SHORT STORY

Ondu Tundu Godae

(A Bit of Wall)
QBolwar M ahamad Kunhi

Trandation from Kannadaby C.VimalaRao

Burning the house with my own hand
| now go carrying the ashes,

If you want to burn your own house
You too can comewith me. - Kabir

Two near the bus stand and three
near the mound close to the magjid —
to these five “military” hotels roti-
Phatumma was supplying rice-rotis
patted by her own hand and was
making her living, when Devraj Urs
appeared to her in adream and said,

“What is this about you,
Phatumma? Although eight years
have passed since a plot was alotted
toyou, you don’t ever seemto have
thought of building your house?
Others who had received their title-
deeds along with you - Kamalakka,
milk vendor Karminabai, fishmonger
Podiyatta—tell me, how many years
is it already since they completed
their houses? If you continue to
show thiskind of indifferencel might
write off that site in someone else’s
name — hah!”

When Devrgj Urs himself had
given Phatumma this warning, she
awoke with a start and sat up.

Ever since shehad received the
papers of the deed for that
residential plot measuring five cents
near the sloping right-hand side
of the mound close to the
Muthuppadi masjid from the
auspicious hands of the then Chief
Minister, Devrgj Urs, at that grand

—

ceremony held eight years back in
the Nehru maidan in Mangalore,
several people had been prodding
roti-Phatumma to have her house
constructed.

As for the village accountant,
Sitaram Baipadithai, he had said
strictly, “1f you sit back believing that
you are safewith the D-noticein your
hands you are mistaken; if tomorrow
Maanku or Mammooty stick four
poles in the ground, hoist six palm-
fronds as thatch-roof, arrange three
stones and start a fire for cooking
you will haveto throw your D-notice
into that very fire. If youdon't start
constructing your house even now |
am going to write a report to the
Deputy Commissioner. After that
you are not to blame this Sitarama
about losing that site, do you
understand?”’

Phatumma was about forty and
she was a widow with no one close
enough to support her. To her
distant relative Casim Byari inwhose
backyard her roti-roasting “fyactory”
had been constructed by extending
the low roof of his house she was
paying arent of Rs.15 per month. To
Casim Byari's younger sister
Saramma’s son, Samad, who had

joined her as an errand-boy six
months back she was paying asalary
of Rs.7 per week.

As long as she kept up her daily
routine of grinding five or six seers
of rice per day for the roti flour and
prepared the rotis by patting them
evenly on the thin muslin cloth she
had spread on a wooden plank and
roasted them on the red hot embers
in time to be delivered piping hot to
the hotel sby evening time, therewas
no dearth of money for meeting her
needs of food and clothing. In the
event of marriages, festivals, and
family banquets taking place in the
town, the summons would arrive for
roti-Phatumma. Thoserotisthat had
been expertly patted by her own
hand and roasted to a hot, rising
puffiness were soft as flower petals
and sweet asjaggery chunks. It was
for this reason that the townspeople
identified her as “roti-Phatumma’,
conferring on her a sort of
Padmashri.

Although some out of concern
and some others out of jealousy had
been pushing her every now and then
about her constructing a house, she
had not been unduly worried. But
when Devraj Urshimself camein her
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dream and delivered a warning she
shook herself and got up.

As soon as she rose she had a
wash and performed the early
morning namaaz. She then took
out a copy of the Koran from a
niche in the wall, brought out the
two ten-rupee notes she had
secreted inside her pillowcase,
placed them between the pages
where the “Yaseen” stanzas began,
shut the Koran, deposited it in her
lap and then recited the entire length
of the “Yaseen” stanzas from
memory. After she had finally said
her prayers she took up the Holy
Book and without opening the
pages again she replaced it inside
the niche in the wall, and began her
work for the day.

That evening after delivering the
rotis to all the hotels, on her way
back home she doled out seven
rupees and purchased a porcelain
pot, the kind used for making
pickles.

That night, after she had assured
herself that all the neighbours were
fast asleep, she lifted her sleeping-
mat and dug a hole measuring about
one and a half hand-spans in
breadth and two hand-spans in
depth. She adjusted the pickle-pot
inside the hole and after satisfying
herself that it fitted well she washed
her hands and took out the two ten-
rupee notes that she had placed
inside the copy of the Koran.

She pressed the two notes to her
eyes reverentially, murmured a
prayer, “Oh merciful Allah! Help
meto save somemoney every week
so that these twenty rupees grow
into a thousand rupees!” and dlid
the two notes into the pickle-pot.
Closing the pot with the lid she
covered up the hole with a sgquare
piece of tin-sheet that she had
procured in readiness after much
search earlier that day. She then
replaced her mat over it. That night
in her dream appeared the vision of

abeautiful mansion similar tothe one
that the miserly shopkeeper, Annu
Gowda, had built.

Thereafter, every Monday, roti-
Phatumma dropped into the pickle-
pot ten or twelve rupeesthat she had
saved from her weekly earnings and
vowed to herself, “Evenif it takes a
hundred thousand years, by the
grace of Allah | shall, without fail,
build a house of my own!” From
that time onwards not only did she
reduce the circumference of therice-
roti by a finger-breadth and the
thickness by a nail-paring, but she
also beganto toil for two extrahours
every day besides cutting down her
own meal by a mouthful.

As a result of all these

transformations by the timethe next
Ramzan festival came round thetotal

number of rupee-notes concealed
inside the pickle-pot crossed the
three hundred and fifty rupees mark
and shook the heart of roti-
Phatumma.

