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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.
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