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S

anjay Mahadevan was really tired of the long official tour. He had left his home in Mumbai a week back and since then he was traveling a lot. In all the government and private offices he visited; meetings, endless discussions and negotiations on official matters took all his time. He never had time to look at his wristwatch to see the time ticking away. He was always at work. Over the past couple of months he was trying to mould himself with the intricacies of Strategic Marketing, the new Buzzword in the private sector. Hence his travel bills and cell phone bills always showed big numbers. The last office he visited was in Karaikal, a land of pristine village beauty about 300 Km south of Chennai. After finishing the leftover meetings, Sanjay started his journey back to Chennai by 12.00 noon that day from Karaikal. He intended to catch the flight to Mumbai early in the morning next day. As he came out of the customers’ office, Appu- the driver, moved forward the Ford Icon car from the parking slot. Sanjay  put all his luggage including the laptop bag on the backseat and sat on the front seat near the driver. On looking at his cell phone, he found that there were 10 missed calls. None of them seemed to be important at that moment. He put the cell phone inside the small pocket on the shoulder bag he carried and kept it on the back seat. He adjusted the  front seat to put himself in a comfortable position and asked Appu to start moving.

He new that the journey from Karaikal to Chennai would take minimum of 5 hours. If the roads go slippery after the drizzling, it may take even more time. Though he never liked long journeys in car, this time he felt the difference. He kept himself awake throughout the journey. The countryside was so beautiful that it took away his slightest intension of sleeping. Unlike the concrete jungles of the big metropolitan cities, the small bumpy roads form Karaikal were guarded on either side by big tress and large plantations. Even when the trees swayed in the wind or when they stood in silence without moving any leaves, the countryside looked beautiful. All covered with wet green. People who appeared on the roads seemed to be the beholders of village beauty. Small houses with roof made up of grass or coconut leaves and large plantations of cashew nut and mango gave a pleasant feast to Sanjay’s eyes. 

He felt sympathetic towards the people of the village on seeing the dry riverbeds of Cauvery - the big river draining most portions of Tamil Nadu.  Each sand particle on the riverbed of Cauvery must be longing for the rain goddess to have mercy on them, and for the rainwater to flow over them, caress them and take them away to their final destination. The dispute about the Cauvery river water between the two adjoining sates have been taking time in the assembly and creating pandemonium in the assembly sessions. But the poor people are still at the mercy of rainwater to meet their requirement.  At the same time they were trying to pull out water from some other available sources to drain their paddy fields and other plantations.  But still  there was no dearth for the wet green sceneries throughout the countryside. 

By around 2.30 PM the car reached Pondichery. Sanjay had good memories about his visit to Pondichery during his graduation. Pondichery would always remind him of the serenity he felt in the Shri Aurobindo Ashram in Pondichery. He visited Pondichery en route Trichy as a part of the study tour during his graduation.  More than that he would recollect the sweet memories of the evening he spent with Nivedita, his friend on whom he had a crush. He asked Appu to stop by the side of the beach. While Appu parked the car in the car-parking slot, Sanjay walked towards the cement barricade bordering the long road running parallel to the coast. “The atmosphere has not changed much. .” Sanjay told himself. From  a distance he could see the big statue of some Frenchman standing high on the road on a square plot. He could see many people sitting on the steps of that square. He pulled out his cigarette packet and lighted one. Releasing the smoke rings in the air he looked at the statue. A faint smile appeared on his lips. Years back, during that trip, he also sat on that square, on a rainy evening, with Nivedita. If there was a time machine to travel back and forth in time, he definitely would have chosen to travel back to that day… to enjoy that romantic evening once more..

Rest of the journey is through the East Coast Road. It is an express highway, which goes through Pondichery from Chennai. “Another three hours.. I would be in Chennai” Sanjay calculated. It was around 3.00 PM when the car entered into the East Coast Road. Sanjay could feel the difference when the speedometer needle crossed 100. All along the road fluorescent reflectors were placed and it illuminated the whole highway as far as the eyes could reach. Though he resisted a bit, sleep was creeping into his eyes. He told Appu to drive carefully and pushed his seat towards the backside. He tried to sleep for the rest of the journey. 

