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Stories and Me


That clouds burst forth to ask them to write and that when they opened their windows in the morning, stories came flying in as birds, has been stated by a few writers. That they are male writers is another matter. While such miracles haven’t happened to me, the window has continued to play a major role in my life as an opening to see the outer world from within. The barred window with green wooden doors with decorative wooden rings in Bengaluru, and the rains, roses, jasmine, the flowering garden, jackfruit trees, street scenes, squirrels and birds that I saw through it; and later in Chennai, when I was studying in the Christian College, the window in the Guindy hostel with its long bars and the deer that would come outside it now and then; the ever-open window of the Delhi hostel; later, when I lived on rent in the servants’ quarters that was situated in the rear of a big house, the window that I imagined to be small latticed square windows of Mughal palaces; now, in Mumbai, the window that shows the vast sea in front, the folding leaf windows in tall buildings, the windows of hinged wooden planks in old house—I have seen the world through so many windows, and continue to do so. Further, bus windows when I am travelling, train windows, the world that spreads out outside plane windows, and the sky. The windows in small and big temples, in various geometrical shapes, that caused the sunlight to fall on the ground in the same shapes (learnt later that they were metaphors of mathematical equations), the stained glass windows in churches—through many such windows the world had displayed itself to me in small fragments or large scenes in various ways at many times. That world continues to fall on my mind like sunlight in geometric shapes falling on the ground. I am confused whether what are born from it are stories or various forms of myself. Till that confusion lasts, till that contestation continues, I think there will be stories.


Whenever I go to any town anywhere in the world, I have the habit of going to a bookshop and buying a notebook and two pencils in memory of the visit. From the notebook that had Monet’s ‘The Water-Lily Pond’ on its cover to others in different colours, shapes and sizes. Further, the pretty notebooks and pencils gifted by friends. I still write my stories in pencil in these notebooks kept on a board on my lap. There are still many notebooks left to fill with stories; there are many pencils to write and sharpen and use up. With the above said philosophical confusion as to what is being written—stories or me—the countless notebooks and pencils that fill my almirah determine that I continue writing stories.


I don’t know if Kalachuvadu Kannan, who continues to publish my stories, takes my statement that I will continue writing as a promise or a threat. He remains silent about it. However, my thanks to him for continuing to publish my stories without fail.


Translating my stories into English has always been both a difficult and exhilarating experience. It was so with my previous translator Lakshmi Holmström with whom I enjoyed many years of working together which involved not only long correspondence but also heated discussions and arguments! It is the same with Aniruddhan Vasudevan and Gita Subramanian with whom I still work. The process of translation is like taking a seed from one soil and planting it in another soil. The only way to do it is not to change the quality of the seed but to prepare the soil that receives the seed to soften enough to let the seed take root. It is a process in which the author and translator are both involved. It takes time and patience but what comes out of it is always a surprise and joy like finding the first green shoot in a plant one had given up for dead.


Two years ago, I had approached G J V Prasad to translate my stories. Being a writer and a poet himself he understood the needs of a writer from another language to hold on to her metaphors and language nuances. We arrived at a process of translation exchanging views and ideas and reaching an understanding that the original story will always remain a different experience of writing and reading. Translation can touch it but it will never be an embrace. It was a pleasure working with G J V Prasad on this translation with arguments and fights which always ended in laughter after resolution.


Editing the manuscript with Himanjali Sankar of Simon and Schuster India went smooth with no hitches. I thank both of them for this wonderful experience. I also thank Preeti Gill for always being a friend and the first reader of my translated manuscripts.


At a stage when they have to tolerate my story writing with graciousness are all three of my foster children, Khintu, Golu, and Sonu. Even if he wonders in his heart how many stories can one write, while I am writing ensuring my supply of ginger tea, cardamom tea, and cinnamon tea, without getting tired of it is Vishnu with whom I have spent forty-four years fighting as well as making peace. Even though I sometimes feel like taking sanyas and renouncing the world because of the chaos that reigns at home, I am able to write stories only in their midst. To that, my thanks. Managing my house with her characteristic patience, giving me the time and love to carry on with my writing and other activities is the mother of my foster children, Tuli, to whom also my thanks. And whatever happens, outside the window creating waves, calming me down on sleepless nights with the sound of its waves, and making it possible for me to write is the ocean, to whom my gratitude.
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The Crow with a Swollen Throat


