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Prologue

rhaps because we called our mother Diddi, elder sister,
Pf)ur relationship with her was always somewhat ambivalent.
More than a mother she was for us a difficult sibling, an
eccentric, much older sister who belonged to a different
generation. After her death, it seemed to me as if she had lodged
herself in my head because I could hear her voice constantly,
more clearly than I ever heard her when she was alive. It
occurred to me then that despite the fact that she was never a
cloying presence, she had burrowed herself so deeply into my
life that losing her was like losing a limb. Or perhaps it was
something like the phenomenon that people with amputated
limbs describe when they can feel sensations in an arm or leg
that is no longer there.

That she was also the most popular Hindi writer of her times
was an aspect of her personality that we were both proud of and
embarrassed by. She was too proud to mention how hurt she
was by my casual acceptance of her literary reputation. It must
have pained her deeply that the very children who had once
never tired of hearing her fascinating stories had now outgrown
her kind of writing. So she chose to deliberately downplay her
literary reputation with us, treating it as a joke that she got
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hundreds of letters and awards from many sources. Making fun
of one’s achievements was a game we had learnt to play from
her and understood, so we played along.

This was one of the reasons that after her death in March
2003, I vowed to read all her works again, many of which, I'm
ashamed to admit, I had never read at all. While reading her
prose writings it dawned on me that over the same half century
that she wrote her most popular novels and short stories, she
had also published a large body of autobiographical prose. And
that it is primarily in her non-fiction—her portraits, essays,
memoirs, chronicles, travelogues and newspaper columns—that
she kept a kind of personal record of her life. As I read them,
some remembered as stories she had told us as children, others
as being read when they were first written, it became clear to
me that until I absorbed this part of her work, and the personality
embedded there, she would never move out of
my head.

This book is not meant to be anything as literary as a
biography. Indeed, while writing it I deliberately put aside all
that I ever learnt as an editor. For the more I read her and tried
to recreate her voice, the more I became involved in a psyche
and a temperament that used the senses as well as the mind
rather than the mere intellect. I do not know whether Diddi
herself necessarily understood, or intended to understand, this
aspect of her work, for like so many writers, she could embody
truth, but did not always know it. Or if she did, she chose to
hide it.

In this sense, I suppose, every writer becomes a character in
the fictional world he or she creates. I can’t say whether this is a
universal truth, but I do know that Diddi bled into her plots
often without knowing that she was doing so. I suspect this was
her way of marking a place for herself in everything she created
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so that her voice would never be stilled or forgotten by anyone
who had heard it. In the same way that she left a bit of herselfin
each of her children, she left bits of herself in every piece she
wrote. Doubtless, there are several writers and artists who, like
her, cannot bear to be excluded from the world that they create.
Diddi created her fictional universe from the part of her life
she loved best: her childhood and early years. Time and again,
she used Kumaon and Bengal as the setting for her romantic
novels and she clung to these territories as a child to a mother’s
hand. They gave her the strength to face the encounters, people
and places she feared to confront. A part of her, I am convinced,
always stood at the top of her childhood home and looked down
confidently at the passers-by on the road below, secure in the
knowledge that she had something that none of them even knew.

Her writings of her childhood are a marvellous mixture of
memory and fiction, a fact that becomes evident as the reader
discovers that she uses an event in a portrait of a real person and
then again as a situation or character in a novel. She looked and
treated all of us as characters she used and controlled. And to
liberate herself from the frustration when she——like all romantic
dreamers—encountered the complexities of real lives, real
people. I also know now that despite her lofty proclamations of
detachment, she could never bear to let go of us. So when we
all moved away, she remembered us as characters so that she
could always keep us near her in the only way she knew—
through her writing.

Yet she also knew—perhaps the word is trusted—that to be
born sentient and watchful is a daily miracle; that the world
around us is as wondrous an index of heaven as we shall ever
know; that to abide here is the nearest you cari get to heaven
because it is a chance to watch and take part in so many lives.
Entering other people’s homes and lives gave her the best chance
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to find a better and better image with which to secure it for her
readers. For a person as restless and alive as she was, one life,
one pair of eyes, one heart was not enough. Perhaps this is why
after she lost us to our own lives and families, she created another
family for herself in Lucknow and ruled over them like a queen.
My sister Mrinal—the child nearest to her own restless
temperament—called her Queen Lear because she always
travelled with her personal fool. Her maid, Ramrati, was Diddi’s
alter ego, and her family and friends became Diddi’s Lucknow
court. Among the regular visitors to this world were the local
hijra, Mohabbat, the milkman, Suleiman, the vegetable vendor,
the postman, and Qutb Ali, her faithful rickshawallah. An
occasional visitor was a monkey (named Ramkali) who used to
wear her glasses and ‘read’ the newspapers with her in the
morning, or so she said. This was the court that she presided
over and that supplied her with all the stories that came tumbling
out of her.

One of her greatest qualities was her capacity to befriend
people of whatever class and creed and especially those who
would be intellectually and socially unacceptable to most of us.
It was this endearing lack of conceit that made her a bit of an
embarrassment to her own children. Yet Diddi was also a fearful
snob—an intellectual snob—and was instinctively drawn to
the pure of spirit. It was this that won her the fierce loyalty
of whoever she had around her. In her tribute to Ramfati,
she writes:

My Guru, Acharya Hajari Prasad Dwivedi, once said in a
lecture, “The common people you have around you are a
treasure. Remember that they represent a rich cultural
tradition: make them the subject of your study. Look closely
at the people you work with, observe their language,

PROLOGUE

thoughts, their social units, their lifestyles and beliefs. You
will learn more from them than from hours spent in a
library or museum. Yet remember that you must interact
with them in a responsible manner: do all you can to make
them understand their past, see their present for what it is
and prepare them to face their future. In short, learn from
them and teach them’

I have no doubt at all that no lecture in the world can
better the lessons given by life and the ordinary people
around us. I have met some outstanding minds and learnt
valuable lessons from them. My teachers came in many
shapes and forms and what they taught me has helped me
immeasurably in negotiating the difficulties I have faced.

So let me begin with Almora, where it all starts.

I remember my father’s house in the cantonment area where
we lived until I was three years old. All I can remember is that it
had a red tin roof, a little garden pavilion and a hen coop.
Magnificent deodar trees shielded it from the gaze of the Circuit
House on top of the hill and far below us lay Almora’s Lala
Bazaar with its quaint cobbled lanes and sleepy shops. Yet more
than the details of the house it is smells and sounds that I
remember: the sound of the wind rustling through the deodars
and the warm smell of crushed pine needles, the drone of fat
bumblebees in the summer and the lonely cawing of the crows
in winter.

However, since we spent most of our time at the other end
of town, in my grandmother’s house at Kasoon, that is the house
that I remember with a Fellini-like vividness. It was perched on
aridge that offered a sweeping view of virtually the whole town.
I remember its stone flagged courtyard, its long wooden veranda
that overlooked the street below and a trapdoor that separated
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the top storey from the ground floor and led directly to the
passage adjoining the library. Ama, my grandmother, was a
plump, bespectacled and toothless presence who presided over
an empire of pretty unmarried daughters, grandchildren and
hangers-on from the past. She seldom moved from her rooms
on the upper floor and loved my uncle Tribhi’s children more
than the rest of us put together. Yet, in the innocent way that
children store happy memories, I have no recollection of being
Jjealous of the fact that my uncle Tribhi and his family were
placed on a level that none of us would ever reach.

According to the peculiar social dynamics of the Almora of
those days your social position was determined neither by your
wealth nor by your station in life. It was fundamentally attached
to your birth and to the clan you belonged. If I were to draw a
map of Almora from memory, it would be a sea of islands named
after families and family homes: Champa Naula, Bishtakura,
Jhijhar, Sela Khola, Tyunara, Dhunga Dhara, Pande Khola,
Jivanpur, Galli, Malla Kasoon, Talla Kasoon. These were the
fortresses of old Brahmin families who married eternally among
themselves. Little wonder that madness mushroomed happily
in the town and each clan had its share of lunatics.

In fact, one entire branch of my mother’s family was
cheerfully acknowledged as the mad people of Talla Kasoon.
Ama said an ancestor of theirs had killed one of their farm hands.
The father of the dead man cursed his landlord saying, ‘May
not even a calf ever prosper in your house!” And truly, no one in
that house was normal or prosperous. Two of them, Bhagwat
Da and Mohan Da, were amiable lunatics who often sauntered
over to visit Kasoon. We touched Bhagwat Da’s feet as we would
touch those of any elder uncle when he strode across the
courtyard to visit Ama. Dressed in rags and feathers, he held a
staff festooned with flags and came to play a solitary game of
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table tennis downstairs in the library. He would chuck the ping-
pong ball across the table and solemnly say, ‘One love,’ then
cross over to the other side to toss the ball across to make it
‘One all’. When he had played enough, he went upstairs to chat
with my grandmother and drink a glass of tea with her. His
wife was a schoolteacher who worked hard to keep the family
going and once came to my father, then in the Education
Department, to plead for a transfer from Almora. Apparently,
Bhagwat Da had taken to attending her classes to the delight of
the students. He held up his hand to answer every question
she asked the class and even participated in the annual sports
day races.

Across the terraced field lived the family of Mayaram Da,
once my grandfather’s driver and now part of my uncle Tribhi’s
staff. He called Tribhi Mama ‘Highness’ and smelt of cigarettes
and sycophancy. In what was once the cowshed, lived Tara Didi,
Ama’s faithful Sancho Panza. A contractor in Burma, Tara Didi’s
husband died suddenly, leaving her alone and virtually destitute
in a foreign land. How she found her way back to Almora is
another story but she and her children were adopted by Ama
and she remained Ama’s faithful companion to the end. Tara
Didi’s kitchen smelt of warm chapattis and generosity.

In contrast was our own house in the cantonment: my father
disliked noise and loud laughter. And he disapproved of Diddi’s
constant visits to Kasoon. I don’t think he understood or wanted
to acknowledge Diddi’s deep attachment to her childhood home
and its lively, noisy people. If I were Fellini and this a film script,
I'would bathe Kasoon in bright sunshine and the cantonment
house in a dark, brooding sadness. But to understand Diddi’s
love of Kasoon and its loony inmates, one has to read her own
version of it.
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Diddi’s Kasoon

These reminiscences are taken from a selection of Diddi’s writing
in the sixties/seventies, mainly from an article she wrote on Lohaniji

when he died.

My earliest memories of Lohaniji are from the time we
were in Gujarat, in Verawal. Lohaniji took us every
morning to the Somnath temple and then let us play nearby as
he lay under a tree to sing hymns to the Devi. His favourite was
an invocation to the Devi who rides a tiger and his deep baritone
would occasionally draw a passing shepherd as an audience. ‘1
have a feeling the old man knows only one song,’ my brother
once said deliberately within his hearing. ‘Otherwise why would
he sing a hymn to the Devi in a temple for Shiva?’

‘Oh ho,’ roared Lohaniji. ‘You think I don’t know any hymns
to Shiva? Then listen to this one, you fools!” and he launched
into a thrilling Shiva stotra. When he came to Dhagadh-dhagadh
dhagjjval lalaat patt pavake, we stopped breathing as Lohaniji’s
voice thundered like a train across the windswept field.

His real name was Purushottam (literally, the best of men)
Lohani and it was a name he lived up to. Tall, fair, with a bushy
moustache bristling under a sharp, patrician nose, Lohaniji had
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large eyes and lips that rarely smiled. He was fond of reminding us
that he had come into the family a year before my mother came to
Kasoon as abride. This is why even after she became a grandmother,
he always referred to my mother as Dhulaini-jyu (bride).

Lohaniji was originally appointed to take charge of our kitchen
but gradually all the important portfolios of the house came
under his control. He handed over the task of cooking to his
younger brother, Devidutt, and became instead the home,
finance, information and broadcasting minister all rolled in one.
In addition to this, he was the Chief of Protocol in my
grandfather’s household. Distinguished visitors— Tagore, Pandit
Madan Mohan Malviya, Swami Nityanand, Sir Girija Shankar
Bajpai, Sir Sultan Ahmad, Dr Ansari, the wrestler Rammurthi,
and various royal guests, such as the Nawab of Rampur, Murtaza
Ali Khan, would regularly come to Almora and often stay in
our house. The Crown Prince of Datia, nicknamed Bulbul,
stayed for over a year as our house guest. My father told us that
his stepmother had tried to poison the prince and he had been
sent to Almora for safety with my father as his guardian.
"Traumatized by his childhood memories of Datia, Bulbul would
Jump at unexpected sounds and crept around the house like a
shadow behind my father. '

Lohaniji was also our unofficial family priest: the long
morning and evening puja, the rudri path at the annual Parthiv
Puja in the rainy season, birthdays, deaths—Lohaniji oversaw
the conduct of all these rituals. His own family—two sons, one
daughter and a son-in-law, and his ‘Bamini’, a wife he loved
deeply—were second to ours and he visited them once a year.
For the rest of the year, he forgot he had any other family but us.

The four oldest children of our large family of siblings were
especially close to him. Lohaniji had declared my eldest sister
Chanda, who died at a tragically young age, a divine soul. She
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was not destined to stay in this sinful world for long, he’d say,
shaking his head sadly. She was his favourite, a dev kanya: he
had cradled her when she was born and she died with her head
in his lap. My handsome brother, Tribhuvan, was born after
two sisters and was the eldest son of the family. Lohaniji, an
unashamed sexist, loved him dearly. Tribhi was allowed liberties
no one else could take and called him Parkhiya, an affectionate
swear word.

My father was Lalsaip, a Lohani-ized version of Lalla sahib
(beloved son). ‘One mistake Lalsaip has made, and which he
will rue later,” he’d announce for all to hear, ‘is entrusting the
education of his eldest son to those monkey-faced white women.
Just see how wild he has become already! Arrey, what do you
expect of people who wipe their bums with paper!” He spat
here to show his disgust for people who did not wash their
bottoms with water. ‘They’ve already changed his name, now
they’ll work on his mind!’

Tribhuvan was sent by my father to live in a cottage in Nainital
with an English governess, Mrs Mumford, and her daughter,
who gave him a new name—Tikker. When he came home,
Lohaniji almost burst a blood vessel as he reported, ‘He is asking
for a knife and fork to eat his chapattis with! I'm warning you,
Dhulaini-jyu,” he spluttered, ‘the time has come to put a sacred
thread round his neck, and get him away from the evil influence
of those two witches.’

His impassioned appeal led to my brother’s sacred thread
ceremony that winter. We were in Orchcha, where my father
was the Dewan, and the event was nothing short of a wedding,
I tell you. Our clan priest, Tikaramji, brought a contingent of
pandits from Banaras. Maharaja Birju Sinhdeo’s royal elephant
caparisoned with gold and silver ornaments stood at the gates
of our house, decked like a bride. Lohaniji was called to whisper
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the sacred mantra in my brother’s ears and he hissed, “You are
Tribhuvan once more, now, do you hear? No one will call you
Tikker ever again!’

It was perhaps on Lohaniji’s pleading that our education
underwent a radical shift. We three, Jayanti, Tribhi and 1, were
packed off to my grandfather’s home in Almora and Lohaniji
became our guardian. Pandit Gangadutt taught us Sanskrit; our
mathematics teacher was Raghuvar Datt Joshi, widely regarded
as the Ramanujan of Kumaon; while our grandfather himself
took on the responsibility of teaching us English and Hindi.

Lohaniji would shake us awake at five in the morning. He
watched as we splashed our faces with cold water, bathed our
cyes with Triphala and then herded us off on a long walk (Tribhi
called it a safari). On our return, we were handed a glass of hot
milk and Lohaniji would settle down to his long puja. I can
taste that delicious milk even now, laced with ground almonds
and crushed cardamoms and sweetened with sugar. Lohaniji
used to get the rich milk from a special village, Phalsima, famous
for its milk and dairy products. The head milkman there,
Nagmal, was bullied to pulp by Lohaniji to ensure that he never
dared to water it down.

‘Look here, Nagmaliya, you worm, if you ever dare to add
even a drop of water to the milk you bring to this house, I'll
burn you to a cinder with my Brahmin eye.’

‘How can you even think of such a thing, Guru,” the poor
man stammered. ‘Add water in the milk for this house? I don’t
want to go to hell, Ram, Ram...’

Lohaniji had terrorized not just poor Nagmal and all the
servants of the house but the town’s shopkeepers and vendors
as well. He had told them all that his Guru, the awesome Narad
Baba, had taught him ways of punishing human beings that
they couldn’t dream of. According to Lohaniji, Narad Baba had
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taught him several secret mantras: among them was the art of
getting stoned. Smoking marijuana was Lohaniji’s only vice and
often, when lighting up his chillum, he would roll his red eyes
to say:

Better a girl than a boy

Who has not tasted pot!