By around 4.30 he woke up from the nap and asked Appu..

“ Appu ….when would we reach Chennai. I hope we are on time”

“Yes sir, we should be there before 6.00” Said Appu.

Since he couldn’t sleep with the jerking motion of the car, he decided to keep himself awake till he reaches the company guesthouse in Chennai. He thought of lighting a cigarette. But when he searched his pocket he found that the cigarette packet was empty. The last one in the packet was used at Pondichery. He said to Appu

“ Appu, could you please stop near some shops on the way. Better I buy some cigarette and snacks.”

Appu nodded his head. The car was speeding up along the smooth stretch of the East Coast Road. The scenery was changing from the countryside looks to that of a modern city as . Paddy fields and plantations disappeared and shops, houses and shopping malls appeared in place of them. Chennai was approaching. After ten minutes Appu stopped the car near a junction. There were many shops in that junction. Large hoardings of Coke and Pepsi were adorning the front side of those shops. One small shop had different varieties of banana kept hanging in front of it. Sanjay got out of the car and went to that shop. 

“Oh Brother…give me a packet of Wills, one fruity and a packet of cream biscuits. “ Sanjay told to the shopkeeper who was busy in wrapping some items in paper to be given to other customers.  While Sanjay was waiting there for the shopkeeper to give him the stuff he asked for, one little girl came rushing towards the shop. She was wearing white petticoat, and had a blue ribbon tying the flocks of her hair. She had a 50 Rs note in her hand. Leaning on the wooden desk in front of the shop she said,

“Uncle could you please give one packet of Aatta”

She was looking very cute, and must be of 5 years or so in age. She was not tall enough to put her hands properly on the wooden desk in the front of the shop. So she was standing on her toes and making the request to the shopkeeper. Since there were many customers, the shopkeeper said

“Oh Gudiya…can’t you see.. there are so many people…so be on the line”

Sanjay looked at the cute girl and her gestures as she stood near the crowd in the shop. She didn’t care about the world around her. She was tapping on the wooden board kept hanging on the wall.. and she was singing some sings. Out of curiosity, Sanjay moved near to her and tried to listen what she was singing. Though he was standing on her backside, the song was audible to his ears. On hearing it properly, Sanjay felt that something in his memory is getting stirred. He felt that the song sounds very familiar. It was invoking the memories about some persons whom he knew very well. In that short time span, he tried to  recollect about the thoughts getting stirred in his mind. Like a crazy thought, Sanjay began to think that…could there be any link with the people I am trying to recollect and this child. He knew that it is a crazy intuition he is having. He knew it cannot be true. But just to satisfy himself and prove himself wrong, he asked the little girl

“Hey Gudiya…you sing very well….who taught you this”

She responded to his question with a smile and a face full of shyness.

“ My grandmother”

“What’s the name of your grand mother” Asked Sanjay

“ I call her Patty Ammumma” said the little girl

“ Oh that’s nice….So what is the name of this sweet little girl of Patty Ammumma?” Sanjay framed another question.

“Navya” said the girl again with shyness

“You have told me so much Navya. .but not your fathers Name?” Sanjay put his last question to her

“ My father is Navneet Sharma”

By that time the shopkeeper had give the packet of cigarettes and snacks to Sanjay. While paying the money to the shopkeeper, Sanjay tried to correlate the song the little girl sung and the names she mentioned. 

“ Could this be the same Navneet Sharma of Kovilakam? My childhood friend? Is that Patty same as the Pattiyamma in Kovilakam. It has to be her only. She only must have taught her grand daughter that lovely song. That is not a popular film song which anybody can sing. That song.. about the Sarayoo River still echoes in my ears” Sanjay whispered to himself.

