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‘Choose a job you love, and you never have to work a day in your life.’


Living space available for 9-month lease. Centrally located, fully functional, healthy environment with all supporting amenities. Call 9846635322


It was this simple classified advertisement I wrote that started it all.


Now if you think that’s a real estate ad, read that again, and you’ll see I was talking about leasing out my uterus to breed a baby.


I was writing this ad for a lark actually, scribbling down a line on a paper napkin in a pub. I’d recently read an article in Open magazine on the huge demand for surrogate mothers, and a pub napkin was as good a place as any to start jotting down new job ideas for myself. With surrogate moms being suddenly in great demand (what’s with this sudden drop in fertility, Young India?), breeding other people’s babies seemed like a cool new-age occupation to have, rather than slogging as a home loan officer at Citibank—the job that I currently had.


And let me tell you, great things begin on the humble paper napkin. J.K. Rowling wrote her first Harry Potter ideas on a piece of white tissue. Hey, even that lovable 7-Up guy, Fido Dido, was born as a scribble on a restaurant napkin.


So I held up the paper napkin and read out my spoofed classified ad for baby breeding to my pals Kavi, Vikki, Lulu, Tarun and Shanks—I really had to shout it out over the roar of ‘Summer of 69,’ with half the pub singing along with the song. When I finished, my entire table broke into laughter and applause.


‘Amby, you insane nutcase!’ said Tarun. ‘You really should make a living out of this.’


‘Renting out her uterus?!’ cried Kavi. ‘Now what will your conservative Tamil Brahmin community have to say about that, Ambujakshi Balan!’ I winced hearing my full name. But more on that later.


‘No, idiot,’ said Tarun. ‘I mean Amby should make a living writing pithy lines like this all day. Amby, put this line up on your Facebook update right now. Bet you’ll get 78 ‘Likes’ within an hour.’


So there we all were at Chennai’s 10 Downing Retro Nite, celebrating three events simultaneously: Kavi’s birthday, Tarun’s first month of no-smoking and my first month at Citibank. Oh, make that four events—it was also my last month at Citibank.


Now a mere month at a coveted job in a leading multinational bank is hardly the time when one says, ‘I quit! I’ve had it with this awful routine. I need a new job.’ But that’s exactly what I had declared to my gang as soon as we’d found a table in the crowded pub. The office hours were long, my boss screamed into phones all day and my love for numbers suddenly seemed to have ended. That’s why suggestions for alternative career paths for me were coming in fast and furious from my friends.


‘Start a dog beauty parlour in Bollywood,’ said Lulu, influenced by her own mania for all creatures canine. ‘Just imagine the money you’ll make doing manicures for all those celebrities’ dogs with names like Popo, Sweetoo and Pugsy…’


Shanks’ trademark gigantic sneeze preceded his suggestion. ‘Forget dogs. How about a clinic for cat allergies? I even have a name for it: Cat-astrophe.’


Vikki thumped the table. ‘Hey, Amby, I got it. You could make an entire living out of simply being a Professional Contest Enterer. We all know what a whiz you are with words. Start a website and charge hefty fees for finishing prize-winning slogans for people who are always wailing, “How come I never win in contests?” In fact, Amby, there’s a holiday to Goa to be won in a contest. I read it in yesterday’s papers. Not for baby breeding, but quite the opposite! Can you think of a snappy slogan for a revolutionary new contraceptive?’


I burst out laughing. ‘Hmmm, okay.’ I simply loved this kind of word-puzzle challenge. I began scribbling again. ‘How about this, Vikki: Copulate More. Populate Less,’ I said, a few minutes later.


Vikki looked at me in complete awe. Before I knew it he would’ve told the whole world about it, living up to our nickname for him: ‘Vikki-leaks.’ As he quickly reached for a napkin to write down this potential holiday winner and sneakily enter the contest himself, the rest of the group broke into song again with a spirited burst of ‘Red, red wine!’


That was also a cue for a new round of drinks to arrive at the table; not red wine but its close, poorer cousin beer, even though my own refill was still only Pepsi. My famously conservative Tamil Brahmin (or Tam Brahm) community would be proud of this: I still drank and savoured only Pepsi, even if it was in unsavoury places like a pub. My family, though, was thinking I was away at ‘Kavi’s birthday dinner party’ (correct) enjoying alu-parathas and home-made Punjabi pickle with her entire Sharma family around the dining table (incorrect), who were all probably hoping that my shining example of joining a leading MNC bank would influence their own wayward daughter, Kavi, to look for a similar ‘good-and-respectable-job’ in a bank (highly incorrect).


