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PENGUIN METRO READS

YOU NEVER KNOW

Akash Verma is an entrepreneur. He is the co-founder of two Internet start-ups in the fashion and food sectors. Prior to this, he was in the corporate sphere in organizations such as Coca-Cola, Big FM and Red FM. His work has taken him across the country, and he uses this experience to give context to his stories. He has authored three books till now: It Happened That Night, Three Times Loser and A Broken Man.

Akash is currently based in Gurgaon, India. He is also interested in cinema, literature, history and travel.







You have three faces

The first face, you show to the world

The second face, you show to your close friends, your family

The third face, you don’t show to anyone

It’s the truest reflection of who you are

—A Japanese proverb
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Dhruv

Present Day: December 2016

Lal Tibba, Mussoorie

The quaint town of Mussoorie has taken a sabbatical. The month of December, with Christmas swiftly approaching, is not doing any better. The town is practically desolate; there are no tourists. It has been raining for a while, and as I look out of my taxi’s window I see locals walking on the rain-soaked Mall Road with black umbrellas in their hands, halting abruptly to greet acquaintances. Some of them sit in tea shops that seem to be the only places alive in this dead town, sipping tea from their glasses, faces impassive. The town that was bustling with tourists a few months ago, now waits for its former glory to be restored.

It has been a couple of hours since I rented this taxi from the Jolly Grant airport in Dehradun to Lal Tibba, a small area in Landour, located a few kilometres from Mussoorie. I look at the watch, it is close to 5 p.m. I have a few hours to finish the task on hand and catch the train that leaves Dehradun at 10 p.m. The sky is grey and the weather is a frothy concoction of mist and fog; raindrops somehow find their way through this heady brew. We have left the town behind; the narrow road meanders through dense woods, pines, oaks, spruces, deodars and patches of soft green moss. Wild flowers crane their necks, eager to welcome the travellers on these hills. We glide past the deep valley, enveloped in a thick quilt of fog, waiting silently for someone to hold on to its short-lived, frugal life.

Shalini and I used to visit Mussoorie more often before we had children. Then we came here with Kabir, our son, a couple of times. That was before we had our daughter, Siya. Mussoorie is easily accessible from Delhi, and I’ve always enjoyed being here. However, today my frame of mind is nowhere close to that of a tourist. My heart weighs heavily in my chest, and my thoughts are crammed together, like small pebbles stacked in a sack with a thick rope tied around it. I read up on Lal Tibba at the airport and wondered why we had never come here, despite it being so close to Mussoorie. ‘There is a reason for everything,’ one of the pebbles in the sack mutters. Yes, there is, and today the reason is her.

My life changed the day I saw her for the first time. It was earlier this year, 11 May. It’s as if an invisible force is driving me like a puppet and the fun part is that I don’t mind being controlled like this. My problem is that I love her but I also love my family, and I can’t let go of either.

‘You will have to choose one!’ another pebble screams; this particular one has a nasty habit of repeating things. It repeats itself a million times, perhaps a billion times, the same thing, every day. I shush it once again, having become a pro at doing that over the past few days.

We cross a church. It’s the St Paul’s Church, I remember from my crash Internet course on Lal Tibba at the airport. We go past a line of roadside shops selling pancakes and other eatables that travellers pick up on their way. The shops, stuck together, are adorned with bright colourful awnings, yellow, red, multicoloured; their sheen dimmed under the weather’s gloom. I try to remember the name of this small market; it had a name . . . a queer name; I jog my memory but can’t remember it. It is futile, for the sack of pebbles, millions of them, occupies most of the space in my head.

Lal Tibba is the highest point in this area and also the oldest. It is known to offer complete seclusion as well as a breathtaking view of the Himalayan ranges. The Internet said that many a celebrity has walked its quiet streets.

I am here for an entirely different reason though; it would sound completely ridiculous to anyone who hears about it. Especially since I have a family—my wife, Shalini, and our two children, Kabir and Siya. I am here to find the cell phone of a man who allegedly committed suicide in this unknown, godforsaken place, the ex-lover of Anuradha, the woman I love.

‘Sex fucked it up,’ one of the pebbles in the sack says, ‘you shouldn’t have done it. Sex inside marriage is good and outside of it sin.’

‘Who said that?’ asks the next pebble.

I override the pebble conversation. ‘The doctor didn’t prescribe sex as a medicine so that I could find love. I discovered it accidentally and found love,’ I say. The third pebble pops its head from inside the sack, ‘So, what the hell are you doing for love in Lal Tibba, mister?’

‘I am saving my love,’ I say to the pebble, which is ready to clog the veins of my brain.

I see a few houses now, marked with tin roofs, built the old British way—colonial—with outlines of chimneys evident against the sky; a reminder that we were once ruled by the empire. As I enter this desolate area, I realize that very few people walk down these streets, enveloped in mist and a quiet eeriness. Is it just my way of looking at things today or is it the reality? I don’t know. I look around. Jawahar Bungalow should be one among these, over a steep hill, hiding a valley behind. Siddharth or Sid, as Anuradha called him, fell down from one of its windows, into the valley, and died; he died willingly, committed suicide.

An old man, wearing a thick muffler around his neck and face, appears from a pathway that slopes down to the villages that dot the hillside. I instruct the driver to stop the taxi and ask the man for directions to the bungalow. He seems to be a local, and, after a couple of seconds, points towards the hill where the lodge stands, retaining its hundred-year-old British charm and hiding a death inside. I ask the driver to take me behind the bungalow, where the valley is and somewhere here lies Sid’s phone that I have to find, the one he flung as he fell down from the window of the bungalow that fateful night.

Talk-Tel is a client that C&M handles, the advertising agency I work for, and it took me a fair amount of effort to track Sid’s phone and the last time it was active. Usually a network provider hands out this kind of information to outsiders only when a law enforcement agency intervenes. But then this was not usual. Anuradha and I want his mobile phone at any cost if it still exists. It carries secrets that she never wants to be unearthed. I know they are crazy and scary; for they hold her past, which she doesn’t want to spill over into her life. It is just not her life but our life that I want to protect. She has become a part of me, and saving her feels as if I am saving myself.

The driver stops the taxi behind the bungalow and waits for further instructions. I step out and look at the bungalow. The rustic charm of British architecture envelopes the structure. It looks majestic standing at the edge of the valley. There are just two floors and four windows that face the valley. Anuradha told me that Sid fell from the window of the first floor. I gaze at the expanse: about forty feet below the window, thickly layered with trees and mountain rocks. Beyond this land that stretches for about 200 square feet lies a steep fall that ends, perhaps a few kilometres down, in the valley. I look at the stretch of land on which Sid fell; Anuradha showed me pictures that the media and police photographers took. He lay dead, his body crushed by the impact of the rocks on which he landed. I try to picture his fall and wonder when he would have dropped his phone. Was it during the course of his fall or when his body hit the ground? Whenever he did it, one thing is clear—till the afternoon after his fall, the phone was active somewhere near the spot his body was found. After that, perhaps, the battery died and the phone switched off. Well, at least, that’s what the nodal officer at Talk-Tel told me.

Anuradha was not with Sid when he died but she knew that he kept two phones. The police found one of them in his room; hence, they didn’t bother to investigate further, terming it as an accident or, most likely, a suicide. Sid was going through a serious financial crisis and according to them, that is what led to his death; he committed suicide after drinking through the day in that empty bungalow which had only one caretaker to look after it. A debt-ridden man hiding from his creditors in a hill station, in the chilly month of November, drinks through the day and then jumps out of the window into the valley, to his death. I can understand. The fear of debt is one of the biggest burdens and can crush anyone. This logic didn’t leave room for any doubt for the police. It was an open and shut case for them.

Hotels and private bungalows are more than happy to have visitors in winter. Sid was the only guest in that six-bedroom bungalow and the owners had left just a couple of cooks and a caretaker in case any guests arrived. According to the staff, Sid didn’t have any visitors during those two weeks.

I enter the woods through a narrow lane that glides down from one side of the road into the valley. I take measured steps to balance myself as my eyes struggle to penetrate the evening light that fights the darkness of the woods. I glimpse the brooding clouds and then look at the woods that suddenly seem to grow darker. I can feel the eerie silence as I carefully walk through the trees, keeping an eye on the bungalow, on that window on the first floor. It pays to be fit, I think, despite touching almost forty. Thanks to my ninety-minute exercise regime every day.

I look up as a flock of birds, on its way home, chirps in unison, instantly breaking the silence. After a few minutes of walking deeper into the woods, I find myself right under the first floor of the bungalow. I look around—dry leaves, polythene bags, beer and whisky bottles are strewn in patches, thrown from the bungalow windows after night-long revelries. We love fucking up our own place, don’t we? I think for a moment and then resign myself to the detective work that I need to do. I quickly search in all directions but find nothing. I look up again at the window and try to picture Sid’s fall in slow motion; I take into account all possibilities as I conjure up a picture of that moment when he lost grip and his phone fell out of his hand. ‘Why am I doing this?’ I ask myself. Why am I acting like a stupid investigator when all I am is a white-collared advertising professional? No bloody connection. No fucking experience. It’s only because of you, Anuradha, because you want it.

‘Do it,’ another pebble says sombrely.

I look for the phone in every nook and corner it could possibly be in after falling from Sid’s hand. I find nothing. The light is fading, and I start losing sight of the ground, the trees and my surroundings. The darkness confidently takes over the daylight. I switch on my phone’s torch to find my bearings. Suddenly, a wild dog appears from nowhere. From deep within the woods it looks at the intruder—me—curiously, its eyes glowering. The dog is black in colour with a small white patch under its neck. I look at it with uncertainty that soon turns into fear. I have never been friendly with dogs and facing one now is certainly not the best thing to have happened. ‘What the fuck, Anuradha?’ I howl from inside.

‘Deal with it now,’ a pebble says.

‘Fuck you,’ I reply.

I gesture at the dog to go away; the dog replies with a snarl and does the opposite, it lunges forward. I point the torchlight at it, having read somewhere that animals get intimidated by light. All the reading goes for a toss as the dog doesn’t get deterred and steadies its approach. It grows bigger in size as it comes closer, and as I retreat backwards, my foot hits a rock, my body loses balance and I fall. The mobile phone in my hand goes up in the air, and I fall with a thud. Luckily, it doesn’t hurt much. Unthinkingly, I pick up a stone and throw it in the direction of the dog. I wait for a few moments for the dog to attack me or else to howl from the pain inflicted by the stone. Nothing happens as I lie flat on the ground, staring at the darkness. Perhaps the dog has taken pity on my wretched condition and decided to spare me. I think about getting up.

I look for my phone, lying a few feet away on my right. The torchlight of my phone signals its presence. I pick it up and point it in the direction where the dog was a few moments ago. The dog isn’t there, as if it never was. I heave a sigh of relief and flash the torch towards the ground. I spot an object partially covered with mud, yet its black cover lies exposed in the light. My heart stops beating for a second as I slowly bend down to pick it up. The torchlight illuminates the object I am holding: an iPhone 5S. It is his phone, Sid’s. I thank the dog.

‘You did it,’ the pebble says.

‘You won, you got it,’ another screams with delight as I almost run towards the light, leaving the dark woods behind.

The pebbles are jumping with glee, making merry in the sack as I climb up the pathway and place my feet on the road, panting. The pebbles are falling back in place too, overcome with exhaustion after a bout of rejoicing.

‘You love Anuradha, don’t you?’ one of them says, almost smiling. I nod, panting.

‘And Shalini?’ another one asks questioningly, raising its eyebrows. I do, I say, still panting.

I stand in front of the taxi. The driver is inside, asleep. I dial Anuradha’s number on the phone, and as I wait for her to answer, I am strangely reminded of the day I met her.

From that day, my life just changed!
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Dhruv

May 2016


Keep your eyes on the road

Your hands on the wheel

Keep your eyes on the road

Your hands on the wheel

Yeah, we’re going to the roadhouse

Gonna have a real good time!



Jim Morrison leaps out of the radio and fills my ears and every inch of the space inside my car. I am driving from my condominium in DLF Phase 4 to Cyber City. Both my home and office, C&M, are in Gurgaon, known to be the millennium city of new India. However, not today. It is Monday; that notorious day of the week, when the city turns into hell. The hot summer morning adds its weight to the monstrous traffic and makes it a nightmare. Luckily for me, the distance to the office is not much. After getting stuck for forty-five minutes, first on Golf Course Road and then on the main road to my workplace, I enter the gigantic gates of building No. 10 in Cyber City that houses more than 500 offices. ‘Gurgaon is just maddening in the morning’—most people entering the office building start their conversation with this common line.

It took me over an hour to cover this distance which, in the normal course, wouldn’t have taken more than ten minutes. These are the perks of living in a city which is compared to new-age global cities, such as Singapore, Dubai and others. Balls, I say. I park my car in the building basement. C&M has been allotted only twenty-five parking slots and it’s great to be a part of that privileged lot. Especially when the others in the office take the public transport, metro or shared cabs, or have to shell out two hundred rupees a day to pay the private parking mafia that grows in the city like a weed.

I check my hair in the rear-view mirror before stepping out of the car and locking it with the automatic key. My recently bought beige Honda Accord gleams under the artificial lighting of the basement. Just looking at it makes me feel better. I walk towards the elevator with a smile. Today is a big day! C&M is announcing yearly bonuses and promotions, and I am very hopeful of becoming the Delhi branch head. After the earlier guy left the branch about six months ago to become a senior vice president in one of the WPP agencies in Singapore, I have been virtually running the show here. There have been five new client acquisitions and a quarterly growth of 25 per cent over the last two quarters, plus less than 5 per cent employee attrition. I mean the fact that no one really misses the earlier branch head is something to be terribly proud of, no? In the elevator I press the button for the fourth floor and again check my reflection in its shiny door panel.

Yes, our performance has been top-class but there is still some internal speculation over who will take over as the new boss of the branch. I was the youngest senior vice president at C&M, but the agency has always paid more heed to experience than short-term business results. I guess it’s because the agency is the grand old daddy of the Indian advertising industry. There are a few old war horses sharpening their swords in the Mumbai office, they too, are waiting anxiously for the big job, like me. Well, what’s the harm in keeping one’s fingers tightly crossed, I say to myself, shrugging away the anxiety.

The cute receptionist greets me as I walk past the snazzy reception and put my finger on the door sensor. I enter the C&M office that has been done up in two colours—red and white—designed by the agency architects decades ago. It hasn’t been tampered with since then; C&M’s love for its old culture stays intact. I enter my cabin; it has huge glass panels on all sides to encourage a transparent work culture. I keep my bag on the red and white visitors’ couch and switch on the laptop. The day’s calendar pops up on the screen; a video conference has been scheduled by my boss, Vikas Khanna, who is based in Mumbai, along with a couple of colleagues in the Delhi office. The call is at 10 a.m.; I check my watch, it’s 9.50 a.m. I quickly scan through my inbox folder, and send short replies to a couple of emails, leaving a few for later.

Vikas is already on the call when I enter the conference room. My other colleagues, Rachna Bhatia, the creative director, and Mudit, the strategy head, are seated in the room. They glance at me and say, ‘Hi’; I reciprocate. Vikas acknowledges my presence as I take my seat in the centre.

‘Dhruv! How have you been?’ he smiles from his conference room in Mumbai.

‘Fine, Vikas, managed to survive the Gurgaon traffic today,’ I say.

He smiles again, others in the room grin too, empathizing with my plight.

‘You guys need to do something about this, no?’ Vikas tries to lighten the mood. He is being unusually sweet. I wonder why.

‘I guess we all should sleep in office on Sunday nights, so no one has to face the traffic monster the next morning,’ I say with a straight face. The others in the room look at me, confusion clouding their faces. Then Vikas lets out a hearty laugh and the other two join him. As an afterthought, I think it was a lame joke.

‘So what are we doing about the Mojo pitch?’ Vikas asks after a while.

Mojo is an international energy drink that Uni-Cola, the global beverage leader, is planning to launch in the Indian market in September. We handle the three Uni-Cola brands already, but for Mojo the company is very clear on what it wants from the agency that they finally select. They are looking for a radically different creative pitch for the brand and they think that only an agency which is completely oblivious of Uni-Cola’s culture can come up with it. C&M is like Uni-Cola’s spouse, is what they say, for the two companies have worked together for seven long years. They are looking for a mistress here, someone who can charm the shit out of the Indian youth and make them drink gallons of Mojo.

‘We are working on the strategy for Mojo after which we will finalize the creative route,’ says Mudit. I snap back into the real world.

Vikas stares at the camera for a few seconds and then nods, thinking.

‘What’s your take on it, Dhruv. Any news from Srini?’ Vikas asks me. Srini is the marketing head of Uni-Cola and quite friendly with me.

‘I met him over drinks last Thursday. India has a limited say in Mojo’s case is what he said.’

‘What do you mean?’ Vikas asks raising his eyebrow.

‘The US marketing team of Uni-Cola is going to appoint the new agency along with the Indian team. So this is no longer only an India-specific decision,’ I say.

‘Hmmm . . . when is the pitch scheduled for?’ Vikas asks.

‘Three weeks from now, back to back, Monday to Thursday,’ I reply.

‘How many agencies are in the fray?’

I glance at my colleagues; they are attentive. ‘Ten was the number I heard last.’

‘Wow. That’s going to be crazy. So how will the agencies present?’ he asks.

‘Back to back in the Trident, Gurgaon. The US team will be staying there as well, so they can afford to have a long day,’ I say confidently as I am the only one in the meeting with access to such information.

‘Who all are participating in the pitch?’ he asks.

‘Tell me, who won’t, Vikas,’ I say.

‘Hmmm . . . ,’ he nods with a serious look. ‘Can Srini help?’

‘Not on this one. They are looking for some path-breaking new ideas and also because the global marketing team is involved. So it’s primarily going to be based on merit. Our association is an advantage for sure,’ I say and pause.

‘Advantage yes, but not enough to get us the account,’ Vikas completes the answer to his own question. I nod in response.

‘By when will we have the final creative strategy, Rachna?’ Vikas shifts his gaze and acknowledges my colleagues.

Rachna looks at Mudit. ‘I guess Thursday tops, right?’ He nods.

‘Where are we on the creative head? Wasn’t she supposed to join us last week?’ Vikas asks.

‘Yes, but she couldn’t. Anuradha is coming in today, Vikas,’ Rachna says.

Vikas nods, ‘I hope your Anuradha is as good as you have made her out to be. Mojo is going to be her first big test.’

The creative head’s position has been vacant for over two months. The person in this position reports to Rachna, who is the creative director. There were some issues in the creative department, and the fissures were beginning to show. As a result the creative head quit, and Rachna has been overloaded with work ever since. I am happy to hear that someone with a new set of ideas would work on Mojo.

‘She is very good, Vikas. I am sure she will add value to the pitch,’ she says enthusiastically.

‘Well, then let’s review the progress same time next week? Guys, don’t forget that this is a twenty-crore account; we’ve got to have it in our kitty,’ Vikas says as we get up.

‘Dhruv, please wait. I need to have a small chat with you alone. See you, Rachna and Mudit!’ Vikas says briskly. They leave the conference room without me.

Vikas looks at me intently and that makes me anxious.

He starts slowly, measuring his words. ‘You have been good over the last few months, actually quite good.’

My heartbeat quickens, the rush of blood in the arteries gathers pace.

‘We think that you have an acute sense of business understanding, coupled with the quickness to execute plans and the maturity to handle large teams.’ His praise gives me goosebumps. However, I am now anxious to know the outcome of this conversation.

‘Thanks, Vikas. I am so glad to hear what the management’s opinion is about me,’ I say.

‘Let me cut to the chase, Dhruv. You are the new branch head of Delhi. Congratulations!’ Vikas says, beaming like a king who has granted one of his fiefdoms to a general. I want to climb on to the table and dance, my heart bursting with happiness, but I just smile like a mature branch head.

‘That’s wonderful news, Vikas. Thank you so much!’ I say, hiding my happiness by 95 per cent.

‘Don’t thank me, it’s all your hard work,’ the king says, his corporate garb as fake as my smile. He perhaps had no better option; it was me versus those old fuddy-duddies in the Mumbai office. After all, I handled 40 per cent of the all-India business of the company and also managed ‘client relationships’. The latter has been built over years, through hundreds of hours spent in the company of clients, in their offices, boardrooms, hotels and bars.

I come back to the heavenly reality. ‘Your salary goes up by almost 50 per cent as you get elevated to the branch head’s grade and your stock options double.’ Vikas’s voice sounds like a soothing melody for once. Let it continue, I say. It feels like I’m in a dream yet acutely awake.

‘Thank you, Vikas,’ I repeat again; I have forgotten the number of thank yous I’ve said by now.

He goes quiet for a few seconds, his face serious. I look at him, wondering what’s coming up.

‘Your promotion is going to ruffle many feathers, both in Delhi as well as in Mumbai, so let’s not be too pompous about it, okay?’ he asks, his request more like a command.

As long as I have got it, I frankly don’t give a fuck about what others feel about it, I say to myself but then paste his grim expression on my face.

‘Of course, boss, I understand. I can imagine how tough it would have been for you to convince the board on this one,’ I say, massaging his ego.

It works, Vikas smiles.

‘We will announce it in a couple of days, and you will get your promotion letter next week. All department heads will report to you once we make the announcement,’ he says and gets up to sign off.

‘Yes, Vikas. I understand,’ I say. He nods, smiling, and disconnects the call. My heart is bursting with sheer joy as I exit the conference room.

‘Dhruv Saxena, the Delhi branch head, sounds great, no?’ I say out loud as I enter my current cabin. The new corner office awaits me!
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I look at my watch; Shalini would be at her DLF Phase 4 clinic, taking care of her patients. She doesn’t like being disturbed at all, unless it’s an emergency. Well, today it is. I dial her number and wait for a minute, but she doesn’t pick up. I redial but my desperation meets the same outcome. A bit irritated, I switch on the laptop again and open my Facebook profile. My fingers pause over the ‘What’s on your mind?’ status box. I itch to type: Feeling on top of the world. Promoted as the new branch head of Delhi. Instead, I like a few lame status updates. Shalini calls after half an hour.

‘What’s wrong, Dhruv? You know I hate to be interrupted when I am talking to my patients,’ she says.

I struggle for the right words.

‘I got the job, Shalini. I am the new branch head,’ I say. The line goes blank for a couple of moments; she is absorbing the news, I think.

‘Wow, Dhruv, that’s wonderful!’ the wife screams, the minute-old irritation disappearing.

‘I am so proud of you, darling,’ she says, bringing her mouth close to the phone. I can almost visualize her smiling in her peach-coloured dress. I feel both happy and proud all of a sudden.

‘Yeah, you know I was a bit unsure as there were others who wanted the job, but Vikas had other plans, I guess,’ I say.

‘So, he helped?’ she asks.

‘Of course he did. It wouldn’t have come through without his buy-in,’ I say. I don’t want to sound arrogant by saying that he had no other option.

‘So, when are we celebrating?’ she asks.

‘Today is always the best day,’ I reply.

She chuckles.

‘Okay, I need to go, patients are waiting,’ she pauses.

‘Yes, sure, Shalini. Let’s not make it too late in the evening as the kids have school tomorrow. I will be home by 7,’ I say.

‘Sure, darling. See you in the evening then,’ she says and hangs up.

The rest of the day goes by like a dream, soaked in bliss. I work harder than I usually do: a few client calls, a couple of cross-departmental meetings and emails take most of my time. A branch head needs to work harder than a senior vice president, this thought leaves a smile on my face.

It’s around 5 p.m. and I am busy going through a few reports. I hear a knock on my cabin door and look up. It’s Rachna, she is peeping through the half-open door with a big smile on her face. I reciprocate and then I see her as Rachna moves aside.

This was when I saw Anuradha for the first time.

I had read about karmic connection—the eternal karmic bond between two souls that outlives time and age. It is said that the mystic strength of the bond is such that you feel a strange sense of familiarity, unexplained yet overwhelming, as if it were something you had been waiting for your whole life, that when you encounter it you are awed by the experience. You feel safe, like you have returned home.

I feel all of that when I see Anuradha.

‘Hi, you seem busy,’ Rachna says, interrupting my thoughts that run amok.

‘No, no, it’s cool,’ I say, stealing a glance at Anuradha.

Rachna holds her by the arm. ‘That’s Anuradha, our new creative head.’

‘Hi,’ she says and stretches out her hand. I clasp it. Her touch feels familiar. Have I met her before?

‘Have we met somewhere before?’ I hear myself asking.

She gives me a puzzled look and then shakes her head.

‘Anuradha will be working with most of our key clients. To start with, the one on our plate right now, Mojo,’ Rachna says and pulls up a chair, gesturing Anuradha to sit.

‘Yeah, Mojo will take the whole of our plate,’ I say. Rachna chuckles, she smiles. I notice her luscious lips and beautiful smile. I forcibly retract my thoughts.

‘Welcome to C&M, Anuradha,’ I say, adding weight to my voice, like a branch head would.

Rachna rests her elbow on the table. ‘If you have any further questions on Mojo, you may ask Dhruv—he is the man on top of the business,’ she says. I would have preferred ‘our branch head’ instead of ‘the man’. She doesn’t know as yet, I tell myself.

‘Not really,’ Anuradha says and then asks a question. She is wearing a grey skirt that clings to her waist and ends a tad below her knees. She has teamed it with a white shirt, two buttons of which are open, showing her smooth skin. A thin bar necklace peeps out from under her shirt and glints as she talks.

‘So, what is the key point that would get the client interested?’ she asks.

I divert my attention from her neck to the question she is asking. ‘The creative route and the long-term sustainability of it in the consumer’s mind,’ I say.

She nods, thinking.

Her hair falls on her shoulders, thrown back carelessly, rich in texture. The colour of her skin is pretty similar to that of Shalini’s, light brown, which glows and adds oodles to her attraction quotient. Why are you giving her so much attention, Dhruv? What the fuck is wrong with you? I frankly don’t have a clue. Like all men on this planet, one does check out other women, besides theirs. I do too, many a time. But this kind of stuff is happening for the first time, ever.

‘Ha,’ she says, ‘this isn’t news for my ears. A client asking for a radical campaign, everyone does that. No?’ she looks at me.

‘We have been handling Uni-Cola for years now. I haven’t seen this kind of urgency for a fresh creative thought ever,’ I say.

Rachna butts in. ‘Maybe it’s because Mojo is primarily a youth-centric brand and has had great success wherever it’s been launched. So they are being extra careful with it in India. You know, the majority of our population is young,’ she says, making a face.

Anuradha nods, agreeing with her boss, ‘Yes, maybe that’s why they are so touchy.’

‘I just want us to give it our best shot,’ I say. That sounded like a real branch head, I think.

‘We will give it our best shot. Trust me,’ Rachna says, looking at Anuradha and then gets up. Anuradha nods and follows her. My eyes follow Anuradha as she walks out.
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We are seated in China Club, one of our favourite authentic Chinese restaurants in Gurgaon. I have already had a couple of beers. Alcohol has calmed my senses: the weird burst of attraction I felt a while back in office. I force my mind to forget about it. The décor of the restaurant is elegant with modern interiors; the walls are wooden, brown in colour. This restaurant is fiercely popular for its spicy Sichuan cuisine amongst Gurgaon patrons.

‘Siya, please don’t play with the glass, you are going to spill that water on yourself,’ Shalini pleads with the younger one. It’s strange to see how parents undergo a metamorphosis when they are with their children. The ones who are tough in the real world turn soft in their own world. Shalini is known to be a tough psychiatrist, one who asks too many incisive questions. The questions are enough to unnerve the already troubled patient.

‘To treat the patient fast, one needs to know the symptoms immediately. The more you delay the diagnosis, the harder it gets,’ is her logic. I agree with the logic and the patients trust her treatment. After pursuing a postgraduate programme in psychiatry, she worked at AIIMS, the All India Institute of Medical Sciences, for ten years before starting her own clinic in Gurgaon, around three years back. I respect her for the way she has built her profession, and I love her for the home she has built for us.

‘Are we ordering the main course or are we supposed to make do with just the starters, Mr Branch Head?’ she says and gives me a half-mocking smile as she sips from her glass of white wine. Kabir is trying to pick up a chicken dim sum with a table knife, while Siya is busy creating a mess on her side of the table by sprinkling it with water from her glass.

