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To all writers, past and present,

For giving birth to an alternate world so pleasant.

May we use this power well,

For stories can also pave the way to hell.


Part 1



There can be no liberty for a community which lacks the means by which to detect lies.

– Walter Lippman


Is this a True Story?

Our life is a story we believe in; a story we die for. Sometimes, for an unfortunate few, it becomes a story they have to kill for.

I have been summoned to narrate the story of my life in court tommorrow. They’ll expect me to focus on the parts relevant to the case but then that’s almost my entire life. Even so, my story can hardly contain Satya’s though I worked for him for more than a dozen years because Satya Saachi Sengupta was larger than anyone’s life.

Wait. He’ll turn in his grave if he hears me call him that. He used to insist on the right pronunciation. Shh-autti Shachi Shengupto. May he resht in peash. I wish him a wholeshome afterlife too, despite him having shattered mine into a million pieces that lie mocking at me like the shards of a broken mirror.

And to think of it, there was absolutely no hint of what was to come when I started out under his tutelage. Actually, our relationship absorbed the strains with hardly any cracks, at least not on the surface, until that dreaded thirteenth year. I can’t complain too much about the first dozen; rather, he was the best thing that could have happened to me professionally. He took me, along with him, up the ladder of life on a fast escalator, I won’t deny it. But he could have let me down more gently.

The fall and the consequent crash have left me completely broken; so much so that all the hysteria surrounding the End of the World, imminent as it seems, within the next fortnight, hasn’t touched me in the least, despite being, as my daughter calls me, the ‘most gullible man in the world’. When I try to analyse why, I guess it’s because, in a manner of speaking, my world already came to an end nine months ago when all the TV channels in the country closed down one by one. Suddenly, from the peak of a promising career I slid straight through into the abyss of unemployment, without collecting my last pay cheque.

To be fair, it wasn’t just my world that came to a grinding halt with the Supreme Court order; the world changed irrevocably for us all. Hadn’t we, the human race, reached an agreement, some time in the new millennium, that if it hadn’t happened on TV it hadn’t happened at all?

So, with the channels off the air, what does one believe in any more? There isn’t a single narrative that binds us together. We are back to our own fragmented stories. How does an individual decide what is real and what is not? Is this the End of the World prophesy playing out? The problem is we don’t even know we are doomed because there is no TV channel to tell us what’s happening.

You think what I’m saying is over the top? All right, I might be overstating the case for TV as I’m an ‘affected’ party. But you will agree that the Supreme Court bench order, which banned electronic advertising, the order that started the catastrophic cascade, was too hasty. Did they think of all the ramifications their decision would have? Wasn’t it obvious to the honourable judges that their order would spell doom for us TV channels and also for the fledgling e-commerce industry on the Internet? It’s simple really – like man needs TV, TV needs ads. I’m not the right person to say whether the Court’s argument about the ‘experimental ads’ being a security threat was ill-advised, as some are claiming, but I would seriously question the interim ban on all electronic advertising, pending the formation of a new regulatory body.

I don’t know whether the new guardrails being suggested by the media watchdogs will satisfy the Supreme Court appointed committee, but my TV career is over for sure. By the time the new body gets appointed and the ban gets lifted, if it indeed does, I will be too old for TV.

And to further compound my problems, I haven’t been able to get any other job, despite my best efforts. How does an anchor move on? The cruel irony of this question has been weighing me down. To complicate things further, this summons from a judge in the criminal section of the District court at Patiala House, arrived the other day asking me to appear before him on 6 December 2012.

* * *

If nothing else, ever since receiving the summons, at least my mind has been diverted from the question of my unemployment, which is morphing fast into unemployability. All week I’ve struggled with a new question: What part of my story should I tell the court? Telling them everything I was privy to about my Boss’s death will take days; I was with him almost my entire adult life, you see. It would be very unwieldy trying to make sense of thirteen years in one single narrative. But what portions should I choose to tell? Obviously, I will pick the bits that make me look good, or at the very least, I won’t want to implicate myself inadvertently. I may not tell any lies but is my story true? Is any story true?

So, the choice is critical; it’s the toughest decision to make, and yet I hardly have any time left now; in twelve hours I will be standing in a criminal court for the first time in my life. So, I better start writing things down; else, I’ll be completely muddled up in court tomorrow because it’s not easy answering those questions live without having prepared for them before. I used to always marvel at how some of the guests on my programme could think on their feet. I had rather spend time now anticipating the questions from the anchor, I mean prosecutor.

Suppose he asks me, ‘Tell the court Mr Ali: How did Satya Saachi Sengupta die?’ Now, did he die that night in the studio or did the process begin much earlier? Can I even pinpoint the moment when Shh started to die?

Shh was what we called Shhautti; I am not kidding. Not to his face, of course; we were too scared, or to be more politically correct, too awed. His nickname may have had its origins in the way we were all instructed to pronounce his name but it also had to do with the effect his presence had on us. We were like schoolchildren in front of him. ‘Shh… he’s here,’ was the whisper that rippled through the office like a tiny tsunami, as he entered.

Should I tell the court everything? While this is a seemingly minor detail, I do believe it’s extremely pertinent to how Shh died. But my ex-colleagues may not like me divulging office gossip. To tell you the truth, this is what is making me really nervous about singing in a criminal court. I know that however careful I am about my song, parts of it will sound off-key and jarring to somebody or the other. Especially if the court finds what I’ve to say against them incriminating in some manner. That leads me to my other big worry: can my testimony, in any way, boomerang on me?

