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        For my husband, who taught me the value of laughter
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        “Always laugh when you can; it is cheap medicine. Merriment is a philosophy not well understood. It is the sunny side of existence.”

        Lord Byron
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            HOLI MOLY!

          

        

      

    

    
      “Why do I have to be the one?” Preeti complained, pouting mutinously.

      “Because didi1 is in Boston, and I am a boy!” Her brother grinned at her with his legs dangling off the edge of the sofa, knowing exactly how to irritate her further.

      She scowled at him and stormed off into her bedroom to compose herself before she lost control and punched him in the face. He had been grating on her nerves for the last two years.

      She missed Neeti didi desperately. Neeti had always been the voice of reason, the one who forestalled the rows between her and Roshan, their annoying fifteen-year-old brother, who took immense pleasure in needling Preeti, knowing she had a short fuse. Now that she was studying abroad, all her responsibilities had fallen upon Preeti, who really couldn’t be bothered with the niceties of traditions and culture. She just wanted to be left alone to paint and dream of giving up her mundane career to live in a beach shack somewhere, gazing at an orange sunset with a daiquiri in her hand. Why was that so difficult for her parents to understand?

      Her mother followed her into the room. 

      “Preeti, all I’m asking you to do is give out the invitations to our neighbours. Why are you making it this hard?”

      “Mama, I’m not making it hard. I said I didn’t want to do it. Get Roshan to do it. You know how long it will take, and I have work to do!”

      Taking the invitations to the twenty other households that populated their apartment building didn’t just mean throwing them in through the letterbox. It meant sitting through a conversation with every single aunty, uncle, bhaiyya2, and budgie. They would all ask her the same questions. ‘What are you doing now? Graphic designer? What is that? Does it pay well? When are you getting married?’ Didi, ever so polite and sweet, had been really good at dodging these questions without revealing an iota of information that she didn’t wish to share. Preeti, on the other hand, would either end up oversharing inadvertently or just scowl in her usual defensive manner.

      “Mama, can’t you see this will be a complete disaster?”

      Mrs Gaekwad just raised an eyebrow at her daughter. It was enough to get Preeti to put on her slippers in a hurry, throw on a faded dupatta3 over her green kurti4, and put her riotous curls into a bun, sticking in a pencil to keep it in place.

      “Alright, alright! I’ll do it …” She marched out of the flat muttering under her breath, “Bloody waste of time!”

      In under five minutes, she had to slink back in to take the bundle of invitations from her mother’s hand. Mama was not impressed.

      
      Every year at Holi5, the building committee got together to organise a big party on the lawns of their apartment complex in suburban Mumbai, the hosting duties being circulated between the various buildings in the complex. With twenty-one flats in each building, the party would be a huge undertaking, with tasks being divided equally among the households. This year, their building had been appointed the task of making and distributing the invitations as Papa had a printing press and Mama was notorious for getting her RSVPs back in time. With ten days to go, Preeti had already delayed the process enough by weaselling out of delivering the invitations.

      Where to begin? She eyed the broken lift and the chowkidar6 sitting outside, watching the cricket match on his phone.

      “Theek kiya ki nahin7?”

      He didn’t even look up as he shook his head to indicate that no, the elevator had not been fixed, and from the number of weeks it had remained in this state, she highly doubted it would be fixed anytime soon.

      Sighing dramatically, she decided to take it one floor at a time, hoping that most of the residents would either be out, or at the tail end of their afternoon siestas. She’d save the best for last, knowing full well that Tasha would be back from college by then, and maybe they could sneak a smoke and a chat in the privacy of her room.

      Two hours, sixteen homes, and sixteen hundred questions later, she finally made it to the top floor. Exhausted, she sat on the last step for a minute, contemplating the little spider that was crawling up the wall. A short flight of steps led to the roof terrace where as kids they’d played all manner of silly games. It had been many years since she’d come all the way up here.

      She wondered if anyone ever went up to the terrace these days. Did kids even play with each other anymore, or were they just buried in video games, or whatever was trending nowadays? She thought of asking Tasha, and although Tasha’s ‘kids’ were college-going teenagers, it was still worth getting the perspective of a teacher. Tasha made one helluva teacher, she had to admit to herself. Her badass demeanour and extensive knowledge of her subject was enough to inspire respect and admiration in her students. The fact that she couldn’t care less about anyone’s opinion also made her the object of much breathless adoration. Despite all that, nothing escaped her scrutiny, and they’d spent many an evening laughing over the tales she had collected in her years of teaching.

