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Toall Indian girls
especially the ones
who dare to dream

and live life on their own terms.

To all the women in my life,
thank you for being there.

“Despite me being a total pain sometimes.
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Hi all,

| can@ possibly thank everyone who has contributed to this book. Every woman who ever came into
my life has played a part. You all know who you are, so in case | missed you out, like alwaysd sorry.

The ones | would like to thank here are:

God, for giving me so much.

Shinie Antony, my editor, friend, guide. She® been with me from the start and continues to be
the first reader of all my books.

My readers, for blessing me with so much love. It is because of you that | get to do what | love
0 tell stories.

The hundred-odd women | interviewed for this book, including that Serbian DJ, the IndiGo
flight attendants, the hotel staff wherever | stayed, the various people | met at my motivational talks,
the co-passengers on planes. There was a phase when | discussed this book with every woman | came
across. Thank you for opening up and sharing your innermost feelings. It made the book.

Alphabeticallyd Abha Bakaya, Aditi Prakash, Alisha Arora, Amit Agarwal, Angela Wang,
Anubha Bang, Anusha Venkatachalam, Ayesha Raval, Avni Jnunjunwala, Bhakti Bhat, Ira Trivedi,
Jessica Rosenberg, Karuna Suggu, Krishen Parmar, Kushaan Parikh, Meghna Rao, Michelle Shetty,
Nibha Bhandari, Prateek Dhawan, Rachita Chauhan, Reema Parmar, Shalini Raghavan, Virali
Panchamia, Vivita Relan, Zitin Dhawand for all the inspiration, support and feedback at whatever
point during the journey of this book, or evenmy life.

The editors at Rupa, for their rel entless attempts to make the book better.

The salespersons at Rupa, the retailers who carry my books, the online delivery boy or girl
who brings my books to my reader & doorstepd thank you.

My critics. For hel ping me improve and keeping my ego down.

My mother Rekha Bhagat, the first woman in my life. Anusha Bhagat, my wife. Thanks.

My kids. For having alittle |ess dad so there can be a little more author.

My extended family. Brother Ketan. In-laws. My cousins. Everyone who has ever loved me.

With that, ités time for One Indian Girl.
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Some people are good at taking decisions. | am not one of them. Some peopl e fall asleep quickly at
night. | am not one of them either. It is 3 in the morning. | have tossed and turned in bed for two
hours. | amto get married in fifteen hours. e have over 200 guests in the hotel, here to attend my
grand destination wedding in Goa. | brought them here. Everyone is excited. After all, it isthefirst
destination wedding in the Mehta family.

| amthe bride. | should get my beauty sleep. | cand. The last thing | care about right now is
beauty. The only thing | care about is how to get out of this mess. Because, like it often happens to
me, here | amin a situation where | don@ know what the fuck is going on.



dN hat do you mean, not enough rooms?0l said to Arijit Banerjee, the lobby manager of the Goa
Marriott.

Bee, what | amtrying to explainiis. . .0Arijit began in his modul ated, courteous voice when
mom cut him off.

dtG my daughter G wedding. Are you going to shame us?6she said, her volume loud enough to
startl e the rest of the reception staff.

ANo, madam. Just a shortage of twenty rooms. You booked a hundred. WWe had only promised
ei ghty then. We hoped to give more but the chief minister had a functionand. . .0

ANhat do we tell our guests who have come all the way from America?dmom said.

df | may suggest, there is another hotel two kilometres away,6Arijit said.

OMe have to be together. You are going to ruin my daughter& wedding for some sarkaari
function?6 my mother said, bosom heaving, breath heavyd classic warning signs of an upcoming
storm.

AMom, go sit with dad, please. | will sort this out,61 said. Mom glared at me. How could I, the
bride, do all thisinthefirst place? | should be worried about my facials, not room all ocations.

Ol'he boyés side arrives in less than three hours. | can@ believe this,6she muttered, walking to
the sofa at the centre of the lobby. My father sat there along with Kamla bua, his elder sister. Other
uncles and aunts occupied the remaining couches in the lobbyd a Mehta takeover of the Marriott. My
mother looked at my father, alevel-two glare. It signified: ONill you ever take the initiative?0

My father shifted in his seat. | refocused on the |obby manager.

ONhat can be done now, Arijit?0l said. dVly entire family is here.0

We had come on the morning flight from Delhi. The Gulatis, the boyG side, would take off
fromMumbai at 3 p.m. and land in Goa at 4. Twenty hired Innovas would bring themto the hotel by 5.
| checked the timed 2.30 p.m.

Bee, matam, we have set up a specia desk for the Mehtai Gulati wedding,0Arijit said. OMe
are doing the check-ins for your family now.6

He pointed to a makeshift counter at the far corner of the lobby where three female Marriott
employees with permanent smiles sat. They welcomed everyone with folded hands. Each guest
received a shell necklace, a set of key cards for the room, a map of the Marriott Goa property and a
avedding information bookletd The bookl et contained the entire programme for the week, including
the time, venue and other details of the ceremonies.

AMy side will take fifty rooms. The Gulatis need fifty too,01 said.

df you take fifty, matam, we will only have thirty | eft for them,0Arijit said.



ONhere is Surgj 70l said. Surg] was the owner of Moonshine Events, the event manager we had
appointed for the wedding. dMe will manage last minutedis what he had told me.

OAt the airport,0Arijit said.

My father ambled up to the reception desk. &Everything okay, beta?6

| explained the situation to him.

orhirty rooms! The Gulatis have 120 guests,6my father said.

(Exactly.6l threw up my hands.

Mom and Kamla bua came to the reception as well. d told Sudarshan also, why all this Goa
business? Delhi has so many nice banquet halls and farmhouses. Seems like you have money to
waste,0Kamla bua said.

| wanted to retort but my mother gave me the Mother Look.

They are our guests, | reminded myself. | let out a huge breath.

dHow many from our side?0my mother said.

AMehta family has 117 guests, matam,0Avrijit said, counting from his reservation sheets.

df we only have eighty, that is forty rooms for each side,61 said. d_eté reallocate. Stop the
check-ins for the Mehtas right now.6

Arijit signalled the smiling ladies at the counter. They stopped the smiles and the check-ins
and put the shell necklaces back inthe drawer.

dHow can we reduce the rooms for the boyé side?dmy mother said in a shocked voice.

ANhat el se to do?0l said.

dHow many rooms are they expecting?dshe said.

dFifty,0l said. &Call themnow. They will readjust their all ocations on the way here.6

dHow can you ask the boyGs side to adjust?6Kamla bua said. éAparna, are you serious?d

My mother |ooked at Kamla bua and me.

@But how can we manage in only thirty rooms?81 said and turned to my father. dDad, call
them.6

(Sudarshan, dond insult them before they even arrive,0Kamla bua said. dMe will manage in
thirty rooms. 1tGs okay. Some of us will sleep onthe floor.6

ANobody needs to sleep on the floor, bua,01 said. d am sorry this screw-up happened. But if
we have forty rooms each, it is three to aroom. With so many kids anyway, it should be fine.6

AMe can manage in thirty,0my mother said.

AMom? Thatés four to aroom. While the Gulatis will have so much space. LetGs tell them.0

ANo,6my mother said. dMe canG do that.6

ONhy?20

Ol'hey are the boyGs side. Little bit al so you don@ understand?0

| didn@ want to lose it at my own wedding, definitely not inthe first hour of arrival. | turned to
my father. dDad, ités no big deal. His family will understand. We are here for six nights. It will get too
tight for us,0l said.

Dad, of course, would not listen. These two women, his wife and sister, controlled his remote.
For once, both of themwere on the same page as well.

(Beta, these are norms. You dond understand. We have to keep them comfortable. GirlG side
IS expected to adjust,6he said.

| argued for five more minutes. It didn@ work. | had to relent. And do what the girl& side
needs to dod adjust.

OYou and Aditi take a room,6my mother said, referring to my sister.



d_et her be with her husband. What will jiju think?0l said.

QAnil will adjust with the other gents,60Kamla bua said.

Over the next twenty minutes the two women sorted the extended Mehta family comprising 117
people into thirty rooms. They used a complex algorithm with criteria like the people sharing the
room should not hate each other (warring relatives were put in different rooms) or be potentially
attracted to each other (mixed gender rooms were avoided, even if it involved people aged eighty-
plus). Kids were packed five to a room, often with a grandparent. Kamla bua, herself a widow,
dramatically offered to sleep on the floor in my parentsdroom, causing my father to offer his own bed
and sleep on the floor instead. Of course, Arijit kept saying that they would put extra beds in the
room. But how can you compare sleeping on an extra Marriott bed with the Punjabi buads eterna
sacrifice of sleeping on the floor?

d am happy with roti and achaar,6Kamla bua said.

dtés the Marriott. There is enough food, bua,dl said.

d amjust saying.0

@Can you please focus on the reallocations? We all need to be checked in before the Gulatis
arrive,0l said.

In the middle of this chaos, | forgot what | had come here for. | had come to change my life
forever. To do something I&d never believed in my whole life. To do something | never thought |
would. | had come to have an arranged marriage.

Here | was, lost inlogistics, guest arrangements and bua tantrums. | took a moment to refl ect.

| will be married in a week. To a guy | hardly know. Thisguy and | are to share a bed, home
and life for the rest of my life.

Why isnd it sinking in? Why am | fighting with Suraj on chat instead?

Me: Maor screw-up onrooms, Surgj. Not cool.

Surgj: Sorry. Really sorry. Political reasons. Tried. Really.

Me: What el se is going to get screwed up?

Suraj: Nothing. IndiGo from Mumbai just landed. We are ready to receive guests. See you
soon.

| went to the Mehtal Gulati check-in desk. All my family guests had checked in. Some did
grumble about sharing a room with three others but most seemed fine. Mom said that the grumblers
were the jealous types, the relatives who couldn@ stand the fact that we had reached a level where
we could do a destination wedding in Goa. The supportive ones, according to mom, were those who
understood whet it was like to be the girl & side.

do not use this fgirl& sided and fboyd sideo logic with me again. | dond like it,01 said.
Mom and | were sitting in the lobby, ensuring that the staff readied the special check-in desk for the
Gulatis.

@Can you stop waving your feminism flag for a week? This is a wedding, not an NGO activist
venue,6my mother said.

But. . .0

d know you are paying for it. Still, beta, protocol is protocol .6

dtisasexist protocol.0

@id you figure out your parlour appointments? Aditi also wants hair and make-up all six
days.0

| love how my mother can throw another topic into the conversation if she doesn@ warnt to
answer me.



@Of course she does,dl said.

ANow go change,6mom said.

ONhat?0

OYou are going to meet the boyés side in jeans and T-shirt? And look at your neck!6

GAgain you said fiboyd sided. And whatG wrong with my neck?d

Ol'hereis no jewellery. Go change into a salwar-kameez and wear a chain from my jewellery
box.0

d have just arrived. | am working to settle the guests in. Why am | expected to doll up? Is the
boy expected to dress up right after he gets off a flight?0

My mother folded her hands. When logic fails, she does this, brings both her hands together
dramatically. Strangely, it works.

| relented and stood up. She handed me the key cards to her and my room. | went to her room
first. | took out a gold necklace, the thinnest and |east hideous of themall. Why am | agreeing to this?
| wondered even as | wore it. Maybe because | failed when | did things my way. All the women&
empower ment and feminism bullshit didnd really take me anywhere, right? Maybe Kamla bua and
mom& way was the right way.

| went to my room. Four huge suitcases were crammed into the wal king space in the corridor.
Two giant bags bel onged to my sister, who had essentially packed aretail storeé worth of dresses for
herself.

| opened one of my suitcases, took out a yellow silk salwar-kameez with a slim zari border.
My mother had told me, no cottons this week. | undressed. | looked at myself in the mirror. My wavy
hair had grown, and now reached my shoulders. | looked slimd the two-month diet before the
wedding had helped. The black La Perlalingerie | had purchased in Hong Kong also gave alittle lift
here and a little tuck there. Expensive underwear can make any woman look sexy, alittle voice in my
head said. Some men in the past had called me sexy, but they could have been biased. Why am |
always so hard on myself? Why couldn@ they have genuinely found me sexy? Well, it didn@ meatter
now. | would be undressing in front of a new man soon. The thought made me shudder.

| walked closer to the mirror. | saw my face up-close. dté all happening, Radhika,d1 said out
loud.

Hi, | am Radhika Mehta and | am getting married this week. | am twenty-seven years old. |
grew up in Delhi. I now work in London, at Goldman Sachs, an investment bank. | am a vice
president in the Distressed Debt Group. Thank you for reading my story. However, let me warn you.
You may not like me too much. One, | make a lot of money. Two, | have an opinion on everything.
Three, I16ve had sex. Now if | was a guy you would be okay with all of this. But since | amagirl these
three things don& really make me too likeable, do they?

| am also a bit of a nerd. My sister, Aditi, and | went to school together in Delhi at
Springdales, Pusa Road. She isjust a year older than me. My parents wanted a son for their firstborn.
When Aditi came, they had to undo the damage as soon as possible. Hence, my father, SBI Naraina
Vihar Branch Manager Sudarshan Mehta, decided to have another child with his homemaker wife,
Aparna Mehta. Sadly for them, the second was also a girl, which was me. It is rumoured that they
tried again twice; both times my mother had an abortion because it was agirl. | confronted her onthis
topic years ago, but she brushed it off.

d don& remember, actually,6she said, dout | am happy with my two daughters.6

OYou don& remember two abortions?0

oYou will judge me, so no point telling you. You don& know what it is like to be without a



son.0

| had stopped asking her after that.

In school, Aditi didi was a hundred times more popular than me. She was the girl boys had
crushes on. | was the girl who started to wear spectaclesin class six. Aditi didi is fair-complexioned.
| amwhat they call wheatish in matrimonial ads (why don& they call white-skinned peopl e rice-ish?).
We look like the beforel after pictures in a fairness cream ad; 1Gm the before picture, of course. Aditi
didi started dieting from age twelve, and waxed her legs from age thirteen. | topped my class at age
twelve, and won the Maths Olympiad at age thirteen. Clearly, she was the cooler one. In school,
people either didnd notice me or made fun of me. | preferred the former. Hence, | stayed in the
background, with my books. Once, in class ten, a boy asked me out in front of the whole class. He
gave me a red rose along with an Archies greeting card. Overwhelmed, | cried tears of joy. Turned
out it was a prank. The entire class laughed as he squeezed the rose and ink sprayed across my face.
My spectacl es protected my eyes, thankfully.

That day | realized | had only one thing going for med academics. In class twelve | was the
school topper. | ranked among the top five in Delhi, which, come to think of it, was a major loser-like
thing to do. Unlike me, Aditi didi had barely passed class twelve a year ago. However, she did win
the unofficial title of Miss Hotness at her farewell. In some ways, oh well, in every way, that was a
bigger achievement than topping CBSE.

Have you heard about the insane cut-offs at Delhi University? | am the kind of student that
causes them. | scored a 98 per cent aggregate in class twelve. Then | joined Shri Ram College of
Commerce, or SRCC. People say it is one of the best colleges for nerds. At SRCC, | realized that |
was nerdier than even the regular nerds. | topped there too. | never bunked a class. | hardly spoke to
any boys, | made few friends. With bad school memories, | wanted to survive college with as little
human contact as possible.

| finished college and took the CAT for MBA entrance. As you can guess, nerdy me hit a 99.7
percentile. | made it to [IM Ahmedabad. In contrast, Aditi didi had finished her graduation from
Amity University the year before and wanted to get married. She had two criteria for her groom. One,
the boy had to be rich. Second, well, there was no second criterion really. She said something like
she wanted to be a housewife and ook after her husband. Fortunately, rich Punjabi men in Delhi who
cand@ woo women on their own are only too happy to oblige girls like her. Aditi didi married Anil,
owner of three sanitaryware shops in Pahargan and two Honda CR-Vs. They had their wedding the
same year | joined IIMA.

OYou should also get married soon,6didi had told me. 6rhereds aright time for agirl to marry.
Dond delay it.6

d amtwenty-one,0l said. d havend even done my master Gs yet.6

0T he younger the better. Especially for someone like you,6she said.

ANhat do you mean especially for someone like me?6

She never explained. | guess she meant for someone as nerdy as me or as wheatish as me or
someone whose breasts werend the size of footballs, as Punjabi men prefer.

| joined IIMA. | finally found nerd heaven. Everyone studied, and just when you thought you
had studied enough, the institute gave you more assignments. My mother called on a regular basis,
primarily to discuss her favourite topic. éStart looking at boys at least. Anilé circle has many good,
rich guys.06

d am not going to marry a man fromthe circle of sanitaryware shop owners, mom.6

ANVhy?6my mother said, genuinely confused.



OYou know what, | am not getting married for several years anyway. Forget it. | have class
now. Bye.0

| finished with IIMA. Overachiever me had a job offer on Day Zero, the prime slot for
recruiters. | got an offer to be an associate at Goldman Sachs, New York. The job paid an annual
compensation of 120,000 dollars.

dForty-eight lakh rupees a year, four lakhs a month, mom,él told her on the phone.

| heard nothing in response. Most likely she had fainted. My father had never crossed athird of
this amount in his twenty-five-year career with the State Bank of India.

GAre you there, mom?5

aHow will | ever find a boy for you?6she said.

That was her prime concern. Her twenty-three-year-old daughter, who grew up in middle-
class West Delhi, had cracked a job at one of the biggest investment banks in the world and all she
cared about was its impact on her groom-hunt.

dStop it, mom. What boy?6

ANho wants to marry a girl who earns so much? If the boy earns less, he won& consider you. If
he earns more, why would he marry aworking girl 26

d have no idea what you are talking about. But | am moving to America. | have a great job.
Can you save your mel odrama for another time?0

OYour father wants to speak to you,6she said and passed him the phone.

dGol dman Sachs? American, no?6he said.

My room phone rang, startling me back to reality. | amin Goa, not IIMA, | reminded myself.
ONhere are you? The Gul ati s are ten minutes away,0my mother said.
aHuh? | am here, mom. In my room.6
GAre you dressed?0
| looked inthe mirror.

OYeah, almost.0

AaCome down fast. What are you wearing?0
Or'he yellow salwar-kameez. Zari border.6
&ilk?0

0Yes.0

OYou wore a chain?0

0ves.6

aCome then.6

Hey, remember me?0l heard a voice behind me. | turned around.
@Brijesh,0l said to my husband-to-be. dHi.6



| didn@ know what to do next. Should I look shy? Should | giggle? Should | give him a hug?
Like an idiot, | shook hands with him while he adjusted his black-rimmed spectacles with his left
hand. Unlike how hed looked in the Skype calls of the past few weeks, he was thinner, his white
kurta and blue jeans hanging a bit on him. His neatly combed side-parted hair made him look like
those school boys whom teachers first ask to become prefects. | smelled strong aftershave.

| was in the lobby. The boy& side had arrived. They crowded around the special check-in
desk. The hotel staff brought in trays filled with glasses of coconut water.

d made them get the coconut water. It wasn@ part of the package,6 Surg) told me. He was
trying hard to compensate for the roomsodisaster. He gave me a printout of the weekés plan. | glanced
atit.

Radhika weds Brijesh: Itinerary for the week

Day 1: Arrival, check-ins, briefing, relax inresort
Day 2: Goa Darshan Tour for elders and children (11 am.-6 p.m.)



Bachelor Party for Mr Brijesh Gulati at Club Cubana (8 p.m.)



Bachel orette Party for Ms Radhika Mehta at LPK (8 p.m.)

OYou have organi zed buses for the bachel or parties?0l said.
oYes, matam. The buses will be there at 7.30 at the front entrance.6
| read further.

Day 3: Bhajan and Pujain function room (4 p.m.)
Day 4: Mehndid counters for all ladies in function room (12-6 p.m.)
Day 5: Sangeet in function room (8 p.m.)

OT'he choreographer is here for the sangeet practice?dl said.
ANo, maGam. He will arrive intwo days. He said thaté enough time for practice.0
| looked at the itinerary again.

Day 6: Wedding at the Grand Ballroom and the Main Lawns (8 p.m.)
Day 7: Checkouts and departures (12 noon)

Suraj handed over the other sheets with details about each function and venue.

dSorry about the roomsdgoof-up, madam. Everything is under control now,6he said.

Surg] had just | eft when Brijesh came up behind me.

Orhis place is beautiful. Great idea to have a wedding in Goa,6he said. His accent was 90 per
cent Indian and 10 per cent American. From a distance | saw my parents at the Marriott entrance,
greeting Brijesh® parents and their relatives with folded hands. | focused back on Brijesh. éIhank
you. | always wanted a desti nation wedding,0l said.

Awkward silence for ten long, slow seconds. What are we supposed to say to each other?
Should | break the ice? Should | say, hey, we can officially start having sex in a week? Shut up,
Radhika. Shut the fuck up.

OYou look,6Brijesh paused, searching for an apt word, doeautiful .6

Could you do no better, Mr Groom? Sop it, Radhika, | scolded myself. Yeah, stop it,
Radhika! | have to tell you about this bad habit of mine. | have this little person, this inner mini-me
who keeps chattering about every situation or person around me. Sometimes, this mini-me
overwhelms me so much | have to think hard to remember what just happened.

Orhank you,0l said. 6T'hank you, Brijesh.d

And what sort of a name is Brijesh? Can it be more unfashionable? Radhika, you are going
to marry a guy called Brijesh. You will be Mrs Brijesh Gulati. That® terrible. Okay, stop it. Sop it,
Radhika. He®& come a long way. He® a nice guy. That& what matters, right?

oYellow looks nice on you,0Brijesh conti nued.

Actually, yellow sucks on me, what with my famous wheatish complexion. | wore this
because mom wanted a sunflower in the lobby when the Gulatis arrived.

Okay, heistrying.

Or'hanks,0l said. Say more, you stupid girl. 6Your kurtais aso nice,0l said. Duh, could you be
more stupid?

(Hello, beta.6A man in his early fifties along with his wife came up to me. They seemed too



enthusiastic to be compl ete strangers. It took me a second to place them. All right, they were my in-
laws. Mr Aadarsh Gulati and Mrs Sulochana Gulati. Radhika, behave. Dond say anything stupid. Be
like mom. Be like Aditi. What would Aditi didi do? She would touch their feet. Cémon, dive, then.

| bent down. | touched the feet of people | had only Skyped twice in my life but who now
deserved my total respect. My parents had met them several times, of course. Dad told me they were
nice people. Nice people? How does anyone figure out nice people? Are there any nice people in
this world? See, my mind won& stop chattering. Ever.

How was your flight, uncle?dl said.

QJust one hour from Mumbai. Not like Brijesh, who has come from halfway across the world,¢
Aadarsh uncle said.

dFor you, of course,6Sul ochana aunty said and cupped my cheeks. She planted a big kiss on my
forehead. | guess, considering this is a country where in-laws burn brides, they did seem like nice
people.

More of Brijeshés rel atives swarmed around us.

aCome, come, see the dul han,6one of the aunts said. The monkey was out of the cage and there
was a free sighting in the lobby. A crowd gathered around me. | tried to remember as many names as
possible.

AMy mother & sisters, Rohini masi and Gunjan masi,0Brijesh said, Gand thatG dadé brothers,
Purohit chacha and Amit chacha.6

Bob-bob went my head as | wished themall. If | saw anyone with even a hint of white or dyed
or henna-tinted hair, | went for their feet. Exactly as my mother would expect me to. Amid the
I ntroducti ons and obsequi ous respect going on, Brijesh pulled me aside.

(Hey, isthis too much for you?0

| shrugged.

ds there somewhere we could take a walk?6he said.

There, he was being sweet. | had told him earlier | wanted to get to know him better, and he
was making an effort.

Bure. Letds go to the pool side,dl said.



amtrees along the Marriott pool swayed green in the breeze. The 5 p.m. December sun lit up
the hotel G cottages, casting gentle shadows everywhere. We went down the walking path, with

the hotel to our left and the Arabian Seato our right. | felt overdressed in my sunflower ouitfit as other
hotel guests roamed around in shorts and vests.

(50 you just arrived yesterday from San Francisco?0l said.

OYeah, landed last night,6he said. d wanted to maximize my leave. One week for the wedding.
A couple of days after that at home in Mumbai. Then Bali for our honeymoon. Used it all up, actually.¢

The word honeymoon caused ajolt in me. Mini-me woke up again.

Honeymoon! After a dozen-odd Skype calls and meeting once over a day trip? A week in
Bali with this man | amwalking next to. Wl we be naked? Sop it, Radhika. Focus on the moment.

GMust be tiring, flying so much,él said.

d saw you. Not tired anymore.0

| smiled. The manistrying. Maybe | should too.

Brijesh smiled back. He had innocent teacher &-pet eyes. AHow @ Facebook?01 said.

d had a busy month. Just finished an enterprise project. So much work, front-end interfaces,
back-end systems, underlying APIs.0

QAPIS?0

QApplication programme interface. Set of routines, protocols and tools for building software
applications. How software components interact, basically.0

| nodded, having understood not a word.

OYou have no idea what | am tal king about, right?0

| laughed.

d know. Not the most exciting job inthe world,6he said, his voice flat.

@aCome on, you work at Facebook. 1tGs quite cool.0

dPeople think it is Facebook so thered nothing to do. We post pictures all day or something.6

d amsureit is pretty high-tech behind the scenes.6

Should | talk about more personal stuff? He will happily discuss computer code for two
hoursif I let him. Radhika, take control.

oYou like your job?0l said.

Brijesh shrugged. dtd nice. A lot of smart people. Always stuff happening. Pays well. Stock
options. Flexi time. . .0

ANVhat about that start-up idea?dl said. He had mentioned setting up his own software compary
when wedd met earlier.



Ol hatGs there. | still want to do it,0Brijesh said.
5o then?6
dFacebook is hard to leave. The salary, stock options and benefits. Plus, | would need funding.

Arranging all that, leaving that level of security takes alot. Just simpler thisway.0

| nodded. We had to talk beyond work. Fortunately, he switched topics.
d love Goa,6he said. d am here after a decade. We came here from our engineering col lege.

Of course, not to such fancy resorts. We stayed in a simple place. Ate at the shacks.6

d love the shacks.0

oYou will love San Francisco too,0he said.

d have lived in New York. Never on the West Coast.6

ACaliforniais different from New York. More laid-back.0

(Even our group at Goldman is supposed to be more chilled out in San Francisco.6

Howds that coming along? Your transfer done?6

My phone buzzed twice.

dSorry, phone. Maybe mom needs something,6l said.

Sure,6Brijesh said.

| had two messages from an unknown number. The number started with 6+1G Someone in the

USA, | figured.

you.0

(Hey, heard you are getting married. True?0said the first message.

Orhisis Debu, by the way. Hope you remember me,6said the second.

Debu? Debashish Senl After what, like, three years? Debu was messaging me?

(Hi 01 typed back. He replied immediately.

(Hi, Radhika. How are you? Took me a while to hunt for your number. Been wanting to talk to

CEverything okay?0Brijesh said, noticing how preoccupied | was with my phone.
Huh? Yeah, all good,61 said, my voice nervous. | lowered the phone and clenched it in my

@50, all done?6Brijesh said.

ONhat?6

OYour transfer. We were just talking about it.6

Huh? Yes, yes. Ité&s done, mostly. | will have to shuttle between London and San Francisco a

few times, for my existing investments. But it is done.0

My phone buzzed three more times, vibrating in my hand. | should have ignored it. However,

there is something about buzzing phonesd my obsessive-compul sive disorder makes me ook at them.
After al, it could be momor Aditi didi. It wasn@.

(Hey baby. | just want to say | am sorry,6Debué message said. He continued:

d found out you are getting married.6

d couldnd believeit.6

| had to reply to this.

ONhy? You didn& think anyone woul d?0l typed back.

Having reached the end of the garden, Brijesh and | turned around to stroll back.

OMe have to find a place to stay. Facebook is in Menlo Park, Goldman Sachs is downtown,

right?0Brijesh said.

AHuh? What is downtown?8l said, my mind still on Debu& message.
dGoldman Sachs. San Francisco office,6Brijesh said, each word slow and deliberate. After



al, he was speaking to a distracted idiot like me.

OYeah, Goldmanis on California Street, downtown.d

My phone buzzed a few more times. | swore to myself not to check it. | focused on Brijesh.

@50 we have to decide whether wedl stay downtown or near Menlo Park, which is in Palo
Alto,0Brijesh said.

OYeah, sure.0

Bure what?6

OYou are right.0l had no ideawhat he just said.

d said you have to choose. Downtown or Palo Alto?6

ANhy do | have to choose?6

(Radhika, are you okay? | said, we have to choose where wed| stay.0

| finally figured out the conversation.

dJh-oh. Well, | am easy, actually. You are already staying in Menlo Park, right?6

OYeah, but my lease expires intwo months.6

Just one little peek, | told myself. | will have a quick look at the phone and then pay full
attention to Brijesh.

| lifted the phone. Among the many messages from Debu, one read: d love you.6

Fuck. Fortunately, | did not blurt the word out. | immediately shut the phone. | placed my hand
on my face.

d was keen to move out anyway,0 Brijesh said. dRadhika, are you okay? Everything under
control 76

QActually, | need to go back. Mom needs something. Jewel lery issues,6l said.

QAh. Indian weddings,0Brijesh said.

Yeah, | had lied to my husband-to-be, within one hour of his arrival. What a wonderful bride |
am going to make, isnd it? See, | told you, youwona like me very much,

&0 | will see you again soon?dl said.

AdOf course,6Brijesh said, with atwinkle in his eye. d am going to be your husband, you are
going to see me all the time. Come, et walk back.6

| gripped my phone tight as if otherwise the messages would leak out and fall on the floor.
Brijesh left me at the lift lobby, where he met one of his cousins who wanted to talk to him. The lift
door shut. | pressed the button to the fourth floor, and took a deep breath. | checked my phone. It had
tons of messages from Debu.

dFor the past few months | have been thinking of you constantly.o

AOnly had the courage to text you now.0

d made the biggest mistake. | didn& val ue you.6

d loveyou.6

What the hell is he talking about?

Ting! The lift reached my floor. | walked up to my room and rang the bell. Aditi didi opened
the door.

ANhere were you?06She gave me a mischievous |ook. ANith Brijesh?6

| smiled, as if caught red-handed. | amthe coy bride. | have to smile whenever my woul d-be-
husband is mentioned.

Didi had opened one of her suitcases. It was the kind of giant bag murderers use to hide
bodies. She had six dresses spread out on the bed.

ANhat is Brijesh like?6she said, as she unfolded a red dress.



Decent. Getting to know him,61 said, plonking myself on the sofa. | took out my phone again.
Why? Why am | taking out my phone again?

Aditi didi continued to talk. d didn@ know Anil at all before marriage. You just get to know
each other better after the wedding. The honeymoon hel ps.6She winked at me.

| nodded, even as | wondered what to reply to Debu.

d really do,6Debu texted again. The guy who earlier took ten days to reply to a text was now
sending ten texts a minute.

QAre you high?0l replied. Debu and | ended up having a chat.

ANo. Itis5inthe morning here. | am having my coffee. Thisis not a drunk text.0

dGood. Then you need to know | am getting married in five days.0

ONhat? So soon?0

OYes. Guests are already here.6

ANhom are you getting married to?0

dSomeone not as insecure as you. . .0l typed and del eted.

Brijesh Gulati. . .0l typed and del eted again.

| decided to not reply. Didi held up two dresses, one blue and one red.

ANhich one should | wear for tomorrow& bachel orette? Honest opinion,0she said.

Both are good. Whichis your favourite?dl said.

d likethered. But itGs really short. Isit screaming for attention too much?6she said.

Of coursg, it is. But that® what you have always wanted, sister. Why stop yourself now?

dtds fine. Wear whatever you like, 61 said.

ddl wear the blue. 1tGs to the knees. More el der-si ster-of-the-bride types.6

OYou are only ayear older.6

OYeah, that is also true. And tomorrow is the only day | get to wear a Western dress. | only
wear Indian after that. | amone of the few girls here who can actually carry off adress like this.0

She lifted her red dress. Yes, Aditi didi with her super-slim soup-and-salad-diet figure could
carry it off.

(Red, didi. End of debate,0l said.

My phone buzzed.

@Babes, who are you getting married to?0Debu said.

| replied, dt doesn@ matter. You are not in my life anymore, Debashish.6

dCanyou call me Debu at |east?6

d am busy, Debashish. | don& have time for this.6

OWhereds the wedding?6

| didnd respond.

OYou didn& invite me?6he said, needling me again.

Asshole, you didnd evenreturn my calls, | wanted to say but didng.

My phone rang. Debuwas trying to call me. | cut the call. | typed back a message.

dond call me. | told you | am busy. There are people around.6

50 just reply to me. Where is the wedding?6

OWVhy?0

QJust curious.0

ONhatever, 0l typed back.

d can call friends around and find out. So why don& you just tell me?6

aGoa.b



OMNow! Destination wedding and all.6

| didnG respond. To distract myself | asked Aditi didi a deep existential question: dNhat shoes
are you wearing with this?0

@0h see, now thatGs an issue too. | have these four-inch-heel red stilettos, but thatGs definitely
attenti on-seeking.6

OYeah, plus we are going dancing. Would be difficult in high heels. | amwearing flats.0

My sister feels her deepest bond with me when | discuss clothes and shoes with her. She came
up to me and pulled my cheeks. 6You can@ wear flats for your bachel orette. How cute you are. You
don& know anything.6

Yes, | may be a distressed debt specialist. | may have rescued bankrupt companies and
structured complex takeovers. | may be a vice president at Goldman Sachs. But if | prefer flats
because they are conmfortable, | know nothing. | had kept a black dress for tomorrowa party. Didi had
alook at it. 6Too simple,6she said. She went on to accessorize it for me. As she opened her jewellery
box, | checked my phone again.

ONhere in Goa?6Debu had sent me a message.

ONhy?0l said.

dCan | call, please?0he said.

aNo.6

dtGs at aresort?0he said.

Debu, you are in New York. Focus on your work there. Didn& you have a girlfriend?6

ONVho?0

ANever mind.0

d amsorry, Rad.6

dtds okay. Life goes on. It has gone on.6

OYeah, true. But | made the biggest mistake. And you are getting married now. Like now!0

| sent a smiley back.

ONhere will you live after your marriage? Hong Kong?0

ANo. | moved to London from Hong Kong a year ago.6

@Oh. So London?6

@Ban Francisco.6

QAh. IT guy?0

d have to go, Debashish.6

atill mad at me?6

ANo. | really have to go. | have to get ready for dinner with the guests.6

Okay. | amjust asking casually. Where is the wedding?

Marriott,0l said.

ANice! Must be beautiful .6

@Stop chatting on your phone. Who are you talking to anyway? Everyone we know is here in
Goafor the wedding,0Aditi didi said.

GHuh? Nobody. Just. . .work,6l said, keeping my phone aside. After the bridegroom, the bride
had lied to her sister.

Olake this, my body necklace. Your dull dress will liven up,6she said.

GMy dull dressis Prada, didi,0l said.

d don& care. It needs to have a get-up, no? It is too sober. You are too sober.d

| didnd think | was going to remain sober. Not after Debud next message.



d am coming,6he said.

ONVhat?0l typed back, mouth open.

d amcoming to India. Let me check flights.0

GAre you nuts?6

ANo, really, | want to talk to you.6

Debu, calmdown, okay? Thisis not funny.o

OAt least you called me Debu again.d

ONhatever. | have to go. Please dond message.6

(5ee you soon. Bye.0

dGo to work. Bye.0

OGAgainyou are lost inyour phone. What is wrong with you?0Aditi didi said.
| looked up as | re-entered the real world.

GEveryone® meeting for dinner soon. Get ready.6

Cand | go likethis? 1 just wore this.0

ANo. You are the bride.6

&507? | have to change every two hours?

QJust go shower, okay? And don& take your phone inside.0



d:) idi, let® go, the bus is waiting,6l said. Aditi didi had spent the last two hours changing in and
out of a dozen dresses. Finally, she wore the red one she@d always wanted to wear.

ds it showing too much cleavage?6she said.

|snd that what you want? | am the bride, goddammit. It is my bachelorette party. Cand you
make me the priority at least for this week?

The room phone rang. | picked it up.

(Hey,0Brijesh said. | had started to recogni ze his voice. ThatG a good sign, isnd it?

(Hi, Brijesh. All set?

OYeah, my gang is on the bus. | am calling from the reception.6

AOh, you boys go ahead. The driver knows Club Cubana, right?0l said.

OYeah, he does, itisin Arpora. Your bus for LPK is here too. Coming?0

dsoon.6

d wish we were going to the same place,0Brijesh said.

| laughed. éThat@ sweet, Brijesh, but thatGs the point of a bachelor party. Your last night out
without the annoying spouse. Boys and girls go separately tonight.6

GYou are not annoying,ohe said.

Clearly you don& know me yet.6

d wanted to see you before we left. My gang warnted to see all the dressed-up Mehta girls.0

OYour gang is not laying an eye on my innocent cousins.0

| ended the call and turned to Aditi didi, who continued to adjust her dress in front of the
mirror. Aidi, you do realize it is my bachel orette?0

Olhere it is,0said Jyoti, my second cousin, pointing at a huge flaming-yellow lit-up sign for Love
Passion Karma or LPK. The club, half an hour from the hotel, was located at the waterfront of Nerul
River and decorated in an over-the-top Paleolithic era theme, with stone caves and giant stone statues
of the early man on the lawn. We were a group of fifteen girls. Surg) had also arranged two bouncers
for us. We had a table in a semi-private area, with balloons and champagne bottl es.

Nicejob, Suraj, | thought.

dSome of the girls seemtoo young, madam,6the club owner told Aditi didi.



(Everyone is above eighteen,odidi said firmly.

dSome people inyour group do |ook underage, matam,6he said.

dtGs okay. Give them soft drinks. But get my sister drunk tonight.6

ANo, didi,0l said in vain as the owner brought a round of tequila shots. | had to take two. Jyoti
asked for another round. Rani, our neighbour® daughter, wanted the music louder. Shruti, my
childhood friend from school, wanted Honey Singh songs. Saloni, Aditi didi& best friend, felt we
should play drinking games until someone puked. There is nothing as crazy as fifteen Punjabi girls
determined to go out of control. | took out my phone. | had a message from Brijesh.

Club Cubanais nice. Thanks.0

OYou are welcome. How isit going?0l said.

OT'hree drinks down. And you?0

ANas made to consume tequila shots.6

AMow. Wait, the boys are teasing me for chatting with you.6

(Ha ha, go have fun.6l kept my phone aside.

Aditi didi wanted to raise atoast. Two waiters arrived and poured champagne for everyone.

dFor my only darling sweetest sister. Someone who only studied and worked hard. She did
nothing naughty in life. Nothing bad ever.6

\eah right, | thought but simply smiled as Aditi didi continued, dOh yes, shes the good girl. If
| barely passed, she topped. If | became a housewife, she became a hi-fi banker. If | had the boobs,
she had the brains.6

All the girls laughed. The muscular bouncers blushed. My phone buzzed. Must be Brijesh, |
thought. He® sweet. He® trying to make a connection.

Hey, amat JFK airport. Figuring out | ast-minute ti ckets,6Debu had messaged i nstead.

ONhat?01 typed back.

@Fifteen hours to Mumbai . Then a quick connection to Goa.6

dDebu, are you serious? Stop it, will you?6

Aditi didi caught me staring at my phone.

d_ook at my baby, chatting with her husband-to-be. At least |eave him on your girlsonight out,¢
she said. Everyone laughed. Aditi didi took a big gulp of the champagne. | gulped at what | saw next.

Debu had sent me a picture of the Air India counter at JFK. He followed it up witha smiley.

OTake another shot,60ne of my cousins egged me.

Yeah, just shoot me instead.

AGMi ss you,0sai d another message.

OMill you shut the fuck up and go home?d1 typed in response. Damn, | almost pressed send
before | realized the last dmi ss youbmessage had come from Brijesh.

| deleted what | had written and retyped, GAww, sweet,6adding a few smileys. | couldn& think
of anything more imaginative. With care | switched chats from Brijesh to Debu.

(Please don& bother me. Go home, 0l said.

aGirls,6my sister made an announcement, dwvhat say we take away the brideG phone for the
evening?d

AHuh? No, didi, no,0l said invain as Aditi didi snatched my phone from my hands and placed
itin her handbag.

dtG your last night out as a bachelorette. You better do crazy things and not waste it on the
phone,6Aditi didi said.

| wanted to tell her | had enough craz ness happening on the phone.



kay,0Aditi didi announced. d_etGs play fichallenge the brideo. Everyone will give the bride
adare. And Radhikahasto do it.0

| looked around. Our table was in one corner of the restaurant. In the middle, several people
sat on bar stools. Half the customers were Indians who had come to Goa for the Christmas holidays.
Others were mostly European and American tourists.

Jyoti gave me the first task.

(Bee that bald white guy over there.6She pointed at a forty-something man sitting at the bar.
dFind out his name and the country he comes from.0

Ol hatés too easy,0didi said.

dGet his name, country and slap, no wait, kiss his forehead,0said Shruti.

Everyone laughed and cheered at the suggestion.

ANo way,0l said.

OYes way. Here take this. Bottoms up.6Saloni gave me a half-filled champagne glass. | gulped
itinone go. My head felt light.

aGo!6Aditi didi clapped her hands.

| walked up to the bar.

(Hi there,0l said to the man. He wore a white vest and jeans. He had two rings on his right
hand and a dragon tattoo on his right shoul der.

(Hi there, young lady,0he said. His accent sounded Australian. | had to confirmit.

GAre you an Australian cricketer?6

He laughed. dNo, mate, | am Australian but | am no cricket player. Like watching it, though.6

GArend you Philip Lee?8l made up a name on the spot.

ds he even a player?6he said and sipped his beer.

OYou arend Philip?0

ANo,6he said. &Can | buy you a drink, young |ady?0

ONell, who are you then?0

dadn Mark. What drink would you like?

QA tequila shot.6

Mark ordered a pair of shots. | had accomplished two out of the three tasks.

(Cheers,0he said as we took the shot.

| put the glass on the table.

OYou here on holiday?0Mark said.

QActually, | am here to get married.6

Red ly?0

OYeah. | haveto go. Bye, Mark.6

Before he could react | kissed his head.

Or'hanks for the drink,6l said and scooted out of there.

The girls gave me a standing ovation. Everyone had a shot as a mark of respect for my
courage.

kay, no more,0l said as Mark winked at me from the bar.

The girls were hysterical. We finished four champagne bottles. We ordered four more. | don&
really know when we started to dance. The DJ played tracks like éSubah hone na deband Baby dolla
Some men in the club tried to flirt with my little cousins. Aditi didi shooed most of them off. We had
selfie binges as the fifteen of us took photos in every possible permutation and combination. An hour
| ater, another group of boys arrived at the club. It took us girls a minute to realize the situation.



AOh my God. 1tGs Brijesh jijuand his gang!6Saloni said.

Brijesh came up to me on the dance floor.

ANot allowed, not allowed,6Jyoti said.

OYou were at Club Cubana. What happened?6Shruti said to Akhil, Brijeshé maternal cousin.

ANothing. We had a few drinks. Then we thought, when we have the most beautiful girlsin Goa
partying alone, what are we doing here?0Akhil said.

Shruti blushed. Even though the girls protested at the boys coming here, they secretly liked it.
This is how we girls are. At times we want to be wanted, even when we deny it. My bachel orette
wasnd really a singlesdparty now. However, | was too drunk to care.

OYou look too beautiful,6Brijesh said. The DJ switched to Honey SinghGs Blue eyes, a slow
couples-only type song, possibly to get drunk single men off the floor.

@bviously you have had too much to drink,61 said. Nobody could find me &oo beautiful ¢
otherwise.

ONell, | have had afew. But | always find you really beautiful ,6Brijesh said.

Sweet, | thought. The tequilain me gave himahug.

d messaged you,0Brijesh said, Gseveral times.0

OYou did? Oh, whereG my phone? | don& even know where my phone is.0

d wanted to check if you would be okay if we come. | tried to stop the boys.6

dtGs okay. Theideaisto have fun. All this segregationis not to be taken seriously,ol said.

ANice music,6he said.

OYou wart to dance?dl said.

d am not much of a dancer,0Brijesh said.

Neither am 1,01 said.

| held his shoulders as we swayed gently to Blue eyes. The girls went into an Gawwodand chow
sweetOoverdrive.

See, | can be a cgooddgirl. Am | not trying to be a good girl? | told mini-me, my personal
chatterbox and eternal critic. Mini-me, however, had slept off. Alcohol doesthisto her. | guessthat is
why most people drink anyway. To shut up their inner critic. So they can do whatever the hell they
warnt.

uch, Brijesh, you are stepping on my toes,6l said.



I t was 4 in the afternoon. Everyone whodd partied last night had a hangover. We had come back to
the hotel at 6 in the morning and gone straight for breakfast. | remembered sitting with my mother
and ordering pancakes. | couldn& eat much, as | kept dozing off.
ONake up. Thisis so wrong, what you did. Brijeshé parents will think what an uncultured and
irresponsible girl they are getting. Who drinks like this?6my mother had said, shaking me non-stop.
Eventheir sondid. Infact, he puked and passed out at the club,0l&d said.
Hed a boy.0
Even in my exhausted, hungover and sleepy state, my feminist antennae were up. | stared at my
mother.
5o what if heis aboy?0l said. Clearly, the al cohol-induced confidence had not | eft me.
CEat quickly. Get some rest. There are bhajans today. Please wear something decent. Why do
you youngsters have to do such parties the night before bhajans?6
ANhy do you ol dies have to do bhajans the day after our party?6
Qlust because you have started to make money you will say anything?6
| had kept quiet. | didn& mention that this uncultured and irresponsible daughter of theirs was
paying for her own wedding. One crore rupees, or 150,000 dollars, wired from my salary account as
the wedding budget. Did she even care?
| had had to gulp down a glass of orange juice to calm myself. You have screwed up your life
enough, can you please behave for a few days? the voice inside told me. Ah, good morning, mini-
me. When did you wake up?
| remembered being escorted to my room. Aditi didi slept diagonally across the bed, still in
her red dress. | changed into my T-shirt and pajames, slid didiG legs aside and lay down. My head
hurt li ke someone had hammered it a few times. | closed my eyes.
Didi woke me up at 2.30 in the afternoon.
dGet up, we have bhajans.6
OThey are at 4. Why are you waking me up now?0l said. Didi drew open the curtains. My eyes
hurt from the daylight.
OYou need time to get ready. Here, you have to wear this orange saree.0
ANo,0l said and pulled a pillow on top of my head.
| woke up eventually. | grumbled about the entire process of dressing up, which only women
have to endure. The hotel sent a hair-and-make-up lady to our room. She blow-dried my tangled hair.
The noise fromthe hair-dryer hurt my head even more.
We reached the function room downstairs. It had been converted to look like the inside of a



temple. Marigold flowers in parabolic shapes adorned the walls. At the centre was a huge picture of
Sai Baba. My parents believed in him more than any God. Statues of other Hindu godsd Krishna,
Ganesha, Lakshmi and Vaishno Devid were also kept. The bhajan singers set up their mikes.

The younger lot sat at the back of the room. Most of them were holding their heads. BrijeshG
friends and cousins wore crisp silk kurta-pajamas. They had taken a shower in order to look fresh.
They passed around strips of Combiflam and bottles of water to nurse their hangovers.

My girls did no better. Most of them leaned back against the wall and snoozed in their
elaborate lehengas and salwar-kameezes. The way Indian girls transform themselves from party
chicks in short dresses to fully clad, chaste, virginal bhajan attendees is almost a visual effectst
miracle.

The bhajans began. The singers had wonderful voices. However, when you are hungover even
the best mel ody sounds like an electric drill. Brijesh looked at me and smiled. | gestured that | wanted
to sleep. He passed me a Combiflam strip. | popped a pill.

OYou are not well ?6Kamla bua said.

Qlust tired,0l said.

d have an Ayurvedic medicine. It works better,0Kamla bua said. Nothing in the world works
better than Combiflam, | wanted to tell her.

ANice bhajans, bua,6l said instead.

The angel's of Marriott brought us cups of black coffee. | had two. | swore not to drink again,
ever. Okay, at least not this week. The coffee hel ped me wake up somewhat.

aCome and pray in front, beta,6one of my aunts told me.

Brijesh and | went ahead and bowed before the gods. The singers sang a special song for us. |
looked at Brijesh. He had his eyes shut and hands folded. He was actually praying. | felt guilty for not
praying with as much sincerity. Because you are a fraud, mini-me told me. WII you ever shut up? |
said to mini-me.

| went back and sat with the girls. Brijesh joined the boys. The crowd participated in the next
bhajan, one of the more popular ones. Despite the loud music, | found it hard to keep my eyes open.
However, | woke up with a jolt when a bearded man in his late twenties entered the room. He had
curly hair and wore a white kurta-paj ama.

Aa0Oh God. Debu?dl blurted out.

ANhat?0Rajni, who sat next to me, said.

ANothing,6l said.

He went up to the Sai Baba picture with confidence. He knelt down, bowed and touched his
forehead to the ground. Done with his prayers, he went to the mené section and sat down. He clapped
his hands as the singers sang the next bhajan.

What the fuck is he doing here? Did | just say, or think, the F-word in the puja room? Who
cares? Am| imagining this? No | am not. What the fuck is Debu doing here?

He looked at me and smiled. Brijesh smiled at me at the same time as well. | fake-smiled at
both of them. | had to talk to Debu. How? Where is my phone? Damn, where is my phone?

ONhere is my phone? Havend seenit today. Did | leave it inthe club?0l whispered to Rajni.

QAditi didi kept it last night, right?0

| tapped Aditi didié shoulder. She sat in front of me, wearing a magenta salwar-kameez with
the dupatta covering her head. She sang with full fervour. Nobody could have guessed how well she
had matched every step of Sunny LeoneG Baby doll at LPK |ast night.

ONhat?6she said. | gestured that she return my phone. She rummaged through her handbag.



(Here,0she said and handed it to me.

| had only 5 per cent battery left. | checked my messages. Brijesh had sent me some about
leaving Club Cubana and coming to LPK. Debu had sent messages about taking off, and then one
about him having landed in Goa.

ANhat on earth are you doing here?6l messaged Debul.

He didn& see his phone. He seemed to be in bliss, lost in the bhajans. Fuck, what is wrong
with him? It took me a minute to get his attention. | gestured to himto |ook at his phone.

He saw the message. He replied with afew wink smileys from across the room.

(Really, what are you doing?0l typed back.

ANice surprise, no?0he messaged.

ACut the nonsense, Debu. My entire family is here.6

OYeah, | saw. His too. | saw the groom. Golden silk kurta, lots of red threads around his wrist,
right?0

ANhat do you want, Debu?dl sent a message.

ofo talk face-to-face.6

d cand.0

d have come all the way. Please.0

AMy phone is dying.0

Meet me.0

How?0I said.

OYou say. Anytime. Anywhere.0

| thought hard.

QAfter the bhajans. At the hotel gym.6

Nobody would go to the gym after bhajans. He replied with a thumbs up.

Debu sat on the bench press. He held a dumbbell in one hand and did bicep curls. | stood in front of
him.

QAre you crazy?0l said. | looked around to see if anyone | knew had come to the gym. Apart
fromone old white man on the treadmill and a gym trainer, there was no one.

orhank you for coming,6he said. @By the way, you ook gorgeous in this orange sari. Wow. Just
wow!0

ONhatever. And can you keep that dumbbell down?6

Qlust trying to make it ook natural ,6he said.

OYouareinakurta. | aminasaree. We don& | ook natural here. Debu, what is wrong with you?
You literally took a flight and came down?6

Oveah. | amquite jetlagged actually. | feel like having breakfast. Want to grab some?0

ONill you stop it? You have no idea how | have come here. Everyone will be looking for me at
dinner.0

OMe can go there. | caneat.6

Debu, thisis not ajoke. My family is here. Their reputation is important. How could you just
walk into the bhajansopl ace?6



d wanted to pray. For my mission to be successful.6

ANhat mission?0

OTo win you back. The most important thing in the world for me right now.6

| must say, for asecond | had no answer. | looked at him. He still had his trademark two-week
beard and curly hair. He had gained a bit of weight, but also become more fit. Or maybe it just felt
like that in the gym.

How are you, baby?6he said.

dDond fbabyod me,61 said, loud enough for the American man on the treadmill to turn his head
towards us for a second. | continued, 6You have any idea what you made me go through? And you just
cut me off.6

d was anidiot. Aninsecure twenty-four-year-old.6

GAnd what are you now? A stupid twenty-ei ght-year-ol d?0

Maybe. But | am old enough to realize you are the best thing to have ever happened to me.6

AONVhat?01 said, then keeping my composure, dté over, Debu. 1tG been over since long back.
You didn& even return my calls.0

d amsorry.0

dt doesnd matter. Now | have to ask you to leave. Go visit your parents in Kolkata. You are in
India anyway.o

ANew York, baby.6

ANhat about New York?6

dond you remember the days in New York? We had issues, yes, but how can you forget all
the happy memories?6

He looked into my eyes. He seemed to be in pain. For the first time in my life, someone had
crossed half a planet to come for the usually unlovable me. And it is hard to keep yelling at someone
who has done that for you.

