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How did Amma stand it?

Hadn’t he complained enough to the hotel that they stop this fragrance attack? Wasn’t he a big enough Khan to be taken seriously?

Nasser Khan walked into the hotel lobby, past a central table with an enormous flower arrangement – its natural perfume smothered by essential oil burners and the overpowering fragrance of jasmine – and controlled the urge to wrinkle his nose. Somebody would take a photo and the newspapers would be full of stories about ‘Nasser Khan ko gussa kyon aata hai’. Though this time, they would be bang on. Nasser Khan was indeed angry. His current director had no concept of time. Now he was only, what, almost three hours late for his interview. And Nasser hated being late.

He didn’t mind doing a scene a hundred times to get it right, but one had to get some perspective. Two continuity shots did not need him to give 200 per cent. Two hundred times. Almost.

There was no getting through this lobby quickly – when your mother and your best friend worked in the same hotel, you knew a lot of people whether you wanted to or not. And he wasn’t counting those who wanted an autograph, a photograph or both.

Suresh – his spotboy, Man Friday and presently holder of all three of his phones – weakly tried to gain his attention: ‘Sir, Anjali madam ka phone…’

Nasser let a posse of fans gain his attention without replying. He had nothing new to say to Anjali. He signed autographs unhurriedly – he mustn’t appear rushed – and posed for photographs, ignoring the pained expression of his spotboy. He blew a kiss to the two teenaged girls who had just taken a picture with him and smiled at their excited squeals. A tall, dark, elegantly suited, hirsute man emerged from behind the girls and blew a kiss back at him…

Another assault on his senses.

‘When will you get rid of that fungus?’ Nasser asked as the man came to a stop in front of him.

‘This symbol of my virility and manhood?’ Shivraj Thakru ran a hand down the closely trimmed beard that covered his cheeks and merged into his moustache. ‘Never. The chicks love it.’

‘Yes, the chicken does sort of stick to it.’

‘That’s just pathetic. Even a four-year-old would be ashamed,’ Shiv told him severely. ‘This is exactly what I’ve been telling you. Your all-work attitude is killing the few brain cells you have left.’

‘Are you accusing me of not playing?’

Shiv snorted. ‘Please. Take your mind out of the gutter. Anyway, even then you would probably lie back and think of your next scene.’

‘How dare you! I don’t micromanage – I think of the movie as a whole.’

Shiv rose to the bait beautifully. ‘You should’ – the gleam in Nasser’s eyes registered – ‘be ashamed of trying to wind up your best friend.’

‘How can I resist? You’re so easy. And you still need to get rid of the facial growth.’ After thirty fuzz-free years, Shiv had suspiciously become an aficionado overnight. ‘Or you can tell me why you are growing it.’

‘I’m a man. What other reason do you need?’

Shiv was definitely holding out on something. He had shuffled his feet, a sure sign that a person was lying according to today’s informed opinion in the highest-selling national daily. Plus there were Nasser’s own suspicions.

‘Admit it,’ Shiv continued. ‘You have hair envy. That’s what happens when you spend your life waxing your chest.’

‘My waxed chest is the recipient of hundreds of women who fling themselves at it. I don’t need to be envious of your hair.’ Nasser skirted an overdressed arrangement of sofas and started towards the bank of elevators.

Shiv strolled alongside. ‘You’re going against your biological imperative. That’s why you’re reacting so strongly to my magnificence.’

‘And not because you look like a particularly slimy drug dealer?’

‘No drug dealer looks slimy anymore. They look like cool dudes. People whose style statements we need to follow. Especially you.’ Shiv gave Nasser’s outfit a disdainful glance. Shiv had been trying – and failing – to get him to upgrade the jeans-and-T-shirt combo he’d lived in all his adult life.

‘To quote somebody, I’m a man. And a big enough star not to need to make style statements.’

‘Dude! That’s so not metrosexual of you. Don’t let any woman hear you. You’ll lose your fan following.’

Nasser gave him an incredulous look. ‘Are you accusing my fans of being interested in my feminist leanings? What do you think my waxed chest is for?’

‘You poor thing,’ Shiv commiserated, but his gaze was unexpectedly searching. ‘Did I hear an undertone of unhappiness at being objectified? Do you want people to look beyond your chest? Does that mean you’re going to keep it under wraps from now on?’

‘Yeah, I’ve decided I’ll only leave the top three buttons open in my next movie. Tantalize them with glimpses of it. I could even grow some hair.’

Shiv considered the statement before replying. ‘That’s actually quite disgusting, you know. In fact, this entire conversation smacks of a certain lack of intellectualism.’

‘Not at all. I think the changing definition of masculinity and masculine appeal in the twenty-first century is a very intellectual discussion. It’s something everybody should be talking about.’

An uneasy silence fell between them. ‘Or we could talk about your prankster,’ Nasser said.

