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The Colors Call

The sun rose over Delhi like a golden lantern alighting on a sea of corrugated rooftops. From the narrow lane that snaked between the old Rajputana market and the newly painted apartments of Lajpat Nagar, the smell of frying pakoras and fresh basil mingled with the faint perfume of incense drifting from a nearby temple. It was the first morning of Holi, the Festival of Colours, and the entire neighbourhood hummed with a restless, joyous anticipation.

Inside apartment 4B, Ananya Mehra stood at the kitchen counter, her hands moving with the practiced rhythm of a mother who had celebrated this festival since she could remember. She measured a bowl of powdered gulal, the hues of fuchsia, electric blue, emerald, and sunshine yellow spilling like captured rainbows across the polished marble. The powders glittered in the soft morning light, each speck catching the light as if it were a tiny firefly.

“Raj, you have to make sure the water tanks are sealed tonight,” she called over her shoulder, her voice warm but edged with the practical urgency that always rose before the chaos of Holi. “If the water leaks, the whole building will be a mess.”

Raj Mehra, who was perched on a small wooden stool fixing a loose hinge on the balcony door, glanced up with a grin. He wore a faded white kurta that had faded further from countless washes, his hair still damp from an early morning shower. “Don’t worry, love,” he said, tightening the screw until it clicked with a satisfying snap. “We’ll have everything sealed tighter than the vault at the Reserve Bank. And I’ve already ordered the extra packets of gulal from the market. The kids will have enough to paint the whole city.”

Maya, their ten-year-old daughter, burst through the doorway, trailing a cloud of giggles and a sack of schoolbooks under one arm. Her dark curls bounced with each step, and a pair of mismatched earrings—one shaped like a tiny peacock feather, the other a shining lotus—glimmered against her forehead. “Mama! Papa! Look what I made for Holi!” she announced, thrusting her hand forward to reveal a small, hand-drawn poster. It was a crude collage of smiling faces smeared with paint, a cartoon sun wearing sunglasses, and the words “Holi Mubarak!” scrawled in bright marker.

Ananya knelt to Maya’s level, smoothing the paper with gentle fingers. “That’s beautiful, beta. You’ve captured the spirit of the day perfectly.”

Raj chuckled, kneeling beside them. “You’re going to be the artist of the party, huh?”

Across the small living room, Arjun, their eight-year-old son, was perched on the woven rug, his eyes glued to an old leather-bound travel guide that his grandmother had given him for his birthday. The cover was faded to a soft, caramel brown, the gold lettering now a ghostly whisper: “India – A Pilgrimage Through Time.” Arjun turned the pages reverently, his fingers tracing the faded sketches of ancient temples, bustling bazaars, and winding mountain passes.

“What are you reading, Arjun?” Ananya asked, moving to the sofa with a cup of steaming chai in her hands.

“It’s Grandfather’s old book,” Arjun replied, his voice a mix of awe and curiosity. “He used to travel a lot before he got sick. He said this guide helped him find the soul of India.”

Ananya smiled, taking a sip of chai and feeling the subtle heat of ginger and cardamom settle in her chest. “Your grandfather was a true explorer.”

Raj stretched his arms and glanced at the clock on the wall—an old wooden mantelpiece that had been in his family for generations. “Alright, kids, we need to finish packing. The bus will leave from the station at three. Maya, have you got your rabbit Bindi’s carrier ready?”

Maya’s face fell for a heartbeat, then brightened. “Yes, Mama. Bindi’s carrier is right here.” She lifted a small, plush carrier lined with cotton. Inside, a fluffy white rabbit twitched its nose, ears perking at the echo of her voice. “You’re coming with us, Bindi! You’ll see the world outside the garden!”

Outside the window, the street was already a kaleidoscope of colours. Vendors stacked baskets of vibrant gulal, their wares spilling over the brink of the stalls, while children darted through the alleys, chasing each other with hand-painted water guns. The sound of a dholak thumped rhythmically from a nearby community hall, its deep beats reverberating like a heart in sync with the city’s pulse.

Ananya set the teacup down and began to unpack the cupboard. She pulled out a worn leather satchel, its corners softened by years of travel; inside lay a stack of crisp, white postcards, a fountain pen, and a small, crumpled map that looked out of place among the kitchen utensils. Her fingers brushed over the paper, feeling the faint texture of hand-painted lines, the colours smudged by time. It was a map unlike any she had seen before—hand-drawn in vivid hues, each line a brushstroke of imagination.

