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A
phone call in the morning is a bad thing for a certain class of  graduate students

that live by night and are in a strange limbo every morning. That Saturday morn-

ing was no different. We had seen a dollar movie at Bellaire theater (it was still opera-

tional at that time), and had watched some more mindless television after that, finally

succumbing to default state around two in the morning. So, it can be fairly stated that

the phone call that woke us up was not very warmly received.

“Hello,” I grunted.

My wife rolled over with curiosity, and some worry, for calls that awaken have the

potential of being ominous.

“What happened?” I asked, slowly waking up, when told that we were needed as soon

as possible at one of our friends’ apartments. “Is she okay ?”

Rina was up. Alert and apprehensive. Her face was one big sleepy question mark, her

chin the dot.

“Okay, we’ll be there.”  I hung up. At a loss for what to say or think. Information

elucidates. Partial information obfuscates (befuddles).

“It is Kanchana,” I said, rather vaguely. “Something’s wrong with her. It was U.D. on

the phone. He says that it will be good if we got to her place as soon as possible.

Strange stuff.”

“Was she in an accident?”

“Nope. Uday said that there was some personal crisis of some sort and that she was all

upset and needs her friends for support. That’s all I know. Let’s go and see. Make

Triple  Take
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some chai, na.”

“I thought it must be about Punima,” Rina said, uttering the name in a sarcastic

sing song voice. Purnima had been arrested the earlier month for shoplifting,

although her real crime had been walking out of a local K-Mart with a Scorpions

Compact Disc tucked under her arm, and Magnetic Levitation research on her

mind. She was a numskull, at times. But that’s another story. Rina thought I had a

soft spot for Purnima, and sometimes belittled her childish behavior. I had been

called to help bail Purnima out of  Houston lockup, and Rina had been a little

peeved that I was one of two who had been led into the confidence of this entire

embarrassing incident. “She should have found a bachelor to help her out, not my

husband,” was her unsaid indignant view.

We changed, brushed, chai’ed and left. The white Tercel still smelled new, which

was nice, considering that we’d just obtained it secondhand with  a lot of miles a

couple of  weeks earlier. I had to get it with a loan from Vijay, my ex-roommate to

impress my new wife, after my yellow 1978 Corolla had died on the freeway with

no engine oil.

We drove around Herman park, conjuring theories about what had happened and

what we were to do.

“Maybe she had a fight with her advisor,” I offered, given my knowledge that the

two of  them had been going at each other of  late. The academic, or rather, the

graduate.

“Someone in her family may have had an accident, or something,” Rina suggested,

as we passed by one of  the buildings of  the Texas medical center. The ominous.

“We’ll know soon enough.” The clueless. We tried comparing notes about

Kanchana’s demeanor when we’d had a dinner party a couple of days earlier at a

common friends’, and both of us concluded that she’d been as enthusiastic and

cheerful as she usually was.

Kanchana Ghosh was pursuing her doctorate in Pharmaceuticals at the University

of  Houston. She had transferred to U. of  H. from the University of  California at

Santa Barbara. She was married, and her husband was an associate professor of

Physics at San Diego, where they had a beautiful new house. She was keen on

finishing up and joining him there, and his tenure would seal the start of their life

together at last. The frequent flyer miles were becoming less and less gratifying.

Kanchana was one of our most frequent visitors. She had been a close friend before
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my wedding, and continued to be one after.  Kanchana and Rina had also become

good friends, and Kanchana had been good company at the gymnasium, shopping,

chatting, bitching. Both Purnima and Kanchana were Bengalis, like us, and both

used to hang out a lot at our place, before my wedding. Now, both were still good

friends, and both still hung out with us, but my wife had different filters for the two

of them. Kanchana’s personal resume said “Married”, which was a visa for a

woman to be a trusted friend of my wife’s husband.

Kanchana, we thought, had a head about her shoulders. Pragmatic, enthusiastic

about life, and cheerful. Extremely cheerful. A loud voice with a ring to it. The fact

that she was living so far away from Sanjoy, her husband of only two years, never

came to the fore to dampen our gatherings. In fact, we’d make fun of her when

she’d leave to go home for her daily long-distance matrimonial conversation, and

she took our jibes with a smile. We admired her for her good naturedness; Rina

sometimes noted that she dressed a little revealingly, especially when going to the

gymnasium, but was not really bothered by it. I noticed too, especially after she

pointed it out to me. Why would I complain ? She was not my wife ....

We would go for movies and picnics together. All our social activities would include

Kanchana. Ours was one circle. The other was the Suratkal gang. Uday and

Srikant and Kishore. If Kanchana was not at the lab, killing rats, or at the gym,

performing aerobics, or on the phone with Sanjoy, she was either at our place or

Praveen’s, across the street, or with the Suratkals.

❂  ❂  ❂

W
e parked below her apartment behind her mammoth car. It was a wonder it

still ran. It was a white behemoth, with large garish hub caps. One of  those

boats that sail on the roads, with power steering and silent shocks. The air-condi-

tioner hissed powerfully when on, which was almost always in Houston. We knew

because Kanchana took us grocery shopping several times before we got our car.

I could see Srikant’s car parked a little further down the street. Another big car.

Another American missile. Srikant’s car was famous in the community, since it was

in disrepair for more months of the year than on the road; the mechanical engi-

neer was a car-nut and would rather stay under a car than under a woman; so we

thought. His fiancee was in India, and he spent his entire stipend on his car and his

long distance AT&T phone bill. When Rina first heard about his four-hundred

dollar phone bill for one month, she clearly told me that she did not think that it

was very romantic that I would only call her twice a month for a short time during

our extended long-distance quarantine. Pragmatism disqualifies love.
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We walked into her living room; Padmini answered the door. Uday’s wife. Literature

student. Long hair, coquettish, big eyes, broad face, fake goodness. I was sure she

called the shots at home. U.D. and Padmini were a demonstrative couple. They sat

on each other’s knees at potlucks, he felt her hair in public, she swooned like a

swan, he was Don Juan. My wife gave me hell about not being romantic. All the

worse, for I was jealous of his baritone voice.

“Hi! What’s happening ?” Concern on our part.

“Kanchana is very upset.” She was more genuine than I had ever heard her.

“What happened ?”

“I really don’t know the details,” she lied. “She has been crying all morning.”

“Where is she ?” Rina asked.

“In the bedroom.”

“Should we go in and talk to her ?” I offered.

“No, no,” she protested, “She’s talking with Sanjoy.”

“Oh! So he’s alright,” I said, relieved that nothing was amiss in California.

“He’s very upset,” she offered. She knew, but would not say.

Not knowing what to do or say, the two of us stood like totem poles for a while.

Finally, I told Rina to see if she could make some tea for everyone, so life could be

reset. Maybe that would help cure the mysterious sadness that emanated from

every corner of  this room.

U.D. came out of the bedroom, his face shrunk and heavy, like he’d been crying as

well.

“What happened ?” I asked.

“Personal crisis.” He answered, like James Bond.

I waited for him to offer more information.

He said, “Srikant’s trying to talk to her.”
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I waited for him to offer more information.

“He’s trying to calm Sanjoy down. He’s been calling her all morning, very upset.”

I waited for him to offer more information. This was working. The light at the end

of the tunnel was diffusing through.

“What’s he upset about ?”

“U.D.!” Srikant’s clear voice emanated from the inside bedroom door. U.D.

clapped his hand on my shoulder and turned to the voice.

“Good morning,” he said politely, in a crisp put-on English accent, when he saw

Rina near the kitchen area.

He entered the bedroom and shut the bedroom door. Darkness once again.

What was going on here ? Why the fuck had we called to help, as trusted  friends,

if no one was going to tell us what was going on.

After a while, the door opened and Kanchana came striding out, her face  an

obvious mess, and circles under her eyes. I was sitting, reading  the Houston

Chronicle, while Padmini was trying to talk philosophy and Karma to Rina as the

tea leaves swirled in the non-stick pot. Rina was actually listening to her, I noted

with a smile.

Padmini stopped talking and looked guiltily at Kanchana, as though she was the

cause for the suffering.

“Have some tea ?” Rina offered to Kanchana, “It’ll do you good.” If things were so

bad that U.D. couldn’t talk about it, it seemed a good thing to ask Kanchana that at

that point in time, pretending that we were all there to watch an Oilers’ game or

something.

Kanchana, more in control than the bewildered Padmini, walked into the kitchen

and said to Rina, “Thanks for coming. These people shouldn’t have bothered you

guys in the morning.” A weak smile. Maybe everything was alright. A pregnant

pause followed, however.

As the tea rolled into the Corning mug with a gurgle, the tears came, and the nor-

mally self-assured Kanchana broke down, her head in her hand. I put the newspa-
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per aside and walked up to her. She sobbed. I looked at Padmini. Her face was

ashen, and she was obviously uncomfortable. Rina continued pouring, looking at

me an raising her eyebrows while curving her lips downward in a comic expression

that was obviously not meant to be comic.

I decided that this was a moment of action. I walked up to Kanchana and gave her

a hug. She was a good friend, but this was new, and a very non-Indian thing to do.

She cried with her head down for a while, but she was a little taller than I, and it

was a really awkward position. Her bosom was pressed on mine, and I became

terribly conscious of  this for I thought I could feel her nipples through my T-shirt. It

was weird, even thinking about something so irrelevant and inappropriate, at a

time so seemingly crucial and sensitive. She was older than I was, as well, and in

one moment, I was aware of  all this. The normally languid mind, in a moment of

panic, can rationalize even while encompassing the whole gamut of human emo-

tion.

She turned away from me and stopped sobbing. “He’s going to divorce me,” she

announced, and the murky world became clear as crystal.

“Is it not working out for you guys long distance ?” asked Rina, summoning up her

arguments about us having had the toughest of  times trying to stay engaged across

a span of  twenty thousand kilometers. “You can transfer to some school in Califor-

nia,” she offered as a solution. Her thoughts about accepting an offer of funding at

Austin or College Station, hours away from Houston, were foremost on her mind, I

could tell.

“No, that’s not it,” Kanchana said absentmindedly. “It’s my fault. It is all my fault.”

“Don’t say that,” Rina comforted. “These long-distance relationships are difficult to

maintain. Relationships need to be nurtured.” Could have been a line from “Days

of  Our Lives”. Was a scene from “Days..”. Padmini was an extra in this scene, with

her eyes large as pools, almost emerging from their sockets. I completed the scene,

looking toward her breasts, realizing that she was not wearing a brassiere.

Here was a close friend, who I’d never consciously cast lustful eyes on, lamenting

the break up of her still-fresh long-distance marriage, and I was observing that she

was wearing a tight purple top, with the outline of her nipples clearly rippling

through. The guilt was strong, and I had to hold my brain with a mental hand and

turn it towards redemption.

“Have you spoken to him ?” I asked. The moment had been saved. Sanity had been
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recovered. I was back in control.

“Yes. It’s no use. It’s all my fault,” she repeated like a broken record.

“Okay. Settle down. Drink some tea,” I proposed. Rina stuck a mug into her

hands, and I pointed her to the couch.

Srikant and Uday were talking in low tones near the bedroom door, from which

they presently emerged.

“I spoke to him, rey,” Srikant said to Kanchana in Hindi, “but he is not in the right

frame of  mind right now. I’ll talk to him again later.”

She sipped her tea in silence, staring into the cup. Her life was muddy and confus-

ing; the same color as the steaming brown beverage.

Srikant and Uday knew Sanjoy pretty well. I had met him only once; during the

Houston edition of their wedding reception. Kanchana had landed in Los Angeles,

and Sanjoy, son of a family friend, had picked her up from LAX. She’d stayed with

him for a week, before Greyhounding to Santa Barbara, but the week had been

sufficient for a relationship to blossom. He was in his early thirties already, and she

in her late twenties. Their families were friends, which was sufficient. Here, there

was more than that. He had taken control of her life in this new place, and she was

grateful and impressed. She was dusky and attractive, and had big flitting eyes. The

match was easy. They were married soon after.

In the United States Courthouse, by the Justice of the Peace. He had applied for a

Green Card, and could not leave the country. A year later, she had transferred to

Houston. A shift in time zones. Time flies, but there is a two-hour difference.

What good friends they were, Srikant and U.D., I thought to myself, to take it upon

themselves to talk Sanjoy out of his apparent madness. Out of sight, out of mind ?

Is this all it took to fall out of a marriage, still new and uncharted from the forced

separation? Shouldn’t separation magnify the passion ? Just married myself, it was

all new and mature and scary. I’d never had considered what it meant to want to

divorce one’s wife.

“It’s all my fault,” she volunteered abruptly.

She rose and left for the bedroom, and closed the door behind her. U.D. stood

rooted to the spot, as did Rina and Padmini. Srikant immediately followed, and

shut the door in turn. Self-assured and in control. I was a little shaken, and admired
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her total reliance on her friend, and on how cool he was. He was a better friend

than I was, I thought jealously.

“Why does she say it is all her fault?” We had to stand up for our friend. “If  he

can’t stay without her, he should have told her earlier, and not agreed to her trans-

fer to Houston in the first place.”

Uday made some inane statement about the tea being great, and went to the

bathroom.

Padmini started talking to Rina about woman being the mother of the earth, and

having to nurse humanity, or something to that effect, and I turned on the televi-

sion in the corner and watched a program without listening to it.

Padmini was talking about Yashoda, Mother of  ....., and how .... I tuned off.

A few minutes later, Uday returned, and I asked what I could do to help.

With no suggestion from Uday, I decided that it was time to leave and garner our

resources. This required a discussion with the wife. What was our role to be any-

way, since Srikant was in the room, talking to her husband, who seemed to have

no sense of commitment anyway. I was also a little peeved that we had been asked

to come to help, but had been given no detail by anyone. We were curious as hell,

but did not find this the opportune moment to demand elucidation.

We went to the Safeway store across the road to pick up some groceries, quiet for

a while, not knowing what to say. Your friend could be on her way to a split with

her spouse, but one must be pragmatic and get ones groceries when one is near a

Safeway.

Divorce.  A final dissolution of a pact. A final collapse of a commitment. A turbu-

lent fissure of a relationship. Could it happen to us ? I’m sure at that moment, cruel

though it felt to both of us, given Kanchana’s plight, we were both considering

what our marriage meant.