OYou forgot, baby?0he said again.

ANo, Debu, | have forgotten nothing,0l said, my voice soft.
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(B ay-quils. Thatés how you pronounce them, spelt b-a-g-e-l-s,0 Avinash said at the breskfast
counter on 85 Broad Street, worldwide headquarters of Goldman Sachs.

Avinash, a batchmate of mine from IIMA, had also made it to Goldman Sachs. He had worked
abroad before his MBA. He knew a lot more than me about the way things worked in America. He
picked up the doughnut-shaped bread, slit it horizontally with a black plastic knife and smeared it
with cheese.

Bagel and cream cheese, classic combo,bhe said.

Orhanks, Avinash,61 said, fumbling with my plate, my handbag, my umbrella and my senses. |
had worn a Western-style office suit for the first time in my life. Even for my Goldman Sachs
interview at [IMA campus | had worn a saree.

|s the skirt too tight? Is my ass looking too big? Is my hair in place? Mini-me was in
overdrive, the perfect day for her to knock me oui.

Two hundred other fresh recruits had arrived from all over the world. For our ten-week
associate training, we had to report at 7.30 in the morning. Classes began after a quick breakfast, and
ended at 6.30 in the evening.

Partners and senior empl oyees from various departments, such as Corporate Finance, Equities
and Distressed Debt, took sessions on what actually happened in their group. The partners, no more
than 200 in the entire firm of 20,000 people, held the senior-most positions in the firm. They held
equity in the bank and made the most money. Their annual compensation could reach tens of millions
of dollars every year.

dOpen the Goldman Sachs business principles,6 said Gary Colbert, a senior partner who
looked like a rich grandfather in his gold spectacles. Goldman took great pride in its fourteen
business principles.

d_ong-term greed,6Gary said. (Read that line inthe principles. ThatG what we aimfor here.6

Greed and investment banking went together. Goldman was honest enough to admit it. They
just didnd mind delaying their greed, for it made the pay-off even better. Gary recounted his journey
from joi ning Gol dman as an operations assi stant thirty-five years ago.

(Everyone works hard at Goldman, no exception. If you want an easy life, look el sewhere,C
Gary said. Well, it was too late for me to look elsewhere. | was already in New York. Trainees
circulated horror stories about new associates spending nights in the office and sleeping on office
couches.

Two weeks into our training Avinash came up to me.

d have a group of Indian friends in New York. We are meeting up for drinks tonight. You warnt



to come?0

d have to finish the merger model spreadsheet,0l said.

OYou are still a muggu,6Avinash said, referring to me as someone who mugs up, or studies, all
the time. My IIMA reputation would not eave me so easily.

| had lied to Avinash. | had a haircut appoi ntment. After moving to New York, | had decided to
leave my nerdy, unfashionable days far behind. An associate trainee in my class had gorgeous
shoulder-length hair with waves, exactly how | wanted mine. She had made a booking for me at a
salon on 32nd Street.

Of course, | couldn@ tell Avinash this. Muggu Radhika doing her hair? He would laugh in my
face. The news would spread like wildfire inthe [IMA alumni groups.

Ovou arein New York, will you live alittle?6Avinash said.

ONhere are the drinks?0l said.

OAt Whiskey Blue. Ités a bar at the W Hotel. Right opposite the Benjamin Hotel, where you are
staying.0

Some problems in the world seemto exist solely for women. Like not having anything to wear.
| realized | had nothing nice for tonight.

d amnot sure, let me see,0l said.

ONhat | et me see? Just come, Muggu,0he said.

For the rare breed of girls like me that hates shopping and has serious retardation in the areas of the
brain that help you pick a dress, Banana Republic is the answer.

(Hi, miss. God, you have a gorgeous colour,6 one of the AfricanrAmerican female sales
assi stants said. Say that to my mother. She stays up at night wondering who will marry me with this
skin colour.

d have to go for drinks, with some friends,6l said, Gand | suck at shopping. Can you hel p?6

When you have no clue, best to surrender. The only shopping | ever did in my life was for
textbooks.

ddl take care of you, girl,6the shop assistant said.

She picked a navy-blue lace dress for me. It fit well, but ended mid-thigh.

OToo short?0l said.

ANot at all. Ités summer. You look lovely,6she said. Even though she was paid to say it, it felt
good. d would wax those legs, though,0she added.

Ouch! That hurt.

dJnless you like it natural,0 the salesperson corrected herself, switching back to classic
American political correctness.

| entered Whiskey Blue at 9. The plush bar and lounge had decadent |eather sofas and dim lighting.



Avinash noticed me first.

(Hey, you are | ate,0he said, cand wow.6

OWVhat?0

OYour dress. | almost didnd recogni ze you.6

Was that an @h my God, you look goodéwow? Or was it a dwhat the fuck are you wearing¢
wow? Before | could ask he introduced me to the others.

Orhaté Ruchi, Ashish, Nidhi, Rohan and our dreamer-philosopher, Debu,6Avinash said, éand
thisis Radhika, guys, my batchmate from IIMA, top mugger and now at Goldman Sachs, like me.0

Fuck you, Avinash.

She doesnd ook like a mugger,6Debu said. He shifted to make space for me.

We occupied two sofas. Ruchi, Ashish and Nidhi sat on one. Rohan, Avinash, Debu and | sat
on the opposite side. The waiter asked for my order.

d donG really drink alot,6l said.

dond worry, they only give you one glass at atime,6Debu said. | smiled.

He looked into my eyes. He did have a philosopher ook about him, with his beard and
uncombed hair.

ONine?0he said. dtGs light.6

Bure,0l said.

QA glass of Shiraz for the lady,6Debu said to the waiter. Nobody had ever ordered Shiraz for
me, which | later learnt is a type of grape. Nobody had ever referred to me as a lady either.

(Cheers,6Debu said once our drinks arrived.

Everyone lifted his or her glasses. Debu continued, 6To the fresh-off-the-boat people, Avinash,
Rohan and Radhi ka. Wel come to the USA, welcome to New York.0

| learnt more about the others. Rohan had come from IIMC. He had a job at Morgan Stanley.
Nidhi and Ashish were dating each other. They had worked at Merrill Lynch for two years.

At one point, when the others were | ost in conversation, Debu turned to me.

@dGoldman Sachs, eh? ThatGs a big deal. What is it like?6Debu said.

dtds okay,0l said. d amstill intraining. Most of it is going over my head. How about you? Are
you in a bank too?0

Debu laughed. d~ar from it. | am not a numbers guy at all. | work in BBDO. An advertising
agency on Madison Avenue.0

Olhat is so cool,0l said.

Or'he only somewhat creative career | could find.6

ONhere are you from?0l said.

d grew up in Kolkata. Then went to SRCC in Delhi, then did my master & here. . .0

| cut him mid-sentence.

BRCC? You went to SRCC? Which batch?6

d graduated three years ago,0he said.

OWVhat? You are one batch senior to me.6

We realized that despite attending the same college we had never seen or met each other.

&orry, | cand recall seeing you,0l said.

d was under the influence. Justifying the use of grass to stimulate my creativity. So | don&
blame you.0

d studied most of the time. | don& blame you,61 said. Both of us laughed. A little bit of wine
from my glass spilt on my leg. He offered me atissue. Even in the darkness, | noticed him look at my



legs.

Oh, so this is how guys check out girls? Thank God it is dark. | need to book a waxing
appoi ntment soon.

ANhere are you staying?6Debu said.

Right across, at the Benjamin Hotel. Only for training, though. Will look for an apartment
soon.0

Helit up a cigarette. He offered me one. | declined.

@Can | say something?0he said.

Bure,0l said.

Or'hat is a nice dress you are wearing,0he said.

AOh, thanks,dl said. The mix of compliments and wine made me giddy.

@But if you want me to cut the price tag, | can. Sixty-nine ninety-five. Good buy,6he said. He
pointed to the tag, still attached to the back of my dress.

My face colour changed to match that of the red wine. | had never been so embarrassed in my
life.

Qr | canlet it be if you want to return the dress. The return policy is great in the USA,6Debu
said.

| fumbled to find the price label on my back. He laughed, picked up a cutlery knife from the
table and cut the tag.

ANhatés up, guys?0Avinash asked as he noticed Debu bent over my back.

ANothing. | liked the dress. Just wanted to check the brand,6Debu said.

OYou adverti sing types, always curious,0Avinash said.

Post-drinks the group decided to go to RayGs, a famous place for pizzas.

ONhatés your favourite cuisine?0Debu asked me as he ate his pizza slice.

| had no favourite cuisine. | couldn& say Indian. It sounded too unfashionable.

AChinese,0l blurted out.

d know a great Chinese place. Would you like to go sometime?0

Did he just ask me out? Nobody has ever asked me out. Thank you, Banana Republic. Oh,
maybe he is just being helpful. He is saying he will tell me of a Chinese place | can go to
sometime, alone. I's that what he means?

He looked at me, waiting for an answer. Say something, Radhika.

Huh? Yeah, why not? You can tell me the address, or if they deliver. . .0

d meant withme.6

0,61 said and became quiet. Say something else, you stupid girl.

OYeah. Just you and me,6Debu said.

My heart began to beat fast. |'s this what people call a date? Can | ask himto clarify?

Okay,0l said, |etting out a huge breath, dve can.6

ANext Friday?6he said. Thoughts darted across my head. 1snd@ he too forward? Wait, he is just
fixing a time. Else how will it ever happen? WII it look too cheap and desperate if | say yes? W
he think | ama slut? Why is there no user manual for how girls should live on this planet?

dFriday?0l said and shut up, like a bimbette. He must be wondering how Goldman ever hired
me.

Oveah. Weekend. No office next day,6he said, his voice uncomfortable. He didn@ know if |
was trying to blow him off or just being the usual idiot that | am.

Okay,0l said. The effort it took me to say that okay felt like lifting seven heavy suitcases.



AaCooal. | will message you the time and address.o
Sure,0l said.

Anly if | have your number,0he said.

@Oh, of course. 1d!1 giveit to you,dl said.



d:) istressed Debt: Special Situations Group,0 the slide on the projection system read. The
associate training class became radio silent. Distressed Debt was the hardest group to crack and join
in Goldman Sachs. In any year only one or two associates were offered a role in the group. Those
who made it earned the fastest promotions and the best bonuses.

Everyone had waited for this presentation.

dGood morning, everyone,6said the speaker on stage in a British accent. d am Neel Gupta,
partner at the Specia Situations Group inthe Hong Kong office.0

| looked up from my desk. He was six feet tall, lean and had a muscular frame. He had high
cheekbones and a light brown complexion. He had salt-and-pepper hair, more pepper than salt,
actually. He wore a crisp white shirt, a pinstriped navy-blue suit and a matching tie.

d will be giving you an overview of the Distressed Debt Group, in my view the most exciting
place to be in Goldman Sachs.6

| sat next to four American girls: Maggie, Angela, Jessica and Carolyn. They looked at each
other and made he-is-so-hot gestures.

If he wasn@ a partner he could be a model in one of those ads that show distinguished men
buying expensive watches.

(He is gorgeous,0a girl behind me whispered.

Focus, Radhika, | told myself as he switched to the next slide.

The slide showed various stages in the life of a business. It started with the inception and
start-up stage. It went on to growth, maturity, decline and demise.

QAngel funds, venture capital and private equity. These guys help companies that are just born
or are growing up. Inclinical terms you can call them the maternity ward.6

He turned his back to us to see the slide. All the girls in the class exchanged glances with each
other. The girls from the Hong Kong office felt extra lucky to have such a hunk intheir office.

Neel continued, dMe, on the other hand, belong to the death ward. We come in when the
company has failed, when the time has come to either try something drastic or. . .6

He dramatically paused at the dor6for a few seconds before he spoke again. dOr the time has
come to pull out the life support, or liquidate and close the company. How easy do you think that is?0

He moved around the classroom and stopped right next to me. He had great perfume on, the
kind that makes you want to go closer and smell it some more.

OYou, young lady. Youthink it is easy to shut down factories and fire people?6

| was gobsmacked. | didnG expect to be asked a question in the GS training class, which had
people from around the world. What if | said something stupid? What if everyone laughed at my



Delhi accent?

| got up, nervous.

@St down, young |ady,0Neel said. GAnswer fromyour seat. Where are you from?0

dndia, sir.6

QAh, | grew up there. Moved to the UK when | was ten. Anyway, so when would you
recommend closing a business?6

ANhen all other alternatives have failed. When keeping it alive means throwing good money
after bad. When hope dies, | guess.6

ONhen hope dies. Nice way to put it. But isnG it heartbreaking when that happens?6Neel said.

| remained silent. He moved to the front of the class.

@Can you blame the undertaker for burying dead people? If people are dead, they need to be
buried,0Neel said.

His macabre analogies made his point clear. It also added notoriety, a level of excitement to
distressed debt. What Neel said next hel ped further.

d became a partner in twelve years. Other parts of the firm, it takes twenty or more. Our
associ ates make what VPs make in other groups. | am not allowed to reveal numbers, but if you stick
around in distressed debt you will end up avery wealthy man or woman.o

Goldman Sachs never liked to discuss wealth in public. This, despite the fact that everyone at
the firm was essentially there because of the money. Trainees whispered they had found out Neel &
equity in the firm on the Internet. He had thirty million dollarsdworth of Goldman Sachs shares. His
hotness level spiked even more.

His session ended with thundering applause. He made afinal announcement before he | eft.

OMe only have afew places in the group. Those interested, apply with the trai ning coordinator.
We will shortlist and get back to you,0he said and looked in my direction. dDo try. I1tdl be worthit.6

Did he just signal me to apply? Did he like my answer? My phone buzzed. Debu had sent a
message.

OTao restaurant. 58th Street and Park Avenue. 8 p.m. Okay?0

Damn, | almost forgot. | had a date, or at |east a detés meet for Chinese foodbtonight. Before
that | had something even more important. | had a waxing appoi ntment.

A0Ohohoh. . . Slower, that hurts,0l said to the waxing lady.

OYou haven& done this before?dsaid my fifty-year-old waxing lady, Catherine, politely, while
ri pping the waxing strips off me most brutally.

| was lying down in my underwear. | had come to Conpletely Bare, a funky ¢igh-tech meets
comfy chicOwaxing studio on 68th Street and Madi son.

d have. Twiceinmy life. InIndia. Years ago,0l said.

Really? Did it hurt then?0

Hell yeah, it did. Aditi didi had made me do it for a wedding in the family. | almost broke
family ties with her after that. If only Debu knew what | was going through to have a plate of noodles
with him. Catherine dipped a spatulain a bowl of moltenwax.

@Cold wax hurts more, but the results last longer,6she said. She applied the wax on my upper



thigh, then put a white strip of cloth, six inches long and two inches wide, on that. Hair clung to it. |
felt the Armageddon coming.

dCand you give local anaesthesiaor. . .oww. . .oww. . .oWw. . .0

Relax, honey,6Catherine said.

| clenched my teeth and closed my eyes. | imagined myself in the Middle East. They punish
women with lashes if they do something awful like driving a car, offering men their opinions or
something totally immoral like exposing their elbows in public.

dFifty lashes for Radhika.61 imagined a fatwa on me as Catherine went to work. She finished
my legs from the front and flipped me around. | felt like a fish being scal ed before dinner.

OYou don& warnt a Brazilian?6Catherine asked me. dt is only fifteen dollars more.6

ONhatGs that?0l said. Catherine rolled her eyes.

dtds everything gone, honey. Down there t00.6

It took me a second to figure out what she meant. Then | realized the embarrassment and pain
involved.

o girlsdo it?0l said.

CEveryone, honey. The boys don& like them bushes anymore.6

Okay, | thought. It& only fifteen dollars more. | am Indian after all, and Indians like
bargains, even if they involve pain.

OYou want it?6Catherine said.

Maybe | can do this. This is not for Debu or tonight. This is for me. Enough of being a
frumpy nerd, Radhika. Do it.

Bure, 141 take the Brazilian,6l said.

| don@ want to go into the details of what happened next. It started with Catherine examining
bits of me nobody else ever had, while she shook her head in disapproval. After that she applied
molten wax on body parts that were clearly never meant to ever come in contact with molten wax.
Why do we women put our sel ves through this? Why cand boys. . .oww. . .oww. . .oww.

| think | would prefer the lashes in Saudi Arabia.

OT'here we go,0Catherine said after her ten-minute sadi sm experi ment ended.

d might faint,6l said.

ovouwill get used to it,0Catherine said. Trust me, he will loveit.d

Thereisno he, | wanted to tell her. | am only going to have wonton soup with him. Not wanton
Sex.

Catherine came back with a strip of crystal dots.

OAnd as a special promotion, we are giving al customers who got a Brazlian a free
Swarovski service. Allow me. Thiswon& hurt at all.6

| couldn@ believe what happened next. Catherine made a pattern with thirty crystals down
there.

Once done, she told me to stand up and | ook into the mirror.

d look like a stripper,0l said.

OYou look sexy.6

d can@ walk out with crystals on my. . .you know.0

dond worry. They wash off ina couple of days. Faster if you rub with soap.6

Debu call ed.

(Hey, done with training? You will be ontime, right? Or should we make it 8.3076Debu said.

d amdone. Was just taking care of some. . .internal issues. See you soon,dl said.



GYou | ook,6he paused, dvonderful .6

Orhank you,0l said.

oYour dressislovely t00.0

d_ook, no tag today,61 said and turned around. Both of us laughed. | was wearing a military
green lace dress | had picked up from Gap. It ended well above the knees, exposing enough |eg.
However, | still dond think Debu noticed the hundred dollars | spent fixing my limbs. The dim
lighting and the restaurant table covering my legs did no justice to the hour | had spent in the torture
chamber.

Debu ordered a set dinner for us.

We sat down in the upper level of Tao, a large-sized restaurant by New York standards.
Downstairs, we could see a giant Buddha and the Zen koi pond.

ANice place,0l said.

@id you know they shot the Sex and the City movie here?6Debu said.

| didnd. &S0 how was your day?6

dGood. We are pitching for this new sportswear brand called Under Armor. If we get the
campaignit will be awesome. How& Goldman?6

&till intraining. Busy. It will get even more hectic after work begins.o

| told him about Neel & distressed debt presentation. | recounted how | was questioned in front
of the entire class.

5o | amthinking, | won& apply to distressed debt. 1tG quite difficult to get anyway. Plus, the
job seems too difficult,0l said.

GHow can you not apply?0Debu said. 6You are fromlIMA. Youwill crackit.0

@People in my class are fromtop colleges around the world. Harvard, Stanford, you name it.0

50 what? You answered the question the partner asked you in the presentation, right?6

| looked at Debu. He had listened to me with full attention. His deep black eyes flickered in
the candlelight. | leaned back on my seat and crossed my legs. They felt unusually smooth. |
remembered why and smiled.

ANhy are you smiling?6he said.

ANothing.6l shook my head.

d.isten,6he said and placed his hand on mine. éYou have to apply. Too many Indians come to
this city and get overwhelmed. DonG be underconfident. You cando it. Youwill.6

orhanks. And you will win Under Armor,6l said.

(Cheers to that,6he said and we lifted our water glasses. The waiter arrived with our foodd
chicken noodle soup and vegetable fried rice. The soup seemed a little too bland for my taste. | stuck
to the fried rice.

OYou arend having the soup. You dond like chicken?6

d eat meat, but | prefer vegetarian,6l said.

d am vegetarian too,0he said.

Realy?0

d amaBengali. For us, fish and chicken are vegetables.6

Both of us laughed.

We chatted through dinner. He told me about his parents in Kolkata. His father owned a



printing press. It didnd really make much money now. His mother stayed at home. Debu grew up
dreaming about being a painter. He settled for commercial art as the practical choice. His parents had
saved enough to send him to do a course in design and arts in the US. He secured his current job
through campus placement.

GAdverti sing sounds cool 61 said, &hat too Madison Avenue. Best placeto do it inthe world.6

dté not as cool on the inside. Thered constant politics. The money isnd great. | have been
lucky to work on good campaigns. However, juniors dond usually get much creative work.6

d amsureitisnot just luck. You must be really good.6

He looked at me and smiled. He ate with chopsticks. | tried but failed. Mini-me told me not to
make an ass of myself and use a fork and spoon. | complied.

Or hanks for the compliment,6he said. dDessert?6

| saw the menu. It had choices like sweet red bean pudding and tofu ice cream.

Red bean pudding?0l said. dVhat is that?6

(Rajma,6Debu said. dRajma kheer of sorts.0

OYuck,0l said.

AChinese desserts are not famous. ThereG areasond they suck,0he said.

Bengali desserts are the best,0l said.

Debuds chest swelled with pride.

Bengali men arend too bad either,6he said.

Did hejust flirt with me? Isthisflirting? Am| supposed to respond with something clever?

OAs sweet as their desserts?0l said, one eyebrow up.

See, | can flirt back. Nerds can flirt.

He never expected a comeback. He took a second to take in my response.

ANhy dond you try and find out?6he said.

That® enough, Radhika, thisis going into dangerous territory, | told myself. Deflect, change
the topic, fast. You dond want to be judged as a slut on the first date. See, thisis what | do. When |
am with a man, | behave like | am sitting for a test. Answer the question properly. Act nawe as if |
don& understand his double meaning. Dond just be. Perform.

dond know about the men. 1&d love to have a rasgulla though,61 said, my voice as innocent
and dumb as possible. GAlas, this is Manhattan.6

dFear not. We Bengalis have left imprints everywhere. Would you like to go to a rasgulla
place?

Here? Now? In Manhattan?0

He nodded and smiled. The bill arrived.

Should we split?61 said and took out two twenty-dollar bills.

He thought about it for a second.

AActually, no. Can | treat you this time?0he said.

|snd that what dates are? | said to myself. But then, what about gender equality?

ONhy?01 said. OMe can split.d

ANo,6he said as he took the money out of his wallet. dté not that much. You can buy the
rasgullas.0



Debu and | took a yellow cab to 28th Street and Lexington Avenue, in an area called Murray Hill.

dtcs also called Curry Hill,6Debu said as we stepped out of the taxi. | could see why. Indian,
Bangladeshi and Pakistani restaurants dotted both sides of the road. Some resembl ed roadsi de dhabas
back in India, compl ete with bright tubelights and plastic chairs.

dsthis even New York?0l |aughed.

dt& Midtown Manhattan,0Debu said. 6You like it?6

d loveit. Infact, you could have just brought me here first.0

dDarn, wasted money at Tao. Didnd realize you could be a cheap date.6

Date. He used the word date. | amon a date. | felt thrilled at the prospect of being on a date.
Evenif at aramshackl e parantha shop called Lahori Kebab.

dCan we have a parantha?0l said.

Huh? Didn& we just eat?0

d am Punjabi. Rice isn dinner.d

We walked into the shabby but brightly lit restaurant. Debu ordered two tandoori paranthas
with gobi stuffing inside.

dGreen chillies on the side, please,61 said, my mouth salivating at the prospect. | noticed four
seedy-looking Indian guys in the restaurant. They wore neon construction-worker jackets. | caught
them staring at my legs.

\es, finally | have an audience for all that effort, | said to myself.

d_etés sit down,6Debu said as he noticed the workers.

Nobody has ever checked out my legs, | wanted to tell him. Let me enjoy the moment. Oh well,
better be the good girl, you exhibitionist, mini-me said.

The restaurant had Indian desserts. Post-paranthas, we had two rasgull as each.

You better skip lunch tomorrow, mini-me said, there is no point in waxing fat legs.
Elephants dond wax, do they?

d love how you eat. You are enjoying this,0Debu said to me.

&Sorry. | haven& had Indian food in weeks,0l said.

He wiped my lipswith atissue. | smiled at him.

OT'here are a couple of Indian restaurants in Brooklyn too, where | live,6Debu said. He was
referring to another borough of New York, south of Manhattan.

oYou live in Brooklyn?61 said. Most of my Goldman class planned to take apartments in
Manhattan. They considered Brooklyn too far.

OYeah. Told you. Advertising is glamorous only on paper. They dond pay. That& the only
place we can afford a decent apartment.6

OMe asin?d

d shareit. Two other guys fromwork.6

@dOh okay. | need to find an apartment soon too,0l said.

The bill arrived. | paid thistime, atotal of eight dollars. We stood up to |eave.

OYou wart to see a movie next week? Shah Rukha Don 2 is rel easing,0Debu said.

Ol'hey have Indian movie theatres here?0l said in excitemen.

Qlust a couple. But they do,0he said. dNext Friday?6

| nodded. The food in my mouth prevented me from tal king.

Date two, baby, | said to myself and mentally high-fived.



One month later

O n the last day of associate training, | received an email from my training manager, Jane

Rosenberg. She had called me to her office.

| wondered if | had done anything wrong. | had skipped class to meet Debu a few times. Had
they found out?

Debu and | had watched two movies, one Yankees baseball game and one Broadway musical
called The Lion King. We visited quaint restaurants all over Manhattan and ate Italian, Middle
Eastern and Indian food.

| had falleninlove with New York. | had also started liking Debu, even though things werend
romantic yet. Why wasnd he making a move? When would | have my own boyfriend? Would | ever
have my own boyfriend? Perhaps it was because of these insecurities inside me, but | wanted things
to change soon.

Our next date was tomorrow. | had picked a short wine-coloured dress, my boldest so far.

GJane asked you to come to her office as well?6Mark, an American associate about my age,
came up to me.

Huh?0l said, as | came back from my thoughts about what shoes to pair with my wine dress,
OYeah. How do you know?6

OYou are copied on my email. 1t you, me and another associate, Carl Wong.0

| reached JaneGs office on the sixteenth floor of 85 Broad Street. Jane, in her forties, sat at her desk,
lost in her computer.

ONel come. You must be the new associ ates,0Jane said as we sat down.

| looked at Mark and Carl. They seemed relaxed in contrast to a jittery me.

d have called you here because | have fresh offers for you. The three of you have been
sel ected for the Distressed Debt Group.6

OYes!6Mark said and fist-pumped. Carl and Mark high-fived each other.

Really?0l said. Has there been a mistake? | wanted to ask. Sure, | had applied. | had also met



afew people as asked. However, | didn@ really think | had a chance.

dtGs a tough challenge but a great opportunity,6Jane was saying. GAre you going to accept this
or do you wart to be in another department?6

OYes, of course, | accept,0Mark said. Amgoing to kill it.6

Ofotally accept,6Carl said; his voice had an American accent even though he was ethnically
Chinese.

0You, Raa-dee-kaa?0

OYeah. Well, | amthinking.0

What was | thinking? Has there been a mistake? Can | do this? Is thistoo difficult? Thisis
what girls like me do. The boys in front of me jumped up in confidence. |, on the other hand, triple-
guessed and quadrupl e-guessed myself.

Mini-me, will you be supportive and be quiet for once? | took a deep breath.

OYeah, | accept,dl said.

| signed the offer letter and felt a surge of excitement. | wanted to share this with someone. |
decided to call home later when India woke up. However, mom and dad would have little idea about
my achievement.

Debu,0l said as | called him after | |eft Janeds office, d got distressed debt.6

didn& | say you could do it?0

OYeah, you did. We will seeif | canlast. What are you doing?0

ovou will do amazing. Iém at work. Busy with a presentation. We are meeting tomorrow,
right?0

OYeah. Can it be my treat? Training ended, | did make it to the best group. | think we should
celebrate.0

Bure. | cand wait,6Debu said.

| made another important call.

AConmpletely Bare? | want to book a waxing appoi ntment.o

AChampagne, madam, just as you ordered,6the waiter said. He poured two glasses and put the bottle
inanice bucket.

We had come to Aquagrill in Soho. The restaurant specialized in seafood. Debu had told me
he used to have fish with every meal back home in Kolkata. We chose the set dinner.

The waiter arrived with an appetizer made of salmon and asparagus.

Orhisis amazing,6Debu sighed.

OYou like seafood, thatG why | chose this place,6l said. He nodded and grinned, his mouth full
of food. | found his curly hair, beard and smile more adorable every time | met him.

My dress ended high on my thighs. | had not eaten any lunch to avoid love handles. | wondered
if he noticed.

OMe have seen each other every week since the first time we met, right?0he said. | gazed at his
lips.

\es, we have, but why havend we kissed yet? Is it wrong for a girl to think that? Should he
be asking me that instead? Where are the rules?



ONhat are you thinking?6Debu said. He snapped his fingers, as | didn& respond.

@aHuh? Oh, nothing. Just nervous about my new assignment, | guess.0

How can a girl admit she is thinking about kissing? |1snG that what super-sluts do?

Relax. You can crack anything. You are really smart. One of the smartest people 16ve met.0l
|looked at him.

Wbw, a man who acknowl edges a woman® smartness. Now | want to kiss him even more. Are
you going to make a move, Debu? Or will you keep eating that shrimp cocktail in the martini
glass?

| brought my legs close and enjoyed their smoothness against each other. Debu, make the right
moves, and you could be a really happy man tonight.

@i stressed debt. Sounds scary, though,0Debu said.

How do | change the topic from distressed debt to my amazingly waxed legs? | couldn@. |
drai ned my champagne glass.

dt is,0l said. 6You have to negotiate with hard-nosed business owners. They sometimes refuse
to pay the bank. You have to seize properties. Squeeze out value.0

AMow,6Debu said. dDoesnd sound like aregular banker on a desk job.6

OYeah,0l said. AAlso, there are hardly any women in the team. 1tGs a manés job.6

ANVhat nonsense,0Debu said. ANVhy cand awoman do it? They are better negotiators.0

| like this man. Alot. Go on, Debu.

He continued, dté all this bullshit men spread. To scare women out of arole or position. Fact
IS, men are shit-scared of talented women like you.6

Ol hanks, Debu.6

Okay, | had a challenge bigger than distressed debt tonight. | had to ensure Debu made a move,
SO some naughti ness could happen. Of course, because | am awoman, | somehow also had to pretend
to be innocent, as if |1 had no role to play in making anything happen. | had to steer him without him
realizing he had been steered.

The waiter brought us our final course of codfish served with miso sauce.

ANow,6Debu said as he took a bite, doest fish | have ever tasted. In fact, maybe the best thing |
have ever tasted.0

OYeah. Well, thereGs still dessert, save the best for the last,01 said.

Was that double meaning? Fuck, dond slutify yourself.

He laughed. Did he get the reference?

OYou know Bongs and mishti,6he said. No, he didnd. Be careful. Always give out a chaste
good-Indian-girl vibe.

How@ work?0l said.

dtds great. Under Armor account is almost in,6he said and crossed his fingers.

d amsure it will comein,dl said.

dt will be my first big win. My boss said if | get it | get promoted to senior creative
associate.0

Ol hat sounds al ot cooler than distressed debt associate.0

He laughed.

OYou get the bucks. That@ cool enough,ohe said.

Somehow | never wanted to discuss the money | made with Debu. | had to shift the topic back
to him.

dunder Armor is a cutting-edge brand. | saw their store yesterday. Great stuff,dl said.



d can@ wait to work on their campaign.6

We had a dark chocol ate mousse cake with orange sauce as our last dish.

dGreat choice of restaurant, Radhika,6 Debu said. @At first | thought this place too fancy, but
look at the food. Wow.6

We finished our meal and the bill arrived. The waiter handed it to Debu, but | plucked it from
his hands. | had told Debu it would be my treat. | had a quick look. The bill came to 200 dollars. |
placed the cashinthe bill folder and handed it to the waiter.

dsitalot?0Debu said. dtis, isnd it? Why did you spend so much?6

dook, | wanted to celebrate with you. My only true friend in New York. So thank you for
being there.6

| held my champagne glass high. He did the same and made a toast.

Congratulations. To my talented friend Radhika, who will kick ass at distressed debt and
show the men how it is done,0he said.

We decided to walk from Aquagrill to the Benjamin Hotel, a half-an-hour stroll. From there Debu
could get a direct G46train to Brooklyn. | had thirty minutes to get this man to make a move. A part of
me wanted to scream, Oh Debu, just kiss me already.

Of course, a lifetime of brainwashing to be a &yood Indian girléwould never allow me to do
that.

He didn& make any move. However, he did say amazing things on our walk.

dtcs really important that women do well. It sets an example for other younger women. It
I nspires them,0he said.

ONho am | inspiring?0l said, my mind filled with alternate thoughts. Did he notice my legs
yet? Did dinner make my stomach less flat? Are my boobs in place? Can this guy walk slower so |
can keep up in my heels?

dOf course you are an inspiration. To your younger cousins, for example. | am sure they will
see their Radhika didi and warnt to be like her.06

| laughed.

ONhat?0he said.

d dond know. My sister Aditi has more fans. She barely graduated. She knows make-up and
clothes way better than me, though.6

That is when Debu said something, something even better than the amazing things he had said
about my work and intelli gence.

GYou have great taste in clothes,6he sai d.

Oh, | love this man. He must be partially blind but | love this man.

Really?0 | said. | found it hard to take a compliment that didn& involve grades or job
interviews.

OYeah. You have this subtle, understated style. Thisred dress, pardon me, but. . .0

But what?0l said. Isit ripped somewhere? | thought in horror.

dPardon me, but it makes you look so hot,0he said.

Oh Debu! Bless him, gods. Give him any advertising account he wants. For the first time in



my life, apart fromwhen | had fever, | had been associated with the word hot. Someone in this world
found me hot. Hot. Fuck, Radhika, someone called you hot. My soul break-danced inside me.

(Really?0l said, my tone as casual as possible, evenas | fished for more.

OYeah. You don&@ mind me saying that, | hope.6

Do | mind? Bring it on, dude. We have ten more minutes to reach the hotel. Please keep
praising me. The shallower the better. Make it only about clothes, looks and legs. Those are the
compliments | miss. Of course, | have to say it in a way that he doesnd think | amtoo keen.

ANo, | don& mind. Usually we talk about more intellectual and work-related stuff. It is strange
but no, it& okay. Curious to see how you men think,01 said and giggled like anidiot.

d think you have a nice figure,6he said.

Which part, which part? | wanted to scream in excitement. Do you like my waist? Boobs?
Ass? Be articulate, Debu.

Really?0l said, dragging out the word, as if | never expected this. | punched his shoulderd
subtle encouragement and fake shyness all rolled into one.

OYeah. Your legs, | mean. . .you have nice legs.0

Oh, so that is all you like about me?6

Desperate, lame, stupid. What was that, Radhika? | told myself as | fished. Oh | didn& just
fish. | sent afishing teamwith atrailer to catch a shipload.

ANo, no. | like your face too. Your hair. Your eyes. Your whole personality, actually.0

OYeah, yeah. Now you will say al this. 1tGs about the legs, right?6

It better be about the legs. | paid 100 dollars to Completely Bare.

ANo, no. Sorry. .. I mean. . .0

Relax, Debu. | am kidding,61 said and squeezed his warm hand. | didnd want to let go of it.
However, | didnd warnt it to count as a move either. Why do we girls have to follow so many rules?
If he likes my whole personality, why cand | be fully me?

| released his hand. We walked past a Barnes and Noble bookstore and had to cross a traffic
signal. He used it as an excuse to hold my hand. We crossed the road together. He didnd rel ease my
hand afterwards.

| gave him a sideways glance. He smiled at me.

AGMy sister is considered the prettier one, actually,0l said.

d find that quite hard to believe. Unless she is Miss Universe or something.6

| smiled at hisindirect compliment. | felt like running my fingers through his curly hair,

He continued, AActually, evenif sheis Miss Universe. | find you really pretty.6

Sweet lies, they do have a placein life. | sighed.

Ol hanks, Debu,0l said.

We reached the Benjamin Hotel. We had made some progress. We had held hands, but only
that. Did | intimidate him? Did he totally lie but actually not find me attractive? |s he scared?

o thisiswhere | live. Train stop is right there.6l pointed at the subway sign.

Bure,6he said. d had a great time. Thanks for the treat.0

OYou are welcome, 0l said. Bye.6

My heart sank a bit. | didn@ want himto go.

(Hey, just one thing. Doesnd have to be today,6he said.

OYeah?0l said.

OYou have your sister@ photo in your room? Wanted to check. | am sure the claim that she is
prettier is false,6he said.



Was that a move? He mentioned my room. Did he want to come upstairs? Or he could
technically want me to go up and bring down some pictures. Heck, | had Aditi didi& photos on my
phone. So isthis a move? WII someone tell me, please?

| smiled at him.

ANo, really,6Debu said,

O hatés sweet. So are you.0

Pretty?0

| laughed. dNo. Handsome. Smart. Creative t00.0

Ol hanks,0he said.

kay, | think | have some photos on my laptop upstairs. You warnt to come up?0l said.



O\ o way,6Debu said. ésheis not prettier than you.d

@Oh, come on,0l said. GAditi didi is so nice-looking.6

disten, sure sheis, but not more than you. No way. You have better features.o

Or haté not what my mother led me to believe,dl said.

GMust be the Punjabi thing. The whiter the skin, the prettier the person. Nonsense,6he said,
somewhat agitated.

We sat on the edge of the hotel bed, my laptop in the middle. | had a two-year-old family
album open on the screen.

QAll my life | have beenthis nerdy, studious girl. Aditi didi is considered the |looker.6

&Sorry, sheG your sister, but she dresses like she is going to a party even for random family
pictures at home.6

Gheislike that,6l said.

OYou did wear horrible glasses though,6Debu sai d.

| laughed.

d switched to contacts a year ago,6! said, and pointed to a picture of my family in our living
room. OThat is dad. Simple, quiet man. Just doesnd want people in society to say anything critical of
him. Thisis my mother. Domi nates dad totally.0

Debu examined the pictures as | spoke again.

d miss home, 6l said. Seeing these pictures | miss India. | want to watch TV serials with my
mother and do nothing.6

(Says the new hotshot distressed debt banker. Too late, girl.6Debu laughed.

| made a mock-sad face.

| need a hug. Move things forward, Debu. Do | have to give you an instruction manual ?

dtés a sweet family,0Debu said.

dt is,0l said. | wanted to stall the conversation with short, boring replies. Awkward silences
|ead to many interesting things.

Unfortunately, certain intellectual Bengali men don@ often get the hint.

(Have you read The Beauty Myth by Naom Wolf?6Debu said.

ANo, whatds that?6

QA landmark feminist book. It talks about how women are culturally bullied into feeling
conscious about their 1ooks all the time,0he said.

Really? Well, to a certain extent ités true,0l said.

OYeah. Do men compare their physicality with their siblings so much?6



d guess not.0At another time or place, like at one of our Friday dinners, | would have liked to
engage in thisintellectual ly stimul ating conversation. Not now. | had other things on my mind.

(Exactly,0he said, she saysitisaway for mento control womenand. . .6

My feet are killing me,61 interrupted him. | removed my shoes. | brought my feet up on the
bed. My short dress inched up a little further on my thighs. Debu forgot his chain of thought. | guess
there are ways for women to control men too.

dSorry, what were you saying?0l said. | squeezed and rel eased my toes.

Huh?6he said. dNothing. | will give you the book.6

ANot used to walking long distances in heel s,01 said.

dDo you want me to give you a foot massage?6he said.

And the Republic Day bravery award finally goes to Debashish Sen, | wanted to announce.

Really?06l said. 6You know how to?6

It was one of those stupid things girls sometimes say. We know it is stupid but we say it
anyway to act napve or whatever.

| loved his hands on my feet.

ONow, that nice,0l said. He pressed my feet timidly, as if | would get up and slap him any
second.

He massaged my shins. His hands slowly moved up to my knees. | didn& stop him.

do you have lotion?6he said. | pointed to the bedside table. He took a bottle of moisturizer
and splashed it on my feet. | jerked as the cold I otion touched my skin. He put his warm hands on nmy
legs. He moved themin a sliding motion from shin to knee.

| closed my eyes. | could feel his hands reach above my knees. Nobody had ever touched me
there before, unless you count the waxing torture-chamber lady. Tingles of pleasure ran up my thighs.

He became bolder every minute, going higher. We didnd exchange a word. He reached the
hem of my dress. His fingers danced tantalizingly upon my thighs.

Isthis all moving too fast? avoice within me said. Heck, | didn& care.

ds this okay?0Debu said.

| nodded. | opened my eyes. | signalled him to bring his face closer to mine. He leaned
forward. Our lips met. | kissed for thefirst timeinmy life.

| could feel he had bottled up his desire too. His lips refused to leave mine. Our tongues
touched. | lost track of time, space and orientation. | had seen kisses in the movies. | had imagined
what my first one would be like. But this was better. Better than anything | had seen or imagi ned.

OYou are so beautiful ,6he whispered into my ear as he nibbled my earl obe.

He placed his hand on my breast, over my dress. He wanted to slide his hand in but couldn@. |
would have had to remove the entire fitted dress to give him access.

| pushed back his chest.

dsthis going too fast?0l said. Like any guy would actually say, 0Yes, itis.6

ANo. Of course not. It feel s right,6Debu said, one hand on my thigh.

He moved his other hand to my back, trying to find the zipper for my dress.

Ol hereds too much light,01 said. Sure, he had praised my body. However, | had never taken off
my clothes in front of a man. | couldn& with so much light.

He switched off all the lights in the room. The window curtains remained open. The dim light
from the Manhattan skyline was just about enough for us to see each other.

| had worn a new matching pair of red lingerie from Triumph, in anticipation.

Debu pulled my dress off. He unhooked my bra from behind. He removed his shirt as well.



ONhat are you making me do, Debu?6l whispered as | held my unhooked bra in place with my
hands. | felt | had to make it seem like he made me do this. Never mind the pre-planned lingerie.

Qlust go with the flow,6 Debu said, standard boy-speak for det me please have sex without
i nterruptiona

He pulled the red bra out of my hands. He grabbed my breasts.

ANot so hard, please,0l said.

@Sorry,6Debu said.

OYou have done this before?0l said.

He took a few seconds to answer.

df | say yes, will you ask me to stop?6Debu said.

| laughed.

ANo, silly. Just that thisis my first time,0l said.

d had one girlfriend before. Two years back.6

@aCan we not talk about that now?0l said.

He kissed my nipples. He moved up and kissed my collarbone. He kissed my chin and then my
lips for several minutes. He tugged at my panties. My heart beat fast. Was | really going to get fully
naked in front of a man?

| guess it was too late. He pulled down my panties. He removed his trousers and underwear. |
had not seen a naked man so up-close. | wanted to get a good look, more as an anatomy |lesson.
However, he held me tight and continued to kiss me. His hands moved higher on my thighs.

oYour legs are so soft,0he said. | decided to take a life membership at Completely Bare.

He touched me between my legs. The Brazilian had made everything smooth.

AMow, you are wet,0he said.

| wasnd just wet. | was soaked. The good girl inme wondered if he would judge me for it.

He bent and brought his face closer between my legs.

ONhat are you doing?dl said.

Huh? Going down.6

dDown where?0l said.

down. There.d

Really? Your mouth? There?

Oveah. Just relax.0

| cand really describe the next ten minutes. His tongue felt the exact opposite of the brutal
waxing strips. Every flick transported me to a state of extreme pleasure. Why dond people do this all
the time? Wow, why didnd anyone tell me sex feels so damn good?

He put afinger inside me. | winced once.

Careful ,0l said.

Does it feel good?6he said.

| nodded, my eyes closed.

He continued to work with his tongue. | became more aroused. | soon reached a point where
the intensity became too much.

Stop, ol said.

ANhat?6he said.

aCome here,0l said.

He came up close. | kissed him, which was a little strange considering where his mouth had
been just now.



He climbed over me.

May |?6he said.

Was | going to have sex? Had | finally grown up? But wait, should 1?

d have protection,6he said.

Damn, did the guy anticipate this? Was | too easy?

d happened to have it in my wallet,0Debu said, as if reading my mind.

| didn& want to think anymore. | gave him the slightest nod.

He entered me gently. It hurt a bit. Frankly, his tongue had felt better. However, this is what
people call sex, | thought, so | guess this iswhat we have to do.

Radhika Mehta, you are finally having sex, | said to myself and mentally high-fived. It felt
like a mgjor milestone in life, on par with getting into IIMA or scoring Goldman Sachs. Or distressed
debt. Wi that job be tough? Okay, why am | thinking about distressed debt when thereisa manin
me?

OYou feel so amazing,6he said.

| was glad he felt that way. As for me, | couldnG see what the big fuss was about sex.

How do | ask himto do that ¢going downdstuff again? Isit too late? What is the protocol in
bed?

His strokes became faster. He gripped me tight on my shoulders and groaned. | guess he had
had an orgasm. He gasped for a few seconds as he went lax on me.

ANow,6Debu said. GAmazing, isnd it?0

So, how did | feel after having sex the first time? Well, you know how you sometimes wait for
a big Salman or Shah Rukh movie for months and then it finally arrives? You go for the first day first
show, and then the movie is not bad, but not so great elther.

OYeah, was amazing,0l said. | guessités just polite to agree with people in bed.

He slid off me and lay onthe side. He stared at the ceiling. We held hands.

OYou are wonderful. Thank you,0he said.

Orhank youd? What on earth was that? |s the show over? Why is he plopped like a phone
without charge now?

ONas it good?dl said.

d repeat, amazing. | am so spent and finished.6

dFinished?6

dSatisfied, | mean,0he said.

MDebu.0

OYeah.6

ACan you make me spent and finished too? Please?0

Huh?6Debu said. He turned to me, surprised.

Orhat going down thing you did. Canyou do it abit more?0l said.

Bure, baby.6

Good. | guess that didn@ make me the shy and coy girl all Indian girls should be. Maybe it
even made me seem like a slut. However, | would rather be a spent and finished slut than a good but
frustrated Indian girl.

Five minutes later, | moaned out loud too. Wow. | pressed his head hard between my legs. My
legs shook, and then my whole body. Okay, so thisiswhat an orgasmfeels like.

dHow are you?6he said.

| hid my face in embarrassmen.



ONhat? | said, iHow are youo.0He |aughed.
@Spent. And finished.6



Two months later

e are stuck in this MegaBow! deal ,6said Jonathan Husky, vice president and my boss in the
Distressed Debt Group.

My phone buzzed in my pocket. | checked the time. It was 7 in the evening. | had to meet Debu
inan hour. It seemed undoable.

We sat in the meeting room of the Goldman Sachs Distressed Debt Group. From the Goldman
side, there was Jonathan, Clark Smith, who was another associate in the group, and me. We also had a
representative from each of the seven banks that had lent to MegaBowl, a Boston-based builder of
bowling alleys. While people who played in their bowling alleys had fun, their creditors had a
different story. MegaBow! had defaulted on fifty million dollarsbworth of loans.

Ol'here are no assets,0 Jonathan continued. 6The company has nothing apart from lots of
bowling pins and bowling balls.6

Recovering fifty million dollars would require a lot of bowling balls, | thought. The bankers
looked at each other in silence, sympathizing with each other for their collective stupidity in lending
so much money to MegaBowl.

Ofell us what to do,60ne of the bankers said. d\e just want out. | cand deal with their stupid
CEQO.0

My hand went into my handbag and grabbed my phone.

dRadhi ka.6Jonathan saying my name startled me. &Pl ease share the plan.6

Damn, | needed a minute to tell Debu | couldnd make it tonight. | released my phone and
brought my hand out of my bag.

CEh, sure, Jonathan,dl said. | shared the special booklets | had prepared for the meeting.

AOur basic premise,dl said, opening the first page, ds to keep MegaBow! as a going concern.
There is little value in liquidation, just about six cents on the dollar. However, it is fifty cents if we
allow the CEO to continue.0

dFire him,0Dirk Grigly, a fat and bald banker from Bank of America, said. AHe has caused all
the mess.0

(He has, yes,01 said, dout we need him to stabilize operations for now. We also have to
retrench people and cut salaries. Let® use himto do the dirty work.6

| walked them through the plan. It would enable the company to reduce its size and reduce
costs.



The bankers pored over the booklets. | thought of an excuse | could use to take out my phone. |
didn& want Debu to |eave for the restaurant.

The bankers cared little about my boyfriend.

ANhats the guarantee it i's going to work?6one of the lenders said.

Ol'here isnd,6l said, dout now that we have finally val ued the business, twenty-five million is
maxi mum recovery. Or fifty cents on the dollar.6

AMe can offer thirty cents,6Jonathan said, Gand you can be out of this.6

That how we worked. Bid at thirty cents, hoped to recover fifty.

OThirty cents?0Dirk said. 0T hatGs nothing.6

dGoldmanistaking all the risk here of reviving it,6Jonathan said.

The creditors huddled together.

hould we |eave you al one for ten minutes?dJonathan said and stood up.

Yes, this was my chance to make my call. Jonathan, Clark and | 1eft the room.

| rushed back to my cubicle.

| called Debu.

(Hey baby, where are you? | was just about to |eave. Did you see my messages?6Debu said.

aNo, | just stepped out of a never-ending creditor meeting.6

ONVhat?6

OMe are about to close adeal. My first, actually.0

dtds 7.30. We have an 8 otcl ock reservation. Comedy Cellar doesn& allow you late entry.6

d am so sorry. Can you cancel it, please?0

ANedve already paid. Fifteen bucks each.6

d know. | amso sorry.6

ONVhat? Real ly?0he said, his voice low.

dCan | make it up to you? Tonight? Come over to my place.6

ANhen?6

(Have your dinner and come over. | will join you soon.0

| hung up and waited at my desk. | had rented a one-bedroom unit in Tribeca, one of the closest
residential neighbourhoods from Wall Street. Debu had an extra set of keys, as he came over on a
regular basis.

| had gone to his place in Brooklyn only a few times. A typical bachelor pad, it had more beer
than groceries in the fridge. He shared the apartment with two other guys, offering us little privacy.
They kept their house keys under a potted plant outside the house. When | asked Debu why, he said,
Qlust simpler, baby, we lost six duplicate keys in the last three months.6

My desk phone rang. Jonathan had called from the meeting room.

@Can you and Clark come over?6he said.

Clark and | reached the meeting room.

Clark, Radhika, | am happy to say the lender group here has agreed. We have a deal. Your
first, right?0

OYes. That is great news,0l said.

dRadhika, we need a quick term sheet. The remai ning documentation can be done later.6

My heart sank. A term sheet would take a couple of hours. Jonathan and Clark took the lenders
downstairs for a drink to Harry®s Caf®& Steak, two blocks from the Goldman building. | worked at
my desk, drafting the term sheet with all the deal conditions.

Jonathan came up to my desk | ate at night. He looked at his watch.



Olen minutes to midnight. Oh no. Sorry about this. You should go home, Radhika,6he said.

QJust mailed you the final term sheet.dl logged out of my computer.

ONell done. Youwere fantastic inthis deal. You are areal asset to the group,6Jonathan said.

| felt a warm glow of happiness inside me as | left the Goldman building. Jonathan® words
stayed in my head. | couldn& wait to share them with Debu.

d am sleeping, baby,6Debu complained as | switched on the bedroom ceiling light.

&Sorry,0l said as | switched the light off. | turned on the bedside lamp instead.

ANhat time is it?0he said in a sleepy voice.

(12.30,01 said.

ANVhat?6he said, and opened his eyes wide. 6You were in office until now?0

OYeah. What to do? My first big deal. You know what Jonathan told me?6

OWVhat?0

(Radhika, you are areal asset to the group.0

ANhy not? They seemto be dumping all their work onyou.6

ANothing like that. They stayed |ate too. Many little things one has to be careful about in the
documentation. It took me awhile.6

did you eat dinner?6

ANo, baby,0l said.

ONhat?6Debu sat up in bed.

d didn& get the time.0

Orhisisterrible. Wait.0

He got off the bed, walked up to the open kitchen in the living room and took out a tray of eggs
fromthe fridge.

ddl make you some bhurji,bhe said, chave it with bread.6

dGo to sleep. | will have some cereal .6

(Have something hot.0

d will have my hot boyfriend then. Come here.6

| pulled him by his T-shirt and kissed him.

&Sorry | was late. Let me make it up to you,0l said.

He pushed me away.

ONait, eggs first.0

He got busy whipping the eggs. He cut onions and tomatoes and placed a saucepan on the
stove. Ten minutes later he served me my dinner.

Olry,6he said.

| took a bite.

dHow isit?0he said.

ovum. Thank you.6

ONel come.0

Deby, listen.d

OWVhat?0



d loveyou.0

d love you too. Just don& get to see you much.6

dSorry, baby.0

d_eté& move intogether. That way | will see you at |east.6

| became silent.

d will share the rent. Don& worry.6

ANot that, silly. But that®s a live-in. That means we are in a serious rel ationship.6
QArend we?0Debu said.

| smiled at him,

Keep the place clean, okay?0l said.



One year later

(J will think about marriage later, mom. I am still new at my job. Let me focus on that. Please,dl
said.

| ran down the subway steps to the Wall Street station platform. The Friday evening rush hour
made it difficult for me to hear her.

ANVhat?01 said, as the sound of an arriving train drowned her words.

@Job is not that important,6she said. | could hear sounds of her making tea in her kitchen. It
was 8.30 in the evening for me, 6 in the morning for her. Jonathan had made me do a presentation
twice, giving me a dirty look when he noticed some inadvertent typos.

dt isimportant. | amin the most challenging group in the firm. Everyone here thinks | am one
of the best,0l said.

