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Disclaimer

This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, businesses, places, events, locales, and incidents are either the products of the author's imagination or used in a fictitious manner. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, or actual events is purely coincidental.
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Chapter 1: Telephone Call
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Later, Vimal always wondered what had made him sit up in bed, wide awake, in the middle of the night. It wasn’t a bad dream. He remembered the time when he was younger and would wake up because of a bad dream. His grandmother would give him some water and sit beside him until he went back to sleep. That was why she slept in the bed beside his and kept a soft light switched on throughout the night.

But the night when Vimal woke up, his grandmother–he called her Amma–was not in her bed. The bed was empty. He opened his mouth to call out to her, but something made him tiptoe to the door and peep into the living room. Amma was in there, sitting in a chair. Her back was to him, and she was crying. Vimal could hear the sobs that shook her shoulders.

As he stood behind the curtain and watched, she went to the telephone. Something was wrong. He could tell by the way she walked; her shoulders were stooped, and she was dragging her feet. Vimal was frightened. He knew something terrible had happened. He wanted to run into Amma’s arms. But she was crying. He had never seen her or any grown-up cry, and that made him freeze.

He heard her talking on the telephone. She had called Ravi Uncle. He was her nephew; she always called him if she needed anything. Vimal tried to understand what she was saying. But he found it difficult because she was crying while talking. Most of her words were lost in her sobs. Vimal couldn’t understand her. Perhaps Uncle couldn’t either. That’s why she was repeating herself.

“Rajan’s friend called from London. He spoke from a hospital. Rajan and Nanda met with an accident today. Rajan... Rajan didn’t survive. He died on the spot. Nanda is in the hospital. Her condition is serious. The doctors... the doctors don’t know if she will live... Poor Vimal! Poor child! What will I tell him?”

Vimal went back to bed and covered his face. He could hear Amma’s voice as if from a distance and the sound of moaning. When he heard her come in, he lay as still as he could. She sat down on his bed, placed her palm on his head and prayed softly. “Vigneshwara, keep Vimal and Nanda safe! Don’t let Vimal be orphaned!”

The doorbell rang. Amma left the room. She bolted the door from outside as she went out; she didn’t want him to know anything about the tragedy. Vimal guessed that Ravi Uncle and Nisha Aunty had come. He heard the murmur of their voices. But he didn’t try to listen at the door.

How could his father be dead? His parents were coming back to India for good. His father had quit his job in London and found another in Mumbai. Only yesterday, Amma had teased him that he would forget her soon. “You will go to live with your parents in Mumbai and forget your grandmother.”

“No, Amma,” he had said. “We’ll ask Daddy to take a job here in Jaipur. We’ll all live together.”

Vimal shut his eyes and tried to remember how his parents looked. But their faces were a blur.

Amma had told him he was born in London. His other grandmother, his daddy’s mother, had looked after him. After her death, Mummy and Daddy brought him to India, to Amma. They couldn’t look after him because they were too busy with their jobs.

That was why he had been living with Amma since he was two years old. His parents had come to see him when he was four, but he remembered little from that visit. When he was six, they had come to attend Ravi Uncle’s wedding. Amma had told him they would take him to London. He still remembered being both happy and sad; happy that he would live with his parents, but sad that he would leave his grandmother.

But his parents had stayed for a few days and had left without him.

During their short stay, relatives who were attending the wedding filled the house. Everyone had made much of him, but he had clung to Amma and followed her like a shadow. When their visit ended, he was relieved to go back to his usual life with Amma.

Her mother had been sad to leave. “I wish I could stay for another month,” she had said. “We are strangers to Vimal. This short visit hasn’t brought us any closer.”

“It’s better this way,” his grandmother had answered. “You know how sensitive he is. It’s better if he doesn’t get too attached to you. You can decide what to do after two years. Vimal will be eight then, and old enough to understand. It won’t matter if you take him with you to London or leave him here.”

Vimal went to his writing table and opened the drawer without making any sound. He took out the photos that had come recently. In the first photograph, his father was laughing and holding up his fingers in a victory sign. Vimal flipped over the photograph to read the words that he knew by heart. “We’ll be with you soon. Love you, son.”

“No, you won’t be with me,” Vimal said, gazing into his father’s laughing face. Tears welled up in his eyes, and soon he was crying into his pillow. His father, his daddy, was gone. He would not come. Ever. Vimal wept until the lump in his throat didn’t hurt any longer, and then he slept.
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Chapter 2: Left Behind
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Amma woke up Vimal in the morning. Her eyes were red and puffy. She told him to take a bath and get dressed. Vimal was surprised. It was a Sunday and school was closed. Amma usually allowed him to take a bath after breakfast when he did not have to go to school.