Sanjay got back to his car. He placed the packed in the front seat and asked Appu to wait. As he stood near the car, he saw the little girl walking away from the shop with a packet of Aatta in her hand. She was not walking, but jumping and running and not forgetting to sing along with that. When she turned to a side road from the main road, Sanjay watched her closely. His intuitions strongly advised him to follow her. Someone in his mind told that he might be able to meet his childhood friend and Pattiyamma there. Without wasting time he moved forward. He began to follow that little girl. There was a distance of 30- 40 meters between him and the little girl. From the distance he could see her entering into the compound of a two-storied building, with a green color gate. He walked up to the gate of that building. On the right hand side of the gate there was a nameplate. But the letters were faded and the paint had come out from many places and hence it was difficult to read the name. On the left side the house name was written on a wooden board. It read “ Kovilakam”

Sanjay’s anxiousness reached its acme. His intuitions said that he is on the right way. He opened the gates and walked up to the front door. Just in front of the house in the main compound there was a square plot made up of bricks with a tulsi plant growing inside. A small plate made up of clay filled with oil was placed beside the tulsi plant. The wick put inside the plate was half burnt.  Between the tulsi and the main door there were some designs on the floor made up of white powder. Sanjay had hesitation in entering into a totally unknown house in an unknown area. He didn’t know what to ask if someone comes out. But driven by his intuitions he pressed the calling bell.  A minute later the door was opened by a young lady. The scarlet mark of Sindoor on her forehead showed that she is married.  She didn’t ask any questions, but her look said that she was enquiring about the stranger who has stepped in

Without wasting much time, Sanjay asked her

“ Is this the residence of Mr. Navneet Sharma from Kovilakam in Trivandrum?”

Sanjay was expecting a negative answer and he was preparing for an excuse to be told in case of the negative reply from her. But it was not like that. The young lady said

“ Yes this is the residence of Navneet Sharma. He has gone to the  office and will be back in an hour’s time.  But I am sorry I can’t recognize who you are?”

“My name is Sanjay Mahadevan.. I am a childhood friend of Navneet and Lekshmy. Does his Mother Padmaja also live here?” replied Sanjay.

His mentioning of the names of Navneet, his sister Lekshmy and mother Padmaja told the young lady that the stranger who has stepped in is a person who is known to the family. 

“Yes she lives with us only. I am Navneet’s wife. Please come inside, Amma would be happy to meet you” The young lady, told in a very courteous voice. By that time the cute looking young girl came running from inside. On seeing Sanjay’s face she again got shy and she hide herself behind her mother. 

Sanjay removed his shoes and kept them outside the main door. The young lady requested him to be serated and went inside to inform her mother in law. The little girl was trying to peep from inside by hiding behind the wooden door of a room. Sanjay looked at the photographs mounted on the walls of the main hall. There were big framed photographs of Lord Shiva, Ganapathy and   Goddess Saraswathy. One of the small photographs was that of a little boy and a little girl. Sanjay didn’t take much time to recognize those faces.  That was the photograph of Navneet and Lekshmy, his childhood friends. 

As he was glancing through the other  photographs, trying to identify the people in them and wondering about the strange ways his intuitions work, he heard the voice of someone walking into the room with a walking stick. The sound created by the stick on touching the tiled floor was breaking the silence. As he turned around he saw an old lady clad in a bright multi colored sari. Her facial expressions showed her struggle with old age. But that face was still adorn by a pleasant look. Through the thick black framed glasses she was trying to identify her guest. On looking at her, Sanjay remembered everything he had in his memory about his childhood friend and the incidents that surrounded the Kovilakam family in Trivandrum. He moved forward, took her hands without hesitating and said

“Pattiyamma…. Could you remember me? I am meeting you after long time. I am “Sanjoo”, son of P K Mahadevan in Trivandrum. 

When he mentioned his name, the old lady put her glasses firmly on her face and started glaring at Sanjay for sometime. He could see her eyes getting wet.. and lips trembling. Slowly she started moving. He could see her Herculean efforts to move faster with her legs crippled by old age. Finally she managed to stand properly near Sanjay and got hold of his hands. Silently she cried…tears went down her eyelids.. Couple of minutes must have elapsed. Then she said..

“I cannot believe this. I never thought I would meet you again. It is the will of the almighty that brought you here.. I still remember you fighting with Lekshmy to sit on my lap. All seems like yesterdays. You have grown up to be a big man now. My Nannu also have become a big man like you. He would be so happy to see you. How did you find this place my son??”

