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  For people who hate lizards and


  cockroaches as much as I do.


  Oh and, um, frogs too.
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  Hell’s Angel




  My relationship with Varun ended abruptly at my best friend Tanya’s wedding. Okay, I was the one who played Terminator, but I was feeling

  desperately ill and in no mood to deal with the intense, life-changing conversation Varun had brought up. I still hadn’t recovered from the night out with the girls – and that was

  forty-eight hours ago. Chasing vodka with tequila shots seemed like an excellent idea then, but I’m older and wiser now. Never again.




  Tanya was looking as ill as I was feeling, which was odd because she’d just had a small vodka on that girlie night – she’d said she didn’t want puffy eyes on her big day.

  She still had puffy eyes, though. They were red-rimmed, too, and brimming with tears. She wept uncontrollably when I went to the hotel to help her get dressed.




  ‘Oh help Diya, I can’t go through with this!’ ‘Have you, like, lost it?’ I demanded. ‘This is the guy you wanted to marry since you were fifteen years old!

  You even told me idiotic things like the names of the babies you were going to have with him. Get a grip, woman!’




  ‘That was then, this is now,’ she wailed.




  I sighed. My head was throbbing so hard, I just couldn’t deal with theatrics. The only person I could sympathize with right then was myself.




  ‘And why have you gone off him? Has someone suddenly slapped him with a paternity suit or what?’ I said waspishly. ‘It’s just nerves, Tanya. I’ve read somewhere

  that it’s normal to get them on your wedding day. Everyone does! For all you know, Sanjay’s probably having second thoughts too. Hey, he could well be on his way to the airport

  now to buy himself a one-way ticket to Ibiza or someplace else where chicks are hot and easy.’




  This made her cry even louder.




  ‘You’re the one who told me I was a fool to marry the only man I’ve ever dated,’ Tanya wailed accusingly.




  Guilty as charged. But I’d just been teasing her – I really, really liked Sanjay. And now she was threatening to dump him on her wedding day because of stupid old me. How

  could I do this to my best friend – the person who had comforted me and kept me sane in boarding school after my parents got divorced? I owed her big time.




  After mentally kicking myself, I took a bold step to retrieve the situation. Admittedly, it was a bit of a gamble.




  ‘Okay,’ I shrugged. ‘Dump him, then, if that’s what you really want. And hey, let’s drink to that!’




  Tanya looked dumbstruck as I took a mini bottle of vodka out of the fridge, poured the contents into two glasses and lustily said, ‘Cheers!’




  She echoed me in a weak and wavering voice, but I pretended not to notice.




  ‘So, are you going to tell him or do you want me to do it? After all, that’s what friends are for, right?’ I said cheerfully.




  She was silent. Perfect. This was my cue to make my killer move.




  ‘The best thing is, you won’t feel guilty forever. I mean, Sanjay’s not bad-looking so I’m sure he’ll be snapped up soon. And then there’s that woman at his

  office, the one you absolutely hate, who looks at him with naked lust in her eyes. She’ll be over the moon!’




  A strangled sob is all I got in response. I turned my face away from Tanya to hide my triumphant grin. After composing my face into a deeply concerned

  Hollywood-star-talking-to-rolling-cameras-about-orphans-in-Africa expression, I faced Tanya and enveloped her in a bear hug.




  ‘Do you love him?’ I asked gently.




  ‘Of course, Diya!’ she muttered petulantly.




  ‘Aha, thought so! I love him too, so cheers to that!’ I crowed.




  Her face brightened instantly and she took a gulp of the vodka. I followed suit and grimaced. My stomach churned and I knew in a flash that hair of the dog does not work – do not

  try it! Fortunately, I also darted to the loo in a flash, or else Tanya’s gorgeous wedding sari would have been drenched with puke.




  The wedding ceremony was beautiful. Tanya didn’t shed a single tear, and instead of sedately walking around the fire in a demure manner, she was sprinting with excitement. Varun was so

  inspired he squeezed my hand and asked me to marry him. I said no. Firmly. Hello, I’m only twenty-seven! I need to live a little before I settle down. Also, I want to be absolutely sure about

  the man I marry; after witnessing the acrimonious divorce battles my parents went through, I’m very clear that when I settle down with someone it’s going to be for the rest of my

  life.




