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SIDDARTH

Siddarth Mukherjee, seated at the desk of his office, heaved a sigh of relief. A software problem was annoying him for the past couple of hours, and he could ultimately find a solution for it. His boss would be pleased to hear about it as their client wanted the problem to be fixed as soon as possible.

Siddarth grabbed the silver water bottle from his desk and opened its lid. While he drank the water, the bottle slipped from his hand and spilled on his shirt and desk. Damn it! Siddharth hastened to grab a tissue paper to wipe. His heart sank as he considered it a bad omen. He was already worried about the bug that worried him and his boss. He could relieve a bit after fixing it. He hoped no other problem would surface before he shared the good news with his boss.

He hastened to turn off his laptop and rose to meet his boss. No doubt his boss would be pleased to hear from Siddarth that the software bug had been fixed. And the application had been working fine.

While he corrected his shirt at his waist, his cell phone rang. Who might it be? He took the device from his shirt pocket and glanced at the screen. It was his father, Ratan Mukherjee. Why had his Dad called now? He pressed the green button and answered. “Hi, Dad. How are you?” He waited to hear from his father, all ears.

His father coughed. “Siddarth, where are you?” He sounded impatient and fearful.

“Where else, Dad?” Siddarth’s pulse quickened. His father’s nervous voice hinted to him something was wrong. “I am at my office. But what’s the matter, Dad?”

“Siddarth,” his father said, “you need to visit Bangalore as soon as possible.”

Siddarth should visit? “Why, Dad? What’s the problem?”

“Siddarth,” his father said, his voice lowered. “Your younger brother, Tanay...has...been...”

“Yes, Dad,” Siddarth said, sounding impatient. “What about Tanay? Is he all right?”

“No, dear. He is not.”

“What’s the matter?”

“He met...with an accident, dear.” His father cried over the phone. He said: “Your mother and I want you to be here with us.”

Oh, no. Siddarth’s heart sank. His younger brother Tanay, who had been seeing a suitable girl to get married, had spoken to Siddarth a few days ago. He was so jovial and shared all the happenings in their family in Bangalore. Siddarth guided him about what kind of girl to choose and what to look for so that his marital life would be happier. Being his younger brother, Siddarth had to enlighten him on the path of enlightenment.

“Siddarth,” his father said, alerting him from his train of thought. “Are you there?”

“Oh, I am sorry, Dad.” He swallowed. “Yes, I am listening.” Ha paused and said, “What really happened?”

“Well, we also don’t know. All we heard is Tanay has been admitted into the Apollo hospital after he met with an accident. He is being treated.”

Siddarth needed to visit Bangalore and oversee Tanay’s treatment. He should find out who the other party was and should contact their insurance companies.

“Dad,” Siddarth said, looking at his watch. “There is a flight from Mumbai to Bangalore in the next one hour. I’ll try to travel by it and hopefully meet you by evening.” He paused and continued, “How is Mum? I hope she is not too worried.”

“She is with me in the hospital, dear,” his father said. “Make sure you visit us soon. Now, talk to your mother.”

There was a rustle over the phone then his mother, Anshu Mukherjee, said, “Siddarth, how are you?”

“I am all right, Mum.” Siddarth pursed his lips. “Tell me how is Tanay? Is he serious?”

“Well, we don’t know, dear. He has been taken to the operation theatre. The doctors are busy and haven’t shared anything about Tanay’s situation.” She started crying.

“Mum,” Siddarth said, “console yourself. I’ll be there in the next few hours. Please be patient till I arrive. I am sure Tanay will be all right.”

“Let’s hope so, dear.” His mother paused and said, “Please start from there soon.”

“I will, Mum.” Siddarth needed to rush. “Bye for now.”

He tossed his phone on the desk and sat back on his chair. Their interim product release was scheduled for next week. Siddarth worried whether his boss would ever permit him to leave. But Siddarth didn’t have any option but to visit Bangalore. His parents were worried and they needed him there. He should somehow convince his boss and take time off for at least a week.

His boss should be happy to hear the niggling bug had been fixed. At least, this was the solace and would make his boss allow Siddarth to visit Bangalore. Thank God he could find a solution as otherwise, his boss wouldn’t have allowed Siddarth to go on leave.

He rose and heaved a sigh. Placing his laptop in his backpack, Siddarth strode towards his boss’s desk.

His boss, Pranesh Mishra, was busy staring at the computer screen. He often made notes on a small notepad beside the keyboard. Siddarth waited behind him, thinking he might notice him. But when he remained busy, Siddarth cleared his throat.

Pranesh turned around. He smiled.

His checked blue shirt and navy blue pants caught Siddarth’s attention. They made him look at his boss with admiration. He knew Pranesh always wore flamboyant clothes and had a charming personality. His square face with fair complexion uplifted Siddarth’s mood whenever he met him. Pranesh’s curly hair with wide forehead made Siddarth stare at him with admiration.

“Hi, Siddarth,” Pranesh said, his voice a bit raised. “What’s the matter?”

Siddarth blinked and he was brought to the present. “Oh, yes. Hi, Pranesh.” He forced a smile.

Pranesh looked at Siddarth’s backpack. “Are you leaving early?”

“Yes.”

Pranesh’s face became pale. It flushed. “Why?”

“Well, let me first share with you good news.”

Pranesh’s face lit up. “What?”

“I could fix the software bug.”

“Wow.” Pranesh rose. He came closer to Siddarth and hugged him. “Congratulations. You are invincible, Siddarth.” He held him by his shoulder. “What was the problem? Did you test the application properly?”

Siddarth told him the technical aspect of the glitch. He said everything was fixed and the product was ready to hand over to the customer.

“All right,” Pranesh said. “Is there any reason you’re leaving early?” He loosened his hold on Siddarth.

Siddarth coughed. He paused and said: “Yes. I need to go to Bangalore.”

“What?” Pranay creased his forehead.

“My father spoke to me a while ago,” Siddarth said. “Tanay has met with an accident and my parents want me to be with them.”

“Oh, I’m so sorry, Siddarth,” Pranesh said, placing his hand on his shoulder. “How is Tanay? Is he serious?”

“Um...my parents told me he is being operated on.” Siddarth dropped his gaze. “They too don’t know the severity of his condition.” He paused and looked back at Pranesh. “I need to go on time-off, you know.”

Pranesh pursed his lips. He waited and said: “Sure. You can go and I’ll manage with other team members. You’ve fixed the bug and we don’t need to worry about it.”

Siddarth’s heart lightened. He forced a smile and said, “Thank you so much, Pranesh. I really admire you for your cooperation.”

“It’s okay.” Pranesh smiled. “Take care.”

Siddarth bade Pranesh goodbye and walked out of his office.

The cold breeze that swept down the parking lot comforted him as he approached his car. Various trees—neem, almond, and drumstick—that shook in the howling wind uplifted his mood. The greenery of shrubbery around the perimeter of the parking lot quieted his mind. He opened the car door and sat inside.

A few employees pulled their cars out of their parking lot. He drove out of the office premises and joined the main street. The evening traffic annoyed him as he should catch the flight scheduled that evening. The sooner he reached Bangalore, the better his parents would feel. They were in need of his support. His father had said Tanay had been taken to the operation theatre. It looked like he sustained severe injuries. He prayed almighty to make Tanay feel better as soon as possible.

