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~ END OF TOC~
“She can take the flat, but I want custody of my son,” the man said emphatically to the marriage counsellor in the family court.
“No way,” shouted the woman, “he can keep his flat, his money, everything. I don’t want anything from him. I just want my son.”
The marriage counsellor looked at the eight-year-old boy Aditya and asked him lovingly, “Adi, tell me, what do you want?”
“I want both of them,” said Adi softly, perplexed by the situation.
“I think you both should give it a last try, at least for your son’s sake,” the counsellor said to the couple.
“No. I’ve had enough. It’s over. We can’t stay with this man!” the woman said.
“We?” the man asked incredulously, “Well, you are most welcome to go wherever you want, but Adi is staying with me. I’m his father!”
“And I’m his mother! Listen,” the woman pleaded anxiously to the man, “I don’t want anything from you: no maintenance, no alimony, nothing! Just give me Adi. I can’t live without him!”
“He’s my son too. I love him and can’t live without him too!” the man said.
“See,” the counsellor said, “You both love your son so much! I still think you should try to reconcile.”
“No. I want out,” the woman said.
“Me too!” the man said.
“Okay, let’s go in,” the counsellor said, shrugging her shoulders. “Since you two have agreed on everything else, the judge will probably ask you the same things I asked you, ask the child, and then, considering the child’s age, let him stay with his mother and grant the father visiting rights.”
“This whole system is biased in favour of women! I can look after Adi much better than her,” the man said angrily.
“My foot!” the woman said. “You’ll ruin his life. It is better he remains away from your influence!”
“Please don’t fight inside,” the counsellor advised. “You want an amicable mutual consent separation, don’t you?”
And so, they separated. And since Adi was a small boy he went with his mother.
After the six month long separation period was over, they assembled in the family court for their divorce.
“I want to tell you something,” the woman said to the man.
“What?” the man asked.
“Well I don’t know how to tell you this, but I’ve been seeing someone.”
“And you want to get married to him?”
“Yes.”
“That’s great. Go ahead. Good Luck to you!” the man said. “And who is the lucky guy?”
“He is a childhood friend. Now he lives in the States and he is here on a vacation.”
“So you’re getting remarried and going off to America?”
“Yes. Once all this is through.”
“Good for you.”
“It’s about Adi…” the woman said awkwardly.
“Adi?”
“I want to leave him with you, as a parting gift.”
“Parting gift?” the man asked dumbfounded.
“We – my fiancé and I – thought we should begin life afresh, without the baggage of the past.”
“Baggage of the past? How dare you? Adi is your son!” the man said angrily.
“And yours too!” the woman said, “He needs a father. Especially now.”
The man said nothing. There was silence. Then he hesitantly said to the woman, “A friend of mine has just moved in with me. Actually she’s more than a friend. She’s going to live in with me for some time, so that we get to know each other better, and then we’ll decide. I don’t think it’s the right time for Adi to stay with me. I think you better keep Adi, as a parting gift from me!”
And so the man and the woman each found their new life-partners and lived “happily ever after.” Their darling son Adi was packed off to boarding school to live in a hostel. Neither his mother nor his father wanted him as a “parting gift”. Such are the travesties of life!
~ END OF Story 1~
At exactly 8 PM her cell-phone rang. She was expecting the call; that’s why she was holding the phone in her hand. She looked at the caller-id, accepted the call, moved the mobile phone near her ear, and said, “I love you, darling!”
“I love you, Sugar!” said her husband’s voice from half way around the globe. On his bed beside him, sprawled with arms and legs outstretched like a fallen statue, the naked woman was still asleep, her breathing untroubled.
It was a long distance marriage, and the ‘married bachelors’ had been following the same drill for quite some time now. Two calls every day at exactly the same time; at eight in the morning she called him up just before leaving for work and at eight in the evening she received his call from half way across the globe just before he left for work. And they started their conversation with “I love you, darling! And “I love you, Sugar” respectively; he was her ‘darling’ and she was his ‘sugar’.
“How was your day?” he asked.
“Hectic. Lots of work. Deadlines to meet!” she answered. She stole a glance at the handsome young man sitting beside her in the darkened lounge bar.
“It’s terrible here too,” he said. “It’s killing – the work, too much travelling, sales meets, seminars, conferences, one hotel to another, living out of a suitcase. I’m feeling exhausted.”
It was true. He was indeed feeling exhausted, but it was a relaxing, satiating kind of exhaustion. He got up, opened the window, and allowed the early morning air to cool his body, then turned around and looked at the marvellous body of the woman on his bed. She looked lovelier than ever before, and as he remembered the ferocity of her lovemaking, he felt waves of desire rise within him. Not for a long time had the mere sight of a woman aroused the lion in him to such an extent.
He smiled to himself. He felt proud and elated; it was a grand performance. Spontaneous lovemaking at its best, unlike the planned and contrived ‘quality’ lovemaking with his wife, full of performance anxiety, each performing for the other’s gratification, putting on an act and both faking pleasure thinking the other would not know.
“Yes, darling. Poor you. I can understand,” she said, and sipped her potent cocktail. It was her third. She wondered what was in the mysterious but deadly intoxicating cocktail that her companion was plying her with that made her feel gloriously high.
“I am just waiting for this hectic spell of work to be over so we can meet,” he said. He sat on the edge of the bed and looked at the sleeping woman mesmerized, marvelling. It was difficult to believe that in a few hours they would be addressing each other formally again.
“Oh, yes. It’s been three months and I’m dying to meet you. When are we meeting?” she asked.
“I’m planning a fantastic vacation. I’ll let you know soon. We’ll go to some exotic place. Just the two of us. Quality Time!” he said to his faraway wife, and at the same time looked with yearning at the gorgeously sexy woman lying so close to him.
