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    PART ONE

  


  
    
1 - Suicide and Dreams


    The quiet afternoon brushes Bruce’s face as he watches the horses galloping, the jockeys on their backs light as the breeze. The last horse vanishes into the stable. As if the breeze too was waiting for the horse to melt behind the stable gate, it now stirs up a bit more, waving Bruce’s hair. The Café Coffee Day lies across the maidan, and as Bruce fixes his eyes at the cafe, he deeply inhales and exhales, thus honouring the maidan, the only lung of the city boasting of greenery. In a moment a patch of light grey cloud appears, covering the sun.


    Like most days, even today Bruce saunters towards the café, walks up, pushes the glass door and chooses his favourite corner on the cane couch facing the road. A young man of thirty-five, he is five feet eight inches in height, swarthy-complexioned, high-cheek boned, with a sharp nose and semi-thick lips and a slow un-swashbuckler walk.


    This is his favourite part of the day and, in a way, his most treasured time in the café when no one makes his appearance. Like the heightened moment of an orgasm, he muses. Orgasm at its peak. When the flood hits the pinnacle in the mind and explodes.


    The silence and solitude of this place becomes his sole world. Even the waiter-cum-counter-man once opens his eyes when Bruce walks in, before slipping into his siesta, knowing that this man will spend sixty minutes in the café with a book. Exactly at the thirty-fifth minute Bruce will have his favourite cappuccino coffee. The beverage will get over by the fifty-fifth minute. And shortly after, Bruce will step out.


    This has been his habit all these days and it is hoped will remain so even if his life undergoes a change.


    Bruce closes his eyes, allowing the cool atmosphere to soak his mind. Soon he opens the book at the bookmarked page, settling himself to the out-of-body experience the strange man was already experiencing in the pharaoh’s tomb.


    He has barely finished the first two paragraphs when the coffee table he is seated at suffers a slight shiver. Looking up, his eyes fall on the double cane couch across. And his heart jumps to his Adam’s apple.


    Covered in columns of mist and smoke are a man and a woman. The man’s flat cheeks, a medium-sized nose and soft grey-coloured eyes stand out in all prominence. His smooth hair, close cropped, with a few streaks falling over his forehead in a careless fashion coupled with his light-bronze complexion gives him an air of a macho man. A silver stud glints from his left lobe.


    The woman is younger, straight-haired, slightly thin, has a small pretty nose, smooth and straight cheeks, and a pair of black eyes. All in all, her face is sweet and innocent, and covered all over with honeyed skin. Added to these, her ears are adorned with a pair of two-inch dangling ear-rings spray-painted into a gun-metal colour with the emblem of a scorpion embossed on them. The gun-metal choker loosely clamped to her throat with an embossed scorpion throws a dull gleam.


    The male’s chest has a tattoo of a brief and on the female’s right breast is a tattoo of a panty.


    Bruce shakes his head to ward off the vision his mind has tricked him into seeing. But he still finds them sitting across. They are holding some playing cards. The misty man throws a card. The woman looks at the fallen card, then runs her eyes over the cards in her hand, picks one before throwing it on the table. It’s a game of Matching Symbols and Colours.


    They stop in the middle of their game and the man picks up the video camera from the table. They look up at Bruce from their smoky covering.


    “You are a teacher of English of Kingston International School.” The lady’s eyes throw him a soft look.


    “You left freelancing for the papers.” The man’s voice is slow and husky.


    Bruce’s eyes widen, his mouth opens and freezes.


    “You scribble on Random Thoughts,” the lady continues.


    “You live on your own.”


    “You miss your mother.”


    “You will fall in love…”


    “…with your student.”


    “Your student will fall in love with you.”


    Bruce eyes still remain fixed on the card-playing pair. “Who are you, and from where…?” The open book slowly slips out from his hand and falls on the table.


    But before Bruce can complete his queries the misty beings join together, melting into oneness and finally thinning into the air.


    Bruce suddenly jolts out from his day dreaming. How can a pair of cloudy beings appear in this modern age, and that too sit across a table and rattle about his past and predict something inane about his future?


    His face becomes sudorific. The canned air from the air-conditioner falls short in cooling him.


    Bats swirl in a mad fashion inside his head, spitting out high-frequency soundless sounds.


    The vision. And the voices. All nonsense. Finishing his coffee in one long sip he steps out. But his mind refuses to leave the pair.


    Bruce waits at a small crossing. The road is not very broad but a long line of vehicles, especially private cars and a few passenger buses begin a slow crawl. But most of the time they remain standstill. He finds this quite unnatural. Looking ahead, his eyes fall on a knot of people gathered around, looking at something on the road. Probed by curiosity, he cuts through the traffic and heads towards the crowd. A youth in his early twenties lies sprawled on the edge of the pavement, his head smashed. Bruce’s mind immediately races to the news in the newspapers where youths purposely coming in front of speeding vehicles have become a common feature and a talked-about topic of the city. Some of them even carried razors in their hands; and as soon as the vehicle would rush a few yards close to these waiting youths, they would rush down the road; and in the split second when the vehicle would run over them, they would slash their throats with the razor; they did not want to survive the accidents. And invariably a suicide note would be fished out from their pockets. Every note carried the same theme. This is a suicide; no one is responsible for my death except unemployment.


