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From the Editor’s Desk

“I say extraordinary things in an ordinary tone. It’s possible to get away 

with ANYTHING as long as you make it believable.” 

~ Gabriel Garcia Marquez

When I heard of Gabriel Garcia Marquez’s passing a few weeks ago, it 

affected me more deeply than I thought possible. After all, I never knew 

the man himself; I only knew his words. But his words have spoken to me 

over years now, and his words were all he really ever was to me. His words 

were dear to me, and so he was dear to me.

Many years ago, when I was much younger and still wondering where 

my literary voice was, Marquez taught me that nothing was too fanciful or 

too weird to write about. Magic did not have to be perfect and grandiose 

– witches and wizards and dragons have all long been afoot in the world of 

fantasy, but the so-called real world had a little magic hiding in plain sight 

too. One just had to leave all inhibition behind and keep an open mind. 

Ever since, magical realism has been one of my favourite genres to 

explore, as a reader and as an author. Oh, the absolute freedom that comes 

with not having any boundaries restricting what you can imagine and bring 

to life with your words! It leads you into a world where your grandmother’s 

superstitions and scientific reality blend together effortlessly, creating a life 

enriched by the extraordinary hiding among ordinary events. 

As I grew older and realized the deeper symbolism and the underlying 
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social commentary within Marquez’s work, the power of words seemed far 

stronger than I ever thought possible. He was right. As writers, we can get 

away with almost anything as long as we say it in the right way. 

With that in mind, every month, we endeavour to give you as much 

of that magical power as we can. And if we have learnt anything, it is that 

no literary effort is ever flawless. There is no such thing as the perfect story 

or the perfect telling of it. But there is always space to take each flaw and 

use our imaginations to turn it into an incredible experience. Through the 

magic of wordcraft, you have the voice to say what you want – just make 

it believable. 

And that makes it flawsome. 

  

Richa  Mehta

Editor
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Short Story

Two Sides to  
the Same Coin

Aashna L.K.

It was bright and early in the morning when Nishant Chopra woke up, 

prepared to seize the day. He remembered letting a homeless family 

stay in his guestroom last night and felt immensely proud of his good 

deed, although he didn’t remember the motive behind it.

He lay back in his couch, reading Tell Me Your Dreams by Sidney 

Sheldon, his favourite novel of all times when suddenly, there was a knock 

at the door. Nishant kept his novel aside and pushed himself off the couch to 

answer the door.

He opened the door to a family of three, standing on his porch at mid-

night, while it was raining outside. The man and his wife stood there with an 

umbrella, their young daughter (must have been ten years old) was hugging 

herself to stay warm against the howling winds.

“Hello, we’re sorry for interrupting you but our car broke down, and your 

house was the closest one we have found. Would you mind letting us in?” the 

man asked kindly.

Nishant stared at their faces blankly. He never expected anything like this. 

But he felt bad saying ‘no’ since they were in desperate need.

“Of course, it’s nasty weather out there. Do come in. You can stay the 
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night, too. If you want,” he offered. But the voice didn’t sound anything like 

him. In fact, he didn’t even remember deciding to let them in.

He took a step back and let them inside. They entered the house and 

sighed in relief, and complimented Nishant on the interior design and warm 

atmosphere. They introduced themselves as Rajiv and Pooja Saxena, and their 

only daughter, Deepika.

He showed them to their room and offered them some tea, to which they 

agreed. He began to prepare some hot tea for them but didn’t remember any-

thing after that.

His eyebrows furrowed in confusion, as he scratched his head, trying 

hard to remember. “Maybe it slipped from my mind because I was morose 

last night,” he reassured himself while putting on his clothes.

Nishant stepped out of his room, eager to wish the Saxena family a 

good morning. But he stopped in his tracks when he heard water dripping. 

It was coming from the guestroom down the corridor. When he rushed to 

the guestroom, he almost slipped on the floor when he ran into the room. 

He held on to the cupboard to break his fall, only to be greeted by the 

sight of crimson.

The bed with its once white bedspread was unmade and covered in 

blood. The grey drapes were now scarlet, blood clots hanging from it like 

decorations. Bits of diced meat were scattered across the room, which he 

identified as body parts. That was when it occurred to him, the Saxena 

family had been butchered like cattle.

He began to wheeze, his lungs blocking up as panic set in. He ran 

out of the room, stumbling down the stairs. He passed by the kitchen on 

his way to the living room, and stopped once again. He ran back to take 

a second glance at the kitchen, having thought he saw something there.
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Slowly, Nishant entered the kitchen. He grew puzzled by what he saw 

on the dining table. Various tools from his tool kit laid around the table, 

all covered in blood, clearly having been used as torture instruments. In 

the corner, he spotted a tripod set up with his video camera attached to it.

“The tools were in the garage...” he mumbled to himself, taking a few 

steps back and running out of the room quickly. He ran into the living 

room in a panic, making up his mind to call the police.

A small video cassette with a note caught his attention. He slowed 

down and picked it up. He fumbled with the cassette, identifying it as his 

old camera equipment from his college days. “I haven’t used these in more 

than a decade. They were in the garage, too!” he said aloud, to no one in 

particular.

He read the note on the cassette, which only made him feel anxious. 

‘Hope you like my video!’

With trembling hands, he walked to his small TV set, inserted the 

tape into the cassette player and switched on the TV.

Nishant saw himself on the screen, standing before the camera with 

his face zoomed in until he took a step back. He was wearing black pants, 

a white polo t–shirt and a pair of surgical gloves. As he stepped behind, 

it was clearly visible behind him that the Saxenas were tied up against the 

chairs with duct tape, their faces mortified and fear stricken.

He took a step back, unable to believe what he was seeing on the TV. 

It made no sense at all.

“Hello, Nishant. I have been watching you for a long time, going about 

your boring job as a corporate accountant and living the life of a hermit. I 

thought your life was quite dull, and since I care about you a lot, I thought 

this would add that missing spark.” The man who looked exactly like Nishant 
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said, with a mad glint in his eyes and a scary grin etched on his face.

“I must have had a nervous breakdown and drove myself insane enough 

to torture the Saxenas…” said Nishant, looking at the TV with horror.

And then, he yelled at it, “But if I broke down, how can I be sane 

now? Am I even sane now?” 

The man on the screen hit his forehead with his left palm. “I forgot to 

introduce myself. How rude of me! I am Vinod. It’s a pleasure to finally meet 

you,” he whispered, smiling creepily at the camera. “Now! As you can see, my 

guests, the Saxenas, will be playing with me tonight. Even though Mummy 

had told us not to play with our food, I guess I just can’t help it,” he laughed, 

shaking his head slightly.

“How did he know? Did I have an identical twin that I don’t remem-

ber? A sadistic twin, perhaps?” Nishant asked himself, feeling terrified at 

the possibility of someone breaking into his house to commit such a hor-

rendous act, whilst he slept the night like a snoring giant.

“Don’t worry, I’m not going to subject you to watching this, since you have 

no appreciation for art. In fact, you have no interests, apart from reading that 

novel over and over again,” Vinod hissed, before throwing his head back and 

laughing hysterically. “What was it called? Tell Me Your Dreams, right? Yes! 

Well, it seems like your life is not too different from Ashley Patterson’s, is it?” 

Vinod taunted, waving his finger at the camera.

“What?! No!” Nishant yelled loudly, staggering behind, the back of 

his knees hitting the coffee table. He couldn’t function properly, falling 

on the couch, rocking himself back and forth in disbelief.

Vinod frowned at the camera. “You probably don’t believe me. But ask 

yourself this. Why would you pick out that novel? Why read it fifty times? 

Because it’s your favourite book?” he scoffed. “You can be really pathetic some-
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times, but then, you already know that. Staying up late, pondering over your 

flaws. Remember that suicide attempt in 2006? If I hadn’t stopped you, we 

wouldn’t have been alive today. Who would continue doing my work?” he 

asked, glaring at the camera.

Nishant gasped when he realised. “It’s not the first time…”

Vinod smiled. “No, it’s not the first time. In fact, I believe I’m the master 

of this trade, don’t you?” he teased, pointing at the tools laid out neatly on the 

table. “Oh, you might not know now. But you will find out. I shall leave you 

to figure out the rest now. If you accept my lifestyle, I might teach you a few 

tricks. In a few years, you could become as good as me!” Vinod winked at the 

camera, while the Saxenas screamed frightfully in the background.

The cassette stopped playing but Nishant sat there, not moving an 

inch. “Vinod is my alternate personality,” he admitted out loud, slowly, 

letting the words sink in.

“But it explains so many things. Why I let the Saxenas in last night, 

when I didn’t plan to. Why I can’t remember anything after preparing tea. 

And that suicide attempt in 2006...he did stop me. It explains the gap in 

my memory and the other voice inside my head. That’s the only rational 

explanation,” Nishant explained to himself slowly, starting to see some 

sense in this situation.

Nishant sat down and thought it over. He knew he had to call the 

police. No point in hiding the bodies, he had read enough crime novels 

to know that wouldn’t end well.

He picked up the phone next to the couch to call the police, and held 

it to his ear while still thinking things over. What would he even say? It 

was all utter madness, nobody would believe him. 

The question was: Should he turn himself in?
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Abruptly, a familiar voice roared from his mouth: “Don’t even think 

about turning us in. They will link it with the other murders I committed, 

you idiot! Do you want to face a life sentence of imprisonment?”

But it wasn’t Nishant’s voice. It was Vinod’s, becoming dominant.
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Altruism
Aditi Kumar

He spits at them viciously, calling them the filthiest names he 

can think of. They are incensed at first, and retaliate by abus-

ing him in their garbled tongue, but after a while, they begin 

ignoring him, maybe giving him a furtive kick or two when their superiors 

aren’t around. 

He hates them from the very depths of his soul, these white jackals, 

sons of mangy dogs who probably roamed the streets in unwashed clothes 

back home – a place he believes is nightmarish in its very pristine condi-

tion. His friends had filled his ears day after day, before his capture, about 

how these fat Americans did nothing but loll around on squishy sofas and 

eat, how their politicians were all liars, how they had wives but always, 

always lied and cavorted with other women, who happened to be married 

to their own friends. 

His bonds make his wrists itch, and he goes crazy trying not to scratch 

himself. Any sign of weakness now would only make those soldiers laugh, 

those loathsome cockroaches who seem to have nothing to do other than 

play with cards all day, smoking their cigars, and making lewd jokes to each 

other. He quickly suppresses a longing to do the same. What wouldn’t he 

give now, to sit in a circle with his friends, eating dry bread and hunks of 

lamb, reminiscing about their childhood days in various parts of Afghanistan 

– Kabul, Herat, Kandahar… 

A white woman suddenly appears to his left. She is greeted by loud, 

raucous laughter and yells from her masculine companions, but she shushes 
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them quickly and kneels in front of him. Her hair is very neatly combed 

back, her blonde ponytail down her right shoulder. She is wearing a white 

lab coat and stethoscope around her neck. 

The fact that she is a doctor barely registers in his mind, as he takes 

in her uncovered face, her openly friendly movements as she feels his legs 

for any injury. A woman! A white woman at that, and with a face that any 

modest, God-fearing woman would have covered with a heavy burqa! When 

she looks up at him, a concerned look in her eyes, and opens her mouth 

to speak, he summons up all the phlegm in his throat and spits directly in 

her mouth. She gags and recoils; the men at the far end of the room rush 

to her aid. By the time the scuffle is over, and the woman stops scream-

ing at the men to desist, he is hunched over the cold stone floor, blood 

streaming from the corner of his lips as a broken canine tooth tumbles out 

of his mouth. His eyes are puffed and purple, but he doesn’t care. They 

will prevent him from seeing that abomination to all womankind in the 

world. Why, back home, if he’d had his way, her carcass would be stinking 

up the alley. 

He feels cold hands on his face, gently turning him around. Then, to 

his immense astonishment, a rather sweet, hesitant voice speaks in Farsi. 

“Are you alright?” she asks him. What audacity! He wants to strike her, 

but suddenly feels wonderful relief from pain as she begins applying some 

sort of soothing salve on his face and his legs. 

He still struggles, but it is a rather lethargic gesture. When the cold 

prick of a needle suddenly disturbs him, he kicks out and is satisfied to 

feel his foot connect with something soft, followed by a sharp ‘Oof!’, but 

soon, sleep steals over him and pulls him down into that deep abyss where 

nothing is tangible and everything is blissfully blank and black. 
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***

For over a week or so, he is attended to by the female doctor, whose 

name, he learns from overhearing a whispered conversation between 

her and the major, is Mary. Every day, she gently lifts his face, cleans 

it and bathes his swollen, wounded legs. Every minute, when she tries to 

converse with him in Farsi, he tries to hit her. Every night, he is assaulted 

by the men for his behaviour. And every day, she continues to forgive him 

and tend to his wounds received from the night before. 

Gradually, he develops a grudging respect for her and admiration for 

the way she withstands his insults. He stops trying to injure her, and in-

stead concentrates on listening to her advice about his health. When she 

brings him his food, he mumbles a barely heard tashakor. Slowly, he be-

gins answering her questions about his home, his childhood and his time 

in the Taliban, although his replies are curt and monosyllabic. His bonds 

are untied, and although he is kept under close watch, he is able to move 

around, stretch his legs and finally breathe, without blood dripping out of 

his nostrils or his ribs contracting in pain. He manages to develop a kind 

of kinship with his jailers, a relationship that he is thoroughly ashamed 

of, but somehow cannot tire of.

He learns that the men who are constantly made to watch him are Jack 

Kingston, Adam Pollard, Jensen Padalecki and Luke Fallow. He under-

stands that Luke and Mary are engaged and will marry in a rather hurried 

ceremony the following week. Sometimes, when they are especially jovial, 

Adam and Jensen play cards with him and tease him mercilessly, but not 

maliciously. In a way, he reluctantly comes to care for them. 
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One day, as he is resting on the floor, he hears gunfire in the distance. 

Jack, who is reading and frowning over a newspaper article, looks up. 

“Damn,” is all that he says, before he rushes out, followed by Adam and 

Jensen. He thinks nothing of this, but continues to lay face down, slipping 

in and out of sleep. 

And then the world trembles and suddenly blazes into nothingness 

around him. 

***

“Brother.”

“Brother, awaken.” Groggily, he complies. A thick matting of 

grey, ashy dust covers him from head to toe. He coughs violently 

for about a minute or so, before he is able to catch his breath. There is a 

strange whistling in his right ear. When he straightens up after retching a 

little, he is disconcerted by the sight of a young man with a bushy beard 

and a blue turban, watching him intently. “Bhai, celebrate!” the man says, 

and grins suddenly, his dark eyes dancing in the dim light of the room. 

“We’d received the news of your capture only last week, and see, we have 

already managed to get you back!”

He can only stare blankly. The other man sighs. “Of course. Bebakhsh. 

I must fill you in. My name is Mohammed Rahim Jabbar, by the way. I 

also serve in the Taliban army, brother. Like I said, a week ago, we had 

received news of your capture by radio. Those Americans…” he emits a 

disgusting bubble of saliva from his paan-stained mouth, “had no right 

to even touch you, my brother. So, we managed to figure out where you 

were kept hostage, and by launching a surprise attack, we blew up the 
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entire place. Haha, you should have seen the body parts that were flung 

around! My superior, Kareem Abdul was actually knocked unconscious by 

somebody’s foot!”  Rahim Jabbar roars with laughter. 

He is conscious of something suspiciously like grief stealing over his 

heart. Curtly, he asks Rahim Jabbar a question. “Were there any survivors?” 

“Indeed, brother! A woman, actually. I’m surprised she managed to 

survive the explosion, but la illah u ilillah, it would have been better if 

she had died then! For the fate she faces now is worse, and indeed, less 

merciful!”

Immediately, he strides out, ignoring Rahim Jabbar’s cries, “Uncovered 

face! Man’s garb!” He almost runs down the corridor, and arrives, slightly 

out of breath, at the major’s office. The major, who is busy feasting on 

aush soup and bread, starts, “Why, it’s Jalil Sharif! Good to see you up and 

about!” Stammering a little, he says, “Sir, who is it that you are executing 

today? When and where is it going to be held?” 

The major grins. “Ah! Ready to see the show already, eh? Well, don’t let 

me keep you much longer. The woman’s name is Mary, I think, Mary Johns. 

She is being readied, at the moment, to die by stoning today at noon,” he 

grunts, shifts and burps loudly. “Although, I would have preferred to flay 

her skin layer by layer myself. Can you believe it, Jalil? A woman, living 

like an equal amongst those men!”

He cannot breathe. Gasping, he manages to thank the major and 

stumbles out. Cold sweat beads his forehead, as he leans against the wall, 

trying to digest the news calmly. By all rights, he is a Taliban soldier. It 

is, and was his own choice to join the army. And one of the requirements 

of assuming such an occupation is to propagate the will of Allah. It is his 

job to create a ‘secure environment where the chasteness and dignity of 
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women may once again be sacrosanct’. And for those who throw stones at 

the windows of God’s house, they themselves deserve to die by stoning. 

Everyone in Afghanistan knows this, whether they support the Taliban or 

not. 

And yet, the memory of her cold, gentle hands surfaces in the sea of 

his disturbed thoughts. He remembers how kind and forgiving she’d been 

when he’d once butted his head against hers so hard that she’d actually 

gone cross-eyed for the moment. He remembers the food she’d insisted on 

serving him, no matter how angrily the soldiers protested, in spite of his 

abuses and rants directed at her. She’d behaved exactly like his sister. No, 

like his mother. Ammi jaan.

Quickly, he rushes to the prison. The coast is surprisingly clear, and 

then he remembers that all the guards have gone out for lunch. This 

strengthens his resolve. Ignoring the wails and pleas from the other prison-

ers, he strides purposefully down the long corridor till he reaches the last 

cell. Mary is sitting in the corner of the damp, dark room. When she’d been 

captured, her face, bruised from the explosion, had roughly been forced 

into a black mask, now lying on a stool nearby. Her blonde hair is limp and 

dirty, covering her battered face and her nose, which drips continuously 

now. She does not move at all. His stomach tightens when he suddenly 

realises that Luke Fallow is dead, killed during the blast. 

He whispers her name for the first time since their meeting, “Mary 

jaan.” She starts, turns around and stares at him. Wide-eyed, she watches as 

he picks the lock and enters her cell. He does not speak further, but looks 

over his shoulder again and again, as though fearing discovery. Then he 

pulls out an automatic from his pocket. She understands instantly. “Mary,” 

he says, and she looks at him sullenly. “I cannot save you. Please forgive 
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me. But I can grant you a merciful death.” 

God help me! “I just want to say tashakor for everything. For being so 

kind to a brute like me.” She does not reply, but closes her eyes and nods, 

almost imperceptibly. “Forgive me, Mary jaan,” he whispers again, thickly. 

Then, he points the barrel of the gun to her head, and fires. 

Five minutes later, following yells and screams from the other prison-

ers, the guards find him standing in the cell, immobile, drenched in blood 

and bits of brain. The body at his feet continues to bleed, forming a dark, 

sticky pool around his feet.
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The Blind Date
Bharat Misra 

I sat with him at the coffee shop. It was one of those places with irritat-

ingly low-lit interiors and pseudointellectuals with too much money 

on them. The waitress had come in expectantly into our smoking 

booth, but was sent back rather curtly by my company. I would have fan-

cied a cappuccino for myself, but the emptiness of my handbag protested 

in support of the contrary. He, being all cool and ‘modern’, did not ask 

me twice; life sucks when you’re a broke girl in 21st century urban India.

After downing about two flasks full of sneaked-in vodka, both he and 

I were loosening up, desperate to make our interaction meaningful.

“You know what,” he started, trying to spark off a conversation. “I’ll 

tell you something which is completely true, but you will never believe me.”

Flogging a dead horse, man.

“Try me.”

