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The Things We See, Part I



It was a well-known fact in all of Shantinagar that the only chai Mrs Kapoor liked was the one she made herself, especially the first cup in the morning. She was pernickety about how long the water boiled before adding tea granules, when and how much milk to add, and the one-and-three-quarters spoons of sugar, so that she could tell herself that she did not take two. She let it simmer till it acquired the exact shade of muddy brown she liked.


“The colour of the holy Ganga gurgling down the hills of Rishikesh,” she’d say. “In fact, when I die, don’t bother getting gangajal, just put a few drops of chai in my mouth,” she was fond of saying to her family.


“Never do such a thing,” Mr Kapoor would say with a serious face, wagging his forefinger. “What if she comes back to life for more?!”


And everyone would laugh.


Mahima, the elder daughter-in-law, had perfected the art of making chai the materfamilia’s way the day she entered the house six years ago. She watched closely when Mrs Kapoor made the morning round and reproduced the exact same concoction in the afternoon. Mrs Kapoor took one tentative sip, not used to liking tea made by anyone other than herself. What she tasted was absolute submission and a fervent desire to please, in return for being admitted into the inner circles of the family. In the next few months, Mrs Kapoor handed over the morning chai-making to her, followed by other household responsibilities like managing Pushpa, their helper of many years, and even the finances.


So when the second son, Dev, married Sumi and brought her home, Sumi found that she had two masters to please. And as is usually the case, the gatekeeper was far more ferocious than the real master. Sumi’s kitchen debut was chai too. She made it in the afternoon, when everyone was rousing from their naps. She flavoured it with elaichi, filling the kitchen with the fresh and festive aroma of cardamom. Mrs Kapoor tasted it with the cautiousness of one marking a final term paper. Mahima watched her for a reaction like a student waiting for results. The chai was a shade stronger than Mrs Kapoor liked and sweeter than she permitted herself. It was not a bad cup of tea by any measure. In fact, before she could say anything one way or another, Mr Kapoor smacked his tongue and let out a loud, appreciative sigh. Sumi breathed a little easy, but not fully, as the main verdict was yet to come. One more time, Mrs Kapoor was cut short, this time by the senior daughter-in-law.


“Mummyji doesn’t like any flavouring in her chai,” Mahima said. “She likes it plain and simple.”


“She likes Rishikesh. You’ve added things and made it the Ganga of Haridwar,” Mr Kapoor said. “I say, Ganga is Ganga and tea is tea. Very nice, beta.”


“It’s not like that,” Mrs Kapoor clarified. “This is different, that’s all. I don’t mind it in the afternoon, but let Mahima continue making the morning one.” Mahima gloated at retaining the prime spot.


Sumi did not mind one way or another. Her mother had found a maths teaching position for her at the local secondary school, here in Shantinagar. With her Master of Science, Sumi was overqualified and welcomed humbly by the school. It gave her the time she needed to polish her application for a doctorate in quantum physics. Until then, she left home at quarter past eight in the morning and spent the day surrounded by numbers and books. She returned by three, which still gave her an hour to get fresh, read the newspaper and get tea ready for when everyone woke up from their siestas.


Afternoons in the house followed a ritual. Post lunch, Mrs and Mr Kapoor took a nap in the living room. Comprising a dining area and a lounge with a colour CRT television, it was quite literally the living room: it was the room where they ate, prayed and slept. Adjacent to the television was a large mandir in an alcove and a glass showcase that covered most of the wall. There was a divan stacked under the showcase, generous for one person but not enough for two.


The opposite wall opened into a veranda. Its window was fitted with a cooler. Pushpa filled the cooler with water twice a day. It was switched on after lunch. Not before, for the food would get cold. Once they had cleared lunch at about two in the afternoon, they rolled out a mattress on the floor. Mrs Kapoor claimed the divan and Mr Kapoor lay on the floor. He said it made his back feel better. They slept till about four, in the dark, cooled hall, while Mahima retired to her own room and Pushpa did the laundry in the veranda.


