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Quis Custodiet Ipsos Custodes


—Juvenal, Satires (Line 371-348)




Popularised by Alan Moore’s Watchman, which roughly translates to: ‘Who watches the watchman?’




The term vigilante, of Spanish origin, means ‘watchman’ or ‘guard’.
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Hunter, Hunted


FOR SOMEONE WHO had hunted all his life, he never thought he would be the one being hunted now.


Vir Rathod was being chased. But there was no endgame. No win for him. He knew he would die. It was just prolonging the absolute blackness which he had been afraid of as a child. His mother would often tell him that death was not the end, but for him it was, regardless of his mother’s comforting words. The constant fear of the darkness had permeated his consciousness in such a way that he had resigned himself to accept it. But he also needed to install this fear in others—the powerless animals. The ones he hunted.


Now, things had changed.


He was running. His feet were starting to cramp up. His toes were wet.


Raindrops pricked him like razorblades, falling against his pale skin, as he climbed through the talon-like branches which obscured the stormy skies. He struggled upwards, his nostrils flooded with the scent of wet earth, soaked in rainwater and blood.


He was bleeding profusely. Whoever had kidnapped him, made sure he was weak enough to be chased down.


But why chase? Why doesn’t he just end my suffering?


Vir looked down at his body. There were cuts everywhere—his neck, his face and especially his left leg which his pocket knife had been grazing against.


His hands were clasped behind him with metal cuffs and his breathing was ragged. He could hear his blood pumping.


Fuck, I need to find a place to hide.


He didn’t know where he was. As a hunter, he had learnt to always be aware of the surroundings he was hunting in. Know its ins and outs.


But here he was the prey, not the predator.


His eyes fell on possible refuge, a place where he could hide, something which resembled a watchtower, thickly covered with vines and tall bushes that intertwined like cancerous veins in a human body. Satisfaction brimmed, a relieved smile cleaving his thin lips, as he began to stagger further.


He hadn’t seen the man who was behind him. Not even last night, when he was kidnapped by him. Away in the dark, when he was refrigerating all the tiger skins and keeping the ivory rhino horns wrapped in a soft linen blanket, to be sold in the black market, the man had come and grabbed him from behind, stabbing him strategically in non-lethal places.


The only thoughts that had run through Vir’s mind as he was being put in a car and left in the dark, were about his life as a poacher. He was not a good man, he knew, but he had the habits of a good man.


Every time he would kill an animal, he would pray. Pray to Lord Shiva for forgiveness, hold the rudraksh in his hands and really beg for forgiveness.


For what he did was not out of the love of sport, but out of the need for money, of having to take care of his wife and child back in his village.


And then a day later, after a long drive through the darkness, he was let out with his mask off. He wasn’t permitted to look at the man’s face and he hadn’t cared to. Vir knew his karma had come for him and so he had run, reaching where he was now.


He staggered to the watchtower. The sound of the falling rain stopped, once he was inside. He hid.


From the man who was behind him. Who walked with the grace of a gazelle.


Peering from one of the windows of the watchtower, he spotted his hunter whose face was hidden behind a large blue umbrella on which the raindrops glimmered.


His steps were irregular, almost as if he was trying to figure out where Vir had gone.


The man, he saw now, was dressed fashionably in a long black overcoat, with a black tie and boots. He had something in his hand.


And Vir went ice cold as he realised what it was.


An AK-47.


The man knelt. Looking down, he traced the ground with his gloved hands and Vir couldn’t understand what he was doing.


Until his hunter’s instincts helped him catch on.


I’m bleeding. He’s following my trail!


As realisation coursed through him, the man lifted the umbrella, his naked face trained directly at Vir. Locking eyes, Vir knew he had never seen a face as disturbing as his.


Then the man took aim and fired.
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The Prayer


THE SOUND OF the shot fired was only partially blanketed by the roaring storm.


The bullet missed him only by a little, as Vir leapt further and began to drag himself out of the watchtower.


