PRESENTLY

You could simply not miss the house on the busy road. It was not the main road, however it was busy… busy with cows, stray dogs and slum children playing. A few rickshaw pullers lay under the only tree on the road asleep. In the remaining space vehicles meandered slowly, honking, trying to find some space to get through. This was a familiar sight in Patna. It just could have been just another road in the city. My grandmother’s house was imposing, a bright beige and maroon double storey building with neatly latticed windows. It seemed to impart a semblance of order in the otherwise haphazard landscape. It was one of the first sights you saw as the road turned. 
Little seemed to have changed over the last twenty years. I looked around and sighed as the old car turned. It could have been 1985 once again. 

The little Maruti honked at the grilled gate which was opened by a scowling young boy, apparently disturbed from his siesta. As the car perched itself on the tiny portico, I careened my eyes to see a familiar sight. My maternal grandmother, all of 85, sat on the cane chair on the alley waiting to welcome me. She got up slowly with a smile, and I felt just like a little girl who had come home.
Grandma spoke falteringly, “All well, Sudha? Good you came. This place just needs a young person sometimes… why did you just come for a few hours, you should come and stay here for some time!” she chided lovingly. I did not reply. What could I say? I was apprehensive of my visit here and more importantly I was anxious about what I would find here.
After I had partaken of tea and some snacks, I went off to the master bedroom in the middle of the house. This was my grandma’s den where almost everyone went for some heart to heart gossip. Grandma reposed on the bed, and I sat opposite on an old wooden chair that had once been my grandfather’s. I was feeling relaxed and comfortable. Patna always did this to me. It lovingly wore off the veneer of superficiality that Delhi cast on my personality. I felt as if I could laugh uproariously without inhibitions, talk loudly, and giggle at the slightest pretext without being frowned upon by the other.
There was a comfortable silence between us. Lost in silent reverie, I let the atmosphere sink in. Moments passed before grandma broke in, “you’re not very happy are you, Sudha?” you didn’t want to come to Delhi, did you?”
I looked at her quietly. Grandma had an uncanny sense of perception.
“I don’t like Delhi and I never will!” I declared solemnly.

“How are Mohini and Prakash ji?” she asked as if she had not heard my earlier sentence.

My eyes pricked and glazed over. What could I tell her... the neighbours at the transit accommodation where they lived was by now used to the shouting and screaming. The endless quarrels continued without break night and day…Mohini her mother, and Prakash her father seemed to have nothing else to do. A fourteen year old girl caught in the unpleasant web of tears and anger, I often felt helpless.
Grandma understood. She said, “don’t worry my child…you act responsibly. It has always s been like that. Right from the day they had married. You will get used to it?” she said in a matter of fact way.
The morning was getting on as they talked. I always felt I could talk anything to her and she would understand. There were so many things we had to share. Relatives to be discussed, the state of affairs of Patna, and anecdotes from her youthful days. As she spoke, nostalgia made her misty eyed. 
The day wore on and grandma feeling tired, lay down, sleepy. 

As she slept, I hugged myself and cried silently. This moment too would pass, just like all moments do… and before you know it… I too would be like grandma, with wrinkled flesh and hazy eyes. I had always wanted to live her. In this house but it had never been. I wanted her around me… with her confidence and cheerful spirits. Crying, I got up and went to explore the house.
Grandma’s gentle snores could be heard all around. I went to the living room.  The room seemed as it was in a time warp, exactly as it had been ten years ago. The same divan, where I had jumped with my brothers as we played… the ivory sun mica tables, the old gramophone, the windows with the delicate green lace curtains. I wept uncontrollably. I wanted some of the peace exuded by the house. 
I went to the Study; this had been my favourite room. There was a small bookshelf bordered by sun mica which was now broken in places. My books. They were gone. Only a few remained some torn old Phantom and Mandrake comics and some old issues of Reader’s Digest. All the other books were gone. I stared at the empty shelves.
I don’t know when I had dozed off. I was awakened by my grandma with a cup of tea in her hand. It was dark outside the windows. Night had descended.
There was a tiny lawn in front of the veranda with even a tinier grilled gate. On this small piece of grass… grandma and I sat after dinner. The servants and other children played noisily in the alley leading to their quarters.  There was no electricity for the past hour or so. So it was just grandma and me siting in the dark punctuated by slivers of moonlight as the moon traversed through clouds. Some stars were discernible. I had not looked at the night sky for a long time… living as I did in the metro.  It was a strange experience, the darkness and the stars appeared like a scene from a starry night painting. A small solitary candle on the table gave just enough light to bathe our faces in ochre. 
It was a calming experience, for once to be without any light and noise for some time. Grandma, made a conscious effort to steer the conversation away from her parents, every time that I reported the ugly scenes were quite recurrent now. We talked about politics and she narrated some anecdotes from the history of our family which she described vividly. In between, she paused and made a few profound statements.