By the time he was dressed, breakfast was on the table. “Amma, I’m not hungry. I can’t eat,” he said.

“Try to eat something,” Amma said and turned away to wipe her eyes.

Vimal’s throat felt tight. He felt as if he wouldn’t be able to swallow anything. But Amma would worry if he did not eat. He bit into the apple and chewed it slowly.

“Vimal,” Amma said. “I’ve packed your things. You’ll stay with Ravi for a few days. I have to go to London.”

“Why, Amma?”

“Your parents need me,” she said without looking at him. “I’m leaving for Mumbai in an hour. Your father’s brother, Anil, will meet me in Mumbai. He will accompany me to London. I know you are a good boy and will not give Nisha any trouble.”

Vimal waited for his grandmother to tell him about his father. When she fell silent, he didn’t ask her. He knew she would make up something, and he didn’t want that.

Ravi and Nisha came in. “Ravi will drive me to the airport,” Amma said. “You must go with Nisha to their place.”

“Lucky you had your visa renewed last year,” Ravi told Vimal’s grandmother as he lifted her suitcase.

Amma hugged Vimal and followed Ravi to the waiting car. Vimal wanted to run after her. He wanted to hold her and cry, and tell her he knew about his father, and would she please take him along?

He would have done that before, but in one night, he had grown up. When his grandmother looked at him from the car, smiling in spite of the sorrow in her face, he smiled and waved her goodbye.

Nisha drew him close. “Ravi will bring your things over in the evening. You can come with him then and choose whatever you want. For now, pick a book or a toy.”

Vimal shook his head. “Do you have homework to finish? Shall we take your school bag?” Nisha asked.

Vimal shook his head again. Nisha picked up a video game from the table. “This one is new, isn’t it? Bring it along. We’ll play it together.”

On the way to her house, Nisha stopped at the bookshop and asked Vimal to choose a book. When he stood beside her silently, she bought two comics. “Here, hold these,” she said. Vimal took the comics without even glancing at them.

Ravi and Nisha lived on the next street. Vimal was often at their house, playing in the garden or watching cartoons. “Vimal,” Nisha said, unlocking the gate. “You left a ball here last week. I’ll get it for you.”

Vimal slowly went to the swing. It was his favorite spot in the garden. He loved swinging as high as he could. He sat down on the swing and folded his hands in his lap.

Nisha brought the ball and also a glass of cool lemonade. When Vimal shook his head, she placed it beside him and patted his arm. “I have work to do in the house. Play or do whatever you wish until it’s time for lunch.”

Vimal continued to sit on the swing. The comic book lay open on his lap, and the ball rested in the grass. “Amma should have taken me with her,” he kept thinking. “Mummy is in the hospital. Is she going to die? Maybe she’s already dead. Amma didn’t tell me about Daddy. How will I know about Mummy?”

Nisha came out to call him for lunch. She was surprised to see him still on the swing. “Why are you sitting in the sun? You should have moved into the shade. And what is this? You didn’t even drink the lemonade. Doesn’t matter. Let’s have lunch. You must be hungry. Your grandmother told me you hardly had any breakfast.”

Vimal followed Nisha into the house. When she asked him to wash his hands before eating, he said, “I don’t want to eat.”

“Try to eat a little. I’ve made your favorite egg curry and rice.”

“Later, please.”

Nisha touched his forehead. “Vimal, you’ve got a fever. Go and lie down. I’ll bring you some milk.”

Vimal swallowed the paracetamol that Nisha gave him and drank the milk. His head was aching. He closed his eyes. Nisha pulled the curtains close and left the room. Silent tears trickled down from Vimal’s eyes and wet the pillow until he slowly fell asleep.

Much later, Ravi gently shook him awake. Vimal's eyelids felt so heavy that he kept them closed. He recognized Dr. Rao's voice. “Sleep will help him," the doctor said. 'I've checked his pulse and temperature. The fever has come down. But Vimal is very sensitive. I remember what his condition was when I saw him for the first time. You must try to keep him happy. See that he doesn’t miss his grandmother too much.”

After Dr. Rao left, Ravi and Nisha stayed in the room. “Do you think he knows about his father?” Nisha asked Ravi softly.

“He doesn’t. He was sleeping when the call came. Amma didn’t tell him anything. She doesn’t want him to know. That’s why she doesn't want us to tell anyone. I’ve already told her neighbors that Rajan and Nanda are both in the hospital.”

“It’s for the best. Vimal won’t be able to take the shock without Amma. You should have seen how upset he was this morning. It’ll be better if we don’t send him to school
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