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When I was sixteen years old it seemed like I’ve seen thirty two autumns. And now when I am 26, I feel 52 years old.  Life at 16 was supposed to be sweet with mushy crushes, teenage trysts, carefree laughter, fun and friendship, but for the 13 alphabets, pronounced in a most bizarre fashion, that drew a line between ‘us’ and him, between reality and dark tunnel. Daddy lived in the ‘world’ that was unknown to us. It took him away from us, me and my mother. 

I’m not sure when it started. Maybe it was always there, somewhere in the shadows, waiting to claim him. He was at times aloof and seemed not to be with us, but I always dismissed that ‘he’s thinking, probably got too much tension at work or must be tired.’ And I would have continued living in this distorted vision of family life, hanging on the fringes of ignorance, had I not been confronted with the incident that shook me, jolted my illusions of normality and peace.  A rope of fear tightened around me. 

 I was 16. It was Monday and the date was 13th November.  I’d just had a great day at school and came back with the highest marks in Maths, thoughts meandering towards my first crush, a mind full of ideas for the annual day and a heart full of smiles that I wanted to share. Daddy was at home instead of Mummy. Though a bit surprised at this role reversal, I drew my own conclusions that Mummy must have gone for her usual beauty treatments and Daddy must be on leave. My enthusiasm undeterred, I rattled on about school. Dramatically waving the Math notebook in front of him, I waited for a pat on the back. Instead, I encountered a question that completely flummoxed me.

“You know, your mother is trying to kill me?”

The ground slipped beneath my feet. For the first time, I began to swim in the muddy waters of doubt and unseen fear. It made me think, “Something is wrong?” Spoon clattered against the delicate glass, and the sweet lemon water spread on the dinning table. I could see the bread crumb swimming on the surface of the water. I shifted my attention and stared into his peculiarly hollow eyes and waited for the horrid joke to reach its climax, for both of us to dissolve into laughter. But he carried on with his rancour and accusations.  

“You know, she hired goons to do the task…they were here just now…I heard the footstep last night also…you know…” He broke into a monologue, painting the sketch with volcanic colours about detective agencies, murder plans, and flashy guns. “He was dressed in a black overcoat, a hat and a pipe on his lips. He was staring at me in the market…last evening…” It reminded me of Sherlock Holmes films that I had seen along with him on television. “You know,” he had brought his face nearer to my ears, “she always wanted to kill me…” Suddenly, he got up and started pacing swiftly, round and round and round. 

I was scared.  I couldn’t make any sense.  

 Silently, I kept my Maths  notebook back in my school bag and hesitatingly cushioned myself safely between the soft pillows on the settee, impatiently  waiting for Mummy to return. 

“Are you listening?”  He jumped on the settee and sat next to me. I clutched at the pillow and put it next to my face. I nodded, with my eyes glued to the door. 

“They tried pushing me into the water, last night…but I pushed them… poor guys…!!!”

I started breathing heavily; my heart somersaulting rapidly to my throat, to my mouth, to my head. His lips stretched into a queer smile. I half closed my eyes, expecting something worst to happen.  

“Mummy!!!” I shrieked, jumped out of the settee and ran towards her as I saw her opening the front door. 

“Where were you? And what’s this…so many medicines? Who is ill?” I meekly asked,  looking at Daddy. Instead of replying, she sent me to my room.  “It’s okay, I’ll tell you later.” I saw Daddy recoiling in a corner. “You go to your room…and eat something from the fridge.” 

With a head heavy, unanswered questions and unknown, sinking fear engulfing me, I felt like an unarmed creature, writhing in pain under water. Reluctantly, I retired to my room. I wasn’t hungry, anymore.  

That night Mummy came to my room, tired, looking much older, worn out. She hugged me tightly, wept, but never told me anything. 

***

Daddy stopped going to the office. Mummy started searching for a job. He would sit for hours staring at walls—not speaking, not listening, not living…or living in his own world. He would twist and twirl, at times. He would shout at the top of his voice in the middle of the night, speak incessantly about how the relatives are ganging up against him, violent protests, temper, hatred  smouldering, erupting in incongruous rages at not getting the things demanded, incoherently scolding us and making home a living ‘hell’.