As the one and two-rupee
denomination notes exceeded over
tenfold the five and ten —rupee ones
the pot was almost filled to the brim
with money. After she had
discreetly distributed all the smaller
notes among three different shops
and obtained from them in exchange
three one- hundred rupee notes and
one fifty-rupee note, rolled them up
with the few odd notes remaining,
secured the roll with a piece of
thread, placed it in the pot, and seen
that her savings of one full year
seemed to stick to the bottom almost

invisibly, all kinds of dreadful
thoughts came crowding upon her.

When she felt convinced that
someone, somehow, would
definitely break into her house when
she was not there and steal the
pickle-pot, her legs started to
tremble whenever she crossed the
threshold. More than anything the
behaviour of her young errand-boy,
Samad, who came daily to help her
in her work, started to manifest one
suspicious sign after another. In
this difficult situation a brilliant
solution flashed to roti-Phatumma:
she should convert all the money
that she had saved up to now into a
gold ornament and attach it to her
body.

[

After he had lit an incense stick
to goddess Dhanal akshmi who was
showering asmilefromthe*Parimala
Agarbatthi” calendar in the very
likeness of the cine-star B. Saroja
Devi, and prayed with folded hands,
Srinivasacharya brushed the tijori
reverentially with both hands,
solemnly pressed them to his eyes
and at last opened them. The first
person who floated into his vision
was roti-Phatumma.

Roti-Phatummawas not entirely
astranger to Srinivasacharya. He
still remembered that it was he who
had crafted for her about twenty
years ago all the five gold alikhatts
that even now adorned her ears.
When her husband who was
working in a timber-mill was killed
instantaneously when he was
caught between two wooden logs,
she had pawned those same
alikhatts for a sum of fifty rupees
and had later repaid the borrowed
money ahead of the stipulated time
in order to recover the five
alikhatts. How could he ever
forget her so easily?

Be he a king or a beggar in
“Muthuppadi Acharya's Kattae”
the treatment given to everyone was
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the same.Whoever came to the shop
for whatever work, it was only after
they were seated on the wooden
bench lined up against the wall near
the entrance that any talk would
begin. The first customer to appear
early that evening soon after the
light was turned on was roti-
Phatumma.

“Be seated,” Achar pointed his
finger towards the bench and settled
himself down behind his desk.

She continued to stand even
after Achar began his work and got
immersedinit.

Not just in Muthuppadi but even
in places within a radius of fifty or
sixty miles “Acharya’s Kattag” was
famous. If ever thereissuch athing
as honesty in transactions of gold
that honesty is to be found in
“Acharya s Kattae”. Without profit
Achar will not do any business, very
true. He might even quote the price
as being eight paise more but as
far as the weight was concerned
there would be no deceit even to the
extent of asmall grain. He could not
stand any argument or haggling. If
the customers talked unnecessarily
he might even say with curtness,
“The ornaments in our Kattae might

not suit you. You can try at some
other Kattae.”
During all  negotiations

concerning marriages in the town
discussion about Achar’s Kattae had
to enter inevitably. If the bride’s
father dropped a word that the gold
ornaments would be prepared at
“Acharya’s Kattag” then surely the
horoscope of the girl would suit the
bridegroom’'stoaT!. ..

Roti-Phatumma coughed softly.

Without lifting up hishead Achar
said, “Be seated.”

Perching herself on half her
backside at the edge of the bench
hesitantly she took out the folded
rupee-notes from a small bag tucked
at her waist, placed the wad on the
glass-top of Achar’s desk and said,

“Give me something for this.”

“Some thing!?” Achar’s
eyebrows shot up.

Inhisforty years experienceasa
jeweler no one had come to his
Kattae, talked in that off-hand manner
and displayed such haughtiness but
this woman who sold rotis!

Achar looked at roti-Phatumma
asif taking her measure. Inside her
black burga al that could be seen
were her soot-blackened fingers and
equally soot-darkened oval face —
teeth stained red permanently from
constant chewing of betel leavesand
arecanut, and eyes that were totally
innocent of any guile.

Ayyo paapa, pitiable one! he
thought to himself.

He took the rupee notes that she
had placed in front of him and
counted them. There were four
hundred and ten rupees.

Taking out asilver anklet fromthe
cupboard to hisleft, turning it in his
hand asif examiningit, thenwrinkling
hisface asif dissatisfied he replaced
it in the cupboard. If it were for a
child the money might even fetch a
gold ring, he murmured, then
suddenly looked up asif just roused
and then turned to roti-Phatumma
guestioningly,

“For whom isthis?’

“For myself,” she answered
readily, “I don't want aring, it will
turn black on my hand. Give me
something else,” she said.

Perhaps it might even cost ten or
twelve rupees more... ..? he
wondered, and without waiting for her
answer took out a double-stranded
silver waist-chain fromthetijori to his
right, held it up to her and asked,

“Would this do?’

Roti-Phatumma’s eyes widened
with pleasure. Just aswell it werea
waist-chain! If secured round her
waist and covered up by her sari
no one would know about it! Even
if we supposethat it could bevisible
it was not stolen goods, surely? This
year she would purchase this chain,
next year something else. Or thiscould
perhaps be returned and out of the
total sum available at that time even a
gold chain could be purchased.
Speculating in this manner, she asked
doubtfully,

“If | return this to you next year
will I get back all themoney that | have
given now?’

“How can you get back al that?
Asthisismade of silver, if you sall it
again, you will recover only about half
the cost,” Achar answered truthfully.

That waist-chain suddenly seemed
to have changed its shape and it now
appeared like a cobra with its hood
raised and ready to strike at roti-
Phatummeal

“Then | don't want this. Give me
something that will not makeme suffer
aloss when it is being returned,” she
sad.

