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Synopsis of 28 Years A Bachelor


It is a truth universally acknowledged, that an Indian woman in possession of a son with an engineering degree, must be in want of a daughter-in-law with an outsized dowry. 


Which can be a problem when said son is vehemently opposed to dowry. He is also opposed to city living, to meddlesome neighbours, to wacky grandfathers and to caustic grandmothers. But when he’s blessed with all of the above, what’s man to do? 


><


From the author of The Temple Is Not My Father and Tell A Thousand Lies. The latter was shortlisted for the 2012 Tibor Jones South Asia prize. UK's Glam magazine calls this novel one of their five favourite tales from India.




Prologue


Note: Glossary At End


Gopanpally Village


“Get up, get up.”


Madhav batted away the hand poking at him.


“Get up,” the voice in his ear insisted.


Madhav forced an eye open. 


His grandfather grinned down at him. 


Madhav propped himself up on an elbow, shook his head to dispel the grogginess and sighed. “What’s wrong now?”


“Why does something have to be wrong, you negative fellow?”


“Maybe because you’re harassing me in the middle of the night?”


“Night? Bah! It is practically Brahmi muhurtam.” Tataiyya’s eyes danced with excitement. “Up, up, up!”


A whole forty-eight minutes before sunrise. Great! Madhav slumped against the headboard. At twenty-eight years of age, and on a vacation that was way overdue, hadn’t he earned the right to sleep in? All through his school years his father had woken him up at Brahmi muhurtam, lecturing that what Madhav learned at this hour would stay with him for life. Now he knew who was to blame. “Tataiyya, it’s the middle of the night. Can’t you come back at a more reasonable hour? Say noon?”


“Complaining so much? A young, strong boy like you? Cha!” 


Like that eight-hour motorbike ride from Hyderabad yesterday wasn’t enough, immediately upon arrival he’d escorted his pregnant sister to the doctor. After helping his grandparents settle in after their own trip, he had hit the bed only past midnight.  


Madhav collapsed on the pillow. “Tataiyya, it is nowhere close to dawn. Even the birds are taking it easy.”


If Tataiyya had been young enough to dance from foot to foot, he might have. Instead he leaned forward, rubbing his palms together in glee. “Good things are about to happen!”


Greater men had succumbed in the face of Tataiyya’s dogged persistence. Madhav sighed in defeat. “Give me ten minutes.” 


When he stumbled on to the veranda, his grandmother was already seated. 


“Madhav’s also here,” Nainamma said. “So what’s the big fuss?”


Tataiyya raised a finger, then dialled on his mobile phone. “How much longer?” His head bounced like a spring-loaded neck atop a cheap, throwaway pen. Hanging up, he grinned.


“You woke me up to practice on your mobile phone?” Madhav groaned.


“Bah! You had to inherit your grandmother’s pleasant disposition!”


Nainamma snorted.


Madhav’s sister, Jaya, yawned as she made her way to the empty armchair.


“So what’s the big surprise?” Madhav asked.


“If I told you, it wouldn’t be a surprise, would it?” He tapped a foot impatiently, looking at his watch every few seconds, putting it to his ear to make sure it still worked.


Nainamma sighed at her husband and pushed a footrest in Jaya’s direction. 


Thanking her grandmother with a smile, Jaya put her feet up and lay back in the armchair. Putting a hand to her back, she groaned. Back pain had been her constant companion during pregnancy. 


“Sorry, child, for getting you up so early,” Tataiyya said. He flicked a finger at Madhav. “Not you.” He turned back to Jaya. “Just you. But it will be worth it. Trust me.”


Madhav lay back on the swing and closed his eyes. He was getting too old for Tataiyya’s antics. Hopefully Jaya’s new baby would soon occupy all of his grandfather’s attention.


A horn tooted. Madhav opened his eyes in time to see Tataiyya bounding down the veranda steps. His grandfather had much more energy than a seventy-year-old ought to have – the man was loping across the walled-in mud-packed courtyard, to the gate.


Curious, Madhav sat up to watch. 


The door of the taxi opened. Tataiyya helped an elderly lady out. There was animated discussion between the two. As the driver grabbed a suitcase from the taxi, Tataiyya held out his arm. With Tataiyya’s support the lady crossed the courtyard and started to climb the four steps that led up to the veranda.


