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    A RUSSIAN CONNECTION


    Commodore G Prakash (Retired)
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    The allure was great, and the suspense greater. In fact, it had been for quite some time.


    The news had been spreading for a few months through hushed whispers. The colourful entry passes for the event finally provided confirmation. Yes, the highlight of the annual function was going to be a Russian Belly Dancer, and fittingly, stiff was the price of the entry ticket.


    The evening started the standard way, at the standard time, with the standard spirits and the standard eats. The stiff entry price had raised expectations of an elevation in the standards, but that was not to be.


    But nothing mattered. The much-advertised centrepiece of the evening would compensate for all the ordinary circumstances that prevailed. However, something seemed wrong. The MC repeatedly announced that the much-awaited belly, oops, sorry, belle, would arrive at any moment.


    The night wasn’t young anymore.


    While most women wanted to leave, the men held on stoically. But uniform habits and similar body clocks rubbed into their DNA by their common military training, began to take over.


    By 11 PM, many were slumped at their tables, unaffected by the violent Punjabi music that violated the serene Goan air. The MC kept repeating her promise, although no one believed her. The women persisted with their demand to leave, but the men wouldn’t budge.


    “Yaar, how can that poor lady be ditched? That too coming all the way from Russia! Imagine how sad she would be to find no audience?” he asked, full of human kindness!


    Men would endure anything for some things. The women knew it best. The ladies were losing their patience. Some super senior ladies managed to push their super-domesticated husbands closer to the exit. Some super senior bachelors too moved along with them in silent solidarity.


    Suddenly, a luxury car arrived in a cloud of dust outside the venue.


    The rear door opened, and a goddess stepped out.


    Her flowing golden hair was a tangle worth dying for. A black one-piece dress defying gravity on the doubtful strength of two noodle straps terminated well above her knees. The jagged hem of the dress appeared to have survived an attack by a pack of besotted wild dogs. A pair of stilts on her dainty feet sent her hips out of control.


    The dumbstruck men, too, lost control of their senses. However, one by one, they recovered, the super seniors being the first to regain their poise. Experience counts, you see.


    One among them, with long years in Russia, stepped forward.


    “Dobre vecher” (Good evening), said he with his best smile.


    “Dabro pazhalavath” (Welcome).


    The goddess looked up from the boot where she had gone to pick up her suitcase and said something.


    This was inaudible to the Russian expert. He stepped closer and asked, “Ya pamagu?” (May I help?)


    The goddess looked unmoved and looked right through him at the stage.


    “Vi Viglidith krasivaya sevodhny” (You look beautiful tonight), said he, jumping out of the way of her suitcase wheels as she rushed past him.


    “Spacibo chto Prichli,” (Thanks for making it here), said he, to her back, in a last-ditch attempt to make a mark.


    She stopped.


    Turned around.


    Her expensive perfume was intoxicating.


    The Russian expert stood tall.


    We stood mesmerised and much jealous.


    Then, the Goddess spoke,


    “Abhey saala hindi nahin aataa hain kya?”


    Oh! There is no end to fakes in India!
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    UNIMAGINATIVELY IMAGINATIVE


    Eswar Tavva
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    It’s pain – the most beautiful part of any relationship that we fail to recognise and accept. That’s the beauty of love. When you love someone so deeply, and those loved ones ignore you, your heart undergoes a cosmic transformation which can be explained only in the mysterious equations of love and hope.


    This is the story of a guy and a girl who were in love. This is how they met.


    “I love you,” he said.


    She stopped near him, paused for a moment and looked deep down into his eyes and asked, “What?”


    Looking at her approaching him, his heart started thumping fast. She was moving towards his desk, but looking at his uneasiness, she decided to initiate the conversation. All these days, she waited, hoping that he would talk to her. Because she loved him. It was she who recommended him for this job. She was in the selection board. It was she who fell in love with him at first sight. She knew that he was the thief glancing at her for many days. He was that afraid to initiate a conversation.


    Days passed, but he didn’t try to make any attempt to talk to her. Sridhar had recently joined the office. By the way, Mounika was senior to him. All these days, he wondered, ‘How can I propose to her directly without knowing about her feelings?’ But that moment, he felt like he would be choked to death if he didn’t convey his feelings to her. That moment, he believed that sometimes, a deep glance in one’s eyes is enough to embrace the sweetness of love.


    “Look deep into my eyes,” she said.


    “Are you sure?” he asked.


    “Yes,” she said without a moment’s thought.


    “Will you marry me?” he asked without any hesitation.


    “No!” she said and continued, “You are such a coward.”


    “Can I ask you something?” he asked.


    “Yes,” she replied.


    “Do you know what’s the beauty of love?” he questioned.


    It looks like the story ended abruptly and sadly. What if we read in reverse order?


    “Do you know what’s the beauty of love?” he questioned


    “Yes,” she replied.


    “Can I ask you something?” He asked.


    “No!” she said and continued, “You are such a coward.”


    “Will you marry me?” he asked without any hesitation.


    “Yes,” she said without a moment’s thought.


    “Are you sure?” he asked.


    “Look deep into my eyes,” she said.


    That moment, he believed that sometimes, a deep glance in one’s eyes is enough to embrace the sweetness of love. But that moment, he felt like he would be choked to death if he didn’t convey his feelings to her. All these days, he wondered, “How can I propose to her directly without knowing about her feelings?” By the way, Mounika was senior to him. Sridhar had recently joined the office. Days passed, but he didn’t try to make any attempt to talk to her. He was so afraid to initiate a conversation. She knew that he was the thief glancing at her for many days. It was she who fell in love with him at first sight. She was in the selection board. It was she who recommended him for this job. Because she loved him. All these days, she waited, hoping that he would talk to her, but looking at his uneasiness, she decided to initiate the conversation. She was moving toward his desk. Looking at her approaching him, his heart started thumping fast. She stopped near him, paused for a moment and looked deep down into his eyes and asked, “What?”


    “I love you,” he said.


    This is how they met. This is the story of a guy and a girl who were in love.
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    THE COCONUT BURFI


    Jayasudha Bhaskaran
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    It was a large family consisting of her in-laws and their children. She joined the family along with her children, two months ago, when her husband had gone missing. She went in search of him for weeks but was in vain, and at last, she gave up. She had nowhere to go, or no one to help. So, she reached out to them for help, for they were the only relations she had. But no one in the family offered her a helping hand to find his whereabouts. They always tried to drive her away, and they even asserted that her husband must have been dead by now or he must have escaped somewhere to get rid of her torture.


    The family lived in a small thatched hut which was about to fall off. The owner abandoned it as they shifted to a new one. They claimed the ownership of the hut from then on as they had nowhere to go. They lived on platforms and by the sides of the shops before they owned it.


    Being an impoverished and large family, they strived hard to feed their stomach at least once a day. They starved most of the days. Her in-laws were mean, and they did not even care to feed her children even when they had food to eat. She went out in the morning and tried hard to bring some food for the whole family and herself, for she was living under their authority.


    She lived happily with her husband and her children on the platforms before her husband went missing. But now, she was ill-treated by her in-laws as they wanted to get rid of her. They boasted of their accomplishment in owning a hut to live in. Since she had no one to rely upon, she managed to endure all their torture and lived along with them.


    At times, starvation made them eat spoilt food abandoned by the sides of the road in polythene bags. Her wicked in-laws even stole food from the neighbouring houses to keep off from starvation. They were caught red-handed many times, but they somehow managed to escape punishment.


    It was tea time in the evening, and the smell of the coconut burfi being prepared by their neighbour was mouth-watering. They neither had tea to drink nor snacks to eat. Her children asked her for burfis, but the poor thing had no provision for it. She yelled at them and suppressed them.


    Now, one of her in-laws, who was the most cunning one, slowly sneaked through the compound wall of their neighbour to steal the burfis. To his excitement, he found two coconut burfis lying outside the kitchen. He rushed home with it in no time. He did not share it with anyone and started to eat it all alone. A few tried to snatch it away from him and succeeded in getting a bit of it just to know how it tasted.


    Neither she nor her children were given a pinch of it. Her children yearned for it with salivating mouths.


    The burfi was over in no time, and those who had the fortune to taste it, praised its taste. It made her and her children feel bad, for it was only those three poor creatures who did not get a bit of it. She consoled her children.


    After an hour or so, all the others, except the three, started to scream. They felt pain all over the body, and the wicked one fainted. She was helpless and stood still, not able to figure out what exactly happened to them.


    The rest were back to normal after a while, but the wicked one was still unconscious. They wondered what had happened to him. They shook the fainted one vigorously, for he did not regain consciousness even after a long time. But to their shock, they found him dead.


    It was then that they came to know that their neighbour had intentionally planned to kill the rat family by throwing the burfi outside. She was sure that at least one of them would come to pick up the burfis. She mixed poison with the burfis, for they had troubled their neighbours many times by biting off the clothes, bags, shoes, soaps, pipes and so on. They had also stolen food grains from the nearby houses. The neighbour had succeeded in her attempt to kill the most troublesome one in the family.


    The rest of the family moved to another place in search of shelter, for they realized that it was not safe to live there anymore. They were ashamed of being cruel to her and her children, and the coconut burfi changed them a lot.
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    REUNION


    Jyotsna Kumar
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    I had not seen her in over 20 years, not a glimpse, not a word, just an occasional tit-bit of news about her and other college friends, but there she was, simple and graceful, in a peach-coloured sari and looking beautiful. To me, she would always be beautiful.


    Some moments are precious, such as this one that left me short of breath and words and a pleasant churning within. Old memories and long-forgotten emotions associated with them rose to the surface. I could not avoid them. However hard I tried, I couldn’t.


    We had been college friends who had shared an excellent rapport and a highly volatile relationship or friendship, as she had insisted on calling it. We would argue and differ on almost everything, and I had always envied her, her sharp wit, intuition, and her remarkable ability to read eyes. I could do neither, except probably charm girls with my chivalrous behaviour and humorous disposition. To her, that classified as zilch. Yet, we had hit it off so well, sharing natural conversations and being sounding boards for each other.


    It had been a good friendship until we had completed college and moved on in life to higher degrees in different countries, work and careers and then, settling down. We did keep in touch, but over the years, it had become intermittent until it reached a stage where I didn’t know where she was and what she was doing. Time and circumstances do create bridges which we fail or forget to cross.


    Now, as I walked towards her, my usual self-confidence seemed to dissolve, and my heart skipped a beat or was it many beats? I felt a silly urge just to turn back and walk away. I didn’t!


    Age hadn’t touched her, or perhaps, I was blind to it. Her laughter lines and beautiful wrinkles only seemed to enhance her grace. Nothing could make me look away from her large, expressive eyes, and at that moment, I wished with all my heart that I could read her mind. Even reading eyes would do.


    I greeted her with a warm smile, “Hello, Rhea. How have you been?”


    She seemed a bit disoriented and put her hand out to touch me. The familiar tilt of her head, her touch on my arm, her smile – to me, it seemed that the last 20 years just melted away at that moment.


    “Rahul, is that you? My long-lost college pal?” she exclaimed, and her face broke out into a wide, happy smile.