      The last two envelopes sat on Preeti’s lap, with her mother’s beautiful calligraphy spelling out Mrs D’Souza’s name on one and Mr Nanda, Tasha’s dad’s name on the other. She hadn’t seen Hazel Aunty in years. She knew that Uncle had died of a heart attack a few years ago, but she had been away on a college trip then and by the time she got back, it was almost too late to pay that condolence visit. Mama and Papa had done the needful anyway, but a pang of guilt hit her unexpectedly. Hazel Aunty had always been so lovely to the neighbourhood kids, plying them with cakes and lemonade every time they came up to the terrace. Really, she should have checked in on her prior to this.

      Preeti stood up determinedly. This time she wouldn’t be grumpy and monosyllabic as with the other neighbours. She actually liked Hazel Aunty and wanted to see her. The doorbell had a pleasant chime and she waited a few minutes before pressing it again. When more than ten minutes had elapsed, she realised that the one person she’d actually looked forward to reconnecting with, wasn’t in.

      She tried slipping the invitation in through the recently-installed letterbox on the door. Still stiff from newness, it would not swallow the flimsy envelope she was trying to push through. Exasperated after a few attempts, she took the pencil out of her hair, letting the curls tumble down her back, and tried stuffing the envelope in with it. It took quite some pushing, as there was a fair bit of resistance from the box as well, and Preeti swore under her breath as she rammed it with all her might. With a final shove, she’d just about managed to get the entire envelope in, when a voice behind her said, “What on earth are you doing?”

      Startled, her hand jerked inwards, getting caught in the steel jaws of the letterbox. Her little scream was one of surprise and pain. Her hand was stuck!

      “Preeti?”

      From her awkward angle she saw the silhouette of a tall, muscular figure standing atop the flight of stairs leading to the terrace. The deep baritone voice could only belong to one person, and her heart started to hammer wildly inside her chest.

      “Giles? What are you doing here?”

      He laughed as he descended the stairs.

      “I live here, remember?”

      Oh boy, did she remember! Maybe that was part of the reason she had avoided coming up here for so many years. There were just too many memories.

      “Yes, but you don’t live here now. Aren’t you working in the UK?”

      He had come down to her level and was staring at her quizzically. “You seem to be very well informed about my life.”

      “Oh, you know,” she tried shrugging, still trying vainly to extract her hand from his letterbox. “Just overheard some idle chit chat from the neighbourhood aunties.”

      “Idle chit chat, huh? Here, let me help you with that …”

      “No!” She practically yelped when his hand touched her wrist, as though she’d been scalded.

      “Hey! I’m trying to help here. Anyway, what were you doing putting your hand inside the letterbox? Trying to steal our letters?”

      “Don’t be daft! Why would I do that?”

      “Oh, I don’t know … let me think, the last time was when you didn’t want your mother to find out about your school suspension. Wasn’t that when you tried stealing the letter out of your own letterbox?”

      Preeti turned crimson as she remembered the incident from her childhood. His grey eyes laughed down at her, as he gripped her wrist and pulled alongside.

      “I was a child,” she muttered furiously, twisting her wrist this way and that. “And what is this stupid letterbox anyway? Why not have a normal one like everyone else?”

      “Because, like everyone else’s, that letterbox had rusted into nothing. But this isn’t working. I think I’ll have to unscrew the entire thing.”

      He drew the keys to his flat out of his pocket, while she stood there, mortified, hand trapped, sweat dripping off her brow, wondering how the hell he always managed to catch her with egg on her face!

      She watched him unlock the door and open it gently.

      “Wait here,” he commanded, walking away from her towards one of the rooms.

      Like she had another option! Why here? Why now? Why him?

      As he walked back brandishing a screwdriver, she couldn’t help but notice just how handsome he was. That chiselled jawline, those grey eyes with the ridiculously long lashes, the hair that flopped onto his forehead, his body pure muscle from years of playing cricket in boarding school. It was no wonder all the girls had swooned when he came back at eighteen, grown-up and gorgeous. All except one.

      He concentrated on unscrewing the letterbox from within the doorframe. 

      “How’s your hand feeling?”

