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Chapter 1 

Deepavali 2018

 

Shreya jerked up in bed. A series of crashes, clangs and cries had rudely awoken her out of what had been a much-needed snooze fest. After throwing off the heavy duvet with some difficulty because Janaki, the middle-aged domestic worker who had helped raise her, always tucked the corners tight under the mattress, Shreya stumbled towards the door. It was barely 4am.

Holding her breath, she gently cracked it open. Light spilled into her room from the chandelier that hung above the stairwell, and the almost-too-sweet scent of frying jalebis invaded her nostrils, filling her slightly-parched mouth with saliva. From the sound of the sizzling oil, she could tell that Paatti, Amma and Janaki had just started making the jalebis. Amma was clucking her tongue and chiding Janaki for dropping a tray of metal tumblers.

Shreya tiptoed out into the hall and leaned forward over the immaculately polished wooden banister, straining to listen and imagining what the kitchen must look like two floors below. She could almost see Amma, in a rumpled T-shirt and her favourite red cotton shorts, sitting on the floor, elbow deep in murruku dough, kneading it with all her might so that the murrukus would be light and airy. Then she would begin sectioning them off, pushing them into the heavy silver murruku maker her father had made for her first Deepavali as a married woman. It was older than Shreya and a gift that Amma treasured reverently. It came out only on special Indian occasions, with Deepavali being the crown jewel. It spent the rest of the year encased in a box with a thick velvet interior and was tucked away in a cupboard, patiently waiting to be used again.

Her grandmother would be manning the stove in the same blue sari she wore whenever she was preparing a feast for the family. Paatti had once told Shreya that the difference between a great cook and a novice was love; she had been cooking since she could reach the stove, and everything she touched in the kitchen tasted, smelled and even felt amazing. In fact, when Paatti had turned twelve, her mother turned the kitchen over to her talented daughter and then used all that free time to tend to the garden she had cultivated single-handedly. Shreya once asked her how she consistently produced such incredible food. Paatti had simply told her that food was almost like a meditative experience for her. That when she was cooking, all she thought about was the dish in front of her. Nothing else was allowed to enter her mind and disrupt the dish she was building. It was also the reason why Paatti never cooked when she was upset—she did not want those feelings to be transferred to the food. Hearing her call out to Janaki to massage the spices into the mutton, Shreya felt a wave of relief wash over her. In recent years, as the festive season approached, Paatti withdrew more into herself. She would avoid the kitchen till she could stand being away no longer and then the act of cooking would snap her out of her brooding. Where artists needed canvas and paint to express themselves, Paatti needed her stove and ingredients. 

Janaki had long since been inducted into the family. She had seen Shreya and her older brother through school, and had been there for every up and down the family had experienced. She knew everything that was happening within the family and had a way of tactfully offering bits of advice at exactly the right moment before moving on to whatever the next household task at hand was. Her patience and advice had become such a constant in Shreya’s life that she had learnt that the best time to speak to Janaki was when she was hanging up the washing. It was a simple enough job that Janaki didn’t need much concentration and Shreya didn’t feel like she was interrupting her at an extremely inconvenient time. Plus, there was no extraneous sound from a cooker hood or a vacuum cleaner to work around.

The strong aroma of onions mixed with cardamom hit Shreya square in the nose. Before she could suppress it, a powerful sneeze erupted out of her, forcing her eyes shut and echoing down the stairwell. There was a pause in the kitchen. 

“Shreya?” Amma called. 

Quickly moving backwards, Shreya slipped into her dark room and closed the door firmly. She wasn’t ready to face Deepavali just yet.

 

✶

 

“Shreya! It’s time to get up,” Mr Ramachandran said as he threw his daughter’s door open without bothering to knock. “It’s Deepavali morning, you know. Time for breakfast. Our relatives will be here soon and I don’t want them thinking I raised a lazy girl who sleeps through sunrise on Deepavali. Even worse, she doesn’t help in the kitchen or anywhere else. What will they think? Get up, get up.” He stormed over to the windows and yanked the curtains open. Light poured into the dark room.

