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AN UNEXPECTED CALL

The rhythmic tap-tap-tapping of fingers on keyboards didn’t sound like the noble march of truth; it sounded like a thousand termites chewing through the foundation of democracy. The office of The Chronicle smelled of stale tea and the collective desperation of twenty journalists trying to meet a deadline that passed forty minutes ago.

Nagesh sat at his desk in the middle of this cheerful collapse, one leg folded under him like he was meditating, the other pushing his rolling chair back and forth just enough to annoy the person behind him. While this pose was terrible for his spine, it was excellent for creating a brooding atmosphere.

He took a sip from a chipped mug that he had “borrowed” from a press conference and refused to return out of spite. It claimed a “New Era of Transparency” in faded print, which was funny, considering he was currently listening to the city’s Transport Minister explain why corruption was actually a sign of efficiency.

“Just one more paragraph,” Nagesh muttered, staring at his screen with the intensity of a bomb disposal expert.

He wasn’t defusing a bomb. He was doing something far more dangerous: he was trying to link the Transportation Minister’s massive metro corruption scandal to a viral video of a cat stuck in one of the metro drain pipes.

“Connecting... corruption... to... feline... infrastructure... issues,” he whispered.

Surabi, his editor, had been clear. “Nobody cares about embezzlement, Nagesh. They care about Mr. Whiskers. Make the corruption about Mr. Whiskers.”

As his fingers flew across the keyboard, the minister dodged questions about metro funds “rebalancing themselves.” He was currently explaining how budget overruns were the direct cause of the pipe being too narrow for the cat. It was Pulitzer-worthy garbage.

Just as he was finishing the article with an apt ‘Cat-astrophe,’ his chair received a violent jolt that sent his body lurching forward.

Tea sloshed over the rim of his stolen mug, threatening the nearest stack of unpaid invoices masquerading as “documents.” With reflexes born from years of similar workplace violence, Nagesh saved the tea while simultaneously spinning around.

Surabi stood behind him, arms crossed, foot tapping on the threadbare carpet with the steady rhythm of a firing squad. Her white kurta was crisp, her jeans neat, and her expression carried the familiar mix of disappointment and homicide Nagesh had titled in his head as “Deadline Face.”

Her mouth was moving. Unfortunately, the minister was currently explaining how budget overruns were “a sign of growth,” and Nagesh had both earbuds in.

He held up a hand, as if blessing her. With exaggerated dignity, he tapped one earbud, took a slow sip of tea, and finally plucked it out.

“Sorry,” he said. “Couldn’t hear you over the sound of the government lying.”

It was not, strictly speaking, an apology.

“The cat article, Nagesh,” she said, tapping her foot on the worn carpet. “The internet is hungry and it needs a cat urgently.”

“I’m polishing,” he said, turning back to the screen. “Last-minute changes. Integrity. Craft. That thing people on Twitter keep talking about.”

Surabi’s eyes narrowed. She didn’t argue. She didn’t scream. She simply aimed her sensible flat shoe at the base of his rolling chair and kicked it with enough force to score a penalty.

“Go verify the source!”

With the help of its recently lubricated wheels, Nagesh’s chair took off like a NASA rocket across the smooth floor.

“Surabiiiiiiii!” Nagesh yelled, still clutching his teacup, as he found himself on an involuntary journey toward the ancient Xerox machine in the corner.

The Xerox machine, nicknamed “The Beast,” was a sadistic piece of machinery that had survived three editors-in-chief and had a personal vendetta against Nagesh. It loomed closer, its boxy frame growing larger by the second.

Nagesh calculated the trajectory. Impact with The Beast would result in a bruised knee and, worse, a lecture about the repair budget. His last salary review had included the phrase “one more incident,” which was corporate speak for “we will fire you and burn your desk.”

He extended his left foot and kicked a table leg, drifting the chair like a race car.

The chair sailed smoothly through the open door and drifted into the reception area, coming to a halt exactly in front of the reception desk.

Aisha, the receptionist, sat watching the spectacle with an amused expression. Her professionally maintained exterior cracked just enough to reveal a small grin of appreciation for Nagesh’s impromptu stunt.

“You look beautiful today,” he declared, trying to turn the fact that he had just been physically ejected from the newsroom into a deliberate charm offensive.

Most days, this would earn him an eye-roll that was only half-mocking. Today, her smile vanished. Her face froze in professional neutrality so fast it was like someone had hit pause.

