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PART I




CHAPTER 1
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The Clue

Truth, they say, is stranger than fiction. To be honest, I can’t recognize one from the other. To me, truth is like fiction’s identical twin sister, especially when it’s dressed up in words; I wonder if even their parents could really tell them apart.

Take the scene in the window in front of me. A blameless sapphire sky reflected the aquamarine of the Sea of Marmara. A huge gull flew past shrieking its primeval cry and a chilly breeze brought in the smell of the sea.

Of course, the scene was true though the turn of events that had brought me here to Turkey still had me confused. Till a fortnight before, I had been an ordinary corporate executive minding my own business and making a royal mess of it. Now, suddenly, here I was in Turkey at the invitation (typed on a postcard) of a secret guild asking me to join them for a selection meeting for which I had no address.

Alone in an antique land, knowing nobody and with no place to go for tomorrow’s meeting, I had taken a quantum leap out of character in coming here.

‘I want to go home!’ I shouted at the gull perched on a nearby rooftop.

Turning away from the sea, I looked out at the cobbled street from the other window. Far away I could see the domes and spires of the Blue Mosque. It had snowed quite heavily in Istanbul and the streets were still covered when I had arrived early off a redeye flight from New Delhi. Though by noon, when I got up after a short nap, the last remnants of snow had melted off the cobbled heritage path on which my hotel stood, revealing colourful murals of Turkey’s famous eye, under whose vigil no evil could harm you. With all the intrigue I had landed myself in, I could use the eye now. I noticed clay eye pendants festooning the wall of the newspaper kiosk across the street and resolved to pick one up later.

I rummaged in my portfolio for the postcard that had started it all. Instead, my hand found a spare handkerchief tucked away in one of the pockets. I took it out and blew my nose, immediately feeling reassured by the act. I’ve had a niggling cold ever since I can remember, which became perpetual since my cricketing career imploded and I was forced into this new corporate game.

I dived into the bag again and took out the postcard that had thrown my life into such a tizzy. By now it was soggy and crumpled from use but when it had arrived mysteriously on my desk at noon a fortnight ago, it had been crisp, as if freshly starched. Before email, these postcards had been quite the fashion in India. They were the colour of the yolk of a poached egg. One side was empty and the other had half of it reserved for the address. The one I held in my hand, though, had no address. Just my name – Sanchit Mishra.

I glanced over the tiny typewritten script, my eyes flying over the words, for I knew the contents by heart now.


Hello Sanchit,

I write to you on behalf of the Progress in Work Collective. You may have heard of us. We are a guild of organizational behaviour scientists who run an invisible initiative to put the organization’s staff at the centre of its strategy.

We write to you because every year we induct a new crop of core members into our guild through nominations from all over the world. You, Sanchit, have been nominated for the first leg of The Collective’s selection process. This is based on your nominator’s report on your exceptional one-on-one people-engagement skills, your great teamwork and your contribution in bettering the lot of your workforce. We congratulate you for having made a difference to your constituency and urge you to continue the good work.

For the first phase of your selection process, you are requested to come to Turkey for a daylong event that will commence at 1100 hours (Turkish time) on the 17th of February. Please make arrangements, at your own expense, to be in Istanbul or Ankara by 16th morning. A convenient night coach on the 16th from either of these cities will get you to the location in time for the start of the event on the 17th. You are requested to keep the entire visit confidential, using a tourist visa to enter and leave Turkey.




I turned the card over and read on.


The exact venue will be notified in the English newspaper Turkish Daily News where you should look out for the cryptic clue for 6 down of the daily crossword. Once you have found the location, please do not make too many enquiries among the locals.

The secrecy around the location is of extreme importance. A group of diehard, right-wing corporate shareholders have been trying to disrupt our efforts for a long time now. And they will stop at nothing. This caucus seems to take us more seriously than we ourselves do. Anyhow, we’ve realized from experience that it’s better to be cautious. Once you reach the venue you can let yourself go; we assure you loads of fun during the selection process. So tune in, dance, live. Join The Collective.




There was no name at the end of the postcard; only a pompous title: Master Craftsman. As peculiar was the huge holographic seal below the title. In it a WORK IN PROGRESS signboard stood next to an open manhole. There was nobody visible, just a huge spanner and the manhole cover lying beside the signboard.