❂  ❂  ❂

K
anchana was a good dancer. She always participated in the Indian festival that

we held once a year for our professors and their guests. It was a chance for all

to show how international they really were. She wasn’t the most beautiful

Bharatanatyam dancer, but she had large bright eyes and a lively smile. She wasn’t

really slim, but due to her constant touch with aerobics, she was alive on stage.



[ 17 ]Rajat Mukherjee

She had danced at the Asian Festival in downtown Houston; she had since been

selected to represent the dance school at an International dance festival to be held

in Guadalajara. She had informed us with a thrill to her voice.  Two days after the

scene we had beheld at her place, however, we heard that she was making a trip to

San Diego to try one last time to patch things up with Sanjoy. Her Guadalajara trip

was off. There were hotter Jalapenos to fry. We felt lousy on her behalf.

❂  ❂  ❂

T
he news started dribbling in at first, for only a few people were privy to the hot

stuff. The real reason, we learned, for this seemingly illogical parting of  ways,

was the little known fact that our very own Kanchana had been a little loose with

her skirts. She had had an affair in Houston.

“Who ?” asked Rina incredulously. “Who can it be ? Someone we know ? It must

be someone we know!”

“I don’t know. How do we know it’s true ? Let us ask Kanchana when she comes

here next time. We can just ask her straight out.” Academicians are direct. One has

no knowledge of politics and diplomacy until the final intricate battle of wits  with

one’s advisor.  After that, they move on to the real world, or become  consummate

advisors in good universities.

“You can’t do that, she’s upset as things are.”

“Hey, look. We know her quite well. I think she’ll be okay with this.”

She looked at me wryly. “What a fool,” her eyes said. “I’ll ask Purnima.”

“Ha! Now it’s Purnima she needs,” I thought to myself.

Then the news started pouring in. In a community that’s like an island in foreign

waters, gossip spreads faster than wild fire. The details were outstanding; almost

like a well orchestrated leak to the press.

Kanchana had been busy in Houston, between her aerobic classes and lab rats.

Busy, also, during her several-hour layovers during her frequent trips to San Diego.

There were three big boys she had been playing with, the grapevine said.

“Who ?”
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“Must be someone we know....scary.”

People started eyeing each other crazily looking for that hint of guilt. For some

reason, I was not the object of their investigations, although I was male, and closely

associated with Kanchana. (Being male, I was offended that I was not thought

capable of culpability in this ring of passion).

“Maybe, I am one of them,” I announced with a smile.

My wife laughed.

“Well, you had demanded to know whose panties you had discovered under the

bed!” I said indignantly, referring to her query about 3 months earlier. In fact, those

had indeed been Kanchana’s; she had forgotten to pick them up after changing at

our place for a party after a dance program at school.

She laughed again. Was I that flawless ?

The next wave of  rumors hit us soon after. In these days, we had not heard from

Kanchana; she was preparing to leave for San Diego, reputed sources informed.

One of the guilty parties was from the circle of friends. Srikant, the cool. Srikant,

the fake. Srikant, the suave. Srikant, the friend. Srikant, the lover. Maybe they did

it beneath the mechanical behemoth parked before her house. Maybe the smell of

engine oil turned them on.

Srikant was engaged to be married in four months. Did his fiancee know ?

U.D., and Purnima, followers and fans of  Srikant from Suratkal, were broken.

“Is U.D. another ?” the grapevine whispered.

“No, it is confirmed that he is not to be indicted,” the grapevine answered.

He was exonerated, and there was relief on his face when the grapevine had spo-

ken and heard, and the glances he faced were comfortable once again. The commu-

nity had noticed that Padmini was no longer sitting on his lap at dinner parties, and

U.D.’s fingers no longer entwined her hair when she stood before him, talking to

friends. It was attributed immediately to his guilt in the matter. Now that the grape-

vine had concluded in his favor, his fingers got busy again, and her voice became

sing-song again.

“Who, then ?”
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Kanchana made her move. She left for San Diego for high level negotiations. We

did not know whether to continue to sympathize with her predicament, or con-

gratulate her for her special ability to have not one, but three liaisons beneath our

very noses, with us not having a clue. Obviously she had weighed her chances of

being found out and had planned these affairs out quite impeccably.

“Can’t be Praveen. He’s too ... innocent!” Rina was actually marking off on a list

she had made of the first three whorls of male friends of Kanchana’s.

I laughed out. This was quite cruel, but funny. I felt bad for her; she was a friend in

trouble. Many others, especially the females, were vehement in the verdict that she

deserved what she got. “The cheek...three,” they announced astonished, smiles on

their faces. “Sanjoy was really being taken for a ride, huh, with those nightly long-

distance calls.” Jealous !

“Who are the other two?” was the only question that was being asked in many

shapes and forms.

“Why not me ?” I tried many times.

“You...are too good a friend to have an affair with.” Everyone was certain.

The grapevine spoke again. The second was a friend of Sanjoy’s, from Austin.

Interestingly, this fellow was their host when Sanjoy had visited Austin with

Kanchana during one of his two Houston trips. A good friend from his college days

back in India.

People were quite impressed now. Her spell had been cast as far off as Austin,

Texas. Here was a person who knew how to get something she wanted.

People discussed her in banter, in winks, and jokes, while Kanchana sat on the

woolly rug in their dimly lit den in the spanking new San Diego home. She was

crying softly,  head on her hands  on the new white couch while the associate

professor on his way to tenure sat in a white kurta on a brown bean-bag in the

corner, with his head in his hands. He rubbed his forehead with his right hand till it

was raw and ached. He could feel the real beans through his thin cotton pyjamas.

He thought it felt good to sit on a real-bean bean bag. A patch was on the wall

where the glass had struck it off the dining table; he had accidentally knocked it off

while gesticulating excitedly during an animated argument a few minutes earlier.
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❂  ❂  ❂

T
hings did not work out for Kanchana. She returned from San Diego without

her usual smile. She did come over, and was quite open with her predicament,

though not discussing it in any detail.

“Sanjoy thinks it is all over. I can’t apologize enough for my mistakes. He just feels

betrayed ... and I don’t blame him.” She cried, and we did not know what to say or

do.

I guess I had been married long enough, for every time I twitched, or harbored in

my mind a question to ask, Rina pressed my thigh or placed her hand on mine, or

asked some inane question about tea or sugar. The guile of  the woman is admi-

rable.

“He’s up for tenure and is very tense,” she added, “and feels doubly insulted that

while he was worrying about it and working so hard to settle the future, that I went

and got into such a mess.” She cried, and I pretended to need to use the toilet.

Maybe she wanted to have a girl-girl talk.

Kanchana slowly integrated back into her life with the rats and her pharmaceuti-

cals; her smile reappeared as she took stock of her life, and decided to carry on and

let things take their own shape. Nobody knew, however, who the third guilty party

was. There was no closure for the grapevine, but the grape season soon ended.

Aerobics class was back on, and India Nite, our annual festival was upcoming.

Would Bharatanatyam happen ? “Who will choreograph ?”

The third musketeer had a notch on his musket, and nobody knew.

❂  ❂  ❂

I
t is a mild day in April, a few months before my scheduled wedding. I have

just r eturned from the g ymnasium after soccer, wondering what to cook for

d i n n e r .

The doorbell rings and it is Kanchana, also returning from the gym, on her way

back home. Dropping of f  an audio cassette. I of fer her dinner, with the warning

that I need to cook it first. She agrees. We get to talking about things, while I

wash some potatoes at the counter.

We get to talking about my upcoming wedding. I say I should get some advice
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from her, since she has experience. She says, sure, ask.

She is wearing her g ym leotards, and a loose T-Shirt over it; I have not payed

too much attention, since I have always thought of her as a good friend. Not a

woman, but a married woman. Never thought of her loosely, although she is

never conser vative in her attire.

She asks if  I have ever been with a woman before. I am a little taken aback, but

then I was the one who had mentioned ‘advice’....She sees me blush at the

question and try to hide it.

The phone rings, and it is a welcome excuse for me to not answer the question.

I wipe my hands dry on a paper towel and tell her I’ll be back. It’s in the one

bedroom of  the apartment. I am on the phone for a couple of  minutes. When I

return to the living room, she is where she was, topless, on the old couch that

has seen several graduate student owners. Her leotard straps are at her side.

She smiles and then laughs at my stunned expression.

She beckons me to sit on the couch, but I am frozen near the minuscule dining

area across fr om the kitchen, my heart fluttering like a school boy. She realizes

that Mohammad will not come to the mountains, and she heaves her bosoms

towards me. I stand there, truly petrified. The curtains have been drawn back

to shut the light out. I actually notice this during my stupefaction. The pota-

toes are where I left them on the white cutting board, glistening in the light of

the fluorescent lamp.

She steps in front of  me and proceeds to step out of  her leotard. Her hand

goes out to stifle my meek protest, for she sees that I have not shut my eyes.....

That is all it takes. But who was number three?

❂  ❂  ❂

K
anchana hardly visited us folks after her return from San Diego. We heard

from common friends that her husband was divorcing her. We also heard that

his tenure did not come through, and he was moving to another university. Their

new home with a view of the beach was on sale. Their life together had come apart

even before it had started. It was reported that her own family had stopped commu-

nicating with her. We heard also that she had had a parting of  ways with her advi-

sor, and had been forced to quit the program. That was what seemed like a back-

breaker, for she had been well
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enough along with her doctoral program. She was almost done with her Ph.D., and

left without a Master’s.

She took the news in her stride. Rumor had it that she was already seeing some-

body. He was Pakistani, which was quite an uncommon step for an Indian. The last

time we saw her was at Durga Puja, where she not only showed up, surprising

everyone, but came with her Pakistani boyfriend, which raised eyebrows, and

ruffled many many feathers. A Muslim man at the religious festival!  Many of the

women muttered swear words under their breath, which was, however,  alright.

It was apparent that for Kanchana, this was just a parade, for she and her tall, dark,

boyfriend were soon out of there. She was there to make a point; that she was not

down and out, and even if  everyone turned against her, she could take it.

She had guts. She had thrown everything she had away, but she had guts. Maybe

she was losing her sanity.

❂  ❂  ❂

I
t was about eight years after our last meeting at the Puja celebrations in Houston.

A group of  us were visiting the Big Bend National Park in West Texas. We had all

walked down to the Guadalupe river which held apart Mexico from the United

States. No border patrol, no outposts. One could swim across sixty feet and be in a

different country, which was bankrupt, and where a dollar could buy many burritos.

The earlier night had been spectacular. We had camped in a basin, surrounded by

mountains. We were about done with our dinner when the winds rustled the leaves

and bushes and flapped the tents noisily. Thunder had rumbled and we packed the

food into the tents in a hurry and made for the cars parked nearby just as the mam-

moth raindrops began to fall.

Then, a drumming announced the hail; we had sat petrified in the cars, steaming up

the windows. Lightning had flashed all around, defining the basin border as a silhou-

ette of mountain crags. The drumming on the cars had lasted several minutes, and

we had emerged onto a white night that had melted away to darkness and the

skunks emerged to forage for food.

The morning was clean and crisp, the greens greener and the browns browner.
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We were all at the river, challenging each other to cross, when a high-pitched laugh

further downstream caught my attention. I had heard that laugh before, although I

could not place it. It was around a sharp curve, where the spurs descended from

the sky and spun the river around. The river was sinuous and slow at this point.

I pretended to collect pebbles and walked around the spur. There was a couple,

with the woman sitting on a big rock and swaying her feet in the cool water.

Kanchana. She wore shorts and an orange shirt. The man was squatting in the

shallow water at her feet, looking up at the grand face of rock that towered above

us, its face all old and shrivelled with erosion. She placed her feet on his back and

rocked him back and forth. I had seen the man before. Once. It was Sanjoy Ghosh.

❂  ❂  ❂
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C
alifornia! Clean, crisp, bright. Palm trees in the street dividers, convertibles

whizzing by, basil-flavored Thai food in every town in the Bay Area.  It was a

wonderful place, and they did not take too long to decide that this was where they

wanted to live. His first year’s vested stock options at  eBay.com converted into a  full

cash payment for a million dollar  home in San Mateo. When she asked, “Are we going

overboard ?” he answered, “We’re rich !” and smiled affably. Not arrogant, but

confident. He bought himself  a sleek BMW sports car, and they upgraded her Honda

Accord to  a Lexus.  They were just in their late twenties, and possessed the ultimate

essence of America.

Rahul was in  business development; and traveled quite frequently; that was the only

drawback. That gave Divya a little more time to herself than she wanted. Their

marriage was only two years old, and he still smelled good wearing just his aftershave.

She  was dot-com’ing as well, albeit less ostentatiously.  Her company was enduring

the last  phase of running out of the first round of venture funding, and it was only a

matter of  time before she had to update her resume. She wasn’t concerned, since this

implied not working those long hours that she’d started with. She was getting tired.

With her years at Microsoft, she would not be walking long on El Camino.

Rahul was getting busier every day, now that eBay was popular, and people were

auctioning body parts on the Internet! He had at least one business trip a week.

Limousines would pick him up and deposit him to the airport and drop him off after

his short trips. Even a two day trip was like forever; but it kept their romance hot like a

tamale. Caliente!  They would be rolling on the carpet as soon he set his bags down on

the tiled floor near the door, shirt and jacket still on,  even before the limousine had

turned the street corner. After all, there was no real necessity to take off  a good sports

jacket if  it did not interfere with the job at hand.



[ 26 ] Frequent Flyer

❂  ❂  ❂

T
he weeks wore on, and their lives became busier.  She would sometimes be

asleep when he came back home from his trips. She had to leave early to beat

traffic. Rahul’s secretary, Julie, would conscientiously email Divya his itinerary

before every trip, and she would save it in a folder that she’d created expressly for

this. In the beginning, she always knew which cities he would be hitting, and what

flights he was taking.  Now, she often wondered where he was; it was sufficient to

know that the information was on her laptop, and she could get to it if  she needed

it.  Increasingly, his travel became so routine that the initial paranoia of plane

crashes and other mishaps were infrequent, rather than routine.

It was Wednesday, and he’d left that morning on a two-day trip to the east coast.