There was a relieved sigh from Shiv. ‘Good choice.’

‘Good choice? How come? Didn’t he unscrew all the handles to the cutlery drawers at your Sunday brunch? People clamouring for knives and forks all around and your sous-chefs became washing staff?’

Shiv shuddered at the memory. Then he pulled himself together. ‘Yeah, but the good thing is that he’s going department by department. I’m betting it’s Housekeeping next. Your mom thinks Reservations.’

‘It’s Reservations then.’ Nasser came to a halt in front of the lifts and nodded at Suresh to call the elevator.

Shiv threw up his hands. ‘Dude! Can’t you call the lift yourself?’
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Sitara glared at the road ahead. The sliver of sea shining on the horizon through the taxi’s dusty windshield was blinding and the approaching edifice of Bandra’s most star-friendly hotel just a dark smudge. The day matched her mood – steaming.

Good and mood weren’t words that would be strung together to refer to Sitara Gopalasundaram for a while. Not after last night’s fiasco. Actually, all of yesterday sucked big time. Between her jerk of a boss and Mr Ineligible from the previous evening, it had been a day from hell. And here she was, on a manic taxi ride to an assignment that was most likely the beginning of the end. She wasn’t sure the end of what yet, but she was guessing things like happiness and peace at work.

All because of her editor. Debashish Bose was a man with a singular mission: to make life as difficult as possible for those who worked under him. Sometimes he picked them off one by one; sometimes, it was more genocidal. Sitara had a feeling yesterday’s meeting was a lead-in to the latter but for the moment, all she could say with any certainty was that he had her, the most-often ignored arts person, in his sights.

Debashish’s particular genius lay in turning colleagues into enemies, because one person’s good fortune was always at another’s expense. He had a sixth sense when it came to picking the points that really hurt. And he had certainly picked her off yesterday.

The memory of his smile rose in her memory, and Sitara shuddered. The smile was a sight to behold – two perfect rows of shiny white teeth that had been some orthodontist’s down payment for a new car; probably a Merc. It wasn’t a familiar sight, usually flashed only at people higher up in the food chain or pretty interns (and they were all pretty, even the men). The only time the team got to see his pearly whites was when he was delivering bad news. And they had been the first thing she’d seen when she’d answered his summons.

Dread had immediately settled in her gut. It had taken resolve to not make an excuse of illness and flee.

‘HQ’s very impressed with your features,’ her editor, extremely ordinaire, had fired his opening salvo.

‘Uh.’ Sitara had played it safe.

‘Yes. A couple of editions want to syndicate your last month’s art story.’

‘Oh.’ She had continued in the same vein.

‘HQ thinks your style is exactly what Homme’s writing should be about.’

‘Uh huh.’

‘Please, enough. Your response is overwhelming.’ Debashish had a nice line in sarcasm. He got enough practice. The smile had completely disappeared by now, and the shadow of a line had appeared on his brow, signalling his displeasure. Last month, it would have been a deep frown. But then he’d walked into the art department to check pages and had been treated to a zoomed-in version of his deeply furrowed brow being airbrushed on Photoshop. His shock and horror, mimicked by one gifted member of the design team, had been the entertainment mainstay of the office for weeks. Not twenty minutes later, his assistant Canice Mascerenhas had furtively asked the grooming writer for the phone number of a dermatologist renowned for her Botox expertise.

Sitara wondered whether Debashish knew Martin had given his design team instructions to have that image at the ready if Debashish were ever in the vicinity. She had muttered something she hoped could be interpreted as enthusiastic and watched him banish the annoyance as he leaned forward at his desk and steepled his fingers, his patented unfathomable look in place. It was an expression he knew looked good on his already attractive face. Interns practically drooled when he used it on them, which he did fairly often.

How could anybody be such a git? A superior, interfering, womanizing, lazy-assed, incompetent, psycho git at that. And what trick of fate had seen fit to hand him looks, smarm and the ability to string sentences together acceptably so he’d landed the rather prestigious position as editor of the Indian edition of international men’s magazine Homme?

‘There is a feeling that we are limiting your talent…’ he had continued, ‘…that we should give you room to expand. Spread your wings. Do bigger, more important stories.’

‘A cover story on art?’ This was…exciting. She’d never have thought it of him.

‘No, no. We are talking about bigger things here.’

‘Bigger than a cover story?’

‘No. The cover story!’

Sitara ran a hand through her curls. ‘Okay. I’m totally confused. What are you saying?’

‘They want you to do the cover story,’ he enunciated slowly.

‘So when I said cover story…’

‘Art is not a cover story,’ Debashish said coldly. ‘Art does not sell magazines. You should know that by now.’

Sitara wondered whether having his Hermès paperweight make forceful contact with his face would alter Debashish’s worldview a little.

‘We’re talking Bollywood.’ Debashish smiled. ‘You’re going to interview Nasser Khan.’

