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Prologue


    I am a minute particle. Smaller than a dot of dots. You may say invisible. You know there are countless such particles moving about in space that if you happen to see me, I will go unnoticed. However, if you focus closer into me, you will find some cells in my brain tingling, my face flushed with the blood that has rushed there. Yes, I am on the look out. Look out for someone in whose mind I can enter. Settle there. And become a part of him; part of his nature.


    Yes. I have spotted someone! He is at his laptop.


    

  


  
    Part One

  


  
    
ONE - The Voice Within


    When Jack returned from his photo-framing shop that day and sat in front of his laptop, he felt something he had never felt before. Something quite indefinable. Placing his hands on the keyboard his mind stopped. Before technology had made its arrival, he had always possessed the desire to write. But something tingled in his fingers that day. You know, sometimes you have the pen in your hand and the blank sheet in front of your table or the small paper notepad on your lap. You hold the pen between your forefinger and thumb with the middle, ring and the small finger backing you up saying in the silent of silent language, we are always there beside you no matter what happens.


    And as you twirl the pen, your mind takes gradual steps towards an eddy of confusion. That is the time your coffee turns cold, because you are not aware that coffee beans ever existed. Very soon the idea born in your mind takes the shape of a word, helping your pen to give birth to the first word for that day.


    But this time it was far different to Jack.


    As earlier said, the feeling was quite indefinable.


    As a child, Jack had never faced a similar situation. He would sit at the window sill of the orphanage with a newspaper in front of him and a pen in his hand. He would make unrounded circles and zigzag on the sheets followed by lines and scratches making up strange words which a three-year old child’s mind would create and which he himself would only understand. In the midst of her own work, the lady in charge would come to find the little Jack busy scribbling and murmuring. Then words formed and later in his apartment he wrote his thoughts in exercise copies.


    But now sitting in front of his laptop, he opens a file called Rambling Thoughts. His eyes run over the few scribbled lines on the first page. Now Jack concentrates on the keyboard. However, try as much as he yearns to, his brain fails to form any shape of words for the feeling created in his mind. Seconds creep into minutes, and very soon the minutes change into a miniscule point of frustration. Jack decides to log off. However, no sooner does he take the cursor to shut down, than one part of his head, a tiny bit of his head, a tiny bit to the left side of his head begins to numb. And that is the very time he feels an invisible minute dot centre itself inside.


    Jack’s eyes close. Rather the dot pulls down his eyelids as a shop owner pulls down the shutters of his shop at the end of the day.


    And Jack’s mind races. His thoughts tumble. His eyes open. And then his head turns a little to the left, fixing his gaze to the statue of the young lady on his table, a five-inch decorative piece. A statue of China clay, she has an off-white loose shirt on and a pair of trousers. A yellow pendant hangs around her neck with the help of a thin chain. Her forearm is adorned with a pair of bangles, one light blue and the other light pink. Jack does not understand how, but he feels a certain magnetic pull on his fingers, and the right forefinger striking on the letter J on the keyboard of his Sony laptop, followed by the middle finger hitting on i and finally the right ring finger twice tapping on l.


    Jill.


    Jack’s eyes close once again and soon his mind travels…


    It is afternoon. Jack is walking on the pavement with a casual air around him. He looks here and there. A few vendors are standing in front of their stalls with their displayed goods. Jack’s eyes fall to his left and he stops at the roadside astrologer. A red turban adorns his head and his forehead is streaked with ash. He is inspecting the hand of a customer. With his distinct baritone the fortune teller predicts to his customer that his guard line has become stronger. “This means,” his voice audible above the din, “the other man will stop interfering with you.”


    Rahim looks up, places his right palm over the left part of his chest where his heart resides and takes the name of Allah. With eyes radiating peace, he looks at the astrologer and getting up at the same time, takes out an extra fifty-rupee note and puts it into the astrologer’s palm.