Jaya asked, “Who is she?”


Nainamma peered in the early dawn and shrugged.


The lady was clad in a white cotton sari, the loose end of it wrapped around her shoulders and over her shaved head. White ceremonial ash, the vibhuti, streaked across her forehead. She walked up the stairs, holding a palm to her chest to ease her breath. Once on the veranda, she slowly turned to where Nainamma stood. She looked at Nainamma, then back at Tataiyya. Tataiyya nodded in quick jerky motions, his eyes gleaming. 


The lady looked at Nainamma, her eyes filling. “Chelli?” 


Nainamma’s face drained of colour. 


The other lady made no attempt to stem her tears.


“No!” Nainamma whispered hoarsely. “Can’t be.” She looked at Tataiyya. 


He nodded. 


Madhav got to his feet, as did Jaya. They looked at each other in puzzlement.


Nainamma’s hand trembled. 


Tataiyya beamed. 


Nainamma took a step forward, then two. “Akka?” she said, voice hoarse.


When the lady nodded, the two women fell into each other’s arms and burst into tears.  


Madhav and Jaya exchanged puzzled glances as the ladies held each other and wept. Tataiyya continued to beam. A good five minutes later, the two ladies separated, Nainamma’s arm wrapped around the older lady.


The older lady touched Nainamma’s face gently, both ladies watery-eyed.


“And what have we here?” the elderly lady asked.


“My grandson, Madhav, and granddaughter, Jaya,” Nainamma said, her voice shaking with emotion. 


The older lady motioned the two forward. When they bent in unison to touch her feet, she put a hand on Jaya’s shoulder to prevent her from bending because of the pregnancy. She placed her hand on their heads, then traced their faces with trembling hands.


“Nainamma?” Madhav was shaken to see his grandmother this emotional. 


Nainamma cleared her throat. “My sister.”


“What?” Madhav said, taken aback. “I didn’t even know you had a sister. A living one, that is.” 


“We’ve been trying for years to find her. I never thought I’d see her again.” She looked at Tataiyya in deep gratitude. 


Tataiyya squirmed in discomfort.


“How come you didn’t recognize her?”


“She’s grown old since the last time I saw her.”


The other lady laughed shakily, cupping Nainamma’s cheek. “Look at you, you young thing.”


“When was the last time you saw each other?” Jaya asked.


“Sixty years ago.” 
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“Come,” Nainamma said, holding a hand out to her sister. “I’ll get you something to eat while you freshen up.”


The taxi driver gawked as Tataiyya went down the steps. “Your wife hasn’t seen her sister in sixty years?”


Tataiyya nodded as he peeled off notes to pay the other man.


“Sixty years?” The driver counted the notes and looked up. “But how is that possible?”


“She’s been living in Kashi. It took me all these years to track her down.”


“How did you manage that?”


“I got a sixth class kid to do internet for me. Luckily he was able to find her.”


Someone in the car tooted the horn. The driver looked back, torn between curiosity and the need to leave. The horn sounded again. Sighing, he walked down the stairs, alternately looking over his shoulder, and shaking his head. 


Madhav paced about on the veranda. “So what’s the story?”


“All in good time.”


“You have the patience of a bumble bee, and you want me to be patient?”


“Watch it, grandson. Your manners aren’t ageing in proportion to your body.”


Madhav rolled his eyes.


Tataiyya waggled his eyebrows and grinned.




Chapter 1


Madhav’s Office, Hyderabad, 6 months ago 


“Why you not visiting to your grandfather?” Lingam garu asked.


Madhav didn’t sigh, but oh, he wanted to. Since his grandfather’s friend had taken a correspondence course in spoken English, a whole new world had opened up. Not that Madhav begrudged Lingam garu his newly acquired talent, but why did he persist in torturing the tongue when both men spoke perfectly fine Telugu?


“Job is taxing?” Lingam garu asked. “I can help?”


Madhav shook his head. 


More recently Lingam garu had discovered the world of IGNOU – the Indira Gandhi National Open University. He was on a mission to learn as many things as he could. Last heard, the older man was taking a course in nautical sciences, though what he would do with this knowledge in their land-locked village of Gopanpally, Madhav hadn’t a clue. 


