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Chapter 1
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The fault in my stars.

ADITYA

“Dammit, Priya. Why won’t you listen to me? Rephrasing the same question will not change my answer.” I slam my fist on her desk, the frustration with this back and forth boiling over. 

She flinches and steps back. I squirm, watching her clutch the papers close to her chest. Damn my inner monsters. I have no right to unleash them on her. Ashamed of my actions, I bury my face in my hands. 

“Priya, I am so sorry.” I blurt out a pathetic apology.

“Why can’t you understand? How do you expect me to be a part of this... this con act?” She counters.

When I am done rubbing my eyes, I find her glaring at me. “No. Look.” I raise my hands, palms facing her. “All I am asking for is a little grey so that someone's life has a chance to find colours.” I plead, choking at the thought of how I have blackened Shalini’s life.

“What you are asking is a ridiculous stunt.” She shakes her head, dismayed at my words.

“Why? Don’t People use ghost writers?” The desperation seeps out in my voice.

“You are being ridiculous. Ghost writing is different from what you're trying to pull off.”

“How? People hire experts to write for them and seldom acknowledge the real writers. The industry accepts them. Why not me? All I am asking is to flip the roles. Think beyond the paradigm.”

“Gah. Be reasonable. Your novel is a matchstick away from blowing people’s minds. Book bloggers will clamour for your interviews. What about all the book signings? The world would want to put a face to your writing. A real face.” She pauses for a bit. “Aditya, you may be the next Anish.” 

“Are you nuts?” I pinch the bridge of my nose. We won't make any headway if we keep sparring. I glance at my mobile. Shit! It is already 1pm. My train leaves at four, giving me only fifteen more minutes to sort this out before my lunch meeting. I take a deep breath, adjust my glasses, and smile. Yes, stubborn people have been known to wilt under my charm. “Is this how your marketing team wants to play?” 

I sweep my hand across my reasonable five-foot-nine-inch stocky frame. “Where do you see the resemblance?” Anish is a lithe giant, and his boyish face with thick, wavy hair would turn heads even without fame. I wear thick-rimmed glasses and struggle to rein in my tummy in my pants. Priya waves me off and settles on her chair across from me.

I ignore her eye roll. “And he writes deep, well-researched genre-bending mythological science fiction. My book is a contemporary romance.”

“The genre may differ, but your narration is intriguing, eloquent, and immerses the reader. And you, of all people, should not slap labels on your work.” She dares me to counter her with a glare.

It’s now my turn for an eye roll. She leaves me no choice. I must give her a glimpse of my worries.

“I have taken my first step out of the closet. Only you, Shalini, and Jatin are aware.”

And Col. Wilfred, but he doesn't talk, so there is no risk of tattling to the media from him. 

“Heck, even I did not accept my attraction to men till a few years ago.” I turn and gaze out of the glass facade. Priya's office in the outer circle of Rajiv Chowk has a great view. From a floor above the canopies of trees, the orange contrast of Gulmohar's in full bloom adds a vibrant hue to the greens. 

“I can't come out to the world. Shalini has only begun to recover from our divorce. I can't thrust this on her and cause her more hurt than I already have. She needs time to rebuild. We both need space to sort our lives. Announcing my sexuality to the world will ruin everything.” And break my promise to her.

“What do you want to do?” Priya's voice softens. “I am your agent and will always support you. But at least give my suggestion a thought.”

I ignore her plea. “Like I said. This is only a reversal of the ghost-writing model. We use a proxy. I am, as it is, writing under a pen name. We pay a part of my royalty to someone the media would eat up. A smart guy with a decent mug who is already out and proud. We contract them to market the book.”

“You are ridiculous. How do you plan to pull off this con act?” Priya huffs and shoos me off with a wild wave of her hand.

I cringe at Priya’s use of the phrase. Should all deceptions be clubbed under one bracket and dumped in the waste bins of sin? Is there no room for lying for a worthy cause? Yudhistra lied in the Mahabharata. Once. His distortion of facts brought Dronacharya down and paved the way for the defeat of the evil Kauravas. What I suggest will not cause a war or harm any human. I am buying time for Shalini, giving her the space to stand on her feet.

“Consider this for a moment: a whole trope of fake relationships exists in novels and films. We can sign a non-disclosure and a legal contract. Once I am comfortable with my sexuality, we can clear things.” 