Tanay had been seeing girls so that he could get married. He was reluctant as he wanted Siddarth to get married for the second time. But his wife’s memories still afresh in his mind, Siddarth didn’t want to go for any other woman. He wished to wait and let the agony of his wife’s death disappear from his mind.

He remembered his wife, Bela, who died of cancer. Siddarth didn’t expect she would get affected by it at so early age. He tried to treat her in well-known hospitals, but Bela didn’t survive. Siddarth had been married for two years when God snatched her from his life. He was unlucky when it came to woman in his life.

Bela was liked by his parents and hailed from very good family background. She was so pretty Siddarth decided to marry her soon after he saw her along with his parents at her house.

The first year of their marriage was joyful. They roamed around North India and visited a few amusing tourist destinations. Bela was fond of traveling. It was she who insisted Siddarth take her to those interesting tourists destination.

Siddarth wished to have children. He spoke to Bela about it, but she desired to wait. She had said it would make sense if they developed a close relationship before they had children. Siddarth often admired her for her decisions. He too realized he needed to please Bela as much as possible before they had kids.

Bela liked staying in Mumbai, where Siddarth worked. She liked dining at Taj Residency and spending time around India Gate. A few restaurants around Bandra and Juhu were her most interesting dining places. She always insisted Siddarth take her there on weekends. Even though tired of office work and wanted to rest, Siddarth never refused her plea. He took her there and treated her with the food of her choice.

A loud honk from a car behind him alerted Siddarth. He pulled his vehicle toward the left to make room for others to pass him. He waited patiently at the traffic lights even though he needed to rush to his house. He ought to get ready and hasten to go to the airport so that he could reach Bangalore before it was too late.

He never expected Tanay would face this situation. Though his father sounded fearful, Siddarth hoped Tanay would be all right. Maybe, he sustained a few minor injuries and would stay in the hospital for a few days.

Tanay was close to Siddarth. He often visited him in Mumbai during his college vacation. He worked as a professor in a biology department of a well-known college in Secunderabad. He was good at studies and had a passion for teaching. His parents suggested he become a software engineer like Siddarth. But Tanay was interested in Biology and he stuck to his stance. He went on to study his master’s course in science and became a professor.

Tanay was unhappy with what happened to Siddarth’s wife. He was one of the most affected persons and it prevented him from getting married.

But Siddarth persuaded him not to stop pursuing his life goals. He suggested Tanay see the girls and get married as otherwise, he would become old. No girls would prefer to marry him if he crossed a certain age.

Tanay waited for around six months after Siddarth lost his wife. When he came under pressure from his parents, he decided to see some girls. He was almost close to choosing a girl and getting married when God struck him. The almighty had been unkind to him. Siddarth hoped everything would be all right. Tanay would get back to his routine life as soon as possible.
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PUSHPA

Pushpa Parekh inserted her scooter key into its slot and ignited it. The vehicle didn’t start which annoyed her. Her close friend and colleague, Madhu Pradhan, came closer to Pushpa.

“Is it not starting?” Madhu asked.

Pushpa nodded, continuing to ignite the engine. When she tried again, the engine purred to its life. Pushpa’s heart lightened. At last, her scooter didn’t make her go to her home by taxi. She sat and asked Madhu to make herself comfortable in the back seat. She drove her vehicle towards the main entrance of her office.

Her office campus with blooming plants—roses, jasmine, and marigolds—soothed her mind. The tall Asoka trees growing across the pathway enlightened her mood. A few employees pulled their cars out of the parking lot. A shrill of parakeets echoed around.

Madhu held Pushpa’s waist as they traveled out of their office premises. “Did you get your scooter serviced this year?”

Pushpa tilted her head towards Madhu. “No. That’s the reason it is troubling me.” She paused and said, “I’ll take it to the service center this weekend.”

“Better you do it without delay,” Madhu said. “It will be difficult for you if the vehicle stopped in the midway.”

Pushpa nodded. “I agree.” She passed a slow-moving car and steered her vehicle toward the left. “So, how did your job go this week?” Madhu had been working hard as it was a fiscal year-end. “You said there was some problem with the accounting balance sheet.”

“Oh, yes,” Madhu said. “We had to work hard and fix the anomaly. Everything is set right and we’re ready to submit the account details to the income tax department.” She held Pushpa’s shoulder. “We indeed were in trouble last week as there was a mismatch in the balance sheet because of a wrong entry.”

“I knew you accounting guys will fix the trouble,” Pushpa said, stopping at the intersection.

A traffic inspector in his white uniform struggled to ease the congestion. A few motorbikes rumbled and sped past the intersection when the signal turned green. The kids in a yellow school bus peeped out of the windows and took glimpses of the outside world.

“Pushpa,” said Madhu as they waited for the signal to turn green. “You said Rupesh Iyengar had called you this afternoon.”

Pushpa’s heart sank hearing Rupesh Iyengar. He had been stalking her and invited her to have lunch with him that afternoon. Both Rupesh and Labeen had been nightmares for Pushpa and Madhu.

“Yes, he did call me,” Pushpa said. She raced past the intersection when the signal turned green. Her heart pounded to her ribcage as the image of Rupesh and Labeen assaulted her mind.

“What else did he say?” Madhu asked.

“Well,” Pushpa said, driving past a slow-moving taxi. “He said he would like to eat lunch with me. He even cautioned me not to avoid him as he is...interested...to marry me.” Pushpa coughed.

“Well,” Madhu said, gripping Pushpa’s shoulders. “It looks like these two scoundrels never stay away from us.” She waited for Pushpa to steer her scooter towards the left and enter a colony of houses. “I am also scared of Labeen Singh. You know I also received a call from him later this afternoon.”

“Oh, did you?” Pushpa’s chest congested. Labeen had been behind Madhu. He wished to marry her and both Rupesh and Labeen had been stalking them together. 

All four of them—Pushpa, Madhu, Rupesh, and Labeen—studied their course together. Pushpa came closer to Rupesh because he helped her with her laboratory assignments. But she never intended to marry him and considered him only as a good friend. Both Rupesh and Labeen wrongly understood Pushpa and Madhu were interested in them.

They had revealed their intention to Pushpa and Madhu a few months ago. And Pushpa along with Madhu refused to agree with them which angered Rupesh and his friend. Instead of staying away from them, they both started stalking Pushpa and Madhu. They had been major hurdles in their lives.

Madhu pressed Pushpa’s tummy, bringing her back to the present. 

“Labeen said we better agree to their demands and unite with them,” Madhu said. “Otherwise, they’ll not allow us to live in peace.”

Pushpa drove her scooter slowly to hear what her friend had been saying. “I agree they’ve been crossing their limits. Do you think we should do something to stop them?”

“Yes,” Madhu said. “We should.”

Pushpa contemplated Rupesh and Labeen as she drove ahead. She became a friend of Rupesh when they first met in the lab session of their graduate course. At first, his scary appearance hinted to her she better not get closer to him. But Rupesh continued to pursue his interest in her. He lured her by doing her lab assignments and helping her in completing her project work. He also had a few contacts with the college staff. He made sure Pushpa earned good marks in the laboratory exams. 

But Pushpa never expected Rupesh would propose to her. It was shocking to her when Rupesh said he would like to marry her. A few of her female classmates suggested she unite with Rupesh. But Pushpa disliked his appearance. He was a dark man with not so wide forehead that was unattractive to her. 