    We spent the next few minutes talking about old batch mates, teachers and a little about our lives. She didn’t speak much. She said that she had shifted to the city about a year ago and was with an NGO. She just listened; very unlike the ‘Rey’ I had known. Maybe, time changes everything. Perhaps, she didn’t even recollect my nickname for her – ‘Rey,’ like the rays of the sun. Too many maybes! We were like two friends who had become strangers and were now on the brink of renewing it all over again. The thought made me happy. We exchanged numbers with promises to be in touch. I had every intention of keeping the promise now that I had found her.


    Time was short. She had an appointment to keep and had to leave.


    As we bid goodbyes, I could not stop myself from asking her, “Do you still read eyes?”


    She smiled her warm, lovely smile and replied, “I’ve stopped reading eyes. I read voices instead.”


    I watched her leave.


    I joined the group I had left.


    “Do you know her?” my colleague, Naren, asked.


    “I do. We were friends in college.” (I was about to say good friend, but refrained. Don’t ask me why.) “I met her now after 20 years.”


    “Rhea Patel, right? She runs an NGO, ‘Drishti’ for the education of blind children. I just saw a brochure with her picture a few days ago, and no one would ever know that she is blind herself. A lady of courage and spirit without doubt,” Naren remarked.


    I was left speechless.
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    THE FERTILITY TREATMENT


    Koushik Srinivasan
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    Muthu and his father in law, Varadhan, were waiting anxiously outside the doctor’s room. They both had been waiting for over 2 hours now. The doctor, they could see, was extremely busy, dealing with a wide spectrum of cases and complaints. Many people, just like them, were only there to have the reports and test results reviewed, and confirm the next course of actions. The doctor preferred it that way, deputing his interns and juniors to visit the patients and handle the necessary ministrations and treatments.


    The relationship between Muthu and his father in law had been strained for over a year now, and this battery of tests, doctor’s visits and the medical jargon being thrown at them had just made it worse. The two hours wait was spent in strained conversation if exchanging monosyllabic sounds, grunts and sighs could be called that. The nearly 2-hour, 80-km journey from their village of Neikkaranpalayam to Coimbatore, added to the grumpiness. The one thing that they were both glad of though was that Rani was not here with them, and was resting.


    Varadhan was completely out of place in the hospital. He was a farmer, a true son of the soil; in fact, the fifth generation of a proud family of farmers. Farming was in his DNA. He loathed coming to the big, unfriendly and loud city of Coimbatore – that’s how he thought of all places except his village. Muthu, fast developing into a good farmer, was the younger version of him in most aspects, except for his college degree (in agriculture) and his fascination for all aspects of modern science. He had started flying drones over the fields to monitor and spray agricultural inputs. It was this fascination with modern science that had them waiting for test results in the doctor’s room.


    The previous year had been a grim time for the family. Rani could not get pregnant, not for lack of trying. It was then that the subject of “fertility treatments” had cropped up. Muthu, with his love of all thing’s science, was vocally supportive. Varadhan was not at all in favour of these treatments. He frowned upon his son-in-law’s over his reliance on science for everything. He believed that the natural order of things would eventually yield success, but the young generation had no patience to wait!


    Rani was a mute spectator to the tradition verses science battle raging around her. Science won that round! The next few months went in a blur of jargon. The Varadhan household was filled with talk of mobility, ovulation, hormone treatment, assisted reproductive technology, IUI and the likes. Varadhan resigned to his fate, letting Muthu take all decisions.


    Muthu, finally being handed a free rein, went in full steam ahead, consulting with an expert doctor in Coimbatore. The doctor had prescribed tests, medication and hormone injections, and the IUI was finally completed. That was two weeks ago. Samples had been collected and sent to the lab, and the results sent to the doctor. Now, it was judgement day!


    After what felt like forever, Varadhan and Muthu were called to meet the doctor. The doctor, recognizing them, started a feverish treasure hunt in the mound of paper that seemed to occupy every surface of his cabin. Soon, he held up his hands with a look of joy in his face, like a pearl diver who surfaces above water with a clutch of oysters. With a quick glance at the report, the doctor pronounced his verdict—the treatment was a success! Rani was pregnant!


    Muthu and Varadhan were ecstatic. Varadhan could not control his tears. They left the room, profusely thanking the doctor. On the way home, an excited Varadhan could not contain his joy. He was now a convert and could not stop droning on about the miracle of science. How could he? For the first time, Rani was going to deliver. Containing his joy, he closed his eyes, praying that Rani would successfully deliver a healthy calf.
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    THE CHOICE


    Commodore G Prakash (Retired)
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    I had to decide quickly between idli, vada and puli shaadam (tamarind rice).


    Although the train was likely to wait a while, for the army of cleaners who had rushed into the bogies to finish their job, the big crowd, who had made it to the ‘catering stall’ before me, was making me nervous. The proprietor of the adjacent ‘Vijaya Dairy Stall’ pleaded with his eyes for me to visit his deserted stall, but his wares didn’t interest me. All liquids.


    As I pushed and shoved for my breakfast, I was startled by a tug at my knees. My movement under reflex coincided with an ill-timed shove from someone pushing out of the crowd with a packet of idlis, and I lost my balance.


    It was terrible. I had almost stepped on a beggar atop a four-wheeled platform, who had wormed his way virtually under me. He looked up, directing deep hurt at me. I was ashamed and had to make amends.


    A quick survey of my purse revealed a lone twenty rupee note, sitting shyly next to a rich, arrogant cousin, whose arrogance stemmed from having two more zeroes.


    The rich cousin was entitled to her arrogance. After all, she was the symbol of the promised ‘ache din.’


    “Idli, vadai, idli vadai, irupthu roopa” (idli, vada, twenty rupees), shouted the one-man army, handing out

    breakfast.


    It was an easy decision. Choose the harder right instead of the easier wrong and all that jazz.


    The beggar manoeuvred his platform away from me with one hand, while he tucked my 20 rupees note into his shirt pocket with the other.


    Poor man. What a significant difference would my 20 rupee note make to his wretched life!


    Conscience having been quickly cleansed, I resumed the struggle for my idlis. Surely, the busy vendor would have change for my 2000 rupee note.


    Soon, I was the only customer.


    The vendor saw my 2000 rupees note, and summarily condemned me to hunger. “Change ledu, change ledu,” (No change) said he, dismissively in his Guntakkal Telugu.


    I was disappointed. As I turned to leave, the vendor shouted “Dai, Raju,” and fired some rapid Telugu towards my feet. I wheeled around and almost stumbled again onto the beggar atop his four-wheeled platform. The vendor signalled me to wait, came out of his stall, and handed a 2000 rupee note to Raju on wheels.


    Raju checked out the note carefully, inserted it into his shirt pocket, lifted a bum and reached underneath to take out a big roll of 100s and 50s, counted out 2000 rupees, handed it to the vendor and hurried away on wheels. Another train had arrived. He had work to do.


    As I carried my breakfast away, I pitied my humble 20 rupee note who had no choice in selecting her company. She had yet another arrogant cousin for company; this time, in Raju’s pocket.
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    THE TIGRESS OF VETTAIKARANPATTI!


    Koushik Srinivasan
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    The news was grim. Veeramaran, the head of the Vettaikaranpatti (Meaning: The place of the hunter) principality was at his wit’s end. The tigress had once again ventured into the villages at night. This time, it had killed two of his best soldiers. These soldiers were just innocently patrolling the village to keep the villagers out of harm’s way. It was just two nights earlier that Veeramaran himself had a narrow escape when he led the hunting party to kill this tigress. In all, in the last fifteen days, the tigress had caused havoc in his territory. Cattle and goats killed; many injured, and now, two soldiers dead. Strangely, the tigress had not eaten them, debunking the growing speculation that she had developed a liking for human flesh.


    Veeramaran had tried everything in his power to

    control the tigress. First, he tried only to chase away the beast and then, slowly, escalated to more serious measures. He had personally led a hunting expedition and barely managed to escape, his body unhurt, but his pride wounded. The young king had appointed him as the chief of this principality as a reward for his tremendous valour and heroism. It rankled him to no end that a tigress had bested him. He knew what he had to do next. The young king would want to know about this, and swallowing his pride, Veeramaran decided to inform the king personally.


    He assembled a few villagers who had seen the viciousness of the beast, some village elders, and a handful of soldiers, and prepared for the journey. It would take one day’s ride on their horse carts to reach the palace in the capital city. He planned for tying up enough livestock (an unavoidable sacrifice) for the tigress on the village outskirts, near the forest’s edge. He gave explicit instructions for everyone to stay away and not resort to unwarranted heroics. He left for the kingdom’s capital city of Madurai.


    Madurai, just the name evoked an image of grandeur, the awe of the divine Meenakshi Amman and the fragrant malli poo (Jasmine Flower). The Meenakshi Amman temple was beautiful, majestic and had inspired the rich Tamil Sangam literature. The temple’s opulence and magnificence were overshadowed though, by the resplendent statue of the Meenakshi Amman inside the temple. Madurai, the capital city of the Pandyas, was a bustling and large city that was never still. Traders, visitors, scholars and poets from many kingdoms and people from other parts of the kingdom, all added to the festival atmosphere around the clock. Even the roaring and rapid Vaigai aaru (Vaigai River) meandered politely outside the city, as though in obeisance to the Goddess.


    Sekara Sundara Pandian was the young monarch of this Pandya Empire, succeeding his father Soma Sekara Pandian, who had succumbed to an unexpected illness earlier that year. At just twenty-four years of age, he had shown great maturity in dealing with the matters of the kingdom in the brief time he had been king. His intelligence and maturity were well-supported by the counsel of the Aimberunguzhu (Five Great Groups – a council of learned people who were the king’s advisors). In addition to that, he was also aided by the wise counsel of his Rajaguru, who had consented to stay at the palace for the time being, instead of the hermitage.


    Veeramaran and his entourage were present early in the court to present their tale of woe to the king and his council. The entire court was stunned to silence; it was no mean feat, silencing a court of scholars, poets, learned men and generals. The sheer viciousness of the tigress, her besting a warrior like Veeramaran and the ill-fated death of two soldiers, invoked a graphic image of the terror the villagers were experiencing. The Rajaguru, although, was unruffled as he made them independently recount their stories again, prodding, probing and patiently getting all the information he wanted. The young king was quiet, as was his custom, a mark of respect for the elders in the court. He too was listening intently and taking in all the details.


    “Sundara,” the Rajaguru called out, getting up from his seat. (He was the only person who could call the king by his name). The Rajaguru then instructed the king to lead an attack personally to kill the tigress immediately. “It is the duty of the king,” he continued, “To protect and safeguard you people, and this is an opportunity for you to serve your people.”


    The council of ministers, generals and learned men, concurred with the Rajaguru and applauded his wise decision. It was then the unthinkable happened! Sekara Sundara Pandian rose from his throne and announced that he was NOT going to start on this hunt immediately and will decide on the course of action later. He adjourned the court for the day and left for his private chambers.


    The members of the court were aghast at this turn of events. Never had the king disobeyed direct advice from the Rajaguru. Discussions, debates, speculation and arguments broke out among them. Multiple theories were put forth, rejected, and fresh theories proposed. The only thing that they were all certain of was that their king did NOT decide out of fear or personal interest.


    Sekara Pandian was fondly given the epithet, Puli Vendra Pandian (The Pandian who won over the Tiger) by the people. He was only eighteen when he single-handedly fought and chased a tiger back to the jungle, saving a village full of people. He had been mauled badly by the tiger but had not given up, willing to sacrifice himself to save the people. Even then, he had acted admirably in only chasing the tiger away and not trying to kill it.


