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  PART I


  DIVINE PHYSICS


  1


  The early morning Air India flight from Delhi to Patna was hovering in the skies high above the crowded streets of Patna on Sunday. The plane had already made a couple of attempts to descend but the air traffic control room had still not given it clearance to land. The chief minister was about to board the helicopter to visit his home constituency in a remote village in Bihar, and the short runway was barred from accepting incoming flights. The pilot of the Air India flight was getting desperate. He had to return to Delhi on time to attend his daughter’s birthday.


  As soon as the chief minister’s helicopter took off from the runway and gained height before swerving towards the opposite direction from where the Air India flight was approaching, the pilot heaved a sigh of relief. He instructed his crew to prepare for landing. There was a strong wind behind him, prompting a stronger urgency to land fast. The pilot landed on the runway with a speed greater than the usual speed at touchdown. He applied the brakes hard, but it was too late and the runway was too short. The red and white aircraft skidded off the runway and crashed into a jeep parked near the boundary walls of the airport. The jeep burst into flames immediately and the fire engulfed the aircraft in no time. There were cries of pain all around, but they quickly faded into oblivion, even before the fire extinguishers started to spray water on the aircraft.


  Anil Saha felt a spray of water on this face. He woke up with a startle and wiped the water and perspiration from his face with a cotton bedsheet. He saw his wife, Romi, standing in front of the bed with a glass of water in her hand.


  “Do you want me to throw more water at you? Do you know the time? It’s 10 o’clock already!” Romi chided her husband, with a tinge of affection.


  Anil enjoyed his Sunday morning sleep. This was the only day (if Romi allowed) he could sleep as long as he wanted. Anil was a professor of general management at IIM-Ahmedabad. He loved his work, and the students loved him more. Anil spent long hours in his office, even after work hours, doing research, preparing case studies or mentoring his students. So he was always short on sleep and looked forward to making up for the lost hours on Sunday mornings.


  “Good morning Romi. You know, I had a very weird dream. It seemed so real. It was as though I was in a plane crash myself.”


  “Well, the way you crash on your bed on Sunday mornings, snoring loudly, I witness nothing less than what you dreamt about. Every Sunday!” Romi loved teasing her academician husband.


  Anil had grown up in Kanpur. He had always been a brilliant student. After completing his MBA from IIM-Ahmedabad, he got many attractive scholarships from Ivy League universities in the USA to do his doctorate in general management. He had almost made up his mind to join the doctorate programme at the prestigious University of Chicago when his mother was diagnosed with breast cancer. It was a very difficult period for Anil. In fact, it was the worst period of his life and a very difficult choice lay ahead. Finally, Anil chose to be nearer to his mother in his motherland. He accepted the offer to do a PhD at IIM-Ahmedabad and declined the attractive offer from the University of Chicago.


  Earlier this year, on a visit to IIM-Bangalore for a guest lecture, Anil had met Romi Gosain, a young girl from the hilly state of Uttaranchal. Romi, an administrative assistant at IIM-Bangalore, had taken care of Anil’s travel and lodging arrangements. After his lecture, Anil invited Romi for a cup of coffee. After that, they both kept in touch. Within a couple of months, after two visits by Romi to Ahmedabad and one more visit by Anil to Bangalore, they decided to get married. Anil’s mother breathed her last just a week after Anil and Romi were married.


  “Your coffee is ready Anil,” Romi shouted from the living room. Coffee had a special place in their hearts.


  “Yes, yes. Just coming.”


  Anil dragged himself to the living room in his pyjamas and T-shirt and plonked himself on the cushy sofa in front of the TV. He reached for the cup of coffee with his left hand and the TV remote with his right. As he switched on the TV, his fingers started to tremble. He quickly placed the cup of coffee on a side table.


  BREAKING NEWS! Air India flight from Delhi to Patna just crashed at Patna airport. All aboard dead.
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  Umar Kaif was born and brought up in an upmarket locality of Delhi’s Vasant Vihar. His father was a senior executive in a multinational company; he had inherited a bungalow in Vasant Vihar from Umar’s grandfather who had moved to Delhi from Uttar Pradesh in the early Sixties. As a child, Umar was obese, but he completely transformed his personality when he entered his teens. Fortunately for him, he too had inherited something from his grandfather – good height and striking good looks. The genes came to his aid when Umar desperately tried to gain a winsome personality in his awkward teenage years. At a birthday party of a neighbour, the pretty, slender girls of Vasant Vihar refused to dance with Umar. That day, Umar decided that he would never walk up to any girl and ask her for a dance; the girls would walk up to him thereafter. He started jogging for ten miles every day, followed by rigorous sit-ups and push-ups. He shunned the rich and oily parathas and biryani that were a staple in his house and had only fruits, vegetables and fish for six months. By the end of the sixth month, Umar looked like a model.


  Umar was an average student at school. But he was very popular, especially among the girls, thanks to his good looks and physique. Umar focussed all his efforts on what got him the maximum attention: his looks and his body. A small pimple or a blackhead was given the kind of attention and care that even a terminal illness would not get. He packed his bags for the gym more than his bags for school. He barely managed to get into Delhi University, and just about managed to complete his degree in commerce.


  But Umar was a natural model. Very soon, he started getting various modelling assignments. Apart from devoting time to gym classes and modelling assignments, Umar also managed to get a commercial pilot licence. Umar loved two things in life – walking on the ramp and flying in the skies. But somehow he did not look forward to flying to Kullu to shoot an advertisement for a mountain bike launched by a large corporate group. But this was his first major assignment after university, and the compensation was attractive too. So he signed up for it.


  Waiting for the announcement for the Kullu flight, he looked at the brightly lit shops at the Delhi airport. Umar thought about what he would buy with the money from the shoot.
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  Far away in the Garden City of Bangalore, Niraj Roy had just signed a million-rupee contract with a leading timeshare resort owner, Reddy. Niraj was in the business of providing personalised and professional security services to the rich and famous of India. The business was growing more rapidly than he had ever imagined. The rich needed protection of their wealth first, themselves second and then their families, while the famous needed protection of themselves first and then their families and their wealth.


  Niraj’s business provided all kinds of security to all kinds of insecurity, including emotional insecurity. Niraj had a master’s degree in psychology from Pune University. He loved talking to people, understanding them, manipulating them and then counselling them. This helped him get more and more business from the insecure rich people and even more from the insecure famous people.


  Niraj was brought up in a broken home in the Orange City of Nagpur. His parents, as much as he could he remember of his childhood, were always fighting with each other, shouting at each other or complaining about each other. Niraj was often a mute witness to their fights. He always wanted to get inside the heads of his parents and find out what feelings they had for each other. He wanted to somehow rewire their brain neurons so that he could finally have normal, loving parents.


  He would often close his eyes and put his hands to his ears when the fights got ugly—when his parents started throwing slippers and other household objects at each other. During these times, he wanted somebody to weave a cocoon around him and protect him from the unhealthy and violent environment his parents had created at home.


  Though Niraj could not get into his parents’ brains or save their marriage, he managed to learn about human behaviour in his psychology classes later. Niraj could never protect himself from the mental scars he had suffered as a child, but he did manage to build a flourishing business protecting others from scars.


  Niraj was to fly with Reddy to Kullu and then drive down to Manali, where Reddy was planning to build another resort. Niraj did not want to send anyone else from his team with Reddy on this trip. He was sure that if he spent a couple of days with Reddy, he would understand him enough to seal a deal with him for the protection of his family members and the senior executives of his company. The flight to Kullu was via Delhi. Reddy and Niraj were in the renovated lounge of the Delhi airport waiting for the flight announcement.
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  Anil had promised his close friends from his MBA programme at IIM-Ahmedabad that he would not miss their annual get-together this year. He could not make it last year due to his mother’s illness, but he was looking forward to the road trip from Manali to Leh this year with his friends.


  He had still not gotten over his dream of the Air India flight crash in Patna last month. He was, however, relieved, when he read in the papers about another plane crash in Indonesia a couple of weeks ago.


  In one of his personal research projects during his doctorate programme, Anil had statistically shown that there was a much higher probability of a plane crash if there had already been a crash in the past month. His theory was the earlier plane crash subconsciously lingered in the mind of the pilot, making him slightly less attentive, enough to cause the second crash, even if the chances were one in a million. Anil had also proven that after two such accidents within a month, there was a far lower probability of another plane crash in the subsequent month. His theory that after two plane crashes, the pilots became more attentive, preventing another crash (again a one-in-a-million chance). Anil was sure his pilots on the flight to Kullu would be much more attentive than they would normally be. He waited anxiously at the lounge, tapping his feet a bit nervously. Past statistics may be the best indicators of the future, but the dreams of the past are a stronger predictor of the future in some cases.


  “This is the last and final call for all passengers on the Fagsun Airlines flight to Kullu.”


  Umar, Anil, Niraj and Reddy heard the announcement and walked towards the boarding gate. From here, they were ferried in a bus to where the aircraft was parked. There were not more than thirty passengers that day, and most of them were families on a holiday. It was a small ATF-52 turbo prop aircraft and the passengers had to climb a short foldable staircase to enter the low aircraft. There was no reserved seating and the passengers could sit where they wanted. Anil took the aisle seat at the extreme rear end so that he could go to the restroom as soon as the plane took off. In the row ahead of him sat Niraj and Reddy. Umar was among the last to board the plane. He decided to sit in the rear aisle seat, opposite to the aisle where Anil was sitting.


  “Hi, I am Umar,” Umar introduced himself to Anil.


  “Anil.”


  Anil overheard Niraj speaking in a soft tone to Reddy. “Mr Reddy, flights can be very scary if you don’t have a reliable partner sitting next to you. Just like the journey of life.”


  Within minutes, the Fagsun aircraft was in the air. A loud noise emanated from its engines as it ascended above Delhi. For the last time.
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  “Mr Reddy, you look very tired nowadays. Everything okay at home?”


  “Eh…Eh… Yes… Yes. Of course, Niraj. But very difficult to satisfy the wife nowadays.”


  “Well, one can satisfy others only if one is satisfied with oneself. Are you satisfied with yourself?” Niraj was trying hard to reach the inner layers of Reddy’s big head.


  “One should never be fully satisfied. I am never satisfied. I want more growth, more money, but more peace too.”


  “I know! You just take care of your growth and money. I will take care of your peace, Mr Reddy.”


  “I know I can rely on you with my life, Niraj.”


  The flight to Kullu was a short one. Niraj decided to catch a few winks before the landing. Anil and Umar were half-asleep already. There was not much to see outside the window. It was raining heavily, clouding the view from the window.


  “Please put on your seat belts. We are experiencing a bit of turbulence. And we will prepare to land now.” The pilot announced over the public address system.


  Anil looked outside. He could see high mountains between the clouds. He knew the Bhuntar runway was in a valley surrounded by hills on all sides. The Beas river ran very close to the airport. In fact, it had even flooded the runway once. As the turbulence increased, Anil sat in an upright position, his hands clenched, his eyes closed and his mind vacillating between God and his dream last month.


  But Umar was enjoying the ride. He had spent too many hours in the sky to be disturbed by turbulence. Niraj too was wide awake now, after his brief nap. Reddy’s belly was shaking in the turbulence and his teeth were shivering from fear. He held Niraj’s hands tight.


  The pilot soon steadied the plane and guided it through a low cloud area. He was preparing to ascend again and rise above the mountain ahead, at some distance. Suddenly, there was a loud noise, and Niraj shouted, “Fire! Fire!”


  The left side engine was on fire.


  Umar knew what had happened. It was a bird strike. And the bird had been sucked into the engine at the lower height. He knew the pilot could still manoeuvre and land the plane at the airport nearby. He thought of going to the cockpit to assist the pilot. What Umar did not know was there was a tall mountain just a few miles ahead and the pilot would not be able to get the thrust required to lift the plane above the mountain with just one engine.


  Anil knew something was not right. He braced himself to face his nightmare for real this time.


  In that brief moment, Niraj felt grateful to his parents for the first time. He was happy they had fought so much and lived so unhappily. It helped him decide that he would never get married and never have any children. If he were to die today, Niraj was relieved there was no one to cry for him.


  There was a loud crash, which drowned the shrieks and screams of all the passengers. The plane grazed the side of mountain as the pilot desperately tried to steer it away from a direct collision. The pilot almost made it, but for the rear part. The rear part where Niraj, Reddy, Anil, and Umar were seated. The plane broke into two. The small part of the rear scraped the mountain and the large front part nosedived into the wild forests below, before hitting the ground and getting engulfed in a ball of fire.


  Umar was holding Anil’s hand and Reddy was holding Niraj’s hand, as they tumbled down the mountain slope at a rapid pace, faces facing down. The gush of icy cool wind hit their faces like a million small swords. Reddy’s seatbelt could not hold up against the heavy mass of his belly or sustain the heavy jolts when the plane hit the side of the mountain. It broke open. Reddy’s face turned white, from the cold and the fear. The fear of death. He held on to Niraj’s hand frantically. This was his last and final hope.


  But Niraj Roy was not Niraj Roy at that moment. It was pure survival instinct and the desire to live longer that were in control and making all the decisions. With his eyes closed, Niraj let go off Reddy’s hand. In fact, Niraj’s eyes were closed ever since the impact of the plane against the mountain. Reddy’s eyes and mouth were wide open as he fell, before hitting his head on a rock below. Reddy’s last words briefly flashed across Niraj’s mind, “I know I can rely on you with my life, Niraj.”


  Anil and Umar too shut their eyes as they thought of the master controller of the universe in their last fleeting moments.


  When the three lucky passengers on the unlucky flight opened their eyes, they saw and felt chilly waters all around them. “Maybe this is how heaven or hell looked,” they thought. They felt the urge to take a deep breath, as they pushed themselves onto the surface of the water. Anil frantically kicked his legs and hands as he did not know how to swim. Fortunately, the water was not that deep. As they rose above the water surface and looked around, they saw each other and the beautiful mountains enveloped by a milky cover of dense white clouds. The earth had never looked so close to heaven before.


  They had landed in a small pond of water on a plateau somewhere mid-way in the mountain range. They had survived the crash. Just the three of them.
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  “Is this true?! Are we actually alive?” Umar shouted loudly, looking up at the sky, half in joy and half in disbelief.


  Anil and Niraj were too exhausted, physically and mentally, to say anything. They sat down on the grass near the pond, folded their hands and looked up.


  “Let’s get out from here before it gets dark,” Umar suggested to the other two men.


  “Yes, Umar has a point. I don’t think the rescue team will be able to find us that quickly, if at all they look for us. They may assume that the whole plane crashed and got burnt. The rear part of the plane, which brought us here, is now deep inside the pond.” Anil applied his management concepts to explain the surreal situation.


  “Hi! I am Niraj. Niraj Roy. I think the rescue team may count the number of dead or burnt bodies and find that some are missing.”


  “I doubt they would be able to do so. And even if they do, they may assume that the missing bodies have been eaten by the wild animals,” Anil replied immediately.


  “There are wild animals here?” Umar and Niraj asked almost in unison.


  “It’s a dense forest area. Why would the wild animals not be here? This is their home,” said Anil.


  “I just want to go home. Let’s get moving,” said Umar, the youngest and the most energetic among the three. He had been injured the most in the accident but he was unmindful of it.


  Niraj went to the edge of the plateau and quickly made a mental note of the topography. He came back and explained his strategy to Anil and Umar.


  “I think we can quickly reach the bottom of the mountain through the trail made by the mountain goats. From there, the river is just a few kilometres ahead. We can reach the river by night. And then we can keep walking along the banks of the river the entire night. I am sure by morning we will come across someone to help us.”


  The three of them were ready to embark on their next journey together. Walking down the mountain was not easy, especially for Anil who had a bad knee. But if he could survive a plane crash, he surely could survive a worn-out knee, thought Anil, as he continued to keep pace with Niraj and Umar. Other than Umar slipping on the loose pebbles once, there was no other mishap on the way to the base of the mountain.


  Niraj was thirsty, while Anil was hungry. Luckily for them, Umar had a small bottle of water in one of the many pockets of his loose-fitting trousers and a bar of Snickers in another pocket. This was a habit he had developed ever since he started going to the gym. He would never go out anywhere without these two items and a small album containing a portfolio of his photographs. Umar quickly checked inside the biggest pocket and was relieved to find his album intact.


  “Umar, are you a model?” Niraj asked.


  “Yes. And I hope to get into movies too,” said Umar.


  “Well, I hope the deep scar on your face heals fast then,” Anil said bluntly.


  Umar had felt the pain on his face and he knew there was a cut. But he did not know how wide or deep it was. The icy-cold water of the pond and the adrenaline rush in his body had numbed his pain. He raised his hand to his face to feel the cut. He knew immediately that it was worse than what he thought. He did not know whether to curse Allah for ruining his dreams or thank him for keeping him alive. He also knew he had no time for deliberating his fate and future in the middle of a forest, when the sun was just going down.


  “Let’s move on,” Umar shouted, trying to hide his distress.


  The trio reached the banks of the River Beas when it was nearly dark. As the water was not deep, they took a quick dip and also drank water from the river to their heart’s content. Fresh and energised from the pure mineral water from the mountains, they started walking along the river, according to the plan. They walked continuously for the next four hours, holding each other’s hands and puffing and panting even in the chill of the night.


  “Anil, what do you do?” Niraj asked Anil who was struggling the most.


  “I am a professor at IIM-Ahmedabad. And you?”


  “I offer security services to a small group of businessmen and celebrities,” Niraj said and then added with a bit of dramatic flourish, “You are the brain. And I am the body. The brain needs less energy than the body. You should not be tired.”


  “You are the brain, and you the body. And I was to be a heartthrob. Of millions. But now…,” wondered Umar aloud, as his mind wandered afar.


  “Don’t fret over it, Umar. You will still be the heartthrob of your mother and father. And that’s more valuable than anything else. A lot of people don’t realise that…,” consoled Niraj, as his mind wandered too.


  Anil was hardly paying attention to them, as he was following a pair of eyes stalking them from behind the trees for a while now. He was not able to figure out the animal. But he knew that the pair of eyes was clearly interested in the tired and fatigued group that was struggling to keep awake and keep walking.


  Anil picked up a stone from the river bank and threw in the direction of the animal. He also tried to shout with whatever little energy he had left. “Shoo… shoo! Get away, you animal! You cannot eat us today. We have the blessings of God.”


  “Don’t count your blessings so soon. God can take back what he gives,” a voice shouted back at them from behind the trees. He was a man. And he emerged from behind the trees, from darkness into the light of the half moon. He was a middle-aged man, wearing an orange dhoti-kurta and sporting long trussed hair and an unkempt beard. He had a trishul in one hand, probably to defend himself or hunt in the night for his prey. The three men closed ranks, unable to decide what to do next. They could not understand if the strange man was a friend or a foe.


  “Do not worry. I will not harm you. I am just a simple sadhu. I believe you people survived the plane crash earlier in the day?”


  “Yes, yes!” the trio shouted in relief on finally finding a friend.


  “Come with me. I have a small shelter nearby. You can rest there and have some fruits. And then in the morning, I will show you the way to the nearest city.”


  The sadhu’s shelter was a comfortable abode inside a cosy cave. On the floor, there were several layers of warm branches, leaves and twigs that served as a bed. Umar and Niraj had several apples and peaches before they hit the comfortable bed.


  Anil, who was a light sleeper, usually read late into the night, much after Romi slept. That night, he wanted to learn something from the sadhu who had forsaken all desires and material things and overcome his fear to live alone in the dense forest. Anil went outside the cave where the sadhu was smoking ganja, sitting on the branch of a tree. Anil could easily identify the smell of ganja thanks to his days at the IIM hostel.


  “Baba, can I disturb you a bit? And just talk in general?”


  The sadhu looked at him in amazement. With a jump, he got down to the ground.


  “Come, let’s take a walk,” the sadhu said, waving to Anil.


  “At this time of the night? Are you not afraid?”


  “I left the thing called ‘fear’ when I gave up my job as a nuclear physicist in the USA.”


  “What? You are a nuclear physicist?” Anil was shocked. He started walking behind the sadhu.


  “Yes, I was. Now I try to understand God’s physics, which is not too different from all the quantum physics I learnt.”


  “Baba, I don’t know how we managed to survive today. Only the three of us survived in the crash. There must be some God’s physics behind it. Or God’s mercy!”


  “God is indeed merciful but he does not mess with physics. If the three of you survived today when you were not supposed to survive, then I am afraid my friend, the cyclic nature of time will catch up with you soon. To quote the philosopher Walter Kaufmann, ‘According to the eternal laws governing the combinations of this eternal play of repetition, all configurations which have previously existed on this earth must yet meet, attract, repulse, kiss and corrupt each other again.’”


  “That’s scary! So the three of us may die together again in a plane crash? When?”


  “Nobody knows the exact physics of God. The cycle of time can vary for different objects in the universe. Our sages say it is within a period of one year for humans. And it might not be a plane crash. But, from what our sages have said and written, whenever and however it happens, it will happen within a day to all three of you and through a similar medium of God.”


  “Medium?”


  “Yes. I meant if plane was the medium today, then it may be an angry mob tomorrow. Or it could be a boat or a car. Or an animal or an earthquake. Anything!”


  “Interesting! Baba, there was another very interesting event that happened about a month ago. I had a dream. It felt as though I was part of the dream. It was about a plane crash in Patna, and it actually happened at the same time I was dreaming.”


  The sadhu stopped walking. He smiled. And then his smile broke into laughter. A creepy laughter in the dark night of the forest.


  “My friend! You have witnessed God’s physics first-hand then! Have you heard of quantum theory? The theory states that a matter can exhibit both wave-like and particle-like properties, and upon observation it can exist in parallel in two dimensions or two universes. Like layers of bread. A lot similar, but still different. So there may be several similar people living different lives in different universes. Some are dead and some are alive. This is acceptable even by our modern science.


  But according to our wise sages, God has always been a bit partial to the earthly beings. He allows one of the human splits to live on the earth, for some people. You probably had a split of yourself and you experienced his death in the Patna plane crash.”


  Anil noticed that the sadhu was no longer smoking ganja. But he seemed to be on a different high. The high of a scientist who had just completed an experiment proving his hypothesis.


  “So how does this split happen baba? And when does it happen and to whom does it happen? And does it mean I cannot have another split in future?” Anil was always curious about thoughts and new ideas.


  “If sages knew all the answers, my friend, we would be God ourselves na? We don’t know to whom it happens. But the split probably happens when a person is at a very low point in his life and has to take one of two decisions to get his life back into shape. One decision shapes his life and the other decision creates the life of a split. But the universe realigns itself to give continuity of time to the life of this split. After that, who is a split and who is the original—nobody can say. If your cycle of life is to be created again before the eventuality that God’s physics has planned for you, then you or anybody else can have another split.”


  “How would you, as a nuclear physicist, explain all this baba?’


  “Very simple. It’s God’s quantum theory. God makes the observation in a singular moment, that low moment of an individual I mentioned earlier. And then the quantum theory is applied, making matter, the individual in this case, split into different worlds.”


  “Yes, you do make it sound simple indeed! Is there any way you will know who your split is?’


  “No, you will never know. But your names and stars are always aligned. The first name of the split will have the same letters as your first name. So the wise sages say! You will never know each other, but you may feel the presence. It is like the déjà vu feeling you people describe. You may have dreams about each other, just like you did. And very interestingly, you may even be able to develop the talents of each other.”


  “Wow! This is indeed amazing! Thank you baba, but I think we should catch up on our sleep now.”


  “You go ahead. I will complete my meditation first.”


  As Anil started to walk towards the cave, not too far away from where baba and he were talking, he heard a voice behind him.


  “One last thing. I don’t know if this is true or not. And I don’t know what the sages think of it. But my mind says that if the cyclic nature of time catches up with you and your two friends, then it should catch up with your splits too on the very same day. Physics leaves no residue like chemistry.”


