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VARTIKA TOOK A LONG sip from her coffee cup, relishing both the warmth and the aroma of the brew. She was not happy but felt a sense of contentment, in that quiet way, which was uniquely hers. A cold, winter morning, where the aroma of the hot coffee mingled deliciously with her favourite smell in the world. The musty smell of books , both old and new. To be honest, there were not that many old books in her bookshop as , during the summer months, she had done a brisk enough business. Yet, books, especially the loved ones-Vartika felt- tended to give out that earthy smell, so loved by bibliophiles all over the world. 

Having enjoyed that refreshing first sip of the beverage, she looked around her now. There were some new crates to be opened and their contents to be properly categorized, but as of now, the book shop looked neat and ready for the coming day. She gave herself another twenty minutes of solitude, after which she would have to turn on the board for “Open”. It would be enough to enjoy her morning cuppa and plan the day ahead. Now that winter had, more or less, arrived, the business was expected to slow down a little. Niloypur was a small hill station, which though not very well known, did get its share of tourists that spilled over from the nearby metropolis. That flow usually trickled down significantly during the cold, winter months, so in a way, Vartika was not expecting much activity for the coming day. Deep down, she was looking forward to this day being not very demanding. It would give her some time for pursuing her own research and exploring some of the books she had been eyeing wistfully these last few months. 

Strictly speaking, this bookshop did not belong to her. She was only the caretaker, that too for a brief period but it suited her fine for the time being. It gave her a front to look occupied, while she was supposed to be finding her feet. Same went for her research. Though she meant to take it seriously, she knew , people did not see it that way. To them, she was just dabbling in some hobbies; while trying to keep her mind off the tragedy that life had thrown at her.  

Yes, losing her husband to a car accident was a tragedy but sometimes Vartika wondered, as to which was the greater tragedy. She, losing her beloved husband or her husband, losing the life he loved so much. Subhash had been a gregarious chap. One who took the business of living very seriously. Serious in the sense of really living it up, be it with his athletic activities or his involvement with the people around him. It seemed a shame that he should be dead. It seemed grossly unfair, and Vartika felt it more strongly than she let people realize. She was also tired of the sympathetic looks and solicitous attempts that people kept making towards her , ever since that fateful day. Much as she appreciated their kindness, it had been getting on her nerves a bit. Hence, her maternal uncle’s offer to stay with him for a while and mind this little bookshop, had been more than welcome. 

So, here she was. Not exactly happy but more content than she could have hoped to be, with her husband dead recently and a little girl to support. Vartika had been a good student, who had always planned to go for the academic line. The corporate sector with its worldly dynamism had never seemed for her. Life, however, has a way of charting its own course. She had met Subhash, got married and before she herself realized, had been cast into the mold of a dedicated homemaker and mother. She had often wondered how this had come about. Subhash was never the dominating type, but he had possessed that hyper level of energy that just swept off everything in its path. It had not been a bad life, her life with Subhash, she mused. But somehow, she had always felt like she had been living someone else’s life, not hers. Though life now promised to be harder than before, she was also vaguely excited about the prospect of finally getting down to living her life her own way. Instead of someone else managing it all for her, maybe she could finally live her own life as it appealed to her. Her daughter was young enough to start afresh and Vartika was determined to chalk out a solid path for the two of them. That is after this brief detour in their life’s path. For the time being though, she was glad to be taking a break, for that is how she viewed her bookshop stint – A short break from the business of real life! 

None of these thoughts, though steadily they kept trickling into her mind, marred her pleasure in the beautiful day or ever mar her heart with any less-than-charitable thoughts regarding her late husband. Vartika , for all her dreamy attitude, was a pragmatist at heart. In fact she prided herself on that. To be pragmatic was one thing but to appreciate it as the life skill it was, was what she prided herself on.She had loved her husband. To be honest ,it would have been pretty impossible not to do so. Subhash had been handsome, capable, and mostly good natured ,if a trifle too energetic for her. So, she grieved for him. More than for herself, she grieved for her little daughter, who had lost her father so early in life. However, prostrate with grief , she was not. Nor did she feel the least helpless, as to her future. She had the inherent confidence of a spirited nature that something would work out. A teaching job or something to do with the education system was the obvious choice for her and after she had given herself some time, she would sort all that out. 


Meanwhile, the warmth of the coffee and the coldness of the mountain air were both invigorating.  



XXXXX

Vartika was sitting in front of a book crate that she was going to sort now. The crate had arrived two days earlier , donated by someone and her Uncle had asked her to take a look as to its contents. As was her habit, she had dragged in another empty wooden crate by her side. Whenever she had to do such sorting, she preferred to use another box where she could keep placing the ones she was going to group together. She would arrange them later but for the time being just a rough separation into the two boxes would do. She had just started checking out the contents of the donated book crate ,when the front door bell tinkled, signifying a customer. She came out of the back room to  greet the visitor.  

The man was standing near the door with an uncertain air about him. He didn’t register her good morning right away. Instead, he continued to look around ,as if he suddenly found himself in a strange place and had no idea how he had landed there. Vartika repeated her greeting, this time a little more forcefully ,and that finally got his attention. He was a rather tall man with a lanky figure. He had that slight stoop which very tall people often have. Especially, when the rest of the population are significantly shorter and the daily needs of associating with them makes it inevitable for the tall guy to stoop more frequently than others. His features, though not exactly handsome , had a certain elegance that lent itself to good looks. At first glance, Vartika put his age bracket in the mid-thirties. However, there was a look of tiredness around his eyes, which might have hinted at greater age. Yet, this could be just a temporary thing, resulting from a genuine physical tiredness or recent lack of sleep, she decided. 

