
 

The Journey: Abburi Chaya Devi 

Amma sat on the threshold of the kitchen dabbing at her eyes with the end of her sari. Upstairs Naanna 
fretted and fumed. Helplessly. Brother listlessly paced up and down the patio and the foyer. I was 
ready. What was there to be ready! I shoved the few clothes I had brought into the small suitcase. 
Pressed two books into the hand bag. It was time for the train. Yet, nobody spoke a word. 

Intent that I must act before this charade got out of hand, I told brother to call a taxi. He stepped out 
of the house before Amma, startled, could act. She lumbered upstairs to cajole Naanna to come down 
and see me off. I ran up to his room to spare him the pain of coming down. 

‘Let her go. Why does she need to ask me?’ I could hear Naanna fuming and watch Amma coming out 
humbled. No sooner did I venture into his room, he turned his back on me. Breaking the ice was a 
problem now. I couldn’t bring myself to ask him to excuse me for what had happened. It would sound 
awkward. He wouldn’t do that even if I had asked. I was also not ready to change my mind. I love him. 
Respect him too. But I have equal respect and love for myself. I will not negotiate what I think is crucial 
for my life to mollify Naanna or spare hurt to my mother. Maybe he would soften down if I ask him, 
‘Naanna, please be considerate. Don’t press me to marry if you wish me well!’ Would I relent if Naanna 
were to plead, ‘honey, this is a match that has knocked at our door. Don’t turn it down. I have given 
my word. Keep it.’ Does love of parents demand unthinking acquiescence? 

‘Naanna,’ I softly called before I knew what I had to say to him. The blare of the taxi horn floated in. 
“Okay, you may go,’ he said dismissing me. I came down and saw Amma stuffing oranges into my hand 
bag. I was about to protest but pulled back sensing her gloomy mood. I nearly stepped out when, 
Naanna, whose presence I did not notice, said, ‘Do well at the exams and take care.’ Seeing a  lone 
Brahmin coming towards us, Amma motioned me to wait till he had gone. ‘What nonsense,’ I said and 
climbed into the taxi. Brother pushed the suit case into the trunk. 

‘Take care to get her into the train,’ Naanna cautioned brother. The taxi started. 

‘Akka, may I ask you something? Why did you turn down this match?’ I was looking out of the window 
through the glass grimy with dust. Wound the glass down to be greeted by tepid air that brought me 
memories of the warm breath of Moorty. 

‘I have told all my friends, Akka, that Sekhar is going to marry you.’ 



His naiveté moved me. How do I cheer him up? I had half a mind to promise him a better brother-in-
law. Naanna had broadcast brashly the news to everyone he knew. 

I had not expected to see Sekhar at the station. He saw us and moved towards the taxi to hold its door 
open for me. For a moment, I wondered if his presence was not Naanna’s last weapon in his arsenal. 
This thought bruised my nerves. 

‘Why so late, the train is already on the platform,’ Sekhar said and grabbed the suitcase from brother’s 
hands. He checked his sprint to the ticket counter to get himself a platform pass, telling him he had 
already bought one for him. 

‘I never thought you would come here,’ I said. 

‘I just wanted to say a word,’ he said and took a last drag before flicking the cigarette down and 
squashing it. Regardless of what he would say, I had made up my mind not to budge. The engine let off 
a loud whistle. The brisk walk towards the first class bogey at the end of the train sapped me. I went in 
and sat near a window. Brother stood on the platform, clasping the window bars. Sekhar was out of 
sight but soon I observed him closing in with a couple of magazines in his hand. I reached for the mags, 
trying to intuit his interest. 

He  produced  another  cigarette  and  before  it  reached  his  lips  the  engine  gave  out  a  long  whistle 
puncturing my eardrums. His match stick blew out. This time cupping his palm to keep the wind at bay 
he struck another match. The train now was moving. 

‘Did you want to say something,’ I asked him and at once overcame with shame that I could not check 
myself. A flicker hung at the end of the match. When he turned his face towards me it singed his forked 
fingers. The tiny white cylinder dropped to the ground. The train picked up steam even as I continued 
to look at Sekhar keeping pace with the moving train. What did he want to tell me? That I had deceived 
him? That I was unwisely spurning riches? Or, was he surprised that I did not heed parental advice? 
Perhaps, he was sure that someone more suitable would come his way. He made a dash to reach my 
hand. I offered mine through the bars of the window. He pressed it warmly and let it go. The train 
gained speed. 

II 

Till then I had not noticed if there was anyone else in the compartment. A lone sadhu hunched over 
what looked like a book of philosophy. I wondered if he could be a Bengali. He asked me in English, 
‘how far are you going?’ Startled, I said, ‘Waltair, I think.’ Thinking! What a daft reply, I thought. He 
smiled with half parted lips and said, ‘When I saw you I knew you would make a philosopher.’ 



‘Good God,’ I laughed heartily and scanned his face to see if I had hurt him. He looked back kindly and 
buried his head in the book. A feeling of reverence swept me. Not to bother him, any more, I dug into 
the bag, retrieved Leviathan and began browsing it. After fifteen pages, I couldn’t carry on, my head 
dazed by the jerk and jolt of the train. The receding trees and fields engaged me for some time. The 
picture of Sekhar running along the train to hand me the magazines interceded. After running through a 
few pages of Time, I read two stories from a Telugu magazine. Bored, I rested them to take up Hobbes. 
The lights in the bogey came on. The trees began losing their contour. The distant hills wore the green 
of moss. The lines in the book lost their sharpness. They began looking unfamiliar. 

I came back to the sadhu. He continued in a quiet way to absorb the pages of whatever book he was 
reading earlier. Why is he hugging the book? I hate those who have no time to talk to fellow travelers. I 
would do it but for the coming exams! Suddenly, I craved something to eat. There was no sign of a 
station swinging into view for some more time. I took out one of the oranges Amma had stuffed into my 
bag, and before peeling it  asked the sadhu if he would accept one. He took one with a smile but 
instantly put it aside and reverted to reading. Irritated, I decided to draw him out and make him talk. 
Peeling the orange, I began sizing him up. What could be his age? Where does he live? What is his 
name? Why did he become a sadhu and when? Where does he stay now? He must be at least fifty years 
old, I told myself He lived either in Kashi or Gaya. I tried to baptize him but not one name was to my 
liking. Why did he renounce the world? Inability to feed his family? Debt-ridden? Jobless? Why did he 
take up robes? 

‘My child, are you bored?’ These words convinced me that he spoke Telugu though I could not guess 
what region he belonged to. It embarrassed me to be caught staring at him. To hide it, I said cockily, 
‘Why do you think I am bored?’ 

‘You look too distracted.’ 

‘So, you have been watching me. Not reading really.’ 

‘Take this book and test me,’ he said brightly. This guy seems to be smarter than me, I thought and 
opened the book. Ramakrishna Paramahamsa. Issued by Ramakrishna Mutth Library, Calcutta. 

‘How long have you been with the Mutth,’ I asked him returning the book. 

‘More than twenty-five years.’ 

‘What made you to turn your back on life,’ I asked him and promptly added, ‘Pardon my curiosity.’ 

‘Nothing wrong, my child, in clearing a doubt directly instead of taxing the mind with speculation. It is 
not virakti (antipathy to worldly life) but lack of rakti (desire) that made me take to this path.’ 

His word-play amused me and checked me from asking him why rakti held no appeal to him. 

‘Where are you going now,’ I said, changing track. 

“I  have  a  brief  to  tour  key  centers  in  the  country  and  speak on  the  philosophy  of  Ramakrishna 
Paramahamsa to celebrate Swami Vivekananda’s birth centenary. I will disembark at Visakhapatnam. 
From there I’ll go to Calcutta.’ 



‘How long do you plan to stay in Visakhapatnam?’ 

‘One day,’ he said. He appeared happy when I told him, ‘I will certainly come and hear you speak.’ 

Kazipet put a brake to our conversation. Two couples entered our compartment and lost no time filling 
it up with oversized trunks, bedding rolls as heavy as a road-roller, hampers of fruit, containers of 
pickles leaking oil, and potted plants. It was hard to navigate the aisles now full of the new passengers’ 
inventory. One had to hop, step and jump over them to reach the toilets. In a bid to rearrange their 
goods, the new arrivals nudged a trunk over Swamiji’s foot. He winced but soon was himself. 

