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AUTHOR'S NOTE



A hero is no braver than an ordinary man, but he is braver five minutes longer. Ralph Waldo Emerson
This is a novel about heroes, or more accurately about the true nature of heroism in our modern world. So its perhaps appropriate to dedicate this book to the heroes in my life, and what they have taught me about how to find within myself the reserves to become a better person for those five minutes every day, which while certainly not making me a hero, help me keep going and keep hoping that in real life too, the good guys will prevail.
My wonderful wife, Puja, who I have no shame in calling my personal hero, for showing me every single day how a positive outlook and the willingness to put others before oneself can transform the lives of those around you. Also being the first to read my drafts and put up with my incessant pestering for feedback on plot lines and names requires truly heroic levels of patience!
Our little son, Aaditya, through whose eyes I am seeing the world in a new light, and learning that the most heroic thing a father can do is sometimes just sit with his son and read the Nemo or Cars comics five times in a row and mean it when he says he wouldn't mind reading it again!
My late mother, Sunanda, for teaching me that sometimes the most heroic thing a person can do is to keep smiling and help others smile when the going gets tough. I know she's smiling up there as she sees another book of mine see the light of day.
My father, Maloy, for showing that true heroes need not be infallible, and heroism sometimes lies in learning to pick up the pieces.
— Mainak Dhar



ONE



Arnab Bannerjee wondered if Tolstoy would ever be found guilty of causing his death.
It may seem like a strange thing to worry about when you're lying bleeding to death from a severe beating to the head, but all Arnab could think about at that moment was to grab the copy of War and Peace lying just out of his reach and to return it to its place on the library's bookshelves. For Arnab it had been nothing short of a coup to track down the only leather-bound copy of the book in the library after it had gone missing two months ago. He was so looking forward to wiping the smirk off his boss's face by showing him that the book had not gone missing due to any negligence on his part, but had in fact been lost by some idiotic student who had left it under a chair in the college Cafe.
But for now, moving his hands was an effort that seemed totally beyond him. He had read that when people died, their lives flashed before their eyes, or that they saw a bright light beckoning to them. However, all Arnab could think of, Tolstoy aside, was the sheer stupidity of his imminent death. It had seemed like any other Monday afternoon-check the catalogues; see if any outstanding fines needed following up, and then lock the doors to the dusty shelves and corridors that had been his workplace for the last one year. Being the Assistant Librarian at a small college was hardly something he had planned on, but a poor Second Class degree had left him with few short-term career options in the uber-competitive environment that was today's Indian job market. So he had applied for the job, and made the shift from his home in Kolkata to Delhi, the land of hot summers, cold winters and the unpredictable moods of Jayanta Sen aka Jayantada, the Head Librarian at the Balwant Singh College of Arts. The only positive was that the routine was predictable to the point of being mind-numbingly boring to anyone else, but Arnab thrived on order, loved being around books and the decent work hours suited him fine, as they gave him time to prepare for the gaggle of competitive exams he was planning to write that year. He wasn't very clear what he wanted to do, but any of the options he was considering-the state government services for example-seemed to be a far sight better than what he was doing now. He had never considered himself exceptionally bright, but believed that hard work and preparation must count for something. That was precisely what he had planned to do that day, just as he did every day after work-go to the Cafe, buy a cup of tea and then sit and go through the test material.
That was till he found Tolstoy lying under his chair. His first thought was that he could finally shut Jayantada up. True to form, Jayantada had said nothing directly about the missing book, but would lose no opportunity to pass comments dripping in sarcasm, like the previous day when Arnab had overheard him muttering something about how nowadays the young had worse eyesight than the old, and how in his twenty years as a librarian he had never lost a book. So Arnab had rushed to the Staff Office to announce his discovery to Jayantada, but found that he had gone to the nearby Bank of India branch inside the campus.
And that was how Tolstoy lured Arnab to what seemed to be a sure death.
When Arnab reached the bank, he expected to see Pandey, the security guard, sitting outside, smoking a cigarette and scratching his amble belly. Pandey did strike a fierce figure from afar with his ancient double-bore gun, but once he had confessed to Arnab that he hadn't loaded his gun for years. At the time, Arnab had shared in his laughter, the thought of crime touching their sleepy campus seeming so far-fetched a prospect.
Arnab peered into the bank through the grills on the door, and couldn't see Jayantada anywhere. He decided that since he was there, he might as well withdraw some cash. When he entered the bank, the first thing that struck him was just how unnaturally quiet it was. There was none of the usual gossiping among the tellers, none of the off-key singing of the urchin who ferried around cups of over-sweet tea, and no shouting by an irate customer. Instead, everyone seemed to be frozen in place. Arnab wondered what to do, and then walked up to the nearest teller, a plump lady who seemed to be sweating profusely in spite of the air conditioning. With only a handful of staff at the small branch, he had come to know most of them on a first name basis, and he walked up to her with a cheery smile.
'Excuse me, Uma, I'd like to withdraw some cash.'
No response. In fact, she didn't even look up at Arnab.
Arnab cleared his throat to get her attention, and was beginning to get irritated at what he saw as another example of slovenly service at a public sector bank. He was about to ask her if she had had a bad day when a loud voice shattered the silence in the room.
'Which one of you idiots forgot to lock the door? Do you want the cops to just walk in?'
Arnab turned around to see a big man swagger out from the bank's vault, carrying a revolver in one hand and a large canvas bag in the other. Two smaller men who seemed to be the target of his abuses followed him. Out of the corner of his eye, Arnab could see the teller trying to tell him something, but before he could turn to face her, the large man had bumped into him, sending him staggering back, his glasses flying into the distance. Arnab had won few awards in school, but one dubious distinction he had earned was being voted 'Most Likely to go Blind' due to his love of reading and the fact that by the time he passed out of school, the power of his glasses was nearly at double digits. Without his glasses, he was as blind as a bat, and in trying to steady himself, Arnab lost his grasp on the heavy book he was carrying.
Arnab would later reflect that it was the single most irrational act of his life, but a reflex action made him reach out for the book. He didn't quite manage to grab it, but his right hand struck the edge of the book, sending the bulky volume crashing into the bank robber's face.
The next thing Arnab knew, he was lying flat on the ground, the wind totally knocked out of him. The robber was lying a few feet away from him, bleeding from the nose. So far, in this unexpected contest, round one had gone conclusively to Tolstoy. Arnab could hear several people shouting something, and when he looked to his left, he saw the copy of War and Peace lying face down on the ground. Voices were shouting at him to pick something up. Still a bit disoriented by the fall, he wondered why they'd want him to pick up his book so urgently. As he sat up and picked up the book, two things happened in quick succession. First, he realized what a fatal mistake he had made when he saw the revolver lying under the book, and then the robber's henchmen waded into him with kicks and blows. Before Arnab could react, he was back on the ground, pain shooting through his entire body. He didn't remember much of what happened next, though he did hear the big man's voice abusing him in the chastest Hindi and repeatedly asking,
'Why the fuck did you have to be a hero?'
As Arnab passed out, he saw the copy of War and Peace lying by his side, and he wanted to say.
'It wasn't my fault, it was Tolstoy.'
***
When Arnab woke up, he couldn't see much. For a panicked instant, he thought he had gone blind, but then he calmed himself by remembering that he wasn't wearing his glasses. As someone helpfully handed him his glasses, he put them on and was surprised to see Jayantada sitting at the foot of his hospital bed. Jayantada was hardly the person Arnab was most looking forward to meeting, especially as he had no idea where the book had disappeared in the melee, but his presence at least reassured him that he wasn't dead.
That was of course unless he had died and been condemned to a hell of enduring Jayantada every day. That thought was further reinforced when the first words out of Jayantada's mouth were, 'Why do young people today have to get themselves into so much trouble?'
It always struck Arnab as ironical that Jayantada revelled in flaunting his age and experience, and thus by implication his wisdom, but also tried desperately to not look his age, down to the meticulously dyed hair and faded jeans. Arnab groaned loudly in exasperation, and Jayantada leaned forward with a look of concern, thinking it was because of the pain.
'Arnab, should I call the doctor?'
Before Arnab could reply, the door swung open, and Arnab expected the doctor to walk in. He cringed inwardly, realizing that his face hurt like hell, and he really didn't want to find out just how badly his misadventure at the bank had rearranged his face. With his big glasses, slightly buck-toothed expression and gaunt features, Arnab had never considered himself good-looking, but he was sure that a few stitches and broken teeth would do nothing to enhance his appearance.
'Jayantada, where is this hero of yours?'
The shrill voice belonged not to the doctor, but to a young woman who had walked into the room and stood behind Jayantada. Unsure who she was referring to, Arnab looked around in confusion to check if he was sharing the room with someone else. Seeing his expression, the woman laughed and came forward, extending a hand towards him.
'Hi, I'm Mishti, Jayantada's niece.'
Arnab extended his hand only to find it attached to an IV drip, so he settled for saying hello. In their first five minutes together, he learnt several things about Mishti. First, that she was working for some corporation in Bangalore and was in Delhi on holiday. Second, that she seemed to be struck by the mistaken notion that he was some kind of hero who had single-handedly grappled with three armed robbers, and finally, the fact that he found her big eyes and ready smile pretty attractive. Point Three made certain that he said nothing to contradict Point Two.
He would have loved to just sit there and chat with her, but the next few minutes saw a veritable invasion of his room. The first was the doctor, who informed him that he was lucky to have escaped alive, and had suffered no lasting damage, other than perhaps to his vanity, as he'd have a few scars down the side of his face for some time. The doctor informed him that he had taken most of the blows to his head, and when he had been brought in, they had suspected severe brain haemorrhage. He showed Arnab scans of his brain, saying that it was a miracle that there did not seem to be any internal damage. Just then, more visitors arrived.
The next was a portly nurse who waddled in and stuck a thermometer in his mouth, changed his dressing way too roughly, informed him that dinner was lentil soup, and walked out, leaving him wincing in pain at the disturbed stitches, and dreading the prospect of his first meal in hospital. But it was his final visitor who created the greatest impact. Visitors, to be accurate. First in were two dour faced commandos who barged in, scanning the room from one side to the other, as if expecting an imminent assault by bedpan-wielding terrorists. Next in was a short, skinny man wearing a safari suit who walked up to Arnab, folded his hands in greeting and said,
'I am P.C. Sharma, Personal Assistant to the Honourable Minister. You are very lucky, he has come himself to visit you.'
Before Arnab could mutter 'What Minister?' a policeman walked in. He was a study in contrast to P.C. Sharma, towering over him, and with a khaki uniform that was stretched to its limits with the arduous task of keeping his huge belly contained. He proclaimed that he was Siddharth Upadhyay, the Deputy Commissioner of Police and was there to ensure security for the Minister. Arnab could hear P.C. Sharma mutter 'Very lucky' once again as his final visitor walked in.
Wearing a traditional khadi kurta-pyjama of the sort favoured by so many of India's politicians, and carrying a bouquet of flowers, was the much-awaited Minister.
'Hello, young man, I hope you are being taken care of.'
'Yes, thank you.'
Arnab could see both Sharma and Upadhyay raise their eyebrows in disgust. He wondered what offense his harmless reply could have caused when Sharma whispered into his ears, 'Stand to meet the Honourable Minister.' Before Arnab could point to the IV drip and the fact that it was an absurd suggestion given his current situation, the Minister sat down next to Arnab.
'I am Balwant Singh, the Minister for Law and Order, and I am much impressed by your bravery.'
The Minister stank of stale cigarette smoke, and his lips were stained red from chewing tobacco, but Arnab put on his best polite face as they exchanged pleasantries and Arnab realized that the walloping he had received at the bank was being misinterpreted as an act of courage on his part.
'Sir, it was nothing, it was actually…'
Before he could complete the sentence, the Minister said, 'Brave and humble. PC, we must reward this young man. Call a press conference at the college as soon as possible.'
As the Minister and his entourage walked out, Arnab saw Mishti standing in a corner, looking at him with scarcely disguised awe. He would have felt guilty about the misunderstanding if Mishti's expression hadn't felt so good.
***
Three days later, Arnab was back at the college, though for a change, he was not toiling away in some dark corner of the library, but up on stage in the auditorium. As he found out later, the Minister he had met was not only a political bigwig but also a key donor to the college, which bore his name as a result. He was sitting at a table on the stage, flanked by Balwant Singh, Upadhyay and the college's Principal. P.C. Sharma was hovering in the background, barking commands to underlings to bring hot tea and snacks for the Honourable Minister. Arnab felt totally out of his depth, being the focus of attention of the more than fifty reporters and cameramen gathered at the Press Conference. His head still hurt a bit from the beating and he realized that every time he took a deep breath, his ribs would scream in protest, but for now, all that lay forgotten before his newly found celebrity status.
Balwant Singh got up to take the mike and began his speech.
'My party has always said that we want law and order and in the short time we have been in power, crime rates have dramatically reduced.'
P.C Sharma and some members of the audience clapped wildly as the Minister took a pause, and Arnab began to suspect how many in the crowd were genuinely reporters and how many were the Minister's cronies.
'When there is crime, we want to bring those responsible to justice as fast as possible, and with the help of this brave young man here, Mr. Amitabh Bannerjee, we have done just that.'
Amidst the applause, Arnab realized that the Minister had gotten his name totally wrong and was wondering how to correct him, when Upadhyay stood up and called out loudly to one of his men in the distance.
'Bring the rascal up on stage.'
Arnab looked on with bewilderment as a reed-thin man was marched onto stage, his hands and legs manacled, and the Minister continued.
'The main culprit in this case is before you-a notorious hooligan who is known to have deep associations with the Opposition. See the kind of ruffians they keep company with, and how they try and destabilize our government. Thanks to our vigilant police force under DCP Upadhyay, we have put an end to this gang.'
The crowd applauded, Upadhyay preened, P.C. Sharma chaperoned the Minister away, a few camera flashes went off, and Arnab was left feeling quite confused.
The man they had produced looked nothing like any of the bank robbers he had encountered that day.
When he reached the library the next day, he found Jayantada sitting in his chair, sipping his usual cup of morning tea. As Arnab wished him good morning, Jayantada pointed to the newspaper by his side and said with a sarcastic smile, 'Just don't let all the fame get to your head.' Arnab picked up the paper to see a small news item.
'The Minister for State, Balwant Singh, accused the Opposition of creating law and order disturbances to undermine the Government at a Press Conference held at a city college last evening. He also announced that the prime accused in the Balwant Singh College bank robbery case had been arrested, and was known to be associated with key Opposition leaders.'
That was it.
No mention of Arnab, nothing about his supposed heroics and certainly nothing about what had happened with the real bank robbers. Above the story was a photograph of the event. As Arnab eagerly scanned it, he realized it was a close up of the Minister. To his right was part of a shoulder, which Arnab recognized as his. With his celebrity aspirations reduced to half a shoulder in the papers, he settled down to his duties with a sigh. Perhaps sensing how he felt, Jayantada walked up to him, and in a rare show of sympathy, put a hand on his shoulder and said, 'The Minister also asked for you to be promoted.'
Arnab wasn't sure he had heard it right, but then Jayantada said, 'Congratulations on becoming the Associate Head Librarian.'
Arnab felt that perhaps something good had come of this incident after all, and asked whether there would be any increase in his duties.
'Not really.'
He hesitated before asking the next question.
'Err, Jayantada, would I get an increment?'
Jayantada smiled as he said, 'You get a one time bonus of five hundred Rupees.'
It was peanuts, but was better than nothing, and as Arnab thanked Jayantada and got back to work, Jayantada landed the knockout blow.
'By the way, Arnab, I'll have to cut three hundred Rupees from your next pay check.'
'Why?' stammered Arnab.
'Because the copy of War and Peace has so many bloodstains on it that it's useless.'
Arnab didn't know whom to curse more, Jayantada or Tolstoy.



TWO



The next morning, Arnab woke up using his time tested three-stage alarm system, which he had perfected in college. Stage One was an alarm set on his bedside clock, which he inevitably turned off within a second of it ringing. Stage Two was an alarm on his mobile phone, which usually woke him up enough to get up and sit on the bed. Stage Three was the loudest, an ear-piercing alarm from an old clock he kept in the bathroom, which forced him to get out of bed and begin the day. Years of living alone had meant that Arnab's routine had evolved into something that worked for him, but would probably be bizarre to anyone else.
His parents had passed away long ago, and his memories of them were a hazy mix of happy afternoons spent playing football with his father, and gulping down sweets made by his mother. His adolescent years had been spent shuttling from one distant relative's house to the other, and he was secretly thrilled to get out of the stifling atmosphere of relatives who tolerated him with scarcely concealed impatience, waiting for the day he would grow up and leave. Now, older and perhaps wiser, he realized that his family had certainly not been well off by any means, and taking on the added responsibility of a young boy would have definitely been a burden. Anyways, that was then, and this was now. Though the one thing Arnab did miss was having a real family of his own.
Perhaps to make up for a lonely childhood, he had long learnt to lose himself in the make-believe world of books, vicariously living a life of fame and adventure in the exploits of fictional heroes such as the adventures of superheroes. It was also a way of creating a bridge to the life he had once had with his parents, as his father, a schoolteacher, always ensured that Arnab's mind was full of stories and the house full of books. As a child, he had zealously hoarded his pocket money, sometimes foregoing meals to save up to buy his favourite comics and novels, and when he moved to Delhi, he brought with him a trunk full of books. Space was at a premium in his one room apartment in Mayur Vihar, but he compensated for it by using the trunk of books as both his dining table and the resting place for the second hand laptop he had bought to surf the Net. He had not read many of the books for years, but having them near him always served to remind him of the life he had left behind. Without too many friends or much of a social life in Delhi, he found the Net a useful diversion and a way to stay connected with some of his friends from Calcutta.
By eight o'clock, he was out of his house and in a bus that would take him to the North Campus where his college was situated. When he had moved to Delhi to take up the job a year ago, he had initially been quite ruffled by the aggressiveness of people on the smallest of matters. For example, jostling for space on a Delhi bus often became a matter of life and death. Arnab, in contrast, had always shied away from confrontation. His slight build and introverted nature had meant that he had suffered many taunts, jibes and bullying in school in silence, reassuring himself with the thought that it wasn't worth getting into trouble over. At home, he would live out a fantasy world of his books-where things were in order, good prevailed and even ordinary people got a chance to do extraordinary things. In his real life, he settled for being pushed into a corner of the bus as more and more people piled on, and mumbling apologetically as he tried to battle his way out when the bus reached his college.
Jayantada seemed to be in a rare good mood when he entered the library and for once, greeted him before he could wish him.
'Arnab, I need you to do something urgent today.'
When Arnab asked what he wanted, Jayantada pointed to the vast expanse of the library and said, 'Can you please clean this place up, and make it look, you know, more professional.'
By way of apology, he added, 'I know it's not your job, but the lazy goddamned cleaner won't get here till noon, and Mishti's coming to see the college today.'
Arnab's heart skipped a beat as he remembered the attractive girl from the hospital room. With a conscious effort to not sound too interested he asked, 'So, what's she doing here today?'
'Arnab, she wanted to see my workplace I guess. You know, she is the brightest in the family. An MBA, I tell you! I don't want her to think her uncle works in a dump, even if that's the truth'.
As Jayantada chuckled and got back to the newspaper, Arnab was struck by two feelings. First, an irrational urge to create the best possible impression for Mishti-even if she was hardly coming to see him or his library. Second, he realized that her combination of looks and brains now put her even more firmly out of his league. He got to work on cleaning up the library with a vengeance, putting books back on the shelves, neatly stacking up the magazines that had been lying scattered on the reading tables, and when he finished, he took his place at the Check Out Counter, picking up a book of poetry by Frost in case Mishti noticed and was impressed by his taste in reading. He realized he was being silly, but figured she would probably not notice him anyways.
Balwant Singh College of Arts was not exactly known for its academic excellence, and the majority of its students were either those who could not get admission into better colleges or had come in through the 'management quota'- a handy euphemism for either having connections or money. As a result, the library saw only a handful of visitors each day, and Arnab had plenty of free time to scan the papers for competitive exams that he could apply for. He was lost in his book when suddenly someone yanked it down from in front of his face. His initial irritation at this unexpected interruption gave way to tongue-tied surprise when he saw that his visitor was none other than Mishti.
'Hi, Arnab! How are you doing?'
Arnab took a second to compose himself before replying.
'Great, thanks. Jayantada's just gone to the toilet. You may need to wait for a few minutes.'
For the next ten minutes, Mishti wandered around the shelves, picking up the occasional book, browsing a few pages, and then replacing it back to its place. Arnab was pretending to work, but to be honest, deciding whether The French Revolution in Art would best fit into the History or the Art section was not nearly as interesting as watching Mishti.
Mishti was only too aware that she was being watched, and after a while couldn't take it any more and said over her shoulder,
'If you're not going to do any work and just stare at me, you may as well show me around the campus, since Jayantada seems to have disappeared.'
Arnab was so shocked that he muttered something unintelligible in return and almost dropped the book in his hands.
'Well? I'd also like to see the bank where you fought those robbers.'
Arnab would never confess it openly, but growing up in a small suburb of Calcutta called Uttarpara, and in a school which at any given time had no more than a dozen girls to a hundred boys meant that his exposure to women was pretty limited. Actually when it came to romance, the sum total of his experience was zero. And so Arnab Bannerjee, Associate Head Librarian and accidental hero, set out on what was in effect his first date.
***
As Arnab and Mishti began to walk around the campus, he realized he hadn't bargained for just how uncomfortable he felt. Mishti was pretty, stylishly dressed, and could easily have passed off as one of the students. Every time they passed a group of boys, he would watch them look their way. After a while, he couldn't help himself and asked,
'Don't you get uncomfortable with all these guys staring at you?'
Mishti looked at him with an amused expression, 'I guess you just need to filter it out, but the way you're reacting, I'd think they were eyeing you!'
Arnab blushed even more deeply as Mishti burst into laughter. She sensed how uncomfortable he was around her, and actually found it refreshing to meet a guy whose single point agenda wasn't to make a pass at her. Soon they were walking past the bank, and she tugged at his arm,
'Arnab, please show me where it all happened.'
Arnab was about to lead her into the bank when he felt that it was somehow wrong. To be mistaken for a hero was one thing, but to perpetuate that lie was quite another.
'Mishti, can we grab a coffee first?'
As they sat down at the Cafe and ordered coffee, Arnab began telling Mishti what had actually happened in the bank, and how in fact, he was no hero after all. When he finished, he half expected Mishti to be disgusted but was surprised to see her still smiling.
'You know, Arnab, being a hero isn't something people plan on. Telling me what you just did takes real guts, and that in a way makes you a bigger hero than most people. Almost every one of the guys I know would have just lied about it to impress a girl, if they were in your position.'
Arnab didn't know what to say, and so blurted out,
'So you're not impressed?'
For a second, Mishti thought he was flirting with her, but one look at his eager, bespectacled face told him that his question was born out of genuine concern. Once again, she burst out laughing, leaving Arnab confused, as he didn't think he had said anything funny. As the two of them chatted about each other, Arnab realized just how different they were. He was from a small suburb on the outskirts of Calcutta, with an education in the local school and college, much of it in Bengali medium. He would sometimes stop in mid-sentence to translate in his mind what he wanted to say in English. She had been educated in prestigious schools in Delhi, with an MBA to boot, and made him feel like an ignoramus in comparison. She talked of the music she liked to hear, but words like Coldplay and Maroon Five were little more than gibberish to him.
Add to that the fact that she looked stunning, and he, well, even by his own description, was tall, dark, and bug-eyed, which made him realize just how out of his depth he was. Fifteen minutes into the conversation and Arnab decided to come clean with himself on two things. First was the fact that he had found Mishti extremely attractive and had secretly wondered if anything could ever happen between them. The second was the realization that such a thing happening was about as likely as his becoming a millionaire.
Still, it was nice to sit with her and wile away time, and he was beginning to wonder if he should ask her if she'd like to have lunch when a familiar voice broke his reverie.
'Arnab, just because I promoted you doesn't mean you sit here and drink coffee! In my ten years as Head Librarian, I have never done such a thing.'
Jayantada! Arnab groaned as he turned to face what he was sure would be a totally embarrassing dressing down in front of everyone in the Cafe. But before Jayantada could wade into him, Mishti intervened,
'Jayantada, that's not fair. You weren't there so I asked him to show me around.'
Arnab had never seen Jayantada back down so fast and so sheepishly.
'Ok, ok, just get back to work soon.'
As he walked off, Mishti looked at him with a conspiratorial smile, 'Don't let him bully you around. He looks scary but is actually quite a softie.'
As Mishti wished him goodbye and went to join Jayantada, Arnab returned to the library, even more in awe of the girl he had just met.
Arnab was done by about five o'clock and packed his bag as he got ready to leave. One of the perks of working at the library was that he took home books to read almost every day. Growing up in a Bengali medium school with only a basic library, he had long got into the habit of reading as a way of both learning about the world outside, and also to try and get a better mastery of English. That habit had stayed with him through the years, and books had become a constant companion of his. In particular, he loved reading about great personalities, always in awe of how people from seemingly ordinary backgrounds could accomplish so much. Today he was taking home Nelson Mandela's autobiography.
He walked to the bus stop near the Patel Chest Institute, which was just a few minutes away from his college gate. Once there, he bought a soft drink from a roadside stall and sat there, savouring the drink and thinking of just how eventful his boring life had become over the last few days.
Little did he realize how much more was to come his way.
***
His bus arrived within a few minutes and as Arnab climbed on, he realized the advantages of staying back late. Most of the students would have gone home at least an hour earlier, and now there were just a handful of other passengers on the bus. He sat down near the back of the bus, took out his book and began reading. It would be at least an hour-long trip to the bus stop near the Delhi Zoo, where he changed buses to complete his journey home. He had been so lost in his book that he had paid little attention to what was happening on the bus, when he heard a bit of a commotion. When he looked up, he saw that the bus had halted at a stop, and picked up two new passengers who seemed to be making the noise. Both were young, dressed in torn jeans and tight tshirts, and sported the gym-buffed bodies and loud mouths that Arnab had come to recognize as the trademarks of such louts around Delhi campuses. One of the earliest pieces of advice Jayantada had given him was that such characters were best avoided-to tangle with them was always more trouble than it was worth. So Arnab blocked out their off-key singing, their insisting on speaking loudly in sentences peppered with the vilest of Hindi abuses, and tried to focus on his reading.
A couple of stops later, and Arnab's reading was again interrupted, this time by loud whistling noises coming from the two young men. Arnab saw that the target of their whistles was a young girl who had just climbed onto the bus. She was carrying a bag that she had clutched close to her chest, and was keeping her head down, trying her best to ignore the whistles coming her way. There seemed to be no other passengers on the bus. As Arnab looked at the scene before him, he wondered what a shame it was that even today, young women were not really safe on Delhi's streets, even in broad daylight and on a public bus. The girl looked no more than eighteen, and while clearly uncomfortable with the attention she was getting, was already a veteran at coping with what was euphemistically known in today's India as 'eve teasing'. Suddenly one of the boys looked at Arnab and he realized that he had been staring at them for way too long.
'What are you looking at, four-eyes?'
His friend responded by saying that Arnab probably had the hots for the girl on the bus. Arnab looked away quickly, flushed with shame and anger, but not daring to look back up. One of the boys took a step in his direction, but his friend stopped him saying, 'Forget that joker, let's chat with our heroine here.' Arnab still didn't dare look up. He was pretending to read, but was actually simmering in his impotent rage. He knew what he was witnessing was wrong, and that someone, he, should try and stop it. But the rational part of his mind told him that there was nothing he could do, that to intervene would just get him hurt, or worse, that tangling with such ruffians was somehow beneath him. So, like millions of Indian men, he used various excuses and self-justifications as a fig leaf to cover the simple fact that he was either too scared, or too apathetic to do anything about it.
The verbal harassment continued for several minutes more, the girl remaining silent through it all. Arnab was hoping that she would soon leave the bus or that the two boys would tire of it and leave. But things suddenly took a turn for the worse. The two boys settled themselves on a seat across the girl, and took out hip flasks, the contents of which they proceeded to guzzle down neat. Even at a distance of a few feet, the stench of country liquor was unmistakable to Arnab.
Please leave, he kept pleading in his mind, but after the boys finished their drink, they seemed to get a new idea. One of them, the taller and stronger-looking of the two, motioned to the girl and said loudly to his friend,
'Rajesh, I haven't screwed in a long time. I think today's my lucky day.'
The girl sensed what was coming and screamed at the driver to stop the bus. But as she got up to try and leave, two things happened in quick succession. The boy who had just been referred to as Rajesh rushed over to the driver and snapped out a small knife, telling him not to stop if he wanted to live; and the other boy grabbed the girl from behind, clamping a hand over her mouth. As he dragged her towards the back of the bus, he came within touching distance of Arnab, who was now terrified out of his mind. He brought his face within a few inches of Arnab's and growled,
'Get the fuck out of this bus or I'll tear you apart.'
Arnab recoiled from the stench of alcohol on the boy's breath. He was frozen in place with fear when the boy shouted at him again to get lost. In almost a reflex action, Arnab got up and began picking up his bag, when his eyes caught those of the girl. Her mouth was covered by the boy's large and callused hand, but her eyes were wide with terror. As Arnab began to walk past them, she managed to prise the hand off her mouth and shouted after him,
'For God's sake, please don't leave me here with them!'
Arnab didn't know quite what to do, but he gathered the courage to turn around and face the boy.
'Please let her go. Please.'
He was ashamed when he realized just how plaintive his tone had been, and even more so when the boy laughed in his face saying, 'Are you deaf or what? Get off this bus now.'
Arnab wished he could have marched up to the boy and smashed his face in, like one of his fictional idols, but reminded himself that he was but a weak and scared man, and no match for these goons. As he asked the driver to stop the bus, he began formulating a plan in his mind. As soon as he got off, he would call the police from his cellphone, giving the bus number and details of the incident, and hope that they got there in time. But before he could do so, things went horribly wrong.
The girl mustered up all the strength she could and kicked out at the boy's shin. Surprised, he let his grip on her loosen and she bolted for the door, and ran straight into Arnab. The boy caught up with her a split second later, and pushed her hard into a seat, screaming at her to not try anything stupid. He then faced Arnab, his eyes bloodshot from the alcohol and anger.
'Get out, unless you want to join in and enjoy what's left of her when we're finished.'
Arnab wasn't looking at him; his eyes were locked on the girl. As he saw her lying there, bleeding from the lip where she had struck the seat, his anger boiled over. Without realizing it, he felt himself crying. He was angry with himself for being such a coward, and for being so weak. He looked at the book in his left hand and realized what a hypocrite he was, for reading about great men and their courage, while his courage had been limited to intellectual debates as he sat in evening chat sessions with his college mates in Calcutta. He was all talk, but even he had limits, and he realized today he had reached his breaking point. As he looked at the girl, he realized he could not live with himself if he left her here to be raped while he escaped to the cocooned and make-believe world of his middle-class respectability. He knew he didn't stand a chance, but today for a change, Arnab Bannerjee was not going to look the other way and walk away.
As he turned towards the boy and looked him in the eye, the boy laughed out loud, spitting in his face. As Arnab instinctively turned his face away, the boy lunged at him, shooting out his right fist, aiming at Arnab's head.
That was when things became very strange.
Arnab looked up to see the boy's fist coming at him, but the strange thing was that it seemed to be moving in excruciatingly slow motion. For a second, Arnab watched in fascination as the fist arched in towards his face, and then realized that if he just stood there, he was going to be knocked out cold. While he didn't understand why the boy was moving so slowly, he ducked out of the way and moved a foot to his right.
The boy never saw Arnab weave away, and continued through with the momentum of his punch, losing his balance, and falling onto a seat. He looked up at Arnab with fury and disbelief. His friend was about to move towards Arnab when he stopped him.
'Are you crazy Rajesh? I can rip his head off with one hand.'
He took one more swing at Arnab, who again seemed to move out of the way with unnatural speed. Arnab still didn't understand what was going on, but realized that hoping that the boy's slow motion punches continued and that he could dodge them all was not a smart strategy to survive this fight. He couldn't even remember the last time he had been in a fight and had little idea of where to hit or how, but he balled his hands into fists and waited for the boy to strike again. The boy lunged a third time, and this time once again Arnab stepped out of the way of his blow. However, instead of just moving away, he shot his right hand out in an ungainly punch that he was sure would miss the boy completely.
The boy never saw it coming. Arnab's fist shot out in a blur of movement and hit him on his jaw, producing a cracking noise as several teeth broke. From the front of the bus, his friend watched in horror as he went down to the ground in a heap. Even more horrified was Arnab, who looked uncomprehendingly at the boy lying at his feet. He looked dumbly at his hands, as if seeking an explanation for what had just happened. The second boy was onto him in a flash, swinging his knife wildly from side to side. As had happened with his friend, Arnab watched in fascination as the boy seemed to move towards him in slow motion, and he simply stepped out of the way to avoid the first two knife thrusts. Frustrated and angry, the boy stabbed at Arnab's throat, but Arnab sidestepped him, bringing his left hand around in an arc and completed the turn by smacking the boy on the back of his head with the book he had been holding in his left hand. The combination of the momentum of his knife thrust and the force of Arnab's blow sent the boy flying some ten feet towards the back of the bus, where he landed with a thud, and didn't get up.
With both the boys out cold, Arnab came back to his senses and took stock of what was going on. The girl was looking at him goggle-eyed, and the driver had stopped the bus, saying, 'I've brought us to a Police Station.'
Within minutes, constables had boarded the bus and hauled both unconscious boys away and Arnab found himself sitting before a fat, paan-chewing Inspector, whose badge read 'Samit Mediratta'.
'So what happened on the bus? Was there a fight between two gangs?' he demanded.
'Actually, sir, they were bothering this girl, and I guess I fought them.'
'You?' The Inspector's voice was filled with disbelief.
'Look, if you're trying to cover up for some friends who did this, tell me.'
Arnab once again protested that there was no one else involved and that the two boys be arrested for what they had done with the girl.
'For that, my friend, she needs to file a complaint.'
Arnab had exchanged no words with the girl after the incident, and she was sitting on a bench nearby, having the cut on her lips tended to by a female constable. She had overheard the conversation and by the time Arnab walked up to her, she stood up and said,
'Thank you for what you did, but I have to go.'
Arnab looked at her uncomprehendingly.
'How can you go? File a complaint and send them to jail.'
She looked at him and sighed as she smiled sadly,
'You don't understand. They'll be out in a day, and I need to take the bus every day to college. There won't be someone to save me each and every day. Plus, my parents are ordinary middle-class folks; I don't want to drag them into any hassles.'
With those words, she left the station, leaving Arnab to face an increasingly amused Inspector Mediratta.
'Look my friend, there is no eve teasing case here; it's a simple case of assault. Either someone else did it, in which case tell me who it was; or if it was you, then you could be in trouble.'
The two boys had now been revived, and while the one with the broken teeth wasn't able to say much, the second boy made a series of phone calls, and sat there looking at Arnab with a smug expression, holding an ice pack against the back of his head. Arnab realized why when within minutes, Inspector Mediratta received a phone call. Arnab didn't know who had called but from the Inspector's words could guess the gist of the conversation.
'Yes, Sir. Mediratta here.'
'Yes, Sir. I didn't know that.'
'No problems, Sir. I'll let them go.'
'Yes, Sir.'
Arnab watched in disbelief as the Inspector walked up to the two men, shook their hands and asked his constables to escort them out. As soon as Mediratta reached his desk, Arnab waded into him with a series of questions.
'How could you let them go? What were you thinking?'
Mediratta stopped him with a raised hand, all the amusement in his eyes replaced by a cold, ruthless look.
'Look here-nothing happened today. So just count yourself lucky that there are no charges against you. Just remind yourself that nothing happened and walk away.'
Shaking with anger, Arnab got out of the station, passing an elderly constable who was shaking his head sadly. Arnab asked him what had just happened.
'Son, those two goons are on the payroll of one of the political parties, and one of them is a leading member of its Youth Wing. With Elections around the corner, nobody wants to create trouble with them.'
Arnab seethed in anger all the way home, furious at how difficult it was for those without power or money to get any form of justice. Then a new thought hit him.
What the hell had just happened on the bus?



