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BOARDING PASS


Mr Verma is a fifty-year-old, well-educated, good-looking yet humble person. He is standing at the Shanghai Airport, queued up for the business-class passengers at the check-in counter. He is dead tired after a hectic work day in China and is listening to music on headphones to relax. So tired is he that he does not realize he is standing in the business-class section with an economy-class ticket!


Just then, an Indian-Punjabi businessman, Mr Rajan Mehta, in his late forties, comes and stands behind Mr Verma. There were another four men ahead of him in the queue. Mr Verma’s phone beeps with an incoming email. He turns off the music, takes off the headphones, and checks his email. Mr Mehta, impressed with Mr Verma’s personality, initiates a conversation by introducing himself as a builder based in Delhi catering to the corporate sector and making big commercial buildings. His business had brought him to China to study the latest developments in office designing.


Mr Verma introduces himself as an engineer from IIT Kanpur visiting China to inspect new machines for his factory in Delhi. Mr Mehta continuously tells him about his current and future projects to make an impression of how big his business is.


When Mr Verma proceeds to the check-in counter, the woman informs him that he is in the wrong queue and directs him towards the economy-class section. Mr Verma realizes his mistake, but because he is extremely tired requests her to issue his boarding pass. The woman seems a little irritated, but seeing just one other passenger behind him, issues his boarding pass. Next is Mr Mehta. He keeps his boarding pass in his pocket in a manner that ‘Business Class’ is clearly visible. Both passengers now proceed towards the boarding gate and find that their flight is delayed by an hour. Mr Mehta invites Mr Verma for dinner at the airport’s best eating place – a seafood restaurant that serves French wine and caviar. Mr Mehta orders caviar and wine; Mr Verma settle for simple fish and chips and local Chinese beer. After dinner, Mr Mehta insists on paying the bill. They now indulge in informal talks about their families. Mr Verma talks about his twenty-five-year-old son who works with him in his factory. He shows his photograph – a tall, handsome boy standing in front of the gate of a big building, which Mr Mehta assumes to be his factory.


Mr Mehta tells Mr Verma that he has been looking for a suitable ‘high-class’ match for his beautiful twenty-three-year-old daughter and expresses interest in forging a new relationship between the two. He would like to meet his son and introduce him to his daughter giving them time to interact before the families can proceed with formalities. Their conversation is still on when they hear the boarding announcement for their flight. They proceed towards the boarding gate talking about the possibilities of a match. They even exchange their phone numbers.


On reaching the boarding gate, Mr Mehta gives way to Mr Verma to board. Suddenly, Mr Mehta notices ‘Economy Class’ on his boarding pass. He is shocked! Mr Verma is not a high-class man after all! His facial expressions change and he starts to feel uneasy.


Sensing his discomfort, Mr Verma tells him that he stood in the business-class queue by mistake, that he does belong to the cattle class, and that he is sorry for wasting his valuable time. He pauses and then continues: ‘Aur haan, mujhe Business-class traveller samajhne ke saath saath shayad tumne mere bete ke peechhe wale sheds ko meri factory samajh li hogi. Meri to chhoti si factory hai. Yeh to Tata Engineers ka plant hai jahan mera beta teen din ki training pe gaya tha taaki apni factory ke liye kuchh nayi technology seekh sake.’ (Perhaps along with thinking I am a Business-class traveller you would have considered the sheds behind my son in the photograph to be my factory. I have a small factory. The one in the photograph is the Tata Engineers plant where my son attended a training session to learn about a new technology.)


Mr Mehta is numb with disbelief.


Mr Verma bids Mr Mehta farewell and proceeds towards his side of the boarding gate.


Question


Have we become so class-conscious that we judge people only by their appearance?
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TRUE LOVE AND SUSPICION


Neha, in her mid-thirties, teaches psychology in a prestigious college in Mumbai. She had big dreams of an exciting life after marriage. Her husband, Dr Jayesh, on the other hand, is a serious and busy man. He is a dedicated gynaecologist with a good reputation and practices in a renowned hospital in the same city.


The couple loved each other and adjusted to each other’s requirements. Neha wanted a child soon after getting married, but her husband was particular about her studies and career. After completing her studies, Neha did not start working because she did not want to raise a child under work pressure. But her husband disagreed.


Despite such a close bond, today Neha is standing outside the court holding divorce papers. She has divorced Jayesh.