    Sekara Pandian, in the privacy of his chamber, was pacing restlessly. He had mentally recounted the stories he had heard many times over and felt a strange sense of misgiving, a sense not backed by any of the facts. Killing the tigress did not daunt him in the least. It was an uneven battle, and the beast had no chance of winning. He decided to give the matter a rest for a few hours.


    The sense of uneasiness continued to grow unabated. He even interviewed Veeramaran and his entourage again, this time separately. Their stories were all consistent. The Tigress had entered their territory, unprovoked and killed and dragged away cattle and livestock. It successfully evaded the traps and could not be easily captured or killed. The facts did not change in the repeated retelling.


    He made up his mind to acquiesce to his Rajaguru’s suggestion the next morning and went to bed with an uneasy state of mind still persisting. He tossed and turned for a few hours. The events of the day replayed over and over in his mind. He slept in fits and bursts, and suddenly, sat up, his brain clinging on to one phrase all the villagers had repeated. He also remembered his father’s oft-repeated advice. He ran out of his chambers, causing alarm and panic among the guards.


    He ran all the way into the library and started pulling out the maps of his kingdom, selecting the maps of the Vettaikaranpatti region. A plan was beginning to take shape vaguely. He continued to ransack the library for more maps, especially the older ones of the same region. He studied these with intent and purpose. The plan was now getting clearer. Much to the bewilderment of the gathered soldiers, Sekara Pandiyan retrieved even the dust-coated maps that were over fifty years old, and went over them, as though the maps held a great secret in conquering the vicious beast. After a few more hours of poring over these maps, checking them repeatedly, the young king finally smiled. His mind was at ease for the first time in over twenty hours.


    He then issued instructions, to his soldiers, for the Rajaguru, Veeramaran, the Army General and Ministers to meet him at the royal court immediately. They arrived there in haste and saw Sekara Pandian on this throne, exuding a sense of power and authority. He did not wait for them to sit. He issued his orders, clear, precise and specific. There was to be no discussion. This was the Arasa Kattalai! (King’s Command)


    His orders were executed to the letter. Thousands of horse and bullock carts and a few regiments of the army descended upon Vettaikaranpatti in the next 24 hours, evacuating every man, woman, child, cattle and livestock. Houses were emptied of all belongings, packed into parcels and loaded onto the waiting carts. A radius of ten kilometres around the forest was cleared of all human inhabitation. The people were all relocated to other areas with temporary shelter. Plans were already underway for building them permanent new homes. The houses and buildings of Vettaikaranpatti were razed to the ground. At the ten-kilometre mark from the forest, a huge moat was dug, 20 feet deep and 20 feet wide, so that neither humans nor the tigress could cross easily. Rabbits, Deer and even some cattle were released in this barren land. In a few months, the plant life would take over, and there would remain no trace of Vettaikaranpatti.


    Sekara Pandiyan arrived on the third day to survey the work being completed. His camp had been set up on one side of the moat with a clear view across the now empty land all the way to the forest. He set up his court and met with the people, patiently listening to their complaints at being uprooted suddenly, and personally assuring them of a better life. Mustering up some courage, the people asked him why he had taken such a crazy decision to relocate them from their land instead of killing the tigress. His mind immediately recollected his father’s oft-repeated advice, “Always be kind. You are responsible for all living beings in this kingdom.” He simply replied that it was not their land, but forest land of the animals that they had encroached upon over the past fifty years.


    The roar of the tigress cut thru the air and across the barren land. The king and his subjects could see the proud tigress walking regally with four of her cubs in tow.


    Shouts of “Puli Katha Pandian Vazhga!” (The Pandian who saved the Tiger) rented the air.
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    A PIECE OF CLAY


    Sudipta Narayan Das
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    Sridhar was busy at his desk, when all of a sudden, his daughter, Laxmi, came running into the room.


    “Daddy, a little boy is sitting at our entrance,’ she said.


    Sridhar looked at her and then, got back to what he was doing. Little Laxmi went out. After a while, Laxmi was back.


    “The boy is still there,” she said.


    Sridhar was a little impatient now. He stood up and walked towards the front door. Laxmi followed him.


    Outside the main entrance, a boy, aged about five or six, was sitting on the steps. He was barefooted, and his shirt was torn at the seams. Sridhar walked up to him.


    “Who are you?” he asked.


    The boy turned around and looked at Sridhar. His face was dark and dull, and his hair dishevelled.


    “Kush,” the boy replied.


    “What are you doing here?” Sridhar asked.


    “My mother has gone to bring food,” he said.


    Sridhar gently walked down the steps and sat beside Kush.


    “Where do you stay?” he asked.


    “Far away from here. We have been walking since morning,” Kush said.


    Sridhar immediately realized that the mother and son were among the many who were hurrying back to their respective places. He left Kush to be on his own and came back into the house. Meanwhile, Sridhar’s wife, Parvati, who was busy cooking, came out of the kitchen. On seeing her, Sridhar told her about the boy. Parvati did not show much interest and went back to her work. Laxmi, on the other hand, kept an eye on Kush from the side veranda.


    An hour or so later, Laxmi came running to Sridhar.


    “Daddy, Kush’s mother has come,” she said.


    Sridhar went out again. Suddenly, a pall of gloom descended on him. Sridhar saw that Kush and his mother were sharing just a dry loaf of bread and a couple of bananas. He hurried back into the house and went straight to Parvati.


    “We should give them at least something to eat,” he said.


    Parvati, by now, had started to realize the grimness of the situation. She looked back at Sridhar and said, “Don’t worry, there is enough rice and sambar.”


    Parvati went inside the kitchen while Sridhar went out.


    It took Sridhar a bit of persuasion to be able to bring Kush and his mother into the house. Kush’s mother was at first worried and nervous, but on seeing Parvati, she felt a little at ease. They both sat on the ground while Parvati neatly spread two large banana leaves in front of them. She then generously offered them from whatever had been cooked that day for lunch. While Kush ate eagerly, his mother was somewhat hesitant.


    “You haven’t told me your name,” Parvati said, looking at Kush’s mother.


    “Sarla,” she answered in a faint voice and a feeble

    smile.


    Parvati was sad to know how Kush’s father had turned alcoholic and abusive and had eventually abandoned them. Parvati also learnt that Sarla was forced to take up a meagre job in a Bidi factory and with no one close by to support in these times. The only choice she had was to seek shelter at one of her cousins’ place.


    After finishing her food, Sarla stood up and looked at Parvati.


    “We have to leave,” she said.


    Parvati kept quiet.


    “Wait,” said Sridhar and went into the bedroom.


    He brought some money and offered Sarla. Sarla, with folded hands, gently refused. As they were leaving, Laxmi and Kush kept looking at each other. Sridhar walked behind them to the main entrance. Sarla caught hold of Kush’s hand and started to walk away. Sridhar came back and closed the door. He said nothing and sat quietly at the dining table. Laxmi sat beside him, and Parvati started to arrange the plates on the table for them to have lunch. All of a sudden, the doorbell rang. Sridhar went and opened the door and found Kush standing there. Sridhar was taken aback. Before he could say anything, Kush placed an object on the floor wrapped in a piece of paper.


    “This is for your daughter Laxmi,” he said before turning and running away.


    Sridhar picked it up. Parvati came up to the door.


    “What is it?” she asked.


    It was a clay toy, probably handmade by Sarla, who otherwise couldn’t afford to buy toys for Kush. Parvati took it in her hands and then, gave it to Laxmi.


    “Keep this with you. This is precious. This isn’t just a piece of clay,” she said.
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    LEAH


    Riya Das
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    “And this?” Joe asked with a thick voice.


    “That will be fifty, sir,” the man behind the glass counter said with an exhausted expression, adjusting the gold-rimmed spectacles perched on his nose. He kept his eyes trailed on Joe, waiting for him to leave.


    “Come on, buddy! This can’t be worth that much,” he exclaimed, pointing at the clay doll display in front. The beauty was kept in an ornate cage of rosy glass, beneath which was inscribed the name ‘Leah.’ She had a small, Asian face as pink as a rose, thin red-painted lips and thick lashes. She wore a shimmering crimson gown with patterns of translucent silver stars spread artistically along with her dress, and a pretty gold bow was tied at her waist with its ends trailing down to the glass floor.


    “Yes, well,” the man said, not giving his words much thought.


    Then, he beckoned at someone behind Joe and called out in an exasperated voice, “Will you please escort this man out? He won’t be making any purchases.”


    “Yes, sir,” answered the voice of a female.


    “Geez. I can leave on my own!” Joe shook off the hands of the woman who had appeared behind him, pulling him to the door.


    Stepping out into the sun, Joe sighed loudly. He stuffed his hand down the pocket of his dusty brown coat and pulled out a tiny string pouch. Drawing the string out, he put his fingers in and started rattling the few coins which were inside. After a few painful seconds of consideration, he strung the pouch shut, and put it back with a grim expression.


    He was just about to step down the sun-whitened stone staircase when a woman walking along the street in front, caught his eye. She was a middle-aged woman of massive built, wearing a loose, flowery apron and a yellow bandana, which could barely tie her messy caramel shaded hair together. She held her baby to her bosom, cooing to him now and then in a soothing voice. This scene made Joe’s eyes water out of nowhere as his mind slipped into reminiscing about the day when his daughter was born.


    It was the heavily clouded morning of the ninth day of November six years ago, as he remembered. He sat in the shabby waiting room of the local hospital, sweating out of anxiety and impatience. He would get up from his uncomfortable seat every few seconds to peer through the window of the surgery room, only to be greeted by the sight of thick, green drapes, every single time, but he didn’t stop.


    After what seemed like an eternity, a doctor clad in a white coat had come out of the room, making Joe almost fall off his chair in a hurry.


    The doctor was beaming and announced, “Congratulations on a beautiful baby girl!”


    These words had not even properly registered in his brain when gleaming tears seeped through his eyes and rolled down his cheek. A second later, he began laughing and smiling through the tears. He didn’t know how to react. A baby, his baby girl was finally here. Just then, a nurse exited the room, carrying her out, a tiny bundle of blankets. He carefully slipped his hands underneath his baby, as if afraid of breaking her just by touching. Her small face was as pink as a rose, looking peaceful as she slept.


    Sensations of electricity shot up and down his body as he pulled her even closer to his heart if that were possible. He began to gently swing his body, softly humming a lullaby he didn’t know that he knew.


    Joe dried his eyes with the coarse fabric of his coat and set off down the street, occasionally glancing left and right, searching. It was the ninth day of November again, and his girl was awaiting a present.


    The street lights began lighting up as dusk gathered in the background. The side of the street was lined with shops selling beautiful things he couldn’t afford. He walked on and on, past all the glitz, daring not to look. Fuzzy teddy bears, baskets of glass beads, bouquets of lilies and meowing kittens, all were trying to lure him, but he couldn’t give in.


    He finally stopped by a stall which was studded with gems and jewels of every colour imaginable. Amber-coloured pendants and glass bangles, which looked fiery in the dying rays of the sun, hung from every corner of the shop. Joe pointed gruffly at a silver chain kept on a black plate. With it was hanging a pendant of a bluebird which was taking flight. Glistening silver wings were arched, and its sharp beak was made into a smile. It seemed real enough to be able to fly off, beyond the horizon any second.