Net-net, the tension is killing me.

I, Shukrat Ali, put my hand on the Bhagvad Gita and promise to speak the truth… god, look at my hand shake. Is it because it’s the Gita? Not likely. I can bet my hands would have trembled just as much were I to place it on the Holy Quran. Reminds me of the shivering last leaf on a windy winter evening; or the quivering last drop on a tap about to run dry; oh god, I am so pathetic.

It’s not guilt, mind you; it’s just that I’m meek. My spiritual mentor, an Acharya from the Krishna Consciousness tradition, says I am timid because in my religion we have to bend over five times a day to pray. ‘It teaches you humility and all that but also whittles away your self-esteem, my child. How can you feel good about yourself when you are being mooned by the guy in the row ahead of you, five times a day?’ He is such a clown. Always at my expense though, I’ve noticed.

The tribe of the mighty prides itself on cutting jokes on us. It’ll be the same with the judge tomorrow, I can bet. I expect when he sees those trembling hands of mine, he’ll give me a dose of the dirts through his rectangular glasses and reprimand me: ‘Get a hold on yourself, Mr Ali. This is a court not a Parkinson’s clinic.’

Ah, the trembling won’t let me type properly either. But I must soldier on. It’ll settle down by the time I have written a few more pages. I need to do this just to clear my head even if it serves no other purpose. Here I sit with a Dell Inspiron on my lap watching my daughter sleep peacefully in the bed beside me, oblivious to the demons that are going to keep me awake all night.

Wait! No! Not another episode! I can already feel the knotting in my chest. Hare Krishna, Hare Krishna. Krishna Krishna, Hare Hare! Hare Rama, Hare Rama. Rama Rama, Hare Hare!

It’s like someone is thrusting a fork into my arteries and twisting it, wrapping them around the fork and lifting them like noodles from a bowl!

Quite ironic, because I can trace the origin of these episodes almost to the day this whole brouhaha started. I distinctly remember the first full blown episode coming on the heels of the disappearance of our daughter Quyamat. Is that how I should begin the story of Shh’s tragic death? It might mellow the judge towards me. And make the court privy to my relationship with my wife early on because Siyahi was the queen around whom this whole game of chess was played.

* * *

So, here we go. If I have to pick a date to begin my story, to answer the question how Shhautti Shachi Shengupto died, it would be 6 December 2011, exactly a year ago, the day my daughter Quyamat vanished suddenly from school on her tenth birthday. I distinctly recall the date because almost all the news channels had ignored the anniversary of the Babri Masjid demolition and were doing stories on Global Warming in the lead-up to yet another climate summit slated for mid-December.

Not us though. We were the only channel who had managed to weave together the two narratives. Thanks to the genius of Shh, our editor-in-chief. I remember when the calls started around lunchtime. Shh – flanked by Chakrapani and I – was working on his spanking new Apple Macintosh, IMac 13.2, editing the second episode of our three part Ram Lalla (child edition of Ram) series; in this one, we argued that, miffed with the unmet promises of building a temple in Ayodhya, Ram Lalla had brought down the curse of Global Warming upon humanity. It was our version of the El Nino (child Jesus) legend.

At Khulasa (meaning Revelation) channel, we had a decidedly sensationalist and supernatural slant to current affairs. Some called us a tabloid channel but Shh preferred the term ‘bottom of the pyramid’ news providers. In fact, our logo was an inverted pyramid.

My Nokia phone was ringing again. It was in silent mode, as per the strict rules of the editing studio, a rule routinely violated by our Boss. I guess rules don’t apply to those who make them up.

I stood a step behind the Boss’s chair, trying to avoid the static generated between my terrycot pants and his long ponytail, cascading like a waterfall over the back of the chair. Suddenly, without warning, Shh pushed his chair back and I had to leap backwards to get my private parts out of the way. He got up and stretched. Hopefully, he was calling a break; it was way past lunchtime and I was ravenous. Instead, Shh picked up the putter that stood permanently against the wall behind his chair, and asked Chakrapani, his ex personal secretary-turned-production assistant, to go out to the end of the room to plonk down the mock putting hole. Only Shh was allowed to play before finishing work. He took out a golf ball from his pocket and placing it on the carpet, took position – legs apart, arms straight, holding the club an inch away from the ball.

You might think I could have slipped out of the editing studio to take my call during the time he was putting but I knew better. I was the director for the series and Chakrapani the assistant. It might give Boss the wrong impression if he found me missing at this crucial point, when the episode was being wrapped up. Who knows what restructuring ideas might materialize in his mind? Where would that leave me? Reporting to an ex-personal secretary who had risen literally from the ranks?

I looked around the editing studio – our laboratory for creating virtual worlds. It was inured from the real world by blackened windows and black foam padding on all the walls, except the one behind my back, which was painted over with our channel’s logo. The editing studio was considered the sanctum sanctorum of the office; the laboratory where Shh, the alchemist, magically produced gold from our meagre pickings. The room was still out of bounds for most of the staff. I, myself, had gained access to it only after putting in three solid years of reporting in the field. Then too, I had served a long apprenticeship, watching and learning from Shh who, back in those days, would insist on editing all the stories himself. It was only after we became a successful channel with high viewership, and the load got too much for him, that I gained my Boss’s confidence. I had only recently been bequeathed the honour of editing a few programmes independently.

The phone began to vibrate again. I took it out surreptitiously to take a peek at who was calling. Shh’s head, bent down to focus on the ball, turned towards me with a jerk, ‘Tch!’ The phone’s buzzing had disturbed his concentration. So much for vibrations! My spiritual mentor, Acharayaji, kept on about them as if they held the key to all the problems of the world.