    Rahim walks and Jack follows him. Rahim reaches home in the afternoon, which he normally does not do; and Jack peers from the slit in the window. Rahim is aghast to find his wife in bed with the other man. A fiery exchange of abuses and fist fights immediately take place. And the man takes to his heels. Rahim charges down the street, catches hold of the astrologer and slaps him right and left, beats him black and blue for being a tout.


    This sparks off a riot between two communities. People run amuck. In the process Jack runs for life and while doing so, a young lady rushes towards him. Her forearm is raised guarding her body, but Jack cannot miss the pair of bangles, one light blue and the other light pink around it. The intensified dream kicks Jack awake. Sparkling drops of perspiration crowd his forehead. He reaches for the glass of water on the side table.


    Jack drains the half-filled glass in one swig. The cool liquid unlocks his bated breath; it slows down the rhythm of his pulse beat throbbing on his temples. He fills the glass with water from the jug. As the water slowly travels down his throat, he can feel his Adam’s apple moving in and out and the gurgle of the liquid sounding in slow motion in his ears. Next, his eyes focus on the screen, meditating on the whiteness of the blank Office Word page. Then a tiny tinkle sounds in one of his brain cells, followed by a tingle in his hands.


    “Jack,” a voice, husky and clear makes Jack turn his head. The poster of Ra, the Sun God on the right wall only looks back at him. The sudden movement of the curtain next to the wall glues Jack’s eyes on it. “Jack,” the voice sounds again, turning Jack’s head to the left. “No, Jack, I’m not on the left side also. Neither am I inside nor outside the room,” and the voice stops for several seconds. “I’m inside you. Inside your head.”


    Jack’s five-foot nine-inch height and lean yet strong frame was an envy to some youths and this build, coupled with short hair with the top made in Mohawk style was a source of admiration to the girls. But now a film of perspiration coats Jack’s forehead. He rubs his fingers on his palms. And a certain grimness walks with silent footfalls, coming closer to surround the entire building. “I wish Rajesh, Vinod or the others were here with me,” Jack speaks to himself. He hums We Don’t Need No Education to drive away the deep stillness around.


    “Listen to me, Jack” the voice continues, startling him. “Please do what I tell you to. Otherwise not only you but I too am in trouble.” The voice pauses. “Write about Jill.”


    Jack raises himself half from the chair and, holding it by the arms gives it a push. But the chair refuses to budge. He makes an effort to straighten up. But no sooner does he do that than he feels some power, firm but gentle, weighing over his shoulders and pushing him back to the seat.


    The dull thud rests inside his head. And his fingers begin a slow dance on the keyboard.


    “Yes, I have to write about Jill,” he whispers to himself.

  


  
    
TWO - Jill’s House


    Of late something has been happening to Jill. In the midst of her Spanish teaching classes at the Ramkrishna Institute a sudden flash would appear in her mind followed by a room, a laptop and a small statue. All these would flash past yet appear distinct in the nano-second of the flash. Whenever this happened she would clutch the edge of the table or a student’s chair, while the flash injected a blurred vision of her surroundings. It so happened the other day that, while explaining the rudiments of grammar, a student got up in haste and helped her sit on his bench. And at home the same day, Seema, her domestic help, rushed to her, saving her from hitting her head on the edge of the dining table.


    But tonight a new feature has begun to take place. Unknown to herself, yet known, half in this world and half in another, Jill came out of her house (where she resides alone) and started walking.


    And now as she walks down the road heading towards the grey flyover at Gariahat, the flash in her mind has become her constant companion. At this time of midnight, this flyover is nothing but an empty gradual straight rise and fall of about five hundred metres of strong asphalt. And the fifty sodium-vapour street lamps there are but a pair of twenty-five lovers, standing as a silent testimony to their unnatural deaths. Now and then, a car passes by in semi-high speed.


