for	two	whole	days;
but	life	had	to	go	on,	and	a	living	had	to	be	made,	and	all	the	responsibility	now
fell	on	Tembu.	Three	nights	later,	he	was	at	the	cutting,	lighting	the	signal	lamp
for	the	overland	mail.

He	sat	down	in	the	darkness	to	wait	for	the	train,	and	sang	softly	to	himself.
There	was	nothing	to	be	afraid	of—his	father	had	killed	the	tiger,	the	forest	gods
were	 pleased;	 and	 besides,	 he	 had	 the	 axe	 with	 him,	 his	 father’s	 axe,	 and	 he
knew	how	to	use	it.



I

THE	WOMAN	ON	PLATFORM	NO.	8

t	was	my	second	year	at	boarding-school,	and	I	was	sitting	on	Platform	No.	8
at	Ambala	station,	waiting	for	 the	northern	bound	 train.	 I	 think	I	was	about
twelve	at	the	time.	My	parents	considered	me	old	enough	to	travel	alone,	and

I	had	arrived	by	bus	at	Ambala	early	 in	 the	evening:	now	there	was	a	wait	 till
midnight	 before	my	 train	 arrived.	Most	 of	 the	 time	 I	 had	 been	 pacing	 up	 and
down	the	platform,	browsing	at	the	bookstall,	or	feeding	broken	biscuits	to	stray
dogs;	 trains	 came	 and	went,	 and	 the	 platform	would	 be	 quiet	 for	 a	while	 and
then,	when	a	train	arrived,	it	would	be	an	inferno	of	heaving,	shouting,	agitated
human	bodies.	As	the	carriage	doors	opened,	a	tide	of	people	would	sweep	down
upon	the	nervous	little	ticket	collector	at	the	gate;	and	every	time	this	happened	I
would	 be	 caught	 in	 the	 rush	 and	 swept	 outside	 the	 station.	 Now	 tired	 of	 this
game	and	of	ambling	about	 the	platform,	I	sat	down	on	my	suitcase	and	gazed
dismally	across	the	railway	tracks.

Trolleys	 rolled	 past	 me,	 and	 I	 was	 conscious	 of	 the	 cries	 of	 the	 various
vendors—the	 men	 who	 sold	 curds	 and	 lemon,	 the	 sweetmeat	 seller,	 the
newspaper	 boy—but	 I	 had	 lost	 interest	 in	 all	 that	 went	 on	 along	 the	 busy
platform,	 and	 continued	 to	 stare	 across	 the	 railway	 tracks,	 feeling	bored	 and	 a
little	lonely.

‘Are	you	all	alone,	my	son?’	asked	a	soft	voice	close	behind	me.
I	looked	up	and	saw	a	woman	standing	near	me.	She	was	leaning	over,	and	I

saw	a	pale	face,	and	dark	kind	eyes.	She	wore	no	jewels,	and	was	dressed	very
simply	in	a	white	sari.

‘Yes,	 I	 am	going	 to	 school,’	 I	 said,	 and	stood	up	 respectfully.	She	 seemed



poor,	but	there	was	a	dignity	about	her	that	commanded	respect.
‘I	 have	 been	watching	 you	 for	 some	 time,’	 she	 said.	 ‘Didn’t	 your	 parents

come	to	see	you	off?’
‘I	 don’t	 live	 here,’	 I	 said.	 ‘I	 had	 to	 change	 trains.	 Anyway,	 I	 can	 travel

alone.’
‘I	am	sure	you	can,’	she	said,	and	I	liked	her	for	saying	that,	and	I	also	liked

her	for	the	simplicity	of	her	dress,	and	for	her	deep,	soft	voice	and	the	serenity	of
her	face.

‘Tell	me,	what	is	your	name?’	she	asked.
‘Arun,’	I	said.
‘And	how	long	do	you	have	to	wait	for	your	train?’
‘About	an	hour,	I	think.	It	comes	at	twelve	o’clock.’
‘Then	come	with	me	and	have	something	to	eat.’
I	was	going	to	refuse,	out	of	shyness	and	suspicion,	but	she	took	me	by	the

hand,	and	then	I	felt	it	would	be	silly	to	pull	my	hand	away.	She	told	a	coolie	to
look	after	my	suitcase,	and	then	she	led	me	away	down	the	platform.	Her	hand
was	gentle,	and	she	held	mine	neither	too	firmly	nor	too	lightly.	I	looked	up	at
her	again.	She	was	not	young.	And	she	was	not	old.	She	must	have	been	over
thirty,	but	had	she	been	fifty,	I	think	she	would	have	looked	much	the	same.

She	 took	 me	 into	 the	 station	 dining-room,	 ordered	 tea	 and	 samosas	 and
jalebis,	and	at	once	I	began	to	thaw	and	take	a	new	interest	in	this	kind	woman.
The	 strange	 encounter	 had	 little	 effect	 on	my	 appetite.	 I	was	 a	 hungry	 school
boy,	 and	 I	 ate	 as	much	 as	 I	 could	 in	 as	 polite	 a	manner	 as	 possible.	 She	 took
obvious	 pleasure	 in	 watching	 me	 eat,	 and	 I	 think	 it	 was	 the	 food	 that
strengthened	 the	 bond	 between	 us	 and	 cemented	 our	 friendship,	 for	 under	 the
influence	of	the	tea	and	sweets	I	began	to	talk	quite	freely,	and	told	her	about	my
school,	my	friends,	my	likes	and	dislikes.	She	questioned	me	quietly	from	time
to	 time,	 but	 preferred	 listening;	 she	 drew	 me	 out	 very	 well,	 and	 I	 had	 soon
forgotten	 that	we	were	 strangers.	 But	 she	 did	 not	 ask	me	 about	my	 family	 or
where	I	lived,	and	I	did	not	ask	her	where	she	lived.	I	accepted	her	for	what	she
had	been	 to	me—a	quiet,	kind	and	gentle	woman	who	gave	sweets	 to	a	 lonely
boy	on	a	railway	platform…

After	 about	 half	 an	 hour	we	 left	 the	 dining-room	 and	 began	walking	 back
along	the	platform.	An	engine	was	shunting	up	and	down	beside	Platform	No.	8,
and	as	it	approached,	a	boy	leapt	off	the	platform	and	ran	across	the	rails,	taking
a	shortcut	to	the	next	platform.	He	was	at	a	safe	distance	from	the	engine,	but	as
he	leapt	across	the	rails,	 the	woman	clutched	my	arm.	Her	fingers	dug	into	my
flesh,	and	 I	winced	with	pain.	 I	caught	her	 fingers	and	 looked	up	at	her,	and	 I
saw	a	spasm	of	pain	and	fear	and	sadness	pass	across	her	face.	She	watched	the



boy	as	he	climbed	 the	platform,	and	 it	was	not	until	he	had	disappeared	 in	 the
crowd	that	she	relaxed	her	hold	on	my	arm.	She	smiled	at	me	reassuringly,	and
took	my	hand	again;	but	her	fingers	trembled	against	mine.

‘He	was	all	right,’	I	said,	feeling	that	it	was	she	who	needed	reassurance.
She	 smiled	 gratefully	 at	me	 and	 pressed	my	 hand.	We	walked	 together	 in

silence	 until	 we	 reached	 the	 place	 where	 I	 had	 left	 my	 suitcase.	 One	 of	 my
schoolfellows,	Satish,	a	boy	of	about	my	age,	had	turned	up	with	his	mother.

‘Hello,	Arun!’	he	called.	‘The	train’s	coming	in	late,	as	usual.	Did	you	know
we	have	a	new	headmaster	this	year?’

We	shook	hands,	and	then	he	turned	to	his	mother	and	said:	‘This	is	Arun,
Mother.	He	is	one	of	my	friends,	and	the	best	bowler	in	the	class.’

‘I	am	glad	to	know	that,’	said	his	mother,	a	large	imposing	woman	who	wore
spectacles.	 She	 looked	 at	 the	 woman	 who	 held	 my	 hand	 and	 said:	 ‘And	 I
suppose	you’re	Arun’s	mother?’

I	 opened	 my	 mouth	 to	 make	 some	 explanation,	 but	 before	 I	 could	 say
anything	the	woman	replied:	‘Yes,	I	am	Arun’s	mother.’

I	was	unable	to	speak	a	word.	I	looked	quickly	up	at	the	woman,	but	she	did
not	appear	to	be	at	all	embarrassed,	and	was	smiling	at	Satish’s	mother.

Satish’s	mother	said:	‘It’s	such	a	nuisance	having	to	wait	for	the	train	right
in	the	middle	of	the	night.	But	one	can’t	let	the	child	wait	here	alone.	Anything
can	 happen	 to	 a	 boy	 at	 a	 big	 station	 like	 this—there	 are	 so	 many	 suspicious
characters	hanging	about.	These	days	one	has	to	be	very	careful	of	strangers.’

‘Arun	can	travel	alone	though,’	said	the	woman	beside	me,	and	somehow	I
felt	 grateful	 to	 her	 for	 saying	 that.	 I	 had	 already	 forgiven	 her	 for	 lying;	 and
besides,	I	had	taken	an	instinctive	dislike	to	Satish’s	mother.

‘Well,	 be	 very	 careful,	 Arun,’	 said	 Satish’s	 mother	 looking	 sternly	 at	 me
through	her	spectacles.	‘Be	very	careful	when	your	mother	is	not	with	you.	And
never	talk	to	strangers!’

I	 looked	 from	 Satish’s	 mother	 to	 the	 woman	 who	 had	 given	 me	 tea	 and
sweets,	and	back	at	Satish’s	mother.

‘I	like	strangers,’	I	said.
Satish’s	mother	definitely	staggered	a	little,	as	obviously	she	was	not	used	to

being	contradicted	by	small	boys.	 ‘There	you	are,	you	see!	 If	you	don’t	watch
over	them	all	 the	time,	they’ll	walk	straight	into	trouble.	Always	listen	to	what
your	mother	 tells	you,’	 she	said,	wagging	a	 fat	 little	 finger	at	me.	 ‘And	never,
never	talk	to	strangers.’

I	 glared	 resentfully	 at	 her,	 and	 moved	 closer	 to	 the	 woman	 who	 had
befriended	 me.	 Satish	 was	 standing	 behind	 his	 mother,	 grinning	 at	 me,	 and
delighting	in	my	clash	with	his	mother.	Apparently	he	was	on	my	side.



The	 station	 bell	 clanged,	 and	 the	 people	 who	 had	 till	 now	 been	 squatting
resignedly	on	the	platform	began	bustling	about.

‘Here	it	comes,’	shouted	Satish,	as	the	engine	whistle	shrieked	and	the	front
lights	played	over	the	rails.

The	train	moved	slowly	into	the	station,	the	engine	hissing	and	sending	out
waves	of	steam.	As	it	came	to	a	stop,	Satish	jumped	on	the	footboard	of	a	lighted
compartment	and	shouted,	‘Come	on,	Arun,	this	one’s	empty!’	and	I	picked	up
my	suitcase	and	made	a	dash	for	the	open	door.

We	placed	ourselves	at	the	open	windows,	and	the	two	women	stood	outside
on	the	platform,	talking	up	to	us.	Satish’s	mother	did	most	of	the	talking.

‘Now	don’t	 jump	on	and	off	moving	trains,	as	you	did	just	now,’	she	said.
‘And	don’t	stick	your	heads	out	of	the	windows,	and	don’t	eat	any	rubbish	on	the
way.’	She	allowed	me	to	share	the	benefit	of	her	advice,	as	she	probably	didn’t
think	my	 ‘mother’	 a	very	capable	person.	She	handed	Satish	a	bag	of	 fruits,	 a
cricket	bat	and	a	big	box	of	chocolates,	and	told	him	to	share	the	food	with	me.
Then	she	stood	back	from	the	window	to	watch	how	my	‘mother’	behaved.

I	was	smarting	under	the	patronizing	tone	of	Satish’s	mother,	who	obviously
thought	mine	a	very	poor	 family;	and	I	did	not	 intend	giving	 the	other	woman
away.	I	let	her	take	my	hand	in	hers,	but	I	could	think	of	nothing	to	say.	I	was
conscious	 of	 Satish’s	mother	 staring	 at	 us	with	 hard,	 beady	 eyes,	 and	 I	 found
myself	 hating	 her	 with	 a	 firm,	 unreasoning	 hate.	 The	 guard	 walked	 up	 the
platform,	blowing	his	whistle	for	the	train	to	leave.	I	looked	straight	into	the	eyes
of	the	woman	who	held	my	hand,	and	she	smiled	in	a	gentle,	understanding	way.
I	leaned	out	of	the	window	then,	and	put	my	lips	to	her	cheek,	and	kissed	her.

The	carriage	jolted	forward,	and	she	drew	her	hand	away.
‘Goodbye,	Mother!’	said	Satish,	as	the	train	began	to	move	slowly	out	of	the

station.	Satish	and	his	mother	waved	to	each	other.
‘Goodbye,’	I	said	to	the	other	woman,	‘goodbye—Mother…’
I	 didn’t	 wave	 or	 shout,	 but	 sat	 still	 in	 front	 of	 the	window,	 gazing	 at	 the

woman	on	the	platform.	Satish’s	mother	was	talking	to	her,	but	she	didn’t	appear
to	be	listening;	she	was	looking	at	me,	as	the	train	took	me	away.	She	stood	there
on	the	busy	platform,	a	pale	sweet	woman	in	white,	and	I	watched	her	until	she
was	lost	in	the	milling	crowd.



A

SNAKE	TROUBLE

1

fter	 retiring	 from	 the	 Indian	Railways	and	settling	 in	Dehra,	Grandfather
often	made	his	days	(and	ours)	more	exciting	by	keeping	unusual	pets.	He
paid	 a	 snake	 charmer	 in	 the	 bazaar	 twenty	 rupees	 for	 a	 young	 python.

Then,	 to	 the	delight	of	 a	 curious	group	of	boys	 and	girls,	 he	 slung	 the	python
over	his	shoulder	and	brought	it	home.

I	was	with	him	at	the	time,	and	felt	very	proud	walking	beside	Grandfather.
He	 was	 popular	 in	 Dehra,	 especially	 among	 the	 poorer	 people,	 and	 everyone
greeted	him	politely	without	 seeming	 to	notice	 the	python.	They	were,	 in	 fact,
quite	used	to	seeing	him	in	the	company	of	strange	creatures.

The	 first	 to	 see	us	arrive	was	Tutu	 the	monkey,	who	was	swinging	 from	a
branch	of	the	jackfruit	tree.	One	look	at	the	python,	ancient	enemy	of	her	race,
and	she	fled	into	the	house	squealing	with	fright.	Then	our	parrot,	Popeye,	who
had	his	 perch	on	 the	verandah,	 set	 up	 the	most	 awful	 shrieking	 and	whistling.
His	whistle	was	 like	 that	of	a	 steam	engine.	He	had	 learnt	 to	do	 this	 in	earlier
days,	when	we	had	lived	near	railway	stations	.

The	noise	brought	Grandmother	to	the	verandah,	where	she	nearly	fainted	at
the	sight	of	the	python	curled	round	Grandfather’s	neck.

Grandmother	put	up	with	most	of	his	pets,	but	she	drew	the	line	at	reptiles.
Even	a	sweet-tempered	lizard	made	her	blood	run	cold.	There	was	little	chance
that	she	would	allow	a	python	in	the	house.

‘It	will	strangle	you	to	death!’	she	cried.



‘Nonsense,’	said	Grandfather.	‘He’s	only	a	young	fellow.’
‘He’ll	soon	get	used	to	us,’	I	added	by	way	of	support.
‘He	might,	 indeed,’	 said	Grandmother,	 ‘but	 I	 have	 no	 intention	 of	 getting

used	 to	him.	And	your	Aunt	Ruby	 is	coming	 to	 stay	with	us	 tomorrow.	She’ll
leave	the	minute	she	knows	there’s	a	snake	in	the	house.’

‘Well,	perhaps	we	should	show	it	 to	her	first	 thing,’	said	Grandfather,	who
found	Aunt	Ruby	rather	tiresome.

‘Get	rid	of	it	right	away,’	said	Grandmother.
‘I	can’t	let	it	loose	in	the	garden.	It	might	find	its	way	into	the	chicken	shed,

and	then	where	will	we	be?’
‘Minus	a	few	chickens,’	I	said	reasonably,	but	this	only	made	Grandmother

more	determined	to	get	rid	of	the	python.
‘Lock	that	awful	thing	in	the	bathroom,’	she	said.	‘Go	and	find	the	man	you

bought	it	from,	and	get	him	to	come	here	and	collect	it!	He	can	keep	the	money
you	gave	him.’

Grandfather	and	I	took	the	snake	into	the	bathroom	and	placed	it	in	an	empty
tub.	Looking	a	bit	crestfallen,	he	said,	 ‘Perhaps	your	grandmother	 is	 right.	 I’m
not	worried	about	Aunt	Ruby,	but	we	don’t	want	the	python	to	get	hold	of	Tutu
or	Popeye.’

We	hurried	off	to	the	bazaar	in	search	of	the	snake	charmer	but	hadn’t	gone
far	when	we	found	several	snake	charmers	looking	for	us.	They	had	heard	that
Grandfather	 was	 buying	 snakes,	 and	 they	 had	 brought	 with	 them	 snakes	 of
various	sizes	and	descriptions.

‘No,	no!’	protested	Grandfather.	 ‘We	don’t	want	more	snakes.	We	want	 to
return	the	one	we	bought.’

But	the	man	who	had	sold	it	to	us	had,	apparently,	returned	to	his	village	in
the	 jungle,	 looking	 for	 another	 python	 for	 Grandfather;	 and	 the	 other	 snake
charmers	were	not	 interested	in	buying,	only	 in	selling.	In	order	 to	shake	them
off,	we	had	 to	return	home	by	a	roundabout	route,	climbing	a	wall	and	cutting
through	an	orchard.	We	found	Grandmother	pacing	up	and	down	the	verandah.
One	look	at	our	faces	and	she	knew	we	had	failed	to	get	rid	of	the	snake.

‘All	 right,’	 said	Grandmother.	 ‘Just	 take	 it	 away	yourselves	and	 see	 that	 it
doesn’t	come	back.’

‘We’ll	get	rid	of	it,	Grandmother,’	I	said	confidently.	‘Don’t	you	worry.’
Grandfather	 opened	 the	 bathroom	 door	 and	 stepped	 into	 the	 room.	 I	 was

close	behind	him.	We	couldn’t	see	the	python	anywhere.
‘He’s	gone,’	announced	Grandfather.
‘We	left	the	window	open,’	I	said.
‘Deliberately,	no	doubt,’	said	Grandmother.	 ‘But	 it	couldn’t	have	gone	far.



You’ll	have	to	search	the	grounds.’
A	careful	search	was	made	of	the	house,	the	roof,	the	kitchen,	the	garden	and

the	chicken	shed,	but	there	was	no	sign	of	the	python.
‘He	 must	 have	 gone	 over	 the	 garden	 wall,’	 Grandfather	 said	 cheerfully.

‘He’ll	be	well	away	by	now!’
The	 python	 did	 not	 reappear,	 and	 when	 Aunt	 Ruby	 arrived	 with	 enough

luggage	to	show	that	she	had	come	for	a	long	visit,	there	was	only	the	parrot	to
greet	her	with	a	series	of	long,	ear-splitting	whistles.
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For	 a	 couple	 of	 days	 Grandfather	 and	 I	 were	 a	 little	 worried	 that	 the	 python
might	make	a	sudden	reappearance,	but	when	he	didn’t	show	up	again	we	felt	he
had	gone	for	good.	Aunt	Ruby	had	to	put	up	with	Tutu	the	monkey	making	faces
at	her,	something	I	did	only	when	she	wasn’t	looking;	and	she	complained	that
Popeye	shrieked	loudest	when	she	was	 in	 the	room;	but	she	was	used	to	 them,
and	knew	she	would	have	to	bear	with	them	if	she	was	going	to	stay	with	us.

And	then,	one	evening,	we	were	startled	by	a	scream	from	the	garden.
Seconds	later,	Aunt	Ruby	came	flying	up	the	verandah	steps,	gasping,	‘In	the

guava	tree!	I	was	reaching	for	a	guava	when	I	saw	it	staring	at	me.	The	look	in
its	eyes!	As	though	it	would	eat	me	alive—’

‘Calm	down,	dear,’	urged	Grandmother,	sprinkling	rose	water	over	my	aunt.
‘Tell	us,	what	did	you	see?’

‘A	snake!’	sobbed	Aunt	Ruby.	‘A	great	boa	constrictor	in	the	guava	tree.	Its
eyes	were	terrible,	and	it	looked	at	me	in	such	a	queer	way.’

‘Trying	 to	 tempt	 you	 with	 a	 guava,	 no	 doubt,’	 said	 Grandfather,	 turning
away	to	hide	his	smile.	He	gave	me	a	look	full	of	meaning,	and	I	hurried	out	into
the	 garden.	 But	 when	 I	 got	 to	 the	 guava	 tree,	 the	 python	 (if	 it	 had	 been	 the
python)	had	gone.

‘Aunt	Ruby	must	have	frightened	it	off,’	I	told	Grandfather.
‘I’m	not	surprised,’	he	said.	‘But	it	will	be	back,	Ranji.	I	think	it	has	taken	a

fancy	to	your	aunt.	’
Sure	 enough,	 the	 python	 began	 to	 make	 brief	 but	 frequent	 appearances,

usually	up	in	the	most	unexpected	places.
One	morning	I	 found	him	curled	up	on	a	dressing	 table,	gazing	at	his	own

reflection	in	the	mirror.	I	went	for	Grandfather,	but	by	the	time	we	returned	the
python	had	moved	on.