  Later that night I sobbed into my pillow. Not over Varun – god, he’s just one of those random men who come and go, but for my best and only friend Tanya. She was going to live miles

  away in New York from tomorrow. I was dead certain I wouldn’t survive without her. I mean, she’s the only person on planet Earth who gets me!
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  When I got to office late on Monday morning, the restroom was buzzing with excitement: there was a new guy at work! This was marvellous news, considering that about 95 per cent

  of the people at my office are women – it’s almost like being in a convent. This is one of the pitfalls of working for a glamour magazine. Trust me, it’s not as cool as it

  sounds.




  The girls were elbowing each other out of the way to get to the mirror. Make-up was touched up, buttons were sexily unbuttoned and even mousy Gitanjali, who never wore anything more daring than

  tinted lip gloss, was applying fire-engine red lipstick!




  ‘Seriously he’s that hot?’ I asked, astonished.




  There was an orgasmic chorus of ‘Yes! Yes! Oooh yes!’




  Wonderful, I thought glumly. The day I decide to wear baggy jeans and a grungy tee an ex had left in my apartment (I don’t remember which ex, exactly), a hottie pops up.




  ‘Gimme that tarty lipstick when you’re done with it, Gitanjali,’ I pleaded.




  ‘No way, Diya,’ she glared. ‘You’re infuriatingly sexy already, give the rest of us a chance!’




  As usual, everyone enthusiastically agreed with her, including my frenemy Anushka, who had unbuttoned her shirt almost to her navel.




  I gave up. It’s not easy having fabulously long legs and high cheekbones – I mean, guys absolutely worship you for it but girls just can’t stand you, they’re kinder to

  serial killers and that’s a fact. The worst part is, the jealous girls secretly console themselves that every attractive woman must be a brain-dead bimbo. So not fair!




  I reached my desk just in time. I’d barely sat down when the HR head came up to my cubicle – she was introducing the new guy to everyone at work. I took one look at him, and omigod,

  I immediately wanted to rush back to my apartment and change into something else – like my little black dress with the plunging neckline. Thank god I’d dumped Varun the night

  before!




  My next instinct was to call Tanya and tell her all about the new hottie’s spiky brown hair, amazing bod and irresistible pheromones. I whipped out my cell phone and midway through

  dialling her number remembered that she was on a flight to New York. Rats! If I didn’t like Sanjay so much, I could have killed him for taking my best friend far, far away.
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  A spot of invaluable advice for employers – if you want your employees to really enjoy their jobs, add glamour to the office by hiring a few smoking hot men and women.

  Rehan, the new guy at work, gave most of us a reason (the best reason ever) to come to office daily! Oh, he was so good at it – he flirted shamelessly with all of us.




  There was serious betting going on at the office: who would Rehan ask out first? I was hugely flattered when Mavis, the Senior Editor’s secretary, whispered to me that her boss, my boss

  and several VPs had put big money on me. Everybody knows that secretaries are the most reliable source of office information: they can tell you whose cabin was used for a one-night stand, and

  colourful details like whether the condoms were ribbed, dotted or strawberry-flavoured. Mavis’s encouraging words inspired me to try a little harder with Rehan – I mean, I

  couldn’t let all those important senior people down. I started wearing skirts the size of my dad’s handkerchiefs and slinky little tops to office. It certainly got me a lot of unwelcome

  attention on my way to work and back, but that annoying Rehan still didn’t pay more attention to me than he did to the other girls.




  Anushka was trying as hard as I was. She even tried to shame me into giving up the battle for Rehan.




  ‘You’re dating Varun already, Diya, so back off.’




  I snorted. ‘Varun is ancient history now, so you back off!’




  After all that excitement, you’ll never guess who Rehan asked out first: a hairy thing with a Rajput moustache who worked in the accounts department. Omigod, Rehan was gloriously gay

  – no wonder he asked me where I got my fishnet stockings from!