I study Priya's face. The manicured index finger tapping on her chin raises my hope. She is hovering on the fence, so I add a layer of icing, “And when we reveal my identity, the book may find a second wind. The world loves a scandal.”

“Where will we find such a person?” She rests her hands on the table.

Ah, the break I needed. Priya is on board. “How much time do we have?”

She turns to her laptop and taps on the keyboard. “Your editing schedule doesn't start till November, so you have five months. Add two cycles of edits over another two to three months, followed by the cover design. Once we finalise the cover, I won't be able to hold back the marketing team.”

“Give me three months, and I will find someone.” I offer my hand to Priya. We shake on our agreement, and I walk out of her office with a smile. Gosh, what a relief!

***
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Go inside or walk away? My feet are stuck on the cemented floor while my mind debates over what awaits me beyond this door. Frustration? Some more angry words? Another round of tears will find their way between Shalini and me. At least the screaming has stopped.

Buck up, Aditya. You cooked this dish, so you got to munch and swallow. 

Inflicting pain by flogging myself again before old cuts heal has become second nature, but I need to do this. I need to keep meeting Shalini at frequent intervals.

But for what? To overcome my guilt? To move on?

Shalini and I need to cleanse ourselves of our past to make a new life. Jatin's words from breakfast poke me. 'Make a clean break. You are turning your divorce into a festering wound.' Does he not understand? I cannot walk away after slashing and creating this laceration in our lives. I am the one who must soothe and heal the gash.

I take a final deep inhale before pushing open the heavy wooden door to the Burmese restaurant. One more step on this long road. Shalini sits at a corner table, her head resting on her hand, her eyes forlorn and vacant. The serpent of guilt wriggles and tightens its grip on my heart. Jatin may be right; despite my best efforts, remorse lingers on my soul like the lint on a coat.

“Hi,” my voice startles Shalini from her brooding. My lips droop at the longing eyes studying my face. I clear my throat. “How have you been?” I regret the words as soon as I utter them.

She does not waste the opportunity. “How should I be?”

I squeeze my eyes shut and sigh. “I know I have hurt you. But months have passed; we need to move on.”

“Yeah. More than a year. But what about the ten years before? What part of my life should I believe?” She pours her hurt into every word. “Aditya, did I... did I turn you gay? Was there something wrong with me?” She dabs the corner of her eye with her handkerchief.

“No, Shalini. Please...” I stutter, trying to find words to soothe the burn evident in her voice. Hands clutching the chair, I try again. “No one turns anyone gay. It’s a truth that lies here.” I place my palm on my chest. 

Shalini’s tearful eyes turn accusatory, but I ward her off. “Sometimes those feelings are hard for us to acknowledge. Social expectations browbeat us to live in denial or hide.”

She opens her mouth to speak, but I stop her with my hand. “I am guilty of hiding behind my internalised homophobia. No matter what I do or say, I cannot return those years to you. But I will be there to support you however I can.”

“Will you stand against my friends who question me about our relationship? What should I tell them when they ask what went wrong? How will you ward off those mocking eyes and sneers when the truth comes out about your sexuality? Can you fight off everyone who scoffs at our divorce?” Tears well up in her eyes, marking a fresh gash on my heart.

“Come on, Shalini. You know we were at the edge of a cliff. We went from lovers to bickering roommates.”

“Were we ever lovers?” She challenges me. A few heads turn at her rising tone. 

“Fair enough.” I raise my hands in surrender. There are no ready-made answers. Anything I say will only agitate her more. So I deflect. “How is your new teaching gig?”

There is no point in repeating the same narrative over and over. What is done is done. Yes, I faked my sexuality for ten years and lived through marriage, cocooned in the convenience of a straight-passing relationship. I am the most selfish 'p' in the world. No amount of cuss words hurled at me since coming out can change these facts. The fear, denial, and confusion I fought every day of the past decade are outweighed by my lie.

Shalini studies me for a while before answering, “The school is okay. The kids are great, though.” A smile lights up her face. Once we gave up on having a kid, she started working with children in our local school, using her master’s in education. 

The infertility treatments were torture. Shalini bore the brunt of the pain, disappointment, and meddling relatives. Sometimes I wonder if the decision to stop wanting a child was the final shove propelling me out of the closet. Sex had become a chore, performed and timed at the doctor’s instructions.

“Ah, kindergarten and nursery kids are adorable. Have they settled now? How do you deal with thirty crying and cranky kids throwing tantrums?”