It was diabolic. In one corner of her brain, Sitara even appreciated his deviousness. With one stroke he had put her in territory she hated, made her unpopular with half the team, awarded himself the advantage in his ongoing war with Mukul and hit Mukul where it hurt most. ‘But…’ Sitara had been beyond concealing her shock.

‘Yes?’ Debashish looked like he’d lapped up a bowlful of cream.

‘But Mukul…’ Sitara groped for the words – will kill me for entering his territory, for taking his interview, for doing the cover story, for getting Nasser Khan – and settled rather weakly on – ‘He’s spent so much time setting it up.’

That much was true. Nasser Khan, the biggest Khan on the block after the original triumvirate, had turned media-shy. It was at about the same time as the break-up of a long and public engagement with actress Richa Bali and it had been a hard slog to get him to agree to the interview. As features director, Mukul Sinha had pulled every string he had. And had only gloated about it, oh, a million times.

‘Yes. But he has set it up for the magazine,’ Debashish said grandly. ‘And as long as the magazine gets the interview, it doesn’t matter who does it. We are a team. This magazine is not about personal glory.’

Who did he think he was kidding? Mukul demanded ‘With Inputs From’ when he got anybody in the office so much as a quote. And he got them the quotes in the first place because he refused to part with the contact numbers of any of his precious stars.

And this was the man from whom Debashish was snatching the one interview everybody in the media would kill for. The interview in which Nasser Khan was going to break eighteen months of silence.

Mukul would tandoor her. After chopping her into tiny pieces, of course. With a blunt knife.
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Sitara shuddered, and then realized it hadn’t only been at the memory. Her taxi driver had taken her ‘Drive Fast’ edict to heart and was speeding in a manner that could soon require her to find a brown bag.

She could have done with a brown bag last evening, too, when the ‘oh-so-eligible’ suitor her aunt had set her up with had asked her what her favourite bits about sex were, suggested ‘oral’ before she could utter a word, and looked at her expectantly.

How could she have just gone back into the living room without a word? Sitara still couldn’t forgive herself for not unleashing her inner Lorena Bobbitt and cutting him down to size. Instead she’d meekly gone and sat down next to her aunt. What a wuss she was turning out to be!

And then she’d had to listen to his mother.

‘…trying to marry her off for years, no? And she lives alone here in Mumbai.’ The woman might as well have said in this city of sin. She had made no attempt to hide her disapproval of Sitara all evening. ‘Wears sleeveless, no doubt. How old is she? Thirty? It doesn’t show on her face. Yet. But she’s getting on…’

Her aunt, Kamala Chithi, had placed a restraining hand on her arm.

‘We are the same age, Amma,’ the sleazoid had followed her in. ‘And I think it’s great that she’s already so Westernized. She’ll fit in perfectly in the US.’

Sitara could have laughed as the gloom became doom on his mother’s face. She had almost told her that it would be a cold day in hell before she married her son. Almost.

The sleazoid was talking again. ‘And I would love to take this further. I hope I will be able to meet Sitara again.’

‘N–’

‘Of course,’ Kamala Chithi’s voice drowned hers. ‘I will talk about this with her parents and we will stay in touch.’

‘I d–’ Sitara began again and found herself the focus of her aunt’s gimlet stare, honed over years of practice.

‘We will do this through the proper channels,’ her aunt had continued. Proper channels! She would–

Sitara was jolted out of her brooding when the taxi driver came to a screeching halt in front of the hotel. In front of the hotel! Blast and damn! She had reached the hotel! Without reading a single interview. Oh no, oh no, oh no.

What was she going to ask him? Her cousin Kadam’s panting fandom – his chest! his gaze! his smile! – pretty much summed up all she knew about the actor. That and the fact that his father had been a cinematographer sometime in the 60s or 70s.

Which, on second thoughts, was more than enough, Sitara decided, as she walked into the lobby of Bollywood’s favourite hotel.

The smell of jasmine assaulted her senses at the same moment that her gaze registered the tonnes of gilt and the reproduction French vibe of the place. Oh god! Sitara hurriedly jabbed at the lift buttons. She didn’t need anything further to make her sick. Her interview was going to be enough.
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‘What did you say about the halwe ke puris?’ Nasser’s outrage was writ large as he turned to Shiv.

‘Your mom got me some.’

‘She didn’t make enough to give you some,’ Nasser said darkly. ‘Those were all supposed to be for me. I’m supposed to take them with me to Italy. Did she–’

‘Please don’t say these things out loud. Nobody will believe you’re a well-travelled superstar if you carry food with you every time you go abroad. Next you’ll be packing pickle and MTR meals to take with you.’

Nasser felt his eyes shift before he could stop them. He focused his gaze back as squarely as he could on his friend. Maybe Shiv had missed the earlier telltale movement. No such luck.

