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      Time is too slow for those who wait, too swift for those who fear, too long for those who grieve, too short for those who rejoice, but for those who love, time is eternity.

      Henry Van Dyke
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      These stories are unconventional. They are not romantic per se, but they are about love. All kinds of love. As a writer, I wanted to explore this emotion in all its depth, variety and complexity.

      This is the last book in the Around the World Collection, and I have once again taken you, the reader, to different lands and cultures, while trying to show the commonalities between us, and the universality of the human condition.

      However, expect the unexpected when you begin. These stories may surprise you. In fact, I hope they do. But I also hope they delight, inform and entertain you.

      Don’t forget to leave a review that tells me what you thought of these tales. Your reviews make me a better writer.

      Happy reading!
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      Amma insisted on oiling my hair daily.

      “Coconut oil nourishes the scalp, Divya. It will make your hair grow long and thick, like mine.” She would massage the roots of my hair, spreading the sweet, fragrant oil down the length of my locks, before plaiting and decorating them with strands of jasmine flowers.

      Her own hair was dark, lustrous, and well past her knees. On the days she washed it, she would lie on a coir mat on the terrace, spreading out her tresses behind her so that the sun and the breeze would dry them naturally. Even so, it would take an hour. This was Amma’s time, and we knew not to disturb her. She would lie there with her eyes closed, listening to the songs playing softly on the transistor radio.

      Appa would tiptoe around her, sometimes gazing at her in wonderment. She was like an Apsara; he had whispered to us once. A beautiful divine creature that had landed in our midst. In his worshipping words, I gleaned just how lucky he found himself to be. Amma was extraordinary. She looked nothing like the women who lived in the houses next to us—small, plump and nondescript. Amma was tall, her skin like milky coffee, her hazel eyes snapping and crackling with an intense energy, her waist still so slender after three children. Appa, on the other hand, was skinny and balding, with a rice belly protruding from under the white shirts he wore with his mundu. Appa adored Amma. We all did. She was a woman who wouldn’t settle for any less.

      In Kerala, women were meant to be the heads of households. Ours was a matrilineal society, unlike most of India. Truth was, men still ran most households. Men who left for work every morning, and when they returned in the evening, expected their dinners to be laid out for them, the house spic and span, and the children out of earshot. In our home, though, Amma was truly the matriarch. Nothing happened without her knowledge or consent. She was a force of nature, a woman so determined and fierce that even the most macho men quaked in her presence. Yet, it did not stop them from comparing their own insipid wives to her.

      Appa knew that when his late parents had arranged a match with Amma, he had struck gold. He showered her with saris and jewels. He took her on long holidays to the tea estates of Munnar, leaving us in the care of his elderly aunt. We didn’t mind. Those were the only days we could run wild with no real supervision. In a way, it was a holiday for us too.

      I was the eldest of three. My two brothers were three and five years younger, and at fourteen, in Amma and Appa’s absence, I was the one they turned to for guidance. Playing mother suited me fine. I would assume Amma’s imperious tone while ordering them to wait hand and foot on me, giggling as their little legs ran to fetch and carry.

      Then in the evenings, I would read them scary stories from my English storybook while Valiya Ammayi, Appa’s spinster aunt, watched perplexed as they shivered in terror. At night, one of them would wet the bed and the other cry out for Amma, while I slept blissfully unaware until the next morning. When Amma would return to all the complaints, I’d plead ignorance only for her to take me aside, give me a tight slap on my bottom, then forgive me almost immediately.

      What none of the men in the household knew or suspected was just how soft Amma was on the inside. Her imperious manner was just for show. In reality, she was as soft as a summer mango, all firm flesh and sweetness. Growing up in a house full of men and no mother, she had learned to assert herself early on. But in the Mills and Boon books that she read avidly, in the way she gulped down her sobs at the end of sad movies, and in her kindness towards stray dogs and beleaguered wives, she gave herself away to the women in her vicinity. We knew what she was about, and we loved her even more than the men who were dazzled by her.

