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To all writers, past and present,
For giving birth to an alternate world so pleasant.
May we use this power well,
For stories can also pave the way to hell.
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Part 1



There can be no liberty for a community which lacks the means by which to detect lies.

– Walter Lippman


Is this a True Story?

Our life is a story we believe in; a story we die for. Sometimes, for an unfortunate few, it becomes a story they have to kill for.

I have been summoned to narrate the story of my life in court tommorrow. They’ll expect me to focus on the parts relevant to the case but then that’s almost my entire life. Even so, my story can hardly contain Satya’s though I worked for him for more than a dozen years because Satya Saachi Sengupta was larger than anyone’s life.

Wait. He’ll turn in his grave if he hears me call him that. He used to insist on the right pronunciation. Shh-autti Shachi Shengupto. May he resht in peash. I wish him a wholeshome afterlife too, despite him having shattered mine into a million pieces that lie mocking at me like the shards of a broken mirror.

And to think of it, there was absolutely no hint of what was to come when I started out under his tutelage. Actually, our relationship absorbed the strains with hardly any cracks, at least not on the surface, until that dreaded thirteenth year. I can’t complain too much about the first dozen; rather, he was the best thing that could have happened to me professionally. He took me, along with him, up the ladder of life on a fast escalator, I won’t deny it. But he could have let me down more gently.

The fall and the consequent crash have left me completely broken; so much so that all the hysteria surrounding the End of the World, imminent as it seems, within the next fortnight, hasn’t touched me in the least, despite being, as my daughter calls me, the ‘most gullible man in the world’. When I try to analyse why, I guess it’s because, in a manner of speaking, my world already came to an end nine months ago when all the TV channels in the country closed down one by one. Suddenly, from the peak of a promising career I slid straight through into the abyss of unemployment, without collecting my last pay cheque.

To be fair, it wasn’t just my world that came to a grinding halt with the Supreme Court order; the world changed irrevocably for us all. Hadn’t we, the human race, reached an agreement, some time in the new millennium, that if it hadn’t happened on TV it hadn’t happened at all?

So, with the channels off the air, what does one believe in any more? There isn’t a single narrative that binds us together. We are back to our own fragmented stories. How does an individual decide what is real and what is not? Is this the End of the World prophesy playing out? The problem is we don’t even know we are doomed because there is no TV channel to tell us what’s happening.

You think what I’m saying is over the top? All right, I might be overstating the case for TV as I’m an ‘affected’ party. But you will agree that the Supreme Court bench order, which banned electronic advertising, the order that started the catastrophic cascade, was too hasty. Did they think of all the ramifications their decision would have? Wasn’t it obvious to the honourable judges that their order would spell doom for us TV channels and also for the fledgling e-commerce industry on the Internet? It’s simple really – like man needs TV, TV needs ads. I’m not the right person to say whether the Court’s argument about the ‘experimental ads’ being a security threat was ill-advised, as some are claiming, but I would seriously question the interim ban on all electronic advertising, pending the formation of a new regulatory body.

I don’t know whether the new guardrails being suggested by the media watchdogs will satisfy the Supreme Court appointed committee, but my TV career is over for sure. By the time the new body gets appointed and the ban gets lifted, if it indeed does, I will be too old for TV.

And to further compound my problems, I haven’t been able to get any other job, despite my best efforts. How does an anchor move on? The cruel irony of this question has been weighing me down. To complicate things further, this summons from a judge in the criminal section of the District court at Patiala House, arrived the other day asking me to appear before him on 6 December 2012.

* * *

If nothing else, ever since receiving the summons, at least my mind has been diverted from the question of my unemployment, which is morphing fast into unemployability. All week I’ve struggled with a new question: What part of my story should I tell the court? Telling them everything I was privy to about my Boss’s death will take days; I was with him almost my entire adult life, you see. It would be very unwieldy trying to make sense of thirteen years in one single narrative. But what portions should I choose to tell? Obviously, I will pick the bits that make me look good, or at the very least, I won’t want to implicate myself inadvertently. I may not tell any lies but is my story true? Is any story true?

So, the choice is critical; it’s the toughest decision to make, and yet I hardly have any time left now; in twelve hours I will be standing in a criminal court for the first time in my life. So, I better start writing things down; else, I’ll be completely muddled up in court tomorrow because it’s not easy answering those questions live without having prepared for them before. I used to always marvel at how some of the guests on my programme could think on their feet. I had rather spend time now anticipating the questions from the anchor, I mean prosecutor.

Suppose he asks me, ‘Tell the court Mr Ali: How did Satya Saachi Sengupta die?’ Now, did he die that night in the studio or did the process begin much earlier? Can I even pinpoint the moment when Shh started to die?

