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I’m basically the quiet type – not great at expressing my feelings and stuff – so I was cool but my folks, yaar, they were so excited they were practically shitting their pants the day I received my letter of appointment from India’s top IT company – Silico Systems.

My father couldn’t stop calling up his colleagues and grinning from ear to ear, because, after all, it was mostly his dream that I join India’s premier software organization. He was so happy he even insisted on taking the family out for dinner to a five-star hotel! For a man who rarely crossed the Lakshman Rekha beyond a Sagar Ratna or a Saravana Bhavan, this was pretty damn major.

Appa had demonstrated such extravagance only on one previous occasion: when my sister Gayatri’s marriage was arranged to a hotshot, gold-medallist, topper-type, doc from the US and we had taken out my soon-to-be jijaji for his first meal with his new family.

Of course, being Appa, he took us both times to the same continental restaurant in the same old sarkari hotel. And as usual, he nearly had a heart attack when the waiter placed the menu in front of him – gasping loudly at the prices and refusing the bottle of mineral water: ‘They just pour tap water in a bottle and seal it; filtered is as good,’ he whispered loudly to us even before the waiter had left the table.

‘Be thankful we are all pure veg, Appa,’ Gayatri, my sister, always the no-nonsense one in the family, pointed out. ‘The non-veg stuff is way more expensive.’ (Yes, and no question of daring to ask for the drinks menu either, I thought, smiling to myself.) But that did little to assuage Appa’s hurt and disbelief at being brazenly robbed of his hard-earned money by the ‘rascals’ who ran the hotel.

Amma agreed with Appa on most matters, especially when it came to the feeling that the world was an evil place and that everyone out there was just waiting to cheat upright, decent, no-onions-no-garlic, middle-class Tam-Brahm folks like us.

I exchanged an embarrassed glance with my older sister. I hate having to go out to with my folks, especially to fancy places where the waiters look at you with contempt. I knew Gayatri was irritated too because she offered to pay for the meal. Amma noisily refused to entertain the thought: Aiyyo, imagine taking money from your married daughter! She may have been allowed to pay if we had gone out six months earlier, but now it was simply out of the question.

My sister had been married a month ago and was waiting for her visa to join her surgeon husband Venkat in New Jersey. Gayatri had been a little subdued after returning from her honeymoon in Manali. But then she had always been the moody one in the family, going into sulks I never understood, and she and I, well, we weren’t that close.

Gayatri was five years older than me and always wanted me to call her ‘akka’ when we were kids, which I did, much against my wishes, till I turned thirteen. It didn’t help that she was also the brainy one in the family, effortlessly cruising through life and acing every exam she took, while my own school and college career had been plagued with some very close near-misses, ultimately falling short by a couple of crucial marks to the cut-off of the IIT-JEE exam.

I was just unlucky, I guess. Maybe I tried too hard. Perhaps it was because I was a sucker for losing my concentration by silently falling for girls in my class who didn’t even know I existed. I mean, I worked hard, I solved all the bloody question papers, but always screwed up in the exams. I had done well in my class 12 boards – but clearly not well enough to get into an IIT or any half way decent engineering college – and had settled, with my 95% marks, for a B.tech degree at the Indian Institute of Computer Sciences in Noida.

Fortunately, things had looked up after that. Without the constant pressure of the class 12 finals I had loosened up. I had always been into computers and gaming and IT was my first love. I liked my new friends, I did well in the course, a paper of mine got published in a reputed computer sciences journal, I joined the college debate team and I met a girl, Sujatha, one year my junior, who actually thought I was cute.

As if on cue, my phone vibrated. I glanced at it quickly under the table. I swear, this chick had some telepathic thing going! Sujatha knew when I was thinking of her. (Actually that’s not so difficult cause I was thinking of her all the time; especially of that incredible afternoon we’d shared, the day the Silico results were announced. We had gone to her place and it turned out her mother was out for some Carnatic sangeet sammelan thing and her brother had left for his tuitions. Man oh Man!)

Sujatha was on WhatsApp, teasing me with pictures of herself in this sexy new black dress she had bought from Sarojini Nagar. She’s too much! In college she was always dressed either in a kurti and jeans or in the prescribed uniform – a terrible khaki affair that made all of us look like low-level security personnel. This dress revealed a whole new persona. I looked at her boobs. Wow! She was very well endowed in that department. The crazy girl! I could imagine her laughing at me; she was doing this on purpose. She knew I had to keep a straight face as I ogled at her tits because Appa was looking at me strangely from across the table.

Sujatha and I had discussed our future on many days, on long lazy evenings spent hanging out on the campus grounds of IICS, over Coke and Kurkeras, or at the nearby McDonalds, in the last semester I spent at the institute. She was petite (five feet to my six) and a little on the plump side but I liked her because she was bubbly and full of life. She knew the dialogue of all the Karan Johar films and didn’t miss a single IPL. Our friends called us ‘The long and short of it.’ She was from Kerala, but of course all our pals thought of us as ‘made for each other Madrasis’. We’d both grown up in the north, though, and had stopped trying to explain subtle state differences like these to our clueless Punju friends.

Left to myself I would never have had the courage to ask her out, but, luckily for me, she had taken that onus on herself. She had simply walked up to me on a dare from her friends and told me she thought I was hot. As her three girlfriends giggled – and I gaped – she calmly took my mobile from my hand, and gave herself a missed call from it. Then she looked at me and smiled, ‘Now it’s up to you, senior.’

