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This book is a compilation of four fictional narratives that delve
into the notion of ‘Making Home. The stories are located across
four temporal geographies of Mumbai. They are contemporary,
and point at the urban conditions that seem to be emerging
from the layers of life sedimented over the multiple histories
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I stared at the clock on the pale blue wall, the colour of which was weathering
out because of the dampness. I woke up late, again. I lived in a small room
thrice the width of the almirah kept in the corner. A mori across the kitchen
was where my mother was getting rid of spider webs. I quietly brushed my
teeth to avoid a morning lecture from her and after breakfast I stood in the
corridor leading to the stairs outside my home in my striped shorts, watching
people go about their day. As the rooms were small and not well-lit, the ladies
sat outside in the passageway peeling peas and listening to music. My cousin
Niyati was playing with her friends in the small courtyard lined with plants
and I could see Aditya hanging clothes on the ropes across my room when he
smiled at me. As I headed towards the toilet at the far end of the chali, I said
hello to Jayesh kaka who had been bedridden for over a year.

“Dukaan jaane ke pehle istry ke kapde Suresh bhaiya se le aa” my mother called
out loudly. I pretended to be late for work to avoid the task assigned. “Late
utha, tab tujhe kaam yaad nahi aya? Tere papa kabke dukaan ke liye nikal gaye
hai. Is ghar mein koi meri kisi bhi kaam mein madad nahi karta”, she murmured
while she wore her slippers. Just as she was about to step out, a man wearing
a white shirt and black pants blocked her path at the door, asked her for my
grandfather’s name, handed her a piece of paper, and left abruptly without
saying a word.

After the notice arrived, the entire area was immediately filled with non-
stop blabbering. “Itna jaldi khali karne ka notice kaise aa gaya!”. Someone
else shouted, “Abhi chillao mat, raat ko milkar dekhte hai kya karna hai iska.”
Upon reading the notice, my mother’s first instinct was to call my masi. A
conversation with her sister managed to calm her down. I never understood
their relationship but figured that she was closer to her sister than anyone
else. She then called my father and told him about the notice when he decided
to come back home to assess the situation and some time later he was back
from his shop in Dadar market.

“Kidhar hai woh notice?”, my father asked as he put his bag right above the
fridge. Mother handed him the paper, which was stained with the besan
on her hands. Father held the paper and removed reading glasses from his
pocket. He stood up after reading it and went to Rajan uncle’s house, our
neighbour, and my mother followed him. Rajan uncle was one of the
oldest residents and a know-it-all kind of a person, a retired journalist
who sat in his chair outside his kholi with a newspaper and peanuts.
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His son moved to Delhi for his job and now lives with his wife Sharda. His
only motive in life was to listen to old songs on his radio and hand out free
advice to anyone who had the time to listen.

A few men were gathered outside his house discussing the impacts of the
notice. “Ye umar mein ab hum kaha jayenge?” said one uncle. Another said,
“Kya pata building wapas banne mein kitna time lagega, aur kab naya flat milega?
Bacho ka school, meri dukan, Mamta ka parlour sab kuch yahan par hai, yahan
se dur jakar sab manage kaise hoga?” Rajan Uncle boastingly said, “Mera bhai
Malad mein ek builder ko janta hai jo saste me flat karwa dega. Main toh yahan se
jo flat milega woh bechkar wahi jaane ka soch raha hu.” Adding to this, another
uncle said, “Flat mile toh achha hi hai. Tum sab aise hi pareshan ho rahe ho, sab
ho jayega. Building me lift aajaegi or toilet ghar ke andar. Redevelop hone ke baad
flat ka bhaav bhi badh jaega- fayda hi fayda hai.”
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The chawl had to be vacated as it was going under redevelopment.
These discussions had been going on for a while now and finally, the
process was going to start. The crowd slowly dispersed but my parents
stood there. My father dragged a chair next to Rajan uncle to discuss the
shifting process when my mother subtly asked Rajan uncle, “Woh Malad
wale flat ka kya bol rahe the aap? Kitne me padega woh aur area kitna hai?”
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Upon herinquiry, Rajan uncle folded his newspaper and told us that his brother
had recently shifted to Malad with his family. I asked my dad, “Kya aapko
bheed mein yahan se waha karna hai roz?” The same builder had constructed
numerous buildings in the nearby area and his brother was negotiating a deal
for Rajan uncle as he was considering purchasing a flat shortly. “Mere bhai
ne paanch saal pehle 350 sq. feet ka 1BHK ka flat kharida tha. Unki society mein
parking, 24 ghanta pani, garden, lift sab hai. Isse zyada aadmi ko kya chahiye, sab
toh hai!” he added happily, with a spark in his eye.

From the look on my mother’s face it was clear that the idea of staying in
a big flat in Malad intrigued her. I was impressed when I heard about the
amenities that were being offered. My parents stood up and greeted Rajan
uncle, thanked him for the advice and the three of us returned home.

The silence at home was broken by my mother’s concerns, “Hum bhi Malad
mein woh flat ka puchkar dekhe kya? Flat hua toh iski shaadi karne ke bare mein bhi
soch sakenge,” she continued looking at me. The thought of the daily commute
seemed daunting to me, out of concern, I asked my dad, “Kya aapko bheed
mein yaha se waha karna hai roz?” Although it was quite far, both Papa and I
would have to travel to Dadar daily, he seemed okay with it. He looked at me
with a confident smile and replied in a bold voice, “Mein manage kar lunga,
meri chinta mat kar. Hum bhi Rajan ji ke sath flat dekh toh lete hai ek baar. Fir
sochenge kya karna hai.”

“Nidhi, hum shayad Malad shift hone ka soch rahe hai. Rajan uncle ke koi bhai
hai jo humko waha par flat dikha sakte hai.” she was offline so I had to wait for
several minutes before she replied. “Mere papa toh soch rahe the ki builder jo flat
dega hum wabhi reh lenge. Meri choti behen ki school bhi yahi hai aur unki kirane
ki dukaan bhi. Abhi kuch decide nahi kiya baate chalu hai,” she texted back.

“Beta, idhar aa,” my mom called out. I put my phone down immediately and
went to her. Rajan Uncle was going to see a flat in Malad on Sunday and we
could accompany him, she said. He had offered to put in a good word with
the builder for us.

Early in the morning, my parents and I left with Rajan Uncle to
meet the builder and got a slow local from Lower Parel station, got
down at Malad, where we took a rickshaw to the builder’s office.
The board outside the sales office said, ‘Sai Estate, your dream home.’
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Rajan uncle’s brother, Pratik bhai was waiting there for us when he called
someone and immediately a man of average height and a fit build with neatly
combed hair came out and led the way to the office. It looked luxurious
with posters of the builder’s earlier projects all around. The office faced a
manicured garden on the outside. Pratik Bhai introduced us to Rohan, the
sales manager, “Ye humare rishtedaar hai, idhar flat main invest karne ka soch
rahe hai.” “Aapko jaisa flat chahiye mil jayega, aur jitna bada chahiye utna mil
jayega.” Rohan replied. He gestured to his colleague Nancy to give us a tour of
the sample flats. There was a spacious living room just as you entered followed
by a passage that connected two bedrooms with attached bathrooms. It had a
kitchen on the left of the living room that led to a small balcony. She bragged
about the society having a swimming pool, gym, clubhouse, garden, and a
separate play area for kids.