“That’s great! We must spend some Quality Time together,” she said to her distant husband while she snuggled close to her strikingly handsome colleague. He pressed his knee against hers. She pressed hers against his. He moved his hand around her soft skin and pulled her gently. She felt an inchoate desire. He gently stroked her hair, and she turned towards him, her mouth partly open as he leaned over her. Fuelled by the alcohol in her veins, she could sense the want churning inside her like fire. And as she looked into his eyes, and felt the intensity of his caresses, she could sense her resistance melting.
“I love you, Sugar!” he said.
“I love you, darling!” she said.
Their lovey-dovey conversation completed, both the long distance spouses disconnected their cell-phones, focused on their present objects of affection, and, with renewed zeal, carried on the passionate amorous activity presently in hand. After all, a bird in the hand is worth two in the bush.
Absence makes the heart grow fonder. For someone else.
~ END OF Story 2~
Pune. Fergusson College Road. Vaishali Restaurant. 5 PM on a Sunday evening.
Crowded. Crammed full. Jam-packed. All tables occupied chock-a-block. Aisles teeming with people waiting with watchful eyes for signs of someone finishing their refreshments.
Suddenly I saw a woman waving to me, beckoning me with her hand. Her face seemed familiar. Oh yes, she was Ravi’s wife. She was sitting all alone on a table for two with a half eaten masala dosa in front of her.
I walked towards her and gave her a smile.
“Sit down, sit down,” she said to me, gesturing with her hand towards the empty chair opposite her. “Sit down here with me, otherwise you will have to wait for hours.”
I sat down opposite her and said, “Thanks.”
She summoned a waiter and ordered peremptorily, “SPDP.”
“Two?” the waiter asked.
“No, one SPDP for Madam,” she said pointing to the empty plate in front of me without even bothering to ask me, “and get one kachori for me.”
Before I could recover my wits, she said, “You like SPDP don’t you? Ravi told me.”
“Yes, I love the SPDP at Vaishali. In fact I come all the way here every Sunday…”
“To spend the day reading in the library opposite followed by an SPDP at Vaishali,” she completed my sentence.
“Ravi told you all this?”
“Of course. He’s told me everything about you. Ravi admires you so much, he always talks about you.”
“Really? But he never tells me anything about you.”
“What’s there to tell? I am only his housewife. But you are his office wife.”
“Come on. Please don’t say that. There is nothing like that between me and Ravi. We are just colleagues, workmates. That’s all.”
“Workmates? I think you are soulmates. I, on the other hand, am only his mate!”
I was struck dumb, felt a bit uneasy, but suddenly the plate of SPDP was thrust in front of me. So I looked down and began to eat.
“I’m sorry,” she said, “Don’t get angry. I was just teasing. I want you to be Ravi’s friend. He likes you so much. That’s why he is so happy in office and doing so well in his work.”
I stopped eating and looked up at her vacuously, wondering what to say.
“Ravi appreciates you so much he even brings you home to me every evening in his thoughts and talks…that’s why I wanted to meet you.”
“We’ve met before…”
“Only once, that too only an introduction, at the Office Annual Day get-together. We are hardly married for three months you know, and you all are so busy, with your targets and all. So I decided to meet you, talk to you, get to know you better, make a friendship…”
“You mean…”
“Yes, I contrived this coincidence. I came to the library also, but you were so busy browsing that I did not want to disturb you, so I waited here in Vaishali knowing you would surely come for your SPDP.”
“You’re not eating your Kachori,” I said, trying to change the direction of the conversation.
“Here, you eat,” she said pushing her untouched plate of Kachori and katori of whipped curds towards me. “I am all full. I ate an Uttapam, Idli-Vada Sambar, god-knows-what, waiting for you to come…”
She leaned forward and casually picked up a sev potato dahi puri from my plate, popped it into her mouth and said, “Wow. I love the chatpata flavour of SPDP. You call it Umami taste or something. That’s what you told Ravi, isn’t it?”
“I think I’ll go now,” I said, feeling distinctly uncomfortable, making up my mind to have a long talk with Ravi the moment I meet him in the morning at work.
“No, no, don’t go, I want to show you something.”
“Show me something?”
“Yes, that’s why I came all the way here to meet you.”
We finished the SPDP and kachori, I insisted on paying the bill, she doesn’t object too much, and then she took me to the drapery section of the Shopping Mall nearby.
“We are furnishing our new house,” she said, pointing at the curtain cloth on display.
I looked at her clueless.
“I like yellow, you like blue, and since you have told him about the aesthetic cool tranquil beauty of the blue colour, Ravi is besotted with everything blue: blue shirts, blue trousers, blue table-covers, blue bed-sheets, blue napkins, the sober blue everything that you make him buy…”
I looked furtively and self-consciously at the blue dress I was wearing, and said, “Okay, tell me which curtains you like.”
She pointed to a bright yellow floral print and said, “I like that one, I love yellow, so lively and cheerful… I hate sober gloomy colours, especially blue, it depresses me.”
Next morning at the office, Ravi said to me, “Hey, keep yourself free in the evening. We’ll go to Deccan for some shopping. You’ve got to help me select curtains for our new home. Then we’ll have SPDP at Vaishali.”
“Sure, Ravi, I’d love to come with you,” I said.
I’ve got till evening to decide one thing. Which colour curtains should I tell Ravi to buy: yellow or blue? And I am looking forward to a delicious SPDP.
~ END OF Story 3~
Sunrise, on the eastern coast, is a special event.
I stood at Dolphin’s Nose, a spur jutting out in to the Bay of Bengal, to behold the breaking of the sun’s upper limb over the horizon of the sea.
As the eastern sky started unfolding like crimson petals of a gigantic flower, I was overcome by a wave of romance, nostalgia, and vivid memories, not diminished by the fact that almost ten years had passed.