“Why? So that it can be sold next
year?” Achar’s question came with
subtle sarcasm.

Roti-Phatumma’sfacefell.

As for Achar, he was caught
between Scyllaand Charybdis. Here
was the very first customer to arrive
after the evening light was on, the
notes have already been counted —
there was no question of spurning
goddess Lakshmi.
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“Look, woman. Whatever you
purchase even if you return it
tomorrow you will not recover thefull
‘rate’ at which you purchased it .
Therewill surely be somelossincurred
in the form of depreciation and
wastage. If you want the full sum
that you have given then all this
money will haveto beputinsideinan
envelope and placed in a*“tijori” like
this, that’s all,” Achar pointed his
finger towards the “tijori’ to his left
and smiled.

Roti-Phatumma’s eyes
immediately opened wide. She cast
an eager look at the tijori that was
capableof solving al her problemsand
replied,

“Inthat caseyoudolikethat. Keep
this money in it; | don't want any
ornament now. If | want something |
shdl comeandask you. If youreturn
the money to me, that would be
enough.”

“Oh-ho! Isthat howitis!” Achar
sighed with relief. He nodded his
head knowingly. Therewasnothing
new in someone or the other from the
town bringing a little money to be
deposited in the “tijori” for safe-
keeping. But when roti-Phatumma
explained the whole story starting
from Devrg) Urshanding her theletter
of allotment and ending with
Samad’s suspicious behaviour,
Achar brushed aside her request
peremptorily.

“That can’'t be done, | tell you.
To keep someone else’'s money for
years together — that is not possible
now. Thereisaruleat present which
says that alicense is required to do
s0. You have the bank for such
transactions, go and get a pass book
issued inyour name. They will even
give you interest on your money,”
hereplied.

It looked as though roti-
Phatumma had already taken a
decision. She conveyed what was
in her mind without hesitation —that
to her morethan her own community,

her kith and kin, thetijori inAchar’s
Kattae was the most trustworthy —
she repeated this more than once —
also that as she was awidow it was
Achar’s duty to stand up as her
father and help her — she dropped
similar implications in her volley of
words and thus stopped Achar’
mouth.

“Agreed, then, woman! If | can
be of some help to you then | have
no objection to keeping your
money.” So saying he counted the
notes again, locked them up in the
tijori, and then entered the amount
in his personal accounts register.

After secretly depositing her load
of worriesinsidethetijori inAchar’s
Kattae and returning home roti-
Phatumma again turned up the
following Monday evening with a
ten-rupee note saying , “Keep this
also with the others.” Although
Achar’s eyebrows went up, he only
muttered under his breath, ‘hereisa
ticklish situation now!” and kept
quiet.

Following that a certain routine
was established. Every Monday at
evening time roti-Phatumma would
climb up the steps of Achar’s Kattae,

stand still, and cough softly.
Either Achar, if hewasthere,
or if hewasnot there, his
elder son Keshava, and if
Keshava was busy his
younger son,
Chandranna, would
come and take the
ten or fifteen
rupees that roti-
Phatumma gave
him and enter the
amount in the
personal accounts
This became the usual

practice.
Sometimes if other customers
were not present in the shop, Achar
would ask, “How is it, woman, that
for the past two or two and a half
years you have been coming and
giving me money, but you have not
asked even oncewhat it has all added
up to, haveyou? Today | am myself
going to give you the up-to-date
details regarding the account. If
tomorrow this old man here kicksthe
bucket, your money also should not
kick the bucket, don’t you agree?”

Roti-Phatumma sanswer wasright
at the tip of her tongue, ready to
bounce off.

“Until | build a house that | can
call my own no god will come to
trouble you. Isit not for this reason
that before bringing the notes to you
| place them between the pages of the
Koran to sanctify them and then bring
them here?’

Even when much later Achar’s
Kattae changed its facade and
became “Srinivasa and Sons” roti-
Phatumma's Monday routine did not
change.

The elder son, Keshavacharya,
was a skilled goldsmith, just like his
father. He had already won renown
as a designer of blackbeads-
encrusted bangles. As for the
younger son Chandranna, his
tongue was sharper than hisfingers.
It is for this reason that when he
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started sitting in the shop from the
very evening after he had finished
his P.U.C. exam, by dint of his
tongue and his smile within just a
year he had become “ Chandranna”
to all the townspeople.

By the time the Lakshmi pooja
festival came round, Chandranna,
who had transformed the very
“shape’ of the shop had hung aname-
board, “Srinivasa and Sons,
Jewelers,” at the shop-front. Achar’s
Kattae, which during hisfather’stime
was familiar to all around aradius of
fifty miles had now spread its fame
even up to Coimbatore. As if
resulting from this, the offer of abride
came from an important goldsmith’s
family of Coimbatore for elder
brother Keshava. Onthewholethere
was now no work for Srinivasachar
in Achar’'s Kattae. If he dressed up
finely and came and sat in the shop
for an hour or two everyday that
itself sufficed to brighten the
jewelers’ store.

If Srinivasachar had agreed to
become an informal banker to roti-
Phatumma just to help a widow, the
hundred per cent businessman,
Chandranna, adhering to the
business rule — “every rupee that
comes to the hand without interest
isinvaluable,” started welcoming her
as a much-respected customer.

Whenever she cameto hand over
themoney hewould say afew words,
like, “How come, you arealittlelate
today!” or “Any time that you need
the money you just tell me, | shall
finalise the accounts. You don't
have to worry in any way. If you
give afew days notice it would be
even better.” At the same time he
would count the money that she had
given and enter the amount against
her name in the accounts register.