She didn’t like his physique and no way he matched her marvelous figure. Moreso, he belonged to a different caste. Pushpa knew her parents wouldn’t allow her to unite with a person like Rupesh. 

She told Rupesh she considered him a good friend and didn’t have any romantic feelings. But Rupesh didn’t stop pursuing his interest in her.

It had been a year since she rejected his proposal. Rupesh had been behind her since then and acted insanely. He was forcing her to agree to marry her which annoyed her. In the last few weeks, he had been asking for a date so that he could talk to her leisurely. But Pushpa didn’t heed his advances.

Similar was the case with Madhu. Labeen Singh was interested in her. But Madhu told him she couldn’t marry as he belonged to an altogether different community. Her parents wouldn’t allow her to unite with such a man as he wore a turban. He practiced different customs and rituals.

When Pushpa drove past a cycle rickshaw, an olive car in the rearview mirror caught her attention. Didn’t it belong to Rupesh? She took a closer look at the vehicle. Yes, it was Rupesh Iyengar seated in the passenger seat with Labeen Singh behind the wheel.

Pushpa’s heart missed a beat. No doubt Rupesh and Labeen were after them. They indeed were interested to talk to them and might be having some sinister plan. She slowed her vehicle and said, “Madhu, see who is following us?”

Madhu was silent for a moment and said, “It looks like Labeen and Rupesh are after us.” Her voice was shaky and lifeless. “Should you race ahead and avoid them?”

“Um...I think we need to speed fast and enter into some narrow street.” Pushpa drove at high speed and looked around for any narrow street so that she could enter there. But Rupesh outsmarted her. He drove his car ahead of her and stopped in front of her vehicle. Pushpa was blocked and couldn’t move ahead. 

Her pulse quickened, and she rested her feet on the ground. She couldn’t fathom what she ought to do and she kept the engine of her scooter remained on.

Rupesh, in his faded blue jeans and dark blue t-shirt, approached them. Labeen, in his grey corduroy pants and a sky blue shirt, accompanied him. Their faces were lit with mocking smiles. Their fists were clenched and their chests were puffed up.

“Do you think you can escape from us, eh?” Rupesh said, looking at Pushpa. His round, dark face was applied with face powder. His average height of around 5’8’’ suited his short neck. His long curly black hair, applied with hair oil glistened in the sunlight.

Pushpa inhaled a deep breath, gathering enough courage to speak. “Look, Rupesh. Don’t try to be insane. We’re not yielding to any of your tactics.” She paused and killed her scooter engine. “We already told you about our interest. It’s better you stop stalking us and stay away from us. Otherwise—”

“Otherwise what, eh?” Labeen said. “What do you think of us? Do you think we’ll leave you both free? No, we are not. We are interested in you and it’s better you agree to unite with us.”

“Labeen,” Madhu said, her voice an octave higher. “Don’t be insane. You both are quite lunatics and I suggest you stay away from us. No force in this world will let us unite with you both.”

Labeen's oval and fair face became crimson. His not-so-wide forehead creased while his thick closed lips trembled slightly.

“What do you do then, eh?” he said, his thick black brows knotted. “It’s better you both marry us and unite as otherwise, you’ll never live your life peacefully.”

Pushpa’s lips became dry, and she wetted them with her tongue. She needed to do something before things went out of control. She glanced at Madhu and started her scooter. When she tried to sneak past Rupesh and Labeen, they both held her vehicle. Pushpa couldn’t drive past them and she lost her balance. They both—Pushpa and Madhu—fell to the ground.

Rupesh held Pushpa’s shoulder. “I told you not to go against our wishes. It’s better...you...both...” She moved closer to her and tried to kiss her. 

Pushpa’s heart raced and she tried hard to escape out of his clutches. But Rupesh held her arm tight and walked her towards his car.

Labeen also fought with Madhu and tried to take her toward the car. But Madhu struggled hard to escape from his clutches. “You scoundrel, leave me alone. Where do you think you’ll take us, eh?”

Both Rupesh and Labeen laughed aloud and managed to take them towards the rear door of their car.

Pushpa’s attention diverted towards a man on a motorbike. He approached them and stopped his vehicle beside Rupesh’s car. He looked at everyone and said, “Why don’t you guys park your car aside? You’ve almost blocked the road, you know.”

The man wore navy blue pants and a sky blue shirt. His square and fair face shone in the sunlight and his wide forehead creased as he looked at Rupesh and Labeen.

“Um...well...” Rupesh said, “Why don’t you wait? We...will...”

Pushpa needed to seek the man’s help. She should tell him Rupesh and Labeen were kidnapping her and Madhu. She glanced at Madhu, who also looked at her with her eyes sparkling. She seemingly realized what Pushpa wanted to do and nodded her head in agreement.

“Pushpa,” Rupesh said, “get into the car. We need to leave.”

But Pushpa tried to loosen his grip on her. She said, looking at the man on the motorbike: “Sir, these two men are molesting us. They are stalking us and taking us to some place forcibly. Why don’t you help us, sir?”

The man stepped out of his vehicle. He parked it and approached Rupesh. “Who are you both?” he asked Rupesh and Labeen. “What are you doing to them?”

Rupesh and Labeen exchanged glances with each other. Labeen cleared his throat. “It’s none of your business. Leave us alone and we all are friends and these two women are our classmates.”

“No, sir,” Madhu said, “they are taking us against our wishes. Our vehicle is parked over there.” She looked at Pushpa’s scooter.

“Hey, Mr,” said the man to Labeen. “What are—?”

“But who are you?” Labeen asked.

“I am Siddarth Mukherjee,” said the man, coming closer to Rupesh. “Now, leave her alone. Otherwise...”

“What do you do, eh?” Rupesh said. He loosened his grip on Pushpa and tried to hit Siddarth on his cheek. 

But Siddarth tilted his head away and missed the punch. He acted swiftly and punched Rupesh in his chest. Rupesh growled in pain and fell to the ground.

Labeen came forward and tried to hit Siddarth, who held his first and twisted his hand. Labeen moaned in pain while Siddarth kicked his buttock that sent Labeen to the distance pit. He fell on it, holding his stomach.

Pushpa’s heart lightened, seeing Labeen and Rupesh lying on the ground. She looked at Siddarth with admiration. 

“Thank you so much, sir,” said she. “You really saved us.”

“Yes, sir,” Madhu said. “We didn’t know what they would’ve done to us.”

“It’s all right,” said Siddarth. “You can call me Siddarth.” He inserted his hand in his chest pocket and took out a small card. “This is my visiting card. Call me when you need help. I think these two scoundrels may continue to stalk you both. I’ll see how I can help you both.”

Pushpa read the details on the card. His profession, a Software Engineer, below his name caught her attention.
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SIDDARTH

Siddarth stared at the vehicle that Pushpa drove with Madhu seated behind her. He was contented with helping them from the atrocities of Rupesh and Labeen. Both the ruffians would’ve abducted the girls or would’ve molested them had Siddarth not rescued them.

Among the two ladies, Pushpa seemed more determined. She was the one who explained the ruffians in vivid detail. Madhu Pradhan seemed quiet, but she was equally wise. Both Pushpa and Madhu were no doubt in danger and Siddarth needed to help them in the future.

