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A year to find love


This is the story of Meghana and Tania. Two young-ish women on a quest for love. Real love, they say, like love has a single definition. Both women were born exactly on the cusp of the millennial generation, and are understandably confused about life. Add being desi and, more specifically, being from Chennai to that mix, you have an assortment of the most contradictory values that make holding it all together in one personality an extraordinary psychological challenge. It’s a good thing that self-awareness isn’t one of their strong suits.


But that’s where the similarity ends. Meg – as she prefers to be known because ‘no one has time for three syllables’ – is a fan of the concrete world. Things she can touch, see, smell, taste and more importantly, explain. Meg needs everything to have a purpose. It’s why she chose advertising over art. You can be creative without being an entitled brat who can’t hold down a job. Artists – they walk around all tortured like the world owes them a living. It doesn’t. You have creative energy? Put it to use by building a brand, where there are always clear objectives, strategies, results and a salary. A hard-earned salary. It’s secure, stable and responsible. It is what adults do.


It’s precisely this responsible adult vibe that draws the happy-go-lucky-take-each-day-as-it-comes opposites into her life. But that’s all right, that can be fixed. Meg is an excellent fixer. And this year, she is fixing her love life. In fact, she’s already taken the first step by breaking up with Neel, her boyfriend of four years and polar opposite. Poor Neel. Being at the receiving end of Meg’s cool, surgical precision when severing a relationship is not fun. And if Meg is dealing with feelings of her own, she’s only dimly aware of it. Twenty-nine years of repressing feelings can do that to a person.


But Meg is convinced she made the right move. Neel is too much of a go-with-the-flow type of guy, a musician waiting for his big break (the horror!). Meg, as we’ve established, is the kind of woman who likes to have a goal and work towards it. And the Goal was a solid partnership that she could count on, which would most likely take the form of marriage in about a couple of years, a nice house and a low-maintenance pet. But that was nowhere in sight and with Meg being Meg, the breakup was inevitable. It was all very sad, but she’s more determined than ever to find this love. She even has a six-month action plan chalked out with spreadsheets and everything.


Now, this is something that Tania finds not only uninspiring but downright absurd. Tania, unlike Meg, has been in and out of love since she was 17, but a big part of her relationship pattern has been a tendency to find unavailable, commitment-phobic or pathological liars for partners. A trajectory that may have crushed the average person’s faith in romantic love – but not Tania’s. She has always maintained that she has no regrets as far as her emotional decisions are concerned since each one of those relationships that went down the drain brought her so much closer to an understanding of herself. But 12 years of consistent disappointment can be a bit much even for someone like Tania, who is now quite ready to get it right this time. A big part of Tania’s idea of real love is the emotional fulfilment that comes with it. That inner sense of something that feels right. And since emotions do not behave rationally, how can you ever hope to find love using spreadsheets? Certainty and love are mutually exclusive. If you want guarantees, go buy a microwave. But if you’re sure you want love, you’ll have to do this scary thing called trusting the process. Surrender. Allow yourself to be led by something bigger than yourself. Pay attention to synchronicities, serendipities, dreams and little signs from the universe. After you’ve set your intention, of course. That’s all that matters. Wanting something badly enough and aligning yourself to its vibration (whatever that means). That’s the only way, as her recent half-baked dabbling in random western and eastern esoteric philosophies has confirmed. If only she had known all this a decade ago…oh, wait! That’s not how it works. Everything has been unfolding according to the mysterious, infinitely wise plan of the universe. Now that Tania’s consciously cooperating with it, there is no reason why this shouldn’t happen for her this year. After all, if Meg can have enough confidence in her spreadsheets to challenge her beliefs, how much more trust should she have in the universe? So, challenge accepted.


By the end of the year – their 29th year – one or both women will prove their theories right. Or wrong. Oh, and these two neurotics live together.


Fun.
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‘Advertising is simply art that has direction and purpose. I like to apply the same logic to emotions in my quest for love.’ – Meg


It’s Monday. Meg’s favourite day of the week. It gives her a sense of purpose. Of feeling alive. A clear direction for her Type A compulsions, unlike weekends when there is all this pressure to relax and have fun. ‘Relaxation is overrated,’ she was once quoted by a very frustrated masseuse who couldn’t get her to close her eyes and stop making verbal to-do lists. But this Monday is different. Special. Today, she will initiate Operation Love in One Year. This means a whole new space for her intense drive and focus to go wild in. Oh, what would Meg do in a world where there was nothing to prove?