He	was	seen	again	in	the	garden,	and	one	day	I	spotted	him	climbing	the	iron
ladder	to	the	roof.	I	set	off	after	him,	and	was	soon	up	the	ladder,	which	I	had



climbed	up	many	 times.	 I	arrived	on	 the	 flat	 roof	 just	 in	 time	 to	see	 the	snake
disappearing	 down	 a	 drainpipe.	 The	 end	 of	 his	 tail	 was	 visible	 for	 a	 few
moments	and	then	that	too	disappeared.

‘I	think	he	lives	in	the	drainpipe,’	I	told	Grandfather.
‘Where	does	it	get	its	food?’	asked	Grandmother.
‘Probably	 lives	 on	 those	 field	 rats	 that	 used	 to	 be	 such	 a	 nuisance.

Remember,	they	lived	in	the	drainpipes	too.’
‘Hmm…’	Grandmother	 looked	 thoughtful.	 ‘A	 snake	 has	 its	 uses.	Well,	 as

long	as	it	keeps	to	the	roof	and	prefers	rats	to	chickens…’
But	the	python	did	not	confine	itself	to	the	roof.	Piercing	shrieks	from	Aunt

Ruby	had	us	all	rushing	to	her	room.	There	was	the	python	on	her	dressing	table,
apparently	admiring	himself	in	the	mirror.

‘All	the	attention	he’s	been	getting	has	probably	made	him	conceited,’	said
Grandfather,	picking	up	the	python	to	the	accompaniment	of	further	shrieks	from
Aunt	Ruby.	‘Would	you	like	to	hold	him	for	a	minute,	Ruby?	He	seems	to	have
taken	a	fancy	to	you.’

Aunt	Ruby	ran	from	the	room	and	onto	the	verandah,	where	she	was	greeted
with	whistles	of	derision	from	Popeye	the	parrot.	Poor	Aunt	Ruby!	She	cut	short
her	 stay	 by	 a	week	 and	 returned	 to	Lucknow,	where	 she	was	 a	 schoolteacher.
She	said	she	felt	safer	in	her	school	than	she	did	in	our	house.
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Having	 seen	 Grandfather	 handle	 the	 python	with	 such	 ease	 and	 confidence,	 I
decided	 I	 would	 do	 likewise.	 So	 the	 next	 time	 I	 saw	 the	 snake	 climbing	 the
ladder	to	the	roof,	I	climbed	up	alongside	him.	He	stopped,	and	I	stopped	too.	I
put	out	my	hand,	and	he	slid	over	my	arm	and	up	to	my	shoulder.	As	I	did	not
want	him	coiling	round	my	neck,	I	gripped	him	with	both	hands	and	carried	him
down	to	the	garden.	He	didn’t	seem	to	mind.

The	 snake	 felt	 rather	 cold	 and	 slippery	 and	 at	 first	 he	 gave	 me	 goose
pimples.	But	I	soon	got	used	to	him,	and	he	must	have	liked	the	way	I	handled
him,	because	when	I	set	him	down	he	wanted	to	climb	up	my	leg.	As	I	had	other
things	to	do,	I	dropped	him	in	a	large	empty	basket	that	had	been	left	out	in	the
garden.	He	stared	out	at	me	with	unblinking,	expressionless	eyes.	There	was	no
way	of	knowing	what	he	was	thinking,	if	indeed	he	thought	at	all.

I	 went	 off	 for	 a	 bicycle	 ride,	 and	 when	 I	 returned,	 I	 found	 Grandmother
picking	guavas	and	dropping	them	into	the	basket.	The	python	must	have	gone
elsewhere.

When	the	basket	was	full,	Grandmother	said,	‘Will	you	take	these	to	Major



Malik?	It’s	his	birthday	and	I	want	to	give	him	a	nice	surprise.’
I	 fixed	 the	 basket	 on	 the	 carrier	 of	 my	 cycle	 and	 pedalled	 off	 to	 Major

Malik’s	 house	 at	 the	 end	 of	 the	 road.	 The	 major	 met	 me	 on	 the	 steps	 of	 his
house.

‘And	what	has	your	kind	granny	sent	me	today,	Ranji?’	he	asked	.
‘A	surprise	for	your	birthday,	sir,’	I	said,	and	put	the	basket	down	in	front	of

him.
The	python,	who	had	been	buried	beneath	all	the	guavas,	chose	this	moment

to	wake	up	and	stand	straight	up	to	a	height	of	several	feet.	Guavas	tumbled	all
over	the	place.	The	major	uttered	an	oath	and	dashed	indoors.

I	pushed	the	python	back	into	the	basket,	picked	it	up,	mounted	the	bicycle,
and	rode	out	of	the	gate	in	record	time.	And	it	was	as	well	that	I	did	so,	because
Major	 Malik	 came	 charging	 out	 of	 the	 house	 armed	 with	 a	 double-barrelled
shotgun,	which	he	was	waving	all	over	the	place.

‘Did	you	deliver	the	guavas?’	asked	Grandmother	when	I	got	back.
‘I	delivered	them,’	I	said	truthfully.
‘And	was	he	pleased?’
‘He’s	going	to	write	and	thank	you,’	I	said.
And	he	did.
‘Thank	you	for	the	lovely	surprise	,’	he	wrote.	‘Obviously	you	could	not	have

known	that	my	doctor	had	advised	me	against	any	undue	excitement.	My	blood
pressure	has	been	rather	high.	The	sight	of	your	grandson	does	not	improve	it.
All	the	same,	it’s	the	thought	that	matters	and	I	take	it	all	in	good	humour…	’

‘What	 a	 strange	 letter,’	 said	Grandmother.	 ‘He	must	 be	 ill,	 poor	man.	Are
guavas	bad	for	blood	pressure?’

‘Not	 by	 themselves,	 they	 aren’t,’	 said	Grandfather,	who	 had	 an	 inkling	 of
what	had	happened.	‘But	together	with	other	things	they	can	be	a	bit	upsetting.’
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Just	 when	 all	 of	 us,	 including	 Grandmother,	 were	 getting	 used	 to	 having	 the
python	about	the	house	and	grounds,	it	was	decided	that	we	would	be	going	to
Lucknow	for	a	few	months.

Lucknow	 was	 a	 large	 city,	 about	 three	 hundred	 miles	 from	 Dehra.	 Aunt
Ruby	lived	and	worked	there.	We	would	be	staying	with	her,	and	so	of	course
we	couldn’t	take	any	pythons,	monkeys	or	other	unusual	pets	with	us.

‘What	about	Popeye?’	I	asked.
‘Popeye	isn’t	a	pet,’	said	Grandmother.	‘He’s	one	of	us.	He	comes	too.’
And	so	the	Dehra	railway	platform	was	thrown	into	confusion	by	the	shrieks



and	whistles	of	our	parrot,	who	could	 imitate	both	 the	guard’s	whistle	and	 the
whistle	of	a	train.	People	dashed	into	their	compartments,	thinking	the	train	was
about	to	leave,	only	to	realize	that	 the	guard	hadn’t	blown	his	whistle	after	all.
When	 they	 got	 down,	 Popeye	would	 let	 out	 another	 shrill	whistle,	which	 sent
everyone	rushing	for	the	train	again.	This	happened	several	times	until	the	guard
actually	 blew	 his	 whistle.	 Then	 nobody	 bothered	 to	 get	 on,	 and	 several
passengers	were	left	behind.

‘Can’t	you	gag	that	parrot?’	asked	Grandfather,	as	the	train	moved	out	of	the
station	and	picked	up	speed.

‘I’ll	do	nothing	of	the	sort,’	said	Grandmother.	‘I’ve	bought	a	ticket	for	him,
and	he’s	entitled	to	enjoy	the	journey	as	much	as	anyone.’

Whenever	we	stopped	at	a	station,	Popeye	objected	to	fruit	sellers	and	other
people	poking	their	heads	in	through	the	windows.	Before	the	journey	was	over,
he	had	nipped	two	fingers	and	a	nose,	and	tweaked	a	ticket	inspector’s	ear.

It	was	to	be	a	night	journey,	and	presently	Grandmother	covered	herself	with
a	blanket	and	stretched	out	on	the	berth.	‘It’s	been	a	tiring	day.	I	think	I’ll	go	to
sleep,’	she	said.

‘Aren’t	we	going	to	eat	anything?’	I	asked	.
‘I’m	not	hungry—I	had	something	before	we	 left	 the	house.	You	 two	help

yourselves	from	the	picnic	hamper.’
Grandmother	dozed	off,	and	even	Popeye	started	nodding,	lulled	to	sleep	by

the	clackety-clack	of	the	wheels	and	the	steady	puffing	of	the	steam	engine.
‘Well,	I’m	hungry,’	I	said.	‘What	did	Granny	make	for	us?’
‘Stuffed	 samosas,	 omelettes,	 and	 tandoori	 chicken.	 It’s	 all	 in	 the	 hamper

under	the	berth.’
I	tugged	at	the	cane	box	and	dragged	it	into	the	middle	of	the	compartment.

The	 straps	were	 loosely	 tied.	 No	 sooner	 had	 I	 undone	 them	 than	 the	 lid	 flew
open,	and	I	let	out	a	gasp	of	surprise.

In	the	hamper	was	a	python,	curled	up	contentedly.	There	was	no	sign	of	our
dinner.

‘It’s	a	python,’	I	said.	‘And	it’s	finished	all	our	dinner.’
‘Nonsense,’	 said	Grandfather,	 joining	me	near	 the	hamper.	 ‘Pythons	won’t

eat	omelette	and	samosas.	They	like	their	food	alive!	Why,	this	isn’t	our	hamper.
The	one	with	our	food	in	it	must	have	been	left	behind!	Wasn’t	it	Major	Malik
who	 helped	 us	 with	 our	 luggage?	 I	 think	 he’s	 got	 his	 own	 back	 on	 us	 by
changing	the	hamper!’

Grandfather	snapped	the	hamper	shut	and	pushed	it	back	beneath	the	berth.
‘Don’t	let	Grandmother	see	him,’	he	said.	‘She	might	think	we	brought	him

along	on	purpose.’



‘Well,	I’m	hungry,’	I	complained.
‘Wait	 till	 we	 get	 to	 the	 next	 station,	 then	 we	 can	 buy	 some	 pakoras.

Meanwhile,	try	some	of	Popeye’s	green	chillies.’
‘No	thanks,’	I	said.	‘You	have	them,	Grandad.’
And	 Grandfather,	 who	 could	 eat	 chillies	 plain,	 popped	 a	 couple	 into	 his

mouth	and	munched	away	contentedly	.
A	little	after	midnight	there	was	a	great	clamour	at	 the	end	of	the	corridor.

Popeye	made	complaining	 squawks,	 and	Grandfather	 and	 I	got	up	 to	 see	what
was	wrong.

Suddenly	there	were	cries	of	‘Snake,	snake!’
I	looked	under	the	berth.	The	hamper	was	open.
‘The	python’s	out,’	I	said,	and	Grandfather	dashed	out	of	the	compartment	in

his	pyjamas.	I	was	close	behind.
About	a	dozen	passengers	were	bunched	together	outside	the	washroom.
‘Anything	wrong?’	asked	Grandfather	casually.
‘We	can’t	get	into	the	toilet,’	said	someone.	‘There’s	a	huge	snake	inside.’
‘Let	me	take	a	look,’	said	Grandfather.	‘I	know	all	about	snakes.’
The	 passengers	 made	 way,	 and	 Grandfather	 and	 I	 entered	 the	 washroom

together,	but	there	was	no	sign	of	the	python.
‘He	must	 have	 got	 out	 through	 the	 ventilator,’	 said	Grandfather.	 ‘By	 now

he’ll	 be	 in	 another	 compartment!’	 Emerging	 from	 the	 washroom,	 he	 told	 the
assembled	passengers,	‘It’s	gone!	Nothing	to	worry	about.	Just	a	harmless	young
python.’

When	we	got	back	to	our	compartment,	Grandmother	was	sitting	up	on	her
berth.

‘I	knew	you’d	do	something	foolish	behind	my	back,’	she	scolded.	‘You	told
me	you’d	left	that	creature	behind,	and	all	this	time	it	was	with	us	on	the	train.’

Grandfather	 tried	 to	 explain	 that	 we	 had	 nothing	 to	 do	 with	 it,	 that	 this
python	had	been	smuggled	onto	the	train	by	Major	Malik,	but	Grandmother	was
unconvinced.

‘Anyway,	 it’s	 gone,’	 said	 Grandfather.	 ‘It	 must	 have	 fallen	 out	 of	 the
washroom	window.	We’re	over	a	hundred	miles	from	Dehra,	so	you’ll	never	see
it	again.’

Even	as	he	spoke,	the	train	slowed	down	and	lurched	to	a	grinding	halt.
‘No	station	here,’	said	Grandfather,	putting	his	head	out	of	the	window.
Someone	 came	 rushing	 along	 the	 embankment,	 waving	 his	 arms	 and

shouting.
‘I	do	believe	it’s	the	stoker,’	said	Grandfather.	‘I’d	better	go	and	see	what’s

wrong.’



‘I’m	 coming	 too,’	 I	 said,	 and	 together	 we	 hurried	 along	 the	 length	 of	 the
stationary	train	until	we	reached	the	engine.

‘What’s	 up?’	 called	 Grandfather.	 ‘Anything	 I	 can	 do	 to	 help?	 I	 know	 all
about	engines.’

But	 the	 engine	 driver	 was	 speechless.	 And	 who	 could	 blame	 him?	 The
python	had	curled	itself	about	his	legs,	and	the	driver	was	too	petrified	to	move.

‘Just	 leave	 it	 to	 us,’	 said	 Grandfather,	 and,	 dragging	 the	 python	 off	 the
driver,	he	dumped	 the	 snake	 in	my	arms.	The	engine	driver	 sank	down	on	 the
floor,	pale	and	trembling.

‘I	think	I’d	better	drive	the	engine,’	said	Grandfather.	‘We	don’t	want	to	be
late	 getting	 into	 Lucknow.	 Your	 aunt	 will	 be	 expecting	 us!’	 And	 before	 the
astonished	driver	could	protest,	Grandfather	had	released	the	brakes	and	set	the
engine	in	motion.

‘We’ve	left	the	stoker	behind,’	I	said.
‘Never	mind.	You	can	shovel	the	coal.’
Only	too	glad	to	help	Grandfather	drive	an	engine,	I	dropped	the	python	in

the	driver’s	lap	and	started	shovelling	coal.	The	engine	picked	up	speed	and	we
were	soon	rushing	 through	 the	darkness,	 sparks	 flying	skywards	and	 the	steam
whistle	shrieking	almost	without	pause	.

‘You’re	going	too	fast!’	cried	the	driver.
‘Making	up	for	lost	time,’	said	Grandfather.	‘Why	did	the	stoker	run	away?’
‘He	went	for	the	guard.	You’ve	left	them	both	behind!’
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Early	next	morning,	 the	 train	steamed	safely	 into	Lucknow.	Explanations	were
in	order,	but	as	the	Lucknow	stationsmaster	was	an	old	friend	of	Grandfather’s,
all	was	well.	We	had	arrived	twenty	minutes	early,	and	while	Grandfather	went
off	to	have	a	cup	of	tea	with	the	engine	driver	and	the	stationsmaster,	I	returned
the	 python	 to	 the	 hamper	 and	 helped	 Grandmother	 with	 the	 luggage.	 Popeye
stayed	perched	on	Grandmother’s	shoulder,	eyeing	the	busy	platform	with	deep
distrust.	He	was	 the	 first	 to	see	Aunt	Ruby	striding	down	the	platform,	and	 let
out	a	warning	whistle.

Aunt	Ruby,	 a	 lover	 of	 good	 food,	 immediately	 spotted	 the	 picnic	 hamper,
picked	it	up	and	said,	‘It’s	quite	heavy.	You	must	have	kept	something	for	me!
I’ll	carry	it	out	to	the	taxi.’

‘We	hardly	ate	anything,’	I	said.
‘It	 seems	ages	since	 I	 tasted	something	cooked	by	your	granny.’	And	after

that	there	was	no	getting	the	hamper	away	from	Aunt	Ruby.



Glancing	at	 it,	 I	 thought	I	saw	the	 lid	bulging,	but	 I	had	 tied	 it	down	quite
firmly	this	time	and	there	was	little	likelihood	of	its	suddenly	bursting	open.

Grandfather	joined	us	outside	the	station	and	we	were	soon	settled	inside	the
taxi.	Aunt	Ruby	gave	instructions	to	the	driver	and	we	shot	off	in	a	cloud	of	dust.

‘I’m	dying	to	see	what’s	in	the	hamper,’	said	Aunt	Ruby.	‘Can’t	I	take	just	a
little	peek?	’

‘Not	 now,’	 said	 Grandfather.	 ‘First	 let’s	 enjoy	 the	 breakfast	 you’ve	 got
waiting	for	us.’

Popeye,	 perched	 proudly	 on	 Grandmother’s	 shoulder,	 kept	 one	 suspicious
eye	on	the	quivering	hamper.

When	 we	 got	 to	 Aunt	 Ruby’s	 house,	 we	 found	 breakfast	 laid	 out	 on	 the
dining	table.

‘It	isn’t	much,’	said	Aunt	Ruby.	‘But	we’ll	supplement	it	with	what	you’ve
brought	in	the	hamper.’

Placing	 the	 hamper	 on	 the	 table,	 she	 lifted	 the	 lid	 and	 peered	 inside.	And
promptly	fainted.

Grandfather	picked	up	the	python,	took	it	into	the	garden,	and	draped	it	over
a	branch	of	a	pomegranate	tree.

When	Aunt	Ruby	recovered,	she	insisted	that	she	had	seen	a	huge	snake	in
the	picnic	hamper.	We	showed	her	the	empty	basket.

‘You’re	seeing	things,’	said	Grandfather.	‘You’ve	been	working	too	hard.’
‘Teaching	is	a	very	tiring	job,’	I	said	solemnly.
Grandmother	 said	 nothing.	 But	 Popeye	 broke	 into	 loud	 squawks	 and

whistles,	 and	 soon	 everyone,	 including	 a	 slightly	 hysterical	 Aunt	 Ruby,	 was
doubled	up	with	laughter.

But	the	snake	must	have	tired	of	the	joke	because	we	never	saw	it	again!



W

THE	NIGHT	TRAIN	AT	DEOLI

hen	I	was	at	college	I	used	to	spend	my	summer	vacations	in	Dehra,	at
my	 grandmother’s	 place.	 I	 would	 leave	 the	 plains	 early	 in	 May	 and
return	 late	 in	 July.	 Deoli	 was	 a	 small	 station	 about	 thirty	 miles	 from

Dehra.	It	marked	the	beginning	of	the	heavy	jungles	of	the	Indian	Terai.
The	 train	would	 reach	Deoli	 at	 about	 five	 in	 the	morning	when	 the	 station

would	be	dimly	 lit	with	electric	bulbs	and	oil	 lamps,	and	 the	 jungle	across	 the
railway	tracks	would	just	be	visible	in	the	faint	light	of	dawn.	Deoli	had	only	one
platform,	 an	 office	 for	 the	 stationmaster	 and	 a	 waiting	 room.	 The	 platform
boasted	a	tea	stall,	a	fruit	vendor	and	a	few	stray	dogs;	not	much	else	because	the
train	stopped	there	for	only	ten	minutes	before	rushing	on	into	the	forests.

Why	 it	 stopped	 at	 Deoli,	 I	 don’t	 know.	 Nothing	 ever	 happened	 there.
Nobody	got	off	the	train	and	nobody	got	on.	There	were	never	any	coolies	on	the
platform.	But	the	train	would	halt	there	a	full	ten	minutes	and	then	a	bell	would
sound,	 the	 guard	 would	 blow	 his	 whistle,	 and	 presently	 Deoli	 would	 be	 left
behind	and	forgotten.

I	used	to	wonder	what	happened	in	Deoli	behind	the	station	walls.	I	always
felt	sorry	for	that	lonely	little	platform	and	for	the	place	that	nobody	wanted	to
visit.	I	decided	that	one	day	I	would	get	off	the	train	at	Deoli	and	spend	the	day
there	just	to	please	the	town.

I	 was	 eighteen,	 visiting	 my	 grandmother,	 and	 the	 night	 train	 stopped	 at
Deoli.	A	girl	came	down	the	platform	selling	baskets.

It	was	a	cold	morning	and	the	girl	had	a	shawl	thrown	across	her	shoulders.
Her	feet	were	bare	and	her	clothes	were	old	but	she	was	a	young	girl,	walking



gracefully	and	with	dignity.
When	she	came	to	my	window,	she	stopped.	She	saw	that	I	was	looking	at

her	intently,	but	at	first	she	pretended	not	to	notice.	She	had	pale	skin,	set	off	by
shiny	 black	 hair	 and	 dark,	 troubled	 eyes.	 And	 then	 those	 eyes,	 searching	 and
eloquent,	met	mine.

She	stood	by	my	window	for	some	time	and	neither	of	us	said	anything.	But
when	she	moved	on,	 I	 found	myself	 leaving	my	seat	and	going	 to	 the	carriage
door.	I	stood	waiting	on	the	platform	looking	the	other	way.	I	walked	across	to
the	tea	stall.	A	kettle	was	boiling	over	on	a	small	fire,	but	the	owner	of	the	stall
was	busy	serving	tea	somewhere	on	the	train.	The	girl	followed	me	behind	the
stall.