    This young man, Bruce finds, is dressed in a pair of blue jeans and a T-shirt. He is on a slimmer side and his head is filled with semi-long hair with red patches of blood quite visible against the shiny black hair. His body is twisted around the chest where, possibly the vehicle had also hit him. People are telling the policeman that it was not that the driver hit the youth, but he had rushed into it. The policeman nods and continues reading from the small bit of paper in his hand. People crane their necks to read the contents. Bruce edges towards the policeman and reads. I am going down the roadside/to lay my head on its chest/and when I see a vehicle-a-coming/I’m going to pass the test. Yes, no one is to be blamed for my action. There is no job in the state.


    Modern suicide-bombers, Bruce tells himself. They want their demands to be furiously branded into the state’s mind. They want their plea to be heard. And heard loud, mind you, above the din of everyday life.


    These youths must have undergone a hard mental training to kill themselves to save other youths. Who is the mastermind behind all this? Where is his headquarters?


    Bruce feels giddy. What with a pair of invisible beings predicting about his love life a while ago and now here he sees the death of a young man.


    His stomach churns. He steps to one corner of the pavement and leans against the wall of a shop.


    A few suicides among school children have been filling up the front page of the local dailies practically every month. A certain community, obsessed with their children’s academic performance, has been demanding better marks even by decimal points. On the report-card issuing day a mother (as she had told Bruce later) riddled her child with a hail of angry remarks inside the school campus and in front of her friends and their mothers for getting 90% in Mathematics when she had the ability of acquiring a higher grade in the subject. The Class VIII girl remained quiet but the result of the stinging remarks took the better of her. On reaching home, she went to her room and closed the door as usual. When her mother called her soon after, she said she was studying which the mother confirmed by actually seeing her child at the study desk. When she was later called for lunch no answer came from the room. The anxious mother pushed the door but it was shut. She banged, and then called the neighboours. The security came and broke the door open for everybody only to find the girl hanging from the fan with the help of her churni. Her face looked ghastly; her eyes stuck out of their sockets showing signs of her lungs desperate for air. The wooden stool lay on its side on the bed. Though no suicide note was found in the room, it was obvious this act was the result of academic pressure from the parents. This acted as a precedent to several other suicides by school children, yet parents seemed not to have learnt their lesson.


    Since then the suicides have been taking a different turn, sucking in the post-college students as this young fellow on the road who lay looking quite smart.


    Sickness still dominating him, Bruce looks for a teashop to give him mental escape. His search falls on one across. As he sips the hot beverage, he studies the people. Two of them are in the midst of some snack. One nods while the other one talks. Peace radiates from their eyes, which means – Bruce muses – these people have no young men or women in their house or among their relatives. On the other side five youngsters are leaning on their motorbikes, sipping tea. Words as suicides, frustration reach Bruce’s ears. Marks of tension are etched around their mouths, and on the forehead of one, a nerve, green and puffed is throbbing. Frustration and anger: twin siblings. Yes Bruce, it’s clear that this frustration stinks from the city walls. And you will have a troubled night for sure.


    The story of jeans with a connection: On reaching home, Bruce puts a slice of cold ham in two slices of bread and munches his dinner. Very soon he switches off the light.


    And then it happens. It appears once again – in the same sequence – beginning with a cupboard, a pair of jeans and ending with fungi. All this takes place in a small room, and in a moment which stretches.


    First of all Bruce’s eyes fall on the entire cupboard. It is brown, with a maroon tinge appearing in straight but irregular lines to a slight degree. The cupboard, six feet high, stands on extra wooden legs making it seven feet high. All of a sudden the cupboard’s right door opens, followed by its left; and inside in the bottom-most shelf, where trousers – especially butter-jeans, black, and military green in colour and the various shades of white – are kept, the edges of his new pair of navy blue jeans peeps out.


    Bruce had saved money by curtailing entertainments such as movies and eating at restaurants. He had even boarded up and down buses from as far as Jadavpur to his house – four buses – to save forty rupees to add it to the remaining money in the envelope. And when the collected amount had come to fifteen hundred rupees, he had gone to Madge Lane, off Globe cinema’s Lindsay Street crossing.


    He had browsed through the few pairs of jeans kept on hangers hanging from the ceiling of the small roadside stall. Such stalls – or little shops – four feet broad and seven feet high stand scattered around this area. In this part of the market many foreigners while away their time browsing and purchasing Indian art-ware, and dresses and scarves with Batik prints – the tie-and-dye method of printing on either cotton or silk cloth material.


    Bruce had bargained and ultimately the shop-owner had let off the pair of jeans with fifty rupees as discount. He was so fascinated with the jeans that when he went to Blue Sky Café to celebrate his happiness, he opened the brown paper packet several times, and had lovingly looked at the trouser, running his fingers on the blue fabric. The small metal clasp fixed behind at the waist to allow the trouser to be adjusted according to the size of your waist glinted in the blue light of the cafe. Admiring this, he ran his fingers over it.