The sadhu skipped his meal that night choosing to peel the orange I had given him earlier and eat it, 
rounding off the frugality with a glass of water. I alighted from the train to get a couple of puris and 
subzi packed. Returned to the bogey and bought lassi from the itinerant hawker. It was already ten in 
the night. I dozed off soon after I had finished my tiffin. 

When I woke up it was morning and Eluru. I now had a better view of the woman who got in at Kazipet. 
She was not beautiful but attractive. The face seemed familiar. I struggled to remember where I could 
have seen her. I was sure I had never seen her husband. 

To end the suspense, I ventured, ‘Where are you going?’ 

It deflated me when she said, ‘We have to get down at Nidadavolu and go to Narsapuram from there.’ 
Where could I have met her? I had never seen Narsapuram. It should be either Hyderabad or Waltair. I 
know no other places. 

It was now her turn to ask me, ‘How far are you going?’ 

‘Waltair.’ 

‘Are you studying there?’ 

‘Yes.’ 

‘Where? AVS?’ 

‘No. The university.’ 

‘You know Moorty, Y.S.?’ 

‘Of course.’ 

I could no longer contain my ardor. So, she knew Moorty! 

‘Are you related to him? How do you know him,’ I asked. 



‘He is my elder brother,’ she said with apparent pride. 

Maybe, I thought I saw her somewhere because she resembled him. 

‘What is your subject?’ 

I told her. 

‘Oh, it means you know him well,’ she said and moved closer to me as her husband brought idlis for 
both of us. 

‘Look, they say he has a girl friend. Do you know her?’ 

My lips quivered as I figured out an answer. 

‘He has several friends because he is a jolly person,’ I said trying to wriggle out and convince her of my 
innocence. 

‘No, no. It seems he is in love with a girl and is turning down all matches Naanna is suggesting on 
some pretext or the other. Amma wants a girl from our caste.’ 

I was so excited that I wanted to blurt out, ‘Yes, I am the girl he is in love with.’ I steadied myself and 
deftly made a switch. 

‘Where do your parents live,’ I asked thinking she was a simple-minded person ready to open up on 
any topic. She would make a good sister-in-law to happily get on with, I thought. 

Moorty’s sister and her husband got down at Nidadavolu. Once again, the sadhu and I returned to our 
books and to ourselves. 

III 

At Rajahmundry, I felt I should go out and stroll down the platform to relax my back that had become 
stiff. ‘I will just go out and come back,’ I told the sadhu. 

‘Come back soon and don’t get lost in scanning books and magazines and miss the train, my child,’ the 
sadhu said kindly. 

The book stall at the far end of the platform daunted me. I was taking in the chaotic scene at the 
station when I heard a low voice chanting ‘Tips for Young Girls.’  I turned round and saw a person 
cradling too many books in his hands. I said no. He continued his catalogue, ‘Conjugal Happiness,’ ‘First 
Night,’ ‘Sixty ...’ 

‘No,’ I said firmly. He eyed me up and down with scorn before leaving the scene. A flower vendor 
whizzed past loudly peddling a variety of flowers, assaulting my ear drums. Far off, I sighted a boy 
selling grapes. I moved towards him thinking I could offer the fruit to the sadhu when I heard a woman 
calling  me by name.  Before  I  could  whirl  around  and  see  the  caller,  Sudha covered  the  distance 



between us in a single stride and held my hands. 

‘How are you here?’ I said. 

‘First tell me, how are you here,’ asked Sudha beaming. 

‘I am going to Waltair. From Hyderabad.’ 

‘We live here now. Came here recently on a transfer. Come Ramaa, why don’t you spend a day with 
us?’ 

‘Oh, the exams are not far off. I will come and stay with you next time. Come, let’s get into the car and 
spend some time talking.’ 

‘Wait. I will introduce you to my husband,’ Sudha said and beckoned a tall person. When he came, she 
declared, ‘Here he is.’ 

‘Namaskaram.’ 

‘Our Ramaa,’ she told her husband with girlish glee. 

‘So, I am in your place now,’ he said. 

‘What!’ I said surprised. 

‘Oh, nothing really. Sudha always tells me that both of you ate from the same plate and slept on the 
same bed.’ His words amused me. 

‘Please stay for a day,’ Sudha repeated her plea. 

‘You have never been here,’ he added. 

‘Not that she would miss the lanes and by lanes of Rajahmundry. I just want her to break journey for 
my sake,’ said Sudha in an injured tone. 

‘Okay, it is for your sake and not for mine,’ he teased his wife. 

‘That’s all right, I will join you. Don’t bicker,’ I said. At once, Sudha embraced me, overcome with joy. 

All of us headed for our bogey. It hurt me to abandon the sadhu and get off at Rajahmundry after I had 
told him Waltair was my destination. I introduced Sudha and her husband Raja Rao to the sadhu. 

‘Swamiji, Sudha wants me to stay with her for a day. I am breaking journey,’ I told him heavy with 
guilt. A smile lingered on the sadhu’s face. 

‘Do go, we will meet again,’ he said. The self-confidence in his eyes deterred me from asking how and 
when. Though I wanted to touch his feet, I merely collected my baggage and took his leave. He came 
to the door to see me off. I stood on the platform waving to him till I could see no more of him. 



‘Since when did you cultivate ascetics,’ Raja Rao asked. 

‘Ascetics or worldly men, both can be good friends.’ 

‘Well said,’ he said exhaling smoke. I loathed his kind of humor though Sudha appeared unaffected. 

She tried to help me with the suitcase. I told her not to bother. Rao offered to carry it. Hardly had I told 
him I could do it myself, he yanked the suitcase from my hands. Bristling, I looked at Sudha. She held 
my hand and led me out of the station. 

Rao called a jutka. Sudha climbed into it first. Trying to follow her, I slipped on the footboard. Before I 
tried a second time, he shouted at the driver to depress the rear of the cart telling him that he had a 
scrawny passenger. Sudha guffawed. It hurt me but I hid it. To disprove him, I did a small vault and 
landed inside the cart. No sooner Raja Rao scrambled inside, the front of the cart went up. 

‘Move a bit forward, sir,’ appealed the driver. I moved up. The tilt remained the same. This time, Raja 
Rao  snuggled  close  to  me,  his  knee  and  shoulder  touching  my  body.  I  could  barely  conceal  my 
discomfort. 

‘Take us near the Saraswati Power Press,’ Raja Rao told the jutka man. The driver flicked the whip and 
the horse sped. Raja Rao’s cigar filled the inside with smoke making it hard for me to breathe. 

‘Junk that dirty cigar. Rama cannot stand it,’ Sudha chided her husband. He promptly put it out. But 
the smoke hung inside the cart. 

The vehicle stopped before a two-storied building. Raja Rao jumped out of the jutka. Sudha and I 
followed him. We warily went up a spiral staircase with Raja Rao in tow carrying my suitcase. Sudha 
kept a neat house, drapes hanging from windows and doors. Sofas in the drawing room had covers with 
flowers embroidered on them. A few paintings on the walls enriched the ambience. I slumped into a 
sofa. Sudha headed for the kitchen to make coffee. I glanced at the day’s newspapers on the coffee 
table. Raja Rao revived a half-burnt cigar. 

Coffee came in ceramic cups instead of steel glasses. ‘The cups are elegant,’ I said. 

‘Why don’t you say coffee is indifferent,’ said Raja Rao impishly. ‘No, no. The coffee is excellent. I only 
meant that cups are also nice,’ I said, lest I hurt Sudha. She laughed it off and said, 

‘These are wedding gifts.’ 

‘But why did you skip our wedding?’ Raja Rao asked. 

‘Did you invite me?,’ I retorted. 

‘A real problem, there! So, it is not an invitation if it does not come from your friend. Isn’t it?’ 

‘Sudha doesn’t taunt me for my absence.’ 



‘Oh, not a pushover,’ he said. 

‘Why are you teasing her, treating her like a kid?, Sudha remonstrated. 

‘Is she a kid? I thought she looked like you,’ said Raja demonstrating with his hands the girth of his 
wife. 

