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Foreword 
 

A friend recently convinced me that this book should be furnished with some sort of 
introduction to avoid any gross misunderstanding on the reader’s part.  I am sure it would 
not excuse any inherent flaws in the text to follow, but it would hopefully clarify my 
intent. 
 
This book is among other things a novella of ideas proceeding mainly through dialogue, 
letters and symbolism.  The name Ahriman itself symbolizes somewhat ironically the 
exuberant demonic spirit, which is potentially creative, and not the Manichean “evil” of 
Zoroastrianism.  Moreover, the pace of a novella is quicker than that of a full-length 
novel and much more concerned with the central theme than any elaboration of life in 
general. 
 
The time span in which the narrative takes place is a yearlong cycle from one spring to 
the next.  The city and village settings are in Pakistan; they are not named specifically 
because it was irrelevant to the theme. 
 
The import of this novella is not so much to portray reality as to create a lifelike situation 
where ontological and aesthetic concerns often arise with allusions to the humanities. 
 
No effort has been made to provide detailed psychological analyses of the characters.  
Their thoughts and actions are to be interpreted by the reader in certain passages and 
connected to previous events because occasional subjective or analytic remarks in 
narration do not mean that the narrator is omniscient. 
 
The protagonist exchanges domestic bliss for spiritual ascent.  It does not imply that these 
two modes of being are totally incompatible, but rather indicates how chance and 
necessity work on the hero’s psychological makeup beyond his comprehension and 
foresight.  And one can never be sure if any measure of foresight would have caused him 
to wish things differently. 
 

Taimur Khan 
28 September 2001 
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I 
 

1 
The sunlight came in thick beams through sparsely leafed trees.  The branches were still 
bare, but many had brought forth yellowish-green leaf buds which were soon to flourish 
in the warmer, sunlit afternoons.  Sparrows were already busy carrying grass and reeds to 
the trees and preparing to build their nests.  Underneath, the shrubs and the grasses were 
forcing their way upward with strong shoots and blades.  Every now and then, a 
grasshopper would spring from the thick undergrowth and vanish again, soon followed 
by a squirrel climbing swiftly up the seasoned bark of a silver oak.  A few white 
butterflies were flitting over wild purple flowers which were scarcely strong enough to 
bear the weight of these tiny creatures.  A dragonfly hovered quite majestically amidst 
this gentle crowd, with its blue-black body and transparent wings glistening in the warm 
sunlight.  Hidden from sight was a dove cooing at intervals; the voice gave a soothing 
contrast to the quiet atmosphere. 
 
The needless intrusion of even our well-wishers into certain situations, sometimes, has 
very displeasing, if not altogether devastating, consequences.  The same was the case 
with a crow which passed with such a clumsy flutter of urgency and alarmingly ugly 
cawing that it would have shaken anyone out of reveries which the scene otherwise 
induced. 
 
Ahriman was attentively enjoying this view in front of his house, as the servants 
rearranged the flowerpots according to his instructions.  The buds showed greater 
promise than last year.  He was wondering if any other configuration would look better; 
whether the hyacinths should be set in a separate row or if they should be flanked with 
petunias, and so on.  The ranunculi, daisies and Sweet Williams in the flowerbeds caused 
him lesser concern because there was little he could do about their arrangement at this 
stage. 
 
When the work was almost done, the gardener walked up to him and said, “I think it 
looks much better, sir; you have a gift for bringing out the true beauty of these plants just 
by putting them in different places.”  Ahriman was not flattered; he thought otherwise.  
Soon he had the servants, along with the gardener, pacing up and down the driveway, 
with a pot in each hand, for the sake of what he thought was an even better arrangement. 
 
The old guard, sitting in a corner near the gate, started laughing as he scratched his 
clumped up hair.  Ahriman had dreaded his deep voice, thick moustache and aquiline 
nose as a child, but found him quite amiable as he grew older.  He looked at the guard 
with a smile and asked what was so amusing in all this.  “I wonder what is it that you find 
so amusing in bringing some pots here and taking others there.  You are not a child 
anymore.  And all these flowers that you expect to see will soon wilt and die.”  The guard 
said with a sagacious cackle.  The smile vanished from Ahriman's face and he looked 
annoyed.  The guard was quick to sense the change and added, “Oh, I didn't mean it that 
way; I just think you should let the gardener do it all.  Go inside and take some rest; you 
look tired.” 
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Ahriman was now twenty-two.  After acquiring a graduate degree, he had entered into 
civil service.  A change from the academic to the professional sphere of life brought new 
hopes and expectations, which enabled him to work with reasonable diligence and 
responsibility.  With the passage of time, the assigned tasks that had brought excitement 
and some apprehension led to a daily routine which he followed confidently but with 
waning interest. 
 
There was much to make up for the boring office work: the company of his sweetheart, 
Sarah, and other good friends.  Being the only child, he received the undivided attention 
of his parents.  His father would take him on hunting trips from the age of ten and he 
could handle guns reasonably well much before he could carry one legally.  His father 
was strict enough not to allow him access to the weapons in his absence, and hence he 
would make do with air guns.   His mother cultivated in him a lively interest for 
gardening and as a child, he knew well how to avenge himself after a scolding: he would 
vent his disappointment on the flowers and squash the little buds with his little fingers.  
But usually, he assisted her in planting saplings and sowing seeds with great 
involvement.  During childhood, his grandfather had stressed the need of making children 
learn music.  Being a classical purist and knowing that singing is always a risky affair, he 
arranged for regular music lessons with an experienced Sarangi Nawaz, because Sarangi 
was the only instrument which could vie with vocals.  Initially, Ahriman could not 
tolerate its wailing lament, as he called it, and his tender bleeding fingers made it look all 
the more repulsive, but there was no escape from his grandfather's solemn wish.  As time 
went on, he could practice for longer hours.  And to encourage him, his grandfather 
would give him classics to read.  This only made life more difficult for Ahriman.  He 
would often tell his mother how very glad he was to have grandfather only as a 
grandfather. 
 
He attracted friends with his capricious spontaneity and extravagance.  No place was too 
far to be visited, no hour too late for any activity.  Only one thing would drive even the 
best of his friends away: his Sarangi.  Although they took a sympathetic interest in his art, 
they could not bear the deep pathos that they thought belonged to a past age, when 
unsuccessful lovers bemoaned their failure in a way not suited to contemporary taste.  We 
would have dwelt on this point longer if romance versus philistinism were a possible 
antithesis; and if Sarangi embodied the former and some other single entity the latter.  
Education works wonders; along with increasing awareness and agility of mind, it breeds 
contagious conceit wherever it stands a good chance of going unchallenged.  And what 
can be more vulnerable than youth itself; especially if it suffers a partial knowledge of a 
few topics which happen to become a vogue. 
 

2 
Ahriman first came across Sarah during his college days.  He was struck by her 
cheerfulness and good looks.  They had no common friends and studied different 
subjects; she was also two years his junior.  Another serious problem was that he could 
not tolerate anyone discussing the tenderness he had developed for the charming girl.  
This worried Ahriman because he could not think of a reasonable way of approaching 
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her.  And then, he was not the only one interested.  There were others he liked to call 
frivolous girl-charmers, who he thought served no other purpose than to spoil the 
prospect for anyone who was serious about developing a lasting relationship.  With all 
this in mind and under the increasing workload at college, he confided in a few trusted 
friends and decided to introduce himself before it was too late. 
 
Soon, several plans were devised by his friends.  Some thought that giving her a 
telephone call would be the best idea; others said that nothing could be more stupid and 
that he should approach her directly and try to arrive on friendly terms.  Another opinion 
was that he should write her a letter confessing everything as clearly as possible, and yet 
another was that he should seek his parents' advice and not embark on so serious an 
undertaking without caution.  All this was enough to put Ahriman out of humor, but he 
finally decided to call her on the telephone as this might spare him some embarrassment, 
in case, she did not return his affection. 
 
The first call, as one of his experienced friends had warned him, was a complete 
disappointment.  His heart sank but he was soon reassured and cheered up by his friends.  
After finding her phone number and calling her, he had revealed his identity and his 
sincere intentions only to receive a curt rejection.  Now the problem was that she might 
spread the word in college.  Summoning all his courage once again, he called her and 
asked in a shaky voice that even if she would not consider to befriend him, she should 
kindly not reveal his wishes to anyone else.  To this she condescended with a giggle.  
Ahriman was all the more annoyed when he thought that she was making fun of his 
precarious position.  A friend comforted him saying that all this was for the better: her 
lighthearted response showed that he had not made her feel uncomfortable in any way 
and that this held hope for his future. 
 
Days and nights passed but uneventfully for Ahriman.  He had nothing but Sarah in mind.  
With every passing day, she seemed to grow ever more beautiful and unapproachable.  
How peacefully she read her books resting against a tree in the college courtyard, and 
how satisfied she was with her life.  And such impressions proliferated with her slightest 
gestures: as she talked to another friend, as she had her lunch, as she held her hair at the 
back when the wind grew stronger.  And when she happened to look at him if he passed 
by, although he avoided doing so, his heart would start pounding miserably.  He 
considered himself unworthy of her attention, but also sought opportunities of greeting 
her and taking comfort in her laconic but polite response.  Infinitely insignificant would 
his own existence appear to him whenever her thought crossed his mind.  He was very 
young and he was in love.  This was also the time when Ahriman wrote his first poem.  
He seemed to like it but did not show it to any one.  His muse did not desert him after the 
first visit and would point some vision to his agitated mind; but as happens to beginners, 
he could not interpret her gestures with comparable grace.  But love had had a decisive 
influence and he could now read literature with some feeling. 
 
Then there were those pensive walks in the winter evenings.  The trees bore no leaves, 
the heavy clouds no hope.  Everything was cold and still.  Only a few starlings felt warm 
and comfortable as they innocently buried their beaks in the down on their breasts.  And 
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why would they not feel warm!  They were no strangers to the coldest winds which make 
such birds migrate thousands of miles back and forth spanning distant lands and seasons. 
 
Yielding to a glum mood, Ahriman would walk aimlessly on.  If there was an aim, it 
could only be the end of his flat world.  Nothing caught his attention except the thought 
he cherished with both pleasure and pain, the thought of Sarah.  Her clothes, some bright 
as spring flowers and others blue as the summer skies.  Sometimes, her lively features 
would dissipate in colors of his imagination and he would spent sleepless nights trying to 
recall how she actually looked. 
 
One day, a friend came running to him and blurted in great excitement,  “I have some 
good news for you, Ahriman!” 
 
“What?” 
 
“I just overheard Sarah's friends asking her to treat them on her birthday.  It's tomorrow!  
You have no time to lose, my friend.  Buy her a small gift and a birthday card.  Make 
sure it’s not too expensive, so that she doesn't have scruples about accepting it.” 
 
Ahriman’s heart pounded more heavily than ever and he felt he was too finished for such 
an attempt.  But what can good friends not urge us to do.  After college, he went to the 
market and started wondering what would suit her taste.  He looked here and there, 
entered a few shops and came out quite dissatisfied with the crude trinkets which were 
wrought in immodest patterns and colors, but were being sold at a modest price.  He 
finally settled for a pair of fine silver anklets.  Imagining how lightly they would rest 
around her delicate ankles and make a faint tinkle with each step, he was for a moment 
overjoyed.  Doubts returned when he thought how difficult it would be just to approach 
her, and then to experience the disappointment if she refused to accept the gift. 
 
Unexpectedly, events can take such a cheerful turn as to convince us of some 
supernatural power interceding in our behalf.  Sarah's birthday came.  Finding her alone, 
Ahriman approached with a thousand doubts and fears in his mind, which were enough to 
make his whole body numb.  He said everything he had thought up without knowing 
what he was saying, and offered her the gift with a greeting.  She smiled and accepted the 
well-wrapped, small box with friendly grace.  Ahriman thanked her in his confusion and 
left.  When his friends found out, they shared his happiness but as this would have been 
the end of all extraneous thrill and participation, some raised the issue that unless she 
actually wore the anklets, this stance of hers would be mere politeness.  Even this doubt 
was dispelled, when she was seen wearing those anklets, the next week.  Now Ahriman 
was able to greet her more boldly, and would even linger for some time at her side and 
talk about a few general things.  He found Sarah to be as polite and gentle as he had 
imagined. 
 
As they grew closer and the initial reserve was overcome, Sarah confessed that she had 
been growing fond of him after their second conversation, but was not too sure of herself.  
Ahriman considered himself the happiest man, being able to experience the faintest joy 
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and giving more happiness to all who were close to him.  From his unforeseen gloom, he 
felt beautifully redeemed. 
 

3 
Sarah was now about to graduate and Ahriman was already employed.  This year, he had 
worked hard on his little garden and was eager to see what Sarah would say when the 
flowers appeared.  He invited her to his house quite often and discoursed on the art of 
gardening as he understood it so frequently and at such length that she could now tell the 
names of the flowers by looking at the leaves of the saplings, and knew their sowing time 
and the seasons in which they would bloom, although she had never had any particular 
interest in them before.  Ahriman had also tried to share his love of Indian classical music 
with her, but gave up his efforts when he could not interest her, and also lost some of his 
own enthusiasm for this highly unpopular form of entertainment.  “Horsetail hair 
invoking the doleful entrails of a sheep?  How could this ever have a healthy effect on the 
human mind?”  Ahriman would now himself wonder. 
 
Sarah had something of her own to share too.  She played the guitar with some skill, and 
this was enough to prompt Ahriman to buy one.  Sarah was delighted to help him with the 
basics.  This also served as a pleasant occasion for meeting.  As Ahriman had a deeper 
understanding of music, it only took him a year to start playing reasonably well.  He 
worked at his preoccupations with a diligence which many would consider obsessive, but 
it was not to be found in prosaic tasks.  He would listen to the recordings of guitar music 
played by renowned virtuosos and seek instruction in books because competent teachers 
were hard to find.  Late in the night, when his passion for his newfound love could be 
nurtured without worldly disturbance, he would pick up the guitar and experiment with 
various chords and tunings.  By and by, a number of minuets and preludes became part of 
his repertory.  Nothing he loved more than to master one piece and then play it to Sarah, 
who would sit and watch him fondly and listen with great attention.  She loved watching 
the fingers, that once struggled sloppily over the fret-board, now move with such ease 
and feel, and play pieces she herself could not manage without mistakes.  And she loved 
even more to praise his technique when it improved beyond her own. 
 
One night, while thinking of his beloved and playing the guitar, he came up with a 
number of pleasant arpeggios.  The sequence and the progressions which the arpeggios 
suggested were his own.  Was it possible that his own musical piece was in the making?  
He thought. 
 
He was completely absorbed in the melody when he noticed the chirping of sparrows and 
the light stealing in through the shutters.  His neck had stiffened and his shoulders hurt 
after such concentration.  He missed work, and two more days passed before the piece 
was completed.  To his delight, it turned out to be a beautiful nocturne.  In the meantime, 
he had neither visited Sarah nor talked to her, and felt restless on that account.  And now 
it was almost midnight. 
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4 
Ahriman came out to stroll in his little garden.  The night was clear and the new moon's 
crescent had long vanished after its brief appearance at sundown.   The sky was dark and 
beaded with glittering stars.  Their mellow beams seemed to fall on the flowerbed and 
bring forth a very mild fragrance from the sweet peas trained on the trelliswork.  The 
hyacinths stood in proud clusters and the ranunculi in tall, cheerful rows. 
 
Presently, there was a lightning flash on the horizon, followed by a deep rumble.  A 
gentle breeze rose from the westerly direction.  The air became more fragrant.  Nature 
with its subtle ways did not fail to wake a longing in Ahriman's heart.  He was overcome 
with thoughts which broad daylight would surely have mocked with its unrelenting 
clarity.  He was seized by the strange idea of walking to Sarah's home.  It was four miles 
away.  He was already advancing when he realized this fact only to defy it with his bold 
steps.  What was he to do after reaching there?  How could he possibly meet Sarah at 
such a late hour?  He felt he could; she only had to be wary of her parents.  Her older two 
sisters were not home: one was happily married and the other studied abroad.  What if 
someone woke up at Ahriman's home and found out that he was not in his room?  What if 
the watchmen interrogated him? 
 
On his way marked by streetlights, he could hear the watchman's whistle who must have 
been as lonely as he then felt, perhaps without feeling so.  He had not talked to Sarah for 
two days.  “She must have been missing me as badly as I miss her now,” he thought.  
And he was right.  For when he reached the front of her house at the end of the street, he 
could watch a silhouette pacing up and down the upper hallway.  And he could not miss 
the beloved form he had so often observed closely.  But that she was up so late, he found 
hard to believe.  Overcoming his trepidation, he picked up a small clod from the tilled 
soil and flung it at the window.  He did not miss the mark and the soft thump startled 
Sarah.  Already harboring a strange agitation in her heart, she wanted to run to wake her 
parents, but a thought hindered her.  What would normally have been occasion for alarm 
drew her to the window.  With her hands around her temples, she strained her eyes to see 
outside in the dimly lit street.  She noticed him as he waved his hands high in the air.  She 
hurried to unlock the door that opened on the terrace.  Coming outside, she exclaimed in 
a voice that she could hardly keep low.  “Ahriman!  Oh God, I was thinking of you!  
Where have you been?  Will you say that you could not so much as pick up the phone?” 
 
“I'll let you know if you let me in,” replied Ahriman, “unless you want to share my story 
with the neighbors too.” 
 
“You're right.  Okay, wait!  Oh no!  The door is locked.  I think you should go away!  No 
wait!  Let me see if I can get the keys without waking anyone.” 
 
Within a few minutes, Ahriman could hear the key turning in the front door lock.  
Without further ado, he jumped over the gate and walked with caution till he reached the 
porch where Sarah had just stepped out.  “Oh, my dearest!  I knew you would be waiting 
for me!” he said clasping her hands. 
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She signaled him to stay silent.  They walked on tiptoes until they reached her bedroom.  
There was a great relief when the door was closed, and as happens in ardent love, the fear 
of any possible calamity was soon forgotten.  The room was decorated with stuffed toys 
that Sarah had collected since her childhood.  Then there were a few crystal figurines 
gifted to her by Ahriman on various occasions.  They glittered in the streetlight shining 
through the window.  One of the walls was painted with floral patterns by Sarah and her 
friends.  The dressing table was also decked with perfumes and potpourri.  Hence, 
everywhere were reminders of fresh and carefree youth. 
 
“Why didn’t you receive my telephone calls,” Sarah said as soon as Ahriman settled on a 
couch.  “Why didn’t you call me back?  You’d better come up with a good excuse!” 
 
“Is it okay if I offer my apology on the guitar?” 
 
“Have you learned to play something new?  Is that what kept you so busy?  That's not 
such a good reason for staying out of touch.” 
 
“I hope you'll forgive me if I tell you that it's my own effort at composing a nocturne – 
and it’s for you, dear!  Only because you were in my thoughts was I possessed with such 
overwhelming inspiration.  Don't be cross with me.  Please!” 
 
“O, you're such a darling!  And I can't even be cross with you,” she said with affection, 
which she could no longer withhold.  She handed him the guitar and sat down on the 
carpet in front of him. 
 
After tuning it to pitch, Ahriman cleared his throat as if he were going to sing an aria.  
The arpeggios flowed with a simple melody on an ambient open tuning in a minor key.  
The overall effect was pleasing with phrases where a simple modal change or a ninth 
chord was gracefully resolved with return to the refrain.  When Ahriman finished his 
piece and put the guitar aside, Sarah got up from her place and threw her arms around 
him.  “It's beautiful!” she exclaimed, still whispering.  “But you almost scared me, first 
with your absence, and then with certain passages of this nocturne.” 
 
“Why, what could be so dreadful about this little piece?”  Ahriman asked with surprise. 
 
“Nothing,” replied Sarah, smiling with a childish frown, “but it does suggest something 
like a gloomy night in a thickly wooded forest where a little girl wanders, carrying a 
blown out lantern.  And then her sudden joy on waking from the terrible dream.” 
Ahriman only raised his eyebrows with a smile and gazed into her eyes. Then as he 
gently stroked her cheek with the back of his fingers, she pressed a very tender kiss on his 
lips.  Ahriman gently held her face in his hands and felt transported to a dreamlike state.  
Well, who would not feel so when favored by so sweet a mouth! 
 

5 
Ahriman was to call on Sarah in the afternoon for one of their routine musical exchanges.  
As he drew up to her house, he found Sarah in the forecourt of the bungalow.  She was 
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gazing at something beneath the magnolia tree with an expression of dismay which well 
became her innocent features.  As he walked up to her, he had already noticed the bees 
swarming in great confusion around the tree.  It looked like a scene of familial discord 
where a young queen bee was forced to leave the colony by an older one; and so it was.  
That the turmoil did not cause Sarah any alarm surprised Ahriman.  What surprised him 
even more was that Sarah had taken measures for the peaceful settlement of the banished 
rebels.  After an absentminded greeting, she told him how she had poured out some 
honey for the poor unsettled bees to alleviate their confusion and homelessness.  At first, 
it had seemed to produce good results as the bees were attracted to the viscous pool, but 
now, as was evident to the naked eye, many were struggling to wade out of the sweet 
promise.  With their legs fatally implanted in honey, they made hopeless efforts of 
evading their doom.  Not heeding the ones already bereft of life, more seemed to follow 
in their wake.   When she looked up to Ahriman with tears in her eyes, he consoled her 
saying that at least it served to broaden her understanding of the natural course of their 
lives which supposed their feeding on nectar; and in turn, producing honey which was 
stored safely in the hive so as not to involve them in such grave circumstances; and that 
she hastened their end by luring them to their goal before they were prepared for it.  
When this consolation only seemed to multiply her tears, Ahriman told her that she was 
such a darling with the best of intentions which could only be praised by all reasonable 
human beings; and that the bees, if they had words to express their gratitude would bear 
witness to her innocence.  This had a greater effect and Sarah felt consoled.  “How about 
going for dinner tonight!” asked Ahriman.  Sarah's eyes were sore with the guilt she had 
unknowingly incurred.  “Yes, I mean it.  Your friends are around and so are mine.  You 
wouldn’t have to press your parents too much for permission.”  Sarah seemed to agree.  
“I think you should ask your friends right away,” Ahriman continued. “Tell them to be 
ready by seven o' clock.”  She was still holding the empty jar in her hands and looking 
away.  “What are you waiting for?” asked Ahriman impatiently.  Putting the jar on the 
ground, she went inside.  After making some phone calls and persuading those who tried 
excusing themselves, the plan was finalized. 
 

