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Chapter I






The one thing I had wanted was not to be like my mother. Now she was gone and I stared at the fire that rose from her shrivelled body, dry-eyed, leaden, half dead myself, while my relatives clustered around the pyre and wept.


When the ashes were cold, my uncle and I went to the ghat to collect them. All around us were tear-stricken people dressed in white, sitting on benches, standing in groups, some with corpses before them, some clustered around bodies burning on daises. The air was smoky, and the breeze blew the stench about. It was not a place to linger in, but I felt unable to move, staring stupidly at the little pile. The inscription on the raised concrete slab announced that a Seth Ram Krishna Dalmia had been burnt there, and his loving widow, brother, and children had labelled this spot in commemoration. On every bench and burning platform, were names and dates, marks of people gone and people left behind. Not a scrap of cement was left unclaimed. I stared again at my mother’s ashes and wondered what memorial I could give her. She, who had not wanted to be mourned in any way.


When I die, she said to me, I want my body donated. My eyes, my heart, my kidneys, any organ that can be of use. That way someone will value me after I have gone.


I glared at her, as pain began to gnaw at me.


And, she went on, when I die I want no shor-shaar. I don’t want a chauth, I don’t want an uthala, I want no one called, no one informed.


Why bother having a funeral at all? I asked. Somebody might actually come.


Why do you deliberately misunderstand me? she countered.


And here, contrary to her wishes, she was being burnt with her organs intact. I walked quickly towards the gate, following my uncle to the car.


‘Last Journey’, ‘Remember God and Death are Beside You Every Moment of Your Life’, splashed on the blue exitway under a garish portrait of Shiv, screamed out the impermanence of our lives, while three beggars in saffron robes and matted hair sat on the ground below, tin begging-bowls in front of them.




*





Going through her papers, I find a bent, scallop-edged photograph, faded brown and sepia. The girl is about fifteen, and stands stiffly before the camera. Her hair straggles untidily, her sari hangs limp and careless on her. I peer at the face and see beauty and a wistful melancholy. Should my memory persist in touching her, the bloom will vanish into the mother I knew, silent, brisk, and bad-tempered.


I stare at this early photograph of an unknown woman and let despair and sorrow run their course. I could not remember a time it had been right between us, and the guilt that her life had kept in check now overwhelmed me.


‘You must come and visit us often, Ida, very often,’ my relatives said as they left Delhi. ‘Now we only are your father and mother.’ I decided, yes, I must go to our birthplace, hers and mine, overrun with aunts and uncles still living in the ancestral home.




*





The train has not yet moved out of the station, but the women squashed next to me in this second-class ladies’ compartment are already producing vast quantities of food, puris and parathas wrapped in Britannia-bread waxed paper, aalu ki sabzi in mithai boxes, mango pickle, lemon pickle, little packets of chopped onion and cucumber. Chewing firmly and audibly, they offer me some, but I refuse. They eat and feed their children, pressing another puri, some more vegetables, upon them, followed by water from plastic water-carriers. At stations they shout for tea and cold drinks. From time to time they stare openly at me, middle-aged, alone, and not eating. After the food, their life stories will be spread and consumed, but these are exchanges I am no longer equal to.


I gaze out of the window, and try to whip up some feeling for the landscape. Monotonous fields, buffaloes sitting in muddy ponds edged with slime and lotuses, little brown boys waving at the train as it passes, level-crossings with cars, rickshaws, scooters, buses, and tongas waiting on either side of rickety fences. By and by I am politely asked to get up, so that the berths may be lowered and beddings opened out and spread. By ten o’clock everybody has settled down to sleep. Only the overhead blue night-light remains on.


Once again, I am on my way to the house that, through my childhood, I had slipped into as easily as a second skin. My mother had sent me to Amritsar during all my school holidays, away from my half-siblings, and the proxy warfare conducted on the battlefields of my home.




*





At six a.m. we reach Amritsar. I gather my things and hasten out to take a rickshaw, avoiding the little family groups, exclaiming, hugging, kissing. No matter how I might rationalize otherwise, I feel my existence as a single woman reverberate desolately on that platform.


The house the cycle rickshaw turns into is an old-fashioned bungalow, with a tall, bushy henna hedge screening a lawn with thick, even grass, ringed with low lemon, papaya and orange trees. The walls protecting the house on the roadside are eight feet high, topped with jagged spikes of coloured glass. The gate is a big, wide, metal sheet, bent and out of shape. To one side is a small doorway for people on foot or cycle.


I step on to the deep, cool, black and white tiled veranda. A couple of old wooden wicker chairs, with their long leg-rests tucked underneath the arms, are lined against the wall. I was born in this house, in one of the small rooms at the back. I sit down on those tiles, and remain there fingering the cracks between them.


I had not told my aunts and uncles I was coming, and, when they see me, I am carried off inside, on a wave of accusations and explanations.
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Amritsar was a place I associated with my mother. Without her, I am lost. I look for ways to connect.


I know my relatives feel sorry for me. I am without husband, child or parents. I can see the ancient wheels of my divorce still grinding and clanking in their heads.


He was such a nice man …


So educated …


But with Virmati for mother, it is not strange that such a thing should happen …


Now I show curiosity about them. I wonder how they remember their past. I probe and find that: gold was forty rupees a tola, it cost eight annas to go from Amritsar to Lahore, ten rupees to go from Lahore to Calcutta, six pice to stitch a pyjama, two annas to stitch a shirt, school fees started at four annas a month in the junior classes and ended at one rupee at matric. Ghee was one rupee a seer, milk was four annas a seer, atta was one rupee for twelve seers. The milk had a thick layer of malai, yellow, not white, like nowadays. And when food was cooked, ah, the fragrance of the ghee!