“Deepavali is the festival of lights, Shreya. You’ve been celebrating Deepavali for sixteen years. I should not have to tell you that welcoming light into the home is necessary.” He waited for signs of life. Her groggy murmuring must have been enough for him because he left the room mumbling under his breath and slamming the door behind him. 

Back in bed, Shreya poked her head out of the mess of comforters, hair covering half her face. She silently counted under her breath. Four counts later, she heard her father thunder down the stairs.  

That’s not too bad, Shreya thought. He didn’t linger outside Dhiren’s room too long today. 

A few months ago, in the middle of a weekday afternoon, Shreya had come home early with a bad case of the flu. Paatti was out with Janaki and some relatives, and the house was silent. She had assumed that she was alone. 

But when she got to the landing on the second floor, she realised her father was home too. He was standing facing Dhiren’s door, still in his business attire, his usually ramrod straight posture sagging. Shreya had not known what to do. She had stood there, wondering if she should continue up to her room or make herself scarce. Suddenly becoming aware of her presence, her father shook his head and headed down the stairs towards her, mumbling something about seeing her at dinner.

They had never spoken about it. 

It was one of several things that they never spoke about now. 

In her room, Shreya cracked her eyelids open. She rolled over, kicking at the duvet to get it off. She really had to tell Janaki to relax with the duvet tucking. It made getting out of bed harder than it already was. With a final grunt and jerk, she threw it off. She stretched out on her bed, bending different joints and letting out a satisfied “Oof’” whenever something popped and clicked, releasing the tension that she had built up through the night. 

The intrusive scent of butter thosais and the sounds of cheery Tamil pop music snaked in from under her door. She shut her eyes tight and blocked it out, dreading the onslaught of the day. But the aroma and the sounds seemed to demand more and more of her attention, and in desperation she fled to her bathroom. Once safely barricaded in there, she lit candles to combat the thosais and played Beyoncé in retaliation to AR Rahman. 

She focused all her attention on pouring out the bath salts and adding her favourite bath bomb. She dreaded what was to come, and envisioning it in her head was just too much. But in here, it was just her and the water and the soaps. A little escape from the forced revelry building downstairs. In here, there was no Deepavali or its ugly reminders of Deepavalis past. Stripping down, she eased herself into the hot water, letting out a satisfied moan as the water burned and then soothed. 

On the wall to the right of the tub were shelves. Each shelf contained various half-filled shampoos, conditioners and exfoliating scrubs. Shreya had a hard time resisting new bath products. She was prone to extreme excitement about each new one before getting bored with the same scents and experience halfway to completion. Her bath spending habits had become somewhat of a joke within the family and her older brother had nicknamed her Bed, Bath and Beyond Waste. She giggled at the memory and then blanched inwardly, remembering that he wasn’t going to be at this Deepavali either.

What number are we at now? Two…this will be the second Deepavali without Dhiren. I don’t think I can take much more of this. I wonder if Appa and Amma will be willing to convert to another religion… I should look into hypnotism… 

Shreya’s thoughts trailed off. The reality of the day was becoming increasingly difficult to ignore, beating on the bathroom door with both fists. For a few minutes, she sat absolutely still in the water, taking deep calming breaths and trying to stop the memories and images that flooded her mind. Clamping a hand over her mouth and squeezing her eyes shut, she resisted the urge to sob. She had done enough of that to know that once she started, it was almost impossible to stop. She stayed that way, body tense and eyes closed, till the water grew cold and her skin started to pucker. 

Shreya pulled her knees to her chest and exhaled. She exclaimed in surprise when her right hand sank into something thick, wet and slimy. It was oil. The bottom shelf held a silver tray with two small silver bowls. The bowl farthest away was filled with oil and the other was a pasty scrub—green gram flour mixed with turmeric and various other powders. It was a traditional Hindu custom to have an oil bath before dawn on Deepavali morning. Shreya stared at the little piece of ceremony that had infiltrated her bathroom. 