6 
The whole group settled at a table in a favorite restaurant, somewhat later than the 
appointed time.  The atmosphere was booming with loud pop music and the lively chatter 
of friends added to the noise, which had quite a pleasant effect on most members.  
Ahriman felt somewhat uncomfortable and asked the waiter if the volume could be 
turned down.  “It will only grow louder through the night, sir!” the waiter replied with an 
arrogance usually associated with connoisseurs of art.  Leaving the matter of taste aside, 
his simple statement was weightier than the offence it might have given Ahriman.  The 
music grew louder and the talk more and more sophisticated. 
 
First, they discussed various physical features.  Among the girls, one liked strong noses, 
thick eyebrows and rugged looks; another found special attraction in certain hairstyles, 
blue eyes, and so on.  Then the conversation took a turn and one of the girls, who was 
popular among her friends as a face-reader, suggested how facial features, apart from 
their pleasant and unpleasant impressions, reflect the character of a person: the 
philosophers forehead, the womanizer's gaze, a caring person's soft eyes, etc. 
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Meanwhile, food was served.  Sarah took special interest in signs of the zodiac and did 
not forget to explain how each determined certain personality traits.  And a lot of care 
had been taken in selecting them too, because each was good in its own way. 
 
In a moment of relative calm, one of Ahriman's friends (we shall refer to him as the 
palmist) informed the company of how he had acquired the knowledge of palmistry from 
his pensive grandmother, who never went wrong with her interpretations.  The face-
reader, sitting right in front of him, asked if he would read her palm.  The palmist 
courteously agreed and started by telling her that she had a long and uninterrupted lifeline 
and would have good fortune if she married according to her parent's wishes.  “And since 
you’ve suffered disappointment in love once already,” he said with a roguish expression, 
“you should take that as a sign.”  Everyone felt uncomfortable at once, and the truth of 
the last statement pricked the face reader, but she responded with a flat denial.  “I’d better 
stop at this point,” said the palmist superciliously, “because I have already revealed to 
you more than is proper.”  When she pressed him, he said that she would be repulsed by 
the higher truths.  When she promised that she would not regret knowing more, he said, 
“Dear lady!  I have as little knowledge of palmistry as you have common sense.  I offered 
my services only to hold your beautiful hand in mine.”  She pulled her hand away as 
others broke into laughter.  To hide her embarrassment, she threw a quarter-filled glass of 
water at the palmist.  Wiping his face with a napkin and trying his best to maintain his 
composure, he said, “That's why many wise men have called truth bitter and here is a 
proof of it being especially offensive to the fairer gender.” 
 
To avoid the scene in the making, another of Sarah's friends told them not to quarrel like 
children and very tactfully changed the topic to literature.  She shared her recent reading 
of Homer's Iliad.  Being a student of anthropology and sociology, she told them that the 
book had regained interest by way of being a partly truthful account of a historical event 
and the rediscovered city of Troy.  Ahriman asked if the book had any other quality, to 
which she replied,  “Well, yes.  It is basically a war story and children would enjoy it 
very much, and so would adults, if it could be produced in a more condensed form.  
Achilles' brooding is especially tedious, and so is the participation of various gods in 
human affairs, which loses much of its charm with our knowledge of modern psychology.  
Nevertheless, it is interesting to analyze the superstition rampant in those primitive 
times.” 
 
“But all myth is not pure myth!” said one of Ahriman's friends.  “I was lately reading an 
ancient Greek play, Oedipus the King, which has been very well analyzed by Freud to 
support his theory of man's psychosexual development.  One can very well see how the 
guilt of incestuous feelings can drive a man to destroy himself.  Though everyone has 
been subject to these feelings – and the remnant of such feelings is the main reason why 
the play has such strong effect on us –, they are more or less well resolved in healthy 
individuals.  Aside from this, I agree that the mythological allusions to the Sphinx, the 
Delphic oracle, etc. fail to move us.  Actually, they only play down the role of 
unconscious guilt and beautify the context in a grand manner.  But we can easily realize 
in what darkness of mind human beings have long lived.  If you ask me, now is the time 
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for a competent writer to handle such themes more realistically.”  Everyone had been 
listening attentively.  All were both impressed and edified with such knowledge and there 
was much ill-informed argumentation back and forth. 
 
Now they returned to lighter topics, and both the palmist and the face-reader felt calm 
enough to exchange milder pleasantries.  Meanwhile, the music grew fainter as most of 
the diners had left.  Ahriman felt some malicious delight when he found the waiter he had 
spoken to yawning miserably in a corner.  He called him and asked for the bill, as it was 
his treat.  Soon, the group rose from the table and parted in a very cheerful mood. 
 

7 
A few days later, Sarah invited Ahriman for dinner.  She wanted him to meet her uncle 
who had recently arrived from abroad.  He was a Ph.D. in literature, but his wide interests 
went well beyond the domain of his specialty, thus including painting, sculpture, and 
music.  Ahriman was pleased with the idea because he had become curious after the brief 
allusions to literature his friends had been making.  He could see the bright prospect of 
deepening his knowledge by association with an expert. 
 
The night came, and Ahriman was there on time.  The company was small including 
Sarah, her parents, and the Uncle.  They were already engaged in some discussion which 
was interrupted as they warmly welcomed their young guest.  Sarah introduced her friend 
informing her uncle about his musical and poetic gifts:  “I showed you some of the poems 
he has written and now he is here to benefit from your expert advice.” 
 
“Yes, I did go through them and actually, it was a pleasure reading them; they are very 
entertaining.”  The Uncle replied in a somewhat pompous manner as he looked towards 
Ahriman with a penetrating gaze. 
 
“Thank you, sir,” replied Ahriman, “but I hardly seem to deserve such praise when the 
knowledge I have of literature is less than fragmentary.” 
 
“You need not be so modest,” said Sarah's father, laughing.  “Everyone has to begin 
somewhere.”  The conversation took a turn: comparisons were made between college and 
professional life; married and unmarried life, and so on.  Nostalgic recollections of 
bygone times made the wretchedness of the present palpable.  Meanwhile, the dinner was 
ready.  As they sat to table, the young friends were asked about their future plans 
regarding further education and the professional benefits which certain fields promised.  
Ahriman was least concerned, although he concealed his lack of interest with sensible 
arguments.  Sarah had a notion that she wanted to specialize in Microbiology.  Her 
mother was most generous with advice and even mildly opposed her daughter's choice.  
“If you want my frank opinion,” she said, “I'd rather have you become a doctor.  There is 
still time, if you decide to change your mind.”  Her father seemed to like this suggestion, 
but also unburdened the air with his light jests.  The Uncle stayed silent for the most part, 
unless he had to respond with a safe yes or no.  After dinner, Sarah's parents left the 
young friends with the Uncle so that they could talk more freely about their aesthetic 
concerns. 
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The Uncle asked Ahriman since when and how he had been pursuing literature, and 
Ahriman could only relate his meager knowledge, saying, “I would very much like to 
hear something from you, sir, about the proper way of studying literature.” 
 
“Oh, well!  It will be hard to dwell upon definitions of ‘the proper’ once one comes to 
delve into a discussion of literature.”  The uncle said with a smile.  “There are so many 
aspects to be kept in mind!  A person's natural inclination; age; the situation that one 
finds oneself in; the availability of resources which in this case would be books and 
teachers.  Like so many other things, good books are not easily available here.  As for the 
teachers, there's a wide variety who share one thing in common: that is, they find 
themselves completely out of joint with 20th century reading methods.  Actually, the way 
a 19th century scholar read a text was very different from the way a 16th century scholar 
did, and obviously, a 20th century scholar is supposed to do it in away that is novel yet 
sound, and for which he has no precedent to follow except the rigor and objectivity that 
only a scientific mind can possess.  And again, ‘science’ is a much abused term in our 
part of the world and people have very amusing notions about the person of a scientist.”  
Here he could not hold back a pedantic laugh. 
 
“What I would like to know, sir, is that what should a person like me read in order to 
improve his literary knowledge and abilities, if I may say so, without any formal 
assistance?” 
 
“Yes, there have been writers who took a lone course, ‘the path less traveled by’, trying 
to find their way by trial and error.  But to say what one should read with apt confidence 
is virtually impossible.  If I were to prepare a syllabus – and I've prepared many – then I 
could have listed down the reading material according to the academic requirements and 
circumstances.” 
 
“Suppose, I asked you to prepare a syllabus for me, what would you do?” 
 
“Well, that depends on what level you want to acquaint yourself with this vast 
discipline.” 
 
“For a master's degree, for instance.” 
 
“Actually, we'll have to thresh out a large amount of material for that.  What you can do, 
at present, is to read as many books as possible, and acquaint yourself with as many 
authors as you can.  And this would, perhaps, one day, lead you to your desired goal.” 
 
“Would you like to say something critical about my poems?” 
 
“Well, I think the collection that Sarah showed me reveals a lyrical tendency in the 
beginning which then moves on to a rather discursive course, and the thinking mind 
comes to the fore making a shift from poetry to prose poems.  Actually, the best thing one 
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can achieve in poetry is to balance and appropriately fuse the discursive element with the 
lyrical.” 
 
The longwinded discussion continued in this vein until Ahriman glanced at his watch and 
politely asked leave.  He dared not touch any other medium of art because he felt he 
knew the outcome.  He thanked Sarah's uncle for his time and special concern. 
 
“How did you find my uncle?  He is very knowledgeable, isn't he?”  Sarah asked as she 
accompanied Ahriman outside. 
 
“Yes, he is.  But he should have realized that I'm not a newspaper reporter.” Ahriman 
replied with his characteristic impatience. 
 
“It was like an interview, no doubt.  I think so much knowledge robs men of liveliness 
and they do best as interviewees.” Sarah said with a sweet conciliatory smile.  “But he's 
very good at heart.” 
 
“He must be; I don’t doubt that.” said Ahriman, feeling sure that scholarship and 
erudition only hampered originality.  They talked for a while under the open sky before 
Ahriman finally left – not without a kiss from his beloved.  Some verses had started 
coming to his mind.  Perhaps, without fully agreeing with our young impulsive friend, the 
question could be raised whether it is justified for a tedious scholar to poke his nose and 
20th century arsenal between a tender kiss and a good love poem it inspires – and not only 
between kisses and love poems. 
 

8 
One bright afternoon, Ahriman was sitting in his little garden having tea with the guard.  
As he observed the flowers, the guard related an incident of the previous night. 
 
“Yesterday, I went to visit my son in jail.  He's still there and still the same.  He told me 
himself that he pays the constable on duty to get his heroin.  When I scold him, the 
shameless idiot smiles at me!  Life is strange for us poor people.  And these are bad 
times.  This new vice of the wretches!  You would never hear of such things in the past.  
Let that be; there's something else I wanted to tell you.  Yesterday, I saw something very 
strange on my way home.  I was passing through the graveyard and there was this 
sagging grave in which, people say, a pious man lies buried.  It's unmarked and no one 
knows when this man lived.  Once, some torn pages with sacred verses were found 
around it; some people have also heard a deep voice chanting something.  I had paid no 
attention to any of this, but what I saw last night still makes me shudder.  I didn't have a 
torch with me and it was pitch dark.  I happened to look at the grave and saw a faint glow 
and smoke rising from it!  I was stunned for a moment but then I walked away as fast as I 
could.  I dared not look back!  Sinners like me are not supposed to go where the chosen 
ones of God rest.” 
 
Ahriman did not take the guard's observation for an illusion and tried to come up with a 
logical explanation.  Someone had mentioned to him that the phosphorus in bones does 
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exhibit such phenomena.  Without being too sure, he felt it made more sense than the 
guard's superstition; he preferred an untenable theory to no theory at all.  “Haven't you 
seen fireflies?” he said, thinking he had hit upon an excellent analogy.  “The same thing 
that glows in their bodies is found in our bones too.”  Much to his dismay, the guard had 
lost all interest in the discussion by then. 
 
Presently, a truck entered the street and parked in front of the neighboring house.  Three 
men stepped out; they opened the gate, and started unloading some furniture.  This house 
had been vacant for years.  The original owners who had it constructed did not live there 
for long.  Since then, wild grass and shrubs had invaded the forecourt.  The ivy upon the 
walls had covered the windows completely and the poor condition of the house was 
worsened by the termite-ridden woodwork. 
 
Ahriman's thoughts went back to the time when the house was under construction.  He 
was familiar with the whole layout, having wandered from room to room and explored all 
the possibilities for his childhood games. 
 
Almost every afternoon, he would play hide and seek with his childhood friends living in 
the neighborhood.  This house was a favorite site because it had a basement where some 
were afraid to go; and it was a challenge to find anyone who dared to descend to this 
hideout.  Then there were times when they could not be content with such benign games 
and would resort to outright mischief.  One such plan they devised was to observe the old 
watchman who looked after the property, and wait till he retired for his siesta.  Then they 
lifted bags of chips and cement and threw them into the sewerage tank which is usually 
left open till the drainage system becomes functional.  And what fascinated them was the 
vigorous bubbling at the surface as the dry, porous material sank to the bottom.  No one 
found out and they were encouraged to repeat the experiment several times.  Once, the 
watchmen woke up unexpectedly and caught them in the act.  All of them ran away, but 
the bubbling betrayed their misdeeds.  The watchman raised a tumult and complained to 
the parents.  It caused them a wide range of feelings from embarrassment to terror 
depending on the intensity and the means with which they were reprimanded.  As the 
matter settled down, the little friends started devising plans to revenge “the old monster” 
as they called him.  One day, they obtained a length of rope and decided to teach him an 
unforgettable lesson.  They approached on tiptoes while the watchman was in the middle 
of his afternoon nap, snoring heavily.  They had practiced their job before its final 
implementation, and soon they had the watchman tightly bound to the bed and the ends of 
the rope knotted to its legs. 
 
As he shouted and wailed for help, the children stood the bed upright and for them, he 
was as good as crucified.  It was a ludicrous sight and even the most sympathetic 
neighbors who responded to his urgent calls found it impossible to control their laughter.  
After the incident, the watchman considered it beneath himself to complain to the 
parents, and when they eventually found out from other sources they did not bother 
themselves about it. 
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The children's games were interrupted when the owners moved in, but they were quick to 
seek excitement in other pranks carried out in other venues.  Ringing doorbells in the 
afternoon and then running away.  This enthralled the friends more than it 
inconvenienced the dwellers because the servant would simply look outside and report 
that the visitor had vanished.  The house was vacated again, but by then, Ahriman had 
grown up and the throng of little friends had dispersed. 
 
Now his childhood hunting expeditions came to his mind.  How happy he felt the day he 
acquired his first slingshot!  He would stealthily walk along the rough brick-walls of the 
same house that were yet to be plastered, and get within a suitable range of some bird.  
He would aim and let the sling off, always without success.  Only once did he mange to 
bring down a sparrow, but he never gave up.  As long as he could imagine becoming a 
great hunter with this weapon, the results did not bother him.  The day was not far when a 
powerful air pistol would become the sole object of his dreams.  He had to plead for a 
whole year before he actually acquired the lethal masterpiece of German craftsmanship.  
And when he did, the happiness was indescribable.  He would practice target shooting for 
hours and eventually became good enough to bring down a variety of birds. 
 
He would ramble far, far away from home and strain his eyes in the face of the sun to 
spot his prey in the tall poplars and eucalypti.  The fluttering leaves shimmered in the 
sunbeams and though the windy afternoons made for pleasant walks and swaying of the 
eucalypti, Ahriman would be frustrated because he could not aim well for the moving 
targets.  And little did he care what nature had to offer by way of beauty! 
 
One day, he shot a bulbul; the pellet had just grazed the base of the left wing and the bird 
went scurrying in the bushes.  Bringing it home, first he sought the guard’s advice and 
applied some balm to the site of injury.  Just before going to bed, he took measures to 
assure a good night's rest for the poor creature too.  Circumspect as he was, he took a 
tablet of diazepam, crushed it into a powdery consistency, dissolved it in water, and 
administered the drug orally with the help of a syringe.  Then he left the bird in front of 
the fireplace to keep it warm during sleep and went to bed.  The bird never woke up. The 
extreme care he took of the bird had definitely hastened its union with God. 
 
A smile played upon Ahriman's lips as he recollected such incidents.  One grows fond of 
whatever one can mould and recollect in an agreeable perspective.  Stark realism would 
only make us deeply unhappy if it were not supplemented by the gracious tribute memory 
pays to existence as a whole.  Shunning or coming to terms with the painful, recalling and 
cherishing what gives us comfort and pleasure, we make life memorable. 
 

9 
The new occupants moved in.  Some renovation work had already begun and the 
carpenters were crudely removing the ivy growth from parts of the walls and the 
windows.  When they tried to open the windows, some casements came out of the 
frameworks along with the hinges.  They fell down with a crash and were shattered with 
the glass panes.  The doors were also in a poor state, and all this explained the perpetual 
sawing, chiseling, and hammering that could be heard in the neighborhood. 
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One day, there was a sudden uproar in this house.  Two women were talking in a loud 
voice: one a lady in her early thirties and another in her late fifties.  There was also a 
man, about the younger woman's age, who embellished the brawl with his effeminate 
agitation.  They were trying to load some furniture and decoration pieces with the help of 
hirelings into what looked like a rented van.  Only these words of the younger woman 
befell Ahriman's ears as he came outside: “Just touch the children and see what I do to 
you!”  The hirelings fastened the load with a rope, started the van, and were off.  The 
man sat in a car, with the older woman at his side still shouting curses, and pulled out of 
the driveway.  The stern frown enhanced the wrinkles on her forehead as she glared at the 
younger woman.  They left.  The younger woman, who looked like the owner of the 
house, was still breathing heavily and looked furious, but her anger soon gave way to the 
saddest possible look that can take hold of a graceful countenance.  Two more faces 
appeared in the doorway.  One a boy of about five and another a girl who was not yet ten 
years old.  The lady, to all appearances their mother, turned and knelt down to embrace 
them.  She took them inside with reassuring words and caresses.  Ahriman, like many 
other neighbors, was still confused.  What could have gone wrong?  Why had this woman 
come to live here?  Who could the other two persons be? He thought.  Others were 
curious too, in a more detached way, while some neighbors seemed agreeably distracted. 
 
It only took a few more days and fragments of information, which women of the 
neighborhood were quick to exchange, before the situation was clarified.  Ahriman 
learned through his mother that this woman was divorced, and the intruders who were 
trying to ransack the house were her ex-husband and mother-in-law.  The house she was 
now living in initially belonged to her father-in-law, and was gifted to her after marriage.  
After having settled with her parents for some time, she moved away from their city of 
residence to live here independently, supporting herself by teaching at the university.  As 
for the exact purpose of the in-laws' visit, little was known, but the information now 
available gave rise to plausible speculations quite characteristic of such circumstances. 
 
Women who had paid her a visit found her to be very reserved but polite.  She would not 
reveal any personal details other than superficial ones.  She was also said to be lacking in 
humility which many thought her situation demanded. And it is no wonder that some 
were offended when they did not find her eager enough to receive any kind of help or 
advice.  Although they found her good at heart just like themselves, they felt awkward 
when a general topic was dropped as soon as it became “interesting”. 
 
More than the ladies, who were already losing interest in this ungenial neighbor, she 
attracted the attention of little boys and girls who played with her children.  Against their 
parents' instructions, they would sneak into the house where they could play as much as 
they liked, and occasionally, eat with her children as well.  While a few lazy mothers 
were the first to stop worrying about the bad influence, the others too relented when they 
saw that their children were being taken care of. 
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10 
The department Ahriman worked in, like many other departments, offered low wages to 
the junior officers, and to win a reasonable income, those who were pressed by dire needs 
resorted to unfair means.  Certain departments had already been charged with corruption, 
and employees found guilty of this vice, obviously practicing it with insufficient skill and 
presence of mind, had been ousted.  Radical measures were taken as the present 
government wanted to set an example which would go some way to discourage this 
practice.  Higher-ranking officers, were given wage increments along with more 
extensive benefits while the junior officers were left in the lurch.  They could no longer 
resort to the previous means which had procured them a respectable income as now their 
superiors diligently kept an eye on them.  That is to say, even those who had acted as 
senior accomplices withdrew their fatherly affection and connivance with regard to older 
practices.  And the dangers were great.  Whenever one of the juniors approached a senior 
and pleaded excessively to intercede in their behalf for a pay raise, the senior's jaw would 
drop and the eyes would glow with surprise and angelic naiveté.   Anyone in a 
comfortable position develops scorn for agitation.  This can sometimes be seen in 
children as well.  When one sibling is praised or excused at the expense of another, there 
arise airs of nobility around the good child, further augmenting the envy and grief of the 
bad one.  And thus we may witness “noble” detachment swaggering alongside 
heartrending jealousy. 
 