      I wish I’d thought to ask her more about her own dreams and desires, instead of assuming that she was just there to facilitate mine. She was only a young woman when she had married Appa and settled into domesticity. As a bright child, academic and talented, she could have made so much more of her life than just being someone’s wife. Maybe that’s why she insisted that I concentrate on my studies and make something of mine. Her thwarted ambitions unknowingly became my template for success.

      Still, in her little sphere of influence—her family, her community, her circle of friends—she was indisputably the queen. No one challenged her authority or questioned her wisdom. We rightly assumed that all her decisions would benefit us, and they did. Even her tiny imperfections—an incandescent rage that would overtake her sometimes, or her tendency to disappear into her books at the cost of housework—added to her charm. She wasn’t perfect, but she was the closest thing to it and the rest of us basked in her glow, acutely aware, just as Appa was, that we were lucky to have her.

      One decision changed everything for us. One decision that came from a place of kindness, of largesse, destroyed all that was beautiful and perfect in our lives. If only I could go back in time and change that fateful day, but I can’t. All I can do is record it all for posterity, so that no one ever takes life and its bounty for granted ever again.

      
      It was a Tuesday evening, and I had just woken up from my afternoon nap. Something felt strange. There were storm clouds in the sky, and as I lingered in bed watching them approach through the open windows of my room, the air felt heavy and oppressive. The boys were still asleep next to me, so I straightened the sheet on their little bodies and swung my legs out of bed.

      After splashing my face with water and smoothing down my hair, I went in search of Amma. This was the time she would be curled up in her favourite spot near the window with a book in her hands. I wouldn’t say a word, just lie down next to her, and her hand would stroke my forehead absently as she remained absorbed in the story. This was our special time when men did not intrude, when words were not needed between mother and daughter, when stillness and silence mingled with unspoken love. I cherished that time. To this day, I can close my eyes and recall the feel of her hands on my skin.

      But that evening, she was nowhere to be found. I looked through all the rooms for her, then heard hushed voices out on the verandah and hurried over to see what had upset our evening routine, before stopping short of the door. The word “death” spoken in Appa’s gravelly voice halted my feet.

      “How did it happen, Etta?” Amma’s voice was low, subdued.

      “Heart attack, Malathi. He was so overweight that the doctor had told him he must lose 20 kilos or he would be at risk, but he never listened. And Baby fed him too much.”

      “So sad, no? When are you leaving for the cremation?”

      “Rajan has booked the tickets for this evening only. Bus will leave at 10 p.m. I will come back next week after all the formalities are completed.”

      “Do you want me to come with you?”

      “No, no. The children need you here. I will sort it all out, then return.”

      “And Baby?”

      There was silence for a while. I could see Appa’s brow furrow as I watched them covertly from the opening in the door.

      “Maybe I will bring her back with me. Is that alright?”

      “Of course it is! She is your sister and now a young widow. We must help her. I insist you bring her back with you.”

      “But Malathi, she is difficult, you know. Not having children has made her… uhhh… difficult…”

      “Nonsense, Etta! Our children are like her children. She will be fine. I know she treated her husband like an infant, but now she will have actual children she can focus on. It will distract her from her grief. I tell you, it is the only solution.”

      I shuffled back from the door as Appa rose, and raced back to my room before they discovered I’d been eavesdropping, wondering what all of it meant. We had visited Baby Aunty and her husband in Kochi many years ago, and all I could remember of that time was the many sweets she had fed us. Maybe it would be good to have someone like that in the house. Amma rarely allowed us sugary treats, and I loved sweetmeats.

      
      Appa left later that night after eating a small plate of rice with sambar and papadum. He seemed to have lost his appetite, but my brothers more than made up for it, eating larger portions than usual. Amma was left to explain where Appa was going and why.