THREE



Arnab spent a lot of the evening thinking of what had happened earlier in the day on the bus, and finally decided that he would drive himself crazy if he kept fretting about it. Figuring that some fresh air might do him some good, he stepped out for a walk, stopping to grab some food at the nearby South Indian restaurant by way of dinner, and was back home by 10. By then, he had already rationalized in his mind what had happened.
He decided that the goons' reflexes had been slowed by the alcohol, and in his panic he must have imagined that they were moving in slow motion. As for his sudden display of strength, he decided that being pushed into a corner and literally fighting for his survival must have allowed him to get a couple of lucky blows in. Also, the last thing the goons would have expected was for him to have fought back. That element of surprise, more than anything else, must have been the factor that ensured he got out in one piece. There must have been nothing more to it. There could not possibly be.
He soon fell into a deep and dreamless sleep, and did not stir till the morning, when his alarm woke him up. The first thought on Arnab's mind was that he had forgotten to turn his alarm off on a Saturday, and wanted to do nothing more than to sleep for a few hours more. With his eyes still closed, he reached out for the alarm clock on his bedside table, and inadvertently sent it careening towards the ground.
Then something truly astonishing happened.
Arnab opened his eyes to see the clock moving towards the ground, except that in apparent defiance of the laws of gravity, it seemed to be falling no faster than a feather floating down to earth. He reached out with his right hand and grabbed it in mid-air before it had completed even half its journey to the ground. He sat up with a jolt, looking at the clock in his hand with a mixture of horror and amazement.
What was happening to him?
What was clear was the fact that whatever had happened on the bus had been no fluke. Arnab rushed to the bathroom mirror to examine himself. There seemed to be no apparent physical changes he could discern, but somehow his reflexes and strength had changed beyond recognition. He decided to put the latter to test once more, and picked up an iron bar that had been lying in a corner of his bathroom, having been left over after some repairs that had been done in the apartment a few months ago. He had kept it to swipe at the occasional rat or lizard that seemed to be his permanent non rent-paying housemates. Arnab picked up the thick rod, which must have been at least two inches in diameter. He grabbed the bar at both ends and flexed his hands, watching in open-mouthed amazement as the thick bar bent as if it were made of rubber. He dropped it and stepped back, horrified at what he had just done.
Next, he walked to the far corner of the room, and plunged his right fist into the brick wall, recoiling in fright as his fist seemed to drill through half the wall, leaving a gaping hole where previously there had been brick and mortar. A kick aimed at another corner of the same wall had even more devastating results as it produced a clean hole in the wall through which a thin beam of sunlight streamed into the room.
Arnab sat down on his bed, struggling to comprehend what was happening to him. He decided that he must be losing his mind, and rushed out of his room, bolting up the stairs two at a time as he made for the roof. He was halfway up when his panic gave way to a feeling of exhilaration. Here he was, Arnab Bannerjee, perennial weakling, the favourite whipping boy of schoolyard bullies, always too slow or too weak to excel at any sport in school-bounding up four floors without breaking a sweat. As he reached the roof, he decided that whatever had happened to him, it perhaps was a wonderful gift. All his life, he had wished he were better looking, more athletic and stronger. While it may have been impossible to do much about the first two, he was now fitter and stronger than he had ever imagined possible. He spied a couple of heavy barbells that some of the neighbouring boys used for exercise lying in a corner. On a whim, he picked up the weights and began juggling them as if they were tennis balls. He was soon laughing out loud as he tossed around the heavy barbells that just a day ago, he would have had needed most of his strength to lift up even once.
He was so lost in his delighting in his newfound strength that he never noticed his landlady's six year-old son, Chintu, walk up behind him.
'Uncle, can nothing hurt you as well?'
Arnab whirled around to see Chintu looking up at him with awe in his eyes. As he quickly put the barbells down, he asked Chintu what he was talking about, trying to pretend that nothing had happened.
'You're as strong as him, so can you also not be hurt like him?'
'As strong as whom?'
'Superman!' was the answer as Chintu held up the comic book he held in his hand. Arnab tried to play down what the boy had seen, but Chintu kept pestering him to try out his powers. As preposterous as the notion sounded, Arnab decided that there was no harm in finding out what he could truly do now. He looked around, and saw a small nail lying on the ground. He picked it up and stabbed at his finger. To both his and Chintu's astonishment, it didn't even tear the skin.
'You are Superman!' squealed Chintu in delight as Arnab looked on blankly at the nail and his finger.
He decided to try again, and stabbed harder with most of his newfound strength, and pulled back as blood spurted from his finger. So he could certainly be hurt, though it seemed to require extraordinary strength to do so. This demonstration of his mortality didn't seem to have done much to dampen much of Chintu's enthusiasm. The boy was now pointing to the cover of the comic that showed Superman flying alongside a jet and was pointing to Arnab,
'Uncle, please show me if you can fly like Superman!' Chintu was now bounding up and down with excitement and caught up in the madness of the moment, Arnab climbed up to the six-foot high water tank tower and accompanied by Chintu's excited squeals, launched himself into flight.
And then he fell flat onto his face.
As he sheepishly got up and brushed the dust off his clothes, Chintu's mother entered the roof.
'Chintu, what are you doing here?'
As Chintu mumbled something about Arnab having turned into Superman, she smiled at him and asked if he'd like to join them for lunch.
'Don't mind Chintu. He always has his mind full of these comics.'
Mrs Bagga lived just one floor above Arnab, and with her husband, an Army officer, posted in Kashmir, would often invite Arnab for meals. She enjoyed the company, and Arnab got a break from the greasy fast food that was his staple diet.
As they sat around the table and Mrs Bagga passed around the food, Chintu leaned towards Arnab and whispered,
'Superman also has X-ray vision, you know.'
Despite himself, Arnab found himself looking at Mrs Bagga's ample bosom and discovered, a bit to his disappointment, that this was another area where he didn't quite match up to Superman.
***
The rest of the afternoon was spent in front of his computer as Arnab tried to find out what could have happened to him. During lunch it had struck him that all this had started after the incident at the bank, and he kept wondering if the two were somehow linked. A few Google searches later, he still wasn't any wiser as to what exactly had happened to him, but was beginning to suspect that he wasn't the only person to have had such an experience. He browsed a handful of websites that claimed to document real life cases of ordinary people who had developed superhuman capabilities. A day ago, he would have dismissed such tales as nothing more than mere figments of someone's imagination. Now, he wasn't so sure any more. One of the themes he picked up on several sites was that the full power of the human brain was still largely unexplored, and extreme trauma and stress sometimes did unlock surprising capabilities, like the case of a woman who woke up from a year-long coma to surprise herself and everyone around her by speaking fluently in a foreign language she had never even heard before, or a cripple who had woken after a severe head injury to discover that he could walk normally.
Arnab wondered if the beating to the head he had received in the bank had unlocked more than just a promotion to Associate Head Librarian.
Arnab would have spent all day discovering what new capabilities he had suddenly picked up, had he not got a call on his mobile at about four in the evening. It was from an unfamiliar number, and he rarely got calls from anyone, so when he picked it up, he was surprised to hear a familiar voice at the other end.
'Hi Arnab, Mishti here. Look, I got your number from Jayantada and was wondering if you'd like to meet up for dinner? Don't say no, I'm going back to Bangalore tomorrow night.'
Before Arnab could think, he found himself saying yes and agreeing to meet Mishti at a TGIF at one of the malls on MG Road in Gurgaon. He was so excited about all that he had discovered over the morning that he wanted to tell her everything, but stopped himself, realizing just how crazy he would have sounded.
As he hung up, he was thrilled, and terrified. Meeting her in college was one thing, but to go out for dinner with her was quite another. He didn't know what he should wear, what he should talk about. He fished out his good pair of jeans, shaved and slathered on after-shave liberally, combed down his curly hair at least a dozen times to ensure it wasn't sticking up like always, and then Arnab Bannerjee hit the town.
He spent the one and a half hour bus journey doing little else but thinking about what he would say and do. Should he walk up and say hi loudly, or would that be too familiar? Should he get some flowers for her? He decided on the latter and along the way, picked up a bunch of Orchids.
Not too romantic, not too boring, said the florist, and not having given flowers to a woman before on a date, Arnab decided to go with his advice.
They cost a small fortune, but then Arnab decided Mishti was worth it. One thing kept puzzling him-why would an attractive, smart young woman like her want with someone as obviously ordinary as him? Was she still harbouring any notions of him being a brave hero? For the life of him, he couldn't remember having done or said anything that he could imagine would impress someone like Mishti, but then, here he was-on his way to have dinner with her on her invitation. There was one thing he was sure of-the fact that he had not looked forward to anything with as much anticipation or excitement in a very long time as he was looking forward to this dinner. An idle mind may or may not be the Devil's workshop, but in Arnab's case, it certainly proved to be the playground for Cupid, as his mind conjured up one fantasy after another about what the future held in store for him and Mishti. It was when he found himself thinking that it would be easy on the relatives since she was also a Bengali, he stopped himself, realizing just how far he had stretched his imagination.
As he neared the restaurant, he realized that he had not even thought about his strange experiences of the previous evening and that morning even once. He decided that was a good thing, as the prospect of meeting Mishti for dinner seemed a decidedly better way to spend the weekend than discovering that he was turning into some kind of freak.
He stepped into the restaurant, scanning the tables for Mishti. While he tried to project an attitude of casual nonchalance, he was sure Mishti would notice how nervous he was. His heart beating ever faster as he looked around the restaurant, Arnab finally caught a glimpse of Mishti.
Then he froze.
She was there all right, but with her were four other people-two women and two men. Mishti still had not seen him, so he took in the scene before him in silence. Mishti and her companions were all wearing expensive clothes of the sort that Arnab would occasionally stare at in malls but never really contemplate owning, and made Arnab's attempts at dressing up look woefully inadequate. His visions of a romantic dinner date already crushed, he thought about it for a second, and then quickly deposited the flowers in a nearby garbage can. By now Mishti had seen him and was waving him over. As he approached the table and awkwardly greeted everyone, he was introduced to her friends. He didn't catch all the names, but figured the chances of his meeting them socially again were pretty slim anyways. As he sat down, Mishti asked everyone to order drinks, and the women ordered cocktails, while the two men ordered beers. When it came to his turn, Arnab ordered a Coke.
'Don't you drink?' asked one of Mishti's friends, an attractive woman called Neha.
'No, actually I don't.'
The guys seemed to enjoy a chuckle at that, but Arnab was thrilled to see Mishti rise to his defence.
'I find it quite refreshing that someone isn't ashamed of saying they don't drink.'
One of the guys, a beefy man called Varun told Arnab he was an investment banker and asked him what he did. His answer was greeted with a look of disbelief.
'A librarian? Really? How do you and Mishti know each other?'
As he was fumbling for an answer, Mishti spoke up.
'He works with my Uncle. Jayantada said he's new in Delhi and doesn't have too many friends here, so I thought he might enjoy going out with us.'
Arnab nodded along and sipped his Coke in silence, but rebuked himself for having been such a fool. How could he have ever imagined that someone like Mishti could have been interested in him? She and her friends belonged to a totally different world, one in which he could never fit in. As he watched the five friends chat and laugh together, he also felt a bit angry. Yes, he was a nobody, and yes, he lived a very ordinary and boring life, but he certainly didn't need Mishti or anyone else to go out with him out of pity. He was happy just the way he was. Mishti's friends seemed to revel in talking about things that were totally alien to the world he belonged to. Varun told them about the huge bonus he had got that year and how he was looking forward to his holiday in Spain. Neha complained about how Delhi discos were just not up there when it came to music compared to what she had seen in Bangalore, while the second male companion, Vivek, talked about how he was being contacted by headhunters about new jobs that would give him a huge jump in salary. Mishti seemed so at ease with them, blending in so seamlessly into their world that Arnab felt truly alone and isolated. What could he possibly talk about that would interest them? Would they really want to know about the missing book he had tracked down, or would his dreams of getting an ordinary government job really impress them? They were the same age as him, but the more they talked about their lifestyles, the more Arnab felt that they had nothing in common, and the more he found himself feeling just how insignificant and boring his life was compared to theirs.
The rest of the evening passed with him being largely a mute spectator to the proceedings or mumbling monosyllabic replies when pushed to make conversation. At about eleven o'clock, everyone decided to call it a night, and as Arnab walked to the door, Mishti caught up with him.
'Arnab, you were really quiet tonight. Is everything okay?'
Arnab replied truthfully, 'I guess I just felt a bit out of place. Your friends are all so articulate, all so qualified, all doing such big jobs…'
Before he could complete, Mishti had put her hand on his arm.
'Oh God, Arnab. Don't ever feel that. You don't need to be anyone else to fit in. Yes, you're so unlike them-you don't drink to fit in, you don't always brag about your designation and salary, you don't always talk about work, but that's what makes you special. That's what makes you Arnab.'
There was such genuine warmth in her voice that Arnab felt almost guilty about how he had felt about her. Still, a part of him was angry at not having been called alone. He realized it was a silly feeling, as he had no basis for expecting such a thing, but then he figured he was only human, and wanting more than one had, or even deserved, was not a capital crime, was it?
Mishti realized that he was still feeling a bit miffed, and she said,
'Arnab, I'm sorry; I had no idea you would feel this way. Look, lemme make it up to you. How about a cup of coffee? Just you and me, no friends, no need to make polite conversation with them.'
Arnab was tempted, but reminded himself of what she had said about calling him because he didn't have friends, and refused the offer, saying he needed to be at work early. Mishti asked him if she could drop him anywhere, as she had driven down in Jayantada's car, but Arnab said that he would be fine. As they were about to part ways, Mishti said,
'Arnab, it was great meeting you. I'll be going back to Bangalore tomorrow, but I do travel to Delhi on work, and I hope we meet again.'
As Arnab walked to the bus stop, he realized he had behaved in a really childish and immature way, but he figured even he was sometimes entitled to having an ego, wasn't he?
***
The next morning when Arnab reached the college he was surprised to find no sign of Jayantada, who had a habit of getting to the library at least an hour before the rest of the college staff. Initially, Arnab had tried to get in earlier to keep pace with his boss, but decided over time to grab the extra hour's sleep every morning when he realized that Jayantada came in early out of habit and didn't really expect him to follow suit. When Jayantada still hadn't shown up by ten, Arnab began to get concerned and called him on his mobile. The phone seemed to ring forever before Jayantada answered, talking in a strangely muffled voice.
'Hello, Arnab?'
'Hi Jayantada. You hadn't come into work so just thought I'd check if everything's okay.'
'Arnab, I can't talk now. I'll call you in ten minutes.'
With that cryptic response, Jayantada hung up, leaving Arnab thoroughly mystified as to what was going on. When his phone rang after about fifteen minutes, Arnab grabbed it and answered after the first ring. It was Jayantada.
'Arnab, sorry, but when you had called the doctor had just come by.'
'The doctor? Jayantada, how are you feeling?'
Jayantada's answer sent a shiver up Arnab's spine.
'It's not me Arnab. It's Mishti.'
When Arnab asked what had happened, Jayantada suggested that he just come by the hospital after work. Arnab certainly couldn't wait that long, and thought that since he could hardly concentrate on his work anyways without knowing what was going on, he somehow pottered around in the library till lunch, and then made a bee line for the hospital, stopping at a flower shop on the way.
When Arnab reached the hospital and tracked down the room Mishti was in, he found Jayantada pacing the corridor outside. He looked up when he saw Arnab approach.
'Good you're here; otherwise I thought I'd go crazy talking to myself. The doctor's in there checking her, so we can't go in for a few minutes. Let's go out for a minute-I need some fresh air.'
As they walked out to the garden outside the ward, Arnab asked Jayantada what had happened. By way of reply, Jayantada asked,
'Mind if I smoke?'
As Jayantada lit up and puffed away, he saw the expression on Arnab's face and took a deep breath,
'Am telling you in a minute. I just need to cool myself down a bit.'
As the two of them walked along the garden, Jayantada started telling Arnab what had happened.
'Mishti had gone to Gurgaon to meet some friends for dinner last night.'
'I know, I was with them', replied Arnab.
'Oh, I didn't know that. Well, after she left, she was still on the highway when a gang of guys in a black SUV started tailing her.'
Arnab felt his stomach tighten involuntarily as he imagined Mishti alone, driving in the dark, being chased by the gang.
'The smartest thing Mishti did was not to stop. She kept driving and it seems the chase went on for several minutes. But when the gang started closing on her, she panicked and lost control of the car.'
Arnab was listening in complete silence as Jayantada continued.
'Luckily, a couple of nearby cars stopped and came to see what had happened, and brought her to hospital. The gang disappeared when they saw others coming to her assistance.'
'How is she, Jayantada?' Arnab asked in a low voice.
Jayantada put an arm around Arnab's shoulder, and Arnab began to appreciate that there was much more to the man than being a cantankerous old librarian.
'Thank God that she is not more seriously hurt than she is. She's fractured an arm and has a few cuts and bruises, but the doctor says she's lucky to be alive.'
Arnab breathed an audible sigh of relief and was about to ask about the gang when the doctor appeared at the door and called for them to come in. When he entered the room, he realized he'd have to wait even longer before he got a chance to talk to Mishti, since she seemed to be giving a statement to a police officer. Mishti was lying on the bed, with her left hand in a sling. Her face had several bandages on it, and her lip was swollen so that when she spoke, the words came out slowly and slightly garbled. She saw Arnab out of the corner of her eye and turned and smiled at him, but even the act of smiling seemed to have hurt as she flinched in pain. The police officer was sitting on a chair by her bed, taking notes in a small pad.
'So Miss Ghosh, how many men were there in the Tata Sumo that was following you?'
Mishti seemed to be searching in her mind for a few seconds before she replied.
'It was dark, and I certainly didn't stop and count, but there were at least three of them.'
The cop wrote that down and asked if she had got a look at any of their faces, but Mishti said that she had not got a close enough look at all their faces.
'But I did notice that the one who was driving was wearing a red bandana around his head.'
The cop took a few more notes and then thanked her. As he left the room, he spotted Jayantada and Arnab and told them that the police were on the case.
'This is the third attack in the last two weeks, and with each attack we are getting more information on them.'
Arnab asked the policeman what the previous attacks had been.
'Same modus operandi. They attack women driving alone at night on the National Highway. Miss Ghosh was very lucky compared to the previous two victims.'
He lowered his voice as if he didn't want Mishti to hear him, 'Both of them were raped and robbed.'
As the policeman left, Arnab and Jayantada approached the bed.
'Mishti, I hope it doesn't hurt too much.'
Arnab realized it was a meaningless thing to say, but he had no idea what he could ask or do. Mishti smiled again at him as he handed her the bunch of Orchids he had bought for her. She motioned for both of them to sit down but Jayantada was visibly agitated and kept walking around the room.
'Bloody animals! It's just not safe for women nowadays in this jungle. I shouldn't have let you go out all alone at night. What will I tell your parents?'
Mishti laid a reassuring hand on the old man's arm.
'Jayantada, I'm not a little girl any more, and who could ever have planned for something like this? Remember you used to always scold me for driving too fast? See that's what saved me yesterday!'
Seeing her smile and be able to still retain her sense of humour made Arnab smile but he realized that seeing her like this was making him angry in a way that he had never been before.
'Mishti, I just wish I had gone with you last night. You wouldn't have been all alone.'
Mishti smiled again at him, and held onto his hands.
'Don't be silly, Arnab, what could you have done?'
Jayantada backed her up by saying, 'Arnab, what can people like us do against such hoodlums? There seems to be no law and order any more-it's just the law of the jungle where might is right.'
As Arnab left the hospital, Mishti and Jayantada's last words kept ringing in his ears. He thought back to what had happened on the bus and to what he had discovered himself capable of at home. As he boarded the bus on the way back to college, he kept thinking of what he could do.
He may not have been there for Mishti the previous night and the old Arnab Bannerjee would certainly have been of no use even if he had been there. Perhaps there was indeed no real law and order to count on but if these goons thought that might was indeed right and that they could always get away with it, he was going to prove them wrong.



