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    For the hands that never wrote down a recipe,for the flames that flickered but never died,for the grandmothers who stayed longer than they should,and for the children who will roll the dough tomorrow.
— B.P.

      

    



  	
        
            
            "The dough is like grief: you cannot fight it.You knead. You rest. You fold.And slowly, it becomes something you can hold."— From Amma's kitchen, 1987
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CHAPTER 1: Dholl Puri – The First Memory
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The kerosene lamp coughed once, then settled into a low, wavering hum. Its flame leaned away from the draft that slipped through the cracks in the kitchen wall, throwing shadows that stretched and shrank like breathing things. On the earthen floor, a circle of light fought the dark—and lost, inch by inch.

Raj sat on a wooden stool so low his knees nearly touched his chin. A chipped enamel bowl rested in his lap, half-filled with potatoes the color of river stones. His knife—too big for his twelve-year-old hand—scraped against the fourth potato in slow, tired spirals. The peel curled away like a ribbon of wet paper, dropping into the darkness between his feet.

Slick-slick. Slick-slick.

The only sound in the kitchen. The only sound in the world, it seemed.

Outside, the sugarcane fields rustled in the humid Mauritian night, their tall stalks whispering secrets he couldn't understand. Two years ago, that whisper had been his lullaby. Two years ago, this kitchen had smelled of cumin and turmeric and something else—something that had a name but he couldn't say it without his throat closing up.

Amma.

He hadn't said it aloud since the funeral. The word sat in his chest like a stone.

The potato slipped.

Raj watched it roll off his lap, bounce once on the dirt floor, and disappear under the cast-iron tawa that sat cold and black against the far wall. He didn't move to pick it up. His hand stayed frozen, the knife still raised, because the air had changed.

It was subtle at first—a warmth spreading from the tawa, gentle as a hand on his back. Then richer: roasted cumin, crushed cardamom, the ghost of frying dough. And beneath it all, a scent so faint and so familiar it stopped his heart.

Rosewater.

The same rosewater attar Amma used to dab on her wrists every morning, pressing her palms together before she lit the first lamp.

Raj's breath caught. He turned his head slowly, the way you might turn when you already know what you'll see but can't believe it anyway.

She stood by the tawa.

The same turquoise sari, the one with the gold border that caught the light even when there was no light to catch. The same red bindi, small and perfect, glowing like a dying ember on her forehead. The same silver hair pulled back in a tight bun, with one stubborn curl escaping at the temple. And her smile—that smile—the one she used when she caught him sneaking extra sugar into his tea. A little bit stern. A little bit amused. Entirely hers.

"Amma?"

His voice cracked on the second syllable. It came out raw, almost a croak, the sound of a word he had buried alive.

The woman—the ghost, the vision, the impossible thing—tilted her head. Her dark eyes crinkled at the corners. She looked exactly as she had on the day she'd taught him to say beta, pressing her thumb gently to his chest. Exactly as she had on the morning of the funeral, except there was no stillness in her now. She was alive. The air shimmered around her like heat rising from a hot tawa, but her feet—bare, he noticed, her feet were bare—touched the floor.

"You forgot the salt again, beta."

The words fell into the silence like stones into still water.

Raj's hand opened. The knife clattered to the floor. He didn't hear it. He was already sliding off the stool, his knees buckling, his breath coming in short, sharp gasps. Two years. Two years of an empty chair at the table. Two years of neighbors patting his shoulder and saying, She's in a better place now. Two years of learning to boil rice for himself, of burning curries and eating them anyway because throwing food away felt like throwing her away.

"Amma," he whispered again. Louder this time. A demand. A prayer.

He reached out.

His hand stopped an inch from her shoulder. What if he passed through her like smoke? What if she dissolved like morning mist? What if this was just grief, finally cracking his mind open?

She laughed.

Laughed.

The sound filled the kitchen—rich, warm, slightly breathless, exactly the way it had when she'd watched him take his first bite of dholl puri at four years old, his hands too small to hold the plate. It rolled up to the rafters and scattered the shadows.

"Don't just stand there with your mouth open," she said, stepping forward. The floor didn't creak under her weight. But her hand—her hand—reached out and tapped his chin, closing his jaw. The touch was solid. Warm. Real.

"You think I came all this way to watch you stare?"

Raj couldn't speak. His eyes were burning. Something hot and thick was climbing up his throat. He blinked, and a tear slipped down his cheek—then another, and another, until his face was wet and he was crying without making a sound, the way he'd learned to cry in the dark when no one could hear.

Amma's smile softened. She didn't wipe his tears. She never had. Tears are the river that carries grief away, she used to say. Let them flow, beta. Don't dam the river.

"I'm here," she said simply. "Now pick up that potato and sit down. We have work to do."



She taught him dholl puri that night.

Not with words alone—though her voice was there, steady as a heartbeat, guiding him through each step. But with her hands. Her impossible, solid, real hands. She showed him how to knead the dough until it was soft but not sticky, how to let it rest "like a tired child after play." She placed her palm over his and pressed the rolling pin forward, her skin warm against his knuckles, her breath smelling of cloves and cardamom.