The man had finally noticed Vartika and with an air of apology, stated his errand. She noted that he did not bother with returning her greeting but just came to his purpose of visit, straightaway. A little shy and diffident by nature, she summarized to herself. Adding his air of vagueness to the mix, she added absentmindedness  to the list. 

The man, however, was speaking in full flow by now and what he said ,only mildly interested Vartika. 

“Uh! I believe you received a crate of books last week. My servant must have brought it. Quite a bunch. My grandmother, you see, was a great collector of books. She had wanted to donate them to a library but later changed her mind. She decided that it is better to give some away to a book shop, where book lovers can actually get at them. So, she decided to donate it to your bookshop.” 

Vartika nodded, as her mind busily tried to trace who this donor could be.  Her Uncle had not mentioned the specific name of the donor when he explained about the donated books to her.  However, the crate of books she had just been looking at, seemed to be the one the man was talking about. So, she decided to  hear him out and elicit the required details accordingly. 

“ I am sorry, but it seems there has been a mistake. The books which were to be given away were in a different box. The servant delivered the wrong set to you. I came down to tell you that I will send my man to take this box away and bring the right books. I really regret the inconvenience! Hope it is not too much of a bother.” 

Vartika nodded her head in understanding that it was quite alright. However, the man had still not given his name or anything , so she asked him the same. 

“Oh! What a scatter brain I am! I have not even told you my name. I am Vaidik, Vaidik Shenoy. Most people here know my grandmother, Sarala Shenoy. She is the one who lives in the Sarala Bhavan on Dhara Road.” 

Now, Vartika was able to place him. In a small town like Niloypur, there were always a handful of such characters who kind of ran the place. Sarala Shenoy was such a person. A lady of rather high age , but still alert and actively involved in all the social activities of the town. She was something like the lady of the manor, for this quaint hillside town. Now, she recollected that her uncle had mentioned something about Sarala Shenoy donating a good part of her significant book collection to their bookshop. Of course, these books were being given in good faith, and they were supposed to sell them at a reduced price. In true spirit of the thing, all proceeds of these sales were to be diverted to some charity organization , which again ,Sarala Shenoy, like the public-spirited initiator she was, was  actively associated with. It was just that instead of having to sell the books herself, the enterprising lady had decided to take the help of the local bookshop to arrange for  the same. 

So, this is Vaidik Shenoy, Vartika thought to herself. She had seen Sarala Shenoy on a couple of occasions, and she found herself wondering as to the vagaries of nature. This Vaidik Shenoy, with his vague , uncertain air hardly had the vitality and alertness that seemed to seep from his grandmother’s personality. Vaidik perhaps took after some other member of the family , Vartika decided. Her sense of fairness though ,was already chiding her for running to these hasty judgements. Nevertheless, the situation being clear now, she assured him that it was no bother at all. They hadn’t got down to unpacking the books yet, so there was absolutely no problem if they were to be taken away and the right ones delivered at his convenience. 

Vaidik seemed relieved to hear that and after promising to send his servant down in the evening , left soon after. Later Vartika wondered if it had been her imagination. But she felt like there was still some uneasiness lingering about Vaidik even as he left the bookshop. His last look towards the back room was a look of almost desperate longing. Maybe that crate contains a special book, which is Vaidik’s special favourite , that he regretted leaving behind. Thoughtfully, Vartika turned around. She could not have explained why but the whole episode , innocuous as it was, had made an odd impression on her. She put it down to her own sense of disappointment. She herself had been rummaging through that bunch of books right before Vaidik’s arrival  and had spotted a few titles that she would have liked to have a go at ,herself. Now, they would be taken away before she got the chance. She did feel like a child who had been shown the glimpse of a treat that would no longer be available. 

That helped her decide. It was expected to be a slow day, anyway. A weekday to begin with and also past the tourist season. She would at least check out all the books today itself. If there were particular ones that she would like to read , she could always note and contrive to borrow them from the Sarala Bhavan going forward. Only yesterday, her uncle had been encouraging her to join some groups, to make new friends and all. Vartika was social by nature but the prospect of big group gatherings, where get-togethers would necessitate a lot of conversations, littered with small talk, presented an appalling prospect. However , anything to do with books and reading would do very nicely indeed. 

She turned back to the back room to accomplish her mission and spent a very pleasant one hour looking through the books. Most were in rather good condition, although they had the look of being around ten to fifteen years old. One thing stood out. Most of these books were for adolescents. The kind of wholesome fiction that a book loving young adult would be gifted and encouraged to read. Adventure stories, boy detectives getting mixed up in all sorts of scrapes and solving mysteries that defied adults! Maybe that explained it. Perhaps these books belonged to Vaidik. Treasures of his childhood ,which had somehow got mixed up with his grandmother’s intended donations and that is why he had arrived on fast foot to reclaim them. Perhaps that even explained the look Vaidik had given in the direction where he assumed the crate was stored , before he could tear himself away from the place. It brought a smile to Vartika’ s lips. A book lover, then Vaidik was. In some ways, it mirrored her own affection for the written word, and she found herself warming up to the diffident man. A quiet, reflective man , more at home among his books than gregarious social gatherings. That was the picture forming in her mind when one item in the crate caught her attention. It was not a book. Rather it was more like a diary. A small black one, with an elastic band to keep the diary closed. If someone wanted to open the diary, he would have to loosen the elastic , which would remain attached to the two ends of the book’s spine. The pages could then be opened for examination. Once done, the user had the choice to re-secure the same with the help of the elastic band again.  