I withered under Shh’s blazing gaze. Sheepishly I said, ‘Mama…’ waving my phone in front of his face.

‘Your mom’s phone? Can’t she wait?’ The flame of anger that had flared up had subsided to a flicker of irritation.

‘Not Ammi Jan, she’s on hold for ever.’

‘Oh right,’ he muttered, remembering that my mother had passed away earlier that year. He touched his head and heart in a gesture of reverence. ‘Then?’

On the Nokia phone screen, the words ‘Q’s Mama’, came and disappeared with each vibration. I held the screen under his nose. But the call had ended by the time he could see who it was.

‘Switch the bloody thing off,’ he ordered.

Within a few seconds of my complying with his command, before Shh could accomplish his putt, his own phone, the latest Apple iPhone 4, began to ring out a classical tune played on the santoor. He looked at the screen of the phone lying on the table and picked it up.

‘Hmmm…’ he said into the phone and turned to me with a look of disbelief. ‘Okay, will tell him.’ Replacing his phone, he said to me, ‘Siyahi. Have you switched off your phone or what? Tch! Call her…’ He put a firm hand on my arm and shoved me towards the exit door of the editing studio.

Why was she calling me when we were supposed to be ignoring each other? She mustn’t have been able to take it any more I guess. The time for deciding where to take our daughter Q out for her birthday celebration later in the evening was running out. We had fought about the venue the day before – at least Siyahi had – and hadn’t been able to reach any conclusion. She hated surprises and liked to plan things ahead.

My suggestion of Zen, the Chinese restaurant in Connaught Place, had pissed her off completely; Q had endorsed my choice because she collected the tiny, brightly coloured umbrellas the bartender gave away with the cocktails but Siyahi felt I was being manipulative in suggesting a place that served alcohol. After surprises, alcohol occupied the next slot in her list of bugbears. Considering that I enjoyed the occasional tipple and I let destiny be my only plan, you can safely conclude that we weren’t exactly a Wills Lifestyle made for each other couple. So, it was with part trepidation and full reluctance that I switched on my phone at my Boss’s insistence.

* * *

I considered sneaking back to my own office room to fortify myself with a tot from my flask before calling Siyahi. But the phone was already ringing again. Kneeling outside the editing room, I dawdled with the straps of my beat-up old Bata sandals, letting the phone ring out, marvelling at the persistence of Siyahi’s anger. I pictured her fuming at having to listen to my caller tune yet again; the tune was an old Bollywood favourite of mine ‘Zindagi ki fikr ko dhuein mein udata chala gaya’ (‘Blowing up the worries of life in smoke, I carried on’), a tune which she hated and had asked me to change several times. That reminded me: I needed a smoke desparately. Slipping on my sandals, without tying the straps, I climbed the few steps to the terrace. The sun felt glorious after the dark and cold editing room.

I put the phone down on the parapet and lit a small Gold Flake; I had switched to the smaller version of the cancer stick recently after they started putting that horrific picture of blackened lungs on the packets with the warning ‘Smoking Kills’ emblazoned in deep red below it. I figured that once the manufacturers were forced to put this kind of an advertisement on their product, basically amounting to them saying, ‘Don’t buy this product’, then it was time I took them seriously. So, smoking the smaller cigarette was my way of cutting down.

The kick from the nicotine gave me the courage to pick up the phone when it started ringing the third time and my Boss’s lurking presence at the doorway of the terrace clinched the issue. The smoke had helped to quiet the pangs of hunger wracking my innards too. Had anybody considered the role of tobacco in reducing world hunger? I put the phone gingerly to my ear and pressed the green button.

‘Why aren’t you taking my calls?’ She sounded super agitated.

‘I was in the studio, Mama,’ I tried to calm her down.

‘Quyamat is missing!’ Siyahi’s normally husky voice was shrill with fear.

‘No! What happened to my baby?’ I screamed in reply. Shh, who was still hanging around in the distance, looked at me a little alarmed.

Siyahi, on the other hand, calmed down realizing I wasn’t taking the news well. ‘Relax, Shukr. Listen to me! We don’t know anything yet.’

‘But you jus’ said she’s been kidnapped!’ My voice must have been still pretty loud because Shh’s eyebrows arched up.

‘I didn’t say kidnapped. I said she is missing. Her class teacher called.’

‘Which class teacher? What’s her name?’

‘This is no time for a quiz. You know I don’t know her class teacher’s name. According to her, the van driver reported that Q didn’t come to the gate after school.’

‘It must be him! Remember I told you, Mama, this new van driver seemed shady? He’s involved somehow.’ The sun suddenly felt really hot; I remember running a finger round the neck of my Lux Cozy thermals, singeing my goatee in the process with my cigarette. I jumped in pain.

‘Don’t jump to conclusions, Shukr!’ She tried to calm me down. ‘We don’t even know what’s happened to her yet.’

‘We should have moved closer to her school. There would be no van then. Ooh, my chest…Hare Rama Hare Rama, Rama Rama Hare Hare.’ I chanted through gritted teeth.

Her belligerence returned when she heard my mantra. ‘Not that obscene chanting please. And once and for all: Stop blaming me. How could we have shifted closer to her school? Dad had just had that heart attack before she started her school year. I couldn’t tell my parents not to move in below us on the ground floor, could I?’

I kept quiet, muttering the mantra under my breath now; but there was no fooling her.