ANhat about everyone here thinking why isnG Mr Mehtals second daughter getting married? Is
something wrong with her?6

Really, mom? You think something is wrong with me?6

| stepped into the number 3 train. The doors shut. | had just three stops to Chambers Street in
Tribeca, afive-minute subway ride. Somehow, speaking to mom made it seem much longer.

dtGs been a year since you have been abroad. Your sister married two years ago. Let us at |east
start looking. It takes a while, you know.6

QAditi didi wanted to get married. | dond.6

OYou dond?o

ANot yet. Look at my life. | just finished work. It& 8.30 at night here.6

ANhat kind of ajob isthis? Making girls stay so late.6

@Can you stop criticizing every aspect of my life? | am not ready to get married or even look at
any options.0

WElI, | didn& need more options. My option had messaged me thrice as he waited for me for
dinner.

50 what do you want?6mom said.

AMany other things. | want to do well at work. | want to be promoted this year, get a good
bonus. | want to travel. Enjoy New York. Come home and visit all of you.6

ds there a boy?6she said.

My heart skipped a beat. My mother G sixth sense had sprung up.



ANo. Not really,61 said. | guess telling her about my live-in status with a guy for the past one
year would be too much to share at one go.

AMeaning?0

d have friends. Like this guy, Debashish. He is also from SRCC.6

Debashish who?6she said, her voice curious.

Debashish Sen. Senior in college. Didn@ know him then. Works in Manhattan at an ad
agency.0

Bengali ?0she said, atinge of disgust in her tone.

OYeah. Why?0

ANothing. They are smelly, no? They eat alot of fish.6

ANhat nonsensel 0

AAnyway. | hope heisjust afriend.0

| had an urge to tell her that we had contraceptives on our grocery list.

oves. | hardly get time. But | have met him.6

Met him?

dn groups, nothing more,0l said hurriedly.

Why am | not telling her? | should tell her. However, this Debu has to get his act together
and tell mefirst.

OYou are not the boyfriend and love types. Aditi was like that.0

ANhat is that supposed to mean?d1 said, my voice loud enough to startle two skinny girls
Sitting next to me.

ANothing. You are the studious types. What boyfriend and all you will make? We will have to
find someone for you.6

Really, mom? You would do that for me? Thank you. How can | ever repay you?

dtGs okay. We are parents. It is our duty.0

She doesnd get sarcasmat all. | wanted to lash out more. | wanted to say, Sure, thanks, mom,
do hook me up with someone. For who el se would take your unlovable daughter?

| chose not to aggravate the situation. | took a deep breath instead.

AMy station has arrived. You made tea?d

OYeah, | did. | cantalk some more. Your father is still in the bathroom.6

| stepped out of the train. | climbed up the stairs and came out to Chambers Street. My house
was a six-minute walk from here.

HowGs dad?0l said.

ONaiting for histea. He still has to figure out what to do with hisretired life.0

dDid you get the money?0

dt was too much, beta.6

Qlust tell dad to change his car, please. At least get a Honda City. That Maruti belongs in a
museum.d

d will tell him. We feel bad taking money from our daughter.6

ONhy? If | were your son it would be okay?0

OYes. But you are not, no?6

50 what? | amyour child. Why can@ | help improve your lifestyle?6

ONMith sonsit is different. [tés like your right.0

AMom, you know all this stuff irritates me a lot. | have had a long day. | was in office for
thirteen hours. Can you please say something nice?0



AMe miss you.0

d miss you guys t00.6

ONe feel bad. Our daughter is working thirteen hours a day and sending money home. e may
have limited means after dadd retirement, but things are not so bad.6

GAgain, mom,dl said, my voice upset, gyou have to stop. Let me do things for my family.6

dDond shout at me. Ité early morning here.6

ONell, you have to stop irritating me.o

d amnot irritating you. You keep saying fifamilyo. If you don&@ get married how will you have
afamily?6

@Bye, mom. | dond want to lose it. Please go have teawith dad.0

did | say anything wrong now? ItG a fact, no?0

d have reached home. | have to take the lift. | will talk to you later.6

OAs you wish. All you kids behave in this hi-fi manner now. Call whenever. End whenever.
Shout whenever. | amjust your mother.6

| took three deep breaths.

d am sorry for shouting at you,0l said.

OYou are becoming too aggressive. If you stay like thiswho will. . .0

Before she could say that my aggression would hamper my chances of getting married, | had to
end the call.

&orry,0l said, d amsorry.6

dGo rest. Don& work so hard.6

| entered the apartment. Debu sat in the living room watching football on TV. He wore aloose grey T-
shirt and a pair of black shorts. He held a can of beer in his hand.

(Hey,6he said, his eyes not moving an inch from the screen.

@Hi,dl said, my voice curt. Is it too much for himto get up fromthe sofa and give me a hug?

| removed my jacket and placed it onthe dining table. | saw takeaway bowls from Mr Chow, a
Chinese restaurant in Tribeca.

OYou ordered in?0l said.

OYeah. Felt too lazy to make anything. Plus, there was this game.6

orhisfood istoo greasy for me. You could have ordered something healthier.6

AMr Chow is cheap. Have you seen the portion sizes? It will last us two days.0

| dumped my handbag on the dining chair. Sometimes, | wished Debu wasnd so obsessed
about saving a few bucks.

d fought with my mother. | called her to have a chat and ended up yelling at her.6

duh huh,6he said, eyes on the TV. 6T hatGs not nice.6

@Debu, can you please shut the TV off for a minute?0l said. Screamed, infact.

Debu |ooked mildly surprised. He didn& switch off the TV, but muted it. He turned to me.

OWVhat happened, baby?6

ddve come home after along day. Can you just pretend to be happy to see me?6

@Of course | am happy, baby.6



aGive me a hug. Dond just say fiheyo when | enter the house.0

He sprang up from his seat. He came up to me and hugged me.

| pushed him away. dNot when | have to ask. And be interested. My mom and | had a huge
argument.6

OWhat about?0

aGuess.0

OYour marriage? Her whole fiwho will marry my poor daughtero routi ne?6

oYes, Debu,0l said, glaring at him. 6You are so clever to figure it out. But seriously, who will
marry her poor daughter?6

My mother and | had at |east one blowout per week about my marriage. Debu knew about it. |
hoped he would get into action and propose a plan. Of course, a stupid minor league American
football game was more important. | continued to glare at him.

ANVhat?6Debu said. dStop |etting her affect you so much. Sheés regressive and ol d-fashioned.d

He took a paper plate and scooped some noodles onit. He handed it to me, a cheap portion of
chowmein to compensate for my uncertain future.

Debu, really? Is that what you think | am upset about?0

dtd not?0he said, his face blank.

Why dond guys ever get it? It& never just one thing with women. 1t& a long day at work,
dirty looks from my boss, seeing women thinner than me in the train, arguing with my mother,
coming home to a disinterested boyfriend and then eating greasy food for dinner that would make
me even fatter than the skinny girls on the train. Oh, and add boyfriend never having the guts to
discuss our future.

ANo,0l said, in as patient a voice as possible, Gt isnd only that.6

@0h,0he said, genuinely astoni shed.

Debu, what the fuck!6

ONhat? What did | do?6

ONhat did you not do?0

Or'he hug? | am sorry about the hug, baby.6

dtds not the hug. 1t6s us. Are you so thick or are you pretending to be so?6

Be clear, baby.6

dDond baby me.6

| pushed my plate away. | didnd warnt to eat this cardiac arrest on a plate. | didnd warnt to
li sten to the doaby, babydcrap.

OWVhatGs the matter?0

dDebu, where are we going?0

AMeaning?6

| picked up the remote and switched off the TV.

dJs. Where is this relationship going? My mother wants me to get married. Are you listening?0

@But you dond wart to, right? Not right now, right?6he said, puzz ed.

@But where do you see us in the future, Debu?6

d love you, baby. | mean, Radhika. And you love me. We love each other so much. Who else
do we have, really?6

d.oveisfine. Yes, | do love you. Frankly, sometimes | feel | amtoo involved with you. | cand
even think of another guy. Maybe that is why | flare up with mom.6

@50 thatGs good, no?0



But do we have a future? Or are we just sharing rent and having sex?0

dond talk like that.6

| walked across the room and sat on the sofa. | switched onthe TV again.

He came and switched it off.

ANhy did you switch on the TV?6he said.

OYou wond talk,0l said, éand you tell me not to talk. So what to do? Letés pretend there is no
problem.6

kay, | will talk,6Debu said.

&ure. | amlistening.6

dtG my job. | amwaiting for this promotion.6

dtGs supposed to come through next month.6

OYeah, but you never know. ItGs crazy. Two of my peers told my boss | don@ deserve the
promotion. Advertising is dog-eat-dog. | am so stressed.0

ONell, thatGs terrible. But how is this relevant when it comes to us?0

d want to be a senior creative director. Get araise. A few more accounts. | want to be a little
more solid at work before thinking about marriage. | want to focus on my career, not get distracted.6

d am not asking you to marry me next week.6

d just. . . Okay, fine, | want to get past this promotion. Win a couple more accounts. | will be
ready to take the next step then.6

ANhat do | tell mom?6

ofell her about me. Tell her you have a boyfriend.6

Sheds not like that. She will flip out. | will tell her once, and at the right time. Whenitistime
to take things ahead.0

OYour wish,0he said. dCome here.6

| didnd move from my seat. He came to me and held me.

d love you,0he said.

AMe too. Sorry | snapped at you.6

We lay downin bed. He ran his fingers up and down my arm.
ANot tonight, Debu,61 said. Qlust not in the mood.6
ovou will feel better.6
ANo,0l said.
He placed a hand on my breast. | pushed it away.
dFocus on your career, Debu, dond get distracted. Goodnight.6



/|

d:orecl ose on the company properties first. Scare him so he plays ball,61 said to Jonathan. We
stood by the coffee machine in the office pantry. We were talking about MedTron, a semiconductor
company gone bust.

Ol hats true. Smart suggesti on,6Jonathan said.

| made two espressos and passed him a cup.

My phone rang. Debu. | looked at it and put it aside.

G0 ahead, take it,06Jonathan said.

dtés apersonal call. | cancall back,0l said.

ANo, go ahead. 131 see you back at your desk.6

Jonathan | eft the pantry. | picked up the phone.

(Hi,0l said. GA middle-of-the-day call. Nice!6

ONell, you are speaking to a senior creative director of BBDO,6he said.

aOh my God! It happened! Congrats, Debu. Thisis headline news.6

Orhank you. You are the first person| called.6

AOf course. We totally need to celebrate this.6

At okay. They promoted two others t00.6

dté huge. You know it is. Anyway, | got to go. Need to make some calls. What time will you
be home today?6

07.30. Why?0

ANothing. | might get alittle late. Okay, Mr Senior Creative Director, bye!6

| hammered out a quick plan. | messaged Avinash, Ashishand Nidhi.

&Kind of big news. Debu got promoted. My boyfriend is a senior creative director! Surprise
celebration drinks. Our place. 7 p.m. sharp. 55B, 50 Franklin Street, Tribeca.0

Within minutes everyone confirmed. | messaged a few others. Some wanted to bring their
friends along. In half an hour, | had a mini-party organized with about a dozen confirmed guests.
Finally, | dashed Debu a message.
Busy day. May get late. Have dinner and sleep.o

Burprise!6everyone shouted in unison as a clueless Debu opened the door. His shocked and dazed



expression had everyone bursting into laughter and made my hours of frantic preparation worthwhile.
| had ordered pizzas from RayG. The salads, nuts and bar snacks came from Whole Foods.
Champagne was chilling in the freezer. It was the first time Debu and | had so many guestsinour little
apartment. Chatter and laughter filled the living room. It made my world seem complete. My house
felt like ahome. | dimmed the lights and turned up the music.

ONhat a great party!ONidhi said.

Olempl ate for you. You never do such surprises for me,6Ashish, now her husband, said.

ONMe are married. They are boyfriend and girlfriend. ThereGs a difference.6

ONhatever,0Ashish said. Nidhi laughed.

| felt atap on my shoulder. | turned around. It was Debu. He |ooked deep into my eyes.

d love you,0he said.

d love you too,0l said.

Debu pecked me on the lips. Avinash whistled. Everyone looked at us. | covered my face in
embarrassment. The house felt warm and fuzzy. | had never been happier inmy whole life.

d just told you this afternoon. How did you do all this so fast?6Debu said.

d took the rest of the day off.6

orhank you for making me feel so special, superwoman.6

OYou are welcome. But you are still hel ping me clean up after the party, okay?0l said.

T hree months later

Buperb job on MegaBowl. We will recover thirty million, not twenty-five. Well done, Radhikalol
read JonathanG old email on my laptop. He had copied Jon Cruz, a partner in the Distressed Debt
Group. Jon had sent a dwell donebemail as well.

@Baby, shut your laptop. Come, lie down,6Debu said in a drowsy voice. | was sitting next to
him on the bed. | had switched off the room lights. However, the glare of the laptop screen bothered
him.

dtcs still too bright. What time is it?6Debu said.

(11.30,0l said. dOnly afew more minutes, | promise.6

He exhaled noisily.

ONhat are you working on?0he said, putting his arm around my waist. | nudged the laptop
higher to accommodate him.

AMy own performance review. | have to turnit in tomorrow.o

OYou are amazi ng,6he said and nuzzled my shoul der.

dunfortunately, no such option here. | have to write details on all the deals | worked on in the
past year.0

Or'hey know you are good. Come, sleep. Let me hold you.6He pulled me closer.

OYou sleep. | know the laptop is bothering you. | will sitinthe living room,0l said.

dtd cold.6

ddl turn onthe heat in the hall,01 said. | kissed Debu on the forehead, climbed off the bed and



shut the door.

| went into our living room, adjusted the thermostat and sat on the couch. | opened my laptop
again and read the performance review form.

List instances where you added significant value in a deal.

| had worked on three deals this last year; MegaBow!l was the deal | had contributed to the
most. | entered the details. Last year, when | joined the firm fresh out of college, we had had a fixed
bonus. My performance review would decide my bonus this year.

| reached the last question.

What is your overall assessment of your performance on a scale of 1i5, based on the
classification below:

1. Sgnificantly bel ow expectations

2: Below expectations

3: Meets expectations

4. Better than expectations

5: Sgnificantly better than expectations

| pondered on my overall rating for a few minutes. Choosing a b6felt pompous. | settled for a
@Boband pressed dsubmita

dDone?0l heard Debuds voice from the bedroom.

OYeah, coming,0l said.

| tiptoed across to Partner Jon Cruzds cabin; his secretary asked me to wait as Jon ended a call. Bonus
day in Goldman altered the air in the office. Inside, people felt huge anxiety and excitement. Outside,
they had to pretend to be cool, like it was any other day. Of course, it was anything but that. Bonusis
what bankers work for, and the humber 6 defines whether you are good or not. A zero bonus or a
ridiculously low number could even mean asignal to leave the firm.

Jon Cruz would communi cate the bonuses to everyone in the New York distressed debt team. |
had a base salary of 120,000 dollars a year. | felt a 30,000 number would be good, translating to three
monthsosal ary. Anything higher, say a thirty-five or forty, would make it a rainbow in my sky.

GHow you doing?8Jon said, staring at his screen. He always tried to relax the person before he
shared the number. He had the magic spreadsheet with all the bonus data open on his compuiter.

d am good. How are you feeling?0l said.

QA bit like Santa Claus today.6

| smiled. But only alittle. In a partner & office one always had to be poised.

ovour first real bonus, right?6he said.

| nodded.

dHow do you think you have done?6he said.

d guess | will find out,0l said.

He laughed. dMell, people like you around here. The worst rating in al your reviews came
fromyou. You gave yourself a three; almost everyone else gave you afive.0

| was speechless. Joy hopped through me like a rabbit as | realized people had noticed my
twelve months of slog.



@50 your bonus for the year is 150,000 dollars.6

ANhat?0l blurted out. | shouldn& have but | did. What did he just say?

ONhat do you mean what? Like it?6Jon said.

@Sorry, how much did you say again?6

(150,000 dollars. So your total compensation is 120,000 base plus 150,000 bonus. You made
270,000 dollars for the year.0

| felt dizzy. | pressed my feet hard on the floor to keep my balance. Two hundred and seventy
thousand dollars, | repeated the number in my head to absorb it. It converted to 1 crore and 50 lakhin
rupees. Say calm, stay calm, stay calm, | kept repeating to myself.

OYou al so get a base increment. It is now 140,000 a year. Keep it up.6

ONell, yeah. Thanks, Jon. | will do my best,61 said, my vocal chords not too cooperative.

GYou sound funny.6

&orry. It is abig number for me,0l said.

Jon laughed. GYou deserve it. By the way, it is one of the highest bonuses at the associate level
this year.6

Ol hanks.6

But | must add that bonus numbers are confidential. Please do not share them with anyone in
the firm.6

d understand,él said.

dGood. Back to work now.6

| felt lightheaded as | returned to my seat. | looked at Craig in the adjacent cubicle. | wanted to
high-five him. | couldn&. | simply smiled. | opened a financial model spreadsheet on my computer.
However, my mind couldn& focus. | had to share my bonus news with someone. India would be
asleep, | couldn& call home. | called Debu.

He didnd pick up.

Probably in a work meeting, | thought. | called Debu again after half an hour. He still didn&
pick up. | heard Jonathan and Craig make |unch plans with their significant others.

Where is Debu when | need him?

Finally, Debu called back after an hour.

ONhatGs up?0

ONant to meet for lunch?0

ANhen? Now?0

OYeah.0

d amat work. Cand step out. Too much politics happening on an account.6

d got my bonus number,6l whispered to him.

@Oh. Cool. Tell me.6

d warnt to share it face-to-face.6

oYou will tell me at home tonight?6

d_etd go out,O1 said.

Really?6

oYeah. | will pick aplace near your office. Come straight fromwork. 6.3076



booked Nerai, a highly rated Greek restaurant a ten-minute walk from the BBDO office. | sent
Debu a message after making the reservation.

Nerai, 55 East 54th St., 6.30.0

| left work at 5.30 p.m. | had to walk to the South Ferry station and take the Glotrain to reach
the restaurant. | decided to take a taxi instead. Heck, | deserved a twenty-dollar cab ride today. The
yellow New York taxi took the FDR drive, a highway along the east side of Manhattan. The cab
whisked me to 49th Street without a traffic signal. From there the taxi drove westwards towards
Nerai & | ocation.

| reached early and surveyed the restaurant at |eisure; Greek paintings on white exposed-brick
walls. | scanned the wine list and ordered a bottle of Greek red wine.

| received a message from Debu.

dSorry, stuck at work. Running ten minutes late.6

ANo issues,ol replied.

@rder something. Very hungry,ohe responded.

| ordered a watermelon and feta cheese salad along with a trio of dips. The food arrived.
Debu didn@. | kept waiting.

He entered the restaurant at 7 p.m.

d am so, so sorry,6Debu said.

dt&s fine,0l said. | stood up and we hugged.

He removed his long black overcoat and hung it on the back of his seat.

oroo much work?0l said as we sat down.

Qlust politics. On who gets credit for a campaign. Ever since my promotion | spend more time
managi ng politics than doing anything creative.0

OYou are senior, after all. ThatG what managers do.6

OYeah, | guess. Oh, food is here. How isit? | amstarving.0

d have not tried. Was waiting for you.0

Debu picked up pita bread and had it with the hummus dip. | ate some salad. His hunger
satiated after a few bites, Debu spoke again.

GAnyway, how are you? Big day?6he said.

| smiled. He continued, d\Not telling me on the phone. Dinner out on a weekday. You do like
your suspense.0

ANothing like that. | wanted to share it in person.d

He rubbed his hands together. ¢So, what isit?0



@Jon called me this morning to his room. | told you about Jon, right? The partner.6

0Yes.0

50 he told me | had received good reviews from other people.6

Bee, | told you. You are a star.6

ANell, ités nice when a partner praises you.6

ONhatés the number, babe?6

d will tell you. . .0

d can@ wait anymore.0

AGMy bonus for the year is. . .dond tell anyone, okay?0

OWhomwill | tell 26

QA hundred and fifty.0

QA hundred and fifty what?6he said, sounding confused.

(150,000 dollars.6

(150,000 dollars?6he repeated my words.

OYeah.0

OYou mean total compensation? You get 120 already, so thirty more bonus?

ANo. One-fifty is the bonus. Total comp is 270.6

Debud mouth fell open. It stayed like that for a few seconds before he spoke again, one
deliberate word at atime.

GYou made 270,000 dollars last year?6he said. His big eyes seemed even bigger.

OYeah.0

@Oh,0he said inalow voice. dHoly fuck! These banks.6

ONell, not everyone had this number. They told me it is one of the highest for associates of my
level. | had afiverating.0

ANice,0he said in a muted voice.

The waiter arrived to take Debud order. He opened the menu and took five minutes sel ecting
hi s dish; probably figuring out which item offered the best val ue.

@ne lamb kebab and one falafel, please.6

The waiter | eft.

OYou okay with the order, baby? Wanted anything el se?6Debu said to me.

ANo. Though you seem more interested in the menu than listening to me.6

ANo, no. Anyway. You were saying?0

| smiled. éT'hat | had the highest bonus among the associ ates.6

Orhatés nice, babe. | mean, | cand even imagine that kind of money. You know, | barely
reached an 80,000 compensati on even after the promotion.o

Why does he have to tell me his salary now? | already know it.

OYou are doing very well too,01 said. | regretted saying it the next instant.

Why did | have to add a reassuring and patronizing, 6vou are doing very well too8? As if
telling a kid who is second in arace, 6You ran well t00.6

Thankfully, I don& think he noticed. | continued, 6T hereG no doubt you are awesome at BBDO.
You are one of their best.6

@People are stupid in my company. You wond believe what happened in this campai gn.6

Okay, what just happened here? Why has it become about him? Isnd this, like, my big
moment?

The waiter arrived with a bottle of red wine. Debu looked at him, surprised.



d ordered Greek wine to celebrate my big bonus. A whole bottle!dl signalled the waiter to
pour us two glasses.

AaCool,6he said. dNice.6

Cool. Nice. W this guy ever move on from these words to say something more substantial ?

The food arrived. Hisface lit up.

orhis lamb smells so good. Baby, you pick the best places. Really, nobody picks restaurants in
New York like you do. Thisis so close to my office too. Will come here with my team.6

Mr Debashish Sen, | do other things besides pick restaurants. Like make a ton of money for
a girl my age. Heck, | make a lot of money for anyone any age. | also got a top rating in nmy
reviews. Can you at least praise me a little for it?

Orhisis yum. Try the lamb. 1t so soft. Outstanding,6Debu said, ten times more enthusiasmin
hi's voi ce than the tnicedhedd uttered for my bonus.

| served myself. | wondered why | didn feel ecstatic about my bonus anymore.

Why am | so keen for his praise? | have earned that bonus. Jon, one of the most senior
partners at Goldman Sachs, has recognized my work. Sill, I want Debu to also acknowledge it.
Why? Why do we girls have this defect? Why do we need our men to praise and validate us in
order for usto feel accomplished?

How isit? Lamb is so tender, no?0he said.

dtss nice,0l said. dFuck youbis what | wanted to say.

So even if it is a defect, even if | do need him to praise me, why cand he? When he got a
promotion 1a jumped up and down and thrown a surprise party for him. He canG get past the
tender ness of his lamb?

| kept silent and did not meet his eye. He had known me long enoughd a year and a half, to be
precised to figure out | was upset.

d am proud of you, baby. So proud of you. You worked hard for it. | know it,0he said.

OT'hat does feel nice to hear. Thanks,0l said and squeezed his hand on the table.

d amsorry. | still can@ get over the number. It& insane. You have less than two years of work
experience.0

Distressed pays well. My deals made a lot of money. So a bit of luck too. But yeah, even |
was shocked when | heard it.6

OYou make, like, three times as much as me? Mindblowing.6

Why did he have to say it like that? Why compare? | wanted to tell him about my base
increment too. | dond know why but | decided against it.

ONell, between two people someone will end up earning more. Some industries pay more, as
simple as that,0l said.

AHmmm. . .6He stabbed a piece of lamb with his fork.

d_etd go on a nice vacation. Anywhere. Europe? Hawaii 701 said.

He laughed. d~eeling rich?6

d amrich. We are rich. Let® go shopping this weekend. You will come?

GMaybe. Youtold your parents?0

d will. I will call momwhen she wakes up.6

OThey will be so happy.6

d hope so. | wanted themto buy a Honda City. | think | will ask them to get an even better car.d

OYou are a great daughter. They will be so proud of you.6

Or'hanks. Debu, | have one question.6



OYeah?0

QAre you proud of me? For real ?0

Oveah, | am.6

We looked into each other & eyes. Together, we had made a place for ourselves in this new
city. We had not only survived, but also thrived. He had been promoted. | had done well. We were
good for each other. | held on to his hand. He cleared his throat to speak. | wondered if he would say
something romantic.

dSorry, but are you going to eat that last piece of lamb?0he said.

QA hundred and fifty thousand dollars. So one-and-a-half lakh dollars,61 said on the phone to my
mother.

Orell mein rupees,dshe said.

dt isforty-five to the dollar now. So, around 70 lakhs.0

Ol hatGs your bonus?0l heard avessel drop.

d am sending some money to your account. Please go shopping,0l said.

OYou had a 70-lakh-rupees bonus?6my mother repeated.

0Yes.6

dn addition to your salary?

0Yes.6

ANhat kind of work do you do anyway?0

ONhat i s that supposed to mean?6

d have never heard anyone earn that much.o6

d told you, | amindistressed debt. So we work with companies in trouble.6

dHow can you make money if those companies are in trouble?6

| laughed, Me do. Is dad around?6

OYeah,6she said and shouted out for him. dListen. Come here. Your daughter made 70 lakhs!d

Her voice could probably be heard across the whole colony they lived in. So much for
GoldmanGs confidentiality clauses.

| narrated the entire bonus story and calculation to dad. After a minute of stunned silence, he
spoke in an emotional voice. Even the SBI chairperson doesnd make that much. You are twenty-four
years old. My little girl has become such a big shot.6

| found it difficult to hold back tears.

d amstill your little daughter, dad. The one who held your finger on the way to the school bus
stop.o

OYou are my sweetest little one,6he said.

Remember you used to tell me to stand on my own feet? To not worry about anything el se, to
just do the best | can? ThatGs all | did, dad.6

| heard him sob. My father cries more than all the women in the house,

d am so proud of you,6he said.

d love you. | missyou,0l said.

@aCome home soon,6he said.



d will. I will take a vacation at Christmas time. What do you want? Can | get you anything?0

aGet my little girl to me soonest.6

| hung up the phone. | realized | had cried after a long time. Who knew 270,000 dollars could
make you so emotional ?



V4

heers! 6Jonathan raised a toast. 6To my amazi ng associ ates, Craig and Radhika.6

We lifted our glasses. As per distressed debt tradition, the entire group went out for drinks on
the Friday night of the bonus announcement week. We had come to Harry®s Caf®& Steak, a five-
minute walk from the Goldman building. Harry@ was a Wall Street institution, where senior bankers
and CEOs lunched and closed some of the biggest mergers and financial deals. Around twenty of us
from the Distressed Debt Group congregated in the bar area. Jon Cruz came only for a few minutes;
he chatted with senior MDs and vice presidents before leaving for the weekend at his Hamptons
beach house.

Bee you, guys. And enjoy yourself. [t on me,6Jon said as he left the bar, leaving his credit
card behind.

People had invited their significant others, which meant wives, husbands, girlfriends and
boyfriends. Even | had invited Debu. | had finally gathered the courage to make him public to my
team. Until now my group considered me a geek, in a relationship with her financial models. Tonight
they would see my man.

White-gloved waiters passed around champagne glasses on silver trays.

Happy with your number?6Craig said to me. Confidentiality clauses apart, bonus gossip was
just too hard to resist.

dtés my first real one. Of course | am happy,6l said, trying not to reveal too much.

d am sure they paid you really well. They love you here,6Craig said. | wondered if he had a
hint of snark in hisvoice. | coudn& tell.

Hey, is that Jonathan wife who just arrived?61 said, deflecting the topic. | pointed to the
HarryGs entrance. | recognized her from the pictures on JonathanG desk.

OYeah, thatés Clara,6Craig said.

Clara, atall American blonde who worked in the Metropolitan Museum of Art, was wearing a
long purple dress.

OYou have someone coming too?dl said.

GAmandais coming in a few minutes,6Craig said. | remembered him mentioning his girlfriend
to me once. She was an aspiring actress, working in an off-Broadway theatre production.

GHow about you?0Craig said.

d have afriend coming,6l said.

dFriend?6

| laughed. dOkay, boyfriend. Sorry, | just havend told anyone inthe firm.6

d didn& know you have a boyfriend.0



Craigraised his glass and touched it to mine. | took another sip of my champagne.

d never mentioned him,0l said.

ONell, today wed| get to see him,6Craig said, &he boyfriend of our superstar associate.0

d amstill alowly minion,6l said.

OYou are good. | hate to admit it, but you are better than me. They will make you VP in six
months. You wait and see.0

d don& know. . .6

GAmandais here,6Craig said in a higher pitch.

A gorgeous blonde with grey eyes entered the bar. Everyone in the group, men and women,
paused their conversations to look at her. She had curly golden hair, and her make-up was
impeccabl e, oxblood lipstick and smoky eyes.

She came and hugged Craig. For a few seconds, despite being an associate, Craig became a
superstar in the room.

| checked my phone.

dtill stuck at work. Sorry,6Debu had messaged.

AaCome soon. Everyoneis here,0l replied.

Craig introduced me to Amanda. The waiter gave us another champagne glass each.

d have heard so much about you,0Amanda said.

OYou have?dl said.

Craig mentions his deals, and how you are a tough negotiator. And that you are really good,¢
she said.

| laughed.

d amnot. | get lucky sometimes, 0l said. Well, that is how | take compliments. | don& say thank
you. | just deny the compliment.

d love the colour of your skin,6Amanda said.

Really? | wish | had yours,6l said. She laughed. All the men around us noticed her laugh.

50 | hear you are an actor?0l said.

OYeah. Doing a small theatre part right now. Auditioning for television and movies. Ité hard,
though. So | also work as a part-time piano teacher.6

OYou are so pretty. | amsure it will work out,6l said.

OToo many pretty women in New York,0Amanda said.

@But you are the prettiest,0Craig said and kissed her on top of her head. She giggled. Craig
introduced her to Jonathan and a coupl e of other VPs. All the men listened to every word Amanda had
to say.

| wanted to be Amanda. | dond know why. | scolded myself for thinking that way. Amanda
didn& have areal job. Amanda didn@ know how to make financial models. Amanda couldn& close a
financial deal. Amanda didnd make 270,000 dollars a year. But Amanda is so hot. Amanda also has
men hovering around her, hoping to get her a drink. Where is my one and only man?

Debu, where are you?0l sent a message again.

He didn& reply for an hour. Meanwhile, | met the better halves of everyone in the distressed
debt team. | finished three glasses of champagne. The wooziness in my head told me | needed to slow
downanhit.

Debu called me at 9.30.

ANhere are you, Debu? Everyoneisleaving. Did you get my message?0l said.

OYeah. Shit happening at work. | will tell you about it later.6



| could hear crowd noises around him,

ONhere are you now?0l said.

d came downstairs for a drink with my team.6

Debu? You were supposed to come to my office party for drinks tonight. | wanted to introduce
you to everyone!d

Stupid politics happening. | have to talk to people. | will come.6

OWVhen?0

dnan hour?0

dtdl be over. Really, Debu? You had to do your office stuff onthe one day | call you?0

d got stuck. | can& tell you the backstabbing that happened here.6

Debu,61 said, my voice confident after the champagne, d dond care about your office right
now. You said you would come.6

d thought | might. Listen, it@ just bankers, right? [t&s anyway not my scene.6

(Really? | am a banker t00.6

OYou are different. But they talk about money and deals and. . .0

@Debu, they are people too. Today, everyone has come with their significant others. | told
Craig you are coming. What do | tell him?6

Orhat | am stuck at work. What el se?6

5o theydl think I made up my boyfriend.0

OWVhat?0

ANothing. Bye.6

@50 should | come inan hour or not?

dond. Drink with your backstabbing colleagues. 1t okay. Bye.0

| hung up. | picked up a glass of champagne and knocked it down bottoms up. Jonathan noticed

dSomeone doesnd like to go slow and savour their French bubbly,ohe said.

(Hey, Jonathan,dl said.

Craigtold me your boyfriend is coming. Is he here? Would love to say hi.6

Heds stuck at work, sadly.6

@Oh, thaté unfortunate. What does he do?6

| dond know what the fuck he does, | wanted to say in reflex. His not showing up, the four
glasses of champagne and my realization | wasnd as pretty as Amanda had all added to my
frustration. | took a deep breath to compose myself.

(He works in advertising. On Madi son Avenue,0l managed to say.

AOh, nice. The creative type.0

d guess.6

OT'he banker and the creative. Interesting combination.6

OYeah. . .where your wife?d

He introduced me to Clara, who told me she couldnd believe how hard we all worked.

Forty-five minutes later the crowd frittered away from Harryé. In smaller groups, people left
for their own respective dinner plans. | had none. | walked out into the freezing cold and tried to find
acab. | couldnd, given it was Friday night. | walked into the subway and looked at my phone. Debu
had not called or messaged. Dizzy with alcohol, | realized | had not eaten anything for along time. |
came out of the train station. On the walk home, | picked up a pizza dlice for myself from a small
takeaway deli. Even in my incoherent state, | wondered if that idiot Debu had eaten dinner. | packed



another slice for him, just in case.

| reached home. Debu was sitting on the sofa, hypnoti zed by ESPN.

ONhat the. . .you are here?0l said. He stood up and came forward to help take away the pizza
boxes and my handbag. | removed my winter coat and placed it on the hanger.

d just arrived. Ten minutes ago. Honest,0he said.

OYou ate dinner?0l said.

ANo, not really. Just some bar snacks.6

aCome, letds eat. | got pizza,0l said.

Ol hanks, baby.6

Dond fibabyo me. Just eat.6

ONVhat? You upset? Everything okay?0

|s he a moron to ask?

| didn& respond. We sat facing each other at our small white dining table in the living room. |
took out the pizza slices from the boxes and put them on plates. Strings of molten cheese hung from
glices.

d_ooks yummy,6he said.

| looked at the cheesy pizza slice and thought of Amanda. | bet she doesnd eat this stuff. No
wonder she looks like she does. My anger multiplied at the thought of eating this calorie-bomb
dinner. | pushed my plate away.

OWhat, baby?0Debu said, mouth stuffed with food.

d am not hungry.6

ONhy?20

d cand eat this. Too fattening.6

OYou only bought it, baby.6

OYeah, because | am stupid. Okay? And stop calling me fibaby0.6

Debu put his pizza slice down.

d.isten, | know you are upset. | didn@ come to your party. But | had a really rough day.6

o it is about you now?0l said.

O hey took me and two of my juniors off the Under Armor account.d

ANVhat? How?01 said. 6T hat was your account!®

d told you. Politics. They called it a reshuffle. However, they stole it fromme.6

dt all happened today?6

Ol'hey announced it today. But they had pl otted agai nst me for months. All planned.6

&Sorry to hear that. You still have other good accournts, right?0

d amfucked.6

| didn& know what to say. He had told me about the politics in his group for months. The
initial excitement Debu had had about working in advertising had disappeared. Many in his team often
excluded him from client meetings, aworrying sign.

ANVhat were you doi ng outsi de the office then?dl said.

d was with my people. Trying to figure out what happened.6

id you?o

OT'hey fucked me. What is there to figure out?6

(50 you could have come for my office party instead of a drink with the boys after work.6

Radhika, is your office party all you care about?6

ANo. But | amwondering if you care about me at all.6



ONhat do you mean? So | didnG come to a stupid banker thing. Big deal .0

| stood up and slammed my fist on the table.

dt was not a stupid banker thing. It was my thing. | got a huge bonus this week. This was the
celebration. | wanted you to meet my team. | wanted them to meet you. Dond you get it?0

@it down. Canwe eat dinner?06he said.

d dond warnt to eat,0l screamed.

dDond throw a tantrum. Are you drunk?6

ANo,0l said.

QA bit high?0

dt doesn@ matter. | canstill think more clearly than you.6

OWVhat?6

GYou need to change your job. Every day you bicker about the politics. What are you going to
do about it?0

d dond know.6

@Of course you do. Are you happy at your job?0

ANot exactly.6

(However, you are stuck there. So you need to go out there and apply again.6

BBDO is prestigious. How to leave it?0

dScrew prestigious. If your group is not good, change. There is stuff happening in digital
advertising. Youtell me about it so much. Find ajob inthat.0

d cand. It not easy. And they are start-ups and uncertain. . .6

ONhatever, Debu! So stay here, fine. But quit complaining so much.6

d cand even share and vent with you?0

OYou can. But at some point, do something about it. You don&, Debu. You don& do anything
about us. You don& do anything about the job you don& like.6

ANhat do you mean | don& do anything about us?6

AMy mother calls me every week. She wants me to start looking at boys. | tell you every time
she says that. Do you ever take the hint?6

He kept quiet. | had brought out all the touchy topics at one go.

OYou have seen how my career is going at the moment. If only it was okay, | would have
thought about it.0

(50 do something about the career, Debu,6l said.

| 1eft the room. | took a shower and went to bed. | switched off all the lights.

Debu changed and slid into bed next to me. He placed his armaround me. | brushed it aside.

@aCome here, baby,0he said.

@G0 to sleep,dl said.



dNe made a ten-million-dollar investment. We will now recover thirty-six million dollars,0ll
said.

| made my final comments on the last presentation slide. We had invested in City Properties, a
Manhattan real-estate firm gone bust. Fortunately, the property market had improved after our
Investment and we tripled our money.

Fantastic. We should sell. Now that is what | call a home run,6Jon said. dWVhat a deal! Well
done, Radhika.0

QJonathan and Craig guided me throughiit all, 6l said.

| came back to my seat. | called Debu. | wanted to tell him about JonGs praise.

(Hey,0he said.

OWVhatGs up?0

QJust working on a pitch. | don@ think we will get it, though. How about you?6Debu said.

d amat work. Another deal closed.0

OYou called for areason?0

OYeah,0l said. However, at that moment | didn& warnt to tell him my success story. Perhaps it
was better not to share it than to do so and not get an enthusi asti ¢ response.

ONhat isit?0

ONell,0l said and wondered what to say next. Why was | hiding my success from him?

d just had a good day at work,0l said.

ANhat? Managed to make more money?6He | aughed.

He was being funny. Still, | didnd like what he said, or maybe it was just his tone. | ignored
his barb.

ANo just. . . | dond know. | just felt good. Grateful for what we have. We should be grateful,
no, Debu? We have so much. We have independence, jobs, health, family, a great city we live in and
love. We have love. ItGs alot to be grateful for, isn@ it?0

OYeah, baby. We do.0He sounded like he was about to yawn. Ol hatGs sweet. Anyway, | better
go back to my pitch.0

(Bure. Sorry | disturbed you.0

Bye, baby,6he said and hung up.

| went back to my screen.

&Killed it.6Craig came to my desk and high-fived me.

dDond we always?0l winked at him.



(Hi, this is Radhika Mehta from the New York office,01 said. | had dialled into a conference call with
our Asian office in Hong Kong. Owing to the time difference the call had been scheduled late, at 10 in
the night. | took the call from home, sitting on the living room sofa. Debu read a book in the bedroom,
waiting for me to finish.

(Hi, Radhika. Thisis Peter Wu from the Hong Kong office,6a voi ce on the phone sai d.

@Josh Ang from Hong K ong,6came another one.

@Jonathan from the New York office,6Jonathan sai d.

| placed the phone on speaker mode so | could have my hands free. | had made myself a cup of
mint tea, and cupped it in both hands.

Jonathan introduced the deal .

OMe are dealing with a company called Luxvision, a spectacles and sunglasses manufacturer.
Radhika has already sent out the info memo. Currently in trouble, has no cash. The only assets are
some factories in China.0

Goldman Sachs excelled in working together across offices. While the deal came from New
York, we would engage the Hong Kong office to help us out. Josh and Peter would visit the company
plants in Chinato see if the factories actually existed, and if they had any val ue.

Client is saying the factory is in Shenzhen, just across the border from Hong Kong,61 said.

(Easy then. We could do a day trip,6Peter said.

orhat would be good,0l1 said. dThey are saying the factory is in the heart of town, and if we
close it downwe could rezone into residential use and sell apartments.o

As | finished my sentence, Debu tiptoed into the living room. | placed a finger on my lips to
signal himto be quiet. He nodded and pointed at the fridge. He walked up to the fridge and took out a
cup of strawberry yoghurt. He offered me some. | declined and sipped my tea. | smiled at how
domesticated we had become. He could be in the kitchen doing his thing. | could sip my tea and work.
| sent him aflying kiss. He smiled back.

| tuned back into the call.

Shenzhen is growing fast. Depends on the location and local permissions. What about the
workers?dasked Josh, a VP in the Hong Kong Distressed Debt Group.

Debu sat at the dining table and ate his snack. The call continued on the speakerphone.

oTwo hundred workers. If we conti nue the manufacturing they stay,ol said.

Or'hough if we keep the business running it is only worth forty million. If we sell the land for
apartments, it is seventy million,6Jonathan said.

AOMow,0Peter said, huge difference invalue.6

OYeah, so obviously we want the workers out and to expl ore the land sal e option,dl said.

Okay, give us afew days, we will make avisit and revert,6Jon said.

(Hope we get good news,0l said.

The call ended. | hung up and shut my laptop. | noticed Debu.

(Hey, you are still here,0l said.

He scraped out the last of his yoghurt.

OYeah. | was listening to bits of your call.6

Boring banker stuff, right?6

&Kind of. However, | think | sort of understood what is happening.6



| stretched my arms above my head.

dtG anew deal. Company gone bust, factories in China,0l said.

OYeah, and you guys are trying to close it down, sell the land for apartments.6

Ofrue. The factory is old but in a great location. China is growing fast, so this is the heart of
town now. Ready for bed? It |ate.0

ANo, wait, what about the workers?6He came to sit on the sofa next to me.

Orhey will have to be let go of. We will give them some compensation,dl said.

QAnd their families? What about getting new jobs?0

Debu, they will figure it out. We will give them a few monthsOsalary as compensation. They
will find another job meanwhile.6

dtGs not that easy. What kind of blatant capitalismis this?0

| looked at Debu in shock.

ONhat?01 said. éSeriously? Blatant capitalism?0

GYou are trying to make the most money.o6

ONell, yeah, that is my job. We invest money, so we want good returns onit.6

@But why do you have to fire people?6

| rolled my eyes.

dsthisaBengali communist thing? Bengalis |ove communism, right?0

d don& know. It just feel s wrong, what you are doing to make money.6

d am not doing anything wrong. We are doing what is legally possible and trying to generate
maxi mum val ue.0

o0To make some rich Goldman Sachs partners even richer? What about the workers at this
factory?0

Mebu! Goldman Sachs has not created trouble for the workers. The company management
screwed up, borrowed too much money, ran their business badly and went bankrupt. Hence the
workers suffered. We are simply there to clean up the mess.0

d.ike vultures. They could say they have come to clean up when they are actually feeding
themselves.6

Orhaté not such a nice analogy, but yes. You could say that. Yes, evenin the financial system,
you need the mortuary.o

OYou make money doing this.0

(507? We al so take huge risks. Nobody wants to touch these compani es otherwise.6

| finished my tea. | went to the kitchen sink and washed the cup.

Debu came up behind me.

oYou like your job?6

| turned to him.

OYeah, Debu. | love it. | am good at it. 1tGs exciting. | am learning so much. 1té&s a great firm. |
ampadwell. It kills me at times withwork but | love it.6

d don& know. Just doesnd feel right. | hope the job doesnd harden you.6

(Harden me?0l said. d/NVhat are you tal king about?0

OYou were this sweet, innocent girl when | met you. You had a soft side.6

d still do. I am the same person. Thisis ajob. | am more than that. | do it and come home to
cuddle with you. Don& 176

OYeah,6he said, sounding unconvinced.

OYou applied to digital ad agencies?



d will. Soon.6

d thought you said you would.6

d will, Radhika. Don& keep pushing me so much. See, this is what | mean. You have become
hard.6

d amjust concerned,6l said and threw my hands up inthe air. & want you to be happy in your
job too. | want you to settle down so we can take the next step.o

ONhat step?0

|&d had enough of him faking ignorance. He knew exactly what | was tal king about. With great
effort, | kept calm and spoke again.

QAbout marriage. How many times do | have to bring it up?0l said. d feel like | have to beg
you.0

OYou don& have to beg me.6

@50 how long do | fend off my mother?6

d havetold you. | am not ready.o6

My breathing became fast. | couldn& take this anymore.

OMe wond get married tomorrow, Debu. But we have to make some plans. | have to tell my
parents | have someone in my life, so they dond knock on every door in West Delhi to find a boy for
me. | want to tell them soon.6

ONhat do you want from me?6

olell me what is your plan for us. You warnt to get married in one year? Two years? Three
years? Something at least.0

d think it istoo soon to think about all this.6

OMe have dated, sorry, lived-in for about two years. | think it is absol utely the time to at |east
think about this.6

d think it is not,0Debu said.

d think itis,0l said. We locked eyes.

OGANnd so you must be right. After all, you get the higher bonus, so what do | know, yeah?6Debu
said.

| gasped. | raised my hand and pointed a finger at him.

ONhat the fuck! What did you say?6

ANothing,6he said, probably regretting his statement.

@Did you just bring my bonus into our marriage discussion?0

ANo, | didnd.6

Ovoudid. | don& even think about it anymore. Is it onyour mind?0

ANo, | dond care.6

OYou sure? If | were the sweet and innocent girl you met, whatever that means, you were also
the sweet boy who talked about feminism while we waked in Manhattan. Remember? You will
inspire other girls? Women need to show men they are no |ess?6

d dond care about your bonus. Okay? That is not what this is about.6

50 then what? Explain to me. Why is it wrong for us to discuss the future if we have lived
with each other for almost two years?6

d am not sure,0he said.

GAbout what?6

d don& know. Suppose we marry each other. We will start afamily, have kids, right?6

OYeah, of course,0l said.



&0 | amthinking. | don& know. | had this idea of what the mother of my kids would be like.6

Huh? Mother of your kids?6l said. Sometimes, Debu talks such whacko stuff, | wonder what
they smoke intheir ad agency offices.

OYeah. I1tés important, right? What kind of mother | want for my kids,6Debu said.

&ure. | want a good father for my kids too. Can you come to the point?6

@50 are you going to keep working like this or |eave work once you have kids?6

d don& know. | haven& decided yet. I&d like to work if possible.6

OYou think you can?0

d_eté see. Will have to work it out. If I make as much money as | do | can afford full-time
help, take a house close to work, have our parents come. . .0

He interrupted me.

Bee, thisiswhat | am not sure about.6

ONVhat?0

ANVhen you talk in such practical terns.6

ANhat do you mean?0

dike, if you are like this, inthis hard job, fifire the workerso kind of role, would you even be
affectionate towards our kids?0

OWVhat the fuck, Debu! 61 shouted.

(Bee, now you are losing it. Then you say you want to discuss things!6

Orhisis not adiscussion. You are talking bullshit. Making sweeping judgements.6

d amnot. Okay, | like you. | love you. But | want my kidsdmother to be at home for them.d

Maybe | will be. If needed.6

(Bee, you are not sure. You have this hi-fi mega-paying job.6

AMy job will have nothing to do with my commitment as a mother. Do you get it?0

We stared at each other in silence for about thirty seconds. He finally spoke again.d dond&
think | cando this. Readlly, | cand.6

My heart stopped for a second. Did he just propose a break-up? Oh my God, had the only man
who ever |oved the unlovable me threatened to |eave me?

| turned my volume down and spoke in a calm voice. Debu. Whatds the matter with you? Why
are you being like this?6

He shrugged.

ONork stress?

aNo.6

dsitthe call? Listen, thisis the distressed debt business. Dond get so affected. 1tGs business.o

ANot only that.6

| checked the time. It was midnight. | had to wake up at 6.30 to prepare for an early morning
meeting.

@Debu, calmdown. Sorry | snapped at you. | will try to be understanding, okay?6

| went up behind himand hugged him.

Orhisis not the time to talk about such things. 1té my mistake,0l said.
dtas fine,6he said, disentangling my arms.

@hall we go to bed?dl said.

He nodded.

We slipped under the sheets. | took off my nightsuit and drew him closer.
danmtired. Goodnight, baby,6he said and turned away from me.



Within a few minutes he was asleep. |, on the other hand, kept awake all night, wondering
what | would do if the one man who loved me decided to leave me.

Since | hadn& slept | got out of bed at 5 am. | spent the next hour making breakfast. | made pancakes,
Debud favourite. | also cut fruit, boiled some eggs and made toast. | wondered why | was doing this.
Was it because | couldn& sleep? Or did | want to calm Debu down? Or to show | could be domestic
enough to be a good mother? Or did | want to prove that | could be sweet and innocent, which
probably translates into docile and submissive?

| wanted Debu to wake up and be happy. | wanted it more than the China deal or a bonus or
anything else. | scolded myself for feeling that way, but | couldn help it. His words about me not
being potential mother material had shaken me up.

Wake up, Debu, eat the pancakes and pleasetell me | amlovable.

He entered the living room at 6.45. | had already laid out the plates and placed a jug filled
with orange juice onthe table. | switched on the el ectric hobs and put a saucepan onit.

OMow,0he said, rubbing his eyes.

dGood morning,0l said in my most cheerful voice.

ANhat are you doing?6

AMaking pancakes. You love them, remember? You want them with maple syrup or honey?6

AMaple syrup. Is it the weekend?6he said in a puzzled voice as he dragged a dining chair out
to sit.

ANo, Wednesday. | just thought | would cook us something special .6

On typical weekdays we would gobble down cereal and milk and rush out of the house.

| put a plate of blueberries, raspberries and blackberriesin front of Debu.

dFancy,0he said.

Berries are good for you. Start with this while the pancakes get cooked.d

He waved his hands.

dond you have to go to work?6he said.

d do.6

OYou had an important meeting in the morning, right?0

OYeah. | will have breakfast with you and then get ready.o0

The smell of buttery dough filled the living room. The pancakes turned golden-brown. |
arranged two of them on a plate, drizzled maple syrup on them. | cut a banana into thin slices and
arranged them around the pancakes.

How about you?0Debu said as | gave him his plate.

d am making more,dl said.

Does he think I am less hardened now? | wondered. He ate in silence, perhaps wondering if
this was a dream. | made my pancakes and sat in front of him.

Ol'hey are delicious,0he said.

Ol hank you.o6

d should say thank you. You put in so much effort. What time did you wake up to make all
this?6



dFive. Just an hour earlier,Ol lied. | hadnd slept at all.

OYoudo look tired.6

dtcs okay. | will be fine.dl cut a piece of pancake.

Radhika, | want to say something,6Debu said.

| know you will say sorry. It is okay, | said to myself. He must feel guilty now after he saw
how much | care for him,

OWVhat?0

Orhisisreally sweet.6

Or'hanks. So are you. A sweet gesture for my sweet boyfriend.6

orhank you, Radhika. Thisisreally sweet but. . .6

But what?6

OToday you are making breakfast like this. Thisis awesome. But | am not happy.6

ANot happy about what, baby?6

dJs.6

ONhy? Is this about |ast night? We were both angry,6l said. | found it difficult to swallow the
glice of banana in my mouth.

dtds not just about yesterday or about being angry. | have been thinking about it for many days.
Weeks, actually.6

(Really? And you didnd discuss it with me?61 said. | felt a little stupid about cooking all
morning.

Ol'here is nothing to discuss. | know | am not happy.6

OYou are bored of me?

dDond be stupid.6

5070

d am being calm, okay? But | have an image of the wife | want. The mother of the kids | warnt.
| amnot judging you, but | think | want a housewife.6

ONhat?0l said. My fork almost fell out of my hands.

dtés what | have seen growing up. | go to work, make the money. Wife takes care of the home.,
Simple needs, happy family.0

ONhat are you talking about, Debu? Didn@ you say women could achieve anything today?
Didn& you encourage me when | had to apply for distressed debt?0

d did. I still admire you. | respect all womenwho achieve bigthings. | think itisgreat. . .0

@But you cand be with them?6

d dond know. Maybe not. Maybe | could. But you made me think about marriage and | did. |
visualized a future home. | would like my wife to be there for me and my kids.6

GAnd | can& be that?6

AMill you leave your job?6

ONhy, Debu? Why do | haveto leaveit? | likeit. It rewarding and fulfilling to me.6

OWhat about the home?6

ANhat about the home? You are going to work too, right? Why can& 176

@Oh, so you warnt to work and | stay at home?0

d didn& say that, but why do | have to choose one of the two?6

d getit.d

OWVhat, Debu?6

GYou make more money. | should quit my job, right, not the high-flying you?6



OMill you stop it? Stop calling me high-flying or whatever. When you do well | am happy for
you. Am| not? Why can& you be?0

He looked at me once and then sideways. | let out a deep breath and spoke again, as calm as
possible.

ANobody needs to quit if they dond want to. We can still have a good happy family,6l said.

Debu kept quiet. | could tell my words did not convince him.

(Bay something,0l said, putting my cutlery down.