Then a funny thing happened. On the signboard, the words ‘Progress’ and ‘Work’ switched places with each other. Right in front of my eyes! It happened for a second, and when I cocked my head and looked again the signboard was back to the original WORK IN PROGRESS. What was going on? I shut my eyes and opened them and there it was again: for a fraction of a second the words ‘Progress’ and ‘Work’ exchanged places. There was something more. A few heads in silhouette, popped out from the manhole at the very instance when the words switched places. I moved the postcard around looking at it from different angles. The swap happened without warning and without any apparent logic.

I sat down on the bed, all shook up. I must have read the postcard a dozen times but I had missed the switch altogether. What further surprises did that tiny soapbox-sized rectangular sheet of thin cardboard hold?

[image: image]

When I first read the postcard a fortnight ago, though, the dominant feeling I had was of doubt.

‘It’s a hoax!’ I remember whispering to myself, looking suspiciously outside my cubicle to see whether anyone was watching me. I got up and peeped into my neighbour Murgesh’s cubicle but he had his long nose buried inside his appraisal form.

Let me explain my initial scepticism about the postcard. It wasn’t the secret society bit that I had qualms about; in fact, I was pretty excited about that part for it promised to spice up my boring corporate life. I also loved The Collective’s idea of putting people at the centre of organizational strategy. Might as well stop pretending the organization was a machine where you could set goals, break up the work into little pieces, hand them out to people like prasad while assigning them specific roles and then sit back expecting to reach the destination in the set time.

It just didn’t happen that way. Not for me at least. I set goals all right and made plans to achieve them, but nothing went as per plan. I would pause in my journey towards a goal to blow my nose and find that the entire peoplescape had changed. The driver of the vehicle I was travelling in would have gone off for a pee and not come back, and while I went to look for him my boss called telling me I was on the wrong voyage altogether. I would have to start from scratch all over again. Back to the drawing board. I think John Lennon must have had me in mind when he said ‘Life is what happens to us when we are busy planning for it.’ And that was why the Master Craftsman’s glowing description in the postcard of my performance made the entire piece seem like a work of fiction to me.

Far from being the star the postcard claimed I was, I’d struggled in this corporate game. In the last decade, I had already notched three ducks – ‘Poor’ ratings – in my annual appraisals, all of them in my present company, Frozen Air. In the corporate world, being ‘Poor’ didn’t get you any special privileges like a BPL (Below Poverty Line) card did in real life. Here, you were lucky if our Director General – Godfather, we called him – didn’t knock back your stumps and ask you to begin the long walk back to the pavilion.

I had been fortunate to intersperse my ducks with a couple of ‘Average’ ratings, basically the equivalent of double figures in cricketing parlance; nothing much, just enough to keep my nose above water.

By a curious coincidence, the postcard had landed bang in the middle of the yearly performance appraisal season and, truth be told, it had been a welcome diversion from the trauma of trying to find something worthy to put into my appraisal form.

Immediately I had thought of Pause Daniels. She could surely tell me more about the mysterious Progress in Work Collective and advise me on whether I should take the affair at all seriously. I couldn’t ask her directly, of course, due to the secrecy involved, but there were ways to get to the vast store of knowledge in her head. I’d always relied on her for this sort of thing. Some people seem to have a knack for keeping abreast of stuff beyond what is strictly their own business. You know what I mean?

I saw her returning to her cubicle in the distance.

Pause was the Product Strategy Head, a kind of marketing job as far as I knew, but one with a slant on the future that involved planning for the emerging scenarios concerning Frozen Air’s extremely sensitive product portfolio. And she’d got this fancy job by being a star performer of the company consistently for the past several years.

Only a week before, I had used my good offices to peek at all her forms from the fifteen years she’d spent at Frozen Air. I’d expected a good record; still, I was shocked to find that her last six ratings had all been ‘Outstanding’. It was akin to scoring a double century in each of the last six innings she’d played! Not even God, Sachin Tendulkar, had yet accomplished such a feat.

‘Stupid! I am an idiot!’ I remember barking at the gleaming white form staring wickedly at me. I needed a coach and who better than Pause to fill the shoes of Guruji, my cricket coach who’d saved me during some dismal dips in form.