‘She was not like that always. But for the company she keeps she should have been okay,’ I said. 

Sudha laughed. Her husband did not wince as I feared. He quietly left the room leaving us alone. 

‘What took you to Hyderabad,’ Sudha asked. 

‘Parents are there. Last year Naanna was transferred. I am completing my studies this year. To avoid a 
midstream change, they let me stay with my aunt in Waltair.’ 

‘Was it to see your parents or was there any problem?’ 

‘In a way, there was a problem.’ 

‘What happened,’ asked Sudha anxiously. 

‘I hurt Naanna and Amma.’ 

‘Was it about a match?’ 

‘Yes.’ 

‘Who’s the guy?’ 

‘Dr  Chandarsekhar,  the  son  of  a  friend of  Naanna.  A  frequent  visitor.  He  has  a job there  in  the 
university.’ 

‘Why did you turn it down? Wasn’t he handsome?’ 

‘No. Nothing like that. I never considered him as a spouse. I have a long-time friendship with Moorty 
and have made up my mind to marry him. But he does not belong to the sub sect of our caste and does 
not match our status. Amma and Naanna are not in favor of Moorty. These days nobody is particular 
about caste, let alone sub sect. I cannot understand their obduracy.’ 

‘Parents  always  have  our  best  interests  in  their  mind.  They don’t  foist  a  bad match on you.  You 
shouldn’t have hurt them,’ Sudha said. 

‘Am I not old enough to know what’s good for me? What’s so bad about choosing your own life-long 
companion?’ I tried to defend myself. 

Dismissing my bruised feelings lightly, Sudha said, ‘Okay, whoever your companion, you will be happy if 
you marry a man of your choice. What more do your parents want?’ 

Sudha cleared the empty cups. Raja Rao made a brief appearance. He changed into a white dhoti and a 
khadi kurta. 

‘Oh, men can look handsome even in a dhoti too,’ I thought to myself. 



IV 

‘How do you like our town?’ he asked me as he sat in a chair. 

‘How can I tell you? You haven’t taken me around.’ 

Raja Rao called his wife. She came in wiping her hands with the end of her sari. 

‘Your friend is peeved that you haven’t shown her around the town.’ 

‘Look Sudha, all a pack of lies,’ I protested. 

‘No big deal. Let’s go to the Pushkar port in the evening. From there, we can go to the museum, if you 
so wish. Now, we can go to a matinee,’ suggested Sudha. 

‘You’ve nearly killed me. I have just changed. Now to slip into a suit,’ complained Raja Rao. 

‘Doesn’t matter. You look better this way. Let’s go,’ I said and shrunk back immediately. I followed 
Sudha into the kitchen to help her prepare for lunch. I offered to set out tumblers, plates and planks on 
the floor. Sudha pulled me down and sat me on a plank and called Raja Rao for lunch. Throughout the 
session, he kept harassing Sudha to see if I needed a second helping. 

‘Serve  him more.  He  is  eating less.  I  am a  poor  eater.  Tell  him I  am not  watching him,’  I  said 
tauntingly. All of us ended up eating more than we normally did. 

After we saw the film at Rama Talkies, we strolled down leisurely to the Pushkar port, skipping the trip 
to the museum. Sudha took us to a small temple under a banyan tree. 

‘Don’t go that side,’ Raja Rao frantically cried. We were scared. 

‘Nothing. Some sadhus are camping there. If your friend were to spot them she may not come back.’ 

I bided my time to give him a fitting reply. Seeing the care-free kids splashing in water around the 
pillars of the bridge, I checked a craving to swim in the Godavari. I contented myself with standing on 
the bank and washing my face and feet in the river. 

We went  next  to Anjaneyaswami temple,  where we bought  flowers and coconuts.  When I finished 
paying respects to the God, Raja Rao asked me, ‘What did you ask Him?’ 

‘Why should I tell you?’ 

‘I know what it is even if you don’t tell me.’ 

‘Okay, tell me.’ 



‘Give me a husband as delicate as a mogali flower!’ 

‘Tut, I hate mogali.’ 

On our way home, Raja Rao suggested we should dine out to spare Sudha her cooking chores. Sudha 
was happy. Dinner over, we went home, walking again. It was past nine and we were all tired. I turned 
down Sudha’s suggestion to play cards. Sudha spread the bedding out on the terrace floor. For a while, 
we discussed the  film we had seen  at  Rama Talkies.  Raja  Rao  rolled up his  bed and went  down 
complaining of the cold. I felt drowsy. A little later, Sudha followed her husband. 

The scent of night queen came sailing with the breeze and filled the terrace. The night queen Mamayya 
planted  near  his  bedroom  window  must  now  be  blooming  and  spreading  fragrance,  I  surmised. 
Grandfather always had the beds spread under the  pogada tree. Holidaying there, I woke up every 
morning to count the flowers that the tree had shed in the night. Now, I do not fancy pogada flowers 
any more. 

I stirred in my sleep. Jasmine. Shehnai. Coconut trees. Palm-leaf pandal ... Rustle of Conjeevarams ... 
Women everywhere. Sister-in-law is coating their feet with turmeric paste. Someone is sprinkling rose 
water on them. Aunty is braiding my hair with flowers, jasmine,  kanakambaram and  maruvam. The 
braid is not  done yet.  The priests  are yelling ‘bring the bride.”  The jasmine heap before  aunty is 
daunting. Bava brings mogali flowers. He asks aunty to press them into my braid. I protest. ‘No, no.’ 
You will love the scent,’ he says and brings the flowers close to my nose. I tug my braid out of aunty’s 
hands and flee. Women around are laughing. Bava is chasing me. A wall stops my progress. He bends 
over me and thrusts the flowers under my nose. The mogali grazes my cheek and its strong scent 
makes me breathless. His warm breath is suffocating. My resistance is waning. The flowers in the braid 
are dropping. With all the strength I have I give him a violent push. Suddenly, I wake up. 

I realized that it was not Bava or the flowers but Raja Rao pressing my hands to the bed and breathing 
down heavily over me. I  tried to cry.  My voice failed. His cigar-stinking mouth was on my mouth 
making my head reel. I had no strength to throw off his weight. My helplessness filled my eyes with 
tears. I wished Sudha would come. Wanted to shout. It was impossible with mouth upon mouth, chest 
upon chest.  My stomach was  churning.  There was no life  in my legs.  My backbone was  in  ruins. 
Abruptly, the weight withdrew taking away all my energy with it. The body became inert. A cool breeze 
kissed it. But I lay lifeless on the bed. When I gazed at the sky, the moon looked pale and the stars 
scared. 

Slowly, my mind began a rewind. Yes, I must have dozed off thinking of flowers. Then the nightmare 
crafted by Raja Rao. The body quivered with disgust. I buttoned up my blouse and pulled the hem of 
the sari down to my ankles. The shivers passed. But not the turbulence in my mind. 

Why did this happen to me? Why had I become helpless? The eyes shed copious tears drenching my 
cheeks. A wave of anger, anguish, pain, self-pity and disgust overwhelmed me. Again, why did this 
happen to me? There was no one to answer this mute query except me, alone under the sky. Wished 
the sun woudn’t rise. The idea of suicide by drowning in the Godavari crossed my mind. Or, should I 
hang myself using the sari  as rope? I did none of these things. I remained motionless on the cot, 



drained and vanquished, soon slipping into a stupor. 

V 

Hovering over my face, the sun woke me up. I tried to get out of the bed but paralyzed, the body 
refused to budge. The scene reappeared. I hesitated to open my eyes lest I should see him again. How 
can I show my face to Sudha? Can I see myself in a mirror? Rid of any idea of what to do next, I lay on 
the bed, eyes shut. Moorty filled my thoughts for a while. Moorty. Love. Marriage. All of them seemed 
irrelevant. The future looked unclear as though some mist had swallowed it. I felt that this incident 
would change my life in a way I had not foreseen. I am not my old self, mentally or physically. I do not 
know how this change would shape my life. Till yesterday, my love was full of life. Today it has become 
a bubble, drifting and passing with the currents of air. How everything has changed in a day! Had it not 
happened at all! 