Lingam garu waved the documents. “Good thing I am taking legal-type course.” 


Okay, add ‘legal-type’ to the list.


“Now I am like lawyer only, no? Very useful in village. See, I am making official papers for your grandfather.” He thrust the documents under Madhav’s nose.


Madhav grabbed Lingam garu’s hand before he went cross-eyed. In Lingam garu’s defence the documents had been typed up on a fifty-rupee stamp paper and duly attested by a gazetted officer. 


Lingam garu snatched his hand back. Picking up the moon-shaped reading glasses hanging from a string around his neck, he placed them on his barely-there nose, giving him the appearance of an overindulged child. “I, Sri. V. V. S. S. Koteswara Rao, aged grandfather to Madhav, hereby instructing to my grandson, vide document number 112/A/X, to presenting himself in house number 1-2-3/3/2/10/A/C-339 in Gopanpally village of Bhadra Taluka with immediate effect. Talking property matters. Ver-rry urgent.” 


Lingam garu had the key legal words down all right – ‘vide, hereby, with immediate effect.’ 


“Good, no?” Lingam garu beamed.


Must have copied it from some Government of India circular, in triplicate, with two carbon papers inserted for good measure. 


“Tataiyya has lived in that house for what, seventy years now? What could be so urgent?”


“When coming to village?”


“I need a stronger reason if I’m to take time off.” Madhav dropped his chin to his chest, trying to loosen the muscles in his neck. The perk of having a high-salaried, prestigious job was that he was always stressed for time. As if on cue, his manager poked his head through the door of Madhav’s office. 


“Document’s due, you know.” The manager looked disapproving as he eyed Lingam garu. 


The man had emailed Madhav at 11:30 the previous night and expected a turn-around on a project which ideally needed a week to finish. Suppressing a sigh, Madhav nodded.


Lingam garu grinned at the manager’s retreating back. “I got beauty legal language, no?” 


Madhav picked up the sponge stress-ball on his table and squeezed it. A pulse began to tick in his jaw. “Beauty. Very beauty.” He bent forward, palms joined together in entreaty. “Please don’t think anything, but if I do not get back to work, my manager is going to throw me out of my job.” Lingam garu had been in Madhav’s office for the better part of an hour, after all.


“When you visiting to grandfather and talking property matters?”


“Not any time soon, unfortunately.”


The spherical little man wiggled in his chair, trying to find a comfortable position. “You youngsters. No time for anyone only. The old people, they wait, wait, wait. When they expire, grandchildren will come weeping.”


Great, now he was being emotionally blackmailed by his grandfather's sidekick. “What do you want me to do?” 


“Why you not come to village and talk to grandfather? You are not showing yourself for long, long time.” 


“I was there less than four months ago. Don’t tell me you’ve forgotten the chicken caper?” Madhav snickered. Neither man, Tataiyya or Lingam garu, had experience buying chickens or eggs, or eating them for that matter, but they had taken a lofty mission upon themselves – to purchase egg-laying chickens and donate them to the local orphanage. It was the district joke that the men had returned with fifty male ones.


Lingam garu glowered. 


“Well . . . I do have Sankranthi holidays coming up.”


“One-months-and-half too too too far away!”


“That’s the best I can do. I’ll take the entire week off. At least I’ll spend a chunk of time with my grandparents. Not the one day in-and-out I typically do when I have to swoop in and rescue the two of you. From yourselves, I might add.” He gave Lingam garu a pointed look, which the older man pointedly ignored. 


Lingam garu slid forward in his chair, preparing to launch himself out of it. “Vo-khay,” he said, adding flair to the otherwise bland ‘okay.’ “Sankranthi festival time very auspicious, yes? And January not cold for city peoples, yes?”


“Err . . . yes. Everything else is well?”


“Just finished shrimp growing course.”


“But you’re vegetarian.”


Lingam garu gave him an open-mouthed how-does-that-matter look. “Taking motor-cycle maintenance course next.”


“Correspondence?” Madhav asked blandly.


“How else? I’m some low-class fellow that I’ll learn in mechanic shop?” He sniffed. “You bringing your sister?”