‘Of course, please go ahead. Can’t let you go hungry today,’ I smile, touching her bare upper leg with my fingers. She is wearing a floral dress from Zara that I had picked up during my visit to Hong Kong a couple of months back. The dress is striking and she looks gorgeous.

She comes close and whispers in my ear naughtily, ‘If I go hungry tonight, you go hungry as well, mister.’ We smile and then break into laughter.

There is some noise at the restaurant door. A woman laughs. I look in her direction and that’s when she turns around to sit at a table with her back towards me. She looks like Anuradha, same frame; a young guy in his early thirties sits opposite her. I steal a glance at them, they are enjoying a conversation, and the guy makes her laugh again. The laughter, though not distinct, sounds familiar. Shalini says something; I nod, not paying heed. I excuse myself to go to the washroom, which is behind the table at which the couple sits. In the washroom, I look at my appearance in the mirror and then wait for a minute before washing my hands. My heart pounds as I come out. I can see the table from the corner of my eye. I raise my head slightly, making it look as normal as possible. The girl has lowered her head and is still laughing over something. The guy with her seems to be a stand-up comedian who is really cracking her up. My heartbeat picks up further, and I am about to cross her when she straightens up. I see her clearly. She is not Anuradha.

Like a train chugging back into a station, my heartbeat goes back to normal as I take my seat. The food has arrived; Shalini touches my hand and smiles. What the fuck did I just do? I gasp as I start eating.
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Dhruv

Am I having an early midlife crisis? Well, I am going to turn forty in a few months, and it seems to have attacked me a few years early. The thought hovers in my head as I park my car in the office basement. What happened yesterday has never happened, ever. Not even when I was dating Shalini. This feeling of anxiousness and one-sided attraction—I never knew I had something like this in me. I remember dating Shalini twelve years back when she had just started working at AIIMS and shared a room with my colleague, Neha, as a paying guest in Kalkaji. I was an account manager then, working in a smaller advertising set-up. Sometimes I used to drop Neha home on my bike, late at night, after a long day. Once we accidentally met in the South Extension market and Neha introduced me to Shalini. I can’t forget that day. I was instantly attracted to Shalini, but something like this? This is just something else! It’s so unlike me. The urge to see her is so intense that it scares me.

I enter my cabin discreetly and start working on my laptop right away. I don’t walk around in the office like I usually do, greeting colleagues, sharing a laugh. I don’t want to see her first thing in the morning, uncertain as to what it would do to me. First, I open my inbox and send replies to emails that require attention. There is an email from Rachna on the Mojo brainstorming meeting; she has copied me as well with the rest of her team. The meeting is going to start in a few minutes; I see her name on the mailing list—Anuradha Dixit. I have a compelling urge to join in. However, I decide against it and decline the invite after which I get busy with client proposals.

I don’t go to the cafeteria for lunch like I normally do. I have it in the cabin; lunch always comes from home. Shalini hates it if I eat out too much. A few colleagues, whom I usually share my lunch with, are surprised when they come to ask me if I want to go to the cafeteria. I politely decline, citing paucity of time and too much work. They leave me with my stupid lie.

It’s early evening when I get back from a client meeting with Rohit, our group account director. The client was unhappy about our delivery schedules and continuous breach of deadlines. I was able to reassure him about our commitment to his brand and promised to improve our service. I have taken care of matters at work, but matters of the heart still need attention.

I haven’t checked my emails for a few hours because of the meeting so I click on the inbox again. Suddenly, the cabin door opens with a jerk and I see that a crowd has gathered near the door. Rachna is holding a cake and everyone is smiling. ‘Congratulations!’ they all say in unison. I know what this is about, but I am a bit surprised that the cat is out of the bag so early.

‘Wow! What’s this for?’ I ask, feigning ignorance.

‘C’mon, stop pretending, Dhruv,’ Rachna says.

Rohit is the first one to hug me. ‘Congratulations, boss,’ he says. I notice that his tone has changed from what it was a couple of hours back.

‘Thank you, guys, but how did you know?’ I ask.

‘Haven’t you seen the email?’ Rachna asks.

I shake my head and open the unread mail. The heading says, ‘Dhruv Saxena elevated to the post of Delhi branch head.’ It’s from Vikas. I get the gist. I look up and see her; she is standing at the back, near the door, smiling. I feel a tingling sensation inside, which feels good, very good actually. The room fills up with more congratulations, high fives, laughter and hugs amidst which I cut the cake. After a while colleagues ease out, leaving just Rachna and Anuradha.

‘So now that you are my boss, what should I call you?’ Rachna quips.

‘You decide, whatever suits you,’ I say. She smiles and so does Anuradha.

‘Though your functional head is Virag,’ I clarify. Virag is the national creative director based in Mumbai.

Rachna leans against a chair. ‘Yeah, I get that but for all practical purposes I can trouble you now. No?’

‘Yes you can, any time Rachna,’ I say.

‘Anuradha is lucky for you. She joins C&M and the next day you get promoted,’ Rachna says unexpectedly.

I am a bit surprised with Rachna’s straightforward remark, but then women can be like this sometimes. Men are usually more guarded. Vikas actually broke this news to me yesterday, the day she joined C&M. I brush aside the uncanny thought. Anuradha smiles wryly.

‘I hope her luck gets us Mojo,’ I say.
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The next few days keep me very busy. The agency sent out a press release about my promotion, so I have many interviews lined up. The days just slip by with these interactions, office meetings and courtesy calls to key clients, apprising them about the change in the organizational structure. Between all of this, I somehow find time to meet the creative and servicing teams as they hold day-long sessions on Mojo; the pitch is about a week away. I get less intimidated when I see Anuradha now. I am more relaxed, not as anxious as earlier.

It’s Friday and everyone is in a relaxed weekend mood, except the team working on Mojo. They are intensely debating the final creative brand route when I enter the conference room. Rachna and the others greet me with a smile, Anuradha is writing something on the white board. When she sees me, she holds up her hand and greets me with a wave. I reciprocate with a smile. She turns towards the board and circles the word ‘excitement’ written on it.

She glances at the team. ‘Do we all agree that “excitement” is the core point?’

‘Well, yeah,’ Rachna says, ‘freedom from inhibitions, social success, social and physical performance are all fundamentally exciting.’

‘Then that’s what Mojo needs to address as it is primarily targeted at the youth,’ Anuradha says. I sit down, taking note of how she articulates every point.

‘Would it be relevant to adults as well?’ Kartik, the young copywriter, asks.

‘Yes, as a vodka mixer in clubs, but we can’t be too direct about it. If that target group finds it relevant, it will be picked up,’ Rachna says.

Anuradha gently taps the marker on her cheek. ‘Let’s not forget that we have pretty strict guidelines for products such as energy drinks. So, our main target should be the youth; if we get the others as well it’s an added bonus.’

I like how she brings closure to discussions. ‘Wouldn’t we be generalizing by targeting so many age groups?’ I ask. Rachna looks at me and then glances at Anuradha.

‘I get what you are trying to say, boss, but the disadvantage of Mojo being relevant for a larger consumer set can be used as an advantage too. Generalization can sometimes turn into a blessing,’ Anuradha says, looking at me.

‘Dhruv sounds better than boss, I am not used to it,’ I say.

‘Okay,’ she smiles and then turns towards the board.

I look at her neat handwriting as she scribbles on the board: college-goers, clubbers, party-goers, business executives, working adults. She stops writing and turns around.

‘So, we have a large target group, mainly because Mojo is an all-day energy drink versus the competition which is sharply positioned as a drink only for evenings. This makes our job tough but also gives us a huge opportunity,’ she says.

‘So, how do you intend to make this tough job simple?’ I ask.

‘By finding a creative route and a tag line that makes Mojo relevant for everyone out there,’ she says, pointing at the board. I am left wondering which of the two is more striking: her ability to hold a really smart discussion or her sizzling body language.

‘But that’s quite tough, no?’ I ask.

‘Yes, but cracking that would be a hundred times more exciting,’ she says.

‘And brand Mojo stands for excitement. I mean really, guys!’ Rachna chips in.

I nod with a half-smile. The meeting ends.
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Anuradha

The morning alarm goes off. I open my eyes lazily, letting go of my favourite pastime: sleep. The summer morning sun streams in through the sheer, light blue curtains of my bedroom window and the tiny birds on the curtain come alive. I look sideways, two empty glasses of wine rest on a tray and a box of pizza lies open on the floor. A bottle of Chardonnay, with just about a sip remaining, stands on the side table. I have a sudden urge to finish it off but I dismiss it and get up. I stretch my body and realize that underneath the long T-shirt that I was wearing all of yesterday, I am just wearing underwear. I remember being too tired to change into my nightclothes after Rachna left the house post midnight.

I saunter into the kitchen and turn on the stove to make myself a cup of coffee. A kitchen, one bathroom and a room that doubles up as a bedroom and a living room is all I have. The Chopras, my landlords, are a pretty relaxed army couple who don’t interfere in my life at all. I have a separate entrance leading to my abode through a flight of stairs that I keep locked. The stairs go further up to the second floor terrace, which is put to a greater use during winter when the weather spreads its wings and opens its arms for everyone to soak it in.

Last week was hectic: my first week in the new job with the Mojo pitch. I had to miss my daily American soap thrice and I can’t do without it. I sip from the coffee cup and think about last night. Rachna is a good person and a clever boss. She uses her goodness to extract the best from her people. I want to be like that, both good and clever. I know that I am smart but good? Well, Sid never thought so. ‘You are so selfish, Anuradha; can’t you do this much for me?’ he used to say when he would get drunk or upset. I didn’t have that kind of money then, the kind he wanted. All I had was my salary and a saving of a few lakhs that he took, little by little. I swear to god I didn’t grudge him that, even a little.

I look at the watch and sigh before taking another sip.

I couldn’t hold on to my emotions yesterday and told Rachna about Siddharth, some of it. We started the evening discussing work but then moved on to our personal lives. She is in a steady relationship with Tarun, her fiancé, and wants to get married to him in a few months. Steady relationship—a phrase that sounds alien now, at least as far as I am concerned.

‘You are not what you appear to be. You are sad, Anuradha, why?’ Rachna had asked. It doesn’t take much time for one woman to know another. I had to tell her about Sid, how we met and blossomed together. Until he died. I hid the murky patches of our relationship though. Rachna and I are just becoming friends, and I don’t know whether I can ever trust anybody with these dark secrets. I used to share this house with Sid, till a few months ago. I mean he used to be here, at my house in DLF Phase 1 in Gurgaon, practically every evening and also many nights. It has taken me a while to get used to the house without you, Sid . . .

I turn on the shower in the bathroom. The water touches my nakedness and then slides down to the floor. Sometimes it gets lonely in this empty house . . . the kitchen and the bathroom, so damn alone with just me, thoughts running like millions of little hurricanes inside my head. I gasp and turn off the shower after a few minutes.

I eat breakfast alone at my small dining table in the kitchen: muesli, milk and fruits. The radio plays in the background; the sole English radio station that plays country music: a song by John Denver, my favourite.

I will walk in the rain by your side

I’ll cling to the warmth of your hands

I’ll do anything to keep you satisfied

I love you more than anybody can . . .

Sid had downloaded this song for me on the iPod along with many others when we had started dating more than a year ago. I was no connoisseur of Western music; I had grown up listening to regular Hindi songs. You used to be so sweet, Sid, in our early days. The vivid memories of those days are opaque enough to cover all the scars that you gave me later. A tiny tear trickles down from the corner of my eye, tempting others to follow. I wipe it away with a tissue, keep the bowl in the basin, and leave for office.
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I am in the elevator along with a bunch of guys; the C&M office is in building No. 10. They chat among themselves; a couple of them pretend to be extra funny and steal occasional glances at me. Usually this kind of attention from good-looking men boosts my ego. But not today. On this day I find their gestures lewd and irritating. The morning hasn’t started off on a good note, and there is a whole lot of work to do. ‘Stay calm, Anuradha,’ I say to myself and take a deep breath before entering the office. I keep my bag on my desk and take out my laptop. Before settling in the chair, I realize that I need to pee so I walk to the ladies’ room. I see Dhruv walking out of the men’s room as I enter the alley that leads to the pantry and washrooms. I have been noticing how he looks at me. It’s a bit odd, as if he wants to say something but just can’t get himself to do it. This intrigues me, his vulnerability. He is the kind of guy every woman would want her man to be. Dhruv waves at me and smiles as he passes by.

I latch the washroom door and sit on the commode. Dhruv is intense, good-looking, funny, successful and vulnerable. I mean what more could a woman ask for in a man! Yesterday, Rachna mentioned that many women in the office absolutely dig him. But Dhruv never gets it, never takes the hints. He either fakes it or he is truly oblivious to other women. I get up and flush. I come out, check my appearance in the mirror, and straighten a strand of hair that dances on my forehead. ‘Dhruv has a great family, and he is a happy man,’ Rachna had said. For a second, I feel jealous of his unseen, unknown wife. On my first day, Dhruv had asked me if we had met before. Though I had said no, I too, had felt it—a strange feeling of connectedness, a sense of familiarity that evening.
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It’s well past 2 p.m. before I finish compiling my ideas on the Mojo creative pitch and send it to Rachna in an email. I rotate my neck, straighten my back and get up. The cafeteria is almost empty, only a handful of latecomers finishing the last few morsels from their plates. I buy an aloo paratha and a bottle of Amul buttermilk and take the corner table. I am anxious about Rachna’s reply and whether she would like my ideas and consider them for the final pitch. However old in the business one might be, the first assignment in a new job is always like your first one in the first job. I see Dhruv entering the cafeteria. I lower my eyes lest he sees me staring at him. He walks across to the counter and hands the guy his lunch box, perhaps to warm the food in the microwave. Then he turns around; I don’t look at him and stare at the plate as I chew. I get this uncanny feeling that he is walking towards me. A woman’s sixth sense seldom fails.

‘May I sit here, if it’s okay?’ he asks. Why do you have to be polite all the time?

‘Hi, yes please,’ I say, pretending to notice him only now. The man doesn’t look a day older than thirty-five, five years younger than what Rachna had mentioned his age was.

‘Late lunch?’ he asks, as if I am here to fish! We ask so many stupid questions sometimes, no? I notice his smooth skin, how his dark eyes light up when he asks a question. He has straight hair, gelled and parted to the side. He is wearing a crisp light blue linen shirt and khaki trousers over tan brown brogues that complete his smart attire.

‘Yeah, I was working and didn’t want to take a break,’ I say. He nods.

‘Okay. Good. So, how is it going on Mojo?’ he asks.

Can we talk about something else, anything other than shop? I have been at it non-stop since morning. The cafeteria guy gets his lunch to the table on a plate. The perks of being the branch head, I guess.

‘I have sent my ideas to Rachna. If she likes them, we go ahead with the creative,’ I say politely.

He nods and offers me his food. I shake my head but he insists. I can’t refuse any further; I take some vegetable and dal. Home-cooked food has a different flavour; it tickles taste buds that don’t respond to food cooked outside. I am a decent cook myself but somehow don’t feel like cooking now, especially when it is only for me. I used to cook a lot when Sid was around. The memories come flashing back for an instant but then I forget as I look at Dhruv.

‘I am sure your ideas are great and we will soon have a great pitch,’ he says in a comforting voice. I nod.

‘Where do you stay?’ he asks between mouthfuls.

‘Gurgaon, Phase 1, not very far from the office,’ I say, not wanting to give up all the information.

He nods. ‘That’s good because in our business, especially creative, late nights are a part of office life. No?’

I smile. ‘The food is yum. Home-made. It reminds me of my mom,’ I say.

‘Where is your mother? Does she live in another city?’ he asks, looking at me.

‘Lucknow. I go there once a year,’ I say, missing my mother. Dhruv isn’t eating, and I can feel his eyes on me.

‘You can have it more often, share my lunch,’ he says and starts eating again.

‘Thank you. I don’t want to make it a habit of having free lunches too often,’ I say, cleaning up my plate.

‘Shh . . . don’t say that. We agency people almost live on “free lunches”, day in and day out,’ he says theatrically. I roar with laughter; he joins in. I like this moment where we laugh together.
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Dhruv

I am engrossed in a client proposal and don’t notice when Rachna enters my room.

‘Hi,’ she says, beaming. I look up, baffled.

‘Oh . . . hi! Didn’t see you come in, but you look pleased with life!’

‘We have cracked the campaign, Dhruv. It’s going to kick serious ass,’ she says like a druggy who has suddenly found cocaine.

‘That’s great news,’ I say, thinking about my lunch with Anuradha.

‘Anuradha has cracked it. I told you that she is a real smart bitch,’ Rachna says, pacing my cabin.

‘Yeah, I am sure. What’s the line?’ I ask.

‘You want to know that before looking at the strategy? But it’s punchy as hell, and you will get the hang,’ she answers her own question, her eyes rolling in excitement.

‘Well, I sure want to,’ I say.

‘Go, get your Mojo,’ she says it once and then again like a slogan, raising her voice, almost shouting. ‘Go, get your Mojo!’ Startled, people look up from their computers and peep in. ‘I am so sorry but I am excited like crazy,’ she says, lowering her voice.

‘Sit down. Sit down,’ I gesture at the chair. She sits.

‘“Go, get your Mojo” is not just a call to action but also a reason to believe in the brand. Mojo is the key that unlocks the potential that you have, it gives you the freedom that you have always craved,’ she says, in one breath.

‘I like it. The simplicity of it makes it endearing and recallable,’ I say, mulling over the line.

‘You nailed it. It’s so simple that it will stay with the consumer,’ she seconds. ‘Let me send you the first draft once it is ready, hopefully by tomorrow EOD. Okay?’ she says and gets up.

‘Rachna, just sit for a second, will you?’ I say.

‘What’s bothering you, Dhruv?’ she asks.

‘Is Anuradha all right? I mean, does she like working here?’ I say.

Rachna is a bit surprised by my question and doesn’t speak for a while.

‘So, you have felt it too?’ she asks.

‘What?’

‘The grief she hides under that mask of confidence,’ Rachna says.

‘Yeah, kind of. However, I have a feeling that something is not right. I thought you would know.’

Rachna’s face says that she knows something but is hesitant to speak. I prod her.

‘Don’t tell me if you don’t want to,’ I say, but deep inside I really want to know.

‘That’s fine. Who else will you tell this to, Dhruv?’ she goes quiet for a while, thinking what to say next.

‘Anuradha is depressed. Poor girl went through a harrowing experience recently.’

‘What exactly do you mean?’ I ask.

‘Her boyfriend committed suicide a few months back, Dhruv. They were all set to get engaged.’

What kind of a guy was he, to commit suicide when he had a girl like Anuradha? These questions cloud my mind, but I say something else.

‘That’s awful,’ I say. ‘Who was he?’

‘Siddharth . . . she called him Sid. He had his own business is all I know,’ she says. ‘But Dhruv please, never let her know that you know,’ Rachna gets up.

‘You can trust me on this one,’ I say.

She leaves me alone with the bitter truth of Anuradha’s life.
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The Mojo pitch is scheduled for the day after. The pandemonium is at its zenith in any advertising agency after 4 p.m., with the deadlines looming closer. Today is no exception, though there is more action, almost warlike, within the team that is finalizing the Mojo pitch. I have gone through the introductory piece, category analysis, competition review and the background for the pitch deck. They look pretty detailed, after having undergone various levels of checking by the team. Rohit and I have discussed it, as he will be presenting it to the client. We go through the presentation one last time and I suggest final changes. Rohit leaves my cabin to get them done.

The team still has to finalize the creative route for Mojo along with the cross-media adaptations. ‘Where is Rachna?’ I wonder and look for her in the office. The entire team is huddled in Lotus, one of our conference rooms. Both Rachna and Anuradha seem to be briefing the team of designers. I hesitate at first but then enter the room, anxious to know the status. Rachna stops talking while Anuradha has a polite smile on her face. It’s a bit awkward.

‘Hi. I hope I didn’t disturb you guys,’ I say.

Rachna gestures with her hand. ‘No, no we were just discussing the final changes,’ she says, looking at the two young hapless designers with swollen eyes, unwashed faces and crumpled clothes. It is apparent that they haven’t gone home for a few days, sleeping only for a couple of hours in the office itself. These are common agency norms before an important client pitch.

‘How is the final thing looking?’ I ask. Rachna looks at her deputy for an answer.

‘We should be done by tomorrow afternoon,’ Anuradha says.

Her answer worries me a bit and it shows on my face.

Rachna butts in. ‘We will send the final artwork to you by tonight, Dhruv: the story board for the TVC (television commercial), the press and hoarding adaptations and the POS (point of sale material). The final minor changes will be done in the morning,’ she says, glancing at the designers again. They nod their heads meekly, worried about another night of work that looms before them. My angst recedes by a few notches.

‘Don’t worry. We will be well in time for our final pitch rundown with the team tomorrow evening,’ she adds.

‘Okay, in that case I will wait for your email tonight,’ I say and leave unwillingly.

It’s almost midnight when I come out of my cabin. Rohit came in with the presentation a while ago after making the final changes. We worked on it for over an hour and locked it after I was completely satisfied. I am about to open the door when I hear Rachna calling out my name. I turn around to see her walking swiftly towards me with Anuradha trailing behind.

‘Can I ask you for a small favour, please?’ she asks hurriedly.

‘Sure,’ I say, ‘but what’s the matter?’ Anuradha is not listening to our conversation.

‘Well actually I was supposed to drop her,’ she points at Anuradha, ‘but then Tarun is here and wants to have dinner at Cyber Hub.’ By now everyone in C&M knows who Tarun is. Cyber Hub, where he wants to dine, is a fancy food park on the ground floor of Cyber City and houses almost all well-known restaurants. It is the Mecca for all the foodies in the Delhi NCR, the National Capital Region.

‘So, you want me to drop Anuradha?’ I cut it short, strangely excited about this proposal. Rachna nods.

‘Sure,’ I say. Anuradha looks a bit apprehensive but then smiles.

‘I hope it won’t be too much of a hassle?’ she asks.

‘Not at all, Rachna, see you,’ I smile and ask Anuradha to come along.
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We come out of the elevator and enter the stillness that pervades the basement. It is virtually empty, only a couple of cars around, and we walk silently. The only sound is that of the sandals that Anuradha wears.

‘Where do you stay?’ she asks, breaking the silence. I like it now, when only the two of us are together, alone.

My trance is broken. ‘Me? DLF Phase 4, Regency Park 2,’ I mutter. She nods.

We reach the car. I unlock it with the remote key as we approach it, and then keep my bag on the back seat.

‘Looks nice, new car?’ she asks as she climbs on to the front seat.

‘Yeah thanks, a couple of months old,’ I say, taking the driver’s seat.

We leave the dimly lit underground parking and come out on the main road behind Cyber City. The traffic has already thinned out. On our right is Cyber Hub, the mother of all food parks, its brightly lit signs visible from a distance. The car air conditioner is new and efficient enough to defeat the sweltering heat of summer that doesn’t reduce even in the night.

‘This song is so overrated. I hate it every time it plays now,’ Anuradha says. ‘Badtameez Dil ’ plays on one of the radio channels.

‘Yeh Jawaani Hai Diwani! You don’t like the film?’ I ask, lowering the volume.

‘It’s over-publicized; everywhere, boss, just too much. Please change the channel, I will die if I hear it one more time,’ she makes a face. I do what she asks me to. I see she is loosening up a bit and I find that comforting.

‘I like this one,’ she says as I switch the channel. ‘Mujhe Raat Din Bas Mujhe Chahti Ho’ plays.

‘Sangharsh. Yes, it is a beautiful song, especially Sonu Nigam’s voice,’ I exclaim, taking a U-turn from the Shiv building. ‘And please, no more “boss”. Dhruv sounds younger and better,’ I add.

She looks at me curiously, ‘Wow! You and Bollywood music, I would have never imagined.’

‘Why?’ I look at her, ‘I am a Bollywood buff from the heart,’ I say, my inhibition losing this battle with my heart. She starts laughing, at first softly and then in bursts as if she is discovering laughter after a while.

‘Shall we play a game? Who guesses the film first, from the song being played on the radio?’ she says excitedly. This is a completely different side of her.

‘I’m game, but I am going to win, so what is the reward?’ I ask, taking a left from Sikanderpur.

‘Ha! No way, we haven’t even begun and here is the new song,’ she says nonchalantly, changing the channel.

The song plays, it’s a slow number. I have heard it so many times, but, fuck, I can’t seem to remember it now. ‘O Saathi Re’—it’s a haunting melody, not a recent one though.

‘I know it, I know it. Wait!’ I say, jogging my memory.

She laughs again. ‘We can’t wait forever, one, two and three. Your chance is over,’ she claps.

‘Okay. Which movie?’ I ask.

‘Omkara,’ pat comes her reply.

‘Damn, yes. How could I not know! Okay, now your chance?’ I say switching to another channel that plays a ghazal, ‘Koi Kaise Yeh Bataye Ki Wo Tanha Kyon Hai’. It’s a beautiful piece, from the 1980s film called Arth, but not very popular. I don’t think she knows this one since she is pretty young. We listen to the melody for a few seconds in rapt attention and then I look at her.

‘We can’t wait forever,’ I say, imitating her. She smiles and then looks at me.

‘It’s from Arth, one of my favourite ghazals,’ she says. I am seriously impressed. We take a right from the Gurgaon–Faridabad circle to enter DLF Phase 1.

‘Where do we go from here?’ I ask, switching to a different channel.

She points ahead. ‘Please take a right after Silver Oaks.’ Silver Oaks is one of the first housing complexes in Gurgaon that ushered in the concept of condominium living.

‘Bol Na Halke Halke’, a soothing melody plays on the radio. I guess all radio channels play these comforting songs at this time of the day, like a balm to the innumerable bruises that life offers.

‘Jhoom Barabar Jhoom, a bad film but had some good songs,’ I say.

‘Yeah, I agree. Please take a right turn from here,’ she says.

‘Yes, so the last one is here for you,’ I say. The song sounds so familiar yet I can’t remember the film’s name. I put my memory to work again.

Nainon ko moond moond

Kaise main chaloon, dekh na sakoon anjaane raaste,

Gunjasa hai koi iktara, iktara . . .

‘How can I not get this? I know this song so well,’ I shake my head, hoping to remember the name somehow. Not being able to, I turn to look at her. Anuradha, who was so chirpy a couple of minutes ago, has turned motionless. I find this weird.

‘Please stop there, the bungalow on the right,’ she says, gazing into the darkness that surrounds the car.

I stop the car as the song continues to play on the radio. ‘Okay, I give up. What is the name of the movie?’ I ask. She doesn’t answer and opens the door to get out of the car.

‘Hello, do you know it, Anuradha, or you don’t? I don’t think you do, do you?’ I say in a mocking tone.

‘Thanks a ton, Dhruv,’ she says looking at me. I feel a little irritated with her behaviour. I hate it when my questions are not answered, both professionally and personally.

‘You didn’t answer my question though,’ I say in a tone that doesn’t reflect my annoyance.

‘I don’t know. Thanks and good night,’ she says, her face devoid of expression.

‘Okay, no issues. See you tomorrow,’ I say. My eyes follow her till she disappears inside the bungalow. The song is over but I need to know the film’s name. I park the car on the side of the road, pull out my mobile phone and type the song’s name on Google search, which instantly throws up multiple options. The first link has the name of the movie.

Wake Up Sid, it says. I stare at the screen for a few seconds and then shake my head.

Sid, I know the name and the importance it has in Anuradha’s life and how just the mention of it takes her back to the memories that constantly haunt her, the ones she wants to forget.

Suddenly, I start feeling miserable.

[image:  You Never Know]

It’s close to 2 a.m. and the family has gone to sleep much earlier. Shalini works so hard during the day that it becomes impossible for her to stay awake after 11 p.m. We avoid late night get-togethers if she has work the next day. I make myself a sandwich and eat it before settling with the laptop and a glass of scotch. The email from Rachna is already in my inbox, and the work done by the team on Mojo looks outstanding. Hope the client buys it too. The drive with Anuradha was both stimulating and saddening. I can feel her pain and strangely have this intense desire to relieve her from it. How and why? I don’t know.

I send a message on WhatsApp to Rachna, congratulating her on the great work done by the team. I think for a few seconds before picking up the phone again and typing another message: ‘Hi, Anuradha, saw the work done by you guys. It’s outstanding. Looking forward to a great pitch. Also, now I know that there is someone who has the potential to beat me at the game of guessing Hindi movie names. Good night.’ I end the message with a smiley.