“Hmm, the first few months are tough, but things calm down once they settle into the school routine.”

“What do you want to eat?” I push the menu to her, not allowing space for the past to creep into our lunch meeting.

She flips through the menu. “I will have the Burmese pepper soup and the tangy spring vegetable buns. What about you? Order something different. We can share.”

My chest tightens at the idea of sharing. We used to share our meals at dine-outs. We were once friends, if not lovers.

“I will have the Lotus root salad.”

“Only a salad?” She questions my choice.

“Err, trying to maintain my weight.”

“There is nothing wrong with you. Besides, you are now living in the hills. All the incline walking should be enough to burn the calories.”

“Yeah, but I stopped running.” Another thing we used to do together. How much has my life changed with one truth? Before walking down memory lanes overwhelms me, I wave to the waiting staff to place our order.

“How is the house? Did you find a tenant?” As part of the divorce settlement, I offered my parental two-story home to her. She resisted the offer, but the sprawling bungalow shut her father’s and relatives’ mouths.

“Yeah, a couple with a bank lease moved in last month. The ground floor, though, is still too big for me.”

Great. At least she has some financial security. A private primary school teacher's salary is not much. While we wait for the food, we talk about tenants and housekeeping work, filling in the silences that have crept into our relationship. Careful to skirt around any relics of our past.

“How about you? Settled in your new home.” Shalini asks, as the server places our order.

“Yeah. The house is big for me too. But the cottage is pretty. You should come to visit during your summer holidays. Jatin and Jasmeet can join us.” 

“Do you think visiting you is a good idea? You and me?” Shalini keeps her soup spoon down.

“Shalini, can’t we be friends? Our past is muddied now, but we did share some beautiful moments.” I reach out and touch her hand. 

She studies our joined hands for a few seconds before withdrawing. “Friends?”

I sense the hurt in her words, but smile nonetheless at the progress. We have gone thirty minutes without raising our voices or crying. In the companionable silence, we settle into finishing our meal. I pay, and we leave together. 

“What the hell?” I grab the door, but someone jerks my collar.

“Papa, what are you doing here?” Shalini tries to unclasp her father's hold on my shirt. “Don't create a scene here. Leave Aditya.”

With her help, I extricate myself from my ex-father-in-law. For a sixty-year-old portly man, he has a death grip. He lunges at me, but Shalini gets in between.

“Why are you protecting this cheat?” Mr Tribhuvan shouts, attracting the attention of other patrons and staff. “I will find out what you were up to behind my daughter's back. You can fool Shalini and the courts, but not me.” The man waves his finger in my face, side-stepping Shalini.

“Papa. Enough! Go out and wait for me.” She points him to the door.

I clench my fists, desperate to tell him the truth, but Shalini's silent plea through the shake of her head forces me to shut my mouth. 

“One more year,” She says in a hushed voice, watching her father leave before turning to face me. “Let me settle things with them.”

Her tear-filled eyes puncture the anger bristling inside me. During our divorce, I protested against keeping things a secret, but I caved to her request after her family became violent. Her father and brother had stormed our house and wrecked the living room. If I kept my sexuality hidden from the world for over a decade, what are a few more years?

This is the least I can do for all the years she lost.
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Chapter 2
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Pump it up.

JIMMY

“Yes, you can do this. Only two more reps.” I prod my client, Abhay, to finish his third bench press set. “Come on, push.”

“One of these days, I will file a pre-emptive police report against you. Attempt to murder at the gym.” Abhay wipes the sweat on his forehead and smirks. The twenty-four-year-old man owns a hotel nearby and has been my client for the past couple of months.

“Sir, you should thank me for the girls who eye you every day. You are shaping up well.” 

“Yeah, but not as much as they ogle at you.” He shoves his elbow into my waist. 

I scrunch my nose. “They are ogling up the wrong stud. I fancy a different set of body tools.” Abhay stares at me so I clear any doubt he may harbour. “What? You didn't know? I am gay.”

Abhay squirms, but hides his discomfort behind his brilliant blue workout drink. He is two years older than me, but prejudice has no age bar. If he has a problem, he can fuck off, even if he is one of the well-paying clients. Abhay turns away from my challenge. “What's next?”

Better. I follow Abhay's lead and divert our attention to where we should focus— his exercise and health. “In another year, you can be on the cover of a magazine.” I wave him to the chest press machine to finish the day's routine.

