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couple not achieved since the death of their son.

A Temporary Matter is a story about grief and the secrets people keep from one another. Husband and
wifeShukumar and Shobaarereelingfromthelossof their childsix monthsearlier. They avoid each other
and their friends, Shoba filling her time with work and Shukumar procrastinating in finishing his
dissertation. A deus-ex-machinain theform of systematic power outagesallowsfor intimacy between the

The importance of communication within mar-
riageisaprevaent themein'Interpreter of Mala-
dies hasconvincingly shownsubtlepsychol ogy of
expatriatelndians. Thefirst story of thecollection
‘A Temporary Matter' reveals permanent truth
about the marriage in particular and human rela-
tionshipingeneral. Itisastory about grief andthe
secrets peopl e keep from one anothry.

Thestory openswiththearrival of Shobha
at the end of aworkday. Her husband, Shukumar
is cooking a dinner. Shobha reads a notice from
theel ectricity department, informingthat theel ec-
tricity will beturned off from08 p.m.to09p.m. for
fivedaysfor therepairing work. the story iscon-
fined to those five days when there will be no
electricity for anhour. Thetemporary closedown
of electricity gives much needed opportunity to
Shobha and Shukumar for coming together after
the busy schedules of the day. In the darkness,
they decided to play agame of telling each other
onestory, usually asecret one, fromhisor her own
past life. Shukumar wel comed this power cut for
an hour, as darkness could bring them closer de-
spitedifferencesintheir relationship. Inthedark-
ness they could share their experiences frankly.
Whenthey sharedtheir bitter pastinthedarkness,
it looksromanticasit isseenthroughthewindow
of present. However, in the morning of the fifth
day, they were informed that there would be no
power cut onthat evening asthework of repairing
was completed before its scheduled time. This
information disappointed Shukumar. Inspite of
electricity, hekept theroom dark fromeight p.m.
andwaitedfor thegame. After their dinner Shobha

switched on thelight and announced that she de-
cidedto livein separate apartment. She asotold
that she was fed up of the game and now she
needed some time alone. This decision shocked
Shukumar. Hethought of telling her the secret he
has kept away from her. The secret was that she
had given birthto adead male child which he has
kept from her asit might have shocked her then.
Shukumar told her the secret:

"............ our baby was a boy

His skin was more red than
brown. He had

Black hair on his head. He
weighted almost

five pounds.. His fingers culed
shut, just

likeyoursinthenight" (22)

Shobha, under a great shock, turned the

light off. Shecameback to thetabl eand set down.
After amoment Shukumar joined her. The story
endswiththewords:. " They wept together, for the
thingsthey now knew." (22)

Thefact that this short story iscalled "A
Temporary Matter" isinteresting on two levels.
First of all, although the main action of the short
story "A Temporary Matter" by Jhumpa Lahiri
revolvesaroundvery importantlifeeventssuchas
the death of the child or the end of a once happy
marriage, the narrativeismostly centered around
thelittlethingsinlife. Thetitleisalsointeresting
becauseit isalmost asummary of "A Temporary
Matter" by Jhumpa Lahiri because it seems as
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though the power outage might bring the couple
closer together yetitisonly atemporary matter, or
atemporary respiteto the pain the coupleisfeel-
ingandisabrief momentinwhichthey canreflect
on what has changed between them. Shobhaand
Shukumar, expatriate, Bengalishad met four years
ago at Lecture Hall in Cambridge where agroup
of Bengali poets were giving arecital. Theinci-
dent of thelossof their only childat birthtimehas
badly affected their life styleaswell astheir atti-
tude towards each other. Lahiri hascleverly deal
with the emotion or psychology of grief and has
shown how the people often suffer the loss of a
loved oneand how it becomesmoredifficultinthe
case of expatriatewho areliving their livesinan
alienlandwithout having adequateand integrated
family support which most often prove useful in
facing such difficult situation of humanlife. The
story takes place six months after the stillbirth of
Shobhaand Shukumar'sfirst child. Both of them
could not overcometheir grief.