    The woman behind the canvas was shuffling around with boxes. She wore a simple brown dress, and almost every inch of her body was covered with charms and talismans. When she straightened up again, she saw Joe gazing dreamily at the silver chain, with a smug smile, already picturing the priceless reaction of his child.


    He remembered the day when his baby girl had first taken flight. He had proudly watched his daughter take hold of the side of the bed and raise herself upright bit by bit. At first, she fell. Then, she stumbled, but after minutes of trying, she stood up and somehow, wobbled to her father, who was kneeling on the floor with an expectant face and open arms. He had picked her up and swung her in the air with a laugh, feeling jolts of pleasure course through his veins. Her ringing giggles were all he could hear.


    Somewhere in his heart, he couldn’t find the will to ask for its price. So, he resigned, leaving the twinkling and sparkling store behind. He walked on to reach the very end of the market, where on either side, he saw lush, rolling fields of dark green colour as the sun was almost gone now, dipping underneath the houses, spilling like a yolk.


    He slowed down by a small tented stall where an elderly woman was decorating the front of her shop with flowers. Stems of daffodils, red roses and lavenders mixed a sweet intoxicating scent into the air.


    He trudged up to her.


    “How much would one rose be?”


    “These are not for sale, boy. All of them are to be hung in the chapel in the main square. The duke is getting married this Sunday, although I am not quite sure his bride-to-be is fit for a man like him. ‘She looks catty,’ I said, but no one listens to me now do they? I said…”


    She stopped when she heard Joe’s whimpers as he sobbed into the sleeve of his coat. She arched her brow in confusion, but a light dawned on her face soon after.


    “It’s her birthday, isn’t it?”


    “Y-yes. I won’t be able to give her anything, though, because I can’t afford to. I end up disappointing her so many times.”


    The woman spent a moment thinking before diving underneath the table and hobbling around, searching. She finally brought something out in her hand, not before knocking her head on the edge of the table, muttering a curse and setting her bun of greying hair astray. With a sad smile, she held out a small rose twig towards Joe. The twig was deep brown with two fresh, green leaves growing and a pinkish bud pushing its tip out from underneath one.


    “You could gift her this.”


    Several seconds pass as Joe straightens up, rubs his face quite dry and raw with his sleeve and looks at the twig with wide eyes. Finally, his lips burst open in a watery smile.


    “Yes! She would love this! Won’t she, Jeanie?”


    “She certainly would,” Jeanie chuckled as her eyes glistened ever so slightly.


    “Thanks, Jean. I’ll go home now.”


    Jean sighed sadly saying, “Joey, that is not your home.”


    He smiled ruefully, “You know, home is wherever she is.”


    He walked towards an enclosed field with the twig grasped tightly in his hand and unclasped the rusted iron gate, and he walked into the graveyard, as he had done so many times before and as he will do so many times more.


    He could have found his way around the webwork of stones with his eyes closed. So, within minutes, he stopped before a stone and knelt down, no longer crying but smiling.


    “Hey, love! It’s dad.”


    The rustle of the dead leaves on the ground, and the distant singing of birds came as a reply.


    He dug through the moist mud with his hands and carefully planted the twig in front of the epitaph built in grey stone, now adorned with moss. After several minutes of him merely sitting there and gazing at the sky where the brilliant orange was now dramatically meeting the dark, he stood up.


    Before turning around, he knelt again to press a light kiss onto the tombstone’s edge as if kissing the forehead of his daughter. She was long gone, mixed into the oblivion, into the starry infinite which was slowly taking over the sky.


    Joe left, walking past the tombstone, on which was inscribed the name, ‘Leah.’
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    THE FLASHBACK


    Ruqaiya
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    The cat, with the utmost patience, was sitting on her royal mat. As soon as her mistress pirouetted in, she lifted the cat in her soft hands and ran her fingers through the cat’s furry body. With intense love and care, she looked at her and excitedly said, “Oh Snowwhite! Today is a massive day for me! Do I look striking? Is my jewellery in place? I am extremely nervous, yet overflowing with excitement. I hope everything turns out to be well and exciting.”


    She carried her cat, placed her in her cat cot and left the room, carrying her royalty and elegance along.


    I was looking at her walking towards me, with her charming dress and perfectly set jewellery. She kept her glassed heels on me, and they closed the doors. As I was being pulled, there were thousands of cameras flashing towards me all at once. I had never experienced such a situation before. I was wincing hard, trying to avoid those flashing lights from entering my eyes. They were very sharp. All of them, at once, generated a lot of light around me in the darkness of the night. These flashes reminded me of the frightful event that I witnessed in my life.


    That night, when we were all happily residing in our colony, unaware of any imminent danger, we were having a jovial time. All of a sudden, we heard noises of the sky grumping and throwing tantrums. Suddenly, a lightning bolt struck the ground a few feet away from me and unfortunately, my family was lit on fire. I could see all my dear ones turning to ash in front of my own eyes. I realized, with a jolt, it was the last time I would see them. The ground in front of me was now not covered in leaves. Instead, it was, with a layer of ash and charcoal. I felt so deserted. There was no one to accompany me in the darkest moment of my life. No, not even the winds. It howled and screeched its way past the deceased members of my tribe, leaving me to mourn my way through. It felt as if I had hit rock bottom. Everything seemed to have gone against me. The deafening thunder kept frightening me to my bones. My hopes for a better tomorrow kept on diminishing into the darkening distance. For many days, I felt utterly alone and buried in the soreness of losing my folks.


    But one fine day, a ray of hope seemed to sparkle when I saw a man walking towards me and observing me keenly. To my surprise, he chopped me off, tied me with a bunch of other members from different, unknown tribes and took us to his shed. It was painful as I was being carried away from my colony, from the place where my folks lay in ashes.


    He took me towards his home – a small cottage perched on the plain near the woods. It was so old and poor that it was surprising how it was still standing. And yet, it seemed to be alive and welcoming, a warm ribbon of smoke was rising from its old chimney. There were no other houses around, and this one looked very ancient. I was curious who this man was and what was he about to do with me. But then, to my surprise, he seemed to be a fascinating person.


    After a few days, he carried my newfound friends and me to his cottage and started inspecting each and every one closely and carefully. When he came near me, a smile curved up his face, he patted me and went away. A hope for a better tomorrow lit up inside me. Maybe, he was an artist, or perhaps, an artisan. Teeming with curiosity, I waited for a new morning.


    The next morning, he came towards me with a plan in his hand. After a while, he started his work according to

    the blueprint of his plan. He had a saw in his hand and began carving and cutting my body intricately. He arranged it well, transforming me into something extraordinary.


    After a while, he gilded me and painted panels all

    around me. He also included three cherubs on the roof

    and four tritons, one at each corner. Much of my body was slung by braces covered with Moroccan leather and decorated with gilt buckles. My interior was lined with velvet and satin. There were branches of eight gilded palm trees framing the roof. Four corner trees raised from a

    lion’s head were decorated with symbols of Britain’s victory. On the front side, he attached perfect wheels and added the tritons for using the straps to pull me. Gilded dolphins were added to give me a finished look. For the final touch-ups, he painted me beautifully with rich brown and gold. I couldn’t believe my eyes when I saw my new stunning look! This man had brought me into an innovative existence. He had given me a handout, to come back in the world with his creativity at its epitome, and an artistic mind. I felt surreal, knowing that I would have a better future, helping me overcome my disturbing accident.


    One day, some men, dressed in their red suits, came over to the man’s house, handed him some tasty breads and carried me away. They paved my way towards the Royal Mew in Buckingham palace, and that’s the place where I reside today. I feel so honoured to carry the princess for her coronation ceremony today. I had never expected my life to change so drastically. Although I’d had a bad past, but then, life is a story, and stories do have some bad chapters. That unfortunate event, which took away my family and left me so unaided, was the ending of a bad chapter and the beginning of a fresh one.


    Those camera flashes made me narrate the whole story, but oops, I forgot to introduce myself in all this excitement. I am the Oakwood with a tint of mahogany that punctuates my beauty!
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    STAY HAPPY; WE ARE NOT QUARANTINED!


    Nivedita A
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    Mottu turned towards Pattlu and said, “Hey Pattlu, isn’t it so nice that that man in the first house of the street had named us?”


    Pattlu replied, “Yes, Mottu, I have always wondered why we are not cared for like other animals or birds, and I felt cool when he called us by name.”


    Mottu said, “Pattlu, you know, I wondered if he was really addressing us when he called us out by name.”


    “Yes, Mottu, me too. But I realized that he addressed us because we were the only crows on the branch,” agreed Pattlu.


    Mottu and Pattlu were conversing for a while. Then, they slept on the branch.


    Mottu woke up and called Pattlu, “Hey Pattlu, wake up. We must fly to the terrace of houses to have our lunch.”


    Pattlu woke up and sighed, “Mottu, I wish this man who named us would have us as pets in his home and feed

    us.”


    Mottu replied, “Hey, Pattlu, do you want to be caged?”


    Pattlu said, “Look at that parrot in that home. He stays in the cage, it is in the shade, and he gets food whenever he needs.”


    Mottu said, “Dear Pattlu, we are birds. We are meant to fly. Do you know how boring it would be to be caged and fed?”


    Pattlu said, “That is ok, but just think why no one has a crow as a pet?”


    Mottu replied, “We must be happy about that. We can go to the terraces of many houses and pick and choose what we like.”


    Pattlu said, “Oh, yeah! I never thought of that. Ok, let’s go and hunt for food now.”


    Then, they flew away. As they were flying, Mottu asked, “Pattlu, where are these humans? Why isn’t anyone out? Pattlu, did you realize that man who named us is in his home, and also, did you see that there isn’t any food on his terrace today?”


    Pattlu said, “Oh, yeah. That is why we are hunting for food now.”


    Mottu said, “Don’t worry. We will get better food. He must have loved his wife’s cooking and eaten all the rice.”


    Mottu and Pattlu were flying, wondering why the streets were calm, and why there weren’t any kids going to school.


    Pattlu asked, “Mottu, did you notice that dog named Brownie didn’t come for a walk with that boy today?”


    Mottu said, “Oh, yes, he didn’t. He must be sad or sick.”


    Pattlu said, “So, let’s check their home. They might have some leftovers.”


    Mottu said, “Oh, that home? They never cook. They feed pedigree to Brownie, and they eat from restaurants.”


    They kept flying. They found some food to eat from a few houses. As they were flying, they noticed that restaurants were also closed. They saw a few policemen on the roads.


    Mottu said, “Hey, Pattlu, look there. The men in brown uniforms are on roads.”


    Pattlu said, “Yeah, let’s see what they are doing.”


    The police were requesting the public to stay at home to be safe from coronavirus. Mottu and Pattlu watched them. A policeman noticed them and gave them a scoop of the sambar-rice that was served to him.


    Mottu and Pattlu felt thankful, and they realized that these men in brown uniforms were working for people and were guarding them against some deadly disease.


    They had enough food and flew back. As they were flying, they saw a few stray dogs sitting tired in front of a meat shop.


    Pattlu said, “Mottu, do see those poor dogs? They are waiting near the closed hotels.”


    Mottu said, “So, Pattlu, are you happy that you are not a stray dog?”


    Pattlu noded.


    As they watched the hungry dogs, a policeman gave them a plate of food. Mottu and Pattlu said, “These men in brown uniforms must be great; they serve us food and request people to stay at home.”


