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Prologue


[image: ]




Somewhere in the Indian Ocean:

I stood at the rail of my ship, INS Mysore, the Indian Navy’s guided missile destroyer.

We expected to make landfall early morning the next day at Cochin. I was due for a spot of leave.

I looked at the messages on my phone; they were expecting me to be there for the wedding of my brother.

Cochin appeared on the horizon early morning and I was at the rail watching the dawn appear over this beautiful city.

I disembarked and there on shore stood Prasanna, my closest friend. He smiled when he saw me in my dress whites. 

“So Krish, you have achieved your dream and become a naval officer, looking good, man.”

I laughed. “What brings you here? Have you been transferred?” I asked.

“No, I came to see you, you idiot. I know you will avoid coming back to Mysore. It has been two years. We all miss you Krish. Why don’t you come for a few days, at least attend the marriage? Raghu and your parents told me they had called and pleaded with you, but you had refused. I thought to come and try to talk some sense into you.” 

I laughed. “I wanted to attend the marriage and see all of you, but they have selected me for the Antarctica Mission and I have to be in Delhi by tomorrow,” I evaded. “You know Prasanna how important this is to me,”

“More important than your family and friends, Krish,” he asked.

“Don’t say that. I have missed all of you. I still remember the fun we had you, me, Bhavna, Veena and Govind,” I replied.

“And Snehlata, do you remember her?” He asked “and your mother, father and brother,” do you miss them?

I shrugged and smiled crookedly. “They will be there when I return. This is a once in a lifetime opportunity which I cannot miss.”

He looked at me, resigned to my obstinate refusal. “Well, I tried, but you were always a headstrong chap, anyway I am glad I could see you, my friend,” he said.

I laughed; “hey you were always more obstinate than me. Honestly, I just want to go on this mission. There is no other motive.” 

He looked skeptical, but let it go. Our friendship was like that. We never judged each other and accepted each other as we were.

We spent the day together going around the bazar area of Fort Kochi. I took him to meet my Naval friends, and we also caught up on each other. 

We traveled to the airport in the evening. He to catch his flight to Bangalore and from there go to Mysore and me to Delhi to report for my mission to Antarctica.

I leaned back in my seat for the long flight to Delhi. My thoughts wandered to the events two years back...
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Chapter one
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She had large eyes that gazed at you expressionless, in her oval face, long black hair tied in an untidy knot and a pencil dangling from her slender fingers.

She wore no makeup and my first impression was of a woman of confidence, a no-nonsense person who neither needed nor brooked any frills.

She was the lead architect in the firm and I had come to check with her regarding the structural drawings for our new office.

As I stood there, tongue tied, she lifted her eyebrows in query. Luckily, Govind, their coordinator for our project, stepped into the breech.

“Krishnan is from the Indian Logistics Company Limited Sneha. He is executive assistant to Raghu Nandan,” said Govind.

She looked at me and what she saw was a slim young man, little over medium height, rather curly hair, large dark eyes, a cleft chin and a ready smile.

“Oh, well, what do you want?” she asked, a bit brusquely ignoring my smile. I gulped and stammered, “we were to get the draft plans this morning so that we could go over it and freeze the plan. We want to start the work by next week.”

She snorted with irritation and said, “you tell Raghu it is not possible. I had clarified that I need more time to make proper plans and drawings. We are not machines where you punch data and get the output.”

I waited, but she turned back to the drawing she was working on. I cleared my throat, and she turned back to me. “Is there anything else?” she asked.

I stammered again, “I cannot tell him that. He will be upset. Please let me know when we can expect the plans?”

She waved her hand dismissively and turned back to her drawing. I was annoyed and upset. Raghu had a habit of ripping up at small things. This would invite a storm and he would believe I had not tried to get the plan.

“Ma’am, at least have the courtesy to reply to me. We are paying you for this. It is not free.”

She turned slowly and smiled at me, and I lost my anger. “The child is angry,” she said.

I flushed and replied, “I am no child”.

“OK, young man,” she smiled that captivating smile again, “Tell that fat Raghu that the plans will be ready by Saturday, you can come and pick them up by around 1 pm.” and she turned back to her drawing board.

Govind was wiping his brow “For a minute I thought Sneha would rip you apart. She has a short fuse.”

“How do you guys tolerate her?” I asked. “Oh, she is a lovely and charming woman normally, it is only when she is working and focused on something, she is like this,” replied Govind.

