An Underhand Affair

written by

Ranjit B Rai
In memory of my parents who lived through World War
II and partition, and with thanks to my family and
friends for their support, and the fine secular Indian
Navy I had the privilege to serve, that made this possible.

© Ranjit Bhawnani Rai
An Underhand Affair
1st Edition
All rights reserved
Publication Date: March 2019
Price: Rs 250 | $ 10.00
ISBN: 978-93-88644-16-7
Published by:
Adhyyan Books
Office No. 637, Opposite Vivanta by Taj,
DDA SFS. Pocket-1, Dwarka,
Sec-22, New Delhi-110077, India
Website:http://adhyyanbooks.com
Email:contact@adhyyanbooks.com
Distributor:varietybookdepot@gmail.com New Delhi
Sketches-Jaspreet. Mariyappa Martin and Miscellaneous
Every effort has been made to avoid errors or omissions in this publication. In
spite of this, errors may creep in. Any mistake, error or discrepancy noted may be
brought to our notice which shall be taken care of in the next edition. It is notified
that neither the publisher nor the author or seller will be taken responsible for
any damage or loss of action to any one, of any kind, in any manner, there from.
It is suggested that to avoid any doubt the reader should cross-check all the facts,
law and contents of the publication with original Government publication or
notifications.
No part of this book may be reproduced or copied in any form or by any means
[graphic, electronic or mechanical, including photocopying, recording, taping, or
information retrieval systems] or reproduced on any disc tape, perforated media
or other information storage device, etc., without the written permission of the
author. Breach of this condition is liable for legal action.
For binding mistake, misprints or for missing pages, etc., the publisher’s liability
is limited to replacement within one month of purchase by similar edition. All
expenses in this connection are to be borne by the purchaser.
All disputes are subject to Delhi jurisdiction only.

NAVAL SPY UNNI WOOS DALIT NURSE NIRMALA
Ranjit B Rai
My Birth as a Dalit is My Fatal Accident-This is My Song
India which is ancient, is rich and endowed with great antiquity----Here the Kshatriya Emperor
Ashoka waged ruthless battles, and unified Bharat,
His advisers were the Brahmins versed in the
Upanishads and the Vedas
These Chanakya Brahmins lorded over all,
for they knew Pali and Sanskrit.
In AD-Hindu Dharma, a way of life, was threatened by
Jainism, and then Buddhism
Pandits converted Hinduism into a religion and
stratified society into castes,
Muslims came from the land of Chengiz Khan,
to rule India for 700 years
The British followed as traders from the seas,
and ruled Hindustan for 300 years.
My name is Nirmala, an unfortunate Dalit Girl
born in British ruled India
And I lived in pre-Independence India
where the evils of caste, raged rampant,
Dalits are the downtrodden, lower than
the lowest, called the untouchables
They are the poor manual scavengers
who served the upper castes and classes.
My mother was the hapless ‘ayah’ in a
Muslim Nawab’s household
Apart from my mother and another Dalit
scavenger, most employees were Muslims,
My father worked as a drunken coolie at the
local Faridabad railway station
The family just eked out a living, I walked
daily to a Catholic school far away.
I am pretty and oozed sex appeal, the
Muslims wickedly remarked!
No wonder I was violently raped by the
Nawab’s driver and his friend,
Having done me, they threw money at me
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and called me a Randi (prostitute)
I dared not report it, so I bore the scars
silently and as bravely as I could.
I experienced what depression is; no one,
not even the Jyotish could cure me,
The kind Catholic nuns took me in, so
I could abort the child I began to carry,
And sent me to a far-away Catholic school to study and be cared for,
The call of Independence rent the air, led by a loin-clothed leader
called Gandhiji.
Fired by nationalism I got entangled in
a movement called ‘Quit India’ in 1942
Hoping, the terrible caste system which
Bapuji promised, he will unshackle,
With other women, the British jailed me
for rioting---we refused to apologise
But the kind and educated British jailor cared for us,
and enlightened our lives.
On release, I had nowhere to go, my mother
had gone to what was to become Pakistan
My British benefactor helped me enroll as a
nurse in Delhi’s Lady Hardinge,
I worked to become the loveless lonely
head nurse living in the hospital hostel
But I was a Dalit with a scarred life, and love,
happiness and marriage evaded me.
Unni Nair who had served in the Navy and
London came a calling
It was love at first sight, our ages were irrelevant,
life became worth living,
Marriage followed in Surajkund,
in Shakuntala-style, when we merely
Exchanged garlands and committed to love each other.
This was what I had dreamt of.
My life was no more scarred,
Unni’s too blossomed, he said with a doff
In love I was, lucky,
My name is Nirmala,
This is our story, of Nirmala the raped Dalit and
the Naval Spy Unni Nair.
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in his mind to write. It’s hard work, but the sense of achievement
on its completion is like giving birth. The new-born, whether
beautiful or ugly in the eyes of the reader, will always be the
author’s love.”
One evening studying in St Columba’s School, my father said,
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writers like Prem Bhatia, Shankar, Mulgaokar and others, to
discuss affairs of state. After two rationed rounds of Patiala pegs
of Scotch strictly till 8 pm, as he retired early to hear BBC news
and a lemonade for me, my father asked, “Hey Khush, how is my
book?” Pat came the retort, “Ram, your book is shit”, and in his
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I have not forgotten those words or my father’s dejected look.
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I thank my wife Praveena, who I courted in Cochin, for her
contribution, and my grandsons Raghav, Arjun and Siddhant
who demanded I tell them a bedtime anecdote about Unni Nair
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5 post cards
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Khushwant Singh
49-E Sujan Singh Park,
New Delhi
Date 12 December 1986
Dear Commodore Rai,
Thanks for your book. Since I can’t tell the difference between a
dredger and a dreadnought, I don’t know if the finer points of naval
warfare will register on my ageing brain. However, I promise to try my
best.
I will be away from Delhi till the end of the month. Look forward
to meeting you in January 87.
Yours (signed) KushwantSingh
Date 26 April 88
Dear Ranjit,
A million thanks. I wish some of what you have fantasized (sic)
on my behalf had happened in Washington. And now I am at the very
mercy of medicine man trying to patch up a fast disintegrating body.
I have been promised total recovery in 15 days. Thereafter you are
welcome to drop in for a booze.
Yours (signed) Kushwant Singh
Date 20-3-90
Dear Ranjit,
Good show. My favourite anecdote (true) about the sari is where
I was approached by Mr. Kenyon the famous undertaker to teach him
how it was draped (he had to do so round the body of the Rani of
Mandi who had died the day before). I replied “Mr. Kenyon, I have
some experience of taking them off but none of putting them on”. He
reported me to Krishna Menon.
Keep it up. But too much itching the predicament can result in
piles.
Your (signed) Khushwant Singh
Date 31 Jan 91
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Dear Captain Rai,
The Satanic Verses have been over written in the Indian Press—
and the issue has lost readership interest. Besides most editors do not
like articles being sent to them indirectly but by the author himself.
Your (signed) Khushwant Singh
Date 17 April 2008
Dear Ranjit,
Thanks. I am now too old (98+) to enjoy even my own bawdy jokes.
But I am compiling them for posterity. I will remain the dirty old Sardar
of Delhi even after I am gone.
Love, (signed) Khushwant Singh.
Khushwant Singh a lawyer, diplomat and editor was educated in
Modern School Delhi and studied at St Stephens College and King’s College
in London. He passed away on 20th March, 2014 at the age of 99, and is
acclaimed as one of India’s best known writer and columnist with many books
to his credit on Sikh History, Partition and the novel titled Delhi is a superb
read about the city, its history and sights, its politics and how it ticks and his
imagined friendship with a prostitute Bhagmati who came into his life. His
father was Sir Sobha Singh OBE a prominent wealthy contractor builder of
Lutyens’ Delhi. When this author carried an invitation to his office in Victoria
Terminus in Bombay when he was the Editor of Illustrated Weekly given by
Captain DS Paintal to attend the commissioning ceremony of the lead ship of
her class of Leander frigates INS Nilgiri on 3 June 1972 by Prime Minister
Indira Gandhi, he regretted and said as the dress code was lounge suit that he
never wore, he would not do so even for Mrs Gandhi !
He was awarded the Padma Bhushan in 1974 and was a Member of
the Rajya Sabha from 1980 to 1986 and returned the award in 1984 when
the Indian Army stormed the Golden Temple in Amritsar. Khushwant Singh
prepared an epitaph for himself. Such was the man!
Here lies one who spared neither man nor God;
Waste not your tears on him, he was a sod;
Writing nasty things he regarded as great fun;
Thank the Lord he is dead, this son of a gun.
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Chapter 1
Nirmala’s Youth In Pre-Partitioned India -Hindustan
NIRMALA, meaning ‘pure and courageous’,
who had entered her teens in the 1930s was a
beautiful girl born to Dalit parents Sumitrabai
and Raju. The untouchable community called
Dalits are the lowest of the four castes in
Hinduism, employed for cleaning toilets and
clearing night soil. Nirmala was a student in St
Mary’s school, Faridabad, on aid provided by
the Muslim Waqf. Hers was a special case for a
Nirmala
Hindu student; being educated from a donation
made by the rich Junagadh principality to the Waqf, a trust set up
for the benefit of the Muslim community.
The British set up missionary schools all over India following
the English curriculum. The nuns were fond of Nirmala and
showered her with clothes that her family could not afford and
awarded her a scholarship for excelling in her studies in the last
few years in school. Her father worked both as a jamadar (toilet
cleaner) and a coolie (porter) at the nearby Faridabad Railway
station where trains halted on the way to Delhi.
Nirmala was like a champa (frangipani), the evocative
tropical flower with a sweet romantic fragrance. She was like a
gazelle, both beautiful and innocent. Her almond shaped eyes cast
inviting looks around, oblivious of the attraction of her ‘oomph’
and well-developed breasts tied tightly across her upper torso, for
she was embarrassed at these twin assets being far too big for her
age. Other girls allowed their small breasts to hang loosely under
kurtas or blouses covered by a dupatta (a long flowing scarf). Bras
and panties were unknown to these young girls, and only the rich
got them from Marks & Spencers in England.
Ever since her paternal grandmother Mayawatibai passed
away, Nirmala had become a little mother to her two younger
siblings Radhi aged five, and Chottu (a common nickname for
the younger or smaller child) aged two. Nirmala missed her
grandma, who had made her laugh, and told her stories from the
Mahabharata and the Ramayana.
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All Hindu children are told stories from these two epics from
an early age by their elders. Written before the birth of Christ, the
Mahabharata, longer than the Iliad, is a tale of a war over property
between two factions of a family (the verses of the Bhagwad Gita
contained therein is replete with philosophic lessons on life and
duty). The Ramayana is a story of the victory of the good forces
over the evil. The epics have influenced and guided people’s lives
through generations, and in some cases, India’s politicians and
their machinations as well. Research shows that despite lacking
formal education, the Mahabharata and Ramayana, taught at
an early age to children in villages, develops their minds and
intelligence quotient (IQ).
Grandma Mayawatibai discouraged Nirmala from reading the
Vedas, as she believed they were about rituals, reserved for the
upper castes and to be recited by Brahmin priests. She would say,
“remember we are born low-caste Dalits. That is our station in
life, but you must study hard in the Convent and break the curse.
We Dalits live in a glaringly unequal society of rigid hierarchies.”
Nirmala’s grandfather Gangadev was frail. He had retired as
a postman and sweeper in the local British Post Office. Nirmala
fondly called him Babaji. He loved his eldest granddaughter.
He showed her the map of India that the British postmaster had
given him, and she would listen intently to his stories about his
many mile-long walks in hot and cold weather to deliver letters to
remote villages.
After Gangadev’s wife Mayawatibai died, Babaji used to
help Nirmala with the household chores. Her overweight, and
overworked mother Sumitra, scolded her constantly. Sumitra’s
frustration arose from having to cope with her no-good husband
Raju, who spent his days at the railway station and demanded
sex everytime he came back inebriated on his day off, insistent
on getting his gratification, even when she was tired. Sumitrabai
was obliged to comply, in order to make him part with some of his
earnings. She had lost two babies at childbirth, the qualification of
the midwives being questionable. It was rumored that Raju had a
woman in one of the huts near the station.
Sumitra worked as a jamadarni cleaning toilets and helping in
the household of the local Muslim landlord, the generous Anwar
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Jahangir Jan Saheb who owned a Haveli-a building wherein the
hava (wind) was channelised to optimize the cooling effect.
This technique was later used by the British architect Sir Edwin
Landseer Lutyens who, in the early 20th century, planned the new
Capital city of Delhi and built the Vice Regal Lodge (Rashtrapathi
Bhawan), the India Gate and many of the bungalows on two acre
plots South of the Vice Regal Lodge for Government officials and
on one acre plots to the North, along with Sir Herbert Baker who
built the Parliament House and the imposing red sandstone North
and South Block Secretariat buildings.
Anwar Jahangir was the son of the step-brother of the wealthy
Nawab Mahabat Khanji of Junagadh. The Nawab had bought
large tracts of agricultural lands near Khandvli village (earlier
Dujana) on the outskirts of Faridabad, a predominantly Muslim
neighborhood near Delhi and installed Jahangir Jan as his agent.
The Muslims harassed the Hindus, and in particular, the Dalits.
After the Nizam of Hyderabad, Osman Ali Khan of the Asif
Jahn dynasty, the Nawab Khanji of Junagadh was the wealthiest
Muslim ruler under the British. He was responsible for the
collection of taxes in Kutchh and the bustling port of Surat on the
Arabian Sea, and for the exports and imports via Bikaner, a major
halt for caravans in the desert of Rajasthan. Khanji of Junagadh
was known for his love for dogs and was fond of lavish cuisine,
serving delicious biryanis – the aromatic Basmati rice cooked
together with a complex blend of spices and saffron, along with
Mughlai curries. Biryani is derived from the Persian words birian,
meaning ‘fried before cooking’ and birinj - rice.
Jahangir Jan’s parish near Faridabad was referred to as Chotta
(small) Junagadh and people called him Nawab Jahangir Saheb.
A Sindhi accountant Mangharam Shivdas from Junagadh would
pay regular visits here, armed with his account books which the
British Agent counter-checked, to collect His Majesty’s share of
revenue. Sindhis who hailed from Sindh now in Pakistan, had
learned to read and write in Arabic, and excelled as civil servants.
Persians called them the ‘Amils’, meaning administrators, derived
from the Persian word ‘amal’.
Nirmala was acutely aware that the hapless Dalit community
that she was born into ranked as the lowest caste. At the top were
3

the Brahmins, who, well-versed in Sanskrit and the ancient texts,
served as the priests, recited prayers and administered temples.
In ancient times, young and beautiful women called Dasis,
dedicated themselves to the service of the temple, and danced and
sang bhajans (devotional songs) in praise of the Lord. With these
talents and the sensuous skills of courtesans, they attracted men to
the temples, whilst also satisfying the carnal needs of the priests.
Nirmala had turned down an offer to become a Dasi.
Brahmins were the counselors to the second caste, the
Khatriyas, the ruling warrior class. On the third rung were the
Vaishyas who were engaged in business and money-lending. They
were known as Banias in the North and Chettiyars in the south.
The British were known to take loans from them to maintain their
horses and were often unable to repay the loan. An example is
seen in a letter to Lt Winston L S Churchill that hangs in the foyer
of the Bangalore Club reminding him of the unpaid sum of Rupees
Thirteen.
Shudras were the fourth caste in the hierarchy, comprising the
cobblers, barbers, iron mongers, butchers and chamars (tanners),
and also included Dalits who cleaned toilets and cleared the
excreta. Mazhabi Sikhs, hailing from Punjab, were also members
of the untouchable caste, who rejected Hinduism in favour of
the Sikh Faith. The word Mazhabi is derived from the Urdu term
mazhab (sect), translated as the faithful. The Nairs in the South
were low caste, but with the British and foreign influence and
education, the distinction was removed.
The caste system of India was rigid and overlooked talent, and
society was divided by occupation, religion, and diverse linguistic
lines. If a Dalit entered a Brahmin’s kitchen a Shuddhikaran
(purification) would be done, to cleanse the kitchen with Ganga
jal (water from the holy river Ganga).This would be followed
with the recitation of the powerful Gayatri mantra inviting solar
energy, and a prayer to the Goddess of Wisdom Saraswati by
chanting the 24 ‘Beejaksharas’ (seed letters with infinite power).
It is believed that the repetitive reciting of mantras in Sanskrit has
a curative effect and wards off the evil Asuras (demons). Despite
advances in science and technology, the ancient Hindu traditions
and practices, devoid of proper understanding and knowledge,
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reason or logic, continue to survive in India. Indians are known to
be emotional, often letting their hearts rule their minds.
Nirmala’s little brother Chottu was yet to be named. The
Hindus follow the custom of choosing a name corresponding to
the position of the stars, planets and constellations at the exact
time of birth, the details of which are laid out in nine quadrants
(grahas or houses) on a paper chart called the Janam-Patri
(horoscope), prepared by the learned Brahmins, who claimed they
could foretell the future. For example the Hindus believe that
when the planet Shanni (Saturn) or the node Rahu (Dragon head)
are in the upper quadrants of the Janam Patri, there would be a
period of misfortune and bad luck till Saturn moves away. When
Mangal (Mars), Varun (Neptune) and Yam (Pluto) are neutral and
with Budh (Mercury), they bring a period of enlightenment. When
Sukhra (Venus) or morning and evening stars are in the upper
quadrants, a period of good luck is predicted. Other important
celestial bodies are the node Ketu (Dragon tail) and Brahashpati
or Guru (Jupiter), which bring good luck.
However, Dalits believe even attaining the power and velocity
of Jupiter will not raise their status. Muslims do not believe in
Janam Patris and only in the Almighty, that life is the Will of
God and their invocation ‘Allah be Praised’, is recited on every
occasion. They call non Muslims, Kafirs (non-believers). The
Hadith version of the Koran demands a Kafir be made to convert,
even by violent means, called Jehad.
Aside from the religious differences, there was co-existence in
those times between Hindus and Muslims. Nirmala would spend
evenings in the Zanana Kamras (women’s quarters) of the Haveli
with Muslim girls. A bearded religious teacher Moulvi Saheb
would teach the girls Urdu from Alaf Be Te (a b c etc of Urdu)
scripted right to left like calligraphy, and discuss the teachings of
the Koran. Nirmala learnt Urdu and borrowed Urdu books to read.
She celebrated the festivals of Eid-Ul-Fitr and Eid-Ul-Adha with
the other girls. Eid-Ul-Fitr marks the end of Ramadan (a month
of fasting), when Muslims give Zazat (charity), and is celebrated
with joyous biryani feasts.
Sumitrabai lived with her family in a small outhouse of the
Nawab’s Haveli, and was ‘on call’ for Begum Mumtaz, the Nawab’s
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second young wife, who had given birth to a bonny baby boy
Habib Auranzeb ten months after the Nawab Jahangir had married
her. Mumtaz was the beautiful daughter of Jahangir’s cousin.
They were married in a grand Nikkah ceremony in Junagadh. She
hailed from the Gir forest area that was under her uncle Mahabat
Ali of Junagadh, who settled a Meher (alimony compensation) of
one thousand rupees, a princely sum at that time, in the event of
Jahangir divorcing her. As per some Muslim laws, divorce was
enacted by uttering the word Talaq thrice in front of a Qazi (Muslim
priest) and witnesses. The Muslim Board followed talaq-e-bidat
requiring a period of three months of separation for reconciliation
before divorce. Talaq, is a capricious license enjoyed by Muslim
men which brought in the fear of a loss of security, untold misery
and financial hardship to most women. They lived life devoid of
romance, and many were mere sex slaves, as Muslims by Islamic
tradition are also permitted multiple wives.
The British overlooked most religious practices including
child marriage, as long as their rule was not hampered. Sati,
however, an obsolete custom where a widow dresses up in all her
finery and immolates herself on her husband’s pyre, taking her
own life after her husband’s death was outlawed. Jauhar too was
out-lawed, after Indian social reformers like Raja Ram Mohun Roy
created awareness among the Hindus. Jauhar is a joint immolation
of all the ladies of the household–generally done on hearing that
their men had been defeated in battle, preferring to die, rather than
be raped or abducted by the conquerors, mostly Muslim invaders.
There were differences between the Hindu and Muslim
approaches to sex. Many of the Muslim male’s penises were
circumcised at birth to make them more virile, and many
Muslim girl children had their vaginas sliced to give men more
pleasure, and were tutored to satisfy their husband’s desire lest he
contemplate Talaq. Hindus in villages looked at sex primarily as a
means of procreation to produce sons to help till the soil and girl
infanticide was practiced.
Girls married young, and fourteen-year-old Mohandas
Karamchand Gandhi (1869-48) was married to Kasturbai
Makhanji Kapadia, who was the same age. Gandhiji said, “As we
didn’t know much about marriage, for us it meant only wearing
new clothes, eating sweets and playing with relatives.” Gandhi
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believed in non violence and his famous quote
was, ‘where there is love there is life and in a
gentle way, you can shake the world’, which
paved the way to India’s non-violent strategy,
Ahimsa, to fight for Independence from the
British. That was the India where Nirmala
was growing up. Later in life, Gandhij became
a celibate. In 1948 he was assasinated by a
Hindu extremist Nathuram Godse, who felt that
Gandhiji was partial to the Muslim brotherhood and soft towards
Pakistan demanding their dues when they were trying to militarily
usurp Kashmir, which had acceded to India.

Chapter 2
Nawab Jahangir’s Family And His Haveli Near Faridabad
Nawab Jahangir Jan’s first wife Begum
Anarkali was unable to conceive, despite taking
potions, and visiting and offering prayers to the
Muslim Sufi spiritual mystics. It was believed
they had powers to grant wishes and were
revered by people of all religions. The great
Mughal Emperor Akbar (1542–1605), seeking
the blessings of Salim Chisti, a Sufi saint, was
Nawab Jan
blessed with three sons, the eldest Jehangir,
born of his Hindu wife Jodhabai, a Kachchwa princess from the
kingdom of Jaipur. At the time Sufi Salim Chisti was in Sikri, a
small village, and Akbar built the planned city of Fatehpur Sikri
in thanksgiving to him. It was abandoned 14 years later and Akbar
shifted back to Agra, world-renowned for the Taj Mahal, the
tomb his grandson Shahjehan built to immortalize his love for his
beloved wife Mumtaz Mahal.
The village of Khandvli celebrated the birth of Nawab Jan’s
son Habib Aurangzeb with gaiety. Sweet Muslim delicacies like
sheviyas (sweet vermicelli), barfis (sweet milk cakes) covered
with barq (edible silver foil) and jalebis (deep-fried cobwebshaped flour preparations soaked in a thick sugar syrup) were
prepared in the Nawab’s kitchen, and distributed after the ritual.
7

Friday Namaz prayers at the two local Shia and Sunni Mosques
called Masjid’s and their attached Madrasas (Muslim schools
with emphasis on teaching of the Koran and Islamic religion), as
well as at the gates of the Shiv and Vishnu temples. There was
harmony, born of respect for each other’s customs and religious
beliefs. Muslims wished and joined Hindus on Deepavali, the
festival of lights, to celebrate the victory of good over evil with
firecrackers and lighted lamps to welcome Lord Rama and Sita on
their return from their thirteen year exile. Deepavali also marks the
beginning of the financial year for the Hindu business community
who close their accounts with a puja (prayer ceremony). Muslims
and Hindus played Holi (heralding the advent of spring) together
by spraying coloured powder and water on each other. Hindus
freely went to Muslim homes to offer Eid greetings and partake
of biryani feasts. Though beliefs were different in Hindustan, the
British ensured that harmony prevailed.
In a thanksgiving pilgrimage for the birth of their son, Nawab
Jahangir of Chotta Junagadh and his bride Begum Mumtaz, went
to the tomb of Sufi Khwaja Moinuddin Chisti in Ajmer. The roads
were marked with the Kos Minars erected by the Mughals (a kos
being approximately 2 miles). The distance of 75 kos from Jaipur,
where they stayed in the Amber fort, was covered mostly on foot
by the Nawab, whilst his Begum traveled by one of the Maharaja
of Jaipur’s many cars, and camped every night enroute.
Nawab Jan donated a large sum to the Wakf, and a sum of
rupees two hundred and one (the one was added as it is considered
inauspicious to give a round figure) was given as daan (donation)
to the local Hindu temples as a thanksgiving for an heir. A son is
considered as a blessing – an heir and an extra hand to work in
the fields, and more importantly, an insurance for one’s old age,
whilst a girl child was viewed as a burden to be protected and
given in marriage with a dowry that is inevitably demanded by the
groom’s family.
Hindus consider the cow to be sacred – seen as a Mother
figure – her milk being the source of nourishment, and thus forbid
killing cows and do not eat beef. Muslims however relish beef, but
do not eat pork, as pigs are scavengers and considered to be filthy
animals. Beef was prepared in abundance in the Nawab’s kitchen
and the Hindus accepted this as a part of another’s beliefs. Some
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Hindus do eat pork.
The Muslims believe that there is but one God Allah and
strictly follow the edicts given in the holy book the Koran. Muslims
do not have castes, but have two sects, the Shia and Sunnis, with
varying beliefs on worship and different places of worship called
Masjids and both sects prohibit idol worship. Hindus too believe
in the one ‘Supreme Power’ but see God in many manifestations
through multiple Gods and idols, with different names, and each
manifestation in charge of a department or aspect of life. Hinduism
is symbolized by the trinity of Brahma the Creator and his wife
Saraswati (Goddess of learning, vidya in Hindi), Vishnu, the
Provider (reincarnated as Krishna and Ram) and his wife Lakshmi
(Goddess of Wealth), and Shiva the Destroyer (of all the negative
elements in one’s life mainly attachment, ignorance and ego), and
his wife Parvati (also seen as Kali and Durga, the Goddess warrior
with Shakti-power).
Nawab Jan and Begum Mumtaz treated Jan’s first barren wife
Anarkali, called Bari (elder) Begum, like a mother-figure. However,
since the Nawab had no further need for her, she was housed in the
barsati room on the top floor of the haveli, now renamed Mumtaz
Ka Mahal. That year the Nawab had a large income from his lands
and decided to buy a small car. A smart young Sindhi car salesman
Ram, who sold cars to Rajas and Nawabs came in a Morris 10 to
take the Nawab and Begum Mumtaz for a test drive. The Nawab
immediately ordered the car from the British Motorcar Company
(BMC), which had its showroom in Connaught Place, the new
commercial centre in Delhi, named after Prince Arthur, 1st Duke
of Connaught and Strathearn. The construction for this had begun
in 1929 and was completed in 1933. As the Nawab did not know
how to drive, he stipulated that BMC should provide him a Muslim
driver whom he would pay Rupees twenty per month together
with accommodation and food for him and his family.
The Indian Civil Service (ICS) officials, many educated in
Britain, were allotted official cars, and the British encouraged
the Rajas, Maharajas and Nawabs to buy the expensive brands
of British cars (Rolls Royce, Bentley, Vauxhall, Morris, Humbers
and Austins) that were imported to India. The rich Indians began to
own cars too, and replaced their tongas (horse-driven carriages),
which was the existing mode of transport. A tonga charged two
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annas per kos, petrol cost eight annas a gallon. A rupee had sixteen
annas and the British Pound was worth five rupees. Indian civil
servants and their wives learnt to drive. The British selectively
opened memberships to the clubs they had established - the Delhi
Gymkhana, Chelmsford and the Roshnara in Delhi, which had
tennis courts, swimming pools, accommodation chambers, bars
and elegant dining rooms and where service was done by liveried
Indian servants supervised by British butlers.
In 1931 Lord Irwin was succeeded by the Eton and Cambridgeeducated Lord Freeman Thomas, the 1st Marquees of Willingdon
(1866-1941) as Viceroy and Governor-General of India appointed
by King George V, on the advice of the British Prime Minister
Ramsay MacDonald. Lady Willingdon was very active and
designed the Mughal gardens in the Viceroy’s Vice Regal Lodge
in Delhi and the Gymkhana Club, which has a covered swimming
baths named after her, tennis courts and a spring-loaded dance
floor. Lord Willingdon was succeeded by the Marquees of
Linlithgow in 1936.
Many members of the Delhi Gymkhana, including women,
learnt to play tennis wearing salwar kameez, instead of the
cumbersome saree, learnt ballroom dancing and smoked holding
stylish cigarette holders. ICS officers with their families were
given opportunities to travel to Britain on leave. Muslim women
were expected to wear burqas (black gowns leaving no part of the
face and body exposed) except when invited to British households,
where, as was the custom, women sat apart like in the Zenana
quarters. Men gathered together in separate rooms. With no dearth
of servants, the British trained stewards and cooks to serve Indian
and Western dishes in the style of Military messes.
Nawab Jan looked after the Nawab of Junagadh’s interests in
Delhi, the seat of British power. Junagadh was a large kingdom
and an export hub in Kutch on the West coast of British India. The
entire area was called Saurashtra as it had a hundred principalities
ruled by Hindu Rajas and Muslim Nawabs. Sau means one
hundred. Jahangir was expected to periodically seek audience
with the British revenue collector, Sir Charles Edenton. His office
was in the North Block in the Secretariat buildings designed by
Baker, that were built on either side of the avenue leading to the
Viceroy’s residence built by Lutyens. These imposing buildings
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were set atop the Raisina Hill, on land that was donated by the
Maharaja of Jaipur. The India Gate memorial with names of
Indian martyrs of World War 1 was built directly at the far end of
the magnificent Kingsway Avenue of the Viceroy’s residence with
the statue of King George V, standing under cupola set to the back
of it. The Nawab of Hyderabad and wealthy Rajas were given
land around India Gate, where they built their grand mansions and
stately homes, designed by British architects.
On behalf of the Nawab of Junagadh, Jahangir saheb always
took gifts of jewelry ordered from the Gem Palace in Jaipur, for
Lady Edenton. He took advantage of her birthday or the celebrations
over the birth of his son to make an expensive gift of rubies, which
ensured that the Nawab of Junagadh’s land issues were resolved
in his favour, and the revenue to the British Treasury reduced. The
Nawab of Junagadh had acquired three cars, and was pleased that
Jahangir was to acquire one. A car was a status symbol and the
Rajas, Maharajas and Nawabs supervised by British Agents, were
beginning to use cars for official functions, and for travel to Delhi
from their home States in Rajasthan and the areas around.
On Id-Ul-Fitir, marking the end of the month-long Ramzan
period of fasting, an evening of celebrations was held in the
Nawab’s large garden. Sumitrabai brought home sweets given to
the servants. Weary, at the end of the day, she then rebuked and
slapped Nirmala, “you silly girl, the baby has spilled the milk
again. Ah, you pay no attention to the young ones. And why did
you go to the Eid Mushaira (song festival) with the Muslim girls
in the courtyard?” The girls, fond of songs, had invited Nirmala
to join the celebrations, and Nirmala had read parts of the Islamic
sacred book, the Quran, and knew about her friends’ religion
founded in the 7th century by Prophet Muhammad, the final
messenger from God. She knew the goal of a Muslim was to live
according to the tenets of the religion and to please Allah (the
only God), and gain enlightenment observing its five pillars, of
Shahadah (faith in no God except Allah), Salah (prayer of Namaz)
five times a day, Zakat (donations) and Sawm (fasting) during the
month of Ramadan and Hajj (pilgrimage) to Mecca at least once in
the lifetime. She saw no harm in attending the festivities.
At her mother’s scolding, Nirmala began to cry. “You think
you can frighten me with your crying! Take this,” said her mother,
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slapping her again, “now go into the outhouse and stay there till I
call you.” Sobbing, Nirmala went into the dark room, hugging the
doll she had been presented by the Irish nuns on coming first in the
class. She sat on a box, banged the doll’s head on the wall, pinched
its nose, wetted its eyes with her own tears and said, “Now you
cry.” She fell asleep weeping, sitting on a box in the dingy room.
“Don’t be so hard on the child,” Nirmala’s grandfather
Gangadev would tell her mother, coughing, and unaware that this
was the initial symptoms of TB (tuberculosis). “Your scolding
hurts her. She doesn’t say anything in her defence. She bears your
taunts. This is not good for her. Be kind to her.”
“Baba, you take her side every time and spoil her”, Sumitrabai
protested mildly.
“That is not true, beti (daughter),” her father-in-law asserted.
“She is managing the children very well. She doesn’t spare herself,
runs to the village one kos away and then goes to her school by
rickshaw, and hurries back knowing that, without her, the little
ones would feel lost. Be fair to her. The spilling of milk a little
while ago was accidental. I saw it.”
“What can I do, Baba,” Sumitrabai said meekly. “It is difficult
for me to run the house, work in the Haveli to eke out a living
and look after three children.” Shyness stopped her from adding,
“and carrying one inside me”, though her pregnancy was a matter
of public knowledge in the neighborhood. Her husband Raju who
worked long hours to meet the night trains at the local railway
station, drank heavily and slept many nights on the platform,
and boasted to others of his masculinity in producing children.
He provided little to run the house, but he loved Nirmala and
was grateful to God for the care with which she looked after her
siblings, whilst at the same time, excelling in her studies.
“I sympathize with you. Raju is utterly irresponsible,” her
father-in-law remarked, “but don’t let Nirmala suffer for it. She is
a very sensitive girl. She needs love and the freedom to play with
companions of her own age. I know we cannot engage an ayah
(maid) to help with the children, or even someone who will work
part-time, for which I would gladly contribute from my meager
postman’s pension and savings. Therefore, let us make the best of
the situation, please.”
12

“Baba, it is impossible to find a Dalit ayah. No woman of
another community would be willing to look after Dalit children.
It would also be a great risk, as ayahs are known to give affim
to children to keep them quiet and put them to sleep. Nirmala
is doing well. I am sorry I am hard on her sometimes.” Affim
was the addictive narcotic extracted from the seed capsules of
the opium poppy, easily available as it grew freely in the fields
around Khandvli, where peacocks roamed and were seen in their
full glory. Nirmala loved to chase after them on her way back
from school.
This was not the first time that Nirmala’s
grandfather had talked to her mother about the
treatment meted to her lovely eldest daughter.
On an earlier occasion, he had told her, “You
treat her as if she were your step-daughter.
Perhaps you feel jealous of her for being pretty
and an efficient little mother figure. The children
call for her and not for their Mama. They cling
Peacock
to her and do her bidding - you cannot control
them.” Sumitrabai, who always covered her head with the palloo
(the end of the saree which is draped over the shoulder) when
speaking to elders or men, did not think it proper to protest to
her father-in-law. She had been instructed never to contradict her
elders, and prostrate, as is the Hindu custom, before the Rajas,
Brahmins, higher castes and elders. What Baba said made little
sense to her. She had the rare distinction of attending a primary
school in the early years of the century, where she picked up the
rudiments of reading Hindi and counting, before discontinuing her
studies after a few years. Born and brought up in a small village,
she had imbibed the traditional virtues of simple thinking and
hard work. Her parents, also Dalits, found a Dalit husband for her
in the small town of Meerut through an intermediary.
Sumitrabai was fourteen at the time and when she turned
sixteen, she came to Khandvli, to live in the Nawab’s outhouse that
had three small rooms. Soon after, she took over the work from her
mother-in-law Mayawatibai who worked in the Nawab’s haveli as
a cleaning woman and ayah, whilst at the same time managing
her own household. It was a poor household devoid of comfort,
but she ensured that the buckets and vessels in the outhouse, bath,
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kitchen and elsewhere were cleaned daily before filling them
with water drawn by a hand pump from a well in the compound.
Kerosene lamps required to be refilled, wicks trimmed, and shades
cleaned. Defecation was to be done in the bushes a distance away
and women folk were expected to complete their rituals before
daybreak. The night soil in the make-shift emergency toilet in the
outer outhouse had to be disposed of in a big septic dump some
distance away.
Cooking was a back-breaking chore, and done on charcoal.
The kitchen got blackened with soot, and needed to be whitewashed by the men of the house regularly. A close watch had to
be kept to ensure that fuel was not wasted. Sumitrabai prepared
a few parathas or chapatis and a vegetable curry daily for her
father-in-law, and Raju when he was around, to take with them to
work. Much of the daily shopping was done at the street door of
the house where vendors called with vegetables and fruits. Fish,
mutton and eggs, a rarity in the household, were sold in the village
market. Beef was cheap, and all the servants in the Haveli were
served three tandoori rotis (Indian bread baked in a mud oven),
rice, dal (lentils) and a portion of beef curry for lunch. Sumitrabai
had to collect her few rotis, rice and dal and eat in the outhouse,
as her family did not eat beef. She was surprised that the two
Nepali women domestics, though Hindus, ate beef, but would not
eat with her, an ostracized Dalit.
In her early married days, her most precious possession was
her husband Raju, a man with a powerful body, who treated her
well. He made regular, passionate love to her, which gave her great
pleasure and joy, but after the birth of their first child, this changed
and became more of a ritual. Four more pregnancies followed
but she lost two of the babies. She began helping her motherin-law in the haveli, and when she died, she became a full-time
employee. Nirmala began helping in the kitchen and cheerfully
bore the burden of housekeeping on her young shoulders. That
was the way of life in Khandvli and the thousands of small towns
and villages all over the country. With equal cheer, Sumitrabai
had borne her unromantic and quick love-making and pregnancies
in silence and secrecy, a way of life for the low-caste Dalits who
worked hard to make a living. Men took to drinking country
liquor as did Raju, often sleeping on the station platform, or in
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the woman’s hut nearby. Sumitrabai tried to correct Raju’s ways
often, saying to him, “do you know that I pray every morning
and night that you are blessed with good health and a long life?”
Raju’s father Gangadev counseled him on family planning and
the ills of drinking, but it fell on deaf ears. Raju was proud to see
Nirmala growing up to be a beautiful girl, but due to his absence
from home, he failed to see that she lacked the freedom to enjoy
the pleasures and fantasies of childhood, and the fears that her role
as a little mother created in her.
Nirmala was a model student for her Irish Patrician nuns.
Knowing the extreme poverty of her family, the Mother Superior
would give her books and clothes from donors. Nirmala’s
anxieties increased when her teacher gave her home-work. She
was an intelligent pupil who had been top of her class and was
interested in her studies, but her duties at home left her with little
time to do justice to her home-study assignments. She found that
she could barely keep pace with her classmates. Her grades began
to fall. She got up early every day to help make parathas for the
family and serve milk to her siblings. She walked alone for the
first mile on the lonely deserted mud road through the thick woods
that belonged to the Nawab Jan in the Khandvli village, where she
would meet her school-mates to go the school on the outskirts of
Faridabad in the school rickshaw.
Most times she walked back alone, but by then, there were
vendors, workers who tilled the fields or other servants of the
Nawab on the road. It is the early morning journey that was always
lonely and eerie.