With a smile, she thought of the fancy lock and key diaries that nowadays young girls had. Her daughter had one.A pretty pink key to open a lock which would release the pages and then to be locked back after the work of the diary was done. Supposedly to keep your secret safe. This diary was nothing foolproof like those fancy ones but still pretended an air of privacy. Maybe that is why Vartika refrained from loosening the band and going through its contents. She simply held it in the palm of her hand for a moment and then placed it on the floor beside her. Now that she had taken a look at all the book names, she intended to neatly rearrange them in the crate. It took her about fifteen minutes to accomplish this task. She was just about to close the lid down on it when the bell in the shop tinkled again. She promptly got up to attend the same. The little diary that she had placed on the floor, she hurriedly stuffed into one of the wooden crates by her side. 

It was a customer but also someone she knew personally. She greeted the woman with a smile. Though the visitor had come to pick up a gift for a child, she was disposed to spend some time with the shopkeeper. So, it was a good forty minutes that Vartika spent with her customer cum friend, before the shop was empty again. As she was returning to the back room, she paused for a minute to close one of the windows of the shop. A cold draught was flowing into the room from the distant hills and Vartika was glad of the warm coat like a cardigan she had donned. Having secured the lid of the crate in the backroom she returned to the shop and looked at the watch. It was another hour or so before she would close the shop for lunch and walk down to Tia’s school to pick her up. Today was a half day at Tia’s school , so children would be released right after lunch , instead of continuing till 3:00 PM ,as was the usual norm. 

She decided to complete certain tasks that she had noted as pending and by the time  she was done, it was time to leave. She changed the sign to “Closed for lunch” and went out. 

The short walk to the school where Tia , her daughter studied , was a pleasant one. There were pretty roadside flowers growing along the hillside path to the school. As she walked down, her thoughts shifted to her daughter. Tia was a pretty child. She had the open generous smile of her late father. She had always been of a sunny disposition, more given to smiles than sulks. However, the recent tragedy had had a greater impact on the child than many people realized. To begin with, she had been in the car, when it met with the accident. The accident in which Tia’s father died, along with their chauffeur. It was quite a miracle that Tia had survived , that too with barely a few scratches. Deep down, Vartika worried if there existed deeper bruises that little Tia was carrying. Scars , invisible to the eye but more permanent in nature! As a mother, she was determined to pull Tia out of whatever darkness this tragedy might entail in the young child. However, as a woman , she sometimes struggled with doubts about her capability to do so. That was one of the reasons why she had agreed to move to Niloypur for the time being. A change of scene and the chance to start afresh in an unsullied environment would, Vartika fervently hoped, allow Tia to put this tragedy behind her. Like most little girls, the bond between Tia and her father had been special. Much as she loved her mother , Tia had been closer to her father and his sudden loss was a greater loss for the child than for anyone else. So, Vartika worried about her daughter , though she never let anyone realize how much. But, like a true optimist, she also hoped. Hoped that while childhood was delicate, it was also more resilient , when it came to rebuilding and moving on. And if the little girl needed any help to accomplish this , then her mother was right there to help her along the way. In fact, she was determined that not only the child but both herself and her daughter would get back to normal life, no matter what it took, to get there.  

She was at the school gate by now and as she slowed down, her eyes scanning the mass of children leaving the gates, she felt a soft tap on her shoulder. She moved around to see the smiling face of Tia’s class teacher. She smiled back as Nandini greeted her and extended her own hand to shake Vartika’ s.  

“Hello Mrs. Banerjee! Good to see you again.” 

“Good afternoon, Madam! How are you doing?” 

Nandini gave a warm chuckle, before responding. “Oh ! Mrs. Banerjee! You can call me Nandini , outside school hours, you know. I do get enough of Madam the whole day” 

“Well, then you also need to respond in kind. I cannot be ‘Mrs. Banerjee’, if we are to be informal. Right?” 

Nandini raised her hand in mock surrender , as she gave another throaty laugh. “Fair point, Vartika. So, is that a deal? Outside school, I call you Vartika and you call me Nandini. Shall we shake on that?” 

“Sure, we shall.”, answered Vartika. Nandini was already one of her few friends in this new town. As a friend of Vartika’ s uncle’s daughter, she did visit them once in a while and the two women had struck up a mild sort of acquaintance , bordering on intimacy. What Vartika appreciated about Nandini was that unlike a lot of other people, Nandini’s gaze was always neutral, instead of overly sympathetic. Yet, on talking to her, she had found the woman not only gentle but also refreshingly wise. She was a comfortable person to talk to and Vartika liked her. They chatted for a few minutes while Vartika kept her eyes open for Tia among the crowds when she sensed that Nandini was looking a little reticent. Like she had something on her mind, which she was wondering whether to share with Vartika or not. Not one to hesitate, she did speak out eventually but not before Vartika noticed her throwing a cautious look at the mass of children , still spilling from the school gates. “Listen Vartika, I have been wanting to talk to you for a few days. Do you have a minute?” 

