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You never saw such a commotion up and down a house, in all your life, as when my
Uncle Podger undertook to do a job. A picture would have come home from the
frame-maker's, and be standing in the dining-room, waiting to be put up; and Aunt
Podger would ask what was to be done with it, and Uncle Podger would say:

"Oh, vou leave that to me. Don't you, any of you, worry yourselves about that. I'll do
all that.”

And then he would take off his coat, and begin. He would send the girl out for
sixpenny worth of nails, and then one of the boys after her to tell her what size to get;

and, from that, he would gradually work down, and start the whole house.

. Will," he would shout; "and you bring me the
rule, Tom; and I shall want the step-ladder, and 1 had better have a kitchen-chair,
too; and, Jim! You run round to Mr. Goggles, and tell him, 'Pa's kind regards, and
hopes his leg's better; and will he lend him his spirit-level?’ And don't you go, Maria,
because 1 shall want somebody to hold me the light; and when the girl comes back,
she must go out again for a bit of picture-cord; and Tom!—where's Tom?—Tom, you
come here; I shall want you to hand me up the picture.”

"Now you go and get me my hammer

And then he would lift up the picture, and drop it, and it would come out ot the
frame, and he would try to save the glass, and cut himself; and then he would spring
round the room, looking for his handkerchief. He could not find his handkerchiet,
because it was in the pocket of the coat he had taken off, and he did not know where
he had put the coat, and all the house had to leave off 1(?01\'illg for his tools, and start
looking for his coat; while he would dance round and hinder them.

"Doesn't anybody in the whole house know where my coat is? [ never came across
such a set in all my life—upon my word 1 didn't. Six of you!—and you can'l find a coat
that I put down not five minutes ago! Well, of all the—"

Then he'd get up, and find that he had been sitting on it, and would call out:
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"Oh, you can give it up! U've found it myself now. Might just as well ask the cat to fiyg

anything as expect you people to find it"

And, when half an hour had been spent in tying up his finger, and a new glass had
been got, and the tools, and the ladder, and the chair, and the candle had been
brought, he would have another go, the whole family, including the girl and the
charwoman, standing round in a semi-circle, ready to help. Two people would have
to hold the chair, and a third would help him up on it, and hold him there, and a
fourth would hand him a nail, and a fifth would pass him up the hammer, and he

would take Lold of the nail, and drop it.
"There!" he would say, in an injured tone, "now the nail's gone."

And we would all have to go down on our knees and grovel for it, while he would
stand on the chair, and grunt, and want to know if he was to be kept there all the

evening.

The nail would be found at last, but by that time he would have lost the hammer.

"Where's the hammer? What did I do with the hammer? Great heavens! Seven of
you, gaping round there, and you don't know what I did with the hammer!”

We would find the hammer for him, and then he would have lost sight of the mark he
had made on the wall, where the nail was to go in, and cach of us had to get up on the
chair, beside him, and see if we could find it; and we would each discoverit in a
different place, and he would call us all fools, one after another, and tell us to get
down. And he would take the rule, and re-measure, and find that he wanted half
thirty-one and three-eighths inches from the corner, and would try to do it in his

head, and go mad.

And we would all try to do it in our heads, and all arrive at different results, and
sneer at onc another. And in the general row, the original number would be

forgotten, and Uncle Podger would have lo measure it again.
and at the critical moment, when the old fool

was leaning over the chair atan angle of forty-five, and tr;.'ing to reacl} a point three
inches beyond what was possible for him to reach, the string would slip, and down he
would slide on to the piano, a really fine musical effect being produced by tl‘u:
suddenness with which his head and body struck all the notes at the same time.

He would use a bit of string this time,

And Aunt Maria would say that she would not allow the children to stand round and
hear such language.
At last, Uncle Podger would get the spot fixed again, and put the poiﬂnt olf tl}e 1}:1[1)]1:))::
it with his left hand, and take the hammer in his r1gh! hand. And, \‘\'1 th tb](fd\!‘r;mes ;
he would smash his thumb, and drop the hammer, with a yell, on somebod)



Aunt Maria would mildly observe that, next time Uncle Podger was going to hammer
anail into the wall, she hoped he'd let her know in time, so that she could make
arrangements to go and spend a week with her mother while it was being done.