‘Do	you	want	 to	buy	a	basket?’	she	asked.	 ‘They	are	very	strong,	made	of
the	finest	cane…’

‘No,’	I	said,	‘I	don’t	want	a	basket.’
We	stood	looking	at	each	other	for	what	seemed	a	very	long	time,	and	she

said,	‘Are	you	sure	you	don’t	want	a	basket?’
‘All	right,	give	me	one,’	I	said,	and	took	the	one	on	top	and	gave	her	a	rupee,

hardly	daring	to	touch	her	fingers.
As	she	was	about	to	speak,	the	guard	blew	his	whistle.	She	said	something,

but	it	was	lost	in	the	clanging	of	the	bell	and	the	hissing	of	the	engine.	I	had	to
run	back	to	my	compartment.	The	carriage	shuddered	and	jolted	forward.

I	watched	her	as	the	platform	slipped	away.	She	was	alone	on	the	platform
and	she	did	not	move,	but	she	was	looking	at	me	and	smiling.	I	watched	her	until
the	signal	box	came	in	the	way	and	then	the	jungle	hid	the	station.	But	I	could
still	see	her	standing	there	alone…

I	 stayed	 awake	 for	 the	 rest	 of	 the	 journey.	 I	 could	not	 rid	my	mind	of	 the
picture	of	the	girl’s	face	and	her	dark,	smouldering	eyes.

But	when	I	reached	Dehra	the	incident	became	blurred	and	distant,	for	there
were	other	things	to	occupy	my	mind.	It	was	only	when	I	was	making	the	return
journey,	two	months	later,	that	I	remembered	the	girl.

I	 was	 looking	 out	 for	 her	 as	 the	 train	 drew	 into	 the	 station,	 and	 I	 felt	 an
unexpected	 thrill	 when	 I	 saw	 her	 walking	 up	 the	 platform.	 I	 sprang	 off	 the
footboard	and	waved	to	her.

When	she	saw	me,	she	smiled.	She	was	pleased	that	I	remembered	her.	I	was
pleased	that	she	remembered	me.	We	were	both	pleased	and	it	was	almost	like	a
meeting	of	old	friends.

She	did	not	go	down	the	length	of	the	train	selling	baskets	but	came	straight
to	 the	 tea	stall.	Her	dark	eyes	were	suddenly	filled	with	 light.	We	said	nothing
for	some	time	but	we	couldn’t	have	been	more	eloquent.



I	 felt	 the	 impulse	 to	put	her	on	 the	 train	 there	and	 then,	and	 take	her	away
with	me.	 I	 could	 not	 bear	 the	 thought	 of	 having	 to	watch	 her	 recede	 into	 the
distance	of	Deoli	station.	I	took	the	baskets	from	her	hand	and	put	them	down	on
the	ground.	She	put	out	her	hand	for	one	of	them,	but	I	caught	her	hand	and	held
it.

‘I	have	to	go	to	Delhi,’	I	said.
She	nodded.	‘I	do	not	have	to	go	anywhere.	’
The	guard	blew	his	whistle	for	the	train	to	leave,	and	how	I	hated	the	guard

for	doing	that.
‘I	will	come	again,’	I	said.	‘Will	you	be	here?’
She	 nodded	 again	 and,	 as	 she	 nodded,	 the	 bell	 clanged	 and	 the	 train	 slid

forward.	 I	had	 to	wrench	my	hand	away	 from	 the	girl	 and	 run	 for	 the	moving
train.

This	 time	 I	 did	 not	 forget	 her.	 She	was	with	me	 for	 the	 remainder	 of	 the
journey	and	for	long	after.	All	that	year	she	was	a	bright,	living	thing.	And	when
the	college	term	finished,	I	packed	in	haste	and	left	for	Dehra	earlier	than	usual.
My	grandmother	would	be	pleased	at	my	eagerness	to	see	her.

I	 was	 nervous	 and	 anxious	 as	 the	 train	 drew	 into	 Deoli,	 because	 I	 was
wondering	what	I	should	say	to	the	girl	and	what	I	should	do.	I	was	determined
that	I	wouldn’t	stand	helplessly	before	her,	hardly	able	to	speak	or	do	anything
about	my	feelings.

The	train	came	to	Deoli,	and	I	looked	up	and	down	the	platform	but	I	could
not	see	the	girl	anywhere.

I	opened	the	door	and	stepped	off	the	footboard.	I	was	deeply	disappointed
and	overcome	by	a	sense	of	foreboding.	I	felt	I	had	to	do	something	and	so	I	ran
up	to	the	stationmaster	and	said,	‘Do	you	know	the	girl	who	used	to	sell	baskets
here?‘

‘No,	I	don’t,’	said	the	stationmaster.	‘And	you’d	better	get	on	the	train	if	you
don’t	want	to	be	left	behind.’

But	 I	 paced	 up	 and	 down	 the	 platform	 and	 stared	 over	 the	 railings	 at	 the
station	yard.	All	I	saw	was	a	mango	tree	and	a	dusty	road	leading	into	the	jungle.
Where	did	the	road	go?	The	train	was	moving	out	of	the	station	and	I	had	to	run
up	 the	 platform	and	 jump	 for	 the	 door	 of	my	 compartment.	Then,	 as	 the	 train
gathered	 speed	 and	 rushed	 through	 the	 forests,	 I	 sat	 brooding	 in	 front	 of	 the
window.

What	could	I	do	about	finding	a	girl	I	had	seen	only	twice,	who	had	hardly
spoken	 to	me,	 and	 about	 whom	 I	 knew	 nothing—absolutely	 nothing—but	 for
whom	I	felt	a	tenderness	and	responsibility	that	I	had	never	felt	before?

My	 grandmother	was	 not	 pleased	with	my	 visit	 after	 all,	 because	 I	 didn’t



stay	at	her	place	more	than	a	couple	of	weeks.	I	felt	restless	and	ill	at	ease.	So	I
took	 the	 train	 back	 to	 the	 plains,	 meaning	 to	 ask	 further	 questions	 of	 the
stationmaster	at	Deoli.

But	 at	 Deoli	 there	 was	 a	 new	 stationmaster.	 The	 previous	 man	 had	 been
transferred	 to	 another	 post	 within	 the	 past	 week.	 The	 new	 man	 didn’t	 know
anything	 about	 the	girl	who	 sold	baskets.	 I	 found	 the	owner	 of	 the	 tea	 stall,	 a
small,	 shrivelled-up	 man,	 wearing	 greasy	 clothes,	 and	 asked	 him	 if	 he	 knew
anything	about	the	girl	with	the	baskets.

‘Yes,	 there	was	such	a	girl	here.	 I	 remember	quite	well,’	he	said.	 ‘But	she
has	stopped	coming	now.’

‘Why?’	I	asked.	‘What	happened	to	her?’
‘How	should	I	know?’	said	the	man.	‘She	was	nothing	to	me.’
And	once	again	I	had	to	run	for	the	train.
As	Deoli	 platform	 receded,	 I	 decided	 that	 one	 day	 I	would	 have	 to	 break

journey	there,	spend	a	day	in	the	town,	make	inquiries,	and	find	the	girl	who	had
stolen	my	heart	with	nothing	but	a	look	from	her	dark,	impatient	eyes.

With	 this	 thought	 I	 consoled	myself	 throughout	my	 last	 term	 in	 college.	 I
went	to	Dehra	again	in	the	summer	and	when,	in	the	early	hours	of	the	morning,
the	night	 train	drew	 into	Deoli	 station,	 I	 looked	up	and	down	 the	platform	 for
signs	of	the	girl,	knowing	I	wouldn’t	find	her	but	hoping	just	the	same.

Somehow,	I	couldn’t	bring	myself	to	break	journey	at	Deoli	and	spend	a	day
there.	 (If	 it	 was	 all	 fiction	 or	 a	 film,	 I	 reflected,	 I	 would	 have	 got	 down	 and
cleaned	up	the	mystery	and	reached	a	suitable	ending	to	the	whole	thing.)	I	think
I	was	afraid	to	do	this.	I	was	afraid	of	discovering	what	really	happened	to	the
girl.	Perhaps	she	was	no	longer	in	Deoli,	perhaps	she	was	married,	perhaps	she
had	fallen	ill…

In	the	last	few	years	I	have	passed	through	Deoli	many	times,	and	I	always
look	out	of	the	carriage	window	half-expecting	to	see	the	same	unchanged	face
smiling	up	at	me.	I	wonder	what	happens	in	Deoli,	behind	the	station	walls.	But	I
will	never	break	my	journey	there.	It	may	spoil	my	game.	I	prefer	to	keep	hoping
and	dreaming	and	looking	out	of	the	window	up	and	down	that	lonely	platform,
waiting	for	the	girl	with	the	baskets.

I	never	break	my	journey	at	Deoli	but	I	pass	through	as	often	as	I	can.



T

TIME	STOPS	AT	SHAMLI

he	 Dehra	 Express	 usually	 drew	 into	 Shamli	 at	 about	 five	 o’clock	 in	 the
morning,	at	which	time	the	station	would	be	dimly	lit	and	the	jungle	across
the	tracks	would	just	be	visible	in	the	faint	light	of	dawn.	Shamli	is	a	small

station	 at	 the	 foot	 of	 the	 Siwalik	 hills,	 and	 the	 Siwaliks	 lie	 at	 the	 foot	 of	 the
Himalayas,	which	in	turn	lie	at	the	feet	of	God.

The	 station,	 I	 remember,	 had	 only	 one	 platform,	 an	 office	 for	 the
stationmaster,	 and	 a	 waiting-room.	 The	 platform	 boasted	 a	 tea-stall,	 a	 fruit
vendor,	 and	 a	 few	 stray	 dogs;	 not	 much	 else	 was	 required,	 because	 the	 train
stopped	at	Shamli	for	only	five	minutes	before	rushing	on	into	the	forests.

Why	 it	 stopped	at	Shamli,	 I	never	could	 tell.	Nobody	got	off	 the	 train	and
nobody	got	in.	There	were	never	any	coolies	on	the	platform.	But	the	train	would
stand	 there	 a	 full	 five	 minutes,	 and	 the	 guard	 would	 blow	 his	 whistle,	 and
presently	Shamli	would	 be	 left	 behind	 and	 forgotten….until	 I	 passed	 that	way
again….

I	was	paying	my	relations	in	Saharanpur	an	annual	visit,	when	the	night	train
stopped	at	Shamli.	I	was	thirty-six	at	the	time,	and	still	single.

On	this	particular	journey,	the	train	came	into	Shamli	just	as	I	awoke	from	a
restless	sleep.	The	third	class	compartment	was	crowded	beyond	capacity,	and	I
had	been	sleeping	in	an	upright	position,	with	my	back	to	the	lavatory	door.	Now
someone	was	trying	to	get	 into	 the	lavatory.	He	was	obviously	hardpressed	for
time.

‘I’m	sorry,	brother,’	I	said,	moving	as	much	as	I	could	do	to	one	side.
He	stumbled	into	the	closet	without	bothering	to	close	the	door.



‘Where	are	we	now?’	I	asked	the	man	sitting	beside	me.	He	was	smoking	a
strong	aromatic	bidi.

‘Shamli	station,’	he	said,	rubbing	the	palm	of	a	large	calloused	hand	over	the
frosted	glass	of	the	window.

I	 let	 the	 window	 down	 and	 stuck	 my	 head	 out.	 There	 was	 a	 cool	 breeze
blowing	down	the	platform,	a	breeze	 that	whispered	of	autumn	in	 the	hills.	As
usual	there	was	no	activity,	except	for	the	fruit-vendor	walking	up	and	down	the
length	of	the	train	with	his	basket	of	mangoes	balanced	on	his	head.	At	the	tea-
stall,	a	kettle	was	steaming,	but	there	was	no	one	to	mind	it.	I	rested	my	forehead
on	the	window-ledge,	and	let	the	breeze	play	on	my	temples.	I	had	been	feeling
sick	and	giddy	but	there	was	a	wild	sweetness	in	the	wind	that	I	found	soothing.

‘Yes,’	I	said	to	myself,	‘I	wonder	what	happens	in	Shamli,	behind	the	station
walls.’

My	fellow	passenger	offered	me	a	bidi.	He	was	a	farmer,	I	think,	on	his	way
to	Dehra.	He	had	a	long,	untidy,	sad	moustache.

We	had	been	more	than	five	minutes	at	the	station,	I	looked	up	and	down	the
platform,	but	nobody	was	getting	on	or	off	the	train.	Presently,	the	guard	came
walking	past	our	compartment.

‘What’s	the	delay?’	I	asked	him	.
‘Some	obstruction	further	down	the	line,’	he	said.
‘Will	we	be	here	long?’
‘I	don’t	know	what	the	trouble	is.	About	half	an	hour,	at	the	least.’
My	 neighbour	 shrugged,	 and,	 throwing	 the	 remains	 of	 his	 bidi	 out	 of	 the

window,	closed	his	eyes	and	 immediately	fell	asleep.	 I	moved	restlessly	 in	my
seat,	and	then	the	man	came	out	of	the	lavatory,	not	so	urgently	now,	and	with
obvious	peace	of	mind.	I	closed	the	door	for	him.

I	 stood	up	 and	 stretched;	 and	 this	 stretching	of	my	 limbs	 seemed	 to	 set	 in
motion	a	stretching	of	the	mind,	and	I	found	myself	thinking:	‘I	am	in	no	hurry
to	get	to	Saharanpur,	and	I	have	always	wanted	to	see	Shamli,	behind	the	station
walls.	If	I	get	down	now,	I	can	spend	the	day	here,	it	will	be	better	than	sitting	in
this	train	for	another	hour.	Then	in	the	evening	I	can	catch	the	next	train	home.’

In	those	days	I	never	had	the	patience	to	wait	for	second	thoughts,	and	so	I
began	pulling	my	small	suitcase	out	from	under	the	seat.

The	farmer	woke	up	and	asked,	‘What	are	you	doing,	brother?’
‘I’m	getting	out,’	I	said.
He	went	to	sleep	again.
It	would	have	taken	at	least	fifteen	minutes	to	reach	the	door,	as	people	and

their	 belongings	 cluttered	 up	 the	 passage;	 so	 I	 let	my	 suitcase	 down	 from	 the
window	and	followed	it	on	to	the	platform.



There	 was	 no	 one	 to	 collect	 my	 ticket	 at	 the	 barrier,	 because	 there	 was
obviously	no	point	in	keeping	a	man	there	to	collect	tickets	from	passengers	who
never	 came;	 and	 anyway,	 I	 had	 a	 through-ticket	 to	 my	 destination,	 which	 I
would	need	in	the	evening.

I	went	out	of	the	station	and	came	to	Shamli.

◆

Outside	the	station	there	was	a	neem	tree,	and	under	it	stood	a	tonga.	The	tonga-
pony	was	nibbling	at	the	grass	at	the	foot	of	the	tree.	The	youth	in	the	front	seat
was	the	only	human	in	sight;	there	were	no	signs	of	inhabitants	or	habitation.	I
approached	the	tonga,	and	the	youth	stared	at	me	as	though	he	couldn’t	believe
his	eyes.

‘Where	is	Shamli?’	I	asked.
‘Why,	friend,	this	is	Shamli,’	he	said.
I	 looked	around	again,	but	couldn’t	 see	any	signs	of	 life.	A	dusty	 road	 led

past	the	station	and	disappeared	in	the	forest.
‘Does	anyone	live	here?’	I	asked.
‘I	live	here,’	he	said,	with	an	engaging	smile.	He	looked	an	amiable,	happy-

go-lucky	fellow.	He	wore	a	cotton	tunic	and	dirty	white	pyjamas.
‘Where?’	I	asked.
‘In	my	 tonga,	 of	 course,’	 he	 said.	 ‘I	 have	 had	 this	 pony	 five	 years	 now.	 I

carry	supplies	to	the	hotel.	But	today	the	manager	has	not	come	to	collect	them.
You	are	going	to	the	hotel?	I	will	take	you.’

‘Oh,	so	there’s	a	hotel?’
‘Well,	 friend,	 it	 is	 called	 that.	 And	 there	 are	 a	 few	 houses	 too,	 and	 some

shops,	but	they	are	all	about	a	mile	from	the	station.	If	they	were	not	a	mile	from
here,	I	would	be	out	of	business.’

I	 felt	 relieved,	 but	 I	 still	 had	 the	 feeling	 of	 having	 walked	 into	 a	 town
consisting	of	one	station,	one	pony	and	one	man.

‘You	can	take	me,’	I	said.	‘I’m	staying	till	this	evening.	’
He	heaved	my	suitcase	into	the	seat	beside	him,	and	I	climbed	in	at	the	back.

He	flicked	the	reins	and	slapped	his	pony	on	the	buttocks;	and,	with	a	roll	and	a
lurch,	the	buggy	moved	off	down	the	dusty	forest	road.

‘What	brings	you	here?’	asked	the	youth.
‘Nothing,’	I	said.	‘The	train	was	delayed,	I	was	feeling	bored,	and	so	I	got

off.’
He	 did	 not	 believe	 that;	 but	 he	 didn’t	 question	 me	 further.	 The	 sun	 was

reaching	 up	 over	 the	 forest,	 but	 the	 road	 lay	 in	 the	 shadow	 of	 tall	 trees,



eucalyptus,	mango	and	neem.
‘Not	many	people	stay	in	the	hotel,’	he	said.	‘So	it	is	cheap,	you	will	get	a

room	for	five	rupees.’
‘Who	is	the	manager?’
‘Mr	Satish	Dayal.	It	is	his	father’s	property.	Satish	Dayal	could	not	pass	his

exams	or	get	a	job,	so	his	father	sent	him	here	to	look	after	the	hotel.’
The	 jungle	 thinned	 out,	 and	 we	 passed	 a	 temple,	 a	 mosque,	 a	 few	 small

shops.	There	was	a	strong	smell	of	burnt	sugar	 in	 the	air,	and	in	 the	distance	I
saw	 a	 factory	 chimney:	 that,	 then,	was	 the	 reason	 for	 Shamli’s	 existence.	We
passed	a	bullock-cart	laden	with	sugarcane.	The	road	went	through	fields	of	cane
and	 maize,	 and	 then,	 just	 as	 we	 were	 about	 to	 re-enter	 the	 jungle,	 the	 youth
pulled	his	horse	to	a	side	road	and	the	hotel	came	in	sight.

It	was	a	small	white	bungalow,	with	a	garden	in	the	front,	banana	trees	at	the
sides,	and	an	orchard	of	guava	trees	at	the	back.	We	came	jingling	up	to	the	front
verandah.	Nobody	appeared,	nor	was	there	any	sign	of	life	on	the	premises.

‘They	are	all	asleep,’	said	the	youth.
I	said,	‘I’ll	sit	in	the	verandah	and	wait.’	I	got	down	from	the	tonga,	and	the

youth	 dropped	my	 case	 on	 the	 verandah	 steps.	 Then	 he	 stood	 in	 front	 of	me,
smiling	amiably,	waiting	to	be	paid.

‘Well,	how	much?’	I	asked.
‘As	a	friend,	only	one	rupee.’
‘That’s	too	much,’	I	complained.	‘This	is	not	Delhi.’
‘This	is	Shamli,’	he	said.	‘I	am	the	only	tonga-driver	in	Shamli.	You	may	not

pay	me	anything,	if	 that	is	your	wish.	But	then,	I	will	not	take	you	back	to	the
station	this	evening,	you	will	have	to	walk.’

I	 gave	 him	 the	 rupee.	 He	 had	 both	 charm	 and	 cunning,	 an	 effective
combination.

‘Come	in	the	evening	at	about	six,’	I	said.
‘I	will	come,’	he	said,	with	an	infectious	smile,	‘Don’t	worry.’
I	waited	till	the	tonga	had	gone	round	the	bend	in	the	road	before	walking	up

the	verandah	steps.
The	doors	of	the	house	were	closed,	and	there	were	no	bells	to	ring.	I	didn’t

have	 a	 watch,	 but	 I	 judged	 the	 time	 to	 be	 a	 little	 past	 six	 o’clock.	 The	 hotel
didn’t	 look	very	 impressive;	 the	whitewash	was	 coming	off	 the	walls,	 and	 the
cane-chairs	on	the	verandah	were	old	and	crooked.	A	stag’s	head	was	mounted
over	 the	 front	door,	but	one	of	 its	glass	 eyes	had	 fallen	out;	 I	 had	often	heard
hunters	speak	of	how	beautiful	an	animal	 looked	before	 it	died,	but	how	could
anyone	with	a	true	love	of	the	beautiful	care	for	the	stuffed	head	of	an	animal,
grotesquely	mounted,	with	no	resemblance	to	its	living	aspect?



I	felt	too	restless	to	take	any	of	the	chairs.	I	began	pacing	up	and	down	the
verandah,	wondering	 if	 I	 should	 start	 banging	 on	 the	 doors.	 Perhaps	 the	 hotel
was	 deserted;	 perhaps	 the	 tonga-driver	 had	 played	 a	 trick	 on	 me.	 I	 began	 to
regret	my	impulsiveness	 in	 leaving	the	train.	When	I	saw	the	manager	I	would
have	to	invent	a	reason	for	coming	to	his	hotel.	I	was	good	at	inventing	reasons.
I	would	tell	him	that	a	friend	of	mine	had	stayed	here	some	years	ago,	and	that	I
was	 trying	 to	 trace	 him.	 I	 decided	 that	 my	 friend	 would	 have	 to	 be	 a	 little
eccentric	 (having	 chosen	 Shamli	 to	 live	 in),	 that	 he	 had	 become	 a	 recluse,
shutting	himself	off	from	the	world;	his	parents—no,	his	sister—for	his	parents
would	be	dead—had	asked	me	 to	 find	him	 if	 I	could;	and,	as	he	had	 last	been
heard	of	 in	Shamli,	 I	had	taken	the	opportunity	 to	enquire	after	him.	His	name
would	be	Major	Roberts,	retired.