“You sure? You won’t be allowed to go back on the challenge.” His tone 

was condescending, which made me all the more determined.

“Go on,” I spoke with nonchalance.

“I am…not of this sys…I mean, this place.” His hesitance was not one 

borne of inebriation; that much was evident. I remained silent, waiting 

for him to resume.

“I am a visitor in humaniform. I came here to complete my research 

on the many types of human peoples. It requires me to stay anonymous.”
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I sipped at the flask stealthily, keeping a subconscious eye out for the 

waitress. I sported a deadpan expression, and I did not have to force it.

“Of course, of course,” I spoke absentmindedly, rethinking whether 

he was actually as sober as he appeared to be. I’ve seen many drunkards in 

my life, and I couldn’t bet my life’s meagre savings on whether this guy was 

under the influence at the moment. No quiver in the voice, no droopiness 

of the eyes and no slurred, fumbled words. He seemed as dry as ever.

“You don’t, do you?” he asked, resignedly.

“I…well, yes, I don’t.” The truth.

He gave a wry smile and continued to beam at me. There was some-

thing in his gaze that captivated me; nothing remotely romantic but none-

theless appealing. He was talking without a word being spoken.

“Ok, go on, I’ll believe you,” I said with acquiescence, adding a small 

“…for now” under my breath.

“You won’t remember any of this conversation tomorrow, anyway,” he 

said, “so I’ll tell you.”

“I come from what my race calls the – ”  he made a guttural sound quite 

unlike anything I’d thought possible to come out of a human voice box.

“The what?”

“The *guttural sound*, my native place! You may call it anything you 

want. It’s yet undiscovered by your scientists. We have been on expeditions 

all over the universe, and we’re also recruiting our…volunteers, so to say, 

in various worlds.”

Too much science fiction for a first date, dude.

“Okay okay, enough I guess. Joke’s over, you win, I lose; you’re from 

*cough twice*.”

I had already dismissed his proposition at the offset. Despite his cool-
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ness, his disappointment was perceptible. He sighed twice, still looking 

directly at me with that piercing glance. Mildly drunk, I wished for him 

to speak. His voice was just the right pitch and tone; not displeasing to 

the ears.

“So, continue?” I offered.

“No point. You don’t want to believe.” In an instant, his voice had 

turned to almost a plea, a complaint. He wanted to be heard. I sipped at 

the vodka once and smiled at him. It seemed as if chance favoured me. I 

leaned forward and pulled his cheek playfully.

“You’re a sweet kid,” I said with a genuine smile of understanding. 

“Go on, you have all my attention.”

Not to mention willing suspension of disbelief.

He did not smile back, but spoke nevertheless.

“See, this is the fucking problem with you lot,” he spoke with reen-

ergised aggression, waving his cigarette butt around. “You have it all ass-

backward. You begin with questioning and distrust. You are critical first and 

faithful second. It’s a first, you know; I’ve never seen a race as stubborn and 

held up with the process of things than the nature of things. You get me?”

He paused for my reply, his eyes penetrating mine with intent and 

fixation.

A thought took seed in my brain: who is this guy? A nutcase? A rogue 

sociologist, scientist, who? This was our first date, and even though his 

words made sense, I could not help being curious of his origins.

“Partly, I think. I’d love to hear you elaborate.” The truth, again.

“I know all of this sounds creepy, but I’ve been marooned on this 

wretched place for more than two years now. It’s sort of like a rite of pas-

sage where I come from, like a dissertation or a thesis you have to submit 
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to gain a degree. This is my thesis.” He formed a puff of smoke around 

himself.

Note to self: cigarette smoking is injurious to health but looks fucking 

cool on sexy men.

“What’s the subject?” I asked, genuinely inquisitive.

“The Social and Interpersonal Idiosyncrasies of the Peoples of Planet 

685. Earth, that is,” he said casually.

I was impressed by the thoroughness of his made-up yarn.

“Basically, human nature,” I filled in.

“Yes. Like a roundup of what you people call sociology, just from a 

third person’s perspective.”

“But tell me: if you’re an alien race so advanced that you can shift 

shapes and appearances and physical attributes, why don’t you simply in-

vade us and control our resources?”  I was just checking how meticulously 

he had planned his whole cock-and-bull story.

He laughed rousingly.

“I swear I’d seen that one coming!” He continued to laugh with uproar, 

until he coughed a few times and let out a heavy sigh.

“This is another of your, what to say, novelties. You guys don’t see 

victory beyond the obvious and petty conquests of land, water, resources, 

women, etc. We have studied your debauch history for years, and have 

seen resonance of your ignoble actions over the ages in that of our savage 

ancestors. We have moved past that phase in our social conduct. We realized 

that conquest of knowledge is paramount; everything else is secondary.”

He paused for a sip of vodka.

“But how do you conquer knowledge?”

“Exactly; we don’t. We gain it from everyone. That’s all we need from 
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all the races, everywhere. We are explorers, not raiders. We explore worlds, 

pick up ideas and borrow philosophies, all to possess greater knowledge of 

the world. Which brings us back to the purpose of my exile: my research.”

It all did add up, but I still felt pretty certain it was a first date trick 

that he employed to impress scientifically-inclined chicks (like me). We 

had met in a chat room on science fiction writing (as old fashioned and 

90s as it sounds) and realized, much to our delight and surprise, that we 

resided quite close by. One thing led to another and here we were.

“Hmm. I daresay you make sense,” I conceded. I paused, waiting for 

him to continue with his fantastic tale. He had me gripped.

As if reading my mind, he resumed, “I am a youngster in my world, 

too. I am still learning and gaining information. So I have this social 

theory about your world, something I think I came up with before any of 

my natives. It’s not cast in stone, for now, but I am much convinced of its 

veracity.”

“Mmhmm…”

“See, your greatest invention is also your greatest undoing: science. 

It enlightens you, gives you a window to see and gain insights into the 

natural world. It is the best possible way for the leading men of your time 

to make sense of the mysteries of life. But, as I see it, it also inhibits you 

and impediments your larger understanding. It stymies open-mindedness, 

because for men of science, open-mindedness minus any sort of observable 

or testable input amounts to nothing.”

I, being a ‘woman’ of science myself, took instant offense at this last 

sentence.

“I don’t agree with you. Science unlocks our thinking, our larger per-

spective. It stops us from the recesses of convenient but false solutions, like 
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religion and superstition. Were it not for a scientific temper, we’d still be 

living and dying, believing that the earth is flat and has a geographical ‘end’. 

We need to shun all unobservable and improvable assumptions in favour 

of concrete truths; that is how we will reach the ultimate truth, one day. ”

As I stopped for another gulp of vodka, I was proud of having so elo-

quently defended the spirit of science to my date.

“You’re right,” he said, “but there are things which can never be fully 

established. They will always ever fall under the shadow of possibility and 

improbability. For instance, millions of people claim to have been visited 

by God or a supernatural entity. There are hundreds of explanations that 

science offers to these accounts, but what if they’re all wrong and it is in-

deed a god speaking to mortals? How can you ever tell? I bet if god itself 

descended to the ground and revealed its true nature, scientists won’t be-

lieve him and take him for a madman. Exactly the same way you totally 

disregard my claims of otherworldliness.”

We smiled at each other, having come a full circle in our argument. 

His words rang true in my mind, but they were nothing I had never heard 

before.

“Of course, you can say that. But then, what do we believe, and what 

do we not believe?”

“Don’t ask me, I’m no older than you.”

His cigarette all but finished, he flung the butt into the garbage bin 

at the corner of the coffee table. The vodka flask was also emptied, its 

contents making me feel light-headed and funny. Somehow, his heavily 

loaded theory never took a toll on my credulity; I believed his every word, 

yet knew in my heart that he was faking it. My eyes half shut and my head 

resting on my palm, I edged closer to him. His face was perfectly etched: 
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a right-sized nose, cavernous, brown eyes and tiny, pursed lips. His smile 

was intelligent and disarming.

Under the influence, I grew audacious and rested my slender hand 

on his cheek. I kept it there. He took out another cigarette and lit it up.

“Why do you smoke so much? It kills!” I implored half-heartedly, the 

other half already anticipating the cloud of strong-smelled smoke around 

his face, giving him the appearance of a gangster of yore.

“It doesn’t affect me: I have detachable lung-saps. I clean them every 

once a while; like you bathe daily.”

“I don’t,” I said, and held him in a long, intense, savage lip-lock.
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Gardening
Deepti Nalavade Mahule

Ms. Anderson opened the doors to her patio and stepped 

out into the crisp morning air. The clouds to the east were catching fire 

although her garden was still under the spell of the bluish light of dawn. 

Leaves covered in delicate dewdrops looked fresh and tender in the soft 

light. 

“Good morning, my sweet babies!” she cooed, gently lifting the curving 

tendrils of a fern with her finger. She took a deep breath and ran her eyes 

lovingly from one corner of the backyard to the other until they came to 

rest on a spade lying on the ground. Unfinished work from last evening, 

where she had only half-filled a hole in the ground after sowing new seeds. 

She was walking over to pick it up when she heard the doorbell ring. 

“I’ll be right back, ok?” She told the tree closest to her and hurried 

inside to open the front door.

“Ms. Anderson, have you seen my cat?” asked twelve-year-old Suzie, 

standing outside the door in a light pink jacket, arms wrapped around 

herself against the slight morning chill. “I knew you would be awake and 

already in your garden this early. That’s why I thought of stopping by your 

house first.” The girl’s eyes were red and swollen. 

Ms. Anderson leaned her head against the doorframe and searched 

for the right words. How do you tell a little girl that her pet cat was dead 

in your garden? 
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“Oh, Suzie,” she finally 

said, “you are out so early. 

I don’t think you have even 

had your breakfast yet. Why 

don’t you come inside for a 

muffin?”

The girl considered the 

open bag slung across her 

body, bulging with ‘Lost Cat’ 

flyers and hesitated. Then she 

came inside the house. 

“Alright. Just for a little bit. I have to finish putting up the flyers.” 

Suzie sank into the soft ivory-coloured couch in the quaint living room 

with the large patio windows overlooking the garden while Ms. Anderson 

disappeared into the kitchen. She came back with a blueberry muffin on 

a pretty china plate that she offered to Suzie. 

“This is a healthier version of the original recipe by my mother. Made 

with whole wheat and honey with a hint of lemon from my garden. Hope 

you like it.”

Suzie took a large bite and chewed slowly. “Hmmm. This is good!”

“Glad you liked it, dear. I baked a batch last night.” Ms. Anderson said. 

A few minutes later, she handed Suzie a mug of steaming hot chocolate 

and sat down with her own cup of tea. The girl took a sip and let out a sigh.

“Tobby is missing since yesterday. I searched for him around my house 

after I came back from school in the late afternoon and thought he would 

come home at night like he has done before. He is very old and I was 

thinking of not letting him out anymore.” She rubbed her eyes wearily. 

Illustration: John Lee, Flickr
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“I woke up at around four this morning. When I realized that he has still 

not returned, I could not go back to sleep and printed out these flyers to 

put up first thing in the morning.”

“Don’t worry, sweetie. It’ll be alright.” Ms. Anderson said.

“I really hope I find him.” Suzie said and drank her beverage in silence. 

Lost in thought, she gazed outside at the garden, where butterflies, bees 

and other winged insects flitted from plant to plant in the golden sunlight. 

“You have such a pretty garden!” She exclaimed.

At these words, every crinkle around Ms. Anderson’s eyes stretched 

into a beaming smile. “Thank you, my dear. It’s very close to my heart. At 

this age, it keeps me fit and busy.”

“You know, Suzie,” she continued after a pause, “years ago, I was so 

obese that the doctors warned me that I was counting down my days if I 

did not do something about it. I tried everything – diet, exercise, surgery 

– you name it. Nothing seemed to last and I ended up falling back to my 

old ways. I was battling severe depression too. Then I discovered gardening. 

The exercise I got from it worked like magic. Growing my own vegetables 

made me start eating better. It was the love I got from all my green children 

that brought me back to life.”

Ms. Anderson gazed fondly at her creations. The roses in the corner 

seemed to be nodding in agreement. Her flower beds ran along the sides 

of the rectangular area in colours so bright, they hurt the eye. There were 

more blossoms in pots and holders scattered throughout, skirting the small 

patch of neatly cut lawn. Vines covered trellises in gentle green waves and 

soft-leaved creepers draped themselves over walls. Drawing the eye to the 

center of this carefully crafted canvas was a clump of three fruit trees. 

Blossoming under excellent care, reaching medium-height, they were laden 
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with figs, lemons and peaches peeping between healthy foliage. This orga-

nized, neat look was broken only by a hole in the ground close to the fence 

that was left halfway filled and which she had planned to work on before 

Suzie showed up. It was for the latest addition, an apricot tree. 

“I’m glad your hobby has helped you.” Suzie said. Her face no longer 

looked famished and weary. “It felt good talking to you but I must get 

going now. Thanks a lot for the delicious muffin and hot chocolate. It’s 

given me more energy to look for Tobby!”

Ms. Anderson smiled back and walked her to the door. It was only 

after she shut it behind her that she realised how relieved she felt that 

Suzie had not asked again whether she had seen her cat. Now she had to 

get back to her plants. Hopefully there would be no more interruptions. 

She went into the garden and closed the patio doors behind her. Walking 

toward the hole with a mound of dirt next to it, she picked up the spade 

and began to shovel the remaining soil into it. 

As the dirt landed inside, a furry, worm-like part began to stick out. It 

was orange and had faded stripes, like that of the ginger tabby on the girl’s 

flyer. Ms. Anderson prodded it with the spade and tried to press it down 

but the tail stood out further. She left it alone and continued to add more 

earth over the dead cat. As she filled up the hole and flattened the soil, she 

imagined a healthy tree growing out, green and bursting with sweet fruit. 

“I’m going to call you Tobby,” she told it. 

Her heart filled with pride as she looked at the remaining trees around 

her - Fluffy, Jack and Mittens, named after the other cats. She marvelled at 

how they had thrived, nourished by the decomposing cats deep underneath 

them. What a coincidence that Fluffy and Jack from her neighborhood had 

landed up dead on her property, one on the front porch and the other in 
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her backyard! She had come upon the wounded and lifeless body of the 

third cat in an alley ten blocks from her place. The nametag around its 

neck said Mittens. And yesterday evening poor Tobby lay still in the street 

outside, having been run over by a car. 

Ms. Anderson wondered what she should plant next as she walked 

over to the trees and stroked their bark one by one. She looked sad as she 

thought of young Suzie wandering around the neighbourhood putting up 

flyers, calling out to her missing cat.
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Getting Work Done
G. Bhangu

“Do you see this? This is how they end up dead! No bloody 

road sense,” my uncle said as he hit the brakes to let the 

cyclist cross. The cyclist had sped straight on in front of 

us without even looking to see if other vehicles were approaching. He was 

lucky that uncle was driving slowly otherwise uncle could go to jail for 

rash driving. Apparently it is always the fault of the bigger vehicle. 

“These people have no intelligence at all, just drive like complete idi-

ots,” he said, as he accelerated the old Santro Xing to overtake the cyclist. 

I felt a little bad for the cyclist since anyone could make a mistake. That 

was until we reached parallel to each other and I saw him grinning with his 

head between his arms. I couldn’t believe it! It was as if risking his life just 

to piss one driver off was a completely worthwhile gamble! Uncle began to 

mumble something about mothers and sisters for a while but he drove on.

The road swerved left and right sharply but was otherwise well built, 

given that we were so deep into the village. Surprisingly, there were no 

pot holes or large speed bumps as I had expected. Unless it was a tractor, 

we could actually pass another vehicle without having to drive off-road. 

I had to keep my window up because of all the dust. There was dust 

by the side of the road, on the semi-constructed red brick houses and even 

floating through the air so it could enter and irritate your eyes. The alleys 

between the houses seemed to be made entirely of dust. It was dug out on 

either side along the walls of the houses to form a drainage system which 
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was currently blocked with stagnant water and a home for mosquitoes. 

What I did not see surprisingly was a lot of greenery. An occasional old 

tree provided cooling shade to the people by the side of the road but that 

was all. Stray dogs would chase our car like bandits and stubborn cows 

would block our path every now and then.

We were on our way to the local government medical centre in the 

village. My college required a medical fitness certificate with proof of 

vaccination for receiving a dorm room. As I was informed on such short 

notice during vacation, this trip was unavoidable. 

“In India you cannot get any work done without money,” my uncle 

was saying. “I had to encash my provident fund recently and they told me 

it would cost ten thousand rupees! Imagine that! I have to pay to get my 

own money!” Even though I felt sorry for him because it was so unfair, it 

was also so ironic that I barely controlled my laughter. 

“Earlier you would give money so that your work would get done. 

Now you give money just so you can get in the queue! You are lucky that 

I am with you. The doctor here is my friend. We will be in and out in no 

time! Just let me do the talking.”

We took a right turn into the small parking area of a cream coloured 

compound with interconnected single floor buildings. Of course uncle 

had to honk repeatedly at a motorcyclist first who had left his motorbike 

parked in the exact centre of the parking area gate. The motorcyclist was 

grinning and uncle mumbled about mothers and sisters again. After he 

was finally satisfied with the way the car was parked, uncle confidently led 

me into the medical centre. 

I kept my head low in shame to avoid the judging eyes of the villag-

ers in the waiting queue as we walked right past them. The doctor’s office 
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was straight ahead but we took a right turn instead into a small hallway. 

The office we entered was on the left and looked nothing like a doctor’s. 

Everything in the room was battered and old. The dried bluish paint on 

the walls was peeling off in chunks. The top left corner of the wall was 

wet and had a peculiar yellow tinge to it. It was probably because a sewage 

pipe within the walls had burst. Four haphazardly arranged rusted green 

tables were placed in the middle of the room. Ink coloured table cloths 

with unusual white stains covered two of them. One large steel cupboard 

was placed along each wall with two on either side of the entrance doors. 

What I found truly strange however were the bright red curtains made from 

velvet hanging on the far wall and the small mirror and sink right next to 

them. Both felt completely out of place in the office. Actually, for some 

reason I found myself accepting the sink to be normal. Two out of three 

men seated in the room walked out the moment we entered. My uncle 

walked up to the third pot-bellied man with a smile and arms extended on 

either side as a hugging gesture. The ‘doctor’ remained seated and casu-

ally raised his hand for a handshake. Clearly he wasn’t thrilled to meet my 

uncle. Uncle however maintained his enthusiasm.

“We need a medical certificate for our nephew,” he said while gesturing 

towards me. The man spoke in a lazy voice. His accent was rough and so 

different that although we spoke the same language I couldn’t understand 

a word. This was just as well because he didn’t say a word to me. Uncle sat 

down next to the man while I was motioned to a chair in the corner. Tea 

was brought and soon they were having an animated conversation with 

quite a few laughs. After I realized that the clock does move slower when 

you stare at it, I decided to try and understand what they were saying. 

Through intense concentration I was able to decipher a few sentences. 
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“We four got in a car and ran away. They asked us where we were going 

and we said funeral! Hahah...”

“Sir ji, nobody does for less than seven thousand these days. Nobody!”

“It’s everywhere, you cannot work without it. Your work won’t get 

done only!”

Except for the first comment, I understood that most of the conversa-

tion was about corruption, apparently a popular topic. It was clear to me 

that they were irritated by it, that everyone was irritated by it even though 

everyone was a part of it. Life without corruption was as unimaginable as 

life without air or water. Yet I was impressed by their overall jolly outlook 

which I believe stems from their simultaneous hatred and acceptance of it 

all. Of course they may have just been in a very jolly mood.

Eventually I was asked to follow the man while my uncle stayed behind. 