“Isse badhiya flat aapko pure Malad mein nahi milega sir! Yaha se station bhi
nazdeek hai. Market, hospital, bacho ke liye school sab idhar hi hai.” Rajan uncle
shrieked with joy and confirmed that he was more than ready to invest. My
father firmly questioned, “Kya rate hai ek 2BHK ka?” We were handed a glossy
pamphlet with all the rates which mentioned a 1 BHK would cost 1.4 crores
and a 2 BHK would cost us around 2 crores. The amount was a huge sum of
money but seemed like a good investment. “Aap Pratik bhai ke pehchan wale
hai isliye pehle hi rate kam bataya hai. Abhi likhwa lo 1 ya 2 hi flat bache hai, woh
bhi bik gaye toh ye rate me itni achi property nahi milegi sir.”

We returned home, discussing ways to gather the money needed for the
down payment. A decision had to be made before those flats were sold out.
In the past few years, because of COVID-19, the textile business has been
down as many people preferred to buy garments or textiles online instead of
going to the market, which made business scarce. The decision to move was
overshadowed by the financial uncertainty. Father told us that half the amount
for the downpayment could be managed but the rest of the savings from his
business were all invested, some in a fixed deposit, and the rest was stuck in
a long-due textile shipment. He had also been purchasing some gold biscuits
but could not sell them as the current market gold prices were very low.

“Mere bhai ko puchu agar kuch udhaar mil jaaye usse?” my mother asked softly.
Father was not very fond of mama but since we needed all the help we could
get, he agreed. Mother added, “Aap aapke kaka ke bade bete se puch kar dekhiye na.
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Woh toh electronics ke vyapari hai. Abhi nayi gadi li aur Bali bhi ghoomkar aaye.
Me meri behen se bhi puchkar dekhti hu.” My parents started recalling relatives
whom they thought could be of some help. “Crawford Market mein Anandbhai
ki dukaan hai unke paas jaa sakte hai.” my father said suddenly.

Anandbhai was a distant cousin of my grandfather and a trusted Zaveri. Father
believed that he could help us. His primary clientele consisted of buyers
seeking high-quality gold biscuits and jewellery. He traded gold at rates he
determined, negotiating terms that would maximise his profits. Anand Bhai’s
business was not limited to selling gold but also offered loans, which made
him a loan shark who was based on flexible arrangements, often spanning
weeks or months, built on mutual trust and respect.

Next morning before going to the shop we left for Zaveri Bazaar. We parked
our scooter near Crawford Market and realised that place was no less than a
madman’s utopia. There were shops crammed in every corner of the street
and set out on the footpaths along with haath gadis, and items were hung
on walls or in crevices between two buildings. Vendors spread their pile
of clothes on the street along with peculiar everyday items ranging from
watches, socks, rings, scents, or clothes. There was constant shouting,
pulling, pushing in motion and nobody seemed to give up their passion for
striking the perfect bargain. The entire stretch of the market was decorated
with fresh fruits and vegetables, plastic tumblers, and gleaming metalware
while the air was filled with the aroma of spices, fresh produce, and sizzling
food. At one corner you could smell chole kulche and at the other, chaat.

I'tried talking to my father about buying some house items but was interrupted
by a skinny boy hell-bent on selling dustbin bags to me. Another salesman
pursued me with crockery until I yelled at that imbecile for not letting me
go about my business peacefully. He smirked at my frantic behaviour as if
he was taking joy in my troubles and was immediately in pursuit of another
lady who passed by. As we walked ahead the hawkers were replaced by men
wearing khaadi kurtas and dhoti with a white cap and a gold chain around
their neck. We asked one of those men if this was Zaveri Bazaar. “Haan yehi
hai Zaveri Bazaar” they replied. I moved towards Anand Bhai’s shop as guided
by Google Maps.

It was a small gala with delicate glass doors that welcomed customers into
a well-lit, clean - air conditioned space. Inside, shelves with glass sliding

27



panels displayed a dazzling array of ornaments. Each shelf was meticulously
organised, with specific categories of jewellery neatly separated for ease of
display. Anand Bhai welcomed us with a smile and asked us to sit comfortably.
Hewore awhite dhoti-kurta, a pentucked in hiskurta pocket, his specshanging
with a black thread around his neck with a thick gold chain. He asked us the
purpose of our visit. “Aapko Kirtibhai yaad hai aapki kaki ki beti ke husband,
main unka beta”, my father told him. They made small talk about our relatives
after which my father then told him the purpose of our visit. He explained
the situation of our chawl and how we aspired to purchase another flat.

“Agar flat ke liye 10 lakh udhaar mil jaate kuch mahino ke liye, toh bohot madad
ho jaegi. Shipment aate hi paise lauta dunga. Aapke saath toh saalo ka rishta hai,
dekhiye agar kuch ho sakta hai.” Anandbhai hesitated initially as we did not
provide him with any collateral. He confided in his colleague sitting nearby,
then asked us multiple questions about our shop and chawl home and did
a complete background check before approving the loan. After a series of
questions, he said, “Ha bhai sahib, bejhijhak le jaye, aap toh ghar ke hi ho.”
Anand Bhai then proceeded to explain the terms of the loan.He decided by
his discretion that the interest rate would be 15% of the total amount, and the
repayment schedule. It was fixed upon by both parties that the loan would be
issued for three months after which full repayment was expected. He asked
us to wait for twenty minutes while he packed the money and made a record
of the transaction.

Now that we had managed to borrow the money, we realised we had not eaten
anything since morning. So, we stepped out to eat at the chain of food hawkers
right outside Anand bhai’s shop. There were a variety of things to choose from
like dosa, pani puri, and chaat. I placed an order for two masala dosas and
waited onthesideforittoarrive. After finishing my dosamy eyesturned towards
the dustbin placed nearby and noticed that it was an overflowing mess. There
was leftover food, plastic bottles, and used tissues scattered on the ground
that were being feasted upon by a bunch of rats and flies. I tried to ignore the
sight and went inside the shop. The bundle of money was kept ready, wrapped
in a newspaper, rewrapped in black polythene, and then put in a plain white
bag before handing it over to us. He wrote the account of our transaction in
his diary and gave us a copy of the receipt he made. Before leaving the shop
out of curiosity I asked if this piece of paper was enough to maintain a record.
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He smiled and confidently replied, “Aise hi bohot len den karte aa raha hu mein
pichleteessaalose. Recordsezyadabharoseaurrishtonparchaltahaimerakarobaar.”

2

The following Sunday, we returned to the sales office. My mother and father
greeted Rohan and the formalities commenced without delay. We re-read the
final details of the apartments and went through the clauses. Once everything
was in order, we handed over the down payment and with a few signatures
from both parties, the transaction was complete. Rohan handed us a payment
receipt along with property papers and congratulated us for securing the flat.

On our way back home we took some sweets to celebrate our new
purchase. My mother gave the first piece of mithai to Rajan uncle, and
my father thanked him after which she was on her phone and got busy
calling her relatives to share the news of our new flat. My father got busy
texting family members to let them know about the same. Very soon my
WhatsApp was filled with ‘Congratulations’. Taking this chance I quickly
took the mithai box kept on the side table and headed straight towards
Nidhi’s house, texting her to meet me near the stairs. When she arrived, I
handed her a piece of mithai and she congratulated me on the new flat
we had just bought. “Tension mat le, dukaan aate rahuga tab milenge.” 1
said knowing she wasn’t completely happy with where I was to shift soon.