‘Oh my god, you were!’ And Shiv was off and running about his favourite subject. Also his work. As F&B manager he had strong opinions about food and, unfortunately for Nasser, he voiced them freely.

‘It’s people like you who give India a bad name. Can’t you lose a bet like a man? I’ve picked a cooking course in Tuscany, not Japan or China. You can survive four paltry weeks without Indian food. Packaged food! My god.’ He stopped to take a breath. ‘Just immerse yourself in the cuisine, embrace the flavours. Ready-to-eat meals? Honestly? Next you’ll be searching out Indian restaurants in Tuscany.’

Since he had done exactly that last night, and had the printout in his suitcase, Nasser struggled not to hunch his shoulders. Why should he apologize for his tastes anyway? He tried to stare Shiv down, and he hated that there was a hint of apology in his voice. ‘You’ve never been away for long schedules. You don’t know of the yearning for masala…’

Shiv flung an arm out dramatically. ‘Masala. This is too much. I am putting my foot down. No friend of mine will sully the land of parmesan with pickle. Ready-made meals in the land of slow cooking! Can you imagine how badly this would reflect on me?’

Nasser looked at his friend for a moment. ‘Uh. I know a really good counsellor – I think you should see her about your megalomaniac issues.’

Shiv opened his mouth to retort, and froze. Nasser turned around to see what the matter was and found himself in a Matrix moment; only it wasn’t bullets making their way towards him in slow motion, it was the contents of a can of cola.

His senses were extra sharp, and they registered every small detail: the collective gasp, the stunned expressions, the cell phones that were being turned in his direction to capture the moment, the soft sounds of footsteps walking away from him, the steady drip down his face.

Then everything went into fast-forward; unlike Keanu Reeves, however, he wasn’t kicking butt – if anything, his was the butt that had just been kicked. Nasser stared blankly for a moment at the retreating figure of his former fiancée before he regained his senses and thought of damage control.

The first step was to stop standing in front of the open-mouthed crowd while dripping cola. He pivoted and punched the button for the lift, earning himself a disappointed look from the hapless Suresh. He almost flung himself in, well onto the side, pushing the buttons to close the doors immediately.

A few drops delicately spattered off his eyelashes.

Nasser wiped his face and tried to make sense of what had just happened. Had he missed the bulletin about Richa going around hotel lobbies throwing things in people’s faces? And surely it was too much to believe that his former fiancée had lost her temper a year and a half after they had broken up.

After you dumped her, an inner voice corrected him.

His manager Anjali Rane opened the door before Suresh could ring the bell. Nasser had a feeling she’d spent a fair amount of the evening wrenching that door open at random intervals, hoping to find him on the other side. His suspicion was confirmed by the look of surprise on her face. An aggrieved look replaced it in the blink of an eye.

‘Why haven’t you answered…?’ She got a good look at his face – his dripping face, to be precise – and the cloud of grim that nimbused around him. ‘Wha…?’

He had finally managed to render Anjali speechless.

‘Get some clothes sent up from the car, will you? Immediately,’ He strode past her into the suite.

‘But what happened? Why haven’t you answered a single phone call? Do you know how long this reporter has been waiting?’ Anjali had recovered.

Nasser didn’t bother to answer as he walked away in the opposite direction towards the bedroom.

Anjali followed him. ‘What is wrong with you?’ her voice climbing with each word.

Nasser faced her in the bedroom’s doorway. ‘Besides darling Richa who has just thrown some drink in my face in front of half of Mumbai and a moron director who can’t make up his mind about how he’d like two simple shots, nothing much. Now, can I get my clothes? Ask Suresh to leave them on the bed.’

‘But, wait…’ Anjali began urgently.

The door shut in her face. She heard the lock click in place.
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Three and a half hours ago Sitara had been upset because she was late and hadn’t done her research. Her relief at learning that her subject was running late – even if the notification had emerged from the inferiority-inducing vision half her size in linen pants and a nautical striped T-shirt, aka Nasser’s manager Anjali Rane – had been overwhelming. She had been asked to wait in his room and told that he’d be up shortly.

Two hours ago, when she’d finished reading all his interviews, writing her questions and listing them out alphabetically, she’d started to get a little angry.

An hour ago she’d been furious.

But in the last hour, the anger had slowly been replaced by the certainty that she was going to die of boredom. So she’d done what any sane woman would do in the circumstances – she’d retired to the loo to play with some make-up.

She should have stuck to death by boredom.

Sitara stared glumly at her reflection in the bathroom mirror. Green was just not her colour. Especially when it appeared in a big fat smear down the front of her T-shirt. She must be the only woman whose eyeshadow stick would fall on her person. Hundreds – no, millions – would drop theirs straight onto the floor.

It wasn’t that Sitara was clumsy. Accident prone was more accurate. Things happened to her. Around her. Things that were usually embarrassing. For her, and for those around her.