This state of affairs had given rise to much heated discussion among members of the 
undercover union – a band of fellow sufferers.  One day at work, the leader of the group 
circulated a letter amongst his colleagues.  It read: 
 
“We are all aware of the partiality towards rank with which the government has decided 
to bestow exclusive benefits upon our superiors.  The higher authorities have neither eyes 
nor ears to sense how the junior and low-ranking officers, who comprise the major work 
force both in terms of possessing sound mental capacities as well as the modesty to 
embrace great industriousness which is only labeled by the secretary's signature, have to 
bear the brunt of political instability and high rates of inflation which our country is 
subject to.  After all, we are the ones most in need of any steps that could be taken in the 
way of providing securer living conditions.  In the light of the present circumstances, the 
responsibility to defend our rights has fallen on our shoulders.  We have been trying to 
plead our cause with the superiors, but in vain.  And whatever we have said by way of 
protest to promote our just cause has always been within the bounds of decency.  My 
friends, I hope you will all agree, when I say it is about time, to bring our immediate 
concerns to the fore by going on a strike.” 
 
Ahriman read like others, and although the circumstances caused him no practical 
concern, he was not insensitive to the plight of his colleagues.  When everyone readily 
supported the suggestion, Ahriman did not balk, although he was on little more than 
greeting terms with his colleagues and quite alien to their ingenious wage-earning 
capacities.  The leader had already prepared a letter stating the terms and conditions, 
which he produced to be signed by the affected party.  At the end of the day, it was 
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handed over to a clerk who was to take it to the Minister's office with a carbon copy to 
the Secretary, next morning. 
 
Several days passed while Ahriman was at home almost having forgotten the issue while 
reading his books and playing the guitar.  Meanwhile, he composed another minuet 
which gave him little pleasure.  One morning, it suddenly occurred to him to inquire 
about the situation at office.  He had the leader's residential phone number.  At home, the 
leader's wife received Ahriman's call and told him that he had gone to work.  “Work?  
Where?”  Ahriman was startled. 
 
“To the office,” she said. 
 
“Which office?” 
 
“The one he's been working at for the last two years.” 
 
Thanking her, Ahriman called up the office and found the leader there at a loss.  The 
leader lied saying he tried calling Ahriman but never got through to him.  Ahriman 
decided to go to the office and find out everything for himself.  He met all his colleagues 
there who were strangely embarrassed to see him.  One of them got up and informed him 
that a notice had been issued by the higher authorities declaring that meeting the demands 
of the employees was out of the question, although a formal application signed by the 
employees could be submitted for later consideration.  And that anyone failing to appear 
at work on the first working day of the coming week should be in no doubt about his 
irrevocable dismissal.  Ahriman's mind could not register the information for a moment, 
and when it did, he looked around at others but no one met his gaze.  Ahriman soon 
realized he had little to expect from his colleagues.  He was further disgruntled to think of 
the impression it would make on his parents, relatives, friends and other acquaintances. 
 
In his confusion, he went to the secretary's office.  The secretary was known to be very 
short-tempered and loose-tongued, and anyone who approached him with a problem took 
off his esteem on the threshold of his office like an overcoat.  As soon as he saw him, the 
secretary gave free vent to his anger, and even congratulated him on his dismissal with 
bitter sarcasm, using many an impolite phrase.  Ahriman was not ready for such a 
dressing down and yet he did not want to reveal how meaninglessly he was involved in 
this plan.  But he was sufficiently provoked to say,  “Do you think I like this job so much, 
dear sir?  I understand that an ass's tongue does not take a bridle too well, but you could 
at least keep your heehaw to yourself and to those of your species!”  The secretary was 
taken aback, and before he could counter with greater vulgarity, Ahriman left the office 
and slammed the door behind him. 
 
On his way home, he could clearly feel how disinterested he had always been in his work, 
and saw it as the reason for the mindlessness with which he participated in the strike, and 
the frivolity which made him forget the whole issue so conveniently.  On reaching home, 
he started sorting out the unopened envelopes interspersed between some loose official 
documents.  And soon he found the letter he was sent.  The servant had left it on his 
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bedside.  Lying down on his bed and closing his eyes, he felt relieved to be rid of his 
meaningless drudgery. 
 

11 
Ahriman's parents were displeased.  It took him some time explaining his views to them, 
although he had nothing to say in defense of his rudeness towards the secretary.  When he 
had sufficiently convinced his parents of his lack of interest, he mentioned that another 
colleague, an upright person, also suffered similar consequences.  This fellow was aware 
of the notice but would have rather died than betrayed his colleagues and their noble 
cause.  Wallowing in hopes of making a mark with his intrepidity, he was not informed of 
the change of plans by others because, like Ahriman, he was not an integral part of the 
discussion group.  And he made the mistake of having too much faith in their 
steadfastness.  Along with his job, he lost the fragile modicum of self-confidence he had 
painstakingly developed through his academic achievements and professional efficiency. 
 
Among friends, the palmist openly expressed his distaste upon hearing the whole story.  
He blamed Ahriman for his carelessness.  Ahriman paid as little attention to his opinions 
as he did to his aesthetic sense.  After listening to his suggestions like apologizing to the 
secretary and asking his father to use his influence, Ahriman felt he could not take it 
anymore.  He deliberately picked up his out-of-tune Sarangi and started wiping off the 
dust collected beneath the resonating strings.  He had not touched it for more than two 
years but thought he now needed it, both for his friend's and his own sake. 
 
The palmist continued his harangue as Ahriman closely examined the rusty copper 
strings.  “The gut strings also need to be changed”, he said aloud.  This particularly 
offended the palmist.  “It doesn’t really matter if you won’t listen to me,” he said.  “What 
I've been saying is only for your own good and I think I can see it very clearly.  
Otherwise, I'm not easily tempted to advise friends.  Considering this, your rudeness is 
quite out of place here.  Before I leave, I would like to let you know that you are too 
stubborn for your own good.”  With these words he rose from his place.  Ahriman looked 
at him and smiled, less out of malice and more to hide his own inner unrest. 
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II 
 

1 
Ahriman was sitting at his study table sorting out a bunch of loose papers.  He was 
passing his time reading various books he had been collecting and arranging in the shelf – 
some of them from his grandfather's collection.  He was particularly engrossed in the 
ones dealing with religion and philosophy.  After a sobering encounter with some great 
writers, who made his quest for uninstructed originality seem a shameful error, he had 
decided to take another look at the occasional poems he had previously written.  Now 
these works of art, as he was led to believe by Sarah and other friends, seemed either 
obscure or childish.  He cursed himself for writing such rubbish and giving himself false 
airs when praised by friends.  Very few he still found bearable and put them back neatly 
in a folder.  He was about to store the rest as well when something occurred to him.  
What if someone took them out and actually read them?  Remembering that he once 
prided himself in these writings and was rewarded with generous applause heightened his 
disgust.  With the intention of burning the papers, he went outside and started a fire with 
a little brush cleared by the gardener.  Dense smoke curled up into the sultry air from the 
damp parts as the dry ones crackled.  He threw the papers into the fire as it started 
blazing.  He watched with a certain relief as the early fruits of his imagination went up in 
smoke along with the wild shrubs and the withered plants of his own garden that had 
once borne spring flowers. He teased the fire till nothing was left to burn on the barren 
ground. 
 
Lost in thought, he turned back from the ashes.  When he raised his eyes, he saw a 
woman with two children standing in the gateway of the neighboring house.  She was 
smiling and her children still had their stares fixed on the ashes.  Ahriman recognized her 
as the same woman he had seen some weeks ago.  With her hair tied at the back, and in a 
light colored summer dress, she looked very different from last time – graceful, Ahriman 
thought.  He was embarrassed to realize how silly he must have appeared playing with 
fire in the hot summer evening and he did nothing but met her eyes with a sheepish smile.  
“I hope you didn't mind our watching this little bon fire,” said the woman.  “My children 
have been enjoying it so much that they called me outside.” 
 
“Oh, of course not.  Actually, I needed to get rid of some papers and thought I would also 
clear up this waste that the gardener sometimes leaves in front of the house,” he said in 
confusion. 
 
The woman stroked the little boy's thick, black curls as he pressed closer to his mother.  
“This is my son, Mehernosh, my daughter, Mehreen; and I am Zareena,” she said putting 
her arm around the little girl who greeted Ahriman with an innocent glow in her hazel 
eyes.  Ahriman introduced himself and asked how she liked the new neighborhood.  
“Very well. It's better than where we previously lived.  The silver oaks give this place a 
fresh, tranquil air.  The neighbors are very polite and have been offering help more often 
than I see fit to trouble them.” 
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Ahriman was wondering at the pleasant bearing of this woman: in her friendly manner 
there was a calm which verged on sadness as she spoke slowly in a mellow voice, but her 
eyes betrayed a certain vivacity.  “It took some time putting the house in order,” she said, 
“and now with the carpenters leaving, it has become more peaceful.” 
 
 “Definitely,” said Ahriman.  “But what about the lawn?  I think if it is uprooted and 
tilled properly, a better variety of grass could be grown.” 
 
“Well, yes.  The workers have removed most of the undergrowth, but the grass still needs 
to be mown at least, so that the children can play comfortably.  You seem to be interested 
in gardening.” 
 
“Yes, I am.  And I think I'll send the gardener over to do this little service right away.”  
Zareena was reluctant to accept the favor but Ahriman had already summoned the 
gardener.  He left after giving him instructions and receiving Zareena's gratitude. 
 

2 
Ahriman had not seen his Ustad for years.  Recently, he had been recalling how 
irresponsibly he had ignored the old man, who, for all his musical talent and knowledge, 
was always in bad financial circumstances.  His failing health was another concern; 
heavy smoking had given him chronic breathing problems.  The wish to see him became 
more urgent when he realized how stiffly he played the simple runs which he could once 
render reasonably well.  The gloom deepened as he reflected further on these thoughts.  
The diversion with guitar seemed a complete waste of time.  He could only make it good 
if the Ustad would lead him on the path he had initially learned to follow. 
 
The very next day, he went to his Ustad's house only to find him in a very bitter mood.  
He had been trying to teach his own son, about Ahriman's age, who hardly took any 
interest in music.  Whatever progress he made in a rigorous spell of forced practice, he 
would soon waste by playing cricket for weeks whenever his father stopped admonishing 
him in his own way.  Ahriman began by trying to explain his absence with ‘valid’ 
reasons.  He could see that the Ustad was not convinced and only shook his head at his 
frivolous explanations.  “I'd rather die than live without music, Khan Sahib!” he finally 
exclaimed leaving his previous justifications aside.  “Life leads us from one passion to 
another and I've not been the best at watching myself.  But I can tell you that the love I 
have developed for this instrument I couldn't give up even when I deliberately tried to do 
away with it.  I misled myself once, but who'll forgive the whims of youth if not our 
elders, who have experienced them in the past and can watch them from a comfortable 
distance.  Please try to understand and give me the attention that you always did.  Forgive 
me my conceit and I will show you that the promise you made to my grandfather could 
yet be fulfilled.” 
 
The Ustad listened attentively.  He looked into Ahriman's eyes and said, “It's not entirely 
your fault; I understand.  That playing this instrument as a casual pastime is not possible, 
you already know.  Perfecting this art calls for undivided attention.  If you think you have 
the time and patience to subject yourself to the rigor it demands, I won't grudge you any 
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knowledge that I am capable of imparting despite my failing powers.”  Ahriman already 
had a very cheerful smile on his face, seeing that he had won his Ustad's sympathy.  
“Another thing.” the Ustad went on.  “Don't forget that you have lived a life of leisure.  If 
you pursue your passion while disregarding the life you've grown accustomed to, you 
might, one day, find yourself in circumstances which won't offer what you've come to see 
as your birthright.  And it might make you regretful.  Don't deceive yourself with 
beautiful dreams before reconsidering whether you still want to pursue this art, which is a 
noble one, indeed.  Reconsider everything and then tell me because if I set my hopes on 
your becoming a worthy disciple, it will give me immense pain to see you recede again 
for the sake of another diversion.  My son has already made life a bleak affair for me.  He 
was rude enough to say once that as a father, suffering and poverty was all I'd given 
him.” 
 
Ahriman was moved by the emotion in his Ustad's feeble eyes.  It only served to dispel 
the doubts he had had.  He held his Ustad's hand and said, “I'll never give you occasion to 
complain as far as my devotion is concerned.  My progress will follow the path that you 
point out, and I'll never be so immodest as to ask for more instruction than I can justify 
with my skill.”  This made the Ustad smile and he said, “Get the Sarangi in tune; I will 
beat you with a stick if more than three resonating strings are out of tune.  This much 
leniency I can show on the first day.”  Both of them laughed and Ahriman promised to 
commence formal lessons from the next morning.  Before leaving, Ahriman asked the 
Ustad to play the Sarangi for him.  The Ustad gladly took the instrument out of the case 
and sat down with his legs crossed.  The bow began to glide effortlessly and the Sarangi 
seemed to merge with the posture of this short, old man.  Ahriman was soon in a trance: 
feeling the sound descending into the depth of his being and watching it flow like a 
weightless vapor out of the open window towards the setting sun.  He felt a strange, 
sublime happiness as he left his Ustad’s house after some pleasant reflections on the 
beauty of music.  This kind of happiness he had never experienced, and perhaps never 
felt the need to experience either. 
Rare are the moments when one sheds all semblance and vanity, and willingly submits 
the value of existence to a noble heritage without feeling the slightest doubt or regret.  
The demands of life soon drag us out into the open where we have to assert ourselves 
most obstinately in the face of obstacles.  But in order to stay afloat in a storm, we have 
to hold on firmly to the fragile raft of fortune, and let our little songbirds fly away.  Why 
not revel in sublime feelings as long as they last!  And especially, when we know that 
they may last only a short while. 
 
The next day, Ahriman sat for a lesson with his Ustad.  Overlooking many faults that 
immediately struck his trained ear, the Ustad began by pointing out only a few basic 
mistakes and urged Ahriman to play for a few hours each day at certain timings.  Tea was 
brought in.  Seeing Ahriman deep in thought, the Ustad said, “Don’t be discouraged; it is 
the first day and you will improve quickly because you are no longer a beginner.” 
 
Ahriman seemed to agree.  He got up from his place and put on a recording of an Indian 
Sarangi player.  After listening for a while, the Ustad expressed his distaste at the clumsy 
rendition.  When Ahriman told him the name of the performer, the Ustad suddenly 
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exclaimed, “These wretched Hindu vegetarians!  The wretches don't eat meat and lack 
soundness, both moral and musical.”  Ahriman could hear the faults of the player now but 
he was not very pleased with the personal attack.  “I don't understand why we should 
slander someone on the basis of religious differences.  Don't you think we should be a 
little more tolerant?” said Ahriman. 
 
“Let be!” the Ustad retorted, “I've known them too closely and too well to doubt my 
opinion.  And what would an artist care about anyone's religion if the religion is not art 
itself!” 
 
“What else have you seen that makes you so harsh towards them?” 
 
The Ustad nodded as he took a deep breath – as deep as his delicate lungs allowed – and 
said, “I did once tell you that I spent my childhood in Delhi.  At the time of partition, my 
father had already died.  My mother took care of my brother, my sister and me.  We had 
lived quite peacefully in our Basti with a mixed population of Muslims and Hindus.  But 
now we did not know what would become of us.  One day, when we were still thinking 
what to do, a kind old woman of the neighborhood called my mother.  She was a 
respected elder of a Hindu family.  She secretly told my mother that a meeting had taken 
place between the Hindu residents in which they had decided to eliminate the Muslims 
from the Basti.  ‘They say they would set your house on fire, tomorrow.’ she said.  ‘I was 
supposed to keep the secret but how could I forget the good times we have spent together 
and the plight of your innocent children.  And I've already seen enough to be moved by 
sentiments which our freedom has triggered in the hearts of young hopeful men.  Leave 
as soon as possible; I'll pray for you.’  My mother returned in tears and started packing 
whatever she could carry along with our assistance.  My sister was only four at that time.  
We left our house at night and bade farewell to the streets where we had spent many 
joyful years.  The place once so dear to us was now only a painful reproach.  It was not 
ours anymore.  We later found out that our frugal house was burned, nevertheless.” 
 
Ahriman was reminded of the Hindu families in his paternal village which, according to 
his father, had not been fortunate enough to attain the status of refugees.  Not a single one 
escaped death.  He looked at his Ustad who was trying to blink away the pain while 
gazing at the wall, and said, “I am sorry for evoking such bitter memories.”  The Ustad 
soon recollected himself.  “This instrument with its hundred colors has made me endure 
many tough times.  My father taught me music before he died, and then many less 
sympathetic teachers.  But they were great talents and I couldn’t complain too much 
about the hardships they made me go through.  I did learn music well in the end,” he said 
with a smile. 
 
From that day, the music sessions became regular and both the master and disciple were 
happy to be working so well together for the continuation of a tradition that had been in 
so precarious a state ever since modernity has augmented the impatience and lack of taste 
inherent in human beings. 
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3 
After hours of musical practice, Ahriman took out the Bible from his grandfather's 
bookcase.  He was going through some passages he had already read, while pacing back 
and forth in the lawn.  Children were playing in the neighboring house; running about and 
occasionally shouting, “Die!  Die!”  They must be playing a strange game, Ahriman 
thought, and was tempted to look over the hedgerow between the two houses.  He saw 
little Mehernosh running after his sister.  He was trying to target her with a spray gun.  
And when he was at a close enough range to spray her with what must have been water, 
she would fall down and play dead.  They took turns playing the hunter and the victim.  
Ahriman smiled at their involvement in the game.  Once, while Mehernosh had almost 
soaked Mehreen, she kept running around while her brother shouted angrily, “Die!  Why 
don't you die when I tell you to?”  Mehreen only giggled and Mehernosh soon broke into 
tears and threw the spray gun away.  Presently, Zareena came out.  Upon hearing 
Mehernosh complain between sobs, she said, “Oh dear!  Why is everything so unfair in 
this world!”  Mehernosh saw that his mother was not taking him seriously and cried more 
loudly, but she had held him close in her arms.  Mehreen also came for a little kiss from 
her mother.  “Come on, Mehernosh, let's play hide and seek,” Mehreen said as she 
reconciled her brother and took him away.  Ahriman was watching and Zareena had 
noticed him too.  “Children come up with strange ideas,” she said after greeting him.  
“Just the other day, Mehernosh saw the maid spraying insecticide in the kitchen; and 
there he was with his own spray gun and ingenuity.  He is fortunate to have such a caring 
sister, although she cannot deny herself some mild pranks all the time.” 
 
“Well,” replied Ahriman, “watching children invent their own games and occasionally 
break the rules is itself a pleasure.” 
 
“Before I forget,” said Zareena, “let me thank you for sending the gardener over.  The 
lawn looks much neater – he also trimmed the hedgerow on our side.” 
 
“Please feel free to call him anytime.  He is quite an expert; he tended the spring flowers 
so well this year.  You should have seen them, really.” 
 
“I like the dahlias in front of your house.  What else have you grown for summer?” 
 
“I wish I had greater variety – the zinnias have turned out very well though.  Would you 
like to see them?” 
 
“Sure.” she said as she went around the hedgerow and came to Ahriman's house.  
Ahriman showed her the flowers and some healthy plants with variegated leaves.  She 
liked them and made sensible comments even if her interest in gardening did not match 
Ahriman's.  Pleased with her genuine appreciation, Ahriman said, “I wish I could arrange 
the flowerbed for you.  I've yet to transfer the chrysanthemums, and I'll definitely send 
you some flowerpots.” 
 
“I'll be grateful; I'm fascinated by your lively interest in all this.  By the way, do you like 
floral paintings?  They look very pleasing if done by a practiced hand.” 
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“I don’t think I’ve seen good ones.  And I doubt I’d be able to appreciate them anyway.” 
 
“Why do you think so?” 
 
“Actually, I play music and I’ve read some literature; it has made me wary of uninformed 
opinions about any medium of art.  I've often been misled into trusting my taste too much 
and was distracted to my own disadvantage.” 
 
“That's a lesson to be learned!  There was a time when I meddled with painting.  A little 
we were taught at school and college but whenever I tried to choose a subject from nature 
I could hardly do justice to it.  Once, I was trying to paint lotuses on a lake; it was a 
fateful day.  They came out so bad that I decided never to paint again.”  Meanwhile, the 
children were calling for their mother and she had to excuse herself.  “I'll invite you for 
tea some day so that we can have a relaxed conversation; perhaps we could share our 
interest in reading too.”  She said with a gesture towards the book in Ahriman's hand. 
 

4 
The invitation came.  Late in the afternoon, Ahriman went to see his new friend.  The 
maid led him into the drawing room which was decorated simply but in good taste.  A 
Persian carpet was stretched along the length of the room.  A fragrant candle was burning 
on a corner table.  On one of the walls, there was hanging an oil painting of poppy fields.  
An old divan in the opposite corner caught his attention and he went closer to look at it.  
Presently, Zareena entered and welcomed her guest.  “What do you think of this piece of 
furniture?” she asked. 
 
“I must say it's beautiful,” replied Ahriman.  “The carving is not over intricate and yet it 
has been carried out with a lot of attention to detail.” 
 
“It's such a pleasure to finally hear about this furniture's beauty without having to account 
for its price.  Actually, it was a little extravagant of me to buy this piece in my present 
circumstances, and I've been made painfully aware of this fact by some visitors.  But I 
can't complain because they mostly say it out of sympathy – so that I may set my 
priorities right.  One can hardly go on to seek sympathy for one's interests.  I am sorry; I 
forgot to ask you to sit down.  Please have a seat.”  She seated herself opposite Ahriman.  
After talking about a few general things, she said,  “I believe you said something about 
music the other day.”  Ahriman nodded and told her about his growing passion for a 
medium of art he had been practicing for some years now. 
 