‘Aiyo, what ’appened da?’ Murg’s alarmed face had popped up over the cubicle fence. Murg, short for Murgesh, shunned by all of us for being an informer to the dreaded Godfather, never missed the opportunity for a conversation with a colleague. That the colleague usually ignored him was another matter. Being his neighbour, I sometimes took pity on him, and in any case I’d just had an exceptional experience and could afford to be generous.

‘Nothing. I should never have left my performance appraisal in my own hands.’

It was a job for Pause Daniels.

‘Myee yappraisal in Gawd and Gawdfather hands.’

‘Godfather hates my guts. I don’t buy my ratings from him like you do by spilling peer secrets.’

‘Take it easy, da!’

‘You can afford to, I can’t.’ I got up to find Pause. I walked into the corridor and bent to wet my fingers in the mock fibreglass waterfall just inside his cabin; he’d installed it a couple of days ago, after consulting a Vastu expert who had told him that it would help win him a lot of friends.

I slicked my hair back, watching my reflection in the tiny pool. When I was a teenager my sister had famously described me as ‘tall, dark and ahem’. Through school I grew up consoling myself that ‘two out of three ain’t so bad’. Only later in college did I grow to like my face too; sure my eyes could have been larger and more wide-set, my chin could have been stronger and my cheeks not so gaunt; still, I was better than ‘ahem’.

On the other hand, I would put Murg down as quite an ‘ahem’. His small chin and beaky nose gave him more than a passing resemblance to a hen; this, and his habit of sneaking around pecking for information was why the name Murg had stuck.

A sly grin broke out on his thin, normally pursed lips. ‘What, macchi? Trying to be smart ah? Taking a Pause ah?’ His eyebrows went up and down as if they were attached to his hair with rubber bands.

I splashed some water from the pool at him; taking out my kerchief to wipe my fingers, I decided to blow my nose while it was at hand and then walked away.
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Sitting on my hotel bed in the Sultanahmet district of Istanbul, I wondered, not for the first time, how the Master Craftsman of the secret guild had got me on his radar. Who had nominated me? According to the information I had got off the net, the nominator had to be a core member (limited inner circle who wrote in The Journal) who should have seen the candidate’s work from close quarters.

It felt weird to have been under observation for so long without knowing it. Who could have been watching me? Pause had told me of the popularity of The Journal in corporate circles in India and she’d also quoted the grapevine, which whispered of some Indian core members too, but who they were was, of course, a mystery. Their site categorically mentioned that if a nominee was not selected, the nominator stood to lose his own membership. So nomination was a serious business and the stakes were very high. Who had gambled on me?

Well, whoever it was, all I could promise was to try my best not to let them down. I wore my jacket, took my portfolio carefully from the cupboard and slung it on my shoulders. My portfolio, a black leather affair with prominent white stitching on it, had been especially bought from Sadar Bazar in honour of my trip to Turkey.

Stepping out of the lobby, I zipped up my jacket against the wind. I crossed the cobbled street and bought the Turkish Daily News and an eye pendant on a chain at the kiosk. Slipping the eye around my neck, I opened the paper. Skimming over the headlines full of the financial crisis that was spreading faster than a nuclear cloud across the planet, I noted that the Turkish stock market seemed to have taken its deepest dive in a decade. It seemed as if every share market around the world was being stalked and dragged down by bears on the prowl. The shareholder caucus, the Collective’s arch enemies, wouldn’t be in a good mood today.

I quickly opened the daily crossword and read the cryptic clue for 6 down. Six letters – ‘The azure part of an evergreen rock’. The answer would give me the secret location of the selection meeting. I didn’t have much time to solve the clue; the letter claimed an overnight journey from Istanbul to the location and it was already late afternoon.

I thought of Pause, a crossword enthusiast who would have been able to crack this one for me quite easily. Should I call her? Her father had taken ill, forcing her to go on leave at the same time as me. I wanted to talk to her as soon as I had landed but had refrained, lest it looked too eager on my part. I could call now but she would ask me all sorts of questions. Damn this secrecy. And it wasn’t the first time I was cursing it.

The azure part of an evergreen rock. How could a rock be evergreen? Did they mean a mossy rock? And the sea hitting against it was azure? But that would define a million rocks on the southern coast of Turkey. Maybe the evergreen rock referred to the earth (I remembered an American show called 3rd Rock from the Sun). And the azure part was the sky. So? Where did that leave me? Hanging between the earth and the sky over the Anatolian plateau!

