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Her Home: Kavana Sarma 

Without much education, Kamala bagged a minor job. After she solved her job problem, she chose to look 
for a house to live. ‘Why do you need a job,’ asked her husband Rama Rao when he saw her scouting for 
work. ‘What is this you’re doing, Amma, when you should be happy and resting at this age,’ asked son 
Narayana, troubled. 

‘Akka, what compulsion do you have to work? Why don’t you come and be with us if you’re not happy,’ 
wrote her brother Krishna. 

Her answer to everyone was, ‘I’m bored. I’ll stop working when I’m fed up with it.’ 

Nobody checked her, assured that no one would offer a job to one as old as her. One good thing about our 
country is that anyone ready to do any work sincerely gets some job or the other. They find it hard to land 
a job, those that do not look around seriously for work. After Kamala made up her mind to work, she had 
no problem finding some. 

A few days after landing the job it occurred to her that she must rent a house for herself to live, however 
small or cramped. Again, aware that friends and relatives would mock her and not help, she set out on her 
own on a house hunt. 

But renting a house was not as easy as finding a job. 

‘How many of you will live in the house?’ 

‘Me alone.’ 

‘Don’t your husband and children live here?’ 

‘My husband does. Children live elsewhere.’ 



‘Did your husband desert you or did he divorce you?’ 

‘No.’ 

‘What does he do?’ 

Kamala replied. 

‘Can you, wife of such a big officer, live in this small house?’ 

‘That’s what I think.’ 

‘Does he visit you?’ 

‘I don’t know,’ Kamala said pausing a while. 

‘Was there a fight?’ 

‘No.’ 

Do you own a house?’ 

‘No.’ 

‘Is it that you live in one rented house and your husband in another?’ 

‘No, I live in a rented house and he in his own.’ 

‘Is his house not yours,’ wondered homemakers. 

‘Doesn’t look like that.’ 

‘Who said that?’ 

‘He has been saying this from the day we got married. Rented or own, he says he is the lord of the house. 
But tell me, is this house yours? Or, your husband’s? Have you the authority to rent this out,’ Kamala 
asked the homemakers. Poor women, they think that they own the houses but don’t know that they have 



no authority to rent them out. Only their husbands have it. 

While these questions embarrassed them, Kamala’s demeanor scared them. She would have their 
sympathy if she were a widow or a divorcee. But she is neither. While the womenfolk feared that she might 
unsettle their homes, owners were apprehensive that she might be a bad influence on their women with 
unforeseen consequences. She failed to find a house. 

At last, an unmarried colleague of the same age as Kamala provided, for company’s sake, a small portion of 
the small house her father had left behind. Next day, Kamala took leave, went to her bank and took a loan 
of Rs.5,000 against the fixed deposit of Rs.10,000 her father had opened in her name before his death. She 
bought a bed, a mattress, stove, groceries etc. 

She then made a trip to her husband’s place knowing he wouldn’t be home at that time. She pressed her 
clothes into the trunk she brought with her as a new bride. 

“I’m leaving behind for you all those gifts, bribes, furniture and silver plates my parents gave to you to 
care for me. You’ve fed me all these days. I repaid the favor with drudgery. Each cancels the other. Here’s 
my address. It is a rented house, ‘my’ rented house. Come and look me up if that pleases you. Eat the food 
I cook if you feel like it. Come for a sleepover if that be your desire. Here it is, my invitation to visit my 
house,” wrote Kamala to her husband and after locking the house gave the letter and the key to the 
neighbor. Unable to hold back, the neighbor asked, 

‘Going out of town?’ 

‘No, to my house,’ said Kamala. The neighbor stared at her, puzzled. Knowing that everyone will one day 
learn what has happened she told the neighbor that she had decided to live separately. The neighbor heard 
the story agape. 

When he came home the husband saw her letter. First, he could not make it out but when its contents hit 
home her brashness dismayed and angered him. In that heat, he wrote off letters to his children and 
Kamala’s brother. 

On receipt of the letter, her brother Krishna rushed to his brother-in-law’s place and heard the story from 
him. Taking his sister’s address from him, Krishna left to see Kamala. She was at home as it was a Sunday. 

‘Come,’ she called to him affectionately. She sat him on the lone chair she had and plonked herself on the 
bed. To the usual inquiries about the family, he replied distantly. 