I was a young bachelor then, and Vizag (Visakhapatnam) did not have much to offer.
Every Sunday morning, I used to rise before dawn and head for Dolphin’s Nose to enjoy the resplendent spectacle of sun majestically rising out of the sea. The fresh salty sea breeze was a panacea for all the effects of the hangover caused by Saturday night excesses.
After viewing the metamorphosis at sunrise, I used to walk downhill along the steep mountain-path towards the rocky beach for a brief swim. I used to notice a flurry of activity at a distance, in the compound of a decrepit building, which I used to ignore, but curious, one day I decided to have a closer look.
It was a fish market.
Most of the customers were housewives from the nearby residential complexes who were in their “Sunday-worst”: sans make-up, slovenly dressed, face unwashed and unkempt hair. What a contrast from their carefully decked-up appearances at the club the previous evening!
I began to walk away, quite dejected. Then, suddenly, I saw her. I stopped in my tracks.
She was a real beauty: tall, fair and freshly bathed, her long lustrous hair dancing on her shoulders. She had large expressive brown eyes and her sharp features were accentuated by the rays of the morning Sun.
I cannot describe the sensation she evoked in me. It was the first time in my life that I felt my heart ache with intense yearning.
I knew it was love. But I knew in my heart that I stood no chance; she had a mangalsutra around her neck. She was married, and maybe happily too. Nevertheless, I went close to her and made pretence of buying some fish.
Smiling cannily at me, she selected a couple of pomfrets and held them out to me. I managed to briefly touch her soft hands; the feeling was electric and a shiver of thrill passed through me. She communicated an unspoken good-bye with her teasing dancing eyes and briskly walked away.
I was too delightfully dazed to follow her.
I returned to my room and had fried pomfrets for breakfast. Needless to say they were delicious. I religiously followed this routine every Sunday morning.
She never missed her rendezvous with me: same place, same time, at precisely seven o’clock in the morning. But not a word was exchanged between us.
I was too shy and she probably wanted to keep it this way: a beautiful ethereal relationship, a love so delicate that one wrong move might destroy everything.
Meanwhile, I developed a taste for fried pomfrets, quite creditable considering the fact that I had never eaten fish before.
I left Vizag and travelled around the world, met so many beautiful girls in the numerous exotic places I visited, but I never forgot her. A man’s first love always has an enduring place in his heart. And now I was back in Vizag almost ten years later.
As I walked down the slope towards the beach, in my mind’s eye I could still vividly visualize the playfully sublime look on her face, her gentle smile, her expressive eyes, although ten years had passed.
I could not contain the mounting excitement and anticipation in me. I was desperately yearning to see her again. It was a forlorn hope but I was flushed with optimism.
As I reached the beach I noticed that the Sun was well clear of the horizon. I glanced at my watch. It was almost Seven O’clock.
I hastened my step, almost broke in to a run, reached the fish market, and stood exactly at the same spot where we used to have our rendezvous at sunrise.
With tremors of anticipation, almost trepidation, I looked around with searching eyes.
Nothing had changed. The scene was exactly the same as I had left it ten years ago. Only one thing was missing: she wasn’t there.
I had drawn a blank. I was crestfallen.
With a blank mind, I was standing vacuously when suddenly I felt that familiar electrifying touch, the same shiver of thrill. It shook me to reality, as quick as lighting. She softly put two fresh promfret fish in my hands.
I was in seventh heaven.
I looked at her. I was not disappointed. Her beauty had enhanced with age.
But something had changed. Yes, it was in her eyes. Her large brown eyes did not teasingly dance anymore. There was a trace of sadness, a tender poignancy in her liquid brown eyes as she bid me an unspoken goodbye.
I was so dumbstruck by the suddenness of the event, and the enormity of the moment, that I stood frozen, like a statue, unable to react or to say anything.
It was only as she was leaving that I noticed that there was no mangalsutra around her slender neck.
~ END OF Story 4 ~
The moment I saw the e-mail I did two things. First, I took a print-out of the mail, kept it in my purse, and deleted the mail from my mailbox. Then I called my travel agent and booked my ticket on the next flight to India.
The e-mail contained a name and an address. That’s all. I cannot begin to describe the emotion I felt as I looked at the name. I had so many questions to ask him…unanswered questions that had haunted me for so many years.
It all started when my fiancé Anil suddenly broke off our engagement without any explanation.
“Why?” I asked him totally shocked.
“I can’t tell you,” he said.
“You can’t dump me just like this. I’ve done nothing wrong,” I pleaded heartbroken.
“I’m sorry, Rita. I can’t marry you,” he said trying to look away from my eyes.
“What do you mean you can’t marry me?” I shouted at him, holding his shoulders and shaking him.
He did not say anything. He just remained silent and averted his eyes.
“Is it someone else? Tell me, is there someone else? What do you mean you can’t marry me? Say you don’t want to marry me.”
“Okay, you can think what you like. I don’t want to marry you…”
“You have to give me an explanation. I am not going to accept being jilted like this.”
“You have to accept it. Don’t delve too much.”
“How dare you say don’t delve too much, you unscrupulous cheat?” I screamed in anger, taking hold of his collar.
“Cool down,” he said pushing me away. “How dare you call me a cheat? It’s you who tried to cheat me.”
“I? Cheated you? You are accusing me of cheating on you?” I said dumbfounded and furious.
“You shouldn’t have tried to hide things from me,” he said accusing me.
“Hide what?” I asked, getting livid.
“You never told me that you are an adopted child,” he said.
I was shocked and shouted at him loudly in anger, “What nonsense! Don’t talk rubbish. I am not adopted!”
“You are! Maybe you don't know, but you are not their real daughter. You are an adopted daughter.”
“Who told you?”
“We got some pre-matrimonial enquiries done.”