Nagesh didn’t need to turn around to know why the temperature had dropped five degrees.

“What,” asked a familiar, gruff voice, “are you doing here instead of finishing that op-ed?”

Nagesh froze. He knew that voice. It belonged to Shankar Raghavan, the owner of The Chronicle, a man who still wore the same black suit from his days as a foreign correspondent in the 1980s.

“Shankar sir,” Nagesh began, turning to face his boss while rising from the chair in one smooth motion, “I just finished it but had some internet issues, so I wanted to come and ask about it.” He gestured vaguely toward the reception desk as if it were the source of all IT solutions.

Shankar looked at Nagesh, then at the chair, and finally at the teacup still miraculously intact in Nagesh’s hand. In his forty years of journalism, he had heard every possible excuse for a missed deadline. Nagesh’s performance landed somewhere between “imaginative” and “fireable.”

Before Shankar could speak, Surabi’s voice sliced through the air from the newsroom doorway.

“Hey, the internet is working now. Come on!” she called from the doorway, her tone making it clear that this was less of a rescue and more of a stay of execution.

Shankar’s sigh was long and heavy, like it had been waiting years to escape. It carried the weight of failing ad revenues, rising printing costs, and journalists who thought physics was a suggestion.

“Get it in my inbox in five minutes,” he said. “Or you can write your resignation letter as a longform piece.”

“Yes, sir,” Nagesh said brightly, yanking his chair and rolling it back towards the newsroom with all the dignity that could be salvaged.

Back at his desk, Surabi stood waiting, arms still crossed.

“You almost hit The Beast,” she said. “If you break it, Shankar will print your termination letter on your own body.”

“It’s a historic machine,” Nagesh said, dropping into his seat and placing the mug down carefully. “We shared a moment.”

“When will the piece be ready?” she asked.

“In five minutes,” he said, fingers already flying over the keyboard. “On the dot. Like a Swiss train. Except if it’s in India.”

She leaned over his shoulder, reading as he typed. Despite the irritation in her jaw, there was a thin layer of reluctant admiration. For all his idiocy, his pieces usually landed. Eventually.

“Now all you need is a quote from the cat and you’re done,” he exhaled as he hammered out the conclusion and hit send.

She stared at him for a beat. Then another. Finally, she sighed.

“Why do you always do this?” she asked. “You could finish early. You know what ‘early’ is, right? It’s that thing normal people do.”

“What’s the fun in that?” he said. “If my blood pressure isn’t high, how will people know I’m committed to the craft?”

On his desk, his phone began to vibrate. The name on the screen flashed for a moment before fading out: Vincent.

Former classmate. Former best friend. Current cautionary tale.

Nagesh stared at the phone long enough for the call to go to voicemail, then looked up at Surabi as if the interruption had never happened. “What about tonight’s dinner plans?”

Surabi, who had noticed the caller ID and Nagesh’s deliberate avoidance, played along with his change of subject. “I might have to extend today, but we can go tomorrow.”

“Tomorrow?” Nagesh frowned, suddenly finding his calendar mysteriously full. “I might be busy then, you know.”

Surabi’s lips curved into a knowing smile. “Oh, then let’s meet some other day.” She paused for dramatic effect. “I will also get an opportunity to go with a few of my friends.”

The casualness of her tone didn’t match the calculation in her eyes. Nagesh knew when he was being manipulated, but he also knew when to concede a battle.

“Fine. Tomorrow it is,” he agreed, sounding far more dejected than the situation warranted.

The phone buzzed again. Vincent. More insistent this time, like the past refusing to stay politely in the past.

“You should take that,” Surabi said, nodding at the phone.

“You know he didn’t even invite me to his wedding,” Nagesh said. “Forget invite, he didn’t even send a photo. I saw his marriage through someone else’s Instagram story. That’s not friendship. That’s... just a scroll.”

“And yet,” she said, “he’s calling thrice.”

“He didn’t tell me about his divorce either,” Nagesh continued, spinning slightly in his chair the way some people paced. “I found out through my sources.”

“You mean your friends,” she said.

“Former friends,” he corrected. “And technically, sources.”

The phone vibrated for a third time, rattling against a metal paperweight and drawing glances from nearby desks. The display still said Vincent, as if the man’s entire personality had been boiled down to that one word and a persistent ringtone.