“It would be a pleasure to hear you play some time.” 
 
“Only if I considered myself competent enough!” said Ahriman.  “But I promise to 
introduce you to my Ustad who will give you a fairly entertaining performance.” 
 
Tea was brought in as they talked.  Zareena told him that she did enjoy listening to 
classical music and that she was never allowed to have an Ustad for vocal lessons.  She 
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thought she did not have a particularly bad voice, but there were other reasons.  “Most of 
my life I have lived in a very secluded environment; first with my parents and then with 
my husband.  As I grew up I turned more and more towards the inner world and exposure 
to the outer world came only through books.  Although my in-laws found the books 
objectionable too, they could not ban them altogether.  What do you like to read?” 
 
“Well, my grandfather had a good collection of books which was sent to the village after 
his death.  I asked my father to have someone bring them back.  Apart from some 
military maps, manuals and aerial photographs, I've found many classics.  As for the 
modern writers, I try to find something to my taste whenever I go to a book fair.” 
 
“One of my maternal uncles has been very generous towards me in this regard.  He would 
bring me books when I was a child and even after marriage, I would get ones of my 
choice whenever he happened to go abroad.” 
 
“I may be wrong,” said Ahriman, “but have you ever felt how seldom recent writers 
produce something of worth?” 
 
“That’s why one has to go through such trouble while selecting new books.  Actually, 
one can never go wrong with the classics because they've survived the test of time, and 
whatever belonged only to contemporary taste and fashion has long gone into oblivion.  
While in the times one lives in, a lot of dross exists alongside rare excellence.” 
 
“I agree.” 
 
“Another thing, which is slightly bothersome, is that some moderns are too caught up in 
the spirit of the age.  As if arts progressed like the sciences!” 
 
“Yes, and some are very proud of their scientific approach towards the humanities as 
well.” Ahriman said, thinking of Sarah’s uncle.  “What people say or interpret after 
reading even the classics is very misleading and makes it seem as if they were written 
only for the purpose of psychological or scholastic analysis.” 
 
“I have nothing against that, but perhaps you are saying that few try to comprehend the 
spirit in which they are written.” 
 
“Exactly!” 
 
“Some of them do dissect works of art the way a child dismantles a toy, although with 
lesser success and justification – the child has a fascination; he even learns something in 
the end and develops, while this other lot only gets more entangled in its own confusion.  
You should be glad that music is relatively immune to tedious interpretations,” she said, 
smiling, “although few other forms of art stir our emotions with comparable force.” 
 
Ahriman could not conceal the pleasure in hearing his opinions confirmed.  “Coming 
back to our literature,” he said, “don’t you feel that many let the environment spoil their 
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taste rather than instruct it?  I don’t know why they have to wallow in depravity instead 
of overcoming it.” 
 
“Absolutely!” exclaimed Zareena.  “We can’t deny the fact that the environment affects 
us very deeply.  If we take the structures erected in our cities, they have foundations 
resting more on technological advances than on sound aesthetics – they are works of civil 
engineering rather than architecture.  I'm not saying that some chapter on aesthetics in an 
encyclopedia would save us from these ill effects, but one can always try to fathom 
something as indefinable as the beautiful or the truly artistic. 
 
“And as you said, many artists have taken it upon themselves to stress so much ugliness 
with an ill-bred taste.  And if producing a shocking effect is the desired goal, there are 
enough means to be found everywhere.  Even if we try to understand such weak efforts, it 
does not entail that we should also commend them.  No doubt, there is much to be said in 
favor of experimentation; it is justified because mimicry leads nowhere; but an 
experiment should not be flaunted as a piece of art.  Those who are sickened by works of 
classicism or romanticism and value their work only because it is a realistic revolt against 
tradition, should be told that they are romantic philistines who cannot cope with their 
ugly experiences.  Irredeemable as their case appears, they do succeed in killing art by 
expounding its death at such length.”  Ahriman was mesmerized by the charm of her 
eyes; they seemed to lend force to her opinions which already sounded like music to his 
ears. 
 
“In poetry today,” Zareena continued, “we hear the mythological heroes being mocked – 
as if they were at fault in eluding us – not to speak of screeching tires, enameled walls, 
the vanishing green, traffic signals, and so on expressed with morbid mannerism and 
obscurity.  One can hardly grant them a poet's laurel for such accomplishments.” 
 
“Perhaps, we should crown them with braided optic fibers and copper wires beaded with 
microchips and diodes.” said Ahriman with a prankish smile. 
 
“I only fear that they will not get the joke.” 
 
“What do you say of the Greek classics?  There is a lot of pathos portrayed in their 
tragedies.” 
 
“Yes, but with art!  We know that the times in which the ancients wrote,” she continued 
after a pause, “were far from beautiful, and yet one cannot deny the noble grandeur 
apparent in their works.  The insecurity of war, famine and savagery was no less than it is 
in our times, if not more.  And the plight of women could only have been far worse or at 
least, just as bad.  It takes an artist as great as Euripides to make us sympathize and 
shudder at the same time while beholding a character such as Medea's.  What must she 
not have suffered!  And how she suffers yet again and makes it felt by those around her 
through the most vicious means when her husband remarries for political reasons.  
Although she ruthlessly kills her own children, anyone with some depth of feeling will 
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have to suspend moral judgment in such a case, and eventually in many events of real 
life. 
 
“But who has the time to sit and reflect on such themes and try to improve the 
understanding.  I already see a group of feminists running with open arms offering 
emotional asylum to the woman and cursing the husband.” 
 
“Indeed, Medea would have despised that.” Ahriman said jokingly. 
 
“I agree.  Mankind, as a whole, has suffered so much that the feminists only make fools 
of themselves by emphasizing an exclusive womankind.” 
 
“Well, it makes sense,” Ahriman said, laughing, “and hearing this from a woman, I find it 
all the more fascinating.” 
 
“I think we should stop slandering the world now and silently go our own way.” 
 
“But this sort of discussion is a very instructive way of determining one's taste.” 
 
“And old maids like myself would do well to occupy themselves with such worthy 
problems rather than indulging in harmful gossip.”  Ahriman wanted to tell her that she 
was being too modest about her grace, but could not bring himself to say it.  She soon 
changed the topic, saying, “I would like to give you my books if you're interested, but 
wait till I open the trunk.  I've been so busy that I haven’t touched them since coming to 
this place.”  Ahriman promised to show her his own collection so that she could also 
select the books she found interesting. 
 
It was sundown when Ahriman left.  After having spent a delightful afternoon, he stepped 
outside and cast a tranquil glance on the sky.  It was the end of a solemn day.  His 
contentment was ineffable, lending a spiritual meaning to whatever struck his eye.  The 
lilac wisps over the western horizon were like dust clouds whirling behind the chariot of 
the sun god as it descended across the heavens to another dawn.  There was inspiration 
even in the flight of a few late birds he could see hurrying to their nocturnal abodes. 
 

5 
Sarah was busy with her preparation for the final examinations.  She would talk to 
Ahriman on the phone; some casual exchange of mutual feelings and repeated 
confessions of love took place.  But as happens in life, the immediate concerns were far 
from common.  She was preoccupied with her academic performance and would ask 
Ahriman about the books she could consult, whenever she was unsure.  He would give 
sound advice on that matter, but somehow found it hard to communicate whatever was 
close to his heart.  Sarah's talk was more purposeful while he was occupied with his 
spiritual life. It was manifested in dreamlike images that he could now see more vividly 
and they were laying greater claims to his outer reality.  His mind was full of aspirations, 
ideas about music, and books which he was reading with great fervor.  Until now, he had 
shared with Sarah every little thought, every little experience or fancy that went through 
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his mind.  And the mere fact that he was not sharing everything worried him.  He blamed 
himself for his strange behavior although it had not given Sarah any occasion for 
complaint. 
 
He decided to pay her a surprise visit.  She was pleased to see him drop by so 
unexpectedly.  Ahriman usually did not like disturbing her when she was busy with 
studies.  She was a student of considerable merit who had her good scores to maintain.  
Ahriman asked about her progress, which he found to be quite satisfactory.  “I was 
wondering, Ahriman,” she said pensively, “if you have any plans about your professional 
life.  I know you didn't like your previous work, and losing it is not something of great 
consequence to you.  But you know, everyone has to choose one profession or another, 
just to carry on with life.” 
 
No matter who it was coming from, such special concern regarding his future was not to 
Ahriman's liking.  Repressing a frown, he said, “I've been telling you what I’m interested 
in and I’m aware that these things don't lead to great monetary rewards, but I still want to 
try and assimilate the spiritual instruction they have to offer.  I hope you don't take it for a 
joke.” 
 
“For God's sake, Ahriman!  What makes you feel like that?  I cherish every word you 
say.”  She said while pressing Ahriman's hands; he was now smiling.  “Please, don't feel 
so despondent about your interests.” she continued.  “They will lead you somewhere,” 
she said, trying to comfort him.  “Take my uncle's case.  He too is a non-conformist who 
chose an uncommon path and is now quite happy with his professional life.  He has held 
several positions abroad teaching literature.  And even here, he's well adjusted.  Thanks 
to the breadth of his knowledge, he just acquired an economics chair in the university and 
has already started teaching.  The students have given excellent remarks about his 
teaching skills.  I think you should meet him again.  There's so much else you could 
discuss with him, and then, he'll also be better able to guide you as far as professional 
options are concerned.” 
 
“Yes, that sounds like a good idea.” Ahriman replied, thinking to the contrary. 
 
“Don't worry so, sweetheart!  Everything will be fine,” she said.  Ahriman returned her 
reassuring smile.  “What a lovely thing you are!” he said.  After a while, he wanted to 
leave but Sarah asked him to stay and play something for her on the guitar.  First, he 
refused because he was not sure if he would be able to play it well enough after months 
of neglect, but finally gave in to the requests she made in the most loving manner.  He 
played some progressions to exercise his fingers and then started with his own 
instrumental.  Sarah was as pleased with it as she was on the night when he first played it 
for her, after making an affectionate dedication.  The same could not be said of Ahriman.  
The music did not appeal to him any longer and he was anxiously waiting for it to end.  
He was surprised to find himself so tortured by his own creation.  Many times, he found 
himself on the verge of speeding up the tempo but restrained himself so as not to 
displease Sarah with a poor performance.  She had been listening intently.  He could not 
tell if it was the music that was bad, or if something was wrong with the instrument, or if 



 31

it evoked unpleasant associations, or worse, if it was he himself most hopelessly spiraling 
into an unbalanced state of mind.  Before he could reach a conclusion, the melody 
reached its end, and he received warm-hearted praise.  Ahriman found her presence 
agreeable, and yet the love he saw in her eyes made him frightful. 
 

6 
Children from the neighborhood were playing at Zareena's house when Ahriman arrived.  
Mehreen came to receive him and said, “Mama's in the kitchen; she's baking cupcakes for 
us.  Will you be staying for supper?” 
 
Ahriman wanted to return saying that he would come later, but Mehreen insisted on his 
staying and announced his arrival to her mother.  She came out wearing an apron, her 
hands covered with flour.  She apologized for her appearance and asked him to sit in the 
drawing room.  “Do you mind if I see what else you are doing to spoil these restless 
souls?” asked Ahriman.  “See how they are swarming in and out of the house.” 
 
Zareena smiled and looked pleased with the compliment.  “You are welcome to the 
kitchen if you can bear the heat,” she said. 
 
“Why not?” said Ahriman and followed her to see the arrangements being made. 
 
“Mehernosh told me that his friends would like to stay for supper, today.  So I asked 
Mehreen if she would like to invite hers too.  She usually doesn't make such demands if I 
don’t ask her.” 
 
“She's quite happy about the cupcakes, though.” 
 
“Yes, that's what she is waiting for and if I leave her alone, that’s all she’ll ever eat.  But 
I'll make them all have a proper meal first.  Why don’t you eat here too?  We'll take our 
share to the veranda.” 
 
Ahriman willingly agreed.  After a while, the children were made to sit at the table and 
food was served.  Zareena left the maid to look after them and see if they needed 
anything else, and laid another table outside. 
 
Heavy clouds were rolling in from the western horizon with a low rumble.  A deep red 
circle was glowing where the sun was about to set.  The eastern horizon was still 
cloudless and was shedding diffused light on the houses and trees against a dark cloudy 
background.  There was a magical brilliance about the scene.  Ending the last long spell 
of intense, dry heat, a cool breeze had arrived as a pleasant harbinger of the monsoon. 
 
“How are your music lessons coming along?” asked Zareena. 
 
“I'm working hard.  Sometimes, I feel that it's already late to improve my skill 
considerably, but my Ustad is very encouraging.  The only problem is that his knowledge 
and talent are almost intimidating.  He's been playing for more than fifty years now, 
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starting when he was eight.  But such has his life been otherwise that whenever the topic 
diverts from the purely musical, his tone gets very bitter, and rightly so.  That's when he 
mentions how badly he is rewarded for his efforts and how conveniently his talents are 
ignored.  He has four sons none of whom have started earning.  He is the sole supporter 
of the family at an age when a human being should definitely be allowed to rest.  
Fortunately, three of his four daughters are married already.  Well, I'm not sure if I should 
call that fortunate.” 
 
“It’s good you corrected yourself on the last part,” said Zareena, with a meaningful smile.  
“For the development of art, these are bad times.  Promotion and support is in the hands 
of the public, and only popular fame can secure a comfortable position for the artists.  But 
popular fame, these days, is almost an argument against the artist.  Although good artists 
have often been in a bad way, with the loss of patronage which some of them enjoyed in 
the past, there's not much to be hoped for in terms of material reward.” 
 
The food was delicious and Ahriman did not hold back due praise to which she said, “I 
am glad you liked it.  Actually, I've been trying various recipes for my children.” 
 
“It might not be proper to ask you about your personal life,” said Ahriman, “as I've 
known you only for a short time, but if you don't mind, please do say a little more.” 
 
“Knowing you has been a pleasant change for me,” replied Zareena, “and I somehow feel 
very comfortable with you.  So I will tell you more.  I was married to a cousin of mine.  
We were in love, and it was also in keeping with the wishes of our elders.  I tried to be a 
good wife and my husband didn't have much to complain about.  Perhaps, that’s what 
bothered him more than anything else.  He was not a very reasonable person.  You can 
say for the sake of love, I tried to endure this disappointment,” she said lowering her 
eyes. 
 
“How did it all end?” 
 
“He fell in love with another woman.  He would return late from work and there were 
other incidents to confirm my suspicion.  I feared that our marriage would be threatened 
if I confronted him.  But then he was rude enough to tell me that he wanted to marry this 
other woman and would even relate his blissful experiences to me.  I had tried my best to 
understand his excessive desires, and I could do that very well from a distance.  But when 
he wanted to share his new romance with me, I had to tell him that I couldn't tolerate such 
barbarity any further, to which he replied that I would have to, and that it was my fate.  
And this was not the only problem.  He was becoming very indifferent and even unkind 
to the children too.  One day, I decided to leave with my children and went to my parent's 
house.  He did marry the other woman but the marriage didn't last long.  Under the 
family's pressure, he returned to me and pleaded with my parents to send me back.  When 
I refused, he wanted to take my children away. 
 
“My husband was a weak man,” she said looking into Ahriman's eyes, “and at times I 
cannot help pitying him – I think his weakness hurt my vanity.” 
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“What did your parents say?” asked Ahriman. 
 
“I said all I could to justify my decision only to hear my parents say that I should have 
compromised.  It's very frustrating to realize that whatever you've said in your defense is 
either not heard well or hardly remembered.  People have preconceived notions with 
which they ward off complicated situations.  I tried to justify myself till I found out that I 
was wasting words; till I realized that it was better to be silent.” 
 
“I understand.” said Ahriman in a low voice.  “It was quite wise of the Egyptians to 
worship a Harpocrates – the child-god of silence.” 
 
“Yes!  Silence too is godlike and deserves to be revered like a god – even in positive 
ways.  Higher culture teaches us not only to be able to comprehend and speak clearly 
about life and its phenomena, but also to be silent, out of the wish to learn more, out of 
politeness, out of compassion for those who would suffer from disillusionment, and out 
of respect for fatality; for we ourselves have many times been spared revelations before 
we could endure them.” 
 
The first drops of rain fell.  Looking towards the sky, Zareena reached beyond the shade 
and caught some drops in her slender hand. 
 
“The weather is beautiful,” said Ahriman. 
 
“Yes,” replied Zareena.  “Mehernosh will have another entertainment tomorrow, 
although I find hard to approve of it.  He likes catching frogs and earthworms.” 
 
“And Mehreen?” 
 
“She'll join him too, but she's more refined if left to herself,” said Zareena, smiling.  “She 
collects ladybirds; and loves the yellow ones.” 
 
“She'll find many next spring.  My lawn will be her paradise.” 
 
“I can imagine.  This reminds me of something else.  Mehernosh once came to me with 
Mehreen's badminton racquet.  He had removed the gut and wanted me to sew a light 
cloth around it so that he could use it as a net for catching butterflies.  Mehreen obviously 
protested when she saw her racquet like that and I had to buy her a new one.  Later, she 
even liked Mehernosh's idea and took the gut out of the new racquet too.  This is how 
they usually squabble and reconcile. 
 
“Well, playing racquet games alone is no fun at all.” said Ahriman. 
 
“I agree.” she said, laughing.  “And watching them play together brings me back to life.” 
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Rain was now pattering with heavy drops and at such a slant that it fell directly in the 
veranda.  Zareena asked Ahriman to come inside but he wanted to leave.  Asking him to 
wait, she went inside and returned with two books in her hand.  “I opened the trunk 
yesterday and took out these books,” she said.  “See if you like them.” 
 

7 
Ahriman met Sarah after her examinations.  She had done well and was very happy with 
her performance.  “So what have you been doing all these days?” she asked with an 
exuberance which almost offended Ahriman because he thought he had told her about his 
recent pursuits and if that was not enough, he could not hope to improve her 
understanding by going further into the details of musical theory and religious 
philosophy.  He cursed himself for having such thoughts and decided to share a more 
human encounter to which Sarah could relate well.  He started telling her about Zareena, 
and to make up for the lack of communication that had burdened him so much, he 
explained his experience with this new friend to the minutest detail.  Sarah listened but it 
took Ahriman a while to realize that she was not pleased.  She had tears in her eyes.  
“Sweetheart!  I love you so much that at times I forget what I am sharing with you,” he 
said trying to reconcile her.  “You know there's nothing that I keep away from you; and 
how could I not mention something that has made such an impression upon me!”  He 
went on and held her in his arms. 
 
Zareena's forthright manner, her observations, and her calm bearing had left Ahriman 
with a very agreeable opinion of the woman who had made a curious first impression.  It 
would be harsh, if not unfair, to say that Ahriman was misled by a single instance; but it 
would definitely make sense to ask whether he was not too possessed to consider whom 
he was addressing with this passionate although well-meant account. 
 
When Sarah recovered from her sobs, they resumed a cheerful conversation that they had 
grown so used to over the past years.  Sarah was reassured by their gestures of mutual 
affection.  But she did not learn further about Ahriman's feelings other than those of 
mutual affection. 
 

8 
Lately, Ahriman had not been meeting his friends; and with those who came to see him, 
he found nothing of interest to share.  He had found a wonderful new friend in Zareena.  
A strange tranquility had come over him ever since he had met her.  He would stay at 
home playing music and reading his books, and whenever he found the opportunity, he 
would go to see her.  The children seemed to like him too and welcomed him 
warmheartedly.  Apart from their little age-mates, there were not many other visitors to 
lighten up their small world.  Just watching their mother talking to a grownup with lively 
animation would lift the curse of isolation that they were not old enough to perceive.  But 
anyone watching closely could have felt the tender joy that had visited them.  They were 
too sure of their mother's love; they only wanted to be assured of her happiness. 
 
Ahriman had to accompany his father to the village to look into some matters of property.  
He had been absent from home for a week; the first thing after his return, he called on 
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Zareena.  She was happy to see him again and he felt duty bound to explain his absence, 
especially to the children.  After staying with him for a little while and relishing the 
cherries he had brought them, the children went off to play. 
 
Turning to Zareena, he held out a small bouquet.  “I saw these tiny wild flowers growing 
on the wayside,” he said, shyly.  “I thought of you and decided to pick them.  First, the 
idea pleased me so much that I could sense a subtle fragrance in them, but I was wrong,” 
he said with an unsure smile. 
 
“They're beautiful.  Thank you!” replied Zareena as she took the flowers and looked at 
them with pleasure.  “How was your trip?” 
 
“Not very fruitful; we could reach no agreement over the issues we were to sort out.  
Otherwise, I really enjoyed going to my uncle’s house and meeting my cousins there.  I 
had not seen them in a long time.  They have all grown up.  There was one I knew as a 
very, very sweet, talkative child.  Now she's fifteen and more reserved as would be 
proper, but her smile is sweet as ever.”  Ahriman paused here and looked at Zareena who 
was smiling and listening as if asking him to go on.  “There were some disappointments 
too.” Ahriman continued.  “The manor-house and the mosque that my grandfather built 
have deteriorated badly; I wish I could do something to restore them but I don’t think I’ll 
ever be able to do so.” 
 
“I also have some beautiful memories of my own village,” said Zareena.  “I used to spend 
whole vacations there with my family.  Even now, I occasionally long to see the peach 
blossoms and capture the scent of the earth after the first summer rain.  I don't know why, 
but people don't figure very prominently in these childhood reminiscences.  It's just an 
expanse of orchards and wheat fields under an overcast sky through which I walk; now 
alone, now with my younger brother.” 
 
“Where does your brother live?” 
 