I	heard	a	tap	running	at	the	side	of	the	building,	and	walking	around,	found	a
young	man	bathing	at	the	tap.	He	was	strong	and	well-built,	and	slapped	himself
on	 the	 body	 with	 great	 enthusiasm.	 He	 had	 not	 seen	 me	 approaching,	 and	 I
waited	until	he	had	finished	bathing	and	had	began	to	dry	himself.

‘Hullo,’	I	said.
He	 turned	at	 the	 sound	of	my	voice,	 and	 looked	at	me	 for	a	 few	moments

with	a	puzzled	expression,	he	had	a	round,	cheerful	face	and	crisp	black	hair.	He
smiled	slowly,	but	it	was	a	more	genuine	smile	than	the	tonga-driver’s.	So	far	I
had	met	 two	 people	 in	 Shamli,	 and	 they	 were	 both	 smilers;	 that	 should	 have
cheered	me,	 but	 it	 didn’t.	 ‘You	 have	 come	 to	 stay?’	 he	 asked,	 in	 a	 slow	 easy
going	voice.

‘Just	for	the	day,’	I	said.	‘You	work	here?’
‘Yes,	my	name	is	Daya	Ram.	The	manager	is	asleep	just	now,	but	I	will	find

a	room	for	you.’
He	 pulled	 on	 his	 vest	 and	 pyjamas,	 and	 accompanied	 me	 back	 to	 the

verandah.	Here	he	picked	up	my	suitcase	and,	unlocking	a	side	door,	led	me	into
the	house.	We	went	down	a	passage	way;	then	Daya	Ram	stopped	at	the	door	on
the	 right,	 pushed	 it	 open,	 and	 took	 me	 into	 a	 small,	 sunny	 room	 that	 had	 a
window	looking	out	on	the	orchard.	There	was	a	bed,	a	desk,	a	couple	of	cane-
chairs,	and	a	frayed	and	faded	red	carpet.

‘Is	it	alright?’	said	Daya	Ram
‘Perfectly	alright.’
‘They	 have	 breakfast	 at	 eight	 o’clock.	But	 if	 you	 are	 hungry,	 I	will	make

something	for	you	now.’
‘No,	it’s	alright.	Are	you	the	cook	too?’
‘I	do	everything	here.’
‘Do	you	like	it?’



‘No,’	he	said,	and	then	added,	in	a	sudden	burst	of	confidence,	‘There	are	no
women	for	a	man	like	me.’

‘Why	don’t	you	leave,	then?’
‘I	will,’	he	said,	with	a	doubtful	look	on	his	face.	‘I	will	leave…’
After	he	had	gone	I	shut	the	door	and	went	into	the	bathroom	to	bathe.	The

cold	water	refreshed	me	and	made	me	feel	one	with	the	world.	After	I	had	dried
myself,	I	sat	on	the	bed,	in	front	of	the	open	window.	A	cool	breeze,	smelling	of
rain,	 came	 through	 the	 window	 and	 played	 over	 my	 body.	 I	 thought	 I	 saw	 a
movement	among	the	trees.

And	getting	closer	to	the	window,	I	saw	a	girl	on	a	swing.	She	was	a	small
girl,	all	by	herself,	and	she	was	swinging	to	and	fro,	and	singing,	and	her	song
carried	faintly	on	the	breeze.

I	 dressed	quickly,	 and	 left	my	 room.	The	girl’s	dress	was	billowing	 in	 the
breeze,	 her	 pigtails	 flying	 about.	When	 she	 saw	me	 approaching,	 she	 stopped
swinging,	and	stared	at	me.	I	stopped	a	little	distance	away.

‘Who	are	you?’	she	asked.
‘A	ghost.’	I	replied.
‘You	look	like	one,’	she	said.
I	decided	to	take	this	as	a	compliment,	as	I	was	determined	to	make	friends.	I

did	not	smile	at	her,	because	some	children	dislike	adults	who	smile	at	them	all
the	time.

‘What’s	your	name?’	I	asked.
‘Kiran,’	she	said,	‘I’m	ten.’
‘You	are	getting	old.’
‘Well,	we	all	have	to	grow	old	one	day.	Aren’t	you	coming	any	closer?’
‘May	I?’	I	asked.
‘You	may.	You	can	push	the	swing.’
One	pigtail	lay	across	the	girl’s	chest,	the	other	behind	her	shoulder.	She	had

a	serious	face,	and	obviously	felt	she	had	responsibilities;	she	seemed	to	be	in	a
hurry	to	grow	up,	and	I	suppose	she	had	no	time	for	anyone	who	treated	her	as	a
child.	 I	 pushed	 the	 swing,	 until	 it	went	 higher	 and	 higher,	 and	 then	 I	 stopped
pushing,	so	that	she	came	lower	each	time	and	we	could	talk.

‘Tell	me	about	the	people	who	live	here,’	I	said.
‘There	 is	Heera,’	she	said.	 ‘He’s	 the	gardener.	He’s	nearly	a	hundred.	You

can	see	him	behind	the	hedges	in	the	garden.	You	can’t	see	him	unless	you	look
hard.	 He	 tells	 me	 stories,	 a	 new	 story	 every	 day.	 He’s	 much	 better	 than	 the
people	in	the	hotel,	and	so	is	Daya	Ram.’

‘Yes,	I	met	Daya	Ram’
‘He’s	my	 bodyguard.	He	 brings	me	 nice	 things	 from	 the	 kitchen	when	 no



one	is	looking.’
‘You	don’t	stay	here?’
‘No,	 I	 live	 in	 another	 house,	 you	 can’t	 see	 it	 from	 here.	My	 father	 is	 the

manager	of	the	factory.’
‘Aren’t	there	any	other	children	to	play	with?’	I	asked.
‘I	don’t	know	any,’	she	said.
‘And	the	people	staying	here?’
‘Oh,	 they.’	Apparently	Kiran	 didn’t	 think	much	 of	 the	 hotel	 guests.	 ‘Miss

Deeds	is	funny	when	she’s	drunk.	And	Mr	Lin	is	the	strangest.’
‘And	what	about	the	manager,	Mr	Dayal?’
‘He’s	mean.	 And	 he	 gets	 frightened	 of	 slightest	 things.	 But	Mrs	 Dayal	 is

nice,	she	lets	me	take	flowers	home.	But	she	doesn’t	talk	much.’
I	was	fascinated	by	Kiran’s	ruthless	summing	up	of	the	guests.	I	brought	the

swing	to	a	standstill	and	asked,	‘And	what	do	you	think	of	me?’
‘I	don’t	know	as	yet,’	said	Kiran	quite	seriously.	‘I’ll	think	about	you.’

◆

As	 I	 came	 back	 to	 the	 hotel,	 I	 heard	 the	 sound	 of	 a	 piano	 in	 one	 of	 the	 front
rooms.	I	didn’t	know	enough	about	music	to	be	able	to	recognize	the	piece,	but	it
had	sweetness	and	melody,	though	it	was	played	with	some	hesitancy.	As	I	came
nearer,	the	sweetness	deserted	the	music,	probably	because	the	piano	was	out	of
tune.

The	 person	 at	 the	 piano	 had	 distinctive	 Mongolian	 features,	 and	 so	 I
presumed	he	was	Mr	Lin.	He	hadn’t	seen	me	enter	the	room,	and	I	stood	beside
the	 curtains	 of	 the	 door,	watching	 him	 play.	He	 had	 full	 round	 lips,	 and	 high
slanting	cheekbones.	His	eyes	were	large	and	round	and	full	of	melancholy.	His
long,	slender	fingers	hardly	touched	the	keys.

I	came	nearer;	and	then	he	looked	up	at	me,	without	any	show	of	surprise	or
displeasure,	and	kept	on	playing.

‘What	are	you	playing?’	I	asked.
‘Chopin,’	he	said.
‘Oh,	yes.	It’s	nice,	but	the	piano	is	fighting	it.’
‘I	know.	This	piano	belonged	to	one	of	Kipling’s	aunts.	It	hasn’t	been	tuned

since	the	last	century.’
‘Do	you	live	here?’
‘No,	I	come	from	Calcutta,’	he	answered	readily.	‘I	have	some	business	here

with	 the	 sugarcane	people,	 actually,	 though,	 I	 am	not	 a	businessman.’	He	was
playing	softly	all	the	time,	so	that	our	conversation	was	not	lost	in	the	music.	‘I



don’t	know	anything	about	business.	But	I	have	to	do	something.’
‘Where	did	you	learn	to	play	the	piano?’
‘In	 Singapore.	 A	 French	 lady	 taught	 me.	 She	 had	 great	 hopes	 of	 my

becoming	 a	 concert	 pianist	when	 I	 grew	 up.	 I	would	 have	 toured	 Europe	 and
America.’

‘Why	didn’t	you?’
‘We	left	during	the	War,	and	I	had	to	give	up	my	lessons.’
‘And	why	did	you	go	to	Calcutta?’
‘My	 father	 is	 a	 Calcutta	 businessman.	What	 do	 you	 do,	 and	 why	 do	 you

come	here?’	he	asked.	‘If	I	am	not	being	too	inquisitive.’
Before	 I	 could	 answer,	 a	 bell	 rang,	 loud	 and	 continuously,	 drowning	 the

music	and	conversation.
‘Breakfast,’	said	Mr	Lin.
A	 thin	 dark	 man,	 wearing	 glasses,	 stepped	 nervously	 into	 the	 room	 and

peered	at	me	in	an	anxious	manner.
‘You	arrived	last	night?’
‘That’s	 right,’	 I	 said,	 ‘I	 just	 want	 to	 stay	 the	 day.	 I	 think	 you’re	 the

manager?’
‘Yes.	Would	you	like	to	sign	the	register?’
I	 went	 with	 him	 past	 the	 bar	 and	 into	 the	 office.	 I	 wrote	 my	 name	 and

Mussoorie	address	 in	 the	 register,	 and	 the	duration	of	my	stay.	 I	paused	at	 the
column	marked	 ‘Profession’,	 thought	 it	would	be	best	 to	 fill	 it	with	something
and	wrote	‘Author’.

‘You	are	here	on	business?’	asked	Mr	Dayal	.
‘No,	not	exactly.	You	see,	I’m	looking	for	friend	of	mine	who	was	heard	of

in	Shamli,	about	three	years	ago.	I	thought	I’d	make	a	few	enquiries	in	case	he’s
still	here.’

‘What	was	his	name?	Perhaps	he	stayed	here.’
‘Major	Roberts,’	I	said.	‘An	Anglo-Indian.’
‘Well,	you	can	look	through	the	old	registers	after	breakfast.’
He	 accompanied	 me	 into	 the	 dining-room.	 The	 establishment	 was	 really

more	 of	 a	 boarding-house	 than	 a	 hotel,	 because	Mr	Dayal	 ate	with	 his	 guests.
There	was	a	round	mahogany	dining-table	in	the	centre	of	the	room,	and	Mr	Lin
was	the	only	one	seated	at	it.	Daya	Ram	hovered	about	with	plates	and	trays.	I
took	my	seat	next	to	Lin,	and,	as	I	did	so,	a	door	opened	from	the	passage,	and	a
woman	of	about	thirty-five	came	in.

She	 had	 on	 a	 skirt	 and	 blouse,	 which	 accentuated	 a	 firm,	 well-rounded
figure,	and	she	walked	on	high-heels,	with	a	rhythmical	swaying	of	the	hips.	She
had	 an	 uninteresting	 face,	 camouflaged	 with	 lipstick,	 rouge	 and	 powder—the



powder	so	thick	that	is	had	become	embedded	in	the	natural	lines	of	her	face—
but	her	figure	compelled	admiration.

‘Miss	Deeds,’	whispered	Lin.
There	was	a	false	note	to	her	greeting.
‘Hallo,	everyone,’	she	said	heartily,	straining	for	effect.	‘Why	are	you	all	so

quiet?	Has	Mr	 Lin	 been	 playing	 the	 Funeral	March	 again?	 She	 sat	 down	 and
continued	 talking.	 ‘Really,	we	must	have	a	dance	or	 something	 to	 liven	 things
up.	You	must	know	some	good	numbers	Lin,	after	your	experience	in	Singapore
nightclubs.	What’s	 for	 breakfast?	Boiled	 eggs.	Daya	Ram,	 can’t	 you	make	 an
omelette	 for	 a	 change?	 I	 know	 you’re	 not	 a	 professional	 cook,	 but	 you	 don’t
have	to	give	us	the	same	thing	every	day,	and	there’s	absolutely	no	reason	why
you	should	burn	the	toast.	You’ll	have	to	do	something	about	a	cook,	Mr	Dayal.’
Then	 she	 noticed	 me	 sitting	 opposite	 her.	 ‘Oh,	 hallo,’	 she	 said,	 genuinely
surprised.	She	gave	me	a	long	appraising	look.

‘This	gentleman,’	said	Mr	Dayal	introducing	me,	‘is	an	author.’
‘That’s	nice,’	said	Miss	Deeds.	‘Are	you	married?’
‘No,’	I	said.	‘Are	you?’
‘Funny,	 isn’t	 it,’	 she	 said,	 without	 taking	 offence,	 ‘No	 one	 in	 this	 house

seems	to	be	married.’
‘I’m	married,’	said	Mr	Dayal.
‘Oh,	yes,	of	course,’	said	Miss	Deeds.	‘And	what	brings	you	to	Shamli?’	she

asked,	turning	to	me.
‘I’m	looking	for	a	friend	called	Major	Roberts.’
Lin	 gave	 an	 exclamation	 of	 surprise.	 I	 thought	 he	 had	 seen	 through	 my

deception.
But	another	game	had	begun.
‘I	knew	him,’	said	Lin.	‘A	great	friend	of	mine.’

◆

‘Yes,’	continued	Lin.	‘I	knew	him.	A	good	chap,	Major	Roberts.’
Well,	there	I	was,	inventing	people	to	suit	my	convenience,	and	people	like

Mr	Lin	started	inventing	relationships	with	them.	I	was	too	intrigued	to	try	and
discourage	him.	I	wanted	to	see	how	far	he	would	go.

‘When	did	you	meet	him?’	asked	Lin,	taking	the	initiative.
‘Oh,	 only	 about	 three	 years	 back.	 Just	 before	 he	 disappeared.	He	was	 last

heard	of	in	Shamli.’
‘Yes,	I	heard	he	was	here,’	said	Lin.	‘But	he	went	away,	when	he	thought	his

relatives	had	traced	him.	He	went	into	the	mountains	near	Tibet.’



‘Did	 he?’	 I	 said,	 unwilling	 to	 be	 instructed	 further.	 ‘What	 part	 of	 the
country?	 I	come	 from	 the	hills	myself.	 I	know	 the	Mana	and	Niti	passes	quite
well.	If	you	have	any	idea	of	exactly	where	he	went,	I	think	I	could	find	him.’	I
had	 the	advantage	 in	 this	 exchange,	because	 I	was	 the	one	who	had	originally
invented	 Roberts.	 Yet	 I	 couldn’t	 bring	 myself	 to	 end	 his	 deception,	 probably
because	I	felt	sorry	for	him.	A	happy	man	wouldn’t	take	the	trouble	of	inventing
friendships	with	people	who	didn’t	exist,	he’d	be	too	busy	with	friends	who	did.

‘You’ve	had	a	lonely	life,	Mr	Lin?’	I	asked.
‘Lonely?’	said	Mr	Lin,	with	forced	incredulousness.	‘I’d	never	been	lonely

till	I	came	here	a	month	ago.	When	I	was	in	Singapore…’
‘You	never	get	any	letters	though,	do	you?’	asked	Miss	Deeds	suddenly.
Lin	was	silent	for	a	moment.	Then	he	said,	‘Do	you?’
Miss	Deeds	lifted	her	head	a	little,	as	a	horse	does	when	it	is	annoyed,	and	I

thought	her	pride	had	been	hurt;	but	then	she	laughed	unobstrusively	and	tossed
her	head.

‘I	never	write	 letters,’	 she	 said.	 ‘My	 friends	gave	me	up	as	hopeless	years
ago.	They	know	it’s	no	use	writing	to	me,	because	they	rarely	get	a	reply.	They
call	me	the	Jungle	Princess.’

Mr	Dayal	 tittered,	and	I	found	it	hard	to	suppress	a	smile.	To	cover	up	my
smile	I	asked,	‘You	teach	here?’

‘Yes,	I	 teach	at	 the	girl’s	school,’	she	said	with	a	frown.	‘But	don’t	 talk	 to
me	about	teaching.	I	have	enough	of	it	all	day.’

‘You	don’t	like	teaching?’
She	gave	an	aggressive	look.	‘Should	I?’	she	asked.
‘Shouldn’t	you?’	I	said.
She	paused,	and	then	said,	‘Who	are	you,	anyway,	the	Inspector	of	Schools?’
‘No,’	said	Mr	Dayal	who	wasn’t	following	very	well,	‘He’s	a	journalist.	’
‘I’ve	heard	they	are	nosey,’	said	Miss	Deeds.
Once	 again	Lin	 interrupted	 to	 steer	 the	 conversation	 away	 from	 a	 delicate

issue.
‘Where’s	Mrs	Dayal	this	morning?’	asked	Lin.
‘She	 spent	 the	 night	with	 our	 neighbours,’	 said	Mr	Dayal.	 ‘She	 should	 be

here	after	lunch.’
It	was	 the	 first	 time	Mrs	Dayal	 had	been	mentioned.	Nobody	 spoke	 either

well	or	ill	of	her;	I	suspected	that	she	kept	her	distance	from	the	others,	avoiding
familiarity.	I	began	to	wonder	about	Mrs	Dayal.

◆



Daya	Ram	came	in	from	the	verandah,	looking	worried.
‘Heera’s	dog	has	disappeared,’	he	said.	‘He	thinks	a	leopard	took	it.’
Heera,	the	gardener	was	standing	respectfully	outside	on	the	verandah	steps.

We	all	hurried	out	to	him,	firing	questions	which	he	didn’t	try	to	answer.
‘Yes.	It’s	a	leopard’	said	Kiran,	appearing	from	behind	Heera.	‘It’s	going	to

come	into	the	hotel,’	she	added	cheerfully.
‘Be	quiet,’	said	Satish	Dayal	crossly.
‘There	are	pug	marks	under	the	trees,’	said	Daya	Ram
Mr	Dayal,	who	seemed	 to	know	little	about	 leopards	or	pug	marks,	said	 ‘I

will	take	a	look’,	and	led	the	way	to	the	orchard,	the	rest	of	us	trailing	behind	in
an	ill-assorted	procession.

There	were	marks	on	 the	soft	earth	 in	 the	orchard	(they	could	have	been	a
leopard’s)	which	went	 in	 the	direction	of	 the	 riverbed.	Mr	Dayal	 paled	 a	 little
and	went	hurrying	back	to	the	hotel.	Heera	returned	to	the	front	garden,	the	least
excited,	the	most	sorrowful.	Everyone	else	was	thinking	of	a	leopard,	but	he	was
thinking	of	the	dog	.

I	 followed	 him,	 and	 watched	 him	 weeding	 the	 sunflower	 beds.	 His	 face
wrinkled	like	a	walnut,	but	his	eyes	were	clear	and	bright.	His	hands	were	thin,
and	bony,	but	 there	was	a	deftness	and	power	 in	 the	wrist	and	fingers,	and	 the
weeds	flew	fast	from	his	spade.	He	had	cracked,	parchment-like	skin.	I	could	not
help	 thinking	of	 the	gloss	 and	glow	of	Daya	Ram’s	 limbs,	 as	 I	had	 seen	 them
when	he	was	bathing,	 and	wondered	 if	Heera’s	had	once	been	 like	 that	 and	 if
Daya	 Ram’s	 would	 ever	 be	 like	 this,	 and	 both	 possibilities—or	 were	 they
probabilities—saddened	me.	Our	skin,	I	thought,	is	like	the	leaf	of	a	tree,	young
and	 green	 and	 shiny;	 then	 it	 gets	 darker	 and	 heavier,	 sometimes	 spotted	 with
disease,	 sometimes	 eaten	 away;	 then	 fading,	 yellow	 and	 red,	 then	 falling,
crumbling	into	dust	or	feeding	the	flames	of	fire.	I	looked	at	my	own	skin,	still
smooth,	 not	 coarsened	 by	 labour;	 I	 thought	 of	 Kiran’s	 fresh	 rose-tinted
complexion;	 Miss	 Deed’s	 skin,	 hard	 and	 dry;	 Lin’s	 pale	 taut	 skin,	 stretched
tightly	 across	 his	 prominent	 cheeks	 and	 forehead;	 and	Mr	Dayal’	 s	 grey	 skin,
growing	 thick	hair.	And	I	wondered	about	Mrs	Dayal	and	 the	kind	of	skin	she
would	have.