Kavi Sharma and I may have learnt our numbers at the same nursery school together, learnt our alphabets and how to spell b-a-n-k at the same junior school together, learnt the intricacies of money at the same Economics Honours college together, but to the utter dismay of Kavi’s parents, their only daughter hadn’t, like her best friend—myself—gone on to bring all these specific learnings in life into logical fruition with a ‘solid’ job at a bank. A multinational bank at that.


Kavi was, instead, stirring up eco-friendly soaps on her terrace in her fierce quest to save the world from further environmental waste—a hobby she was trying to turn into a business. ‘What about wasting away all your good education so far?’ wailed her folks. ‘I’m going to call Ambujakshi to see if she can get you an opening in Citibank. I am sure her recommendation will help.’ This was invariably followed by a firm ‘Don’t you dare!’ from their stubborn daughter, over yet another batch of biodegradable basil-jasmine soap cakes.


And even as Kavi’s parents quite openly said, with one of the ten Tamil words they had actually picked up in the 25 years of living in Chennai, ‘Why can’t you be a bit more like the chamaththu Ambujakshi?’ (that single Tamil word for good, obedient, obliging). I suspect my grandparents, very secretly it must be added, were wishing that I could have been born be a bit more chikni gori—fair complexioned—like the pretty Kavi. My being dusky coloured had been a ‘she is a bit dark, but…’ feature all my life, since I was supposedly compensated with a pretty sound brain.


But what happens when a girl reaches the marriageable age in the arranged marriage scenario? But hey, I’ll get to that later, as right now, it’s about the job market, not the marriage market.


Well. Kavi’s parents would be in for a great shock soon, when they heard that I, the good and obedient Ambujakshi Balan, math whiz and class topper, had quit a hallowed and respected career path, and was loitering in the by-lanes of uncertainty wondering what to do next in life.


Meanwhile, back at the pub, fate was at work, bringing a set of trivial happenings together, to suggest my new career destination:


1) The DJ had switched to The Beatles, and we were all singing along to ‘Drive my Car.’


2) Vikki had just received a WhatsApp text message, which made him guffaw and say, ‘Who are these anonymous people who come up with these spot-on one-liners in our cell phones? Guys, just listen to this one…’


3) Lulu was looking towards the pub entrance, one hand on her heart. ‘Oh my god, for a moment I thought that was Krish Kumaar walking in,’ she said. ‘He’s just the hottest film star ever…’


And then Tarun put some key words from the above dialogue together: spot-on one-liners, hot movie star, text messages, and exclaimed, ‘Amby! I’ve got it. I know the perfect new job for you! You should be the Tweet-writer for Krish Kumaar! Or KayKay as he’s known now. I’m sure he could do with better PR.’


And that’s how a brand new career path revealed itself to me. You have to admit, quite a cool new-age job to have: Tweet-writer for a Celebrity Film Star.


But before I tell you more about that, I have to rewind to some significant events in my childhood and teenage years which made me imagine a grand literary future for myself. So here’s a background kind of thing coming up...
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‘Don’t raise your voice, improve your argument.’


I’ve always thought my name, Ambujakshi, was the Indian equivalent of ‘Abigail.’ I bet this is what you think ‘Abigail’ looks like: a dorky girl in pigtails with braces spangled across her teeth and definitely wearing goody-two-shoes.


I remember feeling very sad in the self-conscious preteen phase of my childhood in Chennai, wondering why my parents never gave me any of the trendy names of the early 80s like Divya, or Riya, or Ananya (there were four Ananyas in my class). Or even if they wanted to go into those old elaborate Indian names from our classics, it could have been Kadambari or Lavanya or Priyamvada. But Ambujakshi? It sounded to me as clunky and utterly middle-class as a dark green ‘godrej’, a sturdy ugly steel cupboard found in every Indian home. (Sometimes I thought they could have done worse. At least my name wasn’t Alamelu or Abhayakuchaambal, fine old Tam Brahm names that were a fad during my grandmothers’ times.)


Growing up in Raja Annamalaipuram, Chennai (which was chopped to R.A. Puram) in No. 44 Pasumpol Perumal Street (again, pared down to P.P. Street), I too, had a shortened version of my name, frequently used by my aunts and uncles: Ambujam. Now I tell you, that was far worse than the full form!