As soon as she placed the dosaikal, the frying pan, on the stove top, it would appear. As she started pouring the batter for the first dosai, it would begin to caw. Not caw caw. For some time, it would go krrk. For some time, khk. Some time it would go clalak as if gargling. Sometimes it would prattle kangg kangg. She was startled one day when it said ka…ll…lu. That was how her father used to call her. She, who would normally throw a few pieces to it and then chase it away, looked carefully at it that day. In the beginning, she used to think that there couldn’t be much difference between one crow and another. Now, when she looked keenly, it seemed as if this one had some unique identification marks. Above the neck and on the wing on one side it had a pale grey streak. The throat was quite swollen. When given something to eat, unlike other crows, it tilted its head, looking up, and swallowed it. It shook its head when the food went down its throat. It would rest for a minute as if to catch its breath and then bend down to take another mouthful. Again, looking up, swallowing, and the shaking of the head.


In the monsoons, it would stay on top of her kitchen window. It would sleep with its beaks slightly open. If, instead of giving it the crisp salty biscuits, she gave it glucose biscuits, it would straighten up and turn its face away. It would also accept only freshly cooked rice. If you gave it leftover pulao or biryani that you had ordered the previous night and stored in the fridge, it would look at it and fly away protesting kakkkr. It wouldn’t eat anything given from the fridge. It really liked roasted potato or yam. For vadai or appalam, it would come as soon as the oil was heating. It loved chips. Would ask for more. In return, it would leave a bone on the window sill. This was a gourmet crow. A crow that would bathe enthusiastically, beating its wings again and again, in the water poured into the broad flower pot in the terrace.


It would arrive exactly when the Sangeet Sarita programme would be broadcast on Vividh Bharti. The mobile would normally be kept next to the window. It would perch very near the window on the days when the programme compared Hindustani and Carnatic ragas. She would wonder if it was a South Indian crow that had migrated to Maharashtra.


Suddenly, one day, like an incision, the thought streaked across her mind. Was it a crow at all?
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‘Food, I want food…’ Appa’s screams. When she entered his room, his nurse was trying to pacify him. ‘You ate just now, didn’t you, Ayya? Didn’t I give you rice, rasam, appalam, everything?’ Her father saw her entering and shouted, ‘Food…’ She sat next to him, ‘Appa, have you forgotten? Today there was pepper rasam, cluster beans poriyal with coconut the way you like it. And rice-appalam…’


‘What about paruppu thuvayal?’ He asked.


‘That too. You ate just now.’


‘How come my hand does not smell of food?’


‘You used a spoon, Appa.’


‘Didn’t eat…’ he said loudly.


‘You have forgotten, Appa.’


‘You are cheating me,’ he said. ‘You are starving an old man to death.’


She took his hands and placed them on her eyes. Her eyes filled up.


He pulled back his hands.


She got up and went and mixed the thuvayal in a little rice and brought it. She fed him a handful.


‘Now I remember. I have eaten.’ He said.


‘Ok, can I go to college?’


‘Sure. You must study well and pass your B.A.’


‘Appa, after completing B.A., and M.A., and doing my PhD, I am a professor now.’


He was surprised.


‘But you told me that you hadn’t answered well the question about nature scenes in Shakuntala?’


‘That’s right. I lost marks there.’


‘You don’t know how much I had to struggle to educate myself,’ he said. Then, the usual story.


When she was a little girl, after putting off the lights at night, he would lie down next to her and patting her to sleep, he would tell her the grandmother story. Not the story about the vadai fried by the paatti taken away by the crow who lost it to the wily fox. This was his amma’s story.


When her thatha, who was a teacher, died, Appa was only fourteen years old. He had three older brothers, two older sisters, and a younger brother. The sisters were involved with their respective families. The older brothers were still in college. It was then that his mother took up the business of vending milk and making appalam and snacks for festivals and other special days, for a living. It was then that the smell of oil entered their house.


With the radio playing songs, she would make murukkus on the spread-out vaetti. Or press and pat thattai on it for deep frying. Or squeeze out steamed rice dough from a mould for vadagam. Or make appalams. All five children would help her by taking balls of the dough and rolling it out into circles for the appalam. She would lose herself a bit to the music if it was Maharajapuram Viswanatha Iyer. She would hum along.


When her eyes closed, listening to her father’s story, she would feel as if she could smell oil in the room. As if Paatti’s kaimurukku was melting in her mouth. As if someone had planted the seed in her some time, Neelambari ragam would sprout in her being.