“Pre-matrimonial enquiries? You spied on me? You cheapie…you want to blackmail me, humiliate me with all these sick lies?”
“Don’t worry. No one else knows. It’s a reliable and discreet investigation agency.”
“It’s not true. It is not true. I am not adopted,” I said feeling shattered, numb, paralysed, cold.
“Why don’t you ask your parents then?” Anil said as he walked away from my life, leaving me heartbroken, desolate, and shattered.
I never asked my parents, the only parents I knew. I never asked them…
They were the ones who had loved me and given me everything. I could not ask them…it would terribly hurt them. I just did not have the heart to hurt them.
They did not say anything to me when my engagement was called off, but I could see the sadness and a sense of guilt in their eyes, as they withered away, having lost the will to live. I felt deeply anguished and helpless. My parents loved me, meant everything to me, and we carried on our lives as if nothing had happened. I lovingly cared and looked after them till their very end, but deep down I felt terribly betrayed.
Years passed. Time and life moved on. I relocated abroad, forgot the past, and immersed myself in my work. Time heals they say, but it did not heal my wound. I tried to forget but I could never forget.
One day I could bear it no longer. I decided to find out. And now I had found out. The investigation agency, which was very confidential and discreet, had done a good job. For the first time I knew the name of my actual father, my real father, my biological natural father. And I just had to meet him and ask him why he committed the cruel, unforgivable act of abandoning me.
I landed at Delhi airport in the very early hours of the morning. It was cold, the morning chill at once refreshing and invigorating. The driver drove fast and it took me six hours by taxi to reach the magnificent bungalow near Landour in Mussoorie.
I checked the nameplate and briskly walked inside, eager to see my real father for the first time. But there was a small crowd gathered in the porch.
“What’s happening?” I asked a man in the crowd.
“Bada Saheb is no more. He passed away this morning. He was so good to us,” the man said with tears in his eyes.
I pushed my way through the crowd. My father’s lifeless body was lying on a white sheet bedecked with flowers, ready for the last rites.
As I looked at his serene face, tears welled up in my eyes. Suddenly I lost control of myself and cried inconsolably, “I have become an orphan. My father is dead…I have become an orphan…”
“Me too…” a familiar voice said softly behind me.
I turned around and stared into the eyes of my ex fiancé Anil. Anil looked into my eyes with tenderness.
Slowly comprehension began to dawn on me, and we kept looking into each other’s eyes in silence: a grotesque silence, a deafening silence, an illuminating silence, an empathizing silence, a compassionate silence, an enlightening silence.
Silence. Sapience. Silent sapience.
~ END OF Story 5 ~
I never reminisce. It makes me nostalgic, poignant, and melancholic. But there is one incident that I love to look back at, revisit in my mind’s eye from time to time, and have a hearty laugh. It’s a vivid memory of a time long ago, and whenever I recall it, I always burst out laughing.
It happened long ago, more than fifty years ago, in the year 1956 to be precise, in far-off tea-estate country, in a remote corner of India, high up in the hills almost in the back of the beyond, in a place which then was still a relic of the Raj.
There was a handsome planter aged thirty named Roy. He had a most beautiful wife named Helen. They were a dashing couple, an ideal match, made for each other, at least from the outside.
“Please. I’d like to have a word with you,” Roy sidled up to me at the bar in the Planters’ Club one cold wintry evening.
“Sure,” I said, pointing at the bar-stool. “Come, join me for a drink.”
“Not here,” he said looking at the crowd. “It’s very personal.”
“Okay. Let’s go outside.”
I ordered two whiskies. When our drinks arrived, we picked up our drinks, and went out on the lawns. It was dark, desolate, and chilly.
“I don’t know how to say it,” Roy hesitated.
“Just say it,” I said.
“I want you to keep an eye on my wife,” he said.
“Something serious?” I asked.
“I think she is having an affair,” he said, “Someone visits her whenever I go out on my weekly tours.”
“Are you sure?”
“Not really. But I suspect. There are those telltale signs.”
“Like?”
“She seems a bit too satisfied, fulfilled, happy when I return home from tour. And there is a strange gleam in her eyes. And now-a-days she is overly polite and considerate towards me. I suspect she is up to some hanky-panky.”
“Hanky-Panky? Well this is really your private matter. I don’t think I should interfere.”
“Please,” he interrupted, “you’re the only one I can trust.”
He seemed so desperate that I had no choice.
“Okay,” I said. “I’ll need to see your place, and meet your wife too.”
He told me the way to his tea-estate and next morning I was on my way, driving up the hair-pin bends on the steep windy road in my open jeep with my ferocious guard dog, a Doberman named Bruno, sitting beside me.
It was a lonely bungalow atop a hill surrounded by tea gardens. Roy welcomed me and introduced me to his wife.
“I’m Helen,” she said looking into my eyes.
She looked so ravishing that it was with great effort that I could take my eyes off her. No wonder he was so insecure; any husband with such a beautiful and stunningly sexy wife would be. Especially, clots like Roy. I wondered why dopes like Roy always got the most gorgeous wives!
We indulged in some small-talk, and it was only after lunch that I brought up the subject and asked Helen, “Mrs. Roy, you must be feeling very lonely out here, isn’t it? Especially when Mr. Roy goes out on his tours.”
“Oh yes, she does,” Roy interjected.
“No, no. I don’t feel lonely at all,” Mrs. Roy said. “In fact, I love being alone. And don’t call me Mrs. Roy. Call me Helen!”
“Why don’t you drop Helen off at the club on your way out and pick her up on your way back from your tour?” I suggested to Roy. “She can make some friends, play tennis or cards or tombola, watch a movie, and party. She can do whatever she likes and then stay for the night at the guestroom. She’ll always have plenty of lively company at the club.”
“I prefer my solitude,” she said.
“She even sends the servants away,” Roy complained.
