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I hold it true, whate’er befall;

I feel it, when I sorrow most;

’Tis better to have loved and lost

Than never to have loved at all.

– Alfred, Lord Tennyson





Prologue

LET ME BEGIN NEAR THE END.

My wife of eight years has kicked me out of my own house and wants an immediate separation.

The reason Sneha kicked me out was because I beat her up one drunken winter night three years ago.

I beat up a woman who had once loved me fully and completely. Who had fought with her parents to marry a ten-year-older, bald, once-divorced man with a murky past, a controversial present and an uncertain future; a woman who had pulled me out of a depressive, suicidal, hash-induced state with lots of love and sex to give me two beautiful kids and hope for the future; a woman who had believed in my talent and magic and goodness.

Until now.

Note, though, lest you think me a complete beast, I didn’t actually hit Sneha that fateful night – at least not in the way women get beaten up in newspaper reports and in movies on domestic violence. I just roughed her up a little, in sheer frustration. The truth is, I never have and never could hit Sneha; that just isn’t me.

Ours was a fight out of the pages of karmic destiny.

All I’d wanted was to express my love, kiss her, and share a tight hug – a bodily comfort I had been cruelly denied for so long – but it had come out all wrong. Or maybe it was destined to come out wrong, so that deep, simmering poisons could finally boil over, allowing alternative truths to emerge.

Anyway.

After trying soothing words and bright flowers all through that cursed day, after weeks of stress and the betrayal of a bitterly lonely new year, nine long months after I had discovered distressing, distinctly sexual messages on her phone from a certain tantric called Khoja, I admit I had lost it.

I screwed up.

I lashed out at Sneha, pushed her around, ripped her clothes and threw her on the bed. Then I tried to hug her, kiss her, force myself on her. Yup, shit stuff like that. Though my actions were fierce and aggressive, in my mind I didn’t do any of this out of anger. I was driven to do it out of deep love and desire. I was miserable and frustrated at this love not being reciprocated. As always, I wanted Sneha intensely and strongly, but now she didn’t seem to want me. I was like a caged, wounded lion desperate to protect its brood. I know it sounds stupid and childish, but stupid and childish, let me inform you, describe me pretty accurately.

On that unfortunate night in Delhi I roughed up my wife after driving the car like a maniac, having an accident near Nehru Place, and almost killing myself, Sneha, Vivaan my six-year-old son and my nineteen-year-old nephew in the process. It helped that I was drunk at the time. All of us could have lost our lives but some divine energy saved us.

When I got physical with my wife later that night, I cried my way through the entire process. Howled and howled and howled. Howled, because I had been pushed to the point where I was raising my hand on the woman I loved and admired. Howled, because all my words and entreaties over the preceding months had failed. Howled, because I was too weak to control my anger. Howled, because the near-accident brought back memories of a series of unending incidents, of terrible misfortunes, and a relentless run of bad luck, which were engraved deep in my mind.

The reason my systems tripped that evening was because I had been getting progressively enraged by a series of bizarre events – accelerated over the preceding nine months, but plaguing me for years, unfolding almost as if by some unforgiving evil design – and now the volcano in me had finally burst. The lava had been bubbling for a long time but had worsened ever since the evil tantric my wife so deeply believed in had appeared in our lives, seducing her with his beguiling words and suggestive messages. Ever since he entered the equation our married life had turned hellish and she and I had been constantly at loggerheads. Sure we had fought earlier too. Lots. Like any other married couple. But the post-Khoja fights were different. They were about power, control, and destiny.

The irony was that I had sensed it building for some time. It had started with a growing feeling of unease when I heard Sneha speaking words to me that seemed to be coming from someone else’s mind. I saw the signs that nature provides to those who will see: the thriving creeper on our balcony that just withered one day; the wise owl who had stopped making his customary nocturnal appearance on the thick phone cables hanging in front of our balcony. I even mentioned the ‘evil energies’ I sensed in a letter that I had once written to my mother-in-law. But more of that later. At that point I had done nothing. I thought it was a passing phase and I hoped it would go away.