‘Oh, shut your chanting, Socrates!’ When she was really angry, it was always Socrates.

‘Why him?’ I’d asked her after hearing her call me Socrates a few times. She’d replied, ‘Because your name is Shukrat and because you bug the hell out of people like he used to. And you do it without even asking questions!’ When she didn’t get a rise out of me, she added, ‘Not to forget, you are also as ugly as sin!’

Ouch, that hurt! She was overstating the case, as usual. I will readily admit that in addition to being meek, I do suffer from another constitutional compromise – plain looks. But describing me as ugly was way over the top. In fact, Shh calls my ordinariness the best gift an anchor could hope for. ‘That way people focus on the message, not the messenger.’ I am of normal height, somewhat feeble of built, almost fragile. My swarthy complexion, my small black eyes, dark hair and small chin ensure that I don’t stand out in an Indian crowd. You could ask the gardener to pluck the best-looking pansies from a large bed and I would be left out of the posy he makes. Only if he were to look carefully, would he notice a feature that makes me stand out – a pinkish patch of leucoderma starting from the place where the lips meet on my right side and spreading half way to the end of my small chin, in the shape of a Sri Lanka. I have tried to hide it with a goatee but the hair on the discoloured part of the skin is sparse, and if you look carefully the patch shows through.

All in all, I’m not exactly a hunk but I’m no Socrates either, who as we all know always shows up at the bottom of the class as far as looks are concerned. Siyahi was wrong about my asking questions, too. Being an anchor, they were my bread and butter; though, to be honest, I only asked ones to which I already knew the answers. Leading questions is what, I believe, they are called.

‘So, Mama, are you on your way to Q’s school?’

‘Can’t you go?’ She had this nasty habit of replying to a question with another question.

But two could play at it. ‘What about you?’ There was a pause. I really needed Siyahi there with me because she was bold and she’d get things done, organize a search, ring up the Principal or the Police or whatever else it was you were supposed to do in a situation like this, while I – I would just wait in the school adminstration office, twiddling my thumbs, hoping Q would turn up.

‘Shukr, I am in the midst of this conference and I am slated to speak next. It’s a very prestigious conference. The Minister for Human Resources will be listening. What should I do?’

‘You know I can’t tell you what to do, Siyahi. I never could.’

‘What would you like me to do? Say it. For once…’

‘I… I…’ I hesitated. I hadn’t asked her to do anything for me in ages. But I was no good in an emergency; sure, I could tell the story afterwards but what good would that be for Q. ‘Mama, I want you to come with me to the school.’

There was a long pause. ‘Pick me up. Habitat Centre is on your way.’

‘Will be there in forty-five minutes.’


What Happened Next?

‘Go on Mr Ali. Don’t stop now. Do tell us how it all turned out. Did you find your daughter?’

Most likely, this would be the lawyer’s question at this stage because I am quite sure the courtroom will be hooked to my story by now. That’s the thing with stories. Once they have you flowing in the linear river of cause and effect, there is no looking back. You don’t want anything coming in the way of the denouement. You want an answer to the question that created the suspense in your head. I am guessing that at this stage, the prosecutor doesn’t want the story of Shh’s ads to interrupt the flow of Q’s disappearance. That’s how a human brain is wired. A gaping blank is fixated in its immediate quest for the right words to fill it up.

I am no sadist; even though the prosecutor has not shown me any empathy, I will not reciprocate in the same vein. Instead, I shall provide him with the succour he is hankering after. In our religion, it’s a sin to keep the thirsty wanting, especially if you have water available at hand.

So, here is what happened next in our search for our missing daughter on the late afternoon of 6 December, 2011.

If all had gone well, it would have taken Siyahi and me half an hour from India Habitat Centre to get to Q’s school. It didn’t. Five minutes from IHC, we ran into heavy traffic. Our progress slowed down to a crawl and then came to a complete halt as we joined the growing swarm of automobiles, buzzing like frustrated insects trapped in the melting tarmac. It was unusually hot for early December. As hope of an early escape ebbed, I switched off the ignition and settled down for the customary wait.

A news feature on the radio was talking about the suicide capital of India – Vidharbha district in Maharashtra – where despite a loan waiver in 2008-9, a large number of farmers had taken their own lives.

‘There’s chaos in this country.’ Siyahi was agitated. ‘If they can’t get traffic to flow smoothly in the heart of the capital, then how can they manage Vidharbha? Young people need to govern this country.’ She ran a non-government organization that focussed on building youth leadership through social action.

To add to the confusion (or was it the reason for it?), a huge public school was letting out in the distance to our right; I couldn’t read the name of the school from where we were; the children were dressed in tangerine orange sweaters over white shirts and slate grey pants or skirts. We stood behind an empty white van, typically used for ferrying schoolchildren to and fro on Delhi’s roads. Not one wheel moved ahead of us.

Wait. There was a single one, a cycle tyre, being rolled along the pavement with a stick by a small boy whose parents were no doubt part of the work gangs toiling in a deep pit I could see about fifty metres away from the road. Was it the boy who gave the motorcyclists the idea? In Siyahi’s external rearview mirror, I saw a clutch of motorcyclists heft their bikes onto the kerb and zip towards the boy at a clip. The boy had to jump out of their way onto the bonnet of our car.

Siyahi rolled down her window to tell him off, but instead we were assailed by the frustrated honking of the driver behind us who presumably felt that I was leaving too much space between the nose of our car and the backside of the van in front, which had inched forward by a few feet.