At this point, words fail them.


I had grown up on the mythology of pure ghee, milk, butter, and lassi, and whenever I came to Amritsar, I noticed the fanatical gleam in the eyes of people as they talked of those legendary items. Perhaps, if I could have shared that passion, the barriers of time and space would have melted like pure ghee in the warmth of my palm. But my tastes are different.
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I try and ask about my mother, the way she was before I knew her.


There had been eleven of them. The girls: Virmati, Indumati, Gunvati, Hemavati, Vidyavati, and Parvati. The boys: Kailashnath, Gopinath, Krishanath, Prakashnath, and Hiranath.


My relatives are polite, respectful to the dead. I am not satisfied. I dig and dig until they reveal reluctantly.


You know, our mother was always sick, and Virmati, as eldest, had to run the house and look after us.


We depended on her, but she was free with her tongue and her hands. One tight slap she would give for nothing.


She would lash out if we didn’t listen. We used to run from her when she came. She was only our sister, but she acted very bossy.


We were scared of her.


She never rested or played with us, she always had some work.


She was so keen to study, bap re.


First FA, then BA, then BT on top of that. Even after her marriage, she went for an MA to Government College, Lahore, you know – very good college, not like nowadays. The Oxford of the East they called it.


She studied more than any other girl in this family. Bhai Sahib – your father – was very particular about education.


But why do you want all this? What is past is past. Forget about it. Eat, have another paratha, you are so thin.


My relatives gave me one view of my mother, I wanted another.



















Chapter II





Ever since Virmati could remember she had been looking after children. It wasn’t only baby Parvati to whom she was indispensable, to her younger siblings she was second mother as well. She was impatient and intolerant of fuss. If they didn’t eat their meals, on her return home from school she would hunt out the offending brother or sister and shove the cold food down their throats. If they refused to wear the hand-me-down clothes she assigned them, she slapped them briskly. Usually once was enough. Sometimes she tried to be gentle, but it was weary work and she was almost always tired and harassed.


By the time Virmati was ten, she was as attuned to signs of her mother’s pregnancies as Kasturi herself. She would redden with shame over her aunt Lajwanti’s comments about the litter that was being bred on the other side of the angan wall. She did her best to make sure that none of the smaller children went over to the aunt’s side to pee or shit, that they looked neat and tidy when anybody came to visit. This did not improve her temper, or draw her closer to her brothers and sisters, but the children’s clean and oiled looks drew admiring comments from those who met them.


At times Virmati yearned for affection, for some sign that she was special. However, when she put her head next to the youngest baby, feeding in the mother’s arms, Kasturi would get irritated and push her away. ‘Have you seen to their food – milk – clothes – studies?’


Virmati, intent on the baby’s little hands and feet, was often not able to hear.


‘Arre, you think there is all the time in the world for sitting around, doing nothing?’


‘I’m just going,’ protested Virmati finally. ‘Why can’t Indumati also take responsibility? Why does it always have to be me?’


‘You know they don’t listen to her‚’ snapped Kasturi. ‘You are the eldest. If you don’t see to things, who will?’


As Virmati got up to go, she realized her silliness. Why did she need to look for gestures when she knew how indispensable she was to her mother and the whole family?
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By the time Virmati was sixteen, Kasturi could bear childbirth no more. For the eleventh time it had started, the heaviness in her belly, morning and evening nausea, bile in her throat while eating, hair falling out in clumps, giddiness when she got up suddenly. How trapped could nature make a woman? She turned to God, so bountiful with his gifts, and prayed ferociously for the miracle of a miscarriage. Her sandhya started and ended with this plea, that somehow she should drop the child she was carrying and never conceive again.


Every day, Kasturi entered the dark and slippery bathroom to check whether there was any promising reddish-looking mucus between her thighs. Nothing, always nothing, and tears gathered and flowed in the only privacy she knew. Her life seemed such a burden, her body so difficult to carry. Her sister-in-law’s words echoed in her ears, ‘Breeding like cats and dogs,’ ‘Harvest time again.’


Kasturi could not remember a time when she was not tired, when her feet and legs did not ache. Her back curved in towards the base of her spine, and carrying her children was a strain, even when they were very young. Her stomach was soft and spongy, her breasts long and unattractive. Her hair barely snaked down to mid-back, its length and thickness gone with her babies. Her teeth bled when she chewed her morning neem twigs, and she could feel some of them shaking. She had filled the house as her in-laws had wanted, but with another child there would be nothing left of her.


The next day, as she was serving her aunt-in-law her afternoon meal, she groaned a bit and looked faint. The bua looked up sharply.


‘One more?’ she asked.


Kasturi stared at the floor and blushed.


‘Bap re. How do you do it?’ asked her bua. ‘And so sick all the time.’


Kasturi reddened even more at the public betrayals of her flesh.


‘I am going to die, Maji, this time. I know it.’


‘Don’t talk such rubbish, beti,’ retorted the older woman sharply. ‘God has favoured you.’ Kasturi remained silent. From her bones to her mind she felt dull and heavy.


The next morning she called Pinnidatti, her dai.


The dai looked sympathetically at Kasturi’s drawn face and shadow-rimmed eyes. ‘There is a remedy‚’ she said at last.


Kasturi looked eager. ‘I’ll try it.’


‘It can be painful.’


‘I will die if I have another child,’ said Kasturi desperately.


There followed a series of bitter powders and liquids distilled from a dozen different roots and herbs. Kasturi felt sicker than she ever had in her life, she had nausea, cramps, blackouts, and headaches. Soon, soon, she kept repeating to herself as the cramps would come at her morning puja or while she was cooking in the kitchen. These sharp spasms must be the prelude to expulsion, she must be patient. After a month, weary with futile trips to the bathroom, weary of seeing no sign of the blood of delivery on her white, dry, left-hand fingers, she resorted to a twig the dai had given her to insert in her vagina. But still nothing of substance happened.