‘Did	you	have	the	dog	for	long?’	I	asked	Heera.
He	looked	up	with	surprise,	for	he	had	been	unaware	of	my	presence.
‘Six	 years,	 sahib,’	 he	 said.	 ‘He	 was	 not	 a	 clever	 dog,	 but	 he	 was	 very

friendly.	 He	 followed	 me	 home	 one	 day,	 when	 I	 was	 coming	 back	 from	 the
bazaar.	I	kept	telling	him	to	go	away,	but	he	wouldn’t.	It	was	a	long	walk	and	so
I	began	talking	to	him.	I	liked	talking	to	him,	and	I	have	always	talked	with	him,
and	we	have	understood	each	other.	That	first	night,	when	I	came	home,	I	shut



the	gate	between	us.	But	he	stood	on	the	other	side,	looking	at	me	with	trusting
eyes.	Why	did	he	have	to	look	at	me	like	that?	’

‘So,	you	kept	him?’
‘Yes,	I	could	never	forget	the	way	he	looked	at	me.	I	shall	feel	lonely	now,

because	he	was	my	only	companion.	My	wife	and	son	died	long	ago.	It	seems	I
am	to	stay	here	forever,	until	everyone	has	gone,	until	 there	are	only	ghosts	 in
Shamli.	Already	the	ghosts	are	here…’

I	heard	a	light	footfall	behind	me	and	turned	to	find	Kiran.	The	bare-footed
girl	stood	beside	the	gardener,	and	with	her	toes	began	to	pull	at	the	weeds.

‘You	are	a	lazy	one,’	said	the	old	man.	‘If	you	want	to	help	me,	sit	down	and
use	your	hands.’

I	looked	at	the	girl’s	fair	round	face,	and	in	her	bright	eyes	I	saw	something
old	 and	wise;	 and	 I	 looked	 into	 the	 old	man’s	wise	 eyes,	 and	 saw	 something
forever	bright	and	young.	The	skin	cannot	change	the	eyes;	the	eyes	are	the	true
reflection	of	a	man’s	age	and	sensibilities;	even	a	blind	man	has	hidden	eyes.

‘I	 hope	 we	 shall	 find	 the	 dog,’	 said	 Kiran.	 ‘But	 I	 would	 like	 a	 leopard.
Nothing	ever	happens	here.’

‘Not	 now,’	 sighed	 Heera.	 ‘Not	 now…	Why,	 once	 there	 was	 a	 band	 and
people	danced	till	morning,	but	now…’

‘I	have	always	been	here,’	said	Heera.	‘I	was	here	before	Shamli.’
‘Before	the	station?’
‘Before	 there	was	a	station,	or	a	factory,	or	a	bazaar.	 It	was	a	village	then,

and	the	only	way	to	get	here	was	by	bullock-cart.	Then	a	bus	service	was	started,
then	 the	 railway	 lines	were	 laid	and	a	 station	built,	 then	 they	 started	 the	 sugar
factory,	and	for	a	few	years	Shamli	was	a	town.	But	the	jungle	was	bigger	than
the	town.	The	rains	were	heavy	and	malaria	was	everywhere.	People	didn’t	stay
long	in	Shamli.	Gradually,	they	went	back	into	the	hills.	Sometimes	I	too	want	to
go	back	to	the	hills,	but	what	is	the	use	when	you	are	old	and	have	no	one	left	in
the	world	except	a	few	flowers	in	a	troublesome	garden.	I	had	to	choose	between
the	flowers	and	the	hills,	and	I	chose	the	flowers.	I	am	tired	now,	and	old,	but	I
am	not	tired	of	flowers.’

I	could	see	that	his	real	world	was	the	garden;	there	was	more	variety	in	his
flower-beds	than	there	was	in	the	town	of	Shamli.	Every	month,	every	day,	there
were	 new	 flowers	 in	 the	 garden,	 but	 there	 were	 always	 the	 same	 people	 in
Shamli.

I	 left	Kiran	with	 the	old	man,	and	returned	 to	my	room.	It	must	have	been
about	eleven	o’clock.

◆



I	 was	 facing	 the	 window	 when	 I	 heard	 my	 door	 being	 opened.	 Turning,	 I
perceived	the	barrel	of	a	gun	moving	slowly	round	the	edge	of	the	door.	Behind
the	 gun	 was	 Satish	 Dayal,	 looking	 hot	 and	 sweaty.	 I	 didn’t	 know	 what	 his
intentions	were;	 so,	 deciding	 it	would	 be	 better	 to	 act	 first	 and	 reason	 later,	 I
grabbed	a	pillow	from	the	bed	and	flung	it	in	his	face.	I	then	threw	myself	at	his
legs	and	brought	him	crashing	down	to	the	ground.

When	we	got	up,	I	was	holding	the	gun.	It	was	an	old	Enfield	rifle,	probably
dating	back	to	the	Afghan	wars,	the	kind	that	goes	off	at	the	least	encouragment.

‘But—but—why?’	stammered	the	dishevelled	and	alarmed	Mr	Dayal.
‘I	don’t	know,’	I	said	menacingly.	‘Why	did	you	come	in	here	pointing	this

at	me?’
‘I	wasn’t	pointing	it	at	you.	It’s	for	the	leopard.’
‘Oh,	so	you	came	into	my	room	looking	for	a	leopard?	You	have,	I	presume

been	stalking	one	about	the	hotel?’	(By	now	I	was	convinced	that	Mr	Dayal	had
taken	leave	of	his	senses	and	was	hunting	imaginary	leopards.)

‘No,	no,’	cried	the	distraught	man,	becoming	more	confused,	‘I	was	looking
for	you.	I	wanted	to	ask	you	if	you	could	use	a	gun.	I	was	thinking	we	should	go
looking	for	the	leopard	that	took	Heera’s	dog.	Neither	Mr	Lin	nor	I	can	shoot.’

‘Your	 gun	 is	 not	 up-to-date.’	 I	 said.	 ‘It’s	 not	 at	 all	 suitable	 for	 hunting
leopards.	A	 stout	 stick	would	be	more	 effective.	Why	don’t	we	 arm	ourselves
with	lathis	and	make	a	general	assault?’

I	said	this	banteringly,	but	Mr	Dayal	took	the	idea	quite	seriously,	‘Yes,	yes,’
he	said	with	alacrity,	‘Daya	Ram	has	got	one	or	two	lathis	in	the	godown.	The
three	of	us	could	make	an	expedition.	I	have	asked	Mr	Lin	but	he	says	he	doesn’t
want	to	have	anything	to	do	with	leopards.’

‘What	about	our	Jungle	Princess?’	I	said.	‘Miss	Deeds	should	be	pretty	good
with	a	lathi.’

‘Yes,	yes,’	said	Mr	Dayal	humourlessly,	‘but	we’d	better	not	ask	her.’
Collecting	Daya	Ram	and	 two	 lathis,	we	set	off	 for	 the	orchard	and	began

following	 the	pug	marks	 through	 the	 trees.	 It	 took	us	 ten	minutes	 to	 reach	 the
riverbed,	a	dry	hot	rocky	place;	then	we	went	into	the	jungle,	Mr	Dayal	keeping
well	 to	 the	 rear.	 The	 atmosphere	 was	 heavy	 and	 humid,	 and	 there	 was	 not	 a
breath	of	air	amongst	the	trees.	When	a	parrot	squawked	suddenly,	shattering	the
silence,	Mr	Dayal	let	out	a	startled	exclamation	and	started	for	home.

‘What	was	that?’	he	asked	nervously.
‘A	bird,’	I	explained.
‘I	think	we	should	go	back	now,’	he	said,	‘I	don’t	think	the	leopard’s	here.’
‘You	never	know	with	leopards,’	I	said,	‘They	could	be	anywhere.	’
Mr	Dayal	stepped	away	from	the	bushes.	‘I’ll	have	to	go,’	he	said.	‘I	have	a



lot	of	work.	You	keep	a	lathi	with	you,	and	I’ll	send	Daya	Ram	back	later.’
‘That’s	very	thoughtful	of	you,’	I	said.
Daya	Ram	 scratched	 his	 head	 and	 reluctantly	 followed	 his	 employer	 back

through	 the	 trees.	 I	moved	on	slowly	down	 the	 little-used	path,	wondering	 if	 I
should	 also	 return.	 I	 saw	 two	 monkeys	 playing	 on	 the	 branch	 of	 a	 tree,	 and
decided	that	there	could	be	no	danger	in	the	immediate	vicinity.

Presently	I	came	to	a	clearing	where	there	was	a	pool	of	fresh	clear	water.	It
was	fed	by	a	small	stream	that	came	suddenly,	like	a	snake,	out	of	the	long	grass.
The	water	 looked	 cool	 and	 inviting;	 laying	 down	 the	 lathi	 and	 taking	 off	my
clothes,	I	ran	down	the	bank	until	I	was	waist-deep	in	the	middle	of	the	pool.	I
splashed	about	for	some	time,	before	emerging;	then	I	lay	on	the	soft	grass	and
allowed	 the	 sun	 to	 dry	 my	 body.	 I	 closed	 my	 eyes	 and	 gave	 myself	 up	 to
beautiful	thoughts.	I	had	forgotten	all	about	leopards.

I	must	have	slept	for	about	half	an	hour	because	when	I	awoke,	I	found	that
Daya	 Ram	 had	 come	 back	 and	 was	 vigorously	 threshing	 about	 in	 the	 narrow
confines	of	the	pool.	I	sat	up	and	asked	him	the	time.

‘Twelve	 o’clock,’	 he	 shouted,	 coming	 out	 of	 water,	 his	 dripping	 body	 all
gold	and	silver	in	sunlight.	‘They	will	be	waiting	for	dinner.’

‘Let	them	wait,’	I	said.
It	was	 a	 relief	 to	 talk	 to	Daya	Ram,	 after	 the	 uneasy	 conversations	 in	 the

lounge	and	dining-room.
‘Dayal	sahib	will	be	angry	with	me.’
‘I’ll	tell	him	we	found	the	trail	of	the	leopard,	and	that	we	went	so	far	into

the	jungle	that	we	lost	our	way.	As	Miss	Deeds	is	so	critical	of	the	food,	let	her
cook	the	meal.’

‘Oh,	she	only	talks	like	that,’	said	Daya	Ram.	‘Inside	she	is	very	soft.	She	is
too	soft	in	some	ways.’

‘She	should	be	married.’
‘Well,	 she	would	 like	 to	be.	Only	 there	 is	 no	one	 to	marry	her.	When	 she

came	here	she	was	engaged	to	be	married	to	an	English	army	captain;	I	think	she
loved	him,	but	she	is	the	sort	of	person	who	cannot	help	loving	many	men	all	at
once,	and	the	captain	could	not	understand	that—it	is	just	the	way	she	is	made,	I
suppose.	She	is	always	ready	to	fall	in	love.’

‘You	seem	to	know,’	I	said.
‘Oh,	yes.’
We	 dressed	 and	 walked	 back	 to	 the	 hotel.	 In	 a	 few	 hours,	 I	 thought,	 the

tonga	will	come	for	me	and	I	will	be	back	at	the	station;	the	mysterious	charm	of
Shamli	will	be	no	more,	but	whenever	I	pass	this	way	I	will	wonder	about	these
people,	about	Miss	Deeds	and	Lin	and	Mrs	Dayal.



Mrs	Dayal…	She	was	 the	one	person	 I	was	yet	 to	meet;	 it	was	with	 some
excitement	and	curiosity	that	I	looked	forward	to	meeting	her;	she	was	about	the
only	mystery	left	to	Shamli,	now,	and	perhaps	she	would	be	no	mystery	when	I
met	her.	And	yet…	I	felt	 that	perhaps	she	would	 justify	 the	 impulse	 that	made
me	get	down	from	the	train.

I	 could	 have	 asked	 Daya	 Ram	 about	 Mrs	 Dayal,	 and	 so	 satisfied	 my
curiosity;	but	I	wanted	to	discover	her	for	myself.	Half	 the	day	was	left	 to	me,
and	I	didn’t	want	my	game	to	finish	too	early.

I	walked	towards	the	verandah,	and	the	sound	of	the	piano	came	through	the
open	door.

‘I	 wish	 Mr	 Lin	 would	 play	 something	 cheerful,’	 said	 Miss	 Deeds.	 ‘He’s
obsessed	with	the	Funeral	March.	Do	you	dance?	’

‘Oh	no,’	I	said.
She	 looked	 disappointed.	 But	 when	 Lin	 left	 the	 piano,	 she	 went	 into	 the

lounge	and	sat	down	on	 the	stool.	 I	stood	at	 the	door	watching	her,	wondering
what	she	would	do.

Lin	left	the	room,	somewhat	resentfully.
She	began	to	play	an	old	song,	which	I	remembered	having	heard	in	a	film

or	on	a	gramophone	 record.	She	sang	while	she	played,	 in	a	slightly	harsh	but
pleasant	voice:

Rolling	round	the	world
Looking	for	the	sunshine
I	know	I’m	going	to	find	some	day…

Then	she	played	‘Am	I	Blue?’	and	‘Darling,	Je	Vous	Aime	Beaucoup’.	She	sat
there	 singing	 in	 a	 deep	 husky	 voice,	 her	 eyes	 a	 little	 misty,	 her	 hard	 face
suddenly	kind	and	sloppy.	When	the	gong	rang,	she	broke	off	playing,	and	shook
off	her	sentimental	mood,	and	laughed	derisively	at	herself.

I	 don’t	 remember	 that	 lunch.	 I	 hadn’t	 slept	much	 since	 the	 previous	 night
and	 I	was	beginning	 to	 feel	 the	 strain	of	my	 journey.	The	 swim	had	 refreshed
me,	but	it	had	also	made	me	drowsy.	I	ate	quite	well,	though,	of	rice	and	kofta
curry,	and	then,	feeling	sleepy,	made	for	the	garden	to	find	a	shady	tree.

There	were	 some	books	on	 the	 shelf	 in	 the	 lounge,	 and	 I	 ran	my	eye	over
them	in	search	of	one	 that	might	condition	sleep.	But	 they	were	 too	dull	 to	do
even	 that.	So	 I	went	 into	 the	garden,	 and	 there	was	Kiran	on	 the	 swing,	 and	 I
went	to	her	tree	and	sat	down	on	the	grass.

‘Did	you	find	the	leopard?’	she	asked.
‘No,’	I	said,	with	a	yawn.
‘Tell	me	a	story.’



‘You	tell	me	one,’	I	said	.
‘Alright.	 Once	 there	 was	 a	 lazy	 man	 with	 long	 legs,	 who	 was	 always

yawning	and	wanting	to	fall	asleep…’
I	watched	the	swaying	motions	of	the	swing	and	the	movements	of	the	girl’s

bare	 legs,	and	a	 tiny	 insect	kept	buzzing	about	 in	 front	of	my	nose…	‘and	fall
asleep,	 and	 the	 reason	 for	 this	 was	 that	 he	 liked	 to	 dream.’	 I	 blew	 the	 insect
away,	and	the	swing	became	hazy	and	distant,	and	Kiran	was	a	blurred	figure	in
the	trees…

‘…liked	 to	 dream,	 and	 what	 do	 you	 think	 he	 dreamt	 about…?’	 Dreamt
about,	dreamt	about…

◆

When	 I	 awoke	 there	 was	 that	 cool	 rain-scented	 breeze	 blowing	 across	 the
garden.	 I	 remember	 lying	 on	 the	 grass	 with	 my	 eyes	 closed,	 listening	 to	 the
swishing	of	the	swing.	Either	I	had	not	slept	long,	or	Kiran	had	been	a	long	time
on	 the	 swing;	 it	was	moving	 slowly	now,	 in	 a	more	 leisurely	 fashion,	without
much	sound.	I	opened	my	eyes	and	saw	that	my	arm	was	stained	with	the	juice
of	 the	 grass	 beneath	 me.	 Looking	 up,	 I	 expected	 to	 see	 Kiran’s	 legs	 waving
above	me.	But	instead	I	saw	dark	slim	feet,	and	above	them	the	folds	of	a	sari.	I
straightened	up	against	 the	 trunk	of	 the	 tree	 to	 look	closer	 at	Kiran,	but	Kiran
wasn’t	 there,	 it	was	someone	else	on	 the	swing,	a	young	woman	in	a	pink	sari
and	with	a	red	rose	in	her	hair.

She	had	stopped	the	swing	with	her	foot	on	the	ground,	and	she	was	smiling
at	me.

It	wasn’t	a	smile	you	could	see,	it	was	a	tender	fleeting	movement	that	came
suddenly	and	was	gone	at	the	same	time,	and	its	going	was	sad.	I	thought	of	the
other’s	 smiles,	 just	 as	 I	 had	 thought	 of	 their	 skins:	 the	 tonga-driver’s	 friendly,
deceptive	 grin:	Daya	Ram’s	wide	 sincere	 smile;	Miss	Deed’s	 cynical,	 derisive
smile.	 And	 looking	 at	 Sushila,	 I	 knew	 a	 smile	 could	 never	 change.	 She	 had
always	smiled	that	way.

‘You	haven’t	changed,’	she	said.
I	 was	 standing	 up	 now,	 though	 still	 leaning	 against	 the	 tree	 for	 support.

Though	 I	 had	 never	 thought	much	 about	 the	 sound	 of	 her	 voice,	 it	 seemed	 as
familiar	as	the	sounds	of	yesterday.

‘You	 haven’t	 changed	 either,’	 I	 said.	 ‘But	 where	 did	 you	 come	 from?’	 I
wasn’t	sure	yet	if	I	was	awake	or	dreaming.

She	laughed,	as	she	had	always	laughed	at	me.
‘I	came	from	behind	the	tree.	The	little	girl	has	gone.’



‘Yes,	I’m	dreaming,’	I	said	helplessly.
‘But	what	brings	you	here?’
‘I	don’t	know.	At	 least	 I	didn’t	know	when	I	came.	But	 it	must	have	been

you.	The	train	stopped	at	Shamli,	and	I	don’t	know	why,	but	I	decided	I	would
spend	the	day	here,	behind	the	station	walls.	You	must	be	married	now,	Sushila.’

‘Yes,	 I	 am	married	 to	Mr	Dayal,	 the	manager	 of	 the	 hotel.	And	what	 has
been	happening	with	you?’

‘I	am	still	a	writer,	still	poor,	and	still	living	in	Mussoorie.’
‘When	were	you	 last	 in	Delhi?’	 she	asked.	 ‘I	don’t	mean	Delhi,	 I	mean	at

home.’
‘I	have	not	been	to	your	home	since	you	were	there.’
‘Oh,	my	friend,’	she	said,	getting	up	suddenly	and	coming	to	me,	‘I	want	to

talk	to	you.	I	want	to	talk	about	our	home	and	Sunil	and	our	friends	and	all	those
things	 that	are	so	 far	away	now.	 I	have	been	here	 two	years,	and	I	am	already
feeling	old.	I	keep	remembering	our	home,	how	young	I	was,	how	happy,	and	I
am	all	alone	with	memories.	But	now	you	are	here!	It	was	a	bit	of	magic,	I	came
through	the	trees	after	Kiran	had	gone,	and	there	you	were,	fast	asleep	under	the
tree.	I	didn’t	wake	you	then,	because	I	wanted	to	see	you	wake	up.	’

‘As	I	used	to	watch	you	wake	up…’
She	was	near	me	and	I	could	 look	at	her	more	closely.	Her	cheeks	did	not

have	 the	same	freshness;	 they	were	a	 little	pale,	and	she	was	 thinned	now,	but
her	 eyes	were	 the	 same,	 smiling	 the	 same	way.	Her	 voice	was	 the	 same.	Her
fingers,	when	she	took	my	hand,	were	the	same	warm	delicate	fingers.

‘Talk	to	me,’	she	said.	‘Tell	me	about	yourself.’
‘You	tell	me,’	I	said.
‘I	am	here,’	she	said.	‘That	is	all	there	is	about	myself.’
‘Then	let	us	sit	down	and	I’ll	talk.’
‘Not	here,’	she	took	my	hand	and	led	me	through	the	trees.	‘Come	with	me.’
I	heard	the	jingle	of	a	tonga-bell	and	a	faint	shout,	I	stopped	and	laughed.
‘My	tonga,’	I	said.	‘It	has	come	to	take	me	back	to	the	station.’
‘But	you	are	not	going,’	said	Sushila,	immediately	downcast.
‘I	will	tell	him	to	come	in	the	morning,’	I	said.	‘I	will	spend	the	night	in	your

Shamli.’
I	walked	to	the	front	of	the	hotel	where	the	tonga	was	waiting.	I	was	glad	no

one	 else	 was	 in	 sight.	 The	 youth	 was	 smiling	 at	 me	 in	 his	 most	 appealing
manner.

‘I’m	not	going	today,’	I	said.	‘Will	you	come	tomorrow	morning?’
‘I	can	come	whenever	you	 like,	 friend.	But	you	will	have	 to	pay	for	every

trip,	because	it	is	a	long	way	from	the	station	even	if	my	tonga	is	empty.’



‘Alright,	how	much?’
‘Usual	fare,	friend,	one	rupee.’
I	didn’t	try	to	argue	but	resignedly	gave	him	the	rupee.	He	cracked	his	whip

and	pulled	on	the	reins,	and	the	carriage	moved	off	.
‘If	you	don’t	 leave	 tomorrow,’	 the	youth	called	out	after	me,	 ‘you’ll	never

leave	Shamli!’
I	walked	back	to	trees,	but	I	couldn’t	find	Sushila.
‘Sushila,	where	 are	 you?’	 I	 called,	 but	 I	might	 have	 been	 speaking	 to	 the

trees,	for	I	had	no	reply.	There	was	a	small	path	going	through	the	orchard,	and
on	 the	path	 I	 saw	a	 rose	petal.	 I	walked	 a	 little	 further	 and	 saw	another	 petal.
They	were	from	Sushila’s	red	rose.	I	walked	on	down	the	path	until	I	had	skirted
the	orchard,	and	then	the	path	went	along	the	fringe	of	the	jungle,	past	a	clump
of	bamboos,	and	here	the	grass	was	a	lush	green	as	though	it	had	been	constantly
watered.	I	was	still	 finding	rose	petals.	I	heard	the	chatter	of	seven	sisters,	and
the	call	of	hoopoe.	The	path	bent	to	meet	a	stream,	there	was	a	willow	coming
down	to	the	water’s	edge,	and	Sushila	was	waiting	there.