He’d mentioned Boston and Washington, D.C., but she wouldn’t be able to bet on

it. It could be Baltimore. She was driving back from work, stuck on 101, the

highway from hell. Actually it was from San Francisco to Los Angeles, but as far as

Divya was concerned, it was from hell…The accidents, rush-hour problems had

been going from bad to worse. Her commute had gone from a breezy fifteen

minutes to as long as forty-five. The saving grace was her CD player in the car. She

switched efficiently between popular Hindi songs, KBAY, and CBS news. That was

her routine. Rehman was a life saver with his  pulse-pumping music.

She missed him, and wondered what she would do that evening. NetFlix, she

decided.  There were many DVDs that she had waiting for her back home, and

there was dinner in the refrigerator from yesterday.  Pleased with her own planning,

she drummed on the steering wheel of her Lexus, looked up her make-up in the

mirror, pushed up her sunglasses, and started fiddling with the radio.

The news was the usual; Clinton and Monica Lewinsky, …sex and cigars, …the Bay

Area Internet boom…the NASDAQ exploding…Amazon was suddenly a technology

company…a man and woman in a terrible accident  on Route 17 from Santa

Cruz…the woman was dead…the man airlifted to Stanford hospital…the cost of

real estate in the Bay Area was still skyrocketing…median prices were now close to

a half million bucks in some counties… Intel was announcing a new

processor…Microsoft was now in trouble with the Justice Department…

“I should have stayed with Microsoft,” she thought to herself. She had to quit

because they were moving to the Bay Area. Other companies hated Microsoft

because they were frustrated  with what Microsoft could achieve, she believed.

She flipped over to Roja; she still loved the music. “Old now, but better than
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Rehman’s  new stuff,” she mused.  While she fiddled with the controls, the car in

front of her stopped suddenly, and she saw the brake lights flash and slammed on

her own brakes. She squealed to a halt, with hardly any breathing room. A second

later and she’d have ploughed right into the car ahead. Her heart was pumping, and

she felt a sudden sense of panic that was really the adrenaline. She had been

dreaming, and not paying attention to what was transpiring around her.

“It must be the music,” she said aloud, fumbling for the radio button to get back to

news. Listening to CBS was probably a safer thing to do, although she’d just heard

the news a few minutes earlier. “Amazing how they update the traffic news every

ten minutes.”

The news about the accident on Route 17 was back on. The car, a BMW Z3, had

driven off a curve, and had run head on into a redwood tree where the freeway

crested the mountains. The woman had not been wearing a seatbelt, and had been

ejected and killed on the spot. The man had been restrained, but had sustained

serious head injuries. “Just like Rahul’s car,” she shuddered, grateful that he was in

Boston…or D.C.,…or Baltimore. He loved his Z3. He would  have it washed and

waxed regularly, and it was now at the dealer for its three thousand mile

maintenance.  “Preventative…” she smiled to herself, wondering how many people

in the United States made up ad-hoc variants of the English language.

“Where is he ?”  She tried to think back to what he had said while shaving the

earlier morning, towel wrapped around his waist. She was putting on make-up,

before setting off for work.  She had wanted to sneak up on him from behind, but

knew that he’d get irritated with her for distracting him while shaving.

Seattle, Washington, or Washington, D.C. ? “Boston had been the Monday of the

earlier week,” she pondered.  Maybe he was in Seattle. She knew he was returning

the next afternoon. Maybe Seattle and Portland. She would check the email once

she got home.  Or she could call…she always called him on his cell phone, since

that was the only way she could track him down. The company paid the bills

anyway.

She picked up her cell phone from her purse and  spoke his name into it. There

were four rings, and his voice came on. “Hi! You’ve reached Rahul Mehta. I am

unable to come to the phone right now,” the voice said, in a smooth Indian convent

accent, with a trace of  American. “Please leave a message and I will call you right

back,” it said cheerfully. “Bye-bye,” it said with an enthusiastic punch at the very

end.  The phone beeped at her. She disconnected, without leaving a message, and

tossed it gently onto the passenger seat instead of fumbling around her purse.
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❂  ❂  ❂

W
hen she got home, she took a hot shower, wore her satin pajamas, and

walked downstairs. She made herself a cup of elaichi-tea; the spice cleared

her head.  She noticed that her answering machine was blinking; and walked over

to it. She was so used to deleting Rahul’s messages, because he always called and

left messages for her, but they would be redundant since he would catch her on the

cell phone soon after.  She hit the delete button by mistake, even before she heard

the messages.

“Fuck,” she said nonchalantly. There were three messages waiting, and this was not

the Microsoft trash can, which could be recovered.  She picked up her phone and

tried his cell number again. Again, his cheerful voice at the other end. “He must

have forgotten to turn it on, or the battery must have died,” she thought.

She restarted her computer, cursing Microsoft this time, for it was a while before

she could open her email. Julie’s message had his itinerary. It was Seattle. Portland

tomorrow,  Seattle today.  She remembered the fireworks near the Space Needle

when they lived in Seattle. How they had hugged each other in the cold, while the

fireworks lit up the sky before them. They had just been married, and everything

was magic. She could feel him right through the heavy clothes they had on.

She missed him, and she felt guilty having erased his messages without hearing

them.  She watched Friends for a while, giggling aloud  to herself  every few

minutes. She was lost in this New York world for a while. When the show was done,

she pulled herself out of the comfortable leather couch and dragged herself to the

kitchen. She took out a saucepan containing dal that she’d cooked earlier, and

placed it on the flat oven top. Then came some bhendi curry in a bowl. The coils

were concealed beneath the surface of  the oven. She scooped a couple of  ladles of

dal  over a little rice on a plate,  and punched the keys on the microwave.  Instant

dinner in a minute and twenty seconds. Better than Lean Cuisine, or Ramen noodle

soup for sure.

The phone rang, and she jumped. She swirled in a hurry, not wanting to miss

Rahul’s call this time. Her arm knocked over the saucepan, the fridge-cooled

viscous brown dal  dripping grossly on the oven top and down the sides of the

white countertop beside it.

“Shit,” she said aloud, but stepped over the mess on the hardwood kitchen floor

and bounded before the fourth ring had commenced.
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“Hi, Rahul, where are you ? I tried calling your cell phone….”  She stopped

abruptly, since the voice at the other end was speaking, and it wasn’t Rahul’s.

“Am I speaking with Mrs. Rahul Mehta ?” An American voice, since the Mehta was

with a “t”, rather than the soft “th”.

“Oops! Sorry. Yes, this is she. I’m sorry, I was expecting someone else.”

There was a pause at the other end. “Hello Mrs. Mehta. I’m Doctor Foster with the

Stanford medical center. I’m sorry to inform you that ….Mr. Mehta…has been in an

automobile accident… Mr. Mehta is here at the hospital.”

Divya was winded. The jigsaw puzzle whirled around and snapped into place with

an audible snap, but her subconscious was trying to reject the entire premise of the

situation.

She did not say anything for a while, and there was a pause at the other end. Dr.

Foster  was obviously someone who was used to delivering information of  import,

realizing that there was some serious digestion of this message at the other end of

the phone line.

“Excuse me, Doctor,” she protested feebly, “but  I think you’ve made a mistake. My

husband is in Seattle on business. You must have someone else. Where did the

accident take place ?” She knew where, but wanted him to say anything but Santa

Cruz. Her mind was racing. It was not him…they had looked his name up in the

yellow pages…and tried her to check.  This was the Bay Area. There must be at

least a dozen Rahul Mehtas in this patch of the universe. Why were there so many

damn desis out here ? Why did she have to put up with this crap ?

“Ma’am,” the voice was gentle and soothing. “We found your number on his cell

phone. There were several messages we’d left on your answering machine asking

you to call our office, but we did not hear from you. I was preparing to leave for the

night, and thought I’d try  you once more…. Would you like to come and see him

now ?”

She pulled herself  together. The last part of  the  twentieth century created very

rugged Indian women. They worked, they cooked, they had babies, they laughed

with Friends, cried little, and said “fuck” with no qualms. They dealt with adversity

with maturity. There was no shoulder to cry on, and no neighbours and relatives

who demanded that it was her duty to do so. Right then, she did not really want to

cry anyway.
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“Dr….Foster ?” She remembered his name just in time. “How is he ?” She was glad

he did not respond to her earlier question with “Route 17”.  “Is he okay ?”

There was pause. The three seconds was filled with images of him lying on the

hospital bed, with a sheet across his face, and plaster all over his body. Most

inappropriately, a scene from a comedy she’d seen  flashed by; this person in a

body cast, hanging awkwardly, and a fly was settling on it, and someone was going

to smack it with a newspaper.

It’s a screwed up mad, mad, mad world!

“Mrs. Mehta,” that strong “t” again, “I think you should come and see him at the

hospital. He has been pretty badly injured…it’s quite serious.  He’s in the Intensive

Care unit at the Stanford Hospital. Let me give you directions.”

❂  ❂  ❂

I
t was a blur on the freeway. She had not called anyone. She wanted to be sure it

was Rahul…her Rahul, and not some other Rahul who had her phone number on

his bloody cell phone.

She was trying to feel sorry  and cry, but every time she thought about it, she felt

angry and betrayed. The doctor obviously knew as well, for she’d given it all away.

Seattle,… right !  How could he do this to her ?

Who was the woman in his car ? Maybe he had to cancel his flight and go to meet a

customer. Maybe this was the customer…they may have driven to Monterrey to

play golf.  Why did he not call her ? He must have been busy. The whole day ?

Maybe his cell phone died ? How did the doctor find the number ? Why was the car

not in the shop ? Maybe he picked it up because he needed to go in a hurry. After

all, it was not in for repair, just maintenance. Between the clouds that were her

questions and inane explanations, was the answer echoing right through, like bolts

of  lightning. He had been  cheating on her.  He had been cheating on her and was

with the woman in his own car, driving back from Santa Cruz. So distracted that

he’d driven off the sinuous curves on the treacherous road.

“She’s dead.” There was a brief fleeting relief, but the fury came back. What were

they doing on the way back that he drove off the road ?” Rahul was a conservative

driver. Why was she not wearing a seat belt ? She was going crazy, since she would

never know the answer. She wanted to know, and didn’t want to know.  She wanted

to ask, but who could she ask ? She wanted to read about it in the newspaper, but

everyone she knew would be able to read the same thing, and know the shame and
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embarassment  she felt.

She felt ashamed at herself not thinking about his hurt, his injuries, his condition.

She could not get herself to cry, and she so badly wanted to. Some emotions are so

powerful that they will not be shared by others. Her sense of  betrayal was stronger

than her feeling of  worry, or concern for his well being, and this was not due to any

dearth of love for Rahul.

She parked in a handicapped lot outside the hospital building without realizing it,

and stumbled out.

She walked in, stopped at the counter to ask for directions to the Intensive Care

Unit, and walked briskly along the muted white walls.

The whiteness of the walls closed in on her like an MTV music video in slow

motion. Her emotions warped with every step she took toward the brown door at

the end.  Halfway down the hall, she was clear of  anger and bitterness. A throbbing

took control of her chest, and it tightened. She’d forgotten to ask more specifically

about his condition. He was in Intensive Care….not dead. He was everything in her

life, and he was seriously hurt. He was lying in that room around the corner. How

was he ? Was his face bloody ? Was the room as white as the walls ? The thumping

in her bosom dampening, a deep worry crept into her mind. There were so many

unanswered questions, and she was going to find out in twenty steps….ten. A tear

streamed out of  the corner of  her eye as she knocked on the door of  the ICU.

An elderly gentleman opened the door immediately.

“Mrs. Mehta,…” I have been waiting. “This way please.”  He steered her towards a

little room in the left hand corner, while she turned her head back, scanning the

dozen beds in the area, each with monitors and drip bags all around.

“How is he doing,” she managed to croak.

“He’s still unconscious.” He opened his mouth to say something, then stopped.

“Coma ?” she blurted out, going numb in her knees.

“Well…yes.” He added quickly, “It may be trauma driven, and he may just pop out

of  it. We did a CAT-scan, and it looks clear.

She strained her neck trying to glance into the dimness beyond.
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He guided her out of the tiny room, and they stopped before a bed in the middle on

the left side.

Rahul was lying prone on the bed, his face clean, except for a little dressing on his

forehead. His large eyes were gently shut, like he was napping. There was a sheet

up to his chest, and his jet black hair lay on the obscenely white pillow in little tufts.

She stood by the elderly doctor, her hands holding onto his left arm, and sobbed

gently. The anger was all gone; the love was back. She wanted him to open his

eyes and come back home with her.  She did not like those tufts of  black hair

resting on the white pillow; she would have him go for a haircut.

❂  ❂  ❂

S
he sat beside his bed for a little more than hour without being able to construct a

single coherent thought.

It was all a tangled mess of  if, who to call…her parents… his brother in New York,

cousin in Los Angeles, calling work to let them know she wouldn’t be able to come

in…for how long ? Was this a coma ? Rahul…come out of this bad dream. This

happens in the movies. What were you doing in the car ? Who did you kill ? Why

did you  do this to me ? Why  did you do this ? I would rather not know than find

out this way. Asshole!  Not even two years... Are we insured ? Yes, thank God! Is

the car totalled ? That’s not important, Divya … get your priorities right. What

about the property taxes ? Would she have to move ? Who would she talk to ? Is he

going to die ? Was it Julie ? … or maybe the sales woman … oozing away in her

short red skirts. Only Julie knew those tickets were fake. Santa Cruz… you

bastard… we never went there in our years in the Bay Area, thanks to your

screwed-up job. How long was this going on ? When would I ever know ? I’m going

to leave you…and I’ll take the car and the house… you filthy cheat. What about the

bank ? Will they let me access the funds. We should have listened to Morgan when

he advised us about the trust. Please get well…I can’t see you like this. I love you. I

want you home in your towel before the mirror with shaving cream on your face. I

want you on top with the glow of the muted television behind you as you move in

the darkness. Will we ever have children ? Were you going to leave me because of

Julie ? Is that why you always avoided talking about children  and always said the

busy part would pass ? Will you open your eyes ? I’ll forgive you…it was all a

misunderstanding on my part and I am the one who should apologize. I should

never have suspected your fidelity. It was just a last minute business

trip...yes…yes… a golf outing with the sales bitch. I’m glad she’s dead. She reeked

of   Red or some such demonic perfume. She must have been screwing all the vice

presidents. The pump wearing demon was dead. That’s not so bad. I love you for
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your loyalty. We are going home to Delhi this Thanksgiving break … I haven’t gone

back since the wedding.  Mama… papa…main kya karun ? Kisko bataun ki yeh

sab ho raha hai ? Who the hell can I talk to ?