“Her in-laws. You know they probably won’t give their permission. But I’ll be there.”


Lingam garu’s face fell for a moment, then brightened. “Okay, okay. Very okay.” Lingam garu waddled forward like the rotating middle of a cement mixer. 


That didn't seem to require a response, so Madhav touched his right palm to his chest in respect. The other man reciprocated the gesture and found his way to the door. 




Chapter 2


Home of Jaya’s in-laws, Hyderabad 


“My brother is going to the village to visit our grandparents. For Sankranthi,” Jaya said hesitantly, hovering by the edge of the dining table. Her parents-in-law and husband sat eating dinner, while Jaya served the food. 


Madhav watched from the cot placed against the wall as his sister pleaded her case. 


“Perhaps . . . I could . . .?”


“Rice,” her father-in-law said. 


Jaya hurried around the dining table with the bowl of rice, past her husband, Anant; past her mother-in-law. She served her father-in-law, adding increments till he spread a palm over his plate. He swirled in the spicy-smelling sambar and continued to eat. 


As his face tightened in anger, Madhav worked at a bland expression, not wanting to get his sister in trouble. There was no point in asking the mother-in-law or Anant. The approval would have to come from the father-in-law. 


“Nanna,” Anant said, addressing his father. “Jaya would like to go with Madhav.”


“Curd,” his father said. 


As Jaya served him, Anant tried again. “Please?” 


“No,” his father said, continuing to eat.


“But Nanna, Jaya has not visited her village since we got married. Her grandparents are anxious to see her. It’s been five years.”


“I know how long it’s been.” The father-in-law pushed his chair back and got up. 


“Nanna!” Anant looked upset.


The father-in-law looked at his wife. “Was there anything unclear in what I said?” 


She shook her head. 


The father-in-law walked to the sink on the side, noisily rinsed his mouth and spat out the water. He held out a hand. Jaya was ready with the towel. He wiped his mouth, dropped the towel in his daughter-in-law’s waiting hand and moved towards the cot. 


Madhav scrambled to his feet.


The father-in-law climbed onto the cot and lay down. In seconds he was snoring. His fifteen-minute, post-lunch nap. 


“All Jaya wants is to see her grandparents,” Anant said to his mother. “What’s wrong with that?”


“Instead of whiling away time wishing for frivolous things, she should pray with a clean, pure heart. She should do more fasting, go to more temples.” She looked pointedly at Jaya stomach. “Why else hasn’t God seen it fit to fill your womb, hanh?”


Jaya picked up her father-in-law’s plate and walked to the kitchen sink. 


Madhav ground his teeth, itching to give the mother-in-law a piece of his mind, but knowing from past experience that it would backfire on his sister.


After five years of being childless Jaya claimed she was quite used to the taunts. And, if it were a choice between her mother-in-law’s taunts and her father-in-law’s remote authoritarianism, she preferred the taunts any day.  As her mother-in-law and Anant finished up, Jaya added their plates to the pile of used dishes and cleared the table. 


Madhav and Anant followed Jaya to the kitchen.


“I’m sorry,” Anant mumbled to Madhav.


Madhav worked his jaw loose. “It’s hardly your fault.” 


Anant was a good man. He took care of Jaya as best as a man lacking a spine could.


“Why don’t you let me tell them?” Anant asked Jaya.


“What difference would it make?” Jaya said.


Anant’s doctor had let it slip that it was Anant’s low sperm count that was the reason for the lack of children. But all the science in the world wouldn’t convince the in-laws that her ‘barrenness’ wasn’t her fault, not that Madhav was assigning blame. He just wished Jaya’s in-laws would leave the younger couple alone.


Anant slumped against the counter as Jaya settled on the floor to eat. No one had come out and said Jaya could not sit at the dining table. But with her father-in-law lying in the cot in the narrow pathway next to the table, she hardly had a choice. This was what life had come to for his sister, Madhav thought with bitterness. Sitting on the cold kitchen floor, eating by herself. 


Growing up, his baby sister had been vivacious, full of life, coddled to the point of being spoilt. Their parents had encouraged Madhav and Jaya to study well. “Work hard, otherwise you will be washing utensils for a living,” they said. 