“Sure, tell me. No wait , let me collect Tia first. I wonder why she is taking so much time today. Then we can talk.” Vartika replied walking a little nearer to the gate, hoping she would spot her child sooner.  

Nandini cleared her throat. Her next words surprised Vartika a little. 

“Huh! Actually, Tia has already gone home, Vartika! That is what I wanted to speak to you about.” 

“Gone home? But why ? who picked her up?”, Vartika was surprised. 

“Nothing to worry, Vartika. One of the other teachers had to leave early and Tia was sent with her. We tried to call you, but your phone did not connect. It is all right. You know Rashmi madam , right? She dropped Tia home. Your uncle was there to receive her.” 

Vartika did not speak as some instinct told her that there was more to this than met the eye. Nandini obviously had something to say, and Vartika waited, looking her straight in the eye. She could not have explained why both worry and a strange sense of defensiveness were rising in her heart. 

“It is about Tia that I wanted to speak to you about , but I did not want to do it too officially. It is enough that the child has been reprimanded.” Nandini said gently. 

After the briefest of pauses, Nandini’s voice became brisk. It now contained the tiniest bit of the school teacher authority, which no adult , no matter how grown up, ever learns to ignore. 

“Shall we walk? We are blocking the gate here.” Nandini said. 

Vartika nodded and the two of them moved away. They did not speak again, until they had reached a slightly less crowded patch of the road. They could still see the school children milling about , but they were no longer jostled by them.  

Once they had stopped, Vartika faced Nandini, with a firm look in her eye. Her friend did not keep her waiting. She spoke immediately and clearly. “Vartika, please do not think, I am complaining. But I think it is better you should know. It’s Tia. We all understand the tragedy she has had to face recently and that is why everyone has been very indulgent but sometimes children do not realize how much is too far”, here Nandini paused for a moment before continuing, “Tia has been telling a lot of stories recently. There is nothing really wrong with it. She is an imaginative child and I personally always encourage this trait in the young. It is one of the healthiest instincts of childhood. To make stories or pretend to know certain things which no one else does,  is normal to most children, especially little girls. But some of Tia’s stories are a little too far-fetched for people to believe. That is when some of her friends get annoyed and demand that she tell them how she knows. That is when Tia laughs and says that she just knows. Even after they press her, she would not tell them the truth.” 

“You mean she knew things which she had no way of knowing? And when she was asked , she refused to tell how she knew?”Vartika's voice had a note of incredulity in it. 

“Oh ! she told all right but obviously it is a lie. She said she was standing nearby or peeped in from the window, but anyone can see that it cannot be. For example, her friend Mitra’s brother has a new bike, and he has scribbled his name in blue paint on its rear mud guard and Supposedly Tia saw him do it. Mitra vows that the bike has not yet left their house, having been purchased very recently , so no one except the family members know about this scribbling , yet Tia claims to know it. On asking, this is all she says. That she saw him do it. No amount of asking is eliciting any further clarification from Tia.” 

Vartika did not know what to say. Nandini was still speaking. “It has been going on for some time. Time and again she has been reprimanded and urged to tell the truth, but she sticks to her story all the same. Now, it has happened once  too many times. That is why she was called to the principal's room today and there also she did not change her story. As a punishment, the principal ordered her to go home, instead of back to class. He knows I am a friend of the family , so he asked me to speak to you once.” 

Vartika shook her head in disbelief. Whatever else she might have expected,  she could not comprehend this at all. Tia, for all her mischievousness, had always been a truthful child. She did tell long tales sometimes, but she was always honest about them being tales. Never had she stood her ground that they were the gospel truth when chided about them.  

“Listen Vartika, children have a different way of looking and dealing with life’s tribulations. It is not easy for a child to accept a parent’s death and that too a violent one. Also, she herself had been present in that accident , so maybe this spinning of stories or pretense of knowing a lot of things, is an unconscious reaction. A defence mechanism that she is employing to deal with her loss! But she needs to realize that she cannot just go on telling tall tales and insisting that she knows things miraculously ,all the time. It is giving her a bad reputation as a liar. That is what happened today. Mitra demanded that Tia tell her how she knew it and Tia did not say anything more than that she had been standing there watching him do it. That is when Mitra called her a liar and Tia became angry. But she did not change her story even after being questioned by Principal Sir.” 

Vartika did not respond. Her mind was trying to process what had been thrown at her. Still, after keeping quiet for a few seconds, she looked back at Nandini and nodded slightly. “Thanks for telling me, Nandini. I will speak to her. Just don’t be too harsh on her if you can!”. Vartika’ s voice had just the merest trace of appeal in it, as she uttered these last words. 

Nandini immediately reached out to hold Vartika’ s hand in a warm gesture ,as she assured her that she would.  

“As I said, Vartika , I won’t dream of complaining. Tia is the dearest of girls I have seen but she is after all a child, and she needs to understand the importance of truth. What she considers just tale telling might be viewed as lack of truthfulness by others. This needs to be explained to her. Gently. But also, firmly. I hope you understand that. We all have only her best interests at heart.” 

The two women talked for a few more moments until they parted. As Vartika walked back ,Nandini’s words rang in her ears. She was worried but also kind of puzzled with this latest development. Had she allowed her guard to be lowered? Was Tia showing signs of more strain than her mother had been able to detect? These thoughts troubled her heart, as she racked her brains for anything she might have missed in her daughter’s behaviour ,in the past few months.  