“I told you I like my privacy,” she said, a tinge of irritation in her voice.
She seemed quite obstinate, the tone of her voice slightly hostile. So I changed the subject.
“You like dogs?” I asked her.
“I love dogs, adore them,” she said excitedly. “We always had pet dogs back home. I’ve been telling Roy to get me a nice dog to keep me company, but he hates dogs.”
“Your prayers are answered,” I said, and led her to my jeep where Bruno was sitting obediently.
“A gift for the charming lady,” I announced holding Bruno by the collar and making him smell her.
Bruno instantly took a liking for Helen, wagged his tail, and nudged affectionately against her. She was overjoyed and fondled Bruno lovingly. Roy wasn’t too thrilled, but I silenced him with a stern look.
On my way out, when I was alone with Roy, I confided in him, “We will catch the lover-boy now. Bruno is the best guard dog in our kennel. I trained him myself. Just leave him in the veranda when you go out at night. He is deadly ferocious. Whoever is up to hanky-panky with your wife is going to get ripped apart from limb to limb.”
A wicked smile appeared on Roy’s face as in his mind’s eye he visualized his wife’s unknown and mysterious lover being mutilated by the ferocious dog.
That evening many things happened.
Roy left on his tour, viciously excited, relishing in his imagination what was going to happen to the unknown “lover” that night.
And much later, almost at midnight, after a furious bout of lovemaking, Helen, lying supremely satiated, asked her passionate lover, “How did you manage? That ferocious dog didn’t even bark!”
Her lover gently took her to the window, drew the curtains, and said, “Look!”
In the veranda they saw a totally exhausted Bruno, coupled with a beautiful she-dog, both interlocked, pointing in opposite directions, dog-tired after a vigorous bout of mating.
The mysterious lover mischievously looked at Helen and naughtily teased her, “Tell me, which dog can resist the charms of a hot-blooded bitch in full heat?”
Helen looked at Bruno, then kissed me, and laughed, “You hot-dogs! You’ve both had your day, haven’t you?”
~ END OF Story 6 ~
A middle aged woman watched the sun set from the balcony of her tenth floor flat in one of those ubiquitous ‘residential townships’ rapidly sprawling and proliferating around the once remote suburb of Aundh, on the outskirts of the once beautiful and picturesque city of Pune in western India.
The doorbell rang. It was her husband back home from work.
He was tired and aching all over after the long bone-rattling, back-breaking, and lung-choking commute on the terrible roads and in the polluted atmosphere.
“Good news,” his wife said exuberantly, giving him his customary cup of tea.
“What?” the husband asked nonchalantly, carefully pouring the precise amount of tea from the cup into the saucer and lifting the saucer to his lips to enjoy his tea in his usual habitual manner.
“Our daughter Nalini is pregnant,” the wife exulted.
“At long last! I thought she didn’t have time for mundane things like procreation. I am so glad she found time from her busy schedule,” the husband commented acerbically and noisily sipped his tea in his customary style.
“Don’t be sarcastic. She’s a career woman. Aren’t you happy?”
“Of course I’m happy. I’m 56 now. It’s high time I became a grandfather.”
“I’ll have to go…”
“Where?”
“For her delivery.”
“To Seattle?”
“Yes. Her due date is sometime in December. I better go as early as possible, maybe in October. Poor thing, it’s her first child. You better get the visas and everything else ready on time. Nalini wants me to stay for at least three-four months after her delivery.”
“Three-four months after her delivery? So you’ll be away for more than six months?”
“Yes. I’m her mother and I have to be there to help her. Poor thing. It’s her first delivery. And that too in America! Poor thing…”
“Poor thing? Who asked her to go there? And what about me?”
“You could also come and help out.”
“I won’t get six months’ leave.”
“Come for a month. To see the baby. In December or January…”
“I’ll see. But I don’t like it there. It’s too boring. And in December it will be freezing cold.”
“Then stay here.”
“I wish we hadn’t shifted from Sadashiv Peth.”
“Why? Isn’t this lovely apartment better than those two horrible rented rooms we had? And it’s all thanks to Nalini.”
“I know…I know…don’t rub it in. But sometimes I wish we hadn’t pushed her into Computers and IT. We should have let her study arts, history, literature, or whatever she wanted to.”
“And it would have been difficult to find a decent boy for her and she would be languishing like an ordinary housewife with no future…slogging away throughout her life like me.”
“And we would be still staying in the heart of the city and not in the wilderness out here…and you wouldn’t have to go all the way to America for her delivery!”
“Don’t change the topic,” the wife said.
“I am not changing the topic,” said the husband firmly. “You are not going for Nalini’s delivery to America. Let them, she and her husband, manage on her own.”
“But why shouldn’t I go? She is sending the ticket.”
“It’s not a question of money. The fact is I don’t want to stay all alone at this age. It is difficult. And here, in this godforsaken township full of snobs, I don’t even have any friends.”
“Try to understand. I have to be there. It’s her first delivery.”
“Tell me one thing. Don’t the women out there have babies?”
“Yes. So?”
“And do they always have their mothers around pampering them during their pregnancies and deliveries? And then mollycoddling their babies for the next few months, maybe even a year?”
“I don’t know,” she said evading an answer. “For them it’s different. Our girls are najuk.”
“Najuk?”
“Yes. Najuk, delicate, fragile.”
“Nonsense. They are as tough as anyone else. It’s all in the mind. It’s only our mindset that’s different.”
“What do you mean?”
“Thousands of women who have migrated from all over the world are delivering babies out there every day, but it’s only our girls who can’t do without their mothers around, is it?”
“Don’t argue with me. It’s our culture, our tradition. A daughter’s first delivery is her mother’s responsibility.”
“Culture? Tradition? What nonsense? It’s not culture, it’s attitude! Our people may have physically migrated to the modern world, but their mental make-up hasn’t changed, isn’t it?”