He remained quiet, continued to eat in silence. Tears welled up in my eyes. | wiped them with
atissue.

He placed his hand on mine.

dond cry,0he said.

dond make me cry and then say Aidon& cryo,6l said, my voice breaking.

d_eave al this banking and morning meetings. You are stressing yourself out.0

d amfine,0l said as | continued to cry. d amfine.6

OYou arethissimple Indian girl. You need to love and be loved.0

OYeah, | am,0l said, sniffling as | composed myself.

d will take care of us. Don& you just want to be there for me and our future kids?6

| checked the time.

dtGs 7.20. | really need to rush.6

| walked towards the bathroom. Debu spoke behind me.

(Bee. Thisiswhat you do. | am discussi ng something with you,6he said.

| turned to him at the bathroom door.

d have a morning meeting. | am presenting adeal. | told you.6

@But | am discussi ng something important. Leave the meeting today.6

d cand. | have to present the China deal .0

| went into the bathroom, took a quick shower and changed from my nightclothes to a white
shirt and black trousers. When | came out Debu was still sitting at the dining table.

Orhisiswhat | fear. Even as a mother thisis what you will do. Then what?6he said.

| didnd respond. | stared at him for five seconds. He cowered alittle, nervous at what | would
do next. | reached the entrance door and opened it. | stepped out of the house. | glared at him one
more time and slammed the door shut.



dN hoa, big party night yesterday?0Jonathan said. e sat in the meeting roomwaiting for othersto
arrive.

ANo, | was at home. We had the China deal call, right?0l said.

But your eyes. They arered.0

d didn& sleep well, actually.6

Deal stress?6

d.ife stress.0

Jonathan smiled.

d know the feeling,6he said.

Craig, Jon and a few other VPs and associates from the Distressed Debt Group arrived in the
next few minutes. | presented the Luxvision deal to get everyoneds views.

d would get alocal Chinese property devel oper involved soon,6Jon said.

He was right. China had too many regulations; you needed a strong local partner to navigate
the system.

@ure,61 said. AHong Kong office is visiting the factory. Will ask them to talk to a few
devel operst00.0

| finished my presentation and sat down. Another team presented their deal. My head hurt from
lack of sleep. | was trying my best to pay attention to the speaker when my phone buzzed in my trouser
pocket. | ignored it at first. It buzzed a few more times. The meeting room was dark as the speaker
made a slide presentation. | slid out my phone and held it in my hand beneath the table. | had severa
messages, all from Debu.

Radhika, | can& do this anymore.6

orhink whatever of me but thisis not what | want.6

OTrust me. You are not an easy person to be with.6

d want asimple life. | just want asimple Indiangirl.6

d want to break up. | will move out.0

OMill leave the rent for this month on top of the fridge. Bye.0

My face froze as | stared at the screen. | couldnd react in front of the team. | clenched my teeth
so my eyes wouldnd stream.

(Excuse me,dl whispered to Jonathan next to me and stood up.

d need to step out,61 whispered and tiptoed out of the meeting room to confront the darkness |
faced inmy life.

| went to the ladiesbroom and re-read the messages.



| called Debu. He cut my call. | called twice again.

@dCan you call me?0l sent him a message.

He didn& respond. | came back to my cubicle, sat in my seat and covered my face with my
hands. Tricia, a sixty-year-old American secretary in our group, glanced at me.

OYou okay?0

| nodded, my lips aflat line.

Qlust tired,0l said with effort.

GAre you going to call me?0l sent a message again.

Ol'here is nothing to talk about,6he replied.

| called him. He cut my call again.

GAm busy,0his message said.

ANhat could be more important than this?6l responded.

@dCan you leave me al one, please?6came his answer.

My eyes welled up. | didn@ want to cry inthe office. | sucked in my breath.

OMe have lived together for two years. Isit that simple to end i1t?81 sent him a message.

d should have ended it earlier,0he said.

| called him. He picked up.

d have told you | cand talk. Stop calling me, please.6

Canwe talk later?0l pleaded as my voice began to quiver.

d really have to go. Bye,0he said.

That was that. My face red, | knew | had to |eave the office before | disintegrated.

d amjust going out for awalk,6l called out to Tricia. d~eeling a bit uneasy.6

dFreshair will do you good,6Tricia said.

orell Jonathanto call onmy cell if he needs me.6

| stepped out of 85 Broad Street. The sun shone bright, taking away a bit of the chill. It was a
beautiful day weather-wise, but it felt like my worst day in New York so far. | felt like calling him
again, but resisted the temptation. | kept staring at my phone, hoping he would call me back. He
didna.

| roamed up and down Wall Street a dozen times. | didn& have anyone like Debuin New York.
Sure, | had some friends at work and outside. However, | couldn&@ imagine this city without Debu.
Maybe heisjust upset, | told myself. But he had seemed so cold and firmwhen he spoke to me.

| went back to work after an hour. | somehow finished the day. | didn& eat any lunch. | |eft the
office at 5 in the evening and took the subway back and reached home.

| switched on the lights of the living room. | went to the bathroom. | saw the counter didn&
have Debuds perfume or his beard trimmer. The clothes-hook in the bathroom did not have any of his
clothes. | went to the bedroom, opened the closetd nothing.

| felt like someone had kicked me in the stomach, hard.

No, thisisjust a nightmare. | didna sleep all night so | amimagining all this.

| sat on the bed and stared at the empty closet. Then | cried. And cried. Till my eyes were as
empty as Debud cupboard.



(Please, Debu. The house is so empty without you,0l said.

| held on to the pole in the subway compartment. Debu had left home five days ago. | had
called himevery day, trying to convince himto come back.

dtisyour house. You stayed there alone before me, right?6Debu said.

OYeah, but now itis our home.6

dtds not. 1tGs rented. Too much rent, if you ask me.6

The train shook as it shifted tracks. | found it tough to bal ance myself.

OYou know what | mean,0l said.

dtd okay. Youwill get used to it,6he said.

d cand. Please, Debu. Dond you miss me?61 said. A part of me felt horrible for grovelling
before himlike this. | teared up in front of everyone in the subway.

d amjust a habit. Trust me,6Debu said.

AMy stop has come. | will call you from home,dl said and hung up. It gave me an excuse to call
him again after awhile. Maybe he would be convinced this time?

How desperate are you? mini-me said. Yes, so | am a little desperate, but only for love.
There® nothing wrong in being desperate for love, right?

At home | sat on the bed and called him again. He took my call. | heard noises in the
background.

ddve come out for drinks. With office people. Can we talk | ater?6

Olalk to me for two minutes, please,6l said. The house felt lonely as hell. | needed him near
me, if not in person, then at |east on the phone.

AdCome on chat. But only two minutes,6he said. Of course, like an obedient slave, | agreed to
whatever scraps he offered me.

ANassup,bhe sent me a message.

dHow was your day?0l replied.

ONas fine. Is that what you wanted to say?6

d cand sleep at night.6

OYou should.6

d beg you, come back.6

ANot that again, Radhika. Please. Have told you my decision.0

ONhat is my fault? Just tell me. | will change myself.6

dicsfine.0

OYou want me to not work? Leave my job? Just say it.0

o whatever. Your life.0

Debu, please!ld

dListen, office people here. Got to go. Bye.6

He didn& respond after that. | opened the fridge, found a bottle of white wine, poured myself a
big glass. Then another and another.

| sent him a message in my drunken state.

d love you, Debu.6

He didnd respond.

d will do anything for you. Nothing el se matters,6l sent another one.

d_ove you, Debu. More than anyone else,61 continued My message barrage, as the wine inside
me meant | had no limits anymore. From desperate | had now moved to full-on pathetic. | saw the
dyping. . .6natification on WhatsApp. He was going to respond! Joy filled me in anticipation of his



response.
dHow do you say fistop bothering meo nicely?6came his reply.
| poured myself afourth glass. | needed to pass out and, well, not bother him anymore.



month after Debu left we closed the Luxvision deal. The China factory site did have real-

estate potential. With the right local partners, we could see a good profit on the deal in two
years. We had closed a complicated deal. Jonathan warnted to cel ebrate.

d am buying around of drinks. Harry@ at 7,6he said to Craig and me in the afternoon.

Craig did thumbs up fromhis cubicle.

Radhika, you on?dJonathan said. | gave him a blank stare. In the last month | had worked on
autopilot. | showed up at the Goldman office in the morning, sat in my seat, worked on my computer
and left post 8 in the evening. | wanted to reach home as late and as tired as possible. If | had spare
time or the energy to think, I would message and call Debu. He had stopped taking my calls or
responding to messages sometime back. But it didn& deter me.

| didn@ socialize with anyone. | ate cereal with milk from tetrapacks for breakfast and dinner.
| skipped lunch. | spoke very little to mom. And when | did | asked her meaningless questions like
what she had made for dinner or what the temperature was in Del hi.

| slept no more than two to three hours a night. The rest of the time | stared at the bedroom
ceiling or watched American TV infomercials about slimming products promising eternal fitness and
happi ness.

Hence, when Jonathan asked me a simple question, it didna register with me.

OYou don& have plans this evening, do you?6Jonathan said.

| shook my head. | didnd have plans. | will never have plans.

aCome for drinks at Harry@ then. Luxvision deal-closing drinks.o

Bure, 6l managed to say.

Of course, heartbreak, alcohol and | are an explosive combination. Everyone celebrated the
end of all the hard work on the China deal with champagne and martinis. | drank my glass of wine to
kill the pain that just would not go away. | couldnd believe | loved this guy so much. | tried to find
reasons to hate him. How he used to sit watching TV doing nothing. How he would not shower on
weekends until the evening. How he would scan the menu to order the cheapest dishes. Yeah, he isnG
worth it, Radhika, | tried to tell myself. It didn& work. In fact, the things that annoyed me about him
made me miss him more. | slipped to one corner of the bar with my second glass of wine. | watched
my colleagues chat and laugh from a di stance.

| listened to the song playing in the bar. It was Passenger & Let her go.

You only need the light when it is burning low
Only miss the sun when it starts to snow.



How did Passenger know what | was going through? God, | missed Debu. | wanted him to
hold me like he did every night. It meant more to me than any stupid job or stupid deal .

ANhatés up, Radhi ka?dJonathan came up to me. Come join us.6

dnabit. Takingit easy. Plus, | like this song.6

Saring at the ceiling in the dark
Same old empty feeling in your heart
Cause |ove comes slow and it goes so fast.

Jonathan raised his glass. | raised mine aswell and touched it to his.

| could quit thisjob. Sure, that® what Debu wanted.

¢GEnjoying yourself in the distressed group?6Jonathan said.

| shrugged. | couldn@& pretend to be cheerful anymore.

ANhat?6Jonathan was puzzl ed.

d don& know. | cand really say.0

Even though Jonathan was a colleague, my boss and | totally should not have done this, | burst
into tears. Fuck, why do | cry so much these days? | swallowed hard to curb my tears. | am not
going to make a fool of myself in front of my coworkers.

GAnything we can hel p with?6Jonathan said, surprised.

| shook my head, keeping my gaze down.

If there is one thing Americans understand, it is not to invade someone( personal space.
Jonathan figured something was amiss.

d amgoing to let you be. Join us if you want to. Okay?0

| nodded.

Ol hanks,0l mumbl ed.

| decided to quit my job. No deal or company or job was worthiit. | only enjoyed all this when
| had Debu. | needed love. Unfortunately, Goldman doesnd hand out love at bonus time. | debated
whether | should tell Jonathan now. However, he seemed to be having a fun conversation with Craig. |
didn& want to spoil anyoneG mood.

| did bottoms-up on my third or fourth or fifth glass of wine. | tried to call Debu to tell him
about my decision to quit work. He didn@ pick up. | decided to tell him face-to-face. | gestured to
Jonathan that | needed to go. He gave me an understanding nod.

| came out of HarryG. The wine made me feel weightless, airborne. At a florist kiosk on Wall
Street | bought a dozen dark red roses. | checked thetimed 7.30 p.m.d and hailed a yellow cab.

dliffany on Fifth Avenue, please,0l said.

| reached the Tiffany store just a few minutes before its closing time.

dRings, for men,dl said.

The polite salesperson took out several gold and platinum rings. | chose a classic men&
plati num band.

(Excellent choice. That would be 2,000 dollars,6the sal esperson said.

| took out my credit card.

ol hank you. Would you like it gift-wrapped?6he said.

OYes, please,0l said.

| rushed out of the store and hailed another cab.



Brooklyn Heights, please.0

The taxi took the FDR, crossed Brooklyn Bridge and entered Brooklyn. It took me forty
minutes to reach Debuds building. He had moved back to his apartment with his old roommeates. The
elevator of his building had shut down for temporary repairs so | climbed up the five floors to reach
his apartment. | was about to ring the bell but paused. | wanted to give him a complete surprise. | had
come with news of a resignation, a bouguet of roses and aring. | wanted him. | was ready to be his
girl, just the way he wanted me to be. | lifted the potted plant outside his flat. | found the bunch of
house keys under it.

| opened the door. It was dark in the living room. | switched on the lights. | wondered if
anyone was home. Two bedrooms had their doors gjar. These bel onged to DebuG roommates.

| walked up to the third bedroomd his. | could hear music. Yep, Debu was inside. | knocked
twice. | don& think he heard it. Had he gone to sleep while listening to music? | checked the house
keys. | tried them one by one on the bedroom door with my right hand since | held the bouguet and the
blue Tiffany box in my left. One of the keys worked. | gently opened the door. | just wanted to slip
into bed with him. A tiny bedside lamp was switched on. It took me a second to process what | saw:
Debu and a white girl lay there naked, intertwined with one another. | couldn& breathe. In hindsight |
realize | should have shut the door and dashed out. Instead, | froze.

ONhat the fuck. . .0Debu said as he saw me.

d...l...sorry...sorry...0

@Oh fuck,6the American girl said as she saw me. She had a large tattoo of a bird on her left
upper breast. She also had a pierced upper lip. | don@ know why | stood there and noticed all this and
did not just run ot.

Radhika?6Debu said.

| started to shiver.

OYou know her?0the girl said.

Huh?6Debu said as he visibly wondered what to tell her. dJsed to. What are you doing here,
Radhika?6

ANothing,61 said. My face was on fire with embarrassment. What the hell was | doing here
anyway? Wth a bouquet and Tiffany box in my hand?

Then, in a second, | was gone. | turned around and ran out of his house. | don@ know if he
came after me. | dond think he did. Not that | looked back. | simply ran and ran, down the stairs and
on the empty streets. | wanted to disappear into thin air. In the middle of the road | prayed for a cab,
but none came.

dondG cry, dond cry, don& cry, Radhika,61 mumbled, rocking myself. | had to keep it together
until 1 reached home. Or at least until | found a taxi. My hands trembled, my knees wobbl ed.

dond, Radhika,61 said out loud even as | let go. My legs felt weak. | kneeled down on the
road and cried. | didnd just cry, | howled. A couple of people from the ground-floor apartments
peeped out from their windows to look at me. | didnd care. Where did | go wrong? | looked at the
sky. | amsorry, God, but what wrong did | do?

The image of Debu with the tattooed white girl wouldnd vacate my head.

AnNY PD police car came up on the road and stopped near me.

Ovou all right, lady?6a cop spoke to me frominside the car.

| looked up at him and nodded.

oYou live here?6

ANo. Tribeca.d



OYou want to go home?0

| nodded.

aCome, we can drop you at the subway station.0

| sat inapolice car for the first time in my life. Five minutes later, he dropped me at the Clark
Street subway stop. | swiped my Metrocard and took the number 2 train to Chambers Street. Like a
corpse | reached home. Once inside, | sat on the sofa and looked at my hands; | still had the bouquet
and ring. | threw themon the floor and called home.

d miss you, mom,0l said.

My mother sensed my sad, tired and devastated state.

ANhat happened, beta?6

ANothing.6

Bay what happened.6

ANothing. Just homesick.d

AMe miss you t00.6

d love you, mom!6

d_ove you too, beta. It late, sleep now.o

dGoodnight, mom.6

| lay down on the sofa and passed oui.

Hey, whatGs up, deal maker? Come right onin,8Jon said as | knocked at his office door.

| came inand sat downinfront of him.

@50, Jonathan told me,6Jon said.

Oveah, | figured,6l said.

@Personal reasons?0Jon said.

| nodded. | had sent in my resignation.

| had really tried to get back to normal. But New York wouldn& let me. Every street, every
nook, every inch of Manhattan made me think of him. Hell, | was such a wreck that every
advertisement hoarding (because Debu worked in advertising, you see) made my heart sink. Every
restaurant menu took me back to dinners with him. Even in my own house the kitchen, the couch, the
bed, everything screamed his absence. | had no plan for the future. | only knew | couldn& bear to be a
minute more inthis city, where | had loved and | ost the only man who loved me. | looked out of JonG
window. | saw the Hudson River, and the buildings of Brooklyn past it. Brooklynd the word itself
made my eyes well up.

| swallowed hard. | hate girls who cry in the office. Let alone in front of a Goldman Sachs
partner. Dond be a crybaby, | scolded myself.

@Can | have some water?0l said instead.

Bure,6Jon said.

| poured myself a glass of water, took a slow sip but the tears slipped out anyway. | lifted the
glass higher to cover more of my face. It didn@ help. My body shook as | started to cry. Some of the
water spilled on histable.

d amsorry,0l said.



dt& okay,0Jon said. He passed me a box of tissues. If this were an Indian office, the boss
would have asked five times what happened, and would require all the gory details. In strait-laced
America, no matter what, they et you be, unless you want to share.

d hope you fedl better,6Jon said as | wiped my face.

| nodded.

d.isten, | am not going to tell you what to do. However, you do know how much we value
you,0Jon said.

OYeah,0l said, staring at the glass before me to avoid eye contact.

&0 if there is anything we can do to keep you. . . If you need a long break or time off,
anything. . .6

| shook my head.

ANhat next?d6Jon said.

d have no idea. Leave New York. Maybe go home.6

OYou wart to tell me what the i ssue is?6Jon said.

| kept silent.

dSorry, ité& not my place to ask. You don@ have to tell me. Just wanted to help if | could.0

d cand be in New York,0l said.

Okay. Do you need to be somepl ace specific?0

ANo. Just not New York. Too much baggage.6

Jon nodded, | eaning back on his ergonomic Herman Miller chair.

QA relationship ended. | didnd realize | was this attached. Or it would hurt so much.6

Hmm. . .6

Jon was probably wondering how his favourite associate could be so foolish as to leave ajob
and a city over aguy.

ANow every corner of Manhattan reminds me of him,0l said.

OYou could always move to Brooklyn,6he said and smiled, pointing to the window.

He looked at me. Of course his joke had not worked.

He livesin Brooklyn now,0l said in a plainvoice.

@orry, sorry. | was just being funny. Didn& work, obviously,6Jon said.

OYou probably think | am insane. To throw away a career for a guy. That too a guy who is not
with me anymore.0

d dond judge people. And | know you are not insane.o

Orhanks, Jon. Anyway, | want to thank you. | have had a wonderful experience. . .6l said as he
i nterrupted me.

ONait. How about we keep you? But we transfer you?6

Olransfer?0

OTo another office within the group.6

ONhere?6

ONherever we have offices. Your last deal was that China one, right?0

OYeah. Luxvision.0

(50 that deal needs to be monitored until we exit. You could do it from Hong Kong. That will
get you started. Plus, find new deals there. Asiais growing.6

(Hong Kong?dl said.

Ol'hats as far asit gets from New York by the way, on this planet,6he said and smiled.

OYou are saying | could transfer to distressed debt in Hong Kong?dl said.



d could make some calls,6Jon said. éSee if they can accommodate.6

Jon was being modest; a partner of his stature calling the Hong Kong office meant they would
oblige himin a second.

d know nothing about Hong Kong.6

d_ots of Chinese people,6Jon said. dSeems like a fun place from what | have seen during my
travels.0

d already submitted my resignation. | sent you an email.6

d have aready deleted it,6Jon said, clicking a button on his computer mouse.

Both of us smiled.

O hank you, Jon. Thank you so much.6

d will call Neel. He is the partner there. You know him?8Jon said.

ANot much. He did a sessi on during associ ate trai ning, right?6

@mart guy. | will talk to him. How soon can you move?

ONhenisthe next flight?6



OJFK, please,0l said to the cab driver.

| sat inayellow cab to the airport. It was almost 5 in the evening. Finally, the movers had | eft
and | had surrendered the keys to my Tribeca apartment.

My new job offer had come through, with only one brief call with Neel as aninterview. Given
Jon& recommendation, Neel said this was a formality and more a dwelcome to Hong Kongb call.
Human Resources sent me a new offer. Given the high rents in Hong Kong, they added a housing
allowance of 60,000 dollars a year to my base salary.

| had decided to quit and go back to West Delhi with a zero salary. Maybe | would have
yielded to my mother & badgering about getting married. | should have been serving tea and mithai in
trays to prospective grooms. Instead, | had a wel come brochure from the Gol dman Sachs Asia-Pacific
Relocation Group in my hand. | might not have love in my life, but | did have Uncle Goldman Sachs
taking care of me. The brochure said | would be staying at the Shangri-La Hotel in Hong Kong until |
found a new apartment.

The cab passed the Tweed Courthouse near the Manhattan side entrance to the Brooklyn
Bridge. From a distance, | could see the skyscrapers of the Financial District. Even though | had
wanted to get out of New York at the earliest, | felt atinge of regret. | had become attached to the city
of my firstsd firstjob, first boyfriend, first independent home and, well, first break-up.

(Could you stop here for a second, please?dl said as the cab reached the bridge.

The driver slowed down the cab.

dCan | walk across the bridge? You can meet me on the other side.0

Ol'he entire bridge? That will take you half an hour.6

d havetime. Can | have your number?6

He gave me a business card with his name and number.

d am gonna have to keep the meter on,6he said, chewing gum.

&ure, | will call youwhen| reach the other side.6

| stepped out of the taxi and climbed the steps up to the pedestrian walkway of the bridge. The
Brooklyn Bridge is an old cable-stayed-cum-suspension bridge in New York City. Completed in
1883, it connects the boroughs of Manhattan and Brooklyn by spanning the East River. Around amile
long, it has a pedestrian wal kway in the middle, above the automobile |anes.

If you have seen movies set in New York, you would have probably seen scenic shots of the
Brooklyn Bridge. | began my walk. The orange-coloured sky at sunset and Manhattand skyline on my
left seemed like a perfect last memory of the city. The peak hour traffic passed below me. | noticed
that the bridge with its trusses resembl ed the Howrah Bridge in Kol kata.



Pain singed my heart; Kolkata reminded me of Debu. | had told myself to not think of him.
That® what sucks about love. It takes away your control over your thoughts. Any trigger, anything that
somehow could be connected back to Debu, would spark a fire of memories inside me. | just wanted
my last walk in the city to be peaceful. Alas, no such luck. | approached Brooklyn. | wondered if
Debu would be home already. Or if the tattooed white girl would be waiting for him. One of his
roommates had told Avinash, who then told me, that the girl was a waitress at Chipotle, a Mexican
fast-food chain. | didnd ask further. | wondered if he loved her so much that he never thought of me.
Or did he miss me?

Focus on the walk, breathe, | told myself. Why doesna the brain listen once in a while? Why
cand it just take in the beautiful view? Isnd it the brain® job to figure out a way to avoid pain? So
why isit only generating thoughts that kill me?

| reached the midpoint of the bridge. Tourists took pictures of the panoramic scenery. | took out
my phone to take a last snapshot of New York as well. After | clicked the picture, | opened my
WhatsApp. | dond know why | did it, but | checked Debu profile. He had the same picture as
aways, of him posing next to The Lake, in Central Park. He was online. | took a deep breath, typed
(Hiband pressed send.

He read my message but didn& respond. | didn& want himto think | was chasing him again. |
typed another message.

d amleaving New York.6

You know the most annoying thing in the world? When it says &yping. . .6on WhatsApp but
then the @yping. . .6vanishes. | have a cab waiting. Debu, say what you have to say fast, please, |
said inmy head.

dGoodbcame his response. Could he be any meaner? So okay, | had barged into his apartment.
| had even entered his bedroom. Sure, he was mad at me. But did he realize that the person hed lived
with for two years was | eaving the city, the country or even the conti nent?

d meant | amleaving now. On my way to the airport.0

He then did another mean thing you can do on WhatsApp. He sent me a thumbs-up smiley. Who
made that stupid smiley? What the fuck is that thumbs-up supposed to mean?

Like anidiot | continued to send message after message. All in the hope of a scrap of emotion
or validation. This man had the ability to make me feel wretched in seconds.

d am moving to Hong Kong.6

dGreat. More money for you, | hope.6

Really? He had to say that? | decided to ignore his snide comment.

&0 | amleaving New York forever,0l said. | meant, | love you so much, thisiswhat | have to
do to get over you. And | am so lonely and scared, can you please say something nice before | go to
a strange country, | beg you.

He did not respond for a minute. | checked the time. | had to reach the other end soon. | sent
him another message to prompt himto respond.

Qlust wanted to let you know. No chance of me bothering you now, | guess,0l said. | am
grovelling now. At least say something nice.

orhank you for that. This way you can achieve your goals. And | can find someone caring,0he
said.

That hurt. | gripped my phone tight, to prevent my fingers from typing again. | like to humiliate
myself, but | guess | had to set limits on how much.

No more, | said to myself. | took a deep breath. On animpulse, | tossed my phone into the East



River. Tourists around me gasped in disbelief as | tossed a working iPhone into the water. The next
minute | felt stupid. However, it ensured | didnd have a phone on me for the next few hours,
particularly at the airport. Of course, | could have simply deleted his contact. However, that wouldn&
stop me from expecting him to respond or from checking my phone every two minutes. No, | had to
toss that humiliation device into the river. People with little emotional self-control must take drastic
steps. | resumed my walk towards Brooklyn. As | stared at the wooden pathway, a question crossed
my mind.
Damn, how will | reach the cab driver without my phone?

| did manage to find the taxid by borrowing a tourist& phone and using the card the driver gave me.
In twenty minutes we reached JFK airport.

Oferminal 7 please, Cathay Pacific,01 said to the driver as we approached the airport
driveway.

| checked inand waited to board in the Cathay Pacific lounge. A part of me felt glad | had lost
my phone. If | didn& | would be calling Debu right now. | thought about his curt responses. Couldn&
he have said, GAll the best, baby. | am sorry it ended this way3? He could have even sent a d_etGs be
intouch. | still care about youd Was | so horrible? Was he so relieved to be rid of me?

Lost in these thoughts, | boarded the Cathay Pacific plane withits dark-green interiors. | sat in
the plush business-class seat, courtesy of my bank, the only one in the world that seemed to care about
me.

A pretty Chinese girl in afitted red cheongsam dress came up to me. She offered me a glass of
champagne. | declined. | had no reason to celebrate. | looked out the window as the plane started to
taxi for its long sixteen-hour flight. My eyes filled with tears. | felt lost in my luxurious surroundings.
Too sad to stay. Too sad to leave. Perhaps this is how it will be from now; | thought. I will remain
sad forever. The plane took off. | continued to cry as New York became smaller and smaller in my
window.

The flight attendant noticed my tears. After the seatbelt signs went off, she came up to me with
a hot towel and tissues. | used the hot towel to wipe my face. The heat felt nice on my skin.

Orhank you,0l said.

OMNould you like to eat something, matam?0she said.

| shook my head.

Maybe just the starter? We al so have alovely carrot-and-ginger soup.6

| nodded. She pulled out my tray table and placed a white cloth on it. She took another cloth
napkin and placed it on my lap. She brought me a tray of food. It contained fresh salad, soup and
brown bread. | had not eaten all day. | finished everything on my tray.

Later, she offered a raspberry pudding for dessert. After | ate it all up she brought me hot
peppermint tea. | enjoyed her full attention.

|s this the kind of wife men want?

(Ready for bed?6she said.

| nodded. She adjusted my seat and converted it into a flat bed. She placed a white sheet and
pillow onit. As | lay down, she draped a quilt over me. | realized something. Debu wasn& the only



one. | also wanted someone like this lady to take care of me. Why can@ women get awife?



I wiped a tear from the corner of my right eye. A bit of kajal came away on my finger. | sat down
on the | eg rai se machine. Debu continued to look at me with an apol ogetic expression.

d have not forgotten anything, Debu. But | dond need to be reminded of it either.0

d am sorry, baby,0he said and touched my elbow. | pushed his hand away. | stood up to |eave.

d need to go. And you have to stop calling me baby.6

| tried to walk past him. He blocked me.

OWVhat?0l said.

Please. Stay. Listento me. Please.d

ONhatés the point? | have literally a hundred people waiting upstairs.6

My phone rang.

Bee, itis my sister,0l said.

ofell her you need ten more minutes.o

ONhat for?01 placed afinger onmy lipsto signal Debu to be quiet and answered the call.

OYeah, didi. | went to the washroom. . .no, not in the room. . .I am coming. Give me five
minutes. . .no need to come fetch me. . .1 will come on my own.6

| hung up. | saw Debu. His eyes, his dreamy puppy-dog eyes, continued to ook at me.

OWVhat?0l said.

d made the biggest mistake of my life,0Debu said.

dt doesnd matter,0l said. Eventhough | said it didnd matter, | did feel good inside. At least he
finally felt some regret.

OYou were the best thing that happened to me. Seriously,0Debu said.

ANhy? That white chick didn& work out?6

ONVho?0

Orhat girl. Who was withyouwhenl. . .6

ANo. We tried. There was no intellectual match.0

AOh, you care about a girlGs intellect too now?6

QOf course | do. | dways did. That iswhy I liked you.6

Orhat is also why you dumped me.6

d told you. | made a mistake. A big mistake. Monumental mistake.6

OYou said my job would harden me. What else did you say? You had a vision for the mother of
your kids. You wanted me to quit working.0

d amsorry. | became alittle insecure.6

aOh, really? Now you realize it' You werend a little insecure. You were monumentally



insecure.0

| realized my volume had increased. A body-builder-type white guy stared at us through his
bicep curls.

o you have any idea how much | loved you?0l said.

He kept quiet, his head down. | noticed the thick curls on his head. | continued, d was ready to
quit my job. Just to make you happy. | came to Brooklyn to tell you | would resign. | wanted to
propose to you that night. You wanted a simple family. | was game. | even bought a ring.0

OYou did?0he said, looking up, his eyes wide.

| shook my head.

QAll pointless, Debu. My family is upstairs. Can | go now? And | suggest you leave Goa soon
t00.0

He grabbed my hand. | extracted it, almost in reflex.

ANhat are you doing, Debu? My would-be in-laws are inthis hotel .6

d know. | just. . .6ANd then he did something | have never seen him do. He started to cry.
Puzzled gym trainers must have been wondering why a grown-up man was crying in their gym even
before he had begun to exercise.

ddond make a scene, Debu,61 said. | tried to remain unaffected, but to see him cry like this
choked me. He knelt on the floor.

(Please, baby. Please, | beg you,6Debu said. d have come all the way from New York.6

| looked around. The last thing | wanted was anyone noticing us.

| held Debu by the shoulders.

AGet up, please.ol pulled him up.

| handed him one of the hand towels kept in the gym. He used it to wipe his face and compose
hi mself.

&Stop being the victim here, Debu. Remember how you treated me? You would not take my
calls. You were rude on messages.0

He nodded his head vigorously.

OYou were, youwere. . .0l searched for the right word.

GAn asshole. Yes,0he said.

dGood. So now, you are doing these tears and trips. But how did you treat me earlier? Even on
my last day. | still remember. You sent me a thumbs-up smiley. Thatés it.0

d said il will miss youo ten minutes later. You didn& reply.o

OYou did?0

OYeah. Why didn& you reply?0

d tossed my phoneintheriver.6

ANhat?61 shook my head and threw my hands up.

ANo point digging up the past.6

ANhy not? After you, | tried to be with several people. | dated other girls. Nobody connected
with me like you did. Nobody had the compl ete package of qualities like you. You are smart, caring
and humble. You are easy to live with. You kept our little apartment so well. | still remember how you
gave me that surprise party when | got a promotion. Which girl does that?0

Anger filled me. | wanted to slap him. My arm tightened.

ONhat? You want to slap me, right? Do it.0

| looked around. Everybody seemed busy with their own exercises. | lifted my hand and
slapped him hard across his cheek.



AOw!6he howled. 6You actually slapped me?5

| flexed my fingers; my hand hurt.

ANow you tell me all that? You couldn& say it earlier? | gave you surprise parties, yes. But
how did you react when | got my first bonus?6

dikeadick.0

Exactly. Where did your feminism go?0

AMy feminism didn& go anywhere. My masculinity did. | told you, | felt insecure. How can my
girl make three times as much as | do?6

5o what? | work in a bank. It pays better. You chose your passion, advertising. Why did you
have to compare? Wasnd it all our money?0

My phone rang again. This was my mother.

Bye, Debu.6

OTwo minutes. Please.0

| cut the call.

ONhat?01 said.

d didn& value you. | am sorry. | had to lose you to realize how amazing you were. Like that
Passenger song. Let her go.6

| knew that song. | had cried to it. | wanted to tell him but | didn@. | took deep breaths to not
lose it again. | had to remain serene for dinner, like a good Indian bride should be after bhajans.

ANell, too bad. Anything el se? Have a safe trip back otherwise,6l said.

d have a plan,6he said.

Plan?0

OYeah. Swap the groom.6

ONVhat?0l said, my hands on my hips.

d understand you have your entire family here. You cand stop the wedding. But | am ready. |
want to marry you right here in Goa. | will call my parents from Kol kata, maybe some close rel atives
and.. .0

| cut himshort.

(Hold on there. What did you say? We get married? Right here?0

QAsk yourself, Radhika. | amyour first love. Sure, | made a mistake. But | want to amend it. |
want you more than anything else inthe world. So | can get married now. Your parents will freak, but
at least theydl know it is not a cancelled wedding. The boyGs side, yes, they will be upset too. But |
will handleit.6

OYou have really thought it all out.0

d had time onthe long flight here. | realized | couldnd |lose you at any cost.6

GAnd what makes you think | want to marry you?6

Because | know. Deep down, you still have feelings for me. | will keep you happy, Radhika.
Do whatever you want. Just be with me.0

| sat back on the leg press machine again. | covered my face with my palms; this wasnd
happening. No, | couldn& be facing this. Thisis a horrible dream, | told myself. When | remove my
hands from my face, Debu will be gone.

However, he stood there, looking at me like he did years ago when we first fell inlove.

Qlust agree and | will handle everything else.6

Orhisis not ajoke, Debu. My ertire family, Brijesh entire family, is here.6

@Brijeshis the person you are getting married to?0



OYes,0l said.

Did | just show that | was considering Debu® idea? Was it just about how to manage the
family embarrassment now?

d am here for you. We can go back to how we were. Remember our tiny apartment?6

QOf course,0l said, my voice softening.

My phone rang again.

Orhey will send search parties for me!6

d will wait for you. Will you think about this and | et me know?6Debu said.

d don& know. My mind is not working. | better go.0

d aminthe resort across the road. They didna have rooms here at the Marriott.0

d know,0l said. Thank God for small mercies.

Day four

How are you?0Brijesh smiled at me. We were on the sandy beach for an early morning stroll. When
hedd asked me out on a morning walk the previous night, he said he wanted to catch up before the
rel atives woke up.

Sl eepy,dl said and yawned. | checked the time: 6.30.

d amsorry. | shouldn& have made it so early,6he said.

ANo, its fine. Once people wake up, chaos begins,dl said.

| had worn pink lycra leggings and a white top. He wore a grey tracksuit. We were both
barefoot. Occasionally, the waves would splash high and run through our toes.

Didnd sleep enough?bhe said.

dFour hours. It is okay,0l said. Sleep deprivation delayed my reactions to recent events. Debu
had flooded me with messages all night, right from reminding me of our first date to asking me how
long before | took a decision.

0T he bhajans were wonderful. Such a great idea,6Brijesh said.

AMy mother & idea, actually,0l said.

OYeah, it just makes the whole event more pure,6Brijesh said.

Sure, especially pure if the bride goes to the hotel gym to make escape plans with her ex-
boyfriend.

AMehndi today then?0Brijesh said.

OYeah,6l said. dNot much for you to do.6

AOh, they have plans for me too. They will apply turmeric paste all over me.6

GMari nati ng the groom before the roast?6

Both of us laughed.

He held my hand; | didnG protest. How could 1?7 We were getting married. He clasped it
tighter, and although it felt a bit weird, | held his hand too, not merely leaving my hand in his. |
wanted support, perhaps, to decide what | needed to do.

OYou happy?6Brijesh said.



| looked at him. His smile was childlike. He was visibly thrilled to hold my hand.

oYes, | am happy, Brijesh,0l said. To make others feel better, women lie about their feelings all
the time. [t& amazing how easily it comes to us.

5o | told you about Menlo Park, right? | thought we could take a place there or near the
Goldman office. That way, at |east one of us can be home quickly if necessary.6

&Sounds good, 61 said absently.

QAlthough, if my start-up happens, | dond have to be in Menlo. We could be near your officein
that case. If | ever take that step, though.6

d amsure youwill,0l said.

He shrugged his shoulders. The morning sun was on our faces. | had worked hard to remain on
a plan of regular diet and exercise before the wedding. | hoped | didn& look fat in my tight workout
clothes.

OYou are beautiful ,6Brijesh said, asif reading my mind.

| don& know why, but | laughed. | suck at receiving compliments anyway, and laughing in the
compliment-giver & face is another way of deflecting them,

id | say something wrong?0Brijesh said.

ANo,0l said and smiled. 6T'hank you.6

d have never said thisto agirl. Ever,6he said.

| looked at him. He looked like an earnest schoolboy, even though he could work the worldé
most complicated computers.

ONell, | should be flattered then,6l said.

We walked in silence. After afew minutes | checked my phone. It had a message from Debu.

dGood morning, beautiful .6

ONho isit?0Brijesh said.

Huh? Nothing. Didi woke up and is looking for me.0

Redly?0

OYeah, letGs go back,0l said.

d thought we could have breakfast outside. At a beach shack. Just us,6Brijesh said.

My phone buzzed again.

d love you,6Debu had sent another message.

| released BrijeshG hand. | couldnd hold my groom-to-be with one hand and use the other to
check |ove messages from my ex.

OMe better get back,0l said.

QAnything happened?6

| nodded. Brijesh didn& say anything after that. We walked back to the hotel. | kept a little
distance from him, so he couldn& hold my hand again. | held my phone tight and ignored any incoming
messages.

We reached the hotel elevator for my wing. | turned to him before | stepped into the lift.

&orry, Brijesh. | know youdre making an effort so we get to know each other better. | am
trying too. But somehow | just can right now. Too much onmy mind.0

He smiled.

ONe will have plenty of time after marriage.6

OYou are very sweet,0l said.

He blushed as he hid his smile. Oh, it would kill me if | had to stab him in the back and run
away with someone else. Why couldnd Brijesh be an evil groom? Like the ones in the movies, the



ones who shoot i nnocent pigeons for fun?

| waved him goodbye.

(Bee you at mehndi,6he said.

ANo boys allowed there, mister,0l said.

He smiled. | gave him an extra-wide, almost fake smile in return. Thankfully, the elevator door
shut. | heaved a huge sigh of relief as Brijesh disappeared from sight.

dGod help me,0l said as the lift started to climb up the floors.



(P ut your phore aside, Radhika didi. How will he apply the mehndi20Sweety, my eighteen-year-
old cousin, said.

Four mehndiwallahs had set up stalls in the function room. Surg) had also arranged for a
bangle stall. The function room turned into a stock exchange of hotly traded gossip as women of all
ages assembl ed to apply mehndi and choose bangles. Waiters served hot masal a tea al ong with snacks
like mini samosas and jalebis. As women waited their turn, they discussed topics ranging from the
| atest |ehenga trends to the creepiest uncles to who slept with whomin Bollywood.

| had a dedicated mehndiwallah called Puran Singh. He claimed to be an artist who only
specialized in bridal mehndi.

OYou would not have seen any dulhan with such beautiful mehndi,6Puran said as he went to
work at a slow pace. The other mehndiwallahs worked at triple the speed with my cousins.

d can use the phone with one hand, see,0l said to Sweety.

| used my right hand as he applied mehndi on my | eft.

ANho are you messaging? Brijesh bhaiya?dJyoti, my second cousin, said. Everyone burst into
|aughter.

QAre you excited about the first nignt? What will you do?6 Sweety said. Everyone giggled
again.

AMy sister is innocent. Please dond corrupt her,6 Aditi didi said. According to her, | was
clueless about men. It was partly my fault. | hadn& told them about my relationships. | couldnd.
Neither Aditi didi nor my mom would get it. For them rel ationships meant one thingd to get married
asfast as possible.

Saloni, Aditi didiés best friend, held my chin.

oYou know what will happen on the first night? Do you have any experience?

WA, does having regular sex for several years count?

| shook my head. | could at | east try to be the demure bride.

aCome, | will tell you,6Saloni didi said. She brought her mouth close to my ear.

QJust drive him crazy. Tear off all his clothes and drive him crazy,6she whispered.

It was supposed to be an outrageous statement. | was supposed to get embarrassed. | played
the part and blushed, so my cousins and friends could enjoy the show. | hid my face in Saloni didié
shoulders. | don& know why | did that. Just to entertain the crowd? Or to make them believe | was
actually dnnocentd Why do | have to be this fake?

The girls finally left me alone as their turn came with the other mehndiwallahs. | checked my
phone.



Baby, | anwaiting,6Debu had sent me on WhatsApp.

d know,0l replied.

dtGs not that difficult. Just tell them you have another guy.6

ANhomdo | tell?6

GAnyone. Your mother. Your sister.0

dsthisagood idea, Debu? | amreally confused.6

dts love, baby. [t meant to be confusing. Even | was about you. But now | am sure. | warnt
you to be Mrs Radhika Sen.6

The name Mrs Radhika Sen made me squirmalittle.

AMadam, don@ move so much,6the mehndi guy said as | furiously typed with my right hand.

ANot sureif | will change my surname.6

Dond,bhe said.

| didn& respond. He typed after a minute.

ds that a yes, though?6

d don& know, Debu. | amat my mehndi. Hard to use the phone t00.6

@Baby, please, just say yes.0

| put the phone aside.

d have been doing this for twenty years. You have the most beautiful hands of them all,6Puran
said.

OYou say thisto every bride?0l said.

He looked at me and smiled, showing his paan-stained teeth.

AActually, yes.6

| smiled back, shaking my head. My phone buzzed again.

oYour left hand is almost done. Will need the other one soon,6Puran said.

| nodded and checked my phone. The message had not come from Debu. It came from an
unknown international number. It began with 6+8524 the code for Hong Kong.

(Hi. 116 Neel ,6the message said.

AMadam, can | have your other hand? And don& move your |eft hand now. It has fresh mehndi ¢
Puran said.

aGive me one minute,6l said to the mehndiwallah.

(Hi, Neel 0l replied.

d heard you are getting married. In Goa.6

Oveah.0

AaCooal. Office peopletold me.0

oYes. What@ up?0

d amin Sri Lanka. Due diligence onadeal .6

Okay.6

&Can| call you?

Radhika, focus on your mehndi or | will kidnap your phone again,6Aditi didi said.

Ol'en seconds, 61 implored Aditi didi.

OToo caught up right now,0l typed back.

| pressed send. | put the phone aside on the cushion next to me. Puran held my right hand and
started to apply mehndi. He had spent two hours to make an intricate floral pattern on my left hand.
He needed the same time on my right.

My phone screen lit up on the beautiful cushion. | had another message.



dtcs urgent,6Neel said.

| couldn@ respond. | did not have any hand free.

He called. | used my pinkie finger to disconnect the call.

He sent another message, disten, please talk to me for two minutes.6

| couldn@. How do | tell him? He continued to send me messages, one after the other.

dond move, Radhikaji,0Puran said.

Neel continued with his messages.

d have alot to tell you.6

(Been meaning to reach you sooner.0

QAre you going to reply at least?0

| cand, | screamed in my head as Puran Singh drew an intricate circle on my right palm with
henna paste. The messages kept popping up.

OYou know what. This can@ be done on chat.6

@r evenonacall.b

dSome things are just better discussed face-to-face.0

50 maybe | should do that.6

OYeah.0

Okay then. You are reading my messages but not responding.6

50 yeah. Face-to-face.0

| sat there, exasperated and hel pless.

Bhaiya, can you hurry up?0l said to Puran.

dt is shaadi ki mehndi. How can you hurry it up? You saw your left hand? | have to make this
equally beautiful .6

| saw my phone flicker every few seconds.

ddam,01 mumbled to myself. | had to respond before he did anything crazy. | had enough on
my plate already.

Ol here you go,6Puran said after two hours.

Or'hank you. Thank you so much. Can | go now?6

dYes. But youwond give me any special gift?6

| gestured to my sister. She gave the mehndi guy a 2,000-rupee tip. He smiled and folded his
hands to say thanks.

@ond wash your hands for four hours. Will make the colour last beyond the honeymoon,c
Puran said.

@Did you say four hours?0l said.

| told my cousins | needed to use the restroom. | ran up to my room. Aditi didi followed me there.
dHow will you use the restroom with your hands like this? Come here,6she said.
Aditi didi unfastened my salwar drawstrings.
d will come inwith you?6she said, pointing to the bathroom.
dFuck it. | amwashing my hands,0l said.
ANo, wait. . .6



| ran into the bathroom. | placed my hands under the running water at the washbasin tap. The
mehndi stains were dark orange rather than the deep dark brown | could have achieved had | shown
more patience. However, | needed my fingers. | had to respond to Neel and prevent another layer of
chaosinmy life.

Hey. Sorry. Couldné respond earlier, 0l hurriedly typed areply.

At okay,0Neel replied in aninstant.

ONhatés up?0l said.

He called me. | picked up the call inthe bathroom.

(Hi 0l said.

dtGs been so long since | heard your voice.0

OWVhatGs the matter, Neel 26

How are you?0

@dCan you hurry up, please? What isit?0

d have something important to tell you.6

OWVhat?0

d.ike I told you, it is better in person.6

ANot possible. Just tell me.6

OYou are in Goa, right? Which resort?0

ANeel, | amwith 200 people here. Can this wait?0

ANhich resort? Or should | call your office to find out?6

Qlust tell me what you have to. | amat my wedding. You are on due diligence.6

OYeah, at some remote copper mine in the south of Sri Lanka. Don& ask. No flights from here.
Wait, let me check my computer.6

Aditi didi knocked on the bathroom door.

&Seriously, Neel, | have to go. Bye.6

Okay, bye. Congratul ati ons,0he said.

AOhwell. Whatever. Bye now.0

| came out of the bathroom.

ANhat? You washed away the mehndi ?6Aditi didi said.

dtds still a strong colour,61 said. | began to change into my workout clothes.

At your wedding mehndi. You couldn be patient for afew hours?6

&Sorry, didi. | amnot asnice agirl as you. Okay?0l said, irritated.

QArey? Why are you snapping at me? And why are you changing into these cl othes?0

&Sorry for being rude, didi. | just need to get some air. | am going for awalk on the beach.6

OWith whom?6

AAlone.d

ANhy? | will come withyou.6

ANo, didi,61 said, my voice firm. d want to be alone. No Brijesh. No you. No mom and dad.
Can | get an hour? | need to clear my head.0

Aditi didi came and patted my cheek.

ONhat happened?6

ANothing. All this wedding stuff is just too much. | need an hour.6

She gave me a hug.

aso. | will cover for you.6



| walked on the beach outside Marriott. | continued further north until | had | eft the hotel behind. | saw
that Brijesh had messaged me. | decided not to open it. | couldnd deal with anyone. | focused on the
orange sun, which sank deeper into the water every minute. My mind was filled with thoughts. How
did Neel find out? Oh well, it isn difficult if you work in the same firm, even if in different offices.
What® he doing in &i Lanka? Making even more money, | guess. Why did he call me? Why didnd
he tell me what he wanted to? What& with all the suspense?

dRadhika,6a voi ce from behind startled me.

MDebu?d | turned around. He wore a white printed T-shirt and Bermuda shorts. He came
running to me, huffing and puffing as he caught his breath.

QAre you following me?0l said.

ANo. | stay inthat property,6he said and pointed to a hotel building at a distance.

dond stalk me.0

d amnot. . .0

@Ohrealy?6

d amjust waiting for your reply. | hung out at the beach all day. Honestly, | saw you alone so |
couldn& resist. Sorry.6

| looked around.

d don& want anyone to see us,0l said.

OT'hereds a shack on the other side, nobody will find us. Can we talk?0he said.

ANo, Debu.6

(Pl ease,0he said.

| checked the time on my phone.

Olen minutes,6l said.

We went to King&s Shack on Miramar beach. We sat on sea-facing cane chairs. The evening
sea breeze cooled our skin. He ordered a beer. | had a glass of water.

dHow was your day?6he said.

| showed himthe mehndi on my hands.

Ol hatés pretty.6

Ol'hanks. What did you do?0

He lifted the left sleeve of his T-shirt. He had a two-inch tattoo on his upper arm. It said
Radhikad

OWhat the hell, Debu?0l said.

d had nothing to do all day. | decided to get one. | should have done it along time ago.6

OYou are getting tattoos with my name while | get married to another man? Have you gone
mad?0

d love you, Radhika. Call it madness if you warnt.6

It is not just what Debu says. 1tG how he says it. It can make even the most hardened bitch of a
heart melt. He placed one hand on his chest and looked at me with his drooping eyes. He brought
forward his hand to hold mine. | shook my head. He withdrew.

(Please, baby,6Debu said, Gne more chance.6

d have to go back,6l said. | signalled the waiter to give us the bill.

d have made the plan. You break the news to the family just one day before your wedding. |



will have my parents, aunts, uncles and cousins come down. My parents will do the talking with
yours. Don& worry. You just handle the boyés side.6

aMe?%

OYeah. Don& give them too much time to react. Just say you cand do this and they can leave.
You dond have to tell them about me until our weddingis over.0

My heart started to beat at turbo speed.

Debu,dl said.

dt sounds crazy, baby, but this is the only way. Your relatives will murmur a bit, but at least
they won@ say that the wedding was cancelled. As for the boy@ side, who cares? We will be in New
Yorkinnotime.6

AONhat?6

OYou can get a transfer back to New York, right? Or if you want to remain in London, | can
come there. Will do whatever you say. | am sure you are in an important role now.6

Debu, what are you talking about? All this. . .okay, now | need to go,0l said.

| stood up and walked out of the restaurant. He followed me. He came up close behind me and
whispered, Have faithin me, baby.0

My phone rang. Brijesh. | stepped aside to take the call.

Hey, 6l said.

d sent you a message.0

&orry, | didné see.d

ANhere are you now?0

Adam,dl said and wondered what to say, Garound. Just around only.6

QAnother sunset walk? Like yesterday?0

Debu went back to pay the bill and smiled at me from a distance. | spoke to Brijesh. d\o, |
don& want to go for awalk.6

Aa0Oh okay,6Brijesh said, disappointed.

@But | need adrink,ol said.

OT'hereds that open air lounge inthe Marriott. . .6he said as | interrupted him,

ANo, away fromthe Marriott. Somewhere else. | need to get away,0l said.

hould | ask for acar?0

d want some fresh air. Also, | dond want to go with adriver. Can you arrange a bike?6

OYou mean one of those rental Activas?0

OYeah. Can you ride one of those?0

ONell, yes. | didincollege.6

dGood. See me outside the Marriott in fifteen minutes.6

| hung up.

QAll good, baby?6Debu said, coming out of the shack.

d am going out with Brijesh,0l said.

@Oh,0he said, sounding disheartened.

d am not doing this to hurt you.0

OYou can hurt me. | hurt you as well. But please think. This is about our future. You cand be
with a guy you dond love.0

QAll thisis messing me up, Debu. | need to breathe.6

Bure, baby. Take your time.6

Orhanks. Now don& come near me. Stay put for five minutes while | walk away.6



He nodded. He opened his arms wide, asking for a hug. | looked around. Nobody could see us.
| hugged him. He wouldn& rel ease me.

dt feels so nice to hold you, baby,6he whispered.

dtd enough, leave me now. Please,6l said in a soft voice.



(f: areful,01 said. The Activa wobbled on the bumpy road as we came out of the Marriott
driveway.

d havend ridden one of these infive years,0Brijesh said. | wondered if | should hold him from
behind. | could, considering | would be his wife in three days. However, | didnd want him to think |
was too easy either. | kept my hands on his shoulders instead.

We passed down a narrow road between rice fields. He went fast. The breeze made my hair
fly all over my face.

orhisisfun,6l said.

dGreat idea, Radhika,6Brijesh said. dDump the rel atives. Do our own thing.6

ONhere are we going?0l said.

QAnjuna. Thaté where we hung out when we came on a college trip.6

Thirty minutes later, we reached the rocky Anjuna beach and parked the bike. We walked for
five minutes and reached a shack called Curlies. We sat on adjacent easy chairs, both of us facing the
Arabian Sea. | removed my sneakers to rest my feet on the sandy floor of Curlies.

Beer?0Brijesh said.

Bure,01 said. He asked a waiter to bring us two Kingfishers. Two tables away, | saw another
Indian couple. The girl wore red and white bangles on both hands, a wedding chudaa; they had just
gotten married. Must be their honeymoon. They held hands, but it seemed a little awkward. Arranged
marriage, maybe. | looked at Brijesh. We would be a married couple too by this weekend. Brijesh
smiled as he handed me a hal f-pint Kingfisher bottle.