  The next morning, the three survivors were guided to a nearby town by the sadhu. After a few emotional phone calls to their near and dear, Anil, Umar and Niraj were back in Delhi within a day. The first thing that Anil did, after embracing Romi firmly for several minutes, was to check the internet for the names of the dead passengers on the Patna air crash. His eyes were glued to one name on the list—Lian Cummins, a PhD student from the University of Chicago. He was going to Patna for a research project funded by the Gates Foundation.
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  Umar was disappointed that he had missed his first major modelling assignment. The client had replaced him with another model.


  Umar’s first visit after coming back home from Himachal was to the most reputed cosmetic surgeon in Delhi. He knew that in order to get back his career he had to get back his face first. Show business was all about show. And what showed on his face was not very pleasing.


  The treatment continued for about two months. At the end of it, when the surgeon revealed Umar’s face to him in a mirror, Umar could not help but cry out aloud. He had not even cried after the plane crash. He had not whimpered even once on the arduous journey through the forest, but he could no longer hold it. The deep and long scar on his right cheek had healed, but it had left an ugly mark behind.


  “Don’t worry, son. You can still try and follow your dreams. Don’t lose hope,” Umar’s father tried to console him. Umar had lost the most valuable asset in his line of business: his face. Losing hope was a natural reaction.


  “Umar, you know the hero I had a crush on? He had a scar on his face too,” Umar’s mother said shyly, while serving him some biryani. Umar loved his mother for always being there for him, even if she had to fabricate an impromptu lie.


  “And I am sure amma that he had a big paunch too. If you continue to serve me this biryani, I will have a scar and a paunch too!”


  “But amma is right, Umar bhai jaan. Scars make men look sexy. The scar shows the man has gone through a tough fight and survived,” said Umar’s younger sister. She was a cute girl who was completely unlike the snobbish girls of Vasant Vihar.


  “Okay good! Instead of getting you married to a man with two big cars, I will get you married to a man with two big scars,” said Umar, pulling his sister’s hair.


  Umar was happy that his family could still laugh together, despite the tough times. A broken career can be resurrected but a broken family cannot be united. He thanked God for giving him such a wonderful family. He decided to go to Mumbai the very next day. He reasoned that he had a better chance in the movie industry than in the modelling industry. Modelling was all about looks. But movies were about looks, talent and an X factor. Maybe his scar could prove to be his X factor, thought Umar.


  Umar knew a few people with the right contacts in Mumbai. They helped him get a few appointments with casting agents, directors and producers in the industry. But wherever he went, the answer was the same, “God has been so cruel. If you did not have the scar, we could have made you the next Akshay Kumar.” In some places, it was Salman Khan or Amitabh Bachchan.


  One director was a bit generous. He proposed the role of a villain to Umar.


  “You will be a combination of Anil Kapoor and Shakti Kapoor. I will make you the new Gabbar Singh. It’s a small role. But very impactful. Total script-changer role! People will whistle when you come on the screen.”


  “That’s so kind of you, sir. I am ready to take up this role.”


  Umar had always been a hero in real life, but he was happy to accept the role of a villain in reel life.


  “Great! You will have to meet my producer who will sign on your agreement and other terms. Luckily, he is in town today at a hotel in Juhu. I will set up your meeting with him.”


  Umar reached the hotel in Juhu on time, and requested the receptionist to call the producer in his room. “Sir, he has asked you to go up to his room. His room number is 1704 on the seventeenth floor,” the receptionist told Umar, after talking to the producer.


  Umar rang the doorbell of the room. He was welcomed inside by the producer. The producer was about fifty years old, quite short with a receding hairline. He was neither thin nor fat. He flashed a pleasing, abundant smile to Umar as they entered a dimly lit room. Umar tried to walk on the right side of the producer. He then sat on the producer’s right side, on the sofa. He wanted to take no chance with the scar on his right cheek, X factor or not!


  “You know, your role will shatter all the records of villains in the industry. Heroes will want to become villains after this movie releases,”’ the producer explained excitedly to Umar. He then offered him a glass of imported beer.


  “I am so thankful to you, sir. I will never forget your faith in me.”


  “I have full faith in you. But you should start practising your scenes soon. Do you want me to help you?”


  “Sure sir.”


  “Okay good. One scene in the movie involves you artistically raping the hero’s sister.”


  Umar could not help wondering what was artistic in a rape.


  “See, you are a nude model and the hero’s sister is an artist. While she is painting a portrait of you, the beast in you rises, and you rape her. Isn’t that artistic?” The producer was full of excitement.


  “Hmm… Yes sir, yes sir. Very artistic!”


  “So, let’s enact the scene now. Assume I am the sister, the artist, and you are the nude model. I want it to be very real. I want to see how the feelings rise in you, how your facial expressions change. I want to see that blood and flesh in you. I want to see you nude! Completely surrender yourself to this role Umar, surrender yourself to me… And you shall make history!” The producer’s excitement was apparent on many levels now.


  Umar was a modern, street-smart boy from Delhi. Many girls, boys, uncles and aunties had made a pass at him many times. His hope, dreams and vulnerability had clouded his natural sixth sense so far. But not anymore. He knew the director was just a pimp for this lascivious producer, the real life villain. Umar threw the rest of his beer on the producer’s face, and stormed out of the room. He took the elevator to the lobby area, and then walked out of the hotel.


  He kept walking and walking. The slight drizzle helped wash away the tears of anger as he walked. He was completely drenched by the time he reached Marine Drive late in the evening. He sat there, all alone, cursing the Almighty mostly and himself a few times. Through the haze of his moist eyes and the vapour from the drizzle, he noticed the life-size picture of the producer on a large billboard near the Marine Drive. His name was written in big bold letters – ANDY. The man was producing the most expensive movie in Telugu next week.


  After an hour, just when he was ready to leave, a young boy approached him for alms. One leg of the boy had been amputated, and both his hands were cut in the middle. But he had a happy face and a happy smile. Umar remembered the plane crash. He thought for a moment and then took out all the money he had in his pockets and gave it to the boy who looked at him in astonishment. Umar then looked up at the sky and said, “Forgive me please. Your alms to me was the most generous gift anyone can ever expect.”


  Umar had never been through such a low phase in his life before. He was at the start of his career, but his career was lost, it had vanished.


  He had just stepped out of his house, only to find that the road on either side had been swallowed by a massive earthquake. He knew there was always a smaller lane, though from the back door of his home. He had to take the smaller lane. But the dilemma was whether to take the right turn or the left turn. He had thought about his contingency plan earlier, before coming to Mumbai. He could get into business with the help of his father or he could become a full-time pilot. He chose to leave the muck and grime on the ground and fly high in the air.
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  Niraj was welcomed back at the Bangalore airport by his employees. They were all happy that their boss was alive and had come with bright garlands of marigold flowers. They put them around an embarrassed Niraj’s neck. Employees from Reddy’s company were also present at the airport. They had also brought marigold garlands to place on the coffin in which lay Reddy’s dead body.


  “Long live Niraj Roy! Long live Niraj Roy,” Niraj’s employees chanted at the airport.


  A relative of Reddy looked at Niraj being carried on the shoulders by his employees, while he carried Reddy’s coffin on his shoulders. He was struggling to hold back his tears. Soon he could no longer control his tears or anger. He shouted loudly at Niraj, as the tears rolled down his face. “You are no protector! You are a destroyer! You have destroyed the lives of so many of us.”


  The crowd became silent. Niraj was visibly upset. No one but he knew about the last few moments of Reddy. He felt guilty. But there was nothing he could do then and nothing he could do now. He ordered his employees to remain quiet and get out of the airport.


  Niraj stayed inside his apartment for almost a week after his return. He told everyone that he was very tired.


  Bangalore is a close-knit society. The IT professionals network with each other actively and the college alumni meet up often. The students and professionals from North India hang out regularly in their favourite haunts. But the closest group was that of the rich and the famous. Many of them were the clients of Niraj Roy. Reddy was one of the well-known members of this coterie. He was Niraj’s important client. But following Reddy’s demise, Niraj’s services were terminated from all assignments of Reddy’s business. Soon, other clients pulled out of Niraj’s services. Niraj Roy was called a deserter, a bad omen, a conspirator and many other names. He was no longer called a ‘protector.’


  Niraj went to one of his oldest and biggest clients: a stud farm owner in the outskirts of Bangalore. If he lost this contract, Niraj would have to shut down his business. Niraj pleaded with the stud farm owner to continue his services. He assured him that he would personally monitor all the services; Niraj even offered a discount on his fees.


  “Just tell me one thing Niraj by swearing on your God. Did you have a hand in his death, in any way?” the stud farm owner asked Niraj directly, throwing him off guard for a moment.


  “Hmm… Uhh… I had a hand, but not a real hand… I mean…,” Niraj stammered and struggled between the truth and his fear of God.


  “Mr Niraj Roy. I bet on horses every day. I know a limp horse when I see one. You have gone limp, my friend. I am sorry.”


  Niraj knew he was doomed. He had lost his reputation and was no longer attractive to the rich and famous. On his way back from the stud farm, driving his SUV slowly as he always did, he felt as lonely as he had been as a child. He felt as ignored by his clients and the world as he had been by his parents. As a child he had not been mature enough to understand excommunication, but he was now experienced enough to realise, feel and despise it. He hated his life at the moment. He wished he had died with Reddy in the crash. Maybe it was Reddy’s curse that was hurting and haunting him now. As he remained lost in his thoughts, he barely noticed the crowd in front of him, before screeching to a halt.


  Niraj got down to see the spectacle. He saw a young taxi driver beating an old man on the street. The crowd was trying to intervene, but the taxi driver was consumed with fury and continued to rain blows on the hapless old man. Niraj asked an onlooker the reason for the fight.


  “The old man had hired this taxi from another city. And he did not have a thousand rupees more to pay the driver. The driver had not slept the whole night and needs money for his son’s fees today.”


  Niraj knew how lethal the combination of lack of sleep and lack of money could be. He empathised with the driver, but he had to rescue the old man. He jumped in front of the driver and pulled him away from the old man. He then pulled out a thousand-rupee note from his pocket and shoved it in the driver’s pocket. The driver was stunned and happy, while the old man was relieved and happy.


  Niraj stood there looking at the happy faces of the old man and the driver and thinking about his own plight. He had hit rock bottom in his professional and personal life, but he saw a dual opportunity at that very moment. He could start a professional taxi service company or he could set up an agency to protect the common man from the threats of bullies, ruffians, extortionists and other anti-social elements. Before he could decide, the old man came up to Niraj and blessed him, with tears in his shrunken eyes. Niraj knew exactly what he wanted to do. He had protected the privileged man for long, it was now time to protect the common man.


  7


  “I will today talk about split management,” Anil started his lecture, after his return from Himachal.


  “Split management is about how you have to take decisions in everyday work. By taking different decisions, you lead a different life,” Anil went on.


  “Sir, that is just general management. Why split it?” a smart student in the class asked.


  “Because if you don’t, you will never know that you are one of many parallel lives on earth. You may already be dead somewhere. And you are alive here in my class. What’s the point of all of this?” Anil tried to further explain.


  “Exactly sir, what’s the point of all this?” the same student bantered, much to the amusement of the class.


  Anil was visibly agitated by now. He looked at the student with a deep frown and then said something that he regretted later.


  “You need to smoke ganja to understand all this!”


  The class was shocked into silence. Anil continued his lecture on decision-making. By the end of the class, the students had decided to complain to the Director about Anil. The Director of the institute was shocked. Anil had had an impeccable reputation so far. He was one of the best professors in the college. Anil’s good record came to his rescue and he was let off with a stern warning.


  Anil no longer enjoyed having coffee with Romi at home. He was often lost in his own thoughts. When Romi tried to cuddle up to him in the mornings, Anil was just not himself. He was a split self of himself now. As Romi rested on his hairy chest, Anil suddenly looked at her suspiciously.


  “Are you a medium?” Anil asked Romi one morning as she sat beside him with her legs on his stomach.


  “Medium of what, Anil?” Romi asked, looking at his face in surprise. But she was not shocked, given his strange behaviour lately.


  “Never mind! But do you actually love me or do you love Lian? When did you move in here to be with me?” Anil asked, continuing his strange behaviour.


  “Who the hell is Lian? And why would I love him? And what do you mean when I moved in here? What’s wrong with you, Anil?” Romi was getting exasperated.


  “Do you know that you have a high chance of living in the Middle East or a place like Turkey right now? Omir is a popular name in those countries, I think.”


  Romi looked at her husband with pain and bewilderment in her eyes. He was one of the most rational and logical persons she knew. “What had become of him,” she wondered. “Was he trying to get rid of her? Had he found someone else?” Romi left the room with these thoughts and made coffee for herself.


  A week later, Anil was taking a class for a group of new students. He introduced himself to all of them normally and then asked for their names.


  Ravi


  Vijayant


  Atul


  Sharad


  Mukesh


  Rakesh


  Anadi


  Vivek


  Diana


  “Hold on! Hold on! Did you say Diana?” Anil exclaimed.


  “Yes sir, I am Diana D’Souza.”


  Diana was a dusky, slender and smart girl.


  “No, you are not! You are Anadi!”


  Anil was jumping up and down the classroom with excitement. He went up to Anadi, who was a cute, chubby boy sitting in the front row of the class.


  “Come here Diana. Meet your split, Anadi. But you do look very different somehow. But both are very smart, see? That’s how you both got into this institute! Baba was correct!”


  While the students wondered if this was a different kind of case study, Diana and Anadi tried to hide their embarrassment. They avoided looking at each other.


  Anil sat in his chair. He was very quiet and despondent. He then got up from his chair glumly and went to the blackboard. He wrote on it, “This also means I may not be giving this lecture next year.”


  This time, the Director of the institute could not stop with a warning to Anil. After a two-day investigation, Anil was given the marching order. His life had come crashing down, again.


  At home, Anil did not speak to Romi for the next one week. Romi was worried about Anil. She was also embarrassed about making excuses to the maid, milkman, newspaper vendor, washerman and a few others whom she could not pay on time. There was no money in the house and no balance in the bank. And worse, there was no love at home.


  Romi knew something was amiss. Anil had earned fairly well. He had had a substantial amount in his bank. “How could there be nothing now?” she wondered. She went to the bank to find out more. She was shocked to find out that Anil had transferred all the money in his account to a lady named Michelle Cummins, the wife of a deceased person named Lian Cummins. Romi was certain that Anil was hiding something from her. She went to the house and confronted Anil.


  “You tell me, right now, who is this Michelle Cummins? Or I am walking out of the house,” Romi threatened Anil.


  Anil did not reply.


  “Anil, please tell me! Please, please! I beg you. I want to save our marriage.”


  Anil still did not reply.


  “Anil, swear on your dead mother and tell me the truth.”


  Anil looked up at Romi and whispered softly. “What? What? I could not hear. Tell me again.”


  Romi repeated her question. She strained to listen to Anil’s feeble words. “Michelle could be my wife.”


  Romi burst into a barrage of tears and said nothing for a few minutes. She then went to her room and packed all her things in a large suitcase. She came out and walked straight out of the house. Anil looked at her imploringly. But he could not explain more. He just waved his hand in one last desperate attempt to hold her back. But Romi was gone. And he was alone. He was hungry too. He looked in the fridge to find something to eat, but there was nothing. He went to the kitchen.


  His eyes lit up as he saw all the cutlery, knives, spatulas, pans, spices, olive oil, vegetables, a few slices of cheese and a half-eaten loaf of bread. His hands became that of a magician, as he quickly chopped the vegetables and sautéed them on a frying pan, adding some seasoning and olive oil. He then added cheese and garlic to a couple of bread slices and put them in the grill. Within minutes, he placed the colourful mix of vegetables and the garlic bread on a clean white plate. He looked at the plate again. He took out a plastic bottle of tomato sauce from the fridge and squeezed the sauce onto the plate, making an artistic and appetising decoration around his food. He took the plate to the dining table.


  “Please enjoy your food,” Anil said to himself.


  [image: Design]


  Lina Kapoor turned around while taking a tour of her restaurant in Gurgaon. She thought somebody had whispered into her ears, “Please enjoy your food.”
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  Lina Kapoor was a brilliant student from Miranda House and had worked as a management professional in a large multinational bank in different countries. Eventually, she married an IT engineer, Gautam Khosla, from Dehradun when she was working in Singapore. Initially, she enjoyed her married life a lot.


  Lina was married for almost two years but could not bear a child. She tried everything and visited every known doctor in Singapore, but she could not become a mother. She then sought the help of a family priest who advised her to stay away from her husband for six months. The sacrifice, according to the priest, would yield her a child. Lina’s husband was very upset with this and clearly expressed his displeasure to Lina. But she still decided to go ahead with her decision. She came to India on a special assignment for her bank for six months. Gautam, as he had threatened, did not talk to Lina over the phone for these six months. There were just a couple of email exchanges between them regarding some home loan documentation.


  At the end of the six-month separation period, Lina decided to surprise her husband. She flew to Singapore without informing Gautam. She took a taxi from the airport and reached her apartment. She quietly opened the door with the spare key she always kept with her. She knew their Malaysian maid would not come for another hour at least. The door of their bedroom was partially open and Lina assumed her husband would be in the bathroom. As she tiptoed her way into the bedroom, she heard the giggle of a woman from the attached bathroom. A little worried, she hastened her pace and quickly opened the bathroom door. Gautam and the Malaysian maid were making out in the master Jacuzzi of their bathroom, her bathroom.


  Lina was on the evening flight back to India. She had not waited for her husband to get dressed and explain. What she saw was what she would believe. And Lina had seen enough. If she could sacrifice six months for the sake of having a child, she could also sacrifice her husband and marriage, with a heavy heart, for the sake of her respect and dignity.


  Lina was dejected but not devastated. She did not want to work any longer at the bank. It reminded her too much of the past. She wanted to start life afresh, with new hopes and new dreams. She had always loved cooking. So she decided to follow her passion and open a restaurant on a new and upcoming street in Gurgaon.


  Lina pulled herself out of the whirlpool of hopelessness and self-pity. She set up her restaurant on a street that had huge residential condominiums on either side. Unlike most other streets in Gurgaon, this street was kept clean by the common residential association of the apartments there. The diffused yellow lighting from smart-looking lamp posts on both sides of the street was reminiscent of the Parisian streets that Lina used to visit in search of new restaurants to dine in, when she was working in Paris.


  Lina opened a French-Italian themed restaurant in a small space on the ground floor below a bank. Incidentally, it was a branch of the bank she used to work in. There was a small open area outside the indoor restaurant where Lina placed wrought iron chairs and round tables, with multi-coloured garden umbrellas as canopy.


  Business picked up fast. Her food was good and the ambience of the restaurant was unique and cosy. The prices were competitive and the service was impeccable. The restaurant had all the ingredients to bring in great returns on investment, as Lina’s brother Maru would often say. Maru Kapoor was a year younger to Lina. He was a businessman who had done well for himself. He had a sharp grasp of business from a very young age, prescient of his name ‘Maru.’ The name had been chosen by Maru’s maternal grandfather, who himself was a well-known businessman. His grandfather had worked with many partners in the traditional Marwari community and had been impressed by their business acumen and ethics. He fondly addressed many of them as ‘Maru.’


  Maru Kapoor lived up to his name. He was a tall, good-looking man with a thick moustache. There was a small scar on his forehead, which was a reminder of an unpleasant fight between Lina and him. Maru would often flaunt his scar to his business partners and claim that it was from a fight with a college friend who did not return his money on time. As a result, most of Maru’s business partners paid him on time.


  Lina and Maru belonged to a happy Punjabi family, which, through all its ups and downs, never compromised on two things in life: how they looked and how they cooked. The food on the dining table was the centre of all discussions, business or personal. The richer the food, the longer and deeper the discussions. There was laughter, emotion, drama and sometimes action too at the dining table every day. The dining table was the platform on which the Kapoor soap operas were written and rewritten every day. But even with all the calorie intake, the Kapoors managed to look good. After eating, they worked hard for the rest of the day. Their happy disposition and good genes did the rest, along with expensive, stylish clothes and regular visits to the gym and spa.


  The Kapoor in Maru urged him to combine his investment skills with his love for food. So no one was surprised when Maru decided to become a full-time investor and partner in the QSR (quick service restaurants) industry. QSR was a terminology used by the business community to refer to the mushrooming chain of restaurants across all parts of the country.


  The country was growing in population and opportunities. The women were no longer happy just taking care of the cooking at home. They were taking up jobs in the well-paying world of business and commerce and did not have the time or inclination to cook at home like their mothers and grandmothers. With more money and less time, QSRs were an attractive option for Indian families. And Maru was quick to spot this opportunity. His first few investments in this segment paid off handsomely, and his appetite (pun intended, as Maru often said) in the QSR industry grew significantly.


  “Lina, you should now expand your restaurant and set up more branches. And then have franchisees in other cities. Let me put in all the investment, you just manage them,” Maru would often prod his sister.


  “So that you can make more money? Maru, get a life! Do something meaningful. You are just a broker – bringing the money from investors to hard-working people like us who are doing ‘real’ business,” Lina would snap at her brother. It was true that Maru made most of his money from the investments of others. It was a trait he had learnt from his maternal grandfather. He was an investment manager. He believed there was more fun in making free money than earning more money from your own money.


  “Without us, you ‘real’ business people would have no capital to grow your businesses,” said Maru.


  “Whatever! Come on, let’s have some delightful mixed berry soup together with some artichoke and sausage pasta,” Lina said, to make peace with her younger brother. While Maru could say ‘no’ to a business offer, he could never say ‘no’ to a sumptuous meal.
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  Umar was an ardent fan of Ramaan Khanna. Rum-aaan is how he was called. Ramaan was a big superstar in Bollywood. He made a bigger name and more money for himself after he turned producer and then an entrepreneur with business interests in studios, multiplexes, theme parks, restaurants, branded clothes and special effects technology. Ramaan was the perfect example of ‘brand building’ and ‘vertical integration’ in management case studies.


  Umar was simply enamoured by Ramaan’s style and charisma on the celluloid screen. Ramaan had invented many trademark styles of his own, more in the mould of superstars of the Seventies, aided by the technology of the new millennium. He often wore a dark coloured, circular glass, attached to a golden magnetic band, on each of his wrists. And before every fight with a villain, Ramaan would roll his wrists forcefully and the glass pieces and the golden magnetic bands from his wrists would magically fly in the air and unite to form a single pair of smart-looking goggles covering his eyes.


  He would then go on to say his favourite dialogue in Hindi, which translated to something like this, “If you die from my sight, how will my hands fight?” Umar tried to find such goggles everywhere he went, but he could never find one. But he loved to practise Ramaan’s classic act with imaginary goggles in front of the mirror.


  Umar also mouthed another famous dialogue of Ramaan, not in front of the mirror alone, but in his work life too. Whenever he was in a good mood, he said this dialogue at the start of every flight.


  Like today. Umar was flying to Bangalore on a new Boeing aircraft. He was very excited. He was almost as excited as he was when he was offered the role of a co-pilot by a leading private airline. He was excited because he was going to watch the latest release of Ramaan at a multiplex owned by Ramaan himself. He also planned to wear a T-shirt from the Ramaan line of clothing and then go out for dinner with a friend to a restaurant, again owned by Ramaan.


  “All on board. We shall be ready to fly in a few minutes now. Naam hai Ramaan, choona hai aasmaan,” said Umar. The passengers loved it every time Umar said this famous dialogue. Though the airline company was initially a bit reluctant to allow this, it soon accepted it as there was no harm intended in the dialogue.


  The flight to Bangalore was smooth and on time. Umar quickly changed into his T-shirt at the airport itself and took a cab to the new multiplex on Bannerghatta Road in Bangalore. He was impressed by the neatness and fresh aroma of rose water inside the cab. The driver too was very courteous. He was wearing a neat yellow T-shirt over blue jeans. The T-shirt had the letter ‘R’ printed in red on the upper corner. Umar was curious to know more.


  “Hi. What does the ‘R’ on your T-shirt stand for? Don’t tell me it stands for Ramaan!” Umar was half hoping that it would.


  “No sir! It stands for the name of our company. Rajni Cab Services. Rajni is the name of our owner.”