It was no use. I wasn’t any good at all this cryptic stuff. Give me a straight ball at whatever speed and I can hit it for a four, but all this devious reverse swing business had me beaten all ends up.

Throwing secrecy and caution to the wind, I bought a cheap phone card and called Pause from the newspaper booth but her mobile phone was switched off. Now I was in trouble. The wind was straining at the paper, threatening to blow it out of my hands. Clutching it tight, I stared at the clue. It stared back at me relentlessly. Precious minutes later, I was still clueless.

The friendly kiosk owner tried to strike up a conversation. ‘I help?’

I looked up, irritated. Did all Turks have a thick moustache and close-set eyes?

‘Lost?’ he asked, pointing at the open paper I had now spread out on his counter.

He ignored my attempts to ignore him. ‘Lost?’ He asked again.

‘Yes!’ I said indignantly.

‘How much?’

‘What?’ I shouted.

‘How much lost?’

‘Look, pal, either you’re lost or you’re not. What do you mean by “How much lost?”’

‘Bazzar. Share Bazzar.’

‘Oh, no, no! I haven’t lost anything in the share market. Luckily, I don’t have that kind of money.’

‘You India?’

I nodded.

‘My brother love your country. You lost, he make you win. End of road – his shop. Last but not least. He welcome you special.’

I paid him for the newspaper and walked ahead. Fed large doses of Europeans and Americans, the locals seemed to find Indians an unusual brown treat. Shopkeepers pounced on me like spiders on a vulnerable coloured fly, some to snare me into buying something, others just to play with me.

‘Hindu?’ a stout man lounging outside his stall asked me.

‘Holy cow!’ His friend from across the street said with delight written large on his Turkish face.

‘Turkish delight!’ I muttered, not to be outdone at playing stereotypes.

Both of them burst into laughter. Three shoeshine boys, who’d taken a special fancy to me and had been following me around from the newspaper kiosk, joined in the fun.

Other Turks tried to lure me into their shops. I walked through the lot without stopping – until a hand on my chest got too impolite to ignore. I clutched at my portfolio instinctively. Seeing that the one who’d accosted me was a reedy youth I could afford to take on, I straightened my shoulders, which I had hunched against the cold, and uncoiled my spine to my actual height of 186 centimetres.

‘Shah Rukh Khan? You know?’

I sighed and slumped back into my usual question mark. Shah Rukh Khan wasn’t a topic worthy of my full potential. I nodded in affirmation, ‘Yes boss…’ To my surprise, the reedy young man with gelled hair instantly recognized my answer as the name of one of Shah Rukh’s big hits.

He grinned, jabbing the air emphatically with his middle finger. He accompanied the obscene gesture with the words, ‘Yes Boss! No. 1.’

I smiled, a bit surprised Shah Rukh had such an ardent fan on the streets of faraway Istanbul. All of a sudden, probably inspired by my smile, the lanky youth with gelled hair broke into a song. I couldn’t recognize it because he was mangling the words with his strong Turkish accent though presumably it was from the same film. He urged me to join in; I blew my nose in reply. Other people had gathered around meanwhile and they were all disappointed I wasn’t being a sport. The three shoeshine boys hummed along, presumably to encourage me, but I wasn’t biting. I had done my bit for this Hindi-Turki bhai bhai dialogue; as far as I was concerned, it was now over. All I wanted was to be left alone to think about the ‘evergreen azure rock’.

Thankfully, the song ended after the first stanza as they didn’t know the rest of the words, but the lanky Turk hadn’t quite finished with me yet. ‘Come shop. Take carpet,’ he said.

‘Not interested!’ I shouted, hoping the volume would convey the message in case he didn’t understand English. I also waved my hands in front of my nose vehemently to make myself completely clear.

It didn’t work. ‘Come carpet!’ He barked it out like an order this time.

Was he crazy? Did I look like a seth? I had plunged into my meagre savings to make this trip. I had just enough and my calculations certainly didn’t include any shopping. ‘I can cancel my ticket back to India if you sell me a flying carpet for the amount,’ I joked.

He didn’t get it. He looked at me, dead serious, and said, ‘Turkish carpet must.’ I looked around at the crowd for support. I was sure they’d agree it was unfair to expect me to buy a carpet as a payoff for listening to a film song I hadn’t bothered to buy a tape of back home in India. They didn’t! Every single man and the three shoeshine boys felt a carpet was certainly in order. A shiver went down my spine. I tightened my grip around the strap of my portfolio.