It all begins when Neha catches Jayesh coming out of a hotel with a woman. When confronted, Jayesh accepts that she is a sex worker, but assures Neha that there was no physical contact. Neha becomes suspicious, when he refuses to reveal her identity, that her husband has cheated on her. Completely helpless, Jayesh accepts Neha’s decision of a divorce. Even in court when he protects the woman’s dignity, saying he does not want to tarnish her image, everyone is convinced of the charges against him. Overnight he loses his reputation and respect, and is fired from his job at the hospital.


With a shattered reputation, Jayesh moves to Nashik, whereas Neha joins a college to teach psychology. She becomes devoid of any emotion and crawls into a shell, away from the outer world. The only contact, albeit limited, she keeps is with her childhood friend, Shama.


She is engrossed in teaching and is happy with her batch of intelligent students. One of her students, Sameer, equally brilliant as the others, asks her a question one day: ‘Why do husbands cheat?’ Neha is shocked and replies bluntly, ‘Because they are bastards.’ The students look at each other in disbelief. They are merely asking from the point of male psyche, but Neha’s frustration finds a vent and she makes one shocking statement after the other. She storms out of the class and goes straight to the dean’s office to complain that the students ask unreasonable questions and that she cannot continue teaching the class. But the dean disagrees, saying it is the brightest lot, capable of seeking admission in renowned universities abroad. He asks her to review her decision and find the real reason of worry.


Neha calms down after stepping out of his office and realizes how deeply disturbed she is. She is in need of a break and decides to go to her hometown of Bengaluru to her friend Shama.


Neha asks her the same question her students asked her, to which Shama mockingly replies that in their community husbands are allowed four marriages, legally.


She returns to Mumbai to seek answers. She is out to find the woman who was with her husband on known streets, pick-up points, night clubs, and through brokers, but to no use. Sameer, her student, helps in her mission to locate this woman. They look through a popular website where these women are listed. After rigorous search, Neha stumbles upon a face that looks vaguely familiar. ‘Interested in mature, sincere, and gentlemen ONLY’, read her profile description – just the right match for Jayesh.


Sameer and Neha decide to book an appointment with her the following evening, stating Sameer as the potential client. But when they meet the woman Anupama, Sameer says that someone else would like to meet with her. The woman smiles and agrees to meet with Neha. Neha tells her that she only wants to talk about her profession because she is writing her thesis on the oldest profession in the world. Anupama, agrees to answer Neha’s questions, but asks the kid in the room, Sameer, to leave. Feeling insulted, he leaves at once.


Anupama begins her story.


Her husband is an IT engineer based in the USA on work permit, but is not getting his permanent visa. It has been three years now and she has been loyal to him all this while. To satiate her physical needs, a friend of hers had suggested joining this trade like herself, whose husband too is away for the last five years.


After asking some more questions, Neha finally arrives at her main question, if she remembers her husband and the purpose of his visit. With some difficulty she remembers Jayesh and it seems she has a lot of respect for him. She tells Neha he had visited her on three occasions and asked her why women cheat, a question that had tormented him throughout his growing years. Jayesh’s father had caught his mother cheating on him, but he decided to continue the marriage for the sake of their children. Jayesh remembered his parents sharing a disturbed relationship, and he hated both his parents, especially his mother, after learning the truth. Anupama also tells Neha that Jayesh felt relieved after talking to her and had expressed that he did not want to share this reality with his wife to maintain the dignity of his parents in front of her.


Anupama continues that she feels women get away with cheating because the men have to uphold their honour as it is a stab at their manhood. Because women have to don multiple hats at the same time, they are emotionally more stronger than men.


Neha now understands that Jayesh was right all along, that he did not cheat on her. She immediately decides to go to Nasik to Jayesh’s clinic. She apologies to him and requests him to forgive her and accept her as his wife once again. Jayesh agrees without any hesitation.


Questions




Do we become suspicious about our partners or friends before carefully understanding the circumstances?


Is hasty decision-making in our fast-paced daily life leading to breakdown in relationships?
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THE THIRD GENDER


This is an intense story of a sensitive issue of our society: an emotional journey of two eunuchs born into an educated middle-class family, separated and brought up differently because of fateful circumstances, and reunited thirty years later.