Chapter 3
A Car Arrives With Driver Narvaez. Nirmala Is Raped
On the appointed day, a gleaming
black Morris 10 with the Insignia of
Junagadh, driven by Narvaez Sharif a
strapping, middle-aged driver with a
flowing beard, arrived at Mumtaz Ka
Mahal. The servants came rushing out.
The dapper salesman Ram of BMC
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alighted, dressed in a three-piece striped suit. The Nawab’s young
wife with their infant son Habib Aurangzeb in her arms came out to
receive the car, with flowers and attar (perfume), a typical Muslim
custom to welcome special guests. There was excitement in the
haveli, as this was the first car in the village. The driver Narvaez
wearing a grey pathani suit (a tapering pyjama and knee length
shirt) was introduced, and shown to a room close to Sumitrabai’s,
so that, like her, he would be ‘on call’ at all times. Soon the garage
for the ceremonial tonga was extended, and the Morris got a pride
of place in the compound.
Few knew the background of Narvaez, aside from the fact that
he had given Talaq (divorce) to his wife Nazleen. Hardworking and
a charmer, he became indispensible. His quarters were painted, a
new bed bought for him, as well as a radio to listen to the morning
news in Urdu and in English, so that he could brief the Nawab,
who now began addressing him as ‘Narvaez Mia’.
Secure in the knowledge that he was a favored member of the
staff, he started flirting with the Nepali maids. Every morning,
topless and in an almost see-though skimpy lungi (a waist wrap)
folded above his knees, Narvaez standing at the water tap outside
his room brushing his teeth with a neem twig (azadirachta indica,
commonly known as Indian lilac), would cast a lecherous eye on
Nirmala, as she set off for school. He would call out, “ladki, gari
mein chor du” (girl, I can drop you in the car). Nirmala would
ignore him and his wicked smile and run to the village to join her
schoolmates.
When working in his previous job with Bania Agarwal, owner
of five sweet shops and an Austin car he had bought from BMC,
Narvaez had seduced two Hindu maid servants of the household.
The girls did not report the matter as he used to lure them to his
quarters at night with promises of gifts. One became pregnant.
The Bania Agarwal got an Ayurvedic midwife who attempted an
abortion with potions and an insertion made through the maid’s
vagina. Sadly she suffered with an acute infection and died in a
few days. Agarwal sacked Narvaez, and Ram placed him in the
service of Nawab Jahangir.
One morning, as Nirmala walked alone, she saw a man ahead
of her standing on the road staring at her. Feeling uneasy, she
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crossed the road to the opposite side and quickened her pace.
The man exposed himself lowering his salwar to the ground and
made a gesture to her with a lecherous look. Chilled to the bone
with fright, Nirmala ran fast and reached the haven of the village
and joined her school mates. Fear prevented her from relating the
incident to anyone, how could she describe the gesture the ruffian
had made to her?
A memory flashed through her mind – of an evening not so
long ago, when, in the soft, pale, night light, she had seen her
parents, both naked, clutched to each other in an embrace. Her
father was breathing hard and pushing down on her mother,
who was moaning softly “mai marjaun ge” (I am going to die).
Nirmala remained still and pretended to be asleep. She could not
help being shocked seeing her parents thus. Was this the same
woman who covered her head in grandfather’s presence and yet
gave herself unabashedly to a man? Confused, she slipped back
into an uneasy sleep. She awoke, morose and tense. Her mother
found her weeping and attributed it to a bad dream, scolding her
for crying in front of her younger siblings.
After her frightening experience on the road, Nirmala used to
run to the village. A few days went by and she saw the same man
again. As she passed him, the ruffian threw himself on her. She
struggled and bit her captor’s tongue as he forced it into her mouth.
He howled and not letting her go, cursed her. Nirmala shouted for
help with words, “Koye Bachao, Koye Bachao” (someone, save
me, save me).
Soon after she was overpowered by another larger middleaged man who emerged from the woods, his face fully covered.
Together they both carried her into the thicket, stuffed a cloth in
her mouth, tied her hands, warning her to co-operate or be killed.
One pinned her down, and the other tore her kurta, pulled her
salwar down, and untying the knot of her kutcha, laid her down on
a duree. The other man with his face covered tried to mount her,
taking off his salwar and pulling up his kurta.
Nirmala struggled and crossed her legs. The big bearded
man slapped her hard and said, “kholo kholo”(open open) and
threatening her with a knife, made a cut on her leg. Seeing the blood
oozing out, she turned pale, and unconsciously loosened her legs.
17

The ruffian thrust himself into her and asked, “salli randi maza
a raha hai”, (prostitute are you enjoying it) and added, “subhan
e Allah muje maja a rah ha”(in the name of Allah I am enjoying
it), adding “kya komal ye ladki hai, wo randi Baghmati se bahut
komal hai” (how soft and enjoyable is this girl, compared to our
nachwali prostitute Bhagmati). Dancing girls called nachwalis
entertained men with songs and dances and served a local brew,
and after the evening performance, the men chose the dancer to
bed in the brothel next door. Nirmala was struggling to free herself
from under the weight of the big ruffian who was brutalizing her,
and crying out aloud despite her stuffed mouth, “chor do mujhe”
(please leave me).
More hard slaps followed by the words“chup raho sali kuthi’
(keep quiet you bitch), as the ruffian took out his large phallus
and wiping it, got up and made way for the other man who took
over as she was pinned down. Nirmala saw his larger dark phallus
and crossed her legs. He shouted “kholdo nahi to khanjar se mar
doonga”(open up or I will kill you with my dagger), displaying a
dagger. He ripped her legs apart and entered her and kept thrusting
hard and all that she could recall were the words “khol do”
every time she resisted, and being slapped every time she didn’t
cooperate. Nirmala gave in to avoid the hard slaps. She almost
fainted as they left her and threw five rupees on her, saying, “math
bolna, kisi ko - paisa dey diya randi, bolo gi to, teri Ma ki naukri
gaye”(do not tell anybody, we have paid you, you prostitute, and
if you tell anybody, your mother will lose her job). She suspected
the man who had covered his face was none other than Narvaez.
Overcome with weakness Nirmala got
up, dressed herself as best as she could, and
sat weeping for what seemed an eternity. She
knew she had escaped with her life but at the
same time, she was scarred for life. She had
felt the mysterious hardness of her molesters,
her private parts were hurting, her large breasts
Nirmala in
Depression
were bruised, and she felt the after-taste of their
foul-smelling mouths polluting hers. She knew she was no longer
a virgin. Her legs weak, ached, she thanked God that she had
escaped death. She thought, ‘what if they had knifed me or carried
me away and sold me? Oh, what an escape for a Dalit! Thank you
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God.’ She knew that if she reported the event, her mother would
lose her job and word would possibly go around that she was a
prostitute. She was, after all, a Dalit girl in a Muslim-dominated
neighborhood. She recalled it being said that a Dalit could not
escape being a Dalit unless he or she attained the impossible speed
of Bhrashpati (Jupiter).
Nirmala did not tell anyone about the assault. She spoke little,
looked lost, muttered to herself incoherently whether awake and
asleep, nursed the knife wound she had received and the more
agonizing traumatic injuries between her legs. She was not herself.
As her mother left early the next day, her Baba noticed the change,
helped her with household chores and told her to rest.
Nirmala refused to go to school and became so seriously ill
that her condition caused alarm. The local Sufi came to soothe
her mind. A Sufi is a holy member of the mystical, ascetic branch
of Islam abstaining from worldly pleasures, concentrating on
spiritual development and curing people with the power of prayers
and poems. He could neither comfort nor heal her.
A Hindu exorcist came to remove the bhoot (the devil lodged
in her) followed by the village quack, the jyothsi (astrologer) and
the village Hakim (a Muslim compounder of local medicines), all
of whom failed to diagnose or cure her illness. Reciting of mantras
and incantations and prayers by her grandfather failed to improve
her condition. Babaji went to Faridabad and requested a leading
allopathic Muslim doctor with a flowing beard to come to examine
her. When the big-built doctor arrived with a stethoscope around
his neck, he noticed the window in the dingy room was shut,
and said loudly, “khol do,” pointing to the window for fresh air.
Instinctively, seeing the burly, bearded stranger approaching with
an instrument which looked like a knife to her, Nirmala spread her
legs wide apart and shouted, “maarna mat muje,” (do not hit me).
Immediately Baba realised what must have happened,
recalling the day she had come back with her hair disheveled,
walking with a limp, clothes dirty, torn and blood stained, and her
face red, possibly with beatings. She had pretended that she had
fallen down. The doctor diagnosed Nirmala’s illness as a stresstrauma called PTSD (Post Traumatic Stress Disorder), causing
depression and anxiety, and gave her some pills and a concoction
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of tranquillizers to help her sleep.
To keep her mind from wandering to that terrible day, her
grandfather told her stories from the Indian epics, of birds and
beasts from Indian classics, and some of his own experiences as a
postman as she lay listless. His tender love and his stories soothed
her fraught nerves so he repeated his stories time and again. When
he asked if she would like to resume school, she said she was
scared of the bad men on the road, and Babaji understood.
“Once upon a time,” grandfather said, “there were two
Brahmins named Ramu and Manu. One day Ramu went on a
pilgrimage to Banaras, on the Ganges, to wash away his sins with
a dip. He left his cow in Manu’s care while he was away. When
Ramu returned from his pilgrimage, Manu told him, “my good
friend, I am sorry that your cow has been lost. A kite pounced on
her and carried her away”.
“But Baba, how can a kite carry away a cow. I don’t believe
it. Tell me a true story”, the sick girl demanded.
“My sweet, this is a true story. My grandfather had sworn it
was a true story.”
“Did you have a grandfather, Baba?”
“Yes, my love. Everybody has to have a grandfather.” “You
called him ‘Baba’?”
“Yes”, he said, and she agreed, “if Bara Baba said it was a true
story, then it must be true. Alright, what happened then?”
“Ramu wept because he had lost his cow,” grandfather
resumed the story. “Then Manu went on a pilgrimage to the holy
Har ki Pauri (steps of God) in Hardwar on the river Ganga, for a
dip to wash away his sins. He left an iron trunk containing gold,
silver and silks to look after with Ramu. When he returned, Ramu
told him, “I am sorry to tell you, that the mice in my house ate up
your trunk.” The girl had a hearty laugh when she heard this.
“But Baba, how can mice eat an iron trunk? And, you told
me your grandfather said it was a true story! Alright, go on, what
happened then?”
Then Manu wept and wailed and demanded to know how mice
could eat an iron trunk. “In the same way, my friend, as a kite can
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carry away a cow”, Ramu replied.
Nirmala laughed and asked, “Oh, this is good fun. What
happened then?”
Ramu said, “if you give me my cow, I will give you your
trunk.” So Manu gave Ramu his cow back and Ramu gave Manu
his trunk. They were teasing each other. “Beti, do you believe this
is a true story?” Babaji asked.
There was no response from the bed. Nirmala had fallen into
a peaceful sleep, a beatific smile on her face. She was responding
to her grandfather’s medication. With repeated doses of laughter,
she was restored to good health, her depression cured not by
medicines but with love and laughter.
One day, there came a knock on the door. Baba ji opened
the door to the messenger who said that Sumitrabai had been
summoned by Begum Mumtaz. Nirmala who had only a glimpse
of the person, screamed and clung to her grandfather in terror.
“Baba, he is the bad man”, she cried. Baba realised it was possibly
the ruffian who had molested her.
“Don’t feel frightened, child”, grandfather comforted her.
“Have you seen him before?”
“Yes, Baba.”
“When was that?”
“Many days ago.”
“Did he annoy you?”
“Yes, Baba, a very bad man.”
“Why didn’t you tell us?”There was no reply. “Did he beat
you?”
“Yes Baba he tried to bite me and carried me away,” she said.
“That is why you don’t like to go to school?” No reply.
By tactful questioning, grandfather put the pieces of the
puzzle together and reconstructed the scene. He could visualize
the horrendous experience that Nirmala had undergone, and
realised with a shock, that the villain had cruelly violated the
girl’s innocence and deflowered his virgin granddaughter. In the
spring of life, she had been stung by a poisonous cactus of human
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criminality. He felt, however, that Sumitrabai and Raju should
never be told about the incident.
Baba knew that a woman’s pain and anxiety from being raped
would be agonizing, and Nirmala’s problem appeared serious. The
pain in her genital areas during sexual intercourse may lead to a
fear of, and aversion to, any type of sexual activity in the future.
When she married, her partner may attribute Nirmala’s lack of
interest or aversion to sex as being a personal reflection of the rape
she had been through. No wonder she was experiencing anxiety
and depression. Baba decided that Nirmala needed a change of
scene to put her traumatic experience behind her.
Love and laughter had cured her emotionally. However,
education was something else. It needed more than love and.
laughter. Baba told Sumitrabai, “girls are now going to boarding
schools for their education, why not our Nirmala? She is a bright
student”.
Sumitra was persuaded to agree. She thought of Nirmala’s
Janam Patri, that predicted she would do well in her later life.
She realised that there was no future for her intelligent and hard
working daughter in the Haveli where she would only, and always,
continue to do menial work. Both Baba and she agreed that she
had the potential to be an accomplished scholar, and to that end,
she needed a change of environment to live in and study with girls
of her age, and learn other arts and become self-reliant.
“But Mataji, who will help you look after the children if I
go?” Nirmala asked her mother.
“Don’t worry about that, dear. Your younger sister will take
over your duties. She is now seven and you became a little mother
at eight. She has learnt a lot from you about child care, and so
have I.”
I can do both things, l bear children and rear them, Sumitrabai
thought. “Do not worry Beti.” Her confidence in herself had grown,
as the Nawab had increased her salary, and recently provided
the outhouse with electricity, piped water supply, underground
drainage and a toilet serviced by a septic tank.
Baba who used to deliver letters to St Mary’s School had met
Mother Good Counsel. He met her, and in confidence related the
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ordeal that Nirmala had been through. Baba pleaded for an act
of kindness that Catholic Missionary Institutions are known for,
in helping to get admission into a boarding school and thereby
salvaging the life of an innocent young girl.
Mother Superior and all the Nuns were very fond of Nirmala.
They admitted her in the school’s infirmary, where she regained
her health and confidence, and began to attend school. After two
weeks, she showed signs of her pregnancy. The nuns despite being
Catholic, consulted the doctor, offered prayers to be forgiven,
and got an abortion done on medical grounds. A scholarship was
arranged through the Bishop of Meerut for Nirmala to enroll as a
boarder in St Mary’s School and College in Meerut. Preparations
for Nirmala’s departure were underway, when her grandfather
came to the infirmary to speak to her and read out a note.
Nirmala dear daughter,
You are leaving home to live in a bigger world where you will
have to learn to depend on yourself. In high school and outside,
you will meet boys and girls of your age, as well as older men
and women. Cultivate only intellectual contacts with them. Avoid
touch altogether, even with girls of your age, friends or relations.
Don’t allow your hands to be held by any person who may claim
to know palmistry. It is a trick to cultivate intimacy. Touch is the
beginning of evil. As the Gita says, ‘for the pleasures of touch
have a beginning and end, and lead only to sorrow’.
Don’t do European dancing with a boy holding your hand. It
is a beastly affair, fit only for Europeans. Be sure to learn Indian
dances. Consult your teachers about the suitability of books you
may wish to read. Avoid reading any book which may be given to
you to read secretly.
One more thing. Learn to express your thoughts and feelings
whether of pleasure or pain, and your likes and dislikes. People
are not mind-readers to know what goes on within you. I have
written down what I have told you. Keep this paper with you. You
may find it useful, and finally have faith in God. When you see
darkness, remember God is painting a lovely future for you. Baba
slipped the note into her palm, with the thirty rupees he had saved
for an emergency.
“Thank you, Baba”, Nirmala said with tears as she hugged
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him and touched his feet, “I’ll remember all that you have said
in the note.” She felt inclined to ask what he meant by ‘touch’ as
she had been defiled already. However, she kept these thoughts to
herself.
“Have faith in God and keep the flame of hope burning in
your heart. All will be well. You will always be in my thoughts”,
Baba concluded with tears in his eyes, and handed over a bag of
her clothes. She was escorted to a waiting bus by a Nun and left
with a heavy heart, to live with strangers in a new and unfamiliar
place called Meerut.

Chapter 4
Touch of Sorrow in Meerut’s Boarding School
Nirmala entered the prestigious St Mary’s
School in Meerut, fifty miles from Delhi. The
first person she met was Shanti from Delhi,
who was to be her hostel room-mate. The two
girls - Nirmala, a poor Dalit girl, and Shanti,
from a well-to-do business family, though
totally different from each other became close
friends. Shanti was a young rebel, and after
Body Beautiful
repeated escapades whilst studying in the Jesus
and Mary School in Delhi, her parents decided that only the strict
supervision in the confines of a boarding school could curb her
wild spirits.
Compared to Nirmala, the sprightly and witty Shanti, was
sophisticated and talented. Full of fun and laughter, she had
an unbounded zest for life. Nirmala was fascinated by Shanti’s
genius and her effortless flow of histrionics, a prodigious memory
and a striking proficiency in reciting and enacting scenes from
Hindi and English plays. Nirmala’s contribution to conversation
and laughter was meagre, tormented as she was by her recent
experiences, which had made her shy and quiet and almost dumb,
speaking only when she had to.
Both girls, each in her own way, were uncommonly good
looking. Nirmala was slender and sexy, exquisite in form and
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face, with dark gentle eyes. Shanti was plumpish, strong, golden
complexioned, with a well-proportioned face and form, and
radiated vitality. As their friendship matured, she developed
a protective instinct for her younger, delicate friend. Living in
a hostel gave Nirmala a feeling of freedom, and her friendship
with Shanti gave her a sense of security that made for easy
communication.
“You are so vivacious and sparkling. I am so dull. I feel
lost and lonely in other people’s company,” Nirmala confided to
Shanti. “I don’t aspire to be like you. You are too much of a genius.
However, I would like to cultivate the social skills you have, and
radiate confidence. Do you think it is possible for me to do that?”
“Sure”, Shanti replied, displaying the assurance of a friend,
guide and philosopher. “All that you need to do is to read aloud.
Then you will learn to talk to others with confidence. I’ll help
you. We’ll read to each other - poetry, drama and prose. We’ll
also prepare and read aloud our speeches to each other for school
debates and elocution competitions.” At times, Shanti would hug
and kiss her and watch her undress, and many a night sleep close
to her in her bed and hug her, saying, “I am afraid of sleeping
alone, let me hold you.”
Nirmala never suspected anything out of the ordinary and
dependant on her newly-found older friend, improved in her
studies and grew more confident. Shanti, too, discovered that in
teaching Nirmala she advanced her own proficiency in public
speaking. They spent hours together. Nirmala learnt to read aloud
with gestures and facial expressions appropriate to the mood and
significance of what she read. She felt a definite improvement
in her capacity to initiate and sustain interesting and witty
conversations. Later that year at school, she auditioned for the
main role in Kalidasa’s play Shakuntala, which the school planned
to stage for the Founder’s Day celebrations. Much to her delight,
Shanti was selected to play the other star role of King Dushyant.
The members of the cast had a vague idea of the story in
Shakuntala but no one had read it. The English script for the play
was based on Arthur Rider’s translation. At the first rehearsal
the play director Mother Winsome, educated at Trinity College,
said, “let me acquaint you with the gist of the play. It’s the story
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of the love of King Dushyanta and Shakuntala. Whilst hunting
in a forest, the king gives chase to a beautiful deer. The animal
manages to keep well ahead of the king’s chariot. All the arrows
shot by the king miss the deer. A hermit appears on the scene
and tells Dushyanta that the deer is a pet of sage Kanva, and it
would be sacrilegious to kill it. The king ends the chase, removes
his royal robes and walks incognito to the hermitage to pay his
respects to the sage Kanva. He is received by Shakuntala and her
friends, who tell him that the sage was away on a pilgrimage.”
Mother Winsome continued, “Dushyant is fascinated by
Shankuntala’s beauty. He learns that she is the celibate Kanva’s
adopted daughter. He had found her as an infant, abandoned in
a forest, and had been reared by birds. That is why the sage had
named her Shakuntala, as Shakun means a bird. Dushyanta and
Shakuntala fall in love and marry, pledging their love and life to
each other. In this form of marriage, there is no ritual or priest.
He gives her a ring as a token of their union as husband and wife,
and returns home. Shakuntala promises to go to him after Kanva’s
return.”
“Sage Durvasa Kanva arrives at
the hermitage. In the Hindu scriptures
called Puranas, Durvasa was an ancient
Rishi (Hindu sage or saint), the son of
Atri and Anasuya. He was known for his
short temper. Hence, wherever he went,
he was received with great reverence by
humans and Devas alike. Shakuntala is so Shakuntala The School Play
absorbed with her memories of Dushyanta
that she does not notice his arrival. For this lapse, the sage casts
a curse on her, that she would be forsaken by her husband. Her
companions plead for mercy. After being told of Dushyanta, the
curse is softened by Durvasa. Dushyanta would recognize and
remember her only when she shows him the ring he had given
her.”
“The curse works. Dushyanta forsakes Shakuntala. When a
son is born to her, Kanva sends the mother and child to Dushyanta.
The King does not recognize her and turns her away. She had no
ring to show. She had lost it while bathing in the river. A fisherman
finds the ring inside a fish he had caught. It bears the royal insignia.
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It is sent to the palace around the same time. The ring revives
Dushyanta’s memories of Shakuntala and their love and marriage.
Struck by remorse, he goes in search of her, finds her, and they
are reunited. This powerful romance, will demand the best that is
in you to convey its moods of love, despair and happiness. I am
sure you will make it a success. I wish you good acting,” Mother
Winsome ended.
Rehearsals for the play began, and Nirmala and Shanti
as Shakuntala and Dushyanta practiced their roles in earnest.
Speaking and acting was their sole leisure-time occupation. As
perfectionists, Shanti aspired to invest her role with the quality
of a real-life male in the drama. Whilst enacting their roles and
at other times too, Shanti looked at Nirmala with a yearning in
her eyes. She touched her tenderly to feel the vibrations of her
being. She embraced her fondly to feel her closeness. She saw
in Nirmala’s responsive acting an acknowledgement of shared
emotions.
The scene in the play in which Dushyanta and Shakuntala are
reunited shows that he is so overwhelmed with joy that he touches
her feet as an act of atonement for the misery that he had inflicted
on her. Rehearsing this scene one day, Shanti kissed Nirmala’s
feet. The director overlooked this deviation. She could see that
kissing the feet made Shanti’s acting more touching.
In the same scene where Shakuntala says, “rise, my dearest
husband, surely it was some old sin of mine that took away my
happiness though it has turned again to happiness,” Dushyanta
rises and seeing Shakuntala’s tears replies in verse:
“It was madness, sweet, that could let slip A tear to burden
your dear lip, On graceful lashes seen today I wipe it, and our
grief, away.”
During several rehearsals, Shanti wiped Nirmala’s tears with
her fingers. In one rehearsal she kissed her eyes to wipe away her
tears. The director disallowed this. “This scene does not call for
wiping away tears by kissing the eyes”, she said. “Please do not
deviate from the text.”
Shanti argued in defence of her action, “The play says that the
king wipes Shakuntala’s tears. It doesn’t say how he does it. So
wiping tears by kissing is in order. It comes to me naturally. Isn’t
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this as it should be?”
“No, it is not as it should be,” the director nun said finally,
“there is no kissing at all in this play. There is no kissing in any
Indian play. Kissing in the presence of others is alien to Indian
culture and conventions.”
Shanti had to abide by this ruling. In their private rehearsals,
however, she wiped tears by kissing and Nirmala reminded her
of the director’s ruling, “Since this is disallowed on the stage,
Shanti, there is no point in doing it in a rehearsal.”
“Don’t let this worry you. It helps to highlight the emotional
significance of the scene”, Shanti assured her.
But Nirmala worried about it. The nun’s remarks had set her
thinking. She recollected what her grandfather had told her, ‘For
the pleasures of touch have a beginning and end: and lead only to
sorrow.’ She read the paper he had given her. It said precisely that.
She had, however, enjoyed the pleasure of touch in the guise
of make-believe. Shanti had kissed her feet and eyes. “Never again
as the director nun has said. There is to be no kissing in the play,”
Nirmala reminded Shanti. “But you kiss me when we rehearse
and, sometimes, when we are not rehearsing. I feel terribly guilty
about it. Let us stop it.”
“Oh, come, Nirmala, don’t be so old fashioned”, Shanti
pleaded. “There is no harm in kissing between two dear friends
like you and me. There is nothing to feel guilty about.”
“Touch leads only to sorrow, dear Shanti. When you lay by
my side and at other times, I felt other feelings. It is not proper to
feel that way. Let us be just friends”, Nirmala pleaded.
“Didn’t you enjoy it, darling?” Shanti asked wishfully. “Don’t
feel bad about such joyous love. I’ll die without it. Oh, don’t deny
me your love and reject mine”!
“Anything that is so pleasurable cannot be right. Wouldn’t we
be expelled from the school if it became known?”
“Don’t let the secrecy of our intimacy weigh on your mind.
It is common in boarding schools. That is why girls prefer to join
boarding schools”, Shanti explained.
The play Shakuntala went off very well and Shanti did kiss
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Nirmala twice. Sister Winsome did not comment and hugged
both of them together. Shanti’s parents had come down from
Delhi in their small Austin car for the play and were overjoyed
to see how well their daughter had acted. The British Magistrate
of Meerut Mr. Rodney Todd, ICS MBE, was the chief guest. His
wife commended the production and announced that the two lead
actors would receive a copy of the Works of Shakespeare each,
along with rupees fifteen, and, all the other actors too, would be
presented with gifts in the presence of the Reverend Bishop of
Meerut, who had hosted the function.
After all the excitement was over, Nirmala got worried and was
firm in her resolve to break physical contact with Shanti. Much as
Shanti tried to woo and win her, she came up against an iron will.
She did not expect a frail girl like Nirmala to be so determined
and unflinching, so abrupt and unilateral in withdrawing from the
innocent intimacies of friendship. She thought it cruel of her to
deprive a friend of the joys of a loving companionship.
They continued to be roommates. Shanti suffered the heartache
of what she thought was an estrangement. To be so near and yet
so far! Memories of the moments of intimacy moved her to tears.
Nirmala did not suspect that she had caused any pain to her friend.
They hadn’t quarreled about anything!
The rejection and consequent deterioration in their friendship
(love) made Nirmala depressed and the sad look on Shanti’s
face surprised the other students. Her dismissal by Nirmala had
wounded Shanti deeply within, and she asked her parents to
move her to another school back in Delhi. Her parents arranged a
change of school. Shanti announced this publicly to see Nirmala’s
reaction, but all Nirmala said was that, “this is best for us till we
meet again.” Shanti turned to Nirmala to kiss her goodbye only to
see Nirmala turn her face away.
Later, Nirmala found an envelope lying on her desk. It
contained a farewell letter from Shanti,
Nirmala, my dearest dear,
I’ll miss you terribly and feel unhappy without you. Darling,
the hours we spent together are for me a rosary of rubies, each
ruby a memory, each memory a joy. Thou accepted what I gave
thee of myself. I shall cherish what thou gave me of thyself.
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Then, suddenly, you withheld your love and rejected mine,
and broke my heart. That was very naughty of you. But I forgive
you, because I love you and always will. Don’t forsake me.
Yours forever, with all my love
Shanti
Nirmala put away the letter in a drawer. After a moment’s
hesitation, she took it out, read it again, and tore it up. ‘It should
not fall into other hands. There will be trouble,’ she muttered to
herself.
Kalidasa’s powerful romance had been brimming with the
hazards of touch. Nirmala was haunted by memories of her rape.
The brutal violation by the two ruffians kept coming back
again and again in her dreams. She thought of a way to break with
the surroundings of the school and the room, as Shanti’s touch
had left a scar on her. It had kindled a new awareness in her about
herself. She liked to look at herself in a mirror, feel her body and
fondle her large well-formed breasts, and feel her vagina become
wet. She felt ashamed.
‘I have a beautiful face, she confided to herself. She admired
the daintiness of her nose, the magnetism of
her round eyes, the fullness of her lips and her
shapely neck. How soft and smooth my skin is,
she thought, like a rose petal, my large rounded
breasts are embarrassing, but they blend well
with my slender form. ‘How pleasant to see
and touch my body……but will the pleasure
of touching my own body lead to sorrow?’
Thinking thus, she would dress leisurely and
Body Beautiful
reluctantly.
Her narcissism proved to be a passing phase. She perceived
a challenge by others in the beauty of her face and form, and
looked to seek excellence in whatever came her way; and she
had discovered her way with performance in academic subjects,
dancing and pleasures of friendship. It did not go well because not
many in the school sought excellence. She felt lonely and restless,
and unable to live with it, her grades began to fall.
On some weekends and holidays, Nirmala accompanied her
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new room-mate Gita, when she went to visit her widowed aunt
Mrs. Shakti Luthra in Meerut. The aunt was Gita’s local guardian.
The late Mr. Luthra who along with one Sardar Ujjala Singh,
owned a lucrative tent manufacturing factory. He had died in a car
accident and the business was now being run by Mrs. Luthra and
her brother. The aunt’s seventeen-year-old son Arjun was a bright
student and meticulously correct and proper in his behavior and
bearing. Nirmala felt completely at ease with him. His problemsolving capabilities, were a great help to her in her studies.
On a cold winter evening, as they sat together dealing with
some questions in history, the lights went out. They sat silently in
the dark waiting for the lights to come on. Arjun suddenly put his
arm round Nirmala’s waist, pulled her closer to himself, kissed
her and held her body in a tight clasp. She managed to release
herself from his embrace and moved away to find her way out of
the room in the dark, but tripped on a rug and fell down. Just then
Mrs. Luthra entered with a candle.
“Oh, my dear, I hope you haven’t hurt yourself”, the aunt
asked.
“No, aunty I was coming to fetch a candle,” Nirmala had the
presence of mind not to scream. That would have embarrassed the
family and she thought to herself. ‘How could Arjun, named after
the pious legendary hero who was the ace archer and the central
character of the Hindu epic Mahabharata, be so vile, and act like
those ruffians? And a friend at that? Are all men like that, ready
to pounce like mad dogs on unsuspecting girls? Can no man be
trusted?’
The boy managed to speak to her before she returned to the
school the next day. “Forgive me, Nirmala”, he apologized. “I
don’t know what came over me. I am sorry. Can I do something
for you to show my remorse?”
She muttered something inaudible and asked him if he could
find out about the well-being of the only relatives she had, her
parents Sumitra and Raju, her grandfather Babaji and her two
siblings who lived in Nawab Jahangir Saheb’s Haveli in Khandvli
village called Chotta Junagadh near Faridabad. There had been no
replies to her letters. She asked him to tell them that she missed
them, and would have loved to be with them, that she yearned for
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home-cooked food, and longed for a change of environment from
the stereotyped living in the hostel, that she was doing well, and
though for one reason or another she had been unable to go so far,
she promised that one day soon she would.
She returned to the hostel very disturbed. Arjun’s powerful
grasp and behavior reminded her of the ruffians who had not-solong ago molested her. ‘Are all men like that and look at innocent
girls as prey?’
A few days later she got a note from Arjun to say he had
gone to Khandvli and that he would come to the school gate to
meet her. She learnt from Arjun that her grandfather now lived in
the outhouse with other Muslim servants as the night Chokidar
(guard). Not wanting to trouble Nirmala with disturbing news,
Babaji had not replied her letters. So it was left to Arjun to be the
harbinger of all the news.
Her grandfather told Arjun that her father had been found dead
carrying a heavy load at the Faridabad Railway station. Thereafter
Begum Mumtaz had her mother convert to Islam. Her mother
(now Meher) along with her children accompanied the Begum to
Junagadh to attend a ceremony, and were settled in her mother’s
household. Mumtaz’s mother was the wife of the Dewan of Gir,
a parish of Junagadh. Her daughter-in-law had given birth to a
girl and Meher now worked in the household as an ayah. She was
sworn not to disclose the fact that she was born a Hindu and her
subsequent conversion to anyone, and was told to forget the past,
including the daughter in the boarding school. “That girl Nirmala
is to be forgotten”, Begum Mumtaz had ordered.
Grandfather Babaji told Arjun to tell Nirmala that he loved
her dearly, and had sent his blessings along with a message that
she was to study hard and live up to her name as a courageous girl
and that he would soon come to see her. He added that a servant
had come from Gir and had told him that her mother was looking
well, that Radhi now named Nazli and Chottu now Raizada had
been admitted in the local Madrasa. Before leaving Arjun had
touched Babaji’s feet and he had thanked him saying “You are a
kind good boy, you have my blessings as you have taken a load
off me.” He then handed Nirmala an envelope containing twenty
rupees and her horoscope. She shed a tear, spontaneously hugged
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Arjun and sobbing, ran back to her room.
News from Babaji had shattered her. Nirmala was now in her
final year at school. Although she had been fired by her ambition to
top the list of successful candidates in the examination, now in her
depressed state of mind, she found herself unable to concentrate
on her studies. The thought of the forthcoming examinations
scared her. She missed Shanti though she had loathed her actions.
The news from home had dashed her ambitions.