I blame myself entirely.

I simply wasn’t man enough to sort out our problems, as my father-in-law pointed out. I wasn’t loving and respectful enough, as my wife pointed out. I wasn’t strong and smart enough, as my parents pointed out. And, to top it all, I wasn’t successful, rich or famous enough, as society sniggered on the side.

So what am I writing about then, dredging up a past that I would be best off trying to forget?

Well, you see, I want my children to know that I did everything I could to keep us together but the fates were conspiring against me from the start. It is almost as if an external force wanted to separate us.

I was weak; it was strong.

And so it has come to this pass.

Where a woman who once loved me enough to fight with her parents to marry me thinks I am a lunatic out to harm her.

And it is not just my wife, it is her family too. My younger brother-in-law, who used to worship the ground I walked on, now thinks I am the scum of the earth. My mother-in-law, who had kissed me on the cheek on my wife’s thirtieth birthday and said I was the best son-in-law in the world, now thinks I am the devil incarnate.

I am at a stage where my bewildered and tormented parents, brother and sister – long participants in and observers of my arbitrary and psychedelic life – think that I may have finally lost it.

I don’t blame any of them.

On the face of it, the evidence is undeniable.

This boy has lost his marbles.

Saala, paagal hai.

But I have a slightly different story to tell.

I don’t think I have lost it.

Actually, I think I may have finally found my mojo, thanks to the deep pain that my break up from Sneha has caused me.

Listen, if you will.
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MOSTLY, THIS IS A BOOK ABOUT LOVE.

Not any grand, epic, Saawariya kind of love. Just the love that two regular people once shared for each other, and where that beautiful love took them.

So if you are looking for a racy thriller, uplifting literature or a bland commercial read, now’s the time to stop reading. However, if you decide to continue, I promise a compelling story, one full of passion, drama and emotion; or is so at least to my mind. A mind that in the past has been described variously as brilliant, focused, aimless, exceptional, twisted – and screwball.

Also, as love often tends to be, this book is about seeking, sharing and sex. And the veiled, suspiciously schizophrenic shadows that lurk in between. It’s about the love that Sneha once had for me, and the love that I still have for her.

For us, it had been love at first sight. Literally.

I first set eyes on Sneha in the summer of 2000 at the nascent MyMedia.com office in New Delhi. It was early morning and I had dropped into the office on my way back from a swim, dressed casually in shorts and a T-shirt. Through the large glass windows of the ground floor office, I saw a young, pretty, brightly dressed girl with shiny, shoulder-length hair. As I walked in, she moved confidently across the room carrying some papers, chewing gum. She looked smart and attractive. Wow, I thought, who is she?

That was the day Sneha Bijlani met me, Vikram Lal, for the first time. And the world stopped for both of us. One look at each other and something magical and beautiful happened. There were phuljari-like sparks and a noticeable frisson in the air, like in a Shah Rukh–Farah Khan film. Both of us immediately sensed a deep, powerful connect with each other that then accelerated at a furious pace over the following days and years.

A connect that eventually ended nine years later with me getting rough with Sneha.

Sneha and I had always felt a karmic bond that went far deeper than just this life. We had often discussed this in the many years since that first day in 2000. The insane love we shared and the fondness and sexual chemistry between us was obvious – it was the strong, karmic implications we had sensed that we never quite figured out.

Today, I think, I finally understand it.

Sneha had come into my life primarily to calm my jittery, tormented soul and to bring out the writer in me, just as I had come into her life to lead her to her true path of faith and strength, albeit at the cost of great pain and stress to the both of us. To deal with me and my fickle, haunted mind on a daily basis, Sneha needed to be stronger and that led her to Soka Gakkai Buddhism, and, eventually, to yoga. The first actively encouraged by me, and the second, predicted by me many years before it was to happen. I am so glad for both of the above and I dream that one day Sneha will again love me enough to share her yoga with me.