Jaya did everything right, studying diligently to be an engineer, not following the example set by her beloved older brother who studied as little as he could get away with, mostly because he was out partying with friends. 


Madhav barely got decent marks, while Jaya ended up the University gold medallist. Now he had the well-paying job in an IT firm and she was the one washing utensils.


“Anant,” the imperious voice of his father called. 


Anant raised a hand and pushed back his hair in a nervous gesture. 


“Go,” Jaya said as she went back to eating. 


Giving Madhav an apologetic look, Anant shuffled out of the room. 


“I should go, too,” Madhav said. If he didn’t get out of here, he’d smash a fist in the father-in-law’s face. “Tataiyya and Nainamma will understand.” His grandparents would understand only too well how bad life was for their beloved granddaughter.


His baby sister nodded, face expressionless.  




Chapter 3


Gopanpally Village


Madhav looked at the early morning sunlight streaming in. Six days of doing nothing! For once he was glad Lingam garu had manipulated him into coming. Smiling in pleasure he folded his arms below his head, reminiscing about Sankranthis past. As a child, kite-flying had been the biggest lure of the festival – buying paper-thin kites and balancing them for perfect flight, reinforcing twines with glued-on shards of glass, organizing kite-battles where you tried to down each other’s kites using the reinforced twines. 


These days he was content to relax, spend time with his grandparents and relish the food his grandmother made. Sitting in the inner courtyard with his crusty grandmother and drinking coffee – he couldn’t think of a better start to his day. He hurriedly freshened up and went in search of her. 


Nainamma was in the kitchen – no surprise there – stirring something over the gas stove.  Her hair was completely black, in contrast to the talcum-powdered tone of her face, and her skin stretched tightly across raised cheekbones. If Madhav hadn’t known for certain that plastic surgeons had yet to find their way to Gopanpally, he’d have been very suspicious of her smooth skin. The huge diamond stud embedded in her nose gave his grandmother a rather cute air, though she would be mortified to know that. Her one concession to vanity was the crisply starched Venkatagiri cotton saris she favoured, the loose end tucked in at the waist.  


There was something endearing about the way she stood atop a stool – because she could no longer reach the top of the pan on the stove – stirring away vigorously, her multi-hued glass bangles, interspersed with gold ones, jangling in rhythm. 


Madhav’s stomach growled in response to the delicious smells. Walking to the counter, he put his hand out to snag a freshly fried vada. 


Nainamma slapped his hand away. “How many times do I have to tell you, I have to offer it to the Gods before you can put it in your mouth?” 


Madhav grinned as she continued to mutter under her breath about badly raised, Godless city boys. 


He breathed in the aroma. “What is that curry? Cabbage?”


Nainamma swung her head around, a look of disbelief on her face. “See what happens when you stay away for so long? Forgotten all our vegetables. Shamelessly hankering for English ones.”  


Madhav laughed out loud. Nothing had changed. His crusty old grandmother still refused entry into her kitchen to all vegetables ‘English’ – potatoes, tomatoes, beans, carrots, cauliflower and, of course, cabbage; never mind the British were long gone, their vegetables now as Indian as dondakaya or potlakaya. 


“Come and have coffee with me,” Madhav said, trying to cajole his grandmother.


“You think this is a 9-to-5 job?” 


“9-to-5?” Madhav teased. “Granny, you’re zipping along in the 21st century.”  


She smacked him on the shoulder. “Go away, you manner-less boy. I have import-ment things to do.” For all Nainamma’s insistence on the traditional, she often sprinkled her Telugu with mispronounced English words. ‘Mod-run’ – for modern – was another favourite.


“Have coffee with me.” He wrapped his arm around her in a hug and was batted away for his efforts. “Please?”


“What is wrong with you youngsters? Only thing you ever think of is food.” 


Giving his grandmother a last squeeze, Madhav left the kitchen whistling. Despite her crankiness, he knew that coffee, and Nainamma, would appear in the next few minutes. He bent to pass under the low hanging doorframe, out into the inner courtyard. 


The rectangular space had been the central gathering place in his youth, before the veranda took over that honour. The walkway was a couple steps higher than the courtyard, with bedrooms, the bathroom and the kitchen lining it. In the centre of the courtyard was the tulsi. 


