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Translator's Note: Sri. R. V. Sastry had been hailed as "the greatest living Telugu writer of our times" by his admirers. Born in dire poverty, this left-leaning lawyer and humanist achieved fame for his "Six Liquor Stories," where he uses the rustic Telugu dialect of the poor living in the Visakhapatnam district of Andhra Pradesh. Mr. Sastry's style is inimitable and it is almost impossible to get the flavor of the village dialect in this translation. The Original title of the story is Maya.


With the hard-earned diploma rolled up in his sweaty hands, Murthy obediently stood in front of his senior - waiting for advice.  It was then the senior dispensed his advice. He instructed Murthy  to heed that piece of advice - always!  Why? 

Because, "that", he declared, "is the formula for success in life." The senior continued. 

"'The early bird catches the worm' said the Englishman. The one that succeeds in catching worms is the same one that habitually gets up early. The Englishman is no dunce. He never does a thing unless there is some profit, some gain. So, listen to him.  Get up early. Every day! Be the first one at the courthouse. Be there when they open the gates. Stay there until the doors are closed. In fact, be there until the last ‘court bird’ leaves. 

"Practice the art of hanging around the corridors of the halls of justice.  Look at the pimps and prostitutes hanging around red light districts! Look at the jackals hanging around burial grounds! Just like that, hang around the courthouse!! These analogies are not quite tasteful, I know. But that is the truth of the matter. If you want to succeed, hang around the court - all the time. 

"Yes, you can certainly take detours like stopping at an afternoon cricket match, or a three O'clock matinee, or some god damn urgent family business. Such activities are formulas for failure. That much is guaranteed. I know that.

"I am telling all of this from my own experience. Do you really know how the court system works? Did you ever care to find out? Listen to me. It is a jungle out there. Do you know the Telugu name for a hyena? Dummula gondi, the 'bone chewer'. It laughs like a human. Don't you ever fall under that laughing trap and go near it. It can crush your bones. It can chew you alive. It is a jungle out there!
          “Our job is to attract clients. That is our job! What else can we do? If a guy wanders carelessly into a jungle, the fault is not ours. Are you listening? Out in the jungle, there are animals more fierce than the hyena. Wild dogs! If we are not on our guard they will devour us. That is why we have to be extra alert. You let your guard down, my friend, your own clients will eat you up. They will chew you alive!

"That is the way the world is. What can you and I do? The Englishman created a justice system that is just right for this rotten world. The courts, the witness stands, these law books, that diploma in your hand - these are all that Englishman's legacy. These are all created by the sleight of his hand. This is all his maya - an illusion created by the mighty Englishman. You want to sue? He has a court for you. You want to appeal? He has created an appeals court for you. You want a certain judgment? The judge can find a precedent for it somewhere. You are looking for a certain testimony? There are a myriad rascals waiting in the wings to step on the witness stand and give whatever testimony you want. If they do not know what to say, we are there to train them. Testimony is like potter's clay. You can mold it into a civil case or a criminal case. Who cares for the truth? None! They only care for the rules of testimony, my friend! Law, justice, truth -  all jargon! They do not exist. The reality is maya, illusion.


"That is the way the system is. We are mere cogs in its wheels. The wheels grind on. We move on. There is no point in puffing and panting about morality. Even if we admit that there is such a thing as"sin," we are not sinners. The judges are sinners. Sinners are those who render judgments. The clients are spenders. The clerks are graft takers. And, the witnesses are liars. Of course, we take our fees. We have to. That is the way the system, established by the Englishman, works. Do not get me wrong. The Englishman did the same thing in his own country with his own people. It is the same way here. This is the lesson he taught us. The little man labors in the hot fields. The profits go to the proprietor. Well! If someone revolts, we have a justice system. We have courts. And, we have jails. Try the rascals in a court of law and then throw them in jail. Without this system, do you think the Englishman would have succeeded in ruling us as long as he did? He is the mischief maker among mischief makers. He came to our country. He sold us our own salt from our own oceans. Then he told us that we ate his salt. We accepted a salary from him. Therefore we ought to be subservient to him. If this is not mischief, what else is? Think. He built the courts, and the jails - for us!