He led me into a doctor’s office while he was in the middle of consulting 

with some patients. I was asked my name, age and blood group which 

along with unintelligible instructions were given to this doctor. Then we 

came back to the first office and the conversation resumed. After fifteen 

minutes a peon walked in and gave a certificate to my uncle’s friend. This 

certificate was given to my uncle who then asked me to see if it was al-

right. The certificate was a proof of vaccination and it miraculously had 

my name, age, blood group and the date on it. 

“I wouldn’t mind actually getting vaccinated,” I said to my uncle as we 

walked back to the parking. We had just thanked the man for the thou-

sandth time as he stood with a bored expression and were finally able to 

leave without seeming too rude. 

“Nonsense!” said my uncle. “Who will wait for so long? Just thank 

God he didn’t ask for any money!” 



38eFiction India May 2014

Infernal Luxuria
Sharmilee Padhi

I have been watching her for a year now. She has grown since the last 

time I saw her. I can feel the electric currents sizzling in the air sur-

rounding her. Her long tresses follow behind like waves as she whirls 

around. Her skin is radiant and unblemished like porcelain. Her eyes 

burn bright with an inextinguishable fire. There’s that mischievous smirk 

splayed across her face that is chiselled to perfection; defined jaw line, high 

cheekbones, a sharp nose. Standing afar I wonder how someone so angelic 

harbours such diabolical thoughts.

She spots me. Her hypnotic gaze sends me off into a trance. Her long 

fingers beckon me to move closer, unwillingly I obey. I’m now standing in 

front of her, fully aware of what’s to follow. She takes my hands in hers; I 

resist. Her eyes are ablaze with fury because of my reluctance to submit. I 

plead for mercy but no sound escapes my lips. I try again, this time shaking 

my head from side to side indicating that I will not succumb to her whim. 

She grins at me savagely. She leans in close and whispers in my ears, 

“Run, before I change my mind.” I make my move in the opposite direc-

tion and all she does is laugh. I run without looking back and I know that 

the distance between us has grown as her shrieks diminish. My speed has 

picked up in the last year as running away from her has become a recur-

ring ordeal. I can see the barren expanse in front of me. “Just a bit further 

and I’ll reach the gates,” I encouraged myself as my legs grew fatigued. My 
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breathing is becoming short and heavy, I’m working on adrenaline now. My 

eyes light up as I see the gates merely a few metres away. This is the furthest 

I have ever gotten. Tears stream down my face with the realisation that I 

will finally escape her. “Just ten more steps,” I mutter under my breath. As 

my strides lengthen with the hope of reaching my destination I hear her 

shrieks again. They’re getting louder, the air around me is becoming chillier 

and my legs are now heavier. I drop to the ground midstride. I look up 

only to find her angelic face against mine. Her fiery touch burns my skin 

and my breath quickens. I want to wrestle away from her clutches but her 

grip strengthens. Yes the end is near and all I do is wait to be consumed. 

I know what I have to do to tame her. She reads my thoughts and releases 

her grip. Her face softens and she smiles. “Shall I get ready then,” she asks 

and I nod my assent. 

I pick up the phone and dial his number. My battle with lust continues.
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Puro
Richa Tiwari

I met Puro in a train, many years back, on my way to Shirdi. She was 

reading a book lying flat on her back with her long black hair touch-

ing the floor. I was in my mid-thirties, single, determined to live life 

with the freedom of the new age man I thought I was. She smiled at me 

and carried on with her reading. It was a long journey and after some ner-

vous glances, we both started talking and I soon realized that it was already 

dark outside and we were still chatting like we were long lost friends. She 

was definitely one of the most interesting people I had met till date. She 

was not going to Shirdi, but to Bombay (now Mumbai) but she changed 

plans and we both went to Shirdi together. I had plans to return to Delhi, 

but changed my plan and went to Bombay with her. She had never seen 

the sea before and she felt a connection to the city; she wanted to feel 

Bombay. Listening to her was like listening to poetry, she talked as if she 

was dreaming and living that dream with every breath she took. She was a 

pretty girl, no doubt, but when she talked, I forgot how she looked. Her 

words blurred her face and showed her soul, no pretence, no lies, just pure, 

bare soul of beautiful Puro. We walked hand in hand on the sand, shopped 

in cheap markets, drank and danced till the wee hours of the morning. 

We had been together for a week; she had recently left her job and 

had plenty of time in her hands and I was supposed to join my office after 

three days. I did not want to leave her and for the first time in my life, I 
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felt like being with someone forever. One night before I was supposed to 

leave, I held her hands while we were strolling on the beach and asked her 

to live with me. She looked at me and said thoughtfully, “You know Abhi, 

what we have is beautiful right now, right here but if you want to hold it 

tight in your hands, this moment will slip away. You want me with you, 

because you love this Puro, who is pure, free, uncomplicated, full of love 

and life but living together brings out the worst and the best in people. I 

am not sure, if you can handle the worst in me.” Then I did not understand 

the depth of her wise words and impulsively held her close to me insisting 

that we will always be as compatible as we are today. She closed her eyes 

and leaned on me, her petite feminine frame, and towering over her, my 

tall, muscular body. We must have looked so perfect together and for the 

first time I understood, what the phrase ‘two bodies, one soul’ meant. I 

kissed her lips gently and she kissed me back passionately, surprising me 

with her strength. That night, we made love with an intensity I had never 

known existed in this world. She loved me like there was no tomorrow and 

I loved her as if I had loved no one before.

Puro did not come with me but we stayed in touch and I was certain, 

she would come because of what we had together. But Puro was not con-

sistent in keeping touch and I was growing insecure and a little angry with 

each passing day. My earlier relationships did not work out because I felt 

that my partners were too demanding or too insecure and now I was at the 

receiving end, feeling insecure and lonely without her. One day she called 

me to tell me that she had joined a company in Bombay and she was not 

planning to come back. This broke my heart and I started accusing her of 

playing with my emotions and treating me too lightly. She listened to me 

patiently and then quietly said goodbye. She never called me again and in 



42eFiction India May 2014

my pride, I never called her back. I was lonely, hurt and angry and when 

an opportunity to go abroad for an assignment came, I grabbed it and 

went away. When I came back after a few months, I was a happier man. 

When I reached home, a pile of unattended mails welcomed me. I was 

not in the mood to sift through mail but something compelled me to do 

it. There, in the middle of the pile, in neat handwriting was a letter ad-

dressed to me from Puro. What was written in that letter made me shake 

off my pride, ego and envy; moreover, it changed me forever.

Dear Abhi, 

You must be very angry with me to not return my calls, therefore, I am 

writing you this letter. I know that you must be feeling let down by me and 

you must have labelled me a heartless witch who played with your heart. 

What I shared with you in those ten days is a miracle. I never thought that 

I would ever be meeting a handsome, accomplished, amazing man like you. 

I told you so much about my love for Bombay, how I always imagined living 

here. To tell you the truth, it’s beautiful but living here would have shattered 

my image of it because the everyday struggle to live a life in this overcrowded 

city is overbearing. I came to Bombay because I am starting my treatment at 

the Tata Memorial Cancer Hospital for breast cancer. And that is why I was 

not keeping in touch with you, because the treatment is very exhausting. I am 

writing to you now because I just wanted to see you once more, just in case, I 

don’t survive this trial. 

Yours,

Puro
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I was shocked, devastated and ashamed of myself. For some time, I was 

unsure of everything happening around me, the noise of traffic outside, 

my phone ringing and my maid banging on the door. When finally I got 

to my senses, I immediately booked a flight to Bombay and reached the 

hospital. I enquired about Puro, and after a lot of circling around, I was 

finally told that she is not being treated there anymore. I tried to look for 

her, wherever, I could. But I never found out whether or not she made it 

alive. I choose to believe that she did, because that gives me hope for her 

forgiveness for my arrogance, my judgments and for my insecurities. What 

I will not give today for one more of her poetic conversations, to hear her 

voice again, to kiss her one more time, to hold her once more. If only I 

had been a bigger person then, I would have seen her sad face on our last 

night together, I would have realized that love like that happens once in 

many lifetimes and to ignore that in pride and arrogance was my biggest 

mistake ever.



44eFiction India May 2014

Shedding Skins
Ram Govardhan

1095. No, it is not, as most Indians would say, miswritten 1995; it is 

the earliest chronicled mention of Dubai, where, almost nine hundred 

years later, Sajid’s flagship store was vandalised when Saddam ordered 

his soldiers to invade Kuwait. Nonetheless, soon after the American-led 

coalition forces gloated over notions of outright control, the Indian and 

Pakistani plunderers had turned Sajid’s supporters, his business roared 

and, now, everyone covets the made-to-measure suits from La Mode, his 

chain of high-fashion stores all across the Middle East. Of course he had 

worked his fingers to the bone to come to this level in life, but, everyone 

asked, who is the woman behind his success? 

His apparel empire entitled him to hobnob with who’s who of Dubai 

regime, business, royalty and diplomacy. But he gives most of his time and 

succour to the Indian plunderers for it was their brethren who had helped 

him succeed in Mumbai, the city he had arrived in penniless, from a hamlet 

near Patna. When twelve-year-old Sajid arrived to work for Barbod, a Parsi 

textile tycoon, Mumbai was as magical a celluloid world as the one he saw 

in Hindi pot-boilers. Despite the rampant muggings, rapes, kidnappings, 

ill-tempered beggars, extortion Mafias and thievish street children, unlike 

Patna, Mumbai was a real city. The great roads, skyscrapers, the Marine 

Drive, glitz, flyovers, glamour and the pace of life enthralled Sajid so much 

that it was clear that he was tricked by his own folks for they showed him 
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a village like Patna and called it a city. Such sleight of hand was possible in 

Bihar, but here in Mumbai one had to work very hard to get by. Mumbai 

was genetically disposed to identify salt of the youth and the rewards left no 

room for disputing the adequacy. And hard work was appreciated for what 

it was and paid for in full. In full? It sounded insane. It took him months 

to come to terms with the fact that wages are actually paid in full. People 

in Mumbai were friendly, helpful, honest and remarkably civilised. Many 

Mumbaikars selflessly shared intricacies with him, much before Barbod 

partook hidden calculations of textile commerce. Everyone must learn 

what altruism was from Mumbaikars for one can only learn the contrary 

from the rest of India. Mumbai’s ubiquitous Indian burger, Vada pav, was 

so nourishing and mouth-watering that one could while away a lifetime 

on them—batata vada was heavenly manna clothed in slices of silky pav. 

Absolutely, in his births after this life, Sajid would love to be born in 

Mumbai a thousand times in a row. 

“Hard work is seldom inconspicuous and employers can only ignore 

toilers at their own peril,” believed hard-nosed Barbod and, promoting 

Sajid as a supervisor, he had advised, “Don’t be too dogmatic Sajid…this 

is Mumbai, not Patna. In this throat-cutting, mercenary city, to get things 

done, we must shed several layers of skins, using the most appropriate one 

for the most appropriate circumstance.” Sajid was utterly perplexed.

Getting the hang of shedding skins meant years of grind and by the 

time he grasped it completely, Sajid was twenty. But thereafter, things un-

folded at a swifter pace and, before long, he manoeuvred the most lucra-

tive deals Barbod’s firm had ever clinched. Sajid also stunned the Gujju 

fraternity with his fluency of Gujarati, the one priceless proficiency to be 

creative in textile trade. And, if someone was ingenious to deliver better 
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margins quicker than others, the trade airlifted him to Dubai—most flights 

that take off from the airport go straight to Dubai or come from there. 

Unsurprisingly, every man jack dreamed of going to Dubai and making it 

big, really big. “Dubai must be a grander city than Mumbai,” Sajid mused. 

Barbod himself had migrated from Surat to Mumbai when it was 

called Bombay, the very year Gujarati-speaking areas of Bombay State were 

partitioned into a new state. A few years later, when Nariman Point and 

Cuffe Parade were reclaimed from sea for the sake of progress, he vowed 

to himself, “I will make it big, really big and, inshallah, will never return 

to hopeless Surat.” He never had to as intrepid Mumbai supplied count-

less opportunities to rise after every debacle. Save for a couple of initial 

stumbles, as his love affair with affluence turned intense, Barbod quickly 

grasped commercial mysteries to catapult himself into the upper crust of 

Mumbai that strictly admitted magnates who symbolised epitomy of capi-

talist drive. That admission also earned him a place in the power circles 

that moved and removed mighty politicians like pawns in the lightening 

games of mercantile chess where prize-money ran into billions.    

Persistently quizzing about the woman behind his success, Sajid’s 

friends itched to ascribe some of his success to a woman, and, no matter 

what he did to evade their questions, the broad consensus was that success 

was impossible without a woman in a man’s life. “If there is no woman 

behind a successful man, there must be her memories,” Sajid said, “And 

memories of a woman are more powerful than herself in the flesh.” 

Eventually, when he revealed about her, they insisted that he gets 

hitched up to Kaveh, Barbod’s only daughter, whom Sajid loved as a young-

ster. “Better late than never…you are still the most eligible bachelor in 

Dubai,” said his friends. “Those days, man, were full of impossible dreams, 
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and they may remain impossible because she must have married someone 

long ago,” Sajid said.  

Over the years, of course, his friends had pestered him ever so often, 

but, unusually, this time, the memories came flooding back. Twenty years 

ago, the moment Barbod had learned of their affair, and of Kaveh’s preg-

nancy, he hollered, “A gangly nigger from Bihar doing this to my child…I 

will kill him right now.” 

Barbod’s wife quietly did what Indian mothers instinctively do: abort 

and hush up. Weeks were all that Barbod required to pack Sajid off to Dubai 

as manager of his Arabian operations. Being excessively sanguine about 

future was a hallmark of early manhood; even in the face of a crumbling 

affair, Sajid was in a sunny frame of mind. 

Managing to meet Sajid at the airport, holding his hand, hoping he 

would abandon the journey, Kaveh grieved; in reply to her pleas and moist 

eyes, his agitation was not intense enough to well up. As the flight was 

announced, he swiftly snapped her hand and walked away. She gazed at 

him going away, and then at the plane until it vanished high into the skies. 

He. Was. Gone. She was not aware of it, but he too turned back seeing 

her cry, and peeped out of the window until he could not see the airport, 

until he could not see the Ulhās river, until he could not see Mumbai and 

until clouds blocked the earth altogether. She. Was. Gone. 

When Sajid landed for the first time, Dubai dazzled his senses, more 

than he could take in. Suddenly, including the posh Malabar Hill neigh-

bourhood, Mumbai seemed a vast garbage yard with seamless tracts of land 

for open defecation. And in ultra-modern Dubai, the people, food and 

language were not alien, and he was instantly taken as one of them. And 

the Pakistanis embraced calling him bhai, as if they were reunited brothers. 
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They had no affinity for Arabs but shared food, grief and joyous moments 

with Indians. Within months, it was plain that if the leaderships of India 

and Pakistan were serious about normalising relations, Dubai was the place 

to clinch a lasting deal. And, besides, not only Indian legislators and bar-

ons, even the Bhuttos and Sheriffs owned sky high properties all along the 

Sheikh Zayed Road, therefore the emirate was not exactly a third party. 

And, before long, he also grasped that Dubai was a Utopian city to 

unleash his unmatched skills, earn millions and save untaxed dirhams. By 

juxtaposing the two, the more he delved, the more it was crystal clear that, 

in every sense, Dubai was better than Mumbai, where copycats thrived, 

where everything was done the blue-collar way, where coldness of con-

sumerism mocked the poor, where policemen lurked to rip you off, where 

inhuman conditions attracted more men, where money was religion, where 

kids exploited smaller kids, where mafia was made up of beggars, where 

emotional scars remained unhealed, where fragmented Sena still symbolised 

hardcore ruffianiasm, where slums housed three-fourths of voters, where 

wounds healed themselves, where every relationship must be profitable, 

where elected thugs secured glasshouses of rich, where sleep was a luxury, 

where workplace was home and the local train was bedroom. And, where, 

the jewel in the crown, Dharavi, Asia’s largest slum if you hesitate to con-

sider Karachi’s Orangi Township as one single slum, had a million-strong 

citizenry dreaming big as their huts were now prime properties coveted by 

Lehman Brothers, not knowing that the behemoth had filed for bankruptcy 

protection in the far-off United States.

But Dubai was a mercantile paradise. Sajid galvanised the pain of 

missing Kaveh into such an untiring perseverance that, in ten years, saying 

goodbye to Barbod, he was on his own. On, His, Own; it took months to 
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sink in. Sajid mesmerised amateurs and connoisseurs alike with his intricate 

pure-wool, wool-blended and premium polyester viscose suitings. “We are 

the best in worsted suiting,” easygoing Dubai loved Sajid’s semantic wit. His 

inimitable collection of classy jacketing and coat lengths stunned everyone, 

including the European expatriates. A tobacco tycoon was so impressed that 

he promised a lifelong, unlimited free supply of tailor-made cigarettes; it 

turned out, much later, that behind the Sheikh’s positive impression was 

Sajid’s facility in singing Ishy Bilady, the national anthem. By and by, Sajid 

was the toast of three towns – Sharjah, Dubai and Abu Dhabi. In his next 

births, he would love to settle in Dubai, of course after being born in Bihar, 

minus the Mumbai stint, a thousand times. However, right from his very 

next birth, he would plead the Almighty to grant a slight adjustment; his 

lady-love has to be behind his success in person. In. Person.

* * *

Sajid has disturbing news over phone, after so many years, from Barbod: 

one of Karim Lala’s remnant gangs from Dongri had kidnapped Kaveh and, 

even as he kept the hefty ransom ready, the abductors were untraceable. 

And no one knows Kaveh’s whereabouts. “Mumbai police has given up, 

but how can I give up hope?” asked Barbod. Sajid assured him that he 

would give the answer in person. Sajid knows that Mumbai police dreads 

reprisals from gangsters, and, in return for their inaction, the gangsters 

boost Mumbai police’s morale when it is down. And the gangsters know 

that nothing boosts morale like legal tender. 

At the airport, Barbod was stunned to see a metamorphosed, strapping 

Sajid. Even with his fleshy nose, Sajid looked a tall, muscular, unflappable, 
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handsome Egyptian footballer, the curly head rendering the Arabisation 

complete. His skin colour, sartorial sense, poise, manner, speech and ev-

erything else about him was transformed. His Hindi had gained an Arabic 

twang, his gait an aristocratic dash, and his handshake a firmness of a 

lawmaker back in power. It was inconceivable that mere ten years could ef-

fectuate so much of change, yet Barbod lamented that the same number of 

years had ruined his businesses taking a toll of his health, and with Kaveh’s 

disappearance, with no one to inherit, all that he had accumulated all over 

Mumbai and Delhi will soon go to dogs. “I badly need your help Sajid,” 

beseeched Barbod, bringing his two palms together. This was unbelievable; 

one of Mumbai’s cocksure magnates on his knees? But, in this day and age, 

Sajid never trusts anyone, anything on the spur of the moment.

For an affluent sexagenarian, Barbod looked too frail, wobbly and 

miserable. One could see utter helplessness in his eyes. And his wife looked 

too disconsolate, unwilling to live, and ready to die. But what distressed 

Sajid the most was the fact that Kaveh was still unmarried. 

“We had arranged a marriage…a Parsi boy from Nairobi…they are 

leading industrialists in Kenya with vast tea estates and export interests,” 

said Barbod’s wife, “But Kaveh hated marriage and hated the Nairobi fam-

ily.” Barbod was quick to add, “She wanted to marry you and, after you 

left Mumbai, she lived in her past, killing eighteen years of her future, in 

a zombie-like state.” 

“You are the one she loved after all,” said Barbod’s wife. They implored 

him to stay back and take care of their businesses. Despite qualms over 

their real intents, Sajid heard them out. 