‘Why	didn’t	you	wait?’	I	said.
‘I	wanted	to	see	if	you	were	as	good	at	following	me	as	you	used	to	be.’
‘Well,	I	am,’	I	said,	sitting	down	beside	her	on	the	grassy	bank	of	the	stream.

‘Even	if	I’m	out	of	practice.’
‘Yes,	I	remember	the	time	you	climbed	onto	an	apple	tree	to	pick	some	fruit

for	me.	You	 got	 up	 alright	 but	 then	 you	 couldn’t	 come	 down	 again.	 I	 had	 to
climb	up	myself	and	help	you.’

‘I	don’t	remember	that,’	I	said.
‘Of	course	you	do.’
‘It	must	have	been	your	other	friend,	Pramod.’
‘I	never	climbed	trees	with	Pramod.’
‘Well,	I	don’t	remember.’
I	 looked	 at	 the	 little	 stream	 that	 ran	 past	 us.	 The	water	was	 no	more	 than

ankle-deep,	 cold	 and	 clear	 and	 sparkling,	 like	 the	 mountain-stream	 near	 my
home.	 I	 took	 off	 my	 shoes,	 rolled	 up	my	 trousers,	 and	 put	 my	 feet	 in	 water.
Sushila’s	feet	joined	mine.

At	first	I	had	wanted	to	ask	her	about	her	marriage,	whether	she	was	happy
or	not,	what	she	thought	of	her	husband;	but	now	I	couldn’t	ask	her	these	things,
they	seemed	far	away	and	of	little	importance.	I	could	think	of	nothing	she	had
in	common	with	Mr	Dayal;	I	felt	that	her	charm	and	attractiveness	and	warmth
could	 not	 have	 been	 appreciated,	 or	 even	 noticed,	 by	 that	 curiously	 distracted
man.	He	was	much	older	 than	her,	 of	 course;	 probably	older	 than	me;	 he	was
obviously	not	her	 choice	but	her	parents’;	 and	 so	 far	 they	were	 childless.	Had



there	been	children,	 I	don’t	 think	Sushila	would	have	minded	Mr	Dayal	as	her
husband.	Children	would	have	made	up	for	the	absence	of	passion—or	was	there
passion	 in	 Satish	 Dayal?	 I	 remembered	 having	 heard	 that	 Sushila	 had	 been
married	 to	a	man	she	didn’t	 like;	 I	 remembered	having	shrugged	off	 the	news,
because	it	meant	she	would	never	come	my	way	again,	and	I	have	never	yearned
after	 something	 that	 has	 been	 irredeemably	 lost.	 But	 she	 had	 come	 my	 way
again.	And	was	she	still	lost?	That	was	what	I	wanted	to	know…

‘What	do	you	do	with	yourself	all	day?’	I	asked.
‘Oh,	I	visit	the	school	and	help	with	the	classes.	It	is	the	only	interest	I	have

in	this	place.	The	hotel	is	terrible.	I	try	to	keep	away	from	it	as	much	as	I	can.’
‘And	what	about	the	guests?’
‘Oh,	don’t	let	us	talk	about	them.	Let	us	talk	about	ourselves.	Do	you	have	to

go	tomorrow?’
‘Yes,	I	suppose	so.	Will	you	always	be	in	this	place?’
‘I	suppose	so.’
That	made	me	silent.	I	took	her	hand,	and	my	feet	churned	up	the	mud	at	the

bottom	of	the	stream.	As	the	mud	subsided,	I	saw	Sushila’s	face	reflected	in	the
water;	and	looking	up	at	her	again,	into	her	dark	eyes,	the	old	yearning	returned
and	I	wanted	to	care	for	her	and	protect	her,	I	wanted	to	take	her	away	from	that
place,	 from	 sorrowful	 Shamli;	 I	 wanted	 her	 to	 live	 again.	 Of	 course,	 I	 had
forgotten	 all	 about	my	 poor	 finances,	 Sushila’s	 family,	 and	 the	 shoes	 I	 wore,
which	 were	 my	 last	 pair.	 The	 uplift	 I	 was	 experiencing	 in	 this	 meeting	 with
Sushila,	who	had	always,	throughout	her	childhood	and	youth,	bewitched	me	as
no	other	had	ever	bewitched	me,	made	me	reckless	and	impulsive.

I	lifted	her	hand	to	my	lips	and	kissed	her	in	the	soft	of	the	palm.
‘Can	I	kiss	you?’	I	said.
‘You	have	just	done	so.’
‘Can	I	kiss	you?’	I	repeated.
‘It	is	not	necessary.’
I	 leaned	 over	 and	 kissed	 her	 slender	 neck.	 I	 knew	 she	 would	 like	 this,

because	that	was	where	I	had	kissed	her	often	before.	I	kissed	her	in	the	soft	of
the	throat,	where	it	tickled.

‘It	is	not	necessary,’	she	said,	but	she	ran	her	fingers	through	my	hair	and	let
them	rest	there.	I	kissed	her	behind	the	ear	then,	and	kept	my	mouth	to	her	ear
and	whispered,	‘Can	I	kiss	you?’

She	turned	her	face	to	me	so	that	we	were	deep	in	each	other’s	eyes,	and	I
kissed	her	again,	and	we	put	our	arms	around	each	other	and	lay	together	on	the
grass,	with	the	water	running	over	our	feet;	and	we	said	nothing	at	all,	simply	lay
there	for	what	seemed	like	several	years,	or	until	the	first	drop	of	rain.



It	was	a	big	wet	drop,	and	it	splashed	on	Sushila’s	cheek,	just	next	to	mine,
and	 ran	 down	 to	 her	 lips,	 so	 that	 I	 had	 to	 kiss	 her	 again.	 The	 next	 big	 drop
splattered	on	the	tip	of	my	nose,	and	Sushila	laughed	and	sat	up.	Little	ringlets
were	forming	on	the	stream	where	the	raindrops	hit	the	water,	and	above	us	there
was	a	pattering	on	the	banana	leaves.

‘We	must	go,’	said	Sushila.
We	started	homewards,	but	had	not	gone	far	before	it	was	raining	steadily,

and	Sushila’s	hair	came	loose	and	streamed	down	her	body.	The	rain	fell	harder,
and	 we	 had	 to	 hop	 over	 pools	 and	 avoid	 the	 soft	 mud.	 Sushila’s	 sari	 was
plastered	to	her	body,	accentuating	her	ripe,	thrusting	breasts,	and	I	was	excited
to	 passion,	 and	pulled	her	 beneath	 a	 big	 tree	 and	 crushed	her	 in	my	 arms	 and
kissed	her	 rain-kissed	mouth.	And	 then	 I	 thought	 she	was	crying,	but	 I	wasn’t
sure,	because	it	might	have	been	the	raindrops	on	her	cheeks.

‘Come	 away	 with	 me,’	 I	 said.	 ‘Leave	 this	 place.	 Come	 away	 with	 me
tomorrow	morning.	We	will	go	somewhere	where	nobody	will	know	us	or	come
between	us.’

She	smiled	at	me	and	said,	‘You	are	still	a	dreamer,	aren’t	you?’
‘Why	can’t	you	come?’
‘I	am	married,	it	is	as	simple	as	that.’
‘If	it	is	that	simple,	you	can	come.’
‘I	have	to	think	of	my	parents,	too.	It	would	break	my	father’s	heart	if	I	were

to	do	what	you	are	proposing.	And	you	are	proposing	it	without	a	thought	for	the
consequences.’

‘You	are	too	practical.’	I	said.
‘If	women	were	not	practical,	most	marriages	would	be	failures.’
‘So,	your	marriage	is	a	success?’
‘Of	course	 it	 is,	 as	 a	marriage.	 I	 am	not	happy	and	 I	do	not	 love	him,	but

neither	am	I	so	unhappy	that	I	should	hate	him.	Sometimes,	for	our	own	sakes,
we	 have	 to	 think	 of	 the	 happiness	 of	 others.	What	 happiness	 would	 we	 have
living	in	hiding	from	everyone	we	once	knew	and	cared	for?	Don’t	be	a	fool.	I
am	always	here	and	you	can	come	to	see	me,	and	nobody	will	be	made	unhappy
by	it.	But	take	me	away	and	we	will	only	have	regrets.’

‘You	don’t	love	me,’	I	said	foolishly.
‘That	sad	word	love,’	she	said,	and	became	pensive	and	silent.
I	could	say	no	more.	I	was	angry	again,	and	rebellious,	and	there	was	no	one

and	nothing	to	rebel	against.	I	could	not	understand	someone	who	was	afraid	to
break	 away	 from	 an	 unhappy	 existence	 lest	 that	 existence	 should	 become
unhappier;	 I	 had	 always	 considered	 it	 an	 admirable	 thing	 to	 break	 away	 from
security	and	respectability.	Of	course	it	is	easier	for	a	man	to	do	this,	a	man	can



look	after	himself,	he	can	do	without	neighbours	and	 the	approval	of	 the	 local
society.	A	woman,	I	reasoned,	would	do	anything	for	love	provided	it	was	not	at
the	 price	 of	 security;	 for	 a	 woman	 loves	 security	 as	 much	 as	 a	 man	 loves
independence.

‘I	must	go	back	now,’	said	Suhsila.	‘You	follow	a	little	later.’
‘All	you	wanted	to	do	was	talk,’	I	complained.
She	 laughed	 at	 that,	 and	 pulled	me	playfully	 by	 the	 hair;	 then	 she	 ran	 out

from	under	 the	 tree,	 springing	 across	 the	 grass,	 and	 the	wet	mud	 flew	 up	 and
flecked	her	legs.	I	watched	her	through	the	thin	curtain	of	rain,	until	she	reached
the	verandah.	She	turned	to	wave	to	me,	and	then	skipped	into	the	hotel.	She	was
still	young;	but	I	was	no	younger.

◆

The	rain	had	lessened,	but	I	didn’t	know	what	to	do	with	myself.	The	hotel	was
uninviting,	 and	 it	was	 too	 late	 to	 leave	Shamli.	 If	 the	 grass	 hadn’t	 been	wet	 I
would	have	preferred	to	sleep	under	a	tree	rather	than	return	to	the	hotel	to	sit	at
that	alarming	dining-table.

I	 came	 out	 from	 under	 the	 trees	 and	 crossed	 the	 garden.	 But	 instead	 of
making	 for	 the	verandah	 I	went	 round	 to	 the	back	of	 the	hotel.	Smoke	 issuing
from	 the	 barred	 window	 of	 a	 back	 room	 told	 me	 I	 had	 probably	 found	 the
kitchen.	Daya	 Ram	was	 inside,	 squatting	 in	 front	 of	 a	 stove,	 stirring	 a	 pot	 of
stew.	The	stew	smelt	appetizing.	Daya	Ram	looked	up	and	smiled	at	me.

‘I	thought	you	must	have	gone,’	he	said.
‘I’ll	go	 in	 the	morning,’	 I	said	pulling	myself	upon	an	empty	 table.	Then	I

had	one	of	my	sudden	ideas	and	said,	‘Why	don’t	you	come	with	me?	I	can	find
you	a	good	job	in	Mussoorie.	How	much	do	you	get	paid	here?’

‘Fifty	rupees	a	month.	But	I	haven’t	been	paid	for	three	months.’
‘Could	you	get	your	pay	before	tomorrow	morning?’
‘No,	 I	won’t	 get	 anything	 until	 one	 of	 the	 guests	 pays	 a	 bill.	Miss	Deeds

owes	about	 fifty	 rupees	on	whisky	alone.	She	will	 pay	up,	 she	 says,	when	 the
school	 pays	 her	 salary.	 And	 the	 school	 can’t	 pay	 her	 until	 they	 collect	 the
children’s	fees.	That	is	how	bankrupt	everyone	is	in	Shamli.’

‘I	see,’	I	said,	though	I	didn’t	see.	‘But	Mr	Dayal	can’t	hold	back	your	pay
just	because	his	guests	haven’t	paid	their	bills.’

‘He	can,	if	he	hasn’t	got	any	money.’
‘I	 see,’	 I	 said,	 ‘Anyway,	 I	will	 give	you	my	address.	You	can	come	when

you	are	free.’
‘I	will	take	it	from	the	register,’	he	said.



I	edged	over	to	the	stove	and,	leaning	over,	sniffed	at	the	stew.	‘I’ll	eat	mine
now,’	I	said;	and	without	giving	Daya	Ram	a	chance	to	object,	I	lifted	a	plate	off
the	shelf,	took	hold	of	the	stirring-spoon	and	helped	myself	from	the	pot	.

‘There’s	rice	too.’	said	Daya	Ram
I	filled	another	plate	with	rice	and	then	got	busy	with	my	fingers.	After	ten

minutes,	I	had	finished.	I	sat	back	comfortably	in	the	hotel,	in	ruminative	mood.
With	my	 stomach	 full	 I	 could	 take	 a	more	 tolerant	 view	 of	 life	 and	 people.	 I
could	understand	Sushila’s	apprehensions,	Lin’s	delicate	lying,	and	Miss	Deed’s
aggressiveness.	Daya	Ram	went	out	to	sound	the	dinner-gong,	and	I	trailed	back
to	my	room.

From	 the	window	of	my	 room	I	 saw	Kiran	 running	across	 the	 lawn,	 and	 I
called	to	her,	but	she	didn’t	hear	me.	She	ran	down	the	path	and	out	of	the	gate,
her	pigtails	beating	against	the	wind.

The	clouds	were	breaking	and	coming	together	again,	twisting	and	spiralling
their	way	across	a	violet	sky.	The	sun	was	going	down	behind	the	Siwaliks.	The
sky	there	was	bloodshot.	The	tall	slim	trunks	of	the	eucalyptus	tree	were	tinged
with	an	orange	glow;	the	rain	had	stopped,	and	the	wind	was	a	soft,	sullen	puff,
drifting	sadly	through	the	trees.	There	was	a	steady	drip	of	water	from	the	eaves
of	 the	roof	on	 to	 the	window-sill.	Then	the	sun	went	down	behind	the	old,	old
hills,	and	I	remembered	my	own	hills,	far	beyond	these.

The	room	was	dark	but	I	did	not	turn	on	the	light.	I	stood	near	the	window,
listening	to	the	garden.	There	was	a	frog	warbling	somewhere,	and	there	was	a
sudden	 flap	of	wings	overhead.	Tomorrow	morning	 I	would	go,	 and	perhaps	 I
would	come	back	to	Shamli	one	day,	and	perhaps	not;	I	could	always	come	here
looking	 for	Major	Roberts,	 and,	who	 knows,	 one	 day	 I	might	 find	 him.	What
should	he	be	 like,	 this	 lost	man?	A	romantic,	a	man	with	a	dream,	a	man	with
brown	 skin	 and	blue	 eyes,	 living	 in	 a	hut	 on	 a	 snowy	mountain-top,	 chopping
wood	and	catching	fish	and	swimming	in	cold	mountain	streams;	a	rough,	free
man	with	a	kind	heart	and	a	shaggy	beard,	a	man	who	owed	allegiance	to	no	one,
who	gave	a	damn	for	money	and	politics	and	cities,	and	civilizations,	who	was
his	own	master,	who	lived	at	one	with	nature	knowing	no	fear.	But	that	was	not
Major	Roberts—that	was	the	man	I	wanted	to	be.	He	was	not	a	Frenchman	or	an
Englishman,	he	was	me,	a	dream	of	myself.	If	only	I	could	find	Major	Roberts.

When	Daya	Ram	knocked	on	 the	door	and	 told	me	the	others	had	finished
dinner,	I	left	my	room	and	made	for	the	lounge.	It	was	quite	lively	in	the	lounge.
Satish	Dayal	was	at	the	bar,	Lin	at	the	piano,	and	Miss	Deeds	in	the	centre	of	the
room,	 executing	 a	 tango	 on	 her	 own.	 It	 was	 obvious	 she	 had	 been	 drinking
heavily.

‘All	on	credit,’	complained	Mr	Dayal	to	me.	‘I	don’t	know	when	I’ll	be	paid,



but	I	don’t	dare	to	refuse	her	anything	for	fear	she	starts	breaking	up	the	hotel.’
‘She	 could	 do	 that,	 too,’	 I	 said.	 ‘It	 comes	 down	 without	 much

encouragement.’
Lin	began	to	play	a	waltz	(I	think	it	was	waltz),	and	then	I	found	Miss	Deeds

in	front	of	me,	saying	‘Wouldn’t	you	like	to	dance,	old	boy?’
‘Thank	you,’	I	said,	somewhat	alarmed.	‘I	hardly	know	how	to.’
‘Oh,	come	on,	be	a	sport,’	she	said,	pulling	me	away	from	the	bar.	I	was	glad

Sushila	wasn’t	 present;	 she	wouldn’t	 have	minded,	 but	 she’d	 have	 laughed	 as
she	always	laughed	when	I	made	a	fool	of	myself.

We	went	round	the	floor	in	what	I	suppose	was	waltz-time,	though	all	I	did
was	mark	time	to	Miss	Deeds’	motions;	we	were	not	very	steady—this	because	I
was	 trying	 to	keep	her	 at	 arm’s	 length,	whilst	 she	was	determined	 to	have	me
crushed	 to	her	bosom.	At	 length,	Lin	finished	 the	waltz.	Giving	him	a	grateful
look,	I	pulled	myself	free.	Miss	Deeds	went	over	to	the	piano,	leant	right	across
it,	and	said,	‘Play	some	lively,	dear	Mr	Lin,	play	some	hot	stuff.’

To	 my	 surprise	 Mr	 Lin	 without	 so	 much	 as	 an	 expression	 of	 distaste	 or
amusement,	began	to	execute	what	I	suppose	was	the	frug	or	the	jitterbug.	I	was
glad	she	hadn’t	asked	me	to	dance	that	one	with	her.

It	 all	 appeared	 very	 incongruous	 to	 me:	 Miss	 Deeds	 letting	 herself	 go	 in
crazy	abandonment,	Lin	playing	the	piano	with	great	seriousness,	and	Mr	Dayal
watching	 from	 the	bar	with	an	anxious	 frown.	 I	wondered	what	Sushila	would
have	thought	of	them	now.

Eventually,	Miss	Deeds	collapsed	on	the	couch	breathing	heavily.	‘Give	me
a	drink,’	she	cried.

With	the	noblest	of	intentions	I	took	her	a	glass	of	water.	Miss	Deeds	took	a
sip	and	made	a	face.	‘What’s	this	stuff?’	she	asked.	‘It	is	different.’

‘Water,’	I	said.
‘No,’	she	said,	‘now	don’t	joke,	tell	me	what	it	is.’
‘It’s	water,	I	assure	you,’	I	said.
When	 she	 saw	 that	 I	was	 serious,	 her	 face	 coloured	 up,	 and	 I	 thought	 she

would	 throw	 the	water	 at	me;	 but	 she	was	 too	 tired	 to	 do	 this,	 and	 contented
herself	by	 throwing	 the	glass	over	her	shoulder.	Mr	Dayal	made	a	dive	for	 the
flying	 glass,	 but	 he	wasn’t	 in	 time	 to	 rescue	 it,	 and	 it	 hit	 the	wall	 and	 fell	 to
pieces	on	the	floor.

Mr	Dayal	wrung	his	hands.	‘You’d	better	take	her	to	her	room,’	he	said,	as
though	I	were	personally	responsible	for	her	behaviour	just	because	I’d	danced
with	her.

‘I	can’t	carry	her	alone,’	 I	said,	making	an	unsuccessful	attempt	at	helping
Miss	Deeds	up	from	the	couch.



Mr	Dayal	called	for	Daya	Ram,	and	the	big	amiable	youth	came	lumbering
into	 the	 lounge.	We	 took	 an	 arm	 each	 and	 helped	Miss	Deeds,	 feet	 dragging,
across	the	room.	We	got	her	to	her	room	and	on	to	her	bed.	When	we	were	about
to	withdraw	she	said,	‘Don’t	go,	my	dear,	stay	with	me	a	little	while.’

Daya	Ram	had	discreetly	slipped	outside.	With	my	hand	on	the	doorknob	I
said,	‘Which	of	us?’

‘Oh,	 are	 there	 two	 of	 you,’	 said	 Miss	 Deeds,	 without	 a	 trace	 of
disappointment.

‘Yes,	Daya	Ram	helped	me	carry	you	here.’
‘Oh,	and	who	are	you?’
‘I’m	the	writer.	You	danced	with	me,	remember?’
‘Of	course.	You	dance	divinely,	Mr	Writer.	Do	stay	with	me.	Daya	Ram	can

stay	too	if	he	likes.’
I	 hesitated,	my	 hand	 on	 the	 doorknob.	 She	 hadn’t	 opened	 her	 eyes	 all	 the

time	I’d	been	in	the	room,	her	arms	hung	loose,	and	one	bare	leg	hung	over	the
side	of	the	bed.	She	was	fascinating	somehow,	and	desirable,	but	I	was	afraid	of
her.	I	went	out	of	the	room	and	quietly	closed	the	door.

