
A Breath of Luc if er 
sam was the perfect nurse: ubiquitous, solicitous, indispensable-and invisible 

fiction By R. K. NARAYAN SAM wAs only a 

,oi<·c to me. a i-ich. ren:rhl·1·ating haritone . f-lis whispers 
rhcmsclvcs posse,sed a solid, nnnhling <1 uality. I often spcct1• 
b red. jmlKing from his rnit.c, what lw might look like: 'll1e 
1,osse,,or of sud1 a voictc wuld he s1a111es<jue. wirh rurls 
folli11g on his n;q,c. Roman nose. long legs ahlc to coH·r the 
clis1;1nce from mv hed to the bathroom in three s1Tides, 
.th houJ.(h 10 m e ii· seemed an cndl<.-s, journey. I ;1skcd him on 
1he ,-cry tit-,t day. ··w1i.u do you look like?'" 

.. How can I say? Several years since I looked .,t a mirror."' 
'"Whv $0t" 

""Th~ women at ho me do 110 1 give us a chance. rhat is all . 
1·,·cn have 10 sh,l\•c withom a mirror." I-le added. "Lxcq>1 
onu: when I cune up agaius1 a large looking glass at a lailor's 
;11ul c..ried 0111 :1bse111-mimledly, 'Ah, Errol Flynn i n town!'" 

.. You admin·d ErTol Flynn?" 
"Who wouldn"t? .-\, Robin Hood, unforg;ell.tblc; I saw the 

pit.lure fifty times." 
" l)o you han· a nice li1w of m11s1;id1e?" I asked. 
I le p:1metl ;111<1 :mswen-d . '" 1'ex1 week rhis I ime. you will 

,N· fo,· vomsclf: he paricnl 1ill till' h,111,bges arc taken off . . . :· 
Sam had 1akc11 chargt· of my hodily self the mome111 I was 

wheeled 0111 of rhe opcr;11ion 1hc:1t(·r (;11 rhe \lalj!;udi £ye 
Clinic in i\,·w Exll'nsion). with my eyes padtk•cl. bandaged 
;111cl ,t·akd. I wa, IO remain blimlfoldc'tl for ncarl}· a week in 
ht:,I. Duri11g this conli11eme111, Sam wa, engaged for eight 
nrpn:s ii d.ry to .u 1 ;1~ my C)'e,. 

He was suppoSl:cl to he ;1 1r.1incd " male nurse," a term th;1t 

he ;1bhorred, convinced that nursing was a man's job and that 
the fem.de in the profc,sion was an impostor_ H e assumed 
a dcllanl and d1;1llenging pose whenen:r 1he siste r al the 
nur,ing home c:unc into my room. \Vhen she left, he always 
had a remark 10 make. "Lei this lady L.ike charge of a 
skull-injury Gtse, I will bet the patient will ncvc1· see his home 
again." 

Sam had not staned life as a 111ale nurse, if one migl11 j11dl!:e 
from his references. He constantly alluded to military ma11ers • 
commands and campaigns, and f':11i1Iue dut ies a nd par.uks. 
Acwally. what he did in the anny was ne,·er clear 10 me. 
Perhaps if I -could 11:1\'e watched his facial e,qu-essions and 
gestures. I might have un<ler~tood or i111erpre1ed his words 
dilTe rcmly; but in my pn:sent um.eeing s1a1e, I had 10 accept 
li1erally whate,·er I heard. He often spoke ot' a coloucl who 
had clis(.O\'crcd his t.ilclll and had en<--Ouraged him .ind 
trni11ed him in nursing. That happened somewhere on the 
Hurma border. Imlochina or somewhere, when ,heir company 
was cut off, wj1h the mcdic;1I units completely des1roycd. The 
colonel hat! IO 111:111age wi1h a sm;11l hand of survin,rs. 1 he 
most acti\'e among them being Sam, who repaired and 1·eha
hilita1cd the woun,k·d and helped 1he111 return home almost 
i11t;1ct when 1he w.ir ended. \\/hich w:1r was itt \\'here was i1 
fought? Against whom? I co11l1l IIC\'er get an answer to those 
questions. He always spoke of the enemy. hw I never u111kr
,1o od who it was, since Sam's fluency could 1101 l,e in1crn1p1ed 
for a darifica1io11. I had to .rccep1 wh.rt I hc:ml wi1ho111 «f11cs-
1io11. Ikfore they p,ffted. the colonel composed a cenificate 129 
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1hal helped Sam in his career . .. I have 
framed it. and hung il in my house 
beside 1ha1 of J esus," he s.1id. At various 
theaters of war (;1gain, which war, I 
could never know). his services were in 
demand, mainly in surgical cases. Sam 
was 1101. much imercsted in the physi
d an's job. He had mostly been a su1·
gcon's m;111. H e spoke only of in<:iden1s 
where he had 10 hold up the guts o f 
sonu.'One until the sm·geon an·ivecl, of 
necks half severed, arms amputated and 
all aspects of human disjointedness and 
pain handled without hesitancy or fail
ure. He ;u,.\ened. "My two hands and ten 
lingers arc- al the disposal o f anyone who 
need ~ them in war or peace." 