After the fourth month Kasturi told the dai to let it be. ‘God does not wish it. Otherwise why would all this pain not lead to something?’


‘The baby is strong,’ replied the dai. ‘Destined for great things.’


Through her exhaustion, Kasturi wondered at the punishment meted out to her for trying to interfere with the designs of God. She had had strong healthy children, no deaths, no miscarriages; whereas with only two children, her sister-in-law, Lajwanti, had had three spontaneous abortions. Instead of being grateful, she had rebelled, and pain and sickness had been the result.


The excitement she had felt at the birth of her first child seemed to belong to another life. Everybody then had been considerate of her youth, fears and inexperience. Her mother had been present. Her mother, who had come with all her own food, her dal, rice, flour, ghee, and spices, with her own servant boy to buy fruits and vegetables, to draw her drinking water from the market pump, to help with the household work. Light-as-air she had passed through, with not an anna spent on her, not a grain of wheat or drop of water taken from the house of her son-in-law.
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Kasturi’s eleventh child was born on a cold December night. A small, puny little girl. The mother looked at the will of God lying next to her, closed her eyes, and let the tiredness of seventeen years of relentless child-bearing wash over her.


Kasturi had no milk. The new-born sucked with all her feeble might on her mother’s dry breasts, hanging milkless and flabby against her little chest. Kasturi got a new silver feeding-bottle, with an English nipple, something the other children had not needed. The baby developed a bad case of colic, and Virmati often came home from college to high-pitched, frantic screaming.


When Kasturi was finally allowed out of bed, she was still bleeding heavily. She would have to wash the stains on her bed-sheet herself, as the dai had stopped coming. She needed plenty of water, and she worked the pump in the dark and slippery bathroom furiously, shivering in the cold Amritsar December, her frame glistening wetly in the shadows. Though she knew she should hurry out of the bathroom and lie down till the dizziness grew less, rebellion filled her. Why should she look after her body? Hadn’t it made her life wretched enough?


The chills and trembling began soon after she reached her bed. Her moaning attracted the attention of the servant who hurriedly asked Chhote Baoji to send for the hakim, Pabiji looked very bad. The hakim declared he could not answer for Kasturi’s life if she had any more children. The vaid also said the same thing. A Western-educated allopath declared that repeated births deplete the body, and no medicine could help Kasturi through another pregnancy. She needed to build up her strength, she needed the fresh air of the mountains immediately, as much as she needed to be removed from the crowded and unhealthy bazaar permanently.


It was decided to send Kasturi to Dalhousie. Virmati was seventeen and studying for her FA exams, but since the tail end of her education was in sight, it was felt that missing a little of it to help her mother was quite in order. After all, in a year or so the girl would be married. The family hired a house near the central chowk, and Kasturi shifted with her eldest and youngest daughters to a hill station clean and bracing enough to work wonders with her health.



















Chapter III





The cottage Suraj Prakash had rented for his wife in the mountains was a pleasant one, with a pointed roof, and a glassed-in front veranda. It was high on the hillside, with a grand view of the valley in front, and washed with cool, bright sun during the day. There were deodar trees, thick and fragrant in the back garden, and blue and pink hydrangea bushes down the path leading to the front door.


Virmati quickly settled into housekeeping for her mother. Compared to her duties at home, her work here with one baby and one mother was comparatively light. She had never had Kasturi so much to herself, and was jealous of each moment with her. The best time was the morning havan. In the clear, chilly greyness of five o’clock, before Paro woke, they sat in front of the tiny prayer fire, their chanting the only noise in the house, the yellow-orange flames the only colour. Unlike Amritsar, there was no reason to be distracted from the peace that both mother and daughter felt as they finished praying and sat watching the small, moving glow of the twigs in the havan kund.




*





At other times, Virmati’s attempts to spin webs of love through her devotion were met by exasperation. Kasturi was not used to so much solicitude.


Towards the evening it often rained. Trapped in the house, Virmati mooned about restlessly, hanging about her mother, playing with the baby, fidgeting with some knitting as she looked out of the window.


‘Viru, at least don’t ruin whatever knitting I am trying to do,’ said Kasturi tartly one evening, ‘Why can’t you make yourself useful? There is so much sewing to be done for the baby. There are sweaters to be made for the other children. It’s a shame that your hands are idle.’


‘I’m tired of knitting and sewing,’ flared Virmati. ‘Besides, I’m here to look after you.’


‘I can look after myself.’


‘Why did you bring me if you don’t need me, Mati?’ said Virmati, with a thick lump in her throat.


‘What is all this nonsense? In Amritsar you were bad-tempered because you were busy and tired, here you are bad-tempered because you are idle,’ retorted Kasturi.


‘Maybe I should go back to Amritsar. Pitaji can take me the next time he comes.’


The language of feeling had never flowed between them, and this threat was meant to express all her thwarted yearnings.


‘Maybe you should,’ said Kasturi crossly. Why was her daughter so restless all the time? In a girl, that spelt disaster.


Virmati left raging. Why was saying anything to her mother so difficult? Maybe it was best to keep silent.




*





Back in Amritsar, Kasturi’s residence in Dalhousie occupied much of Lajwanti’s thoughts. She had never seen anybody fussed over as much as that woman. She, too, had been sick after her miscarriages. Had the family offered to send her to the mountains? To her mother’s? Anywhere?


‘See how they are all running around like mad people between Amritsar and Dalhousie,’ she remarked to her husband as he lay on the takht in the angan, having his feet pressed by her.