When they were much younger, Shreya and Dhiren would get dragged out of their beds by Paatti at five in the morning. She would then proceed to give them a thorough oil bath, ignoring their cries when she doused them in cold water. The whole procedure would last about an hour. At the end of it, she and Dhiren would be squeaky clean and at least four shades lighter. Then, and only when she was completely happy with her work and they were dressed in that year’s jipa and pavadai, Paatti would kiss them both on the cheek and wish them Happy Deepavali. 

Getting carefully out of the tub, Shreya picked up the silver bowls and calmly poured all the contents down the toilet, careful to rinse off any indication that such a thing had been done.

 

✶

 

“Finally,” Mr Ramachandran said. “I was starting to think you were planning on sleeping through the day.” 

If only that was a possibility.

Shreya descended the last few steps and offered him a wry smile. The big wooden grandfather clock showed that it was almost ten. She felt a little guilty. She hadn’t done a single thing to help this year. Not with the food nor the decorations. 

“Sorry, Appa,” she started softly. 

But her father cut her off, shaking his head irritably. “Never mind, never mind. Go wish Amma and Paatti. They were up before the sun while you were snoring away.”

Not bothering to inform him of her spying last night, she directed herself into the kitchen, tugging at the end of the brand new, bright blue sari that draped over her shoulder. It wasn’t hanging down far enough and came to a stop awkwardly just below her elbow.

For the amount of work that had been happening the night before and early this morning, the kitchen was surprisingly spotless. It looked like Janaki had gone over the entire room with a toothbrush, cleaning it to perfection so that not even the gaps between the tiles would be an embarrassment when the guests came by. The cabinets looked like they had been polished. The countertops must have been wiped down several times and the taps and windows gleamed as if they were just installed. The gold bangles and tastefully jewelled earrings that adorned the wrists and ears of Amma and Paatti reflected off the countertops. It created little sparkle effects around the room, making the walls sparkle and shimmer. 

The black surface of the island in the middle of the kitchen was barely visible. It was covered by ten huge steaming pots, containers and aluminium trays, each holding a different dish just for breakfast alone. In the ovens and on the stove, curries, sambar and sambals that would be served during dinner bubbled away. Underneath the spicy smells, Shreya detected the sweet scent of paayasam. 

Amma was inspecting her famous murrukus as they cooled on a rack. Paatti was gently blotting the butter thosais, removing excess butter and ghee. Janaki was bustling around the kitchen, pulling out the special Deepavali plates and silverware. The kitchen was still a hive of activity. There would be no end to it till the next morning. Then for the next four days, the kitchen and stoves would remain untouched as Shreya and her family ate their way through the leftovers. No matter how many people came, Paatti and Amma always insisted on cooking the same amount of food, somehow having made themselves believe that twenty people ate as much as forty.

 No one had looked up at Shreya yet. If her presence or assistance had been missed, there were certainly no signs of it. 

“Happy Deepavali, everyone,” she said, forcing the words. 

Three pairs of eyes looked at her. 

“Happy Deepavali, ma,” Amma responded with a smile.

Paatti walked over to Shreya. She spied the improperly wrapped sari and clucked her tongue. Her silvery eyebrows came together in almost a perfect line as she bemoaned the state of her granddaughter’s dressing.

“Look at what this girl has done! About to finish secondary school but still! Still she cannot tie her sari. Come here quick,” Paatti instructed. Shreya smiled sheepishly. 

Paatti pulled her into the laundry room. When she was satisfied that no one would notice, she began adjusting and readjusting Shreya’s sari until it sat on her just right. 

“Good thing your father didn’t notice. There would have been no end to it then,” she said. “There, now you look perfect.” She kissed Shreya on the cheek and wished her Happy Deepavali in Tamil, making her start to ache all over again for the Deepavalis of before. Shreya quickly quashed the feeling, directing her attention elsewhere. 

“Amma. Is there anything that you need me to do?”

Amma looked up at her thoughtfully. Shreya realised that apart from the jewellery she was wearing, her mother hadn’t put in much effort for the day. She was wearing the same sari she had worn last year and almost no make-up. 