'"What do you cam out of such serv
ice? .. I asked . 

He replied, "Sometimes ten rupees a 
day, five, two or nothing. I have eight 
d,ildren, my wife ;md two sisters and a 

niece depcmling on me, ;md ;1II of them 
ha,·e to be fed , clothed, senl 10 schools 
;1111I provided with hooks and medicines. 
\.\'e somehow carry 011 . God gives me 
enou~h. The greater thing for me is 1he 
relief thal I am a ble to give anyone in 
pain .... Oh. no . do not gel up so fosl. 
Not good for you. Don't try lO sw:11 1ha1 
mosquito buaing ;11 your ca,·. Yo u may 
jam your eye. I am here IO deal with 
thal mosquito. Hands down, don't take 
your ha nd near your i:yes." 

H e constantly admonished me, ever 
anxious lcs1 I should, hy some careless 
act . suffer a setback. H e slept in my 
room. a few frel awav from mv bed, on a 
maL He said thal h~ woke 111; al live in 
1he mon1i11g, bm it could he a n y time, 
since I had no means of verifying his 
claim wilh a walch or b y observing the 
Jigh1 on 1hc walls. Night and d:ry and a ll 
days of the week were the s.1111c to me. 
$;1m explained l11a1 ;1hho11gh he woke up 
early, he lay still , wi1hcm1 ma king the 
slight<.'j;( noise. until I stin-cd in bed and 
called, "Sam'" 

"Good morning. sir," he a nswered 
with alacr it y, and added, " l)o not u-y to 

get up ye1." l'i-esen1ly. he came over and 
wrked up 1he moS<1uito net with scrupu• 
1011s care. ··()011'1 gel up ye,:· he mderctl 
;11111 mo"ed off. I cou ld hear him o pen 
the bathroom door. 111c11 I notice,( his 
steps mo\'e farihcr off, as he we nt in to 
make sure that the winclow shuucrs were 
secure and woulcl 1101 fl y open ,incl hil 
me in the face when I got in ;inti fum
hlcd al,0111. After clearing all possible 
impedime111s i11 m y w;1y. he c;1me hack 
a nd said, " Right-o. sir. now. 1ha1 place 
is ymn-s, you may go in safely. Get up 
slowly. \,Vllere is the hmry? Now c:dhrc 
0111 of your bed , die floor is only four 
inches hclow your feet. Slide clown 
gm1ly, hold my hand. he n: it is .... 
Holding both m y hands in his, he 
walked h;1ckwanl .111d led me 1rium
phamly 10 the ba throom, rem.irking all 
along- 1hc way. "T he grnund is lc\'el and 
plain. wall- fearlcs:;ly. " 

\A,'ith all the assurance that he al
tempted to give me, the covering over 
my eyes subjected me to strange tricks o( 
e<JUilibrium an<l made me nervo us at 
every step. I ha<l a feel ing of passing 
through alien geologica l fom1a1ions. 
d1asms and canyons or billowing mounds 
of couon wool, tarpaulin or heaps of 
smithy junk Of' an endless array o f baflle 
w;1lls. one beside a nothe r. I had 10 move 
wilh c.11uio11. \\/hen he TCad1ed the 
thri:sholcl of 1he ba1hroom, he gave me 
precise directions: "Now mm·e up a li11le 
to your Jef1. Raise your right fool a nd 
there you are. Now you c.lo anything 
here. Only don't step bacl:.. Turn on 
your heel, if you must. T h.11. will he 
fine ." 