    But Bruce would hardly wear this trouser so as to save it from wash; because wash meant it would wear and tear faster.


    And now here he is being haunted by the same pair. He gets up in the midst of his dream, walks to the cupboard, opens the right door followed by the left and takes out the navy blue jeans. But he cannot remove his eyes, because to his horror damp and fungi have accumulated around the thighs of the jeans, the fungi light green in colour with whitish green in some places. Added to his surprise, now holes appear around the thighs.


    Before he can come out of his surprise, he gets up once again in his dream and another similar cupboard opens with similar clothes and the new pair of navy blue jeans. He performs a similar action – taking out the jeans but not being able to remove his eyes from the damp and light green fungi accumulated around the thighs. Then his eyes fall on the holes around the thighs.


    This dream inside a similar dream is repeated four times till, at the fourth time, something is added to it. A face appears. But it is hazy, and try as much as he wants to, Bruce cannot clearly make out the forehead, the eyes, the nose and the chin. But he can see a set of teeth and they sparkle in the faded light of the dream.


    The dream scourges Bruce till it pushes him out of its door. He sits up on the edge of the bed, streams of perspiration running down his face and the blankness of the fading dream melting away into the darkness of the night. He reaches for the glass on the table and drains the cool water down his throat…


    Kona Expressway with a connection: While this dream appears to Bruce, a young lady sees a slight drizzle, and feels slight breeze touching her face. The soft breeze tickles the point of her nose. The tickle makes her smile, makes her lips stretch, showing her beautiful white sparkling teeth. The pampering of the breeze on her nose tip makes her shut her eyes, as we unmindfully do when our brain sends us signals to close our eyes for maximum feeling.


    With eyes still closed, she stretches her right hand out of the window, allowing the light shower of raindrops fall on her palm. She would want them to remain as raindrops so that she can draw her hand back towards her, hold the raindrops as drops; give them as much love, and care and concern as you would give to a newborn baby so as not to wake him up from his deep sleep. She would want to transfer these drops of silver on the surface of the silver plate her grandmother had given her, and cover the plate with a round transparent fibre glass lid, so that whenever she wants to think of him, she will only have to turn her face to the small shelf next to her study table, and softly placing the flat of her palm on her honey-coloured chin, gaze at the droplets, and the whole world will open in her mind.


    But now as she brings her rain-wet hand inside and sees the drops of rain spread all over her palm, a highway opens up in her palm-top. She is on the Second Hoogly Bridge, and to her left and to her right her eyes fall on the strong metal cable wires that have held on the huge metal structure, the criss-cross of lines, lines intersecting with each other. The vehicle she is in passes by these cable wires at a zooming speed, moving so fast that the earlier regular counts tumble over each other, forcing the counts to lie in a heap. But she can easily see the shops on the pavement. Her eyes also do not miss the La Donna Bar & Restaurant, the name set up in steel in the form of a wave. Then houses follow, some two-storey, while others three-storey.


    The vehicle then enters the Kona Expressway, on whose left lies the second concrete path with the second house with outer walls painted soft green and the windows, the door and the parapet painted white. As soon as she passes by this house it metamorphoses into a huge billboard where a face appears with shut eyes, and stretched lips making the beautiful teeth show. Below the face is an outstretched arm with an open palm. Raindrops fall with all gentleness on the soft flesh as if aware that hard rain might wound the tender palm. Perhaps the tip of her nose is being tickled with soft breeze.


    Whenever she thinks that perhaps the tip of her nose is being tickled with soft breeze, she comes out of this vision, and her body begins to shiver, and she starts to perspire.

  


  
    
2 - Bruce at work


    The next day Bruce gets busy with work. His exercise copies lie open on his small desk. The pages flutter, making a pattering sound like light rain which falls on the corrugated asbestos roof of his neighbour’s house. His seven by seven feet office room is cooled with a 0.8 ton air conditioner. A small fan whirrs from the front left corner, making the curtain of the window wave to and fro like a drunkard swaying from side to side as he drags himself home in the early hours of the morning.


    Having completed correcting and marking five copies, he stops and stretches his arms. He opens the glass bottle and takes a few swigs of the cool water. With eyes closed he pictures the water travelling down, soothing and cooling his throat, as well as his stomach. He leans against the back rest of his chair, slowly resting his head on its upper edge and closes his eyes. No sooner this is done than he pictures the pair of smoky beings with dangling ear-rings and a stud on the ceiling. The vision compels his eyes to open, but the ceiling is as bare as his hand.


    He looks at the last copy. After this, his travel over the essay road will be done for the day. This student’s concept is quite original. However, the language is strained. It badly needs polishing. He marks the essay 10/20, a 50%. Closing his eyes, he basks on the thought of going back to his house without any mental load carried from the institution. He will pick up a few cans of Singha beer and enjoy his drink and try to complete the poem he had been working since three weeks and chisel the latest one too.