“You know Sudha the fate of every marriage is sealed within the first few months. You just can’t undo what has been done in this time, however you try. The rest follows in the same pattern.”
I did not give it much attention. What if your partner and you were a mismatch in everything?
What if? There were lot of unanswered questions.

Suddenly the scene changed. The glaring bright lights of the night were back. The house lit up as did the streetlamps outside the grill. There was a roar of cheer in the neighbourhood.

My flight to Delhi was early in the morning. It was 11 pm. and grandma soon retired to bed. I lay awake beside her. Delhi seemed just like it was, far away. 
The old government quarters at Chanakyapuri seems to have been in existence forever. The colony was quiet, some may say eerily so. There was no sign of life in the double storey white buildings save some visible lines of clothing that hung listlessly on lines outside balconies. There was no way of knowing if the inhabitants were happy or sad, bored or lively. You just knew that people lived there… the only sounds that cut through the silence would be an occasional car backing out of the drive way, or a cries of children from the servant quarters.
I sat in my small room in the flat that lay some way out of the regular colony … a house that seemed to have been designed just for her family… out of the ordinary. Through the dusty glass windows that lined the walls I could see an empty street and the lawn belonging to the apartment below. The silence was deadening... clinging over everything... just like an old inhabitant who refused to vacate the premises. 
The house was empty, except for my mother who lay supine on the sofa. I gazed at her. The face, so unlike mine, had broken skin, a square jaw and small eyes. The shadows of the drawing room made her look even darker. Drugged with sleep, she was unconscious of my presence. 
Dislike made me turn away my face. I sat down on the sofa opposite, which creaked as dust blew. I stared at my home for the first time with eyes that really saw.  There was something about the place, a feeling of intense melancholy that pervaded everything. The dusty furniture spoke of neglect and apathy. Some old paintings lined some parts of the walls while incongruous bits of decorative items lay strewn about the side board and small tables. 
I did not want to disturb mother. There was some cold food lying on the dining table. I sat down and nibbled at it half-heartedly.
This was home.
I partook of the rice, some cold daal and a little okra stew. I ate hurriedly, as if it was a formality I needed to fulfil for my stomach. I did not even feel the need to heat up the daal. I never entered the kitchen, usually or even lit up the gas stove, even on rare occasions. At that time, I never found it strange that I had no interest in the kitchen or thought to use it occasionally to cook. We did not have a microwave in those days nor was it vogue. I guess it was a time when I did not find many things strange. It may have been to do with the fact that mother seldom entered the kitchen too. 

I did not want to disturb mother. Lunch over, I went to my room and plonked down on the single bed in the small room. Face down on the bed; I did not know how long I lay there almost motionless. It was a small room, with large windows covering three sides of the wall. Mother had managed to cover them with cheap thick brown cotton curtains, bleached a dull tan at places by the strong sunlight. There was nothing else in the room, unusually sparsely furnished for a teenager's room, but the essentials were there. A small worn down dresser, an old small metal almirah and surprising no study table. Even though the curtains purported to be thick, the scintillating sunlight of a summer noon permeated through the chinks in the curtains and where the fabric had worn thin. So, it was still quite bright inside the room.
The house was still unusually quiet. Mother was still in her slumber. I seemed to be the only person in the house. I got up slowly and walked around from room to room. With mother being ensconced on the couch in the drawing room, I chose not to enter there. I went to the room next to mine; another bedroom in the house. I do not remember much now, but there was a single bed too, with some mismatched assorted pieces of furniture. An old study table reposed there in the corner. Though it was dark and darkened with heavy curtains, it was not hard to miss the layer of dirt everywhere. The walls were bare sparing a few old small oil paintings here and there lying askew on the wall. The original colours of the paintings were now barely discernible with the dust creating a greyish pallor over them. I winced at the room, with a sinking sense of melancholy slowly but deeply setting in my mind. 
I walked from room to room. The corridor next to the kitchen, where the old maroon threadbare settee lay next to a table with a red telephone. Yes, a landline phone, mobile phones had not yet been introduced in India then. Assorted things lay in the corridor untidily about. Things of no consequence really, maybe a sideboard and some plastic chairs. The corridor could have been a beautiful place, yes; it had windows which looked out into a garden at the back fenced in by a disorderly hedge. It would have been a pleasant sight had the greenery been more organized and neat. Overgrown grass, weeds and unwanted shrubs lay scattered over the garden. The only saving grace was a guava tree that grew in a corner of particularly dense underbrush. Far beyond the garden, was an open field, probably land belonging to the navy? On the horizon, the sky a clear tender vapid blue stretched beyond. It was a peaceful afternoon. The stillness somehow calmed you.
I sat on the maroon settee overcome by the afternoon languor. I really did not know what to do now.