If it hadn’t happened, I would call Moorty with the pride of a victor. ‘I have defied Amma and Naanna 
and rejecting Sekhar, here I am before you,’ I would tell him. He would crush me in his embrace. Not 
now. Now I would go to Waltair. I would try to dodge him. But one day we are bound to meet and I 
would tell him everything. ‘Moorty, on the way I had my body violated,’ I would tell him. How would he 
react? Would he spurn me? Yes, why not? Why shouldn’t he detest me, for my surrender and stupidity? 
I hate myself. What punishment do I deserve? Who will dispense it? Should I do it myself? Oh God, why 
don’t you speak up? Is your silence itself a punishment? 

‘Ramaa, here’s coffee,’ Sudha softly tapped me to awaken me. I opened my eyes and saw that Sudha 
was her normal self. I got up and hurriedly covered my head with the sari lest Sudha see the tears 
congealed on my cheeks.  The glasses I  wore shielded my puffed eyes.  Obviously,  Sudha has not 
noticed the change in me. Suppose she did? I set out to roll up my bed clothes. ‘Don’t bother. The maid 
will do it. Let’s get in.’ 

Once inside, I took out tooth brush and paste from my bag and Sudha handed me a jug of hot water. 
The cheeks burned at the touch of hot water. An unfamiliar odor stayed in my mouth. I thought I would 
throw up. The nausea made me dizzy. Sudha and coffee were ready waiting for me. How should I break 
the embarrassing silence? I did not know how I could wish away the night’s experience and act normal. 
I prayed for something to happen to transform me into my usual self. Why is Sudha silent? Does she 
know? Does she know it before it had happened or afterwards? If she knew it before, how did she 
approve it? It would be great relief if she opened up. 

‘Upma is ready. Won’t you eat?’ Sudha said. ‘Yes,’ I said weakly. I wondered how I could think of food 
after all that had happened. Sudha brought piping hot upma. 

‘Why don’t you also join me?’ I said. 

‘I will wait for him,’ she said sounding all affection and devotion for the husband. Doesn’t Sudha know? 
If  she  didn’t,  should  I  tell  her  or  not?  Quietly,  I  finished  upma  as  Sudha  busied  herself  slicing 
vegetables. She didn’t even ask me why I was quiet. I patted myself on the back for seeming normal. 



It was nine o’clock now. I could not believe I had slept so long. Another 90 minutes for the train to 
leave. 

‘It’s time now. I’ll take a shower, Sudha,’ I said. 

‘Okay, food will be ready when you are through with the shower. We will go to the station after that.’ 

‘Don’t bother, Sudha. I can go on my own.’ 

‘No, no. How can I allow you to go alone? He has gone out. Promised to join us at the station, if 
possible. Asked us to go to the station after we have eaten our food.’ 

Hot water was ready. As I bathed, I remembered Raja Rao and felt snakes and scorpions crawling over 
my body. I knew this shower could not cleanse this ravished body. Finished the formality of a shower 
and came out wrapped in a sari. 

I combed my hair and pasted a dot of vermilion between the brows and entered the kitchen to find food 
already served in two plates. My mind was somehow not on food. 

‘You don’t relish the food?’ asked Sudha with an expression of pain on her face. 

‘The food is okay. I am not hungry,’ I said and washed my hands. 

Sudha tidied up the kitchen and was all set. We called a rickshaw and left for the station. No words 
passed between us on the way. I stared vacuously at the shops and passing traffic. My silence was 
pricking my conscience. Raja Rao rose like a wall between me and Sudha. 

‘Ramaa, when will you come again,’ Sudha asked abruptly. 

‘Again!’ I cried unwittingly. She suddenly held my hands and pleaded, “Excuse me, Ramaa.’ Her face 
was pallid and I could not but pity her. 

‘You haven’t done anything to be sorry about,’ I said dismissing the thing. At that moment, a feeling of 
mutual understanding swept my being, creating the illusion of a world without problems. 

At the station, we found that the train was late by an hour. Both of us went up and down the platform, 
silently. 

Impulsively, Sudha suggested, ‘Let’s go, sit there and talk.’ We walked to the end of the platform and 
sat down on a sand mound, far away from the bustle of the station. 

Sudha broke the ice. 

‘What are your plans now?’ she asked me gathering in her hands the gravel in the sand. 

‘What do you think they are,” I said laughing. A laugh like the last flicker of a lamp. 



‘I have cheated you. But I never thought it would be so unkind.’ 

Stop it, I wanted to shout. 

‘This is his only failing.’ 

I looked into her eyes and found the agony of a mother with a naughty child. 

‘He does not give me room for complaint. Whether it is money or daily needs, my every want is met. 
He takes every care of me.’ 

I wondered what a stupid girl she was. 

‘Really. Even in the matter of love, I have nothing to complain. This is his only weakness.’ 

Isn’t that bad enough, I thought. 

‘Ours is not a love marriage. It was arranged by elders. In a way, it was love at first sight. After he had 
seen me, he refused to consider any other match. He turned down protests from his parents that my 
parents had no means to pay the dowry they demanded and insisted he would marry me.’ 

I have a different view and experience of Raja Rao. How do I interrupt her praising such a person? I 
became a mute listener. 

‘Even if he is occasionally unfaithful, my heart bleeds. I would press him to tell me if he continued to 
love me. He immediately hugs me and assures me ‘even if I have hundred girl friends, I‘ll come back to 
you. Without you, I‘ll go mad.’ He said this not once but hundred times. It is not that I didn’t ask him 
why he should have so many friends if he really loved me.’ 

The same words hovered on the tip of my tongue too. Sudha had asked him what I had wanted to. 
What was his answer? 

‘Yes, we all love our regular meal. It does not mean we do not crave for snacks. Are you not tempted 
when you see new candy? Whatever we eat elsewhere, we still relish our regular meal,’ he said and its 
logic  appealed to me.  But  for  social  opprobrium, there  is  nothing improper or  immoral about it,  I 
thought. I was convinced that he would always love me and never desert me. I have full faith in him,’ 
Sudha said. 

I stopped short of asking her if he would condone her if she did with other men what he did with 
women. 

‘One day I made a scene and asked him ‘what would happen to me if you chased every woman you set 
your eyes upon.’ “You are free to do the same thing,” he said. I detested him. I knew that if both of us 
went our ways, our lives would become public debate. I told myself, ‘Okay, if he cannot control himself, 
let him enjoy.’ Tell me, Ramaa, what else could I do? He also tells me that he does nothing behind my 
back. Is that anything to be proud of?’ 

I looked at Sudha like an ingénue and wondered if what happened last night happened unknown to her. 
It means she had connived at my defilement. ‘Sudha, you might be a loyal wife but you are a devil,’ I 
cursed her. What right had she to play with my life? Not only did she not try to prevent it but failed to 
warn me. What shall I call this? With my mind full of hate, I sat glaring at Sudha. 



‘We should be able to defend ourselves in any event,’ said Sudha delivering a sermon. Overcome with 
anger, I wanted to chew her up. When I realized the meaning of her sermon, I doubted my anger. If he 
had read my inaction as consent, whom should I blame? 

‘When I insisted that you should spend a day with us, I had not planned to ruin your life. I had never 
imagined that he would do this to my childhood friend. No such doubt ever crossed my mind. When I 
saw you, I had not wanted anything except spend time with you, recalling old times. Please excuse me,’ 
Sudha held my hands pleadingly. 

Same old imbecility, I thought. How does a pardon help me? Can I forget the nightmare? What about 
Moorty? 

VI 

The engine let off a sharp whistle, alerting me. My suitcase and handbag in one hand, Sudha held me 
with the other and led me to my bogey which luckily was not very far. Inside, I found two couples, one 
old and another middle-aged. ‘Good for passing time,’ Sudha said. That didn’t appeal to me. I wanted 
solitude to hark back and achieve peace of mind. I was impatient for the train to move and to take me 
to the beach. 

I took in the spectacle of hurrying and anxious passengers looking for their bogies, and the general 
chaos on the platform. Carrying a two-year-old child, a woman came to see the old couple. The boy was 
very cute and his mother pretty and lively. The boy became everybody’s cynosure. Sudha took the boy 
from his mother and gave him a couple of chocolates. How madly she loves children! Married for three 
years, she still had no children. She clutches the illusion of Raja Rao’s love. But it is this illusion that 
keeps her alive. What does she gain by hating and alienating him? The desire for life rules out suicide. 
What can she do but cling to this illusion and sustain life? I pity and despise her at the same time. 