Presently, when I u1lled, he re-entered 
1he bathroom wi1h a ready complimem 
0 11 his lips: " Ah, how careful and clean! 
I wish some people supposed to-be en
do wed with full vision could leave a w.c. 
as tidy! Oflen, a fter t hey h.ave been in, 
1he place will be fil lo be burned 
down! However, my business in life is 
not to complain l.llll 10 scn·e." He then 
propdled me 10 the washbasin and 
hamled me 1he 1oothbrush. "Do not brush 
so fast. May no t be good for your <'yes. 
Now slop. I will wash 1he hrnsh. Here is 
the wa1er for rinsing. Ready to go back?" 

'·Yes, Sam!.. H e wrned me round 
and led me back towar<l my heel . 

"You wam IO sit on your bed 01· in the 
chair?" he asked at 1he end of our expe
di1ion. While I 100k time to decide. he 
suggested, " Why not the d1air-? You ha\'C 
been in heel all night. Sometimes. I had 
lo mind the casualties until the slretcher
hcarcrs arrived and I ;,lways said to 
the boys, 'Lying in bed m akes a ma n 
sick; sit up. si1 up as lo ng as you can 
hold yourselves wge1her.' \Vhile we had 
110 sofas in 1he j1111g le, I m ,ule them sit 
aml fed comfonahle on an y1hing, even 
on a snake hole once, after flauening the 
top ... 

"Where did ii ha ppen? Diel you say 
Hurm;i?" I asked a s he guided me 10 the 
cane chair beside the window. 

H e ;1L once bet·.1me caut io us and said, 
.. Burma? Oid I s;1y U11rm;1? II I me n
t ioned Uunn:i, I must ha\'C m eant it, and 
1101 1he rlescn --" 

"\.\lhich campaign w as it?" 
"Campa ign?! Oh, so many, I may not 

remember. Anyway, i1 was a campaig n 
a nd we were 1here. Suppose I fc1 ch you 
m y di.1ry 1omormw? You can look 1hrough 
i1 whc11 your eyt:'S are all right aga in. and 
you will find in it all 1he ;tn~wers." 

"Oh, that will be ,·cry nice, indeed 1" 
"The mloncl J,taH' me sud1 a fa, lc :11her

bo nnd diary, which cost him a hundred 
rnpc..>es i11 Englaml. l,eforc hl· lcf1. s;,ying. 
'Sam. put your 1ho11gl11s imo it a nd all 
1ha1 you sec and do and somc..'tlay your 
children will ri:ad 1hc paJ!.eS a ml fed 
pro ud of you.' How could I 1d l 1he rnlo
ncl 1h;11 I could 1101 ,ni1c or read too 
wcll? My father stopped m y c..-duc ,tion 

when I was that high and he de\'o ted 
more time 10 ti:.ich me how to know good 
toddy from bad one." 

"Oh, you drink? .. I askc.'tl. 
"Nol now. The co lonel whipped me 

once whe11 he saw me drunk and I 
vowed I'd never touch ii again ... he 
;1dded .is an a h cnho ugh1 while he 
poured coffee for me from 1he Thcnuo~ 
ffask (which he fillc..'tl by cbshing 0111 10 a 
coffeeho use in the neighborhood: it was 
amazing with wh;11 speed h t: exccu1ed 
tht-se exi1s and enlr;mccs. although to 
ri:ach the coffeehouse he ha<I 10 run 
<lown a Hight of s1eps. past a veranda o n 
the ground floor, 1hro11g·h a gate beyond 
a drive and down ,he s1rce1. I didn't 
understand how he manage,I i1 all • .1s he 
always was present whe n I called him 
and always h;1d my coffee ready when I 
wanted it.) . He handed me the cup with 
great care. g uiding. my fingers around the 
ha ndle wi1h precisio n. 