He knows where I am. Fuck. Fuck!


As he made his way to the back gate of the watchtower he began to question himself.


Is he one of the rival poachers? Is he from the underworld? Or from the police? From what?


He had made enemies during his long career as a poacher. But no one had ever been able to get to him. He always made sure to lay low, meeting his family only once or twice a year. He’d disguise himself in the robes of a priest, a sadhu and a monk wherever he went. He was always on his toes and always, always careful.


Then how did this man find me?


And at one of the worst times, just a few minutes after his brother had left. It was as if he could predict Vir’s movements.


Is he a demon? A ghost?


The face was disgusting. Just a patch of white skin plastered across the man, eyes so deep and scarred, with skin that peeled off. Vir tried to describe it but he couldn’t.


What fascinated Vir most was his hat. He suddenly wished he could remember the right word for it, but it reminded him of the hats those Hollywood heroes would wear in those films that he’d watch when he would travel from his village to Bombay.


Those Western films. He couldn’t understand a bloody word of English, but it was fascinating to watch their guns go. He would clap, bursting with joy. In fact, he loved them so much that he used to get pirated copies that were dubbed in Hindi. That’s what he grew up watching.


Numbing pain pushed the memories away as he dragged himself further ahead. He was out. And back in the rain. A few drops of blood still left a trail, and he knew as long as it did, it would hurt him.


I have to stop bleeding.


He staggered further…


And then he heard another shot being fired.


A sharp pain seared through his spine as the bullet hit his ankle. He cursed, but instead of crying, he jumped up and willed himself to run.


Or, he tried to at least.


In reality, he could only whimper and stagger.


No. He’s behind me. I can hear the sound of his boots.


Drops of his blood left a trail.


I should accept the darkness. I should accept my fate.


The forest was ending and there he saw a road.


Perhaps I can reach there.


He didn’t look back. He couldn’t. He was too afraid. And he moved as fast as he could until he heard the clap of the bullet.


A moment later, he was on the ground.


The bullet lodged itself in his spine and he fell face-first in the mud. He was choking and crying now. The pain was too much to bear.


He remained there, frozen, hoping the man would leave him. Hoping that he would think he’s dead.


But it was not to be.


Nimbly, he came around, his umbrella still in his hand, and knelt next to Vir.


Vir chose not to look up. Not to see the wretched face before the darkness. He simply asked for one thing.


‘Pray to Mahadev for me,’ Vir said, signalling at the rudraksh beads that were wrapped around his wrist.


He knew why. Karma had finally got him. And with the surety of a man who had hunted all his life, he knew when he was the victim. Fleetingly, he realised what the tiger or the rhino must have felt.


‘Of course.’ The voice of the hunter was smooth as butter as he grabbed the beads from Vir’s wrist and prayed silently.


Vir waited. He waited for something to happen. But nothing did. The prayer, hollow and bleak, finished.


Realisation stung him like a bee now. Before killing the animals he would ask for forgiveness from Mahadev. He had prayed for the animals’ pain to be taken away.


But it hadn’t been. Pain was pain. A prayer didn’t lessen it.


‘Did you think you would feel something different?’ the man asked respectfully, keeping the beads on Vir’s side.


‘Yes. But I’m…I’m disappointed.’


‘Life is disappointing. In Naraka, time is temporary and your body is just a vessel. For an abode awaits you in the next life.’ The man rested the AK-47 against the back of Vir’s skull; fear engulfed him and he wanted to wrestle against it, but he felt powerless. ‘And I hope you will make better choices than the ones you’ve made in this one.’


What is he talking about? Naraka?


‘What next life…w-what?’


‘It depends on the karma you have raked up in this one.’


Vir didn’t understand anything.


‘Please don’t…please don’t…I will change…’


‘The time has come.’


‘Who…who is it…at least have the balls to tell me who hired you. Who are you? This is a dying man’s last request. Please!’ Vir cried.