‘What you did is not good, Akka. Everyone knows he has a bad temper. You are no stranger to it; you’ve 
lived with it for thirty years. Had you wanted to stay away from him, couldn’t you have come and stay with 
us? Or, with your son? Who would say no if you wanted to stay with them? Even Bava Garu is distressed 
that you have left home without a word. Wouldn’t he welcome you if you go back? Would he object? Isn’t 
that your house? Mistress of such a big house, how did you squeeze into this cramped house? How did you 
do that and why? Though his words expressed vexation at what his sister did, they were full of affection 
and desire that she should be happy. 

She responded calmly. 



‘You wanted to know if that house was not mine. No. Once I thought it was. It’s not any more mine than 
it’s the dog’s he is rearing. He has affection for the dog too just as he has for me. That doesn’t give the two 
of us a right over his house. His affection is the price he pays for what we did as our duty. That’s all.’ 

‘Akka, why do you talk so bitterly? Yes, he might have hurt your feelings in some way. Come and stay with 
us till you get over it. You can go back after you recover peace of mind,’ pleaded the brother. 

‘If I had left your brother-in-law for lack of affection, I would have rushed to the loving haven of my 
mother. There never was dearth of affection with him. I’ve left because that house is not mine. In the same 
way, yours also is not mine. So, I’m not coming,’ she said. 

‘That’s a house father had built. You’ve the same right to live in it as I have. Please come and stay with 
us,’ the brother said earnestly. 

‘This is not an issue about living in a house or the right to do so. Your brother-in-law too wants me to stay. 
But the heart of the matter is the house my father built is not mine, neither the one my father-in-law built. 
Not even my husband’s house. All of you have conveyed this message to me in different ways,’ she said 
without any heat. ‘Therefore, I won’t reside in any one of your houses,’ she concluded. 

‘How did I do that,’ asked the brother in surprise. 

‘Why all that now?’ 

‘Doesn’t matter. Please tell me.’ 

‘Remember, I was eighteen when I married. You were sixteen. Till that time Amma gave us equally money 
from selling old papers. Every mother wants to create equal space for son and daughter. When I first came 
home after marriage, Amma tried to repeat the arrangement. Do you remember what you had said at that 
time,’ asked Kamala looking searchingly into his eyes. 

Yes. He remembered. Kamala had come home from her husband’s six months after her marriage. At that 
time too old newspapers were sold. Pocket money for children always came from the sale of old 
newspapers, bottles and other junk. The mother divided the five or ten rupees equally between the son and 
daughter. This was a big sum those days. Because they were young their needs too were small. Once, 
three months after Kamala had left for her in-laws’ place, the mother gave all the money to the son. 
Krishna thought that he got it because his sister had lost all claim on it after marriage and not because she 
was away in her husband’s place. 

Kamala was home at the next junk sale and when the mother was giving her her half of the sale money, 
Krishna said, 

‘Wouldn’t Bava give money to Akka? Also, I saw a lot of money in her trunk.’ 

‘How does my money matter? I had a share until now. How do I lose it,’ surprised, Kamala asked. 



At once came the reply, ‘Soon after marriage, girls win rights in the husband’s place. They forfeit them at 
home. You can’t eat the cake and have it too. Does your father-in-law give his daughters a share equally 
with your husband? Would you just look on if he did it?’ 

‘What a speech for just two rupees! Do you wish me not to visit your place,’ Kamala asked in anguish. 

‘What Akka, it was just an argument. You always have a place in this house. Daughters have neither rights 
nor liabilities in their mother’s place. But there will be no dearth of affection and love,’ Krishna said pained 
at the turn of words. Silence from Kamala’s side. 

Kamala never felt want at her mother’s place. What pains her today is that what came to her were all gifts 
and nothing by right. Gifts are just alms sweetened by affection. Finding that her words rang a bell in 
Krishna’s head, she said, 

‘You found money in my trunk. Do you know how much it was? Just enough for the return trip and a ride 
home in a rickshaw. Your brother-in-law gave it to me counting everything to the last paisa to spare me 
discomfort.’ 

‘But father always met your return fare! I always saw you off. Couldn’t you spend the money your husband 
gave for your needs?’ 

‘I never used the railway fare he gave me for my needs. Always, I returned it to him. Keep it with you and 
spend it on home needs, he would say. Sometimes, when he is swept by love he would tell me it is yours to 
spend.’ 

‘So, you admit he is a nice guy.’ 

‘It depends on your interpretation of what is nice, and on the freedom I seek. There is no problem if he 
gives and I take. Problems arise when I demand and he doesn’t give in.’ 

‘But why do you need money when he takes care of your every need,’ wondered Krishna. 