Should he say yes or no? What about the businesses in Middle East 

passionately built and rebuilt? “Of course, you can travel whenever you 
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want…but take care of these businesses too,” said Barbod, “Otherwise, 

giving all of them away to convalescent homes and hospitals is the only 

option.” Like a seasoned frontbencher, Sajid reserved his answer for the 

next day. A whole day was a prerequisite to weigh things up; in his experi-

ence, quicker or delayed decisions have been consistently less constructive. 

Next day, Barbod was delighted with Sajid’s “Yes.”

Three weeks of his stay at a guesthouse were uneventful, but the first 

morning of the fourth week was not. The chief cook woke Sajid up with 

tea and biscuits. While Sajid nibbled and sipped, the cook began bab-

bling on his fateful arrival in Mumbai, about his wife’s death in Nepal and 

about his unemployed son languishing in Kathmandu. When someone is 

so selflessly chatty, squeezing a few things out must not be a difficult task, 

thought Sajid. But the cook rattled on about his mounting debts, rising 

interest burden and about his crumbling second marriage, utterly disre-

garding Sajid’s queries. Eventually, when he could force a break, from the 

cook’s oblique allusions, Sajid could grasp that Kaveh was not abducted 

as they claimed. 

The cook turned too discreet, monosyllabic and struggled to keep 

himself from revealing any further clues. “She must be somewhere with 

one of her scores of friends,” Sajid told himself, “Waiting for me.” 

The cook resumed the prattle from where he left off and, but for Sajid’s 

alacrity in reining him in, he would have definitely served the complete 

saga of his domestic blues until lunchtime. 

Next morning, the cook did not turn up. Of course it was drizzling, 

but the cook had turned up on wilder mornings. Unable to wait, when 

Sajid opened the door; Kaveh was lying on the staircase battered black and 

blue and many shades of pink-red fusion. And her clothes were in tatters, 
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revealing her mortally emaciated frame, almost nothing between her skin 

and bones. She could not be gathered as one; her limbs dangled heading 

different ways as if they had their own pressing but confused engagements. 

Not four but six hands were needed to keep all of her in check and erect. 

As the chief cook, his wife and Sajid carried her, giving them a strange 

look, she sneered and giggled exposing her muddy teeth. In a flash, wrig-

gling out of their hands with a jerk, she fell down in a heap and fainted.  

“She has gone mad,” said the cook, “She married the Parsi in Kenya 

but returned a mad woman a year later.” 

Late last year, after the medical check-up in Nairobi, she found that 

she was not able to be a Mom but not being able to conceive anymore was 

not the issue, what enraged her in-laws was the news of abortion; they 

couldn’t help but exploit the opportunity by torturing her to exact a larger 

dowry. The wretched miser that he was, Barbod did not yield a penny; 

a year later, Kaveh returned a psychotic. Wherever Indians go, Africa, 

Europe or America, illiterate or doctorate, NASA or Microsoft, they take 

two quintessential Indianisms with them: caste and dowry. 

She smelled of raw and putrid wounds. He could see sores, taints and 

lacerations all over her arms and legs. As they lowered her onto the bed, 

coming out of dizziness, she gestured to say she was hungry. As he turned 

to get something, in a flash, she jumped out of bed and slapped him, ran 

out into the pouring rain, and began swaying wildly. In a moment, she 

sprinted back into the house dripping and fell unconscious, this time, as 

a matter of fact.

“She has been locked up in the abandoned garage for over six months 

now. We slip plates and water bottles everyday through an opening. She 

screams, bangs the gates and throws things out of the garage but we are 
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told not to help her,” said the cook’s mother, “They don’t want anyone to 

know that she is deranged.” “Her current mental age is five,” said the cook. 

Sajid began taking care of her as he would a kid; this was immeasurable 

maternal attention for Kaveh. In little over three weeks, Kaveh’s tantrums 

disappeared; she ate well and watched television until she slipped into 

sleep. In a couple of more weeks, she behaved like a normal five-year-old 

except when someone asked her to be quieter or when someone disturbed 

her engrossing small screen soaps. 

From his miserable, wobbly looks when Sajid arrived, within a few 

months, Barbod’s transformation was too dramatic: while he was back to 

his vigorous self, his wife looked lively and cheerful, raffish greasepaints 

taking over every pore of her puffy face. But both Barbod and his wife were 

too discreet not to ask or mention anything about Kaveh. 

Instead, Barbod asked Sajid whether it isn’t a right time for him to 

go back to Dubai and take care of his businesses. “By the grace of God, 

my wife and I have recovered, I am sure we can manage these businesses 

here,” said Barbod. 

The very next morning, leaving a briefcase and the tea tray, the cook 

tiptoed, and then scurried away. That was strange, not the briefcase but the 

cook’s withdrawal. The carrycase had only one thing in it: Kaveh’s passport. 

Their daughter had become an unbearable burden, a disgrace amidst 

affluence and an unacceptable heiress. Of course only murderous brutes 

survive in ravenous Mumbai, but that the city could force people to aban-

don their own flesh and blood was something unbelievable for Sajid, who 

had seen worse horrors back in Bihar. Or so he thought. But this was the 

moment he fathomed the true meaning of shedding skins. 

As the plane to Dubai took off, Sajid gazed at the city’s skyline until 
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Mumbai disappeared, as Kaveh, seated beside him, giggled, unbuckling the 

seatbelt and tearing her clothes off in defiance to the air hostess’ request 

to be quiet. 
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The Cat
Proteem Bhaduri

The river was restless under an engorged moon; angry waves bat-

tered the rocks on the bank mercilessly. The rocks withstood the 

onslaught, as they did every night; stoic and unmoving. Slap after 

slap of the brackish, dark waters of the Mahananda River landed on their 

smooth, mossy faces and they stood their ground uncomplaining. 

As she stared at them, knife in hand, Chitra found she could relate. 

She stood on the terrace of their three-storey house overlooking the 

river. This riverbank area was prime real estate in their modest town of 

Malda, West Bengal, India, and there were few other houses in the vicin-

ity. Their house stood out in particular by virtue of being right at the edge 

of the stony-sandy bank, looming over the swollen waters – much like a 

lighthouse, albeit without any beacon of safety.

This house had belonged to her husband Shishir’s father. In the years 

since his death, it had fallen into an advanced state of disrepair, much as 

his once-flourishing jute business had waned, both from a growing lack 

of funds and crippling debts arising from questionable business decisions 

taken by his sons. The crisis had been somewhat abated by an influx of 

capital from Chitra’s father when they got married – sufficient money to 

give the business a second lease of life. Her father was a moderately well-off 

farmer and landowner in her village of Shahapur, and didn’t think twice 

about offering the bulk of his savings as dowry to the man he considered a 
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suitable match for his only daughter (an alliance arranged by a well-mean-

ing distant uncle of Chitra’s from Malda, who had known Shishir’s father 

as a wealthy and respectable member of the community) especially since 

Chitra’s mother had passed away several years ago. As for Shishir, perhaps 

it had been the lure of a dowry large enough to change his circumstances 

that had drawn him to her in the first place. 

The money however hadn’t lasted long in the face of Shishir and his 

brother’s ineptitude in running the business and a severely recessionary 

economy to boot, and soon after the initial debts had been paid off, more 

loomed. Soon Shishir had turned to the bottom of bottles regularly to seek 

respite from these setbacks. And his bouts of drinking frequently resulted 

in verbal – and of late – even physical abuse towards Chitra. At some level, 

he irrationally blamed her for bringing more gloom to his life than the 

good fortune he had hoped for – notwithstanding, that the gloom and 

hardships were of his own making. As for Chitra, several times in her two 

years of marriage, she had seriously considered returning to her father. 

But her father was both aging and ailing from a serious heart condition, 

and in the end, fear of what effect the shock of her failed marriage and the 

undoubted social disapproval of it might have on his health, had always 

stopped her. 

It was a breezy night; the animated wind tugged at her slim form and 

brusquely tossed her long hair. She didn’t mind. She had been standing 

under the overcast sky for a while now, trying to drown her unpleasant 

thoughts in the crash of the waves on the rocks. Usually she didn’t mind 

being alone with her thoughts, in fact, had gotten quite used to it.  When 

they had gotten married, Shishir’s mother and younger brother had oc-

cupied part of the house, but within six months, the mother had passed 
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away, and within six months of that, the brothers had had a falling out, 

which resulted in the younger brother moving to Kolkata to pursue a new 

life. Since then it was just her, Shishir and a servant who worked in the 

daytime, in the huge house. And Shishir would be out all day, trying in 

vain to revive a failed business, returning home late at night, mostly drunk; 

with either out-of-control rants or sullen, brooding silence. So, yes, she had 

grown used to her own company, and the weight of her own thoughts, but 

tonight, they weighed upon her increasingly heavily, especially thoughts 

of the recent past, when she had finally found a companion that made her 

loneliness and misery much more bearable. 

The cat had appeared about a month ago on a night quite similar 

to this one. She’d been out on the terrace, letting the cool winds and the 

lustrous glow of the moon subdue unhappy thoughts and the ache in her 

arm from Shishir’s most recent assault. Just as a light drizzle had begun and 

she was considering going back inside, she had heard a small meow from 

the far edge of the terrace, and then the cat had emerged from the layers 

of darkness, like a Polaroid photograph. It was black with white patches 

and a distinctive white streak from its forehead to its nose, which looked 

a bit like a lightning bolt. Its eyes gleamed emerald in the moonlight. She 

looked young, sprightly, and unlike most feral cats, wasn’t guarded or reti-

cent towards human attention, or at least, to hers. In fact, before she had 

reacted to its presence, it was the cat that had padded across the length of 

the terrace and sought shelter from the drizzle in the length of her sari; 

rubbing against her ankle.  Growing up she had never had any pets and 

wasn’t exactly a staunch animal lover, but she felt instantly drawn to that 

feline. She got down on her haunches and placed it on her knees, stroking 

her ears and below her chin. The cat purred contentedly and Chitra lost a 
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piece of her battered heart. 

Later the same night, she had set out a bowl of left-over fish curry and 

rice, which the cat wolfed down rapidly, although not before the bowl was 

placed out on the terrace. Despite much cajoling and the lure of food, the 

cat had refused to accompany her inside the house. She (it turned out to 

be a she) stayed and allowed herself to be petted until they heard the front 

door open and Shishir shuffle into the house. Then it sprang from her lap 

and melted into the darkness, leaving Chitra to bear the brunt of whatever 

mood Shishir had returned in. Which was actually a good thing, because 

Shishir had a strong dislike towards animals – she was beginning to find 

that Shishir had a strong dislike towards most things – and the cat’s pres-

ence would only be a trigger for his anger, not that he always needed one. 

This arrangement continued for the next several weeks. Although 

Chitra had no idea where she wandered during the day or exactly how 

she ascended to the terrace, the cat would arrive every night at almost the 

same time. She would snuggle up to Chitra, be petted, eat and generally 

provide her a happy distraction from a less-than-happy life. In that bundle 

of warmth, Chitra quickly found the 

companionship that her life had been 

so bereft of, the last two years. She 

even found herself talking to the cat 

on occasion, and crying into her fur at 

others. But for the most part, she was 

happy when she was with the cat, and 

during the day, found herself look-

ing forward to their brief but regular 
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nightly encounters on the terrace.   

While the cat would uncomplainingly traipse the entire length of the 

terrace with Chitra when the latter felt like stretching her legs, the one 

place she continued to refuse to go was indoors. It was as if inside the 

house lay a part of Chitra’s life that the cat wanted nothing to do with. 

Chitra couldn’t blame her, and she was content to limit their association 

to the terrace. 

Until ten nights ago, when that part of her life found the cat. 

On that night, she didn’t know if it was exhaustion from the day’s 

household chores or the gentle evening breeze that had lulled her into such 

deep sleep that she didn’t hear Shishir enter the house, scream out for her 

and then stomp upstairs to where she dozed in a rocking chair on the ter-

race. More surprisingly, the cat hadn’t heard him either, because when she 

was shaken awake rudely, she found it curled up in her lap, asleep. And 

she found Shishir looming over them, very drunk and very angry. This 

was an image of Shishir’s that she hadn’t seen when they were to get mar-

ried but one that had become increasingly common since. His hair was 

askew, his eyes glazed, the kurta he wore was heavily crumpled and had 

betel juice stains on its front, the sharp reek of alcohol hung around him 

and he swayed in place as he roared at her, “I got home over ten minutes 

ago. I’ve been screaming out for you to serve dinner, but forget dinner, I 

didn’t even get a response. You know this is when I get back home from 

work, tired and hungry, so what the hell are you doing asleep up here? And 

what the hell is that on your lap?”

He had seen the cat. When she awoke, her first thought had been to 

get the cat away from her, but she was too late. The cat had arisen too, and 

was just preparing to bolt, when Shishir’s hand shot forth and grabbed it 
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by the nape of its neck, swinging it in the air.

“How dare you let a cat into the house?” he growled at her. “You know 

I hate them, despicable little creatures, always getting into your food and 

underfoot. And here you are, making it feel welcome? How could you?”

“Just let it go, please, It was only here for a little while,” she pleaded. 

“I’m sorry I fell asleep, dinner is ready, I’ll serve it right away.”

But Shishir was beyond listening. His rant was getting louder, his 

words more slurred and the swing of his arm wilder. The cat was yowling 

in anger as it was thrown from side to side. 

Chitra considered getting up and trying to wrest the cat out of his 

grasp – even though she knew this would infuriate Shishir further – but 

the cat reacted faster. She managed to turn around enough in his grip to 

lash out savagely with a paw, and draw blood from his wrist.

Shishir let out a howl of pain, and then everything happened quick-

ly. Shishir’s other hand wrapped itself around the cat’s neck and started 

twisting viciously. It was still yowling in fury, and now perhaps fear and 

pain as well, its body twisting and turning desperately in his grip, its feet 

scrambling in the air, when suddenly there was a loud SNAP and the cat 

was still; its head hanging from its neck at an impossible angle. 

With the cat’s neck, something broke inside Chitra as well. She let out 

a strangled, “No!” and sprang towards Shishir, but by then he had flung 

the dead cat off the terrace. She veered to the edge of the terrace instead, 

looked over the top of the balustrade there, and saw the cat falling, as limp 

and lifeless as a rag doll. It landed on the rocks below on the riverbank, 

bounced once, and then was claimed by the river. Then it was gone; sink-

ing from sight. 

Chitra felt a wave of long-contained outrage well up inside, and she 
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rushed towards Shishir with a snarl on her lips, “Why did you have to kill 

–” She stopped mid-sentence, gasping for air as he punched her hard in 

the stomach. 

All the fury seemed to drain out of her in an instant, replaced by a sap-

ping sense of sadness and utter despair. She sank to her knees and sobbed, 

her body wracked more from the pain of loss than the pain of the blow. 

Shishir weaved unsteadily back downstairs, with a final slurred re-

minder that he was still waiting for dinner.  She wished he fell and broke 

his neck. He hadn’t. 

Unbidden tears rolling down her cheek brought her back to the present. 

Drawn by morbid fascination, she walked to the edge of the terrace, 

to look down again at the spot where the cat had fallen and been taken 

almost immediately by the river. As she leant over the waist-high wooden 

balustrade which surrounded the terrace, and gazed at the nothingness 

which marked the spot of its impact, she felt the structure wobble alarm-

ingly under her weight. She sprang back and studied that section of the 

balustrade. While the entire structure was weathered and cracks and chips 

were visible across it, this section seemed especially weakened, perhaps 

by the impact of a sturdy branch from a nearby oak tree that the raging 

winds had flung there some nights ago. There was a distinct fissure running 

across the top and the balusters below wiggled and shifted at her probing 

touch, rickety at the base. The house was crumbling, much like her hopes. 

On any other night – despite the simmering tension between them – she 

might have considered telling Shishir about this when he came – so he 

could perhaps get some workmen to reinforce the weakened section – but 

tonight, she feared there might be a larger issue to deal with on his return; 

an issue that might quickly boil over into an ugly confrontation.  
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The days since the death of the cat had been thankfully devoid of 

any physical or verbal altercation. They had both lapsed into a restrained 

silence. She ensured that there were no wrinkles in his daily routine – serv-

ing him dinner on time, laying out his clothes in the morning, and such 

– and he didn’t go looking for real or imaginary shortcomings. An uneasy, 

quiet peace had prevailed.

But tonight, that peace was likely to be shattered.

It there was one thing Shishir wanted from her – and perhaps the 

only reason why he still kept her around – it was a male heir, although 

why he would be so keen on bringing a baby into their current, wretched 

circumstance was beyond her. Nevertheless, they had been trying for over 

a year, to no avail. Recently they had both undergone a series of tests at 

their doctor’s behest – to find out if there was a biological obstacle to their 

pregnancy. And earlier today, the doctor had called her with the results.

Apparently she suffered from some kind of ovulatory disorder. She 

couldn’t understand the full medical details over the phone, but she under-

stood enough to realise that her condition made the chances of pregnancy 

extremely bleak. She was the reason they weren’t having a baby. The doctor 

said she’d already sent the reports to Shishir’s workplace. So, he knew. And 

he wasn’t going to be happy about it – to him this would undoubtedly count 

as another failure on her part to give him what he wanted, despite the fact 

that she had no control over it. Besides, he would probably celebrate the 

relief of his own unblemished fertility with generous doses of alcohol, and 

that never ended too well for her.

So, she knew there would likely be another violent episode tonight. But 

after two years of stoically tolerating it, something inside her had decided 

enough was enough. Perhaps it was the incident with the cat that was the 
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last straw for her, but she was determined to resist. She gripped the kitchen 

knife she held hidden within the folds of her sari a little harder. Not that 

she had any serious illusions about her frail frame posing his bulky and 

muscular one any significant threat, even with the knife, but if it came 

down to it; she would put up a fight. She didn’t think she really wanted to 

cause him any serious damage with the weapon she held, but she was done 

taking his abuse meekly – she hoped she could at least ward him off with it. 

So she waited; under the glutton moon, on the open terrace, where 

not too many nights ago, a companion was brutally ripped away from her. 

By the time she heard him clattering about at the front door below 

– unlocking it – a light drizzle had ensued, and the wind had grown very 

powerful; powerful enough to make the nearby trees shake and groan in 

protest, to make the balustrade creak, and to make her slight build sway.

She heard the door slam open and she heard him screaming out her 

name; once, twice, more. She chose to ignore him, even though she knew 

this would only inflame him further. She had a strong stubborn streak 

within, which she had willed into dormancy these past two years; tonight 

it was at the fore.

She heard him ascend the stairs, climbing unsteadily; deep puffs of 

breath coming closer. She stood her ground at the centre of the terrace, 

trembling slightly; one hand clutching the knife, still masked by her sari. A 

heady stench of booze preceded him, and then he was there – eyes droop-

ing, a half-filled bottle of whisky in one hand, and a cruel sneer on his face. 

“So now you can’t hear me either? Is that another thing you can’t do 

besides not making me a baby?” He snarled at her, without preamble. “The 

one thing that a woman like you is good for, and I find out today that 

you can’t even do that. All I asked you for was one boy, but, no, that’s too 
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much for your insides to manage. You’re nothing but a worthless burden!’”

“It isn’t my fault,” she replied in a clipped tone.

“No, it isn’t. It’s mine.” He spat back at her. “It’s mine for having put up 

with you for all this time, for having put up with your useless, PATHETIC 

SELF!” His voice rose to a scream and his hand – the one not holding the 

bottle – rose too, poised to slap her across the face.

She thrust the knife forward, waving it in his face, her hands still 

trembling. His own upraised hand froze. He stared at the knife. Then he 

actually threw his head back and laughed wildly at her tentative act of 

defiance.  In the midst of his laughter, his hand swung down sharply and 

slapped the knife out of her tremulous hand. It bounced across the length 

of the terrace and lay in a corner. Suddenly he wasn’t laughing anymore; 

his face twisted in fury. The whisky bottle dropped from his hand; rolling 

on the ground, spilling its contents, but surprisingly not breaking. Then 

both his hands were clutching her neck, squeezing. Her small fists beat 

ineffectually on his broad chest as he increased the pressure.