The doctor had asked for the attendee on the night shift to arrange for a ride for

Mrs. Mehta  when she was ready to go home. “Collect yourself, and inform your

family,” Dr. Foster had advised kindly. “I will spend some time with you tomorrow

afternoon, after you have had some rest.” He had  recommended that she call

Rahul’s brother in New York in the morning.

“There’s no telling how long this is going to last…hopefully not long. His vitals are

strong and his x-rays and CAT-scans are not showing any serious  injuries.”

❂  ❂  ❂

S
he walked into her living room at 3 in the morning. The dal was all crusty on

the counter. She noticed it, but made no move to clean up. She turned the

lights out and stumbled into bed in the tights and sweatshirt that she’d changed into

before leaving for the hospital.

Divya was very alone. She sobbed in her pillow for a while, not knowing really why.

She felt empty; not knowing what she should feel. She fell asleep quite soon; she

may have just fainted.

❂  ❂  ❂

I
t was a busy day. First the phone calls from work; the VPs, his directors, the

CEO, the female bitch in  her singsong voice. They all knew! Mrs. Mehta, he was

apparently on a business trip with his admin, Julie. You know her, of  course.

Apparently! What kind of imbecile do you think I am ?

Then, the call to Mehul. Rahul’s brother would be on the first possible flight to San

Francisco or San Jose. He was calm …or so he sounded on the phone. He was

older and more mature.  Just that one sharp intake of breath when she blurted out

the taboo word coma.

“Don’t call  Papa just yet . I will be there in six hours.” He said, again, calling from

Kennedy. “Just hold yourself  together until I get there. Take a cab to the hospital.

I’ll see you there. Stanford ? Okay.”

She called work and told her manager that there was a medical emergency. Her

husband had been in a car accident. “I will be in and out of the hospital over the
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next few days, and will keep you informed. Please have Robin take care of  the

project.” Robin and she had gotten very close over the past few months. She knew

that he’d call her as soon as he knew.  She turned her cell phone off. She would

turn it back on for Mehul after an hour, after all the others that did not matter left

messages on her answering service.

There was another call to make. Joel …Rahul’s friend from work. She decided she

was not ready to talk to him. She called him at work. He would not be in until at

least ten. She left a message, asking Joel to call on her cell phone in an hour.  She

needed to talk.

Joel and Rahul were very close friends.  They played tennis every weekend when

Rahul was in town. Joel usually stayed after the tennis games, sharing dinner with

them. He was single, and work was all that he cared about, besides tennis and

squash, which he played with a Turkish friend from his graduate school days.

Joel was the one person who openly flirted with her, even in front of  Rahul. At one

party, Joel, plainly drunk, had said, “If you ever leave this dude, you’ve got to marry

me. I love that chicken you make …” Israeli, and as handsome as ever. Tall and

caucasian-looking.  The nose just a little aquiline. He almost looked like a Greek

god, and Rahul even told her in jest that he was well endowed. “I’ve seen him in the

shower,” he teased.

There was one person she wanted next to her. Joel.

The taxi came by at nine fifteen. Rahul had been moved to a private room. Cleaner

and brighter. It must have been Dr. Foster’s doing. She was at Rahul’s bedside, calm

and collected this time, at  five minutes before ten. She turned her cell phone on,

turned the ringer to high, hoping that a call would come and wake him up from his

slumber.  She stared at his peaceful countenance, wonder what this dream was all

about. His face was too clean and calm for this to be a nightmare.

She was in a trance, eyes affixed on a point on the tray near the bed, when the

most elaborate  bouquet of  flowers was brought in and placed in the corner of  the

room, atop a wood-topped  stool.  The room was filled with the smell of roses. She

looked at the flowers, and her trance was a new one. She remembered the flowers

at their wedding. Marigolds and Rajnigandha.

A cell phone rang. She flicked opened her mouthpiece and said, “Hello”

perfunctorily. The ring continued. She saw the phone atop a shelf  in the left corner.

Her stomach churned. Her body wanted to pick up his phone, but her mind went

blank. She let it ring to the fourth ring; the sure death. Her eyes were transfixed in a
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gaze directed to the shelf. She saw the purse, and it all came back, like a swell of

emotion. It was a little black purse, with the stocky strap dangling over the edge of

the shelf. There was a silver buckle on the front, shaped like a butterfly.

The smell of the flowers became pungent for a brief moment. There was no beauty

in that room, just ugliness.  The bastard! He was cheating on her, and they’d been

married for only two years and she loved him dearly.  She should have screwed Joel

that Saturday when Rahul had been stuck in Fortworth, and had forgotten to call off

the game. Joel had been with her all day. How close they had been, toying with

words and laughing all the electricity away.

“You walk over to that bed upstairs, and I’ll show you what it feels to cheat behind

one’s back.”

The phone rang; this time it was her own. It was Joel. She looked comical, crying

into a little shiny plastic dial that she held awkwardly  in front of her face. She was

relieved and she cried openly to him.

❂  ❂  ❂

I
t had been a couple of weeks since the accident. The friends did not call every day

now; just once in three or four.  This was all routine now. Mehul had flown back to

New York, and her aunt from Los Angeles had promised to arrive the following

week to stay for a while. This was what her mother wanted, since they were unable

to come right away. Rahul’s mother was no more, and his dad could not travel

because he had some recent problems with retinal detachment, and was going to

have an operation in a week. Mehul decided against informing him until after the

operation. Mehul was going to be be back in a week after taking care of business.

The one person who was a pillar was Joel. He would be there in the morning, and

even convinced her to start going back to work after a week.

“It’ll keep your mind off this mess,” he said, “and you can spend time in the

evenings with him in the hospital.” He even dropped her off at work and picked her

up in the evenings before they caught dinner somewhere and drove to the hospital.

 “I’ll take a taxi home at night,” she said every night, hoping he would not take her

up on her offer. He would persist until she accompanied him back. “I don’t want

you to spend the night here, without getting all the rest you can get. It is no help

being uncomfortable out here anyway.” He lived near their house in a fancy new

apartment, and she felt less obligated, since he was going that way anyway.
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In reality, she did not want to be left alone for a moment. Even when he left her at

the doorstep with a light hug, she wanted to hang on to him and cry; or just ask him

to sit for a cup of tea.  She sometimes did, and they sat at the little  table in the

nook, tapping the saucer with his fingers. She noticed his fingers; sharp and artistic.

He played the guitar, and she often stared in a trance while he drummed on the

saucer. The did not talk too much, but there was a strange understanding. He knew

that she felt comforted, and she did not care that he did. She just wanted him there.

When they spoke, it was about Rahul, and he would speak kind words about it just

being a matter of time before he emerged from his coma and everything would be

just fine.

❂  ❂  ❂

O
n Friday night, Joel was there to pick her up early…at six.  She got into his

Audi without asking any questions, and he turned the car around and started

driving the wrong way.

“What’s going on ?” she asked, surprised.

“We’re not going to the hospital tonight. You need to take a break. Let’s just go to

a movie.”

She did not protest. She was tired of doing the same meaningless thing that had

absolutely no bearing on Rahul’s health.

They had a great time; watched a movie, picked up some pizza from Round Table,

some wine, and headed towards her home.

They watched television for a bit, and had a couple of glasses of wine. She did not

feel any sense of guilt. It was like medication, and the stress was ebbing away. He

poured her the wine, and she did not complain, because she had implicitly placed

herself  in his care. If  that’s what he felt was good for her, she did not complain

about it.

A couple of  glasses later, he said, very directly, “I’m ready if  you are.”

She stared at him. There was no surprise, but he could tell that she was weighing

the consequences.

“There’s nothing wrong.” His eyes were trained on hers.

She nodded acquiescence, but looked up at the ceiling. She knew that there was no
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guilt in her heart. She had been pretty open to Joel about feeling cheated by her

husband, his close friend, and he shared her outrage, for he openly admired her and

could not get himself to condone Rahul’s actions. Even he had not been in the know

about this affair of Rahul’s.

He muted the television and turned off  all the other lights, then crawled up to her as

she sat stooped at the edge of the soft leather couch. He led her hands across his

body; there was some hesitation, but not for long. He realized she was embarrassed,

so he stepped out of  his clothes right in front of  her, making some funny motions,

so she laughed.

They devoured each other for the next few hours, knowing an excitement that one

can only know in a forbidden love. Forbidden, but bereft of guilt. Knowing no

tomorrow, but strengthening today, making the moment gilded.

That night, she did not have to walk out onto the front porch to wave him good-bye

and good-night, hugging herself  to protect herself  from the California chill that

swoops down onto the valley after the sun winks away.

He was only the second man in her life, and she was glad that she had not held

back.

❂  ❂  ❂

H
e was up early, and made coffee and an egg , sunny-side up, for her. There

was no discussion on what would happen in the future; no expectation that

such a conversation would occur.  They spoke for a while about when Mehul would

be back in the Bay Area, and if  she had spoken to Dr. Foster about the barrage of

tests performed on Rahul earlier that week.

“Looks encouraging,” Divya told Joel. He was wearing jeans, and his undershirt.

His shirt and tie drooped over the couch, and his shoes were lined up with all the

other footwear on the tiled floor near the front door.

“I’ll call you in the evening before I come to pick you up.”

“No! I’ll drive today. I feel good. Thanks. I’ll call you later tonight.”

He looked out the bright window onto the Santa Cruz mountains, with the clouds

drooping like honey over the hilltops. He smiled.
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❂  ❂  ❂

S
he walked into the white room with an air of excitement. This was not just

another day, sitting next to his still body with his hand in hers, softly massaging

it, and talking foolishly from time to time, knowing  better than to expect him to

react to anything at all. She had something of import to talk to him about. This was

the only time she was going to tell him, and  it was up to him to listen.

She went through all the events of the earlier night. She told him of details that

she’d not tell even her best friend. She smiled gently with honest excitement, not

trying to be mean and vindictive, but being candid and  open. He had a right to

know, just as she had a right to know what he had been up to.  She would not do to

him what he’d done to her, adding insult to injury. Her insult, his injury. And she

would do this without hurting him. She wanted him back, and she wanted him back

safe, healthy and unhurt. She wanted him back like he’d left that fateful morning,

with a smile on his face, and the locks of hair over his forehead. She wanted him

with his tie flying over his shoulder in his car as he zoomed away to work. She loved

him.

After she was done, she had tears streaming down her face, and a strange peace in

her heart. She felt close to Rahul, like she’d felt during  the first few months after

their wedding.

Rahul lay on the white hospital bed with an expressionless face. His head was clean

shaven, and he looked weak.

Divya felt a release as she drove home that night. She listened to Roja nice and

loud, until the drumbeats caused the rear-view mirror to vibrate .

❂  ❂  ❂

I
t was a Saturday, and Mehul was going to be coming in on Monday.  Her aunt

from Los Angeles never did show up.

“Just when you need them!”  she thought. She was reading the newspaper. The

whole week’s supply was in one pile near the door, where she had just tossed them

while leaving for work in the morning.

The phone rang.

She thought it was Joel, calling to make plans for the day.  She had avoided him for

the first couple of  days followig their encounter, just staying to herself, watching
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television, or spending time with Rahul in the evenings for a couple of hours. She

had started to read to Rahul when she visited in the evenings.

Joel had rung her bell late the third night; he was in his pyjamas, with a jacket on to

keep out the desert cold. She asked no questions and they were soon on the soft

couch in the living room.

“Hello.”

“Hi!” Short and familiar, but very distant. Was this long distance from India ? Her

brother ?

“Vivek ?” she asked, unsure about the voice.

“Guess who ?” A little louder and clearer and the voice hit her like a battering ram,

for she least expected it. It was Rahul. With the sun streaming into the room

through the kitchen window, she could not be dreaming. The events of the past

seven weeks flashed by.

“Rahul ?” she asked tentatively, not wanting to be disappointed.

“Yes, Divya. I’m okay. You know…this coma thing didn’t hurt a bit.” He laughed

heartily, and then coughed a bit.

“Are you alright ?” It was like a heavy weight had been lifted off her bosom, and life

was back to where it had been before the accident. “I’ll start right away.”  She

hesitated.

“I don’t care too much for this haircut.” Another short laugh, ending in a bout of

hollow coughing. “I just drank some juice, and I guess I should have waited a little

longer,” he gasped.

“Don’t talk! I’ll be there in twenty minutes.”  She hung up, looked up at the picture

of  Ganesh over the door, and closed her eyes in a thankful prayer. Then, she curled

up in her grey sweatsuit and sobbed uncontrollably for a few minutes.  She wiped

her tears off with the cushion and jumped up and bounded up the stairs.

❂  ❂  ❂

O
n her way to Stanford Medical Center, her thoughts were a rush. She picked

up her cell phone and  spoke into it. “Joel”.
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He was still in bed. With no tennis partner, he had only squash to play with Hakan

on Sundays.  “Yeah,” he drawled.

“Rahul’s out of his coma.” She said decisively.

There was a pause at the other end.

“That’s great news!”  A little affected. “Wow! That’s great news.” This one was

genuine, as the import of  the information was felt. “I’ll see you in the hospital  in

an hour.”

“No! Drop by the house. I’ll get him out of there as soon as I can. There’s nothing

of his in the hospital anyway.”

“Cool.” There was another pause, and she could almost hear his thoughts as they

gyrated through his head.

“Joel,” she paused, and then blurted, “Thanks. Thanks for everything.”

He knew exactly what she meant.

“I love you Divya. You know that.” This was the first time he had ever said that in

his life.  It surprised her, and she did not know what to say. He hung up at the other

end, helping her out.