Meg stirs from her sleep just seconds before her alarm goes off. It’s loud enough to wake up the neighbours with the most annoying song of the 1980s: ‘Wake Me up before You Go-Go.’ It rings much longer than alarms are meant to because of Meg’s peculiar nightly ritual – hiding the alarm in a new place every night. Her logic is, she’d be in such a hurry to get out of bed and stop the song that grated on an entire generation for years that she’d be fully awake in the process.


She finds it inside one of her old handbags and puts it out of its misery. ‘Now I’m definitely awake,’ she says, stretching on her way into the bathroom. There is nothing glamorous about this bathroom except for a very old bathtub that Meg barely ever uses. (Theory #2236: Bathtubs are for the unambitious. Driven people only have time for a shower.) Lemon yellow tiles that Meg hates (whatever happened to good, old-fashioned white tiles or grey tiles? Who needs their bathroom to remind them of lemonade?), a standard mirror and sink, a shower and attached toilet. That’s what you get at a rent of ₹30,000 in a nice residential street in Alwarpet. No frills, none. The rent is the frill. And yet, there is something about this bathroom that makes you want to hang out there and maybe read a magazine. It’s the Meg magic. Spotless, completely dry and always smelling like freshly baked chocolate and cinnamon cake. Is it weird to have your bathroom smell of cake? Definitely. But that’s Meg for you. Her brain is clearly divided into ‘Okay’ and ‘Not Okay’ sections, and chocolate cake and bathroom made it into ‘Okay’ and lemonade didn’t – and there is nothing you or the rest of the world can do about it. She brushes, showers, gets into her work clothes – a pair of neatly ironed black trousers, grey silk blouse and a magenta scarf all laid out on the bed the previous night – and distractedly runs her fingers through her naturally straight and silky collar-bone-length black hair that, according to Tania, she ‘totally takes for granted’ and mentally goes over her day’s to-do list in less than 30 minutes. Meg takes a quick peek into her flatmate’s room to say goodbye, but Tania is meditating with that creepy ambient music that makes Meg extremely uncomfortable. She’ll just have to catch up with her in the evening.
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It’s a busy day at Red Dot Digital, the digital advertising agency where Meg is the creative director on paper but where, on an average day, she juggles multiple roles including HR, admin head, client whisperer, English teacher and the right hand and frontal lobe of the big boss, Shawn Thomas D’Souza whom they all fondly refer to as STD. It’s no surprise then that Meg loves her job. It feeds her need to feel useful – like nothing would run without her.


‘Meg! There you are!’ Nitin, the account manager, comes up to her, looking like something out of a spy novel. ‘Need to talk,’ he whispers discreetly when he gets close enough.


That’s the other thing Meg has always loved about advertising: the daily drama. It satisfies her craving for excitement, without compromising her need for stability and security. Meg already knows what this is about – it’s what it always is. A client is about to explode and the client servicing head isn’t happy, and this is about to have a domino effect on the rest of the agency – everyone’s going to be in a bit of a mood until she, the fixer, fixes the situation one way or the other. It’s like being the star of her own adventure series.


‘Why all the mystery, Nitin?’ she follows Nitin to the conference room as he furiously hushes her. ‘We don’t want to alarm anyone,’ he says.


‘Alarm anyone?’ Meg says, amused, as they enter the room. ‘Fine, I’ll play along,’ she says as she pulls a chair and makes herself comfortable. ‘Is it aliens? Does Major William Cage need our help?’ she says mockingly.


‘It’s Warner & Parker,’ Nitin says with a deadpan expression.


‘What about Warner & Parker?’


‘Well, there are rumours flying around about a merger. Actually, I heard it myself. Muthu was discussing it with someone on a call.’ Muthu is the head of the accounting department.


Meg rolls her eyes. ‘Those rumours have been flying around for years, Nitin. STD has been talking about the Warner & Parker merger since I got here five years ago!’


‘But Muthu…’


‘It could be anything. Maybe he was only using it as a reference. You have no context. And besides, why is that so frightening?’


‘Because,’ Nitin finally takes a seat. ‘I actually like it here. After all these years hopping from agency to agency across cities, I finally like this place. I like my life here! In this city, in this agency…I like the people – I even like you, though you’re annoying as fuck but you’re an excellent buffer between STD and the rest of us.’


‘Thank you,’ Meg says. ‘I don’t know what I’d do without friends like you.’


‘I’m serious. I don’t want to move, and god knows what’s going to happen if the management changes. We’ve just had a baby, Meg! I’m responsible for a tiny human life!’ Meg stops him. Nitin is usually unflustered – now Meg is beginning to worry.