On her part roti-Phatumma too
had not shown any curiosity even
once to know how much her savings
had totaled up to, though every
Monday in the evening, she would

bring the money that she had been
ableto savefrom her previousweeks
earnings, submit the sum at Achar’s
Kattae and return homefree of worry.

It can be said on an oath on Sri
Ramachandra that Chandranna was
not the sort of person to have gone
to Ayodhya for karseva out of his
own freewill. When RamadasKini
had discussed the matter with him
he had declined politely,

“1 have no time to spare for all
such activities, ma arayarae!”

Asfor hisfather, Srinivasachar, he
had told himinacut and dried manner,

“Look, Chandru, these things are
not meant for business peoplelike us.
For us, in our trade, there cannot be
any discrimination against thisor that
kind of individual. There should not
be. If thetruth betold, in our shop it
isfromthewomenfolk of their families
that a few more rupees comein. If
they discover that even you have
been involved in something like this,
then tell me, whose losswill it be?”

But god willed something else
altogether. When only three or four
daysremained for the departure of the
group of three people selected to go
from Muthuppadi, one of them
dipped away at thelast minute. When
this R. Sadashiva, who, even though
he had passed B.Com. in Il division
was for the past two or two or two
and a half years working as the
Manager of “Bhagavathi Kalyana
Mantapa’, “managing” his living on
three hundred and fifty rupees as an
“unemployed graduate”,— when he
was suddenly called to Muscat on a
salary of eight thousand rupees, as if
this were the result of the blessings
coming directly from goddess
Bhagavathi, how could he ever reject
the offer?

Not only had Kasim Bawa of
“Mubarak Tours and Travels’ come
all the way engaging a taxi from
Kasargod to Muthuppadi equipped

with a xerox copy of the official
document pertaining to Sadashiva's
appointment as Junior Accountant
in the “Al Mustapha Hi-Tech
Nursing Home,” as also the visa in
the original thus doing justice for
having obtained an advance of forty-
two thousand rupees from Sadashiva,
but he had also given a warning
before leaving, that if within six days
he, Sadashiva, did not submit six
thousand rupees more as
commission, reach Bombay by
"planeg," finish his “Medical” and
within another two days emplane for
Muscat, he, Kasim Bawa, could not
be held responsible for the advance
that he had aready been given.

Ramadas Kini’s head was eaten
by worry. Hecould neither goforward
nor backward. The list of three
delegates has already been sent.
Detailsregarding who’'swho has also
been despatched. In thislast minute
with what face could he say,”it's not
three but only two from
Muthuppadi?’. This would certainly
be a “black spot” on his “organising
capacity.” What was heto do ?

Once more the summons camefor
Chandranna.  In the office of the
“Bhagavathi KalyanaMantapa,” until
half-past one in the night everything
was explained to Chandranna. Under
such tight circumstances it was the
primary duty of young blood like
Chandranna to safeguard the honour
and good name of the town, he was
prevailed upon and convinced.
After Ramadas Kini had repeated
many times that if only his own son,
the sixth one, had not been at the
crucial point of writing the PU.C.
examination he would not have
begged the mercy of anyone, and
then when he had entrusted the task
of obtaining permission from
Srinivasachar to the temple priest,
Subbaraya Tantri, nothing more was
left for Chandranna to say.

On the day Chandranna was to
leave hisfather did not say anything.
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Hisatthigae, - hiselder brother’swife
—had called Chandrannaaside before
his departure in the evening and
talked to him secretly about the matter.
She had counted one thousand
rupeesand given themto him saying,
“Anyway, | understand you are all
first going to Kashi. Benares saris
are available at a very cheap rate
there. Please bring two or three of
them, won’'t you?’ and then taken
leaveof him.

When the group from
Muthuppadi reached the railway
station in Mangalore they were
joined there by the group of seven
delegates from Shimoga. After
Ramadas Kini had assisted them to
board the train and then seen them
off, he returned to Muthuppadi with
agratified feeling and soonimmersed
himself in histextile business.

By the time they reached Kashi
by a circuitous route which also
involved many inter-rail changes, six
days had been wasted. The next six
days passed away in awaiting further
instructions from Headquarters.

In  Shambunatha Panda’s
impressive two-storey kothi which
wason the way to BirlaMandir, in
the company of the delegatesfrom the
Poona group, conversing with them
half in Hindi and half in Kannada, and
bragging to each other about their
prowess, “awaiting further
instructionsfrom above” itself became
the main occupation.

Faizabad was not too far from
wherethey were staying. For thetwo
Matador vans which were stationed
behind the kothi , frozen cold as they
waited to convey them, it was just a
run of three hours. But these people
had no permission even to cross the
threshold and step out. Staring at
the TV, waiting , waiting on
tenterhooks, — thisbecame thedaily
routine. To add to thisthere was the
chill of December.

At last the orders came.

“Greetings to everyone! Your

mission has been accomplished. You
may return to Delhi tomorrow itself!”

Chandranna was so angry that
he was almost in tears. |If Ramadas
Kini had been present at the spot there
would have been a big furore.
Chandranna, who was reminded of a
similar incident about Venku when he
had gone to Penambur, did not find
thetimeevento buy asari for atthigae.

After reaching Delhi they had to
spend two more days in a DDA flat
owned by one Rajinder Singh
in  Tilaknagar-undergoing the
punishment of shiveringly cold nights.
Just when it had been decided that
they were to leave for Mangalore the

next morning, anincident occurred that
night.