Siyahi redirected her recrimination towards the driver behind us. ‘What’s the point of honking like a goose, Uncleji?’ Her voice rose over the cacophony of sounds. She retracted her head into the car and continued, ‘How I wish this car could turn into one and fly us out of this obscene mess! What luck! We certainly could have done without this damn jam.’

I sensed I was required to say something. But what? The pressure was building up inside the small confines of the car. I could sense it rising in my blood vessels too.

Siyahi shouted to no one in particular, ‘We have an emergency here!’

I looked at the few cars racing away from us on the wrong side of the road, towards the head of the jam. How had they got there across the divider? Peering in the rearview mirror on the side of the window, I noticed they were peeling off from the line through a cut just two or three car lengths behind us. Their few moments of freedom would add minutes, maybe hours to the incarceration of us all but faced with a dead end, the minds of a certain type of personality always choose action, any action, over reflection.

Meanwhile, the helper of the van in front had scooted down to the school gates fifty metres down the road on the other side, and was trying to get the kids to cross through the chaos of snarling vehicles, en masse to the van in front of us.

‘Look at the callousness of that man! It’s a wonder the kids get home at all…’ Siyahi’s quivering voice alerted me. I confirmed my suspicion by looking across at her. Tears (and sweat) were streaming down Siyahi’s face channelled by the wrinkles of worry and anxiety. Her hair fell in undulating waves on her slim shoulders. Her grey eyes, normally bright and unrelenting, had a defeated look in them. The large mouth drooped down towards her strong jaw, which was tucked into her neck, not thrust out defiantly at the world as usual. Let me tell you this: I had never seen her look so pathetic before.

I was moved by her condition, I suppose; why else would I have covered her hand clutching the dashboard, with mine. Something I hadn’t done since… certainly not since Q was born.

I was pleased to note, she didn’t pull her hand away. My call for a truce had been accepted. In fact, I sensed there was more than just a peace treaty in the offing; she had turned her face towards me and gazing into her kohl-strewn eyes, I was thrown back to the days before our marriage, to the first few days of our courtship, in fact. I saw in her eyes that same beseeching look, full of need, asking desperately for some kind of deliverance.

Now it was her daughter she needed; back then she’d wanted me.

All the intervening years of strife fell away as I leaned over to kiss her on the forehead. But this tender moment, the first in years, promising as it was, was cut short rudely by a siren that pierced through the sky. Probably an ambulance. The lone wail of the siren only underlined our predicament, telling me how stupid I was for thinking of love in times of a tragedy. Siyahi’s eyes confirmed that it was the emergency that was on top of her mind.

* * *

It was time to act. I opened the door and got out of the car.

It sounds dramatic: I got out of the car. To be completely honest, I got out for multiple reasons, which were, in the given order of ranking – to smoke a cigarette, to escape from the expectations that were being asked of me by Siyahi, and to be seen as doing something decisive.

I must confess here: I favour destiny over doing. I didn’t think that one up; it’s a Shuruji favourite. He’s clever, Acharya Panchranga is; he likes to call himself Shuruji (the initiator) rather than Guruji (the wise teacher). ‘I only start you off into the ways of the Lord; then Krishna Himself takes over.’ He was the one who had initiated me into the Krishna chant.

I was muttering the mantra under my breath hoping the traffic would move soon, when I saw two burly young men striding up towards us from behind as if they meant business. They looked like goons out of a political party’s youth wing. The thing that struck me most about them was that they wore the white shirt of the traffic police but the trousers didn’t match. Instead of the indigo pants they wore olive green and shiny brown respectively, obviously civvies by the colour and the cut. Half cops? Further confirmation that there was nothing official about them came from the thick blue cord, instead of the traffic cops’ usual red, hanging from the shoulder lapel of their white shirts. At the same time the presence of the cord itself signified a uniform of sorts. Were they honorary traffic assistants of some kind?

Whoever the duo, they were clearly intent on straightening out the mess; the first thing they did was stop the leakage on to the oncoming road from the cut behind us by manoeuvring two huge stones as a barrier. Then they came forward ready for more action and as they strode by me I saw a strange light shining in their eyes. Where did that come from? How come their response to the blockage was so different from mine? I had slipped into the role of a spectator, almost unmindfully, like I wear my underwear in the morning. Most of us react like that. Don’t you? After all, it’s a traffic policeman’s job to clear jams, not mine. How come these guys were acting in this unusual manner? Maybe, wearing those shirts gave them agency, just like putting on underwear robbed me of mine. The duo had joined about eight others who were similarly engaged in changing the status quo on the road that day.

Come to think of it, weren’t there a lot more of these dogooders on the street nowadays? Like mobile apps, reality shows, and boy bands, active citizenship seemed to be trending, too. The first major splash in decades in this country, the coming out of Active Citizenship you could call it, was played out on our screens in April of that year with the anticorruption protests; then came the ‘Occupy…’ protests in the US and finally the Arab Spring. In fact, at the end of the year, many in the media had declared 2011 as the ‘year of unrest’; Time magazine even had the uprisings on its December cover. And it wasn’t just in the media, in real life, too, I saw young people taking more interest in civic affairs than ever before, like what I’d just witnessed – a group of youth unblocking a jammed road. Instead of a hopeful mantra on their lips like I did, these folks had hope in their feet.

At that point, to be honest, I didn’t have the space to think about the connection between hope marching down the streets and Shh’s experiments. The clue had been obtained from the shirts the group wore but I was only able to join the dots the next day when I visited Shuruji’s ashram.