Normally, she would have asked Amma, a woman who loved dressing up and was a part-time makeup artist to boot, why she had kept things so simple this year. But she was afraid of the answer. More importantly, she didn’t want to cause her mother any more pain with probing questions and distressing reminders.

“Could you set up the palagaram trays?” Amma said, cutting though her daughter’s thoughts. “The guests always seem to devour those first. You know where all the sweets are.”

Shreya nodded and sprang into action. Keeping her hands and mind busy was exactly what she needed. Carefully, she wiped the trays and the serving dishes, making sure there wasn’t a drop of water anywhere. Next she arranged the jalebis, murrukus, kaesaris, ladoos, barfis, pineapple tarts, chocolate muffins and all the rest in sets of four, aligning them as neatly as possible but ensuring they didn’t overlap so much that they became difficult to extricate. She carried the tray to the biggest coffee table in the living room, then she hustled back into the kitchen and collected the little dishes that the guests would use. She stacked them neatly, arranging the napkins and cutlery just so next to them. Her sari kept getting in the way of all this hustling and bustling. In annoyance, she tugged at it every now and then, trying to find some extra give. The oil lamps that burned merrily away throughout the house made it warmer than usual, and Shreya was afraid that her make-up would come sliding off and join the sweets in the tray. The ceiling fans would extinguish everything at once, so she decided to turn on as many air-conditioners as she could.

She jingled as she walked through the house; her kolusu, the little gold anklets with the bells, gaily announced her every movement. Methodically, she went through the large three-storey bungalow her father had bought nine years ago when he had been promoted to CFO at his company. She turned on every unit in every room, leaving each door open behind her before tinkling on to the next. 

Singapore’s weather’s bad enough. Add a hundred oil lamps and we may as well slather ourselves in ghee and roll onto a serving dish. 

She reached the top floor and did the same with her room. Then she turned and faced the last door in the house. Her brother’s room. She turned the doorknob, and let go, allowing the door to swing open on its own. 

Dhiren had always been a voracious reader. Consuming books at the same rate Shreya consumed chocolate. She ran a finger along the spines as she went around the room, wondering which books had occupied the few gaps in the shelves. The queen-sized bed still had fresh sheets, which meant that Janaki was still coming in here to clean. His cupboard was bare except for a few jipas and old sweatshirts. His track and field and football medals hung off the window bars, gently clinking against one another. He had always been an overachiever. Excelling at sports and academics as his little sister stumbled along behind him, trying to carve a space for herself in the world.

Shreya picked up the photo frame on his desk and sat down on the edge of his bed; it was a picture of the two of them. Dhiren appeared to be around twenty, with an intense look of concentration on his face as he plaited her long thick hair; Shreya wore a grimace that resembled acute pain. He had entered a series of contests held by the neighbourhood for Racial Harmony Day, eager to win the prize of a hundred dollars of food vouchers from various eateries. On top of having to know the rules of five-stone, being able to identify various ethnic foods and knowing some basic phrases from the other cultures, hair-plaiting had shown up on the event schedule. So, every day for a week, Shreya had fidgeted impatiently for thirty minutes as her brother tried to decipher the mechanics of engineering the perfect plait. She had figured that he would surely struggle with this and possibly mess it up royally, but to her never-ending annoyance, Dhiren had gotten the hang of it in three days and mastered it by the fifth. In fact, he moved on to more complex braiding techniques such as five-strand styles and even a fishtail braid. Her father had been a tad unsettled by the idea of his eldest son plaiting hair, but her mother had waved off all his objections, saying that it was a handy skill to have once he had his own daughters. 

Shreya had simply been annoyed that her brother once again outshone her. Thinking back to that moment now, she felt nothing but shame. If Dhiren were to come back, she would sit still for him for hours without complaint and happily let him outshine her in every area. She closed her eyes, wishing fervently that such simple childish promises worked.