While I sippe d the coffee, I could hear 
him move aro und the bed, 1idying i1 up. 
"When the doctor comes, he musl find 
everything neat. Otherwise, he will 1hink 
that a donkey has been in auend:mle 
in this ward." H e swcp1 ;md d usted. 
He IOok aw:1y the miler cup, washed i1 ;11 
1he sink and pm it away. and ke pi the 
loill'l flush hissing and maring by repeal
ed pulling of the chain. Thus he set 
the s1age for the doc1or's ,nTival. \l\lhen 
the sound of the whcds of 1he b;1mbge 
trolky was he;1nl far off, he helped me 
b,Kk to m y bed and stationed himself al 

1he door. \Vhc n footsteps appro,1d1ed . 
the baritone gree ted: .. G ood morning, 
doctor, sir.'' 

The doctor asked, " H ow is he today?" 
"Slept well. Relished h is food. No 

tempe rature. Condit io ns norm;1I. d octor. 
sir." I fe h the doctor's 1011ch on my 
brow. as he 1111t ic..'t( the bandage. 
affording me , for a te mh of ;l sernnd. a 
blun ·ed " iew o l' assoncd faces ovi:r me: 
he examined my eye. applied drops, 
b,mda~d .1gain a nd left. S.im followed 
him 0111 as an act of councsy ;111d 1·;m1C 

back 10 say. " Oor101· is satisfied wi1h your 
progres.~. I am happy it is so." 

Occasionally. I thumhc..·d ;1 li11lc tr.111-
sis1or radio. hoping for some music. hut 
111,·nt'll it off 1hc 111omc 111 a c:cnain shrill 
voici: c-ame on the air rt"nde ring " him 
hits " ; but I a lways founcl the llmt: con-
1i11ui11~ in a son of hum. for a mi11111c or 
two af1cr the r,ulio was put away. Una
ble to judg't! 1hc direction of the \'Oicc 01· 
its source, I used 10 kc( punlc:,I a, firsl. 
\l\1he n I 1111tlerstood , I ask<.·d. "Sam. do 
you sing?" 

The humming t·eas<:d ; " I lost p1·ac1i1·c 
lo ng ago.'' he s.;1id. and ;ulclc..'tl. "\ \Then I 
was at Don Bosco's. rhc hishop used 10 

encourage me. I s.111g in the d111rd1 choir 
a mt a lso played the harmonium a l con
Cl'r!s. \.\'c had o ur 1h·;11na1ic troupe. IOo. 
and I played L ucifc,-, \ ,\lith m y <:yehrnw\ 
pairucd and 1urncd up :ind wi1h ;i fork 

(w11ti111u·tl 011 pug,· /55 J 



A Breath of Lucifer (co11ti1111cd from /Jllge /30) 

at my tail, the bi~hop often said that nonnce. "Yes, ,ir, they han' crnnc." This 
ne\·er a beuer L.111ircr was seen an\'• would be the C\·ening visii from my 
wht-rc, a11<1 the public apptc.-ciated n;y family. who brought me my supper. Sam 
performance. !11 our swry, the king w:1s a wourd Cl')' from the window. ..Your 
good man, bm I had to g<·t inside him aml hro1her is there and that good lady his 
poison his nature. The prin(e,s w.is also wire. ,tlso. Your d :1ughter i, there a11d 
pmc, but I h:1d to ,poi! her hcart and her lit1le ~on. Ohl \\'hat a gc11im he is 
m:1kt'. her rommit sins." He dtuc.kk-d :n going to he! I can sec it in him now. 
1he 111e111,u-y of those days. Ye~. yes, they will be here in a minute , 