"For himself, what did he do? He built sprawling bungalows in secluded cantonments. In the end, do you know what he did? He suspected that the common man will come into power, if democracy had its course. So he made sure he handed over the country to the rich, before he made his exit. The Englishman is mayagaadu - the illusionist. The man capable of pulling the wool over our eyes."

The senior lawyer finally stopped and took a deep breath. His specialty is to talk - nonstop - about the Englishman.  You raise any topic with him, he will find a way to drag the Englishman into it. He can talk, without pausing for a breath, for hours about the virtues and vices of the Englishman. The Englishman was so much on his mind, if he were a woman he would have eloped with one.

Murthy never realized that the English are that intelligent and that influential. Neither did he realize that there are people in this world who hold the Englishman in such awe. Needless to say, Murthy was a trifle perturbed. 

"I hope I did not sound too cynical. I simply told you the truth. You lift the veil, you see the naked truth! Do not let this perturb you," the senior lawyer added as an after thought, as he read Murthy's face.  

What is the point of blowing a trumpet in front of a deaf person? Most of what the senior lawyer said entered Murthy's head from one ear and left through the other ear - without making as much of a dent on the material in between.  You can take the horse to the water, but you cannot make it drink. How far can you push a guy climbing a palm tree?  The guru failed! How else can you explain the demeanor of Murthy one year after listening to that long lecture?  Look at him now! His eyeballs sank into their sockets. The face with the plush rounded cheeks of his college days now looks long and drawn out. Murthy is now a practicing lawyer!
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It  was five in the afternoon. There was no bounce in Murthy's step as he was walking, homebound, along a dirty stretch of road after a hard day's work. Someone slammed a heavy hand on Murthy's drooping shoulder and stopped him in mid stride. The startled Murthy lost his balance and almost tripped. The stranger caught Murthy in mid-stride and straightened him.  Soon he began to talk with a panting gasp.

"Sir..., you ain't knows our Mutyalamma... They arrested her... They took her in and throws her in jail. There was a fight aw’right!  At her bar! Help her out of the jail... on bail." 

Pointing to the man next to him, the hawk-nosed stranger continued. “Look! This fellar is ready to put bail money.... Here, see! This is his property certificate... The village munsiff  didn't sign this piece of paper... until we wetted his hand with five hard-earned, sweat-soaked rupees. And, this other fellar? This is Mutyalamma’s man. I mean, her hu'band. He’ll pay you his li’l mite, some li'l sum, for your effort. Please help put up the bail money.  Help get the woman out of jail."

Murthy did not get an opportunity to size up the three rustics before the hawk-nose admonished the defendant's husband. "Come on! fellar! untie that navel-knot  of your dhoti .  Pull some cash out.  The lawyer babu has expenses too, you know."

"Let 'im get my woman out of jail, first." The stench of the home-brew is still fresh on his breath as the prisoner's husband spoke. 

"He needs money to cover court expenses. Give 'im some money first."

"Don't play your games on me. First let 'im get the woman out."

The argument about who should act first went on and on until Murthy admonished both of them.

Eventually Murthy drafted a bail petition on behalf of the woman, filed the papers in court, arranged the payment of court fees,  and made sure that all the intervening hands were greased appropriately to ensure the smooth flow of papers. 

After the long day's work Murthy headed home. As he was walking he was separating some sweat-stained and crumpled rupee notes clinging to each other and counting them. He had earned those as his fees. 


Suddenly Murthy felt the now familiar heavy hand on his shoulder.  Murthy was not surprised to see the hawk-nosed bail bondsman from the corner of his eye. 

"What now?" asked Murthy, with a tone betraying his mood.

"Step aside, for a moment, sir!"

"What is it?"

"I will tell you, first step aside."

"O. K."

"A little more. Out of the earshot of others."

"O. K., what is it?"

"Where do you live, sir?"

"Why?"

"I'll bring the woman to your residence, tomorrow."

"Why...? For what purpose?"

"I want you to defend her in court."

"Is that it?"

"Le'me tell you. Ask 'er no less than one hundred rupees as your fee."

"Can she afford that much?"

"With all that black money she made during prohibition? Sure, she can."

"O. K."

"Never come down to a figure of less than fifty."

"O. K."