Holding her frail hands with skin wrinkled al over, Sanjay said

“Oh.. Pattiyamma.. I would tell those things later. First you tell me how are you? “

Taking the walking stick from her hand, holding her carefully, Sanjay helped her to sit on the chair. He also sat on the chair nearby. By that time Neeta, Wife of Navneet came to the hall and said

“ Amma, the hot water is ready for you. Could you please have bath and come”. Then she said to Sanjay,

“Please excuse me…. as usual I have made the hot water for her. She takes bath at this time everyday. You please have tea and snacks. I will get that ready in a minutes time”.

Sanjay helped Pattiyamma to get up from the chair. He gave the walking stick on her hands. Promising to come back in few minutes she walked away slowly to have her evening bath. 

In less than a minute’s time, Neeta came to the hall with a tray of biscuits and tea. Showing the best hospitality she could, she requested Sanjay to have tea and snacks. Then she went back to the kitchen. As he was sipping the hot steaming tea from the cup, he let his memories go back to the bygone days of Kovilakam…. the memories were cleared of dust as they came in front to f his eyes one after another….like in a kaleidoscope. 

He was 9 years or so when he went to see the mighty Kovilakam Varma. He was known to be an authoritative citizen in that area. Holding his fathers fingers, hiding under his shadow, when Sanjay entered into Kovilakam, the first thing he noticed was the children playing on the front yard. His father and Varma were in good terms. Hence Sanjay’s family members were treated with much respect in Kovilakam. In half an hour’s time, Sanjay joined with the children playing there. That was the day when he befriended the kids from Kovilakam. Soon he found that Navneet and Leskhmy are his best pals. On weekends he would spend most of his time in Kovilakam, playing, eating or sleeping with the kids there. Navneet’s mother Padmaja Varma, whom Sanjay affectionately called Pattiyamma was a very kind lady. Though Kovilakam exemplified a highly orthodox Brahmin family, Padmaja was not at all rigid in her behavior. She was very generous to the people of other castes and religions. It was something, which the other members of the Kovilakam never did or appreciated. The servants who do cleaning of the big rooms of the Kovilakam or wash cloths or make things ready in kitchen, or buy the vegetables from the market or who take care of the children…. all of them were from poor families. But Padmaja was very kind towards all of them. She always considered them as a member of the big Kovilakam family. 

The authoritarian members of the Kovilakam family were Navneet’s grandfather Mr. Rama Varma and his eldest son Gopala Varma. They were icons of orthodoxy in all aspects. On the contrary to the characters of the mighty Varmas, Navneet’s father was a soft hearted person. He was working as a teacher in a government school, where he taught the students Mathematics and English. Instead of the orthodox nature, he had an ever-pleasant and lovable nature. Like his wife he was fond of music. In the evenings, after coning from the school and having the refreshments, he would be sitting in his room, playing the violin or listening to Padmaja playing the veena or he would be seen playing with the kids. The mighty Varmas never liked this, as they always were busy in discussing the family matters regarding the division of the wealth accumulated in the Kovilakam over the generations or local political issues. They wanted to have a say in everything around them.

Sanjay could remember the innumerable occasions where he was asked to sit along with Navneet and Leskhmy when Padmaja teach them the basic lessons of music. Some other children from the neighboring Brahmin families also used to come to Kovilakam to learn music from Padmaja. The song about the lullabies sung by the River Sarayoo, was one of the favorite songs of Sanjay. When Padmaja sings this song while playing veena, he would ask her

“ Pattiyamma…. would you please teach me this song”

“Why not Sanju…I will teach you all the songs I know.” She would say smilingly.

As promised she taught him and her kids the song about the Sarayoo River. Sanjay used to hum that song almost throughout a day on those days. He had developed a fascination towards that mythical River Sarayoo.