“But she is a genius and even the bosses don’t disturb her,” he said. “She joined us around six months back. She does not really have to work. Her father is a big business person in Mumbai.”
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Chapter two
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I reached back to the office and walked into the CEO’s secretariat. We were a large all India logistics company based out of our hometown of Mysore. Our trucks that carried a variety of goods all over India.

Many of the trucks were on contract. Our own trucks were only about forty percent of the fleet of trucks we operated.

Our own trucks mostly moved on fixed routes as we had long-term contracts with leading white goods manufacturers, two-wheeler and four-wheeler manufacturers, and we had dedicated fleets for each of these customers.

In Mysore, TVS had their two-wheeler manufacturing and were our biggest customers. There were other industries also who were our customers and our business was booming thanks to the single-minded focus of Raghu Nandan, our founder, and managing director.

I slipped into Raghu’s room and he turned around from the window from which he was gazing into the horizon. He turned, and I hesitantly told him that their lead architect had said that we could have the plans by the coming Saturday. He nodded dismissal and went back to his horizon gazing.

I wondered at the calm; I had expected he would blow his top, call me a useless idiot and call up the Architects to shout at them as well.

It was lunchtime and promptly at 1 pm Raghu came out and we walked back together to our house at the back. Raghu was my elder brother, almost six years my senior, a hard driven, no-nonsense person. He was a stocky, well-built man with determination writ all over him. It was there in his eyes as he looked at you, sizing you up. His walk was brisk., his speech was short and many a time sharp. He was a man in a hurry.

He ruffled my hair as we went inside the house, grinning at me. I took courage in my hands to ask him, “do you think they will give us the drawing on Saturday?”.

“If Snehlata has said they will give, it will be ready,” he replied.

I looked at him in wonder. “You know her?”. 

He looked up. “Yes, she was there during the discussions we had with their fir.” 

We sat at the table, and Amma came to serve us. 

“Oh, she has met you,” I asked. “She said tell that fat Raghu,” I grinned at him. 

He smiled back, “yeah, I have put on some weight in the past few months. Guess I need to go more regularly for my badminton game,”

My mother was silent, but she was not pleased anyone criticizing her elder son.

Lunch was a quick and brief affair and we were soon back at the office. My brother made up for his earlier pleasantness by being an absolute despot till the late evening.

The next few days sped by quickly. There seemed to be no time for anything other than work.

My father protested to my mother, “Satya, the kid has just come a couple of months back from Pondicherry after his MBA. Let him have a look around before settling down.”

My brother laughed. “What do you think he was doing those two years in Pondicherry? They have a very easy course and he would have spent all his time in lazing around and drinking,”

My father laughed back “yes you would know better, having done the same thing when you were doing your MBA in Mumbai, you could have got admission to IIM Bangalore and or any other college in Mysore or Bangalore but you wanted to do only in Mumbai!”

My brother laughed. “No, I went to Mumbai because it was the business hub of India and I wanted to learn.”

“Oh,” said my father, “then what was the time you spent in Namakkal all about?”

“That was different. I wanted to learn more about the trucking business, and see where we have reached in the last five years. We are among the top in India and the biggest in South India,” said my brother.

“But are you happy, my son?” asked my father gently, and Raghu turned away. “Leave him be Hari,” said my mother. “He must be tired. Let him rest.”
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Chapter three
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On Saturday my brother reminded me “you need to collect the drawings today and give it to me at lunchtime.”

I nodded, but seeing me hesitate, Raghu raised his eyebrows. “I am planning to go for lunch with Prasanna and cannot join you for lunch today.”

My brother nodded, and I went off doing my other chores.

I was well in time and as I kept chatting with Govind; I kept an eye out for Sneha. She breezed in a few minutes later, gave me a crooked smile, and went into her cabin.

My college buddy Prasanna walked in just as Sneha came out with the plans “We are not meeting to meet today, Prasanna” she said.

Prasanna smiled. “No Ma’am, I came to pick up Krish and Govind for lunch.”

“Oh, you guys know each other,”? asked Sneha. “Yes, ma’am, we were together in college at Pondicherry, doing our MBA.”

“Why don’t you join us Sneha,” said Govind. “You guys sure I will not be in the way? Sneha responded.

“No, come along,” said Govind.

“What would you like to eat Ma’am” I asked politely as I tucked the plans inside my bags.
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