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Prologue


 


I remember that day clearly,
partly because it was New Year’s Eve, and partly because a man arrived at my
doorsteps half-dead. It was quite shocking for me; you see I live in a place
where you don’t see many visitors, let alone an unconscious one. You might ask is
it on the moon I live? The answer is no, but this isn’t exactly a buzzing place
either. I live in Rackcham, a quaint little village, and a simple search on the
internet will tell you that it lies up in the Himalayas bordering Tibet. We
don’t have whole lot of civilization thriving around here, but only a handful
of people getting-by.


The winter that season was
unusually cold and temperature went as low as -10 degrees. Nobody could survive
that cold out in the open, and any sane man who values his life would prefer to
stay inside tucked in the warm bed. So, it implied either this man was crazy or
had a reason strong enough to risk his life.


Not so long back I was in a
similar situation myself. I was on my way to Sangla, it was dark and cold and my
car broke down. I would have stayed inside but there was a short circuit and hence
no power. Inside, I would have frozen to death. I had no other option but to
walk until I find a place where I could get help.


I was following the road, walking
at a brisk pace. And all was fine until I decided to take a short cut, it was a
long walk and I didn’t want to tire myself to death. But a few minutes on the
new path and I began to panic. I had no idea where I was, and I had no idea
which direction I was heading. I had zero knowledge about navigation. I was
completely lost and soon I was tired too. But, I somehow kept dragging myself
through the mounds of snow in the darkness of the night. As far as I could see
it was a barren landscape, trees looked like tall, frozen elves; and there were
no empty shacks to be found - no shelters to take, no place to save myself from
the bitter cold. A voice in the dark corner of my head was whispering I
wouldn’t be able to make it through the night.


I was walking for what it felt
like hours, tired, but I didn’t give up. And then, I heard a voice, I heard
someone shout. I was not sure if I was just tripping or if it was real. I
dismissed it first, but then I heard it again. Someone was calling for me, and
I thought - who might be that stupid to venture out in the dead of the night? I
turned back, there was a shadow of a man. As he came toward me with brisk,
confident steps, I felt relieved and collapsed there on the wide field of snow.
An angel saved me that night.


And now when this man arrived
half-dead, I ran for the village doctor immediately. I had to save him, fate
had given me the opportunity to square my debt. But it’s an isolated village,
you see. The nearest what we had for a doctor was an old man in his late sixties.
He didn’t have a formal degree but knew his tricks of the trade fairly well. The
old man had a daughter who was studying medicine. She was studying in a medical
college in Shimla and was visiting his father for winter holidays. I quickly
explained them the situation, even a medical illiterate like me could tell it
was a case of hypothermia – but how serious, it was for the experts to find out.



As a basic precaution I had
already changed his cloths and wrapped him with thick blankets. The young daughter
announced that we had to take him to the city hospital. But considering that it
was snowing heavily and we were practically cut-off from the rest of the world,
we had no choice but to take care of him till the morning. We knew what we had
to do, our job was simple – we had to keep him alive through the night. The old
man took some herbs out of his shaggy shoulder bag, and started to mix them to
make a potion. The girl was sitting by the man’s side, studying his face.
Perhaps she was trying to determine how much life the man still had. After a
moment she took his hands, clasped them and started rubbing them between her
hands. Was it a standard medical procedure or was she just trying to warm him
so that we could wake him up?


Meanwhile, I thought I could find
something about him so that we could at least contact his family later. His
backpack was unusually light for a man who was hiking in the Himalayas in the cold
unforgiving night of December. The bag contained four objects, yes only four
objects:


 


1) A 500 ml water bottle.


2) A detailed hiking map of
himachal.


3) A dead torch


4) A thick sheet of paper bound
together 


 


There was no ID, no permits, absolutely
no way to identify who he was. The only piece of paper he had were these
loosely bound sheets, he didn’t even have money with him. It made me wonder
what his real intention was, was he lost just as I got once? Or was it
pre-determined, he pushed himself to the extreme so that he could meet death
eye to eye. The thought disturbed me. 


I ruffled the sheets, and there
wasn’t anything in between as well. So, I kept it away on the wooden table just
next to the David Copperfield and sat down on the chair watching the duo. It
was interesting to see how the father, a non-traditional practitioner, was
instructing his daughter, a student of western medicine. They were doing what
they could with their limited resources. Then as if it suddenly flashed on me,
I got up from my chair and picked up the bundle of sheets. I carefully observed
it, it was a manuscript!


I am a writer myself or you can
say I used to be one. I wrote a book anonymously and got nothing but anonymity.
I quit my cushy day job to pursue full time writing but to speak the truth nothing
much came out of it. I hit rock bottom and gave up everything and settled here
in the remotest part of the country – trying to find inspiration. And now I had
a script lying on my hands and I begin to wonder, “What if?”


I poured a drink for myself and
sat down on the rocking chair by the fire. With great interest I opened it, the
manuscript bore no title, and neither there was a name next to the author’s column.
I refilled my glass and settled down. The night was long and a life hung in the
balance. I took a deep sigh and I began to read.











A feast
in Pune


 


We were somewhere towards the end
of the monsoon and it was drizzling, the rain drop fell on the ground and a
petrichor rose filling the air around us. Despite the Delhi traffic I had
managed to reach Lodhi Road in time. And since I had enough time I allowed
myself to engage in one last pleasure.


“A smoke please” I said to the
man sitting tight in the small box shaped shop. He stared at me for a good half
a minute, before handing me one. He didn’t ask me which one I preferred,
neither did I instruct him. To tell you the truth I never had a favorite - I
had never been a regular smoker. Any brand was okay with me as long it tasted
like burnt ash in my mouth and filled my lungs with balloons of smoke. I smoked
only to calm my nerves. The feeling of something worse inside me always took
away my fears and put me at ease. With each drag of the cigarette I knew I was
dying, what could be worse then, huh? 


To say that I was feeling nervous
would be an understatement – I felt terrible, perhaps worse. It was a big day
for me. I had an interview in few hours with one of the most prestigious IT
firms in the whole country. An organization where I only dreamt to work, it was
an opportunity I had been waiting all along. But it was an anticipation of the
unknown and a fear of success that worried me.


The drizzle had now turned into
rain, the sweet smell of earth had disappeared. I ran to my left to take
shelter under the tree near me. I was taking long drag and watching the world
go by. The traffic didn’t seem to stop, everybody was going somewhere. It
didn’t matter if that somewhere was or wasn’t worth going to.


“One Gold Flake” A voice appeared,
breaking the chain of my thoughts. It was soft, and it was carefree. I got curious;
it was a woman’s voice. “Sorry” the shopkeeper said, “I gave the last one to sir”
He said shaking his head toward me.


“Oh! shit” She said irritated. I
wondered, what bothered her? Was it just a smoke or was it something else?


With short strides she paced
toward me, she wore a heel – not too high though. I was standing with my back
against the tree. I jerked my torso slightly. Was she really coming for me or
was she just looking for a shelter.


She felt no discomfort as the
rain drenched her. The short walk felt like a long track. She appeared to me in
slow motions, she leapt in the air, her hand rose to cover her head with the
book she was carrying.  One end of her yellow chunni fluttered in the
monsoon wind, and her bare skin flashed looking out of the wet, plain white kameez.


I was so lost in my study that I
failed to recognize that she was not standing just opposite to me. She had her
straight black hair tied back neatly, with a few strands which revolted and
decided to flow across her cheeks. Her eyes gazed sharply at me. She appeared
very simple and yet there was an air about her; something that you could only feel,
only if you were there.


“Do you mind sharing?” She asked.
I looked up at her spellbound, and she asked again, “Hey, could I bum your
cigarette?”


I couldn’t say no. I looked at
her and smiled with all the sincerity in the world. I figured she had an
emergency of some sort and this was her fix. We all have a quick
fix that we need time to time to get over that moment of personal challenge.


I took a long puff and handed the
cigarette over to her, my gaze followed her as she took the cigarette and
pursed it between her lips. She took a quick first one and then when she went
deep, she coughed slightly. She stole a glance at me, and a smirk floated on my
face, perhaps she was just as accustomed as I was with the vice.


“So, what are you upto?” She
asked me forcing down her cough.


I had a good look at her, and
thought she was speaking to me. She had a thin body with just enough traces of
fat at the right places, her face was small and round - kind of a perfect oval
to be precise – and a glow emanated from her face each time she spoke. Her dark
brown eyes were not too big and not too small, her nose was long and smooth,
her mouth was small and her lips worn a light brown shade. Her cheeks were
flat, there were no dimples. She was tall, I mean a really good height - 5’10’’
perhaps, heels not including. 


I just kept on staring at her, at
the risk of being creepy. What could have I done? She was maddeningly
beautiful. She was the first thought you had when you hit pubescent. She was
the first woman that came in mind when an artist held his brush. She was the
first note you imagined when before you laid down your fingers on a piano. She
was someone you wished you never met, and she was someone you’d never let go - neither
in the flesh, nor in the spirit. She was someone you’d happily go through a
lifetime of damnation for. But what I didn’t know then was that all my whishes and
all my nightmares were going to be true. And now when I have seen it all, I’d
happily bear the burden of the cross, that she brought, again and again and
again…


“Hello?” She said snapping her
fingers, “I am talking to you…”


 


#


 


A jolt shook me out of my slumber,
the train stopped suddenly. I had slept for the most part of the journey and a strange
dreamless sleep enveloped me. I felt I saw thoughts - some of my own, some of
people I knew - floating over my resting body. It was as if I was under a spell
- a window to a collective consciousness.


“What’s going on?” I heard
somebody ask, but I felt too lazy to look down from my berth. I decided to
continue shut-eye until I reached my destination. It was around ten thirty in
the night when the train reached the station, people were hurrying to get down even
though it was the last station, I sat there on my berth for a long-long time
before I got out, I wanted to be sure that this is what I had wanted.


 The reigning confusion at the
station reminded me of Delhi. A spate of people sleeping on the bare, dirt
ridden floor yet another set of people sitting on the metal benches tightly glued
to their seat fearing someone will come and take their place if they get up, and
hawkers - from paperboy to chaiwala - shouting their guts out trying to get
by through one more day of the miserable existence. Still, this confusion
outside was nothing compared to the confusion inside my head, here I was in a
completely new and estrange city, to start afresh, to get onto a new journey with
a want to do something, but without a clue what that something was.


Now that I had arrived in Pune I could
not shake off the memories of Vizag, the time I had there – painful yet fun-filled
with friends it gets easier, Sharma and I were quite a team – we didn’t try to
be perfect, no pretension, we were just who we were. Then I remembered my
manager and the sweetness turned into sourness. He was the biggest reason I
took the decision to get away.


With only a sack and a handbag I
stepped out of the coach and onto an unfamiliar territory, my eyes sought a
familiar face, my old pal Sanju. I wondered how I would recognize him in this
crowd when I haven't seen him for quite a while. My cell phone was dead, there
was no way I could reach him, I had to rely on sketchy picture that I had in
mind, I tried to remember how he looked back then and tried to extrapolate how
he would look now after adding five years to it.


It was not long before I spotted
someone, there he was or was it someone else, my eyes followed a guy in a
black, collared tee shirt, and a loose jeans, he was coming towards me cutting
through the crowd with a brisk walk, a broad smiled flashed across his face as
he saw me, his arms opened in a warm embrace, a gesture to welcome me, it was
definitely him, Pune here I come! Without saying a word, and without giving me
a chance to speak, he took me in his bear grip, he hugged me tightly, he was Sanju
indeed, the guy was thinly framed, but his arms were definitely strong. He
wrapped me with those arms, like a snake coils its prey, I wondered if he would
let me go.


“You look great”, he said to me. How
did he recognize me among so many people? I complimented him the same, although
I couldn't help but notice, the big difference in Sanju now and Sanju then, his
hair was gone, his head had vegetation even sparser than the great desert of Thar.
And perhaps it was the secret behind his new found coolness.


I was supposed to go the Recreation
and Entertainment Center (REC), the bread and breakfast facility by the company,
but when I told Sanju that I was coming to the city he insisted that I stay at
his place instead. He wanted to make up for the goof up of last time, when in
Mysore he couldn’t attend me, probably he felt little guilty about it. 


Sanju had a big family, two
sisters and two brothers, quite uncommon in an Indian atomic family of these
days. Sanju called an auto, me with my two bags followed him. "Wanowrie"
He said to the auto-walla, and after a bit of negotiation the deal was
finalized in forty rupees, I imagined the place was close-by.


The road was hell bumpy, and the
auto was shaking so bad that it felt as if I was put into a giant washing
machine. “Stop it” I must have yelled at least thousand times in my mind. But
as our journey continued and I got used to the hammering, the calm river of my
thoughts began to meander again. I wondered how much they all would have
changed by now, I wondered how much Sanju had changed in all these years. I
felt little nervous at the prospect of meeting his family, would they or would
they not accept me? Their father had a private job at pharma company, they
moved quite early to the city and so had a house for them instead of living in
an apartment. The house looked quite big actually, three bedrooms and a large
kitchen, it was a dream of every middle class family. Her older sister was
there, she was watching a movie on the computer with her headphones on. The
other three - two brother and a sister - were playing cricket outside, the much
younger brother complained how Sanju left soon after taking his batting. He was
still the same guy, I couldn’t help conclude.


I was exhausted by my travel in
the second class, it was the middle of summer very hot and humid. Despite the
tiredness I still had some energy left, for Sanju, after the food we talked as
we lied on the hard wooden bed with a thin mattress. We reminisced about old
times, about old friends, about old places, and about old flames that formed
our childhood memories. We talked about the standard who was doing what, some
were there, and some were reaching there while some were completely lost. I
wondered where I’d figure in all this?


I put on the music on my old
Nokia phone, Beatles was playing my favorite song – Imagine. I felt a certain
chill every time I played this song and that's why I only listened to it at
very special, very particular moments. And this was a special moment, I had so
much to look forward to.


Our conversation drifted from
shore to shore, he told me that he had been planning to start a social entrepreneurship.
I too had ideas in my head but they were bit different, I told him that I was thinking
about writing a book. He asked me if I was really serious. 


“Yes, I am very serious” I
replied. 


“What are you writing about?” He
asked. 


“Is that a rhetorical question?”
I asked back. 


“Why would that be a rhetorical
question if you are writing, ain’t you? He replied. 


I nodded. 


“Then you must have a story” He
said.


“Story!” I said to myself, I had
none. Truth was I had ideas but I couldn’t conjure something solid, what I was
looking for was perfection, I didn’t want to write another Romeo or Juliet, or
inspector Space Time or a detective with drinking problems, I wanted to write something
entirely new, something that has never been written before, something that has
never been thought before.


Our conversation then drifted, we
talked about this girl, she was a girl from our high school, pretty she was, her
name was Charu. I remember how bad he felt, when he had to leave the school, young
love, they were still getting to know each other at that time. He told me he
hadn't forgotten her a bit, he still remembers her smile though her braced
teeth, her big brown eyes behind her spectacles. Love that never was, would I be
able to reconcile mine?


We laughed as we reminisced why
he has to leave school in the first place, he was involved in a gang fight, he
was not a leader and all but more like was swept away in the wave. During those
days our school was being increasingly divided into gangs or nations as they
use to call them. Everybody had to be in one, it was something you couldn’t
escape, it was other thing though that some took it seriously and some didn’t.


Infact that girl Charu was the
very epicenter of the ruffle, she had a problem with a guy from other school;
after school while going home this guy would often tease her, first she took it
more like a compliment, she had not had such attention in the past. One fine
day – Raghu one of the guy from Thieves of Baghdad nation, the same one
that Raghu belonged spotted it, he came to her rescue but was beaten black and
blue later by that that Romeo’s nation. All that spiraled into a big theft in
that Romeo’s house, police came in and all, Raghu was suspended from school, at
that time Raghu’s sister was a senior, she called in for help – and this guy,
my friend, what was his name, Jaat, he was quite smitten by her, he made
it a personal mission and confronted the romeo nation, result – blood bath, Jaat’s
blood mostly. Charu couldn’t stand anymore and she attempted a suicide or so
everybody thought when she embraced poison, it was only later found out she
fancied a wild mushroom. I always had a feeling she was just a drama queen. Anyway,
somebody spread a rumor that the dying girl was calling for Sanju. Though I am
sure she was trying to convey something else, perhaps the deadly mushroom
species that she had for tea. And that’s how the young blood Sanju got all
wrapped up.


“What do you think? Did she ever like
me?” He asked.


I did not have any answer, but I
replied affirmatively. 


“Yes, she did, that look in her
eyes, didn’t you see that? That couldn’t be but love”


 I thought that would perhaps
make him happier, but I was wrong he grew even more anxious - one thing that you
knew was yours and yet you couldn’t have it. Nothing more frustrating than
that! He told me that he couldn’t contact her, the telephone number was changed
and he lost her forever. I blinked in a silence approval, as if I shared his
grief. Truth be told, I had her number, but I had decided to keep it with me. I
couldn’t understand myself why I didn’t want to give him – but it was just as
it was – plain raw truth.


That night I had a dreamless
sleep or at least I couldn’t remember it when I got up, it was important as I
was about to begin on a journey both new and significant. I had to get up quite
early to catch the morning office bus, it was still six o’clock when I got off
the bed. Queuing for the bathroom, brushing my teeth at the sink, waiting at
the breakfast table - I felt kinda like a zombie going through the motions. 


Sanju’s brother was watching me
intently as I stood in front of the mirror trying to put on my contacts; he
didn't ask me anything but had a puzzling expression on his face as if he had
seen a man-boob. 


It was quite obvious that he was
curious about contacts, the first question that everyone asked me was, 


'Are these really made of
plastics?' I couldn't help but let out a laughter. Then came the second
question, which was even more stupid. 'Okay, is it a glass?' Imagine putting
glass in your eyes! 


Even though he didn’t ask me
anything but I felt a moral obligation to educate him, I told him about the
brief history and geography of contact lenses and how it was completely safe
and how it was super easy to wear. I bet I quenched his thirst for the knowledge.
 And when I was done with my long talk he silently took my place in front of
the mirror and started doing his strange make-up routine - he had an eyeliner
and skin softener and what not. I felt stupid, all the while he was just
waiting for me to step aside.


I stepped out and I felt a
tingling sensation inside my body when I inhaled the fresh air of the 7 o’clock
morning. Sanju asked me to sprint as we were a bit late behind the schedule,
the bus doesn’t wait he told me; people had already gathered around the bus just
when we reached the stop.


 


Dawn’s early light glazed through
the window, his shirt hanging on the arm of the chair, smell of perfume rose
from his body, a pair of footsteps echoed across the hall leading to the room;
and then raised the body from the coffin, with its soul left behind, he fitted
himself into his man-suit; he was ready for the world.


 


 “What are you thinking?” Sanju
caught me smiling all by myself.


“Nothing really, just the mundane”
I replied.


Soon after we got seated I
realize that I didn’t wear the contacts properly, the left one was pinching my
eye. A contact has the full potential to be as irritating as an itchy tag of an
underwear – your whole day can be ruined if you don’t wear them properly. Sanju,
like a tour guide, spoke of the places we crossed, but my mind was not there, I
was uncomfortable. My big day at Pune office and here I was, can’t even blink
my eyes.


I was amazed when we reached the
Hinjawadi IT park, the big circle, flourishing green lawns around, and big
walled campuses, it was something I did not see even in Bangalore. We got down from
the bus outside the gate. He took me straight to the canteen which was quite
big, not as big as Vizag's but nevertheless it was quite big, it was called
twelve. Buildings here were numbered and I thought it was better than giving
them stupid local names. 


For breakfast I settled for
French toast and he ordered a glass of Bournvita. I recalled I had to report to
a manager in fourteen, which was right next to the canteen. French toast was
cold and bland, so I added a little ketchup to it. 


Ishika had a ketchup theory, she
use to say ketchup makes everything better or at-least lends an edible grade, the
only problem was that now French toast tasted more like tomatoes than eggs. I
know, I know the question must have popped up in your mind, “Who’s Ishika?” But
hold on for now, more on that later.


I took a cup of coffee to go
along, the guy gave me the coffee in a small stainless steel glass. Sanju asked
me what I was planning to do today; I told him that I was supposed to meet a
manager some Mr. Anand. But I was in no hurry. I didn’t like managers anyway. So,
I decided to dedicate my day to absorb myself in the surroundings; which can be
literally translated to doing nothing. And so went by the first day in the new
city – doing nothing, just hanging around.











The first few days


 


On the second day, I got hold of Arnav,
he was a friend from training days – Mysore. Slim, tall, wheat-ish, he looked
good and he talked equally good. On the breakfast table we sat, I looked at the
menu and it looked all the same as yesterday, I thought about trying something
new, something dangerous, something ridiculous so I asked Arnav what missal-pav
was, he smiled cunningly and said you should try it, that was the only way to know
it better, and this made me extra sure that it was to be avoided at all cost. So,
after five minutes of contemplation I chose, once again, the great French
toast. And while getting back, I grabbed a bottle of ketchup. He ordered a
fruit juice, he lived at home with his parents so he already had his breakfast.


"So how are you finding Pune?"
He asked me. 


"It's my second day
only." I replied. What can I conclude in two days, and besides I was in no
hurry. A long journey laid ahead of me.


"At least you must have
formed an opinion about the women here" He asked giving away the same
cunning smile.


"How can I? They wear this
utterly stupid scarf all the time"


 "Ha ha!" He laughed
out loud. “That’s kinda true”


“So, tell me why do they do
that?” I asked him. 


“Twenty years and I am yet to
figure that out” He replied.


He spent next few minutes
commenting on the people coming and going out of the canteen. “Look at that
guy, his shoes look like he hasn’t got a raise for ages” – you always judge a
man by his shoes I have heard this thing before, but what Arnav had to say went
even a step further 


“If a guy is wearing worn out
shoes then either his performance was poor or he doesn’t know how to play his
manager, the second scenario being more likely.” He then pointed out a girl who
was dressed rather queer – a two piece dress i.e. white shirt, jacket, that
office kind of skirt and underneath black stockings. The fact she dressed
herself in black reminded me of Ishika – she was obsessed with black as well. I
even teased her sometime calling her a dark angel, something she really
despised getting called. Anyway Arnav continued to spray the perfume of his
wise words – I bet you must be wondering why she’s all dressed like that, hell
I was wondering. 


“She’s an alien.”


“Alien?” I jumped.


“Yeah, alien to her own nation.
Alien to her own identity” He said raising his voice rhythmically in a very
dramatic sort of way. “It’s the usual story” I was at loss, I had no clue what
he was talking about.


“The girl comes from a poor middle
class family where nobody went abroad” “She goes to the great US of A, got
mocked at for being a sucker”


“Sucker!” ‘what do you mean?’


“Sucker is someone who tries too
hard to be an angrez, he would make only western friends and completely
ignore fellow Indians, would celebrate X-mas instead of Diwali Dusshera, drinks
black coffee instead of chai, speaks in fake accent than in hinglish,
and ..’


“Phony” I murmured under
my breath. “Phony”


Arnav gave me forward looking
headshake which was his trademark way to say, “What?”


‘I got the hang of it” I replied.
But he carried on,


“So when such a sucker comes back,
he pretends to show-off everyone how great he is, how ultra modern, how
westernized” “a slave of angrez mentality!”


I could see Arnav fuming, why was
he so angry? Isn’t it individual’s choice to live his life the way he pleases? What’s
so wrong about the western thought?


“Did you make your claims” He
derailed my bandwagon of great philosophical thought. 


“What claim?” I asked, his
question caught me by surprise and then it dawned on me. “You are talking about
the travel claim?” 


“Yeah, what else? You travelled
from Vizag to here that’s a great opportunity to reap some neat cash”


Now, he was talking Greek again. I’ll
tell you the great thing about this guy, he can read-off your face, any face
just like that. Judging my helplessness he spoke, “Talk to the courier guy, he
can adjust the bill as per your wish.” “You can easily inflate to double by
paying him extra ten percent.” 


“Oh, btw, did you book the flight
tickets as I said?” He said remembering something suddenly. “No, I did not “ 


“Oh” he said taking a long sigh.
“You just lost 5-6k there” “You should have booked and canceled it”


“I know, I know” I said waving my
head. “But I don’t think I could do that”


“You have lot to learn my friend”
He grinned cunningly and tapped his finger lightly on the table.


Later, together we went to see Neeta,
she was from our batch as well, and was in same account as Sanju was - Neptune.
My God, she looked way slimmer, I was completely surprised by her new demeanor,
and I complimented her for that. She seemed happy to see me again, but I could
sense the smile was not natural, it was an attempt, just a pretension. She had
changed not just from outside but from inside. I was hurt I practically threw
my life away for her cause. If there was anyone who’s to be held responsible
for all that happened between Ishika and me, it was her. I felt like I’d slap
her then and there – no matter what the consequences. But in a moment my sanity
returned and I decided never to see her again.


"Hey, what is that sound?"
I asked Neeta as we were leaving. She told me that, people were playing, they
had carom on their floor, I guess like planet Neptune was devoid of life this Neptune
was devoid of work.


“What’s her deal?” I asked Arnav
as we were leaving. “You, don’t know?” He fired back knowing fully I had no
damn clue.


“She got selected in one of those
MITs in US, you know where people go to do MS” “Her BF just moved there couple
of months back you know”


“BF? MS? US?” it was like
somebody hit me with a thousand pound metal ball in the chest, I couldn’t
breathe. It forced me to think, details after details came out of Arnav’s big
tounge. So, her sobbing story about her brother was all drama, a BS. “Phony” a
voice screamed inside my head, “Phony”. 


And then the realization hit me,
but this time from the inside, I jeopardized my own relationship so that
someone could have theirs. I didn’t know how to feel about it – to have a
relief that my sacrifice paved the way for someone or to have anguish that I
may have lost forever someone I loved so deeply; how could I be so naïve?


After that Arnav took me on a tour
of the campus. Near eleven was the REC, a big swimming pool with tardy blue
water, a gym with fancy machines, a big courtroom at the first floor where you could
get your hands on TT and Badminton, the floor was wooden and shoes were not
allowed, which was really irritating. Beside the courtroom was a spheroid
meditation center, a wonderful place, you could just sit there for few minutes
and experience silence, and hear your heart beat or your breath as it leaves
and enters the windpipe. It could transport you to a journey of inner peace;
the only problem was people were too afraid of the journey. They loved
restlessness and breakneck pace of life much more than exploring the inner
sanctum.


REC opens at four he informed me,
'four' the word registered in my mind, can't hardly wait. He then showed me the
dorm which too was on the same floor as the court, I personally didn’t like to
sleep on the work time, but hell who knows, one of those days I might need some.
The place was dark and cool, a score of light rhythmic snoring played in the
background. Wow! My mouth opened, look at them so relaxed, sleeping like a
baby, "Are they on pill or something?" I asked, "No they are not
on pill, but on bench" Arnav replied stressing on the word. 


We then went on to the power
station a few yards ahead of the REC, we guessed that it was a power station
because there was a sign of a skull and two crossed bones on the main door.


"They make power out of
human feces" He told me excitedly, that was some revelation to me.


"I can't believe that, do I
look so naive" I countered.


"Believe it or not it's
true"


 My imagination flew several
miles, I imagined people working on their computers, computers which were
ultimately powered by their own faeces. I chuckled.


"What's so funny about
it?" He asked me. "It's just science" “- and a great way to
serve the environment”


“I would remember that in the
morning, when I am doing it -” I replied. “I AM SERVING THE ENVIRONMENT” I
added in a dramatic robotic voice.


Then he showed me the gladiator
style auditorium area, and the BPO building. BPO! My nephew, who was actually
few years older than me, worked here. One of my BPO friends once told me that
they can't go for a break once they are logged in, on the PC all the time. What
about nature's call? I asked him. He told me, they can't, and that they have to
adjust their bodily functions according to the working rules. But the question
still lurked in my mind - “But what if they really really had to?” Hell with
such a job!


We were spending a lot of time idling
away when I asked Arnav if he didn’t have any work. He replied something like
this, "I have tons of work" "But thing is that my manager is on
leave today"


Sanju and I met for the lunch we
were going to three for the lunch he told me. I was little surprised to see
that he came with his Neptune buddies (Hello! earthlings), there was this one
black tall guy, one chubby guy and one regular bloke. I didn’t ask their name
but they introduced themselves to me, one by one, they repeated their name as
they shook my hand, but it didn’t register in my mind at all. So all the time I
was like thinking what was this guy’s name and what was that guy’s name. And so,
I avoided talking to them, I kept my conversation with Sanju as much as
possible. From the bunch I came to know quite a few handy facts like lunch at
three is spicy, really spicy, and it costs about thirty five rupees a plate which
is like hell of a cost. But needn’t worry, what some smart people do is they
take a mini meal, the items were basically the same, one sabzi, one dal,
chapatti only that the quantity is limited, so the smart fellas fill up their thali
in one go and eat a stomach-ful meal.


On our way back Sanju told me
that he had put his papers, my immediate reaction was 'what the hell!' not
because it was sudden and took me by surprise but because I couldn’t figure
what he meant. So, I swallowed my pride and asked him - What papers? Smilingly,
he told me that he had resigned from the company. “Resigned?" I asked, “Why?”
and what he told me was really silly. 


"I am stuck here in windows
testing, and I wanted to change my domain" 


"So?" I asked. 


"The manager told me that he
can't release me"


 "This is a goddamn sucker
account, the managers are so adamant and rude, nobody bulges. They are okay if
you leave the company but they just can’t give you the release. I have no
future, damn there is no future of Neptune either" "It's not even a
planet anymore" He blabbered.


“That’s Pluto” I corrected. 


 "I want to get into finance
somehow"


 "I am thinking about changing
my job too" I declared, of-course I had no intention to do so.


"Why do you want to do that?
You are in a good vertical" He questioned. 


“Banking! " He exclaimed. 


“So, what? Being in banking
doesn’t affect your bank account”


"Besides I really don't like
banking, it's a sucker, takes too much of energy, projects are really crap, it
just traps you in the whirlpool till it saps you of all your life force and
throw you away"


#


 


It was around the evening time I
was resting peacefully on one of the sofa (courtesy of Arnav who showed me that
as a potential resting place) of building one (the reception building), trying to
catch-up some nap when Sanju called. "You met your manager today?" 


"I went to see him but he
was busy" 


"Ok! Listen, I'll be late
today, these bastards are making me work extra" 


"Because you put the
paper?" 


"Yeah, precisely, because I
resigned" 


"So,
the manager has given me this extra load, and this will take some time to
finish off" "You should go by six o'clock bus" "I'll come
by later, maybe by 08:15 one"


After thinking for a moment I
replied, "It's no problem, I can wait" 


"But I'll be late" 


"I'll just hang around in
the campus" "Anyway internet starts after six, and I have to check
some important emails" 


"You sure, you'll be
fine?" 


"Yeah, yeah, don’t worry
about it" I replied.


A few minutes later I fell into a
good sleep, I even started dreaming, sofa was really comfortable for the job.
But like every good thing that had to come to an end, this had to end as well. A
security guard came running abandoning his post at the reception desk,
"Sir" He addressed me, "You can't sleep here" He shouted so
loud that I was startled out of the dreamy slumber, a weak could have had a heart
attack. I stared at him, trying to understand what he just said. "Do you
know then, a better place to sleep?" I asked him politely, of-course I was
not serious, I was just mocking him. 


"No, sir" He replied,
"But surely this isn’t a place to sleep" 


'Why?' I didn’t ask him, I knew
he was just a pony following orders from his commander. What happens if a
client passes by while you are dozing off on the sofa? Damn hilarious! I am
sure. If a client sees that how his money is being drained, Indian software
industry will come crumbling down over night. I remember in Vizag I sometimes used
to sleep at desk, I guess that was an acceptable norm, but sleeping in a public
eye was a big no no.


I took evening tea by myself, and
checked my office email at building-two first floor, there was nothing in my
inbox. A few junk mails from HR saying road safety week dated so and so, free
PUC (that green slip thing that you need to have for your vehicle otherwise the
pandu screws you) camp, and how to drive safely in Pune roads etc etc. All
crap basically, I deleted them at once. Then I had this brilliant idea I gotta
set the outlook filter on HR mails, direct to the junk they will go then, and
automatically purged after fifteen days. Great way to get rid of the nuisance!


I noticed there was this girl
sitting next to me, she was wearing those big plastic bangles right from wrist up
to her knee, not knee, I mean, up to her umm... ankles. She reminded me of an ethnic
Rajasthani woman, tall, wearing a ghagra-choli, and big white bangles, and
holding a plate in her hands, striking gently with a wooden hammer - the drama when
a boy is born. 


The girl was reading a pdf, I
squinted my eyes hard in order to look over what she was reading, bad manners
indeed, anyway, so I read - three table spoon of Dhania, one bowl of Suji
– hey, I said to myself, it looked like a recipe, a recipe of making that
yellow spongy thing, I couldn’t recall that name. I was trying so hard that she
sensed that I was looking over, and there you go in a flash she quickly pressed
the alt-tab, voila, it was now java, multithreading, and blah blah. I had a
laugh riot inside my head, the only casualty was my sanity. Ha ha! that was
some cover. Dhokla, yeah, that was the thing, Dhokla and java, ha ha! cannot
mix together.


One hour passed and I called Sanju,
and told him that I am leaving by 07:15 bus, I was bored enough already. It took
me about an hour or so to reach Wanowrie from office, so much traffic, so much
chaos, a thought about attending traffic week crossed my mind, I sighed, an
hour, phew what a waste of time.


 


#


 


The next day, my third day to be
precise I decided to pay a little visit to the manager. I went straight to
fourteen but there was nobody there in his seat, so I took breakfast and wasted
some time and came back around 09:30, but still nobody. And so I went off and
wasted even more time and back at 11, and finally there he was stooped over the
laptop.


He told me without even looking
at me that he was busy and I should come by later, I said okay and turned to
leave. But then a thought crossed my mind, what was he so busy about that he doesn't
even have time to talk, I took the liberty to sneak a peak at his monitor, I
saw some wavelets like sine and cosine waves, going up and down randomly on a
graph. I immediately sensed that this was icici-direct he was 'working' on.
Damn it, Vizag or Pune, all the managers were same. 


I took a tour of the building,
climbing up other floors; basically they all looked the same, closed doors, a
guard sitting outside with a register and a pen in his hand. On fourth floor I
noticed a bunch of chairs around a round table and some newspaper lying around,
I sat down and started to read. Since main paper didn’t interest me, I picked
up the more interesting Pune Mirror and started reading, the headline was a
techie had made a mobile app to calculate auto fares, all you have to do is
type in the meter reading and the conversion rate, rest of the job it does for
you. I felt it was incredibly smart, both the guy’s app and the crappy journalism.


After some time I went again to
him, irritated he told me to go and find a place for myself, wherever I can
find an empty space, finder’s keepers, I looked around the floor, cubicle by
cubicle I began scanning, I noticed there were five people sitting in one
cubicle, five goddamn people, instead of the usual four, it seemed that like in
our country there was a population problem here as well. 


I found a seat, finally, but the
only problem was that it was a scanner seat, meaning it was located in a dull
corner and had a scanner attached, people came there to scan their high school certificates,
which they needed to apply for higher education. Perfect use of company time
and resources!


 “Whatever!” I said, and grabbed
the chair, I opened the firefox, and installed the stumble-upon plug-in and began
surfing, after all I had to save myself from boredom. And so I stumbled upon on
one site to other and an hour or two passed and on the web I learned some
really useful stuff like different ways to piss off at the neighbor’s yard from
the confines of your own yard, hundred things to do to irritate people while
you are in a lift, how to talk in a robotic voice in seven different languages
and yeah interestingly how to get to know more about the girl of your dreams
without letting her know.


All that time I was studying and
learning, few people passed by my table, and gave me a really bad stare like
they were gonna eat me or something. I don’t know what started it but I started
to have that eerie feeling, I felt like an orphan in the city and in the
company of tens of thousands people. Sanju was super busy, so couldn't talk to
him, Arnav's manager was in today and so he had to cover yesterday's ground as
well, so he was off limits too, I didn't even think about talking to Neeta, she
was off my list already, and besides them I didn’t know anyone. I had to do
something, I had to make friends, quick. 


And so, finally I mustered up the
courage and drew my cell phone out, got to talk to Ishika, I didn’t even tell
her that I was coming to Pune. But then how could I? She cut herself off and
set herself away from me. I looked for her number in the directory but it was
not there. And so I thought about calling Ashutosh, he must have his number,
although he had persistently denied that in the past, I got to take him in
confidence and convince him – so I started thinking like what was his thing,
his vice – that’d break him.


In the evening when Sanju and I
were taking a stroll through the colony road, I called Ashutosh who once again
refused to co-operate. I was frustrated-ly infuriated but Sanju took my mind
off, he asked me what that book I was writing was about. I really had no idea
so I just made something up, I told him it’s going to be a very simple story
and yet very bizarre something that would mystify people for years and years to
come, something which defines a generation, a new wave, thought provoking, baffling,
each time you look at it you’d see something new. And while I was talking I painted
in the air with my hands, with each stroke I brought to life a character of my
story, with each splash of the color their lives, there worlds were created, with
each rub of pencil sadness and happiness were chalked on their faces, and so they’d
continue to live with their mundane existence.


I would have gone on and on
creating every inch of the details of this world if not for the call that I
received from an unknown number "Hello…" the sweet, serene voice said
on the other end. She was calm, and I was cool too. Sanju asked me, why I was shaking.
“No, I am not” my trembling lips replied. There was silence on the both sides
before she spoke again, “Hello”


Her beautiful face re-appeared
across my eyes, she was laughing, she was running away from me with her long
flowing black hair swinging sideways. I was running toward her, a sun glowed
brightly behind her and I saw her only in flashes, appearing disappearing with
rays of light. She had broken the silence after such a long time. I immediately
knew my purpose, why I was in Pune, there was no doubt about it anymore. 


“We have to meet” I declared,
there was no time for chit-chat.


"How about we have a lunch
tomorrow?" I asked her. 


"Lunch?" she said,
"What are you saying?" She said, her voice clearly confused. My god
she didn’t know I was in Pune.


"I am in Pune, Ishika, don’t
you know?" There was a silence on the line for a minute, neither of us
spoke. I thought, she thought I was joking. 


"I got here on Sunday
night" 


And then followed a spate of complaints,
"You didn’t even bother tell me, you were coming" "You leave as
you please, you come as you please? Do I really matter to you?”


"I wanted to surprise
you" I tried to make up. But I knew it wasn’t the truth. I should have
said – “she wouldn’t care less”. She never answered my messenger pings or to my
constant emails. She distanced herself from me, and now she wanted me to inform
her? She must be crazy.


"You know you succeeded, I
am surprised, such an important thing and you didn’t feel like telling me"
She sounded really agitated. I decided to ask her again, "How about a
lunch tomorrow, I'll come to phase-2"


 "I wouldn’t be able to I am
super busy" She said "Rain check? I’ll give you a call" and she
cut the phone. It was not a complete loss at least I had her number now, I looked
at the number it was a land line. I called back on it but it was picked by the company
reception, she was calling from the office. I was confused, just as you must be
right now, I felt angst and despair of a hopeless man. 











I Begin


 


I wouldn't like to drag you in an
emotional melodrama but my father did suggest me to join our family business which
is the general store that he opened after his retirement from the accountant
job he held in the local degree college. He joked that my math was only good
enough for the job but not for a job. On the other hand my aunt didn't suggest
or request anything but insisted and even cried when I didn't bulge. I was
determined I had to start a new life, a life which involved no involvement of
my father. So, to tell you the back story in a back story I completed
graduation like an average surviving struggling Joe from an average school with
just enough grades to keep me in the hunt for a job. 


I shifted from open fields of Haldwani
to the narrow lanes of Delhi, being a fresh graduate and unemployed was
probably the worst job in the world. I remember, it was a pretty nasty summer
the mercury was about to break out of the thermometer. The guy who used to skip
showers even when going to college was now forced to shower twice a day, what a
heat the earth was boiling, as if earth’s core had come upto earth’s crust.


As I stood at a local bus stand near
the corporate Noida, I saw bunch of people walking by wearing a elegant tie on
a full sleeves shirt, a side leather bag in their hands, and an id-card hanging
around their neck. This is what I wanted to be - a proud employee, a bread
earner, a working class hero.


The frustration was getting on to
me, I couldn’t take this bare heat anymore, I was having difficult time finding
a job. There wasn’t anything that I did not do, I networked furiously everyone
in my college alumnus knew me by the irritating guy who keeps them calling. 


Meanwhile something completely
unexpected happened - I found this guy called Himanshu, we were travelling in
the same bus to Gurgaon from Haldwani, so I called him up. I remembered he had
told me that his cousin worked in some blah blah software firm, I told him that
I was coming to meet him at his Gurgaon office address. It was cloudy and
overcast but I had decided I’d go. After beating traffic and crushing crowd in
the DTC buses I finally reached his place, only to find that he was not there.
He left little early the guy from his office told me, I was disappointed, but
not angry, fate had something else in store for me. It started to drizzle when
I began to walk back, I was standing on the highway, looking ahead, waiting for
the bus to come, but it was only the rain which was coming. 


A thirty something guy was
walking by holding his handbag over his head and I don’t know why but couple of
guys around the street started pushing him, the guy was big and all but scared
as hell, maybe they had an old animosity. I was standing under a shed of a
motor shop, something just possessed me, believe me I had been a real coward
all my life, but at that instant some kind of energy just filled me in,
involuntarily I picked one of the big mechanic wrench and walked toward them,
my face was so stern as I would kill them. The two guys backed off a little
when they saw me, and then they just said something to the guy and left. I
watched him pick up his bag, he came over to me and thanked, I was not
interested in knowing what those goons wanted and neither did he had any
interest to explain me, he thanked me wholeheartedly and gave me his card and
left.


Out of my habit to call people I
called him the very next evening, it turned out he was on a business trip, and he
was as my luck turned out on a recruiting mission for his firm, they were
visiting campuses he told me. When I told him that I was looking for a job he
promised me that he’d do something to help me, I was little disappointed to
hear that frankly, come on the guy was on recruitment trip and I was a
candidate - a life saving candidate. I expected him to do much more than just
an empty promise, I forgot about him as soon as I put down the phone, and moved
to the next person on my list. But only a week later I got an email from a
software firm – hold on your breath – yes the mighty Corporation. I had
cracked it - I was invited for a written test coming Sunday.


I studied like hell for a week, I
bought books to sharpen my aptitude, I prepared for the written test which was
a sort of screening for the interview. The math made me feel like hammers
hitting on my head from inside. English was torture and all more confusing to a
non-native and non-convent school goer.


Finally, the Dday arrived and I
went to this school feeling all blue, and my worries increased many fold when I
saw a huge huge crowd - a sea of people. All this people are here to take the
exam? and here I thought I was someone special, the spell was broken.


Anyway so I took the exam it was
not that bad, I was prepared, I did like eight out of ten question correctly while
I attempted the other two questions anyway. After aptitude test there was a
test for English, which I was done in like half an hour, I submitted my test
and walked away. 


I slept under a tree on the big
playground while I waited for the result; the result had to be announced in the
evening. The noise woke me up, I checked my watch it was six-thirty already, I
went to the boards that were put near the main gate of the school, I waited for
people to leave. I went in when the crowd thinned out, some were crying, some
were joyous, I checked the first board and then moved on to the second and then
to the third, there in the third one my name was there somewhere around the
bottom. I had got in, I was not sure what to feel, and how to react, I was
standing numb. That night when I went back to my room, I couldn’t sleep much.


No wonder only one percent of the
candidates were selected from the written test which were then interviewed. A
week passed but there was no mail for the invitation to interview, ten days
passed and the misery continued. It was nothing unusual I thought and I resumed
my daily routine to go to the companies knocking at their door and distributing
my resume like fliers of a tele-brand. 


But as the luck had it the Lord
Ganesha was on my side and my interview was scheduled in some place in Delhi,
it was some cultural center in probably some diplomatic posh-est part of the
city. It was bit difficult to locate the place when all the lanes looked
exactly the same and there were no markers, I had to cover all the distance on
feet. 


After an hour of circling around
I finally reached the center, it looked like a tall building four-five storied.
I still had plenty of time before I was scheduled. I was hell nervous and badly
wanted to get rid of the butterflies. And what could possibly be better than to
smoke it out? I had earlier spotted a cigarette shop round the corner.


“A smoke please” I said to the
man sitting tight in the small box shaped shop. He stared at me for a good half
a minute, before handing me one. He didn’t ask me which one I preferred,
neither did I instruct him. To tell you the truth I never had a favorite - I
had never been a regular smoker. Any brand was okay with me as long it tasted
like burnt ash in my mouth and filled my lungs with balloons of smoke. I smoked
only to calm my nerves. The feeling of something worse inside me always took
away my fears and put me at ease. With each drag of the cigarette I knew I was
dying, what could be worse then, huh? 