The bell rang. The boy wrenched himself free from Sudha and ran to his mother. 

‘Okay Ramaa. Bye. He hasn’t come. Keep in touch. Don’t think I am dead,’ saying this Sudha choked, 
tears clouding her eyes. I was puzzled that I should be pitying her. 

‘It’s all right. Go home and take care,’ I said. 

The train was moving now. Sudha waved. I caught a glimpse of Raja Rao near the ticket collector’s 
gate. Was he held up? Or, did he deliberately come late? I wanted to kill him. But he was too far away. 
I saw Sudha reach the gate and Raja Rao pass his hand around her waist and usher her out of the 
station.  The train was speeding.  I  felt  a wrench in my heart  and thought that it  stopped at  such 
moments if you were lucky. Miles to go for me. 



‘Are you visiting your in-laws,’ asked the old woman who sat facing me. I hated this direct assault. ‘No,’ 
I said, dismissing her. That failed to douse her interest. 

‘Perhaps to your mother’s place,’ 

‘No,’ I said to tease her. 

‘Studies?’ she asked, not giving up. 

Quite a smart old woman, I mused and said smilingly, ‘Yes.’ 

She looked at  me victoriously and returned to her husband.  The middle-aged couple behaved like 
newly-weds, chattering away. I opened my bag for a book to read but the hand touched something like 
a packet. I opened it and was surprised to see a new sari, a blouse piece and a letter. 

‘Ramaa, I want to tell you many things. I don’t know if I would succeed. Allow me to say this one thing.  
I haven’t planned to cheat you. Yet I am responsible for the wound caused to you. Please excuse me.  
Sudha.’ 

I tore the letter and threw the bits out of the passing train. As the scraps floated in the air, one after 
the other -- Moorty, Amma, Naanna, Akka, Bava, brother, Sekhar -- everyone appeared before me. 
Each had a word to say. ‘What misdeed have you done!’ Amma sobbed inconsolably. 

‘You shouldn’t have been born to me,’ Naanna said contemptuously. ‘Akka, everyone in my school 
knows your story. How can I show my face to my friends?’ grieved brother. ‘You didn’t heed my advice 
not to go out with boys. You should have some sense,’ Akka hectored. ‘You cringed when my hand 
touched yours. See, what happened now,’ Bava twitted. ‘It didn’t hurt me when you jilted me because I 
knew this would happen,’ said Sekhar. ‘Ramaa, you’re mine and will always be mine. You have a pure 
heart. I want you. Come to me,’ Moorty pleaded. He suddenly changed track and said, ‘No, your body is 
defiled. It is not mine. I don’t want it.’ 

My head swirled with an endless train of thoughts struggling to acquire a voice. I opened a book to 
ward off these thoughts hovering like flies on an open wound. I tried to think about exams. That respite 
was short-lived. Loss of desire again. 

Of what use are these exams when I could not succeed in life’s test? Without a lofty education, aren’t 
Amma and Akka leading principled and peaceful lives? What did I do to deserve this agony? Why did 
God create me? 

Suddenly, I remembered the sadhu. How noble is the path he is treading! What a noble deed it is to 
renounce everything and meditate in the presence of God! Attachment, love and desire do nothing but 
debase us. With the bait of pleasure, they deprive us of our peace. From self-denial, they lead us to 
self-aggrandizement. These wants and baits block progress. Instead of surrendering to this tangle of 
desires, it is better to seek a place where we can discard thoughts of self and discover God. Why did it 
not occur to me earlier? I must move away from Amma, Naanna, Akka, brother, aunty, uncle, Moorty, 
Sekhar, Sudha and Raja Rao. Unless I repudiate self I cannot achieve perfect peace. As long as these 



relatives,  friends  and enemies haunt  me,  I  cannot  escape  the embrace  of  self.  I  must  forget  the 
experience of the past. Start a new life sans bonds, attachment and frontiers. I will be rid of all my 
present problems. Studies, love, desire and tradition are no problems at all. 

I breathed with relief that I had chosen a path that would solve my problem. Happy that I did it, I put 
the book back into the bag and began considering the shape I should impart the path. I did not know 
when I nodded off. I woke up to the whistle of the train which now was in Waltair. Before I had really 
solved my dilemmas, I was confronted with the pressures of circumstances. Uncle and aunty came to 
the station and took charge of me and my luggage. My infinite journey stopped there. But that did not 
distract my mind or end my determination. Nor were the avenues closed. I felt I had gained control 
over a wavering mind and resignedly walked out of the station in the company of aunty and uncle. 

VII 

How did these people came to the station, I wondered. 

‘How do you know I was coming today?’ I asked. 

‘We got a telegram from your father this morning,’ uncle said. 

‘This  morning?’  I  asked  him  perplexed.  “I  should  have  been  here  yesterday  but  for  a  break  at 
Rajahmundry.’ Aunty was mildly surprised. 

‘The telegram came today. Since you didn’t turn up yesterday we thought the date was a mistake and 
came to the station today,’ uncle explained. 

On the way home, aunty asked me, ‘Did the engagement take place.’ I said no and both of them gazed 
at me in disbelief. 

‘Why, was there a problem with dowry?’ asked uncle. 

‘Nothing like that. They didn’t even mention it.’ 

‘Then why? Did he change his mind by any chance?’ 

‘No. I turned it down.’ 

They didn’t believe. Aunty repeated the question. I nodded. Silence. 

‘Perhaps, your parents wanted to put it off till your exams are over,’ aunty wrapped the question in the 
form of a suggestion. This time, I was more emphatic and told them that I had refused to consider 
Sekhar as a spouse. 

‘How did your parents respond?’ asked uncle. I told them that Amma had cried briefly and father let off 
steam for a while. 



Obstinacy, they must have thought. Nobody spoke a word till the jutka reached home. That did not 
bother me. 

Reading a newspaper in the arm chair, I heard a knock on the door. Radha barged in when I opened it. 

‘What’s the news,’ she said excitedly. 

‘What news can there be,’ I said and plopped on the floor. 

‘Why did you go home suddenly before the exams? Is everyone okay at home?’ 

Radha smirked and asked, ‘Why did they then call you? A match?’ 

‘Of course.’ I said. 

‘Then why are you so coy about it,’ she said and poked at my cheek. 

I grimaced at that annoying question. 

‘Sorry, it didn’t come off, perhaps,’ Radha commiserated. 

‘No need for any sympathy. I didn’t approve it.’ 

‘Now, I know why you didn’t okay it,’ Radha said with a smile. I thought she did not understand me. 

‘Why are you laughing,’ I asked her sounding innocent. 

‘Do you know Moorty had not taken a single class after you had left? Skipped them on one pretext or 
the other,’ Radha said exuberantly but I didn’t share her enthusiasm. 

‘When I met him yesterday, he asked me when you were coming. He couldn’t hide his glee when I told 
him “in a day or two.” ’ 

These words would have been music to my ears at one time and abashed me. Now, I heard them 
without any emotion or attachment. A feeling of dissociation. I thought Radha had failed to notice this 
change in me. 

‘Come, let’s go to the library,’ Radha insisted. I tried to dodge but Radha wouldn’t listen. I pressed my 
feet into a pair of sandals. 

‘Aunty, we’re going out,’ I called out loudly. She emerged from the kitchen wiping her hands with her 
sari and asked if I wouldn’t change into a new sari. That’s okay, I said. 

‘All right, have coffee at least,’ aunty said lovingly. 

‘Not now, aunty,’ Radha pleaded, stepping out. 

Once inside the library, Radha set about perusing the card index. I set aside any concern for the exams 
and casually hopped from one shelf to the other. No book commended itself to me. My eyes settled on 
some  books  on  philosophy  and  metaphysics.  A  closer  look  took  me  to  books  by  Ramakrishna 
Paramahansa. One book particularly arrested my attention. An anthology of his theses on a variety of 



subjects. Hoping it would quench my thirst for knowledge, I pulled it out and found to my delight a 
Laski book that has not been properly banked. I took it to Radha with great joy. 