    Mottu said, “Pattlu, not just the men in brown uniforms. Remember, we used to go to these hospitals to look for food. There, there are humans in white clothes who can’t afford to stay at home even now. They care for the sick.”


    Pattlu said, “Oh, they are the real warriors and heroes for humans now.”


    As they continued flying, they decided to check on Brownie, who was sad that he couldn’t go out. He didn’t eat the piece of bread that had been served to him.


    Pattlu said, “Mottu, these people have cooked today because restaurants are closed. Let’s go to the terrace and find if there are some leftovers.”


    They talked about Brownie being sad and flew up. The little boy took the bread that Brownie had left and came to the terrace. Mottu and Pattlu ate the piece of bread and were happy.


    Mottu asked Pattlu, “So, Pattlu, are you happy to be a crow now? We fly as we wish and we get food.”


    Pattlu smiled and agreed, “Yes, I am happy to be who I am. We are the only species who are not quarantined, and we need not worry about food.”


    Mottu and Pattlu wished that humans kept some leftovers for birds and animals like them so that they could stay happy. They wished that humans would stay at home as requested by the men in brown uniforms and also respect the humans in white clothes.
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    AN UNENDING STORY


    Eswar Tavva
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    It was 8’O clock in the morning, and the bus stop was crowded with school and college-going students and early office goers. Some people were talking, some were reading newspapers, and some were discussing politics while the school children were discussing the new Marvel movie.


    Vydehi, a 20-year-old girl, reached the bus stop earlier than usual. She looked gorgeous in her pink saree. A few steps away from her, Eswar, a 27-year-old early office goer glanced at her frequently. At every glance, she made him firmly believe in the possibility of perfection, the possibility of how good someone can look from a minuscule distance. And one thing that made her so unimaginably attractive was her eyes. Those wide, expressive eyes made him feel like the haunting eyes of Goddess Parvati, gleaming down from the greatness of the Kailash Mountains.


    This woman made Eswar believe in the possibility of beauty. His eyes were so glued that it was tough for him to look away from her. It was tough for him not to feel something, something greater than instant infatuation, something akin to respect and absolute wonder at the work of her genes. Her beauty, for him, lay in the unspoken, in the unknown and the mysterious expressiveness of her big, beautiful eyes. He had been observing her for the past one week.


    But today, it was different. His eyes were full of love for her. At that moment, he decided to convey his feelings to her. He approached her slowly and stood beside her.


    Meanwhile, Vydehi was fully aware of his intentions. She knew that he was interested in her. Inside, she felt happy, but outside, she pretended that she was uncomfortable with his looks, although she made a few occasional glances at him.


    But what they didn’t know was that Meera, a colleague of Vydehi, was casually noticing Eswar’s strange behaviour. She stood right behind the Vydehi when he approached her.


    “Hi, Vydehi!” Eswar said.


    Vydehi smiled and turned her face away from him. She felt shy and was hid her happiness.


    “I have something to tell you. Your eyes are so deep and beautiful that my whole world is reflected in them. To see them once in the morning leaves a smile on my face for the rest of the day. It is true that we have never met and talked before, yet we both are aware of the fact that we like each other. I can bear the pain given by the rest of the world, but it is only missing you that brings tears to my eyes. My mind can’t think of anything beside you, and my heartbeat can’t play any music other than you. I have tried hard, but I can’t find any reason. Why do I love you? I would never mind if you never come close to me because I know my love would never let you go away from me.

    I don’t know if there is God or not to help me. I don’t care if there is written that we shouldn’t be together. I don’t have anyone better than you, and I don’t want to die alone. The only choice is that you can’t run away, you are mine, and I will get you whether I should fight for you till the end of my life.” He confessed and continued, “Look here, I have written all my feelings about you in this letter. I feel that this is more than a love letter.”


    He handed the letter to her, and she hesitatingly accepted his letter. Meanwhile, Meera was eavesdropping on their conversation.


    “Hello, mister!” Meera interrupted Eswar.


    “Yes, Miss?” he said.


    “I am not Miss. I am married,” Meera said.


    “Ok, Mrs!” he said.


    “What are you doing? I have been observing you for the past few minutes. What do you want from her? There are school and college-going students here. Is this what you want to show them? Behave like an educated man,” she warned.


    “I didn’t do anything wrong. I am just expressing my love to her,” he retorted.


    “You are expressing love? How can you express your love to a school teacher? That too to a married woman in front of her students? Have some dignity,” she yelled at him.


    Eswar stood numb for a minute and looked at Vydehi. She looked down and nodded her head, signalling to him that she was married.


    “I am sorry. I didn’t know that you were married. You don’t need to think about me. But one thing I can state strongly is that my feelings for you are true,” Eswar said.


    Meanwhile, his bus has arrived. He felt devastated, turned away from her and boarded the bus. When he was boarding the bus, drops of tears rolled down from her eyes. Looking at the state of Vydehi, Meera said, “Please don’t cry. These guys don’t have manners. I think that you should tell about this incident to your husband. He can handle these type of people in a better way.”


    Meanwhile, the school bus has arrived. Vydehi wiped her tears and boarded the bus along with Meera. What Meera didn’t know was that Vydehi liked the way Eswar proposed to her. Looking at Eswar helplessness, tears rolled down from her eyes. In a way, those were happy tears. This was the first time that someone had proposed her.


    That day in the evening, she returned from school and reached home a little early. As soon as she entered into her house, she rushed to her bedroom and opened the last page from her personal diary which she had hidden under the mattress of her bed. On the last page, it was written – ‘I got married at the age of 18. Like every girl, I too dreamt of joining college and enjoying student life. I too wanted men’s attention. I too dreamt of receiving love letters. I too dreamt of bus stop proposals. I too dreamt of enjoying gossips with my friends. Although I am married now, I still feel like a college student, and I miss those small pleasures in my life. I am married to a nice guy, and I don’t have any problem with my marriage, but how can I convey to him that I miss these happy moments?’


    After reading this, she turned the page to pen down the new experiences that had happened that day morning and then, she found a small note on a piece of paper.


    It was written – ‘Dear, I’m sorry to have read your personal diary without your permission. As such, I didn’t find any other way to know your heart.’


    As soon as she completed reading this, someone knocked on the door. When she opened the door, she found Eswar standing with a cake in his hand.


    “Hi, darling! Sorry that I’m late. I went to buy this cake to celebrate our first love meeting after our marriage,” he said and kissed her on her forehead.
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    BREAKFAST IN THE AIR


    B.M. Kapoor
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    It was an early morning flight, and we were in our seats, having gone through the pre-take-off drill. It was then that the captain came upon the PA system to announce that due to bad weather, the flight would be delayed. We were asked to stay on the plane.


    The next announcement that came after 30 minutes said there would be a further delay. To keep our spirits up, the following announcement said that breakfast was going to be served, although it was only 7 A.M. Since there was no choice, I accepted the breakfast tray from the air hostess. It had a lovely card in it with the words ‘Bon Appétit.’


    What struck me, however, was that the small breakfast tray was a marvellous example of design in which all the items were arranged geometrically with no regard to their functional relationships. I picked up the bread roll and had to search for the butter knife in the limited space of the tray. My efforts to takeout the knife from the cellophane packet resulted in other assorted items like fork, spoons, toothpick and so on, falling all over me. The omelette was beautifully sealed in a paper container, but I could not locate the salt and pepper which appeared to be bafflingly hidden somewhere. Looking around, I found these on the floor. In trying to get at these packets through some convulsive movements, a few of the other items in the tray popped out to the floor.


    I then took up the easier job of attacking the fruit cup. However, appearances are deceptive; this turned out to be curd, or to use the airline parlance, yoghurt. Under these circumstances, I thought it best to come to an understanding with the passenger on my right so that we could share our tables and eat our breakfast in turns.


    I hadn’t got very much into it when the air hostess came round to offer coffee. She asked me to hold up my cup. However, the derisive look on her face told me something was wrong. On following her gaze, I found that my coffee cup was now the repository of packets of salt, pepper, sugar as also a toothpick and two spoons. While clearing these out of the cup, the fork and knife slipped out of the tray and on to the floor. With my patience stretched to the breaking point, I decided to eat the items in the tray individually – with or without the salt or sugar and butter or jam. This move was successful to an extent, except that I could not keep the empty polythene bags from flying off on to my neighbour’s lap.


    Soon, the air hostess was back to collect the tray. It was thus that when I finally landed at my destination three hours late, I was still looking for breakfast with a mighty ‘Bon Appétit.’


    Having starved once, the next time I take a flight, l will carry with me some rolled parathas or a packet of idlis, even some rewri or Sattu, to avoid a confrontation with the modern breakfast tray.


    Did I hear you say that they do have such counters at the airport for these items for unsuspecting passengers like me?
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    KOMOREBI


    Koushik Srinivasan
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    The two of them looked at each other; hunger, tiredness and panic reflected on their young faces. They had been walking all over the deserted landscape for hours together now, in vain. Their last meal was over 15 hours earlier and was now just a fleeting memory. Their young bodies could not last many more hours without nourishment.


    Their mother was also nowhere to be found. They had wandered off from her side over 10 hours ago and still had not managed to find her. Their father, they had never seen him, and only heard vague stories of him being shot and killed just before they were born. Thinking about their parents, they looked at each other with renewed resolve to try and find a way out of their predicament.


    The arid landscape stretched as far as the horizon, and in the distance, they could see the line of trees. They looked at each other and silently, started the long walk to the tree line to get some respite from the heat. Dragging their tired bodies, they finally reached and collapsed under the largest tree they could find. The cool shadows of the jungle filtering the harsh rays of the sun were a welcome respite from the merciless heat! The two girls breathed a sigh of relief.


    Unfortunately, this respite did not last long. Within minutes of settling under the tree, they could hear the unmistakable howl of a hyena which was followed by answering calls of a pack of hyenas getting ready to hunt them! Just a few minutes later, they could see the pack of hyenas getting closer to them from all directions, ‘laughing’ in anticipation.


    They gave one last look at each other with a realization that this could be their last day on the planet! Their tired bodies resigned to the fate that awaited, and their weary minds were unable to put up a fight. Suddenly, the laughs of the hyena were cut short by the full-throated roar of a furious female tigress – a roar that sent a shiver down the spines of the hyena pack who froze on the spot!


    Hope at last! Their mother had come.


    ***


    PS: Komorebi (n) [Japanese], sunlight filtering thru the trees, used here as an analogy for hope in the time of difficulty
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    THE FIGHT


    Pravin Shekar
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    It was clear to me that a fight was going on.


    I sat there, indulging in my favourite pastime – observing people. I travel a lot and spend quite some time in airports and stations, and a lot more time standing still at various traffic signals.


    Looking out, there’s so much to see, observe and learn.


    These two were clearly in a fight. This was not the violent, physical kind. It was more the silent, ‘I won’t talk to you ever’ kind of fight; one that many couples have been a part of, myself included. How do these fights flare-up? Does it require a reason? That’s not the point of this story.


    These two fighters were in their late 70s or early 80s. I saw them clear security, pick up their luggage and walk on to the waiting area in front of the gate. They surely must have spent a lifetime together. How do I know? Well, when you spend that much time with a partner, there are distinct characteristics that both partners exhibit. Visible cues and mannerisms that show that these tics have been picked up through osmosis – proximity over several years.