As the new millennium dawned, the dotcom fever had made entrepreneurs feverishly excited across the world. In this speculative scenario, my older brother, Arjun Lal – respected editor and overall smart guy – had set up a media company along with another journalist, Anil Mathur, and myself, with the defined purpose of doing gutsy, cutting-edge journalism. Incredibly, we had quickly managed to raise seed funds from an old college friend of mine who ran his own successful stock-broking and investment firm out of Mumbai. The three of us set up MyMedia.com, an independent dotcom media company, where Sneha Bijlani had just been hired.

MyMedia had been planned as a media company of the new age that, using the incredible speed and democratic powers of the internet, would take risks in gathering news, and thus break the existing mould of journalism. In the course of our careers all three of us had reported variously on terrorism, election violence, corruption and political scandals and were well aware of the power of the visual medium. Seduced by television, people now wanted to see things and events to really believe them. By the late nineties newsprint had become a suspicious blur of words open to purchase, and simply reading about scams and scandals in the papers wasn’t believable enough. Though all three of us were writers first, we knew that the pen was just not cutting it any more. It was the year 2000, and people needed to see the naked truth to believe it. So we had decided that going undercover to do some serious, edgy reportage would be the hallmark of MyMedia.com.

Thus, the moment our company received its very first tranche of funds, we immediately dispatched Anil to London on a mission to buy specialized spycam video-recording and bugging equipment. While my brother and I found ourselves a nice quiet office space and started hiring people, the enterprising Anil went to London and returned ten days later with pure gold – loads of ingeniously manufactured spycam devices so artfully disguised that they were casually taken past customs without being declared. The gizmos were right out of a Bond film – all kinds of small audio bugging machines, nifty cameras hidden in diaries, ties, pens, caps, briefcases, you name it. Lethal weapons aided with which one could unmask many scams and cover-ups.

At that point, when the basic wiring was still being done and computer systems were still being installed in the start-up office, there were just a handful of employees.

The first major project that started at MyMedia.com was an investigation into child trafficking, which was being secretly filmed by two journalists, Anil Mathur and Raman Sinha – a fact known only to my brother and me. Pretending to be rich Middle-Eastern customers looking to buy a teenage girl, Anil and Raman used spycams for the first time in Indian media history and recorded footage of the entire seedy operation spread across many states.

In the three months that they followed the story, the duo gathered shocking data that incriminated senior politicians, bureaucrats and policemen. Once they had finished their sting operation, I was given charge of editing the over-100 hours of footage into a workable documentary. For this task, I was given two brand new assistants – one of whom was the delectable Sneha.

So Sneha and I started our friendship with an intense work relationship as she assisted me in the onerous task of transcribing and editing the child-trafficking documentary. It was gruelling work because the audio quality was always poor and the video footage grainy. Remember, it was all spycam footage shot in natural conditions without any extra light, with zero control over sound. Deciphering the casual dialogue was a very precise and painful task, and for almost two months we worked frenzied 18-hour shifts every day. As a result, Sneha and I got enough time to connect and bond.

And boy, did we bond.

Sneha was very capable and diligent about her work. She listened to instructions and was willing to learn. She also had the capacity to work hard without a fuss – a key quality to my mind. Like me, she always took notes and then always remembered to refer to them. Unlike me, she was amazingly beautiful, brightly dressed and charming to hang out with. At that point I was a once-divorced man with a clean shaven head and bushy eyebrows who had recently shifted back to Delhi from Mumbai. Clearly, not the man of choice for a sweet, attractive young girl like Sneha. Yash Chopra would definitely have disapproved. Unfortunately, I was also madly imaginative, funny and quite sexy – or so I like to imagine! – with my special ‘mint-flavoured’ take on life.

The two of us were a bit like Beauty and the Beast.