"Not so hard," she murmured. "The dough is not your enemy, Raj. It is your partner."

He wanted to ask her a thousand questions. Where have you been? Why now? How long will you stay? But every time he opened his mouth, she would tilt her head and say, "Focus, beta. The dough is talking to you. Are you listening?"

So he listened.

He listened to the soft thump of the dough against the board. He listened to the sizzle when Amma slapped the first puri onto the hot tawa—the tawa that had been cold for two years, now glowing with heat. He listened to her hum, a low Hindi tune he hadn't heard since he was small, a song about rain and returning and the green fields after drought.

And then the first dholl puri puffed up.

Golden-brown, blistered in places, fragrant with cumin and yellow split peas. Amma lifted it off the tawa with her bare fingers—the same fingers that had never burned, not once, in all the years he'd known her—and held it out to him.

"Eat," she said.

Raj took it. The heat seared his palms. He didn't care. He bit into it without waiting, without chutney or pickle or anything to cool it down. The flavor exploded across his tongue—earthy and warm, the cumin singing, the dough dissolving into something that tasted like before. Like mornings when he'd wake to the sound of her grinding spices. Like evenings when he'd sit at her feet and watch the flame catch under the pot. Like home.

He ate standing up, tears mixing with the crumbs, his hands shaking.

Amma watched him, her arms crossed, her smile quiet.

"The dough is like you, beta," she said softly. "Plain and shapeless until someone loves it into something beautiful."

Raj swallowed the last bite. His throat ached. His chest ached. Everything ached. But beneath the ache, something else was stirring—something warm and small and stubborn.

He looked at her. Really looked. The lamp flickered behind her, and for a moment, her edges blurred—like heat rising from a tawa, like mist at dawn, like a memory that was already starting to fade.

"Amma," he said, his voice steady now. "Don't go."

She didn't answer. She just smiled that smile—the one that was a little bit sad, a little bit proud, entirely hers—and reached out to brush a strand of hair from his forehead. Her fingers passed through his skin like warm smoke.

"The potatoes," she whispered. "You forgot to put salt in the potatoes."

And then she was gone.

The kitchen smelled of rosewater and fried dough. The tawa cooled, ticking softly as the metal contracted. The kerosene lamp burned low, its flame straight now, no draft disturbing it.

Raj stood alone in the circle of light.

He looked down at his hands. Flour dusted his fingers. A smear of yellow split pea paste marked his palm. And on the counter, wrapped in a cloth, sat three perfect dholl puris, still warm.

He picked one up. Bit into it.

It was perfect.

For the first time in two years, the kitchen didn't feel empty.

It felt like a beginning.
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CHAPTER 2: Farata – Layers of Time
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The next evening, Raj moved like a boy possessed.

He had woken before dawn, still curled against the cold tawa, the empty cloth where the dholl puris had been lying crumpled beside him. He had eaten them in the dark, standing at the counter, not bothering to light the lamp. Each bite had been a conversation—I’m here, the cumin said. Remember, the dough whispered. She was real.

But doubt had crept in with the morning sun.

By the time the village roosters crowed, Raj had convinced himself it had been a dream. A beautiful, cruel dream, the kind grief sends to remind you of what you’ve lost. He had washed the dishes roughly, scrubbing the tawa until his knuckles bled, and told himself to forget.

Then he had found the potato.

It was wedged under the table, where it had rolled the night before. Pale-skinned, dirt-flecked, utterly ordinary. But when Raj picked it up, he noticed something strange: a small dent in its side, shaped exactly like a thumbprint.

His thumbprint? No.

Amma’s.

She had stepped on it, he realized. When she had walked toward him, her bare feet on the dirt floor, she had stepped on the potato. And the potato had not turned to mist. It had held her weight.

Raj had clutched that potato to his chest like a holy thing and run back to the kitchen.

Now, hours later, the lamp was lit again. The shadows were back, swaying gently as the flame breathed. And Raj stood at the counter, his sleeves rolled up, his jaw set with a determination that looked almost like anger.

He was going to make farata.

Not the flat, sad kind he had been making for himself these past two years—the ones that tore when you folded them, that came out hard as biscuit, that tasted of nothing but failure. No. He was going to make Amma’s farata. The layered kind. The kind that flaked apart like the pages of an old book, each layer a story, each story a breath.

He slapped the dough onto the floured surface.

It stuck.

He peeled it off, his fingers tearing a hole in the center. Cursing under his breath—a word Amma would have washed his mouth out for—he wadded it up and started again. More flour this time. More force. He rolled the pin across the dough in broad, impatient strokes, the way he had seen the village bakers do when they were in a hurry.

The dough stretched thin at the edges, thick in the middle. It tore again.

“Patience is not just for old people, beta.”

The voice floated above him, light as steam from a hot tawa.