“I don’t know if I will last another six months with how you drive me.” Abhay sits on the machine and places his hands on the handles. “Moreover, a body like yours will take years.”

“Nah, mine took only four. I started at eighteen.”

Abhay's eyes widen. “Four years is a lot of work.”

“Yeah, this takes time and effort.” I flex my arm and strike a pose. After my last bulking round in the winter, the muscles have come along perfectly to cover my six-foot-two Jat boy frame. “Abhay, sir, what do you think? Do I have a chance at a modelling career?” I twirl my moustache.

He doesn't answer. I continue posing in front of the full-length mirror. “Some more cutting required. Once all these muscles pop out, I will shoot and send my portfolio to modelling agencies. Life will be set by twenty-four— a new career, car, house, and a steady boyfriend.”

I wink at Abhay's sly smile and give him the best voice-over of my version of the song from the Hindi movie Jane tu Jane na. “Kahin toh, Kahin toh, Hoga Woh... la la la...” Abhay laughs at my goofy swaying with my imaginary partner.

Yes, somewhere, in some corner of this world, is the man I am waiting for.

My antics sweep away the tension between us. Abhay starts his first set. I guide him in correcting his posture to maximise the benefit. But the sound of a commotion breaks our concentration.

“Finish three sets of twelve reps each. I will be back.” 

“Okay, taskmaster.” Abhay wipes the sweat from his face with his hand towel. I leave for the scene of the escalating brawl. 

One of the clients pushes a fellow trainer. I rush to place myself between them. One punch from Sahil would leave the customer with a black eye.

“Hey! Calm down, sir. What's the matter? We are all adults here, so let us not behave like kids.”

The man in a red shirt, who looks to be around thirty, scowls. “Who are you? I want to speak to the manager.” He may as well be called Mr Frown for the way he contorts his face and the attitude he gives off.

“Sir, I am the manager and lead trainer here. If you want to discuss something, I am the man for you. Let us take this into the office so we don’t disturb the others from their routines.”

Sahil tries to resist, but a tight squeeze on his biceps gets the message across. He moves ahead of me while the client follows.

Once inside, I offer the customer a chair and put on my charming smile, hoping to cool off his temper a bit. “So tell me, sir, what is the issue?”

“I had paid for my sessions upfront for a three-month package. I missed a few classes in between, so I asked Sahil to extend my time. But he won't continue the sessions unless I pay for the next three months.”

“Sir, your training package ended a week ago. You missed almost a month during the three months when you were out of town. We cannot adjust those.” Sahil's voice rises with each word. Hidden behind the desk, I nudge his foot and gesture for him to lower his volume. 

“He is a liar.” The man retorts.

The mere mention of the word 'liar' makes me ball my hands. But I take a few deep breaths to calm myself. There is no point in clobbering a client with my lying-laden baggage.

“We can check the records for you. By what name did you register?” I open the app for our client interactions on the laptop. The software costs a bomb but saves our lives in such contentious situations.

“Check for Hemant Banerjee.”

A few clicks and the entire record of Mr Banerjee is before us.

“You registered on 25th February. You should have renewed your subscription on 26th May. Today is 4th June. The record also shows the days you missed.”

I turn the laptop towards him. “The red squares in the calendar indicate the days you did not attend the gym. The record is pulled from the swipe card you use to enter the gym.”

Mr Banerjee squirms in his seat. He begins to speak, but I wave my hand to stop him. “This is what we will do. You are our client, and we respect all our customers. We only allow a week's addition for clients who train with us for six or more months. Sahil went above and beyond this and helped you for an additional week. The total missed days, as per our records, are forty-five. We will give you an additional week's sessions if you pay for the next three months by tomorrow.”

Mr Banerjee takes his time to respond. “Okay.” He stands and walks to the door. 

“Mr Banerjee, one more thing. Next time you speak down to any of my trainers for no fault of theirs, you will not be welcome here.” I wait for Mr Banerjee to nod. “And Sir-” I pause, -”we hate liars, whether they are our staff or clients.”
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Col. Wilfred can talk!!

ADITYA

The valley is silent except for the background hum of the Shivaliks. Pristine rays of sunlight flicker, skipping and hopping around the tall pine trees. A brook meanders downstream through rounded boulders, its gurgling interspersed by random bird calls, announcing their arrival for their morning chores of foraging for insects.