And right before the final shot, before his brains were splattered out, Vir heard the name of the man who killed him:


‘Yama.’
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Dead and Buried


IT DIDN’T TAKE more than two days for SP Govind of Uttarakhand Police, Dehradun district to be standing in front of the corpse while his forensic team searched the place.


Govind watched the corpse, focussing singularly on it. His eyes were up there, where the corpse was hanging from the branch of a tree, by a thick noose around its neck. It stank and Govind had rubbed some eucalyptus roll-on under his nose to counter the rotting stench. The corpse was covered in scars and wounds. The body looked ancient and derelict, shriveled up because of rain, even though it had just been around two days…the autopsy had yet to be conducted.


But the weird part was the gunshot wound on the head.


Then why bother hanging it?


A ragpicker had found the corpse hanging like this in the alpine woods which crisscrossed over the side of the road and looked beautiful to those who were on that side. On entering, however, the forest was dark and sulky, especially during the winters. It fell on the Dehradun–Mussoorie road that led through patches of villages and young towns, interspersed with such forests of deodars and blue pines.


His men had surrounded the place and the media had gathered by then. News had broken as soon as the corpse was found and several onlookers had come in between to see what had happened. Some local villagers were present and a yellow tape was wrapped around the crime scene.


Govind wore gloves and disposable shoe covers so as to not contaminate the crime scene any further. With a black jacket on, his police cap, a bushy moustache, sagging bags under his eyes, Govind looked like a man who was exhausted of all this.


He truly was.


It was a complicated crime scene and while it would come under a murder investigation, Govind knew the police around here had very little experience of it. Mostly, it was missing people or the car crash cases.


But this murder…it just seemed different.


‘Sir, I believe the lead doctor has given a go-ahead in pulling down the corpse.’ The inspector arrived with his hands behind him. ‘They have taken whatever they could get from here.’


‘Did they find anything unusual?’


The inspector shook his head. ‘No footprints or any bullet residue left. It rained a few days ago. Probably washed everything away.’


Great. Another murder was going to go unsolved.


He already knew how it would end. The killer wouldn’t be caught. Their only hope now was to find some fingerprint, even a partial, on the body, even though the victim seemed clean.


‘Witnesses?’


‘We are still questioning them.’ The inspector shrugged.


Govind nodded and told his men to begin the process of bringing down the body while he waited. He would usually sit back in his office and work around with papers, answer to the senior superintendent of police, and do the usual chores.


As the body was being lowered down carefully with as much delicateness as was possible for them, Govind’s stark eyes watched the victim’s face. His skull was smashed from behind, but his open eyes and gaping mouth were right there. Looking right back at him.


And he knew who he was.


‘Fuck me.’ Govind couldn’t help but chuckle.


‘What happened sir?’ the inspector asked.


‘I shouldn’t say this, but the killer—he did us a favour,’ Govind said.


‘How?’


‘He just killed Vir Rathod, a veteran poacher with more than ten years of experience who had been trading in the underground black market for as long as we know,’ Govind explained. ‘The Wildlife Crime Control Bureau will pop open a bottle of champagne tonight.’


‘Why didn’t we or WCCB apprehend him before then?’


‘We did, but we had to let him go with a warning,’ Govind replied. ‘Insufficient evidence led him to getting a minimum sentence. Worse, when the WCCB finally found evidence, he escaped and remained quiet for the last couple of years.’


‘What do you think we should do then?’


Alert the WCCB first. And then…


Govind grinned. I finally have a story for him.


He moved away from the inspector, and called the man himself.


‘Hello?’ A voice said.


‘Chirag?’


‘Who?’


‘SP Govind from Uttarakhand…’


There was a pause. ‘Yes, sir.’


‘You told me if I give you an exclusive story, you would let go of the alleged bribery report against me.’ That was the thing with the man on the other side of the call. He worked with the so-called journalist, Shantaram De, but he would keep important incriminating evidence in his corner and force the authorities to tell him things before it was officially announced. And thus his channel grew, for they always managed to break important stories first.