  “Rajni? You mean your owner’s name is Rajnikanth?”


  “No sir! Our owner is a lady. A very fine lady. Her name is Rajni.”


  “Oh I see! Well, please tell her she is doing a fine job with her business. I am impressed.”


  “Sure sir. Thank you, sir.”


  Umar’s friend joined him at the multiplex. They both went inside the theatre much before the movie was to start. The movie started with a song picturised on Ramaan and his heroine as they rode through a dense forest on horses. At the end of the song, Ramaan fell from his horse, with an ugly wound on his forehead. The heroine touched the forehead and the wound was immediately healed. The story then moved to a flashback about how Ramaan met the heroine in one of his dreams, which carried him to a faraway planet, where the heroine used a sci-fi machine from the future to convert Ramaan from being a part of a dream to her partner in reality. Ramaan’s company had done the special effects for the movie; they were used abundantly to create maximum effect.


  At the end of the movie, Ramaan cried like a child as the time period for the ‘dream to reality’ experiment had come to an end. He was about to wake up as a normal human being on earth. Umar cried with Ramaan, much to the embarrassment of Umar’s friend. The hero did not want to wake up from his dreams, and Umar did not want to see his dream hero cry or get sad.


  Umar and his friend walked to the nearby restaurant they had planned to eat in. Umar touched the scar on his face and said forlornly to his friend, “I wish I had such a heroine.”


  “Looks like Ramaan Khanna has still not woken up. Come on, we are here now,” said Umar’s friend, as they entered the restaurant. They found two good, cosy seats in a corner of the restaurant. They both looked at the menu before the waiter arrived.


  “What would you like to have, sir? Something to drink maybe?”


  “I will have a mixed berry smoothie please,” Umar said without even looking at any other drinks on the menu.


  “Excellent choice sir!”
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  Rajni was a feisty young lady with short hair and a shorter temper. She belonged to Mysore, and had come to Bangalore looking for work about a year ago. After almost a year of frustration, going from one office to another, one hotel to another and one factory to another, she decided to start something of her own. She remembered her English teacher’s words at school, “Do something that you are good at and enjoy the most, and you will see success like you can never imagine.”


  Rajni was good at only one thing. Driving. She had learnt driving from her maternal uncle, who owned a car and was happy to teach Rajni how to drive. Soon Rajni got a driver’s licence. Using her pocket money, she often filled the fuel tank in her uncle’s car and went on long drives in the beautiful surroundings of Mysore. She could drive fast and also carefully. As only a woman can. “Men get carried away by their testosterone while driving fast. Women know how to be in control always,” Rajni would tell her friends.


  Rajni was tired of travelling in the crowded buses of Bangalore. She decided to combine her desire to start something new, her driving skills and her disdain for the Bangalore buses by starting a cab services company. Rajni Cab Services was an easy name to come up with. What was not so easy was finding the funds to buy the cabs, at least ten to start with. Her uncle came to her rescue again. He was happy to invest in her company. He put in just enough money to get her started and build a balance sheet to secure loans from the banks.


  Rajni was a hard driver, both on the road as well as in business. She tolerated no nonsense from anyone – be it the avaricious traffic policeman, the lecherous passenger or the envious male drivers of other companies. She also did not tolerate lack of punctuality, improper dressing, unshaven faces and lack of courteousness towards clients. She was slow and patient in selecting her drivers, but quick and ruthless in firing them if they performed below her high standards. But she was happy to make the people who stayed on, after a couple of months, partners in her business. She shared the business profits with them transparently.


  Rajni was a hands-on leader, literally. She personally drove at least a couple of passengers every day. This helped her be in touch with the ground reality of her business. It also motivated other drivers to put in their best efforts.


  Today, Rajni was on an assignment for a travel agency. She had to receive a young American backpacker at the airport early in the morning and then show her around the town, before dropping her back at the airport in the evening.


  Rajni was up early in the morning. She had had a very restless night with strange dreams. She dreamt that she was studying in a school in Nagpur, visiting the famous sweets shop in the city and then having an orange barfi. Rajni had never been to Nagpur and did not even know that something called orange barfi existed. In another dream, she saw a man and a woman, whom she had never met or seen, fighting and shouting at each other.


  When Rajni woke up, she was a bit disturbed and puzzled by her dreams. But she quickly banished them from her mind. She had real dreams to follow. She put on her yellow T-shirt and blue jeans, quickly wiped the dust from her mid-sized car and then drove towards the new Bangalore airport. The American was a young, bubbly and cheerful lady, with just a rucksack on her back and a big smile on her face.


  “Good morning, madam. I am Rajni,” Rajni greeted her American client.


  “Namaste! And please call me Amy.”


  Amy folded her hands and brought them together to show the traditional Indian greeting of respect.


  “Thank you Amy. You look so Indian, so familiar…”


  “Isn’t it? I was just about to say the same thing to you. I think I have met you somewhere too. You don’t drive on the mean streets of New York, do you?”


  They both laughed as they drove towards the city.


  “Are you in India just for a holiday, Amy?”


  “Well, a bit of that. And a bit of a family affair.”


  “Family affair?”


  “Yes Rajni. Unfortunately, my twin brother, Lian, died in the plane crash at Patna. I wanted to see the land where he breathed his last. And this is indeed a fascinating land!”


  “Oh, I am so sorry Amy. May he rest with abundant energy always, in the abode of the gods. He is the brain and we are just the bodies. The brain consumes less energy than the body…”


  Rajni was surprised by her last sentence. She did not know what it meant. It just came out of her mouth. Amy assumed it was an Indian way of offering condolence and kept quiet. Rajni too decided to remain quiet for most part of the ride. She spoke intermittently about the monuments and tourist places she had planned to take Amy to.


  After Vidhan Soudha and Cubbon Park, Rajni took Amy to the Bangalore Turf Club, which was famous for horse races. Rajni had taken special permission to show her the insides of the race course where the horses were prepared for the evening races. As Rajni and Amy walked around the course, they noticed a man attending to an injury of his horse in a large enclosure. The horse had apparently hurt itself in the hoof. The man was clearly worried by this. Amy was concerned too and went closer to the wooden fenced enclosure.


  “Hi sir! Is there a problem? Is that your horse?” Amy asked politely.


  “No, there is no problem. I am the biggest stud farm owner in Bangalore and I can manage such contingencies easily.”


  The stud farm owner was speaking to Amy but was looking at Rajni.


  “Do I know you?” he asked Rajni.


  “I don’t think so, sir. But I also think I know a limp horse when I see one,” Rajni replied in a tone that was both sympathetic and sarcastic. The stud farm owner looked at Rajni again and thought for a while. He then just ignored both Amy and Rajni and got down to work.


  After a long walk along the race course, Amy was feeling hungry.


  “Let’s go for a traditional Bangalore lunch somewhere, Rajni? But somewhere quiet and amidst nature?” Amy requested her guide.


  “Sure, there is a place like that quite close by. I will take you there.”


  Rajni had not planned a lunch in her itinerary for Amy, but she was confident that Amy would enjoy her impromptu choice of place.


  After a ten-minute drive, Rajni was at the entrance of a famous resort in Bangalore, which served authentic South Indian food. As the security guard at the gate came towards Rajni with a diary in his hand, Rajni felt a bit dizzy. Amy noticed that immediately.


  “Everything fine Rajni?”


  “Yes Amy, just a little unwell today, I guess. Maybe my stomach is not too well.”


  “Are you sure you want to have lunch here then? Maybe we could have something very light and simple elsewhere.”


  “No Amy. You have your meal here. I will wait.”


  “No way! Now I don’t want to eat here too. I don’t like the feel of this place. Let’s move on and grab something from a Subway.”


  “Okay Amy, I agree. This place looks very different now, somehow…”


  Rajni reversed the car. Amy saw a big arched gate at the entrance with the name of the resort engraved in big bold letters on the arch. REDDY GROUP OF RESORTS.


  PART II


  DESTINED CHEMISTRY
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  Niraj Roy had started a new company. He was now providing customised and one-time security services to middle class individuals and societies. He also did pro bono work for the government. He was much happier now in the role of a true ‘protector’ of the common people than in his earlier role of being a ‘security showcase’ for the rich and famous. The common man showed gratitude towards Niraj and not attitude like the rich and famous. The common man paid on time, sometimes before time. They could sleep better knowing that they did not owe a single rupee to anybody. The rich and famous could not sleep properly if they paid their creditors and vendors on time. They would think of the interest lost by paying on time. Many of the rich were so lazy that they did not want to work for money, they wanted their money to work for them.


  Niraj was sitting in the house of a young couple who had been harassed by their neighbours, relatives of a powerful politician in the city. The reason was simple. The couple parked their car in front of their house, but their neighbours wanted them to park the car inside the house so that they could have more parking space for their three cars. Niraj was called by the young couple after they got no help from the local police station. The neighbours had threatened to enter their house and beat them up if they did not remove the car from the front of their house.


  Niraj asked the couple to park their car, as usual, in front of their house. And then they all waited patiently inside the house.


  The neighbours, two men and a woman, came in after an hour.


  “I told you to remove the car! Do you want to get thrashed?” one of the men barked.


  Niraj got up from his seat and stood in front of the group.


  “Sir, who would want to get thrashed by strong people like you?”


  “I don’t know who you are. But do you know who I am?” the other man said menacingly.


  “Sir, you must be a very successful businessman to own three cars. I am sure this young lady’s uncle in the Income Tax department would be keen to know where you got your cars from? Wouldn’t he?” Niraj turned towards the lady sitting timidly and winked at her.


  “Yes, yes, of course…” The lady was quick to take the cue.


  The neighbours looked at each other and then went into a huddle in a corner of the room. They whispered among themselves. Niraj could hear an argument between the two men. He knew what was going on. His reading of human psychology and experience of doing background check on the people he dealt with came to his aid. Niraj knew that the two men were brothers in blood and brothers in crime too. Both ran a joint business and never paid their taxes. The cars were not even in their names. Their driver, cook and maid were the three owners of the three cars. One of the brothers was already facing an investigation by the Income Tax department. He was trying to convince the other brother to just drop the matter and make peace immediately. His views prevailed.


  “Look, we are law abiding citizens and don’t want any trouble. They can keep their car outside. But no honking early in the morning when you both go to work, okay?” one of the men offered truce. And in any truce, there is give and take. What they were giving was far more valuable to the young couple than what they were taking.


  “No honking for sure. Done deal!” The young lady was quick to grab the offer.


  Niraj collected his modest fees from the couple who thanked him profusely. Then the lady asked him a question. “What if they had not fallen for your bait and called your bluff?”


  “I first use my brain and then my body, for the brain consumes less energy than the body.”
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  Not too far away from where Niraj was, Rajni was chauffeuring a regular passenger to the railway station. She was in a good mood today. She was happy with the way her business was growing. Lost in her thoughts, she did not at first notice the commotion on the right side of the road, as she crossed by. The passenger had seen it and was intrigued. He asked Rajni to reverse a little. An autorickshaw driver was mercilessly beating a middle-aged man, while the crowd, as usual, stood around like mute spectators.


  Rajni witnessed the spectacle from inside her car. As she saw the fight in front with her eyes wide open, her brain strangely played out another fight in the screen of her mind. She was a mute spectator to the fight in her mind. It was a fight between the same man and woman she had seen in the dream earlier. Something hit her hard. Rajni could not do much about the fight in her mind, but she decided to not remain a mute spectator to the fight in front of her. She stepped out of the car, went towards the auto driver and suddenly bent down. She picked up her slippers and rained a few hits on the stunned auto driver’s face. The driver did not try to resist the hits. He knew the mute crowd in India loved to watch a brawl between two men, but when a woman got involved, the same people transformed into the most violent beings on earth. Some people called it the ‘Draupadi guilt syndrome.’ But Rajni did not know what kind of syndrome had affected her that day. She was not the kind of person to jump into the middle of a fight and beat a man with her slippers. She did not have much time to ponder over her act, as her passenger was getting late. She rushed towards the railway station.
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  Anil had shifted to Delhi. He wanted to be physically far away from the memories of Ahmedabad. He also wanted to be mentally far away from the memories of his teaching days. He wanted to be spiritually close to something that he had started enjoying of late – cooking. Anil had never been fond of spending time in the kitchen earlier with his wife Romi around, but something seemed to have changed within him.


  What had not changed was his serendipitous companionship with his co-passengers from the plane crash, Umar and Niraj. He had a conference call with both of them every fortnight or so. Deep inside, Anil believed that if Niraj and Umar were fine and alive, he too would be alive and kicking. He believed what the sadhu had said. Anil hoped and prayed that their three splits, if they existed in reality, were safe from all dangers. It was only six months since the crash. Anil hoped the next six months would pass soon and safely.


  Anil opened a restaurant called Tandoori Adda near Hauz Khas. He employed a few cooks from his hometown in Kanpur and a few waiters from Ahmedabad. He had managed to find a great location in the prime Hauz Khas area, thanks to his student, who was working with a leading real estate consultancy in Delhi. The cuisine at his restaurant was traditional North Indian food, cooked in a healthy manner, in large clean tandoors and grills. For the predominant North Indian residents of Delhi, especially those near Hauz Khas, this was a godsend. For finally, they could eat the food they liked without the thick layers of oil, which their hearts did not like.


  Business took off quickly and Anil was a busy man soon. He forgot his past and had no time to think of his future. Slowly, he even stopped calling Umar and Niraj, who were also busy in their own careers.
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  Lina’s restaurant was also running briskly. She still did most of the shopping for her restaurant herself. She worked hard, even on Sundays.


  Though Lina’s driver did not come on Sundays, she drove herself as she had to work. Her brother Maru often pulled her leg and said that she was exploiting herself and going against the government’s labour guidelines by working on all days of the week.


  One late Sunday morning, Lina drove all the way from Gurgaon to the Lajpat Nagar market and did her shopping. She was returning to Gurgaon around lunch time.


  Lina often did the bookkeeping herself at the end of every session in the restaurant. She knew she would be in time for bookkeeping that day too. What she did not know was that her driver had forgotten to fill diesel in her car the day before. She had not looked checked the fuel meter. As she was crossing Hauz Khas, her car stuttered to a stop. Lina immediately knew that her car had run out of diesel.


  “Maru, where are you?” Lina called Maru, who lived in Greater Kailash, not too far away from where she was stranded.


  “Hi Lina! I am enjoying a Ramaan Khanna special movie plus combo meal, as usual. Remember, it’s Sunday?”


  Since Maru was a big fan of Ramaan Khanna, he had started a Delhi chapter for all the fans of the actor in the city. Maru’s entrepreneurial instincts led him to combine his passion with business. Food was his biggest passion. And he was already doing business in it. Ramaan was his second biggest passion. So it was natural for Maru to combine both his passions. He negotiated a franchisee agreement for Delhi with Ramaan’s chain of restaurants.


  Maru had personally spent a month in Mumbai finalising this deal with Ramaan. Maru was proud of the trademark wrist goggles that Ramaan had presented to him during the signing of the deal, though he could never wear the goggles in one single motion like his hero did on the big screen.


  Ramaan had liked Maru’s idea of having a screen at the restaurant to show his movies every Sunday along with a special combo meal. Ramaan had given his approval, without any commercial considerations, to screen the movies produced by him every Sunday in the franchised restaurant in Delhi. Ramaan knew that a happy stomach created happier memories. And he wanted his fans in Delhi to carry happy memories of him.


  Maru did not miss the Sunday special package. As usual, he was enjoying himself that day when Lina called.


  “Oh yes, I forgot. Ramaan ka chamcha,” said Lina. She related more to her culinary utensils than the modern day fans and crazy followers of movie stars.


  Lina then called another friend who promised to go to a gas station and get her a few bottles of diesel. Lina knew this would take at least half an hour, but she had no other choice. She parked her car on the side of the road and decided to take a quick walk around the neighbourhood. It was a cloudy day. The light, cool breeze made the afternoon walk a pleasant one. The breeze also brought with it the aroma of some delicious food being cooked somewhere nearby.


  Lina’s keen nose of a chef made her follow in the direction of the tantalising aroma. She came to the entrance of a small, standalone, single-floor building, beautifully pained in red and white, with the name Tandoori Adda splashed in bright yellow colours in front of the building. She had heard about the newly-opened restaurant from some of her friends in the business and wanted to step in, and maybe even have a quick bite. As she entered the main entrance, which was manned by a burly guard in a white outfit, she got a call on her phone. She assumed it was her friend who was bringing the diesel.


  As she took out her phone from her purse, she was surprised to see that the call was from Maru. She took the call and turned around, walking out of the entrance door of the restaurant, as the burly guard held it open with a wide smile on his face.


  Anil, who was sitting near the cash counter of the restaurant, saw Lina turn around and walk back towards the road. He felt he knew her. He rushed towards the door to try and see her face, but she had turned the corner of the road by then.


  “That’s great news indeed, Maru,” Lina congratulated her brother on the phone.


  “Yes, this is indeed a great deal. A turning point for me. Free dinner tonight to all the guests at your restaurant, from my side!”


  Maru was upbeat and enthusiastic on the phone.


  He deserved to be happy. Maru had just struck a deal for a pan-India franchisee with one of America’s leading Mexican food chains. The Indian palate was very similar to that of a Mexican, and Maru knew he had hit a goldmine.


  “Do you know if you drill a hole from India and keep going vertically down across the globe, you will reach Mexico on the other side. This is indeed karma!” Maru went on, unmindful of the climax scene from Ramaan’s blockbuster movie being screened in his restaurant.


  “Maybe Mexico is a split of India,” said Lina instantly. And then she realised that she had no idea what she meant or even what a split meant.


  “Well, whatever! Right now, I am going to have a banana split and celebrate.”


  Maru loved his business, but he loved his food more.


  Lina was happy for her brother. That evening, she happily talked to every guest and offered them a discount on the special menu for dinner. Her banking background did not allow her to give anything for free. She believed things were not valued enough if they were given away for free. And Lina wanted her brother’s achievement and his generosity to be valued. The special menu that day included tandoori fish pizza and tandoori chicken risotto. Lina’s chefs were surprised by her choice and even more surprised by her skills in making the special dishes that night.
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  Meanwhile, Anil introduced chicken tandoori pizza in his restaurant menu that night. It was an instant hit.


  13


  It was the eight month after the plane crash. It had been raining heavily across all of North India. Drainage was simply non-existent. There were ponds of water everywhere, providing a perfect breeding ground for mosquitoes. There was news of rising dengue fever in all parts of Delhi and Gurgaon.


  Lina and Maru were healthy people with strong immunity. So their family doctor was surprised when both of them were afflicted with dengue fever at the same time. Lina was suffering from chills and a very painful headache. She also had high fever.


  Maru called her on the phone.


  “Lina, you must have bit me sometime. That’s why I have dengue like you.”


  “Shut up Maru! My whole body is paining a lot. I feel as though elephants are pressing on my back and joints.”


  “And you know what? Now I can no longer wink at you. Because every time I move my eyes, they start paining a lot.”


  Maru was in slightly better spirits than Lina.


  “You seem to be quite excited by your dengue, Maru.”


  “Not really. But in a way, yes! My hero, Ramaan Khanna, has been afflicted with chikungunya. The same mosquitoes that did this to us must have done that to him too.”


  “Good for you! If you both die, it would at least be through the same medium. I am too tired now. I have to drink papaya leaves juice. Talk to you later. Bye.”


  “Bye Lina, and take care.”
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  There was no one to take care of Rajni at home. She did not want to disturb the peace of her family at the village and she did not want to disturb the business of her drivers working in her company. She had been down with malaria from the time she had come back from Coorg. Rajni had taken a family from Kolkata to a resort in the coffee plantations of Coorg and had stayed there in the staff quarters for two nights. With nothing else to do, she had sauntered deep inside the forests near the resort, where she was bitten by several insects and mosquitoes. She did not bother about the bites, though she was disgusted by the bloodsucking leeches in the forest.


  As she lay alone in her bed in Bangalore, she felt she had to differentiate the friends from the foes properly. The leeches were her friends as they sucked out the impure blood. But the mosquitoes injected in her impure and infected blood from some other body. She had never been so down. She had very high fever and was alternating between sweating and having chills. Her doctor was very concerned with her condition. The parasites had invaded her liver and were rapidly destroying her blood cells. Rajni was sincerely taking her quinine medicines on time. But she did not know that time was running out for her. She was admitted to the emergency room of a nearby hospital that morning. The doctors feared a kidney failure. They told the neighbour who had brought Rajni to the hospital to inform her parents to come to Bangalore at the earliest, if they wanted to see her for the last time.
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  Maru and Lina touched each other’s hands as they lay on the stretchers in the hospital. Both of them were bleeding badly, and their platelet levels had fallen alarmingly a few hours after they had last spoken on the phone. The doctors admitted them in the emergency care. They had very little hope of survival for them, especially Lina whose condition was worse than Maru’s.
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  Umar had a flight to Goa from Delhi early that morning. He was looking forward to having some fun in the sea. Umar was a good swimmer and loved water sports and adventure activities. As soon as he had landed in Goa and checked into a five-star resort in the South Goa beach, he changed into his swimming trunks and went running towards the beach. The sea was rough that day. The monsoons had hit Goa too, and the fishermen were hurriedly returning to safer shores. The lifeguard at the beach cautioned Umar against going deep into the sea. But Umar was not afraid of the sea. He was not afraid of anything after the plane crash. He took a few long steps and then dived into the high waves, swimming his way to the relatively calmer sea a few hundred feet away from the coastline.
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  Anil had always wanted to learn swimming. His resolve strengthened after the crash, when the plane landed in a pond on the plateau. As his business was stable, he had some free time in the late afternoons. He thought of putting those free hours to good use. So he joined a swimming class in the nearby club. The water in the pool there was four feet deep on one side and eight feet on the other side of the pool.


  Anil had been attending the classes for the past one week and was feeling fairly comfortable making a few laps on his own. He was reassured by the presence of the young and enthusiastic coach, who was always running around the pool, keeping an eye on all the students. Anil had been a good teacher all his life and he was determined to be a better student.


  Today, as he reached the pool, he was informed that the coach had fallen sick and was not going to come in that day. Anil was in a dilemma, but he decided to do a few quick laps in the shallow end all by himself. The lifeguard too was not around that day. All the other students had returned home. It was like a surprise holiday in school. But Anil did not like holidays. Holidays made him feel bored. Especially after Romi had left him.
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  Niraj Roy got a hysterical call from one of his clients that day. She was the mother of a teenager and lived in a quiet society near Jayanagar in Bangalore. The society members had engaged the services of Niraj’s company for providing special security to them during a picnic they had planned on the river banks of a famous tourist spot, a few kilometres down the river stream from a reservoir. Niraj had wanted to visit this place for some time. So he decided to go with the group himself, along with another staff of his company.


  “Please help! Where are you? Please help! My son is drowning!” the desperate mother pleaded on the phone. Niraj was taking a walk alone, some distance away from the group of picnickers. As soon as Niraj heard the mother, he ran towards the group. On the way, he shouted for his staff member, who was taking a light afternoon nap under the shade of a nearby tree.


  The teenager was standing on a rock in the middle of the river and the water around him was rising rapidly. He was shouting for help, but no one knew what to do. The water had been released from the dam after the sirens were activated by the workers. The trapped teenager had a hearing problem and did not hear the siren clearly. He kept sitting on the rock in the middle of the river. No one noticed him because he was hidden from view of those on the river banks. When the water started to rise suddenly, the boy got scared. He then stood up on the rock and started to shout in panic.


  The force of the large volume of water was so strong that it immediately washed away Niraj’s employee, who had stepped inside the river along with Niraj. Niraj was a much better and stronger swimmer and he managed to get to the rock somehow. He caught hold of the boy’s hands and pulled him into the river. Then there was a sudden, strong surge of wave in the river. Niraj and the boy started to drift downstream, with their heads bobbing in and out of the river.
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  Anil was not happy with his laps in the shallow end of the pool. He dared himself to go towards the deeper end. Just as he reached the deepest part of the pool, he experienced an excruciating cramp in both his legs. He started to drown. His first thought at that moment was, “Water is the medium… I wonder where Umar and Niraj are.”
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  Meanwhile, Umar was also fighting for his life at the sea in Goa. He was caught in a rip current, something he had never experienced before. He had never learnt how to tackle a rip current.