    Jill reaches below the flyover. As soon as her eyes fall on the low railing running all along till the flyover and dipping in gradual motion, a sensation of being pricked by a pin freezes her steps. Holding her head with her left hand just above the ear, she takes a few staggering forward steps. She climbs the raised platform and lowers herself at the low railing near the main crossing of the South KMC Market.


    The pin-prick crawls in her head, transforming itself into a soft thud, a dull thud. The concrete round seats that look like sawed-off tree trunks begin to minimize together into one concrete and compact bullet and rush towards Jill. When they are close enough, she immediately jerks her head to avoid the oncoming attack. But the dull metal is stubborn; and with all the determination of a terrorist, it strikes her head on the left. Jill’s head tilts, her head sways.


    Lights of dull colours and lights of bright and shocking colours zoom in from all sides inside her head, hitting each other in a mad rush. With a painful effort, Jill raises her head and opens her shut eyes into slits. Her sight falls on the three-storey house far across, the house with yellow exterior walls and green shutters in every storey.


    “Jill,” a voice sounds, and she turns her head to her right. The dark grey pillar of the flyover gives her a blank look. “I’m neither to your right nor to your left. And I’m neither in front nor behind you. Yes, I’m inside your head.”


    Jill’s head swims, and she holds it in both hands, trying to prevent the movement.


    “Listen Jill,” the husky and clear voice says. “Please do what I tell you to. Otherwise not only you but I too am in trouble.”


    Ahead lies the over-bridge. But as soon as Jill gets up, the never-ending pain in her head breaks into smithereens. The pain attracts the curling mist around the entire over-bridge. But some force pushes Jill to plod along. And now the same force climbs the bridge with her, and walks the stretch before descending the steps. Jill leaves the sweet shop behind her. She would always turn and look at the shop, whether open or closed, whether she was passing it by day or by night. But tonight, the shop is non-existent to her.


    Next when Jill passes by All Souls Hospital, she shields her eyes from the torturous light coming from its electronic hoarding. But the overhead bakery roots her legs to the ground as the delectable smell of bread reaches her nostrils. And when that happens, the whirlwind of colours in her mind lessens. The vision of a man appears. He is seated in a chair, his back facing Jill, his head bent in deep seriousness and his hands placed in front, perhaps on a keyboard. Next to him is a statue of a lady in an off-white shirt and a pair of trousers; a yellow pendant on a chain about her neck; a pair of bangles around her forearm, one light pink, the other light yellow. Darkness has enveloped the man and everything around him. In a few moments his head turns sideways, and once when it does so, the smell from the bread factory intensifies, shifting Jill’s concentration, compelling the vision to disappear. But the smell clings to her clothes. Unknown to her, Jill raises her forearm towards her face.


    Yes, the smell is clinging onto her skin. And they are clinging on to the light pink as well as to the light yellow bangle.


    Jill begins plodding ahead again. Next she stops outside number 36, the house with yellow walls and green shutters.


    The first two rooms on the ground floor of the house belong to a company whose main office is situated in the central part of the city. These rooms remain closed throughout the year except twice when the staffs hold some meeting. The caretaker occupies the third room for which he uses another door. But he seems to be a caretaker only by name because you will find his name in the register of the child hospital close by. He attends work there by nine in the morning and returns by nine at night. Half the month he attends night shift. There is a floor above the first floor, but that remains closed most of the year. So you may say the first floor of this apartment is the only floor which stays awake in this three-storey building.


    Jill enters the gate, and walks down the narrow passage. Turning right, she places her right foot on the first red step of the flight of stairs. She is about to place her left foot on the second step when she stops. An unknown hand turns her head to her left. Her eyes fall on a very small open cemented area. No natural light centres here even on a sunny day but Jill’s eyes cannot miss the water tank placed in the centre of the ground. Its iron lid, the dark and black single eye, looks at you. Looks through you. That someone raises Jill’s head, focusing her eyes on the small green door. The door is held by a heavy steel lock. And no sooner does Jill’s eyes fall on the door, than the sound of the water pump machine begins to grate.