Shh was what we called Shhautti; I am not kidding. Not to his face, of course; we were too scared, or to be more politically correct, too awed. His nickname may have had its origins in the way we were all instructed to pronounce his name but it also had to do with the effect his presence had on us. We were like schoolchildren in front of him. ‘Shh… he’s here,’ was the whisper that rippled through the office like a tiny tsunami, as he entered.

Should I tell the court everything? While this is a seemingly minor detail, I do believe it’s extremely pertinent to how Shh died. But my ex-colleagues may not like me divulging office gossip. To tell you the truth, this is what is making me really nervous about singing in a criminal court. I know that however careful I am about my song, parts of it will sound off-key and jarring to somebody or the other. Especially if the court finds what I’ve to say against them incriminating in some manner. That leads me to my other big worry: can my testimony, in any way, boomerang on me?

Net-net, the tension is killing me.

I, Shukrat Ali, put my hand on the Bhagvad Gita and promise to speak the truth… god, look at my hand shake. Is it because it’s the Gita? Not likely. I can bet my hands would have trembled just as much were I to place it on the Holy Quran. Reminds me of the shivering last leaf on a windy winter evening; or the quivering last drop on a tap about to run dry; oh god, I am so pathetic.

It’s not guilt, mind you; it’s just that I’m meek. My spiritual mentor, an Acharya from the Krishna Consciousness tradition, says I am timid because in my religion we have to bend over five times a day to pray. ‘It teaches you humility and all that but also whittles away your self-esteem, my child. How can you feel good about yourself when you are being mooned by the guy in the row ahead of you, five times a day?’ He is such a clown. Always at my expense though, I’ve noticed.

The tribe of the mighty prides itself on cutting jokes on us. It’ll be the same with the judge tomorrow, I can bet. I expect when he sees those trembling hands of mine, he’ll give me a dose of the dirts through his rectangular glasses and reprimand me: ‘Get a hold on yourself, Mr Ali. This is a court not a Parkinson’s clinic.’

Ah, the trembling won’t let me type properly either. But I must soldier on. It’ll settle down by the time I have written a few more pages. I need to do this just to clear my head even if it serves no other purpose. Here I sit with a Dell Inspiron on my lap watching my daughter sleep peacefully in the bed beside me, oblivious to the demons that are going to keep me awake all night.

Wait! No! Not another episode! I can already feel the knotting in my chest. Hare Krishna, Hare Krishna. Krishna Krishna, Hare Hare! Hare Rama, Hare Rama. Rama Rama, Hare Hare!

It’s like someone is thrusting a fork into my arteries and twisting it, wrapping them around the fork and lifting them like noodles from a bowl!

Quite ironic, because I can trace the origin of these episodes almost to the day this whole brouhaha started. I distinctly remember the first full blown episode coming on the heels of the disappearance of our daughter Quyamat. Is that how I should begin the story of Shh’s tragic death? It might mellow the judge towards me. And make the court privy to my relationship with my wife early on because Siyahi was the queen around whom this whole game of chess was played.

* * *

So, here we go. If I have to pick a date to begin my story, to answer the question how Shhautti Shachi Shengupto died, it would be 6 December 2011, exactly a year ago, the day my daughter Quyamat vanished suddenly from school on her tenth birthday. I distinctly recall the date because almost all the news channels had ignored the anniversary of the Babri Masjid demolition and were doing stories on Global Warming in the lead-up to yet another climate summit slated for mid-December.

Not us though. We were the only channel who had managed to weave together the two narratives. Thanks to the genius of Shh, our editor-in-chief. I remember when the calls started around lunchtime. Shh – flanked by Chakrapani and I – was working on his spanking new Apple Macintosh, IMac 13.2, editing the second episode of our three part Ram Lalla (child edition of Ram) series; in this one, we argued that, miffed with the unmet promises of building a temple in Ayodhya, Ram Lalla had brought down the curse of Global Warming upon humanity. It was our version of the El Nino (child Jesus) legend.

At Khulasa (meaning Revelation) channel, we had a decidedly sensationalist and supernatural slant to current affairs. Some called us a tabloid channel but Shh preferred the term ‘bottom of the pyramid’ news providers. In fact, our logo was an inverted pyramid.

My Nokia phone was ringing again. It was in silent mode, as per the strict rules of the editing studio, a rule routinely violated by our Boss. I guess rules don’t apply to those who make them up.

I stood a step behind the Boss’s chair, trying to avoid the static generated between my terrycot pants and his long ponytail, cascading like a waterfall over the back of the chair. Suddenly, without warning, Shh pushed his chair back and I had to leap backwards to get my private parts out of the way. He got up and stretched. Hopefully, he was calling a break; it was way past lunchtime and I was ravenous. Instead, Shh picked up the putter that stood permanently against the wall behind his chair, and asked Chakrapani, his ex personal secretary-turned-production assistant, to go out to the end of the room to plonk down the mock putting hole. Only Shh was allowed to play before finishing work. He took out a golf ball from his pocket and placing it on the carpet, took position – legs apart, arms straight, holding the club an inch away from the ball.