The forest trails around a quaint village with ten single-story houses near the Kasar Devi temple in Almora. At 5:30, on a morning run, I'm filled with calm. After the scuffle in my meeting with Shalini, the last seven days have helped me replenish my depleted serenity batteries.

The signal strength is sketchy on this part of the trail, so no humans from beyond this village can disturb me. On cue, the phone chimes, correcting my mistaken belief. 

“Oh no, I hexed my peace.” I fumble with the pocket zipper of my track pants and retrieve the buzzing culprit. Urgh, Jatin.

“What the hell are you doing at this hour? Go back to sleep.” I sneer at my friend over the phone.

“Are you sleeping? So why should I? You left me without a running partner, bro. Missing you here.” Jatin adds loud fake sniffles to his whining.

I survey my surroundings and make a face at the phone. The few villagers acquainted with me consider me crazy for leaving Delhi and settling here after buying a derelict, spooky cottage. I can’t give them more fodder for gossiping about the childish antics of an almost forty-year-old man.

“Are you poking your tongue at me?” My one and only friend snorts.

This time, I poke my tongue for real before putting on my professor's voice. “Jatin, what do you want?” 

“For my brother to come back to me. You broke five years of friendship to run away to some godforsaken village.”

I also broke a ten-year-old marriage, left an esteemed job, and distanced myself from an entire entourage of relatives.

“Jatin, I haven't had my morning tea, so spit out whatever is giving you a stomach ache.”

“Okay, cranky old man. Your father-in-law came sniffing.”

“Ex, Jatin. He is no longer related to me. What did he want?”

“God knows. Must be hankering for info on your whereabouts.”

“Why? I handed over my house to his daughter in the settlement.”

After signing the divorce papers, I wanted nothing to do with Shalini's family. They fought me at every step till I greased their palms with my ancestral property in Delhi, even though Shalini and I both wanted the separation. “What did you tell him?”

“Nothing. Told the man you betrayed me and absconded. I have no clue where you are or what you are doing.”

The worry stone rolling in my head settles. “Thanks, Jatin. I owe you one. You are a gem.”

“Jee- haan! I am simply the best. Always got your back, buddy. But Aditya, I am worried. The man gives me bad vibes.”

“Hey, don't worry. I may be alone, but I am safe.”

A blend-in-the-wall history teacher in a non-descript school run by an NGO. A far cry from the heady days of deliberating on the politics of ancient and medieval India from a podium in the lecture halls of St. Stephen’s College in Delhi.

“Aww, you are feeling lonely. Come to Papa Bear.” Jatin snorts.

“Are you planning to walk down the same path and willing to become my daddy bear?” I tease him. Jatin is the proverbial happily married man. The two are a couple made for each other. “Last I heard, Jasmeet keeps you busy.”

“Nah. I leave the gay boys to you. The kink is strong in my heterosexual relationship.”

Oh boy. I shake my head to dismantle the images Jatin's words conjure. He is a few years older than me, buff and hairy.

“Shut up. Go back to your running and allow me to finish mine. Bye.” 

I disconnect before Jatin can say another word. The solitude wraps me in comfort once more. Back to the peace of my surroundings, I tune into the songs of nature. My only company is Sir Wilfred’s black bust.  Who, by the nature of his existence, does not speak. But he is an excellent listener.

The exchange with Jatin has left a melancholic taste. The strings of our friendship strum a sad tune. 

“Did I make a mistake?” Flushing away my entire life's worth to start anew, breaking all connections binding me to the monument of falsehood I had erected.  “But what was the point of dragging a decaying relationship?” 

I tried. I made every effort to make things work, spending ten years trying to love Shalini, giving her the life she deserved and the child she wanted, and shoving aside all arguments to bridge the widening gulf. Five years ago, I gave up. Instead of finding answers for both of us, I focused on solutions for myself. Was I selfish? Yes. Did I abandon my marriage? Again, a bold yes.

The statue of Col. Wilfred, the British officer who built the cottage I bought here in the village, stares at me. Like in many past deliberations, he has no opinion to offer. 

Who, except myself, would ever have the key to the door behind which I had locked myself? Unaware of the closet around me till I caught whiffs of arousal at the sight of Sameer – a new colleague in the History Department. The crisp shirts, tight pants, and coiffed hair with cropped sides. Every tiny detail grabbed my attention. And when one day he winked, a fire flared inside. The attractions were not new. Embers of my teenage fantasies watching a shirtless Sunil Shetty or Milind Soman on magazine covers were reignited. Years of neglecting them did not make them disappear. Not being able to love openly is a chokehold. You see your life draining out of you, while the rest of the world breathes. The tightness in the chest, the ache of being too scared to look a few seconds longer, to walk up to someone you are attracted to. To talk to them, or to touch them.

