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When you come from a land as culturally diverse as India, there’s something to celebrate every month. In Bengali, one of India’s many regional lanugages, there’s even a saying for this: baro maash e tero parbon. Loosely translated, this means that 'while there are only twelve months in a year, there are thirteen occasions for festivities'.  Each harvest, each season, each turn of the agricultural calendar heralds an occasion to gather together to sing, dance and eat with each other. This collection of 21 short stories strives to be a realistic representation of this cultural, celebratory calendar. Each story examines the finer nuances of 21 different festivals through the female gaze. While many strike a jubilant note, others strike somber ones. Some explore the socio-political discourse around a particular celebration while others view a festival through an appraising and critical lens while yet others still find discordance and nostalgia.  The notion of female labour - both physical and emotional - is also explored by virtually all of our authors. As women writers, we are keen to represent how much celebrations and festivities rely on women to keep the flags of tradition, culture and nostalgia flying.

This book’s predecessor “She Speaks” (released in 2019) gave recognition to twenty new Indian female voices around the world, who came together for the first time to tell their stories. This collection of short stories, continues the tradition. These are stories by twenty-one Indian origin women coming from around the world to tell a story, each based on a festival of India. We have writers from different professions; women who do not have a direct link with creative writing, but are passionate enough to give a voice to their imaginations. In whichever part of the world they are in, they have woven their story around an Indian festival, ranging from the state of Jammu & Kashmir (Khech Mavas) to Kerala (Vishu), celebrating India’s unique secularism with Eid and Easter. The plots are fictitious, but we hope that you will connect with the customs and the celebratory spirit of the stories. And if reading this book inspires you enough to pick up a pen to write your story, we would feel to have accomplished what we set out for.

Kamalika Ray, Nayana Chakrabarti 

(Chief Editors)

Follow Us:

www.bosecreativepublishers.ch

Facebook Page: @SHE.Writings 

Instagram: @she.writingsig  

Youtube: http://bit.ly/SHE-Writings
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The Confluence
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By Pallabi Roy Chakraborty, Switzerland

––––––––
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KNEE-DEEP IN THE ICY, cold water, hands folded and tears streaming down her cheeks, Alakananda, wished the muddled voices in her head would quieten themselves. She dared not close her eyes, fearing the haunting images would come reeling back. The thumping, the thwacking and the incessant pummeling until it all gave way to a thick red sludge.

They say that a dip in the sacred water at this time washes off the sins of a lifetime, or does it really? she thought to herself.

She had been coming to the Sagar mela for as long as she could remember. It was her father who had first introduced her to Sagardwip, a small nondescript island on the estuary of the river Ganga. Since then, she had visited every year, continuing the tradition with her husband and her son Jay, after his birth.

As she steeled herself and took the first dip, images of years long gone came flowing back. The first visit with her parents, with her father coaxing her to dip into the water. The subsequent years with her husband. He, being the quintessential atheist, and she, being the perennial devotee and finally, to her first time as a mother cajoling her young son to immerse himself in the freezing water.

With her second dip, she could hear the muffled voices yet again, the maddening pounding of the bloodied fists moving up in the air and coming back to meet their mark, over and over again.

​If Alakananda could pick one defining moment in her life, it would always be the birth of her son, her beloved, precious son. She had fallen in love with him the moment he had been handed to her. A beautiful bundle of gorgeous velvety hair and a disarmingly, infectious smile.

Since then, her life had always revolved around him, mastering and perfecting things that he loved. She prided herself on being a perfect mother to an equally flawless child who seemed to be good at everything and a master of all the things he touched. Top of his class, armed with a divine voice and retaining the charming, infectious smile from his childhood, he seemed to be an answer to all her prayers and she could not have been prouder. 

Growing up, he had always been quite popular with girls. She could see this in the constant flutter of young girls who seemed to never get enough of him. Alakananda, however, had grand plans of bringing along a daughter-in-law who would perfectly complement the erudite, exquisite piece of gem that her beloved son was. 

