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  More than the sahabs, bibis and babus, it was the servants who knew the lay of the two houses I grew up in, their scratched geography, their shadowed

  histories, their many voices of noon and curtaintude, evening and smokeliness. Because, more than the masters, it was the servants who had been midwives to the birth of the two houses that cradled

  our lives. Both the houses had grown up and wizened with them.




  And yet, the two houses had also been painstakingly built by their masters: built not only with the material available but also with their dreams, hopes and eccentricities. Pillared with the

  breath of masters, mistresses, servants, the two houses had been home to us in childhood and early youth; for, as the adage goes, houses are built of brick but homes are made of breath.




  I walk through one of the houses – the white one – with careful, muffled steps. The dust of my history lies heavily on this house. I do not wish to disturb these visible layers of

  accreted time. This is the house I will always know as Ammi ké yahan. At Ammi’s place. Ammi’s house. Though it was Ammi’s husband, my grandfather, who built it. But Ammi

  – mother to my father and aunts, ‘mother’ to all her grandchildren (forcing our actual mothers to adopt more plastic designations – Amma, Mummy, etc.) – Ammi took over

  and reordered the house in the years when we were growing up, years in which her husband was first confined to a wheelchair by Ahlzheimer’s and then, after a comatose state lasting seven

  years, buried in the family graveyard with genuine grief and genuine relief.




  I skate across the other house’s newly polished mosaic tile floor at the age of five or six. My shiny black school shoes slither and skid, and I imagine I am wearing roller skates. This

  house I have approached with a shout for many years. This house I still approach with something like a shout once a year. But the house no longer shouts back. Like an aged retainer, it smiles and

  grunts in reply. This house is the house of my parents. This house is simply house. Home. Ghar. There are times when I feel that this is the only home I have ever known, will ever know. No matter

  where I go, no matter how many years I stay away, this will be home.




  Both sprawl in the compound bought by my grandfather, a compound approximately one kilometre long and half a kilometre broad. Opposite them, across the narrow Barrack Lines Road planted with

  rare tall teak trees, lie the barren brown fields and the marching barracks of the local police force. To the south and the east lie broken ranges of half-wooded hills. Only one of them has a

  history and a name that lingers – Brahmjoni, the womb of Brahma. To the north starts the town. A town named after a holy asura. Not a demon, an asura. For both the houses border the heart of

  a space that does not lend itself easily to translation. It is a space of many shades of skin, many dialects and languages spoken by servants and family members; a space of people, memories and

  practices that see no need to be called by another name. As jalebis are not just ‘sweetmeats’ and rotis and parathas are never just ‘unleavened bread’, an asura cannot be

  just a demon.




  Ammi’s house, the white one, was built by my grandfather – doctor, educationist and amateur archaeologist with some minor finds to his name. It was built during the Second World War,

  when cement was strictly rationed. As such, it was built not with cement but with a compound of lime and earth that, claimed my grandfather and the ancient master mason who supervised the

  construction, was the mix favoured by the Mughals for centuries before the hard certainties of cement and concrete. The area from which the soil was removed was turned into a large pond with grassy

  banks, into which my grandfather released zeera – of the delectable rehu fish. It lay behind the servants’ quarters next to the white house, Ammi’s house. The rest of the compound

  was developed into a landscaped garden, a tasteful combination of Mughal and Victorian elements, with a south end of fruit trees and a north end of the original wild growth, and a walk skirting the

  entire compound.




  The white house had its particular relationship with servants. They lived in servants’ quarters, an enclosed space constructed around a large courtyard and attached to the kitchen and the

  storeroom. Breakfasts and dinners were cooked in the kitchen and carried on large brass trays covered with thin cloth at least 200 metres into the drawing room. It was usual, Ammi would tell us

  later with a mixture of pride and complaint, it was usual to have at least ten guests eating at each mealtime. Breakfast, lunch or dinner. Invited guests, unannounced visitors, passing relatives,

  poor relations being educated by my grandfather, travellers from the ancestral village. People who would only eat with fork and knife and people who wouldn’t care to touch them or know how to

  hold a fork, all eating together and as it suited them. Such a house craved its own quota of servants. It threw up servants – like the massive khansamah, Wazir Mian – who would never

  adjust to any other kind of house.