She spotted the remote control on the side table and shut the windows before turning the air-conditioning on. She placed the picture back on his desk, remembering that he had once said it was his favourite photograph of the two of them.

From down below, the doorbell sounded and volleys of “Happy Deepavali!” echoed from outside and then from within. The front door banged open and her father could be heard with his own loud welcome. There were “ooohs” and “aaahs” amongst the other comments on the decorations, the clothes and the food. 

Shreya looked back at her brother’s room and silently wished him, imagining that he was standing in front of her. Then she took a deep breath, descended the stairs and was promptly engulfed by a sea of colourfully attired relatives.

 

✶

 

“So, Shreya. I heard you did really well for your prelims,” Uncle Ravi said. He was her father’s oldest brother and used his seniority to constantly question his nieces and nephews about every aspect of their lives, though he had never really taken any interest in Shreya’s life until recently. Regardless, these snooping habits had forced the same nieces and nephews to refer to him as Uncle Snoopy behind his back.

“Yes, Uncle Snoo— I mean, Uncle Ravi.”

“Good! Good! Very proud of you,” he said beaming at her and waving a piece of curry-soaked thosai in her direction. The cousin sitting next to him got out of his way hastily, not wanting curry flecks on his trendy jipa.

“Thanks…” Shreya said, trailing off.

“So, what’s next? Amma was saying something about you going overseas to study? Maybe even right after the O-Levels. Is that correct?”

“Yes.”

“Do you think that’s a good idea for a young woman like yourself? You’ve never lived away from home. What if you’re not able to cope there?”

Shreya didn’t answer, choosing instead to turn eating her thosai into performance art. She opened her eyes wide and chewed slowly with exaggerated motions, even making a few lip-smacking sounds. Anything to indicate that her mouth was otherwise occupied.

 She had never understood why a full cross-examination was seen as appropriate Deepavali conversation. Shouldn’t the day be full of love, laughter and light? It was a ceremony for Christ’s sake. Or would that be Krishna’s sake?

“Well?” Uncle Ravi prodded.

“Answer, Shreya. Don’t be rude,” Appa snapped at her, his eyes glittering like little beetles under the thick bushy eyebrows that had gone a lot whiter over the past three years. 

Thankfully, Paatti came to her rescue. “Leave the poor child alone,” she scolded as she doled mutton curry on top of their heaping plates of thosai and idly. “Eat now. Scare your children and nieces half to death later.”

Uncle Ravi and Appa pounced on the freshly served mutton curry. Soon they were too busy stuffing their moustachioed faces to offer any more comments and questions. Shreya breathed a sigh of relief, making a mental note of that moment as the first interrogation of the day. 

The house was full of chatter. The oil lamps burned brightly. The decorative banners and pictures covered almost every wall, making it impossible for anyone to take a good Instagram picture. Cousins commented on the intricacy of each other’s henna, first asking where they had them done and then how much they had paid. The winner of the best henna was always determined by a complex algorithm of price-point and design. The younger children were playing with mattappu on the back porch, whirling the sparklers round and round to see who could make the biggest split-second colourful circles. Janaki came hurrying out with a pail of water, imploring the children to be careful and to throw their burnt-out sparklers into the pail when they were done. In the living room, Shreya’s teenaged cousins scrolled through social media together, commenting loudly on the lack of proper lighting and insane number of filters on some pictures and marvelling at the styling skills of others. Amma, Paatti and her aunts were in the kitchen eating, cooking and gossiping. Occasionally, they would comment on a particularly well chosen sari, earring or necklace, reaching out to finger the item in question. Appa, his brothers and brothers-in-law sat in front of the TV with an assortment of beers, whiskey and the occasional Coca-Cola, talking and laughing while watching and sipping. To the casual observer, it might have seemed like a typical Deepavali family gathering and celebration.

But Shreya could sense the little pulse of unhappiness that underlined the day’s event. It was evident in the way her mother’s eyes wandered and misted over as if she wasn’t really there, only coming back to the present when a question was directed at her. It was in the set of her father’s jaw and in the way his eyes repeatedly passed over the spot where the family portrait had once hung. She could see it in the now usual heaviness of Paatti’s gait, still unused to her oldest grandson’s absence. Even in Janaki’s demeanour, which was not quite as chatty and playful as usual. 