Throughtheportrayal of their reaction of
‘Grief," Lahiri has shown a subtle psychol ogy of
human nature. Thetragicincident resulted inthe
lack of communicationintheir marriage. Shukumar
has withdrawn from the world and rarely |eaves
thehouse. He staysin bed half theday and unable
to make any progressin thework of dissertation.
Infact, heisgradually sinkingintoinaction. Onthe
other hand Shobhastaysaway from houseasmuch
asshecan. Shewas putting an extrahoursat work
and takingan extraproj ects. Shobhausedtobean
attentive housekeeper and expert cook, but the
house seems to remind her of theloss of child.

According to Shukumar, she treats the
house asiif it was hotel and would eat cereal for
dinner if he did not cook. Both of them did not
attend any social functions after the tragic inci-
dents. Peoplewho suffer aloss of their dear ones
alwaysexperiencesuchsort of phaseintheir lives
when they do not ableto live normal life. 'Grief’'
causes sadness and it badly affects all positive
emotions. Thingsbecomemuchmoredifficultwhen
some one didn't find any support system which
can be useful to overcome such tragic incidents.
It is one of the dilemmas often faced be expatri-
ates while staying away from their families and
relatives.

Another psychological traithighlighted by
thisstory isthat of alienation caused by thetragic
incident. Thegrief hasled them not only to with-
draw from normal and routine life but they had
become expertsat avoiding each other and found
that they had nothing much to converse about.
Shobha leaves for work early each morning, re-
turns late and often brings extrawork to occupy
her evenings and weekends. When Shaobhais at
home, Shukumar retreats to his computer and
pretends to work on his dissertation. He has put
the computer in the nursery room as he knows
Shobha avoids that room. She comes in briefly
eacheveningtosay goodnight Shukumar doesnot
likeeven thisbrief communication asit hasdone
only out of asense of obligation. Thetragicinci-
dent and the way they arereactingit has put their
marriageinagreat strain. Shobha and Shukumar
do not attempt to comfort or support each other.
They do not make any effort to share their grief.
Each withdraws and alienates from the rel ation-
shipandthey enduretheir grief asif they weretwo
strangers in aboarding house.

Here, we can also consider the differ-
ence between Indian and American attitude to-
wards marriage is responsible for lack of
communiacation and alienation in their married
life. For Indians, marriageisaunion of two fami-
lies based on belief, devotion and sacrifice for
each other. On the other hand, for Americansin-
dividual freedom is much more important than
integrated family. Under the influence of Ameri-
can culture, for Shukumar and Shaboha, marrige
becomes a temporary matter.

Theinsecurity and uncertainty inthere-
lationship of Indian couplelivinginAmericanre-
flectsexactly theunstablelifein exile. Under the
influence of Western concept of marriage
Shukumar and Shobha could not cope with the
lossof their first bornbaby. They reactedindividu-
aly tothistragicincident, instead of sharing the
grief, whichaccordingtoIndian philosophy,isthe
base of any human relationship.

The title ‘A Temporary Matter' can be
considered as a comment on the nature of mar-
riagesin the West. It is only after the announce-
ment of power cut they find an opportunity to sit
together. They beginto sharetheir past, their acts
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of omission and commission and littlelies. The
weekend communication channel restored their
relation. Theexchangeof confessionhadimproved
sinkingrelationship of Shobhaand Shukumar and
onthefourth night:

"they walked carefully upstairs to bed,
feeling together for the final step with
their feet before the landing and making
love with a desperation they had forgotten.

Shewept without sound." (19)
Lahiri hasbeautifully portrayed the sud-
denintimacy intherelationship. Thehearing of the
secret about their mal e child touches Shobhaand
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shefeelsasenseof belongingonceagain. L ack of
such senseresultedinemotional exile. Whiledeal-
ing with geographical displacement, Lahiri has
brilliantly reflected emotional exile through her
short stories. Thetitle of "A Temporary Matter"
by JumpaL ahiriiscertainlyironic.Lahiri‘sobjec-
tivein opening her collectionwith"A Temporary
Matter" istostart fromnothing; thestoryisclearly
about afailed relationship. By startingwith ade-
feat, Lahiri seemstoforetell that her storieswill be
about the hardships of communication and rela-
tionships, but that each hasthe possibility of suc-
Cess.
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