(1] r = ” .

Oh! You women, you make such a fuss over everything," Uncle Podger would reply,
picking himself up. "Why, I like doing a little job of this sort.”
And then he would have another try, and, at the sccond blow, the nail would go clean
through the plaster, and half the hammer after it, and Uncle Podger be precipitated
against the wall with force nearly sufficient to flatien his nose.

Then we had to find the rule and the string again, and a new hole was made; and,
about midnight, the picture would be up—very crooked and insecure, the wall for
yards round looking as if it had been smoothed down with a rake and everybody dead
beat and wretched—except Uncle Podger.

"There you are," he would say, stepping heavily off the chair on to the charwoman’s
corns, and surveying the mess he had made with evident pride. "Why, some people

would have had a man in to do a little thing like that!"

From '"Three Men in a Boat', Jerome K. Jerome
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QNE DOLLAR AND cighty-seven cents. That was all. And sixty cents of
it was in pennies. Pennies saved one and two at a time by bulldozing the grocer
a‘md the }-'cgctzllalc man and the butcher until once's cheeks burned with the silent
imputation of parsimony that such close dealing implied. Three times Della
counted it. One dollar and cighty-seven cents. And the next day would be
Christmas.

There was clearly nothing to do but flop down on the shabby little couch and
howl. So Della did it. Which instigates the moral reflection that life is made up

of sobs, sniffles, and smiles, with sniffles predominating.

While the mistress of the home is gradually subsiding from the first stage (o the
second, take a look at the home. A furnished flat at $8 per week. It did not
exactly beggar description, but it certainly had that word on the lookout for

the mendicancy squad.
In the vestibule below was a letter-box into which no letter would go, and an
electric button from which no mortal finger could coax a ring. Also appertaining
thereunto was a card bearing the name “Mr. James Dillingham Young.” The
“Dillingham™ had been flung to the breeze during a former period of prosperity
when its possessor was being paid $30 per week. Now, when the income was
shrunk to $20, the letters of “Dillingham™ looked blurred, as though they were
thinking seriously of contracting to a modest and unassuming D. But whenever
Mr. James Dillingham Young came home and reached his (lat above he was
called “Jim” and greatly hugged by Mrs. James Dillingham Young,. alrcady
introduced to you as Della. Which is all very good.
Della finished her cry and attended to her cheeks with the powder rag. She
stood by the window and looked out dully at a grey cat walking a grey fence in
Christmas Day, and she had only $1.87

a grey backyard. Tomorrow would be
with which to buy Jim a present. She had been saving every penny she could for

months, with this result. Twenty dollars a week doesn't go far. Expenses had
been greater than she had calculated. They always are. Only $1.87 to buy a
present for Jim. Her Jim. Many a happy hour she had spent planning for
something nice for him. Something fine and rare and sterling—something just a
little bit near to being worthy of the honor of being owned by Jim.

There was a pier-glass between the windows of the room. Perhaps you have
seen a pier-glass in an $8 flat. A very thin and very agile person may. by
observing his reflection in a rapid sequence ol longitudinal strips, obtain a fairly
accurate conception of his looks. Della, being slender, had mastered the art.
Suddenly she whirled from the window and stood before the glass. Her cyes
were shining brilliantly, but her face had lost its color within twenty seconds.

Rapidly she pulled down her hair and let it fall to its full length.
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Now, there were two possessions of the Tames Dillingham Youngs in which

they both ook amighty pride. One was Jim's gold wateh that had been his
tather's and his prandtathers. The other was Della's hair. Had the Queen of
Sheba hived in the Nat across the airshai, Della would have fet her hair hang out
the window some day to diy just to :vau‘ci;fi@"l ler Majesty's jewels and gills,
Had King Solomon been the janitor, with all his treasures piled up in the
basement, Jim would have pulled out his watch cvery time he passed, just to see
him pluck athis beard trom envy.