Pushpa said Rupesh and Labeen were their classmates. Siddarth wondered at the ruffians tormenting the girls as they had studied together. Maybe, they both—Rupesh and Labeen—had some sinister plans. Pushpa said the ruffians were interested to marry them. And boththe girls disliked their idea which must’ve irked the guys.

Siddarth started his motorbike and sat on it. He needed to go to the Apollo Hospitals as soon as possible and find out the condition of his brother, Tanay. His parents were also waiting in the hospital. Siddarth hoped everything would be all right.

The traffic was moderate with a few city buses honking loudly to move past the cars and motorbikes. A few taxis raced past an intersection to take their passengers to their destination. A flock of pigeons took flight above a crumbling building.

Siddarth parked his vehicle in the Apollo Hospital parking lot and rushed to the lobby. After making an inquiry, he arrived at a room where Tanay had been admitted.

His brother was lying on the bed with plaster around his shoulder. His square, the fair face was ashen and his eyes were closed.

Siddarth’s parents were seated beside the bed. His father had been reading India Today and his mother sat, staring at Tanay.

Siddarth cleared his throat as he entered the room. His parent’s attention diverted toward him. Their faces were lit up and they straightened in their seats.

“Hi, Mum,” Siddarth said, his voice as low as possible not to disturb Tanay. “Hello, Dad.” He placed the carry books containing fruits and biscuits on the steel table.

“Hi, beta,” his mother said. Her round, fair complexioned face shone in the fluorescent lights. His black eyes were filled with tears as she stared at Siddarth.

He dragged a metal chair and sat beside his parents. “Mum, I hope Tanay is all right.” He paused, looking at the tears flowing down her cheeks. “Don’t worry, Mum. I am sure everything is going to be all right.”

His mother wiped her tears from a napkin. She nodded. “Let’s hope so, beta.”

Siddarth turned to his father. “Dad, what did the doctor say?” He switched his gaze between Tanay and his father. “I am sure nothing serious had happened to Tanay.”

His father’s green eyes welled. A dimple formed on his chubby cheeks as he composed himself and smiled at Siddarth. “es, beta. God is kind towards us. Nothing major has happened to Tanay. He just got his shoulder blade injured. He will be all right in a few days.”

Siddarth heaved a sigh of relief. “Thank God. I knew it, Dad.” He turned to his mother. “Mum, there is no need to worry. Siddarth is going to be all right.”

His attention diverted towards Tanay, who shook his head and murmured, “Um...Mum...water...”

Siddarth rose quickly and took a glass of water. He went to Tanay and looked at his face. His brother stared at him and a faint smile appeared on his face.

“Tanay,” Siddarth said. “You’re going to be all right. Please drink the water.” He trickled it into Tanay’s mouth slowly.

Tanay drank the water and shook his head. He held his brother’s hand and said, “When did you come, brother?”

Siddarth told him the details and assured him he would be with him until he was all right. He told him nothing had happened and everything was going to be all right.

When Tanay composed himself and fell asleep, Siddarth sat back. He turned to his father. “Dad, did the doctor say how serious the shoulder injury is?” He was concerned about whether Tanay could resume his work as a professor.

His father stroked his short chin. “Well, I told you. It’s not a major injury. Some ligaments have been damaged. He would become all right in a few days.”

Siddarth discussed the accident and the opposite party involved in it. He told his father he would take care of the insurance matter and compensation.

His mother cleared his throat. “Siddarth,” she said, leaning forward. “What about your job in Mumbai?”

“Don’t worry about it, Mum.” Siddarth smiled at her, making her relieved. “I’ve talked to my manager about it. I can stay here until Tanay became all right.”

His mother swallowed. “But beta, what about your decision to shift to Bangalore?”

Siddarth’s parents had been insisting he shift to his native place so that he could care for his parents. But Siddarth had been dodging the matter. He didn’t want the sad memory of his wife’s demise to assault his mind. That was the reason he had left Bangalore and started working in Mumbai.

“Mum, I...really.”

His father straightened in his seat. “Yes, dear. You need to return to Bangalore. Tanay also feels supported in your company. You see what happened now.” He paused and said, “We are becoming aged and need your support, dear.”

Siddarth put his hand on his father’s lap. “Dad,” he said, his voice lowered. “I do understand your concerns. But please be patient. I do not...”

“Please beta,” his mother said, “don’t be late. The sooner you shift, the better it will be for us.”

Siddarth remained silent, contemplating. He should decide about his shift to Bangalore as his parents had been pleading for a long. He would forget the bitter incidence of his wife’s death in the company of his parents and brother.

Tanay had been trying to see a suitable girl to get married to. Siddarth should help him in his endeavor to get married. He should help everyone and seek their support in correcting the lacunae in his life.

Siddarth looked at his father with admiration. He had been a source of inspiration behind Siddarth's and Tanay’s career progress. When they studied during their childhood, it was his father who taught them the lessons. He helped them complete their homework when Siddarth’s mother was unable to spare time.

His father wanted Siddarth to become a doctor. But Siddarth hated the idea because he wanted a challenging career. He was good at mathematics and solving problems. He liked to learn new things and the software jobs would provide him with such opportunities.

His father worked as a bank manager in a State Bank Of India. He managed the bank staff well and had earned a good reputation in his occupation. His colleagues often met Siddarth and the rest of their family members at their homes. They dined together and spent the weekend talking about various matters.

His father was the one who managed to find Siddarth’s wife and arrange a grand marriage between them. His deceased wife was the daughter of one of his father’s friends. Siddarth never opposed whatever his father suggested. He decided to marry a girl, who was liked by his parents. But God had been harsh on Siddarth and his loved ones as he snatched her within a year of their union.

Siddarth’s father often insisted he got married for the second time. He worried about how Siddarth would manage without a life partner. But Siddarth deferred the matter as his wife was still afresh in his mind. Maybe, he would agree to their suggestion when he had almost forgotten his deceased wife.

“Siddarth,” his mother said, his brows knotted. “What are you thinking so deeply, beta?”

“Oh, I am sorry,” Siddarth said, returning to the present. “I was just...you...know...”

“Is there anything you would like to share with us?” she said. “Please be open-minded, you know. It’ll clear your mind and lighten your heart.”

Siddarth straightened in his seat. He wished to mention the two girls he met while driving there. He was really attracted to Pushpa Parekh and wished to talk about her with his Mum. But it was too early to say anything beyond what really happened on the road.

“Mum,” he said, smiling faintly, “I came across two girls while coming to the hospital.” He paused and said, “Some miscreants were trying to hurt them and abduct them in their car.”

“Oh, is it so,” his father said, his wide forehead creased.

“Yes, Dad,” Siddarth said, turning towards him. “I could release the girls from the clutches of the ruffians and free them. Otherwise, God knew what would’ve happened to the poor girls.”

“Did you brawl with the guys?” his mother asked.

“Well, it was a minor fight between me and those scoundrels, Mum. But I could manage to nail them down and free the girls.”

“Thank God you escaped unhurt, beta,” his mother said. “You better stay away from such rowdies the next time around. We don’t know what harm they might cause to you.”

“Yes, Siddarth,” his father said, “it’s better you be careful. What if the ruffians carried some weapons and tried to hurt you?”

“Dad, the guys were their classmates. They wanted the girls to unite with them against their wishes.” He paused and turned to his mother. “I told you, they knew each other well.”