During my graduate studies, I heard of clandestine rooftop parties, farmhouses, and a disco club in Delhi. I caught wind of the cruising spots in Delhi. However, being a history student, I was too aware of the social consequences.

My deep dives to search for people like me led me to navigate the dark alleys of police atrocities against queer people. I recalled one of my uncle's crude words while reading newspaper reports about an organisation that had protested such police brutality. Interspersed amidst those cusses were my first introductions to HIV, AIDS and stigma.

One night, I had talked myself into attending a party but chickened out at the bus stop as images of being dragged by khaki-clad officers swept through my mind. I feared that my mother would kill herself if such pictures ever appeared in the newspapers. 

By the time the internet opened the world to me, my mind had already been buried under layers of internalised homophobia. Phrases like 'this is not right’ or ‘I should not ogle men' were transcribed in my psyche like the etchings on the stone monuments of ancient India. So when the new English professor walked into the lecture hall and flirted with me, alarm bells went off in my head. The yearning returned with a cyclonic force.

“I had to tell Shalini before I did something stupid. You know I would never cheat on her.” I gaze at the Colonel’s bust. For confirmation? Validation? A simple, ‘you did right.’

The conversation two years ago shattered whatever connection we had, amid a tsunami of tears and words. “I still struggle with queer labels. Gay or bisexual?” 

Despite the solitude, the words are whispered. I'm not yet there to admit my sexuality out loud. Saying those words in the open is like learning to breathe again after years of being muffled. 

I take the peanuts from my pocket and place them at the edge of the bench, hoping my squirrel friend will gift me with an appearance. With their immense patience, Sir Wilfred and Gillu help me practice being myself. They don't judge me for coming out so late in life or berate me for my inability to navigate this world. They have never made me feel like the lowest scum on earth for ruining lives. They listen and let me be. 

A rustle followed by chirping beats tells me my little friend is here. While it noses around the peanuts, I smile and say to her, “Gillu, why is living as my true self so difficult? Why should anyone be bothered about whether I love a man or a woman?”

“Ahem.” 

The hoarse, guttural sound makes my eyes pop. Gillu scurries away. I study Col. Wilfred for clues with a fist on my chest, trying to calm the rocketing heartbeats. Is this statue haunted? Uh-oh. Have I been speaking to a ghost all these weeks? The British officer carved in stone is stoic as ever — no blinking or quirks of the lip, only a crooked nose pointing to the high road. 

The throat clears again. This time, my ears pick up the right direction. I turn and stumble at the sight of a young man in a sweat-drenched grey t-shirt and blue shorts. Since when has he been eavesdropping? Oh God! Did I come out to him? Without another glimpse at the man, I scamper out of the small park. 

“Your secret is safe with me.” 

The words catch up, piercing through the valley’s silence, scattering the birds and the panic in my heart.
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Look who walked in.

JIMMY

“Bhai, what's the matter? There’s no power in your legs today.” Sahil helps me place the bar on the squat rack. I am accustomed to how he addresses me, but the affection still causes a pang in my chest. He is more than any blood brother I’ve ever had. They are all venom-spewing snakes. 

“I should take a few days off. My body may need some recovery.” The sweat beads trickle down my white tank top. 

Despite lifting well under my personal best, my muscles are sore. The mind-muscle connection is missing. I am busy shuffling images of the cute man in the black and yellow tracksuit I met in the park. 

“Are you okay?” Sahil taps my shoulder. “You zone out every few minutes.”

“Yeah, I am fine. A bit tired from running every day this week.” 

I hope to catch the man again, but I have not had any luck so far. In my usual routine, I do cardio only two days a week, with a five-kilometre run from my home to the park on a trail off the Almora-Bageshwar Road. The state highway has excellent views, quiet trails, and a sufficient incline to push my endurance. I rarely cross anyone in the early morning runs, so the voice in the colonial-era secluded garden shocked me. 

Curious, I walked up, following the direction from which the words came. At first, I only saw the man in the tracksuit — broad shoulders, head full of black hair, and gosh, what an ass. The man had me drooling. He stood alone, staring in front, hands in his pockets. So who was he speaking to? My confusion turned to amusement when he addressed the statue and, later, his pet squirrel. The words ‘gay’ and ‘bisexual’ pinged on my radar. What were the chances of finding a new queer man in a small city in Uttarakhand? 