Chapter 5
1942 Quit India And The Prison Interlude In Tihar Jail
Nirmala, who spent her time in the library
reading newspapers felt inspired by Mohandas
Karamchand Gandhi who was fighting to
get India her Independence with his selfless
movement against British rule through
nonviolent and civil disobedience marches. She
felt an urge to participate, as Gandhiji promised
to help uplift the untouchable Dalits, who, by
birth, fell into the lowest strata of society and
Gandhiji’s
Quit India 1942
lived in segregated colonies. Gandhiji, deeply
moved by their plight, referred to them as Harijans – ‘for they too
are the children of God’ (Hari - God and Jan – children) he would
say – a name that was thereafter to remain.
Gandhji’s teachings and efforts moved Nirmala. She was
particularly influenced by his saying - ‘You must be the change
you wish to see, and live as if you were to die tomorrow, and learn
as if you were to live forever.’ She learnt that Gandhi, with his
dandi (stick) led Indians in challenging the British-imposed salt
tax with his defiant 400 km Dandi Salt March in 1930. Gandhi’s
call for the British to Quit India in 1942 inspired her to join the
movement. With her background, she felt reassured that in an
India that was free, equality of all would be assured, and caste
domination would cease to exist.
On an impulse, reading that Gandhiji would be in Meerut to
lead a Quit India March to Delhi on the following Saturday, she
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packed a small bag, tucked her money inside her white kurta, and
on the pretext of going to Gita auntie’s house, slipped out of the
school with a fake ‘weekend out’ slip, and headed to the local
Chowk (central square) in Meerut.
A meeting was being addressed by Pandit Jawaharlal Nehru and
Sardar Patel donning white Congress side caps. Both were leaders
of the Indian National Congress party founded in Bombay on 28th
December, 1885 by Allan Octavian Hume, Dadabhai Naoroji and
Dinshaw Wacha. This was the first nationalist movement to emerge
in the British Empire, with aims of social liberalism, Gandhian
socialism, and Indian nationalism, democracy and secularism, all
of which appealed to Nirmala. She listened intently and put on
a white side cap that was being distributed. After the speeches,
stalls were opened, and volunteers were served aloo puri (potato
curry and small fried breads) with pickle, when a tonga came
along with a loud hailer announcing that Gandhiji had left the
local Ashram (a Hindu hermitage, a place of religious retreat) and
his ‘Quit India March’ would begin. Placards with ‘Quit India’,
and ‘Go Back British’ were being distributed. Nirmala took the
largest and was asked to stand and lead the women’s group.
There were policemen all around with sticks in their belts
who distributed leaflets in Hindi and English that read, ‘Unlawful
Assembly of three or more persons with intent to commit a crime
by force, or to carry out a common purpose (whether lawful or
unlawful), in such a manner or in such circumstances, as would in
the opinion of firm and rational men, endanger the public peace or
create fear of immediate danger to the tranquility of the neighborhood, would be punishable as per section 144 of the Indian Penal
Code (IPC).’
The policemen joined in eating the aloo puris and were seen
serving the British policemen sitting astride their horses. It looked
orderly and peaceful, and Nirmala, thinking there was no danger
to the tranquility, was enjoying the afternoon with a hearty filling
of aloo puris and pickles.
In the distance, Mahatmaji’s procession was swelling.
Gandhiji was seen on a truck with buses following, led by a band
with nadads and dholaks (Indian drums), chimtas (cymbals) and
bansuris (flutes), and as the procession came towards the Chowk
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centre, a large group of policemen began to charge the crowds
with lathis (sticks). Some surrounded the women as the men ran
and the other policemen boarded the two buses and three trucks
with Gandhi’s entourage.
Gandhiji and his close group, which included some women,
were pulled out and bundled into a parked police van. A bus was
emptied and the assembled women’s group were bundled into the
empty bus and driven to the Meerut jail.
Nirmala felt heroic following Gandhiji’s leadership to court
arrest in defiance of Section 144 and spent the night in jail after
the Superintendent had filled forms, assuring her she would be
released the next day that happened to be a Sunday. Two slices
of bread and tea were served in the afternoon and three chapatis,
dal and a vegetable were served for dinner. A duree and blanket
were provided for sleeping on the floor. The policewoman saw a
young woman crying, saying her child was alone and needed to be
released. She was taken away and not seen thereafter.
The next day, a policeman confided that the woman had been
seen in the Station House Officer Sahib’s duty room and having
slept part of the night there, was released. He added should anyone
else want to do the same she too would be released. All others
would be produced in court for sentencing on Monday. Nirmala
felt shivers run up her spine. She closed her eyes and slept. On
Monday, the women were produced before the court and awarded
six months preventive custody and imprisonment and transferred
to Tihar Jail, Delhi. No pleas were allowed.
Within minutes of entering the women’s ward in Tihar jail,
Nirmala’s face was enveloped by a pair of dainty hands from
behind. “Guess who?” she heard a voice and a merry giggle.
She turned round and found herself face to face with Shanti,
her estranged friend and room-mate from her high school. “Shanti,
you here?” Nirmala exclaimed, “It is wonderful to see you. I can’t
believe it.” They hugged each other warmly forgetting the past as
a bad dream.
“What brings you here Shanti? Prison is no place for a funloving girl like you.”
“Nor for a delicate nymph like you. Let’s move away from
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other eyes and ears. Tell me what happened?” Shanti asked.
Nirmala explained, “Exactly what is happening all over the
country. We need to fight for freedom and help Gandhiji’s efforts
against the British, which he started in 1917 as the Champaran
Satyagraha, which was India’s first civil disobedience movement.
Subhash Chandra Bose known as Netaji has set up the Indian
National Army (INA) to fight the British, and recruited women too.
I went to the Chowk in Meerut and joined a procession shouting
slogans and carrying a ‘Quit India’ placard when Mahatmaji’s
entourage arrived. We were arrested and taken before a magistrate,
who asked us to apologize for breaking the law prohibiting a
procession given in some Section 144: or, pay a huge fine, or go
to jail. Most refused to apologize or pay a fine. So here we are,
all women and girls and many boys on the other side, six months
simple imprisonment. How did you find yourself here Shanti? You
are not a follower of the Mahatma, I am sure.”
Shanti shot back, “I am not, can’t
understand his notions of non-violence and
hand spinning that wheel called Chakra to
make khadi (coarse cotton cloth). Waste of
good time. Human destinies are fashioned
by force, and have been, since centuries. Just Gandhiji Disappointed
by Partition
imagine! Trying to evict the mighty British
from Indian soil by non-violence! But let me tell you how I got
here. I was inside a shop when a procession passed by, shouting
slogans. I came out and stood on the pavement to see the fun
and couldn’t resist the temptation to shout the same slogans the
procession participants were shouting. I was arrested and taken
before a gora (white) British magistrate. I told him I was just a
spectator but admitted to shouting slogans. Parrot-like, he repeated
‘apologize, or pay a fine, or go to jail’. This infuriated me and I
gave him a bit of my mind. “So this is your justice,” I said, “you
should be ashamed of sitting in that chair”.
“I got four months for breaking the law and two months for
contempt of court. That was a week ago. I am now a seasoned
prisoner”, Shanti concluded her story with a merry laugh.
“You should not have provoked the magistrate. But it is just
like you a spirited ghori (mare) as you were known at school. Do
you remember?”
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“I remember it, and much else that I can’t forget. How well
I loved you, too well, and frightened you!” Shanti said with a
naughty laugh, “I bless the magistrate for sending me here. I have
met you. With thou beside me, I am going to enjoy being in prison.
Good thing I prevented my parents from paying the fine. Oh, what
a terrible nuisance I have been for my parents. I wish I hadn’t been
born”, Shanti moaned.
“Don’t take this imprisonment too much to heart”, Nirmala
comforted her friend. “Thousands are courting it voluntarily. Of
course, you didn’t seek it. Your parents will be resigned to it. I
am told that the British are not bad as jailers. They treat political
prisoners like us reasonably well.”
“It isn’t that, I have hurt my parents terribly, and myself,
by marrying early against their wishes when I turned nineteen,”
Shanti disclosed.
“You married! How wonderful!” Nirmala cried. “Don’t worry
about your parents. They will get reconciled to it. Parents always
do. But your being here will be harder for your husband.”
“Too late for that”, Shanti whispered, “I became a widow six
months ago, within three months of getting married, my husband
shot himself.”
“Oh, my God! How dreadful. I am so shocked.” Nirmala put
her arm round her friend and pressed her face against her shoulder.
“It was the fruit of my own folly”, Shanti
muttered, “I should have listened to my parents.
They had nothing against Captain Rajesh
Jayal or my wish to marry him. They advised
me only to wait for twelve months. My dad
studies astrology as a hobby. He read Rajesh’s
horoscope and saw the probability of a grave
mishap within twelve months. My horoscope
Tihar Jail Delhi
also showed that the timing of our marriage
fixed by us was not at all propitious by the stars. A professional
astrologer confirmed this. However, we didn’t wish to wait. I
forced my parents to agree. As forecast by my dad, the mishap
occurred. Rakesh killed himself with a .45 Webley revolver that
he had from his army days.”
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“But…………why?” Nirmala asked.
“It is not a long story. Rajesh was deployed in the hills and
forests with his Bombay Sappers regiment on the India-Burma
border with the British army to clear mines set by the Japanese
near some place called Imphal. He got injured in his leg in a battle
with the Japanese that followed. He carried on with a plaster
but was seriously wounded again in 1943. Rajesh was invalided
from field service in the army, and then had an attack of typhoid,
followed by malaria. He continued in the Corps of Engineers
building roads, and his colleagues called him ‘Rockey the Pro’--as he was decorated with a ‘Mention in Dispatches’ for his tenacity
and professional service.
Shanti continued with tears welling in her eyes, “Rajesh
was doing his peace-time posting in Delhi and I met him at a
friend’s birthday party. He had a lovely Royal Enfield motorbike
that he bought from the Army disposal and had it spruced up. He
took me on long rides, we fell in love and got married………….
then I found that he was disturbed about his health. He used to
moan about the effect that the shell-shock and illnesses had on
his vitality, and apologized time and again for letting me down
in bed, saying he hadn’t suspected it. I told him not to worry. He
developed a guilt-complex and visited sexologists, but depression
set in ……and finally he shot himself. God bless his soul. He was
so handsome and loving. I was happy with him. I do miss him.”
“Terrible!” Nirmala cried. “Fate has been cruel to you, so
much sorrow for one so young.”
“Fate has now been kind to me in bringing us together here.
Being with you will make me want to live. Don’t feel sad for me,
dear. The months in prison will bring cheer in my life”, Shanti
ended.
“I hope the months in jail will help me to forget what is best
forgotten. I’ll bless Mahtama Gandhi for bringing me here”,
Nirmala said.
“Why do you say that?” Shanti asked”
“It is a short story, I have no relations except Babaji my
ageing grandfather. I was treated like a rag by two Muslim animallike men in Khandvli, who brutally raped me because I was a
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helpless low-caste Hindu Dalit girl, an easy prey. I do not wish to
ever recount the event and you can help me forget it. Will you?”
Nirmala pleaded.
Shanti burst out, “Muslims in Hindustan believe that they
were destined by the grace of their Allah to plunder and dominate
Hindus in the sub continent, as in the days of their Imperial sway
from the 11th Century AD until 1750 AD. They want to claim their
lost Imperial Caliphate. It reflects a kind of irredentism inscribed
deep in the psyche of Muslims. Let’s start a new chapter, forget
the past and live in the present together in prison.”
They felt bored with the emptiness of their hours. Food was
bad, sanitary facilities primitive, flies and mosquitoes made sleep
impossible. Women imprisoned for criminal offences were lodged
in the adjacent ward, and their cultural and social mores offended
the political prisoners who had a good education and a higher
social standing and moral ideals.
On a casual visit to the prison Mr. Henry Hudson the British
Director General of Jails who lived in a bungalow in the Tihar
jail premises, entered the women’s ward. He was a high-ranking
British official in the Home Department of the Government
of India. Administration of prisons was among one of his
responsibilities. But he took his work seriously and liked to see
things for himself. Nothing was beneath his personal concern. He
was a graduate from Cambridge University with a Tripos, and in
the course of his training for the Indian job, he had learnt to read
and write Hindi and speak Bengali and Punjabi during his tenures
of service in Bengal and Punjab. Professor Hudson was a man
of rare intellectual brilliance, and empathy. He was one of those
few British officials who had captured the glory of ancient Indian
thought and culture. By and large, many of the British, in their
pride as empire builders and obsession with
their superiority in military arts and industrial
technology, were inclined to spurn and look
down on Indians.
Hudson was accompanied by the AngloIndian Jail Superintendent Mr. Anil Hoffland
and the lady warden Miss Heather Kendall.
The political and other prisoners were herded
into two groups. Seeing so many intelligent
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Mr. Hudson

and good-looking young girls in the ward in the political group,
he asked, addressing them: “What are you girls doing here? Prison
is no place for gentle girls like you.”
“Why ask us? Ask your government which has brought us
here”, Shanti replied spiritedly.
“What is your name?” Hudson asked.
“Shanti.”
“That means peace, tranquility. Om Shanti. You have a
beautiful name.”
Turning to Nirmala, he asked her name. “Nirmala”, she
replied.
“That means pure and courageous. Your name reflects your
radiant and charming personality.”
The two girls didn’t even mutter a ‘thank you’ for the
compliments from the high-ranking British official. They had not
been taught the finer nuances of English conversation.
“And, your name ?” Hudson continued. “Satya”, she said.
“Truth. Satyameva Jayate-Victory through Truth”, Hudson
rendered the Sanskrit idiom into English, “Satya, with truth as
your guide, you will succeed in whatever you do.” Satya blushed,
but she didn’t say ‘thank you. She didn’t know that an English
girl, spoken to thus, would have said ‘thank you Sir’ even in a
prison.
“And, your names?” Hudson asked from the group of girls.
“Gita-Meena-Fauzia-Shamina-Sultana-Sally Jones-SehebaAsha-Maya”…………They told him their names, all of them.
“All very beautiful names and I can recognize some Muslim
names too. I see you are wearing hijabs (head coverings), and
Sally, are you an Anglo Indian?”
“Yes your honour, my father is British, he loves India and
married my mother Ranjeeta. She defied her parents. He works in
the Railways, your honour.”
“Now let it be clear, I am Mr. Henry Hudson, not ‘Honour’
and you will address me as Sir. Also be aware, in my jails there is
no recognition of caste, here you will be free to follow your own
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religion and show tolerance towards the others. Indians must strive
to maintain the excellent traditions of Hindu-Muslim friendships
in modern times. Your Sanskrit and Urdu have a rich treasury of
beautiful words. You live in a lucky country.”
“Do you know Sanskrit, Sir?” Gita asked.
“Well, I have a working knowledge of it, but I don’t think I
would like to make a speech in that language”, Hudson replied
with a smile.
Hudson rose high in the esteem of his listeners. None among
them had met, much less spoken to one, an English official before,
except for the Magistrate they had met earlier. They had heard that
the English were snobs and looked like white monkeys, creating
trouble everywhere and looting India. But here was an Englishman
in flesh and blood, who was so humane and a scholar!
“Where did you learn Sanskrit, Sir?” Nirmala asked.
“At Cambridge”, he replied. He paused for awhile and then
said: “I’ll be happy to arrange for your release sooner than six
months if you ladies will apologize for breaking the law.”
“Sir the government should apologize for making a lawless
law that makes it a crime for us to demand freedom and tell the
British to ‘Quit India’ There is nothing for us to apologize for,
Sir”, Shanti replied in no uncertain terms on behalf of the group.
They nodded in agreement.
“Is it proper for Gandhi to ask Britain to quit when we are
fighting grim battles against the forces of tyranny with a war to
keep the world free of Hitler and the likes of Mussolini and the
cruel Japanese?” Hudson rejoined.
“We have no sympathy for Germany, Italy and Japan as our
Indian soldiers are dying in thousands for you, my husband got
injured fighting for you in Burma”, Shanti said, and Nirmala
added, “All we want is an unconditional acceptance by Britain of
our right to Independence after the war.”
“Well, I am not a politician. But I am sure India will be free
after the war and you will be rid of us. The British will go but
the English language will remain. You won’t be able to get rid
of that!” Hudson said with a wry smile…… “If there is anything
I can do to make your stay here tolerable, let me know, as I am
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ordering a separate Ward W for you 12. Have any of you studied
or read English literature? My wife will be happy to teach those
of you interested in British writers for three afternoons a week, so
that your time in prison is profitably spent. I will try to come on
weekends as we both did English Literature. I was at Trinity Hall
at Cambridge where I met my wife studying in King’s College
across the river Cam. Let me know the names of those of you who
would be interested. Shanti, both you and Nirmala speak well.”
Both remembered their happy days in the English class at St
Mary’s in Meerut.
Hudson asked the Superintendent Mr. Hoffland to arrange for
a segregated Ward W and inquired about the girls activities in the
mornings. He replied, “Sir on most days they go for a three-mile
walk and on other days, they do physical training (PT).”
Hudson said, “Why not yoga, too? And bring those keen on
tennis to the courts tomorrow morning and see that they wear the
prison salwar suits. My wife and I play regularly with the British
and Indian Civil Services families. Let’s see if they can replace
those chokra ball boys we hire from the club.”
“Yes, Sir”, he replied”
Fauzia said something in Urdu and Nirmala translated, “Sir
some of us are not good at English and they would like to be
allowed to bring Urdu and Hindi books into the prison.” This
created a ripple of laughter because Fauzia was known to be more
interested in gossiping than in reading. However, she was fluent
in Urdu and recited Mirza Ghalib, the eminent Urdu and Persianlanguage poet during the last years of the Mughal Empire. He
was one of the most-quoted poets reciting Urdu shers (sayings)
appropriate for most situations.
Other suggestions followed in rapid succession. Sally
asked for a radio as the one in the common room crackled, and
a gramophone and records to practice ballroom dancing. Meena
asked for material for knitting, sketching and painting, as well
as a harmonium and tablas. Gita and Meena both said they
loved Indian dancing and this would help in the evenings for
their dance practice. Hudson listened, amused. He looked at the
Superintendent who looked bewildered.
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“Sir, the jail manual forbids knitting needles, they may be
used for piercing each other’s eyes by ladies convicted of criminal
offences.”
“We’ll take good care of the needles, Sir,” Shamina chipped
in. This caused laughter again because she was known for her
dislike of knitting.
“Sir’, Shanti said, “excuse us, if these things are not permitted
to be brought in, we should be shifted to the rigorous imprisonment
Ward. They will keep us busy breaking stones. This suggestion
was met with a roar of laughter in which Hudson joined, though
with the typical British restraint. “Then you may not get remission
that simple punishment permits, which is in my discretion.”
Superintendent Hoffland was visibly annoyed. In his long
career as a jailer, he had never allowed laughter within the walls
of a prison, or talk of remission. Hudson left the prison, making
it clear to the superintendent that the girls were to be housed in a
new wing, all things listed by the ladies were to be procured and
brought in, including knitting needles. He added that if the girls
wanted to learn Indian dancing, arrangements should be made for
the cultural department of the jail to hire a dancing tutor for the
girls. As he was leaving, he said that he would like a regular weekly
report on the progress of activities, adding, “Your promotion and
your annual confidential report (ACR) will depend on that.”
On Professor Hudson’s request, the prisoners’ parents, the
local Jama Masjid Mosque from philanthropic grants known as
mushrut-ul-khidmat and dedicators known as Wakfs, the Bangla
Saheb Sikh Gurdwara and the Lakshmi Narayan temple donated
the items required. A dance teacher was arranged.
Over the next three days, four of the girls became ‘ball girls’
after learning the game from the ball boys - to fetch the ball on the
run or stand back or hand over a bounced ball to the server. They
learnt to set up the net and mark the court with chalk and serve
shikanjvi (lime water-sweetened or salted, also called nimboo
pani). Nirmala and Shanti would get up early and practice against
the wall like the others and became quite proficient, daily trying a
few rallies before the players arrived.
One day Shanti said to Nirmala, “Let’s get on the court early
and try to practice serving.” Though at first it looked difficult they
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sometimes managed to serve correctly into the right quadrant and
clear the court before the first player arrived. The next day seeing
the Hudsons arrive, they froze. He was surprised they were on the
court with ball and racquets in their hands and said, “Don’t tell
me you two have learnt to play. Let us play a game with the two
of you against me till the others arrive.” Hudson served gently
lobbing the ball across. Shanti ran and smashed the ball into a
corner leaving Mr. Hudson holding his hips, and Mrs. Hudson
cheering, “My God you can play. Join us from tomorrow for a
game of doubles if there is a slot.” Both the girls improved and
soon became good players.
Gita, Meena and Maya were happy to
resume sketching and painting. Shanti and
Nirmala revived their dancing skills in the
evening. The ward hummed with the music
of the harmonium, tablas and tanpuras, and
singing and dancing to the accompaniment of
music from a gramophone. Colorful sketches
and painting on paper and canvas relieved the
Mrs. Hudson
drabness of the ward. The political prisoners
were permitted to invite the women convicted of minor offences
living in the ward next door for an hour in the evenings to
participate in the singing, dancing and painting. They remembered
Professor Hudson saying to them, “We in the Tihar jail are not
only your guards but are like parents to correct you, and if you
do no wrong we will treat you with dignity.” This had a lasting
impression on all inmates.
Professor Mrs. Allison Hudson, a Rhodes scholar and a
teacher at Cambridge, where she had met Henry Hudson, was
missing her teaching assignments. She took up coaching the six
girls who had volunteered to learn English language and literature.
When she came to Ward W they bowed as the superintendent had
ordered them to do. Mrs. Hudson rebuked them, and told them
that there was no need to bow They were to get up and say,
“Good afternoon Ma’am.” She explained that one curtsied only
to royalty. She brought books with some of the pages marked
and gave an introductory lecture on English literature and was
surprised to see that Shanti, Nirmala and Sally had studied a few
authors including Shakespeare. Allison began to enjoy coming to
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Ward W four times a week in the afternoons and read books to the
girls, and was impressed with the improvement in their reading
skills and diction.
Shanti, Nirmala and Sally surprised the Hudsons when they
showed the notes they had made in the copy book she had given
them to record lines of authors that had impressed them. The first
three sessions were on Enid Blyton.
Nirmala’s notes amused Allison as she had copied appropriate
lines from the Famous Five Series by Enid Blyton written in 1942.
From Five on a Treasure Island. ‘It wasn’t a bit of good fighting
grown-ups. They could do exactly as they like, and nothing like
having a bucket of cold water flung over you to make you see
things as they really are!’ From Five Have a Mystery to Solve,
the diary read, ‘Leave something for someone, but don’t leave
someone for something.’ From Five on a Hike Together, the lines
were, ‘I do love the beginning of summer hols, said Julian. They
always seem to stretch out ahead for ages and ages, and they last.
They go so nice and slowly at first, said Anne, his little sister. Then
they start to gallop.” Mrs. Hudson was pleased and corrected their
mistakes with explanations.
There was now an enthusiasm in the group to compete. Shanti
was impressed with Alfred, Lord Tennyson (1809- 1892) and she
copied the famous lines from The Charge of the Light Brigade
‘Someone had blundered. There’s not to make reply, Theirs not
to reason why, Theirs but to do and die. Into the valley of Death
Rode the six hundred, and, ‘Tis better to have loved and lost, than
never to have loved at all’, from in Memoriam AHH, and ‘My
strength is as the strength of 10, because my heart is pure”, from
Sir Galahad. Minor mistakes were accepted.
Sally copied Arnold Bennett (1867-1931) and his words,
‘My mother is far too clever to understand anything she doesn’t
like’, and Mrs. Hudson spoke of Bennett and his life, and added
his statement which was applicable anytime and anywhere, ‘Any
change even a change for the better, is always accompanied by
drawbacks and discomforts, and good taste is better than bad
taste but bad taste is better than no taste.’ A discussion followed.
Meena always dreamt of writing for children, and Mrs.
Hudson introduced her to Arthur Ransome (1884- 1967) and his
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words, ‘You write not for children but for yourself, and, if by good
fortune children enjoy, then you are a writer of children’s books’.
She loaned Meena copies of his books and pointed out the lines,
‘Who would wave a flag to be rescued if they had a desert island of
their own? That spoilt Robinson Crusoe. In the end he came home
and they found, like many explorers before them, that somehow, in
their absence, they had got into trouble at home’ (Swallowdale).
One session was on John Milton’s Paradise Lost (1667) and
Shanti recited the famous lines, ‘The mind is its own place and in
itself can make a heav’n of hell a hell of heav’n’, and ‘Long is the
way and hard that out of Hell leads up to light, and never can true
reconcilement grow where wound of deadly hate have pierced so
deep’.
As sessions of reading, music, painting and dance progressed,
the girls’ faces acquired a new look of confidence when talking
to the Superintendent. Begums Shamina and Sultana presented a
painting to the Superintendent for his residence. He accepted it
with a smile, the first time he was seen to smile in the presence
of prisoners. For the first time in his long career, he had received
a work of art executed by a prisoner. For the first time, he had
seen beauty and color in a prison ward, heard music, singing, and
witnessed dancing. The cultural activities of the wards blended
well with their obligations under the jail manual. He started viewing
life in a prison with a new eye, and his reports showed it. Hudson
was apprised of the progress. “Ah, if ever a private enterprise is
allowed to run a prison, I will open one,” the superintendent said
to a colleague, “and save souls now perishing under our outdated
concept of crime and punishment.”
“I’ll join you in your enterprise”, his colleague replied. “It
will save our souls also.”
Life in prison no longer weighed heavily on the prisoners
thanks to Henry Hudson and his kindness in permitting them to
pursue pastimes of their choosing. One day Nirmala had the bright
idea that he be invited to see how much they were enjoying their
incarceration. On behalf of the group she wrote a letter asking him
to visit them.
Respected Sir,
You were good enough to visit with us a few times. Please come
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again. We will be happy to see you. In honour of your visit, we will
put up an exhibition of our paintings and present a programme of
dance and music. We will be happy to invite Mrs. Hudson and any
others you may feel that we should.
Respectfully,
Nirmala and others in Ward W.
Nirmala requested the Superintendent to forward the letter
to Mr. Hudson. Under the jail manual no prisoner was allowed
to address a higher authority, and certainly not the senior-most
gentleman. However, recalling Mr. Hudson’s empathy for these
prisoners, he forwarded the letter at the risk of being considered
foolish for treating seriously, a silly letter from a silly girl. He
noted on the letter: ‘Submitted for Your Honour’s orders.’
Mr. Hudson’s acceptance was received soon after. He
mentioned the date and time convenient for himself and Mrs.
Hudson to attend, accompanied by the Home Secretary who had
sanctioned Rupees Thirty for the high tea to be served to all the
invitees from the office and the girl inmates.
The prisoners were full of excitement.
Their invitation had been accepted! The
great day was one week away. They started
rehearsing for their programme in earnest,
and ten women from the other Women’s Ward
were invited to join them. The great day
dawned, guests from the jail had gathered at
the entrance. The Superintendent escorted Mr.
Dancing in Tihar
and Mrs. Hudson into the ward with the four
parents who had been invited. As they entered, they were greeted
with folded hands by the prisoners lined up in two rows. The guests
acknowledged their silent greetings and noted that the brick floor
between the rows below a make-shift stage, had been tastefully
painted in water-colors and rangoli (colored powder design on
floors). The drab walls of the ward were decorated with beautiful
paintings hanging at eye level. As the Home Secretary and Lady
Blackham entered the ward, they were greeted by Mr. and Mrs.
Hudson. In the background you could hear the melodious music of
shenais that is traditionally played to receive guests at weddings
and festive occasions.
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The guests sat in their chairs. The prisoners sat on the brick
floor. Shanti made a two-minute welcome speech, acknowledging
and thanking Mr. Hudson for his kindness in making this event
possible. They were happy to be honored by the presence of the
Home Secretary and her Ladyship, Professor and Mrs. Hudson,
the Superintendent Saheb Mr. Hoffland and the kind Lady Warden
Miss Heather Kendall.
Shanti requested the guests to view the paintings while the
musicians played soft music. The guests returned to their seats. As
Shanti moved away to take her place in the audience on the floor,
Hudson gestured to her to sit in a chair he ordered placed next to
them. She hesitated, but Mr. Hudson’s gracious gesture overcame
her reluctance, and she went up and sat next to him.
The entertainment programme commenced with a group of six
taking their stand on the painted stage. Their singing was sweet,
and the music, enchanting. The other prisoners in the auditorium
who were sitting on the floor, sang along with them.
This was followed by the dance programme. Nirmala explained
that it was a scene from Shakuntala. Shanti sought Mr. Hudson’s
permission to go on stage. She and Nirmala danced, accompanied
by a few other dancers. They did not wear any costumes and like
the musicians and singers, were in coarse white striped shirts and
grey pyjamas, the standard dress for prisoners.
As the programme ended, Nirmala made her one-minute
speech of thanks to the guests and requested them to accept
tokens of affection from the prisoners. Sir and Lady Blackham
were presented a Rajasthani style painting each and Mrs. Hudson
received a brightly coloured knitted cotton table cloth and a
Moghul style painting of Tihar Jail. The Home Secretary, joined
by the guests, started clapping, said a ‘well done’, and left.
In his speech, Mr. Hudson paid rich tributes to the hosts of the
event for the high standard of dancing, music, singing and the art
presented, and more so, without the aid of costumes and props.
“Life in a prison is not normally associated with the beauty of
colour, music and dance, art and joy. You have brought all these
into your ward by your own efforts”, he said. “You have shown
us that a prison need not necessarily be only a place for crime and
punishment, of suffering and sorrow, where the body and mind
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languish in loneliness and despair, where the guilty are imprisoned
and minds destroyed, but can be serene as a church, and soul–
uplifting, with music, dance and art of your own making.”
“This is one of my last visits here. I am retiring shortly. Your
beautiful presents will decorate our home in Cambridge. I know
about your fine leaders, Pandit Nehru, Valabhbhai Patel, Maulana
Abul Kalam Azad, Acharya Kripalani and Govind Ballabh Pant
among the many others who are fighting for freedom and are
jailed in the 16 Century Ahmednagar Fort for their participation in
the Quit India movement, and, from the reports I get, I know that
Mahatma Gandhi is in the Aga Khan Palace in Poona. You have a
great future ahead of you and great challenges too. India will be
free soon, but you will find that freedom is not a bed of roses, the
road to freedom will be long and steep, but I am confident that you
will travel the road with confidence and success. Many Indians
are beginning to play tennis and we may see Shanti and Nirmala
becoming tennis stars for India. I am presenting them a racquet
each and a box of tennis balls.”
“Asatoma sadgamaya, tamassoma jyotirgamaya”, Hudson
continued. “From untruth towards truth, and out of darkness
towards light”. There was a loud applause. “I am told that with
your cultural and artistic activities, you have rather enjoyed
your incarceration. I hope you won’t consider me a killjoy as
I have decided to recommend the release of political prisoners
in this Ward W. I hope you won’t protest against this and court
imprisonment, or re-join a Quit India movement and break laws
again”, he said amidst laughter. “Great tasks await you outside
these prison walls. India will be independent soon, Inshah Allah.”
The guests said farewell with folded hands and departed after
a few minutes of the high tea being served.
Within three days a Home Office (India) Memorandum with
orders signed by Sir Blackham was received for the release of
political prisoners in Ward W on the following Friday, along with
the sanction of a stipend of two annas per working day for work
done in the improvement of the ward under the special powers of
the Home Secretary. A rupee had sixteen annas, so each girl got
approximately rupees twenty, enough to return home and buy a
few new clothes.
49

There was rejoicing and touching farewells with hugs and
tears, as they were released, on the road bound for home, leaving
behind women inmates whom they had met from the other wards
who had been invited to their show, to sink again into the depths
of despair unless they attempted to do what Ward W had done.