  [image: ornament]




  Naturally, the next day all the women wore gloomy looks and sensible clothes. It was pointless coming to work semi-undressed since we’d discovered Rehan’s secret

  – it truly is tragic that most of the best-looking men in the world are gay.




  I was furious because all the top-management types who had bet solid money that Rehan would ask me out first were sore losers – they glowered and glared at me all day! To make

  matters worse, a client whose company manufactured sanitary napkins asked me out on a sort of date.




  ‘Good news, Diya, we need to do an advertorial on my product for the next issue. I’m thinking six pages. Let’s go for a drink tonight and discuss it,’ Rahul Singh said at

  the meeting.




  ‘Um, ah, can’t we discuss it now?’ I mumbled, trying hard to invent a plausible excuse to wriggle out. See, I like Rahul. He’s cute and amusing, but he’s about

  forty kg overweight. I refuse to be seen with him in public in case people think we’re a couple – so I’m shallow, big deal! Besides, I hate advertorials. They don’t bring in

  as much money as ads do, and you have to practically go down on your knees and beg the editorial department to work on them instead of churning out ditzy articles like ‘How to Turn Your

  Boyfriend into Your Sex Slave’. Honestly, I hate the editorial department. They act like divas because they’re the talent and treat ad sales people with contempt, as though we’re

  the lowest critters in the food chain. I always feel indignant when they put us down – I mean, if it weren’t for the ads we bring in, the mag would fold up.




  ‘That’s an excellent idea, Rahul,’ my boss cut in crisply before Rahul could respond. ‘And, anyway, Diya’s got nothing special lined up for the evening,’ she

  said waspishly. Stupid old bat! She was just getting back at me because she’d lost a lot of money in the Rehan gamble. I know she did – Mavis told me!




  I attacked Rehan when he popped up at my desk later and attempted to flirt with me.




  ‘Darling, how come you’re dressed like a nun today?’ he said.




  ‘Because I’m getting none from you,’ I muttered irritably.




  ‘And what does that mean?’ Rehan looked puzzled.




  ‘It means you’re gay so stop wasting my time!’ I snapped.




  He looked startled first and annoyed later.




  ‘Excuse me, I’m so not gay!’




  ‘Really? So why did you go out with that accounts guy last night?’




  ‘WTF? I went out with him because there’s a screw-up in my cost-to-company letter and I need it sorted out ASAP. Hell, money’s more important than women!’




  And then he asked me out for a drink and I remembered that I already had a date with the sanitary-napkin client that night. Damn.
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  Oh well, after my initial panic died down I figured things out. I wasn’t particularly perturbed that I had two dates to juggle – I’ve handled mess-ups like

  that before. What bothered me more was that I didn’t have time to change into something nice that evening – I had to be wined and dined in the Hell’s Angels tee I’d groggily

  slipped on for office that morning. To compensate for my grungy attire, I laid on the make-up real thick with Cleopatra-style eyeliner and other interesting touches, so at the end of it all I

  looked casual but chic. Sort of like those models in Diesel ads.




  When Rahul and I settled down at a corner table he’d chosen, I told him that I had to leave at 9.30 pm.




  ‘Or else Cinderella will turn into an orange pumpkin?’ he teased.




  ‘Nah, orange just isn’t me. Seriously, though, I have to work on a business pitch for a perfume client tonight,’ I lied.




  Rahul bought my excuse without raising an eyebrow.




  ‘Right, then, let’s get the advertorial discussion over with before time runs out. The most important thing about our brand of sanitary napkins is the super-soak technology,’

  he began.




  I groaned inwardly. Here I was sipping a divine Bloody Mary in a posh restaurant with a sea view, and my companion wanted to discuss soggy, squelchy sanitary napkins.




  I mentally tuned out, pretending to listen.




  When I couldn’t take it any more, I told Rahul that instead of focusing so heavily on the super-soak technology and boring things like weaves, suppose our advertorial was a little more

  reader-friendly?