Amma was a yellowed old photo on the wall, curly haired and broad-zaried saree.


‘Mathematics Honours in Presidency. Didn’t even have slippers for my feet. By then, Amma had started her idli shop. In the verandah. In the morning, idli with milagaipodi, and with four dosais and onion thuvaiyal in hand…’


Appa’s story would lengthen.


‘Appa, can I leave?’


‘Where to?’


‘For college.’


‘Ok. Study hard. You must pass.’


‘Ok, Appa.’
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The loss of memory came slowly like dark clouds descending.


Suddenly one day, he asked, ‘It is ten o’clock. Why hasn’t your mother returned yet? Why so long to buy vegetables?’


Amma was hanging on the wall in front of him.


He began to forget where he kept things. Keys, scissors, glasses, books, slippers…then he forgot whether he had brushed his teeth. That he had drunk coffee. That he had oiled his hair. That he had eaten.


He lived in a different time. He remembered that his mother would crush the murukku to powder to eat after she lost her teeth. When you make brinjal poriyal with a lot of oil, you should not lower the flame. The stove should be on high. You must keep stirring continuously. He informed her about the recipe. He spoke of the corruption he had found in government accounts. He gave her an account of the setting up of banks in India with complete details. He would read the daily newspaper and talk of a hundred years earlier. He would tell her she must make it a point to go and meet Dr Muthulakshmi. He told her how Sarojini Naidu was twelve years old when she stood first in the Matriculation Examination conducted by Madras University. He spoke of Gauhar Jaan coming to Chennai. He gave his opinions about Nehru and Gandhi and Periyar. He spoke constantly, without slacking.


Ever since she could remember, Appa was a foodie. The house would always be stocked with snacks like murukku, thenguzhal, muthusaram and omapodi. He needed a plateful of snacks with evening tea. On festivals, he needed the banana leaf filled with appam, cheedai, athirasam, vadai and nenthiranga chips. The lady who cooked for them at home got tired making all this. And he needed music along with it too.


Food and music filled his mind. Some days, he would say that he wanted to attend an M.D. Ramanathan concert. He asked why M.L. Vasanthakumari doesn’t sing nowadays.


One evening he disappeared. After searching the beach, bookshop, bus stops, and various other places, he was found outside Kapali Temple singing loudly, ‘Velayundo endru koovi veeethiyil vanthaan—Sundaran.’ There were some coins and fruits lying on the ground in front of him.


It was only after that that arrangements were made for a nurse to look after him. Sometimes, he would think of the nurse as his wife. Sometimes he would mistake the nurse for her and call her, ‘Kallu…Kalyani.’ His mind would glow suddenly for a few moments. Then he would take some paper and write something. And would forget having written.
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First, unable to swallow, he spat out the banana. He coughed constantly when he ate. They came to know that he had cancer in his throat. He didn’t have the strength to withstand the treatment. He was bedridden at home. Wherever she went, she worried about him. She would run if the nurse called. If you raised his head and fed him slowly, it would go in somehow finding its way. You had to shut the kitchen door when you seasoned a dish or when you made dosai. He would still ask in a feeble tone, ‘What is for food today?’ He would ask for the eeya chatty, the tin vessel in which rasam was prepared, to be brought near his nose. He would breathe in the smell deeply.


One early morning, when she was giving him coffee very slowly, her hand moved a bit fast for a moment, and he pressed her hand hard. He looked at her. The coffee did not go down his throat.
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She had had two love affairs then. They had come as huge waves and pulled her away. She drowned with ease without even fighting for her breath. ‘Your life is fully occupied with your father, he doesn’t leave you space for anything else,’ when they complained, she learnt to reach ashore. But the waves still called out to her. When she was clearing Appa’s stuff, she found the note. The only surviving note among those that he wrote whenever his mind cleared for a moment:


‘I can see that the path is long. I can’t see my way. Dark. A dense forest that hides all paths. I have forgotten my destination. It is somewhere in the distance. If I remembered its name, I would have some solace. But does it have a name? If I know its name, will I find the way?’


She came to Mumbai as a principal of a college. The waves of that ocean of love did dash against her heart at times.