To her thinking, Tia had seemed almost normal. After the first few months, her weeping bouts had also reduced. Especially, her grand uncle’s company had seemed to soothe the little girl more than her mother could have hoped for. For one thing, the old man, wise as he was, never seemed to tire of hearing what Tia had to say. Be it an incident from school or something else that had happened during the day, the two were always swapping stories. It was gladdening to see how comfortable those two had become in these past few months. Vartika’s uncle ‘s own daughters had married and moved away. So, his affection for the little girl was akin to that of an affectionate grandfather. 

Vartika walked on for a while, until she came to the fork in the road, one of which led to the shop, while the other one led home. Her initial plan had been to pick up Tia from school and then walk home with her. They would have lunch together and then Vartika would head back to the bookshop. After a moment’s thought, she decided not to go home but instead to return to the shop. She could always pick up something from a roadside shop for lunch. Usually, Tia’s school went on for another couple of hours and now that she was eight years old,  she mostly walked home from school with one of her friends. Today, being a half day at school, Vartika had planned to surprise her by picking her up and walking home with her, so that they could have lunch together. But with this strange conversation ringing in her ears, she needed some time by herself. To begin with, she thought there was no hurry to let Tia know that she knew about her having been sent home early from school. It might be better to mull over a while, as how to broach the topic with her. She also wondered if taking her uncle into confidence might be a good idea.  

She was so immersed in her thoughts that she did not realize that she was already at the bookshop. A man was waiting for her near the bookshop entrance. Before she could ask him, he came forward to explain his errand.  

“Hello Madam ji, I have come from Sarala Bhavan. Vaidik sahib sent me to pick up a box of books. He said he has already spoken to you.”. Obviously, this was Vaidik Shenoy’s servant who had come to take away the wrongly delivered crate of books. She nodded and unlocked the door. 

They walked to the back room where the crate was still lodged. As the man bent to pick it up, Vartika asked him casually. “Have you worked a long time at the Sarala house?” Maybe the oldish look of the man prompted the enquiry from her. 

“Yes, mem sahib, I have always worked in that house, since I was a young man.”, He answered. 

“A great reader, your Vaidik babu must be, right? I was going through the books, and I saw that there are many story books, the kind young boys love to read. So, I assumed these were all his childhood books.”, Vartika went on to say. 

“I can’t say madam. Books are read a good deal in that house; I can tell you that. Even Nikhil baba used to read sometimes. Though he preferred playing to reading, I would say. I used to be about the house a lot, so I could see.” The man answered her. 

“Nikhil ? Who is that?” , Vartika wondered aloud. 

“Nikhil baba was the other grandson. The one who died, you know.”  

Vartika was surprised as she digested this information. The man looked at her and spotting the look of confusion on her face, went on to elaborate. “ You are new to this place , aren’t you? That is why you do not know. Nikhil baba was the other grandson. He was Preeti  didi’ s son. He drowned in the  nearby river. That too when they were having a picnic. It was so tragic!” 

When Vartika did not speak, the man hauled the crate on to his back and bidding Vartika goodbye, left. 

Vartika stood there for a moment, before slowly turning to go back to the shop. Why was she surprised that the books did not originally belong to Vaidik but to a cousin who was long dead? Why should it take her by surprise that there had been a tragedy in that family in the past? After all, tragedy was more of a way of life than people wished to accept. So, this family too had had its share of the same. Why should it surprise her? 

Maybe what did surprise her more, was her own reaction. Her eyes were moist, almost as if the casual mention of this past loss had brought home her recent one. She had once heard from someone that real grief kicked in ,after all the rituals and formalities got over. Once the comforters have all left and one is left to oneself finally, that is when people realize that something precious has been irreversibly lost! That is when one realizes that the void created is but a permanent one. The wound ,even if it did manage to heal with time, would leave behind a scar that would never really go away! 

Almost violently, she brushed away the tears, now threatening to spill onto her cheeks. Part of her wished to be left alone so that she could just sit down and have a good cry. A more resolute part of her wished that a horde of customers would descend upon the bookshop, to keep her busy the entire afternoon. 

Finally , what transpired was neither of the two situations. She did have a couple of customers who needed her support, but she also got some time to herself to reflect on all that had come to her notice that day. The conversation with Tia’s teacher, she had to concede, needed her utmost consideration. She wondered if taking her uncle into confidence and asking for his advice was a good idea. In the brief time she and Tia had spent in Niloypur, the young girl and the elderly man had forged a deep bond that was sweet to behold. Still, maybe it was her motherly possessiveness that made her hesitate to include anyone else in this unique situation that she was now confronted with. Also, she argued to herself,  there might be a simpler reason for Tia’s supposedly odd behaviour. Maybe it was nothing more than a little teasing on the young girl’s part to show off a bit and nothing more. All that was needed was perhaps a gentle talking down to make Tia realize that exaggeration or storytelling , though natural in small doses , was generally not appreciated on a regular basis. Having come to this conclusion , Vartika felt better.  

So, it was in a relatively calm and contented frame of mind, in which she returned home. The home was quiet when she did. Her Uncle was in the portico having a cup of tea , when she walked in through the garden gate. He waved to her as she did and instead of going up to her room straightaway, joined him directly on the portico. There was more tea in the teapot ,so on her uncle’s insistence, she got herself a cup from the kitchen and sat down with him to enjoy the light tea. 