At around four, Sumi prepared five cups of tea. She kept Pushpa’s tea in her designated cup in the kitchen and took four cups to the living room. Mrs Kapoor liked to drink her afternoon tea without drawing the curtains, in the darkened room, in full blast of the cool air on her face while the hot liquid trickled down her throat and went straight to her soul. Everyone else joined her quietly, with only the sound of the cooler and Pushpa’s washing coming from the veranda. After they finished, Mrs Kapoor would take the cups to the kitchen and Mr Kapoor would draw the curtain and allow the day to resume.


One afternoon, however, the peace was broken. Just after they had finished their tea, Mahima went to the kitchen and created a row that could be heard all the way to the last house in the lane. The prayer plate was missing. It was no ordinary plate. Made of silver, with a dancing peacock engraved on it, it had come with the many things Mahima had brought from her parents’ home in her trousseau. But more than anything else, it was the plate that Sumi, the new bride, had taken out of the prayer room, and placed near the sink in the kitchen, next to all the unclean utensils, to be washed.


The mandir was large enough to fit one person. The walls were lined with pictures of Hindu gods and goddesses. The centrepiece was an idol of Mata Rani, the Mother Goddess, decked out in red like a bride, riding a tiger, her black tresses flowing, holding weapons, flowers and blessings in her eight hands. There was an unspoken routine for the mandir based on everyone’s morning departure from the house. The first one to say his prayers and light the diya, the earthen lamp, before leaving the house was Dev. Next in line were Luv and Kush, Om and Mahima’s five-year-old twins, even if all they could manage was to brush the floor with their hands and touch their foreheads before making a dash for their school bus. Mrs and Mr Kapoor took their turns in quick succession before their eldest son, Om, sought blessings before he left for work. Mahima chose to be the last, out of a sense of responsibility to the mandir. When Sumi joined the family, Mahima offered her the slot just before her own.


Now, Sumi had been brought up on a healthy dose of atheism. Her parents did not go about announcing it, for that ruffled too many feathers. They joined the rituals and festivals around them, but in their home, they preferred to read scriptures and debate on morality. Sumi realised that this was her turn to do the same. Not accepting her slot would be unnecessarily disruptive, so she accepted it quietly. There was only one problem. She did not know many prayers other than the gayatri mantra, which had found its way into her head just by being around rituals and, for the first time in her life, she was grateful for it. Neither was she familiar with the protocol of touching things with the right hand or circling her head with the holy smoke of the diya. To obfuscate things further, she was left-handed, and therefore clumsy with her right hand, especially when it came to nimble tasks like lighting a matchstick or dipping the ring finger in the vermilion powder and touching it to the centre of her forehead. So instead of faking prayer, she did what she did best. She used her ten minutes in the mandir to tidy up. Pushpa was not allowed in the mandir. As a result, it hardly ever got a good cleaning. Sumi started by dusting all the pictures and idols. A baby lizard scuttled from under Lord Krishna’s picture and made a dash for his predecessor, Lord Ram. Another day she moved on to the ceiling and cleaned the cobwebs. And so it happened that one day, she spotted the plate that held the diyas and incense sticks. It was caked with sticky black gunk of years of oil-drippings and ash-droppings. She took the silver plate to the kitchen for washing. That was the last anyone saw of it.


Mahima was livid at the disappearance and took it as a personal offence. Her rant lasted the entire afternoon. It was hard to say what angered her more. Was it that the plate was a gift from her parents to this house, or that Sumi had deemed it in such dire need of cleaning, or that something had vanished under her watch? Everyone joined the search for the plate. Mrs Kapoor mumbled platitudes like “where can it go, I’m sure it is here somewhere.” Mahima went through the kitchen, turning over every plate and bowl, pan and saucepan there was. She wouldn’t let the matter go. She was angry with Sumi, but she took it out on Pushpa.


“You were the last person to have seen it.”


“Yes, but I did not touch it. I know you don’t like me to touch it.”


“Then where did it disappear?”