All was well, until one day, he started bringing home a girl called Jahnvi. Alakananda had initially not given much thought to it. To her, Jahnvi seemed only to be the latest in a long stream of girls who had been frequenting their home over the past several years. To her extreme consternation however, Jahnvi, soon enough, seemed to have become a permanent fixture to her son, accompanying him at all times. 

With Jay nearing graduation, Alakananda decided that it was now time to put her plans of having the daughter-in-law she wanted, to fruition. She had already initiated conversations with several suitable candidates and it was only a matter of time before she could narrow it down to her final choice. 

She felt further relieved on being told that Jahnvi had landed a job with a company in a different city. Surely, this was only a phase and would soon pass once both Jay and Jahnvi moved on to different cities with their new jobs. 

However, she was terribly disappointed as her son soon announced that he would like to tie the knot before he moved on to his new job. She had never refused any of his wishes and grudgingly granted him this one too, mentally cursing the woman who seemed to have bewitched her precious son.

After marriage, both Jay and Jahnvi moved on to their prospective jobs in two different cities. The concept of a long-distance relationship, especially a marriage, was something that was definitely not palatable for Alakananda and she kept emphasising this over the course of all of her conversations with her daughter-in-law.

On Alakananda’s persistence, Jahnvi finally decided to change jobs to be with her husband. Alakananda felt relieved to have been able to resolve at least one of the seemingly many problems in her son’s married life.

The next few months passed by quickly with both Jay and Jahnvi immersing themselves in their new jobs. Due to their busy schedules, their first visit after marriage could only happen a full year later.

Alakandanda believed that this could definitely have been done earlier, if not for Jahnvi who seemed to have excuses lined up for every opportunity to visit!

Finally, as the time of their visit drew closer, Alakananda looked forward to welcoming her son back home, even if her excitement was somewhat marred due to Jahnvi’s presence. She still had trouble believing that her son could ever be truly happy with someone like her. Plain as she already was, Jahnvi had seemed quite incapable of dishing out even something simple the first time she was in the kitchen as a newly wed. These girls, with their fancy jobs and all! What do they know of managing a house? She thought to herself. If only Jay had been a bit more patient, then she could have found just the perfect partner for him.

Nevertheless, she looked forward to the visit with great anticipation, sometimes even hoping that Jahnvi may have transformed herself to be more deserving of her son.

Alaknanda’s hopes were ruthlessly dashed as the cab pulled in with her son and daughter in law. Jahnvi seemed darker, her eyes even more hollowed and listless. Surely, this girl could put in some more effort to be worthy of the man she had married, Alakananda thought to herself unhappily. She spent the next few hours in the kitchen and subsequently the remaining days of their trip trying to drill this into Jahnvi along with the recipe of some of her son’s favourite home cooked food.

Alakananda decided to take up the mantle to guide her daughter-in-law to be a more fitting partner for her son.

The first two years flew by and an ecstatic Alakananda received news that she was soon to be a grandmother. If nothing else, the girl would at least give her a grandson, whom she would make every bit as exquisite as Jay was.

Alakananda had her feet firmly in the clouds until the dreaded call a few months later informing that Jahnvi had lost the baby. What a terrible waste! thought Alakananda, the useless girl could not even keep her grandchild in her womb.

Alakananda decided that it was time she took charge. She changed cities to spend the next few months with her son and daughter-in-law. Having planted herself firmly in her son’s home, Alakananda spent her days trying to make Jahnvi the woman Alakananda was convinced she should become.

To her great consternation, Jahnvi continued her job but Alakananda ensured that Jahnvi’s evenings were spent in the kitchen and with other household chores as soon as she returned home. “Beta, it does not matter what you are outside your home. A woman must leave it all outside as soon as she is within the boundaries of her home.”

Alakananda could not emphasize enough what it meant to be a fitting partner for her wonderful son. Whilst working together in the kitchen one day, Alakananda was horrified by the ugly, ungainly scars dotting Jahnvi’s arms. “What are these beta? How did you get so many scars on your arms?” She could not imagine how her son could have possibly loved someone like her!

“Beta, why don’t you do something about the scars? It is a woman’s job to look beautiful for her man” she offered and was terribly disappointed when Jahnvi seemed to recoil rather than taking her words seriously.