  ‘I mean, we can carry interesting articles on pre-menstrual stress and suchlike,’ I suggested.’ I kept my fingers crossed as I said that. The editorial department

  wouldn’t kick up too much of a fuss over articles like that. Pre-menstrual stress is a subject women enjoy moaning and groaning about. Seriously.




  ‘Nope, that’s too generic,’ Rahul said firmly. ‘Our technology has absolutely got to be the star – it’s what makes us the No. 1 brand worldwide.’




  I stared at him glumly. Rahul noted my expression with an audible sigh. He shook his head exasperatedly.




  ‘Okay, let’s see if I can make you as enthused about it as I am,’ he said decisively, and my eyes widened with horror as he whipped a sanitary napkin out of his jacket pocket.

  Heck, what sort of man keeps sanitary napkins in his pocket?




  He placed it on his crumb-speckled quarter plate, picked up my Bloody Mary and poured it over the sanitary napkin. My jaw dropped to my ankles.




  ‘Have you lost it? You can’t do this in a public place!’ I hissed urgently.




  He ignored my protests and concentrated deeply on the sanitary napkin.




  ‘Look at it soaking up that Bloody Mary! Isn’t it bloody marvellous?’ he said excitedly.




  I have to admit that it did such a good job, I made a mental note to switch to Dry Days (that’s what Rahul’s brand was called).




  Rahul disgusted me further by prodding the sanitary napkin with a finger.




  ‘See how dry it is within seconds? Go on, touch it!’ he urged.




  I touched it gingerly – I had no choice. I agreed that it was dry and made a feeble joke about it being ironic that a product called Dry Days had soaked up an alcoholic beverage.




  Rahul wasn’t listening to me. He was still staring raptly at the sanitary napkin. I saw a waiter approaching and hurriedly snatched the sanitary napkin off Rahul’s plate and bundled

  it into my table napkin.




  I thought better of handing over the embarrassing package to Rahul – he was capable of exposing the sanitary napkin again – so I shoved it into the outside pocket of my handbag.




  Rahul leaned back in his chair with an air of deep satisfaction.




  ‘So now do you understand why the advertorial has to focus on the super-soak technology instead of frippery things like PMS?’ Rahul asked.




  I still didn’t agree with him but I nodded. I silently resolved to debate this with him further in a more private place, like his office cabin.




  ‘Great! Oh, and sorry about pinching your Bloody Mary,’ Rahul said without looking remotely apologetic.




  ‘Yes, that was mean of you,’ I said severely. ‘You could have poured your own drink on it.’




  ‘What, waste my precious single malt?’ Rahul looked horrified. ‘Besides, your drink was more appropriate, keeping the name and colour in mind. The consistency, too, if you

  consider heavy clotting days,’ he said and started looking dreamy-eyed again.




  I didn’t want to know where this would lead, so I cut him short.




  ‘I’m starving. Can we order the mains now?’ I slimily knew that this would distract Rahul. Food is his greatest love.




  He summoned the waiter and ordered three Hyderabadi biryanis. As I raised my eyebrows he said, ‘One for you and two for me.’ There wasn’t a trace of embarrassment on his

  face.




  ‘You seriously should go on a diet,’ I told him sternly.




  ‘Impossible! That’s like asking a smoker to quit,’ he shrugged.




  Right then, I got a text message from Rehan: ‘At Turquoise Toad with Anushka. Take your time.’




  I lost it completely. I told Rahul that I had to use the restroom urgently and dashed out to the street, hailing a cab. There was no way I was going to let Anushka steal the hottest guy at

  office from me!




  I sent an apologetic text message to Rahul, of course: ‘Sudden asthma attack, gone home. So sorry.’




  Admittedly, I did feel guilty about ditching Rahul at the restaurant, but I consoled myself with the thought that instead of just two biryanis, he could eat three – I’m sure that

  made him terrifically happy.