      “A bit numb,” she admitted. It had only been a few minutes, but it felt like the blood supply to her fingers had been cut off for hours.

      He worked away furiously while she examined him in silence. He must have known what a sensation he’d caused in the complex. The thin, shy boy, Mrs D’Souza’s nerdy son, suddenly so handsome and eligible.

      “So, what are you doing back here?”

      “I’ve been posted here by my company. It’s a temporary posting, just a year or two, but if I do well, then I could be promoted to running the place.” He grinned up at her. “Which is what I want. I’ve missed Mumbai.”

      And Mumbai missed you, she wanted to say, but bit her lip instead.

      “You didn’t tell me what you were doing before I caught your hand in the cookie jar.”

      “Oh come on Giles! Stop implying I was thieving when you know I wasn’t.”

      “Ha ha! Okay, fair enough. What were you trying to put in the letterbox? This? What’s this?”

      He’d managed to unscrew the box and gently pulled out her hand still clasped around one end of the pencil, with the crumpled envelope stuck to the other end.

      Mrs D’Souza walked in just then, her plastic basket full of fresh vegetables. She looked perplexed to see her door and letterbox dismantled, and then looked up to see Preeti rubbing her swollen fingers.

      “Oh my girl! Preeti, isn’t it? What’s happened to your hand? I just ran into your mother downstairs, she was wondering where you’d gotten to.”

      Giles rushed forward to take the basket from her hands.

      “Mum! You walked up all those stairs with this heavy basket? Why didn’t you call me?”

      “Oh no, Giles, they’ve just fixed the lift, thank goodness. Besides, you are still jet lagged. I thought I’d let you sleep.”

      She turned to Preeti, smiling.

      “I haven’t seen you in so long. Where have you been, my girl? Here, let me ice your hand first. That looks terrible! Sit down, sit down. Giles, get the poor child a drink of water at least.”

      Despite her protestations, Preeti found her hand wrapped in a towel with ice cubes in it, while her left hand held a glass of water that she took little sips out of.

      “What you really need is a nice cup of tea! Let me make us all some. I have some fruit cake left over from yesterday. Would you like to try some?”

      Preeti nodded shyly, Hazel Aunty really was so lovely. She felt Giles’ gaze upon her and fiddled with the end of her dupatta, still holding on to the last two envelopes, one slightly worse for wear after its trauma in the jaws of the killer letterbox.

      “So, you never did tell me what all this was about?” He asked, leaning back into the armchair.

      
      Giles was her first boyfriend, as in, a friend who was a boy. He was smart and kind, with an emotional intelligence that allowed him to be more empathetic than any other boy she’d ever met. At first, she’d been reluctant to allow him into their close-knit group, but he’d soon won them over by his easy, ingratiating charm. Before long, they’d started swapping books and comics, inventing new games, building imaginary worlds filled with extraterrestrials and zombies that fought with sticks masquerading as guns. He was the same age as didi, and all of them would play quite happily together on the roof terrace, with children from the other buildings dipping in and out. When Giles found out he was being sent to a boarding school in England like his father and grandfather before him, they’d all sat together in a huddle, weeping tears of loss and despair. How cruel adults could be!

      Then eight years later he’d returned, all grown up, and Preeti had fallen head over heels in love with this handsome stranger, except that he’d had eyes only for one person: her sister.

      Neeti didi was everything that Preeti wasn’t. She was tall, slim and fair, with beautifully symmetrical features, gazelle-like limbs and poker-straight hair. Always in jeans and T-shirts, she seemed not to care about her looks, which in turn, made her even more appealing. She’d lost count of how many modelling offers she’d received, or requests to participate in the Miss India contest. Neeti didi was just not interested. Her interest lay in books and History. If she could, she would spend entire days holed up in her college library or wandering around a museum looking at dusty artefacts.

      Two years younger, Preeti was bubbly, exuberant, moody and impetuous, the perfect foil to her quieter sister.  Her curls were just as bouncy as her personality, and while she had none of Neeti’s classic good looks, her large, kohl-lined eyes and infectious laugh found her her own set of admirers.  

      But Giles wasn’t amongst them. 

      Neeti didi never acknowledged his love, preferring to treat him like a little brother, just as she did Roshan. Preeti saw how much it crushed him, but what could she possibly do? Her own heart was being broken in quite the same way. 