All I wanted was to decipher the crossword puzzle and I was getting drawn deeper into this unnecessary transaction. How I wish I could have spoken to Pause; she would have unravelled the clue in seconds. Did I tell you she was fantastic at solving cryptic crosswords? It ran in her family.
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Pause was always the first person I turned to for help. I recall the day the postcard had landed on my desk. I had immediately gone across to her cubicle for advice.

Floating my long neck over Pause’s wall, I had looked at her with the gentle eyes of a giraffe, an expression that would have melted the heart of Milosevic, the Balkan barbarian. Pause, however, was made of sterner stuff.

‘Take that mask off, Sancho,’ she said, looking up at me briefly and then turning back to her computer screen. ‘What do you want?’

‘Just thought you might want to pause…’ I said, taking a cue from Murg.

‘Ha! Guess how many times I have heard that pick-up line?’ She raised her eyebrows and trained her fawn-coloured eyes on me.

‘Well, blame your dad for it.’

I was sorry as soon as the words were out. Considering I had come to ask for her help, this was hardly the way to start. I blew my nose in remorse. But it wasn’t as if I was making anything up. Her father, Jack Daniels, had been an English teacher in a government school twenty miles from Kottayam in Kerala, where they took their literacy (and their liquor) very seriously. She was an only child who arrived almost as an afterthought when her parents were in their forties. Her father called her the ‘comma in my life sentence with your mother’. So he nicknamed her Pause, which is the name that stuck with her for life. Hardly anyone called her by her official name: Amla.

That her parents didn’t get along was obvious to her right from childhood. They slept in different rooms, ate at different times and engaged with her separately.

By the time she reached adolescence, her mother had contracted a rare liver disorder. Pause bore the brunt of her mother’s disgruntlement. This constituted, in the main, of her mother railing at the rank injustice of it all: that while her husband nursed the drinking habit she had had to suffer cirrhosis of the liver. Pause didn’t have too many pleasant memories of her mother, who passed away by the time she finished school. After that it was pretty much her relationship with her father that defined her college years. Was it his strong influence that had kept her single till so late in her life? From the devotion she displayed towards her father on the few occasions we’d talked about him, I conjectured this might well have been the case.

Getting Pause to speak about her personal life was like persuading an oyster to give up its pearl. Still, from bits and pieces of Pause’s remarks I had put together a collage of Jack Daniels’s character. What stood out was his clear preference for introversion. The only company he’d ever sought was that of his bottle. When her mother had died, Jack had pretty much shut himself in. Neighbours and relatives had at first tried to cajole him out but he refused to join any of the ceremonies or get-togethers. Slowly, everybody began to shun the Daniels household. As a result of the exclusion, Pause and Jack were forced to spend all their evenings at home together. In the early years, they mostly read in different rooms. Even dinner was eaten separately. Later they found a common interest – the cryptic crossword. Even now her octogenarian father wrote his infrequent postcards to her in the form of crosswords.

Pause’s other passion was theatre. She had directed and acted in many Malayali plays as a graduate in Trivandrum, which she claimed had changed her attitude to life. From a lonely, cloistered existence as a teenager she was suddenly catapulted into limelight on the stage and into a whole new world of friends and experiences – learning opportunities, as she called them – which left her more optimistic, confident and worldly-wise.

She used her theatre skills to good effect to put me in my place now. Her wide mouth turned down and the back of her right fist touched her forehead as she delivered a sharp repartee to my thrust about her father’s punctuation fixation. ‘Just my luck! I wait all day for a knight in shining armour to sweep me away on his horse but look who gallops by on his donkey – Sancho Panza!’

When she first began to call me Sancho, not long ago, I had mistakenly assumed it to be an affectionately shortened version of my name, Sanchit. Till I found out that she had christened my immediate boss, the Human Resources Director, Don – as in Don Quixote, Cervantes’s notorious knight of La Mancha. She said the HR Director’s passion for courting trouble over gallant but foolish interventions matched, even surpassed, the Don’s penchant for getting himself into a mess over his Good Samaritan causes. She explained that Sancho Panza was Don Quixote’s valet, who’d saved his master from many a mishap. Don picked fights against worthier opponents and Sancho Panza picked him up afterwards.