You might think I could have slipped out of the editing studio to take my call during the time he was putting but I knew better. I was the director for the series and Chakrapani the assistant. It might give Boss the wrong impression if he found me missing at this crucial point, when the episode was being wrapped up. Who knows what restructuring ideas might materialize in his mind? Where would that leave me? Reporting to an ex-personal secretary who had risen literally from the ranks?

I looked around the editing studio – our laboratory for creating virtual worlds. It was inured from the real world by blackened windows and black foam padding on all the walls, except the one behind my back, which was painted over with our channel’s logo. The editing studio was considered the sanctum sanctorum of the office; the laboratory where Shh, the alchemist, magically produced gold from our meagre pickings. The room was still out of bounds for most of the staff. I, myself, had gained access to it only after putting in three solid years of reporting in the field. Then too, I had served a long apprenticeship, watching and learning from Shh who, back in those days, would insist on editing all the stories himself. It was only after we became a successful channel with high viewership, and the load got too much for him, that I gained my Boss’s confidence. I had only recently been bequeathed the honour of editing a few programmes independently.

The phone began to vibrate again. I took it out surreptitiously to take a peek at who was calling. Shh’s head, bent down to focus on the ball, turned towards me with a jerk, ‘Tch!’ The phone’s buzzing had disturbed his concentration. So much for vibrations! My spiritual mentor, Acharayaji, kept on about them as if they held the key to all the problems of the world.

I withered under Shh’s blazing gaze. Sheepishly I said, ‘Mama…’ waving my phone in front of his face.

‘Your mom’s phone? Can’t she wait?’ The flame of anger that had flared up had subsided to a flicker of irritation.

‘Not Ammi Jan, she’s on hold for ever.’

‘Oh right,’ he muttered, remembering that my mother had passed away earlier that year. He touched his head and heart in a gesture of reverence. ‘Then?’

On the Nokia phone screen, the words ‘Q’s Mama’, came and disappeared with each vibration. I held the screen under his nose. But the call had ended by the time he could see who it was.

‘Switch the bloody thing off,’ he ordered.

Within a few seconds of my complying with his command, before Shh could accomplish his putt, his own phone, the latest Apple iPhone 4, began to ring out a classical tune played on the santoor. He looked at the screen of the phone lying on the table and picked it up.

‘Hmmm…’ he said into the phone and turned to me with a look of disbelief. ‘Okay, will tell him.’ Replacing his phone, he said to me, ‘Siyahi. Have you switched off your phone or what? Tch! Call her…’ He put a firm hand on my arm and shoved me towards the exit door of the editing studio.

Why was she calling me when we were supposed to be ignoring each other? She mustn’t have been able to take it any more I guess. The time for deciding where to take our daughter Q out for her birthday celebration later in the evening was running out. We had fought about the venue the day before – at least Siyahi had – and hadn’t been able to reach any conclusion. She hated surprises and liked to plan things ahead.

My suggestion of Zen, the Chinese restaurant in Connaught Place, had pissed her off completely; Q had endorsed my choice because she collected the tiny, brightly coloured umbrellas the bartender gave away with the cocktails but Siyahi felt I was being manipulative in suggesting a place that served alcohol. After surprises, alcohol occupied the next slot in her list of bugbears. Considering that I enjoyed the occasional tipple and I let destiny be my only plan, you can safely conclude that we weren’t exactly a Wills Lifestyle made for each other couple. So, it was with part trepidation and full reluctance that I switched on my phone at my Boss’s insistence.

* * *

I considered sneaking back to my own office room to fortify myself with a tot from my flask before calling Siyahi. But the phone was already ringing again. Kneeling outside the editing room, I dawdled with the straps of my beat-up old Bata sandals, letting the phone ring out, marvelling at the persistence of Siyahi’s anger. I pictured her fuming at having to listen to my caller tune yet again; the tune was an old Bollywood favourite of mine ‘Zindagi ki fikr ko dhuein mein udata chala gaya’ (‘Blowing up the worries of life in smoke, I carried on’), a tune which she hated and had asked me to change several times. That reminded me: I needed a smoke desparately. Slipping on my sandals, without tying the straps, I climbed the few steps to the terrace. The sun felt glorious after the dark and cold editing room.

I put the phone down on the parapet and lit a small Gold Flake; I had switched to the smaller version of the cancer stick recently after they started putting that horrific picture of blackened lungs on the packets with the warning ‘Smoking Kills’ emblazoned in deep red below it. I figured that once the manufacturers were forced to put this kind of an advertisement on their product, basically amounting to them saying, ‘Don’t buy this product’, then it was time I took them seriously. So, smoking the smaller cigarette was my way of cutting down.