‘Hey,’ Meg extends her arm to comfort him, but she can’t reach him. ‘Too far, sorry.’


He laughs nervously.


‘Listen,’ Meg says seriously. ‘It’s not going to happen and if it is, I’ll be the first to know…’


‘And I’ll be the first to know after, right?’


‘Of course. Now get back to work and torturing the creative team like you normally do.’


Nitin leaves, somewhat comforted but Meg feels a sharp sensation in the pit of her stomach. After all, she is returning to work after a week (unheard of in Meg’s work history) but she had been running an insanely high temperature, and Tania had confiscated her phone. What if STD had called? Her phone had been switched off. But STD has been very spaced out ever since his divorce and even more erratic than usual. Meg tells herself not to panic. But the truth is, she really likes it here too, and if there was ever a time that she’d be grateful for things to remain exactly as they are, it would be now. She really means business when she says she wants to find love in a year. But that isn’t possible if the most stable part of her existence is unravelling.


‘It’s just a stupid feeling,’ Meg dismisses her instincts like she normally does. ‘Doesn’t mean anything. There are zero facts to back it up.’ She has better things to do, like finding the love of her life, than wasting time on pointless speculation. She reaches for her Filofax, the way some people reach for Nutella when stressed, and begins to write.


This Week’s To-do:




	Accept more invitations to social events and once there, mingle


	Open mind to swiping right


	Remember that only the end result matters, not how you get there


	Take Nitin’s advice: send out ‘single vibes’ by developing a ‘more approachable persona’





Uhh, no. Scratch that last one. What does that even mean?
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‘Never underestimate the power of intention.’ – Tania


Tania is seated on the floor, legs folded, palms open, back straight, strikingly light brown eyes closed, her waist-length hair falling in messy waves. Tania is mostly satisfied with the way she looks except for her untamed, frizzy hair that she not-so-fondly calls Eddie (as in Eddie Van Halen). There’s a half-drunk mug of green tea at her side. She’s taken the day off to meditate, detox and set intentions. The perks of running your own business. Sort of. Also, not her own, she runs it with her long-time friend Aditi. This is apart from being a freelance artist. It turned a year old just a week ago, in fact. The business, that is. Wedding planning. It’s the new cupcake baking, and neither Tania nor Aditi were particularly serious when they started out – they were just doing it for the joy of it. But a year later, they’ve done well enough to want more. In fact, they’re on a shortlist of wedding planners for a mid-sized city celebrity, the modern-classical dancer Meera Anand. Of course, they don’t know this just yet or Tania would be too excited to get herself into a meditative state of mind. Not that a meditative state is at all easy to achieve when you live in a flat sandwiched between Mrs Sitaram aka Meenakshi Aunty who lives on the fourth floor and Nandini aka Nandu who lives on the second and does not like being called ‘Aunty’ – two ladies who are much too invested in Meg and Tania’s lives and are both currently rooting for Tania to win the bet against Meg (since Meg has zero tolerance for ‘Indian Aunty Intrusion’ and Tania finds it all ‘quite sweet actually’) from their respective balconies.


‘I am telling you… Tania will win. So fair, so tall, big eyes…’ Meenakshi Aunty is yelling at Nandu in the background.


‘Yes! In fact, I know a very good boy…engineer…very modern…does not mind if she is not Hindu…he’ll be so correct for her, you know?’


‘How nice! She’s a nice girl. I hope she finds someone soon. Not like that other one. Meghana. Such an arrogant girl.’


Tania grunts and rises from the floor and marches to her balcony. This isn’t the first time the two are having what is clearly a very personal discussion from across their balconies, but this is the first time they’re discussing her and Meg! ‘Can you both get a phone or something? I can hear you! And so can everyone else in the building!’


‘Oh good, good! Now, tell me if you want to meet the boy!’ Nandu sounds delighted to play matchmaker.


‘No, Nandu. I’m not meeting any boy. That is not how this works. I mean, thank you for your concern and all, but I really shouldn’t have told you about the bet.’ Tania lets her annoyance show for once. Maybe Meg is right about Indian aunties after all.


‘Oh, okay then,’ Meenakshi Aunty sulks. ‘We only want you to win.’


Tania sighs and decides not to upset the neighbours again. Especially since Nandu is their landlady as well. ‘I’m sorry,’ she says. ‘I didn’t mean to be rude – I know you are both very fond of me. But you have to stop talking about me from the balcony! Plus, I’m trying to meditate, and I can’t focus.’