She looked at herself again. Smear was an imprecise understatement. She now had a diffused, wet patch of green from where she had used water to try and get it out. Unsuccessfully.

Okay, she couldn’t stand around dismayed. Action was required. Sitara whipped off her shirt and washed out the offending part with soap and water till the green had disappeared.

A door shut outside. A phone rang. Somebody answered. Somebody male. Eff, eff, and eff. He had arrived.

A thought made Sitara drop the shirt in the sink and lunge to the door to check that it was locked. It was. Thank god.

How was she going to dry her top now? There was no disguising the sound of the hair dryer. And what would her explanation be? ‘My head was so close to exploding from the three-hour wait that I decided to dunk it in water to cool it down?’ Almost true though.

She would have to wait for him to leave the room.
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His phone was ringing again. He seriously contemplated not answering, but he’d been too well trained about what was polite and what wasn’t. By the very person at the other end of the line.

‘Amma, I’m a little busy right now…’

‘I told you right away there was something off about that woman.’ There was a wealth of satisfaction in Ayesha Khan’s voice. Jungle drums. Shiv must have called her immediately.

‘No, actually, you didn’t,’ Nasser corrected testily. ‘I didn’t even know you didn’t like her till you threw a party to celebrate the break-up. This, after we’d been together three years, one of them engaged.’ It was still a bit of a sore subject. ‘And to be precise, I didn’t know till my best friend told me halfway through the party that it was an exercise in relief on your part.’

‘You really have to learn to let the past go,’ his mother admonished. ‘Learn from it – by letting your father and me choose your bride – but let it go.’

‘Did you want something?’ Nasser interrupted rudely. The need to get out of his shirt and into the shower was overwhelming. He toed off his sneakers.

His mother ignored his question. ‘I’ve told you so many times. I thought you were just having a fling, so I was polite to her. Then you announced that you’d asked her to marry you – without asking for our opinion, I might add – and I would have felt like a clichéd saas if I told you I didn’t like her.’

‘That is so lame, Amma.’ He knew it was true, but it was still lame. His mother had been well-drilled in tehzeeb in her pre-married life in Lucknow – which made her perfect for the hospitality industry – and he had known for years that what she thought of as mere politeness was often considered warm, loving friendliness by others. He’d never considered that it could be used on him. ‘Yeah, you’re right. It’s old news. I’d better go shower now. I’ll call later.’

‘Wait!’ his mother’s voice rang out urgently.

Nasser sighed. His mother didn’t easily let go of the conversation when Richa was the subject.

‘Did you get a look at what that witch threw at you?’

‘What?’ Nasser was thrown himself.

‘Just tell me,’ Ayesha said.

He had a picture of the can swinging towards him before the contents splashed over his head and face and dripped down his chest.

‘Diet Pepsi, I think.’

‘Diet Pepsi. I knew it.’ his mother repeated loudly. She sounded oddly jubilant. A curse filtered through from the background.

‘Why did you want to know?’ Nasser felt suspicion bite him in the butt.

‘Oh nothing, nothing,’ his mother’s voice was fakely hearty. ‘I just made a stray remark to someone that it must have been some diet drink. You know how she was always afraid of gaining an ounce if she ever drank the real thing.’

‘What is all that noise around you?’ he asked dangerously. He had an idea but didn’t want it to be true. Over the years his mother had regaled them all at the dinner table with stories about what she and her colleagues often did to pass the time on boring afternoons. ‘Amma, did you start a pool? Were you betting on what drink was thrown on me?’ There was a slim hope that his mother would deny this categorically, but Nasser wouldn’t place any bets on it.

‘Sorry, you broke up a bit then,’ his mother said. ‘What did you just say?’ Nasser could hear stifled laughter behind her. ‘Hello. Hello. What did you say? Hello. I can’t hear you beta. I’ll call you later.’ The phone went dead in his ear.

His mother had hung up on him! What was the world coming to when you couldn’t even trust your own mother? Women, Nasser thought explosively. What was wrong with them?

His phone began ringing again. He switched it off and chucked it on the bed. He flung his T-shirt on the floor. His thoughts turned again to Richa – why had she done it? If he knew her at all – and after three years of being with her he could claim a little knowledge – she definitely had a scheme up her sleeve.

Richa was one of life’s planners. When she wanted something, she always had a plan to get it. And she wanted things quite often. It had driven her mad that he would just wait for directors to approach him – she always knew which director and actor she wanted to work with, and always had a plan in motion that would lead to them approaching her and offering her a role she wanted. Her success rate was 99 per cent – the one percent was when he had called off their engagement.

Was publicity what Richa wanted now? Nasser started to unbutton his jeans when he registered a muffled sound. It seemed to be coming from the bathroom. Was it the…hairdryer?
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He was still talking.

Sitara had wrung out the water and flapped her T-shirt about, tried it on to see how bad it was – her ratty bra was clearly visible – taken it off again and was flapping it about, and Nasser Khan was still talking.