  [image: Design]


  As Niraj struggled to keep afloat in the river with the teenager holding on to his hand, he heard him shout, “Sir, my life is in your hands. Please save me!” The last few moments of the plane crash flashed in front of Niraj’s eyes. On the riverbanks, the mother sat on the ground, her eyes closed. She prayed to God, for whom she had been fasting a day every week for the last thirty years and to whom she had never missed making an offering every Monday morning for the past twenty years after marriage. “Oh Lord. You have your own ways and plans. But my life’s plans revolve around my son only. My only son. Please save him.”


  The river suddenly became calmer and Niraj managed to hold on to a rock near the other end of the river bank. Gradually, he pulled himself and the teenage boy on to the rock. They waved to the group waiting for them on the other side. The mother opened her eyes. Her faith in her Lord strengthened even more.
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  Both Anil and Umar opened their eyes and looked around. Anil was on the grass near the pool and Umar was on the sands of the beach. Both had been miraculously saved by the lifeguards, who later confessed that they had not seen Anil and Umar drowning, but had heard an ‘inner voice’ which forced them towards the location where Anil and Umar were battling for their lives.
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  “It’s a miracle indeed! You are out of danger now,” the doctors in Bangalore and Delhi exclaimed almost around the same time. Maru and Lina were much better suddenly, and Rajni was almost ready to jump into her car again. The next morning, Maru read in the papers and smiled, “Ramaan Khanna fights back the deadly fangs of chikungunya and is back on the sets for shooting.”
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  The rich and famous had been quick to dismiss him and the commoners were quick to accept him. Niraj was soon recognised as the new hope of the hapless and vulnerable middle class and common people. Niraj had a team of almost 100 staff now, many of whom had joined him straight from college or from NGOs. They all had a vision to protect the common people from the unscrupulous ones. In the first year of business itself, Niraj’s team had acquired a wide range of specialist services experience. From protecting a society from local ruffians and solving the parking problem of a young couple to teaching a lesson to the employers who physically assaulted their support staff and escorting girls to their college, Niraj and his team had done it all.


  Niraj enjoyed the diversity of his services, but he sometimes generated a lot of animosity due to his work. The real estate developers in Bangalore held a strong grudge against Niraj. Niraj had stopped a lot of their illegal work. Developers working without permissions or working on encroached land or late at night, disturbing the peace of the neighbourhood, were dealt with severely. So it was no surprise when Nikhil bhai approached Niraj on a Sunday morning.


  “Niraj bhai, I am so sorry to invite myself to a cup of tea so early this morning. Kya hai na, we start work very early in the morning and do not like to spend our own money on expenses like tea. Hahaha,” laughed Nikhil bhai, a man in his early fifties, with a wheatish complexion, an average height and build, and no beard or moustache. He was an average man one could find anywhere in India. But his appearance was deceptive, as was his visit to Niraj early that morning. Nikhil bhai was an illegal liquor baron in Ahmedabad. He had hundreds of bootleggers working for him, ferrying gallons of illegal alcohol every month from the neighbouring territory of Diu. His business thrived with the connivance of the police and politicians. Nikhil bhai had all the resources to build a successful real estate business: the association of police and politicians, the might of musclemen, cash to launder, scarce moral values and absence of a conscience.


  Nikhil bhai built one of the largest real estate businesses in the state of Gujarat. The liquor prohibition in Gujarat helped him build his first business as he ‘imported’ liquor from Diu. With people having plenty of money to spend on alcohol to drown their sorrow or lift their spirits, Nikhil bhai expanded his second business as he ‘exported’ cash from Gujarat. His business card showed three lines of business: hospitality, real estate and import-export.


  Nikhil bhai managed all his ‘resources’ in Bangalore, but for the musclemen. He knew that musclemen had to be local; it was even better if they enjoyed clout and respect in society. He felt Niraj would be the ideal resource for local henchmen.


  “Oh, hi Nikhil bhai. Quite a surprise. Or maybe not!” said Niraj, as he welcomed Nikhil bhai to his modest office.


  Nikhil bhai offered Niraj a very attractive package to help him in the development of his new project bordering a residential society. It was the same society that Niraj was working with. The society that had given him so much love. The society that had taken him on a picnic, where he had saved the life of a grateful mother’s son. Maybe the mother had saved Niraj’s life too.


  Niraj knew the land on which Nikhil bhai wanted to build his project had been earlier allotted for a park by the authorities. The residents of the society were enraged by the collusion between the authorities and Nikhil bhai in hatching a sinister plot. They were not ready to give up their park for a real estate project. A young lawyer, living in the society, had filed a stay petition against Nikhil bhai. Nikhil bhai’s legal work was stopped due to this, but his illegal efforts started.


  “Niraj bhai. Join hands with us. You will benefit, and the city will also benefit. You breathe, I breathe.”


  “The city has already benefitted from many developers like you. And it’s time to let the residents breathe. You cannot take the plot away from them. Even you have children and grandchildren. Will they not want to play in such parks?” said Niraj, using his brain first.


  “I have no grandchildren. And I have only one daughter who does not want to get married. Why should I bother about these things?” said Nikhil bhai, a hardened soul.


  “Nikhil bhai, you know in Hindu mythology we say that if a man does not have grandchildren, he can never go to heaven. And maybe a good deed by you now will help you have grandchildren later. Think of it is as positive karma,” Niraj was persisting with his brain strategy, even though he personally did not believe in any of these Hindu beliefs.


  “Niraj bhai. Enough! Daru is great for the first three to four pegs. Then it becomes a headache. Your arguments are now a headache for me. You want to stop me, then try doing it. I challenge you here and now. Whether I reach heaven or not, I can guarantee you that tomorrow your lawyer will not reach the court,” Nikhil bhai challenged Niraj’s body now.


  Before Niraj could direct the response from his body back to his brain, Nikhil bhai walked out of the office, followed by a few henchmen.
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  “I am not afraid of Nikhil bhai or any other bhai,” the young lawyer said. He was obstinate about going to the court, in spite of Niraj’s warning. Niraj was proud of the young lawyer, but he was also very concerned about Nikhil bhai’s threat. He decided to follow the lawyer’s car in his own SUV.


  As they stopped at the red light at a thinly populated traffic junction, Niraj saw a mid-sized car jump the signal from the opposite side. It came to a halt with a screeching sound and stood parallel to the lawyer’s car. Within seconds, two strong men jumped out, pulled the stunned lawyer out of his car, dumped him in their mid-sized car and raced ahead in full speed. Niraj’s first reaction was to yell at the top of his voice, but everyone else at the traffic junction was doing the same. Shouting and yelling and hoping someone would put his or her life at risk and save the poor man who was being dragged out of his car. Niraj quickly regained his balance and honked loudly, as he tried to reverse his car. He lost a few precious seconds doing this. Obviously, Nikhil bhai had meticulously prepared his strategy. The challenge was on.


  Niraj had seen in his rear view mirror the kidnappers’ car turning towards the right. It was a long stretch of the main road, leading to the national highway. Niraj was soon driving on the main road. At a distance, he could see the mid-sized car waiting at another traffic signal. The traffic police jeeps too were waiting at the signal. The traffic signal that had helped the kidnappers earlier had now come to Niraj’s aid.


  There was another supernatural signal at play at that very moment, unbeknownst to Niraj. Niraj suddenly felt himself pressing the accelerator to the maximum. His two hands became the hands of a racing driver. With one hand on the steering wheel and the other on the manual gear, Niraj raced through the traffic at full speed, taking several turns and twists as he changed lanes—something he had never imagined he was capable of doing. Within seconds, he had more than made up for all the seconds lost earlier. Soon he reached the traffic signal. He did not stop at the signal. Niraj drove ahead at full speed. And then in a near dazed state, he applied the brakes with all his might. The SUV made a perfect 180-degree turn and stood right in front of the mid-sized car. The traffic policemen standing near their jeeps rushed immediately towards Niraj’s SUV and physically blocked all cars around it. Niraj jumped from the other side of the SUV and ran towards the kidnappers. The kidnappers knew their game was up and chose to flee from the scene. The young lawyer smiled at Niraj as he opened the car’s door.


  “Niraj, I did not know you were such an expert driver,” the lawyer exclaimed.


  “I did not know that myself. It was almost like somebody else was driving for me. Some expert cab driver,” said Niraj.


  Nikhil bhai had lost the challenge. And within a week, he lost the project too with the court deciding to terminate his development contract.


  The mid-sized car had been stolen from the society where the lawyer lived. But the society residents and the lawyer decided to not file an FIR for stealing the car and kidnapping the lawyer. They didn’t want to antagonise Nihil bhai further.


  Nikhil bhai’s last phone call as he left Bangalore was to Niraj.


  “Niraj bhai. Congratulations on winning the royal challenge. I will never come back to Bangalore again, but you make sure you do not come near Ahmedabad ever. I am a vegetarian, but my dogs are not and they will not mind having minced keema made from the hundred parts of your body that I will cut!”


  “Nikhil bhai. Your dogs may obey your command, but fate obeys only God’s command. And if fate wants us to meet again, neither you nor I can stop that. Goodbye and good luck my friend! Avjo and sara nasiba!”
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  Umar and his main pilot were cruising smoothly at a height of thirty-five thousand feet on a new Boeing aircraft. They were flying to Bangalore. Umar felt good flying. The open blue sky, the pure golden rays of the sun, the intermittent grey clouds and the silence of the cockpit made it a meditative zone for him. He felt pride in ensuring the safety of hundreds of passengers every day. He sometimes wondered whether providing entertainment to a few millions as a movie star would have been more satisfying than providing safety to a few thousands every week.


  On long flights, Umar would sometimes step out of the cockpit and mingle with the passengers. The business class section was just behind the cockpit. It was more convenient and safe for Umar, should he be required by the main pilot in case of an emergency. As a co-pilot with the airline, Umar had the privilege of flying business class when he was not piloting and was on a personal trip.


  Umar was always amused by the emotional and psychological traits of passengers during boarding. The business class passengers were generally allowed to occupy their more comfortable and spacious seats first. They were the privileged ones. The politicians and the movie stars wanted to stay away from the gaze of the hoi polloi, even those flying business class. Ironically, these are the people responsible for their popularity, power and wealth. But the celebrities were keen to stay away from these very people. Maybe it was an admission of guilt that they did not deserve such adulation.


  But the more interesting observation was the invisible line dividing the business class passengers and the economy class passengers. The business class passengers often pretended to be busy on their laptops or mobile phones. They tried to prove that they worked really hard and deserved the privileged seat they were occupying. They avoided looking straight into the eyes of the economy class passengers passing by them, not because of any feeling of superiority, but because of their feelings of inequality. Inequality in salaries and status between the privileged class and the cattle class. Ironically, the new entrants to the business class were till recently the members of the economy class.


  The economy class passengers often crossed the wider aisles of the business class with a tinge of envy and hope. The hope that one day they would be sitting there. Many young girls and even young boys hoped that they would be able to marry someone flying business class. The smile on their faces as they tried to look directly into the eyes of the evasive business class passengers carried the emotions of envy, hope, opportunism and sometimes seduction and flattery.


  Umar had no such feelings as he quietly sat on the vacant seat on the second row of the business class. He smiled at the passenger seated next to him and extended his hands for a shake.


  “Hi, my name is Umar. I am the co-pilot.”


  “Oh hi! Glad to meet you. I am Maru.”


  “Maru? What an interesting name! I have never heard this name before. What is more interesting is the Ramaan Khanna goggles on your wrist. Where did you get that?” Umar was quick to notice the unique glasses on Maru’s wrists.


  “Oh, it was a gift from the great man himself.”


  “You know him? Wow! I am a really big fan of Ramaan.”


  “Not bigger than me, Umar.”


  They both laughed together.


  “Can I try these goggles? Always wanted to…” Umar asked Maru.


  “Sure. Why not?” Maru said as he handed over the goggles to Umar.


  Umar looked at the goggles as they fit smugly on his wrists. He had a childlike expression on his face. He looked like a child who had just been gifted the most precious toy that he had been dreaming for years. With one swift, continuous motion, he emulated the style of Ramaan. The two pieces of goggles joined perfectly through the golden magnetic bands and covered his eyes. Eyes that were filled with tears of joy.


  “Amazing! I don’t think even Ramaan would have been able to do that so smoothly. Not many people I know can even try that,” Maru complimented Umar.


  “Hours and hours of practice. That’s all.” Umar humbly accepted Maru’s compliment. “So what do you do for a living, Maru?”


  “I do the most basic thing needed for living. I cook and eat,” Maru said with a wide grin on his face, before adding, “Sorry, I meant I am in the foods business. I invest in restaurants and all.”


  “That’s so great. I had once wanted to get into business myself, but destiny had planned otherwise. It must be very satisfying to work for yourself, right?”


  “Yes, absolutely! No man or woman is ever happy with two things in life. Their increments and their spouses! So I decided to do away with both. I don’t have to worry about an increment every year and I don’t have to worry about my wife every day.”


  “So I assume you are not married, Maru.”


  “Do I not look like a happy man to you, Umar?”


  They both laughed together again.


  “You know, it’s quite strange but I met a passenger on this same seat a few weeks ago who was in a similar business as yours. If I remember, he was the CEO of some leading Mexican food chain and was looking to seal a deal with some entrepreneur here,” Umar shared his experience on the flight from Bangalore to Delhi. “The funny thing, which is why I remember him well, was he kept saying that I reminded him of someone.”


  Umar laughed lightly as he narrated his experience. This time Maru did not join him in the laugh. He was under a confidentiality agreement with the Mexican chain and he still had not developed enough confidence in his new friend.


  “By the way, are you going to the IPL (Indian Premier League) final in Bangalore tomorrow? I believe Ramaan Khanna is the chief guest,” Maru changed the topic cleverly.


  “Of course, why do I think I am flying today? I have got my booking done in VIP box number thirteen, which is just in front of the place where Ramaan would be performing.”


  “What a coincidence! I had earlier booked my ticket in VIP box number seven. And then I changed it at the last moment to box number thirteen, when I heard about Ramaan’s performance.”


  “Great minds think alike, Maru. I look forward to seeing you tomorrow. I have to take leave now before my pilot goes bonkers. Pleasure to have met you…” Umar shook hands with Maru again, as he stood up to leave for the cockpit.


  “Pleasure was all mine! It was like I was talking to myself in a mirror all this while.”


  They both laughed again as they parted ways.
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  Umar received a message from his administrative team as he landed in Bangalore.


  “Sir, the hotel transportation service was not available today. We have contacted the cab service you had recommended last time, and they will be waiting for you at the airport gate.”


  Umar remembered the cab he had used the last time when he was in Bangalore for a personal work. Though he did not like last-minute changes in his plans, he was happy with the alternative. The hotel transportation service, though a bit expensive, was no doubt very professional. But if the private cab service standard was just like last time, then Umar did not have any reason to complain.


  Umar came out of the airport and looked at all the faces that were looking anxiously for their loved ones, clients, superiors, colleagues and partners. The passengers coming out of the airport too looked anxiously at the placards hanging against the steel railings, behind which stood a long line of bobbling faces and heads. It was easier for the human brain to identify the name on the placard and then acknowledge the person behind. For people looking out for their loved ones, there was no need for placards. Shouts of joy were enough.


  While Umar searched for his name on the placards, he heard someone shout out his name.


  “Umar sir! Umar sir!”


  Umar turned in the direction of the shout. He saw a woman waving at him. Umar went up to the lady, a little hesitant, not knowing how to greet her.


  “Sir, I am Rajni. Your cab driver. I could easily identify you from the smart pilot outfit.”


  “Haha! But there could have been some other pilots too,” said Umar, instantly amazed and impressed by the bubbling energy of Rajni. She was wearing a yellow T-shirt and blue jeans. She could have easily passed for someone’s girlfriend or wife. The elation in her voice when she shouted out his name would have made people think that she was his girlfriend or wife. Or worse, sister!


  “Sir… I just knew. And took a chance,” said Rajni, with a slight giggle. She took Umar’s carry-on baggage and walked towards the parking area. Umar followed her with a grin on his face and naughtiness in his eyes. Umar’s eyes followed Rajni’s strong yet womanly gait and her shapely round posterior, which was partly covered by the T-shirt.


  Umar sat next to Rajni, unlike his usual position in the rear seat.


  As they took the highway to the city, Rajni asked Umar in amazement, “Sir, are you afraid of my driving? Because I am a woman?”


  Not many of her passengers sat in the front seat with her.


  “No. No. Not at all. I just wanted to give you more respect. And make others more confused about our relationship status. By others, I mean the people who saw you shout for me at the airport. And please stop calling me sir, will you?”


  “Okay sir… I mean, Umar. But that means I cannot say one of my favourite dialogues when I have important passengers like you.”


  “What dialogue Rajni?”


  “Behind every hard driving man’s success is a woman. And behind every safe driving woman is a successful man. You like it, Umar?”


  “Hahaha! You are funny too! I like it. We make a good match, Rajni. I fly in the skies above, and you fly on the roads down here,” Umar flirted innocently, putting his black goggles on, but not before unconsciously flicking it in a typical Ramaan Khanna style.


  “Hmm… both looks and style,” Rajni complimented innocently.


  “Just like your brains and body,” Umar blurted out.


  Rajni blushed and put her hand through her short hair. The compliment reminded her of something. She just could not place her fingers on it. She brought her hand down from her hair and put her fingers on her lips, tapping it gently, while steering the wheel with the other hand.


  “Do you flirt like this with your air hostesses too, Umar?” Rajni asked with an impish smile.


  “Only if I like them very much in the first meeting itself. Haha! Nothing like that, Rajni. I just feel so comfortable around you. As though we have been through so much together in life earlier.”


  “Do you say this to all your girlfriends too, Umar?”


  Rajni had not yet wiped the impish smile from her face.


  “Come on! I am being serious,” Umar complained, gently poking Rajni on her shoulders.


  “Umar, this is a short journey. Enjoy it while it lasts. Don’t get so serious.”


  Rajni was used to passengers flirting with her. Some had even proposed marriage on their first ride with her.


  “I get the hint, ma’am. We pilots are very good at code language. Let’s listen to some songs on the radio now, shall we?” Umar said, trying to put on a nonchalant face.


  “Sure Umar.”


  Rajni turned the radio on. The song Rajni loved was being played. It was from the first movie of actor Sanjay Dutt. “Kya yahin pyaar hai, ha yahin pyaar hai….”


  The car was under the overbearing arch in front of the hotel lobby by the time the song ended. Umar wanted the journey to last a bit longer. He took off his goggles and looked at Rajni, hoping to get some sign from her. Rajni looked at him and smiled, as she leaned a bit towards Umar. Umar too inched a bit towards her.


  “Umar?”


  “Yes Rajni.”


  “My money please.” The impish smile was back.


  “Yes, yes! I forgot! Here it is. Sorry! And thank you for the ride. Hope we meet again,” Umar said expectantly, as he stepped out from the car.


  “Yes, we will, if we are destined to. But only if you give me that Snickers bar in your pocket.”


  Umar was flabbergasted. How did Rajni know that he was carrying a Snickers chocolate bar? Was this a divine code? What was he to do now? He did what was expected of him.


  “Here, have the chocolate bar. This is my offering to destiny.”


  “Thank you!” Rajni shouted as she sped away in her car, leaving Umar standing in a cloud of smoke and mixed feelings.


  Umar went up to his tiny room on the top floor of the hotel and had a bath. He changed into comfortable clothes and rested on the soft bed, thinking about Rajni. She was not the most beautiful girl he had met. She wasn’t the most intelligent or stylish girl he had talked to. “But there was something about her,” he thought. Lost in his thoughts, he casually turned the pages of a movie magazine in the hotel room. He was relieved that he did not see Rajni’s face in the glamorous photographs of actresses in the magazine. He was not hallucinating. So he was still sane, with a sound mind.


  Umar’s eyes froze at the headline of an article in the magazine.


  Ramaan Khanna, Godfather to Most, Satan to Few


  The article described the incidents related to the infamous ‘couch casting’ syndrome in the industry. It spoke about one producer in particular, who had cast his lustful moves far and wide. Many newcomers in the industry, both young men and women, had complained to the seniors and associations in the industry about this producer, Andy. But the producer was so powerful that nobody dared to even speak against him, forget do anything against him. Only one person in the industry was more powerful than him. That was Ramaan Khanna.


  Ramaan had hired a private investigator who managed to click a few pictures of Andy in compromising positions with a few boys. The pictures were circulated to all media houses who had a field day bringing the producer down on his knees. The final ‘kick’ was given by Ramaan himself, who named a cocktail drink in his restaurant Randy Andy Brandy. The drink was an instant success and was soon the talk of the town. Soon Andy left the Bollywood industry and Mumbai too. He was not to be seen in any of the metros. A few days later, Nady Richards, a convicted serial rapist of many young artists in the Hollywood city of Los Angeles, committed suicide in prison.
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  Anil’s and Lina’s restaurants were voted among the most unique new restaurants in the Delhi-NCR region. The Times Group rewarded them with free air tickets and a seat in the coveted VIP box for the IPL final in Bangalore. Anil and Lina were both on the same morning flight to the Garden City. The IPL final was to start in the afternoon.


  Anil and Lina were seated ten rows apart in the flight. While standing in the queue to board the flight, Anil thought he saw a familiar face looking at him. But by the time he turned to catch a glimpse of the face, there was nobody he could recognise.


  As the flight took off, the air hostesses soon started serving non-alcoholic drinks and snacks. The earlier they finished their tasks, the more time they would have to relax and catch up on the latest gossip about the other air hostesses and pilots—which air hostess was with which pilot. The air hostess serving Lina was very surprised by a request from her.


  “Can I have Diet Coke mixed with Sprite please, and with no ice?” Lina requested politely.


  “Eh… Yes ma’am. Sure!”


  A few minutes later, the air hostess was more surprised when she asked Anil what he would like to have.


  “Can I have Sprite mixed with Diet Coke please?” he asked.


  “Yes! Why not? Would you like some ice with it?” the amused air hostess asked excitedly.


  Anil thought for a moment. He was thirsty, and it was hot. The passenger on his left had taken a few additional cubes of ice and was enjoying his chilled drink.


  “Yes…,” said Anil, before he heard his co-passenger cough a few times.


  “Actually, no. Leave it. No ice please.” Anil changed his mind almost instantaneously.


  The air hostess took note of this strange coincidence. She was happy to add this to her repertoire of gossip to share with her friends later. “Who has Sprite and Diet Coke and that too with no ice,” she wondered.


  [image: Design]


  Bangalore was bustling with energy and passion that day. The Bangalore team was playing the Chennai team. The passion between the two cities over the game of cricket was more than their dispute over water sharing.


  There were superstars playing on either side. But the biggest superstar was Ramaan Khanna, who was to do a special performance at the cricket ground. Maru and Umar were more excited about his performance than the game. In fact, they didn’t care who won the game. Their favourite, the Delhi team, had anyway been relegated to the last position in the rankings yet again this year.


  Maru and Umar bonded like old friends at the VIP box. Beer was in full flow. The sponsors of the Bangalore team was a beer-making company and it made sure it provided a ‘high’ to the people in the privileged boxes. The younger and more ambitious executives in the VIP boxes were busy exchanging cards—probably a target set by their bosses for the perks they were being provided.


  Maru and Umar were quite drunk as they hugged each other over stupid Santa Banta jokes. When one of the young executives approached them and tried to strike a conversation, Maru knew how to fend him off.


  “We will give you our cards only if you answer our three questions. All related to cricket! We want to know if you really deserve to sit in this box and enjoy the game meant for gentlemen like us,” said Maru.


  “Hear! Hear!” Umar cheered his drunk comrade Maru.


  “Okay. First question. Why do you bat so well when your finger is cut off? Second question is why do pest companies hate a leading cricket player and why? And last question is why do all aspiring wicket-keepers keep washing their knees on the ground? Your times starts now!”