❂  ❂  ❂

R
ahul was almost back to normal. The only funny thing was that he could not

remember certain things. It seemed very strange to Divya, for he remembered

his work, but not some of his colleagues. He did not remember Julie and  had no

recollection of  the accident. Of course, he had been told about the incident, but

when he could not recollect why he was in Santa Cruz that day, and why his

administrative assistant  was with him, Divya first wondered if he was playing a

game. Over time, she realized that this was no game.

She tested his memory, and when he did not mention Joel for the duration of the

first week, she believed that there was a whole bunch of things that had been

cleaned out of  his brain. Maybe it would come back later.

It did not help that Joel never did show up for the whole week. Divya thought about

calling him, but decided to leave it to him to decide when to emerge from his pain.

She thought about him from time to time, but every time she saw Rahul, she
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wrenched her thoughts back to him. She wanted to take care of him. Rahul was not

allowed to go back to work that week.

By the end of the week, Divya had to get out and find out what was going on with

Joel. He had become so much of her support system during the past weeks that

she missed him terribly. She wanted him to come and see his dear friend, his hair

gowing fuzzy like a chia-pet. On Friday morning, she left Rahul watching television

at home and made for the grocery store. As soon as she was in the car, she barked

his name into her cell-phone.

“The number you have dialed has been disconnected or is no longer in service,” the

voice said.  She stopped the car on the side of  the street to dial the number. “Never

drive and dial at the same time,” was her outstanding command to Rahul. The same

voice. Had Joel moved ? She was puzzled.  She called his office number. It was ten

thirty in the morning. The phone buzzed on and then she was transferred to Cindy,

the receptionist.

 “Hi Cindy! This is Divya.”

“Hello Divya. How is Rahul doing ? I heard the good news. Is he coming back to

work soon ?”

“Maybe next week. Can I speak with Joel Bach please ?  I tried calling his number

but was  transferred to you. Can you page him or something ?”

“Sure.” She could hear the page in the background.

After a pause, Cindy came back on, “Could you hold for  a second ?” Music came

on.

Divya wondered if she should start driving, but decided to do so after the

conversation with Joel. He had some questions to answer.

“Divya.” Cindy was back. “Tom Dudley just came by to tell me that Joel is no

longer with the company. He apparently quit last Monday”.

She almost bit her tongue in surprise. She was stunned. “Do you have a contact

number for him?”

“I’m sorry Divya. I asked Tom this, and he said no, since he was trying to contact

him as well. He asked me to check if  you or Rahul have his contact information.”
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“No.” Divya put her gear in drive. “Cindy…thanks. I’ll get back to you later if I find

out.”

❂  ❂  ❂

T
he next two years were a dream. Rahul continued to do well at work, and

traveled a lot less. They had a little baby girl and Rahul did not travel at all for

the first six months of  little Kavya’s life. He adored her and her mother. His energy

was great.

When he left for his first trip to Chicago after Kavya was six months old, Divya was

in tears at the airport with Kavya in her snuggli.

Rahul walked into his first meeting outside the Bay Area, feeling a little like a

rookie.  The meeting was in the Sears tower, a building he’d only seen in pictures

growing up. He did not imagine he would be conducting business here.

He shook hands enthusiastically with his counterparts on the other side of the huge

mahogany  table in a sleek conference room eighty floors up in the windy city.

He hadn’t lost his power grip.

“I think we’ve met before.” The tall blond-haired man said to Rahul with a warm

smile on his face.

There was a puzzled look on Rahul’s face. “Was it Internet World in Los Angeles

last year ?”

“Oh! No. It was at your office in the Bay Area a couple of  years back. We were

visiting.” There was a twinkle in his eyes.

“I’m Rahul Mehta, Director of Business Alliances, and this is Thomas Fink, OEM

programs.”

“Hello! Susan Hughes. Legal. Here’s my card.”

“I’m Joel Bach. Business Strategy. Good to meet you folks.”

“How is your wife, Mr. Mehta ?” He was dying to ask, but didn’t.

❂  ❂  ❂
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I
 am awakened, like it has been happening almost forever now, by sounds of  a little crea-

ture waddling across the bedroom carpet. It is our four-year-old, and in the dim light

stealing through the blinds, I see that he's going clear across the room to the other side of

the bed. I don't know if his eyes are open, but he pauses at the other end before my wife, and

like a strange ritual, she rises, allowing him to sneak beneath her to place his body right be-

tween us. She mechanically shifts around to accommodate him, and is asleep in a second, as is

the little angel, firmly embedded beneath the comforter, his face peaceful and sublime, with

the juiciest pouting lips and puffy, closed eyes.

I snuggle close, smelling him and touching his cheeks to mine to feel the softness. He is

beginning to smell like a boy, no longer the baby. I look at his face in the stolen light,

and realize that I could do this for a while, and would soon be wide awake. Here is my

little dab of  silver. I have to wake up in the morning. I kiss his cheek  gently and turn

away, so I am no longer breathing into his face. His head is securely ensconced on the

line between the two pillows. I fade away.

I am awakened, like it has been happening for the last few nights, by padded, muffled

creaks of the floorboards. Why does a person awaken even with sounds so soft ? I see a

lost little eight-year-old boy, probably somnambulistic in his nightly journey of  twenty

feet from his bed to ours. He does not want to wake me up, but has to come and see

that we are there, so he can go back to sleep. He has had a dream, maybe, but knows

that we complain in the morning of  our kids waking us up at night. When I say,

"What's wrong ?" he stumbles back towards his bed, his mission accomplished without

his realization.

I stumble out with my pillow and the mandatory little leg-pillow that keeps my knees

from knocking each other; I dump these on their bed, shouting "Vertical, buddy," so

that he switches positions to be parallel to the longer edge of the bed. I pick up the

other unused flat pillow, placing it on our bed where mine was, and move the little silver
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angel a little so that he's not cuddling my wife out of the bed (which is how they are found

in the morning). Back to the other bed, placing a long body pillow between the eight-year-

old and me (he kicks anyway,under this useless barrier). Another soft cheek to kiss, a rap

on his foot as it sneaks beneath the pillow, hold his hand under the comforter. He's asleep,

now that the real comfort is beside him. No nightmare can do him in now. His hands are

bony and strong, and he’s old enough to harbour bad breath now. In the orange glow of  the

street lamp in front, he's my pot of gold.

❂  ❂  ❂

I
 am waiting for the taxicab to take me to the airport. My regular cabbie, an immi

grant from India, is always on time, and will be at the door in a few minutes. I

remember the hugs and kisses from tweedledee and tweedledum , as I sometimes

refer to them. They are now the "men of the house" since I will be gone for a

couple of days. They are to "not give trouble to your mother", "not cry while doing

homework in the evening", "not hit your head if you play the piano notes wrong,

just do it slow and ...use the right fingers!!!" and " take care of mama" until I am

back on Friday. I have a few minutes, so decide to scribble a couple of notes. "Be

good, (smiley), love, Me" for my wife, "Do your homework, no crying (smiley), love,

Papa" for my silver medal, and "Slow Waltz, (smiley), love, Papa" for the gold. I

place these on the piano where I know they will be discovered in the evening. "Nice

touch," I think to myself.

No, she's not the bronze!

The trip to the airport is short, but I am caught up with my cabbie's life;

his green card is finally done (he had to pay the lawyer ten thousand dollars to

get rid the ulcer that was the INS, but Sir, it is worth it, he can sleep at night).

He has a new cab, which is his own (four hundred dollars to the company per

month is not a smart thing to do). He is buying a plot of land in Ankleshwar; the

prices there are skyrocketing, and unlike other cabbies, he is planning his life much

better.

He had been away from his family for almost seven years, until his green card

finally came through and he could make the trip back home. He spent three

months there! This, I know, since i tried calling him last month and got the same

message as I had a couple of months before. He is really well planned. He cleans

the chicken and puts it in the freezer, so that cooking during the week is a breeze.

He's learned how to cook all the good dishes because he worked at an Indian restau-

rant for a year. The economy is picking up. More people are travelling, especially

business travel. He has a few regular customers, and business is doing well.
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The plane is ready for takeoff, and the thoughts rush like there's no beginning and no end. I

shut my eyes and see the faces of my children. What will happen if the

plane were to crash? I see my older one, wiry and long-haired, sinuous, tall and

dark, the man of the house. My wife, busy working to make sure that the mortgage

gets paid, like we've planned.

"The insurance policy should pay off a substantial portion of the mortgage, and

you'll be able to manage the rest."

"Stop being so morbid."

"Well...it's best to plan a little. If  something were to happen, I don't want it to be a

double-whammy for the kids. I don't want you to have to move. Think  about how

hard it will be for the kids to both lose a parent and have to change their home at

the same time."

We're very practical when it comes to this. It could happen, you know, and that's

always on my mind, whenever I have to travel. Their faces, and smiles (one true and

one fake) are burned into my cerebrum, cached for takeoffs and landings. Call me

paranoid. After September 11, surprisingly, I am not afraid of my plane being

crashed into the Chrysler or Empire State buildings.

Just a simple, statistical plane crash.

Call me paranoid.

I paid all the bills last night. The last thing you think of in a moment of crisis is to

pay bills. Make any transition as painless as possible, although this is a minor thing.

I made sure I reminded her about the passwords for all accounts. Schwab: retire-

ment. Etrade: the 401K that I decided to play with and that literally evaporated.

Her employee shares. My ex-employee shares; probably still in the red, could be

black soon. Now scholarshare for the kids. Her 401 K and mine - that password is

different since they don't allow parts of real words!!

She looked and listened, but I don't think she heard. Superstitiously, she knows that

if she actually knows the passwords, then, magically, the next crashing plane will be

mine. This is her way to make sure that my planes don't crash. Too many damn (or

as my eight-year-old would say, darn or rats)  accounts to deal with now.

"By the way, those accounts are not yet transferred to the trust. We need to do

that," I said, referring to the living trust that we trust, being both trustee and trustor.

That is what I call a trustworthy parent!! Now, if we both get killed by a drunk driver
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while returning from the company's christmas party, at least my precious metals are not

wards of  the state. Shit! I forgot to send email confirming that we'll attend the Christmas

party.

It is a cloudy day and when I open my eyes after the wheels leave the ground, I see

a parking lot full of yellow cabs down there. Wisps of clouds take the place of the

two most precious assets in our lives. Soon we are over the clouds, and the sun is

beaming. Did you know that you cannot keep the sun out when you are above the

clouds ?

It isn't that I am the best father in the world. In fact, I am rather a mediocre one,

since I lose my patience and get angry with little things when they behave like kids.

I treat my eight-year-old like he's fourteen. Maybe that's why I feel like I need to

think about them when I fly. It could be just plain guilt.

The puffy balls of cotton, glinting in the bright sunlight beam right onto my face as I

peer out. They don't betray my thudding heart when the plane shudders. What was

that ? I can see the wing fall away and the plane skidding out of the sky into the

cloudy carpet below. In a patch punched out in the clouds, I see chocolate brown

mountains, stippled in parts with snow frosting. In other parts, the black forest is

caked with a creamy layer of snow.

We'll go to Tahoe at least twice this year. If  I live through this! The kids loved skiiing

and tobagonning, although my tailbone still smarts from sitting too long in front of

the computer monitor. And they say skiing could be bad for your knees. They

should say that if  you are bony, don't go tobagonning with your kids! Well, if  we

can't make skiing, I should at least take them to the park every weekend, or they

get so irritated in the townhouse. We are happy with the space, but we need a yard.

Maybe I should read to the four-year-old some more. I don't nearly as much as I

used to for the older one. Do we get sloppy the second time around ? Unfair ?

I should have bought that stupid stock last month. Now, it is too late. What do I

buy? This market is a farce. Those analysts have no clue, and I still read their ar-

ticles. I remember feeling excited when I was to do my first analyst briefing for the

company. I prepared for that meeting. I'm an almost-executive! This is exactly the

kind of thing I had wanted to do, in addition to all that geeky technology stuff. I get

to wear my sports jacket too. Now, talking to analysts implies an afternoon of

bullshit. Is that the truth, or just a jaded middle-aged attitude. Well, I probably do

more positive for the company than most of the executives. It is no wonder they

want me to go meet customers and press and analysts. But they are the ones

making the money! Thankfully, the new guys are picking up some of this stuff, and
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I'm travelling less. I need to figure out what's next for me ? Do I stay? Do I move ? I've

been doing this for three years and deserve better. But then, becoming an executive means

more travel. Do I really want that ? I have two companies pursuing me, and interviews in

progress. What do I want ?

What was that shudder ? The lights come on in an instant, lighting up the rack

above my head like it were an airport runway. Seatbelts please! Yes, I have them

on, but I am not sure they'll help down there. There's a huge lake down there,

probably icy cold. Can we make  land ? Is there a better chance over water ?  The

faces show up in the distant hills like it was the family's own Mount Rushmore.

Maybe I don't really want to be an executive. I'll just finish up my big business meet-

ing in New York and get the hell back home, sit in front of  the television, and watch

football, or NYPD Blue, or some movie. Maybe I should make one! After I retire.

When will I retire ?  It would be nice to have enough stock to sell, retire at forty, buy

a nice, big place (or, in the Bay Area, a nice, small place with a yard), and write

books or make movies or something.

I doze off. Wake, and the world has spun a little beneath, timezones have shifted,

and towns and cities blink on, oblivious of our magical path above. Christmas

preparations are ongoing in many of those homes. Imagine the holiday season

without me ? An empty  feeling hits my stomach. Maybe better that there's no

grumpy man saying you can't touch the train as it spins around the tree since it is

intended to be a decoration, not to play with.

"Then when can I play with it ?"

"Later."

Always later. We are busy, trying to take care of  things. Always later!

The lights of  New York twinkle like diamonds down below us as we prepare for

landing. Never-ending stretches of diamonds. There's a wing-shaped black patch

that obscures the city, moving from block to block. There were no lights on that

day, with those planes bearing towards the city, the passengers knowing that their

memories were all they had, and only for a few moments, after which they would

become memories themselves.

"That man's going to have a rude awakening when we get to New York," I'd over-

heard the white-haired lady say to her husband, as she mechanically applied lip-

balm on his lower lip, like he was a little helpless boy.
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"Why ?" he'd asked.

"Look at him," she'd said incredulously. Couldn't he see the man standing before the

check-in desk ? Wasn't it obvious ? I was curious to know why as well.

"Why ?" he'd asked again.