“Why are you looking at me?” She glared at Mahima. Her presence in the family predated Mahima’s. She did not consider herself a servant. When anyone in the house could not remember where they had kept a set of keys or a sock or even a piece of paper, they waited for Pushpa to turn up the next morning and point them to it. For all practical purposes, she was a member of the household. She did not take the insinuation lightly.


Mahima glared back and walked off into the living room. She looked under the sofas and beds, in the store and all the cupboards. Sumi and Mrs Kapoor followed her lead and looked into every nook and cranny. Sumi went through the showcase. She looked behind the black-and-white picture of the three brothers Om, Dev and Vivek in buttoned-up shirts and shorts. Vivek, the youngest of the brothers, who was away at college, was a smaller version of Dev. Sumi tipped the coloured picture of Luv and Kush and gave both frames a quick swipe with her finger as she placed them back. She went through the crockery collection plate by plate, making a mental note to wash the whole lot when the time was right. She did not touch the toy Pomeranian whose fur, once snowy white, had turned to a mix of grey and brown over the years. The pair of wooden dolls wobbled their heads sideways, saying the plate wasn’t there. Then they swivelled their hips as if to say, “not here either”. In the centre of the showcase stood an ivory elephant of medium size, studded with bright red and green stones. The stones were not precious, and some of them were coming loose. The elephant looked tired. Sumi felt its legs, hoping they might bend and she might sit it down. She whispered to the elephant to please step this way so she could wipe the shelf. She promised to put a cushion under it later. So engrossed was she in this one-sided conversation that she forgot she had company. She found Mrs Kapoor looking at her, like a teacher looks at her favourite student doodling in maths class. The teacher nodded in the direction of the lounge and they both agreed, silently, to move the search party there. They found pencils, batteries, combs, earrings and many other things that had been lost and forgotten, but that only added to Mahima’s frustration.


“Look for a silver plate and find chewed up pencils,” she grumbled.


“Don’t worry, beta. It has gone from The Mother’s abode. She will give it back ten times over,” Mrs Kapoor said.


“The house is getting a thorough cleaning too!” Sumi couldn’t help saying.


“We better be careful, otherwise the whole house will get cleaned,” Mahima snapped.


All this commotion was too much for Mr Kapoor to handle. He changed into shirt and trousers and stepped out of the house on the pretext of getting milk.


Usually, when Mr Kapoor ventured out in the late afternoon, he returned with samosas. He brought exactly ten, one for each person, including Om and Dev who did not return until dinner and even one for Vivek, his youngest son, who was miles away at college, as well as one for Pushpa, in case she was still around.


Everyone devoured them except Sumi. Mr Kapoor’s favourite samosa wallah operated out of a little garage at the far end of their local market.


“Have you seen his hands, Daddyji?” Sumi said.


“Why will I see his hands, beta? I go there for his samosas. They are hot; come on, eat.”


“His fingernails are black,” she said, scrunching her nose with disgust.


“That is why I don’t look. If you look at things too closely, you’ll find something you don’t like. Come, eat while it is still hot.”


Sumi smiled, shook her head politely to the proffered samosa. He and Mahima shared hers and the extra one for Vivek.


Mr Kapoor let out a loud appreciative belch as he wiped his oily lips.










Daughters and Sons



Word of the missing plate spread quickly, and later that evening, Maya and Mrs Bansal came over for chai.


Unlike the matchbox-like, three-storeyed faculty building of Sumi’s parents’ house, houses in Shantinagar took their space. They were laid out in rows separated by narrow alleys, with their backs to each other. The Kapoor house was the first in the lane. Their next-door neighbours, at number two, were the Bansals, owners of the local grocery store. Right behind the Kapoor house was number seven, which belonged to Maya. Sometimes Sumi would be staring outside the kitchen window lost in thought and find herself looking straight into Maya’s kitchen.


Mahima, Maya and Mrs Bansal were like sisters. They spoke to one another on the phone every day around noon, with such punctuality that Mr Kapoor claimed to set his watch to when the phone rang. They took turns meeting at one of their homes every week, to confabulate on any matter that may have slipped through calls.