FOUR



That night Arnab made his way back to Gurgaon. Throughout the journey, he kept thinking in his mind what he'd do to the gang if he caught them, and he relished the thought of their reign of terror being brought to an end. And yes, he thought about taking revenge for what they had done to Mishti. By the time he reached MG Road, he was beginning to have doubts about his plan. It was a huge area to cover, and he had no idea how he was going to find the gang, let alone confront them. It suddenly occurred to him that it was so much easier in the movies or books, when the bad guys conveniently showed up on time and made it all so easy for the good guys. Not really knowing what else to do, he remembered that Mishti had said that they had followed her out from the mall itself, so he settled down in front of the Metropolitan Mall at a vantage point where he could also see DT Mall on the other side of the road. Two hours passed, and finally hungry, he took a break to grab some dinner. At about midnight, with his anger now tempered by the onset of sleep and boredom, Arnab returned home a sleepy and defeated man.
The next morning, he struggled to keep himself awake in the library, twice earning sarcastic comments from Jayantada on how the young nowadays had terrible sleeping habits. Arnab ignored it all, choosing to spend his time thinking about what he could do differently that night. Just after lunch, Jayantada told Arnab that he was going to meet Mishti at the hospital. Arnab's first instinct was to join him, but he held back, feeling that meeting Mishti without having avenged her somehow wouldn't be right.
That night, Arnab was back at MG Road, wondering if this was all a colossal waste of time. There was no guarantee that the men would ever strike again, at least in this area. For all he knew, they were in another city altogether, while Arnab waited in the frosty November night, planning all manner of revenge, but achieving precious little other than to burn a deeper hole in his pocket with his daily trips to Gurgaon and wasting precious time that he should have been using to prepare for various upcoming exams. At least on the latter count, he had come prepared this night. As he sat sipping a Pepsi at a Pizza Hut located in front of the mall, he alternated between scanning the area for any sign of the men in their black Sumo and brushing up on the past 10 years' papers for the state banking services examination. At about ten o'clock, he began to get seriously bored and stepped out, deciding that this was indeed perhaps a waste of time. He began to ask himself what he was doing there in the first place. Mishti was nobody to him, and certainly he had no right to speak or act on her behalf. Perhaps it would be best if he just went home and got some sleep.
Then he looked up and stopped in his tracks.
Standing less than six feet away from him were three men. They would have looked unremarkable in the crowd of young people around them had it not been for three things. One, they were very obviously checking out women who passed them and exchanging comments between themselves. Two, they were clearly drunk, struggling to stand straight; and most importantly, the tallest and biggest of them was wearing a red bandana tied across his forehead. Arnab could hear his heart beating so loudly that he was barely able to hear much else around him. There was no way he could be sure that these were the men that had chased Mishti, but it all seemed to be too much of a coincidence. All his plans of vengeance dissipated in the confusion and fear he felt at that moment. He had no idea what he should do or say. He couldn't really launch into the men and attack them on a hunch that they were criminals outside a crowded mall, could he? At best, the police would cart him away, and at worst he would get seriously hurt if the police did intervene. While he was aware of all his newly found powers, he also remembered his lessons from the rooftop well enough-he was still mortal and could still be hurt.
In the midst of all this, a large crowd emerged from the mall, talking excitedly about the movie they had just seen in the multiplex upstairs. As they jostled for space in the narrow exit, Arnab lost sight of the men for a few seconds. When he tried looking for them again, he realized to his dismay that he couldn't see the men anywhere. He rushed to where they had been standing, and frantically searched for them, but in a few seconds he realized that his indecision had completely botched his plans.
The next day, Arnab was in a foul mood, and even Jayantada took notice of this sudden change in his otherwise reliably good-humoured assistant. At lunch, he asked Arnab if anything was wrong, and Arnab told him that he was worried about his preparations for the upcoming exams. It was only a partial lie, since Arnab knew only too well how badly his preparations had been hit by his misadventures of the last few days. That thought only served to make his mood even worse. He debated whether he should go again that night, and finally, realizing that he would drive himself crazy thinking about whether the men had come again that night, he decided to give it one more shot. If they didn't show up that night, then he would just give it up.
It was mid November, and the Delhi winter was beginning to make its presence felt. Now knowing how late he would probably be out, Arnab decided to wear something a bit warmer. He took out an old sweatshirt that had been gifted to him on his birthday several years ago by his friends in college. It had been a favourite of his, and one thing he liked about Delhi was that the winters gave him an opportunity to wear it more often. Years of wear and tear had taken its toll, and of the original 'GAP' brand logo displayed prominently on the front, only the 'GA' remained. He took the sweatshirt in his hand and set out once again, praying that the men would be there that night, and resolving that if they were there, he would not throw away the opportunity like he had done the previous night.
By about half past nine, Arnab was beginning to lose patience, and put on his sweatshirt, ready to start on the journey back to his home. As he stepped on the curb, he saw a black Sumo parked a few feet away to his right. He kept walking a few paces, and then stopped to turn around. There was no reason that this had to be the black Sumo Mishti had described being chased by, but he figured that there was nothing to be lost by waiting a few more minutes. So he sat down near the car and waited, pulling the hood of his sweatshirt up around his head to keep out the cold wind that was now blowing at a brisk pace.
He couldn't believe his luck when a few minutes later, three men walked over to the car. They were the same men he had seen the previous night, and if he had any remaining doubts about their identities, their conversation was a sure giveaway.
'Which bitch did you guys fancy?' asked the big man with the bandana around his head.
'I liked the one in the jeans and the white top. The one with the long legs' responded one of his friends, a smaller man, who was holding a can of beer in his hand.
They all laughed and passed a few vulgar comments about the women they had seen in the mall that night, when the big man pointed to a woman walking towards them.
'While you've been lusting after everyone you see, I've been making a plan.'
When his friends asked, he said that the woman was alone, and her car, a Honda, was parked just a few feet away. He outlined a plan to follow her till the highway and then force her car off the road in a dark spot. Arnab was sitting just a few feet away from the men, and their conversation had made his blood run cold. It was one thing to think about these criminals in an abstract sense, but quite another thing to see them as flesh and blood people, calmly planning a rape as if they were planning a family picnic. He felt anger build up within him, and stood up to confront the men. Just as he stood, the woman the men had been discussing got in her car and drove away. The men rushed into the Sumo to follow her.
For a second or two, Arnab stayed rooted to the spot, not knowing what to do. Then, distraught that he would lose them again, and even worse, that his inaction would enable them to attack another victim, Arnab started running after the Sumo.
Arnab didn't think much of it at first, but after a few seconds, he realized what was happening. He was chasing a car on foot and keeping up! He had no idea what speed the Sumo was driving at, but by any stretch of the imagination, he was running faster than any man should. As he tried running faster, he realized that at full tilt he was actually travelling a bit faster than the Sumo and was steadily gaining on the car, which was now perhaps no more than a dozen feet ahead of him. Feeling the wind blow into his face at high speed was hardly comfortable, but the hood helped a bit, and the sheer adrenaline boost of the chase made him forget everything but catching these men. He stumbled on a rock and fell by the roadside, wincing in pain as his elbow hit the ground. His glasses were knocked off his face, and he cursed himself as he tried to find them, knowing that without his glasses, he would not be able to do much, no matter how fast he ran. That was when he noticed something that blew his mind. He could see clearly without his glasses! No, more than that, despite the near pitch darkness of the stretch of road leading to the highway, he could see everything as clear as daylight. All the objects he saw had a bit of a green tinge to them, of the sort he had once seen displayed on a Night Vision scope on some Discovery documentary, but he could see them crystal clear without needing his glasses. What sort of magic was this? The sound of the Sumo making a tight turn into the highway brought him back to his senses, and he put his glasses into his pocket, as he resumed his pursuit, determined not to let the men get away.
As he pushed himself, Arnab saw that he could run even faster and now things seemed to be passing by in a blur as he closed on the cars. By now, both vehicles had reached the highway, and the Sumo suddenly accelerated past the Honda and veered into its path. The woman panicked and swerved to the left and off the road, her car coming to a halt in a mound of dirt left over from the omnipresent construction work on the Delhi Metro around the area. Arnab watched the men clamber out of the Sumo and the big man with the bandana yanked open the door of the Honda. The woman, disoriented by the crash, must have thought that some passer by was trying to help her, and held out her hand, only to recoil in horror as the man grabbed her roughly and pulled her out, throwing her hard against the ground. His friends shouted in delight as they grabbed her and tried pulling her into the Sumo.
The woman screamed-a high pitched sound that seemed more like an animal in pain than a human being.
And then Arnab arrived on the scene.
***
Arnab had begun slowing down when he saw what was happening on the side of the road, but given the speed at which he was travelling, slowing down was not as easy as he had thought. As a result, he was still travelling at a fair clip when he rushed into the scene. That actually worked in his favour, as he really had not thought through much by way of a plan of attack. He bumped into the nearest man with the impact of a car travelling at a dozen kilometres per hour, sending him flying several feet. The man landed in a heap with several cracked ribs, and was going to take no further part in the night's proceedings, other than to be a mute spectator to the fate that was to befall his friends.
In the darkness, the two other men shouted, trying to see what had just hit their friend. As the scrambled to get their bearings, Arnab told them to let the women go. As he did, he regretted not having used his advantage of surprise to take out the two remaining men. They now knew that they faced a solitary man, and he had given them a chance to prepare themselves.
One of the men whipped out a large knife, circling Arnab, looking for an opportunity to strike. It was dark, and the man seemed to be both orienting his eyes to the darkness and fishing for an opening, but Arnab could see everything clearly and simply stayed well out of the knife's reach. That was when it struck Arnab that his advantage of speed, strength and vision notwithstanding, this was going to be no cakewalk. He was up against someone who clearly knew what he was doing, while he himself had not the foggiest idea of what to do in a fight. He figured that it would be best to play to his strengths and let them make up for his lack of any real fighting skills. The man lunged at Arnab, the knife sweeping up towards Arnab's ribs. Arnab thought back to the fight on the bus and realized that this man was moving much faster than the college ruffian on the bus, but it still seemed to be slow enough for Arnab to move out of the way with ease. After the third abortive attack, the man stumbled in the darkness and fell to the ground. The large man holding the woman started getting restive and screamed out to his friend,
'Stop playing with the fucker and kill him!'
That spurred Arnab's frustrated attacker to strike out with renewed vigour, but two more knife thrusts met empty air as Arnab moved out of the way. Arnab too was getting frustrated, as he realized this had to end somehow. He thought back to his school days, to his sporting icons who had once taken the field for Machester United, and his own half-baked attempts on the playing field. He struck out with his right foot as the man swung the knife again. It was ungainly, and almost caused him to lose his balance and fall. It certainly wouldn't have done him any credit on the Football field, but at the force with which it was delivered, it proved decisive. The man's kneecap popped with an audible crack and he fell to the ground, moaning in pain. Arnab looked on with some horror at the devastation he had caused with just one kick, and then he looked up and realized it was far from over.
The large man had now released the woman, throwing her to the ground and now stood facing Arnab with a grin on his face. Despite what had happened to his friends, his facing Arnab with such confidence would have seemed misplaced had he not produced a revolver from under his coat. For the first time that night, Arnab was truly afraid. He knew he was faster and stronger than the man, but he also knew he could bleed. Dodging a man swinging a knife was one thing, but he was certain that there was no way he could dodge a bullet. The man pointed the revolver straight at Arnab and barked at him,
'Get lost or you die tonight.'
Arnab said nothing but looked straight into the man's eyes. He had come too far to walk away. He would now have to deal with what lay ahead the best he could. The man shouted at Arnab to go away once again, and this time Arnab took a step closer to the man.
The man fired.
Arnab would later reflect back on the moment and remember seeing the bullet coming at him, seeming to travel about as fast as a tennis ball thrown at high speed. But at that moment, all he focused on was somehow getting out of the way of the bullet by diving to his right. When he saw Arnab fall, the man assumed that he had been hit, and moved in to check if Arnab was dead. That proved to be a huge mistake. Arnab saw the man approaching, gun at the ready and lay still waiting for him to come closer. When he judged that the man was close enough, he lashed out with his left hand. The man was shocked at seeing his 'dead' adversary spring to life and stumbled backwards. Arnab's hand connected with the man's stomach in a grazing blow, but that was enough to send the man crashing to the ground. Arnab was soon on top of him and before he delivered the final blow to the man's head, the man looked up at him, asking with bewilderment,
'Who the hell are you? What are you?'
'Just someone who decided that your time was up.'
Arnab brought his fist down on the man's face. Part of him wanted to smash the man's face in with all his strength, but another part of him held back, not yet willing to take a man's life. The man fell unconscious with Arnab's final blow and Arnab got up to take stock of his surroundings. All three men were no longer moving, and a few feet away, the woman was lying on the ground, sobbing. As he took a step towards her, she cringed in fear, and he realized how fearful he must have looked with his hood on in the darkness, and with the violence he had just dealt out. He tried to sound reassuring but spoke way too fast, being psyched up from the action of the last few minutes.
'Please don't worry, I am here to help. Call the police and I'll wait here with you till they come.'
The woman dialled the police with shaking fingers, and then looked up at Arnab,
'Who are you? How did you do what you just did?'
Not knowing what to say or do, Arnab just stood there, feeling very uncomfortable and wishing the cops would arrive soon. When he saw the lights flashing and heard the sirens in the distance, he took one last look at the woman and raced away at high speed. As the woman gaped at him taking off like a rocket, her words followed him into the night,
'Thank you.'
***
Arnab woke up the next morning, his muscles aching from the previous night's adventure. The first thing he did was to check if he could see without his glasses, and to his disappointment, everything seemed a blur. As he put on his glasses, he realized that of all the things he had discovered himself capable of doing; his being able to see without his glasses had perhaps given him the biggest thrill, even more than his strength or speed. He could not remember the last time he had been able to see without his thick glasses, but remembered only too well all the taunts they had earned him in school. One of his friends had once told him, 'You know, Arnab, without those ghastly glasses you actually look pretty handsome. Too bad, the girls never see you like that'. He had meant it by way of encouragement, but it had made Arnab resent the necessary crutches his glasses had become. Alas, it seemed that his ability to see without glasses existed only in the dark, if the previous night's events were anything to go by.
As he dragged himself up and went to work, he kept thinking back to the night's events. A part of his mind was telling him that he shouldn't feel so good about maiming other people; a part of him was even repelled at the thought of such violence. But he realized that both of them were far overshadowed by an overwhelming feeling of exultation, even catharsis. For the first time in his life, he felt that he had done something that had really mattered. He had set out with a vague goal of punishing Mishti's pursuers, but in saving the woman he realized he had achieved much more.
His reverie was brought to a rude end when he met Jayantada at the library.
'Arnab, you are thirty minutes late. I hope you haven't taken to drinking or going to the disco like today's spoilt youth.'
Arnab, who had never tasted alcohol and never been inside a disco, was mortified, and protested that he hadn't. As he spoke, his mind churned out possible excuses, and he settled on one that seemed close enough to the truth.
'Jayantada, I'm not feeling too well. My body aches.'
At lunch time, when Jayantada announced that he was going to get Mishti from the hospital since she was due to be discharged, Arnab asked if he could come along. When he entered Mishti's room, she looked much better than he had last seen her-her wounds seemed to have healed to a large extent, and while her hand was still in a sling, she was smiling and humming some old tune. When she saw Arnab, she scolded him by asking why he had not visited in the last few days.
'Mishti, I thought you needed some rest, that's all.'
'Well, today I feel like celebrating!'
'Because you're leaving hospital?'
'No, because the monsters who attacked me are out of business!'
Arnab's throat went dry. Had news gotten out so fast of what had happened the previous night? Mishti was now standing up, talking excitedly.
'It's all over the TV news, Arnab! They tried to attack another woman, and someone busted them. Can you believe it? Someone thrashed them so badly they're all in hospital and then they'll get locked up for a long time, I hope!'
Arnab asked her what the news channels were saying.
'Come on, haven't you seen TV today? It's all they're talking about.'
With that, she reached out for the remote and switched on the TV in the room. As the screen came to life, it showed a young reporter in the studio, talking to the camera.
'As we have been reporting, the big news for today in Delhi is how an unknown hero saved a woman from three attackers last night. Police have confirmed that these three men have been behind at least four cases of assault or rape over the last few months in the Gurgaon area, preying on lone women drivers. This is what the woman he rescued, Miss Anita Duggal, had to say earlier in the day.'
Arnab watched with growing fear as the camera panned to the woman he had met the previous night. Had she seen his face? Would he get into trouble with the law? His thoughts snapped back to the TV when the woman began speaking.
'He was an angel sent down to save me. I couldn't see his face since it was covered by a hood and it was so dark, but he moved faster than a car, and his strength! Oh my God, his strength! He tossed those men aside like dolls! They fired a gun at him, but he dodged the bullet! I don't know who he is, but I'll never forget what he did for me.'
Arnab was relieved that she had not seen his face, but had never thought about the risks of making his new skills publicly known. Mishti was now talking excitedly to Jayantada,
'Who do you think it was? My God! Imagine, someone outran the car! Arnab, what do you think?'
Arnab tried to keep a straight face as he answered.
'How can anyone outrun a car?'
At that moment, a familiar face appeared on TV. It was DCP Upadhyay, and he was addressing a Press Conference.
'DCP Upadhyay, what do you make of Miss Duggal's descriptions of her saviour?'
The DCP seemed amused at the journalist's question.
'She was in trauma and is obviously very grateful to the individual who saved her. But how can any man do what she described? I don't think it would be responsible of the press to further such fantastic stories. He must have happened upon the scene of the incident, and as for dodging bullets, the criminals must have just missed him in the dark.'
'What do we know about him?'
The DCP pointed to a chart behind him, and Arnab watched in silence as the camera moved to show the crude sketch of a man.
'From what we have ascertained from Miss Duggal's description and from the confession of the three criminals, he is an extremely fit and strong man, perhaps in his mid-twenties, and certainly must be of an imposing build and height. From my experience, I would say he may be very skilled in some martial arts, or perhaps has some military training. We don't know what he looks like, but do know what he was wearing.'
Arnab heart skipped a beat as the camera zoomed into the figure. He was wearing a hooded jacket, and prominently displayed on the chest were the letters 'GA'.
'While he did do something good last night, I must stress we do not encourage vigilantes. One of the criminals is in the ICU and could have died. It's good to help others, but he should know that the best thing to do is to call the police, not take the law into his own hands.'
Mishti switched the TV off with an angry grumble. 'Idiot! The man who saved her is a hero, and I hope he gets rewarded in some way. What do you think, Arnab?'
Arnab mumbled his agreement, and as Mishti and Jayantada left in his car, Mishti promised to come by to the library to say goodbye the next day before leaving for Bangalore.
On the way back to work, Arnab kept replaying what he had seen on TV in his mind, and he could barely wait to get back home and turn on the TV himself. When he got home he noted, with some disappointment, that his story was no longer the lead item, having been relegated to second place by a Breaking News report about an inquiry into how a certain Minister claiming to be from an 'economically backward background' had amassed properties worth tens of millions. However, the story was still being covered on most channels, with ad nauseam replays of the interview with Anita Duggal and the Press Conference. The most fame Arnab had experienced previously was a part of his shoulder featuring in a photograph of the Minister after the bank robbery, so this was a totally new experience for him.
He knew at a rational level, that they were really not talking about 'him', and their perception of the unknown hero was almost the polar opposite of what he was in real life. Yet, something in him felt really good, as if he had finally achieved something. Finally made an escape from the obscurity that he had taken for granted all his life. He would perhaps never admit it in public, but for the first time in his life, he felt that he had something to be really proud of. Something he wanted to shout to the world.
He had turned all the lights off, and had taken off his glasses, revelling in both the coverage he saw on the news, and also his ability to see without his glasses in the dark. He was taking almost childish pleasure in walking around his house in pitch darkness, exploring the full extent of his power. He realized that when he got close to a source of light, such as the TV or when he opened the fridge door, his vision got a bit blurry. The darker it got, the clearer his vision was.
Then he remembered the DCP's parting words, and he realized how lucky and how stupid he had been. If anyone had seen his face, he would probably be facing a police questioning now. What would he tell them? How would he explain his newly found capabilities? They would probably think him a freak or lock him up. No, the next time, he would have to be more careful.
Then he stopped himself in mid-thought.
He would be a suicidal idiot to go out on such an adventure again. Why was he even thinking that there would be a next time?
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The next morning, Mishti showed up at the library as promised. Arnab walked with her to the Cafe for a coffee as she told him about how much she was dreading going back to work.
'I would have thought you would take a break, since your arm isn't fully recovered', said Arnab.
'You don't know my boss. A total workaholic.'
'I never did ask you, which company do you work for?'
'Woodpecker Industries. Heard of them?'
'Who hasn't' said Arnab. Mishti's employer was one of the biggest corporations in India. The fact that she worked for such a large firm made him realize once more just how out of his league she was. Mishti caught him completely off-guard with her next question.
'Arnab, do you have a girlfriend?'
Arnab almost choked on his coffee as he responded after a pause.
'No, I don't.'
He saw Mishti's expression and thought she was asking why. Without thinking too much, he blurted out what was according to him, the truthful answer.
'I don't think too many girls would be interested in me.'
Mishti put her cup down, and looked at Arnab with a smile.
'And what kind of guys do you think girls like?'
'You know, well-built, good-looking, rich, sophisticated. Certainly not an Associate Librarian from Uttarpara.'
He hadn't meant to come out sounding as bitter as he did, but he was shocked when Mishti reached out and touched his hand.
'Arnab, not all girls judge a man by his bank balance or his looks. There's a whole lot more than that, things you have in spades. Like honesty, like a good heart, like just being a decent human being.'
'How do you know I'm decent?'
'Because you haven't tried to hit on me yet. Most men would have flirted or made a pass by now', she replied with a mischievous grin.
'I guess I don't know how to flirt.'
Mishti laughed out loud, showing the smile that Arnab had decided he could never tire of seeing.
'And that, Arnab Bannerjee, is what makes you so irresistible.'
Arnab had no idea what to say to that, and was grateful when Mishti looked away at her watch and got up with a start,
'Shit! I'm going to miss my flight if I just sit and chat here. Arnab, I've never been one for long goodbyes, and am going to be back in town real soon. So take care and tata.'
To Arnab's delight and horror, she leaned over and gave a quick peck on his cheek before she left. As Mishti walked away, Arnab felt somehow that his life may return to some degree of normalcy. After all, the whole episode in Gurgaon had to do with her, didn't it? Now that she was gone, he could try and forget what had happened and get his life back on track. The TV channels had found other news to occupy themselves with and coverage of his adventure was slowly but surely disappearing from the airwaves. Soon enough, nobody would remember anything, and he could get back to his work at hand. That included starting to study for the upcoming exams, not clearing which would condemn him to at least one more year of being Jayantada's assistant. Just then, he noticed a large group of students gathered around a laptop. As they chattered excitedly, more and more students joined until there was a veritable mob gathered around the table, jostling to get a glimpse of the screen.
'Holy shit, did you see that?'
'Man, its for real!'
'Play it again.'
Curious as to what was going on, Arnab walked over to one of the students he knew.
'Ram, what's happening here?'
The boy looked at him, eyes wide with excitement.
'Man, this is amazing. This guy really rocks.'
Arnab was totally confused.
'Who rocks? Who are you talking about?'
'The Gurgaon superhero. Someone taped him and put it up on Youtube. He moves as fast as a rocket. I've never seen anything like it!'
Arnab literally stopped breathing. Trying to act as nonplussed as possible, he got out of the Cafe, and then rushed to the library. He booted up the PC there and went to Youtube. He didn't have to search too much. Just typing 'Gurgaon' produced a video titled 'The real Gurgaon superhero'. Its description read.
'He's for real folks! Took this on my mobile. Check it out! Just watch him move like a rocket!'
With shaking fingers, he clicked on the video. It was grainy, and opened on the side of the road where Arnab had been sitting near the Sumo. The camera was pointed at a young girl. A male voice, presumably that of the person recording the video was speaking.
'Come on, sweetheart, say something.'
'What do I say, yaar?'
Just then, there was movement behind her. The camera moved to show three men rush into the Sumo and drive off at high speed, leaving a cloud of dust and smoke in their wake. Then Arnab could see himself standing there. His face was obscured by the hood but it was nevertheless a shock to see himself on video, exposed to the whole world. In the video, he stood still for a second or two, and then began running, suddenly accelerating till he was little more than a blur. The camera tried to follow him down the road, but in the blink of an eye, he had disappeared.
'Holy shit! Did you get that?' the girl's voice was heard saying.
Arnab sat in stunned silence for several minutes, not knowing what to do. The video had been uploaded that morning and had already been viewed 5000 times. By the time Arnab got home in the evening and checked on his computer, that number had climbed to over 100,000. If he had thought his adventure would be forgotten soon, he was very wrong. All night, there was a veritable feeding frenzy in the media on the video clip. Channels would freeze on frame after frame, zoom in to try and see more details and linger on the point where he seemed to accelerate like a rocket and run after the car. Arnab woke up the next morning and walked to the nearby newspaper vendor to see what the papers had to say. What he saw astounded him. Every paper carried the story as its lead item on the front page, and while there was little by way of any more information than had been available the previous day, there was a lot of speculation. Arnab bought about a dozen papers and spent the rest of the day doing little more than reading what they had to say.
'Is he some genetically modified experiment?' speculated one paper.
'Do we have our own real life superhero?' screamed another.
As he read story after story, he found himself getting obsessed with what they had written about him, and some of their wild speculations and theories made him laugh out loud, since he was the only person who knew the whole truth. In the evening, he turned on the TV to see the Minister he had met, Balwant Singh, on a news programme.
'Mr Singh, as the Law Minister, what is your take on this superhero story in Delhi?' asked the anchor.
Balwant Singh seemed to be chewing tobacco once again, and was wearing a khadi kurta-pyjama and a cap that made him look just a little bit comical. What he had to say was however not something Arnab found funny at all.
'You see, nowadays with technology you can do anything. You can make a man fly, run fast, or take a bribe.'
He smiled broadly at the studio audience, many of whom cheered. As the camera panned over the audience, Arnab could recognize PC Sharma, the Minister's flunkie and wondered how many in the audience were plants as they had been in the college Press Conference.
'Mr Singh, I presume you're referring to the cash for votes scam, where your colleagues were caught on camera taking money, but you continue to insist those are doctored photos.'
'You see, the Opposition..'
The Minister looked visibly upset when the anchor cut him in mid-sentence and tried to steer the discussion back.
'To come back to the Gurgaon video, are you saying this is a fake?'
'All I know is that this superhero talk is bogus. Someone helped that woman out, which is a good thing. But I request your audience not to conclude that taking the law into your own hands is always good, and also not to sensationalize this with wild rumours. Now coming back to the Opposition, you see..'
Arnab switched the TV off in disgust. He sat there, wondering why he was feeling so agitated. He had not wanted nor asked for any recognition or reward for what he had done, but to have what he had done, what he was, dismissed as a hoax and a publicity stunt made him feel angry. He realized that this was the first time in his life when he really felt proud of who he was and what he had done, and to have that undermined and ridiculed really got under his skin.
What made things worse was that on Monday, the media got a new favourite story-a Krishna idol that had suddenly started playing the flute in a Mysore temple. They dumped Arnab's story like a hot potato and descended on this new sensation, where thousands of devotees were lining up outside the temple, to get a glimpse of this miracle and to seek blessings with offerings of cash and valuables. Two days later, the whole episode was revealed to be a hoax by the temple priest, who had placed a small wireless speaker under the idol. To Arnab's dismay, a lot of the media began linking the story to his video, talking about how scamsters can use technology to mislead people.
That Wednesday, while sitting in the college Cafe for lunch, he overheard two students talking at the neighbouring table.
'Man, you can't believe anything nowadays. The whole Gurgaon superhero thing was a scam, and I thought it may have been real.'
'Come on, dude, there are no heroes in our country-just keep your head down and survive, that's all. Bloody scamsters, all of them.'
'Guess you're right. Would be nice if there were someone like that around, though-someone who could make a difference. I guess it's that way only in the comics, right?'
That was the last straw. Arnab could feel his blood boiling. He was no scamster, and certainly no comic book character. He felt it a real perversion of justice that someone who had done nothing more than help another person was being ridiculed. He would prove them all wrong, and they would know he was only too real, and that someone could actually make a difference.
***
This time however, Arnab didn't act rashly. He had learnt his lessons from his first adventure and as tempted as he was to rush into another one, he decided to prepare thoroughly. He realized that the hooded sweatshirt had served him well in helping conceal his identity and he would continue wearing it. He also decided to operate only at night, since revealing his powers in broad daylight was just too risky. Also, he realized that at night, his power of vision gave him two added advantages. First, he would be able to see clearly when any likely adversary would not, and secondly he would not be encumbered with managing his bulky glasses. Years of reading detective novels and comics gave him another idea-he brought a pair of gloves. Not only would they help keep his hands warm in the winter nights, but also ensure that he would not leave behind any fingerprints.
All of this took the better part of a week, a time during when Arnab did precious little studying, appeared even more absent minded at work and earned a few more sarcastic comments from Jayantada. He decided he would go out again on Friday night, and with three days to go, he also decided that next time he encountered trouble; he wouldn't be just evading blows and wondering what the hell to do. A trip to the nearby video rental shop yielded a hoard of old Bruce Lee and Jackie Chan movies, which he watched late into the night, hoping to learn some moves. When he tried to emulate a kick and lost his balance and landed on his face, he realized that he would need a bit more help. Looking at the DVDs suddenly gave him an idea.
A wiry old man known to everyone around as Khan chacha, Hindi slang for Khan Uncle, ran the video parlour. It was rumoured he had once been a famous boxer, but nobody really knew the full story. As Arnab reached the shop to return the DVDs, he waited for the other customers to leave so he could have some time alone with Khan.
'Khan chacha, I wanted to ask you something.'
'Go on.' Khan replied in his usual gruff voice, as he sorted the discs that had just been returned.
'Can you teach me a few boxing moves.'
Khan looked up, startled.
'What are you talking about?'
Arnab decided to persist. 'They say you were once a famous boxer. You surely could teach me something.'
The man didn't even deign to reply, and got up saying he had to close the shop for the night. Arnab pleaded with him to wait.
'Why do you want to learn? I don't teach youngsters so they can get into silly fights to impress girls.'
Arnab told him about the incident on the bus, leaving out how he had thrashed the two goons, and saying that he felt so helpless in situations like that and if he knew some moves he could at least try and help in future. It was a lie, but Arnab figured it was all for a good cause, and it seemed to work as the old man's features softened a bit.
'Come upstairs with me.'
He took Arnab to a small room above the shop. In a corner wall hung several photographs of a younger Khan, many featuring him in the boxing ring. Beside the photos was a frame displaying several medals. Arnab was speechless.
Khan pointed to the medals, speaking with a bitter tone. 'National Championship Gold, Silver in the Asian Games.' He saw the unspoken question in Arnab's eyes, questions he had been asked a thousand times earlier. Questions he tried to avoid by keeping his past a closely guarded secret.
'Arnab, all I got for my efforts were photos with some political bigwigs and a few photos in the papers. I was an ordinary infantryman in the Army, and with three mouths to feed, I earned barely enough to get by on, let alone cover the cost of training and equipment. Those days, there were no corporate sponsors, no lucrative ad deals and we were at the mercy of the bureaucrats. The Army was supportive, but to really compete at a world-class level, I needed equipment and training that nobody had the money for. I loved boxing, but I had to choose-struggle through it or raise my family. I made my choice.'
Arnab didn't know what to say, so Khan walked up to him and said, 'Yes, I'll teach you. Come here every evening.'
And thus Arnab's training began. He met Khan the next evening after dinner when the old man had closed his shop.
'Khan chacha, I really want to learn the best way to hit someone.'
Khan chuckled at that, 'Boxing isn't just about hitting, it is as much about balance, conditioning and learning to block.'
Arnab couldn't tell Khan what his real agenda and needs were, and that with his speed, blocking wasn't much of a concern, so he asked Khan to at least start teaching him the basic stances and punches.
Khan said that before he learnt to throw a single punch, he would need to learn how to face one. Confident of his speed, Arnab agreed, and began watching the old man's hands, trying to see where the punch would come from. Khan's right hand twitched and Arnab began moving to his left, thinking he would dodge the punch with ease. Just then, the old man's left hand shot out with surprising speed. Arnab was facing the wrong way, still waiting for the right hand that never came, and when he did see the left fist streak out at his chest, he tried turning the other way. Speed was not his undoing, since despite the speed at which the old boxer had shot his fist out Arnab's reflexes would have allowed him to dodge it with ease. What did him in was his lack of balance, as he tripped over his own foot and stumbled onto his back, falling in an ungainly mess to the ground.
