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SHORT STORY

THE GENERAL

That April, a highly exaggerated
spring had burst upon our valley.
In and around our small town most
of the trees had overdone them-
selves in burgeoning and, conse-
quently, looked dumbfounded. A
little moonlight was incentive enough
for the cuckoos to keep cooing at
midnight, infusing unpredictable
elements into a few thousand
dreams. '

[t was the assortment of frag-
rances in the breeze and the audacity
of the cuckoos that had spurred us

right up to the gate of the house on

the hillock.

Three large dogs began barking
at us from the other side of the gate.
But the season was in our favour.
We tried to rouse their conscience
through choice words and, in the
process, attracted their master's
attention.

"Good evening, General!”, we
greeted in a chorus.

General Valla seemed pleased.
He kept his dogs under control with
one hand and opened the gate with

the other.
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He was one and a half times over
average height. His moustache look-

‘ed like a pair of rusty hammers joined

at their handles.

“Young men, don't believe in your
text-book proverb that a barking
dog does not bite. It is extremely
doubtful if the dog itself has any

idea of the proverb, warns a great

re

marn .

The General raised his voice and
laughed like one of those automatic

- guns in action. The dogs fell silent

in appreciaton.

Manoj Das

We entered the compound. As
we sat down on the sofas on the
veranda, the General brought out a
ten-rupee note from his pocket and
held it out for us.

s

"Don't expect more. You are the
third team of holy beggars this
week!”

"But, General, we are...”"
"Different from others! I don't care.
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feven don't wish to know whether
it is d night school, or a library, or a
puja. | have fixed one rate for all the
charity collectors™.

The dogs sensed our inability to
see their master's point. They
growled.

"Sir, we're —uh — artistes going to
stage a play. We have been regularly
doing one at this time of the year
and our function has come to be
accepted as almost the other name
for life in this town. Here is the writer
— this very fellow’’, Mardaraj said
pointing to me. “And [ happen to
be — uh — the director.

Mardaraj and myself blushed
together.

The General was still not sure
what he ought to do with the note
.and was squeezing it like a hand-

kerchief.

"“There is a role in the third scene
of the third act, that of the king's
commander, and our writer has
executed the character well. He
bagged an award in the State drama
festival last year'', Mardaraj said
again.

" And Mardaraj is a gifted director.
The weekly Lion’s Roar observed
that a director like him could make
even a dog act like a lion!" Bantoo
informed the General and himself
blushed, for it was he who had
reviewed the production under a
pseudonym. -

We stole glances at the dogs to
see if they took oftence.

“And, Sir, pardon us it we are

talking foolish, but how wonderful
it would be if General Valla himself
appeared in that small but cardinal
role! We have never known of a
true commander ever acting a com-
mander'’s role”, said [

"1t would be a historic event,
General’’, said Bantoo.

“Tt would be the most flattering
experience for the audience, our
townsfolk’’, said Mardaraj.

The General slipped the note into
his pocket and gave two pats to his
moustache and exploded into a
laugh. So far only one bulb lighted
the veranda. He switched on two

more, illuminating the pictures along

the wall depicting the various
_achievements of his life. His face
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