OWVhat did you tell your folks?0Brijesh said.

d told Aditi didi that | amgoing for a walk with you.6

Or'hey don& know you are at Anjuna?o

ANo,0l said, anomwill freak out.6

| sipped my beer.

We watched the sun go down. A young singer at Curlies sang and played the guitar. The Goan
sunset became even more poignant with the music. The singer sang Justin Bieber & song, Sorry.

|sit too late now to say sorry?
Yeah, | know that | |et you down
Isit too late to say |Gm sorry now?

The song made me think of Debu. He had come all the way from New York. Sure, he had been



a jerk. But dond people make mistakes? Wouldn& most men react the same way if their girlfriend
earned triple their salary? All he wants now is to marry me. Doesnd he deserve a chance?

OYou seemlost,0Brijesh said. GAm | so boring?6

| shook my head. | scolded myself for letting my mind go back to Debu again and again. And
why am | rationalizing his behaviour so much? Isit again my female manufacturing defect, saying
things like ABut isnd that what most men would do@?

Focus on the man you are with right now, mini-me screamed at me.

ANo, you are not boring. Ités alovely place. Thanks, Brijesh,0l said.

| still didn& like his name. Hated it, in fact. Why did it have to be so unfashionable? dVieet my
husband, Debashi sh Senbversus dVieet my husband, Brijesh GulatiG Eww.

Girl, stop daydreaming.

AMe came to Goa on a mechani cal -engineering college field trip.6

¢Engineering field trip to Goa?0l said.

ANell, we convinced the college authorities thered enough industry in Goa.6

d_ike draught-beer-brewing machines?0l said.

He laughed. d admit it was a bit of a fraud. But we did visit the Goa Shipyard and Vedantats
iron ore facility.0

dFor ten minutes?0

dFifteen minutes. Rest on the beaches. But hey, we submitted a report and everything.6

| took another sip of beer.

Orhisiswhat happens at NIT? Goa trips in the name of industry visits?dl tut-tutted.

dSome of our classmates did go to the Bhilai Steel Plant. They hate us till today.6

We laughed together. Okay, | can do this, | told myself. He may not be the most interesting guy
around, but the engi neering college stories did make him more human.

OYou seemto have had funin college.0

dam not as boring as you think.6

d didn& say you are.0

QActually, | am. Particularly when it comes to talking to women. But with the boys, | did have
fun.6

OYeah? You like boys?06l said and winked at him.

ANo. . .no | meant. . .0he said and blushed.

| laughed. d amteasing you.0

d know. Sorry. You got me.0

OYou think women are different?0l said.

He shrugged.

OT'hey are, right? Women are not like men,6he said.

ANell, in some ways not. But in many ways, yes.0

AOf course, we are all people. People are the same,0he said.

| tried not to stare at him too much. | wondered if he ever thought about things like gender
equality.

@Brijesh, do you know what is a feminist?6

Sort of. But what exactly is it?6he said and blinked his eyes. He genuinely didn& seem to
Know.

OYou havend heard the word fifemi ni sto?6

AOf course | have. | sort of know what it is. Equal rights for women, right? Is that the



definition?0

dFeminism is a movement that seeks to define, establish and achieve equal political,
economic, cultural, personal and social rights for women. A feminist is someone who believesinthis
movement.o

ANow,6he said.

ONhat wow 7?0

Ol'he way you said the definition. 1t cool .6

Or'hanks. But are you one?

ONever really thought about it. Never faced a situation where | had to be one. But | guess, yes.0

OYou are?0l said.

d think all human beings should have equal rights. ItGs not men versus women, it human
versus human. Feminist is a wrong term. It should be humanist. The right question is fAre you a
humani st?0 Well, everyone should be,6he said.

Ofrue,0l said.

QAre you a feminist, Radhika?0

ONhat do you mean? | am awoman.0

ANot al women are feminists.6

Red ly?0

AMothers who treat sons better than daughters. Are they feminists?0

GNo,0l said.

AMomen who judge other working women as not being good enough mothers. Are they
feminists?0

ANo. | see your point. Yes, | consider myself afeminist,0l said.

@dCan | say something?0

Bure.d

d dond think anyone has to specifically call himself or herself a feminist. If you are a fair
person and want equal opportunities for all, thatGs a start.6

| looked at himand smil ed.

The waiter brought us another round of beer. The sun had vanished, leaving behind a dark grey
sky. We watched the waves splash on the beachfront.

ONhat el se did you do in Goa on your field trip?0l said.

aStuff. Stuff you don& want to know.6

| got interested. AOh, really. Like what?0

ANothing.6

orry me.6

@Okay, checking out all the firang women on all the beaches.6

OYou mean | eching at them?0

QOf course not. | would call it more a studied observation,ohe said.

| laughed.

¢GEngineers are sick,0l said.

Ol'hey are. Deprivation does that to us.6

ONhat €l se?0

OMe smoked up.6

OWVhat? Weed?6

He nodded.



OYou had weed in Goa?0l said.

OYeah. You can get it at Anjuna. There are some shops behind the shack. | dond know if they
still operate. But we scored fromthere.6

GMr Brijesh Gulati, you do have a past.6

He laughed. dMost of it is around studying to top the class and get a scholarship to the USA.
But yes, we did some fun stuff.0

GShould we try some?6

OYou want to smoke weed? Now ?6he said, startled.

OYeah. Or is it too much for a good Indian bride to smoke a joint a couple of days before the
wedding?

ANo, no, nothing like that.0

Oloo feminist?0

ANo, Radhika. Nothing like that. How can we smoke up? We have all our relatives here.6

ANot at Anjuna. See if you can get some.d

He looked at me. | gave himawicked grin. He stood up.

aGive me fifteen minutes,6he said.

ACome behind the rocks. Nobody will see us,0Brijesh said as | took a drag.

We had left Curlies and come up to a remote corner on Anjuna beach. Brijesh rolled three
joints. We started with our first one.

OYou have done this before?0he said.

ANo, but | always wanted to try,0l said.

@Go slow,6he said.

With each drag my mind became more calm, my senses more numb. The stress of Debu
hovering around the Marriott went up in smoke. Brijesh also didn@ feel as unfamiliar.

AMow, this reminds me of my college days,6he said.

Bet your parents never thought thisis the kind of bahu they are getting,6l said.

He shrugged.

ONhat kind of bahu?6

orhis kind. Smoking up on the beach before her wedding. 1t& not what good Indian bahus do.6

df their son can do this, why can@ the bahu?6he said.

ANow that is feminism,0l said and high-fived him.

CEverything doesn@ need hi-fi labels like feminism. Just logic. If | cando it, youcandoit.6

OYou are sweet.6

dsn@ sweet the word women use when they arend attracted to a guy but don@ want to hurt him
either?0

Gmart you are, Mr Facebook. Not too duh about girls.0

OMell, inthis aspect | amgood. Been Mr Sweet all my life.d

Bweet is good,Ol said and took the last puff of the joint.

He smiled.

@Shall we head back? It will get |ate,6he said.



OYeah. Save those two joints for the Marriott. We will need them.6

We rode back on the Activa. Thistime | held him around the waist. Maybe it was the beer and
the joint, but it didnd feel odd. We passed through the same rice fields, now invisible in the darkness.
The headlight of the Activa showed us the road. We stopped at a crossroads to confirm the way.

ONe take aright from here, yes?dl said, placing my chinon his shoulder.

OYeah,0he said.

As we turned, we passed two cops at a checkpoint. They stopped us.

d.icence,60ne of the cops said.

Brijesh stood up from the Activa and sifted through his pockets. He took out his wallet and
checked inside. He couldn& find it.

@Oh, | think | kept it inthe hotel safe,6he said.

ANhat?6the cop said.

d have a Californialicence. Fromthe USA. | |eft it at the hotel, sorry.6

The cops | ooked at each other.

AMe have to fine you,60ne cop said. He took out a challan bookl et.

The other cop turned to me.

GMadam, thisis not right. You should not drive without a licence.6

OMe are tourists. Sorry.6

We had to pay a fine of 400 rupees. Brijesh took out a 1,000-rupee note from his wallet. The
cops gave himthe change. As Brijesh put the wallet back in his pocket, a small paper bundle fell out.

GYou dropped something,6the cop said and picked it up. He held it in his hand and brought it
closer to his face. He sniffed at it once, and gave it to his colleague.

Damn.

ACan both of you step aside, please? Give us the Activa keys.0

ONhatés the matter 201 said.

He lifted up the paper packet.

orhisismarijuana. Itisillegal. We need to take you to the police station.0



(A njuna police station, mom. Opposite Childrend Park. The driver will know. Please come
quietly with dad. Dond tell any of the relatives.0

ANhat are you doing in the police station?6my mother said, her voice hysterical.

dStop shouting, mom. | am here with Brijesh.0

Brijesh? Brijesh and you are at the police station? Why?0

df you come here | cantell you. Bring dad, okay?6

ANhat about Brijeshd parents?6mom said.

(He has called them separately. They are coming too.6

Ad0h God. What is going on? Are you safe?0

oYes. Mom, Brijesh didn& have alicence.0

d.icence? Why?6

OMe went for aride onan Activa.0

QActiva? There are so many cars we have hired.o6

AMom, just come.6

| hung up the phone. Brijesh sat next to me. Sub-inspector Samuel D&Souza sat in front of us.

ONhere did you buy it?6

dtds common in the lanes of Anjuna beach. | am sure you know,0Brijesh said.

GAre you suggesting we know and do nothing about it?0

ANo sir,0l said. éSorry.6

| elbowed Brijeshto be quiet.

ANVhen is the wedding?6the sub-inspector said.

dFriday,0l said.

dntwo days. And thisis how you start your married life. Doing drugs?6

dtd not adrug, sir. [tés mild herbal stuff. Infact, in Californiaitislegal ,6Brijesh said.

The sub-inspector gave us a stern look.

dsthis California?6he said.

ANo, sir,0Brijesh said, head down.

ONhat is this place?0

dGoa, sir.0

ANhat do people come here to do?6the sub-inspector said.

OTo party, sir?0Brijesh said, in a soft voice.

ANo,6the sub-inspector shouted. dPeople come here to have a good, clean, peaceful holiday.
Not to do this nonsense.6



OYes, sir,0Brijesh said, his tone apol ogetic.

| pressed my teeth tight to prevent a smile. A snigger slipped out. The inspector turned to me.

QAre you finding this funny?6Sub-inspector D&Souza said.

ANo, sir,0l said, keeping a strai ght face.

BrijeshG and my parents entered the police station. They saw us, sitting across from the sub-
I nspector.

ANhat happened, i nspector?0my father said.

QAre you the parents? Come see what your children are up to,6Sub-inspector DdSouza sai d.

OYou are too much, Radhika,6bmy mother said. | sat ina car with my parents. Brijesh sat in a separate
car with his own folks. The naughty kids had to be separated, | guess, as we made our way back to the
hotel.

d amsorry, mom,0l said for the seventh time, éand thank you, dad.6

My father had finally made the cops thaw. Dad figured out a contact in State Bank of Indiain
Goa, who in turn knew the police commissioner of the state. A few calls, tons of apologies and a
wedding invitation to the entire police station was what it took to finally make the sub-inspector melt.

Both of you are going to start a life together. Have kids together. Is this how mature adults are
expected to behave?0the sub-inspector said before we left. My father kept quiet as he sat in the front
seat of the car. My mother continued to talk. d have never heard of any girl drinking and smoking
drugs before her wedding. Never.6

| kept quiet. She continued, df our relatives find out, what will they think? Out-of-control girl.¢

| wanted to react. However, | clenched my fists tight to restrain myself. She didnd stop.

ANhat will the Gulatis think?6she said. 6T'hey must be questioning their decision tonight.6

Okay, mom, that is enough,0l said.

ANhat enough? Drinking beer. Having charas-ganja. Isthisevenagirl 20

Or'heir son did the same.0

50?0

ANhat do you mean, so? Why arend& you saying they must be ashamed of their son too?6

(He is a boy. He will do his mischief. Why do you have to do the same? Is this your so-called

equality?0

AMom. It& done. Can we please be quiet until we get to the hotel 70

She faced me with fol ded hands.

d can be quiet. But you also have to behave. | beg you. Can you please control yourself urtil
your wedding?0

OAnd what after that?dl said. d am no longer your headache?6
She glared at me. | looked away.

ONill you behave?dshe said finally.

Okay fine,0l said.

dGood.6

We reached the hotel. All of us got out of the car.

dSorry, dad,6l said to him.



d trust you to make the right choices, beta. Don& embarrass us.6

| sat on the bed, well past midnight. Aditi didi lay down next to me.

OMeed? Grass? You did grass with Brijesh?0

@One shared joint. Still we got into so much trouble.6

How did you even get the stuff?6

Brijesh scored it fromthe lanes in Anjuna.d

She turned to me, surprised.

d thought both of you are the studious types.6

OMNe are not that dull, didi,ol said.

&Proud of you, little sister,6Aditi didi said.

| heard two knocks on the door. Didi and | looked at each other.

ONait,0 Aditi didi whispered as she stepped off the bed. She went to the door and |ooked
through the keyhole.

ANVho isit?6she said out loud.

AOh, sorry. Excuse me, wrong room,6l heard a faint voice.

Didi came back to bed.

ONho?0l said.

d dond know. Some man in a suit. Anyway, tell me more about the police station drama. 1tGs
too funny.6

ne-two-three-four. Come on, start,0 Mickey, the choreographer, shouted as he switched on the
music. The song London thumakda filled the room. Five of my aunts, including Richa mami and
Kamla bua, were practising on stage with the choreographer.

d~ollow my moves,0he said.

Mickey had a lean body. In black tights and a black T-shirt he looked like an insect compared
to my well-fed, substantial Punjabi aunts. The aunts moved. The makeshift stage groaned under the
pressure.

dond bang your feet so hard. Grace, grace,0Mickey called out. Placing his right hand on his
head he twirled.

| practised in another corner of the function room, along with my cousins. Mickeys assi stant
Vikramwas to teach us our moves.

GFaster, faster, match the beat of the song,6Mickey said and clapped on the stage. The aunts
moved their bottoms left and right twice, before circling around. Kamla bua made a face. She hated
so much action this early in the morning.

d_adies,6Vikram said to my group, d will show you once and then you follow.6

Vikram played DJ wal e babu. The rap song required us to be jerky to match the erratic beat.



Bam! | heard a loud noise from the stage. Hotel staff rushed to the scene. My aunts and the
choreographer huddled around Richa mami, who had fallen down. A hundred and ten kilos of Punjabi
mass lay on the floor, wrapped in an oversi zed white salwar-kameez.

ANho hired this idiot choreographer? Such difficult steps for us,6she shrieked, holding her
ankle.

dSorry, madam, sorry,6Mickey said.

ANhat sorry?6K amla bua said. éYou should see who can do what step.6

oYes, madam.0

The hotel staff brought a first-aid kit and sprayed a pain reliever on her leg. Two waiters
hel ped Richa mami stand up.

dCan we take a break?6Kamla bua said.

@But madam, the sangeet is tonight,6Mickey said.

AMe havend even had breakfast. Won& we get weakness if we do dance without breakfast™
Richa mam said.

She was right. Punjabis need calories, by the hour, every hour.

My cousins and | took a table by the window at our family& dedicated breakfast buffet area. Some of
themwere rehearsing their steps even now. | went to the breakfast counter and picked up a pl ate.

dCan | have whole-wheat toast, please?0l said to awaiter.

AMould you like that with peanut butter and honey?6said a voice behind me.

| turned around. My eyes almost popped out of my face.

(Neel 201 said out loud.

(Hi,6 he said. He looked the same, handsome as hell. He had gelled hair, salt-and-pepper
stubble and a lithe frame. He wore a black suit and a white shirt, both crisp.

Neel 261 whispered his name again, more aware of my surroundings. dNhat are you doing
here?

d told you. | have to talk to you face-to-face. | came to your room last night. Another lady
answered. So | left.0

My sister,01 informed him faintly, looking around rapidly. &eep your voice low. How did
you even get here so fast? Weren& you in some copper minein Sri Lanka?0

d just. . .0he said and paused. d took a chartered flight. Doesn@ matter. Can we talk?6

OYou chartered a plane to come here?0l said. Neel did not meet my eyes.

The waiter brought me whol e-wheat toast.

d have to go,0l said.

d know,6he said.

OYou cand come here. Thisis our private family dining area.6

d know.6

ONeel, look at me.6

He looked at me finally then, and | remembered those eyes. Those eyes and alot more.
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(’)T his is your desk,6said Bianca, a secretary in the Distressed Debt Group. d_ook outside, you
even have a Hong Kong harbour view.6

It took me awhile to adjust to my new surroundings. Goldman Sachs in Hong Kong is located
at the Cheung Kong Centre skyscraper in Central, occupying the sixtieth to the sixty-eighth floors. The
distressed debt team is located on the sixty-seventh floor. From the floor to the ceiling windows of
the glass-and-steel building, one can see the Hong Kong skyline and harbour towards the north. In the
southern direction, one has views of the Peak, the top of the green hill on Hong Kong Island.

Hong Kong is an ex-British colony, now under Chinese control. The British exited in 1997, but
left behind one of the most modern, developed and efficient cities in the world. Consisting of the
Hong Kong Island, the Kowloon peninsula and New Territories, this city of seven million inhabitants
is one of the busiest global financial centres. Compact, brightly lit and buzzing, Hong Kong
overwhelms you upon arrival with its insomnia and beehive activity.

QA company broker will call you. To help with the house-hunting,6 Bianca continued. éAnd
here are some other helpful contacts.6

She gave me afile of all the people who would help me in my relocation.

ANeel will meet youin his office at 9,6Bianca said and | eft.

| logged into my computer, arranged the stationery on my desk. | put up a few family pictures
onmy cubiclewalls. At 9, | walked up to Neel & corner office.

QAh, Radhika. Come right onin,6Neel said.

He wore a white shirt, silver cufflinks and a blue Hermes skinny tie. | had not seen him since
associate training two years ago. His office had panoramic vistas of Hong Kong. The sunshine
pouring into the room made his skin glow.

He gave me a firm handshake.

Or'hank you for having me inyour group,6l said.

dtés our pleasure. We dond normally get high performers from New York here. How are you
settling in?0

d amgood. Just arrived over the weekend.6

ONhere are you staying?0

dShangri-La.6

Nice. Hey, did you have any breakfast? Warnt to step over to the breakout area for a coffee?6

Bure,0l said.

We took the elevator down to the sixty-first floor. The Goldman breakout area is a caf® of
sorts, where the staff often take a break for meals.



Neel and | went up to the counter person. Neel turned to me. d/Nhat would you like?0

ONVhol e-wheat toast. With peanut butter and honey, 6l said.

Oloast? And what?6the counter person said.

Peanut butter and honey, 61 said.

Huh?6she said.

dFaa sang zoeng mat mgoi,6Nedl said. The woman smiled and nodded.

Ol hanks, 0l said.

ONo issues. | dond really speak Cantonese. But learning a few words is never a bad idea,C
Neel said. He ordered a black coffee and bagel for himself.

We took our food and sat at a window-facing table. He briefed me about the group.

OMe are ten professionals here. It isn@ as large as New York. However, we are growing faster
than any other Goldman office.6

| nodded and listened with full attention.

ovou will work with Josh Ang and Peter Wu. They look after China and Korea respectively.
There may be special deals fromtime to time you might get pulled into.6

d_ooking forward to it,01 said.

dGood. We have a morning team meeting every day at 8. That is when everyone talks about
their deals.6

Okay.0

d want you to speak up. | encourage people to raise questions so we challenge each other,¢
Neel said.

QOf course.0

GFedl free to come into my office. Josh is your immediate boss, but we don& really believe in
formal roles here. ThereG some peanut butter onyour lip.6

@Oh, really?0l said and wiped my lip with atissue. d amsorry.0

Ol he other side.6

| shifted the tissue and felt my face turn red. Neel smiled. He |ooked even more gorgeous when
he smiled.

AMel come to Hong Kong,6he said.

OMe have a Bank of East Asia distressed debt auction coming up. There are fifty loans, sold as a
portfolio. Bids due intwo weeks,0Josh said at the morning meeting.

OTwo weeks? Thatés ti ght,6Peter said.

All banks accumulate bad loans over time. Sometimes the bank feels it is easier to sell off
those |oans at a discount rather than chase the borrowers. To speed up things, they sell those loans as
a portfolio, or in a bunch. In a sense, it clears their entire dirty plate in one shot. However, for
bidders like us it means a crazy amount of work, eval uating what is on the plate.

O/Me can pass. Peopl e are busy with other deals, right?0Neel said.

QActually, | could look at it,0l said. All eyes turned to me.

d can. | dond have too much going on,0l said.

dt is fifty companies. Youdl have to go through them all. You sure?6Josh said, in his mixed



American and Chinese accert.

OMe have two weeks. | canwork weekends too,0l1 said.

d could spare two days too,0Peter said.

5o can |,6said Simon, another Taiwanese anal yst in the group.

Neel tapped his fingers on the conference roomtable.

d_etds do it,6he said finally, and stood up to signal the end of the meeting.

For the next two weeks, | camped in my cubicle. Boxes of documents to be reviewed for the
bid surrounded me. | only went back to the hotel to sleep, shower and change. One Friday night |
didnG even do that. | worked straight through the night and watched the Saturday morning sunrise from
the office window.

dRadhika, what are you doing here?6Neel & voice startled me.

| turned around. In workout clothes, he looked different from his usual formal self. He was
wearing a black Under Armor T-shirt, a brand that reminded me of Debu. The portfolio work had kept
him off my thoughts over the last few days. But now | felt pain flood my heart. When will | get over
that man? | wondered.

dGood morning, Neel 01 said. Qlust wrapping up the bid. Will have it ready Monday morning.6

OYou have dark circles under your eyes. Did you even go back last night?6

| smiled and shook my head.

orhisistoo much, Radhika. You have to maintain a balance.6

He placed his hand on the edge of my cubicle door. | could see his bicep flex through his
sleeve.

dGoing to the gym?0l said.

dam going on a mountain hike. | prefer working out outdoors.6

Ol hat sounds like fun.6

oYes. More than half of Hong Kong is country parks. Beautiful hikes.0

d have heard.6

(Hope you see a bit of this city and not just this office.6

d will. Just want this portfolio out of the way,6l said and then covered my mouth as | yawned.

dRadhika, you need to go home.d

d will. Soon. What brings you to the office?6

d_eft my mobile phone behind yesterday. Just picking it up for the hike.6

He went into his office and came out after a few minutes. He saw me staring at nmy
spreadsheet.

atill here? Go rest.6

| smiled.

OTwenty more minutes. Tops,0l said.

ddmleaving. Good work, Radhika.6

orhanks. Bye, Neel, have a nice hike,0l said, eyes on my monitor.

He walked away from me and paused. He turned around and came back.

Radhika, there® something | want to tell you.6

Okay,0l said and shifted my gaze to him.

Ol'hereds a confidential deal. Some di stressed compani es dond |ike the world to know they are
indistress. It can affect their business.0

@Bure, | understand,dl said.

Orhis one is in the Philippines. Only the Goldman Sachs Asia head and | know about it. | cand



even discuss it in the morning meeting.6

@Oh, okay,0l said.

d need an associ ate on the deal. Would you like to be onit?6

The prospect of more work in my current exhausted state made me feel even more tired.
However, to be in a confidential deal and work with a partner meant alot.

Bure,0l said. AVhatds the timing?0

ovoufinishthe bid. Then | will brief you. Wed| also need to meet the company people.6

Bure. What sector isit?0

ddl tell you. Real soon. Bye now. And get out of here fast,6he said.

What the hell, | said to myself. Debu had unfriended me on Facebook. For the first time in Hong Kong
| had finished work early and come back to my hotel at 5 p.m. The team had liked my final
presentation on the portfolio. We had submitted a bid for fourteen cents on the dollar for the loans.
Exhausted, | had been looking forward to a calm evening in the hotel and a good long sleep.
However, | made the mistake of opening my laptop and logging on to Facebook. Like an idiot, |
searched for Debashish Senés profile. | couldn@& find him on my friendsolist.

Damn. | typed his name for the third time. Yes, he had unfriended me. | could understand why.
Actually, | could not understand why. | wasnG some stal king witch who would cast an evil eye on his
posts and pictures. Sure, we had broken up. People break up. They dond have to vanish like this.

| didnG have his phone number anymore. | had deleted all his previous emails. | felt like
calling Avinash to ask for Debué contacts again. | stopped myself and turned on the TV instead. Most
of the channels were in Chinese. One channel showed a soap opera. | couldn& understand one word.
However, | saw a girl on the screen cry, probably for her lost love. | don& know what it triggered in
me, but | joined her. | clutched my pillow tight and cried. | had resisted this so perfectly for weeks.
Ever since | came to Hong Kong | had buried myself inwork. | thought | had made great progress with
my break-up. Now | was back to sguare one.

Why did he unfriend me? | cried even more. | switched off the hotel room lights, opened the
minibar and found little whisky and vodka bottles. | drank four of them, bottoms up, and lay down in
bed. My head hurt as it sifted through images of Debu. W | ever get over him?

| closed my eyes. | slept, or passed out, as weeks of sleep deprivation caught up with me.

| woke up as my phone rang. | had a bad headache. | opened one eye and saw the caller. It was
Neel.

Damn. Damn. Dam. | switched on the light, ran into the bathroom and splashed water on my
face. Only then did | pick up the call.

(Hell 0?0l said, my voice unclear.

dSorry, were you sleeping? Is it too late?0Neel said.

| checked the time. It was only 8.30 p.m.

ANo, no. Just took anap. | amsorry. | | eft office early today.0

OYou deserve the rest. Sorry to wake you up.0

dtGs fine. | needed to anyway.6

Focus, Radhika. [t& a partner on theline.



d just called to ask if you could come to the office tomorrow at 7.30 am.?0Neel said.
Huh? Yes, sure.0

d can brief you on the Philippines deal . Better we talk about it before everyone arrives.6
@Of course,0l said.

(El Casa Seaplane and Resorts,01 read the tasteful aquamarine-coloured cover of a brochure Neel
handed to me.

He took a sip of his black coffee and put the cup aside. He played with one of his blue
sapphire cufflinks as he spoke to me. éYou know much about the Philippines?6

ne of the Southeast Asian countries, right?6

OYeah. Seven thousand-plus islands. Couple of main ones though. Manilais the capital .6

Okay,0l said. | took notes in my notebook.

Orhe company is El Casa Seaplane and Resorts. They borrowed too much. Business
nosedived due to a cyclone. Trouble. Hence at our desk.6

| scribbled down whatever | could. Neel continued to speak.

dPalawan is in the south of the Philippines. Often voted as one of the most beautiful islandsin
the world.6

Bure,dl said, jotting down at a frantic pace.

OGAround Palawan there are tiny, super-exclusive, privately owned islands. El Casa operates
ten resorts, each on one of these private mini-islands.0

| flipped through the brochure. It had stunning aerial pictures of the boutique tropical island
resorts. The brochure said that none of El Casas resorts had more than ten rooms.

dt says rooms are 1,000 dollars a night,6l said, surprised.

Neel smiled.

OYes, so it is mostly super-rich foreign tourists. Locals cand afford it.6

dHow does one even get there?0l said.

ovou fly from Manila to Palawan, and then take one of the company seapl anes to the resorts.6

(Expensive operation,0l said.

OYes. So when business takes a nosedive it gets really tough,6Neel said.

Neel told me that Typhoon Halyan, one of the deadliest tropical cyclones, had hit the
Philippines |ast year. It had |eft thousands dead. The country had still not recovered fromit. High-end
tourists still avoided the Philippines, making El Casa suffer. | took notes as Neel continued to tal k.

AOwner is Marcos Sereno. Fifty years old, first generation, liquor baron. Tough busi nessman,
respected in the community. El Casa is a passion project for him. So he is touchy about the world
findingout it failed.0

OYou have the financial s?0l said.

Neel slid afive-inch-thick set of documents towards me.

Orhis contains everything. The existing lending banks want to get out. Marcos wants to
cooperate, as long as his reputati on stays intact.0

dUnderstood, 6l said. d will go through all this.6

dGood. And letés go to Palawan next week and meet Marcos.6
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(O range juice or champagne?0a Cathay Pacific flight attendant said. She offered Neel drinks on a
tray.

drange juice, please. Too early for champagne,6Neel said.

| took the same. We sat next to each other in the business-class cabin of the morning flight to
Manila. | was on my first real business trip, travelling to a different country. | looked out of the
window as the plane took off, making Hong Kong® skyscrapers ook like Lego toys down bel ow.

5o what did you think of El Casa?0Neel said.

AOh, wait,0l said and opened my laptop bag. | took out the printout of my financial model.

Keep this aside for now. Tell me your gut feeling on the business,0Neel said.

AMy gut feeling?0l said, surprised. | was just an associate. Why would a partner care about my
gut feeling? Wasnd it my job to just make the financial model and rattle out the numbers?

OYeah, |&d like to know. Do you even like the business?0

| took a few seconds to collect my thoughts before | spoke again. dn some ways El Casais a
rare asset, so quite valuable. In other waysitisapain, as there are limited buyers for this thing. Also,
| can& imagi ne Philippines law being the most investor-friendly,0l said.

dGood. | like how you think, in several directions at the same time,0Neel said.

Or'hanks, 61 said, embarrassed by his praise. | fumbled through my sheets.

(50 what do we do here?0Neel said.

AMe get a buyer,ol said.

Meaning?

ONe talk to big hotel chains. This business needs a high-end global brand. Otherwise people
are not going to come, 0l said.

Hmmm. . .ONedl said.

d am thinking Aman Resorts, Four Seasons. Something in that category,6l said.

Neel looked at me. | saw prideinhis eyes.

OYou are smart,0he said.

ANot really,0l said, like a stupid fool.

ANhat do you mean?6

ANothing. Thank you, | meant. Would you like me to show you the financial model 76

Bure,6he said.

Over the next hour | went over the numbers. The company had fifty million dollars worth of
loans. It could probably repay only half. Neel listened with full attention, cross-questioning me
several times.



OT hatGs good. | think we have a sense of what is going on here,6he said when | finished.
The flight attendant served us breakfast: fruit, cereal, milk and omel ettes.

d could also build another scenario. . .0l said as Neel interrupted me.

¢Enough. Do you only think about work?6

ANo, | just. . .0

d_et us enjoy our meal. No more talking shop.6

Bure.Ol ate a strawberry with my fork.

dHow do you find Hong Kong?0Neel said.

CEfficient. Everythingis close by.6

OYou found an apartment?6

0Yes. On Old Peak Road. | ammoving in next week.6

dtisagood area,6Neel said.

Old Peak Road passed through the Midlevels, an area midway to the Peak. A one-and-a-half

bedroom apartment in this expat area cost me 6,000 US dollars a month in rent.

ONhere do you stay?0l said.

(Repul se Bay. On the South side. You should visit. | do team dinners at my place sometimes.o
Bure,0l said.

He applied jam on his toast. | noticed his slender fingers. | continued to gaze at them until he

spoke again, startling me.

said.

&Kusumwould love to meet you,0he said.

&Kusum?0l said.

My wife. We have two kids. Siya and Aryan. Seven and three.d
Of course, a man so amazing had to be married.

@Oh, how nice,0l said.

OYeah. How about you?6

ANell, | am not married,6l said and smiled.

AOf course. But where your family?0

Delhi. Momand dad. | have an elder sister.6

dGreat. You close to your parents?0

| paused for afew seconds to think before | answered.

dn some ways | am close. Dad is really quiet. | am close to my mom. But we fight a lot,0l

Neel |aughed.

Really? Over what?6he said.

Ol he stupidest things. Mostly it is about her obsession to get me married.0

@Oh, you are young. Why marry so soon?0

Exactly. If only she would get that.6

Olypical Indian parents, right?6Nedl said.

| nodded.

ANVhen did you leave India?0l said.

ONhen | was twelve. | grew up in London after that. Undergrad at Oxford. Harvard for my

MBA later. Met Kusumthere, actually.0

AOh, college sweethearts,01 said. | realized | should have shown more restraint. 1 was

speaking to a partner, my boss boss.

OYou could say that,6he said and laughed.



The captainG announcement about the flight landing interrupted our conversation. When the
plane hovered above Manila, Neel spoke again.

ONhy did you leave New York?0Neel said.

Personal reasons,6l repeated my rehearsed answer.

@h, | amsorry. | didnG meanto. . .ONeel said as | interrupted him.

d had a break-up. A bad break-up.6

Neel looked at me. He raised his long eyebrows.

(Really?0he said.

OYeah, why?0l said.

oYou moved all thisway for aguy?6

OMNorse. Not for a guy. But for a guy who didnd want me.6

Again | felt | had crossed the line of acceptable conversation with a partner. Neel fumbled
with his seatbelt as he searched for a suitabl e response.

ONell, anyway. Wel come to the Philippines,6he said.

The flight landed with a gentle thud.

d spent years to build El Casa. No logic why | did it. Just wanted to show the world how beatiful
my country is,0Marcos said.

We sat inthe El Casa office in Palawan across from the owner and CEO, Marcos Sereno, who
had a portly frame and wore a Hawaiian shirt.

We had taken another short flight from Manila to Palawan and come for the meeting strai ght
from Palawan airport. Onthe way, | saw a sleepy city full of palmtrees and long, powdery beaches.

OYour country is stunning. It was evident even in the short journey from the airport to here,C
Neel said to Marcos.

OYou have to see the resorts. Thisis nothing,6Marcos said dismissively.

OYeah?0Neel said.

OYou are staying at one tonight, right?dMarcos said.

OMe had actually booked a hotel in Manila on our way back. Our Hong Kong flight is
tomorrow,ONeel said.

Marcos waved a no with his hands.

dForget Manila. Crowded and polluted. You stay at my resort.0

@But. . .ONeel said before Marcos interrupted him.

d insist. My seaplane will take you there.6

ure,6Neel said. Apart from being gracious to our client, we wanted to see the quality of the
resorts anyway. Marcos told his secretary to arrange two rooms at the El Casa Pengal usian Island.

ANow let us talk business,0Marcos said after he delegated our travel arrangements.

AMy colleague Radhika here has prepared some numbers,0Neel said.

| passed out copies of the financial model .

d have tried to value each resort,0l said. Over the next ten minutes | walked him through my
assumptions and projections. After | finished, Marcos took a deep breath.

ANhat now?6Marcos said.



| looked at Neel. It was time for himto speak.

OMe need a new buyer. However, nobody will buy a company with a fifty-million-dollar loan
onit. We have to settle the banks at a discount first.6

Orhey will settle,6Marcos said.

@But we want them to settle at alow price. We have to paint aterrible scenario for the banks.
Say the business is worth almost nothing. You will have to play along,0l said.

(Really?6Marcos said.

oves. So they will sell the loans to us cheap. We will then find a new buyer. From our profit,
we can give you 20 per cent,0l said.

Marcos eyes widened. He looked at Neel.

BheG good,6Marcos said.

Anly my best people for you. Any other issues, Marcos?6 Neel said. Marcos turned to me
again.

ANl the new buyer fire people?6Marcos said.

dDepends on the new owner,dl said.

d don& want that. No firing people. They are my people,6Marcos said.

| looked at Neel. We had a deadlock. The value of the company would drop if the new buyer
had a no-layoffs clause.

ANo firing anyone for five years. Okay?0Neel said.

Marcos |looked at me. | pursed my lips.

dFine. We can build that in. But if we do, do we have a deal 70l said.

Orhisgirl is aquick one,6Marcos said to Neel and grinned.

dnmy group, we like to close deals,0Neel said.

Marcos extended his hand.

d_eté& do it,0Marcos said.

We shook hands. We had an in-principle agreemen.

ddl send in the term sheet tomorrow,0l said.

ds she always so obsessed with work?6Marcos said. dNo urgency. Send it inafew days. This
IS the Philippines. There® more to life than work here.0

There® nothing else but work in my life, | thought. | smiled at Marcos.

OTry my beer. Number one in the Philippines,6Marcos said as he opened the fridge behind his
desk.

Okay, thisis alittle scary,0l said as | tied the flimsy seatbelt around me. Neel and | sat next to each
other in the compact four-seater El Casa seaplane. The seats were tiny, our heads inches from the
roof. The pilot gave us a thumbs-up sign, indicating take-off.

ONhat plane is this?0Neel asked the pilot.

QAnmphibious Cessna 208 Caravan, sir,6the pilot said. The plane could take off and land on
water as well as land. We took off from the local airport at Palawan. The turboprop noise made it
difficult to talk. Neel saw my petrified face.

OYou okay?6he screamed so | could hear him.



| nodded and blinked my eyelids. He grinned.

Breathe,6he said.

| exnaled and inhaled a few times. The plane took off. | looked outside the window. The
crystal-blue sea, white beaches and the green cover of trees below me made me forget our precarious
position.

ONow, 01 blurted out as | saw some of the most breathtaking scenery | had ever seeninmy life.

dtreally is spectacul ar,6Nedl said.

Fifteen minutes | ater, the plane hovered over the Pengal usian Island. Less than half a kilometre
long and only two hundred metres wide, the rice-grain-shaped island seemed tiny from above. The
beach ran all around the perimeter of the island. On the southerntip, afew huts became visible.

OT hatés the resort,6the pilot said. 6The rest of theisland isjust | eft untouched. All natural .6

| closed my eyes as the plane landed on its water skis. When | opened them, Neel and the pilot
were |ooking at me. Both of them had a grin on their faces.

d amsorry. 1tGs beautiful, but scary,6l said.

We stepped out of the plane into the sand. Two porters took our bags. The resort manager
greeted us.

OYou must be Mr Marcos Sereno@ special guests,6he said. dMelcome to El Casa Pengal usian.
| am Carlos, the resort manager.o

He showed us our respective rooms. Each room was a little cottage on stilts, built above a
clear blue water |agoon.

df you sit on the bal cony,6Carl os said, ¢you can see fish in the water below you.6

| put my bel ongings in the luxurious room, which had wooden floors and a thatched roof. | felt
tired. | went up to the reception areawhere | found Neel in conversation with Carlos.

(Pretty stunning place you have here,6Neel said.

Orhank you, sir,0Carlos said.

| joined the two of them.

Carlos, can | talk to you later?0l said. GA few business-rel ated questions about the resort?0

&ure. Mr Sereno informed me,6Carl os said.

Neel smiled at my attempt to do due diligence at every opportunity. Carlos excused himself
and |eft us in the lobby area. The sun shone bright, though there was only one hour to sunset.

Beats working on a bank portfolio, doesn@ it?0Neel said.

Ofotally,0l said and laughed. 0This is the best deal ever. How beautiful isthis place?0

OYeah, glad we came. | had no ideathisis so amazing.0

ANe will find a buyer, right?8l said.

dGosh. You are unbelievable. Just ook at the view. Worry about the buyer | ater,ONeel said.

orry, 0l said.

We walked out of the lobby to face the sea in front of us. Rock formations in the middle of the
ocean made the view even more drametic.

ONhatds your plan for the rest of the evening?0Neel said.

d have to make the term sheet, 0l said.

AaCome on. Do it back in the office. Want to take a walk around the island before dinner?6

Bure,0l said.

d_et& change into workout clothes. See you here in thirty minutes,6he said.



Neel and | walked on the two-kilometre trail that circled the island. Every nook and corner had
spectacular scenery. Warm seawater touched our shoes as we walked on the sand near the water. If
God hired an architect to design heaven, this was how it would be done.

d_etGs keep it brisk,0 Neel said and increased his stride. He now walked in front of me,
| ooking even better in his workout clothes: knee-length black shorts and a neon-green Nike T-shirt.

| wore awhite T-shirt and grey trackparnts.

OYou are really into fitness,0l said.

d try,6Neel said.

Ol he hike that day. Walk today.6

ONell, when you get to my age, your metabolism drops. Not easy to remain fit.0

OYou look so fit,01 said. | wondered if | should have said it. | had just noticed a partnerG
physical appearance. Well, who in the office hadn&?

Or'hank you. | am old now. Forty-five.0

Orhatés not so old,61 said. Okay, why did | have to say that?

He laughed. (Really? How old are you? Sorry. | shouldn& be asking a lady that.6

d amtwenty-five. Well, twenty-six soon.6

Orhatés incredibly young. Look at you, already on big deals.6

d am lucky.6

dDond say that. You are good. You work hard. ThatG when |uck creeps up on you.6

| turned to himand smiled.

Ol hanks, 0l said.

@But you are twenty years younger. | feel even older now,0Neel said.

OYou are a partner at Goldman Sachs at forty-five. 1té pretty young. Plus, you look good.6

Now why the fuck did | have to say that? oYou look goodd? You are with the head of
distressed debt for Asia. Radhika, control your tongue.

Orhank you. Doné get to hear that so much these days,6he said.

We circled the entire island and returned to the resort.

dinner inan hour? | will take a shower and see you at the restaurant,6he said.

Bure,0l said.

d might run afew more rounds of the island before that,6he said.

d feel like aslob,0l said.

Relax. You must be tired. See you soon.6
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(f: hampagne, sir, courtesy of Mr Marcos Sereno,0Carlos said as he put a bottle of Dom Perignon
inachiller next to us. We sat in the open-air restaurant in the resort, located in an alcove. The sun had
set. The clear seareflected the pal ette of the sky. The restaurant had only six tables, each with several
lit candles onit.

Ours was the only occupied table.

AMNould you like some?0Nedl said as he lifted the bottle.

OYes, please,0l said.

Like a gentleman, Neel stood up and poured the champagne for me.

Orhank you,0l said.

OYou are welcome,0Neel said. We raised our glasses in atoast.

OTo many more deal s,0he said.

CEspecially ones involving private island assets,0l said. Both of us |aughed.

Waiters brought us various kinds of seafood, all caught fresh from the sea. Everything tasted
delicious.

One of the waiters brought us a heart-shaped red vel vet cake.

dFor the lovely couple,6he said in a Filipino accent.

The waiter & words | eft me stumped. | struggled to speak.

AOh, actually, we. . .0l said. Neel intervened.

orhank you for the cake. Didnd have to be heart-shaped, as we are not a couple.6

The waiter looked at both of us, surprised.

OMe are here on a business trip,61 said. The waiter became even more confused. Who comes
to Pengalusian Island on work?

Neel smiled.

Or'hanks for the cake,6he repeated. The waiter left us. We burst out laughing. Neel poured us
both another glass of champagne.

Okay, that was a little weird,6l said.

Ofotally. Did not expect that.6

| could feel my head swim after two drinks.

Or'hough | must say | was flattered,0Neel said.

Really? Why?0l said, pretending to be ignorant even as | fished for more compliments.

ANell, even at my age he thought | could be with you. ThatG a compliment.6

ONell. True that,61 said. Al that running is surely helping.6

We clinked our glasses. | don& know if it was the champagne, the beautiful setting or that Neel



made me feel comfortable, but | found it easy to talk to him.

OYou should come here with your wife,0l said.

Huh?6he said, slightly surprised. éYeah, Kusumwould love this place. Who woul dn@?6

(50 you guys met in college? Love at first sight?0l said. | don& know if | had overstepped the
line. After three glasses of champagne, all so-called lines seem pretty blurred anyway.

OYeah, you could say that, yeah,0Neel said, after deliberating for a second.

&Sorry, didnd meanto pry.6

ANo, ités fine. Kusumand | were in the same class. She was born and brought up in the USA. |
mostly lived inthe UK. Both of us were desis, yet Westerni zed. | guess we connected.6

How wonderful 0l said.

OYeah. Absolutely,6 he said. He became quiet. He took a big sip from his glass and spoke
again. dHow about you? Inlove pretty hard? Moving countries.6

ANever again. This love business is not for me,61 said. | took a knife and cut across the heart-
shaped cake.

Orhaté symbolic,0he said. GA knife through your bleeding red velvet heart.0

| laughed.

(Pretty much what happened. Discarded like used tissue. Switched like a TV channel 61 said.

uch, I amsorry,6Neel said. Though, excuse me, | amabit surprised.6

Surprised?0

d.ike who were you dating? Brad Pitt?

| laughed. A\ot really. Just a regular guy. Job on Madison Avenue. Why?0

dHow on earth could any guy |eave you?6Nedl said.

His words felt like cold menthol balm on my bruised, wounded heart. | could have cried, but
girlswho cry in front of their bosses are losers, and those who do in front of the boss® boss are the
biggest losers.

d amnot. . .that. . .great,0l fumbled for words. What | wanted to say was Olell me more about
why | am great.0

Are you kidding me?6Neel said and counted on his fingers. 6You are smart, successful, fun to
talk to, young, hard-working, funny and, well, | shouldnd be saying this as your senior, but you
know. . .0He paused mid-sentence.

oYou knowd what?0l said.

d dond wart to talk out of turn.6

dtd okay.0

ONell, you know, you look pretty good. Very good, infact.6

Wbw, did Neel Gupta just try a line on me? But wait, did Neel Gupta actually find me good-
looking? And did he mean all those other wonderful things he just said?

| felt loads of self-esteem shots being injected into my bl oodstream.

OYou are just saying all this to make me feel good,dl said. It meant, say more.

ANo. Why would 1?1 meanit. You are, professionally and personally, one of the most amazing
people | have ever met,0Neel said.

| swear | felt the sand shift beneath me. Neel stared me right in the eyes. We had a moment of
silence as | heard the splashing waves. | absorbed his compliment. Someone as cool as Neel found
me attractive. It was all too much. Something had to short-circuit in me as | gave the most idiotic
response.

dtds okay if | send Marcos the term sheet by tomorrow evening, right?61 said.



One month later

ONhole-wheat toast. Faa sang zoeng mat,61 said. | had finally learnt to order breakfast at the
Goldman caf® Neel and | were the early arrivals, at 7.30 am.

Neel took his black coffee and a bow! of oats. A month since our Philippinesdvisit, we had the
term sheet signed. We had al so reached settl ement with the banks.

d cand tell you the details. But | have good news,0Neel said.

OMe have a buyer?0l said, excited.

@Shh!6Neel said and placed a finger on hislips. 6Yes. We could be going to meet Marcos soon
and finish the deal .0

A&Cool, 01 said. 6rake over the loans on one side and sell the company on the other.6

ONhat we call back-to-back deals. No risk on books. Best deal ever,6Neel said. e gave each
other a thumbs-up. He reviewed the deal -cl osing documents.

d_ooks good. Fingers crossed. Buyer on board soon,0Neel said.

| put the documents back in my laptop bag. These last few minutes of our daily caf®meeting
had become my favourite part of the day. It was when Neel and | discussed things apart fromwork.

dHow isyour new apartment?0Neel said.

d loveit. Thirtieth floor, great view. Still doingit up,0l said.

ACheck out IKEA, they have good home stuff. Neat designs, good price,0Neel said.

Sure. Will go there. Need to join a gymt00.0

(Have you tried yoga?0

| shook my head. dVlaybe at school in India,0l said, avhen it was compul sory.0

Neel laughed.

ACheck out Pure Yoga. They have a great studio. | go sometimes,0Neel said.

kay. My birthday is coming up next week. Maybe | will treat myself to a membership.6

AOh, great. Happy birthday in advance.6

Orhanks. So you do yoga too. How do you do it all 20l said.

df you love yourself, you will take care of yourself, right?0

| counted the twenty-six pink roses. The bouquet on my desk had a maroon ribbon wrapped around it.
It came from Armani Fiori, located in Central. Part of the Armani brand of Italian designer Giorgio
Armani, the bouquets in the shop would be no |ess than 200 dollars at least. | removed a small white
envel ope tied to one of the roses. A card inside said, Happy Birthdayd From the team.6

| sat back in my seat, surprised. The hard-nosed and tough Distressed Debt Group isnG known
for affection and flowers. Bianca passed my cubicle.

Happy birthday, Radhi ka,6she said.

Or'hank you,0l said, éand thanks for the flowers. The most beautiful bouquet | have ever seen.d



OYou are welcome. We don@ normally do it. But you are new. Maybe that® why Neel wanted

Neel 70

OYes, hetold me to order it. He even sel ected the arrangement.6

| thanked everyone for the birthday wishes in the team meeting.

Or'he flowers are an exception. Don& get high hopes,dJosh said.

Mostly we gift each other bad loan documents,6 Simon said. The team burst into laughter. |
|looked at Neel. He smiled at me.

QA team from the Metropolitan Bank of Tokyo is intown. They want to meet for potential co-
investments,0 he said, making it clear that the bouquet and my birthday didn& warrant any more
discussion.

Ol'hatGs Tanaka-san, Shin-san and | am Sugimula,6said Arai Sugimura, head of the Distressed Debt
Group at Metropolitan Bank of Tokyo, as he introduced his team. In Japan, the tag Gsanbis applied out
of respect, sort of like shridin Hindi. We exchanged business cards, held in both hands, as is the
norminAsia

d_a-dhi-ka-san,0Arai said. dDo | say youl name light?0

dtés fine,61 said and smiled. The Japanese bankers bowed to us as they sat down. Bianca
asked us if we needed anything. Everyone agreed to have Chinese tea.

dtG an honour you came to visit us,6Neel said, turning on his client-charm button. dHow can
we do business together?6

dGupta-san, it is plivilege for us too,6Ara said. dGoldman Sachs is ples-ti-gious bank. Youl
gloup has good | eputati on in mal ket.0

Bianca came back with teacups and a kettle of tea. She placed them on the table and | ft.

Or'hank you. 1tés all due to my great team,0Neel said, waving his hand at us.

Neel poured tea for himself. As did Josh and Peter.

d_a-dhika-san,6Arai said.

oYes?0l said.

AMould you mind?6he said and pointed to the kettle. | realized he wanted me to pour teafor his
team. | looked at Neel and Josh. They seemed confused, but gestured that | do it anyway. | poured tea
for the Japanese team and a cup for myself.

Arai explained his desire to co-invest with our group. Nobody else from Arai G team spoke a
word. In Japan, when the boss talks, you remain silent.

5o what kind of deals al you looking at?0Arai said. GAny polt-folios?0

Aral had the typical Japanese problem of being unable to speak the R sound, which he
substituted with L.

dRadhika bid for one recently, maybe she can talk about it,0Josh said.

d_a-dhika-san?0Arai said.

OYeah, | can tell you about this local Bank of East Asia auction. . .01 began to speak but Arai
interrupted me with his laughter.

(Excuse me?0l said, wondering if | had said anything wrong.



&olly. | thought La-dhika-san youl secle-taly. How can lady do dist-lessed debt?6 Arai
continued to laugh. His minions al so grinned, taking their bossa cue.

Neel pursed hislips. He looked at me once and turned to Arai.

Or'he young lady here is one of our best distressed debt analysts,0Neel said.

OYes, yes, of coulse. By the way, | lemember ajoke whenyou said lady,6Arai said.

None of us responded. He continued, 6You know what they say about |ady?6He turned to Josh.
Josh didn& answer.

Arai continued anyway, dNhen a lady say no, she means maybe. When she says maybe, she
means yes. When she says yes, well, sheis not alady.6

His colleagues found the joke extra funny and laughed out loud. Peter, Josh, Neel and | 1ooked
at each other.

QArai-san, | understand this is amusing to you. But frankly, this makes us quite uncomfortabl e,
Neel said.

&olly. You may continue,0Arai said.

| took a deep breath to regain my composure. | spoke again.

0Yes, so | was saying,0l said.

Neel stood up.

QActually, no,0Neel said and paused before he spoke again. dNo. This wond work out.6

ONhat?0Arai said, his face serious.

OMe look for fit in a partner. Sorry, Arai-san, we won& be able to do business with you,0Neel
said.

OMe have billion dollals to invest. Lot of fee for Goldman Sachs on that.6 Arai |ooked
stupefied.

d understand,6Neel said, dout. . .0

QActually, ités okay, Neel,0l said. GArai-san, if | cantell you about the portfolio. . .6

Neel shook his head.

QArai-san, Tanaka-san, Shin-san, thank you for coming. | am sure you will find a great partner.
We will pass. We anyway have a lot on our plate,6Neel said. Josh and Peter stood up, somewhat
surprised. The Japanese bankers |ooked at each other.

QJosh will see you out,6Nedl said and | eft the room.

Hey, Radhika, come onin,0Neel said.

| went into his office and sat down in front of him. He wore a pink shirt and a red Hermes tie.
His face reflected a bit of pink fromhis shirt.

@By the way, happy birthday,ohe said.

orhank you for the flowers.6

Ol'hey are fromthe team,6Neel said.

Biancatold me you chose them.06

@Oh, she did? She doesn@ understand confidentiality.ONeel grinned.

He played with his cuffs. He would do that when he was nervous. Or excited.

ANeel, about the meeti ng with the Japanese bankers. . .0



OYeah. What douchebags.6

OYou cancell ed the deal 76

ONell, we can@ work with sexist people like that. They made you so uncomfortable.0

d was taken aback a bit, yes. But an odd comment here or there doesn& bother me.6

dtds not okay, Radhika,0Neel said, raising his voice loud enough for even Bianca to notice.

Ol here was business there,0l said.