Raj spun around so fast he nearly knocked over the bowl of flour. There, sitting cross-legged on the wooden table—on the table, as if it were a throne—was Amma. Her turquoise sari was neatly draped, her silver hair smooth, her red bindi a perfect ember. She looked amused. And firm. The way she used to look when he had hidden his vegetables under the plate.

“You startled me,” Raj said, his voice too loud.

“You startled the dough,” she replied. “Look at it. It’s frightened.”

Raj glanced down at the misshapen lump on the board. It did look frightened, somehow. Small and ragged, like a creature caught in a trap.

“I’m trying,” he said, the words coming out defensive.

Amma tilted her head. The lamplight caught the gold border of her sari, making it shimmer. “Trying is not the same as listening, beta. Even the sugarcane takes nine months to grow sweet. You think farata will listen to your hurry?”

She gestured toward the window, where the last light of dusk painted the sugarcane fields in shades of amber and gold. The stalks swayed slowly, rhythmically, as if breathing. Raj had passed those fields every day of his life. He had never noticed how patient they looked. How still.

“When I was your age,” Amma said, her voice softening, “I cried every time my mother made me fold the farata again. Too thick, she would say. Try once more. I wanted to throw the dough at the wall.” She smiled, a distant memory warming her eyes. “I wanted quick results too. I thought if I pushed harder, rolled faster, the layers would appear by magic.”

“Did they?” Raj asked.

Amma shook her head. “They came when I stopped fighting. When I understood that rest is not laziness—it is respect. The dough needs time to relax, just like you do. The oil needs time to seep. The layers only come when you rest, fold, rest, fold.” She paused, her gaze holding his. “Same as life, beta. Same as grief.”

The word hung in the air between them.

Raj looked away. His hands were trembling. He didn’t want to talk about grief. He wanted to cook. He wanted to prove that he could do this, that last night hadn’t been a fluke, that Amma hadn’t appeared only to watch him fail.

“Show me again,” he said quietly.

Amma didn’t move from the table. “No.”

His head snapped up. “What?”

“I showed you last night. Tonight, you show yourself.” She folded her hands in her lap, her expression serene but unyielding. “I will watch. I will speak. But my hands stay here.”

Raj wanted to argue. The words rose in his throat—But you’re Amma, you’re supposed to fix everything, you’re supposed to make it easy—but they died before they reached his lips. Because he saw something in her face. A tiredness. A flicker, like a lamp running low on oil.

She wasn’t here to do it for him.

She was here to teach him how to do it alone.

He turned back to the dough. Took a breath. Let his shoulders drop.

“First,” Amma said from the table, “knead again. But slower. Feel the flour. Is it dry?”

Raj pressed his palm into the dough. It was. He added a splash of water—not too much, just enough—and worked it in with his fingers. The dough softened. It stopped fighting him.

“Good,” Amma murmured. “Now let it rest. Count to one hundred. Slowly.”

Raj counted. His lips moved silently. One... two... three... Outside, the sugarcane whispered. The lamp flickered. By the time he reached seventy, his heartbeat had slowed. By ninety, he realized his jaw was no longer clenched.

When he rolled the dough again, it listened.

It stretched evenly, thin and round, like a pale moon on the board. He brushed it with oil—Amma’s old trick, a spoonful from the clay pot by the window—and folded it into quarters. Then he rolled it again. And folded it again. And again.

The first farata stuck to the tawa. He scraped it off, burned his finger, cursed quietly. The second came out lopsided, thicker on one side than the other. The third was better. The fourth, better still.

Amma watched in silence. Her glow, he noticed, was dimmer than last night. Not much—just a little. As if each visit cost her something.

On the seventh attempt, the farata puffed.

Not a sad, half-hearted puff. A proper puff—the kind that made the dough lift off the tawa like a hot air balloon, golden-brown and blistered in all the right places. Raj flipped it with his fingers—her trick, the one that never burned—and when he set it on the plate, the layers fell open.

Paper-thin. Translucent in some places. Flaking apart like the pages of an old book.

He stared at it. His arms ached. Flour dusted his hair like snow. His forehead beaded with sweat. And somewhere behind him, Amma let out a small, soft sound—a gasp, almost, or a held breath released.

“First small victory,” she whispered.

Raj turned. She was smiling. Not the amused smile from before, but something deeper. Something that looked like pride and grief and love all mixed together, like the spices in her garam masala.

“Hold it close, beta,” she said. “You’ll need it when the village laughs at you.”

He didn’t understand that last part. Not yet. But he tucked the words away, the way you tuck a folded farata into a cloth, saving it for later.

He bit into the warm bread.

The butter he had brushed on the surface melted on his tongue. The layers—so many layers—crackled and gave way, each one a note in a song he was only beginning to learn. It tasted of patience. It tasted of rest. It tasted of the sugarcane fields at dusk, waiting nine months to grow sweet.

Raj ate standing up, just as he had last night. But this time, he wasn’t crying.

He was smiling.



The lamp burned low. Amma’s form had shifted—she was no longer sitting on the table but
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