“He died a long time ago,” replied Zareena with a sigh.  “He was my closest friend and 
companion in those days.   
I… ” 
 
Zareena was interrupted by a loud scream from inside the house.  “Mama! Mehernosh 
caught his bed on fire!” Mehreen shouted as she came running down the stairs. 
 
“What?” 
 
Zareena and Ahriman rushed to the upper story of the house as Mehreen repeated her 
words.  When they opened the door to Mehernosh’s room, the bed cover and the sheets 
were actually ablaze. 
 
“Where's Mehernosh?” asked Zareena in an alarmed voice. 
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“I don't know!” replied Mehreen. 
 
Without wasting another moment, Ahriman rushed to the driveway where he had seen a 
water bucket.  Lifting it, he ran back upstairs and splashed the water over the bed.  Then 
he turned the mattress upside down to extinguish the flames completely. 
 
After the alarm, there was an equally sudden relief.  The danger was over and now 
Zareena lost her temper as she started looking for Mehernosh.  She called out his name 
several times but he did not reply.  Finally, Zareena happened to open the closet in his 
room.  Mehernosh was found there timidly curled up on top of his clothes, clutching a 
matchbox in his hand.  His eyes were wide open with fright.  He knew that the fire had 
been put out but he expected the worst from his mother.  “Didn't I tell you not to play 
with matches?” she said angrily.  Mehernosh burst into tears saying that he tried putting 
out the fire and burned his hand. 
 
With a very sad look in her eyes, she embraced Mehernosh as he folded his arms around 
her neck.  She took him to the washbasin and held his hand under the tap.  Then she 
rubbed it with an ointment but for several hours, Mehernosh was in considerable pain. 
 
It was getting dark.  Zareena looked tired after the day's work.  Ahriman offered to take 
the children for a stroll.  The full moon had risen bright and high.  Ahriman noticed that 
Mehreen was looking at it and was deep in thought.  “Our teacher told us that there are 
other planets which revolve around the sun,” she remarked after a while, “and that some 
of them have more than one moon.  I wonder why they don't get in each other's way.”  
Ahriman was pleased with her curiosity and explained how the planets and their moons 
move in fixed orbits.  The children listened with great interest as the discourse went on 
and Ahriman tried his best to make it as comprehensible as possible.  Almost forgetting 
his pain, Mehernosh asked, “If we live inside this round world, there must be holes 
through which we see the sky.”  Ahriman smiled and said that he would have to grow a 
little older to understand. 
 
After some time, they returned to the house.  Ahriman wanted to leave but the children 
pressed him to stay a little longer.  “You talked to Mehreen about so many things,” 
complained Mehernosh, “now you will have to tell me a story.”  Ahriman could not put 
off the request.  He recalled a fairy tale that his grandmother had once told him, and 
decided to retell it with some changes.  He sat down on the stairs in front of the main 
door with the children at his side. 

 
9 

One day, a boy called Sanober was passing by a Bodhi tree.  There he saw an injured 
dove sitting at its foot.  He took her home and tended her wounds.  He decided to keep 
her in a little cage and feed her till she was healthy and strong enough to fly off.  One 
night, when Sanober was asleep, the dove turned into a beautiful fairy.  She stepped out 
of the little cage and woke him.  He marveled at her beautiful ethereal form.  “I am a 
daughter of the Bodhi Tree,” the fairy said.  “The tree under which you found me is our 
old father.  He rejuvenates himself from time to time by letting a root drop to the ground.  
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As soon as a root touches the ground, our mother, earth gives birth to another fairy like 
me.  During the day, we come out as little birds and are vulnerable to the forces of nature.  
That is how a wanton child tried to kill me and I was saved but badly injured.  At night, 
we come out as fireflies if we want to charm some good-hearted humans who have been 
hurt or sickened by the cares of the world, and also those in love.  The others we shoo off 
by hanging as ugly bats from the branches of the Bodhi tree.  You have saved me from an 
untimely end and I want to show my gratitude by taking you to our fairy world. Would 
you like to come?” 
 
Sanober started following her dreamily.  When they reached the place where Sanober had 
found the dove, she held his hand and guided him through a door in the tree trunk.  He 
found himself descending into a world so beautiful as he had never imagined.  There 
were houses, gardens, springs and orchards but all so excellent as could only be in a fairy 
world.  And the fairies!  Sanober tried to see if he could tell which one was more 
beautiful but it was a tough question for his poor mind.  They were sitting on the 
thresholds of their little houses playing harps and lyres and singing lively songs in their 
soft, mellifluous voices.  They asked him to join them in singing.  He tried but his voice 
wavered so pitifully that he decided not to make any contribution. 
 
Then he ate of the fruits of the orchards and they tasted better than anything he had ever 
had.  Before daybreak, the fairy led Sanober back to his house.  As she left, she gave him 
a pearl from her necklace, telling him not to let anyone know of his secret finding.  
Sanober promised and fell asleep. 
 
After this interesting night, the fairy would visit him occasionally and take him with her.  
There he had begun to recognize the faces of the many fairies and they also liked to see 
this alien creature in their fairy world.  And every time his friend bid him farewell, he 
would receive a pearl from her necklace. 
 
One day, the fairy came to tell him that they were going to celebrate the birth of another 
sister.  When he reached there, the other fairies were busy lining with gold the little dress 
they had sewn for Sanober.  After finishing their work, they also gave him a silver sword.  
He wore the dress and looked like a little prince with the sword at his waist.  “Now you 
are ready to meet our father,” the fairies said. 
 
He accompanied them to a huge palace and entered an imposing gate with gigantic 
pillars.  The path led to the pavilion where the primeval father was sitting on his throne.  
He was a tall old man with a long white beard and a scepter in his hand.  Sanober bowed 
before him as told.  The father rose from his magnificent throne and asked Sanober to be 
seated at his side.  “I thank you for the favor you did me by saving my daughter's life,” he 
said.  “I would have liked you to stay here with us and learn rare secrets one by one, but 
you are destined to be a man of the world too.  What does it matter?  Here you can come 
and drink the refreshing waters of the fountains and eat the fruits of the orchard that are 
not just fruits.  They will invigorate your soul with invisible powers that you shall cherish 
for a lifetime.  Each visit shall do you some good, but on one condition: that you never let 
others know about us.”  Sanober promised solemnly to act in accordance with the father's 
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wishes.  Then the ceremony proceeded as the newborn sister was brought in and the 
father held her in his arms.  He blessed her with a kiss on the forehead and put her back 
in the golden cradle.  Entrusting her to the sisters' care, he walked out of the court and 
left.  The festival continued as the fairies sang gentle songs to their harps and lyres.  They 
all turned to fireflies when it was time for Sanober to leave, and accompanied him home. 
 
In this manner, Sanober became a cherished member of this family and everyday he 
learned secrets and lessons which he was not supposed to relate to anyone. 

 
The story unfolded with several interesting events before Ahriman concluded it thus: 
 
Although Sanober enjoyed the leisure of his mysterious visits to the fairy world, he could 
not keep the secret for long.  One day, he called his best friend to his house and confided 
everything to him.  When the friend found it unbelievable, Sanober showed him the 
several pearls that he had carefully hidden in a small casket.  The friend was overjoyed.  
Sanober was very good at heart and wanted to share the precious gift with his friend.  He 
gave him a few pearls and asked him to take them home.  His friend was not as reliable as 
Sanober had expected because he was also a child like himself. The very next day, his 
parents came and talked to Sanober's about the jewels their son had brought home.  
Sanober was called and he had to confess everything because he never lied to his parents.  
Upon seeing the pearls, his parents were extremely tempted to examine the tree.  They 
looked around it but found nothing of particular interest.  They found their son's words 
lacking in truth, but the pearls and various ideas of soon becoming the richest family of 
the neighborhood inspired belief.  When they found no clue to the secret of the tree, they 
decided to fell it and seek the treasure directly.  Sanober pleaded with them to spare the 
tree, but no one lent him an ear.  With the help of woodcutters the tree was soon brought 
down.  Earth was dug so deep under it that water appeared from below but no treasure 
was found.  On returning home, Sanober was greatly grieved and held himself 
responsible for the death of the old father.  He went to his room and opened the casket to 
take a look at his treasure, but all the pearls had turned to pebbles… 

 
Mehreen had fallen asleep resting her head against Ahriman's shoulder.  Mehernosh's 
eyelids were drooping over his big black eyes, but he wanted to hear another story.  
“Look at this little arsonist!” Zareena said with an affectionate smile, hearing the request 
as she came outside.  The maidservant came and took the children inside.  Zareena 
apologized for the inconvenience that the day's events had caused him, but Ahriman 
refused to acknowledge such formalities. 
 

10 
Ahriman's father received a letter from the village reporting at length the current situation 
of their family property.  Some of their farmlands had been leased to tenant farmers by 
Ahriman’s grandfather.  Payments were received by Ahriman's father through relatives 
and now, the problems of absentee ownership were arising.  The tenants who had been 
making minimal payments were asked to vacate the land after the summer harvest.  This 
news had taken them aback and they had initially agreed to do so, but the letter suggested 
a complete reversal.  The farmers demanded that either they be allowed to continue 
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working on the land without being asked for higher payments than had been agreed upon 
years ago, or granted ownership of a part of the land upon vacating it.  It was also 
rumored that they were not afraid of any lawsuit if the landlord chose resorting to legal 
means. 
 
The letter was worrying Ahriman's father considerably because he knew that these 
decades-old tangles of tenancy could not be resolved by distant correspondence or 
occasional visits to the village.  It required him to spend a few months there.  But there 
was not enough time to spare; his work in the city could not be abandoned for so long 
without loss.  There was a possibility which he did not want to consider; he was very 
indulgent towards his only son.  But Ahriman was told by his mother about the state of 
affairs, and how it was making the father morose and irritable.  Without her mentioning, 
Ahriman did have the feeling that his parents were concerned about his future, and that 
his promises of eventually settling for some suitable occupation did not convince them 
altogether.  The aspects of practical life suddenly weighed so heavily on him that his 
recent preoccupations appeared only as so many aimless extravagances, and he grew very 
suspicious of their indisputable significance. 
 
When his doubts became unbearable, he consoled himself by thinking that he could 
continue his musical practice and reading in the village, nevertheless; that is, except for 
the absence of the Ustad and Zareena, the village offered everything conducive of silent 
contemplation and deep learning.  Without revealing his intentions to his parents, he went 
to discuss the matter with Zareena.  He found her in the lawn helping the children with 
their home assignments.  She greeted him cheerfully; the children were overjoyed to see 
him, but Zareena sent them inside to complete their work. 
 
“Mehernosh told me today what he was trying to do when he set the bed on fire.” said 
Zareena, smiling.  “He would light a thread of the bedcover's fringe and then blow it out, 
letting the flame spread a little each time.  When the last attempt failed and the flame 
started blazing to his repeated blowing, he hid himself in the closet.” 
 
“I find his curiosity commendable,” replied Ahriman, “although his hiding away could 
have had dangerous consequences.  Still, we can't blame the poor child; it must have 
struck him as the best alternative.” 
 
“Yes.  He is just a child, sometimes adults behave the same way, if we look carefully – of 
course without praise or censure because that would only confound our observation.” 
 
“You are very right,” said Ahriman.  “Interestingly, I find myself in a similar situation, 
and I have to decide now if I am to prove my worth to others.”  Ahriman went on to 
explain everything to Zareena, and told her how he intended to be of some service to his 
father. 
 
“I find your sentiments very noble,” remarked Zareena, “and if you have considered 
everything carefully, nothing should stop you from declaring your good intentions to 
your parents.” 
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After thinking for a while, Ahriman said, “I really feel that knowing you at this stage has 
had a profound effect on me.  I think this burden of responsibility is also a part of it.” 
 
“I’m glad to hear such a beautiful thing, although I hardly consider myself capable of 
such influence.  Whatever the reason for this harmony of souls might be, I can’t deny that 
you have colored my life too in the most charming way.  And I don't know how to 
express my gratitude for the way you entertain the children.” 
 
“You know,” Ahriman exclaimed, “it also pains me to think that I'll have to stay away 
from you!” 
 
“It does not make me happy either,” Zareena said calmly, “but you are serving a higher 
aim and learning to live in the practical world.  Self-discipline and moral restraint are 
great virtues.  You must have heard this a thousand times, but now is the time to let 
yourself experience their worth through your own deeds.” 
 
“Hmm.” 
 
“And remember that you have to write to me while you are away.  I'll write to you too.”  
What an effect these words had on Ahriman cannot be easily imagined.  In an elevated 
state of mind, he went to his Ustad and begged to be excused for a few months.  Careful 
not to put him out of humor, he said, “Please, bear with me.  This is an exceptional 
situation where I lose everything if I keep thinking only of an isolated interest.  And 
nothing should keep me from playing music in the peaceful atmosphere of the village.  
Just give me enough work so that I can sustain my present level of skill and make some 
improvement.  As soon as I return, I will be on your doorstep, at least a little furthered in 
dexterity, if raising my level of understanding is not possible without your guidance.” 

 
11 

After having set his mind at ease, he revealed his plans to his father.  The father was not 
very eager to assent to the idea but was very pleased with his son's good sense.  Like in 
many other things, here too, the son prevailed over his parents' hesitation, but in a more 
amiable way.  Preparations were made for his departure and a servant was arranged to 
keep the rooms of the manor-house in good order. 
 
Until the last moment, Ahriman had not discussed any of his plans with Sarah.  He had 
somehow managed to stay away from her for two weeks.  What happened when he went 
to meet her was beyond his expectations, and yet it was not uncalled for.  She was very 
displeased to see him after such a long time, but her pleasant nature did not allow her to 
be too harsh. 
 
“I was dying to hear something from you.  Where have you been?” she asked in a serious 
tone. 
 
“O, I have – I've really been busy doing a few important things,” replied Ahriman. 
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“You should have at least called to let me know that you were alright.” 
 
“I'm sorry!  But why are you in such a bad mood?  You know, I love you.” 
 
“I love you too.  Perhaps you're right.  There's nothing to worry about, but I think I do 
have a right to show my concern.” 
 
Formidable thoughts which Ahriman had never been strong enough to think, let alone 
mention to someone, started revolving in his mind and he was overcome with a total lack 
of sensation.  It was the same numbness he had felt while approaching Sarah to give her 
the birthday gift on that memorable day, but now for a different reason. 
 
“Sarah, there's something I want to tell you,” he said with grim detachment. 
 
“What?” 
 
“Whatever I've been saying in regard to our relationship came only from the depth of my 
soul.  And I know I was the one to take the initiative.  But I – I don't feel the same for you 
anymore.”  A heavy burden was lifted from his heart with this confession. 
 
“Didn't you just say you love me?” she asked in bewilderment.  “Oh, my God!  How 
foolish I am!  It must be out of habit that you said that!  I can see it takes longer to be rid 
of habitual phrases than feelings.”  Now Sarah had broken into tears.  “I could already tell 
that something was going wrong.  You had been growing quieter; you always held 
something back, complaining about the way of life you felt you were forced into.  I felt as 
if it were my fault.  Tell me!  Did I force you to do this or that?  I tried my best to 
comfort you but I never knew it was me that bothered you most.” 
 
“I feel ashamed even as I say sorry to you.  You are such a good person and I take all the 
blame, but what I say is true nevertheless.” Ahriman said reluctantly. 
 
“So you don't feel anything for me?” she asked in utter disbelief. 
 
“I know how difficult it would be for you.  Please forgive me, if possible.” 
 
Sarah was quite beside herself.  “What's the matter with you, Ahriman?  What went 
wrong?  And where?  How did your feelings change?  Do you like someone else?  Is it 
because you like that other woman?” 
 
“Not at all!”  Ahriman revolted at her conjecture. 
“Then what?  I've not even pressured you to marry me because I knew you were not 
settled in your professional life.” 
 
“Oh, it's none of that!” said Ahriman, impatiently sweeping his hand in the air.  “I've told 
you I no longer harbor those feelings which brought us closer, and I thought it better to 
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inform you because it would have been even more unfair – not that it is fair now – but it 
would have been worse if I had said all this when the question of marriage became 
inevitable.” 
 
“How could you change so suddenly?  I fail to understand all this.  So we won't see each 
other again?”  Sarah said in a trembling voice. 
 
“I would like to be your friend always, but it's better in such relationships to stay away as 
much as possible, if we really want to sever them.” Ahriman replied coldly, with the 
detachment of an analyst. 
 
“What has happened to you, Ahriman?  I could never imagine that you'd change so 
much!”  Sarah was a girl of lively temperament and had lived in happy circumstances.  
This was her life’s first great sorrow and she could not help wishing that it were just a 
bad dream from which she could wake up. 
 
Ahriman was quiet with his head bowed down.  Sarah's anguish pierced his heart.  He 
had bewildered himself by bringing up such an issue but was least compelled to put it off.  
He wanted the whole affair to dissolve then and there. 
 
“I fail to understand what's so urgent that you want to be rid of me so quickly.  Give me 
another chance,” she said pleadingly, as she wiped her tears, “to make up for not being a 
worthy friend.  You also tried more than once to convince me of your love, didn't you?” 
 
Ahriman knew he did not have any other presentable reason.  The affection he wanted to 
show her he held back because that would have only rendered his present effort 
meaningless. 
 
“My sister was right!” cried Sarah.  “Men are all the same.  Goodness!  She was right!  
But why am I pitying myself so?” 
 
“Don't forget that I will always be there as a friend, Sarah,” said Ahriman for the sake of 
saying something. 
 
“To hell with your friendship!” 
 
“Why don't you try to understand?” 
 
“Understand what?  That you are such a fickle idiot?” 
 
Sarah was angry but now she could also see his tears through hers.  She was so deeply in 
love with her capricious friend that she soon composed herself enough to say, “I can't see 
you cry like this, dear.  With me, it does not matter; when do girls not cry?  Men seldom 
cry.  The only time I saw tears in my father's eyes was when my grandmother died.  And 
it made everything seem more terrible.  I will not bother you anymore.  Let this be a 
proof of my love for you.  Please leave now and never see me again.  Oh God!  Why do I 
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feel so wretched?  Please leave me alone!”  Sarah did not mean what she had said, but 
Ahriman made for the door as if he were waiting just for that last command.  A day later, 
he left for his village. 
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III 
 

1 
Dear Zareena, 
 
I arrived here yesterday. The servant cleaned up the rooms in the evening and I sent him 
off after dinner.  It seemed I had not slept for ages, but still stayed up till late.  Even the 
clock slows down in such calm surroundings.  I was tormenting myself recalling some 
recent unpleasant events.  That they turned out so badly is entirely my fault, but I hope 
the burden of remorse would be lifted with time and I would not like to say anything 
further. 
 
In the morning, I was pleasantly woken up when a sparrow crept in through a half-open 
window.  The light came on when the bird tried to perch on the small toggle switch. 
 
The night I spent pacing back and forth in the courtyard.  The watchtowers of the manor-
house cast grim silhouettes in the starlight.  I went up and took a view of the wide 
expanse of the surrounding fields.  The stars appear more brilliant in moonless nights and 
there are no lights in the vicinity to muddle their glow.  I remembered how we would 
occasionally spot a satellite while lying in the courtyard during summer.  The operas on 
my uncle's radio would fade in and out intermittently as transmission fluctuated.  My 
father would fascinate me with some knowledge of the cosmos and teach me how to 
figure out constellations.  I would actually start dreaming before I dozed off. 
 
Our situation is quite peculiar, isn't it?  How many of us are in danger of vacillating 
between the urban and the rural, the new and the old, the east and the west, and so on, 
without achieving anything of value.  Life is so short that one cannot really worry about 
such fruitless differentiation without impeding one's cultural and moral development.  
And yet we have to hear the endless babble about national policies.  The more one 
reflects on events, more painfully does one comprehend their inevitability. 
 
Give my love to the children. 
 

2 
Zareena to Ahriman 

Dear Ahriman, 
 
Everything here is the same.  I think of you whenever I have tea.  Does your servant 
make it well?  The children remember you too.  Mehernosh asked me to tell you that you 
should bring him more cherries and that he would not like to see you return without any 
gift.  I hope you will not take it too seriously.  I wrote this knowing you would enjoy His 
Majesty's impertinence.  Mehreen sends you her greetings. 
 
I have been preparing lectures for the new semester.  In these times, art is associated with 
failure in other more practical spheres of life, or respected if it happens to be just a 
pastime.  Our cultural situation is an ugly blend of many influences – fusion some like to 
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call it without realizing that fusion at breakneck speed only achieves broken necks.  Quite 
diverse cultures can influence each other in a fruitful manner but that requires centuries, 
or at least a lifetime.  Where would our classical music be, for instance, without Vedic 
chants and the subsequent influence of the Muslims?  Now tell me what could appear 
more antithetical than these two tendencies?  But here we see a transformation in which 
break with former traditions was gradual enough to evolve into something of a higher 
order. 
 
Best wishes, 
 
Zareena. 
 

3 
Dear, dear Zareena, 
 
You cannot imagine how your letter comforted me!  I have noticed a few amusing things 
for the children.  The birds here are beautiful.  The Greek Partridge has a very attractive 
voice, and it is so loud and excited that it could wake Mehernosh for school everyday.  
Tell Mehreen that I have seen large beetles here and that I will bring her a few if she does 
not find them too repulsive. 
 
Yesterday, I witnessed an interesting incident.  There is a railway line running along the 
irrigation canal.  I was standing there when the second of the two daily carriages was 
passing.  I saw two little boys at some distance, hurling stones at the train.  One of them 
managed to hit a farmer on the temple.  The farmer flew into a rage when he saw blood 
running down his face.  He jumped out of the train and gave the rogues what they were 
asking for.  I wanted to intercede but by the time I got closer, the farmer was already on 
his way, and the boys were writhing in the dust.  It was not long before they got up and 
dived into the canal to get the dirt off their clothes and scampered away singing wildly.  
And it seems their attitude will not be all that different when they grow up.  Tough 
though their circumstances are, they live from day to day and neither know, nor care to 
know how life would treat them when they grow up.  I think such apprehensions are 
vouchsafed only to the over-conscious, educated lot so that they could flatter themselves 
with a plan for the course of life, which is nevertheless checked, thwarted and promoted 
in the most unexpected ways. 
 