Sneha fell for me, and I – always horny for her – happily reciprocated. We quickly moved from being work colleagues who enjoyed working with each other, to becoming good friends, to dating, to becoming passionate lovers.

When we fell in love, Sneha was a young 23-year-old woman while I was 33 – a ten-year difference that would take its toll many years later. She had been through a couple of relationships, while I had had many affairs, including a stormy five-year-long marriage that had ended in divorce. I had also changed many professions, from advertising to journalism to television, had an edgy reputation and had led an eventfully erratic life. Sneha, on the other hand, was just a few years into her working career. The odds were sharply stacked against us and so we kept our affair totally discreet. Years later, I learnt that when Sneha had joined MyMedia, her mother had jokingly warned her against falling in love with her boss! Ha ha.

I was also smoking hashish, was a bit suicidal and still depressed at the serious shit that had been happening with me for some years. Shit, what shit?

To be precise, the serious shit that started in the spring of 1993. A night of another drive, and another accident – the one that possibly started it all.

Aha, the flashback story has got your interest!

I share this with you so you know the layers of demons that first I, and then subsequently Sneha, were dealing with.


2



BY THE TIME I REACHED MY TWENTIES, A SUSPICION THAT HAD started during my teenage years stood pretty much confirmed – I realized that I was especially prone to accidents; far more so than anyone else I knew.

It was a trend that established itself early in my life.

My first mishap memory goes back to when I was four, and living in Jorhat, Assam, where my father was then posted. One evening, my older brother and a maternal uncle, about the same age as him, were swirling a wiry, 7-foot-long bamboo stick, very common in that region, around in the large front garden of our bungalow-like home. The duo were taking turns, swivelling their hips and extending their arms in front of their bodies as they whirled the sinewy bamboo stick round and round like a helicopter blade. Wanting to join the fun I waddled unnoticed into their game, only to be struck fiercely on my nose by the swinging bamboo. Apparently, I bled so copiously that my blood filled two coffee mugs before it could be staunched, and four decades later, my nose still has a slight bump.

A few months later, I was once again hanging around in the same garden, minding my own business, when I had the unique distinction of being arbitrarily attacked by a crow. As my brother still recounts with great glee, a flying crow actually swooped down from the sky at great speed and dive-bombed me on my head, leaving a bloody gash right on top of my scalp.

Another time, when I was six, I was playing with a little girl whose parents were ‘calling-on’ my father. For those unaware of the niceties of army life, a calling-on is a formal occasion where a junior officer visits a senior officer with his family, possibly to show that he can do more than just salute and fire ammunition. While the adults were being polite and formal with each other in the drawing room, we kids were encouraged to go and play in the bedroom. Though I have no memory of the exact sequence of events, I ended up fooling around with a sharp kitchen knife, no doubt in a vain macho effort to impress the little girl. At one point – a possible precursor to my sexual escapades later – I stuck the steel knife into the empty socket of an electric point and got the shock of my life. To this day I vividly remember that stunned, stinging sensation, like a million injections being simultaneously jabbed into my convulsing body. The only reason I was saved from certain death was because the old knife still had the stub of a broken wooden handle attached to it. Since then, curiously, I have always had a weird, destructive effect on electrical appliances. Over the years many music systems, laptops, cameras, mobile phones and TV sets have spontaneously gone bust around me. I don’t know if there is any connection between the electric charge I received in my childhood and my current effect on electric devices. Anyhow, this incident scared me so much that to date I do not put a plug into a socket without ensuring the switch is turned off. I did not mention this episode to my family until more than two decades later.

The best thing about being an army kid was the mandatory club life that came with it and the unrestricted access to all kinds of sports. Besides all the obvious ball games, I learnt a bit of horse riding, golf, croquet and swimming, the last of which was to be the setting of another memorable accident.