  Maru and Umar laughed loudly, awaiting the answers. Their laughter had been stifled in the business class of the flight earlier. But here, their laughter blended with the noise in the stadium.


  “I give up,” said the young executive, who was clearly not prepared for such an interview.


  “That’s the problem with you young guys. You want the short cut always. No persistence! Okay, let me tell you the answers. Answer to first question is ‘Go-anguli’ – you know the famous royal Bengal tiger from Kolkata? Second answer is ‘We-rat’ – you know our famous cheetah from Delhi? And the third is pretty easy. It’s ‘Dho-knee’ – you know our famous lion from Ranchi?”


  While Umar and Maru rolled on the ground with laughter, the young executive made a hasty retreat from there. He stayed away from them for the rest of the game.


  Lina and Anil were sitting in the adjacent box, enjoying the hospitality of the Times Group. They noticed each other from the far corners of the box and even smiled at each other, but they did not have any conversation. Anil was busy talking to his friend Niraj who had seen him enter the box through one of the main gates where Niraj’s company was providing voluntary security services. Anil and Niraj were meeting for the first time after the plane crash.


  “Niraj, it’s been more than ten months now. And thankfully, we are still alive. I just hope Umar is well too. I also hope he is not around here. I get goose bumps at the thought of the three of us being together. That sadhu is not just a learned man, he is also an oracle,” said Anil.


  “Come on, Anil! Forget all that! In fact, we should have a celebratory first-year anniversary, the three of us.”


  “Well… Yes, why not? One year is good enough to become safe again. And I am sure the splits would not be meeting on that same day.”


  “Anil, just enjoy the splits of these beautiful cheer girls, will you?”


  They both burst into peals of laughter.


  Rajni had driven the parents of a leading star in the Bangalore team to the stadium. They had been so happy with her service that they gave her a complimentary pass in the gallery just on top of VIP box number twelve. Rajni was not a cricket lover, but she loved the excitement in the stadium. She loved the colourful clothes and flags, the rapturous beating of the drums and the magical Mexican waves of the crowd.


  “And, ladies and gentlemen! Something you have all been waiting for. Ramaaaaan… Khaannnaa…!” the announcer declared in an excited drawl.


  All eyes turned towards the platform in front of VIP boxes twelve and thirteen. The guests in the two boxes strained their heads out, from the partially covered glass enclosure, to catch the first glimpse of the superstar. They were also ready to catch the ball that was to be thrown by Ramaan. The person who caught the ball would get the opportunity to shake a leg with the superstar in the ground. Maru and Umar made a deal that if either of them caught the ball, one of them would get to keep the ball and the other one would get to dance with Ramaan. It was Maru’s idea. Maru was always ready to hedge and bet.


  Rajni, who was in the front seat of the gallery, wondered if she could make an effort to catch the ball if it was thrown a bit higher. Lina was right in the front and she too wanted to catch the ball, so that she could pass it on to her brother in the next box. They had met earlier in the afternoon at the dining area for VIP guests and had decided to fly back together the next day.


  Anil and Niraj were not too enthused about Ramaan’s performance.


  The eyes straining to catch a glimpse of their superstar soon saw a sudden downpour of unseasonal rain. The ground was drenched in a couple of minutes. The cheer girls and the ground staff ran for cover. The crowd waited. And waited. But the rain continued unabated. Soon the minutes extended to hours. Ramaan had an important appointment in Dubai early next morning and had to leave soon to catch a flight. The IPL organisers requested and pestered him to wait, but Ramaan could not oblige them. He left for the airport. The truncated match continued after an hour, but the performance of the superstar had to be cancelled. Duckworth Lewis was the only superstar that night.


  The next morning, as the newspapers arrived at the doors of millions of people, the headlines centred around IPL. But the match was not the news.


  Major terrorist attack at IPL averted thanks to rain


  The news story had just one small paragraph about the match. The rest of the article talked about how the rain had averted a possibly disastrous terror attack during the game. The terrorists had somehow managed to sneak in cricket balls planted with powerful bombs, much before the start of the game. The bombs were to be detonated by a remote device at the start of Ramaan Khanna’s performance. These ‘bomb’ balls were put in place of the balls that Ramaan was to throw towards the VIP boxes.


  Had everything gone according to the terrorists’ plan, it would have caused huge casualties in the two boxes and the galleries above and also on the platform where Ramaan was to perform. The intelligence bureau managed to save some face by catching one of the terrorists through phone intercepts. The terrorist revealed all the details of the plan, without any truncation like the match.
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  Lina Kapoor read the news article on the flight back to Delhi with Maru.


  “Looks like we were saved by nature, Maru.”


  “Yes, it’s eerie! But then I believe if it had to happen, it would have happened. And if it did not happen, it was not meant to happen.”


  “True… Unless it was meant to happen, but for some reason, it did not happen.”


  “Well, what was certainly meant to happen was an exciting game of cricket. And for reasons we all know, it did not happen. Let’s not talk about yesterday, Lina. Let’s talk about your future. Your IIM course.”


  Lina had enrolled for a week-long entrepreneurship course at IIM-Ahmedabad starting next week. She wanted to take a break from her hectic schedule for the past several months. She also wanted to meet people with a slightly higher IQ than her cooks and waiters. Deep in her heart, she also hoped to meet someone she could possibly consider a future with. She always had a slight ache in her heart every time she saw a happy, affectionate couple in her restaurant having dinner, holding each other’s hands and talking in whispers. Lina missed the touch of a man.


  “You better watch out, Maru! Once I am done with my course in IIM, I will be competition for you!”


  “I am sure you will. I will have to get you killed then!”


  “Shhh! I have just escaped death. Death’s messengers could be following us now. Don’t let them know your plans.”


  “Sorry Mr Death! It was just a joke.”


  The siblings burst into a childish laughter. Nobody else in the plane laughed.


  Lina reached IIM-Ahmedabad a day before her course was to start. She stayed at the single students’ accommodation, not very different from the accommodation she had had at Miranda. Life had taken a full circle and she was back to the starting point. The starting point of new hopes, new dreams and new desires for the future. She had never had any relationship at Miranda, but this time she was more open. She would not mind staying at the married students’ accommodation next time she came to the campus.


  Lina had an early lunch and walked around the campus, hardly asking for directions. She felt she knew the place and even some of the faces she saw on the campus. The gardener, an old man, smiled at her. The kind of smile not shared with strangers, but with someone you meet every day. As she walked along the pathway behind the faculty wing, with plants on both sides, a sparrow flew towards her from the window of a professor’s room. Lina put her hands on her face to avoid any collision with the determined sparrow. Fortunately for her, a student passing by shooed the sparrow away. “Sorry ma’am. I think you are new to the campus. This sparrow always sits on the window of this room, which belonged to one of our former professors who used to feed it bread crumbs every day. Professor Anil Saha. He was very popular among students too.”


  “Who? The sparrow?” Lina asked.


  “Yes, the sparrow and Professor Anil Saha!” The student smiled as he walked away.


  The campus was more than sixty acres of nature and natural brick structures coexisting in perfect harmony. Lina was tired by now and her legs ached. She decided to visit the library. There were a few students huddled around a sobbing girl. Lina went towards the group and asked a lanky boy why the girl was crying.


  “She just got a message that her brother died accidently as he was walking near a busy market area. A bull suddenly came out of nowhere and gored him to death.”


  “Oh, that’s so sad! I am so sorry for her. What’s her name?”


  “Diana.”


  “What a sweet name! And what a sweet girl. Was his brother’s name Anadi?” Lina asked instantly.


  “Of course not! We just tease her on campus about Anadi being her brother, after an incident with one of our professors earlier in the year.”


  “And where is Anadi now?” Lina was inquisitive.


  “His parents are celebrating their silver anniversary in Spain, and Anadi has gone there to spend a few days with them. In fact, he just sent me a few photographs of his holiday last night. He always wanted to participate in the bull running festival at Pamplona. Many of the pictures he sent were taken during the festival.”


  “I am sure he did. I am sure he did,” Lina said, with an air of mysterious finality. She was feeling a bit uncomfortable and uneasy in the library. She walked out soon thereafter. Lina wanted to free her mind from all thoughts. Some of them were her own doing, while others she just could not understand.


  She chose to visit the symbol of freedom in Ahmedabad, the Sabarmati Ashram.


  Sabarmati Ashram was spread over a vast natural surrounding with low-tiled roof huts and several trees. It was a serene environment. The black statues of Mahatma Gandhi in a sitting position added to the tranquillity. Lina walked around the ashram and greeted everybody she met with folded hands. As she was turning around the corner of a hut, she nearly bumped into a woman coming from the opposite direction.


  “I am so sorry. Please excuse me,” Lina apologised with folded hands. The folded hands worked well in both greeting people as well as apologising to people, across most parts of India. The folded hands symbolised the meeting of individuals in the greeting gesture and also meant the closure of an issue after an undesirable incident. Lina probably meant both when she accidentally bumped into the woman.


  “I am not,” the other woman smiled and said.


  “Sorry?”


  “I meant, I am not sorry. Hi, I am Romi. Romi Gosain. I work as an administrative officer at the ashram.” Romi laughed and clasped Lina’s folded hands with both her hands.


  Lina felt a strange sensation throughout her body. The hair on her body stood, slowly and almost shyly. And her heart jumped wildly. It was the touch she had been waiting for. She was aroused and embarrassed at the same time. She avoided direct eye contact with Romi and tried to pull her hands away slowly, though she hoped Romi would not let go of them.


  “I am not going to let you go so easily. Come, please have a cup of coffee with me,” Romi insisted.


  Lina was not a coffee lover. She preferred green tea with honey and a slice of lemon in it.


  “I love coffee,” said Lina and looked up. She saw Romi’s face properly for the first time. She felt even more attracted to her now. Lina’s mind was a whirlpool of emotions and confusion. She had never been attracted to a woman before. And she had met quite a few attractive women, some very seductive too, both in India and abroad. She considered herself as straight as one could get.


  Romi was pleased that Lina had accepted her offer to have coffee with her. She gently patted Lina’s back, much to the amusement of Lina’s mind and the delight of her surging hormones.


  “I don’t think I told you my name. I am Lina. Lina Kapoor,” Lina said, taking the first sip of coffee at a nearby cafeteria.


  “Lina. Nice name. We both have four-lettered first names. Does that mean anything?”


  Lina’s mind was working naughtily. She felt it meant something. Something that good girls don’t speak about.


  “Yes, a coincidence?” Lina said. She thought it would be wiser to hide her actual feelings, thoughts and words.


  “True! Do you like the coffee? I love coffee, always loved it.”


  “Well, to tell you the truth, I am not much of a coffee person. But somehow today, I am really enjoying having coffee with you.” Lina was speaking the truth this time.


  “Well, to tell you the truth, I did dip my fingers in your coffee to enhance the taste. Do you want some more coffee?” Romi said, with a teasing smile, as her mind surged with many romantic memories of having coffee with Anil.


  Lina almost spilt the coffee in her mouth. But then Romi’s smile reassured her.


  “I would really like that,” Lina said, recovering her composure.


  “What? To dip my fingers in your coffee?” Romi was enjoying her playful flirting with Lina, something she too had never done before.


  “No! No!” Lina was getting a bit cautious now. She was looking for a relationship. But she was not prepared for this. Mentally or physically. She knew this was not an experience by design, it was by accident. And accidents were just accidents. Sometimes, they caused momentary joy and sometimes they caused long-lasting pain. But they were always an adrenaline rush. She was happy to experience the adrenaline rush. She liked the momentary joy. But she knew if she did not extricate herself immediately, she could be a victim of long-lasting pain from the accident.


  “I am sorry. I forgot. I have to rush for a meeting. Thank you very much for the coffee. And everything else…”


  Lina grabbed her purse from the table, stood up in a hurry and walked out of the cafeteria before Romi could react to her strange and abrupt behaviour.


  Romi asked for the bill from the waiter. She gave him a generous tip. The waiter, who knew her well, knew something was wrong.


  “What happened, Romi ma’am? You look a bit sad and lost.”


  “Do I? Well, I guess I am a bit lost because I don’t understand why I like strange people who I always tend to lose.”


  “Don’t worry, ma’am. You will never lose me.”


  “Good! I am glad you are no stranger.”
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  “Naam hai Ramaan, choona hai aasmaan! All aboard and set for take-off.” Umar was in a good mood today. He was looking forward to meeting Rajni. He had asked his administrative team to call up Rajni Cab Services and ensure that no one other than Rajni herself came to pick him at the airport. Umar could not get Rajni out of his head for the past two weeks.


  In Bangalore, Rajni was getting a head massage. She wanted her short hair to look shinier and more alluring. She had bought a new T-shirt for the day and a new pair of goggles too. She had not expected to hear again from Umar, but when she did, she hoped to get closer to him.


  Umar anticipated the loud shout again as he emerged from the airport. He was not looking for placards today. He was looking for a face. The face that had been in front of his eyes throughout the flight and in his dreams for the past two weeks. At the far corner of the waiting queue, he saw the face waiting for him. There was no visible excitement or energy. All the excitement and energy was bottled up inside her delightfully attractive body. Slowly, the energy bubbled through her eyes and smile, as she saw Umar. She waved to him. Umar thought she looked more enticing than the last time he saw her.


  Umar walked up to Rajni and hugged her openly. Rajni was not used to such a welcome from any of her passengers. The other passengers from the flight were also not used to such open display of affection in Bangalore. The air hostesses giggled with a tinge of envy as they saw their handsome pilot hugging Rajni.


  “May I?” Rajni offered to take Umar’s hand baggage, as they slowly walked towards the parking area.


  “You can, but only if I can hold your hands. That way I will ensure you don’t run away with my bag!”


  Rajni blushed and let Umar carry his bag himself.


  Umar sat on the front seat again like last time. He was happy to see Rajni take out her black goggles and put them on before driving. She looked more stylish. But he was unhappy that he would not be able to look directly in her eyes and talk to her eyes. Umar was not wearing his goggles that day. He wanted his eyes to speak too. Words could mislead, but eyes could not, he believed.


  “How have you been?” Umar started the conversation, as Rajni turned on the ignition.


  “Good. Busy, but good. What about you?” Rajni’s eyelids fluttered rapidly inside her goggles, admonishing her for lying. Rajni had not been good. She had been troubled, tormented, anxious and irritable. She had certainly not been a ‘good’ girl, as she had had wild dreams and fantasies of Umar the last couple of weeks.


  “Missed you.”


  Umar’s words and eyes spoke the same language.


  “Really? Why?” Rajni’s heart was beating faster than the cars passing her. She pressed the accelerator hard.


  “Do I need to tell you, Rajni?”


  Umar was disappointed that Rajni could not find the answer in his eyes.


  Rajni could sense the disappointment and looked at Umar. Straight into his eyes. She had her answer.


  “Eyes speak the truth. But speaking the truth in words speaks of your courage. Your courage to be serious about what you are saying. Do you want to tell me something?” Rajni prompted softly.


  “Yes. Yes. I love you, Rajni.”


  Rajni said nothing. She drove on for another minute in complete silence, much to the consternation of Umar. Then suddenly, she swerved to the left onto a narrow road, which ran through a deserted, forested area, before reaching the limestone quarry. No one used this road anymore, as the large trucks ferrying the limestone from the mines now used a wider road that ran parallel to the narrow road, on the other side of the forested area. Whenever Rajni went past the distant quarry, on her way to or from the airport, she would curse the greedy miners, who had no qualms digging the innards of Mother Earth to feed their own innards. Today, she had no problems with these scavengers. She was momentarily thankful to them for creating the wider road and leaving Umar and her alone on this narrow road.


  Rajni drove her car up an uneven stretch of dirt into the forest. Inside the forest, she stopped the car and took out her goggles. Her skin was looking radiant and smooth. In an equally smooth movement, she bent down and pushed back Umar’s seat and reclined it to the maximum horizontal position. Rajni then swiftly jumped atop a bewildered Umar and pressed both his hands against the two sides of the seat. She then leaned forward and kissed him gently on the lips once.


  “I love you too, Umar.”


  “Rajni! You don’t know what you mean to me. I have been so lonely in my heart all these years, and you know…”


  “Shhh,” Rajni interrupted him by putting her long slender fingers on his lips.


  She unbuttoned his white shirt slowly with one hand, while pulling her T-shirt over her neck and head. Rajni had always been good at multitasking. At the same time, Rajni had also managed to roll down the windows on Umar’s side. She wanted to feel the fresh air of the forest as much as she wanted to feel the fresh smell and touch of Umar’s body. Rajni rolled her fingers over Umar’s scar on the face.


  “Your scar is soooo… sexy,” Rajni moaned in pleasure.


  Umar was breathing heavily. His breathing was accentuated by the pin drop silence of the forest. With both of them undressed, their synchronised breathing was the only symbol of any existence of life in the forest. As they made love to each other passionately with no protection, the young couple was unknowingly creating another life. At the end of their amorous and quiet lovemaking, both Umar and Rajni were sweating profusely, though cool breeze blew in the forest.


  “Was it good?” Rajni asked Umar as she put on her clothes.


  “Haha! It seems as though you are asking a passenger if the ride was good,” Umar replied laughing.


  “Shut up! I have never done this ever before!”


  “What? You did not look that inexperienced, Rajni.”


  “I meant in the car! And that’s not a nice thing to say Umar, especially now!”


  “I know, I know! That is so stupid of me to say. I am so sorry,” Umar relented, while slapping his head in regret.


  “Don’t worry! I am used to hearing much worse. Now, let’s get the car ready and cleaned.”
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  Umar was happy to get the car ready and cleaned. It was a much better task than getting one’s thoughts ready and mind cleaned to handle the awkward minutes of silence after lovemaking. Within minutes, Rajni was good to go, without her goggles this time. Her fantasies had turned into reality. But what next? Would the reality become a memory and a fantasy again? Or would it become a beautiful and long journey together in the future?


  “Rajni, I meant every word I said. I am in love with you. Our union now was also so perfect…”


  “Perfect? You call that perfect? Making love in a car in a forest?”


  “Making love to you in any place would be perfect. Even in my dreams.” Umar put his hand on Rajni’s thighs as he said this. Rajni shivered a bit and then laughed aloud.


  “What happened?” Umar asked incredulously.


  “Nothing! I just hope we both don’t keep making love to each other in our dreams alone in future.”


  Rajni placed her left hand on Umar’s hand.


  “Will you hold my hands like this forever, Rajni?”


  “Are you proposing to me? Like this? In a car?”


  “What’s wrong in that? I am proposing my love to you in the sacred place where we made love.”


  “Are you sure, Umar? I am a Hindu and you are a Muslim…”


  “So? Do you know our ancestors millions and millions of years ago were fishes, then chimpanzees and then humans before becoming Hindus and Muslims? We have to follow Darwin’s theory of survival of the fittest. And the fittest people to live on this earth are not Hindus or Muslims but just good humans. We should become humans again.”


  “Well said Umar! But we still have festivals, traditions, culture. And our gods.” Rajni was very serious this time.


  “Traditions get made by our ancestors. So it all depends on which ancestral tradition you want to follow – the tradition of millions of years of just living together happily or the tradition of the past thousand years living as Hindus and Muslims? And culture! What culture are we talking about? The culture of fighting with each other? I would any day break away from such a culture and grow my family in a new culture. Not a culture of Hindu or Muslim. But the culture of being good intelligent beings.”


  “Wow! I never knew a pilot could wax such eloquence.”


  “Just like I never knew a woman could drive so fast. Slow down.”


  Umar was much more comfortable in the pilot’s seat.


  “Okay, okay. Sorry. Coming back to what we were discussing, what about the festivals and gods?”


  “Who celebrates the festivals? We do. We can celebrate any festival. In early days, people did not have parties, so they had festivals. In our parties, do you call only the Hindus or the Muslims alone? No! You call all family and friends and have a good time. So we will just have a good time in our festivals. We will celebrate the festive parties!”


  “Yes, I can call all my cab drivers and you can call all your air hostesses. And they will surely have a ball together.”


  “The sky is the sky and the street is the street. And never shall they both meet!” Umar said in a poetic style, with his right hand raised slightly and his fingers curving in towards his palm.


  “So are you saying we shall never meet?” Rajni queried, half in jest.


  “The rule only applies from now on. We have already met, my dear.” Umar thought on his feet and escaped effortlessly from his goof-up.


  “Okay, I accept that. But you still have not answered how we will solve the problem of our gods.” Rajni insisted as she waited at the traffic signal on the busy MG Road.


  “Who are we to solve the problems of our gods?! The gods are there to solve our problems. And I can hear them speak into my ears right now. Hold on. Hold on…” Umar pretended as though he was getting a divine message in his ears. Rajni could barely conceal her laughter.


  “Yes Ms Rajni. The gods have spoken to me. They have given us permission to pray to any god that we want to. They have, in fact, just signed a treaty between themselves that we can pray to either of the gods and still not be struck down by their wrath. They have been having many problems between themselves ever since my friends and I were saved in the plane crash. They have been fighting for credit as to who saved us. My Allah or my friends’ Hindu gods?”


  “Haha! Are you always this funny, Umar?”


  “No, I am not. But I can be anything to convince my love that if there is love, there is a will, and if there is a will….”


  “Yes yes, I know! There is a way. And you have figured it all out. But we are on the way to your hotel now. We are almost there by the way.”


  “It’s not my hotel for this weekend. It’s our hotel! Please come and spend a couple of days with me?” Umar requested, hoping for a better response this time. They were under the same arch in front of the hotel lobby, just like last time. But Umar did not want to see her drive away this time.


  “And what about my work? My clients and my assignments? My other cab drivers are also very busy over the weekend.”


  “I will have the hotel transport people sort that out for you. Don’t worry. I will send a champagne bottle and box of chocolates to your weekend clients.”


  “Will you also give me chocolates? The Snickers bar in your pockets?”


  “You can have all of my trousers and everything inside it when you reach the room,” Umar said, with a naughty twinkle in his eyes. But he was a bit flummoxed about the Snickers knowledge, just like last time.
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  For the next couple of days, Umar and Rajni hardly got out of their room. They talked a lot, ate a lot and made love a lot. They were in love with each other’s body and mind. The weekend gave them an opportunity to explore both to the fullest.


  At the end of their hotel stay, they both knew that they had made the right choice and vowed to live, die, drive and fly together. They were a match made in swarg and jannat (heaven). The gods had schemed to bring them together for a cause. A noble cause, Umar and Rajni thought.


  “I love you and I will see you shortly,” Umar said, kissing Rajni on her forehead. Rajni hugged him for a while, before getting into her car and driving away for work. They had decided to wait for a couple of months before talking to their parents. They had also decided to talk to each other every night.


  Umar flew back to Delhi later that day and went straight to his company’s head office. He insisted on flying every possible flight to Bangalore. The manager in the head office teased Umar light-heartedly. “Have you found someone there, Umar? You will be scarring so many hearts.”


  “Allah scarred me in exchange for my life. If others get scarred in exchange for my love, I think it’s fair!”


  As he was driving out from the main gate of the head office, Umar saw Maru enter the gate in his luxurious sedan. Umar waved to him, but Maru was busy talking to someone on the phone. Umar’s phone rang at that moment.


  “Hi, I am Maru Kapoor here. Remember me boss or already forgotten?”


  “Hey Maru! What a surprise. I just crossed you at the gate. What are you doing in my office?”


  “Well, I was thinking of applying to a flight simulation course I heard about. It’s pretty cool I suppose.”


  “Oh that! Yes, I heard it’s very exciting for aspiring pilots. And many just have fun doing the course.”


  “Yes, the fun part is what I am looking for. Maybe meeting you got me excited about flying. And maybe I am super excited about Ramaan’s upcoming movie where he plays the role of a pilot.”


  “Good for you! And let’s watch Ramaan’s new movie together when it releases?”


  “Done Umar! You take care.”


  “You too.”


  Ramaan Khanna was making a new movie under his own production house.