I le 1folikctl the nur,e. who came on 110w. Let me keep the door ope11." He 
al!ernate days 10 give me a sponge b,tth. ,t1T1111gecl the chairs. Voic1---s outside my 
S:1111 11t·\·1·r :1 pp1·m ed o! the idc.1: he said: door. S:1111\ \'oit<: o\·erwhdmi11){ the re,t 
"\\'hy can't I do ir? I have hathcd ty with .. " (;ood evening. madam. good eve-
phoid p:1tic111s ru1111ing a hnmln:d :11ul ning, , ir. Oh, you li11k maul Come to 
i.cvcn de:-:1·ccs--·" see }'our g1·:indfathcr! Come, come near-

"Oh. ye-;, of course." I hacl to pacify er a 11d sav hello lO him. You must not 
him. "But this is different; a very sped:11 shy :,way 'rrom him." .\d,lrc<;<;iug me. he 
trainin)!; is 11cccs,a,-y for ha11dli11g an C)e \\'Ould say, " He is terrified of your be:ml, 
patient." sir." aml turning h:1tk to the boy. ··He 

\\'hen 1he nurs.c arri\Cd with hot wa- will be all rigiit whe11 lhl' bandage is 
1cr and w"·els. he woultl linger 011 u111il wkeu ofl. Then he is going to ha\·e a 
~he said u11cl'rcnro11io11sly_ "Out you go. I ,ha\·c :ind a nice b:ith. not the !>pougc 
am i11 :1 hurry." I le 1er1 reluctantly_ She hath he is 110w lta\·iug. a nd then you will 
1,olH·d 1hc door. Sl'ated me in a ch:iir. ,cc how grand your l,\r,1 rnlfa1her can 
l;dped me off with my doilies ;iml ran a be! " He would then gi\'e 1he vi~i1ors ;111 

,teaming wwd O\ er my body. talking all up-to-1hc:-mi111ue account of the state oE 
the time of herself, lu:r amhition in life my n·covcry He would also throw in a 
to vi,it her brorhc:1· in E.:tst Africa. or her faint n,mplaint, "He is not very coopcra-
three d1ildre 11 in st:hool. ;ind so fonh. th·e. Lifts his hands to his eyes co11s1ant-

\Vhcn ,he left. I asked Sam, '' \\That ly and will not listen Lo my advice not to 
doc, she look Ii ke?" exert." 

"Looks like herself. all right. \Vhy do His listeners would comment on it, 
you wam to hothcr ahout her? Leave her ,,-hich would pwvoke a further comment 
alo11e. I know her kind vny well." i11 the µ,1·ea1 ha1·ito11e. the l>abhle mad-

"ls she pretty?" J asked pcrsi~tently, cleni ng to o ne 1101 able 10 watch f,1ccs 
and added. "AL a ny rate, I r;m swear and son 0111 the speakers. until o ne 
llut her , ·oice is sweet and her toudt implored, "S;nn. you can retire for a 
silken." while and le:l\'C us. I will cdl you later," 

"Oh! Oh:" he cried. "Take care!'' thus .~iving oneself a chance 10 have a 
"En_•u the faint garlic fla\'or in her word wi1h the \'isitors. 

brc,1th is very plc:":mt, al!hougl1. nor- I had 10 assume that he took my 
m;1Jly. I hate garlic." ach·icc and departed. At lc;ist, I did not 

"These arc 1101 wome n you should hear him again u111il they were ready to 

cucoura).{C," he said. "Before you know leave. when he said, " Please do 1101 [ail 
where you are, thi111-,,s will have hap-- to bri11g the washed clothes tomorrow. 
pcued. \\'hen I played Lm:ifcr, i\larie, .\lso. 1he doctor has asked him lo cat 
who took 1he pan of the kin).{'s d11ugh1er, fruits. If you could find apples . . . . " 
made co11s1a11t at1emp1s to 1;11tia· me He carried lO the car the vt-ssels hrnught 
whcm:,·cr :.he i;ot a d1,t111·e, I resisted her hy 1hern and saw them off. -
stot11ly. of course: hut once, when our After their deparLurc, he would come 
troupe was campin).{ out. J found th;-.t a nd say, ·'Your hrothcr, sir, looks a 
she h:Hl crept into my bed at nig·ht. I mighty ollit'l'r; 110 one ctn fool him; very 
tried to push her off, hnt she whispered strict he must be. and I dare not ta lk to 
a ihreal that slw would yell at the 1op of him. Your daughter is dcvoLCd to you; 
her , ·oice that I had ahtlucted her. \,\!hat no wonder. if she was motherless and 
<mild I do wi1lt sue h a one?" There \\'as brought up by you. That grandson; 
a pause a11d he added, "E\·cn after we watch m y wonl~. someday he is goin).; to 

rc1urued home lrn111 1he camp. she pur- he like Nehru. He h;1s tha t bearing 110w. 