I read the message a few times before pressing the send button. Two grey ticks show up below the message. I look at them for a few more seconds, waiting for them to turn blue. She is typing something, my heartbeat changes gear.

‘Thank you, Dhruv; your appreciation means a lot to me. Yes, you know now that I can beat you.’ The message ends with a smiley.

I sleep well that night.
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Anuradha

I lie awake in my bed, staring at the ceiling. The air conditioner makes a strange sound; there is something wrong with it, and I haven’t had the time to get it fixed. The day went off pretty well after a not-so-good start. The Mojo campaign was green-lighted, and I also got to spend time with Dhruv, twice. I felt good. Especially when we were coming back, playing games like children, with no inhibitions. It didn’t feel like I was with my super boss, I mean my boss’s boss. I have noticed that he has this quality of making you feel comfortable and wanted. It’s so hard to find people who make you feel that way, especially men.

But then that song started playing on the radio and flooded my world with unwanted memories again. We had seen the movie together, Sid and I, at the Satyam theatre in Nehru Place. After that, whenever he misbehaved or did something irritating, I would scream: Wake up Sid! And eventually we would end up laughing. But those were early days, when he was sweet and our love rosy. It was only later that he turned nasty and unbelievably mean. This song brings back so many memories. My heart hurts hearing it.

Dhruv repeatedly asked me if I knew the name of the movie, and I behaved rather stupidly. I said I didn’t know because I didn’t want to say his name out loud. I want to erase Sid from my life, but he refuses to leave. Maybe he will, once I fall in love again. Will I ever fall in love again? Do I still have a heart that can love?

I like Dhruv, but then he is someone who can only be liked from a distance, like a precious diamond inside a display case. You can watch it from a distance but you can’t go too close, it’s prohibited. Married men are like that. I hope Dhruv didn’t find my behaviour disgusting. I don’t want to screw up my professional relationships so early at C&M and that too, with someone as important as Dhruv.

There is a beep on my phone and it disturbs my train of thought. I don’t want to get up to answer it, but I do as it might be from Rachna, perhaps some last minute changes. I pick it up and lie down again. I see that there is a message from Dhruv. He has messaged me for the first time. I look at the watch, its 2.15 a.m. I miss a heartbeat as I click on it.

I am happy again. Dhruv’s appreciation means a lot to me, especially after I acted like a prick. He didn’t mind me being stupid; he didn’t judge me for it. No one has been this nice to me in a long time. I smile as I type a reply and then in the end put a smiley, just like he has done. I know I’ll sleep well tonight.
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Dhruv

It’s almost 3 p.m. when we enter the Trident Hotel in Gurgaon. Mudit, our lead on strategy, and Rohit are with me in my car, and Rachna and Anuradha follow us in another. I have always wondered how this hotel, despite being a mere hundred metres away from the national highway, is tucked away discreetly like an oasis in the scorching heat and madness of a bustling city like Gurgaon. The reason is perhaps that it is spread over acres of land and is not a high-rise building. The architecture of the hotel, inspired by Mughal and Mediterranean cultures, incorporates natural elements such as water and light. I admire its opulence and serenity again as I hand over my car keys to the valet and go inside with my colleagues.

We wait at the hotel reception for Rachna and Anuradha. Our presentation is scheduled for 3 p.m. I spot them walking towards us, both suitably dressed for the occasion. Anuradha is wearing a black shirt over grey trousers that perfectly drape her long legs and accentuate her fine figure. I want to compliment her but then decide not to as it might sound unprofessional.

‘So, ready for the big show?’ I smile, attempting to allay last minute angst within the group. Rachna smiles while Anuradha lifts a strand of hair that has fallen over her cheek and tucks it behind her ear.

‘Yes, we are good to go,’ she says confidently like one of Charlie’s angels. I wonder where that girl has disappeared, the one who refused to utter a word after hearing a stupid song.

We wait outside Kaveri, one of the conference rooms in the hotel. There seems to be no one around except a digital display panel that reads—The Uni-Cola Company meeting in progress. I gesture at the group to wait and then softly knock on the door. The door knob turns and a bespectacled Srini opens the door.

‘Hey there.’ He shakes my hand and then glances at the group.

‘Please come in, come in,’ his tone softens, after glimpsing the ladies. Samir, his junior, is furiously typing on the laptop. He notices us and raises his hand. There is a minute of banter in the room as everyone in the group, except Anuradha, knows each other.

‘She’s going to surprise you, starting today, Srini,’ Rachna says, keeping her hand on Anuradha’s shoulder as she introduces her to Srini and Samir.

‘I am sure she will. I will be happy if she does,’ Srini says. I look at his expressions, especially his eyes, which check out Anuradha from head to toe and then stop somewhere in the middle. Men and their obsession with women’s tits! Even the marketing head of a global giant can’t resist it. We sit opposite them, all in a row: Rachna, Anuradha, Rohit, Mudit and I.

‘It’s been crazy since yesterday, going through presentations, one after another,’ Srini shakes his head.

‘Well, I can imagine,’ I say, empathizing with him, but at the same time I wonder how much discomfort one would really have in a five-star environment. This is like a two-day paid holiday at the Trident and still people complain!

‘Mark and Sarah have just gone up to their rooms to freshen up, they should be here any minute,’ Samir, his deputy, says, glancing at Rachna and Anuradha.

‘How do the pitches look?’ I ask curiously, trying to size up our chances.

‘Six agencies have presented till now—two were good, but frankly none of them were W-O-W,’ he says, emphasizing the word. I nod.

‘Is this your take or the group’s?’ I ask.

Srini laughs half-heartedly. ‘Not my take, Dhruv. It’s the group’s take. The decision is not going to be a solely Indian one anyway.’

‘I know, I know,’ I say, nodding.

‘There are two more to go after you, so we should wind up by dinner tonight,’ he says.

‘When do you finalize then? I ask.

‘These guys are pretty forthright; so if they like something they show it and if they don’t they ask them to stop. They stopped two presentations midway and said they were not interested in going any further,’ Srini says dramatically, his pupils dilating twice their size.

‘Wow!’ Rohit says, sharing his excitement.

Srini shrugs. ‘That’s Uni-Cola’s global muscle talking; you give us what we want because we aren’t here to hear what you want to say!’

‘Who knows that better than us, Srini? Haven’t we shared your bed for the last many years?’ I say jokingly. Srini smirks and nods. Others in the room smile.

‘Yeah, you have done that, but this time the beast on the other side of the bed is different. It’s called Mojo,’ he says. I nod in agreement.

‘Who exactly are Mark and Sarah?’ I ask.

‘Sarah is the chief creative officer and Mark the chief marketing officer of the global energy drinks group of Uni-Cola,’ he says.

‘They’re big guns, huh?’ Rachna asks.

‘Very,’ Srini says nodding.

There is a knock on the door and the guests enter the conference room, Mark and Sarah. Everyone stands up to greet them. Srini introduces C&M to them and Uni-Cola’s long-standing relationship with us in India. They exchange pleasantries with everyone and then shake hands with me; I am introduced as the branch head.

‘Druv,’ Mark repeats my name, eating away the alphabet ‘H’ as Americans usually do. I nod. Sarah, the chief creative officer, hardly smiles, her face sullen; she probably trades her smiles for dollars in America.

‘Let’s start, Srini,’ she says, as the four of them pick up the agency evaluation sheet that has more than twenty standard parameters that each agency is measured on.

Rohit starts the pitch with C&M’s credentials: expertise, teams, clients, execution strengths and key business successes. Mark and Sarah don’t seem interested to know more about us.

‘You can email them to Srini. We can look at it later. Let’s get straight to the point,’ Mark says and gestures at Srini. He nods. I tell Rohit to move to the main part of the presentation straightaway.

We are midway in the presentation where Rohit is talking about the trends around food and beverages in India. The presentation does not have many slides but more of pictures and videos. Mark looks absorbed as he takes notes in his notebook. Sarah keeps her demeanour intact, one can’t gauge whether she is interested or not. We finish the bit on competition where Mark has a couple of questions on the kind of consumer activities the competitors have been engaging in. C&M has tie-ups with various sub-agencies and we have this information ready. The client looks satisfied and we move to the final and the most important part of the pitch: consumer insight and the creative route. I glance at Anuradha. She is listening attentively, her poise graceful, and a confident look on her face. We are doing well I think as Rachna takes the baton from Rohit.

‘Can you pause here?’ Sarah says when Rachna is on the consumer insight slide. ‘So, you guys are saying that it is excitement that will attract the consumer to buy the drink?’ she asks, raising her left eyebrow.

Rachna nods. Sarah clears her throat and glances at us.

‘Well, we have debated this many times, across multiple Mojo launches in various countries. Everywhere we base our creative route on “freedom”,’ Sarah says, her voice firmer. Rachna looks at me from the corner of her eye. She is unsure about holding on to her point or agreeing with Sarah’s experience in other countries.

‘By using “freedom” as the insight, you limit it to a smaller target group,’ I say. ‘It only stands relevant for the youth in India.’

‘No, no, it doesn’t. I am sure even a mature adult like you craves freedom. Isn’t it, Druv?’ she looks at me and asks. For a second I am unsure about what to answer.

‘It’s a bit different here, Sarah,’ Anuradha says and everyone turns to look at her.

‘In India, the roots of culture and caste lie too deep. The relationships with your family, relatives and society weigh so heavily on you that even if you seek freedom from within, it’s difficult to reach out for it.’

Mark puts his pen down and takes off his gold-rimmed glasses. ‘But you have so many examples of budding entrepreneurs who have set up their own start-ups and get millions of dollars of funding,’ he says. ‘These guys are seeking freedom from their roots and mundane careers, isn’t it? It’s like following your dreams.’

‘Yes, you are right, but these are just a few examples, a minuscule fraction of the Indian population,’ Anuradha says as she gets up and walks towards the board. She draws a circle and writes ‘youth’ inside it, around it she makes smaller circles: ‘parents’, ‘relatives’ and ‘friends’. She then draws another circle that says ‘young adults’ and draws smaller circles around it: ‘parents’, ‘family’, ‘relatives’, ‘friends’, ‘girlfriend/wife’, ‘peers’. And finally, she draws the third one, and for some strange reason, instead of ‘mature adults’, she names it ‘Dhruv’. And around ‘Dhruv’, she makes smaller circles, this time more in number: ‘parents’, ‘family’, ‘relatives’, ‘wife’, ‘children’, ‘peers’ and ‘society’.

‘So, the point you want to make is that as one grows older, your relationships grow in number too, right? Your risk-taking capacity comes down. But that’s true for age groups across the world, right?’ Sarah says and glances at the Uni-Cola team. Mark is expressionless while Srini nods blankly. I look at my name on the board and squirm as it makes me feel like my life is under public scrutiny.

‘No, Sarah, there’s surely a difference between nations like the US and India,’ Anuradha says and pauses.

‘And what’s that, Anurada?’ Sarah says as she murders her ‘H’ as well.

‘The fear of freedom in this country, Sarah; the fear of failing if you don’t achieve what you want, the fear of not getting what you want in a new relationship as you leave the one that you have now, the fear of how stupid you would look if you fail,’ she says. ‘Our society here doesn’t give too many chances to people who fail, so we are still at an infancy stage as far as freedom goes,’ she says as she keeps the marker on the table.

Anuradha takes her seat. The room is silent and so are Sarah and Mark. I don’t know about them but in my opinion Anuradha is killing it.

‘And Mark, to answer the question you had asked Dhruv,’ she looks at me as if asking for my permission. I nod gently.

‘Someone like Dhruv wouldn’t fall for the freedom bait because even though his heart may want to, he won’t risk it and lose all that he has now.’

Mark glances at Sarah and then at Srini, who rubs his palms gently. ‘Well, she has a point, Sarah. Here in India we are bereft of basic amenities that one needs: a place to stay, food to eat, education, medical benefits, some savings to survive on. We are still scared to be totally free, to really go out and follow our dreams.’

‘And that’s why excitement is a better point to build our communication on,’ Anuradha says. ‘Freedom is something that only a small percentage of urban India has discovered, the rest of the country is still conventional. So, they are in a phase where they want to lose inhibitions and that is what they find unexplored and exciting.’

The global creative and marketing gurus nod, and I notice a smile on Sarah’s face for the first time. So, now that the route is agreed upon, we present the final artwork. They love our line—‘Go, get your Mojo’. In my opinion, the battle was already won when Anuradha decided to stick to what she truly believed in, with brilliant articulation and smartness. Sometimes, saying the right things the right way makes all the difference. ‘So, what’s your mojo, Anurada?’ Mark guffaws. We are through with our presentation in ninety minutes. In our business, the client’s face at the end of the pitch says it all, and today the faces reaffirm my belief again.

‘We will need Uni-Cola’s business to discover that,’ she quips. The room resonates with hearty, relieved laughter.

‘You should get her to Atlanta, Srini, to one of our global creative workshops,’ Sarah says.

‘Sure, Sarah,’ Srini nods energetically, excited at the mere thought.
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Dhruv

It’s not just the venue, JW Marriott in Aerocity, that has changed but the general vibe has transformed drastically. From being a bunch of anxious souls we have turned into happy creatures, a few of us close to going quite wild with the number of vodka shots that are being lapped up.

[image:  You Never Know]

We knew that our pitch flew, but when affirmation comes faster than you expect, the feeling is great. Srini sent a message an hour after we left, happy with what happened in the conference room, ‘Great job, man. Especially that new girl, Anuradha; both Mark and Sarah were very pleased, so pleased that they wanted me to cancel the other presentations. I convinced them not to, but I think you guys will get Mojo. Don’t talk about it yet, but we will finalize the details soon. Cheers.’

I almost jumped with joy. It was my first success after becoming the branch head; the first victory tastes so sweet, especially if it comes early. I couldn’t hide it from Rachna, Anuradha and Rohit. I called them in my room and broke the news. Rachna hugged me when she heard it; I hugged Rohit next and then Anuradha. Hugging her felt different from hugging the others. I don’t know why, but after I released her from my embrace I was left with a longing. She seemed a bit awkward too, her eyes said so. I think I know her a little by now. The reason for our big win was Anuradha, everyone acknowledged that; so I decided to throw an impromptu party at the JW Marriott in Aerocity, close to the airport, making it easy for some of the guys staying in Delhi.

I called home—Shalini got as excited as I was. I told her about the evening plans and asked her if she wanted to come. I felt relieved, strangely, when she declined, citing next day’s workload as the reason. I told her I wouldn’t be very late and to not leave dinner in the microwave. I then called up Vikas; he was pleased as Punch and started off again with his self-congratulatory speech; the fact that he and the board of members took the right decision in appointing me as the branch head!
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More people have joined us at the hotel, from the servicing and creative teams. I secretly wish I could celebrate this occasion only with Anuradha. I brush aside these thoughts quickly, having kept them at bay for a few days now.

We are all seated in the private dining room of K3, the restaurant on the ground floor that also doubles up as a coffee shop. The rich beige interiors of the restaurant and coffee-coloured wood furniture add an earthy appeal to the evening. We have had a couple of rounds of drinks, and now vodka shots rule our table. The restaurant serves Indian, Chinese and Continental cuisines from its three open kitchens that function in the centre; it’s designed like the alphabet ‘J’ but with enough space for people to move around.

‘Man, I was so nervous,’ Rachna says with her hand on her chest. ‘That babe, Sarah, wouldn’t just loosen up, no? As if she didn’t believe in anything we said,’ she says as she shakes her head. It feels wonderful to reminisce about all the obstacles after having achieved success. You enjoy talking about things that at one point seemed impossible to overcome. Rachna sits next to me while Anuradha is a few chairs away, sipping wine from her glass, chatting with Mudit sitting next to her. I desperately want to talk to her, more so now as the alcohol has helped me loosen up. I gesture at her to come and sit beside me, she smiles and gets up. I request Rohit to shift, who readily obliges and makes way for the star of the day.

‘Come, sit, Anuradha,’ I say. Rachna glances at her from the other side.

‘Why was the rock star sitting so far away?’ she asks mockingly.

‘I was just here,’ she mutters. Rohit places vodka shots in front of us. ‘Go for it, guys!’ he says excitedly, almost ordering us. I have two of them while Anuradha and Rachna have one each.

‘Wow, what a day it has been! After so many days of hard work,’ I say, alcohol slowly swirling in my body.

‘Yeah man, but it’s a happy feeling—all your hard work bringing in sweet rewards at the end of the day,’ Rachna says, slurring her words.

‘Amen. Cheers to that,’ Anuradha raises her glass.

‘Babe, you have been lucky for us,’ Rachna says as she winks at Anuradha.

‘Yeah, that you have been, you’re the lucky charm of C&M,’ I say.

‘And you, Dhruv, didn’t I tell you?’ Rachna asks me. I laugh and nod. I see that Anuradha is blushing. Luckily, another round of vodka shots arrive on the table and the conversation changes course.

‘Can we click some pictures, please?’ Rohit says as he takes out his phone and asks us to come closer. Others on the table gather behind the three of us. Rachna and Anuradha make victory signs with their fingers, and I try to put on my best smile.

‘Let’s rise up, people,’ Rohit says, motioning us to stand. We do that. Rohit gestures us to come closer. Rachna puts her arm around my shoulders while Anuradha puts hers around my waist. They laugh when I put my arms around both of them. Anuradha flexes her hand; I can feel her bare skin against my back, through my shirt. I quiver, and from the corner of my eye I see that Anuradha is looking at me.

‘Should we eat something?’ I ask the two ladies after the photo session.

‘I am going to go slow. I have had too many starters,’ Rachna raises her hands.

‘I will come,’ Anuradha says and walks with me.

‘Grilled lamb chops are pretty good here,’ I say picking up two. I help myself to some crumb-fried fish and she picks up a bowl of mushroom soup.

‘Let’s see what they have in the Indian kitchen,’ I say. She nods.

‘So, you think I don’t crave freedom?, I ask, smiling. She looks at me and chuckles.

‘You don’t forget, Dhruv, do you?’ she asks.

‘Naah . . . I don’t. But you did say that, no? What made you think so?’ I prod her further.

‘Oh, that one was for the audience, but the truth is maybe you do or perhaps you don’t. But what do you want to be free from?’ she asks and smiles. I help myself to some tandoori chicken while she takes a serving of biryani.

‘Inhibitions perhaps, saying what my heart wants to say, sometimes,’ I say, looking at her.

‘Well, everyone has inhibitions, Dhruv; things we want to say but can’t,’ she says, holding my gaze.

‘The secrets of the heart are sometimes better left there. Hidden,’ she says, tapping my chest gently with her hand. I nod, thinking. I see that her expression has changed; it has turned mysterious.
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‘Baahon main chale aao

Humse sanam kya parda’

The irony of the song on the radio amazes you sometimes. The song says you should do what your heart desires right at that moment, but you end up doing just the opposite. I grow stiffer, as I look at Anuradha sitting next to me in the car, engrossed in the song. I pray that this song doesn’t carry any negative memories from her past. I had volunteered to drop Anuradha, and Rachna had readily agreed. She stays in DLF Phase 2 and would have had to travel a few extra miles to drop Anuradha. I turn my attention back to the song which would figure in any Hindi music lover’s top ten songs’ list, including mine. I remember the film, Anamika; in this particular scene the heroine wants the hero to come to bed. He is, however, disinterested and shuns her advances, wanting her to sleep alone. Now, no sane guy would do that, no? My situation is similarly ironical. I want to sing this song, but I just can’t do it. You see married men are banned from expressing their feelings for anyone other than their wives.

‘Beautiful song, no?’ she asks after it is over.

‘Yes. I agree,’ I say, taking a left from the Titanic building.

‘Sensuous to the core,’ she says. ‘They don’t make songs like these any more.’

I nod, those are exactly my feelings, the feelings that I am trying hard to suppress.

‘They don’t make these singers any more; that was Lata Mangeshkar’s voice weaving the magic,’ I say.

‘Not bad, boss!’ she exclaims admiringly and glances at me. ‘Want to play the “guess the song” game again?’ she says, still looking at me.

‘Today has been a day of victories. I don’t want to end it with a defeat,’ I say.

‘True that,’ she smiles.

‘What you did today was amazing. The pitch wouldn’t have been the same without you,’ I say honestly. She stands outside the car, listening.

‘That was really sweet. Thanks, Dhruv,’ she says and waves as the car moves ahead.

I let out a sigh and take a left from her lane to come on to the main road. There is a beep on my phone, Anuradha is calling. I stop to take the call.

‘I am so sorry. I think I left my house keys somewhere in the car. Could you please check?’

I switch on the lights; the keys are lying on the seat where she was sitting moments ago.

‘You wait, I will be there in a minute,’ I say.

I park the car and enter the bungalow. It is aesthetically lit, the air smells of jasmine. The door is open. I softly call out her name.

‘Yeah, I am here. Do you want me to come down?’

‘No, it’s fine. I am coming up,’ I say as I climb the stairs.

She is standing in front of the locked door, with an apologetic face. I smile and hand her the keys.

‘See you. Goodnight,’ I say and turn around. She holds my hand gently to stop me.

‘Now that you are here, please come inside,’ she says. I agree.

Anuradha’s house is dimly lit, there are many people who don’t like bright lights. It’s a small pad but pretty tastefully done: low seating, a trundle bed that sits on the floor, paintings, a teak wood bookshelf and a wardrobe besides some endearing artefacts. Looks like a house where a smart soul dwells.

‘I make good coffee. You want?’ Anuradha asks from her kitchen.

‘No, thanks, some other day,’ I say. My phone beeps again; there is a message from Shalini, ‘When are you coming home? Can you please go to Kabir’s school tomorrow? He has a PTM (parent–teacher meeting), and unfortunately I have the whole day packed. Please . . .’

She ends the message with a smiley. When the whole world has its weekend, Shalini works the hardest. People are so busy running their everyday lives that they find time to deal with their psychological problems only on weekends.

‘Coming back, on my way. Yes, I will go to his school,’ I type and send a smiley along with it. I am not sure what her reaction would be if she saw me alone in a girl’s apartment at this hour.

Anuradha comes in with a glass and a bottle of water. ‘At least have some water,’ she says. I take a few sips and put the glass on the table.

‘I should be going now. See you,’ I say hurriedly. The entire setting—the alcohol inside me, the time of the night, us being alone in her house—is kind of unsettling. Somewhere deep inside I am scared of doing something stupid.

‘Okay. See you, Dhruv,’ she says. I unlock myself from her gaze and step out.

The fragrance of jasmine fills my nostrils again as I come out of the bungalow gate. I unlock the car and put my hand in the pocket to take out my cell phone. Fuck, I have forgotten it upstairs. When Anuradha offered me a glass of water, I kept it on the table. I curse again and turn back. I can still see the lights of her house; I think she hasn’t locked the door yet. Good, I don’t have to disturb her again. I stand near the door that is open just a little. I look inside. Anuradha isn’t in sight. I am about to knock on the door when the bathroom door opens and Anuradha steps out. Her shirt is missing, she is just wearing a bra. I freeze in my spot. She brushes her hair casually with her hand, and takes out a white T-shirt and a pair of grey trackpants from her cupboard. She raises one hand over her back to unhook her bra, which comes off easily. She turns around to face the life-sized mirror that hangs on a wall next to her bathroom, her upper body bare. My heartbeat has deserted me and so has my breath. I stand there rooted to the ground, watching her beautiful nakedness. She unzips her trousers and takes them off. She keeps her hand on the sides of her underwear and pauses for a moment. The stunning curves of her body reveal how desirable she is. She decides not to take off her underwear, the only piece of clothing left on her body, and wears the trackpants. This decision of hers saves a man, me, from getting a heart attack. She then wears the T-shirt, and keeps the used clothes inside the cupboard; it’s only now that my breathing, my heartbeat and my senses come back. I gasp which means that I am alive. I collect my senses and gently knock on the door. She looks surprised to see me there, at her door, looking in.

‘I forgot my cell phone,’ I mumble, my face drained of blood and my voice shaky. Anuradha is at the door looking at me; I escape her gaze and glance inside.

She stares at me for a second and then goes inside to get my phone. She comes back with it and gives it to me.

‘Have you been here long?’ she asks and then chuckles, teasingly.

I fumble for words. ‘Just came in,’ is what I manage.

I almost run to the car before driving away. I reach my apartment, which is wrapped in darkness and the chill of many air conditioners. I head straight to the bar and make myself a stiff drink of vodka and then another. The entire sequence plays in my mind on a loop; the unreal desire to possess her grows to disproportionate levels every second. I switch on the sound dock placed next to the bar cabinet. It plays the most inappropriate song for my current state of mind. Elvis Presley’s ‘You Were Always on My Mind’.

Little things I should have said and done

I just never took the time

You were always on my mind

You were always on my mind . . .

I pass out on the couch in the living room a couple of hours later, as morning comes knocking on the doors of the night gone by.
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Anuradha

It was an amazing day. In fact, every day at C&M has been good so far. Touch wood. I feel wanted here, both professionally and personally; especially today when we finally clinched Mojo, and the dinner after that, it was all so good. Those Americans and even their Indian counterparts are so clueless about India. I felt as if I was a teacher and they were my pupils in a classroom. They just ate from my hands; the feeling is funny yet rewarding. Everyone at C&M was awed with what I did there, but it was so basic. I guess our progress as a race is inversely proportional to our common sense. Well, it’s not true for me and that feels good. Do I sound pompous? It’s okay even if I do after so many months, it nourishes my ego; it needs a balm and healing, lots actually. Sid, you just took all of that away from my life, completely. My sense of being, respect for myself, belief in my inherent strengths, you almost butchered my soul. You left me empty, unable to bounce back, forever.

Dhruv makes me feel alive, both as a woman and a colleague. He respects my work and is also fond of me. I can feel it. He is unsure of what he wants to say but pretty sure of what he feels inside. Dhruv’s biggest strength is his vulnerability, his inability to hide his feelings. He cannot hide his pent up emotions, his growing attraction for me; it is palpable, growing every second that passes by. It’s also addictive for whom it is meant. I admit that it’s growing inside me too, my affection for him. I have started longing for every word he says to me, every lingering look he gives me, and his compliments that shroud me in their warmth. It’s crazy that I again have these feelings after having resented these emotions for so long.

Dhruv is a bit of a sloppy eater, sloppy but cute. I was tempted to brush off the small piece of chopped onion that was stuck to his cheek, with my hand, as he ate the lamb chop. It was distracting but cute. I smile and change the song on my iPod as I stare at the ceiling again.

Isn’t this wrong, Anuradha? These feelings for a married man won’t get you anywhere.

Ask the married man, I say, why should I be guilty about everything all the time? I have lived with guilt for a long time now. I need redemption and I need things to happen for me, happiness to happen for me. I just can’t fucking wait forever for the right things. I want only good things to happen for me now and Dhruv is good for me, I know that. I don’t want to think beyond that. I have had enough lectures on morality. So, just shut the fuck up.

Sleep is slowly taking over. ‘You Were Always on My Mind’ plays on the iPod in Elvis Presley’s inimitable voice. I think Dhruv saw me naked, through the open door. I remember his expressionless face, drained of blood, almost colourless. I put my hand inside my T-shirt, over my naked skin, aroused at the mere thought of Dhruv looking at me. I increase the volume of my iPod. I hope Dhruv liked what he saw; I smile and close my eyes.

Little things I should have said and done

I just never took the time

You were always on my mind

You were always on my mind . . .
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Dhruv

Kabir and Siya wake me up from my stupor. I open my eyes to find Kabir sitting on my chest, thumping it gently with his right fist, and Siya pulling at my big toe.

‘Don’t do it, Tarzan, that hurts,’ I wince, holding his hand. He starts doing it with the other one.

‘Papa get up, Papa get up,’ Siya, the younger one, chants like it is a well-practised nursery rhyme. Their mother enters the room; the look on her face is not encouraging.

‘Why did you sleep on the couch, Dhruv? You know I don’t like it,’ she says, frowning. I make my most apologetic face, one that usually melts her. She softens a bit but then flares up again.

‘And have you been drinking the whole night?’ she says, picking the vodka bottle and putting it inside the bar cabinet.

‘I was really happy last night, you know? My first major win, the feeling just didn’t let me sleep,’ I say, lifting Kabir from my chest and getting up.

‘And that means you sit up the whole night and drink!’ Shalini says sarcastically and then walks to the kitchen to check on the maid. The mere thought of telling her the real reason for my drinking gives me the creeps. However, the intensity of that encounter with a naked Anuradha has decreased over the night.