  All I was focused on was getting to Turquoise Toad fast, before predatory Anushka could sink her claws into Rehan – my Rehan! Damn the Mumbai traffic – it took me almost

  thirty-five minutes to get there. My heart sank when I walked in and saw Rehan and Anushka leaning intimately towards each other across a table. And then it soared sky-high when Rehan looked up and

  noticed me: I can swear his eyes lit up like firecrackers. Anushka gave me a tight smile that barely hid her annoyance. I smiled sweetly in return and said, ‘Hey, thanks for entertaining

  Rehan while I was with the client.’ What I was implying was, ‘Thanks for warming my seat – now get up and leave!’ She didn’t take the hint, rats!




  With Anushka around, it was a completely pointless date. While part of me gave Rehan full marks for being gentlemanly and paying equal attention to both of us, the other part of me wanted to

  shake him till his teeth rattled. All my hopes for a cozy getting-to-know-each-other twosome went up in smoke.




  Soon after, I felt a real asthma attack coming on when I noticed Rahul with a bunch of people at the table bang opposite me. ‘Let’s go, I’m feeling ill,’ I wheezed

  frantically. At that very moment, Rahul’s eyes met mine. He looked fleetingly hurt. Then he turned his head away and shoved a family-sized burger into his mouth. Two things struck me

  simultaneously: how on earth did he find the space to eat any more after three heavy biryanis? And god, if he mentions this to my marketing head, I’m probably going to lose my job!
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  I tossed and turned all night. Not just because Rehan had enthusiastically agreed to come home for dinner the next day. Every time I tried to plan the menu in my head (wine,

  oysters, strawberries, dark chocolate, et cetera), Rahul’s face would pop in uninvited – and that hurt expression on it would kill me. Right, so I’m not a very nice person, but

  I’m not evil either. Also, I was terrified about losing my job – some clients can be spiteful, particularly when you dump them in the middle of dinner.




  At 4 am I decided to call Rahul and apologize, and composed several messages in my head. I finally made the call at 8.30 am. I stuttered the whole truth and, after he heard me out, he laughed

  uproariously. ‘Jesus, you really lived up to that Hell’s Angels tee you wore last night – my god, you’re a bloody handful,’ he guffawed.




  ‘I said I’m sorry,’ I repeated in a constrained voice.




  ‘No sweat, Diya, though you should have told me – I’d have been cool with it! Come on, why would you want to spend the evening with fat, ugly old me when you had a date with a

  stud?’




  ‘Hey, you’re not ugly!’ I protested. ‘Lose at least forty kg and you’ll look like a stud too.’ That part really was true. Rahul had the face of a Greek god

  with dimples and all, and the body of an elephant.




  ‘Oooh, don’t stop – I so love flattery,’ Rahul said with a laugh.




  When I hung up my conscience was clear and I was focused on Rehan and Rehan alone. After a quick trip to the shops, I did the house and myself up. I’m happy to say that my apartment looked

  cozily warm and I looked sizzling hot! When the doorbell finally rang and I opened the door, my welcoming smile froze. There was a very tall, large girl with suitcases and a violin standing

  outside.




  She smiled politely as I raised my eyebrows. ‘Hey there, I’m Mallika, your new flatmate,’ she said apologetically. Oh god, the landlady had warned me but I’d forgotten!

  Rats, could I never have a private date with Rehan? I fleetingly wondered whether while showing Mallika her room, I could swiftly shove her in and lock the door!




  I did the next best thing – I begged her to stay in her room voluntarily instead. Mallika was very understanding when I bitterly informed her that she had ruined my date.




  ‘Oops, sorry – promise I won’t intrude,’ she apologized.




  Rehan and I had a super-romantic time – and just when we were on our fourth glass of wine, the doorbell rang. At midnight!




  It was a pizza delivery man with the largest pizza ever. Heck, I hadn’t ordered pizza!




  ‘For Mallika Nair,’ he informed me. I paid grumpily and, as I was knocking at her door, Rehan sighed.




  ‘Mmm, smells like pepperoni. I’d kill for a slice of that!’




  Mallika opened the door just then and generously said, ‘You can have two slices, if you want. As long as you give me some of that dark chocolate mousse Diya has made in

  exchange.’