The daily help, who cooked and cleaned for them, had left early today. Koel had got some errands to run for her old mother today , her uncle said, so she had been allowed to leave earlier than usual. 

On asking about Tia, she was told that she had gone over to their neighbour’s house to play with her friend. Knowing the friend’s mother, Vartika was sure Tia would also be treated to dinner before she was allowed to return home. Somehow this made a wave of relief wash over her. That means she could postpone her talk required with Tia. Also, her uncle’s behaviour assured her that he was not aware of anything untoward. So, even though Tia had come home earlier than usual from school, he had no idea that there had been anything amiss. Vartika decided that she could take a little more time to decide how to approach the matter. 

Right now , she was content drinking her tea in peace, when her uncle called her attention to something about some orders that they had recently placed for their bookshop. 

That brought to Vartika’s mind the recent episode of the wrongly donated books from Sarala Bhavan. 

She mentioned the same to her uncle. 

“Uncle, you remember the crate of books that came from Sarala Bhavan, for our bookshop, which we were expected to sell at a reduced rate and donate part of the proceeds to one of her charities?” 

“Yes, what about it? Have they arrived?” 

“Oh ! well they did arrive, but it seems there has been some mistake about them. The wrong crate was sent, and I had a visit from a member of that household to say that it was the wrong set. So, again a servant was sent later to take the crate away. We should be receiving the right set of books in a day or two I expect.” 

“Indeed!”, murmured her uncle. However,  after a brief pause, he looked up with a thoughtful air to say, “Well that’s very interesting. Who came by the way? Bharat? Oh well!,maybe because I have not ventured out much recently, so I did not hear anything about the matter!”  

Vartika was amused at his comment. It appeared to her ,so typical a small town comment or was Sarala Shenoy’s family held in such esteem,  in this town that a visit from them was almost like a visit from royalty? She decided to delve some more. 

“Well, it was none other than her grandson himself who graced our little shop today! I had the good fortune to meet Vaidik Shenoy today. He had come in person to tell me that the sent crate will be taken back by his servant and the right one delivered”, supplied Vartika. 

Her uncle ,who had gone back to reading the newspaper , looked up sharply at this. 

“Vaidik , did you say Vaidik? He came to our bookshop today, in person , did he?” Vartika was surprised to hear the note of surprise in her uncle’s voice. 

“Yes, that is what I told you. Why do you sound so amazed, Uncle?” 

“Vaidik...now, that is odd. He rarely ever comes. Seeing he is from around here, after all. ”, he ended with a shrug. 

“Maybe he is a busy man.” 

Once again, her uncle shrugged before replying. “Can’t comment how busy someone is but from what I know, there is nothing specific to keep him busy, is there?” 

“What do you mean, uncle? Does he not have a job or something?”, Vartika was curious to know. 

“He sure has a job but not the regular kind, so I have heard. Works on a part time basis or something like that. Well, with the kind of money he has, maybe he does not need to work. Still, it does make one wonder how a grown-up , able bodied man passes the time of the day!” Vartika could detect a faint but unmistakable air of disapproval in her otherwise mild uncle’s voice. Although, knowing her Uncle, it could be just a note of perplexity too. 

She prodded further. “ Well, how did he make this money then? Or did he not? Did he inherit some kind of legacy or win a lottery?” 

“Inherited. How else?” Uncle’s answer had curtness to it, which intrigued Vartika. 

She continued to look at him with a questioning glance. Perhaps he felt the force of her gaze, so he looked up. “All right,  I can see that I have to tell you the whole story” ,Uncle said , with an air of resignation. His eyes however had sort of a twinkle in them. 

Vartika did not answer but her eyes did. They were full of curiosity, like that of a little girl, eager for a story. 

So, Uncle started on the sad ,yet rather interesting, story of Praveen Shenoy and  Sarala Devi’s grandchildren. 

“To begin with, the Shenoy family has always been an important family around here. Not just because they happen to be rich but also because they have always been socially very involved in the public life of this little place. You have seen Sarala Shenoy a couple of times, right and how does she strike you?”, Without waiting for Vartika to answer, he went on with his narrative, “Well, she is only continuing what her husband had started. Praveen Shenoy was the most dynamic man you could imagine. A whirlwind of energy and enterprise. His business acumen was exceeded only by his eccentricity. For he was an eccentric one, all right.”  

Uncle paused here for a moment to take a sip of his tea. Having done that, he resumed his story. “Praveen Shenoy had made his money in some pharmaceuticals business and was what is often described as an young achiever. So, by the time he was in his mid -forties , he was quite rich. Then he had some sudden change of heart and gave up everything to suddenly sell off all that business and settle down in this sleepy little town, of all places! They were originally not from this place but who would say that today?” 

Vartika was indeed surprised to hear that. She had always assumed that even if the Shenoy family had made their money elsewhere, they must have been originally from this place, so had eventually come back here or maybe part of the family had always remained here, with firm roots to this place. This was news to her that the first time the Shenoy family had arrived here was when Sarala and Praveen were already a middle aged couple, with no prior attachments to Niloypur. 

She waited for her uncle to continue.  