◆

As	 I	 lay	 awake	 in	 bed	 I	 heard	 the	 jackal’s	 ‘pheau’,	 the	 cry	 of	 fear,	 which	 it
communicates	to	all	the	jungle	when	there	is	danger	about,	a	leopard	or	a	tiger.	It
was	 a	weird	howl,	 and	between	 each	note	 there	was	 a	kind	of	 low	gurgling.	 I
switched	off	the	light	and	peered	through	the	closed	window.	I	saw	the	jackal	at
the	 edge	of	 the	 lawn.	 It	 sat	 almost	vertically	on	 its	 haunches,	 holding	 its	 head
straight	up	to	the	sky,	making	the	neighbourhood	vibrate	with	the	eerie	violence
of	its	cries.	Then	suddenly	it	started	up	and	ran	off	into	the	trees.

Before	getting	back	into	bed	I	made	sure	the	window	was	fast.	The	bull-frog
was	singing	again,	‘ing-ong;	ing-ong’,	in	some	foreign	language.	I	wondered	if
Sushila	 was	 awake	 too,	 thinking	 about	 me.	 It	 must	 have	 been	 almost	 eleven
o’clock.	I	thought	of	Miss	Deeds,	with	her	leg	hanging	over	the	edge	of	the	bed.
I	 tossed	 resdessly,	 and	 then	 sat	up.	 I	 hadn’t	 slept	 for	 two	nights	but	 I	was	not
sleepy.	 I	 got	 out	 of	 bed	without	 turning	 on	 the	 light	 and,	 slowly	 opening	my
door,	crept	down	the	passageway.	I	stopped	at	the	door	of	Miss	Deed’s	room.	I
stood	there	listening,	but	I	heard	only	the	ticking	of	the	big	clock	that	might	have
been	in	the	room	or	somewhere	in	the	passage.	I	put	my	hand	on	the	doorknob,
but	the	door	was	bolted.	That	settled	the	matter.

I	 would	 definitely	 leave	 Shamli	 the	 next	 morning.	 Another	 day	 in	 the
company	 of	 these	 people	 and	 I	 would	 be	 behaving	 like	 them.	 Perhaps	 I	 was



already	doing	so!	I	remembered	the	tonga-driver’s	words,	‘Don’t	stay	too	long	in
Shamli	or	you	will	never	leave!’

When	the	rain	came,	it	was	not	with	a	preliminary	patter	or	shower,	but	all	at
once,	sweeping	across	 the	forest	 like	a	massive	wall,	and	I	could	hear	 it	 in	 the
trees	 long	 before	 it	 reached	 the	 house.	 Then	 it	 came	 crashing	 down	 on	 the
corrugated	roofing,	and	the	hailstones	hit	the	window	panes	with	a	hard	metallic
sound,	so	that	I	thought	the	glass	would	break.	The	sound	of	thunder	was	like	the
booming	of	big	guns,	 and	 the	 lightning	kept	playing	over	 the	garden,	 at	 every
flash	of	lightning	I	sighted	the	swing	under	the	tree,	rocking	and	leaping	in	the
air	as	though	some	invisible,	agitated	being	was	sitting	on	it.	I	wondered	about
Kiran.	 Was	 she	 sleeping	 through	 all	 this,	 blissfully	 unconcerned,	 or	 was	 she
lying	awake	 in	bed,	starting	at	every	clash	of	 thunder,	as	 I	was;	or	was	she	up
and	 about,	 exulting	 in	 the	 storm?	 I	 half	 expected	 to	 see	 her	 come	 running
through	the	trees,	through	the	rain,	to	stand	on	the	swing	with	her	hair	blowing
wild	in	the	wind,	laughing	at	the	thunder	and	the	angry	skies.	Perhaps	I	did	see
her,	 perhaps	 she	 was	 there.	 I	 wouldn’t	 have	 been	 surprised	 if	 she	 were	 some
forest	nymph,	living	in	the	hole	of	a	tree,	coming	out	sometimes	to	play	in	the
garden.

A	crash,	nearer	and	louder	than	any	thunder	so	far,	made	me	sit	up	in	the	bed
with	a	start.	Perhaps	lightning	had	struck	the	house.	I	turned	on	the	switch,	but
the	light	didn’t	come	on.	A	tree	must	have	fallen	across	the	line.

I	heard	voices	in	the	passage,	the	voices	of	several	people.	I	stepped	outside
to	 find	 out	 what	 had	 happened,	 and	 started	 at	 the	 appearance	 of	 a	 ghostly
apparition	right	in	front	of	me;	it	was	Mr	Dayal	standing	on	the	threshold	in	an
oversized	pyjama	suit,	a	candle	in	his	hand.

‘I	came	to	wake	you,’	he	said.	‘This	storm.’
He	had	the	irritating	habit	of	stating	the	obvious.
‘Yes,	the	storm,’	I	said.	‘Why	is	everybody	up?’
‘The	back	wall	has	collapsed	and	part	of	the	roof	has	fallen	in.	We’d	better

spend	the	night	in	the	lounge,	it	is	the	safest	room.	This	is	a	very	old	building,’
he	added	apologetically.

‘Alright,’	I	said.	‘I	am	coming.’
The	lounge	was	lit	by	two	candles;	one	stood	over	the	piano,	the	other	on	a

small	table	near	the	couch.	Miss	Deeds	was	on	the	couch,	Lin	was	at	the	piano-
stool,	looking	as	though	he	would	start	playing	Stravinsky	any	moment,	and	Mr
Dayal	was	 fussing	about	 the	 room.	Sushila	was	standing	at	a	window,	 looking
out	at	the	stormy	night.	I	went	to	the	window	and	touched	her,	She	didn’t	look
round	 or	 say	 anything.	The	 lightning	 flashed	 and	 her	 dark	 eyes	were	 pools	 of
smouldering	fire	.



‘What	time	will	you	be	leaving?’	she	said.
‘The	tonga	will	come	for	me	at	seven.’
‘If	I	come,’	she	said.	‘If	I	come	with	you,	I	will	be	at	the	station	before	the

train	leaves.’
‘How	will	you	get	there?’	I	asked,	and	hope	and	excitement	rushed	over	me

again.
‘I	will	get	there,’	she	said.	‘I	will	get	there	before	you.	But	if	I	am	not	there,

then	do	not	wait,	do	not	come	back	for	me.	Go	on	your	way.	It	will	mean	I	do
not	want	to	come.	Or	I	will	be	there.’

‘But	are	you	sure?’
‘Don’t	 stand	 near	 me	 now.	 Don’t	 speak	 to	 me	 unless	 you	 have	 to.’	 She

squeezed	 my	 fingers,	 then	 drew	 her	 hand	 away.	 I	 sauntered	 over	 to	 the	 next
window,	then	back	into	the	centre	of	the	room.	A	gust	of	wind	blew	through	a
cracked	windowpane	and	put	out	the	candle	near	the	couch.

‘Damn	the	wind,’	said	Miss	Deeds.

◆

The	window	in	my	room	had	burst	open	during	the	night,	and	there	were	leaves
and	 branches	 strewn	 about	 the	 floor.	 I	 sat	 down	 on	 the	 damp	 bed,	 and	 smelt
eucalyptus.	The	earth	was	red,	as	though	the	storm	had	bled	it	all	night.

After	a	little	while,	I	went	into	the	verandah	with	my	suitcase,	to	wait	for	the
tonga.	 It	was	 then	 that	 I	 saw	Kiran	under	 the	 trees.	Kiran’s	 long	black	pigtails
were	tied	up	in	a	red	ribbon,	and	she	looked	fresh	and	clean	like	the	rain	and	the
red	earth.	She	stood	looking	seriously	at	me.

‘Did	you	like	the	storm?’	she	asked.
‘Some	of	the	time,’	I	said.	‘I’m	going	soon.	Can	I	do	anything	for	you?	’
‘Where	are	you	going?’
‘I’m	going	to	the	end	of	the	world.	I’m	looking	for	Major	Roberts,	have	you

seen	him	anywhere?’
‘There	is	no	Major	Roberts,’	she	said	perceptively.	‘Can	I	come	with	you	to

the	end	of	the	world?’
‘What	about	your	parents?’
‘Oh,	we	won’t	take	them.’
‘They	might	be	annoyed	if	you	go	off	on	your	own.’
‘I	can	stay	on	my	own.	I	can	go	anywhere.’
‘Well,	one	day	I’ll	come	back	here	and	I’ll	take	you	everywhere	and	no	one

will	stop	us.	Now	is	there	anything	else	I	can	do	for	you?’
‘I	want	some	flowers,	but	I	can’t	reach	them,’	she	pointed	to	a	hibiscus	tree



that	grew	against	the	wall.	It	meant	climbing	the	wall	to	reach	the	flowers.	Some
of	 the	 red	 flowers	 had	 fallen	 during	 the	 night	 and	 were	 floating	 in	 a	 pool	 of
water.

‘Alright,’	I	said	and	pulled	myself	up	on	the	wall.	I	smiled	down	into	Kiran’s
serious	upturned	face.	‘I’ll	throw	them	to	you	and	you	can	catch	them.’

I	 bent	 a	 branch,	 but	 the	wood	was	 young	 and	 green,	 and	 I	 had	 to	 twist	 it
several	times	before	it	snapped.

‘I	hope	nobody	minds,’	I	said,	as	I	dropped	the	flowering	branch	to	Kiran.
‘It’s	nobody’s	tree,’	she	said.
‘Sure?’
She	nodded	vigorously.	‘Sure,	don’t	worry.’
I	 was	 working	 for	 her	 and	 she	 felt	 immensely	 capable	 of	 protecting	 me.

Talking	 and	 being	 with	 Kiran,	 I	 felt	 a	 nostalgic	 longing	 for	 the	 childhood:
emotions	 that	 had	 been	 beautiful	 because	 they	 were	 never	 completely
understood.

‘Who	is	your	best	friend?’	I	said	.
‘Daya	Ram,’	she	replied.	‘I	told	you	so	before.’
She	was	certainly	faithful	to	her	friends.
‘And	who	is	the	second	best?’
She	put	her	finger	in	her	mouth	to	consider	the	question;	her	head	dropped

sideways	in	concentration.
‘I’ll	make	you	the	second	best,’	she	said.
I	dropped	the	flowers	over	her	head.	‘That	is	so	kind	of	you.	I’m	proud	to	be

your	second	best.’
I	 heard	 the	 tonga	 bell,	 and	 from	 my	 perch	 on	 the	 wall	 saw	 the	 carriage

coming	down	the	driveway.	‘That’s	for	me,’	I	said.	‘I	must	go	now.’
I	jumped	down	the	wall.	And	the	sole	of	my	shoe	came	off	at	last.
‘I	knew	that	would	happen,’	I	said.
‘Who	cares	for	shoes,’	said	Kiran.
‘Who	cares,’	I	said.
I	walked	back	 to	 the	verandah,	 and	Kiran	walked	beside	me,	 and	 stood	 in

front	of	the	hotel	while	I	put	my	suitcase	in	the	tonga.
‘You	nearly	stayed	one	day	 too	 late,’	 said	 the	 tonga-driver.	 ‘Half	 the	hotel

has	come	down,	and	tonight	the	other	half	will	come	down.’
I	climbed	into	the	back	seat.	Kiran	stood	on	the	path,	gazing	intently	at	me.
‘I’ll	see	you	again,’	I	said.
‘I’ll	see	you	in	Iceland	or	Japan,’	she	said.	‘I’m	going	everywhere.’
‘Maybe,’	I	said,	‘maybe	you	will.’
We	 smiled,	 knowing	 and	 understanding	 each	 other’s	 importance.	 In	 her



bright	 eyes	 I	 saw	 something	old	 and	wise.	The	 tonga-driver	 cracked	his	whip,
the	wheels	cracked,	the	carriage	rattled	down	the	path.	We	kept	waving	to	each
other.	In	Kiran’s	hand	was	a	spring	of	hibiscus.	As	she	waved,	the	blossoms	fell
apart	and	danced	a	little	in	breeze.

◆

Shamli	station	looked	the	same	as	it	had	the	day	before.	The	same	train	stood	at
the	same	platform,	and	the	same	dogs	prowled	beside	the	fence.	I	waited	on	the
platform	until	the	bell	clanged	for	the	train	to	leave,	but	Sushila	did	not	come.

Somehow,	I	was	not	disappointed.	I	had	never	really	expected	her	to	come.
Unattainable,	Sushila	would	always	be	more	bewitching	and	beautiful	than	if	she
were	mine.

Shamli	would	always	be	there.	And	I	could	always	come	back,	looking	for
Major	Roberts…



I

THE	TUNNEL

t	 was	 almost	 noon,	 and	 the	 jungle	 was	 very	 still,	 very	 silent.	 Heat	 waves
shimmered	along	the	railway	embankment	where	it	cut	a	path	through	the	tall
evergreen	 trees.	 The	 railway	 lines	 were	 two	 straight	 black	 serpents

disappearing	into	the	tunnel	in	the	hillside.
Suraj	 stood	 near	 the	 cutting,	 waiting	 for	 the	 mid-day	 train.	 It	 wasn’t	 a

station,	and	he	wasn’t	catching	a	 train.	He	was	waiting	so	 that	he	could	watch
the	steam	engine	come	roaring	out	of	the	tunnel.

He	had	cycled	out	of	the	town	and	taken	the	jungle	path	until	he	had	come	to
a	 small	 village.	 He	 had	 left	 the	 cycle	 there,	 and	 walked	 over	 a	 low,	 scrub-
covered	hill	and	down	to	the	tunnel	exit.

Now	he	 looked	up.	He	had	heard,	 in	 the	distance,	 the	 shrill	whistle	 of	 the
engine.	He	 couldn’t	 see	 anything,	 because	 the	 train	was	 approaching	 from	 the
other	side	of	the	hill;	but	presently	a	sound,	like	distant	thunder,	issued	from	the
tunnel,	and	he	knew	the	train	was	coming	through.

A	second	or	two	later,	the	steam	engine	shot	out	of	the	tunnel,	snorting	and
puffing	like	some	green,	black	and	gold	dragon,	some	beautiful	monster	out	of
Suraj’s	 dreams.	 Showering	 sparks	 left	 and	 right,	 it	 roared	 a	 challenge	 to	 the
jungle.

Instinctively,	Suraj	stepped	back	a	few	paces.	And	then	the	train	had	gone,
leaving	only	a	plume	of	smoke	to	drift	lazily	over	tall	shisham	trees.

The	 jungle	 was	 still	 again.	 No	 one	 moved.	 Suraj	 turned	 from	 his
contemplation	of	 the	drifting	smoke	and	began	walking	along	the	embankment
towards	the	tunnel.



The	tunnel	grew	darker	as	he	walked	further	into	it.	When	he	had	gone	about
twenty	 yards,	 it	 became	 pitch	 black.	 Suraj	 had	 to	 turn	 and	 look	 back	 at	 the
opening	to	reassure	himself	that	there	was	still	daylight	outside.	Ahead	of	him,
the	tunnel’s	other	opening	was	just	a	small	round	circle	of	light.

The	 tunnel	was	 still	 full	 of	 smoke	 from	 the	 train,	 but	 it	 would	 be	 several
hours	 before	 another	 train	 came	 through.	 Till	 then,	 it	 belonged	 to	 the	 jungle
again.

Suraj	didn’t	stop,	because	there	was	nothing	to	do	in	the	tunnel	and	nothing
to	see.	He	had	simply	wanted	to	walk	through,	so	that	he	would	know	what	the
inside	of	a	 tunnel	was	really	 like.	The	walls	were	damp	and	sticky.	A	bat	flew
past.	A	lizard	scuttled	between	the	lines.

Coming	straight	 from	the	darkness	 into	 the	 light,	Suraj	was	dazzled	by	 the
sudden	 glare.	 He	 put	 a	 hand	 up	 to	 shade	 his	 eyes	 and	 looked	 up	 at	 the	 tree-
covered	hillside.	He	thought	he	saw	something	moving	between	the	trees.

It	was	just	a	flash	of	orange	and	gold,	and	a	long	swishing	tail.	It	was	there
between	the	trees	for	a	second	or	two,	and	then	it	was	gone.

About	 50	 feet	 from	 the	 entrance	 to	 the	 tunnel	 stood	 the	 watchman’s	 hut.
Marigolds	grew	in	front	of	the	hut,	and	at	the	back	there	was	a	small	vegetable
patch.	 It	 was	 the	 watchman’s	 duty	 to	 inspect	 the	 tunnel	 and	 keep	 it	 clear	 of
obstacles.	Every	day,	before	the	train	came	through,	he	would	walk	the	length	of
the	 tunnel.	 If	 all	 was	 well,	 he	 would	 return	 to	 his	 hut	 and	 take	 a	 nap.	 If
something	was	wrong,	he	would	walk	back	up	the	line	and	wave	a	red	flag	and
the	engine-driver	would	slow	down.	At	night,	the	watchman	lit	an	oil	lamp	and
made	a	similar	inspection	of	the	tunnel.	Of	course,	he	could	not	stop	the	train	if
there	was	a	porcupine	on	the	line.	But	if	there	was	any	danger	to	the	train,	he’d
go	back	up	the	line	and	wave	his	lamp	to	the	approaching	engine.	If	all	was	well,
he’d	hang	his	lamp	at	the	door	of	the	hut	and	go	to	sleep.

He	was	just	settling	down	on	his	cot	for	an	afternoon	nap	when	he	saw	the
boy	emerge	from	the	tunnel.	He	waited	until	Suraj	was	only	a	few	feet	away	and
then	said:	‘Welcome,	welcome,	I	don’t	often	have	visitors.	Sit	down	for	a	while,
and	tell	me	why	you	were	inspecting	my	tunnel.’

‘Is	it	your	tunnel?’	asked	Suraj.
‘It	is,’	said	the	watchman.	‘It	is	truly	my	tunnel,	since	no	one	else	will	have

anything	to	do	with	it.	I	have	only	lent	it	to	the	government.’
Suraj	sat	down	on	the	edge	of	the	cot.
‘I	wanted	 to	 see	 the	 train	 come	 through,’	 he	 said.	 ‘And	 then,	when	 it	 had

gone,	I	thought	I’d	walk	through	the	tunnel.’
‘And	what	did	you	find	in	it?’
‘Nothing.	It	was	very	dark.	But	when	I	came	out,	I	thought	I	saw	an	animal



—up	on	the	hill—but	I’m	not	sure,	it	moved	away	very	quickly.’
‘It	was	a	leopard	you	saw,’	said	the	watchman.	‘My	leopard.’
‘Do	you	own	a	leopard	too?’
‘I	do.	’
‘And	do	you	lend	it	to	the	government?’
‘I	do	not.’
‘Is	it	dangerous?’
‘No,	it’s	a	leopard	that	minds	its	own	business.	It	comes	to	this	range	for	a

few	days	every	month.’
‘Have	you	been	here	a	long	time?’	asked	Suraj.
‘Many	years.	My	name	is	Sunder	Singh.’
‘My	name’s	Suraj.’
‘There’s	one	 train	during	 the	day.	And	another	during	 the	night.	Have	you

seen	the	night	mail	come	through	the	tunnel?’
‘No.	At	what	time	does	it	come?’
‘About	nine	o’clock,	if	it	isn’t	late.	You	could	come	and	sit	here	with	me,	if

you	like.	And	after	it	has	gone,	I’ll	take	you	home.’
‘I	shall	ask	my	parents,’	said	Suraj.	‘Will	it	be	safe?’
‘Of	course.	It’s	safer	in	the	jungle	than	in	the	town.	Nothing	happens	to	me

out	here,	but	last	month	when	I	went	into	the	town,	I	was	almost	run	over	by	a
bus.’

Sunder	Singh	yawned	and	 stretched	himself	out	on	 the	cot.	 ‘And	now	 I’m
going	to	take	a	nap,	my	friend.	It	is	too	hot	to	be	up	and	about	in	the	afternoon.’

‘Everyone	goes	to	sleep	in	the	afternoon,’	complained	Suraj.	‘My	father	lies
down	as	soon	as	he’s	had	his	lunch.’

‘Well,	the	animals	also	rest	in	the	heat	of	the	day.	It	is	only	the	tribe	of	boys
who	cannot,	or	will	not,	rest.’

Sunder	Singh	placed	a	large	banana-leaf	over	his	face	to	keep	away	the	flies,
and	was	soon	snoring	gently.	Suraj	stood	up,	 looking	up	and	down	the	railway
tracks.	Then	he	began	walking	back	to	the	village.

The	 following	evening,	 towards	dusk,	 as	 the	 flying	 foxes	 swooped	 silently
out	of	the	trees,	Suraj	made	his	way	to	the	watchman’s	hut.

It	had	been	a	long	hot	day,	but	now	the	earth	was	cooling,	and	a	light	breeze
was	moving	through	the	trees.	It	carried	with	it	a	scent	of	mango	blossoms,	the
promise	of	rain.

Sunder	Singh	was	waiting	for	Suraj.	He	had	watered	his	small	garden,	and
the	flowers	looked	cool	and	fresh.	A	kettle	was	boiling	on	a	small	oil	stove.

‘I’m	 making	 tea,’	 he	 said.	 ‘There’s	 nothing	 like	 a	 glass	 of	 hot	 tea	 while
waiting	for	a	train.’