Madhav went down the couple steps, slid out of his slippers and touched the holy plant. Joining his palms together, he closed his eyes in a brief prayer.  Sliding his feet back into the slippers, he sat down on the high step going up to the walkway. He’d been sitting barely a minute before Nainamma appeared, followed by Buchamma, the maid.


Madhav took the coffee and smiled his thanks at Buchamma. He leaned back against a column supporting the roof and sipped appreciatively. Nothing beat village coffee, he thought, as Buchamma helped Nainamma settle into an armchair. 


“You are up.” Tataiyya’s voice boomed across the courtyard. His grandfather looked fresh and hearty in a sparkling white kurta and matching pancha. His luxuriant mane of stark white hair was swept towards the back of his head. A big boned man, he was well over six feet tall, with limbs like the gnarled trunk of a banyan. His face was like an elongated pumpkin, his cheeks plump. A fierce looking moustache, twirled to perfection, adorned his face. Grey ceremonial ash, the vibhuti, was smeared across his forehead, evidence that prayers were over for the day. Sitting down next to Madhav, he asked, “You’re enjoying your vacation?” 


Madhav nodded, and the three were silent as they enjoyed their first cup of the day. He waited for his grandfather to broach again the topic of Madhav’s move back to the village. This had been the topic of animated conversation every visit. He knew an attack was coming as surely as the village suffered power cuts in the summer. 


“Been checking out Bhavani, have we?” Nainamma said. 


Madhav choked on his coffee. All he’d done was smile at the girl as her father introduced her. On a previous visit. Of course, it was a particularly warm smile, given that she was particularly good-looking. Still.  


Tataiyya pounded Madhav on his back till he got his breath back. 


“Wh . . . at?” Madhav said.


“Your ears have a problem, Boy?” Nainamma said.


Madhav scowled, quite certain his face was a certain English-vegetable red. 


Tataiyya grinned.


How Nainamma had found out, he had no idea. But she had a web of informants that could put the former KGB to shame. 


“Well?”


Madhav took a few more sips of coffee to buy time. His grandparents lived in hopes of his marrying and providing them with great-grandchildren. Any girl he smiled at was immediately filed away as a prospective granddaughter-in-law. “I hadn’t noticed.”


Nainamma gave an inelegant snort. “Do you see any flower in my ear?” 


Madhav shook his head. The day he was able to con his grandmother was the day he would . . . he would . . . Madhav gave up. He was too frazzled to think.




Chapter 4


“We shall tour the house,” Tataiyya said.


 Lingam garu, ‘legal-type’ document maker, had arrived fifteen minutes earlier to aid in formal inspection of the property – though, toward what end, Madhav couldn’t fathom. Madhav had spent a chunk of his summer vacations here in Gopanpally, and knew the lay of the land as well as Tataiyya. Better, even. 


Tataiyya flicked a finger at Madhav and took off. 


Rolling his eyes, Madhav followed the two older men from the veranda into the cool, dark front room, and then out onto the walkway that ran around the inner courtyard. Tataiyya pointed out each room as the three ambled along. “Bedroom, bedroom, store room, bathroom.” 


They trooped into each room as Tataiyya pointed them out, Lingam garu huffing behind them like an overloaded diesel tractor.


 “Kitchen,” Tataiyya said.


As they peered in, Nainamma shooed them away. “Go bother someone else.”


“That way,” Tataiyya said, pointing a thumb to the back of the house. A narrow passageway between the two bedrooms led to the backyard. 


“Tataiyya,” Madhav protested. “What’s the point . . .” His voice trailed away. 


“Quite something, isn’t it?” Tataiyya beamed. Next to him, Lingam garu looked inordinately pleased with himself. “I advising. You liking?”


Madhav forced himself to nod, not trusting his voice to come out right. Two marble columns soared into the dazzling morning sky, with an arch spanning the columns. Four polished white-marble steps led down to the backyard, and on to . . . nowhere. Behind the backyard wall were endless farms.


Tataiyya looked at him expectantly.


Unable to find his voice, Madhav nodded again. How did one respond to such a monstrosity?


“The entrance is East-facing. It will bring you good fortune, you know.” A smile spread over Tataiyya’s face. 