To say that I was feeling nervous
would be an understatement – I felt terrible, perhaps worse. It was a big day
for me. I had an interview in few hours with one of the most prestigious IT
firms in the whole country. An organization where I only dreamt to work, it was
an opportunity I had been waiting all along. But it was an anticipation of the
unknown and a fear of success that worried me.


The drizzle had now turned into
rain, the sweet smell of earth had disappeared. I ran to my left to take
shelter under the tree near me. I was taking long drag and watching the world
go by. The traffic didn’t seem to stop, everybody was going somewhere. It
didn’t matter if that somewhere was or wasn’t worth going to.


“One Gold Flake” A voice
appeared, breaking the chain of my thoughts. It was soft, and it was carefree.
I got curious; it was a woman’s voice. “Sorry” the shopkeeper said, “I gave the
last one to sir” He said shaking his head toward me.


“Oh! shit” She said, irritated. I
wondered, what bothered her? Was it just a smoke or was it something else?


With short strides she paced
toward me, she wore a heel – not too high though. I was standing with my back
against the tree. I jerked my torso slightly. Was she really coming for me or
was she just looking for a shelter.


She felt no discomfort as the
rain drenched her. The short walk felt like a long track. She appeared to me in
slow motions, she leapt in the air, her hand rose to cover her head with the
book she was carrying.  One end of her yellow chunni fluttered in the monsoon
wind, and her bare skin flashed looking out of the wet, plain white kameez.


I was so lost in my study that I
failed to recognize that she was not standing just opposite to me. She had her
straight black hair tied back neatly, with a few strands which revolted and
decided to flow across her cheeks. Her eyes gazed sharply at me. She appeared
very simple and yet there was an air about her; something that you could only
feel, only if you were there.


“Do you mind sharing?” She asked.
I looked up at her spellbound, and she asked again, “Hey, could I bum your
cigarette?” 


 


I couldn’t say no. I looked at
her and smiled with all the sincerity in the world. I figured she had an
emergency of some sort and this was her fix. We all have a quick
fix that we need time to time to get over that moment of personal challenge.


I took a long puff and handed the
cigarette over to her, my gaze followed her as she took the cigarette and
pursed it between her lips. She took a quick first one and then when she went
deep, she coughed slightly. She stole a glance at me, and a smirk floated on my
face, perhaps she was just as accustomed as I was with the vice.


“So, what are you upto?” She
asked me forcing down her cough.


 “I have an interview, here” I
said pointing to the building.


 “Don’t stare at the big mole on
the lady’s face”


“I am sorry” I said.


“The interview? The lady doesn’t
like it” She replied.


“Oh, I am sorry you don’t look
like a candidate” I asked.


“Then what do I look like?” She
smiled cunningly.


“Hm, ah” I scrambled for a reply,
she completed caught me off-guard.


“Don’t worry about it, I am
messing with you” She said.


 “And btw do you know where do
the ducks go when the lake freezes up?” She left me wondering. 


Before we could talk further, a
light humming sound of a Toyota engine stole the show. She quickly distanced
herself from me, ditched the cigarette and started to walk. The car was so big
that it completely filled the entire scene that my eyes could picture. It
sported a silver-grey color, surely looked an imported breed. She jumped in with
haste. I waited till see disappeared in her chariot. I stood there as if there
was mysterious invisible force acting between us, acting against us, it was a
love doomed, it was an end from the beginning.


I got a glimpse of her looking
back through the window it was hard to forget that deserted look, her eyes
blank, and her lips quivered as if she was saying something – trapped.


I was shown the waiting room as
soon I reached the reception, all that waiting was not doing any good to me.
Clock ticked and I was the next one in the series to be thrown to the frontier
to gauge my abilities. I took a trip to the nearest washroom in-order to soothe
my nerves. I heard my name summoned couple of times and got a where-were-you
and I-am-the-boss look from the guy (the HR). After exchanging pleasantries
with the interviewers, both ladies, I took my seat at the line of fire. I
bluffed through my way during the initial questioning and remained calmed
during even the most craziest of the questions. 


Everything was going like a
dream-run but then came the dreaded question - “Where do the ducks go...” Only
if I knew, and how could I? I was no Holden Caulfield.


 


#


 


About a week passed and I was
back in Haldwani. A call from my father came - 


“What are you doing at home?
Naresh uncle’s son Ravi has got an appointment letter, go and check your email
“


“How can the results come so
early it’s just a week” I replied. I raced the old Chetak to the nearest cyber café.
I was looking at the blurry screen of a CRT monitor. The keyboard was hardly
typable and keys squeaked at every stroke. I clicked on the infamous ie which
expectantly took several minutes to open and by default loaded the MSN website. I reached to the email provider somehow and after thwarting off the
password-invalid problem I managed to get into the mailbox. Somewhere between
the millions of the spam mails - I saw one mail standing out, the subject read
- Result: The Corporation interview


I opened the mail with a heavy,
uneven breath. It said “We are sorry to inform you...” Everything else after
that was a blur, I couldn’t read a single word further. I was hugely
disappointed, there went my best chance.


 


#


 


Days went by and I slowly started
to recover from the shock, digesting the hard truth. Then a phone call came,
the person didn't bother to introduce himself but questioned me directly. 


“Where the hell are you? Today is
your joining date, what are you doing? ” 


His questions didn't seem to stop
and neither did the thoughts in my mind which sprung suddenly like mushrooms
after a rain I was in little shock who in the name of Christ was calling me,
and talking rubbish. I was to say something bad him, but my better judgment
told me to hold and listen. 


“I am sending you a mail send me
a reply on it in 15 min. Is that clear?“


“Yes, yes sir” I replied.


I prepared to go straight to the
cyber cafe without saying anything to anyone. My aunt shouted, “Where are you
going at 1 O’clock in the afternoon, I’ve served your lunch.” “No time for it, aunt”
I said as I hurriedly took out our family vehicle – Bajaj Chetak 1982 model. 


Tilted it and kicked it half a
dozen time before it finally gave up and started. I raced it as it reached its
top speed of thirty-five knots - it was the maximum speed at which all its
parts remained coherent and functioned as a unit to serve its ultimate purpose
of transporting human-beings. I put my faith on the scooter for one last time
as I had to cross a railway crossing in next five minutes. The cafe was on the
other side and I could hardly hold my nerves. It was race against time and I
saw the Phatak coming down as I approached closer, I couldn’t stop now, if only
I could speed-up a bit more I would get past. I did a bunch of integration and
differential calculations in my head and accelerated with the speed that was
required. I reached just before the barrier got down completely, but the
problem was I reached the no-man-land and not the other-side. I was stuck
between the two barriers, luckily there was enough space there for two of us -
a train to get past, and for a scooter to stand at a safe distance. 


I argued in vain with the guard,
who didn't blink raise the barrier. So, you see at such a critical time, one
has to improvise and so did I. I took my scooter ahead to the barrier and tried
to get past lowering down the scooter, it was difficult for one guy to achieve
such a feat but then few good men helped me along by holding the scooter from
the other-side while pushed it from here. Well, after much drama I got past and
zipped my way through the stopped traffic. I returned home in the next fifteen
minutes, and my aunt bombarded me with questions. I ignored all of them - just
like an ideal son - and broke her the news. She seemed overjoyed, but bit
worried as well. I had to leave soon, there was not much time as I had already
missed my joining date. 


The last day arrived, I felt
heavy partly with the emotions and mostly with the food aunt made me eat. It
was still not full fledged winter in Haldwani and we already had two rounds of
carrot halwa. Packing was really the difficult part, I had no clue what to keep
and what to leave behind. First went in the new pair of pant-shirts that father
just brought for me. My father always did shopping for me without even asking
me and frankly speaking I never minded that. 


My train was an early morning
Shatabadi at 05:30 and so I guess it was fair enough to try any means to wake
me up. A spat of nostalgia swept me of the beautiful times etched in my heart.
I never touched anybody’s feet in my life as a rule. But I did it for the first
time for I needed the blessing of my aunt. Father took out the old scooter for
one more ride, I was amazed at how this thing just went on and on without
giving up, marvelous piece of engineering. 


The streets were empty,
candescent lamps burnt here and there, the wind was chilly and bore a mist of
sadness. The train started moving slowly I waved goodbye to my father. I looked
out of the window hoping to catch the last glimpse of the city I grew in. The
train slowly gathered speed, everything looked blurry. Leaving Haldwani felt
unrealistic.











To Bangalore and back


 


I got down at Yashwantpur, a
station close to Bangalore, it was around 11 in the night, with a suitcase in
hand I looked for an auto. I thought about standing in the prepaid queue but it
was too long, and it was getting late for me. So, I hailed a regular auto from
outside and asked for the drop, three hundred rupees he told me flatly, I knew
I was being taken for a ride, but I had no choice. I wondered if it’s
something with the city or if he could read off my face that I am a supposedly
rich software engineer. And even if I belonged to the unfortunate category I
couldn’t possibly afford such an expensive transportation. 


So late in the night I had no
choice but to get into one. Just when I was about to get into the rickshaw I
saw one more guy approaching another rickshaw, there was my opportunity without
wasting a minute I went straight to him and fielded my proposal. Luckily he too
was going in the same direction, so we agreed for a split up 60:40 as my place
was little further. On the way I came to know he was a software engineer as
well working with Lehman Brothers, I thought it was quite impressive. I mean I heard
about it that it was one of the top investment banking firms. I had always been
puzzled with what they do in the office, sitting in front of computers in their
tiny cubicles, so I asked him what he did at the office, to which he replied in
one word – stuff! 


Stuff? Now what was that? He must
do something in the office beyond stuff-ing, why didn’t he just tell what it
was. I guessed he was either a very arrogant person or a very frustrated man. On
top of that I sensed he felt pity for me when I told him excitedly I too was
going to be a software engineer, I didn't understand at the time why did he do
so, if there was something wrong with me or anything wrong with the profession
that he himself was into. 


I would’ve probably asked him few
more questions but I got distracted, my mobile sprang to life. Its screen was
bit hazy (as I dropped it in a pool once) so I could not tell who it was on the
other side. I picked up the phone it was my college senior who was calling me,
he asked me where was I, I told him that the train was bit late and I would
reach soon. Veer was the only guy I knew in the city, it was a different story
though that I had never met him once.


Meanwhile the software guy told
me he was from Ajmer and was coming from a marriage, his own marriage, he had
taken three weeks leave but had to come back in one week only. 


“To do stuff?” I asked
rhetorically.


“Bloody, a-ole” He let out in
desperation, I assumed that the fondness was directed toward his superiors. 


“Where is your wife now?” I
asked.


 “At her parent’s place” 


I could read the sadness on his
face. I guess she couldn’t take it, in a week she realized what exactly it was
going to be like a software engineer’s wife. I imagined him writing letters and
sending postcards to his wife, his wife running after the postman’s bicycle
every day, his kids questioning his wife, “When will papa come? ” or maybe even
worse, “Mumma, who is my papa?”


He got out at some dark corner
and paid his share; he wished me luck and walked off. I turned around and
looked back but he had already disappeared in the darkness.


Auto dropped me at one of the
main roads but I didn't find it difficult to find Veer's place from there, BTM
layout apparently was very flatly laid out. When I gave the auto guy the money
he honestly refused it, I couldn’t understand why. Then he told me that the
other guy had already paid the full amount, he was not that self-absorbed after
all.


Out on the street a dog barked at
me, I looked back at it eye to eye, usually it works, but it didn’t work so I hurried
up, it followed me to a certain distance but luckily I got rid of it soon,
probably I had moved out of its territory. I asked a watchman the address and
without opening his eyes he raised his hand and pointed me in the direction -
it was just few blocks away.


I rang the bell and a tall dark
well built guy welcomed me though he was a college senior but I swear I hadn't
seen that guy before, really if I had I wouldn't have forgotten his face. He
had some personality, boy, the smile looked really gentle on his big face, and
it made him look humane. He showed me inside, really nice interiors, neat and
well organized place; nobody could guess it was a bachelor’s pad. There was
couple of more people in there, probably the roommates.


When I got up in the morning I
found Veer missing, he left early for the office. Nitesh was there, an IMT
Ghaziabad MBA after graduating from our college. I was glad to know that he was
working with my company as well, he took me for the breakfast to a nearby joint,
we ordered two sandwiches and a glass of juice each. 


I was supposed to report at 10 AM
so I left around 9 AM; Nitesh had told me I could come with him if I wanted but
he was leaving at 8 which I thought was too early for me, little did I know
about Bangalore and the traffic of great Hosur road. 


Turned out it took me about two
hours to reach office, to travel hardly a distance of forty five minutes. Later
someone told me I was quite lucky to reach office in two hours. I felt bad that
I was late on my very first day but I somewhat felt relieved when I found out
that there were few others like me too. At the main gate there was a long long
queue, it was then I realized that in Corporation you have to queue up for
every small thing. 


From the guy ahead of me I
learned that this indeed was a queue of new joiners, I signed some paper, posed
for the camera with a wide smile and a temporary pass was handed out to me -
Visitor it said. I felt really awful about being called a visitor, for God sake
I was an employee. 


We made our way through a series
of corridors and gallerias and buildings - in the end we reached what was
termed as ED, apparently a shortened name of education building. We then entered
in a big hall, there were already people in there, an assembly of 300-400
people or maybe more. A guy, probably an HR was standing at the podium working
something out on his laptop, honestly it was the time first time I saw a
laptop. Before that I had only heard about this amazing device and its
potential, a computer you can carry anywhere - imagine that! 


The guy lectured us how lucky we
were to be part of this amazing burgeoning software industry and a part of the
great Corporation, in his words we were the cream of the pie. I felt he was evoking
a feeling of patriotism for the Corporation he then played a song composed by
some lame ass musician. I felt that I had heard it somewhere. Where? I was not
quite sure but maybe from an old English band or some Korean music.


Afterwards the guy gave us a
bunch of documents to sign, they were all contracts and different legal obligations
we were bound to while working with the company. It was kinda like signing a
pre-nup to thwart-off a possibility of a bitter divorce. For one of the
documents he told us we had to get it notarized, I felt like this journey was
going to consists of a lots of firsts, I had no idea what getting notarized
meant but I knew I just had to find someone in the crowd who did.


And so went the first eventful
day at the Corporation, in the evening when I returned to the senior's place I
picked up my things and stuffed it in the bag and waved a goodbye to the boys.
I told them how truly thankful I was for giving me a place to crash and all the
hospitality and warmth they provided. Veer was cleaning his bike, a
Thunderbird, which didn't look like it needed cleaning, it was bright and
shining already. He said I can stay for as long as I wanted, I told him that I
have already got a place to stay. The company has provided me with a initial
stay at some hotel (I couldn’t pronounce the name as it was in Kannada) so I
would be going there. Nitesh arranged for an auto on meter which was well not a
really easy thing to get. I kept on looking at the meter for the rest of the
journey, the speedy increment of the numbers was pacing up my heartbeat, I was
on tight budget - I had to survive the whole month till the salary came.


In the hotel there were already
people there in the lobby, it was a kind of suite with 3 rooms, I was the last
one to enter, so naturally I had no choice in selecting the room, but then they
all seemed so similar. The roommate was named Sushil he was from Bhopal as far
as I remember he looked like a total prick, a guy small in height but big in
talking. I didn't like him and decided not to involve myself much with the guy,
I just gave crisp one word answers for everything he asked me. Just my luck he
didn’t take much interest in me neither.


The next day we were further
drowned in the sea of paperwork, our employee id was handed out, the guy called
out names and the ids, he told us that this id is important, from now on we
would be identified with our id and not names. My turn came and the guy called
out my name but I couldn't quite figure out what he said, the number was
confusing, so I got off my desk climbed onto the podium and asked the guy. 


"What is it? You can't
understand such a small thing?" Irritatingly the guy said.


"It was confusing, you
seemed like you are repeating the same number"


 "What was your name
again?" He asked.


 "I"


 "He looked up my name in
the sheet and said, 70707.


 ”Sorry?" I said. 


"7-0-7-0-7" He repeated
slowly. Palindrome! I murmured.


Later on a couple of bank guys
came to open an account and represented their respective banks; city bank told
us about this facility and that facility and how we can do everything online
including printing a chequebook on someone else’s name, it was some impressive
shit; then came on the Kotak guy who said they have very high interest rate and
they have this fancy auto sweeping facility where a/c is swept-off
automatically, that was impressive too; HDFC gave its presentation too – how they
can give home loans for constructing commercial properties; but I was curious
about Garib Bank he didn't say anything no blah-blah, no exaggeration or
adulation about his bank so I thought let’s talk with this guy who doesn’t
talk. I asked him what does he has to offer? And all he did was he handed over
a sheet of paper to me, I looked at it, it was an a/c opening form which I just
took and voila! the very next moment he handed me a readymade kit and told that
my account would be active by the evening. And thus I had an account with no
money by the day ended, I was a garib of the Garib bank – their perfect
customer. I was waiting eagerly for my first salary, like a bird waiting for
the raindrops in the summer heat; little did I know that most of it would be
evaporated before it reached the ground.


The next day we were divided into
two groups, long term and short term training batches, short term for the CS/IT
guys and long term for the rest of the branches. As every batch was given a
specialization our batch too was given specialization, I was hoping for
mainframe because someone told me it was old-gold and it couldn't be hacked. I
thought I would right a script or two and maybe I could bring down this
monster, who knows? I was just getting started, the possibilities were endless.


I got Open Systems instead, I
elbowed the guy sitting next to me and asked him what exactly what this open
system was, and he too didn't have a clue. Fortunately, we didn’t remain
clueless for a long time as the HR guy handed out a schedule handout; it was
the strangest combination of technologies I have ever heard - C++, VB, Unix,
and Pearl. I mean how can you put together VB with a group of Unix and C++? I
guess that’s why it was called open system as they were open to any weird
combinations. It was like cooking mix-veg for the dinner from the leftovers of
previous day. Mom didn’t want to throw it out, the children had to eat.


Later in the day we were put into
prof. comm. training, it was for us newbie to introduce to the office
communication and corporate etiquette, it sounded fun but it was hell boring.
We were told what was appropriate behavior and what was not, how should we
dress up and how should we not and yeah one anti-sexual refresher was held
where the only important thing to take away was that we could purpose or ask a
girl out twice and after that it'd be considered harassment, I noted everything
down carefully in a little yellow pad. Who would have thought at that time it
would serve me as the best of the knowledge the job had to offer, I’d go on to
use the system against the system. The only way to destroy a beast is to let
the beast destroy itself.


Soon it was the end of the month,
and everybody anticipated that salary would get credited but when it didn't I
asked the next guy whether he has received the salary or not, he too hadn't,
"Where's your bank account in?" was my next question. "Garib
Bank" He replied, "Garib!" I wondered if it was a problem with
the bank, and if the bank was called so only because they making they customer garib.
I shared my concern with him and so we went to see the HR, the HR guy told us
there was nothing to worry about, of-course he could say so it was our salary
which was not coming and not his. He explained that since we joined after the
15th we'd get it next month.


The day when the soft skill training
ended it rained, as if God was angry or something – Indra must be angry
we men folks were not meant to do soft things. It rained like something, on my
way back to the hotel I had to cross a streaming river of knee deep water. It
rained throughout the night and the water raised from knee deep to waist deep,
we trainees wondered among ourselves whether to go to the office or not, but it
was no college that we could mass bunk within minutes HR called and said that
there were some important session today that we needed to attend - the HR head would
be coming to deliver a session on some HR leave policies and after that we'd be
allocated our permanent desks. I put an extra trouser and shirt in the bag and
braved the water, I was hoping that it would somehow disappear like it did for
baby Krishna, but this corporate rat was in no luck and the miracle didn't
happen.


We got in the bus at the usual
timing, I went to the last seat and got rid of my PJs and wore the trousers, I
was hell conscious while I did that. I felt a girl at the second row took a peek
at my bare ankles. It took us forever to cross the Hosur road which was
completely paralyzed due to water logging, from the window I saw an alto
floating in the water, and a bald guy with suit and a neck tie was standing on
the roof, and a street dog swimming rapidly toward them trying to get onboard.
Would the poor dog finally be saved? The question remained.


When we reached office we came to
know that both the HR and the HR head were missing. They didn't turn up due to
the heavy rain. Immediately my imagination took a fancy and I imagined the HR
and his chief in a blazer and a tie but in shorts sitting on top of their car, rowing
with oars in their hands.


Finally after couple of days of
havoc the rain stopped and the situation normalized I got down with high fever
and my skin looked extremely pale. Nevertheless I went to the office it was our
first technical training Pearl that is, but in office too I felt to queasy to
attend to anything. So I went to see the company doctor in the break, the
doctor was an old man his head resembled a desert with patches of vegetation of
white hair here and there. He examined me worriedly and referred me to some
city hospital, I still had not received any salary so I rationalized it wasn't
anything serious and I would be okay in couple of days and I don’t have to go
to a hospital, and how mistaken I was. A day after, I woke up and peered into the
mirror, who’s that yellow alien I see? I called an auto and went to the
prescribed hospital, the nurse and the doctors were shocked to see me and at
once admitted me.


 











Welcome to Mysore


 


I was diagnosed with jaundice,
office was informed and my parents were informed, a thought came in my mind
that I wouldn’t survive. By the evening my condition deteriorated, I was
getting paler and paler, my heart barely seemed to beat. My only consolation
was the other guy lying next to me being fed upon the bottles of glucose, every
time he cried it made me feel better.


Couple of days and big-heavy-syringes-on-my-behind
later my condition improved and I finally said hello to the guy lying next to
my bed, he too looked like a jaundice guy. We bonded because our sorrows were
same.


"So what bring you
here?" I asked him. 


"The same thing that brought
you" "I came a day earlier than you" He told me. 


God! he had more experience than
me, I felt a reverence for him. "Sharma" He introduced himself as. He
was from Delhi, engineering graduate just like me, a software engineer wannabe
just like me. As there was no means of entertainment we told each fantastic
stories, most of them from the college days – like how we avenged ourselves
against the dean in a barbaric kambal thukhai, how they caught their
warden sneaking into the lady warden’s room and so on. There was something
about this guy, a lightness, perhaps an aura of simpleness - something which
welcomes you and hugs you tight.


 A few days later after he was
freed I was let go as well, back to Haldwani I went, since the doctor had
suggested a rest of month at least. I was worried, not because I was sick and
all but I may have to quit my job, I didn’t want that after so much of struggle
that I put in. Nervously, I shared my concern with HR guy and he told me that
how sorry he was and so sympathetic and all and then he added that technically
there is no sick leave but I could go on a loss of pay which should suit my
purpose. 


So, I went back home with Sharma,
we travelled together till Delhi and from there I boarded the bus to Haldwani, the
bus was kind of slow, but nevertheless I reached home, home sweet home, it was Haldwani
after all, the place I lived, the place I loved. My father was happy to see me
back she didn't seem to notice that I was looking bit different – yellow to be
precise, but my aunt was worried sick when she saw me. She treated me like a
puppy, and pampered me like a six month year old baby. All in all it was one
month well spent.


One fine day when I felt that I should
call off my holiday, I called the HR guy and told him that I wanted to join, he
told me that he'd get back to me on that. A couple of days later he told me
that I had to undergo the training from the beginning, I told him it was okay
as long as I didn't have to repeat those soft skill sessions, it was torturous
enough one time. I was elated when he told me that my joining location has been
changed to Mysore.


#


 


A guy was already sitting on my
seat when I boarded the Mysore Volvo bus from Bangalore Majestic station, I had
never been into a luxury bus before, I had always taken those roadways bus who
usually are as bumpy as the roads themselves on which they run, I thought they
were worth the money as they roller coaster you throughout the way, how boring
it was to sit in this giant bus which doesn’t even seem to move even when it
was making 120. 


The guy next window, I showed him
my ticket and asked him to move aside, he replied that the reason he was
sitting at the window seat was that he feels nauseatic during the journey. I
figured he was traveling in Volvo for first time too because I told him even if
he wanted to he couldn't threw out of the closed window. You should have seen
his face then, it was anemic and completely colorless. Anyway, so I settled
with the aisle seat, and closed my eyes, I imagined it’d be Mysore when I woke
up. As the journey progressed I realized the guy was worried sick about all the
things all the time. He told me that his joining was of yesterday, he thought
that the company may not like his unpunctuality and fire him. I told him he
needn't worry - nobody could fire him without first hiring him. He nodded and
felt relived for a second before going on another worry trip, “What do you
mean, I am not hired?” He asked barely able to put together the words. “I was
just joking” I replied, and closed my eyes.


The bus stopped at McD for lunch,
and we got off for something to eat, I was heading straight to the McD when he
poked me "Let's go this way" he said pointing at the small dhaba.
I looked at him doubtfully but he seemed convinced. I took a look at the menu
and I grew confused, everything was typical south-indian, he suggested me to
have lacha parantha and some different varieties of chatni,
I dared and took on the challenge and I must tell you that it was one of the most
delicious meals of my life, ever, period.


As soon as we got off on the
Mysore bus stand, autowallahas surrounded us, Softpro he said, I looked at him
puzzled this was not we were going, he defended,


"My cousin told me, he was
here in the training center six months ago, if you say the Corporation these
bastard autowallahas will rob you off" "anyway Softpro is just next
to our campus"


We hadn't gone even a km that my
cellphone rang, it was Sanju. Sorry yaar, he said, my TL gave me something last
minute, anyway where are you? Where am I? Good question. 


“I am approaching some circle”,
"pump house circle" auto guy said. “Okay just tell him to drop you at
Metagalli, I'll pick you up from there.” 


“Are you sure?" I asked "I
have got accommodation inside" 


“Just stay with me for couple of
days, for old time sake " 


“Yeah, I guess" I it's been
too long that I have seen you. anyway.” I replied. So I got down at metagalli
as planned, I spent half an hour waiting but he didn’t turn up, I called him
but he didn’t answer, tired I sat in a small restaurant and ordered some
nariyal pani, specifically I told him that I want one rich with malai, I
was so amazed to see that it only costed five bucks a piece in this part of the
country, and from where I came one was priced three times over. I waited for
half an hour more before he called up again, and after making some lame excuse
in which he continently shifted the blame on his TL he told me that he was not
coming. 


"What do you mean by not
coming?" This whole sleepover was a bad idea I thought. 


"I am stuck with something
urgent today, I have a client call going on, so I won’t be able to - " 


What the hell did that mean? client
call? I knew telephone call, nature’s call but client call? I assumed it was
something important or something awesome so I just answered,


 "What do I do then?"
He replied that I can directly go to his place, I can find the key at the back
of the house, under the latch of the water tank. I followed his instructions
and went to the place, more surprise was to follow, I came to know that he
lived underground, quite literally, his place was a basement actually. The
place was big though, quite a massive, two big bedrooms, one huge hall and one
drawing, kitchen too was impressive in size. 


In the evening too I couldn't
meet Sanju, he didn't call up and I didn't enquire either, I imagined that a
few months from now this would be me, I would be the labor working tirelessly
to finish off the day’s work. 


#


 


I was caught spell bound by the
magnanimity of the campus, I had heard it was big but not in my wildest of
dreams I expected it to be that big. I was standing in front of a huge metal
gate, no no no, very very huge metal gate. This was the same place where the
dream was born, I read it somewhere online that somewhere in the campus still
lied a small 10x12 shop which Mr. Reddy rented, it was like the gangotri of
this ganga where we all bath today. So, this whole campus thing is built around
that one small shop, it must be something special I thought.


The architecture of the buildings
that campus housed was astounding too, each one distinctively different from
another and yet strikingly similar in their spirit, I recall somebody had told
me that you can see initial of the founder from Parvati hill. I wondered what
would have taken to create such a marvel, the resources? The money? The vision?
The hunger? The dream?


The screech sound of the auto
rickshaw put a brake on my thoughts. There you go, a girl came out, I couldn’t
hear what rickshaw-wallah said, or what she said to him, but there seemed to be
a problem, so I put down my bag and went to her, just like any gentleman should
do, “anything wrong?” I enquired. 


“He’s asking for fifty bucks
extra” I tried to negotiate with the guy but he refused to bulge, his silly
argument was that the prices of petrol have just increased so she had to pay
extra. 


“When did it happen?”


 “While he was driving” she
replied. What the hell I thought, did he get the updates from a news app?


“Okay” I said “let’s take out the
luggage first” She had like two big suitcases which were like 40 kg each, god
what was she carrying? Material for making a missile? Or perhaps the standard
girl’s stuff - cloths and shoes, more cloths and more shoes. Anyway we took out
the luggage and started walking, thank god for the wheels that I was able drag
those suitcases, “come pick up my bag” I said pointing with my head, The
autowallah just looked at us trying to understand what was going on, don’t look
back I told her, she smiled for a brief moment. After getting inside the
campus, she waited at the security, I already had an id card from Bangalore so
I just went in.


I saw couple of bikes near the gate,
I grabbed one and fastened my hand bag on the carrier. I felt great when I
started pedaling; I haven't ridden a bike for a while. On my way I asked couple
of people for the direction to the hostel. I crossed a curious looking
building, it was under construction I was mystified by its architecture, it
looked like flattened elongated globe, more like a half ovaloid. I
wondered what they were upto. By now I had started wondering whether the
company I had joined was a technology firm or an architecture one. I couldn’t understand
the founder’s obsession with all that quirky buildings.


I knocked on the door of room 188
the room that was allocated to me, someone was already there, so I just prayed
that he did not smoke and he did not eat non vegetarian and also that he did not
talk too much. I wished for someone just like me and there he was none other
than the great tension baba standing in front of me half naked wrapped
around in a towel and wearing a thin white vest.


I looked around the room, it was
a decent room, infact much more than a decent, a big LCD TV, an air-condition
and a comfy looking bed. I looked at the clock on the wall, I had no time to
settle down, I was already running late for the orientation. Tension Baba was
almost ready to leave, I decided against taking shower, which was you know
kinda of bad (smelling) decision considering I didn't take a shower last night
as well.


I met the co-ordinator at Studera
building, the place resembled something from roman era, he told me to go
straight to some meeting, I knocked on the door once and opened the door
slowly, what laid ahead was a huge classroom. I hadn’t seen something like that
before, heck! I did not even imagine such a place. I could see rows and rows of
tilted heads as far as my eyes could see. I looked around and I found an empty
seat next to some girl, I smiled at her and asked for a pen and a paper (girls
always carry spare pen and guys never do, so that they can ask them), she tore a
leaf from the middle of her notebook and gave me a purple sparkling pen. I
noticed the presentation on the white board it was about Java servlets, I was relieved
to find out that I was in java stream. After the lecture I didn’t know what
next to do or where to go so I followed the wave of the people which took me to
another room few corridors down. It was a huge lab, with rows and rows of
computers stacked, again I followed the same strategy and sat on a chair which
was empty, couple of minutes later a guy came to me and claimed the seat, I
suddenly felt like an alien being, dropped amidst the ocean of humanity, I was
not befriending anyone and nor anyone was eager to do so. I was surrounded by
thousands of people and yet I felt a tinge of loneliness creeping inside me.


I got up and I waited till
everyone sat down, then I looked for an empty spot, there were still plenty, my
mind was confused I didn't want to sit on one already occupied. I was still
mulling over my dilemma when a guy barged in, apparently he was from Training. He
pointed at me and asked "why are you standing?" I told him that it
was my first day and I had not been allocated a place. He opened an excel in
his laptop, what was your name again he asked me. Then he scanned the sheet for
my name and replied K37. "K37" I shouted. A girl raised her hand, a
hand among the heads.


A minute later I was at the desk,
I was somewhat surprised to know something I didn't notice so far, we shared
the same computer. She introduced herself as Neeta.











Lunch with Ishika


 


For the lunch I went by myself,
the canteen was overflowing, people like flies were swarming all over. The
floor was so huge that it could host a football game; tables and chairs were
arranged in a neat grid and in a far corner food was being served.


I bought a meal for myself and
started looking for an available table, it was as difficult as finding a speck
of gold in a californian dirt mine hundred years after the gold rush.


I saw an outline with its head
bent over a table, eating alone, lost in thoughts. In an instant I knew who it
was, she was the girl I met at the gate the other day. I took a deep breath, pepped
talk myself - ‘Be Confident’ - and took my plate and went over to her
table. Without asking I took the chair opposite to hers. She raised her head to
see, then tucked her hair under her ear and smiled.


There was little you could deduct
about her from a distance, her appearance reeked simplicity. She was wearing a
cotton salwar – a cool mix of white and turquoise colors, with a dupatta
poisedly placed over her shoulders. The white in her dress was
glistening as bright as the glow emanating from her face, she was wearing no
make-up I could tell. The lips looked pale but were immaculately smooth which
was surprising given the hot sultry weather outside. Her neck was bare, no
jewelries and so did her fingers or hands, no rings, no stupid bands and
bangles. If I could put everything together in one statement I’d say, she was
truly beautiful minus the show-off.


"Eating alone?" I
asked, it was a stupid question but I was nervous, I needed an incebreaker and
this was all I could come up with.


She squinted her eyes, I felt terrified
of her gaze, that awkward moment in which she tried to judge me. “Hi, I
remember you” She bounced back quicky. “Thanks for the help the other day.”


"How's your first day coming
along?" I asked her. 


"Well, it’s kind of not what
I expected." "They are making us fill all kind of documents" 


“Tell me about it” I said
smiling, I knew the whole drill having already experienced it once myself. One
wise communist once said - that paperwork is the new tool of capitalists, what
they couldn’t do with their empty promises they did by entrapping the commoner
under the weight of legalities.


"How about you? Doing the
same thing?" She said. 


“Oh me? My batch has already
started” I replied. She gave me a surprised look, she needed an explanation. I
told her the long story which I didn’t want to tell initially because then I
had to tell her everything specially the embarrassing – I-turned-into-a-little-yellow-alien
part. It wasn’t that I couldn’t resist her inquisitive self but it was that I
wanted to talk, she somehow made me feel all bit talkative, and so I spoke and
spoke in great length.


In the end when I was done and fully
exhausted she blinked and asked me a weird question, something that I couldn’t
comprehend, "You really don’t remember me?”


I looked at her dumbfounded, her
eyes were glinting. She answered her own question, 


"You don't!"


I was confused, what in the name
of God she was talking about? Did I know her from somewhere?


My mind raced through the jungles
of amazon and ever shifting dunes of sahara and the depths of pacific and the
barrenness of ... of poles, and my mind it just, it just went on, it whirled
and whirled all around the world where I could possibly place her or place her
with me, no she was not famous that I should know her, nor it was that we could
have met. Maybe I glanced her in the crowds of the Mumbai local or the Delhi
metro or crossed her on the Hawrah Bridge or bumped into her in the bustling
streets of Chennai, or we maybe we were just figments in somebody’s dream.


Who was she? How did I know her?
The questions just keep on pounding and pounding like an elephant banging
against a super strong JK wall, with neither of the two willing to let
go. I was silent for what seemed like a long long time. 


The conversation drifted around
we talked about few things and she asked me,


“What do you like to do in free
time?”


  I told her about my obsession
about writing, even though in my entire lifetime I had written only a short
story, it was a story about a guy who goes around boasting how passionate he
was about writing, even though he had written only one short story in his
entire life time. The story was a about time traveler who kills his past self
accidently, but instead of disappearing by virtue of grandfather paradox, he
survives and becomes an anomaly, an anomaly in time. He could float through
timelines, pasts and futures, he could go to the beginning of time and see
universe being born out of singularity, he could go to the end of the time and
experience as the universe collapses back into the singularity.


Her eyes were lit with a fire of
curiosity, “Can I see it sometime?” She said. 


“Sure, and I have one more that I
am working on”


 “Tell me all about it” She said.


“It’s nothing, even weirder than
the first one” I replied.


“Story” I murmured, indeed I was
looking for a story, a perfect one, something that’d capture the spirit of
life, a tragedy, and a passionate love.


“I wrote a story about a ten year
boy who slays an evil fire breathing dragon, but the story doesn’t end here, it
only opens a door to an endless battle between good and evil” 


“What happens then?” She asked
curiously. 


“Then, after many years, the
child of the dragon kills the boy”


 “That’s awful” she was genuinely
shocked. 


“The story is not over yet, and
then the son of the boy grows up and kills the dragon’s child” “You see where I
am getting?”


 “Looks to me an infinite loop” She
giggled, “syntactical”, she corrects herself, “no, logic error”. We both let
out a light laugh. 


Where did I hear that laughter before?


“Hi Ashutosh” She said to the guy
standing with the lunch in his hands, he was obviously looking for a place to
sit. He was a short guy wearing a pale blue shirt and khaki trouser. I got up
and excused myself, “I have to run, class in ten”


I added her on the communicator
and waited for her approval. After I came back from Advance Database class, I
saw her online. I opened the chat window placed my fingers on the keyboard, and
then I thought about it, what should I write, how should I open; and then a
thought crossed my mind – why was I thinking so much, why was I feeling that
nervous tingling energy running through my spine.


 


#


 


Days went on and we got entangled
in the training, I completely forgot about Ishika until the day... she pinged
me on the communicator. She was in trouble she said and needed my urgent help.
I promised to help without actually asking what ailed her. What a stupidity it
was, if I had known what she’d ask me to do I would have refused her right then.



She called me in the board room on
the third floor, I skipped the Oracle class to see her. Boy, I was excited, and
kinda nervous too. I wondered what she demanded of me, it was definitely
secluded part of the company, was she in some kind of trouble? Or did she want
to get into some kind of trouble? My day dream was broken when I saw Arnav already
there. I knocked on the door three times with my knuckles; he opened the door
for me and then bolted it again.


She was looking quite ravishing
in the combination of green salwar, white kameez and saffron
dupatta and it took me a bit to understand what it meant – Tiranga! 


“Get dressed” She declared throwing
me a set of kurta payjama. It was something new to me I had never
worn cloths like these before. It was a set of golden brown kurta and light
yellow payjama. I went to the washroom and changed, I couldn’t recognize
the person I saw in the mirror. 


“Look at you” She said whistling.
I was little embarrassed by her rodeo comments. “Ghodi chadney key liye
tayar”


“Alright, alright” I said. “I
look stupid, so don’t embarrass me any further”


“Thank you for doing this, means
a lot” “We were couple of guys short, and needed a replacement urgently, you
two saved us“ 


I was pretty sure, the other guy
was trapped like me too.


“What’s going on? “ I said,
claiming innocence, “What do I have to do?” 


“We have to give a performance on
this Independence Day”


“Oh, my god” I mumbled, “What did
I get myself into” So, it was a dance performance, and on top of that it was a
group dance performance where we have to synchronize out movements while
thousands of eyes peered at us, passing judgment. 


“I can’t do this, dancing is not
my strongest of the suits” 


“You’ll be fine, we will do
enough rehearsals” 


“Dancing is not the only thing, I
get very nervous in front of people” “I don’t like the idea of people watching
me doing some silly stuff”


“Oh, you are not going to be the
only one, we all will be sharing the stage, it’s a group performance. Please,
please you have to say yes.”


I looked at her and I thought if
I wanna blew up the only chance with her.


“Where do I sign up?” I said
enthusiastically.


She smiled and replied, “I will
breeze you through the routine”


I started trying to match her
steps awkwardly, my body couldn’t co-ordinate. Harder I tried, faster I failed.
“No, not like this” She took my hands in hers, her hands were very cold. I felt
a surge run through my body. It was a feeling I never had before. I let my
hands loose while she showed me how to move them. She moved with a perfect
grace, with her hands and legs and whole body in one tandem motion.


 


#


 


Independence Day came, and the
whole sitting area was filled upto the brim. We were backstage waiting for our
turn. Some awards were being announced, chief guest was a reputed local IAS
officer who had earned a name for himself in the honesty circle. A few
minutes later we were on the stage and I looked ahead at the audience. They
were waiting for the performance of the day. I froze then and there, I could
hardly breathe. Ishika looked at me and winced, “You’ll be fine”. We were to
perform for about four minutes but those minutes seemed like four hours. 


I was not convinced. My legs were
shaking. My only hope was that audience would think it was a part of the
performance. The time flew, I had forgotten all the moves and two days of practice
was gone down the drain. I fumbled to follow others throwing the whole
performance out of sequence. I consoled myself - maybe they would think this
was some kind of parody act. 


The last routine was to run
forward with the flag held over our heads. We grouped ourselves into two parallel
lines; I was in the front of one of the line, while Ishika was in front of the
other. There was a slight miscalculation, it was no one’s fault in
particular but a collective responsibility. We were standing at the back of the
stage and we were supposed to run f0rward waving the flag high. I didn’t see
it, Ishika knew and she signaled me with her eyes. I couldn’t read what she
meant. It was dark and I was so engrossed in the whole act, that I overran the
stage, I should have counted my steps – this was the plan. So, I had a free fall
and I landed right on one of the honest dignitaries of the function. It was
hilarious, but for everyone else.


Ishika didn’t speak to me
afterwards, I couldn’t blame her. I didn’t give anyone a chance to catch-up
with me, I slipped away discreetly and locked myself in the room.


 I sobbed and sobbed and very
soon ran out of the tissues, the tears didn’t stop, the room started to flood.
I was drowning in my own sorrow. I couldn’t breather anymore, the salty water
filled my lungs. I was floating over my body, I saw my body going still. It
didn’t hurt. Nothing hurt any more.











That First Date


 


For the extra long weekend of the
October first week Ishika, Arnav and I were left alone, without plans. We for
our own reasons were not traveling back to our home. For me, it was quite far
and involved back breaking traveling - Mysore to B'lore, B'lore to Delhi, and
from there 7-8 hrs bus journey to Haldwani, it was surely not worth it. Then
there was Arnav who didn't want to go because I was staying and he thought without
any friends he would get dead bored at home. As good as his loyalty was toward
our friendship, the problem was, I actually wanted him to go as I was hoping
for some lone time with Ishika, but well that didn't happen. That’s why friends
are there for, to screw you up.


 For couple of days we fooled
around the campus, we took the dip in the pool, did bowling to our heart's
content, and tried our hands in tennis – there was practically no one out there
– it was as if we were running around in a ghost town. Since there was hardly
anyone around we were free to hang around wherever we wanted. It felt like we
were in some kind of holocaust where there are heaps and heaps of abandoned buildings.
I admit it had always been my fantasy to move around and explore the abandoned
structures, they had certain kind of draw that secretly appealed to my
subconscious. I even dreamt sometime that I was in a post apocalyptic world
where all the humanity had been wiped out due to a deadly virus or something;
and I am moving through cities, cities with no life but only smoke rising
through chimneys of the dead households. I see myself picking up stuff from
un-operated stores, filling up gas in my car without watching the meter,
barging into the empty buildings and just sitting and waiting… 


Don’t you wonder how closed our
society has become that we have come to the point where we have to imagine it’s
destruction in order to unshackle ourselves from the chains that holds us back?
Can’t we just be what we are, and do what we want to? Is it that easy or is it
too hard to accomplish? Why have we constrained ourselves? Why have we erected
those invisible fences, from which neither can we cross to the other side nor
can anyone come to this side?


We three were seated in the food
court where there were no queues, when Ishika said, "I feel kind of bored,
there is no one to talk to and nothing to work on" 


"I too kind of liked it more
when people were around" Arnav replied. I nodded without sharing how I
actually felt about it all.


"There's still whole damn
week left" "What do we do?" Arnav said. "You know what
let's go somewhere for a trip" Ishika suggested. “A surprise trip” We
looked at each other.


"Kerala" The first word
that came to my mind, I suggested. 


"Kerala?" Arnav asked
jumping back.


"Cochi is an amazing place I
have heard, culturally and visually rich" "And there are beautiful
scenic beaches too" 


"Ha ha, Kerala" Arnav
laughed. "Are you out of your mind" He said. 


"No, I am not" I said
with a serious tone. 


"I know there's a direct
train to there" 


"And how do you know
that?" 


"Karthik told me, he went to
Trivandrum from here" I pause, "So, I say we pack the bag
tonight" "And hit the train tomorrow" 


"What about reservations?"
Ishika asked. 


“What? You too are listening to
his blabber” Arnav said.


I thought for a moment and
replied, "We'll figure that out at the station?" "What do you
guys say?" I asked smilingly. 


"You know… you sound
absolutely crazy" "but I donno why I too wanna do this" "I
liked it when you say we will figure it out" 


"Pack light! Just one
sack" Arnav suggested.


We went back to our room and I
stuffed in bag with only what I thought was absolutely essential - contact lens
with solution, two pair of undergarments, toothbrush, and paper soaps and so on.



So at five in the morning we met,
with our bags on our backs we were looking like typical tourists. We caught an
auto and went straight to the station, fortunately or unfortunately we reached
just ten minutes before the departure of Mangrove express, the queue to get the
ticket was quite long so I asked Ishika if she could use her lady charms to get
us one, she refused on the moral ground. She said it wouldn't be an appropriate
thing to do. I told her that if she didn't do it we had to go back to the campus,
did she want it? 