I hug Shalini from the back. ‘Sorry, baby, it was one of those days,’ I say, smelling her shampooed hair. I have a fetish for this smell.

‘You sound like me when I am having my period,’ Shalini shakes her head and frees herself from my embrace. I chuckle and then she laughs too, things are back to normal.

‘Now please go and freshen up, Dhruv. Kabir’s slot is at 11,’ she says as I enter our bedroom. I wonder why teachers and parents need to meet when their kids are in the third standard. I mean, why would one be anxious to know how good or bad the kid is when he is so young.

I stand under the shower; the cold water feels good on my body as it washes away the dirt and the weariness. The numbness in my head due to lack of sleep also disappears. She enters my memory unannounced, like a flash, naked. I shudder and open my eyes.

‘Dhruv, please take the kids to Pizza Hut for lunch after school. Okay? I have to go now,’ Shalini screams from the bedroom. I dive right back into my real world.

‘Will do,’ I shout back, both nervous and excited as hell.
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The weekend has calmed things a bit. I don’t know what she feels about me. For all I know, this might be one of those alleys with a dead end. Monday brings with it work and worries that are enough to drown me. I have started playing my usual game of avoiding her in office. It’s a casual ‘Hi’ and a smile, not a word beyond that. I am always on my guard around her while she seems relaxed, her smile mischievous, as if she is teasing me about the peeping Tom act that night. The mere thought of it makes me nervous.

It’s Friday today, exactly one week after the Mojo pitch. Uni-Cola sent a confirmation yesterday and now we are officially the AOR (agency on record) for their brand, Mojo! There is merriment in the agency and ripples outside in the business circles, making me score quite a few brownie points. There is a small celebration in office today that I won’t be able to attend due to a client meeting and then another at Rachna’s house. The latter I can’t miss and I don’t want to. I can’t wait to see her.
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‘Wow, you look awesome, baby!’ Rachna says as she air-kisses Anuradha. Around a dozen people from C&M have gathered in her apartment for this impromptu get-together. Most of them are from Rachna’s creative team. It is her way of appreciating their contribution to the pitch.

She is the last one to enter the party that has already started about an hour back. She is wearing a white off-the-shoulder crop top over a pair of black denims; the top ends right above her belly button. My eyes are stuck there, and as I sip wine from my glass, I see the belly button walking towards me. I look up, breaking free to smile.

‘Hi,’ she says, her eyes tease me as they have done the whole week. ‘Are you avoiding me, boss?’

‘No, not at all, why do you ask?’ I ask.

‘Why are you avoiding me?’ she asks, making a face and then sits next to me. The group next to her is further away. They chat loudly, their glasses filled with whisky. Rachna is engrossed in a conversation with another group that stands near the balcony, beyond which lies the Aravalli range.

‘Not at all, I have just been busy all these days,’ I say, sipping the wine. At least I don’t have to look up to talk to her then.

She nods. ‘Okay, if you say so. Otherwise, do remember that I am your key person on Mojo, and you can’t afford to screw me like this.’

‘Well, I don’t intend to screw you,’ I say innocuously, only to realize what I have said when she starts laughing.

‘I mean, I didn’t mean to offend you,’ I say, trying to cover up, though her laugh indicates that the slip-up has not been taken negatively. Rachna looks at us, amused, and asks for the reason with a hand gesture.

‘It’s nothing, just nothing,’ Anuradha says waving her hand, still laughing.

For the next couple of hours, we just talk, as if we are the only two people in Rachna’s apartment, as if people around us no longer exist, except when someone purposely walks into our reserved secluded corner. I am enveloped in Anuradha’s stunning beauty, the fragrance of her body, the words that spill out of her mouth and the sexiness she oozes. I sit there, mesmerized to the core.

‘Shouldn’t we be leaving?’ she asks and gets up. I don’t want to go, and I am also unsure of whether she wants me to drop her back.

I nod. ‘Yeah, we should.’

‘Who are you going with, babes?’ Rachna overhears her and asks.

‘Dhruv says he will drop me,’ she replies. I am more than happy to play along with her little lie.

‘Want to come up for some wine?’ she asks, without stepping out of the car. I can’t say no to the way she looks at me.

We sit on two low chairs facing each other, a bottle of wine and two glasses are kept on the table between us. The lights in the room are dim and silence shrouds us. We haven’t spoken for some time. We sit, sipping quietly from our glasses, our hearts thundering with myriad emotions. I guess our quota of words got over at Rachna’s house, only unspoken words and hidden feelings are left now.

‘Some music?’ she asks and points at the music system kept behind me, under the LCD screen. Both of us get up together, a little lost in thought. We almost bump into each other, we are so close that our breaths are tangled together. The moment has frozen us—our minds from working and hearts from beating. We move in absolute harmony: our lips kiss at the same time as our bodies embrace. For a moment we quiver when our bodies touch but they gain instant familiarity. She wraps her legs around my waist and we kiss fiercely; I pick her up and carry her to the bed, just inches above the ground. She unbuttons my shirt hurriedly, and I respond to her eagerness by taking it off. I hesitate for a second before taking off her top. She moans, with her eyes half shut as she takes off her bra and pulls me over her. Our bare bodies touch for the first time and the feeling is intense, intoxicating. I kiss her breasts several times, arousing her further; her hands travel down to my belt buckle, opening it up, but I don’t want to give in so soon. I free her from her black denims; the underwear poses a problem, for it refuses to go. I threaten to tear it up but then she intervenes and effortlessly peels it off. I kiss the whole of her naked smooth body, her flat stomach, the softness of her thighs, going right down to the deepest and most erotic zones of her body. She moans again and lunges at my belt. I want to surrender but I dither.

‘I don’t have protection,’ I mutter. She doesn’t seem to care.

‘We will find a way,’ she says and pulls me down. I don’t resist, because, frankly, at that moment I just want to make love to her. I enter her then, going as deep as I can. I feel our hearts touch. I hold her by the shoulders; our bodies rise and fall together, till we explode. I feel like I have been thrown in a vacuum after having travelled for a while, amidst deafening noise. I open my eyes to see Anuradha’s face; she falls with me too, her expression saying that she enjoyed this mind-blowing roller-coaster ride.

We lie next to each other, naked. We are both silent, none of us have said a word after making love. She laughs softly. I am curious and turn my face to look at her.

‘Remember what you said at the party?’ she asks. She has this glow that ups her sexiness quotient a few notches. I shake my head.

‘I don’t intend to screw you, is what you said. Look what you just did, mister,’ she chuckles. I laugh and then turn around to hug her, her body still warm and appealing. I kiss her on the ear and then on her neck. She looks into my eyes and then rolls over me. She sits on top of me, her hands caressing my hair and the side of my neck. I start losing my senses again.

‘What?’ I manage to ask somehow.

She smiles and then brings her face closer to mine before kissing my lips. ‘Looking for another ride, baby?’ she mutters. We make love for the second time.
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Later, we go to the local medical store in the nearby market to buy an emergency contraceptive pill. It was a burst of passion, no-holds-barred, but it could have ramifications if not checked in time.

I am completely exhausted by the time I drop Anuradha back.

‘Good night,’ I say. She smiles as she gets out of the car.

‘So we meet on Monday?’ she asks. I don’t know if this is a question or if she wants me to meet her over the weekend. I want to stay with her all night.

‘Yeah, I guess so,’ I nod, not knowing what else to say. She nods back and then smirks.

‘Sleep well, Dhruv,’ she says and turns back to walk away.

I enter my apartment like a thief, hoping to find no one inside. The opposite happens. I find Shalini sitting with her laptop in the living room.

‘How was your day?’ she asks. I manage to avoid her gaze and keep my bag on the couch.

‘Good. Have the kids gone to sleep?’ I ask another stupid question. Shalini makes a face that affirms my stupidity.

‘Are you hungry?’ she asks, looking at me. I shake my head in the negative.

‘No. I am good; just want to take a shower, pretty hot, no?’ I want to disappear from her gaze, to some place where I can’t be seen.

I come out of the shower to find Shalini sitting on the bed; she has moved from the living room to the bedroom. I am wearing a T-shirt and a pair of sweatpants. There are hickey marks and nail scratches all over my neck and my back that I have managed to conceal by wearing a collared T-shirt. Shalini hugs me and I am terrified. I want to free myself from her embrace.

‘I am very tired, baby,’ I kiss the air without looking at her, hoping she doesn’t put her hand inside my T-shirt. I am almost praying.

‘Aren’t you a demanding husband on a Friday night?’ she asks in her special voice that I usually succumb to.

‘A tired husband is what you get tonight,’ I say, wrapping her hand around my waist and shutting my eyes. It’s strange but I miss Anuradha tonight.
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Anuradha

So, we finally did what we were not supposed to do. We made love like crazy, a boss and his subordinate; stupid fucking me. I am stupid, no? My family thought so when I told them that I loved Sid and wanted to be with him, they thought that I had lost it. Sid isn’t here and I am happy that he isn’t, even though my family has been proven right. I don’t mind it now that I have Dhruv. He loves me; he does for sure, for eyes don’t lie.

Sex felt so good today as it came after a hiatus, and with Dhruv. My feelings for him have escalated over the past few days—from liking to admiration to lust and now to love. I love him, I love Dhruv. I lose my senses when I am around him, finding humour in his words, cuteness in his actions and love in his warmth.

We made love, twice. It was the most wonderful thing ever. I have had two scoops of chocolate ice cream and I want to have one more, all because of what happened—awesome sex. I wish Dhruv had stayed here tonight, but could he? Would he ever want to?

I want him right beside me, holding me. Our relationship status changes today; from boss and subordinate—it changes to Dhruv and Anuradha: girlfriend and boyfriend.

I don’t want to think about it any more, his marriage, wife, kids and everything that comes along. What I did was right and doing it felt right, in fact awesome. ‘Don’t be too hard on yourself, Anuradha, your questions will automatically find answers,’ I tell myself.

I smile before shutting my eyes. The last memory I have is of Dhruv, lying next to me in bed.
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Dhruv

I wake up early with an uncanny feeling of guilt. Shalini sleeps next to me, her tender face oblivious to the secret rendezvous her husband had last night. I think of going to the kitchen and making coffee for us. I put two cups on a tray and bring it to the bedroom. Shalini has woken up and looks at me with drowsy eyes.

‘Not bad. You have done this after ages,’ she says, rubbing her eyes. I put the tray on the bed and sit down with a bunch of newspapers.

‘So, now you want to impress me with coffee because you refused sex last night?’ she asks naughtily. The matters of the heart are read well by Shalini; she does this all the time. I rest my elbows on the bed and reach her lips to kiss them; they feel different from the lips I kissed last night. I am reminded of them.

‘We can settle it now,’ I say, knowing very well that the maid will ring the bell any moment. I haven’t forgotten the fact that there are hickey marks over my neck. The doorbell rings. ‘There is god,’ I say to myself.

‘It can’t always happen when you want and how you want it. Okay?’ she makes a face and gets up. I heave a sigh of relief and pick up the newspaper. The news can’t hold me for long. I fold the newspapers and I pick up the phone.

‘Hi, how are you doing?’ I type and send the message.

‘Hi, just got up, with the sound of your message, still in bed.’

I am aroused by just the thought of her in bed.

‘You?’

‘At home, with the kids.’ I purposely write this to see her reaction.

‘Wow, how old are they?’

‘Seven and three.’ I feel relieved by her reaction.

‘What are their names?’

‘Kabir and Siya.’

‘Wonderful, who chose them?’

I wait for a few seconds and then type.

‘My wife, Shalini.’

She takes no time to respond.

‘She must be a smart woman. What does she do?’

‘She is a psychiatrist. Runs her own clinic.’

‘Wow! She must be really smart then. Working on screwed-up heads.’

I laugh. ‘Yeah, kind of.’

‘I have a screwed-up head too. Must consult her.’

I really don’t want you to meet her, is what I think.

‘All of us have screwed-up heads, one way or another,’ is what I write.

‘Yeah, I guess. By the way, any plans of coming to DLF Phase 1?’

The invitation is mind-blowing. I don’t know what to answer.

‘I will let you know. Will call.’

She sends a smiley back; the smiley expects me to come.

[image:  You Never Know]

The kids and I are at TGIF in the Metropolitan Mall for lunch. They eat noisily from plates full of nachos, chicken wings and Mexican fiery pizza. I sip from a pint of Budweiser, still wondering why both of us didn’t bring up last night in our conversation even once. Is it just a sexual fling, a casual relationship that one can get into and get out easily? Is that what she wants? I call her.

‘Hi, what’s up?’ she asks. This is our second conversation on the phone; the first time was when she forgot her keys in the car.

‘At TGIF,’ I say.

‘Family time, hmm?’

‘No, I’m with the kids. Shalini works on Saturdays,’ I say. ‘What are you doing?’

‘Cleaning up the house a bit, then off to the salon,’ she says.

‘Listen, Anuradha, about last night,’ I pause and look at the kids, busy with their food and play. I get up and wave at them to tell them that I am on a call. They look at me and then go back to their playful banter.

‘What about last night?’ she asks.

‘I mean, what was it?’ I say.

‘Do you regret it?’ she asks. I fumble for an answer.

‘You?’ I ask instead.

‘I have stopped doing things in life that I would regret later,’ she says. ‘But did you regret last night?’

I glance at MG Road; the traffic is thickening near the metro station, a couple of roadways buses are parked in the centre of the road like rogue bulls.

‘No I don’t, I really don’t. But you know my status, don’t you?’

‘That you are married?’ she asks.

‘Yes,’ I clear my throat.

‘I don’t want to marry you in any case,’ she says and chuckles. I am at a loss of words.

‘Then?’ I ask.

‘As long as it makes us happy, we can let it make us happy,’ she says.

Does this make me happy, Anuradha? I am fucking ecstatic to be with you.

‘Are you coming over?’ she says after a pause.

‘Yeah,’ I say.

‘Great,’ she says. I know she is smiling.

‘I will be back by 6 p.m.; you can come any time after that.’

‘Okay. See you.’ I start counting the minutes.
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I reach her house by 7 p.m. I told Shalini that some of us boys are getting together at the DLF Golf Club.

‘That’s not fair. I was thinking that we could catch a film tonight after putting the kids to bed,’ Shalini said after dumping her files and bag on the bed. I was getting ready to meet Anuradha.

‘We can go tomorrow, baby. A couple of them are over from Mumbai,’ I lied.

‘Can’t we come?’ she insisted.

‘It’s just that none of them are coming with their wives,’ I said.

‘The dinner and film are on me tomorrow night. Okay?’ I smiled, touching her nose with my index finger. She didn’t say anything. ‘Will you have dinner at home?’

‘Of course, I am just going for a couple of hours,’ I said before leaving the room.
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‘Hi,’ Anuradha says. I smile as I make my way into her house.

‘How was your day?’ I ask.

‘Cleaned up the house, can’t you see?’ she asks, looking pleased with herself.

I nod appreciatively, glancing at the bed on which we made love last night.

‘Watching TV?’

‘Yeah, Master Chef Season 7, I have recorded it,’ she says, asking me to sit.

‘Doesn’t look like you can cook, can you?’ I ask, sitting down.

She settles on the bed; she is wearing a long skirt with a slit, and a loose chequered shirt.

‘What makes you think that?’ she raises her eyebrow.

‘I don’t know, I just got this feeling,’ I say, shaking my head. She grins and then nods thoughtfully.

‘Yes, I like to watch the show more than I like to cook,’ she says, raising the volume of the TV.

‘Do you want something to drink?’ she asks.

‘What do you have?’

‘Vodka, wine and some whisky, I think,’ she says.

‘Vodka is fine. I will help myself,’ I say, getting up.

‘Sure?’ she asks. I nod.

‘It’s in the kitchen; you will see the cabinet as soon as you enter. The glasses are there too,’ she says.

I make a drink for myself; I find a couple of tonic water cans in the refrigerator and mix the water with vodka. She watches the show intently and doesn’t look at me when I come back. I eye the chair but then decide to sit on the bed next to her. She turns sideways to look at me and smiles. I am busy sipping my drink when suddenly I feel her hand slip into mine and clutch it. The TV show is over in some time.

‘Do you want to watch something while I go take a shower?’ she asks.

‘Anything, I will be fine,’ I say, taking the remote from her hand. She gets up and stretches her body before entering the bathroom. I flip through the channels absent-mindedly; nothing holds my attention. Suddenly, the bathroom door creaks open and the white light from inside falls on the floor, where I sit. I am trying to figure out what’s happening when she calls out my name.

‘Dhruv?’ she calls.

‘Yes,’ I say rather softly.

‘Do you want to come in?’ she asks.

I get up, down my drink, and take off my clothes before entering the bathroom. She stands under the white light, her back facing me. I walk up and stand behind her, the water falls on me and then drenches us together. I wrap my hands around her stomach and bring her body closer to mine.

‘Oh, Dhruv,’ she moans and reaches for my lips.

Our lovemaking is getting better each time, I think, held tightly between her legs, our bodies struggling to keep pace with our passion. She is screaming between heavy breathing. I want us to come together. We move to the bed and pick momentum. We climax together, soaked in the wetness of water and body sweat. I pull myself away and lie down, my heartbeat slowly coming back to normal. I put my hand on her chest; she is amused.

‘What?’ Not done yet?’ she asks surprised.

I shake my head and smile. ‘Just checking your heartbeat.’

She chuckles and takes my hand away. ‘That’s a strange way to do that, dude.’

We both lie silently for a while in that comfortable stillness.

‘You don’t find this odd? I mean, our relationship?’ I ask.

‘What’s odd about it? I am sleeping with the person I love,’ she says so nonchalantly that it surprises me.

‘You love me? You never said that!’ I ask.

She turns around and rests her head on my chest. ‘I don’t have to tell you that I love you, Dhruv. You already know. Like I know that you love me.’

I stroke her wet hair. ‘Yes, I do. I am not good at hiding anything, especially my feelings. So you knew?’

‘Yeah, of course,’ she says, her warm breath caressing the skin of my chest.

‘But I couldn’t figure out if you loved me or not. That’s why I was confused,’ I say.

She looks at me from the corner of her eye. ‘I could have had a one-night stand if it was just lust, but this isn’t that, mister.’

There is a beep on her phone that’s kept next to the bed. She picks it up and disconnects it after looking at the screen. The call comes again; she cuts it again and switches off the phone.

‘Who is it?’ I ask.

‘Some idiot who doesn’t get the message that I don’t want to talk to him right now,’ she says irritably and then turns to look at me.

‘Do you have someone in your life? I ask.

‘Like now?’ she asks. I nod.

‘Are you crazy, Dhruv? If I had someone, why would I be with you here?’ she almost yells at me. I kick myself for my stupidity again.

‘Sorry, I meant earlier,’ I say. She nods in affirmation.

‘Where is he now?’

‘He is dead, committed suicide; fell out of a stupid window.’

‘Oh my god, that’s sad. How did that happen?’ I say dramatically as if hearing it for the first time.

‘I told you, fell out of a stupid window,’ she says.

‘Oh yes! You did,’ I say.

‘Don’t you miss him now?’ I ask, trying to look into her eyes. She doesn’t say anything for a couple of moments.

‘Not any more,’ she says. I suddenly feel relieved, but I want to know more about him, more than anyone else.

‘How did you guys meet?’ I ask.

‘Why do you want to know about Sid?’ she asks.

‘Sid, so that was his name. Won’t you tell me if I want to know?’ I say and go quiet.

Come on tell me more about the loser who died even though he had someone like you in his life, Anuradha.

‘But,’ she pauses.

‘That’s okay, don’t push yourself if you don’t want to,’ I say, knowing well that this line mostly works.

Anuradha lets out a thoughtful sigh, her eyes distant.

‘I have left him and his memory far behind. I don’t know why the hell he ever came into my life.’
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Sid

October 2014

Lucknow


Life’s too short for you to die

So grab yourself an alibi

Heaven knows your mother lied

Mon cher

So come on, let me entertain you

Let me entertain you . . .



I lip synch to Robbie William’s song, singing along, but not out loud; I don’t want my parents to think that their only son has completely lost it. I take a right from Parivartan Chowk; the car runs freely on University Road. The festival of Diwali is round the corner, yet Lucknow’s streets are much quieter compared to other cities. These smaller cities have a lot of catching up to do with the metros. Life runs in fucking goddamn slow motion here.

‘What kind of songs do you keep listening to? I have never heard them before,’ my mother says, adjusting the saree over her head. She sits next to me as I drive our family economy car. I lower the volume of my iPhone that is connected to the car stereo.

‘And why do you have this hairstyle, Siddharth? Your hair is too long for our comfort, what will others say?’ she says, looking at my dad, who is snoozing on the back seat. She makes a face and then slaps his leg with her hand. He wakes up with a jerk.

‘Have we reached?’ he asks abruptly.

‘No, Dad,’ I say.

‘Siddharth has to get a haircut,’ she argues again.

‘Are you crazy, Mom? It has taken me six months to grow my hair and now you want me to get it cut?’ I ask, pissed off. These small-town guys, even if they happen to be my parents, are not even close to what’s happening around. An individualistic look creates an impact in today’s world. Your personality is the differentiator.

‘So, that means you will not get it cut?’ She doesn’t want to give in.

‘No,’ I smile, with my eyes on the road. We take the flyover; Vivekananda Hospital is on our right and Nirala Nagar spreads out on my left. Many of my friends are from here, and I have many vivid memories of school life that are planted in these houses. Most of them have moved away to other metros, out of the country, while some have taken over their family businesses here. No one is like me. One foot in Lucknow and the other god knows where. Well, great minds are like that, instinctive, always ticking, in search of ideas that can change their destiny. I am twenty-five years old, which isn’t too young, but I haven’t been able to steady myself. I am always on the move, looking for something that can change my destiny. I think I have found my calling now.

A car honks and overtakes me. ‘What the hell!’ I mutter and press the accelerator.

‘You won’t cut your hair?’ My mother is unperturbed by my refusal and touches my hair again. I am focused on beating the shit out of that small-town ass, and her action is irritating me now.

‘No, Mom, please don’t do that,’ I almost scream, the car is at eighty and the road is narrow. People walking on the side of the road are startled by this morning menace, their eyes wide with fear. I honk multiple times. The other guy has understood the little game between us and wants to play along, and he doesn’t let me overtake him. We are nearing the Kapurthala Circle and that is the finishing line in my mind, for I have to take a left from there. I press the accelerator further; the speedometer of our i10 has touched this milestone for the first time, ninety kilometres per hour. I swerve to the right, indicating that I want to overtake from here; the other driver moves his car further to the right and completely blocks me. I slow down for a few seconds, he has now moved to his extreme right. The left side is open and here is my chance; I smile and press the accelerator again, the car races ahead, leaving the asshole behind. I roll down my window, stick out my hand and thrust my middle finger up in the air a few times before taking a sharp turn from the circle. The tyres screech against the asphalt, and people standing at the paan shops look at us with their mouths agape. Meanwhile, my parents have frozen in the car. I slow the car down and turn to look at them.

‘What was that, Sid? I am not letting you take this car alone, ever,’ my dad finally says, coming out of his coma. Only he in the house calls me Sid and I like that, but I don’t like his threatening tone and that too, for a car that belongs to all of us. I am not made for this Indian piece of shit either. Better cars and much better things await me in life.

‘That’s fine, Dad. That guy was acting too smart. He needed a lesson in driving,’ I say.

‘And that’s the lesson you give, driving at twice his speed,’ my mother says irately. She has picked up her lost senses too.

‘Tit deserves a much better tat, that’s my rule number one, Mom,’ I say.

‘And getting a haircut is the rule of my house,’ she says, her face stiffening up.

‘Okay, but it comes at a cost,’ I say.

‘And what’s that if I may ask?’ my father says sarcastically.

‘Ten lakh rupees,’ I say.

‘Ten lakh for a haircut?’ my mother exclaims, keeping her hand over her mouth.

‘Everything comes at a price in this world, Mom, including my haircut. That’s my rule number two,’ I say as my parents stare at me as if they are talking to a stranger.
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I have no clue what the hell I am doing here on a Sunday morning, sitting in the living room of one of my dad’s old retired bank colleagues, giving away Diwali gifts. I mean, come on! I could have spent this time working on raising funds for the new business that I want to set up, an online marketplace for all kinds of sports equipment in India. It’s an idea that’s ahead of its curve and if I am able to execute it, the valuation of the company could skyrocket, at least I think so. I had met with a couple of brain-dead venture capitalists who said that India is not yet ready for branded equipment, except for sports like cricket and tennis. Their executives threw some data at me that said that a few others who wanted to tread a similar path had failed. I don’t care about their failures; they failed because of their own shortcomings. I will start my business even if I have to raise money from elsewhere. I will execute the idea myself, get some traction and then show them. Let these guys come after me then, begging to fund my venture. I know my parents are upset that their only son is struggling even now, at the age of twenty-five, but this is going to end soon and they will be proud of me.

Everyone would know what Sid Mathur is capable of. I have to meet Hemant Bhaiya today, an MLA in the current state government, the guy with big bucks and useful contacts. He likes me because I am intelligent and smart, and guys with such qualities are hard to find. I have known him for over five years now, and he knows what I am capable of. I helped him pull off two big land deals in Dehradun and Almora. People from his coterie could not have handled it, for they would have fumbled in front of senior bureaucrats during land dealings and big industrialists who owned that area. It required someone who was efficient enough to abide by their instructions in the office and understand matters of the heart when they were away from their chairs. I took care of everything, without anyone having to explain the details explicitly. In the end, everybody was happy, including Hemant Bhaiya. He started calling me Tiger from that day. I don’t like this stupid name because it makes me feel like his pet. However, he can call me anything as long as he gives me six crore rupees. Yes, that’s the money I need over the next one year to start my dream project—one that is going to change my destiny.

There is a sudden rise in the decibel of the voices around me; I turn my head sideways to see what’s happening. Wow! I never expected to see this hot girl in this house. I thought it only belonged to these old people.

‘She is our daughter, Anuradha,’ her mother introduces the girl. She smiles and greets everyone and then glances at me.

My mother touches her forehead and says, ‘She has grown so much. I think we last saw her at Guddi Didi’s wedding?’ My dad looks dazed, probably trying hard to remember where and when the wedding took place. The hot girl smiles uncomfortably and then looks away. Everyone grows up, that’s the law of nature. Yet this older lot constantly reminds the younger ones of it as if growing up is against the law and they should have remained as they were.

‘This Siddharth also doesn’t listen to me now. Doesn’t even cut his hair. I wish he was still the sweet seven-year-old boy,’ she says, looking at me. My mother takes the cake for being the biggest embarrassment and that’s why I detest going out with her. Today has been no different. I shake my head, smiling, pretending I liked her joke.

‘What does Siddharth do?’ the mother of the hot girl asks. The girl looks at me.

My mother butts in before I can open my mouth. ‘He wants to start some sports business. He says it will change the country. I wish he had a decent job,’ she says unhappily, as if I have lost every penny of their savings.

‘Actually, I want to set up an online marketplace for all kinds of sports equipment, Aunty,’ I say.

‘What does that mean? What kind of business is this,’ the girl’s mother looks as clueless as before.

‘That of selling products on the Internet,’ the father of the hot girl says emphatically, scratching his pea-sized understanding of digital possibilities. The mother is still expressionless.

‘Arrey, like those Flipkart, Wlipkart, no? Where you can get a discount,’ the hot girl’s father continues his explanation to his wife and then looks at me. I give up.

‘Yeah, kind of,’ I say condescendingly.

‘But has anyone in your family done business before?’ the hot girl’s mother shoots a question at my unarmed mother. Yeah, both Neil Armstrong’s father and grandfather had walked on the moon!

The hot girl comes to my rescue. ‘Mom, do you even know the kind of businesses that are being set up on the Internet? The kind of funding and success that some of them are getting?’ The hot girl’s line works, their faces turn expressionless and their questions freeze in their throats.

The hot girl’s mother shakes her head unbelievingly. ‘These children no, after they move to big cities, they start talking to their parents as if they know everything.’ My mother is overeager to collaborate with her on this.

‘I know, even Siddharth has changed after moving to Delhi. Doesn’t care for us any more,’ she makes a face, expecting me to do sit-ups and apologize.

‘Anyway, we are happy if our children are happy,’ the hot girl’s mother gives up, at least she has more sense than mine. ‘Come, let us show you the first and the second floors that we have recently constructed in the house,’ she says as she holds my mother’s arm and takes her towards the staircase.