I had protested, of course. Not because of her allusions to the numerous occasions I had been the fall guy for a misadventure initiated by my boss. What I found difficult to accept was the donkey she said Sancho Panza was partial to. In India, donkeys were ridden by only madmen or fools, or those in disgrace. There are still reports of people from such and such village blackening a criminal’s face and making him ride a donkey through the streets. But by the time I had figured all this out, the name had already stuck. Though, thankfully, not everybody knew about Sancho Panza’s preferred vehicle or at least they didn’t remind me about it every once in a while like Pause did.

I swallowed her insult, realizing any further sparring would only harm my chances of being accepted as Sachin Tendulkar’s pupil. I said humbly, ‘Touché! You know I’m unarmed in a battle of wits against you, Pause. I was just looking for shade to sit in and swap stories.’

‘I accept your unconditional surrender. I hope you have an interesting story to tell me because you are dragging me away from something really important.’

‘Well, to me it’s a matter of life and death! You can decide whether you find it interesting or not… over tea and pakoras? You do need a break.’

‘Still an hour and a half for lunch. Pakoras sound good.’ She rummaged around for her wallet inside her cavernous black bag. Meanwhile, my eyes fell on her appraisal form lying smugly closed in one corner of her empty table. It reminded me of a famous motorcycle ad tag line. ‘Fill it, shut it, forget it,’ I said aloud.

‘What?’

‘Nothing.’ Taking a quick look at her screen, which had gone into screensaver mode by now, I asked, ‘What are you doing that’s so important?’ I didn’t really expect her to tell me. If it was difficult to get Pause to talk about her personal life, it was impossible to get anything about her work out of her.

‘Oh, routine stuff,’ she said as always. She was being modest, for her work was far from routine, evinced by her frequent call-ups to Godfather’s office even though she reported to the Marketing Director; she was secretive to a fault about whatever she did with him. ‘Someday I hope to break through your routine answer.’

‘Come, come, let’s go to the cafeteria,’ she said, signalling that the topic was closed.

Our office, occupying the entire floor of one of the oldest high-rises in Connaught Place, had an open-plan design. Two main arteries gave the confused maze a semblance of order. Between them they enclosed two lines of cubicles. The corridor on the far side was what we called Janpath (path for the common man) because across it sat the staff and assistants. Janpath ended deep inside the bowels of the office past a cafeteria into a small room that passed for a library. Pause’s cubicle let out on the other artery, Rajpath (path for the rulers), because across it were five well-appointed rooms that housed the Directors and their secretaries. Between the two arteries sat the entire middle and senior management.

At the start of Rajpath, in the main lobby, was a display case housing a handful of refrigerant gas cylinders. From this clutch of cylinders emanated a powerful tangy, lemon-drop smell, which stalked every corner of the office as if a big cat had marked its territory. There was no mistaking who the big cat was: it was Godfather who more or less ran all the departments, and the other four Directors were as ceremonial as those cylinders in the display case. But we continued to show them deference, pretending we didn’t know they had been caged.

I nodded respectfully to the Finance Director who had passed by just then.

As we cut across to Janpath, I remember contemplating whether I should use my clandestine knowledge of her ratings to begin our conversation appreciatively. I had to be careful because it could go either way. She wasn’t averse to flattery but it didn’t sit easy with her either. I decided to go with praise. Being partial to romance novels, in particular Bills and Moon, I had noted the consensus among all their heroes on praise being a ‘woman’s stiletto’. (The difference between the phrases ‘Achilles’ heel’ and ‘woman’s stiletto’ is that while the former refers to a chink that can be used to defeat your opponent, the latter is a path to winning them over. Subtle difference, but worth pointing out to a discerning audience.)

As soon as we took one of the moulded plastic tables at the far end of the cafeteria, the boy supplied us with pakoras and tea without us needing to order any. I was nervous about bringing up the topic of appraisals; they were considered to be too intimate to discuss even between close friends. I wasn’t hungry but I bit into a pakora to disguise my apprehension.

‘You should have washed your hands, Sancho!’

Ignoring her, I said through a searing mouthful, ‘Pause, I awnted to ongatulate you… I just ‘earnt oo’ve bin rated ow’standing continuously f’ fix years.’ I splayed my oily fingers for emphasis.