Mrs Bansal had fair skin and every passing year deposited a layer of prosperity around her middle. Her hair was knotted in a careless bun and she smelled of soap. Not of any particular soap, but the clean smell of soap in general, of all the soaps they had in their store, the extra stock of which was stored in their home.


Mahima said that the Bansals moved to Shantinagar when Dhruv was a year old. They had had their eyes set on the neighbourhood for a few years, and when they had enough savings, they bought house number two. Shantinagar was the right place for them, where people had enough, but not too much. Just like them. They started with a small shop that sold different types of flour that Mrs Bansal ground herself and were now proud owners of the largest grocery shop in the area.


Although they saw each other practically every other day, they still invited the Kapoors over for dinner to welcome the new bride. When she entered their house, the first thing Sumi noticed was the smell. Their house smelled like their shop. It was a mix of whole wheat, rice, gunny bags and detergents. They used one of their bedrooms as an additional store for their inventory. When Mahima or Maya or any other neighbours needed something late at night or early in the morning, Mrs Bansal took it out of the store and sent Dhruv to deliver it. She recorded these transactions in a register. Payments could be made in cash or kind, upon delivery or later. It was a parallel economy that ran on goodwill.


Maya’s house, on the other hand, was tastefully decorated with artisan furniture, not expensive but beautiful. Like Maya herself. She had large eyes set off with thick lashes and long, jet-black hair that reached below her waist. Her saris were always starched, crisply ironed and tightly draped, she wore matching lipsticks and bindis and single-handedly ran a tiffin business.


Maya was the youngest of them all but, according to Mahima, she had gone through a great deal in life, so if experience was any measure of seniority, she outdid most people in the neighbourhood. The very same people who placed food orders with her a week in advance said all kinds of things about her as they licked her kadhai gosht off their fingers. It was rumoured that her oldest daughter, Neeti, was born out of wedlock. It tied in well with the rest of the story that her husband, Bhaskar, disappeared leaving her in charge of three young daughters. But Mahima was not one to dwell on these scandals about her friend. People said anything, especially if it was about a woman who was good-looking and independent. She had known Maya’s husband briefly. Sure, Bhaskar was a widower and quite a bit older than Maya, but Mahima had known him to be a simple man, always in his white kurta pyjama and chappals. He was a helpful neighbour, a loyal husband and a devoted father, his only vice being cigarettes, but those too he smoked where people didn’t mind and never in the presence of elders. On Sundays, he took his daughters cycling to the river. One Sunday, about six years ago, he was seen without his bicycle, walking in the same chappals, never to return. Mahima did not press Maya for details; she respected her friend’s privacy. But for the rest of Shantinagar, it was a major incident in their sleepy colony where nothing of much importance ever happened.


Shantinagar, as the name suggested, was a quiet locality where ordinary people went about their ordinary lives, earning livelihoods, sending children first to school, then to engineering or medical college, looking after ageing parents, reading the newspaper, watching cricket, praying to their gods, arguing over which mango had more flavour – langda or daseri – and which politician was more corrupt. Each day was more or less like the previous one, and when it was done, people checked in on their neighbours to make sure that their day had been no less ordinary.


This trio was no different. When they met, they resumed their on-going conversation about their children. Their children went to the same school. Textbooks had been passed back and forth from one family to another so many times over the years, and bore notes in so many handwritings, that there was no telling who they had originally belonged to. Luv and Kush were only five, but Mahima spoke of her youngest brother-in-law, Vivek, as her own child. Mrs Bansal’s Dhruv was in twelfth standard, preparing for both the school board and engineering entrance exams. Maya’s middle daughter, Nalini, was one year his senior, like Vivek. Last year, they had both prepared for their medical and engineering exams respectively and had both failed to get through. While Vivek had been sent to a private college, Nalini had enrolled in a Bachelor of Arts degree in the local college and was preparing for her second attempt this year. Maya’s youngest daughter, Naina, was two years younger than Nalini. She had topped her high school board exams. Now the neighbourhood was turning blue holding its breath to see what subject she would choose in eleventh standard.