‘Are you coming?’ the girl’s mother asks. She says no.

‘I am staying here,’ I tell my mother.

The hot girl tries to initiate a conversation after the disgusting elders have left. She has voluptuous lips.

‘You are in Delhi, too?’ she asks.

‘Yeah, I am. What do you do there?’ I ask.

‘Advertising,’ she says.

‘Ah! So you are in the business of selling lies,’ I say with a straight face. She laughs.

‘What makes you think so?’ she asks.

‘You see I am wearing CASK deodorant and if one goes by what the brand promises, you would be all over me and not sitting at a distance like this,’ I quip. CASK is an Indian deodorant brand that has been heavily advertising these days. The ads show that the guy wearing it has all the women following him, like rats following the Pied Piper of Hamelin. The hot girl has an even sexier laughter and she laughs really hard.

‘We are not as bad as we are made out to be,’ she says.

I nod. ‘Well, I am just a distant viewer and have no real understanding of advertising, so please don’t mind,’ I say. I am itching to make more derogatory remarks but I stop myself, not wanting to offend her.

‘Where are you in Delhi?’ I ask.

‘Gurgaon, and you?’ she asks.

‘Panchsheel Park,’ I say. She nods appreciatively. Panchsheel Park is home to the rich in Delhi and staying there means that either you have arrived in life or you are on the periphery. Well, I would like to believe that I am on the periphery, but what I don’t tell her is that Hemant Bhaiya has given me only one room from his five-bedroom property. The other four remain locked all through the year.

‘Let’s meet some time, Anuradha,’ I say, extending my hand. She smiles and shakes it. We then exchange our phone numbers.
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We are heading back home after visiting a few more homes and distributing more gifts. My mom is busy arguing with my dad on why he couldn’t save enough money so that we could have also built a three-storeyed house like the hot girl’s parents. There is a beep on my phone and that makes me smile. Hemant Bhaiya says, ‘Where are you, Tiger?’

‘Hazratganj, Bhaiya, tell me?’

‘Do you want that funding or no?’ he asks.

My heart pounds and I nod, ‘Yes, Bhaiya.’ He asks me to meet him in the evening.

‘Yes!’ I say to myself as the car races over the Gomti Barrage. Boy, oh boy, meeting the hot girl today has been lucky for me.

At night, I send her a friend request on Facebook, which she accepts within a few seconds.
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Anuradha

January 2015

Sid is sweet. He sent me flowers in office on the day we first talked after getting back to Delhi. I liked him when I first met him. He speaks from the heart, doesn’t hide anything. At least I think so. He is also like a child who is obsessed with everything and anything he does; so full of energy yet so moody, one moment he is rejoicing like it’s the best moment of his life and then suddenly he turns glum. He scares me sometimes with his bizarre behaviour, in a funny way though.

We have been talking practically every day since I came back from Lucknow. We have met many times, for movies, for meals and for coffee. Sometimes, we just wander through the streets of Delhi. I like being with people who have a presence even when they don’t talk. I mean you enjoy each other’s company in solitude. I have seen so many new places with him, which I wouldn’t have seen on my own. We have visited old Delhi, been to almost all the heritage sights and the best of the traditional eateries.

But recently it’s been different. He has started working on his new start-up after taking a loan from a resourceful acquaintance, Hemant Bhaiya, and that keeps him really busy. I asked him if it was okay to take a private loan and he said he had no other option. He wants to make it big really fast, as he feels if he doesn’t do that he will be left behind. He competes with everyone in that sense, with his friends, peers and sometimes with me too. He keeps asking me about my salary and savings in a silly way, as if he doesn’t care but just wants to know. Anyway, I don’t mind.

We have had our share of physical brushes as well; I mean we have kissed a few times but we went all the way only yesterday. Sid called after about a week. The entire week we had interacted only on text messages. He apologized and wanted to catch up over drinks and dinner. I had missed him and was excited to meet him. When he came, a couple of hours late in the evening, he was already very high. Apparently, his Hemant Bhaiya landed up unannounced and giving him company became Sid’s priority. So, they had a drinking session before he was allowed to leave. Sid seemed upset with this episode; he loves his freedom a lot. I know he is letting go of his freedom because of the money he has borrowed.

So, we went to this restaurant where Sid had a fight with the waiter after having a few more drinks. I think the waiter misunderstood the order, so when the food landed on the table, Sid created a ruckus. More sparks flew when he threw some plates on the floor. I had to apologize to their staff and pull him out of the restaurant before their bouncers threw him out for misbehaving. We fought all the way back home, our first major showdown. I took him upstairs for I wasn’t sure if he would be able to drive. I allowed him to stay over for the first time. He apologized and went into a reclusive mode for an hour. He just sat on the bed that I had laid out for him and listened to music on his iPhone. I changed into my nightclothes and was about to sleep when I felt him sneaking into my blanket. It was a winter night and the slight opening in the blanket brought in the chill along with the warmth of his body. I could hear his voice over my shoulder.

‘Are you awake?’ he said.

‘Who can sleep after what you did today? Do you know that we go to that restaurant so many times from our office?’

‘I am sorry, Anuradha, I really am,’ he said and put his hand over my stomach and cupped my right breast. All my pent up anger melted that very instant.

‘What are doing, Sid? Are you out of your senses?’ I said, my heart pounding.

‘I think I am regaining my senses now,’ he said as he kissed my earlobe and then eventually my lips. I let go of the control that my mind wanted me to exercise.

We made love for the first time, hurried love. It’s not that I didn’t get pleasure out of it but it was not what I had imagined it would be. I was left wanting in the end but Sid didn’t seem to care after he was done. If I could add one word to Sid’s profile, it would be ‘selfish’. Yes, the love he made was selfish; it could have been selfish any other time but not today, today was meant to be special.

Nevertheless, I knew he was going through a tough time, where he had to do things he didn’t want to for his dreams to materialize. Now that we were in a relationship, his dreams were mine too. I watched him sleeping and caressed his long silky hair.

I love him, I said to myself and closed my eyes.
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Dhruv

A week has passed since our last rendezvous. Anuradha and I have only met in office. I have restricted myself so that I don’t get used to her house and most of all, her bed. The week has kept her busy too with the first deadline on Mojo looming closer. The white paper on the launch strategy and the first draft of the campaign have to be sent to the client on Monday. Whenever she gets time and I am in office, she drops in to chat about work and little things from her everyday life that she has no one to share with. I like being the one who knows her so closely, who knows the minute details of her life, things that are hidden from others. We steer the conversation in a different direction whenever someone else enters my room, Rachna or someone else from the business team; we start behaving like two professionals discussing only work. I felt odd doing that initially, but keeping our little secret hidden from the watchful eyes of others is thrilling. It’s like we are hatching a secret plan that we don’t want anyone else to know about. Our conversation when we are not together is limited to exchanging messages in the morning when both of us are starting our day; I am usually out for my morning run at the time and she is still in bed.

‘Want to come? Have just woken up and still in bed’ is the message she usually sends with a smiley in the end. It makes me stop, just the lure of the offer.

‘Some other time, baby, it’s my running time now,’ I reply.

‘I like men who exercise. See you in the office, love you,’ she replies.

I usually erase our text history before going back home. She doesn’t text me at night unless it’s related to work or I initiate the conversation. I think she wants our sizzling romance to fit perfectly in my life, in concordance with my cemented family relationships, like two silos that rest next to each other but never touch. Thoughts of guilt bomb my brain sometimes, but my fondness for her douses them instantly.
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I am engrossed in my work when Rachna knocks on the door and enters my cabin. She looks pissed off.

‘Hi, what’s up? How are we doing on the Mojo deadline?’ I ask with a smile and then open an email from Vikas.

‘We are lagging behind, Dhruv, and I don’t want to screw my weekend over this. I don’t know where the hell Anuradha is!’

Yes, even I haven’t seen her since morning. I feel a bit worried.

‘I hope all is well with her. Did you check?’ I ask.

This irritates Rachna further. ‘I don’t fucking care what’s wrong with her. She had to get the job done by today evening and its 4 p.m. already,’ she says, looking at her watch.

I don’t like how Rachna talks about her.

‘I mean there must be a reason for her being absent, she doesn’t seem irresponsible,’ I say, trying to calm her down. Rachna isn’t listening. She is worried about the unfinished job and a dead weekend without her fiancé, Tarun.

‘I don’t care about her reasons, boss; the bitch is not taking my calls. She had to be here, no?’ she says angrily.

I totally lose it.

‘Can’t you get it done by someone else, Rachna? You have half of the fucking agency in your team,’ I raise my voice perhaps for the first time at Rachna. She is flustered by my reaction. She had perhaps expected me to side with her.

‘But it’s her job, Dhruv,’ she pleads.

‘She is new, Rachna, and if you won’t give space to senior people in your team, who are so damn good, you will lose them. Are you ready for that?’ I say.

‘No I don’t want to, but with seniority comes accountability too,’ Rachna says.

Women—they just don’t want to lose an argument, especially when they are upset.

‘Yeah, it does, but how can you pass a judgement without even knowing why she isn’t here?’ I say in one breath, still upset.

She shakes her head, looking unconvinced. ‘For that she needs to first take my call. Anyway, thanks for being a great help.’ She makes a face before leaving my cabin.

I text Anuradha as soon as Rachna leaves, ‘Where are you? Everyone’s looking for you.’

I receive her reply a minute later. ‘I am sure Rachna is mad. Coming to office in ten minutes, tell her to chill.’ The message ends with a smiley.
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She enters my cabin after an hour, beaming as if it has been a great day. I can’t help but smile at her demeanour.

‘Where the hell were you? Hasn’t Rachna murdered you yet?’ I ask softly.

‘Don’t ask, man. She is on her period, no?’ she says, raising her hands.

‘What do you mean?’

‘I mean she is upset and she is menstruating,’ she says.

‘So?’

‘So, I told her to take it easy and leave the work to me,’ she says.

‘Meaning?’

‘I will be in office tomorrow with the team, and I will get the work done,’ she says, opening her bag. She takes out a box and keeps it on my table.

‘This is for you,’ she says.

‘What’s that? And where have you been the whole day?’ I ask, looking at the wrapped box.

‘Open, no,’ she pleads.

I look around casually to see if anyone is interested to know what’s happening inside my cabin. No one seems to be bothered.

I open the box to find a watch inside; it’s a great-looking Tissot.

‘That must be expensive, Anuradha. I can’t take it,’ I say, pushing the box away.

‘Shut up, will you? That’s an order,’ she says.

‘Order?’

‘Yes, can’t a girlfriend boss her boyfriend around?’ she asks cutely. I nod and keep the box aside.

‘Thank you. It’s lovely,’ I say.

‘I knew you would like it. Now I am happy,’ she says.

‘How’s Rachna doing?’ I ask.

‘She is fine now. I calmed her down. She told me it was one of those days when everything irritates you, and I was her biggest irritant today.’

‘Let’s go for a movie?’ she asks. I am stumped by her sudden question. A movie with her? Too many people know me. What if I meet one of our clients or friends or someone from the office? But then she wants to go, and I don’t want to say no.

‘Okay, which one?’

‘There are no good Hindi releases, so let’s watch Money Monster?’

‘That George Clooney flick, is that good?’ I ask.

‘Yes, people have watched it. Rachna was saying it’s quite good. Where do you want to go? Gurgaon or Delhi?’

‘Vasant Kunj?’ I say, some distance away from home ground at least, from Gurgaon.

‘Okay, I will book tickets. I am excited,’ she says, getting up.

‘Why?’ I ask.

‘It’s our first movie together, no,’ she says.

‘But you didn’t tell me where you were the whole day. Buying this wouldn’t have taken that long,’ I say, tapping the wrapped box.

‘I had an appointment with my gynaecologist,’ she says.

‘Oh! All okay?’ I ask, a bit worried. The expressions on her face change, she looks at me naughtily.

‘Don’t worry. I can’t get pregnant so soon,’ she says. I am stumped.

‘I didn’t mean that,’ I say.

‘When you start doing certain activities too often, too suddenly, your body is not used to it and small complications occur, mister,’ she grins and leaves my room. I am left with my aroused emotions, stirred.
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We watch Money Monster together, our first film. I was a bit nervous initially, as we entered the Promenade Mall in Vasant Kunj, but soon my inhibition disappeared, mostly because of her enthusiasm. We are like a couple out on our first date, watching a film together, holding hands. I feel as if I have gone back in time; fifteen years back. I never thought I would experience that kind of excitement again. We have dinner at Smoke House Deli later, an upscale restaurant in the mall. Anuradha looks very happy, as if she has been yearning for this.

Later, at her apartment, we lie next to each other after sex, naked, exhausted. My phone beeps. I know it’s a message from Shalini.

‘When are you coming back?’ she asks.

‘Soon, baby. Just wrapping up,’ I type. Yeah, I have turned this bed into my office these days, I think.

‘This isn’t fair, Dhruv. You have virtually stopped being at home since the last few weeks. It would be better if you move there, it will save you time,’ she messages; it ends with a grumpy face.

‘Sorry. I will make it up to you, Shalini. Real soon,’ I type. Anuradha cuddles up to me and looks at the phone from the corner of her eye. I keep the phone down.

‘How is your wife, Shalini?’ she asks after a few moments.

‘She is smart and efficient,’ I say.

‘Smarter than me?’ she asks. I look at her. I mean, really?

‘Look, you both are. I mean in your respective areas of work.’

‘Safe answer,’ she says. I smirk.

‘How often do you guys make love?’ she asks all of a sudden. The question stuns me.

‘What kind of a question is that?’ I ask.

‘Is it hard to understand?’ she asks again.

‘I don’t count but like a normal married couple would,’ I say.

‘Is she as good as me in bed?’ she asks. I don’t know where she is going with this, but I am nervous.

‘Why are you comparing, Anuradha?’ I ask. She looks up at my face and grins.

‘Okay, last question?’ She goes quiet for a second.

‘Did you have sex with her after we made love?’ she asks. Well, Shalini wanted to but somehow we couldn’t, your love bites were the real reason, I want to say.

‘No,’ I say. She kisses my chest and tightens her embrace.

‘You haven’t told me more about Sid,’ I say.

‘Why do you want to know more about him?’ she asks.

‘Just like you want to, about my sex life at home,’ I say.

‘Hmm,’ she nods, diving back into her sea of stored memories.
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Sid

Early February 2015

Fuck, I am drunk again! The pressure is mounting and so is the debt that hangs like a dagger over my head, waiting to crash down and sever it from my body. I have blown up Hemant Bhaiya’s one and a half crore rupees and another fifty lakh from Sanjay Verma, one of his builder friends. Hemant Bhaiya had warned me earlier. He had told me that I could return his money later but not these guys’. I have exceeded the deadline by three days. Sanjay and his men have been hounding me over the last seventy-two hours like crazy, but I don’t have the money to pay them back. Forget the principal, not even the interest, which comes to three lakh rupees at 6 per cent. I have got myself involved in a terrible mess. Hemant Bhaiya had warned me that I was being stupid, and that I wouldn’t be able to pay back the amount, neither the principal, nor the interest. I didn’t have a fucking option but to take it. Once your venture kicks in, all you can do is put in more money and ensure that it keeps running. Mine is far from running; right now, it’s at a juncture where all it needs is money.

Today, Sanjay sent his men to the office for collection. These guys don’t understand any other language except that of money. They manhandled my staff and threatened to come back again in case I don’t cough up three lakh rupees by tomorrow. I am not scared of them. What really scares me is the impediment to the growth of my start-up at this stage. If it halts now due to lack of funds, I am screwed. I have to get the money, more of it, at least three crore rupees more. But more than that, what I need urgently is the three lakh. If I don’t have it by tomorrow, I am fucked. Who can I take it from? My parents don’t have such immediate liquidity, and I have already exhausted all options of borrowing from friends. I have screwed up my relationships so badly with them that most don’t even take my calls now. They have chosen to break away and forget their money rather than being my friends. Fuck it. There will be a day, soon, when I will turn everything around, bloody throw their money on their fucking faces. They cannot even imagine how tiny and miserable I will make them feel.

I am on the terrace, three floors above the ground. The cold is killing, and to make matters worse, the fog is so thick that you can’t see more than a few feet ahead. The winter chill takes away the effect of the alcohol, and I find an idea forming in my head. I take a neat sip of Black Label; the liquor warms my throat and then disappears in my body. I take out my cell phones from my pocket, two of them, an old iPhone 5S and an iPhone 6. I use the older phone mostly to record videos that I shoot, pictures and random conversations that I record and listen to later to analyse the person’s thoughts and motives when he/she said those words. I am a bit of a weirdo, a misfit who wants to achieve something big. Most geniuses are unfairly judged by this world. Suddenly, I am reminded of Anuradha. Yes, she can be of help now. I dial her number.

‘Where the hell have you been, Sid? I have been trying to reach you since the morning!’

‘I am fucked, Anuradha,’ I say. She softens up almost immediately.

‘What happened, Sid? Where are you?’ she asks, extremely concerned.

‘Panchsheel, at home; I am on the terrace now,’ I say and take another sip.

‘Have you been drinking?’ she asks tentatively, the slur in my voice gives it away but my mind is alert.

‘Yeah, in deep shit,’ I say, and send her a picture of me sitting on the ledge of the balcony, with my feet hanging in the air.

‘What the fuck is wrong with you, Sid? Where are you sitting?’ she screams. I look down; it’s more than fifty feet to the ground. I want her to see where I am.

‘I am fine. I won’t die,’ I say and take another sip.

‘Please, Sid, for god’s sake, please get away from there,’ she is pleading now. It seems to work. Good.

‘I love you, Anuradha,’ I whisper on the phone and make a video of me saying it. I send it to her. She goes quiet for a few seconds.

‘Stop it, Sid. Please stop this stupid shit. Come down now!’ she orders me in a voice that is trembling with fear. I am unsure what is making me happier, her love for me or me being able to control her like this.

‘They are going to fuck me badly,’ I say. It’s time to start opening your cards, Sid.

‘Who are they, Sid? Why?’ She is crying on the phone now. The impact of the alcohol disappears with this new exciting game I am playing. I’m holding her to ransom.

‘These builders I have taken a loan from, they aren’t going to fucking leave me tomorrow,’ I say, my words slurring. I have to make my final move now, and I know I am on the winning path.

‘What shit, Sid? How much do you need to give them?’ she asks between sobs.

‘I am not scared, Anuradha, and I don’t want to pay up. What will they bloody do? Kill me, no? Let them come,’ I am almost screaming.

‘How much is it, Sid? Please,’ she breaks down.

‘Around three lakh rupees, but that’s fine, I think I can arrange it soon,’ I say, taking another sip, ensuring that she hears the sound of me gulping the alcohol. The line goes silent for a while. I take another sip.

‘I have some savings, Sid. I am transferring the money to you, but you please get down from that godforsaken place,’ she says. I smile at my sweet little victory.

‘No, Anuradha. I can’t take this money from you. It’s yours,’ I have to really push myself to say this.

‘Please, Sid, get rid of this problem tomorrow. You are far more precious to me. As far as money goes, you can always return it. I love you, Sid, but get away from where you are.’

I pretend to be lost in thought, but I am actually thanking my lucky stars to have someone like her in my life right now.

‘Okay, a loan is fine. I will give this back to you in a month,’ I say.

‘Please come home, Sid. I don’t want you to be alone. Take a cab and come here,’ she says.

I pretend to hesitate but then agree.

A couple of hours later I am asleep next to Anuradha; the impending fear of tomorrow completely erased from my mind. I feel lucky, for who would get both at the end of the day, the money as well as the hot girl.
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Anuradha

I feel jealous of Shalini. I never thought I would feel this way when I entered this relationship with Dhruv. I was lonely. I wanted a man and Dhruv stepped in to fill this void. I always thought that as long as we loved each other, things would be fine. But I have already started hating the fact that Dhruv has another bond outside ours. Is there something wrong with me? Why do I always end up making bad decisions? First Sid and now Dhruv. Do I even have the instinct to find the right person?

Dhruv is not like Sid, that I am sure of, but will he ever be totally mine? That’s what I am unsure about. He loves me but he loves his family too. He loves Shalini. I know that. How can someone love two people at the same time? It baffles me, but I guess marriage makes you do that. This bond is so fucking strong that breaking it also breaks your soul. I am not married so I wouldn’t understand, no? Would I marry some day? Will Dhruv marry me? My mind screams over and over again, yes, yes and yes.

Don’t fuck with your mind, Anuradha, my heart says. Sometimes it feels right to go with your mind. I will marry some day, and I hope I marry Dhruv. Is it selfish to think like this? Yes, it is but then isn’t everyone else selfish too? Sid tops the list, but isn’t Dhruv selfish too, trying to have the best of both worlds? Shalini takes care of his home while I warm his bed . . . why am I thinking like this? It’s early in the relationship. Let things settle down and let him surrender.

I don’t like it when Dhruv leaves. I want to wake up with him every day, go to office with him, cook for him and mother his kids one day. I always wanted a man like him in my life but now that I have him, he is not completely mine. I want him to belong to me. I want to live my life with him. How do I tell him this? Will he be able to shoulder the weight of my thoughts? I am not sure if he will be able to, but he will definitely give it a try.

Dhruv has a clean heart, more than the others I have met in my life. He didn’t say anything after hearing about Sid. He didn’t judge me for all the stupid decisions I took while I was with him. He always hears me out, holding me close to his chest. Even after hearing my disturbing story, he didn’t say anything. He just smiled sombrely and got up. Oh my god, the smell of his body is so intoxicating; I hate to let him go.

I asked him so many stupid questions today. He seemed a bit ruffled but still answered them. I hope I can trust Dhruv with more secrets, the ones which have left deeper scars on my heart. I want to bare them all to Dhruv.

These calls have started coming again. I have told them that I have no clue about that video. It was with Sid and has gone away with his death, so fucking leave me alone. They don’t listen because they don’t want to. I pray to god that these people, who were after Sid, don’t enter my life ever.
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Dhruv

The intense passion in our relationship grows as the days go by, like a creeper that twines around trees, wrapping them, covering every inch. Anuradha and I have made a world together, a different world that exists and runs parallel to my life. I maintain a delicate balance between the two, making sure their paths never cross. Leading a two-faced life is thrilling but comes with a deluge of guilt. The guilt wants to pull you away from the feverish ardour of your exciting other life, back to the comfort of your original one, the peaceful one. The heart retaliates because it wants to indulge in this sinful cocktail, this new obsession. You are often caught in between and then the imbalance starts.

Anuradha has started drawing me further and further into her world. We have started spending more time together than I do with my family. Even when I am with them, all I think about is how soon I can go back to her. I feel like a horrible addict who gets cocaine blues as soon as its impact wanes. It’s one of those days today.

Anuradha has been away at Mumbai for almost a week along with Rachna for a FGD (focus group discussion) on Mojo. As they study what the core target group of Mojo prefers in Mumbai, I am left without her here. We have hardly spoken over the week except over a few conference calls to brief me on the progress. She would have come last night, I think as I run on the treadmill in the gymnasium of my condominium. Winter has arrived, and the smog in Delhi and its adjoining regions has reached alarming levels. The city is choking, that’s what the newspapers say. I have been choking too since she left. I take out my cell phone and type a message. ‘Hi, are you back? Hope the flight was good.’ There is no reply for a while. I complete my half hour on the treadmill. I hope Anuradha and Rachna haven’t decided to extend their stay. The phone beeps as I am walking back to my apartment.

‘Hello darling! Yeah I am back. Missed you so much,’ the message says. It sends a shiver down my spine.

‘Are you coming to office today?’ I ask.

‘Not so early, I am still in bed. Why don’t you come and wake me up?’ she messages with a smiley.

‘Okay. I am coming,’ I message.

‘The door is unlocked so don’t ring the bell. See you,’ she messages back.

I enter my apartment; there is a flurry of activity. Everyone is busy with their morning routine. The maid is getting the kids ready for school; Shalini comes in from time to time to add the final touches as they dress up. The other maid is busy making breakfast in the kitchen. Between this buzz, Shalini glances at me. I break away from her look instantly.

‘Are you going for a shower, Dhruv?’ she asks.

‘No, I will stop at the club for a while. I will take a shower there,’ I say casually, walking to the bedroom.

‘But don’t you visit the club only on weekends? What about your breakfast?’ she asks, a tad surprised.

‘The treadmill in the gym isn’t working. You know, Shalini, I can’t start my day without exercising,’ I say, thinking about the other physical exertion that awaits me, which is a million times more satisfying.

‘Okay, do you want your breakfast packed?’ she asks. I feel a pang of guilt. A burst of passion unleashes in my mind and overrides it.

‘That’s fine, I will pick up something from the club,’ I say, stuffing my tote with a fresh set of office clothes.
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I am standing at her door after fifteen minutes. The house is still. I push the door and enter the house quietly. The morning sunlight, laden with smog, finds it hard to penetrate the curtains that hang on the windows, barely making its presence felt. Anuradha’s travel bag lies half open on one side and some clothes lie strewn on the ground. She is in bed, wrapped in a Jaipuri quilt, sleeping. I keep my bags down and sneak inside the warmth of the quilt and put my arm around her waist. My hand touches the moistness of her skin; she is naked. I feel her all over with my hand as if rediscovering her body after ages. I kiss her lips and she moans before opening her eyes.

‘I missed you so much, Dhruv. I can’t live without you. What about you?’ she asks, biting my lips.

‘Can’t you see?’ I say, almost smothering her with my passion. I get on top of her, losing my patience for foreplay. I hold her by the shoulders and pull her hair gently to straighten her face.

‘You seem to be in a real hurry,’ she smiles.

‘Yes, wouldn’t I be? I am famished,’ I say, putting the protection in place.

I make love, rough and quick this time. Perhaps I am so desperate for her body that I want to take from her as much as I can, as quickly as possible. Later, we lie together, panting hard.

‘Wow! What was that? You have never been so rough and eager,’ she says with a hand over her forehead, trying to control her breath.

‘I wanted you so much. When I got you, I just couldn’t control myself,’ I say, panting. She looks sideways, her smile giving away the fact that her heart just melted.

‘You love me, no?’ she asks.

I nod, almost breathless. We make love once again to bring back the lost equilibrium in our small and distant world.

It’s past 10 a.m. when we finish. Office, work and clients demand our attention. We get up unwillingly and take turns to shower. I propose that we shower together but she refuses, laughing.

‘No way, can’t let Rachna have another heart attack today,’ she says pushing me inside the washroom.

‘Work can wait, Anuradha,’ I shout from inside.

‘No it can’t, Dhruv. As it is everyone in office calls me your favourite. I can’t take more undue advantage, no?’ she shouts back.

‘Oh! What more can you take!’ I mutter while standing under the shower.

We have breakfast together for the first time. Anuradha has quickly laid out a decent spread—eggs and toast, fruits: papaya, banana and apples, cornflakes, milk and some juice. If a woman is smart it shows everywhere, I think, taking a bite of my toast.

It is also the first time we are going to office together. ‘I wish every day could start like today,’ she says and kisses me on the cheek as we sit in the car.

I adjust my rear-view mirror. There is a black Innova parked a few metres directly behind my car. A tall burly man comes out and looks in our direction. He takes out a small pad and scribbles something on it. I find it a bit weird but then I brush the thought away as I take a left from the lane.
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I am home early today, for a change. Anuradha was not in office, and I didn’t want to ask Rachna where she was. I didn’t want to message her; it sometimes feels right to play cool. You didn’t bother to tell me, and I didn’t bother to check where you were before leaving. A black Innova with tinted glasses catches my eye as I enter the condominium gate. It looks like the one I had seen in the morning. I dismiss the thought as a strange coincidence.

I play with the kids after a long time. They seem so happy to have me early and shower me with unadulterated love. I feel overwhelmed and guilty for not spending much time with them over the last few months. Anuradha has changed me so much that I find it hard to fit into my own world, my own life. The doorbell rings. Shalini is back from work and is delighted to see me home early.

I haven’t exchanged any messages with Anuradha since I came home. We all have dinner together and retire to our respective rooms. Shalini comes out of the bathroom, massaging moisturizer on her hands. She looks pretty in a sleeveless nightgown that ends just below her knees. Despite the tough work hours she keeps, she maintains a strict regimen of low-fat food. Coupled with yoga, it keeps her body in good shape. She looks hot at thirty-five. She says nothing and climbs over me; I surrender and stretch out on the bed.