      “So, Baby Aunty’s husband… you remember Harihar Uncle?” Amma asked, a serious look on her face. The boys shook their heads while I nodded. They were too little to remember our visit, but I already knew what was coming and tried making it easier for Amma.

      “Harihar Uncle died this morning from a heart attack. Appa needs to help his sister in Kochi, so he will be there for the next few days. When Baby Aunty comes back with Appa, I don’t want you bothering her, okay? She will be very sad, and she will need our help to get better.”

      The boys looked confused for a minute. Death was only a word to them. They had no real idea what it meant. I had seen what it had done to Radha, my oldest friend, when her mother died unexpectedly six months ago. From being a carefree, high-spirited girl, she had to step up to being the woman of the household. Every ounce of joy and laughter had disappeared from her life, and bit by bit, the girl I had known disappeared too. Death made people invisible. Would Baby Aunty, the large and loud woman that I remembered, also shrink into nothing after Harihar Uncle’s passing?

      
      As Amma combed my hair before school the next morning, weaving the strands into a five-fingered fishtail braid, I asked her, “Is Harihar Uncle in Heaven now?”

      Her hands paused for a beat before resuming their work.

      “We don’t believe in Heaven, Divya.”

      “Then?”

      “If he’s lucky, he will be released from the cycle of life, death, and rebirth. If not, he will be reborn in another form. Another body.”

      “Could he be a woman the next time?”

      “He could. Or he could be an animal, even. His Karma from this life will determine his birth in the next one.”

      Harihar Uncle, with his black bushy beard, the rolls of fat that wobbled under his vest, and his way of snorting before tucking into his food, had always reminded me of a wild boar. That, I decided in my mind, was what he was likely to be born as.

      “Will Baby Aunty be living with us now?”

      “For a little while, until she decides what she wants to do next.”

      Amma was so placid as she said this, her kindness and belief that she was doing the right thing so absolute that it calmed me into acceptance too.

      How could any of us have foreseen that this was the calm before the storm?

      
      Baby Aunty had not shrunk at all like I’d expected. She had grown even larger than the last time I had seen her at a relative’s wedding in Thiruvananthapuram. I had giggled then as she had taken up most of the room on the sofa, the lady sitting next to her almost falling off the other end. Amma had chided me gently, telling me not to make fun of people’s weight.

      Now, I observed her hauling herself out of the taxi and wondered how she could be younger than Amma. She huffed and puffed while getting out, and as she bent to straighten her sari pleats, I spotted a bald patch on her head. When she looked up, her eyes looked puffy, as if she’d been crying all night.

      “Baby!” Amma reached out and embraced her. “Come, come. I’ve made some coffee for you.”

      As they passed us standing in the doorway, I smelt something sour on her, like curdled milk. Appa got the cases out of the trunk and paid the taxi driver. I picked up her valise, and the boys carried her plastic hand basket inside. Appa looked tired. He’d been away for nearly ten days, and the snippets of conversations I’d heard between Amma and Valiya Ammayi always revolved around him sorting out inheritance and property. Nothing I could make sense of.

      Baby Aunty was sitting on the two-seater sofa while Amma, Appa, and Valiya Ammayi sat squashed together on the small three-seater opposite her. A steaming cup of coffee and a plate of hot pakoras were placed in front of Baby Aunty, and every so often her hand would reach over to put a pakora in her mouth. She chewed slowly, saying very little, while Appa spoke in fits and starts.

      “… the loan was so large… Baby didn’t know… had to arrange a sale… Hari never said…”

      “So, the poor girl has nothing to her name?” Valiya Ammayi asked, clutching at her gold chain. Baby Aunty was still a ‘girl’ to her.

      “Only a few trinkets and his old Ambassador car.” Appa looked upset. Baby Aunty picked up the steel tumbler, blew on the coffee, then swallowed it in one gulp.

      “You don’t worry, Baby,” Amma said, “you’ll always have a home with us.”