"Stick to that figure. I'll see to it that she pays. That husband of 'ers is a miser.  Penny pincher. You know what I mean, gov'nor?  She is not like that. She'll pay."

"O. K. Then, ask her to come and see me tomorrow."

"Why ask? I'll put 'er in your custody by tomorrow. I'll tie 'er hand and foot, if necessary, and deliver 'er. By the way, your excellency! You keep an eye on the welfare of people like us too."

"Why?"

"Come’n, gov'nor! You are not that naive."

"What do you mean...?"

"You take your lion's share. Let us chew on the leftovers. Do not do nothing now. I am only talking about tomorrow. Only after you get paid, throw at us a li'l something. Our usual share....., " Hawk-nose broke his stride and fell back as he spoke these words. 

Before long, Hawk-nose caught up once more with Murthy. With a panting gasp, he continued, ".....one more thing. 'Morrow she plead poverty with you. I plays along with 'er. But, remember! Do not get down from your figure." Then he departed.

Next morning Murthy finished his breakfast, sat in his lounging chair in the front verandah, lit his cigarette, drew strongly, and started reading the newspaper. Presently he recognized the unmistakable voice of Hawk-nose. 

"Here! Right here!" Hawk-nose was directing a young woman toward where Murthy was sitting. 

"Babuji! This is the young woman you helped yesterday."

Murthy lowered the newspaper and looked toward the woman.

She looked thirtyish. Once upon a time she was probably pretty. Perhaps, in her days her gleaming dark coiffure had its sex appeal. The dark-colored sari with its wrinkled gold-laced border was perhaps in fashion when she bought it several years ago. When she had three full meals, she probably looked a lot fuller. 

She squatted on the ground, in front of Murthy, and a few feet away from Hawk-nose. 

"Sorry to ask. But I do not seem to recall. What is your name?" Murthy opened the conversation. 

"Mutyalamma!" she said in a strong assertive voice,  "I've been to court before.  Many times." She is not the kind to waste time by mincing words. She presently got down to the business at hand.

Murthy took a moment to size her up. These hillbillies from the hinterland descended into the portals of the port city, Vizag - looking for jobs - after India became independent. Two centuries of British rule destroyed the economic base of these villagers. Then, after the self righteous national government introduced prohibition - along with its slogan for a Socialistic Pattern of Society - many of these villagers found 'jobs' in illicit liquor production and distribution.  

" Courts ain't new to me, pleader babu," intoned Mutyalamma in her characteristic, Vizag-district village drawl.  "I hired many pleaders  in my time. Paid them fat fees too. Those days? Gone! 'Am not the same Mutyalamma of those days. Good old golden days. Gone! 'Am down and broke now. In those days, all the town's business was my business. Now?  With prohibition, they 've a  brandy shop at every street corner. Much more competition now. These stores are now owned by big people. Thugs and goondas.  Big sahibs  run them. It's a jungle out there, pleader babu. My business bellied up. I lost every thing. I, for myself, can live on gruel and ganji  water. I can. But, my man?  He comes home drunk. What does he do?  He gives me two kids every two years. That's what he does! Who feeds those mouths? I do! I have to. I have no choice. Your fee? I'll eke it out of this flesh and bones. Tell me what I owe you. Look at me first. Think. Then tell me what your fee is."

"Hun...dred." Murthy managed to get the words out of his parched throat. He was dumb struck with her overpowering oratory. "Can you manage a hundred?"

"No way, Pleader Babu!  You take me and my family. Sell us all in the Sunday bazar.  You won't get hundred.  'Am not worth hundred. I won't give you hundred. Won't even give you fifty. I cannot afford to. If I have, I would certainly give. But, I don't. You tell me. This Hawk-nose told you to ask a hundred. What does he lose? You ask two hundred. Hawk-nose say, 'pay! Lawyers are not dime a dozen.' If I pay you a rupee, he get fifty paisa  out of you. I knows every thing. After I entered this liquor business, I learned a lot 'bout this world. Listen, Pleader Babu. This man helped me out of jail. Why should he help a stranger? What is his motive? He wants to make a buck. You want to make a buck. I want to save a buck. This whole world revolves around money. There is no morality left nowhere. 