There was a chuckle on the other end. ‘Alleged? That wasn’t alleged.’


Govind gritted his teeth. Men from all walks of life would throw money at him and in all fairness, he had refused them. Until it came to his son’s education. He wanted to put his son in a private school. And how tough it was to put one’s child through an expensive school like that, Govind knew all too well.


‘I have a story.’


‘You do realise it has to be bloody fucking majestic for me to bury all the shit your house was piling up on.’


Govind nodded to himself. ‘Yeah, it is. Vir Rathod is dead. Murdered.’


There was a pause. Govind smiled. Someone, it seemed, was interested in the story.


‘Who was it?’


‘We don’t know.’


‘With all due respect, sir, fuck you. I am not here to be bullshitted with.’


Govind sighed. I have to give him something. ‘It looks like someone had a personal issue with him, but his corpse was displayed quite ceremoniously. It’s something heinous, only something a mad killer would do.’


There was a chuckle. ‘I think I can run this. You just saved your ass, sir. Send me the details of the death.’


He knew he had just brought too much attention to Uttarakhand by sharing the details with Chirag. But what was worse, he had broken the law by doing this. He was, by order, not allowed to discuss the death of the victim or disclose it without proper, written consent from a superior or the court.


But he did exactly that, WhatsApping him on his cellular—the cause of death, and of course, information about the noose.


Chirag responded:


I hope Uttarakhand is ready to be famous now.
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Tactics


TODAY WOULD BE a good day. He was about to do something unpredictable, after all.


Basheer Ali watched the latest sensation on social media as he sped through the city in a white Toyota. It was a video of a man called Vir Rathod, someone he had vaguely known about. A poacher isn’t as popular as a murderer or a corrupt politician. That’s why they can hide more easily under the watchful eyes of the law.


The video showed Vir Rathod cutting the skin of a tiger and showing it to the camera. And grinning. His skin was dark and his eyes had nothing in them but malice. His hair was curly and he looked like any bystander you might come across.


Basheer saw the spiteful comments being Tweeted and shared:


OMG. HE SHOULD DIE!


WHAT A CRUEL MAN.


KILL HIM LIKE HE KILLED THE POOR TIGER.


#ANIMALSDESERVETOLIVEHUMANSDONT


Basheer grimaced at the sight of the video as he watched it again and the first thing he did was flag it, so it would be reported and taken down from the social media site.


When videos like these were circulated, people became the judge and the jury. Hate comments spiralled out of control.


He glanced back at the piece of paper. The motion of the jeep made it difficult to pen down anything.


‘Sir, what do you keep writing?’ his ASI, who was driving, asked.


Basheer turned to his partner. ‘It’s a haiku.’


‘Haiku?’ The assistant sub-inspector chortled. ‘What is that, sirjee?’


Basheer was feeling playful. He turned back to the man who was sitting with his hands clasped by metal cuffs. He looked weathered and beaten. His eyes were sunken and there was a mole next to his paan-stained lips.


‘Shankar,’ Basheer said, ‘do you know what a haiku is?’


The man glanced at him and shook his head.


For someone who had raped a girl, he still had the audacity to neither beg, nor feel remorse, or be apologetic in any way at all. The sheer malevolence in his eyes was what frustrated Basheer, pushing him to lose his playfulness.


But like any diligent SI of the CBI, he had to do what he was told to. And this time, he was to interrogate Shankar. The man had become popular for his dastardly act against a village girl, and when the media caught hold of it, it became a massive storm of spitfire. The CBI had to come in and show their involvement in some capacity, for they had been requested to do so by the court independently. The local police, it seemed, was prejudicial. They were happy to hand the rapist off to the mutinous mob for them to treat him any way they saw fit. It was the best way for them to be done with the case. Due to the tampering of evidence, or its utter lack thereof, it was becoming increasingly difficult to solve this one. To make matters worse, a political nexus was making sure that he remained in custody for as long as possible—he would be safest there. The morally upright policemen were threatened while the corrupt ones worked as moles for the MLA, making sure no harm befell Shankar.