‘Where did you find it?’ she asked me, jumping in exhilaration. 

‘In the Philosophy section.’ 

‘I had hidden it there to block its issue and to borrow after I finish Kautilya. I soon lost track of it and 
nearly killed myself searching for it.’ 

‘Don’t do such foolish things,’ I said slapping her on the back. Radha was surprised to see that the book 
was by Ramakrishna. 

‘It’s for my uncle,’ I said trying to pre-empt Radha’s questions. 

Emerging from the library, we met Sumathi and Raghava Rao who invited us to go to the canteen with 
them. I was not in a mood to join them. I am no more the old Ramaa. I am trying to consolidate the 
transformation taking place in me. They have no experience of the sort I had. They haven’t achieved 
realization and they are a younger lot. I have to avoid them to make progress. I firmly told them I had 
a job to do and excused myself. 

VIII 

With my head bent, I was leaving the campus when I heard, ‘Hey, what’s that sprint?’ 

I raised my head and saw Moorty. His face was glowing with the setting sun, plating it with gold. A high 
forehead, a sharp nose, carefully carved cheeks and his good looks radiating wisdom. I gazed at him as 
if he were a stranger. 

‘I am looking for you. Let’s go to the beach. You can feast on my face leisurely there,’ he said holding 
my hand. I cursed myself for forgetting the past in his presence. I was beside him as he headed for the 
beach. 

He asked me all those questions that Radha had flung at me. Why did I go to Hyderabad so abruptly? 
Are my parents okay? I told him about their efforts to marry me off. 

‘Sekhar has a scholarship that takes him to America and my parents want me to marry before he 
leaves for the US,’ I told him. 

Moorty stopped abruptly in his tracks, glaring at me. His breathing was loud enough to be heard, 
showing anxiety about what he would hear next. His passion and love for me weakened my resolve to 
move away from worldly bonds. Though I wanted to embrace him and cry, ‘I am yours, I am yours,’ I 
crushed that surge. 



‘I haven’t okayed the match,’ I told him peering into his eyes. Moorty drew me close to his chest. I slid 
into his arms as his breath enveloped my face. Images of Raja Rao breathing over my face, his prickly 
stubble, the stink of his cigar flitted before me numbing my consciousness. The Ramakrishna book 
dropped from my hands. I slipped out of his embrace. His face showed the hurt. I put Raja Rao’s 
memories behind and smiled. Revived, Moorty walked briskly. Navigation in the sand became hard. I 
plodded by his side. 

We sat facing each other watching the waves as a matter of habit. Moorty moved closer and put his feet 
over mine and poured fistfuls of sand over them. I used to do that earlier. He would say, ‘Each of us 
needs to lend a hand to steer the ship of  life, Ramaa.’  I dropped my hands in my lap as Moorty 
continued to play with sand and enjoy the spectacle of the waves. Now, he had built a tower. 

‘Tell me more about your marriage,’ he said smiling. He now appeared convinced that I was his. What 
would he say if I were to tell him, ‘I have changed my mind and I am nobody’s now?’ His high spirits 
would fizzle like the waves of the sea losing their form. It would bruise his heart. But I have to unveil 
the truth to him. He struggled to give finishing touches to the tower, working on it as softly as they 
were my cheeks. Now, I must open up, I decided. 

‘Moorty, I don’t want to marry. Please forget me,’ I blurted out the words as a passage I had rehearsed 
earlier. 

He withdrew his feet from under the sand tower as though they had touched a live wire. 

The tower collapsed with my feet under its ruins. 

‘Oh, it  has flopped,’  he said trying to sound normal  and gathered sand again to rebuild it.  But  I 
retracted my feet and rested my chin on my knees. 

Darkness devoured dusk. Moorty’s face lost luster. He separated gravel and shells from the sand and 
made  a  heap  of  same-sized  gravel.  Before  Moorty’s  strong  will  that  accepted  only  the  good  and 
discarded the evil, my mind was like a dry leaf that would lose its bearings at the slightest breeze. 
Telling him about Raja Rao would be like throwing a pebble in placid water. It was cruel to agitate his 
mind now. It is better to fell a tree at its trunk than chop off branch by branch. 

‘Why are you spurning marriage, Ramaa? What happened?’ asked Moorty with great feeling. 

‘I just have no desire to marry. That’s all.’ 

‘Look into my face and tell me you don’t want me? Why do you hate me so much? What have I done?’ 
Moorty said shaking me by my shoulders. 

‘It’s not your fault,’ I said calmly. 

‘Why then do you want to be away from me?’ 



‘Not only you. I want to leave this world itself.’ 

‘Why this apathy?’ 

I had no answer. 

‘If you are afraid of your father, I will persuade him, Believe me, you won’t come to any harm. Your life 
shall be a bed of flowers. I will do everything for you. Please, don’t go away from me.’ 

‘No Moorty. It is not because of any objection from my parents or lack of trust in you. I simply have no 
interest in marriage.’ 

‘You want to remain unmarried? How long? And, how?’ 

This question, I thought, was a challenge. It provoked me. 

‘Why shouldn’t  you marry?  Aren’t  you a  woman? Isn’t  it  natural  for  a  young woman to seek the 
company of a man? Have you no such desire? Or, you want to suppress it?’ Moorty said with emotion. 

‘I don’t think conjugal relationship is indispensable. There are many ways to be happy. Not physical 
love alone.’ 

‘In that case, why did you cultivate my friendship and love?’ asked Moorty with a quivering voice. 

He was agitated. Nothing at that time would he consider reasonable. It is better to wait, I thought. 
Shaking the sand off my sari, I said, ‘Come, Moorty, it’s already late now.’ 

He rose and with his right hand on my shoulder said, ‘Silly girl, don’t torment your mind with crazy 
thoughts.’ 

I was perplexed and looked into his eyes. Suddenly, he bent and lurched forward coming close enough 
for my lips to touch his neck as his hand encircled my torso. My heart cried out, ‘I want Moorty.’ It is 
my misfortune that every time Moorty is intimate with me, I get visions of Raja Rao before me. Now I 
am convinced that I cannot marry Moorty and experience love at its pristine best. I must move away 
from him. I have decided not to destroy his life and to root out every trace of my love and weakness for 
him. 

We plodded our way toward the road where I remembered Swamiji’s scheduled speech and wondered if 
I had missed it. 

‘Where are you heading? Moorty asked me. 

‘Ramakrishna Mission,’ I said. 

‘What’s all this faith in him? Is it due to exams?’ he said laughing. 

I tried to go my way but he held my hand and pulled me to the road on the right. 

‘Seeing the grave expression on your face I was afraid you would really enter the Mutth,’ Moorty said 



with the relief of a person who had escaped an accident. He did not leave my hand till my house swung 
into sight. 

IX 

Next morning I left the house with two books in my hand and aunty did not bother to ask me thinking I 
was going to the library. I reached the Mission and even as I was contemplating who I should ask for, 
Swamiji (the sadhu) passed that way. He was happy to see me and invited me into his room. 

‘I am lucky you didn’t go to Calcutta though I am sorry I have missed your lecture,’ I said. 

‘For some reasons, I had to put off my trip to today. I am happy you are here again. How are your 
studies, my child?’ 

‘I want to discuss important things with you, Swamiji. If you are not free, please tell me when I could 
see you again?’ 

‘Go ahead. Tell me whatever you have in mind now itself. Let me know if there is anything I can do for 
you.’ 

I haven’t met such a noble man anywhere, I thought. 

‘I want to follow the path you have chosen, Guruji. I have lost all love for life.’ 

‘What brought this change in you, still so young?’ 

I had no immediate answer to this question. 

‘When man has problems he cannot solve, he remembers God. But God’s silence cannot be understood. 
To  know God,  one must  know himself.  If  you  realize  yourself,  all  the problems haunting you will 
disappear automatically.  Running away from problems is no way to solve them. First,  don’t  create 
problems for yourself. If you solve one, there is another waiting to be solved. All these problems are 
born in your mind. You will have peace of mind when you probe the depths of your consciousness.’ 

His commentary was beyond my comprehension. I didn’t want to conceal my ignorance. 

‘What do you want me to do? I am a prisoner of tormenting memories. What can I do to get out of this 
whirlpool of memories,’ I asked the Swamiji with increasing impatience. 