      A year later, he left once again, taking his dashing good looks and bruised heart back to London. Every so often, Preeti would stalk his Facebook page in the hope that it would reveal a snippet of his life. But either he wasn’t very active on social media, or his privacy settings were way too strong for her to glean anything of value from the pursuit.

      
      The next few days were spent in an agony of anticipation. Would he come to the Holi party or not? She’d remembered seeing Hazel Aunty at a few of these gatherings, but since Preeti herself didn’t care for the rambunctious nature of the festival, even though she loved parties, she would always make herself scarce after the first half hour. 

      He had seemed intrigued when she’d mentioned it to him. But was he intrigued enough to attend it?

      Mama saw her hovering near the list of invitees that was placed on the sideboard in their living room.

      “What are you doing Preeti?”

      “Nothing!” She slinked away shamefacedly. It would be terrible if they found out that she was still carrying a torch for Giles. She thought she’d hidden it well enough the first time around, but didi had asked her gently if she was okay, after Giles had left for London. Had it been that obvious?

      
      “You silly moo, it was obvious to everyone!” Tasha declared this dramatically sitting cross-legged on her bed, her short bob swishing as she waved her cigarette about, scattering ash everywhere. “You’d light up like a 1000 watt bulb whenever he was around.”

      “Do you think he knew?”

      “Him? Not a frikkin’ clue! The guy was oblivious to everyone except Neeti didi. That was one humongous crush he had on her. Can’t say I blame him. Almost all the boys were in love with her back then.”

      “Hmmm, true that.”

      “What I can’t believe is that you’re still crazy about him! I thought seven years would have cured you.”

      “Yeah, you would think,” she responded glumly.

      “So, what are you going to do about it?”

      “Nothing. Nada. No, stop with that wicked grin, I’m just going to let it pass. Maybe seeing him again has stirred everything up, and it will all settle down in a bit.”

      “What, with you living in the same building? Not going to happen.”

      “Can you stop being so fatalistic?”

      “I think you mean realistic, my pet!”

      
      Realistically though, the probability of bumping into Giles seemed very slim. They kept totally different work hours, and even though Preeti tried varying her schedule to catch a glimpse of him, she never succeeded. In the end, she figured it was Destiny’s way of telling her to give up.

      As she stood at the bus-stop, letting the sea breeze ruffle her hair, she wondered if she should take up her colleague Akhil’s offer of a coffee and a movie. It was a thinly disguised attempt at a date, but he had been trying for months, and something had been holding her back.

      That something was honking at her from behind the wheel of his car! 

      “Where are you off to?”

      Her heart thumping, she tried pretending complete insouciance. “Linking Road, to my office. The bus will be here any minute.”

      “Get in. I’m going that way, my office is in Santa Cruz.”

      “B … but …”

      “Just get in, Preeti! I can’t park here forever.”

      So she got in, hoping her trembling hands wouldn’t give her nervousness away. Giles was wearing a red shirt with dark blue trousers, looking beyond movie-star handsome. She looked down at her yellow kurti 8and long Aztec design skirt and sighed. Couldn’t she have worn something nicer?

      “What’s wrong?”

      “Pardon?”

      “That sigh. You sounded really sad.”

      “What? Oh … no, no, I was just thinking of a deadline.”

      “So, you enjoy all this graphic designing stuff?”

      “It’s not bad. I mean, I’d rather just be a painter, but the whole starving-artist thing is a tad overrated.”

      “Why would you starve? I remember you being very good. You painted abstracts, didn’t you?”

      “Mm-hm. But I think your memory might be a bit faulty. If I was that good, my work would be hanging in a gallery somewhere rather than in our storage cupboard.”

      “Hey, I thought you were more resilient than that? Which artist doesn’t struggle? You just have to keep trying.”

      “Says the man in the BMW.”

      “Company BMW. I’m just as happy in a rickshaw or a bus. I don’t even own a car in London, just get around everywhere on the tube, err, that’s like the Metro there.”

      She turned and regarded him. “So, how are you finding being back in India after so many years?”

      “I love it,” he grinned at her. “After all, dil hai Hindustani9.”

      She smiled at him, for the first time feeling completely at ease in his company. 

      “Are you coming for the Holi party?”

      “Are you?” He gave her a look she couldn’t decipher. “I mean, I don
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