sued me, until one day my wife saw what Do you kuow wh.rl he said when T took 
was h;1ppe ni11g- :111d gashc,I her face with him out for a walk? 'If my grandfather 
her 1111~1-rnaik That taught the slut a docs not get well soon, I will shoot 
Jcs,011." you,'" and he laughed at the memol'}' of 

"\\'ltl'rC is i\l;u·ic 1hcse days?" I a\ked. Lhat pugnacious rcrnark. 
He said, "Oh. she is ma,..-ied to a \Ve a11ticipatcd with 1hc g:reatcsl thrill 

lellow who sells r:il!lc tickets, but I ig- the day on which the hambges would be 
uore her whenever I sec her at the mar• takc11 off my eyes. On the evening before 
kct gate helping: her husb:ind." that mcmot~il,lc day, Sam said. " [( you 

" 'hen t!te souud of 11\y car was hca1·d 
outside, he ran lo the window to an-

don't mind, I will arrange a small cele
l,1~1t io11. This is vel'y much like the New 
Ye:ir E\'c. You must sanction a small 

hudget for the ceremony, about ten nt
pees will do. With your permission .. . . " 
He put his h:111d in and extracted the 
purse from u11dcr my pillow. H e asked 
for an hour off and left. \ Vhcn he re
turned, l hc;ml him place bouks on the 
tahle. 

" \Vhat ha\·e you there?" I asked. 
"Sof1 drink.,. orange. wl;r: this al.'iO 

h;1ppcns 10 he- my birthda) . I ha\'e bot1:,?,ht 
cake arnl cnullcs, my humble <011tril.m1io11 
for thi~ gr,111d e,·ening." He w.1~ silent 
and lmsy for a while. and 1hc11 1.x:gan a 
running commentary: " I 'm now cu11i11g 
the cake, hlowing out the candles- " 

"I low mauyr" 
"I couldn't µ,cL more than a dozen, the 

nearby shop did nol ha\'e more." 
"Arc you only twch-e years o ld?" 
He laughed. h;rnclccl me a g-1:tss, "To 

your hc·;tlth. i\lay you open your ey<.--s on 
a happy bright. wol'ld--" 

"A u<l also o n your face!" I said. He 
kept filling my glass and wasting to the 
health of a ll huma11iLy. I could hc:1r him 
gulp clmrn his dri11k ag:1in and again. 

"\\'hat arc you drinking?" 
"Orange, o[ c.oursc." 
"\ \'hat is I he smell:-" 
"Oh, that 5rncll'. Someone h roke the 

spirit lamp in 1hc next w:1nl." 
"I heard them leave this C\'Cning!" 
"\'es, ye,. bm just before they left. they 

broke the lamp. I assmc<tl them, 'D011'1 
worry, I'll clca11 up.' That's the smell o{ 
my hands. After all, we must help each 
other.'' Presently. he ,lis1rihu1cd the c 1kc 
and hur\ t in10 a ,ong or two. 

"/lc's a jolly gootl fdlow ... . " 

"The more we 11l'e logcllicr." 

He sang i11 a stentorian \'oicc. I could 
also hear his J'ee1 tapping- away a da11ce. 
Aher a while, I felt lircd :md said, "S.1111, 

give me suppe r. I feel sleepy-" 
r\f1er the first spell o[ sk cp, I awoke 

and called. "S:uu." 
'·Yes, si1-," he said with alac1·ity. 
"\Viii you lead me to the h;ithroom?" 
"Yes, sir." The next momC'nL, he \\'as 

at my bed, saying, ·•sit up, edge fonvanl, 
two inches clown to your feet; now lclt, 
right. left, m;irch, ldt, right, righl turn.'' 
He helped me onto my feet. Normally, 
whenc\'Cr I described the fantastic things 
that floated before my bandaged eyes, he 
would re ply, "No, no, no wall, 11or a 
pillar. No junk, either, trust me and 
walk on." 