    The ominous grating floats to the direction of the door.


    The door opens to a crack. The crack gets darker. And in a flash, a bunch of hair starkly visible against the fair forehead fills the dark crack and a pair of dark eyes gleams.


    Jill shakes her head. But is this shaking done to brush away the thought that nothing exists behind the door; that it is not she, Jill, peeping? Or is it a silent message only known to the world of Silence which no one can fathom?


    Jill mounts the red steps, stops at the door and pushes it open. The half-dark-half-light room welcomes her. But she is caught by the other room to her right. A book shelf adorns one wall with two artefacts – a small crystal ashtray in the shape of a swan with open wings and a brass figurine of a girl caught in a dancing pose – displayed in front of the books. “But something is missing here,” the voice murmurs.


    All of a sudden sound of taxis and private buses fills the house. No sooner a few moments pass than the continuous rattle of a rickshaw-puller’s bell hits her ears. And as soon as that stops, a shower of jingles of a cycle bell fills the house. Then silence envelopes the entire house as soon as the noises had begun.


    Jill sits by the window facing the street and looks at the world outside: the row of one storey houses with sloping roofs; the over bridge; and below that a pair of train tracks running along.


    Suddenly a train whistles by, its wheels and the pair of tracks playing a rat-a-tat music. Something fills Jill’s mind then. And it spreads like blood spewing out in slow motion from an open wound.


    It is the song of Neil Diamond.


    Stones would play inside her head


    And where she slept


    They made her bed


    And she would ache for love


    And get but stones.


    Lord, lord a child


    A good day’s comin’


    And I’ll be there to let the sun in


    And bein’ lost


    Is worth the comin’ home.


    You and me, a time for planting


    You and me, a harvest granting


    Every prayer, ever prayed


    For just two wild flowers that grow


    La la la la la la la la la on stones.


    And in the midst of her singing, Jill desires to fling a piece of stone on someone with dark, untidy hair, a gleam in his eyes, someone with a yellow shirt and a pair of black trousers.


    And through some way, vehicles stop plying for those seconds.


    Even the local train stops, forcing the passengers – the domestic help, the vegetable vendors; and some who pull rickshaws; and again some others who work in hospitals and nursing homes; and yet again others who work as call-girls who come all the way into the city from these suburbs to work by day and return by late evening –to wonder with questions lurking in their eyes. Wonder what made the train stop in the middle of its journey when no station lay ahead.


    Jill’s eyes rest on the narrow wasteland between the row of one-storey houses with sloping tin roofs and the train tracks; the wasteland where no grass grows.


    And in a sudden, giggles and laughter fill the air, accompanied by children running around. Jill cannot help but stare and stare at the scene which captures her mind:


    Only one little girl, about ten years of age, hair uncombed, light brown complexion with slight dreamy eyes counts her little steps over the wasteland at dusk.


    A handkerchief closes over her nostrils.


    She looks up at the dark face next to her; the untidy hair; the cold gleam in the eyes. Her head swims, and the yellow shirt and pair of black trousers fade away.


    She is thrown into a thatched house.


    She is running.


    And as her little feet run faster than the wind, the bangles on her arm produce a soft clink. The light pink one striking against the light yellow.


    Her name is Beauty.


    “I know Beauty is somewhere around,” Jill murmurs, her mind far away. “Somewhere in a different form. In the form of an image left in the mind. Or a statue with an off-white shirt and a pair of bangles, one light blue the other light pink. Image of a bunch of hair starkly visible against the fair forehead and a pair of dark eyes with a soft gleam. The image filling the dark crack between doors left ajar.”


    But Jill does not understand why she is pulled to the balcony to look out from the wrought iron window for this little girl. To look out for this little girl who had died many years ago.


    “Yes, many years ago.”


    Jack opens his eyes. He looks around, searching for the speaker.


    “Yes, many years ago.” Jack is surprised to hear his own voice coming from next to his elbow.