‘A haiku is an old Japanese form of writing, from the 9th century or something. It’s supposed to evoke a feeling in just three short sentences,’ Basheer said and then he began to scribble. He was watching the setting sun, as the bright orange light struck them through the windshield.


The day had ended.


He stopped scribbling, as the police jeep jerked and halted.


‘We have reached, sirjee,’ the ASI said.


Basheer nodded and nudged his assistant superintendent to pull the rapist out while he thoughtfully leaned against the bonnet. His eyes were still on the paper, as Shankar was held by his ASI in front of him.


Basheer glanced at the sight around him for inspiration. He saw he was at the Garhmau Lake, close to the sandy ridges.


I do what I do.


He wrote again.


‘What should we do now, sirjee?’ the ASI asked.


Basheer gazed at Shankar and his steely eyes. ‘You know why I brought you here?’


Shankar shook his head.


‘You remember this place?’


He nodded.


‘This is where you raped her. And she died here,’ Basheer said, signalling at a spot casually. ‘Right at that spot, few yards away. Almost eight months back.’


Shankar continued to watch him.


‘For eight months, all you do is stay in a lockup, go to the court, listen to the judge and return. You deny the charges even though everything is stacked against you. You blame it on your rival parties, since you are part of a political party yourself. The girl’s medical report which had your semen contents clearly mentioned, just happened to vanish right before the trial started.’


Shankar continued to stare back at Basheer impassively.


‘And you have been protected till now because your boss, an MLA, still manages to support you, be it paying for your extravagant lawyer’s fees, or delaying a final verdict by bribing the bloody judge himself.’ Basheer shrugged, feeling helpless for a moment, as a pang of anger shot through him but he did not let it rest on his placid face, behind the rimless glasses. ‘You know what the worst part about being an SI is? Travelling. I mean, for fuck’s sake, it’s just travelling. All the fucking time. Because you are the IO. You are doing most of the legwork while your seniors are attending meetings and eating samosas in AC rooms…’


And then Shankar snapped, ‘What are you trying to say, man? Just speak up.’


Basheer knew people like him. They felt invincible. They thought no one could harm them. They thought of themselves as gods and others as mere mortals.


‘You are right. I should,’ Basheer smiled, a charming smile at that, partially hidden by his thick moustache which also managed to conceal the contempt, the irritation he felt by Shankar’s desperation. ‘So they tell med—go to UP and meet this man who’s making sure he doesn’t go to jail. Who’s finding loopholes in the entire justice system? And investigate this case. Find more damning evidence against him and put it in front of the judge, who is as corrupt as the man himself.’


Shankar narrowed his eyes.


‘But I don’t see the point. I can waste my time, but my time is precious.’ Basheer sighed and licked his lips, realising what he was about to do. ‘So that’s why…I’m letting you go.’
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Haiku


FOR A MOMENT, there was silence between them.


‘Sirjee,’ the ASI’s face went pale. ‘But…but…how…’


‘Let him go, Praveen,’ Basheer said defiantly. ‘He will continue to escape the justice system and elude us. So open his cuffs and tell him to fuck off.’


For a moment both the ASI and Shankar were confused, even though the latter had a smile starting to spread across his lips. An uncertain one, but still hopeful.


‘But sir, the state police is under the impression that we have brought him for the reconstruction of the crime scene. We can’t just return with no suspect.’


Basheer nodded, acknowledging the gravity of the situation. The state police had wanted to accompany them as well, but Basheer, at that moment, had demonstrated his superior knowledge of the case and had told them not to worry. He’d assured them he’d take care of it.


‘I know. It has to be plausible.’ He pulled out his Auto 9mm from the holster. ‘Open his cuffs.’


‘But sir…’


‘Open them.’ There was a certain assertiveness in this order.