Chapter 6
Nirmala Becomes a Nurse at Lady Hardinge Women’s
Medical College
When Nirmala was allowed to leave the Tihar Jail with a ‘Prison
Discharge Out-Pass’ after signing papers and undergoing a
medical examination, she was unsure of what she should do
next. She went to Superintendent Hoffland and asked if she could
meet Mr. Hudson to say goodbye and give him a farewell gift.
The Superintendent said she could accompany him as he had to
hand over the receipts the girls had signed. He would mention her
request, adding that being a busy man he may not be able to spare
the time to see her. He added condescendingly, “Come let’s take a
chance, as you are leaving today.”
To her surprise Mr. Hudson received her in his spacious office,
which had a chandelier and ceiling fan and a liveried steward in
a white uniform with the insignia HMS (His Majesty’s Service),
in attendance. Hesitatingly, she told him of her unsure future and
her insecurity as she had no place to go to. Her father, a coolie,
had passed away, and her grandfather now lived in the house with
other Muslim males, where, being a Dalit, she was likely to be
taken advantage of. She could not return to the Nawab’s Haveli,
as her mother’s employer, the Begum, fearing the Partition, had
moved along with her mother, to Junagadh. She beseeched him for
any advice that he could give her.
After mulling it over, Mr. Hudson said that he would try and
contact his wife’s colleague from Cambridge who was the head
of Lady Irwin Home Science College set up for women by Lady
Dorothy Irwin in 1932 with the motto Vidya Hi Seva (Knowledge
is Service). However, since that needed at least a matric certificate,
the alternative was to try to contact his school colleague Dr. Mrs.
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Ruth Churchill, head of Lady Hardinge Women’s Medical College
and Hospital in Delhi should Nirmala be interested in doing a
nursing course. The women in Tihar jail who needed medication
were sent there. When the national capital of India was shifted to
Delhi from Calcutta, Lady Hardinge, wife of the then Viceroy of
India Charles Hardinge, 1st Baron Hardinge of Penhurst (1858
–1944), a British diplomat and statesman, decided to found a
medical college for women. She recognized that the lack of such
a college made it impossible for Indian women to study medicine.
The British government started building the Queen Mary College
& Hospital in 1911 to commemorate the visit by the Queen. Lady
Hardinge died on 11th July 1914. The college was inaugurated on
7th February, 1916, by Baron Hardinge in the Imperial Enclave,
near Connaught Place. At the suggestion of Her Majesty Queen
Mary, the college and the hospital was named after Lady Hardinge
to perpetuate the memory of its founder.
Nirmala was thrilled that Hudson Sir could arrange a nursing
course for her and she accepted his advice happily, “Thank you Sir,
you are a like a God to me and this sounds wonderful especially if
I can live in the hostel for the hospital nurses. I have some money
and I could ask my grandfather to contribute too.”
Hudson drafted a letter to his colleague Dr. Churchill and
asked for a dispatch rider to deliver the letter. Hudson also cranked
up his emergency telephone to call Dr. Churchill on a medical
emergency line. Within the next five minutes, both colleagues
were exchanging pleasantries and Dr. Churchill readily acceded
to Hudson’s request to admit Nirmala in the British-aided nursing
course and said, “Henry old boy, if, by any chance, you have a
soft corner for this girl whom you have praised so much, don’t
tell me. Tell her to carry a letter addressed to me from you on the
official His Majesty’s envelope, and show it at the gate. I will
leave instructions for her.”
Hudson expressed his gratitude and said his only interest in
Nirmala was in the fact that she was intelligent and showed great
promise, and also, in the fact that that she had no family to fall
back on. She had served an unfortunate few months in Tihar jail.
Dr. Churchill listened to the story of the women inmates and their
contribution, and the example they had set to all other wards.
Finally, Hudson said, “I learn she has only Rs. 55 and I trust in a
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month or two you will give her a house job in the hospital, so that
her board and lodging can be taken care of till she completes the
six-month course. Incidentally, Nirmala plays good tennis too.”
Nirmala was overcome with tears, “Sir I have not met a kind
man like you, as the men in my life except for my grandfather,
have behaved like hooligans. I will be ever grateful to you and
Mrs. Hudson. I promise you I will make a good nurse and make
you proud of me.”
At this point, Hudson said, “You girls have brought me
good luck. I have just today been awarded an MBE (Member
of the British Empire) for my services in India. Miss Nirmala,
I will keep in touch with Dr. Churchill, and if, by chance you
come to England, it will be my pleasure to show you around
Cambridge, the beautiful university town, where we plan to live.
You can spend tonight in the Tihar jail guesthouse for lower staff.
Tomorrow morning the local jail bus, which goes into Connaught
Place, will take you to the hospital. Here is the letter from me
to Dr. Churchill. I wish you all the best in your nursing career.
Your familiarity with spoken English and literature, is going to
help you to communicate with the British patients in the hospital.
Finally, put your talents in tennis and Indian and ballroom dancing
to good use in your spare time. You have great potential and I do
not see why you cannot represent the Lady Hardigne tennis team.
God speed and bless you”
Nirmala started sobbing, “Thank you Sir, God will surely
bless you and Mrs. Hudson.” The totally dejected Nirmala who
had entered Mr. Hudson’s office exited as an optimistic and
confident girl, seeing a new world opening up to her. She rushed
to the temple in the jail premises and offered prasad.
The next day, she was dropped off on Panchkuin Road
(named after the five wells situated there), near Connaught Place.
She presented the letter to the guard at the hospital gate and was
directed to Dr. Churchill’s office. There she was met by a senior
British training nurse who gave her instructions, and was taken
to the dormitory she was assigned to, given a large number of
medical books, writing material and three sets of uniforms for
training nurses, along with caps and white shoes, which could
be altered or exchanged if required, by the tailor at their store.
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She was told that the three-month scholarship
entitled her to free tuition and accommodation
and she had only to pay for her meals in the
Training Nurses canteen. Thereafter she would
receive a stipend and be given duties in the
wards, operation theatres and get attached to
senior doctors.
The training course for nurses was in
Nurse in Training
English and the girls who were not proficient
in the language were being given extra classes with a translator.
Quite soon Nirmala helped the teacher with translation in the
English classes given her fluency in the two languages of Hindi
and English. Nirmala made many friends.
The scholarship entitled Nirmala to food coupons, and she
found that she did not spend much in the hospital canteen for
meals. She kept aside most of the money, and together with her
savings, she bought a few clothes. After a month Dr. Churchill
sent for her and told her that Prof. Hudson had written to her
inquiring about her progress. She sent her to the Head Nurse
who told Nirmala that she was qualified to work in the Operation
Theatre for three hours a week on the night shift, which would
give her Rs 2 per shift. Thereafter, she would be attached to Ward
A as Nurse In-charge and be given a stipend of Rs 20 per month,
and after the six-month training, she would be a qualified nurse.
This was on the condition that she signed a bond to work for the
hospital for the next two years or pay back the training charges if
she decided to leave. Nirmala signed the bond, and thanked the
Head Nurse profusely, who told her that she had a well-wisher in
England who was due her thanks.
In a joyous mood Nirmala wrote a letter to her Baba to come
for a short stay with her as she could get him a room for two nights
in the hospital where relations of patients were permitted to stay.
She sent him the address and directions from Faridabad to the
New Delhi station in Paharganj, which was close to the hospital.
A week later, Baba arrived at the hospital gate and was directed
to the dormitory for training nurses where he waited till Nirmala
met him, both shedding tears of joy at the re-union. She told him
that he was the reason she was living. “Baba, I will rent a place
nearby and make you the happiest grandfather in the world. I am
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earning now.”
The next day being a Sunday. Nirmala took Baba to see
the beautiful Connaught Place, which the British had recently
completed, and then took a rickshaw to India Gate, the imposing
edifice commemorating the Indian officers and soldiers who had
fallen in World War I fighting for the British. She pointed to their
names that had been engraved on the surface. Many martyrs
were from the State forces of India including from Jodhpur and
Junagadh. The two days passed by happily and Baba said he could
now sleep in peace without worrying about his dearly beloved
granddaughter, and the time had now come for both of them to put
the ghosts of Khandvli to rest.
“Now Beti, I will pray for a good and kind husband for you
who will be the luckiest man to have you as his wife”, Baba said.
Nirmala retorted, “Baba you know I am a Dalit girl. You also
know that except for you I have no relation in this world to call
my own. My mother and siblings are now Muslims in a faraway
place. I hope I can give her the good news that I am well and am
a nurse. And as you say, I will try to look for a husband who will
look after me. I promise you, Baba.”
As they parted company, Baba told her that he would be
leaving the next morning. He told her to keep her horoscope safe
as it forecast happiness and good fortune in her life, with only
brief periods of troubled times, when Lord Shanni would enter the
top quadrant, but for most of the time the other stars would protect
his darling granddaughter. She should stay content and happy and
write to him from time to time.
Suddenly, Nirmala, who had forgotten her past completely, felt
an overpowering desire to contact Shanti, who was the only friend
she had in her life. She knew however, that the next few months
would be full of nursing work, not giving her a moment’s respite
to follow that dream. On one occasion, she saw Dr. Churchill in
a ward. She took the courage to go up to her and said, “Good
morning Ma’am, thanks to you and your friend Professor Hudson
sir, I am a nurse in your hospital. I cannot thank you and him
enough for the kindness.”
This took Dr. Churchill totally by surprise. Looking at her
closely she found Nirmala strikingly beautiful and remembered
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her friend Henry requesting her help in giving her a chance to
become a nurse, and adding that she was a good tennis player.
“He spoke highly of you and I remember now that Henry told
me you play tennis. We need a woman doubles partner for the next
tournament, so let’s try you out”, Dr. Churchill said.
“Yes Ma’am, though it has been a few months since I have
played,” she replied. Dr. Churchill gave instructions to one of
the doctors to inform the lady tennis Captain to check out the
standard of Nirmala’s tennis for the British Inter-Institutional
Championships at the Delhi Gymkhana Club tennis courts, that
was to take place in a month. “Nurse Nirmala may be a good
find.” After a two together - week period of coaching and practice
Nirmala was kitted out and represented Lady Hardinge. Her
partner was a snobbish senior lady doctor, and together they won
the women’s doubles title, bringing laurels to the hospital. The
trophy took the pride of place in her room. She decided however,
that tennis would be time-consuming, as the courts were a distance
away in the Harcourt Bulter School premises, and distracted her
from the concentration she needed for her nursing.
Nirmala was thrilled at her success both in nursing and tennis,
and as a thanksgiving, made a promise to herself to go often to
the close-by Hanuman Temple (Hanuman the monkey God who
set Lanka ablaze to help Ram retrieve his wife Sita) on Tuesdays
to give an offering to the Purohit (Brahmin priest) for a viewing
of the idol of Hanuman. This implied being allowed into the
Sanctum Sanctorum on that day to gaze upon the fully-adorned
image of Hanuman.
The days passed by happily for Nirmala. The hours she
spent in the wards with patients who would relate their personal
stories, which took away from her loneliness. She was kind and
compassionate and the gifts that many patients showered upon her
when they were discharged, made her feel loved and happy.
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Chapter 7
Shanti’s Whirlwind Life Ends In Sorrow
A year after her release from prison, Shanti’s
parents were in a quandary about her future.
The British were her father’s clients, and her
inclinations to support India’s anti-British
cause, worried her parents. They decided to send
her to the Benares Hindu University (BHU),
famous as the seat of learning, to fulfill her
ambition to study - an interest ignited by Prof
Shanti’s Suicide
Hudson’s introduction to English literature.
Shanti acceded to her parent’s wishes as she felt she would gain
the freedom denied to her in Delhi. The next three years turned
out to be carefree as BHU was a co-educational institution. She
excelled at tennis and was in the university team and enjoyed the
company of the girls and of the sportsmen who wooed her, taking
advantage of her carefree ways. Shanti was courageous enough
to sneak away from the hostel for women and spend time in the
men’s hostel. Every year she spent the summer holidays with
her parents in their cottage in Srinagar, Kashmir. In the winter
holidays, she joined the university excursions, including one to
South India for two weeks.
Her three idyllic years at college passed by too quickly,
as college years do. Shanti was regarded by her teachers as an
achiever to be reckoned with among women, both in her studies
as well as on the tennis court. She graduated with a First Division
for her Bachelor’s degree, and won the women’s Championship
Cup in tennis. After her graduation, she returned to Delhi and was
under some pressure from her parents to get married again.
Times had changed since her parents had got married forty
years earlier, without so much as having seen each other. To
see and be seen, had now become the order of the day as a step
towards a formal betrothal. Though Shanti had been desolate after
she had lost her husband, falling in love before a betrothal was
non-negotiable. It demanded the pleasure of touch and involved
other risks. To please her parents, she let them do the screening,
but not the final choosing.
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Like all parents, Shanti’s parents ‘exhibited’ their daughter
to eligible bachelors and their parents, who were invited to their
home. Prospective grooms were invariably subjected to the curious
and watchful eyes and ears of family members as they were served
refreshments. After they left, opinions would be expressed about
the looks and charms of the prospective groom and his family.
Around this time, Shanti met Raja Pratap Raghuvendra Singhji
of Murid Halsisar, a middle-aged handsome tennis player who
used to come from Murid in Rajasthan, a distance of seventy five
miles from Delhi, to play tennis at the sprawling Delhi Gymkhana
Club courts. He owned a MG sports car, and after a game, would
offer Shanti a lift to her home. One evening after a game of tennis,
he asked Shanti to accompany him for a walk around the Rose
Garden, “I need to talk to you as I am completely captivated by
you, and have begun to desire you.” On an impulse, he held her
close and asked if she liked him, “Tell me please, I want an honest
answer, will you marry me?”
Looking around and seeing no one in the vicinity, Shanti came
close to him, “ Yes I do like you but you are royalty and I am a
commoner. My parents believe in arranged marriages and I will
have to do as they say, so let’s meet as friends on the courts when
we can. You are strong, smart, foreign-educated and rich. I have
never kissed royalty. Kiss me so I can feel royal for a moment in
time.” A typical Shanti response!
Pratap was thrilled, and little did Shanti know at the time that
he was married. A long, passionate and experienced kiss followed.
Embarrassed and a little weak, but pleased, Shanti said, “Let’s
go, it’s getting late.” In the days that followed there were many
kisses exchanged after tennis in the Rose Garden in the twilight
hours and they fondled each other in the car on the way back
to Shanti’s house. One day, while dropping Shanti close to the
Tandon household in his sports car, the Raja passed Shanti a slip
of paper with the royal emblem on it, and murmuring an excuse,
made a hasty exit. Shanti sought the privacy of her bathroom
to read Raghuvendra’s missive. It was hand-written, the letters
formed as beautifully as in calligraphy.
Shanti my dearest,
Though no applications are invited, I beg to offer myself as
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a candidate for your hand in marriage. Should my application
find acceptance, I am sure we can look forward to a happy life
together. Please confirm with a nod or a simple letter or a wink
when I see you next on the tennis court. I will be there in the
first week of next month and look forward to your acceptance. No
dowry, not a bangle and not even a saree except, of course, the
one which you would wear for the ceremony.
Always yours,
Pratap Raghuvendra .
Shanti smiled at Pratap’s unique marriage proposal as an
applicant, and his sense of humour amused her. She had come to
like him well enough, but marriage and love! She had not given
thought to it, as she had learned by now that he had a wife hailing
from a small principality who was uneducated, and that they had
a financial understanding. Except on the occasions when she was
invited, she lived with her parents. The doctors had given up hope
for the son and heir that the Raja and his subjects had looked
forward to - an heir for the Raja was essential!
Shanti left the decision to her parents after giving them the
facts and details of his background. They were astonished. A
proposal for marriage in writing from an aspirant groom himself
and that too from royalty! They had never heard of such a thing,
How could a royal marry a commoner? But Shanti indicated
that she was interested in the marriage. They condoned the age
difference and lost no time in telling Shanti that they would like
to meet the Raja.
When he came, he touched their feet and broached the matter
with Shanti’s parents. Pratap told them about his past, that he had
lost his father early in life and said that his mother and his people
would be only too happy to see their Raja marry a smart, educated
bride and give their kingdom an heir. He had no brothers, and his
only sister was married to a railway official. A formal engagement
was announced and a date fixed for the marriage.
What followed was a hectic period of engagement – on the
arm of the Eton and Oxford-educated Raja with inherited money.
She was introduced to the English language and the small talk at
the clubs in Delhi, and to the Imperial Hotel on Queensway, the
haunt of royalty, sipping Scotch whisky and ballroom dancing.
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The Delhi Gymkhana Club was their regular haunt and Shanti
improved her ballroom dancing, though she had initially declined
the first time that Pratap took her to the spring-loaded dance floor.
She told Pratap, “you have had dance lessons, so you told me.
Please teach me at home. I just can’t dance backward without
practice. I find that all the ladies are dancing backwards without
looking where they are going.”
“There is a technique to it, my innocent future wife”, Pratap
said. “Gentlemen lead the ladies with appropriate movements, to
avoid colliding into other couples.”
“But how can they concentrate on the dance when they are
talking all the time? When I dance Bharata Natyam I have to
concentrate on every movement. This is not my cup of tea. I’ll
stick to Bharata Natyam.”
“Shanti my dear, even love-making will be new to you and I
will make you good at it. Come, let’s dance”, and Pratap led her
to the floor.
“I don’t dance well Pratap. I am not good at it”, she said.
“Don’t worry”, he assured her. ”This is the best way to learn.
Just keep step with the beat of the band left-right-left……that is
right, you are doing fine. This is the foxtrot.”
“So this is called foxtrot. It is really simple. But foxes don’t
trot backwards,” Pratap and those around listening to her burst out
at her witty remark.
The Raja of Murid and Shanti
Tandon were married in Murid in a
royal ceremony. In Delhi, they held
a grand reception at the Rose Garden
of the Delhi Gymkhana Club with the
military band of the Rajputana Rifles
from its centre in the Delhi Cantonment
in attendance. The reception was
Royal Love in Murid
attended by the British Home Secretary
of India, the royalty residing in Delhi and many other royal
families from Rajasthan, especially relatives from Bikaner, civil
servants and rich businessmen. Shanti left for her new home, the
Murid Halsisar Haveli, a three-hour drive from Delhi, and began
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to enjoy being treated like a Rani, and indulging in the luxuries
of her new life.
Raja Pratap also had a large house in Delhi with a fleet of
servants. They divided their time between their two homes, though
Shanti spent more days in Delhi. Pratap was loved by his people.
His revenue from the crops of wheat, bajra (maize) and vegetables
had increased as he had got an irrigation canal sanctioned and
constructed for drawing water from the River Jamuna, making this
arid part of Rajasthan greener and more fertile. Pratap had learnt
this from his uncle, Raja Ganga Singh of Bikaner who studied at
Mayo College, a college for royalty in Ajmer, where Pratap had
also been educated before going to Oxford. Ganga had asked the
British to build the Sutlej Canal to irrigate his arid parish and was
able to cultivate thousands of acres of peanuts. He reared camels
and formed the Camel Corps, that had taken part in quelling the
Boxer rebellion in China. Major General Ganga was a member
of the Imperial War Council in 1917, a signatory to the Treaty
of Versailles in 1919 and a founding member of the League of
Nations. The first international airplane to land in India was at Nal
near Bikaner.
Shanti missed Nirmala, and was aware that she had joined
Lady Hardinge College and Hospital. She asked her staff to find
out if she was there, and drove to the Hospital in her Rolls Royce
with the Royal Emblem. Stopping at the gate she asked where
she could find Nurse Nirmala. The staff at the gate saluted and
directed the Rani Saheba’s car with a distinguished gentleman
seated next to her to the ward where Nirmala worked.
Shanti tiptoed into the VIP ward and put her hands around
Nirmala’s face from behind with a, “Guess who?”
Nirmala turned round, “Shanti how wonderful to see you
here.” Nirmala almost began to jump with joy.
“Darling, you are speaking to Her Highness, Maharani Shanti
Devi of Murid Halsisar of Rajasthan.”
“Oh, how are you, Your Highness? From a fight for
Independence to a prison and to a palace! And who is this
handsome man standing outside? Can I be of any help to you in
the hospital? I am the senior nurse here”, she said, thinking that
Shanti had come for some treatment.
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“Meet my husband Raja Pratap Raghuvendra Singhji.”
“How do you do, Your Highness”, Nirmala said bending with
folded hands in a namaskara and then touched his feet.
Pratap lifted her up and shook both her hands, saying, “Never
do that again. Please treat me as Pratap, your friend’s husband.”
“Forgive me, Your Highness its customary here to greet our
elders and Royalty in this manner.”
“Nothing to forgive. You did the right thing, but don’t do this
with me ever again. May I call you Nirmala? What a beautiful
name. Shanti has told me about your friendship at school and your
time together in prison. May I have the pleasure of inviting you to
the Delhi Gymkhana Club someday soon? I will leave you now as
the two of you may like to chat now. I will send the car back for
Shanti”, and business-like, he turned around and left.
“I am thirsty”, Shanti told Nirmala, “Are you permitted to
leave in the middle of your duties to go out for awhile? The car
will be back soon.”
“Shanti I can take off only for a short while, and you can come
to my small room in the hostel or we can go to the canteen if it is
alright for a Rani to be seen there.”
“Nirmala, I do not mind being seen by anyone anywhere as
long as I am with you. Let’s go to the canteen.”
Nirmala led Shanti to the canteen and saw only two British
nurses there and ordered ‘nimboo panis’. Both sipped their drinks
slowly, and looking fondly at each other, they related the story
of their lives after leaving Tihar Jail, concluding that they were
both happy with their lives. The driver returned and saluted Rani
Saheba.
“Tomorrow is Sunday and Pratap is going to Murid. If you can
come for lunch to our place, I will stay back in Delhi and get you
collected at midday”, Shanti offered.
“Are you sure? I am off duty. That would be lovely. Being a
Dalit, I have not been invited to a private home, and certainly not
to a royal house. What if Pratap finds out I am a Dalit lunching in
a royal Khastriya household?”
“Stop it, Nirmala. This is a new India and people like Pratap
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were educated abroad where there is no caste system, and soon we
are going to rule and we will change all that.”
Shanti’s car came the next day to fetch Nirmala for lunch. She
was impressed by the chauffeur and assistant in the car, which
bore a red plate with the name of the state. The princes had the
privilege of running their cars without registration. The Haveli was
elegant and luxuriously furnished with Persian carpets, paintings,
silver trophies, heavy drapes and antique furniture. They sat in a
balcony overlooking a large manicured garden with flowers.”
“What a lovely place, and a beautiful garden”, Nirmala
remarked, looking around at the manicured green lawns and the
winter blooms of roses, gladioli and chrysanthemum that had
been introduced by the British, planted all around.
“I am glad you like it. But it is rather lonesome. Pratap has to
go to the State to look after the affairs of Murid and keep in touch
with the British Resident there.”
“Why don’t you go with him?
“It is more lonesome there. Pratap is busy with his ambitious
plans for the future of the State. What am I to do in a palace of
thirty rooms? Look after twenty servants? Not me. This place has
only ten rooms and these too lie empty much of the time, except
one which is occupied by Pratap’s step-sister who lives there
alone. She is a widow who lost her husband and three children
in a train crash three years ago. That is the room on the ground
floor”, Shanti pointed out.
“What a tragedy.”
“It is a tragedy, but she doesn’t show it. She accepts it as God’s
will. She is a great scholar immersed in her books on religion
and philosophy, poetry and languages. She knows several Indian
languages including Sanskrit, and a few European languages as
well and she sings beautifully. She is known as a scholar-recluse.
Sushila Devi is her name.”
“I would like to meet her. Does she receive visitors?” Nirmala
asked
“Sure. We will call on her after tea.”
“Do you meet her often?”
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“Good heavens, no. What communication can there be between
someone like me and a scholar of her caliber? If anything, her
presence only increases my sense of inadequacy and loneliness.
She reads every moment of her time. My hours are empty.”
Nirmala snapped, “Shanti, what you need is a baby, one or
two or three, to dispel your loneliness. No amount of social life
will fill your hours.”
“That is hoping against hope. Neither Pratap’s first wife and
the concubine he bedded for a child conceived. We have decided
that if I do not conceive in the next year of love-making at which
Pratap is fine, we will do something about it. He will allow me
to take on a secret lover if I am agreeable, and we find someone
suitable, or adopt a relative’s child (‘god lena’). Many royal
families do this, so that’s our plan.”
“You mean, get impregnated somehow? Did you know all this
before you married?”
“Yes, he told me about his marriage and the affair, but had
hoped our marriage would produce the heir that his astrologers
had foretold. I told him about my first sexless marriage and my
husband’s suicide and that I was blamed for it. He brushed it aside.
Oh, Pratap loves me and I love him. Now that you know that your
Maharani is His Highness’s third woman, I hope you won’t hate
me for it, as many do”, Shanti said pleadingly.
“Shanti, my dear Shanti, how can you say that. A friendship
like ours is everlasting. But why should anybody hate you?”
“Because I am an outsider, and not from a princely family. I
have few friends. Now that I have found you, my heart beats with
the music of our friendship”, and Shanti hugged Nirmala.
“It is wonderful to be with you again. I’ll pray for you daily
and will offer Prasad at the Hanuman Mandir. I am confident that
the Gods will hear my prayers.”
“I hope your prayer will be heard. I yearn to retain Pratap’s
love. Every other day he gives me a present -- a rose, a bottle of
perfume, chocolates, and bangles, and always with a kiss. I would
die if I disappointed him. I am waiting for a sign of pregnancy.
Will it happen? Three years and no baby. Each of these two women
with him for three years and no baby.”
63

“Have faith, Shanti. Our prayers will not go unheard”, Nirmala
assured her.
“Thank you. Do you know you have charmed him? He says
you are a woman of rare grace and beauty.”
“I am really flattered. Do you also give him a present every
day?” Nirmala asked.
“Well, yes, but not a exactly a present. I woo him every day,
you know what I mean?”
“No, I don’t”, Nirmala replied, “You woo him? How can you
be so shameless! Isn’t it for a man to woo a woman? But, you are
different. What do you for your husband?”
“I’ll tell you how I do it. I greet him with a smile of welcome,
expectancy and joy every time he comes home, whether it is after
an absence of an hour or a month. Every time I see him off, I
tell him to return soon, safe and sound. I pinch his cheek when
he looks happy and ask him why. I hold him in my arms when
he looks sad and ask him why. I wink at him to tell him how
handsome he looks, I look into his eyes when I talk to him and do
it to assure him that I am happy to be with him,” Shanti explained.
“If wooing is so simple as that, I see no harm in it or anything
to be ashamed of.”
“Nirmala, it is not only harmless, it is enormously satisfying.
Pratap loves me for these little gestures. Oh, my dear Nirmala,
you have not changed. You are still a retractor, not a reactor, afraid
to show your love and accept another’s. As a little mother long
ago, you gave your love unasked to your baby brother and sister.
That was your real self. Try to recapture it. Get married and treat
your husband as you would a baby, and he will respond like one.”
They had lunch in the balcony. After lunch, they lay down
to relax in Shanti’s room with the gramophone playing in the
background. “What a lovely waltz …… Isn’t it the Blue Danube?”
Shanti said that it was.
Shanti got up and began to dance to the music. She danced with
abandon. “You are not dancing a waltz, Shanti. Are you dancing
Bharat Natyam to the music of the Blue Danube?” Nirmala asked.
“I wouldn’t be so mad as to do that. It would be an insult
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to both. I am trying to adapt the steps and movements of Bharat
Natyam to the music of this divine waltz.”
“I should have thought that too was madness, though your
steps and movements do blend beautifully with the music”,
Nirmala said.
“I am glad to hear your verdict. It bears out my belief that
music is the heartbeat of humanity, and dance the heartbeat of
music. Both have a universality which no other art form has.
Come, Nirmala, join me. I will play the record again.” They
danced independently and appeared to dance in unison, a sight of
happiness in abandon.
“Incredible, absolutely incredible”, Shanti cried. “Do you
realize that we have created a new dance form through a synthesis
of an Indian dance style with a gem of European music? A
revolutionary discovery, I tell you.”
“Not so fast, Your Highness”, Shanti’s younger friend
cautioned. “We have yet to test the general validity of such
synthesis.”
“That is easily done. Pratap has records of dance music
from many countries”, Shanti said, and they agreed to test their
innovation in the days to come.
After tea, Shanti and Nirmala called on Sushila Devi, a
strikingly impressive elderly lady. She was topless and draped in
a white cotton saree, that widows were expected to wear. When
Nirmala bowed to touch her feet, Sushila Devi stepped back and
extending her arms, embraced her.
“Don’t touch my feet, beti”, the recluse exclaimed. “I know
what you are going to say. But let me tell you, I am neither holy
nor saintly like royalty pretend they are. No matter, how holy and
saintly a person may deemed to be, touching human feet is a mark
of subservience of the spirit. Touch only the feet of God in your
heart.”
“Mother, millions of people touch the feet of their gurus”,
Nirmala said.
“They do so by force of unthinking habit”, Sushila Devi
asserted. “Quite often the gurus do not even acknowledge the
obeisance they receive.”
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“But mother, without touching the guru’s feet, can devotees
still have unquestioning faith in them?” Nirmala asked.
“Oh, definitely”, Shushila Devi said, “Few gurus realize how
they undermine their powers of discrimination. And the result?
Our political freedom is not buttressed by freedom of the spirit.
Centuries-old evils persist and there is no dearth of gurus to
commend them to their devotees.”
“You have made me think, mother. I am fascinated by your
library. May I come and read here sometime?” Nirmala enquired.
“You are welcome to. You have an enquiring mind. Now, run
home”, Sushila advised.
The visitors departed. They arranged to meet the next Sunday
to practice their innovative dancing. They danced to music from
African countries. It was hard work, and during the time that the
two friends spent together, they were exhilarated to find that their
dances harmonized with whatever the music that was played.
Their pastime became a passion.
But this began to taper off as the fear of Partition began to grip
royalty in India, and they worried about their future. Pratap spent
more time in Delhi attending meetings. The war had ended and the
British were no longer generous to let them keep back a large share
of the tax collections. The British, whose coffers were depleted in
the war effort, were looking to exit India. Sir Cyril Radcliffe a
diplomat, had arrived in India to draw a boundary demarcation line
bifurcating the States of Punjab and Bengal to be given to India
and Pakistan. He was assisted by a set of Hindu, Muslim and Sikh
judges to draw the lines for a Pakistan to be carved out of India.
Pandit Nehru of the Congress and Mohamed Jinnah of the Muslim
League were at loggerheads for leadership of a united India, and a
Muslim Khilafat (revival of the Caliphate) movement had begun
in Lucknow. Mahatma Gandhi was keen that Nehru and Jinnah
come to an understanding to avoid Partition, and pacified Sardar
Patel, a tall leader, not to put his hat into the ring. The British
had made up their mind to follow a divide-and-rule policy and
Partition India along the lines suggested by Whitehall strategists
that Radcliffe was to implement with Viceroy Lord Mountbatten.
The future of India looked uncertain, as Nehru was befriended by
Lady Edwina Mountbatten, and he fell for her advances.
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Pratap worried both about the political situation and in his
inability to produce the long and much-awaited son and heir.
Feeling helpless and desperately concerned about her husband,
Shanti took to smoking and drowned gin and tonics when she felt
low. “Shanti your breath reeks of tobacco and detracts from the
beauty of your face”, and added, “soon your elegant fingers and
pearly white teeth will become stained. Alcohol too is harmful to
your health. Please realize how much you are sacrificing for so
little, ”Pratap complained.
“Darling, you were in great hurry to have me, why are you
angry with me?” Shanti teased him.” Your uninvited application
for the post of a husband for me is proof positive. Oh, that letter of
yours is priceless. I’ll treasure it till the end of my days.” Within
months, Shanti became a chain smoker and an alcoholic. She had
reached a point of no return.
One evening over dinner, Pratap asked Shanti, “You seem
to have all the time for Nirmala. Aren’t you overdoing your
friendship, and dancing to the point of exhaustion? You tire
yourself out to the extent that you have hardly any time for me or
interest in anything else? Are you two lesbians?”
Shanti was taken aback. His question hit her like a bolt from
the blue. “Of course not, what a thing to say!” she protested.
“Forgive me, no offence meant. Our love-making has become
listless. I am away from home for days at a time. Since you two
are together so long and so often, and you had told me about your
fascination for Nirmala at school, it just occurred to me that the
deep absorption in dance and music could be overpowering,”
Pratap said haltingly, almost apologetically.
“Pratap dear, you are allowing your imagination to run away
with you. Don’t entertain any such suspicions”, Shanti assured.
“I hear you and Nirmala gave a dance performance at the
Cheshire home for incurables hosted by the Lady Hardinge
Hospital,” Pratap enquired.
“It wasn’t exactly a performance. We just danced for ten
minutes to entertain the unfortunate inmates.”
“What an idiotic thing to do, to dance before a bunch of subhumans”, Pratap said. His snub hurt her and she lapsed into silence
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- this was her way of protesting against the hurt she felt.
“What is your silence in aid of? Or, is it guilt?” Pratap asked
one evening after Shanti had downed two large Bombay Sapphire
gins mixed with the imported Schweppes tonic.
“You don’t expect intelligent conversation from an idiot
commoner, do you?” she replied. Silence again.
They finished their dinner in silence, listened to the radio in
silence, changed for the night in silence, read in bed in silence,
switched off the light, and lay in bed in silence. Pratap moved
close to Shanti. She didn’t move away. He touched her gently. She
let him. He held her close. She let him. Then she switched on her
reading light, lighted a cigarette and resumed her reading sitting
up in her sheer see-through negligee, with her legs wide apart.”
“Oh, what a sight for the gods to see. I can’t kiss you with a
cigarette in your mouth”, Pratap said.
“You can kiss me between cigarettes.”
“If my need outlasts the many cigarettes you smoke,” Pratap
said.
“You do your thing dear, don’t mind the light”, Shanti
comforted him. “I am not in the mood to make love. You can sleep
and dream desiring me.”
Pratap hugged a pillow and dropped off into a deep sleep and
snored. She pulled a coverlet over him, switched off the light and
moved to her room. Sleeping in separate rooms had now become
more frequent.
Shanti couldn’t sleep for a long time. Thoughts kept roving
in her mind. ‘Am I a lesbian? Nirmala and me, we relax in bed
between dances. When we do that, there are hugs of joy and light
baby touches. Is that lesbianism? We seek it and like it. Is that
lesbianism? We like it even when we stand or sit close to each
other. Is that lesbianism? Oh, no. It can’t be that. Does it appear to
be that? Why else should Pratap say that we are lesbians?’
Shanti heard a voice, ‘you should not appear to be what you
are not. It brings sorrow Shanti, end your silence and both your and
Pratap’s suffering. It was a cruel blow you dealt Pratap tonight, a
dirty trick, a mockery of marriage to deny him sex. Whether you
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are unable to carry his baby within you or he is unable to plant his
seed in your womb, nourish him with thoughts of love, not with
thoughts of the hurt you are nursing in your heart and the hurt
you have given him in retaliation. He is worried about the future
of his State and his people. Help him.’ Shanti heard the voice but
heeded it not.
Pratap, in his bed, stirred in the darkness before dawn
searching for Shanti. He lamented, ‘Oh my love, where are the
charms that lovers see in marriage, that abundant give and take
that lovers revel in, for loves’ sake?
Then he heard a voice, ‘Pratap, you have learnt to take your
love for her and hers for you for granted. You have hurt her, she
has hurt you. A hurt does not heal a hurt, and in a marriage, over
time, this happens, so listen. Sit on the carpet close to her as she
spends her time listening to the radio in silence, or knitting, or
even smoking, rest your face on her knee, take her hand, kiss it,
place your hand on her heart to remove the pain of her silence
from her heart and yours.’ Pratap heard the voice and heeded it
not.
A voice had told them that Shanti was not going to bear a child
as the physical signs of pregnancy had not yet appeared despite
their love-making and all the potions they had taken. They had
their meals together, attended parties, received visitors, indulged
in unavoidable small talk, but when by themselves, there was
silence.
One morning, Shanti sent for Nirmala who did her half-day
duty and volunteered for night duty and came to the Murid Haveli.
“Shanti, what is troubling you? There are black rings under your
eyes and you look pale. Don’t hide your worries from me. What is
it?” Nirmala asked.
“I’ll tell you Nirmala, I can’t contain it in myself any longer.
The fateful day is around the corner when Pratap has to sign on the
dotted line on the instruments of accession of his State to the Indian
Union and from then, he ceases to be the Raja except in name.
An administrator of the Indian government will run the affairs
of the State. Pratap finds it difficult to accept this. He has been
inflicting his ire on me even on matters small and insignificant”,
Shanti confided.
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“The other day he snubbed me on the matter of a fly in the
pantry. Pratap said my house-keeping had degenerated lately and
complained that there was a fly in the pantry and he killed it”,
Shanti elaborated.
I told him, “dear, you never go into the pantry. You should
have asked the steward to chase the fly.” This made Pratap angry
and he said I should not make fun of him. that I would regret it,
and he ordered me to ensure that everything was in place here. So
it has been a series of recriminations day after day, for one reason
or another. Now instead of a gift a day, it has been a complaint
a day. He talks in his sleep, vehemently and incoherently, and
showers unmentionable abuse on Gandhi, Nehru, Patel, Shankar
and Menon for forcing the States to accede. He is a worried man.”
She continued “I told him about his talking in his sleep. He
was furious. ‘So you eavesdrop on me while I sleep to know my
secrets. From tonight you sleep in another room to do your loud
thinking in undisturbed privacy, you are a Gandhian lesbian like
many Congress women, you and Nirmala courted imprisonment
for India’s freedom, but you think nothing of giving up our State
of Murid Halsisar that my ancestors have nurtured………’ I am
now afraid of him. I don’t see him off as he drives away to tell him
to return soon, safe and sound. He has even forbidden me to enter
the family temple in Murid.”
He told me the other day that he was prepared to live with my
minor lapses but what he considered outrageous was my lack of
respect for our family guru.
“That is not true I protested, and greeted Baba Asharam with
folded hands and my head covered. He was lying down on his bed
when we went to give him a donation at his Ashram (a hermitage
set up by a guru with donations, or by the Government’s largesse).
I respect his scholarship.”
“But you never touched his feet, Pratap said. It is a pity you
disregard our family tradition. Our guru comes from a family
of gurus who have been our family gurus for two centuries. My
two predecessors did that and they came from princely families.
I ignored his cutting remark and told him that I touched only the
feet of God with my heart”, Shanti explained.
Nirmala advised, “Shanti you will have to change a bit, that
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is not only Pratap’s family tradition, it is a tradition observed all
over in India, that which holds the nation’s spirit in bondage to the
rituals of religion and godliness of god-men. It is they who have
ostracised Dalits like me”.
“I have got it off my chest Nirmala dear”, Shanti said. She
was weeping, “My practice of wooing and winning my husband
every day lies crushed in dust.”
It was a sad afternoon for the two friends. They were in
no mood to dance their experimental dances. They stretched
themselves on Shanti’s bed in Pratap’s bedroom and Nirmala
held Shanti’s hand to comfort her and rested her face against her
shoulder to comfort herself.
There was a gentle knock on the door. It opened and Pratap
entered.
“This is a pleasant surprise Pratap, you have returned early
today”, Shanti said.
“It is a surprise for me too. So, is this how you two spend your
afternoons, dancing in bed”, he said acidly, “Aren’t you content
with your husband, Shanti. You need this girl? Why are you not
topless? You wretched bitches of common clay soiling the royal
bed with your lesbianism. You want to drive me to shoot myself
for shame as you did your first husband.” He left the room and
banged the door.
The two women were stunned by his merciless outburst. “I
apologize to you, Nirmala”, Shanti cried. She was weeping, “he
didn’t spare you. I can stand his anger and abuses but not this. It is
bound to grow worse with his increasing hypertension.”
“Shanti, it seems Pratap is suffering depressive maniac attacks
and he may need medication, but with time and counseling, let’s
hope he will become normal. Such people get thoughts of giving
up life. Care for him,” Nirmala advised, as she kissed Shanti and
left. On her way to the hospital she was very worried about Shanti’s
mental state and the rebuke of lesbianism hurled by Pratap, and
wondered how Shanti would react.
Angry and agitated, Pratap left his Haveli. He drove all over
Delhi aimlessly in his sports car for some time. Then he headed
for his club. He ordered tea. As he sipped his tea, he heard a
71