“Yes, I can see you are surprised to hear that. But yes, that is how it happened. Praveen and Sarala just descended upon this small town one fine day and within a very short time had become the life and soul of the social life here. Of course, their philanthropic activities had a lot to do with this gelling in. Still, mind you, philanthropy, or no philanthropy, it was no mean feat. Small places can be very conservative when it comes to accepting an outsider, but they managed. I guess, people who have that kind of drive, achieve whatever they set their mind to and at that point in their life, that was the goal the Shenoys had set for themselves. So, achieve it they did. Within no time, Niloypur was conquered and Shenoys were firmly established here. They seemed very happy here. Their children were all adolescents when they arrived here. They grew up here and when the time came, got married from here. The two elder children married and moved out of Niloypur, but the youngest son chose to stay on here. He was the quiet one, was our Bharat.” 

Here, uncle paused but not to sip his tea. He seemed to be contemplating on something. Nevertheless, he was soon speaking again. 

“As I said, the older two children, Preeti and Avinash got married and moved away. Preeti’s husband was already working outside and Avinash too set up his own venture in the big city and beyond. That is hardly surprising. Niloypur is hardly a place expected to be the hotbed of commercial or industrial activity. However, that was never an issue with the Shenoys. The older Shenoy couple had entrenched themselves well enough into the fabric of this place and they seemed quite content. The family always regrouped during the festivals and major family occasions and so it continued for quite some years.” 

“But uncle you said that the youngest son stayed here. So, not all children moved out , did they?” Vartika chimed in. 

“Yes, yes, I am coming to that. Preeti eventually came back to the family home. Her husband travelled a good deal for work and instead of staying in the city alone with her children, she preferred to reside at her maternal home. Bharat always stayed here. After he completed his studies, he did not straight away take up a job or go off to see the world. Being the youngest of the family, maybe he had been granted some leniency. Where the elder children were supposed to get on with their life’s business, he was allowed to smooch around a little bit. So, there he was, doing odd jobs , volunteering for his parents’ umpteen social or philanthropic activities but doing nothing that could be called his career as such. It went on for a couple of years. In the meantime, Preeti and Avinash had kids of their own. Preeti was already living here. Avinash’s kids would also come down during the summer and Dussehra holidays and needless to say that it would be a merry house then. All in all, it was a very satisfactory family. Then something changed. Praveen Shenoy , who had always been a very hale and hearty man, had a serious illness. Everyone expected him to fight back with that tremendous will power and considerable wealth of his, but he shocked everyone by saying that he would not undergo any treatment at all. Except for some pain medications and bare minimum expenditure for making his last days comfortable, he would not spend a single paisa on prolonged treatments. Needless to say that his children, especially Avinash tried very hard to convince him otherwise but he had made up his mind and would not budge from his stance.” 

Vartika was thoughtful at this juncture. She had a comment to make. “It shows a lot of courage to take a decision like that, I am sure. Most people, no matter how much they whine about life , prefer to cling rather than let go.” 

“Yes, that is mostly what was said then. Although there were of course some people who considered this a very unwise decision and were quite vocal about it. Still, the man was determined, and he continued as usual. Also, to all outward appearances, he was quite all right. It would be a long time before he started getting frail and all that.” 

For a full minute , uncle stopped here, so much so that Vartika wondered if he was ever going to speak at all. As the silence continued, she broke it with a comment of her own. “You said it was a story of their grandchildren, but you have not even mentioned their names yet, uncle.” 

“I haven’t, have I? well , let's remedy that”, responded uncle, “Preeti had one son and one daughter. Nikhil and Naina. Avinash had two  daughters. Pavani and Meera. And Bharat had only one son...” 

“Bharat? But you never mentioned his marriage at all,” Vartika had a note of curiosity in her voice. 

“That is because he never got married in the first place.” 

“Out of wedlock then. Well, this Bharat seems to have been the colourful type,” Vartika chuckled. 

To her surprise , uncle did not share her mirth. Instead, he became even more serious. He sipped his tea and then responded in a quiet voice. 

“It was his son all right, but no one ever knew who the mother was. He sometimes went to the city for some work on behalf of the charities run by his parents. One time, when he came back, he brought back a little boy. A boy who nobody doubted belonged to the Shenoy family but whose mother’s name, Bharat simply refused to disclose. If there was any drama about this irregular state of affairs, then nobody in the town ever heard of it. But the boy was accepted into the bosom of the family and was being brought up by his grandparents and single father , here in Niloypur. Soon, even the doubts of his parentage were more or less forgotten, and life went on as usual.” 

Vartika chimed in here. “ So, this was Vaidik, the motherless boy.” 

“No no, his name was not Vaidik. His name was Tuhin.” 

“But then who is Vaidik? You never mentioned his name when you spoke of the grandchildren’s names.” 

“No, I didn’t because Vaidik is not the son of any of Praveen and Sarala’s children.” 

Vartika was now watching her uncle very closely. Her brow was furrowed in query as she waited for his next words. 

Uncle gave a soft chuckle as he could see that he had her rapt attention. In a playful tone, he went on. “I can see that you are hooked. Ok, let us play a small game. Try to guess and I will keep giving you some hints whether you are on the right track or not. 

Vartika let out a sigh of exasperation. This was not the first time her uncle was doing this. He had a tendency to when he could, and since early childhood, Vartika had been his special favourite when he was in a mood to bait. 

“Uncle! Need you do this!” 

“Oh! Come on, be a sport , Vartika! Play along!” 

She sighed again and prepared herself for giving uncle a good time. 

“Ok, here is my guess!  He was their grandson but an illegitimate one. One whose existence came out later and like the gracious grandparents , they accepted him as one of their own too.” 