My name seemed to go very well with the dreary tamarind rice or idli-chutney that was invariably in my school tiffin box and promptly gobbled up by my best friend Kavi, the pretty Punjabi at school, who, much to my bewilderment, loved and craved for it so much. As much as I simply couldn’t resist her delicious chole and methi parathas. That’s what made us best friends in the first place. We helped each other go home with empty lunch boxes.


She was also the one who gave me my far more hip-sounding nickname Amby, but I sometimes wasn’t so sure I liked it, as it was also the name of our black, rather stodgy, fat-assed but immensely reliable family car, the good ole Ambassador.


Kavi lived two streets away and the Sharmas loved me like their own. I was the good influence in their daughter’s struggle with maths, our combined homework sessions, our exam preparations, and soon she even joined my Carnatic music classes—all the while managing to stay just a few ranks behind me, in my steady climb to the top of the class grade right through school.


Joining Kavi at the bus stop every morning from kindergarten onwards, I was unaware of the liberal application of Pond’s Talcum Powder on my face—my grandfather’s own way of ensuring I looked as fair-skinned as Kavita. At any rate, you couldn’t belong to the average middle-class household in Chennai without this most essential of all cosmetics.


I grew up with the typical smells and sounds of a middle-class Chennai home: the whoosh of an impatient pressure cooker at 6 in the morning (it’s a rule that rice and dal must be cooked and ready really early in Tam Brahm households, nobody has ever questioned why), the familiar smell of filter coffee brewing—children could drink this beverage only after they turned fifteen (we were told coffee could make you darker and, needless to say, must be totally avoided in my case) and the frequent clang of my mother’s steel godrej cupboard or ‘biro’ (which we always thought was a Tamil word, not realising we were saying the Indian version of ‘bureau’!) as that was the repository of all our good things, from money for the vegetable vendor kept under old Kanjeevaram silk sarees, to a new cake of Mysore Sandal soap, should the current one in our bathroom be reduced to a sliver.


Kavi was a joy in my house; especially since she quickly learnt that you had to drink water in a stainless steel tumbler ‘from up’—that is, with the rim never touching your lips, a hygiene rule in Brahmin households; that a banana had to be eaten by breaking bits off with your fingers, never by biting into it directly, and even if you accidentally brush your feet against a piece of paper, you must immediately dive and touch the paper, and touch both your eyes in humble apology to the Goddess of Learning. Little everyday things, but Kavi simply imbibed it all.


I used to look at Kavi’s jovial dad, Ved Sharma, with some awe: he ‘did business,’ as Kavi told me once. For me, it was a rich man’s vocation in itself. One day when I asked my grandfather while walking to the bus-stop, ‘can’t my appa also “do business”?’ He laughed and said, ‘No, kanna, your father is a government servant.’ Not a fortunate choice of words to tell a 5-year-old: I was immediately plunged into gloom thinking perhaps my father was a sweeper for the government. I had once been taught what the pictures were on a 50-rupee note—‘this building is where our government works’—so I used to imagine my humble father, a servant, sweeping and swabbing the floors of Parliament House, as a portrait of Gandhi (on the other side of the rupee note) smiled on encouragingly at him. Maybe that’s why we weren’t as rich as Kavita Sharma, I concluded.


I also whispered a terrible secret in my grandfather’s ear once, that Kavi’s father ‘drinks whisky-brandy in the house.’ My grandfather showed mock concern. Understandable, when the only alcohol consumption in our strict Tam Brahm home was Woodward’s Gripe Water (alcohol content: 3.6 per cent); which my baby cousin drank all the time when he was cranky.


Around the age of eight, Kavi and I both had our first big crush; on the same man in fact.


It happened to be Mr Brown, the handsome, funny, teacher from Mind Your Language which played every Wednesday on Doordarshan, our only TV channel then. After riding around Boat Club Road we raced home on our bicycles to be on time for this imported serial. With every episode, we loved him more, and became as batty eyed as the young foreign women in his spoken-English class in London. But then the older we got, the younger the TV men who caught our fancy, and eventually, we became devoted fans of Doogie Howser, the American child prodigy doctor.


Our afternoon conversations centred around meeting such brilliant actors in real life someday, discussing the plot and its witty lines, and staying friends all our lives. Maybe we both couldn’t marry the same man, as in some of our earlier plans, but surely we could find two best friends to marry—like Doogie and his good pal Vinny? We’d all be best friends forever.