And they accuse women of never getting off the phone, Sitara thought bitterly. Where were the strong silent types when you needed them?

On the other hand, he probably wouldn’t hear anything over the sound of his own beloved voice.

Galvanized into motion at the insight, she turned the hair dryer on. It took her a moment to realize that the reason it sounded so loud was because everything was silent outside.

Uh oh.

Sitara strained to hear his exit.

The doorknob turned.

Sitara stared at it paralysed.

The doorknob turned again. Harder.

A squeak emerged from Sitara.

‘Is anybody there?’ a voice asked finally.

She would have to reply. ‘Uh, yes. I am.’

‘Oh, you are. Fascinating. And who are you?’

Okay, she might have left herself wide open to that, but there was no need to be so sarcastic. ‘Sitara,’ she began before she caught herself. Her name would make no sense. ‘I’m here to interview you.’

‘I see. And will you emerge from the bathroom at some point soon to do that?’

Red spots danced in front of her eyes. After making her wait three hours he was giving her attitude, wanting to know whether she would emerge soon? She hoped his bladder burst.

‘Yes,’ she said shortly, keeping a tight rein on her temper.

She switched the hair dryer on full blast. Let him think what he wanted.

A knocking on the door interrupted her. Sitara considered ignoring it. But she’d be interviewing him soon… She switched off the dryer reluctantly. ‘Yes?’

‘Your hairstyle won’t affect the interview, you know. And I already have plans for tonight. So, if you are done?’

Nobody had accused Sitara of being slow on the uptake. She almost flung the door open to tell him what he could do with himself and his plans for tonight. Only the thought of putting her bra on display stopped her.

‘I’m drying my shirt,’ she informed him, outraged. Not waiting for his reply, she switched on the dryer again. Moments later, wearing a dry non-green spotted shirt, she wrenched the door open.

And stopped short. Lounging in the hallway leading to the bathroom was Nasser Khan. Shirtless. Was this some Bollywood interview etiquette she knew nothing about?

Not that she couldn’t admit it was a nice chest. And maybe raising her gaze facewards took a little longer than she’d thought. But once up there, she had no trouble switching on the glare.

He was staring at her chest.

The lout. Slimy snake. Worm.

‘It’s dried very well,’ he said blandly, meeting her gaze.

Sitara gave him a withering look – nobody would believe her if she said it had been justifiable homicide.
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That had got her, Nasser thought with satisfaction. How dumb did she think he was? He’d noticed the eye make-up right away. Though why she’d bothered to dry her curls, he couldn’t think. They looked like something you’d end up with if you plugged your finger directly into a socket.

Drying her shirt, indeed! He didn’t think anybody had tried that to snag his interest before. Did she imagine it would have him wondering about what lay beneath, and things would immediately follow from there?

He must ask her whether she’d had any success with that line before.

Maybe if she annoyed him any more he would.

Like, maybe, right now. If she twiddled around with the doorknob instead of leaving.

‘You have to turn the knob clockwise,’ Nasser prompted. ‘To your right,’ he enunciated slowly.

There was the sound of a sharply drawn breath. Then a very controlled voice said, ‘I know. I’m not an id–’ Another deep breath. ‘It’s stuck.’

‘Cue Hum Tum Ek Kamre Mein Bandh Ho as the soundtrack?’ he asked negligently.

She moved quickly when she wanted to, Nasser noted, as curls spun around. Ah, the ‘if-looks-couldkill’ routine.

Since he remained undead, Nasser didn’t move an inch. ‘Try harder, babe. Maybe this one opens in the opposite direction?’ he suggested. ‘Anyway, when you get the door open, tell the man to lay my clothes out on the bed, will you? I’ll just go have my shower.’ He picked up his phone, walked into the bathroom and shut the door softly.
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Her star was stuck in his bedroom with a reporter. Or he would be, as soon as he emerged from his shower. At which point, it would be his semi-clad talent and one badly clad reporter.

Anjali looked at the offending door and wondered whether she should call housekeeping and get them to fix this problem. That’s what she’d told that fat, badly dressed woman – really, jeans! Who wore them anymore? – she was going to do.

But after the scene downstairs, she hadn’t been eager to risk any more notoriety for Nasser. Two incidents with two different women – not that she was upset about Richa; her first reaction had been to cheer – the press would live off that for months.

If only he was your normal star, not this neo-Garbo publicity recluse, Anjali thought bitterly. And while she could have got away with all-publicity-is-good-publicity this one time, and made his producer and director very happy in the bargain, she couldn’t risk it. Because her star was taking things to the next level – he was going to drop off the face of the earth for two months. If things blew up in her face, which was a good possibility in matters that involved Richa Bali, she would have to deal with it on her own.

A peripheral movement had her directing a killing glance at the man next to her.