Shreya had initially thought that each year which passed after Dhiren’s departure would dim the memories and dull the pain. That this year it would be different. That this year she could really let herself enjoy everyone getting dressed up, eating as if it were their last day on Earth and talking well into the wee hours of the morning. 

But things had only gotten worse. The usual splendour of the house had dimmed and its occupants—try as they might—had become less engaging, drifting from conversation to conversation, unexpectedly snapping out of personal reveries before diving back into them the moment they were left alone. It was as if the house and all its inhabitants were suffering under a terrible weight. 

Unable to stand the looks of pain on her family’s faces any more, Shreya collected the dirty cutlery and crockery, carrying it all into the kitchen. She gently pushed her way through the gaggle of aunts, uncles, cousins, nieces and nephews. Ignoring the two dishwashers attentively waiting to be used, she lowered everything into the deep sink.

“Your pallu will get dirty if you leave it like that,” Janaki said from behind her. 

“Oh. Right. Thanks,” Shreya said, tucking the end that draped over her shoulder around her waist and into the waistband on the other side. Then she removed the two bangles on her wrist, putting them aside so they wouldn’t get wet.

“Better,” Janaki said approvingly. 

“I’m going to need another half-litre of oil to get them back on later,” Shreya said, going for humour. She received a small smile in return.

For a while they stood side by side, silently rinsing, soaping and washing off the utensils, plates and cups. In a few minutes, they fell into a simple efficient rhythm. Neither asked why the other chose to wash everything by hand when there were two dishwashers available.

Janaki broke the silence. “How are you feeling?”

Knowing exactly what she was talking about, Shreya sighed and said, “Empty. I feel empty.”

“Yes, I know. I miss him too. He should be here. Each year, I think the same thing. That no matter what, family should be together on Deepavali. These occasions are made special with everyone’s presence. Even though your family has been so good to me, it still makes me sad that I am not with my own; but I am only apart from mine because of work and distance. But this…this is not good, Shreya.”

“It’s not his fault. It’s not anyone’s fault. It’s not something that can be faulted,” Shreya said a little more sharply than she intended.

Janaki looked at her. Shreya was expecting anger but all she saw was compassion. “Not that, ma. You misunderstand me. I’m talking about the light in the home. Every home carries a light that is nurtured and built through the years. Laughter adds to it. Joy adds to it. Good food. Good people. And love, ma. Love adds to it. That light is meant to…” Here Janaki paused, gesticulating with her hands, pushing against some unseen force. She continued, “To move, take away the darkness. To keep away the heartache.”

Resting both palms on the sink, she bowed her head, tears gathering in the corners of her eyes. Shreya wrapped her arms around Janaki, hugging her close. The petite woman shuddered once in sorrow and then hastily ran a hand over her cheeks. She turned to Shreya and grasped her hands, looking her straight in the eye. 

“Shreya, ma. I have seen it in my village. It doesn’t matter if the home belongs to a rich man, a poor man, a young couple or a widow. Once the light starts dimming, the darkness creeps in. And the people who live there…they’re just not at peace any more. No matter what they do, no matter where they go. There is no peace. And I fear the same will come to this house. There is too much sadness in everyone and not enough joy. Darkness, misery, it breeds more of the same. I can taste it in the air. Sometimes it feels suffocating.”

“I…I don’t know what to do, Janaki. I don’t know how to be anything but sad or angry or hurt. I did such a horrible, shameful thing.”

Janaki lifted Shreya’s chin, meeting her eyes. “We all do horrible, shameful things, ma. It is in our very nature. We forget that there are other ways to do things…other ways to act. We forget this and we take the most obvious, reactive way.”