‘Stay here for two days giving all your money to me. Assume I anticipate your needs and give you when 
you need it. You’ll then understand what paradise it is.’ 

‘Suppose I want coffee when you are not around?’ 

‘Suppose I want coffee when he is away?’ 

‘You are at home always and can make it yourself.’ 



‘You will also be here. You can make it and make it so carefully that there will be milk left for other needs, 
also anticipating that I would ask for a cup when I am home from office. You won’t spill it or squander it.’ 

Kamala’s words stunned Krishna. 

‘Let that be. Come, let’s go to our home,’ he said. 

‘It’s not ours. It’s yours. I am only a guest there like I am a servant in your brother-in-law’s house. Even if 
you aver that it is our house your wife will say no. Even father had opposed it when I asked for a share in 
the will,’ said Kamala without any heat, but with righteousness. 

Her father had come up in life through self-help. He married off his daughter when she reached eighteen, 
sent his son to college and lived the rest of his life with his pension. A few years before his end, he wrote a 
will in his own hand in full control of his mind and without outside prompting. He was healthy when he read 
out the will to his wife, son and daughter. 

Kamala was already married for twenty five years, understood the world enough to ask her father. 

‘Nanna Garu, have I, your daughter, no share in your property?’ 

The father was taken aback because he did not expect she would ask that question. He soon realized he 
had a duty to reply. Realizing, he said, 

‘Look, my child, it is true that your brother received better education than yours. But the expenditure on 
your marriage, maternity and rituals is no less. In a way, the expenditure on your brother’s education and 
expenditure on your account match each other.’ 

Kamala said intercepting, ‘I understand what you’ve spent on my wedding. But to include in it all those 
gifts you gave to my husband is unfair.’ 

‘Didn’t we give them to you? Isn’t it the same as ornaments given to the daughter-in-law belong to your 
brother also,’ asked the father. 

‘Maybe you’re right in the case of brother. In practice, brother has a right over his wife’s articles. But I 
have no such right over the things you gave to my husband. Properties and wealth pass from one male to 
another. You are counting as mine what passed from you to my brother and your son-in-law,’ replied 
Kamala. 

‘Did your father-in-law give a share to his daughters? No. Did my brothers give me anything? I didn’t get a 
paisa in my father’s property. It is the tradition that a woman gets father-in-law’s property through her 
husband,’ said Krishna’s wife. 

When her father-in-law had died she never thought that his sisters also should get a share along with her 



husband. She always thought that it was a matter concerning that family. Her husband, his brothers and 
sisters had always treated her as an outsider. They never sought her views nor did she air them. 

‘Vadina Garu, your demand is fair. Take your share here and see that your husband’s sisters get a share in 
their paternal property,’ said Krishna’s wife again. 

Kamala was stupefied by her sister-in-law’s guile. Krishna’s wife was aware that Kamala would lose more 
there than she would get here. Kamala then had no answer to her sister-in-law’s proposition. 

Her father came back to say, ‘I and your mother will spend the rest of our life with your brother. He and his 
wife will have to take care of us. Service these days is more precious than money. We give him in cash and 
he pays it back in kind.’ 

Thereafter, before Kamala left, the father had put Rs. 10,000 in the bank in her name as fixed deposit, 
maybe she had sought it or he had decided on it earlier. He died a year later. Krishna now recalled the 
debate around the will. 

‘So, you say my house is not yours. Okay. But isn’t your husband’s house yours too? Stay there. Why 
here,’ asked Krishna. 

‘Let your brother-in-law assert that it is my house too. Let him say that it’s not a place where I need to 
mop the house, do rangoli on the floor, string mango-leaf buntings and pray to God for his wellness but 
where my word has weight and folks dear to me are welcome. I’ll certainly go and join him. Long ago it 
was settled that the house my father had built is not mine. Please don’t revive the issue,’ pleaded Kamala. 

After a meal, Krishna called at his brother-in-law’s place and told him that his mediation had failed. Rama 
Rao didn’t go to see his wife immediately. Lest it become talk of the town, he waited for ten days before 
making a trip to Kamala’s house. Having gone, 

‘Come home,’ he said. 

‘Whose home,’ asked Kamala. 

‘Ours.’ 

‘This is the first time I hear you saying it’s ours.’ 

‘When did I deny it?’ 

‘A million times,’ said Kamala and recalled each occasion. 