I was nine years old and now living in Bareilly. I had become a proficient swimmer and most summer evenings were spent playing and frolicking in the club’s Olympic-sized swimming pool. One day, as part of a game, my brother and his friend lifted me by my arms and legs, and started to swing me like a sack, prior to throwing me into the middle of the pool. As they picked me up and started to swing, they counted loudly to three. Unfortunately, they didn’t synchronize the release. Thus the friend released my hands on the count of three, but my brother still held on to my feet. As a result I banged my head violently against the cemented edge of the pool, which quickly turned red with blood. I was immediately rushed to the army hospital where it took more than a dozen stitches to sew up the deep gash on my head, while the pool was closed for a week to be drained and cleaned.

By now a distinct pattern had started to emerge. Except for the one time when my penis got stuck in the zipper of my pants and another instance when I was hit flush in the gonads by a stick during a hockey game, both being excruciatingly painful memories, most of my accidents concentrated in the vicinity of my head. Throughout my youth, the twin temples of my head were constantly bruised and swollen, much like that of a cartoon character. I had always had a rather large head, and it seemed the world was determined to increase its size.

Then as India entered the pre-liberalization decade of the eighties, a series of skirmishes seemed to serve as a pre-cursor to the final accident that was to sharply change my life, except that I didn’t read the warning signs. But then, who would have?

When I was eighteen, I was once travelling in a night bus from Chandigarh to Delhi, dozing in my window seat as the bus hurtled along the majestic Grand Trunk highway. Suddenly, there was an almighty thunderous bang and I was hurled violently from my seat. I got up groggily and was hit by the overpowering smell of burned rubber, blood and charred flesh. Loud wails erupted all around. Using my small frame to advantage, I jumped through the broken window and staggered across the road to see that the bus had crashed head on into the back of a stationary truck. Many of the passengers sitting in the front were badly hurt, the bus driver lay dead in his seat, his limp hand still on the wheel, while one of the sleeping truck crew was screaming: ‘My leg has been cut, my leg has been cut!’ in disbelief.

Along with both the drivers, four other passengers were dead, over a dozen more were badly injured, and the person sitting next to me had a piece of glass embedded in his right eye. Even though I wasn’t badly hurt, the memory of this horrific accident gave me nightmares for many months.

I was working as a TV journalist in Delhi a few years later in 1991, when I travelled down south to report on the hunt for Sivarasan – the one-eyed assassin of Rajiv Gandhi. One night, my three-member camera crew and I were travelling in a hired Ambassador car back from Vedaranyam to Chennai, a journey of more than sixteen hours. Tired from the hard work we had been doing over the last few weeks, we were all dozing off in the car when there was a loud squeal of brakes, and we suddenly banged hard into the back of a bus. Even before our rattled bones could settle, we were immediately rammed by a speeding truck that crashed into us from behind. As our car got sandwiched between these two monsters, all the doors cracked and snapped open from the middle, and we staggered out onto the road. Amazingly, though our car seemed to have been folded up and squeezed as if by the Hulk himself, we were all alive. Sure, my cameraman’s nose and hand broke, the driver fractured his leg, while I hurt my head and cracked two ribs – yet no one died. Later, we realized that what saved us from being crushed was the bulky camera equipment and light boxes we were carrying in the boot of the car, which had absorbed most of the impact.

While I was a mere passenger in both the above accidents, I finally moved into the driver’s seat. After my father retired from the army he bought himself a Maruti 800 – the car that back then had become the ultimate symbol of rich, modern India. On our maiden out-station trip, we were travelling in the brand-new, pristine-white car from Delhi to Chandigarh. My parents were sitting in the back seat and my brother sat in the front with me as I drove. It was a sizzling hot summer day and the straight, long, gleaming highway shimmered with non-stop mirages. After we crossed Kurukshetra we hit another one of those gleaming mirages, except this one turned out to be frighteningly real. Thick viscous industrial oil had spilled onto the highway from a leaking tanker and had spread over more than a kilometre. Our car was one of the first to hit the oil patch at a speed of nearly 80 kmph. As the car skidded wildly and we all screamed, I managed to hang on to the steering wheel and banged straight into the back of the tanker, which had by then parked by the roadside. The windshield shattered with a loud bang as the car bonnet disappeared under the truck. Though the car was badly battered, miraculously, none of us were injured.