Three months passed by, since we had booked the flat in Malad. We were now
staying in a transit facility provided by the developer just two lanes away from
our old house. One night the doorbell rang, on opening the door, Rajan Uncle
rushed in and told us that our builder had gone bankrupt. My father, usually
composed, was visibly shaken, while my mother tried to make sense of what
had happened and how it would affect us. Our hope of living in our new home
in Malad was far-fetched.

Welocked the door to our house and leftimmediately on-site the next morning.
Several others were there along with us complaining about the same thing and
demanding back for the money they had invested in the flat of that building.
Multiple discussions were going on predicting the future of the building.
We joined the public gathered, presenting our case and seeking any shred
of information to recover our investment. My father brought the paperwork
with two copies we had received from the builder, hoping it would serve as
proof of our payment to solidify our claim. After several hours of arguments,
we learned that there could be no immediate outcome to the problem.
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We returned home tired and ate dinner. My father called a cousin in the real
estate business to find out how to proceed. After consulting him we got to
know that the time when construction would resume was highly uncertain.
The only thing that could be done was consult a lawyer and wait.

In the aftermath of this investment, my family was focused on saving money
to repay Anandbhai. Our shipment was still stuck and so was the repayment
money. The due date was coming closer and something had to be done.
Father had managed to put together half the money from his bank account
but the other half was yet to be arranged. We left to go to my uncle’s place
right across the street in the hopes of getting the remaining amount. When
we reached his place, my aunt offered us water and a small plate with the
sorts of namkeen they had in their house. “Aap dono aaj yahan pe kaise, meri
yaad achanak kyu aai?” my uncle asked tauntingly. My father, filled with
embarrassment, said, “Bhai mujhe aapki madad chahiye. Humein aap se paanch
lakh ki sakht zaroorat hai.” He immediately questioned as the amount was not
a small one. Upon knowing the reason, he followed it up with a huge lecture
and a look of disappointment. However, after a few heated conversations, he
offered his support. This gesture eased our worries momentarily. We assured
him that we would pay the full amount back once we earned the profit from
selling the textile to be received in the shipment of Calcutta.

My father started his scooter and we cautiously drove to Zaveri Bazar with the
money. What we saw next could be amusing and sad at the same time. There
was a crowd gathered outside Anandbhai’s shop gossiping and one of them
making a video. It was overlapped by cries of a voice that seemed familiar.
As we moved closer we realised it was none other than Anandbhai. We asked
the group of Patiwalas standing there talking, “Kya hua Anandbhai ko, sab inki
dukaan ko gherkar kyu khade hai?” After a brief pause, he replied mockingly,
“Arre bhaiya kal raat inki dukaan mein AC ke pipe se chuhe ghus aye aur saare
kagzaat, jisme woh udhar ka record rakhte the woh kutar liye. Ab kisko kitne paise
diye aur kitna wapas lena hai woh kise pata.”

S %%
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It takes two hours and forty minutes for a flight from Patna to Mumbai. I've
made this journey thrice usually for some small trips only.

Saving one more reel in the “to-do-Bombay” folder, I put my phone on
aeroplane mode as the air hostess began with the usual list of instructions. I
rummaged through the bag-pack as I struggled to find an envelope.

“Waah, tumhe Bambai mein naukri lag gayi!” my grandfather had exclaimed
when I told him of my plans of moving there. He had stayed in the city for
almost twenty years, and always seemed to slip in a wistful nostalgia whenever
the city was mentioned. “Meri ab jaaneki umar rahi nahi, mein bahut khush hu
tum jaa rahe ho! Udhar rehke hi tumhe bohot kuch jaan ne milega! acha suno, tum
jaa hi rahe ho toh mujhe ek cheez bhijvaani hai, zara dekhke aana, post vagere
mein nai bhijvani mujhe!”

Finding the envelope in my bag, I pulled it out remembering my grandfather
saying, “Yeh ek hi tareeka tha ki mein tumhe aaram se Bambai ke baare mein bata
saku, tum jaa hi rahe ho, toh yeh sab jagah waqt mile toh dekhte aana. Jo baksa
maine tumhe diya hai uski kahani bhi mein likhke bata dunga. Papa ke phone pe
photo bhejna ya video call zaroor karna. Abhi toh sab hi badal gaya hoga, abhi toh
har jagah uchi uchi imaarate hogi.”

I remember my father telling me, grandfather was the first one from our
village to go to bombay where he worked and lived for twenty years. With
the contacts in Bombay, he started trade between the smaller factories that
were established there and our village. During industrialisation, Bombay had
a lot of small scale enterprises that manufactured umbrellas, plastic hair
clips, diyas, etc. Though the trading from the city has stopped now, we have
established a good name for ourselves.

As the air hostess continued her demonstrations, I carefully removed the pages out
of the envelope he had written hurriedly, his neat handwriting becoming an untidy
scrawl.

‘Sapno ki mahanagri’ - Mumbai. Bees saal baad idhar vaapis aake itni hi
chamatkari lagti hai jitni bachpan mein aaya tha tabhi lagi thi. Mein mere uncle
ke saath pehli baar Bamabi aaya tha, hum talkies gaye woh mujhe abhi bhi ek dum
acchese yaad hai. Camera, record karne ke dusre saadhan dekhke bada maza aaya
tha mujhe. Bollywood se itna pyaar ho gaya ki actor banne ke sapne dekhta.
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The thought seemed so ridiculous I could hardly believe it.

“Hum Deepak, Deepak Pandey, Patna wale, hum Bambai hero banne aaye hai,
maa ko bata ke aaye hai, ke tohra Deepak hero banjai ba. Humko ek role de dijiyega,
please, please agar aur kabhi jarurat pade, toh hume jarur yaad kijiyega.” 100 se
jyada studio ko ye baat bol chuke hai, sala aaj tak koi ek role dene ko hi taiyaar
nahi. 20 saal baad jab mein hero banne ke liye Bambai aya, tab toh pura sheher
hi badal gaya tha, har jagah bada bada chimney khada ho gaya tha, dhua nikalta
tha usme se, pata chala ki ye sab kapde ka mill hai. Jaha najar ghumaai, mill hi
mill. Bambai aate hi pehli jagah mein gaya, vo tha bombay talkies, udhar jaake
pata chala ki ab waha factoriya ban gaya tha, udhar security ne bola Yasraj jao,
toh Yasraj gaye, role nahi mila, phir rajshri gaye, waha bhi role nahi mila, takriban
100 studio ko puch liya, par role hi nahi mila. Ab kitne din tak mein aise role ke liye
bheek manguga, mene fir Kishan bhai ke gang ke liye plaza ke bahar ticket black
karna chalu kiya.”

When I came back to Bombay to become a film star, the entire city had changed.
First thing I did was that I took a train to Malad, which was on the outskirts of the
city. It was where the iconic Bombay Talkies was located, the studio was about a
kilometre walk from the station. The moment I neared the area of the talkies I knew
something had changed, it no longer seemed the place I had so often thought of.