    My two protagonists arrived and walked straight past me. There was a clear one-meter distance between them. The elderly man slowed down just a bit to let the lady catch up, but he didn’t wait completely. He went and sat in the corner of a three-seat sofa if it can be called that. The lady went to the other corner. He buried his head in a newspaper. She immersed herself into a book, a prayer book by the looks of it. Her lips kept repeating something from the book. The tension was crackling. As with any couple of that generation, they were at the airport way too early. It was going to be a long wait.


    My flight was delayed, and I changed my position slightly to observe them a bit more as I kept looking up from my book. Now, don’t call me a voyeur! I am a marketer, and I love observing people. I also write what I observe; which is what you are reading now.


    Half an hour later, the man got up and bought a cup of coffee. One cup. For himself. This was one heck of a fight, in my opinion. He drank it at the coffee counter and walked back. Did he do this out of respect or fear? I wonder! She looked up once, stared at him and went back to her prayer book.


    Sometime later, she got up and bought herself a plate of idli for herself. The man looked up, more like checking where she was, shrugged and flipped to the next page.


    Silence.


    Is there a better way to fight? Sometimes it is the unsaid that hurts more.


    After a long wait, it was time to board. She got up and walked to the queue. He followed at a distance. A trans-Atlantic flight with an angry spouse? I wouldn’t venture into something similar.


    Boarding passes were checked. The elderly couple were among the first to walk down the pathway to the plane. They ambled along together, slowly, the lady half a step in front. As she walked, she tripped a bit but regained her balance.


    He walked up beside her and held her hand.


    She clasped it tightly and leaned into him.


    They side-hugged each other as they boarded the plane.


    The steward smiled at them, as did I. As are you.
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    RE-BORN AS WAVES


    Neema Kumari
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    Sejal had booked the flight ticket urgently. She had to leave for India as soon as possible. Before she could open her eyes, a phone call from her home had woken her up. From that moment onwards, she didn’t waste a second to reach India. Her younger brother, Mehul, was in the hospital. He was being treated to flush out from his body, the poison he had taken in an attempt to end his stale and flat life.


    Two days of bed rest was recommended to him after he came back home. Sejal knew his agony, for the girl whom he loved so deeply had got married to someone else. She decided to help him out. She wanted him to develop a will to live. For two days, she was restless. Day and night, she kept thinking about what to do and how to do. One day, to calm herself down, she took the photo album and started reliving the childhood spent with Mehul. It was a beautiful phase of their lives. While flipping through the photos, she came across a picture of a beach. In that, they both stood with balloons and cotton candies in their hands. They had big smiles on their faces, from ear to ear. An idea clicked in her mind.


    The next day, she went to his room where both Mom and Dad were lecturing him not to repeat that mistake, how it gives them pain and how they can’t see him go before them just for a girl who is no more in his life.


    “Mom, Dad, please stop. No need to discuss this topic anymore. The more you say, the more he would feel depressed,” she intervened.


    “Now, get up, Mehul, we are going to the beach, and it’s not a request. It’s an order from your elder sister.”


    That’s how she used to order him when they were small, and he always followed her. Today also, he got up and got ready to leave for the beach. Anyways, he didn’t have any desire to live, so it didn’t matter where he was going.


    “Mehul, I won’t ask you anything as to why you did and was that appropriate. I will only ask you to do certain things here, and in the end, you have to tell me how you feel. Now, listen to your surrounding carefully, like you used to do as a child.”


    He tried listening. For the first few minutes, he couldn’t take his mind off the girl he loved. But when he saw Sejal looking at him, he shifted his thoughts to hear the waves making their usual sound and the birds chirping around. After listening further, he heard the sounds not so apparent at first. He could hear the breeze blowing softly, a baby giggling nearby, sounds of people enjoying and surfing on the beach. Suddenly, a wave came and touched his feet to bring him back from his sea of thoughts.


    As if he woke up suddenly, he looked at Sejal.


    “What happened? You are okay, right? I hope you were doing the task sincerely. That wave had disturbed your thoughts, isn’t it?” she asked.


    Without saying a word, he started looking at those waves.


    “Do you know, Mehul, as a child, you loved those waves a lot? You would always say that you loved how they recreated themselves every time they came and died at the shore, not ready to get defeated by it. Isn’t our life should be same as waves? In life, a person faces lots of problems, like this shore, and each time, we feel like giving up. But when we decide to fight back the problems, we are reborn as those new waves. And we should always re-born to fight with the problems. One day, everyone has to die. What counts is how many breaths we have taken worth living.”


    She looked at him, and he was looking calm and satisfied. His eyes had a spark of finding the meaning of life in those waves.


    “Why don’t you write your worries on the sand and let those waves take them away? That way…” she couldn’t even finish her sentence, and she saw him already knelt and writing on the shore with a broken shell. A smile spread on her face while he wrote several words.


    After he was done, he turned with a smile on his face and reached for her hand. There was a grace in his walk, for he had got the meaning to live life. He didn’t look back for he knew that the waves would come to wipe away his worries.
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    THAT COFFEE SHOP DOWN THE LANE


    Vedika Srivastava
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    It had just stopped raining. She was there as usual, at the quaint coffee shop around the corner overlooking the street, in her favourite seat. She sat by the window with her favourite hot chocolate with tiny marshmallows floating like shooting stars in the dark blue sky.


    The jukebox in the corner played her song as usual. It was one of her favourites. She played with her spoon along with the tune.


    “Way down by the stream,


    How sweet it will seem,


    Once more just to dream,


    In the silvery moonlight?


    My honey, I know,


    With the dawn,


    That you will be gone,


    But tonight,


    You belong to me…”


    The tiny bell on the door rang. Just like old times, he was there, drenched completely. He must be running late and forgot to carry his umbrella as usual.


    ‘Some things never change,’ she thought to herself.


    “Your kids don’t know about this, right?” she asked.


    “Oh, no! They don’t. I just said I am off to a friend’s place. What about you?” he asked.


    “You idiot! That was supposed to be my excuse! You were supposed to say that you have to meet the dentist. Oh, lord! How come you are married for this long? Didn’t she ever think about leaving you?” she asked.


    “Oh, yes, she did, but how can she resist such a charming guy like me?” he laughed.


    “May I have your order, sir?” asked the waiter, interrupting their conversation.


    “Yes, please. Can you please let the manager know we are here?” he said.


    “Of course, sir. Will be back in a jiffy. Thank you!” said the waiter.


    He rushed back and brought the manager.


    “Oh, hello, sir. It’s a pleasure to have you guys back again,” He greeted them.


    Turning to the waiter, “Can you please get the cake which says ‘Happy Anniversary Grandma and Grandpa’ from the shelf?” said their grandchild, blushing.


    “Some things never change!” he said as he cut the cake to celebrate their 40th anniversary.


    No matter what happens, life always ends up being a beautiful piece of art.
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    HAPPY BIRTHDAY


    Vinay Pushpakaran
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    “So, I’m not going to ask you if you are interested. I’m going to ask you when are you placing the order?”


    The conference room erupted with applause as Rishabh signed off with a flourish! Flamboyance was a part of who he was. He loved the spotlight. It spurred him to up his game.


    But today, it was going to be ‘game over’ at home! The digital clock in the cabin was blinking 23:30 in bright red. Red is such a good colour when it comes to indicating impending danger! She had insisted, and he had promised to be home for dinner. But it would take Rishabh a good 45 minutes to reach home, and Nalini’s fury would be pretty much through the roof by then.


    Rishabh hastily stuffed his laptop and charger into his bag and bolted out the door. The roads were mostly clear even by midnight Mumbai standards. He stepped on the gas as his mind raced back in time to college when he had first met Nalini.


    A demure, pretty girl with those owl-rim spectacles and piercing eyes. An absolute antithesis to his loud, charismatic, limelight-hogging charmer. It was never going to be love at first sight, but love did eventually happen, and in the blink of an eye, they had moved to Mumbai, set up their home, and little Riya was born soon after. Eight years had just flown by!


    It was half-past midnight when Rishabh opened the door and tiptoed inside. It was pitch dark, and he peeped into the kid’s room first. Riya was fast asleep, clutching her favourite minion. Next was the tough part. He kept his laptop bag on the table and crept as quietly as possible into their bedroom. Nalini seemed fast asleep, but he wouldn’t dare verify that! He remembered her telling him to come home early, but today, was just one of those crazy days with a client visit. She would be pissed off, but she would understand. She always did. But he would go out of the way to do his part tomorrow. After all, there was always tomorrow.


    Rishabh was up at 7, but couldn’t find Nalini in bed. He could hear her in the kitchen, and since she hadn’t woken him up, he realised that the waters were still turbulent. As he stood under the shower, it struck him! Today was the 19th of June! Oh, damn! How could he not remember? He was horrible with dates and never got it right. But wasn’t her birthday today? No wonder she was upset. He hadn’t wished her at 12, nor had he bought her a gift and wished her in the morning. Well, the damage was done, but his mind started conjuring a “make-up-to-wife plan” at breakneck speed as he got out of the shower and got dressed. Wishing her now with a sheepish face would be lame. Instead, why not give her a blockbuster surprise in the evening? Ah! That sounded good.


    He grabbed his laptop bag and joined Nalini at the breakfast table, keeping the straightest face possible. Riya had already left for school. A quiet, ‘Hi’ was met with pin-drop silence. After gobbling up the toast in less than 5 minutes, Rishabh got up as slowly as possible.


    “Sweets, I got to rush for an early meeting. I’m sorry I got really late last night. But once this deal is done this week, we will take a couple of days off and go somewhere.”


    Nalini looked up from her plate and smiled. A wry smile and a smouldering look! Those eyes could still pierce right through him! Pat came the reply, “It’s alright. See you in the evening!”


    Rishabh was thinking about the plan for the evening as he auto-piloted his way to the office. The plan was more or less formed by the time he settled down at his desk. The mobile chimed an hour or so later with a Whatsapp message. It was Nalini.


    N – What time would you be home today?


    R – Sooner than you think! :)


    N – Possible to come by 8?


    R – Sure.


    N – We have a small birthday party at home. A neighbour and a few of Riya’s friends will join.


    R – Yes, I know. I will be there.


    N – Oh… Okie.


    Rishabh cursed under his breath as he typed the last reply. He hadn’t expected this. Nalini was planning her own birthday party, and he was a guest! Damn! That was a kick to the gut and the fragile male ego! Naah! He would beat her at her game. He would make up to her in his own way and steal the limelight! She wouldn’t be able to resist jumping into his arms.


    The clock had not even flashed 18:00 when Rishabh called it a day, and like a man on a mission, he drove over to the Inorbit Mall. The first stop was a store, where the last time they came here, Nalini had spent a fair bit of time gazing at a beautiful red floral printed lace outfit. He got the exact outfit but wasn’t sure of her size, so he bought a size bigger. Always err on the side of caution say the wise men! The next stop was at the florist, where his pre-ordered bouquet was ready—a heart-shaped one, custom-made with 200 red roses (she loved red roses!), a few orchids and a huge card that screamed out, ‘Happy Birthday, My Love!’ The florist even threw in a couple of party hats and a glitter gun for a handsome tip!