(50?0Neel said.

| looked at him. We exchanged a glance. | dond know if | imagined it, but it lasted a heartbeat
longer than it should have between a partner and an associ ate.

d.isten, Radhika. | am not going to allow anyone to treat you like this,6 he said and
immediately corrected himself. d mean, not going to allow anyone in my teamto be treated like that.6

QAll right. But | was fine,0l said.

ANo. Don& be fine. No business is worth that. We can let it go, okay?0

| looked at Neel.

Ol hanks,0l said ina subdued voice.

OYou are wel come,0he said. dNow, what are your birthday plans?0

d have afew calls with prospective El Casa buyers tonight.0

dGosh, you are incorrigible,0Neel said.

dtGs not so bad. Simon has organized drinks. A couple of Goldman associates are coming.6

ANice. Have fun,6he said.

| wondered if | should invite him. He read my mind.

d would have come, but it will be awkward for the rest if a partner shows up.6

d understand. No issues,0l said.

(Happy birthday again, Radhika,6he said.

| came back to my desk. | touched the petals of one of the twenty-six roses. My phone rang. |
had a call fromIndia. | picked up the phone.

Hey, sister,0Aditi didi said. AHappy birthday. | came home today. We miss you.0
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One month later

d—l ere you go, whole-wheat toast with peanut butter and honey,0 Neel said and passed me ny
breakfast. | gestured him a thanks with a thumbs-up. | was on a conference call. | was now vice
president; my expected promotion had become official two weeks ago. We sat in the Gol dman caf®at
7 am. We had a potential buyer for El Casa called Greenwood Hospitality, a US-based company that
owned fifty boutique hotels worldwide. On the call were Maddox Dean, MD in the mergerst
department in New York; Philippe Greenwood, owner of Greenwood; Neel and I.

GPhilippe, the docs are watertight here. | think we should close this soon,0Neel said.

d dond mind,6 Philippe said, qust that your price of fifty million is too high. How about
forty?0

Neel looked at me. | shook my head.

oroo low,0Neel said.

d_ets lock at forty-five,6Greenwood said.

Neel looked at me.

| nodded.

@one,0Neel said. dCanwe close the docs soon, please?0

Orhisis fantastic,6Maddox said. OMe have a deal .0

Buper. Wed| go down to the Philippines and close it with El Casa next week,6Neel said.

The call ended.

ACongratul ations,0l said.

How muchisthe final profit?0Neel said.

OTwenty million, net, to us,0l said.

Neel and | high-fived each other.

How did you guys do it?6Marcos said, as he flipped through the documents. Even though he tried to
hide it, the smile wouldn& leave his face. He had a bankrupt business that faced forecl osure and mass
lay-offs. Now he would get five million dollars next week in his account as a settlement fee for his



cooperation. Not to mention a global buyer who would keep his resorts alive.

Orhaté what we do. We close deal's, Marcos,0Neel said.

OMonderful. You are staying for several days this time, | hope,6Marcos said as he signed the
documents. &Stay on a different island each night.6

d wish,0Neel said. But thereds alot of work back in Hong Kong. We will |eave tomorrow.o6

dSame place then? Pengal usian?d

OYes,ONeel said.

OYou saved my peopl e their jobs. Thank you so much,6he said.

| collected all the documents Marcos had signed. Neel shook hands with Marcos.

(Pl easure doing business with you,6Neel said.

| stood infront of the mirror at the Pengal usian Island Resort and turned from side to side. | wondered
if my black shorts and the white gunjee over my pink sports bra revealed too much. Neel had
suggested a run before our deal-closing celebration dinner. d_eté burn calories before we consume
them,6he had said.

dtés fine. Be cool about it,6l said to myself and checked myself out one last time. Okay, so the
shorts were alittle too short. The gunjee was, well, alittle too short too.

| met Neel at the reception area. He wore a blue workout T-shirt and black cycling shorts. He
also had blue mirror-tinted Raybans on.

AMow, youdve transformed,dhe said. The sunglasses covered his eyes. | couldnd tell if he was
staring at me. | thought he did. Maybe | wished he did.

d haven runinthe longest time,0l said.

OMed | just jog. Three rounds of the island?6

Olwo, please.6

He laughed.

Okay, |etés go,0he said.

We jogged around the periphery of the tiny island. We had walked this route on our previous
trip. However, today the island felt even more dreamlike. Despite the bright sun, a cool breeze kept
the temperature just right. We jogged on the beach away from the water, which slapped |azily against
the shore. Neel ran slower to match my pace. This way he remained only a few steps ahead of me. |
noticed his muscular legs. He had perfect, sculpted calves. He ran in flawless, graceful form. I,
meanwhile, gasped, kicked and panted through the two-kilometre route. | wanted to quit after the first
round. However, Neel wouldn& let me.

(Enough,é1 said, holding my stomach.

ACome on, you are doing great,0he said.

For the second round he remained behind me. | looked back from the corner of my eye. | dond
know if he noticed my legs. It would have been hard to miss them, considering my shorts bunched up
even more when | ran.

d amdone,dl said, gasping for breath as | finished the second round.

aMind if | runabit more?6he said.

&ure,61 said and exhaled noisily.



(5ee you in an hour for dinner,6he said and ran ahead. Soon, he disappeared into the sand and
green foliage of the island.

| went back to my room and showered. | opened my suitcase and took out a white flowing
dress with afloral print. It seemed perfect for anisland resort dinner. The dress had a deep neckline;
| wore a bead necklace to cover it. | applied make-up, and created a smoky effect around my eyes. |
realized | had not dressed up to ook good since my New York days with Debu. Also, | noticed the
name dDebuddidnd sting as much anymore. | applied perfume and translucent strawberry lip gloss. |
|looked at myself inthe mirror one final time. If | made an effort | could |ook nice.

WII he like how | look? The question floated in my head. Mini-me scolded me, He may be

friendly, but he still a partner, and married. Get it?
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I arrived at the restaurant before Neel. | sipped a glass of champagne as | watched the sunset. He
arrived twenty minutes later.

&orry | amlate. | ran extrarounds,0Neel said.

He wore alinen T-shirt and beige shorts.

dtGs okay,0l said. He pulled out a chair and sat in front of me.

ANow,6he said, his gaze on me.

ONhat?0l said.

oYou look. . .well, different,6he said.

dGood different or bad different?0l said.

OYou l ook stunning, actually. This dress really suits you.6

He had given me his first direct compliment about my looks. While working on EI Casa we
had become freer in terms of talking to each other. However, we still maintained propriety. We didn&
discuss feelings, for instance. We didn& make personal comments. In fact, we never even called each
other afriend.

And yet, today his compliment didn& feel out of place.

orhank you, Neel. Thaté sweet of you,0l said. There, | had become so much better at taking a
compliment.

He removed his Birkenstock sandals so his feet could touch the sand. | kicked off my heels
too.

ONhere my drink?0Neel said and signalled the waiter. The waiter poured champagne for
him.

@50 how do you feel after the run?6Neel said.

dGood,61 said, dout | need to build my stamina. People older than me are whipping me and
doing extra rounds.0

Neel grinned. The waiter brought us the set menu choices. | chose the vegetarian option. It
consisted of an avocado and rocket leaf salad, followed by mushroom truffle pasta. Neel chose a
seafood chowder soup and pan-seared sal mon cooked in a mango sal sa.

Ofo El Casa, your first big deal in Asia,6Neel said and raised his glass.

oro Greenwood, their new buyer.6l touched his glass with mine.

ANhat a resort, isnd it?0Neel said. He pointed to the scenery ahead of us. Only half of the sun
remai ned on the horizon. The deep orange-col oured sky had turned a silky texture.

OI'he most beautiful place | have ever beento,dl said.

dSame for me. With one of the most beautiful minds | know,0Neel said.



OYeah, sure. It only my mind thatG beautiful ,01 said. | ama fisherwoman. | fish, fish, fish.

AOf course not. But it isnG appropriate for me to comment on the rest of you. Protocol,0he
said.

AG/Me need to get something straight,6l said and sat upright.

ONhat?0Neel said.

OGAre we friends or are we colleagues or are you my super-senior boss?0l said.

OThatés a tough one,0Neel said.

dsit?0

ONell, yes. Fact remains | am the head of the group. You are the VP. Cheers.0

We touched glasses again. | look a big gulp.

(50 thatGs who we are. Colleagues?dl said.

ONell, no. | feel like after all those breakfast meetings | know you somewhat. You know me
too. Infact. . .0he said and paused.

dn fact what?6

dnfact, | am going to miss our breakfast chats the most after this deal ,6he said and stared into
the horizon. @Our oatmeal and peanut-butter-toast conversations.6

dond forget the honey,dl said.

He laughed.

d will miss our breakfasts t00,0l said.

ONell, life goes on. Another day, another deal ,6Neel said.

ANait. So we are not friends?6

Canwe be?0

OWhy not?0l said.

AMany reasons to not be. | amyour senior. Twenty years older. Married. Two kids. You, on the
other hand, young and single. Smart and attractive.0

QAttractive?0l said and smiled.

OYeah, of course. You are really attractive, Radhika. | amjust being factual .0

Ah, the sweet, soothing feeling of receiving a compliment froma worthy man.

My life, at this moment, felt perfect.

Orhank you,0l said. GYou are pretty cool t00.6

ONhat is this? An overworked bankersdsel f-prai se society?0Neel said.

We laughed. The waiter refilled our champagne glasses.

OMe are friends,0Neel said. d dond see you as ajunior now.0

do note | get too casual with friends. Tell me if | overstep the line. After all, you are my
senior,0l said.

d am not the typical senior. You can be honest with me. Speak your mind.6

Really?6

Oveah. Try me,0Neel said.

Okay. What do you truly think of me?0l said. 6As a person.0

He wiped the water droplets on his glass with his thumb.

dGo on, hit me. Be frank,01 said.

He smiled.

OYou are smart, of course. But you are also simple and a little lost. You are one of the most
attractive women | have met. Yet you need external validation, alot of it. This could be because you
have self-esteemissues. You are sensitive, but have closed yourself. After what has happened in New



York perhaps.6

OMow,0was all | could say, impressed and speechless at his observations.

QA bit too frank?0he said.

OYeah, ouch,61 said and laughed. But not bad. You do observe more about me than the
financial models | create.6

AOh, but your work is stellar. You could be partner one day. Radhika Mehta, Partner, Goldman
Sachs. HereGs to that,0Neel said and raised a toast. He finished his glass in one shot. | followed him.
The cloudless sky looked even more beautiful as little stars became visible at dusk. A slow French
song began to play in the background. | couldn@ understand the lyrics, but could feel the pain of the
Singer.

dPartner Radhika. With alot of deals under her belt. But lonely, without love,6l said.

ANVhat nonsense. Radhika with alot of love,0Neel said.

ONhatever. | don& think so. Which song is this? 1tGs beautiful .6

d.a vie en rose. Life through rose-tinted glasses. Famous French song. But seriously, thatGs
what you think? You wond find love?0

OYeah. My biggest fear, perhaps.6

Neel gave me alook of disbelief.

OYou wart to talk about New York?6he said.

The waiter brought us another champagne bottle. Over the course of dinner and a few more
glasses of bubbly, | told him my entire New York story. He listened with full attention, nodding at
every significant moment.

OAnd so, thatés it. | dropped the phone in the East River. Came to Hong Kong,0l said.

| wiped a slow tear rolling down my cheek. | didnd think of Debu much now. However,
repeati ng the story was not a breeze.

OYou could have just dropped the SIM card, you know. And wiped the phone to factory
settings,0Neel said.

| looked at Neel. He kept a poker face. | dond know why, but we burst out laughing.

dtds okay, crap happensinlife. Mostly ités for the good,0Neel said.

AMore champagne, sir?6the waiter said as he picked up our second empty bottle.

QActually, no. | ampretty. . .ONeel said as | interrupted him.

AActually, yes. Wed like another one,0l said.

(Really?0Neel said, looking at me as the waiter |eft.

ONell, | have told you alot about me. We still have to cover you. We need a drink for that.0

Neel shrugged and smiled.

Okay, bring it on,0he said. dVhatGs your read on me, as a person?d

ONell,0l said, resting my left palmon my glass. 6You are a bit of an enigma.6

Enigma?0

OYeah, mysterious. You are smart, clearly an overachiever. Fit, good-looking, charming.6

d could get used to this. Go on,0Neel said.

But. . .0l said.

But what?6

d dond know if you are truly happy. You should be, right? You have everything the world
aspires for, right? But you dond seemtruly happy.6

d am happy. Look at me. Being paid to be onanisland.6

OYeah, you get paid. A lot. But thatGs not all it takes to be happy.6



He didnd respond. He looked searchingly at me.

ANVhat makes you think | am not happy?6he said slowly.

d feel you put on a mask. This perfect mask. Hard-working family man, controls his diet,
exercises regularly. 1tGs almost too perfect. Like your perfectly ironed shirts, there isn@ an out-of-
place crease. You know what they say in due diligence, right?6

OWVhat?0

df it istoo good to be true, it probably is too good to be true,01 said.

He looked at me, his eyes wide in surprise. He put his glass down.

id | cross the line?0l said, alittle anxious.

He shook his head.

ANo, no. 1té okay. What el se makes you feel this way?6

OYou never talk about your family.6

d do. | told you. Kusum. My two kids.0

(Factual stuff.0

AMeaning?0

dtcs like data. No feelings.0

Okay,0Neel said. ANMow. You learn something every day. So thatG what you think about me.6

d amsorry if | said something inappropriate.6

ANo, it6s cool ,6he said and smiled.

The waiter cleared our dinner plates. He brought us mango with sticky rice as dessert. | cut a
piece of mango with my knife and ate it with afork.

oYour wife is happy for all your success?dl said.

OYeah,0Nedl said, after some deliberation. ¢She is. We have been together twenty years. She
has seen my entire journey.0

Olwenty years? Wow, so you guys met when | was five,0l said.

Auch!6Neel grinned. &Now you make me feel really old.0

ONhat isit like being married for so long?dl said.

dtds nice. You build alife together, alot of memories together. You bring kids into thisworld.6

OYeah, does sound beautiful .6

OGAnd yet, because you have been with a person so long, it doesnd stay the same. Issues crop
up. Many issues. Many, many issues.0

| sensed Neel had stuff bottled up.

Okay. Well, you cantalk about it if you want,0l said.

d am not going to bore you. | don& have an exciting story with iPhones being thrown off the
Brooklyn Bridge. Just stupid domestic stuff.6

(Hey, | had an old iPhone. | would have upgraded to a new model anyway.6

Both of us laughed.

OYou are funny,6he said.

We finished our meal.

d ate too much,0l said.

GMe too. Lets take awalk?0

QAnother walk? You are Mr Hyperactive, arend you?0l said.

He grinned. He picked up a flashlightd there was one on every table. | lifted two glasses and
the unfinished third bottle of champagne.

ONhat?0Neel said.



OMe will take this along,6l said.

&Kind of defeats. . .ONeel said and | nudged him.

aCome,01 said. We walked barefoot on the same route as our jog a couple of hours ago.
However, the island took on a new form in the darkness. The trees appeared pitch black, as did the
sea. | could see white streaks where the waves broke, due to the phosphorescence and the moonlight.
We walked close to the shore this time. The water lapped at our feet, warm on our ankles. Neel &
flashlight showed us the way. We walked in silence, with no sound apart from the splashing waves.
The lack of conversation didn& seem awkward. Infact, it seemed perfect. | spoke after awhile.

OYou must be tired,d1 said. 6You ran five rounds.o

QA little bit,6Neel said but walked on.

We reached the northern tip of the island, which had a C-shaped alcove. The waves became
gentle here and made no sound. Rock formations on the beach jutted out of the sand. At a distance we
could see fishing boats as nearby islanders went out for a nightés catch.

Canwe sit for abit?0l said.

(Bure,0he said.

We sat down on the cold sand in absolute silence. He switched off the flashlight. The
moonlight was just about enough for us to see each otherG faces. | poured myself a glass of
champagne. He looked at me, shook his head in disbelief and grinned. | poured him a glass as well.
He took a sip. | turned my head back to ook up at the sky.

The night sky had so many stars, it felt like someone had sprayed it with silver paint.

AMow, |ook at the gazillion stars above,0l said.

He turned his gaze up to the sky as well.

dJunlike Hong Kong there is no pollution here, and no backlight fromthe city.6

OYeah, | have never seen stars in Hong Kong,0l said.

dDo you recogni ze constel | ations?0Neel said.

| shook my head. He pointed at the sky with his index finger.

(ee, that@s Ursa Major, or the Great Bear,0he said, outlining the group of seven stars.

| kept looking at his finger. He kept talking.

Ol hatGs Ursa Minor, Little Bear. Thatd the North Star,0Neel said.

@How do you know all this?0l said.

dUsed to have atelescope once. Can you imagine, these stars are all navigators had when they
sailed centuries ago. No GPS.6

dJnbelievable,0l said.

My neck hurt from keeping my head tilted for so long. | lay down on the sand instead. This
way my eyes could face the sky above me and | could be comfortable.

(Easier to see thisway,0l said. Neel 1ooked at me once and lay down as well. Our heads were
one foot apart.

ANVhatds your sun sign?0he said, staring at the sky above.

AMy birthday was just afew days back,6l said.

aGemini then. There, see, those are the Gemini twins,0he said.

ONhat yours?6

Olaurus. See, over there,6he said. He pointed to a group of stars that outlined a bull.

ONow,0l said.

We became quiet and enjoyed the silence and isolation. | felt calm because of the
surroundings. Maybe the champagne also had something to do with it. | could hear him breathing. |



stretched my legs. A wave touched my foot. | moved in reflex. As | did that, my ankle brushed agai nst
Neel . He turned his head and |ooked at me.

d amsorry,0l said.

dtds fine,6he said, rather whispered. We looked at each other and smiled. | don& know why;,
call it girl intuition or whatever, | felt like something was going to happen. | could have moved away.
But | didn@. Maybe because | wanted it to happen.

He leaned forward. He placed his lips on mine. They felt as warm and gentle as the water on
my ankles. | closed my eyes. My hands moved halfway to stop him but | ost the resolve to do so as the
kiss felt amazing. He kissed me long and deep as dozens of waves broke and touched the soles of my
feet. He lifted hisarmto draw me closer. Neel Gupta, partner, two decades older and my bossé boss,
held me tight and kissed me. This was not supposed to feel good. But never had a kiss felt this good. |
didn& protest. Maybe | should have. But when something feels so right it is hard to do so. | placed my
palm on his face. The face | had seen every day for so many months, but never touched. | felt
connected to him. | felt like the entire island existed only for this one reason, our kiss.

A relatively stronger wave came and hit us higher, leaving us wet from the wai st down.

He continued to kiss me, the intensity increasing with every passing second. His fingers
lingered down the back of my neck. Goosebumps broke out all over my body. If he could kiss like
this. . . His other hand went to my thigh and my heart started to thump louder.

Should | stop him? | wondered. | placed my hand on his wrist but offered no resistance.
Another strong wave came up and wet my entire dress. His fingers stroked my thighs.

Am | really doing this? my rational mind asked me one last time in a meek voice while |
moaned. Nobody cared about the rational mind tonight. My hand slid under his linen T-shirt, already
wet due to the water. | touched his hard chest, and circled my index finger around his left nipple. He
bit my lower lip in excitement.

We sat up. He removed his shirt, keeping his shorts on. He pulled up my dress and had me
wriggle out of it. We lay down again, the cold sand under our backs. He kissed my navel, touching his
tongue to it. My knees lifted alittle. | grabbed his head with my hands.

Neel,61 whispered. He didn&@ hear me. His mouth and fingers continued to explore me. He
traced my brawith alazy finger. He took his time, to match the slow pace of the island. After awhile,
he lifted me a little. His hand went behind me and unhooked my bra in one snap. My breasts felt the
cold breeze. He paused to |ook at them, whatever he could see in the moonlight.

He touched a nipple with his fingertip. Took a breast in his hand. | could feel myself melting
al over. When my hand brushed over his shorts | knew he was as turned on as | was, if not more. His
mouth was on my breasts.

| lifted my hips and he pulled down my underwear. Then we were both naked on the sandy
beach. He leaned over me again and kissed my inner thighs. His tongue reached down there and
kissed me intimately. | almost jumped up in excitemen.

Like all his kisses, he kept this light and slow, till | began to tremble. His tongue began to
gather pace. The pleasure became unbearable. | arched my back. Debu had gone down on me before.
However, this was a completely new level of sensation and pleasure. If Debu was French fries, this
was a gourmet six-course meal. If Debu was beer, this was champagne. If Debu was a boat, this was
a luxury cruise. Slop comparing, and what® with the weird analogies? | mentally scolded myself,
and refocused on the moment. Neel continued to work magic with his tongue. | arched my back further
and dug my fingersin his hair.

¢Everything good?6he whi spered.



| didn& respond. | couldnd. | simply nodded. It wasn& just good. It was divine, sublime,
insane Philippines-exclusive-island-level good.

| could feel the build-up of an orgasmwithin me, as could he. | squeezed his face between my
thighs. | came, hard. He lifted himself up and brought his face close to mine. He used his armto gently
part my legs and entered me. He moved with gentle and firm strokes. | felt the build-up again and |
came a second time, more intensely than the first. My body shook, | closed my eyes, and | blacked out
for at least thirty seconds. This one orgasm had the intensity of ten orgasms.

He paused after | came and pulled out of me. He brought his face close to mine and gently
pecked me on the cheek.

OYou okay?0he said, his voice tender.

orhat. . .0l said as | gasped for breath. érhat. . .was something else. How on earth did you do
that?6

He simply grinned in response. In embarrassment, | covered my face with my hands. He gently
removed my hands and |ooked into my eyes.

He entered me again. He felt bigger than before. | clutched his shoulders as we continued to
make love. Water hit us fromtime to time. We kissed till | felt his shoulder spasm under my hand and
he groaned.

He looked into my eyes and smiled. He played with my eyelashes. He put his arm around me
aswe lay down side by side, facing each other.

Orhat was. . .6he whispered and paused to take a breath before he spoke again, Gsomething
else.0

d know, 0l whispered back.

The stars twinkled above us. My day had started early with a morning flight in Hong Kong.
Our frantic lovemaking made me feel tired. Fatigue took over. | closed my eyes.
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he sun has a way of making everything visible, even your blunders. When dawn broke | opened

my eyes. | blinked, trying to orient myself. The seawater glistened in front of me but my mouth
felt parched. | felt a headache coming on. Water, | needed water. Neel lay next to me, fast asl eep.

ANo way,6l mumbled. dNo way, Radhika. No way.0

| smacked my forehead. | found my clothes next to me. | wore them as quietly and quickly as
possible. | stood up, wondering if | should wake Neel up. | decided not to. | picked up the glasses and
the empty champagne bottl e, the catal yst to last nights disaster, and walked back. The sun rose higher.
| walked fast. | didn@ want to face Neel right now. Infact, | didn& want to face him ever.

Back in my room| lay on the bed, staring at the ceiling.

GFuck,0l said out loud. /NVhat the fuck have you done, Radhika?6

| lay there motionless. A million thoughts ran through my mind. What did | just do? | slept
with a partner at Goldman Sachs. | slept with a man twenty years older than me. | realized Neel
was j ust ten years younger than my father.

Radhika, how could you do it? Mini-me jumped out of her cave. All of a sudden, mini-me had
full authority.

There is something wrong, something totally fucked up about you. You are just a bloody
useless littleidiot.

My happy mood from yesterday had evaporated. Life had just begun to sort itself out. | had
closed a great deal. | had been promoted. | had even somewhat gotten over Debu. All this had given
me a new shot of self-esteem. Now it meant nothing. | curled up in my bed in tears. Mini-me
continued to talk, or rather yell at me.

He® fucking married. He has two kids. There is a wife. They are all waiting in Hong Kong,
where both of you live.

Yes, it was true. And | had known it all before. What was | thinking? Or rather, why was | not
thinking?

Lifeis not a private island in the Philippines, mini-me shouted at me.

| know; | know:. I had nothing to counter my inner voice with.

Thisiswhy Debu left you. Something iswrong with you, seriously, you stupid, slutty bitch.

| sobbed. | don& know why, but | cried and cried. | had crossed the line. Hell, | had not just
crossed, but jumped and |eaped miles over the line.

You had one thing going for you, your career. Now you have fucked that up too, mini-me
said.

| berated myself for alongtime. | realized | had to get up. | had to shower, pack and leave on a



seaplane in an hour. | didn& know how to face him. | didn& want to. Could we go back on separate
flights? Could | just go drown in the sea outside?

| wondered where Neel was. What if he didnd wake up? Should | call him?

| heard a knock on my door. | froze. | opened the door to find one of the hotel staff.

AMadam, your shoes. You left themin the restaurant last night.6

@Oh, sure, thanks,6l said.

d returned sir & shoes to hisroom.0

(Great. Was he there?6

0Yes, he was. He asked me to tell you to meet in the seaplane reception areain thirty minutes.6

@ure,61 said, relieved. | didn& have to talk to him just yet. | showered and changed into a
charcoal-grey suit. It was too formal and a misfit for my location but apt for my mental state. Asif he
would see meinthis work suit again and things would be back to normal .

Funnily enough, he did seem pretty normal .

Hey, good morning,6he said and smiled. He wore sunglasses, just like me. We had found a
way to avoid eye contact.

(Hi,0l said.

QAll set? Time to say goodbye to the Pengalusian,6 he said. His voice seemed casual. He
seemed calm, unlike the neurotic mess | was.

We sat in the plane. The pilot gave a thumbs-up as we took off. | ignored the beautiful scenery
below us, as my mind was flooded with doubts. Instead of regret, another set of thoughts gripped me.

How is he so calm and casual ? Did it mean nothing to him?

| looked out of the window, away from him. My mind was on nothing but him.

|s this a regular thing for him? He doesna think this was special? Have there been other
girls? Oh, am| also just a conquest now? | hate him.

The seaplane landed. We stepped out and took a car to the Palawan airport. He looked at me. |
|ooked away. We reached the airport and took our connecting flights back to Hong Kong. On the way,
we spoke little, limiting ourselves to stupid conversations like ANhere(s the gate?0 at the transit
airport in Manila or GCan you pass the pepper?6during our meal in the Cathay Pacific aircraft.

| don& know why grown-ups behave in such a stupid manner. Pepper seemed more important
than anything else. | opened my laptop and pretended to work. He did the same. My mind raced up
and down with thoughts. | have been such a fool. He will go home, tick another box in his conquest
list and laugh about it. He will be like, that Indian VP chick? Check. Been there, done that desi
babe. Damm it, Radhika. Stupid. Supid. Stupid.

We landed in Hong Kong. We went to the airport car pick-up point. We waited for our
respective cars, which Bianca had booked for us. Our two black cars arrived. | proceeded to step
into mine.

Radhika,6Neel said.

OYeah,0l said and turned to him.

d know you probably have a million thoughts in your head. So do 1.6

ONhat thoughts?01 said. dExcuse me?0

Let& pretend nothing happened. That would be a mature way to deal with it, right?

GAbout last night?6he said, puzzled.

| shrugged my shoul ders.

Havend really had a chance to think about it,01 said. Yeah, more like, havend thought of
anything but that.



ONell, | have been thinking about it all day.6

Good, mister, at least it freaking matters. Go on, | said in my head as | continued to |ook at
him.

QAnd while | am still working through my thoughts, | just wanted you to know that last night
was special for me. | cantell you, havena felt that way before.6

aOh,61 said, my mouth open. | did not expect that. dOh okay, well,61 said and went into
clueless and silent bimbette mode. | looked at himwith a blank face.

OYeah, it was tender and wonderful and touching and so many things,6Neel said, moving his
hands around as he spoke.

OT hats i nteresting,6l said.

Okay, what kind of an idiotic responseisthat? Interesting? Like really, Radhika?

dnteresting?0he said, surprised at my stupid response.

d better go. See you later,6l said. The driver opened my car door.

Bure,6he said and waved at me. He looked pained at what would have seemed to him my
indifference. The car drove off the airport terminal. | noticed him continue looking at my car until he
went out of sight.

My car zipped along the highway as Hong Kongés flickering skyscraper lights became visible
again.

Pretend it never happened, maybe that will mean it never did, | said to myself as the car
reached my home.
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Two weeks later

(XD kay, enough. We do need to di scuss what happened,6Neel said.

ONhy?0l said. Neel had called me to his office. We sat facing each other at his desk.

Because itG not good to not talk about it. Youdve been avoiding me ever since we came back
fromthe Philippines.6

| studied my fingernails. dVhat is there to talk about? It was wrong.6

ANell,6he said and paused before he spoke again. dDefine wrong.6

dt was wrong, Neel. And you know it,0l said, 1ooking up.

Okay, maybe it was alittle wrong. But it felt right.6

Really?6

DidnG it? Didna it feel just right?

dt doesn@ matter, Neel .0l started counting on my fingers. d work for you. You are married.
You areadad.0

d amaware of that.6

5o thenwhat isthis all about? Let it be a one-off. A one-off blunder. And | etés move on.6

He stood up restlessly and walked to the window. Staring into the harbour he spoke again. d
cand call it a blunder. How does one call the most special experience of oneGs life a blunder?6

He has a way with words. Be careful, | told myself.

aCall it what you want. Point is, it was not real. We can put it down to the setting, the drinks,
theair. . . It won& happen again. It wond,0l said, my voice as agitated as his was qui et.

Neel came back to his seat and sat across fromme.

He held his chin with his right hand.

Okay, okay, calm down,ONeel said. d getit.6

OMe should focus on work,0l said briskly.

dFine. We cool then, otherwise?6

OYeah,0l said.

&0 if there® another deal | want to staff you on, | can?6

dOf course. You are the boss.0

Evenifitiswithme?d

o you have to staff me in particular?6

dGreenwood wants to buy some more distressed hotels in Korea. They want us to ook at some



options. They liked your work. So. . .6He | eft the sentence hangi ng.
ONhatever you say,0l said.
d wona staff you if you dond want to. Should | say you are not available?6
&0 | lose my clients now?dl said.
dOf course not. You are on. The target company isin Seoul. Leté go there soon.6

d amlooking for a sofa. A two-seater, please,0l said.

OMould you like a simple sofa or a sofa bed?6the sal esperson said.

| had come to IKEA, the Swedish furniture store, on the weekend. The huge, 20,000-square-
feet IKEA storeis located in Causeway Bay.

Sofa bed,dl said. At some poirt, if | had guests from India, | would need to provide a place to
sleep. The IKEA salesperson led me to the sofa bed area.

There were a dozen model s, from Japanese futons to clever snap-shut mechani sms.

dDo you have a colour preference?6the sal esperson said.

ANot really. How about the steel grey right there?dl pointed at one.

@Oh, thatds a bestseller. Comfortabl e and minimalist,6she said.

| sat on the sofato see how it felt.

dGood,0l said. d likeit.d

(Hi.6Someone waved at me from a distance.

| looked up. dNeel 701 said.

He stood at the other corner of the sofa section.

(Hi,0he said again as | walked up to him. dGood to see you here. We came for some easy
chairs. Here, meet Kusum. Kusum, meet Radhika, from my office.6

An Indian woman, around forty years old, stood next to him. A three-year-old boy held one of
her fingers. A seven-year-old girl sitting on one of the IKEA sofas played with an iPhone. A twenty-
six-year-old girl, or me, wished for an earthquake that would swallow her deep into the bottom of the
earth.

dRadhika, so nice to meet you,0Kusum said in an American accent. She extended her hand.

AOh, okay,0l said as we shook hands. @ mean, hi, Kusum.6

orhis is Aryan. Aryan, say hi to Radhika didi,0Neel said. Aryan extended his tiny hand as
well. | shook it. My heart began to beat fast.

OAnd that is Siya. Siya, say hi to didi,0ONeel said. Siyawaved my way without |ooking up from
her screen.

ANot done, Siya,060Kusumsaid inafirmvoice. ds that how you greet people?6

Siyarecognized authority. She put the phone aside and came to me with dainty steps.

(Hello, didi. How are you?6she said, in arehearsed formal routine.

d amfine. Thank you,0l said.

OThatés better. Siya, | dond like bad behaviour,6K usum sai d.

| guess more than anyone, | was the badly behaved one. | avoided eye contact with Kusum. |
did manage a side-glance. She was slim, elegant and had a straight, upright posture. She was wearing
a long black dress with a diamond necklace and matching earrings, the ones you see advertised



outside the Cartier store in Hong Kong. | noticed a fat solitaire on her ring finger. Three carats, |
guessed.

&Sorry, Radhika, just training her. Shed addicted to the phone,6Kusum said and smiled.

dtds okay,0l said, wondering what excuse would allow me the quickest exit.

ANeel & menti oned you,0K usum conti nued. 6You recently moved to Hong Kong, right?0

OYeah, six months,6l said, wondering what el se he had menti oned.

AMe have been meaning to call the team over to our house. 1tGs my fault, never worked out a
date,0Kusum said.

ANot a problem,6l said. | spoke as little as possible to exhaust conversation so | could leave.

Shopping for home, is it?0Neel said. Well, did he have to talk? | felt guilty just being next to
himin front of Kusum. | wished I could hide beneath one of the IKEA sofas.

oYes. | needed a sofa bed,61 said.

ANhere do you put up?6Kusum said.

|'s she going to come kill me? W she knock me out with that diamond solitaire?

Aa0ld Peak Road,0l said.

OMe are in Repulse Bay. Do come sometime. Do you miss Indian home food? Have her over,
Neel ,0Kusum said.

Oh, please, please dond be nice to me, | wanted to say.

OYeah, why not? You should come,0Neel said, his face as blank as mire.

Maybe sometime. Anyway, | don& want to impose on your family outing,61 said, hoping to
escape.

ANhat outing? We just came for some errands. Are you by yoursel 20K usum said.

Yes, | am. Sngle, alone and loveless. No wonder | borrowed your husband.

0Yes,0l said vaguely. dSunday, so just thought will fix up the house.6

d love your dress, by the way,6Kusum said.

God, sheis actually a nice person. She had praised my simple white lace dress, even though
she probably wore a designer Prada or Gucci ouitfit herself. She was not a bitch. And that just made
me feel worse.

dtds just Zara,0l said.

ANell, you have the figure for it,0she said. She seemed fit too. | looked at her face. She was
pretty, fair and had high cheekbones. | would kill to ook like her at forty. | noticed she had a small
bust. My boobs were better. Okay, why on earth am | comparing my body to hers? |Is that all we
women are? | am a vice president at Goldman Sachs. Why doesnd that make me feel as smug as
knowing | have bigger boobs than Neel G wife? And why am | comparing myself to her at all?

orh. . .thanks,0l stammered, remembering she had given me a compliment.

OYou have lunch plans?dshe said.

CEr, actually, | normally don& eat lunch,6l said, making up nonsense as | spoke.

OMe are just heading to the food court outside IKEA. Feel free to join us,6Kusum said.

| looked at Neel. Can the great partner at Goldman Sachs use his brain to get me out of
this?

OYeah, join us. Because it would be great if you can join us,6he rambled on, dut not if you
don& warnt t0.0

| glared at him. What do you mean, hot if you dond want tod?

(Have a salad. 1tGs not good to skip meal s,6K usum said.

AaOh okay,61 said in meek submission.



d understand you must be onadiet. Trust me, | go through the same,6Kusum said and smiled at
me.

S0 now what? Were we bonding together? Wife and mistress? Fuck, did | just call myself
mistress? | amnot a mistress. | ama vice president, for God& sake.

| followed Neel® family out of IKEA and to the food court in a daze. | saw taxis out on the
road. | had the urge to jump into one and scoot away or maybe just jump under one of themand die.

AMom, | want French fries with my noodles,0Siya said.

ANo, | will get you some veggies instead,60Kusum said. Siya made a face. Kusum glared at her
daughter. Siya got the message and began to eat her lunch. Aryan had home food. Neel ordered a
chickenwrap, Kusuma quinoa salad. | went for fried rice, though | ateit like alittle bird, one grain at
atime.

d.iking Hong Kong?6K usum sai d.

OYeah,0l said. CCompact, convenient. Work is good.6

AMade some friends?6she said.

ONell, work people, mostly,ol said.

OT hatGs Gol dman for you. They make you work so much, you don& have a life outside.6

Ol hatGs not true,0Neel said. d come home ontime.6

OYou are a partner. These poor associates and VPs have to do the grunt work.6

Neel shrugged.

OYou have to pay your dues,bhe said.

d couldnd handleit. JP Morgan for eight years. | just quit.0

AaOh, you were in banking?0l said. Neel never told me that. Well, he never told me anything
about her.

OYeah, equity sales. | had enough. Although busier now with these two little ones. Sometimes |
do wish | could escape to the office.6

AMe dond escape, we work,0Neel said.

OYeah, whatever. You at least get weekends. Mothers don@. The errands never stop. That
reminds me, | had to call. . .0Kusum opened her Louis Vuitton handbag.

&Siya, where is my phone?0

AMommy, | stopped using it when you told me to,0Siya said, slurping up a noodle.

AOh no. | left it in IKEA. On the sofa.6 Kusum jumped up. d will just go to the store and
check.0

OYou want me to come?0Neel said.

dHow? Kids and food are all here. No, you stay. | will be back inten minutes.6

@do you want me to go and check?6| said. 1&d do anything to get away from this sweet
domestic scene.

dHow kind of you to offer.0Kusum smiled. @ond worry. | will be back in a minute. Neel will
handl e the kids.6

She left Neel, Siya, Aryan and me at the food court. | had the most awkward meal of my entire
life. | couldnd talk freely to Neel. Siya might understand, after all.



(Eat the vegetables too, Siya,0Neel said.

Siya didn& comply. Neel moved over to her and began to feed her with a spoon. | ate my rice
in silence. Aryan ate butterfly-shaped pasta with red sauce from his lunch box. He smeared the red
sauce all over his face and hands. With every bite, Aryan looked messier. | could see Neel wanted to
attend to his son but had to feed his daughter.

do you mind?6he said and gestured to me. | looked around, took a deep breath and slid next
to Aryan. | took atissue and wiped his face.

CEat slowly, Aryan, okay?0l said.

OYou feedy me,6he said.

OWVhat?0l said.

OYou feedy me,6he said again.

Neel smiled at me. Really, Neel, this is funny to you? Aryan jumped into my lap and handed
me his fork. | fed himwith one hand and kept a tissue in my other hand to wipe his mouth.

d didn& expect to runinto you,0l said.

ONell, | had no idea you would be here,6Neel said. Siya looked at both of us one after the
other, with an innocent expression. e decided not to pursue the topic further.

OYou go to daddy office too?0Siya said.

0Yes,0l said. dHow about you? Which class are you in?0

dGrade three,6she said.

ANhatés your favourite subject?dl said, as Aryan took a bite off the fork.

GMath,b6she said.

dRadhika didi is really good at it,0Nedl said. He looked at me and smiled, as if he meant not
just math.

QAre you really smart?6Siya said.

d am okay smart,0l said.

(Enough feedy,6Aryan said to me, as he felt neglected.

ANo, you have to finish your lunch, Aryan,0l said. | don& know how | ended up feeding Neel G
child. It was awkward, sure. Yet, somehow, seeing Neel taking care of his children made him more
real, more human. Is this what it would be like to have a family? | wondered what Neel thought
when he saw me feed Aryan. His favourite distressed debt analyst could wipe tomato sauce off a
toddl er Gs face too.

Neel looked at me and smiled. Do | make a good family person, Neel ?

dFound it,6Kusum said as she held up her iPhone. She noticed me with Aryan.

AOh my God, | am so sorry. Aryan, you can eat on your own.0

d like didi feedy me,6he said.

Kusum put out a hand for the fork. | surrendered it. She was staking her claim. She wanted her
family back. Aryan went into his mothera arms. My lap, and even | on the inside, felt empty. |
realized | wanted this too. | wanted kids. | wanted messy pasta dishes. | wanted iPhone-addicted
daughters who had math as their favourite subject.

(Bay thank you to didi,0Kusum said.

Aryan didn& say thanks. He bent forward and kissed me on my cheek. He had his father G
charm. | melted at the little boyGs display of love. | wanted to kiss him back. | didn&. | couldnd@. How
could I? Ités somebody el seGs family. Wi | have a son like this one day? W | ever have kids?

d better leave,dl said. d remembered my part-time help is coming. She doesn@ have the keys.é

@Oh, you haven& finished your lunch,6Kusum said.



d amquite full. Really, thanks so much,0l said.

(Really?6she said. dMe hardly spoke.6

d amsure we will meet up soon,0l said.

@Of course,6Neel said, adding a comment when there was no need to.
Bye, Siya. Bye, Aryan,0l said.

Bye, Feedy Didi,6Aryan said and everyone laughed.

Feedy Didi dashed out of the food court.



/6

F or most women, it is that time of the month. For my mother, it is that time of the week. The time

when she goes hysterical on the phone and wants one thing more than anything else in the world
o my marriage.

ANot today, mom, please. Any other day,0l said.

ANVhy? 1tGs Sunday. It the only day you are rel axed and can talk properly.6

d amnot rel axed today,6l snapped. | opened my | aptop and logged on to Facebook.

ANhy? Are you working?0

AaNo.6

(507? You are at home, right? Did you go to that Ikka shop to get the sofa bed?6

dKEA. Eee-Kee-Aaa.0

ONhatever. Did you get a sofa bed?

ANo. | went there this afternoon. | liked one. | didn& get a chance to buy it.6

OWVhy?20

d_eaveit, mom. | told you. Not a good day.6

dHow will we come if you don& have a sofa bed?

ddl getit, | promise.d

ANhy are you so irritated?d

Because | know what you are going to say.0

ONhat?6

(Register your profile. See some boys. Mom, why are you obsessed with me getting married?6

df | don& care what will happen? You will continue buying sofas alone. Is it even a womanG
job? To buy furniture?d

dond start, mom,61 said. | searched for Debu. He had kept his profile private. | dond know
why, | wanted to see his profile picture. Maybe he was single again.

Okay, listen to just one proposal ,6she said.

Bee, | knew it. Thatés the only thing you talk about!6

Chemists.6

Chemists?6

d know what you are thinking. But thisis a family with six chemist shops in the heart of Delhi.
They even have one opposite AIIMS. Do you know how much business that can do?0

AMom, you want my husband to sit in a chemist shop?0

He manages the shops. He doesnd just sit there dishing out strips of Crocin.d

ONhatés his qualification?0l said.



OYou have this hang-up about qualification.0

AMom, how is education a hang-up? | aman MBA.6

50 he has done BPharm. He is thinking of doing an MBA,0she lowered her volume, &hrough
correspondence.0

AdCorrespondence?0

OYou can even do it online these days.6

aMom. Bye.0

Ol'hey have a kothi in Bengali Market. The boyG own floor has four bedroons.6

d dond care. | amnot looking for real estate.0

olak to himonce?6

ANhy? Mom, you know | amworking abroad. Why would | quit and come for this?6

ANhat do you want then? NRI? | can look.6

d don& want anyone. Please |eave me alone.6

ANhat has happened to you today?6

d haveto go. Bye.0

| ended the call. | saw the Facebook page in front of me. Avinash was still Debuds friend. |
could ask him. | called Avinashin New York.

Hey, Radhika. Been ages,0he said.

OYeah. Whatés up?0l said.

QJust woke up. Sunday morning here. How& Hong Kong? Work?6

dtés good. Busy. Hey, Avinash, can | ask you for a quick favour?6

Bure.6

dPromise you wond judge me, or tell anyone.6

Bure.6

d want you to check Debués profile on Facebook.6

Rea ly?0

(See. You are judging me, right? Thisidiotic girl who moved continents but can@ move on.6

ANo, no. Wait. | am not judging. What do you want me to do?6

d will FaceTime you. You point your phone camera to your computer screen. Load Debus
profile on your computer.6

He laughed. OT hatGs i nnovative.o0

dt is aso desperate.6

Hey, thatés fine. FaceTime me.6

| gave himavideo call.

(Here we go. Debashish Sen,6Avinash said. | could see his computer screen on my phone. He
zoomed in closer to Debud profile picture. He stood there, grinning, in Central Park with a red-
haired white girl three inches taller than him. My heart sank. He had switched at least two women
after me. |, meanwhile, had runinto the wife and kids of the boss | had slept with.

(His last post was at a colleagueds birthday party. Do you want me to enlarge the picture?6

OYeah, sure,0l said.

Debu sat at a restaurant table, holding up a bottle of Corona beer. He still had his beard and
curly hair. The tall white girl sat next to him, a glass of wine in her hand. He looked happy. She
| ooked happy. The wine looked happy. Who did not ook happy? Me.

OYou wart to see more?6Avinash said.

Or'hanks, Avinash. That@ enough,0l said, my voice flat.



AMe miss you. Don& you miss New York?6

OYeah, | do. Miss you guys,0l said.

| finished the call and sat in my bed. | saw the time; it was midnight. | changed into my
nightclothes. As | put my white Zara dress into the laundry bag, | noticed a tiny red pasta sauce stain
on the sleeve. | don& know why but | felt horrible. | felt lonely. | imagined Neel at home, kidsin his
lap while he told them bedtime stories. | imagined Kusum wearing designer sleepwear and cuddling
Neel. Why was | imagining all this? How did it matter to me? | knew he had afamily all along, right?

My phone buzzed. WhatsApp message from Neel.

@Hope you recovered from bumping into me today. Sorry about that.6

Okay, so he wasnd spooning in bed with his wife in pretty sleepwear. He was typing a
message to me.

ANot your fault,61 messaged back.

Strangely, | liked that you met my kids.6

Really?6

OYeah. They are a huge part of my life. Nice to share it with you.0

Somehow, he made it all seemlessterrible.

OT hatés sweet of you to say. They are amazing kids.0

orhanks. They liked you. Aryan kept saying Feedy Didi.6

| sent a smiley back.

OYou don& even talk to me these days,0Neel sent another message.

ONhats the point?0l replied.

AMe can only know the point of talking if we do the talking, right?6

dtds fine. Nothing to be said. Mistakes happen.6

Stop calling it a mistake. Please.0

dFine.d

dCan we talk? Like catch up properly? Instead of avoiding each other.6

d don& know, Neel. | amnot ina good place.6

ANhat happened?6

ANothing specific. Just low.6

dCan | be there for you? At least alittle bit?0

ONe will talk | ater,0l said.

OMe are going to Seoul next week. Can we catch up then?0

Sure,0l said.

Or'hank you. Just don& avoid me.0

dCand seemto, asit turns out. Even on weekends,0l said.

OYou are funny. Anyway, goodnight.6

dGoodnight. By the way, Kusumis really sweet.6

Ol hanks,6he said. She liked you.0

Because she doesnd know me,0l said.

dDond say that.6

| sent a smiley back. He replied with along message.

QAnyway, Kusumis nice. | am not going to say she is a horrible person, Radhika. But she and |
just dond share that connection. Not even atenth of what you and | have. None, actually.6

| read the message and didn@ reply.

ANVhat?6he sent another message.



ONhat do you want me to say? Go see a counsellor? Work on your marriage? What?0!1 typed
back.

ANothing. | am telling you facts from my side. All | want is for you to admit to some of your
feelings.0

ANhy? Why do you warnt to know my feelings?dl replied.

Because even though this is totally wrong, the fact is | love you. Goodnight,Neel replied.

We didn& talk in Seoul. We made love. We made crazy, crazy love. And we did the same when we
went on other business trips, ten more times in the next three months. Each time our intimacy felt
deeper than before. Despite feeling immoral, there was al so the matter of my lonelinessd he made me
feel less lonely. | wanted Neel in my life. Someone to treat me like | was special and make me feel
loved, every bit of me. Maybe | gave him something too. A bit of the youth he wanted to hold on to.
The lightness and brightness of me.

As our business trips increased, our guilt trips decreased. He said he and Kusum disagreed on
many things, from raising kids to how hard he should work. He said | accepted him the way he was.
With every night we spent, flight we shared and meal we had together, | felt closer to him. | still
showed some restraint. He told me d love youdevery time we met. | never did. He never pushed me
to reciprocate either.

The Greenwood quest for more distressed hotels in Korea dragged on. They wanted to see
more options. We didnd mind. It meant more trips to Seoul, more companies to ook at and more Neel
to hold through the night.



T hree months later

dN ho is it?01 said. | walked up to answer the doorbell in my nightclothes. | was watching the
Filmfare Awards at my home in Hong Kong. The film Queen, about a woman who took charge of her
life, was sweeping all the awards. The doorbell rang again.

| opened the door.

Neel 201 said. | checked the time: 11 p.m.

&orry, | didn& mean to disturb you,6he said.

Neel and | had some unspoken rules. He never came to my apartment. | had never gone to his
house either. We had never got together in Hong Kong. Somehow, intimacy on a business trip far away
felt less sinful thaninthe city welivedin.

ONhatés the matter 701 said.

AdCan | stay here tonight?6Neel said.

ONhy?0l said. d mean, we dond really do that.6

&Kusumand | had afight,6he said.

GAnything major?6

Orhings escalated. | didn@ want themto get worse. | told her | had to go on a business trip and
left. | thought | would go to a hotel in Hong Kong but. . .0he said and |ooked at me.

But what? You thought, why pay for a room and be alone when you can get accommodation
and sex for free? | thought.

OYeah, of course. You can stay here. Come in,0l said.

OT' hanks,6he said.

Hungry?0l said.

He shook his head. He held me by my shoulders. He kissed me. He smiled. | did not.

ANhat am | to you, Neel ? A stress ball ? To come and play with when you are hassled?d

ANo. Not at all, Radhika,6he said. He sounded shocked.

50 why are you here? Didnd we have this pact that we don& do anything in Hong Kong?6

did we? | mean, whatGs the difference?6

Olhereis, to me. Business trips feel less. . .wrong. Thered also a clear boundary. Thisis. . .|
don& know what.6

ONhy?6

Because | don& know when you will show up here and when you won&. Today you are at my



home because you had a tiff with your wife. Tomorrow she will bake cookies for you and you will be
home with her. What does that make me? Ms Standby?6

He pushed back his hair with an unsteady hand. d just wanted to be out of there. Fresh air. . .1
thought | will come and check if you wanted to be withme. | amsorry if. . .0

dtds fine tonight. | just prefer it outside Hong Kong. Helps me keep my sanity,dl said.

QAre you okay, Radhika? 16ve never seenyou like this,0Neel said.

d_etd go to bed.0

We lay inbed. | turned off the lights. He put his arm around me. | didn& reciprocate and lay still.

d know what you are thinking,6he said.

OWVhat?0

Orhat thisis a booty call.6

ANow that you say it, maybe yes. Maybe that& why you are here.6

d just wanted to be with you. Leté not do anything tonight. Let me just hold you,6he said.

| looked at him. Eveninthe darkness | could see his eyes.

Rea ly?0l said.

OYeah. Why are you so surprised?

OYou are a guy. We are having an affair. You are okay with not having sex?6

AOf course,0Neel said. He kissed my shoulder.

OMe canif you want to,0l said.

ANo, not tonight. | just want to be with you,6Neel said. dGoodnight. | love you.6

aGoodnight, 0l said, in mild shock.

| stayed awake as he slept in my arms. He was two decades older, yet | felt | had a baby next
to me. He looked peaceful as his head lay on top of my hair. Maybe he did care for me. Maybe what
we were doing was wrong, but maybe something good could come out of it.

| checked. He seemed to be in deep sleep.

d love you, Neel Gupta,dl whispered to his sleeping face.

d heard that,0he said and turned sides.

OYou are so bad,d1 said and punched his shoulder as he grinned, eyes still closed.

d will let Josh do the talking. He is your supervisor. Only fair he gives you your number on bonus
day,ONeel said.

Josh sat in Neel G office. | took a seat with them.

Bure,dl said. It was impressive how professional Neel and | were at work.

Josh gave me a summary of my performance review. My peers had rated me four-and-a-half
overall.

O haté a good rating,6Neel said. | wondered what he himself had rated me.



Ol hanks, 0l said.

OQAnd the bottom line,6Josh said. éYour number, or your bonus for the year, is 350,000 dollars.¢

My heart skipped a beat.

ANow, 61 blurted out, even though | didnd intend to react.

Josh smiled.

Orhat tells me you are happy. Good.6

Orhanks,01 said, still absorbing my gross compensation. My total base salary and bonus came
up to half amillion dollars.

Keep up the good work.6

d am humbled,6l said.

OYou deserve it. Your deals made a lot of money for the group,0Neel said.

He smiled at me. | kept a straight face.

| came back to my desk. | called my mother. She gasped at the number, especially when |
converted it into rupees. My father went into shock.

AOf course ités all legal, dad. What are you saying? | promise ité legal. Goldman Sachs is a
reputed firm,0l said.

@But three crores a year?0he said.

Orhatés your little girl,0l said.

He laughed.

GYou warnt to move to a new house in Gurgaon? One of those apartments with swimming pools
and gyms?0

ANo, beta. We are fine here,6dad said.

df you need anything, just anything, |et me know,0l said.

OYou visit us soon,0he said.

d will,0l said. d_.ove you.6

Josh finally left Neel & office at 6, after finishing all bonus announcements.

| knocked at Neel & door alittle | ater.

(Hey, come onin,6he said.

Olired?0l said.

Busy day, yes,bhe said.

| sat down infront of him.

Happy with your number?6he said.

OYeah. | just wanted to be sure of one thing,0l said.