  


  
    
THREE - The Stone (feeling)


    The cawing of a crow at the window sill breaks Jack’s sleep. He squints at the light from the window hitting his eyes. Straightening his head, he looks all around. “I had fallen off to sleep on the chair,” and the catch in his voice surprises him.


    He plods towards his bed and no sooner does his body drop on the soft mattress than his eyes close, sliding him into a deep ditch of sleep. Later when he opens them it is eleven a.m. He decides to take leave from work that day and calls up his assistant, Manoj to run the show. He continues to yawn. The previous night’s strange writing has squeezed out his energy.


    Sitting at the window, looking out over the rising humidity, his mind goes to Love and Care, the orphanage at Lenin Sarani. “Your debt can never be repaid. If you hadn’t arrived to take me into your care from the train accident,” and his mind goes back to the upturned bogies, the dead bodies around, the children crying, the parents stunned to silence, “I wonder where I would have been.”


    He calls his acquaintance at the bank. “Could you do this month’s transfer through NEFT to the bank account of the orphanage?”


    He wiles away his time, lying in bed, yawns accompanying him one after another. Sometimes he sits at the threshold and stares at the sky and the trees. His mind is free. “Thank God, it’s not there anymore in my head.” He smiles for using It and not Voice.


    The afternoon travels away, bringing in the evening. And when the day begins to wane and the last red at the western sky is about to close its wound, Jack is again at his laptop, reading through what he had written earlier. Very soon the numbness appears in his mind, before gradually beginning to centre into a point on the left side of his head.


    “Yes Jack,” the husky voice sounds clear. “Continue writing.”


    Jack stops. “Listen, whoever you are.” And while clearing his throat he is surprised at his own boldness. “I want to lead a normal life. My life story revolves around simple things. And let me tell you that I want to keep it that way.”


    “No Jack, it won’t be that way anymore. I mean it will be the same way but with some addition.”


    “What? What are you aiming at?”


    “Well Jack,” the husky voice gets huskier, “for that you have to know something about me. I mean about us.”


    Jack, like a statue breathing life, listens.


    “I’m Bruce. And my beloved is Rachnee.” The voice pauses. “We fell in love as most of us do. We would meet here and there. But our favourite rendezvous was my study. We possessed a strange power.” The voice allows a pregnant pause. “You see, we would not talk. I mean we would not use audible words. Whenever we wanted to exchange words or conversations we pressed the red button of our video camera. Once the red light beeped, our senses were alert. I would speak to Rachnee in my mind and she would listen and answer through her mind.


    “There were times I was not with her, but one of us carrying the video camera would switch on the red button. It was an indication that we needed to speak with each other. That’s the way we got connected to each other.


    “Once we were at home. We had spent the entire previous day together. Rachnee got up from the bed and returned with two cups of steaming morning coffee. As soon as she snuggled close to me, the door bell rang. And she went to answer it. I went down in a short while. A woman stood inside the door. Seeing me, her expression changed. Then coming up to me, she said, ‘Rachnee is my daughter seeded by you in my womb.’ Yes, these were her exact words. I shifted my gaze, once from the woman to Rachnee and vice versa. Yes, Rachnee’s cheeks were like hers. Her nose was a blend of hers and mine. And Rachnee’s eyes? Yes, they were like mine.


    “Then the lady left. She was Aryana with whom I had had a brief affair twenty years ago.” The voice pauses and the ominous silence inside the room seems stifling to Jack.


    “Yes, it’s true, Jack. Rachnee and I were father and daughter.


    “Then we then went up to the study, our favourite spot. We took ten sleeping pills each.”


    The silence stretches after the voice stops.


    “But,” Jack finds his voice, “what do you want now?”


    “We haven’t been able to live our lives to the full. Doesn’t an advertisement say Live Life Full Size? Well, we want to do that. We desire to do that. And for that we need you, Jack.”