“You dared draw a knife on me? That was a big mistake.” He screamed 

into her ear.  “However did you muster the nerve to do that? And what did 

you think was going to happen, that you’d get rid of me? Hah! It’ll take 

a lot more than a flimsy knife! In fact, I’m the one who should be rid of 

you. I’m sick of coming home to your face, you no-good piece of baggage.”

As he ranted, he was dragging her close to the edge of the terrace by 

her neck, squeezing harder all the while. 

“You know what? It’s a very gusty night, so maybe you walked too 

close to the parapet, and maybe you slipped on the wet floor, and the wind 

took you over the side, flimsy little thing that you are. You crashed onto 

the rocks below, and then the waves took you, just like they did your filthy 
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cat the other night. Yes, maybe that’s what happened.” He snarled at her, 

an ugly grin suffusing his face.

They were right at the balustrade now. Chitra’s head was swimming. 

From the corner of her eyes, she could see the drop beyond the parapet. 

With every passing instant, the knot in her throat tightened, the pressure 

increased. It was getting harder to breathe now; her futile blows on his chest 

were getting weaker. Darkness began to spill onto the edge of her vision. 

Suddenly something landed on Shishir’s shoulder, seemingly out of 

nowhere. It was small, furry, black and white, and had sparkling green 

eyes. It was the cat. Chitra didn’t know where it had come from or how 

it could possibly be there, but it was the same cat. Even if its colour and 

size were a coincidence, there was no mistaking the distinctive streak of 

lightning on its forehead. 

Strangely, its eyes were shut, its eyelids seemed fused to its skin. But 

that didn’t deter it. It hissed, and then sank its teeth into Shishir’s meaty 

upper arm. He grunted in pain and released Chitra; his hands trying to dis-

lodge the creature. The cat sprang away. At the same time, Chitra gathered 

every last bit of her failing strength and pushed him. He fell back – his bare 

feet sliding on the rain-swept floor, arms windmilling desperately to regain 

his centre of gravity. He almost regained his footing, but then, one of his 

slipping feet landed on the whisky bottle, resting behind them. The bottle 

rolled underfoot quickly and accelerated his fall. He landed heavily on the 

balustrade; on the same section that was already weakened. The banister 

cracked apart, two of the balusters broke free, and Shishir fell through. 

He fell, but not all the way. One hand managed to clutch at an intact 

baluster, and he dangled there; screaming for help and furiously trying 

to get a grip with his other hand too. Chitra stood frozen, torn between 



66eFiction India May 2014

saving him and the prospect of escaping a battered and abused existence 

by just doing nothing. In the end, perhaps her instinct to save a life – any 

life – won over because she took a step towards him, arms outstretched – 

but something else moved first. The cat sped soundlessly out of the dark 

– again, its apparent blindness not impairing it in the slightest – and began 

attacking the fingers that gripped the baluster, with both teeth and claw. 

The fingers let go, and with a final, despairing cry, Shishir plummeted 

below, just as Chitra reached the edge. She saw him land on the gaping 

rocks below with a sickening crunch, and lie their motionless for an instant 

before the greedy waves gobbled him, leaving just some bloodstains behind. 

She heard distant shouts, meaning people from the neighbourhood, 

and perhaps shortly after, the authorities too, would gather.  She quickly 

picked up the knife that lay in a corner and walked towards the stairs, to 

return it to its usual place. Shishir had been drunk and out-of-control and 

had slipped and fallen on a weak section of the balustrade that gave way 

under his weight – nothing more had happened here tonight. She would 

be suitably distraught when people arrived. 

She turned around to look for the cat – or whatever it now was. It 

was nowhere to be seen. She wondered if it would ever come back again. 

It never did. Neither did Shishir. 

Below her, the waves continued to lash the rocks with fury. The rocks 

stood upright, resilient and defiant. 
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Coil
Jude Gerald Lopez

The air is still. The room is empty. The dim glow of the light bulb 

still continues to illuminate that lonely corner. The falcon still 

cannot hear the falconer. 

In that empty room filled with stagnant air sheltered by the darkness 

the light bulb so conveniently nurtures with its embers, sits an eerie figure, 

glasses in hand. A hand that is infected with a deadly rash dangles in front 

of you, in front of me. 

There are worms fat, round, thin, shy, hungry, greedy feeding on her. 

The serpent consumes itself in the labyrinths of his mind, in the caverns 

of silky soil. The ground beneath his feet is infected. They tell of a tale 

only Samsa can hear, and Grendel and the whore of Babylon and the fallen 

angel…

A silhouette shifts, rises and falls to the ground. The scene acts itself 

out in silence, over and over again. Some stories need retelling to live. 

Some need to be told to be forgotten. 

‘There must be some kind of a way out of here’ the joker chants into 

the fallen ears of the thief. The chanting grows violently strong, my ears 

bleed, and the silhouette squirms like a worm. His body begins to coil. 

Coils of memory unfold. The sea of stories surely gave birth to this 

monster. The serpent struggles to consume itself. 

In opposition to the shimmering slither of scales all around, a tender, 
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plump arm is seen. It’s fair, untouched and sways in front of you, infected 

with a rash of guilt, it seeks to haunt all of us. The silhouette grows fever-

ishly scared. His scales tell of a tale. A tale grotesquely different from that 

of the severed nymph. Arms collide. The worm squirms. Guilt explodes. 

A scene unfolds.

“It’s not mine.”

“It can’t be.”

“Grotesque, disfigured, lump.”

“It is your fucking fault. Whore. Demon. Sorceress.”

The phallus rises, grows, towers above the entities in the room, con-

sumes them and annihilates them, extinguishing them in a sea of rushing 

blood, flesh and filth. A babe is thrown into the world, guiltless, thrown 

out of it, guiltless. The child hovers, the falcon hears the falconer. The 

second coming is almost here. The child is carried off to the bird’s den, 

to live among beings that harvest the quill, the land of ideas, the land of 

the real, it beckons her.

Some tales are told to be forgotten.

Blood rushes to its head as it falls.

The ground beneath her feet is cold.

***

The room is poorly lit, the silhouette rises, and moves around in frenzy. 

The arm itches, the body burns, the eyes rot from within. Memory haunts. 

Look who’s the grotesque, disfigured lump now. Tell me decipherer of 

words has anyone forgotten laughter. No, no, no! The joker induces laugh-

ter without laughing. The silhouette is caught up in the coils of memory. 
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“Ahh! It hurts,” he screams.

The serpent devours itself. The whore sells herself. The fallen angel 

explodes, there is light all around. The silhouette is obliterated. The guilt 

remains, the shame remains. Its sole purpose is to haunt. 

Darkness sets in once again. The stage is set for another protagonist. 

The stage is set for another crime. The earth continues to dance around a 

ball of fire. Guilt prepares to rise on the third day. Redemption is a myth, 

salvation a bitter lie. The order of things are set. The worms are ready, fat, 

round, thin, shy, hungry, greedy, they all gather. The curtain rises. The 

lights search and find its prey. The show goes on.
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The Monochrome  
Maestro
Malaika Sujeet

Nowadays every time Laksh tried to pick up a brush, his hand 

seemed to inch farther and farther away the more determined 

he was to grab it. The canvas lay in his studio, gleaming white, 

untainted, a virgin of sorts. Most days he couldn’t bring himself to look 

at it. It always seemed to taunt him so.

He glared at the walls around him. The framed paper clippings painful 

reminders of what once was.

|ARTINDIA –Issue 4 –Dec 1986

MONO-CHROMA MAESTRO!

Laksh Upadhay, one of India’s finest artists in today’s art circles has all the 

critics raving about his latest collection of monochromatic works. The artist 

has suffered from colour blindness since birth and hasn’t ever let that deter him 

from his dream of being an artist. In fact the man himself has been quoted 

saying ‘… it’s what makes me who I am. It dragged me to this point. I’ve much 

to be thankful for…’ |

Lies. All lies. He’d hated his deformity. Detested it with a passion that 

led him to revolt against it. To profess a profession known for its use of 
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colour. He’d become an artist and a great one at that, colour blindness be 

damned. Even as a child he’d always felt a little out of sorts, like he’d been 

deprived of something as essential as oxygen or water. Never knew what 

to do with the colouring books and crayons his parents would buy him.

Green, blue, red, yellow, purple, pink, magenta.

These words of colour had held no meaning to him, simply sounds 

that he could never attach any meaning to. When someone described the 

colour Aquamarine, it was a whole new universe of impossibility. Funnily 

enough he always associated colours with tastes. Blue was something tangy 

whilst yellow was something he imagined to be sweet. 

When authors went into monologues about the peachy cream colour 

Illustration: “Youn gFrnakenstein” by Leigh-Anne Eagerton, Flickr
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of skin, the pure crystalline blue of eyes, his heart throbbed with a grief so 

deep that he felt submerged under layers and layers of darkness. He was a 

poet, an artist, a creative mind deprived of a life in colour. A Van Gogh, a 

Dali, a Vermeer, in black and white. He felt cheated. To have been granted 

the soul of an artist and the eyes of a mongrel. It was an unfairness he 

despised every time he blinked his eyes.

Black. Greys. White. That was his colour palette, that was his world.

In all his years his fame had never really got to him. Precisely because 

he as an artist never could take pride in his art. It was all well and good 

for critics living in a Vibgyor world to shower praise on his artwork. Term 

it mono-chromatic when it was all the colour his eyes could hold without 

falling apart. He was truly a bitter soul. 

Then came the moment of reckoning.

‘Ah the wonders of modern medicine! A simple switcheroo and there 

you go! A brand new pair of eyes that are capable of capturing all the shades 

in the spectrum. That’s putting some perspective into the words ‘A whole 

new world’ ey, Laksh?’ 

Dr. Suraiya was his family doctor, he’d been treating Laksh all his life. 

‘An eye transplant?’ Laksh had thought to himself. ‘Ecstasy couldn’t 

cover how I feel right now.’ His excitement bubbled in him like a beautiful 

rage that tilted him right off of his axis. It swirled inside him and drove 

him close to insanity with happiness. 

The operation was carried out a month afterward. They’d managed to 

secure a donor and soon, Laksh was sitting on the hospital bed, bandages 

around his eyes, vibrating on the spot with the glee that was threatening 

to overflow from each pore and every orifice in his body. 

He had waited his whole life for this moment, this defining moment, 
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such that the wait before he tore off his bandages felt like an eternity in 

itself.

For the human mind to imagine something completely new, unlike 

anything it hasn’t already seen before, is unfathomable. Creativity is the 

product of millions of little impressionable details merging together in 

fantastic new designs and shapes. Yet here was Laksh witnessing a whole 

new realm. It was a miracle that could only be comparable to the act of 

actually seeing God. It was like magic, as crazy as that sounded. To Laksh 

it was something he couldn’t quite put into words. Only seeing and seeing 

and drinking it in. No need to taste, to hear, to smell, to touch, for the 

moment. Only See.

That was six months ago. 

Today Laksh Upadhay sat on his recliner staring unblinkingly at the 

glare of the television, the only source of light in the darkened house. He 

thought back to his last art collection on display three months ago.

‘Rather unremarkable don’t you think Mr. Puri? Very bland. His mono-

chromes were so much classier. So inspired.’

 ‘Would you take a look at his use of colour! Ghastly. Absolute mayhem 

on a canvas. A sight for sore eyes I must say.’

He sighed.

He watched only black and white movies these days. Sometimes he 

wished he could walk right into one of them. It was the only place where 

things seemed to make sense. A place where art would make sense again.

He felt like he was in a constant state of disorientation. Now that he 

had them at his disposal, he couldn’t even use the beautiful colours in a 

meaningful way. Never understood the correlation of which colour goes 

where or why. Why had things gone so wrong when everything had just 
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begun to look so right?

It was like expecting a child of three to write poetry akin to Keats or 

Frost or Wordsworth.

He’d been flawed before. That was what he had always thought and 

wept for and hated most about himself. Then how could it be, how could 

it possibly be that what he’d assumed to have been fixed, was now irrepa-

rably broken?

He now lived in a world of colour but had lost a bit of his soul. This 

flaw, this defect had been his stairwell to the world of Art. His operation 

on the other hand had been like a multi-hued, multi-tongued fire burning 

that stairwell to ashes on the ground. Magnificent but destructive.

Laksh sighed.

He seemed to be doing a lot of that these days. 

‘I was imperfect in a perfect world, Now I’m perfect!’ he laughed the 

laughter of the mentally unsound. ‘But I inhabit a world so imperfect that 

all meaning ceases to exist.’

His words broke the silence that had descended upon the house for 

the past week.

He hoped, as he pulled the gun from the drawer beside him, that if 

ever he was reborn, it would be as a flower. To sense nothing, yet exude 

beauty as he lived, a more meaningful life than this was unimaginable. 
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The Homecoming
Diganta Sarkar

1
A violent jerk woke Farooq up from his trance. The exhausting truck 

ride coupled with the vigorously hot summer afternoon and his previous 

two nights of insomnia, had proven too much for his stressed out system 

to handle. He rubbed his bloodshot eyes and looked around the truck, at 

the four young-but-hardened faces observing him intently. 

“You okay?” asked someone on his left.

Farooq looked at him and nodded. It was Ajmal, a mere eighteen-year 

old kid with a face still as innocent as a schoolboy; but who, Farooq pon-

dered, was as deadly and unforgiving as Satan himself with an AK in his 

arms. In only three years, Ajmal had killed over a hundred – military and 

civilians combined; and had earned himself the tag of “killing machine” 

in their Quetta camp.

Farooq turned his mind away and looked up absent-mindedly at the 

ceiling; for Ajmal had triggered the return of his childhood memories in the 

kaleidoscope of his mind – something that had happened quite repeatedly 

in the last two days and probably, the only few times in the last ten years. 

Blurry images of a happy family in the small town of Herat appeared 

before his eyes. His dad used to be a dealer of carpets, a modest one at that; 

but someone whose return every evening used to entice Farooq with great 

interest; for more often than not, the Pathani-clad, wide-chested, strongly 
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built silhouette of his father at the doorway was accompanied with sweets, 

chocolates and  lots of toys for little Farooq. They had a small backyard 

with a large banyan tree adorning it; where he used to play with his best 

friend – a very pretty neighbourhood girl named Nooran; a girl who had 

hands softer than rose petals, and whose hair always smelt of jasmine. As 

they swung to-and-fro from makeshift swings hung on the branches of the 

great old banyan, Farooq would blush looking at her cute little face, and 

dream of growing up quickly, if only to marry her someday.   

And then, like a bolt from the blue, came that fateful day of August. 

Against his mother’s appeals, his dad had taken them to visit his uncle in 

their ancestral village; one near Kandahar – a highly perturbed region at 

that time, due to continued clashes between the Taliban and the coalition 

forces. Farooq had gone out grazing the cattle with his uncle, when they 

saw American fighters swooping down over the village. Within a minute, 

violent explosions were heard, the ground had begun to shake; and a shroud 

of dust, sand and smoke had bellied their efforts of returning to the village.  

They had sought shelter under a large tree; and had left it only after the 

attacks had subdued. They had rushed back to the village like maniacs, 

only to find most of it reduced to a heap of bricks. Still they overcame the 

rubble and reached the house, only to find that it too had been desecrated 

to the same. To his utter horror, Farooq saw both his father and mother, 

lying motionless on the ground some distance away, their bodies torn apart 

by shrapnel. He had broken down completely – his whole body convulsed 

and shaking in agony, his face drenched in tears.  

His uncle Shafiur sat down beside him, crying and hugging his nephew, 

for he too had lost his wife. Farooq hugged him back, trying to find some 

sympathy and repose. Then, all of a sudden, two men appeared – rifles 



77eFiction India May 2014

slung over their arms, and cloth towels covering their faces. As the duo 

stopped short of them, Shafiur got up and stood in front of Farooq; and 

he heard his uncle begging to the strangers for mercy. Then, he heard the 

loud crack of a gunshot, and his uncle slumped to the ground. Before he 

could understand anything else, Farooq felt a sweet-smelling cloth pres-

sured against his nose. He wiggled for a bit; but then, it was lights out!

***

The truck rolled to a stop – it was a check-point. Farooq and the others 

could hear the conversation outside—the Afghan military was interrogat-

ing Zainul, the driver, on his truck’s whereabouts. Presently, he got down 

from his cabin, and walked to the back of the truck, opening the rear door. 

Two more soldiers peeked inside.

“You see, just as I said. These boys from my village. On way to city. 

They find jobs there,” Zainul told them. 

The soldiers spied the faces suspiciously. Then, the younger one said, 

“You know how things go around here. Whatever they are paying you, we 

want a share.”

“But Miah...”

“No buts,” snapped the other soldier, “Either you pay or you stop 

right here.”

Zainul hung his head, and walked back towards the driver’s cabin, the 

two Afghans in tow. 

Five minutes later, they were back on their way. So far, all was going 

according to plan.

Farooq got up and pulled down the rear door, thereby catching a 
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fleeting glimpse of the younger Afghani soldier crossing the narrow road, 

smoking a cigarette, Uzi in hand. And as he sat back down, he couldn’t 

help thinking about a familiar guy who had become a lasting memory in 

his heart, since almost ten years ago. 

2
“Wake up,” a hoarse voice woke Farooq up from his sleep. He rubbed 

his eyes to chase the sleep away, and saw a huge man with an ostensibly 

large beard towering over him – the same guy who had drugged and brought 

him to this place two weeks back.

He had been surprised at first, to see so many boys his own age cramped 

into two or three tents; all jostling and surviving with each other. They 

were fed moderately well; and those like Farooq, who could recite verses 

from the Quran, were given the occasional pat-on-the-back – just to drive 

up their spirits. Their captors had a strong dislike for the weaker children; 

and many of those who sobbed frequently were found to have disappeared 

as the days went by. 

“Your friends are away on jobs,” they were told.

They wondered what the jobs were, for their friends never came back; 

and that had made Farooq pledge never to cry in his captivity.

The man brought him up to an open landing; horrified, Farooq saw 

a man of about thirty, dressed in what he guessed was an army uniform, 

lying and moaning on the ground. His hands and legs were zip-tied; and 

his mouth was sealed with duct tape. His face and clothes were covered in 

blood, as the tumultuous amount of torture inflicted had taken its toll; and 

he was only living in a semi-conscious, drowsy state of mind. There were 

several other veiled men campassing around with guns slung from their 
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shoulders; and a man wearing dark sunglasses was seated atop a mound 

like a kingpin. He signalled to Farooq’s handler, who whispered in his ears, 

“The guy you see there is an enemy military soldier. He’s one of the ones 

who bombed the village and killed your father and mother. They have 

killed many thousand other Afghanis, just like your parents. We caught 

this motherfucking traitor yesterday. I hand him over to you. Kill him and 

avenge your parents.” He inserted a pistol into Farooq’s hands and steadied 

his aim. “All you’ve got to do, son, is pull the trigger.” 

Farooq had stood there motionless; his limbs had gone numb due 

to the surroundings. The soldier had been made to sit up. He had begun 

grunting heavily and helplessly. Farooq could see his eyes almost burst-

ing out of his sockets, as he twitched his head from side to side, trying to 

implore the little boy, in whose fingertips rested his fate. He knew very 

well that there could be no respite from the hands of the Taliban, but his 

maligned heart was still trying, trying to feign an innocence that would, 

somehow, acquit him of the gruesome death sentence imposed upon him. 

The man grew restless. “Come on, boy,” he cooed, “People don’t gen-

erally get chances at revenge like you have been given. And besides, if you 

don’t pull the trigger,” he looked around knowingly, “these people are going 

to hurt you.” 