Suresh fell back, though his hand spasmed unconsciously and his gaze was fixed longingly on the expanse of wood. He had taken it very personally that he couldn’t open the door. When he’d first realized what had happened, he had spent five solid minutes shoving his shoulder against the door and twisting the door knob, undeterred by his lack of success. He’d been like a man at the slot machines hoping to hit the jackpot with the next crank of the handle.

Anjali had nearly brained him with her phone. She’d had to visualize cool blue seas before she’d been able to get him to step away with no harm to his person.

Now she had to wait till her star emerged from his shower – what sort of a man went in for a shower when he was locked in?

Anjali went back to practising her breathing.
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‘Still here?’

Sitara didn’t turn around. She was sitting in a chair from where she couldn’t see the bathroom door. She’d positioned it carefully, after all. ‘Your manager’s getting Housekeeping,’ she said coldly.

‘Housekeeping? Don’t you think…’ He stopped mid-sentence. There was something there…

An edge of white terrycloth intruded on Sitara’s field of vision. It took an effort of will to watch the progress of the bathrobe-clad figure across the room without pondering the immediate, uncontrollable question – was he wearing anything under it? She was grimly satisfied when he grasped the doorknob and it turned all the way. Without making any difference to their stuck-in-the-room status.

Welcome to my world, Sitara thought.

‘We are stuck.’ He sounded surprised.

He was obviously unused to things not going his way, even doorknobs. Must be a huge change from having the world scamper around trying to do his bidding or smooth things out for him. Sitara could picture the hotel staff in uproar at this disaster.

Unconsciously, Sitara sneered.

‘What did–’ Her expression blitzed all thought from his mind. God, what a sneer! He tried to commit it to memory – he was going to have to use it in his next movie. You weren’t handed gifts like this every day.

Sitara arranged her face and tone along neutral lines; she wasn’t sure she was entirely successful. ‘What?’

‘What did Anjali say?’ Nasser said automatically, his mind still occupied with that sneer.

‘Just that she was getting Housekeeping.’

‘Who don’t seem to be here yet. Service standards at the hotel are falling. Unless–’ He switched on his phone, and called Anjali. ‘Did you call Housekeeping?’

What the…? Sitara shot out of her chair. Housekeeping hadn’t been called? His next words stopped her in her tracks.

‘What am I wearing? What sort of question is that? A bathrobe. What does that have to do with us being locked in? I don’t care if the press hears about it…Anyway, this is the one hotel where they won’t hear about it. I don’t care about the next two months – what am I doing?’ he muttered, and cut the call. He dialled another number.

‘Shiv. You just won a lot of money. Housekeeping was next.’

‘Huh? What?’

Nasser could almost hear the penny drop.

‘Oh. And you know this because?’ Shiv asked cautiously.

‘I’m locked in. In the suite’s bedroom.’ Nasser paused, then decided the best thing to do was let him know the full extent of the damage. ‘The lady who’s here to interview me is also in here. And I’m in a bathrobe.’

There was silence at the other end. ‘Interesting. Did you say interview?’ Shiv imbued the last word with a wealth of insinuation.

‘Just get somebody here,’ Nasser snapped.

‘Absolutely. Is this bathrobe fetish a new development?’

Nasser jabbed at the screen to disconnect the call.

His phone started ringing almost immediately. Anjali. He supposed he should answer that. He looked at Sitara and considered reassuring her, but he really didn’t feel like talking to another crazy woman today. He struggled with his better instincts, but was able to overcome them. She could figure out the situation – it would keep her amused till the rescue team arrive. He walked away to the other side of the suite to answer the call.
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By the time Operation Unlock Door was done, with as much cloak and daggerness as the hotel could – once the carpenter had the door unlocked, he’d been whisked away before opening it, probably confirming the compromising position of the star within – there was only one overriding thought in Sitara’s mind.

Food.

She was starving.

Sure she was going to make the interview absolute hell for that sorry excuse of living matter who hadn’t got off the phone till the door was open, but she couldn’t muster up enough killer instinct on an empty, rumbling stomach.

She’d been just about ready to give in and call room service when the rescue squad had finally done its job.

Her first act as a free person had been to place her order. Her humongous order. Now she stood over the phone wondering whether she had impressed upon them the need for speed. Maybe she should call back and tell them again.

A phone rang. Her own, she realized, lunging for her bag.

‘Is the interview done?’ Debashish sounded strange. Stranger than usual, she corrected herself.

‘It hasn’t even started,’ Sitara began.

Debashish cut her off before she could launch into her story. ‘Excellent. We couldn’t have asked for anything better.’

Sitara’s stomach rumbled.

‘Now listen carefully. Don’t say anything. Don’t show any emotion. Don’t let anybody in the room know that you have received this information. Then you can take them by surprise.’

It didn’t sound like her boss. Sitara brought the phone in front of her and stared blankly at the screen for a moment. The screen said Debashish, so the call was definitely from his phone. But when had her editor started moonlighting as James Bond? She tucked the phone back at her ear, trying to arrange her face along expressionless lines.