As years passed our tastes in men began to differ. Kavi was beginning to scorn my rather Western-oriented obsessions. I thought Ridge, from The Bold and the Beautiful was the handsomest man on earth. But after a while, I decided I preferred funny, endearing guys to deep pondering men, and wished I could meet John Ritter from Three’s Company someday. While Kavi had become a complete Hindi movie fanatic by then, and was well into Aamir Khan, after watching Quayamat Se Quaymat Tak, a Bollywood adaptation of Romeo and Juliet.


Then the Video Cassette Recorder machine entered all our lives. And with the stealthy passing on of a borrowed movie cassette from one household to another, we’d both be able to see a good movie at home by sharing the 10 rupees price for two days’ rental.


So apart from setting family TV time for some absolute unmissables—like the Sunday mythological drama Mahabharat, we became addicted video movie watchers throughout our high school and college years.


It was around this time that my love for writing began to surface. I harboured dreams of writing a romantic bestseller, not the Mills & Boon variety mind you, but a funny, hugely romantic novel with lots of witty conversations, with my patron saint of writers, Nora Ephron, as my guiding light.


I must have borrowed and re-borrowed When Harry Met Sally a zillion times. I knew some amazing one-liners and even entire dialogues by heart. I loved the arguments Billy Crystal and Meg Ryan had: ‘You see? That is just like you, Harry. You say things like that, and you make it impossible for me to hate you.’


I loved the transition in a relationship from trying too hard to letting it just be: ‘It is so nice when you can sit with someone and not have to talk a word.’


I loved the unclicheing of the phrase ‘Will you marry me?’ to something so refreshingly romantic: ‘I came here tonight because when you realise you want to spend the rest of your life with somebody, you want the rest of your life to start as soon as possible.’


And getting goose-bumps when Harry tells Sally: ‘I love that you get cold when it’s 71 degrees out. I love that it takes you an hour and a half to order a sandwich. I love that you get a little crinkle above your nose when you’re looking at me like I’m nuts. I love that after I spend the day with you, I can still smell your perfume on my clothes. And I love that you are the last person I want to talk to before I go to sleep at night.’


I wanted to write romantic sentences like that.


I wanted to write them more than even have a real man actually say such things to me (in real life men don’t. But Nora Ephron gets what they should be saying just so brilliantly right).


And then I brought home Sleepless in Seattle. Sigh.


By this time, I was deeply in love with love itself—the light-hearted rom-com variety. I was going to be Ambujakshi Ephron (my first name definitely, definitely had to change).


Unfortunately, my proficiency in maths got in the way of my life’s plans to hit the Oscars shortlist.


Maybe explaining complex concepts to Kavi through the years helped make any maths paper a jujube for me, a lovely Tamil slang for… well you can figure out that one. Or was mathematics just a genetic hardwiring in my Indian Tam Brahm DNA? At any rate after obtaining my Economics Honours degree in Ethiraj College, I was snapped up for a job in India’s best market research company. My sparkling resume thus far—top of the class throughout school, and ranked second in the University of Madras for Economics Honours—made getting a well-paying job a jujube. Now you get the meaning.


But even that three-year work stint was only for ‘work experience’; further studying was what our family did, in varying degrees of intensity. A Master’s degree in finance and administration was what had to be appended to my name next, and applications flew off to Ivy League universities in the US; Northwestern University in Chicago was chosen for the 70 per cent scholarship that came with it, and I was off.


Every now and then I wondered: And what of my Ephronic ambitions in life? When was I going to write that regular column in Huffington Post that would also be syndicated to magazines around the world? What about that debut romance novel of mine that would take the publishing industry by storm, be lapped up by Hollywood—with myself as the author of the screenplay, of course? What about that special page I would be given at the end of a glossy magazine called Ask Amby where I would give snappy, fun advice to romantics everywhere and increase my reader base? What about TV appearances on chat shows where old schoolmates would see me and wonder, is that Ambujakshi Balan, that goody-two-plaits, somewhat dark-skinned, maths horror from our class in Churchpark? How did she suddenly get this way?’


Well, apparently I now bore somewhat of a resemblance to the actress Nandita Das, or so thought some kind-eyed people with rose-tinted glasses. I really wasn’t so sure. Our reflections in mirrors are never as others proclaim them to be.


In my formative years, the mirror hadn’t exactly been the favourite object in my room. After going through my life thus far as a rather horrendous Plain Jane (or should that be Plain Padma), with two tight plaits looped around my ears, a pair of black-rimmed glasses so large that they safely hid not only my caterpillar-like eyebrows but also my eyes (large and fairly decent, but no-one could see that…) I, the incurable romantic, began to feel I would find a boy someday to only love me for my inner beauty.