But tod.iy, when I &'lid, "You know 
why l have to walk so slowly?" he &'lid: 

"I k11ow, I know. I don't blame you. 
The place is cluucred." 

"I sec an immense pillar in my way," I 
said. 

"vVith carvini.,.-s," he added. "Those 
)O\·ers again. These two ftg-ures! I see 
them. She is pouting her lips and !tc is 
trying to chew them off, with his :mn 
under her thigh. J\ sinful spect:iclc. 155 
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that's why 1 ha\·e given up looking at 
sc:111 plllres!" 

I tried to laugh it off .ind said, "The 
bath ." 

"The bath, the bath, that is the prob
lem. The pface is on lire." 

··\Vhat do you mean. on lire?" 
" I know :r11)' fire when I M:e one. I was 

Lucifer once. \'\'hen I c;nne on stage with 
fire in my 110strils, children ~reamed in 
the auditorium :ind the women fointed. 
Lucifer has heen hreathing around. Let 
us go." H e took me hy the hand and 
hurri<.:tl me out in some direction. 

.\t the \'eranda, I felt the cold air of 
the night in my face and asked, ".\re we 
goin~ out- -" 

He would not let me lini~h mv -cn-
1cnce. "This is no place for us. HutT}' 
up. I ha\'e a respo nsihility, I cannot let 
you peri,h tll the fire." 

That w:,s the ftrst Lime I had taken a 
,tep outside the bedroom, and I really 
felt frig-l11c11nl and nied, "Oh! I feel 
we arc - on the edge of a chasm or a 
<:.ffern, I can't walk." 

. .\nd he s:, id, "Softly, softly. Do not 
make all that noise. I sec the tiger's tail 
,ticking Ollt or the Gl\'e ." 

" .,\re you joking?'" He didn't answer, 
hut g,Tippetl my shoultler and lc<I me on. 
I did not know where we we1·e going. 

.\L the stairhead, he co11un:111ded, 
"Halt, we are de-;cending, now your right 
foot down, there, the1·c, good, now bring 
the lcf1 one, only twenty steps 10 go.'' 
\Vhcn I had ma11:1~ed il wilhom slllm
hling, he complimented me 011 my sman
ne~s. Now a cold wind hlew in my face 
and 1 ~hiven:d. 

I asked, "..\re we inside or outside?" I 
hc;ml 1hc rustle of tree leaves. I relt 1he 

gran' l under my hare feet. He did 11ol 
care lo an~wc:r my 11uc\1ion. I was taken 
through a m:11.c of garden paths and 
steps. I felt bewilllcrcd and exhausted. I 
suddenly ~lopped dead in my lrac;ks and 
demanded, '•\Vhere arc you taking me?" 
Again, he did not answer. I s:1id, "'Had 
we he11er not gu back to my hcd?" 

He remained silent for a while to 

consider my proposal and agreed, "Tlt;1t 
mi~ht l>e a good idea, but d:111gerous. 
They ha,·e mi11cd the whole area. Don't 
touch any1hi11g you sec. stay here, don't 
1110,·c, I will go and ft11d 0111 how we c;m 
get hack ~afcly, I ha\·e lost the chart. I 
will he back." 

I-le 1110,·ed off. I was scizc1l with panic 
when I heard his voice recede. I heard 
him sing ... ' I-le is a jolly good fellow. He 
is ;1 jolly good fellow.'" followed by 
"'Has she go1 lo\'cl)' checks? Yes, \hC has 
lovely check~' " which was reassurin~. 
as it meant that he was still somewhere 
around. 