So now Della’s beautiful hair fell about her. rippling and shining like a cascade
of brown waters. Tt reached below her knee and made itself almost a garment
l:\\l‘ lwr.‘.-\nd then she did it up again nervously and quickly. Once she faltered
tor a mmute and stood still while a tear or two splashed on the worn red carpet.
On went her old brown jacket: on went her old brown hat. With a whirl of skirts
and with the brilliant sparkle still in her eyes, she fluttered out the door and
down the stairs o the street.

Where she stopped the sign read: “Mme. Sofronie. Hair Goods of All Kinds.”
One flight up Della ran. and collected hersell, panting. Madame, large, too
white. chilly, hardly looked the “Sofronie.” —ggs

“Will you buy my hair?™ asked Della.

I buy hair,” said Madame. “Take yer hat off and let's have a sight at the looks
of it.”

Down rippled the brown cascade. “Twenty dollars,” said Madame. lifting the
mass with a practised hand.

“Give it to me quick,” said Della.

Oh. and the next two hours tripped by on rosy wings. Forget the hashed
metaphor. She was ransacking the stores for Jim's present.

She found it at last. It surely had been made for Jim and no one else. There was
no other like it in any of the stores, and she had turned all of them inside out. [t
was a platinum fob chain simple and chaste in design, properly proclaiming its
value by substance alone and not by mcn:*trici_(_)us ornamentation—as all good
things should do. 1t was even worthy of The Watch. As soon as she saw it she
knew that it must be Jim's. It was like him. Quietness and value—the
description applied to both. Twenty-one dollars they took trom her for it, and
she hurried home with the 87 cents. With that chain on his watch Jim might be
properly anxious about the time in any company. Grand as the watch was. he
sometimes looked at it on the sly on account of the old leather strap that he used

in place of a chain. |
When Della reached home her intoxication gave way a little to prudence and
reason. She got out her curling irons and lighted the gas und‘wcqt to work
repairing the ravages made by generosity added to love. Which is always a

tremendous task, dear friends—a mammoth task.



Within torty minutes her head w
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Jim was never late. Della doubled the fob chain in her hand and sat on the
corner of ic table near the door that he always entered. Then she heard his step
on the stair away down on the first Might. and she turned white for just a N
moment. She had a habit for saying little silent prayers about the simplest
everyday things. and now she whispered: “Plcase God. make him think I am
still pretty.”
The door opened and Jim stepped in and closed it. He looked thin and very
serious. Poor fellow, he was only twenty-two—and to be burdened with a
family! He needed a new overcoat and he was without gloves.

Jim stopped inside the door, as immovable as a setter at the scent of quail. His
eyes were fixed upon Della, and there was an expression in them that she could

not read, and it terrified her. It was not anger. nor surprise, nor disapproval, nov
horror, nor any of the sentiments that she had been prepared for. He simply

stared at her fixedly with that peculiar expression on his face.

Della wriggled off the table and went for him.
“Jim, darling.” she cried, “don't look at me that way. | had my hair cut off and

sold it because I couldn't have lived through Christmas without giving youa
present. [t'1] grow out again—you won't mind, will you? I just had Lo do it. My
hair grows awfully fast. Say ‘Merry Christmas!” Jim, and let's be happy. You
don't know what a nice—what a beautiful. nice gift I've got for you.”
“yYou've cul off your hair?” asked Jim. laboriously, as if he had not arrived at
that patent fact yet even afer the hardest mental labor.