She shook her head and went
straight to the guy who was standing at the second position, it was some forty
something uncle and I was not sure he would fall for her, but he did. In just
five minutes we three had the general class ticket, journey was long, and we
had no idea how we were to do such an arduous travel on a general ticket. So, I
came with a suggestion I suggested that we'd get in the AC class and sit there,
she would probably get a seat and we too had a possibility if we enacted a
poor-and-miserable-college-student act and played the empathy card properly.
Both of them liked my idea, at least they saw an opportunity to find a place,
back there in general we had no chance. So, we boarded in to the AC, just a
minute before the trained honked and the TT showed the green flag. Slowly it
started to sink in, we were going to Kerala, God's own country and God only
know what will happen.


After about half an hour TC came,
he asked for the tickets, and we got bit nervous. Anyway I showed mine,
"General!" he exclaimed. We were unprepared and didn't know what to
say. He checked all of ours tickets and frowned when he found out we all had
general tickets, "Nonsense, you kids" "You have general tickets
and you are travelling the AC class" 


Arnav took hold of the situation
and told the TT, "We three are brother and sister, our father is unwell
and we are on our way to see him" 


"Your father?" 


"Yes, he's diagnosed with
leukemia"


Leukemia! How in the name of Jesus
he came with that, couldn’t he has said anything else? Something milder,
perhaps.


 "Oh!" TT said,
lowering his bickering tone. It worked, the shit worked! That was, I have to
say, quite unexpected.


"You should have told me
earlier" TC said.


 "We thought it'd be
inappropriate to take advantage of our situation. So we didn't" 


Suddenly, he changed his tone,
"What do you take me for?" "An idiot?" 


"Sir, sir you are getting
angry unnecessarily" Arnav said, "Here-" He slowly slid a fifty
rupees note to the TC, he got even angrier, "You are trying to bribe
me?" 


"No Sir" I replied,
"Just asking to co-operate with us" 


"I know all your tricks, you
people deliberately take general ticket and then make excuses and get into
AC" 


"No, sir it’s nothing like
that, we are speaking the truth" Arnav pleaded. 


"You look like a decent
person among them, you come with me" He said to Ishika, who was standing
mum so far. 


"Yes sir" She replied.
A couple of minute later she came back alone. 


"What did he say?"
Arnav asked worriedly. 


"He is asking for three
thousand bucks" 


"Three thousand?" Arnav
exclaims almost jumped from his seat, his eyes ready to pop out of the socket. 


"Yes, one thousand for
each" She added. 


"That's a lot of money"
I said. 


"He wouldn't bulge, pay the
fine or settle with this, he said" 


"Damn you, it was all you Goodman
idea, you moron" Arnav said losing his control. I gave him an agitated
look. 


“Let’s go to a random place, on a
big adventure” “…adventure my foot” He said mocking me.


"At-least don't swear in
front of her" 


"It's alright" She said,
"Not your fault though, maybe we should have taken AC waiting tickets
instead" 


"Now what?" I said
sitting on the side berth. 


"He said he would be back at
in half an hour, you gotta decide by then"


 "What's the fine?"


 "I don’t know, must be
pretty steep, it's almost like we are traveling without a ticket" I added
thinking.


 Tension rose, sparks flew. Arnav
went for a walk and Ishika and I slid down on the LB seat we were holding, I
looked out at the changing scenery, dry lands were all I could see.


After some time Arnav came back
from the walk, and told us that TC was on his way, he was checking in the last
coach. Meanwhile, we were about to reach a town, signs of civilizations
visible. The train then slowed down, not surprisingly, must be giving way to
some superfast. I picked up the bag as soon as the train made a halt, and I
told them, “I know what to do” “We are getting down on this station that was
our only way out.“ I don’t know why I said that it was our only way, maybe I
was getting little crazy. Ishika didn’t move from the seat and I literally pulled
her by her wrist. "Come with me fast" Arnav was watching drama unfold
still undecided which way he should go.


So we got down at a random place,
apparently neither of them were very happy and nor was I, but I thought on my
feet and got us out of the mess. So, we walked out on the shitty tracks (quite
literally) and hit the nearest road. What now was the question that lurked on
our faces, and we knew the answer very well, we would have to get back to the
place we started from - Mysore. So much so for our adventure. We had no clue
where we were at the moment but we estimated the place would be an hour or two
away, we had not gone that far from the Mysore city for sure. We asked a local
from where we can board a bus and he pointed us in the direction which was not
that far, we walked over to the bus stop. There were only two buses there - one
going to Hosur and other going to Mysore. Without saying a word to each other
or without posing any question to the conductor or driver we moved on. Soon
after the bus started, a person got on to a microphone and stood near the door,
he addressed us as - “hello passengers” “welcome to royal travels hope you enjoy
your tour to Mysore, then he started giving introduction about Mysore, it's
history – king, queen, slaves and stuff, it's culture and heritage. I looked at
Arnav in wonderment, "What in the name of heaven is going on!" 


It took us more than 2.5 hours and
a full Kannada movie which was playing in the video coach to reach Mysore. We
assumed he'd drop us at the bus stand but instead he took us on another route.
"This looked like some kind of zoo" Arnav said. "It is zoo!"
I elbowed him back. Ishika was silent all the way through and I was really
worried about that, she might be holding up an active volcano inside of her
head for all I know, if only she was not engrossed in the movie starring a fat
45 year old hero – with moustache of-course. I did not bother her, I haven't seen
her angry before and I definitely didn't intend to now.


"What's wrong?" I asked
her, she was sitting one seat ahead, she said nothing. It was that point when
the guy got on the mic. again and told everyone about the zoo when I figured that
this might be a - Mysore darshan bus. Gosh, disaster. Ishika suggested
that we were in it already so we might as well go with it – at least for the
sake of our random adventure thing. I wanted to stop but then I realized it was
me who actually started this whole thing, so I shut up.


No offence to the zoo or to the
animals in it, but I had no interest in going in. Both of them however went in,
I watched them from outside as they took the ticket and deposited their
belonging, and then Arnav realized I was not going so he came back and handed
over all the stuff to me, it certainly saved them a few bucks. Anyway, they
went in and I roamed around impatiently outside, there was this giraffe that I
saw from outside, it was sticking its neck out of the boundary to feast upon
the leaves of the green tree, a baby giraffe was nearby too. Papa Giraffe was
doing all the hard work, plucking the leaves and giving to the young one, and
the young one was looking at a distance to a group who were just running around
and having fun. 


I watched them for like half an
hour or so, till the duo came out. I asked them how was it, they were
particularly excited they just said okay. I asked them to ask me how was it. Ishika
said, "What was, how was it?" 


"Just ask me" I
replied. So she asked, and I replied "Amazing". She looked at me
doubtfully whether I have gone crazy or lost my senses. It was they who went
inside for the tour, and here I was who chose to sit outside - so boring.


Then I told her about the live
national geography channel on which I watched a beautiful documentary on the
lives of giraffes. Boy, they were all envious...or maybe they pretended...to
make me feel good.


#


 


"Let's just stop right here,
I am in no mood of having a sodden trip of this godamn city. Let's get back to
our hostel" Arnav declared. 


Ishika looked at us and then
finally said something, "I don't wanna go back to that forsaken
place" “Not a soul to talk to-“ 


Arnav and I looked at each other,
we knew we can't risk an argument with her. She started walking and we picked
our sacks from the bus and followed her. We entered a small restaurant, and ate
mouthful and heartful of curd rice and onion uttapam. She asked something from
the guy at the counter while she paid for the lunch and we waited at the door. "Where
to?" I asked. 


She took us on a five minute walk
and stood still before a bus, it was a darshan bus as well, but a different one
- Ooty Darshan one. Ah! finally we knew what or rather where she wanted! It was
a minibus and probably we were the last passengers who replaced probably some
lost passengers. We got seated on the last seat, which honestly was not great
place for my bum to put on a hilly ride, but well we had no choice. It was
already around dark and it grew slightly chilly as the bus started its climb. I
had drunk a lot of water in the lunch and I strongly felt like peeing but the
bus just kept on going, kept on going.


 After about two hours or so or I
don’t know how long they stopped for a break, I got down, they too, but I was
too busy to talk to or anything, I was looking, searching for a place to get
relieved. After I was done I came back and asked them if they wanted coffee I
could get them, they looked at my hands and said no. The shop was at some
distance a little uphill, but anyway I walked, I needed a jolt, I walked
briskly. It was a small village shop just like any other you would have seen, I
got my hands around the steel cup and sipped slowly – all my senses opened up
at the same time, it felt like I was gonna die. I heard my name being called a
couple of times I felt, the affect was hallucinogenic I guess. The guy at the
little shop told me about the brew – I seriously did not know anything about
coffee before and he proudly informed me that it was a product of his own
plantation. I fucking loved the guy and his damn coffee. 


He said, that we don’t realize
that most of these farms were taken over by the big firms, or rich farmers, who
could employ hundreds or thousands, the guy told me that almost everyone in the
village works in those farms, his own father too pushed him, but he never gave
up, it was he thought best to work for himself, he can never find that joy
being someone else’s cattle. I felt sad for the guy. And for the first time I
really thought about it, what am I doing here? In the name of job and security
I am letting someone else be the master of my destiny, I was merely being a
puppet in someone else’s show.


I was lost in dreams when I saw
something moving in the distance, it seemed like that the bus was leaving, no!
wait! it was actually leaving, I held my coffee cup tight, and I sprinted
toward it half-heartedly. I knew I couldn’t reach it, I shouted but the bus
didn’t slow down. And so I gave up, and enjoyed the rest of the coffee taking
longer and slower sips, I was no longer just drinking it, I was actually
feeling it inside me as it took turns in the tubes, the rich aroma filled my
senses, I could almost see the guy working in the fields, plucking the berries.
The coffee guy from the behind shouted, I slowly walked back to return his
glass, he must have been terribly worried about it. "You coffee has
magical affect, "One more" I said. He smiled and filled a larger
glass this time. "One for me, too" said the voice behind me. I turned
around to see, who it was.











That First
Date Part 2


 


And so I turned around to see who
it was, not so surprisingly it was Ishika, I was little surprised to be honest,
she left the bus for me. "What are you doing here?" I asked her.
"Well I just wanted to taste the coffee that held you back" “It must
be something!” She added. Ha, ha! I laughed and gave her my cup, she took a sip
without an iota of hesitation.


For a moment I wondered whether
this was real, or whether I was inside a typical mindless romantic movie where
everything characters did was filtered through the lens of love and destiny. I
think a reasonable guess was that she was worried about her friend with no
Kannada skills getting lost in a remote Karnataka village. There wasn’t more to
be interpreted here, just a platonic relationship between two individuals.


It was getting darker and we had
to move on, the coffee wallah was nice enough to help us arrange a ride, the
jeep guy was going to a small village from where Ooty was not far, we had to
reach ooty in time before it was completely dark. I had that in mind, when I
asked him he told me that the small village was like forty five minutes away
and then from there ooty at best half an hour, I felt confident, we could still
make it to the bus.


The journey was picturesque as if
we were two souls splattered vividly on a colored canvas. And the memory of it
was one of those that I cherished for long long time, beautiful green hills,
cool wind gushing through our faces, kids running around, jumping in front of
the jeep every now and then, and a thousand hues of blue decorating the skies.
"Why didn't Arnav stayed back?" I asked Ishika. 


"No, Arnav said he’ll
arrange a hotel or something in case we two get late" 


"Smart thinking" I
replied.


So around seven we reached, that
small place, it was already quite dark not pitch dark as there was a good
moonlight and stars were out there too, but still it was dark enough to make
you worry if you are stuck in an unknown place. We sat on a small bench near
the junction from where we could get a ride, that’s what local told us. Half an
hour went by like that but we couldn't find any ride or anybody going to Ooty.
I looked around for a small hotel or for an inn, but nothing, we were now
completely stranded. 


"Now what?" I asked
myself aloud in exasperation.


“Maybe we should walk” Ishika
said. She was a brave girl I knew, but situation demanded that we keep calm and
don’t do anything irrational.


“Nah, it’s too far away to walk
at this hour of the day” She corrected herself.


"Having some trouble?"
the man put his hand on my shoulder; it was the same coffee guy, how’s that for
coincidence? Immediately I felt an eerie feeling creeping in, is this guy
stalking us? I looked at him mutely, in my mind I was doing all kind of
calculation, probability, permutations, combinations to figure out the odds. I
was just thinking and thinking and probably would have been frozen with my
inner self churning itself out, if not for Ishika who judged the situation and
replied, 


"Hi, there. We can't find
anything to go to Ooty and there is no hotel, nothing to stay here" 


"You don't worry madam, you
people are like our guests, coming to our country" I observed his face, he
looked genuine, he was speaking from his heart, the reading on my BS meter
displayed a zero. 


"You should come with me, my
place is nearby" "Tonight you stay for us, and tomorrow you go"
he added. I smiled at his usage of English, and continued to keep quiet.


 Ishika replied with a big
"Yes, Thankyou for you help" I was silent, I only imagined, I
imagined about drinking all the coffee I could from the pitcher he kept at his
cellar in the basement.


It was a small cottage with two
rooms in the ground floor and one in the first floor, around his cottage were
the gardens, the land was not much but enough for one family to survive. He and
his wife served us with the excellent local food – it was much simpler, no oil
and less spices, after the food they showed us the room upstairs, the problem
was there was only one bed, although it was bigger but still not enough for two
people, and of-course there was no couch. It was turning out to be a typical
rom-com setting. Guy and girl left stranded in the middle of nowhere, helped by
a stranger to get a place to stay for the night. The place is small and there
is only one bed, and …


Now I think about it, that night
could have gone a million different way. We could have ended in one bed with
remorse as an after-product, possibly ruining up our friendship forever. Or,
the physical intimacy could have led into a bond of spiritual intimacy. Or, nothing
would have happened but an awkwardness would have grown leading us to go
further and further away. Or, she …


I had to choose a path and before
she could say anything, I offered myself out. "I'll go out" She
watched me leave, and smiled and said, "You can sleep on the floor, it’s
cold outside" I knew but I wanted to feel the air around me, I wanted the
night sky to be warmth, I wanted the crickets to sing me to sleep and I wanted
the birds to wake me up.


 I picked up a blanket, bedding
and a pillow and somehow carried them altogether. 


“Hey where are you taking them?”
She fired-off.


“Well if I were to sleep on the
floor, I need this stuff”


“I am not sleeping on this wooden
board” She said pointing to the bed which was stripped-off of its novelties.


I took the mattress and the
blanket and spread it on the porch. I'd admit my knowledge about the night sky
was very limited particularly to things that I still remember from my childhood
years when my grandpa used to teach me a thing or two. I observed the
constellations above and tried to figure out if I could create one of my own,
ah something, I need inspiration, I tried to draw a bus, and a human stick
figure, a magical hat, but nothing turned out, and my eyes slowly grew heavier,
the moonlight taking me into her lap.


I didn't see her come out I but I
did notice a slight movement in the air, and as she grew closer it looked as if
air has transpired herself into a human form, only an outline was there, and
rest I could just see through, and then she stopped she stood there near my
head, her toes brushing my hair, I couldn’t understand what it meant and why
she just stood there, I thought that I heard her murmuring something, but I bet
her lips did not move, maybe it just a swoosh of the air, she removed the
headband and threw it on the floor, her long dark hair waved gently in the wind
and then as she laid down beside me, I noticed she was wearing a white round
neck tee shirt and a blue Nike lower, her neck was bare, so did her hands and
feet. No jewelries, no accessories, she was just herself, pristine, as I would
imagine a river just coming out of its origin.


God I was in love with her.


We just lied down there, the
silence between us spoke in its own language, and after what it felt was a long
long time she uttered “Can you imagine how big the sky is?”


I paused for a moment and spoke
thinking about the time "I remember when I was child, my nanaji gave me
this challenge, I had to count to tell him the stars in the sky, I attempted to
count them one by one but I lost track, I then divided the sky into small
pieces, and started from one end and continued till the other, it looked all
very logical but the problem was I could never reach the other end."


I glanced at her sideways, a
faint smile floated on her lips. "Imagine you and I, here forever"
"Just imagine that we fall in love with this place and decide never to go
back, we would help in the field, maybe these fields will be ours someday, we
both will work in the plantation, I'll plough and you'll sow, and you'll pick
and I'll brew, and thus toiling days and nights, barely able to manage our
means, living from one day to the other.”


She listened to me calmly with
her side face turned to me, I got off my back too and turned to face her, I
looked into her eyes, they glittered, they gave away a strange kind of vibe, a
rhythmic energy, and they resembled that of a child, the look of curiosity and
expectation and the innocence. I moved forward toward her, she was still just
looking, I tucked back the strands of hair from her face, and caressed her
earlobe and the skin underneath, I reached even closer where I could just feel
her breath out, the tip of my nose touched with hers, she remained motionless,
and continued to glare in my eyes. I brushed her lips with tip of my fingers,
faintly she smiled. Softly and gently, I brushed her lips and she kissed me
back, her hand reached the back of my head and ruffled my hair. We continued to
kiss, with every breath the passion grew, we just wanted each other. I never
thought what started as a wild impulse over the dinner would eventually lead to
a romantic getaway. Now, looking in hindsight everything looks perfect, getting
out of the train, stepping on the ooty tour, missing the bus, getting stranded
in an unknown village, it was as if the the cosmos themselves planned it. I
wanted to get closer to her, that’s what I had in mind for always, but I never
imagined that I would end up having much more than what I bargained for. Was I
beginning to fall for her? Did she have a place for me in heart? It was too
early to say anything what all this closeness meant, and I was in no hurry to
come to any conclusions.


Floating into her eyes I saw the
memories coming back to me. I was a nervous little boy in high school,
contemplating my move. The days when I spent hours and hours on selecting songs
for making mix tapes, taking them to a friend who had the recorder and who
would only let me use it if I grant him a wish that he could use later whenever
he wanted. He would promise that he wouldn't dare me to jump off the clip or
ask for ten more wishes or... I’d think over the plan rolling from side to side
in my bed till the night come to an end or i fall off my bed. Should i post it?
Should i go early and put it on the drawer on her desk? Then I'd remember her
best friend - the protective overzealous kind. Nervously, I would hand it to
the friend, who would roll over her eyes as if she never knew you existed or
you just looked like the serial killer who poster adored the walls of the town,
and which I thought was cool because I wanted to be famous, infamous and break
bad so badly that I wouldn’t have to make another of these tapes or talk to
their friends. Before I know it I found myself in spiral going neither downward
nor upward.


In the morning she opened the door
and came out of that tiny room, she looked as fresh as morning dew. I rubbed my
eyes and stood up from the mattress, I looked at her, she looked different.
Last night, was it a dream? Somewhere a hen cuckooed in the distance, it was
already a morning in the village, for the breakfast I only drank coffee, and
more coffee, just enough to get me going for the rest of the festive season and
whatever has left of the aging year.











How many balls can you juggle?


 


It was day when our transfers
were to be announced a critical junction in our life which was to be decided by
the uncertainties of fate. Our batch head, addressed us, he told us that the
transfers are decided by a computer algorithm that he designed himself, he ate
our heads out for next fifteen minutes, trying to explain how complex the algo,
the permutation combination it does and the various parameters and factors
considers itself. Out of all that BS I made out that the percentage of our
preference is miniscule almost to a level of zero. 


So, the dice had rolled and the
verdict was out, I was going to the Silicon valley of India - Bangalore, I was
not worried as most of the people in the room were, B'lore was a very good
place to began your career with, I could only imagine the possibilities of
staying at the HQ of our organization, better projects, speedy promotions,
staying connected with the core. And then there was a way out for me as well if
I wanted, with B'lore in hand I could easily find someone for a switch go to
Pune.


So I broke the news to Ishika - I
am going to Bangalore, and she reacted - she dropped the spoon in her plate and
stopped eating, she looked at me and asked, "You got Bangalore"
"yeah, I replied"


"Heard that, it's best for
your career to start here at b'lore" I said 'here' I was already getting
the feeling that I was in the city.


"On a second thought I think
I'll take a swap to Pune" I said smilingly, knowing that she had got Pune.


"Why would you do
that?" "What about your career?" She said dryly.


 


#


 


With her two suitcases and a bag
around her shoulder she was ready to fly away. I have a good observation, the
bag was new, she didn't have it when she came here, when I enquired when and
how did she acquire the new bag, she told me it has all the new stuff that she
had recently bought, in these four months she zero savings, it was different
thing that my balance was not fat or to be boast about either. It was like I
had lost my two arms at the same time, I couldn't function without them, I
couldn't possibly imagine myself without them.


So there I was at some random
platform waiting for a new chapter of my life to begin, once again I had left
everything behind, in a snap, just like that. So, where was I going? You’d
eventually know, or if you had paid any attention to what I had been
blabbering, you already know the answer. 


At the station I met the six
prisoners, I was the seventh, Amar looked at me and smiled, he asked, you
should have swapped with me if you were so fond of Vizag. They were standing
there near the tea and pakore stall, Amar was holding pakore with one
hand and eating with other. One by one everyone introduced to me, I was not
amazed to know that everyone already seem to knew my name and knew me, I was
the boy who went to the dizzying height and couldn't keep himself there, I was
the boy who had the great fall, the icaras's fall.


A pink handkerchief with a blue U
knitted on it was placed on the side lower of our coach, the seven out of eight
were booked for us, and the eighth one belonged to the pink kerchief. I decided
to stay on the side lower, and threw my bag on the other seat, my handbag
crushed the kerchief. Was it symbolic of something, I wondered.


She was a beautiful woman that
was my first impression of her anyway - a tall dark slim beautiful. She smiled
through her brown eyes and sat down, she had an Elle or maybe Marie Claire
(pardon my limited knowledge in this field) in one hand that probably she just
picked up from the hawker at the platform, she swayed her coal black hair to
one side, they were so long that they took their own space. I was so taken away
that I noticed her shamelessly for full five minutes while she sat there
pouring herself into the magazine, so she her had a shine but a dry one, a dry
kinda shine, quite queer but possible for her, the skin of her arms, her face,
the texture, all were same. That's quite uncommon too, I looked at my arms and
I noticed it had two colors the area out of the sleeves had a different color,
she wore a fit black gym slackers and a blue sleeveless tank top, I looked at
the shoes that were... alright I checked her out pretty much which I ought not
to, anyway there was one thing I didn’t notice or rather couldn’t notice, it
was that all the other six kid in the block noticed me noticing her. They passed
laughter like I was a standup comedian or like a circus monkey doing funny
routine.


When I was done, I looked out of
the window, fields of paddy passed by, and I saw women young and old, stooped
over, working; the birds took flight as a little girl ran with yellow dupatta
flying feverishly in the air; and far way greater men along the lines of
horizon sweated with spades in their hands; outside the window everything was
just moving so fast that I felt my life was just passing by in some sort of
flash forward - zoop and... I cannot control it how it works, it's just
that it works that way, we are observers to our own lives.


"What are you
thinking?" Her questions took me out of the slumber. "Nothing, just
looking"


"It's amazing isn't
it?" She asked. "I am Uma" She introduced. I wondered whether I
should introduce myself or not, did she know who am I? Or rather who was I.
Of-course she must know. "You were in our batch?" I felt stupid for
the question, it was another way of saying that you were so ordinary that I did
not notice you. "Yes, I was" "You are I, ain't you?" She
asked. I smiled, "Yes, I am" "The triple swap guy" She
mumbled. So I had a new identity, little did I knew! From straight A's to
incredible swap guy. She told me that she was posted in Vizag just like rest of
us, at that very instant I thanked heaven, but then she added that she wouldn't
have to go as she would work something out by then.


It was the day our postings were
declared only a handful people got what they wanted, there were upset people
doing rounds, I was kind of okay, but my partner Neeta was crying, Why? I asked
her, why was so, what did she get, I feared she was posted to southernmost tip
of the country. But she spoke, she spoke with her big brown wet eyes, I
listened to every inch of her words, she told me about her brother who
suffering from Alzheimer, she told me that she couldn’t possibly imagine living
away from him. Though her parents were there full time but she had to be there
too, she had to take care of him.


At that moment, I thought and I
wished if I could do something for her. And then it occurred to me, there was
definitely one thing that I could do, I could get her a swap. And so I went
around and got of hold the first guy that I could and asked if he had a Pune
and needed a swap to Vizag, no was the reply to both questions, I then moved on
to the next guy, Arvind, and then to Swati, and then Amar who said he's already
going to Vizag and he asked me instead if I want to swap. I was going on like
this desk after desk when a wise guy suggested me that I broadcast it on our Unix
box. I thanked him and went back to my desk, I opened the black window of the
prompt and shouted if anybody was interested in swap from Pune to Vizag, I got
like hundred messages from which I basically inferred that every goddamn place
Hyd, Pune, Chennai even Trivandrum was in demand except of course Vizag, nobody
wanted to go there. why? What was wrong. I was lost in thoughts when I saw a
blinking window of a personal message, mahesh asked if I wanted to swap with
b'lore, he had Pune, of-course I wanted to swap but I was not concerned with
myself, I replied back that no not at the moment, maybe later, and then it
struck me, an epiphany, the thought of a three way, a triple swap, I will give
away b'lore for Pune, and then swap with Neeta for Vizag-Pune. It'd be perfect,
well almost, for the part that I had to go to Vizag. I didn’t know what
possessed me at that time, I didn’t really know what I was doing held such a
great impact in my life, Ishika's life, our lives. I replied immediately, yes I
want to now. He gave me his seat number, after talking to him I talked to Neeta
and there we go with mutual understanding we went with the proposal to our
batch head. He was hesitant but then Neeta made a puppy face, he was convinced.


#


 


“I heard about you and Ishika”


I was taken aback, it was sudden,
I did not know our personal lives were so public. “And I am sorry for that” She
continued.


I looked at her and smiled,
“there was nothing between us, there never was”


As I stared deep into those big
dark lovely pair of eyes I recalled something -


In one corner near the stairs I
saw something moving, my heart skipped a few beat. I was pretty sure I saw a
figure in the dark, it was hard to make out, but there it was I saw whenever it
moved, I stopped for a moment and argued whether I should go ahead and find out
or I just ignore. When I was kid I had this morbid fear of so called wolfman, I
wouldn’t dare go in the dark. I decide to see what it is, it was dark and it had
its back toward me, as I grew closer I saw clouds of smoke rising up, not the
one like that mushrooms out of an atom but still potent enough. I made sure I
was as quite as possible, but you know you can never be sure, I expected it to
be startled but it didn't, slowly it turned, but still darkness didn’t give
away who it was.


"What are you doing
here?" I asked her.


"Why are you here?" She
replied.


"Couldn't sleep?"


"You, too?" She said as
she turned.


"What?" She said,
"You haven’t seen a girl smoking before?"


"No, nothing like that"
The fact was I hadn't.


"Then?"


"Well-"


"Oh! You didn’t expect me
too, you had an impression that I am all that jazzy kind of girl who loved pink
unicorns and loved young-adult fiction and had posters of baby face
celebrities"


I listened to her quietly as she
spoke, I couldn’t understand her sudden outburst of emotion against me. Now
when I reminisce about it, I know what it was or why it was, it was not
directed toward me, or anybody in particular per-se, it was on life in general,
a solemn expression on the nature of existence itself. The more and more I
thought about it the more and more it made me a non-believer, I was never a
puritan but I was not an atheist neither, I was someone hanging in between my
ever hopeful heart wanted to believe but my rational mind refused to accept.


"It's bad for your
health"


"Bad?" She replied
taking even a deeper whiff "yes bad, but then what is not?"


"Isn't our lives miserable
already?" "What difference does it make, if I die 18 or 80?"
"Whatever it is, for me, the fact that I have lived is enough"
"I want to live before I die"


"That's another way to say
you don’t care?"


"I don’t care?" She
said grudgingly, "I cared enough to plead my mother to come back"
"She walked out once and never came back” “my father and she had a fight,
and she drank and she was killed in the road rage, she killed herself, she knew
what she was…“ “I was eight, who does that to your kid?”


"Anyway scientifically
speaking-" She said dropping her sullen tone and smoothed her mood.


"Cancer has not been linked
to smoking so far, there is neither scientific evidence nor imperial evidence
to backup the claim"


"But it increases the
risk" I argued.


"And so does going out on
the road"


"You have a choice
here"


"You can stay at home all
your life if you want" She replied smilingly.


I assumed it was best to let the
conversation die, she wouldn’t listen, and seriously why do I even care?


"I remember where I met
you" I whispered softly.


"Where?"


"In the zoo" I replied
as composed as I could.


But it didn’t crack her even a
single bit. Nothing could, that night. She spoke after choosing to be silent
for long time, the time when we just uneasily stared at each other.


"We met at the international
heritage center"


'International heritage center' I
repeated pondering, thing with me is my mind still runs on Celeron processor.


"Oh my god" I cried as
the wave of realization swept me. "You are that girl in white"
"How could I..." "Forget you". A tinge of smile floated on
her smoky lips.


"My father want me to look
after the business"


"The horse shoe
business?"


"No, it was meant as a
joke-" 'Then what? Undergarments?’ I said to myself.


"My father makes
hydrostatic bearing, it's a small part used in space rockets and high
speed cars alike"


"In recent years we have
expanded a lot and every passing day it's becoming difficult to manage by
himself, so, my father wants me to get in and -"


"But, I didn't want to get
stuck into a family business, just sit there in one corner and parade the
workers around." "And so I chose to come here" "My friend's
sister is in IT she told me it gets pretty interesting, you meet people from
all sort of places and languages" “People filled with dreams, and love;
people, driven by ambitions and aspirations; and people filled by the youthful
vigor and fueled by the challenges to come.”


That night I couldn’t get much
sleep, partly because the tension snored at much lower pitch, and high voice
level and mostly because what Ishika said to me kept looming into my mind, I
saw my mother playing with a baby me, it was so vivid that I concluded it could
only be a memory. Somebody told me that if you are extremely stressed about
something you can access the part of brain which you normally can’t, I was
certainly unlocking the mesh of grey membranes.


The next day while I was in the
lecture hall, listening absent mindedly to the constant chanting of how JSPs
are actually Java servlets, my mind floated to a distant horizon, I saw myself
rummaging through the stacks and stacks of cloths and books and old discarded
underwear and what not, and I finally found what I was looking for, frankly
speaking I didn’t know what I was looking for until I actually I found it,
those were the bunch of photographs from my childhoods. When I was but a child
I created this fantasy guardian who would help me out of the situations that I
found myself sucked into time to time. I was stuck again. For me the people
never mattered for largely I held a belief that anyway we enact the most part
of our lives, I am most interested in the difference between what people
thought and what they did, I considered myself as the ideal candidate for the
study. My own consistency with constant irresponsible, illogical behavior
served me as the barometer with which I measured just how mad someone could be.
I observed however nobody and I stress matched the level of mediocrity that I
displayed through my life, I was a paragon of the field. Cold as snow, I felt
as I have dug my face into a bed of fresh snow, pale and numb and painless I
was going through the life. My head was caught into the whirlpool of undirected
thoughts. I had to shake myself out.


At Chennai central she got down,
and wished me goodbye in her language, tamil I think, or maybe it was Telugu or
maybe Malyalam, how would I know? I wished her back, in English, the language
Chennai folks understand.











Cast
Away


 


On a foggy January night we
reached Vizag from Mysore. We hailed a cab whose cabbie was resting with his
feet on the wheel, I felt doubtful about getting in. He asked for 150 bucks and
considering that it was so late in the night and the fact that we'd get
reimbursed we said ok without any negotiations. We were one two three… six guys
and still the cabbie magically fit in our entire luggage inside the trunk of
his ambassador taxi. And how we all six fit in one car still is a mystery to
me. It was so cramped and stuffy inside that I slid down the window, a cool
breeze barged in, I took my head out of the window and tried to breathe.
Somebody said something, probably the driver, but I cared less.


The roads of the town were broad
and empty and soulless, they just went on and on without thinking and without
any meaning, night lamps posted on the either side of the road gave away a dim
orange hue, here and there I saw people lying on roads, shrouded by the blanket
of dreams. I wondered what they see, do they dream like we do? Of a better
life, of a life full of things, of a life of chasing mirages? Or they just see
an endless reign of darkness, live their lives without any expectations or
hopes or disappointments. And do I need envy them?


"Have you informed the REC that
we were coming?" M2 broke the silence, M2 was a worrisome guy, a true copy
of tension, although a distant second.


"I updated them yesterday
only" Amar said. Amar was a sort of hands-on guy among us who always led
the charge, he was our COO, Sharma used to say.


The campus was located in the
place called ex-focity, a lonely deserted place at outskirts of the city, it
was enclosed area marked with a definitive boundary wall, and complete with a
huge iron gate. A joke went around that it was a laboratory of Umbrella
Corporation – a land of the dead. On the left direction of the entrance there
was a small row house kind of thing, and apart from that there was nothing
inside, absolutely nothing, just open spaces and the wild grasses growing on
them un-purposefully.


Our company had a big campus,
just like it had everywhere, with my eyes I could only see a small part of it
but with his vision he could see the whole of it, the whole of everything,
every campus out there, what a man. The guard checked our ids one by one, ids
were okay but still the guy looked little discontent, something was nagging
him, he then discovered that there were unusual amount of passengers holed up,
and he asked us to come out. I, Amar, M2 got down and took on the road, a km of
a road went straight to the REC, there was a turn around the big cafeteria,
opposite to which was cricket ground, a cricket ground which was actually a
cricket ground, not like some makeshift playground, where you find a dozen of
pitches parallel to each other, and each one hosting its own game. There was
only one pitch here and a long marked boundary around it. The grass in the
ground seemed quite superior and well trimmed. The structure of REC was quite
remarkable, the shape mimicked a hull of the ship, and then there was a small
pool of water around it, to complete the look. 


 Sharma and I were paired
together in the double room, the lights of the room lit up as soon as we put in
the key in the door, that was some serious technology, I gorged upon the packet
of snacks which were neatly placed on the table between the two beds, there was
a coffee pouch and milk powder and kettle to boil the coffee too. I was so
tired that I took off my shoes and just threw myself on the bed, I slept almost
instantly. Sharma however took his time, he took a hot shower changed into
night dress, took out his game pad, and I don't remember after that, I was in
deep sleep already.


 I was running fever the next day
I got up, it was mild so I decided to ignore it and continue with the day's
program. We went to our HR, Yashashree who sat in one of the client area – a
round bellied middle aged woman, she welcomed us and gave us all a token gift -
a dark brown coffee mug, with the name of the corporation written on it. We
happily moved to the coffee machine (one of those CCDex machine), it was then I
came to know that Amar didn’t drink coffee, he put in his mug pressing the tea
button, milk came out which he took, Sharma didn’t have any cup so I guess he
just had no preference, or he preferred not to drink anything, I sensed that he
was somewhat what we call a prurient by heart.


Somewhere around after lunch we
met our DM, he was our assigned manager until we find a project. He asked us in
his cabin and asked us about the kind of work we would like to do, or our
expectations from the organization. Most of the people said some big words,
like dream and dedication, seeking a challenging role and stuff but when my turn
came up I just said I wanted a 9-5 kind of work, I didn’t like pressuring
myself, so anything non-stressful would be fine with me. I imagined what I
would do after office hours, I would go running in the vicinity complete with
track pants and running shoes, and stroll in the park watch the kids play with
the setting sun, climb up the hill nearby and sit at the porch of the temple,
taking in long breaths and trying to absorb the tranquility. And on Friday
perhaps I'd go to a local bar, not that I am interesting in getting drunk, but
just you know to set the weekend mood, or I would go to a disc and shake my
legs till the midnight.


 He smiled at me, maybe he liked
what I just said, I was honest at least, little did I knew at that time how
deluded I was, honesty in a work place doesn’t work, you have to be selfish
with your intentions, clever with your words, and shrewd in your actions. He
took out a pen and a paper and asked my name again, I told him it’s ... He
noted it down carefully and put the paper in his drawer.


 We reached the REC little early
at around 6 pm, we wanted to take a tour so we quickly changed ourselves into a
comfortable gym attire and went on. Gym was decent, not as big as Mysore but
still respectable, we got introduced to the trainer who was a very thin and
small man, I wondered who made him the trainer, what would he train other guys
when he himself didn’t look trained. After that we went to the sports room, it
was pretty big, it housed four badminton courts and around six TT tables, the game
that would bind us together for the more difficult time to come, three pool
table, and one squash room. It was the same area that formed the hull of the
titanic, the company was a giant titanic indeed.


I chose a desk such that people
passing-by couldn't see what I was doing, it was critical as I was working on
ultra top secret project and had to be very discreet about it, no not really, I
was just chatting away most of my time, or surfing the net at random, and the
only eye that I was concerned about was our DM, for he had told us specifically
to be productive and creative and not waste time in idle activities. And I
always told myself that I should something, something useful, and then I’d
think I’d start tomorrow or after lunch or something and so went the days,
thinking.


Around after wasting couple of
weeks, I got the project finally. Few of them were placed in ML (Mary Linch),
Amar was taken into this account itself so he didn't have to move from his
desk, he was unhappy though because he was asked to work on excel sheets and do
some data entry sort of work that no engineer in right mind would like to do. I
imagined the gruesome four years of college, night long cramming sessions,
struggle in the labs and then what did all that come to... this? Sharma was
assigned to some product development work and seated in the same floor, it
didn’t make an iota of difference to him, he was above it all, Sharma and I
were sent to some investment bank account in the nearby building, we were to
work on different assignments.


Sharma was a programmer, a C
programmer since college time, and an impressive one and probably so he got a
project on mainframes (in the name of flexibility). The project that he was
assigned to curtailed no such thing as programming, he had to monitor jobs and
had to make sure that everything was running okay, that's all, if something
went wrong he had to report to his senior team-member. Well my project wasn't a
great bit technical too, I had to generate reports, and do so some occasion
fixes. And the platform was Unix and Perl, it was when I appreciated the
importance of the nice GUI of windows, in Unix it was so difficult even to go
from one directory to the other.


My other two team members were
cool guys though, they encouraged me and gave me something or other challenge.
one was well really good on vi editor and programmed his stuff on that only, he
taught me that, but then I found this way where I wrote my programs on notepad
and then copied it to vi editor, it was less stressful that way. I am serious,
anybody's blood pressure can go up if they are made to work on the combo of
Unix and vi.


Then there was a town hall that
was held, we the bunch of fresher were asked to give an introduction with an
additional line stating what we like to do or what our interests are. Everyone
was same and boring except a few who were funny, M2 said he liked working hard
– the team leads made special note of that; Amar said his hobby is bird
watching, which too was hard to digest and was queer, only a few gifted ones
could understand the insight behind his statement; Sharma said he liked beaches
and is looking forward to go Puri somebody from the crowd shouted don't bother
it's a religious beach, you won’t get to see much there. 


From the first full salary I
bought small gifts for people I knew and gave away the rest to my sister
(remember the promise), for myself I got a cell phone - a Nokia 6630 which I
own till date. 


 


#


 


 











I was that guy


 


To tell you the truth I was not
always like this, you know what I mean, the absolute don’t give a fuck kind, -
I was that guy. This new avatar was an evil undoing of the system – the system
in which the good is grinded into either corrupt or is turned into nothingness.
I was so full of it the day I was inducted in my first project, I was like I
will do this, I will do that. Even in the college days I was kind of
perfectionist, I had to do all the assignment and that too by myself -
referring to several books and several articles. My boss and I started on a
very sweet note, he was suspiciously kind for a boss. He asked me about my
aspirations and inspiration, I am not kind of guy who open up very easily but I
thought it was very important to start the relationship on the right foot. He
appeared very assuring, very thoughtful in his words, he said I had a great
potential – my training record was impeccable and the senior manager under
which I was placed put in lot of good words. It wasn’t anything big for which I
was awarded the employee of the month award – the first one in the entire
account and in-fact the entire Vizag DC in his very first month of the job. I
mean wow, I was humbled when my name was announced, I was not even paying
attention - I was composing an email to one onsite manager guy explaining how
to use the new excel plug-in I had created. It was the same excel plug-in for
which I was being rewarded, I hate to brag but that one plug-in made the
monthly performance analysis of the unit so damn easy, the managers could see
beautiful graphics – charts and all; a great help in the presentation too.


I didn’t get the work that
somebody would be really excited about – I wouldn’t bore you with much details
but to give you the idea – the job was insipidly uninspiring to say the least.
But hey who am I to complaint, I was getting paid – look for something else my
manager would say to me later when I told him in the quarterly one-to-one. But
an idealist, I saw the silver lining in the hour of despairs – the idea came to
me when I was talking to maintenance guys who generated those reports that
those big shots read. I purposed that he would treat me with seven course meal
at Hilton if I fix the tedious job the guy. Happily agreed we shook the hands
and took it to our manager, who smiled and then frowned and then acted as if he
was thinking – and then finally gave his nod. I was on job again – something I
loved, I immediately began hammering to reality that perfect isolate that I had
in my mind. In the initial trial run the generated reports were 77% accurate
and were executed with just one click of button!


Five thousand line of codes, yes
sir I wrote five damn thousand lines – and that too in Pearl!, tested it, ran
it, ate over it, slept over it and what not. I was pretty excited about it, and
particularly about the upcoming meeting with the client manager. So this client
guy Chaco was a new comer to the project just like me. So, the idea of the
meeting he purposed was to put faces to names –nothing wrong in that I guess.
Anyway, so the point is my manager was pressurizing me as he wanted to make a
good impression on this guy so that he talk him in to getting more projects –
you know what I mean, there’s not anything these manager types wouldn’t do.
Last one week before the meeting was like Kurukshetra where I was all the paanch
Pandava raging war against the evil forces of bugger Kauravas. So, to cut
the chase this one man army fixed everything and came out the shining
application which every budding developer would be proud of. “I love it” I was
kind of expecting him to say but all that came out of his mouth was sulking
oohs. He said, he was not sure would present it to the Chaco guy, and I was
like flabbergasted – flabbergasted that’s not even the heaviest way to describe
my feeling. That night was a sleepless night, a night of disappointment, little
did I know a hell storm was waiting ahead for me. Something that made me say –
I was that guy. 


The next day manager came to my
desk and said that I really worked hard for last one week or so and now that I
should take a leave or two. And to be honest I did not mind taking a break,
specially because my interest in the meeting had dipped below zero for there
wasn’t going to be any demo.


So, I went out on a three day
holiday to my favorite place, somewhere I really wanted to go for long time, I
took off in the toy train – okay the details are irrelevant. The point is there
I was holidaying, relaxing and there my manager, yes the lovely guy was giving
the demo of my application. My friend from reporting told me how flamboyantly
he presented to own the application, right from ideation to delivery part he
did it all by himself. I swear that guy would start shaking if he was asked to
explain about the pearl programming part. But nobody would I knew. There’s
isn’t anything these manager types wouldn’t stoop to. I couldn’t forget that
old jackal’s face, and I could never forget his name - Vishwas.


This time I was neither
flabbergasted nor disappointed, I just stuck to my job while at the same time I
waited for a chance to get out of this all. But that didn’t happen all that
soon. 


The whole system was rotten I was
finally certain.
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Being homeless


 


The end of the July was coming
and I was hunting for a flat rigorously, I had to move out by the end of the
month but I didn’t have find any place yet, I was scanning through the bulletin
board posts when I found one which probably suited me, or so I thought - A
roommate was required in a two bedroom flat in a single occupancy room, the
other room was shared by two person already living there. So, I called up the
no. but nobody picked up, I tried again after sometime but it was disconnected
from the other end, in a second I received the message ‘in a meeting, will call
later’ I waited till evening but nobody replied, so I decided to visit the
place directly, how bad it’d be I said to myself. 


It was a stormy rainy evening, I
got in the company bus which was going to kothrud and dropped myself at the
nearest landmark - the more store - I had address written on the face of my
palm I kept asking people for the directions and kept going. It was difficult
as it drizzling and there were pot holes everywhere on the road, I was trying
hard to avoid my shoes getting soaked in the muddy water. After about
fifteen-twenty minute of frenzy hunting I finally arrived at the apartment, it
was a quite an old building, it looked like one from medieval era or something
built by some mogul empire for it’s people, it was a stupid thought, I shook my
head and stepped on the lift, I pushed fourth floor and I tried couple of times
but it didn’t bulge, I wondered if I was overweight or if it required some kind
of personal access (like a code given to residents only) to start. Just as I
stepped out a man went in, closed the doors behind him and went straight up, I
just watched him go in wonder. Unable to figure out, I walked up to the fourth
floor apartment and hit the door bell, a girl opened up, it really caught me
unaware, I was surprised, and then it occurred to me that it’d be somebody’s
sister or friend or something, she welcomed me and showed me inside, my
suspicion went up.