Things began to take a nosedive after the sudden and unexpected death of Navneet’s father. While taking the class in the school he complained of a chest pain and fainted in the class itself. Though he was taken to the nearby hospital, he was no more when he reached the intensive care unit of the hospital. He had flown to the world of eternal happiness. Along with his family members Sanjay was there in the Kovilakam during the day when the body of Navneet’s father was brought back form the hospital. Rama Varma used his political influences to avoid post mortem of the body. Without waiting further the body was cremated in the evening itself. The servants at Kovilakam took care of the children, as Padmaja was bed ridden for many days since hearing the news about the unexpected demise of her husband. Sometimes she would loose her consciousness or would be almost in tears when she is awake. Lekshmy and Navneet were not matured enough to understand the seriousness of the situation and hence they were engaged in playing as usual. Sanjay was also a part of them. 

As he was a frequent visitor of Kovilakam, Sanjay could understand that something was going fishy after the death of Navneet’s father. The front yards of Kovilakam would be always busy with elder members of the family. Sometimes he would see them speaking to each other loudly. Only on one occasion he saw Padmaja standing in front of all of them and crying. He could see Rama Varma shouting at her. But he couldn’t understand what was happening. The most terrible thing he could see there happened in a span of three four days. As usual Sanjay went to Kovilakam to play with his friends. He was greeted by the shouting voices of the Varmas and the cries of Padmaja. From the iron gates he could witness the whole scenario. Somebody was trying to cut her hair forcefully and she was giving a firm resistance to that. Rama Varma was literally abusing her for not following the rituals of the religion. When Sanjay came back to his house, he overheard his parents discussing the matter of Kovilakam. The picture was clear to him then only. After the death of her husband, Padmaja was supposed to wear white cloths and have her head shaved off. Though she was ready to wear white cloths, she was reluctant to have her head shaved off. The resistance she put up made the mighty Varmas more furious. They decided to follow the rituals at any cost. On that day, Varma called up his close aides and summoned Padmaja to be in the main hall. After she arrived, she was asked to be ready for getting her head shaved off. When she resisted, she was literally manhandled. Forcefully her hair was cut. At that point, Padmaja might have lost her mental balance and she attacked her assailants like a wild animal. She even cut open the hands of one them with her teeth. As she stood there crying and blood oozing from her mouth, Rama Varma declared her to be mentally disoriented. Subsequently she was put in chains and locked up in a room inside Kovilakam, like a prisoner in her own house. 

After that incident whenever Sanjay went to Kovilakam he could feel a different atmosphere. The smiling face of his Pattiyamma was not there to greet him. Neither anyone could offer him the delicious sweets nor anyone sung the song about Sarayoo river for him. He went there to play with Navneet and Lekshmy and came back home. Sometimes during discussions over the dining table at his house he would hear his parents talking about Padmaja. It was known that the Mighty Varmas treated her with utmost animosity. They were trying to defeat the rebel in Padmaja who never liked the rigid and orthodox nature of the rituals followed by the Kovilakam family. 

As a rule of the universe, time and tides waited for none. Seasons changed and the leaves withered from trees and the years galloped like a wild horse. Sanjay had to move to another district of Kerala as his father got a transfer to that place. He was 11 years old at that time. On his last day at Kovilakam, he literally cried when he bid adieu to his friends Navneet and Lekshmy. Though he wanted to see Pattiyamma, he didn’t dare to ask anyone about that. At least his little mind alerted him to be careful before asking such questions. The complete look of Kovilakam had changed since the Varmas locked up Pattiyamma. After his family moved to a new place, Sanjay never had a chance to go and meet his friends at Kovilakam. Eventually Kovilakam, its members and the incidents that surrounded the Kovilakam became just memories for Sanjay. He had to study, grow up, face the realities, fight for survival and get a job. That’s what he did. On that journey, he must have made many friends, some still in touch with him, some remains just in memory. But now the memories of Kovilakam have risen from the grave. Sanjay came back from his thoughts to the reality he was in. He had finished the tea and snack by that time. 

The repeated horn of a car outside the gate caught the attention of Sanjay. As he turned to look at the gates, he saw the little girl running towards the gate. She opened the gates and a blue colored Santro stopped in front of the main door. A tall guy with brown specks in full executive suite came outside the car. It was obvious to Sanjay that this is none other than his childhood friend Navneet. On looking at a stranger inside his home Navneet had a perplexed look on his face. 