Madhav smiled back, absurdly touched by his grandfather’s pleasure at having done this for Madhav.


Twenty minutes later, the men returned to the veranda, to Nainamma sipping coffee. 


“Thank you for the tour,” Madhav said. “May I ask the point of it?”


“You may,” Tataiyya said grandly. He waved a hand at Lingam garu in a sweeping gesture.


Lingam garu dived into his ever-present shoulder bag, dug out a fistful of documents and retrieved his reading glasses from the front pocket of his shirt. Perching them on his nose, he began to read in Telugu-infused English. “Madhav, you hereby informed that you are owner of backside of house numbering 1-2-3/3/2/10/A/C-339 in Gopanpally village of Bhadra taluka. Your property is straight line from mango tree in West to vegetable patch in East, and everything backside of line. Keeping of vegetable patch, cow shed, kitchen by Sri V. V. S. S. Koteswara Rao only. For prayers, sharing tulsi plant in courtyard.” He looked up at Madhav. “You will getting nice, big portion of house, no?”


 “But Lingam garu, the line that runs from the mango tree to the vegetable patch will divide the house unevenly, giving me a bigger portion of the inner courtyard. All my grandparents will be left with is a tiny triangle.” 


“Your grandfather wishing like that only.”


Madhav gave his grandmother a pained look.


“Don’t look at me.” Nainamma raised her hands in defence. “I’m not the one cooking up fly-brained schemes.”


Tataiyya gave his wife a look.


Madhav said to Tataiyya, “If I get the only bathroom in the house, along with the two big rooms, how will Nainamma and you manage with two small rooms and no bathroom? And what will I do with a kitchen-less house?” 


“Your grandfather, he very wise man, yes?” Lingam garu said. 


“So wise,” Nainamma said, “that he built me a roofless tin-shed for use as bathroom. Outside the house.” She looked distinctly unhappy. 


“Good Vaastu,” Lingam garu said in the tone of the teacher he was not, “wanting East entrance for house, yes? Very auspicious. Your grandfather, he making big entrance for you in house’s behind. He sure you will coming to stay in village if Vaastu of house is good.”


“Tataiyya, you believe in Vaastu now?” Madhav shook his head in disbelief. Long ago when Madhav’s father wanted to make changes to the house based on the ancient structural science, Tataiyya had refused. 


The older man gave him an embarrassed smile. 


“And the back of the house isn’t East-facing,” Madhav said.


“Aiyyo!” Lingam garu clapped a hand to his mouth. “You are questioning to your venerated grandfather?” 


Madhav raised an eyebrow at his grandfather. 


Tataiyya clicked his tongue in impatience. “It’s in that general direction, so what’s the problem?” 


“Anyway,” Lingam said. “You house wanting or not?” 


Or not, Madhav thought. But that was beside the point. For years his grandfather's house had had a South-West facing entrance. Tataiyya had never let it bother him that his house was not in harmony with Vaastu, much to the dismay of Madhav’s parents. “The bathroom is actually in the East part of the house, quite the opposite of what is prescribed, and the kitchen isn’t in the East or even the North-East corner of the house – so necessary for a cheerful housewife.” Madhav risked a look at his grandmother.


She raised her chin, daring him to elaborate. 


Which, of course, he didn’t. He wasn’t insane. “Why only Vaastu? Why not Feng Shui?” 


Lingam garu’s ears perked. “Wha. . . aat is this Fung Shung, I say?” 


“Vaastu of China people,” Nainamma said. “I’m sure you can find a correspondence course for it.”


Lingam garu pursed his lips, trying to decide if he was being made fun of. “Hanh,” he finally said.


“Next time you visit,” Tataiyya said to Madhav, “you shall take over as owner.”


“But how will I get to the back, to my part of the house?” Madhav said. “Past the mango tree?” 


“Aiyyo, no, no, no!” Lingam garu waved his chubby arms. “That is where your grandfather made bathroom, because now his portion not having.”


“But the other side has a big banyan tree.” 


“But two foot space is there between tree and house, no?” 


“I’m supposed to squeeze sideways to get to my portion? Why can't I just use the main door?” 