Meenakshi Aunty smiles fondly. ‘Okay, okay. Promise. We will talk on the phone only about you,’ she says sincerely.


Tania sighs again as she returns to her meditation. If Meg knew, she’d be furious. ‘They have no boundaries!’ she always complains. ‘Only in India!’ Tania had always called it ‘Eastern warmth’ – it’s something she’s always been proud of compared to the complete lack of neighbourliness in the UK where much of her family lives, but she’s beginning to see Meg’s point. She settles on the floor, turns on the music and relaxes her way into her centre again.


After about half an hour, Tania opens her eyes in slo-mo as if surfacing from an alternate dimension. She rises gracefully, but stubs her toe against the bed the minute she puts one foot before the other. She’s tall – 5'8" – has great skin (clearly the detoxes are paying off) and bears a striking resemblance to Monica Bellucci of the early 2000s. A messier, clumsier version that is. She opens her closet and tries to remember where she put her Rider Waite tarot deck. One peek into the closet and you’d understand why. There aren’t any clothes in this one. Just tarot and oracle decks. Some crystals. Sage. Books on alternative healing modalities. Scented candles. And little bottles containing god alone knows what. It’s like something out of Snape’s storeroom but weirder.


‘Ah, there you are,’ she pulls out her beloved Rider Waite deck and talks to it like it’s a small, furry animal. ‘You and I need to talk.’


She grabs a couple of crystals, lights a scented candle and sits down again, deck in hand. She’s now about to set her intentions for the Cancer new moon. Astrology is her new toy, one that’s consumed her more than any of her other New Age interests. There is much to learn, and astrology can be dangerous in the hands of a novice though Tania is blissfully unaware of this at this point. She also does not think of herself as a novice, thank you very much. The Cancer new moon it is. New moons are supposed to be the beginning of a new cycle, and all Tania knows is that this new moon falls close to where her sun is (in Cancer) and therefore, it has special significance for her. That’s why all the extra rituals this morning. She closes her eyes and starts to shuffle the cards, concentrating on her question: What intention should I focus on?


Yep, one New Age practice to assist another New Age practice. After what seems like a ridiculously long time shuffling the deck to ‘clear the energies’, Tania is ready to pull her cards. It’s the Fool. The first card of the major arcana with the image of a merry young man about to leap off a cliff except he doesn’t know that yet. He can’t see that he’s at the precipice. Not a very inspiring picture, but Tania is smiling. If you asked, she’d tell you that the Fool only pops up when one is beginning a grand quest in some area of their lives. He appears at that moment when you sense new possibilities bubbling within though you’re not quite in a new place yet. She takes that as a nod from the universe to go ahead and set her intentions to find love this year.


Before you write this off as New Age mumbo-jumbo, Tania would have you know that the ancients used moon cycles as timing devices and planned almost their whole lives around it. And check it out – they conquered worlds, raised large families, managed livestock, built cities and entire civilizations while the rationally oriented modern man considers it an achievement if he can go a whole day on the Internet without getting distracted by cute animal memes, all the while scoffing at ancient traditions he knows nothing about. So, mock her all you want but she’s betting on the ancients on this one. She knows the difference between a new moon, crescent, first quarter, gibbous, full moon and on and on and better still, she’s learning how to use them – something Meg likes to call ‘loola’.


And Tania would have you know something about Meg too. Many moons ago (forgive the pun!) when Meg was 21, twice as ambitious and half as emotionally intelligent, she was in a relationship with a guy for three years, a year of which he was busy hooking up with Tania. Meg didn’t notice anything because of ‘work’. And no, Tania didn’t know either. But this is the story of how they first met: when they found out and bonded over their mutual loathing of Kunal. And that’s pretty much all they still have in common though for some unfathomable reason, they’ve remained close friends and even shared a flat for five years.


Also, Meg is the one who’s loola, insisting that people call her Meg as opposed to Meghana because ‘nobody should waste time on trisyllabic names when a monosyllabic alternative like Meg is right there for the taking. Really, who says things like that? Poor kid, Tania would say with the empathy of someone who has seen Meg’s natal chart: ‘She’s got Mars in her first house in Capricorn, making her feel like the world won’t run without her mojo. She’s driven by a compulsive need to not waste time. Annoying as that is, it’s clearly not her fault.’


This, of course, does not mean that Tania isn’t competitive herself. She’s very much looking forward to proving her theory right. Though Meg might be more interested in proving Tania wrong (a charming Mercury in Virgo trait).