All we knew was that as soon as he took his first puff, his
mood changed magically for the better.

Every morning, before we joined our grandfather for our
lessons in the library downstairs, Lohaniji would make us write
these lines from the great poet Tulsidas:

Patience, faith and a discerning mind

These are true companions in dark times.
Literature, courage, honesty and God, says Tulsidas,
Will never let you down.

Day after day he made us transcribe them a hundred times to
improve our handwriting. ‘Don’t you know any other lines,
Lohaniji?” we occasionally whined. One silent look from him
at his puja and we would go back wearily to our task. I realize
now that even though we did not understand their meaning
and considered the daily grind some kind of Chinese torture he
inflicted on us, Lohaniji embedded them so firmly in our minds
and hearts that they became a sort of touchstone in our lives.

The house adjoining my grandfather’s belonged to the family
of Daniel Pant, a Christian who was once related to us from my
mother’s family. However, after Daniel Pant converted to
Christianity, our orthodox grandfather erected a wall to separate
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their world from ours so that we had nothing to do with each
other. The three of us were sternly forbidden to even look
that way.

The wall may have separated our two homes but our worlds
constantly collided. Right next to the wall lay their kitchen, and
maddening aromas of delicious meats being cooked in their
house wafted over, sneaked across to our boring Brahmin
kitchen to inflict a resounding defeat on the pathetic dal, potato
curry and rice that Devidutt dished up day after day. Knowing
what that tempting aroma did to our Brahmin souls, Lohaniji
would immediately shut the windows of our kitchen against its
polluting intrusion, muttering curses under his breath as he
did so. Sadly for him, it snaked its way through the cracks in
the wooden shutters and doors and continued to drive us mad.

We knew the children on the other side of our Berlin Wall—
partly because we were after all from the same stock but also
because their free and open lifestyle was so different from ours
that it appeared infinitely more appealing than our spartan
Brahmin regimen. Of all the children on the other side of the
wall, Henry Pant was my special friend. He wore shining leather
shoes, striped socks and sparkling white shirts with starched
collars and a smart tie. His sisters Olga and Muriel (whom we
called Marial behind her back) would change into gossamer
Bamberg georgette saris in the evening for their customary stroll
to the market. We almost died of envy.

‘Lucky bums!” Tribhi sighed one day. ‘Look at the life they
have and look at us! We have Pilgrim’s Progress and the Amar
Kosh stuffed down our throats while they get to do whatever
they want. Do you know,” he told me, envy dripping from every
syllable, ‘Henry cats an egg every day?

‘Really?’

Yes! They also eat meat every day.’
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Henry had draped himself over the wall and joined in the
conversation at this point. ‘Not just every day, at every meal,’
he sprinkled salt on our wounds. ‘Not like you Hindus who eat
greens and roots all the time!” he added pityingly.

“You may have forgotten that your grandfather and mine were
first cousins, Henry Pant,” I spat back, ‘we haven’t. He must
have eaten the same greens and roots once.” Henry was forced
to concede this round to me and perhaps as a concession to the
important historical issue I had raised offered us deprived
vegetarians a deal.

‘If you are dying to see what we eat, I can arrange it,” he said
loftily. ‘But no one must ever get to know.” Tribhi and I had our
tongues hanging out by now and looked at him hopefully. Henry
slid a hand into the pocket of his shorts, and drew himself up.
“The price will be four walnuts each from the tree in your garden.
At exactly ten every morning our cook puts the meat into the
pot in our courtyard. If you can swing yourselves up that
pomegranate tree there, and manage to perch on the wall, I'll
take care of the rest. We have a ladder on the other side and T'll
help you down to our side of the house.” Then, like the Cheshire
Cat, he disappeared from view but not before he reminded us
of the rates of exchange: four walnuts from our tree for one
sniff of their divine meat curry. His generous offer set our hearts
aflutter: we could hardly imagine what the real curry would be
like, when its mere aroma wafting through Lohaniji’s barricaded
kitchen maddened us.

On the dot of ten, the familiar fragrance wafted over. We rose
to the call of the bubbling pot on the other side, furtively
collected the mandatory eight walnuts and crawled across the
sliding roof of my uncle’s house to reach the pomegranate tree.
We knew that its branches were very frail, yet we swung
ourselves from there, egged on by the tempting aroma of the
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ambrosial meat pot that got stronger with each step. We stood
trembling on the wall. Below us was Henry. ‘Have you brought
the walnuts?” he asked first.

Yes.’

He whipped out the ladder and helped us down. There in

. front of us was a coal angeethi and on top of it was the pot of

meat, bubbling away merrily. For a long while, we just gazed in
ecstasy at the spectacle. Our hearts rose and fell with each rise
and fall of the lid.

‘Give me the walnuts,” commanded Henry.

I quickly handed over the tax.

‘Remember you can smell it only once,” he reminded me.
‘Four walnuts earn just one snift.

I nodded. He lifted the lid and I shut my eyes to inhale the
smell deep into my soul.

A few years later, we went back from Almora to our parents.
My father moved from one princely state to another as a Dewan
and our lives underwent a dramatic change. We now lived a life
of epicurean bliss compared to our days in Almora. There was
not a single living thing we did not taste—waterbirds of all sizes
and shapes, sambar, wild geese, turkey, turtles, partridges and
quails, you name it. In Rampur, where my father was the Home
Minister to the Nawab, every day a specially sealed dastarkhan
would arrive from the royal kitchen. Before the Nawab ate
anything, it had to be certified fit for the royal palate by my
father. Then the meal was sealed once more and sent back.
Often, we used to sneak a morsel from the platter.

But I tell you even then nothing ever matched the pure bliss
of the sniff of Henry’s meat pot in Almora.
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Those were the golden years of our life. Our house had a huge
staff—Sohan Singh, Bishan Singh, Ummaid Singh, Thul (Big)
Gusain and his brother Nan (Small) Gusain. Thul Gusain was
the oldest of them all and a man of rather refined tastes. He was
tall, with a long nose and wore little gold studs in his ears. My
father was now Home Minister to the Nawab of Rampur and
Lohaniji, who had seen diamond studs in the Nawab’s ears,
used to sarcastically call Thul Gusain the Nawab of Anyarkot
(the dark land), because his village lay close to the cremation
grounds. Lohaniji declared that the smoke from the pyres had
gone to Gusain’s head and fogged his brain. ‘That’s why it takes
his brain so long to follow instructions,” he was fond of saying.
Nevertheless, he was quite partial to Thul Gusain. Then,
suddenly, Lohaniji began to call him a ‘masaniya’ (a low-caste
man who stokes funeral pyres). “Tell that masaniya to set the
curds,” he would tell another servant. Or, “Tell the masaniya to
pick up the clothes from the terrace—it looks like it’s going to
pour any minute.” We were a little puzzled at Thul Gusain’s
sudden demotion from nawab to masaniya.

Then one day, it all became clear. ‘Don’t dare think, masaniya,’
Lohaniji was telling Thul Gusain, ‘that I have only two eyes. I
have two at the back of my head as well, understand?’

‘Why do you say that, Guru? What did you see?” Gusain
stuttered, nursing the red weal from the slap that Lohaniji had
just planted on his cheek.

Lohaniji drew himself to his full height and thundered, ‘You
dare to ask me that? Do you have any concern for the name and
reputation of this house? Go slog somewhere else if this is how
you want to behave. You are the father of two children, you
shameless wretch, and your daughter is married to Nagmal’s
son. Did you ever stop to think what will happen to her if her
father-in-law finds out?
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Thul Gusain bowed his head in shame as Lohaniji ranted.
Later, we heard that Gusain had been spotted by Lohaniji flirting
in the dark lane behind our house with a low-caste girl.
Apparently he had hoped to marry her secretly.

That day, we saw Gusain place his cap at Lohaniji’s feet and
beg for forgiveness. But Lohaniji would not be moved. ‘Had
you stolen money or gold, I may have forgiven you. But immoral
behaviour I will not condone.

My mother pleaded his case but Lohaniji refused to melt. He
dismissed Thul Gusain and none of us asked why he could not
be given another chance.

In those days, girls and women from high-born Brahmin
families were not allowed to go to the market. There were just
two occasions in the year when this rule was relaxed: the day of
the Nanda Devi fair and on Diwali. Even then, we were allowed
to watch the procession only from the balcony of Badrilal Sah’s
house. Sahji was my grandfather’s friend and his house with its
beautifully carved doors and balcony was a great vantage point.
However, Lohaniji occasionally took me, the baby of the family,
to the market with him. The beginning and end of such an
expedition was the shop of his buddy, Sundarlal Sah. His smooth
fair face with a sandalwood tilak on his forchead used to light
up when he spotted Lohaniji. ‘Come, come, Guru,” he would
greet his friend. ‘So, what’s happening?’

And the two would swap gossip and news. Tired of their inane
conversation and with my head reeling from the sickening odour
of the Himalayan herbs and spices—jambu, gandhrain—sold
in Sundarlal Sah’s grocery store, I would get restive. Lohaniji
would pass me a bit of churan or some bulls’ eyes (whatever
happened to those delightful sweets, I wonder?) to keep me
quiet. Finally, I would start whining, ‘Come on, Lohaniji, let’s
go to the bazaar, please!’
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‘Keep quiet, girl,” he’d snap back. “What is this if not the
bazaar? Girls should not go beyond this point. Haven’t you heard
me say: Woman must never go to the bazaar / And men never
to the larder.’

But like all little girls I yearned to visit the flea market outside
Ramsay School, where stalls sold fake coral necklaces, shining
ornaments, bells, ribbons and trinkets that you braided into your
plaits and swung around. What joy it was to swing your plait
with those baubles on them! Sometimes I pity the children I
see now, with their collection of electronic toys. They will never
discover the joy that we held in the palm of our hands. Kite-
flying, grinding glass to stick to the string, a trick my brother
taught me, or tossing a pebble up in the air and sweeping the
others on the ground before it landed in a game of gitti. The
adroitness of manouevres like ikkam, dukkam, muththi—what
do they know of these? What about kissing a stone for luck and
tossing it across the stones before a game of hopscotch? All these
are lost arts now and more’s the pity.

The children of today tire of their toys because they have so
many to choose from. On the other hand, no matter how often
we played cat’s cradle or sang the local version of ‘Oranges and
lemons’, we never felt bored. My sister Jayanti’s skill at making
ragdolls was awesome and once, when, after a fight, my brother
tossed my favourite ragdoll into the fire, I wept as if I had lost a
child.

If ever one of us fell ill, Lohaniji was summoned to help. To
ecase an earache, he would rub the leaf of the madar plant
between his palms and put two drops in the offending ear. The
pain vanished. And I must tell you the secret of why none of us
ever suffered from a stye in the eye.

One day, Lohaniji dragged a snake charmer to the house. We
looked at his fearful red eyes, his matted locks and huge
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turquoise earrings hanging from lobes that touched his
shoulders and almost ran inside. His beard was parted in two
halves and dyed red with henna. From his shoulder hung a
bamboo pole with a basket at each end. We could hear the hiss
of the snakes that lay in there beneath the covers.

‘Here, maharaj,” said the man and lifted his reed pipe to his
mouth as he uncovered the basket. He started to play on the
pipe and the snakes slowly emerged from their baskets. ‘I have
brought these beauties straight from Amarkantak. See, even their
fangs have not been taken out!”

Then, to our horror, he lifted one of them and folded it like a
posy. Lohaniji made us shut our eyes and the man touched the
slithering snake to our closed eyes as he chanted some mantra.
‘There! he said in a satisfied tone. ‘Now these children will
never get a stye. I will shave off half my moustache if they do.’

Lohaniji was convinced this treatment would work and none
of us dared to ask where we would find the magician if it failed
and we needed to shave off his moustache. However, his snake
guarded our eyes so well that we never ever suffered from a
stye in the eye. Lohaniji’s skill as a dentist was no less impressive.
The minute a milk tooth was ready for pulling out, he would
lasso it out with a piece of thread and make us bury it under a
fresh patch of grass. As a special treat, we were given delicious
semolina halwa dripping with ghee. We all had straight teeth
and when I see little children with wires cruelly holding their
teeth in, I feel the pain they have to undergo to be able to smile
prettily when they grow up. Perhaps people today have ceased
to believe in the natural processes of growth and natural correctives.
Everyone wants to be perfect, look perfect and suffer for it.

Lohaniji’s repertoire of ghost stories was legendary and he
claimed each one was true.

‘1 don’t know why these damned female spirits like me,
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Lohaniji told us. “The minute I walk past a peepal tree, they fall
into my lap like raindrops! But not one of them,” he declared
proudly, ‘has succeeded in casting a spell on me.’

His favourite story was called Jago ho! Main le unyuin (Wait for
me!). It was set at midnight, the witching hour of the hills.
Lohaniji was returning from his village and walking past a
cremation ground, when a khabees (a male spirit with red eyes)
started to dog his steps. Every time Lohaniji turned round, the
khabees would change into a bull, or a hissing snake, or a dhobi
and call out, Jago ho! Main le unyuin. At this point, Lohaniji would
imitate that nasal Jago ho! elongating the sound of the ko to send
a shiver down our spines. We would scream in terror and beg
him to stop. Lohaniji would roar with laughter and say, ‘Stupid
children, no spirit can come near this house as long as I
am around.’

Truly, his departure from our house brought all the evil spirits
out of the walls. Death, disease, penury—these were the evil
spirits Lohaniji had valiantly kept at bay.

In those days, our house had two libraries: one was my
grandfather’s and the other belonged to my mother. In contrast
to my grandfather’s collection, which was in the library
downstairs, my mother’s library had a vast range of fiction locked
away in a wooden glass-fronted cupboard in the room adjoining
the veranda upstairs. Bankimchandra, Premchand, Saratchandra,
Meghani and all the popular writers in Bengali and Gujarati
along with hundreds of Gujarati and Hindi magazines lined
her bookshelves. We were a family of bookworms and spent
hours devouring books hungrily, sprawled in the sun on the
veranda with the sounds of the street filtering in like a pleasant
record playing in the background.

In addition to this treasure, our supplies of reading matter
came from a unique travelling library. A vendor arrived
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periodically with a huge trunk of second-hand books carried by
a Nepali coolie. No book cost more than eight annas and often,
because we were such avid readers, he would add a few for free.
However, unlike the home library, his books were not the classics
but pulp fiction and worse. I had heard others in the family
speak of some famous pornography titles and one that took my
fancy was called Kissa Tota-Maina (The tale of a parrot and a
mynah). I spotted the forbidden title one day and looked around
furtively before burying it among my pile of books. I had barely
straightened up, when Lohaniji gave me a resounding slap across
my face. My jaw almost dropped off and I heard him say, ‘Have
you not heard me tell you never to read such books?’ I still
remember that slap: it was almost as bad as the one I got from
my mother when she caught me slyly reading Saraswatichandra,
a forbidden Gujarati romance in her library.

Life dealt several unkind blows to Lohaniji over the years.
He saw the death of my grandfather, whom he worshipped,
then the rapid deaths of Chanda our eldest sister, my father and
my uncle. Yet he stayed on, bending with each blow like an old
banyan tree. The glory of a golden era ended when my father
died and my mother was left with a large brood of children to
bring up and no money. One by one, she pensioned off our
servants. Then it was the turn of the monogrammed silver thalis
and vessels to be discreetly hawked. Our carpets, my father’s
brocade sherwanis, his Banarasi turbans, his gold cufflinks and
diamond buttons—all vanished one by one, leaving gaps and
holes all over the house. Finally, my mother was forced to sell
off the silver paandaan, with its dainty chains and boxes, which
she had brought in her dowry. Lohaniji himself used to take
charge of the paan ceremony, which entailed adding all the
ingredients to tender betel leaves, and cutting the areca nuts
and cloves and cardamoms. He would then string them from
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silver chains or place them on a silver salver for offering to my
grandfather’s guests. With the paandaan went the silver rose-
water sprinklers as well. Lohaniji wrapped them all up in old
rags one day and took them to the pawnbroker. When he returned,
he stood against the wall of the courtyard in such a dejected way
that we thought he had heard of a death in the bazaar.

OId age finally caught up with Lohaniji: his eyes became
rheumy and clouded and he lost so much weight that his black
bandgala coat hung loosely on his frame. This coat that he wore
over a white cricket jersey my father had once brought him
from England was his signature attire. Now his clothes began
to look as if they were rags hung on some scarecrow. The only
relic from the past that still ticked away was the pocket watch
he wore. Its tick-tock had regulated the heartbeat of our home
but now you could hardly hear it. Like so much else, it was
slowly winding down.