Whenever mention of Kamala’s parents came he would say, ‘It’s like that in your place, perhaps,’ and 



would add isolating her, ‘not in our house.’ Always ‘you’ and ‘we’ and never ‘us.’ If there was an argument, 
he would say, ‘This is my house and my word prevails.’ 

‘My parents tell me this is my house. But you deny it. At the mention of my parental house, you point out, 
‘It’s your house, your house.’ But they always denied it.’ 

One day she asked her husband, ‘Which one is mine?’ 

Rama Rao tried to dismiss it lightly saying. ‘ For women, every house is theirs.’ 

When his mother visited him, she and Rama Rao treated Kamala as an outsider. They always discussed 
matters relating to their properties out of her hearing. Elsewhere, isn’t she also a daughter-in-law like her? 
How does she belong here and I don’t? Perhaps she thinks that she is the insider for her son and I an 
outsider. This cannot happen, Kamala thought to herself. To achieve this however, she never tried to create 
distance between the mother and son. Nor did she try to move closer to them. 

But there was a time when she quarreled with her husband for the sake of her daughter saying, ‘She is 
your daughter. Please give her a share in your property by leaving one of the two houses for her.’ 

Kamala wanted her mother to stay with her after the death of the father. The husband ruled it out. 

‘It’s your brother’s responsibility,’ he said. 

‘Responsibilities and affections are two different things,’ she said. 

‘My mother is our responsibility. Not your mother,’ he said. 

‘Very nice! Responsibilities are ours. But authority is yours. This is your house. She is your mother. 
Responsibility also is yours,’ she said. 

‘If you think you have no responsibility here, you can go to your place. No need to stay here,’ said Rama 
Rao angrily, sounding like a master of the house dismissing a maid servant. 

Kamala said nothing on that occasion. 

Convinced that there are more chances of the husband slighting a dependent wife and wishing what 
happened to her should not happen to her daughter, Kamala had demanded of her husband a share for her 
daughter on an equal footing with her son. That is when the son challenged her. 

His wife said, ‘Is there anything like this in the world? Who is going to take care of you both in your old 
age? She or we?’ 



Kamala looked at her in pity and began talking gently, 

‘Men are a crafty race. That’s why they are lording over us. They have tamed us. We are not different from 
the beast that slogs for man for a few blades of grass. Using old slaves to bend new slaves is a technique. 
The mother-in-law and her daughters subdue the new daughter-in-law. Later this victim cheats her sisters-
in-law of their parental property. Man’s selfishness is behind these games. They share properties like 
thieves share the spoils of theft. When my husband’s sister-in-law denied a share to his sisters, I didn’t say 
a word because I thought I had a stake in it. But it pained me when my father saw me as an outsider. I 
have today opened my mouth for the sake of my daughter. You are resisting it. This is how we women 
undermine each other. We are all servants without any rights – you and I in this house, my mother and her 
daughter-in-law in my father’s house and my daughter in my son-in-law’s house. There may be a rare and 
lucky exception. But many of us have a place neither in the father’s house nor husband’s house. 

But even on that day Kamala never thought of leaving her house. It happens in the world, she told herself. 

There was a letter one day from Kamala’s brother telling her that his family was coming to see her. She 
made coffee and was waiting for them to come. Rama Rao had just returned from office and Kamala found 
that she ran out of ground coffee. ‘There is no coffee for tomorrow. Did you fetch any,’ she asked him. 

‘Didn’t you say it would last till tomorrow? I thought I could get it tomorrow,’ Rama Rao said. 

‘The letter came after you had left for office. I made coffee with what we had. They may come anytime 
now. I will make coffee for all of us when they come,’ said Kamala. 

There was no trace of Krishna’s family even after half an hour. 

‘Okay, first make coffee for me. Haven’t I to go out to fetch coffee,’ asked Rama Rao bridled by the fact 
that he had to drive again through crowded streets. 

Rama Rao had coffee, went out and brought a refill. Krishna’s family had cancelled their trip. 

Next morning, Kamala threw out the old decoction and made fresh coffee for the husband. Both Rama Rao 
and his wife drank coffee a couple of times only but it must always be fresh. 

‘Did you make it with yesterday’s decoction,’ he asked her. 

‘No. I gave that to the servant maid.’ 

‘I forgot. You are like Karna and Sibi in giving away,’ he said mockingly, hardly hiding his ire at having had 
to go out for coffee the previous day. 

‘You won’t drink old coffee?’ 