‘Memories hurt. Memories about the past deny you the present. They deprive the present of its vitality. 
They siphon off all your energies and acquire a life of their own. By focusing on past events, you are 
sacrificing the promise of the present. This renunciation leads to undesirable consequences. They in 
turn become the past. In the end, they vanquish you. They are all products of your mind. Why are you 
unable to recall  some experiences? Lack of interest in them, isn’t it? Some of the events that are 
hurting you are of interest to you. That’s why you want to preserve their memories. To be indifferent to 
them is the best way. When you realize that these memories have no value, they dissipate themselves. 



Gain control over the present. Don’t regret the past and jettison the present. You are young and need 
to gather a lot of knowledge. The cultivated ones do not submit to passing whims and turn away from 
responsibility. When the mind attains peace and traces of self disappear, consider you are closer to 
realization.  Problems will  always  be  there  because  your  mind is  a  factory  of  problems.  You need 
diligence and vigil  to  liberate  your  self  from the mind.  You are  learned.  For  the  present,  give  all 
attention to your studies.’ 

X 

I could not argue with Swamiji because of the devotion he had inspired in me. I told him I would go 
home and seriously go over his advice. I then bowed to him and left. On my way home, near the Caltex 
building I ran into Moorty again, the man I wanted to move away from. I greeted him tentatively. 

‘Where are you coming from in this sun?’ he asked eyeing me with affection. 

‘Ramakrishna Mission.’ 

He frowned. 

‘Something is swirling in your head. I have been watching you since your return from Hyderabad. You 
are behaving strangely. Why don’t you say you don’t love me any more? Tell me you will marry the 
man your parents have chosen for you. Why is this hide and seek?’ Blood rushed into Moorty’s face and 
his voice quivered. 

‘Moorty, your reading is not correct.’ 

‘Then, tell me the truth,’ he prodded. 

‘Okay, I will tell you everything.’ 

We moved to a nearby cashew grove. Searched for a shady tree and sat on the carpet of leaves it had 
shed. He stretched himself on the leafy carpet, resting his head on my books as a pillow. 

Placing my hand on his chest, he said, ‘Come, tell me now.’ 

Bristling, I tried to free my hand but the clasp tightened. 

‘I broke my journey at Rajahmundry for a day,’ I said breaking the silence. 

‘Well, who is there in Rajahmundry? So, you were busy with visits to friends while I pined here for you.’ 

Though he said this light-heartedly, I could not avoid reading in the words an accusation that I had 
surrendered my body to somebody when he was waiting for me with a pure heart. 

‘My friend Sudha lives there. She and her husband came to the station to see some friends off and 
when they saw me, they prevailed upon me to be their guest for a day. 



‘So, you stayed away because they entreated you?’ he said laughing. 

‘Not only that, Sudha’s husband…’ I looked into Moorty’s eyes not knowing how I should continue. 

His eyes looked like those of a deer frozen before a hunter. My hand in them, he tightened his fists. 
Suddenly, some temerity overtook me. 

‘I was sleeping when Sudha’s husband…’ There was a break again as I choked. His grip over my hand 
nearly crushed it. I could not bear to see the fright in his eyes. At last, I squirted out the truth in a 
rush. 

He suddenly let my hand go. It slipped from his chest. I knew it would shake him. It is natural for 
anyone who grew up in a tradition-bound house. I had not imagined that he would bear it. For a long 
time, he remained silent. I sat gazing at the carpet of fallen leaves, waiting for his response. He rose 
slowly and resting his chin on his knuckles, he passed the fingers of his free hand into my hair. 

‘Why did you tell me this, Ramaa,’ he said with pain. I could see the lines on his face. 

‘How can I conceal it, Moorty?’ 

‘How did you imagine I can live with you, bearing such terrible truth in my heart?’ 

Moorty, like everyone else, knew the demands of society. I understood his predicament. 

‘You are mistaken. I am not plotting to bind you down with your love. I am ready to bear the price of 
my weakness. I don’t intend to drag you into this.’ 

‘What is my future now?’ he mumbled. I have no salve for him. The crow on the tree flapped its wings 
and flew away. Some leaves dropped over us noisily. Startled, Moorty opened his eyes and looked at 
me. He took my hands into his and said, ‘Without you, what will become of me?’ His grief reminded me 
of a child. I wished I could secure him in a tight embrace. 

‘I am not going away into wilderness. Nor am I going to kill myself. You will always inhabit my heart. 
My love for you transcends space and time,’ I said. 

My words fell on deaf ears. He shouted passionately, ‘I want you. I want you. Not this way.’ I freed my 
hands from his and wondered how I loved such an innocent and sensitive person. 

‘Let’s go. It is getting late for me,’ I said picking up my books. We walked up to the road from the 
cashew grove. Before he could say anything, I said, ‘Okay Moorty, I have to go now. I know I have no 
right to ask you to excuse me. Yet, here I am seeking your pardon.’ Without looking back, I headed 
home. The heat outside and the agony inside made me miserable. However much I wanted to ignore it, 
Moorty’s behavior hurt me. I felt I had sunk into an abyss. I felt helpless and lifeless. Mechanically, I 
reached home. 

XI 



‘You don’t look well,’ said aunty when she saw me. I threw the book on the table and my body on the 
bed. 

‘Maybe, it is the sun. Get up, wash your face and feet and have something to eat,’ aunty said. 

I didn’t say anything but stared at the ceiling, brooding. 

I  knew that Moorty would hate me on hearing my account.  I  was ready too mentally to face the 
aftermath. Yet, when it happened it hurt me deeply. Could it be because I had still faintly hoped he 
would marry me? Couldn’t I notice such a hope building its nest in me? Or, did I cling to some illusion? 
Why should his rejection hurt me? I meant every word I had told him. It is foolish to rue that Moorty’s 
response was not as I had expected. The pain in my heart is due to exaggerated ego. I get peace of 
mind only when I conquer this ego. I have now understood myself and am at peace with myself. The 
man in the cause of whose love I had invited all this suffering does not need me any more. This has 
taken the weight off my chest. There is no more room for self-delusion or deceit. There are no hurdles 
in the path I have chosen. I must now begin my journey. I must. 

I had coffee in the evening and set out for the railway station with whatever clothes I was wearing. I 
would meet the Swamiji and travel to Calcutta with him with or without his consent. I told aunty I was 
going to the library, considering this a trivial lie when one was snapping the last bond. 

Two buses went past without stopping to pick up passengers. I saw Rammoorty coming in my direction? 
How to dodge him now? A compulsive chatter box. Hope he wouldn’t come my way. 

‘Why are you standing in the sun, my child? Where are you going?’ he said. 

‘Station,’ I sad boldly. 

‘Is anyone coming?’ 

‘Yes,’ I said without fumbling. 

Luck favoring me, a town-bound bus entered the bay. Rammoorty clambered into it and before settling 
down looked at me, his face clearly indicating the pain that he hadn’t bored me enough. What is one 
man’s poison is another man’s meat, I thought. That is the way the world is. I am now happy that I am 
stepping into a world free of conflict and selfishness. My bus came. 

XII 

The train was already on the platform. I bought a ticket and was hurrying to reach my bogey at the 
same time looking into each compartment for Swamiji. Instead I saw the smile of a person familiar to 
me. On a closer look, it turned out to be Sekhar. He spoke to me before I could recover from surprise. 



‘Hello. I never thought I would be so fortunate. I mean this unexpected reception,’ he said. 

I smiled at him as a token of respect. As he was busy unloading his luggage, my eyes searched for 
Swamiji. It embarrassed me to be doing that when Sekhar was in my presence. I felt uncomfortable 
telling Sekhar I was going to Calcutta to renounce worldly life. 

‘Let’s go,’ he suggested. 

I was not sure if it was an auspicious moment to go to Calcutta. There is always a hurdle. At this rate 
when would I succeed? But it is not wise to retreat after having traveled so far. He would certainly 
understand if I tell him the truth. 

‘Are you expecting anyone? But, why are you here?’ he said. 

‘I am planning to go to Calcutta,’ I told him. He was not upset nor did he suffocate me with questions. 

‘Really. Where is your luggage? Why have you come alone? Are your uncle and aunty okay?’ 