When it was finally done, the ASI looked confused. Basheer came towards Shankar who was massaging his wrists, unable to believe how his luck had just played out.


‘Here,’ Basheer handed him the gun.


He took it and held it tight.


‘It’s my service gun. So hit me in the shoulder and then run.’


Basheer moved back and leaned against the bonnet, looking at Shankar who was still confused, as well as the ASI who had now backed away from a pistol-holding Shankar.


CBI personnel were usually not people who carried guns. Their protection was the responsibility of the state police, but the IOs usually held their service weapons when they went out of station—things could turn unpredictable.


Like at that moment.


‘Shoot me in the shoulder. And then run. As fast as you can,’ Basheer commanded. ‘And throw away the service weapon. Be done with it.’


Shankar continued to watch him and then pulled up the weapon instantly, pressing the trigger, but not aiming for the shoulder. He aimed for the head.


Nothing came of it.


He pressed again.


Nothing.


And then he looked at the pistol and arched his brows in confusion, while Basheer clapped and chuckled.


‘I won the bet,’ Basheer said to the ASI, as relief splashed over his face. ‘I told you, he would try to kill me.’


I am going to do this.


‘But sirjee, I was good with my acting.’ He was in his white shirt and usual khaki pants.


Basheer smiled and turned towards Shankar, pulled out his actual service gun which he had kept hidden in the back of his pants, and pressed the trigger. It was so quick and clinical.


The gun clapped and smoke curled up from the barrel as a bullet pierced Shankar’s skull, right through the middle. Shankar fell to his knees and within seconds his body thudded on the ground as the dust swirled around him.


Basheer walked next to the corpse, which now lay flayed on the ground, with his ASI next to him. Guilt crowded him, as did fear but he swallowed it.


‘So our narrative will remain the same?’ Praveen asked.


‘Yeah. He tried to escape. We had to shoot him. He also forcibly took my gun.’ He spoke in such a mechanical manner, it felt almost rehearsed.


‘The human rights people are going to make a big halla about it, sirjee.’


Basheer nodded. But he did it because he had no choice. In the last couple of weeks, he had tried absolutely everything, but Shankar was politically connected, and so strongly that he seemed indestructible. He even thought of involving himself in the political mafia, bringing in the MLA, questioning him. But that would have turned it into a tediously long process. He was sure he’d be replaced by another officer.


And the girl—justice would never be served to her.


So he had had to take a call. It was something his superiors would hate him for, but still grudgingly admire about him later. He hoped. Basheer was a man of action. He didn’t wait for evidence or laws. Not that he never had. In the first few years of service, he had believed in the so-called due course of things. Until he began to see the cost of following procedure. The time, the money and the uncertainty of justice ensured that there was no peace in seeking procedural justice anymore. The law seemed to hurt the very people it was meant to protect. He had seen victims come in day after day, year after year, haunted by a past that wouldn’t let go of them—not that they couldn’t let go of it—but because the system, the very system that had failed to protect them, kept dragging them back to those memories.


And so, he had started to become a part of many encounters which involved his superiors—who also wouldn’t talk about it again—and he didn’t feel any pity when he did it.


Because they all deserved it.


‘Let them make as much halla as they want,’ Basheer said, going back to the pencil and the paper in his hand. He took both the guns, put the real one in the holster while he pulled a magazine from his coat pocket and jostled it in the empty one, placing it back in Shankar’s hand, so it would look like he had a loaded pistol. ‘But that’s for our superiors to deal with,’ he shrugged.


Basheer knew he was too important of an investigator at the CBI to be kicked out on account of a NHRC probe. It was just noise. And he knew that. Even then, he couldn’t help but feel a tad bit anxious.


‘I’ll wait. Call in the police,’ he ordered his assistant, feeling his legs go weak. He stumbled over to the bonnet and leaned over it, finally realising he had killed a man. Every time, it felt different. Every time, he hoped it wouldn’t feel as if a snake was rolling inside him, making him feel guilty for having the power to choose if someone got to live or die.