voice. ‘Pratap, return home quickly before it is too late’. After
tea he moved to the library. The voice said, ‘Shanti loves you and
honours you as a prince, sportsman and gentleman. Your kingdom
is no friend, its only a possession in your care. Do you wish to lose
her also? Return home quickly before it is too late.’ He paid no
heed. He moved to the club bar, downed large shots of Black Dog
whisky and then went to the dining room.
The voice followed him. ‘Five hundred princes are in the
same situation’, it said as he agreed, and then the voice said, ‘they
are not being persecuted, liquidated or pauperized. Their affluence
is guaranteed for generations to come. Don’t grieve about the loss
of your sovereignty. It was a myth. The princes, even their private
lives were closely watched and maneuvered by the British. The
princes prospered, but their people remained poor. Isn’t that true
of your own State? Return home quickly, quickly, quickly.’
Pratap did not heed the voice. He stayed at the club until
closing bar time. Around midnight, he returned home. All the
lights in the palace were on. His standing orders were that all
lights should be kept on until he returned, but he found all the
palace staff waiting in the porch for his return. They were silent
and weeping. The steward told him that Her Highness had been
accidently hit by a bullet from a revolver. A doctor was attending
on her.
Pratap rushed upstairs. He saw the beautiful body of Shanti
lying listless on the bed. Shanti, he realised, was dead. He knelt
down and sobbed like a child. She had died instantaneously at
eight o’clock, the time when he was having his drinks at the club.
Nirmala read the news of the Maharani of Murid Halsisar
in the papers next day, death due to an accidental shot from a
revolver that was being cleaned. The funeral would be held in
Murid. Nirmala suspected it was a suicide as she had seen a
revolver on the bedroom sideboard. She wept all the way to the
Hanuman temple, and offered an eleven rupee Prasad, and prayed
for Shanti’s disturbed soul to rest in eternal peace. She felt this
was all she could do for the closest and only friend in her life.
Was this the Partition she and Shanti had hoped for, she wondered.
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Chapter 8
Fauzia Marries A Hindu And Partition Comes
On a cold Delhi wintry morning, while Nirmala was in the
outpatient department (OPD), she saw a lady, head covered with a
hijab who resembled Fauzia, and an elderly lady walking with the
help of a stick at the registry desk. Nirmala went closer and asked,
“Is that you Fauzia?”
“Allah be praised, my dear, it’s you Nirmala and you are a
nurse here?” she hugged her and introduced her to her mother-inlaw Kamala Bhavani who was suffering from a cold, cough and
a very high fever. She wanted to consult a specialist as her local
general practitioner had said it could be pneumonia which would
need admission. Naturally the obvious choice was a women’s
hospital close to their residence.
Nirmala did a Namaste, asked for a wheelchair and said,
“Mataji, let me take you to the specialist in the main building,
check your temperature and complete some tests. Come Fauzia,
there is no need to register now, we can do it later.” They walked
to the main building, recalling their lovely time in Tihar Jail.
Nirmala completed the preliminaries while waiting for the
medical specialist who was on her rounds. She made Mrs. Kamala
comfortable in the doctor’s room and asked the nurse to look
after her. She took Fauzia to the waiting room where she told her
that Prof. Hudson had helped her to become a nurse. “My mother
and siblings have converted to Islam and are now comfortable in
Pakistan. A Dalit like me has no place in the society of Delhi, but,
as a nurse, I am accepted and tolerated, and am at peace living a
single life. Tell me all about yourself, my dear Fauzia?”
“My story is one of happiness and sorrow but I thank Allah
that after much tension and suffering, my bad days are over”,
Fauzia said.
Fauzia told her that after leaving Tihar and spending two years
in a college in Ghaziabad, she joined Lady Irwin College for the
popular two-year Home Science course in which she graduated
with Honours. The Principal Durgabai Deshmukh and Vice
Principal Shireen Doongarji who interviewed her, selected her for
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a junior lecturer’s post as her English had impressed the board.
One day she had accompanied her friends to the India Coffee
House in Connaught Place, where she met Lal Bhavani who was
working in the Norwich Union Insurance Company. It was an
instant attraction for both of them and they spent many weekends
exploring Delhi on Lal’s Royal Enfield motorbike. They ate out a
lot and many days were spent wandering in the Lodi Garden, lying
in each other’s arms just gazing at the sky.
“Nirmala, my cup of happiness was full with Lal, a most
thoughtful human being. He is the only son of middle class parents.
He proposed to me and I agreed. After mild objections from both
our families, especially his father, because I was a Muslim, we
got married quietly. Talk of the imminent division of India was in
the air and the Partition followed soon after. My family lived in a
predominantly Hindu locality in Ghaziabad, and my parents, my
younger sister and brother were hounded by crowds, who were
mostly Jats. A Bania who lived across the street from them, had
always had an eye on my father’s grocery shop, and set it on fire.
He then offered to buy their house and what remained of the shop
at a throwaway price. In return, he promised them safe passage
along with their personal belongings to Lahore, in trains leaving
from the Delhi station with a police escort, whom he had bribed.
The alternative was a threat to kidnap my sixteen-year-old sister
and set our house on fire as well. Delhi was under curfew and
there was mayhem all around. Law and order had broken down.
Muslims were being hounded. My parents left hurriedly. I could
not even meet them. They are now in Lahore and my father has
a grocery shop which my brother looks after and my sister is
happily married.”
“How sad. Your sister must be as pretty as you I am sure. I
understand that your father had no option but to take this decision
for the safety of his family. Fauzia dear, did we think that the Quit
India movement we fought for would bring in its wake all this
suffering?” Nirmala asked. “At least you were safe and are settled.
This hospital was full of women patients who had been beaten and
lost their dignity to ruffians who took advantage of their situation.
The Muslims suffered in India and the Hindus in Pakistan, and all
I hear from many of the patients are horror stories of the millions
who died during the migration, leaving their land, their friends
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and their possessions.”
“Yes Nirmala, that period was terrible. The Bhavani’s house,
on Pusa Road in Karol Bagh, across the ridge, was overflowing
with family members and others fleeing from Pakistan. For twelve
months, we handled an endless stream of relations arriving on
our doorstep at short notice and more often than not, without any
prior intimation. Lal belongs to the Hindu Sindhi community
hailing from the province of Sindh, now in Pakistan. I was heavy
with child, but the influx of refugees into India from provinces
which were to form the new state of Pakistan was underway on
a mammoth scale. I had bouts of morning sickness daily, and we
had just one toilet. I cried myself to sleep every night, weary
and worried, but Lal was wonderful. You must meet him and my
daughter Neha, now five years old. Lal suggested that we get away
for a few days, even for a weekend. But I could not bear to see my
mother-in-law cooking and looking after the dozen guests on her
own, and also spending mornings in the Sindhi refugee Kingsway
camps with Mrs. Sucheta Kripalani, returning home tired. I would
press her feet and try to do as much as I could to ease her workload. She began to love me like a daughter.”
Nirmala then told her of her meeting with Shanti, her grand
wedding to the Raja of Murid, her sad life and her tragic end. And
all because of the vicissitudes of Partition for which they went to
jail, hoping for better days! Fauzia quickly covered her head with
a full hijab, turned westwards, and went down on her knees and
recited a verse from the Koran for Allah the Almighty, to bless
Shanti’s soul. “How similar religions are, Fauzia. I did the same at
the Hanuman Mandir and charoed (offered) a rupee–eleven Prasad
for Shanti’s soul to be at peace.”
Fauzia added, “I will go to Jumma Masjid’s Zanana and offer
a Zakat (donation) also. My in-laws and Lal never object to my
attending namaz (prayer) in the Masjid whenever I wish to go, and
I say my namaz at home regularly as well. But we will let Neha
choose her own religion when she grows up.”
Just then Doctor Mrs. Veena Joshi arrived, and when Nirmala
explained who the special patient was, she did a thorough
examination, asked for a chest X-ray to be done, and told Nirmala
that she would let her know the diagnosis. Nirmala hugged
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Fauzia, took Mrs. Kamala’s blessings by touching her feet and
said, “Fauzia, you are so lucky to have such a lovely family and
whenever you come to the hospital ask for me.”
Doctor Mrs. Joshi ruled out anything serious and prescribed
medicines and sent word to Nirmala in her ward that all was well
with Mrs Bhavani. Fauzia wrote a note of thanks -Nirmala your
kindness as a nurse is the language which the deaf who are sick
and come here can hear, and the blind can see. May Allah find you
a loving husband. We shall meet at my house soon. Nirmala did
meet Lal and their daughter Neha at Fauzia’s house and wondered
if one day, she would find her Lal, and have a Neha, but then
reminded herself that she was but a polluted Dalit. She should
stop dreaming. That is the life of many Dalits, the underdogs of
Indian society. Despite Independence, the prejudice against Dalits
is embedded deep in the society that will take generations to shed.

PART II: UNNI NAIR MEETS NIRMALA
Chapter 9
Unni Nair’s Early Life In Cochin Among Coconut Trees
In the 1920s, a few years after Nirmala, was
born in Khandvli, a bonny light-complexioned
boy, (in comparison to Nirmala’s wheat
complexion), Unni (a common pet name in
Kerala), was born to a Malayali couple in
Cochin. His father Madhavan Nair was a wellbuilt dark complexioned male aged around
50, and his mother Janaki 22, was young and
Unni Nair
pretty. Both worked for the rich Shinoy family
who owned most of the land on Vypeen Island located at the
mouth of the bustling port of Cochin that exported tea, coffee,
cardamom, rubber, spices and coir. Trading was mostly controlled
by the Agents of the British, the family of the Travancore Maharaja
and the Jews in Cochin. Madhavan was a resident of Vypeen and
Janaki hailed from a poor fishing village lying north of Vypeen,
from where she came daily, to work in the fields. She had the
darkish shining complexion seen in Kerala, and walked with an
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attractive gait, swinging her long thick braided hair nourished by
years of applying coconut oil. She was a playful nymphomaniac.
Janaki often ran errands to the Shinoy’s house where the young
Prabhakar Shinoy befriended her and showered her with gifts.
When she was twenty-one, the Shinoys arranged her marriage to
Madhavan and though he adored Janaki and treated her well, it
was not a compatible marriage.
Madhavan Nair’s father Ramachandran was born in Vypeen
and when he died, Madhavan took over his job as the head
coconut ‘cutter-picker’, assisted by two workers who came from
Cochin by the ferry-boat that was run by the Shinoys. Madhavan
looked after the family’s vast estate of coconut trees as well as
working as a guard, taking rounds on his cycle. The Nairs lived
in an outhouse near the Vypeen boat jetty, from where boats plied
to Mattancheri, the bustling market of Cochin. As there was no
electricity on the island, kerosene lamps and diyas (small earthen
cups with oil wicks) were lit at sunset. In the Shinoy household,
imported petromax lights were lit by the servants every evening.
Prabhakar who along with his brother jointly ran the Vypeen
estate for their aged father, was the younger of the two fairskinned Mangalorean Shinoy sons, and was known and forgiven,
for his peccadilloes and escapades. The Shinoys set up India’s
first coconut pressing plant imported from Manchester to produce
bottled coconut oil. Janaki had begun to work in the Shinoy
household after her marriage and it was rumoured that Prabhakar
was Unni’s biological father. The fair-complexioned Mangalorean
Brahmins, migrated from Kashmir where they were repressed by
the Muslims, through Rajasthan, from where some moved down
to Goa where they built temples, and the more enterprising moved
south to Mangalore. Yet others, seeking business opportunities at
which they were proficient, moved further south to Kerala, learnt
to speak Malayalam and mixed with the amiable local community.
The British, who had come to Kerala in the 1800s were a
hardworking, hard-drinking and an adventurous lot. Most of the
Planters hailed mainly from Scotland, and those in administration
from England. They made their homes in beautiful estates in the
Nilgiri hills and the Munaar highlands, planting tea, rubber, coffee,
cardamom and spices for export, and cultivating the rich fertile
lands for vegetables and flowers for local consumption. They
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braved malaria, dysentery and scurvy (Vitamin C deficiency) and
attacks by elephants and animals in the hinterland area they had
cleared. They built bungalows surrounded by beautiful manicured
gardens, and set up clubs with bars and sports facilities and guest
rooms, similar to the clubs back home in Britain. The coastal areas,
abundant with coconut palms were converted into plantations.
Factories were set up in Alleppey on the backwaters, lying south
of Cochin, to extract oil from the coconut, and produce coir from
the husk, which was then made into ropes, carpets, durries and
bags to be exported to England and Europe.
Cochin became an entreˊport with resident expatriates who
manned desks in British companies and banks, while the Planters
lived on the plantations in the hills. Cochin, having in earlier
periods been under the Dutch and Portuguese was cosmopolitan.
Coming in as traders, the British had expanded their rule along
the West Coast of India after Vasco Da Gama had landed at
Kappakadavu near Calicut in 1498, and became colonizers. St
Thomas had landed in Kerala at Kodungallur (Cranganore) in AD
52. Oral tradition has it that while travelling through Malayattor, St
Thomas was faced by hostile natives. He fled to the hilltop where
he remained in prayer and left his footprint on one of the rocks.
According to local beliefs, he touched a rock, from which the
blood of Jesus Christ poured out. Others say that he was observed
making the sign of the cross and the locals saw it as accepting the
Holy Trinity of Brahma, Vishnu and Shiva, and welcomed him.
Christian missionaries followed and built churches and hospitals
and set up educational institutions all over Kerala, leading to both
high rates of conversions to Christianity along with the highest
level of literacy in India.
The Shinoys were Gaud Saraswat Brahmins, and some of their
deities were enshrined in temples in Goa. When the Portuguese
in Goa made life difficult for non-Catholics by enforcing
Portuguese laws of employment, some moved to Mangalore, and
later the Shinoys migrated south to Kerala as traders. Like most
Mangaloreans in Cochin, the Shinoys too assimilated and adapted
to the local way of life. Their rice-based diet was similar to the food
preparations in Kerala--idlis (steamed cakes of rice and lentil),
dosas (crepes of rice and lentil, sometimes filled with potatoes)
and retained many exotic coconut-based vegetarian preparations
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like valval and ghershi (mixed vegetables in thick coconut milk).
Living on the coast many of them consumed seafood - the waters
being rich with fish, mussels, crabs and prawns. The Vypeen boat
jetty would invariably be the first stop for the fishermen to sell
their fresh catch, before making their way up the channel to sell
to the large population of the Royal Indian Navy (RIN) personnel
who lived on the backwater embankment of Willingdon Island and
Thevara and the balance was then sold in the local market.
The brew made from tapping the coconut tree and fermented
with yeast is a mild intoxicating popular sweetish drink called
toddy. Madhavan, with an abundance of coconut trees in his
charge, would brew toddy and give the boatman a few pots to sell
at the Mattancheri boat terminal. The Shinoys would turn a blind
eye on this transgression as the household was supplied daily with
a few pots. Toddy is also used in making a Kerala delicacy called
appams (a bowl shaped rice pancake) eaten with a vegetable
stew by vegetarians, and those who were non vegetarians, with
a chicken or beef stew and a mutton or duck curry by others,
especially the Moplah Muslims and Christians. The Shinoys were
generous employers and also set up a money-lending business in
Mattancheri which financed boatmen to buy boats and to harvest
fish and prawns for exports. The rich Jewish family, the Koders,
had a mansion just across the channel, and were friends of the
Shinoys, and also their partners in business ventures. The Koders
ran the Jewish School on Jew Street and oversaw the affairs of
their beautiful Synagogue that was looked after by two Jewish
Rabbis, who taught in the Jew School.
Vypeen island had paddy, banana and vegetable plantations
and the residents who lived in the small hamlets enjoyed the
produce and sold the excess, paying a percentage of their earnings
as rent to the Shinoys.
In 1661 when Charles the Second of England married Princess
Catherine Braganza of Portugal, the seven islands of Bombay and
the coastal lands, except Goa, were handed over by Portugal to
England as part of a negotiated dowry. This enabled the British to
shift their Military Headquarters, the East India Company offices
and Marine Naval assets from the smaller trading port of Surat
in Kutch to Bombay. The British expanded the imposing Castle
Barracks on the seafront in Bombay for its Naval Headquarters
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and a Signal Centre, and later in 1905, set up a Naval station in
Cochin, which has a natural deep and narrow channel and jetties
for both merchant ships and warships to berth.
On 31August 1939, HMIS Venduruthy named after the village
there was commissioned on Willingdon Island under the command
of Captain L Wadeson, Royal Indian Navy (RIN). Lt Cdr John
Atkins Royal Navy(RN) was the Signals Communications Officer
till the outbreak of the war, when he was transferred to the
Northern Fleet of UK at Norfolk. A Naval airfield was established
and Cochin bustled with Naval activity and training schools, and
during World War II, provided Indian Naval trained manpower for
the war.
The many communities in Cochin lived together peacefully
with high ethics and values – the Jews who had arrived in the
wake of World War 11 fleeing the persecution by the Nazis settled
in Kerala with the Malayalis, the British and the Anglo-Indians
Unni grew up to be a handsome lad. The Shinoys funded his
education at the Koder’s School on Jew Street across the channel.
Unni excelled both in his studies and at sports, particularly cricket
and swimming. He began to speak English by the time he was
twelve, picked up some Hebrew, would greet and bid farewell
with ‘Shalom’ meaning not merely a hello or goodbye but ‘peace’,
and participated in the Jewish festivals like Passover (the feast of
the unleavened bread in April) and Rosh Hashanah (Jewish New
Year in September) based on the Hebcal Jewish calendar.
Young Unni used to look out from the school window and
watch the RIN and RN warships and merchant vessels sailing
past Vypeen jetty. He could recognize the large sloops like HMIS
Investigator and Cauvery with 12-pounder guns and smaller
minesweepers like HMIS Konkan that would berth at the Naval
Base on Willingdon Island. He longed to join the Navy, travel the
world and become rich, and dreamed of a girl in every port.
One night, poachers came to steal coconuts, and Madhavan
got into a brawl with them. With his cutting scythe he swung out in
the darkness, fatally injuring one of them. The others swam away.
Prabhakar called the police, and in the trial that followed, the
British Magistrate sentenced Madhavan to ten years of rigorous
imprisonment, despite an excellent defense put up by the local
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Mangalorean lawyer Ghuna Pai and his young son Balu who were
engaged by the locals in Vypeen. Barrister Pai argued brilliantly
that Madhavan’s action was in self-defence involuntarily causing
the injury. The British judge, it is said, was bribed by Prabhakar,
who declared that such acts deserved exemplary punishment.
Unni was devastated.
Much to young Shinoys’ delight, Janaki moved into the
servants quarters in the main house. Ghuna Pai volunteered to
look after Unni, and employed him in his legal office to help after
school hours. He slept in the office on the ground floor and helped
Mrs. Pai and Balu’s pretty young bride Jaya in the kitchen on the
first floor. Unni loved his father who had not only brought him up
but taught him boat work, fishing and swimming. He would visit
his father in jail every Sunday with food from the Pai kitchen. The
diehard jail mates would make fun of Unni’s paternity, calling him
the ‘Vela Maira’ (white bastard in Malayalam). It was only then
that Unni realize his biological father was a Shinoy. Silent tears
would flow following his visits to his father. He visited his mother
rarely, who was but a boat ride away in Vypeen island. In time,
Janaki’s visits to Madhavan stopped too.
Ghuna Pai grew fond of young Unni, taught him English
and filing work, but after a year he could see Unni wanted to see
the world, make money, always dreaming of joining one of the
warships or large merchant ships that he watched entering and
leaving the narrow Cochin channel from the office verandah. Unni
felt he could almost touch the ships and the Chinese fishing nets at
the entrance of the Port that the famous castrated Chinese Admiral
Zheng He of the Ming dynasty (1371-1433) had installed during
one of his calls for trade at Cochin. It is believed, though not
confirmed, that Admiral Zheng died on his Treasure flagship off
the Kerala coast.
The Royal Indian Navy (RIN) was formally inaugurated on 2nd
October 1934 at Bombay and its ships and establishments carried
the prefix HMIS (His Majesty’s Indian Ship). At the start of World
War II, there were only eight warships, but its personnel expanded
swiftly from 1300 to over 20,000. The base was expanded in
Cochin as the hub for training officers and seamen along with
an air station for the Fleet Air Arm, which the US Air Force also
used during the war. Seeing the attractive, ‘Join the Navy and
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See the World’, posters, Unni went to the local recruitment office,
and registered. Many trainees were being sent to the UK and he
resolved that he would go to England one day-‘Insha Allah’ he
would say quietly! He also went to pray at the famous Basilica of
Our Lady of Ransom Ave Maria near Vypeen and the Sabrimala
temple where women were not allowed.
Acceeding to Unni’s desire, Ghuna Pai spoke to Lt Cdr SG
Karmekar an experienced former Captain of the Merchant Navy
who had been trained on the Training Ship Dufferin in Bombay and
had directly enrolled as a Volunteer Reserve Officer (RINVR) for
the war. He was serving in HMIS Venduruthy and he helped recruit
Unni into the Communications branch as a wireless operator in the
Naval Signals School. Unni’s knowledge of English helped him
go a long way during the training. Working under Lt Cdr George
Bailey, RIN, he rapidly picked up the Morse Code. It was named
after Samuel Morse (1791- 1872) who had developed this code in
the 1840s, by converting and transmitting alphabets into electrical
signals (dits and das) over a wire laid between stations, or with
ships with high frequency transmitters which revolutionized longdistance communication, telegraphy and telegrams. Unni qualified
and joined a crew of 75, led by Lt Cdr WJ Wilson, RINR, who
were sent to Australia, to commission Bengal, a Bathurst class
minesweeper.
The four weeks in Australia were intense, filled with precommissioning training activities. The ship sailed on 5th
November, 1942 from Freemantle, as an escort to MV Ondina,
a Dutch tanker bound for Diego Garcia. Unni Nair being a wellbuilt rating, was a part of the quarters crew for the 12-pounder
guns, and also did wireless and coding and decoding duties in the
wireless centre when classified messages arrived. He learnt to use
the One Time Pads (OTP) which enables a garbled message to be
decrypted, and the Typex cryptography
machine system which converted
received perforated messages in rolls
into readable messages.
The date 11th November, 1942, a
Wednesday, would remain etched in
Unni Nair’s mind. He had just helped
the RN Communications Officer with
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decoding a message, when the Action Station alarm sounded.
Unni changed into battle rig and rushed to man the gun quarters.
The next couple of hours were a nightmare with gunfire, intense
shelling, noise, enemy action which struck the ship, and lots and
lots of smoke. When everything cleared, there was an unusual
calm. The Captain, Lt Cdr WJ Wilson spoke to the ship’s company
on the Sound Recording Equipment (SRE) which is relayed all
over the ship. He proudly announced that the 650-ton HMIS
Bengal had sunk the armed Japanese Raider named Hokuko Maru
(10,000 tons) and chased away the second Raider Aikoku Maru
(8,000 tons). The Indian gun crew were jubilant as the ship raced
to look for survivors.
Many events that followed were a blur. Unni however, did
remember the heroic public reception given by the citizens of
Bombay to the ship’s company on 8th December, 1942 at the Oval
Maidan grounds near Marine Drive. But Unni was upset. He had
secretly read the Captain’s signal log. No Indian was given an
award or mention for their achievements in the RIN’s classified
report of the war in the Indian Ocean which was transmitted as
a signal to the Admiralty. The British crew and officers had been
given all the credit for the victories barring one Indian rating. An
anti-British feeling was kindled in Unni, and simmered in many
ratings, when he mentioned this to them.
In 1946 following the War, and on the cusp of Independence,
the temper of the times in India was evident in the ratings of the
RIN who resented the fact that their pay was lowered and their
food made inferior to that of the British ratings. Half the Navy
was de-mobbed with no offer of an alternate service or even an
acknowledgement of their contribution. The nation was following
the trial of the Indian National Army (INA) personae, Colonels
Shah Nawaz Khan, Gurubaksh Singh Dhillon and Prem Sahgal
being held between November and December 1945 against the
backdrop of general elections with the Attorney General of India,
Noshirwan P. Engineer as the Chief Prosecutor. The Congress’s
defence team for the Red Fort INA trials included famous lawyers
of the time, Bhulabhai Desai, Asaf Ali and Jawahar Lal Nehru.
The INA had fought against the British under Netaji Subhash Bose
with Japan in World War II for Independence. The fugitives were
imprisoned in the Red Fort, Delhi, and charged for ‘waging war
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against the King-Emperor’, as per the Army Act 1911.
In HMIS Talwar, near Cuffe Parade, Bombay, under
Commander Arthur King, Petty Officer Telegraphist Unni found
a kindred spirit in Lt Cdr AAJ Cole, the former signals specialist
Commanding Officer who resented Cdr King calling Indian
ratings coolies. Memories of the actions of General Reginald Dyer
in the brutal massacre of 379 Indians in Jalianwala Bagh on 13th
April, 1919 was rekindled in many minds in the Navy when Cole
and a Lt Nandan had stated it was a blunder to treat the ratings
dissatisfaction thus.
One night the Indian ratings threw a few officers caps hanging
outside the Wardroom (the bar and dining area for Officers) out
on the Parade Ground and painted the words, ‘Revolt now’, and
‘Kill the White Dogs’. Unni was part of the team that drafted and
transmitted the Morse Code signal to all ships and establishments
to go on strike as an area-wide broadcast message in Malayalam
in wideband high frequency (HF) message from the Main Signal
Office (MSO) behind Horniman Circle. It was received and acted
upon in the RIN ships and establishments by Indian ratings as
the majority of the signal operators were Malayalis. The signal
stumped the British operators unable to read Malayalam. This led
to the first strike by ratings of the RIN on 18th February, 1946 in
Bombay, in protest against general conditions and demanding pay
equal to the British counterparts. Allocation of funds to RIN had
been reduced. The ships at Karachi and men of the Royal Indian
Air Force (RIAF) mutinied later.
The mutiny took the British officers in Castle Barracks in
Bombay by surprise. By dusk on 19th February, 1946, a Naval
Central Strike Committee (NCSC) was elected with Petty Officers
Telegraphists Ahmed Khan, Unni Nair, Leading Signalmen Madani
Singh and Johnson to monitor the strike from the Signal Centre.
Ships were reporting in Malayalam. Unni was elected spokesman
of the Committee as he could converse in good English. The strike
found support amongst some of the Indian population though
the political leadership especially Pandit Nehru, who feared
the dangers of the mutiny on the eve of Independence were not
sympathetic to their cause.
The actions of the mutineers were supported by demonstrations
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which included a one-day strike in Bombay, and was joined by
some in the RIAF and local police forces. Indian Naval personnel
began calling themselves the ‘Indian National Navy’, and offered
left-handed salutes to the British officers, and many defied orders.
Lt Cdr SG Karmekar who had been promoted Commander, was
asked to take over command of HMIS Talwar from Capt Ingo
Jones who had relieved Cdr King. Karmekar was rushed from
HMIS Shivaji near Lonavala, where he was known as the greyeyed Sea Fox First Lieutenant who could speak Marathi and
Malayalam.
Sardar Patel tried to personally negotiate with the strikers and
issued a statement instructing them to end their action, which was
later reiterated in a statement issued in Calcutta by Mohamed Ali
Jinnah on behalf of the Muslim League. Under these pressures,
the strikers were forced to give in. The revolt was called off,
following a meeting in Castle Barracks with the President of
the Naval Central Strike Committee (NCSC) and assurances
from Pandit Nehru and the British officials who came down to
Bombay from Delhi with Sardar Vallabhai Patel of the Congress.
The final agreement was sealed in the residence of Mrs Krishna
Hutheesingh near Altamount Road. Mrs Hutheesingh (1907-1967)
was host to her elder brother Pandit Nehru when Cdr Karmekar,
Lt Cdrs Koli and Satyen Singh were present to air their views. An
India General signal IG-429 stating that the mutiny in Bombay
had ended was addressed to the CIGS in Delhi, Whitehall and the
First Sea Lord at the Admiralty.
Arrests were followed by a few court martials, resulting in the
discharge of many sailors from the RIN with disgrace. Unni was
only ‘Discharged Without Disgrace’, on a plea bargain arranged
by Karmekar, who became the first Indian to command of HMIS
Cauvery with British officers and sailors under him. None of
those dismissed were reinstated in either the Indian or Pakistani
Navy after Independence. The mutiny alarmed the strategists
in Whitehall, who, apprehending more mutinies in the large
Armed Forces of India made hasty secret plans for the Indian
Independence and the Partition of Pakistan and India- to ‘Divide
and Rule’. Media reported it as the Second War of Independence
after 1857. The British economy had become weak after the War.
These, among many others, were the compulsions that hastened
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India’s Partition in 1947. The Royal Navy also marginalised the
actions of the Royal Indian Navy in the official history of the
Royal Navy in the Second World War.
Unni moved into the Seaman’s Club in Ballard Estate in
Bombay, and approached Cdr Karmekar to seek his help. He
reminded him of his help in recruiting him in Cochin, and more
recently, his help in saving him from a severe punishment for
his role in the Mutiny. Karmekar had friends from TS Dufferin.
He contacted Extra Master Captain Billy Katpariya suppressing
Unni’s role in the 1946 RIN Mutiny, and arranged for Unni to
join as a wireless operator on the MV ASIA, of the Italian Lloyds
Trestino passenger line, plying between Colombo, Bombay,
Karachi, Aden and Genoa.
Unni excelled on board Asia as a Morse telegraph operator
and picked up Italian from the crew. With his speaking skills he
was able to help carpet and handicraft sellers who came on board
the passenger vessels in ports, to sell their wares; at the same time
pocketing commissions. Unni’s dream was to get to London. He
had heard that there were plenty of jobs in London since men
had died in large numbers in the war, and there was the added
attraction of the many promiscuous women around. After three
voyages and an excellent report, he applied and transferred to the
P & O Lines where he was promoted to Assistant Signals Officer.
Once again, his speed of reading and decoding the Morse Code at
forty words a minute accelerated his promotion. His proficiency
in English and his non-commissioned officer’s uniform with two
stripes helped him befriend many a lonely lady on board, with
a few flirtations thrown in for good measure. He entertained
passengers with stories from Indian epics, and earned a few tips
reading their palms. He carried a chart picked up from a palmist
in Cochin, and had learnt about the lines of health, fate, luck and
longevity, and the mounts of Moon and Venus on a palm.
On his third voyage to London he requested to be signed off
at the Tilbury Docks, telling the P&O Personnel Manager that he
would rejoin after six weeks. With his bonus he planned to go
backpacking to France.
He found temporary lodgings in the Seamen’s Mission in
the Lime House area in the Docklands of London, which was
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near the busy and bustling Petticoat Lane, slowly being replaced
by Oxford Street. Unni went to the Indian High Commission at
Aldwych to surrender his Seaman’s Discharge Certificate and
apply for a Passport that would enable him to travel. He was told
it would take a week. Looking around, Unni saw a notice for a
job vacancy as a telephone operator for a citizen of India with
English-speaking skills. He filled out his application form as it
looked attractive.