I c;tlled out, "Sam." 
He answe1·ed from afor, "Coming, but 

don't gel up yet.'' 
"Sam, Sam," I pleaded, "'let me get 

back to my hed. l s it really on lire?" 
He answered. "Oh, no, who has hl:en 

putting ideas imo your head? I will 111ke 
you hack to your bed, bm please g ive me 
time to lind the way back. There has 
been £0111 play and our retreat is cut off, 
but please ,Lay still aml 110 one will spot 
you.'' Hi, \·oice still sounded far off. 

J pleaded desperately, "Come 1u::.irer.'' 
I had a feeling of being po ised over a 
Yoid. l heard his approaching steps. 

" \'es, sir, what is )'Our command?" 
" \Vhy ha\'C you brought me here?" I 

asked. 

"Ahoy! Do yu11 need a tow?'' 

He whispered, " Marie, she had prom
ised to come, should be here :my min
mc.'' He M1ddc11ly cried ou1, "Marie, 
where arc you?" aml 11111111bled, ··she 
came in10 your room last nigh1 and the 
night before, almost eve1·y night. Did she 
<li,turb you? :--lo. She is such a quiet sort, 
you woul<I 11e\'CT have known. She c1mc 
i11 when I put Olll the li~ht and left at 
sunrise. \'011 arc a good officer, have her, 
if )'Ou like.'' 

I could not help remarking, "Didn't 
your wife drive her away?" 

Promptly came his reply: "None of 
her bu,i11ess. How dare she i111erfere in 
my aflairs? If she tries--" He could 
1101 complete the sentem·e, the tltou~ht 
of hi\ wife h;1,·ing infuri;11ed him. He 
s:1id, " ' ll1;it woman is 110 good. All my 
troubles :ll"e due to her." 

I pleaded. "Sam, take me to my hed." 
"\'c,;, \ir," he \aid with alacritv, took 

my h;111d aml led me a few s1cj1s and 
said, "Here is your l.>ed," and gave me a 
gentle pu,h down, 11n1il I s:111k to one 
knee, thcn sat on the ground. The stones 
jahhed me, hut that seemed beuer than 
slandinl{ 0 11 mv feet. He s:, id. "\'\'ell, 
blanket at vour ·rcc1. Call out 'Sam," I am 
1·eally 1101 ,for. not really , lecping .... 
Goocl night, good night, I generally pray 
and then slc..'Cp; no, I won't really sleep. 
Sam, one ,,·ord will do, one word will do 
. .. will do. _ . . " I heard him snore. he 
was sound asleep somewhere in th;1t 
enonnous \"oid. I resigned m yself to my 
fa te . I put out my hand and realized that 
I was beside a bush, and l 011ly hoped 
th;11 ,ome poiso11011, inscn would 1101 
sting me. I wa~ sci1.ed wiLh n11mcrom 
k<1r~. The 11igi1t wa~ spent th11s. l 1nmt 
have fallen into a drowse, awakened at 
dawn bv the bird noises around. 

A w~man took my hand an<l said, 
"\\lhy are you here?" 

"~laric?" I a~kcd. 
"No, J swc.:cp and clean your room 

c,-c.-y morning, before others come." 
I only said, "Lead me tu my bed." She 

did not waste time on quc,tions. After 
,m cmlleM journey, she said, "Here is 
your hc,I, sir , lie down." 

I ,uflered a >et hack and the 1111hamlag
ing was po\tpo11ed. The tloc1or struggled 
to treat the ailments produced b~• shock 
;inti exposure. A fortnight later, the 
handages were taken off, but I never saw 
Sam. Uni~- a postcard addressed to the 
clinic ..c,·eral days I.Her: ··1 wi,h you 
a spc1..·dy re<u,·ery. I do not know what 
h;1ppe11nl that night. ~umc loul pl,1y, 
somewhere. Thal rogue who hrought me 
the t:ola 11111~1 have dntgg-cd the th·i11k. l 
will deal with him yet. I pray that you 
get well. Alter yon go home, if you 
please, semi me a money order for Rs. 
-18 / -. I am charg-ing you for only six <b~s 
.111d not lor the last day. I wish I could 
meet you, hut m y colonel ha~ ,11111111onctl 
me to i\la<lr.1s to au end 011 a leg amputa-
1io11. S,nn." 

FJ 