But Shankar deserved it.


The state police was in on it too. And while they had wanted to do it themselves, they also knew that a police encounter would fetch them the wrath of the MLA. Shankar was too important to him. And thus, when Basheer shared this idea with a trusted few, they willingly agreed.


Now they would come in as a team and would react as if they didn’t know anything about it.


Basheer didn’t want them to come any earlier, because there were still moles within the force who would have seen the reality of what had happened that day and reported it to the MLA. So Basheer did it himself, putting himself in harm’s way, knowing the state police would pat him on the back for being a hero.


The things you have to do in this country. He exhaled a deep sigh, wishing the tremors in his feet away.


And while he waited under the orange sky, he looked at the paper again, distracting himself from the frustrating reality of this world, finally finishing his haiku:


With each day passing.


I do what I have to do.


Because who else will?
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Good Morning


THERE WAS A day when she wanted to kill herself. But that day hadn’t returned in some time now.


Dhruvi Rajput had lived a life very few manage to survive. She had gone through things she wouldn’t even wish on her worst enemy.


But every morning she would wake up and survive.


Just like today. Her eyes opened. And she watched the blankness of the room, the simplicity of it, except for the potted plants and the light that immersed from the wide-panelled window.


She licked her lips and instead of pushing herself up, she reached for the side table where her cell phone was charging. She grabbed it to read the news alerts.


It was a habit. To read the news, to watch it. She had got it from her father, this habit. He had wanted her to apply for the UPSC exam and to pass that test, one has to begin with a simple habit: reading newspapers. She would read three or four newspapers because her father would say that even newspapers had become subjective, peddling on the lies or the truth in their own ways and one should be wise to read between the lines.


Unfortunately, her father died quite prematurely of prostate cancer. Dhruvi’s preparations for the UPSC exam came to a standstill; she was doing it only for her father and now that he was gone, she didn’t see a point in continuing with it. Instead, she chose what she loved: psychology. Finally, she was going to get her Masters in psychotherapy after her graduation. And so she did.


Scrolling through the news on her phone, she came across something that piqued her interest.


Vishwas Industries’ darling WishLife has just entered the IPO market.


For a moment, she was stunned. Then she rubbed her eyes and continued to read the article further.


She knew about Vishwas Industries. It was a titan in the telecom business which had opened a company called WishLife that gave free internet. Free network. Everyone could talk to each other for free. Text for free.


Too good to be true. She scoffed.


It was Vishwas’ idea to build a country where even the rural population could use smartphones and not pay for subscriptions like in other countries.


In fact, this had become such a hit that six months back, the head of Vishwas Industries, Sardar Mittal, had signed a deal with the prime minister to implement WishLife in every corner of the country. The government would sell smartphones for free and the network would be provided by Wishlife. The prime minister was trying to build what he called DigiIndia.


Now the Wishlife network was being used by more than 80 per cent of India’s population.


Dhruvi wasn’t one of them. She chose not to be. Probably because her husband used to work for Vishwas in a capacity she was unaware of.


And he died at Vishwas too. Heart attack.


She would tell him that he was over-exerting himself, but he wouldn’t listen.


That was one year back.


And she still felt something roll in her stomach and her chest felt heavy whenever she thought about it.


Before she could read the news any further, there was a siren. A short, instrumental one, not the prison kind, but enough to tell Dhruvi that her time on the phone was up.


Her actual day would now begin.








7




A Safe Space


THE TREASURE OF Me was a program that no one would dare to attend if they are sane.


But Dhruvi Rajput wasn’t. Over a period of years, she had faced so much loss and grief that she lost a part of herself too.


Until now.


The ToM was a course for those who suffered from depression, anxiety, stress and mental illnesses in those lines. But it was mostly about finding inner happiness, learning through mistakes and growing as an individual.


Dhruvi, who had been forced by her mother to join it, had initially chosen to be at the program for three days. Then she had extended her stay to a full week.
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