Siddarth didn’t want to mention anything more than that. It would be premature for him to tell them about Pushpa and his liking towards her. He should develop a close friendship with her and help her somehow. When they get closer to each other, he would introduce her to his parents and progress the matter.

A knock on the door alerted Siddarth. He shifted his gaze towards the entrance. A doctor with a stethoscope hung around his neck entered along with a nurse in a white uniform.

Siddarth rose. “Hi, doctor.”

The physician smiled and went to Tanay. He checked his pulse and chest using his stethoscope. Tanay opened his eyes and stared at the doctor.

“How are you feeling now?” the doctor asked.

Tanay nodded. “Better, doctor.”

“Do you feel pain in the shoulder?”

“No.”

“All right,” the doctor said, turning towards Siddarth and his father. “It looks like he is recovering and responding to the medication. I’ll check him up once again and tell you when he can go home.”

“But doctor,” Siddarth said, “what’s your opinion? Will he totally become normal?” He switched his gaze between Tanay and the doctor. “He is injured at his shoulder, you know.”

“Well, nothing to worry about. Some ligaments are damaged and they will heal gradually. I assure you that he will become all right and normal as he was before.”

Siddarth smiled and his parent’s faces lit up. They all thanked the doctor, who said Tanay would be discharged in two days and asked them to be patient.

Siddarth decided to take a walk outside and bring some fruits and bread to his brother. His parents would also like to have some coffee. He told his intention to his mother, who gave him the flask to get coffee. Siddarth walked out of the room.

The smell of disinfectant and medicines choked him as he walked to the main door. The doctors and nurses in white uniforms strode hurriedly to attend to their duties. A few patients were carried in gurneys by the paramedics. A blare of an ambulance echoed from outside.

Siddarth heaved a sigh as nothing major had happened to Tanay. What he had initially thought when he left Mumbai turned out to be incorrect. The doctor assured them Tanay would become all right in the next few days. God had been kind towards his brother as he escaped with some minor injuries. But the images of Pushpa and Madhu continued to fill her mind as he entered the hospital canteen to get coffee.
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PUSHPA

Pushpa, after dropping her friend Madhu Pradhan at her home, sped past toward her house. Her mind was agitated because of their encounter with Rupesh and Labeen.

She hadn’t expected Rupesh would go to such an extent and try to abduct her and Madhu. He acted rather unkind along with Labeen. Pushpa knew both Rupesh and Labeen were frustrated and had lost control of their minds.  

She thanked Siddarth Mukherjee for saving her and Madhu from the trouble mongers. He was like a Godsend and arrived at the right time and the right place.  

Pushpa liked Siddarth. It was like love at first sight. She couldn’t decipher what kind of feelings Siddarth had towards her. But she no doubt was attracted to him. His square, fair face with his more than average height captivated her. He looked smart and energetic. With his masculine personality, he could manage to fight with Rupesh and Labeen. And sending them to the ground.

Soon after the fight, Puspha thanked Siddarth for offering help. She never hesitated to ask his name and his profession. She was happy to hear Siddarth worked as a software engineer. No doubt he earned a handsome salary. He also said he worked in Mumbai and stayed alone. He was perhaps unmarried and visited Bangalore to see his brother.  

Pushpa managed to get Siddarth’s phone number and told him she and Madhur needed his help. But should she contact him again? Siddarth had assured her he would try to shield them from Rupesh and Labeen. No doubt he was also interested to meet her again. She would wait for a couple of days and then call him.

Pushpas’ pulse quickened. Her breath increased when she thought of Rupesh’s continued interest in her. Madhu was also frustrated with Labeen’s interest in her. Both of them had clearly told the ruffians they were not interested in them. And they would never like to marry them. But Rupesh and Labeen continued to harass them. They did not even consider the fact that they were once their close classmates. Why did they behave so unkind?

Pushpa needed to find out a way to make Rupesh and Labeen not pursue their interest in them. No doubt Siddarth would help them. But he worked in Mumbai. Pushpa couldn’t depend only on him. She needed someone else’s support.

She often thought of meeting Rupesh’s mother. She had known her when they studied their graduate course together. But she was not sanguine Rupesh would give up his efforts to pursue his interest in her. He was a kind of lunatic. He behaved like my way or a highway when it came to his personal goal.

Pushpa often thought of seeking her brother’s help. But he was busy with his own studies and career. He knew Rupesh was after her and was interested to marry her. But he couldn’t help her by talking to Rupesh. He hesitated because Rupesh might harm him.

Pushpa’s only hope was Siddarth. She should meet him again before he left for Mumbai and talk to him about her classmate’s atrocities. Siddarth had already witnessed the ruffians' misdeeds towards her and Madhu. He might take certain actions so that it would make Rupesh and Labeen tread their path with caution.

The traffic stalled at an intersection. Pushpa waited in silence for the signal lights to turn green. An inspector in a white uniform chased a rule offender and snatched him by his collar. He took him aside and fined him for crossing the intersection when the light was red.

A flock of parakeets shrilled in a nearby Asoka tree. Several pigeons took flight above a decrepit building. Pushpa raced past the intersection when the lights turned green.

She arrived at her home and parked her scooter on the premises. The greenery of her house mini garden soothed her. The blooming roses, daisies, and daffodils captivated her. She inhaled a deep and fresh breath and the smell of jasmines and rosed hit her nostrils.  

Her parents were seated in the living room, watching a TV serial. Their attention diverted towards Pushpa, who entered and smiled at them.

“Hi, Mum.” She removed her footwear. “Hello, Dad.”

Her father took the remote and reduced the TV volume. He straightened in his seat and said, “Hello, dear. You’re late today.”

Pushpa's father wore a sky-blue kurta and pajamas. His fair, square face shone in the fluorescent lights. A dimple formed on his chubby cheeks whenever he smiled at Pushpa. His long neck suited his more-than-average height.

Her mother cleared her throat. “Did you work for an extra hour?”

Pushpa’s mother wore a blue checked cotton sari. Her round and fair face was applied with face powder. Her grey hair was entwined into a large braid and a jasmine string was tucked into it.

“No, Mum,” Pushpa said, placing her leather bag on the couch. “There was some trouble on the way.” She flopped on the couch in between her parents.

“Trouble?” her father asked, his brose knotted. “What kind of trouble? Was it your vehicle—”

“No, Dad. It was not of my vehicle.”

“What is it then?” her mother creased her forehead.

“Well, you know who has been troubling me and Madhu,” Pushpa said, her tone lowered.

“Um...is that Rupesh?” her father asked.

Pushpa nodded. “Yes, Dad. It was Rupesh and Labeen. They tried to abduct us in their car and molest us.”

“Oh, no, dear,” her father said, “they had been unrelenting.”

“Yes, Ratan,” her mother said. “We ought to do something and prevent them from harming our daughters.” She paused and continued, “Should we contact the police?”

“Well, that is one of the options,” Pushpa’s father said. “But Pushpa, how did you escape from them?”

“Well, a gentleman called Siddarth Mukherjee could rescue us.” Pushpa smiled and straightened in her seat. “He is a software engineer and works in Mumbai. He is here to meet his brother, who has been admitted to a hospital.”

“Siddarth Mukherjee?” her father asked. “How old is he?”