Disha and Arnav are a well-educated and open-minded couple residing happily in Meerut. Arnav holds a prestigious job in a private bank, while Disha is a teacher in a school. Within a year of their marriage, Disha conceives, and the couple is very happy to become parents. The day comes when Disha gives birth to a baby, but the long-awaited happiness is snatched away within moments when the doctor declares that the baby to be a eunuch. They are sad, but soon embrace the reality. Their main worry is how to keep the child with themselves as the whole hospital now knows that a eunuch is born. It is a stigma for such a child to be born. If news leaks from the hospital and the eunuch gang is informed in exchange of money, ultimately, the baby will be taken away by them from its parents to be raised in their community.


Fearing this, both Disha and Arnav plead with their doctor to protect their newborn, which the doctor agrees, but a ward boy, who works on a commission for the eunuch community, informs them. After Disha is discharged, the gang leader reaches their house to take away the child. There is a scuffle and the whole neighbourhood learns the truth about Disha and Arnav’s baby. Despite reluctance, the child is taken away forcibly, leaving the new parents shattered.


Disha and Arnav are very supportive towards each other and try to adjust to the circumstances. They even approach the gang and plead them to return their baby several times, but looking at the manner they bring up children and the surroundings, they give up hope. Although time heals them, the void remains.


Disha and Arnav are expecting their second child making them happy once again, but with a tinge of fear. What if history repeats itself? To be absolutely sure, they consult a gynaecologist, Dr Sita, in Mumbai and urge her to reveal the sex of their unborn child. Since determination of sex of an unborn child is illegal, the doctor agrees to be silent in exchange for a huge sum of money. Unfortunately, this baby too is a hermaphrodite. They decide not to terminate the pregnancy and shift immediately to the suburbs of Mumbai to begin a new life.


Here, Arnav starts a small business of antiques, artefacts, and handicrafts, while Disha stays at home so that she can hide her pregnancy from neighbours. When it is time for the delivery, Dr Sita acts as the midwife against a large sum once again. They name the baby Ayesha and decide to bring her up in isolation and home tutor her, to keep her safe and with her parents. They tell the neighbours that their child is sick and hence has to stay at home.


Ayesha brings along good luck for her parents: Arnav’s business flourishes. She enjoys luxuries and basks in the love of her parents, but is restrained from playing and interacting with other children.


On the other hand, Reeta, Disha and Arnav’s first child, as named by the enuch gang, is being brought up under miserable conditions. At five she is forced to learn dance and is taught etiquettes of the hijra community. She is made to collect money at other hijras’ performances, and although embarrassed and humiliated, she has to do her job.


But luck favours her in the form of her kind dance teacher, Bhushan, who treats her like his daughter. He recognizes her talent for dance and teaches her the classical form, and also takes time out to teach her to read and write Hindi. Reeta is a sharp child and picks up both with ease.


Around ten, Ayesha begins to notice some differences in her body compared to other women, like her mother and the maids. She becomes inquisitive and starts questioning. At first Disha tries to change the topic, but her questions continue growing more and more frequent. One day, finally, Disha and Arnav reveal the reality. She is taken aback and shattered. She is unable to forgive her parents for doing injustice to her by keeping her identity a secret. When she is still not convinced, they take her to the colony of eunuchs to show the real state of affairs and why she was being closeted. Ayesha understands and is thankful to her parents for the life they have given her.


Having learnt the truth, Ayesha now wants to see and experience the outside world. She wants to attend a real school. After much hesitation, her parents agree. She puts in a lot of hard work and does well. Her teachers appreciate her as well. She begins to lead the life of a regular person and even attracts male attention. While in college, the head of a notorious college gang approaches her, but she politely refuses. But the boy cannot take rejection and kidnap her along with his gang members and try to sexually assault her. She somehow gathers courage to fight back and escapes, but the incident leaves her shaken and scared to face the consequences if her identity is revealed.


Life continues much the same for Reeta. When she turns ten, she begins dancing at events. Her good looks and great dancing skills make her a star child among the hijras. The leader of the gang notices the luring eyes of people towards her. At fourteen, she is forced into the sex trade. Her clients are young and old drunk men who exploit her body. As a result, she suffers great mental and physical agony. But Reeta is strong from within and vents her frustration through dancing. She starts writing and singing her own songs and soon starts performing like professional choreographers. With age, Reeta stops selling her body. She now supervises junior hijras and teaches them dance. She continues to dance and write with the same enthusiasm.


Both Reeta and Ayesha are coping with life. Ayesha’s hard work and determination proves fruitful and she becomes a successful entrepreneur at thirty. She will soon be awarded the ‘Woman Entrepreneur of the Year’ award. Many young, influential men express the desire to marry her, but she maintains safe distance, except Ashish, the CEO of an MNC.