4 
I am managing my work well.  The sun sets earlier and I am left to myself for the rest of 
the day.  How shall I thank you for sending me a copy of the Bible!  I have been reading 
it recently and no other environment, as you say, would suit better this grand testimony of 
the remote past.  There is nothing to disturb the imagination as the powerful images 
unfurl in the light of the lamp.  Thanks to the chilly nights, there is nothing more than a 
cricket's chirp to suggest a disturbing presence. 
 
I went through Torah and will have to reread it several times I suppose.  You were right 
in saying that what is close to us strikes us immediately, but what is meant for all times 
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does not jolt us into quick appreciation.  Solomon's Song too has left me spellbound.  I 
have never read a better love song and do not think I ever will.  But the present age is too 
loud for these sublime undertones.  It is possible to pass over them as fragments of 
religious history if belief is not categorical.  One wakes up in the morning overjoyed to 
have struck upon a great hidden treasure, but the world around us puts a seal of 
sensibility on our lips.  For one would truly look mad going into raptures over a beautiful 
passage which lightens the face with a smile and moistens the eye with devout tears. 
 
I think it is enough for us to appropriate the excellence that we find in religion and leave 
the insolence of exegesis to theologians.  They will keep themselves busy a long time 
claiming omniscience for their respective religions.  The spirit of contradiction too would 
suit the masters very well.  For a novitiate like me, your soothing influence alone is 
enough. 
 

5 
I have not been able to practice music very regularly, but I have come across another 
musician in the village.  His name is Faridun.  He is blind, and is the only son of a farmer 
with six unmarried daughters.  They live on our property.  The negotiations we made 
entailed that the farmers vacate the land.  All others had to go but I let his family stay.  
They are poorer than the rest, Zareena, and that the poor son is blind and lives by playing 
his Sarinda touched me.  My uncles were not very happy about it, but they could not do 
anything as I have my father's approval to make decisions in his behalf.  I am already an 
eyesore to them because their own interests are being hindered, and their involvement in 
complicating the dispute by joining hands with a couple of influential tenants has become 
obvious. 
 
I went to Faridun's house the other day.  He was very obliged and offered me tea at his 
frugal dwelling.  The water here is somewhat brackish, but it suits the green tea very 
well.  Faridun knows of my interest in music and was very eager to play some folk songs 
for me.  His father expressed his gratitude and said that he would pay for my kindness 
with his life if need be.  He could not control his tears, and I comforted him saying that 
he should thank God instead, because he is the one who bestows blessings and takes them 
away. 
 
The house has nothing except the basic necessities one would need to live.  The very term 
basic sounds questionable when one sees that all they need is literally shelter and food.  
The cattle and goats are penned in the small forecourt in front of their two rooms.  The 
mother sews clothing for the whole family.  This is how all the farmers and their families 
live and they never complain until they face some real misfortune. 
 
What is it with the likes of me, Zareena, who are oppressed by internal vacillations and 
appear as privileged good-for-nothings on the face of the earth?  What is there to trouble 
us?  Nevertheless, I know these dainty matters of the spirit would not let me be. 
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6 
Several shots rang out last night.  I went outside to inquire into the matter.  Many people 
had woken up.  My servant brought the news that an old man on his deathbed had been 
murdered by a few unknown intruders.  It was not surprising because this old man had 
killed someone from another family many years ago, and the blood had not been 
avenged.  The revenge was delayed due to several reasons one of which was that this man 
had become a fugitive and returned after decades when he thought the incident would 
have been forgotten.  But now, had he died a natural death, it would have been an eternal 
dishonor to the other bereaved family.  No one saw the murderers, but everyone knows 
them. 
This man belonged to a tribal family.  The natives of this village, on the other hand, are 
more moderate in such matters and often go for a verbal reconciliation with the counsel 
of the village elders.  They are considered as spendthrifts who indulge in vices previously 
unknown here.  They are more educated but are losing their lands to the tribal settlers 
who are hardworking, straightforward and also religious.  And for the latter, it goes 
without saying that religion is to have no bearing on their tradition of personal revenge.  
Their manners are relatively crude which has given rise to many jokes about them; even 
the way they drive a Tanga is thought to be more barbaric. 
 

7 
Zareena to Ahriman 

One is left speechless in such instances but our senses are bound to revolt at times.  When 
my maternal uncle was a child of eight, he had a friend at school who was the son of a 
wealthy landlord.  One day, during recess, they were walking together when someone 
shot a bullet from behind them.  It grazed my uncle's ear and hit the other boy in the neck, 
fatally wounding him.  This was also a family feud where the avengers did not take the 
trouble to think even for a moment that killing a little child is not justified by any sense of 
honor, but is like perpetrating cowardice against a tradition which they are no longer able 
to uphold honorably.  But it takes time to realize that everything has not been arranged 
for the sake of our understanding and taste.  Many secrets we seem to have unraveled we 
have actually glossed over and reduced to a single viewpoint. 
 
The comparison you wrote of the two sorts of villagers is interesting.  Anyone who has 
had to bear hardships without losing good sense will always be haughty and to the point.  
Leisure breeds refinement and good taste but more often, it leads to sloth and depravity.  
At the risk of drifting from this topic, I would like to mention that modernity is not 
curbed by strict morals and we do not have to fear many injustices previously committed 
in the name of justice, but we should not forget that liberty is not for the liberals either.  
They would do well to harness themselves and question their arbitrary actions as much as 
they are given to tendentious revolts.  They think they have reached the heart of every 
moral matter and found water there instead of blood.  Of what use is all psychological 
cynicism if one is not rich enough for it!  I have known ones who consider it beneath 
themselves to sing a moving love song because they think they have achieved a deeper 
understanding of the phenomena underlying love. 
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There are things to which one attaches oneself so passionately, at different stages of life, 
and then they lose either their existence or significance – or worse, we are disillusioned.  
And then we try to avenge ourselves with cunning.  As we grow wiser, we do not 
necessarily start feeling more deeply, but mostly how to muddle feelings and force them 
into word-channels to become romantics, skeptics, optimists, pessimists, and what not.  
As much as language helps us to articulate our thoughts and feelings, it veils them in the 
same measure.  This cannot mean that we should never grow up and never rely on verbal 
expression, but only that we could turn to our childlike element when words fail us.  And 
where one has to be cynical one should be wary of becoming “doglike”. 
 

8 
Your letter was lovely – the first thing I read in the morning.  I read it over three times!  It 
occurred to me that it does not really matter what aspect of life is discussed or shared if it 
is to please or interest us; it is rather the way things are talked about and interpreted that 
puts us in a cordial mood.  Doesn't the same hold true in case of close friendship and 
love?  Yes, indeed.  But a human being is subject to change and ascent.  Sadly enough, 
one can grow weary even of friends, by outgrowing them.  As you say, compassion 
always helps because as long as we remain human, we will face similar challenges. 
 

9 
Here I sit under the warm afternoon sun on Jindai's side.  The river flows so silently as if 
it were sleeping.  Occasionally I pick up my Sarangi and play something.  A strange joy 
makes me shudder when under the clear sky, I try to emulate the spirit of our higher 
culture.  If we take a poetic expression and call architecture “petrified music”, we can see 
how it is only two different forms of music through which our culture speaks to us across 
centuries.  The melodies that evoke deep feelings intensely and restrain them with a form 
that is subtle yet strict, wandering yet sure of an artful resolution.  I know I am merely 
prattling, Zareena, but please, do not stop me from doing so!  The only other way is that 
you could be here and feel what the environment lends to music even in the hands of such 
an artless performer as myself.  One cannot say how, but art does change a man.  What 
pleasures are to be found in music, poetry, religion and philosophy, I am only beginning 
to learn.  And now, when your memory diverts me from concentrating on tedious 
exercises and reading, I pick up pen and paper and start writing to you.  I know it is about 
time for the postman to pass by, and I will hand over this note to him.  Love to you and 
the little ones. 
 

10 
Today, I saw a girl who reminded me of you.  She was prettier than all her companions.  I 
can almost say she was less playful than the rest, but she was so much like you!  She had 
charming eyes that reminded me of yours.  She actually was such that it gave me an idea 
how you must have looked in your youth – impossibly beautiful!  I asked her a few 
mundane questions because I wanted to hear her voice.  That too was so much like yours, 
Zareena!  The moment I try to figure out how many associations draw me towards you, I 
lose myself completely.  Do you understand me, my dear friend?  Please write to me 
whenever you have time.  Your letters lift me above petty annoyances and unfetter my 
mind from the most uninspired thoughts. 
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11 

I was rummaging through my books for a passage when a thought occurred to me.  Why 
is it so seldom that we hear of creative works by a woman?  Some say that it is her 
underprivileged position in society which has left her with no liberty.  Others think that 
she lacks the capacity for such sublime activities.  A sexist might even say that she is 
incapable of true companionship as a friend. 
 
As far as I am concerned, I can only express my boundless joy at being able to share my 
reflections on so touchy a topic with you, without the slightest fear of giving offence.  
Moreover, it saddens me to think that even in bygone times of cultural ascent and 
prosperity, we hear of girls too poor to be married taken to the marketplace for sale. 
 

12 
Zareena to Ahriman 

Your letters have kept me in a cheerful mood.  My sisters came with their children and 
stayed for a week.  We had a good time talking about many things that sisters have to 
share – the smallest and the greatest concerns, from finding good maidservants to 
bringing up children sensibly. 
 
The weather here is changing and we have had the first autumn rain.  The air has 
suddenly become cooler and the wind sounds the lovely chimes outside your house.  I 
often look at them and think of you.  The leaves have turned a beautiful red and the 
gardener has brought several flowerpots to my house.  A few buds have appeared but it 
will at least be a month before all the flowers are in bloom.  I am doing well except for 
some weakness at times.  The children caught flu and I think it is owing to this sudden 
change of weather that I do not feel too good either.  Mehreen and Mehernosh are 
sniffing their runny noses and sending you greetings. 
 
With love and gratitude, 
 
Zareena. 

 
PS Your remark on the plight of women was touching.  Men have always been less 
inclined, it seems, to accept women as human beings, and consider them either as 
overvalued aesthetic phenomena or as objects of utility.  But impertinence goes with 
power in every form, and it is not surprising that we owe the worst and the best in culture 
to imperial caprice.  Humanity could never do justice to all human beings. 
 
By her very nature, a woman is seldom interested in friendship as men experience it.  The 
feelings of comradeship in war, or fellowship in any other endeavor hold little fascination 
and almost no utility for her.  The same is true of creativity.  When will a being who is 
constitutionally harrowed by family concerns as a mother, a wife, a sister and a daughter 
ever have the time to seek leisurely distraction in the realm of the humanities?  And that 
she has fainter yearning for such things is only natural.  She has different spiritual needs 
which attain satisfaction through different means.  There have been admirable men who 
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cherished their creative works far more than their own children.  A woman, as far as I can 
imagine, is bound to do just the opposite.  And her final argument should be that a child 
is born to woman not to man. 
 

13 
Oh, give my love to the children and kiss them for me!  A runny nose is a sorry affair for 
grownups too.  I hope you too would have recovered from this unavoidable malady when 
you receive my letter – yours was beautiful.  All I might say in response to it would only 
spoil its savors.  I will fare better if I write of other things.  So let me tell you more about 
my new friend. 
 
I met Faridun today, after returning from the magistrate's office.  He asked me if I would 
play the Sarangi for him.  I agreed.  He said that he liked a particular spot under the 
Bodhi tree which was a few miles away.  I sadly realized how humans hold fast to 
associations for experiencing which they have lost the means.  My servant carried along 
my Sarangi and a thermos with tea, and I helped Faridun with his hookah that he was 
bent on taking along.  We walked on as he used his stick and slung his Sarinda with a 
leather strap on his shoulder.  “This is my shotgun,” he jokingly said.  He is very good-
natured and does not look overly concerned about the affliction that darkens his world.  
On the way, he told me that when he was a child, he developed an infection in the left eye 
which then invaded the right one too.  His eyes used to burn and water painfully.  The 
traditional remedies did not help and eventually, he lost his sight completely. 
 
There is a pond at the foot of the Bunyan tree.  Some of the tree's aerial roots hang over 
the pond.  It is a beautiful spot to which a path through the fields leads and goes farther 
up to the western belt of mountains.  The afternoon sun cast its radiant spell all around on 
the fields and the haystacks.  Buffalos could be seen in the distance with bells around 
their necks giving doltish rings.  They chew their fodder well and with such composure as 
I am not capable of.  There was another sound that I mistook for the cooing of a dove, but 
Faridun made me notice the “Poo, poo, poo…” and said it was a kind of whistle sounded 
while the tube well was running. 
 
We had tea and smoked chillum.  He had brought some flavored tobacco along and asked 
me to try it.  He is very particular about taste in his own way.  The tobacco tastes nice and 
does not irritate the throat too much, although we were exhaling as much smoke as I 
could see rising from the two tall chimneys of a distant kiln. 
 
I watched his Sarinda closely and tried to play it.  I could sound it without making it 
squeak and Faridun encouraged me with a few tips.  He has promised to get one for me 
and I have already paid him. 
 
He likes Bhairavi on the Sarangi particularly, perhaps because most of the traditional 
music here is composed in this scale.  After we had satisfied ourselves with music, he 
told me about a girl he loved.  I asked him how he came across her.  “We played together 
as children,” he said.  “When I lost my sight, she was the only one to say that she felt 
very sad.  She used to meet me here and occasionally bring fruits along if she had saved 
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enough money to buy them.  She never stole from the orchards like others.  She also 
encouraged me to play the Sarinda.  Once, her brother noticed her on a secret visit after 
we were no longer children.  He kicked me rudely in the belly and dragged her home.  I 
would have thrashed his brain out if I were not blind,” he said angrily.  “But the girl used 
to see me after that too.  She enjoyed the songs I sang, and it was because of her that I 
learned one song after another so well. 
 
“One day, she came to me and started crying.  I asked her what had happened but she 
would not reply.  She held my hand to her breast and covered it with tears.  After a few 
moments, she told me that she was being married to someone else.  I felt a pang in my 
heart.  That was the moment when I wished God would rid me of my hearing too.  I also 
wanted to comfort her but where was I to find the words!  Finally, I did assure her that it 
was only for her own good, and that she had already indulged me more than I deserved.  
She left after I held her in my arms for the first and the last time.” 
 
With a deep sigh, he picked up his Sarinda and sang, 
 
Pearls by millions I would sooner cede 
For the tears borne of love and grief. 
 
In a desert, once, on a hunt did I find, 
With a radiant smile, a flower so fair; 
Sadly, I approached and sighed, “Ah! Of my kind 
Are you too – a hapless flower from a beloved's hair. 
Frail fingers wouldn't take you to a soft face so close, 
Nor would you be kissed by lips delicate and rose.” 
With a silent smile the flower replied, “Don't lose heart! 
This desert I wouldn't give up for the gardens of Iran, 
A solitary I am here while legions are there, 
Amidst this cursed soil I stand apart. 
In this grey desert, a flamboyant flame of divine light am I, 
Beauty's silent song, a miracle from the sky. 
In your garden, there are thousands of flowers like me –  
A nameless droplet in a nameless sea. 
You too, in your desert, don't feel forlorn, 
To behold you at last shall come a sore Ghani Khan. 
 

14 
I had asked my father to send me some books from home.  Yesterday, I collected them 
from the post office and now I am on the verge of losing my mind.  I try reading a book 
as fast as I can, then pick up another just to read the introduction, and then another to do 
the same.  Then I resume reading the first one trying to tell myself that I shall not leave it 
in the middle, but the cycle repeats itself every couple of hours.  Now, I hope, you will be 
able to understand how much pain, much wanted sweet pain these books have brought 
into my peaceful life! 
 



 52

15 
If I kept on treating the Sarangi this way, music would soon be a lost dream for me. There 
are so many distractions, including the necessary ones, that I can hardly do more than one 
thing a day.  But I am not giving up; this is just a friendly exchange of dark and secret 
problems.  And then, I have your example to inspire me! 
 
These days, I usually take my books along and sit under the Bodhi tree.  Faridun joins me 
occasionally with his Chillum and Sarinda.  In addition to his songs, he has very good 
stories to tell, especially the never-ending one about two brothers, Naikai and Badai (the 
Good and the Bad), where Badai looms large as the wanton but intelligent brother who 
fools everyone around him with his tricks and mischief.  Naikai serves only as a foil. 
 
Yesterday, I went to hunt partridges and returned with a full game bag.  I hope nature will 
forgive us such transgressions if we let the birds be during breeding season.  My cousin 
has an excellent pair of retrievers; they did not miss any of the kills.  I was very much 
tempted to ask him for a puppy from the next litter, but I do not think I will be able to 
tolerate a dog in my house all the time. 
 
Tonight, we will probably go after wild boars.  Oh, well, I would have rather stayed back 
and read something, but my cousin insisted that I should not miss this sport either.  To 
tell you the truth, I can hardly keep myself from such thrills and I think I would have 
gone alone if my cousin had not accompanied me.  The farmers complain that the boars 
have been spoiling the crops and it does give me a clear conscience for the inner 
temptation to wreak havoc on the ugly beasts! 
 
The Crows!  Oh!  The Crows!  We have been using these live targets for shooting 
practice.  And there are so many of them!  These ugly urban scavengers!  They have not 
even spared the villages.  My cousin has brought some 8mm cartridges with bullets that 
explode upon impact.  They are accurate too, and it is a pleasure to watch a crow almost 
vanish from sight.  Have you ever observed them in the cities?  They have a very good 
social sense and raise such a dirge for the deceased as goes unrivalled by any other 
species of the animal kingdom.  And even where the population is overflowing with 
malnourished individuals, these gluttons manage to fatten themselves to the size of 
chickens! 

 
16 

The sesames are blooming in the fields and the oranges are glowing in the orchards.  I 
know they look beautiful but what am I to do with all this beauty when I feel so 
dissatisfied with myself?  The way I have been frittering away my time during the past 
weeks has left me with nothing worth writing about.  And it has been some time since I 
heard from you.  You should not feel compelled to reply to each and every letter of mine, 
but also remember that I need your reassurance and encouragement, especially when my 
enthusiasm wanes so miserably.  I cannot sit still for a moment and just the restlessness 
exhausts me.  I don't know what is happening.  When I read philosophy I feel as if each 
philosopher tried to flatter himself by thinking that he had struck upon the ultimate truth.  
It must have been quite a conceited bent of mind which convinced these sages of the 
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plausibility of their propositions.  Whatever made them think they were equal to such 
cosmic thrills?  The best ones start off well only to end up with the silliest conclusions.  
Each considers himself no less than a god; and those who make it a point to appear 
modest settle for nothing less than becoming gods of modesty.  They flatter themselves, 
Zareena!  That's all they do! 
 

17 
Oh, what profanities I have been blurting out!  I hope you will forgive me and so would 
all the immortals whose souls I might have offended – as if I mattered enough to bother 
such great spirits!  Just see how conceited I am!  It is always easy to overrate oneself 
when one is blind to the excellence of others.  And what would a philistine like me not 
think of himself!  Last night, I read a passage meant just for me in which a skeptical sage 
tells a despairing wayward youth, “Take heart, my son!  You need to be forgiven much.” 
 

18 
I had thought I might be able to shake off my stagnation by a short excursion in the 
mountain valley, not very far off from our village.  Daytime was beautiful, although very 
cold.  I was struck by the expanse of terraced fields so painstakingly maintained on the 
mountain slopes studded with lovely pines.  A long, solitary walk was all I could manage 
with some pleasure.  A flying squirrel too caught my attention at sundown as it glided 
from one tree to another – ghastly creature! 
 
At nightfall I lodged in a rest house.  It was growing colder and lonelier.  The wind 
whispered through the pine needles and sounded like a distant waterfall; everything else 
was quiet and dark.  The room was damp and unclean.  After tossing about in bed for 
some time, I came outside and stood on the edge of the mountain slope that swoops down 
into the valley.  Above me there were stars.  As I looked down, I saw a pure white cloud 
hanging in the midst of the valley below.  It did not move despite the cold wind I could 
feel blowing in my face. It was so still and white that my heart froze.  With little sleep at 
night, I returned the very next morning. 
 

19 
It has been raining for the past three days.  All the roads are covered with slime and 
puddles.  Faridun, though not in the habit of complaining about his circumstances, was 
angry at not being able to help his father with the repair of the house roofs through which 
water has been seeping in.  It is indescribably painful to imagine his situation.  He said 
little but shook his head several times in despair.  He also mentioned how bleak the future 
was for his sisters because his father could not save enough money for the marriage of the 
elder two.  I have decided to make some contribution towards this urgent cause and hope 
my father will not mind even if he considers my sympathy somewhat excessive. 
 
All this has had such a humbling effect on me, Zareena.  I have regained confidence in 
the value of my present task.  All that I have experienced and thought over here I have 
not related to you, but I feel that my perspective on life is becoming saner.  However our 
temperaments and situations may differ, all of us have a will to make our lives 
meaningful.  The ways we resort to and the standards we set ourselves vary, but when an 
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upright and sensitive person struggles for his survival, it is very distressing to find him so 
often hindered by dreadful limitations. 