“Dad, he is quite young and seemed to be in his late twenties. He could overpower both the trouble mongers and save us from abduction. We should be grateful for him to rescue us from the clutches of Siddarth, Dad.”

“Oh, that’s good news to hear, dear,” her father said. “Glad you escaped unhurt.” He paused and said, “Did you take Siddarth’s phone number?”

Pushpa blushed. “Yes, Dad. I did.”

“But he works in Mumbai,” her mother said. “He can’t be of any help going forward.”

Pushpa placed her hand on her mother’s shoulder. “But there is hope, Mum. He is planning to shift to Bangalore. His parents want him to be here with them.”

“Oh, that’s good to hear, dear,” her mother smiled. “Maybe, we meet him once and discuss your classmates who had been troubling you.”

Pushpa nodded.

Their attention diverted towards the main door. Pushpa's elder brother, Sadanand Parekh entered. He wore blue jeans and a purple t-shirt. His thick, black hair was ruffled. His square, semi-dark face appeared worn out.

He greeted his loved ones and flopped on a twin couch opposite them. “Dad,” he said, “I had to return from the shop because I need to meet my friend. I’ve told the assistant to take care of the business.”

Pushpa's father and her brother owned a clothes business. It had been their family business. Their shop was located in a most popular place, Rani Gunj, of Secunderabad. Her father inherited it from his parents. Sadanand had been helping him in managing the business. They had been earning good money out of it and they were happy owning the business.

“Dad,” Sadanand said, “you all seemed worn out.” He ran his eyes over everyone. “What is it that is worrying you?”

“Well, you know about it, dear,” Pushpa’s mother said. She looked at her daughter. “It’s about Rupesh and Labeen.”

“What did he do?” Sadanand said, his voice an octave higher. “Did he harm—”

“Well,” Pushpa’s father said, “he tried to abduct both Pushpa and Madhu, dear.” He paused, looking at Sadanand, and said, “Is there any way you can help, beta?”

“Well, Dad, you already know I’ve talked to them,” Sadanand said. “But they are relentless. We need to see any other way to stop the ruffians.” He turned to Pushpa. “I already told you not to become so close to them. You both made a mistake by becoming so friendly. Now, you’re in trouble because of your own mistakes.”

Pushpa dropped her gaze. Sadanand was correct in a way. They shouldn’t have sought the ruffians’ help with their homework during their course. It was a blunder she and Madhu made. But they never expected both Rupesh and Labeen would mistake their closeness. Both the ruffians wrongly interpreted that Pushpa and Madhu would marry them.  

“Let’s not talk about the past, dear,” her father said. “We need to make sure Rupesh and his rowdy friend no longer trouble them.”

“Dad,” Sadanand said, “I will try to talk to them. But I am sure it’s not going to help us. The other way is to seek any other rowdies' help and silence both Rupesh and Labeen. We may have to spend some money to do it, you know.”

“Well, let’s not tread the violent path, beta,” said her mother. “We’ll try to solve the matter amicably, you know.”

Pushpa needed to mention Siddarth to Sadanand.

“Don’t worry, brother,” Pushpa said, “I met a gentleman, Siddarth Mukherjee today. I am sure he is going to help and protect us.”

“Siddarth Mukherjee?” Sadanand knotted his browse.  

“Yes,” Pushpa said, smiling.

“What does he do?”

“He is a software engineer in Mumbai,” Pushpa said. “But he is going to settle in Bangalore.”

Sadanand leaned forward. “Pushpa, try to be careful. You may be making another mistake. I already told you not to trust any strangers. You already made a mistake and it better you learn from it.”

Pushpa’s heart sank. Was her brother correct in saying so? “But brother, I don’t think—”

“Pushpa,” her mother said, “Sadanand may be correct. Be cautious when you deal with Siddarth. Don’t get too closer unless you become so sure he is not another Rupesh or Labeen.”

“Sure, Mum,” Pushpa said. “I will.”

She bade everyone goodbye and strode to her bedroom. Her mind was filled with the image of Siddarth. She tried not to think of him, but his so cute square and fair face continued to appear in her mind. Tossing and turning on her bed, she contemplated her discussion with her parents.

Her decision to talk about Siddarth with her parents and brother was correct. They wouldn’t be surprised if she grew closer to him. But Sadanand cautioned her not to become a friend of a stranger. He was correct in a way. She trusted Rupesh he wouldn’t behave like a lunatic and pursue his interest in her. What if Siddarth also behaved in the same way? But Pushpa was sure Siddarth might not behave so as he looked so gentlemanly alike.

Her younger sister, Chitra Parekh, entered. She threw her brown leather bag on the table and flopped on the bed beside Pushpa.

“Hello, sister,” she said. “How are you?”

Pushpa turned towards her, lying on the bed. She nodded.

“It appears like my dear sister is on cloud nine,” Chitra said, smiling wide.

She wore a blue salwar kameez. Her fair face, applied with a face powder, glistened in the fluorescent light.

“I met someone special today,” Pushpa said. “He rescued me and Madhu from those rowdies who are behind us.”

“Wow, that’s great to know.” Chitra straightened in her seat. “Who is he? What’s his name?”

Pushpa briefed her about Siddarth. She told that he would certainly save her and Madhu from the ruffians.

“Sister,” Chitra said, “I am sure you’re going to be all right. Don’t worry too much about the ruffians. I am sure your new friend will help you both. Have faith in God and move forward.”

Pushpa stared at Chitra with admiration. She nodded and said, “You are so encouraging, dear.”
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PUSHPA

Pushpa, seated at her desk in her office, looked towards the approaching footsteps. Her manager strode towards her and smiled. “Hi, Pushpa. How are you?”

Pushpa, though sad because of Rupesh’s atrocities towards her, smiled back. She rose and said, “I am fine, sir. How about you?”

Her manager, Girish Jha, dragged a chair and sat. He gestured for Pushpa to remain seated. “I am good. By the way, how is the assignment going on? I hope you’re able to tally the balance sheet.” He looked at her with his forehead creased.

He wore a flamboyant navy blue suit and a red tie. His black curly hair suited his round fair face. He stood tall, around 5’10’’.

Pushpa’s breath increased. Girish had given her some accounting tasks to work on and wanted her to complete them that day. But she couldn’t concentrate on the job because of the disturbance Rupesh and Labeen created in her life. Moreso, the memory of Siddarth Mukherjee also filled her mind.

“Um...well...please give me some more time, sir.” Pushpa wiped a bead of sweat from her forehead. “It’s a bit more difficult than what we initially thought of.”

Girish’s face became pale. He stared down and said, “Well, I wanted it to be completed soon, Pushpa. Our client is calling me repeatedly to get the job done.” He paused and continued, “When can you complete it?”

“Um... maybe next Monday, sir?” Pushpa placed her finger on her lips. She needed to really concentrate on her job as otherwise, Girish never hesitates to axe her. “I will surely submit it on Monday, sir.”

“All right,” Girish said, heaving a sigh. “Make sure you work hard and finish it off. I’ll meet you again tomorrow to get the updates.” He rose and left.

Pushpa heaved a sigh of relief. At last, she could manage to get an extension to complete the assignment. She knew Girish wouldn’t behave so harshly on her, but she needed to be cautious. His action on one of her colleagues last year sent a cold shiver down her spine. Girish had terminated her colleague for not being serious at her job. Pushpa remembered her colleague pleading with him not to remove her from the job. But Girish was ruthless and said she couldn’t work on the assignments that he would assign to her. The same situation could befall Pushpa if she couldn’t complete the task on time.