Chapter 10
Unni Nair Joins The High Commission in London-MI-6
Recruit Him
While staying in the Seaman’s
Mission in East London, Unni
familiarized himself with his
surroundings and the Docklands
area where the ships berthed.
A few days later he received
a message to report for an
interview to the Indian High
Bletchley Park MI-6
Commission. He answered all
the questions on handling messages, and was offered the post
of a Senior Telephone Board Operator as a local Indian Foreign
Service clerk with pensionable service. He decided to take up the
job.
On inquiring about ‘paying guest lodgings’ at the Seaman’s
Mission he was directed to No. 4 Narrow Street in Lime House by
the Sea, where a widowed Wren Mrs. Atkins, wife of late Lt Cdr
John Atkins RN resided. Unni recalled the name from Cochin. The
Women’s Royal Naval Service (WRNS) was popularly known
as the Wrens. It was the women’s branch of the Royal Navy
revived at the beginning of the war in 1939, and a small branch
was set up in India as WRINS. Mrs. Atkins was one of the Naval
Training Nurses at the East London Hospital. A few of the nurses
who enrolled in India as Wrins were sent to the UK for training.
Following the war, when she lost her husband Mrs Atkins started
taking in paying guests.
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Lime House was first settled as it was one of the few healthy
areas of dry land among the riverside marshes on the estuary of
the River Thames in London. It became the mercantile hub of
British exports, imports and trade. Queen Elizabeth I, who ruled
from 1558 to 1603 took interest in its development and visited the
place. The Queen’s explorer Sir Humphrey Gilbert lived there and
Narrow Street got associated with many distinguished painters.
The explorer, Francis Drake, set off on one of his voyages to the
New World from a place close to the famous Grapes Pub, one of
the oldest in Britain. Francis Bacon lived and worked at No 80,
Edward Wolfe at No 96 and Whistler painted a ‘Nocturne’ of Lime
House in the area. In 1922, Clement Attlee, the local MP for Lime
House who had worked on social projects both here and in the
Stepney area, became the Prime Minister of England.
On enquiring about the availability of a room, Mrs. Atkins
was hesitant to take him in as she had not had an Indian boarder
earlier, but when Unni mentioned that he had served in the RIN
and had seen Lt Cdr Aitkins in Venduruthy, she showed him the
a room on the upper floors with an entrance from the back, and
the bathing area, basin and toilet in the backyard. The kitchen
was to be used sparingly. She offered him the attic room on a trial
basis for a month for a weekly payment of a Pound to be paid
in advance, along with a three-week deposit. She administered a
stern warning to obey the rules and timings of the house.
Unni settled in, and Mrs. Atkins, aged around forty five, told
him about her life. Lt Cdr John Sanders Atkins a Communications
specialist who had served in India as a Chief Petty Officer in
RIN ships, had risen from the ranks. A photograph of him in his
uniform with a naval sword, hung in the drawing room. Wren nurse
Miss Agnes Gauntlett and he were married in 1925 while he was
serving in the Whitehall Intelligence Signals Section, and bought
No 4 Narrow Street in 1938. The Atkins had no children. In June
1940, John joined the British aircraft carrier HMS Glorious which
was operating with frigates HMS Acasta and Ardent in Operation
Alphabet Juno (AJ) for evacuation of Allied troops from Norway.
It was then that the RN suffered one of its most devastating defeats
of the World War. The powerful German battleships Scharnhorst
and Gneisenau with long-range guns and torpedoes sank all three
ships, and John was one of the twelve hundred and seven men who
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perished in the cold Arctic waters.
Mrs. Atkins grew fond of Unni who helped her with her
shopping, cleaning the house and in the kitchen. She gave him
an overcoat, two three-piece suits, shoes, shirts and ties that had
belonged to her husband, and helped him improve his spoken
English and speak like an East Londoner. Four years after he
moved in, one night on her wedding anniversary on 15th March,
Mrs. Atkins invited Unni to her room to join her in a toast to
her late husband. She was wearing a short light see-through pink
dress. She related the story of Julius Caesar who was cautioned
by his wife Calpurnia about the soothsayer’s warning to beware
the Ides of March, which Caesar did not heed. Caesar, she told
him over large sips of cognac, had just defeated the sons of the
deceased Roman General Pompei, his archrival in battle. To
dethrone Caesar, Brutus led others in the senate and knifed Caesar
to death for acting like a dictator, proclaiming that democracy in
Rome was in danger. Mark Antony, a close associate of Caesar
was upset, and at his funeral he broke ranks and orated a requiem
in praise of Caesar who was loved by the Romans. The enraged
crowds avenged his murder and put Brutus to death. Mrs. Atkins
said she had been warned not to marry on 15th March, but fate had
willed otherwise. It turned out to be a fruitless marriage. John was
totally dedicated to the Navy and least interested in romance and
sex.
Unni said that for him 15th March, was a lucky day, as it was
on that day four years ago a very kind and attractive lady had taken
him in as a boarder and done much for him. She was also the first
British lady to invite him for a drink in her bedroom, and assured
her she could lean on him for solace. One thing led to another that
night after drinks and the hors d’ oeuvres she had prepared. In the
silence that followed, Mrs. Atkins played Mozart’s symphony on
the gramophone, switched off the lights, and gently pulled Unni
down on her bed. It was the beginning of an occasional but torrid
affair between Agnes and Unni.
Unni moved into the small room next to her on the ground
floor which had a connecting door and Agnes introduced Unni to
love making, inviting him to her room for a drink when she was
lonely, always asking him to leave promptly thereafter. In the days
that followed there were never any discussions on the future or
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expectations from each other.
Unni kept his windowless room door ajar at night for
ventilation, and also to hear the two boarders come down the
stairs that squeaked. Around midnight one night Mrs. Atkins tiptoed into Unni’s room through the connecting door, took off her
night gown and lay close to him on his bed which creaked. After
some foreplay, and fearing the noises from his bed, Unni gently
laid Mrs. Atkins on the hardwood floor with a single cushion
for support, and made unabashed love. When the moment of her
orgasm came, Unni put his hand softly across her pouted lips to
deaden the noise of Mrs. Atkins cry of abandonment for fear one
of the other two residents should hear. She left as silently as she
had come in.
In public, Agnes and Unni behaved like a landlady and a
boarder. In her diary Agnes wrote, ‘I confess Unni always came
up beyond my expectations, and will you believe me when I say
that one night we made love for an hour! Cosmic pleasure it has
been, lots of sweat at times and soft screaming — perfect rides,
the best I’ve ever had. Unni has been discreet and he took all
precautions and seems to have enjoyed the arrangement we have
for our occasional romps. He is unlike any other man I have ever
known. I do not love him, I am fond of him so I confess I use him
and he does not seem to mind’.
In the High Commission, Unni became very popular and was
promoted to the post of a Hall Porter along with Swami Adinath
a religious schedule-caste-promoted-entrant from the United
Provinces into the Indian Foreign Clerical Service. Schedule
castes get priority promotions, and though Adinath’s spoken
English was poor, he was appointed when the long serving ‘man
of errands’ serving British Hall Porter Peter Hoar retired. No
wonder Unni became indispensible in the Mission. The staff used
him to run errands, buy tickets for plays and the train, receive
routine guests and Indian Navy officers and sailors at Heathrow
airport, and at times, take them shopping. The Indian Navy had
acquired INS Delhi (HMS Achilles) in 1948 and was to acquire
twelve warships from Britain between 1950-1960, including the
aircraft carrier Vikrant (Ex HMS Hercules) and INS Mysore (HMS
Gambia). A few hundred Navy personnel were continuously in
the United Kingdom. and Britain’s MI-5 and MI-6 were tasked to
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keep an eye on them.
When the officers in the mission learnt Unni knew how to
decipher classified messages from his Navy days, he was often
called by the Indian Foreign Service officers who were not as
adept in decryption to help decrypt classified messages. Unni was
made to sit across a desk in the Strong Room when they decrypted
the messages, quite confident Unni would never understand the
full text. Unni would see messages written upside down and could
only grasp snippets of the text.
Unni routinely lunched in the Staff Canteen in the basement,
or at the India Club nearby on the first floor of the Aldwych
Circle, which was run by a Malayali couple, serving delicious
Indian curries and South Indian delicacies. The owners gave
Unni a discount as he brought guests of the High Commission
who were accommodated either in the Strand Palace Hotel or the
Savoy which were in the vicinity. The High Commission had a
rate contract with Strand Palace, and the manager finding Unni
polished, and well-dressed, permitted him to use the staff eatery
in the hotel basement as he would often be seen waiting for Indian
guests in the lobby. Senior guests from India stayed at the Savoy
or Grosvenor Hotel in the up-market Mayfair area next to Hyde
Park or with the High Commissioner at his spacious Kensington
Palace residence, a practice started by Krishna Menon. Unni
served two years under Krishna Menon and he would receive his
Bentley personally with a flourish - ‘Swagatham Your Excellency’
or ‘Vanakkam (Tamil)’, and exchange a few pleasantries, mostly
about the unpredictable British weather.
During this time in England, there were two professional
war tested Intelligence agencies. Military Intelligence MI-5
was responsible for internal security issues, and MI-6 for
external security which also operated a covert India group with
informants called Asia Intelligence Team-X. MI-6 was also tasked
with gathering economic intelligence on India, and its counter
intelligence unit kept a watch on the Mission. They alerted MI-6
about Unni’s activities in the High Commission, that he lived with
a British woman whom they had met, and who was a Royal Navy
officer’s widow. When MI-6 approached her, she told them she
felt Unni would be a good catch if he agreed to become a spy
for MI-6. She secretly hoped Unni would accept the offer, and
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she could have an influence over him if he decided to shift or
blackmail her about their relationship. She knew the intelligence
game as her husband had served in Intelligence in Whitehall in
the ‘Dirty Tricks’ department which was known to blackmail spies
and informants.
MI-6 made contact with Unni, who agreed to take up the
offer to become an informant for MI-6, tempted as he was, by
the adventure and the additional remuneration. Unni was asked
to come to Milton Keys station over the 4-day Easter holiday.
He was collected by a taxi driver and driven to the secluded
De Vere Harwood Estate Hotel operated by MI-5 and MI-6,
approximately 12 km from the Milton Keys City Centre. He was
met by a middle-aged lady at the reception counter daily, and after
breakfast, she would drive Unni for training to the Bletchley Park
Intelligence Centre, which was famous for breaking the Japanese
and the German codes in World War II. Bletchley Park housed
the Government Code and Cypher School (GC&CS), which was
the bureau responsible for interception and decryption of foreign
communications.
On the first day of training, Unni was met in Hut No 1 where
refreshments were served, and introduced to his three operators
called Mr One, Two and Three.He was told that they would meet
him twice a week in the Ropemaker Park near Narrow street and
the pub called The Grapes on Narrow Street itself. He was then
given instructions on the modus operandi to pass information
in a jotted down code form and engage in some verbal talk in
secluded sections of the park and the pub. They explained that he
would be given tasked questions, and that his stipend would be ten
pounds a week in cash and that any expenses he incurred up to few
pounds for every event of activity he took on a target, including
entertainment, would be reimbursed. That’s how intelligence
works, with trust and initiative they explained.
Over the next three days, Unni who already knew how to
use Navy’s One Time Pads (OTPs), and the Royal Indian Navy’s
antiquated de-crypto Typex machines which automatically
converted written word into a perforation for transmission and
reception was given more practice and examined. In just two
sessions, he qualified and also learnt to operate two small minicameras given to him with film rolls and two remote-controlled
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recorders. Unni was taught the art of steaming envelopes open,
and swiftly passed the tests for covert photography, recording and
crypto over the two days. On the last day he was briefed on the
methods to follow a target, the places he should avoid, and keep
a low key profile. His operators read out manuals to amplify what
passive covert intelligence entails. An emergency address of a safe
house near Lime House station and a secret telephone number of
Scotland Yard was also provided in case he was compromised and
had to seek refuge, and hoped that would never happen to a smart
operative like him. They wished him luck over a glass of beer and
tucked twenty five pounds into his pocket.
Unni who was fluent in written and spoken English was
impressed with the professionalism of the British intelligence
system, was enthused and challenged to become a super double
agent, and dreamt of becoming rich. He had learnt that Alan
Turing, a Cambridge University mathematician and logician,
provided much of the original thinking that led to the design of
the crypto-analytical bombe machines that were instrumental in
eventually breaking the German naval Enigma code that crippled
the German Navy. Unni learnt that India was still to mature in
intelligence for covert warfare, being a late-starter in the wake of
its newly-gained independent history. He learnt MI-6 employed
University graduates, military personnel and British journalists
with language skills who volunteered to serve the nation’s cause,
while in India Intelligence was manned by career seeking Police
officers. Spying needs dedication, risk-taking, an ability to join the
dots and a hunger to excel. He was explained that spy work is like
milking a cow to extract milk, and that every person or document
has some intelligence waiting to be extracted. It becomes second
nature they told him, to instinctively know how to milk, and
added, once a spy, is always a spy. When he told them that he
helped IFS officers to decrypt messages, he was trained to read
documents upside down in offices without being suspected.
Unni understood from conversations, that in 1947, the British
had disbanded and stripped the assets of India’s covert intelligence
arsenal, and left behind a police-led internal Intelligence Bureau
(IB), which predominantly gathered and reported political
intelligence for the government in power for targeting opposition
leaders and report on their speeches. This had pleased the Indian
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masters who relied on the intelligence heads even for military
decisions, and the IB kept files on senior military officers. IB heads
became close to the Prime Minister and even crafted strategy as
national security advisers often do.
For Unni, the next two decades in the UK were the most
exciting, a period of satisfaction as he provided intelligence to the
MI-6 operatives whom he met regularly on appointed evenings
and holidays at the Ropemaker Park and the Grapes Pub in Lime
House. He reported all activities and meetings that took place in
the Indian High Commission in London, the details of visitors
who came, their tasks, and the meetings they attended, as well as
covering the Defence and Logistics Wing at South Audley Street.
Very soon, Unni Nair was indispensible in the Indian High
Commission. To protect him, MI-6 took him once again to
Bletchley Park and taught him how to be a double agent, cleverly
and regularly feeding him with snippets to pass on to the Counselor
officer from IB, who looked after the visa section at the High
Commission. Unni was entrusted to carry the sealed envelopes
from the High Commission to their office in No 2 Audley Street,
where the important Defence, Logistic and Acquisition of ships
and military supplies and part of the Financial Sections were
accommodated. He befriended key upcomimg officers like Lt Cdrs
Gyan Kapur, Boman Rusi Ghandhi, Kirpaul Singh, Duckworth
and Nandan and reported on the many trainees of the Indian Navy
who were deputed to England for long-course training with the
Royal Navy, and the officers who were to take over warships like
Godavari, Ganga and Gomati and Rajput, Rana and Ranjit and
later Mysore. The High Commission entrusted Unni with mail
for the outstation Naval posts set up at Portsmouth, Portland,
Belfast and the Lossiemouth air station, where the flamboyant
Indian Navy pilots were doing conversion courses to fly Sea
Hawks and helicopters. The MI-6 handlers would intercept him
in a car, and steam-open the sealed confidential envelopes and
photograph them for analysis. In return Unni was handsomely
rewarded. Excitement grew in Unni, now a professional spy, and
he began taking risks as a double agent, feeding the Indian High
Commission officials with tidbits of information.
Unni would confidently mingle with Indian Naval Officers in
a guest house on Audley Street in London, meeting and hosting
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them for a drink in the evenings at the bar, and elicit information
and comments on the ships that the Indian Navy was acquiring.
The MI-6 never questioned his entertainment bills. Unni was also a
great help to MI-6 with the dispatches from the High Commission
following the 1971 war, when India fought Pakistan to liberate
Bangladesh as a new nation. The message traffic between South
Block of Delhi and Aldwych increased, and Unni was often in the
strong room helping the encryption and decryption teams. Unni
specifically reported the proceedings that took place in the UN for
the cease-fire resolutions in the Security Council that the Soviet
Union had warded off using their veto on two occasions.
The inept handling of the classified crypto traffic in the
Mission for security of data enabled Unni Nair to satisfy his
MI-6 constituency, embellishing it with information he overheard
in conversations in the mission. He reported on the delegations
coming from India to the UK and those going from the UK to India,
with details of the subjects on the Agenda and the negotiations that
were taking place. Unni would also report the financial inputs,
on funds received in the 6th floor of the Mission for payment on
Defence purchases routed through the auditors in South Audley
Street. At the time the negotiations were on for purchase of the
aircraft carrier Vikrant in the 1950s, and the eleven new frigates
which included the three Leopard Brahmaputra class anti aircraft
frigates from Vickers at New Castle on Tyne, the two Whitby
anti-submarine Trishul class frigates from Cammell Laird at
Birkenhead, and three Blackwood 2nd Rate Khukri class frigates
from J Samuel White at Cowes on the Isle of White, as well as
the spares and machinery being shipped out from Glasgow for
Nilgiri, the first Leander class frigate being built by Mazagon
Docks Ltd Bombay. Unni had understood that in the Intelligence
game, multiple inputs were important to grade the quality of
information, called ‘double sure finger printing’, sometimes even
the unclassified data was appreciated by his handlers and officers
in the mission.
Soon after the 1971 India Pakistan war, a middle-aged
Malayali Grade Two Indian Foreign Service lady officer Jayanti
Naryani oozing with sex appeal, with long dark hair, always
shining with the coconut oil she used, arrived as the Personal
Secretary to the High Commissioner, the flamboyant TN Kaur. At
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first she was very formal with Unni Nair who would converse with
her in Malayalam. He told her he was lucky to have a Malayali
senior. Unni told her about the Punjabis in the Mission, and their
brash behavior, their usage of foul language, their drinking habits
and their tendency to gossip about the officers’ activities. The
Bengalis, he said, thought and behaved as if they were a superior
group and spoke in Bengali much of the time. He resented the fact
that all of them called him a Madrasi even though he had tried
hard to explain many-a-time, that Malayalis were from the west
coast in Kerala and the Tamils from Tamilnadu on the east coast,
and that Madras was the capital of that State.
Each of the States in the South had their own language and
script whereas most Indians from the Northern States who also
had their own languages and script, understood and spoke Hindi
or its dialects.
Though Jayanti agreed with Unni’s descriptions about brash
North Indians with her 12 years service in the IFS missions abroad
and in South Block of Delhi as an efficient PS, she realised it was
best to treat them with deference. She told Unni she was from
Palghat, and as she was hoping to be promoted to Grade One in
the IFS she could not afford to ruffle any feathers. Unni promised
to assist. “Nala,” Unni would say, “the people from Palghat have
the best combination of the Keralite and Tamilian brains, most
speak both the languages and you are good looking as well.” This
broke the ice and Jayanti blushed and said, “We must be a team.
I am lonely and the rain in London depresses me. Give me a little
time to settle down and I will make dosas, chutney, appams and
curry meen (small fish like pomfrets) for you.”
Unni invited Jayanti to lunch at the India Club twice, after
which she insisted that she be allowed to pay. He brushed the
suggestion aside, as she had become an asset for the information
she shared over thier meals together. Things were moving along
well at the Indian High Commission, and the two became good
friends. She would sometimes share her sandwich lunch with
Unni in her office when he was able to peep into her files and get
her to answer questions that the MI-6 had asked of him. Two years
passed, and Jayanti’s loneliness increased. She thought a Malayali
like Unni would make a good life partner for her. One evening
she invited Unni for dinner in her small pad in Dulwich. She put
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on light music on the BBC Radio 4, cooked a lovely Alleppey
mutton biryani and opened a bottle of wine, and casually asked
if he liked her. “Of course, you are very good looking, intelligent
and a graduate. Who would not like you?” Unni said.
Jayanti told Unni she had lost her parents five years ago and
as she was single, she was posted to London. She thought the time
had now come for her to look for a husband. “Unni I like you very
much.”
Red lights flashed and Unni lied, “Jayanti I had promised my
parents I would marry the girl they had chosen. She had known
our family for years, but one day she ran away and married a rich
man. I was devastated and came away to England. Please do not
get upset, I am now living with an English woman who lost her
husband in the war whilst serving on a Royal Navy ship. She
is older than me and we have become close, and have a casual
relationship. This is the story of my life. I like the life in England,
I dress like them, speak like them and I feel there is at least a
semblance of equality for a low caste Nair like me. I hope we can
remain friends.”
The wrath of woman scorned has no limits! Jayanti went the
very next day to meet the representative from the Intelligence
Department in the Mission, a burly Sardar recently appointed from
the newly-formed Research and Analysis Wing (RAW, akin to MI6). She reported that Unni always asked her searching questions
and that he was in a relationship with a British woman with whom
he was living. “He is always pestering me for information. I have
snubbed his advances. Please do not trust him as his allegiances
seem to be with the British.”
SK Singh from RAW was delighted to be given a target. He
deputed his men to follow and report on Unni’s movements and
photograph the people he met. They had been trained for this. The
professionals in MI-5 who cooperated with MI-6 noticed that Unni
was being trailed by the RAW operatives from the Mission. Unni
was immediately asked to abort his mission, and was told that he
would be briefed soon on a change of task, be given a make-over
and a job at the Strand Palace Hotel. This was not necessary as the
RAW operatives who tracked Unni reported he was clean, except
for the fact he lived as a boarder in a house owned by Mrs Atkins
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and almost always kept to himself.
The next six months were monotonous and dreary for
Unni with a few careful spying escapades. Mrs. Atkins became
disinterested in sex, began losing weight, fell seriously ill and was
hospitalized. Jayanti started ignoring him and the RAW operative
asked the Deputy High Commissioner to post Unni in the dingy
mail registry office in the basement, the entrance to which was
from the rear side of the building. He hated the job that was dull
and routine. He went to see Mrs. Atkins in the hospital every
evening taking her flowers, feeling sorry for her as she had no
relatives who visited her. She told him that the only relatives she
had lived in the Hebrides. One day she called Unni to come close,
held his hand and told him she was diagnosed with aggressive
pancreatic neuroendocrine tumors (cancer) and that metastasis
had set in. She then told him that she had made her Will, leaving
Unni to inherit No 4 Narrow Street when she died.
Unni broke down and kissed Mrs. Atkins, tears rolling down
his cheeks. “Mrs. Atkins you are all I have, please don’t leave me,
I will help you fight the cancer.”
“I am trying my dear dearest Unni, but as a nurse I know my
insides are badly affected and my end is near. The Will is lodged
with the hospital registrar. If you decide to sell the house, my
request is that you donate half the proceeds to add a floor in the
new wing of the hospital that is being planned by the authorities.”
Silence followed as he held Mrs. Atkins’ hands in his. He dropped
off into a restless slumber and on waking up, saw Mrs. Atkins had
slipped away.

Chapter 11
Unni to Delhi and His Sun Shines At Dusk
The Hospital authorities conducted Mrs.
Atkins’ funeral ceremony with the dignity due to
her for her dedicated service. Dressed in black,
Unni Nair attended the funeral and laid a wreath
of white lilies with the words, ‘Mrs. Agnes
Atkins, May Your Soul Rest In Peace. For The
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Atkinson RIP

Affectionate Shelter You Gave So Many Seafarers With Kindness in
your Heart’. Later, the Hospital held a solemn memorial requiem
mass at the hospital church, at which Unni spoke eloquently about
Mrs. Atkin’s kindness to him and the many seafaring boarders
over the years in Lime House. The other speakers who spoke
were the hospital Warden and the Chief Nurse. The choir played
‘Accessible Yes and Beautiful’, composed by Seamus Heaney.
It was a touching ceremony and there were many moist eyes,
including Unni’s.
In the days that followed, Unni was filled with loneliness and
he became pensive. He thought about the years that had passed
and wondered where his life was headed. His savings from his
salary of over two decades had been deposited in Lloyd’s Bank,
and the stipends MI-6 had paid him in cash added up to a large
amount. Having been absorbed in India’s local foreign service
abroad, he was now in the Assistant grade, and knew that when he
retired, he would have earned a life-long pension in pounds with
which he could live on comfortably in India. He had lived abroad
for over thirty years, he was homesick, and his desire to remain in
London was waning.
The MI-6 had warned him that he was being watched by RAW
operatives, and assured him, “Don’t worry, RAW is yet to ripen.
Keep a low profile and you are safe with us. Scotland Yard and
MI-5 counter intelligence track all the staff from RAW, as is the
practice world over. You are doing a splendid job in a difficult
situation.”
He decided that if he were to go back to India he must do so
with a clean slate. He would have to give up his association with
MI-6, even though the offer of a handsome compensation to be
their Agent in India was tempting. He wanted his peace of mind
and the risk of being discovered was too disturbing. He longed
to be back home, and knew that with the money he had saved he
could buy a large house in Cochin where he could live in comfort.
India’s counter-intelligence section of the Intelligence
Bureau (IB) had become professional, and a large Intelligence
staff from RAW was inducted into the Visa and Cultural Wing of
the High Commission. They were given the finances to cultivate
journalists and British politicians who were pro-India, and had
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the independence to make reports directly to India without going
through the Head of the Mission. Unni recalled the days when he
had escorted, and reported on, the RAW head RN Khao, a former
Indian Naval officer who was close to Prime Minister Mrs. Indira
Gandhi. Unni had accompanied him and the Counselor (Visa)
to the meetings in Whitehall. Mr Khao had called him aside and
ferreted information from him on the activities of the local staff
in the mission, and specifically about Jayanti Narayani. As he was
leaving, he told him to meet him when he was in India and gave
him his card - ‘Consultant to the Government of India’ with a
South Block address. Once a cop always a cop, thought Unni.
A letter arrived from Linklater and Payes the famous firm of
Solicitors. Mrs. Atkins had requested the Senior Partner of the
Firm, Mr. Simon Gauntlett, who was a distant relative, to be the
executor of her Will. Unni had heard her speaking about him as
she used to spend the Easter and Christmas holidays in his estate
called Battenhurst in Wadhurst, Sussex. Mr. Gauntlett met Unni,
helped him with the paper-work and got him to sign all the legal
papers required for the transfer of Mrs. Atkin’s property No 4
Narrow Street to him. Much to Unni’s surprise this was completed
in a week! Unni found himself to be richer than he had ever
imagined. He informed Mr Gauntlett that he would like to honour
Mrs. Atkin’s Will by selling No 4 Narrow Street and donating half
the proceeds to the East London Hospital for a floor in the New
Wing of the hospital to be built in her memory. This sale too, to
a large construction company Readymix Concrete, was executed
swiftly. Mr. Gauntlett was on the Board of Directors of the firm
that was in the process of acquiring all the property on Narrow
Street in the Docklands for re-development of the area. Unni was
impressed by the integrity of the British in commercial and legal
dealings.
On the advice of the investment department of the Lloyds
Bank Unni bought Bonds and Stocks, leaving a part of the money
in his account. He requested Mr. Gauntlett to set up a Trust in Mrs.
Atkin’s name and legally transfer half the proceeds of the sale of
her property to the East London Hospital. He requested the Firm
to look at his Investment Plan and handle his Tax Returns, for
which he paid them the dues.
When the new owners took over No 4 Narrow Street, Unni
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moved into a boarding house in Petticoat Lane. Looking back
on his life, he realised that with his passion for travelling and
exploring new places, all his holidays had been spent in gathering
intelligence from the IFS Grade 2 diplomatic staff in Indian
missions he met during visits to Europe, which he then passed
on to his MI-6 handlers. Constantly looking over his shoulder for
fear of being compromised in any manner and unable to share his
life with anyone or have normal relationships, time had passed
without the opportunity to meet anyone in romantic circumstances.
Unni was a sexually satisfied man. He had enjoyed his
adventures in bed with Mrs. Atkins, and in pretending that he
had lost his virginity to her, she had initiated him to become
the ultimate lover. He looked back on their arrangement as one
in which carnal desires for both had been satisfied, though not
fulfilled through love. Unni recalled the unpleasant experiences
he had with prostitutes in Paris and had vowed never again to go
down that path.
He felt a sense of achievement as he looked back on his
working years and the money he had saved, but now there was a
desire to travel to obscure and to lesser-known places, turn over a
new leaf, and look for a life-partner.
Unni was uneasy living in Petticoat Lane outside the safe house
and care of Mrs. Atkins. He decided to go back to India and seek
out his mother and schoolmates from the Jew School in Cochin,
meet and thank the Koders and Barrister Mr Ghuna Pai and his
family. Would the people still look at him as a bastard child of the
Shinoy family, he wondered. Handing in the mandatory notice of
resignation, and taking the one-month leave due to him, he bought
his air ticket. Unni recalled that Mrs. Atkins had requested that if
he were to go to India he should carry Cadburys chocolates for
her friend, Mrs. Nita Berilal, and a bottle of cognac and Havana
cigars for her husband Dr. Berilal. They had met when Nita nee
Hingorani, a young trainee WRIN nurse from the RIN had been
assigned to the East London Hospital where she worked, tending
to war victims. They had spent six months together as roommates,
and had become close friends. She had last heard from Nita
Hingorani saying she had joined Lady Hardinge Hospital for
Women in Delhi as a nurse, married Dr Sewak Berilal who also
worked there, and that they had a son, Rahul.
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As there were no direct Air India flights to Cochin, he booked
a flight to Delhi and decided to spend New Year’s Eve there and
try to meet Mrs. Berilal before taking a train to Cochin. Unni met
the MI-6 operatives at The Grapes, and requested them not to try
and contact him unless they heard from him. He was told he could
keep the camera and recorder, and was given a contact in Delhi.
They added that should he wish to return to London, a Work Visa
would be arranged, and a job as a Receptionist assured at the
Strand Palace Hotel, from where he could continue to report on
the Indian Mission.
The day was cold and gloomy and Unni was sad as he said
farewell to his few friends. After putting some of his belongings
into storage, he was on his way to Heathrow Airport where he
bought the permitted bottles of Cognac, Armagnac and cigars. “To
India”, he said to himself, “what does fate hold for me? Maybe a
bride?” These were prophetic thoughts for what was to follow.