The kick from the nicotine gave me the courage to pick up the phone when it started ringing the third time and my Boss’s lurking presence at the doorway of the terrace clinched the issue. The smoke had helped to quiet the pangs of hunger wracking my innards too. Had anybody considered the role of tobacco in reducing world hunger? I put the phone gingerly to my ear and pressed the green button.

‘Why aren’t you taking my calls?’ She sounded super agitated.

‘I was in the studio, Mama,’ I tried to calm her down.

‘Quyamat is missing!’ Siyahi’s normally husky voice was shrill with fear.

‘No! What happened to my baby?’ I screamed in reply. Shh, who was still hanging around in the distance, looked at me a little alarmed.

Siyahi, on the other hand, calmed down realizing I wasn’t taking the news well. ‘Relax, Shukr. Listen to me! We don’t know anything yet.’

‘But you jus’ said she’s been kidnapped!’ My voice must have been still pretty loud because Shh’s eyebrows arched up.

‘I didn’t say kidnapped. I said she is missing. Her class teacher called.’

‘Which class teacher? What’s her name?’

‘This is no time for a quiz. You know I don’t know her class teacher’s name. According to her, the van driver reported that Q didn’t come to the gate after school.’

‘It must be him! Remember I told you, Mama, this new van driver seemed shady? He’s involved somehow.’ The sun suddenly felt really hot; I remember running a finger round the neck of my Lux Cozy thermals, singeing my goatee in the process with my cigarette. I jumped in pain.

‘Don’t jump to conclusions, Shukr!’ She tried to calm me down. ‘We don’t even know what’s happened to her yet.’

‘We should have moved closer to her school. There would be no van then. Ooh, my chest…Hare Rama Hare Rama, Rama Rama Hare Hare.’ I chanted through gritted teeth.

Her belligerence returned when she heard my mantra. ‘Not that obscene chanting please. And once and for all: Stop blaming me. How could we have shifted closer to her school? Dad had just had that heart attack before she started her school year. I couldn’t tell my parents not to move in below us on the ground floor, could I?’

I kept quiet, muttering the mantra under my breath now; but there was no fooling her.

‘Oh, shut your chanting, Socrates!’ When she was really angry, it was always Socrates.

‘Why him?’ I’d asked her after hearing her call me Socrates a few times. She’d replied, ‘Because your name is Shukrat and because you bug the hell out of people like he used to. And you do it without even asking questions!’ When she didn’t get a rise out of me, she added, ‘Not to forget, you are also as ugly as sin!’

Ouch, that hurt! She was overstating the case, as usual. I will readily admit that in addition to being meek, I do suffer from another constitutional compromise – plain looks. But describing me as ugly was way over the top. In fact, Shh calls my ordinariness the best gift an anchor could hope for. ‘That way people focus on the message, not the messenger.’ I am of normal height, somewhat feeble of built, almost fragile. My swarthy complexion, my small black eyes, dark hair and small chin ensure that I don’t stand out in an Indian crowd. You could ask the gardener to pluck the best-looking pansies from a large bed and I would be left out of the posy he makes. Only if he were to look carefully, would he notice a feature that makes me stand out – a pinkish patch of leucoderma starting from the place where the lips meet on my right side and spreading half way to the end of my small chin, in the shape of a Sri Lanka. I have tried to hide it with a goatee but the hair on the discoloured part of the skin is sparse, and if you look carefully the patch shows through.

All in all, I’m not exactly a hunk but I’m no Socrates either, who as we all know always shows up at the bottom of the class as far as looks are concerned. Siyahi was wrong about my asking questions, too. Being an anchor, they were my bread and butter; though, to be honest, I only asked ones to which I already knew the answers. Leading questions is what, I believe, they are called.

‘So, Mama, are you on your way to Q’s school?’

‘Can’t you go?’ She had this nasty habit of replying to a question with another question.

But two could play at it. ‘What about you?’ There was a pause. I really needed Siyahi there with me because she was bold and she’d get things done, organize a search, ring up the Principal or the Police or whatever else it was you were supposed to do in a situation like this, while I – I would just wait in the school adminstration office, twiddling my thumbs, hoping Q would turn up.

‘Shukr, I am in the midst of this conference and I am slated to speak next. It’s a very prestigious conference. The Minister for Human Resources will be listening. What should I do?’

‘You know I can’t tell you what to do, Siyahi. I never could.’

‘What would you like me to do? Say it. For once…’

‘I… I…’ I hesitated. I hadn’t asked her to do anything for me in ages. But I was no good in an emergency; sure, I could tell the story afterwards but what good would that be for Q. ‘Mama, I want you to come with me to the school.’

There was a long pause. ‘Pick me up. Habitat Centre is on your way.’

‘Will be there in forty-five minutes.’
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