When they heard about the plate, they convened at the Kapoor house the same evening. They scrutinised the disappearance from every angle, considering all possibilities. Maya gave Mahima a full hearing but firmly ruled out Pushpa, saying she did not have the brains to do something like this. She asked who else had been inside the house that morning. Mrs Bansal asked what the plate was worth. Mahima went through their lines of inquiry zealously while Sumi sat with them, adding information wherever she could. No one had entered the house that morning, narrowing down the possibilities to an inconvenient few. They too agreed that the plate wouldn’t have gone anywhere and would turn up inside the house sooner than later. Although she wasn’t convinced, Mahima felt suitably attended to and they reverted to talking about their children.


“Neeti is so busy with her internship, she doesn’t have time to visit us, even to meet prospective grooms,” Maya said. “Says ‘you can choose’ – can you believe that?! Nalini is lost in her books. As for Naina, she’s always angry. I’m scared of saying anything to her, she will only go and do exactly the opposite. Sumi, dear, will you talk to her? You have so many degrees, she might listen to you.”


“And while you’re at it, Sumi, can you tutor Dhruv in maths? He barely passed in the unit test last week,” Mrs Bansal piped in.


Sumi looked at Mahima. She had no desire to impinge upon this sorority. Equally, she did not want to offend them. All she wanted to do was go to her room and work on her application. Yet here she was, having an extended afternoon tea, going over the missing plate yet another time and debating subject choices of the neighbours’ children.


Mahima was looking at her too. “Of course, why not! That is one thing our Sumi knows very well,” she said with a smile that made it impossible to tell if it was a compliment or a complaint.


Sumi found herself agreeing, as her alleged extended family closed in on her.












The Language of Love



Sixteen was hardly out of the playground of childhood, but Naina conducted her life with the worn-out weariness of an adult. She had been doing so as far back as anyone could recall. She was a girl in a rush. She did not have time to learn everything through her own mistakes, and had realised early on that if she observed the people around her keenly, they were generous with lessons on what not to do.


Naina was walking home after making some deliveries for her mother when she saw Chhotu, Pushpa’s son, running away from three older boys who looked about ten or eleven years old. She crossed the road to intercept him and asked what the matter was. The bigger boys were playing seven stones with a cricket ball, but instead of aiming at the seven stones, the target was him. With her forefinger, she commanded the boys to come to her. They dithered. Two ran away, while the last one, their leader, stood still. Naina walked over to him, extended her hand for the ball and told him that if he or his minions even so much as came near Chhotu, their next game would be with her and the target would be their balls. He gulped and scooted as fast as his legs would carry him. She gave the cricket ball to Chhotu and continued on her way.


It was the deadline to submit the form for her secondary school subject to the admin office today. Her school had recently introduced commerce as an option for secondary. It was an entirely new road that opened up an entirely new world for people who aspired to be neither doctors nor engineers, but chartered accountants, company secretaries and MBAs. Most parents did not know what the abbreviation stood for and thought a secretary was someone who took dictations, typed letters and made chai. But then came stories of someone who knew someone whose nephew got a job with an MNC, another abbreviation, with a starting salary of twenty thousand rupees, post-tax, and some of that scorn turned into awe. In the first year, the section had twenty students, but by the next, it had swelled into a class of sixty. Naina heard that accounting companies offered internships to commerce and economics undergraduates, with a possibility of permanent placement after graduation and a subsidy for an MBA if you signed a five-year bond. Admissions for university became more and more competitive, the cut-offs crawling up every year, but acing exams was child’s play to her – even if she didn’t care much about the subject.


When Naina announced she was thinking of taking commerce, Maya had been livid.


“You have ninety-two per cent! They will roll out the red carpet for you in the maths section,” she said.


Naina shrugged.


“At least take bio. What face am I going to show people?”


“Any. You have so many.”


“Look at Sumi. Already a postgraduate, now preparing for a doctorate. Kapoor aunty can barely contain her pride.”