Now that actually seemed quite gross, despite every gushing Miss Universe contender claiming that that’s what was most important in a woman. Inner Beauty? As in wonderful-looking X-rays?


In my case, my parents had better attach my brain-scan while seeking prospective suitors for me, as apparently it was in pretty great shape, helping me win maths proficiency prizes year after year.


But a few days after I turned seventeen things began to change for me. Rendering the questions usually asked about me among relatives’ circles, ‘How did she turn out so dark, compared to her mother and father? And have you seen how thin she has become these days?’ increasingly redundant. Even as my grandparents were beginning to accept that my dusky complexion wasn’t going to be masked by Pond’s Dreamflower Talc anymore, my life underwent a transformation thanks to two visionary men. I mean that literally: Lawrence & Mayo, Optician-Magicians. They fitted me for contact lenses allowing me to fling away the brainy-kid-defining thick spectacles I saw the world through. And the world in turn saw, below my Eve’s Beauty Parlour expertly shaped eyebrows, my large, dark black eyes.


Likewise my torso, rather plump throughout my childhood, which my cousin attributed entirely to the butter-ridden food in Kavi’s house, was giving way to a slimmer teen version, thanks to my basketball obsession when I entered college. I was, I guess, beginning to look less like my namesake, my dad’s old Ambassador car, the Amby, and more like our newly acquired shiny slim Maruti.


By my eighteenth birthday, I was increasingly being told, by complete strangers in queues waiting for tickets, in supermarket shopping aisles, in wedding halls and once even in a lift, ‘You look so much like Nandita Das! I just had to tell you…’ Okay, okay, I won’t pretend I didn’t feel pretty flattered; who wouldn’t, being compared to such a gorgeous actress like Nandita Das? I guess any likeness to this dusky actress became more apparent with my new shorter hair, when I impulsively chopped off my thick long mane, that swung in a rope-like plait down my back. My family wailed at the horrible ‘bob-cut’ I came home with, a few days before I left for the US. All that careful nurturing by my mother of my greatest asset, my silky, long, thick black hair! Nourished with warm gingelly oil through a million Friday head-baths, through the years of being looped up in twin pigtails, to its classic single otha pinnal braid—just gone, with the snip snip snip of a heartless pair of scissors at a swank beauty parlour.


I had decided I couldn’t be a busy student at an American university and be caretaker of two-and-a-half feet of thick hair as well. ‘It will always grow back later,’ was my argument to my distraught mother and grandmother.


Now here I was, back in India after mastering finance in America, back with firm admonishments from my hair-nurturing mother that I had better let it all grow nicely now. I suspect she felt she was growing my chances in the South Indian marriage market along with my hair. We were driving home from the airport in Chennai, the new name for Madras, with my brand new foreign degree henceforth appended to my name. I pondered about when exactly I would tell my ecstatic and proud family that my deep secret desire to be a writer had surfaced all over again, and was now sitting on my left shoulder in the form of a tiny grinning animated talking pen. And how editing my US university’s campus news magazine had honed my writing skills. And how the short story I had written and won a contest with, run by a magazine in Chicago had the potential to be developed one day into a full-fledged novel. And that the novel may have the potential to be made into a play, and the play may have the potential to be made into a TV serial, and the TV serial may have the potential to be made into a hit film.


And so, I was seriously wondering whether to enrol in a one-year diploma course in any good Creative Writing programme.


The thing to do was to completely chill out a bit to think it all through and take a gap year to see where all these exciting new creatively-inclined plans buzzing in my head were leading me.


Had my parents even heard of the concept of a Gap Year? I may as well have said I was considering joining Hooters as a saucy waitress.


After a couple of weeks settling in, I rapidly lost all my nerve about declaring my change of ambitions in life. There was too much fuss being made over my new degree and return to India and an array of exciting job opportunities were mine for the picking.


Meanwhile I bought a copy of Screenplay Writing for Dummies. I would just have to make my innate creative passion an after-hours hobby thing that I would do alongside my sensible day job.


So I went right ahead and accepted a meaty job offer—or should that be a plum job offer, considering I’d retained my vegetarian ways despite my rooming with meat-eating buddies in Chicago. With all my shiny new credentials I sailed through the interview and was soon being shown to my desk as a brand new Citibank Loan Officer.


The office was swank. The people were smart. The pay was awesome.


A week down the line I loved my new job as much as an artist like Rembrandt would have loved painting garage walls. My work felt mechanical beyond belief. The pasted smile on my face when people asked how I liked my posh Citibank career, was starting to unpaste.