Khan held out his hand to help Arnab up.
'You can't guess where a punch is coming from by watching the hands. You need to watch the eyes and the shoulders.'
Suitably chastened, Arnab agreed to learn the way Khan would teach him, and his training began that night. The training session went on late into the night, the old man relishing a return to an art he had once loved and Arnab soaking up his teacher's encyclopaedic experience. He promised to come every night and learn more from the old man.
That Friday, Arnab set out on his next mission, carrying his sweatshirt and gloves in a plastic bag. Soon enough he realized that in a city as vast as Delhi, just setting out randomly in search of crime or people in need of assistance was a stupid strategy. After loitering about for an hour or so, he realized it was pointless, and his enthusiasm deflated, returned home. The lessons with Khan continued every evening, and that Sunday, Arnab met Chintu on the stairwell.
'Hi Chintu, tell me, how do your superheroes know when people need their help.'
Chintu looked up at him as if he were retarded.
'Superman has super-hearing. He flies over the world and hears people. Didn't you know that?'
He didn't, but he did know that possessing neither the power of flight nor super-hearing that was a strategy he couldn't afford to try. Monday morning and he was back in college, and as he entered the library, Jayantada called him over.
'Arnab, is everything all right?'
Arnab didn't know how to react so just nodded in response, but Jayantada wasn't about to let him off the hook so easily.
'You come late to work almost every day, look sleepy and tired all day-I worry about you, my boy. Tell me if I can help in any way.'
Arnab realized that he had been so caught up in his night-time activities that he had totally neglected the rest of his life. He may not have loved his job, but certainly couldn't afford to lose it, so he tried to do some damage control.
'Jayantada, I've been preparing for my exams. I'm sorry; I won't let you down again.'
Jayantada shrugged it off and got back to his newspaper.
'You know, Arnab, this city is going to the dogs. So much crime every single day. There's this new 'Stoneman' they're all writing about. Six people killed in a month and nothing yet, because the dead are all poor pavement dwellers.'
Arnab suddenly got an idea and asked Jayantada for the newspaper. Why hadn't he thought of this earlier? Sitting in the library, newspapers and books surrounded him, and all he had to do to find high-profile cases was to scan the crime pages. He decided to take on the case Jayantada had mentioned. As he looked through the day's papers and scanned old copies, the basics were clear. Someone had been killing pavement dwellers in the Mathura Road area by smashing their heads in with large stones. All the attacks had been late at night, and there had been no progress in the case so far. It was just the kind of opportunity Arnab had been looking for.
That night, Arnab set out to look for this elusive 'Stoneman'.
***
Superman swooped down from the skies faster than a speeding bullet, Batman rode into action in his armoured Batmobile and Spiderman swung down from the nearest building spinning his web. Our superhero rode into battle in a battered old Delhi Transport Corporation bus. He had carried his sweatshirt and gloves in a plastic bag and was still wearing his glasses, as it was still quite bright outside and as far as he had ascertained, his night vision kicked in only when he took off his glasses in darkness. As he sat on the bus, he replayed in his mind all that he knew about the case. The papers had said that all the attacks had happened under flyovers. All the killings had been committed with blocks of stone located near the crime scene, usually left over from construction work. As Arnab reached the area, he walked around looking for a spot where pavement dwellers had gathered. He spotted two groups, about a kilometre apart, one of which seemed to have heavy construction work nearby. He put on his sweatshirt and waited patiently near that group, hiding behind a bus stand. It was a gamble, but he couldn't be in two places at once. As the darkness of night intensified, Arnab took off his glasses, and instantly, he could see everything around him clearly, once again tinged with the shades of green he had started to get accustomed to. With no more than one functioning streetlight within view, he hoped it would give him an edge over whoever this Stoneman might turn out to be. At about midnight, when all the pavement dwellers were fast asleep, he spotted some movement out of the corner of his eye. He watched with bated breath as a small man walked towards the group. He moved quietly in the dark and was largely covered in a dark shawl. To any observer, he could have seemed like just another one of the pavement dwellers. For all Arnab knew, that's what he was, but he decided to watch and wait. As the man neared the group, something totally unexpected happened. He signalled to someone across the road, and two police constables appeared, carrying a large bag. As Arnab watched in horror, they took out a dead body from the bag and placed it on the pavement. The man in the shawl picked up a large stone and brought it down on the corpse's face. Arnab gasped out loud and then realized the men had heard him. One of the constables shouted out, 'Who is there?' Not comprehending what was going on, and not knowing what to do, Arnab raced from the scene at top speed.
The next morning, Arnab picked up the paper to read that the 'Stoneman' had claimed yet another victim. He was perplexed at what was going on, and also frustrated by the fact that his mission had been a failure. He resolved to get to the bottom of the 'Stoneman' mystery, but for that night, he had an idea of someone who could guide him to some action closer to home. Khan had lived in the area for at least two decades, and there was little he didn't know about what was happening in the locality. That evening when he met Khan for his training, Khan told him they would spar to see what he had learnt. As the two of them circled each other and threw punches at each other, Arnab consciously tried to hold back, but even then when his gloved fist connected with Khan's shoulder, the old man winced and laughed.
'You are much stronger than you look, my friend, and you are learning fast.'
Over hot cups of tea, Arnab asked him what was happening in the neighbourhood.
'Times are bad. Ordinary folk have to struggle to just get by, and then you have the crime. Take Chilla village for example. A gang of thugs has been terrorizing people there, attacking shops at night, extorting money and robbing people. The police do nothing because they say the group is led by someone with political connections.'
Arnab considered whether he really wanted to get involved. Part of him told him that it was the right thing to do, and if he could help some people with his newfound powers, he should. There was also a part of him that told him to get involved to demonstrate to the media and others that he was no scam.
That night, he made his way to the neighbouring Chilla village, and waited in a sweet shop in the main market, waiting for the action to begin. Sure enough, at about ten at night, a jeep roared into the market, carrying five men armed with rods and hockey sticks. The crowd in the market scattered and some shopkeepers started lowering their shutters and turning off their lights, but it was too late. As the men began their rampage, assaulting the nearest shopkeeper and asking him to pay up, Arnab made his move. He slipped behind the shop and put on his sweatshirt and then emerged from the shadows. In the darkness, nobody saw him coming.
Three of the goons were inside the shop and two were standing by the jeep. Arnab ran towards the jeep at speed, and flicked his arms out at the two men as he passed them. Travelling at speed, he didn't really connect with anything more than a glancing blow with the palms of his hands, but it was enough. Both men flew several feet, landing in a heap. As Arnab stopped and turned to face the remaining three men, a palpable silence descended on the market. People gathered around to witness the showdown, but all Arnab was focusing on were his adversaries. All three were carrying hockey sticks and one ran towards Arnab, the stick raised over his head. He had barely brought his stick down, when Arnab's right fist connected with his jaw in an upper cut that would have done Khan proud. The man collapsed to the ground and didn't get up. The other two men rushed him at once. Before they could even come close to hitting him, Arnab struck one with a straight jab to the face and the other with a left hook to the side of the head. His balance was still far from perfect, and his punches tended to be off centre, usually connecting with the edge of his hand, but with his speed and strength, technical perfection was not really necessary.
But that was something only Arnab would ever know. The crowd saw just a blur of movement and the two men being flung off like rag dolls, landing at Arnab's feet. The fight had lasted all of ten seconds. As the astonished crowd looked on, Arnab ran off at high speed, virtually disappearing before their eyes. Once again, the enigmatic hero who emerged at night and moved with super speed had electrified the city.
The next morning, a Monday, Arnab reached college to see a state of virtual hysteria among all the students. Most were gathered around newspapers, and as Arnab looked at one paper, the headline screamed 'He's for real!' with a photograph that someone in the crowd must have taken in Chilla. Someone had taken it with a camera phone, and in the darkness, the resolution was quite poor. Yet what it revealed was dramatic. It showed two of his attackers being lifted off the ground-between them was a man-sized blur, with little discernible by way of features other than a mass of grey with the letters 'GA' in blue. That night, acting on another tip-off he received from Khan, Arnab reached another neighbouring village, this time encountering a group of thugs who were trying to evict the slum dwellers by force. There were four of them, armed with a motley arsenal of chains and iron rods. They had never expected any resistance, and when Arnab appeared in the darkness, they floundered around, trying to catch a glimpse of their unseen assailant. Arnab took full advantage of his speed and night vision-darting between the men, delivering blows when they were still trying to come to grips with the attacker darting in and out of the darkness to strike them down one by one. Once the melee began, a large crowd began to gather to watch the fight, which turned out to be a rout that lasted less than a minute. Once again Arnab sped away from the scene, leaving the thugs unconscious on the ground.
The rest of the week turned out to be a blur of nightly missions, and bleary-eyed days at work for Arnab. Conscious of Jayantada's earlier feedback, he made sure he got to work on time and did his work diligently. He managed this balancing act through a combination of catching up on sleep on the bus rides to and from work and by totally neglecting his exam preparations. That Friday evening Arnab sat down at home exhausted and looking forward to a well deserved rest, but before he slept he looked at the newspapers he had collected over the week. He had barely had time to read them through the week and had collected them to read them on the weekend. His nightly adventures had brought forth a hysterical reaction among the press, with every newspaper and news channel covering his exploits and speculating as to his identity. There was a groundswell of popular support and Arnab felt all the pain and effort was worth it when he read the testimonies of many of the people he had saved. The very fact that someone was standing up for those without money and power, those the police would usually ignore, was something that had fast captured the nation's imagination.
Most papers tried to guess who he was, with some claiming that perhaps he had come from another planet and some religious leaders claiming that perhaps he was the result of divine intervention. Arnab chuckled to himself as he read some of the wilder theories, till he came to an article that pointed out that one constant feature was the attire-the grey sweatshirt with the letters G and A on it. The reporter made that the thrust of the article, wondering what those letters could signify. The next day's paper featured an article by the same reporter titled 'Delhi's Guardian Angel strikes again'. The English language media jumped on the bandwagon and in the next day's edition, all the papers were using that name to describe him.
As Arnab lay down on his bed, he reflected on the week gone by. He felt like in those five or six days he had made more of a difference than he had in the rest of his life put together. The mere fact that he was able to use the skills he had picked up to help others made him feel less like a freak and more like someone who was making a positive difference. He had never imagined himself as being destined for anything bigger than eking out a salaried middle-class existence, but now for the first time, he began to dare to dream that perhaps he was destined for bigger things.
As he drifted off to sleep, he also realized that his alter ego was no longer anonymous. He had a name.
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A week passed and Arnab found himself getting used to the routine of his new life. Jayantada had no clue what he was up to, the nightly missions continued and the papers were abuzz with news of the 'Guardian Angel'. The police remained quiet on the matter, perhaps because they had no real idea of what was going on. As for Arnab, he had never felt better about himself. A part of his mind recognized that he had virtually no hope of competing in the upcoming examinations, but then another part reminded him that being a low-level government employee could never compare with the thrill of his new life. For the first time, he felt that he did not have to take the 'system' for granted, that he could make a difference, even if on a limited scale.
His only regret was that he was not able to reach out on a broader scale or to those who most needed his help. Scanning the crime pages and relying on the grapevine of Khan and others like him still largely determined his missions. As a result, he did spend the odd night waiting in vain for the criminals to show up, and ending up going home with little to show for his mission other than a night's sleep lost. Also, his missions touched only a tiny portion of the vast swathe of territory that made up Delhi. That was the one criticism many papers levelled against their new hero-if he was indeed endowed with superhuman powers, why did he intervene in only a small fraction of the crime that plagued Delhi, and why did some of the worst crimes go unchallenged? Also Arnab had not yet taken the risk of operating in daylight, so he could do nothing about crimes committed in broad daylight. A couple of papers had reported stories about people getting hurt because they had defied criminals in the hope that their elusive superhero would come to their aid. In his frustration, Arnab wanted to tell them that things weren't that simple in real life-unlike Superman, he couldn't just zip around the skies, taking on missions ranging from saving the planet to rescuing a cat stuck in a tree. True enough, he had some special abilities, but he was not omnipotent or omnipresent.
He had been so caught up in his daily routine that he had almost forgotten the person on whose account he had set out on his first mission of vengeance. So it came as a total surprise when one day he received a phone call from Mishti.
'Hi Arnab, it's been ages since we talked. How have you been?'
'Oh, hi Mishti. I've been busy….with my exam preparations.'
As they talked, Arnab realized that he should have made some effort to stay in touch with her, and also counted himself lucky that she had called on her own. Arnab had feared that he would not know what to say, but when he looked at his watch, he was shocked to realize that they had already chatted for close to half an hour. They had just talked about what they had done all day, and what their plans for the upcoming weekend were. Arnab did realize that Mishti and he came from very different backgrounds, but when they talked, it felt like he was talking to an old friend, not someone he had met only recently. She made him want to open up, made him want to share what was on his mind, made him want to come out of his shell. Nobody had made him feel that way before.
Arnab was beginning to wonder if he would get a chance to talk to Mishti again. That was till Mishti said, 'Arnab, why didn't you call me even once?' Arnab was tongue-tied, not knowing quite what to say, so he was grateful when Mishti put him out of his misery by saying, 'Don't worry, it's not as if I called before today. Let's stay in touch, ok?'
The next day, Arnab kept wondering if he should call Mishti or not and finally decided to do it. His heart in his mouth, he was about to hang up after the first few rings when Mishti's voice greeted him with an effusive 'Hello'. Somehow hearing her made all his nervousness melt away, and to his utter surprise, he found himself chatting freely with her.
The almost daily calls continued, creating a ritual that soon became an integral part of Arnab's day. He would spend the day forgetting the pressures at work, forgetting the aches and pains from the previous night's mission, forgetting any tension about the upcoming mission that night-all of them crumbling before the anticipation of talking to Mishti again.
Arnab couldn't put a word to what he was feeling. Was it just friendship, or was it beginning to become something a bit more than that? Ultimately, when something made you feel so good, did it really matter what name you labelled it with?
A couple of days later, when they were chatting, Mishti had a request for Arnab.
'Arnab, Jayantada's birthday is coming up in three days and I'm surprising him by sending him a gift. I'll courier it in your name and can you please pass it on to him? I don't want him to get it from an anonymous courier guy. Also, I need to travel to Singapore on work for a few days, so it may not be as easy to chat, but I'll SMS, please do the same.'
As he hung up, Arnab's excitement at chatting with Mishti was replaced by something else-an idea on how he could reach out to people who needed his help.
That evening, his mission was to patrol the back alleys of Kailash Colony, where for the past week, a gang of carjackers had been in operation. When he came across the gang, a group of four men trying to force their way into a car at gunpoint, he realized that all the publicity he had got had its fringe benefits. His powers had been exaggerated to a point where they bore little resemblance to reality; for example, it was widely believed that he was bulletproof. That, and the reputation for speed and strength that he had built up meant that the four criminals turned tail and ran the moment he stepped in front of them. What followed was a very short chase and an even shorter fight. As had become almost routine, Arnab found himself dispatching his opponents with ease. However, there was an important difference this time. Instead of zooming off immediately, Arnab searched through the pockets of one of the criminals, and extracted a mobile phone. He quickly took out the SIM card and ran home. Yes, technically it was stealing, but Arnab figured that using the mobile number of such a criminal to help him bring to justice other criminals was poetic justice.
That night, Arnab began a new chapter in his role as the so-called Guardian Angel. No longer would he scour areas hoping to bump into the criminals and no longer would his radius of action be limited by what he read in the papers or picked up by way of neighbourhood gossip. Now, anyone who needed his help could reach out to him. All they had to do was to send an SMS. Arnab knew that more than a half dozen fan communities had sprung up on Orkut and Facebook devoted to the Guardian Angel, so he logged in under a new id, and left a simple and terse message in the message boards of each of the communities. It read:
'If you live in Delhi and need my help, SMS me at the following number'. He left the number of the SIM card he had picked up, and simply signed off as 'GA'.
He then posted that same message on Youtube, where the video of his first mission in Gurgaon had by now attracted more than two million views. By the time Arnab woke up the next morning, he had already received 54 messages. Four of them were marriage proposals from women, and 8 were abusive messages, but the rest seemed to be genuine appeals for help, ranging from someone being harassed by a moneylender's thugs to someone whose daughter was being abused for not being able to meet her in-laws' demands for dowry and one young boy who was being forced to appear for Engineering entrance exams by his parents while he really wanted to study Fashion Designing. Arnab was stunned. He had not really thought through what he was unleashing, and he realized that people were looking to him to do more than fight robbers and thugs. They saw him as someone they could trust and turn to in times of need. It was a scary thought for him. Arnab had been barely able to manage his own life, and had been, by most conventional standards, an underachiever for most of his life. He found fighting criminals much easier than dealing with this new responsibility. He decided to focus on what he had set out to do, and spent the bus trip to college going through all the appeals for help and writing down in a diary what he would do and when.
The next couple of weeks went by in a blur. What made it easier for Arnab was a combination of three factors. First, the small party he threw for Jayantada on his birthday along with the gift from Mishti meant that the old man was in good spirits and turned a blind eye to Arnab's coming in a bit late to work every day. Second, with the onset of winter and the Delhi fog, Arnab could start his missions earlier, setting out as early as 7, and staying out till 2 or 3. Finally, with college about to close for a few days for the winter break, Arnab looked forward to catching up on some sleep during the day. He would notch up three or four missions each night, and not all of them were of the crime-fighting variety. He did pay a visit to the abusive in-laws, who shrieked in fright as they opened their front door at midnight to see a tall, hooded figure standing there, and promised never to touch their daughter in-law again, and he did exercise some gentle persuasion on a drunken husband who beat his wife every day. The man was drunk and abusive when Arnab confronted him and threatened Arnab with a knife, but when Arnab lifted him a meter off the ground with one hand, the man wept like a baby and begged forgiveness.
Other than leaving Arnab totally exhausted, this sudden spurt in his activities sparked a fresh media circus, including a claim by a woman that the 'Guardian Angel' visited her at night to make love to her. Arnab was mortified at the report and glad when it disappeared from the papers soon. The other peculiar aspect of his newfound celebrity status was how much of a female fan following he had picked up. The 'Guardian Angel' was voted the 'Sexiest Man alive' in a poll run by a national magazine, something that amused Arnab no end.
One Saturday, Arnab was looking forward to a day of sleep and rest, when he was reminded of the unfinished business he had. He inserted his own SIM card into his phone after days and saw to his surprise that there were 5 messages from Mishti. As he checked them one by one, he felt like kicking himself.
'Hi Arnab, just checking on how you are. Write soon.'
'Hey there, just got a promotion at work! Drinks on me when we meet. What's up with you?'
'Are you ok? Haven't heard anything for days. Take care.'
'Arnab Bannerjee, where are you?'
The final one read, 'You must be busy, I guess. Well, write when you get time. Bye.'
Arnab sat back, feeling quite miserable. Here was an attractive, smart woman who wanted to be friends with him, and here he was, ignoring her, as he had been so caught up in his frenzied new routine. As he thought about it, he realized that, truth be told; he was not as keen on talking to Mishti as he had once thought he was. He still found her amazingly attractive, and was flattered that someone like her would show any interest in him, but the fact was that he just couldn't share what was actually happening in his life, could not let her in on what was the most important thing to have ever happened to him. He considered replying to her, but realized that trading platitudes seemed so shallow when he could not reveal who he really was and what he was really doing every day.
His dilemma was resolved by the headline on a newspaper in front of him. The 'Stoneman' had struck again two times in the last week. As Arnab read the article, he decided that this was at least one piece of unfinished business he would attend to.
It was about time that he put an end to the mystery of the 'Stoneman.'
***
That night he waited in vain for the 'Stoneman' to strike, but the next night he was lucky. Like the previous occasion, a single shawl-draped man was followed by two uniformed policemen carrying a corpse. As the policemen lay the body down on the sidewalk and the shawl draped man picked up a rock to bring down on the body's head, Arnab spoke up.
'So is this what the Stoneman mystery is all about?'
The policemen whirled around, searching in the darkness for who had just spoken. Arnab realized that both of them seemed to be not carrying any guns, so he stepped out of the darkness and in front of the men. One of the policemen advanced towards Arnab, his hand hovering near a riot baton hanging from his waist.
'This is police business. Get lost or you'll be in deep shit.'
Arnab stood his ground, and when the policeman took out the baton and came closer, his colleague rushed over to stop him.
'Dubey, that's the guy from the newspapers!'
Dubey now saw who he was up against and decided wisely that in this case discretion was the better part of valour. He put the baton away but still asked Arnab to leave.
'Look mister, this is official business. Don't interfere and leave now.'
Arnab was not going to give up so easily. He glanced at the dead body on the sidewalk. It was that of a young man, and while Arnab was hardly an expert on the matter, the two holes on his bloodied shirt seemed to indicate that he had been shot.
'What kind of official business is this? You bring a dead body here and bash its head in and pass it off as the work of some serial killer. What exactly are you up to?'
'You may be a superhero or whatever you think you are, but you're in way over your head. Don't get involved here.'
The speaker was the shawl-draped man, who had now discarded his shawl and stood before Arnab, holding a revolver in his hand.
'I am Inspector Pandey of Special Branch, and this is a national security matter. Leave or I'll have to shoot.'
Arnab had never thought things would get this far, and he certainly had no intention of hurting policemen, but now there seemed to be no other way out. In one fluid motion he ran at top speed towards Pandey, and before the inspector could raise his gun and fire, Arnab had snatched it from his hands.
'Inspector, I don't know what you're up to, but this ends tonight.'
Deflated, the Inspector motioned to his colleagues to gather the body and they began to leave. Arnab threw the gun at the Inspector's feet and left the scene at full speed. Later at home, Arnab replayed the events of the night and wondered what he could have done and whether he had really put an end to the Stoneman charade or just prevented one incident? He knew he could not just attack policemen, but there was something really suspicious going on. However, if he thought he had seen enough strange cases, he was in for a surprise. His phone buzzed and when he checked his inbox, there was a cryptic message waiting for him.
'Must meet. Most urgent government matter. We need your help. Time and place your choosing.'
Arnab replied saying he would meet the next night at 10. After some thought, he proposed they meet in the car park opposite Pragati Maidan adjoining the Old Fort. At that time it would be deserted, and if there was any whiff of trouble, then Arnab could speed away down the main road on the way to his house. He spent the next day thinking of who this mystery person could be. The words indicated that it was someone in the government, and indeed some newspapers had begun speculating that the government's silence on the Guardian Angel phenomenon meant tacit approval. Given that he was doing what the police had failed to do for years, there was even talk that the government was actively helping him with intelligence and support. Arnab knew that none of that was true, but this latest SMS got him thinking that perhaps the government did indeed want to work with him. He welcomed the thought. He had been waging a lonely battle for over a month, and was beginning to get tired. Getting some official help would be very welcome indeed.
He spent another tiring evening at Khan's makeshift gym practicing, and now more often than not, chatting with the old man. By now both Arnab and Khan had realized that Arnab was no natural boxer. He lacked the balance and hand-eye co-ordination to be capable of becoming any more than an interested amateur. However, Khan was happy that he had someone to talk to and pass on some of his skills to, and Arnab had learnt enough to land a half-decent punch and not just gawk at his opponent in a fight. What he lacked in skill, he made up in strength and sheer practice. He had never kept count, but having knocked out dozens of opponents had made him much more confident of himself and also much more in control of his strength. That evening, they finished early as Arnab wanted to be on time for his rendezvous, but as he was leaving, Khan mentioned the Guardian Angel for the first time since he had begun his training.
'Arnab, this superhero they talk about, it seems he is a bit of a boxer.'
Arnab stopped at the door, wondering if the old man was fishing for information. He decided that there was no way Khan could know and replied as if he knew nothing about it.
'Yeah, and they also say he can fly and is bulletproof.'
Both of them laughed, but as Arnab began to walk down the stairs, he heard the old man say to his back.
'He doesn't fly, but he is reputed to be move fast as a rocket and he does have a good right jab. I saw a photo in the papers, and I swear if I hadn't known better, it looked just like how you punch.'
Arnab's heart skipped a beat, but he forced himself not to panic and turned around to face Khan.
'Khan chacha, I haven't hit anyone since I got into a fight over a bar of chocolate with a cousin when I was in Kindergarten. I certainly can't fly and the last time I thought I was a superhero, I was walking around the neighbourhood with my undies on outside and a bedsheet as a cape as a five year old, pretending to be Superman.'
Khan laughed so loudly that he had to dab tears from his eyes.
'Go on, get out and do whatever you young people do nowadays.'
Arnab took a bus to Pragati Maidan and waited in the darkness for his man to arrive. When he finally saw someone enter the deserted parking lot, he put on his attire and followed him in. From a distance he could see that the man was alone, and smoking a cigarette. He kept pacing back and forth, kicking the gravel with his feet. Arnab guessed correctly that he was nervous. Well, that made two of them. In the darkness, the man seemed to have no idea that he was not alone, so Arnab waited for the man to turn his back and then stepped behind him.
'Hello. You wanted to meet me.'
The man jumped as if he had met a ghost and dropped his cigarette.
'Shit! You scared me!'
Now it was Arnab's turn to be startled. The man facing him was someone he had met previously in a hospital room only a couple of months ago, but seemingly in another life as so much had changed since then. He was still wearing a safari suit, and soon composed himself, introducing himself just as he had done in the hospital room.
'I am P.C Sharma, Personal Assistant to the Minister Balwant Singh.'
Arnab began to wonder what kind of official business would require the Minister to send his PA to a night time rendezvous all alone, so he got straight to the point. He thought the chances of Sharma remembering his voice were remote, but took no chances, speaking as little as possible.
'What do you need?'
'Yes, yes. Straight to business. I think we will get along fine.'
When Arnab just looked at him, his hooded face not moving or speaking, Sharma wiped his forehead and asked a question that stumped Arnab.
'How much is the Opposition paying you?'
Arnab had no idea what he was talking about and just kept standing quietly, further unnerving Sharma, who took out another cigarette with hands that shook slightly and lit it up.
'You see, everybody has a price, and with what you have been doing to us, the Minister thought surely the Opposition must have struck a deal with you.'
Now Arnab was well and truly stumped and he asked Sharma what the hell he was talking about.
'You know, making the Government and Police look useless while you fight crime, and then with the elections coming up…'
Another long drag and Sharma continued, 'We need muscle, and you've been putting much of our muscle out of business.'
'Your muscle? All I've been doing is fighting criminals.' Arnab protested.
Sharma looked Arnab up and down as if to say nobody could be so naïve and then said with a wolfish grin.
'Criminal when you don't give a cut to the right people, muscle when you help out during elections, and our bosses when you enter Parliament. All the same people.'
Sharma's expression told Arnab that perhaps this Personal Assistant was not just the unthinking toadie he had taken him for. Like all Indians, he had heard stories of corruption in high places and of the nexus between politicians and criminals but to see it admitted so brazenly caught him by surprise. Sharma flicked away the cigarette that had been in his hand and began to walk away.
'Look, I don't think you'll answer me now, since you seem to be troubling yourself with burdens like a conscience. Think about it and let me know. With the elections coming up, we could use someone of your skills, and we pay much better than the Opposition.'
With a wink, Sharma walked off, leaving a bemused Arnab to ponder the strange proposal.
***
Arnab wondered if Sharma was acting on his own, or if Balwant Singh indeed was involved as well. That would be the irony or ironies-a Minister who ran the Home and Law Ministries himself asking someone not to put goons out of business since they were needed to do his bidding. Arnab, like most Indians, had grown up reading about the depths to which politicians could stoop, so it should have come as no great surprise. The difference was that this time, he was not reading about it in some newspaper but experiencing it firsthand. He decided to spend the next day resting at home, and was in deep slumber when his phone buzzed to life. He reached for his phone and saw a new message.
'Need your help on Stoneman case. Meet me at last crime scene at 2200 hrs-DCP Upadhyay.'
Arnab sat up with a start. He had been troubled by the lack of any real closure to the mystery of the so called 'Stoneman' and now with such a senior officer seeking his help, he was sure he could help the police get to the bottom of it. That night, as he made his way to the location of his showdown with the three policemen, he kept thinking of all the names and faces and details of the crime scene he had seen, so that he could be the most help possible to Upadhyay. He wondered how the DCP would react when he learnt that the 'Stoneman' was no crazed psychopath but some corrupt members of his own force.
When he reached the scene, Upadhyay was already waiting for him, dressed in uniform. Upadhyay was an imposing figure, standing a good head taller than Arnab and somehow seeing someone as senior as the DCP in person put Arnab at ease. He was careful though to keep his distance, since he didn't want to risk revealing his face and being recognized by the DCP from their earlier interaction in the hospital and with the Minister at his press conference.
'So, I finally meet the nation's new hero. Don't be afraid, I'm here to get your help, you don't need to stand so far away.'
Arnab took a step closer and asked the DCP what help he wanted.
'You see, you and I are alike. We both try and fight the bad guys, the criminals, and the leeches out to suck our society dry. I operate in a police uniform, and as I see, you have one of your own.'
Arnab was beginning to warm to the DCP and told him that he had some crucial information on the case that may be of help. But before he could speak any further, the DCP held out his hand.
'You know our country's problem? It's just too damn difficult to get justice done. Court cases drag on for years, and if you treat criminals the way they deserve to be treated, the human rights buggers are up your rear end with a microscope. That's why I admire you. Get the job done-no courts, no cases, no wasted time.'
Arnab wasn't sure any more where the DCP was headed, but such validation from a senior officer made him lower his defences even further and he said modestly, 'I'm just trying to help.'
'Oh, and you are. See, I have a proposal for you. I let you do your job and you let me do mine. Forget this Stoneman business and get on with it-there are many more criminals to catch in this city.'
'But why? Do you know who is behind the Stoneman…?'
Before Arnab could complete, Upadhyay laughed, a harsh, guttural sound that made Arnab's hairs suddenly stand on end. Upadhyay's kindly expression changed to a steely, cold look as he strode towards Arnab.
'I know-some policemen. And you know who is ordering them to do this? Me!'
Arnab shuddered despite himself, and Upadhyay, long experienced in playing on people's weaknesses, noticed. He grabbed Arnab by the shoulder.
'I may be no superhero, but I am the real power in this city. Those bloody dogs you see being dumped here are those I order killed in staged shootouts. Just like you-no court, no case. Instant justice'
Upadhyay laughed again, and Arnab realized he was very afraid.
'Are they all criminals or terrorists?' he stammered, hoping that somehow that would make Upadhyay less evil.
'Who gives a damn? I need a body count to please my masters. The bloody bureaucrats don't have the intelligence to catch real terrorists and even if they did, would they expect me and my half-trained constables armed with World War One vintage rifles to take on men armed with AK-47s? So when they demand results and a body count, I give it to them. The Stoneman gives me a convenient cover to dispose of my work. Nice arrangement, no?'
Arnab shook Upadhyay's hand off with such force that the big man staggered back.
'I won't let you do this any more!'
Upadhyay stood up straight, smiling, like a shark about to devour its victim.
'I was afraid you'd be so foolish. I have no superpowers to fight you with, but I do have some powers of my own.'
As he clapped his hands, Arnab saw a dozen policemen, all carrying rifles, walking out from the shadows. Their guns were pointed at him.
'Men, say hello to the Stoneman's newest victim!'
As a couple of the policemen raised their guns to fire, Arnab reacted. A few months ago, Arnab Bannerjee would have been paralysed with fear in such a situation, but countless nights as the 'Guardian Angel' had honed his reflexes to such an extent that his move came almost without conscious thought.
He rushed at blinding speed towards the nearest policemen, shouldering two of them out of the way, sending them falling several feet away. A jab caught another in the chin, sending him flying a couple of feet in the air before he crumpled to the ground. The rest of the constables had frozen, intimidated by this sudden display of Arnab's powers. Just when it looked like Arnab could actually wade through them and get away, Upadhyay took out his service revolver and fired. Arnab tried to whirl out of the way but at so short a range, the bullet grazed his right shoulder. He cried out in pain.
Upadhyay was screaming to his men. 'The bastard can bleed! See that, you idiots, and kill him!'
As more shots rang out, Arnab dodged one or two before he felt a piercing pain in his left leg. Realizing that flight was the only option, he ran for home. More shots rang out, and as fast as he was, he could not outrun bullets. He kept running, oblivious to the pain, but after a few minutes, the pain and loss of blood took its toll and he slowed down to a bare trot.
It seemed to take all his strength to just stay upright, and as he staggered ahead, all he could think of was getting home. He was barely a few hundred meters from his apartment, but he didn't think he had the strength to make it, each step seeming an impossible effort. His right arm and both legs were drenched with blood, and he felt his vision blurring. Barely able to think straight, he made for the closest refuge he could think of.
He staggered up the stairs to Khan's home and knocked on the door. When Khan opened it, Arnab collapsed into the bewildered old man's arms.