Our only visitors now were the bearers of bills and bad news
and Lohaniji used to scoft:

I've seen Pandes, I've seen Pants

Before I die, I suppose I have to see these.

The ‘these’ were the poor peasants from our village who came
with pathetic offerings from our fields and the Pandes and Pants
were other high-born Brahmins.

My mother often pleaded with Lohaniji to retire but he was
determined to see my brother Tribhi married and to bring up
his children. So naturally, when the time came for that, he was
entrusted with the task of going to see the girl my mother had
selected for Tribhi. You should have seen how he puffed out his
chest and how his lips smiled through his bushy moustache as
he made his way to my brother’s fiancee’s home. “Who is this
young man, then, Lohaniji?” we teased him as he fussed over
his turban and coat.
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As soon as we heard he’d returned, we all crowded round
him. ‘What is she like, Lohaniji?’

‘Pure gold,” was his verdict.

We waited for him to elaborate, and then when he showed
no signs of breaking the silence, one of us asked, ‘Is she fair or
not?’

‘How do I know?’ he countered. ‘I didn’t see her face!’

“What!” my sister asked. “Then whose face did you go to see?
Her mother’s?’

“Yes,” he nodded. ‘If you choose a girl, you must see her
mother. I tell you, she must have a beautiful complexion and as
for her manners! They must be perfect as well.’

“You mean you really did not see her face?” we persisted.

‘No. I just saw her hands and nails as she sat with her head
bowed near her mother.

“This is what comes of sending an old fuddy-duddy like
Lohaniji to see a girl,’ we scolded our mother. ‘Are we talking of
a cow or a bride for this house?” Lohaniji would check an
animal’s hooves and decide whether it was fit or not.

‘Quiet”” my mother thundered. ‘Lohaniji lived with Narad
Baba—what he doesn’t know about human nature is not worth
knowing!’

Finally, Lohaniji left one day to be with his beloved Bamini
saying he wanted to spend his last days with her. We had seen
her only rarely and remembered her as a shy, submissive thing.
However, at my brother’s wedding, she shocked the women as
she sang one bawdy song after another and danced away with
abandon. The piece de resistance was her deadly dance of the
seven veils to the accompaniment of a song that had her pleading;:

I beg you, O fair Redcoat! Spare my blushes, I am married to
a Brahmin!

Just before Lohaniji finally left, he gave me a lesson that 1
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remembered for life. When I came to my mother’s for the first
time after getting married, I was miserable. I had never been
taught to cook and sew and then was married into a family that
was as conservative as ours was free. Lohaniji would often worry
about my strange upbringing. He told my mother once, ‘All she
can do is read and ride a horse. Which Brahmin home do you
imagine will value these arts?’

At home, we always had an army of helpers, so when I reached
my father-in-law’s home I was completely unprepared for the
kind of work a daughter-in-law was expected to perform. Barbs
were directed at my high educational degrees that had not
equipped me for housework that even a child could handle.

I tried to hide my misery from my poor mother, who was
grappling with so many problems then that this would have
been the last straw. But I should have known that even with his
failing eyesight, Lohaniji would spot my long face. ‘How is 1t?’
he asked and I burst into tears.

I sobbed out my miserable tale: how I was made to grind dal
in a grinding stone, make complicated alpana patterns on the
threshold, knead mountains of dough and then told to cook
wearing just a sari and nothing else! All this while I listened to
snide comments about my rich and spoilt childhood.

I waited for him to say, didn’t I always warn you to learn
some housekeeping? But for once he was silent. Then, he puta
loving hand on my head and said, ‘Don’t cry, my child. Tell me,
you have a good husband, don’t you? The rest are just floating
clouds, they will fly away. Have you ever seen what the Nepali
coolies do when they carry huge loads on their backs? They
first add a few stones to that load and walk up a hill, then when
the worst is over, they shrug off the stones and race up. They
never walk straight—always in a zig-zag, varying their pace. Have
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you seen that? Then learn from them, child. You will never
need to weep again.’

As 1 recall my Almora days, two faces from my past seem to
shake me and ask, “‘Why haven’t you written about us?’ I can
see them as they stand before me: the middle-aged Vaishnavi,
her hand rattling a chimta (long iron tongs), and next to her,
the emaciated Rajula, a begging bowl in her hand and a nose-
ring shining on her pale face.

The first is the story of a nun, a Vaishnavi, who roamed from
place to place—Badrinath, Kedarnath, Banaras, Haridwar,
calling, Alakh mai, bhiksha de! In those days, you often came
across such mendicants and I can recall several from my
childhood, who wore long ropes of rudraksha round their necks
and came to seck alms at our door in Almora. No householder
ever turned them away. Perhaps people were more generous
(read god-fearing) in my childhood. Every Saturday and Tuesday,
two Nepali Vaishnavis came to our house, calling, Alakh mai,
bhiksha de! Lohaniji would give them a large helping of rice and
lentils in their bowl and they would leave but not before
showering blessings on me, ‘May you grow up to marry a prince,
lalli. May you bring many brothers to this house—not one or
two, but seven tall and strapping ones!’

Today would any house consider a crop of seven sons a
blessing? No wonder I hear often harsh voices shoo away
mendicants, ‘Why can’t you work? There is nothing wrong with
you—get out! I don’t give alms to idlers!” However, I still can’t
turn away such people when I meet them for my ears remember
that sweet voice blessing me, ‘May you grow up to marry a
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prince, lalli. May you bring many brothers to this house—not
one or two, but seven tall and strapping ones!’

Then one day, a completely new and deep voice called out:

Alakh mai, bhiksha de! 1 peeped out and saw a new Vaishnavi
standing in the courtyard. Tall and strapping, with a small ochre
bag slung on her shoulder, she was rattling a long pair of tongs
in her hands. What arrested my attention was her size and
appearance: she looked a man in drag! She stood there
imperiously, looking around her for some human contact and
finding none, called out, ‘Alakh Niranjan! Mai will eat here
today.” Interestingly, she used the masculine gender when talking
of herself and I wondered if she were a woman at all. With her
cropped hair she looked like 2 man, spoke like one and certainly
had the voice of one. Her broad chest showed no sign of
womanly breasts, and she was taller than any woman I had ever
seen. Her flat nose had wide, flared nostrils that looked as if any
minute now she would blow smoke out of them like a dragon!

She looked up and spotted me peering from behind a pillar
on the veranda above the courtyard. You there, little girl,” she
called to me. ‘Did you hear me? Mai will eat here today, this is
the Guru’s wish. Go, tell someone inside.” Then she planted
her tongs in a flower bed and settled down to wait.

I was terrified. We had long finished our morning meal;
Lohaniji had locked up the kitchen and was probably asleep in
his quarter. Where at this hour would I find food for this dragon?

‘Mai, why don’t you rest here?’ I said politely. ‘We have finished
eating but let me ask my sister if she can get some bhiksha for you.’

‘No!” she thundered and rattled her tongs noisily. ‘Mai told
you Mai shall eat here today. Go get Mai some firewood and
pots and some besan, curds and chillies. Mai will eat karhi chawal
today. Go!’

I was beginning to get a little irritated but there was an air of
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such authority about her that I found myself asking my sister to
come and help me look for the ingredients for Mai’s meal. By
the time we reached the courtyard, Mai had once more planted
her tongs close by and spread out her huge legs to make herself
comfortable under our walnut tree.

‘Come, children,” she greeted us, ‘have you brought what
Mai wants?’ She leaned her bulk against the tree and squinted
at us. We put down the lot before her and within minutes she
had erected a makeshift stove with two stones, lit a fire and put
a pot of karhi to cook. Then she began cleaning the rice and
turned to us again.

Alakh Guru! Do you want to ask anything? Mai does not
come here often. She has come today because Guruji sent her.’

At first we couldn’t understand what she meant; then she
took a handful of rice grains and shut her eyes, mumbling some
incomprehensible mantra. Both of us were thoroughly scared
by now: who was this woman? A witch?

‘What do you want to know? Something about the one you
will marry?” she focussed her red eyes on us and they were
glowing like coals.

‘T have decided never to marry;’ my sister said smugly. ‘So I
don’t need to ask you anything about my future husband.” This
was true: Jayanti had declared her decision quite firmly to our
family a while ago and I think they had accepted it. But obviously,
Mai knew something else. “You will marry,” she told my sister
firmly. ‘No power on earth will ever stop that from happening.’
She said this with such conviction that I could almost hear the
sound of a band and a wedding procession outside our gates.

Then she broke the spell by turning her attention to her
cooking and adopted a completely different tone as she started
to chat with us. I watched her as she fiddled with the pots and
pans: not only did she look like a man, she even had a faint
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moustache on her upper lip. For a2 moment the same thought
flashed through our heads: was this some wicked man who had
come disguised as a woman to kidnap us? As if she could read
our thoughts, Mai flashed her teeth at us, ‘Scared you, did 1?°
and she suddenly grasped my hand. A shiver of pure horror ran
through me: I felt as if a huge, slimy lizard had fallen on my
hand. I still cannot describe what her touch was like without
shuddering at the memory.

‘Don’t be put off by my face, child,” she said kindly. She sighed
deeply as she ran a hand over her moustache, ‘My name was
Laxmi and when I came as a bride, my mother-in-law took one
look at me and said to her son, “This is not a Laxmi, my son.
This looks like a Laxman Singh.” She and I became mortal
enemies from that day on.” Her deep voice began to sound gruff
now, as if she had a bad cold. Our eyes went to the beads around
her neck and she introduced each one to us. “This was given by
the big Guru Maharaj when he accepted me as his disciple. This
rosary, by the next Guru for saying my prayers and this one
came from a cremation ground. These tulsi beads I picked up
when I went for the Kumbh to Prayag’

My sister got up and signalled to me to come inside as well
but 1 was so enchanted by the stories the Vaishnavi had that 1
pretended T hadn’t felt her nudge. The Vaishnavi did not see
this side show as her attention was on her food. She first made
three little morsels for her Gurus and turned to me, “Want some?’

To tell you the truth, I was tempted at the sight of that spicy
karhi but how could I possibly eat the alms I had given? I shook
my head virtuously.

She finished her meal and scrubbed the pots and pans till
they glistened, then picked a few embers from the dying fire to
light her chillum. She foraged in her shoulder bag for a small
red box and snorted some snuff into her huge nostrils. Then
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took a deep puff of her chillum and really became a dragon
with smoke coming out of her nostrils.

“Vah,” she declared in a satisfied tone. ‘Mai is very happy with
you today, child.” I was fascinated at the size of her palm-—and
tried to imagine what a slap from her would mean. Was she a
Vaishnavi or a wrestler?

‘Do you really walk all day and night, Mai?’ I asked

Her bloodshot eyes considered my question indulgently.

“Yes, child. Mai committed a terrible crime once. This is why
God has cursed her to walk day and night, and never rest. She
plants these tongs wherever her Guru commands her to and
when she hears his voice she picks them up, says Alakh, and
sets off again. Snowstorms, thunderstorms, raging torrents and
streams—she has survived them all. She has sinned, child, so
this is now her fate. She does whatever her Guru tells her to,
whatever he tells her...’

She touched her hands reverently to her forehead at the
mention of her Guru’s name, then took a long puff from her
chillum and floated off into a trance.

Guru? Where is he? What kind of Guru was this who she
could hear yet I could not see? Was he a magician who whispered
his command into her ears and then vanished?

‘Ha, ha, ha!” the Vaishnavi roared with laughter. ‘Silly child,
how can you see Guru maharaj? He comes silently like a breeze
and whispers in Mai’s ears alone. He stays with Mai all the time,
child. Day and night, wherever she goes, he goes with her and
tells her not to be afraid—wherever she goes, whether the
cremation ground, or the burning ghats.’

If she visited burning ghats and cremation grounds, how could
she be a Vaishnavi, I wondered? Was she some tantric’s disciple?
The hair on my neck rose as I remembered something that had
happened recently in our neighbourhood. A Vaishnavi came one
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day to their house, planted her tongs in their courtyard and
established herself there. The simple housewife allowed her to
stay on. There were rumours that the Vaishnavi offered meat
and alcohol when she did her puja and brought terrible times
to the host’s family. First, they lost their newborn son, then the
head of the family died and finally the lady of the house lost her
mind. Then, as mysteriously as she had come, one day the
Vaishnavi vanished. I began to tremble as I wondered whether
this Vaishnavi was someone like that.

With her eyes still closed, my Vaishnavi began to speak in a
low voice: ‘Mai was ten years old when she got married and
sent to her husband’s home after four years. His name was Aan
Singh and he ran a flourishing transport company. His lorries
ran all over the terai—Tanakpur, Haldwani and Almora. Half
the petrol went into the lorries, the other half into his belly.
Used to come back drunk and then mother and son took turns
to thrash Mai. Go fetch some wood, they would tell her. Or, go
to the jungle and cut a bundle of grass for the cattle. Often,
they sent her to graze the buffalo in the jungle. No one ever fed
her a morsel or gave her even a sip of water. That bloody buffalo
was another evil spirit—she would make poor Mai run all over
the jungle and exhaust her. If Mai ever asked her mother-in-
law, can I visit my mother, the witch would brand her with hot
tongs for her cheeky request.’

At this point, Mai propped her chillum against the tree and
rolled up her clothes: her torso was an ugly mass of weals, proof
of the abuse she suffered in her husband’s home. So she was a
woman, I realized as I glanced furtively at her shrivelled breasts.

‘One day, when Mai was burning with fever, her mother-in-
law ordered her to take the buffalo for grazing to the jungle,
she went on with her story. ‘Mai wept and pleaded, told her
there was a leopard in the jungle too, and she said, “Good! If he
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cats you up, we’ll get a proper daughter-in-law for this house.”

‘It seemed the wretched buffalo had been primed to torture
Mai by the old hag—it was so frisky that day that Mai was run
off her feet. Finally, the creature stood grazing at the edge of a
ravine that rose in a sheer precipice from the raging waters of
the Kali Ganga in the valley. If anyone toppled over not even a
fragment of bone would survive. Mai was really angry that day,
child, angry at her hunger, angry at the old hag, angry at her
drunkard husband and decide to take it all out on that buffalo.
She gave it one heave and down it plunged—sailing over the
precipice like a blade of grass.

“Then Mai went home weeping and the old hag asked, What
happened? Where is the buffalo, you wretch?

‘In the jungle, saas-jyu. Come I'll show you, said Mai.

‘Her cursing, screaming mother-in-law followed Mai to the
jungle to the same ravine. The old woman was a thin, fragile
creature and Mai a strapping young wormnan...

“Where is my precious buffalo, she screeched.

“There, said Mai, and pushed the old bag of bones over the edge.
She went like a blade of grass, child, like a blade of grass...

“When Mai reached home, a furious Aan Singh was waiting
for her with an axe in his hands. Drunk out of his mind, his
eyes burning like coals.

“Where were you, whore, he yelled, how dare you come home
alone? When you know a leopard roams that jungle, why did
you take my mother there? Mai was livid: the bastard could
think of his mother and his wretched buffalo, had he ever spared
a thought for Mai?

Your mother fell down a gorge, Mai wailed. Come quickly
with me, she is hanging from a tree, we may be able to rescue

her vyet... '
‘Aan Singh ran to the spot. He swiped a blow across Mai’s
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cheek saying, What have you done to my mother? Where is
she, you whore?

‘“There, said Mai, and shoved him down the sharp precipice
to the raging Kali Ganga below. Mai never returned home after
that, child, never. She went to a cave where a Nepali Guru
maharaj lived, fell at his feet and confessed her crimes. Guru
maharaj accepted her as his disciple and said, Go Mai, from
now on roam the land and eat and wear what others give you.
This is the penance you must perform for what you have done.
From now on, remember, God alone will look after you, He is
your only support...’

The Vaishnavi picked up her tongs and bag, dusted herself and
stood up laughing. ‘God bless you, child, Mai has to leave now...’

Before I could say anything or call my sister, she had
descended the steps of the courtyard and vanished.

I used this masculine Vaishnavi as a character in two stories:
‘Lati’ and ‘Dhuan’. Later, she made a sort of guest appearance
in my novel Chaudah Phere. Her extraordinary story continues
to haunt me till today. In one day, this woman had snuffed not
one but three lives—a buffalo, a mother-in-law and a husband.
And yet can anyone deny that she did not have a reason? No
court heard of this triple murder, no lawmaker pronounced a
judgement on her and no jailor kept her in prison. She became
her own jailor and the chains on her feet were clamped there by
her own conscience. But what fascinated me the most was the
fourth murder she committed but never spoke of: when she
stood at the edge of the precipice and decided to hurl her youth,
her dreams and desires forever into the raging torrents of the
Kali Ganga. They floated down that ravine like a blade of grass
and left a celibate Vaishnavi where a young girl once stood.