    A tap-tap on the glass door, and he opens his eyes. He slides it open. Rachnee is at the door.


    “Teacher,” her voice is soft and with an Indian yet a touch of South-East Asian accent in it. She demonstrates a smile and excellent set of sparkling white teeth. She is five feet four inches, slim, between dusky and fair complexion – complexion of honey you may say – and sports straight smooth hair till just below the shoulders.


    With a gentle enquiring yes tone, he asks her the matter.


    “I’m sorry for submitting my essay copy late.” She bends her head. “Actually…”


    “It’s ok,” and he gestures her to step inside. “I have just completed correcting your essay,” and he turns her closed copy, gently pushing it to her side of the table.


    She opens the copy, and turns the pages without any hurry as if she has all the time of the world. With a moderate satisfaction spreading on her face and a critical head nod and slight clenched teeth, she glides over her work. At last she looks up at him.


    “I must say,” he says, “the concept is quite original,” and he nods his head in approval.


    “The incident mentioned is true, teacher,” she says with the same Indian-South-East Asian accent, her voice soft and matured. A pause. “My mother did actually run away with my father’s best friend,” she adds.


    That’s a jolt, he tells himself. He is at a loss for words. He looks at the table, at the copy, her fingers, then at the ceiling. He rests his eyes on her. “I’m sorry,” he finds his voice at last.


    As soon as the next question peeps into the corner of his mind, and he is about to ask when did this happen, she says, “A month ago.” And something nudges her mind as she says this. And something nudges his mind as he hears this.


    A short silence follows; her eyes water. And they turn red. Slightly red. She looks away.


    Another jolt! He has lost all his power of speech.


    He does not possess the heart to ask any question on this sensitive issue. That would be indecent indeed. He would rather allow the river to run its natural course and not force it down with a gale.


    She changes the subject. “I want to improve in English. Better it. Better the grades.” She stops. “I was thinking if I could pursue an internship in writing with you.”


    “You may come to this office room after classes are over,” he allows much warmth into his voice, “and I will see to it.”


    A slight smile of thank you plays on her face. She nods.


    On the way home, he picks up the beers. His main gate opens into a small open yard in front of which is his two-roomed duplex on the ground floor. Unlocking the main door – the tinted glass sliding door – he slides it to the right and pushes the netted door and steps in. The couches in the living room to the right, and behind the two single couches seem to welcome him. Something makes him observe the book shelf with a few books – Love in the Time of Cholera, Poets in their Youth and so on, and journals such as, the Paris Review, Harvard Review, Kolkata Peace Movement, Child Soldiers and so on. To the extreme end of the wall on the side of the door is the double couch behind which is the window overlooking the front yard.


    Exactly opposite to the main door is another door leading to the kitchen and the washroom. On the right side of this door, the two small flights of wooden stairs lead to his bedroom and the room adjacent to it. This is the attic or the attic-study as he endearingly calls it.


    Bruce is in love with the attic for it is here that he has given his heart to. He loves the two tables put up in L-shape style with one touching the window overlooking the front yard, the gate and of course the street of the neighbourhood. The other touches the left wall filled with books. A bean-bag squats on the corner of the opposite wall. Bookshelves adorn the two other walls filled with books. There is also one painting in each wall.


    He goes up the stairways from the hall and into the attic. Placing four beer cans on a folded newspaper on the table, he switches the small television placed on the left table to catch up on the latest pieces of news. The news of the youth having committed suicide is repeated once again. The sight of the quiet face, the blood on the shiny hair, the policeman reading the suicide note, all the scenes return to him, depressing him once again. He goes up to the window and looks out at the quiet yard and the guava tree, and the quiet section of the road. Some other news reaches his ears and he returns to his seat. The scandal of the royal family of Nepal is in the headlines. Prince Dipendra had shot his parents for not acquiescing to his desire to marry the princess of another royal clan. Thus his anger ignited, he had shot to death not only his parents but the entire household before slugging bullets into himself.


    Love. He is mesmerised at its power.


    The picture of the cloudy pair appears in his mind, the tattoo of a brief on the male’s chest and that of a panty on the lady’s right breast. What role had the visions to play in this regard is not within his jurisdiction of comprehension.


    Rachnee. Hadn’t she said her mother had run away with her father’s best friend?


    Hadn’t the household any trace of their relationship? And if found out, would her mother have taken recourse to the gun? If not the gun, she would have then employed at least some other means.


    Yes, she must have played her Queen of Hearts with great subtlety.


    He switches the television off, takes the second swig from the fourth can and looks out of the window. His neighbour’s beagle trots in a steady rhythm as if towing the dusk.


    Dusk. There is something in the dusk that fascinates him. The fact that it is purely diffused light, it seeks to prove to the world that our very existence depends on the purity of its existence. On the purity of its fleeting existence. But its existence is threatened because it dies no sooner it is born.


    And when dawn appears Time announces that Existence has been seeded in Time’s womb. And like the phoenix it is reborn at dusk. Likewise, love is reborn. And relationship is reborn too. But only to die. The core, our core is not left un-attacked. He continues staring out of the window, his mind churning relationships. He cannot help but think of his college years.