I had to tell him the truth. 

‘I am joining the Ramakrishna Mission. I want to lead a different life,’ I said. 

‘Do your people know this?’ 

‘No. They would try to dissuade me.’ 

‘How are you sure I will not do that?’ he said smiling. 

‘I don’t think you are an impulsive person. I am convinced you will understand me and encourage me,’ 
I said trying to pre-empt him. 

‘I am happy you think so. But one plea.’ 

I looked at him puzzled. 

‘You must let me talk to you first,’ he said and looked at his watch and said, ‘The train will stop here for 
a while.’ 

‘Okay,’ I said. I knew, like Swamiji, he was a balanced and rational person. I was anxious to listen to 
what he had to say. He led me into the railway restaurant where we found two chairs in a corner and 
sat after he had called for coffee. A few chairs away, I found Chodhury sitting at one of the tables. He 
smiled. I acknowledged. Sekhar looked at me quizzically. ‘My class fellow.’ I said. 

‘When are the exams? How prepared are you?’ I understood the meaning of the question Sekhar had 
asked even after I had told him of my plans. I am not a child to be charmed by small talk. 

Coffee came. Sekhar flicked the cigarette stub into the ash tray and pushed the coffee cup toward me. 

‘This is my train,’ I told him to disabuse his mind of any illusion that he could stop me by engaging me 



till the train left. 

‘Certainly. I will see you will travel by this train only,’ he said as though he had read my mind. 

I thought I had given myself away. But why should he come to Waltair at this time? 

‘Are you here on any business? You didn’t tell me you had plans to come here so early when we had 
met before my departure,’ I asked him lobbing the ball into his court. My idea was to talk the time out 
and get into the train. I knew he was not bold enough to press me to cancel my journey. This thought 
brought me some solace. 

‘I traveled so I could talk to you,’ he said. I looked into his eyes for any trace of mischief. 

‘Did you dream I was leaving?’ I asked. 

‘This is not a joke. I couldn’t talk to you that day because you came late to the station. I called at your 
place to look you up. Your mother told me you had gone out shopping with friends. I had no dream 
dream as you had imagined. But some voice inside prodded me to travel to Waltair. I have now come 
on leave,’ he said. 

I feared that he would begin from the beginning and remembered God and looked at my watch. He rose 
from his chair, imparting me a sense of relief. That was not to be, however. He guided me toward the 
waiting room instead of my bogey. There were too many people there. 

‘This is not a good place. Let us go elsewhere,’ he said and took me to the far end of the platform. He 
sat me on his suitcase and sat himself on his bedding. He took out a match box and cigarette pack from 
his trouser pocket and lit a cigarette. The stub burnt leisurely helping me to watch the progress of its 
spiraling smoke. I felt his eyes on me. I diverted my gaze from the smoke and rested it on Sekhar. He 
continued to look into my eyes. 

He resumed. ‘So, you have lost all interest in life.’ 

I didn’t reply because it sounded less like a question. 

‘May I know what pushed you into this decision?’ 

Again, I stayed silent, not knowing what to say and how much. 

‘You don’t seem to trust me yet. Okay, forget I am here and relate it as you deliver a soliloquy. I’ll try 
my best to understand you. This is all I wish you to tell me,’ he said and took out another cigarette. 

It was my turn now. 

‘Moorty is a lecturer in the university. We were in love with each other. We had decided to marry. That 
is why I could not accept your proposal.  That upset Amma and Naanna. When I was returning to 
Waltair, my friend Sudha met me at Rajahmundry station and persuaded me to stop and stay with her 
for a day. That night, her husband took me when I was asleep. I didn’t want to conceal this and sully 
my relationship with Moorty. It would be self-deception and betrayal of Moorty. First, I thought I should 



not reveal to him what had happened but after a lot of churning inside, I had decided to tell him about 
my desire to join the Ramakrishna Mission, a better alternative to cheating Moorty or persuading him to 
marry me. He pressed me to tell him why I had decided against marrying. I told him about the night at 
Sudha’s place. He reacted like a rat trying to get out of water-filled tub. His weakness increased my 
desire to renounce.’ 

Sekhar took a last pull before stamping out the stub. Peering into my eyes steadily, he said, ‘But why 
should you take to the path of renunciation. The alternative to marriage is not renunciation.’ 

Without allowing me to interrupt, he continued, ‘You have used big words like purity of the body and 
self-delusion. Does physical restraint mean purity? What about the mind? Can you keep it pure? Can 
you ensure purity of thought? Can a bachelor stop thinking that he is celibate? A beautiful woman might 
tempt him. Through rigorous practice, he might attain control  over his body. But so long as he is 
conscious that he is a bachelor, he is anything but pure. That consciousness is an adjunct of physical 
restraint. A woman’s fidelity is not a thing to be cultivated. You may take up robes now. But what made 
you renounce in the first place is always a part of your consciousness. That consciousness renders 
renunciation meaningless.’ 

‘You despise Raja Rao’s assault. That is because it is against social norms and because you love Moorty. 
Imagine you are driving a car according to traffic rules. Yet a car from the opposite direction rams into 
your vehicle, damaging it. You don’t feel guilty because you have respected road discipline. You will get 
your car repaired or buy a new car. But you do not stop driving.’ 

‘What are you aiming at?’ I asked him. 

‘Ramaa.’ 

I was dismayed. This was the first time he addressed me so intimately. 

‘I have a lot of respect and affection for you because you are intelligent. You are capable of pursuing 
your research and come up in life. I cannot see you squandering your talent in this way. Come to 
Hyderabad after your exams. I will strive to get you an American scholarship. If we are supportive of 
each other, nothing can stop us from pursuing scientific research. I need you. There is no dearth of 
women who are ready to be my life partner. But a woman of your intelligence is rare. I have waited for 
you for that reason,’ Sekhar said with some passion. 

‘What about the Rajahmundry experience?’ I asked him. 

‘Such childish thoughts never enter my mind.’ 

‘So, you do not consider morality and ethics important?’ 

‘That is not true. But I am not crazy about women. So, there was never an occasion to stray from the 
moral path. If somebody does, I am not the person who would insist that he go through the ordeal of 
fire. My thinking and vision belong to a different plane.’ 

‘But I have never loved you.’ 

‘Did I ever tell you I am in love with you? What happens at first sight is not love. Friendship born of 
superficial familiarity is not love. It is either desire or attraction. Blood relationship or living together 
generates love.  Didn’t  our parents  love each other though their  marriages were arranged by their 
parents? Love is what came out of their 30 years of partnership. Their petty quarrels did not affect their 



love. That love survives all the vicissitudes of life. If your choice of a companion is not hasty, love 
emerges naturally from such companionship. I do not regret I have waited for you.’ 

This is the sentiment I looked for in Moorty. That he would accept me as an individual and respect me 
as a companion. Love has blurred my vision and wisdom. Sekhar’s words have cleared the mist helping 
me recognize a person who values me as a companion. 

I heard the whistle of the engine. I didn’t budge. Reminding me once more, the train started. I didn’t 
move. It passed by me. 
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Glossary (in order of appearance): 

Amma: Mother 

Naanna: Father 

Akka: Elder sister 

Lone Brahmin: considered an inauspicious omen 

Lassi: Buttermilk, a common beverage in India 

Mutth: Ashram or monastery 

Jutka: A horse buggy 

Dhoti: A sarong like wrap used by men 

Khadi kurta: Handspun cotton shirt 

Planks: Ornate wooden seats an inch high off the ground, often with sliver or gold inlay, used for sitting 
on while eating from a plate on the floor. 

Mogali: An aloe-like plant with fragrant flowers said to attract snakes 

Pogada: Tree with small white fragrant flowers 

Shehnai: Clarinet like instrument 



Mamayya: Maternal uncle 

Pandal: A tent and dais erected for ceremonial purposes 

Conjeevaram: Famous silk sarees resplendent with gold thread embroidery (zari) from Kancheepuram 
in Tamil Nadu 

Kanakaambaram and maruvam: Small orange flowers and rosemary-like herb used in floral garlands 

Baava: Brother-in-law (sister’s husband) 

Upma: A spicy breakfast dish made with semolina, vegetables and seasoning 
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