I wasn’t as lucky in my next accident.
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ON COMPLETING MY GRADUATION FROM AN ALL BOYS’ COLLEGE in Chandigarh, I came to Delhi in 1986, looking for work, women and a career. When the accident took place seven years later, I was 26 years old and had already worked in various jobs across media – the only profession I understood and really cared for. I had started my career as a copywriter with a smalltime advertising agency, Nexus, and then moved to Imagin, India’s number one advertising agency, where I first realized I had an original, natural talent for words and ideas.

Imagin Advertising was my first real job. At that point I lived alone in Noida while my office was in Jhandewalan, a fairly long distance especially if it was to be traversed on a Bajaj scooter. So, most days I practically lived in the office, making some of my best friends in the bargain. On my first day at work I met Gautam, a bright Bengali with a rare six-pack, who was to remain one of my best friends in the decades to come. While I was a natural at writing copy and creating new ideas and loved the mad, youthful agency atmosphere, the holier-than-thou self-grandeur of the advertising world got to me after a bit. So I would take leave and go on assignments to report special stories for a weekly Sunday newspaper, just to keep things balanced in my head.

Over the years, among other things, I travelled to Ayodhya to do a mood feature on the Babri Masjid imbroglio and went to Patna to write a full page article on Bihar’s newest chief minister, whose older brother was still employed as a peon in a local college. Yes, Lalu Prasad Yadav was even then a master of manipulating image. After a while, striving to create an award-winning ad for a fizzy cola while history was being written everywhere got to me, and I decided to quit advertising.

I resigned from Imagin the day the first Gulf War broke out – on 19 January, 1991– because trying to write clever chirpy lines for a biscuit brand while watching a war live on CNN went against my instincts.

My first creative director summed me up perfectly when I was leaving Imagin after working there for three, long, formative years. Addressing the entire office, who had all gathered to bid me farewell, he remarked in his wry, sardonic style: ‘Everyone is going to be affected by Vikram leaving us. Fifty per cent are going to miss the mad fucker while the other fifty per cent are going to thank their stars that he has finally left. Ha ha ha.’

Well, I guess, that’s me.

Even though I had twin EMIs to pay off, I left Imagin Advertising without a job in hand – something that has since become an unfortunate pattern in my life.

The two EMIs were for a Kawasaki motorcycle for myself – since I found the scooter uncool now – and a washing machine for my mother, which, amazingly, she never even unpacked, always preferring a live, flesh-and-blood maid whom she could dictate terms to. Pressing buttons didn’t give her the same sense of control, apparently. The washing machine lay packed in the garage for many years, and eventually rusted, which just goes to prove that idiosyncratic behaviour runs in my family!

Anyway, newly jobless, I walked into Newstime, a television news company that had earned a reputation for covering news in an honest, bold manner, and demanded a job. To test my resolve and skills as a journalist, the feisty boss of the network asked me to report a trial story, which I was quite glad to do. I immediately nipped off to Mumbai to report on the fledgling pop music industry that had just begun to emerge. The boss liked my story and hired me, though at half my previous salary, since this was a different career for me. I didn’t care about the money, however, because I was eager to learn new things.

With my blunt, fearless approach, I quickly established myself as the reporter willing to do what no one else at Newstime would. Over the next year, I traversed the length and breadth of India, covering terrorism in Punjab and Assam, bloody elections in Bihar and Madhya Pradesh, the Cauvery water riots in Bangalore, the Rajiv Gandhi assassination and finally, a live shootout in Mumbai between the cops and D-Company gangsters – an encounter that was later made into a blockbuster Bollywood film.