“Please stop your lecturing. I’m fed up of hearing it…” the wife pleaded.
The husband continued as if he hasn’t heard her, “What they require is attitudinal change and to stop their double standards. Nonsense! Nobody forced them to go to America…they went there on their own and it’s high time they adopt the American way of life instead of clinging on to roots and values they themselves have cast off…”
“Please. Please. Please. Enough…I beg of you. Don’t argue. Just let me go.”
“No. You can’t go. I can’t stay alone for six months. Why should I?”
“Try to understand. I’ve told you a hundred times. It’s our only daughter’s first delivery. I have to be there.”
“Okay. Tell her to come here then.”
“Here?”
“Yes. Here. To Pune. We’ll do her delivery right here in Pune. We’ll go to the best maternity hospital and then you can keep her here as long as you want. She’ll be comfortable, the weather will be good, and you can pamper your darling daughter and her baby to your heart’s content.”
“No.”
“What do you mean no? You went to your mother’s place for your deliveries isn’t it? And you came back after the babies were more than three months old.”
“That was different. I wasn’t working.”
“Oh. It’s about her job is it? I’m sure they have maternity leave out there. She can take a break. Come here to India. Have her baby. And if she wants to go back early we’ll look after the kid for a couple of months and then I’ll take leave and we’ll both go and drop the baby there.”
The wife said nothing.
“Give me the phone. I’ll ring her up and tell her to come here as early as possible. I’ll convince her she will be more comfortable here,” the husband said.
“I’ve already spoken to her and tried to convince her exactly what you suggested,” the wife said.
“And?”
“She wants the baby to be born there. It’s something about citizenship.”
“So that’s the point,” the husband said, “She wants the best of both worlds, isn’t it?”
~ END OF Story 7 ~
A cell-phone rang at 9 o’clock in the morning in an apartment in Pune.
The husband picked up, paused for a moment listening to the person at the other end of the line, and said, “Don’t worry, I’ll be there on time,” and then he switched off his mobile phone and kept it in his pocket.
He then shouted to his wife, who was in the kitchen, and said, “I’m going out for some work. I’ll be back around one thirty or two for lunch.”
“Where are you going? You’ve taken leave today. Let’s go shopping…and then we’ll go for lunch and a movie.”
“Please. Not today. I’ve taken leave just for this important thing.”
“Important thing? What important thing? Where are you going?” the wife persisted.
The husband didn’t want to tell her but he knew that he had no choice. He knew his wife’s nature very well; she wouldn’t rest till she knew the truth. She would nag him to death until he told her. So he decided to tell her the bare minimum.
“I am going to the Family Court,” he said.
“Family Court? Why?” his wife shrieked in amazement.
“A divorce case,” the husband said nonchalantly.
“Divorce case? You are filing a divorce case? You are trying to divorce me behind my back?” the wife yelled hysterically.
“Will you please be quiet and listen? It’s not us. Pooja has asked me to come for the hearing.”
“Pooja? Who is this Pooja?”
“You’ve met her. She’s my colleague at work.”
“Oh…so it is that Pooja! I knew you always had a soft corner for her.”
“It’s her final divorce hearing today and she’s called me.”
“Divorce case? Pooja? She called you? How are you involved? I hope the divorce is not because of you? I knew you’d do something stupid. You are so gullible you know. You must have got trapped by her, fell victim to her charms, and now you are in trouble being summoned by courts. Respectable persons never see the insides of a court in their entire lives!”
“Will you please keep quiet? You just go on and on! Pooja has called me just to give her emotional support.”
“Emotional support? From you? So this Pooja needs emotional support from you? Why you? Tell me…why you? I knew there was some hanky-panky going on. I’m coming with you. Can’t you see what she’s up to?”
“Please…please calm down and don’t jump to conclusions. Pooja is just a colleague going through a rough patch. As a friend, I have to help her out, show her a bit of compassion and kindness…that’s all…”
“Compassion? My foot! This compassion may soon turn into passion!” the wife said sarcastically. “I tell you…drying a divorcee’s tears is one of the most dangerous pastimes for a man, especially a married man…!”
“Pastime? I’m not going there for amusement. I’m going just to help out a colleague…”
“Oh, yes. An attractive colleague in distress, isn’t it? And our Knight in shining armour is rushing to her rescue!”
“Okay. Why don’t you come along and see for yourself,” the husband said exasperated.
The moment he uttered those words he instantly regretted it, but it was too late.
His wife had already picked up her purse and was heading towards the door.
“Why are they divorcing?” the wife asked, as they were driving in their car from their house in Aundh towards the Family Court in city.
“It’s divorce by mutual consent.”
“Mutual consent? What nonsense! There must be some other reason.”
“No. They have just agreed to separate.”
“Agreed to separate? If they can agree to separate, why can’t they agree to stay together?”
“I don’t know. Why don’t you ask Pooja that?” the husband said irritated.
“Of course I will. And I’ll give a piece of my mind to her husband too and tell him to stop harassing his wife.”
“Please…I beg you…for heaven’s sake don’t say anything stupid and embarrassing to them over there. He is not harassing her. They are parting amicably, as friends. I told you, it is an amicable divorce by mutual consent…”
“What nonsense? Amicable divorce by mutual consent! There is no such thing as amicable divorce!”
“What do you mean? So many people have amicable divorces now-a-days and part as friends.”
“Nonsense! It’s all nonsense, a cover up…amicable divorce is a big lie, an oxymoron.”
“Oxymoron?”
“Yes. Tell me, how can divorce be amicable? If a marriage is really so amicable, why divorce in the first place? If they can divorce and remain friends, I am sure they can remain married and be friends, isn’t it?”
“I don’t know. Please let’s talk something else.”