She introduced herself as
Surekha. The other roommate who was not home at the moment was Anushree. They
were best friends since college she told me, they had pretty nosy last
roommates and it was why they wanted a change, and they wanted a male roommate.
She said that she promises there won’t be any ‘mix up’, they will just say to
the society chairman they had their cousin living with them, that’s perfectly
alright I guess, she said. I okayed the place, it was messy no doubt from
outside, but the apartment itself was squeaky clean, the place was small and
cozy, it had a big sofa set in the living room which watched over to a color tv
set, cooking gas and the kitchen setup was there, the new room was also good,
an attached cupboard of decent space, a small balcony to have a relaxed evening
tea in (if only you could reach home in time). For a minute I wonder whether I
should take it, I thought about the possibilities, and then I thought about the
consequences of those possibilities and I dismissed the whole idea. What am I
thinking? It can’t work.


While getting back I was stuck,
stuck bad in the torrential rain, I had no umbrella, no raincoat, and instead
of worrying sick about catching fever or a flu I was wondering why that lift
did not work when I tried, I continued to stand on the highway waiting for a
shared cab or a six-seater but nothing came by, I walked ahead and went to a
place where I was in better position to get picked up, I waited for about half
an hour before I actually got something to sit, it was a cab that dropped me
till Wakad Bridge, and from Wakad Bridge luckily I caught company’s 08:15 bus
which dropped me straight to my place at Pimple Saudagar. People eyed me as I
stepped in, I was cold and tired, I looked around but nobody felt like making
space for a guy with horns, I just stood there in silence.


I could hardly get any sleep that
night, partly because of the strong coffee that I took and mostly because
something was eating from inside, I was worried, although it was difficult to
fathom why should I be worried. I wondered if getting stuck in the heavy rain
was some kind of sign, and then top it with being rescued by something
familiar. I looked for interpretations as I dissembled every small detail.
After hours of mental wrestle I finally gave up, it was incredibly stupid. I
went thoughtless for some time, counting sheeps as went in the barn one by one.
But then my imagination took fancy again, suppose it happened to some guy, what
would he think it as?


For the whole next week I looked
in the bulletin board, I looked into the old posting almost about a months old
posting, but couldn’t find quite like it, in fact after seeing that place I
wasn’t able to bring myself to like any other place or to look anything
seriously. After lunch I saw an email from the girl that if I was still
interested in the room, if not she would look further, but she argued that she
liked and she kind of thought that I was a decent person. The extra polite tone
of her mail made me wonder if I move in they were to cut me into pieces and
throw away in the garbage bin.


It was difficult to imagine
sharing the same place with girls, I heard that it was pretty common in the
west, but this was east, this was India, have we reached a transition point? Is
it a sign of our society maturing? Finally shedding its conservative believes,
was it a signal of change, of time to come? I couldn’t come to an answer. I
decided to give it a chance and see where it goes.


So, finally in the evening I put
my shaky thoughts to rest and picked up the phone and called her and told her
that I was ready to move in. She was delighted. Exactly a month later I left
the place, (sh)it happened what I had feared all along.


 











Meet the queen


 


"But I really don't wanna
work in this project" "I want some development project" I said
in littering anguish.


"You see, I am not giving
you a choice here" "First you took a transfer from Vizag to here, now
you want a project of your own liking which really can’t happen" I was astonished
by the tone of his voice and by lack of empathy in his attitude. What a prick!


If you are from non technical
background you must be wondering what the hell this is about? The thing is in
software industry you can broadly categorize project into four-five categories
– First is Development – the crown jewel, the place where everyone wants to be,
second is Support – You may or may not get a chance to write actual code but it
is sure that you’ll get lot of tension and frustration, third is Testing – it’s,
I don’t really wanna be sexist, but for girls or who are not fit enough for the
development, or people who just want to go through the life unchallenged. The
fourth kind is call center kind where you have to just sit on your ass all days
and answer calls, yes it’s part of IT and not ITes. And then the last one, probably
the worst kind - Documentation i.e. the software is there the software team is
there and all it lacks is good documentation, so basically you are reduced to a
technical writer, browsing the application , taking screenshots and writing
things like go to file menu, click new, click blah blah is all you do. So the
guy was offering me a maintenance project in which I had no interest in, I did
not want to take any kind of extra headache which comes bundled with such
projects.


I still didn’t have a place to
sit, so I just moved around the campus, and tried to steal a nap at the sofa of
one. In the afternoon after the lunch we gathered for the meeting, a big
conference room, and about forty odd people. From the uneasiness at their faces
it looked like either they were new or they were forced to work on the project.
So, much so for the flexibility they talk about. I remember the day in the
training when the Head HR told us about the so called company 'values' - flexibility
he emphasized where the flexibility now? Why can’t people are allowed to work
on what they want to work. Evidently the flexibility was like one way thing,
people had to be flexible while the company never bent an inch.


“Nischay” he said taking the seat
next to me, boy was he excited, but about what? I didn’t have any clue. He took
my hand and gave me real firm manly handshake, the guy told me he was from
Kanpur. But I was not really interested; I had a very loose grip. On my other side
sat a girl from Delhi, her name was Swati, I came to know her name during the
round of introduction. I felt bit nervous as I introduced myself, people talked
about who they were which was mostly in terms what they have achieved in life, but
I really had no achievements nor any identity to talk about – it was just a
person sitting in between people – what can I say myself without pretending or
without offending myself? Lot of thoughts crossed my mind - I was just a bloody
ant in an ant field, taking load, working my ass off, not knowing what I stand
for or what I am doing. Swati was a girl little fat, very fact actually so I
had no interest in talking to her, though she looked like a sweet person, very
polite she had this habit of adding ‘g’ in the end of her every sentence. My
mind was tussling why was I judging people just on the basis of their
appearance? It’s not somebody’s fault how they look, blame it on god or the
parents for that matter, but then a small voice somewhere back in the hidden
corner of my mind said – she’s fat because she’s lazy, it’s her fault, and not
anyone else’s (not even that fast food burger place can be blamed) and so I
moved on. Nischay and I chatted for sometime (in hushed voice as a manager was
addressing), actually he did most of the talking, I just heard him out. Then a
big guy entered in and everyone fell silent, I guess he was a senior manager or
something. He said, 


"I am Mr. so and so (sorry I
am bad in remembering names), Group Project Manager, of your account"
Everyone listened to him, with undivided attention, I on the other hand had no
personal interest in what he was talking about, for me he was talking shit. But
I became attentive when he announced - I'll not repeat this again, so pay
attention, this is very important for your assignment with Dofa. He then
started a ppt, that's what managers do they play slideshow (apart from playing
people), lights were dimmed, welcome, the first slide appeared and the show
began, thank god it was dark it helped me relax and I stole few naps here and
there whenever I could find an opportunity. Big guy then lectured on the client
engagement, which was basically a ten year old relationship, meaning the
project was going on for past ten years and would probably go till time
infinity or till the client realizes he was being ripped off. He told about the
hierarchies, both at client side and company side. So, the presentation went on
and on, I switched off my mind somewhere in between, though things got
registered in my subconscious.


#


 


Sharma was coming to Pune, he had
told me a day earlier. He pinged me on the company messenger while I was having
a nap at my desk, there are so many ways to take naps but I prefer to lie back
on the chair and close my eyes. It gives the on lookers an impression that you
are up-to something, thinking maybe. So, anyway Sharma pinged, which he like
rarely rare does, he never comes online in fact, he thinks it leads to wastage
of time, when he works he wants the whole focus on the work and nothing else,
not even email, he even keeps his outlooks mailbox closed. Narendra, who sits
next to him once told me that Sharma has like hundreds of unread messages, I
bet my all those forwarded messages are just stacking up in his mailbox, I felt
bad. Specially, for the messages he was supposed to forward to ten people, to
get some good luck or to find a missing child. And I think he is really
selfish, not interested in wellness of the society. Yeah, as we are talking
about emails, I remember a few days the Pune HR sent a mail saying you
shouldn't forward messages, you know because it takes a load of company
resources servers mainly, but now imagine the HR forwarding the warning message
to like tens of thousands of people, how much server load that would have
caused? ha, ha. HRs can't think, really, stupid morons! All they amount to is to
conspire with your managers and boss around the poor engineer clan.


Look, what managers and HRs do,
they’ll just talk and talk and talk shit, that’s all. But the engineer guy… an
engineer will get on a stool and change the light bulb while a manager will
only see (process of reviewing) while engineers do it and the great HRs will
only talk about changing it, the pros and cons, and they devise policy around
it, like the right ways to use the stool or like switch should be on or off
while you change the bulb - and stuff like that. Guess who is running the
company? And now guess who's making all the money?


So, anyway, Sharma pinged me and
told me he is coming to Pune for the Layman project. "Layman project!"
I exclaimed, that's my client. "What for?" I enquired. Layman, mind
you was the same company that got busted in the big crash. He told me he had to
create a POC (Proof of concept) for some mortgage product. "Big
deal!" I said. "Not really" "Bank is planning to increase
their investment in subprime lending, so I have to give a poc for testing of
their upcoming website" The project Sharma works on is a product of our
company, the only product infact, it's some testing product he told, java
testing product used in development phase. It was all jargon shit for me, I
didn't pay any heed. For me what mattered was that a friend was coming to Pune,
that'd be fun. I still remember those days, not so long ago.


So, he arrived on Thursday, I met
him in the office, he looked kinda same, "you didn't change a bit"
"thanks" he said, he took it as a compliment, I meant quite the
opposite actually. So, in the evening I went to his hotel, which was located towards
the end of the JM Road, just where it meets the FC Road. 


"You can order anything you want"
He told me, handing over the menu. I decided on few items (mostly the most
expensive ones) and I asked "And you? What’d you have?"


 "I don't feel like eating
so only order for yourself" He replied. I picked up the receiver and gave
the order, "Make it two" I said for all the items, so what he doesn't
wanna eat? I can eat little extra myself. Anyway he was not paying the bill the
corporation would.


After dark we went out for a
walk, it was around 09:30 PM in the night, we took a paan each from a roadside paan
shop, the evening was pleasant, cool breeze caressed our faces, we went toward
FC road, there are great many pubs there. We went to one called apache, we were
not really drinker type but just went in, I ordered a vanilla punch thinking a
little exercise for the kidney wouldn’t be a bad thing.


I was not in mood for spending
money, it already last week of the month and I have nothing left in my account.
I look around the bar, quickly scanning it. Do you want a free drink? I asked Sharma.
"Never say no to free" he said animatedly, "Free is always
welcome" I starting eyeballing a girl who was sitting with her friend (probably?),
both were just sitting and talking. After few attempts, I made a successful eye
contact, instantly she shied away looking down, now that was a sure sign. So, I
went, mustering up some courage to these two chicks who were clearly acting
beyond their potential, I sensed there was a definitely an opportunity. "Can
I buy you a drink?" I asked. One of them, a long haired brunette, nodded. So,
I went to the bar and uttered "Seems that I forgot my card" I was a
good actor, I must say. She looked sideways little uncomfortable and then nods
her head softly speaking, “It’s on me”. Sharma and I enjoyed couple of glasses
of whiskey on the rocks, it was a heavenly experience.


We got rid of girls later, they
would have dumped us anyway I believe they suspected we were just a bunch of
freeloaders. While returning it was bit late, 1 o’clock or so, we bumped into a
man, or rather to say he bumped into us. He stared at me for few moments and
then he approached and asked - "Are you Mehta?" "No" I
replied. 


"Why do I get the feeling I
have seen you somewhere?" he added. I looked at him, he didn't look like a
kind of person that I had met or kind of person I would really hangout with,
there was something weird about him. He was thin, black shirt black trouser,
all black basically, unusually sharp eyebrows, and with glistering lips. 


"Are you from the
corporation?" I asked. "Oh yeah, he said, "I must have seen you
in the office then" He made a small talk, he did seem like a nice fellow,
all sweet and gentle. We parted ways by exchanging numbers, I gave him my
company visiting card, which I was itching to give away, I had like a couple of
hundred of them lying around in my almirah at home. So, I felt nice not because
I met a decent fellow, but I could slip away one card. While I asleep I had a
dream, more of an idea actually, I was giving away like 40-50 cards to a person
and asking him to further give it to his buddies. And then I saw those buddies
further distributed these cards to their friend, and they to theirs and so on
and so forth till all those were gone. What a plan! Evil!


A few days later when I had
returned to my normal routine and Sharma had gotten back to Vizag I got a
strange call at the middle of the night. Whose call is it at one am? I swore a
little like bastard, bitch, etc etc. before picking up. "I am the guy from
apache bar, remember we met outside" He said. 


"What?"


"I was wondering" he
said, "if you want to get together" "What?" I asked him irritatingly,
who calls at one am without an emergency? What was is this guy talking about?


"Do you wanna have little
fun with me?" He asked cutting through the BS. I was stunned, shocked and
I disconnected immediately. The phone rang and rang and I was so afraid that I
switched it off. And in the morning as mobile was off, I had no alarm to wake
me upto and I missed the office bus.


I told the incident to Arnav and
he laughed incessantly. He said, "I always thought there was something
wrong about you" "-And now I know" When I protested, he said
further teasing me that I shouldn't suppress such feeling. "Let them come
out, loosen yourself"


I searched for the queen’s name
in the directory, there was no guy by his name. He was not from the corporation,
I concluded, I remember it was me who suggested if we had met at the office, he
just played along. I could now see his whole game, how he operated, he would
stand outside the bar late night and would stare people in strange way and
would make small talk till he gets their no. Very clever, and then he would
call them, for you know, carnal pleasures. I was disgusted totally, more and
more I thought of the incident more and more an image beginning to float in my
mind, bloody queen! I ranted. I was not homophobic or anything but I did acknowledge
it’s an unnatural thing, it's like forcing the same charged poles of a magnet -
N-N and S-S together. Can they ever stick together?


 


 











Bored to
death


 


The scene at the office was
heating up, everyone was called in senior manager's (and guess who was this
manager guy? surprise, surprise!) cabin, for a one on one. I knocked on the
door, but the guy was on a call, he was talking to someone on his VOIP phone.
Someone sometime back told me that to be a good manager in an IT company you
don’t need to learn management principles or go to IIM thing, but all you need
is to know few basics like how to dial a VOIP number, how to handle a projector
and make PPTs, make nifty looking Excel sheets, and to know when to throw in a few
IT jargons like milestones, showstopper, happy path, function point etc.


 I waited for few minutes before
he disconnected. We jumped off our seats simultaneously, he was the last guy on
earth I wanted to see, and expected to see. He my damn corny manager - Vishwas.
Was he stalking me or something? What did he want from me now?


Keeping all my emotions aside, I
told him that I wanted a development project. He replied as if he didn’t seem
to remember me - Don't worry you'll definitely be given an opportunity, your
performance will be measured for a year and if you perform satisfactorily (translates
to infinity on a managerial scale) you will be transferred to the development
bay (the account was divided into two - dev bay and support bay). I nodded,
what could I have said, I was disappointed. But then suddenly like possessed by
some daemon or something, I jumped out of my seat, a thought crossed my mind, a
year! I remembered, my subconscious presented it to my conscious (remember I
was half sleep during the early presentation), I told him, "Sir there's a
little problem, I can't give a commitment of one year" 


"Why?" this time it was
his chance to get disappointed and surprised. 


"Sir" I paused to think
the excuse, I didn't know what to say, I had to improvise, so I blabbered the
first thing that came to my mind, "Sir, my fiancé is working in Delhi and I
have to relocate to Chd center soon"


I was worried if he would ask why
did I take the transfer to Pune then? why not directly to Chd? Or very basic
like what’s your fiancé’s name? or what does she do? ‘Ishika’ I murmured. But I
guess he was just dumb to ask, or maybe he didn’t bother, after all I was just
a number to him in a stupid spreadsheet, a name he’ll just color with yellow or
something, he could easily replace me with someone else. I felt sorry for the
other guy who would come take my place, but that's that, this is a jungle, and
you have to play by the rules of jungle - survival of the fittest. 


“You are playing game with me?”
“I wouldn’t let you go this time, you eyewashed everyone to take a
transfer. Guess what who else got transfer?”


I didn’t speak anything, but just
walked out slamming the door behind me. He was still mumbling something –
something about not letting me off the hook so easily this time. I couldn’t
care less but in my heart I knew something was coming. It was perhaps a very
bad start to what I was thinking a transforming, new journey. 


The next thing I knew I was released
from the support bay, I was free, I felt extremely relieved, but sad, little
did I know that this was just beginning, my woes were far from over.


 


#


 


I hung around for few days on the
floor till lunch and then I slept (okay tried to sleep) on the sofas in
building one and I went to play more of counter strike, I had become experts of
sort at it. wow! I enjoyed to play terrorist and I could really beat the crap
out of the swat, no sweat. I was in demand everyone wanted me to be on his
team, I was bribed like with free breakfast, evening tea, company coffee mug
(the old ones specially as they were more durables), but I didn’t bow to
material heed I felt, I was beyond them, my conscience bore a much higher price
- maybe like lunch at lemon tree. Unfortunately people around were too broke to
afford that shit. 


So, after couple of days of
loitering around someone called, someone who claimed to be my new manager, he
was she, I mean the manager was lady. How often do you find a lady manager, boy
I was excited, I fantasized if I had to sell myself to get a promotion, I only wished
she were a beautiful dame.


Back in reality - the lady
manager told me that, no wait, one thing I totally forgot to mention about
ladies in management, we often get to see in newspapers questions like if there
is a glass ceiling at managerial level, but I disagree with that, I think
mostly by the time ladies get to a managerial position (like 10-12 years maybe)
they quit the job owing to family responsibility, yeah that’s what happen, no shit,
there is no glass ceiling, nobody stops them but their own selves.


"Where are you" she questioned,



'Playing basketball' I said to
myself.


"In the office" I
replied, of-course I was in the office, that was stupid response and yet a
perfect one, I didn’t lie and I didn’t tell what exactly I was doing, I was
vague, that’s what being in IT is all about. “Don’t be responsible but hang
around so when shit happens cut loose and don’t take blame, but if things work
out just fine, step forward and take the accolades”


'Bring your sorry ass over here' I
was expecting her to say, she said instead, "Get to my cubicle
immediately, I want to talk to you"


 "Okay, madame" I replied,
I wanted ask her location but before that she disconnected. I called back, she
picked up the phone, "Where's your desk location madam?" I asked. She
paused for a moment I don’t know why, maybe she took the question personally,
maybe it was a philosophical enquiry - She's confused, Where is she? What the
hell she’s been doing?


 She replied, I am at fifteen,
desk 119, first floor. come faster please" I sensed it was urgent and so
there was I running through the corridor. 


 


#


 


A few minutes later I reached her
desk, and she was like this is my pc. Gosh, she was pretty and surprisingly
young for a manager, maybe I was ready for that promotion.


 "What… okay" I replied
looking at her PC. I wondered why she was showing me her PC. She stared me for
a moment, and then said, "Take a look, the network is not working, the
cable is connected and IP address is there but still no network, my whole work
is blocked" Maybe this was some kind of test, before she inducts into the
project. I looked at the bottom bar of the minimized i.e. window, the title
said - 'shoes-world.com' category heels. I looked down, she was wearing this
long long (hand gesture - from thumb to index finger) heel. "How can I
help?" I stared her back quizzingly.


 "How do I know? You are the
system guy"


 "Wo, wo!" I replied.
"Excuse me? Systems?" "You have got your cocktail mixed up wrong!"
"You called me for the project, and now this?" I felt at complete
loss. 


"You are not..." she
opened her email, "Hiren?" She said looking at my card, which was
hanging down my neck, but was perfectly resting in my shirt pocket, I didn’t
like advertising myself, and I didn’t like someone labeling me. No, Jesus I am
not Hiren and I am not some system guy. Clearly it was a case of mistaken
identity, the formula already beaten to death in Bollywood movies, I had no
intentions to carry on the drama.


I was wondering how the heck this
can happen? Did she get cross connection or something, and then it dawned on
me. The manager called from her desk phone (to save a rupee), the call from the
desk is routed through the internal exchange and you can’t call back or at times
it goes out to random people. She was still in comprehending the situation mode
when I left. I was on the right floor, I knew this was the dev bay. So, I asked
a guy sitting duck bent and almost immersed in his computer monitor, for this
mythical lady manager, he pointed me to a cubicle at the last row.


My first reaction was of
disappointment, the manager chick was far from attractive infact she was quite
the opposite – the idea of promotion just disappeared immediately, I was
totally fine with being a measly software engineer, she was totally repulsive,
forty maybe, fat and ugly, one teeth missing from the upper line. She told me,
to meet some guy who would arrange me a seat, and we do start immediately from
today. Boy, I was excited, at last project, a java dev project this is what I
wanted.


We were bunch of 7-8 people
headed by the guy apparently called a 'PA' I didn’t think though that he was
drunk - he walked without bumping and talked without slurring. He introduced
himself as Dinesh which I thought was pre-archaic name and on top of that he
kept his off-white half sleeves shirt tucked out. And yeah, in case you are
wondering the girl who took me for a Systems guy was in there too, her name was
Bhargavi, Bhargavi Seth.


We gathered in his cubicle and he
showed us a document. It was a project related to capturing some credit card
info of the customer, maybe profile management or something. He explained
something, but I didn’t understand a dime what he was saying - web service,
callback method, server side validations, but I still nodded, I had to look
smart, specially from the next guy standing beside me, that’s how it works in the
industry, it’s okay too be dumb as long as you are less dumber than the next
guy, your job is safe, call it cutthroat competition or relative appraisal
whatever BS. So, here I am one minute banging the swat team, another minute
banging my head on the cubicle wall. 


It was a temporary location he
said, but I sensed that my problem was permanent, I had no clue about the
requirement. But again he mentioned that we had to do it together, dividing the
work and helping each other and all. I was trained in Open systems so I had no
clue in java, I knew java from college but still this was different, this was
corporate. I remembered I did make a chat messenger using java in college with
swing ui, it looked neat, the external team liked it. One of the guy, from our
team, although he looked tiny and puny, took the charge, he called a quick
meeting and decided for us who will do what. Unfortunately I was left with the
toughest part, or I felt so because I did not know a dime of java. After I came
from lunch wherein I told Arnav excitedly that I have got a new project, and he
didn’t show a bit of enthusiasm, he was crowded with his own problem, he told
me that his client is too fussy, he (the client guy) complained his manager
over the font type he used in constructing new WebPages. He complained that it
was gross, and he should learn a thing or two about web designing himself.


 "What?" He said frustratingly
"Should I join a calligraphy class now?" "I am a damn
developer" "In my opinion the text read absolutely okay, and if you
can read then where is the fucking problem" 


His extremely liberal use of the
word fuck bothered me, it was quite unlike Arnav, he didn’t swear, or very
seldom. That only indicated how poor he felt at that moment. 


After the lunch I went back to my
desk. My God, it felt so good that I kept on repeating while going back, but
when I reached I was in for a surprise. 


"Hey, excuse me" I said
politely to the guy, he didn’t reply neither he bulged a bit. So, I tapped on
his shoulder then, nothing again. so I went to bathroom, and came back after
few minutes, I shook his chair with some force, he looked up confused, I guess
he was fast asleep after the lunch, everyone felt sleepy after the lunch, I
suspected if the canteen mixes something in the food. 


"What?" He asked.
"You are sitting at my place" I told him, pointing to the fifth port
he was sitting on (a cubicle normally has four ports, fifth is like for someone
whom you think has no real use, meaning has no project or has no meaningful
contribution to project). 


“The PA guy (remember I am bad
with names) told me to s(h)it here”, I smiled at his pronunciation, I guessed
either he was from bengal or nepal, I had interest in knowing that though.


I went to the PA, he gave me the
new location, guess where, in the same cubicle where that who-thought-I-was-a-system-guy
girl sat, little miss Bhargavi Seth. Her eyes followed me as I settled myself
on the forth port, apparently she was on fifth, I felt lucky, she frowned, I
guess she had her eyes set on that for sometime, and she didn’t like some outsider
came and claimed that. 'She was my bitch' she must have thought. She was
looking at me, so I teased her, I caressed the CPU box with my hands like you
caress a little puppy and then I switched it on throwing a smile in her
direction. She smiled back, but I could see that it was not a welcome one.


For the week that followed I hung
around in the office for like twelve hours straight, no more pool games or TT
matches, or powernaps at sofa, or playing counterstrike, it was all about
coffee and code. That's it, that’s what my world was wrapped into. The girl
turned into a nice being slowly after the snow of jealousy melt off her, and she
helped me with the here and there with the code, I was learning fast, and I
liked it, even thought it was exacting and sweating.


So, after few weeks of hard work
when we were done we showed the work to the PA, we were happy with what we came
up with, both look wise, and functionality wise as well. It looked only a
distant cousin of what the required system was, but I guess little deviation
was expected. So, we enthusiastically presented it to the Mr. PA, once again
the puny guy took the charge and to my surprise, and to everyone’s surprise in
the team, he walked off with all the appreciation, we felt cheated and
belittled. But anyway I was quite used to it by now. 


The guy hardly did anything, he
just worked on the integration part, and nevertheless he was much appreciated.
The PA said this was merely a test, a dummy project; we were surprised to know
that, he said he wanted to see if we had the right skills for the project, and
he was okay with our performances and expected us to work harder. The manager
then barged in and congratulated everyone and told us that they are expecting
the project in few days and we should be prepared for it. Hearing that once
again we were excited; just the mention of the project was enough to tingle our
nerves.


 











Meet Mr. All Smiles


 


It took us about three weeks of
non-stop, no-sleep hard work to get the job done, the development was completed
and everyone was so scared. We sincerely hoped this was not a test again. Thankfully
everything was real this time and the project moved to the testing phase. Oh
wait I forgot to mention that even though project was real it was only the
first release, it had like at least a dozen of release to go on which not to be
mentioned had to be done in a very short span of time. I looked at heaven and
asked why me?


And so I met Dev Bachhal
(nicknamed D.B.), the Punjabi lad from Saharanpur. The first thing you'd notice
about him beside his small frame was his wide grin, he smiled at just about
everything, I introduced myself he smiled, I pointed out that what he raised
was not a defect he smiled, I updated the defect sheet without fixing the
problem he still smiled. Basically, to sum up, at the beginning of the time
there existed a smiley and the God attached a guy around that smiley and called
him D.B., that's it that pretty much nails it what D.B. looks like.


"That's not a bug" I
complained, "That's a feature" I added.


"This is not a part of
requirement" He pointed at the doc. 'To hell with the requirement doc'
"These things are not always accurate you know" I protested.
"Rule is a rule" He replied. I squeezed my teeth in frustration and
moved on.


Then it dawned on me, I came back
and asked him that I am going for a coffee and if he would like to join, a
trick that I learned from Arnav. He was much calmer, more open to reason, I
showed interest in his story, although I don’t remember at all what he
blabbered in those twenty-five minutes, yes sir I was watching my watch that
whole time accounting for every damn sobbing minute and second.


And what a luck, the next day I
again bumped into him, this time in ozone, he was having rabdi jalebi. There
was a girl with her, she looked like his twin sister. Had it been someone else,
some other friend, I surely would have passed a comment or two on her. But I
refrained waited for him to introduce, and as I guessed she indeed turned out
to be his sister, not twin, but nine months younger. Nine month? I wondered how
did that happen? It was a very stupid thought but very wise from medical
science point of view, and if…


"What are you thinking so
hard?" He asked me.


"Nothing, just regular
work" I replied.


So, we bonded over a plate of
rabdi jalebi, a delicacy of kadhaai, kadhaai with a slogan – proudly making
people fat since ‘99, but I think at least it was better than eating French
fries and American burger. I found out he lived in Aundh, near Spencer he told
me. For a moment I thought here I am falling in the same pattern - making a new
friend, raising my hopes, relying upon him and then… what should be my
immediate expectations and my mind floated to the possibilities, one was
particularly favorable and highly likely - befriending him might help me at
work, he was tester and I was a developer, he might go easy on me and might find
less faults. I smiled and I asked if he uses orkut – which at that time meant a
giant step toward friendship, adding someone to your orkut was like trusting
that guy big time. Yes he replied, there were quite a few Vilas D.B. in the orkut,
but it proved fairly easy to find him - I just looked for the guy with most-est
widest grin.


Next day on lunch I told Arnav
about D.B., and immediately Arnav's emotion got aroused when he heard that D.B.
hailed from Saharanpur, he himself was from Saharanpur by origin. I told him
that I'll introduce him to D.B.. He said, "ASAP" And so we all three
met over evening tea, which was financed by Arnav. They hit-off instantly
without much hesitation or the awkwardness of first meeting, they were like
perfect pair I thought, a match made in heaven, if only one were girl. But then
what the hell, world is changing fast, India too is expanding its narrow and
conservative view.


One a warm sunny day we were just
cutting our time sitting outside Arnav‘s building when I got a call, it was
some woman on the line trying to sell me a card. “What’s a credit card” I looked
at the guys, Arnav looked at me dumbfound as if I had asked something like how
many states are there in the east of India but D.B. rose to the occasion, the
guy had like whole Wikipedia inside his head, you throw a term to him, like a
ball to a dog, and he will fetch you the history and geography of it. 


He told me it was a card that you
can swipe without even having a rupee in your account, it sounded promising,
you spend the money you haven’t earned yet, the idea caught my fancy, he gave
further details like - I could pay the amount that I spent on a later date, a
date chosen by the bank. I asked him if I had to pay any interest rate. “No,”
He replied, “as long as you pay by the due date”. I wondered if everybody paid
within the due date, “how the hell the bank made the profit” He assured me that
it was the banks who always made money out of card business, simply because you
pay and you forget, it is impossible to remember to pay back. I nodded, I
couldn’t agree more, I saw the logic in his line of reasoning. “Who remembers
to payback? That’s true and that’s what those greedy bastards counting on.”


Having a card like that sounded
like a perfect plan, I would buy at least 10 and keep on paying one card’s bill
through the other. It was like a financial lifejacket that I could hold on for
as long as I could to save myself from drowning in debt.


I opened my mailbox as soon as I
came back from lunch, I scanned for any funny forward mail, there was one with
lots of pictures of babies doing funny stuff – I particularly liked the one
with a beer bottle and the one with cigarette pursed between the lips. Suddenly
I clicked on the compose button, without a thought, and I typed a name on the
‘To:’ field. I was glued to my seat for few seconds unable to think, and then I
wrote:


“Wanted to see you, come for
lunch tomorrow”


 


Yours truely,


“I”


 


From then, I waited for a new
mail like people wait for any news of launch of a new phone, every five minute
I would refresh, although there was no need, and I would check my main folder
and the junk mail too, wishing the reply to just popup.


 


#


 


The next day, around tea time D.B.
and Arnav and I went to this guy who stood at roadside outside our office.  On
our we got into a strange discussion.


“Did you notice what I noticed?”
Asked D.B. in his famous cryptic way, to more it was very weird.


“Yes, I did” I replied.


“So, what do you think about it?”
He said.


“I think you should stop talking
in morse code” Arnav replied, irritatingly.


“Oh, you just don’t get it?” D.B.
continued. “I don’t blame, it is tough to deduce”


“What????” I said almost losing
it.


“Bhargavi” “- and Vishwas” What
was he getting at I wondered.


“Don’t you see it, the way Vishwas
see her?”


“They talk more often, I guess” I
shrugged.


“Next time, look into his eyes”
“He has got hots for her”


“The guy is married for god sake”
Arnav interrupted.


“No, he is right” I defended, “A
moral ground is the last thing you would expect from this guy” “I told you
about my vizag story?”


“He is hitting on her, do you
think she is taking a bait?”


“I wouldn’t know”


“Even though you sit right next
to her?” Arnav said.


“Yeah, we don’t much really”
“This is corporate some people are willing to go any length for success” I
said, “I wouldn’t blame her” “And that bastard got promotion on my cost, on the
product that I developed!” “Go, figure!”


But whatever, I now knew what his
weakness was. I had an advantage now, or at least had the information that I
could eventually use to create an advantage and then with it turn the table on
him. I knew what exactly has to be done, The Game was on.
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The card guy was standing right
outside the gate. I asked him his qualification, to which D.B. and Arnav stared
at me as if I had asked some gravely wrong thing. He told me he was an MBA,
“Which college? I asked.” “From IIM.“ he replied. “IIM?” “IIM Pune” Arnav
added. “Indira institute of management” was the guy’s honest reply. I took a
sigh of relief, thank god everything was still okay with our premier institutions,
we were no doubt getting slowly into recession but no way our IIMian should do
this, he told me that he paid hefty fees for the degree and now he had to earn
money whichever way he could to pay back the bank loans, my imagination just
flew always, I imagined him having a younger sister who was getting around that
marriage age, the poor guy had to fund her dowry, his father was getting old
and suffering from TB or some other disease which makes you bed ridden and
cough all day. His mother diligently sew cloths old and new day and night, but
now was running out of customers as everybody in neighborhood had lot to wear already,
and her machine was catching dust and getting corroded slowly with each passing
day. The chain of thoughts broke when someone coughed, it was Arnav, I was out
of my daydream, yes I said. 


“Great sir, so you will take the
platinum card” 


“No, I mean-“ Apparently I did
not hear what he had just said. 


“Wait,” D.B. spoke with his
wisdom, “give him the one which is free” 


“Only the titanium one and the
gold one is free sir” I asked him to tell me more about this gold one. 


“Hold on a minute” D.B.
interrupted “this gold one is useless, just gives you some points” “take this
one, titanium one, one of my friend is using it too, it gives you 5% discounts
on utilities and bill payment” “You can save on mobile bill or broadband or-“ 


“But my mobile bill is hardly two
hundred bucks” I said. 


”then it will save you” he
calculate for a long minute and replied ”twenty rupees” 


“Ten rupees” replied Arnav. 


“Ten rupees yes” replied D.B.. 


“That’s not much” I said, the duo
eyeballed me, I knew was just pretending ten rupees meant a lot to an underpaid
engineer.


 “Then perhaps you should start
spending more on your mobile bill”, the IIM guy suggested. I pondered for a
moment it made perfect sense to me, spend extra to save more; I guess that’s
how consumeristic world works today. He asked to sign at couple of places in
the form and it was done, I had applied succefully for the titanium card. 


Our lady PM stared at me when I
passed her, I settled on desk and asked her what she had in her lunch,
“Biryani” she replied, which was clearly a lie, I saw her eating fruit salad. I
wondered if it was for some reason, maybe she was looking or her parent’s were
looking for her. We were just chit chatting when the lady PM barged in, she
demanded to see the task that I was allocated, I sweated, my toungue was frozen
inside my mouth, I had not even begun, and so it was time to throw some bullshit,



“I had been reading the
documentation” And I showed her an excel that D.B. had sent to me, it was like
a doc that captured the flow and raised a few questions.


And then threw some technical
jargons, like workflow, and factory patter and stuff, and told her quickly my
plan how I see how was I thinking to implement it, I asked her if this was the
correct approached, I know that was a googly, she had no idea what I was
talking about, 


“It’s good, it’s good, I think”
She replied. She was impressed but she was little irritated as I was doing a
good work, ‘carry on’ she said and ran away.
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In the evening I found Anushree
sitting on the couch, surfing, I made her a nice cold coffee (I actually
brought it from Durga), she thanked me, I waited for her to take a sip, and she
was like wow wow! You made a really good coffee, it tastes just like durga. “Oh!
Come on” I replied. “It can’t be” 


“Of-course, it can’t be” she
replied, “it’s better than that”


I asked where was Surekha I had
one cup for her as well.


“Oh she would be late” “She is in
delivery phase”


“Delivery!” I exclaimed. “Yeah,
her manager is really pushy”


“I’ll just keep that in the
freezer” I replied.


I saw some unfamiliar shoes on
the stand, there was hardly any space there, whose shoes is this I protested, I
had no place to keep mine, and it was supposedly ‘my spot’. 


“You noticed,” she said bubbli-ly.
“I just brought them today” She started giving me description and details that
I was least interested in, to me it was just boots alright, too her it was
like, you know, like everything.


“What the hell” I said to myself,
I certainly had asked the wrong question.


She then told me, it was her
first online shopping and told me about this site where she bought it from.


I was talking too Arnav over
morning tea (11 o’clock strictly) at twelve, I was basically making a sales
pitch to him, I was telling him that to subscribe to a stock-ideas website, I
told him it had impressive track record, all of it’s bet have been a
multibagger so far, our icicidirect accounts were lying dormant anyway, so why
not make money. He responded, and responded harshly, 


“You know what the problem is
with you, you see everything with an eyeglass of money” “Don’t measure
everything with money, you’ll regret one day, and yeah I’m not gonna pay to
some damn website, who only talks about it’s achievements, I am sure it had
failed bets as well” It made sense what he said, the last part at least.


I told her shoe-world.com was a
shitty site, my friend buys from red-onion all the time, they give you free
delivery as well if you buy three pairs. She broke away immediately, although I
was still speaking going all praises, she was on ie, on the website already,
looking at it with an incredulous eye, like a baby who just spotted a new toy,
“so many variety” were the only words she said before going into a shopping
limbo.
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I did not tell you about the
other guy in the cubicle, it’s not my fault he did not talk to me much beyond a
formal hello, but it’s important now that I mention him, so this guy had sony
ericson phone and you know what’s best about this phone, it has damn good
speakers, and this guy is a big fan of rafi, and plays rafi all the time
particularly when right after he comes back from lunch, but at that day he was
playing a different tune, it was something like this - 


 


“We're caught in a trap 


I can't walk out 


Because I love you too much baby”


 


I checked the video on youtube
(using a proxy given by a trainee friend, how do these trainees come with such
neat tricks is still a big mystery to me), a twenty something lad with thick
sideburns and wearing a black shirt and white trousers walked by on an empty
streets, while a ’49 peugot stood in the background. He bumped into a girl,
talking, laughing. I was just glued to seat, my mind took a nose dive in the
pool of memories, I reminisced about the days. 


We would wander aimlessly on the empty
streets of Mysore, jump bursting the empty cans of colas, throwing stones at
random windows, and then stepping aside hiding away in a secluded corner.


What the hell, I shook myself,
what the hell was I doing, and what was I supposed to do, it was like a massive
of self realization that hit me, and I was overturned with my surfing board. What
I felt was like seizure or something, my whole body shook and waved, the clouds
of opaque dust that were blinding me started to thin out, a new consciousness
started to appear.


I called up Arnav and told him
that I had to find Ishika, if he could help me. I formulated a plan, basically
the idea was – ‘chance’, go to phase 2 for lunch, if I could bump into her. From
that day Arnav and I went to Ph-2 for lunch together, we would catch the 12:30
shuttle, which would drop at the big bus stand in-campus, we would take a walk
and then… there was a problem – there were like three cafeterias there – for
few days we used the strategy to go to a random café, but that was not working,
it was inefficient nevertheless, so we divided ourselves, Arnav was bit
hesitant but I was really firm, we started going to two different cafes to eat,
that increased our statistical probability to 66.67%. I would often stare at
the wall or look down or just get mad frowning upon my idiocracies, sometimes
some stranger would come by and sit next to me with his plate – silent and fiddling
with his own self, or other times a group would come merrily chattering eating
from each other, and I would raise my neck or in between stand and look around
for a sign, a sign of her. I could feel a fragnance in the air - her fragnance,
I could hear the shrill of her voice in the distance, her unrepressed laughter,
I could see a mirage that looked like her but disappeared as I tried to touch.


We we waiting for the 01:30 bus
when he told me that he broke the news, “I saw her” He said excitedly, I must
have been excited and happy too I know, but I felt nervous, “What?” He asked. I
just shook myself, and questioned him, “Tell me about it” At the Cafeteria, she
was with someone, they were about to leave when I just arrived, I was looking
for the table when I spotted her. “Then?” I asked.


I put down my plate, and followed
her. “You followed her?” That sounded creepy. “I mean I wanted to talk, but
she’d just keep on going so fast, and there was this guy as well”


“What then?”


“She sits in Beta-5”


“The new building?”


“Yes,” “sixth floor” He replied.


I started thinking whether I
should immediately go to her place, I had waited for this moment for long, or
should I come back tomorrow? I decided on tomorrow, I was good in
procrastinating.


#


 


For next couple of days, I
couldn’t go to phase-2 at all, the workload was too much, I think the PA
thought I was slacking, so he gave me extra work so that I stick to my seat the
whole day.


One fine morning, I had forgotten
about it altogether, I got a call that my card request has went on hold, why I
asked? It was because, of the some problem in verification process. What
problem? The phone got disconnected, “Damn it skytel, no signal” I said in
exasperation.


Just after five minutes I got one
more call, this one was on deskphone, Why? “Why? What?” The voice on the other
end asked. “I was completely astonished for the moment,” “Ishika?” I quizzed. “You
were expecting someone else?” She asked. “No, I mean, no” I blabbered. She
laughed. “Listen I am coming to ph-1 in half an hour” “See you there?” 


“Yes, come to twelve” I replied.


She was wearing a grey creased trousers
that clung narrowly to her legs, and a sleeveless pale yellow shirt, a pearl
white necklace underneath it, she looked like she was queen of somewhere. I
waited for her on the side of the road, she looked happy to see me. “Look at
you” These were the first words I heard from her, “you are all grown up”


I smiled and replied, “Shut up” I
realized I had added few extra pounds since Mysore days, but it was not that
bad.


We went to three instead of
twelve as it was closer, we were having brunch, when I got a call from some
landline no, the girl at the other end said something really horrible, it made
my face wilt. What happened Ishika asked, “Nothing, its just some stupid thing”


“You look worried”


I was, I didn’t earn enough (just
like the people of my clan) to keep up with my expenditures, my balance sheet
always showed a big deficit in it. “Its important I’ve to take it” I said and
walked out. I moved around the pathway back and forth, nervously I talked to
the excectuive, she told me after a lot of convincing that, the information
that I mentioned and the data they observed didn’t match. “What data, what
information are you talking about?” My head spun, I was reacting as if it was
not just a credit card but something like a return ticket to mars or an IIM call
or some million dollar shares transaction. 


“Your wife said -” She began,


 “Wife?” ”What are you talking
about?” 


“You mentioned in the form that
you were single, but you had a wife” 


“What?” “What is this?” I
repeated, in shock. “I am not married” 


“But Sir, we talked to your wife
Mrs. Anushree… -“ She continued. 


“Anushree ???” I was puzzled.


“Anushree? Who’s that?” Ishika
questioned.


“Sorry sir, but we can’t we can’t
process your application” 


“To hell with the application” By
now Ishika was standing beside me her eyes demanding explanation. “What’s going
on here?” “Why are you keep saying you are not married?” 


“Nothing important” I replied. “It’s
just some crazy guy”


“Anyway, it’s time for my exam”


I put down the phone and ran
after her, she was walking swiftly on the cobble stones pathway.


“You know,” “I” “I can’t figure
you out”


I followed her all the way to the
hall where she was writing her PR-201 exam, I asked the invigilator if I could
sit as well, he stared at me confused, and handed me a list. “Oh! No, no” I
said to him I did not register for it.” I was looking at Ishika, seat next to
her was empty. “I was just passing by here and strongly felt that –“


“What do you think, is this some
kind of circus?”


I decided to wait outside to
finish her up, but I must have taken a trip to the bathroom or gone for the
coffee, when I came back her seat was empty. She was gone like a whiff in the wind.


 


#


 


Anushree was not there when I arrived,
but Surekha came in soon after. I was sitting on the sofa, I was going absolute
crazy – on one hand it was Ishika driving me nuts and on the other hand the
weird behavior of Anushree freaking me out. Why did she say I was married to
her?


I told Suerkha what happened, she
was quiet for sometime and then spoke, “I think she loves you -” “Quite a lot”
She spoke calmly. 


I wondered if this all was some
kind of practical joke, I always thought they were nuts but this was getting
out of hand very fast. 


“There’s nothing you can do about
it” “If somebody loves you, then that’s that” I looked at her unbelievingly,
was it the same person I just talked to in the morning?


“But of course, there’s one thing
that you can do-“ 


“What?” I enquired wondering if
we could amicably lead to some solution. 


“To love her back” She said with
a straight face. To love her back, how easily she said it, without realzing
true meaning behind the words. To love someone perhaps is the easiest thing
that you can do, to love someone in return is perhaps the most difficult thing
to achieve. How can you love someone unequivocally? I wondered about the great
love of the centuries, was it all just imaginative stories fed to us by the
profiteering media wishing to sell cards and music and cinema?


Anushree came in around six in
the evening, she looked at me beamingly and said, “Kya baat, you are early
today?” “Anything special?” She added. 


“Yes…“ “Darling” I replied.
“Thought to take you for the dinner”


 “You angry with me?” She asked
innocently as if nothing had happened. 


“How could I with my dear wife?”
I said in a tone sharp and acerbic. She went by me, and closed the door shut
behind her. Surekha got up ready to follow her in, but I held her by her wrist
and pulled her back on the couch, “Don’t go after her” “She’d be fine” 


She looked at me and then picked
up the tv remote from the table and switched on, there was some news about
missing cows in Texas, she changed the channel to home-shoppe - they were
featuring night dresses today. Half an hour went by but there was no sound from
inside, Surekha, tapped and then banged at the door. But there was no response,
I prepared myself for the worst.