As Alakananda spent a few more days together, she could sense a shift in her son, something that told her that he was unhappy. She wasn’t surprised, she had never been able to see what qualities in Jahnvi had enchanted him in the first place. The disgruntlement, on the other hand, seemed like the natural state of things to her. If only, he had listened and not been so foolhardy! But it was still not too late, she reasoned to herself.

Times have changed, he surely could do something to rid himself of this burden. She finally had some reason to rejoice. This time, she would leave no stone unturned to find him a partner every bit as impeccable as he himself was!

Every evening, Alakananda normally headed out for a quick stroll, catching up with her contemporaries (the other disgruntled neighbourhood mother-in-laws, that is). As with most other evenings, their main focus lay on devising innovative ways to tame the cunning, conniving shrews their precious little sons seemed to have landed up with. However, that evening she had too many things on her mind. Her child was clearly unhappy and as a mother, it was her duty to protect him. She decided that it was time that she took this up with Jay.

Alakananda cut her stroll short and headed back upstairs with determination. But she was brought to a sudden halt just as she reached the door. The door was slightly ajar, and she could hear voices. Hushed, but angry voices. It was her son and Jahnvi.

What was this girl thinking? Couldn’t she appreciate what she had and be thankful to have snapped up someone like Jay? She stood still, trying to make sense of the angry voices.

“Jay, it was our money. Did it never cross your mind that you should have asked me first?” Jahnvi argued. 

“I told you I will get it back! Now just get off my back, will you? And stop making a scene!” Jay retorted.

“Am I now making a scene? Am I really?” Jahnvi hissed with unsuppressed anger, “We promised we would support each other, but it seems that it is only on me and me alone! When was the last time you had a regular job? How long do you expect me to keep putting up with this? And why do you keep lying to your mother?”

The ground shook beneath Alakananda, her poor, poor son! What had this girl done to her beloved child? She could no longer stand still. Barging in, she was slightly taken aback at the sight of her son’s raised hand. Both Jay and Jahnvi seemed to have been equally startled. Jay ran towards her, “Ma, let me explain...”

Alakananda raised her hand to stop him in his tracks. “No need beta! I have only seen and heard what I have known all along! This girl here,” she said pointing her finger towards Jahnvi, “is no good! I knew it all along! It’s only you who has been blinded so far.” 

Alakananda felt further incensed, as she could see the expression on Jahnvi’s face changing rapidly, from anger, to disbelief to one of terrible disappointment.

This girl, look at her gall! she thought to herself, rather than feeling guilty, she looks at me as if I were to blame. How dare she!

To her extreme vexation, Jahnvi shouted back, “Mummy ji, do you really not see what is happening here? Or would you rather choose to remain oblivious?”

Even before she could respond, things seemed to happen in rapid succession. Jay striding forwards, striking a blow and Jahnvi collapsing down with blood streaming down her nose. “How dare you talk back to my mother? Do that one more time and I promise I’ll snap your neck!” Jay yelled before stomping off the room.

Alakananda stood there frozen for a few minutes, unable to comprehend what she had just witnessed and then rushed off to help Jahnvi.

“Beta, you should not have answered back! That is what made Jay lose his cool. Now, let’s get you cleaned up and get this mess sorted.”

She lowered her eyes as the muted grief in Jahnvi’s eyes seemed to sting! 

She still could not believe what she had just witnessed, even as she played and re-played the events in her mind. Whilst Jay had been wrong in striking Jahnvi, she still believed it was Jahnvi who had instigated him. Surely, her son would not have reacted without provocation. She kept repeating to herself that it was solely Jahnvi who brought out the worst in her son. A small part of her seemed to keep repeating back, yes, but her son did then have a side, one that she could have never believed existed!

The next few months passed by quickly. Jay would mostly come home late and leave early. Still doing the odd jobs and looking for a permanent one, Jahnvi informed her. Forced to spend more and more time alone with Jahnvi, Alakananda could not help but feel the semblance of a bond between Jahnvi and herself.