  Not even to the house that my father built in the late sixties. My father’s house, ghar to us, was just as massive a structure, built in the north end of the compound. Like his father, my

  father believed in continuity. It was built to resist the major earthquakes which hit the region once every fifty years or so. It stood, it stands, with the kind of beauty only silent strength can

  confer. It was built to defy time and house the next generation. It had a large dining table that could seat twelve people. All these things ought to have pleased Wazir Mian. But, alas, things had

  changed. Ghar had only a three-room servants’ quarters at the back. And even these were seldom used, most of the newer servants preferring to sleep in the verandas or one of the guestrooms.

  Its dining table would usually see only a guest or two during mealtimes. Wazir Mian was disappointed not in the house, but its accoutrements. Ghar required – and got – its own kind of

  servants. And the first sort could not always get along with the second.




  But what about the servants themselves, you may ask. Didn’t they have houses of their own?




  Some did and many didn’t. Some spent the years in Ammi’s house or our house saving up to build a house and buy (or buy back) land in some distant village, to which they ultimately

  returned. Others did not bother, moving on from one house of service to another. But such was the distance between their houses and ours and so fleeting the occasions, such as a marriage, when we

  entered their houses that to tell of the houses of our servants would be impossible for me. We saw their houses only once or twice, if ever. They were in places where the bus stopped only for a

  minute, or not at all.
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  When he steps into the clearing it is not yet fully light. He walks to one of the buses parked in the clearing, an area which looks a bit like an abandoned field and a

  half-hearted attempt at starting a garage; he walks slowly, listlessly. There is no point getting worked up about another day, another dawn, though it is hardly a day or even a dawn yet, and the

  fat bastard would still be snoring on his cushioned khaat. There are tyres piled outside a corrugated shed. A crowbar lies half embedded in mud where he had dropped it a month ago and where it

  would lie until one day it caught the fat bastard’s eye and gave him an apoplectic fit, serve him right, the mother-fucker. Some discarded motor parts are scattered around: a rusted mudguard,

  two or three handles, a cracked windscreen, small engine parts that he could name with his eyes closed. Tyres have worn deep grooves into the earth, though further down, near the barbed-wire fence,

  there is a stretch of irrigated and ploughed land where the fat bastard’s wife, his own second cousin (on his mother’s side), the once attractive Sunita, plants onions and garlic,

  cabbages and potatoes, all according to the season.




  There are dewdrops on the windowpanes of the bus. Once in a while a drop quivers, hesitates and starts rolling down. Of its own volition or encouraged by the slight chilly breeze, it rolls,

  slowly at first, and then faster as it collects more drops, until it appears to be a narrow stream hurtling down, down, down, until it drops to the dirty earth.




  He is a man who notices such things, he is a man who only notices such things; it seems to him, if he had noticed other things he would have been another man and not a bus driver plying one of

  the buses of his second cousin’s husband. He sees life in still small images, almost frozen, and does not really know what image – momentous or incidental – would etch a

  particular moment or day or trip into his memory. Some people collect stamps or bottles or coins; he collects images, you have to collect something as worthless as images, don’t you, no

  market value to them, and he has to collect them, nothing but them, images! images!, one from each trip of his life, thousands of them now, all meticulously remembered, just those single images, a

  colour, a scene, a face, an act italicized on the pages of memory. Not that he chooses the images consciously; that is simply the way his mind orders the seamless and yet unravelling days of his

  life.




  He unlocks and opens the front door of the bus and a foul smell, the document of yesterday, is wafted away on the morning breeze. The man pulls himself up into the driver’s seat, which is

  immediately illuminated by the yellow light that comes on. The passenger sections behind him are still dark, separated from his cubicle by rods that have been painted yellow to match the colour of

  the bus outside, with a narrower strip of brown and then a thin layer of bright red at the bottom of each rod – so that they almost look like pencils. Like a writer’s pencil. Typical,

  he thinks, typical that everything should conspire to remind him of his failures, for once, before he dropped out of college, he had hoped to write novels, had even written fifty-seven pages of one

  in Hindi, that was long ago, long ago, and now he has to be penned in by these pencils that, like a writer’s pencil, empower him – each trip a narrative made of the criss-crossing of

  other stories that board his bus and then go on unconcerned – even as they separate him from all that happens back there.