There were repair shops, and smaller industries. Twenty years back, they were
limited only to the main road. Now, however, even the shed inside had some or the
other kind of factory. I returned back to Parel a bit disheartened. I knew Kishan
bhai was the one who could help me with something. We belonged to neighbouring
villages; he knew his way around and his tales were well-known.

Everyone here in this chawl had migrated with some intention of making it big in
Mumbai. Mere saath 5 log rehte the, Raju, Shyam, Baburao, Sadanand aur Ganpat.
Sab ek se ek namune the.Raju ek kaarkhane me kaam karta tha jo chhata banata
tha, har roz Parel se Dahisar jaata tha.Shyam Century mill me kaam karta tha aur
Sadanand Jupiter mill me. Baburao din me bank ke peon ki naukri karta aur raat
me marathi natak me chhote role karta tha. Aur Ganpat, Mazgaon dockyard me
majdoor tha, apne aap ko deewar ka Bachchan samajhta tha. Bachchan ko bahut
chahta tha.”

Apart from these our neighbours also came from various places, there were traders
from Gujarat, workers of small enterprises from villages neighbouring my own,

34



from the coast - who either worked in mills or did odd jobs. Everyone worked in
different shifts and the passageways, the balconies and the aangans were big enough
to ensure enough space for everyone.

A lot of the time was spent near Rakesh’s Stall, drinking tea. It was between the
mills and the chawls which was a convenient distance for people living in the chawl
or working in the mill. The tea stall was never empty, there was always either a shift
beginning or ending, or a police-wala taking a break, or a clerk trying to drown his
boss’ scolding in that cup of tea.

I spent quite a lot of time at such places - tea stalls, newspaper stands, dhabas and
lunchrooms since it was there that the sale of tickets took place. I thought even if
I couldn’t become an actor I could start with a job somewhere connected to the
industry, so I sold movie tickets in black until I could figure out what to do.

Around the area were chawls where everyone who lived in the mills worked. They
were usually one or two storeys with a common passageway that ran along both
sides. Andar bahar aate jaate humesha koi toh baat karne mil hi jata. “Aree beta
aaj chai peene nahi aaye ghar? Maine banayi thi tere liye.” Har shaam niche rehti
hui ek dadi yeh puchti. Unke pati mill mein hi kaam kiya karte the, thode saal pehle
hi guzar gaye. Unke liye sab hi bete jaise hai.

I could not even begin to comprehend this world. I had grown up in a fairly
well to do household, and grandfather was one of the most respected people
of our town. This person who sold tickets in black and lived with five other
people did not seem like my grandfather at all. I had seen a few of these
settlements the last time I was there but I did not pay a lot of attention to
them, the tall glass buildings that had risen up behind them had taken my
fancy.

The everyday routine was fairly simple, once you get accustomed to it. Tip-toeing
and trying not to fall over Shyam and Sadanand who would have just returned
from their shift at the mills and fallen asleep, we would make our way to the long
queue that awaited us outside the toilets. The noise of aunties cursing in different
languages as they would fill up blue plastic containers of water would jerk us out of
our sleepy state. Despite the unwritten rule of never breaking a line, there would be
at least a squabble every day. “Bhaiya samajhiye na, late ho jayenge shift ke liye,
pagar kaat denge aajka.”

After getting fresh, we would make our way to the chai tapri. The passageway had
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transformed from a thoroughfare, to a newspaper room. The old uncles were least
concerned by the screaming aunties or the kids playing with marbles. Instead they
would raise their voices and complain, “Yeh chhat se yeh saal bhi pani girega,
baarish shuru hone se pehle gaav chale jaana chahiye. Kya hoga Mumbai ka, har
roj kitne log aa rahe hai! Kitni mehengai badh rahi hai! Yeh bache log kitna shor
karte hai; as we would pass they would occasionally stop their ranting to ask if a
movie ticket was available at a cheaper rate. “Aaj kitne mein film ka ticket de rahe
ho?” they would ask, and then continue with their conversation.

“Sir, would you like anything to drink or eat? We have vegan and gluten free
options as well.” the air hostess said.

Still feeling disoriented and like a total outsider, I realised it might be better
to continue reading the letter once I had actually seen the place. If I did finish
the letter, I would know what was to be done with that box.

Catching up on some sleep I woke up to the announcement, “Bahar ka
taapmaan pettis degree hai. Aasha karte hai aapki yatra humare saath sukhad
rahi ho. Aapka samaan teen number belt pe aayega.”

Turning off aeroplane mode, the first thing I did was google the place. It was
near Dadar, which was around 30 kilometres.

The speed at which Bombay operates hits you as soon as you set foot outside
the airport, the movement of buses, cars, rickshaws is enough to overwhelm
anyone who has not grown up here. I made my way to the apartment which I
had rented, in Dahisar. I settled in the new apartment, and opened Zomato.
The persistent blare of vehicle horns and people screaming at each other was
enough to discourage me from stepping outside. I ordered some sandwiches
from a fast food corner, and eventually slept.

“Somvaar se office ka joining hai, flat ekdum hi badhiya hai, aaj soch raha hu thoda
ghumunga.”l had seen the majority of the places that you find when you first
google ‘things to do in Bombay.’ I was consistently following a few instagram
pages who posted ‘unique things to see in Bombay’ or ‘visit bombay like a
local. One of the pages had posted about these abandoned mills a while ago.
Along with grandfather’s work I would be able to visit the mills and maybe
end it with good food and a drink in a place called ‘Kamala Mills’ - it has been
all over my instagram feed.
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“acha beta khayal rakhna, suna hai Bambai mein bahut scam hote hai. Train mein
toh ekdum hi sambhal ke jaana, jyada bhid ho toh mat chadna, train ki bhid mein
itne accident humne news pe dekhe hai hume toh darr hi lag raha hai.”

Ended a video call with my parents, and I left for the station. The trains
were not as crowded as I had expected them to be but there were still more
people than I would see for days back at home, yet nothing compared to the
horror stories of crowds I had heard from my friends who had come here and
returned.

There were a lot of books that had been written on the life of mill workers of
that time, I discovered after a quick google search. Using GPT to summarise
them all, I made sense of the condition of bombay during that time.

Finding a place to sit, I removed the letter from my bag.

Moving past the uncles, we would make our way to the chai-tapri, making sure the
day started with some fresh gossip and tea, of course. “Teen cutting chai lagau?”
Chhotu asked as soon as he saw us. “Haa, aur ekdum badhiya kadak chai dena ha.”
“Teen piece biscuit bhi lete aa, aaj kal sabko bohot tension hai, maalik log chodte
hi nahi hai.”

This was the beginning of the riots that took place in 1982. We did not know it back
then, it had just seemed like normal disagreements that would go on, we never
would have thought that everything would blow up at such a scale.

However, we continued our days as usual, all of us were migrants, and staying out
of the politics and on-going tensions seemed the most suitable alternative.

AMBABAI CHAWL,3, 48 POONAWALA BLDG, S.K.MARG, Lower Parel,
Mumbai, Maharashtra.

This is the address that my grandfather had texted. Reaching the station, I
got down from the train and made my way to the overhead bridge. The sun
reflecting on the tall glass buildings was still the first thing I saw, and I had to
force myself to direct my view to the houses that almost seemed to merge with
the station, an extension of the bridge I was on. Crossing several hawkers,
sugarcane juice vendors, people selling flowers, I tried following the way
shown by google maps, but it was just making me go in circles.