"He's wearing shorts, for heaven's sake!"

Oh! Lord! I'd forgotten my gloves and my white wooly hat. I'd packed the warm

jacket, but I was going back to New York. I wondered how cold the water was that

we were flying over, approaching JFK. Hypothermia in a few seconds!! The

silouhetted wings drew closer and closer to the line where the lights began again.

The plane swayed a little, reminding me of that nasty landing at La Guardia when

we had moved to New York a decade earlier. A decade! Snowstorms had welcomed

us then, and I had been sure we were missing the runway and landing in the water,

given what that woman pilot ( a novelty) was doing to the plane.

There was a long tunnel and I expected to see light at the end of  it. Rather, the

brightness was all around, and lights sped by me. Was I finally dead ? This tunnel

wasn't even straight and short, like in the movies. It was long and curvy, and I

seemed to be floating right through it. The speed limit was forty five (or was it

twenty five) miles an hour. We went faster and, instead of  the light at the end,

we emerged into the night lights of Manhattan from the Queens-Midtown tunnel.

I was alive, and knew it by the way the frosty air slapped me in the face when i

embarked from the cab at the door of the Grand Hyatt.

The next night was cold as well, as I walked back to the hotel from dinner with

colleagues. Good New York petite filet steak warmed my belly as the rest of  me

froze. No Rockefeller Christmas tree for me this time! New Yorkers walked past

me, talking on cell phones. Pretending to be authentic, I whip out my cell phone

and call home, hoping to catch the children before they turned in. Answering ma-

chine. The time warp had me again. They would like my message.

❂  ❂  ❂

T
wo more takeoffs and two more landings, since American flight 1155 goes via

Dallas. Landing in Dallas and there's a parking lot full of maroon truck cabs,

with their white rectangular cargo containers lined up in neat arrays on the side.

The trucks look like little Lego models like the kids build, and the cars in the parking

lots like the Hot Wheels they line up along the bed on the carpet.
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Memories of graduate school in Houston fleet by, fuzzy at the edges. The Mensa

puzzle in the American Way magazine does not treat me well. Am i losing the edge

? Is that why I don't remember much ?

Two newlyweds on Galveston beach. Making out in the moonlight on a high

lifeguard's sitout, the riskiest thing they've done. The lifeguard would be asleep at

this odd hour, no ? Maybe it was some random teenagers, shouting at the couple,

causing them to flee, their hearts thudding while their feet crunched the sand as

they hurried. "Must be drunk." Getting shooed away like you shooed street urchins

back home when they tried getting mangoes or guavas off your tree.

One memory that's hard to forget. The salt smell in the air, and the perfume on her

body.

There was love in the air that night.

She'll miss me when I'm gone.

I think.

❂  ❂  ❂

A
rrival in the middle of the day. I'm not going to go to work. I do too much for

this company anyway. Two consecutive nights with less than six hours of

sleep. Two nights of clean pillows and sheets that don't smell like home. Two nights

of sanity and no screaming at the boys. Two nights of missing what you never do

when you have it right there.

I decide to surprise the eight-year-old by meeting him outside class and asking if he

wants some Baskin-Robbins' ice cream. I imagine his smile and his happiness on

seeing me.

Landing this time from the north side. Flying over the hangars of Moffett Field,

squinting to see if I can see my office building on the ground. The sunlight is back in

my life. You can never keep the sun out of  California for more than a couple of

days. The sun glints off the wing flaps as they curve down for the landing. The cloud

carpet is above us now. We float over the multi-colored water patches at the edge of

the Bay.

This time the parking lot of orderly Legos is blue delivery trucks. There is order in

this world. Row upon row of  order. I feel invincible as we land, for it would be unfair
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for this last landing to be the one to to destroy the order and sanity of this bright, sunny

day. The tightness only goes away after the engines have reversed without blowing up, as I

always feel they will, when that hum becomes an intolerable whine.

A nice, hot, spicy lunch, followed by a cup of chai. Then, I pick up my 8-year old,

who'se not in the least bit surprised to see me. "I knew you would be back this

afternoon...Mama told me." But didn’t his large eyes just get that little bit larger with

excitement on seeing me sitting on that boulder outside his class? But he's cool and

collected. I feel his hand grab mine with a little more vigor than usual.

We sit on the patio and eat ice cream. Then play a game of  chess. Then watch

deleted scenes from Star Wars and documentaries on how it was made (DVD disc

2) until he finally bores of it.

The house hums as the garage door opens. My wife is back with the little one. I can

hear the little feet running up the stairs.

He comes into my arms and wraps himself  around me like a little band of  elastic.

"Papa." His eyes are on fire and his arms outstretched. There's no holding back his

excitement as he showers me with kisses. "I love you poppy poppy."

I give my wife a hug and a kiss. "I'm glad you're back," she says. "The kids act

strange when you are not here."

"By the way," I sneak in, "I need to be in Atlanta next week."

❂  ❂  ❂
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T
he buzz in his head was now a drone. Every step as heavy as lead, he could feel the

heavy thud of the rubber sole propagate all the way to his hip, almost like a missed

step on uneven pavement. Magically, the black curtains parted smoothly ahead of Amit

as he walked into the "W". Cool lights, chic decor, black and silver, shiny but soothingly

cool. The cloud of  humidity that he had brought in  dissipated into the conditioned air.

The lone receptionist nodded silently in greeting.

"Good Morning," the mat before the elevators announced. It contrasted substantially

with the "Good Night" he'd heard coo'ed in his ear a quarter hour earlier. It was four

o'clock, and no way to determine which way to lean. He looked up in the elevator after

pressing the twenty-one button. Inebriated though he was, he looked keenly at the

halogen lamps with the orange-yellow glow in the black ceiling of  the elevator. Those

lights made him feel a sudden warmth, almost like he'd stepped out again into the hot,

humid New Orleans air. Inebriated though he was, he noticed that there were two more

buttons - twenty two and twenty three. So he was close to the top, but there was still

more to go, more to achieve, more to hope for, more to learn.....always, always more

to do.

He stepped out on the ding sound. It looked familiar. He had noticed the two large

stone vases there earlier, and they made him feel like he was headed home. A couple

of  confusing turns, focussing hard at the little numbers beside the doors, and he

stumbled upon his room. He fumbled for a moment in his pocket. No keys! His heart

skipped a beat. You can't not have keys! Cell phone in the left pocket, keys in the

right. That was what he was used to, and now he'd lost his keys. Amit, hands in his

pockets, pressed his head into the door, feeling around for his keys. It suddently struck

him that he was at the hotel, and needed the card instead. He managed to slip the card

out of the  handsome black sleeve with the "W" on it, and managed to get the green

light to blink on the second try.
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The door shut behind him, and he kicked his Sperry Top-siders off  to the side and

fell back onto the soft red-velveted bed and bounced into a relieved bundle of

satiation. Moments such as these are seldom experienced in life, when fullness and

nothingness blend into an inexplicable feeling. For a moment, the buzz was gone

and nothing was swimming around any more. Of course, the fact that Amit had

shut his eyes did contribute.

❂  ❂  ❂

W
hat a day it had been. Started with an early morning talk at the conference,

meeting a lot of people, talking, feeling like he belonged in that crowd.

Lunch. Meetings. A couple more talks. And then the party.

The BBC. The Bourbon Street Blues Company was raucous. There was a band

playing loud music. Just walking in elevated the level of awareness of the mind, with

the revolving silver ball in the ceiling stunning one's eyes with fleeting reflections of

the bright colored lights on and around the stage. The deep bass of the drums

seemed to pound the smoke from cigarettes from side to side. Amit savored the

moment, not knowing exactly what to do next.

He could see a group of young girls swaying in synchronized fashion with some pre-

determined step to the beat, and one of  them had a microphone in her hand and

was singing along with the band up on the stage. His body swayed subtly to the

music, reserved but opening up to the occasion.

He recognized many of  the faces from the conference, and many were at the bar,

ordering drinks. That would be a good thing to do, he thought and weaved his way

through the crowd that was as thick as a bunch of concord grapes on a vine. He

saw beers and he saw plastic cups, and then he noticed the test tubes. As he

bumped his way through the sweaty, smoky room, he could see the girl with the

chic dark rimmed glasses with a whole tray of iridiscent multi-colored test tubes,

asking people if they wanted some.

He had a band on his hand that meant free drinks. He was curious to find out what

the tubes contained, and it seemed like he willed her to walk straight towards him

and look him in the eye.  It was so loud that he had to shout in her ear so she could

hear.

"What are these?" he asked, pointing to the neat array of colored tubes in her tray.

She moved close to him, her nose touching his ear, her breath heavy in his face.
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Kamikazi, the blue, something orange, something else green, something else the

some other color, lemondrop the pale white, and something else transparent. He

noticed that one row of tubes had already been consumed.

The white one seemed relatively less intimidating. Amit pointed to the white.

She grabbed him before he knew what was going on, placed a tube of the white

elixir in her own mouth, stooped a little lower, drew his mouth to the open end of

the tube as it projected provocatively from her mouth. In that moment, Amit

understood what was going on. She drew his face close to her cleavage, which

caused the tube of  fluid to gush warm down his throat. It was over before he knew,

and she blew the empty test tube forcefully out of her mouth into the thick smoky

psychedelic air.

"Three dollars," she whispered in his ear, if  whispering was possible in that din.

Amit pulled out his wallet, understanding that this was extracurricular activity. He

handed her a five, admiring her. She was petite, but quite striking with her dark-

rimmed stylish glasses.

He asked if she had change and she handed him a couple of dollars back, then

asked ruefully, "Don't I get a tip?"

Amit hesitantly handed her an additional dollar. Embarrassed that he did not know

the routine, but gushing from the unexpected action of the last couple of minutes,

Amit turned to go up the stairs to the upper floor, where a great big group of

cheery people were standing at the balcony, throwing beads to people in the street

below. Bourbon Street style.

He got himself a huge margarita, free this time. He promised to himself to sip

slowly, for his frame was small enough to be nicely buzzed with half that drink. He

did not want to lose control. His boss and a colleage of his were at the party as well.

Amit sipped his margarita.

He walked onto the packed balcony. The young men and women were in a

boisterous mood, ripping up bags of beads and tossing them onto the street below,

drinking from large plastic cups or beer bottles, mirthful and excited in the bright

lights that hung up above.  A few of them were trying to distract the passersby into

looking up and walking right into some horse dung that had been deposited a few

minutes earlier whena horse-drawn carriage had passed by. Being silly and drunk

was the goal of the moment.
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When he walked back, he was already feeling good, and he bumped into a few folks

he'd met that afternoon. Then, he bumped into Jack, his colleague. They were

talking just as another busty waitress was passing by with test tubes. People started

taking the test tube shots. Jack was in a good mood and paid her for a double-

barrel, then pointed to Amit. Before he could object, someone whisked his drink

from his hand, and a blue kamakazi drink was delivered from the hefty bosom of

the black-skirted waitress. The tube went flying up, and everyone clapped. Amit felt

quite accomplished. He was getting quite good at this.

The waitress in the dark glasses was passing by, her tubes all empty this time, and

Amit, who had noticed her several times that evening, had to redeem himself for

that embarrassing tip moment he'd had.

He drew up to her and spoke. "Sorry about what happened before. I wasn't aware

of the routine." She smiled and gave him a hug. He was happy and everyone was

being very friendly. He was nicely buzzed.

❂  ❂  ❂

A
mit was impressed with his boss, Tom Scholes. Of  all the women at the

Bourbon Street Blues Company that evening, he had the three most beautiful

accompany them to dinner. Tom had long known these girls, and Amit and Jack

were the beneficiaries of their company that night. Erica, Karen and Lisa all worked

at the same company, and Erica, CEO, could have been a college undergraduate at

spring break. Amit was impressed with how composed and self-assured she was.

There  were a couple of other guys, Matt and Rich, who came as well. Matt also

worked for Erica.

Amit had religiously hung on to his large margarita after he'd noticed others taking

their drinks with them to the cab as they left Bourbon Street. Never had he done

that before. Drinking before driving was taboo. Taking an open alcoholic drink in a

car, even as a passenger...he was a wild one today!

Dinner was at this quaint restaurant that was colored blue like the ocean, and there

were jellyfish and barracuda hanging from the ceiling. It was like a scene out of

Finding Nemo.

Fried green tomatoes with creole-style shrimp on top. Amit had seen the movie, but

this was the first time that he was tasting the stuff. That was a great start, with two

of the three beautiful women close. They were friendly and intelligent. It was a

casual setting and some of the others at the table knew each other from before, so

the conversation was light and funny, and the alcohol was kicking in.
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Karen, sitting across from Amit, and beside Jack, was slender and beautiful and

warm and friendly, but no one was flirting. Amit and Jack made interesting

conversation that spanned France and Shanghai and the midwest and Hong Kong

and India and New Orleans. Jack had grown up in Singapore, and Karen had had a

roommate in college from Singapore, so they hit it off.

The food was outstanding. Most of them ordered seafood - soft shell crab, shrimp

etouffe, blackened redfish. Karen, raised in the Midwest, was not a seafood lover,

and ordered a large steak. They joked about it and Jack said that sushi would fix

that really quickly.

A round of hurricanes arrived for everyone else, and laughter erupted when Amit

declared his intention of not venturing beyond his margarita.

"I'm trying to stay in control," he said.

"That's the problem!" Jack shouted. "You gotta loosen up tonight. We're headed to

the club next door after this."

"Wow, there's more," Amit thought to himself, but stuck to his margarita. He was

quite unlike his usual self, and was beginning to lave in the marine moment.

❂  ❂  ❂

T
hey hung around at the Maple Leaf Bar next door until it was almost one in the

morning. The band there was pretty good, playing bluesy numbers that

culminated in some pretty  solid beats. They had the crowds swaying, and a few

couples were dancing close. A couple of painters with flashlights on their helmets

took turns painting the bar scene in one dark corner, mixing brilliant colors

vigorously to the New Orleans music. Amit thought there were two, since one was

short and the other tall, or maybe he was standing on a stool for a while. In his

current state, he couldn’t be sure.