Later that evening, Pushpa continued to work on her task. It was time to leave for home. But she had to complete her current job to avoid facing the wrath of Girish. She decided to work for another hour before leaving for the day.

Her attention diverted towards Madhu, who approached her. She wore a blue salwar kameez and sky blue dupatta. He held her brown leather purse. Her fair face was worn out because of working hard as a receptionist.

“Hi, Pushpa,” Madhu said, smiling at her.

Pushpa forced a smile. “Hi. Are you ready to leave?” She continued to look at the computer screen.

Madhu coughed. “It’s already beyond six o’clock, Pushpa. Why don’t you continue the work tomorrow?”

Pushpa’s pulse quickened. The image of Girish’s angered face clouded her mind. “Well, I...have to complete...”

“Come on, Pushpa,” Madhur said, touching her friend’s shoulder. “It’s the time you need to take a break. You can resume the work afresh tomorrow morning. Come on, let’s leave now. I am sure you’ll complete the job tomorrow.”

Pushpa also thought the same. She needed to rest so that she could continue working on it tomorrow. “All right. Thank you for suggesting so. Let me join you so that we can go home.”

She switched off her computer and placed her pen and calculator in her leather bag. After turning off the desk lights, she walked out of the office towards the parking lot.

Madhu asked for a ride as she hadn’t brought her vehicle. She said: “What if we ate some snacks at Kamat?”

“Um...well...”

“Don’t worry,” Madhu said. “We’ll not spend too much time. My mum is not at home, you know. I don’t want to prepare anything after going home.”

Pushpa smiled. She nodded. “Where did your mother go?”

“She has an appointment with a doctor,” Madhu said. “It will be late when she returns home.”

They sat on Pushpa’s scooter. She drove it out of the parking lot and headed down the main street.

The evening traffic was heavy and the green city buses honked aloud to clear their way. A few motorbikes sped past the crowd of cars and taxis, rumbling. A flock of pigeons took flight above a crumbling building.

Pushpa stopped at an intersection for the lights to turn green.  

Madhu squeezed her shoulders. “Did Siddarth call you?”  

Pushpa’s heart lightened. She had been thinking of Siddarth but hadn’t dared to call him. She wished to discuss the matter with Madhu but had controlled her urge to do so.

“Well, no.”

The signal turned green and Pushpa drove past the intersection. They arrived at the Kamat Restaurant and stepped down from the vehicle. After parking it, they entered and sat at a table.

“Labeen called me this afternoon,” Madhu said as she propped up her elbows on the table. Her face became pale and her forehead creased.

Pushpa’s heart sank. “Why? Did he say anything untoward?”

Madhu nodded. “Yes. He asked me to join him at a party this evening.”

“What did you say?”

“You already know I hate him,” Madhu said, gritting her teeth. “I told him not to call me and torcher me. I clearly told him I’m not interested.”

“Did he threaten you?” Pushpa asked, her brows knotted.

“Yes, he did,” Madhu said. “He said we both would face the problems if tried to avoid them.” She paused and continued, “Pushpa, we need to do something, you know. It has been a bitter pill to swallow for us.” Her eyes welled.

Pushpa’s heart raced. She needed to act to prevent Rupesh and Labeen from pursuing their interests in them. She had told her brother Sadanand to talk to Rupesh and settle the matter. She had told him to convince Rupesh and Labeen not to talk to them. And Sadanand indeed had spoken to them, but the result had been not fruitful. Both the ruffians had not listened to her brother’s appeal. And they continued to pursue their interest in Pushpa and Madhu.

Her brother was not angry with her. He had said they made a mistake by getting closer to the rowdies while they studied their bachelor’s course. But Pushpa never expected Rupesh and Labeen would start loving them. Pushpa and her friend had considered them to be as their good friends and nothing beyond that. It was the rowdies’ mistake to start loving them and chasing them when they refused to their proposal.

The waiter arrived with a menu and two glasses of water. He placed them on the table and waited for them to order the items.

Pushpa ordered two vegetable cutlets and coffee for both. Madhu said she would eat the snacks with tomato sauce and asked the waiter to get an extra serving of the item.

“Madhu,” Pushpa said after the waiter left their table. “What if we meet Rupesh’s and Labeen’s mothers? They should convince their sons not to stalk us and let us live in peace. Being women, they will know the plight that we’d been facing.”

“That’s a good suggestion,” Madhu said. “We should make every effort to stop Labeen and Rupesh not to go after us. I am sanguine they might listen to their mother’s advice and understand our stance.” She paused and continued, “What about Siddarth? Didn’t he assure us he will help us?”

Pushpa blushed. She dropped her gaze from Madhu, shyly.  

“Oh, come on, Pushpa,” Madhu said, holding Pushpa’s hand on the table. “Did you start developing romantic feelings so soon?” She smiled wide.

“Well,” Pushpa said, shifting her gaze back to Madhu. “I...am...thinking...”

“Yes, tell me.”

“I’m thinking of seeking his help. You remember he promised us saying he will protect us from the atrocities of the ruffians. I am sure he is interested to solve our problem.” She paused and said, “What do you think?”

“I think we need to meet him again,” Madhu said. “But he works in Mumbai, right? How can he—”

“But he did tell us he might shift to Bangalore. If he returns here, we should continue our friendship with him. We should seek his help to thwart the atrocities of our trouble mongers.”

“I agree with you,” Madhu said, and she continued to smile at Pushpa.

“What are you looking so intently at me?” Pushpa asked as she blushed again.

“I can see the signs on your face something interesting,” Madhu said.

“What is it?” Pushpa blushed.

“Did you develop any feelings towards him?”

“Come on, Madhu. You are unnecessarily teasing me.”

“But I am correct in guessing so. Am I not?”

“Um...well, it is too early to say so.”

“But you do have romantic feelings,” Madhu said.

Pushpa dropped her gaze, and her breathing increased. Yes, she did have romantic feelings toward Siddarth. But it was too early for her to say firmly that she loved him. She had met him only once and they needed to understand better before they start loving each other. But Siddarth did show interest in her when he rescued her and Madhu from Rupesh and Labeen. He spoke to them mostly looking at Pushpa than Madhu. Maybe, he was more attracted to Pushpa’s marvelous looks than to leanly built Madhu.

The waiter arrived. He placed two plates of vegetable cutlets and a bottle of tomato sauce on the table. He wished them to enjoy their food.

Pushpa ate a couple of bites in silence. She said: “Did you notice our boss, Girish’s behavior these days?”

“Um...” Madhu chewed her bite. “I did not...”

“Isn’t he angry in the last few weeks?” Pushpa cut the cutlet and forked it into her mouth. “She sent my colleague home for a minor fault last month. Now, he is demanding everyone to be productive. Didn’t you come across his keen observation of his employees?”

“Well,” Madhu said as she cut the cutlet. “I agree he is concerned about everyone’s productivity.” She chewed her food and said, “Yes, he did come to the lobby and spoke to me if everything was all right. He even told me not to leave the desk as the customers might arrive any time of the day.” She ate another piece of food and said, “But it never occurred to me he is becoming more observant of his employees. Yes, you may be correct.”