A new hideout


 


I was lucky this time around, I
liked the first place that I went to see, and there were no compromises and no
weirdo roommates, infact there were no roommates at all. I kinda liked the idea
of living by myself. It was a twin bedroom set on the first floor in a bungalow
in Sindh colony, Aundh. I always wanted a place in the area since the day I had
arrived in Pune, it was a very posh locality, mainly occupied by businessman or
people who bought this some fifty years ago. Real estate was un-affordable
after the IT boom in the city.


The property was spacious and had
a huge garden at the back, but the parking was quite small, maybe they never
planned for having cars. Neighbors were really nice, there was a couple who
lived next door to us. They were quite old, around 70ish maybe, Mr. Bodke had a
defective ear and he loved programming and computers, which was quite
surprising to me. We would talk about technology for hours hanging on the
stairs opposite their door and once he showed me a mobile which operated on
touch, it was fascinating piece of technology you could run programs on it just
as you did you on your PC. Mrs. Bodke would nice in her own, she would tell
whenever there is a sale going on in neighborhood, or if a particular
‘bhajiwala’ was good or not. They were quite lonely I think, their children
were away in Australia, and that’s where they went every summer for like few
months, I guess to spend time with their grand kids.


Oh, I forgot to mention that old
70ish couple was really kind and showered me with love and affection, they
invited me to their home on gudi parwa, delicious marathi food was served,
Puran pohli was my favorite. Now I wouldn’t get into details of the recipe but
it felt like something sent straight from the feast of gods themselves. I bet I
could see my belly bulging out from my 30 inch trousers. 


I met Poorab on the stairs one
day, he was on holidays in India, studying development studies in Tanzania, now
that was a country that really needed some serious development. I asked him
where was Tanzania in the map? We sat one day in his living room, then he told
me, I thought he was going to bring a map or an atlas or something, but he just
pointed toward his heart, this is where Tanzania is, you have to feel it; all
you have to know is the pain, and your feet will find the place automatically. I
laughed out loud inside my head, I thought the guy was a big piece of drama.
And how wrong I was, its funny how you meet the most truthful of the people and
they turn out superfluous and untrustworthy and how you meet someone like Poorab,
and you feel a genuinity, and a warm soul.


Did I forget to mention that
Poorab was the estranged son of the land lady. He left country in rebellion
when his parent forced him to CA college; three months later he snapped and
just took the road before ending up in remote African country, Tanzania.


It was extremely strange that old
neighbors had a very similar story. The only difference was that they had an
estranged daughter who got married herself with a silicon-valley based
entrepreneur and whose business busted in the dotcom bubble – a bubble turned
into rubble. Their daughter committed suicide after her husband shot their two
kids dead and left wife seriously wounded, she came back to life only to
realize there was no one to live for, she threw herself in the Hudson river and
was never found again. I wondered if she made the right choice, and I wondered
if he made the right choice by taking the lives. Couldn’t they come back to India
and start over? I could see the oldies were quite well off, with kashmiri rug
covering the whole apartment, expensive furniture, costly looking home décor
and blah blah. For a moment I wondered if I could put up a good act here. I had
obviously scored good points so far, maybe this could be all mine if I played
it right. I wondered what was happening to me, why was I thinking like a person
who had sold his soul to devil.


Coming back to Poorab, he was a weird
guy, much weirder than snapping and moving to Tanzania, the more I knew the
more peculiar he seemed to me, it was like meeting a new guy every time, I
would see him and wonder, “I didn’t know that part of him”. He was guy who
drank herbal tea, he was a guy who didn’t touch liquor but openly advocated
weed, he was a guy who treated women with utter respect, he was a guy who
believed monogamy but visited night clubs to pick up women, he was a guy who
didn’t like people, hated socializing but attended page three parties, he was a
guy who wouldn’t drive his car above seventy but let me, a noob, drive, he was
a guy who didn’t care or give a damn’s ass to his parents but would care for
the children of a poor country.


He had this weird way of seeing
and saying things, which sometime make you feel like crap, but they worked,
they all did. Like we were talking hanging out at the rooftop, we were talking
about our school days, something he really liked talking about, and then he
suddenly asked me about this three day trek across shayadri’s I hesitated
telling him about something very particular, so he lectured me. He leaned on
the railings looking away in the distance, he spoke, 


“Look there are two ways to live
your life, Your can either say “I dived in the great barrier, I rode the bulls
in spain, I spent the night in a haunted twelth century castle in great
Britain, I drowned in the milky water of blue lagoon, I got lost in a safari in
Kenya, I sung Buddhisht chants in Lhasa, Somalian took me captive for two
weeks, I pondered about the lost civilizations of eastern island and machu
pichu, I got caught spying area 51, I searched relentlessly for the last traces
of saraswati, I rolled on the high ground of prairies, life is so rich and magnificent,
you just have to out and offer yourself to it. It will just swallow you whole.”


 “Or you can sit at home and feel
sorry for yourself... Never truly realizing what fortune lies outside and
importantly what lies within you” 


“Lose yourself, discover
yourself”


I bumped into Mrs. Gaekwad, my
landlady, one day while she was returning from the grocery shop, Poorab was
following, with his hands full of two big bags, we had a hearty little chat. She
was nice old lady probably in her late forties, “What do you do btw?” I asked. 


“I work at the church” She
slipped in casually. 


“Church!” I exclaimed back, that
raised thousand alarm bells in my head. I remembered the fanatic man, the
landlord my friend Vikram told me about. How he drove Vikram and his roommates
nuts trying to persuade them by dropping subtle but obvious hints. 


She was an intelligent woman, she
read the signs on my face, and smiled, “Come on in, have a coffee” Subtle hint?
I was still processing when she said, “Did you meet Poorab?” 


He took a bow, “Her personal
staff”


“Yes, we have met” I replied.


I did go to the trek after-all
how could I say no to Poorab, or to life, so as to speak. And what happened
during our hike is a long tale in itself. There is one thing though that is
worth mentioning, while were having a sort of stopover drinking lemonade at a
lonely broken shop by the side of the road, I ran into someone, Surekha was
there with her group of friends, they were sitting on a big table that they had
formed by joining several smaller ones, I tried to avoid her but she saw me,
she came over to our table, she wanted to talk in private. She told me
something that shook my foundations of what is real and what is not. I was losing
it, it was confirmed, and there was only one reason to it, and there was only
one solution to it.


‘Ishika.’


But I held on, I held on, Poorab
was my support. With him, weekends became something to look forward to there
was something or other to do, experiences to live, nightmares to overcome; we’d
just drive in the dead drop midnight and we’d dance in the streets like crazy
lunatics freshly graduated from a mental asylum, we’d laugh about almost
everything no matter it made sense or not. Life was different then, living
actually made some sense.


So, there were these two guys – Arnav
and D.B., always safe and sensible and then there was this guy Poorab
completely unpredictable and incomprehensible and then there was this one more
guy, me, who didn’t know who he was, flying like a lost kite in the vast
emptiness of spaces that existed between human souls.


Time flew by and the memory of Ishika
was slowly beginning to fade away. Earlier I used to say her name aloud like at
least hundred times a day, but now it was reduced to some thirty-forty.


#


 


The ten thirty office bus was
stopped, now everyday I had to catch the early morning bus, and for that I had
to get up real early in the morning, thus bus came at around 07:50 and I used
to push myself off the bed at 7, walk around the apartment like a zombie trying
to suck in the new reality, I’d stand at the big window and would look out with
my hazy vision, what was I looking for? Was I seeing it? One peculiar thing
that I observed was that I was getting late in the morning almost everyday,
sometime I’d even miss the bus and was forced to go in a six seater, I had to
do something. And so I decided - 7 became 7:15 and then 7:30 I mastered the art
of getting ready in fifteen minutes, the rest few minutes were reserved for
dashing toward the bus. I was still getting late as earlier, but at least I had
the satisfaction of having an extended sleep.


Arnav and I were talking on the
sofas of one, he complained that since the ten thirty is cancelled he had to
get up at like 6 in the morning, I asked why, how much time did he spend in
front of the mirror? “I live on nagar road” He said, reminding me. 


“Yeah, it’s too far I agree”


I told him that I was facing the
same problem and I was thinking about getting a bike, he asked me which one was
I gonna buy. I replied, I don’t know nothing about bikes, I guess the pulsar.
He advised me that I should buy anything but pulsar. It was too common, everyone
seemed to have it, from an IT guy to a pizza delivery boy, from an office clerk
to a school teacher everyone rode a pulsar. So, I thought I’d go for something
little different maybe not very dramatic but different, but what were the
options then?


“A red pulsar?” I asked “That
should be different”


I put forward my problem to Poorab
and he suggested me that I should try eliminator, it’s a pretty sweet ride
specially when you can’t Harley. I knew eliminator it was for small guys I
opinionated. The next morning he knocked on my door and asked if I was ready.
“Ready?” I queried. “Yeah, ready” He replied as if we made some suicide pact or
made some elaborate plan for a heist or if I could read whatever was on his
mind. “Yes” I replied, without hesitation, I had no what I was getting into.


He took out his SX4, wow what a
smooth drive it was, on the way I asked him finally, “Where are we going?”


 “You wanted to get a bike?”


 “Yes, and-“ 


“Then, we are going to ride some”
I wondered if he was taking me to those gangster kinds with long thick
moustaches who wear black tee shirts with a skull painted on it and who rode in
those long, modified dashing bikes. 


Instead, we went to the Hero
showroom and we went to Bajaj showroom, but I didn’t like much what I saw, Poorab
was happy. He took me to a place which looked like a shady grey market place,
everything from a plastic comb to a laptop computer to automobiles were on
sale. We went to see a guy with long unshaven beard, who according to Poorab
was an expert. He showed me a lot of old shabby bikes, old was stylish he
reasoned.


We were at the roof that night,
listening to the beats of untiring crickets, watching the leaves rustle as they
danced to the tunes of a cold autumn night. He asked me when do I plan to get
the bike, “Clearly you liked it” he said. I would have said, 


“I was confused or needed more
time to think” or “found some fault about the timing or in the bike itself” but
I did not say so, he was a guy with whom you don’t feel the need to pretend,
someone who would make you feel honest with yourself. So, I told him that money
was really tight, I told him that salary was not really good enough to let
myself indulge. And he was surprised, “I thought you people are well paid” I
smiled at him, and whispered, “Now you know the secret, don’t tell anyone” 


“But seriously, what is bothering
you?” He was one guy who can see through bull. I just shook my head. “What was
that girl said to you that day?” I was little shocked to see how he still
remembered it. I knew I can’t keep it from him, he would just get through it
anyway. So this is what Surekha told me:


A guy knocked on my door he was
from credit card company, Anushree opened it. “Yes?” She asked. 


“Umm... Mr. I“ “lives here?” 


“Yes, he does” “What is it
about?” She asked. 


“He had applied for a card and I
am here for the verification, is he home?” 


“No he’s out, I am sorry” “But
never mind I can sign on his behalf” 


“I am sorry? He has to sign it
himself, your relationship with him?” 


“Umm... I am his wife”


“Okay” The guy took the signature
and left.


There was nothing there, nothing
happened, I overreacted, it was just my imagination playing tricks with my
head. Poorab took a step further, a smile broke on his lips, with open arms he
hugged me.


I had answer now, the question
that I had been asking for - are we changing? Is our society as a whole ready
to move on? Perhaps not, we still couldn’t think beyond out petty mindset, we
still couldn’t see beyond our shortsightedness. I had taken many steps back, and
there was lot to undo before I could actually move forward.











The year 2008


 


2008 was a weird one, a year
which would be remembered as what I would like to call a year of depression -
depressing me both financially and psychologically. Stock market nosedived; followed
by a series of crashes which left me completely broke. Arnav left the company
having been disillusioned with the system, recession enveloped the industry
engulfing hundreds and thousands of jobs, Poorab returned to serve his purpose
of life and, and the rift between me and Ishika widened further.


 


#


 


On one of my casual walks to
Ozone I bumped into a dude who was buying roses at the Ozone mall, well the
strange thing was they were - black! Curios I was, I walked onto him and asked.
He told me it was for a girl whom he loved her to the point of hatred for
himself. I couldn’t understand him fully, but I wished him luck anyway, for
whatever his big mission was. 


I couldn’t help think about Ishika,
and as I thought about her I wondered if I really liked her, or was it just a foolish
attraction I couldn’t get over with it, maybe she was a prize that my pride wanted
to have. I bought a black rose too so as to instill a feeling inside me that I
was outgrowing her slowly. I thought about opening a bottle but dismissed it
instantly, I wanted to recover and not drown. 


I called Poorab and told him that
we should hit some bar or club tonight, he was hesitated at first, maybe he had
some plans already. But Then he okayed, we were going to party hard, whole
night long. First we went to a bar called The Wicker Bar on Koregaon
Park, we got ourselves a little drunk there, had few conversations with some
strangers and then moved to a club in KP, we were there for a while but soon
got bored. From there we went to one at MG road, Poorab brought some chicks
over at the dance floor, so we were dancing one on one with girls, and not the
usual guy-guy which basically everyone was doing. I saw him open with a new
line, it was quite queer and funny, he’d approach a pair of girls and would
look straight into their eyes and ask them slowly – can you buy me a drink. He
swam against the social norms, he risked being looked over some idiot or jerk,
but her never cared, he just kept of rolling, on his own way. 


At around midnight when my legs
were already feeling a little tired, crying to lie down on the comfort of a
bed, I got a call. And who it was? She asked me how have I been and other
fluffy stuff, and then she quickly jumped to what she wanted to say, she asked
me if I cared to join her at Yo! China. She was out with her team, and she was
not really feeling well. 


I was in a shock, it was a
cocktail of bloody alcohol and Ishika calling me out of nowhere. A surge of
tingle ran through my spine and to my head. I was losing control of myself.


I wondered about the mystery
called Ishika, I wondered whether I really should go and save the day for her,
was is it some kind of game that she was playing with me. I shook the thought
out of my head, what if she really needed to see me? Maybe she was in some kind
of emergency. I wouldn’t know until I actually meet her.


Poorab came out looking for me, the
two girls followed her. One had her sandals on while the other one was carrying
them in her hands, just swinging them.


“Which one do you think is more
beautiful?” He asked as he swung his arm around my shoulders. I could see
through the dark of the night, those were some dolls. “So? What do you think?” He
said dragging me. I didn’t look at them second time, my mind was elsewhere.“


“I have to leave” I said
helplessly.


He gave me that – dude what the
fuck – look and then looked cool again. He smiled and said, “No man, don’t me
alone”


“No, you are not alone” I said
pointing my head towards the girls.


“Them?” He said, “I will get rid
of them”


“Hey girls-” He shouted, turning
back. I knew I had to go, I couldn’t hang around anymore looking for anybody’s
permission.


“So long” I said and sprinted
towards the auto stand. KP is quite close by to MG Road, it took me only ten
minutes to reach there. But those ten minutes! my head was filled with all kind
of possibilities. What if she is sick? She is dying I panicked. What if she is
in some other kind of trouble. What if she is kept hostage? What if she has a
family emergency and she is broken down emotionally? My mind just kept thinking
and thinking, no matter how I tried I couldn’t help it. I even tried reciting Hanuman
chalisa, and Gayatri mantra but I couldn’t even go past two stanzas.
My head just kept whirling around her. I literally jumped out of the auto as
soon as it reached the restaurant. I didn’t even bother to ask for a change, I
left a rupees note with the driver and ran. My heart was in trouble, it was
beating too fast with anticipation of the uncertainty.


The restaurant was buzzing with
people, even so late in the night. It was KP after all. I scanned the whole
dining hall quickly,  and there she was sitting in a badly lit corner, her face
looking away from the door. I wondered what happened to her teammates, there
were not there. They either left before I could reach her or they were never
there.


“Hi!” I said, trying to hide the
jubilant of my voice. 


“Hey” She looked up and replied.
She seemed all tensed up, I could tell that from her face and her fingers which
were fidgeting.


She mellowed down when she saw me
seeing her. It felt like that glitz in her eyes for me was back. The first
thing I wanted to say was about the restaurant. I didn’t like her choice of
restaurant, neither of us were fond of Chinese. I wanted to ask her why here. I
only half opened my mouth when she signaled me to sit.


I was surprised by her forwardness,
when she asked me without giving me a minute to relax,


“I wanted to speak to you about
something very important” “Something I felt couldn’t wait till morning.”


I noticed she was wearing this white
shirt, with a slim light blue jeans, and her hair was bound in a pony tail. The
dim light falling on her from the lamp overhead was adding to her mystique. God
she looked beautiful just as she looked the very first time I saw her.


She put her hand over mine and
she spoke, “You probably do not realize how much I’ve missed you all this time”
I was stunned. I didn’t know what to reply back, I just stared her blankly. 


“We looked so good together”
“But-“


Of-course, there had to be a “but”
the big “BUT”. My heart dashed, I knew something was coming.


“Ohh no-“ I said infuriated. “I
don’t understand you” “One minute you are that perfect girl that I am just
getting to know” “And the other you are someone I had always known but could
never figure out” “Why are you doing this to me?” “Just tell me why are you
doing this to me?” my voice was beginning to tremble now, I was about to reach
the breaking point.


“What would you like to drink,
sir?” The waitress said. “Ma’m?”


“Refill” She said raising her
near empty glass. “Make it two” I added without knowing what she had had. 


When the waitress arrived without
our drink it look suspiciously like Vodka martini. I never had a martini before
in my whole life, I had only seen James Bond taking it. Perhaps it was about
time.


The first gulp felt like a burn
going through my throat, through my windpipe and onto my stomach. The sensation
was arousing, I emptied the glass in second gulp. 


I hate you, was the first thought
that came in my mind after the drink got started to mix in my blood.


“We were so happy“ “We had so
much plans, so much expectation from life, we were to live together in Andaman,
in a cottage by the seaside”


“There was a life to look forward
to” “we were to backpack through Andes” “We were to start our little bookshop
together”


She looked at me silently, only
sipping her drink in between.


“Look at us now” I said, “What
really happened?”


“Is this all because I had to go to
Vizag“ My voice now was raising steadily, people had began to look. I didn’t
care.


“Is this your way to test me?”
“Do you still think I will choose something else over you?” “Is this some kind
of weird test to see me break?”


“Look-“ “You don’t know what you
are talking about. It’s probably best…” She said.


“I know what I am saying“ “I am
not drunk” “That’s what you want, right?  You want to see me bury myself, to
break me down to the point of madness”


 “You don’t have a flaw except
that you think too much about other people” “You think the world is your
problem“ “Here’s the news for you, No, it’s not your problem that someone is
driven to suicide or a child died due to medical negligence” “Live your own
goddamn life for once”


I gazed at the ceiling which
looked so far, far away, and I let out a deep breath.


“Don’t live for our future,
don’t live for me either” “Just fucking living for yourself” She said
infuriating.


“And I don’t want to get bound by
your imagination of a distant future” “I want to go out there and live” “-
whether you do or don’t, I simply don’t care”


And then she said, what hit my
guts harder than that burning martini.


“You are suffocating me, you are
limiting me, I want to run, I want to fly” “You are not letting me move, and so
I want to move on”


“Damn it, I love you so much. Do
you think it’s easy for me?”


“We were so perfect for each
other” I said under my breath.


She shook her head and said, with
her hands gripping mine tightly.


 “The problem is-”  “We are too
perfect for each other”


She said it, and withdrew her
hand. I searched for warmth. It was too cold.


I closed my eyes for a moment and
I didn’t see her, only darkness, endless of it. I opened my eyes and there was she
again, sitting opposite to me. So close, but so far away. We were in embrace
but of pain, pain that begin to threaten our lives. There was an undulating
flicker of silence between us.


I let her go at that very
instant. 


Perhaps we were not meant to be together.
It felt unreal. a part of me was gone, just disappeared on me, tonight. But somewhere
in my heart I feared that this day would come, I knew the separation was
inevitable. The only consolation was I could see her, and got a closure. I was
glad we talked, and said things that we really wanted to say. There was no
pretence.


As I got up to leave, her voice
rang in my ears like a buzz of bee.


“We are too perfect for each
other” 


 


#


 


 Days
went by and I struggled to hold on to my sanity. There she was thoughts of who
just wouldn’t just leave my head, and on the other hand was the work that was
driving me crazy.


Soon the appraisal season was upon
us, with little enthusiasm I submitted the online form; the application was
called Sarahana, which I thought was very ironic. The minute I got the
HR mail, I started filling it up, it was long three page form with innumerable
fields, tiring it was very. 


"Done" I shouted when I
finished it, people turned around and looked at me strangely. "What?"
I said. With nervous swing of my arm, the coffee mug kept at my desk fell off,
and broke into several pieces. Suddenly people got up at their places and started
clapping. It was crazy. I visualized the whole situation - got reviewed, got
shattered, got laughed at. 


The next day my manager called
upon me. She took me to her personal cabin and asked me to change my ratings, she
had problems with that, evidently so as I had rated myself five stars in all
the parameters, I knew I had to take a chance, and I knew what I will eventually
get was what I would be able to negotiate, so I put my best foot forward. After
half an hour of discussion, we agreed upon a rating of average. She told me I
was average, I had been an average joe the whole year, and probably whole my
life. I told him that did very well what I was assigned, but she countered, 


"That everyone did"
"Tell me I what extra did you do?" "Did you take any initiative?"


 "You didn’t tell me to do
that."


 "You dont have to tell someone
to take an initiative, that's why it is called initiative!"


 I agreed she had a point. Probably
that’s why she was manager and I a meager clerk. But still. So it went, she
questioned me for things I didn’t do, pointed to the parts where I committed
mistakes, and ignored the parts where I reflected brilliance and in the end my
appraisal was screwed, my self esteem was screwed, I was screwed. It was the
starting point in my downward trajectory. 


Vishwas bumped in the alley while
I was coming back, as usual I ignored him, but he stopped in his tracks and
said, 


“Had your appraisal, how did it
go?” It struck me like a lightning bolt, it was not my performance that doomed
me but it was his arrogance, his word against me. This man, really hated me. I
could smell his dirty plan off the smirk that he had on his face, he gave me
low rating so that he could put me in performance review system and eventually
fire me.


#


 


I called up Arnav, and I chatted
with D.B. in his cubicle with my eyes wandering on Bhargavi Seth time to time. Was
it a sign of something? Was I already move on? No, but I was forcing myself to.
I stole a glance at Bhargavi whenever I could, hoping I’d get distracted
eventually. 


D.B. looked off too, his beaming
face was unusually pale and his grin had no sharpness. I knew what had gotten
him, I just nodded my head and put my hand on his shoulder. Bhargavi Seth who
was talking to someone looked strangely at us, immediately I took off my hands.


“Let’s meet today evening at my
place” I said. I'll bring white sherbet, He replied. 


“What should we toast about?”
Smiles said raising his glass.


I looked at Arnav and said,
“let’s toast about new beginnings” “no, no, no wait” “let’s toast about
toasting about toast” I quipped. Their faces reflected it was kind of lame. And
then Arnav seized the moment and said,


“Let’s toast about the fact that
we all got screwed” “to our friendship” We all raised glasses at his command.


Arnav was out of sorts too, he
was talking about life and philosophy, “nothing really matters” was his catch
phrase that he repeated the whole night, I brought an Adam Sandler’s DVD from
nearby store to alleviate our pain by laughing at even bigger loser. 


I finally told Arnav about what
really happened at Vizag, and I told him about the cunning Vishwas. He couldn’t
believe it, both of them were silently staring at me. And then Arnav got up and
slapped me. I was shocked to the core. “What the fuck, dude?” I yelled and
stood up as well. He then punched me in the guts, I fell on the couch with an
intense pain. 


“Why did you do that for?” Smiles
shouted at Arnav.


“This bastard” “That’s why we all
were screwed.” He said and punched me on the face. I almost felt unconscious.


 “Vishwas has a personal vendetta
against, and he is dragging us all down. We are being punished to be friends
with you”


“What happened to our
friendship?” I yelled, “Just a minute ago you were going gaga over friendship
being everything and nothing else matters”


And that made him, I bet it hit him
harder than the punch he landed on me. He took his place on the couch and said
to me, “We gotta take care of him man” “We have to” “If we don’t hit back,
he’ll just keep screwing with us”


Minutes passed in silence, we
were all silent, we were meditating on the shooting alcohol level in our blood.


And then we all spoke at the same
time,


“Did you think of anything ?”


I asked Arnav, “Do you have
anything in mind?”


“We gotta take care of him” He
repeated himself.


“But, how?” Smiles asked almost
innocently.


“The plan is simple” “We got to
find his weakness” “Something that he deeply fears, or something he dearly
loves”


“You are a goddamn genius!” I
exclaimed.


“But how do we find his weakness”
Smiles said.


“It’s on him to find out” Arnav
said pointing at me.


Then we poured ourselves drinks,
chatted, argued, sang friendship songs and slept on the cold floor. In the
morning I bumped into Poorab, “Last night was great!” I looked at him trying to
understand what he really meant, “You don’t remember, don’t you?” He said. Later
sometime Poorab had also joined us.


“No!” I replied, caressing my
left eye which was all turned blue. Why does my face hurts, I wondered.


 I caught Arnav, shirtless,
climbing down the stairs with a blanket on his hand. 


“What were you doing up there?”


“I just woke up”


“You slept at the roof?” I asked.


He looked past me and said, “okay
I have to leave now” “But remember what I said last, find his weakness”


I ran inside to see D.B., I was
just hoping he didn’t marry a hooker last night.


#


 


I was still not feeling alright,
my head was whirring and banging from inside but I had to turn up for work. I
thought I turned up drunk at office. But technically it was only a hangover
from previous night, but a hung over so massive that it felt like being drunk.
Fortunately for me vodka never smells. I didn’t remember what I was typing in
the eclipse window, but surely it didn’t look like java code, or it was a
language of its own, undefined and un-compliable. I wondered what came first, a
compiler or a language? But one exciting thing happened that day was that I
talked to Bhargavi Seth by the water cooler, she had this small water bottle
with her like 200 ml capacity. This is something that they give you in flight, I
knew that, though I hadn’t ever flown myself.


 "Kingfisher?" I
commented looking at the label at the bottle, it was a tiny s which meant
SpiceJet. I was playing around, she played along. "Yes" She replied
smilingly. 


"I myself only fly with
KF" I replied. "I prefer comfort and safety over economy" 


"Me too!" She said
flying. 


"You know…" She said
something which my mind said it was too crappy to listen, I just continued
nodding and asked a question here and a question there. We talked at the water
cooler for like fifteen minutes, till I noticed people have started noticing
us. Water cooler discussions are never healthy! So, I cut the conversation;
always do so first with people, and left. But much before I left I fixed her
evening with me, we were to go to a theater that we both like, or rather she
liked and I pretended to like. It was a new age drama of Sita haran,
exploring the theme of deception by the kasturi mriga. I admit I was
happy but I was not over the moon or something, and why? Because I couldn’t
care less about some pretentious little creature.


I was feeling so high because of
the vodka and my tate-a-tate with Bhargavi Seth that I felt a sudden surge. I
got up from my desk, and went straight to manager's cubicle. 


"You know what I don’t
really care, how you grade me" I said it loud enough for everyone to hear.



"But I feel very relieved
and happy that I have given my hundred percent to my work, whether anyone
recognizes or not". 


She tried to pacify me, but I
didn’t, I was not in a rage or something, I was acutely aware of what I was
saying and doing. I carried on till I emptied my heart out. People stood at
their seats listening, it was not very often that someone rebels. She was in a
fix she had to say something, so she replied that she acknowledged my work but
unfortunately there had been budget cuts, 'Her hands are tied' in her own
words. They can’t give top grades to everyone, there was a limited quota. Everyone
heard that and my job was over, that's all I wanted, and so I went back to my
desk sitting like a duck – quack, quack.


Before I know it, the news of the
incident spread like a wildfire in summer, I became instant celebrity for
taking on the system, people talked about me, people knew me - I was the new
poster boy. I could start a merchandising brand if I wanted – just as Che
Guevera.


 


#


 


Few days later when the appraisal
cycle was closed the HR called me congratulating, incidentally I was the first
one in the whole Pune DC to submit the appraisal first and thus I got entitled
to a very special prize, a privileged brown bag lunch with the DC head. I
laughed at the irony. 


The lunch probably was the most
pretentious place I had been to, I wouldn’t have given a shit, God if not for
the love of free food. So, there we were bunch of hopeless sitting around a big
table in a big conference room, introduction started and as we went along in
the circle it amazed me how talented and special everyone one
was, guy from bengal played cello, girl from Amritsar a kathak dancer, and so
on and so forth, at this point I couldn’t help think about Bhargavi Seth, finally
my turn came I just told that I am a java programmer, to which everyone looked
in an amazement of horror, there was a brief moment of silence, an awkward
pause in the game of ‘me too’, there was no glory in being an ordinary worker,
you have be to something extra. So, I chipped and bragged that I am a writer
and I am researching on my first fictional novel, I considered telling them the
endless story of a feud - between the dragon and the boy or perhaps I told -
either way it doesn’t makes a darn difference. 


What is important is that when I
finished everyone clapped real hard, like really really hard. It took a while
for intros to complete and then there was this round of qna with the dc head,
and all the while I was thinking about food, I was waiting for the brown bags.
Food did come, although not in the brown bags, but a nice buffet table was
decorated and food was presented, the smell of basmati rice rose through the
air, it was getting almost impossible for me to sit back, I wrapped my arms
around the arms of chair tightly, my jaws pressing hard, and few sweat drops trickling
from my forehead. I don’t know what happened exactly but there was little panic
in the room as everyone thought I was getting sick, I was taken to emergency
care. It was diagnosed as food poisoning as the acids inside acted on my empty
stomach.


#


 


So, before everything else that
was about to happen, I took Bhargavi Seth out. Even though Bhargavi Seth was Punjabi
but she was filled with all those non-usual Punjabi traits, and you know, thank
god for that. By afternoon and early evening the vodka effect had worn off and
the reality of a date with Bhargavi had kicked in, I was almost beginning to
panic. I looked myself in the mirror and right away I could see the creepy mole
right on the center of my left cheek, my nose hair outgrowing almost beginning to
act like my moustaches, my drowsy eyes tinied by lenses of my glasses, by no
means I could go out with her. I didn’t realize how much did I waste in
self-loathing, but i was back to senses when I saw my mobile buzzing. 


It was guess how, Bhargavi Seth, and
the time was 05:30 in the morning. I was too nervous, I had been to nervous
actually, I picked up and replied in a hoarser voice, much thicker than I speak
in real life. 


“Is I there?” Bhargavi asked. 


“This is me Bhargavi Seth” I
replied. I imagined an endless confusing moment where we were trying identify
ourselves, she’d say, “No, I am Bhargavi Seth” “Can you give it to I” “This is
me Bhargavi Seth” I’d reply adamantly, none of us willing to give up an inch.
It was a perfect clash of egos. Anyway, back to the reality, she only enquired
if I was feeling alright to which I backfired, ‘if she was trying to make an
excuse, with me being the excuse’.


She was an honest girl I could
tell, and a good sense of humor as well – She only laughed at my suggestion. While
talking to her I completely forgot how incomplete I looked, infact I thought it
was a very silly thought that I thought so. I was as good as anyone, if not the
best. She came on her activa, around half an hour later, it was a bit awkward
moment for me when I told her that I couldn’t really pick her, she was
surprisingly accommodating. I sat behind her as clutching her shoulder with my
strong arms, as she rode the activa, which she borrowed from her friend, in the
maddening evening traffic. We were going against the traffic as people were
coming back from their offices. I felt like a rebel with a cause, 9-to-5. Theater
was something not to speak-of, it was a dull evening, my heart, my head was not
there, and perhaps she noticed that as well, my thoughts were engaged on that
one thing that I could possibly never have.


 


#


 


So, the embarrassment of the
other day propelled me to another landmark point of my life. I finally bought a
bike, it was an old Enfield and from a guy from company I bought it, I went to
the great parking lot of ph-2 to see it, the parking was built on the hill, and
if you look at it the parking steps they look like they are part of some giant
mayan pyramid. Arnav came along as well, there were a hell lot of pulsars there,
as far as eyes could see, it was like seeing the tuna (most common fish
perhaps) in the sea water. Arnav did a test ride, he okayed it, there was small
scratch across the petrol tank, so I negotiated a little on the basis of that,
finally he gave it to me at 42, four thousand less from his original asking
price. I checked my saving balance it was forty seven rupees sixty nine paisa,
thank god I had got my salary loan and salary advance approved, I transferred
the amount to him making me the proud owner of a second hand bike; a second
hand life. I think about it sometime what if our lives our not our own, what if
were just some random characters being played out by someone, or if were just
some holographic image of a multidimensional being.


As if destiny was not doing its
job well Poorab ditched me too, his ‘holidays’ have finally come to an end, now
was the time to save some poor African kids, I went to Mumbai to drop him off,
it was odd but he had convinced me to do so.


My shitty existence continued, the
appraisal letters finally came out, four people from the team resigned, that
was the ripple effect of my drama, they thanked me in person for waking them up.
They had been working in the company for about four years and still hadn’t got nothing.
They said they needed the kick of reality. I remembered the story of US postal
worker and I wondered if they would have reached a breaking point and a killing
spree - had they stayed for few more years.











The thing with Bhargavi


 


Call me a stalker or call it a
stroke of destiny I was going on holidays at the same time as Bhargavi was, and
in the same train in which Bhargavi was. My holidays were cancelled due to the
very obvious reason - my rebelliousness had caused the account dearly, there
was a loss of significant number of critical resources. Boss was certainly not
happy, and that’s why she must have burst with anger when she found out I was
gone, without telling her.


As I stepped in the coach I
wished there'd be no children in our section. I bumped into Bhargavi when I was
taking a walk in the train, I was looking for the bread-pakoda guy who I had
just missed, I was bored sitting duck in my seat anyway. 


At somewhere near Ratlam we got
down for food, even though her place was near and she would be having dinner in
the comfort of her home in probably few hours but still she insisted to eat
with me. She showed me one food-counter we ordered puri chole, as she told me
that she had it many a time from here, it's just delicious. I don’t know how it
was I can hardly differentiate or appreciate food quality, my taste buds have
been forever set to bland by the canteen food. We ate slowly and then it struck
me that we were here in out for at least twenty minutes.


"You said it's a ten minute
stop" "Yeah, usually" She replied.


An hour passed by but nothing, I
got hold of the TT and asked him, he informed that there was some mechanical
problem with the engine and it would take 4-5 hours or maybe more to fix it.
She said, "Maybe I should get down here" I can catch a bus to Indore.
How long it is to Indore, I asked. 2.5-3 hrs max, she replied. It's late, I
pointed to the watch on the mobile which was striking 10 to 11. 


"Don't worry, nothing will
happen to me."


"You sure you could even get
a bus at this time?"


"Yeah yeah, that's not a
problem last bus at about 12" 


"I don’t think you should go
alone at this time"


"There's no point in waiting
for them to fix the engine" I have to reach by the morning. "You will
once they fix the engine" 


"These things have no
guarantee, it might not get fixed at all" she argued. 


"Come on Bhargavi" I
said in frustration. "It's night and it's unsafe for you to go alone"


 "So, why don't you come
along with me?" She said irritatingly. 


I looked at her with surprise,
she completely caught me off-guard, the question was did she really mean it?


"You should" She said
"mummy would be delighted to meet you" She said as if I was her
fiance or lover or something. I saw hope. And so I replied, 


"Fine"


 "What?" She asked bit
surprised, maybe she did not expect I would say yes. God! what a mystifying
creature you created. 


"Let's go then" She
added, dragging me by hand.


The bus station was not far away
from the train station, hardly fifteen-twenty minutes of walk, but since we
were carrying luggage, we took a auto. It was the lone auto at the stand, he
was half asleep or probably he was drunk and half asleep, any which way we
approached him. The guy had that look which resembled a serial killer, you know
that unshaven face, drowsy red eyes with half open eyelids, and a cut mark on his
cheek, so obviously Bhargavi was bit apprehensive about the idea of waking him.
But I insisted for I did not want to carry her luggage around. And then for god
knows how far the bus stop was, she said it was near but I was really confident
about her statement. 


About her bag, it was a trolley
suitcase, one with you know the wheels that you can drag around, but this was
road, Indian road, and you possibly couldn’t drag otherwise wheels would all be
gone, worn off. And of-course it's a girl's bag so it's supposed be heavy and
all at least 10x then mine, no I can't drag it around. I imagine how it would
happen - she would show uneasiness carrying the bag upto to a point where I had
to offer my services, but then she would say no, but I would have to insist, so
she would say let me carry your bag (which is incidentally very very light -
has only the weight of my undergarments and a box of shrubbery biscuits and a 500g
packet of wakarwadi) and would give away her suitcase away happily.


So, considering all this stuff
mind I think it was better to take a chance with the serial killer. And so I
approached him with a smile on my face, I called his name, "Auto" "Auto"
softly but he didn't seem to hear. I looked at Bhargavi who was standing at
some distance, you know just in case. And because auto wallah seemed to
be deaf to my cries, I decided to shake the man, gently, but again no response,
now what? Should I slap him? I shook his rampayari this time, and the kumbhkaran
finally woke up, what he said? What could possibly a guy ask autowallah? Bus
stand chaloge? I asked him. He looked at me and my bag, "okay" he
replied. 


“How much?” I enquired to which
he replied, 


“90 rupees”. 


“Ninety!”


 “It's night sir.”


 "Okay okay" And we
hoped in for a ride. All the while I was in auto Bhargavi didn't speak a single
word, she looked faint and pale, I guess she was praying that the guy doesn't
take us 'someplace else' where he could chop us off into tiny bits and serve us
for a dinner to his monster baby. And then it happened, the guy stopped in the
middle of the road, making us both wonder why. He stepped out from the auto
without uttering a single word, “hello” I said. He looked back, his eyes looked
frozen, his face motionless. We both silently argued what should be done, we
watched him closely as he marched straight ahead and stopped at a dimly lit
corner, he was standing against the wall, Bhargavi clung to my hand tightly,
but I was relived, and I guess he was relieved too. And she didn’t really
understand why he went to the corner and stood there for a minute, for her it
was an ultimate psycho move.


 She was so frightened that as
soon as we got down at the station she gave him hundred rupees note and ran off
without saying and without taking the change. Never in my life, I swear I saw
anyone so scared.


I went to the enquiry desk and
asked the middle age guy sitting on the window, "Bus to Indore?" He
looked at me for a moment and got back to his work what he was doing - sleep
that is. I slammed my hand on his table through the small opening in the window
and asked again. He replied this time, 


"The buses are on strike
don't you know" 


"Buses don't go on
strike" I replied back. He stared at my face and then said, 


"Oh really? the drivers on
strike" "any which way you are not getting anywhere" I was
shocked, my mind went into comma for a few seconds.


I went back to Bhargavi who was
standing near the luggage, she looked like she was sleeping standing.
"What?" She asked looking at the disappointed look on my face, I told
her that there was no bus today. 


"What do we do now?"


 "I suggest we go back"
I replied. 


"Go back? no" She said.



"You tell me what should we
do then?" Silence. So, I picked up the sack and started walking she
followed me dragging her bag quietly. Surprisingly, we found the same
autowallah outside, apparently he was waiting for us, bastard knew it's a
strike all the way long. 


"Let me guess," he said,
"you want to go back to the railway station?" 


"Yes, we want to" I
said.


"Okay, he said, but I'll
charge 180"


 "What?" I asked shocked.
"That’s double the amount we paid coming here"


 "He made a sweeping gesture
with his hand" and said, "What choice do you have sir?" A smile
broke on my face, I liked this guy, he is smart and opportunist. So, we settled
in his rickshaw, and started back, he dropped us right at the station gate, I
started taking my wallet out, but Bhargavi once again open her purse and gave
him exact 80 rupees. Now it was his turn to look surprised, he protested, so
Bhargavi replied with a sweeping gesture of her arms,


"What choice do you
have?" We hurried and went to the platform and found out that there was no
train! We were screwed totally, stranded in this ugly ghost town. She looked at
me wearily I pointed to the bench on which a guy was already sleeping, she fit
herself in the little space that was left around his legs.


"Let's think about it
logically" I suggest. "We have two options -" One we could spend
the rest of the night here at the station, at this bench" Pause, "but
in that case you have to share the bed with this man" "Or we go out
and look for a hotel for the night" "You have cash?" I ask,
"Yes, no problem with that" "Then?"


 "Let's see if we can find a
hotel nearby" She suggested, "and if we couldn't we'll come back
here" "Sounds good" "No more autos" "No more
autos" She replied happily.


But after half an hour of walking
around in the dead night in the ghost town, we couldn’t find a decent hotel.
"What's wrong with this town?" I said in exasperation.


"Look" She said
pointing to a light coming from a distance, it looked like some kind of shop or
something. About five minutes later we were at a small warehouse of a local
courier company. We watched as a small truck was being loaded. I asked the guy
who looked like the man in charge, 


"Is there any hotel
nearby?" 


"There are so many" He
replied. 


"But we couldn't find any,
we are really in need for a place to crash" 


"Can't help, sorry" he
replied, "Where are you two heading, btw?"


 "Well we were going to Indore
but we are stuck here"


 "Ah, the strike" Man
said. 


"Yes, the strike" 


"Listen I can't help with
the hotel thing but sure if you want a ride you can hop into the truck" 


"Truck?" "It's
going till Bhopal," He continued 


"So you can take a drop till
Indore"


 "Thanks but no" I
said, "guess that we'd spend the rest of night at the station" 


"Chances are the strike
would continue for couple of days" He replied. 


"What? Couple of days?"
Bhargavi replied, She pulled me aside and said,


 "We don’t have much options
let’s take this ride and leave heck out this spooky place" 


"But..." 


"What's the point of waiting
till the morning, if there are no buses?"


 "We don’t know that
yet" I replied. She gives me really a stern look, I said giving up.
"Alright, alright" "Let's take hitch in the truck"


The driver was a sardarji, so the
option of cracking santa jokes to pass time was out. "Tussi fikr naa
karo" He said in his heavy jovial voice. At 12:17 exactly we left, the
truck was fully loaded and hence moved with a snaily pace. I swear I
would have beaten him down with a bicycle. I sat in the middle with my one foot
across the gear stick and Bhargavi took the window seat with her hair flowing
in the wind. 


I looked at her under the
pretence of looking out, the outside was pitch dark, with a constant sound
crickets humming in the background, it seemed so peaceful, I looked at her
tired face and she turned and looked at me, she smiled and said,


“What?” 


I just shook my head, without
saying anything. Her eyes ran so deep - I wondered what secrets she held, my
god she looked so beautiful in that moment. I couldn’t resist the urge to touch
her, I brushed the skin of her arms with my knuckles. The truck continued to
ran and the wind the continued to howl. I was in a sort of waking trance. I
looked at her, her eyes were closed, she was asleep, her head came resting on
my shoulders.


 


#


 


 About an hour or two later
sardarji stopped the truck, I thought he was taking a break to take a leak
perhaps, but Bhargavi thought he’s probably gone to sharpen his knife. The
image of sardarji sharpening the knife gave sense of false insecurity.


So, I did what was necessary to
save us from the devil, I tried to befriend him, I read it somewhere that if you
would connect to a possible killer he wouldn’t kill you, because he now has an
attachment with you. I small talked sardarji about being 'on the road',
he told me about his kid and wife and stuff. And all while Bhargavi wondered
why I was showing so much interest in trying to get into his personal life, was
I going to marry him or something.


The worst didn't happen but still
worse happened, it so happened that the trucker, our sardarji stopped at a
point where road forked, Bhargavi looked at me worried, I asked the trucker, 


"Ki gal ho gayi sardarji?"



"Badshaaho maaf karo.
I just remembered I have to take a little detour, I have a friend at Dhar and
he is in little trouble, so I have to go and help him." I looked at him
still confused. 


"Here's the deal, you can
come along with me and hang around" "or you can drop here and take a
hike to Indore, it's not that far really" "I am sorry but I have to
go the other way"


I looked at Bhargavi, and she
looked at me, and I knew what I had to say, "Okay sardarji, thank you very
much for your wonderful company, guess that we'll get down here"


"Maybe we should have gone
with him." I suggested Bhargavi, "It's like 2 AM in the morning and
we are goddamn middle of nowhere"


"Where should have we gone
with him? I didn’t like him from the beginning, he could have killed us by
taking us into a secluded place" “That’s what he probably was planning”


"Don’t you think he would
have done that already if he wanted to -"


"I don’t know" She
shrugs, "To me it looks like he luring us into a trap"


I wondered why she was acting
like crazy, she was not the Bhargavi I knew. But anyway she was my friend and I
had to bear with her, and her irrationality. So, when I said middle of nowhere
it was really a middle of nowhere, not a soul, nor a shelter, the online light
was of the pale moon and of the headlights of the vehicles echoing off in the
dark. It made me nervous, the sound of the wheel dragging against the tar road.
My sack too felt heavy suddenly, we didn't talk or say a word but just walked
on. I tried asking for a lift a couple of times but no result, it seemed as if
they had conspired to lurch us.