One day the boss – who had this way of sometimes screaming irrationally at her employees – commented on my script, saying I didn’t write well. Since I had always been proud of my command of the English language I protested strongly and suggested maybe she was the bad writer, not me. We had a full-blown argument and I refused to back off, a situation the boss wasn’t used to. Since this altercation was taking place in front of more than twenty staffers in an editorial meeting, I quit Newstime the same day, once again without a job in hand.

The road less travelled, and all that jazz.

So, in 1992, bored with working for others, I set up my own little production company, making corporate and ad films. I was young, smart and creative, plus I made friends and lovers easily. I was also brutally honest and razor-sharp. To add to all this, I had a bull-headed attitude coupled with balls of steel, a dangerous combination, inherited I am told, directly from my frontier grandfather.

In fact, back then I was quite pleased to be called a blunt, rude guy. In the early nineties, ‘attitude’ was only found in the dictionary, while ‘in your face’ was what the dentist did to you. For me, my rudeness and attitude was a hedgehog-like natural defence mechanism. In reality, as my friends and lovers will tell you, I am a fun, instinctive, energized, but essentially simple guy. What you might call a loveable idiot. Smart in many strange ways, but a stupid blind fool in day-to-day life. I used my bluntness to protect myself.

One of the many friends I made during my time at Imagin was Sharan Ahlawat, at whose wedding I first met Alia Mathur, who was with me on the night of the accident.

The accident that started all the shit in my life.

Alia, bright, attractive, bubbly Alia – the girl who was the love of my life until she slipped into a long coma, and died.

The Priya and Sharan wedding had been a riot from the start. For reasons best known to them, Sharan’s parents objected to him marrying a sardarni, even though Priya was bright, beautiful and from a cultured, well-off family. Unfortunately, Priya and Sharan were madly in love. Damn this love thing again. But theirs was like a full filmi Thakur family set up, even though Sharan’s father was a well-known poet. I don’t know what happened exactly, but no one from Sharan’s family was attending the wedding, which was being held in Jamshedpur.

The motley baraat that gathered one morning at the New Delhi Railway Station consisted only of six people. The men included me and four of Sharan’s loutish college friends, one of whom was Suresh Thakur – whose natural rudeness and abrasive behaviour meant we became thick buddies. The sixth and final person was Suresh’s mother, playing common mom to everybody. Yeah, like that only.

And then, suddenly, Alia appeared. A friend of Priya’s, she was also accompanying us on the train journey. Hmm, that made it a lucky seven, which was interesting.

My few affairs till then had all been with women I had worked with, a pattern that had started with my very first job in Nexus advertising – where I had seduced the petite art director – and then continued at Imagin and Newstime, where I had many discreet affairs. Naturally. Where else would I, a struggling writer–journalist living alone in Delhi, with no old school or college connections, as a result of being an army officer’s son and then going to an all-boys’ college in Chandigarh, meet women? Nowhere, except at work. Thus I had joyous flings with my co-workers in all my offices, with wet kisses sneakily stolen in corridors and furtive frottage sessions in locked edit rooms. Always up for edgy shit, I even got a quick hand-job once at the top of the office stairs, happily spilling into my ever-handy handkerchief. Ah, what fun! I think employers should actively encourage sex in office as it leads to a decidedly better quality of work.

At least it did for me.

Alia was unlike any girl I had met before. She was special, a spritely vivacious girl who sang and strummed the guitar, laughing her merry way through life. A girl I didn’t work with, or meet through work. She was in college when we met and was still studying when she died in the accident.

That morning at the railway station, Alia and I were assigned adjacent upper berths across adjoining cabins, separated by just a thin iron-mesh net. We got chatting almost immediately and by the time we reached Jamshedpur, we were friends. When we returned to Delhi five days later after an eventful wedding filled with dancing, booze and Punjabi-style celebrations, Alia and I were a couple. In the midst of all the wedding commotion we often managed to sneak up to the roof of the large British-style bungalow where we had been staying. We couldn’t stop talking to each other and we couldn’t keep our hands off each other.