Pushpa knew her job was more challenging and involved than Madhu’s. The company’s reputation would be at stake if the workers in her department committed a mistake. Whatever, she needed to be cautious while she worked on her assignments.

They finished eating the cutlets. Pushpa wiped her lips using a paper napkin. She said: “How is your maternal uncle?”

Madhu was interested in her maternal uncle, Vicky Pillai. Her mother had been insisting Madhu accept the alliance and unite with Vicky. But Madhu dodged the matter citing one or the other reason. Pushpa knew she needed more time to decide about her marriage.

Madhu blushed. She dropped her gaze and stared at the floor.

The waiter arrived with coffee. He placed the steaming cups on the table.

“I know you haven’t made up your mind to decide about it,” Pushpa said. “But aren’t you interested in him?”

Madhu lifted her face to face Pushpa. “Yes, I am. But it’s too early...for...”

“Never mind,” Pushpa said. “I can understand your dilemma. Take your time and build your relationship with Vicky. When you are convinced that he is a perfect guy for you, then go ahead and give your consent to your mother.”

Madhu nodded. “Sure. Thank you for your suggestion.”

Pushpa inwardly wished her lovely friend the best in her life. She hoped all would go well in Madhu’s and her life even though the ruffians knew they both disliked them.
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SIDDARTH

Siddarth placed the Agatha Christie book he was reading. He shifted his glance towards the approaching footsteps near his bedroom entrance. His curiosity was aroused about who wished to meet him.

His mother, clad in an awful blue cotton sari entered, holding a purple tray with steaming cups of coffee in it. Her fair face lit up with a broad smile as she bent down to place the tray on the teakwood tea table.

“Hi, Mum,” Siddarth said, smiling widely. “I didn’t expect you would  treat me with coffee.” Siddarth remembered having coffee with his father a couple of hours before.  

“I have something important to discuss with you, dear.” His mother took the steaming chinaware cup with a saucer and gave it to Siddarth. She took one for herself and sat on a wooden chair. “How is everything with you?”

Siddarth sipped coffee. The strong beverage added with milk invigorated him. He took another few sips and placed the cup on the table. “Everything is all right Mum. You don’t need to worry about me. I’m glad Tanay has recovered so quickly. I never imagined he would respond to medication so well. Thank God he is up and all right.”

“That’s what I too wanted to talk to you about, dear. I want...you and Tanay...”

Siddarth took the cup back and held it at his chest level. He looked steadily into her mother’s dark eyes and said, “Tell me, Mum. What is it?”

“You already know Tanay was seeing girls to get married. It was halted because of what happened to him. Now, we need to continue seeing a suitable girl so that he could settle with family life.”

Siddarth’s heart lightened as his mother brought the right topic for discussion. He too wished Tanay to start a family life as he already crossed his mid-twenties. If he delayed any longer, the chances of getting a beautiful young girl would diminish. Siddarth remembered his wife, Bela, whom he saw along with his parents. She was so beautiful and petite that Siddarth couldn’t afford to refuse the alliance. It was the right age for him to enter into family life. He consented to marry her and enjoyed the marital bliss.  

But what happened to Bela was beyond his control as the Almighty snatched her from his life. He hadn’t imagined such a thing would befall him. He remained quiet considering it was because of his bad karma in his previous life.

“Mum,” Siddarth said, “I too would like Tanay to get married and settle. It’s the right time for him to see some girls and select a suitable one. But a brief pause because of the accident prevented him from progressing toward his goal. Nevertheless, we will resume the process and help him tie a nuptial knot as soon as possible.”

His mother sipped coffee and smiled. She licked her lips and said, “I really admire you for being so kind towards Tanay, dear.”

“Mum, he is my brother. I don’t feel anything odd when I see him progress in his life.” Siddarth paused and said, “I hope he will get a suitable partner and lead a happy marital life, Mum.”

His mother’s eyes welled. “Siddarth, I am also concerned about you, dear. What will you do without a partner in your life.” She paused, looking squarely into his eyes. “Don’t you think you—”

“Mum,” Siddarth said, his voice raised. “Let’s not talk about it. I am yet to recover from what happened to me. It’s better we see Tanay got settled and think about me later.”

“Oh, dear,” his mother said, “I don’t rush, but I am glad you’ve made up your mind to remarry. Don’t you?”

Siddarth couldn’t conceal his desire to have a second wife. His romantic feelings are aroused after he saw Pushpa Parekh a few days ago. It was early for him to think about the prospect of an affair with her. But he would definitely proceed with the alliance if Pushpa also showed her interest in him.

“Um...you can consider so, Mum.” Siddarth didn’t want to disappoint his mother.

“All right,” his mother said, “Let’s meet this evening with your father and Tanay and discuss the details with them. If they agree, we shall summon a marriage broker and see some boi data.” She paused and said, “What do you say?”

Siddarth took the last sip of his coffee and placed the cup on the table. “Sure, Mum. We will discuss and decide our next action plan.”

His mother placed the empty cups on the tray and made her way toward the entrance and out of the room.

Siddarth contemplated as he looked in the direction his mother went. She had been concerned about her sons more than anyone else. Her caring attitude when he and Tanay were kids motivated them to study well and secure good grades. Siddarth always stood first in class because of his mother’s encouragement. She helped him and Tanay complete their homework and win the hearts of their school teachers.  

It was his mother’s support Siddarth secured a merit seat in an engineering college. She wanted one of them to be an engineer and Siddarth fulfilled her dream. She was quite delighted when Siddarth got a job in an IT company. But what befell him soon after one year of his marriage weakened her health. She worried a lot when Siddarth lost his wife, but his father tried to quiet everyone at home as they needed to move on. Siddarth’s mother also realized they shouldn’t remain gloomy. They needed to look forward to the future and set right the problems that they had been facing.

Siddarth’s father also played a vital part in the development of his sons as better human beings. He was the one who taught them how to be kind and considerate. He inculcated morals and ethics in them and taught them how to be patient. Siddarth was fortunate to have parents like his. He appreciated their supportive attitude even when he and Tanay had become adults.

Later that evening, Siddarth sat with his parents and Tanay in the living room. They talked about a multitude of topics. His mother sat straight and cleared her throat. “Ratan,” she said to Siddarth’s father, “it’s so glad Tanay has recovered from what befell him. He was unfortunate to suffer for a brief period, but the Almighty was great. He couldn’t sustain any permanent injuries to any of his bodily parts.” She ran her eyes over everyone. “Tanay, are you attending the work from tomorrow onwards?”

Siddarth’s mother wore a blue silk sari and a sky-blue blouse. Her long black hair was entwined into a braid and a jasmine string was slung into it.

Tanay nodded. “There is no reason I should further delay resuming my work, Mum. I’ve spoken to my boss and will join the job tomorrow.”

Tanay was clad in a sky-blue kurta and pajamas. His fair face was appied with a face cream and it shone in the fluorescent light.

Siddarth looked at his younger brother with pride. Tanay never hesitated to work hard. He was always punctual and orderly when his job was concerned. He received many accolades and awards because of his faithful work to his employer.  

“Tanay,” he said, “I am also glad to see you back on track. You must begin the work and remain busy as otherwise, unwanted thoughts might cloud your mind.” He turned to his father. “What do you suggest, Dad?”
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