Did any law court ever pronounce a more terrible
punishment?
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And now, another prisoner of conscience stands before my
eyes.

I first met. Rajula under the same walnut tree where the
Vaishnavi had planted her tongs. Rajula carried a small
tambourine in her hand and sang the Riturain songs of spring
in 2 high, sweet voice. In the Almora of my childhood, bands of
professional folk singers would arrive in March at the start of
spring, and go from one prominent home to another to entertain
them with the traditional folk songs of the season at Chaitra
baithaks, or private spring concerts. Unlike professional singing
girls, there was no trace of the bazaar about these women. They
wore velvet ghagras trimmed with lace and their faces were
discreetly veiled with odhnis. Their tinkling laughter rang
through dull courtyards and lit up the lives of these stern
Brahmin havelis.

Another, rather less attractive, tradition of those days also
comes to my mind. Several older men from the high-born
Brahmin families in Kumaon had installed a singing girl as a
mistress in their homes. A ‘Ram’ was prefixed to the name of
the singing girl to make it ‘kosher” so that it was possible to
meet a2 Ramkatori, Rampriya or Rampyari at an uncle’s house.
Naturally, the most lively Chaitra baithaks were organized in
homes where one of their own lived as the mistress of the
householder. Unfortunately, no one in our neighbourhood had
such a patroness but that did not stop us from running to the
window whenever we heard a band of them go singing their
way to a baithak.

One day, I went across to a granduncle’s house to borrow
their newspaper. I barged into his private sitting area and will
never forget what I saw. My granduncle, cigar in hand, was
reclining on a bolster surrounded by giggling apsaras. My eyes
were dazzled by the colours of their bright clothes and the scent
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of their bodies. It seemed as if someone had sprinkled a dozen
bottles of perfume in the room. For a moment, the old man
was nonplussed at the sight of his grandniece but recovered his
composure quickly. With remarkable aplomb, considering his
posture and surroundings, he asked me kindly, “What brings
you here, child?’

‘I wanted to borrow the Statesman,’ I stammered.

‘Oh, is this your granddaughter, Lalla? We must sing the first
song of Chaitra for her, in that case,” one apsara smiled. And
before my granduncle or I could say anything, I was surrounded,
like a queen bee by her worker bees, by their honey-sweet voices:

May this auspicious day
Come a thousand times
In the lives of our daughters...

I was touched, caressed and smothered with those hands and
voices. Unused to such loving touches on my body, I was nearly
reduced to tears with embarrassment. Sensing my discomfiture,
my granduncle said sharply, “What is all this? Go child,” he said
gently to me, ‘the paper is lying there. Pick it up and take it
home.’

The old man was a widower and childless to boot. Perhaps
his mistress, longing for a child to fuss over, was responsible
for that episode. Years later, Maupassant’s ‘Madame Tellier’s
Establishment’ reminded me strongly of that day. Maupassant’s
story is about the madame who runs an eponymous brothel,
Madame Tellier’s, and who takes her lively, giggling band of
prostitutes to attend a niece’s baptism. He describes brilliantly
the havoc that ensues in the Catholic home of her brother as
this exotic band of Parisian butterflies descends on a simple
village.
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My ears still ring with the sweet Riturain song, set to Raga
Desh, that they sang for me that day.

May this auspicious day
Come a thousand times
In the lives of our daughters...

So when Rajula came with her tambourine to our courtyard
singing the same song, I was stunned. She was dark and her
eyes were deep pools of sadness. Her sweet voice had an
attractive break and rose with a nasal twang, like the plaintive
wail of a shehnai. I now realize that she was probably syphilitic
for her nose had collapsed and that is probably why her voice
had that unique timbre.

“What shall I sing for you, lalli?’ she asked me. ‘Riturain, Pari
Chanchari or Ramola...?’

She came almost every day and her fund of folksongs had all
of us eating out of her hands. She generously shared her treasure
trove with me and I eagerly learnt as many as I could to take
back to Santiniketan. Kanika Devi, Jyotishdev Burman and
Suchitra Mitra were my contemporaries and we often used these
lovely Pahari tunes in our impromptu concerts. Tilak Kamod,
Desh and Durga—these were the three ragas that gave life to
the folksongs of Kumaon. Rajula had learnt them from her
mother and given them a flavour all her own. She was born to
sing and when I hear the Malwa folksongs of Kumar Gandharva,
I remember her artless and unselfconscious singing with new
respect. She took a note to the highest pitch and left it there to
float in silence—then after a pause she would pick it up from
the base and play with it as if it were a kite.

She had no accompaniments, just a small battered tambourine.
Often she lit a flame to warm its sagging skin and bring it to
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life. Then, she would shut her eyes, place a hand on her ear and
sing. When she sang Beru pako bara masa. .. that famous Kumaoni
folksong that everyone has heard, I swear even the walnuts on
our tree turned red with passion.

‘Rajula, where did you learn to sing like this?’ I asked her once.

‘From Him,’ she closed her eyes and pointed heavenwards.

No human being could have given her that voice, so Rajula
was right: her voice had to be a divine gift. She sang all the
Riturain songs—Bhagnaula, Ramola, the lot—but when she
sang a hymn called Kariye chhima, she was scintillating.

What I have said, or left unsaid
What I heard, or did not hear
What I did, or left undone
Forgive me for all that, my Lord!

She would go into a trance, her eyes streaming with tears as
she asked Him for forgiveness. I have seen her move her
audience to tears when she sang her special song.

“Why do you have to beg when you have such avoice, Rajula?’
I asked once. By now, she and I had a special bond that grew
from our shared love for music. Rajula became silent.

‘Don’task, lalli. By the grace of people such as yourself, Rajula
earned so much that she could have built ten such palaces for
herself by now,” she replied, pointing to our haveli. For a
moment, something like pride lit up the pools of darkness in
her eyes.

‘So,” I prompted her, ‘where did all that money go?’

‘Into the river,” she said as she dropped the tambourine into
her lap.

‘Don’t joke, Rajula.’ T held her hands as I begged her. “Tell
me where that money went.’
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‘What is the use of that, 1alli?’ she asked sadly. “You come
from a high-born Brahmin home, lalli, your touch can wash
away the sins of a fallen woman like me. But you are my
Gangajal, my holy water, lalli, I cannot hold your hand and lie.
I threw away forty tolas of gold...’

‘Forty tolas of gold?’ I gasped.

Yes, lalli,” she nodded tonelessly.

‘Not just that,” she went on. ‘Four thousand silver coins with
“Vittoria’s” face on them, I threw those into the Bhagirathi as
well.”

‘But why did you do such an insane thing, Rajula? You have
to beg for your food now, why, when you had so much, did
you...?’

‘There was a reason, lalli, I had sinned. Committed 2 heinous
crime. I 'was just not caught, that’s all. God must have shut His
eyes that day,” she said and gave a wan smile. Then her pale face
went paler and she muttered, ‘I killed someone, lalli.’

I held my breath.

‘I killed my own son.’

I peered into her face but her eyes were dry; perhaps she had
used up all her tears.

‘Why,” I whispered, ‘why did you do such a thing, Rajula?’

‘Because he was the spitting image of his father, lalli. When I
could see his father’s features on his face from the minute he
was born, just imagine what would happen when he grew up
and went out in the world? Everyone would know whose child
he was.” She took a deep breath and went on in a steady voice,
‘So I took him to the river, shut my eyes and held him there
until he drowned.’

What a strange woman this was! Most mothers would
consider it a badge of pride to give birth to a son who resembled
his father and here was Rajula who had killed hers for this reason.
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You won’t understand, lalli,” she answered my unspoken
question as she patted me kindly. ‘My whole village used to
worship his father and, after all, I was not even his wedded wife.
I was a lowly singing girl, God’s handmaiden, the fallen scarlet
woman of the village. How could I let his name be tarnished? I
ran away from the village that night and dropped all my worldly
goods in the Bhagirathi. Don’t ask me what I suffered and where
I went after that, lalli. May God forgive us all”” She touched her
hands reverently to her forehead.

‘God punished me for that crime: I lost my voice, dreadful
sores broke out all over my body, lalli. I was like a leper who
people shunned and moved away from. Occasionally a kind soul
would toss a few coins my way as I lay under a tree. And the
nightmares!” She shuddered as she recalled them. ‘I dreamt my
clothes were drenched with the milk from my breasts, I wanted
to scream but no sound came from my throat any more. Then
one day, I sang Kariye chhima, the song you love. And a miracle
took place. My voice came back! The voice I had lost. Now I
walk from home to home and sing Kariye chhima, lalli. This is
the penance God has decided I must perform and I bow to His
will.’

Rajula must have died singing that song by now but her
tambourine and the tinkle of her voice come back ever so often
to me. Years later, Rajula became the heroine of my novella
Kariye Chhima, and I felt as if I had finally been able to repay the
woman who taught me more beautiful music than I ever heard.

Rajula and the Vaishnavi opened my eyes to a truth that I
have grappled with ever since. That there is no jail on earth that
can shackle a free spirit and no spirit so free that its feet cannot
be bound in chains we cannot see.
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Diddi’s vivid childhood memories are as deeply frustrating
as they are compelling. The wall she erected around her
inner life and fears is impenetrable and guards a kingdom where
she will grant entry very reluctantly, if at all.

In contrast to her evocative pictures of Lohaniji, Henry Pant,
Alakh Mai and Rajula is Diddi’s stubborn refusal to confront
the dark history of her own family, or indeed her own life. Her
sharp eyes saw the shadows, yet she resolutely refused to expose
the people she loved the most to ridicule or criticism. I think
she sincerely hoped she could transform the nature of her past
with the power of selective recall and that if she did not
remember the unhappiness and doubts of her past, they would
simply disappear. So she blotted out the sun by holding up a
thumb. How right Edna St Vincent Millay was when she
declared that ‘Childhood is a kingdom where...mothers and
fathers don’t die.’

In her portrait of Lohaniji, Diddi refers to the sudden death
of her father in faraway Bangalore so lightly that it is almost
invisible. Her tone does not vary dramatically, nor does the
confident voice wobble, as she goes over the time when the
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proud Kasoon Pandes were reduced to penury. She relates
almost matter-of-factly how Ama returned to Almora, a widow
at forty with nine children to look after and Kasoon lost its
golden sheen. ‘Gaps and holes appeared everywhere as one
valuable heirloom after another was sold off,’ she says, and that
is all we hear. Significantly, the episode comes in the middle,
not the end, of her childhood reminiscences. It was a hint that
the resilient spirit of the family refused to be defeated by this
tragic turn and yet it troubled me that there was nothing about
the indomitable spirit of the Kasoon women until I came to
Diddi’s portrait of her mother: Ama to us grandchildren.

Diddi begins her last book, Sone De, with a moving portrait
of her mother, a lengthy and loving homage to the strong
matriarch who had a profound influence on the lives of all her
children. Highly readable and replete with the anecdotes that
Diddi knits so deftly into her portraits it is, nevertheless,
deafeningly silent on some crucial histories. I have, therefore,
included an essay my sister Mrinal wrote on Ama in 1981, soon
after Ama’s death, in a journal called Mainstream, to offset the
idyllic picture that Diddi paints of her childhood. Mrinal
presents a picture free of the romantic clutter that clouded
Diddi’s vision and is closer to the spirit of the Ama I remember.
She looks at Ama straight in the eye and uncovers her not merely
as a heroic, if eccentric, character but as the defining symbol of
the Kasoon clan: its Mother Courage.

I strongly believe that all daughters ultimately grow up to be
like their mothers and as Diddi grew older, she became another
Ama. Outspoken and frank, often brutally and undiplomatically
so, she spared no one, herself included. Ama’s most admirable
quality had always been her refusal to accept injustice or
hypocrisy quietly: a quality she generously passed on to Diddi.
This is why they both were such lonely characters in their last
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years although they remained remarkably free of bitterness and
retained their sense of humour to the end. It is perhaps no
curious coincidence that Diddi’s life was such a close mirror of
her mother’s for if character is destiny, then Diddi’s later life—
like Ama’s—was predetermined by her own nature. Ama was
widowed at forty, Diddi at fifty. Both struggled hard to survive
the loss of money, home and support. Yet they both survived
and—even though they were such champions of male
supremacy-—both chose to come to their daughters when it was
time to die.

Obviously, clan histories—Ilike histories of nations—repeat
themselves endlessly,

When we were growing up, Ama to us was a figure larger
than life. Her house dominated every aspect of our childhood
and each one of us twenty-odd grandchildren remember her as
an intimidating, often despotic, matriarch who laid the law in
Kasoon and was both feared and admired across the town. For
a person who broke tradition and gave as good as she got to the
snotty Kumaoni Brahmin community, Ama was also responsible
for breeding in all those she brought up a respect for tradition
and patriarchal laws. She was unashamedly partial to the boys
of the family and gave them a latitude that her granddaughters
were never allowed. Laughing loudly, whistling and talking out
of turn were some no-nos for us girls. However, she was also
proud of what her girls achieved and the first to write to us
when any of us girls did well. Ama always referred to husbands
as ‘malik’ (owner) for that is how she perceived the man-woman
relationship in an ideal marriage. So she ordered the universe
around her in the image of a morality that she believed had
Stpod the test of time. Any subversion of the traditional domestic
hlerarchy earned her severe displeasure. Thus, although she was
mordinately proud of Diddi, she was equally afraid that her
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success as a writer would make her morc important than her
husband and that would never do. Diddi’s need for a strong
male presence and a defined boundary within which to operate,
I am reasonably sure, had its roots in the laws her mother had
taught her to trust.

This curious dichotomy would create a lifelong tussle in
Diddr’s life as she struggled to reconcile her naturally liberal
personality with the strict patriarchal morality of her mother’s
Brahmanical world. Diddi disapproved loudly of what she saw
as threats to a ‘moral’ way of living—marriages outside the
community, divorces, live-in relationships, back-chatting elders,
questioning unfair traditions. Yet, paradoxically, she wrote novels
and stories that had strong women characters who rebelled
against all such values and social inequalities. This also accounted
for her lifelong fascination with those who lived on the
margins—mendicants, lunatics and lepers. Time and again, she
returns in her short stories and novels to characters drawn from
those to whom rigid social values cannot be applied.

She took an unreasonable dislike to a friend of mine who
had divorced her husband and was living with a married man.
Things were so bad that whenever this friend came to visit me,
Diddi would not come to the dining table. “What childishness
is this?’ I asked her. ‘If T had done what my friend has, I could
perhaps have understood your behaviour. But this is absurd—
how can you be so insulting to a guest?’

You know what I feel about women who break up homes
and marriages,” she replied sulkily.

‘Then what about your friend S in Lucknow?’ I asked, naming
a close friend of hers who had created a stir when she married a
famous surgeon of the town, forced him to abandon his first
wife and family and move in with her.

Diddi flounced out of the room. Logic and reasonableness
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were unknown commodities in Ama’s daughters. And although
they laid the law, they seldom followed it.

Diddi writes:

The delightful aroma of fragrant tobacco came out to embrace
us lovingly as soon as we reached my Nana’s house in Lucknow.
Inside, in Nana’s sitting room, my mother’s brother (whom
we called Mama) sat playing bridge with his friends, a hukka in
one hand and cards in the other. Mama’s bridge buddies—
among them the famous lawyer Sir Tej Bahadur Sapru and
Rajrajeshwar Bali—were sprawled comfortably against the
bolsters and sparkling white sheets spread over the carpets.
Drinks were being served and delicious snacks, such as tender
green peas cooked with spices, sent up from the kitchen. It
seemed to us children, fresh from Almora and another
grandfather’s house, as if everyone in this grandfather’s house
always laughed and had fun. Never have I heard such happy
laughter again—the open and pure sound of it still makes
me smile.

Mama went to the university in the morning in his buggy
that would arrive on the dot of nine to wait for him in the porch.
As soon as we heard the tinkle of the bells and wheels, we’d
race down and dance round the horse, chafing and stamping
his feet impatiently. Mama’s bridge game had still not ended
and paans were now being served in the sitting room. Garlands
of them strung from silver cbains emerged from the huge
paandaan that my Nani presided over. We could hear her
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grumbling, cursing the bridge players as she sent in tray upon
tray of food and paans to Mama’s guests.

Someone would come and announce that we were being
called inside for breakfast, which was invariably hot jalebis from
a shop near the pir’s grave. These were fat, juicy sweets we
washed down with glasses of hot milk topped with thick swirls
of cream. Mama would finally deign to go to the university, and
amble towards the porch. The coachman leapt to his seat and
his valet, Mahabali, would take his position behind him. The
tall and menacing Mahabali wore an amulet round his neck to
ward off the evil eye and we wondered who would dare to cast
it on his fearful face.