    Past relationship during his undergraduate studies. Diya is in the first year when he meets her in a college fest. She has liked his husky reading of self-composed poems backed by strumming and plucking the hollow guitar. She comes up back-stage after his rendition, shaking his hand, praising his style. Then their meeting at The Dhakuria Lakes becomes a regular affair. Very soon they meet in his hostel room, on a Saturday after room-mates have left for their homes. He plays a few numbers to ease the atmosphere of the first meet inside the room shared between him and his two room-mates. The next thing after the songs, they land up naked – in his single bed – with passion charged up from the songs and the strings. After the love making, he composes a few lines on her thighs. Then he takes a snap of the thigh-poem with her mobile phone. She is so elated with this bonus that she gives an extra fifty buck to the college-gate security who has kept the coast clear at the main gate.


    However, during one of their several love-making trips, when she undresses one day, he finds a sketch of a small dagger on her thigh. That sketch somehow opposes his unconventional thinking. She never lets go of that pen-sketch. When in bed with her, it always makes him visualize he is knifing her instead of making love to her. On some occasions, he pictures she has stored a dagger in her softest part which might make a sudden appearance and injure him.


    Successive meetings outside and in the hostel room is supposedly to bloom into a flower garden, but much cannot be expected from a disagreement arising out of a tattooed dagger. A day arrives when he tells her to forget making a dagger sketch on her body – at least when they are in bed. She does come some days without it, but come a fortnight, and the sketch resurfaces. She has off-handedly drawn it, is her explanation. So the relationship becomes a fleeting dusk never to return.


    But Rachnee has cast a different shade on the canvas of his heart, and on the canvas of his mind.


    She has tattooed a dusk. A permanent dusk. A dusk that will stay in his heart. Unforgotten.


    The beer makes him slightly high, makes him close his eyes. The sound of tap-tap reaches his ears followed by a soft voice – Teacher. A smile. A set of sparkling white teeth. Tear-filled eyes. He switches his computer on, ignores his other half-composed poems, clicks, and a blank Microsoft Office Word 2007 page greets him. Words follow:


    SILENT FOOTFALLS


    For the time being let me be my own astrologer,


    let me calculate the number which never came to me


    but might show up its face at my window


    when I least expect it.


    Let me count the oranges that will go bad this winter


    and my unfulfilled meditation


    which will remain an unripe corn field,


    struck by a sudden drought.


    Struck by a sudden flash that changes


    the direction of thought.


    What I have to give you


    has to be given by Silence, clothed in silence,


    in utter meditative silence.


    What I am, the future will predict,


    what I will be, the present will foretell.


    So, cry on me,


    unbutton your burden here,


    for even the sea has washed her waves


    on this seashore.


    On my Dream.


    He reads the poem several times. It’s a good piece, Bruce Gomez. Cheers! and he raises the Singha beer can, and takes a sip.


    On his Dream? Dream? Ambition? Yes, it is a goal no doubt, short term and long term goal. But what is my present dream? Rachnee? Plan for writing a book?


    Night has already fallen quite a while ago. And his head gradually falls on the table, in response to the night call.

  


  
    
3 - Rachnee at Bruce’s House


    The first thing he does every morning is listening to Buddhist meditational music. This day he switches on to Heart Chakra of Tibetan Sound Bowls. He has especially chosen this to closely understand the language of hearts – how the tingling sound of various-sized bowls merge together, following one goal of remaining together with one another for one purpose, that is, to produce music. He wonders at the capacity of sounds to produce soulful music so that anyone hearing will understand how music is born; and how music listens to the language of the heart; its entanglements; entwinements – language of two creepers rising from the earth with the support of the wall. Is the wall the faculty of reason or emotion?


    The simultaneous smell and the pop-up sound from the kitchen announce that the pair of toast has reached a delectable point. He puts the toasts and the small container of mixed fruit jam on a plate. While biting the bread, he scans the day’s newspaper. The weather will have a maximum temperature of thirty-two degrees and a minimum of twenty, and the humidity will be between 51 and 56 %. Then his eyes fall on a headline about the ruling party moving away from its earlier promise to pay farmers a decent amount for their land to start an industry. The party is trying its best to start an industry but the opposition supports the farmers and has already met and told them to oppose the earlier promise of the ruling party as it is against their precious ‘gold’ – their land. Thus the ruling party has called a procession on the first working day of the coming week. And Bruce knows the outcome of a procession of its supporters to attend a meeting at the main square of the city. It means city life will be disrupted for that day. It means mothers will be anxious about their children to return home on time or anxious that they have been caught up in the middle of anti-socials taking advantage of such and other kinds of social disruptions. It also means wives will be anxious of their husbands’ return from office.