On the road to Q’s school, things were moving too fast to even notice that the dots could make a picture beyond what I was seeing unfold in front of me. By the time I finished my cigarette, hope had routed cynicism and the Good Samaritan Group had made the jam flow like honey; post their Good Deed of the Day, they melted into the crowd of vehicles. It was time to move on to Q’s school. Vaguely attributing the miracle to the mantra and Shuruji, I reached the car. I noticed Siyahi hurriedly cut the phone when I slid into the driver’s seat.

‘Bye, I got to go now,’ she said as if interrupting a conversation.

‘Who was that?’ I asked her casually.

‘Let’s get going,’ she answered.

* * *

At the final crossing, as we approached Q’s school, I had to slow down for some civil work going on in connection with a pillar of the overhead metro rail. Traffic was crawling on the other side as well. The car across the road, abreast of us, was a Maruti Dzire, long and fat, like a dolphin. It was driven by a chauffeur and had two girls in Q’s school uniform, one older and thinner and the other plumper, who was around Q’s age. Their windows were rolled up, probably the air conditioner was on; abnormal for December but then it was unusually hot. The girls were squabbling over a packet of Uncle Chipps, while their chicly dressed, Gucci begoggled mother oversaw the fight indulgently, even as she spoke into her Blackberry, holding the instrument gingerly in her bejewelled fingers.

Siyahi looked over longingly at our temporary neighbours in the Dzire. ‘Hey bhagwan, hamari Quyamat ho sahi salamat (Oh God, let our Quyamat be hale and hearty). I promise I’ll pick her up myself for a whole year from school.’ She put her hand on my fist clutching the gear stick.

I reached over and patted the back of her palm with my other hand. ‘By the way, I ordered that home computer as her birthday gift. She’s been asking for it all year.’

‘You love her so much, Shukrat. You are such a good father.’ She looked across at me lovingly.

‘And Boss gave me an iPod for her.’

She withdrew her hand sharply, her eyes became pinpoints. ‘Shhautti? Why?’ She spat it out. I had drawn the activist out of the lair again.

‘I think he likes Q. He keeps track of her birthdays. For that matter, yours too – he wishes you each year. Mine, of course, he never remembers.’

‘Is it expensive? The iPod?’

‘The highest end iPod Touch and her favourite colour too – purple. It’s at the back in my laptop bag.’

‘It’s not right that he should get her such obscenely pricey gifts. Last year it was that PlayStation.’

‘Well he always says, “Your daughter is like mine too”.’

‘Why don’t you tell him to get one of his own?’

We’d reached Q’s school by the time I could think of a fitting reply. With the afternoon rush for picking children over, we got a parking slot right next to the main gate. I remembered to pick up my laptop in case we needed to get on to the web for something.

I walked under the huge arch with ‘Daffodils School International’ written on it, through the small gate within the larger gate and up to the chowkidar’s cabin occupied by a thick-set man with sunken eyes and his assistant, a reedy young fellow with slicked-back hair. I could have sworn I had seen him on a singing talent show on prime-time television. When the chowkidar saw me sign the register as Shukrat Ali, he asked in Hindi, ‘Are you Quyamat Ali Vaish’s father?’

‘Yes,’ I said expectantly. ‘Did you find her?’

‘No. Please go to Mrs Trigunesh her class teacher. Class V B in the new block.’

‘Where is Quyamat?’

‘I don’t know.’

‘Have you informed the police?’ Siyahi asked him.

‘No. Meet class teacher first.’ He dismissed us with a wave towards the school building.

‘Do you have any news of Quyamat?’ Siyahi persisted.

He shook his head and started writing something in the register. His companion began to hum a popular song from the Bollywood film Jab We Met.

The duo’s uninvolved behaviour gave me the chills; Siyahi, too, must have felt the urgency in the situation. I don’t know who made the first move, all I remember is both of us holding hands tightly and rushing past the uniform shop, the canteen (an image of Q and I eating a dosa in there flitted into my head as we ran by), the skating rink, the medical room and then plunging into the belly of the monster who had eaten up our baby. We reached a staircase in the middle of the corridor and bounded up the steps; despite her silk sari and strap-less slippers, Siyahi was leading all the way. By the time we reached the first floor, she was way ahead of me. At the second landing, I wanted to stop, my lungs were killing me but Siyahi would have none of it. She motioned to me from one flight above to continue.

At the third floor she stopped, ‘Is this the right floor?’

I paused below her, my heart pounding. Yet again, I wished the December temperature would prove worthy of the thermals I had on. There was a flush starting somewhere in my right thigh along with an insistent itch on my bum. ‘Wish we’d come for the parent-teacher meetings more often. I’ve just come once since she joined fifth class.’

Siyahi nodded vehemently, catching her breath, too tired to speak. This was her first time in school in the last one year. She gestured wildly for me to come up to her quickly.

The staircase ended in the middle of what I took to be the main corridor on the floor. As I reached her, I read V D on a door in the distance. ‘Should be on this floor.’ We chose to go right, away from V D and flew down the passage eagerly looking at the labels on the classroom. There was V A and V C but no V B. Must be close here somewhere. Or had we left it behind on the other side of the staircase? We reversed our steps but couldn’t find Q’s class. There were many other corridors; I saw some more rooms in the distance. They turned out to be activity rooms. We kept on going, now without any method, tearing around corners madly till we got completely lost. We didn’t know where the stairs we had come up from were anymore. There was not a soul around whom we could ask directions from. The last human being we had encountered had been a lady sweeping one of the classrooms on the ground floor. The only sound in the corridors was of our steps and their echoes, following so close to each other that it was impossible to tell which was the real one and which the fake.