During the course of several conversations, Jahnvi had told her how she had lost her mother as an infant and had never known a mother since. Unsettled with such information, Alakananda felt obliged to feel a little less distaste for this motherless child. She could at least permit herself to believe that all was not lost. Even if Jahnvi was not the partner she would have picked for her son, she was at least mouldable to that cause.

On certain occasions, Alakananda could still see some nicks and cuts on Jahnvi and she would keep telling her, “A girl has to adjust na, beta! If your mother were alive, she would have told the same thing. Try for a child, I am sure this phase will pass as soon as you have a child in your life.”

As time flew by, Alakananda could almost go back to feeling relieved that her presence seemed to have held Jay and Jahnvi together until one fateful wintery night. She had trouble sleeping and kept getting interrupted by some heavy noises. She looked at the watch, it was well past midnight. Feeling thirsty, she reached out to the jug kept on her bedside only to find it empty. She gathered her shawl and started towards the kitchen.

Making her way across the hall, she was interrupted by some heavy thumping as if someone was moving furniture around. Who would do that at this time! She looked around and was surprised to see the light still on in her son’s room and the door slightly open. She started moving towards the room only to realise that the noises had been coming from inside.

Concerned, as she increased her pace, the events unfolding inside made her come to a dead halt. She could feel her body stiffen, her breathing more and more constricted as she tried to make sense of the rapid reeling of the images. The grunts of a dishevelled monster as his bloodied fists made their way up and finally back again to meet their mark. She could barely look at the slumped body lying there in a pool of blood that seemed to be growing larger by the second.

Finally regaining her senses, Alakananda rushed in. “Stop! Stop right there!” she said, raising the metal jug as if to scare the animal that seemed to be staring right back at her.

“Ma, just leave! Don’t get in between. She deserves this!” Jay hissed back

Ma. The word seemed to haunt her. She was the mother that had created this animal. 

“Stop this right now or I’ll call the police” Alakananda shrieked, still branding her only weapon, the metal jug. For some reason, Jay moved backwards and then stomped out of the room. Alakananda rushed to the body, still slouched on the floor and pulled it onto her lap.

She could no longer feel the next events, as if she were being pulled by unseen strings. She remembered calling the ambulance and then sitting there with Jahnvi slumped in her lap. The next few events were a complete blur. The roar of the ambulance, raised voices, rushed footsteps following in quick succession, Jahnvi being pulled from her lap into the ambulance and then the long unending nights at the hospital.

“Ma....! Why is everyone taking dips at this unearthly hour?” Alakananda jumped at the slight touch on her shoulders that brought her back to reality and turned to look at the multitude immersing themselves in the sacred water all around her.

She smiled as she softly began narrating the tales of Kapil muni and the significance of the Sagar mela. These tales had been passed on to her by her late parents and she would, in turn, pass it on to her child. 

Finishing her tale, Alakananda turned to look at the eager face beside her.

“Ma, by the way, did you know that the river Alakananda is the mother of the river Ganga, just as you are to it’s namesake?”

“I certainly do now, Jahnvi!” Alakananda gazed affectionately back at the smiling young woman as they held on to each other and made their way amongst the sea of devotees all around them.

[image: image]

(Illustrator: Ekta)

Sagar Mela:

Sagar Island is an island in the Ganges delta about 100 kms south of Kolkata. This island, also known as Gangasagar or Sagardwip, is a place of Hindu pilgrimage. Every year on the day of Makar Sankranti, hundreds of thousands of Hindus gather to take a holy dip at the confluence of river Ganga and Bay of Bengal and offer prayers in the Kapil Muni Temple. It is believed that taking a holy dip in this place can cleanse all your sins. The light and the sacred atmosphere creates an enigmatic ambience that attracts innumerable tourists every year. After taking the holy dip the devotees visit the temple of ‘Kapil Muni’, a well-known sage of Indian mythology.

Glossary

Devprayag: It is a town in the state of Uttarakhand, India, and is one of the Panch Prayag (five confluences) of the Alaknanda River where the Alaknanda and Bhagirathi rivers merge to form the river Ganga. In Indian folklore, Alakananda is considered the mother of the river Ganga and Bhagirathi, her father. 