A couple before him were hugging and swaying. He missed his wife, and called

Seema on the cell phone so she could listen to a few of the notes. She'd always

wanted to go to New Orleans during Mardi Gras when he was a graduate student in

Houston, but he'd always blown it off since he'd heard of the drinking and vulgarity,

and had been quite a prude during the early years. He felt that they'd lost a patch of

their lives when they should have enjoyed more carnal pleasures. Now, with kids

and school and soccer and piano and work and dvds, there was nothing out of the

ordinary that they enjoyed. Their lives had become mechanial schedules with little

romance. Low libido and high responsibility. He thought about Seema and how
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busy and efficient she was with her job and the kids, but their time together no

longer carried the same spark. They were parents first and a couple after. She loved

to dance, but the last time they had gone dancing was five years earlier in San Jose.

Why didn't they go dancing, or to a bar like this one more often?

Amit played a little pool. Badly. He'd become quite good during his years at the

graduate house, but those skills had evaporated as well. He looked young, but he felt

inside that he didn't have much left. He thought of his high cholesterol and

wondered how life was passing him by. Where did those years between the fun

graduate life and mundane corporate existence go? His energy and zest were ebbing

away, he felt, and he was fast closing in on forty.

He had finally finished his margarita and felt good but also an empty void at the

same time. He thought about his kids and how wonderful they were, and smiled a

little to himself. Time to get that house with a yard. But they still did not have the

finances to get the kind of  house they really wanted in California. Every house they

liked was stretching their finances just a little too much, and they'd always been

prudent with money. His expiring stock options that were worth quite a lot just

months earlier were close to worthless, as the stock market had dipped. He felt

foolish and frustrated. He looked around at the people around him who seemed

happy and casual, dancing and hugging. Why did he not feel the same way? Why

was he always wanting more?

Was this was what a mid-life crisis really felt like? Good and bad. Accomplished and

useless. Tremendously loved and passionately loveless. Respected by some and still

a nobody. An individual with ambition, seeing his ambitions wilter away into a

family life of fatherhood, mortgages, weekend drinks and movies. At twenty, he was

going to change the world, and now, the people around him didn't even know who

he was. He just didn't feel sharp anymore. Was this his summer of discontent?

❂  ❂  ❂

B
y the time they finally got into a cab outside the Maple Leaf, they'd already lost

a couple of  people from the dinner table. It was Amit, Tom and Jack, along

with Erica. They'd lost Karen, Lisa and Matt. Amit assumed they were going back to

the hotel.

When they drove back to Bourbon street, Amit assumed they were going back to

the BBC, since Rich had received a message on his cell phone during dinner that

the party was still raging and they were missing all the fun. One of the real players

had apparently downed thirty two of the shots, and was making out with the

waitress with the dark-rimmed glasses. So when they walked into Rick's cabaret,
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Amit was quite surprised. Matt was waiting outside for them to arrive, but there was

no sign of the other girls, Karen and Lisa. He was also a little uncomfortable, since

he'd never been to a topless bar with a woman in the party before. The last time

had been at a friend's bachelor party ten years ago in New York.

There were topless women sauntering all around. They first walked over to the bar

where a hurricane magically appeared in Amit's hands. They found a nice table in

the back, near the main stage, but there were mirrors all over. Amazingly, every

mirror had a topless woman dancing somewhere, so there must have at least ten or

twelve of them.

A few came to the stage to dance, and Amit was not impressed. They had good

bodies, but weren't beautiful, like he remembered other clubs. Maybe the tastes in

New Orleans were different! The music beat into his head, and there were

spotlights in his head, as the bodies swam around him. His head was circling with

the hurricane and there were naked women all around him in the dim room with

colored lights.

Right before them, a good-looking blonde was giving lap dances to a couple of

women who were with their boyfriends. She had a smooth, pearly body, but her

moves were mechanical and it was apparent to Amit that she was doing this with

no passion and no feeling. Just there, just necessary, just business. She was

different because she was massaging their necks as her breasts swayed in the dim

light before their faces, like waves in the sea at the restaurant. There were surely

jellyfish that no one could see, and the bodies were like sinuous mermaids. Amit

looked away to the stage, knowing she did not really want to be there.

The lights at the edge of the stage runway glowed and dimmed a little, as the

women swayed in rythymic sensual movements, hugging the shiny floor with

their bodies. The moving yellow and orange lights of the runway and the

spotlights blinked right between their legs.

In the corner, there was an Asian girl giving a lap dance to a rugged fellow, who

laughed every time she did something silly. She was vulgar, and made motions that

were lewd and cheap. Amit liked Asian women, but this one was abhorrent with her

vulgar actions. He looked at the stage, where there was a woman with large legs.

She hadn't shaved the hair off her thighs, and the golden hairs glowed in the

spotlights. Her breasts were obviously plastic, and large like cantaloupes. Her face

was pasty and he couldn’t bear to watch her. While everyone was apparently

appreciative of the girl with the magic fingers, lap dancing the girls, the big busted

woman was like a big plastic doll. Even Erica was disgusted, it appeared.
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"She's going to burst," Erica said, and Amit could not agree more. His head was

humming, but his eyes darted around the room to find a woman with a face that he

could appreciate. Maybe that wasn't important, since it was all about the body.

There was an older woman, trying to look younger, who had a light lipstick and

some patchy skin on her thighs. Amit was actually repulsed by her face, and looked

down at her body instead, knowing that that would be better. He looked around to

find some enjoyment in the situation. The loud music was feeling good, and then

the hurricane came.

He noticed her flitting past, a petite girl in red lingerie, but she moved all the way to

the corner of  the room. He liked the way she looked. She was probably the size of

one thigh of the big busted blonde with six-inch heels on the main stage. She

disappeared into the smoke and the orange lights, as the winds blew around him.

He looked at the mirrors, but he could not see red.

The girls in front had finished with their lap dances. Amit thought it was interesting

that women came with their boyfriends to get lap dances from other women. He

would ask Seema if  she was interested. Jack got a lap dance from her, and Amit

could see the same sinuous, but mechanical, movements that she went through.

Jack was pointing to him. Amit held his hand up against the lights, shaking his

head. She looked at him, but he shook another "No" with his head. Amit felt guilty.

Was he not at the wrong place while Seema was home with the children?

Was he not up to the occasion? Tom got a lap dance as well, from the same good

looking girl with the mechanical moves. Amit felt he was being judged.

He noticed the girl in red show up around his table, and his heart picked up a beat.

She spoke with one of the guys at the  table, and Amit was looking at her face,

hoping she would look at him. He would say yes, if  it was her. She looked at him,

and noticed his glazed eyes fixed on her face. She mouthed, "Want a dance?"  and

he immediately nodded a "Yes". She came around.

She moved her head close to him, and Amit asked, just to be certain, "How much?"

He had overheard the massage girl mention twenty dollars to Jack, but he was still

sane enough to care. "Twenty dollars here, and forty for the corner," she mentioned

in a cool voice. Her dark hair was tied high on her head and fell around her

shoulders, and her taut body with the red brassiere and panties filled his senses.

"Here," he said, and his eyes filled with the nymph in front.

There was not much room, but she brought a silver C-shaped table in front of his

chair, moving chairs around to slide it in. She undid her top, and he could see her
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dark nippled breasts as she let them free. Her hair fell around.

"It's my first lap dance," he whispered in her ear.

"What's your name?" he asked. He had to know. He had to know her name.

"Sheandanne," she answered. She had a sweet voice. Amit did not know if she had

said Sheandanne, Shennandoah, or Shannon. The red and orange lights mixed with

the sounds of the beats like a new sensation  in his head.

"What's yours?" she asked.

"Amit," he answered, knowing full well that she couldn’t care less.

"You're very beautiful," he said genuninely, not knowing what else to say.

Amit was, surprisingly, not aroused, but had a sinking feeling in his stomach, now

that she was there. It was like he'd been waiting for her all evening. The music beat

in his head while she flitted around him, and he was not able to capture all the

movements that her body was making around him. He could smell her perfume,

which was muted, and while he was afraid to touch her, she held his chin to look up.

His cheek was against her back as she wilted in front of him in the music. The

experience at that moment was strangely not sexual, but poetic. Would he have felt

differently a few years earlier.  Was he too old? Was he too guilty?

She rose above his face on the silver table, and he never noticed her shoes, his face

transfixed on her body. As she turned and twisted in front of  him, the spotlight

above the stage smashed his eyes through the narrow crevice right between her

thighs. When she brought her bosom to his face, he was actually thinking of Seema.

The music was over and she was dressing before he even knew, and those moments

were frozen with the alcohol.

He asked her again, "What was your name again?"

"Shawndean."

"Where are you from?" he asked. He had to know. She was not blonde, and her

nipples were dark. Her face was soft but her lips were straight and her body was

taut like a rubber band with soft round edges..

"The Honduras," she replied.



[ 60 ] Runway Lights

He was more than twenty dollars richer.

❂  ❂  ❂

T
he next morning, Tom, Jack and Amit assembled at the lobby of  the hotel and

went across the street to “Mother's" for a late brunch. Amit had had a tylenol to

keep a headache at bay. He picked a bowl of healthy fruit and the breakfast special,

which included two eggs (sunny side up, as usual), sausage, hot coffee, and the New

Orleans special, grits. He'd read about grits in books, but here he was, tasting it. It

came as a white pasty porridge, quite tasteless. However, with Louisiana hot sauce,

it tasted quite good with the coffee and sausage.

There was another party in the afternoon, and he was back to his usual self,

disciplined enough to not drink any more. He was safe with a Sprite, as he spoke

with some of  the others at Pat O'Brien's Bar.

He left for the airport, chatting with a Syrian taxi driver on the way. Of Russian

origin, he said. Divorced from his wife, he said. Had two daughters and a son in

New Jersey, and they stayed with his ex-wife, he said. His son did not speak with

him anymore, he said. He loved watching Indian movies when he was in Syria, he

said. He thought Amit was only twenty eight, he said, just like the friendly black girl

at the souvenir shop. He should try Babaghanoush, a dish with egg plant and olive

oil, that you can get in cans in Middle Eastern grocery stores, he said. He missed

talking with his boy, he said. He was an aeronautical mechanic, he said, who'd

given it all up to get married to this woman in New Orleans, and now he was sixty

and driving a taxi, and business in New Orleans was slow in the summer and would

pick up only in September. He cooked for himself, since he wanted to know what

he was eating, and found it difficult to digest tabouli these days.

Amit called Seema from the airport, like he always did. He told her he loved her.

Should he tell her? He never kept any secrets from her. They loved each other and

didn't lie to each other. They were good friends. Very good friends. Maybe they

needed more to be man and woman than friends.

"I've got to tell you about this girl who gave me a lap dance," he blurted two minutes

into the conversation.

"God only knows what you are up to on your trips," she chided.

"I'll be home at eleven... I love you." He ended the call before boarding the plane in

New Orleans.

❂  ❂  ❂
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T
he plane was landing at Houston, and memories of their graduate days of

carelessness and love filled his head. He scanned the horizon for his university

campus, but could only see the skyscrapers downtown, and the building that they'd

called Transco towers when they were there.  He still remembered their late night

drive to Galveston, soon after their wedding, filled with fresh sweet desire. He loved

her and she was the mother of their two sons, ten and six. Their faces, sweet and

puckered in their sleep when he left early in the morning, was what he saw when

he shut his eyes before the plane landed.

❂  ❂  ❂

H
e was in a stupor even while the plane taxied at Houston Intercontinental

airport prior to takeoff. With his eyes shut, and the subdued drone of the

engines, he could not perceive if they had already taken off. It is that strange state

of suspended animation of being in a plane seat after hours of flying.

A jolt made him open his eyes, and he was greeted with a sea of blue and green

lights on the runway. They were still taxiing, and it had only been a few moments

before that he'd dozed off. They were still turning, preparing to take off, and the

blue and green lights swirled around in front of him and in his head. The yellow

lights of the beacons moved around as well, and there was sudden bright light from

the tip of the wing on his side of the plane.

The moving blue and green lights of the runway and the spotlight right

between the legs.

As the plane curled around the bend, he could see faint shapes move gently in front,

obscuring the lights as they moved. There were two large white planes that swayed

like ghosts before him in the sea of  blue and green. One curved left and the other,

right, like they were doing a smooth move from a tango. The two planes swayed

like lovers, like swans, sensual and crossing each other in the shadows with their

tails aloft and glowing. The lights swelled before his eyes and the spotlight was a

bright light inside his brain. He remembered what had happened the earlier night.

❂  ❂  ❂

A
mit had just fallen on his back on the red velveted bed, when there was a knock

on his door. He listened for a while, unsure of  the knock, his eyes still closed. It

came again, soft but certain.

He stumbled out of  bed, his head still thudding, and opened the hotel room door.
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The girl from Rick's was standing there, looking rather vulnerable. For the first time,

he noticed her footwear. She was wearing black heels, and a simple, brown

overcoat.

"Can I come in?" she asked.

He was too shocked to answer.

"How did..." he started, not moving from the door, but she cut him off.

"Your friend told me your room number, and that you liked me. I thought you'd like

a good time."

Amit didn't know what to say.

"You said I was beautiful," she prodded.

He nodded, and shut his eyes, not knowing what was happening. His head was in a

maze.

"Yes, but..."

She gently pushed him in and shut the door behind her as he stepped backwards

uncomfortably.

"No," he said, "It's not right."

"There's nothing wrong," she said, pushing him gently back towards the bed. The

austere black room of  the "W" was just right for her, as she dropped off  her

overcoat on the floor. She was wearing the same red lingerie below as she had been

at Rick's. It was just a shade darker than the red velvet on the bed.

He was on his back, and she took off her top, her bosom falling out gently in the

dim light.

"I'm married," he gurgled, and pushed her off.

❂  ❂  ❂
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I
t all started on a hot summer day in 2012. They had had an early dinner and decided to

walk to the little hill next to the creek behind their house. The hill was visible from their

kitchen window. It was a smooth green rolling bump, with a massive oak tree perched right

on top. So close, but they'd never walked up to the tree before.

Amir stood behind Samina, hugging her close while the stiff  summer breeze blew her hair onto

his face.  He shut his eyes to protect them. The rooves of their neighborhood rested peacefully

below them. A few feet away, their ten-year-old Arman skipped around the rocks, looking for

lizards to scare his mother with.