 
20 

I just returned from a village fair.  Vegetables, fruits and cattle were being brought in and 
sold.  Some children had packets of sweetmeats and toys pressed to their bosoms as they 
made their way through the crowd.  Others were taking rides on the seesaws and merry-
go-rounds.  Everyone looked energetic and happy, and in a truly festive mood. 
 
My work is done and I am almost ready to return.  This is the last note I am bothering 
you with.  It will not be long before we sit together and have tea again.  Do tell the 
children that I will not disappoint them. 
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IV 
 

1 
Satisfied with the final settlement at the village, Ahriman hastened his return to the city.  
Initially, he was repelled by the change of atmosphere, but as he reached home, 
everything from the familiar environment seemed to welcome him.  His parents had been 
waiting impatiently.  The table was laid and Ahriman saw his favorite dishes in front of 
him.  They talked till late in the night over several cups tea.  The father was delighted to 
hear his son discuss the property affairs with purposeful animation. He did not tire of 
asking all the details which Ahriman repeated eagerly. 
 
Only at midnight did Ahriman retire to his room.  As he lay in bed, he thought of 
Zareena, her children and their excitement at seeing him again.  Soon sleep overtook his 
thoughts and scattered them in dreams. 
 
He woke up early in the morning.  The window curtains were not drawn and the sun 
shone brightly into the room.  The air was cold but he could feel the sun’s warmth on his 
face.  It was a perfectly clear day; a few autumnal leaves were still clinging to the ivy 
hanging in front of the window.  After getting dressed and having breakfast, Ahriman 
unpacked his bag and took out a little snare.  He had tried similar ones for catching birds, 
years ago, and now wanted to make a present of it to Mehernosh.  A pair of partridges 
was ready in a little birdcage to be handed over to him as well.  Ahriman asked the 
servant to arrange the fruits in a basket and take them to Zareena's house.  He felt sorry 
because a few specimens of formidable looking beetles were all that he had brought for 
Mehreen.  With these special gifts in hand, Ahriman went to see the family.  He was 
received by the maidservant, who told him that Zareena was still in bed.  This was 
unusual. 
 
“Where are the children?” asked Ahriman casually, not expecting the unpleasant surprise 
he was about to receive. 
 
“They have been sent to their father,” the maid replied.  
 
“When will they return?” he asked. 
 
“They won't,” replied the maid. 
 
“What do you mean?” 
 
“So I have heard.” 
 
Ahriman was now greatly agitated.  He could see why Zareena had not written, but he 
failed to understand the reason for such a grievous change.  He knew how close the 
children were to the mother.  Ahriman inquired about Zareena's health to which the maid 
said that she was fine otherwise and did go to work.  The maid had nothing else to say of 
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this unforeseen happening.  Ahriman tried to come up with explanations to set his mind at 
ease as he left to visit his Ustad. 
 

2 
When Ahriman came, the Ustad was in one of his terrible bouts of breathlessness which 
had worsened after a chest infection.  He could not greet him too warmly as he fought for 
breath.  He gestured with an unsure twist of the hand when Ahriman asked him how he 
was feeling.  “He can scarcely get enough sleep,” his son said.  “He cannot lie down – the 
suffocation increases.” 
 
“How is everything with you?” asked the Ustad.  “How much have you been playing?”  
Ahriman told him in hesitant phrases that he could not do justice to music and that he 
practiced but little.  The Ustad sent his son away to bring tea.  “Play something,” he said 
turning to Ahriman. 
 
Ahriman took the Sarangi and began reasonably well, but luck deserted him when he 
proceeded to complex progressions.  When he looked up, the Ustad signaled him to stop 
with a painful frown.  
 
“You trust me as your master, and know that I only have goodwill towards you,” said the 
Ustad.  Ahriman nodded.  “So please listen to what I tell you, and don't be offended.”  
Ahriman expected an unwelcome response and he was not wrong.  “My present state 
convinces me that it won't be long before I am called away.  Don't think that I am 
excusing myself from teaching you further; I would have done that till my last moment.  
You know, Ahriman,” he continued after a pause, “the time for learning is past.  Invest 
your energies in some other pursuit, to which you are still equal, and in which you might 
even outdo others.  One should bow to the demands of practical life if one lacks the 
seriousness that art requires.  Had I been lacking in faith, I might have been terrified to 
find myself at the end of an uneventful life.  And I am not!  I have justified myself in 
God's eyes.  Will you be able to do so?  The son of respectable parents playing classical 
music and playing it well.  That is not conceivable! People will laugh at you.  Of course, 
they will when you claim to have a clue to invisible greatness.  And it will be more 
painful when you yourself cannot do justice to it.  If you think you will play for leisure, 
let me tell you this is not the right instrument.  The time for learning is past, I repeat.  
This is what I tell my own son.  He welcomes this truth and it hurts me, just like it might 
have hurt you.  Had you been my son, I would have succeeded in bringing up at least one 
worthy disciple.  But let's not sulk; we know God had willed it otherwise.” 
 
Ahriman had expected hours of blissful instruction from his Ustad and cheerful greetings 
from Zareena and her children.  He was too headstrong to accept things when they took 
unexpected turns, as if without his permission – at least, his frown gave such an 
impression.  The Ustad was about to doze off when his son brought tea.  Ahriman sipped 
his cup hastily and excused himself saying that he was suddenly reminded of another 
urgent commitment.  The Ustad shook his hand and gave him his blessing in a tone which 
held little reassurance. 
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After returning, Ahriman went out for a walk.  It was a beautifully sunlit afternoon.  A 
gentle breeze was blowing.  Leaves fell from the poplars and rustled along the road.  The 
air was chilly and fragrant but failed to make Ahriman cheerful.  His feelings were the 
same as he knew from the time when he first fell in love.  What was it now that worried 
him so?  He knew not whether to pity that old man at the end of his life – miserable in 
body but exuberant in inner strength – or himself.  “Is this not the end every man is 
destined to meet?” he thought.  “Why shirk the misery?  Am I not strong enough for such 
a faith?  And even if I were, where am I supposed to turn?”  He wanted to go and cry his 
heart out to Zareena, as if she would save him from this self-chosen misery.  But how 
could he talk about leisurely topics to a mother who had to part from her own children for 
a reason he was yet to find out?  How much suffering would she be going through?  How 
would he ask her the simple yet terrible question?  And how would he endure the answer?  
He walked on with incessant steps almost trying to trample his thoughts and move away. 
 

3 
He went to Zareena's in the evening.  She greeted him in a very reserved manner, and 
Ahriman forced a smile vanishing as quickly as it had appeared.  The lights had gone out 
and she was sitting with a candle burning on the center table.  She asked him about his 
village stay and other general affairs.  Ahriman replied prosaically.  He wanted her to 
bring up the topic of children but she did not utter anything till he asked.  “Didn't the 
maid tell you?” she said.  “They've been sent away to their father.” 
 
“The maid also said that they won't be coming back.  But how's that possible!  How could 
you yield so easily to his wishes!” Ahriman exclaimed.  “Do you think that person will be 
able to take care of those delicate souls?” 
 
“Why not?” Zareena replied coldly. 
 
“I fail to understand you.  Tell me, Zareena, what forced you to take such a dreadful step?  
I think I have a right to know this much, after all.” 
 
“I hope you will not deny me this hard-earned privacy.  You know, I have always longed 
for it,” she said sternly.  “Remember that I am their mother and know what is best for my 
children.” 
 
“Forgive me the transgression, but I seriously disagree with your argument,” he said, 
mellowing down. 
 
“No more of this, please!” 
 
Ahriman had wanted to ask and say so much but all seemed trivial in the face of this 
mysterious reserve.  She was quiet but gave no impression of displeasure at his presence.  
Ahriman felt ill at ease but did not want to leave.  He was seeing Zareena after ages, as it 
were. He noticed that the ruddy glow had vanished from her face and had given way to 
paleness.  Perhaps it was the candlelight, he thought.  She looked weak, and the mellow 
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sadness that had pervaded her features was changed to a stern expression not allowing 
any surmises as to her inner state. 
 
“You will stay for dinner, wouldn't you?” she asked Ahriman with a gentle smile.  
Wanting to say yes, Ahriman shook his head.  Even his gestures were in discord with his 
wishes.  They sat for a long time, she with her own thoughts and Ahriman with his own.  
It had grown dark and the very walls of the house sounded the desolation brought about 
by the absence of children.  Ahriman looked at the poorly lit hallway leading to the 
staircase and felt he could see the children approaching on tiptoes.  Every now and then, 
he felt as if they would spring up from a hideout and surprise him with a warm embrace.  
Zareena's eyes were fixed on the steady candle flame.  Ahriman wondered at her attitude 
and even felt angry at her rude composure.  Not being able to endure the estrangement 
that grew with every passing moment, he moved forward and gently clasped her hands.  
“What’s the matter, Zareena?” he asked in a low voice.  Returning from her grim 
thoughts, she slowly met his gaze.  Tears glittered in her dark eyes as she slightly shook 
her head, wanting to say, “Nothing.”  Ahriman felt that he was forcing her unduly with 
his own insolence.  He secretly vowed never to mention what must be unendurable for 
this graceful woman, unless she decided to say something herself.  He pressed her hands 
and was somewhat comforted to see that she too understood his compassion and 
responded with a melancholy smile.  She excused herself for a moment; Ahriman rose 
from his place and left without waiting for her to return. 

 
4 

The next day, Ahriman received the message that Zareena wanted to see him.  He was 
soon there and found her in the lawn.  As she greeted him, Ahriman noticed that what he 
saw last night was not an illusion.  She had grown thinner and paler.  “I've prepared lunch 
for you, and I hope you won't leave without permission this time.  Never mind.  Children 
need to be forgiven such carelessness,” she said jokingly. 
 
“It's very cloudy, today,” said Ahriman changing the topic. 
 
“Yes,” she replied, “it doesn't look too appealing in winter.  But see how the 
Chrysanthemums you sent are blooming in bright colors to counter the weather's effect.  
Sometimes, so little is needed to make us cheerful.” 
 
Ahriman smiled and thought of the children.  He did not know how to tell her that 
without her children she appeared only half a being.  He even fancied that she would 
have loved the compliment if he had made it in milder circumstances.  Meanwhile, the 
table was laid and they went inside.  They ate and conversed as if nothing had happened.  
Ahriman did not keep back whatever else he had to say about the events of his life.  He 
mentioned his visit to the Ustad and took trouble to justify the old man's wise counsel.  
He felt more at peace without the slightest urge to oppose the necessity of events.  
Zareena listened patiently, and finally said, “It is, indeed, a good thing to realize the 
limitations we are subject to.  It requires honesty and humility which are not to be learned 
from books, but from an impartial interpretation of our achievements and failings.” 
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“Resignation to fate appears to be the wisest course,” replied Ahriman. 
 
“Only if we are too sure of what fate has in store for us!  Otherwise, it is important to 
know whether it is perseverance or obstinacy that is driving us, and whether we respond 
with laziness or humility.” 
 
“You are becoming more and more pedantic,” said Ahriman. 
 
“Well, my profession demands that to an extent, and so does my life, presently, doesn't 
it?” she said with a cold smile. 
 
“Yes, it does,” replied Ahriman, not knowing what to say.  “Where did that come from?” 
he said, noticing a plaster cast of the Fasting Siddharta on the mantelpiece. 
 
“Oh, from a souvenir shop,” replied Zareena.  “What a motif the artist chose for this 
ancient masterpiece!  These sunken eyes, the emaciated body, the visible veins running 
across the bare chest, the folds of the garment, all have a strong effect which is not in the 
least terrible.  It is marvelous to see such torment depicted by a sublime, artistic hand.  
Here we find nothing to be idealized but a necessity that had to be undergone by this 
great human being to achieve a higher, calmer state.  What do you say?” 
 
“You have a point,” replied Ahriman.  “Perhaps here is an experience that did not 
become an end in itself, but an indispensable means to a nobler end.” 
 
“But is it not so with many other founders of religion?” she said in a spirited voice.  
“They put forth a great vision based on ineffable experiences and observations of which 
no one wants to know anything.  Their visions too are eventually corrupted by followers 
and theologians because they only receive a surface impression.  And the saddest thing to 
see is that many an intelligent person in after times would come forth and pour his scorn 
on what was only a contemporary exegesis.  The maimed words over-interpreted and 
placed out of their proper context have evoked revolts unjustifiably directed towards the 
great thinkers and prophets.” 
 
“I agree with you; but one might raise the objection that belief without comprehension 
needs to be questioned.  Otherwise, each vision would be equally true.” 
 
“I'm not putting forward an apology of blind faith; far from it.  You can call it a 
panegyric on true greatness.  Greatness which doesn't justify the errors that go with it, but 
remains inexorable in spite of them.” 
 
“This sounds like a mystical belief.” 
 
“Anything proceeding from the spirit will always have mystical tendencies, but you can't 
say that this makes one believe in them.  Mystical thoughts raise doubts about themselves 
which keep them from having complete sway.  That is why after every deep experience, 
one has to relearn common sense.” 
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“What do you think of mysticism then?” 
 
“I don't know, but blind followers and their -isms are always poor arguments.  The 
mystics these days, like many others would mould any experience or doctrine to suit their 
shriveled fancies.” 
 
“To me it seems as if what they seek is the essence of spirituality, and the images it 
inspires poetry and art cannot go without.” 
 
“One could grant mystical tendencies the liberty of taking occasional leave of the 
sensuous, but on one condition: only if the images become palpable works of art.  
Unbridled mysticism is simply intolerable.  We cannot gain much from whirling dances, 
hashish and wine, unless we want to mistake delirious orgies for divine inspiration.  
Indeed, whoever does not give good form to his reverie cannot produce anything of 
lasting value.  We comprehend nature now in its beauteous aspect, now in its harshness, 
while all nature does is maintain its indifferent consistency.  Only a great poet can see the 
world with the eyes of love and his genius win him universal appeal.  Everything depends 
on what use one makes of inspiration and experience.” 
 

5 
Zareena would be indisposed for days.  Ahriman did not like to be told by the maid that 
Zareena was not feeling well, but he always tried to understand her peculiar situation.  
And then, her cordial attitude confirmed the fact that his company was very welcome to 
her. 
 
As the meetings grew infrequent, Zareena's company became more and more precious for 
Ahriman.  Pleasant feelings returned for Ahriman as conversation grew livelier, but every 
other moment brought inexpressible oppression.  It took him some time to come to terms 
with the absence of children and the lack of their mother's fond remarks about them. 
 
When he was home, he would be engrossed in his books and seek consolation for 
unnamable sorrows in the writings of the ancients.  The distance of centuries cast a 
becoming twilight on their speculations and tragic themes.  How well he was beginning 
to understand them and how dear was every insight that he gained for himself during late 
hours of the night!  For him, a nobler world was in the making.  He did not care what was 
to become of him but wistfully followed his uncertain path, ennobling it with the 
company of the most circumspect of all women he knew. 
 
One day, his old friend, the palmist came to see him after months of absence.  He showed 
no signs of bitterness over their last meeting and Ahriman made no mention of it either, 
and was more obliging than usual.  The palmist frankly related some interesting recent 
events of his life while Ahriman only mentioned those he thought proper for the company 
of friends.  Thus he had little to say.  The palmist told him that during recent months, he 
had become closer to the face-reader.  When Ahriman expressed his pleasure at the news, 
the palmist could not leave off talking about the face-reader's subtle virtues which were 
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not apparent initially.  It seemed as if he were defending her against some bad opinion 
she had unknowingly incurred.  The palmist had changed, Ahriman thought, and changed 
for the better.  His skepticism was transformed into a healthy interest in the girl with 
whom he had almost had an unpleasant scene.  Perhaps, that vigorous interaction and the 
ensuing reconciliation had exerted a decisive effect on them.  Hatred too could engender 
love, he thought; only indifference annihilates it.  After having talked in a cheerful vein, 
the palmist brought up a more serious topic.  “I was shocked to hear that you fell out with 
Sarah for no particular reason,” he said.  “It seems that you acted in haste.” 
 
“I'm not all that mindless, my friend!  This was the only way.  I would've failed to free 
myself of this bond if I had let anyone know.  The guilt of the deed still weighs on me, 
and I can only hope that she'll forgive me.” 
 
“If you decide to change your mind, let me tell you that all is not lost.  The face-reader 
has been talking to Sarah and she is not too bad at guessing a person's feelings.  Sarah 
tries to shun your thought from her mind, but she is still very much in love with you.  
She'll be definitely reconciled if you apologize.  Where else will you find a girl who is 
not only pretty but very decent as well?  Isn't that a rare combination, after all?” 
 
“I don't doubt your sincerity nor deny the fact that Sarah is an excellent girl in many 
ways,” Ahriman said calmly.  “It's enough, my friend, if one learns something from one's 
mistakes.  Making up for them would require another lifetime.  I'm the one to blame for 
her unhappiness.  And what's more troublesome is that I don't truly feel any remorse.  
You can't imagine how it worsens my situation.  Have you ever felt like that?” 
 
“No, but I can expect something of the sort from you.” replied the palmist with a smile. 
 
“Please!  This is not the time for poking fun.  Trust me, it's a terrible feeling.  There's so 
much on my mind that I cannot even account for.  In a way, I feel I have been just by 
giving her another chance to settle in life, as she would wish and like.  I committed the 
greatest sin on the day I fell in love with her.  After that, nature has only run its course 
and brought us to a predictably unhappy end.” 
 
“You sound more considerate than before and one might assume that you have matured.  
But I think your maturity only serves to shroud your obstinacy.” 
 
“Think what you may, but I don't consider it wise to patch up old rags only to watch them 
wear to tatters again.” 
 
“You've learned well to spiritualize your motives with allusions and analogies, and I can't 
argue with such affectation.  So I'll leave.  You've not changed at all, Ahriman.  If you 
can't renounce a little freedom for the sake of someone who is worthy of your love in 
every way, you'll never be able to endure the bitterness that reality has in store for every 
human being.  You've grown up in an environment where the course of life has faithfully 
followed your will.  You know nothing of sharing your happiness and privileges with 
others, and lack the gratitude that you owe to God.  Only God can save you from 
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misfortune, Ahriman.  Let me tell you, this deprecation of love will become your 
fatality.”  The palmist said in a heated tone and left once again in a very bitter mood. 
 

6 
Ahriman was distraught by his friend's lack of understanding.  He was in low spirits for 
the rest of the day.  What understanding he demanded from him he did not know, but he 
still thought this was not the way a friend treated a friend.  He spent a restless night.  He 
was beyond the point where one shares one's concerns with others.  The concerns were 
no longer common and even improper.  The next day, he went with his troubled thoughts 
to Zareena.  She was inside the house about to finish her session with the students who 
had come to seek help.  “I find myself in an uncomfortable situation,” she said as the 
students left.  “They come and ask what is important from the examination point of view.  
Out of politeness, I sin against my own ideal and tell them what they want to know.  I 
hope they do well.” 
 
“I do understand what you say,” replied Ahriman, “but you need not blame yourself.  
Genuine interest is not something to be imposed from without, especially at this stage of 
life.” 
 
Zareena nodded and heaved a sigh.  “You know, Ahriman?  I had a brother like you,” she 
said with an affectionate smile.  “Were he still living, he would have been your age.” 
 
“You were telling me about yourself on a previous occasion, and you mentioned your 
brother.  I think you were interrupted when – ”   
 
“Mehernosh burned his hand,” she said, completing his sentence. 
 
Ahriman nodded, wanting to hear more and expressed his wish with some hesitation.  
“Alright,” she said, “if you allow me to say what strikes me as significant.”  Taking a few 
moments, she continued, “My parents were of the sort who like many others wished only 
to have sons.  But they were not granted this happiness till late in life.  I have two older 
sisters and a brother who was seven years younger to me.  My sisters and I were not 
reason enough for our parents to be happy.  We realized this as we grew up and my 
sisters never ceased lamenting this lack of attention from our parents.  I felt it too but 
never joined them in such discussions.  They did not particularly enjoy my company and 
I was satisfied to stay away because hearing them only made me bitter.  They did not 
spare me the torment of relating how grieved my mother looked when she first held me 
up in her hands.  Then our brother was born and became the center of attention.  He was a 
lovely child and it was difficult not to love him.  My sisters withdrew with their bitterness 
and the time was not far when they themselves got married and went away.  What 
troubled me was their vacillation between self-pity and joining hands with our mother in 
family disputes.  It was terrible to find out later how they themselves acted and wished 
very much like our parents: sons were as gems, daughters were a curse.  The most 
difficult part for me was reconciling myself to a satisfactory view.  But it did not take too 
long.  My brother's birth was a blessing.  I took care of him whenever my mother was 
busy with other chores.  I had not lost all respect for myself by staying aloof and it was a 
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great happiness to be loved so much in return by the little child.  I relearned to take 
pleasure in toddlers' games.  Eventually, I won the favor of my parents and was allowed 
to enjoy privileges that I had never dreamed of.  I would get more and more books I 
wanted to read and could take my brother out for walks. 
 
“I had some friends at school but the bonds never strengthened because my father's work 
required us to move from city to city.  I was not averse to meeting new people, but 
making acquaintances, then moving away to some other place and not seeing those 
people again was not to my liking.  It gave me a foretaste of the impermanence of 
everything human and deepened my devotion to God – a being that never denied 
communion and was present everywhere.  He answered me by fulfilling my wishes 
almost every time; I never demanded the impossible. 
 
“Our religious views change with age, but the initial impressions leave their mark on our 
thoughts.  Whenever I encounter religious scripture, and of whatever sort, I find it 
overflowing with nobility.  And how much one has to change in order to lend an 
adequately attentive ear to their teachings!  Criticism is not out of place anywhere, but it 
becomes superfluous if the intention is not earnest.  There is a difference between 
objectivity and vulgarity.  It's nothing to have defended a religious view or having 
opposed it with paws and claws – here I would include many witty remarks –, but to 
discover its timeless human appeal and higher worth which illumined the times of its 
origin, that is something.  What would be the worth of history if it were not a record of 
man's spiritual and intellectual concerns? 
 