The buggy set off in a tinkle of bells and, with Mama’s
departure, the rhythms of the house changed dramatically. A
new stream of visitors now entered the house via the courtyard:
the first to arrive was the naoon (the barber’s wife), to give the
women an oil massage and bathe the children. She went from
house to house carrying gossip and with each drop of oil she
rubbed in a fresh scandal about the families in the area. Next
came the bangle-seller, who arrived every fortnight to change
our bangles. How she coaxed those dainty glass bangles over
our wrists without breaking them was a mystery to me. ‘Nani,
please,” we pleaded, ‘can we wear different ones this time?’
According to Nani, if young girls did not wear bangles, their
wrists became hard and tough like a man’s. Since they had a
functional, rather than a decorative, purpose another set of plain
bangles replaced the old ones. ‘No, you will wear what I want
you to wear!” was the verdict. Nani hated having her decisions
crossed and her face would flush ominously. Even when she
was past seventy, my grandmother, with her Grecian nose, rosy
face and delicate eyebrows, was beautiful. Her hair always smelt
of the fragrant jasmine oil that came specially for her from Asghar
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Ali’s and her regal bearing remained unchanged till the end.

The women would now sit in the courtyard to cut vegetables
and clean the rice and dals. As visiting granddaughters, Jayanti
and I were given lighter duties. Her old maid, Ramdeyi, would
tease Nani, ‘Bahuji, don’t spoil these girls too much! Sons you
can wear like tilak on your forehead, but girls must be taught
how to stoke the fires in the kitchen.” Ramdeyi, a childless
widow, had moved into my grandfather’s house to work in the
kitchen after she retired from her job at Balrampur Hospital.

My grandfather was the leading doctor of Lucknow and laid
the foundation of the city’s landmark Balrampur Hospital. He
was the family physician to the Raja of Balrampur and had
persuaded him to donate some land for a charitable hospital.
Nana also persuaded another rich patient, Lala Puttulal, to open
a purdah school for girls: Puttulal donated a house for this and
this is how Lucknow’s famous Mabhila College was started off.
Among its first five students was my mother; she had a photo
album she won as a prize with an inscription from Harcourt
Butler, the British Resident of Oudh: ‘Presented to Leelawati
Pant for standing first in the eighth class.’

I also remember a huge oil painting of my grandfather and a
bust made by a grateful patient that used to hang in the sitting
room. Pandit Motilal Nehru came once and all of us peeped
from behind curtains to catch a glimpse of him. On another
occasion, Raja Saheb Manda (whose son, Viswanath Pratap
Singh, later became a prime minister) took oft his Karakul cap and
placed it on a table nearby. My cousin Krishna, always up to mischief,
ran away with it. The uproar that took place as servants chased
Krishna all over the house to get the cap back is another memory.

But let us return to my Nani’s courtyard where lunch is over.
[t is the turn of the hawkers and vendors to walk through the
lanes behind the house and tempt us. On the dot of one, I swear
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you could set your watch by this, we heard the voice of a man
who sold sugared fruits. For two paise a piece, you could take
your pick: mangoes from Malihabad, grapes, jamuns, louquats
and ripe speckled bananas. Next came the ice-candy man, with
bottles of lurid colours to sprinkle over chips of ice shaved into
a terracotta cup. One anna was his price. Then came the vendor
of combs, mirrors, paste jewellery, ribbons and kohl.
Occasionally, a Bengali sari-seller would call, Kapod! And we’d
race down to see what saris he had in his bundle. At the sight of
his lace-trimmed petticoats (straight from Calcutta, Didi, he
claimed) our hearts swung like a pendulum as he held its
swaying folds in front of us. A little later a Gujarati couple came
with their bioscope. For two paise we saw a dhobin who weighed
nine maunds, Mecca and Medina and a lover pulling a thorn
from his mistress’s foot. No matter how often we heard the old
man’s sing-song commentary, we never tired of the magical,
moving pictures.

The only pleasure banned to us was a visit to a nautanki. And
there was a reason. Apparently, a simple Pahari servant from
my Nana’s staff once went there and lost his heart to the leading
lady, fell hopelessly in love with her and committed suicide.
Once, only after days of cajoling, my grandmother allowed us
to go and see a show with Mahabali the Fearful as our escort.

Occasionally, Mama would take us to Aminabad to eat chaat
at a famous shop that stood near the Begum Hazrat Mahal Park.
Run by an old man who wore the typical dupaliya topi of those
times and a starched white chikan kurta, the shop opened only
at five in the evening and people thronged to eat the golgappas
and hari matar ki chaat he served. To wash it down, he sold an
ambrosial drink made of iced aniseed balls. It was said that this
drink was the best guard against exposure to the dreaded loo winds.
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Years later, when my mother lay dying, she asked me once,

‘Will you take me one day to Babu’s kothi?’

I knew that the old house was a ruin now and a shanty town
had sprung up on its sprawling grounds. It had passed through
many hands and all that remained of the old days was a pair of
marble lions on the gates. They say my grandfather’s name (Dr
Hardutt Pant) can still be read on the marble nameplate studded
into the gates.

We both knew that my mother’s request was a like a child
asking to be taken to the moon. She could neither move nor
see. What will you do if T take you there, I asked her indulgently.

She looked at me with such longing in her eyes that I caught
my breath.

‘Tl shout: Amma! I’'ve come back to you!” she replied.

A photograph of my mother, we called her Ija, taken just after
she was married used to hang in her father’s house and later in
Kasoon. It is imprinted in my mind so clearly that I can still see
her solemn face gazing at the camera. Her tiny frame is almost
smothered in a heavy silk sari with a rich gold border and every
bit of her is dripping with ornaments—ropes of pearls round
her neck, long earrings, bangles and rings.

We never actually saw these historic jewels except in that
photograph for by the time we grew up, Ija had given away
every one of them or used them to buy whatever was needed to
bring up the family after she was widowed. “This necklace,” she
pointed out a heavy diamond-studded piece in the picture to us
gawping children, ‘was given by the Nawab of Daulatpur when
I got married, these bangles by the Raja of Gauba...’

‘But where are they now?” we asked.
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‘That one I'sold to marry off Nan Gusain and build his house,
these bangles I hawked when [ married Panchi Bai.. .’ she listed
the lost treasures without a trace of regret. Like the Statue of
Liberty, Ija turned our house into a shelter for the homeless
and destitute. Among the many people my mother collected
around her was a beautiful child widow called Mohini, who
was about my brother Tribhi’s age. Mohini, called Munna by
all of us, was sent back by her husband’s family after his death
so that she could be looked after by her brothers. Munna’s
brothers were friends of my father’s only brother, a bachelor all
his life who later became a hermit. The older one, a handsome
rake called Chani Mastan (Merry Chani) went hunting one day
and never returned. They found his body three days later in the
Jjungles behind Cheena Peak in Nainital. Her second brother,
called Dajyu by everyone for his generous nature, was a
university teacher. After he died of tuberculosis, my uncle took
Munna to Ma Anandmayi’s ashram for how could he, a bachelor,
look after a young and beautiful girl? When Ija heard this, she
went flying across to the ashram to rescue her. Munna was
scheduled to take her vows as a nun the next day, and they were
preparing to shave off her hair. Ija’s heart melted at the sight of
this beautiful girl, sitting quietly with her head resting on her
knees, and she decided then and there to take Munna back with
her and bring her up as her own child.

‘How can a girl of her age be forced to forsake the world?’
she asked my uncle angrily. ‘Munna will stay here and become
my tenth child. She will go to Santiniketan with Jayanti and
Gaura and that is that.” So Munna came with us when we went
back to Santiniketan that year and became a disciple of Nandlal
Bose in Kala Bhavan. Before she left Almora, my mother slipped
glass bangles on her wrists, threw out her white widow’s weeds
and gave her a stack of bright saris to wear. Ija then put a bindi
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on Munna’s forehead and told her, ‘Remember Munna, if you
have a clear conscience then there is no need to fear anyone.
Forget what the world will say—why care for people who will
talk anyway?’

No one can understand now how radical and subversive this
decision was in Almora in those days. For years, a whispering
campaign was launched by spiteful people against Ija. People
even said that she was grooming Munna to join the Nawab of
Rampur’s harem as my father was the Home Minister there.
[ja stood her ground: she dared anyone to come and say this to
her face. No one did.

In one of her last letters to me Ija wrote: ‘I have seen more
deaths than I care to remember and God knows how many more
I am destined to see. .. The biggest curse of old age is that people
hide things from you, assuming that they will not be able to
deal with bad news. What rubbish this is! Old age can dim all
your senses but your sixth sense becomes more acute as you
grow older. I can hardly see any more, my hearing is not what
it was but my personal warning system alerts me about which
of my children is in trouble. '

‘How are you? What exactly is wrong with you? One last
order from me to all of you: none of you are allowed to leave
this world before me. I have taken so many knocks that I do net
know whether I care to take another...’

What knocks she had weathered! The death of my sister Chanda
and her husband, who left two small infants in her care. Then
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my father went, a few years later his brother too and with them
the days of happiness and plenty. It was as if a macabre game of
snakes and ladders had cursed her to come down to 2 after having
reached 99. Perhaps it was this that made her treat life as a joke
to be laughed away. Till her death, she kept us amused with her
antics and her sharp tongue spared no one. One incident brings
out her spirit of resilience most vividly to me.

A few years ago, kerosene oil went underground in Almora
and the grocer who had opened a shop just outside Kasoon
promised to send her some. Ija sent him four empty bottles for
refilling. And waited. Then she was told that the wretch had
sent the whole consignment to some officer in the town. She
sent her servant to ask him what had happened to the promised
bottles of kerosene. He was sorry there was Just enough to fill
one bottle, he replied, and the servant flashed the solitary bottle
in front of Ija’s furious face. “Wait,” she told her servant. She
hobbled across to her secret hoard, pulled out two bottles she
had stashed away and added a box of matches and wrote a note
to the grocer. It read:

You wretched worm, I am sending you some bottles of
kerosene and a box of matches. Pour the oil on you head and
set it aflame with my matches. Today is Baikunth Ekadasi, I
promise you will go straight to heaven.’

My sister Mrinal writes:

*...When arthritis and failing eyesight had practically confined
Ama to her chair and forced her to come and live with my
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mother—the daughter she fought with, scolded and loved the
most, I spent a long lazy month with her in my mother’s house
in Lucknow. As she reminisced about her past, I began to see an
Ama [ had never known, and in whose life-story I saw the
¢ragedy of awhole generation that was great and sick at the same
time, and the beastly double standards that romanticized this
frail little woman, yet made near-impossible demands on her.
Ama was married to my grandfather at the age of seven, when
her husband was eighteen. Her first child, a daughter, was born
when she was fourteen. This daughter was also married at the
age of twelve and gave birth to a son next year, so Ama became
an Ama at the age of twenty-seven. The youngest child of an
eminent doctor from Lucknow, Ama had grown up in the
cultured and liberal—if somewhat decadent—ethos of a feudal
Lucknow. She recalled many all-night concerts of classical music
and dance when she sat with her parents and saw stalwarts like
Kalka-Bindadin perform. Ama spoke no Kumaoni till she got
married. Her in-laws, the long-nosed Pandes of Kasoon, were
aristocratic, aloof and extremely conservative and spoke only
Kumaoni at home. Her father-in-law was an eminent Sanskrit
scholar and a terror in the town of Almora. In the early twenties,
when Ama was a young bride, he was spearheading a local
campaign against the Brahmin who had chosen to go to Japan
for ‘further studies’ and returned with a degree in medicine.
This young doctor demanded he be rehabilitated after the
routine prayaschit (expiation) performed by the licking of the
panchgavya (a mixture of five purifying clements including the
dung and urine of a cow). The Kasoon stand was that if this
young impudent Anglophile was taken back into the fold, not
only would the purest of the pure Kumaoni Brahmins be
polluted, it would also encourage all like-minded young
aspirants to go abroad and eat cow-flesh, and then come back
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and demand to take panchgavya and be purified again. No! he
thundered, once a mlechcha (outcaste) by association, always a
mlechcha! ’

The liberals among the Kumaoni Brahmins, one of them
Ama’s doctor father, were in favour of elasticizing the rigid
k).ogndaries of Brahminism. He felt that if they continued to be
rigid, they would lose most of their intelligent young men. (One
of the chief reasons for the doctor’s stand was that his own son
was .by then studying law in England.) Enraged by the betrayal
of his own kinsman, Ama’s father-in-law ruled that thenceforth
she Wwas not to step into her father’s house. If she did, he’d get
his son another wife. So the battle-lines were firmly drawn.
The conservatives, headed by the Kasoon clan, were grouped
on one side and the liberals, headed by the doctor and his
.relatives of the local Champa Naula clan, were on the other. All
interaction between the two groups ceased. When Ama’s only
brother, the England-returned barrister, got married, she was
not Permitted to attend the wedding, but made to put on her
heaviest jewellery and her finest clothes and shower flowers on
the wedding procession from the rooftop as the wedding party
passed the road below Kasoon.

Ama, in her own words, was like a calf torn from its mother’s
uddf:rs. Her mother too wept day and night, till one summer
her irate husband bought her another house in Almora where
she c.ould see her beloved child from the rooftop. That summer
the ingenious mother and daughter, helped by numerous
sympathetic aunts and great-aunts of the town, developed a
modus operandi whereby the family sweeper, in exchange for a
handsome sum of money, would escort the young bride through
Fh? back door of the toilet of her father’s house, where the mother
Jome:d her with generous gifts of clothes and sweets and family
gossip for a few minutes before Ama was escorted back again.
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Like all supposedly foolproof plans, this too didn’t work for
too long. One day, as she returned, Ama found her father-in-
law coughing and walking to and fro near the back entrance.
‘Where were you?” he thundered and Ama froze. He then
declared that she was dead for the Kasoon Pandes now and could
go back to the toilet she’d come from. By this time, an enormous
courtyard was filled with curious and interested onlookers, who
tut-tutted for the poor daughter-in-law but dared not defy the
angry old man. ‘After much ramlila,” to quote Ama, it was
resolved that a mock shraddha—a ghatashraddha—be performed
and Ama be rechristened and remarried to her husband. This
was duly done. A clay pitcher with holy water—symbolizing
Ama’s body—was destroyed and Ama was considered reborn.
“That was the day,” Ama said, ‘I ceased to worry about an afterlife
or being alone.’

Soon after this, Ama lost her mother-in-law and her husband
lost his faith in tradition. He confided to his young wife that he
had begun eating meat, and that he too had bought a passage to
England. However, she was to keep this secret until he returned
from England after two years. So Ama, dying inwardly of worry,
lied smoothly to her father-in-law and told him that his son
had gone down south to study. Since women were supposed to
be vague about most affairs of the world outside, the lie was
accepted. Soon, however, an anonymous letter arrived asking
the old man sarcastically: ‘How does it feel now that your own
son has gone to the land of the mlechchas, huh? Do you still
feel the same way about ostracizing the foreign-returned young
man?’

Like Bhishma Pitamah, her father-in-law, Ama said, made a
terrible vow: that he would go to Kashi and die on the banks of
the Ganga like a sanyasi, in expiation of his son’s ultimate sin.
He was almost blind in both eyes by now, but he left. Ama was
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left all alone with her nine children, in a town that in those days
did not permit unescorted Brahmin women out on the streets
or in the market. Kumaon in those days was an island barely
connected with the railhead in the faraway town of Bareilly by
a dangerous road, difficult to traverse even for a physically fit
male. Yet Ama refused to dissolve into tears. Instead, she
gathered her brood, called for her loyal servants, and left by
palki, holding in her lap her youngest child and a paandaan with
her jewellery. The rest of her children followed with the servants.
Somehow this circus managed to reach Banaras, locate and
placate the irate and dejected patriarch, and bring him back.
‘Men’s presence you need next to you always,” she told me,
‘even if they are only man-shaped lumps of dough. No one
likes to see a woman managing things, see?’

... Ama was to face greater travails later. She became a widow
before she was forty, saw her nineteen-year-old son TK return
from Santiniketan and step into his father’s job in the state of
Orchcha, then opt for the Indian Police Service and...die young
like his father. After this, for most of her remaining years, Ama
remained in the ancestral home that went to pieces around her,
with poverty, with neglect. Yet no one, not even her own
children, mourned the wasted life of this spirited woman, or
blamed the socio-political changes for the decline in her life as
they did in the case of my uncle. Men had let her down again
and again, yet to the women of Ama’s generation, men were
the only weapons—even if they cut both ways—women had.
And she was determined that men, who are ultimately in control
of women’s lives, even if they cannot control their own, must
be controlled—if necessary by guile. The lack of this last quality
in my mother was always a source of worry to her.