One of the delegates of the Poona
group who had observed, Chandranna
seething in frustration for the past two
days took him up to the terrace of the
kothi after dinner. Inthat bone-chilling
night following his new acquaintance
up the steps, Chandrannawas assailed
by a hundred and one questions in
hismind.

Darkness enveloped the terrace.

Taking out a lump of stone
weighing about half a kilo from his
shoulder bag and thrusting it into
Chandranna’ hands his acquai ntance
said,

“You must not feel disappointed!
Whatever work was expected from
whoever was involved in the job,

each one of them hasfulfilled histask.
Even you have satisfactorily
fulfilled thetask that was expected
of you. Thisbit of stoneisfor you.
You should regard this as a symbol
of your victory!”

Chandranna was electrified !

As they descended the steps
his Poona-friend whispered, “Keep
thisasasecret for afew days. Don’t
divulge it to anyone!”

Having kept his mouth shut over
the secret until the second day of
the journey Chandranna, blurted it
out to histwo companions. That he
had kept “it” safeinside his suitcase
and that he would break it into three
pieces and give each of them a piece,
he gave them his solemn word.

When the train reached
Mangalore, RamadasKini’scar was
waiting for them. That sameevening
at a reception in “Bhagavathi
Kalyana Mantapa’, in the presence
of a specially invited audience they
were felicitated and garlanded.

His father had not questioned
him much after his return but his
atthigae had upbraided him, “All
right, you people were not allowed
togo up there. That may beso. But
what were you doing in Kashi for one
full week —singing bhajans?’

Chandranna laughed uneasily.

[
As he had promised within aweek
of their returning to Muthuppadi
,Chandranna took out the piece of
wall that he had concealed inside
his suitcase, broke it into four
pieces and gave one fragment each
to the two who had accompanied
him. One other fragment he gave
to Ramadas Kini and also described
to him the manner in which he
himself had acquired it.

When in a doubtful
Ramadas Kini observed,

‘Thisisalittle*dangerous. Don't
tell anyone regarding this piece —
not even about giving this fragment
tome. All kinds of news items are

tone
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appearing in the papers. If this
fragment is treated as ‘material
evidence' we are as good as being
donefor. What do you say 7’

Chandranna threw a disgusted
look a him and questioned point-
blank,

“If you are so afraid why then did
you send us?

Quite piqued, Kini dropped a
proverb vaguely,

“It's not like that, Chandru!l  Just
because your head ishard do you
have to smash it against arock 7’

Kini just let hiswordsfloat away.

“I'm not at al frightened. Why
should | be frightened? Anyway |
didn’t go asfar asthat place, did |7’

When Chandranna had posed
that question Kini had jumped up in
darm exclaming,

“Ooi! Maarayal Don'tever say
that you people had not reached up to
that placeat al, ma'rayal Already the
impression has been created that even
from our town they had gone asfar as
that destination.

Now if we say, ‘no, no, thereisno
connection whatsoever between our
boys and that,’” then what will happen
to our ‘prestige? In case such a
contingency arises and there is
absolutely no way out except by
giving such astatement then, may be,
the truth can berevealed.  What do

you say 7’
Chandranna had laughed in
confusion saying, “I just don’t

understand anything,” and returned
home.

Although the other two in his
group had, like him, taken hold of the
piece of wall with enthusiasm at the
beginning Chandranna now started
noticing their miserable state of
uncertainty as they were assailed by
doubts — whether to tell or not to tell?
To show ; or not to show ?

“Without telling any one or
without showing it to anyone, hiding
it like a secret pregnancy —thereisno
funatalinthis, Chandru!”, oneof them

had lamented and the other one had
exclamed irately, “Having travelled
such agreat distance and suffered the
misery of that bitter cold —what kind
of Fate this was | still haven’t
understood! Admitting to some that
| had touched that spot, to others
denying — ‘no, ma’'rayarae! We
turned back halfway, — this double-
talk isthrowing meinto afever!”

At times when people came to
Chandranna to congratulate him,
Chandranna himself would reply,

“No, ma’rayarae! Do | really have
such courageasyou believemeto have
?  Some incident took place. It is
better if we don’'t talk about it any
more,” like one sitting on a fence.
Those who heard him would be
overcome  with for

respect

Chandranna’shumility.

“No need for your play-acting in
front of us, Chandrannal What you
did there, what you brought from there
—we know the complete story — ha. .
hasaa.....nal” When some oneor the
other spokein that manner Chandranna
would befittingly act modest, as if
acknowledging their approbation.

As the days rolled by
Chandranna’'s zeal also diminished.
Amidst the rush of his business
whenever he happened to cast an eye
on the newspapers and read the
statements of the Opposition members
guestioning the Prime Minister,
although he was seized by some
anxiety at that moment, the very next
minute he would forget everything.

In the meantime whenever he

observed roti-Phatumma, as if by
force of habit, bringing her fourteen
or twenty-six rupees every Monday
evening, handing it over, and going
back with a free mind, he would
wonder — wasn't this old woman
aware of his having gone for that
karseva? “Poor woman! At the
time of returning her money well give
her an additional hundred or two
hundred rupees,” he would tell
himself to salve his conscience.

On a certain Monday evening,
when Chandranna, who had been
describing hisrecent pilgrimageto an
elderly visitor to the shop, wasjust
about to take out and display the
bit of wall that he had wrapped up
inapiece of paper and kept inside the
desk-drawer, when he suddenly
caught sight of roti-Phatumma
climbing up the steps. Herecoiled as
if he had stepped on a cobral  Her
visit on a Monday evening was
nothing unexpected but Chandranna
had been thrown off balance
because her usua smile was not
there.