SEVEN



When Arnab woke up, he was lying in total darkness, his throat so parched he was having trouble even swallowing his own saliva. When he tried to get up and find some water, an unbearable pain shot through his legs and he collapsed back on the bed. As he looked at the green-tinged view around him, he saw that he was lying on a bed, with his glasses on a table next to him. The room looked familiar, and with a start he realized that he was in Khan's house. That brought back memories of what had happened that night with Upadhyay and his men, and Arnab began to panic. Just how badly had he been hurt? How long had he been unconscious? And most importantly, how much did Khan know about his secret identity? He could see nobody else in the room, and he called out for water, but soon realized that with his weakened state, even he could barely hear his own voice. He mustered all the strength he could and pulled himself upright, holding onto the side of the bed for support. Step by agonizing step, he walked towards a table in the corner of the room where he could see a jug of water. As he came close to the table and reached out to grab the jug, he lost his balance and fell down, sending the jug crashing down to the floor with a cacophony of noise that shattered the quiet in the room. The lights flickered on and Khan rushed into the room.
'Are you okay?'
The old man helped Arnab back to his feet and guided him back to the bed. He handed Arnab a glass of water that he drank in one go.
'Easy, Arnab, easy.'
With the lights on, Arnab could barely see anything, and fumbled on the bedside table, gathering his glasses and putting them on. Finally, Arnab took stock of the state he was in. His right arm was bandaged as were both his legs, and he was wearing a t-shirt and shorts that weren't his. He looked up at Khan, his eyes asking the question that he didn't dare ask. Khan smiled in response and got up, opening the cupboard to take out a bundle that he put beside Arnab.
Arnab opened the bundle to find his sweatshirt and clothes, all covered with dried blood. As he held the sweatshirt up in his hands and looked up at Khan, the old man sat down beside him.
'You know, Arnab, there are many things about me that you do not know as well. My wife, Salma, died four years ago, after giving me thirty of the best years of my life. I have a son, Asif, who lives in Canada.'
Arnab could see the tough old boxer's eyes begin to moisten. Khan continued.
'He would be almost the same age as you. The fool has changed his name to Alex and refuses to stay in touch with the poor, old man who brought him up. Perhaps he is ashamed of me. Perhaps he blames me for not doing enough for him. Anyways, I have nothing to live for and not much I can say I did with my life.'
Arnab reached out to touch Khan's hand, but he pulled away. Khan got up and stood before Arnab.
'You have kept your secret well, and I will now help you keep it. I don't understand how you do what you do, but in these dark times, perhaps it is but a gift from the Almighty. Inshallah, if I can help you continue what you have started, then perhaps I can one day say that I did something worthwhile after all before I die.'
Arnab tried to thank Khan, but the old man shook his head.
'My son, no need to thank me. It is you a lot of people have to thank. Now you need rest to recover your strength, and then I will teach you a few moves you won't learn in the boxing manuals, so that when you meet the swine who did this to you, you can give them a gift from me.'
The old man laughed and said he'd go and get some dinner. Arnab asked him if anyone else knew.
'Not a soul. You were lucky, or perhaps charmed. Three bullets grazed you, but none went in. You lost a lot of blood but no lasting damage. I did the first aid and the bandages. It may not look pretty, but I treated a lot of cuts and bruises in my time in the ring, so I think you'll be fine.'
As Khan went out of the room, Arnab sat back, thanking his lucky stars, and also burning with anger within. With all that he had seen and heard in the last few months, he realized that he had never really felt this kind of fury. He had been going about his work with the kind of detachment that Arnab Bannerjee brought to everything he did. It had become something he had taken as another piece of work to be done, almost a night-job of sorts, to be done with diligence but without much emotion vested in it. Now it was something different. It was personal. He would not let Upadhyay and his men continue what was little more than cold-blooded murder any longer, and he realized that to do that, he would need to rely on more than just his strength and speed. He had learned the hard way that those were not enough when stacked up against men with guns.
When Khan re-entered the room, Arnab stood up, masking out the pain, resolve in his eyes.
'Khan chacha, I need to fight an enemy more dangerous than a few goons with knives. I need more than boxing skills to fight them. You were in the Army, right? Can you help me?'
Khan put the plate of steaming hot parathas on the table and smiled at Arnab.
'I was a lowly infantryman, so I can't teach you fancy tactics and theory. But I have been fired on and have fired back, and have grappled hand to hand with men far more dangerous than the ones you face. So yes, I can teach you a thing or two.'
Arnab called Jayantada the next morning, saying he was down with a bad case of the Flu and needed several days of being on antibiotics to recover. With winter vacations around the corner, he'd miss only a day or two of work, so he wasn't too worried about Jayantada noticing anything amiss. Arnab spent the next week at Khan's place, waiting for his wounds to heal, exercising to keep in shape, sparring with Khan and spending hours talking with Khan about combat tactics. Moving from cover to cover, flanking an enemy position, doing battlefield reconnaissance-it was all new to Arnab, but Khan was a patient teacher, and every time Arnab's concentration flagged, he'd picture Upadhyay's face. When Khan learnt of the full extent of Arnab's capabilities, he exclaimed in delight.
'My boy, you need to use your secret weapon more!'
Arnab had no idea what Khan meant so he continued.
'The fact that you can see in the dark. Everybody by now knows about your speed and strength, and this DCP now also knows that with the right numbers and firepower those can be defeated. What nobody knows about is your night vision-and there is no way anyone can know that unless you tell them. That is what you must learn to use to your advantage.'
During this time, the papers were having a field day with the sudden absence of the 'Guardian Angel'. A few wags quipped that perhaps even superheroes needed a break during the holidays, and wondered where Delhi's resident superhero would have gone for his annual vacation.
When Arnab got back to his apartment, there were just two days to go to the New Year, and he decided that before the break was over, he would devote every night to putting an end to the 'Stoneman' scam. However, his planning was interrupted when he received an SMS from Mishti.
'Hi stranger. You never reply, but now you can't escape. Am in Delhi! What say to coffee today?'
As Arnab put the phone down, he felt a strange sadness come over him. Just a few weeks ago, he would have been jumping through hoops on receiving such a message from Mishti. He remembered his trip to Gurgaon to meet her, feeling as nervous as a schoolboy on his first date. He remembered the exhilaration of the days he had spent being in daily contact with her, sharing every little detail of his day, feeling closer to her than he had with any friend previously. Now, as much as he tried, he could not bring himself to feel anything approaching that. Everything he had seen over the last few months had perhaps taken its toll, without him realizing it. Had he been so immersed in fighting the dark side of man that he wondered if in some way, it had rubbed off on him? In looking evil in the face every night, had he lost something of himself to it? When he rode in a bus nowadays, no longer was he immersed in his make-believe world of novels. He found himself scanning his surroundings for any sign of trouble. When he entered a room, he focused on possible exit routes. When a car braked suddenly on the road, he turned, ready to fight.
What has happening to him?
***
That evening, Arnab met Mishti at a coffee shop, and when she walked in, there was a brief moment of awkwardness when it seemed that she was about to hug him. Arnab stuck out his hand, and laughing, Mishti shook it instead.
'God, it's been so long, Arnab. How have you been? My boss is coming to Delhi for some meetings, and I figured I'd come a few days early and spend New Year's Eve here.'
As the two of them sat at a corner table and talked, Arnab realized that he was not the only one to have noticed the changes in him. After a few minutes of conversation, Mishti put her hand on his and asked, 'Arnab is everything all right? You seem different.'
'I'm fine, Mishti. Why do you say I'm different?'
'The Arnab I knew smiled a lot more, and his eyes were not so…so…hard.'
Arnab brushed it off, saying he was just tired, but then Mishti dropped a bombshell.
'Arnab, there's something I want to talk to you about. This is awkward for me to bring up, but there's an old friend of mine from college, Pankaj, and he recently proposed to me. We were seeing each other in college for some time, and then drifted apart when he went abroad. He's come back and we've been in touch, and he's asking if we could be together again.'
Arnab's heart stilled. Why was she telling him this? When he said nothing, she went on,
'I haven't replied to him. I wanted to talk to you first.'
'Why?'
'Because…because I wondered if there was anything between us, if you were interested in me? The way we were getting to know each other, I thought there was something special between us, and under other circumstances, I would never have brought this up. But with Pankaj coming back into my life, I wanted to be sure.'
Arnab's world stopped for a moment. Here was a woman he found really attractive, someone he would have loved to be with, virtually telling him she was interested in him. He realized just how tough it would have been for Mishti to put her feelings out there like this.
And then he stopped himself.
What kind of life would he offer her? How would he ever share his secret? How would he explain to her that every night he would leave her to risk his life? Or could he leave it all for Mishti?
He closed his eyes for a second. There was nobody to help him. This was his choice to make. He could be with Mishti, be happier than he had ever imagined, than he deserved to be, and give up the life he had been leading for the last few months. Then he sighed as he realized that he couldn't. Could he turn a blind eye when he saw some goons molesting a girl or robbing someone? Could he just forget what Upadhyay and his men were doing? Could he live with himself knowing that people were getting hurt and killed in crimes he could stop, just so he could be happy? He realized that he couldn't. Perhaps it was his destiny, or perhaps his curse, but he would have to fulfil it.
He looked at Mishti, and said with a forced smile.
'Mishti, there's nothing like that. I'm actually already engaged to a girl back in Kolkata.'
Mishti turned red, 'Oh God, I feel like an idiot. I'm so sorry, Arnab. Forget everything I said.'
Not knowing who else to unburden his heart to, Arnab went straight to Khan's place, and told him everything that had happened. For his part, Khan said very little, content with just sitting next to Arnab and letting him vent. When Arnab had finished, Khan spoke in a soft tone.
'Arnab, nobody else can tell you what to do in a matter like this. You need to make the choice that feels right. But there is perhaps only one thing I would ask you to consider. Perhaps you were not meant to be together; perhaps she would never have been able to accept the life you lead. But perhaps you should have given her that choice.'
Later that night, back in his apartment, Arnab buried his face in his pillow and cried himself to sleep-for even superheroes can suffer the pain of a broken heart.
The next day was New Year's Eve, and Arnab had a celebration of sorts in mind. He installed his stolen SIM card into his phone and sent a single message to Upadhyay.
'I lived. Now we meet again. Same place, same time, tonight-GA.'
He knew it was a risky thing to do. So far he had not made a single call or sent a message using the SIM card he used to receive messages meant for the Guardian Angel. Sending a message was advertising where he was, and he knew that Upadhyay could use that to trace where the message had originated. But he rationalized that it would only give Upadhyay a broad area to search, which would not really help him hunt down one person, and a librarian at a college was hardly going to be the prime suspect. As Arnab prepared himself mentally for the night, he tried to keep all other thoughts from his mind. For the most part, he succeeded. For the most part, since his mind did wander back to Mishti. That made him even angrier, and he tried to channel all his fury at Upadhyay and his men. Before leaving, he visited Khan and told him all about how he had first discovered his powers. It was a terrible burden to place on the old man, but Arnab wanted someone to know his story in case he did not come back. Khan listened silently, and as Arnab left, all he said was,
'Don't fight angry. Angry men make mistakes. And remember to use the darkness.'
Those words stayed with Arnab as he reached Mathura Road. It was dark now, but he had not yet changed. He quietly walked around the area, using his night vision to scan his surroundings from behind a tree. Upadhyay was standing just ten feet away, holding his revolver in his hand, standing partly concealed behind a parked police car. As he scanned the area, he could see five constables in the open, rifles in hand, and he could see two more hiding behind parked cars on either side of the road. He was glad he had listened to Khan's advice and not come raging into the ambush that had been set for him. As he walked out of the area, he put on his sweatshirt and gloves and sat down quietly near the base of a flyover, hidden in the darkness, watching. The policemen kept scanning the roads, watching for his arrival, but in the darkness, there was no way they could see that he was but a few feet away, hidden in the shadows. In contrast, he was able to see their every move, and see through the trap they had laid for him. They had the advantage of numbers, but he had the advantage of total surprise, and he had time on his side. So he just sat there, watching the men who had planned to kill him. After thirty minutes, he could see Upadhyay begin to get impatient, spitting on the ground and checking his watch. Several of the constables were also stirring, wondering whether they were just wasting their time instead of celebrating the New Year.
As one of the constables lying in ambush yawned, Arnab made his move.
He sprinted at the man, grabbing his neck in a vice like grip from behind, putting just enough pressure that the man passed out. Khan would have been proud to see how well his student his learnt some of the new moves he had taught. Upadhyay and the others saw nothing, but felt a sudden gust, which they must have thought was just the wind blowing. Again Arnab waited. The second constable on the other side of the road stretched, putting his rifle on the floor for a second. Arnab picked up a rock from the roadside and hurled it with all his strength at the car the constable was standing behind. With Arnab's strength behind it, the rock hit the car with an impact that might have been more appropriate had it been struck by a rocket. It rocked back, its windows shattering and sending the constable behind it scrambling for cover as he was showered with shards of glass. Cut and bleeding, he lay moaning on the ground. Upadhyay and his men whirled around to see what had happened, unable to see much in the darkness. And then Arnab moved again. He cut through the five constables like a scythe, catching them from behind, and in a matter of seconds, all five were lying unconscious on the ground.
That left just Upadhyay.
Upadhyay tried to bring his revolver up but Arnab grabbed his wrist and took the gun from him, flinging it to the side of the road. Upadhyay faced Arnab with a smile on his face, but Arnab could see the policeman's hands were shaking slightly.
'So you survived. Fucking ghost.'
As Upadhyay spoke, his voice quavered a bit, and Arnab thought he could see fear in his eyes. Arnab said nothing, but just began to slowly walk around the DCP.
'What do you want?' Upadhyay was now screaming at him. Arnab said nothing.
'Do you want revenge for what I did to you?' demanded Upadhyay.
Then Arnab spoke for the first time that evening.
'No, I want justice for those you've killed.'
Upadhyay looked at him for a moment and then sniggered.
'Fool. If you wanted to kill me, it would be simpler. There is no justice to be had here, not for some dead nobodies.'
His words made Arnab's blood boil, but he remembered Khan's words. Don't act in anger.
'I want you to confess to what you did and face the consequences. Unlike you, I am not a killer, which is why you and your men are still alive.'
Upadhyay took out a cigarette from his pocket, and as he brought it up to his mouth, it slipped to the ground. When he bent down to pick it up, he plucked a hidden pistol from an ankle holster and brought it up, firing at Arnab. Arnab had been watching his every move, and as he saw Upadhyay raise the gun and fire, he stepped out of the way of the bullet. Upadhyay looked at him with disbelief, and was about to pull the trigger again, when Arnab rushed at him, grabbing his hand and forcing it back so hard, he heard the bones snap. Upadhyay screamed in agony and fell to the ground, his right arm dangling at his side like that of a doll that has suffered at the hands of an angry child.
Before Arnab could say anything else, sirens rent the air. The injured constable by the car had radioed for reinforcements, and as Arnab watched, four armoured cars sped into the area. These were odds even he could not face, and as he began to leave, he looked at Upadhyay again. He was clearly in pain, but had a triumphant look on his face.
'You cannot win. You are but one man.'
When Arnab reached home, he sat and reflected on what had happened over the past few days. His mission against Upadhyay and his men had, he realized, in part been the result of his seeking revenge for what they had done to him. However, he also realized that something in him had changed. He could no longer just walk away or turn the other eye when confronted with the corrupt system that someone like Upadhyay represented. He thought back to Upadhyay's words and realized that he didn't really care if he won or not, but he would make damned sure that people like Upadhyay weren't going to get away with it all the time.
***
While the rest of Delhi partied away into the wee hours on New Year's Eve, Arnab was hard at work. He worked tirelessly till dawn, ensuring safe passage for women, sorting out drunken revellers looking for trouble, and in one case, helping a drunken Bollywood starlet out of the car she had crashed. But he reserved his best for a two drunk young men in a jeep, who had run over a pavement dweller and were trying to race away to their farmhouse on the outskirts. Arnab had caught up with them, soundly thrashed them, and then dropped them in front of the Police Commissioner's house, after having divested them of their clothes. Naked, bleeding and freezing, the two upstarts, one of them the son of a Cabinet Minister, made for a great first page photo.
The next morning's papers were full of stories about the Guardian Angel's explosive comeback, and of how it been the most crime-free and safest New Year's Eve in living memory. But Arnab allowed himself no satisfaction at the night's events, or the humiliation he had heaped on Upadhyay. At best, he had won one more skirmish in what would be a long war, one whose end even he could not see.
As Arnab walked into college the next day, he met Jayantada who warmly wished him a happy new year. The old man was much chirpier than usual, and Arnab asked him what he had been up to.
'Arnab, you won't believe how happy I am today. I think Mishti is finally going to get married. One of her friends proposed to her….'
Arnab didn't hear the rest of the sentence but pretended to busy himself in his work, thinking again just how unfair life was. When he got home and installed his second SIM card, he saw a message waiting for him.
His fame had clearly attracted another suitor. He had received a message to meet the next day to discuss a 'business proposal'. He had half a mind to refuse, but then his new contact sent a follow up message pleading with him not to refuse as he was coming all the way from Bangalore to meet him. Arnab asked him to come to the car park opposite Pragati Maidan, which he had mentally begun to think as his venue for strange meetings, and the next night, waited for his contact, wary that it could be a trap sprung by Upadhyay. This time, it was not an armoured car, but a chauffeur driven Mercedes that pulled into the car park. Arnab could scarcely believe his eyes when he saw the man who emerged out of the car.
It was a face that he had seen innumerable times on the cover of magazines and in newspapers, and being interviewed on television. The same salt and pepper beard, the same flashy bracelets, and the same trademark paunch. Standing just a few feet away from him was Pravin Aggarwal, the owner of Woodpecker enterprises, and one of the richest men in India. Arnab wondered what a billionaire businessman could want with him, so he stepped out behind Aggarwal and gently cleared his throat to catch his attention.
'Oh, there you are! My, you aren't as big as they say you are.'
Aggarwal spoke in the forced American accent he was known for, and which Arnab had found funny while watching him from behind the anonymity of a TV screen, but now facing him in the flesh, he had to admit he felt intimidated. Aggarwal was known to be flashy, brash and aggressive, and lived a lifestyle that would have done movie stars proud, complete with rumours of affairs with starlets and jaunts in exotic locales.
'Man of few words, eh? Well, my friend, do you know what you are?'
Arnab just shook his head, wondering where this conversation was heading.
'You, my friend, are hot property. They say you're a superhero. I say you're the biggest brand name in the country. My research agencies tell me your top of mind recall is higher than Shah Rukh Khan, and you're viewed as being cleaner than Mother Teresa's sari fresh from the laundry.'
He laughed at his own joke, and Arnab still had no idea what he was leading up to.
'So, let me keep it simple. Before you consider any other endorsements, I want you to become the brand ambassador for my new beer brand.'
Arnab was perplexed, and blurted out, 'I don't drink beer.'
Aggarwal grabbed his ample belly with both hands and laughed, bending over with uncontrollable mirth and finally stood, looking at Arnab with amusement twinkling in his eyes.
'My friend, you are priceless. So here's the deal, endorse my beer, and I pay you ten million Rupees a year. My ad people even have a slogan that fits you perfectly-extra strength but with a heart of gold. Wonderful, isn't it?'
Arnab blinked hard. Ten million. He added up the zeroes the number represented. He had never in his wildest dreams imagined such a sum of money. When he remained silent, Aggarwal looked at him and said, 'Not enough? Well, make it twelve, no more.'
When Arnab protested that this wasn't his line of work, Aggarwal brushed away his objections.
'Bollocks, man! Every man has a price, and one with your talents commands a high price. Look at all the Cricket stars on my roster-they sell biscuits, toothpaste and beer-all for money. And they claim to be sportsmen though they earn more from my endorsement contracts than from the sport!'
He laughed and continued, 'They have found their market value and commanded it, now it's your turn. That's the way our system works, my friend. Or did you think you could earn a living beating the crap out of petty criminals? Even superheroes have needs, or do they not?'
Arnab would be lying if he said that he wasn't tempted, but he had never imagined that the night's meeting would involve endorsing a beer brand, and earning millions of Rupees. But something in his mind told him that it wasn't something he was ready for yet. He mumbled, 'I'll think about it.'
Aggarwal sighed and said, 'Okay, have it your way. Here's my card. Call me when you decide.'
As the Mercedes drove away, Arnab wondered where all this was headed. What had started as an act of personal vendetta had become something where he felt he was making a difference and finally counting for something. With the meetings with Sharma and Aggarwal, he began to wonder just how long he would be able to stay the course he had chosen. Fighting criminals had been the easy part, but he was realizing that things were not as black and white as that. When the police were on the wrong side of the law, and the Law Minister in possible cahoots with the criminals, what could one man do? When everything was a commodity to be bought and sold, when it was such common belief that everyone and everything had a price, what could one man do?
Perhaps Upadhyay had been right after all.
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Through the day, Arnab kept glancing at Aggarwal's card, wondering what it must be like to be someone who could spend more than ten million Rupees just on a whim. Then he reminded himself that part of the problem was that there were people like Aggarwal, Singh and Upadhyay-people who had the money, influence or power to make a difference, but they chose to not look beyond their own self-interest and short-term gain. As he thought about it, he had to admit that his own motives were not purely altruistic. Yes, he did want to help people, but part of him kept going because it gave him a sense of purpose, a sense of destiny and importance that he had never even come close to experiencing in his life till now. It was that same part of him that kept whispering into his ears to call Aggarwal. He could still go on doing what he had been doing, and if he earned some money on top of that, it wasn't wrong, was it?
Jayantada noticed Arnab sitting in a corner and came over to sit by his side.
'What are you thinking about?'
Arnab would have lied and got on with his work, but not having anyone else to confide in, he opened up to Jayantada.
'I was thinking about money. You know, I had never thought I'd be very rich, but how does one know if one is rich enough?'
Jayantada smiled, 'Ah, money. Which young man has not thought about that? If money is all you want, no matter how much you have, it will never be enough. But here's some free advice from an old man. If you can have a home to call your own, can provide for your family, and have enough left over to buy the occasional surprise gift or dinner out for your wife, then you have enough.'
Jayantada laughed and went back to work, leaving Arnab thinking about his words. Arnab did not get much time to ponder Aggarwal's offer as his phone soon buzzed with a new message from P.C Sharma, asking for a meeting that night.
Arnab had no idea what Sharma wanted and would have refused but Sharma sent him four more messages pleading with him to meet, saying that the Honourable Minister wanted to clear up matters between him and the police. That got Arnab's attention. It was true that Upadhyay was a crook, but breaking the arm of the Deputy Commissioner of Police and sending half dozen constables in uniform to hospital was bound to have consequences. If nothing else, pissing off the cops and being wanted for assaulting them could make it very difficult for him to operate openly again. He had been wondering what shape and form Upadhyay's retribution would take, so he was glad that Sharma and the Minister seemed to be offering him a way out.
When Arnab reached a deserted alley behind Khan Market, which had been the agreed meeting spot, he found Sharma and another man waiting for him. Arnab had never seen him before, but assumed he was another one of the Minister's toadies, since he was dressed in a safari suit like Sharma. As Sharma and Arnab acknowledged each other, Sharma's companion kept silent, holding onto a large suitcase with both hands.
'So Mr Sharma, what does your Minister want?'
Sharma took out a cigarette and lit it up. Unlike their previous meeting, he betrayed no sense of nervousness, and displayed a smug smile that told Arnab who was in control of the situation.
'My young friend, its not what the Minister wants, but it's what you should want.'
When Arnab asked him what he meant, Sharma took out a mobile phone and dialled a number, handing it over to Arnab after a second. Arnab heard a familiar voice at the other end.
'Hello, I hope our superhero is doing well and has time left over to fight criminals in addition to beating up my policemen.'
It was Balwant Singh.
'Sir, I hope you know what DCP Upadhyay is up to…'
Singh interrupted him, 'It has come to my notice and I have asked for him to be disciplined. See what happens when good people get carried away? A bit like you and your attack on the police.'
Minister or no minister, Arnab was getting tired of being blamed for things that were not of his making, and he began to protest when Singh stopped him again.
'Look, you and Upadhyay had a fight, and I don't want to interfere like a father when two children squabble. Each one will claim the other was to blame. I'm not interested in who was to blame; I just want to make sure that this ends. As I said, Upadhyay will be disciplined. But that leaves you.'
'What do you mean by that?'
The Minister laughed, but his tone seemed more sinister than funny.
'You have made some powerful enemies, and Upadhyay likes his Sunday golf sessions, you see. With his fracture, now he won't be able to play for weeks, and he's itching to shoot you dead. I've tried to reason with him, but it's hard to control someone as hot-tempered as him.'
Arnab started to feel that his fears were about to come true so he asked what the Minister wanted him to do.
'A simple quid pro quo. Don't worry; this may be new to you, but its how politics works. You do something for me, and I do something for you in return.'
'What could I possibly do for you?'
'Before we get there, let me tell you what I can do for you. I can give you my official blessings, and say that you are working in collaboration with the government. That way, you can go about your business without worry, and not have to worry about a police bullet in your back.'
Arnab began to suspect that the Minister was not making the offer out of the kindness of his heart, so he asked what he wanted Arnab to do.
'My man Sharma has already mentioned it to you. Elections are coming up, and in our democracy, elections are a bit like Football; possession counts for everything-by that I mean possession of the polling booths.'
Balwant Singh roared in laughter at his own joke, and Arnab continued listening in silence.
'Sharma will give you a list of polling booths. The Opposition will also be trying to capture these the night before polling, and I need your services in ensuring they don't do so. It's as simple as that. Think of it this way-you just bash up some more goons-no different from what you would be doing anyways.'
Arnab had a sad smile on his face. To hear such an offer from the Law Minister was a sobering experience. Balwant Singh took his silence to mean that Arnab didn't find the offer attractive enough, so he asked Arnab to give the phone to Sharma. Sharma listened to the Minister's instructions and hung up. He motioned to the man with him, and he stepped forward towards Arnab.
'We will also handsomely reward you for your services. Here is a token of our appreciation for your help in the elections.'
The man opened the suitcase in his hand to reveal stacks of thousand Rupee notes. Arnab was by now getting tired of being offered money-why didn't these people understand that everything and everybody was not for sale?
Arnab asked Sharma to dial the Minister again. When Singh picked up the phone, Arnab made his intentions clear.
'Sir, your offer is tempting, but I cannot possibly accept it. As for Upadhyay, I'll take my chances.'
Balwant Singh's friendly demeanour disappeared in an instant. It was replaced by a low, menacing growl.
'You fool! Upadhyay is the least of your worries. You are in the deep end of the ocean, not playing in a children's pool anymore, and I'm the fucking shark that rules it. For all your superpowers, I can rip you to shreds if I want.'
Arnab remained silent, so Singh continued.
'Have it your way, but I will teach you a few lessons in power.'
With those final ominous words, Singh hung up.
***
The next evening when Arnab got home, he was about to change and head over to Khan's place. By now, Khan had become much more than a boxing instructor. He was the only person who was privy to Arnab's secret, and that had created a strong bond between the two men. The previous night, Arnab had called Khan to tell him what had happened during his meeting with Sharma and Khan had told him that while he had done the right thing, in today's day and age, doing what was right usually came with a high price. As Arnab reached Khan's house, he found the old man in a very agitated state, muttering curses under his breath and pacing up and down the room.
'Khan chacha, what's up? You look really worried.'
Khan paused and looked at Arnab.
'Those bastards set you up!'
When Arnab asked what he meant, Khan turned on the TV and threw the remote down on the floor in disgust. A young female anchor was in the studio and Arnab saw the headlines scrolling across the screen.
'Superhero for sale! Sting operation exposes so-called Superhero.'
Arnab looked on in dread as the screen then flashed a grainy video that showed his previous night's meeting. Sharma was nowhere to be seen, perhaps having been digitally erased from the footage, but the video showed the man opening the suitcase to Arnab, and then the camera zoomed in to show the currency notes in the suitcase.
The audio had also been doctored and was devastating. In the video, as had happened the previous night, the man with the suitcase said,
'We will also handsomely reward you for your services. Here is a token of our appreciation for your help in the elections.'
But then someone had inserted a voice over which showed Arnab responding with a 'thank you'. With the hood it was impossible to see his face anyways, so to any viewer it looked like Arnab was accepting the money. The anchor returned on screen,
'Here at Tamasha.com, we always believe in exposing the real face of the scams in our society. And tonight we have got hold of video footage which shows Laxman Yadav, a known fixer for the Opposition, approaching the so called superhero of Delhi, and buying his services to help fix the upcoming elections. Is this the new face of Indian democracy?'
Khan turned the TV off, while Arnab sat in front of it, speechless. He had interpreted Singh's threat to imply that he would probably have more run-ins with Upadhyay's men or other hired goons, and while certainly something to watch out for, he had been confident that he could handle any such threat. Never had he imagined that the Minister's vengeance could take such a form.
He looked up hopefully at Khan, like a drowning man grasping at straws.
'Khan chacha, there's always some nonsense or the other on TV. Maybe people will just ignore it.'
Khan however had little by way of reassurance to offer.
'Arnab, this could be bad. A man can survive physical attacks and broken bones, but if you shatter his reputation, it can be a much more dangerous thing. I pray it turns out to be as you hope.'
Arnab woke up the next morning, a Saturday, to find that his worst fears had been realized. Almost everything that could have gone wrong had gone belly up, and in spectacular fashion. Tamasha.com had kept running the hidden camera footage all night, and most other channels had picked it up. Laxman Yadav had also accumulated significant airtime, telling anyone who would listen that he had offered ten million Rupees to the city's famous superhero to enrol his services in capturing polling booths. Either he was a seasoned actor or just very used to telling white lies, since he seemed utterly convincing, and Arnab wondered if the money in the suitcase had in fact gone to Yadav to get him to malign his own party. The leaders of the opposition party cried themselves hoarse that they were not behind it, but in the battle between laboured denials by old men and a sensational piece of video, the video seemed to win hands down.
As Arnab kept tracking the news through that day, things kept getting worse. Balwant Singh came on TV and while he took the moral high ground and refused to condemn Arnab, he did say that it was unfortunate that in this day and age of corrupt politics that the Opposition practised, nobody was as clean as they seemed. Arnab would have brushed off the accusations and insinuations if they had come from Balwant Singh and hysterical TV presenters alone, but by evening the backlash he faced took a new turn. Forums and message boards on fan websites and communities dedicated to the 'Guardian Angel' started becoming inundated with messages filled with a sense of betrayal and anger. Arnab read through some of them,
'I thought he was at least a clean role model but looks like he's no better than the other scum'.
'I am so hurt. I believed in him and now he's turned out to be no more than a gun for hire.'
And on it went. To have the same people who blindly believed in him and deified him turn against him so quickly came as a shock to him. Even so, he kept telling himself that it was one thing to put comments on a website and quite another to actually turn your back on someone who had done nothing but help you and asked for nothing in return. So that night, against Khan's advice, Arnab set out again on his nightly mission.
That night his area of patrol was in Malviya Nagar, where robbers had been striking almost every night, breaking into houses and robbing the occupants at gunpoint. Arnab spent a good two hours patrolling the area, and then at about midnight, he saw three men walking in one of the alleys. There was no indication that they were the robbers, but he decided to follow them to be sure. He maintained a safe distance, following them as they walked along the narrow alleys. After a few minutes, they came to a stop near a house and sat down on the stairs in front of it, one of them lighting a cigarette and passing it around. Arnab was now quite suspicious, and assuming that they were planning a robbery, stepped out in front of them. He had no wish to provoke a confrontation, but assumed that if they were robbers, the mere sight of him would send them packing. To his surprise, one of them, a young man barely out of his teens, looked up calmly at him and asked him what he was doing there.
'I should be asking you what you're doing out so late sitting in front of this house.'
The man didn't flinch as he replied.
'Ah, so our superhero has found time from rigging elections to fight crime.'
The other two men laughed, and Arnab was tempted to teach the man some manners but held himself back. The man showed no such signs of restraint as he continued.
'Look, asshole, this is my house and I've just come home from a party. Do you want to ring the bell and ask my parents?'
Arnab didn't know if the man was bluffing or not, but he got an answer when the door opened and an older man stepped out.
'Rajiv, what's going on?'
'Nothing dad, our superhero here thought we're robbers.'
The father told him to be quiet and turned to Arnab.
'Don't mind my son. The young nowadays speak before they think. Thank you for what you're doing, but there are no robbers here, just a young man who's going to get into trouble for being so late.'
He smiled as he led his son in, and the two other men walked off, muttering among themselves. Arnab thought he heard one of them say, 'Superhero, my ass.'
It was a small incident, but actually hearing and seeing for himself how people's attitudes towards him were changing so fast came as a real shock to him. The next night only made matters worse when an old woman he had rescued from a mugger shook his hands off, looking at him and saying in a sad voice,
'Son, I thank you for saving me, but you've dashed a lot of hopes with what you have done. Please leave the company of these politicians and their dirty business.'
Arnab tried to say something in his defence, but realized it was futile. Things got only worse when the next day, a prominent businessman issued a statement that he believed the so called Guardian Angel was sabotaging his business interests by attacking his trucks at night, presumably because he had been paid to do so by business rivals. There was no proof offered, and even a cursory background check would have shown that the businessman was a key contributor to Balwant Singh's election campaign, but as often happens, the facts got lost in the hysteria and this provided even more fodder to news channels revelling in Arnab's fall from grace. The new 'Superhero Scandal' became the talk of the town, and in the rush to crucify the one who had till recently been the darling of the masses, everyone conveniently forgot all the things that he had done.
Arnab by now had descended into a full-fledged depression, and realized that no matter how strong he was; he knew little about such machinations and how to respond to them. Balwant Singh had truly extracted a terrible revenge, and Arnab felt alone and helpless. Khan was there to lend a sympathetic ear, but the old man could do little to help. The next night was the proverbial straw that broke the camel's back. Arnab had intervened in an attempted robbery just after sunset, and while the robbers had melted away when they saw him, Arnab found himself confronted by an angry mob consisting of those whom he had thought he was rescuing. They shouted abuses at him, and one of them threw a pair of shoes at him. Arnab was taken aback, and not knowing how to react, ran home, the jeers and insults of the crowd ringing in his ears.
He spent an agonizing night thinking about his situation. He had finally found something he could remotely think of as a mission for his life-something that gave him a sense of purpose and made him feel like he was more than just another anonymous middle-class boy running in the rat race to earn a livelihood. That seemed like a distant dream now-all of it having been destroyed in one fell swoop.
How naïve had he been! Upadhyay and Balwant Singh had been proven right after all. One man, no matter how strong or no matter what superpowers he was endowed with, could do little to change the rot and corruption in the system they had created and ruled over. Arnab felt that perhaps he had just let his powers go to his head, and led himself to believe that he could challenge the likes of Balwant Singh and get away with it. Now he knew better. Then Arnab thought about how fickle public opinion was. Mindless drones! One day they were worshipping him, and the next they were throwing shoes at him! No wonder people like Balwant Singh could mess with their minds so easily. Perhaps it was true that people got the system they deserved-and why should he destroy his life trying to help those who couldn't even see who was really on their side?
Arnab's phone buzzed. It was a message from Aggarwal.
'Like I said, every man has his price. I would have paid better, and you wouldn't have got so much negative press. Too bad you didn't take my offer.'
Arnab flung his phone into a corner. He lay down on his bed again and closed his eyes, but there was little sleep to be had that night.
***
Arnab reached work the next morning and saw Jayantada tut-tutting to himself as he read the newspaper. He looked up at Arnab as he entered the library.
'Seen this superhero business? What a shame.'
By now Arnab had seen and heard enough to not react to one more dig at him, and he looked at Jayantada and said,
'Jayantada, this is no time or place for heroes.'
'You can say that again. By the way, Arnab, what happened to the exams you were planning to write?'
Arnab had been mentally kicking himself all the way to work that morning. He had been so carried away in his new life that he had totally neglected what had once been of utmost importance to him. The bank exams were in just a week's time and he was woefully unprepared. But then he had resolved that he was going to get his life back on track. He had forgotten who he was and what he had to do, so lost had he been in his delusions of grandeur. He was no superhero, and he would keep his accursed abilities a secret. He would get back to being just good old Arnab Bannerjee. He replied to Jayantada,
'One of the exams is next week. Jayantada, do you mind if I just stay a bit late in the library and study? I'll lock on the way out.'
'No problems. Best of luck.'
For the next few days, there were no nocturnal missions, no training sessions at Khan's place and no more run-ins with goons, in uniform or otherwise. Arnab hit the books with a vengeance, studying for more than a dozen hours a day. He would come into work early, and stay back late till six or seven in the evening, studying in the deserted library. Once back home, he would again immerse himself in his books. It was difficult to totally forget all he had been through, and he did have some lasting regrets-like the way things had turned out with Mishti, but Arnab decided that the only way to deal with what had happened was to forget the events of the last few months as if they had been no more than a dream, and to get on with his life.
On the day of the exam, Arnab asked Jayantada for a day off, and when he entered the examination hall, all his preparations of the last few days were distilled in a frenzy of writing as he began tackling the questions. He barely looked up to see what was happening around him or to even check the time. When he did finally look up, he had finished the paper, and realized that he had completed with a few minutes to spare. One final check, and Arnab handed in his paper and walked out, feeling that he had acquitted himself as well as he could have hoped to have done.
That evening, as he was sitting at home watching TV, he heard a knock on the door. It was Chintu.
'Uncle, mummy says that the superhero is not for real. Please come and show her. Please show her how strong you are and that you're the superhero.'
It suddenly struck Arnab that amidst all that had happened; he had totally forgotten that Chintu was the other person who had an inkling of his powers. Then he reminded himself that he was just being paranoid. Nobody would take a little child's talk about a superhero in the building seriously, especially when that superhero was Arnab Bannerjee.
'Chintu, there is no superhero. It was all a story. Now go on home, your mummy will be looking for you.'
But the little boy would not give up easily. He looked at Arnab with innocent, hurt eyes, pleading with him.
'But I know you're for real. I know. Please tell them that you're not just a story.'
'Chintu, there is no goddamn superhero. Now go home!'
Sobbing, Chintu ran away, and Arnab cursed himself for having lost his temper with a little child. Just then, Khan entered his room.
'Arnab, shouting at a child won't make you feel better.'
Arnab looked at Khan and knew what was coming so he pre-empted it.
'Khan chacha, I cannot do it any more. It is just not worth it. I just want to get back to my normal life.'
Khan sat down on a chair opposite Arnab.
'Arnab, why do you assume you can conclude whether it's worth it or not? Ask the hundreds, if not thousands of people whose lives and property you've saved. The people whom you've given some hope that there is someone who will stand up for them.'
Arnab was going to have none of it.
'Yes, the same people who are today out to crucify me! They deserve what they're getting.'
'Arnab, you don't really mean that.'
'No Khan chacha, I do. I mean every word of it. I have had enough. Enough of being a victim of circumstances, enough of being at the mercy of people like Balwant Singh. Finally, I'm going to lead my life the way I want.'
Khan decided to try one last time.
'Arnab, but don't you see? You were making a big difference. You had such a sense of purpose. What you were doing meant so much to so many people. Surely, it must be worth fighting for.'
Arnab was in a foul mood and instantly regretted the next words out of his mouth.
'Khan chacha, I can't mess up my life because it gives you a sense of purpose.'
A sad expression clouded over the old man's face, and he left without saying another word. Arnab slammed his fist into the wall, angry with himself for having hurt the man who had saved his life. But there was no way he was going to go back on his decision. As he turned on the TV, he noted with exasperation that the anchor was talking about him.
'As we've been reporting, the so-called superhero has disappeared. Perhaps he has gone into hiding after his scandals were exposed on this channel. Perhaps it is time we all learnt that we are indeed in the age of vice and evil and not an age where there are any genuine heroes to be found.'
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Arnab truly felt that the best decision he had ever made was to get back to what had been his normal life. While he waited for the entrance exam results to come in, he dove into his work with an unprecedented frenzy. Even Jayantada, forsaking his usual sarcastic comments, took him aside one day.
'Arnab, I wanted to tell you something.'
'Sure, Jayantada.'
The old man shuffled a bit and looked down at his feet. Clearly complimenting someone did not come easily to him.
'Arnab, you have been doing your work so well that I feel like I don't even need to be here. Well done.'
Arnab just said thanks, but he was thrilled within, and contrasted how much easier it seemed to get appreciation for doing his job compared to the mess he had got into when he had begun to harbour delusions of accomplishing something more with his life. He met Jayantada just before leaving work to share something he had begun working on in his spare time-an idea to totally overhaul and computerize the library's records and catalogue. Jayantada looked it over with interest, while Arnab waited anxiously for his reaction. His biggest fear had been that Jayantada would resist changing how things had been done for years.
'Arnab, this is a big change versus how we have done things.'
Just as Arnab began to hang his head in disappointment, Jayantada completed the sentence.
'But this is a brilliant idea. I'll set up time with the Principal and I would like for you to present it to him.'
Arnab left college that evening feeling like he was on top of the world. On the bus ride home, he was engrossed in a novel he had picked up from the library, when he saw three boys get on the bus. Almost immediately, they started passing comments about some of the girls in the bus, and one of them walked up to a group of four girls and asked them if they were free for a date. The girls just hung their heads, trying to ignore him, while the other boys roared with laughter. When one of the boys reached out to touch one of the girls, she shrank back. Involuntarily, Arnab got up, scanning the situation. He would take out the boy on the right first. He had his back to Arnab and would never see it coming. The smaller boy on his left was to be next. A simple jab at short range would sort him out. The leader of the pack, the big lout now near the girls, would be last. Arnab would let him take the first shot, and then dispatch him. Sharpened with months of practice and action, all of that planning took a nanosecond, and Arnab was about to spring into action, when he stopped himself.
What was he thinking?
He had decided what direction he wanted to choose, and he did not want to look back, no matter how much he was tempted. He quietly sat down and tried to read his book as the harassment continued for five minutes, ending when the girls got off at the next bus stop. Back home, he did think about whether he had done the right thing by ignoring the incident on the bus, but every time he did so, he would glance at the newspaper clippings denouncing him as a fraud, opportunist, gun for hire or worse. No, he had chosen his path and would stick to it.
The next day brought with it a courier delivery boy who caught Arnab just as he was about to leave for work. As Arnab took the envelope and opened it, he blinked in disbelief a couple of times. The letter began,
'Dear Mr. Bannerjee, we would like to inform you that you have qualified in the written examination for the State Banking Services. You need to appear for an interview.'
He read no further and sat down, relief flooding over him. He had been hoping against hope that he would qualify, and while he had prepared as well as he could have, with limited time to prepare and the turmoil going on in his mind, he had never been sure he would make it. Yes, there was still an interview to clear, but clearing the entrance test was a big milestone that gave him the confidence that he could indeed make it.
The next week passed by quickly. His presentation to the Principal was a resounding success, and he got the funding and upgraded computer he had requested to put his system in action. All day, he would toil away at his new pet project, and from time to time, Jayantada would come and stand behind him, looking over his shoulder at what he was doing. He usually said nothing, but one day when Arnab called Jayantada to demonstrate how the system would look like and how to operate it, he smiled at Arnab and said,
'I have no idea how it works and I suspect I will have a tough time learning how to use it, but it is, as you young folks say nowadays, quite cool.'
With that, Jayantada walked off, chuckling to himself and leaving Arnab smiling in amusement. At night, Arnab would prepare furiously for the interview that was fast approaching. When he did go for the interview, it ended up being much smoother than he had anticipated. In school and college, Arnab had found himself tongue-tied whenever the spotlight was on him, but now he felt no fear. He walked into the room, looked the three interviewers straight in the eye, and calmly answered all their questions. When one of them asked what his goal in life was, he answered,
'To earn a decent living and to do honest work which I can feel good about.'
All the interviewers smiled, having heard dozens of other candidates bullshit about wanting to improve the lot of people, and of wanting to make a difference to the bank they would work in. Arnab was not the brightest or most highly qualified candidate, but his confidence and disarming honesty won them over. When a day later, he was informed he had got he job, Arnab was ecstatic. Not once did he pause to consider that this newfound self-assurance and confidence had a lot to do with the side of his life that he was intent on leaving behind.
Arnab was at work when he got the call to inform him that he had been selected. He shocked Jayantada and earned glances of disapproval from the few students reading in the library by standing up and shouting 'Yes' at the top of his lungs.
'So Arnab, won a lottery?' Jayantada asked him.
'Even better, I got the bank job!'
Arnab rushed out and returned a few minutes later with a large box of sweets that he proceeded to give out to everyone in sight. All the students and staff alike were caught up in his infectious energy, and soon Arnab found himself mobbed by people wanting to wish him well, and also grab a few free sweets. Even Jayantada grabbed two sweets and wolfed them down. Arnab looked at him with surprise.
'Jayantada, I thought you were watching your blood sugar.'
'Arnab, my boy, its not every day that I both regret losing my best Assistant and celebrate a fine young man like you moving ahead in life.'
He then further shocked Arnab by engulfing him in a bear hug. Arnab hardly remembered anything of the trip back home, so caught up was he in imagining how his life was about to change. He'd earn a fortune compared to what he made now. Add to that the prospect of a steady career, a government house down the line, a car, and it certainly looked like Arnab Bannerjee's lifestyle was about to change so much as to be almost unrecognisable. On the way home, he bought some sweets for Mrs Bagga and chocolates for Chintu. When he reached their house, Mrs Bagga congratulated him profusely while Chintu sulked at first, still remembering the scolding he had got. That disappeared as soon as Arnab produced the chocolates in his pocket. There was one more person Arnab wanted to meet. Someone whom he owed an apology to.
Arnab was planning to change before going to meet Khan, but when he reached his apartment, he was surprised to find Khan pacing the corridor outside his door. He rushed up to Khan, and temporarily forgetting his own strength in his excitement, lifted the old man cleanly up in the air.
'Khan chacha, I got the job!'
He put Khan down when he noticed the forced smile on his face.
'I am so sorry for what I said to you that day. It was not right of me to say that to someone I owe so much to. I hope you're not still angry with me.'
Khan looked down and started to leave, but Arnab stopped him.
'Khan chacha, what's wrong? Aren't you happy for me?'
'No, my son, I am so thrilled for you and to see your dreams come true. It's just that I don't know how to bring up what I came here for.'
'What is it?'
'Nothing, Arnab. Let's just celebrate-it's your day today. Come to my place tomorrow and I'll cook you a dinner you won't forget. Till then, let me get the ingredients. The last time I made Chicken Biryani was on my wedding anniversary 10 years ago.'
Khan laughed and hugged Arnab and left.
Arnab spent the rest of the evening daydreaming about a cabin with 'Arnab Bannerjee, Branch Manager' written on the door.
Things were finally looking up.
***
Arnab's joining date was June 1, and with just about two months to go, he spent the next day planning his next steps. His last day at the college was to be May 15, after which he would take a week off to go visit his relatives in Kolkata. With all the ups and downs of the past year, Arnab realized that he had not called or written to them even once. At lunchtime, Jayantada called to him to join him for lunch, and soon they were tucking into their food at the Cafe.
'Arnab, I forgot to tell you something.' Jayantada said between mouthfuls.
'Mishti's engagement date has been fixed. It's going to be in November, and the crazy girl has already started shopping.'
Arnab smiled and congratulated Jayantada, though he did feel a pang of regret. Hearing about Mishti brought back the one regret he had about the choices he had made. If only things had been different. If only.
That evening, Arnab reached Khan's place at about eight, and found the old man bustling about in the kitchen, running from one corner to another, the ex-army man looking totally out of place amidst the pots and pans.
'Khan chacha, can I help in any way?'
'No, no. You just wait in the living room. I'll be done in just five minutes.'
Arnab pottered around the room, and saw Khan's old boxing gloves lying in the corner that had served as their makeshift gym. He picked them up, smiling as he remembered his boxing lessons, and even more so, the time he had spent with Khan. But then, he had made his choice, hadn't he? Khan walked into the room loudly proclaiming,
'Mr Bank Manager, please join this poor old man for dinner. Who knows, if you like my Biryani, you may give poor old me a huge loan someday at zero interest.'
The two of them ate, chatting away like the old days. There was no mention of Arnab's decision, no discussion of what Arnab had said to Khan. Arnab was grateful for that, and glad that all he had to do that evening was to share his happiness with the man who had given him so much. Over dinner, Khan asked Arnab all about what his work would be like, to which Arnab truthfully replied that he had absolutely no idea of what a bank manager did other than wear a tie and sit in a cabin. The two of the shared in the laughter, and as dinner ended, Khan walked up to a cabinet in the kitchen and produced a bottle of rum.
'Arnab, join me for a drink.'
'Khan chacha, I don't drink.'
As if not hearing him, Khan poured pegs into two glasses, topping them up with Coke before handing one to Arnab.
'My boy, I'm not asking you to get drunk. Just give this old man some company as he gets drunk.'
As Arnab accepted the glass he asked Khan why he was in a mood to drink. In all their months together, he had never seen Khan drink alcohol before. As the two sat down, and Khan took a sip of his drink, he responded.
'Arnab, in my army days, we would all get rations of rum. To keep out the cold, to steady our nerves, and yes, also to prevent us from losing our minds after an operation. Many times in Kashmir, we would come back from patrols or skirmishes-having killed men or seeing our brothers die in our arms. At times like that, I would drink to forget.'
Arnab took a hesitant sip from his glass. It was sweeter than he had imagined, and not altogether unpleasant.
'So, Khan chacha, what are you trying to forget tonight?'
Khan's expression suddenly turned more sombre.
'Trying to forget all that's evil in this world. Trying to forget that we live in such bad times.'
Then he looked at Arnab and his expression brightened,
'And also hoping that your life continues to proceed in a smooth manner, untouched ever again by these things.'
Arnab thought Khan was referring to what he had been through with Upadhyay and Balwant Singh and said,
'Khan chacha, I've decided to leave that life behind me.'
Khan looked at him with a sad expression on his face and poured himself another drink, which he gulped down, as if seeking courage for what he was about to say next.
'That's why, Arnab, I feel so bad about asking you to be a part of that world again.'
Arnab was shocked at the old man's words.
'Khan chacha, I don't want to hurt your feelings again so I don't want to say anything I'll regret later, but that chapter is closed. Please let it remain that way.'
Khan put his hand on Arnab's arm, as if both to calm him and also to support himself.
'Arnab, it's not easy for me. I saw what they did to you, and I would not wish that on my worst enemy. But..'
Arnab interrupted him.
'But what? That there are people to be helped, that there is nobody to stand up for them? I buy all that, but where were all these people when I needed support? Why did nobody believe in me, but like an unthinking mob with no brains of their own, just believed blindly in what they were told?'
'Arnab, I cannot imagine what you feel, but you must realize, you are not like me or other ordinary people. God has given you a gift, and perhaps your destiny is to use that gift to help others, no matter whether they appreciate it or not.'
Arnab poured himself another peg, and in his agitation, gulped it down neat, coughing and wheezing as the rum scalded his throat. As he turned to face Khan again, the old man laughed,
'Superhero or not, you sure are no drinker.'
They both laughed, helping to defuse some of the tension in the room, as Arnab looked at Khan.
'I don't want this destiny or this gift. I have a choice, don't I?'
'Of course you do, Arnab. You can just ignore it, and that's what you had set out to do. I had reconciled to it myself, since I had no right to demand you put yourself in harm's way. But something's come up which forces me to ask for your help.'
'Khan chacha, I am not going to enter that world again to save a friend or two of yours from a couple of goons.'
Khan smiled sadly at Arnab,
'And my son, I would never be as selfish as to demand such a thing.'
'Then what is so important that you want me to return to the path I want to forget?'
'The lives of perhaps thousands of innocent people.'
Arnab was speechless.
***
Two days later, on a gloomy Saturday evening, Arnab and Khan were in a taxi, entering the small by lanes of the Jama Masjid area. Arnab was still hesitant about getting involved, and they were repeating the same conversation that they must have had a dozen times over the last two days.
'Khan chacha, why doesn't this friend of yours ask this man to go to the police?'
'Arnab, with no concrete evidence, do you think the police will believe him? Even if they did, if what he says is true, there may be no time left to do anything about it.'
Arnab was not convinced, but Khan had virtually begged with him to come along. Arnab figured he owed the old man at least that much.
The taxi passed through several small lanes, and came to a stop near a small electronics shop. Arnab and Khan got out and were met by a fat man wearing dirty jeans and a vest. Khan introduced him to Arnab, who by now was wearing his sweatshirt, his face hardly visible in the dark.
'This is Rashid, an old army friend. The man we are meeting lives in his house. Rashid, this is the friend who I said may be able to help you.'
Rashid looked at Arnab, and all he said was, 'If what the papers say about you is even half true, then perhaps you can indeed help.' Rashid filled Arnab in on the details as they entered the house next to the shop.
'About a month ago, this young man came to my house, asking if I had a room to rent out. I had a small loft above the house available and he seemed to be nothing more than a needy student so I said okay.'
They started climbing a set of winding stairs, as Rashid continued.
'For three weeks, I noticed nothing amiss. He would go out in the morning and come back late. He would keep to himself, and was no trouble to anyone. Then one day he came back looking really worried. He stopped going out and after a couple of days, I went to ask him if he was well. That's when he told me. Has Khan told you the story?'
'Only in brief. What is the full story?'
'Hear it from the horse's mouth."
With that Rashid knocked on a door at the top of the stairwell. It was opened on the second or third knock. As the door swung open and the three of them walked in, Arnab noted that the room was dark, with no lights on and the curtains drawn. Arnab saw a man huddled in the corner, and as the door opened, he got up and walked towards them. In the darkness, Khan still had not seen him, and when Arnab saw that the man was carrying a gun in his right hand, he stepped between Khan and the man, ready to disarm the man.
'Arif, relax. These are the friends I told you about. They are here to help you.'
The man seemed to relax a bit but kept the gun in his hand as he turned on a small table lamp. Arnab winced a bit as the light came on, but it was still dark enough for him to see clearly. He was young, perhaps barely out of his teens. He was clean-shaven, wearing jeans and a polo t-shirt and would not have looked out of place in a college campus. They sat down, Arnab and Khan on two small chairs and the young man on the bed in the far corner of the small room. He began speaking without any more pleasantries, as if he was keen to get what he had to say off his chest.
'My name is Mohammed Arif. I was born near Sopore in Kashmir. As I was growing up, many young boys would join the mujahids fighting Indian rule, but my parents insisted I focus on my studies. My father was closely linked to some of the mujahids. I never learnt the exact extent of his involvement, but he would disappear for days on end and always kept a gun at home. Then one day…'
He paused for a second before continuing.
'One day the Indian Police took my father away. We begged and pleaded, but we never saw him again. All we were told was that he was a terrorist. I was fifteen, and my heart was bursting with anger and a desire for revenge. One day I ran away from home and met an old friend who was rumoured to have links with people on the Pakistani side.'
Arnab and Khan were listening in silence, but Arnab was beginning to get impatient, wondering why he had been dragged here to listen to this young man's tale of woe. Arif noticed and held up a hand, as if to ask Arnab to wait.
'They trained us in a camp on the Pakistani side of the border. Basic infantry skills, weapons handling, explosives. The basic stuff. After two months, they started sending us across the border on raids. We were scared shitless, and most of us lost our minds the first time the Indian Army fired at us, but those that survived learned fast. Of the eight of us in my class, three never survived the first week. The five who survived were one day called by the camp commander, who said he had a guest who wanted to talk to us.'
Arnab was listening in silence, but he could feel Khan tense up next to him. Khan had served two tours of duty in Kashmir, and meeting someone, who from the account so far, was one of the terrorists he had killed and lost friends to, brought back uncomfortable memories.
'The man was an Afghan whose name I don't know, but he told us there was a big mission to be launched deep in India, to strike at the heart of the Indian government. I volunteered, hoping to get some real action. We were infiltrated into India and sent to Delhi, where we were asked to lay low for the next few weeks till we were contacted. I was beginning to get bored when a meeting was called. There were the five of us, and three men I didn't know, who seemed to be Afghans or Pashtuns. Their leader was a scary son of a bitch, and told us that the five of us would have to cover them in the mission, and neutralize anyone who got in their way.'
'We began drills, meeting in a new location each time, and we were looking forward to the action, though we had no idea what the mission was. I thought it was to attack some Army or government building, since the Afghans kept talking among themselves about entry routes and neutralizing guards.'
Arnab had so far said nothing but now interrupted.
'Look Arif, I don't know what you want from me, but give me one reason why I shouldn't just bust you now and haul you to the police as a terrorist.'
Arif looked at Arnab and smiled, 'Because I can help prevent many people from being killed.'
'And why would you do that? Or does a cold blooded killer suddenly develop a conscience?'
Arif didn't take the bait, and stayed calm as he replied.
'My fight was with the Indian police and government, and all I wanted to do was to avenge my father. I've never killed a civilian and had no intent of doing so. A few days ago, I overheard the Afghans talking about the mission. I didn't catch everything, but I did hear one of them mention blast damage, and the other say something about likely civilian casualties being in the thousands. That's when I knew this mission was more than just an attack on a government or Army installation and I bolted.'
Arnab asked him why he hadn't gone to the Police.
'Are you crazy? They would kill me and with just the information I have, they wouldn't be able to do much about the attack. Plus, as I said, I have no love for the Police, but I thought I could help prevent a massacre of innocents.'
Arnab looked at Khan to see if he had any ideas, but the old man shrugged his shoulders.
'Look Arif, I can't do much with what you have. I need more information. Where are they planning to attack, when, what is the nature of the plan? Without that, I can't do much either. Why don't you join your friends again and find out more?'
Arif shook his head.
'It's too late for that. I was scared and ran. Now I'm sure they suspect that either I've chickened out, or worse, that I've changed sides. Those Afghans are cold-blooded killers. They won't bother asking where I was, they'll probably just kill me to be sure'
'Then what's the point of calling us? What do you expect me to do?' Arnab asked in exasperation.
'I've read the papers. I know you are special. I know that you could stop them. I can get more information but don't know how to pay for it.'
'Pay?' Arnab didn't know what he meant.
'I asked around, checking with old mates still in Kashmir, and one of them has contacts in Pakistan who may know more. But in our line, as in anything else nowadays, money talks. His contacts want ten million Rupees to get the information. For all I know, my mate is taking his cut, but that's what he told me.'
'You stupid bugger, where do you think we can get that much money from?' Khan exploded.
As Khan and Arnab left, Arnab was deep in thought. On the way back home, Khan sensed his contemplative mood.
'Arnab, are you thinking of how the hell we could arrange that ridiculous sum of money?'
Arnab just nodded. In fact, he was thinking about the quandary in which he now found himself. On the one hand, he could just forget this meeting had ever happened, and get on with his life. Take up the bank job, start a settled life, get married someday, have a family-all the things his mind told him he should focus on. Or he could embark on this crazy crusade, which may be nothing more than a wild goose chase, and re-enter the world he had vowed never to enter again.
As for the money, it was the least of his concerns. He knew where he could get that kind of money. The question was, whether he was willing to pay the price needed to get it?