"Animals? They are dumb, but they have morality. We don't. 'Am an uneducated woman, and I don't. You went to college, and you don't.  The whole world is prostituting itself - for money! To make money - I am selling liquor. To make money - you are selling your education. The police are selling Justice - to make money! You go to the hospital. They are selling medicines there. You go into the red light district. Prostitutes are selling their bodies there - just to make money! Even God! He won't show His mercy until you pay Him - money, flowers and coconuts. Everything is for sale. Votes are for sale. Positions of power are for sale. For the right price, you are for sale. I am for sale. I did not go to school to learn a lot. But, I have experience. My life is my school. 'Am telling you the facts of life. The truth. If you think I am wrong. Tell me so. Show me what I said is wrong. Then I'll listen to you. You are an educated man."

"Yes, yes" Murthy murmured. 

"I know you can't say I am wrong. I know it. Because I've seen it all. There is no part in me wanting to live any longer. I've seen them all. 'Am tired of this life. Be it the father who sired me,  be it the husband who tied the knot, be it the children who shared my flesh and blood - I trust no one. Now it makes no difference - if I am alive or dead. Why? Why are you staring at me like that? Are you puzzled at my pilosopy? No. This is no pilosopy. This is life. 'Am telling you what I've seen and felt. You look worried. Are you? Do not worry!"

Murthy was taken aback my her talk.

"Babuji! It is better to die than to live a life like mine. I really saw some base life after I got into this business. When I was young, I used to go into the paddy fields to do back-breaking planting and weeding. There is not much money there. But the morals are not degraded in that walk of life. Greed got me into this business. What did I do? I supported the corrupt police, corrupt officials, and corrupt courts. Not a red copper coin  remained in my hand. All went away as quickly as I earned. By selling liquor, I ruined other families and I ruined my own.  Now, if I go home, I've nothing to cook. The dry cinders..., the three stones of the cooking range..., and the soot! That's all I have in the kitchen. Do not even have firewood to stoke the fires. For the past week, I couldn't fill-up my liquor stocks. I couldn't sell a single drop. 

"As I was struggling like this to make ends meet, the head kon'table walked in the other day and demanded his weekly hush money. He was unreasonable and out of control. I became red with anger. Like the ocean beating against the rocky shore, my stomach churned and turned. I couldn't get control of myself in the best of times. That day, it was my worst of times. I went into a trance.  I beat the hell out of the pig with my grinding cudgel. He fled with his tail drawn between his legs. I thought that was the end of that.

"Then, yesterday he threw me in that jail cell. Only last week, I buried my daughter. She was only six. I don't know why she came into this world. I don't understand why she left. Who can tell, why?  Who'll listen if I cry? I  collapsed. You've not seen her, Pleader Babu. Even girls in high-class neighborhoods wouldn't be that active. For the last Dassarah festival? Believe it, or not, this kid put on the tiger costume and danced on the streets along with the pros. The whole village was running behind her. At the country fair? She jumped on to the stage and did a whole dance -from the cinema - without missing a step. I was hoping that, one day, a director babu from the big city will see her. I was dreaming my baby 'll become a movie star. 

"My liquor business dashed all these hopes. From the time she got up from bed till midnight, she used to play in the dust at the street corner. Whenever she spots the prohibition police, she'd yell, 'Mom.. the dogs are coming... the wolves are coming.. the hyenas are coming.' I hear her warning cry. I sweep the tables clean of all glasses, bottles and everything. I replace them with half-broken porcelain pots with tea. A month ago! I still remember, like yesterday! She yelled,  'the dogs are coming... the dogs are biting.' As usual I cleaned the tables. As usual, I set place mats and tea cups. Then I saw my dear one running into the hut with a bleeding leg. A dog really bit her! 'Twas a mad dog. I protected the liquor bottles and wine glasses. I neglected to protect my daughter. My business went to the dogs. The dogs got my daughter. I had a husband who couldn't care less. While I was down like this, the head police kon'table came in with a complaint. He said I did not pay his hush money. Where is the justice in all this?