“My daily routine was uncomplicated.  After school and college, I would finish my 
homework and then help my brother with his work.  We were allowed to play as much as 
we liked.   At night, I would usually read a book for some time after saying my prayers.  
My brother would occasionally come to me and ask me to read aloud.  He enjoyed 
hearing stories from me, he said, and did not care if he could not understand everything.  
He often told me that I was very pretty and I would return the compliment.  Then he 
would ask me, ‘How do you know?’  I would tell him that we grow so accustomed to our 
own features that it takes others to point out the beautiful in us. 
 
“At one time, chickenpox broke out in our school, and I was not spared.  I could tell that 
my brother was not very pleased to see the rashes.  One day, he came running to me and 
said, ‘Do not worry so, Zareena!  I just talked to the family doctor and he told me that 
you would soon grow pretty again.’  The sweet child was alarmed by the change in my 
appearance and had seemingly dreaded a grim answer to his urgent question. 
 
“Our days at the village, as I had told you, were very enjoyable.  We were left more to 
ourselves and could go around talking to and playing with our cousins and other village 
boys and girls.  Once, at a wedding, I was sitting in the courtyard with my brother at my 
side.  He had covered his face with both his hands and pressed close his nostrils.  He 
whispered to me that he could not stand the odor of the crowd around us.  There was a 
girl sitting with us and talking to me.  I ignored my brother's irritation but the other girl 
did not.  Looking at his strange posture and frown, she said that I should tell my brother 
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not to cover his face like that because those who do so, their parents die.  My brother did 
not hear her and asked what she was saying.  When I told him, he became very angry.  I 
told him how unhappy I was with his inconsiderate behavior and then I tried to explain 
that the girl was saying everything in earnest; and that he could not blame anyone for 
being superstitious.  I did not want to embarrass him, but I pointed out a few strange 
premonitions which kept him from going to the kitchen at night. 
 
“During the same stay, my brother went with other cousins for swimming in the nearby 
river.  They were very fond of diving contests, although the elders always warned them 
of the unevenness and varying depth of the riverbed.  It was an unfortunate day for my 
brother.  Not knowing that he was standing over a shallow portion, he jumped headlong 
into the water.  His head struck a jagged rock protruding from the riverbed.  A cousin of 
mine brought him back unconscious; his head tilted backwards, his body covered with 
blood.  The poor child was only eleven at that time.  I have not witnessed a more terrible 
scene in my life.  My father rushed him to the local hospital from where he was taken to 
the city.  The news came that he was being sustained by machines and was still 
unconscious.  I went to see him.  He did not look the same.  Overwhelmed with 
monitoring devices and tubes, he lay deep in a helpless sleep.  I rushed back home where 
my mother was already out of her senses.  I returned to my God and earnestly prayed for 
my brother's recovery because he was the one who always listened to me. 
 
“I prayed day and night.  I would hear a voice in my dreams assuring me that my brother 
would be saved.  Then I would watch him slowly waking from his long sleep.  Once, I 
dreamed that I was standing before a long tunnel and was almost blinded by the radiance 
on its other end.  I heard my brother's voice asking me to follow him.  What do we not 
envision when the integrity of our mind is at stake!  It was not so easy to part with my 
closest companion. 
 
“My brother underwent a series of operations each bringing new hopes and 
apprehensions.  He was in a coma for several months.  Not once did he open his eyes, but 
he was kept alive nevertheless.  After some time, I came to terms with the situation and 
felt that he should be spared such a meaningless existence.  In ways, it is better to part 
with life before one parts with vitality.  One should not want to linger on when necessity 
demands otherwise.  Besides, clinging to life like a leech is unseemly.  But for someone 
being sustained so helplessly by an external will, wanting and not wanting lose their 
significance. 
 
“One day, my brother's condition worsened.  The doctor took my father to a side and 
talked to him.  My father assented to the decision of not forcing life into a body that had 
lost its soul long ago.  After a few hours, we were allowed to go inside.  My brother was 
still in his endless calm.  Only his hands had grown colder and his bosom heaved no 
breath. 
 
“We went to the village for the funeral.  Relatives and family friends came.  As happens 
in families, all were not on good terms with each other.  Even the ones not so well 
disposed towards us were moved in the face of this untimely demise.  It made me wonder 
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when they wept and I myself could shed no tears.  The night after the funeral, I saw my 
brother again in a dream.  He was sitting beside me in a corner as other women raised 
laments around the open coffin in the center of the village courtyard.  He asked me in a 
concerned whisper as to why some of the women were crying but shedding no tears.  
Putting my arm around him, I told him that tears run dry when one has wept for too long.  
Then he asked why I myself was not weeping.  I still remember that I held him in my 
arms and cried so much as I have never cried in my waking life. 
 
“Everything changed for me after that.  I would feel very lonely.  My parents too felt 
desolate.  During the next summer vacations, we went to the village again.  The cousin 
who had brought my brother home was a year older than me, but we never were good 
friends because he had been too boisterous and wild for my liking.  But after the incident, 
my heart had softened.  I often used to sit on the riverside where my brother had injured 
himself.  One day, that cousin came and sat by me.  I had almonds in my hand.  Some of 
them were bitter, so I tasted them before eating.  By the time he came, only the bitter 
ones were left.  I don't know why the prank occurred to me, but I offered him some.  He 
took them and started eating.  I waited for him to spit them out and get back to his 
belligerence, but he went on munching without a frown.  I asked him how they were.  
‘Excellent!’ he said.  I told him to spit them out.  I took the rest from his hand and threw 
them away.  I held his hands and told him how miserably sorry I felt over such mischief. 
 
“After that, we were inseparable.  He would bring me books and we would read them 
together.  We would often recollect the time that brought us closer.  He used to say that 
he did not kiss me that day because he feared it would have tasted bitter.  He proposed to 
marry me and said how he could not imagine living without me.  His parents talked to 
mine and there was nothing to hinder the happy union.  We lived well till we were in 
love.  Later, he returned to his former inconstant nature.  His interests were different from 
mine but our children held us together and I did not wish a better situation.  The rift 
widened only when my husband became completely unreasonable.  His feelings I could 
understand and tolerate, but he was not very good at restraining himself.” 
 
Here Zareena stopped.  Her expression changed little as she related her story.  Only her 
eyes, beautiful as they were, occasionally betrayed some emotion.  To Ahriman, any 
other topic seemed trivial and wanting to know more improper.  He was still plagued by 
the question of her children which she so conveniently put aside, every time their name 
was mentioned in some other context.  But who was he to probe further? 
 

7 
Ahriman's efforts to learn music well had come to nothing.  Now he was trying to return 
to his professional career. He had applied for a number of positions in other cities and 
had to travel for the interviews.  What seemed insignificant to him was not disregarded 
by everyone: the details of his previous employment made a negative impression and he 
was refused work politely but firmly. 
 
Ahriman's soul was overfull with an elevated notion of life cultivated by his sublime 
quest, but that it pointed nowhere and everywhere made him feel giddy.  We are usually 
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expected to talk of experiences which are palpable through events of the day, and 
Ahriman had little to relate of his apparent inactivity.  Reading this book and that, 
rereading another one and wandering through a maze of contemplation, what could he 
say to signify his role in life?  Some friends simply and aptly deduced that he had become 
lazy.  Those who were not too sure what to make of his resignation were converted to a 
more solid opinion by the argument that anyone at play would like go on playing and yet 
one could not say that such activity was in any way productive.  These were the ones who 
equated drudgery with productivity, and they were not altogether mistaken. 
 
After an absence of two weeks, Ahriman met Zareena in poor health.  She came from the 
bedroom to receive him, as the maid was not there, and asked Ahriman to be seated in the 
lawn.  She told him that she had had a chest infection and fever which were causing her 
weakness.  Ahriman was alarmed by her appearance.  Her dress was hanging loosely 
upon her shoulders.   Her eyes had also grown dim and the skin looked as if stretched 
upon the bones of her face.  She went inside and returned wrapping herself in a shawl.  
As she sat down, Ahriman exploded with his unending advice: that she should not come 
outside in the cold; that she should try to eat more and take care of her health; that she 
should see a better doctor, and so on.  “Please take some rest, Zareena, and tell me if I 
can be of any help to you,” said Ahriman half rising from his chair.  Zareena motioned 
him to sit down.  She coughed several times saying she was taking good care of herself.  
As was often the case, Ahriman stayed silent when Zareena did not speak.  He loved her 
with all his heart but a certain respect kept him from saying and asking too much.  She 
had maintained her reserve, not allowing him to enforce even his goodwill upon her. 
 
It was growing dark.  The brick walls appeared more deeply red in the light of the setting 
sun.  The cold air chilled Ahriman's heart.  He looked at the tall silver oaks; their 
shadows too appeared grimmer in the dusk.  Little of what it all made him feel made 
sense and yet few things he had felt so deeply.  He looked at Zareena.  She had rested her 
head on one hand with the elbow on the arm of the chair, and was gazing into the 
distance with a fixed but feeble stare.  His apprehension was reduced somewhat when he 
saw the calm on her face.  It seemed as if she were petrified in her serene posture, not 
imposing her will, thoughts and longings on anyone or anything around her; not seizing 
voraciously the impressions that passed before her senses, but rather experiencing a faint 
joy in letting them pass. 
 

8 
The next day, Ahriman returned late at night from some work that his father had assigned 
him.  He had not seen Zareena for the whole day.  He wanted to go right then, but thought 
it would seem very awkward.  He went to sleep at daybreak.  Waking at noon, he hurried 
to get dressed and went straight to Zareena's house.  He rang the bell; no one came out.  
He waited and rang the bell again.  It was loud enough to be heard outside, but there was 
no response.  Her car stood in the porch and it was not probable that she would have gone 
somewhere.  The gate was closed but unbolted; he decided to go inside and knock on the 
main door.  He knocked and nobody answered.  He called out for the maid and then for 
Zareena, but there was complete silence.  He turned the doorknob and the door opened.  
There was no one in the gallery.  He stood in front of Zareena's bedroom door and 
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knocked again.  After some hesitation, he turned the doorknob to see if it was locked.  It 
wasn't, and he could scarcely believe what he saw when the door creaked open.  Zareena 
was in bed and her eyes were closed, but she did not look asleep.  Her left hand was 
dangling from the bed.  He flung himself at her side and held her hand.  It was as cold as 
the marble floor.  He searched for her pulse but could not find it.  He removed the blanket 
and placed his hand on her chest; there was no beat, although her body was still warm.  
He knew what had happened.  He sat there motionless for several minutes watching her, 
as tears trickled down to reconcile him to the situation.  He rubbed her hand as if trying to 
lure back the life that had scarcely left it.  He stroked her hair still wishing that she would 
wake up from her weary slumber.  He blamed himself for being so careless about her 
visible deterioration.  He thought he had had a preamble of this misfortune and that he 
could have prevented it if he had pressed her to his heart and begged her not to turn her 
back on life; that only his good manners had kept him from saving her.  He rested his 
head upon her, kissed her bosom and soaked it with tears.  All he heard was a deep 
silence.  He kissed her forehead, her cheeks and then, as if defying all propriety and 
proclaiming his deep love for her, he kissed her lips.  The lips were lifeless and left him 
cold, and immediately, he was repulsed by their bitterness, for they tasted just like bitter 
almonds.  Now he was totally beside himself.  How did he know that she was dead?  
Perhaps, she was playing a prank on him, or perhaps she was mocking him even after her 
death, just like she had mocked her husband in life.  But she pitied her husband and she 
should have pitied Ahriman too.  But how could he ever know all by himself that she was 
dead?  He thought as he picked her up to take her to the hospital.  Despite being of good 
height, she had grown frighteningly light and slender.  He lay her in his car and drove 
away. 
 
All things around him were like phantoms through which he drove his way on.  “Where 
am I going,” he thought once again.  When he remembered, he had crashed into another 
car.  The windshield broke and his head hit the steering.  He stepped out and went to talk 
to the driver in the next car, an old gentleman, who was also in some shock.  He asked the 
man to forgive him and said that he would pay all the expenses if he would just let him 
rush the seriously ill lady to the hospital.  While Ahriman pleaded, the old man took a 
handkerchief from his pocket and pressed it onto Ahriman's bleeding forehead.  
Ahriman's car was no longer in running condition.  The old man offered his assistance as 
they transferred the body to the other car.  Meanwhile, several people gathered around 
them and watched.  Two policemen came and when they roughly figured out the 
situation, they seized Ahriman by his arms and dealt him a few blows.  They did not 
know everything before they acted in such a rude manner.  One could have surmised that 
being men of action, they knew that deeper knowledge leads to inaction.  They asked him 
questions; questions he could barely understand.  Verbally abused, physically beaten, one 
thing went on and on in his mind: “What are the greatest men remembered for if not a 
record of a rich inner life which found expression either in their deeds or their writings?  
Man wants to signify his existence with his thoughts and his deeds; even if it be the most 
wretched deed.”  Such elevated thoughts were interspersed between blows; he was in fact 
parrying the blows with his thoughts or else he might not have endured the insignificance 
of which he was being made painfully aware.  And what would the captors signify if they 
could not even deal their captive a few well-weighed blows?  You must have noticed, 
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dear reader, that our friend, who was not after all a bad learner, was being taught lessons 
he could not have hoped to learn in a less coarse environment.  Some of them he might 
have read about, but there is no counterpart to firsthand experience.  In spite of 
everything, why did he go on contemplating and not resign himself to what fate had 
brought so vividly in front of him?  This we will never know for sure, but to make things 
simple, we might as well call it an idiosyncrasy.  After all, high-mindedness too is a state 
of mind.  He wanted to cry out to Zareena that there was a thing with an even profounder 
influence on the senses than music: humiliation.  Perhaps, music was the balm.  It 
occurred to him before he could utter a cry that just because she did not make any 
mention of this did not mean that she had not realized this – she was in the habit of 
leaving half the matter unsaid.  Somewhere in this delirium, Ahriman fainted. 
 
He was in the hospital when he regained his senses.  The head injury was nothing serious 
and required a few stitches.  His parents came, and after some investigation, the urgent 
question in Ahriman's mind was answered.  The postmortem report confirmed that 
Zareena had died of cyanide poisoning.  She had been suffering from cancer and had 
apparently committed suicide.  On arriving home, the father did not say anything to 
Ahriman, and his mother too had become quieter. 
 
Ahriman was advised to take rest; he agreed, as there was little else he could hope to do.  
The next few days were like an unending nightmare.  He did not talk to anyone and 
remained confined to his tormenting thoughts and his room.  Several images indelibly 
impressed upon his mind haunted him.  Zareena was still very much before his eyes, now 
in her inexorable grace, now as a lifeless corpse.  He could not reconcile the two variants.  
How could it all end so abruptly and in so ruthless a manner!  He would think in his 
bewilderment.  Tormented by bad dreams with flashes of the bittersweet kiss that still 
burned on his lips, he wanted to somehow flee himself. 
 

9 
Zareena was buried in the local graveyard.  After days of anguish and confusion, 
Ahriman went to see her grave.  Under the sun, he felt partly relieved of his sullen 
thoughts.  The watchman inside the graveyard showed him the cobbled path under a thick 
shade of paper mulberries that led to the new graves.  He was still at some distance when 
he saw a man and two children there.  He slowed down and watched carefully.  They 
were Zareena's children, and the man he assumed to be their father.  Mehernosh was 
lighting an oil lamp with the matches in his small hands.  When the lamp started burning 
with a steady flame, he carefully placed it in a small niche in the gravestone.  Mehreen 
was strewing red and yellow flower petals on the grave.  The father was kneeling 
between the children with a rosebud in his hand which he gently placed on top of the 
mound.  What the children were thinking was difficult to guess from their innocent 
expressionless faces but they still betrayed the freshness of spring flowers blooming all 
around them.  Ahriman wished to meet them; he had not hoped to see them again.  They 
too would be comforted somewhat to see him, he thought.  But something occurred to 
him and he decided not to disturb the husband's mourning nor stir the children's tender 
memories. 
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Now he was going to see Sarah again.  He recalled beautiful moments he had spent with 
his charming sweetheart, and was very pleased when he found her at home, wearing a 
pleasant smile and a pretty white cardigan.  She greeted him politely and within minutes 
they were talking as if it were just another visit.  Ahriman was very sober but still cracked 
an occasional joke at which Sarah smiled with a calm which Ahriman had never found in 
her temperament.  Just each other's sight made them happy and for a long time they 
drifted lightly through a world of recollections.  An hour passed but both of them were 
least compelled to bring up the question which could not be evaded forever.  Eventually, 
Sarah did ask him what had prompted his visit. 
 
“Nothing in particular,” said Ahriman.  “I just wanted to see you again.” 
 
“Well, what can I say?  You come when you want, you leave when you want, and now I 
see you again with some other want bringing you here,” said Sarah, giving up her 
pleasant stance. 
 
“Please, don't be so rude to me,” he replied.  “I still don’t feel that the decision of 
severing our relationship was altogether wrong,” he said without knowing what he did or 
did not feel.  “It will favor you in the long run.  What good could it be, if you had bound 
your future to a soul mate so tottery on his legs?  You must have heard it all.  But it's true 
that there's no one else I could see in such a pitiable state.” 
 
“I felt very sorry when I heard about the sad incident.  I wanted to talk to you, and 
console you.  But then it occurred to me that you would have considered me a girl too 
clingy to understand that when an affair is over, the best thing to do is to stay away.  As 
I've suffered much on account of being in love with you, I did well to follow your advice.  
Now why do you want to renew the pain which I've hardly begun to overcome.” 
 
“I’ll never be able to justify the guilt of hurting someone so gentle as you.  But I still 
think it was wise of us to part at that time.” 
 
“I can see you have become a true philosopher!  And I’m sure no one can moderate pretty 
compliments so well with objective analysis!” said Sarah with tearful eyes.  “Where were 
you all this time?  Can you imagine the pain I felt at being abandoned so casually by 
someone I loved more than myself?  And then you return to philosophize with me!  
Please don't strain your brains any further and leave me alone!” 
 
Ahriman stood still, looking at his beloved with imploring eyes.  He sorely wished that 
she would relent, but she had turned her head away and was only casting sidelong glances 
to see if she had made herself clear enough.  Ahriman had to leave.  He could not tell her 
that the pain he felt was no less only because it lacked immediate expression.  Grieved at 
heart and sick of his logical explanations, wearied by despair and gnawed at by his own 
demons, he could think of no better refuge than his village. 
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10 
The peace at village did not make him feel any better.  For hours he paced back and forth 
in the empty courtyard of the manor-house and looked with a weary gaze at the familiar 
cracked walls of the watchtowers, but they failed to provide him asylum from his inner 
turmoil.  Just like a procession of happy moments, misfortune also has a way of bringing 
countless wretched thoughts in its train.  Despondency took hold of him again.  He felt he 
had squandered his youth in daydreams and made others suffer for them – especially 
Sarah.  Undermining his parents' expectations, he had brought himself to no advantage.  
His favorite maxims and verses meant nothing to him.  Impulsively, he went to his room 
and took out a gun from the closet.  Soon he was on his way towards the open fields.  He 
walked on without looking around so as not to be detained by acquaintances.  Night 
overtook him when he reached the Bodhi tree and when he thought there was no point in 
going further.  Leaning against the tree trunk, he wearily slid down to the ground.  It was 
dark and quiet; only occasional howls of the wolves could be heard in the distance.  The 
moon shone clearly in the pond at his feet.  The image would be blurred only when 
ripples were stirred by some small creature or a breaking bubble.  He could see the 
silhouettes of the trees and the long straight path flanked by the fields on which he had 
walked to this lonely spot.  Inside him was brewing just one thorough conviction – he had 
no right to live on.  The air around him was so conducive of such reflections that he held 
the gun to his forehead and started watching the gaping darkness through the muzzle.  
There he found thoughts more agreeable: the sweet prospect of death smiled at him with 
greater reassurance.  “Only a trigger's pull away from all my pain?” he thought.  He had 
gone cold to his own feelings and thought he could at any moment cede his existence to 
death's gentle womb which she has never grudged any human being, but he also took a 
strange pleasure in delaying the final deed.  He could sense the kiss of death yearning for 
his smooth forehead, but he smiled as if expressing contempt for hearts and kisses too 
easily won. 
 
Amidst this spell of self-mortification, when all his senses were heightened to relish the 
last moments of life, another triviality struck him.  He caught a whiff of burnt gunpowder 
from the muzzle of his gun – something he was cheerfully accustomed to since 
childhood.  Contrary to his expectations, the intractable coldness fled him and warm 
reminiscences returned from the time when the whole world was like a puppet play 
prepared just for his sake.  He felt like a child again – one who has opened a naïve eye to 
the outer world; to a world which only holds a peculiar fascination for him.  Everything 
attracts him; he shuns nothing and fears no repercussions for his lighthearted 
experiments.  He knows no jests because he does not need them.  Everything follows 
from an earnest, sweet, divine selfishness, from the eternal child-spirit which overflows 
with a will to thrive at any cost – at the cost of others if need be. 
 
What could Ahriman do now?  He was not ready for this change which had suddenly 
seized his entire being.  And now just like a little, disappointed child, his heart had grown 
so heavy that he broke into a sob and wept very, very bitterly.  He cried and went on 
crying like a little child, his face buried in his hands, as if to keep the brilliant moon and 
the stars from stealing a glimpse of his immense grief and shame. 
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For all his sorrow and despair, and the images of death that had loomed up drearily in his 
mind, he could not bring himself to end his life. 
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