Jahnvi: Another name of the river Ganga.

Makara Sankranti: A festival day in the Hindu calendar, dedicated to the sun. It is observed each year in January. It marks the first day of the sun's transit into the Makara (Capricorn), marking the end of the month with the winter solstice and the start of longer days.

Recipe for Patisapta

Patisapta is a popular Bengali dessert prepared on the auspicious occasion of Makar Sankranti. Similar to pancakes or crepes, this quick and delicious dessert can be prepared in about 30 minutes.

Ingredients:

For the batter

Refined flour - 1 Cup

Semolina - 1/2 Cup

Rice flour -1/4 Cup

Full fat milk-1.5 - 2 Cups

Vegetable / Sunflower oil for cooking

For the filling:

Grated coconut-3 Cups

Sugar-2 Tbsp

Green cardamoms 3-4

––––––––
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INSTRUCTIONS:

Prepare the filling: In a wok mix grated coconut with sugar and place it over low flame.

Add the cardamoms. Keep stirring the mixture till it gets sticky. Keep aside to cool. The process will take 15-20 minutes. Prepare the patisapta: Take refined flour, semolina and rice flour in a bowl. Add milk and mix it carefully to avoid any lumps. Keep the mixture for half an hour. Heat a non-stick pan and put a little oil. Pour a thin layer of the mixture on it and spread it quickly with a laddle. Put the filling lengthwise at the center of it and roll it. Wait till the colour is light brown. Place it on the plate. Serve hot or cold.

Serving suggestions: You can pour condensed milk over it before serving.
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It Happened One Night

By Poppy Choudhury, Indonesia
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IT WAS HARD TO GET lost in the mountain village of Jarokbal, but if anyone did, the directions were easily available. They were all with reference to the central village landmark of the Gulabi Bungla. The majestic manor of the wealthy Zutshi family, overlooking the beautiful, Manasbal lake. Standing tall on the outskirts of the valley city of Srinagar, it had handsomely weathered time. The bangla was built by the family patriarch, Pandit Lassa Zutshi, towards the early twentieth century, after the family found success in the trade of walnuts and pashmina. 

It was 1958 when Nausheen Zutshi was eight years old and lived in the Gulabi Bungla with her parents, bois, benis, pitars, pihchins, and several same-aged cousins. Recuperating from a near fatal attack of polio over the summer, Nausheen along with her bakhrawal dog, Bahadur, had moved to the ground floor of the mansion to share its airy bedroom with her beloved Babi, her widowed grandmother. Nausheen spent a lot of her time resting in the high ceiling room with wooden beams and beautiful French windows overlooking the family lotus pond.  

On a regular day, the Gulabi Bangla hummed with the mundane life activities of its residents, the large extended family of Nausheen. In the mornings when her cousins were at school, Nausheen felt lonely, sad, and restless. Pushing the large cranking wheelchair around the ground floor of her house, she aimlessly wheeled through the enormous open kitchen, the family sitting room, and the red tiled courtyard which in spring was surrounded by the bougainvillea flowers of myriad colors. On these little drives followed by Bahadur, Nausheen silently observed her swirling household, as its members carried on with their everyday lives. She knew of every little thing that went on in the house. She heard most of the unsaid words and her enormous almond shaped, innocent eyes easily penetrated the hidden, parallel world of adults. Nausheen’s favorite part of the day was the evening. When the shadow of the old Chinar tree in the courtyard would become longer, and the silhouette of the surrounding hills sharper against the twilight sky with the melting of the evening sun, the orchestrated croaking of the frogs in their pond would signal the start of the magical time for Nausheen. Huddled along with her same-aged cousins, Sona and Bittoo, clinging to their kangris under their pherans, she soaked in the gentle fumes of the rose incense sticks that Babi diligently lit every evening after dinner to ward off the evil eye, and impatiently waited for Babi to settle down and start the storytime. The children loved getting lost in the elaborate and rich tapestry of Babi’s enchanting tales and mythical stories of yakshas, yetis, rakshaas, pischachas, and bhairavas, dwelling in their surrounding high mountains. Most evenings, they would fall asleep listening to the stories accompanied by the tranquilizing hum of Babi’s British sewing machine, which always rested under the solitary light bulb in the room. Despite her failing eyesight, Babi always loved to engage in a little sewing before her bedtime.  