TEN



When they got back to Arnab's apartment, it was past midnight, and Arnab had said no more than a couple of sentences during the one and a half hour journey. Khan could sense just how agitated Arnab was, and did not try and bring up the evening's meeting till Arnab was ready. At one level, Arnab was furious with Khan for having dragged him back to a side of his life that he wanted to leave for good. At another level, he realized that it was silly to blame Khan. The old man had just done what anyone else in his position would have considered the right thing to do. It was not Khan's fault, but that did not make the dilemma he faced any easier to deal with.
Khan stood by his door, waiting in silence for Arnab to say something. After a few minutes, Arnab sighed and looked straight at Khan.
'Khan chacha, I can't blame you for asking me to accompany you. But I need some time to decide what I do. I hope you understand.'
To his surprise, Khan did not try and persuade him. Instead, he clasped Arnab on both shoulders and said,
'Arnab, take your time. I have no right to make any demand of you, but all I will say is that when all is said and done, sometimes thinking too much about an issue does not lead to any solution. Just clear your mind and go with what feels right. I will respect and understand whatever you choose to do.'
The next morning, for once, Arnab was glad to be at work. Just being around the comforting familiarity of the bookshelves, listening to Jayantada crib about how the Principal was being slow in releasing the promised funds, and wrapping up his project before he left, almost made him forget that there was another world out there. A world of corrupt policemen, selfish politicians, ruthless criminals and a mysterious terrorist called Arif. A world that he was trying to forget and consign forever to the dustbin of forgotten memories. A world which the meeting with Arif threatened to pull him back into.
As the day unfolded, Arnab realized that there was nobody else who could help him make his choice. As he made his way home, he realized that he had no need to feel guilty about just getting on with his life. He had done more than he had ever imagined, and more than most people would ever bother doing, in terms of sticking his neck out to help others. And what had he got in return? A tattered reputation, being ambushed and left for dead by those who were supposed to be upholding the law, and being courted to use his services to rig elections. That was a world he could do without. As for Arif, perhaps there was a terror attack being planned. Perhaps it would indeed happen soon. But so what? There was no real concrete information to act upon, and it wasn't as if another terror attack would be the end of the world, was it? Hardly a day went by nowadays without a bomb blast or attack somewhere and if the government and police were helpless to prevent them, one man's chasing a mirage of another supposed attack wouldn't make much of a difference, would it?
By the time he returned home, Arnab had more or less made up his mind to call Khan and tell him that he wanted nothing more to do with this affair. He had respected Khan's request to go and meet Arif, and hadn't Khan himself told him that he could back out if he wanted? Arnab was both surprised and pleased to see Khan waiting for him outside his apartment.
'Khan chacha, I was just thinking of calling you. How long have you been waiting? Why didn't you just call me?'
Khan had a sombre expression on his face.
'Arnab, its something I felt we should talk in person. I wanted to ask if you would come with me.'
Arnab had no idea what Khan was talking about and asked what he meant.
'To meet Arif.'
Khan said it casually, but those three words threw all of Arnab's plans into a tizzy.
'Khan chacha, I was planning to tell you that I didn't want to pursue this any more.'
Khan smiled, but his eyes were sad, as he answered.
'Arnab, I thought that was a possibility. That's why I came to check if you would accompany me. I am going to meet him now. He called and said he wants to meet urgently.'
Arnab was taken totally aback by Khan's plan.
'Khan chacha, why are you getting involved in this? What can you possibly do? This could get very dangerous. Please don't…'
Khan cut off Arnab's objections.
'Arnab, I can't sit back when I know I could help stop innocent people from getting killed. I am an ordinary man, and can't do much by myself, but if I find out enough information, I could pass it on to the police.'
With those words, Khan left Arnab standing speechless at his apartment door. Arnab opened the door and walked in; trying to convince himself that he had done the right thing. He changed his clothes and turned the television on, trying to distract himself. He sat listlessly for more than an hour, but soon realized that he could not do this. No matter what problems he had had to face, no matter how betrayed he had felt, nothing could justify his allowing Khan to walk into harm's way. He had no idea what Arif wanted, but he knew the old man could be totally bull-headed and would not back down. That left Arnab with only one possible course of action.
Khan was about to enter Arif's room when he felt a gust of wind blow past him. When he turned around, he staggered back in surprise as he saw Arnab, wearing his sweatshirt, with the hood covering his face. Khan smiled broadly.
'Next time, I'll ask you to carry me instead of taking the bus. So you decided finally to come here to meet Arif?'
'No Khan chacha, I came here for you. Let's see what Arif has to say.'
They found Arif sitting with a suitcase and a backpack at his feet.
'Going anywhere, Arif?'
By way of reply to Arnab's question, Arif got up and walked towards them. Arnab was shocked to see how much the man had changed in the few days since he had last seen him. There were dark circles under his bloodshot eyes, and he looked visibly weak, as if he had not eaten properly for some time.
'They know that I escaped, and will come for me. I'm getting out so that I can at least ensure that Rashid and his family don't get caught in the middle.'
'Where will you go?'
Arif shrugged.
'I don't know, but what's important is that I don't have much time. I got in touch with my friend, and he told me that if we want any useful information, I need to get the money within seven days. After that, the operation may go into execution phase, and it may be too late to do anything. If you want, please contact me at this number.'
He handed the slip of paper to Arnab, who had made up his mind not to get involved, and was flinching at the repeated demand for money.
'Look Arif, there's a bloody bomb blast every other day. What's so bloody special about this that anyone would want to pay ten million to know more?'
Arif came even closer, and seeing the haunted expression in his eyes made Arnab unconsciously take a step back. Arif was terrified of something, and looked like a man on the verge of losing his sanity.
'I would have thought the same, but I did learn something about this operation.'
'It better be something good to have dragged us here. Look, I don't honestly care if your Afghan friends kill you, but I do hope you can do some good to redeem yourself.' Khan spoke for the first time since he had entered the room.
'I learned the code name of this operation.'
Both Arnab and Khan rolled their eyes, figuring they were in for some useless information as Arif continued.
'It's called Operation 5HT.'
Khan snapped at Arif, 'That's what you have for us? Do we care if it's called Operation Batman or Operation Underwear? How the hell does that help us?'
Arif continued in an even tone.
'It stands for Five Hundred Thousand.'
Both Arnab and Khan looked at him blankly as Arif continued, this time his voice trembling a little.
'That stands for the number of casualties they aim to cause in the attack.'
***
That night, Arnab tossed and turned in his bed before falling into an uneasy slumber. He kept trying to convince himself that he still could walk away, that he could just get on with his life as he had planned. After all, there was no reason to take what Arif had said at face value, was there? What if what he was mistaken? What if the code name for the operation was just bluff and bluster, and in reality turned out to be yet another ordinary bomb attack? As he lay half asleep on his bed, he stopped himself with a thought.
Since when had be become so self-centred and callous that he could consider an attack that would kill even one innocent person 'ordinary' and not worth stopping?
When he did finally fall asleep, he found himself in a strange dream. He was in a car, being driven somewhere, and for some reason he was desperately trying to call Mishti on his cellphone. No matter how many times he tried, he just couldn't get through. When he did finally get through, he was telling her that he would get there as soon as he could, that she shouldn't worry, but she sounded terrified. She was in some sort of danger, though he couldn't later remember what it was. All he did remember was that he was trying his best to get to her, but unable to do much except scream out his impotent rage as he realized that he would never be able to get to her in time. He woke up covered in sweat, his heart beating so fast it felt like it would burst. When he checked the clock, he saw that it was just three in the morning, but no matter how many times he tried to go back to sleep, he found he could not. As he lay there, he began to realize what his dream was trying to tell him. It had told him just what a frightening and overwhelming thought it was to have even one person he knew and cared about in danger. If he were in a position to do something about an attack that could threaten hundreds or even thousands of innocent people, would he ever be able to live with his conscience knowing he could have done something to stop it but had chosen to walk away? Could he deal with endless nights of dreams of the sort he had just endured?
When Arnab got up in the morning and looked at himself in the mirror, he saw no hero, just a scared young man who was being forced into a course of action that he would rather have avoided. He closed his eyes, and was surprised to find them filling with tears. As he stilled his mind, he thought back to the incident on the bus where it had all begun. He didn't really have a choice to make now. He had made his choice that day so many months ago-the choice to not look away any more. The choice to finally worry about something other than his self-preservation and self-interest. He had made that choice, and the events it had unleashed had set in motion a course of action that perhaps he had no choice but to now follow and see through to its logical conclusion. When he opened his eyes and looked up at his reflection, tears rolled down his cheeks, but his eyes shone with a newfound resolve. He didn't care any more whether it was his destiny or indeed a curse. It was something he had to do. Once he was done, he would think about getting on with the bank job and the life he had intended to pursue.
That morning, Jayantada kept coming over to check on the progress of the computerization project, but Arnab had little progress to report for the day. He lied, blaming it on the slow computer, which seemed to satisfy Jayantada, who walked away grumbling about how technology never worked and how in his day he had managed a library of ten thousand titles with a handwritten catalogue. Arnab felt a bit guilty about the lie, but he was formulating a plan in his mind, trying to see how he could take the next step in trying to stop the attack Arif had mentioned.
By evening, he realized that there was no other way out and he called Pravin Aggarwal, using the SIM card that he had reserved for his nocturnal operations. Aggarwal picked up on the third ring, and to Arnab's surprise, seemed to have either remembered him or saved his number.
'Well, it's our own superhero, isn't it? So tell me, how can I help?'
Arnab had been brought up in a culture where asking for something for oneself was not considered good form, so he stammered out, 'Sir, I wanted to know if you….you still wanted to strike a deal?'
Aggarwal's deep laughter bellowed over the line.
'I told you my friend that everyone has a price. I'm glad you came to the same conclusion, but I'm afraid it may be too late.'
'What do you mean?'
'What I mean, my friend is that your value lay in your spotless reputation. Now that you're perceived by the common man as yet another person out to make a quick buck, your image has, how shall I put it, been on a bit of a decline. If you want to deal with me, you need to get your reputation cleaned up.'
Aggarwal's response was not one that surprised Arnab, but now he realized he had no choice other than to make a deal with the very people who had set out to destroy him and his name. It was infuriating, but he realized even his powers had their limits. He could run faster and hit harder than any man alive, and he could see in the dark, but he was powerless before the machinations of Balwant Singh and his ilk. He debated with himself for a while, but came to the conclusion that there really was no other way out. Figuring that he did not have the time to waste on going through P.C Sharma and the Minister's other minions, he sent an SMS to Sharma asking for an urgent meeting with Balwant Singh himself, saying that he had something that could be of use to the Minister in the coming elections. He had read in the papers about how Balwant's party was suffering reverse after reverse in the build-up to the elections that were just a few days away, and gambled that this was an offer that Balwant would find too tempting to pass on.
When he set out at the appointed time later that night, he realized that he was taking a big risk. There was a fair chance that Balwant would still be angry with him, and could bring Upadhyay and his men to ambush him and finish what they had failed to accomplish the last time he had encountered them. Not willing to trust Balwant, he reached the meeting point, near the small pond in front of the Old Fort, about thirty minutes early, not as the superhero who wanted to strike a deal with Balwant, but as Arnab Bannerjee, seemingly out for a late night walk, carrying a novel. He sat down on a bench, pretending to read under the streetlights, scanning the area for any sign of activity. After a few minutes, he saw Balwant and Sharma appear, but there was no sign of any other person. He waited a few more minutes to make sure, and then satisfied that Balwant had laid no ambush, walked behind some bushes, emerging a split second later wearing his hooded sweatshirt and gloves. He approached the two men from behind, and when he called out to them, both of them turned to face him.
Sharma looked nervous, sweating profusely, but Balwant looked at him with no hint of surprise or fear. Balwant may have lacked his strength or speed, but Arnab found that his ruthless, almost reptilian eyes sent a shiver of fear through him. Before he could make his offer known, Balwant spoke up.
'So you want to help me in the elections after all? Seems like you've learnt your lesson, but tell me this one thing-what do you want?'
Sharma chipped in, 'Sir, shall I get the cash?'
Balwant shouted at him to shut up.
'Sharma, if he wanted money, he would have taken it the first time. But my friend, you want something else from me, isn't it? Name your price.'
Arnab was getting used to the fact that in Balwant Singh's world, the currency of exchange was mutual favours in cash or kind. There seemed to be little by way of a concept of right or wrong, but if he wanted to achieve his goal, he would have to learn to deal with such people.
'I want you to clear my name. Make it clear to everyone that I had no role in the scandal, and make it clear that the video was fake.'
Balwant chuckled.
'I could do that, but you need to do something for me. Sharma will give you a list of polling booths and the details. You need to make sure that on election eve, my people own those booths, and that the Opposition gets no chance to capture them.'
Arnab knew what Balwant would demand, and every bone in his body rebelled against agreeing to it, but he had no choice. He agreed but said that he couldn't wait till the elections-he needed his name cleared within a day.
'Look, my friend, in my business, there is no such thing as trust. If I do that, you need to demonstrate your goodwill by doing a small favour for me tomorrow itself.'
***
The mission Balwant had given Arnab was one of petty personal vendetta, and Arnab suspected that he had done so not just to ensure he could trust him, but also to demonstrate that Arnab now had to do his bidding if he wanted Balwant Singh to clear his name. The mission was to intercept a consignment of illicit drugs that one of Balwant's political rivals was bringing in from Nepal. Balwant never explained why he was not asking the police to do this, but Arnab suspected that Balwant may well have been involved in the smuggling, and this was a case of a business partnership gone sour. As Arnab intercepted the truck on the highway and beat the driver and three guards to a pulp, he felt deeply ashamed at having been reduced to nothing more than Balwant's hired muscle, but he rationalized that the shame was worth being able to save the lives of thousands of innocent people. As agreed, he called Sharma, who said he would be at the scene in a few minutes. When Arnab saw Sharma's car approach, he raced away from the scene, hoping Balwant would keep his word.
He did not have to wait very long. That very evening, he received a call from Sharma asking him to turn on his TV. When he did so, he saw Balwant Singh addressing a press conference. He had missed the first few statements, but what he heard was clear enough.
'So, you see the video incriminating our own superhero was a vicious ploy by the Opposition, who had begun to realize that his efforts at fighting crime were coming in the way of their plan to destabilize the law and order situation before the elections. When we found this out, we decided to expose this.'
As he signalled to someone off the stage, a man came onto the screen. Arnab recognized him as the man with the suitcase full of money who had met him with Sharma. The man spoke haltingly, and without looking at the camera.
'I was paid by leading members of the Opposition to do this. I regret what I have done, but the Guardian Angel is absolutely innocent. He refused all offers of money but we doctored the video to malign him.'
Arnab had no idea if Balwant had threatened the man or paid him for his collusion, but he seemed to be convincing enough. Within minutes, the media was all over it, and forums and communities all over the Internet were flooded with apologetic messages, seeking forgiveness from the nation's newly rediscovered favourite superhero, and beseeching him to return. Arnab was sickened by the cynicism and artificiality of it all, but he kept reminding himself that it was for a good cause.
He didn't have to call Aggarwal; it was the tycoon who called him the very next morning.
'You know, you have turned around your reputation far faster than I could have expected. I am impressed.'
'So Mr. Aggarwal, do you think you're ready to make a deal?'
Aggarwal seemed to chuckle at how Arnab got straight to the point.
'You seem to have become something of a businessman yourself. Oh well, that suits me just fine. It's good to do business with someone who doesn't waste time. What do you want?'
Arnab thought back to Arif's demand and responded with only a short pause.
'Ten million Rupees in cash. And I need the money within the next two days.'
Aggarwal sighed as if he had expected Arnab to demand more.
'The amount is no issue, but giving you the money before you've done anything for me doesn't sound like good business.'
Arnab was beginning to panic, wondering if his plan was not going to work after all, when Aggarwal made a counter proposal.
'I could get you the money if you started working for me. Full-scale endorsements and advertising will follow, but that takes time. But perhaps you could start on some, err, tactical promotions earlier.'
'What did you have in mind?'
After Aggarwal had finished briefing him, Arnab spent several minutes sitting by himself, thinking about what he was doing. He had in effect been reduced to being little more than a prostitute, selling himself for favours or money to Balwant, and now, Aggarwal. It saddened him to realize just how naïve he had been. He did not live in a society where change could be brought about through good intentions, or even superhuman capabilities alone. Little could be accomplished without becoming a part of the same dirty system that was the root of most of the problems. Arnab had little choice, as he desperately needed the money to get more information from Arif, but even as he set out to do Aggarwal's bidding, he couldn't help but feel as if he had been physically violated in some way.
The next day, Arnab exploded back into the media spotlight with a series of high-profile operations. First was a foiled robbery at a jewellery store that left four armed robbers in hospital and more than a hundred witnesses gaping at the return of the nation's new favourite son. Next in his sights was a gang of hired goons sent by a builder to evict some slum dwellers. There were six of them, and a bit out of practice after his long break, Arnab suffered a bruising blow to his left shoulder when one of them connected with an iron rod, but after that, he knocked them out them in minutes. He capped it off with a sensational fight against seemingly impossible odds. A traffic accident outside Khan Market after nine at night had left a lone woman driver facing an angry mob of construction workers. They had begun throwing rocks at her car and some of them had begun to surge ahead, driven by anger at the injury to one of their fellow workers and perhaps lust at seeing an attractive young woman all alone. Just then, Arnab zoomed into the scene, standing between the mob and the car. The woman was by now frantically dialling the police for help, but there was no chance they would get there in time. For now, all that stood between her and serious injury, or even death, was the mysterious hooded superhero that stood before her car. Arnab took in the mob as he tried to calm his breathing and prepare for the melee that was about to erupt. There must have been at least a dozen of them. Two or three of them lost their appetite for a fight on seeing Arnab and melted away, but the others stood their ground, goaded on by a tall, muscular man who seemed to be their leader.
'He's one man. We can get him if we attack together.'
The men seemed to take courage at his words and began approaching Arnab at a slow, menacing trot. Small knives appeared in a few hands, but the rest of the mob seemed unarmed. As Arnab scanned the group, he realized his window for action was narrow. If they came close enough, despite his strength and speed, there was a chance one of them could get in a knife thrust and then with sheer weight of numbers, they could overpower him. He locked gazes with the big man who seemed to be their leader, and as they made eye contact, Arnab could see him start to hesitate. The man had been counting on superiority of numbers, but facing a personal challenge from Arnab was not something he had counted on. Before the men could come any closer, Arnab acted, striking with the speed and ferocity of a cobra.
Everyone around saw only a blur of movement and the big man fell in a heap to the ground. The other men stood still, too stunned to react or hit back. Arnab glowered at them, challenging them to attack. One of the men, perhaps incensed by his fallen friend, lunged at Arnab with a knife in his right hand. It was a pathetic and futile attack, as Arnab saw him coming, moved out of the way and then stood behind the man. Arnab had had a lot of time to execute the move, but everyone else saw him seemingly move behind the man as if by magic, as his attacker fell to the ground, unbalanced by his attack that had met only thin air. Arnab bodily lifted the man over his head and threw him a few feet away, as if he were tossing away the garbage. The rest of the mob fled in fear, as onlookers clapped, cheered and snapped photo after photo.
Then it was time to honour his bargain with Aggarwal. Instead of melting away at top speed as he had always done, Arnab walked to a nearby liquor store, and asked the bewildered shopkeeper for a cold can of Woodpecker beer. As over a thousand people gathered to watch their favourite superhero put away a cold one, Arnab grimaced at the bitter taste of beer, the first he had ever experienced. After a couple of sips, he zoomed away, pausing to throw away the can when he was out of sight, before he continued home. The next morning, the papers were full of reports and photographs of the Guardian Angel's explosive return. Prominent among them was the photo of him holding a can of the beer brand owned by Pravin Aggarwal's corporation. Several reporters wryly commented about how even superheroes needed a cold beer once in a while, but it was a publicity coup of unprecedented proportions for Aggarwal.
Arnab was deeply ashamed of what he had been reduced to, and wondered what he would tell Khan when he asked what he was doing. But it all seemed to be worth it when Aggarwal called; informing him that someone was on the way to Delhi with the money. Arnab called Arif and set up a meeting for later that night.
At midnight, carrying a suitcase filled with ten million Rupees, Arnab set out to meet Arif, and hopefully to unravel the mystery of the terror attack that he wanted to prevent.