  The movie begins on an international cargo flight, where the main pilot gets a heart attack and dies when a huge bird hits the plane’s windscreen. The flying shards of glass in the cockpit hit the eyes of the co-pilot, played by Ramaan, who gets blinded instantly. The story then revolves around how Ramaan steers the plane back to safety and crash-lands on a remote island in the Pacific, with just him and another lady flight attendant surviving. Love then blossoms on the island till one day when Ramaan miraculously gets his eyesight back, only to find the woman he loves making love to a thickly bearded man who had reached the island after a shipwreck. In a surprise climax, Ramaan’s character and the bearded man get killed by the lady.


  Umar was not surprised by the weird storyline, though it reminded him of some Hollywood movie and his own experience of a bird hit.


  Umar could not help asking the passenger who had narrated the story to him on a flight, “But why do both the heroes die in the end?”


  “Because they had both escaped death earlier. They were both supposed to die in an air crash in the Pacific. So death was following them through the lady, who was only a medium of death,” said the passenger, who belonged to the film industry.


  “Very interesting! Can’t wait to see the movie.”


  Umar was excited but also a little uneasy about something. He called up his medium of love and comfort. Rajni. They had been meeting at least once a week for the past one month after declaring their love for each other.


  “Hi! What’s happening Rajni?”


  “A lot! I have been vomiting since morning. And I have a strong craving for pickle.”


  “Oh! Must be acidity. Did you see the doctor?”


  “My stupid Ramaan Khanna fan! Don’t you see his movies where the heroines get pregnant? And what do they say then?”


  “What? We are pregnant?! That’s great news!” Umar could not conceal his joy.


  “Yes, and we need to do something about it soon. Looks like you will need to talk to your family soon. I have discussed it with my family already. And they didn’t like it that you are a Muslim. But I told them I had other options…” Rajni paused a bit, waiting for Umar to fall into her trap.


  “Options? What options?” Umar’s tone was a bit serious.


  “Told them about the Pakistani passenger who had proposed to me. And also the girl in my neighbourhood who was keen to shift to my house as a live-in partner. They immediately accepted you,” Rajni ended with a hearty laugh, much to Umar’s relief.


  “That’s great! I am sure my family will agree too. And I don’t think I have to give them any options like you did! But my mother has not been keeping well lately. I will inform my parents within a month, and we can start planning for our shaadi next month.”


  “You mean nikaah?”


  “I mean just solemnising our love for each other and giving our child a legal acceptance in society.” Umar did not fall for Rajni’s bait this time.


  “Sorry baba! I was just joking,” said Rajni. They both made kissing sounds over the phone before hanging up.


  Umar was in a great mood that evening. He was going to get married and become a father soon. In just a little over eleven months, from the time of the plane crash, life had given him so much. He looked up and thanked Allah and all the other gods too. With a bottle of beer in his hand, he sat down on his comfortable sofa and turned on the television.


  BREAKING NEWS: Ramaan Khanna in critical condition after plane crash during shooting.


  Umar was stunned. How could such a great day have such a tragic ending? How could such a great life have such a tragic accident? He increased the volume on the television. The excited newsreader, who actually looked happy reporting a breaking news instead of feeling sad about the unfortunate accident, was rattling away the sequence of events.


  “This afternoon, while Ramaan Khanna was shooting for his new movie, a bird hit the engine of the plane he was in. The pilot went into a state of shock as the plane started descending rapidly. And then Ramaan, who has never had any training or experience of flying, took control of the plane and landed it on an open ground near a village in Haryana.”


  The camera zoomed to the crash site where the plane was smouldering in flames.


  “He was badly hurt, and the doctors are not sure if he will survive. His ribs and leg bones are fractured, and there are severe injuries to his lung and kidneys too.”


  The camera zoomed to the front of the hospital in Gurgaon where Ramaan had been admitted.


  “But the aviation experts are amazed at how Ramaan managed to fly the plane on his own. They say it’s an act of God. I say it’s an act of a demi-god, a superstar!”


  Super stunts of the superstar from his earlier movies were then shown, with the dialogue “naam hai Ramaan, choona hai aasmaan” played between every stunt. As the TRPs (television rating points) zoomed, Umar’s heart sank. He left the beer bottle on the table and went into his room. He said a silent prayer and went to sleep without having dinner.


  The next morning he got up and turned on the television before doing anything else. The news channels were still reporting the critical condition of Ramaan. Umar skipped his breakfast too, much to the concern of his family. He spent the entire morning glued to the television set. He spoke just once to Rajni who had called him after hearing Ramaan’s news.


  Around lunch time, Umar’s mother walked anxiously up and down the living room, hoping her son would have his lunch at least. “Allah! Please keep Ramaan alive for my son,” Umar’s mother prayed, along with millions of his fans. Their prayers were finally answered.


  The breaking news shortly flashed on the screen.


  BREAKING NEWS: Ramaan, the superstar, defies death!


  Umar jumped with joy and hugged his mother firmly. He was happy to have his mother’s oily biryani that day.


  Far away in Kullu, the nuclear physicist-turned-sadhu had gone out to buy some medicines, when he saw the breaking news on the television in the medical shop. He smiled and told the shopkeeper, “Nobody defies death.”
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  “Hi Umar, how are you? Niraj Roy here.”


  “Niraj? So good to hear from you man! Where are you?”


  “I’m in Delhi for some family function. Shall we meet up some time today or tomorrow?”


  “Sure! I am flying tomorrow. So maybe we can meet today itself? Where are you staying?”


  “I am at the Crowne Plaza hotel in Okhla. My uncle, whose son’s wedding I have come to attend, is a rich businessman. He has arranged for most of his guests to be here.”


  “Perfect! I have some work near Nehru Place later today. We can meet for a drink around 6 p.m. at your hotel itself.”


  “Okay, sounds good. And it will be a good time for me too. Most of the other relatives are going for some dance ceremony this evening at my uncle’s place.”


  “Done then. See you at six, Niraj.”


  Umar was looking forward to meeting Niraj. They had met for the first time in the same month last year. In less happy circumstances. Umar thought of calling Anil too for the happy rendezvous that evening.


  “Anil? Hey! What’s up?”


  “Hi Umar. Good to hear from you. How are you?”


  “Not bad I must say! How about you, Anil?”


  “Surviving, I would say. Remember, this is the twelfth month. Have to be more careful.” Anil had never forgotten the sadhu’s words.


  “Come on Anil! You still believe in that theory?! Do you know Niraj is in town and I am meeting him this evening. Why don’t you join us?”


  “Umm…Yeah… But you see I have an important party to host at my restaurant this evening. Maybe tomorrow?” Anil was aware that Umar flew every alternate day of the week. And if he was in Delhi today, then he would be flying the next day. Anil did not want to take any chances. The three of them being together amounted to tempting fate. Their splits too could be hanging out together somewhere. “What if today was the day?” Anil thought.


  “Oh, that’s unfortunate. I am not around tomorrow. We will miss you though. By the way, hope you have not become a coward. Are you avoiding us? That would be a real pity man.”


  Umar was suspicious and threw a taunting challenge as a last bait.


  Though Umar was not aware, he had inadvertently touched a raw nerve. The raw nerve became sensitive in the face of a challenge. This nerve was more pronounced in the male species. And Anil was no exception.


  “Coward? And me? What rubbish! Let’s arrange for an anniversary bash on the same day of the crash last year. And let’s do it in style. Can I depend on you to plan it with Niraj and then let me know? Just don’t blame me if anything goes wrong.”


  Anil had taken up the challenge like a true man. Or so he thought. He had been a management professor for a long time. He was aware that greed and fear were the two primary emotions that drove the decisions of individuals, in personal life or in business. There was no greed at play in his suggestion. There could only be fear.


  Now fear gripped Umar’s mind. “What if there was a small chance that what Anil said was true? What if they became the targets of death by challenging their destiny? Why take a risk when there was no need to take one?” Umar wondered. Fear and wisdom share no common letters. Umar’s wisdom was devoured by the black hole of fear.


  “Oh, that day I may have to fly. Let’s keep it the day after that? What difference does it make, right?” Umar’s fear obviously spoke.


  “Of course Umar, what difference does it make? Ki fark painda?”


  “Okay, will let you know Anil,” Umar concluded the conversation, wondering how Anil’s tone and words at the end resembled that of Maru Kapoor. Or maybe of all the Kapoors.
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  Niraj and Umar hugged each other tight. They had not met since the plane crash. Tears of joy flowed through their eyes. The joy of remembering how their lives were saved that day from the certain jaws of death.


  Niraj continued hugging even when Umar felt a little uncomfortable, even when the hotel guests looked at them and started sniggering. There were emotional moments, but Niraj was feeling extra emotional that day. His emotions prevented him from letting go of Umar’s body and touch against his muscular body. Both Niraj and Umar were well-built with a flat stomach. This made their embrace very snug, leaving no gap for air between them.


  “Okay Niraj, let’s go and find a table?” Umar had to literally tear himself away from Niraj.


  “Yes, yes. There is one in the corner. Do you want to sit there? Just you and me.” Niraj was speaking in a very soft tone, unlike his usual rough and tough voice.


  Niraj allowed Umar to lead the way towards the corner table, while he walked behind Umar. His eyes looked around on all sides before quickly casting a furtive glance at Umar’s shapely buttocks. Niraj loved to read and control others’ minds, but today he was not in control of his own mind. It seemed as though he had been a different person before Umar walked in. He was now a different person, whose feelings he had no control of.


  “So how are you keeping, Niraj? Any chance of meeting any beautiful girl in Bangalore or still sticking to being a bachelor? Cheers!”


  Umar gently clinked his glass with Niraj’s. They had ordered single malt with soda and ice.


  “No, I have not met any girl Umar, and I am not trying to be a bachelor either. If I get the right girl, or a boy, I may consider…”


  “Hold on, hold on! Did you say a ‘boy’?” Umar was grinning like he had just caught somebody in the act.


  “Umar, you are a smart city boy. Don’t tell me these things still surprise you? And I was just saying that as a manner of speaking.”


  “Sure, sure! Sorry chief! It is just that I have found a girl, and not a boy.” Umar hid his smile this time.


  “Really? Who?” Niraj hid his anguish.


  “Oh, she runs a cab service company. Her name is Rajni. Hey, come to think of it, she has the same letters as your name. Anil would freak out when he hears this.”


  “Oh yes, how is Anil? He should have come too.”


  Niraj grabbed the first opportunity to distract Umar from talking about Rajni.


  “Well, I tried my best. But he could not make it. But tell you what, he has agreed to do a one-year anniversary, just a day after the date of the crash.”


  Umar drank the rest of the drink in his glass without looking at Niraj.


  “Must be his one-year theory or something!” Niraj laughed naturally for the first time that evening.


  “Yes, yes, it must be that!” Umar laughed unnaturally for the first time that evening.


  Niraj was a bit more in control now. Maybe the malt helped regain the lost territory in his mind. He was happy talking about his work, Nikhil bhai and life in general. Umar was also happy talking about his work, Ramaan Khanna and everything else happening in his life, which largely centred around Rajni. But every time Rajni’s name came up, Niraj deftly steered the conversation along a different course. Umar wondered if Anil had influenced Niraj so much that he was scared to even talk about a potential so-called ‘split.’


  “It’s going to be a busy few weeks now, Niraj. I will plan our anniversary bash. Possibly a trip. And then will have to come back and make plans for my wedding.”


  Niraj took a large sip of his malt again. Too much of the malt had now made Niraj lose control of his mind again.


  “Umar, don’t be in any hurry. You know my parents had married in a hurry and they could never be happy again.” Niraj put his hands on top of Umar’s as he tried to convince him. Though Niraj had lost control of a part of his mind, his ability to play with others’ minds was still intact and active.


  Umar quickly pulled away his hand and looked around to see if anyone had seen them. He heaved a sigh of relief that no one else was looking at them.


  “So where do you think we should go for our anniversary trip?” This time Umar was in a hurry to steer the conversation away from Rajni.


  “You are the pilot, Umar! You would know of all the good places to go to. But no hills this time, please.”


  “Yes, I agree. That leaves the beaches. And I don’t want to go to Goa. What about Diu?”


  “Yes, that sounds like fun, Umar. Exciting!”


  “And here comes the piece de resistance… We will take a charter flight run by our company, and I will fly it myself. Can’t trust any other pilot, can we? It will work out cheaper too.”


  “That will be good, Umar! You and I, alone in the sky.”


  “Yeah, yeah. And Anil too.”


  “Oh yes, Anil too! It will be a threesome.” Niraj was clearly drunk by now.


  “What did you say, Niraj?”


  “I said you are so handsome.” Niraj was more than drunk now.


  “Come on Niraj, you should go to your room. I need to leave too.”


  “You coming to my room? My room has a big bed and I have a bigger heart, Umar.”


  “No, no, this man will take you to your room.”


  Umar signalled to a hotel staff to take care of Niraj. And then he took care of the bill.


  Niraj hugged Umar again before leaving. He also planted a wet kiss on Umar’s fair cheeks. Umar hurriedly wished him goodbye and rushed to his car in the parking lot in the basement. He had been excited about the anniversary trip, before meeting Niraj. But now he was not so sure. Something seemed out of place. Niraj was not behaving like Niraj anymore.


  As Umar drove to his house in Vasant Vihar, he called Rajni.


  “Hi Rajni! How are you feeling?”


  “Want to know the truth?” Rajni asked softly.


  “Yes, yes. Everything all right?” Umar was concerned.


  “Everything all right. Other than the fact that I saw Top Gun movie on television today, and I am feeling extremely horny about you.”


  Later that night, before Umar went to bed, he did a search on Google.


  He typed: “Does one split feel horny when the other split is also horny?”


  The two most relevant answers he got were:


  “Does a girl get horny when they do the splits?”


  “Just split from my boyfriend and alone at home and feeling horny.”
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  Another week passed. The anniversary trip was just another week away now. Umar had stayed up late in the night to make the final preparations for the trip and was sleeping in late the next morning.


  “Wake up dear,” Rajni kissed Umar’s forehead.


  Umar was sleeping with his arms outstretched. It was Umar’s birthday and Rajni wanted to surprise him. Umar had no idea that she was coming to Delhi on his birthday. As he opened his eyes, he felt he was still dreaming. He smiled and closed his eyes. Rajni pinched him hard on his hard stomach.


  “Ouchhhh! That hurts!” Umar shouted as he opened his eyes wide open.


  “More than the pleasure of seeing me?” Rajni moved closer to him. The bedroom door was locked. Rajni had introduced herself to Umar’s family as a friend who wanted to surprise him on his birthday.


  With his outstretched hands, Umar held Rajni around her waist and pulled her towards him. He did not want any more questions and answers. He held Rajni’s short hair with one hand, while holding her waist with the other, and locked his lips against hers. In an early morning kiss, nature has a way of releasing chemicals inside the body that ignore the bad breath. Rajni’s lips and tongues were soon all over Umar’s face and inside his mouth. She kissed him on his nose, eyes, cheeks, forehead and shoulders. Then she looked at him with moist eyes and passionately kissed him again with her wet lips.


  “Why are you crying, Rajni?”


  Rajni remained silent and had her eyes closed, as though she was trying to hide her tears or something else from Umar.


  She soon opened her eyes, winked at Umar and said softly, “You made me so horny last week. And I get to meet you only today after that. What else will I have other than tears in my eyes?”


  “Yeah? Yeah? Let me dry the tears in your eyes and make you wet in other places now.”


  Umar was at his naughty best. He rolled on top of Rajni. They did not need any foreplay today. At the end of the act, with Umar climaxing early for the first time, Rajni held his face in her hands and said, “Happy birthday dear! Meri umar bhi tujhe lag jaaye, Umar.”


  “Thanks! But I am sorry, you didn’t seem to be enjoying that much today?”


  “Nothing Umar! Just a long gap I suppose… Come on, tell me what shall we do for the rest of the day?”


  “More of what we did just now?” Umar said, with a wicked smile on his face.


  “Shut up! And get dressed soon. We shall go to a temple and then go out and eat somewhere before I take the evening flight back to Bangalore. Oh I am so sorry! You would want to go to a mosque first, right?” Rajni was sincerely apologetic about her mistake.


  “No, no Rajni! I shall touch my parents’ feet after my bath. And that is more than a mosque for me.” Umar tried to make Rajni feel comfortable.


  “I have a better idea! We shall go to the Lotus Temple, the Baha’i House of Worship,” Rajni bounced back promptly.


  Umar knew that the Lotus Temple, besides being an architectural marvel, was also a religious melting pot, open to people from all religions. They reached there late morning. It was a sunny day, but quite cool. Umar and Rajni took a long walk around the various paths inside the twenty-six acres campus with several clean ponds and well-manicured gardens. Inside the main part of the petal structure of the building, both Rajni and Umar felt a strange calm embrace them.


  “Looks like this is the ceasefire calmness after the bilateral treaty signed by our gods,” remarked Umar.


  “Shhh… let’s just keep quiet and pray,” said Rajni. Her hands were folded already and her eyes were partially closed. Umar too closed his eyes and joined his hands with the fingers interlocked. He just heard the word ‘forgive’ a couple of times as Rajni mumbled her prayers.


  They sat in meditation for another half an hour or so. Then, with their minds fully replenished, they decided to replenish their stomachs.


  “Well, let’s go to Cyber Hub in Gurgaon. It’ a pretty cool place, I hear. And you can go straight to the airport from there,” Umar suggested as they walked towards their car outside the gates of the Lotus Temple.


  “It’s your birthday, and I can’t say no to anything you say,” Rajni willingly acquiesced.


  “Are you sure? Anything? Remember, we will be in the car soon. And there are good forest areas in Delhi too…” Rajni slapped Umar on his arms, before he could complete his sentence.


  The Cyber Hub was a bubbling new haunt in Gurgaon for the young and old alike. On weekdays, the working professionals thronged the various restaurants within the campus. It resembled a bustling plaza in Singapore, with a variety of food—Indian, Indo-Chinese, Parsi, Bengali and fusion cuisine. There was no Hindu or Muslim food. The place was a fusion of Indian food, religions and culture.


  “Fusion Indian seems to be the best choice. For us!” Rajni suggested, as they walked around the wide walkways of the hub. There was a large crowd in the large open area cheering wildly at a huge screen that was showing the India-Pakistan cricket match. Ahmed Shehzad was batting for Pakistan. Ahmed had a striking resemblance to India’s star batsman, Virat Kohli, in both looks and style.


  “Oh, it’s Virat’s split playing,” said Umar, pointing towards the screen.


  “Split? What rubbish!” Rajni dismissed him, without elaborating.


  “I have to make sure you meet my friend Anil soon.”


  “Tell me Umar, and don’t feel bad about me asking this, but do a lot of Muslims support Pakistan when they are playing some country other than India?” Rajni knew she was touching a delicate subject here. She held Umar’s hands tight.


  Umar paused for a moment. He was happy Rajni had asked him this question. He had always thought of a right answer for this. He wanted his answer to go out to all the Hindu religious fanatics in the country. He knew Rajni was just an innocent bystander to all the political posturing in the country. But he was happy that they could discuss these topics openly. Sensitive topics were difficult to discuss and had the potency to create confusion. If Rajni could discuss a delicate topic with him with ease, he was convinced that they would be able to sort out any confusion or miscommunication in their married life later.


  “Rajni, there are about five million Hindus in Indonesia. Do Hindus sit in front of their television sets and cheer for the famous Indonesian badminton players whenever they are playing? No na? Who has the time, boss? Other than our politicians who make up these imaginative theories to polarise us.”


  “I fully agree, Umar! In sports, all we care for is our country and maybe a few favourite players.”


  “Also some beautiful players like Maria Sharapova! Or Sabatini, for my father,” Umar said with a laugh.


  They went inside the cosy café serving fusion Indian food. Orange drinks in small jars set a unique tone for the rest of the gastronomic voyage that afternoon. By the time the desserts were served, Umar and Rajni were full. But they could not resist the delightful presentation of the desserts with the chef personally preparing them on their table with liquid nitrogen and other such exotic ingredients.


  “Umar, even when we are full, we still want to have these sinful and attractive desserts. Will we do the same in our marriage even if we are fully satisfied with each other?”


  Umar was stumped for a while. He did not know whether to enjoy his dessert or give a satisfactory answer to Rajni. He finally chose the latter.


  “We will then cook these sinful desserts at home only, Rajni. We don’t have to eat outside.”


  Umar was satisfied with his cryptic yet appropriate answer.


  “So you will make me cook more at home?” Rajni was not going to let it go, even on his birthday.


  “You know, I have always wondered if my father actually loved my amma. Or did he say he loves her only because she cooks such great biryani and other items for him? As time passed, I realised that love is a sum of everything. The caring, the sex, the talking, the food! Food is part of the love for each other. My mother enjoys cooking and the adulation that her food brings. And my father enjoys the sumptuous food and understands the efforts she put in to make delectable dishes.”


  “Very smart! In your roundabout way, you have just convinced me that I should cook more for you.”


  Rajni put her arms around his waist as they walked back towards their car.


  “Just like I will drive more for you. Even though you are the expert driver,” Umar said, opening his car’s door with a remote key.


  Rajni rested her head on Umar’s shoulders as he drove her to the airport. They spoke very little on the way. Instead, they listened to the old movie songs being played on the FM radio.


  The worst part about meeting a loved one is the imminent separation. Rajni was dreading the separation at the airport. Umar sensed her unease.


  “Don’t worry Rajni. Just a matter of a few weeks now. And then no separation. Forever!”


  “Forever? Are you sure? Hope you are speaking the truth and not lying.”


  “As long as we are truthful to each other, even my Allah and your God will not dare to separate us.”


  At the airport, Umar parked the car on the side of the road. The airport was not that busy in the late afternoon. Umar leaned against his car while Rajni leaned against him, for one last hug and kiss. Umar bent down and kissed Rajni’s stomach, saying, “So that the baby does not feel left out…”


  Rajni had tears in her eyes when Umar got up. She took out her golden chain with the pendant of Lord Ganesha and put it around Umar’s neck.


  “Love you Umar. Forever.”


  “Love you too Rajni. Forever and ever.”


  As she entered the gate of the main airport building, Rajni handed her boarding pass to the security person. She turned around to look at Umar waving wildly at her from a distance. As though she was leaving him forever. Forever.


  PART III


  DEADLY MATHEMATICS
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  Umar had made a detailed plan for their trip to Diu. He had personally met all the relevant authorities from his company and in the government to ensure a hassle-free trip in a private plane. This was a trip to put behind the memories of their past and bring a closure to the nightmarish experience. The future had to be lived without the fear of the past. And Umar did not want any hassles on the way. He had made an estimate of the expenditure and shared it with both Niraj and Anil, who were happy to contribute their share of the expenses. They had already wired in the money to Umar’s account. They were going to spend two nights and three days in Diu. They were looking forward to the two nights of fun to forget the harrowing experience of that one night a year ago. The plane was to take off from Delhi airport like last time, but this time it would fly in the opposite direction and cross over Ahmedabad before landing in Diu airport.
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  It was the same date a year ago when the fateful crash had happened. Anil got up early in the morning and looked around his house to make sure nothing was amiss. He checked his blood pressure. It was slightly higher than normal. He knew it would rise further during the day. He had bought the DVDs of the latest Hollywood blockbusters to watch at home. The restaurant was closed that day. Anil wanted to play it safe, as much as he could. He wanted to call Romi and his old, ailing father. He played it safe and called his father.


  “Pranaam papa. How are you?”


  “Anil beta! So good to hear from you. It’s been a long time. Why don’t you come and meet me sometime? God knows how long I shall be around.”


  “Sorry papa! I was avoiding most of my trips this year. Hmmm… Because of my business, you know. But things are settled now. And from tomorrow onwards, I shall be travelling more often.”


  Anil felt a bit guilty for ignoring his father for the past year for his own safety. He was not happy about going to Bangalore too for the IPL game. But it was a matter of his restaurant’s reputation, which came before safety. Reputation first, safety second and guilt third, according to Anil. This was Anil’s new pyramid, similar to Maslow’s pyramid. He had made a fair compromise between reputation and safety by agreeing to go on the anniversary trip a day after the year ended.
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  Niraj was very sombre in his office today. He was more careful and slower than usual, while driving his SUV to office. He had a bottle of mineral water with him. The filtered water in office didn’t seem a safe idea today. For food, he had the properly washed fruits from home.