‘How long are you going to lie?’ she asks, looking into my eyes. My heart sinks; I don’t know what she is talking about.

‘What do you mean?’ I say, adjusting to her weight.

She is not wearing underwear, and I can feel her lower half twitch over my legs. I wrap my arms around her rump. I pretend to smile, although I am shitting bricks inside.

‘The media industry is becoming a hub for strange affairs,’ she says and kisses me.

‘Where did you hear all this?’ I say, kissing her back. Is it possible to have sex three times in a day? Well, I can give it a try.

‘I had a patient today, from your industry,’ she says, kissing my earlobes. I am all ears suddenly.

‘A young woman whose boyfriend recently committed suicide. She now has feelings for her boss,’ she says, taking off my shirt. My heart stops and I go numb.

‘So?’ that’s the only word that escapes my mouth.

‘She talked about her feelings and said she needed help but sounded dramatic. After a while, I didn’t know why she had come to me,’ she says.

I don’t ask anything further as I know who that girl was and why she wanted to meet Shalini. That was Anuradha’s way of stepping inside and checking what my other world looked like. This stupidity of hers can cost me all I have. Shalini makes love to me, but my mind is somewhere else.
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Dhruv

I have come early to office today; I had to urgently meet Anuradha to ask her why she went to Shalini’s clinic yesterday without telling me. The rules have to be set if we want go ahead with this game, any tampering with them is strictly forbidden. From my cabin, I see Anuradha as she enters the office. Usually she comes and greets me, but today she changes her course and goes directly to her workstation. I know why you are doing that, baby, I know you well enough by now. Avoid me if you want but for how long? I dial her extension number. The phone rings, and she turns around in my direction before answering it. She finally smiles.

‘Good morning, where have you been since yesterday?’ she asks.

‘Where have you been, Anuradha? Visiting places?’ I ask sarcastically.

‘No,’ she says dramatically. ‘I was here.’

‘Can you come here, please?’ I say.

‘After a while, if it’s not that urgent,’ she says, her voice extra sweet. If it was any other day I would be reeling under its impact, but not today; I had a narrow escape and I want answers.

‘Now, Anuradha, now,’ I say. I see her nod with the phone in her hand.

She is a tough one. She won’t give in so easily. I realize this when I see her demeanour as she enters the cabin and settles into a chair with mind-blowing confidence. You can’t see even a twinge of guilt on her face.

‘Yes, sweetheart, what do you want to talk about? You couldn’t live without me for half a day yesterday?’ She chuckles.

God, her manner is so effortlessly charming that for one moment I forget the hell I went through last night.

‘Where the fuck did you disappear yesterday, Anuradha?’ I ask, checking the decibel of my voice and not letting the anger stain my face.

People are trickling in. A few occasionally peep in and wave their hands to say ‘Hi’.

‘I didn’t disappear, I was here till afternoon and then went to the mall for some shopping,’ she says, cool as a cucumber.

‘And between that? Where were you before you went shopping?’ I ask, wanting her to admit it herself.

‘What are you getting at?’ Her expression changes, she stares at me, not looking away.

I glance around. ‘What was this fucking urgency to meet Shalini? I mean why the hell?’ I say a bit loudly.

She sighs, looks up at the ceiling and then shakes her head. ‘She told you?’

‘She doesn’t know you, of course, but what if she finds out?’ I exclaim.

‘How would she know?’ she says, her voice turning sterner.

‘What if I organize a team dinner at my house? She is smart and it won’t take her much time to put two and two together,’ I say, my anger rising because of her stupid stubbornness.

‘I will not come to your house,’ comes her reply.

‘Wow, that’s brilliant, Anuradha. But you will risk our relationship by going and meeting her just because you are fucking curious to know her?’ I say.

‘Does she talk about all her patients?’ she asks.

I shake my head, irritated. Woman, you stubborn woman, you amaze me.

‘Then why did she talk only about me?’ she asks.

‘Why don’t you visit her clinic again and ask her?’ I say sarcastically. She shakes her head, annoyed with the interrogation.

‘I am from the same advertising field as her young patient who is emotionally unstable. She will mention it to me, no?’ I ask.

‘Whatever, I just wanted to check her out once, that’s it.’ She raises both her hands in the air.

‘Promise me that you won’t go anywhere near Shalini. Ever,’ I say firmly.

‘Promise not to spoil the peace of your marital life, Dhruv?’ she asks, getting up.

‘Yes, the peace that is essential for our relationship, our relationship,’ I emphasize the last two words.

She stops at the door and turns around. ‘Will we ever be able to talk about our relationship openly?’

I am stuck for words. ‘I don’t know Anuradha . . . ’ I say.

She smiles thoughtfully and leaves my cabin.

I am left with conflicted feelings.
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I am in the conference room. Rohit and his team are presenting their quarterly business review. The overall numbers are looking good this year. His group is no different. The report is well-researched, so except for a few minor suggestions, I sit quietly through the presentation. Suddenly, my phone beeps; it’s an unidentified number, so I don’t answer. After a second, there is another call from the same number. I disconnect the call abruptly and shift my attention to the screen, which is lit up with a graph displaying revenue numbers. The call comes again. I can’t believe the audacity of the caller. When the phone rings for the fifth time, I excuse myself and step out.

‘Why aren’t you picking up the phone?’ the person on the other end asks. His voice reeks of illiteracy and crassness.

‘Who the hell are you, and why are you calling continuously?’ I ask.

‘Because your mistress is refusing to take our calls,’ the man says, his voice nonchalant.

I suddenly get an uneasy feeling. ‘What the hell are you talking about? Do you even know who you are talking to?’

‘We know you, Dhruv Sahib. We know you and your girlfriend, Anuradha, very well.’

I am stunned and my throat chokes. I am unable to think clearly for a moment.

‘Are you there, Dhruv Sahib, or should we come to Cyber City to explain?’ the voice says.

How does he know where my office is? ‘What do you want from me?’ I ask.

‘Come to UP Bhawan right now—we will tell you everything,’ the voice says.

‘I am very busy, I can’t come right now. I’ll fix some other time,’ I say.

‘If you can’t, we are coming to you. Where do we meet? Cyber City or Regency Park?’ The voice remains cold.

Fuck, they know where my house is, too! They seem to know everything. My mind gives up and refuses to function under this sudden emotional distress.

‘No, I am coming, I am coming now,’ I say. I can’t meet them here or at my house. No chance.

‘UP Bhawan, Sardar Patel Marg?’ I ask.

‘Yes. Room No. 20, it’s booked under Hemant Bhaiya’s name. Come quickly,’ he says and disconnects the call. I jog my memory, Hemant Bhaiya . . . I have heard this name before. It suddenly dawns on me: he is a character from Sid’s story or rather, Sid and Anuradha’s story. I enter my cabin with a pounding heart; beads of sweat dot my forehead despite the cold. I Google his name on the laptop and what I see is the last thing I want to read before meeting him.
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My car enters the red-brick building just after 4 p.m. It’s November and the thick layer of smog that clings to the buildings makes the day appear darker than usual. One can see people walking, driving and going about their business wearing pollution masks of various shapes and sizes, making them look like aliens from another planet. UP Bhawan is lifeless at this time of the day as most of the politicians are away, meeting allies and finishing their pending tasks in the Indian capital. I take a deep breath, in an attempt to alleviate the anxiety that grips my heart. I had tried calling Anuradha, but she was at Uni-Cola’s office, apprising them of their findings after the meetings in Mumbai. She didn’t answer or bother to send a message, perhaps upset about our conversation earlier today.

Hemant Tiwari, whom I am meeting today, has been an active state politician for over fifteen years. He seems to command immense respect and fear in UP. At least that’s what I gathered after reading about the various cases in which he has been chargesheeted, more than a dozen perhaps, yet not convicted in even one. His pictures on the Internet make him look like a fan of superstar Amitabh Bachchan, dyed black French beard on a round chubby face, a receding hairline and hawk-like eyes. He doesn’t seem very pleasant.

I softly knock at the door of room No. 20 on the first floor. The same guy whom I had seen outside Anuradha’s house in a black Innova opens it. He smiles grimly, perhaps at my helplessness that has brought me here within an hour. The room is well-lit but not tidy; a couple of suitcases lie open on the table. I see Hemant Tiwari sitting upright on the bed, his eyes glued to the two phones that he holds in his hands, like a juggler. He looks at me and nods; I acknowledge his gesture. There are two other chairs in the room kept right opposite the bed; two dangerous-looking men occupy them, definitely not a part of the society I belong to. He signals one of them to get up; he does so instantly.

‘Sit,’ he says, his eyes still glued to the screens of the cell phones. I look around uncomfortably and squirm in the chair; it’s been ten minutes and not a word has been uttered in the room.

‘So, Dhruv Sahib, what can I do for you?’ he says. It’s not the voice that I heard on the phone.

I am a bit perplexed with the question. ‘You called me, Hemantji. I mean I don’t know,’ I say.

‘Hmmm . . . ,’ he says, nodding thoughtfully.

‘Are you sleeping with that girl these days? What’s her name?’ he says, looking at the guy who opened the door for me, the guy whom I had seen in the black Innova.

‘Anuradha, Bhaiya,’ he replies. I recognize the voice. It was this man who spoke to me on the phone.

I am flummoxed with the suddenness and the naked truth in the question. ‘Who told you that, Hemantji? That is all crap,’ I say vehemently, my voice quivering with nervousness.

He smiles sombrely, a ‘don’t try to fuck with me, I know everything’ smile. ‘You fuck that girl or worship her, Dhruv Sahib, I frankly don’t give a damn. Just get me that bloody video she has.’

I have no freaking clue what this man is talking about. ‘What video, Hemantji? I don’t even know what you are talking about, how can I get it for you?’ I ask. He turns around to face me; I can see his expressions harden. ‘Don’t fuck with me, Dhruv Sahib, and make me do things I don’t want to. I know which school your kids go to and what route your wife takes to her clinic.’ He raises his index finger and waves it in front of my eyes.

‘If that girl can fuck you, she can also tell you where that video is. If that fucking son of a bitch Sid was alive, I would have extracted it from his throat, like this,’ he says and twitches his fingers.

‘But look what happened to him, died like a pig,’ he says and then looks away in disgust.

‘But how do you know Anuradha has it? Has she told you?’ I ask. Seems like, whatever is in that video is of great importance to this man.

‘He was fucking her before he died, so either she has it or she knows where it is. I am sure about that,’ Hemant Tiwari says, jabbing me in the shoulder.

‘Okay,’ I say as if acceding to his viewpoint.

Hemant Tiwari clears his throat. ‘So you go and get that video for me, Dhruv Sahib, because if you don’t, I won’t let you and your family live in peace.’

I am scared as hell. The mere thought of something bad happening to Kabir, Siya and Shalini sends a chill down my spine. I am left with no option, knowing what these guys are capable of.

‘I will try my best, Hemantji,’ I say.

Hemant Tiwari shakes his head. ‘Don’t try. I need the video here within fifteen days.’

The guy whom I spoke to on the phone rubs it in further. ‘Don’t go into hiding, thinking you can escape. Look what happened to that boy, Sid.’

I nod, get up and start walking towards the door.

‘We are watching you, Dhruv Sahib. You only have fifteen days,’ Hemant Tiwari warns me, still sitting on the bed.
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‘So?’ Anuradha asks. It’s been an hour since I came to her house. I have told her everything, from the phone call to my meeting with those vicious men. I am sure she knows I am worried and shaken. I had never expected that our relationship would suddenly take such a nasty turn, derailing our whirlwind romance.

‘Why didn’t you tell me about this, Anuradha? What else have you been hiding?’ I say, exhausted with what happened today, drained of emotion. She stands behind me, massaging my temples.

‘I didn’t want to load you with the baggage I have been carrying,’ she says, sounding worried.

‘You could have just told me about it! What’s there in that goddamn video and where is it?’

‘Gone with Sid,’ she says.

‘Gone with Sid? What does that mean? Where’s that video?’ I plead, my head aching as if a million pins have pierced it.

‘It was on his phone, the one he had with him when he fell from the open window,’ she says after a pause.

‘So, the video is gone?’ I ask, shuddering at the thought.

‘I don’t know,’ she says.

‘Did the police look for it?’ I ask.

‘Sid carried two phones. They found one in the room, so they didn’t bother to look for another one.’

I look up and see her staring at the blank wall in front of us. She has a distant look in her eyes.

‘Did they recover it along with his body,’ I whisper softly. I realize that I am being insensitive by focusing more on the phone than Sid’s death.

‘I told you they found one phone in the room. I don’t think they went an extra mile looking for the other,’ she says desperately.

‘So, it could be somewhere around where they found his body?’ I ask.

‘It could be,’ she says slowly.

‘What’s in that video, Anuradha?’ I look up, our eyes meet. She stops pressing my temples.

‘It’s a story you won’t like to hear but now there’s no option but to tell you,’ she says, with an exaggerated sigh.
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Sid

October 2015

My debts are mounting and so is the pressure. My entire fucking day goes in answering calls from Hemant Bhaiya and his set of cronies whom I have taken money from. How long can one keep doing this? None of them understand how a start-up works! How much hard work, passion and commitment is required to execute an idea that could be a game changer; an idea that has the potential to make millions or perhaps billions of dollars. All these idiots are just bothered about the interest on the money they loaned me. Yes, I did have a broad time frame in mind, I had a plan, a fair idea about when I would be able to return their money, but it didn’t work out. So, big deal! Does everything in our lives work according to our plans? They don’t get it. They just keep calling. They don’t get it that if I had the money I would have thrown it right at their faces. Now I don’t even have money to run my business or my life. How long will my employees keep working for me without salaries? It’s been over four months since they were paid. Most of them have quit and the ones who haven’t are here only because they aren’t getting a job elsewhere. To avoid my creditors and employees, I have started working from home. In fact, I start drinking as the day starts and work in between. This is the only way I can deal with my anxiety and go through the day.

Things can turn around only if I buy some time and get some more money. I am sure things can still change. But how will this happen? Hemant Bhaiya is not ready to give me a minute more, and if he doesn’t, none of his friends will. I don’t have any other source to borrow money from, having taken ten lakh rupees from my parents and all of Anuradha’s savings, about eight–nine lakh. Poor girl, I feel sorry for her, how nasty I have been! She loves me, and I know she can go to any length for me. I wish I hadn’t done this to her but then that’s a small cost for love, no? What is the value of money as compared to love? I wish Anuradha had more money to help me pay the interest, just enough to bail me out for two to three months. I just have to get through this, and after that I will pay back everyone: Hemant Bhaiya, his friends, my friends, my parents and Anuradha. I will give back every penny that I owe, with interest.

There is a beep on my iPhone 6, Hemant Bhaiya is calling. I down the Scotch before answering.

‘Hello, Bhaiya?’ I say; the alcohol has given me confidence.

‘So, Tiger, where is the money you promised?’ he comes straight to the point.

‘Bhaiya, my friend is arranging it. She’s supposed to get it today,’ I say. I have made Anuradha my accomplice in crime. She has no clue about it but it’s her name that I have been using over the past few days to keep them at bay.

‘How much will you give today? Five lakh rupees?’ he asks.

‘Yes, Bhaiya. There shouldn’t be a problem. She hasn’t failed me till now. Don’t you remember last month?’ I say hurriedly. Anuradha had given me four lakh rupees just in time for that other son of a bitch, Rajan.

‘Hmmm, if that wouldn’t have come, Rajan would have hung you upside down from the terrace of my bungalow,’ Hemant Bhaiya guffaws.

Balls to you and that idiot! Is it so easy?

When Hemant Bhaiya speaks next, his tone has changed completely. He sounds dead serious all of a sudden. ‘This time, I need the money. There shouldn’t be any more delays. Got it, Tiger?’

‘Yes, Bhaiya, I will get it. I am sure Anuradha will arrange the money,’ I say.

The line suddenly goes silent. ‘Who is this Anuradha you keep talking about? Only a friend or you also get to sleep with her?’ he asks all of a sudden. The conversation is lightening up, better than those threats.

I pretend to chuckle. ‘Of course, Bhaiya, that service comes complimentary. She is quite good at that,’ I laugh at my crass joke. What else does one say to keep a gross man like him in good humour?

Hemant Bhaiya laughs. If you share the company of pigs, you eventually become one too.

‘You should get her to meet me some time,’ his voice has a new-found lust.

‘I will, Bhaiya, you will like her,’ I say, acting like a pimp. He hangs up.

I make myself another drink, the phone beeps. It’s that asshole Rajan again, demanding his monthly interest. I don’t answer. He calls again, I disconnect, disgusted. I replay the conversation I just had with Hemant Bhaiya in my head. I think hard for the next half an hour. There must be a way to fix this, Sid.

If you can’t fix it, Tiger, then no one can do it for you.

The plan starts taking shape in my head and then suddenly the way to implement it flashes through, just like that. I have a crooked smile as I get up. The plan is very risky, but if it works the returns would be mind-blowing, and if it doesn’t, then god save me. I need Anuradha for this plan to work, but she won’t agree. To make her agree, I have to do something drastic, completely over the top, so she just can’t refuse. I pick up my wallet and head out to the nearby market.
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I have popped a bunch of sleeping pills with all that alcohol I had already had. I didn’t count them but I hope they were not enough to kill me. The impact of this deadly concoction is surreal. I feel terribly drowsy, but hell I can’t sleep, there is a plan to execute. I sing a song and record it on my phone. I hear my own recording; I sound like a drunk lunatic. The TV runs on full volume near the bed, a Coldplay song is on. Fuck, I can’t remember the name. I look at the images on the screen; they flicker and merge. The ground on which I stand starts shaking. I try to steady my gait; I can’t do it without holding on to the bathroom door. I am sweating hard, beads of perspiration roll down my forehead, on to my face; I lick them off one by one. My anxiety level is shooting up and so is the thrill in my heart to make the plan work. ‘It’s show time!’ I say and stagger out of the bungalow to the neighbouring hospital. I walk to the hospital like a zombie and collapse near the reception. I’ve actually created a big scene! People are shocked and the hospital staff is running helter-skelter. Then an attendant throws me on a stretcher and I give him a hand-scribbled note. It has Anuradha’s phone number written on it. I can’t keep my eyes open any more. I hope I don’t die. At least not tonight.

God is kind. I open my eyes to a bright morning. I am lying on a bed in the hospital. Anuradha sits on a chair next to the bed, asleep. The first part of my plan has worked. I suddenly feel alive and excited. I call out her name weakly. She wakes up with a jerk and then clutches my hand.

‘You won’t stop acting funny, no?’ she asks. She looks relieved. It’s like we are in a movie.

‘I am sorry to have caused so much trouble but you are the only one I have here,’ I say, my voice cracking up. Despite having zero experience, I am able to put up a decent act.

She tightens her grip. ‘What’s the need for all this, Sid? Popping sleeping pills with alcohol? Since when have you been taking them?’ she asks, genuinely concerned and upset.

‘I don’t know, Anuradha. There’s been too much stress,’ I say.

She looks at me questioningly.

‘They are chasing me all over the place for the money that I don’t have,’ I say and then pick up my phone which is kept on the bedside table.

I switch it on, knowing well that there would be countless messages from my creditors and maximum from that jerk, Hemant Bhaiya. My guess is bang on. The missed calls and messages take a few minutes to download.

‘See?’ I show her the screen of my phone. It’s packed with missed calls from Hemant Bhaiya. I knew he would be furious.

‘What do we do then?’ she says. I like how she says ‘we’ instead of ‘you’. It means she considers herself a part of all this. I am somewhat relieved.

‘I don’t know, Anuradha,’ I shake my head dismally. ‘I have hit a dead end from where even a U-turn is not possible.’

‘So, you will keep taking sleeping pills over alcohol every day, Sid? You will die,’ she says, her voice fatigued. I purposely don’t reply; sometimes silence brings out just the reaction you want to evoke.

‘Isn’t there any way to deal with this?’ she asks. The plan is on track again.

I shake my head. ‘Only if Hemant Bhaiya can be convinced,’ I say looking at her. ‘I can’t do it, he won’t listen to me, but perhaps you can. You are in a field where all you do is convince others.’

Come on, say yes, you’ve got to make it work, Anuradha!

She sighs and looks at me. ‘Okay, do I talk to him on the phone?’

‘No, it can’t happen over the phone. You’ll have to meet him in Lucknow.’

‘Lucknow? How the hell will I do that?’ she says disbelievingly.

‘The weekend starts day after. You can meet with him on Saturday evening, darling. It will help me big time. It will buy me some time, at least for a few months,’ I say.

She ponders over it for a while and then nods. ‘Okay. But on one condition—you are not staying alone and doing stupid things any more. You are coming with me to Gurgaon,’ she says.

I smile at her. Now that you are doing what I want you to, I can go anywhere with you, hot girl.

‘Okay. You go settle the bill, and I will freshen up,’ I say and get up.

‘Sure,’ she says and leaves the room.

I call up Hemant Bhaiya as soon as she leaves. I know he would be ready to explode.

He picks up my call in half a beep. ‘Where the fuck have you been and where is my money?’ he asks.

I speak as if I am on my deathbed. ‘Bhaiya, I am in the hospital,’ I say, sounding very weak. Even a goon like him is taken aback, he softens.

‘Why? What happened to you? You were absolutely fine last evening,’ he says disbelievingly.

‘Reaction, Bhaiya. I had sleeping pills with whisky,’ I say, maintaining my demeanour.

‘Now, you can only die after attempting such a thing, no? Do you think you can die without paying me back?’ He tries to be a friend and a bully at the same time.

‘I will return your money, and I won’t die, Bhaiya. Have faith in your Tiger,’ I say, trying to flatter him.

‘But how and when? I want it today, I am telling you, Sid,’ he says.

‘Just wait for one more day, Bhaiya. I am sending Anuradha to meet you there.’

There is a momentary pause. The bastard is getting a hard-on just listening to this, I know. ‘When is she coming? Is she carrying the money?’ he asks, his voice softening.

‘She is worth a lot more than what I owe you, Bhaiya,’ I say. I know the scoundrel is all ears.

‘Okay, that we will see, but she must carry the money. This is your only chance. So, if either of you is not here with the money, I will come to Delhi,’ he says and hangs up.

You don’t have a clue about what’s in store for you, Hemant Bhaiya. Not only will you forget about your current loan, but you will give me more to restart my venture. Anuradha, my trump card, is coming to you.
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Anuradha

October 2015

I walk out of the domestic airport in Lucknow and take a cab. Diwali is round the corner and there is festivity in the air. I am wearing a steel-grey suit—a three-button jacket and a matching skirt that barely touches my knee. Sid told me to dress up in clothes that Lucknow is not familiar with. It’s my hometown, and I knew what would grab attention here. These clothes surely do; I notice co-passengers, people at the airport and taxi drivers looking admiringly at me. It’s after 8 p.m. I have to meet Hemant Bhaiya at Hotel Gemini Intercontinental where he is having some political meetings. Sid was worried. He was so worked up about this meeting that he went overboard, drinking from the time he moved to my house. I tried to stop him but he didn’t listen. I didn’t push him further, because I know that anxiety can actually kill someone.

I want to do this for Sid. I want him to be happy and focus on something else if this isn’t working out. You just can’t keep throwing good money behind bad ideas all your life. I hope I am able to convince Hemant Bhaiya to give Sid a few more months, during which he can figure out his life once again, with me in it this time.

I feel a bit awkward though. Sid has given me a spy camera, shaped like a pen. It rests in the upper pocket of my jacket. He wants me to record the conversation I have with Hemant Bhaiya.

‘What the fuck is this, Sid?’ I asked when he gave me the 32-GB camera.

‘It’s nothing, Anuradha. I just want this conversation on record in case he agrees,’ he said, looking at his laptop screen.

‘And why would you want to do that?’ I asked.

‘I don’t trust these politicians because they have a tendency to go back on their words. I want it so that if his memory fails him some time in the future, the video is there to remind him.’

‘It’s a creepy way to do it,’ I said, still uncomfortable. He got up and took the spy pen from my hand.

‘No one will notice it. It’s just to safeguard our future,’ he said, clipping it on my shirt.

‘You just need to press this tiny button on the top for it to start.’ He pushed the button to demonstrate.

‘Does it record sound, too?’ I asked.

‘Everything, its battery will last for a day. Sorted?’ He smiled at me. I felt like a newly recruited spy.

The cab enters the gates of Hotel Gemini Intercontinental. The hotel doesn’t seem to be very crowded. Sid told me that the receptionist would tell me Hemant Bhaiya’s room number. He is expecting me and must have left a message. I walk towards the reception manned by two fresh recruits from some hotel management institute. The girl looks at me, her eye admiring my dress. I ask for Hemant Bhaiya. She recognizes his name instantly. She looks at her partner; he shakes his head, indicating that he doesn’t know. She then picks up the phone and asks someone else on the other line, I think her manager. She smiles at me, holding the receiver.

‘Miss Anuradha?’ she asks. People in small towns still haven’t caught on to more appropriate titles such as ‘Ms’. I mean, how does one know that I am a ‘Miss’ and not a ‘Mrs’?

‘He is expecting you in room No. 501,’ she says, pointing at the elevator. I nod and walk towards it. I plan to finish my ‘convince Hemant Bhaiya’ meeting quickly, and head to my parents’ house straight away. I have a return flight to Delhi tomorrow evening. I knock at the hotel door; a moustachioed man, wearing a white kurta pyjama, opens it. He has a funny smile on his face; I pretend to reciprocate. The stench of cigarette smoke mixed with that of alcohol gushes out of the room. I feel a bit uncomfortable right at the door. As he turns around, I press the tiny button on the pen.

‘Pandeyji, get her inside, will you?’ a voice calls out from inside the room. Pandeyji still has that funny smile on his face. I enter the room and see two men sitting on opposite chairs; an empty couch stands in the other corner. The TV is on mute. The room appears darker than usual, smoke dimming the effect of the yellow lights. I look at the two men; the guy with a French beard, in his early fifties, must be Hemant Bhaiya, I think, and greet him with a namaste. He looks at me intently, from top to bottom, and then his gaze stops at my bare legs, where my skirt ends. Why are all these funny men huddled together in one room and looking at me so damn weirdly? I blame it on the small-town mentality of ogling at a woman in short clothes.

‘Sit, sit,’ he gestures at the couch. I squeeze through the gap between the table and the other gentleman’s legs to get to the couch and sit down. I adjust my skirt so that it stays close to my knees and doesn’t ride up. Three sets of eyes are busy feasting on me, especially the bare skin below my knees.

‘How are you, Hemant Bhaiya?’ I ask, hoping that he would look at me instead of checking out every inch of my exposed body.

‘Good, good. What will you have?’ he asks, pointing at his glass of Scotch. I shake my head in refusal.

‘What is this? I thought all modern girls like you are fond of this,’ he says.

What does he mean? Modern girls are happy sharing a drink with obnoxious men in a hotel room?

‘No thanks, Bhaiya. I don’t drink much except for wine,’ I say and regret it immediately. He looks at his crony who had opened the door for me.

‘Order some wine, no?’ he says excitedly. The crony races towards the room intercom.

‘Please, Bhaiya, not now. I am just fine,’ I say immediately. He looks disappointed.

‘Some beer veer?’ he asks. I have to stop this before he starts naming every bottle in the hotel bar.

‘A Coke will do. Thanks,’ I say. Hemant Bhaiya nods and looks at the crony who checks the room’s minibar. It doesn’t have Coke so he places an order. Hemant Bhaiya raises the volume of the TV. The news channel is showing a huge march staged by the Opposition in Uttar Pradesh. I sit like an idiot for ten minutes in the room, with one man watching TV and the other two checking me out. Then he puts it on mute and asks the other men to leave. I get a bit uncomfortable again, but I guess he wants to talk in private.

‘So, what can I do for you?’ he asks, yawning.

‘You know all about it, Hemant Bhaiya. Sid is very worried about the money that he owes you. He wants to return it to you but he can’t,’ I say.

‘Then why did he take it. Did we force him?’ he asks, smiling condescendingly. I shake my head, still smiling.

‘No, you didn’t but his business hasn’t taken off the way he wanted it to. He needs time, Bhaiya,’ I say.

‘We need money to run our house too. If we give him time, what will we eat? Grass?’ he laughs. I don’t know why this weirdo keeps referring to himself as we. I mean ‘I’ is still in vogue, dude.