    Then, as if expected, his eyes fall on a long vertical column with a dark border. The heading is Roads to Avoid, followed by the news: The ruling party supporters will hold a procession on 3rd of April at the Town Square at 1 pm. School authorities are requested to run their institutions till 11 am that day to avoid problems to students. The supporters will meet at the party’s Eastern, Western, Northern and Southern offices from where the sea of processions will meet at the Main Square at the scheduled time. The meeting will end at 3 pm. Normal flow of traffic can only resume around 5 pm. About one lakh of supporters are expected to gather for the meeting.


    Oh yes, procession also means disruption in teaching.


    There has already been one party meeting in the year, Bruce muses, and who knows how many will follow before December arrives.


    After a quick shower and slipping into a black trouser and donning a maroon T-shirt, he is on the way to the school. Students are generally off on Saturdays but he goes to school for two hours to catch up on the week’s pending work. At the gate he meets the principal, they exchange smiles and greetings. That’s all. He dislikes talking more than necessary with the people he works. Moreover, he was recommended to his present post by a close family friend of one of the board members. Thus, knowing his power of contact there were times when the principal too had not interfered much with his work, though he has never given any scope to anyone to point his finger at his work.


    He reaches his office on the first floor to the extreme right edge of the corridor. He likes the placement of the office. It lies detached from the rest of the rooms – the classrooms on the same floor, the library room and the coordinator’s room. Once seated, he instantly and unmindfully visualizes the last day’s scene here, inside, with his student beginning with a Tap-tap.


    Tap-tap. His eyes are closed savouring the scene.


    Tap-tap. “Teacher?”


    He starts.


    He opens his eyes.


    Someone at the door.


    From his seated position, sliding the curtain-covered sun-screen door, his heart-beat gathers momentum, races for something – to get at something. Gathering himself in the wink of an eye, he smiles. Rachnee is outside the door in jeans and a white Chinese silk top with buttons in front. Held in her hand are a book and a notebook, and a soft smile on her face. He gestures her inside and at the chair across the table. She sits, carrying the smile.


    “You told me you will be guiding me in English, teacher,” she speaks as if responding to an accusation.


    “Of course,” and he smiles. He fishes out an old copy of the Paris Review. Going through the contents page, he chooses a short story of a writer’s struggling days.


    “You may read this, or you may choose from the contents. Initially,” he continues, “simply enjoy the article. Soak yourself into it.”


    She takes the journal, rests the spine on the edge of the table, and keeping her body straight and maintaining a distance of around twelve inches between the book and her eyes, she gets into a concentration trip. Her large eyes glide from one word to another, like a seagull gently moving above the water peering for treasure.


    He takes out a register and begins digging into his work. But the presence of this girl, this young woman, makes him lose his concentration. Smell of fresh water has begun to capture his small office room. Fresh water from her yet-wet hair. She looks like a dew-washed wild white flower peeping out from between the rocks, smelling of dew; of purity. It is absolutely true that she must have left home just after her bath.


    He has told her to soak herself into the present work. But here he does not practice what he has preached. What can he do when her beauty has come in between him and his concentration? A sweet intruder, the beauty has been. Her beauty has launched a thousand flutters in his heart. He doubts whether a thousand beauties could have launched such a flutter.


    When he does soak himself, it is in his thoughts where her face makes exits and entrances. He looks up at the small shelf on the wall facing him. Looks at the spines of the few displayed books, goes up, picks Robin Cook’s Brain and begins reading a randomly-opened page. But still everything flies. He can only see Rachnee in the flicking pages.


    Rachnee closes the journal. She looks up at him and smiles.


    “So which one did you go through,” he asks with a smile.


    “I read the contents and then ran my eyes through some of the writings.” She pauses. “Finally, I read several pages of the story by Norman Diamond.”


    “Oh that’s impressive,” and he pauses. “What you should now do is write about this article in your own words and then e-mail it to me. I will high-light those parts which need language uplifting and italicize the corrected parts.”


    She hands him the journal, but he says that she may keep the book for reference. Besides, she has to complete reading the entire interview.


    Rachnee’s fingers fidget about on the table. And his eyes fall on her fingers. They are slender, they are smooth, the ends tapered, and the nails’ ends a little pushed, where the pushed-out parts from the skin are white, like half-white moons, against the remaining pink parts. Feeling of slight emotion sweeps his heart.


    And the vision of the smoky man and lady become his heart and speak to him: Rachnee is graceful, and she makes your heart flutter inside you. She is made of different clay. Look at her. She has a certain distressed silence etched on her face. A set of meandering eyes that wander away; yet she is observant to all that is happening around. She wants to tell you she is not far away, she is returning soon.


    “Some water?” he asks and the very next moment he realizes its awkwardness. That’s a silly question in this situation, Bruce!


    She shakes her straight-haired head. He looks out from the stained-glass window to his left. The principal is standing outside his office furtively turning his head to the left and right. The gardener trims the hedges of the lawn. Harry, the friendly carpenter crosses the asphalt with a care-free air around him, a jockey cap on his head and the measuring tape around his neck.


    Rachnee rises from the chair, all the while looking at him. “May I e-mail you my writing tonight?”


    “Ok.”