“I think it’s important,” Surabi said quietly. “No one calls this much unless they’re collecting a debt or in trouble.”

Before he could reply, Shankar’s voice boomed from his office. He was calling for Surabi to review the op-ed.

She shot Nagesh one last look that said more than any lecture could, then walked away.

Alone at his desk, Nagesh stared at the phone.

Four years is a long time not to speak to someone you once shared lunch, secrets, and tuition notes with. It’s also the exact amount of time required to build a sturdy resentment around a fragile core of still caring.

The phone started vibrating again. With a resigned sigh, Nagesh picked up the phone and swiped to accept the call.

“Hello,” he said, barely containing the storm of emotions bubbling up.

On the other end, there was no small talk, no apology, no script.

“Nagesh,” Vincent said, voice tight and nothing like the easy baritone from college, “I need your help.”
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MEET AND GREET

Chennai’s summer is its own thing. The midday sun doesn’t shine; it interrogates. It beats down on the pavement until the tar surrenders, demanding to know why you are wearing a shirt and why you haven’t fainted yet.

Vincent’s Royal Enfield gave up exactly three metres before the parking spot, which felt about right for his life. The bike, much like its owner, was heavy, reliable, and currently overheating.

He checked his watch: 12:00 sharp. Punctuality, in Vincent’s experience, usually meant one of two things: either you were about to arrest someone, or you were about to make a terrible personal decision. Today, he wasn’t on duty.

He removed his helmet. His hair, now a tragic mix of sweat and helmet-flattened grey, expanded slightly as it hit the humid air. He looked at his reflection in the bike mirror. He looked like a man who had been chasing a suspect through a sauna.

He sighed, wiped his forehead with a handkerchief that was already surrendering to the humidity, and looked across the street.

There it was. Nair’s Tea Corner.

Nestled between a shady travel agency promising “100% Visa Guarantee to Canada” and a paan stall buzzing with flies, the shop was exactly the kind of place Nagesh would pick. It had terrible ventilation, questionable hygiene, and acoustics designed to amplify human suffering.

Vincent paused at the entrance, hand resting on the doorframe. For one brief, traitorous moment, he considered leaving. They’d done four years without each other. They could probably do four more. He could pretend the phone call hadn’t happened, pretend the words “I need your help” hadn’t sounded like someone finally pulling a fire alarm inside his head.

But the thing about emergencies was that cops were trained to run towards them. Even when they were off duty. Even when it hurt.

He stepped inside. The sensory assault was immediate.

A television mounted on the wall was screaming news at maximum volume. A mixer-grinder was busily running in the background, turning sad little fruits into runny juices. Two college kids were screaming at each other over a textbook, and a man was arguing on speakerphone in Malayalam about the price of cement.

And there, in the middle of this acoustic war zone, sat Nagesh.

He looked almost exactly the same. Same sharp features, same messy hair, same restless eyes that seemed to be observing and mocking things at the same time. The only visible upgrades were a slightly more tired posture and, Vincent suspected, a much more practiced ability to annoy people in power.

Vincent tried his best diplomatic smile—the one he used on bureaucrats, irate complainants and, occasionally, senior officers who forgot he existed until there was a problem.

“Wow, that smile makes me want to puke,” Nagesh said, before he could even sit down. “Did they teach you that in police training, or is it a natural gift?”

Vincent pulled out the plastic chair opposite him and sat down. It groaned in protest.

“Nice to see you too, Nagesh. You haven’t changed a bit.”

“Oh, you know how to make small talk now? I’m impressed,” Nagesh replied, taking a leisurely sip from his steaming cup of tea. “I honestly thought you’d just disappeared in these four years.”

Before Vincent could answer, a lanky teenager with a pencil tucked behind his ear appeared at the table. He didn’t ask what Vincent wanted; he just stared at him.

“One tea,” Vincent shouted over the mixer-grinder, which had just shifted into a higher, more painful gear.

The waiter vanished.

“Look,” Vincent started, leaning in. “I know I’m at fault. I ghosted. I had... situations.”

Nagesh stared into his cup. For a second, the mask slipped. He looked hurt. He looked like the college kid who used to share his lunch.

“This is annoying,” Nagesh muttered, shaking his head. “I had a speech. A scathing, witty monologue about loyalty and the melancholic nature of human relations. And now you sit here looking like a melted candle, apologising like a decent human being. You’ve ruined my dramatic tension.”
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