One evening as Babi helped Nausheen settle under her leph, Nausheen could no longer contain her anxiety. 

“Are we really going to sell the Gulabi Bangla?”

Amidst the sudden hushings, the smiles, the sympathetic gazes, the worried frowns, and the animated conversations of the adults, Nausheen had accidentally discovered the terrible secret of a financial misfortune that had befallen the family, and the rumors around the possible sale of their ancestral home.

“Who told you?” Babi asked trying to hide the worry in her tone. “Can nothing more be done, Babi?” Nausheen questioned hopefully, pulling the leph to her chin. “But you always say magic can make things happen. I will walk again, will no longer need the wheelchair, and will go to school with Bittoo and Sona,” she pleaded. 

With a heavy sigh Babi sat down on the chair across from Nausheen’s bed. Pulling the corner of her white saree, she began wiping her tired face. It was old yet beautiful, riddled with hundreds of wrinkles, they looked like tiny tributaries of a river which had long dried up, leaving only the course marks behind, a reminder of the several brave life battles they had fought for their survival. 

“Hmm ... maybe if we get the red golden toupee of the Yech on Khech Mavas,” she said thoughtfully with a rare glint in her pale green eyes, as she began rubbing the herbal oil the old Hakim had given to strengthen the muscles of Nausheen’s polio affected legs.

On the last day of the dark fortnight in the month of Paush of the Hindu lunar calendar, when the sky becomes pitch dark, the Kashmiri Pandits (KP) celebrate the annual ritual of Khech Mavas, also called Khetsi Mavas. No one knows how long ago this ancient custom started, but for hundreds of years or more, just before the setting of the harsh winter, all Kashmiri Pandit families diligently prepare rice cooked with green lentils and Gadda and keep the Yeccha Tstot outside the main door of their homes. On a moonless night, according to the local folklore, the mystical Yech who wears a red golden toupee descends upon the surrounding mountains and discreetly visits each home for the annual share of his favorite food, in return for the promise not to trouble the locals. It is also well known that anyone who manages to steal the Yech’s toupee acquires the riches of the world, but then no one has ever managed to do so.

Khech Mavas that year seemed like any regular day. The domestic tensions had eclipsed all the fun and muted the celebrations in the world of grown-ups.  As was the custom, Bhola, the domestic help, had woken up at the crack of dawn.  Squatting in front of the family chulla, he patiently applied a fresh coat of clay mixture all around it. Once the oven had dried under the morning sun rays filtering through the open kitchen windows, he lit it with coals and dried cow dung cake pieces of different sizes. It took several hours to create the right amount of heating and the desirable level of glow to commence the cooking process. 

Babi revered supervising the family cooking on festival days, fussing about the tiniest details, she would forget all her aches and pains. As an illusionist on the stage, surrounded by her small team of loyal kitchen helpers, her secret recipes would cast a spell on the simple humble ingredients, transforming them into their most enchanting rendition.

Perched on the wooden stool in front of the chulla, her frail arms rapidly flapped as she reached out for her myriad kitchen spices, each passing her stringent rapid finger test, and a quick olfactory check, before amalgamating into the silver tinted brass and copper pots of different sizes. 

For the Mung Kichadi, the main offering for the Yech, the presoaked rice was carefully cooked in the large clay pot over the traditional oven. Babi drizzled the fresh green lentils along with crushed black cardamom to calm the boiling water into the rice pot, adding next the generous dollops of homemade clarified butter, the glistened lentils sparkled like bright green pearls against the white polished Basmati rice. 

