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Forty-Five a Month

R. K. NARAYAN

R. K. Narayan (1906-2001) was one of India’s most prolific writers. During
his lifetime Narayan wrote 34 novels, which include: Swami and Friendls
(1935), The English Teacher (1953), The Printer of Malgudi (1957), The
Guide (1958), The Man-Eater of Malgudi (1961), The Vendor of Sweets
(1967), The Painter of Signs (1976), and A Tiger for Malgudi (1983).
Narayan's short-story collections include: Malgudi Days (1982) and The
Grandmother’s Tale and Selected Stories (1994). As you read Narayan's
story, think about how you would have reacted in Rao’s situation .

In 1947, India declared its independence from the British, who had con-
trolled most of that country for about 300 years. Colonial India had at the
same time been partitioned into Pakistan and India, creating in the same year
about 12 million Hindu and Muslim refugees, of whom about 200,000 were
killed. Mohandas K. Gandhi (known as the Mahatma), the leader of Indian
independence who had advocated nonviolent civil disobedience and abolition
of the Untouchable caste, was assassinated the year after independence. The
Congress Party dominated Indian politics for forty years (from Independence
until late 1989) under Prime Ministers Jawaharlal Nehru, his daughter
Indira Gandhi (no relation to Mohandas), and her son Rajiv Gandhi. The
Nehru-Gandhi dynasty ended when Rajiv Gandhi lost the November 1989
election and was assassinated while campaigning two years later. His succes-
sors have faced an electorate that is more assertive and more impatient, a new
divergence between state and society, increasing clashes between Hindus,
Sikhs, and Muslims, and ongoing tensions between India and its neighbors,
particularly Pakistan.

Indian culture, one of the oldest in the world, can be traced to at least
5,000 B.c. The founder of Buddhism lived in fifth-century India. In the third
century B.C. Buddhism became the established religion; the native Hinduism
revived, however, and eventually prevailed, and now claims well over three-
quarters of the Indian population of 800 million.

She asked her friend sitting next to her, “Is it five now?”
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SHANTA COULD NOT STAY IN HER CLASS any longer. She had done clay-
modeling, music, drill, a bit of alphabets and numbers and was now
cutting coloured paper. She would have to cut till the bell rang and the
ay all go home,” or “Put away the scissors
and take up your alphabets—" Shanta was impatient to know the time.
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“Maybe,” she replied.

s T e oy

u?; ;;}: illi:nk so,” her friend replied, “because night comes at sjy ~

“Do you think it is five?”

g)elf, I must go. My father will be back at horr.le now. He has Efsked
me to be ready at five. He is taking me to the cinema this evening, 1
must go home.” She threw down her scissors and ran up to the teacher.
“Madam, I must go home.”

“Why, Shanta Bai?”

“Because it is five o’clock now.”

“Who told you it was five?”

“Kamala.”

“It is not five now. It is—do you see the clock there? Tell me what
the time is. I taught you to read the clock the other day.” Sh'anta stood
gazing at the clock in the hall, counted the figures laboriously and
declared, “It is nine o’clock.”

The teacher called the other girls and said, “Who will tell me the
time from that clock?” Several of them concurred with Shanta and said
it was nine o’clock, till the teacher said, “You are seeing only the long
hand. See the short one, where is it?”

“Two and a half.”

“So what is the time?”

“Two and a half.”

“It is two forty-five, understand? Now you may all go to your
seats—" Shanta returned to the teacher in about ten minutes and asked,
“Is it five, madam, because I have to be ready at five. Otherwise my
father will be very angry with me. He asked me to return home early.”

“At what time?”

“Now.” The teacher gave her permission to leave, and Shanta
picked up her books and dashed out of the class with a cry of joy. She
ran home, threw her books on the floor and shouted, “Mother, Mother,”
and Mother came running from the next house, where
chat with her friends.

Mother asked, “Why are you back so early?”

“Has Father come home?” Shanta asked. She would not take her cof-
fee or tiffin! but insisted on being dressed first, She opened the trunk and
insisted on wearing the thinnest frock and knickers, while her mother
w:anted to dress her in a long skirt and thick coat for the evening. Shanta
picked out a gorgeous ribbon from a cardboard soap box in which she
kept pencils, ribbons and chalk bits, There was a heated argument

she had gone to

'Midday snack.
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petween mother and daughter over the dress, and finally Mother had to
Jive in. Shanta put on her favourite pink frock, braided her hair and
flaunted a green ribbon on her pigtail. She powdered her face and
Jressed a vermilion mark on her forehead. She said, “Now Father will say
what a nice girl | am because I'm ready. Aren’t you also coming, Mother?”