Chander Prakash twitched his head, but the silence continued.


‘How irresponsible to expect to be pampered like this,’ persisted Lajwanti. ‘Really, some women have no sense. They behave without thinking. I never let my ailments disturb anyone. Only God knew how I suffered.’


Silence. Lajwanti pressed harder to jog her husband’s mind a bit. His eyes remained closed.


‘Your poor brother,’ she proceeded, ‘going every month to Dalhousie. In fixing his wife’s health he will ruin his own. All the burden of running the shop falls on you while he is away, but you are a saint and will never say anything about your own condition. Where do we, and our two children, stand in front of that woman, and her eleven children?’


Chander Prakash muttered something unintelligible, and Lajwanti brooded over the strain of softness that ran through the men in her in-law’s family. Every month her poor brother-in-law made the long trip to Dalhousie. Train to Pathankot, tonga up, money, time and worry, all indulged in so frequently, what good could come of this? As for the children, she was fed up with their wild ways. Last night the cinema chowkidar brought one of the boys home on his shoulders. He had paid an anna to be let in, and had then fallen asleep in the theatre. And where had he found an anna to waste? She resolved to go with Suraj Prakash on his next visit, and let Kasturi know how matters stood. Her policy had always been to be frank and open.


She approached her brother-in-law that evening. ‘Praji,’ she began as she handed him his glass of milk, ‘I worry about Pabiji. That my sister-in-law should do without her family at a time like this! There she is, with just Viru to look after her, bap re. We forget that Viru is still a child. But sitting here, what can I do? I feel so helpless, Praji. I must go with you next time in order to relieve her. I know how you worry, merely once a month as you see her. With an elderly woman staying there, you will get peace of mind.’
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The cottage Lajwanti saw in Dalhousie increased her concern. She must stay as long as possible, to assist the invalid on her road to recovery. Besides, she herself also needed some rest occasionally.


Suraj Prakash had written to Kasturi about Lajwanti’s anxiety about her health, and Kasturi had known that her sister-in-law had come to claim her own share of her lengthy stay at the hill station. She did not mind. Only Virmati objected, with a fierceness that she concealed by a great show of hospitality, and a refusal to let her tai help with Paro in any way.


‘Beti, I am here now, you rest,’ said Lajwanti frequently to her niece.


‘No, no, Taiji. You are here for a holiday‚’ said Virmati.


‘What holiday is it for you, beti, with your mother so sick and needing constant care.’


Virmati was offended by this implication of herself as a pleasure-loving female, and did not reply. If Lajwanti was offended by her niece’s rudeness, she hid this fact. She did not want to initiate a longish stay, in a house her brother-in-law was paying for, with a quarrel.



















Chapter IV





Lajwanti stayed and stayed. She wrote to her daughter in Lahore. She too must come and visit – the climate was so nice, the house big enough, of course your cousin and aunt will be delighted, and you too, my child, need rest, you work so hard.


She then broke the news to Kasturi and Virmati. Kasturi said what was required of her, Shakuntala was family, the house was hers, etc. Virmati asked listlessly, ‘How is Shaku Pehnji doing?’ And, since she was annoyed with her aunt, added with a touch of viciousness, ‘It will be so nice to see her, because when she settles down, we will meet her even less than we do now.’


Normally few dared to mention Shakuntala’s unmarried state, each remark was such an insult to the mother.


‘How can anyone see her when she has no time? Such a talented teacher, so popular, what an inspiring example she is for the younger ones‚’ declared Lajwanti, about achievements she herself had never understood or cared for.


‘Still, it is the duty of every girl to get married‚’ remarked Kasturi mildly.


‘She lives for others, not herself, but what to do, everybody in our family is like that. And with all this reading-writing, girls are getting married late. It is the will of God‚’ concluded Lajwanti aggressively.
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Shakuntala came, very different from the thin sallow creature she had been in Amritsar.


‘I hope I am not disturbing your convalescence, Chachi‚’ she said teasingly to her aunt.


‘Beti‚’ said Kasturi, in a mock scolding voice, ‘how can family disturb? You are getting very modern in your thinking. We hardly get to see you as it is.’


‘What to do, Chachi? These colleges really make you work.’


‘Hai re, beti! What is the need to do a job? A woman’s shaan is in her home. Now you have studied and worked enough. Shaadi.’ Here Kasturi’s eyes glistened with emotion. ‘After you get married, Viru can follow.’


At this entry into the hackneyed territory of shaadi, Shakuntala winced.


‘Now Chachi,’ she said, playfully, ‘you know Viru doesn’t have to wait for me.’


Kasturi knew of course. There was no question of the line being held up. Six girls to marry was not a joke, and nobody could help those who missed their destiny.


‘Another word about shaadi,’ continued Shakuntala, ‘and I’m going back to Lahore.’


Kasturi laughed indulgently while Lajwanti sniffed disapprovingly in the background. ‘When will this girl settle down?’ she asked rhetorically. ‘All the time in the lab, doing experiments, helping the girls, studying or going to conferences. I tell her she should have been a man.’


Virmati, looking at her glamorous cousin, marvelled at the change Lahore had wrought in her. What did it matter that Shakuntala’s features were not good? She looked better than merely pretty. She looked vibrant and intelligent, as though she had a life of her own. Her manner was expansive, she didn’t look shyly around for approval when she spoke or acted.


Her dress too had changed from her Amritsar days. When they went visiting she wore her saris in Parsi-style, as Shakuntala called it, with the palla draped over her right shoulder. The saris were of some thin material, foreign, with a woven silk border sewn onto them. The blouses were of the same thin material, with loose sleeves to the elbows. She wore her hair with a side parting, smoothed over her ears into a bun at the back. Her shoes were black, shiny, patent leather with high heels. Her jewellery consisted of a strand of pearls, a single gold bangle on one arm, and a large man’s watch on the other.