    “Why me?” Scars of surprise and irritation to a degree appear on his forehead. “I mean there are others in the city, so why me?”


    “For you are the appropriate one. You are getting it confused, Jack. You see, you live all alone. You don’t have a family. You are an orphan. So you need to be engaged with some activity.”


    “But I already have a shop which takes up my time. And besides, I like to scribble.”


    “Exactly so, Jack. You will write the way Rachnee and I had lived and the way we would have lived.” The voice produces a deep sigh. “You see, Jack, we had entered the minds of some people but all of them met their end. But with you it is different. And the statue has been named Jill but she’ll be Rachnee. And Jill, I mean the statue lives alone. You see, I don’t intend to hurt you, but your disobedience might not be good for you. We don’t like harming mortals, Jack. And you are still a mortal.”


    The dull thud begins to settle in Jack’s left side of the head. His fingers on the keyboard start a slow dance…


    “How are you Jill?” Jack writes, his eyes shifting from the keyboard to the statue.


    Jill is in deep sleep, her arms around the pillow against whose whiteness the light blue and light pink fibre bangles appear so beautiful. She looks so innocent in her sleep. With her round eyelids shut with the black eyelashes, and her small and semi-sharp nose projected above a pair of semi-thick lips, she would have won the first prize of a Beauty Contest of Sleeping Beauties.


    Jill stirs in her sleep. “I’m fine Jack.”


    Jill’s eyes fail to see a wisp of curling mist enter through the window shutters. Not a thick mist, but slim enough to become a figure. A figure of a young woman. Her straight hair runs down to her shoulders, her lips parted to a smile exposing white teeth. A pair of gun-metal earrings with the emblem of a scorpion dangles from her lobes and a gun-metal choker gently clasping her throat glints in the play of darkness and light. She stops near the sleeping Jill. In a moment she lies next to her. Jill gives a slight stir as the woman in mist absorbs herself into the sleeper’s body.


    “I miss those days, Rachnee. Remember the first time we had met? You were introduced by Hetal. Once she left, our conversation drifted to our families. You hesitated for a while before revealing about your mother…”


    “…running away with my father’s trusted friend.” Rachnee’s mind floats far away. “Yes, Bruce, then you offered me a glass of water.”


    “You know, that entire day your words occupied my mind. And when we met the next day, it was at Hunnie’s store on the ground floor of the condominium.”


    “Oh yes. Those days are still etched clear in my mind. And didn’t I want a room on rent there?”


    The soul within Jack stops and in the midst of his writing, Jack’s mind suddenly enters a traffic jam. Try as much as he wants to squeeze himself out of the mess, his mind is unable to think of the next word, the next line of conversation. He leaves the chair, walks up to the door and out of it, walks into the sitting room and looks out far ahead from the eastern balcony, over the tops of the trees that have seemed to touch the sky. Then contemplating on the next word, he turns and moves towards the main door of the house. Standing there, he looks out at the terrace. As his eyes move over the entire stretch, several words juggle themselves in his mind. At the snap of a finger, one particular word fixes itself and simultaneously his eyes fall and firmly rest on a piece of red stone near the tap.


    In school, at least till his board examination, Jack was a topper in composing essays, especially with autobiographical compositions. Whatever topic the English Language teacher gave as class or home assignments, whether it was Write an autobiography of a cow or Write an autobiography of a school desk or a match stick, Jack received the accolades. And now his eyes resting on the red piece, his mind only sees that and becomes blind to all else. Jack paces into his room, sits and places his fingers on the keyboard.


    “Yes, Jack, write on the stone,” the soul instructs. “I will also enter the stone.”


    Yes. I am a stone. A piece which can easily fit into your hand. If you hold me, your fingers easily close over my entire body, so much so that my red complexion appears as stripes against your brown fingers.