Several nights ahead of Keech Mavas, as the hushed rumours of the possible Bungla sale had spread, Bittoo and Sona, Nausheen’s cousins had joined her to make a secret sacred pact to steal the Yech’s toupee. Babi, had longingly waited to be invited into the act. In the after-school hours, ideas had been discussed feverishly in the downstairs room. Ambitious plans were carefully deliberated to avoid risks and failures. After all, they were going to deal with the Yech and do something others had only dreamt of.  

“If we get the toupee, we will never have to sell our home. All our troubles will be over. With its magical effect, even you will start to walk again,” Sona with all her innocence one day, planted a seed of hope in Nausheen’s mind. Babi briefly lifted her head from her sewing machine to see the fading half, sad smile on Nausheen’s face.

The plan to get the Yech’s toupee was simple. 

On the eve of Khech Mavas, as the children and Babi assembled in her room, Sona walked in with a victorious swing. “I have stolen two sleeping pills from Thati’s medicine box,” she cheerfully reported. “Tomorrow, before we place the offering, I will add these.” While one tablet would have efficiently done the job, given that they were dealing with the Yech, the children did not want to take a risk, and thus the second tablet had been an appealing idea.

“Dare not any one of you fall asleep,” Babi cautioned and carefully repeated the plan, “... so that tomorrow, the food plate will be under the Chinar tree in the courtyard and ... once the Yech eats the offerings and falls asleep, we will hurriedly steal his toupee.”  

“But what does his toupee look like, Babi?” Sona asked, propping herself against the pillow on the bed.  

“I think I know. It must be a deep red big hat, right to fit the big head of the Yech and made of soft silk with beautiful golden sequins. Is that not so, Babi?” Nausheen sought the look of approval from her grandmother, as she tried to walk from the window to the bed. Nausheen’s attempts to leave the comfort of her wheelchair over the past few days had not gone unnoticed by the family.

“Yes, it is something like that I think,” Babi replied after some thinking.

As the rays of the sun began to disappear one by one, giving way to the dark night of Amavasya, Nausheen’s gaze carefully followed the moves of her cousins in the courtyard. Standing by the windowsill, she saw their silhouettes place the plate under the tree. From there on, there was not much to do but patiently wait for the night to get darker and the Yech to arrive. It had been a long day of excitement for the children. It would not be long before they all fell fast asleep.

The following day, about four in the morning, Babi woke up the children ruefully from their slumber. Rubbing their early morning sleep laden eyes, they had a dreamy glimpse of Babi holding a shiny fabric. It looked much like the red toupee. They sat up with a jolt and squealed in delight. Hugging and kissing Babi, they felt they had conquered the world. It was indeed the most beautiful toupee with the golden shimmer of sequins with golden border at its base, made of the smoothest silk they had ever known. Nausheen was happiest. Babi excitedly narrated how the children had all fallen asleep and would not wake up no matter how hard she tried, as if some ominous magical spell had been cast. In the deep silence of the night, she had to be brave to venture out and steal the toupee from the sleeping Yech. 

For some strange reason, Bahadur went missing the morning after Khech Mavas. After a harrowing search the old dog was found one day later under Nausheen’s bed, all drowsy. There was also a rumor of the domestic help Bhola breaking his leg and having been frightened for days. In the following months, things began to improve financially for the Zutshi family. The adults in the family, with a great sense of relief, offered thanks to the divine forces, as the children giggled while nesting their little secret.   

The toupee remained snugged with Nausheen, carefully hidden away from the world. It offered her a strange sense of comfort and assurance. Several years passed by. Many things changed in the Gulabi Bangla, Babi’s room remained much the same, though she had passed away a few years ago. It was now occasionally used as a guest room. Nausheen had long given up the wheelchair and was studying at the university in Srinagar. 

1971. It was Sona’s wedding. Everyone had come home. The Gulabi Bangla looked like old grandparents who sway with happiness at the sight of their grandchildren, there was laughter and merriness all around. Bittoo and her five-year-old daughter, along with Nausheen were staying in Babi’s room. As she sat down to remove her calipers, Nausheen felt deeply nostalgic, reminiscing the hours she had spent in that room. The midnight conversation of the sisters slipped back to their own childhood and the night of the Khech Mavas. 