  Over the dashboard is written this legend in Hindi, scrawled unevenly in what might have been scarlet lipstick, what is scarlet lipstick, he knows, for he still has that stubbed lipstick

  left behind by a whore with the huge metal nose ring, over the dashboard is scribbled: ‘This place belongs to Driver Mangal Singh.’ For a few seconds Mangal Singh sits there in silence,

  watching the dials and needles on his dashboard. They will come to life with the turn of the ignition key, needles quivering, dials lit up weakly. He fingers the metal whistle hanging around his

  neck. He looks at the house nearest to the bus, the three-storey home of the owner of the bus, the fat bastard, sleeping there, snoring with his arm around Sunita who had once been attractive and

  fun to be with; the house is lying still in the half-dusk, sleeping, breathing softly, the windows closed like eyelids. Just before he turns the ignition key, again and again coaxing the old engine

  to start, he puts the whistle to his mouth and gives a short sharp blow on it. A sound that cuts across the dawn, the field and the houses like a bird in flight.
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  I still remember the street urchins from the other day, their arms stretched rigid, index fingers pointing, mouths framing the word that I could hear loud as a gong even though

  they were out of hearing distance: hijra hijra hijra.


  There was a time I could have been the keeper of the harem keys, a general, an adviser, a guard in the holiest of holy shrines – the . .

  . no, I will not name it in case some mullah takes offence. Those days eunuchs had a certain place in society, a role to play. In fact, a lot of this was because the prophet, peace-be-upon-him,

  considered us human beings – the third sex – and did not preach against us, though he discouraged castration even as a punishment. When Islam came to India, our position rose from that

  of untouchable curiosities to active and legitimate members of society. Before: we could not enter a temple, we could not adopt any profession except ritual dancing. After: we became advisers to

  young noblemen, artists, keepers of the harem keys, spies, soldiers, builders of cities, in one case even a famous general. That is why, in my ustad’s house, we have always adopted Muslim

  names. Even when we practised other faiths – because religion is not such an issue with us as it is with men and women – even then we adopted Muslim names. That is all, we were told,

  the various generations of ustads in our house ever asked of their chelas. That was our way of thanking the religion that, for a short period, made it possible for us to be ourselves.




  All that, as you know, was long ago. Things changed, middle-class morality or upper-caste religiosity – call it what you will – struck back at us. Perhaps the coming of the British,

  with their black and white theories, their European values and their Victorian morality; the coming of the British started our modern decline. You might be surprised at me, a ‘mere’

  eunuch, talking in such precise terms, offering rational opinions. After all, you probably associate us with those underdressed, overly made-up, angular ‘women’ who jump at you on the

  streets and demand money or who barge into marriage ceremonies with loud songs and have to be paid to go away. That is what we are now: that is what has happened to us. But that is not what we

  were, or what we could have been. We were trained to be dancers, artists, musicians, soldiers, even scholars. We served, but we were seldom servants. In some gharanas – my ustad ran one such

  – some vestiges of self-respect and culture survived even into this century. But it grew progressively harder to preserve such feelings and attitudes in a society that increasingly shut its

  doors on us. Once again, we were not part of society. We went back to being curiosities and social untouchables, marginal types, worse off than servants, something between a tart and a circus

  freak. The age tried to break off our female first names from our male surnames, for it is an age of broken shards and jagged edges. Once again, we were what other people thought we were and not

  what we wished to be. And so, the old gharanas rotted and disappeared. Some turned into insulated and closed worlds, others became dens of prostitution and petty extortion. The gharana of my ustad

  simply fell apart after her death and the death, soon afterwards, of the only man in the household, her lover, the tabla player who was also our music teacher. Some of us tried to run the gharana

  for a couple of years, but our values and training were wrong. We sought lovers, not customers. We wished to be given gifts, not tips and hush money. Zohra Sheikh, the eldest of us, drifted away,

  god knows where. One night her wooden box lay under her charpoy and the next morning both she and her box were gone. Razia, second in command, moved into another gharana within weeks of

  Zohra’s departure. This gharana was more in tune with the times and Razia had always resented some of our old-fashioned attitudes, had often berated Ustad for being out of touch with the

  times. That left me and Chaand Baghi. We had grown up together in the gharana and it was not easy for us to leave. But within a few months it became evident that we could not survive in the present

  state. With the departure of Zohra and Razia, most of the remaining patrons stopped coming too. It was not that we were unattractive. We were younger and more womanly than Zohra or Razia. But

  people just assumed that the gharana had dissolved. They stopped coming. Also, most of these patrons were old and they felt more at home with our elder sisters. So one day when Chaand turned to me

  and said, Farhana, I think I will go to my aunt in Bumbai, they say there are opportunities there – I simply replied, Whatever God wills, Chaand.