Shreya couldn’t bear to hold eye contact any longer. Those big brown eyes seemed to be looking straight into her soul, leaving her every reprehensible thought and action exposed. She turned back to the sink, letting her tears fall onto the last few dirty dishes to carve a clear track through the grime. She wished it was that simple, that her tears could wash away the memories and the wounds of the past. But instead, they had lodged firmly in her mind and in her life, like barnacles on the hull of a ship. If only life was as easy to fix as washing a pile of dirty dishes. 

“I know. I know. I chose wrong.”

“Yes. But that doesn’t mean it has to stay wrong. Your regret and your sorrow is your humanity and your love, Shreya. Shining brightly. If you didn’t care about what you said or did, you wouldn’t be feeling this way. But I don’t want you to feel like this forever. I miss my happy girl as much as I miss my Dhiren.”

“I wish I could take everything back. I wish it was him here and not me. I can’t stand watching how I’ve torn my family apart…”

“You’re not quite that powerful, ma. It takes much more than just you to break a family.”

“It doesn’t feel like it.”

“You are young, still. Young enough to learn fast and grow quick. You can change the feeling in the house…bring joy back to us.”

Shreya stared at the other woman, her expression twisted in confusion. Before Janaki could respond, Shreya heard her mother hollering from the back porch. “Janaki! The children set the rose bush on fire! Quick! Quick! Get the hose!”

Janaki’s look of mortification broke the spell of conversation between them.

“Go,” Shreya said. “Before Amma adds the kids to the fire for ruining those bushes.”

Everyone made a beeline for the back porch and the garden, yelling out various instructions that were best for smothering flames. No one noticed Shreya sinking to the floor of the kitchen in a pool of blue silky material. She rested her head on her knees and sobbed quietly, praying that the day would just hurry up and come to an end.

 

✶

 

“I’ve had those rose bushes for as long as we’ve been in this house,” Amma lamented to her sisters and sister-in-laws. “Almost ten years. What a pity.”

“Those children should have been watched. They got too excited,” an aunt quipped. 

“Eh! Ganesh! Lavenya! Vignesh! Come apologise to your aunt. You upset her tremendously,” another sari-clad aunt called out from the middle of the group that had gathered around Shreya’s mother in sympathy. 

Three adorable guilt-stricken children emerged from behind a sofa with tear-stained cheeks, their woebegone expressions instantly pulling at the heartstrings of everyone present. Movement restricted in their finery, they walked slowly and clumsily over to their aunt. The youngest one, Lavenya, was pushed forward by the other two. Rubbing a bangle-covered arm over her eyes, she started with “I-I-I’m sorry,” and then promptly burst into tears. 

Shreya watched her mother jump off the high stool and scoop the child up. “It’s okay, ma. Shhh. Shhhh. Stop crying. It’s Deepavali. Don’t cry. I know you didn’t do it on purpose.” The child laid her head down on the older woman’s shoulder and continued sobbing. The two boys looked relieved. Their strategy of combatting a scolding with adorableness had succeeded.

“Yah,” a plump aunt chortled. “They’re just children. What do they know? The wind probably carried a spark and threw it on the bushes.” 

“Exactly. Where was Janaki? Shouldn’t she have been watching them?” a pregnant cousin asked as she massaged her swollen ankles. 

“How much work do you expect her to do? It’s her Deepavali too,” Paatti said pointedly. Before anyone could respond, Uncle Ravi’s wife, Auntie Bhairavi, came in to announce that it was high time for the blessings. 

Auntie Bhairavi was as beautiful as her husband was nosy. She carried herself with a grace and elegance that had never wavered even in the most trying of times. She helped to arrange the children from youngest to oldest, and the blessing ceremony started. 

Lavenya—now tear-free and smiling quite happily again—got down on her knees and touched her hands and her forehead to the floor in front of the large altar, giving thanks to the gods and receiving aseervatham. Then she did the same with Paatti. All the elders smudged a small amount of kumkuma on her forehead. Apart from getting their blessings, she also received a colourful little envelope of money from each of them. She clutched the small packets in her even smaller fists as she went down the line. Lavenya might not have been able to count—in a linear fashion, at least—but she knew the money she had been given would buy plenty of sweets. 