OWVhat?6

GHow much of this bonus is due to my work?6

ONhat?6Neel said, surprised.

dHow muchis due to my work and how much is due to what we have?6

QAre you kidding me, Radhika? This is all your good work. You know the profits on your
deals.0

OYeah, you said | deserveit. | just want to be sure,0l said.

He shook his head.

d don& believeit,6he said.

OWVhat?0

OYou are paid because you are good. Actually, you deserved more. However, there are limits
to what first-year VPs can be paid. | could have asked New York to override the limit,6he said as |



interrupted him.

(Pl ease dond do things like that.6

ONell, | didn&. And ité hurtful you think | would. | don& need to pay you more to get your
love. Okay?0

Okay,0l said. oI hanks then.6

dStop presuming things. | am trapped in a marriage. | don& have answers. | wish things were
different,6he said, his voice agitated. He paused and continued in a calmer voice, But | love you.
That iswhy | amwith you. | am proud of you. You deserve it. You deserve more.0

d amsorry,0l said.

dtés fine,6he said.

GHow was your bonus?0l said.

d am not supposed to tell you that.6He grinned.

OYou are also not supposed to do alot of other things with me, mister,6l said.

Ol'hree,6he said.

Ol'hree what?0

Ol hree bucks.6

Or'hree million dollars?0l said, my eyes round.

See, thisiswhy | didn@ want to tell you. It sounds like alot, | know.6

dtisalot. You made three fucking million dollars in bonus?0l said.

Somehow, life has away of making you feel inadequate about a 350,000-dollar bonus.

d told you. You deserve more. Dream bigger, girl.ONeel winked at me.

OYou made so much money last year. You are avice president. What el se do you want career-wise?0

AMom, ité not just career. | am not ready.0

| had surprised my parents. | had come home for the Chinese New Year four-day weekend in
Hong Kong. Aditi didi had also come over. Dad, Mom, Aditi didi and | visited India Gate. e took a
walk along the lawns. My mother walked with me. As always, she talked about her favourite topic.

ovou will never be fully ready. It is already hard to get a boy for you. You are too successful,
beta.6

ds there such a thing? Too successful 76

dFor girlsthereis. What to do?6

d_et not start again, mom. | amonly here for four days.0

ANhat is the use? At least chat with afew good ones? | will find NRIs, okay?0

ANo, mom. | don& want to.6

@do you have someone?6 mom said and looked at me. Her direct eye contact made me
unconmfortabl e.

| have someone, yes. Someone only five years younger than you, mom.

ANot really.0

ANot really means?0

ANo, | dond.o

@507 Don& you need a man? Every woman does.o



d dond think so. | do fine on my own.6

Olhere is an age, beta. You get the best matches then. After that, a girlG appeal declines. You
are twenty-six already.6

&0 | amlike a car model ? Depreci ating over the years.0

OYou are impossible! | am not talking to you.6

My mother sulked for the next half-hour, which meant thirty minutes of peace. We walked
along Rajpath all the way to Rashtrapati Bhavan. Her tough and sullen expression matched that of the
Security guards on duty.

ONhat do you want, mom?0l said finally.

OYou say you are not ready. But give me a time-frame. When will you start looking at boys
seriously?0

d don& know. Three years. Four?0

ovouwill be thirty. How do you expect me to find a good guy for you?6

d will also be an even more successful banker.6

@507 That makes it worse.0

| rolled my eyes.

d would have a lot of money of my own. That will help me and my husband get a good start in
life, n0?0l said.

OYou don& need to make so much. Your manwill.6

AMom. Please.6

e year. | will wait one year, then you cooperate. We start | ooking seriously, okay?0

Qlust one year?0

| stopped to buy peanuts from a street vendor. She rambled on while | fed her with one hand
and held the peanuts in the other.

OYou are so fussy. It will take another year even after | start |ooking for you. Another year to
do the wedding, as NRIs have their own time issues. It is still a three-year process. You will be
twenty-nine. Already late. Doesn& listen, thisgirl. . .0

@ne year. Okay? But don& push,dl said.

d never push. Do | ever push?6she said.

| looked at her. She seemed so earnest while asking her question, | burst out laughing.

(Please find sensible men. Men with some class, okay?0l said.

ONhat class? | am going to find some slum-dweller for you or what? Id1 find total gentleman,
you wait and see,6she said. | mentally grinned at the word dgentlemang which made me think of Neel.
He was what my mother would call a gentleman. Minus his affair, of course.

d love you, mom. You are too cute,0l said.

ANVhat? And what is this class business when you yourself are eating peanuts on the road?6



Dragon-I| restaurant, Central, Hong Kong

eel and | had come for dim sum, the traditional Chinese dumplings, at the posh Dragon-I, a

modern Chinese restaurant near our office. | struggled with my chopsticks as | picked up a
steamed spinach dumpling.

50 yeah, one year. That& all mom gave me,61 said. | finished recounting my India Gate
conversation.

Neel lifted a peanut dumpling with his chopsticks easily.

@50 you are getting married?0Neel said.

| looked at him and thought a little before | spoke again. d am just tired of my motheré
relentless pursuit. | have to listento her at some point.6

ANhat about us, what we have?0Neel took a sip of Chinese tea.

ANeel, what about my life? Do you care?0l said, my voice firm. We locked eyes.

AOf course, | care. But isnd us important?6he said in a reasonabl e voice.

dFor there to be an us, there has to be a future. Us has no future, right?61 said.

d don& know. We haven& discussed anything,0Nedl said, |ooking taken aback by how serious
the lunch conversation had turned.

QAnd whose fault i s that?0l said.

Of course, it isyour fault, Neel, iswhat | wanted to say.

Ol he topic never came up, | guess,ohe said.

| didnd respond. | just stared at him. | put my chopsticks down.

ANVhat?0he said, figuring out that something was very wrong.

ANhat topic, Neel 201 said.

dJs,0he said. dJs and our future.6

dJsis useless,dl said.

dJsis special,0Nedl said.

ONell, all this us has done is have an affair for the last year. This us pretends to be coll eagues
in the office. Whereas in reality this us sleeps with each other during business trips and, now, even at
my place.6

ACan you keep your voice down, please?6Neel whispered.

It only pissed me off.

See. Even here, even at Dragon+|, we are colleagues. | can@ say anything that will give us



away. | can@ hold your hand here, can |1? Even though you do like to spoon me at night, isnG it?0

Neel looked around. The closest customers were three tables away.

OYou wart to talk, we can talk. About anything. | had no idea you had so much bottled up.6

dHow could you? You have it easy. Partner at office. Husband and father at home. Young chick
when you want her. What do you have to worry about?6

Oorhis.0

OWVhat?0

Ol hat you are not okay about it. When | thought you were.0

ONhat made you think | am okay?0

d don& know. When we make love, or when we work together, or when we chat, isnd it out of
thisworld?5

dLifeisnd lived fiout of thisworldo, Neel. Lifeislived inthisworld.6

To be fair, even | didn@ know why | felt so anxious. Perhaps my mother & one-year ticking-
clock deadline had triggered a panic attack.

OYou know the problem, Neel. | can& even discuss us with anyone. Other girls discuss their
boyfriends with their friends. | can@, right?0

| had to stop talking. | excused myself to go to the washroom. | returned after washing my face.

Neel 1ooked at me with concern.

&Sorry,0l said. Why am | saying sorry to him?

GYou don& have to be sorry. Ité& your feelings. Thank you for sharing them. | am sorry for not
sensing themearlier.6

My plate of vegetable dumplings had gone cold. One of the waiters replaced it. Neel and | ate
insilence.

d love you,0Neel said.

| shrugged.

0?0l said. &Kind of irrelevant, isnd it?0

OWVhat do you want, Radhi ka?06Neel said.

| kept silent.

OA future? | amtwenty years ol der,6he said.

OYou said age doesn@ meatter in love. Didnd you?0

d ammarried. | have kids. So much baggage.6

(Exactly. So what am | doing with you?6

QArend you happy with just what we have?0Neel said. He seemed to be genuinely confused.

OMould you be? If you were inmy place?0l asked, ooking him squarely in the eye.

OMe have our work. We have love. We have excitement. We have friendship. We don@ have
the predi ctability and monotony of a married couple.0

OYou make marriage sound so bad. You are married. The whole world gets married.6

Clarify this for me. Do you want to get married? Or are you feeling stressed only because
your mother wants you to get married soon?0

Eventually | do want to, Neel. How could you think | won&? | want marriage, kids, family.0

Really?0

ONhat do you mean, really? | do. | want Sunday IKEA trips with my husband and a whole
bunch of kids. | want to wipe my kidsdomessy faces when | feed them. | warnt to bake cookies for them.
Yes, yes| do.6

Really, Radhika?d Neel said. He looked at me gobsmacked, as if | had revealed my secret



desiretojointhe ISIS.
Oveah. Why?6
d thought you were career-minded.o
(Excuse me? What is that supposed to mean?0l said, my voice ice-cold.
ANothing. Letés talk later. 1d1 ask for the bill,6Neel said and signalled the waiter.

ANo, Neel. Not tonight,0l said.

We were lying tangled up in my bed. He nuzzled the side of my neck. It signalled that he
wanted sex. | shrugged my shoulder, dislodging hislips.

Radhika, come here,6he murmured my name in a persuasive voice.

ANo, Neel,0l said. d amtired.0

He had come to my apartment four nightsin a row this week. | don& know what story he made
up at home. Frankly, | didn@ care. Every night | let himin. We watched TV for a while and we went
to bed.

He rebuttoned the shirt of his nightsuit.

orhis is the fourth time you have rejected me,6he said. He was right. We hadn& had sex all
week.

Btop assuming. | amnot rejecting anything. | amtired,ol said.

dsit your mother?0he said.

| shook my head.

dsit me?0he said.

| shook my head.

dté me,0l said.

OWVhat?0

dHow could | let myself get into this?6l said.

AOMe love each other, Radhika. Stop making it sound so bad.6

| switched on the night lamp next to me and turned on my side to face him. | lifted myself up to
rest on my el bow.

(Really, Neel 701 said.

ONhat?0Neel said.

d allowed myself to get involved with a married man. Not just a one-night stand. A long and
full-blown affair. Hell, | allowed myself to fall inlove with you. When there is no future.6

d have no plansto leave you.0

@But do you have any plans to change anything?6

ANhy do we have to change? What we have is perfect.6

OWVhat if Kusum finds out?0

Bhe wond.o

OVhat if she does?0

dond be paranoid. You are being over-anxious these days. Is it that time of the month?6

He tried to put his arms around me.

@hut up, Neel 0l said, extracting myself fromhis grip. dDon& trivialize it.6



oYour weekend trip to Delhi and talking to your mother has really shaken you up.6

Maybe | needed to be shaken up. To really think about what | want.6

Neel sat up in bed.

@Sorry to say this, but you aren& thinking clearly. If | go by what you said in Dragon-1,6Neel
said.

d said | want to have a family. Have kids. Be a good mother and |ook after them well. ThatGs
not thinking clearly?0

OYou are a star at work. What is all this mundane stuff you are talking about? Any woman can
do all this.6

But | can@?6

d didn& say that.6

0?20

d see you as someone exceptional . And special. You could be an MD, a partner.d

Oveah, | will be. I like my work t00.6

@But you said you want marriage, IKEA, bunch of kids. Baking cookies, really?6

oYes, | want all that t00.0

Radhika, you are getting carried away. You saw Kusum the other day and you are getting
competitive over me.6

| too sat up in bed, almost panting in anger.

dtds not always about you, Mr Neel Gupta. | am talking about myself. My needs. Do you get it,
Mr I-am-so-smart Gol dman Sachs partner?6

dtss just that. . .OHe turned silent.

ONhat?01 said. He did not respond.

(Say what you wanted to say, Neel .6

dtds just | never thought of you as the maternal type. | don& know if you were even meant to be
a mother.6

| felt my face turn hot. My whole body began to quiver. Neel figured he had said something
really, really wrong.

Okay, that did not come out right.6

dGet out,dl said, my voice calm.

He didn& move.

(Pl ease | eave my apartment, Neel. Get out now.0

aCome here, | will make you feel better,0he said, |eaning forward. He tried to kiss me.

Slap! | gave himatight one across his face. | didn& care who the fuck he was.

(How dare you? How dare you fucking say that?0l said.

d amsorry.6

Qlust leave. Or | will send an email to all of Goldman Sachs tomorrow. About us. Would you
like that?0

He slithered out of bed. | kept a stern gaze on him as he dressed, picked up his laptop bag and
| eft.

| curled up in bed, tears rolling down my cheeks. | cried and cried. | buried my face in the
pillows, including the one that smelt of Neel, and just cried.

You are so stupid, Radhika, | said to myself.

What was | thinking anyway? Neel and | would walk off into the sunset? He thinks | wasna
meant to be a mother. How could | ever love this man? Did | not know this day would come?



My stomach hurt. When | went to the bathroom | discovered that Neel was right. It was that
time of the month. In the middle of all this drama | had to deal with the first day of my period. Did |
tell you it sucksto be agirl sometimes?

ONhatés this?0Neel said, surprised.
He slid the | etter on his desk towards me.

Josh Ang,
Distressed Debt Group
Goldman Sachs

Dear Josh,

| would like to submit my resignation from the position of vice president in the
Distressed Debt Group.
Thank you so much for the wonderful experience.

Radhika Mehta

Ol hat reached you real quick,0l quipped.

QOf course. | have to sign off onit,0Neel said.

@Can you please do that, sir?0

OMill you stop it, please?0Neel said, his voice low.

dFine. Whatever. 131 be quiet.6l exhaled and kept quiet.

Orhisisyour career,0Neel said after afew seconds.

d know what | am giving up. My career isthe one thing | truly had as my own,6l said.

@50 why?6

d have no choice. My career is intertwined with you. If | have to leave you, both have to go.6

@50 dond |eave me.0

OGAnd do what? Become your mistress?0

OWhat rubbish.6

ONhat else am |”? Mistresses at | east get some rights and privileges. | anworse, actually.0

OYou are no mistress. You make your own money. Mistresses take money from the man. They
are dependent. You do it out of choice.0

ANhich in some ways makes it even worse. Canwe hurry up, please?0

OYouwond let go, isit?0Neel said.

d have decided, Neel. As you can see, | have nothing to lose. You do. So please.6

d am sorry about what | said yesterday, okay? That mother thing.0

dtGs not just what you said or didn& say. This whole thing is wrong. And now if | have any
self-respect left, | need to end it.0

Neel looked at me carefully. | kept my eyes on the view outside the windowd the Hong Kong



harbour.
OYou make me feel so bloody quilty,0he said.
Oyou should feel bloody guilty,0l said, still without |ooking at him.
AONe did this together. Nobody forced you.6
d know. | feel guilty. So about time you do t00.0
aGive me two hours.6
ONhat?01 said, turning to him.
aCome back in two hours. Can you?0
| shrugged and | eft his office. | went back to my cubicle.
My desk phone rang after two hours. | went back to Neel G office.

d_eave me if you have to. Don& quit the firm,0Neel said.

(50 are you resigning instead?0l said.

@Can you stop being so harsh? We have happy memories.6

| smirked at him. He continued, GYou can take a transfer to another office. New York. London.
Wherever.06

| looked at him.

d suppose not New York,6he said.

Sure, not New York. | had a relationship wreck in that city too.

d. . .0l beganto speak as he interrupted me.

GYou can get jobs outside. But please dond |eave the group. We value you. | will never forgive
myself.0

dsthat all youwona forgive yourself for?0l said.

He hung his head low. Then he stood up and went to the window. | thought about his proposal
for aminute.

dFine, | can move to London. But it has to feel like a new job. | don& want you in my life. At
al.6

ANhat do you mean?0

ANo common deals. No being in touch. Be gone. Clear?0

How canwe. . .0

ONeel, | amserious. If thisisreported, you get into trouble. Not me. You are the boss.6

QAre you threatening me?0

d amsaying | am serious. | am going to be a huge mess. | don& know if | will be able to pick
up the pieces again. | dond want youinmy life there. That iswhy | amleaving.6

Okay,0Neel said in a heavy voice and came back to his seat.

Or'hanks.6

dSomeone from the London office will call you this evening,0he said.

dFine. Can | leave now?0

OYeah,06he said and paused. Radhika?0

0Yes?0

d amsorry.0



dFor?0

d amsorry | let you down.6
| stood up to leave.

d let myself down, Neel.6



o/

I felt alump in my throat as | replayed Hong Kong in my head. My hand hol ding the breakfast plate
trembled. Neel looked at me. My relatives continued to fill the dining room. | drank a glass of
water to buy time.

dCanwe talk in private? Please?0Neel whispered.

How, Neel? CanG you see? | amat my wedding.6

d have aroomhere. Come for alittle bit. Please.6

dHow did you get aroom? They told us they were full .6

dtds not important. Please, fifteen minutes?

@But how did you get a room?0l said. | wanted to scream at the |obby manager.

d took the presidential suite. Thatds all they had. Now can you come there? Room 10176

Of course, Mr Partner had to be in the presidential suite. My cousins waved, gesturing me to

come back.

d need to have breakfast with my cousins. See you in thirty minutes,6l said.

OYou said you would leave me alone,6l said as he opened the door. | entered his lavish 3,000-square-
feet presidential suite. | sat on one of the sofas in the suite living room. He didn& respond. He went to
the el ectric kettle at the corner of the roomand filled it with water.

tea?0

Olea?0he said.
Neel! | dond have time. You said you wouldn& bother me.6
d cut off for a year. Did | ever bother you in London?6he said. dMould you like some green

ONhat is it you wanted to tell me?dl said.

ACan you relax?0Neel said. dHow about a fiHey, how have you been?06

Neel,01 said. d don& have time for pleasantries.0

d amjust making conversation. Am| allowed to do that while | make a cup of tea?
Sure,0l said.

AMe havend caught up in ayear. How was London? You know | grew up there, right?6
d do.6

50 how was it?0



| just kept looking at him.

ANhat?0

d amnot here to talk about London.6

dGive me aminute. | need to bring something from the other room.6

| nodded. He went into the bedroom. | looked out of the window. The sea was silent behind

the doubl e-glazed glass. Neel & mention of London brought back many memories of my move there.
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he Goldman Sachs office in London is located on 133 Fleet Street. The office at Peterborough

Court is at the same site as the old Daily Telegraph building. Patricia, the group secretary,
settled me into my new cubicle. The British accent in the London office reminded me of Neel. When
you break up, it becomes a habit to remember everything about the mand with my second heartbreak |
had learnt this much. Neel was a habit, a bad habit rather, almost an addiction. Like smoking, when
you know it is bad for you but you canG seem to leave it. | aso learnt that you don& get better at
handling heartbreaks. They suck every single time, even though this time was marginally better since |
had initiated the break-up. | battled the urge to email him, telling him | had arrived at the new place.

Why couldnd he email me? Why couldn@ he call? Well, how could he? | had threatened to
expose him.

| missed his voice. | missed his eyes. | missed his touch. | missed all that he did to me, with
me, inbed. So what if heis married? He loves me, and love iswhat | need, right?

See, thisis how your mind plays games with you. If it wants you to do something, it will find a
hundred reasons to justify it. WhatG more, the reasons will even make sense. | picked up the internal
phone on my desk to call Neel.

The buzz on my cellphone disrupted my thoughts. In the past few months my mother had
discovered WhatsApp. She had sent me a message.

Checked profile?0

Youwond give up, will you? | wanted to type back.

doingit, now,0l replied instead.

| opened shaadi.com on my office laptop. The screen displayed happy faces of couples in
nuptial bliss, who had found each other on this website. Testimonials spoke of how a couple who met
on the site married within three months and were now expecting a child. Was finding love that
simple? Why did | find it difficult? Why did | have to complicate everything? Or was there something
wrong with me?

| logged on to the account my mother had set up. The page opened to a summary of my profile.
She had used a picture of mine from India Gate, the one | took when | visited Delhi last time. A
shadow fell on my face in the photo. My eyes were half-closed. She could not have chosen a worse
picture.

| read my profile.

Hi, | amayoung, slim, quite fair, Punjabi Khatri girl aged 26, 5640 tall. | am currently
working in London, but flexible to move anywhere with my husband. | am family-



minded and don& mind stayinginajoint family.
| reached for my cellphoned to call my mother and blast her. | resisted the urge and read on.

| can cook North Indian cuisine quite well. | have one elder sister who is aready
married and well-settled in Delhi. My parents have no other liabilities. My father
retired from a respected position in State Bank of India and my mother is a housewife.
We are well off and can do a high-status wedding.

My eyebrows shot up. | read the next section.

| am looking for a well-qualified, well-settled suitable match from a good Punjabi
family. Someone who will |ook after my family and me and respect elders. If interested
please respond with details about you, including horoscope or date and time of birth.
Regards, Radhika Mehta.

Seriously? Mom, seriously?0l said out loud. | closed the shaadi.com window. | had to call momand
talk, or rather shout at her. | couldn& do that in the office. | packed my laptop in my Tumi bag and
stood up.

d amgoing to get lunch,6l told Patricia and | eft the office.

| went out on Fleet Street and found Itsu, a Japanese-inspired healthy fast-food chain. |
ordered a vegetables and brown rice potsu pot and sat down to eat. Fork in one hand and phone in the
other, | called my dear mother. | charged at her as soon as she answered.

AMom, what are you doing?0

ONhat?6she said, surprised.

| loaded my profile on my laptop screen.

d saw the profile.6

diked it?6

How do you even begin to answer that?

AMom, are you serious? What is this?

ANhy? | wrote what will get you the best response. Sharma aunty next door hel ped me.6

dtds horrible, mom. Really, who is this person you have written about? It is not me.6

ONhat are you are saying? It is you 100 per cent. Isnd your height five feet four inches?6

AMom, first of all, the picture is terrible.6

dtG what | had. Send me a better one. We should have done a portfolio when you had come
here.6

d will send you one from here.6

&Bend one in Indian clothes.6

ONhy?6

QAre you stupid? Are you going to send me a picture in your office suit? Are you applying for
ajob?6

dtswho | am.6

Stop it, Radhika. Is the picture the only problem?

OThere are a million problems. Let me start. What is fAquite fairo? Tell them my red
complexion. Say | amwheati sh or whatever.6



df you write wheatish people think it is dark. You have to write fiquite faird. Raise it up a
notch.0

AOh, really? So what if someone writes fidarko then?

df someone says dark, ités like black. You know those Negro-type Africans.d

AMom, thatGs not a good term. No one says Negro.6

ONhatever. These are minor things.0

ddl tell you huge things.6

Say.6

AdOne, you say fiflexible to move with husbandd. Who said that? It depends, right? Maybe he
has to move. 1tGs a discussion. Two, | idond mind joint familyd? Why do we have to put that? Three,
my parents fihave no other liabilitiesd. What is that? Oh, and dond miss, fiwe can do a high-status
weddingo, that is four. Five, why just Punjabi family? Six, | don& need a guy to filook aftero me.
Seven, fisend horoscoped. Mom, really, | don& know what to say,dl said.

| had to pause just to breathe. The customer at the next table offered me a glass of water. |
mouthed him a thanks and took a sip.

OYou have said alot,0mom said, in her upset voice. ANo respect | eft for parents, | see.6

d am not disrespecting you. This whole thing is just wrong, mom. | don@ warnt to be a part of
this.6

d dond think you understand the strategy.o0

Strategy?0

OYeah. You don& scare away the good guys.6

ANhy would they get scared?6

df they see a girl who is too independent-minded, too qualified, doing too well, they get
scared.0

AVhat nonsense.0

dtc afact. | didnd make the rules, beta.0

Ad0h and one more thing,61 said. GYou barely mention my job. Currently working in London,
really? | amavice president in Goldman Sachs. | make half amillion dollars a year.6

(Exactly. Now you see the strategy?0

AHuh?6

Bee how we mention it also but hide the achievements al so?0

AMom, can you hear yourself? You are hiding your childé achi evements?6

d am hiding my daughter & achievements. So we get more boys to choose from. Thatés all. |
am not taking away your achievements.o

&0 if | were a son?6

@bviously, we would put your salary first. But now we have to be careful .6

| smacked my forehead. How do | get through to her? | wondered if | had made the biggest
mistake of my life. Maybe Neel was right. | was not meant for all this nonsense. | missed Neel. |
wanted to call him so bad.

QAre you there?0my mother said.

OYeah,0l said. My heart ached as | thought of Neel holding me at night.

d am coming there,6my mother said.

ONhere?6

d_ondon. | am going to spend some time with you. We will do this together.6



¢Enough, mom,dl said. She tossed another parantha on my plate.

| didn& want a husband. | needed my mother with me in London. So she could cook me hot
gobhi paranthas every Saturday morning for breakfast.

ANhy do you stay in Chel sea? Southall has so many Indians. Better, no?0she said.

(Have you seen the park view outside? See how charming thisis,ol said.

@But do you get achaar and chutney? In Southal |l you get it. Sharma aunty told me.6

OYou get it here t00,01 said. | tore open the second parantha. Qust stay with me. Forever,0l
said.

Bee, even you miss having a proper home. Is this even alife? Go to office early. Come back
| ate to an empty house.6

AMom, | have one of the most wanted jobs in the world.6

QAnd | have one of the most unwanted jobs, but | love it. Taking care of my family,6my mother
said and gave me a glass of lassi. She kissed me on the forehead. | hugged her.

d love you, mom.0

d love you too. Now show me the responses. You have made me wait all week.6

| had modified my profile on the matrimonial website. | had removed obnoxious bits like
¢husband to take care of medand Go liabilitiesd And added: Gsuccessful career at one of the worl dé
top investment banksa | also mentioned | wanted a secure and easygoi ng man.

dFine,dl said. | opened my laptop and logged in.

dFifty responses, very good,0she said excitedly. dOpen them.0

AdOpening, mom. Be patient.0

The first query came from a Mohit Ahuja, from a business family in Delhi. They owned three
restaurants, Mohit managed one of them.

ANo,0l said.

ANVhy?6my mother said. 6Trhey ook well-off.6

d dond want to be with someone who runs afamily restaurant.6

ANhat nonsense! 6

AMom, see the qualifications. BA from some random university. No. Next.6

We conti nued scanni ng the responses for the next few hours.

Oorhisoneisugly. | cand wake up next to a man like that,0l reacted to one.

Mom came up with one of her wise sayings: 6l'here is no such thing as an ugly man.6

Just to get back at her | rejected some men due to their dooksa Others didn& make it because
they had jobs in India where they earned a few |akhs a year. Despite all my feminist leanings, | didn&
want to be with someone who made so much less than me. Why does a woman feel a man& incomeis
more important than hers? Maybe because it is important to men, and very few men are secure
enough to just let thisissue be.

ANo, mom. He lives in Bulandshahr. Joint family. Family business. No, no, no,0l said as my
mother showed me another candidate.

| was realizing by now that sifting through prospective grooms was harder than valuing
distressed assets.

GYou are not doing this properly,6my mother said as | rejected a guy because | didn& like his
printed Hawaiian shirt.



But | hate that shirt. How could he wear it?01 laughed.

(He is adoctor. We are shortlisting him. You can choose his clothes after marriage,6mom said.

We finished at 4 in the afternoon, with a shortlist of ten potential grooms to be contacted
further.

dantired. You want to step out for a coffee?0l said.

Bure,6she said.

We walked to a Pret a Manger caf®near Earl & Court tube station. My mother held my hand.

A/Me have done somethi ng together after along time,dshe said.

OYeah, bonding over shortlisted grooms,6l said and laughed.

Ovouwait and see. | will find a prince for you,6she said.
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d—l I, can you see me?0l said. | sat at my dining table, facing my |aptop.

| had a Skype call fixed with Rgj Bakshi, a doctor based in Boston, USA.

OYeah. It alittle dark though. Can you switch on another light?0Ra) said. He was thirty years
old, had a thin moustache and wore a light blue shirt.

Before | could respond, my mother switched on all the lights in the apartmen.

AMom? What are you doing here?dl whispered to her.

OYeah, much better,0Raj said.

dOne sec, Raj,01 said and muted him. | bent the | aptop screen to cover the camera.

ANhat happened? Dond keep himwaiting. Talk,6mom said.

AMom, if we are doing this, we are doing this my way.0

d amonly tryingto help. . .0

Or'hanks. But et me talk to them without you hovering around.0

My mother made a face and | eft the room. | resumed the Skype call.

(Hi,0l said.

Hello. Must be quite late there?6

dté midnight, yes. London is five hours ahead.6

&Sorry. | just came back fromwork,6he said.

OYou are a doctor, right?0

OYeah. And what exactly do you do? Your profile said banking.6

d amin Goldman Sachs. VP in the Distressed Debt Group.6

@0h,6he said and became quiet.

&0 yeah,61 said, wondering what to say next. | don& know why | take responsibility for
awkward silences.

ANhat kind of doctor are you?0l said.

d ama GP, general practitioner, inthe Boston City Hospital. Doing my residency.6

d could never be adoctor. All that blood. | feel faint in hospitals,61 said and smiled.

dtGs a part of life,0he said, his tone sombre. dPeopl e are dying. Someone needs to save them.6

QAh. Yes. Of course,0l said. Okay, isnd Dr Bakshi alittle too serious?

How Gol dman Sachs?6he said.

dGood. Hectic. But | likeit.6

OT'hey pay people very well, | hear.6

dtds based on performance, but yes. 1tG good money.6

df you dond mind, how much do you make?6he said.



Isnd this too much too soon? What® the protocol? He can ask me all these things in the
first call? Can | ask himtoo?

OAre we sharing compensation al ready?0l smiled, to lighten his operati on-theatre mood.

@ure. Why keep it hidden? | make 100,000 a year. Plus benefits,6he said.

What am | supposed to do? Clap?

Okay,0l said.

GAnd you?0he said.

| dond know why | didn& feel like telling him. Perhaps | was getting tuned into male pride. |
could sense which guy could take it and who could not.

OMe can discuss all this later. So what do you want to specialize in? Or do you want to
specialize at all?6

d warnt to be an ophthalmol ogist. Eye doctor.6

d know. Good,6l said.

| had a sinking feeling this wasn& going to work. How do you end calls like this?

50 how muchis your salary again?6he said.

Okay, he asked for it. Thrice.

df you must know, | made half amillion dollars last year.6

| heard his chair creak inresponse.

dFive hundred thousand dollars?6he said.

OYeah. ThatG what half a million is,61 said. | kicked myself for that patronizing comment. It
wasn@ funny. | had a feeling nothing was funny to Dr Stuck-up Bakshi anyway.

Okay,6he said.

Okay? What the fuck is a singular Gokayd They should ban this one-word reply in
conversations. How am| supposed to take it forward from here?

50 yeah. What €l se do you do apart fromwork?dl said.

(Excuse me. But | have to go.6

aOh really? What happened?61 said. | hate being rejected. Even by boring men doing their
residency in Boston.

ANothing. . . Okay, | will tell you. Thisis not goingto work. Your salary istoo high.6

GHow can you get too high a salary?6

d mean for me. | mean compared to me.0

| realized thiswas a dead end. Why not end it with a bit of fun?

@0h, so you mean you are not man enough to handle it?01 said.

He hung up without saying bye. Oops, strike one | guess. Ha ha.

Three weeks later we had struck off all the ten shortlisted names fromthe list.

dtds not going to work, mom,dl said.

We had come to Dishoom, a quirky modern-Indian caf®in Covent Garden.

We ordered pao bhaji and masala chai, arare delicacy in London.

d told you not to mention your career too much,6she said, upset that | had rejected all ten
suitors.



d can@ hidewho | am,0l said.

ANVhy cand you be like your sister?

Because | am not Aditi didi. | dond warnt to be her.6

We came back home. She came up with another idea. She wanted to upgrade our shaadi.com
membership to the VIP category, where special agents help you get groons.

AMe have special needs. We need special help,6she said.

| guess | was special. Specially fucked up. No wonder she needed an army of specialists to
trap aman for me.

She sat on my bed. | lay next to her and turned the other way.

do whatever you want, mom,0l said.

AdOne of my daughters got settled so easily. | just hope and pray God hel ps us,6she muttered to
herself and raised her folded hands to the sky.

ANhatés with invoking God? Am | some ilIness? A misfortune?0l said, without ooking at her.

OMill you stop being so touchy? It is a fact Aditiés marriage happened so quickly. She has
whiter skin, which helps. But she also had a good attitude. You should have an even better attitude.6

| turned towards her and interrupted her.

ANhat do you mean, even better attitude? | should be more subservient? What is that word in
ads? Homely? It just means submissive, right? You want me to be more homely?6

ONell. Yeah.6

d am not homely. So maybe | will just stay single.6

dDond say such horrible things.6

OT hereds nothing horrible about it,01 said.

Orhis money and international job have gone to your head. You are not evenagirl anymore.0

ONhat?01 said, one eyebrow up in disgust.

dForget it.6

AMom, dad used to walk me to the school bus stop, remember? When | was in primary
school .6

She looked at me, said nothing.

(He used to tell me, fBeta, when you grow up, you can do whatever you want. The sky is the
limit for you.@®

50?0

ANhy do people tell girls al this? You ask them to achieve things, but when they do, you can&
handle it. Why does it become fiyou are not even a girl anymoreo?

d don& know all that. | never worked. | didnd@ have choices like yours,6she said.

ANeither did you have the courage,0l said.

She paused for a second before she spoke again. d don& know. Okay, fine, | don@ have
courage. Anyway, | think it is better for women if they dond work.6

AMomldl screamed in exasperation.

ONhat?6

AGMy job means a lot to me. Can you not demean it?6

@Can you not demean me?6my mother said. She broke into tears. Her sobs turned into a full-
blown crying fest, as she mourned the | oss of her ten shortlisted prospective sons-in-law.

| looked around. | found a tissue box on the bedside table. | passed it to her. She wiped her
tears.

do you know how much pain | had to bear when you were born?6she said.



1t& called labour, mom. | didnd causeit, it is how kids happen.

d heard you wanted to abort me,0l said.

She looked up.

ANho told you?6

dtds not important how | found out. | heard the doctor goofed up on the sex determination test.
He said it would be a boy.0

My mother looked at me in silence.

OT' hose were different times,6she whispered. dMe had Aditi. Your dadi wanted a boy.0

OYou did too.0

OYeah.6

dSorry, mom, | came out. You got araw deal .6

dond be stupid. | love you.6

She hugged me and after a moment | hugged her back.

Or'hen let me be,0l said, ¢please. Groom or no groom, doesnd matter. | want you to support
me.0

A tear escaped my eye. | buried my face in moma chest.

dond worry. We will go through some more profiles tomorrow. Your rajkumar will be there
somewhere,0said mom.



02

T hree weeks later

y mother wore her reading glasses. She flicked through the pictures on the shaadi.com app on
my phone.
(Bee this. Why havend you accepted this one?0my mother said.
We sat in my living room at noon on a Saturday morning, | in blue pajamasi white T-shirt and
she in a salwar-kameez.
dRead it out, mom,8l said, typing on my laptop. dNhat does he do?6
(He works in Facebook,6she said, and removed her glasses, surprised. dHow can you work in
Facebook? He does Facebook all day?6
ANo, mom. Facebook is a company. Go on. How old?0
OTwenty-eight. Height five feet teninches. | will read his profile?6
Bure. He wrote it?0l said.
ANo, it says written by parent.6
Ol hatGs two points down.o
Stop it. Even | had to write it the first time for you, right?6
d will never forget that. Anyway, go on.6
My mother read from the phone screen.

Our son is an intelligent, humble and simple boy who is looking for a suitable life
partner. He prefers a career woman, someone who is willing to live in the USA. Heis
a systems engineer at Facebook, where he has worked for the last five years. He is
based in Menlo Park, San Francisco. He did his engineering in Computer Science from
NIT Nagpur, where he topped his class. He did his masters from MIT in Boston, USA.
Heisour only child. We are a simple Punjabi family based in Mumbai (originally from
West Delhi). We want the right girl above anything else, as she will be our new family
member.

My mother finished reading and reached for a glass of water.

ANot bad, well-written. Open-minded and honest. Salary?61 said and pressed save on my
| aptop.

dt says between 150,000 to 175,000 USD, plus stock options. Is that good?6



dGood. Give me the phone.6

| saw his profile picture. A lean, tall and bespectacled man in a beige overcoat stood against
the backdrop of the Golden Gate Bridge in San Francisco. He resembled Sundar Pichai, the CEO of
Google. Geeks have their own role models, | guess.

(He is handsome,bmy mother said.

(He looks like the student who tells other children to stop talking.6

GAny nonsense you say.0

| read his name. Brijesh Gul ati.

dJgh,dl said. dJgh. Rejected. | am not marrying someone called Brijesh Gulati.6

ONhy? 1tG a nice name. Gulatis are Punjabis. Dond you know that restaurant on Pandara
Road?0

(Exactly. | am not marrying someone whose name resembl es a Punjabi restaurant.6

My mother stared at me.

OWVhat?0l said.

ANhat name you want? Amitabh Bachchan? Akshay Kumar?6

dtd not that. It isjust that hes just so. . .0l thought of the right word, &ypical.0

d think you are looking for negatives. And you cand find any. So all this name and fitypical ¢
nonsense. Tell me one proper thing wrong?dmy mother said.

(Exactly. There® nothing wrong with him. But he doesn& have like, any wow or thrill factor.0

OYou are choosing a husband. Not taking an amusement park ride for thrills.6

Ah, but love can be thrilling, mom, | wanted to say. Love can mean passion under the
moonlight on remote islands. The thought of that night with Neel made me flinch.

Okay fine,01 said in a brisk fashion and chose the Gacceptboption. | put my phone aside. Ten
minutes later my phone made a &ingdsound. | picked it up.

d donG believe this. He already sent a fiHio with his Skype details. Mom, this is desperate,
no?0

Orhisis agood sign. It means God wants both of you to connect,6my mother said. It is amazing
how mothers can justify any action as divine intervention as long as it suits them.

Set up a call,6my mother said in her most royal tone.

| typed back a message.
kype call fixed for tomorrow, 0l said to my mother.

(Hi,61 said, as cheerfully as possible. One of the most awkward moments in world history has to be
speaking to a shortlisted arranged marriage candidate for the first time. | sat in my living room near
my window, on Skype with Brijesh.

dGood morning,0Brijesh said. dOr sorry. Good afternoon.d

50 | am Radhika. You already saw my profile.6

oYes, | found it quite interesting.6

(Really? Which part?dl said, to enable more conversation.

d like that you have a good career. Investment banking is hectic, though, isn@ it?6

dtis. But | amused to it now.6



d amsure. And what are your interests?0he said.

d lovetotravel. | like music. | like exploring whichever city | live in. How about you?0

d mostly work. But | like watching cricket and Bollywood movies.6

Really? An Indian software guy who likes watching cricket and Hindi movies? Can it be
more stereotypical ?

It seemed Brijesh had read my mind.

OYeah, so typical, right? Cricket and Bollywood. | amkind of boring.6

For the first time a guy had admitted a weakness to me on a Skype call. He was kind of boring.
But unlike super-bores who didn& even know they were bores, at least he knew he was ore.

| smiled.

df | go to sleep onthis call then | am afraid you may be right,0l said.

He laughed.

GYou have a good sense of humour,6he said.

Ol hanks, 6l said.

QActually, | watch some English movies too. Have to develop a taste. You can suggest some
good ones to me.6

Bure,0l said.

He can praise a woman® sense of humour and even take advice fromherd not bad.

He continued to talk. d can@ pretend to be fake-sophisticated. | grew up in Naraina Vihar in
West Delhi and then Borivali in Mumbai. So | didn& have much exposure. But now | want to learn
more about the world.0

ANait a minute. Did you say you grew up in Naraina Vihar?6

OYeah. Why? It a small colony in West Delhi.6

d amfrom Narainatoo,0l said, surprised. dH block. That& where my parents live.0

ONhat? | was in G block. G-478. My parents still have a house there. They live in Mumbai
now, of course.0

My bedroom door opened. Mom cameiin.

ANarai na?6she whispered, her face unable to contain her excitement. She had probably had an
ear to the door and heard our entire conversation. | shooed her away. | spoke to Brijesh again. 6rhis
Is uncanny. Did you shop from Modern Stores?0

OYes. That fat uncle who never had change?6he said and both of us | aughed.

GAnyway, so yes. | wanted someone who has Indian roots but is better exposed to the world
than | am. You have been in New York, Hong Kong and now London. | felt you could be an asset to
me.0

| wanted to reject him. | wanted one solid reason to do so. | couldnd find it.

He tal ked about meeting up towards the end of the call.

d go for work to New York sometimes. It midway between London and San Francisco. If our
calls go well, would it be possible for you to come?6

d_etds see, 0l said. (Skype is good for now. Speak soon.6

My mother entered the living roomthe second | disconnected the call.

GYou cand snoop onme, mom. Thisis not fair.6

She came up to me and gave me a hug.

dSorry, my beta,6she said and kissed my forehead. But what a great boy. And Naraina? See
how Sai Babads blessed us?0
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One month later



St Regis Hotel G caf® New York

(R adhika, right?o

| heard his voice as | entered. | turned to look at him. He wore beige chinos and a black
turtleneck, perhaps his homage to Steve Jobs.

@Brijesh?0l said. We shook hands.

OYeah. Good to see you in person,6he said, guiding me to atable.

The old-world luxury caf®had high ceilings and colonial-era furniture. A saxophone player
and a pianist played in one corner.

We ordered teafor two.

A waiter brought us tea on a tiered silver tray of goodiesd scones, jam, clotted cream, cakes,
mini cucumber sandwiches and chocol ates.

OAfternoon tea was a great idea. Everything looks lovely,0 Brijesh said. He took a few
sandwiches and placed them on his plate.

Glad you likeit,0l said.

| wore office attire, a grey suit, partly because | had gone to the 85 Broad Street office earlier
to meet Jonathan and Craig. Mostly, | wore it because my mother had told me not to. She had
instructed me to wear a magenta salwar-kameez and dangling gold earrings. | told her | wouldn& go
to New York looking like | am a part of a Baisakhi celebrationsotroupe. In fact, | wanted to be as
drab and real as possible. Brijesh could see me as | was and reject me if he wanted to.

ANhenis your flight back?0Brijesh said.

®.30,01 said. d haveto leave for the airport at 7.30.0

We had four-and-a-half hours to decide if we wanted to be together for the rest of our lives.

@50 who talks first?6he said.

dJsually | do,6l said and smiled.

AaOh. | would actually prefer that. Tell me about yourself.0

| told him the story of my life from my childhood until now. | covered everything, apart from
Debu and Nedl.

50 | have been in London for six months. Parents now would like it if | could settle down.,
Gosh, doesnd that sound so lame?0l said, ending my story.

ONhat? The term fisettl e downo?6he said.

Oveah. Only in India do we use that phrase. Settle down, like in sedimentation everything
settles down. Don@ move anymore. No risk, no excitement.0

He laughed.

AOur parents valued security over everything else. In their time jobs were few, so you better
grab one and settle down. Else you would be on the road,6Brijesh said.

5o true,0l said.

(Even | have settled downinajob,6Brijesh said.

(Really? You are with Facebook. I1sn@ it one of the most fun companies to work for?6

(Bee, thatds the thing. Everyone thinks | amin this amazing company. How could | even think of
leaving it?0

do you like your job?6

ONork is challenging. Money is good.6

@50 then?0



dSometimes | wonder. . .there is so much happening in the tech world. Cand | start something
of my own?d

AOf course you can.0

He looked happy at my encouragement. He told me some more about his life. He grew up in
Naraina for the first couple of years, after which his parents moved to Mumbai. His father worked in
Indian Qil. Brijesh wanted to get into IIT, but couldnd make it despite two tries. He said it was
because he was distracted. He joined NIT, topped the class and went to MIT for higher studies.

OAnd thenatypical IT job. ThatG me,6Brijesh said.

| smiled. We finished our tea. The waiter arrived with the bill.

It was 5.30; we had two more hours.

d_etds take awalk in Central Park,0l suggested.

We entered Central Park on 59th Street, with the Apple store on my right. The green trees and
grass around made us forget we were in one of the busiest cities of the world. | thought of Debu. His
office was less than amile away.

OYou seem |l ost. Work?6he said.

ANo, itésjust. . .New York brings back memories.0

We walked in the direction of the Central Park Zoo.

dGood memories or bad memories?0Brijesh said.

Mixed,0l said. dMostly good, though.6

We reached the zoo and bought two tickets. We saw the highlight, a pair of baby grizzly bears,
bornjust six weeks ago.

OT'hey are so cute,dl said, as the two cubs, no bigger than rabbits, slept on their mother & back.

OYou like kids?6Brijesh said. My heart beat fast. The kids-and-mother question had made me
lose men in the past. Did he mean, do | like kids in general? Or did he mean, would | like kids with
him? My mind went into overdrive, imagining little infants with nerdy glasses, working on Facebook
servers.

Huh, kids?01 came back to reality. Gv¥eah, | do like children. Never thought | would but at
some point | do want to have messy, naughty kids.6

GMe too,bhe said.

We came out of the zoo and walked further north.

We reached the famous Bethesda fountain, located at the edge of The Lake. We sat on the steps
and watched ducks with their ducklings swim in little groups. The sun had dimmed, and the water
refl ected the evening sky.

We sat in silence for five minutes before | spoke again.

Brijesh, we spoke about several things. We didnd talk about our past relationships,0l said.
MBoyfriends and girlfriends, that sort of stuff.6

@Oh,6he said.

oYes. Should we or not? We dond know each other so well yet,dl said.

@But isnd that the point? Anyway, better to discuss such things.6

OYeah. So, youdve had rel ationships?0l said.

He turned his gaze away from the ducks and looked into my eyes.

AOnly one,6he said.

AOh, the special one.6

d don& know. It was a long time ago. | told you | was distracted during my IIT preparation,
right?0



Oveah.0

(She was in my coaching classes.6

Okay,0l said. AA girlfriend?6

d liked her for roughly two years. She liked me too. Unfortunately we expressed our feelings
too late. We only dated for two months.6

AMeaning?6

(Her father took up ajob in Saudi Arabia. She moved there with her family.6

d amsorry,0l said.

At okay,0he said and smiled. dt was along time ago.0

GHow about you?0he said. 6You have had rel ationshi ps?6

ANothing in India. | did have a relationship in New York and, well, | don& know what to call
it, but something in Hong Kong. So yeah. Two. Or one and a half.6

@0h,6he said, somewhat surprised.

Oveah. | did. God, | feel lighter telling you that. | don& know why but | do.6

He smiled.

dtd over, though. Both of them ended. A long time ago,0l said.

id it hurt when they ended?0he said.

OYes, it did,6l said and smiled, dout | am okay now.6

He did not probe further.

AMNould you like to know anything more?0l said.

ANot really. Only if and when you wart to tell me,6he said.

We looked at the ducks again.

He spoke after afew minutes. d&So what do you think? About us?6

Did he want a decision from me? After one afternoon tea and one walk in the park? Is that
how arranged marriages work? What should | do?

| thought before | spoke.

@Brijesh, | did like meeting you. But thisis such a big decision, right?6

@Of course. Take your time. Go back. Think. Reflect.6

d will. Should we walk out of the park so | can call an Uber to the airport?dl said.

OYou wond get such a good match again and again. He is US-based. You can easily get a transfer to
his city. He makes good money. He has shares. You say he is sweet. Really, beta, | cand find you
anything better than this.6

My mother, back in India now, had called me during my lunch break in the office.

@But mom. . .0

Or'he Gulatis have called twice.0

d need time to think.0

ANo prince on ahorse will come. Certainly not through shaadi.com.6

d didn& say | want a prince.6

50 come down to earth. What do you know about men anyway?0

Yeah, what do | know; | thought. If | did, | would have made them stick around, right?



| remained silent.

| liked him. | could say yes. Maybe not an éoh my God wowotype yes, but at |east dhereds no
reason to say nodkind of yes. Still, | wanted to be cautious.

dtds okay, mom. Whatever. Okay, if you guys like him then yeah, ités a yes.6

Really?6

OYeah.0l sighed.

dtés ayes! Aditi& papa, are you there? Mubarak,0l heard her scream.

It drowned out everythingd my voice, reason and doubts. |, Radhika Mehta, was going to get
married.

Congratulations, Radhika, | whispered to myself after | hung up the phone.
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d—l ey, you are here,0 NeelG voice brought me back to my present reality. Waves continued to
splash on the beach outside. He placed his hand on my shoulder.

aCome, letds sit and talk.0

| brushed his hand aside and turned to him.

ONeel, | need to go. | really should,61 said. My cousins would soon start looking for me for
sangeet practice.

dGive me five minutes. | need to tell you something,6he said. He had a large brown envel ope
in his hand. We sat down on the chocol ate-brown sofa.

d_et me talk, okay?0he said.

Bure,0l said, my gaze away from him.

OAnd look at me, please,0he said.

| turned to him. The same sparkly eyes, beautiful face and chiselled features. | could see why |
had loved him.

d warnt to say three things,6he said.

ddmlistening,0l said.

But before that, may | just say one extra thing? You look nice inthis white salwar-kameez.6

orhis? Well, thanks. Ité for the sangeet practice.6

d have never seenyou in Indian clothes.6

Really?061 said. Of course he hadnd. He had only seen me in work clothes or, well, no
clothes.

dndian clothes suit you. You look like alittle fairy.6

| don@ know why he talks like this. Worse, | donG know why it still feels so good when he
talks like this.

OYou came here for this? To comment on my salwar-kameez?6

ANo, no. That isjust a side observation.d

Ora k about what you came for.6

e, Radhika, | amreally, really sorry. For how things ended between us. | am just anidiot.
A total idiot.6

ONell, we parted ways, | moved to London. End of story,0l said and let out a deep breath.

OYeah, | never considered that the story could end differently. There were other options.6

dtcs history. Leaveit, Neel .6

ONell, | cand leave it. Since you left, | have missed you every single day. | cand@ even bear to
pass your cubicle. Every bit of Hong Kong, every business trip reminds me of you. | am filled with



pain every time the taxi passes Old Peak Road.6

Ol'here are other routes to your house, | am sure,0l said.

He looked at me. | stared back.

d am sorry, Radhika. | loved you. So much. You were the best thing to ever happen to me. Or
ever will. Smart, young, beautiful, compatible and successful. | had you. You loved me. And what did
| do withit? Nothing.0

| didn& respond.

d made the biggest mistake of my life. | really did,6he said.

Now, where else had | heard that line recently?

He placed the brown envelope on the table. He clasped his hands and lifted them in front of
me.

d know you don& believe me. But only | know the hell | went through after you left. That is
why | am here.6

d believe you, Neel. | missed you too. However, we couldn& do anything about it, right? So
yeah, whatGs the point of you being here?

dFor the second thing | am going to tell you.6

He picked up the brown envelope. He pulled out a set of A4-sized sheets. The first page had a
Stamp paper.

d am leaving Kusum. These are the documents,6he said.

| felt dizzy. The suite spun around me. He gave me the papers in my hand. He and Kusum had
filed for amutual consent divorce at the Hong Kong Family Court. My hand began to trembl e.

| put the divorce documents on the table.

ONhy?0l said.

OYou are asking me why?6he said. 6You, of all people?0

OYou had a perfect family.06

df 1 did, why did we have what we had?

| kept silent. His eyes became wet.

OWVhat about the kids?6

AMe plan to co-parent. Share custody.6

ONhat did Kusum say?0

ANot happy, of course. However, she gets it. She knew something was amiss in our marriage.
We had grown too far apart.6

ONhat will she do?0l said. | don& know why | had such concern for his ex-wife.

dShe will figure it out. Financially, she is more than okay. | gave her half of whatever | had. No
guestions asked. In return, she agreed to co-parenting and mutual consent.0

| couldnd believe | was discussing a divorce at my wedding venue.

Neel continued, @ am sorry, | will skip the details. The point is,0he said and exhaled, dry
marriage isover.0

d amsorry, Nedl,0l said.

dt& okay,0he said and massaged his temples. dt had to happen. Should have happened long
ago.o

| checked my phone. | had missed calls fromtwo of my cousins.

d hope you are okay. | need to go now. You had something el se to say? The third thing?dl said.

OYes. There® a small plane waiting at the Dabolim airport.6

oYour chartered flight?6



OYeah, Radhika,6he said and |eaned forward to hold my hand. &ur flight.0

ONVhat?01 said. | didn& withdraw my hand. | just gave a quick glance to confirm the door was
shut.

d know this will be a huge mess for you. Your entire family is here. There are huge expenses.
But hear me out.6

OWVhat?0

d will cut a cheque right now, at the hotel lobby. | will pay for everything your family or the
groom@ side spent for this wedding. So financially, ité&s a non-issue. You just come with me, and we
fly away on the plane. To Hong Kong. To wherever, actually.0

ANeel, are you kidding me?6

ANo. | meanit. | have wasted too much time. | have over-analysed, treated our love like it was
afinancial deal. It doesn@ work like that. You have to do these things from here.6

He touched his chest to indicate his heart.

OYou want me to elope with you?0l said, still absorbing his proposal-cum-plan.