I texted her the same night and we chatted till three in the morning. Really, man, texting is so much easier than talking face to face; it’s the best way to get over your inhibitions. In no time I was saying things to her that I didn’t have the guts to say to anyone else; leave alone think them aloud. Sujatha was no prude, either. She was so different on the phone from the image she presented in college. I got aroused just talking to her.

Very soon we were an item. Being a couple meant she would handle the socializing part when we went out in a group and I was spared the talking. Though, frankly, sometimes her easy-going personality upset me a little – like when she got too chatty with the other boys in college, especially her classmates who always got a little over-familiar. Then I would brood and act aloof until she apologized. I couldn’t help it, I just got insanely possessive. Sujatha was very understanding; she always forgave me when I got jealous, and, besides, making up after was so much fun!

Sujatha and I had decided to get married only after our respective careers were on course. Like most campus romances, ours too was part love and part practical common sense. We had decided I would work for three or four years in an Indian organization and save enough money to fund an MBA programme in the US. It was my biggest, biggest wish to go abroad. She was to continue working in India after graduating until I finished my course and found myself a job. She would join me later and the plan was that I would then fund her MBA. After a few years of working in the US, we would return to India and start our own company. Of course all this could only happen after I had broken the news of my Keralite girlfriend to my parents.

The food arrived. As expected, Amma exclaimed indignantly on the miserly portions and then proceeded to serve the lion’s share of the main dish to me. For once, I felt I deserved the special treatment. Joining Silico meant I had finally made it to a prestigious, world-renowned institute. Amma and Appa could boast to their relatives of my achievement with real pride in their voices.

I was very excited about going to Coimbatore. I had heard so much about the fancy campus, the food, the dorms, the sealed-off-from-the-real-world way of life, and couldn’t wait for that life of luxury. I was also hoping that the company would eventually send me for an onsite assignment to any of their clients in North America or Canada for a year. If I was sent to the US, which was very likely as I was sure I would do well, not only would I be able to save in dollars, I would also have the opportunity to visit some of the Business Schools I had shortlisted and check out their campuses.

My ultimate dream was to enrol for an MBA in a good university in the US. Except, that dream had to wait for another three to four years. Business Schools in the US, unlike their Indian counterparts, preferred students who came with some work experience. Besides, they were prohibitively expensive. No matter how high my marks and how good the recommendations from my professors, I was unlikely to get a full scholarship to study in any of them.

Silico Systems – or ‘Silky’ as it was called by its employees and students – was the best option there was. After my training in Coimbatore I hoped to be placed in Bangalore, a city that held multiple charms for me, from the much-raved-about weather to the numerous cafés that dotted the streets. (I didn’t drink then, so the pubs didn’t enter the picture.)

I liked the idea of joining Silico Systems because it had a lot going for it. Some people cribbed about the shit work you had to do as a developer in Silky, but I wasn’t seeking job nirvana at that point in my life. Besides, its shares were being traded at two-and-a-half thousand and although the company had long stopped giving ESOP to its employees, the students’ grapevine in the institute had it that exceptions were made in special cases.

Surrounded by my immediate family and buoyed by the ambience of the plush hotel, I felt happy and carefree. I had once read in a motivational book, User Empowerment, a Silky campus bible that was passed down every year from seniors to juniors, that if you wanted something badly enough, the entire universe conspired to gift you with what you were looking for. I felt as if that day the universe had definitely decided to be kind to me. Right now it had gifted me with the job offer from Silky and a sister who was going to the US to make it her home much before I landed there.

I was sure Gayatri would help me in any way she could. When we were kids, the five-year age gap between us had seemed very big. Then Gayatri went away to medical college in Chandigarh and the two of us sort of drifted further apart, but I knew, deep down, she was always fond of me. We were family, after all.

Gayatri seemed less moody than she had been ever since Venkat, her husband, had returned to the US. She was actually making an effort to join in the celebrations:

‘Little baba will finally have to learn how to cook and wash his own underwear now that he’s moving to the hostel,’ she teased me.

This alarmed Amma. ‘Yes, yes, poor Karthik, how will you manage? You must learn some basic cooking. I’ll teach you how to make sambar tomorrow, and…’

‘Chill, Amma, the food in Silky is supposed to be fab. And there is a laundry service and everything. This is not some aisa-vaisa place like your medical college,’ I grinned at my sis. ‘This is Silico Sytems.’

Gayatri had completed her MBBS a year ago and had come back to Delhi for her residency. Since she was often on night duty, she preferred to stay in the hostel that was attached to the hospital where she worked, rather than live at home. But after her marriage, my parents had insisted she move back home for the remaining time she was with us.

I tried to catch Gayatri’s eye but she was gazing into space again. Venkat seemed to have taken over her thoughts. I realized this was something that happened with me too. Sometimes Sujatha came and sat in my head, refusing to budge. I understood how Gayatri must be feeling and felt closer to her than I had in many years.

Then my phone started buzzing again. Sujatha was back with some more pictures, this time posing seductively without the dress from Sarojini Nagar!

My face turned red!

‘What is the problem, Karthik, who is messaging?’ Appa asked, as Amma fixed me with her anxious look.

‘Nothing, nothing, Appa. Too much chilli in the khana,’ I said hastily.

‘Really? In this bland, angrezi sabzi?’ Gayatri roused herself out of her reverie long enough to give me a penetrating look – and the hint of a know-it-all, older-sister smile!

OEBPS/images/9789350094532.jpg





OEBPS/template.xpgt
 

   
		 
			 
		
		
     
			 
    

     
         
             
        
    

  





OEBPS/images/common.jpg





OEBPS/images/Art_logo.jpg
HEhook
1 hachette

INDIA





OEBPS/images/Art_copy.jpg
[5] hachette [@yook