‘I’ll make this short,’ he continued. ‘A friend of mine just told me that Richa Bali dumped a can of cola on Nasser’s head in the lobby of the hotel. I’ll feed you all the information I can find out and you can attack him with it when the time is right.’

It took Sitara a few long moments to realize that she was listening to the dial tone, and a few longer moments to make some sense of what he had said. So Nasser’s ex, Richa Bali, had chucked cola in his face. Sitara dropped into the sofa, savouring the image that came to mind. It also explained a lot of things including the shirtlessness and the shower. But it so didn’t cancel out the rudeness.

The actress ought to have done it long ago; it might have improved her fiancé before he became this self-satisfied arrogant jerk. Sitara had been willing to give him the benefit of doubt despite having read his interviews – could that man talk! – but the past half hour had convinced her she was being too nice.

The fact that he’d acted in four of the biggest blockbusters ever, and a sprinkling of super hits, didn’t make a whit of difference.

Her stomach rumbled loudly and Sitara looked around. Had the super-thin manager heard that? Anjali was on the phone, looking unhappy. Sitara’s eyes were drawn back to the room phone. Why was it taking so long to send up her food? Should she call again?

She heard a door open and a vastly different Nasser Khan emerged.

For a start, he was clothed.

Much too nattily for an interview, thought Sitara, taking in his suit. She didn’t have to be Sherlock or even Robert Downey Jr. to deduce that he was on his way elsewhere.

Sitara watched him engage in a low-voiced conversation with Anjali and was treated to her first view of the manager not on the cell phone. She wondered how long it would take for the withdrawal symptoms to hit. Were they conferring about his close encounter with the cola? Sitara tried to listen, but they had perfected the art of low-voiced conversation and it took only a moment to admit defeat.

Anyway she had more important things to contend with. Namely, the struggle not to march up to the actor, yank him to the sofa and start shooting questions at him. She really, really hoped that he wasn’t going to postpone the interview. Scratch that. Let him try to postpone it – any excuse would work to kick him in the shins. And other places. A look at her watch confirmed that it was now four hours since the scheduled time for the interview.

Four hours.

Grievous bodily harm. That’s what would follow if he dared cancel this interview or postpone it further.

‘Owww!’

For a wild moment Sitara thought she had managed telekinesis and transmitted the violence through her mind as she watched the actor rub his middle. It took a while to figure out that Anjali had carried out her wishes.

’You’re fired,’ Nasser said, heatedly rubbing his middle where his manager had just poked him hard.

His manager remained unmoved. ‘Don’t try to be smart.’

He’d tried for some humour when she had asked him what she was supposed to tell the media. ‘Tell them it was Diet Pepsi that Richa threw at me.’

Anjali hadn’t appreciated it. It had, however, restored his sense of humour. He’d launched into the realms of probability theory. Whether it was luck that Richa had been holding a can of cola when she came face to face with him, or whether she had been lying in wait for him after secretly finding out his schedule. He’d been in the middle of how Richa had settled on Diet Pepsi as her weapon of choice, because she couldn’t bear to touch any drink that wasn’t zero-calorie, and didn’t think of water because it was so infra-dig – when Anjali had stopped him mid-sentence with a strong poke.

She was breathing deeply. ‘I’ve been waiting for four hours. You haven’t answered your phone once. My wedding is in just over a month. My fiancé is still five kg overweight and he’s sacked his trainer. His clothes won’t fit him for the wedding. He’s not listening to me. I am not in a good mood. Don’t annoy me. Don’t be smart. Just give me something so that we can move on to the rest of your evening.’

Sheesh. Brides-to-be had no sense of humour. Especially brides-to-be who were former girlfriends. Besides, once you’d written poetry for a girl and recorded a tape full of mushy love songs for Valentine’s Day, you could never quite regain the upper hand. Even though he’d been fifteen at the time and hadn’t reconnected with her for nearly a decade, the employer–employee relationship had remained unachievable. Especially when this ex-girlfriend knew exactly how to make money.

‘I will fire you one day and make it stick,’ Nasser told her.

Anjali continued to look at him expectantly.

Nasser gave up. ‘Does poor Harsh know what he’s getting into by marrying you?’

Anjali’s hand twitched and Nasser took a few hasty steps back. ‘I assume you haven’t found out anything from her entourage? Then tell them to ask Richa. Anything else is going to make me look like an idiot. Or you could tell them that I am rethinking my cola endorsements,’ Nasser tacked on, knowing his flippant reply would annoy her. He kept a safe distance from the finger, though. ‘Even better, you could cut a deal with Pepsi. Tell them that the official line of my statement will be “The only thing we can confirm at this point is that it was Diet Pepsi that made the big impact.” We could even spin it out into a campaign in the future.’
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