    I was born in a kiln in one of the suburbs of the city. If you happen to take a local train from one of the two stations to go either twenty, forty or sixty kilometres into the suburbs, you will come across large open parts of the field surrounded by walls. In the middle of such walls a chimney with reddish brown body blackened here and there stands straight and tall. Smoke rises out from it. Outside the wall you will easily spot a pile of wet mud and some men and women sitting on their haunches. Their hands and legs are mud-splashed and their minds and hands are working to give shape to the mud; a rectangular shape of a brick.


    After the shape, the heat from the fire of the furnace heats my country cousins and me so that our shape remains intact. Thereafter we gradually become redder from red (That is why to some people we are given the characteristic of anger, and it is also why we fall into the hands of the holder so as to give vent to his wrath).


    Some of the workers take us out to the open grassy area where we remain one on top of the other stacked up like books. Soon trucks come and transport us to the wholesale market.


    My siblings and I were bought off by a construction worker the other day. According to the traffic laws of the city, trucks and other carrier vehicles are allowed to ply between 9 pm and 8 am. So our vehicle trundled along from the quiet suburban area and came out into the main street before beginning to move from one street to another. The driver began humming a tune, and occasionally placed the mouth of the bottle to his lips and thirstily took a swig. After about an hour, we found ourselves swaying, as if all the whiskey had wet our stomachs instead of the driver’s. Then in no time, a crash sounded in our ears, bringing the lorry to a standstill. In the sudden jolt some of us fell out from the vehicle, including myself.


    A broken piece, I lay in the gutter.


    With or without fortune, I was the one out of the five broken pieces, and the fistful of me which rolled to the gutter possessed my heart. The rest of me was intact around the rest of my brothers and sisters. A cobbler sitting on the pavement picked two of the pieces, proceeded to his makeshift work-place, removed the old pair of broken and soiled pieces of bricks, throwing them into the garbage bin about ten yards away to his left. Next he placed the new ones to hold the two ends of his plastic cover underneath which he housed his tools.


    Very soon two urchins came, picked up the other two undamaged bricks, took them across to the other pavement, placed them side by side, sat on them and continued with their pranks on each other.


    Where I lay – that is on the gutter – lost in thoughts I suddenly began to feel something soft and warm. I opened my eyes, steadying myself only to see a hand lightly holding me. “Such a slender and graceful hand!” all my senses spoke out. “It can only belong to a woman!” I lay cocooned in the soft flesh of the palm; the fairness and light pinkness seemed to fill me with caresses. Lines ran from here and there, lines people call as heart line, fate line, guard line – all met the other somewhere in that beautiful landscape of a palm. I looked up. The forearm was as fair as the palm.


    But, you know, some questions remained unanswered in my mind at that time. Questions such as why did the two fibre bangles with contrasting colours of light blue and light pink worn around the forearm clink even though they were not touching each other, and why did the other hand, bare till the arm – like the right one – reach the black eyes and rub the eyelids even though no fly-ash floated in the air then.


    The hand took me about ten inches close to its face, obviously for closer inspection, and put me in an imaginary horizontal line with her breasts. A small light brown rectangular piece of transparent stone clung from a thin silver chain around the neck; a slender neck indeed, followed by a chin which befitted the neck, the semi-full lips, the sweet little nose below a pair of black eyes, a straight forehead and smooth jet black hair till just below the shoulders.


    Thereafter the lady zipped her shoulder bag open, took out a sheet of single-line paper and wrapped me with it before putting me into her bag. Next, she hailed a taxi, boarded it and sped off.


    The vehicle stopped outside a three-storey house, and she went up two flights of red stairs, unlocked the dark brown door, stepped into the drawing-cum-dining room, turned right into the study, opened her bag, took me out and placed me on the lower-most shelf before the lined-up books where stood two artefacts – a small crystal ashtray in the shape of a swan with open wings and a brass figurine of a girl caught in a dancing pose.


    The warmth of the lady’s palm still lingered on me as I lay on the shelf. Do you know why? Her body temperature somehow refused to leave me. Was there a chemistry brewing between us? Well, I don’t know.
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