All of a sudden she blushed and on her dusky skin the effect was marvellous. I can’t name the colour that her cheeks took on but there was a hint of a sunset, a dollop of chocolate, a goblet of claret and, yes, there was that glow in her large fawn eyes that suddenly made the dim cafeteria look as cheerful as a night sky lit up by a million fireworks.

This was by far the best reaction I had ever elicited from her. I resolved to write to Messrs Bills and Moon telling them how much on the nub their authors were about starting a conversation with praise. Before I could say anything further, she spoke with a coyness I would never have imagined existed in her nononsense character. ‘Thanks,’ she said. ‘You’re quite a sneak, though. How did you find out?’

‘Oh, I’m good at this sort of thing.’

‘At being a sneak? Hmmm… You’re pretty good at a lot of other things too.’

‘Name one.’

‘Well… let’s see… ah, here’s one – saving your boss from ruin.’

‘Hardly something I will be rated highly for.’

‘Rating? Where are you going with this, Sancho? Why is the appraisal such a big deal for everybody in this company?’

It wasn’t. In fact, appraisals were part and parcel of the human condition! Didn’t we start evaluating from the moment we got up from our beds? ‘The toothpaste is too salty’; ‘why was she being so bitchy last night’; ‘my mind is slow today’; ‘the boss looks like he’s had a fight at home.’ And weren’t we judged by others since we were born, either formally – by my doctor, my school teachers, my cricket coach and selectors, my bosses at work; or informally – by my parents, my friends, my team-mates, my peers? Our race was fixated with measurement. I had been sized, sliced, diced, julienned and cut open in a myriad ways. So appraisals were hardly my problem. What was frustrating for me was that I hadn’t got used to doing it to myself. What I was obsessing about was the self-appraisal I would have to write in my appraisal form for my discussion with my boss tomorrow.

I gulped down half the cup of scalding tea at one go. Pause had a hint of alarm in her eyes.

I fingered my throat and cleared it dramatically, ‘Ahem! I am used to being appraised by others. That’s not the problem; it’s this self-appraisal I can’t handle. What do I write in my form? Should I be honest? In that case, I will be judged harshly. And I do so want to rise above my mediocrity, Pause.’

‘Above mediocrity is only anxiety, Sancho…’

‘How can you say that? Not after your record. I was just writing up the form for my review discussion tomorrow with Don and… ahem… and I was actually wondering how… you know…’ I trailed off hoping she would understand.

‘Ah, so that’s it! You want me to help you jazz up your form so you can get your first Outstanding rating in Frozen Air, right, Sancho?’

Outstanding? Was she kidding? I would have been ecstatic with a ‘Good’.

‘Actually…’

‘What’s the problem? No bright spots in the year?’

Did I discern a chuckle in her voice? ‘First rule of therapy – the therapist never laughs,’ I said sternly.

‘Therapist?’

‘Well, you are my performance therapist now!’

Suddenly she became dead serious and said, ‘Okay, I accept your case.’ That’s just how she was.

‘Now, Sancho, the most important thing to remember is that though your first-level discussion tomorrow may be with your immediate boss, the real audience for your autobiography is Godfather, who we all know decides the final rating. The second, even more important thing to note is it doesn’t matter what you do, it only matters what you say you have done and what you say you are going to do. A story presents what’s not present.’ I told you she was smart. ‘And, Sancho, your story needs some special effects. Like in those fantasy films.’

‘I don’t know of any special effects that can light up darkness.’

‘What’s all this depressing talk about darkness? We have to think positive…’

‘Easy for you to say! You are going for your seventh outstanding rating like Lance Armstrong in the Tour de France. I am the unknown blue jersey among the last ten, pedalling away furiously to finish within the stipulated time.’

‘Didn’t Armstrong have cancer or something?’

‘Yup, he had testicular cancer and when they cut his balls off he actually came back and gave the performance of a lifetime to win the Tour de France for the sixth time.’

‘Hmmm… I always thought too much was made out of this balls thing. You know, the macho bit. Getting that out of your head helps you think better. First things first, let’s get your testicles out of the way.’

‘What?’

‘Change your outlook, I mean. Make you think more like a woman.’

I blew my nose to disguise my bafflement. ‘How do you mean think more like a woman?’

‘For starters, you wouldn’t take yourself so seriously. You don’t need to go around looking for others’ good chits to know you are outstanding, Sancho.’
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