“Raj, look at this,” she called, holding the map up for him to see.

He walked over, wiping his hands on a dish towel. “What’s that?”

Ananya unfolded the paper gently. The map displayed an intricate network of roads winding through the northern hills, a cluster of trees marked in a bright, iridescent arc, and a handwritten note in a delicate script: “Rainbow Grove – where the colours dance on the wind.” Beneath the note, a tiny illustration showed children holding hands, their silhouettes surrounded by swirls of colour that seemed to lift off the page.

Raj leaned in, squinting. “I’ve never seen this before. It looks... old.”

“It was tucked inside Grandfather’s travel guide,” Arjun said, his excitement barely contained. “I was just flipping through, and—” He fanned the pages, showing the open book. Between the faded photographs of ancient forts and black-and-white sketches of pilgrim routes, a small envelope slipped out, its paper brittle with age. “I thought it was a bookmark, but... it’s a map.”

Maya hopped onto the counter, her eyes wide. “What’s a Rainbow Grove, Papa?”

Raj chuckled, his eyes softening as he watched his children lean over the map. “Looks like a place where colours come alive, perhaps a legend.”

Ananya traced a finger along one of the winding lines. “Look, there’s a little symbol here—like a gust of wind.” She turned the map over, revealing a faint drawing of a smiling face surrounded by swirls. “Could that be... Hawa-Mitra? The wind spirit?”

Arjun’s eyebrows shot up. “The stories my dad told us about the wind spirit that guards hidden places—yes! He said it appears when people are pure of heart and together.”

The sound of a traffic horn blared outside, and a gust of wind slammed the windowpane, scattering loose gulal powder across the kitchen floor. The colours rose like tiny clouds, swirled by the draft, and for a fleeting moment, they seemed to echo the lines on the map.

Ananya looked at her family, the map spread on the table, the powder glittering around them. “What if we... what if we follow it?” she whispered, half to herself, half to the universe. “What if we make this Holi more than just a celebration in the neighbourhood? What if we turn it into an adventure?”

Raj stared at the map, then at the faces of his wife and children, each lit by the flickering light of a new possibility. “You know, the city is already full of colour. But the world outside—there are places we’ve never seen.” He paused, eyes returning to the map. “If this... if this Rainbow Grove really exists, imagine the story we could bring back.”

Maya’s hands clenched around Bindi’s carrier, her voice a mixture of innocence and daring. “Can Bindi go?”

Arjun laughed, his small chest puffing out with pride. “She can go everywhere we go.”

Ananya smiled, a feeling of warmth spreading through her like the first brushstroke of a new painting. “Alright,” she said decisively, “let’s make this our Holi adventure. We’ll turn the holiday into a road trip. We’ll follow this map, see what the wind has to say, and maybe—just maybe—we’ll find that Rainbow Grove.”

Raj’s eyes glittered with the same excitement that had once driven him to chase trains through the countryside as a teenager. “We’ll need to plan,” he said, already moving toward the cabinet. “We have to figure out the route, get a vehicle, pack the essentials, and make sure Bindi is comfortable.”

Maya flicked her eyes to the window, where a child on the street below was tossing a handful of pink powder into the air, the grains catching the sun like confetti. “We should bring more colours,” she said, her mind already racing through possibilities. “We could bring the whole city’s colours with us.”

Ananya laughed, the sound bright and clear. “We’ll need a bigger sack.” She reached for a sturdy canvas tote, the one they used for their weekly grocery runs, and began to pull out bags of colored powders, packets of sweets, and a small metal tin for water.

Raj moved to the balcony, retrieving an old, rust-spotted suitcase that had once carried his sister’s wedding dresses. “I think this will do,” he said, opening it to reveal a surprisingly spacious interior. “We’ll pack the clothes, a few blankets, the first-aid kit, and some snacks for the road.”

Arjun scurried around the living room, gathering books, a sketchpad, and his trusty drum—an old, hand-carved wooden tabla he kept for impromptu rhythms. “And I’ll bring my drawings,” he declared, “so we can capture the places we see.”

Maya, meanwhile, was already coaxing Bindi into her carrier, whispering sweet words that made the rabbit’s ears flutter. “You’re coming, Bindi. We’ll show you the world, and the wind will carry our laughter.”