  She touched me lightly on the cheek, hennaed fingers trailing down and then dropping away, but both of us knew that touching was no longer enough.
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  When Mangal Singh drives the bus, its yellow sides now glistening in the weak sun, into the stand behind the disused church and jumps out, only two of the five breakfast and

  tea stalls are open. But the first Gaya–Patna bus, a video express, is already revving its engine, its conductor calling out the fares, passengers hurrying into it or leaning on the barred

  windows sipping tea in earthen cups and glasses. The Patna–Gaya route has more and better buses than the Gaya–Phansa route that Mangal Singh plies. After all, Patna is the state

  capital. There are no video expresses on the Gaya–Phansa route, let alone buses like the non-stop tourist bus that sets off from outside Chanakya Hotel in Patna twice a day.




  The two stalls had lighted their brick and earth ovens only half an hour back and their smoke still fills the stand with a soft haze. Some men wrapped in dark chaddars are sitting on the low

  benches outside the stalls; it sometimes seems to him that there are always men, perhaps the same men, who knows, sitting on the same short-legged benches. They are eating from pattals or chipped

  plates and sipping tea from squat, thick glasses. On one of the unoccupied benches he spots their new cleaning boy, Rameshwar: he is lying on the hard wood, precariously balanced, completely

  wrapped in a patched kambal of indistinct colour and design. He can tell it is Rameshwar, because that is where the boy sleeps every night. He pokes the boy with his index finger and tells him to

  get the bus cleaned. Wake up, son of a donkey, and wipe the mother-fucking bus clean with your arse, is what he actually says. The bundle starts stirring, mumbling and swearing. Come back for your

  breakfast, he adds, more kindly. He himself enters a stall and orders sabzi-puri.




  A crow swoops down outside the stall.
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  Bearded, massive, uncompromising, Wazir Mian made life miserable for the long line of chokkra-assistants that he just had to have, and the longer sequence of cooks who followed

  in his footsteps and came up inevitably short.




  There were things you had to know about Wazir Mian.




  He had been the head cook of the Rajah of Mánpur, or some such colonial nobility, before he took over the reins of my grandfather’s kitchen in the late forties. To ask him to cook

  just a family meal was to insult him. His recipes, my mother once said, must have been compounded only in terms of per dozen people. Not that he ever divulged his recipes. My mother and my aunts,

  no mean cooks themselves, spent many summer vacations trying in vain to identify that particular ground nut which added a delicate aroma to Wazir Mian’s faluda and that particular spice which

  made Wazir Mian’s murgh mussalam inimitable.




  Wazir Mian guarded his culinary secrets with the same pride with which he guarded his reputation. After any elaborate dinner for guests, you had to call in Wazir Mian and congratulate him on the

  food. If you forgot to display him, he would consider it a criticism of the food and interrogate you to death. What was wrong, babu? Wasn’t there a bit more salt in the korma? Do you think

  the kabab was underdone, and should have had a drop more papaya juice? If you finally replied that the food was good enough but you had simply forgotten to call him in after the dinner, Wazir Mian

  was capable of sulking for weeks. He once told me, in a perfectly matter-of-fact manner, that he would not deign to cook for a family that forgot such basic courtesy twice in one year.




  For a long time, until I grew older and learnt to distinguish between them, I would tend to associate my first memory of Wazir Mian with the first painting or photograph I saw of Mount Everest.

  The two were always recalled together. One picture or presence always called up a faint memory of the other. It was an association that made sense at one level: Wazir Mian was a mountainous man.

  However, at another level, there was a discrepancy in the association. The picture of Mount Everest that I recalled was a kind of painting or a touched-up photograph depicting a prominently

  snow-capped peak. There was nothing snow-capped about Wazir Mian’s head: he did not have many white hairs even in old age.




  Older and mystified, I mentioned this to one of my aunts, and she reminded me of something I had forgotten. Evidently, in the early days, Wazir Mian did not just insist on being called in and

  congratulated after an elaborate dinner, he would come in wearing a proper chef’s uniform. After all, he had been the chief chef of the Rajah of Mánpur. For Wazir Mian, this meant a

  flowing pathan suit with white overalls and the kind of tall chef’s head-dress – snow white and immaculately creased – that only five-star hotel cooks wear these days.
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