ELEVEN



Arnab reached the designated meeting point, near an old mosque in Old Delhi. At this time of night, there were few people around, except a couple of urchins asleep on the pavement and the occasional drunk tottering back home. Arnab realized that he was more nervous than he had thought he'd be. Part of that came from being alone, since he had not told Khan anything. Not knowing what he was about to get into, he had not wanted to expose the old man to any unnecessary risk. It had seemed like the right decision at the time, but now, walking into a situation where he had no idea what to expect, he was not so sure any more. For all his powers, he realized he did not have the presence of mind of someone like Khan, and hoped that his trip would not bring with it too many unpleasant surprises.
As he saw Arif appear from an alley to his right, he realized that something was amiss immediately. Arif was not alone, but was accompanied by a short, squat man, who was draped in a shawl. It was by no stretch so cold as to require a shawl, and Arnab was immediately on his guard. When the two men were within a few feet, Arnab called out to them to stop. As he looked them over, he saw that Arif appeared even more haggard than when he had last met him, but his friend was looking at him with sharp, predatory eyes. If there was trouble, Arnab had already decided that he would take Arif's friend down first. Arif defused some of the tension by waving to Arnab and speaking.
'This is Ali, the friend I mentioned. He came from Srinagar when he heard about you.'
Arnab was not about to let his guard down, and addressed Ali directly.
'I have the money you wanted in this suitcase. When can you get me full information about what this operation is and when it is going to take place?'
Arif opened his mouth to say something, but Ali silenced him with a wave of his hand.
'We will give you some information that we have after we see the money. We can get more in a day or two', he said, pointing to the suitcase in Arnab's hand. Arnab was hardly a master negotiator, but dealing with the likes of Aggarwal and Balwant had taught him to be cautious.
'Not so fast, Ali. Tell me what you know, and take half the money. I'll give you the rest when you get me everything there is to know about this operation.'
Ali threw aside the shawl, revealing an AK-47. He did not raise it or point it at Arnab, but the point was made. Arnab held his ground, knowing that one man, even one with an automatic rifle, would not stand much of a chance if he chose to fight. Knowing that he was speaking from a position of strength gave him a bit more confidence.
'Ali, I could strike you down before you bring the gun up to firing position, so don't waste my time. Either you accept my offer, or go back under the rock you crawled out of.'
Arnab was surprised at the venom in his own voice, almost as if someone else were speaking for him. Perhaps he was just getting tired of being pushed around by scum like Balwant and Aggarwal. But there was no way he was going to do the bidding of a thug like Ali. His words seemed to have their desired effect, as Ali sullenly put the shawl back on and walked forward saying, 'Okay, it's a deal. We'll tell you what we know as of now.'
Ali was just a few feet away from Arnab when his head exploded in a mist of blood. Arnab recoiled away and dove towards the ground as shots rang out all around them. He could see Arif had also been shot, and lay a few feet away, bleeding profusely from his stomach. He looked around frantically at who the attackers were, and saw a jeep at the far end of the alley, backing into a side street, presumably turning around to come back and finish the job. He didn't know who they were, but guessed that Arif's erstwhile comrades had finally caught up with him and were repaying him for his betrayal. He realized he had only a few seconds to act. Ali was clearly dead, but Arif still seemed to be breathing. Arnab rushed to him, asking him frantically.
'Arif, tell me what you know. Now!'
The jeep had now turned towards them, its headlights shattering the darkness of the street. Arif was mumbling something incoherently, when Arnab shook him hard.
'We don't have time. Tell me what you know.'
Arif looked up at him with glassy eyes, and he said just one word, straining to say even that much.
'Twenty.'
Arnab asked him again, but Arif held up a hand, as if asking him to listen. He said the word again.
'Twenty.'
With that, Arif's head lolled to one side, and he fell silent. Arnab had no idea what he meant, but as the jeep bore down upon them, and three masked men leaned out, with AK-47s at the ready, he knew he had no more time to waste. He grabbed the suitcase and ran for home, leaving the scene of utter carnage behind, wondering just how horribly wrong things had turned out.
The next morning, Arnab called Jayantada to say that he wasn't feeling well and wouldn't be coming into work for a couple of days. Right after that, he rushed to Khan's place. When the old man saw Arnab's expression, he pulled him inside.
'What have you been up to? I've been seeing you back in action on TV and the papers, but you never told me anything.'
He stopped chastising Arnab when he saw just how frightened he looked and gently asked him to sit down and tell him what had happened. When Arnab finished telling Khan about the events of the previous night, the old man sat down next to him on the bed, letting out his breath in a long, audible sigh.
'We are a bit screwed, aren't we?'
'Khan chacha, I had my doubts about what Arif was saying, but after last night, I'm sure there is something major about to happen. And I cannot do anything about it since I have no idea where the attack will happen or what it involves.'
'One thing is clear though. If they do actually hope to cause five hundred thousand casualties, I presume they are not going to do so with AK-47s.'
Khan's words send a chill down Arnab's spine, as he recalled the scale of the atrocity that was supposedly being planned. He had never felt so impotent before. Here he was, able to knock down a dozen grown men or outrun a speeding car without breaking a sweat and all he could do was to sit and wait as terrorists unleashed their worst attack yet on India. Khan tried telling him that it was not his fault, but Arnab couldn't help wondering if he could have done something different. Should he have reached Arif sooner? Had he wasted too much time in haggling with Ali instead of asking them what they knew? Had he been a coward to have run from the jeep? The rational part of his mind told him that he probably had done the smart thing-standing his ground before three or four trained terrorists carrying AK-47s would have been suicide. He may well have dodged the fire from one or two, but he knew from painful experience that he was certainly not faster than a bullet. However, doubts continued to nag him, and he was in a foul mood all day. So much so that he didn't bother answering the many calls from Sharma on his phone.
When he did finally answer the phone, it was not Sharma, but Balwant himself at the other end. The Minister sounded really irritated as he waded into Arnab.
'I thought we had a deal. Ignoring my calls is not the best way to show that you plan to honour it.'
Arnab was about to retort in anger when he realized that, no matter how much he had failed in achieving his objectives, he had after all made a deal with Balwant. To back out now would mean that Balwant would no doubt find some new way of ensuring he was put out of action, which would make it impossible for him to do anything about the terrorist attack. He listened quietly to the Minister's tirade, and agreed to meet Sharma the next day for detailed instructions.
Sharma met him at an abandoned warehouse. He had come alone, and as soon as he met Arnab, he got straight to business.
'Tomorrow is the first day of polling in Delhi, and the Minister's own constituency is in South Delhi. Here is a list of the key polling booths around Delhi.'
He handed a sheet of paper to Arnab, who took it wordlessly as Sharma continued.
'During every election, unknown to most people, a little game is played out the night before polling. We want you to win that game for us.'
'Game?' Arnab asked incredulously.
Sharma sniggered as he responded.
'The great game of Indian democracy at work. The game to decide which political party can take control of the polling booth. Both sides send thugs and musclemen to capture key booths, and once they are successful, ballot papers are stamped inside. The next morning, voters queue up in the heat, thinking they are about to decide the fate of Indian politics, but that fate has often been sealed the previous night.'
Sharma laughed at his own words, though Arnab could find nothing funny in them. If anything, he was feeling even more angry and humiliated, at having been reduced to being little more than Balwant's hired muscle, and at not even having made any headway on stopping the terror attack, which would at least have made this seem like a fair price to pay. Sharma seemed to sense his dark mood, so he cut the conversation short, not wanting to stay alone with Arnab any longer than was necessary.
'Our men have been advised to all wear green headbands so you know who they are. Good luck.'
As Sharma left, Arnab looked at the sheet of paper in his hand and set out wordlessly for the nearest booth. He was still stewing with rage, and was in a way looking forward to taking it out on the thugs he encountered there.
***
When he reached the first polling booth on his list, Arnab found a half dozen men already there. They were not wearing green headbands, and presumably were not on Balwant's payroll. Three of them seemed to be keeping a watch while the others were busy trying to pry open the door of the booth with a crowbar. The stench of alcohol and a couple of empty whisky bottles explained why they never noticed Arnab until he was just a couple of feet away. Part of Arnab wanted to wade into them, but he remembered what Khan had told him about playing to his strengths. There was a solitary streetlamp nearby, and Arnab picked up a rock and shattered the bulb, plunging the area into darkness. The men swore as they tried to see what had happened, and Arnab took advantage of his night vision by going behind the largest of the men and tapping him on his shoulder.
The man whirled around, trying to swing the crowbar that he was holding in his hand. Arnab hit him so hard that he flew towards the door, shattering it as he fell inside the booth. His friends, shocked at the sudden attack, and floundering in the darkness, were too dazed to react, and Arnab did not give them a chance. Within thirty seconds, all six men were unconscious on the ground or moaning in pain. Satisfied that his job here was done, Arnab made for the next booth at top speed.
When he reached, he found the booth the scene of a tense stand-off between two groups of men. Five of them were wearing green headbands, and armed with hockey sticks and a country made pistol, they were facing off against seven men armed with iron rods and the occasional knife. The solitary gun meant that the second group wasn't readily pressing home its numerical superiority, but in a street fight like this, one gun would never be decisive, so the two groups were locked in a stalemate, threatening and abusing each other. When they saw Arnab, Balwant's men visibly relaxed, and their leader, a tall man carrying the gun, walked up to Arnab and nodded at him. Arnab ignored him, focusing on the seven men who now faced him. Unlike the group at the previous booth, they were sober, and when some of them recognized him, they began whispering among themselves. They were all strongly built, and had been recruited from gyms and wrestling schools in nearby towns and villages and brought in for the elections. While they had been paid handsomely in cash and liquor for their services, taking on someone known for superhuman strength and speed was not what they had bargained for, and something their compensation certainly was not enough to cover.
One or two of them began to waver and took a few steps back, but one of them was foolhardy enough to swing at Arnab with the rod he was carrying. As the other men watched on with morbid fascination, the man seemed to be lifted off the ground and thrown several feet away in less than a split second. That was enough for his friends to drop their bravado and make a hasty getaway. Arnab was about to leave when the leader of Balwant's men said something that stopped him in his tracks.
'Thanks. It's great to have you in our team.'
Arnab turned towards the man, blood pounding in his ears as he struggled to control his temper.
'I am NOT on your team.' He said, spitting out the words.
The man laughed and sniggered, not really knowing what he was about to unleash.
'Whatever. We're all being paid by the same master to do the same thing. In my book, that makes us part of the same team.'
Arnab looked at the man. He was unshaven, his once muscled frame long having degenerated due to an excess of alcohol and food into flab and his lips were stained by years of chewing tobacco. His dull eyes gave away that what he perhaps had in street-smarts at best struggled to compensate for lack of much by way of education or intelligence. Arnab stopped and stared, asking himself whether, with all the compromises he had made, he was truly becoming no better than this lout before him. No better than being yet another muscle for hire. He shook his head at the thought and said to nobody in particular.
'I am not one of them.'
The man in front of him looked at him curiously, this strange superhuman who was mumbling to himself, and thought he would be more friendly towards someone who had just saved him and his friends from a dangerous situation. He walked up to Arnab, asking him to lighten up, and placed his hands on his shoulders.
'Look, if you need a break, join me and the boys. We'll go have a few drinks and then go find ourselves a few nice whores for the night.'
His friends laughed but Arnab was still silent, saying only the following words.
'Get your hands off me.'
The man was taken aback, and noticing the threatening tone in Arnab's voice, took a step back, bringing his gun up towards Arnab.
'Get lost, you fucking freak!'
Something snapped inside Arnab. All the pent up frustration of having sold himself to Balwant and Aggarwal, the anger at knowing there was a terrible attack about to occur but not knowing enough to do anything about it, and the fury at having being reduced in his own eyes to a mere pawn exploded in a split second of action.
The man's friends saw only a blur of movement, but heard the snapping sound of his wrist being broken as the gun fell from his hands, and he collapsed in a heap, screaming in agony. The other men could not see Arnab's eyes under the hood, but if they had, they would have seen a fury that had never before appeared on his face. Arnab casually walked to the nearest man and slapped him down. He did not get back up. The others scattered, terrified out of their wits. At that point, Arnab was too angry to think about what he was doing, but he made for the next polling booth.
At booth after booth, the same story repeated itself through the night as Arnab expended his anger and frustration in a whirlwind of violence against thugs of both sides. By the time he reached the fourth booth, the word had spread, and instead of being at each other's throats, the hired goons of both sides joined forces in trying to stave off the hooded marauder who was seemed bent on hunting them down. It was an exercise in futility. Arnab would just zoom in from the darkness and knock out one or two men, and that was usually enough to send the others fleeing. Some of the thugs tried to make a stand, and ended up with broken bones to show for their misplaced bravado.
Arnab got back home as the Sun was slowly rising above the horizon. His entire body seemed to ache, and he had a throbbing headache. He was sure Balwant would wreak a terrible vengeance, but at that moment, he felt cleansed, as if he had in some small measure washed away his shame and anger in the blood of the thugs he had struck down that night. As he collapsed on his bed and fell into a dreamless slumber, Arnab had no idea of what he had really done.
That morning, as voters streamed to the polling booths to cast their votes, they were met by election officials who had earlier in the morning been shocked to find thugs being carted away by ambulances and also to find that the ballot boxes had not been touched. Most of them had taken such tampering for granted, and for most of them, it was to be the first election they had supervised where there was no evidence of rigging.
That morning, as an exhausted Arnab slept and a furious Balwant Singh plotted his revenge, Delhi awoke to the most free and fair elections it had experienced in many, many years.
***
Arnab woke up only late in the afternoon, to find out what a sensation the previous night's activities had unleashed. A passer-by had taken a few photos of him in action at one of the election booths, and the media was going berserk about how the country's favourite superhero was not only busy fighting crime, but also helping to clean up the political system. Arnab still dreaded what Balwant would do by way of retribution, but after many days, he finally felt good about himself and what he had done. Also, with the widespread press and public adulation that was pouring in, together with the very public endorsement that Balwant himself had given just a few days ago, Balwant would find it very difficult to now win the PR battle against Arnab. That was little cause for comfort, since Arnab was sure that Balwant was already summoning his henchmen, in and out of uniform, to hunt him down. After what he had done to Upadhyay's arm, Arnab was sure he was itching to take another shot at him.
As Arnab got up, planning to go meet Khan and seek his advice, his phone rang. It was Pravin Aggarwal.
'My, you really do seem to have come back with a bang. I must say I am impressed at how quickly you've managed to go from villain to hero again.'
As Aggarwal spoke, Arnab looked at the suitcase filled with cash lying in a corner of his bedroom. While it was an obscene amount of money, Arnab realized that he could not bring himself to just take it and spend it with a clean conscience. Not when he knew that its original purpose, to help unlock the mystery of the impending terror attack, had not been fulfilled. Aggarwal continued speaking.
'Listen, my company is sponsoring a big Cricket match between India and Pakistan in the coming weeks. You must have read about the Woodpecker Cup. Its going to be a huge event, and the Prime Minister himself is going to be there as the Guest of Honour. The media are going to be all over it, and I was thinking that could be the perfect venue to unveil you as our brand ambassador.'
Arnab's response shocked Aggarwal into silence.
'Mr. Aggarwal, to be honest, I'm having second thoughts about this. I'm not sure I want to go ahead with our deal. I still have the money you gave, and will return all of it.'
When Aggarwal responded, he spoke haltingly, as if he were forcing himself to stay calm.
'Don't decide anything in haste. Think it over and let me know.'
Arnab hung up, wondering how he would possibly extricate himself from the mess he had gotten himself into. When he got to Khan's place and told him everything, Khan had little to offer by way of advice.
'You are in a really screwed up situation.'
Arnab looked at him and smiled, 'Khan chacha, I know I'm screwed. What I don't know is what the fuck to do next.'
Khan laughed out aloud, prompting Arnab to ask him what he found so funny.
'It's the first time I've ever heard you swear. You really are screwed.'
Both of them laughed, and Khan once again brought out a bottle of rum. This time, Arnab didn't refuse and knocked back a couple of pegs, chatting with Khan late into the night, trying to forget, if even for a few hours, the situation he found himself in.
The next morning, Arnab decided to go to work hoping that, if nothing else, it would take his mind off his predicament. He found Jayantada in an unusually good mood, humming some old tune as he greeted Arnab.
'Jayantada, you seem really cheerful today.'
Jayantada turned to Arnab, grinning from ear to ear.
'Why shouldn't I be? The young man who is to marry Mishti came and visited us as he was in town visiting some relatives for a couple of days. He is such a thorough gentleman! Mishti and he make for such a good-looking couple.'
Arnab forced a smile, but wondered that if the day held more such pieces of 'good' news in stock for him, then it was going to be an even worse day than the one before. Oblivious to what was on Arnab's mind, Jayantada continued.
'She and her fiancé are actually coming to Delhi again soon to work out some of the arrangements for the engagement, hopefully fix a date for the wedding and also to do some shopping. Plus, her company is sponsoring a major Cricket match and she's got passes to the VIP box for me as well. Ah, imagine watching Sachin bat from the best seats in the stadium.'
Arnab smiled as Jayantada talked with the enthusiasm of a schoolboy. He had never known that Jayantada was such a big Cricket fan, but as the old man reeled off statistics of the head to head record between India and Pakistan, he understood why Jayantada was so excited.
'Arnab, why don't you come with me? I have two passes, and my wife hates Cricket. We would have a blast.'
Arnab turned him down, claiming that he wasn't that much into Cricket. That was only a half-truth, since he couldn't bear to think of sitting and enjoying a game of Cricket while he knew that he had been a total failure in his mission. Also, he did not really relish the prospect of bumping into Mishti again.
Arnab got back home late in the evening, preferring to wile away his time in a bookstore before finally heading home. When he got near his apartment, he was in for a shock. There was a large posse of policemen in the area, including several carrying automatic weapons, and to his horror he saw that Upadhyay was among them, directing the men as they fanned out across the area. Many of them were asking questions of the nearby shopkeepers and bystanders while others entered the housing complexes ringing the adjoining market. Arnab stood silently watching the scene unfolding before him, trying to quell the rising sense of panic he felt.
How had Upadhyay known he was here?
Before he gave into his panic and did something stupid, he forced himself to calm down. Upadhyay clearly did not know his exact location; otherwise they would be at his door instead of searching every apartment in the area. But how had they even gotten this close? Suddenly his phone rang, and he took it out of his pocket to see a missed call from Aggarwal. Realization suddenly dawned on him as he understood how reckless he had been. Initially he had used the SIM card he had picked up only to receive text messages, but in the panic and excitement surrounding Arif and the terror plot, he had thrown caution to the wind and freely made calls to Balwant and Aggarwal. They must have traced the calls to the broad area where they had originated. It took a conscious effort of will for him to keep walking towards his apartment, but when he reached there, he realized he had been overreacting. There was no reason to suspect him, and unless he was stupid or suicidal enough to use the SIM card again, it would be virtually impossible to track him down.
The accumulated tension of the last couple of days got to him and he lay down on his bed, too exhausted to even go out to get something to eat. Just as he was about to go to give into his exhaustion and doze off, there was a knock at the door. Dreading that it may be the police, he opened the door gingerly, prepared to go down fighting if needed. He laughed out loud in relief when he realized that his visitor was Chintu, carrying a Cricket bat.
'Uncle, do you want to play with me?'
Arnab was in half a mind to refuse, but seeing the eager anticipation on Chintu's face he agreed, also figuring that it would help take his mind off the worries that had been consuming him. As they walked up to the roof, Arnab asked Chintu if it wasn't too late for him to be out, since it was already almost eight in the evening.
Chintu replied that it wasn't yet too late. When Arnab asked him how he knew that, Chintu looked up at him and answered in all seriousness.
'I know it's late when Mom shouts for me to come home.'
Arnab's tension dissipated in loud laughter as he and Chintu began a game of Cricket on the roof, a game that had certain peculiar rules laid down by Chintu, primary among them being the fact that he would always get to bat, and that he could not get out. Arnab indulged him and kept tossing the ball to him as Chintu proclaimed his score after every few minutes, and then theatrically raising his bat to celebrate crossing one hundred runs. Arnab was having so much fun that he wished everything else in life was so simple, so innocent. When Chintu tired of piling on the runs, he declared his innings at a self-proclaimed score of 634.
As the two of them sat watching the cars go by, Chintu told Arnab that his father was coming home on leave in a few days. Arnab had met the Major only once, and could sense the boy's enthusiasm at seeing his father again.
'He's taking us to see a Cricket match, you know?'
When Arnab didn't show the level of enthusiasm that he had expected, Chintu persisted, tugging at his arm.
'A big match. India versus Pakistan.'
Arnab looked at him and smiled, wondering if this was the same match Jayantada had mentioned.
'Do you like watching Cricket?' he asked Chintu.
'Only twenty-twenty! That's so cool!'
Something clicked in Arnab's mind, and he froze for a minute.
'Chintu, what did you just say?'
Chintu was taken aback by the sudden change in Arnab's mood and he stammered out his reply.
'Twenty-twenty. Don't you know what that is? That's the short version of the game when each side gets just twenty overs…'
Arnab didn't hear the rest of what Chintu said, as he rushed to his room, leaving his playmate sitting bewildered on the roof. When he reached his room, he shut the door and took in what he had just heard.
Twenty-Twenty.
Twenty. Twenty.
The last two words Arif had said to him before he died.