Though I got used to his oddities I wasn’t prepared for the experience, the trauma that took so long to wear off. 

It was Wednesday.   

I returned home, to come face to face with the ugly tentacles that had not just blunted the intellect, but also taken into its grasp reason, consciousness and any attempt for a sane life. Daddy was restlessly walking around the dinning table when I entered. I asked him if he wanted something. There was no response. Only a tense, screeching silence punctuated with heavy breathing. He started shaking uncontrollably. Frightened, I dialed the number.

“Mummy, c…ca…come back.” I could hardly be coherent. She didn’t ask me anything. I heard the hurried bang sound. Perhaps she guessed the urgency. As I turned back, the ground slipped from beneath my feet, I froze. There he was, lying on the floor, shaking violently, naked, perspiring and clothes soiled in faeces. Overcome with nausea and shock I ran to the other room. I was completely shattered. Terrorized, I bolted the door and waited for Mummy to arrive. I began to pray for miracle to happen, for years to roll back, for life to run backwards, and for present to be completely deleted, just like it happens in computers. I prayed and bribed the unseen Power until Mummy knocked on the door.  

“Ma, what happened to Daddy?”  With tears streaming down, I asked her.  She hugged me. This time she didn’t avoid answering me. She took me to the hospital along with her.  

For the first time in the hospital, I heard the word—the 13 letter word that changed the course of our lives. 

Schizophrenia. 

He was admitted to the hospital. As soon as I returned home, I searched all the dictionaries and the internet.  As the reality dawned upon me, schizophrenia no longer remained just a word. It was the ‘world’ that took Daddy away from us. In my teenage ignorance, I might have giggled at the word ‘schizophrenia’, assuming it to be some weird plant specimen, but not after seeing its manifestation at home. The word infested our life with its ugly repercussions, haunted our happiness.  It was all so surreal, like we were in a movie. And for a long time I just waited for the bubble to burst, for the nightmare to end…only to wake up and find we were living the nightmare. 

Years rolled on. 

Hospital-home-hospital-home. 

Our lives revolved around these two goal posts. 

I realized Daddy had ‘gone.’ And I missed him.

Yet, sometimes the emotions gushed out violently. ‘Daddy, I got 90 per cent in my boards, I am the Vice-Head girl of my school, I won a debate, I got hurt playing basketball today…do you care? Are you listening?’ 

I would yell in anger at the injustice of the whole thing, cry at the useless efforts. With no visible sunshine, and doctors’ optimism giving way to pessimism, gradually an overwhelming sense of defeat, hopelessness and loneliness over-powered me. I began to live in constant fear; fear of unknown.  

I turned to my friends for comfort. 

“We’re going for a film tomorrow…Shahrukh-Kajol…Dilwale Dulhaniya…coming?” I would go with them but couldn’t enjoy. Something kept on pricking me like a sharp needle. I would return home midway, without seeing the full film. I wanted to share my feelings, and they wanted to get soaked in the beauty of life. I wanted to share my fear; they didn’t want to know this unsettling side of reality, didn’t want to look beyond glittery dreams into a world of pain, suffering and shadows. Though they didn’t turn away, they didn’t turn up with what I expected or hoped for, either. Through a myriad of reactions from sympathy and pity to awe and awkwardness, I never came across the understanding and affection that I was looking for. 

I never met a Friend.

***

Now, I try not to think about it. I forget myself in studies, doing my PhD in psychology,  indulge in inane gossip about stars and films—to appear normal. Yet, when I see Daddy’s empty meanderings, Mummy’s tired, weary eyes…the illusion fades.

A lingering sense of unrest gnaws at me. What is schizophrenia? What kind of a shattered world is he living in?  Will things ever be same again? What next? Why us?

At other times, I just switch off. Nothing matters anymore. 

“Hey Baby, why  you crying?...Don’t cry…look at me…I am not frightened…I know she is trying to murder me, but…”

I look at him, blankly. What is, Is…

I just accept it. 