Nausheen limped to the French window to catch a glance of the old pond. She slowly moved towards the old and somewhat rusted and forgotten sewing machine of Babi. Stroking it with affection, she thought aloud, “I always wondered what happened that night?” 

“I remember the beautiful shimmer of the sequins of the toupee she showed us. It was an exciting night,” Bittoo reminisced.

“I still have the toupee,” she smiled sheepishly, as she sat on the stool of the machine, fiddling with the worn-out knobs of the side drawers of the old machine, trying to open each one of them with a soft jerk. The last one took some effort, and as she opened it, she found what she had hoped she would find. Babi’s precious wedding stole lay neatly folded. It was exactly as she had spotted in the old black and white family album, only in reality it was vermillion red, made of smooth silk and a gorgeous sequined fabric. For a long time, the family folklore, was that Babi’s precious wedding stole, woven with gold and silver threads, had mysteriously disappeared.

Bittoo watched Nausheen intently, as she unfurled the stole to let its beauty flow. The moths had made several holes in it, yet the largest hole was right in the middle, where someone had snipped through it purposefully.

Bittoo sat up with a startle. “Is it what I think it is?” 

Nausheen broke into a small chuckle. Holding the stole closer to her chest, she buried her face into it, and took a deep breath with her eyes closed to feel her grandmother’s pure love, the essence that strengthened her belief in the magic of life.
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(Illustrator: Ashwathy)

Khech Mavas:

It is a traditional and popular festival of Kashmiri Pandits, where food offerings are prepared and kept outside the house to appease Yech, a mystical character who wears a red toupee. The belief is that once the Yech has had his annual share of food, he will not cause any troubles for the family.

Glosssary 



	Beni

	Sister 




	Boi

	Brother




	Chulla 

	Traditional Indian cooking made of clay 




	Gadda 

	Fish 




	Hakim 

	Muslim physicians practicing Yunani medicine




	Kangri 

	
Clay pots surrounded by woven wicker, that are filled 

with hot embers.  Kashmiri’s place it beneath their long 

pherans to keep their bodies warm.





	Leph 

	Quilt




	Mole  

	Father 




	Mauj

	Mother 




	Paush 

	
Hindu Calendar month, equivalent of December /

January of Georgian calendar





	Pheran

	Long woolen robes 




	
	



	Pihchin

	Paternal uncle’s wife 




	Pitar

	Father’s brother 




	Toupee

	Cap 




	Thati

	Aunt 




	
Yakshas,   

Yetis, 

Rakshaas, 

Pischachas, 

and 

Baihravas


	
Supernatural spirits, associate with mysticism. 

In Kashmir they have enjoyed a demi-god status.





	Yech 

	Mythical character




	
Yeccha 


	The ceremonial rice offering





Recipe for Green Mung Khichdi 

Green Mung Kichdi is a simple rice and lentil recipe cooked on festive occasion of Khech Mavas   

Ingredients:

Rice (Fragrant rice such as Basmati)- 2 cups

Water- 4 cups

Green Mung beans (Par-boiled)- 1 cup

Clarified Butter (Ghee)- ½ cup

Freshly pounded black cardamom- 3

Turmeric- 1 teaspoon

Salt- As per taste

Serving- 4

Instructions:

Pre- soak the rice for 10 minutes.

In your rice cooker or traditional Indian pressure cooker, add the clarified butter and gently roast the cardamom, taking care not to burn it. Add in the rice, turmeric powder and par boiled mung beans.

Add the water, cover and cook. 

Tip: If using pressure cooker, a maximum of 3 to 4 whistles are enough. You may drizzle 2 tablespoons of clarified butter (ghee) before serving hot.
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Dahan

By Ashwathy Menon, India
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It was nearing one in the afternoon. Devaki was busy rolling out hot chapatis. Her brother would come home for lunch every Saturday and Devaki liked to serve him freshly made meals. Her recent retirement from teaching had left her with more time, and as a consequence, the meals had become elaborate. She looked forward to his visits. Ever since her husband had walked out on them fourteen years ago, it was her brother Kamal who had supported her emotionally. 
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