Farooq had ventured his forefinger upon the trigger, and closed his 

eyes. Even then, the thought of killing a human being had been too much 

for the little kid. But all of a sudden, he felt a slight pressure over his finger, 

and the gun went off with two loud cracks. Shocked, he opened his eyes 

to find the soldier slumped to the ground, blood trickling down his back. 

The kingpin nodded his approval and left the place.

The bearded man had held Farooq’s hand, and led him up to the dead 
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body. He turned his face around, so that the distant, empty gaze in his eyes 

now pointed up towards the pale blue sky. Farooq looked on, motionless.

“The first one is always the hardest. You never forget their faces. But 

may Allah bless you, son, for you have been accepted in the holy pledge of 

freeing our beloved motherland from the white skinned impotent insur-

gents; and annihilating any one who dares cross our path. Allah-u-Akbar! 

Long live Afghanistan! Long live the Taliban!”

Farooq had accepted the Taliban lifestyle ever since; for he knew that 

it was virtually impossible to climb out of the cavernous walls of the end-

lessly deep well that was the Taliban. For, once chosen, you either fight 

with them; or you lose your head to them.

But, there had been one true thing amongst all the gibberish the 

bearded man had spoken that day – for here he stood ten years later, after 

many murders, many plundering, and a thousand other acts of monstrosity; 

and yet, the face that bothered and haunted him the most was the one he 

remembered the most vividly – that of the Afghan soldier, clad in khaki, 

on that austere day of August – Farooq-ul-Zakir’s first kill!

3
“15 minutes,” Zainul announced their ETA, and the group suddenly 

became overcome with a sense of enthusiasm and hurriedness. Saiful went 

up to the back wall of the driver’s cabin; and opened a hidden dashboard 

with a safe combination in it. He typed in the code, and then pulled open 

another secret latch on the floor. Without uttering a single word, the five 

of them went about the task of packing their gear. They picked up their 

AK s, put on Kevlar; and filled their rucksacks with grenades, gas shells 

and cartridges. Finally, they holstered a .38 mm each under their waists, 
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and sat back down. Farooq looked on plaintively at the four young faces, 

that were about to turn into living and breathing monsters in just a few 

minutes. Their guns would exhale fire, and they would indulge themselves 

in a feeling of holiness for killing civilians; as if that would accrue to devot-

ing their lives for the betterment of the motherland. Looking at them, for 

the only time in life, Farooq had a first-hand insight of his own mindset 

on similar previous occasions. 

Even in his late years as a teenager, he had had full faith in the Taliban 

tenets; that they had the coherence in them to achieve a free and liberated 

Afghanistan. Perhaps, it could be owed to the fact that it was here where 

he received his food and shelter, when he could think of no other relative 

on the face of the earth. 

It had taken the sobriety of maturity attained in recent years to some-

what open his eyes to the futility and consequences of their jihad; and 

he was also undoubted of the fact that he was the only one in the whole 

camp who harvested feelings of such pedigree. And in spite of his self-

restraint, such thoughts sometimes found pathways out to audiences at 

certain instances.

He knew the danger beckoning him; for all these people, without any 

exceptions, believed in Allah as the omnipresent opulent power, hailed the 

commander as the supreme leader, and the Taliban propaganda as their 

only goal in life. But, he became fully aware of the repercussions only three 

days ago, when the camp chief Abu Bashir Ahmed summoned him to his 

chamber for a private tete-a-tete. An uncanny sixth sense had foretold him 

of trouble waiting. 

“Have a seat, will you?” Ahmed signalled him and paced around slowly.

“Farooq jaan,” he spoke slowly and distinctly as he fixed his gaze upon 
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the eyes of his listener.

“You have been here over ten years now; I have seen you ever since 

you were a boy; and have never had the reason to doubt your capabilities 

as a soldier, a true servant of the future Taliban regime.”

He halted for a while. 

“So you see,” he begun again, slower and softer than ever, “When I 

came upon the news that this brave, diligent soldier of mine had lost his 

vanity, his focus; that he has been expressing concern over the very reasons 

behind our holy war; can you guess how it feels inside me?”

There was an awkward pause.

“You tell me, Farooq jaan, are any of these treacherous allegations 

true?”

Farooq lowered his head for some seconds, then he spoke in a thin bro-

ken tone, “I was, am and forever will be a fighter dedicated to Afghanistan. 

These vindications are absurd. I can assure you, as long as the blessings of 

Allah are above my head, I shall be at war against the fuckers of America 

and the entire world with all my strength.”

Abu Bashir nodded his head strongly, in agreement.

“I have full faith in you, my son. That’s why I am going to invest you 

in one of our most important ventures in recent times. In three days, you, 

along with Ajmal, Yusuf, Abu Salem and Bakhtiyar, are going to carry out 

a surprise attack on a city.” He stopped and paused for effect. “It’s going 

to be a suicide bombing mission.”

Farooq was a bit unnerved, but he had been on three such missions 

in the past; and generally all the men sans the bomber himself came back.

“Who’s the bomber?” he asked.

“You are,” Ahmed answered, almost in a whisper.
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Farooq stood there, dumbfounded.

“Which city?” he somehow asked, in a brazen, choked voice.

“Herat.”

Farooq kept staring straight at his cold icy eyes; he was sure there was 

a sadistic laugh hidden inside, as if he was enjoying every bit of it.

“But Commander,” he blurted, “That’s my home town.”

“I know, my son. That’s why I give you the chance of an ultimate sac-

rifice for the greater good of Afghanistan. You proclaimed yourself a true 

soldier – now is your chance to prove it.”

Farooq stood there a while, and then started walking out.

“Farooq,” Bashir called, when he had reached the door, “Do you re-

member what we do to traitors?”

“We behead them,” he said, and walked out.

4
It’s a hot summer afternoon. A boy and a girl in their years of pre-

teenage sit under the shade of a large banyan, busy in their games, each 

engrossed in the other’s company. A while later, the boy’s mother comes 

out, bringing with her a tray of sweets.

“Nooran beti, you like these laddoos, na?” she asks the little girl.

“Haan Chachiji,” the girl replies with a shy smile.

The mother goes away and the children resume their play. The girl 

catches him stealing a wistful glance at her, and smiles. He turns his head 

round to conceal his glee.

Out of nowhere, a man appears on horseback, his face veiled under 

a cloth towel. Only his eyes are visible, which reveal an inherent sense of 

relentlessness. He dismounts, and puts his hand to his waist to bring out a 



84eFiction India May 2014

pistol. To the boy’s utter horror, he shoots the little girl twice in the head. 

His mother comes out running on hearing the shots, and is met with the 

same grievous fate. The man slowly reveals his face, accompanied with a 

roar of monstrous laughter. Awestruck, the boy looks on as he finds that 

it is he himself.

Farooq woke up with the cold touch of sweat under his neck.

That was the first night. The next two came with nothing but insomnia.

“Farooq, Farooq...” Ajmal was shaking him.

He looked up at him, startled.

“Five minutes to go. Put this on.” he handed over to him the heavy 

jacket that was set to be his destiny. It was a brown-coloured one, slightly 

thicker than normal ones, and stacked with IEDs.

“Remember,” Zainul shouted to him, “Wait for the call from the 

Commander. It might take same time to come.”

Ajmal handed him the detonator, as the truck slowly pulled into the 

city.

“It’s time!”

5
As the truck came to a halt near the central market of the city, the four 

of them jumped out, with Farooq slowly following suit. He watched on as 

they started slaughtering groups of helpless civilians, as if they were pigs 

in an abattoir. Cartridge after cartridge was unloaded, grenades hurled at 

shops; and the corpses piled up as they made their way through. A group 

of local policemen arrived and were killed within a while, their revolvers 

no match for the power of the Kalashnikovs.

Farooq hadn’t fired a single shot at the civilians. He was torn to see the 
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inhabitants of his birthplace massacred like this; many of them could have 

been his neighbours, or distant relatives. Quite a few shops had seemed 

familiar to him – the sweet shop Yusuf just naded seemed to him a distant 

replica of that of Rahim chacha, one he had visited on many an afternoon, 

accompanying his father.

Farooq could feel a transition in his own character; feelings that had 

been subdued for the past ten years – so much so that he himself couldn’t 

believe that they even existed, had suddenly begun to resurface; as if finally 

he had found that precious moment of epiphany. 

The others had regrouped; their job was over, all that was left was for 

Farooq to hammer the final nail into the coffin. They wanted to return to 

the truck ASAP, for the window of opportunity they had before the military 

retaliation came, was closing out fast. 

“May Allah bless you in your mission,” they shook hands and parted 

ways from him.

Farooq looked around himself. The roads were as desolate as they 

could be, with only a few human corpses lying about, strewn. He walked 

into a small alleyway, and dumped his rucksack and Kevlar body armour 

into a dumpster nearby. He was, now, dressed in civilian clothes, which 

concealed the bomb vest.

He made his way to the railway station in ten minutes, and awaited 

the call. His mind was, by now, permanently caught in the crossfire of 

thoughts and counter-thoughts regarding what to do when the D-moment 

finally arrived. Ten years. It was a long, long time to stay away from home. 

“No way could I have ever wanted to do this”, he ventured, as he saw am-

bulances and military trucks race past him. 

“Go. Make us proud.” the call had come. Abu Bashir stayed on the 
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line, perhaps waiting for a reply.

Farooq inhaled the surroundings one last time – the place where he 

was born, where he was brought up; and now, whose heart he had been 

entrusted to carve a hole in. 

“I’m sorry. I...I can’t do it.”

Abu Bashir was speechless for a while, in utter dismay.

“What do you mean, you bastard? You want to be a traitor? Fine. Just 

remember this – this there is no penitentiary, no protective custody in this 

earth they can afford you, that will be able to save you from our grasp. We 

will find you, and we will  kill...”

Farooq tore off the receiver cord, and ambled towards the crowd. Death 

– nah, he wasn’t afraid of it any more. And if he had to die, there could be 

no better place than his home, amidst his own people. He stopped, and 

looked at the small push-button he held in hand – one which could trigger 

the explosives that would take uncountable lives, and destroy many more; 

then he unholstered his .38.

What followed was a shot, and blood spattered all over the road, co-

louring a stretch of it in the deep red hue of the early evening sky.

Little did the man know, that only a few minutes later, a girl in her 

early twenties, on her way back from Kabul, with a pretty face bearing a 

startling resemblance to that seen in his dreams only a couple of days ago, 

was pushing through a crowd of policemen and civilians, to have a glance 

at the terrorist who had shot himself – something quite unfathomable and 

indiscernible.  People were hurling abuses of every multitude towards the 

dead body; and the police kept on trying their level best to cordon off the 

area. But as she fell upon the eyes which gazed blankly towards infinity, 

leaving behind a somewhat serene pathos, as if the soul which had owned 
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them had finally attained the sanctum of peace it had been long craving 

for; she felt the surroundings slowly fading away into obscurity, for the ap-

parition of the face seemed to her to be vaguely yet strangely, very familiar.
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The Blame
Sunanda Pati

Mihir dug his fingers into my back. Like icicles meeting stray 

rays of the sun for the first time, I melted. He kept mur-

muring his love for my skin, my flesh as the pain bonded 

heart with the warm space between my legs. His words floated in, distant 

temple bells from childhood. Until the flash almost splintered my head 

into a zillion pieces. 

That’s what memory can do to you. Catch you at a time when your 

nakedness is as vulnerable as the scars you have been picking up along 

the way. I croaked but I don’t think Mihir heard, his head firmly nestled 

between my breasts. I let go as I felt the heat in my eyes and the dam giv-

ing away. 

They were words and they had appeared scrawled in my blue mood 

notebook one evening.  But then, I had chosen to give them what I thought 

eerily sounded like my own voice.  

***

A week before Mihir said he wanted to come home and make love to 

me in Ma’s absence, I was writhing. It would now be easy to attribute it 

to a burning sexual hunger, but that would be the path of least resistance. 

I hadn’t been burning, it was Maahi. She was on fire and I sensed I was 
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under duress to feel the same. 

So, there I was, walking around, with nothing but fever in my eyes, 

when through all that red heat I spotted the bit of blue. Looked like some-

body had plucked it just a little from its shadow region in between an old 

children’s magazine and some forgotten city maps. It must have been Ma 

because she is the one who keeps relegating queer little objects to quiet 

corners. She who never has quite taken to my adamant admissions of 

unloading my miseries on to a mood book. That I find use of it on some 

days if not all, she refuses to understand. 

I think I now know why my fingers were experiencing an avalanche 

while flipping through. I stopped at the first empty page I could find. And 

when the green glitter pen wouldn’t write, I flipped again. 

You are not going to get away with this. 

A wretched sickness filled my gut. I remembered the time I had to 

stick my head out of the bus that was taking us to Digha. Rushed breakfast 

did not suit me then, does not suit me now. 

I read on. 

When everybody else is loved, I am loathed. This I say about the day, do 

you know about the nights? When I am alone with myself, when my flesh turns 

in its grave? When my heart gallops with a thousand pictures of death but my 

skin slouches? That’s when I start playing with the bedside lamp, in the hope 

that the dancing shadows will make me get to my feet. And then, soon enough, 

I spot Marilyn’s moled face mocking the turn of my hands. 

My knees were caving in. I had to stop, I just had to. I remember 

swaying a little scarecrow-like while punching the tight little bundle of 

handmade paper into the drawer of my window desk.                                             
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***

There was a time when Prateek, Shabina, Nirali, Maahi, Ashima, 

Abhishek were all moulding into starry beings. Their orbits were inextri-

cably joined with mine, the mother orbit. Did they even know they were 

only ink on yellowing paper? That whether they sat, screamed, loved or 

even killed, it was all me? They had no reason to complain. Even if it was 

a first-time novel that was making them live. Long after Ma and Dadu 

would call it a day, I continued to sit up, glued to my window desk. 

If I scribbled some, I scratched out more. I was unable to weave a 

carpet with the coloured threads I had. Those people, they either loved 

me back so much that I did not know what to do with them, or they kept 

mum, braving cold winds blowing somewhere deep inside them. 

Two months down, it all seemed more coherent because I had found 

the missing thread. 

***

It has to be a woman, I kept telling myself. After Shabina, I was almost 

sure another woman would be an extra, staring up from paragraphs, with-

out having too much to say. But when Shatadru broke up with me over 

an early morning message, my conviction was wrangled out of its sweet 

refuge. I felt stripped, believing only in the claws no one else could see. 

In a week’s time, Paroma Ganguly was walking in and out of doors, 

her head held high. The sashay of her flowing floral printed dresses were 

touched upon by the other ladies at least once during office hours. Paroma’s 

beauty was born out of an Afro-Bengali background, her skin a bitter 
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chocolate brown gone shy. Her hair fell in waves, far from compromising a 

face that had disparate features perfectly arranged. But every time Paroma 

felt her rounded sides or the hump that was growing beneath her nape, I 

stopped writing. The words had to keep flowing but before that, I had to 

stop the bile from reaching my throat. 

The more I held a secret grudge against Paroma for being obese and 

pendulant, the more I had my words give her a glistening public image. 

People around her forgave her gluttony, I did not. There had to be a way 

out of this. 

***

Mihir ran into the house, casting one long raven look around. He 

looked like he had been hungry for decades and could eat whoever stood 

in his way. Yanking the bowl of half-eaten mutton manpasand out of the 

fridge, he sprawled himself on the kitchen floor and dug in. In a second, 

he was smashing a chair against the living room wall and before I could 

get the screaming voice out of my head, he had jumped from the balcony. 

I shoot up, breath ragged, hands searching for the inhaler. Was that 

just a bad dream? 

My extremities are cold like the harsh winter but I feel a warm fluid 

rise behind my skull. Hurriedly, I walk over to the desk, snap the mood 

book out and start off from where I had left. 

When grandfather lay dying, the house stood empty. There was not a soul 

in it. The curtains wavered with gusts from the storm brewing somewhere in 

the horizon and Mini Meow cosied up on the clothes piled near the washing 

machine. Tinni rang the bell thrice and left in a huff, I imagine. Grandfather 
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had told her to cook his favourite fish curry the day before. 

The crickets outside are going crazy. Are they hovering over Mihir’s 

body? Oh no, that was just a bad dream. 

You know I was at home all that while, don’t you? Of course you do. Who 

else would have laid out the table with so much food? Who else would have 

forced me to sit down and keep pushing one slice of pizza after another down 

my throat? And that squat box of rich truffle pastries. And the red, green, blue, 

yellow packs of tortilla chips? And the spinach bacon quiche? And. And. And. 

I bit my lower lip hard and soon, I could taste blood. 

***

A month after I started work on ‘Phantasies’, doctors declared Dadu 

had only days to live. Cancer had already eaten the man up but it would 

only get worse, it seemed. You could put it like this – the three of us would 

have to stare at the working hands of the clock and play a guessing game, 

probably named ‘Last Moment’. About the same time, I met Mihir. We 

were at a coffee shop, facing each other, seated at two drum-like tables. 

His face was contoured like an old sculpture and his fingers kept caressing 

the emboldened cover of The Philosophy Book. Soon enough, he looked 

up at me and I walked up to his table. He said he was growing old writing 

for films. 

From that point on, there was no looking back. Neither of us would 

talk about love and both of us seemed intent on not missing an opportu-

nity to make love. 

The afternoon Dadu breathed his last, I was in the room next to his. 

Mihir and I were rocking back and forth in a sweaty embrace, our heads 
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together, as Cohen sang: 

And you want to travel with her

And you want to travel blind

And you know that she will trust you

For you’ve touched her perfect body with your mind

Later, when Mihir had slunk away with the setting sun and Ma had 

returned all chatty from Dakshineshwar, we discovered Dadu, wrapped 

in freezing dryness. I thought I even saw his skin flaking away. But that’s 

not the point. That night as I lay staring up at the fan whirring, the glow 

from the lampshade making streaks out of the blades, I knew one thing. 

Somebody had to take the blame for Dadu’s death. 

Prateek had fallen like a sack of mail for Maahi. Abhishek and Shibani 

were bound by a tight friendship that each secretly knew was something 

close to love. And Ashima and Nirali, guided by the mysterious powers of 

the universe, were inching towards togetherness. 

No, I could not craft scapegoats out of these people. The blame would 

have to fall on the remaining piece of the puzzle. 

***

When you decided I would be a glutton, I became one. When you forced 

me on to that chair, baiting all that food, I complied. But you stopped short. 

You directed all your hate towards me but you stopped short. You never really 

wrote about it. Do you know how that feels? Through folds of flesh people can’t 

anyway see who I really am. Why this? I want you to state the truth like you 

would state your name on your book. Blame away, blame with all the might 

you have. You were banging someone, I was gorging. But whatever it is, I want 
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it in ink. And this time around, I decide. 

I gulp. The letter is turning out to be a winding way through the 

woods. Dark and daunting. Right now, there is something about the tone 

that is sending pinch-like sensations over my body. But what it is I can’t 

pinpoint. 

I decide or I have ways to take care of this. 

See, this is what I was getting at. 

I take the small torch from my bedside table and focus the beam on 

the writing. From the threat on, it begins to look illegible and dirty. And 

the bedside lamp is useless. But I need to finish this to be able to get done 

with the last one forty seven pages of ‘Phantasies’. 

I wonder why you lie the way you do. Big is beautiful, fat is fine. You do 

not really think that way, do you? So, who gives you the right to leave out those 

opinions? I get it. It is your guilt. You shape your thoughts, but the world de-

cides how you put them across, you bitch. You left all of them to their devices. 

Why twist me around like a doll made of putty? 

I feel a chill run through me. Why am I hearing my own voice as 

Paroma speaks? Is there a way to go through with this without having that 

voice in my head? 

I snap the mood book shut. Some other night maybe. 

***

It is three in the morning and I am wide awake. I have been trying 

to get through to Mihir but that simpering female voice says his phone is 

switched off. Probably, I should turn on the lamp and stare at the clock. 