* * *

After running helter-skelter on the third floor of the new block looking for Class V B without any success, when we came out on a sort of terrace in front of a room marked Audio Visual Room, it seemed like an ideal place to catch our breath and rethink our strategy. I suspect, by then, we must have been roaming the school corridors for much longer than we had been caught in the jam. In the mad rush, I hadn’t looked at the time since entering the school gates at around three. A quick glance at my handphone confirmed my suspicions; we had been searching for our daughter’s class for nearly half an hour. And we had nothing to show for it; we had made absolutely no headway; Class VB was proving to be as elusive as our missing daughter. With the winter solstice just a fortnight away, the evening sun was low in the sky and the impending darkness added to the anxiety that had been building up since the call from Siyahi had informed me about Q’s disappearance. I would have given anything to have a smoke at that moment but I knew better than to light up in a school. I could feel a vein throbbing in my temple and my chest felt heavy like a bookshelf burdened with the entire set of Encyclopaedia Britannica. Gritting my teeth I kicked the parapet in anger but I had enough presence of mind to use my sole instead of my toe. The resultant noise startled Siyahi who turned her large eyes at me in surprise. I felt like hitting her, too, for not being a better mother. Couldn’t she have come for at least one of the parent-teacher meetings?

I looked over at her and found her condition was far worse than mine. Her grey eyes had a haunted look, which I had never seen before. She looked physically spent and her normally ramrod back was stooped as if an exclamation had been beaten into a question mark.

I took a deep breath, unclenched my teeth and began to sing a Bob Marley song – ‘Everything Will Be All right…’ Singing is a rare celebration among a long list of forgettable genetic inheritances I have received from my father, some of which I have shared in my testimony earlier.

I hadn’t sung to Siyahi for years; it calmed her down immediately and she stretched out her hand towards me. Unfortunately, all I could remember of the song was the chorus. I repeated it over and over for a while and then began to hum the tune when the words stopped making any sense. At the same time, I was racking my brains for another appropriate song.

‘This must be the famous AV room.’ Siyahi spoke for the first time since we had reached the third floor of the school building. ‘She loved this place, they show them movies here.’ There was a tremor in Siyahi’s voice. She had been leaning against the terrace wall near the giant swing doors of the AV room, and now she slid down to the floor and sat on her haunches; her saree pallu fell forward. I sat down besides Siyahi and put my arms around her.

‘She adores films, doesn’t she? Every film she sees has her in raptures. She can recount each one almost scene by scene.’

Siyahi snuggled into my shoulder. ‘How I wish she were here watching this movie we are in right now. Doesn’t it feel like a film? Everything seems unreal, so bizarre!’

‘Hare Rama Hare Rama…’ I blurted out inadvertently.

That snapped her out of the spell. ‘Do something Shukr!’ She interrupted me rudely, withdrawing her head from my shoulder with a jerk. ‘Along with Q, even her bloody classroom seems to have disappeared from the face of the earth! Time may be running out for our daughter!’ The exclamations were back.

‘It’s getting late – almost four!’ I said automatically looking at my hand phone.

‘Time for words is gone!’ She gave me a look that would have withered a tree then and there. With the change in her mood, my temple and chest had begun to throb again in response to her expectations. ‘Are we stupid or what? Our daughter’s got lost and so have we. It’s obscene!’ There was a large dollop of exasperation and a distinct trace of blame in her voice. Was she going to pin this whole thing on me?

I stood up. My heartbeat was speeding up by the minute. Soon, my torso began to feel like a cobbled road on which a horse was galloping full tilt. A stab of pain shot up my left arm. Why did she have to spoil it all by holding me guilty? It was exasperating, this incessant guilt. Ammi Jan had doled it out with a big fat ladle to me all her life and then handed the instrument of torture over to my wife who had taken on the ladle with a similar passion for running me down; it was the only thing they ever agreed on: ‘Shukr was somehow responsible.’ Ah, how could I forget Shh, one of the key anchors of their relay team? They weren’t even in cahoots but somehow they worked seamlessly to keep me under one thumb or the other. Lest I lash out at her, I clutched my heart with my left hand and walked away from Siyahi, across to the other end of the terrace. Peering down, I surmised we were at the back of the building. Calling out to the chowkidar for help was ruled out. I did not have any phone numbers for the school either. What was I to do? Wait. Hadn’t Siyahi received a call from Q’s class teacher on her hand phone? I sprinted back to find Siyahi standing upright near the door of the AV room, ready to resume the search.

‘Give me your phone, Siyahi.’ My left shoulder was starting to go numb.

She handed it over without a fuss. I eagerly went back to the second last received number; it was a land line. I selected it and pressed the call button.

‘Hare Krishna Hare Krishna….’ I muttered as I waited. ‘It’s ringing.’

‘Who are you calling?’

‘The school.’

‘What happened?’ She asked after a few seconds had passed.

‘Still ringing.’

‘Probably a landline in the admin office on the ground floor. Nobody will pick it up. This is getting more and more ridiculous by the minute.’

The pain in my chest groaned loudly, wanting attention and sympathy.

‘Now what?’ She exploded irritatedly. ‘Why are you moaning?’

‘It’s as if somebody’s taken my arteries and is braiding them into a tight plait over my heart…’

‘Shhh…I hear something. A phone is ringing…’

‘It’s your phone dialling the school number; I put it on speaker and auto redial mode. In case somebody is walking by and hears it…’

‘Just cut the phone! Ah, see the sound is gone. Dial again.’ She paused, eyes alert now, all signs of wear and tear had disappeared. ‘…now it’s ringing! The phone call to me was made from a room very close by.’