“Not today.”

Shanta stood at the little gate looking down the street.

Mother said, “Father will come only after five; don’t stand in the
sun. Itis only four o’clock.”

The sun was disappearing behind the house on the opposite row,
and Shanta knew that presently it would be dark. She ran in to her
mother and asked, “Why hasn’t Father come home yet, Mother?”

“How can I know? He is perhaps held up in the office.”

Shanta made a wry face. “I don't like these people in the office.
They are bad people—"

She went back to the gate and stood looking out. Her mother
shouted from inside, “Come in, Shanta. It is getting dark, don’t stand
there.” But Shanta would not go in. She stood at the gate and a wild
idea came into her head. Why should she not go to the office and call
out Father and then go to the cinema? She wondered where his office
might be. She had no notion. She had seen her father take the turn at the
end of the street every day. If one went there, perhaps one went auto-
matically to Father’s office. She threw a glance about to see if Mother
was anywhere and moved down the street.

It was twilight. Everyone going about looked gigantic, walls of
houses appeared very high and cycles and carriages looked as though
they would bear down on her. She walked on the very edge of the road.
Soon the lamps were twinkling, and the passersby looked like shad-
ows. She had taken two turns and did not know where she was. She sat
down on the edge of the road biting her nails. She wondered how she
was to reach home. A servant employed in the next house was passing
along, and she picked herself up and stood before him.

“Oh, what are you doing here all alone?” he asked. She replied, “I
don’t know. I came here. Will you take me to our house?” She followed
him and was soon back in her house.

Venkat Rao, Shanta’s father, was about to start for his office that
morning when a jutka? passed along the street distributing cinema hand-
bills. Shanta dashed to the street and picked up a handbill. She held
it up and asked, “Father, will you take me to the cinema today?” He
felt unhappy at the question. Here was the child growing up without

2
Atwo-wheeled horse-drawn ca rriage.
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having any of the amenities and the simple pleasures of life, He h,

hardly taken her twice to the cinema. He had no time for the chilq. While

children of her age in other houses hac-i all the dolls, dresses'and outin
that they wanted, this child was growing up all alone and like a b, rbar.
ian more or less. He felt furious with his office. For forty rupees? 5 month
they seemed to have purchased him outrigh_t- _ .

He reproached himself for neglecting his wife and child—even g,
wife could have her own circle of friends and so on: she was after 4 a
grown-up, but what about the child? What a drE{b, colour 1955‘: existence
was hers! Every day they kept him at the office till seven or eight in th,
evening, and when he came home the child was asl.eep. Even on Syp.
days they wanted him at the office. Why did they think he had ng per-
sonal life, a life of his own? They gave him hardly any time to take the
child to the park or the pictures. He was going to show them that the
weren't to toy with him. Yes, he was prepared even to quarrel with hig
manager if necessary.

He said with resolve, “I will take you to the cinema this evening. Be
ready at five.”

“Really! Mother!” Shanta shouted. Mother came out of the kitchen,

“Father is taking me to a cinema in the evening.”

Shanta’s mother smiled cynically. “Don’t make false promises to
the child—" Venkat Rao glared at her. “Don’t talk nonsense. You think
you are the only person who keeps promises—"

He told Shanta, “Be ready at five, and I will come and take you pos-
itively. If you are not ready, I will be very angry with you.”

He walked to his office full of resolve. He would do his normal
work and get out at five. If they started any old tricks of theirs, he was
going to tell the boss, “Here is my resignation. My child’s happiness is
more important to me than these horrible papers of yours.”

All day the usual stream of papers flowed onto his table and off it.
He scrutinized, signed and drafted. He was corrected, admonished and
insulted. He had a break of only five minutes in the afternoon for his
coffee.

When the office clock struck five and the other clerks were leaving,
he went up to the manager and said, “May I go, sir?” The manager
looked up from his paper. “You!” It was unthinkable that the cash and
account section should be closing at five. “How can you go?”

“I'have some urgent private business, sir,” he said, smothering the
lines he had been rehearsing since the morning: “Herewith my resigna-

tion.” He visualized Shanta standing at the door, dressed and palpitat-
ing with eagerness.