«Cut it off and sold it,” said Della. “Don't you like me just as W

me without my hair, ain't 177

Jim looked about the room curiously. | .
«“you say your hair is gone?” he said, with an air almost of idiocy.
«you needn't look for it.” said Della. “1t's sold, 1 tell you——sold and gone, 100
It's Christmas Eve, boy. B¢ good Lo me, for it went for you. Maybe the hairs ol

my head were numbered,” she went on with sudden serious sweetness, “but

- - ou. Shall 1 put the chops on. Jim?"
ly could ever count my love for you: Shal ‘ : )
ppe (o wake. e enfolded his Della. For ten

Out of his trance Jim seemed quickly 10 , e ithe
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Yalua'blc gifts. but that was not among them. This dark assertion will be
illuminated later on.
{B;:";"r:];\ l‘""‘Ck‘“S‘-‘. .IF’OI‘II his overcoat pocket and threw it upon the table.

t make any mistake, Dell,” he said, “about me. [ don't think there's
a{nyllung in the way of a haircut or a shave or a shampoo that could make me
like my __Lj.lt:] any less. But if you'll unwrap that package you may sce why you
had me going a while at first.”

White 1-]n§cl's and nimble torc at the string and paper. And then an ecstatic
scream of joy: zu_ld then, alas! a quick feminine change to hysterical tears and
walils, necessitating the immediate employment of all the comforting powers of
the lord of the flat. _

For there lay The Combs—the set of combs, side and back, that Della had
worshipped long in a Broadway window. Beautiful combs. pure tortoise shell.
with jewelled rims—just the shade to wear in the beautiful vanished hair. They
were expensive combs, she knew, and her heart had simply craved and yearned
over them without the least hope of possession. And now. they were hers, but

the tresses that should have adomed the coveted adornments were gone.

But she hugged them to her bosom, and at length she was able to look up with
dim eyes and a smile and say: “My hair grows so fast, Jim!™

And them Della leaped up like a little singed cat and cried. “Oh, oh!™

Jim had not yet seen his beautiful present. She held it out to him cagerly upon
her open palm. The dull precious metal seemed to flash with a reflection of her
bright and ardent spirit. .

“Isn't it a dandy. Jim? I hunted all over town to find it. You'll have to Ioolf at the
time a hundred times a day now. Give me your watch. I want to sce how it looks

onit.” |
Instead of obeying, Jim tumbled down on the couch and put his hands under the

back of his head and smiled. . , .
“Dell.” said he, “let's put our Christmas presents away and keep “em a while.
They're too nice to use just at present. 1 sold the walc!] to get the money to buy
your combs. And now suppose you put the chops on.” | |

The magi, as you know, wcre wise men—wonderfully wise men—who brought
. ? = . - -

-5 invented the art of giving Christmas

i I r. They
oifts to the Babe in the mange . f giving Christm ‘
;rescnls Beine wise, their gifts were no doubt wise ones, possibly bearing the

privilege of exchange in case of duplication. And here | have lamely l‘clalcd'tol
= ' ~ . . = . ] . ; o
you the uneventlul chronicle of two foolish children in a flat who most unwiscly

sacrificed for each other the greatest treasures of their hous?. But in a last word
se days let it be said that of all who give gifts these two were

o vive and receive gifls. such as they are wisesL.
f=] - .
t. They are the magl.

to the wise of the
the wisest. Of all wh :
Everywhere they are wises
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AN ASTROLOGER'S DAY
R. K. Narayan
|ntroduction

R.K.Narayan (b.1907) is a living and well-known South Indian
novelist, essayist and story writer in English. He has a tremendous
capacity for portraying the varied Indian life style, particularly
of those people whose psychology and background he is most
familiar with. He narrates with skill the ironic, comic, tragic and
laughable aspects of Indian life without taking sides. This can
be said with specific reference to Malagudi life. His mastery of
the English language is so marvellous that he can convey the
subtlest and most complex shades of thoughts, feelings and
emotions with great ease. Like the famous story writer, O.Henry,
R.K.Narayan's stories too end with unexpected twist.

By and large people in India are highly superstitious and
credulous. It is very easy to misguide and exploit such people
by someone who is cunning and shrewd. The story “An
Astrologer’s Day” tells about an astrologer to whom people were
attracted. He said things which pleased and astonished everyone.
Long practice had sharpened his perception. He never opened
his mouth till the other had spoken for atleast ten minutes.

The astrologer had an antecedent. He had to leave his village
without telling anyone. As a youngster he had stabbed and pughed
afriend into a well in the heat of the moment. Luckily the friend
did not die and after a long time happened to meet the astrologer.
The astrologer could recognize him. How the cunning astrologer
®scapes the revenge is very nicely narrated by R.K .Narayan.