The afternoon sun climbed higher, painting the walls of the Mehra apartment with a warm amber glow. The house hummed with activity—suitcases thudding, whistles blowing, the clatter of pots as Ananya boiled water for tea, the rustle of maps and guidebooks. The hum of the city outside swelled, an ever-present reminder of the bustling metropolis they called home.

At precisely two-thirty, the family gathered near the doorway, the map spread across a small wooden table. Raj unfolded the map fully, laying it flat on the polished wood. The lines of the route glimmered under the soft lamplight, the path winding from Delhi through the foothills of the Himalayas, past ancient temples and river valleys, ending at the enigmatic “Rainbow Grove.”

Ananya placed a gentle hand on Raj’s arm, her eyes bright with anticipation. “Are we really doing this?” she asked, voice barely a whisper, as though speaking too loudly might dissipate the magic before it could take flight.

Raj met her gaze, his own eyes reflecting the steady determination of a man ready to step beyond the familiar. “Yes,” he replied. “We’re answering the call.”

Maya clapped her hands, a burst of giggles erupting. “We’re going on a Holi adventure!”

Arjun lifted his drum, tapping a soft rhythm that seemed to echo the beating of his heart. “The wind will hear us,” he whispered.

Bindi twitched her nose, as if understanding the significance of the moment, and the whole family felt a rush of connectivity, a thread binding them together not just by blood but by shared wonder.

The doorbell rang, sharp and clear, announcing the arrival of their neighbour, Mrs. Kapoor, holding a tray of sweet gujiyas. “Just in case you need a little extra energy for the journey,” she said, placing the tray on the table with a warm smile. “May the colours guide you and bring you safely back.”

Ananya thanked her, the gujiyas melting in her mouth like soft clouds of sugar and saffron. She turned back to the map, fingers lightly tracing the hidden symbols.

“Remember,” she said, voice steady, “the spirit of Holi isn’t just the powder and the water—it’s about love, forgiveness, and togetherness. If we keep those in our hearts, the wind will surely lead us right.”

Raj smiled, a glint of mischief in his eyes. “Then let’s make sure we keep the colours flowing.”

With that, they lifted the heavy suitcase, the canvas tote, and the rabbit carrier, stacking them into Raj’s aging yet reliable sedan—a car that had seen many family trips to nearby farms and grandparents’ houses. They double-checked the straps, secured the Bindi carrier in the back seat, and placed the map on the passenger side, its edges fluttering slightly in the gentle breeze that slipped through the open windows.

The city’s streets were already a river of honking horns, motorbikes weaving in and out of traffic, and pedestrians bustling toward their own celebrations. Ananya guided the car onto the main road, her hands firm on the steering wheel, Raj beside her navigating with the map as their compass.

Maya leaned out the window, giggling as the wind teased her hair, while Arjun tapped his drum, a rhythmic beat that matched the pulse of the city. Bindi’s soft thumps against the carrier’s side were a subtle accompaniment to the symphony.

As they merged onto the highway, the towering skyline of Delhi began to recede, and the distant sound of church bells and temple bells merged into a harmonious chorus. Ahead, the road stretched like a ribbon of possibility, winding through fields of mustard yellow, past villages where women in bright saris sold sweets, and beyond into the unknown terrain that promised a hidden grove where colours danced on the wind.

Ananya glanced at her family, each face illuminated by the sun’s golden light, each heart beating in unison with the rhythm of an upcoming adventure. The map tucked safely in the seat beside her seemed to pulse with life, as if the hand-painted lines themselves were breathing, waiting for the journey to begin.

“Ready?” she asked, her voice a soft whisper against the hum of the engine.

The family answered in harmony—Raj with a confident nod, Maya with a squeal of delight, Arjun with a rhythmic tap on his drum, and even Bindi’s ears twitched in approval.

The car surged forward, leaving behind the familiar clamor of Delhi’s Holi celebrations, heading toward an unknown horizon where the wind whispered promises of rainbowed wonders. The colors that had been scattered across kitchen counters, streets, and hearts were now gathered in a single, daring purpose: to follow the call, to chase the wind, and to discover what lay beyond the ordinary world they knew.

In that moment, as the city’s silhouettes grew smaller and the sky opened up wide and blue, the Mehra family felt the first
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