    He looks around trying to locate a sheet of paper. He is about to tear a sheet from his planner when she stops him. She stretches out her left open palm towards him. His heart skips a beat, if not two. It is soft, her palm and, while holding it with his left hand, he almost forgets what his next action is. She looks up at him, her mouth open into a slit, the white teeth peeping, sparkling. And that soft look, as if, catches him by his shoulder and turns him back to his senses. Puts his feet back on the ground. She closes her palm as if not to allow the e-mail ID to evaporate. Sliding the door open, she thanks him, and closes it behind her.


    Inside, he holds the door curtain aside and looks at her going away. A straight walk. An unforgettable walk that will haunt my dreams. If her palm possesses electricity, her walk does not have anything less trapping his path. A sigh escapes from his mouth.


    Bruce remains sunk into quietness. After about what seems not more than three minutes, but ages, he gets up, picks his pocket planner, and walks out, locking the door behind him. The noon air brushes against his T-shirt and some even enter through the fabric, tickling the hair on his chest. And he hums an unknown tune, walking in a rhythm, following a beat with his footsteps. Making the body of his mind sway with the rhythm.


    Rhythm-Rachnee. Beat, beat


    Rachnee-rhythm. Beat, beat.


    There’s love in her eyes


    There’s lyrics in my soul


    Love and lyrics join together


    Go together for a stroll.


    Rhythm-Rachnee. Beat, beat


    Rachnee-rhythm. Beat, beat.


    Stroll down the highway


    Stroll beneath the stars


    She strolls down the highway


    Looking into my eyes.


    Rhythm-Rachnee. Beat, beat


    Rachnee-rhythm. Beat, beat.


    Lyrics and eyes they join together


    Together into my soul.


    Rhythm-Rachnee. Beat, beat


    Rachnee-rhythm. Beat, beat.


    He even unlocks his gate in rhythm to the rap-lyric composed impromptu. But, he confesses, my lyrics need polish. So, after rustling up a lunch dish with baby-corn, peas, mushroom and all these cooked in some olive oil, with some vinegar, Chinese wine and soya sauce mixed in it, he places this one-man dish on a lettuce leaf and eats it with two slices of whole grain bread.


    Switching on the computer he double clicks on Lyrics. There are five lyrics all in all that he has written till now. He double clicks once again, this time on Words:


    Words, words and words


    paint out through me


    a teardrop, a drop of blood


    blood on my feet


    guide my hand to paint my masterpiece


    before I go under the ground.


    Masterpiece. Painting a masterpiece, Bruce ruminates, can take a life time; can even be done at the snap of a finger. It all depends on the potency of your mind, and the language of your soul; on its concentration. On the concept. There can be a masterpiece lyric. A poem. And sometimes there can be one story that can sweep not only a generation but also the ones to come.


    There can also be a stunning success of Nature’s anger. A tsunami of sorts.


    You can even have a masterpiece romance. A masterpiece love, but the lovers may not necessarily have to remain together forever. They may break up but the love nurtured and shared till the time they were together always remains alive.


    And a masterpiece suicide?


    In the midst of solitude, his mind has turned restless, and he can proceed no further with his writing. All that he does is stare at the few words he has birthed on the screen. Music in the shape of words moves inside his head. Rhythm too. A deep sigh escapes from him. His eyes fall on the digital wall clock. 3 pm already? Did I really sit at the computer for two hours and only fidget with it? And is this all that I could do?


    Pressing Ctrl and S, he shuts the laptop. He steps out of his house and into the path outside. At the left turning is a wall surrounding the neighbourhood. Behind the wall is a tree whose upper portion is the only visible part. The branches of the tree behind the wall waves in the breeze. A lone bird sits, trilling a doleful, soulful song-full song. It stops in between its masterpiece.


    Birds do not need to work on a masterpiece, he whispers to himself (or is it to Rachnee?). They are born with it. They only have to sing it out; they have only to dance it out from their hearts. But we human beings have to sit through to master our craft! Songs come to birds as naturally as hunger.


    But, Bruce whispers, if you are talking about crazy concepts then the wall jumps higher than the trees. What about a wall of water—tsunami (again).


    While walking back home restlessness invades him. So many thoughts linger in his mind. He gets inside the iron-gate and stands near the guava tree. It is a six-foot tall tree with a moderate amount of foliage. The white-brown thin trunk is embedded into the naked earth, and the earth circled off from the rest of the yard by raised bricks. Outside the brick border, the yard is covered with concrete. This is the second place, the tree and the naked earth, in his house which he counts as his favourite. Sitting at his attic-study, whether reading or writing, sometimes his mind unmindfully looks out, and his eyes fall on the tree, and the tree soothes him. Soothes his mind. Caresses it.


    Bruce has a working phrase as his philosophy, and that is Nature and Yourself. These are the two softest parts he has always surrendered to – nature having given rise to all that exists, even one’s nature; and nature having brought you to this world. Brought you to believe in yourself. Believe in you. Surrender to the you in you.


    He does not know why he is standing here next to the guava tree. Perhaps he is ruminating, perhaps he is counting numbers. Perhaps he is humming a tune.