  “Sir, everything all right?” an executive at Niraj’s office expressed concern.


  “Oh yes! Just taking it a bit light today, as I have an early morning flight tomorrow to Delhi. And then I have two to three days of heavy eating and drinking.”


  Niraj’s mind was trying to manipulate his thoughts that day.


  Niraj had never spoken to his father after he left Nagpur. He sometimes spoke to his mother, who now lived with a painter in the same city. But they had never married. One broken marriage was enough for her to not get married again. Just like one broken marriage was enough for Niraj to not get married ever.


  “Ma, how are you?”


  “Niraj! So long! Have you also forgotten your mother, just like your father?” Niraj’s mother was still bitter. A failed marriage can never heal a wounded heart. The scars remain for long. Much deeper than Umar’s scar, Niraj thought.


  “How can I forget you, ma? Just been busy with my new job. I am going on a holiday with a few friends tomorrow after a long time.”


  “Somebody told me that you had gone to Delhi recently for your cousin’s wedding. Was your father also there?” Niraj’s mother believed in the age-old wisdom of keeping track of one’s enemies. She knew about the wedding in Niraj’s father’s family. Niraj had hoped to see his father in the wedding, but his father didn’t show up. In fact, nobody knew his whereabouts.


  “No ma, he was not there. Nobody knows where he is.”


  “Really? Do you want me to go to the police here? Or put out an advertisement in the local papers? Hope nothing untoward has happened to him. Oh god, I feel so worried now.”


  Niraj realised in that very moment that fights were bitter when there were strong underlying emotions. There were larger issues between India and China, but the bitterness between India and Pakistan was stronger.


  “Ma, I don’t know who will get worried about me if something happens to me. Okay, I have to rush now. But I will come and meet you once I return from my holidays. And maybe we can find father together.”


  Niraj was also hoping to find his family and his lost childhood happiness.
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  Umar got up early in the morning and hugged his mother, who was busy preparing breakfast for the family. She had recovered fully from her illness, and Umar was glad that she had. Not just for her sake, but for Rajni’s sake too. He was going to come back from Diu and tell his mother everything.


  Umar’s sister was busy getting ready for college. She had always been very supportive of Umar. She had both affection and respect for her brother. He was counting on her support again when he told his family about Rajni. Umar’s father was at the Qutab Golf Course, trying to shed the calories he had gained from his wife’s oily biryani.


  “Amma, how much do you love me? More than anyone else in the world?” Umar asked, hugging his mother from behind.


  “Why do you ask this, Umar? Of course, I love you more than anyone else in the world. You are my first child, my first creation, and you will always be my first love.”


  Umar kissed his mother on her round plump cheeks and then went to his bedroom to call Rajni. He looked at the pile of magazines and the couple of books he planned to read that day, staying in the safe confines of his home. Books and magazines were a medium of knowledge and nothing else, he reasoned.


  “Hey! Missing me? Had sweet dreams? About me?” Umar lay in his bed in a relaxed mode, still in his night clothes.


  “Hi! Well, believe it or not I have been suddenly missing my mother a lot this morning. And as for the sweet dreams, I don’t need to dream about you now, Umar. You are real for me. I would rather dream about someone else, na?”


  “As long you don’t dream about Ramaan Khanna, I am okay.”


  “Done, I will leave Ramaan for you. He is not my type anyway.”


  “Really? Who’s your type then?”


  “You, of course!” Rajni, like most women, had the inherent ability to hide her past, fantasies and secrets, deep inside the reservoirs of her heart.


  “I see! Okay, tell me then, who do you love the most in the world?”


  “You stupid! And no one else! Now or in future!” Rajni exclaimed.


  After about half an hour of sweet nothings, Umar finally bid goodbye to his love.


  “You have a great holiday, and take care of yourself. Remember your life is interlocked with mine,” said Rajni, before putting the phone down.


  Umar had a bath, a good breakfast and then snuggled up in bed with his books and magazines for company. He was safe and secure. His mother loved him the most and Rajni too loved him the most.
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  8.50 a.m.


  Niraj was running wildly with an air bag in his right hand. His running was much faster than his driving. He had taken the earliest flight from Bangalore to Delhi, which had landed before time. As he ran, he compared his life to that of an early morning flight. The early morning flights were mostly on time, sometimes before time. Unlike the other flights that got delayed due to myriad reasons, early morning flights didn’t depend on too many external factors; they were not linked to any contingencies.


  Niraj Roy was an early morning person. He always reached his office and his clients meetings on time. He had no family that depended on him or delayed him. There were no reasons for him to get late over anything at home. He never got delayed because of his son occupying the bathroom, his wife arguing with him in the morning or his daughter requesting him to help her with her homework, which she had forgotten to complete the previous day. He did not even have a dog that ran away with his towel just as he was planning to take a bath. He enjoyed the rare privilege of being punctual always and Niraj was not in a mood to tarnish that reputation.


  Niraj was running from the arrival terminal at the airport to the departure area. Just like in life, he thought. From the time one arrives on earth till the time of departure, one is constantly running. Niraj was in an unusually philosophical mood that day. Maybe he was subconsciously relieved that the year had passed safely. He felt himself breathing heavily as he ran in the airport that morning. It was easier and more enjoyable to run in the parks of Bangalore, without a care in the world. The run of life was much more enjoyable and easier when there was no stress or deadlines, thought Niraj.


  Niraj saw Anil and Umar standing at the small gate at the farthest end of the departure terminal. Umar was anxiously looking at his watch to see if they were not too late for their flight departure. Anil too was anxiously looking at his watch to see if they were not too early for the cycle of destiny. He checked the date on his watch again. He was reassured that it was a day past the one-year mark.


  “Hi Umar! Hi Anil! All set?” Niraj greeted his friends as they high-fived each other. Umar was mighty relieved to see Niraj being normal again. His usual straight manly self, with a manly voice to match. He had been worried after his last meeting with Niraj. He was glad to put that behind. The only worry now was the take-off. They were to board a small aircraft—a Velocity XL-5 aircraft, commonly called ‘Dash 5.’


  “Let’s finish our high-fives and dash for our Dash 5 now.” Umar was influenced by Maru’s sense of humour, even though it did not come as effortlessly to him as it did for Maru.


  The trio climbed the aircraft with excitement and trepidation in their hearts. And different thoughts on their minds.


  “I don’t mind sitting in the smaller space at the back. At least if a bird hits the aircraft, I will not get injured directly,” thought Anil, applying his probability theory again.


  “I hope our lives will not be as cramped as this plane, when my mother and I find my father again,” thought Niraj, remembering his last conversation with his mother.


  “I look forward to flying Rajni and my child on this plane someday, and teach my child how to fly without fear,” Umar thought, touching the scar on his face.


  9.55 a.m.


  It was a slightly cloudy day as they neared Ahmedabad. The small aircraft was like a small toy for the group of clouds. Like the bullies in school, the clouds pounced with menacing glee at the first sight of the innocent, timid newcomer. Dash 5 was tossed about from one cloud to another. The bully clouds thundered as they toyed with the aircraft.


  “Don’t worry. Such turbulence is common in these times. Just hold tight,” Umar pacified the other two passengers.


  “Don’t worry, we cannot have the same medium this time too,” Anil said, without a quiver of fear in his voice. He was certain that nothing would happen.


  “Guys, I drive my SUV so slowly on the road to avoid all those bumps on the road. And here, our aircraft is giving me goose bumps even though there are no bumps in the sky,” Niraj disclosed his evident discomfort.


  “Let me share a joke with you guys,” said Umar, making an effort to keep his friends comfortable.


  “You know why geese don’t like celebrating birthdays?” Umar recollected some of the jokes that Maru had shared with him during their drinking binge at the IPL final.


  “Why?” Anil asked from the back seat.


  “Because they don’t like getting goose bumps.” Umar laughed aloud, imagining geese giving birthday bumps to each other.


  “Wait, wait. I will tell you another one,” said Umar, as he tried to distract his friends from the turbulence and hide his own uneasiness. “Once Santa Banta had gone skydiving. Banta asked Santa to jump. But Santa did not. You know why?”


  “Why?” Anil asked again from the back seat. He felt as though he had heard these jokes earlier but could not remember where.


  “Because Banta kept saying leap here and Santa kept saying no leap year! Got it? It was not a leap year and hence Santa did not jump! Hahaha!”


  Umar was not sure if he was laughing at the joke or at Maru’s sister who had to bear the brunt of her brother’s Maru’s jokes.


  “Not funny, Umar. At this time or any other time,” said Anil. He again felt a sense of déjà vu, as though he had said these words sometime before.


  “Good, we will not have any such confusion as this is not a leap year. The leap year has just leaped,” Niraj joined in the banter of words.


  Just as Niraj finished these words, the aircraft ran into a dense dark storm. Umar had just turned the aircraft away from a strong storm formation on the right side, but he could not avoid the storm on the left. It was as though the aircraft had been tossed from the hands of a bully into the hands of a monster. A monster with no feelings and a desire to wreak havoc on everything in its path. Dash 5 was in the main path of the dark brooding eyes of the storm. The aircraft suddenly plunged dangerously and lost a few thousand feet in height within seconds. Their heads almost hit the ceiling of the aircraft. Umar looked to his left and was shocked to see the tail of the plane flying past his window, after being snapped by the powerful thunderstorm. The flight was losing height and also losing stability.


  “Mayday! Mayday! Mayday!” Umar shouted, as the cockpit instrument indicators went berserk with lights flashing everywhere, accompanied by a haunting beep tone. It was the perfect place for the dance of death to take place. Death seemed like a rock star on the stage in front of a wild audience. Flashing lights, rhythmic beats, a heady feeling from the lack of oxygen and the occasional shrieking from the audience. Anil, Umar, and Niraj were not sure how they bought the tickets to the rock show of death. Again. But they were determined not to stay till the end of the show. Umar quickly grabbed the manual steering wheel, while Niraj helped him press a few right buttons. The aircraft was losing height slowly and Umar was in better control. But he had to land the aircraft soon. It could not fly for long in that condition. Umar looked at the green fields below. There was a large patch of flat green ground, possibly covered in grass, not too far away. Umar had no choice but to land on the ground.


  “Friends, we have done it in the past and will do it again,” Umar said to his friends. He felt as though he was explaining the pitch conditions to his teammates as a captain determined to win the Cricket World Cup again.


  “If we have done it in the past, our luck may no longer last,” said Anil, surprised by his poetic response.


  Niraj just held on to Umar’s hand to provide more strength and control on the wheels. He remembered Reddy holding on to his hands not so long ago.


  “Here we go, here we go…” Umar had hardly completed his sentence when the aircraft landed with a loud thud on the ground. It slid a few hundred metres before toppling to one side. Anil was now really worried. Fire. That was the new medium. A real threat. He got into action immediately and unhooked his seat belt. He opened the emergency door on the side nearer to the ground. His friends followed Anil, just like his students followed him at IIM-Ahmedabad. Only this time, the students did it to save their lives, not make their lives.


  The three survivors jumped one after the other on to the green patch of grass below and ran for cover as fast as they could, as far away as possible. Their mobile phones were packed in bags and kept in a box in the rear section of the aircraft. There was a loud noise, and as they turned around, they saw the plane catch fire and turn into a big ball of flame, burning their bags and their phones. It was a spectacular end to death’s rock show. But the only three people in the audience were happy to leave the arena before the end.


  10.05 a.m.


  “Look, they have survived!” A group of young men, wearing bright red turbans, white cotton dhotis and short white coats shouted as they ran towards the three survivors, carrying long bamboo sticks.


  “Are you all okay? No injury? You fell from the sky?” the leader of the group asked in broken Hindi.


  “Yes, yes, we are all okay. Just need some water please,” Umar requested the villagers with folded hands.


  “Come with us. We will take you to our master’s house. He will give you water and other good things to drink,” the leader said calmly, while his two colleagues giggled, trying to cover their faces.


  The villagers led them through the fields running parallel to both sides of a main road, the road between Sanand and Ahmedabad. Finally, they came to a large bungalow in the middle of a farm surrounded by tall brick walls. The guard at the gate talked to the villagers in a local dialect before opening the two parts of the large iron gate leading to the bungalow.


  “Please sit here while I go and call my master,” said the leader of the group. He requested them to sit on the wooden chairs in a spacious corridor with carved columns evenly spaced from each other. He then went inside the bungalow to call his master.


  As the master came out from the main door of the bungalow, Niraj stood up, shaking in fear. He was more frightened now than what he had been in the aircraft. Umar and Anil stood up in respect, not fear.


  “Niraj bhai, I told you to stay away. It is indeed my good luck, my sara nasiba today,” said Nikhil bhai, whose laughter tore through the silence of the farms and the heart of Niraj.
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  10.40 a.m.


  Umar, Anil and Niraj huddled against each other as their legs and hands were chained. They were kept in a large shed that reverberated with the loud barking of a ferocious black Doberman, which was chained to a pole on the opposite side of the shed.


  “This is not real! Just pinch me please!” Umar could not believe their situation. He felt very guilty for having proposed the trip in the first place.


  “What is real and what is a dream, no one knows. What I know is that I am so bloody thirsty. I survived death by the water medium in the last year. Looks like lack of water will be the final medium!” Anil was thirsty for water and the answers to destiny’s puzzles.


  “I too,” said Niraj and Umar almost in unison. “I too survived water and certain death,” Niraj continued. “Me too,” said Umar.


  “But if I had died, another innocent boy would have died with me,” Niraj recounted his experience at the river during a picnic.


  “Ah ha! So death was actually tracking us! And the last time you may have actually saved us Niraj by saving that boy. Even in the IPL final, it was good that Umar was not there. Otherwise, I don’t think we would have survived,” Anil was visibly excited now.


  “I was there too,” said Umar despondently.


  “Well, then I guess our splits may have saved us. Death would not have found a single common medium for them,” said Anil, forgetting that he was a chained captive in a shed at the same town where he had once been a reputed and free professor.


  As they pondered over the events of the last year, Nikhil bhai walked into the shed with a bottle of whisky in one hand and a shining sword in the other. The shine of the sword fell short of the shine on his face and the intoxication from the whisky fell short of the intoxication from his sense of control. Nikhil bhai did not like failures. He disliked losing money even more. And he hated being insulted. Niraj had been the cause of all three fiascos.


  “Niraj bhai. You come from the south straight into death’s mouth,” said Nikhil bhai.


  Some people, when angry, start speaking in their non-native language. Some people raise their voice and start speaking loudly. Some people start stammering when angry. All of these could be because of an internal body chemistry or because the body wants to show a different image of its self—an image that will physically scare or confuse the others. Nikhil bhai did none of these. He became a pathetic poet when he was angry. His personality transformed from his usual intimidating self to a softer persona. This confused and mentally terrorised his opponents.


  “You call me bhai and treat me like this? How can a brother kill a brother?” Niraj pleaded with him emotionally. These were not real brotherly feelings but feelings emanating from a sense of terror.


  “Niraj bhai. I agree. From now on, it’s no longer bhai. It’s just bye-bye.” Every time Nikhil bhai uttered these insane and irritable words, his stupid sycophants clapped in glee.


  “You see my Doberman there? You may have escaped the crash like Superman, but you can never escape my Doberman,” Nikhil bhai continued showcasing his talent, much to the annoyance of the three captives.


  “Please sir, please sir! Show some mercy. I beg you,” Umar was not begging for his life, but begging for the lives of two other people. Rajni and his child.


  “You are very good, so you will have some food! And also that other friend of yours who is silent. I will not be violent with you two. But death must come to Niraj Roy, for he has not been a good boy.”


  Nikhil bhai then whispered something in his local language to one of his men, who unchained Niraj and took out his money and some identity cards from his wallet. He kept the money for himself and threw the cards on the ground.


  “Niraj Roy, now you will run. While my Doberman will have some fun.” Nikhil bhai threw the sword with great strength and greater accuracy. It sliced through the chain tying the Doberman to the pole. The dog was free to hunt. Niraj was free to run. The race began.


  Niraj was a good runner. He liked running in the parks of Bangalore. He never imagined that he would be running in fear of the barks of a Doberman. He ran through the open door of the shed, nearer to where they were chained, while the dog followed him. Niraj was soon in an open farm area. He briefly scanned the contours of the surroundings. At a distance, he saw a lake, which ended near the main highway. He had his plan worked out. He just had to outrun the Doberman till the lake, and then he could swim across the lake and reach the highway.


  He had protected so many people in the past. He was capable of protecting himself today. He kept running harder and harder. He was very close to the lake. He turned around and saw the Doberman catching up on him. The dog’s mouth was salivating a white frothy liquid, in anticipation of raw flesh. The Doberman took one big leap and so did Niraj. Niraj was faster and he landed in the lake. The Doberman just kept barking and racing up and down the shores of the lake. Niraj kept swimming, faster and faster. By now, Nikhil bhai and his men had come running out of the shed to the lake. They kept shouting, louder and louder.


  11.15 a.m.


  “Hi! I had a crush on you when I saw your advertisement for a vest company.” Umar heard a beautiful voice from the open window behind them. He turned and saw a lovely, innocent-looking girl. She had a pure look on her face like an angel. She was indeed an angel for Umar and Anil. Umar thanked the now bankrupt vest manufacturing company.


  “Please help us,” Umar requested her, without begging like he had with Nikhil bhai a while ago. He had to protect himself, but he also had a reputation to protect and a bloated ego to pamper.


  “’Take this key and unchain yourself. Get out of this window and run from the back side. And do it quickly, before my father returns to the shed,” Nikhil bhai’s daughter said hurriedly.


  As Anil and Umar jumped out of the window, they saw at a distance Niraj’s face, his eyes closed, on top of a wooden pole. His body was burning. He was dead. Soon the fire consumed his face too. Umar vomited seeing the gruesome scene. Anil patted his back and then pulled his hand, as they quickly ran from the back side of the shed. On the way, Umar managed to touch the angel’s delicate fingers, even as he was pulled by Anil. The girl blushed slightly, aware of her crush’s touch and oblivious of the impending wrath of her father.


  11.30 a.m.


  Anil and Umar ran through the fields, over shallow ponds and across many small villages, before they were stopped by a group of young men, wielding lathis and swords. They sported bright red tilak on their forehead and shouted like fanatics, “Har Har Mahadev!” Umar and Anil were caught in the middle of a communal riot, which had been brewing for some days in and around Ahmedabad.


  “Let’s burn them!” These were the last words Anil and Umar heard before falling unconscious, after being hit on their heads by the hard, wooden lathis.
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  Noon, in Delhi


  “Sir, I am telling you, this will be a super hit concept. Total silver jubilee, sir,” Maru was speaking the language he thought Ramaan Khanna would understand better.


  “What will be the return on capital and the payback period, Maru?” Ramaan asked over the phone.


  Maru was immediately on alert mode. Ramaan was not going to be just a passive investor. He would want to get involved in the operations and want financial reports every month. Maru’s idea of a new thematic restaurant chain called Ramaan’s Rasoi could not be sold as a mere concept to Ramaan. It had to make business sense. And Maru never went into the details of a business over the phone. He had to face the person he was talking to and negotiating with, in order to read the other person’s body language, eye movements, slight twitch of the nose, flutter of the eyelids or deepening crease lines on the forehead. Maru’s mind had to assimilate all these body movements into his brain. Only then he played his next move.


  “Sir, let’s meet at the Westin in Gurgaon at 6 p.m. today? I hear you are here for some shooting nearby in Haryana.”


  “Okay, will see you then at 6 p.m. at Westin.”


  Noon, in Ahmedabad


  “Are you Hindus or Muslims? We were told that you are both Muslims who have come to spy on our villages,” one of the irate band of villagers booed aggressively.


  “What difference does it make, bhaiya?” Anil asked politely, wiping the trickle of blood from his forehead.


  “Difference? Do you not know the difference between Hindus and Muslims? The Muslims have burnt one of our young brothers who happened to enter their village. We will now burn two of them!”


  Anil saw some of the villagers lighting a small pyre on the side. So this was it. “Fire is the medium,” thought Anil. Niraj was the first to go. And now Umar and he would be burnt alive. “The plane crash or the water medium would have been better,” he thought. The terrorist bomb would have also been over in a few seconds. But why fire? It was the most painful and slowest form of death. It would burn the skin, flesh and then the bones slowly, turning them into ash, in the most primitive form. He had nothing to prove that he was a Hindu. How could he physically demonstrate to them that he was a Hindu, when Hinduism was just a philosophy, a way of thinking and living? He would be happy to stay with the villagers for a few days and share his way of thinking. But the villagers did not want him to live even for a few minutes.


  Anil looked at Umar and pitied him. He had no chance of survival, even if the villagers let him live for a few days. His death had been preordained by his religion. Predators, illnesses and accidents were no longer the leading causes of death. Death had found a new trusted messenger in religion. Religion helped transport millions of people to the arms of death every year. Today, Anil and Umar were going to be added to that list.


  “Bhaiya ji, I know this man. My cousin is a waiter in his restaurant. My cousin had showed me his photograph with a prize he had won. Some Times prize. For best food. See, see I still have that with me,” said a young man and enthusiastically pulled out the photograph of the Times award with Anil smiling broadly as he received his trophy. The Times had thrown him into the arena of death at the IPL final and it had pulled him out from the whirlpool of a certain death today. Times do change.


  “But how do we know he is a Hindu, you idiot?” a senior villager yelled.


  “Bhaiya ji, you know my family. We would rather die of hunger than serve food for a Muslim owner.”


  The young villager’s chest swelled as he declared this pompously. The other villagers clapped in appreciation. Religion was a true confidante of death. It helped each other in every way possible.


  Anil knew he was going to be saved for the time being. But they would still kill and burn Umar. No, they were going to burn and then kill Umar. Just like the dog had been a harbinger of death’s medium, fire, for Niraj. This was worse. These villagers were going to be the harbingers of Umar’s death, but fire would still be final medium. And that meant some other fire was waiting to engulf Anil later in the day.


  “And you? What shall we do with you? What is your name?” the leader asked, pointing his lathi towards Umar.


  “My name is Niraj Roy. Look at this pendant. Will a Muslim ever wear Ganesha around his neck?” Umar replied, pointing his finger towards the Ganesha pendant, gifted to him by Rajni. Anil looked with amusement at Umar. He did have the traits of becoming an actor.


  “Sir, look at my credit card. Niraj Roy it says. Look…” Umar offered the villager’s Niraj’s credit card, which he had picked up inadvertently while leaving the shed. “You can buy many things from this card. Even guns to kill those Muslims!” Umar was now really testing the boundaries of his acting abilities.


  “This man is a true Hindu! Release them both! Sorry for all the trouble, my friends. Jai Shri Ram,” said the leader and asked his people to follow him. They all left Anil and Umar, shouting continuously from behind, “Jai Shri Ram, Jai Hanuman!”


  Umar looked at the credit card and kissed it a few times. Niraj had come to Umar’s rescue even after his death. “May Allah bless and save his soul.”


  Umar looked up with his hands stretched upwards. Religion could be a friend of death, but God was still a saviour, both before and after death. Whether it was Shri Ram, Hanuman or Allah.


  1.30 p.m.


  Umar and Anil had reached Satellite Area, a residential community on the outskirts of Ahmedabad. They had some money with them. So they went to a local grocery store to buy some biscuits and water. They decided to pump in some energy in their bodies first before deciding whom to call and what to do next. As they stood there, dazed and amazed by the turn of events, waiting for the grocery owner to give them the biscuits and water, they heard a lady behind them asking the grocery store owner for a particular brand of coffee.


  Anil knew the voice. He knew the brand of coffee too. There was only one combination of these two variables. Romi Gosain. He turned around and found Romi standing there, looking a little thinner and more tired than what she had been when he saw her last.