“And yet, here she is, making chai, just like the rest of you.”


Maya shook her head. “A world of possibilities staring at you and you want to squander it away. Just like your father,” the last line was muttered under her breath, but was loud enough for Naina to hear.


Her recollection of her childhood was a patchwork of memories of her father. Her earliest clear memory was from when she was seven. There used to be big dinners at home for his work friends. Sometimes they came with their families, but mostly it was just the uncles. She remembered helping her mother place dish after dish on the dining table, until there was no more space. Then they pulled the cane coffee table next to it for more dishes that kept flowing out of the kitchen. Maya was not an exceptional cook, but she made up for this by preparing dishes that the guests were partial to. Kumar uncle loved chicken, as did Naina herself. He was the boss. He came in a black Ambassador car and brought 5Star chocolate bars for Naina, Nalini and Neeti each time he visited. She was in second standard then. She used to save half the chocolate for her best friend.


She remembered going to the riverside on Sundays on her father’s bicycle. Neeti and Nalini both on the girls’ cycle and she on the front bar of her father’s. The wind blew her hair onto her father’s face. He was a tall man and smelled of tobacco. He carried a pouch of tobacco leaves in his shirt pocket and rolled his own cigarettes. On these trips, they took sketch books and water paints, sat outside the abandoned mazaar and painted all morning. Naina was a natural at painting. She did portraits. People said there was something remarkable about the eyes she painted. They followed the viewer, whichever angle they were seen from. Nalini liked to sketch the plants and laboured over their shape, size and the lines that crisscrossed over the leaves. Neeti watched animals. And Bhaskar spoke to them. He whistled to the birds, and they whistled back. He said that if you listened carefully, you could understand what every creature said. The birds were saying that they were happy to see them.


When he was happy, he spoke fast. He had wanted to be a veterinary doctor as a child, but he was the eldest and had to start earning soon, so he took up the first job that came his way, which was with a local builder. He did everything he was asked to, from filing papers to making chai to helping with designs. It turned out that he was exceptionally good at design, which became his bread and butter. Naina once asked him if that made him sad. As long as he was with his daughters, he said, nothing could make him sad.


Often on their way back, Naina would fall asleep on the cycle. She would slide to the end of the bar and lean against his chest as he rode, and when she opened her eyes, she’d be in her bed. She now wondered how her father managed the ride back.


By the time she was in fourth standard, the dinners dwindled, with the exception of Kumar uncle who continued to visit. Sometimes Naina heard her parents quarrel. She did too much, he’d say. She did it for the family, she’d reply.


Bhaskar spent more and more hours at work. His company won a housing complex tender near the coast at the other end of the country. They needed a designer on the ground. The transfer came with significant perks. At home, the fights became louder. Naina would stand outside her parents’ bedroom door, catching broken sentences.


“Chicken every week?”


“You need to take the offer.”


“It’s fifteen hours by train. I won’t see you and the girls for months.”


“We need other things too, slightly more important than seeing each other.”


“We’re a family, let us all go together.”


“And raise them in a village?”


She remembered that her tenth birthday fell on a Saturday. That Sunday, her father took them for what she later realised would be their last excursion. He brought along a set of oil paints and canvases.


“Try this,” he said. He called Naina “gudiya”, his doll.


Neither of them were very good with the oil paints. They produced dead, patchy paintings.


“Why are we using these? I like water paints,” Naina complained.


“Because water paints don’t allow you to make mistakes. With these, you can paint over as many times as you like.”


That night, as the girls lay in their bed, he sat between them and placed his hands on their heads. He had accepted the transfer. It came with a promotion and a raise. He would come home every month and bring presents for the girls. He would bring a forty-eight shades paint set for Naina. Naina felt like someone had punched her in the gut and knocked the air out of her lungs. She couldn’t breathe. She could not imagine being without her father for a single day. She could not believe he was saying this, let alone doing this.


“I don’t want paints. I want you,” she said.


“I’m going for your and your sisters’ sake, gudiya,” he said. “You are the love of my life.” The words came out very slowly.