“Bhaiya, Ambabai chawl kitna kilometre door hai?”
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“Idhar se 5 minute seedha chalo, sab restaurant dikhegi, udhar se right leke bass do
minute mein aa jayega.”

I paused near Baithak - a cafe, contemplating if I should drink a cup of tea.
I had seen a lot of posts about their ‘Kulhad Chai.’ Ordering a cup of tea, I
made my way to the table and flipped open to the page of the letter that I had
paused at.

Now, there was this one day I remember very clearly. We were sitting near the
tapri, after a particularly exhausting set of days. Everyone’s frustration was at its
peak and it had been so long since we had not had a break, but with the tensions of
the riots building up the atmosphere was extremely tense. “Mere paas paisa hota
na, toh voh Jhunjhunwala se mill hi kharid leta.” “Kya bol raha hai Shyaam, aise
sapne dekh jo pure bhi toh ho sake!” replied Sadanand, “mere paas jaise hi paise
aayenge mein pen kharidna chahunga. Achhi pen, jo aajkal saheb nai leke ghumte,
jisko baar baar patak-ke na chalana padha, jisse khat likhne mein maza aaye, aur
ese makhan jaisi paper pe chale.”Mein tabhi usko hass ke bola, “Woh toh me tujhe

thode hi dino me paise jod kar ekdum badhiya wali pen tofe mein dunga.”

It was one passing conversation, but that day something took place in the mill
where Sadanand worked. The manager, extremely angry at Sadanand, sacked him
on the spot. Unlike many of us Sadanand did not want to move back home. All he
wanted was to settle down in Mumbai.

After this incident he became extremely involved with the union leaders for the
riots. He moved out of our chawl. I have heard that most of the slogans and articles
written during the strikes were written by him. After he moved out, we saw him
occasionally around khanavals.

Since Sadanand and I were close, we never failed to have at least one cup of tea
a day together. He kept me updated on what was happening. Inspired by papers
like Deenbandhu journal he had started his small version of that in Hindi as the
migrants could also keep up with it. Deenbandhu was a weekly local newspaper
that was started in Pune and eventually moved to Mumbai. Sadanand along with
a few others published the journal on a weekly basis.

The kulhad chai did live up to its hype I thought, as I made my way out.
Immediately outside the cafe was a chai tapri, and I smiled thinking of
grandfather, almost my age, in an unknown city with nothing to fall back on,
but the comfort of that one cup of tea with his friend. It made it easier to
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understand why he wanted to reconnect with the people and the place even after so
long.

The gate was almost entirely hidden behind banners advertising big luxurious
apartments - “Spa, gym, stargazing deck, garden - for you to live your best life.”.
If you did not know what you were looking for it was difficult to find - makes
sense why google maps could not show the way.

A cat greeted me at the entrance. The scene was exactly as grandfather
had described, there were old people who were reading newspapers in the
corridors, the kids were playing cricket, and a few ladies were huddled up in
a corner discussing something.

Looking closely you would start noticing small changes - everyone had a mori
outside their house, there were drainage pipes that came down from various
walls, some people on the ground floor had extended their houses, adding a
balcony or a verandah, the aangan was being used largely for parking and you
could also spot a few CCTV cameras.

In the apartment I lived in, it was very easy to sneak in, even getting a few
friends would not be an issue aslong as you knew the timings of the watchman.
Here even though there was no watchman there was always someone who
would have eyes on the entrance.

“Namaste, mera naam Raj hai. Mere dadaji idhar raha karte the, mein abhi hi
Mumbai aaya hu Patna se, toh socha dekhne idhar aa jau.”“Mein toh abhi abhi
idhar aaya hu, aakhri vaali kholi, jiske bahar tiles nai hai usme ek dadaji hai voh
jaante honge,” the uncle whose newspaper reading I had interrupted replied.

I made my way to the room, making sure not to trip over cycles, water
containers, small cupboards, and the endless amount of things that were
spilled in the corridor.

“Kabhi rehte the tere dadaji idhar?” he asked after I had explained why I was
here.

“Jabhi mill band hone lagi 1980s mein uske thodasa pehle. Deepak, naam hai
unka, actor banne aaye the, aap jante hai unko?”

“Arre haa deepak ko mein kaise bhul sakta hu, tum deepak ke pote ho, aao
aao baitho. Mein Shyam, Deepak ke saath ek hi room mein rehta tha, yehi

vaala.”
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There were two metal frames with mattresses and one iron cupboard. There
were nails on the walls on which rags were hanging. The condition of the
walls from inside somehow seemed worse than the outside, no wonder
people chose to tile everything. The room was even smaller than the guest
room we had back at home. How did six people or even three people live here
ata time?

“Yeh toh pura badal gaya haina, Shyam, aur tu idhar kaise?!” My grandfather’s
excitement was very evident even through the phone. ”’Kitna acha lag raha hai
tumhe dekhke, itne saal baad.”

“Arre mere bete ka job idhar hi hai, toh mein ek din uske saath chala aaya, tabhi
pata chala ki redevlop hone wala hai. Bass aise hi apne kholi ke paas aaya toh
dekha ki abhi khali hui hai, koi rehta nahi hai. Toh kabhi kabhi bete ke saath
aata hu bass baithne aur baaki ke logo ke saath baate karne, naye makan mein koi
gharke bahar aata hi nai, pura din kya karu!”

The updates and the exchange went on for about thirty minutes after which
grandfather realised that even I was standing there.

“Arre Shyam teko pata hai Sadanand kaha hai ab, mujhe usko 50 saal pehle vaada
kiya hua pen dena tha,” grandfather asked.

“Voh din toh kaise bhul sakte hai, uske baad hi sab alag alag ho gaye. Par tabhi
phone nai the na, toh kidhar chale gaye sab pata hi nahi chala. Sadnand pakka
Bambai mein hi hai, accha lekhak bhi ban gaya hai, thode bohot saal pehle idhar
hi mila tha, iss chawl par hi article likh raha tha.”

“Unka pura naam ya unke bacho ka pura naam bata sakte hai?” I asked. I was
pretty sure to find an author online would be easy,

“Kya naam tha Sadanand ka pura yaad hai kya Deepak?”
“Ummm Kumar, Kumar hi tha pakka.”

Sadanand Kumar - journalist and writer, writes a lot of articles on mill workers
- riots and struggles, two kids, no formal education, and some random page on
justdial. But to directly contact Sadanand was difficult as he wasn't active on
social media. I could see a lot of pages supporting his articles on these social
media platforms. I also searched for the magazines, newspapers and reports
mentioning Sadanand as their author to gather some more information. We
4Ocame across the names of his children, in the acknowledgment of one of his



books, this was enough.

Looked up his kids on instagram, and luckily one of them had a small business,
through which I found the contact number easily.

“Hello, what would you like to place an order for today? We have freshly baked
brownies, cookies, biscuits, but cakes are available on pre-order only.” someone said
as soon as I called.

“Hi, sorry, I was looking for Sadanand Kumar, your father, I think,” I said,
stammering and wondering if I should have thought the conversation through.

“Aap kaun bol rahe hai?”

“Hum unke dost ke pote hai, unse milna chahte the.”

“Rukiye mein unko phone deti hu aap unse hi baat kijiye?”