It was becoming increasingly clear to me that our bank’s slogan was the most appropriate thing ever: The Citi Never Sleeps. Neither did we. When did the workaholics of this place actually leave their desks, and go home to their families and friends? Or in my case, to my secret writing ambition?


Late one night at my office desk, biting into my delivered pizza, I decided: ‘Feck! I have to be doing something else with my life. At once!’ (Note: With my innate inability to say bad words, changing the first letter of ‘heck!’ to carry an overtone of badness was how I coped in extreme situations.)


My family would experience a group heart failure.


I had to get advice from my best pal on how to save my life from a certain impending death due to boredom and go over carefully what I was going to say to the family, very, very gently, about my gap year plan.


Not that Kavi was in any way qualified to save lives unless you happened to be a whale. In the time I had been away in America, Kavi Sharma had decided that her compassion for animals now extended from dogs and cats to tigers, blackbucks and Ridley turtles. And after a long voluntary stint at a wildlife sanctuary, she had recently joined a Danish group that was deeply involved in preserving the blue whale.


‘Kavi, my life sucks. I simply cannot see myself spouting interest rates and easy pay-back drivel, and smiling brightly at homeless hopefuls across my desk for much longer,’ I wailed.


‘You’re lucky your parents aren’t springing marriageable hopefuls at you every single day,’ said Kavi. ‘Rather than large aquatic mammals facing extinction my folks are intent on finding me a ‘nice haalthy bwoy from Chandigarh’ they feel I must procreate with, not waste time on “some dumb animals.” And hey, they are wondering why you aren’t knocking some sense into my head, and helping me find a solid well-paying bank job like yours… just advance warning, in case you drop in for my birthday.’


Well, as you saw in the opening of this story at Kavi’s birthday bash, that memorable night in a pub, everything was set to change rather dramatically for me due to career advice given by a highly inebriated bunch of good friends.


Thanks to Tarun’s insane suggestion that I quit everything and join the PR unit of Chennai’s hottest film star at once, I felt that my gap year plan would at least be creatively occupied, as I tried to figure out my I-want-to-be-a-writer obsession.


Meanwhile I was actually going to be a Professional Writer! Well, of some sort.


Tweet writer. Facebook writer. Blog writer. Interview writer. Soundbites writer. Snappy-answers-to-stupid-questions-writer. Ghost writer for a film star.


My gang had a very practical and workable plan when I said, ‘And just how am I going to tell my family this bizarre piece of news about my career change?’


They all pushed away my Pepsi, and chorused, ‘Have a real drink first, Amby!’
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‘You had me at hello…’


‘Amby, I want your life!’


I was hearing a lot of this wherever I went these days. This time it was a classmate from my college who rang me excitedly just as I was leaving for a major film shoot. One more envious person who had heard about my glamorous new job with the PR entourage of a famous film star. Krish Kumaar. Now shortened down to a screen name: KayKay.


‘You really have the world’s coolest job, Amby. Where did you send your resume? Who did you interview with?’ Resume? Interview? Well!


I hurriedly said I would share my secret job-landing techniques some other day, and jumped into my zippy new i-10 car. I had a long drive ahead to Chennai’s film shooting district, Kodambakkam (the one that gave it its name ‘Kollywood’).


Come to think of it, my ‘resume’ was something Tarun texted to his friend, head of PR for KayKay, in one short line, and half the number of characters of an average Tweet: ‘Amby can come up with killer one-liners after drinking a couple of Pepsis!’


And the interview? The PR guys could’ve at least given me an official Tweet-writing test. Instead they pointed me towards KayKay’s make-up van for the first, and also the only, interview. Who knew it was actually going to be that Momentous First Meeting!


Wait! I have to do a bit of rewind here first, to share some dream-sequence scenarios that have played in my head for years, featuring ‘Momentous First Meetings’.


In my high school days, I would imagine the ‘matching movie scene’—shamelessly borrowed from Hollywood clichés—the one where I would be in a video library where I’d place the film I wanted to borrow on the counter, and see a neatly-manicured male hand (clean, neat male nails are important to me) also place the exact same film on the counter. Our two heads would swivel up, two pairs of eyes would lock and we would say ‘You too like When Harry Met Sally?!’ Then we’d break into spontaneous smiles, music would swell up somewhere, and then we’d later, much later, tell each other: ‘You know, that was the exact moment I fell headlong in love with you, my goddess of love, though I didn’t know it then.’