“No! wrong answer! Try again.” 

“Was he just a poor child whom they took in and brought up as a grandson? After all, they already had  children in the house -Bharat’s motherless son and Preeti’s son and daughter. They were rich. Maybe they just took in another child and brought him up.” 

“Sorry , Vartika. Wrong again,” Uncle had a merry twinkle in his eye by now. 

“Not illegitimate. Not adopted. Then how does he become a grandson? A servant’s child or something who took to addressing them as “Dadaji and Dadiji” and managed to wriggle into their hearts. So much so that they came to regard him like a loved grandchild almost.” Vartika tried again. 

“Wrong again! Your imagination does not seem to be amounting to much ,today.” 

“Oh well, I give up. How does a child become a grandson, by any other means except by being born into the family or adopted?” Vartika ‘s voice was incredulous. 

“Let me give you a hint. I said Praveen Shenoy was eccentric. Think on those lines.” 

“How does being eccentric gain him a grandson out of the blue?” 

“It was out of the blue all right. Are you sure you do not wish to throw out any more guesses?” 

“I don’t have any more guesses to throw out, uncle. So, just spare me, will you ,and tell me the story?” 

“All right, all right. I will tell you but now is the part which is the weirdest part of the story.” 

Vartika was no longer interested in her cup of tea. She waited, with almost bated breath. 

Uncle settled comfortably in his chair and went on. “Along with the festivals, one big occasion of the Shenoy family was Praveen Shenoy’s birthday. It was always celebrated as a grand occasion every year. The year he was diagnosed with the terminal illness, the whole family gathered as usual, to celebrate his birthday. That year, after the pow wow was over, Praveen Shenoy dropped a bomb on his entire family. He had decided to make his will but not in the usual way. He had decided that his properties, monies and other things would be divided up among his grandchildren , for them to inherit when they are old enough, but his children would get nothing. All they had was the right to visit him. His wife, of course, would always have enough to live on and the house would be her property until her death. However, she only had the right to live in the house, not to bequeath it to anyone. That decision would also be made by himself before he died.” 

Vartika was listening quietly. She could not help but comment. “Now, that is strange. Why this stipulation that his kids would get nothing? Was there so much discord between him and his children? You did not mention anything.” 

“I did not because there was no such thing. Not that I knew of or for that matter ,did anybody. They were just a normal family. Not overtly attached perhaps but harmonious enough, as families go. As I said, it was more of eccentricity on Praveen Shenoy’s part ,than family discord. That is what the general opinion has always been.” 

“Hmm! So, did this go through? So, to whom will the house belong when Sarala Devi dies? You said Praveen Shenoy decided that before he died. So, who was the lucky winner?” Vartika was curious. 

“Take a guess,” came uncle’s quick response. 

“Uncle! Not again! How am I to know?”, cried Vartika in exasperation. 

“Oh! Come on! Isn’t it obvious? Who do you think?” 

“I would guess it's Vaidik but that is because he is on my mind because of the books.” Vartika said in a slightly annoyed tone. 

“Bingo! Finally, you get something right!” , uncle chuckled in his teasing way. 

“Vaidik? You mean the grandson who was neither born into the family nor adopted but still managed to become a grandson? He inherited the house?”  

“Bingo! Right answer again! You finally seem to have woken up, my dear!” 

Vartika ignored his teasing and went on to state the obvious. “But you were surprised to hear that he is even in town. You said he is rarely in town.” 

“I was surprised to hear he is in town but that is because he does not usually live here. But he is the legal owner of the place, along with a good deal of money. His grandfather left the lion’s share to him.” 

“Well, for all the mystery that you are making out of his being a grandson, he seems to have fared the best. Not only did he get the house but even the lion’s share of the property. He must have won the old man’s heart somehow to become his favourite grandson after all.” 

His uncle was quiet when he heard this comment. Almost thoughtful , one would say. After a brief pause, he spoke again. 

“ That is what any one would expect , isn’t it? Favourite grandson, whom he chooses to crown as the heir to everything. But unfortunately, that is not how it actually happened.” 

Vartika was intrigued but did not say anything. Her uncle, she knew, would speak soon enough. He did. 

“As I told you, Praveen Shenoy declared that he would choose the grandchild who was supposed to inherit most of everything. He set a condition for that. What do you think that was? The one who was his least favourite grandchild would inherit everything.” “Least favourite?” Vartika was astounded. 

“Yes, the very least! What do you think of that?” 

“I , I don’t know what to say. How cruel! How insensitive! What kind of man was this Praveen Shenoy, who could even say such a thing!”  Vartika’ s voice was incredulous and outraged. 

Her uncle gave a smile, but it was a sad smile. Gone was the teasing note of a few minutes ago. He looked rueful, almost apologetic, as he did so.  

“The story is not yet finished, my dear. There is more but before I tell you , I want to ask you a question.” 

After the briefest of pauses, he asked , rather murmured his question. “If you really love someone, what would you really wish to leave behind for that person? Give it some thought. You can tell me later.” 

Vartika, however, did not need later to answer the question. She blurted out. “It depends , uncle, as who the person is and what you consider he or she needs the most, i.e., after I am no longer there. If it is a child, I would worry about her future. If it is an older person, maybe something else will be more important....”, she could not continue as something in her uncle’s face stopped her flow of words.  

“What about memories , Vartika? Would you
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