  ‘Deal!’ Rehan said, without consulting me. The cheek!




  ‘Pop in then,’ Mallika ushered us into her room. ‘I promised Diya that I’d stay here till you left and I always keep my word.’ She looked like she had a halo

  shimmering over her head as she said that.




  So all three of us sat on her single bed and I didn’t mind it any more when I realized that I was squashed against Rehan. I mean, Mallika took up most of the bed, hooray! He put an arm

  around me and I was in heaven.




  ‘Gosh, you play the violin? Hey, why don’t you serenade us?’ Rehan said when he noticed her violin case on a chair.




  ‘Sure,’ Mallika agreed, and I snuggled closer to Rehan when she got up. This was going better than I’d planned – till Mallika started playing ‘Three Blind

  Mice’!




  ‘Hello, don’t you know anything more romantic?’ I squawked.




  ‘Nope,’ Mallika shrugged. ‘I just started learning a few months ago. I always take up new hobbies when I’m dumped. I’ve done goldfish, bonsai and now this. The

  creep left me for a skinny underwear model,’ she added, and suddenly burst into tears.




  I always fall back on clichés when my female friends are dumped. ‘Men are bastards,’ I consoled Mallika sympathetically. She wailed louder and corrected me. ‘All

  men are bastards!’ she spat out and stamped her foot.




  ‘Dammit, that’s not fair,’ Rehan said vehemently. ‘I’m a man and I’m not a bastard,’ he added feebly as Mallika glared at him.




  ‘Oh really?’ she said coldly. ‘So tell me, have you never lied to any of your girlfriends about working late when you were actually romancing another babe?’




  I looked at Rehan curiously and discovered that he was beetroot red.




  ‘Um,’ he said nervously.




  ‘Is that a yes or a no?’ Mallika thundered.




  ‘Um, yes,’ Rehan said looking shame-faced. ‘But in my defence, I only do that when I know the relationship is over in my head.’




  I jumped in. I was pretty angry now. The ‘all-men-are-bastards’ mantra can really get women worked up.




  ‘So why don’t you tell your girlfriends that the relationship is over before you date other women? You know what? I bet you don’t tell them before because you want to

  check out the new babe to see if she really is better than the current one. Douchebag!’




  The only applause I got for my passionate speech was from Mallika. Rehan looked absolutely furious as he made for the door.




  ‘Where are you going?’ I asked, alarmed.




  ‘Back to my current girlfriend,’ he said coldly. ‘She’s way better than the new babe I was checking out just now.’




  I gasped as I heard the front door slam.




  ‘Omigod, was he serious? Like, does he really have a girlfriend he was cheating on, or did he say that to rile me?’ I frantically asked Mallika.




  ‘How does it matter?’ Mallika said coolly. ‘Remember, all men are bastards.’




  I panicked and called Rehan, but his cell phone rang unanswered.




  ‘Ah, forget him, Diya,’ Mallika said as she offered me a glass of my own wine. ‘Let’s drink to ourselves tonight.’




  So we did just that and giggled till the newspaper man rang the bell.
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  While I was dying to call Rehan the next afternoon, I held back. I’ll be damned if I’m going to chase men – particularly touchy men who take offence at normal

  ‘all-men-are-bastards’ girlie banter. My plan was to make Rehan beg for forgiveness – oh, and dump his girlfriend, too, if he really did have one. There’s only one way to do

  this in my shallow books: a beauty-parlour session and shopping!

OEBPS/html/docimages/orn.jpg





OEBPS/html/docimages/cover.jpg
Rupa Gulab (=%

\SSed)
\p\f RO





OEBPS/html/page-template.xpgt
 

   
    
		 
    
  
     
		 
		 
    

     
		 
    

     
		 
		 
    

     
		 
    

     
		 
		 
    

     
         
             
             
             
             
             
             
        
    

  

   
     
  





OEBPS/html/docimages/tp.jpg
9 Kissed “F:ﬂoy

Rupa Gulab

PAN BOOKS