It was then that the crow appeared. The crow that brought together the many threads that had separated. The crow that blew into her heart sparks that had become the past. It came every day and reminded her of something. It constantly cawed as if was directing her down various paths of memory. One day, she lost her temper for the first time. She felt as if she was being pursued. Her mother, Visalam, who was a hazy memory, her father who used to talk and whine incessantly and whose throat had constricted, his bare feet, the note about the unknown path, the huge wave moments of love, the fruits and coins lying in front of Appa outside the temple, the rasam vessel extended to his nose, his attempts to eat tilting his head up, the murukku Paatti had made on the spread-out vaetti, the sound links of music that continued from Paatti’s times, the coffee that dripped from Appa’s mouth, she felt as if all these strands came together, twisted into a rope and lashed her in that crow’s cawing.


‘Get lost. I can’t stand your harassment,’ she shouted. She slammed the window shut.


The crow never returned.
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One day, when she was travelling by bus, it stopped at a red light. Everyone looked through the windows at the footpath on the left side. When she too looked, she spotted a crow lying on the ground, its wings spread out. In the area above the neck and on one wing it had a pale grey streak. Its throat was swollen. With its beaks open, it was struggling. Two small boys from the slum were looking at it. The bus passengers shouted, ‘Panidya, panidya’ (Give it water, give it water). ‘Pani naahi aahe’ (there is no water), replied the children. A motorbike, attempting to avoid the red light and turn left, got on to the footpath. The motorbike rider and the passenger were in a hurry. The passenger was shouting ‘Faster, faster,’ and the one driving the bike swerved a bit and rode over the crow and sped off. Some people on the bus exclaimed loudly, ‘Haa!’ The crow wasn’t dead. Something like tears flowed out of its eyes. Do crows cry? When someone from the bus held out a bottle of water, the crow’s head fell slowly and got buried in its wings.


Out of the blue came flying a loudly cawing screeching murder of crows.




The City that Rises from Ashes


When she returned from college there was a crowd in front of the block of flats. She could hear the loudly expressed opinions, ‘I always knew this would happen’, as well as the assents, as also stray words from those standing apart and conversing in low tones. As soon as they noticed her, they moved away from the staircase and waited for her question.


‘What happened?’ she asked quietly.


Seventy-year-old Pramod Sonkar came forward to reply.


‘Madam, Urmila Tai has committed suicide.’


She was stunned. Only this morning she had met Urmila on the way down from her flat. She had asked Urmila if she wanted her to buy any vegetables, bread or fruit on the way back from college. She would ask her this every day. Urmila was seventy-five years old. Further, she had to take care of her ninety-five-year-old-mother-in-law. The mother-in-law was bed-ridden. The mother-in-law had been her responsibility for twenty years, ever since Urmila’s husband had died. Her only son was in America. Many in the flats would wake up to Urmila’s loud conversation with her mother-in-law.


‘Old hag, are you still here or gone? As if you’ll go. You will take my life before you leave.’


The reply would be a moan.


‘Chai, isn’t it? Here you are, really hot tea. Wait, I’ll take you to the bathroom…’


‘Ok, drink your chai. It is only if you go while drinking that my life will begin.’


This had been the morning song for the last fifteen years since Urmila’s mother-in-law’s heath had worsened. When Urmila was a teacher, it was her mother-in-law who took care of everything, complaining that she found it difficult in her old age. Urmila would reply with a smile, ‘Ravde Aai. Kashala takrar kartai?’ (Let it be, Aai. Why quarrel now?) Urmila turned bitter after her husband died before she could retire, and her son went abroad. The old woman would listen to all her scolding patiently. If any one came, she would defend her daughter-in-law, ‘Poor thing, what can she do? I have become a burden. Grandson keeps asking her to employ someone to look after me, but she won’t listen. You go out, do what you want, I tell her. But she won’t listen to that either. She has many ailments like BP and sugar.’


Ten-fifteen days ago, the old woman had slipped and fallen in the bathroom. Her hip bone was fractured and they had to go to the hospital. Rounds of home and hospital followed. It was after many days that she had met Urmila outside her house in the morning. After asking her whether she could get anything in the evening, she asked about the old woman. ‘It’s an aged body, let’s see.’ Nobody in the block thought the old woman would return alive.


Pramod Sonkar said that they had called from the hospital around twelve. The old woman had recovered. She could be taken home. She needed physiotherapy every day. Should be fed nutritious meals. Should be taken out to the park in her wheelchair. When the call came from the hospital, Sonkar had been with Urmila. After the call, Urmila had looked at him and smiled. There were tears in her eyes. He had told her that he would help her in bringing the old woman back in the evening and left.