“I am sure there is something fishy”
“Will you please keep quiet and let me drive the car in peace?”
“What’s her husband’s name?”
“Abhishek.”
“See…Pooja and Abhishek…even their names are compatible,” the wife said. “I am certain that there must be some adultery involved. This Abhishek must be having an affair. Or it must be Pooja. Yes it’s her. I’m sure she is having an affair!”
“Don’t be stupid. She’s not like that.”
“How do you know?”
“I know her for so many years now. She’s quite close to me. She’s told me everything…”
“Close to you? She is close to you? Oh, My God! I hope it’s not you…?”
“Me? Will you please shut up? I told you it is mutual incompatibility!”
“Mutual incompatibility my foot! Let me tell you there is no couple that is more mutually incompatible than you and me! But are we divorcing?”
“Why don’t we? At least I’ll have some peace and respite from your constant nagging…”
“Ah! You want to divorce me so you can marry her, is it? You’ve got a hope in heaven! I’ll cling on to you till my dying day. And then I will follow you as a ghost and even to heaven after that…”
They drove in silence for a while and then the wife asked, “Has she got any children?”
“Yes. Two. A boy and a girl. In school…”
“Poor kids. What will happen to them?”
“They’ll go off to a boarding school for a while till Pooja settles down…”
“It’s funny. They’ve got children and are divorcing. We don’t have any children, but we are carrying on together!”
“Yes,” the husband said. “I really wonder! We constantly fight but we stay together…and they have such a cordial relationship but they want to separate…”
“Marriage is not supposed to be cordial and cold,” the wife said lovingly, snuggling up affectionately to her long-married husband.
“I’ve realized one thing,” said the husband dotingly hugging his much-married wife.
“What?”
“The opposite of love is not hate. The opposite of love is indifference.”
~ END OF Story 8 ~
One leisurely morning, while I was loafing on Main Street in Pune, I met an old friend of mine.
“Hi!” I said.
“Hi,” he said. “Where to?”
“Just aimless loitering around. And you?”
“I’m going to work.”
“Work? This early? I thought your shift starts in the evening, or late at night. You work at a call centre don’t you?”
“Not now. I quit. I’m on my own now.”
“On your own? What do you do?”
“LPO.”
“LPO? What’s that?”
“Life Process Outsourcing.”
“Life Process Outsourcing? Never heard of it!”
“You’ve heard of Business Process Outsourcing, haven’t you? Outsourcing non-core business activities and functions? LPO is similar to BPO. In BPO, it’s business processes that are outsourced. Here it’s life processes.”
“Life Processes? Outsourced?”
“Why don’t you come along with me? I’ll show you.”
Soon we were in his office. It looked like a mini call centre.
A young attractive girl welcomed us. “Meet Rita, my Manager,” my friend said, and introduced us.
Rita looked distraught, and said to my friend, “I’m not feeling well. Must be viral fever.”
“No problem. My friend here will stand in.”
“What? I don’t have a clue about this thing!” I protested.
“There is nothing better than learning on the job! Rita will show you.”
“It’s simple,” Rita said, in a hurry. “See the console. You just press the appropriate switch and route the call to the appropriate person or agency.”
And with these words Rita disappeared. It was the shortest induction training I have ever had in my life.
And so I plunged into the world of Life Process Outsourcing, or LPO as they call it. But it was quite simple. Working people didn’t seem to have time for anything but they have lots of money, especially those double income couples, IT nerds, MBA hot shots, finance wizards, and pretty much everybody running desperately in the modern rat race.
So what did they do? Simple. They ‘outsourced’ all ‘non-core life activities’, for which they had neither the time nor the inclination. That way they could maximize their work-time, rake in more money, and climb the ladder of success faster.
The phone rang. It flashed on the console in front of me and I took my first LPO call.
“My daughter’s puked in her school. They want someone to pick her up and take her home. I’m busy in a shoot and just can’t leave,” a creative ad agency type with a husky voice said.
“Why don’t you tell your husband?” I suggested.
“Are you crazy or something? I’m a single mother.”
“Sorry ma’am. I didn’t know. My sympathies and condolences.”
“Condolences? Who’s this? Is this LPO?”
“Yes ma’am,” I said, and pressed the button marked ‘children’ and transferred the call, hoping that I had made the right choice.
Maybe I should have pressed doctor, I thought. But nothing happened for the next few moments, and I breathed a sigh of relief.
Then a yuppie wanted his grandmother to be taken to a movie. I pressed the ‘movies’ button. They transferred the call back to me saying, “Hey, this is for movie tickets. Try ‘escort services’. He wants the old hag escorted to the movies.”
‘Escort Services’ were in high demand. Those guys and girls, slogging in their offices minting money, wanted escort services for their kith and kin for various non-core family processes like shopping, movies, eating out, sightseeing, marriages, funerals, and all types of social functions, even going to art galleries, book fairs, exhibitions, zoos, museums, walks in the nearby gardens.
A father wanted someone to read bedtime stories to his small son while he worked late. A busy couple wanted proxy ‘stand-in parents’ at the school PTA meeting. An investment banker rang up from Singapore; he wanted his mother to be taken to pray, to do an elaborate pooja in a temple at a certain time on a specific day. A guy wanted his kids to be taken for a swim, brunch, playing, and browsing books and music.
A sweet-voiced IT project manager wanted someone to motivate and pep-talk her husband, who had recently been sacked, and was cribbing away at home demoralized. He desperately needed someone to talk to, unburden himself, but the wife was busy, and so she couldn’t take a few days off to boost the morale of her depressed husband when she had to meet deadlines at work and so much was at stake.
The things that they wanted outsourced ranged from the mundane to the bizarre; life processes that one earlier enjoyed and took pride in doing or did as one’s sacred duty were considered as ‘non-core life activities’ by these highfalutin people.