‘She’s become a mem,’ Kasturi said disapprovingly. ‘Study means developing the mind for the benefit of the family. I studied too, but my mother would have killed me if I had dared even to want to dress in anything other than was bought for me.’


Virmati listened, thrilled to be her mother’s confidante, but drawn towards Shakuntala, to one whose responsibilities went beyond a husband and children.


The cousins were taking an evening walk. ‘These people don’t really understand Viru, how much satisfaction there can be in leading your own life, in being independent. Here we are, fighting for the freedom of the nation, but women are still supposed to marry, and nothing else.’


‘But everybody knows how they also go to jail with Gandhiji, don’t they, Pehnji?’ contradicted Virmati timidly.


‘And conduct political meetings, demonstrate, join rallies. I wish you could see what all the women are doing in Lahore. But for my mother, marriage is the only choice in life. I so wish I could help her feel better about me.’


The setting sun was colouring the snow on the distant mountains of the Dauladhar range, Paro was looking bright-eyed and kicking her legs in her pram, but for Virmati her cousin’s words were the most vivid thing on the horizon.


‘My friends are from different backgrounds, and all have families unhappy with their decision not to settle down, as they call it,’ continued Shakuntala. ‘We travel, entertain ourselves in the evenings, follow each other’s work, read papers, attend seminars. One of them is even going abroad for higher studies.’


‘I want to be like you, Pehnji,’ blurted Virmati. ‘If there are two of us, then they will not mind so much.’


‘Silly,’ said Shakuntala, stopping in the middle of the path. She turned Virmati’s face to her, caressed the flushed cheek and tucked the loose strands of hair on either side behind the ears. ‘Chachi will say I am a bad influence on you.’


‘No, no really,’ said Virmati, catching her hand. Maybe here was the clue to her unhappiness. It was useless looking for answers inside the home. One had to look outside. To education, freedom, and the bright lights of Lahore colleges.


Through the ensuing days Virmati followed Shakuntala around. She watched her ride horses, smoke, play cards and badminton, act without her mother’s advice, buy anything she wanted without thinking it a waste of money, casually drop in on all the people the family knew. Above all, she never seemed to question or doubt herself in anything.


And suddenly Shakuntala’s infrequent visits home changed their complexion. No longer was she the poor, unmarried, elder cousin, who didn’t come because she was hiding her face in shame. She didn’t come because the glamorous life of metropolitan Lahore was such that she couldn’t tear herself away. Besides, it was easier for her in Lahore than in Amritsar, which represented endless prospective bridegrooms, their money and family histories. And more recently represented the lack of bridegrooms, and her mother’s conviction of her doom.


When it came time for Shakuntala to leave, Virmati clung to her. ‘Maybe I will also one day come to Lahore, Pehnji,’ she wept. ‘I wish I too could do things. But I am not clever –’


‘Arre,’ exclaimed her cousin patting her on the back, ‘times are changing, and women are moving out of the house, so why not you?’


Why not, indeed, thought Virmati, looking at her, almost breathless with admiration and love.



















Chapter V





Shakuntala’s visit planted the seeds of aspiration in Virmati. It was possible to be something other than a wife. Images of Shakuntala Pehnji kept floating through her head, Shakuntala Pehnji who having done her M.Sc. in Chemistry, had gone about tasting the wine of freedom. Wine, whereas all Virmati had ever drunk had been creamy milk in winter, designed to deaden the senses with its richness, and frothy cool lassi with its lacy bubbles in summer. No, she too had to go to Lahore, even if she had to fight her mother who was so sure that her education was practically over.


So far, not much attention had been paid to Virmati’s education. As a child she had been sent, a ten-minute walking distance, to the Arya Kanya Mahavidyalaya, situated in a gully so narrow that, with the drains on either side, it took one person, single file. The school was a single set of rooms around a courtyard, with a dark bathroom in a corner. Every morning at nine, the school maidservant collected Virmati from her house, along with others who lived in that area.


The Arya Kanya Mahavidyalaya believed in grinding the essential rituals of life into their pupils’ consciousness by daily example. Every morning started with prayer. Virmati loved sitting with her fellow pupils around the fire, chanting the hymns she had grown up hearing her mother say. She loved the sense of harmony she had when they all tossed havan samagri into the fire with the thumb and middle two fingers of their right hand, the feeling of peace that being away from the home and its children brought.


Once she finished Class VIII, Virmati had been sent for higher studies to Stratford College in the Civil Lines, double-storeyed, red-brick, gardened, with gracefully arched corridors. The first class she had to join was the special class for those girls weak in English. After that, classes IX and X, and then two years to get a Fine Arts degree. And then marriage, said the elders. Thirteen-year-old Virmati listened and felt the thrill of those approaching rites.


But now, sitting in Dalhousie, with only her FA exams to be taken for her education to be over, she began to feel she had not taken the whole process of learning seriously enough. Really, it was the key to – what? She was not sure, but from now on she must work hard, she must practise her English. She could hear her mother telling her not to waste her time, there were more important things to do. Like looking after the children, thought Virmati bitterly, and then, as she thought of Paro’s clinging arms around her neck, she began to cry.




*





Virmati returned to Amritsar with her father. It was obvious that her family didn’t wish her to be further educated. Her future lay in her own hands. But eight months in the hills had made a difference, notwithstanding her diligent attempts to study while looking after her mother. Her English had become rusty. When her mother returned from Dalhousie, Paro, now walking and not considered a baby any longer, became more than ever her care. The other children were constantly demanding.