Shreya giggled at the look of delight on her youngest cousin’s face. After the blessings, Lavenya had waddled over to the staircase and spread all the envelopes in front of her; she was trying to open them from the middle. Hurrying over, Shreya said, “Hey, cutie. If you tear them like that, you might rip the money too.” 

Lavenya looked horrified at this. “What do I do?” she whispered. 

“I’ll tell you what,” Shreya said, squatting down in front of her so that they were at eye-level. “Why don’t we put all of that in my purse here and after I’m done getting my blessings, we’ll both go up to my room and count your money together, okay?”

“Amma said it’s rude to count the money in someone else’s home,” Lavenya said guiltily, likely remembering what her mother had told her repeatedly while wagging her finger on the drive over.

“Well then, it will be our little secret,” Shreya said, holding out her pinkie. Lavenya smiled gleefully and tried to wrap her tiny pinkie around the much larger one. They both giggled again. 

“Come, Shreya. It’s your turn,” Uncle Ravi called.

Shreya handed her purse to Lavenya. “Hold on to this, cutie.”

The Hindu gods Vinayagar, Krishna and Perumal stared out quite sternly from their frames on the altar. Their pictures had been wiped clean, and fresh garlands of flowers were hung along the edges of the frames. In the middle of each picture near the top, there were circular rounds of yellow and red powder mixed together, and offerings were laid out in shiny silver trays before them. On one tray, there were bananas, grapes and apples; on another, oranges, pears and kiwis; another, palagaram;  yet another, some jewellery Shreya had never seen before; and on the final tray were draped colourful saris and white dhotis. The sacred fire burnt strongly in front of them, releasing a little spire of black smoke at the very end of the flame. The scent of sandalwood incense gently wafted over everything.

This was Shreya’s favourite part of Deepavali. Though some might think it archaic, having to touch the feet of their elders for blessings gave her a strong sense of tradition. And now, when everything was different, Shreya clung to tradition. For as long as she could remember, she and Dhiren did this bit together, offering their thanks and prayers to the Hindu gods simultaneously. Dhiren would lie  prone next to her and she would bow with knees bent, both their hands and their foreheads on the floor. 

Now, lowering herself to the same spot like all the years before, Shreya felt his absence stronger than ever. She missed having him next to her and hearing him mutter his prayers under his breath. She hated being the last one to receive blessings now. That had always been Dhiren’s place. It irked her that no one spoke or asked about him, that no one else seemed to miss him as keenly as she did. It was almost as if he was a figment of their collective imaginations. There every day till he was just gone, erased from every picture and all family history. And it was all her fault. The thought that he would never again be here with her for this annual tradition, that she might forever be the last one to go down this line, sent her spiralling.

Tears flowed freely from her eyes. She didn’t bother to stop or hide them. She could sense the confusion in the room as everyone started to wonder why she didn’t move on. She could feel her grandmother’s hands on her face, trying to push aside the hair that had fallen over. She could hear her mother saying something and the sound of her father’s feet as he marched over to her. She ignored them all, blocking everything out. Her hands and forehead still firmly glued to the floor, she imagined Dhiren, tall and handsome as always, walking down the stairs from his room as if nothing had happened, getting slapped on the back for doing yet another incredible thing. She pictured the look of happiness and joy in the eyes of her parents. Imagined Paatti reaching out to hug them both together. Saw Janaki swat his hand away from the food as he tried to sneak something from the kitchen before mealtime. 

Sweat broke out along her forehead and then her back. Her teeth clenched with the effort of her concentration. Shreya willed her prayer into the space before her and out into the universe, somehow knowing that this amount of energy would not go unnoticed:

Please bring him back to me, please bring him back to me, please bring him back to me. 

Over and over and over again, Shreya repeated these words, until she was almost screaming them in her head, seeing the words leak out of her brain and fill the gap between her and the altar. 

“Please,” she choked. Then she passed out.


 

 

End of preview. 
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