“Papa this is your friend. He has come form fart away” said the little girl to Navneet, pointing her fingers to Sanjay. By that time she had taken her seat on Navneet’s hands.  Still Navneet had the perplexed look, as he couldn’t recognize Sanjay. The changes time had brought in Sanjay was so much that Navneet couldn’t even make a wild guess. Sanjay decided to introduce himself. As expected there was a gesture of surprise on Navneet’s face. He never imagined that his childhood friend would come and meet him. Navneet invited Sanjay to be in the main hall. Without seeking any formality Navneet started the non-stop discussions about all that happened to him over the years. Both of them talked about their studies, college life, their career path, the job and so many other things. Few minutes later Pattiyamma came into the hall after her bath. She walked very carefully using the walking stick. She seemed to be fully aware of the weakness of her knees to support her body weight. She sat on a cushioned chair in the hall and listened to the conversation between Sanjay and Navneet. When the clock stuck 8.00, Sanjay saw his driver, Appu’s face peeping from the gate. Then only he realized that he was on his way from an official trip and he should have reached his destination much before. 

“Navneet, I guess I should rush up. My driver is waiting outside” Said Sanjay.

“ My friend.. you have come to my house after a long long gap. How can I leave you without having at least dinner with us” Navneet said in a firm voice. You would be staying with us today. There is no doubt about that. Your driver can stay in our outhouse.” Navneet pointed to a small tiled building in the same compound. It was an old style construction, probably used before the new house was built. Navneet was mentioning to that as the outhouse. At that moment, Pattiyamma also requested him to stay back for the night. Sanjay couldn’t convince them and he had agree to spend the night there. He came out of the compound and requested Appu to have food, and sleep in the outhouse. Sanjay informed Appu to be ready for resuming the travel on the next day early morning.  Then he rang up the security officer in his Chennai office and informed about the halt. 

The dinner table was filled with many delicious items. Neeta was serving the food and Pattiyamma asked Sanjay not to show any hesitation.

“You can take the same freedom you used to show in Kovilakam. Do you know how naughty you were at that time? You used to sneak into our kitchen and take away the sweet dishes completely. You would then share it with Navneet and Lekshmy hiding somewhere in the backyard” When Pattiyamma recalled the incident everybody laughed.

When the dinner was over, Neeta went outside and put the lights on in the outhouse. She put a pillow and a bed sheet on the coat inside. Though Appu said that he would sleep in the car, Navneet insisted that the driver should sleep in the outhouse. Then the childhood friends resumed their conversation.  In less than half an hour, Sanjay could understand that Navneet is a chain smoker. As he finished one packet of cigarette, Sanjay asked him.

“ Navneet, I guess you got addicted to smoking”

The reply was a smile. The he said,

“Oh yaa.. it all started during the college days…just to escape form the suffocating air in Kovilakam. The restrictions and the orthodox nature of my father’s brother, their continued cruelty towards my mother…my helplessness…all of these suffocated me like anything. Looking through the smoke rings that rise from each puff of cigarette, inside my closed room, was the way I found to escape form this. The habit I started at that time is still with me. Yes I am addicted to smoking.”

Sanjay listened to him in silence. But then he asked..

“ Navneet,  what happened after your grandfather locked up Pattiyamma in chains. Since we all moved out, we do not know the rest of the story”