Tania carefully wraps her tarot deck, crystals and sage in a velvet cloth, places them back in the closet and moves on to her next ritual – an intention journal – reserved only for special cosmic events.


Intentions for the Cancer new moon




	Release toxic exes and all extra baggage in order to make room for healthy new relationship


	Find the love of my life, someone who instinctively feels like family


	Learn to draw boundaries and ward off energy vampires


	Develop intuitive gifts to know what steps to take (and not to take) in the quest for love


	Replace clingy love with self-love
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‘Newton’s first law states that a body at rest will remain at rest and a body in motion will remain in motion unless it is acted upon by an external force. I have decided to be the external force!’ – Meg


‘Since when are you interested in baby showers, Meghana Rao?’ Tania tries to balance the handmade props and games she’s organized for Preity’s baby shower. Preity is a mutual friend – well, Tania’s friend and by extension, Meg’s.


‘I was invited,’ Meg shrugs with her back to Tania so she can’t look at her face and divine her master plan.


‘You’re always invited,’ Tania says. ‘This is the first time I’ve actually seen you enthusiastic about going. What’s going on?’ Meg has habitually declined party invitations for years, especially ones that involve groups of cackling women. Meg has tried, but she has never quite managed to get the whole sisterhood thing right. As opposed to Tania who has had some of the most solid female friendships a girl could hope for. Meg blames this on her critical, unaffectionate mother who has clearly deprived her of a nurturing bone. But tonight is different. Meg has a plan. And when Meg has a goal to work towards, she gets behind it with the focus and tenacity of a mountain goat. Undeterred even by her fear of ladies’ nights.


‘Nothing… I just feel like company. But maybe you’re right. I’ll regret coming five minutes into the party.’


‘Noooo!’ Tania calls out from her room predictably, and Meg smiles like the sinister strategist that she is. ‘I like the new Meg! If…that’s what this is…just quickly get dressed before you change your mind.’


‘Okay!’ Meg merrily opens her ‘girly drawer’ which has exactly two sets of clothes for occasions like this: flowy and floral. Also, not black. Conventionally feminine is the look of the evening. She decides to go with the mint green dress with tiny white flowers that Tania always says brings out the softness of her features and buffers her sharp jawline which Meg just happens to like. It’s all part of the master plan.


‘Also, speaking of changing your mind, any news from Neel?’ Tania calls out.


‘Nope.’


‘Maybe you should call and check in on him?’


‘Nope.’


‘Are we still not discussing Neel?’


‘Yup.’
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‘Here. You brought this,’ Tania hands Meg a neatly packed gift as they stand outside Preity’s door, about to ring the bell.


‘Crap, thank you! I’d completely forgotten.’


‘I know. That’s why I picked it up when I got mine.’


‘You’re a lifesaver. But wait…you didn’t know I was going to this!’


‘Yes, but you were invited,’ Tania says. ‘It’s rude not to send a gift.’


Meg is shocked by this revelation. ‘You mean you’ve been carrying gifts from me to all the parties all these years?’


‘Of course,’ Tania says. ‘My friends already think you’re weird and I’m the New Ager. Wouldn’t want them to think you’re rude too.’


‘Uhh, first, nobody expects you to send a gift to a birthday party you did not attend…’


‘And you’d know because you’re such a social animal?’


The door opens while Meg and Tania are busy bickering over party etiquette. Suchi, the co-hostess of the shower is standing there. The other hostess being Tania, of course.


‘Well…hi…you both!’ You can tell Suchi is clearly surprised to see Meg. ‘Meg! How nice of you to come! You look lovely.’ Suchi’s emotional responses are usually immediately visible in her facial expressions, and so this is quite amusing for anyone watching.


Meg only smiles in response. I love being unpredictable, she thinks. It’s so nice when people freeze at the sight of you at their door.


‘Sorry, come in. Here, let me get that.’ Suchi makes way for Meg and helps Tania with her props.


They enter what looks like the inside of a designer furniture catalogue, and Tania is surprised to find Meg blending in and even trying to make small talk with the women – most of them moms. Whenever Meg attends parties, she usually heads straight for the bar and then finds the corner that offers the best view so she can stand back and entertain herself with snarky commentary. Something is definitely going on, Tania thinks.


But the shower goes on and Meg is an eager participant in all the baby games, mingling, chit-chatting and by the end of the evening, the audience is so charmed that Suchi and Preity want to set her up with a friend of theirs.
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