‘Viru Pehnji, we need more sugar and flour. You’ll have to unlock the storeroom again.’


‘Viru Pehnji, must I take this medicine?’


‘Pehnji, she hit me, and took my book!’


‘It’s really mine! Bade Pitaji gave it to me!’


‘Viru! Vidya is crying!’


‘Pehnji! The uncle in school said to tell you Gopi hasn’t done his homework for a month!’


Such statements provided the background chorus of her education, and formed her character even more surely than any book might have done.


Eventually Virmati failed her FA. The struggle to do well in school while doing her duties at home was too much. With tears in her eyes, Virmati stared at the bulletin board. Higher education involved being on one’s own. At the Mahavidyalaya, the teacher would pay a visit home if a student was not doing well. There would be hospitality offered, respect shown, slowly the topic would be raised, and dealt with, in the same tactful manner. Here, everything was hard, cold and impersonal.


‘Mati,’ she said to her mother that evening, ‘I’ve failed.’


‘I told you it was too much for you‚’ said her mother, busy feeding the younger children.


‘It’s not too much for me,’ protested Virmati. ‘Not if I have time to study.’


‘Ever since we’ve come back, you have been making difficulties,’ said Kasturi crossly. ‘You had the kotha storeroom to study in during your exams, and still you fuss. When Shaku used to study there she never complained.’


‘Mati, that was long ago. There were hardly any children playing on the roof then. Now the boys fly kites all evening, then they splash water about from the pump, screaming throughout. Even the neighbour’s children jump over their wall to our side. Why can’t they stay in their own house?’


‘Since when have you been so particular about theirs and ours?’


‘Yes, but they all dance on my head. Any quarrel and they come to me, any crying or hurt and they come to me. It never ends.’


‘Leave your studies if it is going to make you so bad-tempered with your family. You are forgetting what comes first.’


‘Is that what I am saying? When Paro comes to the kotha, and wants to join the other children, I leave everything only to make sure she does not fall or hurt herself.’


‘Now you are complaining about your sister.’


‘I’m not! Please, Mati, remember how hard Shakuntala Pehnji studied. She did so well her teacher in Lahore asked her to stay and teach when she finished her degree. Her mother understood‚’ said Virmati, not daring to be more direct.


‘Now it is you who are eating my head. What good are Shaku’s degrees when she is not settled. Will they look after her when she is old?’ demanded Kasturi irritably. ‘At your age I was already expecting you, not fighting with my mother.’


Kasturi found the fuss Virmati was making about failing unreasonable. It hardly made a difference to the real business of her life, which was getting married and looking after her own home. There was a good Samaji family making enquiries. The boy was a canal engineer and doing well. His aunt lived in Amritsar and she was getting quite persistent. She was sure Virmati’s grandfather would approve of the boy’s background.


Virmati was over seventeen by this time. She had a long, fine face with large, widely spaced eyes, eyes with a dazed and distant look. Her nose was thin and straight, her colour pale as the inside of a banana stalk. Her lips were full and a natural red, her chin small and rounded. She was short-sighted, and didn’t notice when people looked admiringly at her.



















Chapter VI





Meanwhile Kasturi continued sickly. The temporary respite in her ill health that the hill sojourn had brought about was soon over. Her father-in-law, Lala Diwan Chand, could see that Kasturi had not benefited as much as he had hoped, and that his son was still anxious about his wife.


‘We need to think of another solution,’ he said on one of his frequent visits to the Amritsar kothi. He had had a busy day. The Jewellers’ Association and the Food Grain Merchants’ Association had both had meetings. The Swami he had invited to the evening congregation of the Samaj had given an excellent discourse on the Gita, and after that there had been discussion and conversation with friends and associates. Now he was resting with a glass of milk, while his sister was serving him homemade jalebis, fragrant with saffron, crisp, hot, and sweet.


‘Maybe she can come and stay with me in the mill house,’ he continued, thinking out loud. ‘Let her and Viru come.’


‘Virmati has already missed too much school‚’ said the great-aunt, as she sat down to eat what was left. ‘And once she finishes, it will be time to get her married. Already people are asking.’


‘Don’t I know that?’ retorted her brother. ‘I have been approached, and when the time is right, I will pick a boy from our Samaj, educated and homely. We must be careful, because where the first one leads the others will follow.’


‘Marriages are in the hands of God,’ sighed his sister, turning her eyes heavenwards.


Lala Diwan Chand gave a small smile. His standing in the community was very high, and he had brought up his family by the same strict principles that had governed a life of austerity and charity. There were no indulgences permitted in his household. No festivals were observed, not even Holi and Diwali. No fancy clothes were ever worn. Their lives were plain, simple and high-minded. Whatever his sister might say, he knew his girls would be prized. Had he allowed himself to consider such things, he would have acknowledged that the faces out of which this simplicity shone were beautiful, and that beauty had its function in attracting the right-minded towards his family. Nobody mentioned anybody’s good looks for fear of attracting the evil eye and inflating the child’s head, but the good looks were unarguably there.


Here Lala Diwan Chand’s thoughts turned to his daughter-in-law. So far, despite the large number of children that Kasturi had produced, and the small number of rooms that his two sons and their families inhabited, there had been no question of moving. But the family vaid had made it clear that Kasturi’s listlessness, pallor and lack of appetite would continue unless she was given more fresh air. Uncongested spaces and long walks were what she needed, on a daily basis. The city with its open drains and dampness was an unhealthy place. He himself lived at the mill house in Tarsikka, and he always felt better there. Though his grandchildren and his daughter-in-law often came to visit, it was clearly not enough. He must talk to his sons. Moving such a large household would mean considerable work and expense. Then the thought of leaving the house that the family had lived in for so many years was painful.
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Lajwanti had foreseen trouble of this kind years ago, with a heart that became tight and constricted in Kasturi’s presence. Ever since her young brother-in-law, Suraj Prakash, had brought his bride home, she had watched how her in-laws danced attendance on her, fussing over her health, duped by that sweet face, when really she was no better than a dog or a cat in season. No better.