    Now, Rishabh felt like a fully armed soldier on a mission! The time was 19:30, and he had about 30 minutes to get home, and that fell inside the doable zone! He hummed his favourite Beatles Birthday tune as he weaved his way through the evening Mumbai traffic. About

    10 minutes from home, fate had another roadblock for

    him. This time it was literal. An accident on the arterial road had brought the traffic to a standstill. An auto had skidded and overturned. The untimely roadblock consumed 30 minutes of his time, and it was touching

    20:20 when Rishabh pulled into the parking lot of his apartment. Damn! Late again today! But hope I have enough to sweep Nalini off her feet!


    The elevator broke his chain of thought as it came to a jolted halt at his floor. Rishabh hurried to his apartment door but stopped a few feet away. He couldn’t hear much noise inside. Maybe, the guests hadn’t arrived yet. Good. Let’s do this in style - a la Karan Johar maybe! Rishabh put down his laptop bag, put on the party hat, took the outfit out of the pack, held it in one hand, the bouquet in the other and used his elbow to ring the bell.


    The door opened after a pregnant pause! And Rishabh strode inside with the bouquet held right in front of his face and singing out loud - HAPPY BIRTHDAY TO YOU! And that’s when it happened.


    Eight pairs of shell-shocked eyes and a frozen scene were staring at him! A strange woman was cutting a cake! A plump elderly man was standing next to her with his arms around her. A couple of neighbours stood beside them. A handful of children were staring at him, and right in front of them was Riya! The maid was setting plates on the table but now looked like she saw a ghost!


    And right there beside the sofa was the woman with owl-rim glasses and eyes that were blazing fire! The next few minutes were hazy, vague and chaotic for Rishabh! Before he even realised it, he was standing inside the bedroom with the door firmly locked and Nalini standing right in front! He could literally see her words forming in the air in a flaming font!


    “First of all, you forget that it was my birthday yesterday and don’t even wish me! Then, you reach home at midnight after I prepare our dinner myself! And then today, when we are celebrating the birthday of our new neighbour, Mrs. Sharma, you bring her a f**king heart-shaped bouquet and a red lace dress!”
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    FINDING PURPOSE


    Deepa Ravi
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    COVID19. Today is day 2 of the 21-day lockdown. Boredom takes on a new meaning. Yes, already! With 19 more days to go, I have been wandering listlessly around the house from room to room thinking of things that I needed to do, stuff to clear and chores to be done. But I have no drive to do anything. Eventually, I make my way to the balcony and stare outside. The roads are too quiet. I almost miss the buzz of bikes and the honk of cars that I would usually hear from the balcony. Then, suddenly, I see the old man. Again.


    ‘Wasn’t he the same old man I had seen straggling past very early this morning?’ He is super skinny and leans his wiry frame on his walking stick. It’s one of those sticks which have three legs in the bottom. He has a plastic bag in his hand, just like he did in the morning. I can see that he is finding it hard to balance himself because of the weight of whatever he is carrying in his bag. Anyway, what is he doing out on the roads? Haven’t they been saying senior citizens must definitely, wholly and positively stay indoors at all times? I felt a pang of anger rising. What if he contracts the illness and then he will pass it on to his weary family and eventually, the whole neighbourhood?


    ‘Really, it’s because of these stubborn old coots that this disease is spreading,’ I think and then, immediately, feel guilty for having such unkind thoughts. I apologise to the old man in my head and drag myself indoors. Maybe, I do need to get some work done.


    I take an 11 A.M. coffee break. I feel good that I managed to get some office work out of the way. I hear birds chirping on the Gulmohar tree outside, and wander over to the balcony with my coffee cup. Even as I try to spot the sweet-sounding bird, I spot the old man. Once again, he has a plastic bag and once again, his frail frame leans on the walking stick as he navigates his way. I shake my head at his stubbornness and get back to work.


    It’s evening and time to take my dog out for a walk. She has been eyeing me woefully for a while now, and I assume she needs to relieve herself. So, I don a mask, take a stick in hand to shoo away curious strays and get down to the road. As I step out of the gate, I see the old man again. Same plastic bag. Same unbalanced walk. I’m curious to know where he keeps going and decide to follow him. However, he is too slow for me, and I eventually lose patience. Moreover, my pooch is dragging me to her favourite pee spot, and I’m forced to focus on that task. On my way back, I spot the old man standing next to a lamp post.


    “Everything ok, uncle?” I ask, keeping my 3-feet distance.


    “Yes, yes. Just catching my breath. Even short walks are tiring for an old man like me,” he grins, and I see that most of his teeth are missing.


    “I saw you walking up and down several times today. Is everything ok?” I ask, despite myself.


    “Yes, yes. All ok,” he says cheerfully.


    “Do you live close-by? I can help you if you need groceries of fruits or anything. You don’t need to keep going out. I can share my number. Call me anytime,” I offer.


    “That is very kind of you. But I’m fine. I’m an old man. I don’t need much,” he says, and that endearing, toothless grin is back on his face.


    “You should not be walking on the streets, uncle. The government has strictly said that senior citizens must be at home,” I admonish, gently.


    “I know. I know. But I have to help Diana,” he says seriously.


    Huh? Maybe, he is a delusional old man.


    “Errr…who, uncle?” I wonder.


    “Diana. She has been in labour all day today. Five little ones!” he says, and his eyes light up.


    “Who is Diana? Your daughter?” I ask, confused. ‘5 kids!’


    “Ha, ha! No, no…come with me,” he says, and starts to walk.


    I pick up my little pooch and walk a safe distance behind him.


    He turns into the next street and leads me to a vacant plot of land. And there, I spot Diana and her teeny-weeny little puppies. They are still covered in birth fluid, their eyes are closed, and they are hungrily suckling. I have never seen newborn puppies before, and the sight leaves me stunned.


    “I only have named her Diana. I used to have a dog names Charles, but he died last year. I miss him so much. Sometimes, I feel I miss him more than my wife, who also died last year,” he says with a faraway look.


    Oh. For once, I can think of nothing to say.


    “Diana went into labour today. I have been coming and looking her up, giving her water and food. Now, all the five babies are out,” he says cheerfully


    I’m still speechless.


    “Just now, I gave her milk, and she lapped it up. Later in the night, I have to come and check on her,” he says determinedly


    “I will check on her later tonight, uncle. You don’t step out after dark,” I finally find my voice.


    “Oh, thank you, ma. That is so kind. I can’t see very well at night, so I will accept your offer. I will come in the morning with milk for Diana,” He says, visibly relieved.


    We leave Diana and her babies, and this time, I walk alongside the old man as he talks fondly about Charles, his deceased dog.


    “Uncle, I can continue to look after Diana. You don’t risk coming out tomorrow morning,” I appeal to uncle as I reach my gate and bid farewell to him.


    “It’s the only thing I have to look forward to. When I see Diana, I feel happy. And anyway, Charles and my dear wife would have wanted me to take care of her. They were good souls,” Uncle says as he waves me goodbye.


    I watch his lean, lonely form walk away into the sunset, and I feel strange. Here I was thinking of lockdown and boredom, and there he was finding meaning and purpose in life. I sigh and head up home, giving my little pooch a squeeze.
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    I MET HER AT A WEDDING


    Pravin Shekar
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    Weddings! They are always a mix of emotions.


    Any significant family function brings people together, and not just the family members. Why should weddings be any different?


    So many people to meet, get to know and perhaps, build relationships.


    I’ve had a lot of infatuations in the past, but this one, I knew, this was it. The breeze blowing my hair back, raindrops all of a sudden and bells ringing at a distance; the signs were clear.


    I looked at her and was left speechless for a long time. I kept looking until my friend elbowed me back to reality. He didn’t want any trouble, and he knew that’s what he will get when he’s around me.


    She may not have been considered a beauty, but there was something about her. You had to look at her again. That smile, that lingering mischief in her eyes, the myriad emotions displayed on her face. It needed a second and a third look. I was gaping.


    My mom noticed that and chided me. My aunt, twice-removed, cluck-clucked and blamed my upbringing.


    I couldn’t help myself. I kept looking!


    Twenty years later, I remember this incident clearly. Every aspect of it and all that transpired later. Now that I’m married to that same beauty, I can be more candid.


    When asked how we met, I always say I met her at a wedding.


    HER WEDDING!
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    THE LIL BRAT!


    Anjutha Ranganathan
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    “Thieves, muggers everywhere!” said my dad.


    So, it was my dad and myself at home. My dad had to go out, leaving me all alone at home. As he was about to leave the house, he told me to lock all the doors and be safe, assuring me he will be back soon.


    And suddenly, there was pin-drop silence. Then, a shattering glass sound. Home alone. Immediately, I rushed to my room and tried to lock the door to be protected just in case. But you know, it’s easier said than done; after all, just to lock a door when you are all protective inside the house doesn’t cost much, I thought. But doing it that moment when I was frozen to death, seemed almost impossible.


    I used to think ‘If I’m ever put in such a situation, it would be nothing but an easy act, man! It’s damn easy. I will just go, lock it and be safe. Sounds easy right?’


    But believe me. I literally was petrified, shivered down my spine, sweating buckets. I couldn’t move a bit. I was trying hard to tell myself, ‘It’s nothing, li’l girl, nothing! Just chill!’


    I tried to move, taking one step at a time, but my mind said, ‘No.’


    My heart raced, ‘tik tik’ for a while. I couldn’t breathe, yet my heart raced so fast. I could feel in it my bones. As I gathered some courage and slowly hopped towards the room door to lock it, the boisterous sound increased. I panicked, but I was also curious enough to know from where the sound came from? For a while, I was crazy enough to believe that some thief must have tried to sneak into the house through the window panes. As I remembered my dad’s words, “Thieves, muggers everywhere!”


    How audacious was I to even take a moment to look at the incident! Thank God! I somehow managed to close the door, and I shut it tight in the hope that even if the thief breaks into the house, he will not come, or rather, it will not be very easy to enter my room as it will take some time. Meanwhile, I could manage to call up someone, hide in the restroom or under my bed or think of other ways.


    And I breathed in and out for many times just to feel okay. I thought to myself, ‘So, what’s next?’


    I considered whether to surrender if only he breaks into my room or take some courage or try to be clever and think of ways out. What not ways I thought to escape, damn!


    I was blank again.


    Then, as we always do, I tried to peep in through the tiny door hole, hoping there wasn’t anything strange or terrifying to my sight.


    I said to myself, ‘Relax, dude. It’s nothing; it’s nothing!”


    The moment I peeped in through my door hole, I felt shocked, dismayed, absurd, and also a sigh of relief at the same time! All my fears were in vain just to find a tiny little brat, a small squirrel!


    I was like, “Hey, you tiny li’l brat, was it you who had scared me to death? Uff!”


    This tiny brat was the one who was prancing here and there all around the living room trying to find a way out. I guess it would have sneaked in when the windows were open. Since the windows were now shut, he made all the mischiefs to find a way out to escape. Man! I couldn’t just put it into words the tiny brat’s frisky activities, creating an unusual frenzy and creepy sounds around the living room. It made me shiver and panic, mistaking it to be a thief.


    Indeed, it was a thief, a sweet little frightener of its own, a heart-throb, because it made me realise that it’s not a thief anymore or instead, saved my life from the original thieves as I will be more careful from now on.


    God, just the thought of it still gives me chills to the bones!


    What does it takes to lock a door, and create fear of death? A tiny little brat! A little brat it is!