This is another way of counting sheep just in case you didn’t know. 
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It is ten past four. There’s no way I can move in and out of this trance 

without hearing that voice in my head. Instead, I will let the novel do the 

talking. The crickets are still shrieking away when I switch on the lamp 

on my window desk. 

It is five to seven. I wake up with a violent start to Chintu’s early morn-

ing garden song. He does this almost every day as he waters the plants. 

More than ten pages of writing lie tucked under my arms. The one right 

at the top has a large spot of saliva drying up on it. This morning is better 

than most other mornings because I smile. I pick up the mood book. But 

the writing is gone. 

And when I check the phone it is twelve past seven. 

There’s one message in the inbox that says: 

I know I won’t be around to tell you this. But something is ripping me 

apart tonight. I have gleaned the fridge clean and I feel like doing something 

to myself. But before I do, it might just make sense to tell you that in the few 

weeks that I’ve known you, I’ve fallen for you. 

I scream and I scream but Chintu’s garden song is not yet over. 
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Survivors of Apathy
Daya Bhat

Am I alive? Am I dead? I must have stagnated in an interim state. 

I eat, drink, work and sleep but then, I feel dead inside. 

All my life I’ve been doing the same things but Appa had 

been one of the witnesses to my actions until he slipped and fell in the 

bathroom. He wasn’t aware that he had spent a day in unconsciousness 

lying on the hospital bed and that I had been sitting before him thinking 

what I would’ve done if I were him. I would’ve screamed ‘kill me doctor, 

please.’ Because as such there was nothing for me to look forward to, to 

bear so much pain, get well and live. But Appa had said “Take me home 

Paapu, they’ll kill me here.” 

“What’ll they get? The last time you were here they didn’t and I’m 

here to see that they won’t, alright?” I tried to calm him. He became inert 

once they drugged him. It took 24 hours to assess the damage.

Next day the doctor came surrounded by a team of junior doctors and 

interns. He picked up the pad hanging by Appa’s cot and gave instructions 

to the nurse about some more tests. While the interns studied Appa like a 

chapter from their book, he said “So Nandini – he’ll have to stay for a few 

days, he may need a surgery. Come and see me in the consultation at 4 pm,” 

and before I could answer the white pool moved rapidly from one bed to 

the other and finally out of the ward, coats flapping and steths swinging. 

“Why 4pm?” I asked the nurse, “Doctor has OT today – very busy – 
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and reports of these tests should come no – ” she said pointing to a list of 

fresh tests. She adjusted the flow of Appa’s IV line and left.

It was 4 pm and I was sitting before the doctor. 

“He is almost eighty and diabetic – he has suffered internal injury. He 

needs an immediate surgery. Here is his file – go through the reports – ”

“– well, we’ve no choice, you can take a second opinion but the sooner 

you decide the better.”

“Go ahead doctor, whatever you think is right for him – ” I said, was 

there an option other than to trust?

I called my office – I had to take off for some days. I requested the 

nurse to take care of Appa and came home. I had to pool all my funds.

Amma was sitting before her Gods lined up on the granite slab chanting 

her stotras. She lifted her head with a question mark in her eyes. I guessed 

she had been sitting there all night praying for Appa.

“Appa needs surgery, that’s what the doctor said, I’m bathing and 

would be going back to work. Make something – rice ganji or rava ganji. 

Nothing for me – I’m not hungry.”

Her question mark disappeared and she continued to read. She believed 

that ill would befall her family if she talked while chanting her stotras. I 

didn’t have time to engage the Gods in a conversation. If I had they would 

tell me when Amma had erred. They would even vindicate her sin and 

suggest a salvation. But I had so many other things on my mind which if 

I did the Gods would be pleased and they would lift the curse. 

I cannot exactly pinpoint the day I became an atheist. It was a transi-

tion. Appa and Amma said it was the result of the good deeds of my last 

birth that I was chosen to serve them and finally lead them unto their 

graves. Did Anna not do any good deeds? I had asked. Appa turned to 
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Amma and she turned to her Gods. Anna seemed to be an enigma even 

the Gods couldn’t crack. So they looked back helplessly. 

Even if I put together all that I knew of Anna it would be like describ-

ing a passer-by on a street. Yes that is how he had breezed past me, past us 

into his own world and he had never surfaced from there in the real sense. 

Anna was identified as a child prodigy. One of Appa’s brothers had seen 

to it that he got into a reputed school. When Appa expressed his gratitude 

he had laughed it off “If you want to reward me then ask Nandu to make 

us first class masala tea. I’ve to go – getting late.”

“Paapu you heard no, go make some tea.”  Appa had said to me. I was 

squatting on the floor bent over my notebook completing the day’s home-

work and notes. Anna stayed far from the chaos of a normal household in 

a room close to the school and I remember Amma went and stayed there 

quite often to cook for him. She wasn’t at home on that day. 

“How is Nandu doing?” I could hear them from the kitchen. 

“Nandu is doing well. First rank as always.”

“What does she want to do?”

“Commerce, that’s what is there no, in this town? Tell me, how’s your 

work – ” 

Appa had resigned from work the moment he got his share of farmland. 

He enjoyed bossing over the two poor hunchbacks who worked for him. 

Every alternate day he would catch a red bus to the outskirts of the town 

and return with a bag full of farm fresh vegetables. But Appa remained 

curious about a working life he had abandoned half way. I heard my uncle 

say, ‘Nothing – just usual.’

I was straining tea into steel tumblers thinking I should do Commerce 

like Appa said. Yes Commerce would be fine for me. I’m not “intelligent” 
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like Anna. He read fat books, spoke very less and laughed even lesser.

“Amma, why is Anna like that? Doesn’t talk, doesn’t laugh, no mischief 

– ” I would ask Amma.

“He’s like God, have you seen God crying, laughing and throwing 

tantrums?” A question for which I had no answer.

I don’t know when that unquestioned claim crept into my mind; I 

began seeing Anna like God. He appeared in my dreams with four arms and 

a jewelled crown on his head until very recently. Thankfully I have grown 

out of that and have begun seeing him in the most basic human shades. I 

hate Amma for creating that illusion in me because when it broke, it broke 

my trust in both mankind and God.

“It’s wrong to hoist a mere human being on a pedestal and call him 

God. What about the space that my brother has to occupy?” I had asked 

Amma and before she looked at the Gods I had disappeared from there. 

Amma continued to perceive him as God. Once he left behind his 

unwanted chappals. 

“Let’s store them in a glass case and worship them,” said Amma.

“No I’ll wear them on my feet. Let’s see if some of his wisdom will 

rub off on me,” said Appa slipping his feet into them. 

Anna’s ‘wisdom’ created a canyon between him and me. After school 

he studied the science stream, completed his degree and finally landed in 

London. He was the shining star and nobody told me what I was. I was so 

busy applauding him. It hadn’t occurred to me that I wasn’t supposed to 

be a spectator but a performer in the same arena as him. 

My life was moving on a parallel track. I had finished my graduation. 

The distance between Anna and me had reduced to the extent of him sit-

ting beside me for lunch and dinner during home visits. He would ask 
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me, “So, how’s it going?” Though I didn’t exactly know what ‘it’ meant. 

I would nod gratified that he spoke to me in the little time Amma spared 

for us. Amma would gather people whenever he came home as if he was 

a trophy and she had won him in some race. Memories of my childhood 

now stand before me in new light; they are no more hazed, sepia frames 

that pass off as just memories. They are facts that have shaped my life.

Anna came back from London to get married; he chose Shalini amidst 

more sober girls. 

“She will break our family kano, I don’t know what you see in her,” 

Amma had tried dissuading him.

Though Anna didn’t answer I had seen what he had seen. The wedding 

was over and Anna flew back immediately with his wife. He had a plan in 

place for everything. Also he was set free from all sonly duties because he 

was born to be a genius and nobody told what the purpose of my birth 

was. Maybe later I would realise that.

Anna invited Amma and Appa when his wife delivered the family’s 

heir. Not that ours was a royal legacy but our surname would pass on to 

the next generation. Amma was excited.

“Chandra showed us so many places Nandu – he spent so much money 

on us – he was so happy we came and stayed – hiring postnatal care is so 

costly there.”  

“Oh so it’s like that. That’s why he didn’t invite me. I can’t bathe his 

baby and give oil massage. I can’t make diet food for his wife – ” I had 

teased Amma. She was too drowned in the London hangover to understand 

me. She was hysteric for months and talked about nothing other than her 

London visit.

Anna was happy, at least that’s what we thought and Shalini loved him 
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and also fortunately her son. Anna was grateful to her for that. But as such 

I hadn’t got to know her much, she had an air of superiority about her and 

I didn’t know from where that came and why! She was an ordinary town 

bred girl. I had dreamt that she would bridge the gap between Anna and 

me but two years later everything seemed to be crumbling. Anna’s phone 

calls drastically reduced.

“Chandra has changed – I wonder whether he even remembers we 

exist,” Amma panicked.

“He hasn’t sent money since a year,” Appa voiced his worst fear.  Anna 

had stopped sending money as soon as the debts Appa had incurred towards 

his education were cleared. The investments Anna made in India were all 

hush-hush affairs and taken care of by his wife’s family but somehow the 

news found their way to us. It was then that Appa and Amma became alert.

They looked at his large photo in the verandah and sighed. Their sighs 

started heating up the house. To me he was always in a frame. But Appa 

was shattered, he lost interest in life. Few years passed in counselling Appa. 

I was thirty by then. To the extent of wanting a partner, I was normal.

“Paapu, where have all the nice boys gone? I can’t find one proper 

boy for my daughter – it’s a shame – it’s a shame,” Appa said whenever he 

turned down a match that came for me. My uncle who had shaped Anna’s 

future came periodically to console him, had masala tea and left. I played 

along in the drama. I knew it: if I get married then who will look after 

Appa and Amma? They had got used to a certain lifestyle, now that they 

were parents of a son who lived abroad. 

“No one is ever going to talk about my wedding henceforth,” I declared 

a ban one day and Appa and Amma looked much relieved after that. They 

took to singing praises of Anna again. They were holding on to that one 
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thing they could boast of: My son is in London. 

Days were getting spent mostly predictably except for episodes of 

stomach upsets and flu attacks. As if to break the monotony Appa had 

landed in the jaws of death. It was the dreadful sepsis; both his kidneys had 

stopped functioning. I had called Anna, “Doctors are not sure he is going 

to survive this. Just wanted to let you know – if you want to see him – ”

“Nothing will happen to Appa, I’ll try to come,” Anna had said; his 

wife had grabbed the phone and continued, “Don’t worry Nandu, Appa 

will be fine. We’ll try coming – ”

“– be brave, somehow I have a gut feeling everything will be alright. 

Stay positive around him – it heals.” Even if I knew that she had said those 

words without any clue about the ground reality it had given me immense 

courage. 

I wanted to say, nothing heals better than seeing your loved ones by 

your side. If that’s possible then please check that, but somehow I never 

liked to get into exchanges with her. It was a relief that Appa had recovered 

and returned home.

This time I was hoping that the same magic would repeat. The surgery 

was scheduled for after two days. As I sat dozing on my chair Appa stirred 

in his sheets licking ashen lips with his coated tongue. The ward boy had 

given him a sponge bath so he looked clean. “Appa –how are you feeling?” 

I asked holding his hands. “Paapu take me home,” his eyes pleaded. He 

had no energy to speak.

In two days complications developed, Appa’s condition went from bad 

to worse. The surgery was postponed to give him time to stabilise. Amma 

came in the evenings and gave him prasada from the choicest temples. 

She sat before him and both of them missed Anna together. Amma said 
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to him “Chandra would’ve come if he knew – ” Appa stared at the wall 

ahead of him.

What Amma didn’t know was that I had called Anna, his wife had 

picked up as usual. When I told about Appa she said “See last time he got 

well no? You worry unnecessarily!” 

“But he is ten years older now,” I tried to squeeze in a few words. She 

continued, “Be positive, see we feel so panicky at this distance, you should 

keep all the negativity to yourself; it hinders Appa’s recovery. It’s so scary 

– you talk like Appa is dying.” 

“I’m just saying what the doctor said, Appa could die – yes, that’s what 

doctor said. I know it sounds negative but that’s what the situation here 

is; why don’t you come down and see? You don’t have to feel deprived.” I 

snapped at her, losing patience.

Anna had called an hour later: “Nandu if you want me to come I will, 

I know it must be difficult to handle.”

“It’s not that I can’t handle, I thought you would want to see Appa – ” 

“Ok I’ll check – I should be having some seminar or conference in 

India – remember having received an invite – I’ll get back.” I forgot to ask 

him when he would get back.  

Appa’s condition became worse. I had resigned my job. I would find 

another one. I wanted to do whatever I could for Appa. But soon it was all 

over. However negative I sounded and whatever nice things Anna and his 

wife wanted to hear, I had to convey that Appa had left us all. By the time 

Anna and his family came a sandalwood garland had adorned Appa’s photo. 

“What happened suddenly? Let me see the death report. Hope the 

hospital isn’t trying to cover up some blunder,” Shalini started her inter-

rogation. I wanted to tell her it didn’t happen suddenly; I had been inform-
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ing you periodically about his condition. I was so done with the woman, 

I kept quiet.  

Amma said in between sobs, “He just fell in the bathroom – that’s 

all – ”

Shalini asked “How old was he, 74?” 

“He was 78.” Anna said. Amma was calculating. 

I said to no one in particular, “Eightieth running.” 

“Shalu life’s like that. Everyone has to die one day.” Anna rubbed her 

back comfortingly. 

How does one define being alive, being not dead to your loved ones? 

We had all ceased to exist in one way or the other. My mind stopped reg-

istering things happening around me. I don’t know when Anna packed 

his bags and left. 
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Workshop

The Ship of Theseus
Priyaa Trippayar

           

thin layer of dust  on the outer side of the clean pane of 

the car’s window spoke volumes about its polluted exterior. 

Each tick of the watch detonated a bomb in my head as I restlessly waited 

for the traffic to budge. The driver gorged himself on a pack of biscuits as 

we advanced at a snail’s pace. At that moment, I would have given anything 

to procure one of those red sirens for the top of my Ford that everyone here 

is in perpetual awe of. My eyes wandered out of the window that had been 

wiped clean that morning, and caught a glimpse of a woman standing in 

the neighbouring KSRTC bus. Her hands clutched on to the handrails as 

she stood on the footboard of the overflowing six-wheeler, which seemed 

to be the doppelganger of the one in the Fevicol ad. I wondered how the 

country grumbled under the yoke of so many filthy citizens with red paan  

dripping from the edges of their mouths, and sweat racing onto the body 

of others as people stood close enough to get suffocated by each other’s 

presence. 

I cursed the Gods who had played truant to my prayers, for letting my 

father get a taste of death as soon as this day. Had he had the attack ten 

days later he would have been with me abroad, and we wouldn’t be stuck 

in this horrendous traffic on our way to the hospital. I continued juggling 

with the mélange of thoughts in my head, until a blot of red, slimy fluid 

A
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attacked my window out of nowhere, thanks to an uncouth passenger from 

the despicable bus. 

The window that had glistened in the morning was now covered with 

dust and a blotch of red in the middle, with a few stray specks of chewed 

rice in it. All I could do was, sit on the other side and twitch my nose in 

frustration. A dead weight was hanging around my neck and the more I 

looked at the woman who had embellished my window, it grew heavier. 

Thank heavens; I was not one of her kind!

***

“Your father has a very low platelet count, and we have asked a couple 

of donors for blood, yet his blood group is very rare. I hope you understand 

what we are dealing with here,” said Dr. Mithra. 

“So, he would be fine if we transfuse blood, right?” My voice cracked 

as I asked. “Provided we get the blood on time! I have given an advertise-

ment for it and I think that the blood banks would get back to us within 

a couple of hours,” the doctor replied.

I wiped the sweat off my forehead and sat still, pondering over my 

father’s condition. I hadn’t felt so heavy in the last thirty years of my life. 

As my depression gave way to reason, I rushed towards my father’s ward.

Dad lay still with his eyes closed. His face had lost all colour and it 

looked as if he had imbibed the ghastliness of a vampire. As I drew closer 

to him, I could see his chest heave up and down, slowly, and with great 

difficulty, it seemed. “I will do anything to save you,” I whispered in his 

ears. My words awoke the mighty man whose hands trembled for the first 

time since I had known him. “I know,” he said in a shaky voice as he tried 

to move his palm over my head.

Tears were stranded at the edge of my eyes. They could not afford to 

pour out in front of the frail old man at the cost of his deteriorating health, 
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so I rushed out of his ward and decided to set them free. As I walked to and 

fro in the corridor of the ICU, I could see motley groups of people sitting 

together at a distance, some with relieved faces and others with grief writ 

all over their countenance. I advanced towards the crowd in the hope of 

correcting my prejudice against them.

However, the awful stench of the claustrophobic atmosphere and the 

visible lack of hygiene marking every inch of the space they occupied shred-

ded my hope ruthlessly as I slowly approached them. Amongst the crowd, 

I spotted a woman who sat on a plastic chair, with a young man kneeling 

beside her. She was feeding him rice with her hands. Much to my chagrin, 

as I took a closer look at her, I realized it was the car window designer I had 

seen in the morning. Just thinking about the incident was enough to bring 

bile to my throat. All I could do to save myself from throwing up what I 

had eaten that morning was to rush past all of them, towards the exit.

***

I went and sat in my car, ruminating on various thoughts. I didn’t 

realize when seconds became minutes and minutes became hours. Finally, 

my phone rang.

“We have got an apt donor. It’s the same person who gave your father 

one of his kidneys three years ago,” said Dr. Mithra. “We have transfused 

his blood and I’m sure he will be fine in a couple of hours.”

I gulped down my saliva and ran towards the ICU. As I cautiously 

peeked inside, I could see a slim man lying on a bed adjacent to my fa-

ther’s. I could visualize his blood flowing through the veins of my old man. 

Someone tapped my back and I turned around to find the woman from 

before, standing behind me.

“My son is inside, I want to see him,” she said, as she tip toed to peep 
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in through the tiny aperture in the formidable door of the ICU. I stood 

there, motionless, for a few seconds as I heard the woman say something, 

even though I could assimilate nothing that she said. Unfortunately the bad 

odour emanating from her breath had started giving me a headache now. 

Will my father be the same as he was five years ago, I wondered. He has 

the kidneys of an unruly slum boy and, from now on, this dirty boy’s blood 

will also run through his veins. As I closed my eyes, all I could see was my 

father, strutting through a slum in tattered clothes, looking like a complete 

stranger. 

Unable to bear the image, I walked towards the door of the ICU to 

take one good look at my father’s heart rate monitor, genuinely wishing it 

would make me feel grateful, if only for a minute. At that moment, I was 

just relieved.   
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Suicide Ink: A Dying Poet
Jayendrina Singha Ray

Grey, damp fog mingles 

With murky, inky confusion

The mind feels brown and barren 

Like a heath – scorched and quiet –

It does not scream.

Thoughts dry up like spirits…

And then

Black-and-white chessboard laughter.

Turmoil shapes itself into tears

She imagines laughter…

She imagines failure.

Blue lines filter out

The ink an extension of her mind.

Thoughts otherwise invisible, gain colour

Their whiteness, formlessness

Subsumed by the Blue.

Poetry & Art
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She dreams of falling

A blue dream…

Or is it

An inky blue thought?

It gets dark…

The dampness in the monsoon air

Soaks in and cools her skin.