Before Kasturi’s arrival she had been the only young woman in the house, and everything had been managed peacefully. But within one year of Suraj Prakash’s marriage the first child had come, and after that there was no stopping the woman. She remembered, with a bitterness still fresh and sullen, how delighted her father-in-law had been at Kasturi’s disgusting breeding. ‘Raunaq in the house at last‚’ he exclaimed, completely ignoring the existence of her two children.


She had tried complaining to him, ‘Baoji, the noise. From morning to night I have a headache. Somnath has been forced to go to the storeroom on the kotha to study, and as for Shaku, how is it possible for her to concentrate on her books with all their hoo-hoo, haa-haa, hee-hee?’


‘She should play more with her cousins‚’ commented the grandfather. ‘She is too pale.’


‘She is very delicate, Baoji, how can she stand it when I can’t? Poor Shaku has to walk up and down my back and across my head to relieve the pain‚’ whispered the girl’s mother, pressing her temples.


‘I will allow no one to be sick in my house‚’ replied the father-in-law. ‘From tomorrow the tonga will drive both of you every morning to the Company Bagh. One hour of brisk walking in the fresh air will benefit you greatly.’


But how could Lajwanti go? If she were to leave the house every morning, who knew what mischief those children would be up to. They respected nothing, and that woman had no shame. If she wasn’t always on the alert they would slip in to pee in her angan, in her rooms, even shit in the gutter outside her kitchen. She had to be there to shout for Kasturi, carefully inspecting while the latter performed an inadequate swabbing job. They even had the nerve to wet her quilt, and though she forced Kasturi to wash the heavy thing there and then, that woman was incapable of cleanliness. She had to be vigilant not only in her own quarters, but upstairs where the latrines were, as well. Her family used to do their morning business before the sweeper came to carry the night soil away. After that, the toilets remained clean for the rest of the day. Now these children would hop across the terrace to her side and mess up the three cubicles, even the cement blocks, so that no one could decently use the place. It was because of their dirt and filth that she had had to demand a separate kitchen from her father-in-law.


At first he hadn’t taken her seriously, but when she left the house and refused to return he realized she meant her threats. Gradually she had had to supervise the building of a wall across the angan and then across the common drawing-room in order to protect her space. As for money, that woman was such a bloodsucker, it was but inevitable that her own family would suffer.


Only her husband had begun to see things in their proper perspective. God had helped her to achieve that.


‘I’ve never seen such a thing‚’ he would hear when he came home, tired from sitting in the shop all day. ‘How hard you have to work! And for whom? Those children! Ha!’ A stream of red betel juice would be spat in the gutter.


‘Our children, too,’ the children’s tau initially mumbled. He revelled in their chatter, and frequently kept little surprises for them to discover in his pockets.


‘Our children! Now it is all very well, but will they ask after us in our old age!’


‘What is to be done? The children are here,’ said Chander Prakash.


‘Arre, what is here is all right, but they go on coming. Every one or two years. It is like a harvest!’


‘It is God’s will. How is it in our hands?’


‘Bap re, you are too good-natured. At least we cannot keep watching our money go into their mouths!’


‘How can you talk like that? It is common money, after all.’


‘And should be divided equally‚’ said Lajwanti.


‘Everyone gets a share‚’ reasoned her husband.


‘And their share is never ending! We are few, our needs are simple. For whom are you working so hard?’


And this conversation with variations to suit the time and place became almost a daily feature in the elder brother’s life. What was he to do? His wife was a good woman, she kept his comforts in mind. Eventually he decided to retire. His father was puzzled.


‘Not work? What does that mean? We are traders, we are growing.’ Chander looked unhappy. ‘Are there problems with your brother?’ he asked.


‘No, no, Baoji.’


‘Then?’


‘My health‚’ said Chander.


‘Your health?’ The father looked amazed. ‘What’s wrong with your health?’


Chander whimpered something about not wanting to worry his father, which just irritated the old man further.


‘Worry, worry! What do you mean? Now my son will decide for me what I should think, is that it?’


‘No, Baoji, of course not.’


‘I’m still working, looking after the mill in Tarsikka, coming here to the city at least twice a week, and you are talking of sitting back and doing nothing! How will that look in the eyes of the world?’ his father said, his temper rising.


‘Why should anyone say anything, Baoji? I only said my health was bad. It has been going on for some time now. Maybe a little rest.’ By now Chander believed that rest was what he needed, and what he deserved. His responsibilities were not many. He only had one daughter and his son wanted to break away from the Amritsar Lala tradition and enter law or public administration. If his father gave him a monthly pension out of his portion of the family income, he could manage on his own and regain his strength.


Lala Diwan Chand was vehemently opposed to any kind of division in the family. As long as he was alive, everybody would be provided for. But with each new child Kasturi produced, the murmurs of discontent became louder and more persistent.


Finally, worn out by his elder daughter-in-law’s increasing quarrelsomeness in the home, and gently supported by his widowed sister, Lala Diwan Chand agreed to pension off his older son with a substantial monthly stipend. His property he refused to divide. He had worked all his life to make it grow, and he was not about to halve and quarter it now. What he thought was a final solution, however, turned out to be the beginning of a long chain of partitions.