... She often told us that after her husband died suddenly of
a carbuncle in Bangalore, there was no one she could turn to.
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So she had to bring the body home from the mortuary, arrange
for the funeral all by herself, and then sell off the huge house
and all the furnishings to buy the passage back to Almora for
herself, her children and her servants. ‘In that one week my
tears went back into my head and my hair turned completely
white,” she used to say. I think she told us that story again and
again to purge herself of the horror of a whole week when she
was left alone without men, without moorings. This was what
turned her into the woman I remember: a lonely, somewhat
cantankerous figure, who constantly offended the community
and her daughters-in-law with her blunt pronouncements about
social mores, but who had an unerring nose for sniffing out

hypocrisy.
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Santiniketan

In 1902, the poet Tagore created a new academy of learning in
the deep recesses of the tribal Santhal belt near Bolpur in
West Bengal and called it Santiniketan, the Abode of Peace.
Although he belonged to one of the most prominent feudal
families of Bengal, Tagore displayed little interest in the life of
leisure and idle pursuits that others of his birth revelled in. In
fact, he held its lifestyle responsible for creating unbridgeable
rifts between parents and children and has written evocatively
of the remote relationship he had with his own parents. By the
time Tagore created Santiniketan, he had lost his own children—
both his daughters to tuberculosis and his only son to cholera.
He was already a famous man, India’s first Nobel laureate and
hailed as a quintessential Renaissance figure of those times, so
in material terms there was nothing more that he sought from
the Calcutta crowd. The creation of Santiniketan was for him,
in a sense, a retreat into a life of contemplation far away from
the mannered life of the Bengal aristocracy.

More than a radical educational experiment, Santiniketan was
a defiant nationalist gesture against the Macaulayan educational
system the British had introduced to create babus and clerks
for their government. A great wave of patriotic resurgence was

SANTINIKETAN

Gandhi, and Tagore was one of several Indian thinkers 2
prominent educationists who wished to make pedagogya
instrument of change. Diddi’s own grandfather was one of the
founders of the Banaras Hindu Viswavidyalaya, a university to
provide to Indian students an Indian education that had its roots
in the ancient oral tradition and where teachers and students
shared a relationship based on that of a family. Yet, strangely
enough, it was not to Banaras but to distant Santiniketan that
he decided to send his own grandchildren. The reason is not
far to see.

Among the pictures I inherited from Diddi’s collection is a
framed photograph of her father, called Hubby by everyone. It
shows him, a handsome young man in his thirties, sitting on a
chair in a studio, cigar in hand, dressed in a morning coat and
cravat. On his head is a dashing turban that all officials of princely
courts wore in those days and he exudes an unmistakable aura
of elegance and confidence. He also looks remarkably like Diddi.

Hubby was the antithesis of his father: he smoked and drank,
lived a westernized life and was more at home in the club than
in his father’s austere Brahmin world. Among his friends were
princes and rulers, thinkers, writers and poets. He was a regular
contributor to the Asia Magazine and the library in Kasoon had
several books on English poetry and essays with his flamboyant
signature on the flyleaf. One of these was an autographed copy
of Jim Corbett’s Man-eaters of Kumaon, signed “To my
affectionate friend Ashwini, Jim Corbett’. Hubby’s father could
not understand these Anglophile leanings and was alarmed at
the prospect of his grandchildren turning into brown sahibs.
This is why my uncle Tribhi was drawn away from Miss
Mumford’s clutches and the three eldest children were kept
under the eagle eye of Lohaniji in Almora. When it was time
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for them to go to regular school, their grandfather chose to send
them so far away that their own father would never poison their
lives with the hedonistic lifestyle of the princely states. In fact,
Diddi’s grandfather looks remarkably like Tagore—he wore the
same long habit and had a long, flowing beard, and hair.

In those days, there was no motor road between Almora and
Kathgodam, the nearest railhead. Diddi and her siblings walked
the 25-odd miles to reach it, chaperoned by Lohaniji and two
old servants. The caravan consisted of some Nepali coolies who
carried their luggage and the journey was accomplished in two
stages. Lohaniji supervised the food for the children when they
set camp but they preferred to sneak across to the tantalizing
“fish curry’ that the Nepali coolies cooked. Diddi told us how
the coolies were so poor that they picked smooth pebbles from
the stream near their camp and dropped them in the broth of
onions and water to flavour them with a ‘fish’ taste. Both she
and my uncle Tribhi—Ilifelong epicures and devoted
carnivores— dodged the eagle-eyed Lohaniji and Jayanti to beg
the coolies for a portion of their dinner.

Diddi loved her years at Santiniketan and imbibed all she
could from its free and open teaching system. She quickly learnt
to speak Bengali and, in fact, her first short story was written
not in Hindi but in Bengali. I have a theory that those who have
a good musical ear also have a natural facility for learning
languages and am convinced that Diddi’s perfect musical ear
was behind her talent for being able to communicate in so many
languages. This musical talent was nurtured at Santiniketan and
Diddi was among those who sang for the dance dramas that
Tagore created. Their troupes were often taken to Calcutta to
sing on air. From whatever I can gather of her time there, Diddi
was a chatterbox, a person who made many friends and was
always eager to take part in all of Tagore’s experiments. Her
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photo albums have scores of photographs that d8cument her
life. Diddi and her friend carrying their holdall slung from a
pole to their hostel. There are others that show Diddi chewing
sugar cane, sitting on a bullock cart, on a barge with other
students from Santiniketan when they accompanied Jean Renoir,
the film-maker, to Banaras as he made his film on the Ganga.
There are pictures of many who were to become iconic figures
later—Satyajit Ray, Balraj Sahni, Mrinalini Sarabhai, Jaya
Appaswami, Kanika Devi and Sankho Chaudhuri to name just
a few. It must have been bliss to be in Santiniketan then and to

be young and beautiful must have been very heaven.

Tagore’s relationship with his students was inspirational in a
way that is difficult for us to understand. It was something to
do with the atmosphere of Santiniketan and its liberal teaching
styles that brought out the best in all the students who came
under its spell. Till the end, Diddi’s face would light up at the
mere mention of Santiniketan and a part of her remained forever
the child she was when she first met Tagore.

In those days, Almora was also a sylvan retreat where several
talented artists arrived to be inspired by its scenic landscape.
Uday Shankar, the renowned dancer and elder brother of the
legendary sitar player Ravi Shankar, had set up a dance academy
Just outside Almora. Its members included exotic foreign
women, dancers and musicians and the estate came to be
regarded as the Bohemian quarter of Almora. While the toffee-
nosed Brahmin families guarded their daughters from its
cosmopolitan culture, Diddi and Jayanti, because of their
Santiniketan connection, were frequent visitors. They were
often called upon to help in sourcing costumes and jewellery
for the operas that Uday Shankar composed. Every summer,
Tagore would travel to the hills and, whenever he came to
Almora, he was a regular visitor to Kasoon. He stayed in a small
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hotel in the main town, called The Deodars, and since he was
accompanied by his granddaughter, who was Diddi’s friend,
Diddi spent as much of her time with them as possible. She
would take folk singers to Tagore and some of the tunes he
composed were no doubt inspired by the pahari folksongs that
he had heard in Almora.

Diddi’s years at Santiniketan are recalled in a small book she
wrote sometime in the early sixties. Called Amader Santiniketan
(Our Santiniketan), it is among her finest works. The following
article, not from the book, is a piece she published on her
favourite teacher there—the famous Hindi and Sanskrit scholar
Acharya Hajari Prasad Dwivedi. I have chosen this essay over
an extract from Amader Santiniketan because it captures the spirit
of Santiniketan and Diddi’s response to its romantic atmosphere
so vividly.

How Can I Forget?
Diddi writes:

I first met Acharya Hajari Prasad Dwivedi in 1935: I was twelve
years old and he a teacher at Santiniketan. For the next eight
years, he was my teacher, guide, confidante—a guru in the truest
sense of the word. When I shut my eyes to remember those
halcyon days, I see silken curtains lift and a stage in my mind’s
eye. I am back in the Ashram, and a part of the audience that
awaits the opening of a play.

I can see the wide swathe of red earth that separated the

Ashram from a vast dusty field. On the far side of the field lies

Gurupalli—where the gurus of the Ashram lived. Covered with
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creepers and lined with tall palms, they stand in a neat row like
dolls’ houses. The largest of these modest mud and thatch
cottages belonged to the ‘Big Guru’, Hajari Prasad Dwivedi. It
was a clean, spartan space, like its occupants, and was flanked
by two verandas. In one corner of the front veranda lay a wooden
divan, and in the other stood a battered wooden cupboard, tilting
drunkenly on one broken foot, with books tumbling out in a
heap. The back of the house had another veranda facing a
courtyard and a small kitchen leading off from it. This was
Panditji’s wife’s domain and Bhabhi (as we all called her
affectionately) would rustle up good North Indian food for all
of us non-Bengali students who missed our homes. Soon this
house became our adda, a favourite hangout for all who wanted
to eat spicy snacks. Bhabhi added onions, chillies and mustard
oil to puffed rice and placed a whole heap before us, watching
us fondly as we fell upon it with cries of delight.

Panditji, with his dhoti, loose khadi kurta and a shawl thrown
carelessly over his shoulders, was a familiar figure in the Ashram.
Tall, with a high forchead and twinkling eyes hidden behind a
pair of glasses, he was best known for his spontaneous and open
laughter that would erupt at the slightest provocation and ring
out over the Ashram.

Panditji’s style of teaching was pretty unique too. He told us
hilarious stories of his teachers and at the first hint of a raindrop,
he would dismiss the class for the day. I must break off to tell
you that Santiniketan was the only school in the world where
students were given a holiday to soak themselves the day it
rained. So whenever it rained, shrieks of delight could be heard
all over the campus as bands of students danced and sang noisily
in the rain.

To go back to Panditji’s classes: apart from the rainy day
holiday, he offered us a host of other excuses to run away from
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class. Fetch me some blades (or soap) for shaving, he would tell
one and the delighted student would trot off happily to the
Ashram’s lone cooperative store. Since there was always a little
something for the volunteer at the end of such an errand, often
the whole class obliged Panditji by accompanying the lucky
student. Yet, like all placid people, when his temper was roused
it was an occasion to remember. For some unknown reason,
someone had introduced a new fad into the Ashram those days:
sucking the stone of an amla. All over the Ashram, you could
see mouths working round the delectable amla stones. Panditji,
like all the other Ashram gurus, had warned us to stop, but has
any reasonable plea ever worked on schoolchildren?

One of the most timid boys in our class was Sharan Prasad.
One day, Panditji caught him crunching the offending stones.
‘So this is what you come here for? To crunch these wretched
stones?” he thundered. ‘How many are there in that mouth?
Open it!” he ordered. Sharan Prasad quickly hid the one he was
sucking under his tongue and opened his mouth.

‘Hmmm,’ said Panditji. ‘Don’t think you can hide it from
me. It’s under your tongue, isn’t it? Go stand in that corner for
the rest of the period. Shame on you,” he went on. ‘Look at
her,” he pointed to me. ‘She has just come from the hills and
sec how quietly and obediently she listens to every word. And
look at you! Been here for God know how long, but it’s made
no difference to you, it seems.’

I was so chuffed at this praise in front of the whole class that
had turned by now to stare at me that I choked. A violent
coughing fit ensued and, with it, out popped the stone I had
hidden under my tongue. It landed neatly at Panditji’s feet. He
looked a little nonplussed for a while and then burst into a loud
guffaw. My ears still ring at the sound of that generous shout of
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laughter. His laughter shamed me more that day than a shout
d have.

W(j:xllother scene: we are all sitting with Panditji under the sky,
and he is reading the ‘Sundar Kand’ of the Ramayana. When
his deep baritone reads the text, everything seems so casy that
there are no questions to ask. We listen entra_nced to the §tory
of Lord Rama’s exploits with the same attention that we llvsten
to Abanindranath Tagore’s Galper Class (Class f?r Storytelling).
The most boring textbook prescribed in Pandit)1’§ course was a
selection of poems that nobody (least of all Pandlgl) wanted to
ever tackle. ‘Why do you want me to read you this?” he would
ask us. ‘Read it by yourselves at home.’

‘But Panditji,” I begged one day, ‘who can we go to ask when
we don’t understand something? You have to help us—what
will we do in the exams next month?’ ' o

‘Stupid child,” he shook his head at me. ‘What is there in it to
ask?’

I still remember the lines and I am sure he does too.

‘Speak, O koel!

Spread some sweetness in my life...’ .

‘Look,” he clucked at me, ‘we are talking here of a koel, .a
cuckoo, not a crow. Obviously it had a sweet voice and that is
what must have pleased the poet. Got it? Enough, now vamoose_:!
Class over!” What could I possibly say to him after thlS?. But .thlS-
same Panditji became a tyrant when he took l.essons in Hmdl

grammar. He would make us slog for hours until we got it right.

‘If you sleep through this class,” he warned us, ‘You will ne’:ver
be able to write a line straight. Understand? This Gowra,” he
suddenly turned to me one day. ‘She was like a.meek COW When
she came here and look at her now! Don’t think for a minute
that I can’t see what mischief you are up to,” he wagged a fat
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finger at me. ‘T'll pull your ears out from your jaw one day! I am
going to report you to Jayanti today, you watch!’

Thankfully, he carried out neither of these threats—my ears
are intact nor did he report me to my elder sister Jayanti. And I
can proudly say that I can remember every bit of the grammar
that I learnt from him.

Often he would invite the whole class over to his home to
stargaze. ‘Go run, all of you,” he’d dismiss us. ‘I have to meet
Gurudev (or, I can’t teach at this hour). Come after dark to my
cottage—we’ll hold our class there.’ I don’t know how teachers
today would react to such unorthodox methods and timetables.
But I tell you we loved it. We followed our gurus wherever
they went like enchanted children behind a Pied Piper. That is
why I cannot understand why we hear of students who hold
demonstrations against their teachers and, worse, cheat at exams
or threaten to stab them, and force them to retire before their
time. Perhaps the definition of a guru is not the same as it was
for us.

What will never change though is the memory of those mobile
classes and those magical hours we spent stargazing with
Panditji. He pointed out the stars to us, and one constellation
after another took shape before our eyes. “There is the Big Bear,’
he said, tracing a circle with his thumb on a palm. He called it
Sapt Rishi, the Seven Sages.

‘Where, Panditji?’

Arrey, this idiot Kusum can’t see her own nose on her face.
There, you ass!” he would point it out again.

Then he showed us the magical Milky Way. My little son
recently told me how the Nainital Observatory had acquired
the latest telescope. ‘You know how huge it is?’ he tried to tell
me. I nearly laughed as I watched him struggle to explain. How
could I puncture his earnest enthusiasm by telling him that the
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«telescope’ that had showed us the night sky was‘better than the
pest that money could buy. As Pandigi Pomted outlor}ie
constellation after another, we were convinced that a;l the
shining stars in the sky bowed as they introduced themselves to
us, and became our friends for life. We had no telescope(i no
complicated instruments: just one crazy astronomer whose deep
voice and expressive hands described the \frorld of stars to us.
Lost in the vastness of the sky and Panditji’s stories, we ofteln
forgot the time, and remembered that we were hungry only
when we heard the gong chime out the summons for dinner.
The next scene: a grammar class with Panditji. Today, he ha's
brought Tagore’s new novel Char Adhyaye to class. He read it
aloud to us and this went on for several days. Ont? day he came
across the line Deke ano Balukdangar Pandit Hajariprasad ke (Go
fetch Pandit Hajari Prasad Dwivedi from Bglukdangar, the
kindergarten) and guffawed over it for a long time. I must tell
you about Panditji’s guffaw. ‘ .
Just as a jeweller knows the difference between a genuine
and a cultured pearl, I can tell a heartfelt guffaw from a polite
titter. The true guffaw rings out over the room and ﬂox.zvs from
the heart like a natural waterfall. And like the watertiall, it sprays
all who stand near it with joy. Panditji had that kind of pure
laugh. Perhaps it has changed now, but as far as I knoyv, a t.rue
pearl does not age. Panditji’'s whole body would shake with mirth
when he laughed. When his laughter floated over the Ashram,
it spread a smile over every face. As our classes were held in the
open air, every head would turn to his class at .the sour%d of
Panditji’s guffaw. It was as if a multitude of bellls tied to a smgl}e1
string were set in motion and a ripple of happiness ran throug
the entire Ashram. '
‘So, Kamla,” he said one day. ‘I saw your brother wearing a
red loincloth exercise at the crack of dawn today,’ and roared
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with laughter. The rest of us laughed along with him, tickled to
death at the thought of someone in a red loincloth doing his
morning workout.