  “Romi!” Anil was relieved to finally meet somebody normal that day, somebody who could make him skip a heartbeat, not make his heartbeat stop.


  Romi stood frozen for a few seconds. Anil was looking wild, his hair dishevelled, his skin burnt and with a lot more weight than before, when she had last seen him. Romi had always loved Anil for his mind, not his body. She had left him only when she was convinced that his mind was no longer able. She would never have left him even if he was physically disabled for the rest of his life. She felt closer to him today. She felt he needed her. Women like their men to be a bit disorderly and under some pain. Not too much pain though that they ignore the women. The women were happy to bring order back to their men’s life and be the balm to their physical pain. Romi was happy to see Anil in pain.


  “Anil, what are you doing here? What’s happened to you? Come with me to my house and get yourself in order. And bring your friend along.”


  “Hi, I am Umar,” Umar introduced himself.


  “No, no, it’s okay, Romi. We will just make a few calls and then rest in some nearby lodge,” Anil resisted carrying his ill fate into Romi’s house. The main reason he had behaved with her the way he did last year was to prevent her from being drawn into the cycle of deadly fate. Anil had only loved one woman all his life. It was Romi. He did not know how other women were. He could never compare Romi with another woman. Expectations and comparisons led to greed, gluttony, envy and lust, four of the deadliest seven sins.


  Anil would often demonstrate another sin, sloth, by slouching on his sofa after coming home from work, while Romi made him a cup of coffee in the kitchen, spewing anger against the maids. Anil just stared at her from behind, feeling proud of his woman. Anil and Romi were happily living a life of mixed sins and virtues. Till Anil was besotted by the medium and split theories. Love had been their only medium before their split.


  “No! You will do no such thing. I had let you out of my hand last time. This time I will not make that mistake. Just come with me.” Romi could be firm when she wanted, and Anil knew there was no point arguing with her in that mood. He just hoped that she would not hold his hands long enough, long enough for fate to catch up.


  They followed her to her simple row house nearby, at the edge of a large housing society, overlooking a small forested area. Romi lived alone in this house. She had become accustomed to living a single life again. But she wanted a better life, not a single life. Anil was her friend, her lover and her life, and she was not going to waste this opportunity.


  “Are you not working, Romi?” Anil queried as they made themselves comfortable in the small and cosy living room.


  “I do work. At the Sabarmati Ashram. But I have taken half the day off. And if I had not, I would never have met you today.”


  Anil wanted to say that if he had not agreed to the anniversary plan, the aircraft had not crashed and if he had not escaped Nikhil bhai and the violent mob, he too would not have met her. He chose to not state the facts, which seemed more unreal than fiction. But he was happy to let the story take a romantic turn now. He thought violence preceding romance was much better than the other way round.


  “Let me make coffee for you. And some delicious cheese rolls,” said Anil, taking the first step towards a romantic turn. “You do have some cheese, bread and butter, don’t you?”


  “Yes I sure do! And since when did you start cooking, Anil?” Romi was impressed and amused at the same time.


  Umar sat there quietly thinking about Rajni. He wanted to call her but she would get so worried, and her worries were not good for the baby. He was happy to let Anil take the romantic lead today for a change.


  “You never know what can cook in a woman’s heart. So I had to become a cook to get into your heart again.”


  Romi blushed while Umar almost laughed.


  “You have become a poet too?” Romi whispered softly into Anil’s ears as she gave him the cheese and bread.


  “Just pangs of separation!”


  Anil was becoming hopeful that death’s deadly pangs would not separate them in the future.
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  4 p.m.


  Romi and Anil were sharing cheesy jokes with each other after sharing the cheese rolls. They were like two long lost lovers who had been reunited. Umar was happy to be the medium in their reunion. “Or was it Niraj?” Umar wondered. Then he wondered about Nikhil bhai.


  “Anil, I think we should complain to the police immediately about Niraj’s murder.”


  “Yes, we should. But not today. Let’s see if this was Nikhil bhai’s hand or some other hand. We will know by end of the day.”


  Anil was hopeful but not arrogant about ignoring the sadhu’s words. The prediction for a year’s time was wrong by the sadhu, but maybe his other predictions were right, he wondered. Law of averages could support the other predictions coming true. Unless both the predictions were totally preposterous.


  “Did you meet any other man during this period?” Anil focussed his attention back to Romi.


  “No, no one! But I did meet a woman who reminded me a lot of you.” Romi looked down as she remembered the brief encounter. She was too embarrassed to face Anil.


  “Well, that’s good. I can then take a nap in peace. Can I sleep for an hour in your guest room?” Anil had taken a quick tour of the house already and knew there was a comfortable bed in a room at the very corner of the house.


  “Sure. Let me go in and turn the air-conditioning on. And oh by the way, the door is a bit faulty and so I will close the latch from outside. You can just knock on the door and I will be there to open it for you.”


  As Anil stood up, he looked at Umar first, who was busy watching television. And then his eyes saw the leftover cheese on the kitchen counter.


  “Romi, should I clear them?” Anil offered.


  “No, no. We will do that after dinner. Together.” Romi winked at Anil who was too tired to even wink back. Everything was in fast forward mode that day. All the events of the day so far had been fast, including Romi’s affection for him. He had to go into a pause mode. Thinking so, he took his shoes off and jumped into the bed. Within minutes, he was snoring and dreaming. Nobody knew what he dreamt of.
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  5 p.m., Gurgaon


  “I will smoke here! No one can stop me! This is not bloody Singapore!”


  A senior executive of Indian origin, as part of a delegation from Singapore, was arguing with the hotel manager at Westin. He had lit his cigarette in the bar area of the hotel on the ground floor and was insistent on having a smoke there.


  “No sir, this is not allowed. You can’t smoke here,” the manager persisted.


  “Why not? Those who are having alcohol are also damaging their health. A little more damage from passive smoking won’t matter to them.” The Indian executive had a valid point, but not all valid points get translated into policies. And the hotel policy was no smoking anywhere in the public areas of the hotel.


  “Sir, if you don’t stop, I will have to take that from your hand.” The manager was getting restless now.


  “Try that!” The executive challenged the manager and stood on top of the chair, holding his hand as high as he could, with the lit cigarette on the tip of his longest finger on his outstretched hand. He looked like the Statue of Liberty, but he was not at liberty to smoke. The manager tried to pull him down. In that scuffle, the executive lost his balance and the cigarette dropped from his hand. It fell on a nearby sofa with a few cushions. The executive and manager continued to struggle with each other for some time before they smelt smoke and saw the cushion and sofa burning rapidly. The culprit cigarette stick was shrinking in size, as if from the guilt and embarrassment of creating all the hullabaloo.


  “Fire! Fire! Everybody out,” the manager shouted, as the fire spread to the upholstered furniture and curtains in the vicinity. Soon, the alarm sirens were blaring all across the hotel. The guests rushed out to the open garden area behind the lobby. The fire brigade was called. The media was happy to join them uninvited.


  Ramaan’s staff, who had reached the hotel in advance, immediately called up his employer. “Sir, it’s not safe here! The press is here!”


  The media was a greater threat than fire.


  “Maru, you heard about the Westin fire? Let’s meet somewhere else. Somewhere nearby but not in these big hotels,” Ramaan called Maru.


  “Yes, I just came to know about it. I suggest we meet at my sister’s restaurant, which is quite close to Westin. It’s quite a nice place, and we can pick some ideas from there for our proposed venture too,” said Maru, pouncing on the opportunity to show off in front of his sister. As siblings, they loved each other and were always there for each other. But they still enjoyed the occasional one-upmanship. With loved ones, such behaviour is called ‘competitive spirits.’ But when there is no love, it’s called ‘envy.’ Maru and Lina never envied each other.


  As soon as Maru put the phone down after his call with Ramaan, he got another call. From an unknown number. It was from the mobile phone of an inspector who had rushed to the fire site at Westin.


  “Sir, this man who caused the fire at Westin says he has only your number in India. And I just wanted to verify it. Do you know this person? Whose name is…. Abe, ka naam hai tera?” The inspector looked at the executive and asked.


  “Hello sir ji… You are still there? Yes, he says his name is Gautam Khosla.”


  Maru paused for a moment. And then replied, “Sorry sir, I do not know him.” Maru knew that his sister would enjoy and concede this one-upmanship!
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  6 p.m., Satellite Area, Ahmedabad


  “He must be really tired. He is not going to wake up anytime soon,” said Romi, chatting with Umar in the living room.


  “As long as he wakes up…,” Umar replied, with his eyes still glued to the television.


  “What? Don’t say things like that! I have lost him once and I don’t want to lose him again,” said Romi. She was flustered.


  “Well, according to Anil, you get one life, one chance to survive. And then the pair of splits have to die. It’s like get one, bye two.” Umar was clearly still dazed.


  “Whatever! Anyways, I am going out to buy some vegetables and will be back soon. I have kept a spare mobile on the table. Call me if there is any problem.” Romi wanted to buy time away from Umar, more than buying vegetables.


  Umar continued to watch television. He was watching the Hindi movie The Burning Train and the climax scene was nearing. Umar was lost in the movie and did not realise that he had increased the sound of the television to the maximum. The background noise during the climax was ear-splitting. Climax scenes in Bollywood movies usually contain a lot of dramatic noises in the background. The film-makers probably thought this got the adrenaline pumping, with the audience craving for the hero to torture and kill the villain. Umar did not realise that at that moment someone was being tortured in the room at the corner of the house. His friend Anil.


  Anil was banging on the door, but there was no Romi. And Umar assumed the knocks were part of the loud background noise from the climax scene. Anil was gasping for air amidst the smoke-filled room. The air-conditioner was on fire and it was spreading to the curtains. The smoke inside the room was quickly depleting the oxygen in the room and from Anil’s lungs.


  Anil’s face was blackened with the smoke soot, as he kept banging on the door, with lesser and lesser force. As he breathed his last, his last words were, “Help me Umar… Help me. Otherwise you will be the next. Help…” Anil became silent after that. The background noise also stopped. The movie was over and so was Anil’s life.


  Umar smelt smoke in the house. He followed the direction of the smell, straight in front of the room where Anil had been sleeping. Umar opened the latch from outside and opened the door to be greeted by billows of smoke pouring out of the room. Anil was lying on the floor with his eyes open. Umar felt his pulse. He was dead. He shut Anil’s eyes, which seemed to be mocking him, reminding him that it would be his turn now. And fire was the medium. Umar dragged Anil’s lifeless body outside the room and did what his rational mind and irrational fear told him in unison. “Get out of the house and from any place where there is a chance of fire. Now! Now!”


  Umar ran out of the house, but not before grabbing the mobile on the table. He kept running till he was far away from the house and any other building nearby. He was in the middle of the forested area, next to the row houses. “This is not safe too. What if the trees there catch fire? Let me go and stand near the small pond. I don’t think it can catch fire.” Umar went near the brown muddy area near the pond and dialled Rajni’s number even as he kept looking all around nervously to make sure he was safe.
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  6.30 p.m., Gurgaon


  Maru and Ramaan were sitting in the outside open area of Lina’s restaurant, next to the side street. Ramaan sat with his back to the street, while Maru faced him, to make sure no uninvited intruders disturbed them. Ramaan was wearing a large hat and his famous dark glasses to avoid being recognised. Lina had drawn all the curtains inside the restaurant too. The setting was safe just like in any shooting spot for Ramaan’s movies.
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  “Hi, is that you Umar? Whose number are you calling from?” Rajni answered Umar’s call.


  “Rajni… Rajni… You won’t believe what happened…”


  “First I have to tell you what happened, and I know you will believe me,” Rajni interrupted Umar.


  “But Rajni… Listen…”


  “My love! I have all the time to listen to you now. I am shifting to Gurgaon. No long distance after marriage. I made a sudden visit to Gurgaon to check out the business prospects and also surprise you when you got back. And I am liking what I am seeing. Good prospect for my business. Lots of well-to-do and middle class people here. And poor public transport system. Good combination for me. In fact, I have rented a car and I am driving around as we speak, to get a better feel of the place.”


  “Rajni, Anil and Niraj…”


  “Oh no!” Rajni exclaimed.


  “What? You already know? How?” Umar was surprised, but he knew anything could happen in God’s pattern of physics, chemistry and mathematics.


  “Oh no, I turned on the wrong street, Umar. I got distracted on the phone… And this is a small street. Not sure if I am allowed to drive in my usual fast speed here. Oh hell, what the hell…!” Rajni panicked as she saw a woman cross the street in front of her with a young boy holding her hands.
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  6.31 p.m., Gurgaon


  “Go and give this water to the two people sitting there outside,” Lina told one of her waiters, without telling him who one of those two people were. The waiter took the bottle of water and two clean glasses on a tray and started walking outside. As he was just a few feet away from the door, a college student sitting near the table nearest to the door dropped his book on the floor by accident. The waiter tripped on the book and lost balance, dropping the tray and the glasses. Lina was watching. She just took another tray with a bottle of water and glasses and carried them outside herself. As she crossed the broken glass on the floor near the door, she looked at the cover of the book. It said Quantum Theory – A Perspective.


  6.35 p.m., Gurgaon


  “Hi Ramaan! Good to see you. Though I don’t like your movies,” Lina said as she poured the water in the glass. She looked stealthily at her brother. She enjoyed the one-upwomanship as she saw Maru squirm a bit on his chair.


  There was a loud screech of tyres behind Lina. As she turned, she saw a car avoiding a woman and child on the street and coming at full speed towards them. She raised her hands, partly in self-defence and largely in remembrance of her God. She knew this was it. Rajni’s car came and hit Lina and Ramaan, who were together on one side, narrowly missing Maru. There was a loud noise as the tables and the cutlery flew all over, some of them breaking the glass windows of the restaurant. Maru rushed towards his sister, even as he saw Ramaan lying motionless on the street where he was thrown over by the impact of the hit. Lina was alive, with blood oozing from her mouth. She had suffered frontal internal body injuries. Her body organs were completely damaged, but not her facial muscles. She gave one last smile to Maru before her hands fell limp and her head rolled to one side. Maru held her head with his hands, wailing loudly.


  The crowd assembled not to see the victim of an accident, but to see Ramaan Khanna, for one last time. Some people thought it was a shooting for his new movie, but the blood around his head looked very real. Ramaan’s head had hit the road when he went flying after the car hit his chair. He had died instantaneously. No last-minute, dramatic and emotional dialogue for him in the last scene of his real life.


  Rajni was injured too, but the safety airbag in the car had saved her. She had a few cuts and bruises on her face from the glass pieces. She was still able to hold on to the mobile in her hand that was hanging limp below the seat. Rajni could feebly hear Umar shouting through the phone, “Rajni! Rajni! What happened?” Before she could respond to Umar or to the accident, Rajni was pulled out by a couple of hospital attendants, who put her in an ambulance. This was part of a new mobile emergency response initiative from a reputed hospital.


  6.50 p.m. – 7.47 p.m.


  Rajni was happy to be alive. She calmed herself in the ambulance, took a few deep breaths and then called the number Umar had called her from.


  “Umar, Umar, I am alive. I had a terrible accident. And I think I may have killed some people too.”


  “How is the baby? How is the baby?” Umar shouted deliriously.


  “Yes, the baby is safe. I was trying to avoid hitting him…,” Rajni replied, and then added, “But how do you know about the boy on the street?”


  “Rajni! I am talking about our baby. The baby in your body!”


  “Nothing happened…,” Rajni said softly, but was interrupted by Umar.


  “That’s great! Thank you Allah! Rajni, do you know what happened to Niraj… Niraj… Niraj…” As Umar kept repeating Niraj’s name unable to describe his ordeal, he realised he was taking Rajni’s name. Niraj… Niraj… Niraj…. Rajni… Rajni… Rajni… Was Rajni really a split of Niraj? He had suspected it once earlier, but his mind now put together the entire puzzle. The Snickers bar, the dreams she had, Niraj’s strange behaviour at the hotel the other day. It all made complete sense now. Anil was right after all. But would that mean his Rajni, Niraj’s split, would suffer a similar fate as that of Niraj? No, no, no! That couldn’t happen. There was a flaw, a loophole in God’s physics and death’s mathematics. They couldn’t take away the baby in Rajni’s stomach too. It was against the law, the universal laws.


  “Rajni, don’t worry, nothing will happen to you as long as we have our baby, our lucky mascot.”


  “Umar… Umar… That’s what I was trying to tell. Nothing had happened. There was no baby.”


  “What? What are you saying?”


  “I was pregnant but… but… before the baby could start developing, I suffered a miscarriage. I came to Delhi to tell you that only. But meeting your family, I was afraid that they may not agree to the marriage unless…”


  “Unless what Rajni?”


  “Unless you felt that you were responsible for not just one, but two persons,” Rajni started to sob as she said this.


  Umar’s mind went into an overdrive again. The same sobbing when he met her in Delhi that morning, the pain and disinterest on her face when he made love to her, the tears in her eyes at the airport when he kissed her stomach…


  Before he could say anything, there was a loud crash and the phone connection dropped. Umar’s hands trembled and his phone dropped from his hand into the swampy area near the pond. Umar had lost all hope now. Fate had caught up with them and their splits. His only regret was that he could not tell the love of his life one last time, “Rajni, I love you with all the power beyond the combined power of your God and my Allah. And I will sacrifice a thousand babies to have you by my side. You are my friend, my lover, my mother and my baby. I am responsible for all these people. And I would have married you no matter what!”


  He slowly kneeled down on the swampy ground, waiting for somebody or something to ignite his final funeral pyre. He only prayed that he would be put in a kafan later and buried. Post his death too, he would pay the ultimate tribute to the bilateral treaty between Rajni’s God and his Allah.


  “Come and get me! I am waiting for you. I know you! And I know what you will do!” Umar shouted wildly, rubbing the mud from the ground on his face. The phone rang just then a few feet away from where it had fallen. It was from Romi. As Umar bent forward to pick it up, he came eye to eye with a full-grown cobra, with its hood fully expanded and its sharp tongue slithering in and out rapidly. Umar had a perplexed look on his face. This was not how it was supposed to end, he thought. He had nothing to worry about an innocent cobra. It was not the time or place for the cobra. He smiled and put his hand on the mobile phone, right in front of the cobra. The cobra lunged forward with lightning speed and dug its fangs into Umar’s hand. Umar had a piercing pain on his hand and an even more piercing pain in his chest. He had suffered a massive heart attack from the shock of the snake’s attack and more so from the shock of death’s final choice of the medium. He rolled over on the swampy land, breathless and lifeless.


  Epilogue


  Rajni’s ambulance was hit by a bus at a traffic intersection as the ambulance tried to cross when the signal was red. The bus was coming from the perpendicular direction. The driver of the bus cooperated fully with the investigators, who concluded that he was not at fault. Investigations revealed that the bus belonged to the Reddy Group of Resorts. It was full of tourists and was coming from a newly launched resort belonging to the Reddy Group in Manali. None of the tourists were injured.


  Niraj’s father and mother reunited after Niraj’s death to get justice for their deceased son. They filed a complaint with the local police in Ahmedabad. Niraj could not see his parents living together happily when he was alive, but he could perhaps see them together even after his death. Sadly, they were still not happy, as Niraj’s case kept dragging. The expert investigators informed his parents that Niraj’s death was due to a deadly attack by a crocodile in the lake he was trying to swim across. The sharp teeth of the crocodile had actually bitten off the lower part of Niraj’s body, from waist downwards, in one deadly snap. It was Niraj’s dead upper part body that Nikhil bhai and his men had burnt.


  It was well-known in the area that the crocodile was a ‘pet’ of Nikhil bhai and was used to threaten dissenters. Nobody had heard of anyone getting killed by the crocodile, but no one also knew of the whereabouts of at least three men who had either cheated Nikhil bhai or had threatened to complain about him to the authorities. The three men were last seen entering the gates of Nikhil bhai’s house, at different times. Nikhil bhai denied having the crocodile as his pet. He often told the police and the media, “Why would I create a lie about God’s creation?” During a drinking binge after heavy grilling by the local police, Nikhil bhai was said to have told his men, “The deed of God’s creation should have left no need of cremation.” He would have been happier if the crocodile had left no trace of Niraj’s body so that he did not have to vehemently deny and lie about burning Niraj’s body.


  Meanwhile, the fire department made a detailed investigation at Romi’s house too. The police too questioned her at length. Why was she not at home at that time? Why had she closed the door from outside? Was she still angry with Anil? Romi, unlike Nikhil bhai, did not have to lie about anything. She spoke the truth, from the heart. And she sobbed for Anil, again from the heart. Policemen were tough and ruthless people, but they also knew an innocent person when they saw one. They knew Romi was completely innocent.


  The fire department submitted a final management summary report for closure to the residential society and the police department. The report read as below.


  “There were rats living in Ms Romi’s house. The rats had made their nest inside the air-conditioner in the corner room of the house. The smell of cheese on that fateful day had brought them out of their nest even in the day time. But with the door being locked, they could not reach the kitchen. Probably in frustration, they gnawed on the insulation and other wires inside and outside the air-conditioner, creating a short-circuit and causing a fire, as there were no other safety devices to stop the heat.”


  Almost a month after Ramaan’s death, Romi read a detailed report in a magazine about Ramaan’s background.


  “Ramaan Khanna was born to a simple family in a village in Punjab. He was born as Ramu Khanna, the name his parents had given him. When he was about ten years old, Ramaan’s neighbour, convinced Ramaan’s parents to change his name to Ramaan Khanna. Interestingly, this neighbour went on to become a famous nuclear physicist in the US, before leaving everything and becoming a sadhu somewhere in the mountains near Kullu and Manali.


  Ramaan Khanna started his career as a model, before shifting to Mumbai where he got a role in a movie when the main actor got injured, suffering a nasty scar on his face, after being hit by a remote-controlled toy plane of his son. The lucky break for Ramaan changed his life and he became a legend in the movie industry, and later in business too.”


  Romi was curious to note that ‘Ramu’ spelt backwards read as ‘Umar.’ Poor Umar, she thought. Her mind drifted towards Anil again and wondered how life would have turned out for them in a new innings. She sat, lost in her thoughts, scribbling Anil’s name again and again on the back cover of the magazine. After wiping the tears from her eyes, she looked at what she had scribbled on the magazine. And smiled. If she spelt Anil’s name backwards, it was ‘Lina.’


  “What a sweet lady,” Romi thought and wondered where she was. She wanted to distract herself from all thoughts, past and present. So she switched on the television and watched an interview by Maru Kapoor on the launch of a new restaurant chain called Ramu’s Rasoi in memory of the late Ramaan Khanna. “God bless Ramu. God bless Umar. God bless Anil. And God bless Lina, wherever she is,” Romi sighed and went into the kitchen to make a cup of coffee for herself.


  Deep in the forests of Kullu, the sadhu was answering a question from an American backpacker, who was studying astrophysics at MIT. The American wanted to know why he was so different from the others. The American student had heard about the sadhu from some of his friends. He had enjoyed some of the stories and theories that his friends had carried with them after spending a couple of days with the sadhu.


  “My friend. Not everyone is born the same. Just like not every name spelt backwards is a split. And not all years have the same number of days. Last year was a leap year of 366 days; this year is not. But if your fate has to catch up with you for any incident of last year, then it will have 366 days to do so. The reference point for a mistake and the time taken for the mistake to be rectified has to be the same number of days during the year of the mistake. Hahaha!”


  “But why can’t fate’s actions be determined and fixed for a particular day?” the American asked with curiosity.


  “Maybe because the uncertainty principle of quantum mechanics means that the more closely one pins down one measurement (such as the position of a particle), the less precise another measurement pertaining to the same particle (such as momentum) becomes. Similarly, if you pin down the measurement of fate’s action and its medium, the measurement of its time to strike becomes less precise.”


  “Fair point. One last question, sir. I heard somewhere about your prediction for a group of three people. You had said that these three people and their splits would die on the same day. But why not at the same time?”


  “Two events, simultaneous for one observer, may not be simultaneous for another observer, if the observers are in relative motion. So says the theory of relativity!” the sadhu said and laughed with maniacal delight, as he inhaled the smoke from the ganja.
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