Generally she used to draw his
attention by coughing gently as
soon as she had ascended the
steps. But today she had walked
right up to the desk. Then this
might mean that she had heard all
that he had just been saying! She
might also have become aware of his
having that Piece of Wall !

Filled with al kinds of doubts he
looked up and met her eyes.

“Thisweek | could not save any
money. The wooden plank that |
had for making rotis is broken to
pieces. | haveto get it repaired. |
came now just to tell you not to wait
for me. | shal come again next
Monday.”

When roti-Phatumma had spoken
those words in a hollow tone and
gone away Chandranna had been
stunned. Hefelt ashamed of hisown
suspicions.

Chandranna turned towards the
old gentleman who sat waiting to
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see with his own eyesthe
trophy that he, Chandranna,
had brought back at the
end of his exploits.
Pretending as if he was
searching inside his desk-
drawer, he said, “Oye! | had
completely forgotten!  That
fragment is now at home!
Last week | had taken it to
show it to a friend and |
haven't brought it back. |
shdl show it to you some
other time,” and packed him
off.

As though he had been
waiting for the visitor to
leave, Keshavacharya, who
was sitting nearby, burst
out laughing.
Understanding the reason for his
elder brother’s laughter Chandranna
also started laughing.

An incident that had occurred
a few days back making it
impossible for him to keep the
piece of wall at homewasthereason
for their hilarity.

The day on which he had
presented a fragment of that wall
to Ramadas Kini happened to be a
Sunday — a holiday. Chandranna,
uncertain asto where he should keep
his own piece had deposited it in
the pooja -room where the family
gods were kept, next to the incense-
sticks on the stool.

Thiswasthe causefor that recent
mishap.

At evening time, atthae, his
father’'s elder sister, going into the
pooja- room to light the incense
sticks, and seeing the lump on the
stool, picked it up in her hand out of
curiosity. As shewas coming out of
the room she met Keshavacharya
near the door itself. She held out
therock-likething to him and queried,

“What is this — a kind of stone,
orisit alump of frankincense?’

“This is the ‘medal’ our
Chandranna got in Delhi!”

Keshavacharya had laughed and
called out to Chandranna who was
listening to music in the next room,

“Look here, Chandru, your
atthae wants you to describe to
her the mahathmae (greatness) of
your rock!”

Atthae, who was all that time
examining the piece of wall and
turning it this way and that in her
hand had asked Chandranna as soon
as he had come near, “What kind
of stoneisthis? Why wasit kept in
the pooja-room?’

Although nonplussed in that
instant, Chandranna recovered
himself quickly and in a tone that
pretended to be nonchalant replied,

“Oh , that! You remember my
going to that place some time back?
This was brought back from there
asareminder of our breaking down
thewall!”

Atthae's face immediately got
distorted, as if she had stepped on
shit,

“Ayyo. ...oh! Rama-Ramal .
. . Will anyone place a piece of wall
from their masjid inside the pooja-
room? Are you in your senses or
not?”, she cried shrilly and
dropping the stone into

Chandranna’'s hand
ordered, “Throw this
accursed stone into some
well far away, take a bath,
and then come inside the
house!”

Chandranna’s face
crumpled like that of a
monkey who had bitten into
agob of asafoetidal  All the
bravado of his adventurous
escapade had turned to water.
But till, as if wishing to
assuage atthae, he said,

“It isn't like that, atthae!
Thisis redly the piece from
our old temple.”

Attthae’'s face suddenly
blanched. Beating her brow
asif the sky had fallen on her
head,

“Ayyayyo . ..o h! What is this
Chandru saying ? Then you people
went with all that bustle and fanfare
and what you destroyed there in the
end was our own temple!” she cried.

Chandranna, who wasfloundering
in shock at the new twist that the
matter had acquired on atthae's cry
turned towards his elder brother for
aid, only to find Keshavacharya
holding on to his beard and laughing !

°

“Ahmed Bawa has arrived from
Bahrain, did you know that 7’

When Keshavacharya who was
chiselling and polishing a bangle
heard his younger brother
questioning him, he looked up in
surprise and asked,

“Isthat s0? When did he come?”’

“I’ve not met him to talk to him.
Last week | just saw him near the bus-
stand getting into a rickshaw,”
Chandranna replied,

“Isthat right? One week back?’
Keshavacharyadrew out hisquestion
and continued doubtfully,

“Then why didn’'t he come to the
shop?”’

“1 was al so wondering about that.
Until now every time he made his
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annual visit to the town he would
come to the shop the very next day,
to exchange news. Why did he not
do so thistime?’ Chandranna said.
He opened his mouth to say
something else, then fell silent.

“He must have been busy with
some urgent work. Perhaps he
couldn’t come here because of that,”

Keshavacharyaappeared to bealaying
his own misgivings.

Chandranna did not break the
silence.  Keshavacharya himself
continued,

“If he comes here before he again
leaves for Bahrain that is enough.”

“Somehow | don't believe he will
come here and see you. If he redly
wished to come then he would have
doneso by now,” Chandrannasaid with
a knowingair.

“Why do you say that? | have
known him for the past thirty years or
0. We've grown up playing together.
Even this watch on my wrist , he
brought it for me. | haven't given him
any money, havel ? Hemust have had
somework, that's why hemay not have
found the time to come here”
Keshavecharya said, fixing hiseyeson
Chandranna.

“l have my own suspicion,”
Chandranna said shortly.