Panditji once decided to grow a beard and all of us got after
him. ‘Chhi, chhi, Panditji! It is disgusting. You look like some
sadhu baba—youw’ll have to get rid of it!” Poor Panditji tried
explaining that he had boils on his face that made shaving painful
but no one was ready to hear any excuse. I smile as I remember
how easy it was to bully him.

And this was 2 man regarded as a colossus in his field! I wonder
what he made of this spoilt class that argued with him on the
merits of a beard.

A few years ago, he took time from his busy lecture circuits
to visit me. He was the same—the same delightful smile, the
same shabby horn-rimmed glasses sliding down his nose. The
only thing missing was his carelessly draped shawl. I had sent
him a book I had written on Santiniketan and he had replied: ‘I
read the book you sent me. You have brought alive the
Santiniketan days so vividly that they haunted me for a long
while. Your little book has been able to paint a picture of the
Ashram that many scholarly tomes have failed to do. You have
the marvellous gift of bringing alive an era through personal
anecdotes.’

That book never won any awards, although my publisher was
sure it would win some important ones. Yet, believe me, that
letter from Panditji means more to me than any award. His
letter gave me the courage to write regularly and henceforth I
never let any critical review or comment cow me down:
Panditji’s certificate gave me an armour that I wear proudly. Yet
now as I sit down to paint a portrait of my guru, I feel curiously
tongue-tied. A kaleidoscope of images flash past my eyes:
Panditji rocking and reading the ‘Sundar Kand’; roaring with
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laughter over the sight of Kamla’s brother in a red loincloth at
dawn; threatening to pull my ears from my jaw; Panditji’s fat
finger pointing out the stars to us. And now;, there is another
Panditji, one who wears a silk kurta and emerges from a sleek
car. How do I focus my camera? Every good photographer looks
for a good background before composing a portrait. My camera
falters as I try to locate the one that I search for in vain: Panditji
in his little thatched cottage in the Ashram, wearing crushed
clothes and a shawl carelessly thrown over his shoulder. Under
his armpit he carries an orange attendance register with
Viswabharati stamped on it.

He had once written to me: ‘How can I ever forget my
students? All you little children stand eternally in front of me.
How can I ever forget you? If I have been busy and not kept in
touch, how can you say I have forgotten you?” Then he quoted
me a poem of Tagore’s:

‘If a traveller cannot see the stars in the sky or the flowers
that bloom along his path, can you say that he has forgotten
them? They are the fragrance of his soul: they are the
memories that fill his loneliness with joy. Is this
forgetfulness?’

Gurupalli filled my soul with sweetness; its fragrance fills

my loneliness with joy.
How can I ever forget you, Panditji?
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4
Diddi and Babu

Diddi finished her BA from Viswabharati University in 1943
and returned to Almora: she had a BA honours degree in
philosophy. This was soon after her father had died and the
family had lost its money. In fact, the last year of her education
at Santiniketan had been partly funded by my aunt Jayanti, who
was teaching there, and partly by Hamid Bhai, an old family
friend from Rampur, whom Diddi regarded as her true brother
till his death in the late seventics.

The golden age of Kasoon was over and Ama battled hard to
bring up her brood of children without any support from her
relatives. There was a small pension from Rampur but how far
that went is anyone’s guess. I once asked Ama what was stored
in a huge wooden chest in her room. ‘Oh that,” she waved at it
carelessly, ‘that was for the silver vessels I was given when I got
married.’

‘Where are they now?’ I asked. Ama laughed and pointed to
her round stomach—Here!” she twinkled. Only one silver thaal
remained as a token from that collection, and her gods sat on it
in the puja room.

My uncle Tribhi, himself barely out of Santiniketan, soon
found himself a job in Tikamgarh as the private secretary to the
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maharaja of Orchcha and left Almora with his young bride. He
had been recently married off to the sweet and submissive
Kumaoni girl Daya, who Lohaniji had once been sent to approve
and was my mother’s lifelong friend and confidante. It was on
her persuasion and partly because Diddi could not bear to
burden her young brother’s family with an additional presence
that, within a year of her return from Santiniketan, she agreed
to marry my father, a young widower called Shukdeo Pant.

The story of Diddi and Babu, as we called our father, is a
labyrinth that is dark and full of shadows.

My father’s first wife, Ganga, and the story of their love for
each other could be straight out of an eighteenth-century
romantic novel. He was a young and earnest student, terribly
reserved and quiet. A brilliant student, he had topped the
Allahabad University in chemistry and taken the ICS exam.
Everyone expected him to sail through it but he did not make it
and was forced to take up a job as a schoolteacher. Worse, he fell
violently in love with a beautiful and spirited girl called Ganga.
When he told his father he wanted to marry her, the heavens
fell. Are you mad, his father exploded in anger. She has
tuberculosis! In those days, TB was the scourge of Kumaon
and there was hardly a house that had not been ruined by it.
Those who could afford it moved the patient to a sanatorium to
save the rest of the family but, invariably, such stories had tragic
ends and there was virtually no Kumaoni family where a
daughter or daughter-in-law had not lost her life to tuberculosis.

My father apparently rode out his father’s anger and married
Ganga anyway. They say she fainted at the wedding itself and
was carried over the threshold in my father’s arms. I try and
imagine the stir this must have created in the Almora of those
days. Husbands and wives were never allowed to show any
affection for each other in public and touching your wife was
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scandalous beyond belief. Within a year, they had a daughter,
my half-sister Binu, and in a few months, Ganga was so ill that
she was shifted to a sanatorium in Gethiya, near Nainital.
However, neither my father’s devoted nursing nor the doctors
in the sanatorium could save her. Ganga died within two years
of marrying Babu, leaving behind a small daughter. The child,
named Veena, but always called Binu at home, was sent to live
with her mother’s family in Nainital and my grandfather began
to pester my father to remarry. A winter’s night and a man’s
youth, Diddi writes in ‘Lati’, stretch endlessly. Perhaps for this
reason, or more probably because there was a small child to
bring up, my father married Diddi in May 1945. My sister Mrinal
was born exactly nine months later, in February 1946.

Typically, Diddi hardly ever spoke to us about why she
submitted so tamely to a match that must have shaken her life.
Nor did she ever speak of the hardships she must have endured
as she and Babu came to terms with each other’s personalities
and she adjusted to life in a conservative Brahmin home. Babu’s
salary was pitiful and Diddi, never a careful housekeeper,
struggled hard to make ends meet. Years later, when she had
worked out the bitterness from her system, she told us funny
anecdotes from those days. The hardships she reserved to narrate
in her novels and stories.

Diddi went to Tikamgarh to be with her family when her
first child was due. It was Ama who insisted that Binu be brought
back from her grandparents and be brought up along with
Diddi’s own child so that the two would grow up together. Thus,
Babu was sent to Nainital soon after he and Diddi were married
to collect Binu from her grandparents. Years later, Diddi told
me in a rare mood of confiding of a scene reported to her by
someone who was travelling on the same train. Apparently, Babu
was standing holding Binu’s hand at the platform on Kathgodam
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waiting for the train to arrive. Binu was distracted by a basket of
chickens that was to be loaded on the train and kept pointing to
them to draw Babu’s attention. Babu, however, stood looking
at the far horizon, oblivious of the child tugging at his hand.
His mind must have been seething with so much: painful
memories of Ganga, fears of the future, despair at his financial
condition. The unbearable poignancy of the scene haunts me,
as it must have haunted Diddi and impelled her to tell me all
those years later and in it, I think, lay Diddi’s protective attitude
to Binu. Till the very end of her life, Diddi would never gift
Minu and me anything without gifting it first to Binu. In her will,
she left a special bit for Binu alone and it speaks immensely of
their mutual generosity that Binu promptly shared it among us all.

Binu was a sickly, rickety child and no wonder as her mother
was almost riddled with TB when Binu was in her womb. Like
any child, confused after being tossed from one house to another,
she was sulky and wilful as well. A photograph in my mother’s
album shows Binu when was about five and Minu about three.
Minu is happily cuddling a rabbit while Binu, dressed in an
identical frock, wearing her mother’s necklace with a bindi on
her forehead, scowls into the camera. That photograph speaks
volumes for the kind of tough task that Diddi had on her hands.
‘Look Gaura,” Ama had told her, ‘bringing up someone else’s
child is like trying to eat the flesh of your palm but promise me
you will never make a difference between your own children
and your stepchild.’

Diddi rose to the challenge and the whole Kasoon clan entered
into a conspiracy of silence. Not only was Binu’s mother’s name
never mentioned in our presence, I never saw a picture or heard
of her until much, much later.

Soon after Minu was born, my parents moved to Nainital
where Babu was appointed the chemistry teacher in the newly
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opened Birla Vidya Mandir, a public school set up by the Birla
Educational Trust. Diddi’s foster-sister, Munna, was by now
the matron there and Diddi had her hands full with looking
after two small girls and taking care of her father-in-law, who
died soon after they came to Nainital. I arrived in 1951, and by
then Babu had joined the government service and was back in
Almora posted as the District Inspector of Schools. Three girls
and a small salary—as if this was not enough to crush her spirit,
there was the clash of two strong temperaments as Diddi and
Babu adjusted to each other.

When I look back, it is so clear that the two of them were
polar opposites in many matters: she was fun-loving, gregarious
and outgoing. He was quiet, moody and introverted. She was a
spendthrift, he careful with his money. She hated housework
and the drudgery of the kitchen, and never sewed or
embroidered. Babu, on the other hand, wanted her to be the
kind of housewife that other women of her generation were—
efficient and thrifty in household matters. Diddi loved meat
and non-vegetarian food while Babu was a fastidious vegetarian.
Diddi was fond of telling us that apart from a kite, she had eaten
everything that flew and, but for a cot, everything with four
legs. She chewed the bones and sucked at the marrow of the
bones whenever meat was cooked, slyly watching the disgust
on his face. She walked in the house with wooden clogs on—
knowing that Babu was allergic to noise of any kind. He hated
strong perfumes—Diddi loved burning incense sticks that you
could smell from a mile. Violent arguments took place and
ended in long silences. I think she took a peculiar pleasure in
provoking him and would deliberately do all the things he most
hated to prove that he could never, ever, crush her spirit.
Oddly—or perhaps, predictably—she became a vegetarian after
his death. She would still cook delicious kababs and meat curries
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for us, but would never touch a morsel of meat herself. No
matter how tempted she was—she once told Minu that she
could kill for a tin of sardines—she never broke that vow of
abstinence she imposed on herself after Babu’s death.

Despite their volatile rows and her deliberate defiance, Diddi’s
dependence on Babu was pathetic. A frown from him
diminished her and no matter how much she grumbled and
resisted his laws, she submitted to his will each time. Babu was
the archetypal stoic: when faced with stress, he lapsed into a
brooding silence. Looking back at our childhood, I can count
scores of occasions when Babu would sink into one of his black
moods, to remain silent and uncommunicative for days, weeks
almost, and no one knew what had triggered it off. When that
happened, we pussy-footed around him, ran away from any
chance of an encounter and hid behind books and homework
to avoid him and the thick atmosphere between our parents.

Diddi made it no easier by letting us know, without ever
referring to the cause of Babu’s mood, how miserable she was.
She would go around with a red nose (and we privately called
her Rudolf, after the red-nosed reindeer), with a tragic air of
injured innocence. In the manner of all children who opt for
desperate remedies, ] remember wishing that one of them would
die and then dream about the tragic consequences were that to
happen, and imagine our heroic handling of it. To date, nothing
upsets me more than a moody silence and my nervous chatter
is a habit cultivated by the oppressive silences I have heard in
my childhood. I was deeply envious of children whose parents
were happy and spoke lovingly to each other, of those families
that went on holidays together and of homes where money was
not the cause of thick silences.

However, I can also now see how wrong it was of Diddi to
load her misery on us, for even though she never spoke directly
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of it, her unhappiness was evident to all of us. An offshoot of
this was that Babu became a figure of fear to us children: a man
to be kept at an arm’s distance. We created our relationship with
him by following the lead he showed us: if he was happy, we
smiled; if he was silent, we kept out of his way. And how we
looked forward to the times when he went out of town on a
tour! As soon as Babu stepped beyond the gate, a collective
whoop of joy would ring through the house. Someone would
switch on the radio and put on loud film music, we would jump
up and down on Babu’s bed and heave a collective sigh of relief
that the source of our tension had vanished. For the next few
days, our house was full of fun and laughter. All this ended as
soon as it was time for him to return from his tour. Years later,
when I saw the film Sound of Music for the first time, I understood
perfectly the terror that Christopher Plummer struck in the
hearts of his children. Unfortunately, my mother was no Julie
Andrews and contributed substantially to isolating Babu from
his children. I can now see him as a lonely man, unable by his
taciturn nature to come close to us or participate in our
childhood. His moody silence was a concession of defeat to a
woman whose vivacious personality and quick wit had granted
him the respect of his children but left him out of the circle of
love they shared with their mother.

Our attitude to Babu changed radically after we were married
and visited Lucknow where he and Diddi spent their last years
together. He was gentle and soft-spoken as always but also so
tolerant of the noise generated by his high-spirited grandchildren
that we had to pinch ourselves to remember that this was the
father who hated us thumping up and down the wooden
staircase at Priory Lodge. Now there were conversations
between us and he enjoyed listening to our funny stories about
our husbands and their families. Diddi and he were closer than
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we had ever seen them and she had become a devoted wife.
When he was diagnosed with cirrhosis of the liver—after a bad
bout of hepatitis—she nursed him uncomplainingly and was
all alone when he died. She rang up the relatives to inform them
of his death and organized the money that would take care of
the expenses of the funeral rites.

In their last years, my parents were inseparable. Diddi no
longer itched to go visit her mother and her Kasoon relatives
and Babu’s support for, and quiet pride in, her writing meant
more to her than we ever realized. When her children left to
live their own lives, Diddi surrendered herself totally to Babu.
And after his death, whenever she spoke of him it was with
such love and respect that I often wondered whether I was wrong
in remembering her Rudolf days. All his eccentricities and
moodiness were now funny stories that she told our children—
there was no trace of bitterness or any anger at all. My niece,
Radhika, once brought a form for eye donation and asked Diddi
to sign up. ‘Nonsense!” Diddi replied. ‘If I die and go sightless
to heaven, how on earth will I find Babu? Suppose I cosy up to
the wrong buddha!’

Then, I remembered a short story, called ‘Band Ghari’ (The
clock that stopped working) that she had written in the early
sixties, when we were at Priory Lodge. It has a thinly disguised
autobiographical character, Maya, possibly Diddi herself, I could
not trace the story until Binu located it for me in an old collection
of her short stories and sent it across, long after I had completed
this chapter. However, I knew immediately that it had to be
included because it brings out the relationship that Babu and
Diddi shared so clearly. More importantly, it mirrored my
memories of Priory Lodge and the heavy atmosphere I
remember so clearly even after so many decades that it was
gratifying to know that I was not completely wrong in my
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assessment of that time. Babu’s moods, his sudden and
inexplicable temper eruptions and the joy that we all felt when
he went on a tour—all these are described by Diddi in moving,
but humorous, detail.

So by the time I put the finishing touches to this chapter it
was evident to me that Diddi came to acknowledge a
fundamental truth about Babu after he died: that her birth as a
writer was prompted by Babu’s personality. She had embarked
on her writing career as a defiant gesture against the suffocating
laws of his family. Yet, as her popularity grew, she became more
famous than him. Alarmed at this wholly new reversal of roles,
she not only underplayed her place in the world, she tried hard
to include his contribution in whatever she had achieved. For
she knew—as her mother did too—that if Babu had left her to
run wild, as my aunt Jayanti’s husband had done, Diddi would
have become a charming eccentric who told delightful tales
and nothing more. Ama once told Binu that Diddi was like a
spirited filly: ‘It was only your father,” she told Binu, ‘who could
control her.’

This is why, after Babu died in 1974, Diddi was completely
devastated. For the first time in her life, she was left without a
guiding male presence and she realized how valuable his
steadying presence had been both in creating her into a
responsible woman and giving the children a set of laws within
which to develop their talents. In an article she wrote on him
soon after he died, Diddi paid him a tribute that came straight
from her heart. I reproduce just the opening of that article for
not only is it very painful to see her naked sorrow as it develops,
its idiom is difficult to reproduce in English without marring
it. Yet it showed me clearly what I never understood when I
saw Diddi and Babu inflict each other with cruelty in my
childhood—that she loved him deeply and was dependent on
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him in a way we never understood. That without Babu, there
would have been no Diddi.