Dr Sita is still in touch with Disha and Arnav, but for a reason. Since Ayesha’s birth, she has been blackmailing them. Now that her daughter is going to be married, she demands more money, but Arnav is tired of her taunts and refuses to pay anymore. Angered by Arnav’s refusal, Dr Sita rocks Ayesha’s world once again by telling her about her sibling.


Memories of the past are refreshed. Wounds are reopened.


After learning the truth, Ayesha is determined to get Reeta home at any cost and takes Ashish’s help. With his connections, Ashish is able to bribe the leader and free Reeta.


Disha and Arnav are overwhelmed to see their first child back home, but Reeta is angry and wants to know why she was abandoned. Slowly, they relive the painful past and make Reeta understand they had no choice. After much explanation, Reeta accepts their apologies and the family is reunited.


Ayesha realizes Reeta’s potential as a dancer and writer. She helps with her grooming and opens an institute for her where she can teach dance. Finally, she gets the respect and fame of a dance teacher, something she has been yearning all this while.


The day arrives when Ayesha is going to be awarded for her hard work. When she goes up to accept the award, she realizes she cannot accept it under a false identity. This makes her refuse it and disclose her true gender – the third gender – to the audience. She explains hiding her real identity and living with phobia is not living a true life. It is the intelligence, dedication, and hard work that should matter, not the gender of the person, to be successful and live with dignity. She stands up for the third gender and encourages their education and support to live life like any other human being. Being born with a different body is no one’s fault, and they should not be criminalized or ostracized.


There is silence. But the audience soon breaks into thunderous applause.


It is auspicious for eunuchs to perform and give blessings on festivals and during occasions of birth and wedding, and they are duly rewarded for this gesture. It is believed that their blessings are powerful and bring about good results. Money has lured many others; young boys from poor backgrounds either pretend to be eunuchs or surgically transform their bodies to be part of this lucrative trade. There are clashes between the eunuch community and those who pose to be them, and they mark their territories of profit. Since they cannot earn themselves any other respectable jobs, they are forced to resort to other means such as selling their bodies and beg. On a daily basis, today eunuchs face abuse and many hardships to earn their living.


Questions




Is our society being just in thinking and acting towards eunuchs as a separate community? Should the eunuchs get more support from the wider society for getting integrated in diverse professions to come out of their community and traditional practices?
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LOVE IN THE TIMES OF WAR


Love and time share a bittersweet relationship; they have an unusual way of changing how and what we think of other people. The equations of human relationships constantly change over time and in turn change the course of the lives of those involved.


Alok and Bishan are business partners who have a lot of things in common. They are of the same age and their kids, Ayesha (Bishan’s daughter) and Rishi (Alok’s son) are childhood-friends-turned-lovers. Their life seems nothing short of perfect. But the reality is something else. Alok is a kind-hearted person and a philanthropist. He trusts Bishan and has given him his share of the work because he wants to devote his time to social work. However, Bishan is his friend’s opposite: money-minded, cunning, selfish, and has his eyes on Alok’s money.


Even with Alok’s business in his hands, Bishan is greedy for more. He shifts funds and stocks from his friends’s factory where he holds only a ten per cent share. But with this shift, the labour lose their salaries, materials lose their quality, and clients do not get timely deliveries. The labour goes on strike and Alok gets arrested for financial frauds, actually done by Bishan, and it takes no time for the company to go broke. Rishi, the next in line, also faces arrest, but he is in London. He decides to stay there, and in the meantime take this as an opportunity to unearth Bishan’s wrongdoings. To make ends meet, he works in London as a waiter.


But the cunning man that Bishan is, he proves in court that Alok had transferred his ten per cent shares to his son and cheated him. All this while Bishan had been falsely taking Alok’s signatures on the transfer papers, and Alok never cared to read them because he trusted his friend.


A similar story runs in the parallel, with Rishi and Ayesha and their college friends Smriti and Aryan. The four share a strong, inseparable bond. Because of her humble background, Aryan’s extremely rich family harshly rejects Smriti. Aryan and Ayesha share the pain of broken hearts, while their families are set on a mission to dismiss their poor lovers. The strength and comfort of friendship overcomes the insecurity of love. The four friends hatch a plan. To satisfy their families’ wishes and gain their confidence they decide that, Aryan and Ayesha, and Rishi and Smriti, will get married, work to unearth the secrets of fraud done by Bishan and once everything settles down, they will break their respective marriages and go back to their partners.
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