Chapter 12
Nirmala Shows Unni Around Delhi–They Fall In Love
Unni exited Delhi’s crowded
Palam airport on a wintry morning
to find a car and driver from Hotel
Godwin in Paharganj, where he
had booked a room, waiting for
him. Chatting with the driver he
learnt Lady Hardinge Hospital was
a walking distance from the hotel,
Sun Shine in Delhi
and offered to take him around to
see the sights of Delhi. As the car approached the hotel, the sight
and noise of the crowded lanes and the smell of the food was an
assault on his senses!
After checking in, Unni requested the Receptionist to call
Lady Hardinge Hospital to get the details of Dr. and Mrs. Berilal.
She confirmed that Dr Sewak Berilal was the Head of the Hospital,
but had no information on his wife.
That evening he walked to the hospital and inquired about Dr.
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Berilal and Mrs. Nita Berilal at the gate. The staff contacted Dr.
Berilal and escorted him to the Superintendent’s bungalow. When
he introduced himself as Unni Nair and presented the chocolates
to Mrs. Berilal, she hugged him saying, “you are the young man
who looked after Agnes. My husband and I know all about you.
Tell me, how is Mrs Atkins? I can never thank her for all that she
did for me, and her recommendation for me to be awarded the
award for the ‘Best Indian Nurse’. Come and meet my husband Dr
Sewak Berilal and then fill me in on all the news.”
“I’m sorry to be the harbinger of sad news. A few months
ago Agnes passed away peacefully and I was by her side. I had
promised her that when I went to India I would carry Cadbury
chocolates for you, and Cognac and cigars for Dr Berilal. Agnes
had told me so much about you and the time you spent together;
it’s lovely to meet you both.”
“Come sit down, and join us for a pot-luck dinner if you
are free, and tell me everything about Agnes. And where are
you staying?” Nita introduced him to Dr. Berilal, an impressive
personality with an impish look.
He told them that he was staying at Hotel Godwin, that it was
his first visit to Delhi, a stopover for a few days before he went to
Cochin. He spoke about his life as a boarder in Mrs. Atkins house.
Dr. Berilal suggested Unni move into their guest room. “After all,
that’s the least we can do for someone who cared for Nita’s friend
Agnes, who was not just a friend but also a kind teacher. Nita,
who is our Chief Matron here, has looked after and nursed me too
thanks to her”, he said winking.
Unni moved into the Berilals’ guest room and was taken to
the Hospital Canteen for lunch where Mrs Berilal met him and
introduced him to Head Nurse Nirmala. After the introductions
the three of them sat down for a Thali lunch on a reserved table.
All eyes were on Unni who was in a three-piece suit, whilst his
eyes were fixed only on Nirmala. Nita interrupted, “Unni have
you seen the sites in Delhi? Would you like to? You are here for a
few days - I can help.”
“This is my first visit. I would definitely like to go around and
will try to get the Hotel to arrange it.”
“Unni, during the day I will be very busy, you can have lunch
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in the canteen where Nirmala will meet you. I have an idea.
Nirmala, Unni is a special guest. Will you do me a favour? You
know the city well, and if you are free, could you take him around
for the next few days?”
“Of course Ma’am.” A taxi was ordered by Nita, Unni
insisting he would pay, and a tentative program was chalked out.
Unni could not stop looking at Nirmala as he moved closer, with
a pen and paper, when Nita excused herself.
From the first moment, Unni and Nirmala found themselves
enjoying each other’s company– the loneliness and the void of the
past years were slowly being erased as they spent time together.
They were together for the next three days, and going around all
the sites in Delhi – walking around Connaught Place, the India
Gate, down Rajpath to the Rashtrapathi Bhawan. the Secretariat
buildings and the Parliament House and visiting the Qutab Minar,
the Humayum’s Tomb, the Red Fort, Jama Masjid and Chandni
Chowk, the Craft Museum, the National Gallery of Modern Art
and the National Museum. They walked in the Lodi gardens,
ate lunch in Embassy and Volga in Connaught Place, and drove
around Delhi as Nirmala pointed out the sights. Unni was very
impressed with her knowledge of Indian history from ancient to
modern times, and complimented her. Nirmala explained, “Mr
Nair my life has been lonely as I am a Dalit, and I have almost no
friends. On Sundays I would walk to these places and spend hours
in Museums, Art Galleries and the libraries. History became my
friend.”
On the third evening, as Unni was escorting Nitmala to her
hostel, “I admire you for coming out with me alone. Is this likely
to set tongues wagging in the Hospital? I would hate to see you
embarrassed.”
“Not at all, after all it was Mrs. Berilal’s suggestion that I look
after you and show you around Delhi. It’s a duty that I am truly
enjoying”, Nirmala replied, blushing and looking into Unni’s eyes,
“but I suppose people in the Hospital will talk, and wonder why a
man who is smart, polished, well-dressed like an Englishman, and
young-looking too, would want to spend time with an old woman
like me? All the nurses in the canteen have their eyes on you. As
a Dalit woman am I expected to shun social life and appear to be
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melancholy? I value your friendship. You have been extremely
correct and proper. So long as there is nothing to be ashamed of, I
have nothing to worry about. I have let you into a part of my life
and shared my thoughts with you – I have no relations to turn to.”
“I feel honored by your trust in me. I too have told you a little
about my life and, like you, have no family. Your friendship makes
my life more worthwhile, even at our age, which most people see
as a beginning of the end”, Unni said.
“Why think about the end?” Nirmala replied, “why not savor
the present?”
“That’s a sound philosophy”, Unni agreed that he should adopt,
starting to believe that age was no barrier for companionship, “in
your company Nirmala I am learning to philosophize. There will
a lot of it when I write the novel of my life; will you help me with
it?”
Jokingly Nirmala asked, “Of course, but when do you think
your manuscript will be ready? You will be gone to Cochin soon
and then back to London. Will you include me somewhere in the
chapter on philosophy? Everyone has a desire to write a book.
Dr. Berilal once told me, after we saved the life of a patient, that
he would write about the relationship between patients and the
doctors and nurses who cared for them, but as far as I know, the
thought was never put into action. Mrs. Hudson, who taught us
English literature, told us how British writers toiled for years
to complete a novel or a book if they had an idea. She would
explain that the idea is like a demon that one has to get out of
one’s system.”
“Very soon. I’ll count on you to be by my side helping me to
complete it. By the way don’t forget you promised you will do
morning duty tomorrow, so that we can go and see the matinee
show of Roman Holiday at Regal,” Unni reminded Nirmala.
“That will be wonderful Mr. Nair, I have not been to a movie
for years”, Nirmala said wistfully, and saying good bye, they
parted, as she headed to the hospital for her rounds and Unni to
the Medical Superintendent’s house.
‘Was this idea of a book a proposal?’ thought Unni, ‘No fool
like an old fool like me, but I am smitten by this lovely, talented
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woman in her 50s! Why am I shy, unable to express my true
feelings and my infatuation for her. She thinks I am an honorable
man. I do not treat her like many treat Dalits in India. She feels
comfortable with me. I must express what I feel. I will consult the
Lals’, he thought.
That night as he sat down to dinner with the Lals who had
got quite fond of him, he confided to them that he was a man of
resources, and aside from his savings, Mrs. Atkins had willed half
her house to him. He related the conversations between him and
Nirmala and expressed his feelings for her to them.
Dr Berilal looked at his wife, “Nita you like Nirmala and
know her well, she is an outstanding Nurse, but carries the Dalit
label and has no family, not even a surname. Dalit men are not
educated and she will be unable to get a husband of her caliber.
What do you say? We are spending the coming weekend, that is
the New Year, with Rahul and his wife Simmy in Jaipur. Unni is
here now. We must do something for him.”
Nita agreed that it was great idea, and said that she would talk
to Nirmala, but the decision would be left to her. “Unni I am going
to ask you both to dinner tomorrow and see how it goes.” She
rang the hostel on the intercom and was connected immediately.
“Nirmala would you join us at our place for dinner tomorrow?
Please arrange your duty accordingly. Wear your fuchsia pink
saree and the big Jhumkas (earrings in the shape of an umbrella).
We’d love to see you, it’s a special end-of-the-year dinner.”
“Thank you Ma’am, it will be a pleasure to be with you, and
yes, I will wear that saree. I will be off duty tomorrow afternoon
and am going with Mr. Nair to see a movie that he wanted to see
at the Regal theatre, and will be back in time for dinner.”
“Unni is a nice modest man, and rich, I hear. We like him.
My friend, late Head Nurse Mrs. Agnes Atkins, had written to me
about him. He was like an adopted son to her. I know I told you
to show him around Delhi and hope you are not spending your
money.”
“No Ma’am, Mr. Nair is a kind gentleman. He does not allow
me to spend even for an ice cream, and you know I love ice cream.
It’s been a pleasure looking after him; this is his first visit to
Delhi and he is very interested in all the sites. I tell him that he is
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spending too much money on eating out and not in the Canteen,
but he does not listen to me. He is going away to Cochin soon to
look for his mother and friends so I have had just a few days to
show him Delhi. He was saying he would like to go to Surajkund
on the last day of this year”.
“Nirmala why Surajkund of all places on the last day of the
year ?”
“Ma’am I had told him of the Sun temple on the lake similar
to the one in Konarak on the river, and the play I had acted in as
Shakuntala. He wants to feel the ambience of the place.”
“Yes I remember, You must go there and tell him about the
marriage of Shakuntala and King Dushyant …………Sweet
dreams Nirmala.”
Next afternoon Unni met Nirmala. She was looking stunning
in her pink saree and jhumkas. Unni said, “My God not even
Cleopatra, the world’s most beautiful lady, could have looked as
beautiful as you are looking today.” Nirmala blushed, looking
down.
“You really know how to make an old woman feel special.
You joke, so I do not mind, as you do it with such a flair.”
“Please believe me Nirmala, besides Mrs. Atkins who treated
me like a son, and a slave too, in her house, I have not met many
Indian or foreign women except a few at work. I do not care much
for white-skinned women, they are materialistic and unfit to live
in India. I met a girl at work in London from Kerala who wanted
me to marry her, and ruined my career when I refused her. I have
avoided women since I come from a poor family and have lived a
very lonely life, and have made my money by dint of sheer hard
work,” and added, “and by any and all means”.
“My life too has been lonely Mr. Nair as I have no relations
in India and I am a Dalit. I am alone. My father is no more, and
my mother and two siblings are somewhere in Pakistan. You know
how the India-Pakistan relations are, and we have fought three
futile wars - I will not be welcome there as my mother and siblings
are now Muslims.”
They walked in silence down Panchkuin Road to Connaught
Place. Nirmala saw a Kwality ice cream cart and said, “Mr. Nair
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can I have an ice cream please, we have ten minutes for the show
if we walk fast.”
“Of course my dear. May I call you Nirma and you can call me
Unni. There should be no Mr. Nair between friends, even though
we have known each other only for a few days.”
“That is very kind of you, and please call me by any name
you like, and may I call you Aapji. It’s a word which means you,
with respect. Women in India do not call men by their name. Even
a wife seldom calls her husband by his name,, and some even
call their husbands, ‘father of’. It’s a strange tradition in some
families.”
“Nirma, let us grab an ice cream quickly, hold my hand and
let’s cross the road. I like to see the trailers, so let’s be on time.”
Unni clasped Nirmala’s hand pulling her protectively close as
they crossed the road.
Nirmala felt strange holding a man’s hand for the first time
in her life. Unni paid for the strawberry bar and told the vendor
to keep the change. Nirmala licked the stick, happy as a child.
She pulled Unni towards Regal and did not let go of his hand till
she reached the ticket counter. Suddenly she felt embarrassed, and
realizing what she had done. “Sorry Aapji, I did not let go of your
hand as I was unsure of reaching in time even though we were
walking so fast. I am alright now.”
Unni did not say a word, as he had never felt so elated before,
even when he once took a drug Mrs Atkins had asked him to try,
saying it would elevate his mood for what was to follow. That was
on the occasion of one of her wedding anniversaries when she
was missing John. Unni made love to her as she had taught him,
as he always respected Mrs Atkin’s wishes. Neither felt guilty
he recalled, as they looked at it like a game of golf. It was par
for their course. Holding hands with someone you care for gave
you a warm feeling, quite different from what he had experienced
before. The relationship with Mrs Atkins was because he needed
to stay at Narrow Street, somewhat like in Lady Chatterley’s
lover where Oliver Mellors had sex on several occasions with
her, but despite the physical closeness, had stayed aloof. Holding
Nirmala’s hand felt different and he felt complete for the first time
in his life. He asked himself, ‘Am I in love ?’.
108

During the movie, when Audrey Hepburn sat on the pillion of
Gregory Peck’s scooter, he cautioned her to hold him tight as they
went up-hill, Unni’s hand moved to hold Nirmala’s hand gently,
neither saying a word. They clasped their hands tighter when the
scene was especially tender. As the lights came on during the
intermission, Unni shook her hand away and said apologetically,
“Nirma, I’m sorry, maybe I should have asked you before I held
your hand. Can I make up by getting you an ice cream?”
Nirmala said coyly, “Yes, an ice cream sounds good, do you
believe that sugar levels go down when holding hands? If so,
promise me you will have one too. That’s the recommendation
from a nurse!.”
Unni got two ice cream cups, and neither of them saying
a word, held hands and enjoyed the great love story in Roman
Holiday. They walked back in silence holding hands till they
neared the Hospital gate and smiled at each other.
“I have only been to Dr. Lal’s house for Deepavali celebrations
with the staff. Why have they asked me tonight I wonder, do you
know who else will be there?” Nirmala asked.
“Have you read the book, ‘Who is Coming to Dinner Tonight’,
Nirma ?”
“No, tell me.”
“Never mind now, hurry up, we cannot keep our hosts waiting,
maybe they have something special in mind”, said Unni, releasing
her hand. Dr. Lal received them graciously and asked Nirmala
how she had enjoyed the movie, “Sir I loved it, and Mr. Nair told
me it was one of his favourite love stories.”
Unni whispered in Nirmala’s ear, “What happened to Aapji?”
Dr. Lal went to fetch the drinks, saying, “ask Nita how I proposed
to her after seeing that same movie. As in the movie, I owned a
scooter and we fell in love. It is still working; I mean both our love
and that scooter.”
“I pray that both of you are blessed with happiness, Sir. You
are such kind and affectionate people. Mr. Nair says no one else
would have opened their home to a stranger like you have.”
“Nirmala, Unni was like a son to Nita’s best friend, and
friendship has no limits. Our house has been empty since Rahul
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went abroad, came back and got married, and moved to Jaipur”,
said Dr. Lal. Over dinner they laughed a great deal. Nita was happy
to see Nirmala so relaxed with Unni, who kept up a sparkling flow
of conversation, interspersed with hints to the Lals that he wanted
to buy a house and a car, and settle down in Delhi if he found a
partner who would tolerate him. “I want to explore India, write a
book, and travel around. I have had enough of England.”
“I hope you have enjoyed the evening Nirmala”, Nita asked
as the dinner ended, “let us leave the men folk alone for a bit, Dr.
Lal loves a brandy and cigar after dinner.”
“Very much, every minute of it Ma’am. I have spent yet
another evening with a wonderful and kind family, and Mr. Nair
who is a sweet person, I have enjoyed taking him around Delhi.”
“Thank you Nirmala”, Nita said, “Mrs.Atkins was a very
special person. You look lovely in your pink saree and jhumkas,
and Unni, dashing, in his tweed jacket and tie. You look like a
made-for-each-other couple! Take the next two days off and go
around together as it may be a long time before we see him next.
We are going away for the weekend to Jaipur and Mr. Nair may
be lonely.”
Everyone noticed the sadness that came over Nirmala’s face,
as she turned away and wiped away a tear. Dr. Lal looked at Unni
with a thumb’s up and a wink, and said loudly, “Unni make the
most of the next few days, these days may not come again. Let us
open the Grand Armagnac that you brought and have a night-cap
together. Someone once told me, Brandy is like the alphabets of a
language, Cognac, the prose, and Armagnac, the poetry! And then
we will smoke a Havana together. You must smoke a cigar too,
You know what that means?”
“No, tell me Dr Lal”.
Leading Unni to his study, he said, “my hero Winston
Churchill used to say that a drink and a cigar brought him victory.
It may help you too”.
Nita sat Nirmala down on the dining table and said, “If you
like Unni as you seem to, do not let him take advantage of you and
break your heart, though he seems to be an honorable gentleman.
If he proposes to you, we will be happy to get you married, as you
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have no family.” Silence followed.
Later that night, Unni and Nirmala walked hand in hand to
the door-step of her room, and looking left and right, ignoring
the curious eyes around, gently kissed Nirmala on her forehead
holding her tight, and then, moving to her pouting lips kissed her
even more gently. Without waiting he said, “Good night my angel,
see you tomorrow at 10; sleep well as I will be dreaming of you
and the happiness you have given me. Thank you.”
Nirmala entered her room and undressing, looked at herself
in the mirror, critically appraising her body. She looked at her
large breasts, starting to sag slightly, and felt embarrassed that
a man had kissed her. Remembering Baba’s warning, she found
herself wondering if she was wrong about Unni. For the first time
in her life, she caressed her body. She recalled the occasion that
she wanted to erase from her memory of what the men had done
to her body, and fell asleep without her clothes. Drifting between
thoughts and dreaming, she wondered if Unni would propose to
her.
She woke up and the first thought that crossed her mind was,
‘Unni says I am still attractive, but I must be careful. Does Unni
think I am vulnerable in my lonely fifties? He flatters me. I wonder
what his intentions are? I could live with a man who respects me,
and shares his thoughts with me. Even household chores would be
enjoyable. However, I must be careful not to give in to him if he
tries to seduce me, but go with him I must, I enjoy it.’
Unni instructed the taxi driver he had ordered for the day to
deliver the flowers he had ordered to Nirmala’s room. On the card,
he had only written, From Your Admirer.
On receiving the flowers, Nirmala put the flowers in a jug and
bounded down the steps humming with joy.

Chapter 13
Marriage At Surajkund A La Shakuntala
Unni opened the car door for Nirmala, and wrapping her shawl
around her shoulders, kissed her on the neck, and helped her
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into the car. “How beautiful you look
today in your green saree. I read the
prediction in the news paper this
morning and it said, that it was going
to be a lucky day for me, and for you
too.”
On the drive Nirmala filled Aapji
Shakuntala Come True
in on the story of her life, breaking
down every so often. Unni put his arms around her lightly and
gently drew her to him feeling her large breasts press against him
and said, “I knew you had been hurt. My life too has not been
without any blemishes; let us put a closure to our past”, and kissed
her tears away with his lips. “Smile Nirma, I know the pain of the
Dalits. I have read the statistics. Only 3% of the million Dalits are
educated, and they are looked down upon. In the Navy, though
they work as Topasses (toilet cleaners), they are treated the same
as everyone else, they help in the galley (kitchen) and fire the
guns. Now that you have me in your life, you are safe. Remember
that we, the Nairs, are also low caste, but thanks to the education
that is available to everyone in Kerala, we have risen out of the
mire we were born into.”
Nirmala recalled Shanti kissing her tears in a scene in
Shakuntala, but those were make-believe, these were her real
tears being kissed away, and she felt a load being lifted from her
innermost being. Birds do it, Nirmala thought, bees do it, regardless
of age, can Unni and I fall in love and do it? The affection shown
by Unni gave her a wonderful feeling of freedom and sheer
exhilaration that she had never before experienced. Half-crying
with joy Nirmala thought, ‘My horoscope said I would find love. I
have so much to give if Aapji is serious - my allegiance, my love,
my devotion, my very soul, and if he desires every part of my
polluted body’, but all she said was, “Aapji, with your love and
understanding, you have removed the burden that I have carried
with me all these years.”
At that Unni said, “Let us make today memorable, something
tells me it will be.”
“Aapji, the day has just begun. I always tell my patients that
positive thinking cures better than medicine, repairing even broken
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hearts.” Nirmala directed the driver to head to Tughlaqabad, and
on the way told Unni, that the famous Tughlaqabad Fort, now in
ruins, was the third city of Delhi, built in 1321 on a rocky terrain,
by Ghiyas-ud-din Tughlaq Shah the First, the founder of the
Tughlaq Sultanate. It was abandoned in 1327, because of a curse
uttered by Nizamuddin Auliya a Sufi mystic, who got incensed
as the work on his baoli (step water well) was stopped. The
confrontation between the Sufi saint and the royal emperor had
become a legend in India. She added, “these days only tourists or
young lovers seeking solitude go there.”
Unni softly asked with a peck on her cheek, “Nirma, to what
category do we belong?” He got no answer. Unni held her hand
and climbed the fort. Nirmala gave him a peck on his cheek,
“Tourists or lovers, Mr Nair?”.
From Tughlaqabad they drove to Faridabad, past the St Mary’s
School and towards the Khandvli village. Following Nirmala’s
directions, the car slowed down as they passed the place where
she had been raped, and then on to what was Nawab Jan’s haveli.
With tears she pointed it out to Unni, who said, “I hope India can
have a liberal government and people, rid itself of the evils of the
caste system that permeates our society, and the Hindus can live
in harmony with Muslims, Christians and all the other religions
recognised in our Constitution.” Nirmala had similar thoughts,
and said, “Aapji a Sufi saint had written a song which made a
deep impact on me, ‘take me to a land where everyone is blind, so
there will be no caste, colour or religion to distinguish one from
the other’.”
They drove in silence, hand in hand, and sitting on a bench
on the edge of the Bhatkal Lake, ate the packed-lunch they had
brought with them. Unii told Nirmala about the Lals joking with
him the previous night, “They think I am in love with you.”
“Are you?” Nirmala asked.
“Yes, didn’t you guess? You promised to help me write the
novel of my life and when completed, I promise I will return your
kindness in double measure. I will try to cleanse you with love
so that all the pollution you talk of vanishes. I would like to be
that medicine. Neither of us have any relations in this world so
we will stick together and become one. Since you showed me
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your Delhi, let me one day take you to my London and show you
where I lived, settle my accounts there, and then make a break
with England. Agreeable?”
“Have I ever said no? It will be a dream come true”, Nirmala
said excitedly, “but what do you propose to do about this book?
Will you write about Mrs. Atkins too, and compare me to that
woman”, Nirmala asked a trifle upset.
“Nirma this is the very reason why we told each other we
must put a closure on everything in our past, about the ruffians
who ruined your life, about Shanti’s sad life, your Dalit family
migrating due to poverty, and the death of your father and
grandfather. I have told you all about my questionable parentage,
my work as a spy, and have held back nothing. I now look forward
to your understanding.”
“Understanding about what?”
“Whether you will be interested if I asked you to marry me?”
Unni went down on his knees on the edge of the lake to show he
was serious, and added, “and I will not rise till you say yes.”
“If you are not joking of course I agree. However I cannot say
yes as yet. This has been too rushed so make sure it’s best for you
too. Go to Cochin first, where you may find a more attractive and
younger woman rather than settling for someone like me who is in
her fifties”, Nirmala said, her voice choked with happiness, at the
same time worried whether she should have voiced this.
“No Cochin for me for the present, as I have news my father
has passed on, and I want to erase that period of my life from my
mind. I can do that only if you agree to marry me. Now suggest
where we can go in Surjakund to get married tomorrow and show
you that I am serious”, Unni said, holding her hand, “We can make
a promise, on the steps of the Sun temple there…… I mean what
remains of it, and on Tuesday, solemnize our marriage.”
“I don’t understand, what has the Sun Temple and Tuesday
got to do with anything?”
“Just this. My dear Nirma. I suggest we perform the marriage
ceremony ourselves Dushyant-and-Shakuntala-style, on the steps
of the temple, on New Year’s Eve. There will be no crowds, and
we will have the place to ourselves,” Unni echoed.
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“Not so fast, my dear Aapji! I have not yet given you my
consent. My advice is that you don’t ask me. Love has eluded me,
I have been unlucky in love. You will take a grave risk in marrying
a person like me. I am telling you this because I love you dearly”,
Nirmala said, trying to gauge Unni’s reaction.
“Darling, you have told me much about your past. Why cling
to the past when the future is waiting to unfold itself? Much that
was foretold to you has come true. Pandit Dwarka Nath told your
mother that the later decades of your life would be the golden age
of happiness”, Unni argued.
Unni was still kneeling on the edge of the lake, and Nirmala
heard a voice from beyond, ‘The golden age of your happiness
awaits you’.
She sat there as one in a trance, Unni waved his hand in front
of her face, “Wake up!”
She smiled, “Aapji will you accept me to be the Queen of your
heart?”
“Yes, a hundred times yes,” Unni said, “I will. My courting
has at last paid off.”
“You cheat, you never told me that you were courting me,
now arise!”
“Never a cheat with you, you had cast a spell over me the first
time I met you in the canteen. I will be with you from now onward
everywhere, all the time, and all over you to explore our future
together.”
Sitting on the bench they planned their future. “I suggest
we fix the event and inform the Lals”, Unni said, “Dr. Lal told
me he could get the Registrar of the Hospital to solemnize the
brief ceremony that we will do ourselves with a pledge at the Sun
Temple. We are engaged”. The Lals meanwhile, had left for Jaipur
to spend New Year Eve with their children.
The last day of the year dawned. Unni picked up his fiancé
after she had completed her morning shift. She was wearing the
same fuchsia saree and jhumkas as they drove past Tughaqabad to
Surajkund holding each other. Ranbir Singh, a young attendant,
received them. At sunset they stood on the steps of the Sun temple
on the lake facing each other. Unni placed a garland of roses on
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her neck and said: “I take you as the queen of my heart.”
“I agree to be the queen of your heart”, Nirmala responded,
“Darling, I haven’t brought a garland for you. You didn’t tell
me that it would be such an elaborate ceremony, but I have an
idea. Will you lift me to the level of your heart?” Unni placed his
large, strong hands around her waist and lifted her. She raised her
garland and placed it over his head, around his neck.
“There, one garland, two hearts, the marriage ceremony is
over! Put me down please Aapji,” said Nirmala, shivering a little.
“Not yet”, said Unni and kissed her. Their first proper kiss.
He lowered her. She felt secure in his powerful hands. Hand in
hand they went to the Raj Hans hotel at Surajkund for supper,
and planned to spend the night there. When they entered the room
Nirmala suddenly felt shy as she saw Unni lock the door and take
off his coat. He said, “Nirma I will be gentle, feel at ease and
come to me in bed when you wish,” and dimmed the light.
“Aapji have you not read Kama Sutra written on love, sex and
marriage written in the 2nd century AD entitled Visrambhana by
Vatsayana.”
“No I have not heard about it and if it’s about how to make love,
I would be happy to read it, and make our first night memorable”,
and moved closer to Nirma, as she lay down. She had removed her
saree but not her petticoat or blouse.
Nirmala put her hand on his cheek and he held her in a tight
embrace, “Aapji we did a two-day study of the Kama Sutra in the
Nurses training course for the gynecological ward duty, and I recall
Chapter Two, ‘after the marriage ceremony on the first night, the
couple must avoid a spicy meal and partake of food with plenty of
milk, honey and ghee. Then they must sleep on the ground or on
a comfortable bed. Vatsayana favours that the girl be at least three
years younger than the man. If they already know each other it is
easier otherwise it is hard. But both know what marriage means.
They also know that no sex copulation can happen in the first three
nights. They must wait to remove the fear of the unknown for the
girl, as they try to get to know each other. Talking may be onesided, at first snuggling together and touching, but not below the
waist on the first night, just in case the girl gets frightened. They
must try to overcome shyness and familiarity during the day as
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she dresses attractively, and they both slowly grow accustomed to
each other’s bodies as they progress, and this nearly always gives
happiness’. What say you Aapji, we are neither of us young.”
“Miss Head Nurse Nirma, you know the anatomy of males
and females better than me. We are familiar with each other and
have pledged love, so darling lets imagine it’s the Fourth night
of the Kama Sutra”, and he slipped her pink petticoat down her
slender legs, unbuttoned her blouse and removed her bra from
her large breasts and put off the lights, and caressed and kissed
Nirma’s body all over and bit her ear lobes as she cooed. Unni
said, “now we can be one in union in the eyes of God”, and they
were twice, that night!
Next morning Unni was up early and said, “Lets get back to
Delhi this evening and plan for the Registered wedding on Tuesday.
After that I plan to take you to London for our honeymoon and
wind up my affairs. A friend of Dr. Lal has offered to sell me, or
should I say Mr. and Mrs. Unni Nair, his cottage on Babar Road not
far from the Hospital. Dr Lal has offered me the job of Assistant
Registrar on a trial basis. I hope it works out. You can continue in
the Hospital and I can be near you to see no one sets eyes on you.
I will order a Hindustan car paying in Pounds, which would be
delivered sooner, and we can travel, go on camping holidays and
explore rural India and experience the lives of its simple people.”
Unni and Nirmala returned to Delhi after a relaxed day, late
on the first of January. Unni dropped her at her quarters with a
hug and told her she should come to the Lal residence the next
morning after he had broken the news to the Lals who would be
back from Jaipur. “Ok I’ll be ready.”
When the Lals heard Unni’s story next morning Nita asked,
“Is it proper for a woman, particularly a nurse in my charge, to
go away with a male friend? What will people think? That she
is your mistress, and that I have encouraged it! This is India, not
London.”
“Don’t get excited, Mrs. Lal, Nirmala is not my mistress, she
is my wife, we are married”, Unni asserted.
“Your wife! Shocking, incredible! I don’t believe it, surely
you are joking. When did the event take place?” Nita demanded.
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“On the 31st of December,” Unni said sheepishly. Dr. Lal
put his thumbs up as Mrs. Lal put her forefingers to her temple
muttering something, as she went to answer the door bell. It was
Nirmala looking radiant in a red saree with her arms filled with red
glass bangles and a vermilion powder bindi (dot) on her forehead
and powder through the parting in her hair, all the signs of a
married woman. She was holding prasad in her hands; evidently
she had been to the Hospital temple.
“Where did this happen?” Nita who was annoyed, asked Unni.
“At Surajkund, on the steps of the Sun temple.” “Who performed
the ceremony?” Mrs. Lal demanded.
“We did, ourselves, a voluntary marriage, it needs no pundit.”
“Any witnesses?” Mrs Lal inquired.
“Yes, she and I and God”, Unni said.
“Nirmala you have sinned, and even if the two of you have
decided, this is no way to get married”, Nita said loudly.
Unni interjected, “Mrs. Lal I assure you it was not a result
of an act of passion or libido. We talked about our lives, our
circumstances, our past, our hopes, our dreams, and it was only
then that Nirmala consented to get married. Dr. Lal had assured
me he would get the Hospital Registrar to legalise the marriage
which I learn is just a signature. There is more, we made a promise
to each other and the embrace that followed was not to make ours
a hollow union but a promise of a life-time commitment.”
“Ma’am, King Dushyant and Shakuntala were married in
this manner. Its legality and morality haven’t been questioned for
centuries,” Nirmala said, as she came closer in defence of Unni.
It was time for Dr. Lal to interject, “Unni that was a makebelieve marriage. It’s got to be made legal quickly, and I must
warn you, the police will be looking for you if Nita reports you
for abducting her leading Nurse. They will put you in the lock
up,” Dr. Lal said with a laugh, and added, “Nita you forget when
I took you to Agra to see the Taj Mahal and my car broke down
and we had to spend the night in the Clark’s Hotel. Nita there are
no family quarters in a lock up, I will arrange for the registry and
then you can both stay in the Hospital guest house for a few days.”
“Wonderful Dr. Lal, and please would you call your friend
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Vimal, and I can give him the advance for the house on Babar
Road that he promised to sell to me. I can pay him here in Pounds.
I will order a car. I plan to take Nirma, as I call Nirmala now, for
a brief honeymoon trip to London to wind up my affairs there. On
our return she can get back to work. During the holidays we plan
to go on camping trips, to soak in the beauty of rural India.”
“What a lucky girl Nirmala, can we come along? I am sure Nita
will give you leave. It will be a good idea to go to the Hanuman
temple nearby before that, as it is a Tuesday, auspicious for the
Monkey God, and ask the priest to bless you both in marriage. You
could also get the marriage slip. Take a nurse as a witness and I
would be willing to be a witness as well. Nita can arrange for the
Registrar to come for tea”, Dr. Lal offered.
“Please, please come Dr. Lal and be a witness before Unni
changes his mind”, Nirmala said.
The head Panda priest at the Hanuman Temple recognized Dr.
Lal, the Head of Lady Hardinge Hospital, who was the witness to
the Hindu style betrothal and rituals. Dr. Lal thought to himself,
‘For the bride Nirmala, of lovely hips and eyes, and Unni Nair,
draped in a pristine white long mundu (a wrap below the waist the
typical attire of the men in Kerala), the red flames of the sacred
fire is their only witness. The meeting of eyes of Nirmala and
Unni and her shy glances look delightful, as they circumambulate
the sacred fire seven times offering rice grains and dollops of ghee
(vegetable or cow milk oil) to the leaping flames. It is as if day
and night come alive as they are united in marriage to formalize
the promise made at Surajkand. Unni Nair and Nirmala are now
married.’
Dr. Lal wished them as they both touched his feet seeking his
blessings. On their return to the Lal residence, they were greeted
by a select group of the hospital staff who had been invited by Mrs.
Lal to join them in a small reception. They came with a combined
gift of a pair of gold bangles, a mangal sutra (a necklace of gold
and black beads worn by married women) a cake and boxes of
ladoos and barfis. The Registrar’s announcement was followed by
clapping and laughter, “Join me in a little prayer, please”, said the
Hospital temple priest as he rose. There was a silence, and their
faces betrayed surprise, “Oh Sun God, bless our dearest Nirmala,
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the queen of Unni’s heart, May Thy light shine upon their love.”
Unni, and Nirmala who was moved to tears, muttered a
feeble ‘thank you’. The guests departed, leaving the newlyweds
to continue in their celebrations. “I had expected to be coldshouldered and hear voices of dissent and disapproval”, Unni
remarked, “instead, presents and a prayer! How sweet of your staff.
Dr. and Mrs. Lal, we have set a precedent of a simple wedding.”
“Who knows! It might become a fashion”, Nirmala said.
“Darling, is Shakuntla a true story?” Unni asked as they
retired to the guest rooms, and pulling Nirmala down, added,
“even if it is not, we will prove what Dushyant and Shakuntala
did was perfect.”
“I have so much to give you Aapji and it is all yours from
today”
Unni said, “I will send a telegram to the Strand Palace Hotel
for a room. I have a visa for UK, and as I have contacts in the
British High Commission, will soon get one for you. I cannot wait
to show you my London.”
“And will you take me to Cambridge to meet Prof Hudson who
is now in his late 80s. I last heard that he had lost Mrs. Hudson to
breast cancer.”
“Of course my dearest, you will love England, the people and
the beautiful countryside. And of course you probably know more
about their literature than most. Let’s get our luggage ready as it
will be cold, but I will keep you warm!”