We walked on and on, suddenly I
saw a man, we both saw I think because she grew closer to me almost clung me.
It was an old man dressed in white, white shirt and a white dhoti, slowly
walking with a big sack on his back, not like my sack but like real sack e.g.
sack of rice or cement or something. 


"Why are you shaking?"
I asked her, she didn't reply just gripped my hand tightly. 


"What's wrong?" I asked
her again. 


"Don't you see him?"
She whispered. The fact was I was shaking too, but I pretended that I didn't,
she did. It was more convenient that way. I took her hand and quickly crossed
the road, we felt safer on the other side. Ha, ha! now when I think about it,
it makes me mad with laughter, why on earth two young warm blooded got afraid
of a cold old man?


After fifteen minutes of walking
we finally saw hope when we came across a petrol pump, but like all other
things we faced there was something wrong with the place as well, it was an
abandoned petrol pump, a reliance pump. We looked around but nothing, not a
sole soul, we wandered in false hope that maybe we could find something but
hell what would you expect in an abandoned station? An ATM? Yes, an ATM that
looked like it once worked, or wait a minute it looked like it still works
there's a dim light that's coming from the inside, I went inside and signaled
Bhargavi to wait on the outside, inside the ATM there was a door that probably
led to a small cell. I tapped on the door and a tube light turned on inside,
slowly the door opened, it was not a guy with a lantern luckily but a benign
looking person of small frame rubbing his eyes, 


"Shohbji" He
said. I quickly told him our situation, and I looked back, but Bhargavi was not
there!


#


 


In panic I threw aside my bag and
ran out, it was chilly outside. I look around and there she was, sleepwalking,
"What's wrong with you?" I asked. She turned around to face me, oh
she was on mobile! Damn stupid of me. But at this time? 


"What?" She said. 


"I got scared, really scared
and you are talking on a phone, walking in the dark of this forsaken
place" I didn’t get it one minute she was a terrified kitten and another
she was a fearless ninja.


 She got on the phone again and
said, "I'll call you later"


"Who was that? at this
ungodly hours?" I asked. She didn't reply and instead marches on to her
bag. 


"See, I talked to this
person in the atm, he's a security guard there and," 


"And?" "And he had
agreed to take us in for the night" "We can take some rest here, and
in the morning we would leave." She said nothing and went in after me. The
gaurd was decent enough to offer her own bed in the small store room while he
and I slept outside next to the ATM. We sat with our back against the wall,
eyes half closed but sleepless.


 "Lonely night," huh? I
said. 


"Long and lonely" he
replied, sighing-ly. 


Through the glass was visible the
night sky, and endless darkness that enveloped the horizons, innumerable stars
small and big twinkled, glowed like little florescent bulbs, on an empty
highway, I drunk and I drove, without knowing where I was going, without
knowing why was I going, and without knowing what lied ahead in the lost
highway. And I didn't remember when the sandman came and took me along. 


At the wee hours a hand shook my
shoulders, I was lying on the floor coiled, the hand then slowly ran through my
hair and ruffled them, it felt like I was with my mother, it felt like I was
dreaming, with my head in her lap, she brushing them slowly with her shower of
love.


I got up, it was Bhargavi, 


"Get up, get ready" She
said softly. 


"What time is it?" I
asked. 


"10 o'clock" She
replied. "What?" I said, “for how long did I sleep?” I couldn't
believe. I looked out, it still looked little hazy, hazy like early winter
morning. 


"It is six" She said
again with mild laughter. We got up and picked up our respective bags and
marched on.


It was a different day, it seemed
that luck was in our way, the first vehicle that I showed my thumb to, stopped.
It was an open jeep, he had some stuff at back, some sacks I think, sacks like
rice sacks, I could probably not see them in an innocuous unharmful way, I
hated them, they leaked an eerie feeling. So, the driver was a woman of mid 40s
I think. She asked us where we were heading and what we were doing at such a
place early morning, I told her in short that we were dumped by a trucker who
had to go and save a friend's ass. Bhargavi then asked her where she was going,
she replied, indore. Bhargavi then asked her if she had any plans to take a
detour or anything to which she replied laughingly, "no." Boy what a
relief we felt.


Thankfully, there were no
adventures that we faced after that, the road turned out to be awfully straight
and boring, and I now kinda liked what happened the other night. She dropped us
at the subzi mandi from where Bhargavi's father picked us in his Alto, we drove
through maddening traffic in the narrowest of the roads. 


I was uneasy at first with the
idea of staying with her, but then her folks were really friendly, they treated
me as their own. The next day her brother arrived from Bangalore, he was tall
and thin and introduced himself as Sagar. I don’t know how he felt about the
fact that her sister brought a guy home, if you ask me, I could have freaked
out a little, but he didn't, they were really broad minded, I guess, or was it
something else?


I thought about going home to Haldwani,
but on their insistence and my own personal strange wanting that I couldn’t
understand I decided to stay for a little while. Bhargavi promised she would
show me the city. It was a perfect distraction, I would prefer not to spend the
holidays alone. And, I wondered if there was a tiny bit of feeling developing
inside me, for Bhargavi.











The layman’s
dead and other 1001 Arabian night stories


 


 


I first met Sonia under very
unusual set of circumstances, it was a Monday evening and I just gotten home
from the holidays, I was sitting on my computer checking mails. I was wearing
that XL size sky blue shirt and that legendary cream colored shorts (the one
that’s super loose and didn’t have a button but only a chain), so I was just
checking mails idly when the door bell rang, I ignored the first one thinking
that it was perhaps some guy seeking chanda for the temple that was to
be supposedly built somewhere in the locality or some irritating classical
music CD salesman from the times persisting that I should develop taste
for such stuff, two doorbells and I got off from my seat, two doorbell means
its somebody else, these salesman people don’t generally have the self-confidence
to hit somebody’s doorbell multiple times. 


“Who’s that”, I shouted on my
way, nobody answered but doorbell rang again, nobody had hit the doorbell
thrice during my stay here. Even the newspaper guy whom I haven’t paid for like
eight months straight only hit twice to collect the balance, so who was it then,
I wondered. I unlocked the bolt and my shorts slipped a little, either I had
been constantly losing weight or the waist of the shorts was growing magically,
you choose what more likely scenario was. So, I opened the door a little bit,
just a crack where I could see the other person, to my surprise there was some
fine young woman standing on the other side of the door, I haven’t seen her before,
she was smiling a little. I opened a little bit more, and she said - “hi.”


 My heart skipped a few beats,
not because she was pretty and all, infact she didn’t even register in mind, it
was more because i was so scared of a voice of a familiar stranger. As, I stood
there holding the door I wondered who could that be, let me recall, I did I
leave my wallet somewhere or lost my debit card in atm that she had come to
return. But it was neither of that.


 She had an envelope in her hand,
I wondered at the thought if it was for me, and if it was then why she was not
giving it to me already. So, I opened the door a little more and with one hand
with other hand I was holding my shorts, pulling it up constantly, so now she
took bit of initiative and pushed the door a little, a few notch I guess, and I
let it open too. She smiled again and said that there was a letter for me, and
at that precise moment the curiosity took me over, I took the envelope, it
surely had my name on it and that’s it, no sender’s address, and with one hand
I held it and with other I tried to open and that’s when it all happened. All
hell broke loose, my shorts slipped down, albeit in a slow motion, as if I had
deliberately taken them down, I guess whatever the code of conduct says about
dealing with pesky doorbellers but this, such behavior as shameful as mine
never comes in any manual. 


There I was standing before her,
door open, shorts down, and my cheeks turned absolute tomato, although I was
wearing underwear, a boxer infact but it was embarrassing, I wondered if any
moment I’d heard loud shriek coming from her mouth and a sound of slap when her
hand makes contact with my face but something else happened, she laughed and
she laughed her guts out, I had not seen somebody laughed liked that in my
entire life let alone when the object of laughter is me. Honestly, I was so
embarrassed at the very instant, I am no macho or anything, it was hard for me
to take. And then she looked away covering her eyes pretending to not see me,
some other time, she said running back and disappeared. For several minutes, I just
stood there confused what should I should do first - should I close the door or
pick up my shorts or just open the damn envelope that caused the whole scene in
the first place. You see my dilemma was of grave Shakespearean nature – to be
or not to be.


Anyway, I went inside and I sat
down in my bed looking for a place to open the envelope neatly – what’s in
there?


#


 


Scene at the office was chaos, as
I mentioned earlier I didn’t really listen to my manager and went on the
holidays against her will. It was not a crime but perhaps I hurt her ego
somewhere. And then there was an issue of extreme disliking by Mr. Senior
Manager, Vishwas. I had to be penalized, I knew it was coming one way or the
other. So, I was only glad that I went on a holiday and super-charged myself. 


In no time I was given a release,
I was on bench, again. It was time to say goodbye to everyone, I hated the
timing I was just getting to know Bhargavi.


A guy from my bus told me that
the bench area was in phase-2, I felt happy to hear that. After all, that’s
where Ishika worked, finally, I thought, I would be able to reconcile with her.
Why was I thinking like that, I had moved on. I tried to enforce in myself that
Ishika phase was over. But then in some tiny corner of my heart lived a
darkness that told me there was a chance, however weak it was, and I shouldn’t
give up. Bhargavis comes and go all the time, but Ishika is permanent.


The bench in phase-2 was a
strange place, it was nothing like I experienced in phase-1. It was a cool,
damp place where no-sunlight reached and people continued their banal existence
under the fluorescent tubes. There were rows and rows of endless seats equipped
with computers on which people stooped, with their backs bent like bows. What I
saw can be summed only as some surreal experience - a giant farm where the
virtual and the biological fused together to form a hybrid. There was no life
there – no shouting around, not even whispers of breath; it was only the blink
of the eye that confirmed there was life.


I grabbed the very first seat I
saw, I couldn’t risk going deep – I knew otherwise I would never be able to
come back. I switched on the computer which felt blazingly fast, sooner than
later my back stooped and my breath silenced. I imagined myself walking in
again, but my eyes could only see the rows upon rows of hybrids – I was one of
them.


I still saw a silver lining in my
situation, being on bench was a perfect opportunity for me, I finally started
thinking about writing a full blown novel, but what I was to write about was still
a challenge. A million thoughts would come and go just as the tides came
kissing the sandy coasts and went away. Or perhaps it was my little attention
span, my growing impatience; I just did not have my heart into it. I could
hardly sit for fifteen minutes continuously on a topic; I’d drift around – play
music, read paper or just plain fiddle with pens.


I looked ahead there was a small
path that went through the woods, seemingly towards the sun setting in the
distant skies, I wondered how long the journey was to be, I wondered how lonely
it was to be. I thought about giving up, I thought about lying down and to just
watch the sun come and go, I thought about ignoring it completely, I’d just
close my eyes and stand still till eternity.


There were talks beginning to
surface about recession and all, and there were two parties: one – optimistic,
who thought it was mere a challenge, and not a problem, we will sail through
comfortably it they said, and then there were the realistic ones – who
just said, brace your-self for the bumpy ride. And finally came the day that
cleared every doubt, the fall of the giant – Layman Brother – fourth largest
investment banker once, now tattered. The shockwave rippled through the market,
businesses across the industries fell, and IT was no exception


There were terrible news making
the rounds in the company, the company which was so known for its pro-employee
stance was letting go people without a second thought. One by one, the people
who were sitting around me began to disappear. And those who were left
speculated what happened to them, some placed their bet on getting a new
project while others were not that hopefuls. The situation was grim we all
knew, there was no point pretending. 


After lunch, Pradeep my new
manager rounded some ten of us. He had a small list in this hand, and he called
us one by one. People around me look tensed, I too had a slight hint where it
was going but I chose not be bothered. 


“You all know how the situation
is in the industry these days” Vishwas began. People nodded in silence. “Our
biggest client financial stressed right now, budgets are shrinking rapidly. It
is no longer the question of profits and margins, but a question of survival.
What happened with Layman is just beginning of the show” People shuddered at
the thought.


“We the corporation-“ He
continued, “so far have managed to keep the expectation of the stakeholders,
our customers, and our employees in balance.” His placement of the employees at
the very end made me smile, it was as everyone knew a fact that employees
always figured as the least priority, if at all they figured.


“But with crisis deepening
passing every week we have to work harder so that we could maintain our commitment
to our customers and stakeholders, and –“ He paused 


“So that we the company could
maintain our commitment to our employees” Faces looked pale, and throats went
dry, nobody said anything.


“As you all know that you are not
in any billable project but that doesn’t mean you cannot contribute to the
company. You contribution is as important as someone who’s working in a
project” “Finally, I urge each one of you here to support the company in these
trying time, and put all your efforts to help us sail the troubled water
smoothly.”


Everybody relaxed hearing him,
their shoulder dropped in ease, the tension released. I too was moved by his
speech, but more by the fact that he trusted us. Somehow, we ten were an
important group of people who shared the vision of the company, we entrusted by
the management to lead and set example to all other employees on bench.


Vishwas moved on and grabbed a
marker and began scribbling on the white board. He told us he was assigning us
a project that the company is trying to pursue from a new client. It was
something related with anti-theft measures in back-office of online banking
system. He explained the architect in brief and began assigning our tasks, we were
told to do UMLs, and designs etc. I went back to my desk, sat down satisfied
and began to work; I felt I was on a mission - to bring the lost glory to the
company.


Dheeraj who sat two seats next to
me asked me over for some help, he was stuck somewhere while designing a
package diagram, “No, I think the OverheadSecurity package should supersede the
ChannelManager package” 


I suggested. Aiyar was sitting on
the opposite row also jumped in, we all three have different views and finally
we agreed on a middle ground to create a new package altogether which would
supersede both of the two. The solution looked perfect, we agreed.


“So what are doing on weekend?”
Dheeraj asked casually. We had hardly introduced ourselves to each other, so it
seemed a genuine way to get to know each other. After all, if we were going to
work together on the project we should get to know each other first.


“Going to watch a movie” I said,
“and some chores pending for some time, I need to get my bike serviced”


“This weekend is special for me.”
He replied without me asking anything. “My wife is pregnant, and we are going
for her first checkup, maybe we will see the baby” 


“Congratulations” I said beaming,
it was something unexpected I admit, I was kinda expecting the usual – I will
catch-up some sleep kind of answer.


“What are you expecting?” I
asked. “A boy or a girl”


“A baby girl.” He replied. “I
never had sister, even in my family all my close cousins are boys” Definitely a
girl is a blessing of the God himself, I reckoned. 


 


#


 


The weekend ahead looked quite
relaxed and I worked till long on Friday night. I sat in front of the computer,
I wrote words, words that had missing letters, since few of the keys of my
computer were jammed from the last time when I spilled a glass of milk. I wrote
something like - there was this guy and there was this girl. The guy was sort
of interested in the girl, the girl seemed to like him as well. But as he
always did, he was successfully able to screw things royally. Soon, the girl
moved on, but the guy couldn’t, he persisted, and... 


No, no, no this is not what I
wanted, I backspaced everything and sat back in my plastic chair thinking how
did the key jam, I remembered the milk spilled, my hands shook because some
creepy noise startled me, I was alert, my ears wide open, but I was scared too,
my breath uneven and my heart running like a wild horse. 


I imagined myself languishing in
care-freeness of a country side, I’d borrow creativity from the falling leaves
of autumn, lying on the bed of green grass, I’d submerge myself in the depths
of stagnant whirl pools thinking about the endless cycles of life and death,
all nestled in the hamlet of grief and joy.


It felt like I was dreaming, it
was a strange sensation. It was not a dream since I could feel the reality, I
could smell and I could see; it was a dream since what was happening was
entirely unreal. I was somewhere in the high mountains, Himalaya perhaps,
wearing nothing but a strange striped uniform and a dull grey pull over. Near
my quarters, a impressive one, mind you, with a garden and a view of the
valley, I was taking an evening stroll, observing the night creatures. This was
when I first bumped into him; he was no peculiar man, a very simple tasteless
one. But what was remarkable about him was his ability to tell stories, he mesmerized
me with his stories of what he called - life experiences. We grew friends and
shared whatever we were allowed to share by this strange facility. He was a
writer, patient sixty seven as he called himself. 


And suddenly whack, my head hit
the table, I don’t know how did it happen, I only remembered the pain in my
head I felt when, and suddenly like I just woke up. I can write, I can imagine.


#


 


It was Sunday and I was giving my
blue bike a little spongy bubble bath, I had a bucket nearby, some water in a
plastic mug and a sponge in my left hand. I was rubbing it over and over, there
was a little spot near one of the sides of petrol tank, she came from behind and
totally startled me. “Hi, there” she said. 


“Oh, hi” I said turning to her
side, with the sponge on my hand and soap all over shirt. She was wearing a
beautiful sky blue dress, long sleeves, high neck and way below the knees. I
could even say that she looked absolutely like a child who was dressed neatly
by her mother for some occasion.


“Sorry about the other day” I
said. She smiled at me and said innocently as if nothing had happened, “What
about the other day?” 


“You know that –“ “What happened
when you…” 


“What happened?” She asked again.



“Sorry never mind, nothing” She
smiled and said, 


“Great, so what are you upto?
Giving some seasonal bath to the motorcycle” 


“I had nothing else to do” I replied.
“That leads to the question what do you do, btw?”


 I looked at myself, and answered
“besides this?”


 “Yes, besides this”


 “Well I make software” 


“Ohh! So they say the great IT
industry of the country, the sunrise industry of the country” I failed to see
the sarcasm in her response.


“What about you” I asked her.
“What about me?” 


“Yeah what about you, what do you
do for living?”


“I study.“ “I study drama, and I
study filmography” 


“Oh yeah” I said with sudden realization,
“At the New York Film Institute?” 


“How do you know?” She demanded. 


“Your brother told me”


“And you know my brother. But
obvious dear brother is indeed very friendly.” 


”Yeah” I replied. 


“What are you so meticulously
working on?” She asked.


“Nothing it’s just a bad spot
that just won’t go.”


 “Let me see, she said and ran
her fingers over it. It’s a scratch.” 


“A scratch?” I looked at it
again.


She seemed to be a great girl
just like her brother minus the weirdness. I wondered what different they have
done to raise their children, or was it the money? Did money make all the
difference? Even in your thinking, does it affect the individual and the
collective in the same way? Were we really changing or was it just my
perception or perhaps my association with people from different division of
society, I could walk few blocks and bet that those people don’t think the
same.


Her mother shouted from the car
to help park it, she was wearing those big and square brown shades that film
actresses of yesteryears used to wear. I wondered where the duo was coming from
so I asked her, “Mother and daughter time?” She didn’t say anything, just
hurried up, and I got a glance at the little cross that was wrapped around her
neck barely visible through the little crack in the neckline.


Later in the evening I went to her
place, I wanted to catch-up with auntie, there was some repair work that needed
an attention, the pipe was leaking below the kitchen sink making the whole area
very messy. My maid complaint to me thrice before giving it up, she knew well I
was a lazy bum, too relaxed too do anything. Auntie and I were really chum, just
talking about the grand slam and her favorite Nadal when the bell rang and then
door creaked opened itself, I turned to see Sonia getting past into her room
tip-toed, she had a friend with her whom I could barely glance. All I could say
about the girl was that she had a frail frame, as if a cat which was not being
fed properly. Sonia passed me a smile before she and her friend went inside and
locked the room. From that point auntie looked bit off, as if something hurt
her which was in wild contrast to the mutual affection I witnessed in the morning.
That was the first time I sensed all was not well in the family.


#


 


The week began with what was a
regular Monday, but soon it became clearer that all was not what it looked
like. After I had my usual poha for the breakfast at the Food Court 7, I
walked back to my desk and settled down. I was going through my regular share
of emails, there was one from Vishwas, it was regarding that package we were
discussing the other day. I shouted, Dheeraj without turning myself toward him,
there was no reply. So, I called him up again, but again no response. There was
a man standing beside him, I saw he bent over to his ears and murmured
something. I grew suspicious, what was it that was being spoken so secretly. I
couldn’t hear them but I could very well see and judge for myself. Dheeraj
looked pale, I wanted to ask him how did the appointment with the doctor go,
how was his wife doing, and if they saw the tiny speckle of life. Instead, he
shutdown his computer, picked up his bag, he looked at me as he passed. He
flashed a smile, but a forced feeble one. I stood up, I wanted to stop him and
talk to him. But he was hurried, the guy in the black suit just escorted him
away.


#


 


In the afternoon, Arnav called
me, it looked like he wanted to talk about something, I knew it’s gonna be long
but I was not in mood to work anyway so I attended him.


"What's bothering you?"
I asked Arnav.


"They are not initiating my
H1" Arnav replied.


"The date has passed I
think" I said.


"Last year they said I was
not eligible because I didn't have enough experience"


He continued, "Now, this
year the bastard, my manager, is saying I am too experienced for H1"


"Only L1 can be done after
three years of experience"


"So where is the problem,
take L1"


"It's not that simple my
friend" "I said the same thing to him, do my L1 then-"


"So?"


"Manager said he can't"


"Why?" I asked puzzled.


"Because -" He said
stressing "if you are not from CORE branch - CSE or IT you have to have
five years of experience"


"What? Shit, you are
screwed" I exclaimed. “What kind of rule this is?”


"Yes I am, from both
sides"


"You remember prakash?"
"Prakash? Yes, your teammate?"


"Yeah"


"What about him?"


"He is going onsite?"


"Seriously?" I asked
puzzled.


"His H1 is
initialized!"


"What really?" "He
is one year junior to you isn't it?"


"And he's like big dumb guy,
he can't put a line of code without looking into google"


"Well that's really
bad"


"Then how is he going?"


"You don't understand, do
you?"


I shook my head.


"He's a big time bootlicker,
a puppy of manager, you saw that hutch puppy that followed its master
everywhere"


"Yes, yes, it was cute"


"Just like that puppy"
"He tattles about us to him all the time" "Bloody Backstabber"
He was fuming with anger."I am gonna put pressure on the manager too"
"Gonna get a offer and then I'll push him for visa"


"But getting an offer will
take time" I suggested.


"Yeah-" His eyes
saddens "That's true"


"Why don't you play
bluff?"


"What do you mean, I
fake?"


"No, you just pretend you've
got an offer" "See psychologically what an offer gives you is
confidence"


"So, just talk to him with
that kind of confidence and he will be fooled"


He went in a deep thought and
actually considers my solution seriously.


"Or there is an
alternative-" I added "you start smoking cigarettes, I am sure one of
your manager, PM or SPM or GPM does, and just bond with them that way"


"There was this guy my
teammate told me about, he took on smoking just to connect with his boss, and
he went onsite in flat six months! No Bullshit"


"I guess, I now have to take
some radical step"


"Whatever you do, don’t kill
him or anything" I joked, but he didn’t laugh.
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I wondered if it was a right move
to go for such radical measures at this juncture, the market was stressed and there
were no signs of bounce backs yet. But at the same time it was also true that what
became of Lehman was an excuse for companies to cut corners, employees were
beginning to be treated like a liability, they were handled around like a
slave. Many lost their jobs, some said people were not even allowed to enter
the gate, HRs just saw them off with a pretentious sorry face, and a line that
he probably rehearsed in front of mirror, “I am sure you will take this time to
reflect upon yourself…” or in some cases like, “This is really an opportunity
for you to explore your creative…” 


#


 


The next day I saw Arnav, he was
looking completely different, he was wearing a long bright white kurta over the
trouser. "New look?" I quizzed him. 


"It was required to give a
touch of authenticity to my mission" 


"You seriously are doing
it?" Clearly it was part of his radical move.


 "Yes, I'll boycott him
first, and decided to wear a kurta as a mark of protest"


 "How did the gatekeeper guy
let you in?"


"I paid the fine, what else"
"- all two hundred bucks of it" he added.


 "You might think about
striking a bulk deal with the security people, if you are gonna come like this
for some time" I quipped.


 He smiled and replied, "Just
watch me do it"


Alas, the manager didn’t like his
tactics a bit and threatened him, he then switched to step two – something that
I had suggested him - an empty threat to quit. So, after a day when he was back
to his normal wear he went to his manager again and said, "If you don't do
my visa, I'll have to look for my options"


 "The only option you have
now is to stay here, no way we are going to do your 


visa"


 "I quit then"


 "Don't be foolish, this is
recession in case you didn’t notice"


 "I already have an offer,
and I don’t care" Silence enveloped the room for a moment. 


"Okay, I'll talk to Manohar
(manager’s manager), let's see what he has to say" 


"Sure, do whatever, I want
visa"


#


 


"What happened?" I asked
him later.


"They asked me to go ahead
and quit"


"What?" I said taken
aback.


"Yeah, they said if I have
an offer than I should probably take it" "-and they are 


not going to do my visa any which
way"


"well-" I felt really
sad for the poor guy, especially because I was the cause of his 


misery. I should have known
better, specially after what seeing happened with 


Dheeraj.


"I'll have to find a job
real quick"


"Whatever you do, just don’t
hang yourself" I quipped.


 


#


 


I called him up later in the
afternoon for the lunch but he told me he can't come today why? I asked, he
said he can't tell me on phone he suspects his phone is wired. 


"Have you gone paranoid or
something?" I asked him. 


"Me? No" "Okay, bye
anyway, talk to you later" 


"What are you upto,
listen" And he disconnected the phone before I could finish.


What's up with this guy? He was
acting totally weird. But who care? I picked up the phone and dialed Bhargavi,
I had to since she was offline on communicator. After couple of rings she
picked up the phone, and shouted "How many times did I tell you I don't
wanna talk to you" 


I take a gulp down my throat and
said jokingly, “It's me honey”, "What vegetable should I bring for the
dinner tonight?" 


"What?" She exclaimed. 


"Bhargavi, I here, are you
coming for lunch?" I said, straightening my tone.


 "Yeah, will catch the 1
O’clock shuttle"


 "That ‘s late what are you
upto ?" I asked.


 "I am in the middle of
something" She replied.


 "Okay, come there to the Cafeteria
7 when you are done"


"Wait for me, naa" She
replied. 


"I am leaving" I said. 


"Come on, wait for me, I am
coming"


She told me that she was having
big headache, on asking why she tells me that her manager has asked her to
work. She had to take some db dumps and do some so called 'critical' stuff. 


"I am bored" she urges.
I didn’t pay much attention to what she was saying, my mind was somewhere else,
on Arnav and his secret antics. 


I was looking at her listening to
her chit-chats blankly when the cell-phone buzzed, he seemed all smiles, “On
what glory are you basking on comrade?“ I questioned. 


“What?" he said.
"Anyway, I went for the interview" 


"Interview!" I am taken
back. 


"When, where, which?" I
went to Ignorant Technologies, he told me. Ignorant technologies was a little
inside joke of ours, it was the last desperate resort. ITS’s campus is like
five minute walking distance from our office. 


"What happened then?" I
asked. I nailed it, I think. 


“You what?” “Seriously ?”


"Yes" He replied,
"I did" I asked him the details and he happily spilled out his guts. 


“Two rounds happened, one was technical
and other was taken by a rotund guy“


“Managerial round ?” I suggested.



“You are not eating it, can I
have the gulab jamun?” The apparently getting bored Bhargavi asked, her
fork lurking over my plate.


“Yeah, yeah” I said, without
paying much heed to what she was saying.


“Yes, the second was managerial
round. HR told me that they'd get back to me for the final round.” 


I told him that it was great
news, well done buddy. As usual I did what every other guy does - beg for a
party on slightest of the occasions. And just as every software engineer tries
hard to save his ass from hungry vultures he suggested, "Amul?" I
smiled in confirmation and disconnected.


“Hey, where’s my gulab jamun?”
I asked perplexed.


“You said, I can have it” She
looked at me with fierce eye.


“When ?” I realized, I did say
yes. 


“I didn’t mean that, you should
have known” I complained.











The righteous
wrong


 


In the next three days our worst
fears were confirmed, three people had gone missing from our initial bunch of
ten people. We lived in the fear that any one of us could be next. I knew
something had to be done to safeguard my future, and guess what was better than
to try into Ignorant Technologies. The company which was even more sarkaari
than ours, and had a dedicated scheme for people who wanted to join from The
Corporation. Basically, I could call up the HR helpline of Ignorant, make an
appointment and just walk in.


The campus was huge, by huge I
mean really, really huge – our company was like a tiny drop in the ocean as
compared to Ignorant Technologies. I parked my bike outside at the visitors
parking and went inside. The guy at the gate held me up and said that it was
already a houseful they had already enough interviewee for the day, I looked at
my watch it was only striking 11:30 AM, how could it be, I told him that I was
here from a reference call, and not for some walk-in, I told him the manager’s
name – Surendra - who was basically the manager from my own company. 


He asked me for his employee id,
I told him that I don’t know and why doesn’t he look it up himself. The
coordinator stared at me real hard and let me go, my bluff had hit the bulls
eye. I ignored the whole keep off the grass signs and walked whole heartedly on
the lawn, I couldn’t do such feat in my own company and so I felt a strange
kind of joy in it. In the corporation they you walk away from the grass or risk
getting fired, but it was not as if Ignorant could fire me without first
offering a job. I followed the trail marked by signposts which took me to the canteen
building, the building I must say looked kind of old, I wondered if it as by
designed or they had turned old battered by the winds of change. 


I went upto the first floor where
the actual interviews were taking place, I submitted my resume and waited for
my chance, a few minutes later somebody picked up a resume and shouted out a
name, it was my name, it was my resume. The guy was of medium height, half
bald, looked project manager kind, I thought it was my lucky day, a project
manager how much technical knowledge he probably could have. But how wrong I
was, my illusion was shattered soon enough. We settled on a small table, there
were only two chair attached, we sat across each other, and it between laid the
resume, in the next half an hour he bombarded me with the questions I replied
some while I dodged many.


On the way I bumped into the HR
who told me he will get back. I waited for a moment and I gave him my business
card as I had many to get rid with. 


“Call me up” I said.


 The guy gave me his business
card and said, “Why don’t you call me?”


 


#


 


The first thing I did when I
entered in the office was to schedule training; I clearly needed to step-up my
game. I decided that from here on I’ve to work even harder, my survival clearly
dependent on my performance.


And on Monday I didn’t go to my
desk instead I went straight to the training room. The training center had its
own building, a huge one in-fact, and a beautiful fountain adored at the
entrance. I saw few people strolling in the garden which was covered with green
turf and bushes of roses and daisies. It took me sometime to find my way
inside. 


“Where’s this TA-10 room?” I
asked the guy who standing near stair with a blackberry in his hands.


“Java Beans training?” He asked.
I nodded.


“Just go straight, and then the
third left , turn back and then take the second right and –“


“Gosh, who the hell designed this
goddamn building.” I murmured.


“Yeah, it is bit complicated to follow
at first” He replied.


“I bet one needs training on
navigation to get his way around” I quipped. 


He smiled and said, “Yeah, they
should un-complicate it”


“The manager these days, if only
they have time away from petty politics.” “Thanks, anyway” I replied and
started walking away.


Somehow I managed to find the
place in time, the instructor was already in and a short round of introduction
was going on. I sat on the front seat as most of the others were taken.


He was a short, fat guy with a
laser pointer in his hand which he used to point on the slide that was
projected on the big white screen.


It was not even fifteen minutes
of class that a girl who looked somewhere around 28-30 and was chewing on one
end of the parker ball pen asked, 


“Sir, how is the PrimaryMemory
class accesses the memory area in case where the privilege is taken back by the
RestrictColumns class? Will not the Virtual machine stop abruptly?” I hate it
when people interrupt a smooth flowing session but the question was genuine.


The instructor closed his fist
and put it just under his chin, thinking deeply. “True, very true” “I hadn’t
thought about it earlier, and honestly I don’t have any answer to it right now”
“Maybe it’s not allowed to take back the restriction at the run time?” He
guessed. “I have to get back to you on this” He declared.


I don’t know what got into me but
something forced me to speak, “Sir, imagine a situation where PrimaryMemory
class doesn’t have to access the memory.” 


“What do you mean? What are you
getting at?”


“It’s a prevention mechanism for
the future events but not for the past occurrences which have either completed
or are undergoing.” “So, what happens is a copy object is created for
PrimaryMemory and this copied object has all the access for the past tasks to
finish and once they do finish, this object is destroyed. And meanwhile the new
object works with new restrictions.”


I looked around people were
either sleeping or playing flash games on their computers. But I had definitely
caught the interest of someone I should have. The instructor applauded my point
and replied that it was really a different way of thinking.


After the class was over I
decided to hang out at the small cafeteria on the ground floor, I was relaxed
and going over a business magazine placed on the coffee-table. 


“How is it going in the business
world? Any multibillion M&A coming up?” He asked, it was same guy that I
asked the directions from. He looked tall, wore a fine suit and nice pair of
shiny shoes. I wondered who he was.


“You must be wondering who I am?”
He said as if he read my mind.


“Yes…” I smiled, “I am just
curious. Never came to training area before” 


“I am Jay” He said, offering his
hand. I still had no clue who he was, was I supposed to know?


“You still didn’t recognize me?
Did you? “: He smiled and asked. “I heard about the Java Beans training today. Sridhar
told me all about it.” He continued


What about it, I wondered.


“It turns out that you were
pretty close to the actual concept, barring a few technical terms of-course.
But that just technical mumbo-jumbo, what matters is the analytical thinking”
He explained.


“I would like to talk to you
formally on subject” He said.


The next few hours flew away
talking about memory leaks, the security issues and what not. “I really didn’t
get it, how are you associated with training? Clearly you look like you are into
technical area”


“I am intro everything…” He
smiled and relaxed his back against the couch, “I am the head here”


“Oh, my god” I gulped.


 “Anyway, it was very nice to
talk to you. I have to run for a meeting right now, but do call me sometime. We
have lot to discuss” “Do you have any development or research project going
on?” I asked him.


Instead he got up replied “later”
and dashed toward the door and disappeared in obscurity. 


#


 


Arnav called me up, he was
jubilant with joy. I knew there was something up with this guy again. He said
he secured three tickets to the select preview of the new movie, it was some
movie with a blue tribe. The tickets were part of the gift package from his new
company. I was baffled, what kind of company does that? He asked me to pick up
D.B. and meet him at E-Square at six sharp. I followed suit.


When we met I realized this was a
whole new guy. The happiness beamed-off Arnav’s face, he told me that his new
manager was very happy with him, and he was finally getting the visa, the long
lost dream he had was at-last going to be fulfilled. He had finally found his rainbow’s
end, while for me it remained as elusive as it was ever.


What was happening to me, why was
I so deeply interested in the personal lives of others, why was I feeling these
emotions when they were telling their stories of loss and triumph? I’d look
into the mirror and wouldn’t recognize my own reflection; I was becoming
something else, I was becoming the people I was around, people I met, I was
becoming my experiences, I had to be me, but the problem I was becoming this
new me. But then it was part of evolution, you change with time, and doesn’t
mean you were unbecoming yourself. I was going mad with rage that came with
overthinking, yes overthinking, still I couldn’t put a lid on my thoughts,
there were boiling and overflowing; and I overwhelmingly felt somewhere beneath
all those layers lied my own skin, skin that I couldn’t see anymore.


Smile elbowed, that shook me up,
the showtime was almost up, we moved out of the juice shop and entered the
screen 5. The movie started with an intergalactic theme, some song star wars
like song, which was well… cheesy sort of. Cheesy absolutely it was. There were
all sort of planets floating on the screen and then the camera zoomed into one.
I thought it’d interesting to see a movie about aliens, and aliens only. But
then bang humans were already there and were already planning to suck the life
off the planet. Bloody leeches I thought.


With each passing frame I felt the
movie got boring, a overly simplistic story of little blue people living
blissfully ignorant in the world of their own, until of-course they were disrupted.



“Women!” Arnav screamed
mid-movie, boy was he excited! 


“Haven’t seen one before?” I
quipped, it was as if we were living in a dystopia where women sightings were
rare.


“Women, yes, the women” He
continued, oblivious to my sarcasm.


“The woman makes you week in
knees. Come on look at this guy, hero of the movie, and he was seduced by a
blue woman.” I shrugged, I couldn’t comprehend him.


“Don’t you see it? Our hero left
humanity for a navi woman!” Arnav remarked.


“Of-course she is not just a
woman she is a special woman” I added.


“Yeah, she is blue and like very
tall” DB said dumbly.


“Shut up” “Listen to me, any
woman is a special woman to his man” “You gotta find his woman”


And then it dawned on me, “You
mean –“ “you mean-“ I said fumbling for words.


“Exactly!” He continued, 


“Vishwas!” We shouted at the same
time.


“Get the hell out of here”
Somebody shouted at the back. “Keep quiet”


Arnav whispered, “He must have a
weakness, Does he has an affair?  cheat his wife?” “Everyman has something to
hide, usually a woman”


 “And the way he looks at all those
female engineers on the casuals Friday, man he has some gaze of superman, he
could peek through their shirts, rip open their trousers with just his laser
eyes.” Smiles said.


We were finally onto something. 


 


#


 


I was chatting with Mrs. Gaekwad
downstairs, I was helping her park her car, no I was not behind the wheel, but
you know that sort of thing, a little further, a little backward, I was just
guiding her. So anyway, we were talking about how our day went, she told me she
had to cover up extra classes these days as one of the teacher is on leave, I
told we also do the same, only that it was lie, we hardly did our own work, let
alone doing someone else’s. 


There was a honking at the gate,
look who had just shown up, so I was now personal assistant of Sonia, I opened
the gate and helped her park. She was looking little happier than usual, almost
electrified so as to speak. She gave me a smirk as she came out of the big
shiny toy, and before I could actually ask her anything, she spoke. 


“I have something to show you”
“what?” I asked hesitantly, I didn’t like surprises. “That you have to see for
yourself” She took out her mobile but then immediately put it back. “No, I will
show you on the computer” 


There we go, we were sitting in
her room and she opened some video. It was quite blurry and dark, I thought,
who’s that dude. There was this guy in sweatshirt, who’s only back was visible
and this is what pretty much the video was -


It was dark stormy night and
there he was standing near the big window, directly in the way of the cool
breeze rushing into the room. He was saying something, something with great
intensity, honesty lurked in his eyes. “I was drowning in the sea of sorrow
when you came in my life and rescued me, if not for you I would have been long
gone, you saved me from myself, and today I just wanted you to know how deeply
I feel for you...” And so on and on he went; and then I noticed he was talking
to the half empty bottle of whiskey.


I couldn’t believe it was me, and
I was embarrassed, and she laughed and I laughed, I wondered at silliness of
the situation, Poorab had some timing to show up this video this late, I rolled
over on the bed and covered my face with the pillow. Of course I was just being
dramatic, I had learnt it from her brother. Oh, how badly I missed this guy.


I asked her how come she’s own
such a long break, that question hit right on the giant’s belly. Suddenly she
looked pale and unease.


“I want to confess” She said
meekly, barely able to look in my eyes. I didn’t say a word, just waited for
her to go on.


“I am here for someone” “I met
this person three years ago at a social function that the church organized for
the young people, and I am in love ever since”


I was shocked to say the least,
it was the side of her I had absolutely no idea about. 


“This person -“She continued, but
I interrupted her this time. “This person must have some name?”


“I can’t tell you that right now,
but I promise I will when the right time comes” What was she hiding, I
wondered, and even bigger question was I was she hiding what she hiding. I
didn’t want to get lost in my own word play so I let speak.


“This person, in pure innocence
has taken a step so extreme that the future holds no place for both of us to be
together”


“Whatever the step is it could
mean only one thing – your love is not reciprocated”


She was stung by the bluntness of
my words, but replied with composure “We are in love, and we both are in
confirmation” 


“What was the problem then?” I
asked but she didn’t reply me, I could only guess whatever it was, it was very
complex. 


It was a long, long day for me,
and a very stranger one too – one on hand was the friend who finally seemed to
redeem himself and on the other hand was a young woman determined to find her
lost soul, and somewhere in between I was hung on a balance all pinned on a
fragile hope.


 


#


 


It would seem that bell of doom
had finally tolled for me, the angel of death, the mister mysterio, the
man in black was waiting for me at my desk. The guy who makes people disappear
by saying some secret keywords in the ear. He was weird as much as he was mysterious.
He spoke only when I got seated, and he spoke so slowly that I could barely
follow him.


“Follow me” He said. “Your
presence is required urgently”


“Where?” I demanded, looking
puzzled.


“Just follow me” And guess where
he took me?


We went to the ground floor area,
I saw Vishwas in the corner cabin talking to someone. The mysterious man in
black visited Vishwas and Vishwas hurriedly brought down the curtains of the
cabin room. But I already knew who was sitting inside the room.


He came out and asked me to join
him in the nearest free cabin.


 “How are you doing I?” He said.
“This has been very hectic week” “A whole lot is going on in this organization”
He added. I knew he was just building up, stacking up the small talks so that
he could finally come to the point. 


We sat down around a round table,
a tube light shone above us. His face grew serious, he clearly was in bull-shit
mode. How much experience does he have in doing this, I wondered. “The
situation has turned so bad in the market and apart from the usual budget cuts
we have now even beginning to lose our clients”


It was no surprise to me, or
shouldn’t be to anyone. The competitors like Ignorant Technologies were eating
away the business; they were offering more at lesser price. And the quality for
which the corporation so much boasted about was no concern in the era of
financial stringencies.


“We are under pressure to cut our
costs, and we have to minimize all the expenses that are not needed” He was so
blunt that it actually hurt me.


I stood up, I couldn’t take it
anymore. It’s the employees who are doing all the hard work and filling up the
silver plates of these bastards. We are the ones paying their five star bills
and supporting their golf-course memberships.


I opened the door and walked away
in utter disgust. He shouted walking after me, “Meet Chinmayee, She is waiting
for you in the back-office building” Not to mention Chinmayee was one of the HR
who was made responsible for the dirty work.


I stopped at the coffee machine
and pushed the button for a latte, I needed to cool down and relax before I go
and see the HR, not that it mattered. But I should take this as calm and
composed. I waited for the machine which made lot of sound before some hot
water came down the tap, “Where’s the coffee?” I hit out with open palm on the
machine. “What the hell is wrong with this system?” I pondered.


#


 


I waited at HR desk impatiently,
apparently she was out on her coffee break, a few minutes later a fat, short
woman enters the cubicle. Her face, her body as round as a football, no-offence
but fat people need to have a wake-up call badly. She had a packet of banana
chips in one hand and with other she held a half empty Pepsi bottle. The chair
made a creaking noise as she settled herself, her arms came down as thud on the
table in front of us. She reminded me of the wrestlers from sumo fight, which I
would say could have been much appropriate profession for her. “Yes,” She said.
“Your file, where is it, where is it?” She opened drawer and went through a
dozen of files before she could find mine. “Let’s see, mmm –“ “Mr. …” 


“This is your letter here, and
you need to sign here and here”


“What letter?” I hit her back, it
was hard I knew I had nothing to lose now. I bet she was not expecting retaliation,
people often accepted their fate as either with meek obedience or with tears in
cheek. I was none, I was stronger.


“What do you want from me” I
demanded.


“Excuse me?” She replied,
wondering what I meant.


“Yes, why are you letting me go?
And why should I sign this paper.” “I had 


done nothing wrong, nothing
against the policies of the company” “You have no reason to let go me, I will
not accept it” I fumed.


She stood up from her chair, “Let
me tell you, we are you letting you go and that’s final, we don’t need a reason
to explain you everything that goes on in this company” “If we start explaining
each and everything to everybody here, no work will be done at all” She looked
like a ball on fire ready to roll over me.


I didn’t bother to stand up to
put my point across, instead I raised my finger toward her and waved my arm
repeatedly as I spoke,


“What do you think you are doing
will earn you loyalty of corporation? “ “Sorry to say but if axe will fall on
HRs you will be the very first one to go”


“I am none of your concern, right
now you should worry about yourself” 


“Sign this –“ She said pushing
the paper and pen toward me, “and you can leave 


peacefully.
I am sure the last thing you want right now is trouble”


I took the pen, and she looked
bit relieved, but I aimed it at the nearest dustbin - it was a perfect three
pointer. Her temper crossed even the last check of thermometer.


“You have crossed… “She began to
speak, and then her phone rang. Ringtone was quite loud, it was a song from
Sawariyan movie. I sat waiting for her to finish, I had all the time in world.


“Yes, Chinmayee speaking” She
paused and listened.


“Yes, yes. I understand” “Yes, he
is sitting with me” “No, he hasn’t signed the documents” “Yes, yes, I will”
“Fine, Sir”


“Turns out you have quite a
friend in the company” She said, her voice much softened. “Don’t take it
personally but it is not me who decide who will stay and who will not. I just
follow the orders and fill up forms”


“What going on?” I asked her, I
was nervous as hell.


“I am not sure how to put it, but
you already have a project code. And you cannot be terminated without the
concern of your manager.”


“My manager sent me here” I
replied hesitantly, I knew anything I speak may go against me. 


“No, Vishwas is not your manager
anymore” 


“Then, who is?”


“ Mr. Jay”


“Mr Jay? Since when?”