“Aiyyo!” Lingam garu sounded appalled. “For your health and wealth, you will needing East facing entrance. Your Tataiyya, he will keeping South-West facing entrance.” He struggled forward in his chair, additional documents in hand.


Madhav moved up to grab the papers before the man lost more breath on his account. “Nothing wrong with my health and wealth now.” 


“When you marrying and bringing missus, she giving you big strong sons to carry your name, yes?” Lingam garu gave Madhav a sly wink. “You wanting harmonious life with no quarrels, yes? You wanting good Vaastu for that, yes?”


“Is this why you had me summoned to the village?” 


“Later,” Tataiyya said. “Now’s not the time.”


“Fine.” Madhav looked at the documents in his hand and sighed. So now he was part owner of a big rectangular house, his share of which was dissected diagonally and separated from his grandfather's no-bathroom-within-the-premises portion. And he, Madhav, was kitchen-less, not that he’d be doing any cooking on his visits. “I don't even know why I am arguing with you,” he said finally. “I just bought a three bedroom flat in Hyderabad. What am I to do with half-a-house in the village?” 




Chapter 5


“Look around,” Tataiyya said to Madhav, the morning after the Grand House Tour. “What more could a man want?”


“Hmm.”  Madhav sat on the veranda, facing the dusty road. On the other side was a cluster of five houses, fields stretching out on either side. His grandfather’s house, boxed in by fields, had no neighbours.  


“I thought they were going to lay a tar road,” Madhav said. 


Sivanna, long-time manservant of Tataiyya, said, “Elections come, roads come.”


Madhav grunted in response.


Tataiyya lay back in his rocking chair, fingers locked together over his slight paunch, bare feet resting on a footstool. “A man’s house is his castle, you know,” he said, spreading his arms expansively. “All this is yours, Child. You need to come back to where you belong, have your sons work the land.” 


Which sounded good, Madhav thought, except his grandfather didn’t have the needful land and Madhav didn’t have the requisite sons. Or a wife, come to think of it. 


He reached for the plate of food Nainamma handed him, sighing in pleasure. 


“Jaya?” Nainamma’s voice was tentative.


“Her father-in-law wouldn’t allow her to visit.”  Madhav tamped down his anger at the highhanded behaviour of his sister’s in-laws. Why rile his grandparents when there wasn’t anything they could do? 


Tataiyya’s face tightened. 


Nainamma looked distressed, but said nothing.


“And your parents?” Tataiyya asked. “How is their pilgrimage going?”


“Good,” Madhav said. “They’ve covered a lot of temples in North India. Now they’re in Nepal. They’ll be home in four days.” He proceeded to give the food the attention it deserved. Ten minutes later he set his plate and glass on the floor and leaned back, idly tracing the path of the jasmine creeper as it wound its way across the latticed canopy arched high above the front gate. He had always associated the scent of jasmine with his grandfather’s house. He lay back in contentment.


“Let me get you another cup of coffee,” Nainamma said, getting up. 


“I’m full to here.” Madhav put a hand to his throat. “I couldn’t possibly eat any more.” He reached for his glass and plate. 


“Give them to me,” Nainamma said, taking the utensils from him. “Let me get you some buttermilk, then. Will settle your stomach.”  


“Nainamma, you’ve already fed me pulihora, idlis, payasam and coffee. I do need to fit in my clothes when I get back.”


Nainamma bent forward and pinched Madhav’s arm. “Look at you – no flesh on your bones. Why–” 


“Why do you need to go back?” Tataiyya asked, cutting off his wife’s familiar what-is-my-daughter-in-law-feeding-my-grandson tirade.  


“Tataiyya, I have my friends, my work, my parents, my flat.” Not to mention the pretty colleague he had his eye on. 


“Is that enough?”


“What do you mean?” 


“You come home and say, my home is my castle?”


Madhav laughed. On the fifth floor of an apartment building, he had eighteen-hundred square feet of enclosed space which he owned, along with his bank. But a castle it wasn’t.


“What keeps you in the city?”


Madhav thought about his typical day. A flat in Nallakunta, an hour’s drive to his job in Kondapur, crazy traffic, barely time for friends, a list of chores with no end in sight. And his baby sister. Though he didn’t see her as much as he liked because her in-laws discouraged visits from her side of the family. 
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