‘You can drink. It’s your people who didn’t turn up yesterday. Couldn’t they have told us they were not 
coming? But you could have waited till they came and then made coffee. No one here has heaps of money. 
You don’t know to run a home. If you earn a rupee, you’ll know how difficult it is,’ Rama Rao delivered a 
long lecture. 

These words tormented her. That day and at that age she began the hunt for a job. After the job came, 
Rama Rao found a new way of taunting her. 

‘You’re an officer now. A big officer. You forgot you have a husband. There is no one to ask you if you 
come home late. No one to check you,’ he said. Kamala knew enough not to respond. 

A few days later came a letter about a visit by Rama Rao’s elder sister. ‘I’ve no time. Take permission and 
come home early. Try to be home when she comes,’ Rama Rao told his wife before leaving for office on the 
day his sister was expected. The train arrives at three and it will be four when she reaches home. 

After he had left, Kamala too started to go to office but remembered to give the house key to the neighbor. 
She sought permission and was returning home at three when the rickshaw she was riding capsized and 
badly injured her leg. Passersby took her to a hospital where after an x-ray the doctors found there was no 
fracture and discharged her after bandaging her leg. It was already past five in the evening. Though 
flustered, she soon recovered remembering she gave the key to the neighbor. She came home in another 
rickshaw with the help of the rickshaw man. He helped her get off the vehicle at home. As she walked in, 
Rama Rao couldn’t see the bandage because the saree covered it. 

‘Oh, coming in leisurely like a bridal party. By coming late, you thought we do all your chores,’ said Rama 
Rao as she stepped in. 

Kamala ignored him and addressed his sister, ‘Vadina Garu, didn’t the neighbor give you the key?’ Vadina 
Garu kept quiet. 

‘On the way,’ she was trying to explain what happened. 

‘Met friends? You returned later than usual when I wanted you to come early. If you don’t value my word, 
go and look for another place. If you want to live with me behave yourself’ Rama Rao ran her down. 

It was only the next day that the reality of injury to his wife’s leg sank into his head. He realized he made a 
mistake. ‘If you cannot enjoy sitting at home happily and loaf about, not only injuries but molestation 
might come your way,’ he said. He didn’t know what to say. He should have at least known what not to 
say. That broke her heart, inducing her to leave the house. 

A month after she had left her husband’s house, her son Narayana came to persuade her to come and stay 
with him. 

‘Amma, why don’t you come and live with me,’ he asked. 

‘What will happen to my job if I stay elsewhere? Even if I come with you, your ways are different. You have 



a corporate job. You and your wife are party animals. You also throw parties. They do not agree with me. 
You can’t give them up merely because I don’t like them. You can’t change your ways for my sake,’ said 
Kamala. 

‘Amma, do I or my wife have complete freedom? When two persons live together each has to yield some 
room to the other,’ Narayana said. 

‘Possible. But you aren’t a slave in your house,’ said Kamala. 

‘Man is a slave to money, a woman to a man, wife to a husband and the husband to the entire family,’ said 
Narayana. 

‘These lofty things are beyond me. There are things that do not change without a change in the system. 
But there are things that change with a change in some individuals. Change in such people makes a few 
more people happy. If men cease to be egotistic in their speech and action and recognize that women too 
have a mind of their own, that day jasmines will bloom in their lives. If Manu had ages ago denied freedom 
to woman, today she is denied a house. They live in the parents’ house as a child, in the husband’s after 
marriage and in the son’s in old age, abjuring their own desires and respecting the whims and fancies of 
others and everyone reminding them ‘this is not your house, not yours.’ I’m in search of an answer to the 
question ‘which is my house’,’ said Kamala. 

‘Is this your house, Amma,’ Narayana asked referring to the rented house. 

‘Yes. My word runs here.’ 

‘What do you do when you are old? Won’t you come to me then?’ 

‘I’ll do what you do when you are old. Old age visits not only women but also men. How do they get the 
courage to tell their wife and children ‘this is my house, stay here or leave’? Why do women lack it? When I 
want a house of my own, how does it embarrass you, your father and uncle,’ Kamala asked. 

Narayana had no answer to Kamala’s question. 

The question haunted him till he reached home. 

Glossary 

Akka: Elder sister. 

Bava Garu: Sister’s husband 

Garu: A suffix of respect. 



Paisa: Basic unit of Indian currency. 

Nanna: Father. 

Vadina Garu: Elder brother’s wife or husband’s sister. 

Karna and Sibi: Characters in Indian mythology known for their philanthropy. 

Manu: Hero of one of the best known epic poems of Telugu, Manu Charithra. 
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