“Since three hours.” She quipped.
















The Plan


 


I bought a large sheet of white
paper, and a red marker. I sat looking over the table where I had spread the
sheet, while I was fidgeting with the marker; thinking. Somewhere in the middle
of the sheet I drew a stick man and named it Vishwas. Then I drew four arrows,
coming from four different directions all toward Vishwas.


The plan I devised was very
simple. It went like this I had to find his weakness and then I had to use it
against him. I was sure I’d either blackmail him, or name and shame him. The
latter option looked more appealing and more fulfilling too.


I then drew a circle from where
the first arrow stated and named it - “Affair?” Did he an affair I wondered.
Something I could use against him. The second circle I drew was - “Corrupt?”
Did he cheat the company? Maybe he had ESOPs that he was selling using internal
knowledge, or maybe he was trying to manipulate stock prices itself. I hit
myself at the back of my head and laughed about it. He is not intelligent or
powerful for that matter. I cursed myself for being such an idiot. What else
then ?


“Position?” It was the third
circle. Was he taking undue advantage of his position? You bet he was, I had no
doubt about it for I was both the witness and the victim of his ruthlessness.
Did I have something to prove? No. He was smart, he was clean and never left a
trace.


I then knew there was only one
way to get him, I drew the fourth circle and named it - “Bait”. I had to
set up a trap and then lure him in. It was an old trick, and key of a
successful execution was to give him the illusion that he was in control.


First, I had to find a honeypot,
a sacrificial lamb, and then I had to work out a story that he would fall for.
Next up was to choose the characters of the story, the ponies, I had to choose them
very wisely. The challenge was I couldn’t afford to let anyone know what I was
planning, and yet I had to make them act the way I wanted. I chew the back of
the marker at the thought. The question wasn’t how I was going to do it, but
the question was:


 


How far was I willing to go?


#


 


So I was formally inducted in the
team but without much fanfare, Jay showed me around, the research area looked
like something else entirely, it looked as if I was suddenly transferred to a
distant plant, distant intelligence. There were series of midsized
interconnected rooms, walls were beautifully decorated with animated characters
which I couldn’t recognize anywhere from popular culture, there were no
cubicle, no parallel rows of computers either. There were beans bags lying
around, sleazy grey laptops, few workstations but without the regular chairs –
you have to work on them standing up. There were no coffee machines I could
spot, but instead I found a kitchen with a basket full of fruits ranging from
pineapple to black grapes, there were slabs full of stuff to eat, a huge
refrigerator which I guess was full of food and beverages too. I wondered if
they served chilled bear as well.


Jay asked me to pick one of the
laptops which were not being used. I settled down on a couch, where already a
woman and a man were discussing something. They smiled and warmly greeted me.
Jay settled himself in the bean bag opposite to me, and spoke. 


“This is team you would be working
with” There were five people in the room. They were all super busy with their
work. Then he began describe me the project and my role, 


“The project is based on an
instant communication network within the organization. Something very similar to
LAN and communicator, but the thing is this is the communication channel for
mobile devices.” We talked for about forty-five minutes and then I had a talk
with the team mates. Team structure was weird, there was no boss apparently,
there were no definite tasks – everybody worked on everything. The only rule
followed was that in the morning when you arrive, you have declare what are you
going to work on, and what were you able to finish the day before.


“In here we also believe
knowledge sharing, and the knowledge sharing mind you doesn’t mean that you
have to write documents. As you might have felt already, we don’t work in a
regular ordinary way like the rest of the organization do.”


“We organize our learning, find
its general applicability, and we conduct session, we train people on our
findings.” 


“The best way to share knowledge
is word of mouth, and not written documents” I agreed.


You don’t really know how the
time flies by when you do something that interests you, and that’s what
happened to me working in there. Days turned into weeks, and weeks turned in
months.


In two months we rolled phase-1
of our product, to be used company wide. We were a very proud bunch of team,
Jay placed a request to formalize our learning and dissipate the knowledge. We
scheduled a series of training program, and invited people from all over the
center.


 


#


 


To say I was super-confident and
had everything in my head would be a big lie. I was helluva nervous, and I was
frozen when I saw so many people waiting for me with their eyes wide open. I
did like hundred mistakes but crowd well, was too generous to say the least. After
all, there were busy playing flash games and sleeping with open eyes. But there
was someone in the audience who paid attention, perhaps to not what I was
teaching but to me.


I called for a coffee-break at
the first half an hour mark, they didn’t demand but I knew I needed it badly.
It also gave me time to catch-up with an old flame.


“What are you doing here?” I
asked.


“Attending your class” She
replied, “heard that you were to take a training, how could I miss?”


“I wanted to talk to you, we have
to put an end to all that is not good between us” I purposed.


“There is no us anymore I, you
have to wake up.” “We broke up, don’t you remember?”


“You are engaged, ain’t you?” I
asked.


“Who told you that?” She asked.


“So, it is true. You are seeing
someone”


“Maybe there’s more” She added
and turned back to leave.


“You are not going anywhere
before telling me why, why are you doing this to me?” I demanded. 


Before she could say anything her
cell-phone buzzed. She walked-off hurriedly. I had to know where she was going.
I started following her. Through the alley and down the stairs she reached the
open courtyard. I saw her, she met someone at the fountain. It was a guy. It
took me not more than 5 seconds to realize who he was. He was my previous team
lead, Dinesh.


 


#


 


Jay was very surprised when I
told him that I wanted to move on, and he was even more surprised when I told
him I specifically wanted to go back to the Dofa account. He wondered what I
had in my mind. I knew it was time for me to take on Vishwas, I had a perfect
plan and I had now the right tools to execute the plan. I also knew that there
was little to no room for failure the consequences would be grave, there was a
lot more than careers and egos at stake.


The next day a guy called me, he
claimed to be a project manager but honestly on phone he sounded like a peon to
me. So, he was from Dofa, at-once my heart filled with nervousness and anxiety.
Was I sure I wanted to do this.


"You there" The voice
at the other end of the phone crackled, 


"Yes, yes" I replied.


“Can you come to meet me at once?
“


"Yes I will be there at your
desk by two"


At about two-ten I was there at
his desk, he was there at his desk working on some excel. 


"We have urgent requirement
for a developer in our project" He said. 


 "I have heard few good
things about you from your last project, and so I picked you"


“You must be aware about the
messaging project I did”


And then came the revelation -
"you have to adapt yourself quickly to the new technologies" he said,
"The project is in C++ and mainframe" I felt my heart tearing out of
my chest, I felt a spasm of pain. 'No way!'


But I had to accept it, I had bigger
goals in mind than to work in some technology.


"I believe you are upto the
challenge"


"Fine, I am up for it" I
replied half heartedly.


So, I was back in the regular
world, doing regular work just like everybody else. The manager took me to the
team lead. And guess who was that lead again? If you are thinking about him you
got it right – it was none other than Dinesh. He told me to sit in a seat
facing the corner of the wall, it was literally that - I was cornered. People
in the cubicle seemed bit snobbish and I decided not to make new friends, and
neither to make any effort to start or continue a conversation, instead of
people I made the the bulging corner my friend, the wall was my friend, after
all we both shared the same fate of being cornered.


 


#


 


I was still somewhere in the
first week of the new project, work was slow, dripping almost. And it gave me
time, time to plan. I spent most of the free time reverse engineering the
messaging app. How could I make it more useful? Something that’d be fit for me
to use. I was working quite intensively when suddenly my mobile rang.


“Hello” I said, picking it up.


“Hello” The voice replied. “May I
know who is this?”


“No” I replied. “You called me”


“Excuse me for my manners” He
said. “I am Ishika’s father”


The shock, it almost made me fell-off
my chair. 


I composed myself and told him
that I was a friend. He let a little uh which indicated he didn’t really
believe me.


“Do you know where Ishika is?”


“She must be in the office, I
guess” I said.


“No she is not, and she is not in
her flat as well” He replied.


“Well, sir in that case I had no
idea where she is” I said. “Did you try calling her friends?”


“I don’t know any of them” He
replied.


“Neither do I” I said.


“Can you help me? In finding her
?”


“I am sure she must be someplace
important, perhaps shopping?” I said, and I regretted, “perhaps an appointment”
I quickly added, now an appointment definitely sounded more important.


“Thing is I called up her office,
and they gave me an alternate number, your number“ He dropped very calmly.


“And so-“ He paused for a brief
moment.


“I’d like to meet you young man”
He said.


The conversation went one for
another couple of minutes. And when it was over, I put the phone in my pocket,
got up from my chair, looked around for Dinesh, and then silently slid away. Her
father and I had agreed to meet at Barista, Aundh; I had no idea what was to
come next.


 


#


 


"Where were you for the
whole day?" Dinesh asked me. "Hell!" I replied under my breath.
"What?" he asked irritated and so I replied, appropriately, "As
you know I am new to this whole C++ technology, so in order to understand it
better and contribute my hundred percent to project I went to the library to
study. “See -" I said pointing to balaguruswamy at my desk, "I
grabbed this book"


"Okay, okay" he said,
and went away, it was a clean checkmate.


"Boss, where did you learn
it?" "You completely blew him away! Clean bowled may I say"


"I am Jain btw" He
said, standing up from his chair, huge build, 6 feet some inches, broad
shoulder, broad jaws, but gentle voice.


"I am …" I didn’t
hesitate to introduce myself, he seemed like a genuine guy and the fact that we
both hated Dinesh, made him a good friendship prospect.


"So, for how long you are
here?" I asked Jain.


He replied dramatically,
"For as long as stars are in the sky and for as long as there is fragrance
in the flowers and …. Eternity"


"You are quite a poet"
I quip.


"I am nothing but a victim
of circumstances, the circumstances screws us all - poet, writer, artist"


He then begins his sobbing story,
"I am here for past one year… blah blah blah”


"-and believe this one year
felt like a whole decade" "No, work here boss, absolutely no
work"


"And whatever it is, it is
in C++"


"Hey you don't like C++
too?"


"It sucks boss, I hate
it" Now, we have two things in common that we hate, Dinesh and C++


"Why don't you ask for
release then?" I ask.


"Sh-" He says,
"Let's go in" He says pointing to the conference room.


"Grab a pen and a copy"
He adds. I give him why-do-you-need-that look. He reads the expression on my
face and replies,


"This way they will think we
are discussing some project work" I smile at his smartness.











Pink is the new Black


 


Bhargavi called me in the evening
and reported that her watch was not working and she wanted to get it fixed, “Can
we go to JM road today? “


“Today?” I asked.


“Yeah, today” For some time I had
been contemplating to ask her out for shopping, I had to doing what I had in my
mind, and this seemed the perfect opportunity for it. The only challenge was to
talk her into doing it, so that it didn’t look forceful.


 I picked her up from the phase-2
office and so we went to the Timex showroom on the JM road, I sat and watched
and got bored as she got her chronometer fixed. All the while she standing
there near the watchmaker I constantly looked away, and then my phone beeped, I
checked it was a text message from her, 


“Why so sad?” it said. 


“Nothing, just that I don’t find
waiting any particularly interesting” She did not reply back. When she was
done, she asked me what happened. 


“Nothing I replied. I am just
totally bored, it’s just the office thing you know.”


 “Not let it overpower you” She
replied. 


She was acting so maturely that
for an outsider it’d seem that she was the one experienced and seasoned and I
was the one novice, gullible guy. “Do you wanna go to the mall? “ I asked her.
It was a smaller setup towards the end of the JM Road.


While going back via FC road she
made me stop at the green light and said, “Wait wait, just stop here” I put on
the brake immediately, little irritated, I asked her, but she got off and ran
to the sidewalk, I took the bike aside, I looked at her and she spoke pointing
to the chocolate and ice-cream shop nearby, “Your treat”


“Oh yes” I said. I took a black
currant shake and she ordered herself a thin choco shake.


“What is thin Chocó shake?” I
asked. 


“It’s a Chocó shake with fewer
calories”. “Doesn’t it have any sugar in it?” I questioned. “No, it has.” She
replied. “Then?”


While we were drinking she
spotted something with the corner of her eyes, I don’t know did she do it, but
I guess every girl has this sense when they see something shop-able around. 


She walked over to this guy who was
selling some accessories, some kind of fusion of bracelet and a bangle. “What
do they call it?” I asked the vendor, while Bhargavi had turned complete deaf
and mute, and all she could see was that stuff. He didn’t answer me but I
imagined it’d be called a brangle or a banglet or something. She took a
blue pair, no infact one was blue and one was green, I couldn’t understand how
they’d form a pair, maybe it was a banglet fashion that my dull mind
couldn’t understand. I thought we’d leave right after we were over this but
little did I know it was just the beginning of a whole lot bigger tiring
evening. She hopped from one vendor to another, one stuff to another, nail
paints, lipsticks and so on and on. While she was looking for a pair of earning
which she said that she wanted for her cousin, I was pretty sure she was that
cousin herself. 


I was walking around nervously
when my eyes fell upon an old store next to the shop, it was an old book and
music shop, I picked up a book called morning of the magicians which was placed
next to the little Shirley beans. I have heard vaguely about it, it was like a
bible of conspiracy theory, theories about everything from pyramids to second
world war to the today’s world of capitalism and consumerism, apparently a
single common thread wove everything together - alien race. It was an
interesting thought to chew, I decided to keep the book, and I walked over to
Bhargavi who was trying some pair, I looked and said, “fantastic, you should keep
this” 


Around the corner was an apparel
shop for women, I held her hand by her wrists and dragged her with me. 


“What are you doing? Where are
you taking me?” She protested, but she seemed to enjoy the dominance.


“You are coming with me” I
demanded.


“But where? ”


“Just don’t ask”


From inside it looked quite a big
showroom, we crossed the jeans sections, and the shirt section to reach
straight to where I wanted to take her.


“What is it? “ She said,
pretending to be miss ignorant.


“I want to you to have one” I
said.


“If you are so insisting, pick
the one you like” She said flirtingly.


I looked at her in response and
she continued, ”for your girlfriend” she smirked.


“Come on go and try one” I pushed
her, “maybe this black one”


“Why do you like black so much?”
She rebelled, “I like pink”


“That’s a very girly color” I
said.


“You are saying as if you are
gonna wear this”


“No, but –“


“But what ? This is for your eyes
only? “She replied. “And I think you’d love to see me in the pink”


I closed my eyes for moment and
imagined her standing in-front of me, she was 


right pink was perfect !


“Whichever you like” I agreed.


#


 


We went to my place afterwards, I
didn’t have to ask her, she really wanted to see my place. I went to my bedroom
and I picked up the cello which was lying in a corner beside the TV. I sat on
the garden chair and I started strumming I knew a couple of songs on C major
and G chords, I opened my mouth to add some lyrics to the tunes, I don’t claim
to be Bon Jovi but I was okay.


She didn’t follow me and I called
her name, in-fact I mixed it in the song I was playing. A tap on the door
should have alerted me and I should have abandoned my creative pursues but I
went on unnoticed and carefree, the door was open and so she came in. 


She stood there against the wall,
liked it or hated it I did not know, I did not care less probably, and when I
was singing the last stanza she came just in front of me, but I went on
regardless, considering myself some prodigy of the country song maestro John Denver,
though she standing absolutely still I saw her moving slightly on the tunes,
her hands, her legs and hips synchronized with the music, in that moment, in
every bit of Bhargavi I saw Ishika laughing, thrilled, sad, lost, a million
hues a million emotion flowing from her, flowing into her, she was singing with
me, our voices slowly melting into one, there was no difference between the two
anymore.


 I knew what she wanted, she
understood what I desired, in-fact we just wanted each other’s embrace and
nothing else, two birds living far-off from the world in their own nest, a
sanctuary of our own where we forgot who we were, where we were from, a place
and a time where we were forever young. 


I saw an endless field of maize,
as yellow as the morning sun, waving in warm breeze, a small wooden cottage in
the fields, she came out of the door, it was surreal, and hung her towel in of
the strings, the string that wound us together, she waves her hair in the air
to get rid of the moisture, I am coming running through the criss-crossed
pathway, she was looking at me smiling, the sun shone behind her face, it was
difficult to distinguish the two. I saw her in flashes, of pitch darkness and
extreme brightness, the world has lost its meaning, the self has lost its
meaning.


“You have some talent” she said.
I held back my tears, “Thank you” “But you don’t have to say that, I have a
terrible voice”


 “No, what are you talking about,
it’s beautiful” “and you play very well too”


 “I just know couple of songs
that’s all”


 “So who’s your favorite player?”
She asked. 


"nobody in particular I just
like music doesn’t matter who wrote it” 


“No, let me guess, John
Morrison?” She said ruffling my hair.


“The doors, no way” “I like it
but-“ “It’s too intense, I like Denver and the country”


I began to string again, this
time it was “take me home country roads - “  She walked to me in the most
lyrical manner, and stood there just in-front of me, her hands were waving in
sinusoidal pattern - she was crushing her dress. She took one of my hand off
from the cello put it on her knee-cap. My heart began to race, I looked up at
her but she seemed completely lost as if she had had a gallon of vodka. Then
gently she began to slid my hand up her legs, through her dress. I wondered if it
was today when I’d be successful in my goal; although it was a small step but a
very necessary one.


My fingers ran through the warmth
of her thighs and stopped somewhere halfway. She looked down at me and said,
“Dance with me”. She took my other hand off the cello too, the cello through
the band hung loose on my neck. She was holding both of my hands, and the hands
were firmly placed on her thighs. There was no music, but her head and her
torso continued to move. 


After the brief pause she began
to pull my hands again and my finger rustled against the softness of her skin
like a summer breeze rustles against the dry leaves. She continued to took lift
my hand through her thighs, it was an ecstatic moment for her and for me. The
only difference was I knew better to not lose myself in the moment, I knew
better to stay on course. 


Finally, when my hands reached
the end of her thighs she stopped. She used my hands to caress her thighs, her
face had turned completely red.


I stood up, she un-stitched her
dress from behind, her light yellow dress now hung loose from only the stripes over
her shoulders. She removed her shoulder from beneath one on the stripe, and
asked me to get rid of the other, I obeyed her. Her dress now was wrapped around
her body only with the help of her will, she tightened her body and the dressed
slipped through till her waist.


In front of me was an amazingly
beautiful woman, and someone whom I never dreamed like this - Half naked. Her
body was leaning in my arm which wrapped around her and held from behind, and from
the front I held her tight against myself.


I took a brief look at her
slender body, her waist was every model’s dream, the bellybutton was only a
fingertip deep. A ring adorned her bellybutton and I pinched her lightly, in
her retaliation she punched her on my chest. She took my shirt off which
already was unbuttoned half way through, I was not wearing anything inside, I
pushed her further against me – her bare skin touched mine.


I saw the passion burning in her
eyes, her breath was becoming uneven and her lips had begun to quiver. It
didn’t take a mentalist to read what was going on her mind, I could clearly
sense what she wanted. And this where we differed - she was under the influence
of her raging emotions while I was steady my mind had reigned over my desires.


I caressed her shoulder with back
of my fingers as I gazed at her body again, her neck was a in perfect ratio
with her head. Further down, her supple breasts wore the pink brassiere that we
had just bought. I freed my hands, stepped back a little and looked at her
again in admiration. She was a marvel, a perfect being.


I placed my hands on her hips,
the rest of herself ready to unravel from the dress which clung in a tiny
balance over her hips. She moved and joined her legs together, the dress was
ready to come down. I helped her by sliding the dress down further her hips, in
a smooth fluid motion the dress dropped her to her ankles. She took a step
further, and unbuttoned my rugged jeans, the next was the zip that she flicked
open in one go. I stopped her hands in the motion which seemed determined to go
further, I wanted the situation to go as per my liking only. I looked at her
and blinked, I threw myself on the bed. She seemed way to eager and stood on
the edge of the bed on her knees.


“No, no, no…” I said. “Hold on” I
grabbed the cell-phone from her purse which lying further on the bed. I slid
upon the camera and jumped to her, “Go back” I said. She stood up.


“Go back, go stand against the
wall” I commanded. She stepped back and stood as I asked of her. I put the cell
phone on the table nearby, and asked her to face me, she was confused but her
desire left no space for any other emotion, her mind was completely blocked
too. I took a picture of her adjusting the phone on the table – she looked her
seductive best. And then I gave it to her and asked to take a selfie, she
pulled me by my wrist and we clicked one together – this was not want exactly I
wanted but I knew I could cut myself out anytime.


She tried to seize her cell phone
but I held it tight, with force she pushed me on the bed and then jumped over.
I was lying on my back and she was bent down over me on her knees and arms. Though
my hands were stretched away, they were still free and so I dialed a number
quickly - the doorbell rang. I was saved.











Ignorant Technologies


 


I was in my bay working, chatting
with Jain, everything as usual when I got a call. He was Deepak, the HR that
was there in Ignorant Tech. He came straight to the point and asked me if I was
interested in taking some interviews for them, “technical interviews in java”
he elaborated. I tinkered with the idea before I said yes, “When and where?” 


It was on Saturday, close to my
place in Sindh colony and I had to reach at the venue at nine sharp. I was
little apprehensive about the whole thing, to be frank to the point that I was
having butterflies in the stomach. I parked my bike outside the building. It
was a big building it had a big corporate clinic on its fourth floor and a gym
at third; ground, first, and the second floor was for the office. I imagined
people going from office to the gym and then to the hospital, it made a natural
flow. What I thought was missing was a psychiatrist clinic that people in
software industry need time to time. 


I had to meet Mr. Deepak, I told
the security guard who initially thought that I was there to give interview; I
explained to him that I was there to take one not to give one. He looked at me
doubtfully and called Mr. Deepak, who confirmed what I just said. His stance
changed and now he addressed me as “Sir” and said “This way sir, let me take
you there” 


He escorted me to a pair of
ladies, who introduced themselves as HR executives to me, as if I didn’t know
already, a blind man would have guessed that. We hung around a cubicle and chit
chatted. I saw people sitting in cubicles in a row opposite to ours, they were
writing something, 


“What are they so meticulously
working on?” I asked one of them. 


“We take a written first, and
only then interviews are conducted” She explained the process. She told me
further that there would be two technical rounds and one HR rounds my job would
be to conduct the first technical round and screen people. We were discussing
just then Mr. Deepak entered, 


“Sorry guys, I was stuck in traffic”
He announced. 


“Saturday morning traffic?” I
wondered loudly. We went to one of the cabins, where he reiterated the same
selection procedure again, out of politeness I didn’t tell him, that I was
already briefed on that. 


“We are waiting for one more
interviewer he’s with us here for some time now” “I’d pair you guys together so
that you can be comfortable and learn from each other.”


I waited for her some time but he
didn’t turn up, when I got tired of doing revolutions on the moving chair I got
up and went to Deepak. He was flirting with one of the HRs or so it looked from
the distance, he was stooping over her, laughing, hands waving, really
communicative and expressive. He turned to me when I reached him and put
forward my request, across the hall I saw many a guys waiting, yawning or
sleeping with their hands on their chins. He thought for a moment and replied,
let’s wait five more minutes, I have a gut feeling that - “He’s stuck in
traffic” I completed his sentence, he sensed the hint of sarcasm in my
statement and replied, “Exactly, let’s wait for few minutes”


 The young lady offered me a
cookie, I bit on it and walked back. I was waiting for the candidate to come
in, the door opened slightly, he was a very young man, almost looked like a
fresher, with door partially opened he politely asked for my permission, I got
up from my chair and shook his hand, if handshakes were indication of
confidence I must say his grip was really firm, he looked straight into my eyes
and smilingly said his name, after we sat down I looked into his resume, seven
month of experience only! And ready to change his job. 


I asked the guy about his project
and that was it, that was the only question I asked, from there he completely
took over, he picked up a marker and moved to the white board, he gave a detail
presentation on how he was working for like past six months at the client
location, some refrigeration company, and how he had actually contributed to
the optimization of the their production process using the information
technology tools, he told me about the technologies in java space that I had
not even heard of, it was flattering. I wanted a guy like this, I wanted to be
a guy like this. He was going on and on when I had to meddle and ask him to
stop, I thanked him and told him that HR will get back to him soon, he had that
smile in his eyes, he probably knew he was selected, or maybe it didn’t matter
to him whether he is selected or not, the guy was special, the guy was above
any expectation, or anything. 


I took four interviews before we
gathered back for lunch. Everybody was there – the HRs, Negi, Deepak, of-course
it was not meant for the candidates.


“What are you looking at?” She,
the young flirtee HR, got me out of slumber; I got my eyes off the plate and
replied. “You eat like a rat”


“What do you mean?” She hit back,
I had caught her unguarded.


 “I mean look at your plate” I
said pointing, “That’s like two grains of rice and half a piece of chapatti and
look at the volume of dal you have taken, no butter on your plate” 


“Okay okay shut up, I get it” “


What’s wrong with women these
days?”


 “Huh?” She said. 


“You targeting for figure zero or
something, that’s how you maintain” I eyed her from hair to toe.


She became a little conscious and
said, “Hell with you, you know” She stood up and took her plate and sat closed
from Deepak, Mr. Deepak’s eyes twinkled, a smile floated on his face. 


I too was done eating, I couldn’t
eat anymore infact, my conscience was bothering me too much, I went straight to
the cabin, on my way I picked up a resume. I went to the interviewee bay and announced
the name, it was Dinesh something. I marched forward the room, I didn’t look
back who followed me.


It was not even two minutes since
I got back and a knock on the door startled me, “May I come in sir” said the
voice on the other end, I really felt great to be addressed as sir. The guy was
sitting right across me, I asked him without looking at him if he was any
nervous with a shrill in his voice he said no. I was still looking for the
assessment sheets till I found them fallen under the table. I raised to greet
the candidate and was flabbergasted to find who it was.


He indeed was Dinesh, Dinesh the
team lead. He looked even more than me, in an instant he stood up, “there must
be mistake” he uttered below his breath.


 The interview for me was pretty
much over. I carefully studied his face and spoke “I think I have seen you
somewhere” 


“Sure you must have, this world
is a small place” He shrugged. 


I knew I had this guy by balls,
it was my chance to turn the tables on him. An evil scheme already begin to
cook in my mind, I could not afford to let this chance go. In one stroke I
could make a mighty blow against the Giant.


So, I began a flurry of questions
mostly directed toward the difficult end of the spectrum, I did not want the
guy at any cost, it was a personal matter. Just then Negi barged in, he sat
beside me. With lowered voice he said, “I hope you don’t mind, I had no more
interviews left.”


I blinked to assure him he could
join in. But I didn’t stop and continued to ask the most difficult question and
in the most roundabout manner. I confused Dinesh like hell.


And after it was over, Negi and I
got talking. “I think he was okay” said I. “The guy knew about web-services, he
had worked on Spring web and -“ 


“No, I think he had a very
limited knowledge, he had a very bare knowledge of these technologies” Negi
replied. “Just an average fellow, not my guy I think, and definitely not the
one for Ignorant Technologies” 


“But he fitted well in the
profile that company is looking for -“ I reasoned.


“Not really, poor communication
skills as well” He added further. 


I shrugged and filled out the
assessment form, he was my candidate and it was my call - Dinesh was selected. Negi
was annoyed at my decision, but I knew what I was doing.


I told Deepak to not let go this
guy at any cost, “give him whatever he demands” An offer letter was generated
on the spot, and of which I took a photocopy. Deepak was like umm why do you
need a photocopy of his offer letter for yourself? I gave him the most sodden
excuse possible, “I wanted to keep it as memorabilia” He rolled his eyes but he
couldn’t care less.











Strangers,
strangeness


 


Okay, this is gonna sound little
out of blue, but whaaat? Arnav was getting married? Say what, again?
Arnav was getting married, yes you heard it right. I too was as surprised as
you probably are. So, what exactly had happened which sort of changed his view
about the humanity’s oldest institution? Last time, I checked he was all gun
blazingly against marriage.


I was disappointed as much as I
was surprised, first he didn’t tell me what was going on, he never told me
anything that he was looking, and then he never invited me personally. He just
sent me an email with an attachment, it was the marriage invitation card, he
was going to wed some Sapna in so and so place and at so and so wedding point. 


And as any honorable man would do
I didn’t go to his wedding, so he was too proud of himself to even call me? The
ever smiling D.B. gave me a call that evening and we had a vada sambhar for
snacks which btw was hot and spicy – just the way I like it; he told me that he
had his tickets booked as soon as he came to know which btw was much earlier. I
felt left out, so was it that our friendship had come to a saturation point?
What happened to those days, sorrows, joys, adventure we shared. My life
resembled that of those reality shows that overloaded the tube - big boss and
roadies and what not. Life around was a stage and all the people around me were
the actors, nobody real, nobody; the only difference was there was no directors
around to dictate, no writers to set up the scenes, everything was still
random, but, but there was a guiding force, a greed, an idea of putting their
own interests before anything else.


So, the Mr. Smiles went to the
supposed wedding and reported back to me, we met at the same canteen and over
the same vada sambhar, same sulking faces and stooped shoulders around, and in
there somewhere Mr. Smiles looked like a black sheep; and at then at that
moment I understood what he really stood for. He was a lonely ray of hope
emerging from beneath the dark clouds, someone whom I could look time and again
and say, “Hanstey, hanstey kat jaaye raste”


Okay, among the non-important
things that he blabbered there was this one thing he said, he told me about the
supposed wedding reception, and asked me to come, I was reluctant but I chewed
on the idea for sometime before I said yes. He was my friend after all, I had
to give him benefit of doubt, at least once.


It became pretty cool in the
night so much so that it actually felt cold, the weather-ists had squarely
blamed the condition on some tornado which arose all the way from Indian ocean
down south. And so Arnav looked bit uncomfortable wearing a thin sherwani, he
gave a widening smile which caught me unguarded, I didn’t expect a warm welcome
from him, was he just following his part of the script? I didn’t care. I
congratulated him and gave the gift that smiles and I brought for him. He
looked at the fancy wrapped box and asked, “What is it?” 


I looked at him and asked “what
is it?” 


“Look I am so sorry that I didn’t
invite you personally to my marriage” 


“No need to explain…” I replied.
“Why did you ask me to come now?”


“Wait for sometime” his voice
softened, “I have a surprise for you” I knew this guy well, I had kind of eerie
feeling that he was going to pull-off a trick or two on me.


Arnav signaled the photographer
who was filming a little guy – a cute messy haired boy jumping around. We
quickly got in to position, D.B. got seated next to Arnav while I sat in front.
I tried my best to put a smile, hell I was not a good liar. It took a couple of
minutes to get clicked, Arnav called the little boy after that.


“Take uncle to chachi’s place” He
said with finger pointing to me, clearly he called me uncle, which was
outrageous.


“I am not going anywhere” I
cried. 


“Go with the boy, I want you to
meet a friend” He said. I figured he wanted me to go to bride’s dressing room.


 “Well?” I thought, and followed
like Alice followed the white rabbit.


He took me through the side door,
up the stairs to the first floor, he disappeared before I knocked on the door.
“What am I doing here?” I thought. A young woman in bright pink sarees opened
the door, she looked dusky, and slim. And I thought is the woman Arnav married?
She was beautiful in her own way, a figure just as Arnav used to describe me.
She stared at me for a moment and then bang, closed the door on my face. I felt
stupid, super duper stupid, Arnav had got me again, a pretty good way to
embarrass a friend. 


I was planning on my revenge, I
thought of several things, best of which seemed like cutting all ties with
Arnav, set him free as people would say. Half way downstairs I heard a shout,
the pink saree girl was standing there again, this time she was smiling, she
asked me to come inside, I was not going to fall onto some other evil scheme - I
was determined. I ignored her, continued downstairs, and then it happened – she
shouted my name!


The room was a decent sized one –
around 4-5 female species walked in there, I was bit nervous naturally. A young
woman was sitting on a dressing table, and another was standing behind her
carefully untangling the strands of her hair, another one was giving last
touch-ups to her face – she held this Lakme brush which she worked just as an archeologist
brushes the artifacts on the site. I couldn’t see her face in the mirror, but
apparently she saw mine, otherwise she wouldn’t have turned toward me. My heart
stopped beating, the moment came to a standstill. The glossy pair of eyes that
were staring at me belonged to Ishika.


So, there I was standing at the
ceremony of someone’s new life, but at the pyre of my love. I wished it was a
nightmare, from which I will wake up any moment now, but alas.


She stood up, and moved a few
inch toward me, I so wanted her to run back to me and hug me, but perhaps it
was her lakshman rekha now. 


“What is this?”


“What?” I said shrugging. I
should rather be asking this question to her.


“You know what I mean, what is
this happening between us? How did we come to this point?” She asked back.


I’d be fooling you if I say I was
speechless, I had waited for this day and I had waited for this dreadful moment
for long, when we’d meet like, no-one was in hurry, we had to confront each
other, we had to mull what went wrong, and who was wrong, whose was to be
blamed for both are miseries. Yes, it was true that both of us were suffering,
it was not only me who was reeling under an uneasy feeling, she too was
restless. I could see that from her face.


She bore a look of the hollowness
of universe, thousands of stars burning into a thick white lump, before
bursting into rays of bright yellow light on their own. The thing is everything
is finite, the joy, the sorrow, even the space that engulfs us, and there is
this moment which holds a meaning, a significance of its own, no past, no
future, in no context. It just existed on its own, and lives and burns into its
own shadow. Even the infinites have a mathematical boundary under which it
exists. Nothing escapes, only the moment lives.


“Why are you still angry with me?
How long I have to suffer for one mistake? Why, why I shook my head, why do you
hate me so much?” I had million questions to ask, I wanted to ask her about
this – her marriage with Arnav. How could she do this to me? How could Arnav do
this to me? 


*My mother didn’t die, remember I
told you.” “My mother left me when I was six” 


I wondered what it has to do with
her mother, and then I recalled Freud, ‘childhood traumas’ and ‘human
sexuality’ can answer almost all our questions. “What do you mean?” “


“My father and mother had a love
marriage but they could never get along. They pursued different ideals, she
wanted to fly but my father unhappy, and reasonably so, she’d be away for weeks
sometime, my father had to take care of me and my sister all the time.”


“So, eventually the breaking
point came, and they split up, my mother never asked for my custody. She took
my sister instead and moved to other side of the city, with her parents.”


 “…Being a child and having no
one to talk to but only your father who too was too absorbed in his work, the
pang of loneliness and sadness struck me. My dad used to tell me that they
would come back and I should cheer up and not be sad all the time, he told me
they’d come to visit me sometimes, on Sundays, I waited and waited but it
didn’t happen either.” 


“…I asked him why can’t we go to
them, but he wouldn’t answer me, he would just make excuses like he was too
busy or her mother was out of town, or something. Why can’t I see my mother?
Why can’t I get back my sister? She was so young, and pretty like a doll. As I
grew up the sadness turned into anger, and as I became more independent, the
feeling of uneasiness grew further, I needed a closure, I wanted to see my
mother and my sister, and I wanted to know why didn’t they visit me even once,
and I wanted to know if they had any place for me in their heart, I wanted to
know if they really loved me.” 


“…So, I began to spend hours
outside my grandparent’s house, where my mother continued to live, she never
got married again, and yet she had moved on. I didn’t see my sister, and that ate
me from inside, my mother looked almost the same, as if no day has passed since
she left us. And sometimes I would go and stand at the gate struggling with
myself that I should push that bell, it was just a stupid bell after all, but I
knew the gate if opened can change my life forever, for good or for worse, I
could get back my mother or I could lose my father. I can’t betray my father,
but I cannot betray my own heart as well. I would stand there frozen, in cold
or hot, in rain or sunshine, I was there, I was there, standing, waiting, maybe
someone else will break this spell for me, I won’t have to make a choice.”


“…And one day while standing
behind the tree, looking inside to get a glimpse, a hand touched my shoulder,
pale, thin, wrinkled. It was an old woman, not that old, a woman in her early
fifties.”


 


Life seemed like a long long
dream and I had finally arrived at the end, I was ready to be woken up, to a
beautiful reality, one without pain, without suffering.


 


She said, “I see you here often
waiting for someone, who are you child?”
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“Shouldn’t we take him to the
Hospital?”


The woman took away the piece of
cloth from his forehead, and rinsed it, she spoke to the young girl then, “He’s
getting better, the doctor said he would be fine, it’s just fever.”


“Burning fever, mother, it is
worrisome” Her mother took out the cross from her neck and touched it on my
heart. “He should be fine”


The girl, Sonia, took a deep
breath, her eyes looked like fading stars, she got up but he held her by her
wrist as she turned, “Why are you still angry with me? How long will I have to
suffer for one mistake?”











Beginning of the end


 


The weekend was long and it took me
an extra day to fully recover, I was back in office on Tuesday wishing things
had not fallen out of place. I was little bit early in the office than usual;
there were hardly any people around. I took my chances and the first thing I
did was to visit my manager’s cubicle, this was the final step of the plan of
which Dinesh was to be the victim. I did just as I had in mind and went away, I
came back to the canteen and had my breakfast in peace. Little did I know at
that time with one simple act I had set in motion an irreversible cycle that
would blew everyone with it. 


I waited in canteen till it was
the regular office time and people had started flocking in, it was important as
I didn’t want them to have even an iota of suspicion that it was me who was
behind it. 


And then came down the hammer, I
saw Dinesh being called out for a one on one. It was the manager actually who
came to Dinesh when he was talking to us. He was taking the status of the last
task that was assigned to us, he stared at me confused. Probably because he
didn’t expect to be grilled by me, and then awarded an lucrative job offer; everything
happened too fast, and too good to be believable. Somehow, I got the following that
he didn’t trust me, so he decided to dole out some punishment to me.


“From tomorrow onwards you will
be on night shift I”


“What? Night shift?” We don’t
have any night shifts here.


“Yes, right but since we are on
tight budget and our project do have resources to spare, so we have decided to
take on some extra work from the other project.”


I knew it was personal, and it
was pointless to protest. I just had to wait it out. 


“Your job will be to monitor the
nightly jobs of the bank, remember this is high priority project, one slip and
you would be gone” It was an open threat. 


I smiled and replied, “I know my
responsibilities well” 


“Good, I will put the request to
generate the ids for you, till then you can use mine.”


“Fine” I nodded.


“Jain” he turned and continued,
“now since he would be coming in the night shift I would expect you to take
some extra burden too, you will share half the –“Right at the moment, the
manager barged in, he definitely didn’t look very happy. I knew my arrow had
struck the bull’s-eye.


“Dinesh, I want to talk to you
now”


“Just a minute, I will assign
task to Jain and come to your desk”


“No, you have to come with me
right away” The manager replied.


Dinesh looked even more
surprised, Jain was taken aback as well. What was going on? Dinesh followed the
manager to a meeting room, as Jain and I watched them. Jain asked, “What’s
going on in there?”


“How would I know?” It was wise
to pretend to be an ignorant one.


Afterwards, Dinesh came to my
desk. He was red with anger, “Your night shift starts from today” “and Jain you
would do only your tasks, he will have to manage on his own”


#


 


In my excitement of what possibly
happened between the manager and Dinesh, I called up Bhargavi. We met for the
lunch at usual food court three. She was bored and wanted to know the reason
for my excitement.


I told her I was going to in
night shifts from now. “What’s so exciting about it?” She replied. Then I told
her whole story beginning from how I happened to grill Dinesh in an interview.
“That’s way too much of co-incidence” She complained.


“Why did you select him?” She
asked. 


“Didn’t you get it?” I asked,
“that gave me power over him”


She looked puzzled.


“Now, he has got a job offer,
something only him and I know” “And guess what, today morning I have shared
this little knowledge with our manager” “I had the photocopy of his offer, I
put it on the manager’s desk” She gave me an instant evil look.


“So what?” She said, “He is going
to leave the job anyway”


“No, he wanted to negotiate with
the manager, job offer was the bargaining chip which is now in the open” She
was listening to me and nodded, and I got this feeling that she was not really
convinced. The bond is definitely weakened between the manager and Dinesh, but
that’s about it. What else do I benefit from it? Little did I realize the
biggest consequence which was going to make a difference was actually my night
shift. I remembered what Bhargavi asked me originally when I told her about the
night shift:


”What’s so exciting about it?” The
neurons in my head fired, my eyes twinkled, yes, I had not lost the plot, the
ball had just started rolling.


The first thing I did when I got
back to my desk was to call Negi, Negi was the senior architect in Ignorant
technologies, my interview partner. He was in a meeting he said and was about
to put down his cell. I told him I would be quick and just needed a minute.
“What is it?” He said.


“I wanted to apologize for what
happened the other day, you were probably right we shouldn’t have hired that
guy”


“The guy from your company?”


“Yes, Dinesh” I whispered.


“I will talk to Deepak, but I
don’t think he can do anything about it” “We have already given him an offer
letter” He paused, “On your insistence”


“I apologize for that again” I
said, “But can’t we do anything about him, I realize that he not really a
suitable candidate”


“How does it matter? We hire hundreds
of people! ” He exclaimed.


“Yes, that’s true, the only thing
is he a very senior person and would reflect bad on your judgment when he
underperforms. But if that’s okay with you” I knew I had him.


Negi fell silent for a moment or
two and then spoke, “alright, I will see to it personally”


I was not really expecting him to
call back within ten minutes. 


“Deepak said he can’t take back
the offer, but he would revise it” “The perks would go, and the salary would be
as low as he has in his current job. He wouldn’t think to join in such low
increment.”


I was not really satisfied what I
really wanted him to do was to take back the offer, but alas that didn’t
happen. I had to take what I got.


Things were going so fast that
Dinesh came to me in less than hour of my call with Negi. He wanted to talk. We
went to the conference room, he shut the door with force evidently he was
losing it. “What the hell do you want?” He shouted, I bet even people outside
the room heard it. 


“First you went to the manager
behind my back, and now I got this email that Ignorant are revising my offer”


I smiled. Things were going as
per my liking. “I want you to put me back in the day shift” I said.


“Is this all what you want?” He
said.


“Yeah” I said.


“Okay, then you will stay in the
night shift even after I leave the job. I will make sure of that” he fumed.


I smiled again; I knew I had him
right in the trap.
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Night shift was as boring as it
could be, there was no soul to talk to, and there was no coffee either. I
watched the daily jobs start and finish on a lifeless black screen on Unix. Bored,
I decided I would play around, I realized with Dinesh’s id I had the access to
tons of server, the reporting server too. What daily jobs did was to update the
database with the day’s data, what compliance jobs did was verified the data
for its integrity and what the reporting jobs did was to generate the reports
on that verified data. A simple Unix command told me which reports were
accessed the most, and in that instant I knew what I had to do.
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It took about a week to take
affect what I had started. I was sitting on desk when I noticed people on the
floor were heading toward somewhere, I whispered to Jain, “What’s going on?” He
shrugged his shoulder in response; he had no clue as well. But only a moment
later he turned toward me and said, “Check your email” “There’s a mail from
Vishwas” I opened my mailbox at-once, what was going on I wondered. So, there
was an email that said to gather in the nearest conference room, at once! The
senior manager had called up an urgent meeting.


The conference room was big, but
even bigger was the number of the people in the room, we could barely fit in. Vishwas
took the center stage and began to speak:


“There’s been a gross misconduct
in the office, a person clearly violated their privileges and subverted the
system that we have so meticulously prepared and put on” I could barely
understand what he was saying and I bet none in the crowd could neither. 


“What the person in question
called a mistake, led to half a million dollar of loss to our client” His words
sent a shock wave through the crowd, who was that guy. People were quick to
come to their conclusions, many started forming their conspiracy theories,
people looked to their left and to their right trying to figure out who was
missing. Finally, I understood what was going on, the juggernaut has rolled on
and my pray has been rolled over. 


Vishwas continued, “The work we
do might sometime seem un-important or monotonous to you, but its impact for
our client is extreme. What we do should be done meticulously and paramount
degree of carefulness” “One mistake can cause millions of damage to our client,
and an un-repairable breakage of trust between the company and client.”


“In this case a wrongly generated
report, where the data it represented was entirely compromised has resulted in
bad decision” “Can you understand, the top executes utilizes this data to
support their decision making? Can you understand what impact a wrong data can
make?” “Wrong analysis, wrongful decision making, and the loss of opportunity,
and a loss of money”


I had finished scanning the place
by now, and I knew very well who was missing. Crowd started thinning out as
Vishwas was done. I too was on my to the exit, when Vishwas called for me. 


“I“ He said. I turned and walked
toward him.


“Can we meet? I want to talk to
you? ” He said.


I knew, I may have won the battle
but the war was still far from over.


 


 


 











The last supper


 


I encountered Mrs. Gaekwad on the
steps, she was wearing a lovely dark green sari with a white border, visibly
very happy, all shining in fact. I asked her what the matter was, if she had
found a son-in-law, “Shut up” She replied. She hurried down and then stopped,
turned back and said, come to the dinner tonight. 