Pressing the cigarette butt on the ashtray, Navneet narrated the story

“Since the day my mother was locked up in the room, she was having a tough time. My grandfather managed forcefully to shave off her head. She was not even allowed to wear anything except white cloths. Her continued resistance supported my grandfather’s claims that she is mentally abnormal. She was put in chains for another three four years. When you and your family left Trivandrum, she was in chains.  Even after my grand father’s death, the things didn’t change. His elder son took the charge from him. He and his wife didn’t have any considerations for my mother. For god’s sake, they didn’t think of stopping our studies. Lekshmy and me continued our studies without much problems.  While I reached college, my mother was no more put under the chains. But she used to live like a servant, doing all the housework, living amidst smoke and fire in the kitchen. As I grew up, I realized all those things, which I didn’t understand during my childhood. Inside me I knew a rebel was growing. I knew that at any time that rebel might go belligerent. As I told you before, I started smoking. I started worrying about my mother and Lekshmy. And finally when I got this job, I decided to break the relations in Kovilakam. There was a big hue and cry about my decision. I decided to move to this place with Lekshmy and my mother. Till that day I didn’t have any voice there inside Kovilakam. But when I got the job, and I knew that I can stand on my feet I didn’t even want to spend a minute more in that house. So suffocating was it’s air. But then I was portrayed as a selfish fellow, who never bothered for what the family members of Kovilakam had given to him. I didn’t object. I admitted in front of them that I am selfish. But inside my mind I was happy that by breaking away from Kovilakam, I would be giving a new life to my mother. That’s what I did. I do not have any regrets for that. For the last seven years I am here with my family. So many incidents happened since then. Lekshmy was married to a nice man. She is with two adorable kids now, working as a surgeon in her husband’s hospital in Delhi. I married Neeta five years back. Soon we were blessed with a little angel, whom you have already met. The members of Kovilakam attended none of these marriages, though I went there personally to invite them. That was my duty to invite them. They didn’t come. That’s their problem. So…. in short…I am happy with whatsoever has happened. I have no regrets on whatever I have done. Now me and my loved ones are living happily. What else should I require”

“ Then why don’t you stop smoking cigarettes like this? I am also a smoker, but not like you. You know each time you take this poison inside, you are reducing your life span by seconds”  Sanjay said half jokingly. 

“Not that I haven’t tried. It has become the part of my life. Probably it will stop with my last breath only.” Said Navneet with a smile.

Before going to sleep Sanjay called up the airlines office in Chennai and requested to change his flight from morning  to evening. Sanjay slept in the guest room He had a comfortable sleep. He got up when the little girl came to wake him up with the bed coffee

“Uncle.. Uncle.. please get up…here is your coffee” she said in her sweet voice.

When Sanjay got up, she giggled and ran away from the room. When he looked at the watch, it was already 7.30 in the morning. Navneet informed him that the bathroom is ready with hot water and towel. Sanjay took fifteen minutes time to get fresh and then he was ready for breakfast. Pattiyamma was busy in the kitchen, helping Neeta in preparing the breakfast. In ten minute’s time Sanjay finished the breakfast and moved to the verandah. His driver had already had his breakfast and was ready to resume the journey. Sanjay gave his visiting card to Navneet and noted down his address. The atmosphere was again for saying good-bye. Then Pattiyamma came from the kitchen, holding a plastic cover. She handed over that to Sanjay and said

“ You can eat it on the way. This is the same sweet dish you used to steal form Kovilakam. I don’t know whether this would be as tasty as the one I used to make at that time”

Sanjay felt so happy that Pattiyamma prepared the sweet dish just for him. He accepted it with great pleasure. He even opened the packet there itself and ate a portion of it. 

“ Now you know where we are staying. Please do come and visit us whenever you are passing through these places. I should thank god that I could see you before closing my eyes forever” said Pattiyamma, holding Sanjay’s hands. 

As Sanjay stepped out, he saw the little girl giggling and hiding behind her mother. He told to Pattiyamma

“Pattiyamma… your grand daughter sings very well. Please teach her all those beautiful songs. If she had not sung the song about Sarayoo river at the stationary shop, I wouldn’t have got a chance to meet you all”

Sanjay pulled down the window pan and waved his hands at his hosts who were then standing near the gates. Appu started the car and it started speeding up on the road. Pattiyamma and others standing at the gates and waving their hands appeared like tiny dots in the backdrop. Appu continued driving the car through the busy roads as they had entered into the city area. Suddenly Sanjay realized that he had not taken his cigarette packet from Navneet’ house. He asked Appu to stop in front of the nearest stationary shop to buy another packet of cigarette. In few minute’s time Appu stopped the car in front of a small shop. Sanjay gout out of the car and  bought a packet of cigarette. On coming back towards the car.. Suddenly he began to think…… is there anyone singing…yet another surprise meeting in store for me?…..

“Don’t be silly…. surprises do not happen like that always” he said to himself. He sat back on his seat, tightened the seat belts and resumed his journey.

Jose Varghese

1 August 2003