  


  
    22


    SHOE THIEF


    Kalpesh Vedak
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    As they walked towards the temple, Sarika looked at a worried Arun. She thought of asking him but then, gave up on that thought. Once outside the temple, Sarika saw Arun taking a plastic bag out of his pocket. She looked at him and in surprise and raised her eyebrows. Arun, in return, instructed her to keep her footwear in the bag. Sarika was about to ask when Arun said, “Small story…”


    Sarika firmly held Arun’s hand as she tried to unstrap the buckles of her footwear.


    “A decade or more years ago, I had been to this same temple. I was wearing a new pair of shoes. When I came out of the temple, the pair of shoes was gone. My parents blamed me for the theft and said that I was not careful enough. What’s worse? On the way back, a glass piece pricked into my right foot, and instead of getting any sympathy, I was told that I deserved this in the first place.”


    Sarika had a smile on her face. She did not understand what to say, so she just moved into the temple, keeping the footwear in the bag. Just as she was about to get inside the temple, she turned and asked, “Arun, is this the reason why you have not been to this temple for all these years?” She laughed and went inside.


    In the temple, to worship the idols, women had to form a different queue than Men. Men had a shorter queue. After finishing his rituals and presenting flowers to the nicely-placed idols in the temple, Arun got out into the courtyard. As the priest continued prayers, Arun was more interested in assuring himself that his shoes were at the same place he had left them. Just then, he saw a boy walking out of the temple. At first glance, he seemed to carry the same bag in which Arun had placed his shoes. This made Arun alert. He ran to the place where he had hidden the shoes and to his surprise, the bag was missing.


    Arun thought, ‘This time, I will not let the same story repeat itself.’


    Then, he saw another shoe near some devotee who had gone in the temple for rituals. He wore those shoes, as he did not want his foot to be injured, and ran out of the temple. He could see the boy walking. Arun smiled to himself as he was confident that he would catch the thief.


    The temple was cut off by a river, and a bridge connected the village to the temple. Arun could see the boy walking over the bridge.


    Arun cried loudly “Hey, boy. This is my bag. Give it back.”


    The boy continued to walk over the bridge. The bridge was not very wide, and so, there was less space for walking on it. Being the only way to the temple, it was crowded and made it difficult for Arun to stop the boy. Arun was getting red by the second, and he tried hard to make his way from the crowd and get hold of the boy, but it seemed complicated. He tried one more time and cried loudly. This time, the boy did turn back, looked at him and quickly turned his face away.


    Then, the boy held the bag up in the air as if to throw it in the river from the bridge. Arun did not like that. He took the shoe out of his foot and threw it towards the boy to stop him. The shoe missed the target and landed in the river. Arun’s second attempt was no different than his first one. By then, the boy had emptied the bag, and Arun was unable to see what the boy had emptied. He was now close to the boy, who smiled at him.


    Arun said, “Where are my shoes, and how come a coconut shell got into the bag?”


    The boy said, “Sorry, what?”


    Just then, Arun’s cell phone rang.


    He picked it up and said, “Yes, oh…what?”


    Moments later, Arun was outside the temple with Sarika. His shoes were in his feet. Sarika said, “Good that I kept the bag with the shoes at a different place than where you kept it originally since another person had kept his shoes at the same place. His shoes were stolen some time back. I am sorry to make fun of you earlier. I did not believe your story.”


    Arun did not say anything. He was relieved that Sarika was unaware of the thief who stole the shoe today.
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    MID-WINTER AIR


    N. Sowbarnika
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    An amber streak of light managed to pierce through the tough tainted glass and stubborn satin drapery. It was emitted by the lazy sun, pushing away the hefty winter clouds past 10 o’clock in the Hill Town. She whined under the white quilt, tossing her curls away from her face. Sarah woke up to the call of a forty-year-old woman by replying, “Coming, mom,” with a teenager’s enthusiasm. She noticed that yesterday’s mess of clothes, books and board games had been cleared as she made her way from bed to the dining room.


    “It is late morning, so have milk and take your brunch,” suggested the middle-aged woman. As instructed, Sarah was at the dining table at 11 A.m., dressed in an emerald-green velvet coat with frills lining her neckline, all buttoned up picture-perfect, and her hair was neatly done and secured. She was served with piping hot soup, minced meat, toasted bun and a bowl of rice which she hated.


    As she savoured the meat and soup, a slight blow of chill mid-winter air tickled her ears. She was attracted towards the sheepishly opened window and the swaying drapery in an otherwise fully-closed house. She walked towards it curiously. In an endeavour to bolt the opened window, she pushed past the thick curtain and pulled the glass window.


    Utter bewilderment ran through her spine on seeing a reflection of a puckered face lined with soft, white hair, and it seeped in the form of shrilling scream. The maid and the woman rushed in no time. The woman, howbeit, calmly guided Sarah back to the table and commanded the maid to follow her to the kitchen.


    There, she scorned the maid and chided, “How many times should I repeat never ever to keep any glass or mirror exposed? When will you understand that my mother is sixty-five years old but thinks herself as sixteen years old owing to her later stages of Alzheimer’s?”
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    UPS AND DOWNS


    Abir Mukherjee
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    A luxury-branded car came racing through the streets and halted on entering the parking lot. The car was parked neatly within the preordained space. Rohit stepped out of the car in his everyday attire of business and walked confidently through the front door of the building. The watchman gave him the usual ‘Salam’ and watched as Rohit rush towards the elevator.


    Approaching the elevator doors, Rohit pressed the switch and waited in ease as the elevator reached the ground and the doors opened. He entered the elevator and pushed for the eleventh floor. The doors closed slowly with a slight delay than the usual, and the elevator started moving upwards. It moved so slowly that Rohit looked at his wristwatch and felt as if time itself were running slow. The elevator was a medium-sized and fairly modern one with a blue interior with its own fair touches. Being used for some time now, the paint was off in various places, and the fan moved with a gurgling sound.


    Rohit was leaning on one of the walls and waiting to reach his floor. Suddenly, a feeling arose in his heart, ‘What if the elevator were to stop midway and fall straight downward, crashing?’


    Despair took hold of him. Before he could think of anything else, another thought came barging in his mind. Rohit felt that it was taking too long to reach the eleventh floor. He looked at the notifying number and saw that the numbers were filled in mist. Looking around, he observed that the whole elevator was filled with smog. He started to sweat heavily. Leaning against one of the walls, he started to breathe heavily. Looking at his wristwatch, he was taken aback. It had been hours since he had boarded the elevator.


    So, what had happened? All the ones and fives in his watch seemed whirling in the air. Rohit’s heart was filled with innumerable dark thoughts. All seemed lost. He looked slowly towards the fan on top and thought that electricity was surely to fail and then, the air supply would stop, the light would surely fail, and the elevator would go dashing down the floors.


    He fell on the floor, filled with despair and dark thoughts. Slowly, the air became scarce. Rohit could feel the loss. The lights were getting dimmer and darker. The cabinet grew inhumane. Rohit could feel nothing but fear and despair.


    ‘Everything is going to end,’ he thought, but not before one last, desperate attempt to escape the inevitable.


    He went crawling through the floor and banged the doors with all his strength, but nothing. It was of no use. He was stranded in some uncalculated height with no way to escape or reach a solid floor. It appeared that all was lost and death was inevitable. Everything went dark. Just then, the elevator made a distinctive sound.


    Rohit opened his eyes slowly. Everything was hazy. He could feel a slight air passing and sunlight falling on his face. Slowly, he got up, and mustering all his strength, walked out of the elevator, trembling and panting. The fresh air relaxed his nerves. Being unsure of how many hours he had been stranded, he took a look at his wristwatch to find only minutes had passed since he had boarded the elevator. A little nervous and eased, he slowly he moved towards his known door and rang the doorbell.


    The door sign said “Dr. Madhav Kelkar. Psychiatrist (Therapist).”
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    DATE NIGHT


    Ruth Beatriz Costa
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    It was the most prolonged five minutes of her life that Mira could think of. She had had a stressful day at work and couldn’t wait to send out the last email before she could walk out of the office doors.


    Her eagerness hadn’t stemmed from nothing. She had plans!


    Earlier in the day, she’d been delivered a letter and a rose.


    “To Mira,” it read, “I think I am in love with you and wish to spend my life getting to know you better. Date night today? 8:00 P.M. at the tavern. – Veer.”


    It was exactly 35 minutes past 7 o’clock in the evening when Mira got to her feet and dashed out. She couldn’t be late for her date. Mentally doing the math, she knew she’d take about 12 to 15 minutes to get to the tavern down the road from her workstation in case she got caught in traffic.


    The tavern had a very rustic and homely feeling. Mira loved the space and often found herself seated at the half-empty bar counter for a mini drink in between work hours. Only this time, the hardwood floor of the tavern seemed occupied with happy feet at every turn.


    It was 7:54 P.M. by the time Mira got to the tavern and seated herself on a table for two. She sat far out in the corner of the room with a view of the busy street to her right. She looked down at her purse, the letter sticking out a little along with the rose. She thought of Veer – the heartthrob during her college days and how every second girl craved his attention. She grinned to herself, thinking of how lucky she was.


    “Alone?” asked a familiar voice and face.


    “Not for long,” Mira responded to the waitress, still wearing the grin on her face.


    “That’s right!” Came a voice from the back, startling the waitress and Mira.


    Veer, besides his physique, nothing much had changed. He was the kind of guy meant to be on the big screen or as a poster-boy. He was well-built for a man of 29, adorned with the desired abs and stood tall at five feet and nine inches. As if not enough justice had been done, he had eyes that resembled a picturesque view of stormy clouds after a mighty downpour – dark grey.


    He excused his manners as he took his seat, ordering drinks for starts.


    “A glass of white wine for the lady and a whiskey for me, please,” he stated.


    His looks, assertiveness and mannerisms, inevitably placing him on a pedestal. For the choice of meal, he let Mira take control.


    It wasn’t long before night would turn to day.


    Mira stepped out of the tavern feeling ten years younger than when she’d stepped in. She drove off in her car, smiling cheek to cheek, parting ways from the ideal man of her dreams with a promise to meet soon after ending their perfect date.


    ‘I’d be a fool to let him go,’ she thought as she got home, placed the rose in an empty vase in the dining room before going to bed.


    The aftereffects from the previous night’s date seemed to wane off from Mira’s face somewhere in the middle of the next working day until the delivery of another letter, and a bouquet of roses made it to her desk. Mira was ecstatic! She blushed with joy, her cheeks showing signs of youthfulness all over again. She felt like a teenager falling in love for the very first time in her life.


    Her fingers trembled between the folds of the letter as she opened it. “Darling Mira,” it read, “Yesterday was the best date yet. I am absolutely in love with you. How about another date night today? You know where to find me.”


    Mira suddenly had a hundred more reasons to finish work sooner.


    She stepped out of work by 6 P.M. Her purse and the roses kept her hands occupied while thoughts from the previous night, of Veer, and the upcoming date, held her face occupied with a smile. Mira drove off in her car, thoughts racing and heart leading her straight to her apartment.


    She had just finished placing the bouquet of roses into the vase already occupied with the rose from the previous date when a voice from behind startled her, “Glad to have you back, wifey! Dinner’s almost ready. Shall we continue from where we left off at the tavern?”


    Mira blushed like a little girl again as she turned and reached out her hands, wrapping them around Veer’s neck. She felt like the luckiest woman alive and whispered in his ears, “In response to your letter, I am absolutely in love with you too, hubby.”
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