“Hello, kaun bol raha hai? Arre Sadanand, Deepak bol raha hu, yaad aaya ki nai?”
“Deepak, sacchi tum ho kya?”

They talked till Shyam’s son came to pick him up. Numbers were exchanged,
Whatsapp groups were made.

I dropped the pen at Sadanand Ji’s, made my way back home feeling a little
nostalgic about these kinds of friendships.

Climbing the stairs of the building, I saw my neighbour, coming back from
work, hunched over with the weight of the bag.

I smiled, "Would you like to come over for beer later?”
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Disruptions and Doubts
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The clock in the lobby showed quarter to 11 while Manoj closed the door
to his cubicle at the sprawling office of J.K. Consultants, one of Mumbai’s
largest multinational corporations. The flickering fluorescent lights cast long
shadows in the empty corridors, creating an eerie silence contrasting sharply
with the daytime hustle. Most of his colleagues have left by now, they rarely
stay past 7:30 pm.

Manoj, a diligent and unassuming thirty-five-year-old, is generally known
for his dedication and meticulous attention to detail. His colleagues often
envied his ability to juggle multiple projects while maintaining an air of calm.
Tonight, he was reviewing the last 2 weeks of paperwork before it was sent
out to the client’s office on the coming Monday.

Manoj’s thoughts were constantly whirring around work. He stepped out onto
the terrace briefly and was hit by the humid night air, the city’s usual nocturnal
rhythm. The sound of distant traffic, the occasional honking of horns, and the
murmur of late-night street vendors created a symphony unique to this time
and hour.

After spending a brief 10 minutes smoking a cigarette, he headed back in to
finish up an hour’s worth of work before logging out. On his way back to the
desk, he glanced at the manager’s cubicle. “He’s still here? Never seen him at the
office this late before.” he thought. The new manager, Ishaan has been a buzz
among most office employees since he joined the company. He is engaged to
the daughter of Ravi Ahuja who is a very renowned businessperson. Rumours
have it that Ishaan got the job because his to-be father-in-law pulled some
strings to get him the job despite being so young for a senior manager. About
20 minutes later, the manager’s cubicle had its lights and AC shut, with the
doors closing behind him as he walked towards the escalator, followed by
another fellow who seemed to have some equipment in the luggage he was
carrying.

Scrolling through the endless Excel sheet, Ishaan checks it for the 100th time,
probably more than necessary. He was supposed to log out at 6 pm, it is 10 in
the night and he would love another opportunity to kill time. It was almost
like he was staying back in his cabin a little longer to avoid making his ride
back home. He logged out from his work account figuring that he couldn’t
avoid going back home altogether and gathered his things in his backpack,
pushing the door to his office towards the exit.
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Everybody had left a few hours ago but he could see one desk lamp on with
an employee still working. Ishaan had started working here not long ago, he
vaguely remembers seeing this guy in his welcome party but hadn’t bothered
to remember any names, with the hopes of quitting this job soon. He is well
aware that the employees working under him don'’t like him. He was much
younger than most employees working under him.

He looks down on the gold band on his ring finger, a constant reminder of
the perks of being engaged to Diya. His move from Delhi was rather sudden
and something he was not looking forward to but knew he couldn’t avoid. His
life in Delhi seemed effortless because of his family and friends around him.
He lived in Lajpat Nagar in a small apartment building, a very stark contrast
to the high-rise he lives in now. The colony friends and he would spend their
evenings in the building talking about all sorts of things.

“Aaj bhi late ho gaya office se nikalne mein...aaj ka din bhi ismein he waste hua”
With a groan, Mahek left the office building. She was thinking about the man
she had seen in the elevator. A short man, dressed like he had just started his
workday in a sharp suit. He entered the lift located one floor above her and
noticed that the button for the 10th floor’s light was on. Presumably, someone
was waiting for the elevator. As the door opened, the short man hurried off
towards the dead end of the floor.

As Ishaan waits for the elevator, he gets his phone out of his pocket when he
hears the notification ring. He opens the lock screen seeing four messages
from Diya informing him that she won't be home tonight as she is staying
back at her parent’s place for another night. She also mentioned something
about a family gathering coming up the next week and that he had to ‘prepare’
himself for it.

Ishaan was so zoned out in thinking about next week that he didn’t notice
a man beside him waiting for the elevator. It is quite rare to see people in
the building at such an hour. The man wore a tucked-in button-up shirt and
black pants was constantly fidgeting with his cuffs and had a suitcase with
him which he found rather strange. “Who carries such luggage with them to the
office?” he thought. They entered as the elevator doors opened and Ishaan
pressed the button for B2 while the man wanted to get down to the 16th floor,
just one floor below. “Who takes the lift just to get one floor down?” he thought.

47



The elevator door opened on the 14th floor again, but as he was expecting
someone to come in, he saw a retreating figure going back into the office, it
seemed like the woman forgot something. She looked familiar to Ishaan as
he recalls seeing her frequently around the building and having bumped into
her in the lobby on several occasions.

Ishaan walked towards his car parked in a designated spot in the parking lot,
one of the perks of being a senior manager he is grateful for. He sat in his car
and took a deep breath. He switched on the AC and tried to connect the car’s
Bluetooth to his phone to play some songs. It became difficult to get a network
in the parking lot so he had plenty of songs downloaded to avoid such issues
again. On some days, it is the only event of the day that he looks forward
to. He struggled to get the Bluetooth connected as it kept saying ‘No device
found), he kept trying, pushing random buttons on the screen to get that thing
to work anyhow. After a brief 10 minutes of struggling which seemed like an
hour, he got it connected to the console. He took out the leftover takeaway
he had for dinner to savour it in the background music of his favourite songs.
This is also something he and Diya used to do a lot in their days in college.

He puts the crumpled brown takeaway bag on the backseat and takes the
car out of the parking lot. As he takes the car some distance out of the gate,
the woman he saw earlier waiting for the elevator comes in front of the car
almost unaware of a vehicle approaching. Ishaan slams the brake just in time
to avoid causing an accident.

As Mahek arrived at the main gate after finally picking up all her things from
the 2 messy trips to her office, she was in her train of thought about the man
she saw in the elevator. She was on the Uber app, entering her drop location
and looking for an auto. There was a queue of autos parked at the end of the
wide lane. There was no one on the vacant road, only the sound of crickets
from the garden across the street and occasional fast cars. She wanted to get
home as soon as possible. After she filled the storage with photos of every
location she visited in Mumbai, her phone started to slow down.

She was grabbed off her phone by a car horn. She fumbled for a second and
dropped her three folders from her arms. She managed to keep her phone,
her purse, and her tiffin bag safe. Over the past week, Mahek had seen him
multiple times in the office’s smoking area. They exchanged glances but were
never able to get the words out. She learned his name via hearing a few of -
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- his coworkers use it. His ID card strap indicated that he was employed in the
same office building working for J.K. Consultants.

Ishaan was greeted by the watchman who recognized him and opened the
gate. Mahek stood up, fastened her never-tied shoelace, placed her handbag
on her shoulder, a tiffin bag on her elbow, and picked up the folders once
again. Ishaan exited the gate and came to a stop along the pavement. He
questioned which side she was going. “Adarsh Nagar,” Mahek retorted. With a
smile, Ishaan offered to drive her home.