"Therefore, my dear Pleader Babu, I cannot afford a hundred. I cannot afford a fifty. I will pay you twenty. To pay even that, I have to sell my  soul. Sell my husband. Sell my children. Sell, I will! And I'll pay you your fee. You have to make a living too. If I don't find the money to pay you, I'll clean your dirty dishes. I'll do your laundry and shine your shoes. I'll find some way to pay you for your trouble. It is an hour's job for you. For that, I am prepared to wash your dishes and sweep your yard for six months. I have my morality. Please, takeup my case. Help me in court. Show mercy on me. Keep these five rupees as an advance."

Murthy hesitated to take that money.  Nevertheless, he took it. Mutyalamma stood up. Dusted the seat of her sari. Addressing Hawk-nose, she said, "Don't bother the Sir for your baksheesh. I'll give you your tea-money for your effort. Come on. Let's go."

It took a full minute for Murthy to assess what has transpired. Murthy decided to represent Mutyalamma. He was determined to win her case - by hook or crook. He was convinced that the allegation was false. Particularly after he obtained a confirmation of what had happened - from the head police constable himself. 

"I know it is a false allegation" said the police constable, "but after the way she hit me in public, what else could I do? A woman hitting a police officer? With her kitchen cudgel? She did not even respect my uniform. I had to teach her a lesson and teach the community a lesson. This is not your fault. You do what you should do. You plead her case. We do what we should do."

The appointed day came. The judge heard the testimony. The head constable and a lower-ranked beat police gave their testimony. The judge took the case under advisement. Murthy came out of the court hall. Mutyalamma followed him on his heels. Once in the outer corridor, Mutyalamma tugged Murthy by his black robe and inquired, "what do you think will happen?"

Murthy felt confident he will win, but he did not have the courage to exhibit that confidence. So he ducked a straight answer. 

"Let's wait and see. the judgment will be rendered in the afternoon session."

"What do you think of what the police said?" she inquired.

"O. K. , I guess"

"What do you think of what the head constable said?" she persisted.

"He faltered. His testimony is full of holes. That is the reason I think we will win."

In reality, Murthy was more confident than he was willing to admit. He knew  he cornered both the police witnesses during the cross. 

"You mean to say, the head kon'table could not stand his ground?" 

"Well, that is the art of cross examination. I learned my ropes from my venerated Senior."

"I knew he would falter."

"How so?"

"I knew."


"How?"

"How? Then listen, I'll tell you the facts of life. The head kon'table came to see me yesterday. He asked me if I had any regrets. He said that there is no point in crying over spilt milk. He said that he is not going to gain anything by throwing me in jail. He said that his policy is 'to live, and let live.' I understood. I offered him his hush money. He offered to give the right kind of talk on the witness stand. The courts do not care whether a witness is telling the truth or not. What all they care is... they follow the rules.  I know. Even the witnesses compare notes before they go to the witness stand. They listen to each other and adjust their own to suit the needs of the case. These are halls of injustice. After listening to all, the magistrate will say, 'either you pay the fine or go to jail.' Twice in the past I paid the fines with my blood money. I learned my lesson. It is cheaper to pay the police up front. That is what I did. I was worried, though,  that the police might double cross me. After taking the hush money, what prevents them from stabbing me in the back? That is why I was so worried about what the police would tell on the stand.

"Don't get me wrong, Pleader Babu.  You did a fine job. To tell you the truth, you are young and inexperienced. That worried me a bit. But your cross examination was good. Even if the head kon'table had any designs, he probably got terrified by your talk. I was watching you. You did your job."

Murthy was dumb struck as the true reason for his success dawned on him. Just as the fog melts away with the onslaught of the rays of morning sun, the mystery melted away. Murthy felt like a punctured balloon. 

Mutyalamma pulled out the tucked part of the free-flowing end of her sari, opened a little knot, and pulled three crumpled, sweat-stained, five-rupee notes and handed them over to Murthy. Murthy could not accept the fee. He did not. What did he do to earn that money? Mutyalamma quietly took the money back and vanished into the evening dusk. 

Murthy could not fathom the mystery behind the events of the past couple of days. The police never found any liquor anywhere. They simply said they did and made the arrest. Their own testimony proved that there was no liquor. The defendant was released.  No fine was paid. Is this what his preceptor was telling on the day of his graduation. If so, the senior lawyer understood only the mystery part of life; he never understood the misery part. He would never have. Or, did he refuse to understand? 
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