‘Bhaiya, Sid speaks so highly of you, he thinks of you as his mentor. I am sure you can manage without that money for a few months,’ I say, buttering him up. It usually works with my clients so it should work with him, too.

He goes quiet, perhaps weighing the options in his head; I hope he agrees. He opens a bottle of Scotch and makes himself another drink.

‘Are you carrying the money that Sid told me about?’ he says, taking a large sip. I am unaware about this and shake my head.

‘So, does that mean that you are here without any money and on top of that you want me to give him time to pay up?’ his tone changes. I get nervous.

‘I mean, Sid didn’t give me any money. He asked me to meet you and talk to you.’

‘Talk and do what? Do you think we are running a charity here? Let me set that asshole right,’ he says heatedly, picking up his phone from the table.

I am scared and hassled. I don’t want this man to threaten my boyfriend. ‘Please, Hemant Bhaiya!’ I protest. ‘He’s like your younger brother. Would you do this if he was your real brother? Young people make mistakes, the elders should be gracious enough to pardon their follies,’ I rattle off, hoping it works on an old-timer like him.

His expression softens.

‘How much time does Sid need to pay me back?’ he says and gets up.

‘Six months to a year,’ I say expectantly. He nods and then walks towards the door, thinking. It’s working, god, please god please, make it work, for Sid and me.

He comes back and instead of sitting on the chair, sits next to me on the couch. I squirm in my seat.

He sits inches away; I can smell the alcohol on his breath.

‘I can give him time but you see this world works on barter,’ he says, looking at me. I am a bit amazed with this instant change. I notice that he has placed his hand on my bare leg. I don’t think much about it and don’t ask him to remove it. If he lets Sid go then this is bloody inconsequential in the overall scheme of things.

‘If you can do that, Bhaiya, Sid and I will be indebted to you forever,’ I say.

He nods and seems to be encouraged with the freedom; his fingers first twitch on my bare skin and then start travelling upwards. I am paralysed for a moment and then realize the speed with which his hand is going up my skirt; it’s just a couple of inches away from my crotch. I scream and push his hand away with all my force. As a result, his frolic abruptly ends.

‘What the fuck is wrong with you, Bhaiya?’ I scream. The bastard’s skin is thicker than a rhino’s.

He holds my hand tightly and speaks in a low, threatening voice, ‘If you want to save your Sid, agree to spend one day with me every month, one full day. Six days in six months or twelve days in twelve months. You choose. I won’t touch him as long as you are spending that one day in a month with me.’

I slap the bastard tight and hard. He can’t believe it, and neither can I. I don’t give a damn about this moron any more. If I have to save Sid, I will do it myself. I race towards the door; the asshole is still sitting on the couch, too shocked to move.

I open the door to find his crony standing there with a bottle of Coke.

‘Madam, Coke?’ he asks.

‘Shove it up your crooked ass,’ I say before walking out.

I cry my eyes out on the way back in the cab. The cab driver is totally clueless; he doesn’t know what to do. Good that he doesn’t open his mouth and focuses on the road. I reach my parents’ house but can’t sleep the entire night. The next day I change my flight to an earlier one in the afternoon. I can’t wait to confront Sid.
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Sid

A Day Later

It didn’t go the way I thought it would. I am sure Hemant Bhaiya’s overeagerness and Anuradha’s stupid sense of morality screwed-up my plan. Hemant Bhaiya was livid yesterday on the phone; he has never hurled such abuses and threats at me, ever. It was scary: he spoke to me for a good half-hour after that dimwit left him. He didn’t give me the details, but I am sure she did something that got him so pissed that he wanted me dead. What did you do, Anuradha? What the hell did you do to him? He behaved like she stripped him naked in front of the world, and now he wants revenge. He has given me a week to make her spread her legs for him or return the money I owe him. I know him; the fucker is not going to back-pedal this time. I haven’t been able to sleep a wink since his call last night. I have had so much alcohol and yet I don’t feel drunk, the fear in my heart outweighs the intoxication. This bitch is also not taking my calls or answering my messages since yesterday. I thought these two would help me out, but they fucked it up, made a complete mess of it. I wanted Hemant Bhaiya to see what a bewitching woman my girlfriend is, give me some time to return the money I owe, and in return I could have convinced her that getting into Hemant Bhaiya’s bed is not a big deal. I mean you have sex with multiple partners these days, and in this case your partner is ready to help your lover.

Hemant Bhaiya is overanxious too; he did a stupid thing because of which Anuradha can’t be persuaded now. Both these morons spoilt my fucking party and ruined my plan. Sid, hang on, hang on man, it’s not over till it’s over. You have some time and a lot of ideas. Can’t you resurrect the plan? Yes, I can but I shouldn’t get too excited. I have to plan my next move carefully. It has to be carefully thought-out and unhurried.

I can hear a faint click-clack of heels on the stairs. I look at my watch; it’s just 3 p.m. Has Anuradha taken an earlier flight? I pick up my laptop and pretend to look engrossed. I empty my glass of Scotch and keep it on the side table. I have to be smart now if I want to get my life back.

Anuradha enters the house looking tired as hell. Her worn-out face and swollen eyes give away her agitation. I choose to ignore that and smile. She doesn’t reciprocate and keeps her bag on the couch. I walk up to her and put my arms around her shoulders. She breaks away from my grip.

‘Don’t touch me,’ she says. I feign ignorance. I try again, but she pushes me back.

‘I said don’t fucking touch me, Sid!’ she repeats, her teeth clenched with anger. Something bad has happened, I am sure of that.

‘What’s wrong, Anuradha? I was trying your number the whole goddamn night!’ I say, acting frustrated. I want her to spill the beans quickly without any drama.

She stares at me, her eyes welling up with tears. She wipes the tears away before they fall on her cheeks.

‘What happened last evening, Anuradha? Did he behave badly with you?’ I ask eagerly.

She removes her hands from her face, which has turned red. ‘Badly? Is that what you think? He fucking almost raped me!’ she cries. I don’t get it at first. Hemant Bhaiya didn’t mention it, and I could never imagine he would go that far.

‘What the hell, Anuradha? Hemant Bhaiya didn’t mention this to me,’ I say disbelievingly. I know Anuradha isn’t lying, I know her well enough by now. The new plan has already started taking shape in my mind, it’s ticking.

‘Go and believe your Hemant Bhaiya then. Was he happy when he spoke to you?’ she screams again.

I pull the hair on the back of my head, looking desperate and worked up. I should have been a part of the drama programme in school and college; I would have done a good job. ‘No, he wasn’t. In fact, he was livid. I thought it was because he said something nasty to you and you retorted.’

‘Retorted? Are you serious, Sid? What does a girl do when an asshole tries to put his hand inside her underwear? I fucking slapped him,’ she says and starts crying as those memories flood her mind; she gasps out loud, tears rolling down her cheeks.

‘Fuck, did that bastard do that?’ I say and bang my fist against the wall. It’s very exciting; the trailer is mind-blowing, and I can’t wait to watch the full movie.

‘I shouldn’t have sent you to meet him. I am so sorry, Anuradha, I am so sorry,’ I say, looking miserable, cupping her face in my hands. I try hard to tear up, thinking about all the bad things that have happened in my life, but they just refuse to appear.

‘Why did I send you, Anuradha? I will not let that bastard get away with this, I will bloody kill him,’ I say, impersonating a badly hurt lover’s character.

She frees herself from my embrace. ‘You aren’t doing anything more, Sid. What you have done till now is stupid enough,’ she says.

‘But I can’t leave him like that?’ I say, shrugging my shoulders.

She looks at me sharply. ‘You call assholes like him your mentor! I mean how immensely stupid are you, Sid?’

I lower my face and stare at the ground, not saying anything; this technique works sometimes. She sits down on the bed.

‘But we owe him money, what about that?’ she asks wearily.

‘He has given me seven days to figure it out. I will find a way,’ I say.

‘I hope so, otherwise we will do something. I can ask my parents,’ she says.

What can they give? Five–six lakh rupees, tops? I need a hundred times more for my dreams to come true.

‘Do you have the recording?’ I ask after a few moments.

‘I have told you everything, what use is it now? You will get upset all over again,’ she says and lies down.

‘I just want to see it once, that bastard showing his true colours that I haven’t seen before,’ I say in a measured voice. Deep inside I am itching to watch it. I am desperate to see if it is good enough to kick-start my plan.

‘It’s in the pocket of my jacket,’ she says, pointing towards her bag. Anuradha is lying on the bed and doesn’t see the smile on my face. I sit next to her and kiss her on her lips a couple of times.

‘I am upset and tired, Sid,’ she says, shutting her eyes. I get up and take out the spy camera from her bag and pour myself another drink.
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I have been viewing this video over and over again for the last two hours. It’s mind-blowing. I never thought that it would exceed my expectations so wonderfully. The alarming sleaze on display by a sitting MLA of the ruling party is enough to set the house on fire. Hemant always-ready-for-a-fuck Bhaiya, you won’t get a hard-on after seeing this. I have the power to ruin you, totally! Your Tiger, who owes you a lot of money, has the power to destroy you now. I transfer the file to my iPhone 5S, my old phone where I keep most of my videos, pictures, recordings and important documents. There goes my plan A, over and done with. But that’s not enough; geniuses always have a plan B. So, if my plan A is all about Hemant, that desperate asshole, plan B is about you, Anuradha, you sweet and stupid, hopelessly in love girl. You sleep here right in front of me, unaware of the little surprises that life is going to hit you with.

I get up and press the small button on top of the spy camera and put it inside the pocket of my leather jacket that hangs from a chair. I turn the chair around at an angle so that the camera faces the bed on which she sleeps, where I will be joining her soon. I get inside the blanket, and stroke her head. Anuradha is half asleep. I kiss her on the neck, deep kisses; I know that they arouse her. She wakes up and tries to resist. I put my hand on her thigh, caress it and then travel upwards. She moans. I am reminded of the irony. Yesterday, the same act resulted in a tight slap; today it is going to get me great pleasure. I take off the blanket and throw it away; we make love, and the camera captures it. I sleep then, it’s perhaps my last day in this house and in her life.

I get up in the morning, knowing exactly what I have to do. It feels great to have that sort of clarity. She is getting ready for work, has just taken a shower and her hair is wet. God! You are so beautiful, Anuradha. I wish I didn’t have to do this but then my dreams are just too big for your life to accommodate. You were fine as company till this point in my life, but going ahead with you would mean clipping off my wings just when I want to fly. You can’t fly with me; you are not the companion I am looking for. I have the video of our lovemaking. I don’t think you will let me do that ever again. I have been careful not to expose my face in it but you can be seen: nude, uncensored, doing things that men only fantasize about. It’s all there in this video that I will take with me and use when the time is right because that’s my plan B.

‘Anuradha,’ I say, lying on the couch. I know what I am going to say next is the worst thing she has ever heard.

‘Yes?’ she says as she dries her hair with a hair dryer.

‘I saw the video and thought about it the whole night,’ I say.

‘So?’ she asks.

‘We cannot pay back Hemant Bhaiya within seven days so there seems to be no harm in considering his proposal,’ I say without any remorse or shame. She switches off the machine and turns around, disbelief and shock writ large on her pretty face.

‘Sid, what the hell do you mean?’ she comes closer to me. ‘What about all that you said yesterday?’ her voice shaking with anger and hurt.

‘I was emotional, Anuradha; I didn’t know what I was saying. I thought about it last night again. It would be suicidal to walk away from his proposal. What is the big deal in sleeping with that son of a bitch a few times anyway?’

‘You want me to fuck that guy?’ she asks with a deadpan expression.

‘Yes, if you want this to end.’

I know what her reply is going to be, but that’s fine, it’s too inconsequential in the plan.

A hard slap hits my face. So, it’s done and plan B starts.

‘Pick up your stuff and get the hell out of my house!’ are her last words to me.
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After a couple of hours, I reach the New Delhi railway station. I need some solitude now, I need to be away to think, to give shape to my plan. I need to be somewhere no one can reach me for at least a few days. There I will set everything into motion without any obstruction. I will get big money in my coffers operating from this place. I have been reading up about such a place which isn’t very far from here, yet it is quiet and isolated.

I take a train to Dehradun. Lal Tibba, which is further away, is my destination.
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Anuradha looks through the glass of wine kept between us on the table. I am completely engrossed in Sid’s story. I suddenly feel the winter chill run through my body. I rub my palms together.

‘So, that’s the reason Hemant is shitting bricks?’ I ask, looking up. She nods.

‘The state is due for elections early next year. That adds to his soaring blood pressure,’ she says.

‘But if the phone is gone with Sid, then why doesn’t he believe us?’ I ask, thinking about Hemant’s threatening glare.

‘He doesn’t know that Sid had another phone because in his mind the phone found in the room is the only one Sid carried,’ she says. I take a deep breath.

‘So, if the video isn’t on that phone, it is hidden somewhere and who else would know that better than you,’ I answer my own question. She nods.

She takes a sip of the wine. ‘At first, he was paranoid when he came to know that Sid’s phone was found in the room. He flexed his muscles with the investigating authorities, only to find out later that the phone had nothing that was of consequence to him.’

‘When did he come to you?’ I ask.

‘A couple of months ago, after he couldn’t find the video.’

I look at her beautiful face that has lost its sheen. I suddenly feel sad. ‘Did you tell him to go look for the other phone if it is still somewhere there.’

She looks irritated all of a sudden. ‘I told you, Dhruv, he believes Sid had only one phone. The one that he talked to Sid on, the one that Sid was always seen with. He thinks I am giving him some cock and bull story of this non-existent phone.’

I sigh and nod. ‘He thinks you are hiding the truth about the video.’

She looks up. ‘Yes. He has been hounding me ever since with calls and messages. I have told him so many times, avoided his calls, but he just doesn’t stop. I guess his anxiety grows with each passing day.’

‘He looks pretty dangerous to me. I don’t think his threats can be taken lightly,’ I say stupidly, double-checking even after hearing Hemant’s story from her. We remain so cocooned in our own world that such characters seem fictional, as if they don’t exist. It’s still hard for me to believe that one such psycho has entered my life.

‘So, what do we do now?’ I say, sipping the wine.

‘He needs the video desperately. We will have to get it,’ she says.

‘What if it doesn’t exist? What if the phone is gone, broken, or someone found it and took it away,’ I say; the probability of finding it is very low.

Anuradha stares at me. ‘I think we need to try, Dhruv, we really have to give it our best shot. You don’t know who we are up against. He is solely responsible for Sid’s death.’

She feels sorry for Sid even after knowing what kind of an asshole he was. I mean Sid did want Anuradha to sleep with that son of a bitch; he wanted my Anuradha to do that. I suddenly feel a wave of rage building inside. I douse it instantly.

‘Are you sure Sid committed suicide? What if Hemant got him thrown off from that window?’ I ask. She shakes her head, clearing her throat.

‘Sid was absconding, incommunicado. No one knew where he was, not even me.’

She glances at me. ‘Also, he would have first taken the video from Sid and then killed him.’

I nod. I admire her intelligence, rarely seen these days.

‘Did you try to contact Sid after what he did and said?’ I ask hesitatingly. Her expression turns grim, and she takes a few moments to answer.

‘No, not initially, but when he disappeared from Facebook and WhatsApp, I thought something was wrong.’

‘So, what did you do then?’

‘I called him on both his phones. Nothing worked, both were switched off. I just wanted to make sure he was fine.’

‘Then what happened?’

‘I called him constantly over the next few days, sent him messages but he did not respond,’ she says.

‘So, for how long did this continue?’ I ask.

‘Till I came to know he was dead. My mother came to know of it first, she broke the news. She knew that we were in a serious relationship.’

Wow! That’s what a serious relationship is? Your boyfriend wants you to sleep with his boss for money. Balls, Anuradha, how crazily weak and stupid can you become in love! So different from what you really are. Shut up, Dhruv, aren’t you the same? What are you doing sitting here, making her problems your own? Don’t you have the option to walk away and ask her to deal with it on her own? Can you do that? If the answer is no, then isn’t love making you do that? I guess you are right. We are two of a kind and that is why we are together.

I sigh and get up. She holds my hand.

‘Can’t you stay for the night today? Once?’ she asks. I look into her pleading eyes, I hate to make them sadder.

‘I have to go, Anuradha. I can’t.’

‘Okay. I get it,’ she nods and loosens her grip.

I leave her house with a heavy heart; unwillingly leaving her alone. I don’t notice the black Innova that is parked a hundred metres away.
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I collapse on the bed after reaching home. Shalini and the kids have gone off to sleep. I check on the kids, snuggled inside their quilt, oblivious to the mess their father has got into. I can’t tell Shalini about it, not even a little bit. The outcome will be devastating. I have to go through this alone and make sure my family stays unaffected, just as it has been till today.

I hear the faint sound of the landline ringing in my sleep. I tell myself it’s a dream and go back to sleep. I think Shalini has woken up and gone to the living room. She switches on the lights after a couple of minutes and wakes me up, tapping me on the shoulder. She doesn’t look happy at all.

‘There’s a call for you,’ she says.

Fear grips me instantly, but I act surprised. ‘Who is it?’ I ask.

‘Rachna! Isn’t she your creative director? Why is she calling you at 3 a.m.?’ she asks impatiently.

I get up and shrug my shoulders. Frankly, I don’t have a clue about why she is calling at this hour. There aren’t any deadlines we have to meet. I wonder why.

‘Dhruv, I don’t like what has been happening over the last few months,’ she says.

I mean, come on, Shalini, don’t start a fight at 3 a.m.!

‘What?’ I snap back like a spotless husband who has been asked to prove his innocence.

‘All these late nights, working over weekends and random calls from women in the dead of the night. All of this,’ Shalini says.

I gesture at her to calm down. ‘Relax, let me just take the call first, please.’

I go out to the other bedroom where the phone is. Shalini follows me. I pick up the phone and say ‘Hello’. It’s Anuradha on the line and not Rachna. I have a mini heart attack right there. Shalini stares at me intently; I am so nervous that words get stuck in my throat.

‘Hi, Rachna,’ I say sounding as normal as I can.

Anuradha, for heaven’s sake, please don’t do anything stupid, is what I pray.

She is smart enough to understand and plays along for a minute though her voice is quivering with fear. We make inane conversation about a client delivery. I look at Shalini and ask her to go to bed. She hesitates first but then turns around and leaves.

The tone of my voice changes as soon as she leaves. ‘Why have you called me here?’ I ask desperately.

‘Check your phone, Dhruv; I called at least a dozen times. Where else would I call?’ she says, getting worked up. I hate myself for giving her this number, in one of those weaker moments when I thought I was being protective. Now I need protection from both Shalini and her.

‘Is your wife still there? What’s her problem?’ she asks, her tone turning sarcastic.

‘Just let it go, Anuradha, why did you call?’ I ask. I am in no mood for an argument at this hour.

‘Those guys were here,’ she says. ‘Hemant’s men, they came to my house.’

‘Why did they come there? What did they want?’ I ask hotly and then check my rising decibel.

‘They were looking for the same thing, the video. They were asking about you as well, wanted to know if you would do the job,’ she says.

‘What did you say?’

‘I told them yes. We are trying,’ she says and starts sobbing. ‘I am scared, Dhruv. I am just so tired of all this.’

‘Did they leave after that?’ I ask.

‘Yes, I didn’t let them enter the house. It was so scary answering those drunken men,’ she breaks down again.

‘It’s okay, Anuradha. It will all be fine. Just don’t cry and make it worse for us,’ I whisper, trying to calm her down. I let her cry for a few minutes; it will help her calm down, I think.

‘Are you feeling better?’ I ask after the outburst is over. ‘I will come a little early to see you tomorrow. Please get some sleep now. Okay?’

‘Yeah, I am sorry to have disturbed your wife,’ she says and hangs up. I feel the sting of sarcasm in her voice.

I get inside the bed, knowing Shalini isn’t asleep.

‘It was about an urgent deadline for tomorrow. Rachna has been working on it the whole night. She was stuck and couldn’t have waited,’ I say and pick up my cell phone. It’s flooded with missed calls from Anuradha.

Shalini turns around and looks me in the eye as if I were her patient, interrogating. I find it impossible to break away from her gaze. ‘Are you telling the truth, Dhruv? I feel something is really wrong.’

I nod as confidently as I can. She lets out her breath and then turns over.

‘I have heard this voice earlier, in fact quite recently,’ she says, remembering. I am reminded of their meeting in Shalini’s clinic that very instant.

I die again that night.
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About ten days later, I am sitting at the reception of Talk-Tel, a network service provider; a client that C&M has handled for over ten years. This is my third visit to this office over the last seven days. The first was to meet the marketing head of Talk-Tel, Pranav, who is also a good friend. I told him that the son of a relative has been missing for many months; he was seeing a girl whose parents didn’t approve of their relationship so they eloped. I also told him that no one has heard from them since and both the families are very worried. The police haven’t been able to help much. I added that I mentioned to my relative’s family that I could help and they were only too glad. Pranav bought it and agreed to help me informally. It was not that big a job, to trace the last location of the boy through his two mobile numbers.

He introduced me to Vipul Joshi, the nodal officer at Talk-Tel. This guy has a pretty unique job in the company. He can track any Talk-Tel prepaid or postpaid number in India. He can also track numbers belonging to other service providers through friends working there. Between them they can track any mobile number in the country. This isn’t a mere hobby for these nodal officers, it is their job. These days, a mobile phone has become a hub of all activities, an epicentre of all good and bad information. So when something untoward happens like murder, kidnapping, theft or any kind of terrorist activity, the phone becomes the first avenue to track the movement of the bad guys.

I am looking for a bad guy too, and that’s why I am here to meet Vipul Joshi, a moustachioed man who stammers when he talks. I handed him both the numbers that Sid used on my last visit a couple of days back, his new iPhone 6 which had a Talk-Tel number and the iPhone 5S which had a BVNL number. It wouldn’t have been easy if Pranav had not intervened personally because nodal officers hand out such information only to law enforcement agencies, which are controlled by the police. However, this case was treated as an exception due to the relationship C&M and I have with Pranav and Talk-Tel. I am called to the conference room where Vipul Joshi sits. He smiles and gets up to greet me. We exchange pleasantries and soon the coffee arrives.

‘Both the cell phones were switched off in Mussoorie on the same day,’ he says. I keep my expression as normal as possible.

‘Okay, so that means he was in Mussoorie last,’ I say, repeating his statement, confirming it. Vipul nods. I know that, mister, he was found dead a few kilometres from there, in Lal Tibba.

‘Then he changed the SIM of one of his phones and replaced it with a local prepaid number,’ Vipul says, looking at the sheets, nodding intermittently.

‘How do you know that?’ I ask.

‘IMEI number,’ he says routinely. I remember now, IMEI is the unique fifteen-digit number that every phone has. I remember having heard about it in one of the Talk-Tel presentations.

‘Which phone’s SIM did he change?’ I ask. He shows me the number. It’s the new phone, his iPhone 6.

‘Can you tell me for how many days he used this new number?’ I ask.

‘Ten days—it was switched off after that,’ he says. ‘The records of the calls for this number were requested by the police as well, ten to eleven months back.’

I get a little worried. Sid jumped off the window after using it for ten days. The police must have conducted a routine inquiry of calls made from this number. I hope he doesn’t guess that I am inquiring about a dead man and not my missing relative.

I say hurriedly, ‘I guess someone from the family lodged a complaint, that’s why the query came up.’ Vipul Joshi looks at me through his thick spectacles. I clear my throat nervously.

‘Yes, maybe, this is why it’s showing up here.’ The conference room goes quiet for a while.

‘What about the other phone which had a BVNL number? Has it remained switched off all this time?’ I ask. Vipul immerses himself in his sheets again.

‘No, the CDR here states that it was switched on from time to time during those ten days,’ he says.

‘What is CDR?’ I ask. He looks up again, ‘Call detail register.’ I nod.

‘So then, when was it switched off finally?’ I ask, thinking.

‘Around the same time as the other phone, the Talk-Tel one, a couple of hours earlier though,’ he says, pointing at the sheet.

It is making sense to me now, what Anuradha has been saying. The older iPhone 5S was with Sid when he jumped out of the window. It fell near the spot where his body was found. If it was in his pocket the police would have found it, broken or working. But it wasn’t found, which means it was still there; it was probably alive for a few hours before the battery died permanently. The other phone, iPhone 6, was found by the police in the room. The big fucking question now is will the older phone, the iPhone 5S, still be there?

‘Can we find out if the BVNL phone is still there?’ I ask, taking a shot in the dark. Vipul smiles wryly and then shakes his head.

‘No, you can’t do that, once the phone goes dead and isn’t switched on again, you can’t track it.’

I nod. I think that’s the maximum information I can extract. At least, I am now sure about the second phone theory, that Sid had a second phone, the one Hemant is not buying. I thank Vipul as I get up.

‘Can I help you with anything else?’ he asks. I am not sure what else I would want from him.

‘The call records of both the phones during these days?’ he asks politely. Yes, why not. Perhaps they will reveal something important.

‘Here’s my email id,’ I say, handing him my visiting card again. He nods and smiles at me.

‘I hope you find your missing cousin, Mr Saxena. These men, no, they can do anything for love,’ he says as we exit the conference room.

I call Anuradha on my way back and tell her about my meeting and findings. She listens intently, not interrupting me even once.

‘So, what do you want to do now?’ she asks.

‘I don’t know, Anuradha,’ I say, still unsure of the next step.

She pauses. ‘Dhruv, we have to do something fast. We are running out of time here.’
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I finish the day’s work and walk out of my cabin. I look at Anuradha’s workstation; it’s vacant, though her belongings are still there: her quilted tote bag and green water bottle. I turn around, all of them are huddled together in the conference room for a team meeting with Rachna. I decide to head back home.

I am nearing my condominium, Regency Park Two, when I see two men standing on the side of the road, leaning against a black Innova. I recognize the car. The men see me coming and walk towards the middle of the road. I slow down my car. My heart starts pounding. The big, burly man signals me to stop. I park on one side and glance around. The winter haze has settled on the street lamps that line the cemented pavement. I come out of the car.

‘What do you want?’ I ask nervously, not knowing what else to say.

‘Where is the video?’ the other guy says, he is shorter and has a thick beard covering his face.

I look at their faces, eager and angry to finish their job.

I can feel drops of sweat trickling down my forehead. ‘I am yet to find it. Give me some time.’

Suddenly the tall guy gets angry and pushes me. ‘Didn’t Bhaiya tell you that you have fifteen days?’

I stagger but then hold on to my car. ‘What the fuck do you think you are doing? I will call the police.’ The tall guy sneers, shaking his head, and then suddenly punches me. I am taken unawares and fall on my knees. I can’t take this any more, this fucking humiliation. I gasp for breath and then punch him where it hurts the most, in his crotch. He lets out a cry and falls down. The other guy kicks me, I fall on the ground. He then takes out a pistol from his pocket. I am petrified at the sight of it inches away from me. I am fucked.

‘Motherfucker, we can kill you and that fucking bitch any time we want to. You are pushing your luck too far!’ he says, shouting, holding the gun over my face. I hate the way he addresses Anuradha. I fucking want to kill him! I look behind him, towards the entrance of our condominium. The guards have noticed the commotion. They are coming out of the room at the gate.

‘Do what you want, bastards. If you think you can get the video by scaring me like this, balls to you!’ I say. He kicks my face again. My lip is bruised; I can feel blood trickling down my chin. The tall guy is up on his feet again. He glances at the condominium gate, the guards are walking swiftly towards us. He gestures at his friend that they need to leave.

‘You will see what we do to you if we don’t get the video within the next three days,’ the bearded guy says, raising his finger.

‘Fuck you!’ I shout before they get in the Innova and disappear in the winter fog.

The guards help me stand up and ask me who those men were. I don’t say anything, just shake my head and thank them before getting into my car. I go to the condominium club which lies empty on the winter night. I tidy myself up in the bathroom and wash my face, dabbing the cut with a towel. It stops bleeding after a while and the pain subsides too. I sit in the club’s library for another hour, calming my senses. I don’t know what I am going to do next. I don’t tell Anuradha about it that night.
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The next morning I am in a video conference with Vikas when Shalini calls. She usually doesn’t call me during the day as she is with her patients. I don’t take her call. We are busy reviewing our monthly projections. She calls again and then a couple of times more. What’s wrong with you, Shalini? Can’t you understand I am busy, I mutter, irritated. ‘Call now, Dhruv, it’s bloody urgent,’ her message pops up on the phone’s screen. I seek permission and excuse myself for two minutes. Vikas nods.