We looked around. There were only the huge swing doors of the AV room right beside us. The next classroom was way off in the distance. I crept up like a sleuth to the swing doors and put my ear to them. ‘Voices, I hear voices. Am I dreaming?’

Siyahi pushed the door open and I fell in. ‘For once you are awake, stupid. Look there’s someone at the other end of the room.’ There was a phone ringing weakly somewhere to our right. She ignored it and walked ahead. ‘Let’s ask them where V B is.’

* * *

I was up in a snap, chest pain all forgotten, rushing after Siyahi, who was striding towards the other end. It was a giant room that could easily seat five hundred. There were five people in it, not including us. All five stood below a banner strung across a corner of the stage at the other end of the room. They were probably preparing for one of the numerous events that are part and parcel of school life.

As we came closer, I read out aloud what the banner said: ‘Happy Birthday.’ The line below was illegible from this far. The small figures at the far end of the hall still hadn’t noticed our entry. ‘Sur… prise… Party…’ I was reading the banner as I walked up to it. ‘…for Papa …and Mama.’ A few more steps and I could read the letters of the bottom line. ‘From… Quyamat.’

‘Quyamat?’ Siyahi looked at me sharply and pulled up short. I walked smack into her. ‘Are you sure?’ She asked. Her far sight was weak, yet she refused to use spectacles.

We resumed walking towards the figures. It was the Class Teacher who saw us first. Q and her friends, with their backs to us, were fiddling around with the screen in front of the room.

‘Ah there you are!’ the lady shouted towards us. Both of us froze in our tracks like thieves caught in a floodlight that had suddenly come on. ‘We were wondering whether you were coming to your party or not.’ She gestured to us to come up front.

I looked at Siyahi in confusion and said, ‘What’s going on?’

‘Let’s ask them!’ Siyahi recovered from the shock before me and strode into the ambush angrily, as if she had decided to take the enemy head on.

‘That lady has an extremely loud voice for her size,’ I said starting after her.

‘How do you know what her size is?’ She spat at me over her shoulder. ‘From so far, everyone looks like a dwarf. It’s about perspective. Which is what I am beginning to gain now. We’ve been tricked Mister.’

The children had all turned around by now and Q shouted as we reached the group, ‘Surprise!’

‘What’s going on?’ Siyahi asked as soon as she was in hearing distance. She was breathing hard.

The smile on Q’s face was gone in an instant like sand art hit by a sudden wave. Even before we reached her, she began some hasty explanations. ‘I… I wanted to celebrate my birthday here in my favourite room. With my favourite people. That’s all.’ She had put on her most innocent face. ‘I wanted my best friends and the two of you and of course Ma’am Trigunesh who is the bestest class teacher I’ve ever had; she helped me plot this whole thing.’

‘This is obscene! It’s too much!’ Siyahi shouted angrily at Q and then turned towards the Class Teacher. ‘Why fool us like this? Do you know what I had to give up thanks to your little con?’ Her gaze could have frozen a lake over in the middle of summer. Getting no reply from the Class Teacher, Siyahi carefully enunciated each word in her next question: ‘Why. Make. It. Seem. Like. It. Was. An. Emergency?’ I gasped in fear, not for myself, but on behalf of Mrs Trigunesh, who seemed to be attracting the full ferocity of Siyahi’s winter of discontent.

I looked over at her. Up close too, Mrs Trigunesh was a pint-sized lady; she had blazing eyes and fiery henna-dyed orange hair arranged in a large bun behind her head like a halo, while in front it was pulled back revealing a broad forehead partly covered by gigantic glasses, resting on her small upturned nose, all together giving me the impression of Impedimenta, Chief Vitalstatistix’s wife from the Asterix comics.

And living up to her likeness, she wasn’t going to give up without a fight. ‘Well, you created the emergency Mrs Ali. I got involved only when Quyamat rang me up last night and said she had a question to ask me.’ Her voice boomed in the large hall. ‘By the way, I love the way you have brought her up. She is so inquisitive. At any given moment she’s got a question on her lips, one at the tip of her tongue, two concealed up her sleeves and a thousand hidden in the recesses of her mind. Anyhow, she told me about the quarrel between the two of you (she threw these words straight into Siyahi’s face) about the location for her party. And considering that the two of you weren’t talking, she surmised you would not be able to reach a consensus on it by today evening. That’s how we conjured up this little get-together so she could get both of you in one room with your differences forgotten.’

Impedimenta was giving back as good as she got. I shuddered to think of what other dirty linen the wily lady had coaxed out of Q’s cupboard. I was all for Siyahi stepping back from the confrontation at this stage. Who knew what else lay in the Imp’s laundry basket, ready to be washed in public? The girls were absorbing the exchange goggle-eyed, registering each word as if they knew they would have an exam to give when they reached back home to their parents.

But Siyahi, unlike me, wasn’t one to climb down so easily. ‘By the way, does the Principal know about this little party of yours?’ Siyahi’s gaze was on Q but her question was directed at the Imp.

‘Not really, it’s our own little secret.’ The Imp’s voice, though still defiant, mellowed down considerably at Siyahi’s new salvo. My belligerent wife had scored a direct hit. ‘I am hosting it at my discretion. The sole reason I agreed to do it was because it would give me a chance to meet the parents of a remarkable young girl. I am terribly sorry to have put you to any inconvenience.’
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