-—
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_ he had
" en he began life; and ;c“k“n': Elu intended 1o be an astrologer
W no more of what was going 10

WII ‘ ne 1 ute . *{e Was as muct. t t

hich pleased and iy sk, Yo ks wid ting
Ofished everyone; that was mor: a matter

: qudy. practic
of study. practice, and shrewd guesswork. All the same. it was

s much an honest man’s labour
: as any other, and he
he wages he camed home at the end of a day. —

He had left his village with ;
- out previous thought or plan. If
ne had continuzd 'ihemu;c would have carried on the wot:k of his
farefathers—namely tilling the land, livin ' 1pen

_ g, marrying, and npenin
o his comfield and az_mccstra] home. But that was not to bp: Hi
@ to 1:2\"!: hOmE: without telling anyone and he could not rest
all e left it behind a couple of hundred miles. To a villager 1t
i< 2 great deal, as if an ocean flowed between.

He had a working analysis of mankind’s troubles; mamage,
money, and the tangles of human ties. Long practice had
sharpened his perception. Within five minutes he understood
+hat was wrong. He charged three pies per question, never
op=ned s mouth till the other had spoken for at least ten munutes,
which provided him enough stuff for a dozen answers and advises.
When he told the person before him, gazing at his palm, ‘In
many ways you are not getting the fullest results for your efforts’,
nine out of ten were disposed to agree with him. Or he questioned:

‘[s there any woman in your family, maybe even a distant relative,

who is not well disposed towards you”’ Or he gave an analysis
of character: ‘Most of your troubles are due to your nature. How
can you be otherwise with Satum where he is? You have an
impetuous nature and rough exterior’. This endeared him to
their hearts immediately. for even the mildest of us loves to think

that he has a forbidding extenor.

The nuts vendor blew out his flare and rose 10 g0 home. This
was a signal for the astrologer 10 bundle up 100, since It left him
in darkness except for 2 little shaft of green light which strayed

in from somewhere and touched the ground before him. }-lc
picked up his cowrie shells and paraphernalia and was putting
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them back into his bag when the green shaft of light was blotteq
out: he looked up and saw a man before him. He senseqd ,

~ssible client and said: “You look so careworn. It will do yq,
good to sit down for a while and chat with me'. The othe,
grumbled some reply vaguely. The astrologer pressed hig
invitation; whereupon the other thrust his palm under his noge
saying: ‘You call yourself an astrologer?” The astrologer fe|
challenged and said, tilting the other’s palm towards the green
shaft of light: ‘Yours is a nature.... ‘Oh, stop that,’ the other
<aid. ‘tell me something worth while.’

Our friend felt piqued. ‘I charge only three pies per question,
and what you get ought to be good enough for your money." At
this the other withdrew his arm, took out an anna, and flung it
out to him, saying: ‘I have some questions to ask. If 1 prove you
are bluffing, you must return that anna to me with interest.

‘If you find my answers satisfactory, will you give me five
rupees?’

‘No’

‘Or will you give me eight annas?’

‘All right, provided you give me twice as much if you are
wrong,’ said the stranger. This pact was accepted after a little
further argument. The astrologer sent up a prayer 1o heaven as
the other lit a cheroot. The astrologer caught a glimpse of his
face by the matchlight. There was a pause as cars hooted on the
road, jutka drivers swore at their horses, and the babble of the
crowd agitated the semi-darkness of the park. The other sal
down, sucking his cheroot, puffing out, sat there ruthlessly. The
astrologer felt very uncomfortable. ‘Here, take your anna back.
[ am not used to such challenges. It is late for me today.” He
made preparations to bundle up. The other held his wrist and
said: *You can't get out of it now. You dragged me in while ]
was passing.’ The astrologer shivered in his grip; and his voice
shook and became faint. ‘Leave me today. I will speak to you
tomorrow.” The other thrust his palm in his face and said:

‘Challenge is challenge. Go on.' The astrologer proceeded with

Y
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ms throal drying up: ‘There is a woman...'