Babu
Part of the article Diddi wrote on Babu’s death (1974):

Where shall I start? From that balmy spring evening when he
came to our haveli in Orchcha, which was festooned with
garlands of mango-leaves and glittering with lights? Riding an
elephant as he led the wedding procession, he was greeted at
the gates by the court singers, Idiya and Koel. The evening
hummed with the music of the traditional bannas as they
welcomed my bridegroom.

Shall I start with the first time he held my hand? Or with the
day before his death, when he heard me weep quietly in the
dark and groped to hold my hand in a silent goodbye? My pen
hovers between the two memories. The first one recalls the joy
with which I agreed to abide by all the rules of a good Hindu
wife among the chant of the Sanskrit mantras. The second takes
me cruelly to the cold, hard steps of the Sati Ghat in Haridwar
to remind me where that journey ended and I stood alone
under the sultry monsoon sky looking at the serene waters of
the Ganga.

I climb down the steps and wade waist deep into the cool
waters of the river. Our family priest, Pandit Hariramji, avoids
my eyes as his deep voice asks me to take a handful of the holy
waters and say ‘Chitadahashamanartham’—with this water, I cool
the embers of your funeral pyre. However hard I try, I cannot
erase the sight of the funeral pyre and his body burning on it.
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My lips can hardly mumble the words.

Another bullet is ready to pierce my ears. As Hariramji goes
on with the chants, he suffixes pret (spirit) to the name that I
loved above all. A dagger twists itself into my heart each time
and I turn my gaze away from him and it falls on my son. His
young face is steeped in a sadness he can hardly comprehend as
he repeats the mantras after the priest. Each line hammers one
nail after another into our hearts.

It is time now for molten glass to be poured into our ears.
“Take all his everyday belongings and throw them into these
waters,” we are told. My son bends to pick them from a bundle
at our feet and I watch each one float away as it is dropped into
the flowing river. The last to bob away are his spectacles. They
raise their head from the waters and the sunlight glints on one
lens as it tries to catch my eye, then gives up and quietly sinks.

Across the river are the Shivalik hills and behind them the
sky stretches in an endless sweep. The sound of the river and
the waves lapping against our wet bodies come with one
message: you are no more what you were. You are alone, looted
of all your wealth, your identity. No woman can be given a
harsher punishment than widowhood, can she?

For me, his death has robbed me of not just a mate, a spouse
but my finest reader, my most honest critic.

Band Ghari
A short story by Diddi (early 1960s):

Maya lifted the green curtains in Chaya Jiji’s house and peered
out—she could hardly see anything through the panes frosted
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over with moisture. A dense mist had smothered everything
outside and all that was visible was the twinkle of street lights
shining intermittently though the swirling moisture like glow-
worms. A sharp clap of thunder announced ominously that a
strong downpour was on its way any minute now. ‘Jiji still hasn’t
finished her rounds at the hospital,” Maya thought. ‘Who knows
when another expectant mother may decide to go into labour?
The children must have come back from school by now.’” She
dropped the curtain with an irritated twitch of her hand and
called Jiji’s khansama. “Tell Jiji I came,’ she told him. ‘Tell her I
waited a long time for her—TI’ll come again tomorrow.’

She stepped out into the clawing mist and fumbled her way
homewards, cursing her sister who had let her down once again.
She had been dying to see Love in the Afternoon and Jiji had let
her down. There is just one more day of freedom left before
the chains would be back on her ankles, she calculated, for Girish
was returning on Wednesday. Let’s hope she can come
tomorrow, Maya thought, and that some patient doesn’t mess
up our plans.

Her house was ablaze with lights—the drawing room ones as
well. A chill wind enveloped Maya’s thudding heart—O God,
did this mean that he had returned earlier than he was supposed
to? As soon as she let herself in, Sonia came running to her.
‘Mummy,” she whispered conspiratorially, winding her little
arms round her mother’s knees, ‘Papa is back from his tour and
his mood is terrible! This terrible,” she spread her little hands
wide to show her mother how much. ‘Know what, Mummy,’
she went on, ‘he said, “Son of a pig” to the driver and...’

‘All right, enough,” Maya shushed her hurriedly and
disentangled herself.

Suddenly, the bathroom door burst open and a lion emerged.
‘So, you are back, are you?” the lion asked. ‘Here I come through
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storms and blizzards, driving across mountains and valleys in a
Jeep and what do I find? No wife, not even a cup of tea! So why
don’t you go out again and have some more fun? His cruel
eyes pinioned her where she stood.

T hadn’t gone anywhere special—just to Chaya Jiji’s,” Maya
replied as calmly as she could and put her bag down with
trembling hands.

‘Very kind of you, I'm sure,” Girish spat at her and settled
down with the newspaper.

Maya turned to go to the kitchen, hot tears of anger and
humiliation blinding her as she groped her way. ‘Mummy,
Mummy,” two-year-old Atul clung to her, followed by Rostry,
their Alsatian. Rostry’s tail waved so vigorously when he saw
his mistress that it knocked over a huge brass flower pot and it
keeled over with a resounding crash. Girish lowered his
newspaper and kicked Rostry aside, ‘Get out, you stupid hound,’
he yelled. ‘Can’t a man expect two minutes of peace in this
benighted house?’

A deathly hush fell over everyone, including the slinking dog.
The ayah came and scooped up Atul, muttering, ‘Is the sahib a
bomb or what?’ to herself. Maya locked herself into the
bathroom and Sonia took out a rough notebook and started
drawing hideous faces in it. She wrote ‘Papa is a devil’ under
the first one. The next one, an even more frightening monster
face, had ‘Papa is a big fat devil’ under it. At this point, Pratul
returned from his friend’s place, where he had gone to hear
some pop music. He entered, wearing a new pair of tight
drainpipe trousers, humming and whistling Lipstick on your coh-
a-llar, his eyes blind to Girish behind the newspaper. Suddenly,
his eyes fell on the brass flower pot on the floor and his horrified
gaze turned to the chair where his father sat looking at him
coldly.
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‘Akkhha, welcome, Prince of Wales,” Girish greeted him,
smiling through tight lips. ‘So how many films have you seen?
Is this wonderful song about lipstick from some new Hollywood
hit?’ .

‘N-no, papa,’ the poor boy stammered. ‘It is from the Binaca
Hit Parade’

‘Of course, of course,” Girish went on in the same voice. Your
poor father toils and sweats his life away so that he can hear his
beloved son whistle Lipstick on your collar to him! Go,” he
thundered, ‘change out of these effeminate trousers immediately
and wear something decent. How dare you whistle in front‘ of
your father? And obscene tunes like the one you just did? Bring
your maths books and come back here! At your age, 1 used. to
recite Chakravarti’s algebra, not these obscene songs! I wish
you knew your sixteen times tables as well as you know these
Binaca Hit Parade tunes. I just don’t understand what we pay
the school for! Useless teachers and even more useless students!
These are the times we live in!’

Pratul quietly left the room to change his trousers.

Girish Chandra Sharma was the most respected and
renowned engineer of the irrigation department. He was
entrusted with the task of creating new roads in the most difficult
mountain areas and his skill at using dynamite to blast new
pathways was well known. He ran his department with an iron

hand and drove everyone hard by setting an example .of
unflinching devotion to duty. His attitude towards his famﬂy
was no different, yet he was unable to see how his strict disciplm.e
had gnawed away whatever love his children had for h1m: This
was why whenever he went on a tour, the house .burst into a
frenzy of celebrations. Maya would dump Atul with the. ayah
and go off to her sister’s. The two of them would gossip for
hours and when she came back after sunset to her own house,
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Maya wished her life was as uncluttered as Chaya Jiji’s. How
lucky her sister was! No fractious children, no tetchy husband
and black moods to deal with. And Chaya would think enviously
of all that her sister had—three loving children and a handsome
husband. I wish I was Maya, she would sigh. Chaya was plainer
than Maya but what a brain she had! Maya, on the other hand,
was pretty but had none of her sister’s self-confidence. Both
the sisters had been brought up by their father, a renowned
surgeon, and surrounded by love in their childhood. Maya was
the spoilt one and her father had taken special care to choose a
husband worthy of his pretty, but spoilt, younger daughter. His
eye had fallen on Girish, a brilliant student who had just passed
out of the Roorkee Engineering College with flying colours.
Girish knew that his father-in-law respected his brilliance but
had made it very clear to his wife that he would never be
overawed by her rich and spoilt childhood. Both stood their
ground, and whenever they argued, which was often, neither
would yield an inch to the other. Maya would get emotional
and tearful and Girish hated tears and tantrums. She loved bright
colours but Girish would dampen her efforts immediately by
saying something cutting. ‘If you had killed a mouse and painted
your mouth with its blood, you might look even better,’ he once
told her after she had put on some lipstick. Maya thought that
bliss was nothing compared to gnawing at a leg of roast chicken
and Girish was a strict vegetarian. If meat was ever served, he

would leave the table and pretend he was too nauseated to finish |

his meal.

Chaya was quite adept at extracting information from Maya.
“This is the limit!” she once said to a tearful Maya. ‘Is he a father
or amonster? I'm going to speak to him tomorrow.” Yet, secretly,
she also knew that her sister’s relationship with her husband
had a deep undercurrent of passion and that their sparring was
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part of the game of love that they played between tchemselves.

For his part, Girish could not stand his sister-in-law. Ever
since she had been transferred to the same town, he felt he had
lost his wife to her. Their conversations were now re(%uc.ed. to
grunts and monosyllables, and the iron hand of his d15c1p11n§
became even more pronounced to protect his turf from his
sister-in-law’s constant intrusions. The result was tbat everyone
forgot what it was like to laugh and joke and mealtimes were a
trial. Ordinary arguments between the two became full-fledged
wars and the children lost their sparkle. They now resembled
toys that have been displayed for too long in a shop windgw As
the tensions of the house grew, they began to spill outside it.
Memsahib would pick on the servants and sahib made life ht.Tll
for everyone in the office: the clerks and peons trembled in
their shoes whenever Girish summoned them.

It was March—a month when all the accounts of the
department had to be submitted to the government auditor§;
there were bills and files piled all over the office. And to top it
all, Girish’s wife and children had shut him out of their lives.
He realized the sympathies of the children lay with their mother
and this made him madder still. Stung, he made life hetll for
everyone in the house. If the cook had made parathas for dinner,
he would ask for a phulka; he hated moong dal but now would
have nothing but watery moong dal every day. Thalis would ﬂy
off the table if the food was not to his liking and glasses flung if
the water was not cool or warm enough. Maya, for her part,
would answer by clanging pots and pans in the kitchen. Her
frustration and irritation manifested itself in the angry clatter
of tongs and ladles. Matters finally reached such a head that the
entire home seemed in imminent danger of being swept away
on the tide of their anger. .

Then, one day, as Maya was unfolding a packet of turmeric

83



DIDDI

to put away in a bottle, her eye fell upon the newspaper packet
that the grocer had put the spice in. ‘Death of a twenty-year-old
woman’ read the headline. ‘Fed up with the constant bickering
and domestic violence in her home, twenty-year-old Mrs Kher
poured a bottle of kerosene oil and set herself aflame.’ Maya
reread the news item: a minute of pain and then bliss forever
from the eternal squabbling for Mrs Kher, she thought. Her
eyes shone with excitement as she resolved to do exactly what
that poor suffering woman had had the courage to do. That’ll
teach Girish a lesson, she thought spitefully. Serve him right if
he has to take care from now on of the dhobi and milk accounts.
I'd like to see how he runs this house on the meagre allowance
he gives me. Let’s see what he does if Atul gets up in the middle
of the night burning with fever. But the mere thought of little
Atul suffering weakened her resolve: Atul was her darling and
every night he groped to hold the gold chain round her throat
before he drank milk from his bottle. If she wasn’t there he
wouldn’t sleep. She came back late from Chaya’s house one

day and Atul threw such a tantrum that he developed a fever as

a result. Sonia has to be hugged before she goes to school and

bribed with small change to buy something for herself from

the tuckshop. And her spoilt brat, Pratul! He claims to get

constipated unless he reads comics in the loo, so Maya has to
run her house on a deficit budget to buy him ten comics every

month. As for Girish himself, for all his screeching and shouting,
is there anyone but Maya who can pacify him?

To hell with all of them, she thought defiantly. Her chest
swelled with pride as she made up her mind and then tears
filled her eyes as she imagined her death scene. Sonia will come
back from school and not see her beloved mummy at the tea
table with fresh snacks made for her. Her horrified eyes will go
to the floor where her mother’s body lies covered by a shroud.
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The culprit Girish will be slumped in a chair and little Atul will
throw his arms round her inert body and lisp, ‘Geth up,
Mummy.” At this point Girish will burst into an uncontrollable
fit of weeping and beat his chest wailing, ‘Why have you
punished me, Maya? Why?’

Maya smiled to herself as she collected a bottle of kerosene
oil on her way to the bathroom. Then suddenly she remembe.red
the new olive-green Kanjeevaram sari that Chaya Jiji had Jus't
gifted her. She hadn’t worn it even once! Shouldn’t she wear it
for a last time today before she died? Maya washed her face, put
on her new sari, tied her hair in an attractive bun and carefully
puta pretty bindi. She looked at herself with the eyes of a ma'lrtyr
in the mirror and fell in love with what she saw there. I wish I
could see Atul just once more, she said and tiptoed quietly' to
the drawing room. Atul was sitting there by himself and rolling
a round box of boot polish on the floor. Rostry would run and
pick it up and bring it back to his little master and th'e game
would start again. Atul clapped his hands in glee each time h¥s
trusty dog came back with the box. Maya’s eyes filled up_at FhlS
happy scene, but she steeled herself and tiptoed away. ThlS‘ time
she must not falter in her resolve, she thought, and she picked
up the bottle of kerosene oil and a box of matches and turr'led
towards the bathroom. ‘Mummy,” Pratul had said this morning
as he went to school, ‘I need a fresh white shirt for this evening’s
school debate. Please sew that missing button for me, will you?’
She pulled out the wretched shirt and sat down to put the
missing button in. Little would anyone know that this was the
last button she ever sewed on for anyone, she thought. Her
eyes filled up again and she could hear Atul’s little hanf:ls ‘clap
and his gurgle of laughter as Rostry and he played th'elr little
game. She must stop this, she had to lock herself into th.e
bathroom and...I can’t burn this beautiful Kanjeevaram sari,
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she thought. They could give it to Sonia when she got married.
Why don’t I pull out some old sari and wear that instead? Maya
drew a deep breath and got up once more when her ears pricked
up as they heard the unexpected sound of Girish’s laughter.
‘What is this, you rascal? Have you seen your face, you monkey?
Ha ha ha...” She had yearned for so long to hear it that she had
almost forgotten what it was like to hear him laugh. ‘Oh, my
word! I can’t believe this...” Girish’s voice went on and another
guffaw followed.

‘Why, what has he done, Papa?’ Sonia and Pratul ran and then
the sound of delighted laughter rang through the house. Maya
threw the bottle away and ran to see what had happened. The
clock showed two in the afternoon—damn! Had it stopped?
She took it close to her ear and, sure enough, there was no tick-
tock to be heard. The children and Girish had come back from
school and the office and she hadn’t even got the tea going, she
realized. At this point, her family walked into the room in a
curious procession. Perched on his father’s shoulders was little
Atul, behind them were Sonia and Pratul and the rear was
brought up a grinning Rostry, his tail waving wild circles of
delight.

It was as if an overcast sky was suddenly pierced by bright
sunshine and Maya’s sad face lit up at what she saw. Mr Atul
Kumar Sharma, his face painted with circles of black boot polish,
wore a huge grin that displayed both his teeth to his admiring
audience. Maya looked at her husband’s face and silently held
out a treaty. As soon as he saw his mother, Atul began to fidget
to reach her. Maya spread her arms wide to receive him and
accidentally touched her husband’s shoulder.

Girish quietly pinched her arm, unseen by the children. ‘Oof;
she said in mock anger and began to kiss Atul. ‘How foolish
Chaya Jiji is"” she thought silently. ‘She calls my husband an
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unfeeling bastard. If only she could see him now, she’d never
say this again.’

“What time is it, Sonia?’ said Girish. ‘I have a meeting at quarter
past four.”

Sonia ran to see the clock. ‘O Papa,’ she came back laughing,
‘this clock is a gone case. Do you know what time it says? Two
o’clock?’

Maya looked at the clock in gratitude. She felt that there could
be nothing more beautiful in the world than the stilled hands
on its face.

87