"Let's go to Paris!" Samina said out of the blue.

Arman was crouching near a bush. The wind whistled through the tall hillside grass that was

now starting to go brown. A minute passed. The only sounds were the rustle of  the grass and

the rush of  the wind through the leaves of  the mammoth oak tree over them. The rope that

someone had managed to loop over a branch twenty feet above them swayed gently, it's

terminal knot beckoning for a passenger.

"Sure."

He helped Arman onto the knotted rope. The little boy clasped his thighs around the rope

almost as tightly as he screwed his eyes shut as Arman pushed him into the oncoming gusts.

There are seldom moments in life when terror and laughter are intertwined.

❂  ❂  ❂

E
xpedia-ntly, Amir had purchased tickets to Paris. Non-refundable, but a great deal! A

few queries later, he'd booked their hotel room. He thought to send an email to his

uncle who lived just outside Paris, but decided against it. Their family had moved to
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France during the transition, and his most favorite cousin was gone! All that was left of the

memories of  their childhood together was the wooden top he'd given Amir. His top!

They would just show up at their doorstep without warning. Surprise and happiness are

often intertwined.

What else? They had to get a new camera. He went to Google.

Search ads were still the same, but when you have both ads on the page say exactly the

same thing - "Most Flavored (5 stars)" - it sure draws attention. "Typo," he thought, amused,

as he clicked through, and it was a legitimate website -  a feature-rich camera at an awe-

some price. The description - "Multiple new special effects modes, available only with this 2012

limited edition camera. Special gift included in package." - caught his attention, and compelled

him enough to click to buy. It was to be the most important click of  his web life.

When the camera arrived shortly thereafter, they were pleasantly surprised. As advertised,

it was a special gift package. Along with the camera, there was a little tin box, with "Most

Flavored" embossed on top. When he opened it, with Arman's face perched on his shoul-

der, he could feel the pat pat of  Arman's heart on his back. There was a white styrofoam

layer on top that he had to remove. He expected to find a Bluetooth memory stick, or

memory card, but as he peeled the styrofoam off, he was shocked and delighted, with a

sharp intake of  breath, as was Arman. Perched in 5 beautiful little dimples on another layer

of styrofoam were 5 individual jellybeans of striking colors!

"Jelly bellies!"

Arman rushed indoors from the garage to bring his jellybean dispenser, but before he could

reach to put the new ones in with the others, Amir stopped him.

"These are probably special flavors," he said hopefully. "Don't mix them up with the

others." He held the box out for Arman to pick. The little boy smacked his lips, rubbed his

hands, and picked the one right in the middle. Popped it into his mouth and bit into it, and

shut his eyes, rolling the taste in his mouth before it disappeared.

Amir had a questioning look.

"Dad, it is the most awesome jelly belly I've ever had," he shouted. He picked one up and

handed it to Amir, and scooped up two more and rushed into the house, shouting,

"Mamma! Mamma! You have to try these special jelly bellies! Mamma!"

Amir had never had such a wonderful bit of candy in his life. He could not place the

flavor, but it was indeed unique.
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Arman came back in a couple of  minutes, Samina trailing behind him, her eyes wide!

"They are all different, dad! I want the last one. I want the last one!"

The last one was gone before they could blink. Amir pulled the styrofoam base out of the

tin, and there was little card at the bottom with an inscription, "Most Flavored - save your

treasures in this box." Amir handed it to Arman, who had a big smile.

"I'm going to start with the special shell I found in New Zealand."

❂  ❂  ❂

T
hat afternoon, they decided to give the camera a spin. They went to the elementary

school field and took some photos of   Arman on the slides, and on the monkey

bars, with the beautiful blue Santa Cruz mountains in the background. The hills

looked crisp, and the sun on Arman's face looked bright and cheery on the large viewfinder.

"Hold it carefully," Amir said to Arman as the boy took a photo of  Amir with Samina in

front of  the school mural that the students had built the previous year.

As they read the porcelain tiles in the mural, Arman played with the top that his father had

given him.

"Be careful with this top. It belongs to my childhood."

Arman could spin it! Amir had taught him some tricks with it. It was pretty heavy and

about 2 inches tall. It was a funny triangular shape, and was so old and brown and shiny

that it looked like it was made of some antique metal - a light colored bronze, with a real

nail right down its spine. The cord that Amir had taught Arman to wrap around it, starting

with the nail tip, was frayed at the end. Arman had learned to whip the top like a yoyo and

bring it back up, spinning, to his palm just like his dad. As soon as it would start spinning

on his palm, he'd let it go with a whoop, as it would tickle his hand. He'd not yet mustered

the guts to let it spin on his hand for more than a second.

"Dad. Look." Arman shouted, as the top spun on the blacktop, and wandered towards a

little puddle of water near the water fountain.

The top looked to orbit its way into the puddle. Amir whipped out the camera, went into

macro mode, and tried to position himself across the sun. The top glided across the water

into his lens. He clicked at just the right moment, when the spinning top was in the water,

and the reflected sunlight was smashed into a kaleidoscope of droplets, some of which

were flung onto Amir's face.
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It was one of the most beautiful photos he'd ever shot! The display went dark. Amir

fumbled with the controls to find the button to play the photo back. He wanted to see it

again. He heard a loud yelp from Arman, and when he looked to him, he could see a look

of sheer anguish on his face.

"What happened?"

"It's gone!" Tears welled up in his eyes, as he stood forlorn, with the cord hanging on his

shoulder, the frayed end dangling near his shin. He pointed to a sewer hole near the sink

that the top had seemingly dropped into. He looked down the hole, but it seemed that

there was no way they could retrieve the top.

Just like that, the embodiment of  Amir’s childhood memories with his cousin was gone.

"It's only an old top," he consoled Arman, his own heart thudding with a sharp indescrib-

able pain.

"I'll get you a brand new one when we go back next year! You can play with the fancy ones

you have until then - what do you call them? The ones you battle your friends with?"

Arman did not answer. Amir could not bear to go back to the photo of  the top that

evening.

"Later," he thought, as he sipped his second margarita.

❂  ❂  ❂

T
he world never did come to an end like the Mayans had predicted. But their world

was going to be shaken up. They never did go to Paris after all ... and the ticket was

non-refundable.

❂  ❂  ❂

T
hat weekend, it was the Art and Wine festival at the Almaden lake park. The

California sun was out in all its glory, and wine during the day had never felt so

good. They'd been there for almost three hours, wandering around the lake,

stopping at all the craft and jewelry stalls.

Samina was checking out the jewelry and trying on a few earrings. She'd already done this
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several times over at other stalls, so the novelty of checking out the fancy beads and glitter

had worn out for Arman. Amir and Arman went off  to check out the stall that had the new

fancy micro-helicopters that you could control with Bluetooth phones.

Amir sipped his California Merlot while Arman looked up at the blur of  the wings as the

young teen boy piloted a yellow-and-black helicopter with his iPhone, bringing it down to a

few feet of  Arman's dazzled face.

Amir put down his wine and took a photo of  Arman with the helicopter in the frame of

the photograph. Arman had just had an ice-cream cone and there was a drop of  pink near

the corner of his mouth. The depth of field feature on the camera was outstanding, for he

had Arman's face and the helicopter in focus, with the teenager, the stall, and the shimmer-

ing lake fuzzy in the background just the way he wanted it.

They walked away from the stall with a black and red helicopter box tucked under Arman's

arms and a big smile on his face.

They could not find Samina at the stall they had left, so decided to walk further looking for

her.  There were many people milling around, and it was getting a little dusty.  After walk-

ing around for twenty minutes, stopping to check out a few more stalls while passing them,

Amir called Samina on her cellphone. Arman was getting tired and wanted to sit down.

Samina had gone the other way, so Amir asked her to come to where they were, as Arman

was tired.  There was a green bench alongside the opposite stalls. Amir gave Arman the

bags of  the stuff  they'd bought and asked Arman to sit down while they waited. Arman

went across and sat down, tired, but satisfied with his acquisition, which his arm was not

about to let go.

The shadows had lenghtened as the California afternoon had exhausted itself. Bottles of

wine sparkled as the reflections of the sun from the lake passed through. The shadows of

the tents stretched across the pathway between the two rows of  stalls. Amir saw that the

spire of the stall tent behind him had crawled all the way to the wall just behind the bench

that Arman was sitting on. The bags were on the bench right next to Arman; he was

reading the instructions on the helicopter box, a smile on his face. Amir took out the

camera, and had to wait for several seconds before he could find a clear shot as people

were constantly walking by.

A magical moment occurred ... the sun behind him went through a piece of crystal that was

hanging in the stall behind him, and made a rainbow-like splash behind Arman on the wall.

Concentration writ large on his face, Arman, in the midst of  a rainbow that splashed within

a shadow steeple, did not notice that his face was lit up. Amir zoomed in, and cropped the

helicopter box out of  the picture, getting Arman's profile in a wonderful magical rainbow
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shadow that glittered as the piece of crystal swayed behind him.

The shot was magical, and Amir pinched to zoom the photo in and out on the touch screen

display. He wondered what he'd cut out of  the picture before printing it and sending it to

his parents - they had been asking for recent photo of  Arman and Amir thought this was a

magnificent shot.

Happy with the results of  the afternoon, he looked up to walk across to show Arman the

photo.

Arman was not on the bench. The bags and the helicopter box sat stiffly on the green

bench.

They never saw Arman again.

❂  ❂  ❂

I
t was a bright sunny day, and the old man walked over to the sink in the kitchen to find

a cup. He was wearing a pair of  crumpled pyjamas that stopped well above his ankles,

and a stained t-shirt that had once been white, now limp and gray from many years of

spinning in the washer. His face was unshaven; tufts of  hair,  stiff  and grey, stuck to his

ears. He walked slowly with a limp.

He pulled a dirty cup out from the sink, dumped out the dregs, and filled it with water. He

walked to the fridge and pulled out a carton of  milk, poured a bit into the cup, his arms

trembling, and limped away to place the cup of tea into the microwave. As the carousel

whirred, he stood by the kitchen window and looked out. The day was as gray as his old t-

shirt, and the rain came down in straight lines from the sky. A solitary raven sat at the very

tip of the tall tree in his neighbor's backyard, shaking every few seconds to keep the water

and the cold away.

The old man’s eyes drifted to the big tree on the hill, and the memories rushed in like a

dam had been breached. Holding Samina as the summer air blew through her hair, her face

smelling of  roses. In his memory, Arman swung towards him, although he had actually

been pushing him from behind - he could see that Arman had his eyes screwed shut, his

hair waving in locks across his forehead.

They'd tried to move on, pretending that it had all been just a bad dream. Life must go on,

his parents had said, when he'd placed his head on his mother's lap at the airport, the tears

gushing like a tap.

"Time will heal."
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"I don't want time. I don't have time," Samina had said, later.

They'd had gone to Las Vegas the following year, and Amir had taken Samina to several

shows, hoping that there would be moments that would help place memory into hiberna-

tion. He remembered the joke he'd made to Samina when they were on the Las Vegas trip.

Paris!

She was wearing a black scarf and wrapped it over her head as he took a picture of her

with the Eiffel Tower in the background, the lights of  Vegas blinking like lights in a New

York club all around them.

"Smile," he said, adjusting the angle to make the tower tilt in the picture. She smiled a wan

smile, tucking her face at an angle within the scarf. Perfect composition.

"You wanted to go to Paris? Here we are." Amir said, laughing.

She looked at him, right into the camera, as he clicked. Her face wore her smile, but her

eyes had an empty look with tears pooling in them.

He had held her tightly, as the tears streamed down her face, right there on the Las Vegas

strip, with the Eiffel Tower looking down on them. He'd held her tightly, holding her face

to his, her tears burning into his emptiness. That was the last time he'd held her, but she'd

already been lost to the world.

His reverie snapped when the microwave beeped. He took out the cup, squeezed the hot

tea bag with his coarse fingers. As he sipped the tea, his eyes looked vacantly at the hill.

Arman was swaying on the rope.

The old man walked up the stairs. He grunted a bit with the effort against his arthritis. He

looked left when he reached the top, at the closed door of  Arman's room. Things were still

mostly in place as they had been a couple of  decades ago. He'd just aged a lot faster than

he should have. He hardly ever went in there, but having seen Arman swinging on the

rope, he wanted to see if he could smell him. He imagined he could, for he'd not allowed

anyone to remove anything from that room. It was just vacuumed once in a while. When he

went into the closet, there really was just the musty smell.

He stood and looked at the bed, where Arman would usually be curled up, bunched up in

the comforters. The bed lay flat and sterile. There were no curtains in the window - Amir

always wanted the room to be bright. The bedclothes were clearly faded where the sun

would stream onto them from the window across the room. There was a little desk in the

corner. Amir opened the little drawer. Right there was the engraved box that said "Most

Flavored".
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He sat on the corner of the bed, opened the box, and saw a shell and a couple of gem

stones that Arman had saved. Below them was the card with the inscription. He'd never

seen the box since the time he'd handed it to his son, but he remembered the inscription.

He took out the shell and stones and turned the box upside down on the bed to get the

card out. A stack of  cards fell out, and he turned them over. Below the card were a few

photos. The photos were exactly the same size as the inscribed card, which was funny,

since it was a non-standard size.

The first picture was that of  the bronzed wooden top, as it buzzed in the water puddle.

The second photo housed Arman’s face in the shadow of  the tent. The next one was

Samina with a smile and empty eyes, the Eiffel Tower oblique in the corner. He still re-

membered that expression! That was the night everything seemed to unravel ... in Las

Vegas.

When had Samina placed these photos in Arman's box, he wondered.

There was something else; it seemed to be a similar photograph wrapped in a thin tissue.

The translucent membrane hugged the photograph in flimsy protection. The old man took

a couple of minutes to get the diaphanous tissue off the photo with his knobbly arthritic

fingers.

It was a photo of  him hugging Samina on the hilltop, her face close to his, her hair billow-

ing in streams onto his face. His eyes were closed as they both smiled. A smiling boy with

his eyes shut and clasping a rope with his arms and thighs was in the background on the

right side.

The sunlight poured in from the top right corner. The big tree behind was a blur. The

lighting and the depth of field was perfect.

❂  ❂  ❂
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