I would vary this scene with different film titles. Sometimes it was the Sleepless in Seattle DVD that I and my handsome stranger would be borrowing on the same day, same time. Briefly it was the same episodes of Friends (‘The One where Rachel has Feelings for Joey’). Then it was back to delicious, funny, romantic comedies like You’ve Got Mail by the queen of screenplays: Nora Ephron.


Then I discovered a new Hollywood cliché. I decided dogs would bring me face-to-face with my future Handsome Lover. His Golden Retriever. My scruffy Beagle. Or his cute ugly Pug and my cute ugly Pug (nah, too much like a Vodafone ad). Back to his Golden Retriever. My scruffy Beagle. One would run after the other in a park, we’d chase them, their leashes would get entangled. We’d meet. Breathlessly we’d say our names to each other.


However, neither the matched DVD scenario happened, nor the dogs-leashes-tangled-up scenario.


It was better than all of that. And even came with a music-swelling-up background score.


The song? ‘Closing Time.’


My song. Currently on my Top 5 List of Bestest Ever Songs.


I had stepped into KayKay’s make-up van for the first time, where ‘Closing Time’ filled the chilled, conditioned air, and my stunned gaze crashed headlong into the meltingest, chocolatiest eyes in the universe.


‘“Closing Time”—that’s among my most fave songs!’ I said at once.


Chocolate Eyes had White Teeth in close competition for best features. Wait a minute. There was the Divinely Touchable Hair in the race too. Of course, I’d seen this pleasant-faced hero, gussied up in crazy film costumes in posters around town, but seeing him in real life, up close… oh wow!


‘Hello! You like the Semisonics too? I thought you kids of today wouldn’t even have heard of this 90s band…’


Now why did I think that anyone hiring a Tweet writer would have talcum powder on his chest hair, wear white shoes and a safari suit, read only blockbuster author Chetan Bhagat, and groove only to the hit Tamil song ‘Kolaveri di’?


KayKay looked urbane in his cool white linen collarless shirt (from designer Rohit Bal?), spoke Doon School English, and had a copy of Julian Barnes’ A Sense of an Ending lying face down next to him. Already I had ticked off about five boxes. One more got ticked off as I noticed super neat nails. Now he’d probably also be a fan of Seinfeld. And, as a kid, Just William books.


I wished I’d had time to put in my lenses after all, not just run out of the house in my stupid glasses. I wished I’d worn my more flattering black Zara top, instead of this baggy red T-shirt. I wished I’d had that new haircut I’d been postponing for about a hundred years. I wished my eyes hadn’t strayed to a bunch of yellow roses on the table before me, with a box of expensive-looking chocolates, with a card that said: ‘It’s okay to sin occasionally…xxx’


Okay, I am a compulsive reader. Of everything. I read funny signs, I read the newspaper packet that comes with a bunch of grapes, I read crazy hair dye ads on backs of buses. I read 12-year-old Inside-Outside magazines at dentists’ waiting rooms. I read romantic notes written by other people to other people.


Hmmm. Did KayKay write this note with the flowers? Or did someone write this for KayKay? (Would my future job include writing KayKay’s romantic notes to other women?)


‘Come. Do sit down.’ KayKay patted a cushioned stool next to him, neatly-trimmed nails and all.


Half an hour later, we’d gone from talking about Julian Barnes to book thieves who never returned books, to Ikea furniture, to my broken French (he was fluent in it!), to where in Chennai one could get fresh buffalo mozzarella, to the Teflon poisoning controversy, to Nora Ephron—hey, he knew who she was—to Dove hair conditioner, to funny anagrams, to the difference between basil and tulsi leaves, to a cool trick to prevent pasta turning sticky, to the 40 per cent off sale at Landmark Books, to When Harry Met Sally. Which, of course, led right back to Nora Ephron.


So here was I, quite a private person in my own way, telling a man I’d met just half an hour ago my secret ambition in life: to be able to write a romantic screenplay someday.


And in return, I got to know that Kollywood’s sexiest, most sought-after star also had a secret desire. No, not the one concerning the roses and chocolates sitting five feet away from me (I was dying to ask, but, I am a well brought-up girl). KayKay confessed that he’d rather be knocking a dinner guest speechless with his spaghetti carbonara than biffing a villain speechless in a fight sequence. KayKay loved to cook!


KayKay’s firm handshake and devastating grin at the end of that First Meeting told me I had a new job.


Of course, ‘Tweet Writer’ wasn’t the silly title that was going to be on my business card. That was the top secret part of my job.