    Sometimes a song somehow gets trapped inside the mind, a new song which you hear over the radio, T.V., or when you are walking on the road the pedestrian who crosses you unmindfully sings the song. And no sooner do you hear it than your sensitive ears pick it up and your brain records it. Sometimes you even sing it unmindfully in your sleep. Yes, it is The Sound of Silence of Simon and Garfunkel that he hums now.


    As he hums, he paces about the yard in the rhythm of the song. This song is a continent by itself, to call it. He inserts the key into the lock of the sliding door. It clicks and he draws the tinted glass door aside to the right. The living room is quite dark even though it is four-thirty and the sun is yet to sink to its knees. This is because the main door is on the northern side and very little light penetrates from the yard outside. The green linoleum floor-spread has made the room smaller to the sight. He enjoys the thought when he hums Hello darkness my old friend. His house is dark, and the house is his friend. He reaches his hand to the part beside the door. The switch of the light clicks, and simultaneously a tap-tap reaches his ears. Instantly swinging his head to the door, he finds someone standing. He slides the door open, it is a girl with straight hair, thin lips, soft eyes.


    Rachnee.


    Perhaps she has the same blue jeans on, but the shirt is different, light green. There is a pair of small dangling earrings.


    She smiles, a soft smile.


    Before he can say anything, she says, “I found out the house by asking a few people.”


    He smiles back. “But you stay quite far away from school, so…?”


    “I took a cab from home, and I know this route quite well.”


    He gestures and she sits on the corner of the big couch. Her eyes fall on the guava tree.


    He sits on the single couch opposite her, from where he too can see the guava tree. She fidgets with the notebook and the Paris Review in her hand.


    “Keep them on the table,” and he smiles.


    “I have completed the given assignment.” Her voice is above a whisper.


    And when he stretches out his hand towards the notebook, she picks it up and hands it to him. He reads the lines, and then gives her the inputs. When he turns the notebook with the written side facing her and points at some lines, she strains her neck. He gets up, goes to her side and sits next to her. The notebook is on his lap, and now she can easily see the lines he is pointing at.


    “He is very honourable,” he reads. “To better the language you may write, His honour demands a respect from the gods.”


    He looks at her. She nods. He can smell the perfume she is wearing. She points her finger at one line in the notebook. Then their hands touch, the female forefinger touching the male forefinger, and neither take the moment to remove his or her hand away. Remaining in that position, he reads further and then gently holds her hand and keeps it on the top part of the page. He comes to the end of her writing.


    “I’m sure you didn’t get the time to email the writing, what with the distance between the school and your house.”


    She shifts her hand on the table. “Yes. Writing in long hand and then in the computer takes time. “But,” a surprise tone appears in her voice, “I have already sent an e-mail about my coming.”


    “Oh is it?” There is a surprised catch in his tone. Yet, coupled with it he is neither unhappy. “Let’s check the mail,” and he rises up. “Come,” he says finding her still sitting.


    The stairs from the end of the living room is narrow, and so he steps aside, allowing her to proceed first. His study is to the left of the flight of stairs. He opens the laptop. Rachnee moves about in the small empty wooden floor and stops at the right wall, fixing her eyes to the painting of a narrow street with a long avenue of three-storey houses on either side. The street seems almost choked with the concrete buildings.


    “Which part of the city is this?” she turns towards him.


    “North,” he says and stands next to her watching the painting. Perhaps he even watches the condition of his heart and tries to listen to its silent syllables. The back of their hands, his right and her left touch, and they keep it that way. Then he points at the painting with his left hand and explains why the sun is lying on the street, and why it has the colour of dull wood.


    “Did the painter want to give his viewers the message that the world is nearing its end,” her eyes are still at the piece, “and that we must take care of it?” she asks rhetorically.


    “Yes,” he says and unmindfully, perhaps from a command from Emotion, he places his four fingers on her palm, lightly holding them with the help of his thumb.


    She makes no effort to remove her hand from his. Both of them look on at the painting, both do not talk, as if their held hands are switched-on mobile phones and here they are conversing in the language of telepathy, exchanging views on a painting of a narrow street with concrete buildings huddled together, and the sun lying on the street, and why it has the colour of dull wood.


    “Come,” he says, “let us read your mail.”


    With his hand on hers still held loosely, he takes her to the chair in front of the machine. He brings the bean bag next to the chair and opens his mail. There it is: Dear Teacher, i am not writing the piece here and mailing it to you, but i’m coming to your house with it. Rachnee.


    He asks if she will use the net, but she shakes her head and says no. So he logs out of it. He clicks on a file called Lyrics, then immediately closes it and clicks open Poems.


    The poem Silent Footfalls comes up on the screen, and she reads it.


    “It’s good,” she says at last, though I don’t understand the hidden meanings.”


    Then he reads it out in his husky voice, pausing at the right places, stressing the words and phrases at the rightful areas. He allows ample seconds to pass before continuing with the next line or stanza. And when he stops, when he comes to the end of the poem, she turns her face from the screen to him, to his face.
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