3The rupee is an Indian unit of money.
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“There shouldn’t be anything more urgent than the office work; go
back to your seat. You know how many hours [ work?” asked the rr;an-
ager. The manager came to the office three hours before opening time
and stayed nearly three hours after closing, even on Sundays. The
clerks commented among themselves, “His wife must be whipping

him whenever he is seen at home; that is why the old owl seems so fond
of his office.”

“Did you trace the source of th
manager.

“I shall have to examine two hundred v
might do it tomorrow.”

at ten-eight difference?” asked the

ouchers. I thought we

“No, no, this won’t do. You must rectify it immediately.”

Venkat Rao mumbled, “Yes, sir,” and slunk back to his seat. The
clock showed 5:30. Now it meant two hours of excruciating search
among vouchers. All the rest of the office had gone. Only he and
another clerk in his section were working, and of course, the manager
was there. Venkat Rao was furious. His mind was made up. He wasn’ta
slave who had sold himself for forty rupees outright. He could make
that money easily; and if he couldn’t, it would be more honourable to
die of starvation.

He took a sheet of paper and wrote: “Herewith my resignation. If
you people think you have bought me body and soul for forty rupees,
you are mistaken. I think it would be far better for me and my family to
die of starvation than slave for this petty forty rupees on which you have
kept me for years and years. I suppose you have not the slightest notion
of giving me an increment. You give yourselves heavy slices frequently,
and I don’t see why you shouldn’t think of us occasionally. In any case it
doesn’t interest me now, since this is my resignation. If I and my family
perish of starvation, may our ghosts come and haunt you all your life—"
He folded the letter, put it in an envelope, sealed the flap and addressed
it to the manager. He left his seat and stood before the manager. The
manager mechanically received the letter and put it on his pad.

“Venkat Rao,” said the manager, “I'm sure you will be glad to hear
this news. Our officer discussed the question of increments today, and
I've recommended you for an increment of five rupees. Orders are not

yet passed, so keep this to yourself for the present.” Venkat Rao put out
his hand, snatched the envelope from the pad and hastily slipped it in
his pocket.

“What is that letter?”

“I'have applied for a little casual leave, sir, but I think . . .”

“You can’t get any leave for at least a fortnight to come.”

“Yes, sir, I realize that. That is why I am withdrawing my applica-
tion, sir.”
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“Ver ave you traced that mistake?”' o
;{rill};(:‘:ftlllnl};qu‘;tl}ie vouchers, sir. | will find it out w1th1]n anhour ., »
It was nine o’clock when he went home. Shanta was a re::ldy: asleep,
Her mother said. “She wouldn’t even changc her frocké;hlr;‘kmg that
any moment you might be coming and taking heil"outl.1 s ardly E’\’te
any food; and wouldn’t lie down for fear of_crunjp ing her ress. . . :
Venkat Rao’s heart bled when he saw his child sleeping in her pink
frock, hair combed and face powdered, dressed and ready to be taken
out. “Why should I not take her to the night show?” He shook ber gen-
tly and called, “Shanta, Shanta.” Shanta klcked”her l?gs and cnec'i’, irri-
tated at being disturbed. Mother whispered, “Don’t wake her,” ang
to sleep.
patt(\?fcé:lf;tbl;gl; watch[e)d the child for a moment. “I don’t know if it is
going to be possible for me to take her out at all—you see, they are giv-
ing me an increment—" he wailed.

INTERPRETATIONS

1. Why do you think Narayan focuses on the daughter at the outset
of the story?

“For forty rupees a month they seemed to have purchased him
outright.” Is this an accurate portrayal of Rao’s situation? How
does his personality contribute to his dissatisfaction at work?

Analyze the mother’s role in the story. Does she share her hus-
band'’s antipathy toward his job? How do you know?

CORRESPONDENCES

1. Dorris and Narayan focus on ri
ent vantage points and cultura
can you imagine them sharing?

2. Review Terkel’s perspective on work and discuss its relevance to
the texts by Narayan and Soto,

ghts in the workplace from differ-
I perspectives. What conversation

¥ "m...u._.;.-_n. "

APPLICATIONS

1. Imagine yourself in Shanta’s

: position and write a journal entry on
your emotional responses to

your father’s broken promise.