At the end of the day, I felt illuminated by the novel concept of LPO. I was about to leave, when suddenly a call came in.
“LPO?” a man asked softly.
“Yes, this is LPO. May I help you?” I said.
“I’m speaking from Frankfurt Airport. I really don’t know if I can ask this?” he said nervously.
“Please go ahead and feel free to ask anything you desire, Sir. We do everything.”
“Everything?”
“Yes, Sir. Anything and everything!” I repeated.
“I don’t know how to say this. This is the first time I’m asking. You see, I am working 24/7 on an important project for the last few months. I’m globetrotting abroad and can’t make it there. Can you please arrange for someone suitable to take my wife out to the New Year’s Eve Dance?”
I was taken aback but quickly recovered and said, “Yes, Sir. We can certainly do that.”
“Please send someone really good, someone who is an excellent dancer, and make sure that she enjoys and has a good time. She loves dancing and I just haven’t had the time.”
“Of course, Sir.”
“And I told you I’ve been away abroad for quite some time now, and I’ve got to stay out here till I complete the project.”
“I know. Work takes top priority.”
“My wife. She’s been lonely. She desperately needs some love. Do you have someone with a loving and caring nature who can give her some love? I just don’t have the time. You understand what I’m saying, don’t you?”
I let the words sink in. The guy wanted to outsource the love process. That was one call I wasn’t going to transfer. I was going to take it on myself. Yes, I was going to insource the love process to myself.
“Please give me the details, Sir,” I said softly into the mike.
As I walked towards my destination with a spring in my step, I felt truly enlightened.
Till that moment, I never knew that ‘love’ was a ‘non-core life-process’ worthy of outsourcing.
Long Live LPO! Long live Life Process Outsourcing! And long live Love Process Outsourcing!
~ END OF Story 9 ~
Thunderbolt – Love at First Sight
I fell in love with her hair. Long, beautiful, lustrous, and copious, her lush jet-black hair cascaded majestically, adorning her fair and lovely body, almost down to her knees.
“Ooooooooh,” I sighed longingly, as I looked at her through the powerful binoculars, admiring her magnificent hair, feasting my eyes on her nubile body, thirstily drinking her in passionately, from head to toe, as she walked flamboyantly on Marine Drive.
I focussed, zoomed in on her face.
She was an exquisite beauty: tall, fair, and freshly bathed, luxuriant black hair flowing down her back, sharp features accentuated by the morning sun, nose slightly turned up, so slender and translucent, as though accustomed to smelling nothing but perfumes.
I could not take my eyes off her. I had never seen anyone so beautiful, so virginal, and so vulnerable.
“Uffffff,” I pined insatiably, my eyes locked onto her, imbibing, relishing, yearning, craving, totally mesmerized, when suddenly I was rudely shaken out my glorious reverie by vigorous hands roughly trying to grab the binoculars from my eyes and Bobby’s voice shouting excitedly in my ear, “Hey, let me see! Let me see!”
“She is too good, yaar!” Bobby exclaimed. “And just look at her hair; it’s so lovely!”
“Hey, you shameless voyeurs! Don’t ogle so blatantly. If they find out, you’ll be up the gum-tree!” Aditya laughed as he entered.
“She’s really amazing, yaar! Just look,” Bobby said handing the binoculars to Aditya.
“Which one?” Aditya asked, panning the horizon.
“The tall, fair beauty with the lovely long hair,” Bobby said, pointing in her direction.
“Wow! She’s really gorgeous! Just look the way she’s tossing her beautiful hair,” Aditya crooned with appreciation. Then he paused for a moment, hesitant, uncertain, and said, “I think I’ve seen her somewhere.”
“Where?” Bobby and I asked.
“Churchgate. I think she’s in our Churchgate branch,” Aditya said tentatively.
“What? She works in your bank?” I exclaimed in surprise.
“Yes, I think so. I’ll wangle some work at the Churchgate branch tomorrow and find out. She’s certainly worth a try,” Aditya said mischievously.
“Hey, keep your hands off her. She’s strictly mine!” I warned.
“It’s that serious, is it?” Aditya ribbed.
“It’s the thunderbolt. Love at first sight!” Bobby laughed. “You should have seen the way he was lapping her up!”
“Then we’ll have to do something, won’t we? An intro, or maybe a date! Let’s see,” Aditya promised.
Our First Romantic Date
Heads turned as we entered the restaurant. I felt the natural pride of possession that any man feels when he has the company of a woman that other men desire.
We sat down and talked. I found that she was easy to talk to. I experienced a strange feeling of elation. In that mood, there was so much to say, and the words simply came tumbling out. I told her everything about myself. She was a good listener. Time flew.
I soon realized that she was looking at me with undisguised affection. There was a conspiratorial look in her expressive eyes – at once inviting and taunting – and she radiated an extraordinary magnetic allure that had me awestruck.
She knew that it was her gorgeous hair that was her piece de resistance, the quintessence of her persona, the key facet of her loveliness, her attractiveness, her exquisite beauty, her captivating aura, and she used it with enthralling effect.
She would let her silky fragrant hair fall on her face. Then in a most fascinating manner she would tantalizingly toss her hair back with a titivating flick of her hand, arching her eyebrows most sexily as she seductively preened her slender neck.
I sat in front of her, mesmerized. I could not take my eyes off her. I had never seen anyone so beautiful, so irresistible, so appealing. I was madly in love with her teasing eyes, her nubile body, her captivating persona, but most importantly, her gorgeous hair!
Proposal
I was so confident she would say “Yes” that I had a diamond engagement ring ready in my pocket when I proposed to her, as we held hands, sitting by the sea on Marine Drive, viewing a romantic sunset.
She said “No”.
“Why?” I asked, devastated.
“Your hair,” she said. “Look at your hair; you’re already greying!”
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