Back in Delhi, our affair blossomed at top speed. At that point I was staying with my brother, his wife and two daughters. The charming and happy Alia became friends with all of them. My nieces loved her, and vice versa.

Alia, who was still studying, would often bunk college to be with me. Over the next few months I met her friends, while she got to know my older, decidedly deranged bohemian gang. By now I had also set up my own production company, Etcetera Communications, where I wrote and directed corporate films and ads. My friend Sharan had quit Imagin to become a full-time partner and work had been pouring in. I had even bought a white, second-hand, soft-top Gypsy so life couldn’t have been better.

It was all beautiful till the night the accident happened. That evening, we were celebrating the birthday of my niece. Late at night, a few drinks down, I went to drop Alia home. My favourite uncle’s older son, Johnny, then a young lad of eighteen, decided to come along for the drive.

It was a drive that would change our lives.

The accident happened somewhere around South Extension on the Ring Road. Five eyewitnesses – students of AIIMS hospital who carried us to the hospital – later told me that an auto-rickshaw driver had braked suddenly to avoid hitting a stray dog. Driving right behind the auto, I had braked and instinctively swerved to avoid a collision. The jeep – known for its high centre of gravity, which was responsible for the vehicle being subsequently banned in many European countries – flipped over thrice and crashed into a culvert by the roadside.

Badam! Badaaam! Badaaaam!
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THE ACCIDENT LEFT ALL THREE OF US WITH VARIOUS DEGREES of injuries. As all three of us were in coma, it was time for Babaji to put in an appearance.

Babaji who? you might ask.

Baba Mohinder Ram, sewak at the adalat of Hyder Sheikhji, the legendary pir of Malerkotla. Harnesser of spirits; the tantric with the truth.

The first time I had heard of Babaji was when my maternal grandparents died suddenly within six months of each other in a highway town called Shahbad Markanda, half an hour from Ambala. In July 1992, my proud and gallant grandfather, spouter of swear-words and slayer of spirits, passed away, and barely six months later, in January 1993, my petite, warm and mischievous grandmother died too.

When my grandmother died, there was a trickle of blood on her lips. A wise old aunt whose ancient eyes had seen many deaths and whose ears had heard many truths, warned my mother: ‘This blood is not a good sign. Something bad can befall the family. Be careful and seek advice.’ My family immediately discussed the issue with the learned local pandit who said he couldn’t interpret the signs correctly. The pandit in turn advised them to go meet Baba Mohinder Ram.

Babaji’s ashram was in Kharka village, near Kaithal in Haryana. Babaji or Baba Mohinder Ram was a disciple of Hyder Sheikh, a young and unlettered tantric with amazing powers – but more on that later.

When my family first went to meet him, Babaji told them the reason behind the sudden death of my grandparents, which he attributed to slights committed by my grandfather during the death ceremonies of others; the biggest offence being a grave that he had rudely uprooted and shifted elsewhere, declaring in his usual brusque Punjabi manner, ‘Le saale, yeh bhoot pret mera ki bigaad lenge?’ – What can these spirits do to me? Well, apparently, the displaced bhoot-pret had got highly fucking disturbed and were now screwing around with the whole family.

Babaji loaded the narrative with specific details, times and incidents – details that only a higher power could possibly know. All of these details, as I would discover later, were delivered in his signature jokey fashion. My family had been suitably impressed with Babaji’s powers to see the past and the future and to alter and change the present, but always within a defined ambit of truth and justice. My uncle had shared what Babaji had told them with my mother, who being the eldest and smartest of her brood of seven siblings, had the clearest memory of the entire family. My mother corroborated all the incidents Babaji spoke about, especially the grave shifting one, which had clearly left its mark on her young psyche.
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