Si.op' i t.hc other. ‘I don’t want all that. Shall I

n my present marc_:h or not? Answer this and. aO SUCt::ccd
will not let you go till you disgorge all your coi g’or.rh therwise:!
muuergd a few 1pcanlations and replied: ‘All lzzh{ Icwa.slllroloiir
But wil_l you give me a rupee if what I say ié cm:virslzfn ?
()lhc:lwlsc I will not open my mouth, and you may do what Eu
ke Afier 9 good deal of haggling the other agreed ')["he
_strologer said: “You were left for dead. Am I right?’ :

‘Ah, tell me more’

‘A knife has passed through you once’ said the astrologer.
.Good fellow!" He bared his chest to show the scar.
‘What else?’

‘And then you were pushed into a well nearby in the field.

You wcre left for dead.’

‘{ should have been dead if some passer-by had not chanced
(o pevp Into the well, exclaimed the other, overwhelmed by
enthusiasm. “When shall I get at him?' he asked clenching his

fist.

‘In the next world,” a

months ago in 2 far-off t
him'. The other groaned on hearing it.

‘Guru Nayak.'
‘You know my nam

nswered the astrologer. ‘He died four
own. You will never €€ any more of /
The astrologer proceeded:

e!’ the other said, taken aback.

‘As 1 know all other things. Guru Nayak, listen carefully to
what 1 have to say. Your village is two days’ journey due north
of this town. Take (he next train and be gone. [ see once again
great danger 10 your life if you go from home. He took out a §
pinch of sacred ash and held it to him. ‘Rub it on your forehead
and go home. Never travel Southward again, and you will live

to be a hundred.’

‘Why should 11 the other said reflectively.

eave home again?’
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d then to look for him and ¢,
He shook his head regretfully,
at least he died as he deserved

crushed under a lorry.” The

‘] was only going away now an
choke out his life if I met him.

‘He has escaped my hands. 1 hope
‘Yes,' said the astrologer. ‘He was

other looked gratified to hear i
deserted by the time the asirologer picked up

The green shaft was alsg
d silence. The stranger
the astrologer a handfuy|

The place was
his articles and put them into his bag.
gone, leaving the place 1n darkness an
had gone off into the night, after giving
of coins.
midnight when the astrologer reached home.

It was nearly
he door and demanded an

His wife was waiting for him at t
explanation.

He flung the coins at her
gave all that’

‘Twelve and a half annas,’ she said, counting. She was

overjoyed. ‘I can buy some jaggery and coconut tomorrow. The
child has been asking for sweets for so many days now. I will

prepare some nice stuff for her’

“The swine has cheated me! He promised me a rupee,’ said
the astrologer. She looked up at him. “You look worried. What
is wrong?’

‘Nothing.’

Afier dinner, sitting on the pyol, he told her: ‘Do you know
a great load is gone from me today? I thought I had the blood
of a man on my hands all these years. That was the reason why
I ran away from home, settled down here, and married you. He
is alive.’

She gasped. ‘You tried to kill!”

‘Yes in our village, when | was a silly youngster, we drank,
gambled, and quarrelled badly one day—why think of it now”
Time to sleep,” he said yawning, and stretched himself on the

pyol.

and said: ‘Count them. One man
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cowrie : small shell

obscure :  hidden

palmyra : writing about palmistry
resplendent © very bright

vermilion : brnight red

clients : customers

enhance : add to value, power elc.
whiskers - hair allowed to £row on the side on a man's face
cosmos or dahlia : flowers

surge : move forward

junk : old, discarded thing of little value
din : noise

vociferous : loud noise, noisy

dally : think 1dly about

bewilder : confuse

wages : payment

impetuous : inclined to act on impulse
exterior : outer

paraphernalia : numerous small possessions
pique (v) : offend

cheroot : cigar with both ends open
disgorge : give up

incantation : words used in magic

pyol : a mat made up of grass

blood of a man on my hands : murder