She remembered counting days till the month’s end. He visited regularly the first few months. She remembered every little detail of those days, and absolutely nothing of the weeks that passed in between. Then came month ends when he did not show up. She remembered swinging at the gate, waiting for a rickshaw to turn into their street. She asked her mother why he did not visit every month. Maya told her to be grateful for what she had, for such questions occurred in one’s head only when one’s belly was full.


Naina was used to the runny, wilful water paints. She did not get along with the thick blobs of oil paints that sat there, waiting to be told where to go. She gave up painting. She took her collection of artwork to the local general merchant and struck a deal with him to sell them for fifty paise a piece, for a 10 per cent commission. She checked in with him every day. After a month, she brought home all the paintings except one that the shopkeeper bought for forty-five paise.


Maya started a tiffin service. There was no fixed menu. She cooked whatever her customers asked her to, but there was chicken every Wednesday. Some days, as she walked home from her school bus, Naina saw a black Ambassador drive away. Those days were always Wednesdays.


When she was fourteen, a student brought roller skates to school. Naina had never seen anything like it and wanted a pair too. They cost seven hundred rupees and Maya refused. They simply did not have that kind of money. Naina made a deal that instead of the rickshaw wallah, she would deliver all meals for Maya’s tiffin service, for the “rest of her life” in exchange for the skates. The skates were ill-suited to the cobbly streets of Shantinagar, but Naina persisted and found a way to bend her knees, shift her weight from this leg to that leg and swerve around the stones and potholes. She made good her promise willingly. With every passing year, her remit of errands increased. She collected empty containers from customers, took their orders, kept the books and deposited cheques in the bank. There came a day when even Maya had to agree that they were even. From then on, she got paid five rupees a month for doing odd jobs for the house. She kept the money locked in a large aluminium trunk under her bed and hid the key.


“What are you going to do with all this money?” Maya asked her.


“Buy a one-way ticket to the other end of the country,” she said, staring into her mother’s eyes, long and hard.


Every month there was a credit of four thousand rupees in Maya’s passbook. According to Naina’s calculations, it was more than sufficient to cover the bills, groceries and school fees. But Maya continued with her tiffin service. It had started with a few orders for snacks and sweets during Diwali, Eid, Christmas and Holi but gradually expanded into a full-fledged business. She cooked what her customers wanted and exactly how they wanted it. When people asked her the secret of her cooking, she said there wasn’t any. There was no one right way of cooking a dish. Even a dal was only as good as it tasted to the person for whom it was made. She made efforts to learn how the husbands and children liked their food. She remembered birthdays, anniversaries and sent surprise sweets for them.


Naina was repulsed. “People have let you in on their dining tables, doesn’t mean you slither into their lives.”


“You cannot be in one and not in the other,” Maya replied.


The house smelled of onions and oil. Soon the smell was in Naina’s clothes and her hair and wouldn’t go away, no matter how much she washed. The air in the house was thick with it. She began to spend more time out of it than in.


One such day, she took her father’s bicycle and rode to the river on her own. The ride was long and hot. Her hair did not fly in the wind because there was no wind. Instead, it stuck to her ears with sweat. When she reached the riverside, she did not recognise the place. The riverbed was dry. The mazaar looked more derelict than before, the vines that once adorned it like a scarf going in and out and around now hung like cobwebs. Everything was quiet. She chirruped to the birds in the trees. They stared back at her with poker faces, mocking her for believing that they had ever spoken to her.


OEBPS/images/pvii.png
House no. 1

Om and Luv

Mahima Kush
Mr and Mrs Kapoor Dev and Sumi*

Vivek

House no. 2

Mr and Mrs Bansal — Dhruv

House no. 7

Neeti
Maya

Nalini
Bhaskar

Naina

Chhotu
Sheru (dog)

Gyan
Professor Diwakar and Lalita ~|:
Sumi*





OEBPS/images/cover.jpg
NIDHI ARORA





OEBPS/images/title.jpg
The Lights of Shantinagar

Nidhi Arora