*





The family owned large orchards on the outskirts of Amritsar, on Lepel Griffin Road. It was eventually decided to add to the three rooms already there in order to accommodate the two brothers. Suraj Prakash was pleased at the prospect of shifting. He had been worried about Kasturi, and was relieved to have his father share that concern. Furthermore, his older children were approaching marriageable age, and the openness of the orchard house would make wedding arrangements more convenient. Once the boys married, there would also be ample space to build bedrooms for the new couples.


Lajwanti saw this as a golden opportunity to detach herself, once and for all, from her sister-in-law. Why should the shift to Lepel Griffin Road not be extended to include separate living quarters as well? When Somnath married, there would be plenty of space for him and his wife in a new house, whereas if both the brothers still lived together, there would be no room for anybody. She started to work on her husband.
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The next week as Lala Diwan Chand sat with his sons in the small angan of the city house it was obvious that Chander was agitated. Normally quiet and withdrawn, he insisted on speaking before his father had even finished his milk.


‘Baoji, the house. We have to think of Shakuntala and Somnath too. Another one should be built side by side. When they get married …’


‘What is this?’ Lala Diwan Chand began to grow angry. ‘Let them first get married. Then you will see what I shall do for them. Further separation of the family is impossible! Your brother’s children are like your own. One blood flows in them.’


Next weekend, the same agitation, the same hurry to get the words out. ‘Baoji, they are eleven, and we are two. How will everything be equal-equal? With two houses …’ He hesitated and stopped.


‘Beta, since when have everybody’s needs not been met equally?’ demanded his father. ‘We do not consider what we can get, but what we need. Have you or your family ever wanted for anything under my roof?’ Lala Diwan Chand raised his voice so that the message would reach any ears that were listening.


‘But after you, Baoji …’ persisted Chander Prakash.


Suraj Prakash gasped. His brother was indeed far gone, if he could talk of his father’s dying in such an inauspicious manner, and to his face. Lala Diwan Chand’s face took on a rigid look as Chander continued, ‘It may not be always so. Why create quarrels among our children’s children?’


‘We are teaching them to do that now,’ said Lala Diwan Chand firmly, his eyebrows bristling. ‘If we cannot live together, how can we expect the younger ones to do so?’ Turning to his younger son, he stated, ‘I cannot countenance two different units.’


Suraj Prakash looked mute and non-questioning, Lala Diwan Chand looked angry, while Chander Prakash looked stubborn and childish.


Every weekend Lala Diwan Chand was faced by his elder son’s persistent harping on this theme. This house thing was beginning to be a nightmare. And yet the pressures to move were great. The needs of his daughter-in-law and his grandchildren demanded it. His fury grew. I have made them, fed them, clothed them, and now they behave like this, he thought. At such a time with the drain on expenses and manpower, to be forced into further construction, further breakup! He was deeply mortified at being manœuvred into this position. He thought of asking his sister to talk to Lajwanti, but dismissed it. Lajwanti was clever, his sister was simple. In the end it would make little difference.


Ultimately he gave in. He could not bear to see Chander work himself into such agonized states. If separation was inevitable, better to do it while he was alive than to have his sons bicker over his property after he was dead. Bitterly he said to his son, ‘You realize your house will only be built after the first one has been completed.’ And Lajwanti, who had been listening as usual, knew she had won.
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The next six months saw construction work being carried out at Lepel Griffin Road. The existing row of three rooms in the orchard had served as a place to eat and have the children nap in when the family had come on day excursions. Now an angan, kitchen, milk-room, dining-room and storerooms were being added behind the main section. The stables, garage and cowshed were connected to the main building by a long, dark passageway. In one corner of the angan, a well was dug with a hand-pump to enclose into a dark and slippery bathing place, lit by a lantern. At a hygienic distance from the house were three sheds with commodes beneath cement platforms.


Every night Suraj Prakash would inform Kasturi about progress on the building. ‘The children won’t be able to get into mischief there‚’ she frequently remarked after he finished. Expenditures were always more acceptable if children were involved.


Lajwanti overheard and burned. How like Kasturi to take advantage of her situation even in this. She herself had never used her children as means to any end. But her day would come, and then, after almost twenty years, she would be able to draw her breath in peace.




*





Knowing that the pattern of their communal life was going to change soon, the three women took care to preserve the norms of peace that had existed in the early days of their joint-family household. The great-aunt was the saddest to leave the old house. She had been living with her brother since he had taken her away from her in-laws’ house after she had become a widow at the age of fourteen. He had educated her, entrusted her with his charitable works, and introduced her to the concepts of Dayanand Saraswatiji. One of the rooms in the new house was to be kept exclusively for her. Lala Diwan Chand’s only stipulation to his younger son had been that his sister stay with him, where she would receive the dignity and respect that was her due.


Suraj Prakash, Kasturi, their eleven children, and the great-aunt shifted within a year of the doctor’s recommendation. Lajwanti refused to go with them. She didn’t want to deprive her sister-in-law of any space, she would wait till her own humble dwelling was ready. Of course, she missed her nieces and nephews terribly, but Fate was always so cruel to her, what could she do? That is why she took the tonga out every evening and went over to visit them in Lepel Griffin Road. Before leaving, she would take a tour of the house going up next door. She questioned the workmen extensively, and complained about everything to Suraj Prakash. It was just to help him, she said. She knew how busy he was, how little time he had, and how unfortunate it was that her own husband’s ill health did not allow him to contribute more. Her helpfulness grew so great that Suraj Prakash wrote to Somnath in Lahore to take a more active hand in the building. What with running the business, looking after the construction, and trying to meet Lajwanti’s expectations, he began to feel that some of the responsibility should go to the eldest male of the next generation. He was tired and could do no more.
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