“Why suspicion? Just becauseyou
went with the karseva group will he
abandon my friendship? Heisnot such
afdlow! You seem to be starting to
doubt everything. If oneof them comes
to the shop you seem to treat him more
cordialy thanisnecessary. Evenwhile
quoting the price you mention three or
four rupees less. Why ? What has
comeoveryou? You seem tobein
some torture , like someone who has
committed a crime.  If you are so
bothered about it dl then why did you
go on that trip ? Now you have gone
and come back. What is the use of
fretting about it at thispoint ? Suppose
we take your words to be true and he
did not come near the shop —then what
would happen ? What dowelose? If

you are so suspicious then why do you
keep that stone and boast about it to all
and sundry who cometo theshop? As
atthae said, why don't you teke that to
awel andthrowitin, onceandfor al?".
Keshavacharya had let off avolley of
guestions a Chandranna.

Chandrannadid not even attempt
to answer.

Both of them continued to work
in silencefor sometime.

“This afternoon when you had
gone for lunch roti-Phatumma had
come here,” Chandranna started a
new topic for discussion.

“Had she come today!? Why?
Today isnot aMonday! How much

did she remit today?”
Keshavacharya showed some
curiosity.

“She had not come to give any
money. Shehad cometo ask for the
return of her money before the
coming Friday. | believesheisgoing
to start the work on her house on
Friday,” Chandrannareplied.

“Is that so!” Keshavacharya
exclaimed. “Thatis all for thegood!
We too shall berid of a bother,” he
added.

“Will she really get the work on
her house started on Friday?
Chandranna mused in a doubting
tone.

“Now there you have started
again!” Keshavacharya said
impatiently.  “Whether she builds
the house or throws the money into
awell, what doyoulose? Shewants
her ownmoney back. All thesedays

she had trusted us and brought the
money. Now sheissaying shewants
the money to bereturned to her. We
can calculate the amount and return
it. Haveyou totalled the amount to
seewhat it adds up to?’ he had asked
Chandranna, looking steadily at him.

“Yes. It hascometo agrand total
of four thousand two hundred and
seventy-two rupees. | have asked
her to cometomorrow evening. The
money may have to be drawn from
the bank tomorrow morning,”
Chandranna returned.

“All right. Do that. When you
are giving her back the money add
two hundred rupees more to the
amount as our contribution. What
do you say?’

When Keshavacharya threw the
question at him Chandrannareplied,

“I toowasof thesamemind. Even
if we had to calculate the interest it
would add up to five or six hundred
rupees.”

Keshavacharya was absorbed in
hiswork.

After awhile Chandrannafloated
another question,

“When she comes tomorrow to
take the money how about my asking
her if she knew about my going on
the karseva expedition?’

“If shesays' Yes, | know about it’
then what will you do?”
Keshavacharya asked.

Chandranna’s mouth remained
shut.

When, during dinner that night
Chandrannainformed hisfather about
roti-Phatumma asking for her money
back his father commiserated and
added approvingly,

“ Ayyo-paapa! — the poor
creature!  All these years she kept
her faith in our shop and saved up
her money! Not oncedid sheenquire
how much the amount had come to!”

Then asif resolving something in
his mind he continued,

“Chandru, do one thing!
Tomorrow after you total up and
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‘settle’ the matter you take it as our
own reckoning and add five hundred
rupees more to the amount that you
have to give her. By the way, don’t
mention it as interest-this-and-that!
People of her community should not
accept any interest, | understand.
When she is building her house let
there be some kind of help from us
also!” Although it was at the tip of
his tongue to say that he too had

thought on the same lines
Chandranna only nodded his head
silently.

Getting wind of his having gone
on the karseva trip had she asked for
her money back out of despondency?
Chandranna, undecided asto whether
he should ask his father or not about
this question, glanced at his elder
brother, Keshavacharya, for direction.
Keshavacharya had silently indicated
to him with his eyes--Keep quiet !

The next day, first thing in the
morning aBantwal-party had cometo
the shop and had made a cash
transaction of seven to eight
thousand rupees and so there was no
need to go to the bank to withdraw
any money.

That afternoon after finishing
lunch Chandranna took out the
accounts- register and again totalled
up the savings that roti-Phatumma
had turned in. It added up to
seventeen rupees less than the
previous day’s calculation. He
started to re-total. Halfway through
the work he gave up and shut the
register. Hewrotedown the previous
day’s total as the “Final total” on a
piece of paper, took out the money
from the safe, counted the amount,
tied up the notes with a rubber-band
and put it aside. He counted another
five hundred rupees separately and
tied them up with another rubber-
band. Heplaced boththewadsinside
the envelope and secured the
envelope with another rubber-band.
Then he sat still for afew minutes.

AsChandrannasat there, listlessly

staring at the street with vacant eyes,
Keshavacharya, casting a
compassionate look at him, asked,

“I understand Father will be
coming to the shop this evening.
When that woman comes don’'t you
think it would begood if Father himself
hands over the money
to her 7’

Chandranna nodded his head as
if inagreement. Hedid not turn even
to glancein his brother’s direction.

Half an hour went by. Watching
his younger brother from the corner
of hiseye constantly, Keshavacharya
had continued his work. When
Chandranna quietly removed the bit
of wall from the desk-drawer, stuffed
it in the pocket of his pants and rose
to his feet Keshavacharya asked in
aam,

“Why ? Where are you going?’

“That old lady’s money and the
five hundred rupees that Father had

1]

) f ek
instructed meto give her -, | havetied
them up separately and kept them
inside that envelope. In case she
comes when I’'m not here you give
theenvelopeto her. If Father himself
is in the shop at that time it's even
better, don’t you think 7 Chandranna
said as he went out of the shop.

But where are you going now?’
There was not just enquiry in
Keshavacharya's tone — he seemed
to beimplying, “don’t go!”