      At this pronouncement, Baby Aunty looked at Amma and let out an enormous belch.

      Later that night, I asked Amma why she hadn’t spoken to any of us children. The boys didn’t care, but I did. She had ignored us as if we didn’t exist.

      “No, molé, don’t misunderstand her. She is just in shock, that is all. Her entire life has turned upside down. Everything she knew or took for granted has gone. We need to give her a lot of love and understanding. We need to make her feel like a part of our family now, so that she doesn’t miss her home too much.”

      I snuggled into Amma, inhaling her sweet jasmine smell, wondering why making Baby Aunty a part of our family suddenly seemed less appealing.

      
      Perhaps my resentment of her stemmed from my having to give up my room and move in with the boys.

      “It’s only temporary, Divya,” Amma murmured while helping me place my clothes in the boys’ armoire.

      The boys were excited that I was moving in with them, wanting me to sleep in the middle and read them stories every night; happy to run errands for me. But tormenting them didn’t give me joy any longer. My mind was preoccupied by this interloper who looked as if she were setting down very heavy roots in our home. Thick, gnarled, twisty roots that spread underneath the earth, sucking all the sustenance away from the other plants that tried flourishing above.

      
      I never saw Baby Aunty cry. Not once. Not since she’d gotten out of the taxi with swollen eyes. Nor did I hear her speak of her husband again. It was as if he had never existed.

      When Amma tried talking to her, she would look at her blankly, then go back to watching the television, as if hypnotised by the activities of the people on the screen.

      “I worry about her, Etta. This is not normal. She needs to talk; to vent if need be. She is suppressing her feelings, and it isn’t healthy.”

      “I agree. I’ve tried talking to her, too. She just doesn’t want to address it yet. It’s best to leave her be until she is ready. It must have come as an enormous shock to discover that Hari had re-mortgaged the house…”

      “… everything that she took for granted has disappeared. It’s so sad…”

      “It is. But we can set her up again. We have that small property near Thrissur. I was thinking she could live there once she has somewhat recovered.”

      “It’s too early for that, Etta. She needs us right now. Let us give her the love and support she requires. Maybe, in the future, she will be open to relocating?”

      
      I used snippets of conversation to build a picture of the gargantuan woman who sat on our sofa and ate all our snacks. Who looked at us, but didn’t see us. Who slept late every morning and went to bed much after the rest of the household had retired.

      What went on behind those beady eyes? Those eyes that followed Amma when Amma wasn’t aware, smoothing down scanty strands of hair over her bald patch as she watched Amma twist her thick locks into a knot at her nape.

      I didn’t think she would relocate. She barely stepped out of the house onto the verandah, and rarely did she climb the stairs to the terrace. Her only movement was from the bed to the sofa and back again. Yet she filled every room with her presence. Her dark, brooding malevolence—although I would have been hard pressed to have described it that way back then. But where my language was lacking, my instincts were unerring.

      
      Sympathy has an expiration date, as I discovered in due course. Appa was the first to crack. Baby Aunty had taken over the living room, which used to be his domain. He could no longer watch the news because that interfered with her television programmes, nor could he put on the radio in the morning as that interfered with her sleep.

      The boys didn’t bother to hide their revulsion for her. She was “an ugly witch” for them, a mantravādi. She ate all their snacks; she sat in the toilet for hours when they needed to go desperately, and her beady eyes followed all their movements but barely registered them as little people with needs and wants of their own. They were not vocal in their dislike, but they didn’t have the skills to dissemble either, and so everyone knew.

      Nearly six months later, even Amma’s patience was wearing thin. Baby Aunty had slowly encroached upon everything that Amma found pleasure in. Her Mills & Boon books would regularly disappear, only to be found dog-eared and food-encrusted in Baby Aunty’s possession. Her regular evening chats with the neighbourhood ladies had all but come to a halt because Baby Aunty would hover near them, belching and letting out gas, putting
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