She breathes as though it were her last breath

Breathing vapours black-and white,

She dives,

She flows 

As the blood in her veins

Reaches the head

I feel rain on my face

Water and air mingle

Already in fire – 

I sense a need to reach the earth

Elements fuse

She becomes me 

The paper is coloured and moist –

My last thoughts paint it blue and red.
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That Moment
Sunanda Pati

Musty shelves of despair

Shelter dust,

Descending in layers

Feigning warmth

Of a lost home,

Shrinking comfort

In wood over wood,

Hiding the truth

Of a hearth gone cold,

Firewood ashening

Only in memory

Of sun-kissed wheat,

Of loving hands

Now skeletal;

No tinkering voices

Heard in the dark

Revealing the glow

Of an orange moon;

Comfort of a bed

Straw and hard,

Twisting to the tunes
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Of a faraway flute;

What remain are

Shadows of hope

Moving to a stop,

And echoes of a moment

That changed everything.
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An Ode to  
Marilyn Monroe

Ananya Dhawan

Living, dying, living

You ricocheted between lives

Veiling behind a glittery camouflage

All truth  – no lies

A juvenile beacon,

Of sex, desire and charm

Your mesmeric beauty

Made men disarm

Your indelible words

Strengthen a recluse

Your blistering beauty

Is an artist’s muse

Though the pain beneath

your impeccable pizzazz

surfaces itself

revealing bruises and scars,
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You remain an eternal inspiration

Of wit and power.

An exemplification

Of finesse and sophistication,

An angel of beauty

Too brilliant a vision.

Photo Courtesy: marilyn-monroe2011, Flickr
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Waiting
Sthitapragya Ray

Stuck

in a dirty two-room apartment

almost out of cigarettes,

at one in the middle

of a sweaty Chennai night,

sobering up after two days,

famished

and restless

dreaming of mid-night

cigarette shops that never were,

dreaming of alcohol

(just enough to pass out),

checking and rechecking

the spent bottles

and giving up in the end

and settling to tolerate a night

with myself,

walking and babbling

and writing and thinking

and floating up on a great idea

and circling back to the floor
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looking for cigarettes,

just waiting for the shutters to lift,

just waiting for this to end –

just waiting.

It was the best metaphor for life

that I’ve ever known.
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Love Lost and Found
Deepti Razdan

I cannot make you love me, my love

Just like you cannot make me love you

The objects of our affection are always the subjects of theirs

So if you love me, you do

But if you don’t, I still do

So know this, love, and rejoice in your power

Rejoice in your power over me

But never abuse it

‘Cause even as you crush my heart with your apathy

Your own is not your own

And although love lost may serendipitously be found

Love killed seldom returns.
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I’m a Man,  
Why Can’t I Cry?

Manek Kohli

They fall so peacefully,

Like the morning dew drop caressing every vein of the leaf,

They contain my pain, the dark, the suffering,

I let it all loose,

I’m a man,

Why can’t I cry?

I have been hurt,

In the heart’s chambers where pain is aplenty,

beyond control and it fights for freedom,

I let it fly,

I’m a man,

Why can’t I cry?

My mother told me,

“My little boy, you are so big, you dare not cry!”

But she never told me of the unseen darkness

which now envelopes me,

I’m a man,
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Why can’t I cry?

My eyes are red,

I whimper like the poor little lamb, the calf, the little girl,

My old man laughs at me, he giggles,

He cannot feel,

I’m a man,

Why can’t I cry?

Look at me,

I want every aching heart to stare right at me,

Forget what others say and simply understand

to let it out,

I’m a man,

Why can’t I cry?
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She Drowns in the  
Darkness of the Night

Surbhi Thukral

She drowns in the darkness of the night

torn away by the storm of treachery,

the curse of loneliness upon her life,

she smothers day and night under

the burden of painful memories;

Her heart, once brutally wounded

by the machete of infidelity,

imprisoned in an isolated alley,

would she ever be free 

from the corroded chains?

Who knows? Maybe?
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The Metamorphosis 
Narayan Roy 

I saw her in the middle of a thousand hungry eyes, 

Ogling to satisfy their hidden desire, 

Scratching and licking her in their atrocious fantasy, 

Somewhere on the earth; 

I saw her as a victim when their fantasy turned into reality, 

Curly hair and enchanting face stained by blood, 

Torn clothes connoted the battle of survival, 

Somewhere on the earth; 

I heard her yell mixed with intense invocation 

echoed in a placid confinement, 

Until it was absorbed by the tranquillity of the night, 

Somewhere on the earth; 

I felt her heart squirming in detest, 

Emotion numbing with throbbing pain, 

Left unacquainted with the civilised world, 

Somewhere on the earth; 

I witnessed her silent rebels for humanity 

For the basic need of endurance, 

Failed in the debased system of inhuman justice, 

Somewhere on the earth; 

I saw her silent prayer in the temple, mosque, church…. 
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For the inevitable consequence of almighty, 

Extinguishing the last hope of her perpetual belief, 

Somewhere on the earth; 

I watched her extreme antipathy 

Towards her life, a life existing on other’s benignity, 

Compassion which demands to fulfil their inhuman needs in return, 

Somewhere on the earth; 

I observed the Metamorphosis of her decayed soul into a devil 

To retaliate for the injustice dealt to her 

Against those treacherous creatures of a civilised society, 

Somewhere on the earth; 

I shivered in fright 

Seeing the evolution of a dilapidated conscience 

Altering her destiny that was once supposed to be destined 

Under the pedes of those creatures; 

She followed the same path that she acquired from them – 

She no more believes in humanity.
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A Walk Through Life
Penny Dias

The door ahead awaits me silently, 

The path behind me I’ve walked bravely, 

Many people I’ve met on my way here, 

I remember the unforgettable time spent there.

Of the family that I was bred in graciously, 

Mom and dad loved me tremendously, 

My siblings and I had our rights, 

In our youthful days seldom we did fight. 

I cherish the memories of my blissful days, 

My husband and all his loving ways, 

Our children beautiful and intelligent, 

Lived to our expectation, very diligent! 

Then came the era of grandmotherhood,

Grandchildren’s popularity all over the neighbourhood,

This is how wonderful my life has been, 

Of joys and rough tidings I have overseen.

Suddenly the door opened and I saw a bright light,

My husband welcomed me with delight,

I felt exuberance on seeing the love ones I’d lost,

I pray to God, comfort the family I have left behind.
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Believe in Your Work: 
Ayaan Basu

Ananya Dhawan

Ananya Dhawan: How did you begin writing? Did you intend to be-

come an author, or do you have a specific reason or reasons for writing 

each book?

Ayaan Basu: I started writing when I was in high school in my mother 

tongue Bengali, with a poetry book Story of a prodigal child along with a 

couple of articles in The Statesman “Vibes”. I also wrote a few children’s 

poems for various small Bengali magazines. Belonging to the cultural capi-

tal with parents into art and music, there was enough encouragement to 

begin writing.

Writing is both a passion and a stress buster for me apart from my hectic 

work and travelling schedule, as life started getting busier professionally 

with of course enough personal turmoil. When I first started getting ap-

preciated and motivated, along with strict criticism from my known circle 

of day dreaming – that’s when I became confident enough that I can be 

a writer too and make a point to prove for a few and share my thoughts 

with others… sometimes the thoughts are purely mine and sometimes the 

thoughts are influenced from close observations around me.

AD: What book or books have had a strong influence on you or your 

writing?

Interviews & Reviews
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AB: There are many – with a mix of re-

gional, national to International writers. 

The list is too long to fit in here.

AD: Is The Storm in my Mind – Ami, 

Kolkata and Confessions, to an extent 

your own life story?

AB: The Storm in my Mind is a compila-

tion of a series of episodes that have hap-

pened in real life – a few are influenced 

from my own life and a few from people 

around, who are  very close to me and who 

played a very vital role knowingly or unknowingly in shaping 

my personality and success. 

AD: What was one of the most surprising things you learned in creat-

ing your books?

AB: Writing a book is not easy when thoughts get executed in Microsoft 

Word, but the actual hard work starts after that. To start off with its find-

ing a good publisher and  marketing the book properly. We live in the age 

of information today and even though the story you want to share with 

the readers is terrific, if you do not market it properly, no one will read 

your story… The journey till now for me has been tiring but educative.

AD: What is on your plate right now? Any current project you are 

working on?

AB: At this moment my plate is full to keep my stomach happy! Especially 

Photo: Supplied
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after my short story “Bollywood Affairs” which received really good reviews 

as a part of an anthology, I have three more stories releasing in the next 

few months in three different anthologies. Also the sequel of The Storm 

in my Mind is going through pre-publishing work currently and will be 

India’s first fiction travel book which connects Bengal to an unknown 

destination in Southern India where my protagonist Aryan Roy takes the 

role of a backpacker.

AD: What do you consider to be your best accomplishment?

AB: Finding happiness in anything and everything I do is a tough thing, 

but I think I live up to it, which is kind of a big accomplishment for me.

AD: Where do you see yourself in the next ten years?

AB: I am a guy with good time management skills but perhaps the worst 

in the queue who can answer this question. Well, life is very unpredictable 

where the suspense of what will happen tomorrow or next month or next 

year keeps me excited and motivated, so I will leave it to my destiny and 

let my hard work guide the way. 

Photo: Supplied
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AD: What is your take on the publishing industry in India?

AB: The publishing industry in India is booming at this moment with a 

rapid increase in the number of authors and readers. Hence, there is quite 

a bit of competition involved, to get noticed.

There are hundreds and thousands of worthy and not so worthy manu-

script proposals which a well-to-do publishing house receives, so by being 

patient and waiting for your chance is what can be done with fair amount 

of confidence in your own work but again, the Indian publishing industry 

will grow big. It might take time but it will surely.

AD: Any writing advice for other aspiring authors?

AB: Read anything and everything as much as you can and lastly believe 

in your own work because if you don’t have confidence in your work as an 

author, readers will not have confidence in what you write.

Rapid Five

1. One most fearful moment of your life!

When my parents were told that “Your son has brain cancer!”

2. A secret (weird) talent/quality you have!

I am a guy with enormous amount of patience though I look just the opposite.

3. One person you cannot imagine living without!

Myself 

4. Describe yourself in two words!

Practical and very caring 

5. Your most prized possession!

My elder sister
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The Bold Ink of  
Kamala Das

Ananya Dhawan

M               y Story by Kamala Das is one of the boldest and intrepid sto-

ries I have come across. Albeit published way back in 1973 

under the title Ente Katha, the autobiography still continues 

to create ripples among its readers. This month, remembering her in her 

death anniversary month (she died on May 31, 2009), I decided to give 

the book a read and tell our eFiction India readers why it is one of the best 

autobiographies by a woman writer in India. 

Kamala Das has dauntlessly captured the intricacies of female desires, 

fears, loneliness, the inevitable longing to be loved and the pain of growing 

up. The autobiography begins with Kamala being a little girl, born of an 

arid union between her parents. At a very early age, Kamala began penning 

poems about dolls that had lost their heads. Her parents were not neces-

sarily proud of her, which sometimes made her ponder about the reason 

behind her birth. She wished to have been born to parents who would have 

been proud of her poems. She openly talks about her numerous crushes 

and love-affairs and admits to having kissed an eighteen-year-old hostel 

girl she was infatuated with. 

Her family broke up for unknown reasons, and she was considered a 

burden on her parents and grandmother; she was only 15 when she was 
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married to a writer-cum-bank em-

ployee. She wasn’t happy and wasn’t 

ready for marriage either. Her fiancé 

looked for ways to get intimate with 

her before the wedlock, turning brutal 

and crude if she refused to submit. 

She expected him to show some love, 

but his lust was all she experienced, 

which she looked upon as no less than 

an assault. She had been turned into a 

mere plaything, to be toyed with and 

exploited – a victim of a man’s carnal 

hunger. She considers her wedding 

night union as rape – “Again and again 

throughout that wedding night he hurt me.” 

When their first child was born, he completely neglected them both 

and it soon became evident to her that he had only married her because 

of her family’s social status. “At night after all had slept, I sat in our tiny 

sitting room, sobbing and trying hard to believe in a destiny that might 

change for the better.” 

She is extremely bold in stating that she did not have the qualification 

to get a job and that she was so ‘frigid and ripped’ that she could not even 

opt for a life of prostitution.

In the latter half of the book she openly talks of her countless extra-

marital affairs which she found guiltless to indulge in. The book created 

an uproar due to the fearless way in which it has highlighted subjects 

considered too shameful to even be discussed.
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Through this autobiography, Kamala Das showcases the plight of an 

Indian woman and the male dominant society that she is forced to live in. 

A must read.
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Contributors

Media student, Aashna L.K., is an avid reader and writer of magical adven-

tures, eccentric personalities and frightful creatures of the night.

Aditi Kumar is a media student, who hopes to become a best-selling author 

in the future, but is currently involved in appeasing the gods of napping and gorg-

ing on pizza.

Bharat Misra is a blogger. Reader. Tea-Maniac. Writer. Writer. And a Writer, 

all the way..

A software engineer by profession, Deepti Nalavade Mahule enjoys reading 

and writing. She maintains a blog ‘Dancing Fingers Singing Keypad’ (http://dfsk.

wordpress.com/). One of her short stories was highly commended in the 

Commonwealth Short Story Competition 1999, run by the Commonwealth Broadcasting 

Association and others have appeared in Muse India, Six Minute Magazine, Siliconeer 

and The Bactrian Room. 

Gurnoor Bhangu discovered the joy of making stories at a young age. Writing 

allowed the expression and sharing of that experience with other people. Gurnoor 

Bhangu would like to write about different topics and in different styles

Sharmilee Padhi is a brand manager by profession and an aspiring writer who 

occasionally escapes the chaotic corporate world by indulging in leisure writing. 

Her love for reading and analysing characters, plots and themes, drove her to pursue 

her graduation in English Literature from Delhi University. Being blessed with the 



137eFiction India May 2014

“gift of the gab” and a flair for languages she further studied Communications 

from FLAME (Foundation for Liberal and Management Education) in Pune.

Richa Tiwari has a deep connection to books and philosophy. She is glad that 

she has found what she loves at eFiction India.  

Ram Govardhan’s first novel, Rough with the Smooth, was longlisted for the 

2009 Man Asian Literary Prize, The Economist-Crossword 2011 Award and published 

by Leadstart Publishing, Mumbai. His short stories have appeared in Asian Cha, 

Quarterly Literary Review of Singapore, Muse India, Asia Writes, Open Road Review, 

Cerebration, Spark and several other Asian and African literary journals. He lives, 

works in Chennai, India.

Proteem Bhaduri spends most of his days finding ways to translate brand and 

product stories into Live experiences for people, trying to think of unusual con-

sumer engagement ideas and generally thrashing about in the choppy waters of 

experiential marketing.  When he’s not at his day job, he can be found dabbling 

in experimental cooking, reading – anything he can get his hands on, really, but 

preferably fiction (and even more preferably, dark fiction) - and writing. He writes 

to tell the stories that come knocking in his head, to time-travel, to plot imaginary 

destinies and make up improbable people, and sometimes he just writes to make 

his demons go away.  If he’s not doing any of the above, you might find him look-

ing up cat videos on the interwebz or mediating between the voices in his head 

and the voices under his bed.  Should you be so inclined, you can find more of 

his self-indulgent ramblings at http://probad.wordpress.com/ and his marginally 

bizarre 140-isms at https://twitter.com/talli_redux

Jude Gerald Lopez is an aspiring writer who has finished working on his novel 

When Lines Blur (un-published). His works of prose fiction, such as The City of 

Lights and A Drop of Liquid Hope won the first prize in the monthly international 

https://twitter.com/talli_redux
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flash fiction contest conducted by Heart-bytes (Sacred Heart College Blog). His 

works have been published in eFiction India magazine, Quills Will and Lakeview 

International Journal of Literature and Arts. He also maintains two blogs: Clocks 

and Crystals Balls and Technicolour Tales, the former for his writing and the latter 

for his photography.

Malaika loves books with an intensity that her love for coffee feels insulted. 

When not reading, she likes to talk about the day the raindrops smudged the ink 

off her notebook, only to create a piece of art that is abstract, and hence might 

not mean anything.

Diganta Sarkar is an aspiring short-story author and scriptwriter; currently 

21 years of age, and pursuing a degree in B.Tech from NIT Durgapur – one of the 

most reputed engineering institutions in India. His hobbies include playing foot-

ball, playing Counterstrike, and studying about World War 2. Though still looking 

for that all-important first publishing break in fiction writing, he has been awarded 

a “SPECIAL MENTION” in the 6th ANNUAL JUNIOR AUTHORS’ SHORT 

STORY CONTEST, organised by LAURA THOMAS COMMUNICATIONS, 

Canada in 2013.

Sunanda Pati is an independent freelance writer who takes each day at a time 

and believes each word has a story to tell. Mostly on a whim, she blogs at http://

methodicallymadme.blogspot.in/ and http://noonewriteway.tumblr.com/. And 

whenever she gets tired, it means she’s either ready for a run or a spin on her cycle.

Surbhi Thukral is a marketing professional-turned-writer. She has worked 

with corporations in India and the UK. After gaining success in business writing, 

she is determined to make a mark in the field of fiction writing. She has become 

a compulsive writer who dedicates many hours a day to fulfilling her passion for 

creative writing. Her work has been published in the Harvests of New Millennium, 
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EWR: Short Stories, Taj Mahal Review, A World Rediscovered (An Anthology of 

Contemporary Verse) among others. 

Daya Bhat has published a collection of poems- ‘A Maiden of 29’ with the 

Writers Workshop (India). She also writes short fiction and Kannada poetry and 

her translation of Ravindra Bhat’s memoir ‘Moorane kivi’ is to be published in 

English soon. Her short stories have featured in the New Asian Writing 2014 an-

thology and The Bangalore Review. Her other interests are painting and blogging. 

Her prior occupations are related to teaching and computer software. She lives in 

Bangalore, India.

Priyaa Trippayar is a writer based in Bangalore. Her work derives its essence 

from ephemeral moments and real life experiences.

Jayendrina Singha Ray is pursuing her research degree in English Literature 

from Jawaharlal Nehru University. She intends to be a writer/illustrator in 

future.

Sthitapragya is a 20-year-old physics student from Kolkata currently living 

in Chennai . He loves poetry,photography and travelling.

Deepti Razdan is a Ph.D Scholar at the Department of English, Jamia Millia 

Islamia. She has been into Creative Writing ever since she learned how to write, 

and has been in love with words ever since. She loves writing research papers and 

short stories, and can be found reading or dreaming in her free time.

Manek Singh Kohli is a journalism student from New Delhi, studying in 

Pune. A romantic poet and socially pronounced intellectual, he is a true Punjabi 

at heart. He is also an avid reader and a passionate cinephile. Heavy dictionary 

words are both his strength and weakness. The beardy fellow is loved by his peers, 
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Narayan Roy is a research scholar in Earthquake Engineering in Indian Institute 

of Technology Roorkee. Whenever he gets time other than his Ph.D work, he tries 

to utilise it in reading stories, novels, poems and sometimes, writing.

Penny Dias is the youngest and only daughter among three children. Born 

and raised in Kuwait, she came to India for further studies. She is working as a 

manpower consultant for 5 years. She loves animals and mothers a beautiful 

Rottweiler.

Ananya Dhawan is an avid reader and writes poetry and stories in her spare 

time, which reflects her deep fascination for Literature. She has a cheerful disposi-

tion, believes in living each moment to the fullest and shows keen interest in the 

sensitive side of life. She works as a Features Editor at eFiction India.
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We’re interested in what you think of the maga-
zine and would love to see a review of eFiction 
India on www.efictionindia.in. Positive, nega-
tive, or neutral – let us know. We want your 
feedback so we can continue improving.

eFictionIndia

eFictionIndia

Thank you for reading!

http://facebook.com/efictionindia
http://twitter.com/efictionindia

	Issue.08 Online
	Cover
	_GoBack

	Test
	mary's place poster
	Meet me at Mary's place_Page_2
	Meet me at Mary's place_Page_3
	Meet me at Mary's place_Page_4
	Meet me at Mary's place_Page_5
	Meet me at Mary's place_Page_6

	backpage