Hesitating for half a second as
though wondering whether he should
tell or not,

“1 have to see Ramadas Kini also
and finalise hisaccounts,” wasall that

Chandranna replied.

Before his elder brother could
shoot another question in his
direction he had gone down the steps
and mounted his bicycle.

He parked his bicycle in front of
the “Kalpana Sari Centre.” Even as
Chandranna was climbing up the
steps Gopal anna, the shop-salesman,
greeted him, saying, “Hehasgonefor
lunch and hasn’t yet returned. At
the time of leaving itself he had
indicated that hewasfeeling feverish.
It is doubtful whether he will come
back to the shop today.”

Chandrannaremounted hisbicycle
and pedalled in the direction of
Ramadas Kini’s house. When he was
passing the “sarkari” well that was
round the corner near his old school -
building which stood on a small
hillock , suddenly his childhood
memories swept over him.

When they used to play cricket in
the sports field of their school which
was situated on the hillock right next
to the “sarkari” well, every time the
ball bounced and fell into the well
there would be half an hour’srest for
the game. Remembering the way
Adram Byary — although hewas a
rotten player who would be bowled
out in the very first round — would
corner the captainship of all their
gamesby wielding hissingular power
of being able to bring a rope and
bucket with which to fish out the ball
from the well as he just happened to
livein a house that stood close to the
“sarkari’ well, Chandranna smiled to
himself at the memory.

When that same Adram Byary had
jumped into thewell and killed himself
inafit of rageat hisfather’s beating
him up, Chandranna was a pupil in
theeighth class. For afew daysafter
that incident none of his friends had
gone near the vicinity of the* sarkari”
well.  Although it was well-known
that people of Adram Byary’'s
community would not turn into
ghosts after committing suicide still
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there was some lurking dread about
going near that well. |If Adram Byary
wasaliveat the present time hewould
have been hisown age. How would
he have reacted if he had come to
know about his own going for
karseva? Would he have cut off his
friendship with him ?

Chandranna got down from his
bicycleand rested it onitsstand. As
it was October and the time of the
Dussehra vacation the school sat
closed up in its own silence.

Chandrannawalked up to thewell
and peeped into it. The waters deep
down looked quite black.

When he was young just to throw
a stone into the water and listen to
the gurgling sound that it made was
itself akind of fun.

Chandranna picked up a small
stone lying nearby and threw it into
the well.  When he did not hear a
clear ringing sound he felt frustrated.
Perhapsif abigger stoneisthrownin
the sound would be clearer?

He looked around. Suddenly he
removed thebit of wall from hispocket
and flung it into the well.  When he
heard a deep gurgle — gll-uu-mm-m
— hefédtan immeasurable peace!

Like one deeply satisfied he sat
down on awashing-stone near thewell
and started watching thesmall children
who were playing on a ope near the
sports field of the school.

o

By thetime Chandrannacameback
to the shop the sun had set. Elder
brother was sitting in his usua place,
deeply engaged in hiswork. Father
was not to be seen.

“Didyoumeet Kini?

“No, | did not go there”
Chandranna, replying briefly, sat down
in his chair and questioned,

“Didn’'t Father come?’

“Father had come. That woman
also had come.  She took the money
and left. When shewasreceiving the
amount that was given as our share

there were tears in her eyes, poor
cregture !” Keshavacharya replied.
Chandranna did not say anything.
K eshavacharya himself continued
the conversation, “Did you hear the
story of our Ahmed Bawa? Roti-
Phatumma herself told us. | believe
the last time he was in town he had
told her that he would give her some
hel p when shewasbuilding her house.

But this time during his visit he did
not stop at home even for aday. His
sister, who had been married into a
family in Kasargod, had been admitted
toanursing-hometherefor theddivery
of her baby. The very day on which
he arrived here there was a phone-call
from Kasargod saying that hissister’'s
condition was ‘serious’. He went to
Kasargod immediately and has not
returned from there, | believe. The
baby had died at birth and the young
mother’s condition had become

‘hopeless” | believe she has now
been shifted to Mangdore.”

As Chandranna realised that
Keshavacharya was unnecessarily
detailing his narration in order to
justify Ahmed Bawa's failure to visit
him, and as he did not want his elder
brother tofeel hurt, hekept exclaiming
sympathetically, “is that so? Tche,
Tche!” throughout the account. He
even added, “and | had myself
misunderstood himso !”

“Do you know another thing”?
K eshavacharya paused for a second
after his question, asif to prolong the
suspense and deliberately attract
Chandranna’s attention. Then he
continued, “That old one of yours, |
believe she is coming again tomorrow
evening. Shehassaid that you should
not go anywhere, that you should be
in the shop when she comes.”

“Why? Why come again? Does
she say that there is a miscaculation
in my accounting? If there is any
miscalculation | must say that ten or
fifteen rupees more have been added
inmy totalling,” Chandrannareturned
testily.

As if  mollifying
K eshavacharya answered,

“I1t would have been better if it had
been aquestion of your miscal culating
the accounts, Chandru. But the
reason why sheiscoming isatogether
different. You won't believe if | tell
you....” and again pausing for a
second he continued in one breath,

“1 believe the day after tomorrow,
Friday, she is going to start work on
the construction of the walls.  She
says you should give her at least a
tiny fraction from the bit of wall that
you have. She says that for the past
onefull year shehascherished adesire
toincludealittle bit of that Wall inthe
construction of her own house.”

Adram Byary appeared to laugh
resoundingly from the depths of the
sarkari well.

Chandranna did not laugh. d

him
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