‘Yeah, what’s wrong, Shalini?’ I ask curtly. It’s strange how our relationship has changed over the past few months.

‘Kabir is missing, Dhruv,’ Shalini says, sobbing. I can make out that I am on the speakerphone; she is probably driving.

‘Missing? What the hell do you mean?’ I ask, not fully absorbing the news. I remember last night’s incident and Hemant’s face flashes before my eyes.

She gasps, ‘His school bus dropped him at the gate two hours ago. He is not at home and no one at the gate or in the building has seen him.’

The ground beneath my feet starts to slip. I lose my bearings.

‘Did you check with the school?’ I ask hastily, my heart pounding.

‘Of course, Dhruv. I even spoke to the bus driver after the maid told me that he hasn’t returned from school.’

I look at my watch; it’s 3 p.m. Kabir is usually back by 1 p.m. and he is too young to go anywhere on his own.

‘Did you check if he is at his friend’s place?’ I ask stupidly, out of panic.

Shalini shouts at me. ‘Have you gone crazy, has Kabir ever done that?’

‘Where are you?’ I ask.

‘Come home, Dhruv, as fast as you can. I am headed there,’ she says and disconnects.

I will kill you, Hemant, if you have anything to do with this. I swear I will fucking kill you today if anything happens to my family! The fire rages inside and singes me with its fury as I drive at breakneck speed towards my house.
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‘What have you done, Dhruv?’ Shalini accosts me as soon as I enter the house. ‘What the hell have you done that this is happening?’

The maid taking care of Siya peeps from the adjoining room.

‘Where is Kabir?’ I ask, glancing around.

‘First, you tell me what you have been up to?’ Shalini screams. I am upset as hell and also edgy after hearing these questions.

‘What’s wrong with you, Shalini? I have done nothing wrong. Where should we look for Kabir?’ I howl.

The maid’s curiosity is increasing, so Shalini asks her to shut the door. She obliges unwillingly.

‘I just got a call, here on the landline,’ Shalini points at the phone. Fuck, I know it’s these guys. I am even more incensed.

‘What are you talking about, Shalini? We need to find Kabir.’

‘Kabir is with them. They have him, Dhruv,’ she says coldly.

‘What did they say?’ I ask.

Shalini is a damn good psychologist. She uses the right words at the right time to unnerve people. ‘Your husband is a liar. He is doing things he shouldn’t be doing and you guys are paying the price for it,’ she says, pinning me to my world of endless guilt.

I know it’s them, but I could never imagine they would go to such an extent and that is scary.

‘Did they say Kabir is with them?’ I ask.

Shalini nods. The tears have dried up under her eyes. I step out of the house, into the corridor, where the elevators are. I dial the number from which they had called me the first time. I had saved it. The same guy picks up the phone.

‘Give the phone to Hemant,’ I say without wasting any time. There is a pause and the phone exchanges hands.

‘So tell me, Dhruv Sahib, what I can do for you?’ Hemant asks condescendingly.

I can’t take it any more—the pain, the hurt. I can’t digest the fact that my son is being treated like shit because of his father. ‘I will kill you, motherfucking son of a bitch! If anything happens to my son, I will kill all of you!’ I scream and break down.

Hemant laughs. ‘Look at this brave man talking now; yesterday the same man was refusing to get me the video.’

I am down on my knees, just let my son go, I need my son, goddammit. Help me, god, please help me!

‘Hemant, I want my son back,’ I howl on the phone.

‘I want the video,’ he says coldly.

‘I will kill you, Hemant. I want my son now!’ I say repeatedly, not listening to him, losing my sense of comprehension.

‘Your son is at the DLF 2 police station. Go and pick him up from there. Nothing has happened to him. He is fine,’ he says.

‘Okay,’ I say, giving up.

‘And wait,’ he says before I hang up, ‘Three days, I need that video in three days. If you don’t do it this time, next time it won’t be just your son but your daughter too.’

‘Fine,’ I mutter.

‘Remember, Dhruv Sahib, we won’t be so lenient the next time,’ he says and disconnects the phone. I tremble inside.

I turn into a zombie after that. I feel lifeless as I sit in the car next to Shalini who drives us to the police station. We find Kabir there with a woman constable. He is eating a biscuit. She tells me that she found him crying outside Sahara Mall. Kabir shrieks as soon as he sees his mother and runs towards her and hugs her. I stand next to Shalini, motionless, my hand touching his hair. Kabir presses his face against his mother’s body. She cries with him as I stand there, holding Kabir’s little fingers, tears running down my face.
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I sit alone in our living room staring at the TV, tuned to some random channel. Shalini comes and stands next to me with our kids and the maid. I turn around and see the packed suitcases. Kabir seems fine now. He has a chicken burger in his hand. Siya is half asleep in the maid’s arms, her head rests on her shoulder. I know what awaits me.

‘We are leaving, Dhruv,’ she says.

I hold back the tears that threaten to spill out; there is a numbing sadness in my heart. ‘Shalini, don’t go. Please stay,’ I say.

‘Then tell me what you have been hiding, Dhruv,’ she says. I choke and nothing comes out of my mouth, neither my emotions nor the words. I stay silent like a bloody prick.

Shalini and the kids leave me alone in the house. I can’t sleep, and I don’t want to cry over my sorry wretched state. I need to get my sanity back; I have to get my life back.

I call up Anuradha late at night. I wake her up, and tell her that I am going to Lal Tibba the next morning.
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Present Day: December 2016

Lal Tibba, Mussoorie

Anuradha picks up my call instantly. I am sure she was waiting eagerly for it all day.

‘Hello, Dhruv? Are you okay?’ she asks.

I look up at the sky that is growing darker by the minute. ‘I found the phone. I have it, Anuradha,’ I say, my heart still wobbly with all the excitement it went through.

She is happy, I can hear it in her voice. ‘Are you serious, Dhruv? That’s great news. I love you,’ she sounds ecstatic. I feel relieved after having found the phone. The video should be in it and it would rid me of my misery and that asshole, Hemant.

‘Yeah, the phone is with me,’ I say feeling it in my hand, reconfirming its presence. ‘Hope it has the video.’

Anuradha interrupts me. ‘It will be there, Dhruv. Everything that Sid wanted to hide would be there, inside it.’ She goes silent then; I can hear her sobbing softly.

‘Why are you crying now? Our days of suffering are over,’ I say, a smile playing on my lips after a long time. I think of Shalini and the kids and what they would be doing. I have to get them back in my life, but how? I don’t get an answer immediately, there is still time to plan that.

‘I have been living with so much fear. You have freed me today, Dhruv,’ she says, her voice laden with gratitude.

‘I have freed us. I have suffered as well.’

She sniffs a little. ‘Your life turned upside down too, all because of me.’

‘Don’t blame yourself any more now. Things should be all right soon,’ I say. The driver has woken up from his slumber.

‘Yes, it’s time to be happy again. Come soon, Dhruv, I am waiting for you,’ she says, sounding better. I get aroused by her invitation every time; today is no exception.

‘Yes, I will see you tomorrow in the morning. Goodbye,’ I say and disconnect the line. I get back into the car and ask the cab driver to take me back to the railway station in Dehradun.
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I am seated in the AC coach of the Mussoorie Express. It’s well over midnight. I charged Sid’s phone an hour ago. It was packed with videos, neatly labelled, so it didn’t take much time for me to get the code right and click on the one titled HT—Hemant Tiwari’s scandalous video, the one that kept him awake at night and the one for which he turned my life upside down. I watched it till the end, because I wanted to see how low a man can stoop to fulfil the calling of his dick. It was insanely brazen and made me cringe. I can’t even imagine how Anuradha would have felt after going through this ordeal. I can feel her pain now. Anyway, all of this is going to end tomorrow once I return it to him, after which he can shove this bloody video anywhere he wants to. I make a copy of it on my laptop and delete the video from the phone. I switch the lights off, knowing I will sleep well tonight.
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I meet Hemant Tiwari the next afternoon, hoping this would be the last time I see his ugly face. I hand him the CD on which I have copied the video. He sits at the same place, inside the same room in UP Bhawan. Two cronies guard him and the room like sentinels. He plays the video on a laptop on mute. He doesn’t want his flunkies to hear it. He shuts the laptop after a while, looking satisfied.

‘Good. So where was it? The same place that the girl has been talking about?’ he asks. I nod.

‘Could you find the phone easily?’

The sequence of events from yesterday flashes in my mind. Well, it wasn’t easy, but I was destined to find it, is what I think.

‘No, it wasn’t. I was lucky,’ I say.

Hemant flashes a mean smile. ‘Good for you that you were lucky. Good for you and your family. How are they?’

My family has left me, you asshole, all thanks to you! I choose not to reply. I am sure Hemant already knows that, but wants to purposely hurt me.

‘Sid had called me, you know; he had called me to Lal Tibba,’ Hemant says thoughtfully. I am quite surprised to know this. I scrutinize his face.

‘I thought no one knew where he was. Did you go there?’ I can’t help but ask.

He glances at his men, they seem unconcerned. ‘Sid was blackmailing me,’ he says, pointing at the CD.

Well, he could go to any length, this guy Sid. So this doesn’t come as a surprise to me.

‘What did he want from you in return?’

‘Money, much more than he already owed me,’ Hemant says.

‘So, did you give the money to him?’ I ask.

Hemant lets out a sinister laugh. ‘That bastard died before he could take that money,’ he says and again laughs scornfully. I don’t persist any further and decide to leave.

‘Hope this is the only copy of the video?’ Hemant says looking at the CD.

‘I have no reason to keep another with me,’ I say.

Hemant nods grimly. ‘I know you won’t risk your life again for it.’
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We make love after ages today. I want to get rid of the guilt that dwells deep inside my heart, wanting to claw its way out. Having sex helps, it helps forget everything for a while. We lie entwined in each other’s arms for a long time, before I break the silence.

‘Didn’t Hemant have a good enough reason to kill Sid and make his death look like suicide?’

Anuradha turns around to look at me. She kisses my lips. ‘Forget it now, Dhruv, that chapter is over. Let’s not revisit it.’

I nod but then ask, ‘Just one final question.’

She shakes her head and smiles. ‘My answer remains the same. Why would he leave the video with Sid?’

I think for a while and then reply. ‘Yes, but maybe he thought the video was in Sid’s phone which was in the room. So, he killed him thinking he would retrieve it.’

‘It doesn’t seem likely. A man like Hemant would first ensure the video is in his hands before killing anyone,’ she says, looking into my eyes.

I nod and am about say something when she kisses me again, silencing me. ‘No more talking now. Please, let’s just forget it,’ she pleads.

I decide not to, because to flush it out of our system, we need to stop talking about it.

I get up to leave and she doesn’t stop me from going.

‘Do you want this phone?’ I say, taking out Sid’s old iPhone 5S from my bag. She looks at it, disgust clouding her face.

‘Throw it away, why would I want it,’ she says. I decide to throw it away after deleting all the files from it.

[image:  You Never Know]

The house seems so quiet today, absolutely dead without Shalini and the kids. I miss them terribly as I sit alone with my laptop, mindlessly going through emails that have crowded my inbox over the last couple of days. It’s going to be business as usual from tomorrow in the office. I see an email from Vipul Joshi; I click on it reluctantly. Don’t keep going back to it, Dhruv, it’s over now. Vipul has sent me two separate sheets, call logs of both the phones that Sid carried, calls that were made during the time he was in Lal Tibba. I sift through the first report of the new phone, iPhone 6, the one whose SIM card Sid had changed. He made and received umpteen calls from it, so many phone numbers, all look meaningless. I click on the other attachment, the call log of the older phone that is lying inside my bag. Very few calls were made from it, or received by it; the number doesn’t go beyond twenty or so, I guess.

Wait.

There’s a number that looks familiar. I know this number, and I don’t have a clue about what it is doing on this log sheet. I suddenly feel disturbed, as if I am being pulled back into that shithole again, the one that I want to escape so badly. I put my hand inside the bag and switch on the cell phone. I get anxious as I go through the videos and files that Sid has on it. Goddamn, Sid, a phone is not a fucking computer or your personal hard drive. What have you been hiding here?

I come across a video titled JB. Sometimes you get this strange feeling that something is just not right. I get a similar feeling now as I click on it. The video starts playing, someone is shooting this video inside a room; I can see a bed and a couch. The room looks untidy; the walls look imperial, though old. The camera is stationery; the same image stays on the screen for a few seconds before the video ends. There is another video after that titled JB-1. I click on it. The angle of the camera hasn’t changed much except that there is someone in the video; looks like a man wearing denims, standing in a room. I click on the third video hastily, titled JB-3. I can see a man standing, his full body visible now, he is standing in the same room. The camera zooms in suddenly, its angle changes; I can see the face of this man clearly. I know this goddamn face. Sid is smiling at me in the video. I can see the mountain ranges behind him and the deep valley too, stretching far beyond the window. I am familiar with this place, the eeriness and the thick forest, as I was there last evening. Sid continues to smile at me, standing inside his room in the hundred-year-old building of that lodge in Lal Tibba. JB is Jawahar Bungalow just like HT was Hemant Tiwari. I play the videos again, one after another, in a loop. The realization dawns suddenly, slicing through my consciousness, like a sharp knife. The position of the camera doesn’t change, only the angle does.

A man is not making this video, a machine is. It’s a camera in that room, a hidden camera. Sid, you fucking con man, why on earth would you have a hidden camera in your room? Your own hidden eyes that the world can’t see, why would you do that? I open a travel website and book the morning flight to Dehradun.

Sid, I am coming for the truth you didn’t want anyone to know about.
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I reach Jawahar Bungalow in the afternoon. Lal Tibba looks as deserted as it was when I was here last. The place has turned familiar, as if I have a strange connection with it, a relationship that will perhaps last a lifetime. I have informed the office about this sudden leave. However, I haven’t told Anuradha. I don’t want to unless I find out what Sid was up to. She called me a couple of times when I was on the flight. But I didn’t call back, just texted her that I was unwell.

The owner of the bungalow is at the reception today. She is an ageing lady and looks pretty pleased to see me. Well, who wouldn’t be pleased to see a guest in a hill station at this time of the year? Her happiness is short-lived though as I tell her that I am here only for a few hours, because I have a train to catch at night. The bungalow is completely vacant and all rooms are available. I choose the same room where Sid had stayed. The lady looks a bit uncomfortable handing me the keys of that room; perhaps the unpleasantness of the incident still sticks with her. I insist on the same room, citing the wonderful view it offers. She hands me the keys eventually. An attendant accompanies me to the room. I walk around the room; the same room where Sid would have walked around last year, same time during winter.

I glance around, the décor is pretty much the same as I had seen in the video. Perhaps the walls have been freshly painted and the bed linen changed. I open the tall window to nature’s splendour. The majestic mountains stand tall amidst the divine solitude that dwells there. The air is fresh and ushers in the sweet smell of the forest. I look down and gaze at the woods. I was somewhere there a day before, hiding in its darkness; the feeling is eerie. I turn around and face the wall. Sid was standing here when the camera captured him, so it should be here somewhere on the wall. A painting of Rajasthani tribal women hangs on the wall. Above it rests a light bulb, white in colour; it looks harmless, yet suspicious enough for me to walk towards it and take it out of the socket.

I did a bit of research on these concealed household items last night on the Internet. The Wi-Fi light bulb camera that I hold now is one of the most commonly used disguised tools. It records and stores, without anyone knowing that everything they are doing within its range is getting captured, every damn thing. I look at the camera and wonder what it has hidden in its 32-GB memory. I activate the Wi-Fi on my phone and connect it to the device. I quiver as I click on the HD videos buried inside it.
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Sid

Last Year: November

Lal Tibba

I can’t keep hiding forever in this shithole. It’s been almost ten days since I came to this dead town, and I have been completely confined to this room. What do I do here? I have disconnected myself from the outside world and the social media. Why the hell am I doing this? Because that’s the only option I have. No one should know that I am hiding here. I need a lot of money to make a comeback. The two videos that I have with me can kill them both: that lecherous asshole and that bitch!

I wish they would have agreed earlier; my life would have turned around sooner. After landing in Lal Tibba, I called up that MLA and told him that his biggest mistake is recorded on a video, and I have it. I let him hear it on the phone, his own fucking voice, trying to rape Anuradha. But what did he do? He started threatening me, then cajoling me and finally begging me, right on the phone. I had that mighty, powerful Hemant Bhaiya on his knees. But he still hasn’t paid me the three crore rupees I asked him for. He has been saying he doesn’t have enough cash right now. He has been dilly dallying every day. Maybe it’s a game he likes to play, just like I played with him when he and his friends were chasing me for money. Perhaps he is buying time to find out my whereabouts. He is quite capable of doing that as he has contacts everywhere. He can track my phone. But he knows if he comes for me with an intention to kill, he might not get what he wants. I have told him I have made two copies; one is kept at another location so if something happens to me, he loses his life too. The good thing is that he has finally agreed to give me the money, not just three crore but four crore rupees in two instalments.

The stakes have, however, gone up because there is a rider to the deal. The bastard has an endless lust for sex. He still wants that stupid girl. He still wants to sleep with her. Now here is the dilemma, do I want three crore rupees or four? Without a doubt the higher number is a better number. But for that I have to convince that woman. Anyway, I told Hemant that I will get her to agree and then he can give me the first instalment. He said he is coming today, some time in the evening. I have finally given him my address: Jawahar Bungalow, Lal Tibba.

The bitch isn’t agreeing, though. I called her the evening Hemant agreed to give me the money and all she did was scream at me. She doesn’t care if I live or die, she won’t do it. How mean is that! How can she be so cruel to the one she loves? I don’t like this at all: her refusing to see reason and her morals and principles. Why doesn’t she see that her thinking and beliefs are outdated? They don’t work in today’s corrupt world! I am really angry, but I can’t show it. She is standing between me and that additional one crore. I had to persuade her somehow so I asked her to come here and meet me one final time. She agreed.

I know she will give in today. She will agree when she sees the video. I haven’t yet told her about it. When she sees that uncensored video where she is making love to me, naked, she will agree. She has taken the afternoon flight, so she should be here by early evening. I should be done with her by the time Hemant Bhaiya arrives here with the first instalment, in the evening today. If she wants to sleep with me later in the night, that also works; I have been alone for too long. I haven’t told the caretaker that I am expecting visitors, as I don’t want to be seen with either of them. Hemant is coming with a lot of cash, plus he is a politician. I also don’t want anyone to see me with an unknown woman here. I have asked the caretaker and the cooks to wrap up early. I think they are having a drink like me, in their quarters behind the bungalow.

I have also made some other arrangements. ‘Hey, you beautiful beast!’ I say as I look at the hidden camera and smile. ‘So, finally you get to do some work today, buddy.’ I have hidden it inside a light bulb on the wall. The phone beeps, Anuradha has reached Jawahar Bungalow. I go down to get her. She looks worn out, I guess from the travel or maybe because of all the stress I have given her. I greet her, she replies coldly. She doesn’t seem keen to make up. Why are you here then, bitch? I ask her to come upstairs, to my room. She doesn’t seem willing but agrees. We walk up the stairs.

‘What’s this about, Sid? What’s on your mind?’ she asks as soon as we enter the room.

‘Relax, have a drink, you have travelled over 300 kilometres,’ I say, pointing at the couch.

She looks at me, anger flashing in her eyes. ‘It was a forty-five-minute flight journey and then a ninety-minute drive from Dehradun. I am not tired but desperate to know why you have called me and then to go back.’

I pick up my glass of Scotch. I have been drinking since afternoon. ‘I wanted to see you and talk to you, and if you give me a chance, perhaps, make up with you.’

‘I don’t intend to. You have squandered your chance,’ she says coldly. It’s her indifference and attitude that makes me angry. Also, the fact that I have been living in hiding for so many days might have something to do with it. I am hurt because she has not even considered my offer of making up, forget accepting it.

‘Then why did you call me so many times before I finally spoke to you? So many missed calls for what?’ I ask hastily.

‘I wanted to make sure you were fine. Other than that everything is over between us,’ she says. This incenses me even more.

‘What do you mean? Why did you want to make sure I was fine? Isn’t that love?’ I argue.

‘It was mere genuine concern, Sid. Other than that, every feeling I ever had for you is erased from the hard drive here, it’s gone,’ she says, pointing at her head. I down the remaining Scotch in the glass.

‘Now, will you stop drinking, and tell me why you have called me to this godforsaken place?’ she asks and looks away; she seems relaxed, unlike me. You just wait, bitch, I will show you what I have. I am eager to torture her because all this doesn’t seem to be working any more. I can’t beg her to have me back in her life, I don’t want to. All I want from her is that additional crore.

‘Okay, fine. I was hoping to reconcile with you, but since you don’t want that, here’s the deal,’ I say. The phone beeps. Damn, it has to ring now when I am going to play my trump card. Hemant is calling. He says he can’t come today because he is stuck at a party meeting in Lucknow; he will come tomorrow. Damn! I wanted those two crore rupees in my kitty today, all cash. I wanted to sleep with the bag next to me tonight. But damn! She looks at me circumspectly, knowing well how low I can stoop.

‘The deal remains the same, the one that I had left you with, when I saw you last,’ I say nonchalantly. This kind of a conversation works well for my confidence, I think.

‘You haven’t changed, bastard, and I came here thinking that you would apologize and say something refreshing for once. I never knew, Sid, that you would turn out to be such an asshole!’ she says disgustedly and gets up.

‘Don’t leave, Anuradha,’ I say.

‘Fuck you, Sid. I have nothing to do with you any more,’ she says and turns around.

‘Just take a look at this before you leave, darling,’ I say, smirking. I play the video on my iPhone 6.

This phone is fucking amazing! I mean the picture and the sound quality. She can hear her own voice, moaning and panting for more. She turns around and looks at the screen of my phone, at the horror unleashing before her eyes. I feel a strange pleasantness warming my body. Did I just hand you your life’s worst nightmare? The video gets over but its impact remains. She can’t get over it.

I am not going to let her off so easy. ‘So, how does it feel to watch yourself having sex with a faceless nobody?’ I say; my identity has been meticulously concealed in the video.

‘Sid, you bastard! You immoral fucking bastard!’ she screams, shaking her head and gasping for breath.

‘And you moralistic fucking bitch!’ I say condescendingly and continue, ‘whatever, but here’s the deal for us. You can keep this video and some money too if you still agree to do as I say.’

Her eyes are tearing up like always. Hey, I have no time for all this. Agree to this and get out of here!

‘I am not going to sleep with Hemant, Sid. I will not do it,’ she says, sobbing.

I am disgusted now. Just come on, bitch. I throw the phone on the bed and raise my hands. I turn around to look out of the window. It’s almost dark and we still haven’t decided anything yet.

‘If you don’t want to sleep with him then let the whole world watch this video. It will sizzle their nights too,’ I say and laugh stupidly at my own terrible joke. It is the last time I laugh. I haven’t noticed but her tears have dried up. She wears a mask over her face, a mask of hatred that I haven’t seen before, ever.

She runs towards me and with all the force she has inside her slender body she pushes me. Since I am standing with my back towards the window, I lose my balance because of the sudden impact. I try to hold on to something, any shitty piece of support I can find. I find nothing. As I fall to my death, I look up and see her standing at the window, looking at me, her face clouded with hatred.

‘You killed me, hot girl,’ I say before I hit the ground and die.

I can see her lips move; I can read what they say.

‘Go to hell,’ she says.
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Anuradha

25 December 2016

I am at Café Bisque in DLF Phase 2, Gurgaon, waiting for Dhruv. The café isn’t very crowded despite it being a Sunday and also a public holiday. People queue up to pick up their orders—cakes, pastries and brownies. I haven’t seen Dhruv since we last met at my house. He has been missing for the last two days. He hasn’t done this before. It scares me when Dhruv behaves like this. Then he messaged me to meet him here at 8 p.m. I wait, missing him, hoping to take him home tonight. Dhruv walks into the café, not looking like his usual self. He doesn’t smile, his eyes look horribly detached and empty. I shudder and miss a heartbeat.

‘Where have you been all this while, Dhruv?’ I act as normal as I can. I know there is something terribly amiss.

‘It’s quite a story,’ he says.

‘Well, I like stories. But before that let me show you something,’ I say and take out a present for him. It’s a tie and pocket square set, wrapped in Italian gift paper. I bought it online.

‘I have a gift for you, too,’ he says taking out a light bulb and a CD from his pocket. He puts them on the table.

‘What is this bulb for and this CD?’ I say, as nervousness grips my heart suddenly.

‘Why did you lie to me, Anuradha?’ he asks, looking coldly at me. I am stunned by the suddenness of his question. The words get stuck in my throat.

‘What do you mean, Dhruv?’ I barely manage. My mouth is dry.

‘When you pushed Sid out of the window, this camera recorded it, every minute of it,’ he says, tapping the bulb and watching my face for a reaction. I get it then. There was a hidden camera in the bulb which was inside Sid’s room that day. The CD has that recording. Fucking bastard, Sid!

I stumble over the words. ‘Everything?’ I ask.

He nods. ‘You deleted your video from Sid’s phone and left it there for the police to find later.’

‘Why did you lie, Anuradha, to me at least?’ he says; I know he is hurting badly. I decide not to hide anything any more.

‘I didn’t want to. I wanted to hide this ugliness deep inside, to never let it show up,’ I say.

He shakes his head, his face drawn. ‘You can keep this CD. But I have kept one copy of this with me, too. So, in the future if you ever try to contact Shalini, do remember that I have this.’

I am suddenly incensed by his statement. ‘So, it’s come to this.’

‘Yes, it has, Anuradha,’ he says.

‘How did you find out?’ I ask.

He looks up at me with a sombre expression. ‘You led me to it. The nodal officer’s call report told me that Sid spoke to you from Lal Tibba. You never mentioned that earlier. I went looking for the truth then.’

He gets up to leave. ‘Goodbye, Anuradha.’

I can’t let him go. Dhruv, please don’t go!

‘Please, Dhruv, say something,’ I say, holding his hand.

‘Be good, always stay happy,’ he says. These are his last words and they will stay with me forever.

He leaves me then, alone in that café, never to return.
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Dhruv

Nine Months Later: September 2017

Bandra Kurla Complex, Mumbai

I never gathered enough courage to tell Shalini the truth. She soon came home with the kids and never asked me enough questions. Maybe she felt it was okay to leave me alone in my cave of infinite guilt, as long as it didn’t bother her or our children. Perhaps she wanted me to suffer for what I did, alone, for being an asshole. I know our relationship will never be the same again.

What am I doing here? Driving around in a rented car like a jerk? I want to see Anuradha once—she moved to Mumbai a couple of days after we last met. She resigned the same night from C&M and then shifted to Mumbai. We never met after that evening. Rachna told me that she got a great job as soon as she came to this city. It didn’t come as a surprise, knowing how good she is at her job.

I am perhaps acting like a stupid sentimental fool who still doesn’t want to let go of what he lost long back. I spent many hours standing outside her bungalow in DLF Phase 1, looking at her house enveloped in darkness, after she left and moved to Mumbai. I am doing the same today. I have parked my car outside her office and am waiting to see her, just one more time. Maybe seeing her here, a thousand miles away, would give me some kind of closure—that our lives are finally separate, no longer tangled together. I would not be the only one solely responsible for the wreck of my marriage. It will give some respite to my aching heart that refuses to give up.

I see her coming out of the gate, holding her cell phone, talking to someone. She seems fine, and smiles occasionally. I suddenly feel as nervous and excited as I felt when she entered my cabin in Gurgaon, way back, when I saw her for the first time. She gets into a car that a man is driving, someone I don’t know. The car takes a U-turn and comes towards me. I look at Anuradha who is still looking at her phone while talking to the man. She suddenly looks up, and I think she sees me as I duck. I let a few moments pass and then turn back. She is looking back too, in my direction. I think she knows I am here.

There is something else that is kept hidden, deep inside my heart. I wish I could tell you, Anuradha, but I won’t. I never kept a copy of that video, the one in which you pushed Sid out of the window. What I left with you that day on the table was the only copy I had. I lied in the café that evening, Anuradha.

I turn on the ignition, the car moves forward.

Love stories are not supposed to end this way, I say.

Well yours did, mister, the pebbles say.

Yeah, it did. For sure it did. I shake my head and smile. I shut the pebbles up and raise the volume of the stereo.
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