Mahek initially hesitated, turning her phone to indicate that she was
attempting to make an Uber reservation. It was 11:30 at night. For the
following five minutes, they waited in the same spot. On the app, there was
no confirmation regarding the ride. She agreed to share her live location, she
promptly let her sister and roommates know where she was and with whom.
They replied right away with a ‘Reach Safely’ text.

About half an hour later, Manoj started to pack up his things to head back
home for the night. He left his laptop behind to avoid carrying extra weight
in his backpack and shut off the lights and fan in his cubicle while headed
back to the lobby where the lifts were located. He pressed the lift indicating
it was on the 19th floor as it would be quicker to wait than the other lift down
at Basement 2.

He walked past the security desk and waved at some of the guards he had
become acquainted with while leaving for home at this hour. He looked up
and could hear a faint rumble of thunder in the distance, the approaching rain
prompted him to pull out his small umbrella from the bag while he walked
to the main road to catch the auto heading towards the station at this time.

They turned right to head in the direction of the Link Road after settling into
the passenger seat. The traffic was still clogging the signals. Turning left,
they proceeded along the Link Road. Mahek peered out the window, taking
in the rushing traffic and the recently opened metro line. When she arrived
in Bombay, she brought an entire checklist. One of them is using the metro
system. Since last week, she has not had enough time. The car was stuck at
the busy Mith Chowk intersection, whining about the never-ending traffic in
Mumbeai.

Mahek said, “Travelling in Ranchi is so different” she concurred.“At this time,
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nobody is out on the streets. It is completely dark, with just a few street lights.”
Raising an eyebrow, Ishaan enquired, “So, you are from Ranchi?”

Mahek exclaimed, “Yes, I am here for work,” as she thought back to her
hometown. “I work as an analyst at CapitalKart Fintech. I apologise for not
asking, but I believe you work for J.K. Consultants.” She asked, glancing at the
I-Card strap.

“Indeed, I am a senior manager there”, Ishaan replied with a smile. “I relocated
from Delhi some months ago.”

Mahek was relieved that someone could relate to her feelings of having to
move to a new place for employment and taking care of everything herself.
She has been extremely active and wishes to explore Mumbai as much as
possible. As they arrived at the Agarwal Residency gate, Mahek thanked him
for dropping her off and exited the vehicle. After reversing the vehicle and
bidding Mahek farewell, Ishaan made his way home. Mahek went inside her
building and pushed the button for the elevator to take her upstairs. She lived
with three other women in a two-bedroom apartment on the eighth floor.
Although they had moved a few days back, they had decorated the apartment
in their own way.
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As the train rattled and swayed, Manoj found a small corner to stand while he
scrolled through the feed on his phone while he waited for the train to reach
Andheri. He jumped off and rushed to the metro concourse to catch the last
train heading towards Ghatkopar- and reached the platform just in time for
the train to arrive a few minutes later than usual, he must’ve gotten lucky
tonight otherwise it would've been another tiring auto ride, or switching
trains at Dadar on the local again.

The journey home was long, but he was used to it by now- it was now just a
short walk home from Ghatkopar station.

Finally, he arrived at the narrow gully, the familiar surroundings offering a
sense of comfort. The streets here were narrower, the buildings older, but this
was home. He walked briskly through the lanes, greeted by the occasional nod
or wave from neighbours washing the front doors of their houses, who had
known him since childhood. A stark contrast to the impersonal atmosphere
of the corporate world he thought to himself, while opening the -- gate to
his building. He flipped his backpack around and went through the zip to
find his keys as he walked up the 2 floors to reach his flat. He opened the
door cautiously to avoid waking his younger brother and parents who'd been
sleeping in the hall for the cool air through the large window.

“Alarm set for 7 hours 16 minutes from now”

Mahek’s room resembled their mood board from Pinterest. Mahek and her
roommate Aisha took a week to set up their room before she joined her office.
They roamed around as much as they could around every famous place in
Mumbai. Given the little usage, they had made arrangements for furnishings
and some used appliances. Before Mahek left the workplace, she had asked
Aisha to order dinner. Mahek immediately went for a shower and asked Aisha
to heat the package coated in Zomato tapes. They began eating dinner as they
sat on their separate single beds along the room’s two parallel walls.

Before they began eating, they both held their bowls of biryani in front of
the camera to share an Instagram story and let their followers know just how
‘great’ their lives are in Mumbai. The French window in the background had
light curtains that let in sunshine and were adorned with fairy lights the girls
acquired from Crawford Market at night. Besides the nightstands, more wall
hangings and posters were hung. There was a dreamcatcher in a tiny
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space where the wall was misaligned, fastened to the shelves and curtain rod.
Mahek put an alarm for following morning. Her targets for the day were over.

Manoj woke up to the sound of tadka being fried along with onions for Pohe
in the morning. His younger brother was running around in order to be ready
for school in the morning, while his father patiently read the newspaper in
the hall.

He stepped out at 8:30 in the morning, the hustle and bustle of the
neighbourhood already in full swing around him. He straightened his shirt
and walked towards the steps of the Ghatkopar metro once again.

As he descended the stairs into the cool, air-conditioned haven of the metro,
Manoj felt a momentary relief from the sweltering heat outside. He jumped
on.

The bag got stuck, the cleanly polished shoes were stamped on, the yelling and
pushing and pulling but what if the bag tears apart? It should’ve been held above
the head. A phone call arrives but there is no space to wriggle the wrist free from
the clutches of shoulders, the phone continues to ring amongst the chaos. Frantic
searching for a small gap to move and squeeze through within the carriage,
Jogeshwari kaunse taraf aayega? We need to avoid that. The files in the bag must’ve
been crushed by those pushing from behind. Standing on our toes now, how much
longer till they start paining? Wallet hai na mera pocket me? Accha thank god, it’s
there. Train ka pass aaj khatam ho raha hai, TC na pakde toh accha hai.

Finally, after what felt like an eternity, the train pulled into Malad station.
Manoj disembarked, merging into the wave of passengers moving towards
the exit and 10 minutes later he was on his way to the office lobby but only
this time he was greeted by the security to direct him to the conference room
on the 15th floor.

Perplexed by the unusual atmosphere and running around of a few police
officers on the multiple floors, he kept quiet hoping his questions regarding
the hubbub would be answered soon.

“Are you Manoj Kothare? We need you to sit here until you're called upon. I'm
afraid your work schedule for the day may be affected.”
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As Mahek completed her morning routine, memories from the previous
evening brought her back to Ishaan and the man she had seen in the elevator.
She ignored them and went to the kitchen to heat the milk and toast bread for
herself.

She departed for her office at nine-thirty in the morning, just like any other
day. She boarded the bus from the main road. On her way, she abruptly
received a call from an unidentified number. It was the cyber branch of the
Mumbai police. Even though she was certain she had done nothing illegal,
she was nevertheless afraid of being by herself in such a big city. He inquired
as to her whereabouts and urged her to report straight to the building office.
When she walked upstairs, she discovered that numerous laptops were set up
and that CCTV was playing.

A female cop called her into a conference room. They asked about last night.
When did she leave? Did she see anything out of the ordinary? Many of the
other frequently asked questions. Mahek couldn’t quite make sense of what
had transpired in the office building. She requested others to explain to her
what had occurred the previous evening while she walked around her office
as if nobody noticed her existence. A minute later, she heard two police
officers talking about a data breach in J.K. Consultants’ office. The woman
thanked Mahek for the information and said they might give her another call
if she needed any help.