OYou can talk to your family. | can meet them as well. When we reach Hong Kong we can get
married.0

ONhat if | don& warnt to be in Hong Kong?0

Neel became quiet for a few seconds.

dt would be nice if we can be there for awhile,6he finally said. dMly kids are there. But if it
bothers you we can move to another city. | will commute. See them fromtime to time.6

| looked at him searchingly. | knew him well enough to tell he wasnd lying. Neel Gupta,
partner at Goldman Sachs, never uttered a word if he didn& mean it. | kept my gaze on him for a
mi nute,

(Say something,0he said.

ANhat am | supposed to say? | have to dance to chittiyan kalaiyan now.6

OWVhatés that 76

QA Bollywood song. For my sangeet.0

ANait, thaté Punjabi, right? What does it mean?6

dFair-compl exioned wrists, white wrists, actually,0l said.

dOf course, ités India. Has to be white. So you dancing and all? With all those hip moves?6he
said. | nodded.

Both of us laughed. For a moment it felt like old times, when he and | would chat over
breakfast at the Goldman caf®

d_ook, | don& want to deny us a celebration. We can do a court marriage now in Hong Kong.
Later, when the dust settles, we can have our own big fat Indian wedding. One in India and one in
London, for my folks.6

| realized he hadn& let go of my hand. He slid off the sofa and knelt down. He lifted my hand
and kissed it.

AMy beautiful Indian princess, rather | should say smart, analytically sound and extremely
beautiful Indian princess, will you marry me?0

My heart beat fast. Neel, unattainable crush of most Goldman girls who had met him, the man
whom | loved, was infront of me on his knees.

(Pl ease, princess, say yes,0he said.

My phone rang. | wanted a disruption to avoid answering Neel. | picked up the call without
looking at the caller id.



e sec, Neel,0l said.

Baby, where are you?6Debud voi ce on the other side made me jump.

(Hey, | got to call you back,0l said.

kay listen, | called home and. . .6

olak to you later,61 said and hung up.

QAll fine?0Neel said, still on his knees.

| nodded.

He lifted my hand up again.

Radhika Mehta, | love you and will always do. Will you marry me?

| pulled my hand back. | smacked my forehead.

dFuck, Neel. Really, fuck,6l said.

OWhat, Radhika?6

OYou had to do all this now? Where were you in Hong Kong, when | lay silently crying in bed
next to you?0

OYou were crying? | couldn& hear.6

&Silently crying. And you said | am not the marriage type. What was that? | am not meant to be
amother?6

d freaked out. | didn& want what we had to end. | couldn@ figure out how to keep you.6

| stood up.

How did you figure it out now?0l said, or rather screamed, and pointed to the papers. did
you even suggest any such options then? | was the young VP at work you slept with. That& all | could
be, right?0

d understand you are upset. | didnd treat you right.6

d came to resign. It didn& matter to you. The best you could do was to arrange a transfer.
Wow.0

ONhy didn@ you shout at me then?6

AHuh?0l said, twisting my dupattals edge.

GYou could have told me that what | was doing was wrong.6

OYou had a family. What am | supposed to say to you? fiLetGs be together. Leave your wife and
little kids0?0

d wish you had,6he said in a bleak voice.

| paced up and down his suite a few times. He sat there, still on his knees.

(5it onthe sofa, Neel. There is no need to be so drametic.0

He complied and sat back on the sofa.

dFine. Not dramatic, but be pragmati c,0he said.

Orhisis so stupid, Neel. Really, | expected better from you.6

&0 | acted late. Is that what your anger is about? Go ahead, yell at me.6

OT hatés not the point.6

d missed you every day. | didn& contact you. But | did what | had to do with my life. Then |
heard about your wedding and it was now or never. So | came here. To take you away. With me.
Forever.0

He walked up to me. He held my shoul ders with both hands.

(Nesl, just stop,6l said.

dFine, hit me. Slap me. You did it once. Do it again. As many times as you want. But come
with me.6



| felt his breath on my face. He had Ral ph Laurené Romance on, the same perfume he used to
wear when he came to bed with me.

d_eave me, Nedl,0l said, eventhough | didn& make any effort to extract myself fromhis grip.

He held my shoul ders tighter.

d said leave me,dl said, my voice breaking. | started to cry.

Radhika, what is with you and your tear taps?

@5hh,6he said, Genough now. 1tGs okay. | am here now. It& all going to be fine.6

He placed his hand on the back of my head. He pushed my head forward until my forehead
rested on his chest. He didnd try and kiss me. He just patted my head a couple of times. He brought
his mouth close to my ear and whispered, d will be here, in this room. The pilot is waiting for my
instructions. You calm down. Go back and think. Ité& a lot for you to take in. | will wait until you give
the go-ahead. Thenwe will do what we have t0.0

| nodded.

| lifted my head.

d need to go. | really do,0l said.

| raced down the hotel corridor, my mind racing a million times faster than my steps. At the function
room entrance, | found Debu.

@Debuldl said, looking around to ensure nobody saw us. NVhat are you doing here?6

@Baby, | tried calling you so many times. You dond pick up.o

| couldn& talk to him here. Anyone from my or Brijeshé family could walk in anytime. | saw a
staff door near the function room. | pushed it open. Debu and | entered the kitchen area of the hotel.

OYou cand land up here like this,0l said.

d had no choice. | thought you would be at the sangeet practice. | didn& see you there.6

A chef next to us fried a kilo of onions on full heat.

OYou wernt in?0l said, aghast.

d pretended to be lost. Another guest in the hotel .6

ANever do that again, okay?0

&Sorry. We only have one more day, Radhika. | called to tell you | spoke to my parents.6

QAbout what?0

QAbout us. About everything we had. And the situation we are in now. | had atwo-hour call.6

@ebu, | am not exaggerating this. But my head is a big mess and might expl ode right now.0

My phone rangd my mother was calling.

d have to take this,0l said. My mother shouted at me as soon as | picked up the call.

GAre you mad? Where have you disappeared? Your cousins are looking for you all over the
hotel .0

d am here only,0l said.

ONhere?0

dnthetoilet.6

ANhy are you taking so long? Is your stomach okay? Eat carefully, don& get |oose motions on
your wedding day. You need medicine?6



AaMom, | amfine. Two minutes. Okay, bye.0

| hung up and looked at Debu.

OYou heard that?0l said. d5ee how everyone is looking for me?0

d am sorry. Anyway, my parents protested a lot, but | convinced them. They want to come
here.6

(Please, Debu.d

d just need your decision. | am your first love, Radhika. First and only. You dond@ even know
this guy you are getting married t0.0

| have more choices now, | wanted to tell him,

ANVhat do you want me to say?0l said i nstead.

| tried to walk past him. He blocked me with hisarm.

Stop this wedding. Tell your parents. | will come with you. I1té now or never.6

Can 1,0l said and paused, Gcan | think about this, Debu? Really? | have practice now.6

OYeah,0he said and lowered his hand.

Ol hanks,0l said.

d will love you until the last day of my life,6he said from behind me.
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d: ocus, Radhika madam. Your feet are not matching the beat,6Mickey, the choreographer, said to
me. Though he was ticking me off for the fifteenth time he had remarkable patience in hisvoice. Inhis
place, | would have slapped my student.

ANeither do | have chittiyan kalaiyaninreal life, nor can | do the steps for chittiyan kalaiyan,ol
said.

He played the original song with Jacqueline Fernandes on the LED screen behind the stage.
My six cousins who had to dance with me had mastered each move down pat. | couldn& keep up
beyond five steps.

| couldnd@ hear the lyrics or MickeyGs instructions. | only heard the followingin my ears:

Debu. Neel. Brijesh.

Debu. Neel. Brijesh.

| heard d love yousGin Debué and Neel® voices. | heard Brijesh saying he wants to go
apartment-hunting in San Francisco. | heard Neel talking about the waiting plane. | imagined Debucs
Bengali parents packing their bags along with their monkey caps and buying rasgulla tins for their
Goartrip.
Mickey paused and replayed the song for the sixteenth time.
@ne-two-three, Radhika madam, start,0he said.

Chittiyan kalaiyan ve, o meri chittiyaan kalaiyan ve.
Chittiyan kalaiyan ve, o meri white kalaiyan ve.

| tried to dance. The image of Neel making love to me on the Philippines island flashed in my
head. It switched to Debu and me sitting in our Tribeca apartment and watching TV together. | came
back to reality, and tried to remember the steps.

AMadam, again you are missing the beat. What is happening? Cut, cut. Restart.6

Three more attempts for Radhika the wobbly-toed bride. Well, turns out | sucked at these
attempts too.

Finally, Mickey stopped the music.

AOnly Radhika madam now. Cousins, please leave stage,6 he said. He meant business. He
played the song again. | came to the middle of the stage. Inthe first stanza, | had to lift my wrists to my
face and move my eyes. Instead, | stood still. My legs felt weak. | dropped to my knees. | sank on to
the stage floor and burst into tears. | cried loud enough to make the choreographer come running to
me. He feared he would lose hisjob.



&Sorry, madam. | am sorry. We don& have to do this dance.6

It wasn@ the dance. It was the thoughts that danced in my head. What on earth was | supposed
to do?

AMadam, | change song? Romarntic song? Aashiqui 27 fiTum hi hoo? Just walk around 1ooking
sad. Easy. Try?0

| shook my head. My cousins ran up to the stage and surrounded me.

ONhat happened, didi?0Sweety said.

ANothing,0l said. d am so useless. | cand get these stupid steps.6

@Didi, I can be the centre girl,0Sweety said.

GHow can you be the centre girl? Are you the bride or what? Idiot,0 Pinky, another second
cousin of mine, said.

My mother came up to us.

ANhat i s happening?6she said to me.

| stood up. | gave her atight hug. | cried again. She patted my back.

ACalmdown, my bitiya. Every girl hasto leave her parentsbhome one day.6

Sure, that® what she thought this was. | am crying at the thought of leaving home. Never
mind | have not lived at home for years anyway.

dGive her abreak. Shewill doitinafew hours,6my mother said.

But, madam, sangeet is this evening,0Mickey said in a concerned voice.

@he will do it later,6my mother said in her trademark stern, no-more-negotiation voice.

| came back to my room with my mother.

Rest, | am sitting here,6my mother said.

| lay downin bed. My mother opened a newspaper and sat next to me.

AMom,0l said.

Close your eyes. Try to sleep.6

AMom, | want to talk to you about something important,6l said.

ONhat?0 she said. dOh, did Aditi call the beauty parlour? Their staff should have come.
Anyway, what?0

| looked at her face. Where do | even begin with her?

ANothing, mom, itG personal and | don& know if | should. . .6

dt doesnd hurt so much,6she said.

ONhat?01 said, surprised.

Sex. | know you must be tense. It doesnd hurt so much.6

(Really, mom?0l said, my sarcasm not evident to her.

OYeah. See, | am not like those backward mothers who can@& talk frank with daughter. | talk
frank. That® what you wanted to say, right?

OYeah, pretty much,ol said.

dGood. Rest. And do chittiyan kalaiyan only. No sad tragic songs at my daughter & sangeet.0

Surg) and his team of decorators outdid themselves on sangeet night. Bollywood posters from movies
of every decade adorned the walls. Streamers made from fresh white lilies and deep-red roses filled



the entire room. The stage had the ook of a Bollywood item number set, complete with matkis and
disco balls. It all felt over the top, like every Punjabi wedding should, and it worked. Guests roamed
around the function room appreciating the decorations. | wore an onion-coloured flowing |ehenga
along with an elaborate diamond set. | looked at myself inthe mirror.

dStunning you look, didi,6Sweety said. | couldn& recognize myself after the one-hour make-up
session. For a second, | wished Debu and Neel could see me like this. Yeah, thatG how | felt on the
eve of my wedding, wishing my exes who waited within bluetooth range could see me dolled up.

After anap in my room | had gone back for the sangeet practice. Sometimes the only way to
calmyour mind isto keep it distracted and busy.

| had rehearsed in the afternoon with the doggedness of an Everest climber. | didn@ have
another financial model to build. | decided to take on chittiyan kalaiyan instead. 6You look beautiful,
madam. All the best for the stage,6Mickey said to me in the evening.

Brijesh came up to me.

OYou look. . .6Brijesh said, dvery nice.6

Orhanks,01 said. | kept a straight face. | had to talk to him. Before | could begin, he spoke
again. GActually, more than nice. Beautiful. Stunning. Basically, great.0

OYou look sharp too,61 said. He wore a cream-coloured shervani suit with a self-design. He
had switched to contact | enses for the night, getting rid of his Sundar Pichai spectacles.

Together, we met elders on each side. We touched everyone® feet enough times to count as
two sets of abdominal crunches.

dGood evening, ladies and gentlemen,6Pankaj mama took the stage. He held a whisky glass in
one hand and a mike in the other.

AMelcome to the most beautiful wedding sangeet of the most beautiful daughter of my most
beautiful sister,6he said. Obviously, the most beautiful whisky had already reached his head.

MickeyG troupe performed two professional dance numbers first. We sat through them and
clapped at the end of each. The highlight of the evening, the auntsddance performance, came next.

ANow we have the mamis and buas on either side performing to London thumakda,6 Pankgj
mama announced to thundering applause. He did alittle jig on stage himself in anti cipati on.

Eight aunts took to the stage. The LED screen showed a London backdrop with the picture of
Big Ben. Each aunt had enough gold on her to make the down payment for an apartment in London.
The stage creaked as everyone took initial positions.

The song began. Richter-scale-nine-level pandemonium rocked the stage. The aunties matched
the original steps for fifteen seconds. After that every Punjabi aunté head, limb and torso seemed to
have a mind of its own. Two aunts banged into each other. Another one had her bangles tangled up in
someone el ses hair. But they continued to dance. The crowd roared.

Tu ghanti Big Ben di
Pura London thumakda

If the British had seen this tribute to London, they would never have colonized us.

Choreographer Mickey®& mouth fell open. He covered his face with his hands, wondering if he
had chosen the wrong profession. Never had his students massacred his lessons to this level.

Brijesh stood next to me. He looked at me and grinned. | hid a smile; after all, they were my
aunts.

| checked my phone. It had two messages each from Neel and Debu. | didn@ open them.



Instead, | placed my phone in Aditi didié handbag.

oYour turnis coming soon,6Aditi didi said.

Didi, | don feel likeit,0l said.

ANhat? Your cousins are already backstage. They have waited for this moment since they came
to Goa,0she said.

QAll the best,6Brijesh said as the time came for me to go backstage.

@dCan you get me a drink, Brijesh?dl said.

Huh? Yeah, sure. What do you want?6

QAnything.0

ONhi sky?0

Bure,0l said.

He returned fromthe bar with alarge peg of Black Label. | chugged it in one shot.

Olake it easy. Dond be tense. 16 just a dance,6Brijesh said.

dtd not the dance. We have to talk,0l said.

Pinky came and tugged at my |ehenga. | had to go.

ONed | talk later,0l said.

ONhat? Sure. Hey, rock it!6Brijesh said.

On my way backstage, my mother stopped me.

ANVhat were you doi ng?0she said.

OWVhat?0l said.

d saw you. You asked Brijesh for whisky and drank it like a cheap bar girl. Infront of him?6

0?01 said, confidence soaring after the whisky shot. d wanted to loosen up before the
dance.6

@o you have any brains? Your in-laws are watching you. What will they think? Their bahu
drinks like ajungli bewdi.6

AdMom. My would-be husband gave me the drink. If he doesn@ have a problem, whatGs their
problem?d

My mother gave me a dirty look. Pinky pulled my hand.

AMy suggestion, mom, is go get a drink for yourself. You need it,01 said to my mother as | |eft
the function room.

| survived the stage. | did not let my choreographer down. | remembered all my steps. | nailed
chittiyan kalaiyan, even though | found it more challenging than forecl osing the assets of a distressed
Chinese factory. The audience cheered. Mickey kept repeati ng done-two-three-four and turn round and
round and one-two-three-four 6from behind the stage.

The song ended. My cousins and | finished our performance with a huge group hug. The
audi ence broke into appl ause.

Why does one have to get married to have so much fun? Why cand extended families just
get together once in a while and dance for no reason?

The crowd gave us a standing ovation. Brijesh clapped the hardest, perhaps not expecting his
investment banker bride-to-be to break aleg on stage as well.



OYou were fabulous. You are a good, good dancer,0he said.

A0h no, | suck. Those four minutes took four hours of merciless practice.0

d couldn@& do that even with four months of training,0he said.

A waiter with drinks passed us. | stopped him and gave Brijesh a glass of whisky.

Drink up,6l said.

QAre you sure? We still have to meet so many people.6

oYouwill need it. We need to talk,0l said.

OWVhat?0

Before | could answer, lights dimmed in the function room. A DJ took over. The stage now
became a free-for-all dance floor. In Punjabi weddings this means first the kids take over the floor.
Then their elder teen cousins come and kick them off the stage. Next, all the uncles get drunk and
shove the teenagers off. Finally, the uncles get so drunk that they even drag their wives, or the aunties,
on to the stage.

Brijesh and | also danced to a few songs. Brijesh was right. He couldn& dance. Imagine Bill
Gates or Mark Zuckerberg trying to do bhangra. You get the idea.

After three songs, | whispered in Brijeshés ear, (Brijesh, | et step out and talk.6



06

y ears felt a sense of relief as the DJ& music faded out as we left the function room. \We
came out to the Marriott garden, dark and silent at night. The December air had a mild chill

to it and | rubbed my hands together.

ONhere are we going?0Brijesh said.

AOut of sight,6l said. | found a palm tree with a bench underneath it. We sat down, adjacent to
each other, facing the sea.

dsnd it nice to just breathe?dl said.

dtis, but they will ook for us,0Brijesh said. GA search party will be sent soon.6

dtGs all abit crazy. This whole jingbang of two clans. Getting too much now,0l1 said.

dond worry, intwo days all the guests will be gone. Just you and me then.6

OYeah,0l said. | wondered how and where to start. He continued to talk.

QAnd soonwe will be on a plane to Bali,0he said.

OYeah, Brijesh, about that. . .0l said.

He ignored me and continued to talk, all excited. GAnd once we get back from Bali to SF, |
have lined up apartment viewings that weekend. Hope that okay?6

@Brijesh, | cand do this,0l said.

ANVhat? Too hectic? Okay, we can see apartments | ater. 1tGs just that my current apartment is too
small and. . .0

d am not tal king about the apartment hunt.6

Orhen?6

orhis. Whatever is goingon. | amsorry. | can& do this.6

ONhat? Relatives? They are getting on my nerves too. How many more feet do we have to
touch?

| held his shoulder. | turned him towards me.

@Brijesh, | cannot get married,dl said.

ANVhat?6he said in genuine confusion. &Sorry, beg your pardon?6

OYou heard me.0

He looked at me and |aughed.

ANhat?0l said.

OYou are so funny. Sweet also.6

He pulled my cheek.

Bweet?0l said. What is so sweet about me leaving him high and dry at the altar?

OYou are nervous. And so like alittle child, you are saying | can& do this. It sweet only.0



dt not. . .0l said as he interrupted me.

d am scared too. | live alone. Now | will have this other person living with me for the rest of
my life. It petrifies me.6

dt does. Yes. And thisisjust too soon.6

GToo soon? We have planned this for months.6

AMe planned the event for months. However, we decided so soon.0

Ovou said yes. | said yes. We had to reach a decision, right?6

@Brijesh. Can you please trust me? | cand do this.6

He smiled again. He placed an arm around my shoul der.

dFrom now on, your fears are mine, and mine are yours. So be scared or whatever, | am with
you.6

| got off the bench. | turned around to face him,

@Brijesh, | don& think you are getting me. It is not nervousness. Therefs stuff | need to deal
with and my head i s a huge squishy mess.6

d amsorry to hear that. But. . .0he paused.

But what?

@But 200 people are dancing inside to celebrate us coming together. A mood swing cannot
dictate our decision now.6

dtG not amood swing, Brijesh.0

ANhat is it then? Something you want to tell me?6

dtés my past. | still have to come to terms withit.6

He paused to ook at me, wondering what | meart.

ONe all do. It happens over time.0

dtds about my future too. About what | want.6

Brijeshé phone rang. He smiled.

Ol'here, the search party is out,0 he said and picked up the phone. GYeah, dad. | am here,
stepped out for some air. Yeah, Radhikais with me. Just chatting, dad. Okay, we are coming.0

He ended the call and turned at me.

OThe elders are leaving. They wart to bless the couple before they go to bed,6he said and
smiled.

&orry Brijesh, I. . .6

OMe have to go now. Listen, Radhika, | am no expert on women. Maybe thisis how all women
think the night before their wedding.6

Not al.6

Maybe in arranged marriages they do. We still dond know each other. Can | suggest
something?6

ONhat?6

dGo to your room. Rest. Please sleep. All these guests and huge celebrations are bothering
you.0

OMell, | only chose to have a grand wedding like this.6

(Exactly. So maybe your doubts are just irrational last-minute fears. Sleep onit. You will feel
better. Let®& go now,0he said.

But. . .0l said.

Dadds calling again,6Brijesh said as he picked up his phone.



| took my phone back from Aditi didi& bag when | got to my room.

| checked the time. 2 am. | hadn& unlocked my phone to read my messages yet. Message
notifi cations flooded my phone home screen. They read like this:

Debu: Hey baby, whatés up?

Debu: Is there anything | can do to help? Can | talk to anyone on your side?

Debu: 5 more messages

Neel: Inmy room. Here if you need me.

Neel: When can we talk?

Neel: You around? Can we meet? Like for a minute?

Neel: 3 more messages

Brijesh: Hope you are fine? Get some rest, okay?

Brijesh: 1tGs all going to be okay. Stay calm.

How am | supposed to stay calm? A dozen messages from three different men, every hour.
And | have a wedding tomorrow. Mine. | have no clue with whom. How am| supposed to stay calm?

Aditi didi slept next to me. She woke up for water and noticed the lit phone screenin my hand.

Sleep, youidiot. Youwill have dark circlesinall your wedding pictures.6

Yeah, that should be my biggest concern. Would the make-up lady apply enough concealer to
hide my dark circles? Why cand | be like other girls? Why am | not thinking about how my lehenga
|looked on me tonight? Why am | not worried about my nails? Why am | thinking about my dark life
rather than my dark circles?

Ting. Another message.

dPut it on silent,0Aditi didi groaned in a sleepy voice, éand come to bed.6

| looked at my phone screen.

Suraj: Hope you liked decorations, madam. Your dance was too good.

| shut the phone. | closed my eyes. But | couldn& sl eep.

What do | do? Who is it going to be? Debu, Neel or Brijesh? Oh, Radhika the great
distressed analyst, how do you analyse your way out of this distressed situation?

Some people are good at taking decisions. | am not one of them. Some people fall asleep quickly at
night. | am not one of themeither. Itis 3 inthe morning. | have tossed and turned in bed for two hours.
| am to get married in fifteen hours. We have over 200 guests in the hotel, here to attend my grand
desti nation wedding. Everyone is excited. It is the first destination wedding in the Mehta family.

| am the bride. | should get my beauty sleep. | can@. The last thing | care about right now is
beauty. The only thing | care about is how to get out of this mess. Because, like it often happens to me
inlife, here | amyet againin a situation where | don& know what the fuck is going on.

| lay still in bed for another half an hour. | thought about what | could do. | noticed Aditi didi
in deep sleep. | stared at the flickering red light of the smoke alarm on the ceiling. At 3.30 am,, |
stepped out of bed. | opened the room curtains. The sea appeared pitch black. The light from a few
distant ships flickered in the background. Moonlight filled my eyes.



1t& your life, Radhika, take control of it, a voice inside me said. The voice was cam, unlike
the hysterical mini-me who usually yelled.

ONho is this?0l said to myself.

1t& me. Your inner voice.

OT'he critic inside me? The one who thinks | am atotal bitch?6

No, the one who thinks you deserve to be happy.

Really? | have a person like that inside?dl said in my head and chuckled.

We all do.

ONell, so what do | do? Who do | choose?6

Say still, Radhika. Say still. The answers will come.

| did exactly that. | sat still for half an hour, almost in meditation. | kept my eyes fixed on the
dark sea outside. Slowly, a weight lifted off me. | knew what | had to do.

| took out my phone. | sent anidentical message to Debu, Neel and Brijesh:

OYou there?0

Debu replied first, inafew seconds.

OYes, baby, trying to sleep but cand.6

Meet me for breakfast. 5 am. Hotel coffee shop,0l answered.

Ohreally? Thaté great! Thatds just in an hour. See you!d

He also sent me afew excited and happy smileys.

Or'hanks, 6l replied, Gsee you.0

Neel responded after ten minutes.

OYes, am here,6he said.

| copy-pasted a line from Debués chat to Neel.

Meet me for breakfast. 5 am. Hotel coffee shop,0l sent to him.

Okay sure,0Neel said.

Brijeshreplied at 4.30.

(Hey, good morning. You are up early. Did you get some rest?0he said.

d amokay.0

aGood. WhatGs up?0

| copy-pasted the line from Debués chat with one modification on the time.

Meet me for breakfast. 5.30 am. Hotel coffee shop.6

Really? So early?0

AdCan you? Please.0

AOf course. See you.06

| put my phone aside. | let out a big breath. Aditi didi woke up.

ANhat are you doing on the sofa?6

dFixing my life,0l said.

OWVhat?0

ANothing. Just going for a shower,dl said and went into the bathroom.



I reached the coffee shop at 5 am. Neel and Debu had already arrived. They sat at separate tables,
unaware of their common link through me. Debu wore a light-blue kurta and pajama that along
with his beard and spectacles made him look like a communist intellectual. Neel wore a crisp dark-
blue shirt with a buttoned-down collar and a well-ironed pair of beige shorts. | wore a simple light-
blue chikan salwar-kameez. It felt ten times more comfortable and lighter than the wedding fineries |
had worn all week.

Four IndiGo Airlines crew members occupied another table, sipping coffee before their early
morning flight. Apart from them the coffee shop had no other customers. The coffee shop was open on
the side, facing the sea. Daylight had just broken. The sky had streaks of pink in it. The morning
breeze felt cool inmy hair, still wet after the shower.

Neel and Debu stood up at their respective tables as | entered the coffee shop. They walked
towards me fromtwo different directions.

(Hey,6Debu said.

(Hi there, you look fresh,0Neel said.

Neel and Debu looked at each other, surprised and confused.

dGood morning. Debu, thisis Neel. Nedl, thisis Debu,dl said.

dGood. . .morning,0Debu said, as he tried to figure out the situation.

(Hi,ONeel said to Debu.

d_et get some breakfast,0l said.

| sat down at one of the sea-facing tables. Both of them froze where they stood.

aCome, both of you,6l said and smiled.

They sat down hesitantly. The waiter arrived to take the order.

d will have a cappuccino and brown-bread toast. With peanut butter and honey. How about
you guys?0l said.

Debu and Neel 1ooked at each other.

Black coffee. Porridge, please,0Nedl said.

CEr. . .orange juice,0Debu said.

The waiter left. | continued to smile, enjoying their confused state.

dshe afriend?6Neel said, asking about Debu.

OYeah, you could say that,6l said.

GYou want to introduce me properly?6Debu said, clearing his throat.

QOf course | will.6

OYeah, because sorry, Debu, | dond@ know you and so itisall abit confusing and surprising. . .C



Neel was saying when | cut him off.

Both of you are my exes. My past lovers,ol said.

If there were prizes for priceless expressions, Neel and Debu could both share a Nobel.

@&orry, | dond understand,6Neel said. d am an ex but who is he?

@Debu. My boyfriend in New York, remenber?6

@Oh, that guy,6Nedl said.

ANeel isyour ex too? Sorry, when was this?6Debu said.

(Hong Kong.6

@0Oh,0Debu said, and became silent. He studied Neel openly.

OYeah, hes older, Debu. Much ol der,0l said. dNeel & married t00.0

Debu realized | had caught him staring at Neel and took his gaze away fromhim.

d was. Not now,0Neel corrected me. 5o Debué come to attend your wedding? Thatés nice.6

Hed not come to attend it. HeGs come to marry me. He wants to sit in the groomés place. Right
here, in Goa.0

ONVhat?0Neel said. d thought things ended badly for you guys. Debué the same guy who made
you leave New York, right?0

OYeah,0l said. aChange of heart now. Just like you.06

| guess it takes awhile for people to realize my worth.

| turned to Debu.

GAnd, Debu, Neel is here to stop the wedding too. His style is a bit different. It involves
chartered planes.0

Debués eyes popped open.

OYou see, he isrich. Something you always had a problemwith.6

d.. ... .l...6Debu stuttered as he struggled to string a sentence. d have no problem with
someone who isrich. Who said | did?0

Neel interjected, (Radhika, | didn& mean to display my wealth. It just seemed like the best
option.0

Neel, it doesnd matter. But understand the situation, guys. Both of you are here to stop my
wedding, which is in a few hours. Not only that, you want me to marry you instead. As you can
Imagine, you have put me in quite a predicament.o

The waiter arrived with our food. As he served us, Neel and Debu shifted in their seats,
avoided eye contact with each other. | leisurely spread peanut butter on my toast. | saw the unease on
their faces. Debu spoke after the waiter | eft.

&Sorry, Radhika. | didn& realize you have another ex-boyfriend here. Was this gentleman even
a boyfriend, actually? He is so much older and married.6

ANot married anymore. And my name is Neel, Neel Gupta,6Neel said, loosening the collar of
his shirt.

OYeah, whatever. But, Radhika, | thought you and | are meeting here alone. In any case, you
need to come with me.6

ANVhy? You forgot how you treated her? She had to |eave the country for you,0Neel said.

CEven for you, Neel 0l said.

Neel looked at me with a stumped expression.

Radhika, | said sorry. | never disrespected you. | may have had some confusion. But now |
dond. | amonly human.6

Debu interrupted Neel.



AGMr Neel, find someone your own age.0

dtG the connection that meatters, not the age. And sorry to say, | seem fitter than you,6 Neel
said.

| couldn@ believe the discussion. | had to make an effort not to grin. For a few seconds |
relished these two men fighting over me. | imagined them in a fistfight; though | knew Neel would
clobber the intellectual Bengali babu inthe end, | could have watched them duel all day. But | did not
have the time.

@oys, boys, stop arguing. And listento what | have to say for once,0l said.

d know you love me, baby,6Debu said. d amyour first love.0

ANVhichis often a mistake. We connect, Radhika, beyond love. We are similar. You know that,C
Neel said.

ANhy do you guys love the sound of your voice so much? Can | speak, uninterrupted?0l said.

Both of them nodded. Neel clasped his hands and placed his elbows on the table. Debu took a
sip of his orange juice.

Orhanks,01 said. &Sorry, | am doing this to you together. Just more efficient. Also, maybe you
can | earn something from each other.6

dtds fine,ONeel said, eager not to censure me.

@Debashish Sen, you remember our walk in New York? You said women could do anything.
You quoted feminist texts. Essentially, you said women could and should fly.6

OYeah,6Debu said.

Nice intheory. Inreal life the girl throws a party for her guy@ promotion but the guy cannot
handl e the girl& bonus. Yes?0

Ol hatGs not. . .6he said but | stopped him.

d_et me speak. You said fly, but when | flew high, you wanted to clip my wings. Fly, as long as
you fly beneath me, isit?0

He looked down. | turned to Neel.

ANeel, you loved me as the flying bird. You wanted me to fly higher and higher.6

@Of course,6Neel said.

@But you know where you went wrong?o

ONhere?0Neel said.

oYou didn& want me to have a nest.0

Neel didnd have an answer.

Neel 201 said.

d believeinequal rights. You know that, right?6Neel said.

@id you realize that perhaps | did not want to fool around? Perhaps equal rights means giving
women the same rights, not the same things? Equal rights to get what they want, rather than equal
rights to the same things men want.0

| noticed Debu scratch his head as he also heard and tried to figure out what | said.

GMeaning?0Neel said.

ONhat do you want? Career? Home?0Debu said. d amreally confused.o

OYeah. What do you want? Choose whatever you like, Radhika,0Neel said.

| took a sip of my |ukewarm coffee.

QAh, choose, 61 said and sneered. dChoice. The benchmark word of feminism, right? | become
agreat femnistif | give women the choice of home or career.0

ANhat do you mean? Isn@ that how it should be?0Neel said.



OYeah, why not? Isn& that fair? Giving women the choice?0Debu said.

ANo. It is still unfair. Because hered the deal. You know what women really want? We don&
want to choose. We want to fly and we also want a beautiful nest. We want both. Do male birds tell
femal e birds to choose? fiHey honey, choose. Either fly or sit in the nest.06

d don& get it. Really,6Debu said. Even Neel |ooked confused.

dFrom a mands perspective, men want a career, right? In general 20

OYeah,0Debu said.

AMen want sex, right? No judgement, but they want sex, right?6

OYeah,0Neel said.

| collected my thoughts before | spoke again.

d_et® say, in the name of male rights, men are given a choice. Come on guys, choose. You
want a career? Go for it, just give up sex. Oh, you want sex? Just worship women all day and give up
your career dreams. So choose, we are giving you equal rights. Choose now. Sex or career?0

dSorry but that is aridicul ous choice to make,0Neel said.

(Exactly, Needl. It is indeed a ridiculous choice. Just as ridiculous as the choice given to
womend fly or nest. You want and get both. But a woman must choose?0

| had three sips of coffee before Neel had something to say.

d get it. Women want everything. To have alovely home and be a great mother. To also have a
chance to shineintheir careers,6Neel said.

ANot all, maybe, but for many, yes,6l said.

How is it practically possible? Career means long office hours. Home means kids,
responsi bilities,6Debu said.

(Exactly! Have you thought why ité not practical 701 said.

ONhy?6Debu said.

Because men designed this world. They decided office timings, 9 to 6, five days a week,
Women werend in the workforce then. They are now. These office timings work well for men. They
don& work for mothers, for instance. What are we going to do about it?0

AGMe as in us three?6Debu said.

ANo, we as in the whole world,01 said. 3NVhen will we say, letés rgjig this to ensure it works
for women? Forget rejig, when will we even acknowledge the issue?

| paused to catch my breath, then leaned forward as if to listen to them. Debu finished his
orange juice in one quick swallow.

OYou have a point. Conceded. | didn realize your strong need to have a family too. That is
why | made a mess | ast time,0Neel said.

d imposed my notion of motherhood on you. Ignored your desire to have a good career
alongside. But forgive me and come with me. | will support you,6Debu said.

ANo,0l said, my voice coming from somewhere deep within me.

GYou are making the right choice with me, Radhika,6Neel said.

ANo, Neel, not with you either.6

ONhat?6he said.

| checked the time. It was 5.28.

d am not coming with you, or with you. There are fundamental things about both of you that
wond change. Debu, you say you will be supportive, but the fact that you couldnd handle even a bit of
My success means itG an intrinsic part of you. You can@ change that. And | plan to be a lot more
successful than what you saw. So, sorry, no.0



But Radhika. . .0Debu began.

| placed afinger on my lips to shush himright there.

OAnd Neel, you are amazing, no doubt. The chartered plane, tempting, of course. Now with the
divorce and everything | know you love me too. But you know what, you love only half of me. My
other half is Kusum, the woman you left. You want a party girl. Someone young, who allows you to
cling on to your youth. The same youth you work so hard in the gym for. Well, | won@& be this young
girl forever. | dond know what Neel Gupta will do with me then. He likes Radhika, his young vice
president, but will he like Radhika, the diaper-changing wife and mom?5

QOf course, I. . .0

@shh. 1 am not going to compromise and settle for less. | have made up my mind. Thank you for
listening. Now, no more lectures. | will simply tell you the action plan.6

OWVhat?0Debu said.

@oth of you, | need you to leave, right now. This hotel, Goa and my life. You will not bother
me, my family or my guests. No messages, no calls. You are my past, but guess what, | am done with
my past. So please,0l said. | pointed to the exit.

But,6Debu said.

d am saying fuck off in the nicest way possible. Please do appreciate that. And do fuck off,0l
said.

Debu and Neel looked at each other. They looked at me once more and stood up to leave. In
silence they walked out of the restaurant. Together. Out of my life.

Brijesh entered the coffee shop just as they left. He came up to me. He wore grey workout
clothes. He noticed the used crockery and cutlery on the table.

dGood morning, wife-to-be,6he said. OT hese people? They came to see you?

aGood morning, Brijesh, come. We need to talk,0l said. He saw my serious expression and sat
opposite me looking a little baffled.

OYeah sure,0he said. By the way, white suits you.6

Ol hanks.6

Brijesh ordered a plain dosa and coffee.

dFeeling better from last night?0Brijesh said after the waiter | eft.

ort of .6

ONMe always feel more anxious at night,6 Brijesh said. dDond worry. Remember, whatever
happensinlife, eventually it is all going to be okay.6

Ovoureally believe that?0l said.

0Yes.0

dGood. So Brijesh, | thought about it all night. This just doesnG seemright. | can& get married
to you today.6

ANVhat?0he said. GAre you serious? Some nervousness is understandable but. . .6

d am going to inform my parents now. After that | will talk to your parents.d

OWVhat?0

dUnless you can talk to themfirst. | prefer that. Put the blame on me.6

Radhikalo

| ignored him and continued, d will settle all bills. Nothing needs to be paid from your
familyG side. | amso sorry for thisand. . .0

Brijesh interrupted me.

ANVho the hell do you think you are?8Brijesh said in an out-of-character high pitch.



| looked at him, surprised.

d amsorry. | can understand you are upset,0l said after a pause.

OYou understand? That®s it? My entire extended family is here. They have celebrated with us
for aweek. The morning of the wedding what do | tell them? The bride says no? She has cold feet?6

dtdés all my fault. | accept that.6

(Everyoneis here, Radhika. Everyone.0

d know.0

The waiter arrived with Brijesha dosa and coffee. Brijesh | eft them untouched.

AdCan | ask why?0Brijesh said, his voice under control again.

Tears rolled down my cheeks in response.

OWhy, Radhika?6

OI'hose guys who you saw leave. They are my past. My exes.0

He looked back at the restaurant exit.

dtdés okay. They are gone,0l said.

oYou invited them?0

| shook my head. In brief, | told him what had happened to me all of last week in Goa. He
listened with full interest, and had a shocked expression at the end of it.

Ol'hat is some story,6he said as what | had told him sank in.

OYeah, that my week.6

ANhat did you decide finally?6

d told themto leave. Get out. Out of Goa and my life, forever.6

adGood. Then what@s the i ssue? Your past is gone.0

But | amnot inthe present either. | amnowhere, really. | need to find myself.6

dFind yourself?0 he said, a bit of sarcasm in his voice. 6You have told me you had two
relationships. Aslong asthey are inthe past, | don& care.6

ANo, Brijesh. This wedding stands cancelled. | am sorry,6l said and stood up.

He looked at me. He could see from my expression that | offered no scope for negotiation. He
remained silent. | turned around and | eft the coffee shop.



y room in Goa resembled a funeral scene. Despite the five-star luxury and the gold around

my auntsd necks, people had a sombre expression. | had communicated my decision. My
mother had displayed her hysteria. Dad sat stone-faced, unable, as usual, to react to any conflict
situation. My aunts had gathered around my mother, offering fake sympathy and condolences. | could
sense their glee. | was providing family gossip for months.

Kamla bua had still not given up.

@Brijesh said anything to you? Be honest,60Kamla bua sai d.

d told you several times, he has nothing to do withit. He is quite sweet.6

@50 what is the problem, you mad girl?0my mother screeched at the top of her voice.

She came and stood in front of me.

Slap! Before she could deliver another slap Kamla bua held her down. | didn@ react.

ANo, Aparna, no. Keep control. Sai Babawill make it all okay,0Kamla bua said to my mother.

ONhat will be okay? We are ruined. Look at her, still glaring at me.6

OT'hereds no need to hit me, mom,61 said, my face red as | fought back tears.

50 what should | do to cure you of your madness? Look at Aditi. In third year of college she
was engaged. Married after a simple graduation.6

d amnot Aditi.6

Orhis is what happens when you educate girls too much,6Kamla bua said in a low, consoling
Voice.

dtG her father& fault,6my mother snapped. dHe never said no to anything. Ahmedabad, New
York, Hong Kong, wherever she wanted to go, he would | et her.6

@Can you keep dad out of this, mom?dl said, my voice muffled. | turned to everyone and folded
my hands.

QAll of you, | have a request. You are all my extended family. Yes, | take full blame for the
debacle that happened. You can judge me all you want. But can you please not judge my parents for
this?0

My aunts and uncles |ooked at each other.

| continued, OTreat it like a Goan holiday. Thaté it. My treat. | need your support. My bigger
issue is Brijesh and his family. They will be hurt much more. | need grown-ups from nmy side to be
with me when | tell them.6

Nobody gave me a response.

dFine, | will talk to them on my own. Please enjoy your last day in Goa. Those warnting to fly
out earlier, talk to Surg to change flights,dl said.



The tableau continued. | turned to leave.

ONait, | will come,6Aditi didi said. d dond understand what you are doing. But | will come.
Can& let my sister do this by herself.6

She stood next to me and held my hand. | smiled at her and held back tears.

d will also come with you,6Panka] mama said. Come, Richa, we can& let her go alone.d

Richa mam debated between the roles of obedient wife and offended aunt, and chose the
former.

ANo need,6my mother said. dShe does everything al one anyway.0

Dad, you should come,0Aditi didi said. My father stood up.

aCome, Aparna,6my father said in his soft voice. My mother 1ooked at everyone. With much
rel uctance, she stood up.

OYes, letés go. Letés get full y shamed,6she said.

| rang the bell. Brijesh opened the door. He didnd say a word and stepped aside to let me and my
rel atives enter. The roomfelt ice-cold, and not because of the air conditioning.

Mr and Mrs Gulati, Brijesh® parents and my almost in-laws-to-be, stood with glum faces.
Brijesh relatives, his father & brothers along with their respective wives, sat gingerly on the bed.
Brijeshd mother & sistersd Rohini masi and Gunjan masid sat on the sofa. Everyone |ooked like they
had had knives stabbed intheir backs. Brijesh had already told them.

| struggled to figure out where to start. This is where age helps. For my mother seemed to
know exactly what would be a mature reaction. She burst out crying and went straight to BrijeshG
mother to bear-hug her.

dSomebodyés cast an evil eye, Sulochana,6my mother said. Her |one hysterics made everyone
inthe roomfeel even more awkward. Brijeshd mother didna hug my mother back.

OMNe are ruined. | had no idea my girl would do this to us. What do you do when your own
child is defective?0my mother said, howling at top volume.

dSit down, Aparnaji,0Brijeshés father said.

| realized | had to take control. | went to the centre of the room and addressed everyone.

(Hello everyone, | will just take a minute. To al in this room, | am sorry. | am really, really,
sorry. | am sorry because | was not prepared for this marriage but | said yes. | am sorry because |
brought shame to your relatives. | am sorry because | ruined your happy moment. However, | did this
because | felt going ahead would not be fair on Brijesh and his family.6

Orhisis fair?0Brijesh mother said. Her voice had a sharp sting to it.

ANo. But going ahead would be even more unfair. Between two unfair things, this felt less
unfair.6

| fought back tears as | listened to BrijeshG mother.

dnthisroomitisjust us close relatives. You realize what we have to go through with all our
acguai ntances who are al so here?6she said.

d do. | amsorry,0l said, tears flowing. | folded my hands. d really am sorry, aunty.6

Brijesh looked at his mother and then me. He stood silent with arms crossed on his chest.

OYou look so good together,6my father said. dCan@ we do something?6



| shook my head.

AOur relatives are here. The arrangements are all done. We can still end this drama, Radhika,C
Brijeshd mother said. dNobody will know. The marriage can still happen.6

ANo, aunty, | amsorry,6l said.

ANhat kind of agirl is this?0Brijesh@ mother said.

d told you. | have a defective piece. My other daughter is golden. Such a nice, good bahu she
IS,6my mother said.

GEnough, Aparna aunty,6 Brijesh said. Everyone in the room looked at him, surprised. She
may regret her decision to marry me. It doesnd make her defective.6

Through my tears | looked at Brijesh. Despite what | had done to him, Mr IT guy could still
actually stand up for me. It only made me feel worse.

GAnd mom, she has made up her mind. We may not like it, but she has,0Brijesh said.

But, beta, all arrangements are in place and everyone is here and. . .6Brijesh@ mother said.

AMom, we cand get married just because it is convenient,6Brijesh said.

| gestured a thanks to Brijesh. He nodded. He handed me a box of tissues to wipe my tears.
His kindness, even at this moment, killed me.

QAll of you are still our guests,6my father said with folded hands. GAnd from my daughter G
side, | say sorry.0

| could not see my father grovel. | wanted to leave so | could cry freely.

&urg) will help you if you need anything. All your bills will be settled. Thank you,6l said and
ran out of Brijeshd room.

The Gulatis and Mehtas checked out of the Goa hotel at noon the next day. Both sets of families
avoided eye contact. Things had indeed changed from the sangeet night two days ago when people
could not take enough group selfies.

The Mumbai flight for the Gulatis | eft earlier than ours. They took their places inside the bus.

@Brijesh, one second,dl said, as he put on his backpack to |eave the hotel |obby.

OYeah?0he said, his voice curt.

aCanwe talk for two minutes?0

Really? Why?0he said.

| kept quiet. He took a deep breath.

QAll right,0he said. But not here, infull view of everyone. Meet me onthe beachinfive.0

Or'hanks for supporting me in front of the elders yesterday,0l said.
We walked on the Marriott beach one final time.
d dond like raised voices, or insulting people, especially in public,6Brijesh said.
OYou had every right to insult me too. You can now. We are not evenin public.6



He looked at me for a second. He shook his head and gave a sad smile.

d guess | never understood women anyway. | thought | did, a little bit. Clearly, | still have a
|long way to go,0he said.

OYou understand people and you understand kindness. You are a good guy, Brijesh. | am the
one who is messed up. | need clarity.0

Hope you find it. What do you plan to do, anyway?6

dFor now, | will go back to work. Maybe apply for some visas. Then take a long vacation.
Maybe one of those round-the-world tickets. The ones that let you fly in one direction. Just keep
going.0

ONell, the world is round. So you cand keep going. You will eventually have to come back
home. Come back to reality.6

Ol hatGs true, unfortunatel y,61 said.

Bye then,6Brijesh said.

Bye, Brijesh.0

OYou arend coming back to the hotel ?6he said as he turned to |eave.

d will. | just want to watch these waves for a few more minutes,0l said and looked into the
hori zon.



T hree months later



El Albergue Hotel,



Ollantaytambo, Peru

I sat in the caf®and sipped my coffee. The tiny blue trains to Machu Pichu came and went at
regular intervals. | downloaded my trip photos from my phone into my laptop as a backup. My
laptop flashed the date, 23 March, with a reminder saying dMlessage Ba It had been three months
since the Goa fiasco. Despite the reminder | found it difficult to gather the courage to message him. |
flipped through every picture from my trip to distract myself.

In the past month, | had started eastwards from London. | visited Berlin, Cairo, Beijing and
Sydney before taking a flight to Lima in Peru, South America. From Lima | landed up in
Ollantaytambo, or simply Ollantay, the base point to visit the famous ruins of Machu Pichu. | stayed at
the historic and charming El Albergue hotel, located right at the mini train station that one uses to visit
Machu Pichu.

One hour and two cappuccinos later, | took out my phone.

Radhika, just do it. What®& the wor st that will happen?

| sent a WhatsApp message to Brijesh.

Hi.6

| waited for another half an hour, until the blue ticks appeared. He had read my message. He
didn& respond. My heart sank. Thiswas all abad idea anyway.

(Hi. Wassup?6he typed back a few minutes | ater.

OToday would have been three months. Of our a most wedding anniversary,0l replied.

He sent asmiley.

&Sorry again,ol replied.

Hey, all part of life. How are you doing?

aGood. Travelling. Took that trip | told you about.6

Round the world?6

0Yes.6

(Reached full circle yet?6

QAlmost. | still have two more flights to go.6

aCool. Where are you now?

Peru. Came to see Machu Pichu.6

Nice.d

ONhere are you right now?0l said.

At work. No such luck like you!6

@Brijesh, | wanted to ask you something.6

Bure.6

GMy next stop is San Francisco. | amthere inthree days.0

@Oh, cool.0

OYeah. Was wondering if you want to meet for a coffee?0

He didn& respond for a few minutes. | had a sinking feeling about this. | sent him another
IMESSage anyway.

d totally understand if you can& or if you don& warnt t0.6

Sorry, my boss had called me. Yeah sure, would |ove to have coffee.6

Really? Great.6

OYeah, canwe do it in Menlo Park? Easier for me.0



QOf course. Whatever is closest to your office. How Wednesday?0
Bure, Philz Coffee at Menlo Park. 4 p.m.6

Philz Coffee



Menlo Park

| arrived five minutes early. Philz Coffee is located just outside the sprawling Facebook campus. |
took a seat by the window, looking at the offices of a company that connected a billion and a half
people around the world. | wore a blue-and-white checked dress, which seemed to reflect the
Californian sunshine.

(Hi,0Brijesh said as he came up to my table. | stood up. We hugged cursorily.

Or'hanks for meeting me,61 said, alittle self-conscious.

ANo issues. Welcome to my city,6 he said. He wore a black hoodie and blue jeans. His
shoulders seemed broader, as if he had bulked up. He wore a Facebook corporate ID badge around
his neck.

(Btrange to see you like this, at work, 6l said.

OYeah, without any relatives. | see you and feel an aunt is going to pop in any minute,6he said.

ofotally. | amlike, where are the buas and the masi s?0l said.

OYeah, | feel this urge to touch someoneds feet,0he said.

Both of us laughed.

He went up to the counter and came back with two cappuccinos. | spoke after he sat down.

d can never apologize enough, but again, sorry,0l said, GT'he one Indian girl whom you finally
came down to marry created such adrama.6

He waved his hand.

OYou dond need to anymore. | am mostly over it. Life goes on. | reflected in the past three
months too. Onwhy you did what you did, and said no to the wedding that morning.6

ANhat did you infer?6

Orhat frankly you, or for that matter, any girl, doesn& need a man to define her. You need a man
to support, inspire. . .understand you. Help you be the best person you can be, banker, mother, both,
whatever. And until you find a man you trust enough to do that, why settle?6

| looked at Brijesh, admiring his wisdom.

OYou think so?0l said.

d do. And you are not just one Indian girl. You are one special Indiangirl.6

| smiled and gestured a thanks to him. He nodded.

d still blame myself. A lot. For making you look bad in front of your relatives.6

dond. | dond even think about my rel atives when | think about Goa, actually.6

Ol hatGs good. No regrets?0l said.

ANot really. Okay, just one regret.6

ONhat?6

OYou remember that night at the police station?6

aOh yes. When we went to Anjuna? That inspector. Our parents rescuing us. Terrible.0

Oveah. And all that we did, the grass, driving without a licenced | would have never done all
that without you.0

ANell, | am bad company. That was a mad, crazy night.0

OYeah, so the thing is, | had begun to look forward to a mad, crazy life with you. That didnd
happen so, oh well. . .ThatGs the regret.0He shrugged and smiled.

Our eyes met. | didn@ have a suitable response for him. | decided to change the topic instead.

OYour shoulders. You look fitter,0l said.



d joined agym. Try to go every day.0

dtd showing.6

Or'hanks. You l ook relaxed too. Your face seens. . .clearer. More peaceful .0

&0 is my mind. A month of travel helps calmyou down.6

OYeah, IGm sure. You l ook nice,0he said.

| smiled. We sipped our coffee.

dHow iswork?0l said.

dGood. But my business idea is taking shape. A service provider for developing Internet of
Things or 10T apps. 10T isthe next big thing. A company that hel ps make |0T apps has scope.6

AOf course it does.0

Qlust that | need this formal business plan to raise money from VCs. It is a pain. They warnt
financial model s and projections and what not.0

d could help if youwant,0l said.

Really?6

dts what | do onadaily basis,0l said and smiled.

dOhyeah, of course.0

d will need to understand the business. And turn it into a spreadsheet full of numbers. | do it
al thetime.6

d will share the detail s with you. How long are you here for?0

d have five more days of vacation left. | could make a quick model in the next couple of days.é

GYou would? That would be amazing. Can we work on it over the weekend?6

ANo problem,dl said.

We sipped our coffee in silence for a minute before he spoke again. GAlso, if you are here this
weekend, thered an Arijit Singh concert.6

@aOh coal. | like him,61 said. He had simply informed me about the concert. | couldnG assume
he had asked me to go to it with him.

OYeah, so,0he said and took another sip of his coffee. A sliver of foam stuck above hislips.

| pointed to hislip.

ONhat?0he said.

| opened the camera on my phone and turned it into selfie mode. | showed him his face and
smiled.

Aa0h no,6he said, embarrassed. He wiped his foam moustache with a tissue.

| gathered the courage to ask him a question.

@Brijesh, would you like to come to the Arijit Singh concert with me?0l said, my heart beating
fast. | had to be prepared for any response, including a bitter, biting rejection.

@Of course, that is what | meant. You will be helping me with the business, so we could go
together to the concert | ater, right?6he said.

d would love that. To go to the concert with you,0l said.

OYeah, | would love to spend more time with you t00.6

Our eyes met again, this time for longer. He took another sip of his coffee. It created an even
bigger foam moustache. He also had some foam stuck to the tip of his nose. | showed him his face in
my phoneG camera again. He smiled. | smiled. We looked at each other for a few seconds. Then we
laughed. And then we laughed some more.
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