I heard Sonia shouting, so I rang
the bell twice, she came running to the door, huffing a little, I sensed
something, there’s definitely a prince charming. “Do you mind telling me what’s
going on?” She opened the door. She had that expression on her face, 


“What?” I noticed she was on the
phone with someone. “


Where’s he?” I demanded. “Hiding
in the closet?” I followed her to the kitchen, where I would have gone anyway, blame
it on the sweet scent flowing through the kitchen. She was stirring carrot
halwa, I could see a few red stains on her white blouse which probably were
stains of carrot that somehow fired back at her – bad cooking, huh. After about
ten minutes she put down her phone on the dining table, and wiped her hand
against her long purple skirt. I was sitting on the bamboo couch that was
supposedly imported from the east, “no time to talk” she said. “Have to do lot
of work, party’s tonight” 


“What party?” I asked, why I was
not told about this. I wondered if it was some surprise party for me. I
dismissed the notion immediately, for what reason I deserved such merit-ous
treatment? 


And the answer not surprisingly
was - None!


“It’s important” “I wanted to
tell you about Bhargavi” 


“Oh, for god sake, not today,
don’t bore me; I have tons of work to finish” Her brutal honesty killed me.


“Okay then I will not tell you
that I am meeting her for dinner tonight”


She turned her attention toward
me and spoke, “no you are not”


“No?”


“No, since you are coming here to
the party tonight”


“Listen Sonia, about that” I was
about to began but then stopped, what was I doing, this was my party. “Yeah,
she can wait” I said.


Most of the afternoon I spent
reworking my book, it was too much work, too much of dirty work, the good part
of writing the book was already over and now I had to edit, adapt it to the
demands of many. It shouldn’t hurt religious or societal sentiments, it should
not shake popular believes, it shouldn’t contain profanity or intolerant act of
violence, and this and that, a long list really. Where was the artistic
freedom, blame it on the few who had misused it in the past and made it all
impossible for everyone else to work. I had no intention to get a media
backlash or stone to be pelted at my apartment or worse my effigy to be burnt
at the city squares.


07:30 PM – Mrs. Gaekwad was in
full panic mode, she’s usually a calm lady but for the first time I was seeing
this nervous side of hers. “One final thing, one final thing” She shouted,
Sonia and I both ran upto her. She looked at the pot, and the dark sooth like
stuff, which was supposed to be sweet and delicious carrot halwa. 


“Don’t worry” I said assuring-ly.
“I will take care of it in a minute” I ran back to my apartment, yelling, “Where’s
my damn key, where’s my damn key!” Sonia barged in, as if god’s messenger, and
said handing over the key, 


“It was on the dining table” 


“Thank you, thank you” I said and
took the flight down the stairs. I knew very well where I could find what I was
looking for, I had the destination in mind, ‘Delhi Kitchen’. Today being
Thursday it was not much crowded, although there were bunch of people sitting
outside in the lawn but inside it was almost empty. With hurried step, I
entered. Having place my order quickly I looked around, and then I something,
someone rather, and which further made me realize, I had completely forgotten
something, or rather someone, or rather something with someone.


“Hey Bhargavi” I said, she was
standing near the end of counter pressurizing the guy with funny white hat for
her order. I grabbed her by her shoulder, I could tell her first instinct was
to place a one tight slap. 


“What are you doing here?” We
asked each other almost at the same time. 


“You are not coming to dinner are
you?” She said slowly, and doubtfully. 


I nodded and asked back, “You are
not cooking are you?” We looked at each other with guilt and contempt for a
minute. And then we laughed, laughed and laughed. 


“You should have said, we could
have gone out to eat” I added. 


“What do you mean Mr.? I can cook
very well.” 


“How about you cook and I eat?”
She mocked. 


“Believe me you wouldn’t want
that, not in a million years.” I admitted. 


So, all was well and good. I
thought I should French kiss her and it’d be a perfect beginning to a
relationship. I thought I should take her into my arms and tell her that we
have it to be an awesome couple. But I stopped myself short, I didn’t want my
emotions to be better of myself. I wanted to leave this on time, and see where
the wave took us.
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09:30 PM - I was watching
television so as to say, I hardly knew what was playing on the TV, perhaps a
lion running after a baby deer, or a saas plotting against a bahu, or an adult
comedy show on prime time; it hardly mattered. I was startled by a heavy knock
on my door, it was Sonia on the door – and she looked, well, bit worried. She
held me by my arm and virtually dragged me out of my apartment, what did she
want? I hate surprises.


There inside their house, was a low
humming noise – people whispering to people - an uneasy chill ran through me, a
strange kind of smell burned straight into my nostrils - like scent of thousand
flowers fused into something rare, something that blossomed once in a lifetime,
the air had a scare - something wasn’t right in the wine drinking society.


I saw men and women standing in
their swanky suites, elegant traditionals, crisp kanjivaram saris, it was new
to me. I was hell nervous, for I didn’t know what I was doing there, and what
was about to come.


I was standing by Sonia who had
loosened the grip on my arm, I followed her gaze across the room it stood on a
girl sitting with a glass of cola in her hand and watching silently as a man
talked to her waving his head time and again.


Who was she? And why did I get
the feeling that I had met this girl before?


Oh my god! How can I forget that
face, how can I forget that innocence. It was her, yes it was her, I had no
doubt in mind. I was about to see something coming. She was the same friend
that I saw Sonia once with, same friend whose presence made Mrs. Gaekwad
uneasy. 


Sonia, who was now looking like a
piece of red hot Sun began “I thank you all to come here today, and mother and
I we are so happy to see everyone under one roof” 


“Mother!” She said “I don’t think
I would get a better time than now, and I want to tell you and your friends
something.” She walked toward the girl as she spoke. 


“Not two people are alike, we in
every terms are different.” “But being doesn’t mean people should treat you any
differently, for in the end you are what person you are. The shepherd doesn’t
differentiate, everyone’s equal in his house.“ She spoke, and I listened as did
everyone.


“Was the house rendered impure?”
I wondered. Her confession of the original sin as our society saw it or at
least a section of the society saw it, it was amusing how people who professed
equal rights now hid themselves under the blankets of conservatism. But I stood
by her side firmly; I knew she couldn’t possibly go through the storm that was
to follow her, all by herself.


What’s darker than the night
itself? What’s brighter than the sun itself?


Why did I think, it was all but
staged, it was an entrapment, a big play in which I was played like a pawn, a
story which began with me and ended with me and I found myself right where I
started. Was the dust finally settling down on the dreams I wove? Was the armor
of love wearing off? Was my quest finally coming to an end.


I saw myself as the wise turtle
burdened with the weight of the world, I found myself as the centuries old tree
which withered through seasons after seasons and the roots of which were once
so firm and deep now loosening their grip on the ground, and I felt like the
clouds which didn’t have a direction meandering where the gusty wind took them.


 


 











The fall of the Giant


 


It seemed like any another
mundane Monday, people whined about getting up early and dressing up, people
complained about traffic and spending long hours in jam, and people dreaded to
go to their bosses and prepare for the rest of week. But for me it was a
special day, for today was the day I would finish what I started, I was to take
the one final step needed to set things up. From there on, I would just sit
back and watch while the rest of world burned to ashes.


I couldn’t get much sleep, no matter
how I tried, I reckon I must have counted at least hundred thousand sheep. I
called up Bhargavi in the morning that I won’t be picking her up today; we will
be going by bus. 


I walked into the living room,
the Sun was just coming through the window, playing hide and seek with the
tree. There was some iron lying around near the window. I work out a little
bit, just to get some sweat flowing. I had dumbbells in my hand as I looked
outside the window. It was a beautiful morning, quite quiet still in this part.
There was a noise coming through - chirping of birds mixed with voices of
children coming from a nearby school. I continued with my dumbbells till my
arms began to hurt. I put them on the floor, feeling good, I looked around for
the towel. Towel smelled nice, I use perfume on it occasionally. Weird I know.
I stepped in for the shower, I decided to take a cold one today. And, I waited
for a moment, to brace myself for the cold water.


A good cold shower relieves you
so much, I felt free as I washed off the foam of my head. I stepped out and got
ready, the clock was ticking fast. I cut down few activities to save time. I
packed my bag and picked up my iPod but then I left it behind, I wouldn’t be
needing it today. I shut the door behind my back. 


I see a dog crossing the road, he
is fearless, I envy him, a car stops just front of it, a big screech. The man
behind the car yells at him, I feel sorry for the dog but the dogs walks past
as if nothing has happened, I wonder at the callousness of his, he is a hero to
me. He walks the world thinking – ‘he owes nothing to the world, and the world
owes nothing to him’.


At the stop, I waited for her
about five minutes before she arrived at the bus stop, she was looking as fresh
as morning daisies. We didn’t talk much, the fact is nobody likes to talk in
morning. The bus came and we board the last seat.


I took my phone out and tried to
call Jain, but it didn’t connect. 


“Oh! This damn airtel, they have
the worst network.”


She smiled, and offered her
phone. “Anything urgent?”


“Gotta talk to Jain, he was on
night shift last week, some pending issues” 


“Monday morning, it sucks! ” She
consoled.


With some sleight of hand, I took
the memory chip out of my pocket without her noticing, I slid it into the mobile
and restarted the phone.


“I heard a guy was fired from
your team, some -“ She said recalling, “yeah. Dinesh” “What happened with him?”


“Just usual stuff, nothing that’d
interest you”


“Well, I am interested”


“Hello ! “ I said and then looked
at the phone it was still trying to connect.


“Yeah, what were you saying? “
“Dinesh, right ?”


“Yeah, he got the hammer, for
carelessness. Caused the client million dollar loss” Obviously the numbers were
exaggerated but that didn’t matter. “How could he, he was a senior guy?” “You
sure you have nothing do with it?” She seemed suspicious.


I looked at her with surprise she
was much smarter than I thought. “Yes, he was lead, and I didn’t like him” “But
this is extreme” “Poor guy won’t get a job anywhere else”


My hands were working meticulously
all the while we were talking, my fingers slid over the phone like the potter
finger slides over the pottery.
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The day felt absolutely no
different than other days. When I reached, people in waves were coming in. I
faked a smile as I approached the stairs. Some people were waiting for lifts, I
recognize a few of them, they worked in the same floor as mine, still waiting
for lifts, one of them was really a heavy looking guy. I continue to stick a
fake smile; it’s easy to distinguish a fake one though - it’s feeble, ‘barely
there - barely their’, I see some team mates from old project, I refrain
calling them friends and so do they, we have a silent agreement, we talk in a
well defined script which consists of only one syllable “hi’’. With our gazed
fixed to the ground, we don’t feel the need to extend our acquaintance; though
sometimes we further our conversation but only when we need something from
other.


I sank in my chair, like a bubble
in water. It was my harbor of refuge. I saw Vishwas entering the floor, he was
followed by another senior guy. Evidently, Vishwas was giving him the tour of
the account. They stopped at quite a few cubicles, Jain and I started working
as we saw them approaching ours. But they just passed right through and stopped
onto another cubicle. We could hear them talk, Vishwas was talking greatly about
the project mates and their splendid contribution. I saw them approaching Bhargavi’s
cubicle, of-course a tour couldn’t be completed without his visiting his
favorite employee. But today was a different day, I saw an evil glint on his
face; a light which was darker than the darkness itself. They were talking,
laughing - that’s alright but then he touched her. He tapped on her shoulder, I
thought that was my sign, I was happy instead of being suspicious. Jain looked
at me instantly and said, “Did you see what I saw too?”


 I shrugged and said “What?” “Oh
that! “ I said, undermining the whole thing, “Well, it is better than slap on
the ass” 


He wanted to smile but he didn’t,
he saw as a remark done in poor taste.


 


#


 


Not soon after the visit she was
called in the meeting, I came to know because she came to me and said, “You
have to go on lunch by yourself today”


“You are not hungry?” I
questioned.


“Vishwas has invited me for lunch
with him and Desai sir”


“Beware of that guy” I cautioned
her. “I don’t like him a bit”


“Vishwas is a nice guy, besides
it’s a very good opportunity for me to get to know Desai sir” “You never know,
it is good have friends in power corridor” She snapped.


“Who’s Desai? “ Jain questioned.


“You don’t know him? He is head
of the business unit” I answered.


“You go ahead then, I will go
with Jain” I replied to Bhargavi.


“You are not very happy? “
“Aren’t you?” She said.


“You know better, take care of
yourself” I replied.


 


#


 


It was perhaps the longest wait
of my life, as I was waiting impatiently for the bad news to arrive. I
was expecting for the messenger to arrive herself, instead the news reached me
in the form a phone call. It was Bhargavi; there was a sense of urgency in her
voice. She wanted to meet her right away, “Come to the ladies washroom at the
ground floor” She demanded.


I ran straight to her, thinking
if I had done any miscalculation, if the damage was more than what could be
mended. I wanted the Giant to fall, but I also wanted to remain unharmed. 


“Is anyone in here?” I asked. 


“No, I am alone” she said. I
knocked on the door of the toilets. There was no reply, and I latched the bolt
of the washroom from inside. We were alone, I wanted her to feel safe. She was
standing my side of the mirror, I took one glance at her – she looked dead
frightened. She needed someone, someone she could trust. I hugged her tightly,
she had broken in tears now and which I wiped-off with my fingers.


“What happened?” “You have to
tell me everything” I demanded.


She didn’t move, her lips didn’t
utter a word. Her silence was more piercing than what possibly had happened. 


She gazed into my eyes and spoke
“I love you”. I hugged her again without saying a word. I had the feeling that I
gauzed the situation wrong, I sensed she had been badly hurt.


“Tell me everything, what
happened? You went on lunch with Vishwas? ”


This time she spoke without looking
at me, her eyes were fixed at the ground. “He had invited me in the conference
room upstairs” She said, “I reached the room bit early, Vishwas was already
there working on his laptop”


“Desai sir was not there?” I questioned.


“No, he wasn’t.” “When I asked
the same to Vishwas, he said that he was going to join later”


“Bastard must be lying! ” I
squeezed my fists hard.


“He was lying, but I was a fool”
“I was a hopeless fool” “You were so right about Vishwas, it was my fault I
didn’t listen to you”


“We will make him pay, he won’t
be able escape this so easily” I assured her. 


She composed herself and went on,
“He asked me to be seated next to him, but I didn’t. I took a chair opposite to
him on table.” “He then started talking about the last incident and how the
relationship with the client was so fragile and he expected people work out of
box” “He said I was so special to the account, the client had repeatedly
mention words of appreciation for me” “And he was contemplating to give me
extra responsibilities.” “I was so excited to hear that, you understand. I
thought I would be promoted; maybe I would be given midterm raise or bonus
perhaps. ” “But Vishwas, I never thought he had an evil inside him” She
shuddered.


“He stood up from his chair and
came around just behind me” “He continued to shower praise on me” “He insisted
again saying, if I was ready for the big responsibility” “And then he put his
hands on my shoulders and gave light message on my neck” “I was shocked, I
stood up immediately” “I knew where it was going, and I didn’t like it at all” “I
backed off but I didn’t say anything, maybe that was my mistake, I didn’t leave
either” “He pushed me against the wall, I was terrified, I feared he would hurt
me” “I got your message, I like you too. But I had no idea you wanted me too”
“I can leave my wife, I can leave anything for me” “He was mad, I thought. What
was he talking about?” “I never thought a man of his repute would stoop to such
low”


With this she broke into tears,
she was inconsolable; she didn’t allow me to wipe-off her tears either. 


“I know this is very difficult,
but you have to tell me what happened after that. I need to know the complete
truth” I said.


“I gathered all my strength and
with a brute force I pushed him away.” He didn’t want to let me go, he came
after me till the door, but I managed to dodge him. I came here to the washroom
and I called you” “I didn’t know what else to do, or who else to turn to. You
were the first one that came in my mind, I don’t trust anyone else.”


 


#


 


A week passed and the sexual
harassment committee came to the conclusion, Vishwas was dubbed guilty, they
had to, there wasn’t any other choice but to move against Vishwas. Though there
were no evidences but Bhargavi’s word against Vishwas was too strong. It was evidence
in itself; it was a judgment in itself. Vishwas was removed at once, and as if
it was not enough police was called, Vishwas left handcuffed. Justice was done.


 











Rainbow’s End - Part 1


 


So began the longest day of my
life, the day when I saved someone’s life and then took someone’s life; the
power that God braces you sometime.


It had been a weird morning at
the office; there I was lying on the bed waiting for my turn. There were couple
of more people just like me close-by, some were waiting some were already
getting sucked-off. A woman came and asked me relax, apparently I was too
tensed. I looked at the guy next to me, the woman inserted a big needle in his
arm, the needle was connected with a bag through a pipe. The lady pressed the
bag one time and viola the blood started coming out. The bag was filling fast,
with every inch the blood rose my anxiety level rose multiple times.


There was some kind of emergency
we were told, the rare O- blood type was needed. I was not sure I should go, it
was only Jain who encouraged me, 


“There was a chance for me to
make a difference”


The guy was almost done, I was
the next person. The lady came to me and started unfolding her equipments - the
blood bag and all. I was watching her, all terrified. You’d look at me and
laugh but believe me I am not good at this blood thing at all. I don’t feel
comfortable with the idea of draining the blood out of my nerves.


I was startled with a familiar
voice, “Are you sure about this?”


“Yes” I nodded. Who was she? The
voice certainly came from the other side. I looked and it was, Ishika.


“You have to hold still” The lady
demanded as she stood before me with the syringe and the blood bag. I obeyed
her. 


I saw her injecting the syringe,
and then I saw the blood flowing out of my veins. I felt lighter. I was not
sure if I could really get through the whole thing. Ishika, held my hand and
gave me strength to carry on. It didn’t more three-four minutes for the bag to
be filled up, I guess that was the limit you could take from someone.


“You were brave out there” She
said as she supported me getting off the bed.


“You are embarrassing me, I feel
too weak”


“That’s natural, did you eat
anything?”


“No”


“Come with me” She threw me an
apple and asked me to follow.


She gave me some parle-g and a
glassful of juice. We went out the facility and sat on the bench facing the
lush green lawns.


“I have been thinking for a
while, and I have considered things over and over again. Whatever happened and
whatever didn’t is past and we have to put our past behind.” “We have to give
it a chance” “We have to give us a chance” She repeated.


 “We have to rebuild what we have
lost” “We have to start trusting each other again”


“I wish I could say I know you
but truth is I don’t understand you”


“Please forget about everything
that happened, there are reasons” 


“Why, you never actually told me
the reason for your ire”


“There is none, I have always
adored you”


“You are not being honest with
me, we cannot go on if you keep things from me”


“You don’t mean Ashutosh? Do you?
”


“No, not Ashutosh but Dinesh”


“Ha, ha” She laughed. “There was
nothing between us”


“You are not telling me the truth
again”


“I never liked him, it was only a
test”


“A test!” I exclaimed, what was
she talking about?


“It was necessary; I wanted to
see how much you loved me”


I came to know Dinesh through a
friend, and one day when he mentioned that you and he worked together, I
thought I could use him to get to you.” I looked in her eyes, I could have never
thought she was so cunning.


“I knew you would talk to Ashutosh
eventually, so I stopped talking to him and told him that I am engaged” “Poor guy,
he was a good friend but it was necessary to put a stop. There was no other way
to convince you.” “Seeing me with Dinesh was the last straw, I wanted to see
how far you would go if you loved me. And I was right though I never expected
you’d go this far, you really love me, I cannot be more certain.”


It was like a reverse agni-pariksha,
she had me completely stumped.


“I just don’t understand Ishika,
one minute you hate me and another minute you are deeply in love”


“I wanted to trust you but I
couldn’t. How can I trust someone when my own mother left me? And then you took
that decision to go to Vizag. Why did you do that, you should’ve asked me how I
felt about it. It was supposed be our decision not just yours. You broke my
heart.”


“I don’t know” I said and got up.


I got up while she was still
sitting on the bench, I walked on without looking back.


“Phony” I
screamed.


 


#


 


It was a difficult day at work, I
could barely concentrate with so many thoughts running on inside me head. Why
has she come back now, was it really just a game for her? Was she just testing me
all along? Or was she lying now, I wonder if this is confrontation was some
kind of sick game for her. I was really confused, and the bad thing was that I
had no one to talk to, I couldn’t share this with Bhargavi, and Sonia had moved
out too.


I looked at the screen I had
typed all gibberish, hell I could do much better than this under the influence.


“I am going out for smoke” I
declared. “You coming?” I asked Jain.


“You just donated blood in the morning?”
Jain questioned.


“I don’t care, I am freaking out”


“What’s going on?” He asked.


#
















Spilled Beans


 


Really, what was going on? I
shook myself.


“I’d like to meet you young man”
He said.


I went silent for a moment,
thinking why he wanted to meet me. I thought about asking him but then
dismissed it thinking it would be rude to ask him. I was still preparing my
response but he sensed my silence and spoke.


“You must be someone important to
her” He said.


I shuddered at the mere mention
of it. Why did she gave my number as alternate contact?


“Yes, sir” I replied. “Let’s meet
at CCD, Aundh”


“Do you have Barista?” He asked.


“Yes, sir. See you at Barista,
Aundh. Say at 5?”


“I would like to meet you now” He
pressed.


“Now?” I had to take a half day
leave, which I didn’t. I always thought taking a half was most stupid thing
people do. By taking a half-day you ruin a full day leave.


“I will be there in about 45
minutes” I said.


“Sounds, good. I am looking
forward to it.”


Just when I put then phone down I
forgot to ask how I would recognize the guy. I had now idea how he looked or
how he kept appearance. Ishika never spoke much about him. My imagination doing
the trick - I saw him as a tall man wearing a white shirt and crisp Grey suit,
he was a businessman after all. He had a well maintained but grown beard.


It took me about thirty five
minutes to reach there. The Barista was located on same building as McD was and
often competed for customers. At the parking I tried to see if I could find
anything with a Delhi number, and there it was at a far corner, a black BMW. I
looked at the emblem and smiled, give it a few days in Pune and it most
definitely will be stolen.


As I entered the cafe I assumed
he would already be there, sitting in all relaxed position, perhaps one foot
over the other with a coffee in one hand. I stole a quick glance over the room
but couldn’t find such a person. He isn’t here, I mumbled to myself.


“Sorry, sir. But you have to
wait” said the guy with a green cap and orange shirt. I always thought these people
wore a very funny dress. Their designer must be a complete idiot. He pointed me
to the couch, the couch for the waiting people.


But then came running around a
second guy, he wore the same dress only that he wore his cap front side back.
He noticed that I noticed his style. It must be his last day at work I assumed.


“Sir, are you Mr. … ?” I nodded.
“Sir, please come with me” “A gentleman told me to ask for you” I thought he
was leading me to a table, instead he took me to the counter. He took out a slip
from the drawer and gave it to me. I stared at it with amazement, what was this?
Some kind of treasure hunting? Then the thought struck me, I wasn’t even sure
he was Ishika’s father. Our telephonic conversation didn’t lead me to any
identification of his. How did I believe him then? I felt so stupid, what if he
trying to con me?


I opened the slip and it was a
simple one liner,


Meet me at the bar upstairs




I thought above leaving then and there, what kind of person goes to a bar in
the middle of the day? But then I was equally intrigued, I wanted to meet this
mystery man, I wanted to see his con, hell I wanted to be conned if he had a
smart one.


I took the flight of the stairs
to reach the bar. I squinted my eyes as I entered, it was that dark. There were
only a handful of people sitting around chirping. I looked around to see if I
could find him, with an image that I had in my mind. 


A man stood up on his place, and
shook his head. Most certainly it was him. He was wearing a dark suit, no ties
and a pale blue shirt. He was tall, slender and I was relieved to see his
facial features matched that of Ishika. So, he was the father indeed.


His grip was tight, and he shook
my hand with some man of confidence. I took a mental note. A smile broadened on
his, he introduced himself:


“I am Rajat”


“Hello, sir” I said, “You wanted
to meet me?”


“I was in Mumbai for a meeting
and took a little detour to see my daughter.” He took a brief pause and spoke
again.


“Thought I’d surprise her”
”Where’s she?”


“If she’s not in office, perhaps
she is at her flat”


“No” He shook his head just a
little. ”I had her address. I went to her flat, but there is no one there”


“She didn’t answer her phone?” I
asked.


“It buzzed and buzzed. But no
answer” He replied.


“Do you want something to drink?”
He asked.


“Whatever you want to order.” I
replied.


He instructed the waiter to
waiter to get an ice bucket and a small bottle of scotch.


“I am worried about her” He said,
as he filled our glasses.


I knew there was something
coming, something I wouldn’t like to know. At times I chose to live in
ignorance then to be weighed down forever by the burden of truth. And perhaps
this was what he thinking about doing, to unload his burden, to share with
someone. Even if I didn’t want to hear the truth, I couldn’t help it, I was a
victim of circumstance here.


After his third drink he spoke
much more freely.


“Ishika” He spoke his eyes
pondering, “She is a good girl” He continued, “Just a victim circumstances”


My eyebrows raised, victim of
circumstances? He was at fault, he didn’t raise her responsibly. Why didn’t he
allow her to meet her mother? This is was the very epicenter of her troubles, a
traumatic childhood which had continued to disturb her adult life.


But as I learned that day,
traumatic it was but for a whole different reason.


“What happened to her?” I asked,
looking for a first chance to blame him. I wanted him to say something so that
I could embarrass him, it was the least I could do for her.


“She is living in a fantasy
world” “A world that she has created to alleviate her pain” “The doctor says
so” He shrugged.


What was he talking about?


“She had an accident when she was
very young” “It was a summer holiday, and we were on the Agra highway. The sun
was going down and I stopped to take a stretch. I was little tired from last
night, a bit too tired to drive I think. He paused, to let the moment sink
down. Even though he wasn’t sober, he was making an effort to carefully choose
what he spoke. He was trying to hold back, fighting his own rationality. I
waited for him, let him fight his own demons.


I told her mother that I spent
last night at work, but I wasn’t. I cheated on her, and look what punishment I
got. I shouldn’t have driven in any case, it was my fault, I was too tired. He
started mumbling, the last of his resistance was breaking down.


“I loved them so much, I lost my
family that night. All of them.”


What really happened? I
thought.


“I stopped the car on the side,
and walked out to stretch.”


“I shouldn’t have done that” He
said, shaking his head.


“A speeding truck hit them.”
“They were still in the car”


“My young one was shouting, papa,
papa from the window” 


“I looked back at her and the
next moment they were gone. The truck hit the car very badly.” “The truck hit
them from behind.”


I ran after them and I screamed
like a mad man. But it was over, the instant it happened. Or perhaps it was
already over, the moment I cheated on my wife. Our small, happy family was
past.


“Ishika survived, though badly
injured because she was sitting on front seat, beside me. And I had her wear
the seat belt.” “But she was never the same again.”


“The chirpy, happy girl became
the silent one.”


“And ain’t there nobody to blame
but me”


“Give me her number” I said. “Let
me try and see where she is”


He looked at me incredulously, he
couldn’t believe I didn’t have her number. He took his blackberry and dictated
me the number.


She picked up on the first ring.
“Oh” I mumbled, looking at him.


“Hey, where are you?” I asked.


“How did you get …? I am at my
flat”


“Okay, wait. I am coming to see
you”


“Yeah, I’ll wait, but try to come
before three. I have to go out.” She said in most casual of way.


The line dropped. I looked at him
and said. “There you go”


 


#
















Rainbow’s End - Part 2


 


“What’s going on?” Jain asked.


“I wake up and I find myself in
this huge mess, I have absolutely no idea what sense to make out of it” I knew
I could go on blaming the circumstances or some person for my woes, but the
truth was that this was the creation of my own doing. So, it was me who has to
sort it out, and get my act straight.


.I was standing at a tobacco
shop, smoking, thinking, and watching. The paanwalla was complaining
about some guy who left without clearing the debts. “Four twenty eight rupees”
“I swear I am not giving credits to anyone” A guy came asked for a foursquare, paanwalla
pointed at the board that hung inside his small shop and said, “No credits, no
credit cards, only hard cash” 


I saw Bhargavi coming toward me
at a distance, and she didn’t look really happy. I could understand why she
wouldn’t; I knew she would be looking for an answer, and it’s just I wish I had
an answer.


“Tell me one thing do you love
me?” She gazed at me waiting for response. And she found none. I didn’t see it
coming, I expected her to be mad at me, hate me with all her guts, but this?
She comes to me and asks me if I have feelings for her. Who the hell she thinks
she is? I wanted her to hate me, I wanted everyone to hate me and hit me until
I bleed.


“You used me.” She slapped me on
face. “I trusted you with my life” I was ashamed. I knew what I had done. It
was unpardonable act in even the lowest code of morality. But it made me happy
that she hated me. I wanted to her to hit me again, and again, until it broke
my nose, until I lose a tooth.


But she was weak, she was emotionally
drowned. She turned back and ran, her heart was broken beyond repair. And the
truth was even I could not figure which side I was on in the emotional turmoil
that I was going through. So much had happened in no time, I was stressed
beyond doubt. I was absorbed in my thoughts when something startled me, a blaring
noise, somebody blew horn very loudly. And then everything came to standstill.


 A bus was coming at her
directly, the driver honked so loud that it caught the attention of even the
dead, but not hers. It happened so quickly - she was hit head-on, sending her
in tail-spin, she was thrown a distance. 


I ran after her, it was over.
Call the ambulance. Emergency team said she was alive, but later she went into
coma.


I picked her up in my arms, she looked
as beautiful as she did the very first time I saw her. 


 


Bhargavi
was dead.


 


It may seem that everything
happened so quickly - she was not looking and the bus hit her, but the truth is
it took a long, long time for things to come to this point. I did have a chance
to change, but I didn’t. It was a conscious choice I made, I couldn’t blame the
driver that hit her, or her own carelessness for the matter - it was my madness
that killed her. I was blinded by my emotions of hatred, by poison of
vengeance.


I pulled her closer to my heart
and whispered “I love you” “Just come back for me” I didn’t have any doubt in
my mind, it was not pity it was affection, it was from my heart. I lowered
myself to kiss her, my lips brushed her lightly. “I love you” I said it again.
I thought that I felt her breath. 


“She’s alive, she’s alive”
somebody shouted.


Someone had brought out a
stretcher, probably from the nearby hotel. I lifted her, couple of people ran
to help me. We lifted her and put her on the stretcher. “How long would it take
for the ambulance to reach here?“ I asked.


“Forty five minutes they said”


“Forty five minutes?“ I was shocked;
a minute could make a difference between life and death.


“We have an ambulance here at the
Corporation, we should take her in that” Jain suggested.


“Yes, yes” I said. Jain and I ran
inside, I had no awareness of what was happening around me, everything felt so
unreal. Just a few minutes back we stood there together, and we talked, and she
was so angry and she had every right to be. It didn’t matter as long as she was
well, I couldn’t stand any harm done on her. It was me who killed her; much
before the bus struck her, I struck her heart down. 


I took out my cell phone and
dialed Amit, the bell was ringing but no answer. I left the message hoping he
would see it.


Jain ran to the reception, while
I told him I will check with HR. The HR bay was nearby, they stay on the ground
floor not away from the reception. I got hold of one guy who was talking to
someone on his office phone, 


“Where’s the ambulance? “ I
screamed. He put down the receiver and stood up from his seat. 


“Why, what happened?”


I heard Jain shout, he was
yelling, “The ambulance is at the backside parking“


Backside parking, it was too far,
I said to myself. 


“We can call up the driver” HR
suggested.


“Call him”


“Let me find his number” He said,
and sat down on his laptop looking for the contact.


“There must be an emergency
number for our DC“ I suggested. 


“Yes, I am calling” He said.


Jain had reached me by now, “The
security at the gate had already called the driver but he is missing”


“Damn, we have to take her on our
own then” I said determined. We couldn’t wait for the ambulance from the
hospital to arrive neither we could wait for the driver to finish his evening
nap and come back to the emergency van. 


“That would mean, we can’t give
her the immediate medical attention” the HR guy suggested.


“We know that, we have to take
our chance, every minute counts” I said.


“We will take her in my car” HR
guy volunteered.


We ran outside while the HR guy
went straight to the parking, and I saw they were already putting her inside an
emergency van. Amit was there standing on the pavement on the side. We shook
hands, he asked me about the incident, “I will call you” I replied. There
wasn’t much time. 


Ignorant had a paramedic on the
campus, and he attended Bhargavi. “She’s very, very lucky” He said, “Injuries
are severe, but it is not something that she can’t recover from.”


The van ran full speed, I sat
next to her all the while. An oxygen mask was fitted to her to ease her
breathing. I prayed to God to get this over soon.


 


#


 


The doctors took her to the
emergency room, I was not allowed to go in. Another doctor inquired me about
the incident, he placed his hands on my soldiers and spoke, “Don’t worry she
will be alright, they are accessing the extent of her injuries” A few people
from her project also arrived, one of her roommates was also there. The
roommate knew me, Bhargavi must have mentioned. She said, “I have called her
parents. They are catching first flight to Pune”


“Bhargavi has an elder cousin in
Mumbai” I informed.


“Yes, I called him too. He will
be coming soon” I felt good that she’d be among her family soon, there were
people who loved her unconditionally.


“What are you thinking?” Jain
asked, he had arrived as well. I had curled up on a bench, I didn’t know what
to say or think, I didn’t have any strength to face anybody let alone her
family.


The doctors came out eventually
and said they had to operate her urgently. “You need to sign this document” He
said. I looked around, the roommate stood up and took the pen. “Are you a
relative?” He asked. She shook her head in no. I took the pen and the form from
her and said, “I am not a blood relative but I am her fiancée” Doctors shrugged
his shoulders and said, “Alright, sign here” 


They took her inside in another
room, a team of doctors followed in. They worked on her hours, her cousin had
arrived. He thanked me for quick call, he said he appreciated to take on the
responsibility and let the doctors operate. I nodded meekly, I was ashamed.
“When are her parents be here?” I asked him. “Soon, he said. I talked to uncle
an hour back. They were at airport waiting for their flight” 


We waited for hours before the
doctors came out, one of them approached us. “We are sorry to inform you -” He
began. “She suffered severe injuries of the head” “She operated her and she’s
out of danger” “But she has gone in to coma” I was in complete shock; coma
could mean a life worse than death.


But what the doctors said next
relieved me somewhat. “It is sometime expected that the patient would go in
coma after an operation of the brain. She just needs some time to recover.”


I knew what he would say next, it
may take a day, a week or even a year to come back to life. I couldn’t see her
like this, I didn’t have the strength to bear the sight.


By any reason I had no right to
live while she hung in between life and death. But I knew I was too coward to
kill myself, and I also knew I couldn’t live with myself either. Perhaps it was
the cruelest of the punishment for me, I had to carry the burden of my aggrieved
conscience. I could never be at peace.


 


I was confused about my emotions
for Bhargavi, she indeed was someone very close to me and yet I never felt love
for her but until now. 


 


So, what if I couldn’t kill
myself, I just knew who could. And I’d leave unto Him to punish me, as He deem appropriates.
I packed a backpack with absolute essential, I stuffed some cash in my wallet,
I cut all of my cards into half and threw them away, I left the door open, and
yeah I kept a copy of my manuscript, ending of which was yet to be written. I
fit myself into a pair of jeans, a loosely fit Che Guevera tee-shirt and with a
pair of flip-flops on my feet. And so I walked off… I had to no clue of where I
was going to go, what I was going to do, perhaps I didn’t want to think about
it, I didn’t want to be bound by directions, by my own thoughts, I just had to
leave, somewhere… a memory floated in my head, the less trodden paths, the white
peaks glistening bright. I was heading north, further further north, onto a
journey to find myself…

















 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


- The End



I Thank
You for reading the book, hope you enjoyed..


Your
feedback is appreciated
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The year
2040, India has become a global superpower under a rule of a dictator who is
knows as "the president". 


Several
years of civil wars have reduced China and U.S. to rubble. India now owns a
large part (called sector) of the two nations. The world lives in fear for they
might be the next...


 


Shiva is
an ordinary boy, a student, who lives an uneventful life... but that is about
to change. Shiva finds himself at the center of a conspiracy, goal of which is
to dethrone "the president" and to create a state of anarchy.
"The Organization" believes Shiva holds the key to their plan, and
they want him by their side, no matter what!


 


Will
Shiva slip to the dark side, bit by bit... Or will he be able resist the
temptation.
















 


In the hazy grey twilight, I look
back, dried lands, dead soldiers, purple horizons; the day has ended, and the
darkness falls. I remember how it all began when I got suspended from the
university and the unusual circumstances that led to it, just in the matter of
ten days my life turned upside down; and this is how it happened -


 


 









Chapter 1: Identity


 


 


There was only one letter in the
mailbox - a long brown envelope addressed to certain gentleman - Shiva. The boy
looked at the envelope curiously; it didn’t say who it was from. He tore open
the envelope and a white rule-less paper came out, he hesitated for a moment
but then he unfolded - it had only three words written on it, right across the
middle; he read it aloud:


Who are you?


 


 The chalk hits me on the head. I
wake up in the midst of unknown faces, dazed and confused, async with the
reality. The old professor decides to make an example of me. Trembling with
anger, he shouts. “Get out of my class” I look into his eyes and he confirms
“Now!”


I pick up my notebook, a
conglomeration of loose sheets bound together in the middle with a big staple,
I turn to look at the saggy faces, I have been sitting among dead beings; I
walk out in pity, slamming the door behind me.


 


"What? Are you out of your
goddamn mind?" Raul shouts.


"I am confident, I have a
feeling about it" I reply.


We are standing in JJ's, a
snooker club, with neck deep in debt. Well, we have been losing for past three
days, I guess that's got to amount to something.


"You just took one
shot" Raul shouts.


"He is playing us"
Siddhant replies calmly.


"Don't support him, it's all
you fault to begin with" Raul says.


"Who's idea was it?"
Siddhant hits back.


"Guys, guys. Calm down, I
can feel the game inside me, let me just play now" I bend down to take the
strike.


 


Few days earlier, on an idle
Monday evening at Tehri, in Raul's dorm room -


It's a small room packed with
books and CDs. Siddhant and Raul are lying on a single bed, which as a matter
of fact can barely take the combined weight of two, it's not their fault
though, the bed is weak. I am browsing through his CD collection, looking for
something interesting.


"You have to put an end to
it"


"I just can't-"
Siddhant says squeezing his teeth hard "can't stop myself"


"It's like taking cigarette
or doing pot" "Once you are in, it's difficult to get out"


"Difficult! Certainly, but
not impossible" I quip.


Siddhant Kukreti, more and more I
look at his physical characteristics more and more I am convinced he is
molded out from an entirely different mold. He has long elongated fluffy face
as if someone has filled in moist air from inside, big poky nose, a square jaw,
and he is tall, tall like 5'8'' feet tall. His hair are charcoal dark with
small curls. His mannerism though not awkward but still borders on funniness.
He usually wears his light grey trousers, both on and off campus, even on
weekends he wouldn't wear casuals, just the same uniform, I am afraid he is
afraid of looking casual.


"What do I do? How do I get
rid of this?" "I just can't stop thinking about snookers"


"Do you realize how much
time you are wasting in there?" "and not to mention the money"


Siddhant shrugs at his helpless.
"Then do something, help me" An uneasy silence envelopes the room. I
put the CD labeled Purple Death in the CD-ROM of the system, but the only music
that comes out is of the CD whirling inside the ROM. "Hold on" Raul
says, and gets up from the bed.


He slides out the side cover of
the system and connects a wire, "now it will play" He says. A soft
music begins to play. 'What is this? Shakespeare’s missing sonnet?' I mumble.


"There is a way" Raul
says, "Do you remember the law of diminishing return?"


"Organization
Behavior?" I reply.


"Yes, essentially it means
we love doing something because we derive a value out of it, and so inversely,
no value means no interest" "And after a certain point, say breaking
point, the value starts decreasing" "Clearly this is not yet happened
with Siddhant"


"We have to hit the breaking
point" Siddhant concludes.


"Yes, the breaking point, we
have to saturate you" Raul says excitedly, rising up from the bed.
"So-" Raul adds, Siddhant and I look at each other, "let's play
pool, till he gets completely over it"


Play pool to stop pool, it seemed
logical, but there was one catch -


"What is the guarantee that
you guys will not end up falling into the same trap? and become one like
me?"


"That's the risk we have to
take" Raul replies dramatically.


 


Back at JJ’s, but earlier -


"What are the rules?" I
ask.


"Huh?" Siddhant asks.


"Rules?" I repeat.
"I want to play" He briefs me in short, what and how to stick it in,
it was nothing that I didn't observe myself. "That's what I already
saw" I say.


"That's about it"
Siddhant replies. What I understood about game of pool is, it is like a carrom
played on a table with sticks"


"What’s the bet?" The
guy in black leather pants ask. "The usual five hundred?"


Siddhant hesitates.
"Hundr-" He begins to say, but I interrupt.


"I say double or
nothing" 


"Don't fool around"
Siddhant says.


I repeat with an open arm gesture
, "Double or nothing, simple"


The guy gives me a stern look and
replies, "Let's play"


"What? Are you out of your
goddamn mind?” Raul shouts.


 


Now -


"If you pull it off, I swear
I'll not touch the sticks again"


I position myself at the table
and strike! Two solids find their way in the pocket, "So we take out the
solid" Siddhant says.


We played best of three, and in
exact fifteen minutes the game is over, and we walk out debt free, and Siddhant
pool free.


"How did you do you
it?" Siddhant asks.


"He obviously was a state
champion, he just didn’t tell us" Raul replies.


"No, God swear, I played for
the first time"


"What do you think we are,
jokers, idiots?" Raul snaps.


"Well, believe it or not I
am telling you the truth" I reply dryly.


It indeed was the first time I
played the game, but it was not the first time I excelled at something in the
very first attempt, I guess it's just in my genes, not from my father surely,
but it's just there.


~’~’~’


 


I pick up my notebook, stuck
between the other-side of the bed and the wall. Dusting it off, putting it
under my arm, I pick up the pen from the study table and put it in my shirt
pocket. I leave for the college. My mom is not home, cold and insipid breakfast
is left on the table, my father is busy watching hockey reruns, my sister still
sleeping. She excuses herself from school time to time, pressure is too much
she says. I run my
fingers through her entwined hair, and mash them gently. Often I'd sneak up on
her when she's sleeping, her face fresh like a rose petal in the mornings, and
her body curled up like an embryo in a mother's womb. I touch her soft fingers
and a zest of life runs through my body, my beautiful little sister, Mihika,
whom I lovingly call - Dewdrop, which actually is just a straight English
translation.


Sometimes I think God didn’t do
us justice, my parents have never been an ideal parent, they never bothered
about us. They can probably be best described as the perfect examples of
self-obsessed, self-centered people who keep their own interests beyond
anyone’s even their children’s; classic examples of narcissistic personality
disorder if I may have to go that far to label them. Even their interest in us,
whatever miniscule amount there is, often hinges around making us meet theirs.


My father was not around when my
umbilical cord was cut. He was in the city busy earning for the bright future
of his son that he didn't come to see born. My father was a farmer before he
turned to the city to work in some paper mill. The land in our village was not
really fertile, infact it wasn't even ploughable, the fields were farmed
just like those in B&W films - with big strong bulls. The river Ganges
flowed below but its water never could reach our perched lands, reason being
there's nothing like reverse irrigation canal existed which could carry water
up the hill. So, that was the end of it, he moved to the city, to earn and to
provide, leaving his expecting wife behind. I never knew what he did there in
the mill, actually I could never know because he left it soon after I was born,
he joined in the state electric department - UKEC - Uttrakhand Electric
Corporation. Later when he got transferred to Sambhala (a small hamlet
surrounded by Shivalik on north, Ganges on east and Yamuna from west) from
Sector five, Daulatpura, Ghaziabad, we too moved with him to the big city. I
was five then and my sister Dew still unborn.


It’s really difficult to
understand them, they act like such freaks sometimes, in-fact all the times,
they don’t care much about us, and yet they want complete control over our
lives, we are forced to do things we have no interest in, and we are asked to
drop-out what we are excited about. If I have to recall things that my father
or even my mother has provided or done for us, I wouldn’t even be able to count
on two hands. They fail to see I have my identity beyond them, my needs, my
rights, my life, my aspirations, my way of seeing and doing things.


I told my father once that I am
keen to continue studies after graduation, or maybe I’ll take up research work,
it interested me. One minute he’s sensible, a patient listener, another minute,
he is a zealot, a fanatic. He was indifferent, he had different plans for me,
he told me. He wants me to be a government servant, aim higher he says, pursue
civil services. It will bring a lot of respect to the family. And my mother -
she is in the same team, with him. She says, your father is a very intelligent
man, you should listen carefully to what he says.


So much so for his wisdom that
during junior year, the eleventh grade, I was forced, quite literally, to take
biology. I hated biology, to the core, I hated or rather I pitied dissecting
those hapless frogs and running experiments on little moths. And all this
merciless torture, only because, my father had a plan! He wanted to push me
into medical field, he saw a doctor in me. He said back then he wanted me to be
a brilliant, all-shining doctor, and why so? Basically, because our family
never had one, it’d be such a pride for him.
















 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


- End of
Preview –
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