They	 drank	 their	 tea,	 listening	 to	 the	 sharp	 notes	 of	 the	 tailorbird	 and	 the
noisy	chatter	of	 the	seven-sisters.	As	the	brief	 twilight	faded,	most	of	 the	birds
fell	silent.	Sunder	Singh	lit	his	oil-lamp	and	said	it	was	time	for	him	to	inspect
the	tunnel.	He	moved	off	towards	the	tunnel,	while	Suraj	sat	on	the	cot,	sipping
his	tea.	In	the	dark,	the	trees	seemed	to	move	closer	to	him.	And	the	night	life	of
the	forest	was	conveyed	on	the	breeze—the	sharp	call	of	a	barking	deer,	the	cry
of	a	fox,	 the	quaint	 tonk-tonk	of	a	nightjar.	There	were	some	sounds	that	Suraj
couldn’t	 recognize—sounds	 that	 came	 from	 the	 trees,	 creakings	 and
whisperings,	as	though	the	trees	were	coming	alive,	stretching	their	limbs	in	the
dark,	shifting	a	little,	reflexing	their	fingers.

Sunder	Singh	stood	inside	the	tunnel,	 trimming	his	lamp.	The	night	sounds
were	familiar	to	him	and	he	did	not	give	them	much	thought;	but	something	else
—a	 padded	 footfall,	 a	 rustle	 of	 dry	 leaves—made	 him	 stand	 alert	 for	 a	 few
seconds,	peering	into	the	darkness.	Then,	humming	softly	to	himself,	he	returned
to	where	Suraj	was	waiting.	Another	ten	minutes	remained	for	the	night	mail	to
arrive.

As	Sunder	Singh	sat	down	on	the	cot	beside	Suraj,	a	new	sound	reached	both
of	 them	quite	distinctly—a	 rhythmic	 sawing	 sound,	 as	 if	 someone	was	 cutting
through	the	branch	of	a	tree.

‘What’s	that?’	whispered	Suraj.
‘It’s	the	leopard,’	said	Sunder	Singh.
‘I	think	it’s	in	the	tunnel.’
‘The	train	will	soon	be	here,’	reminded	Suraj.
‘Yes,	my	friend.	And	if	we	don’t	drive	the	leopard	out	of	the	tunnel,	it	will

be	run	over	and	killed.	I	can’t	let	that	happen.’
‘But	won’t	 it	attack	us	 if	we	 try	 to	drive	 it	out?’	asked	Suraj,	beginning	 to

share	the	watchman’s	concern.
‘Not	this	leopard.	It	knows	me	well.	We	have	seen	each	other	many	times.	It

has	a	weakness	for	goats	and	stray	dogs,	but	it	won’t	harm	us.	Even	so,	I’ll	take
my	axe	with	me.	You	stay	here,	Suraj.’

‘No,	I’m	going	with	you.	It’ll	be	better	than	sitting	here	alone	in	the	dark!’
‘All	right,	but	stay	close	behind	me.	And	remember,	there’s	nothing	to	fear.’
Raising	his	 lamp	high,	Sunder	Singh	advanced	 into	 the	 tunnel,	 shouting	at

the	 top	 of	 his	 voice	 to	 try	 and	 scare	 away	 the	 animal.	 Suraj	 followed	 close
behind,	but	he	found	he	was	unable	to	do	any	shouting.	His	throat	was	quite	dry.

They	had	gone	just	about	 twenty	paces	into	the	tunnel	when	the	light	from
the	lamp	fell	upon	the	leopard.	It	was	crouching	between	the	tracks,	only	fifteen
feet	 away	 from	 them.	 It	 was	 not	 a	 very	 big	 leopard,	 but	 it	 looked	 lithe	 and
sinewy.	Baring	its	teeth	and	snarling,	it	went	down	on	its	belly,	tail	twitching.



Suraj	and	Sunder	Singh	both	shouted	together.	Their	voices	rang	through	the
tunnel.	And	the	leopard,	uncertain	as	to	how	many	terrifying	humans	were	there
in	the	tunnel	with	him,	turned	swiftly	and	disappeared	into	the	darkness.

To	make	sure	that	it	had	gone,	Sunder	Singh	and	Suraj	walked	the	length	of
the	tunnel.	When	they	returned	to	the	entrance,	the	rails	were	beginning	to	hum.
They	knew	the	train	was	coming.

Suraj	put	his	hand	to	the	rails	and	felt	its	tremor.	He	heard	the	distant	rumble
of	 the	 train.	 And	 then	 the	 engine	 came	 round	 the	 bend,	 hissing	 at	 them,
scattering	 sparks	 into	 the	darkness,	 defying	 the	 jungle	 as	 it	 roared	 through	 the
steep	sides	of	the	cutting.	It	charged	straight	at	the	tunnel,	and	into	it,	thundering
past	Suraj	like	the	beautiful	dragon	of	his	dreams.

And	when	it	had	gone,	the	silence	returned	and	the	forest	seemed	to	breathe,
to	live	again.	Only	the	rails	still	trembled	with	the	passing	of	the	train.

And	 they	 trembled	 to	 the	 passing	 of	 the	 same	 train,	 almost	 a	 week	 later,
when	Suraj	and	his	father	were	both	travelling	in	it.

Suraj’s	father	was	scribbling	in	a	notebook,	doing	his	accounts.	Suraj	sat	at
an	open	window	staring	out	at	the	darkness.	His	father	was	going	to	Delhi	on	a
business	trip	and	had	decided	to	take	the	boy	along.	(‘I	don’t	know	where	he	gets
to,	most	 of	 the	 time,’	 he’d	 complained.	 ‘I	 think	 it’s	 time	 he	 learnt	 something
about	my	business.’)

The	 night	mail	 rushed	 through	 the	 forest	 with	 its	 hundreds	 of	 passengers.
Tiny	flickering	lights	came	and	went,	as	they	passed	small	villages	on	the	fringe
of	the	jungle.

Suraj	 heard	 the	 rumble	 as	 the	 train	 passed	 over	 a	 small	 bridge.	 It	was	 too
dark	to	see	the	hut	near	the	cutting,	but	he	knew	they	must	be	approaching	the
tunnel.	 He	 strained	 his	 eyes	 looking	 out	 into	 the	 night;	 and	 then,	 just	 as	 the
engine	let	out	a	shrill	whistle,	Suraj	saw	the	lamp.

He	 couldn’t	 see	Sunder	Singh,	 but	 he	 saw	 the	 lamp,	 and	he	knew	 that	 his
friend	was	out	there.

The	 train	went	 into	 the	 tunnel	 and	 out	 again;	 it	 left	 the	 jungle	 behind	 and
thundered	 across	 the	 endless	 plains;	 and	 Suraj	 stared	 out	 at	 the	 darkness,
thinking	of	the	lonely	cutting	in	the	forest,	and	the	watchman	with	the	lamp	who
would	 always	 remain	 a	 firefly	 for	 those	 travelling	 thousands,	 as	 he	 lit	 up	 the
darkness	for	steam	engines	and	leopards.



E

KIPLING’S	SIMLA

very	March,	when	 the	 rhododendrons	 stain	 the	 slopes	 crimson	with	 their
blooms,	a	sturdy	 little	 steam	engine	goes	huffing	and	puffing	 through	 the
103	tunnels	between	Kalka	and	Simla.
This	is	probably	the	most	picturesque	and	romantic	way	of	approaching	the

hill	 station	 although	 the	 journey	by	 road	 is	much	quicker.	But	quite	 recently	 I
went	 to	Simla	 by	 a	 little-used	 route,	 the	 road	 from	Dehra	Dun	via	Nahan	 and
Solan,	it	takes	one	first	through	the	sub-tropical	Siwaliks,	and	then	after	Nahan
into	 the	 foothills	 and	 some	beautiful	 and	extensive	pine	 forests,	 before	 joining
the	main	highway	near	Solan.	By	bus	it	is	a	tedious	ten-hour	journey,	but	by	car
it	is	a	picturesque	ride,	and	there	is	very	little	traffic	to	contend	with…

But	 those	 train	 journeys	 stand	 out	 in	 the	 memory—the	 little	 restaurant	 at
Barog,	just	before	the	train	reaches	Dharampur,	where	the	roads	for	Sanawar	and
Kasauli	branch	off;	and	 the	gorge	at	Tara	Devi,	opening	out	 to	give	 the	weary
traveller	the	splendid	and	uplifting	panorama	of	the	city	of	Simla	straddling	the
side	of	the	mountain.

In	Rudyard	Kipling’s	time	(that	is,	in	the	1870s	and	80s),	travellers	spent	the
night	 at	Kalka	 and	 then	 covered	 the	 60-odd	 hill	miles	 by	 tonga,	 a	 rugged	 and
exhausting	 journey.	 It	was	 especially	 hard	 on	 invalids	who	 had	 travelled	 long
distances	to	recuperate	in	the	cool,	clear	air	of	the	mountains.

In	his	 story	 ‘The	Other	Man’	 (Plain	Tales	From	 the	Hills	 ,	1890),	Kipling
describes	the	unhappy	results	of	the	tonga-ride	on	one	such	visitor:

Sitting	on	the	back	seat,	very	square	and	firm,	with	one	hand	on	the	awning	stanchion	and	the
wet	pouring	off	his	hat	and	moustache,	was	the	Other	Man—dead.	The	sixty-mile	uphill	jolt	had



been	too	much	for	his	valve,	I	suppose.	The	tonga-driver	said,	‘This	Sahib	died	two	stages	out	of
Solan.	Therefore,	I	 tied	him	with	a	rope,	 lest	he	should	fall	out	by	the	way	and	so	we	came	to
Simla.	Will	the	Sahib	give	me	bakshish	?	‘It,’	pointing	to	the	Other	Man,	‘should	have	given	one
rupee’.

Today’s	visitor	to	Simla	need	have	no	qualms	about	the	journey	by	road,	which
is	swift	and	painless	(provided	you	drive	carefully),	but	the	coolies	at	the	Simla
bus-stand	will	be	found	to	be	as	adamant	as	Kipling’s	tonga-driver	 in	claiming
their	bakshish.

Simla	is	worth	a	visit	at	any	time	of	the	year,	even	during	the	monsoon.	The
monsoon	season	is	one	of	the	most	beautiful	times	of	the	year	in	the	Himalayas,
with	the	mist	trailing	up	the	valleys,	and	the	hill	slopes,	a	lush	green,	thick	with
ferns	and	wild	flowers.	The	call	of	the	kastum,	or	whistling-thrush,	can	be	heard
in	every	glen,	while	the	barbet	cries	insistently	from	the	treetops.

Not	 far	 from	Christ	Church	 is	 the	corner	where	a	great	 fictional	 character,
Lurgan	Sahib,	had	his	shop—Lurgan	being	the	curio-dealer	who	took	the	young
Kim	in	hand	and	trained	him	as	a	spy.	He	was	based	on	a	real-life	character,	who
had	 his	 shop	 here.	Kipling	wrote	Kim	 a	 few	years	 after	 he	 had	 left	 India.	His
nostalgia	for	India,	and	in	particular	for	the	hills,	come	through	in	his	description
of	Kim’s	arrival	 in	Simla	 in	 the	company	of	 the	Afghan	horse-dealer,	Mahbub
Ali.

‘A	fair	land—a	most	beautiful	land	is	this	of	Hind—and	the	land	of	the	Five	Rivers	is	fairer	than
all,’	Kim	half-chanted.	‘Into	it	I	will	go	again…	Once	gone,	who	shall	find	me?	Look,	Hajji,	is
yonder	the	city	of	Simla?	Allah!	What	a	city!’

They	 lead	 their	horses	below	 the	main	 road	 into	 the	 lower	Simla	bazaar—‘the
crowded	 rabbit-warren	 that	 climbs	 up	 from	 the	 valley	 to	 the	 Town	Hall	 at	 an
angle	of	forty-five’	And	then	together	they	set	off	‘through	the	mysterious	dusk,
full	of	 the	noises	of	 a	 city	below	 the	hillside	and	 the	breath	of	 a	 cool	wind	 in
deodar-crowned	Jakko,	shouldering	the	stars.’

Shouldering	the	stars!	That	is	how	I	always	think	of	Simla—standing	on	the
Ridge	and	looking	up	through	the	clear	air	into	the	vault	of	the	heavens,	where
the	 stars	 seem	 so	much	 nearer…	And	 they	 are	 reflected	 below,	 in	 the	myriad
lights	of	the	shops	and	houses.

For	those	who	want	a	bit	of	history,	Simla	came	into	being	at	the	end	of	the
Anglo-Gurkha	War	(1814–16),	when	most	of	the	surrounding	district—captured
by	 the	 Gurkhas	 during	 their	 invasion—was	 restored	 to	 various	 states;	 but	 the
land	on	which	Simla	stands	was	retained	by	the	British—‘for	services	rendered!’
Lieutenant	Rose	built	 the	 first	 house,	 a	 thatched	wooden	cottage,	 in	1819.	His
successor,	Lieutenant	Kennedy,	in	1822	built	a	permanent	house,	which	survived
until	 it	was	 destroyed	 in	 a	 fire	 a	 couple	 of	 years	 ago.	 In	 1827,	 Lord	Amherst



spent	several	months	at	Kennedy	House	and	from	then	on	Simla	grew	in	favour
with	the	British.	Its	early	history	can	be	read	in	more	detail	in	Sir	Edward	Buck’s
Simla	 Past	 and	 Present	 ,	 copies	 of	 which	 sometimes	 turn	 up	 in	 second-hand
bookshops.

From	1865	until	 the	Second	World	War,	Simla	was	 the	 summer	capital	of
the	Government	of	 India.	Later	 it	 served	as	 the	capital	of	East	Punjab	pending
the	construction	of	Chandigarh,	and	today	of	course	it	is	the	capital	of	Himachal
Pradesh.

It	 is	 not,	 however,	 as	 a	 capital	 city	 that	 Simla	 attracts	 the	 visitor	 but	 as	 a
place	of	 lovely	winding	walks,	magnificent	views,	and	 romantic	 links	with	 the
past.	Compared	with	some	of	our	hill	stations,	it	is	well	looked	after;	the	streets
are	clean	and	uncluttered,	 the	old	Georgian-style	buildings	 still	 stand.	And	 the
trees	are	more	in	evidence	than	at	other	hill	resorts.

Simla	has	a	special	place	in	my	affections.	It	was	there	that	I	went	to	school,
and	it	was	there	that	my	father	and	I	spent	our	happiest	times	together.

We	stayed	on	Elysium	Hill;	took	long	walks	to	Kasumpti	and	around	Jakko
Hill;	 sipped	milk-shakes	at	Davico’s;	 saw	plays	at	 the	Gaiety	Theatre	 (happily
still	 in	existence);	fed	 the	monkeys	at	 the	 temple	on	Jakko;	picnicked	in	Chota
Simla.	All	this	during	the	short	summer	break	when	my	father	(on	leave	from	the
Air	 Force)	 came	 up	 to	 see	me.	He	 told	me	 stories	 of	 phantom	 rickshaws	 and
enchanted	forests	and	planted	in	me	the	seeds	of	my	writing	career.	I	was	only
ten	when	he	died.	But	he	had	already	passed	on	to	me	his	love	for	the	hills.	And
even	after	 I	had	 finished	school	and	grown	 to	manhood,	 I	was	 to	 return	 to	 the
hills	 again	 and	 again—to	 Simla	 and	 Mussoorie,	 Himachal	 and	 Garhwal—
because	once	the	mountains	are	in	your	blood,	there	is	no	escape	.

Simla	beckons.	I	must	return.	And,	 like	Kim,	I	will	 take	 the	 last	bend	near
Summer	Hill	and	look	up	and	exclaim:	‘Ah!	What	a	city!’

‘Romance	 brought	 up	 the	 nine-fifteen,’	 wrote	 Kipling	 and	 there	 is	 still
romance	to	be	found	on	trains	and	at	lonely	stations.	Small	wayside	stations	have
always	 fascinated	me.	Manned	 sometimes	 by	 just	 one	 or	 two	men,	 and	 often
situated	 in	 the	 middle	 of	 a	 damp	 subtropical	 forest,	 or	 clinging	 to	 the
mountainside	on	the	way	to	Simla	or	Darjeeling	these	little	stations	are,	for	me,
outposts	 of	 romance,	 lonely	 symbols	 of	 the	 spirit	 that	 led	 a	 certain	 kind	 of
pioneer	to	lay	tracks	into	the	remote	corners	of	the	earth.

Recently	I	was	at	such	a	wayside	stop,	on	a	line	that	went	through	the	Terai
forests	near	the	foothills	of	the	Himalayas.	At	about	ten	at	night,	the	khilasi,	or
station	watchman,	lit	his	kerosene	lamp	and	started	walking	up	the	track	into	the
jungle.	He	was	a	Gujar,	and	his	true	vocation	was	the	keeping	of	buffaloes,	but
the	breaking	up	of	his	tribe	had	led	him	into	this	strange	new	occupation.



‘Where	are	you	going?’	I	asked.
‘To	 see	 if	 the	 tunnel	 is	 clear,’	 he	 said.	 ‘The	 Mail	 train	 comes	 in	 twenty

minutes.’
So	I	went	with	him,	a	furlong	or	two	along	the	tracks,	through	a	deep	cutting

which	led	to	the	tunnel.	Every	night,	the	khilasi	walked	through	the	dark	tunnel,
and	then	stood	outside	to	wave	his	lamp	to	the	oncoming	train	as	a	signal	that	the
track	was	clear.	If	the	engine	driver	did	not	see	the	lamp,	he	stopped	the	train.	It
always	slowed	down	near	the	cutting.

Having	 inspected	 the	 tunnel,	 we	 stood	 outside,	 waiting	 for	 the	 train.	 It
seemed	a	long	time	coming.	There	was	no	moon,	and	the	dense	forest	seemed	to
be	trying	to	crowd	us	into	the	narrow	cutting.	The	sounds	of	the	forest	came	to
us	 on	 the	 night	wind—the	 belling	 of	 a	 sambhar,	 the	 cry	 of	 a	 fox,	 told	 us	 that
perhaps	a	tiger	or	a	leopard	was	on	the	prowl.	There	were	strange	nocturnal	bird
and	insect	sounds;	and	then	silence.

The	khilasi	stood	outside	the	tunnel,	trimming	his	lamp,	listening	to	the	faint
sounds	of	the	jungle—sounds	which	only	he,	a	Gujar	who	had	grown	up	on	the
fringe	of	 the	 forest,	 could	 identify	and	understand.	Something	made	him	stand
very	still	 for	a	 few	moments,	peering	 into	 the	darkness,	and	 I	could	sense	 that
everything	was	not	as	it	should	be.

‘There	is	something	in	the	tunnel,’	he	said.
I	could	hear	nothing	at	first;	but	then	there	came	a	regular	sawing	sound,	just

like	the	sound	of	someone	sawing	through	the	branch	of	a	tree.
‘Baghera!’	 whispered	 the	 khilasi.	 He	 had	 said	 enough	 to	 enable	 me	 to

recognize	the	sound—that	of	a	leopard	trying	to	find	its	mate.
I	thought	how	fortunate	we	were	that	it	had	not	been	there	when	we	walked

through	the	tunnel.	A	leopard	is	unpredictable.	But	so	is	a	khilasi.
‘The	train	will	be	coming	soon,’	he	whispered	urgently.	‘We	must	drive	the

animal	out	of	the	tunnel,	or	it	will	be	kilIed.’
He	 must	 have	 sensed	 my	 astonishment,	 because	 he	 said,	 ‘Do	 not	 worry,

Sahib.	I	know	this	leopard	well.	We	have	seen	each	other	many	times.	He	has	a
weakness	for	stray	dogs	and	goats,	but	he	will	not	harm	us.’

We	 had	 gone	 about	 twenty	 yards	 into	 the	 tunnel	 when	 the	 light	 from	 the
khilasi’s	 lamp	fell	on	the	leopard,	who	was	crouching	between	the	tracks,	only
about	fifteen	feet	from	us.

The	khilasi	and	I	both	shouted	together.	Our	voices	rang	and	echoed	through
the	 tunnel.	 And	 the	 frightened	 leopard,	 uncertain	 of	 how	many	 human	 beings
were	in	there	with	him,	turned	swiftly	and	disappeared	into	the	darkness.

As	we	returned	to	the	tunnel	entrance,	the	rails	began	to	hum	and	we	knew
the	train	was	coming.



I	 put	my	hand	 to	 one	 of	 the	 rails	 and	 felt	 its	 tremor.	And	 then	 the	 engine
came	round	the	bend,	hissing	at	us,	scattering	sparks	into	the	darkness,	defying
the	jungle	as	it	roared	through	the	steep	sides	of	the	cutting.	It	charged	straight	at
the	 tunnel,	 and	 into	 it,	 thundering	past	us	 like	 some	beautiful	dragon	 from	my
childhood	 dreams.	 And	 when	 it	 had	 gone	 the	 silence	 returned,	 and	 the	 forest
breathed	again.	Only	the	rails	still	trembled	with	the	passing	of	the	train.

As	 they	 tremble	 now	 to	 the	 passing	 of	my	 own	 train,	 rushing	 through	 the
night	 with	 its	 complement	 of	 precious	 humans,	 while	 somewhere	 at	 a	 lonely
cutting	 in	 the	 foothills,	 a	 small	 thin	man,	who	must	always	 remain	a	 firefly	 to
these	travelling	thousands,	lights	up	the	darkness	for	steam	engines	and	panthers.

And	 yet,	 for	 the	 khilasi	 himself,	 the	 incident	 I	 have	 recalled	 was	 not	 an
adventure;	it	was	a	duty,	a	job	of	work,	an	everyday	incident.

For	 me,	 all	 are	 significant:	 the	 lighted	 compartment,	 with	 its	 farmers,
shopkeepers,	artisans,	clerks	and	occasional	pickpockets;	and	the	lonely	wayside
stop,	with	its	uncorrupted	lamplighter.

Romance	still	rides	the	nine-fifteen.
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