After hearing how much Ishaan disliked his job and the environment, the
only thought she had was that he had made this error last night when no one
was in the office. After all, how many senior employees may have access to
such crucial information? She headed for the office balcony, overthinking as
she often did since she entered the city, and from there she noticed Ishaan
smoking on the fire exit of the lower floor.

She called up Aisha regarding the situation. Aisha spoke to her, explaining
that she wasn't going to be in any kind of trouble. Mahek headed back to her
office and continued working. Again, her day got delayed.

Manoj sat down while he cleared some of his spam emails on his phone for
about 20 minutes when a cybersecurity representative approached him.

“It seems there’s been a major data breach with regards to the office servers on some
of the floors over here. This is a serious issue as the servers contain confidential
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files that you may well be aware the office legally cannot disclose regarding clientele

information. The intent is still unknown, but we suspect a hardware breach on some
of the servers which can be traced back to last night. Our assumption for now is that
the data is intended to be sold off to other, smaller companies by a few crooks.”

Manoj did not show much expression while he was briefed regarding the
situation, he hadn't paid much attention to the people at the office yesterday,
and his cubicle was situated at the far end of the office floor which didn’t give
him much of an idea what was going on last night.

“We’ll require you to come up for a few minutes so that we can ask you a few
questions.”

“Let’s go over this again, you were the last one to leave the office last night. What
exactly did you see?”

Manoj said “I... I finished my work around 11:30 PM. The office was empty, just
the usual hum of the servers. Everything seemed normal, and then I left.”

“And you didn’t notice anything unusual? No signs of a breach?”
“No, nothing unusual” he repeated.

“Our forensic team found traces of sophisticated malware on the system, something
that could only be planted by someone with inside access. You're the lead IT
specialist. How do you explain that?”

Manoj replied “I'm not sure. I mean, I have access, but so do others.”

“Anyone, yes. But only you had the opportunity last night. We’re looking at a
serious theft here, Manoj. Sensitive data, millions in potential losses.”

Manoj had long been considering starting something small of his own
where his services could come to use with smaller firms within Mumbai,
and potentially grow it out into a small business. However, he had financial
security at J.K. Consultants which only a corporation could provide- Health
Insurance and ease of loans would be a task if he ever decided to venture out
on his own, not to mention the assurance of receiving a reliable paycheck at
the end of every month.
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Manoj felt cornered by the officer’s tone. He had looked forward to joining an
MNC as its work culture was said to be far better than other localised firms
offering even better pay, but of late he began to realise that his efforts went
largely unnoticed.

Ishaan was out on the balcony thinking about the questioning that happened
earlier, his father-in-law and Diya were present in the building before him.
His father-in-law was talking to one of the senior inspectors about the details
of the case. He has connections with the police at higher posts so everybody
knows his name and work.

When Ishaan was called for questioning, he was seated in the conference
room of this office. One of the senior officers with his father-in-law entered
the room and a little while later followed by the peon of the office getting
a glass of juice for each one of them. It was rather strange to provide this
kind of treatment to people during questioning, more so having a third party
present there.

They asked Ishaan the same set of questions they’ve been asking everyone
who left late for the sake of the procedure. The tone of suspicion felt missing
here and when asked about his whereabouts about when he left the office, he
left out the details of running into Mahek, not because it is something that
should be hidden but the fact that he knows how his future in-laws will view
the situation.

She wanted to leave early to visit the Lil Flea festival in BKC. Her week was
all planned out and the recent events jumbled up her entire schedule. She
had only started working in the second half of the day when everyone had
completed their targets for the day. Rushing and managing to reach BKC by
10:30 pm, she missed most of the fest. Travelling back home for the next one
& half hours, she realised that it was no use rushing around.

Manoj had no further work for the day, and he headed home.

Does this seem like a good idea to bring up right now? There’s the internet, gas
and electricity bill piling up- we spent so much renovating the flat, it’ll be hard to
convince them. I hope they understand the potential of starting something of our
own. Bah! Voh kabhi nahi samjhege, unhe yehi chahiye tha ki main koi acchi theek
thaak naukri kar lu, yeh nahi hoga toh kya? Kabir bhai has that shop down the
street, look what money he makes in the daily! More than that, travel saves so much
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time, and the comfort of coming home whenever I want. When will I be able to start
something of my own? Ghar par bas raat ko soone aata hu, ab toh ghar ki jagah bas
kamra lagta hai. Pehle khud ka ghar ka, upar ke floor pe pura din hum dost baithe
rehte the, baahar ghumte the, yeh flat mein sab khud ka darwaza bandh karke
baith jaate hai. Year after year I've been postponing this with hopes my position
back at the office would improve, where is it going now? Scooter bhi service karvana
hai, mixi theek karne di hai, lekar aani hogi, pipeline fir bandh hai? Paani kab
aayega? Shyam and Girish bhau have already asked me for some services in their
shop. Freelancing ek accha option hai. Should I take it? PF ke paiso se jagah ka
deposit bhi nikal jayega aur setup bhi ho jayega, kya yeh risk lena theek hoga?

It has been almost 6 years since Diya and I have been together and I have not once
seen Diya behave this way. Is it because we’re not in Delhi anymore? Is it how it’s
going to be like when we marry? Will our marriage always be under the scrutiny
of her family? These thoughts occupy my mind every so often. I have started losing
faith in my own relationship for which I moved cities. Mumbai was never my first
choice to settle, I had no family here apart from Diya and no friends on whom I
could rely on. The worst part of it is the emptiness. The flat, the car, the cabin, the
parking lots. Mumbai is filled with people, yet the circle around me were just voids.
A duplex flat, with fewer people than rooms, if any guests come, their judgments
have changed half the interiors of the flat. It was almost like my feelings didn’t
matter anymore and I had no say in what goes on in my own life. I felt like I was
overthinking the matter and it would just go away soon but being at the family
event tonight proved me wrong. I knew that Diya only wants what is best for me
but he felt more and more suffocated in the process and felt like I was losing sense
of my own self. Diya has been so distant lately that it feels like I haven’t had a real
conversation with her in months.

Kya life hai yeh, idhar bhaago, udher bhaago! Life hai ya local train, never on time,
just managing to cover all the stations. Work is surely fun, I will never complain
about it, never get enough of the work. I enjoy working as an analyst in fact. But life
outside, what is it? Where is the personal space, the time, the curiosity to explore?
The tap is broken, the neighbours complain, the broker is not answering, I can’t
reach the landlord, the owner’s worn out chairs in the duct are not cleared even
after two weeks of getting the flat, the water has to be filled at 7 in the morning
everyday and if you forget, you rely on the quarter tank left from the previous day.
Life only revolves around these daily duties. I have been trying to tick all the tasks in
the bucket list, not realising that I need time to be happy about all I have achieved.
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Mom complained to me the other day, if I wanted to stay outside the whole time,
why did I even rent such a place? I realised I miss the comfort that made the
home. Break leke bas ghar par rehna hai ab. Exploring myself in the new city is so
overwhelming that I forgot to handle myself. Suddenly my phone rang, “Kal Juhu
beach jaana hai kya? The ice gola is very famous, we’ll try that.” asked Aisha. I
smiled to myself, “Anytime later”
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