Hearing loud cries around 3 pm, his wife and he had come out of their first floor flat, to see Urmila on fire outside her flat. A kerosene tin next to her. She had set herself on fire outside since she hadn’t wanted the house to be damaged. The door was open. Inside, a page with four lines written on it with her son’s address and phone number.


‘I am exhausted. I have no strength to take care of the old woman. Till I am alive, she cannot be sent to an old people’s home. Forgive me.’


The body had gone for postmortem examination. The son had been informed.


As she climbed the stairs, she understood Urmila’s distress. It was an old building. A prominent builder had come forward to demolish it and build a skyscraper. Residents could either sell their flats to him or leave temporarily and rent other flats till the skyscraper was complete. He would pay their rent. Each one of them would get a flat with an additional room once the building was complete. Everyone in that building was in their sixties or seventies. When would the building be complete, when could they come back? Where could they go on rent with all their belongings? Where could Urmila go with her ninety-five-year-old mother-in-law with a fractured hip? She may also have remembered something else.


Twenty years earlier, near Grant Road station, two of the dilapidated buildings of one room apartments called chawls, that are massed closely on both sides of the electric railway tracks, collapsed unable to withstand the constant vibrations from the trains. Urmila’s sister and brother who were in one of the buildings escaped with their lives. But they could retrieve no belongings from the flattened buildings. Everyone in those buildings was living on rent. On rent for four generations. In the beginning, the landlord had taken a small deposit and rented the rooms for fifteen rupees a month. It was the same rent that his great grandson could also receive. They couldn’t evict anyone. Unmaintained, unpainted buildings. Around them there were modern fashionable buildings. It was when the great grandson was wondering whether to hire goondas who specialised in burning down the buildings that one day, when it had rained heavily, the two buildings fell like a pack of cards when a train passed by. Some people died. It wasn’t necessary to pay compensation to people who were staying on rent. After great struggle, while assuring them that they would be given alternate housing later, they were asked to live temporarily in the far interior area of Goregaon East in brick houses with asbestos roofs. Urmila’s sister and brother had died fifteen years ago without ever being given an alternate house.


This could also have been a reason for Urmila’s decision.


Even she had to make a decision, like others in the building. Her husband and she had five years to retire. A flat with three big bedrooms. Till last year, one room had been occupied by her invalid mother-in-law and mentally challenged sixty-year-old sister-in-law. That child-woman took care of her mother with great responsibility, without any resentment. And her husband, Kumarappa, made sure that she didn’t have too much work at home. He would wake up first and help his mother brush her teeth, make coffee and drink it with her, making conversation. They would talk to each other in Kannada. Amma liked music. He would play M. L. Vasanthakumari’s ‘Devar Namas’ every morning. ‘Baro Krishnayya’ would be the first song of the day, every day. Then, he would wake up his elder sister who was still a little girl in terms of her mental age. He would give her coffee, once she had brushed her teeth, handing it to her while enquiring, ‘Channage nidhe maditiya mari?’ (‘Did you sleep well kiddo?’) Only after that would he wake her up. Even so, they needed someone to work in the house. That was why Kamli came to their house. Their building, and many other buildings nearby, had been built in 1978. There had been many huts in that area earlier which fell prey to fire one night. That was an area thick with trees. Their huts were in a clearing in the middle. It was marshy land. The people who had begun to live there in the fifties had filled it with earth and built their huts. Kamli had been born in a house there. She had married Manek who was also from there. In the seventies began the attempts to move them from there. They said they would give up their huts if they were given alternate accommodation there itself. But the buildings that would come up there would house middle-class people. How could they live there, they were asked. They argued, they were refused, and it went on, and one night all the huts were burnt down. Old people, women, children—about fifty-hundred people died. It was in the news for two days. Then each family received some compensation and construction work began within a month. Kamli and her husband bought a one-room apartment in one of the new chawls about five miles away. Once these buildings were up, Kamli came back to do household work. Her husband also found work here, as the man who would iron the clothes of all the families.


Sometimes, she would gaze at the trees out of the front room window. If she was asked ‘What’s the matter, Kamli?’ she would reply, ‘My house was there, Didi. That tree was the one right in front of my house.’


Mother-in-law would lament to her mentally retarded daughter, ‘Did I give birth to you to look after me in my old age?’ The girl would smile and say ‘Yes.’ She would hug her mother. One morning she choked while drinking the coffee her brother had given her. She got up after that and embraced her mother. Took her last breath. On the fourth day, took her mother with her.
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