“I am adding ten-kilo plates.” Sahil checks with me before stepping up for his set. 

“Uh, oh. Yeah sure.” The monosyllabic confusion earns a set of bunched eyebrows from him. “Go ahead. I will spot.” I allay his concern.

“No, bro. Clear your head first. Do you mind telling me which fantasy land you are in today?” He leans on the squat stand and stares at me.

“I met someone.” Best to come out to my closest friend. He and I have worked together for the last three years. We spend eight hours in the gym, and more during the weekly offs at movies or outdoor activities. The journey of growing from teens to adulthood sealed our friendship.

“Ah, ha. Do tell. Who has caught your fancy?”

“I don't know.”

“What do you mean? Did you meet a ghost?”

“He might as well be. I met a man at the park four days ago. No name. No address. He ran away when I said hello.”

“So, go back to the park at the same time.”

“Duh.” I leave out the part where I have been stalking the park for three days unsaid.

“Was he sexy?” Sahil winks, the sly amusement written all over his face.

“Yaar. He was so cute.” I place my palm on my chest and recall the man’s chubby cheeks, bewildered, panicking eyes behind askew spectacles, a perfect coif of hair and his delicious, thick body. R. Madhavan from Tanu Weds Manu had appeared before me. “The best part is the man is either gay or bi.”

“What? How can you say that when you don't even know his name?” Sahil runs his fingers on his sweat-laden forehead to tuck in a strand of hair.

“He said so himself.”

“Stop talking in circles. You said you did not get a chance to speak to him.”

“Umm, yeah. You won't believe this part. He was chatting to the Wilson statue about his sexuality. Or is the British officer’s name Wilfred? Whatever?” I don’t verbalise the memory of him cooing to the squirrel, but grin at it in my mind. 

Sahil's eyebrows rise. “He can't be a local. You deleted the gay dating app. So, how do you plan to find him?”

I roll my eyes. What should I say? Gay men aren't falling off the trees in my small hill state, and with the legal status of LGBT rights in India, one must be careful. Indian men are often married and looking for adventure. They are not my scene. I have no intention of wrecking anyone's home. Gay foreigners are harder to find. But if you chance upon one, avoid making my mistake, even though things ended well. I found two great friends– Kenny and Brian, a few years ago. We have sworn to one another not to share our tale with anyone. Despite all these roadblocks, I had enough fun in my tourist city. 

“Why would I chase him? I am more mature than the teenager you met.” I turn away from Sahil to adjust the weights on the rack.

The fiasco with Daljit flashes before me. After the heartbreak, I deleted the gay dating app on my phone, leading to over a year’s dry spell. And hence, why the man in the garden has planted himself in my brain. Grand declarations of sexuality to stone busts are not a common occurrence even in the forward cultures of the West. So yes, my options are limited, and this man is a godsend if he is single and ready to tingle.

‘He can't be a local’ Sahil’s assertion switches the tube light in my head.

Instead of killing myself running daily, I should check out nearby tourist lodges. I surprise Sahil with a hug and push him towards the squat rack. “Finish your set.”

He rolls his eyes and starts his exercise. After ten reps, he returns the bar, and I take my place. 

“Sir Ji, a man is at the reception, asking about our training packages.” Our cleaning boy, Vikas, interrupts our routine.

“Were you expecting someone?” I turn to Sahil, but he shrugs. 3-5 PM is our afternoon break. 

Accompanied by Vikas, I move to the front desk but stop in my tracks at the sight of the bespectacled man in a light blue button-down shirt admiring the photo stories of our clients. The grey pants stretched across two perfect round globes are no less enticing. Hai-o-rabba, I never imagined the nerdy dad bod types were my jam. 

“What can I do for you, sir?” I use my gruff, professional voice to attract his attention.

The man pivots on his leg and stumbles, eyes wide in terror. I extend my hand to support him. The warmth of his skin comes across the cotton fabric of his shirt. “Hey, be careful.”

“S-sorry. I am so sorry,” he stutters.

I am sure my hold on his arm is the only thing preventing him from bolting. “I should be the one saying sorry. I forgot my manners and startled you.”

The man straightens, pulling his arm away. “I wanted to check the gym and your package.”
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