Chapter 14
Nirmala And Unni Honeymoon in London
Unni confirmed travel dates as soon as Nirmala
received her visa, thanks to the MI-6 connection,
and acknowledged the telegram from Peter
Tomilinson at the Strand Palace Hotel stating
he had reserved their rooms at discounted
rates. With tickets in hand, the happy couple
boarded the Air India flight in Delhi. On board
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Air India

they were served by pursers dressed like Maharajas and sari-clad
stewardesses. Nirmala was excited at the marvels of air travel that
she was experiencing for the first time, and tired, cuddled up to
Unni for most of the long journey.
As they came out of the airport at Heathrow, they saw Mr.
Ben Harrow the driver of the Hotel coach. He was delighted to see
Unni and yelled, “Hey ole chap Yoney, lovely to see you back, and
who is that luscious lady with you in the beautiful bright colours
?”
“Top of the morning Mr. Harrow, she is my wife, be courteous
please. Her name is Nirmala. It means courageous.”
“Good day”, said Mr. Harrow tipping his hat, “Missus,
you must indeed be courageous to marry this bloke,” in typical
cockney accent, “but let me tell you he is a fine catch who that
dark girl in the High Commission tried to entice. Yoney escaped.
My coach leaves soon, and I have coffee in the flask. It is a cold
day today, no sun and there may be a bit of rain.”
How frank and friendly the British are, Nirmala thought. “Mr.
Harrow, thank you. I call Unni Aapji, and not by his name as is the
customary practice in India. He was destined for me and I for him,
it was written in our horoscopes. And yes, I had heard that the rain
in England comes down without a warning. I see most people are
carrying umbrellas.”
“Touche Ma’am, and wish you both joy and a bonny baby.”
As the coach pulled out of the Heathrow airport, Unni pointed
out the sights on a map. “We are passing Hounslow where many
Indians reside. The cost of living is relatively low here. When
we go to Southhall, you will not believe you are in England.”
The coach dropped passengers at hotels along the way, and
Unni pointed out the Albert Memorial Hall and the up-market
Knightsbridge area, the Kensington Palace, the residence of
the Indian High Commissioners’ – foremost among them being
Krishna Menon, Madam Vijaya Lakshmi Pandit, and T N Kaul.
They drove past Harrods, when suddenly Nirmala said, “Isn’t that
Hyde Park Corner and Mayfair? Oxford Street must be close-by
too” – remembering Mrs. Hudson’s vivid descriptions.
Unni congratulated Nirmala for recognizing the famous
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monument and precincts, and showed her General Wellington’s
Arch as the coach went down Constitution Hill to the Mall where
Unni pointed out the Army & Navy Club and the other clubs, and
St. James Park on the right and Buckingham Palace as the coach
went on to Trafalgar Square. As they passed the tall pillar with the
statue of Admiral Nelson, he told her of the regard and reverence
the British have for their military leaders, who helped ensure that
the ‘sun never set on the Empire’ with their presence initially as
traders and then as rulers in India for almost three hundred years.
“Yes I recall Prof. Hudson proudly telling us of the battles that
both these leaders, Wellington and Nelson won on land and at sea
respectively, and the sacrifices of the Indian soldiers who fought
for the Allies in the two great wars. India won its Independence
through the non-violence preached by Mahatma Gandhi. Sadly the
Indians, unlike the British over here, forget their soldiers.”
As they drove down the Strand, Unni pointed out the Vaudeville
theatre which staged dances, songs and skits, the Stanley Gibbons
stamp shop and the Savoy hotel on the right where Prime Minister
Nehru used to stay. He told her of the night Nehru went to meet
Edwina Mountbatten who came out to meet him at the door step
skimpily dressed –the incident made famous by a photographer.
The staff at the Strand Palace recognized Unni, and fondly
escorted Nirmala in. Unni introduced Nirmala, who was wearing
a black sweater over an elegant pink Banaras silk sari and a strand
of pink pearls around her neck, to Mr Tomilinson, who asked her if
she was from a Royal Family. Unni replied, “Yes, she is the Queen
of the Dalits. It’s her first visit to England. However she knows
a lot about your country and you can discuss English literature
with her as well.” And boasting a bit more, he added,“ you also
have the best in-house nurse from India.” Nirmala blushed as the
concierge said, “This way your Highness, it’s a privilege for the
hotel to host you”, and she rebuked Unni in Hindi with “Mat Karo
aisa Aapji” (don’t do this).
“Please call me Mrs. Nair”, she said to the concierge, noticing
the look of surprise that crossed his face. Unni spent the afternoon
receiving his accountants in the popular Lounge Bar at the Strand,
as he made his plans to severe his ties with England in anticipation
of making his permanent home in India, leaving Nirmala to relax
in the room and listen to the BBC radio.
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The next morning Unni walked with Nirmala to the Indian
High Commission that was not far from the hotel, and through the
Aldwych area and surrounding theatres nearby, and showed her
the wings of the building of the India House, the side that housed
the BBC, the Australian High Commission, the London School of
Economics (LSE) and King’s College. Unni asked permission to
tour the High Commission premises, and the Head Porter Yadav
and a Mrs. Singh walked them through the six storey’s of the
High Commission, with Unni regaling her with the stories of his
time spent there. The tour over, they retired for a hot ‘cuppa’ in the
canteen in the basement with colleagues.
After a hot samosa (potato and peas wrapped in dough and
deep fried) and Darjeeling tea, they walked to Holborn and back
down Arundel Street towards the River Thames, passing the
International Institute of Strategic Studies (IISS), the place, Unni
told Nirmala, that he had visited many times, when he accompanied
diplomats and visitors from India for official lectures, meetings
and events. Unni recalled, with nostalgia, his days working for
MI-6 which had a close intelligence connection with this ‘Think
Tank’ and Chatham House.
They walked along the Victoria Embankment and Nirmala
was amazed at the boats plying on the Thames. Walking across
an unsteady gangway, they embarked the MV Tattersal Castle, for
lunch on board. Nirmala held the rails and exclaimed like a child,
“How ingenious of the British to have converted a ship into a
restaurant. Why can’t we do that on the Jamuna river?”
Unni downed a pint of stout that he had missed in India, as
he explained the variety of beers on the Bar menu. He introduced
Nirmala to Shandy, a mix of beer and lemonade and to the famous
fish and chips meal, and added that on the streets, it would have
been served on a sheet of the London Times newspaper. Spreading
out a large map on the table he outlined the plans for the next day,
showing her the location of 4 Narrow street where he had lived,
and the sea front at Tilbury that he would take her to as she had
never seen the sea before. Unni covered the history of London,
going back to Roman times, the rise of Britain as a world power
and the two World Wars. He told her of the ceremony he had seen
when the British recreated Nelson’s body being taken in State in
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his barge on the river Thames. Thousands had
lined up along the river to pay homage to the
Admiral who had defeated the French and the
Spanish Navy Armada in 1805 at the Cape of
Trafalgar. Nelson succumbed to a bullet by a
French Musketeer, and it is believed his body
was preserved in a barrel of rum.
“We will walk around Nelson’s statue
on a column at Trafalgar Square”, Unni
Big Ben London
said, and after lunch they walked across the
Westminster Bridge to see the imposing Houses of Parliament,
the iconic ‘Big Ben’ Clock Tower and Westminster Abbey, where
the coronation of British monarchs and marriages of the British
Royalty took place. Nirmala was excited to see the sights that
the Hudsons had described during her incarceration in the Tihar
Jail. Nirmala rubbed her eyes, put her arms around Unni and said,
“This is a dream come true for me Aapji, I can’t believe I am in
the heart of London,” and as the Big Ben chimed, she thought of
the girls in the Tihar Jail, who would probably never get to see
these sights.
The next day they took the London tube from Temple. Unni
explained the British called it the underground railway, built from
the money the Crown earned in India. They traveled via Tower
Hill on District line, and with a change at Fenchchurch Street,
transferred to the Eastern Railway, and alighted at the Lime House
station of the Dockland area.
Hand in hand they walked to No 4 Narrow Street where Unni
had lived for over two decades. The house had been razed to the
ground and soon there would be new apartments in the area. The
next stop was the nearby Ropemaker Park and Nirmala said, “Yes,
Aapji, you told me that you used to pass information to MI-6
undercover agents at Ropemaker Park named after the Ropemaker
factory that supplied ropes and hawsers to ships at Tilbury naughty boy you.” She read out the writing on the plaque giving
details of the dates when the park was laid out and planted. They
walked around in silence down the pebbled Lime House Reach to
have lunch at the famous and oldest pub of England, The Grapes,
on the River Thames. Nirmala looked at the beautiful engraved
coat of arms on the entrance and noted The Grapes stood on 76,
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Narrow Street, London E 14 8BP.
Unni told Nirmala, “The Grapes has stood on the pebbled Lime
House Reach for over 500 years. Lime House was first settled
as one of the few healthy areas of dry land among the riverside
marshes in the time of Queen Elizabeth 1. It was close to Tilbury
Docks where cargo ships and P&O passenger liners berthed and it
was considered the centre of world trade in the 19th century. The
Queen’s explorer Sir Humphrey Gilbert lived here”.
As they both entered, the bar tender Toby from Wales called
out and welcomed the couple in his typical Welsh accent, that
Nirmala had heard Prof Hudosn imitate, and prepared to speak
about the pub as he always did, to new guests, “Welcome back
Yoney and what can I serve this beautiful dark damsel, does she
speak English?”
Unni introduced Nirmala who in impeccable English said,
“I do, and love the old-worldly charm of this place. When was
it built, as I read –From directly below the Grapes, Sir Walter
Raleigh set sail on his third voyage to the New World.”
Toby was also the local historian. He was impressed as he
had never heard an Indian lady speak such good English, and
began, “You are perceptive madam. In 1661, Samuel Pepys’
diary records his trip to the Lime Kilns Jetty and The Grapes.
In 1820, young Charles Dickens visited his godfather in Lime
House and wandered around the district for 40 years. The Grapes
appears, scarcely disguised, in the opening chapter of his novel,
‘Our Mutual Friend’, and let me narrate what is written, ‘A tavern
of dropsical appearance, long settled down into a state of hale
infirmity. It had outlasted many a spruce public house, indeed the
whole house impended over the water, but seemed to have got into
the condition of a faint-hearted diver, who has paused for so long
on the brink, that he will never go in at all”.
“Ma’am”, Toby said, seeing Nirmala was interested, “In the
parlour at the back is a complete set of Dickens. Other popular
writers have been fascinated by Lime House. It finds mention
in Oscar Wilde’s ‘Dorian Gray’, and Arthur Conan Doyle, sent
Sherlock Holmes in search of opium provided by the local
Chinese immigrants, and more recently, Peter Ackroyd in ‘Dan
Leno and the Lime House Golem’. On the walls of The Grapes
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please see the oil painting as seen from the Thames by the marine
artist Napier Hemy, water colours of Lime House Reach by Louise
Hardy and ‘Dickens at The Grapes’ by the New Zealand artist
Nick Cuthell. May I end by telling you, The Grapes survived the
Blitz bombing of the Second World War, and retains the friendly
atmosphere where visitors are always welcome in the bar and
upstairs dining room. The manager is Paul de Lange and he knows
Yoney as a regular. The owners have included Evgeny Lebedev,
Sean Mathias, lan Mckellen and Leadeholders.”
“Thank you Toby, and may I have a Shandy that Unni has
introduced me to, and Unni can enjoy a Pilsner or a Stout that he
was missing in India.”
“Ma’am, the first drink will be with the barman’s compliments
and do read what is written over the bar - ‘A magnum of the
Double Diamond David to drivel to the health & link water’, by
Charles Docking Nicholas Nickle, at The Grapes.
Unni led Nirmala to the small balcony by the sea, and asked,
“My dear can you see the sea and the famous Tilbury Docks and
the ships berthed there from the guard rail edge? Be careful, I
can’t afford to ever lose you. I know you do not know how to
swim.”
“Yes I see the expanse of water, and yes and this is the first
time in my life that I am seeing the sea, and it’s so exciting. You
sailed the seas and told me how your ship docked at Tilbury, and
I am sure you charmed many on board, but anyway in the end you
married me.”
Unni gave Nirmala a tight hug, remembering the long hours he
had waited there for his handler to arrive and murmured, “Darling
showing you where I spent my lonely life makes me want you
more, let’s spend the afternoon in the hotel after lunch and ask
for dinner in the room. I am so happy, and just want you to be my
honey, and I want to be your moon to do your bidding”.
As they climbed the stairs to the dining room, Paul de Langer
the Manager saw Unni and said, “ Welcome Yoney and who be
this charming Indian lady?”
“Paul meet my wife, Mrs Nirmala Nair. It’s wonderful to be
back to The Grapes. Will you give my wife your special French
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meal with a cheese soufflé. I introduced her to fish and chips
yesterday, so that’s out. ”
“Congratulations on behalf of the Leadeholders, Evgeny
Lebedevy, Shean Mathias, lan Mckellnan and all the staff at The
Grapes. The meal along with a bottle of wine will be our welcome
to you. Yoney was a regular here, and we shared many a happy
hour together. ”
“You are kind Mr Paul de Langer, thank you. This is a truly
charming place. I have heard of some of the writings of the
people who came here, this is a real treat for me. Aapji has told
me so much about the place,” Nirmala said, as Paul led them to
their table. The other guests, mostly women, looked at Nirmala in
surprise when they heard her speak in perfect English.
“Aapji how many damsels did you charm at the Grapes ?”
Unni cut her short, “Nirma let’s eat and get going, I see clouds
gathering, and it may rain, the weather here is unpredictable. I
have an umbrella.”
“ I guess that’s the reason I see everyone carrying an umbrella
even on a sunny day.”
“Yes, my theory is that it prepares the Brits for any eventuality.
The gentry and the barristers don a Bowler hat and stand apart.
Their accent and dress code is an indication of their class system,
much like the caste system in our country. I have a bowler hat that
Mrs Atkins gave me on my birthday that had belonged to her late
husband John,” Unni said.
“We have to be thankful to her. She looked after you and made
you what you are, and I am lucky to have you as my husband.”
“Yes I was her obedient slave too, you know about it. Come
the train is pulling in, mind the gap,” as Unni said Mind the Gap
he hummed, ‘Baby it’s cold outside-----’ and told her it was a song
to warm up to a woman.
Dinner of soup and salad was served in the room, and when
they came down the next day, the night duty staff looked at them
with a look that conveyed ‘we know what you have been up to!’
Unni took Nirmala to Oxford Circus in the red double Decker
bus and walked to Marks & Spencer’s. He told Nirmala she should
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buy a few sets of trousers and tops, sexy bras and panties and seethrough negligees. She was horrified when she saw the prices and
asked, “Aapji is it proper to spend so much of your hard-earned
money on me?”
Unni replied, “Nirma, I will tell you a secret. When Mrs
Atkins died, she willed half of 4 Narrow Street to me, and I
received over twenty five thousand pounds as my share when I
sold it to the developers. Nirma it is yours too. What is mine is
yours and you are mine to spoil.” He put his finger on her lips,
and said, “Grow up, spoil yourself, your bad days are over. Didn’t
the horoscope say so? I am going to buy some clothes too.” Later
that day they walked down to Covent Garden to see the matinee
show of ‘My Fair Lady’ where the leading lady, acting as a flower
girl, resembled Audrey Hepburn. After the show, they walked to
Piccadilly and Trafalgar Square, where they sat for awhile and
took some photographs.
In the evening Unni dressed up in his new three-piece striped
suit and announced they were going a dinner-play on Churchill,
that he had booked. “Do in Britain as the British do, ‘Chop Chop’,
means Jaldi Jaldi in Hindi,” Unni said to Nirmala as she wore a
trouser and a top for the first time, fidgeting and feeling strange.
However, when she looked at herself in the mirror, she was happy
to see that it suited her slender body and more importantly, it was
comfortable.
Walking back in the cold on the way back from the Play near
Piccadilly Circus Nirma asked, “Unni, do you think you can find
out where Prof Henry Hudson lives near Cambridge? Do you think
it’s possible? And I am missing my Indian food, do you think we
could find a place to have some?”
“Yes, tomorrow morning we will skip the hotel breakfast and
eat idlis (round rice cakes) and masala dosas (rice crepes stuffed
with potato curry) and sambhar (lentils cooked with vegetables)
at the India Club.”
Unni contacted his MI-6 contacts for Prof Hudson’s address
and telephone number, and asked if they could pass a message to
Prof Hudson. “Yes,” Unni said, “please tell him that Nirmala, the
Dalit girl whom he helped to become a nurse, has married me, and
that we are staying at the Strand Palace. She will be calling him
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to see if it convenient for him to spend time with us, as we are
planning to go to Cambridge for a day or two over the weekend
to meet him.” The next two days were spent visiting the Bank of
England and the adjoining Museum, and the other Museums in the
vicinity, and attending a music recital at Albert Hall.
Early the next morning the phone rang, “Nirmala, this is
Professor Hudson, I can recognize your voice, what a surprise to
know you are in my country. I would love to host you in our home
in Cambridge, and show you around the colleges we used to speak
to you girls about. I miss your country. And congratulations. May
I please speak to your husband ?”
‘Sir”, Nirmala said, “I wanted only to thank you, please do not
worry about hosting us, just hearing from you has filled me with
happiness. I am so happy being in London with my husband Unni
Nair. I think you will enjoy meeting him, and hope you like him.
He has changed my life and filled it with joy, I am in a complete
daze.”
“Silly girl, you deserve it. Give the phone to him, what did
you say was his first name. Is it Yoney?” Excited, she handed
the phone to Aapji, “Sir wants us to come to Cambridge and has
invited us to stay with him.”
“Yoney young man congratulations, and if you are staying
in Strand Palace you must be solvent. Make your plans to stay
with me for a day or two in Cambridge. I look forward to seeing
Nirmala, and getting the news about all the girls, especially about
her, Shanti and Fauzia the three bright students in the Tihar jail.”
“Yes sir, I will let you know the arrival time of our train, if
that is no trouble to you. I have your address”.
“I will come down to the station to fetch you both. I have
aged so tell Nirmala to look out for a man in a brown tweed coat,
wearing a bowler hat and an umbrella in hand that I will wave.”
Unni took Nirma to Southhall that day and she noted in the
diary that she kept, that it was long ride in Bus No 95 to a Green
called Shepherd’s Bush. She asked Unni where the bush was. He
had no answer. He told her the phonetics in English differed from
that in Hindi or Malayalam where the word was pronounced as it
was written. He asked her to pronounce Carlysle Road, and she
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said it must be Carlisley. Unni said, “no it is Carlayel.” The British
love to confuse the world. I thank Mrs Atkins for teaching me the
correct pronunciation of words and nuances of spoken English.
When the British in the High Commission asked how I spoke such
good English with the proper diction, I quoted Gandhi who said,
‘You picked it up, I had to learn it’.”
The name of Mrs Atkins always irked Nirmala and she asked,
“and Mrs Atkins taught you the nuances of love making too?”
Unni put his finger on her lips, “And aren’t you the gainer for it.
I did it to survive at 4 Narrow Street, as an obligation. Don’t you
understand the life of a spy is not his own. I came from poverty. I
had to do what I did.”
Nirmala felt guilty, “Let’s forget it. I do not know what got
over me. Never again, forgiven?”
“Forgiven, my dearest. I was a slave on sex duty when I was
with Mrs Atkins, ours is true love and let’s enjoy it.” Unni was a
trifle upset that Nirmala was breaking a pact that bygones were to
be bygones and added, “my dear Nirma, no matter what you do or
say, I will forgive you. Just never leave me, I have no one in this
world but you.”
“Unni you are my Krishna, and I forgot that his Radha never
questioned the number of Gopis (paramours) Krishna had, so why
should I? I am just your Nirma, Krishna was God, and you are my
God.” Southhall, Nirma admitted, looked like a miniature India, as
chaotic and crowded, the smell of spices in the air, and not a single
white person to be seen. Most spoke Punjabi and Hindi. Sitting in
the Swagat restaurant, Unni ordered two non-vegetarian thalis (a
platter with small dishes of chicken curry, peas and potato curry,
lentils, yogurt, rice, chapattis), with pickles and papads and gulab
jamuns (fried flour and cottage cheese balls immersed in a sugar
syrup). Nirmala, homesick for Indian food, said “this thali tastes
better than the thalis in the restaurants in Delhi and the hospital
canteen”.
“My dear in India we are price-conscious, but in this country
even Indians become quality-conscious.” Unni explained. Nirmala
looked quite puzzled by his sweeping statement but seemed to
agree. That evening they saw the longest-running Play in Britain
‘The Mousetrap’.
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The next morning they took the train from Liverpool Street to
Cambridge. As they got out of the train in Cambridge, they saw
the distinguished figure of Professor Hudson, with a slight stoop,
and waving an umbrella, coming towards them to welcome them.
It had begun to rain, umbrellas were unfurled all around them as
they exited from the station. Professor Hudson drove them to his
cottage in Milton, explaining that it was a village in the historic
County of Cambridgeshire. He said, “today is not a good day,
better weather is predicted tomorrow.”
A fire had been lit in the living room, and over lunch Professor
Hudson told Nirmala that after their return from India they had
settled happily in Milton, both teaching at Queen’s College. After
they retired from teaching, they traveled often to the US, giving
lectures. Sadly, five years ago, Allison had been diagnosed with
breast cancer that was incurable. There was a silence as he took
out an album and showed them photographs of happier days.
“Now we have the next hour for you both to update me on your
lives, Nirmala, tell me about your life after I left, and how you met
Yoney. And then it will be your turn Yoney. We will drive around
the city and have a fish and chips dinner. Tomorrow morning we
will drive out and see the Backs. I have invited two bright young
Indians Rintin and Lavina to join us.”
Unni asked, “Sir what are the Backs, is it about horse-backs?”
Nirmala tried to stifle her laugh. She knew that Professor Hudson
was aware of the fact that Mrs Hudson had told them about the
college she had studied in on the Backs which is where she had
met Henry.
“Nirmala I see you have not changed. Yoney my boy, I knew
Nirmala as a perky, talented, attractive girl. You are a lucky man.
She knows the Backs in Cambridge is a picturesque area to the
east of Queens Road. Cambridge is known as the seat of learning
and the seven colleges of the University – imposing buildings
surrounded by beautiful grounds are on both banks of the River
Cam. I will be your guide tomorrow and like all tourists, we will
take a boat ride down the river. ‘The Backs’ refers to the backs of
the colleges.”
The next morning Professor Hudson and his guests had an
English breakfast that his house-help Mrs Potting served. The fare
131

included porridge, kippers, eggs to order, bacon and chips with rye
toast, marmalade and English breakfast tea. Nirmala exclaimed,
“Sir, I had read about the English breakfasts, thank you for this
treat.” When Unni saw the Professor getting up to bring some jam
he whispered in Nirmala’s ear, “tomorrow morning I will order
English breakfast in bed, if you give me appams tonite.” Nirmala
slapped Unni’s arm gently as appams which are rice crepes laced
with toddy in Kerala, is also a word loosely used for sex.
The next day was bright but cold as they took a boat ride
down the river, with the Professor giving them the history of, and
pointing out the minute details on the buildings, as they drifted
past the St John’s College buildings on either side of the river,
spanned by the St John’s kitchen bridge and the Bridge of Sighs,
followed by Trinity hall, with buildings on the east bank and less
grounds, spanned by Trinity bridge, Clare College, the oldest on
the east bank, spanned by Clare bridge, the King’s College with
the most imposing buildings spanned by King’s bridge and the
Queen’s college with buildings on both sides of the river, spanned
by the Mathematical Bridge. Professor Hudson explained that
historically, much of the land was used by the colleges for grazing
live stock or growing fruit. Cattle could still be seen grazing
behind King’s College.
Unni thanked Professor Hudson for the tour and hospitality
and when they were leaving, presented him a tie and handkerchief
embossed set with an elephant motif, that Nirmala knew he would
like.
Professor Hudson thanked them both saying “you have made
these two days so memorable and brought back such happy
memories of the time my wife and I spent in India. The highlight
was being with the fine young women in Tihar Jail. I wish you
could have stayed longer but know you have just one more day in
London.” Overcome with emotion, he added “Nirmala, you gave
me a promise that you would do me proud and that, you certainly
did. Dr Ruth Churchill told me about you - your dedication to
duty, compassion to your patients and your tennis. I am happy for
you Yoney, you have a loving wife, may God Bless you both. Now
get along, the train will be here soon.”
Unni and Nirmala were back in the hotel and Unni spent
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the next day with his accountants. Nirmala walked to Trafalgar
Square on her own.
Mr Harrow dropped them back to Heathrow in his coach and
they caught the Air India plane back to Delhi.
Years of happy living and travels in India followed.

Chapter 15
Nirmala and Unni’s –Last Song Of
Surajkund
The thirty first of December was
always a very special day for Nirmala
and Unni. In all their free wanderings
over the past two decades, oblivious of
dates, directions, and destinations, only
one place and date were sacrosanct in
Last Song of Surajkund
their lives. Every year, they camped at
Surajkund on the thirty first of December to see the last sunset of
the outgoing year and the first sunrise of the New Year. This was
their homage to the Sun temple where they had joined together as
man and wife in the eyes of God, on the first day of January.
The thirty first of December had come around again. Young
Ranbir now in his fifties, the car park attendant at Surajkund, saw
the elderly but sprightly couple drive in as they had done for the
past many years. He helped them carry their camping kit beyond
the ruins of the temple to the edge of the lake, where, as in all the
years past, they pitched a tent near the fallen tree trunk.
They sat on the fallen tree trunk and watched the last sunset
of the century. The sun carried a heavy load of black clouds and
sank meekly into the black horizon without much lingering, or
ceremony. It was the saddest sunset they had seen. They felt the
sun looked forlorn, as if it was saying goodbye to the last day of
the 20th Century. The dusk was brief and black. They returned to
their tent for a fruit laden supper.
“I want to retire early and wake up at midnight to bid farewell
to the twentieth century and greet the new century”, Nirmala said,
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“Will you wake me up Aapji, please don’t forget.”
“I won’t forget. Sleep well my Nirma.”
Morning came. Nirmala complained that she had not been
woken up to see the conjunction of the centuries. “But, my dear,
you saw it. We were out in the cold moon light and saw the splendid
spectacle of the twenty-first century chasing its predecessor out of
its orbit.”
“Did I see it? Of course I did. Thank you for reminding me,”
Nirmala said looking worried that her age was playing tricks with
her recollections. Was it called Alzheimer’s that she recognized
as a nurse?
“You were sleepy, darling, and so sleepy that you kissed the
pillow and shook my hand to say good night before going to sleep
again.”
“Now you are pulling my leg.”
“I love to pull your leg. You still have nice legs for your age.
The best I must admit.”.
“Aapji stop the boyishness, behave your seventy plus.” “Yes,
my darling seventy plus, sexy still.”
“Stop that you naughty Lord and Master of mine,” Nirmala
said to put an end to the small talk.
They watched the first sunrise of the new century in its cool
crimson splendor. The sun rode proudly on a throne of silvery
clouds, eager to smile on the 21st Century. Unni held Nirmala’s
hand.
“My Nirma I wish you a happy anniversary and a happy new
year. Your love makes me feel the stirring of a new life within me
every year.” He gave her a white rose, as he had done every year,
and gently kissed her.
“Thank you, my Aapji. I too reciprocate. These bare rocks,
sparkling waters and beautiful ducks have borne witness to our
love all these years and I pray that they will bear witness in the
years to come.” She kissed him, shedding a tear of joy, and held
him close in her arms like she would a child.
An item in the day’s programme was the presentation of a
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report by Unni on the working of the family. Nirma sat on the tree
trunk.
“Madam: We meet briefly, and on this day which comes but
once in a century, I avail this unique historical moment to present
an overview of its operations and accomplishments since its
inauguration over twenty years ago. It is a matter of satisfaction
that we have survived the century which came to its destined end
yesterday, none the worse except for some wear and tear. Today
we step into a new century with renewed confidence. The period
under review has been rich in achievements of a high order.”
Unni continued. “The foremost among these worth recording
was that you learnt to drive late in life and the police gave you
a medal for setting a record in women’s motoring. Another
memorable achievement of the era was that you made me give
up smoking at sixty and set an industry worrying. One company
gave me a prize for smoking its brand for half a median lifetime.
The red blood cells in my system have multiplied after I stopped
smoking. Stop blushing like a bride.” Nirmala, without further
provocation, gave Aapji a little loving slap on his cheek.
“My book, with your help, is coming to its end, and includes
some confessions of my doings that have been like demons in my
mind wanting to be released. I have glorified the Indian Navy for
the qualities my seniors instilled in me and the comardarie of my
colleagues in the 1946 Mutiny, where I was a ring leader, as it
heralded India’s Independence the following year. It was like the
single blank shot that was fired from the Tzars’ battleship Aurora
on 25th October, 1917 that heralded the Communist revolution
in Russia and toppled the Tzars. Alas, the 1946 Mutiny has been
sidelined in India.”
“I have included a chapter on Dr BR Ambedkar. He credits
Buddha and his teachings for laying the foundation of a revolution
more than two millenniums ago. Buddha repudiated the authority
of the Vedas, preached good conduct for salvation, and denounced
the caste system as well as the ghastly and expensive ritual of
animal sacrifice. Nirma, I know the Hindu Vedas are not being
followed these days, as they tell us that for an ideal Mosaic in
Society the four divine Varnas (Chatvar Varnashram) are not
based on Birth and caste but allotted based on merit and aptitude.
The Vedic Guru Nanak Dev ji confirmed that God revealed the
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Vedas (Omkar Veda Nirmayi), and Shri Guru Granth Sahib has
nearly fifty references to the Vedas. The Sikh Dharma is also
based on the Vedas, and deals with Miri and Piri as advised in the
Vedas. It is believed the concept of Miri of temoral authority and
Piri of spiritual authority was earlier followed by Lord Rama and
Lord Krishna and Buddha so Dr Ambedkar followed the tenets of
Buddhismas he believed in the equality of all.”
“Our computer shows that our travel department organized,
and we completed many trips and were on the road for several days.
Our visit to the four hundred year old iconic marble Tajo Mahal
in Agra rekindled my love for you and we called our abode in
Babar Road, ‘Nirun Ka Ghar’, the eternal abode. We also camped
at ten places in seven states, in mountains and plains, and covered
many kilometers, the only mishap being the two punctured tyres
that we had. Seeing places has been of secondary interest to us.
Being with simple village people of India and getting to know
them, has been our paramount passion. We have discovered that
the rural people of India we have known are, by and large, sound
in head, heart and body, though, like people from the city, they
go berserk at times over caste or religion. Poverty and isolation
have not polluted the purity of their music and dance, and their
humanity and hospitality.”
“The walks department led to strolls in plains, parks and
mountains, in rain and shine, and the games director laid out
games of chess and scrabble for us. We climbed and fell and cried
and laughed, playing Snakes and Ladders, and Ludo. Rummy
topped the list in card games, and the only time we gambled was
on Deepavali to please Goddess Lakshmi who has given us so
much. My balance sheet is full of happiness, so now Nirma it’s
your turn.”
Nirmala began, “I don’t know, I haven‘t done this before
but let me try. Aapji you have given me happiness and joy but I
know you cheated at play to test my alertness of mind to detect
your tricks and mine, and we loved to sin, it has been so divine.
Your jokes even when repeated, made me laugh, and you enjoyed
hearing about English literature, and, even more, the limericks,
and allowed me to dance. I cannot thank you enough. Gardening
has been a joy in our small garden patch, where we grew palak
(spinach), gobhi (cauliflower), mooli (raddish), mutter (peas)
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and lettuce, and called our plants, our children that we did not
have. Daily yoga was our secret to health and we remembered the
Hindu, Muslim, Catholic and Buddhist messengers of God, but
also knew God was the Aatman within us. Our faith in the being
above, and within us was our secret wealth.”
Nirmala continued. “Caring, sharing and laughter, loving,
thrills of travelling, joys of winning, the fun of losing are also
recorded in the computers of our hearts. Our balance sheet shows
that notwithstanding the aging of our limbs, we may look forward
with confidence to rewards commensurate through our allotted
span in the few years ahead. As I end, I ask will it be painful?.”
Nirmala asked.
Aapji replied, “We have given a blow by blow account of our
journey but I am sure it can be made painless, even pleasurable,
through proper living and that should be our endeavour. Then
when we feel it is better to end our saga we will do it together.”
“When the time comes?” Nirmala asked.
“Yes, when the time comes”, Unni reconfirmed, “so trust
me and we will make it a pact, but for the present let us have
something to eat. This invigorating talk on this great day has
whetted my appetite.”
They returned to the tent, ate their lunch and lay down in the
sun. There were ducks on the lake but none came close this time,
especially the duck they had named Roopa. “I wonder why Roopa
didn’t tell us that she was going away?” Unni mused.
“I had read birds have a premonition the end is coming, and
they go and hide in remote thick leaves as high as they can, so no
predator attacks them, while they await their end”, Nirmala said.
They spent the morning on the lake, floating in a paddle boat
and drifting with the breeze. “You are quiet and thoughtful, what
are you thinking about?” Nirmala asked.
“Yesterday’s sunset made me sad. It reminded me of the
inevitable end of things and life. I thought that if I were to lose
you, I would bid farewell to life though prayopabeshan.”
“What on earth is that?” she asked.
‘It means surrendering life through fasting until life ceases.”
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Unni explained.
“Isn’t that a manner of suicide and illegal?”
“No. suicide is an act of secret and sudden violence, provoked
as the medical doctors, whom I call Pundits, say, by a fit of
temporary insanity or depression, and so is Sati for a woman
by burning herself on the pyre when her husband dies. But
Prayopabeshan is a voluntary act my dear, announced, nonviolent
and somewhat lengthy process of renunciation of life. It is not
illegal. In our own time Veer Sarvarkar and Acharya Vinoba
Bhave adopted this method to terminate life.”
“What a wonderful idea!” Nirmala said, “I’ll do it if I lose
you. Can both of us do it together when our time comes? Is this
the pact you had in mind?”
“Yes, there is a precedent for it in antiquity. Two thousand
five hundred years ago, Lord Mahavira’s parents did it. He was
then an unknown young man. The incident distressed him and
he renounced the world and emerged as a Saint, and founded a
religion called Jainism without castes, around the time Buddhism
was born. The Hindu Brahmins however, were too powerful
to allow these new competitive religions to grow. The Chinese
took Buddhism to China, and it spread to Japan. Ashoka sent his
daughter Saṅghamitrā and son to Lanka to propagate the casteless
religion with a pledge never to cheat a living being. So my dear,
prayopabeshen by Mahavira’s parents was a blessing in disguise
for greater cause, but this doesn’t mean that if we did it, it will be
a blessing in disguise for anything! The last sunset of the century
yesterday made you sad. The first sunset of the century today
should make us glad.”
It was a glorious first sunset of the century, radiant and bright.
The sun lingered on the horizon to have its fill of a rainbow above
the crimson horizon. That evening, as the sun began to sink in
the usual blaze of ochre in Surajkand’s glory, Nirmala and Unni
were reminded they should count their blessings. The dust too
lingered on the horizon and reluctantly yielded to the darkness of
the cold winter night. They sat silently on the fallen tree trunk.
“Sing the song of Surajkund, you always sing it before we leave,”
Unni whispered. Nirmala sang.
“Namaskar, Surajkund, we are here again, Ready to go. Long
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with the happy crowds we have roamed
Long on thy beauty we have gazed alone,
Thou art our friend and we are thine
O’ beautiful gem in a barren clime,
Thy waters sparkle in the sun and the moon
As we fondly gaze at midnight and noon
But now Surajkund we are going home
Farewell Surajkund we are going home.”
They rose from the fallen tree trunk and walked over the rocks
into the misty shine of the rising moon. Thus ends the story of the
Dalit girl Nirmala and Unni Nair the naval spy, on a happy note
of love unbounded.
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