My card would say: Public Relations Executive, KayKay Moving Pictures Company. And my job description included jazzing up Press Releases, writing out smart answers for magazine interviews (the magazine ‘interviews’ KayKay in his make-up caravan between takes, but what they actually do is simply send a set of questions to be answered by email; I then chat with KayKay on car rides to shoots, to airports, et cetera, and then quickly write up my own interesting answers in KayKay’s voice on my laptop. And often even make up questions for some cool answers I want to add.)


And then there were those sudden soundbites to be included in radio chats or in TV talk shows. I’d have some ‘spontaneous lines’ all ready for KayKay to say into cameras and microphones, while entering an awards show, or being interrupted during a red carpet walk to a film opening.


Meanwhile, my family had gone into catatonic shock over my resignation from Citibank. They said I had completely lost my mind with the strange Western concept called ‘gap year’. Only confused drug-addicted American students and hippies took this when they had no idea what to do with their lives.


Then they nearly had me exorcised by matted-hair mantra chanters, when I declared I was going to work for a film star. When relatives came calling, my parents were relieved I wasn’t at home, as they had their own sanitised and respectable story: ‘Ambujakshi is just temporarily helping out with some Public Relations communications work for a company in the entertainment sector, till she gets another bank job to her liking…’


In less than a week, I had eased into my role as the ‘secret voice of KayKay.’ The head of PR was ecstatic. KayKay himself seemed merely amused that so many people were following his Tweets. When I sent him ‘draft Tweets’ for approval, or a concept note for a regular KayKay column, called ‘Konversations’, or a suggestion for his Facebook page, or a design idea for a blog, most of the time he’d laugh and say, ‘You’re the expert, Ambidextrous Amby!’ and carry on with his rehearsals.


I myself was astonished at the power of social media, and was waking up at all odd hours of the night to see which famous celeb was saying what in 140 characters and how much their followers had grown since the previous day. My love for numbers was back!


No two days were ever the same in my new work-life. With a major blockbuster going on the floors soon, I was in the thick of a massive pre-release campaign—rushing from song recordings to location recces to still photoshoots, scribbling something down in my notepad or tapping into my smartphone notes constantly. My family caught occasional glimpses of me running in or out of my room. My pals thought I had fallen neurotically, pathologically, insanely in love with my new job.


So here was I zipping along in my new shiny white i-10 car towards KayKay’s new film, Facebook Kaadal (Facebook Romance) going into the shooting floor at last after weeks of prep. I reached my ‘office’ for the day: a studio with a massive set design for a modern-day film love song to be picturised with KayKay.


I stood astonished at what had been created all through the night by countless carpenters and painters. Two gigantic laptops, the size of huge theatre screens, one blue and the other pink, were displaying Facebook pages!


The blue laptop showed the page of ‘Sharan’ and the pink one, ‘Shalini.’ Both their glamorous FB thumbnail photographs—each the size of a door—beamed out at us from the left-hand corners of the two screens.


A buzz of electricians and scampering assistants were following orders from a large pony-tailed foreigner, who had come specially from Hollywood to supervise this unique set and special effects. Repeating in Tamil whatever the white man said in English, was the tiny 5 foot 4 inch film director Pallanisami—who was known for huge block-busters much bigger than his small frame would have you believe.


I had to sit down on the nearest plastic chair to get over this scenario.


Of course, not surprising that our diminutive imaginative Director had come up with this unique love-song idea; after all it was a modern-day version of his earlier famous song-and-dance sequence that even I could clearly remember from my childhood days. In that late 80s hit film, the leading pair had pranced romantically around gigantic dummy typewriters, set up on a beach. If I recall correctly, the song began with the hero first sitting in a Typewriting Institute (Ah, our low-tech 80s!), day-dreaming about the pretty girl in front of him. Dissolve to a scene with amazing 10-feet-tall typewriters, constructed and set-up on a vast beach and the hero wooing the pretty girl by leaping on different keys to form the word—what else?—L-O-V-E!


Even as I watched fascinated, the song sequence was being finalised by the dance director with a stand-in hero and heroine. The actual lead pair, busy putting on make-up now, would later jump and twirl on sleek computer keyboards, as directed. I heard that special effects would later dramatically change the gigantic Facebook Status bar from ‘Single’ to ‘In a relationship’ on both laptops, as the song progressed. What a contemporary and with-it lot our South Indian film directors still were. Someone should send Mark Zuckerberg a link to this unique film song!
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