TWELVE



Things came into Arnab's mind in a torrent. What Aggarwal had said about the India-Pakistan match being sponsored by his company; the fact that it was being held in Delhi; Arif's last words. It could just have been a coincidence, or it could just be the break he needed. He didn't know which was the case, but he did know that he couldn't risk ignoring it. With it being an India-Pakistan match, and with the Indian Prime Minister supposed to be attending it, there seemed to be a fair chance that this indeed was the intended target. Thousands of lives would be at stake, and now that he knew that Jayantada, Mishti, Chintu and his family would be there, it was more personal than ever.
On instinct, he took out his mobile phone to call Aggarwal, and then stopped himself, remembering the policemen who had been scouring the neighbourhood earlier in the evening. Arnab went out to a telephone booth across the street and dialled Aggarwal's personal number. As soon as he answered, Arnab got straight to the point.
'Sir, its me, your new brand ambassador.'
Aggarwal chuckled at his opening.
'So you did decide to agree to our partnership, after all.'
'Yes, but I need to meet you as soon as possible. There are several things I want to plan out, things that should help your match be the biggest media event you've ever had.'
Aggarwal seemed to be enjoying this new side to Arnab and he said, 'You are beginning to talk like my marketing people. Well, I'm there in Delhi tomorrow with some of them to plan our build-up to the match. Let's meet in the evening. SMS me and let me know where you want to meet, since I imagine you'll want to be as secretive as ever.'
As Aggarwal hung up, Arnab realized that his being at the match was only half the battle won. If indeed there was a major terror attack planned on the day of the match, he still had no idea what shape or form it would take, and honestly whether he would be able to stop it all by himself. He debated whether he should call Balwant Singh or not, finally deciding that no matter what enmity Balwant had towards him, the bottom line was that the man was a Minister and he could bring to bear far more resources to foil or prevent any likely terror attack than what Arnab could ever hope to achieve alone. As he dialled Balwant's number, he kept rehearsing in his mind what he would say, and wondering if he had indeed done the right thing on election eve by losing his temper and making a very powerful enemy. The phone was answered by Sharma, who seeing the unfamiliar number asked who it was. When Arnab told him and asked to speak to the Minister, Sharma exploded into a stream of obscenities.
'Have you lost your fucking mind? Do you realize what you have done? The Minister almost lost his seat because of your meddling. Thank God we had friends in the Election Commission otherwise he may just have lost the election. He will kill you if he ever sees you again, so I doubt he'd want to talk to you.'
Arnab didn't know quite what to say, but then he heard Balwant Singh's voice in the background, asking Sharma to hand him the phone. Arnab prepared himself for Balwant's temper and was surprised to hear the Minister talk in a cold, even voice. As he spoke, Arnab pictured a snake coolly waiting to strike, not wasting time or energy in any demonstrations of anger.
'So, my superhero, what am I do with you?'
Arnab tried to say something but Balwant continued as if he hadn't heard anything.
'I'm not as angry as I am curious. Why would you do something like this? Do you really think you were the only one I was relying on and that you could single-handedly play the hero? It was most inconvenient and cost me lots of money, but as Sharma told you, I still won.'
Arnab listened, waiting for what would come next, wondering if there was a chance Balwant would forgive him, only to have those hopes dashed by what the Minister said next.
'I have no intent of having anything to do with you. So don't waste my time.'
Arnab tried one last time.
'Sir, there is going to be a major terrorist attack at the upcoming Woodpecker Cup match. You must do something, maybe just cancel the match.'
Balwant's laughter echoed over the phone.
'You are pathetic if you hope that feeding me some bullshit information like this will save you.'
'Sir, I am not a liar, please listen to me', pleaded Arnab.
Balwant's last words said it all as he hung up on Arnab.
'I don't know if I'm talking to a liar or not, but here's what I do know. I am talking to a dead man.'
That left Arnab all alone to deal with whatever was going to occur on the day of the match. He spent the next day trying to plan out what he could do, trying to dig deep into whatever Khan had taught him, but soon realizing that taking on roadside Romeos and hired goons was very different from having to take on well-armed and trained terrorists. He was sure they would have a well thought out plan, and from what he had seen happen to Arif and Ali, that they would not hesitate before killing anyone who came in their way. For all the action he had encountered, Arnab had never really contemplated hurting anyone seriously, let alone kill anyone, and wondered what he would do when faced with ruthless killers. He thought of going to Khan for advice, but the memory of Arif's bullet ridden corpse stopped him in his tracks. Knowing Khan, the old man would insist on coming along and trying to help, and the last thing Arnab wanted to do was to put his friend in the path of a near-certain death.
By the time he left home to meet Aggarwal, Arnab had a rough plan in his head. If he was honest with himself, calling it a plan was being highly charitable. He wasn't even sure that the attack would occur on the day of the match, and if it didn't, all he would have achieved was to become a mascot for Aggarwal's beer brands and a big, whopping target for Upadhyay and his men, whom he was sure Balwant would have already turned loose after him.
When he reached the parking lot behind a mall where they had agreed to meet, it was close to ten at night. He saw Aggarwal from a distance, but the business tycoon had not come alone. There was a woman standing next to him, her back turned towards Arnab.
Arnab walked over to them and greeted Aggarwal. The tycoon looked at him with a start.
'My goodness, I never see you coming and you always make these dramatic entrances in the dark. Don't keep doing that or you'll give me a heart attack some day.'
He then turned to the woman with him.
'Mishti, say hello to the man who is going to bring in millions for our company.'
Arnab froze in his tracks on hearing the name, and as he looked carefully, he saw to his surprise that the woman with Aggarwal was none other than Mishti. Aggarwal continued.
'My friend, this is Mishti, our Marketing Manager. I thought she should come along to discuss what we do on the day of the match to launch you and our partnership in the best possible way.'
Arnab took a step back and then relaxed. There was no way Mishti would guess it was him, and wearing his hood, without his glasses, and in the dark, there was little chance that she would recognize him. The one thing he was worried about was her recognizing his voice, so he motioned for Aggarwal to come closer to him.
'Mr. Aggarwal, I need to talk to you alone first. You can then brief her.'
Aggarwal shrugged and walked with him to a bench a few feet away, where they both sat down.
'Sir, I may have some information that there could be a terrorist attack on the match.'
Aggarwal's eyes widened in alarm.
'Really? What do you know? Tell me!'
Arnab realized just how pathetic he sounded without any details to offer, and he was not sure he wanted to reveal his interactions with Arif lest it get him into even more trouble with the cops. So he just said that with it being an India-Pakistan match, and the Prime Minister in attendance, with the heightened tensions on the border and the recent spate of bombings and terror attacks in Indian cities, he had heard it could be a prime target.
'Isn't there any way you could change the venue or postpone the match?'
Aggarwal looked at Arnab with a quizzical expression, as if to see if he was joking. Finally he said, 'An event like this will get its share of threats. India and Pakistan are playing after many months, and both governments want to make sure it goes off smoothly. My security guys tell me we already have six threatening calls so far, and guess what, every single one of them turns out to be some joker looking for publicity. All the tickets are sold out, and there's no reason to cancel it. Also, with the PM there, this would be more secure than anywhere else in the city.'
He lit up a cigarette, and changed the subject, indicating that the topic was closed. Arnab was disappointed, but not really surprised. All it meant was that on the day of the match, he would have nobody else to look to for help. He outlined to Aggarwal what his terms and conditions were, and in ten minutes, he was on his way home, wondering if what he had in mind would be even barely sufficient when the time came.
***
The week leading up to the match seemed to crawl along at such an agonizingly slow pace that Arnab thought the tension would drive him crazy. While he tried not to think too much about what might happen on the day, there was no escaping the fact that he was headed into a situation that he was barely prepared for. Many months ago, when he had looked at himself in the mirror and contemplated what was happening to him, he had wondered if it was his destiny or a curse to be endowed with such powers. Now, he realized that whether or not it was his destiny, or just chance, it was indeed a curse to be in his position. When he had been just a middle-class librarian with nothing special about him, life had seemed simpler. Sure, he realized so much around was rotten, but the helplessness of knowing he could do nothing to change it in a perverse sort of way led to a sort of contentment, or acceptance at any rate. Ever since he had come to grips with his new powers, he had fooled himself into believing that perhaps he could make a difference, perhaps there indeed was a way one man could change things for the better. Now, bitter, defeated and having to be a part of that very system to achieve his objectives, he realized just how little he had understood about the way the world worked. If there was to be any redemption, it lay in foiling whatever attack was planned on the day of the match.
It struck Arnab that he had stopped worrying about what would happen afterwards. He had almost forgotten about joining the bank, which at one time had been his dream job. He saw the suitcase filled with more money than he could ever imagine, but didn't really think about what he would do with it. Perhaps he was just so focused on the day of the match, or perhaps, he didn't really think he would live to see what lay beyond, since he would be in the markedly unenviable position of being in the sights of both the police and the terrorists.
As a result, he spent that last week trying to close the open loops in his life. He went to work every morning for three days, working at express speed to complete the project he had promised to finish before leaving. When he finally unveiled it to Jayantada, the old man told Arnab, his voice cracking with emotion.
'My boy, this will always remind me of you when you're gone.'
'I hope this does as well, Jayantada. Thank you for everything.'
Arnab handed over a bulky package to Jayantada, and when he opened it, he found a leather bound edition of War and Peace.
Jayantada chuckled and then hugged Arnab, not even trying to hold back the tears. To his surprise, Arnab found his own eyes fill with tears. He knew he would miss the old man, and as he wished him goodbye, he was glad he could at least restore Tolstoy to his rightful pride of place on the library's shelves. After all, it had been the unplanned demonstration of Tolstoy's boxing skills that had set him on this path to begin with.
Next on Arnab's list was a call to Mishti. She seemed to be very surprised to receive his call, but he felt none of the nervousness he had felt when he had spoken to her earlier.
'Hi Mishti. Jayantada told me about your upcoming engagement, and I wanted to wish you all the best.'
That broke the ice.
'Why, thanks Arnab! That's really sweet of you. What happened to your own plans?'
'Just a few days more and I'll know for sure.' He said, only half lying.
'Listen, Mishti, I am sorry if I hurt you in any way. I was just stupid, I guess. Perhaps I should have given some indication earlier of where I stood.'
He could almost hear Mishti's voice catch, and he cautioned himself. He just wanted to part on a happy note, not dig up past memories, so he changed his tone to a more cheery one.
'But all's well that ends well, right? You've got your knight in shining armour and I've got my own plans. Just be happy and all the best again.'
'Hey, Arnab, I will let you know when the marriage gets fixed, but do try and come.'
'Mishti, all depends on where my plans take me. But if I'm around, I'll be there.'
As he hung up, he realized that no matter how much he had tried to convince himself that he had forgotten about Mishti, he was wrong. Talking to her again brought back memories, and regrets, and he almost wished he had not called her at all. Well, there was no point in thinking about the past, was there? He certainly didn't have the time for it.
Finally, the day before the match, he went to meet Khan.
'Arnab, where the hell have you been? What are you up to?'
Arnab walked into Khan's house, lugging the suitcase Aggarwal had given him.
'Khan chacha, I am off on the mission and I came to say goodbye.'
Khan exploded in anger.
'Goodbye, my ass! I am going with you, wherever you're headed to. We are a team, remember?'
When Arnab looked at Khan, he surprised both of them with the tears that had welled up in his eyes.
'More than a team, Khan chacha. You're the closest thing to a family I've had.'
The old man's face softened, as he held Arnab's hand.
'My boy, take me along. You don't have to do this alone.'
'No, Khan chacha. This is something I have to do alone. I can't have you get hurt.'
'Then, my boy, I'll follow you.'
'I can run faster than you', said Arnab with a grin.
Khan laughed and as Arnab sat down, Khan disappeared, reappearing with a bottle of rum and two glasses.
'Then at least, you can get drunk with me.'
As he filled the glasses, Khan said that Arnab was making him feel old and useless.
'Not at all, Khan chacha. In case I don't make it back, I want you to carry on the fight. If I do, then, well, our team is back in business.'
The two drank till late, and Arnab went to sleep in Khan's living room. The next morning, Khan woke up to find Arnab gone and a large suitcase near his bed. A small note on the suitcase said.
'I trust you'll put this to good use in case I don't come back.'
***
The day of the match was more pleasant than any summer day in recent memory. The temperature threatened to get unbearable by noon, but by evening had settled at a comfortable level, helped along with by a brisk breeze blowing from the Yamuna river. The sky was clear, and commentators were already proclaiming that it was a perfect day for the match. A day-night affair, the match was to begin at six in the evening, and by the time it ended at about eleven, it was estimated that close to a hundred thousand fans would be crammed into the Jawaharlal Nehru stadium in Delhi, and several hundred million others would be watching the action on television.
Arnab had reached the stadium well before most spectators had arrived. Armed with a VIP Pass as he had asked of Aggarwal, he could access areas of the stadium where only a few others, the organizers and security personnel, could go. He had demanded this so that he could have freedom of movement, and Aggarwal had instantly agreed. His sweatshirt was tied around his waist, and his gloves were in his pocket. Aggarwal had asked him when he would make his grand entry, but he had given a counter-proposal that the tycoon seemed to love. Instead of one grand unveiling, they would wring as much entertainment as possible out of it to keep the media and crowds interested. Aggarwal would announce that the Guardian Angel would be present as his brand ambassador and in the break between each over would reveal himself in unexpected places. The grand reveal would come in the presentation ceremony at the end of the match, when he would hand over the cup to the winning captain and formally announce his partnership with Woodpecker Industries. That was still hours away, but what the arrangement meant was that Arnab had a free reign to reconnoitre every corner of the stadium, watching for where, and if, trouble struck.
As Arnab watched the first spectators file in, he was sure of one thing. No terrorist would be coming in disguised as a spectator. With the Prime Minister in attendance, there were rigid security procedures in place. Spectators couldn't bring in any bags or even bottles of water, and every one was subject to an x-ray and frisking. It made the task of getting the thousands of spectators into the stadium a painfully slow process, but the Cricket-crazy fans didn't seem to mind, as they waited their turn to watch their sporting icons in action. Not knowing where the attack may come from was frustrating, but Arnab tried to still his mind as he took in the stadium and where he would start his patrol. On his request, Aggarwal had procured for him detailed plans for the stadium, including where the security posts were going to be. Arnab had studied it till his eyes glazed over, and by now, he knew by heart where each access point was and the nature of security there. Some of the gates were to be guarded by the elite National Security Guard commandos, brought in given the number of VIPs in attendance. However, most of them were to be manned by the local police, and Arnab guessed that if the terrorists had done their homework, they would attack one of these gates.
As more of the spectators came in, Arnab made his way to the VIP box. From a distance, he could already see Aggarwal and Mishti there, but he did not go closer since he did not want to risk being seen by Mishti and being asked why he was there with a VIP Pass. As he watched, Balwant Singh, Sharma and Upadhyay arrived followed by at least a dozen policemen. Upadhyay was in uniform and instead of joining Balwant and Sharma in the VIP box, exited and was soon on his walkie-talkie, presumably going over the security arrangements for the day. Suddenly Arnab heard a loud roar, and turned to see both teams on the field, doing their warm-ups. When he saw Jayantada walking into the box, to be greeted warmly by Mishti, he walked away, losing himself in the milling crowd. The giant screens situated at either end of the stadium were now flashing footage of the toss being conducted on the pitch. Both captains were out in the middle, and as India won the toss and elected to bat, the crowd erupted in another roar. Then, their reaction gave way to loud murmurs and whispers as the screens showed the Prime Minister arriving at the stadium and making his way to the VIP box, flanked by commandos and other dignitaries.
Before the game could begin, Aggarwal himself took the mike, walking to the middle of the ground, exulting in what was already a sell-out crowd and what promised to be a huge windfall for his company.
'Ladies and gentlemen, welcome to the Woodpecker Cup game between India and Pakistan, where you can watch your heroes on the playing field. This is a historic moment when the two nations restart sporting relations.'
The crowd roared in approval as Aggarwal continued.
'Today, we have a special treat for you. Today, we will unveil the newest brand ambassador for Woodpecker. Today we join hands with a real life hero, someone who has won all our hearts by single-handedly standing up for justice. Today, we introduce you all to our own real life superhero. Our own Guardian Angel.'
There was almost a collective gasp as the camera swung to reveal a hooded figure standing on top of the railings above the stadium. Arnab could feel the evening wind blow into his face, standing at a height equivalent to a three-story building. He had changed and climbed the ladders provided as per his agreement with Aggarwal and he stood looking into the camera, his face an inscrutable mask hidden by the hood. Then, as a hundred thousand people looked on in stunned disbelief, Arnab sprinted to the other end of the stadium across the rafters placed along the railings, covering the distance so fast that the spectators saw only a blur of movement. As the crowd erupted in loud cheers, he climbed down a ladder, disappearing into a fire exit. He could hear Aggarwal announcing how the Guardian Angel would appear after each over and finally reveal himself in the closing ceremony, but he was barely paying attention. He had memorized the maze of tunnels and ladders that made up the maintenance, cleaning and fire exits in the stadium and as the match began, he began jogging along them, trying to keep a watch for anything untoward. As he passed behind the VIP box, he could imagine just how furious Balwant Singh would be to know he was there, but be unable to do anything to take his revenge in front of so many people. He did hope, however, that Upadhyay was nearby. His plans included inviting Upadhyay to the party.
Arnab kept his side of the deal with Aggarwal by popping up at the end of each over, to rapturous applause from the crowd. By the time the Indian innings was halfway through, Arnab had completed three rounds of the stadium, looking down from his vantage points. So far, he had seen no sign of trouble, but he kept reminding himself not to get complacent, or to try and see what was happening in the match. The level of applause and cheers he heard told him that the Indian innings must be progressing well, but he also realized that the crowd seemed to reserve even louder applause for him. Arnab had never thought of himself as someone who would love the spotlight, but the thought of his reputation finally being cleared in such a way in front of the whole nation gave him goose bumps. He was not sure he deserved such adulation, but he did feel a lot of people owed him after having turned on him so viciously.
A few more minutes passed, and Arnab was beginning to wonder if he had been barking up the wrong tree. Perhaps there was to be no attack tonight. Perhaps he had just read too much into what Chintu had said. Perhaps it had all just been no more than a coincidence. Exposing himself in the limelight once again, especially with Balwant now at his throat, was a high price to pay for the unfortunate coincidence, but it was hardly something he could not extricate himself from. Aggarwal would get more than his money's worth since the rafters on top of which Arnab was running were ringed with hoardings and banners for his company's brands. Arnab could then quietly disappear, and resume the life he had intended for himself. Join the bank and get on with a life that had nothing to do with the likes of Balwant and Upadhyay. Then there was the small matter of a suitcase filled with ten million Rupees. He decided to think about that later, when he got back home. Increasingly convinced that his patrolling was fast becoming a waste of time, he risked a glance at the match. With two overs to go, India was at 221 for the loss of two wickets, and the iconic Indian player Sachin Tendulkar was tearing the Pakistani attack to shreds, and fast approaching a hundred runs. The crowd roared with manic energy as the little master slammed a ball down the ground and reached 95. Arnab too found himself caught up in the excitement and stopped to watch.
As the fielders got ready for the start of the 19th over, Arnab looked behind him. Far below was a police checkpoint guarding one of the rear entrances to the stadium. There were four policemen on duty, who were probably cursing their luck at being so close to the action but not getting to watch a single delivery be bowled. One of them had a small radio on, and the four men were huddled around it, listening to the live commentary of the game. When Arnab turned his attention back to the game, the batsmen had crossed over and a quickly run series of singles brought Sachin to 98. The crowd waited with bated breath as the Pakistani paceman steamed in to bowl the next delivery. It was a nasty bouncer, one that landed at a good length, but then reared up like a striking cobra. A lesser batsman would have probably been felled by the express delivery, but Sachin hooked the ball. It was an edgy shot, but the speed of the delivery worked against the bowler, and the ball was sent flying over a fielder and beyond the ropes.
The crowd erupted in applause as Sachin raised his bat to acknowledge them. Arnab found himself cheering along, finally feeling that perhaps this was a day when nothing would happen other than a very special game of Cricket. He turned to see what the policemen below him were doing, and the world around him seemed to stop. The four policemen were lying face down on the ground, and there was a group of men, seven or eight in number, all dressed in police uniforms who were moving towards them. As Arnab watched, with a feeling of dread working its way through his spine like an electric current, the men dragged the policemen's bodies along the ground and hid them behind some bushes. Two of the men took the place of the policemen, and to any casual observer, it would seem like nothing untoward had happened. The other men moved into the stadium through the rear gate.
Arnab didn't want to believe it, but there was no disputing what was playing out before his eyes.
It had begun.



THIRTEEN



Arnab stood frozen with indecision and fear. There were two terrorists standing in plain sight, almost directly below him. The others seemed to have entered the stadium. The obvious choice would have been to rush down and confront the men he saw below him first. However, it was also obvious that they were just the look-outs. Those who were going to actually carry out the attack had already entered the stadium, and Arnab had no idea where they would be, since they could easily lose themselves in the hundreds of police uniforms inside. His mind raced, trying to decide on a course of action. A loud noise startled him, making him wonder if a bomb had gone off, but it was the fireworks display between the innings that had begun. As he cleared his mind, he realized that rather than thinking too much about a situation where he was already totally out of his depth, the best course of action would be to go with what he saw before him. He clambered down a fire ladder and landed behind the two terrorists standing near the rear gate. Both men were facing away from him, focusing on stopping any attempts to follow their colleagues inside, and not expecting an attack from within the stadium.
Arnab saw that both men were carrying AK-47s and realized he would need to make the most of the element of surprise that he had in his favour. He launched himself at the man on the right, landing a hard blow just between the man's shoulder blades. Something made him hold back a bit, since he still was not mentally prepared to cause fatal injuries to anyone, but the power of his blow was enough to send the man flying several feet. He landed face first on the cobbled road, his nose and teeth shattering on impact, the bricks having completed the task that Arnab had begun. While he lay motionless, his friend whirled to meet this unexpected threat. As he tried to raise his rifle, Arnab caught his left hand in a vice like grip, but the man kept resisting. Arnab was looking straight at the man's face through the struggle. He was young, clean-shaven and not much older than Arnab. What Arnab noticed though were his eyes, lit as if from within with hate and fury. As the man struggled to free his rifle, Arnab squeezed harder, feeling bones in the man's wrist crack under his grip. The man's eyes widened in shock as he finally dropped the gun. Arnab was so focused on the man's face that he barely noticed him whipping out a knife with his right hand. The man drove the blade towards Arnab's stomach, as Arnab looked on in horror, amazed at what strength of will, or fanaticism, was giving the man such reserves of strength. Arnab moved out of the way and felled the man with a sharp jab to the face, and stood over his adversary, wondering what kind of men he was up against.
He thought only a minute before deciding that this was not a situation he could handle on his own. He called Aggarwal, and heard the tycoon's blustering voice after just one ring.
'What a spectacle! This is awesome! Where have you been for the last two overs?'
Arnab cut him off, and his tone immediately made Aggarwal stop and listen.
'Please listen to me. I am not joking here. There are terrorists inside the stadium. I am at the back gate, and if you don't believe me, come and see for yourself.'
When Aggarwal hung up without saying anything else, Arnab wondered if he was going to ignore his plea. After a couple of minutes, he wondered if he should call again, but then he saw the businessman sprinting towards him, accompanied by two of his managers. Aggarwal looked at the scene of carnage around him, and then looked straight at Arnab.
'I can clear the VIPs and alert the cops, but we need to be careful. If we spark panic, a stampede with a hundred thousand people inside could kill more people than any terrorist attack.'
Arnab noticed that the two men with Aggarwal were standing ashen-faced, too shocked to do anything, but Aggarwal had instantly taken charge of the situation.
'You go and see if you can find the terrorists, I'll get the PM and the other VIPs out.'
Arnab was about to protest that clearing a few VIPs was hardly enough when thousands of other lives were at stake, but he decided that rather than argue, he needed to go after the six terrorists still inside the stadium. As soon he entered the stadium, he realized just how difficult it was going to be. The area that he would need to cover was huge, and with the various tunnels and passageways criss-crossing the stadium, locating six men was as hard as finding the proverbial needle in a haystack. He called Balwant's number, hoping that now the Minister would listen to him, and assist with the considerable police force in the stadium. Balwant's voice was dripping anger when he answered the phone.
'So my superhero, I see you're enjoying your day in the spotlight.'
Arnab hurriedly told him what had happened, but Balwant laughed it off, saying he had no time for games. However when Arnab asked him to check with Aggarwal, the Minister seemed hesitant. When Arnab called him after a couple of minutes, Balwant's tone had changed, the belligerence and sarcasm replaced by an emotion Arnab had never heard in his voice before-fear.
'I believe you. We're working on evacuating the VIPs now and will send some police your way.'
Balwant seemed to be in a hurry, probably waiting to lead the list of the VIPs being evacuated, so Arnab asked him to hang on for a few minutes.
'Sir, these are dangerous terrorists, why don't you send the NSG commandos. I saw several of them near the VIP box.'
Balwant cleared his throat before answering.
'There are only a handful of them and the NSG commandos here are tasked with VIP protection, so they will stay with us. With the PM here, I cannot risk leaving him unprotected. We are sending a heavy police force that will be more than enough and in the meanwhile are asking for reinforcements.'
With those words, Balwant hung up, leaving Arnab fuming. Yes, it was important to get the Prime Minister out of harm's way, but he had hoped that the life of a hundred thousand ordinary people would have counted for something. Then he chided himself for expecting anything more from someone like Balwant. He climbed one of the fire ladders and he had a clear view of the VIP box. He could see movement there, and as he looked more closely, he could see that the PM, Balwant, a few other political invitees and Aggarwal had left. He didn't know how they had managed it, but he guessed that those remaining in the box had no idea of what was going on, as they were still watching the match. There were still several dozen people in the box, Mishti and Jayantada included, and it seemed that unless you were a rich tycoon like Aggarwal or a member of the political establishment, your life counted for very little indeed.
Just then, he heard someone clearing his throat behind him and he turned to see Upadhyay. He was leading a group of a dozen policemen, and Arnab noticed to his dismay that only half were armed with guns, the others carrying riot batons and shields which may have been useful for crowd control but would be useless against armed terrorists.
'So we meet again', said Upadhyay with a hard glint in his eyes. Arnab had no time for settling old scores, and jumped down to face Upadhyay.
'This is all you have? You plan to find and kill six heavily armed terrorists with just these men?'
'I would have thought you would have learned by now to keep your nose out of police business. Let us do our job.'
As Upadhyay started instructing his men to fan out, Arnab heard a series of loud pops from the right. He thought they were mere firecrackers, a part of the celebrations planned during the match, but Upadhyay's reaction told him otherwise. The policeman had jumped at the noise, and Arnab heard him mutter under his breath.
'AK-47s.'
Before Upadhyay and the other policemen could react, Arnab ran towards the direction where the gunshots had come from as fast as he could. He burned away from his mind any thoughts of what Balwant or Aggarwal should have done or not, and whether Upadhyay and his men were up to the task. He was focused on only one thing.
He had to stop the terrorists no matter what it took.
***
Upadhyay and his men took off after Arnab, but with his speed and knowledge of where the maintenance tunnels were, Arnab arrived at the scene well before the policemen were even a quarter of the way there. When he reached the scene of the firefight in the basement parking lot, Arnab was taken aback by what he saw. Two private security guards, presumably on Aggarwal's employ, were trying to hold off three terrorists. The guards had small-calibre handguns, while at least two of the terrorists seemed to have AK-47s. It was a lopsided contest, but Arnab's heart went out to the brave guards who were trying to make a stand. They were crouched behind a car that seemed to be pockmarked with bullet holes, and one of the guards was bleeding from his right foot. The terrorists were behind another car across the parking lot, and as Arnab watched, one of the three terrorists was trying to escape the scene, slowly moving from behind one car to another. Two things came to Arnab's mind-the first was a sense of relief. Rather than scattering as six individuals, it seemed the terrorists were working in groups of three, with two gunmen, presumably the role Arif had been recruited for, giving cover to one man seemingly carrying no weapons but wearing a large backpack. The second realization was the fact that while the gunmen posed an immediate threat and had to be neutralized, the main attack was to be carried out by the men with the backpacks, and Arnab could not let them get away.
The terrorists had seen him now, and one of them fired a burst at him, sending Arnab scampering for cover behind a car. As bullets riddled the car, Arnab looked around frantically for something he could do. The parking lot was bathed in fluorescent light from overhead tube lights and he shouted to one of the guards.
'How does one turn off the lights?'
The man motioned to a junction box a few feet behind him, and as Arnab frantically motioned to him to kill the lights, the guard crawled to the junction box and switched off the lights. As darkness fell over the parking lot, the terrorists stopped firing, disoriented and unable to see their targets. Arnab took off his glasses and then stood up, surveying his targets. The two gunmen were still crouched behind the car, while the third man was now even closer to the exit.
He saw a scooter parked a few feet away and ran to it. One of the terrorists heard the noise and fired a burst, but in the darkness his aim was off and the bullets missed Arnab by several feet. Arnab picked the scooter up with both hands and whirled it over his head before flinging it at the terrorists with all his strength. His aim was far from perfect and instead of hitting the car as he had intended it to, the scooter hit the wall behind the gunmen, at a height of at least ten feet. As Arnab dove for cover behind the car, he cursed himself for missing, but he had done quite enough, with his superhuman strength more than making up for his poor aim. The scooter had hit the wall at a speed equivalent to at least a hundred kilometres per hour and had exploded on impact, showering the two terrorists below with shards and pieces of metal that proved no less deadly than if Arnab had fired a rocket at them. The two terrorists were flung aside by the force of the impact and both men lay still, bleeding from a dozen wounds. When Arnab heard the security guards roar in triumph, he looked up to see his handiwork. Arnab rushed after the third terrorist, who after having seen his friends' fate, had given up all attempts at stealth and was running flat out towards a door that led to the playing field.
The man never really stood a chance. In a split-second, Arnab was in front of him, blocking his way. In the darkness, the terrorist nearly bumped into them, and then stepped back, looking at his hooded adversary. The terrorist considered taking out the handgun in his pocket, but remembering the speed and strength the hooded man in front of him had just demonstrated, he stopped himself. As Arnab watched, a look of calm washed over the face of the bearded man facing him, and he reached with his right hand under his shirt, mumbling something to himself in a language Arnab could not understand. At first Arnab thought the man was reaching for a gun, but when he undid a shirt button and put his hand in deeper, Arnab realized he was up to something else completely. In a second, Arnab had pulled the man's hand out, and ripped open his shirt. What Arnab saw shocked him. The man's chest and torso were criss-crossed with wires and tubes, and the man had been reaching for a red switch taped to his chest. As the man struggled futilely to free his hand, screaming at Arnab in his native tongue, Arnab ripped the bomb belt from the man's body and threw it several feet away. Arnab slapped the man, and as he fell to the floor, Arnab pulled the backpack from his shoulders and opened it. What he saw inside made him recoil in fear. Inside the backpack was a metal suitcase, with the following words stencilled in red on it.
'Radioactive material. Highly dangerous.'
As the terrorist struggled to get up, Arnab caught his neck with one hand.
'Where is the other group headed?'
The man spat in his face, and in his anger, Arnab slapped him harder than he would have liked. The man's head jerked to one side, several teeth clattering to the ground. Arnab did not think himself capable of cruelty to an unarmed and helpless captive, but after having seen what was in the backpack, he was on a really short fuse. Arnab asked the man again, and as he raised his hand to strike again, the man looked up at him, and spoke through his blood-filled mouth.
'The VIP box.'
Arnab called to the guards to turn on the lights and come over. As the guards approached, he put on his glasses, still pinning the terrorist down with one hand. The guards were looking at him with scarcely contained awe and he told them to hold the terrorist till the police came, and that he was on his way to the VIP box.
Arnab was about to leave when he saw Upadhyay arrive on the scene. Upadhyay had overheard the conversation and was on his radio, asking reinforcements to head toward the VIP box. He asked the two guards to accompany some of his men away from the scene and instructed his remaining men to secure the terrorists. He then turned towards Arnab, smiling as he lit up a cigarette.
Arnab was in no mood to waste time on pleasantries and shouted to Upadhyay before he started for the VIP box.
'I'm off to the VIP box. Come as soon as you can!'
Arnab turned to run when he felt a sharp stab of pain in his lower back and then heard the ear-splitting report of a gun being fired at point-blank range. Another shot sent him staggering to his knees. It felt as if his entire body was on fire, and it took almost all his strength to pull himself upright. He turned to see Upadhyay looking down at him, his face twisted in a grin.
'The first was for Balwant, and the second for me. We'll stop the terrorists all right, but you die here, you fucking freak.'
Upadhyay raised his gun to fire again, but Arnab jumped at him, ramming him with his head. Upadhyay was flung against a car and fell down with a groan, the impact having dislocated one of his shoulders. When Upadhyay tried to reach out for the gun by his side with his other hand, a kick from Arnab to his foot had him howling in pain as his kneecap shattered. Upadhyay looked up at Arnab, fear in his eyes, waiting for Arnab to finish him off. As much as Arnab wanted to punish him, he remembered what was in the terrorist's backpack and began to run towards the exit, trying to reach the VIP box. His back was now covered in blood and every breath seemed so painful it felt like a knife was being twisted inside him, but he ran with every ounce of energy left in him.
When he reached the stands, he realized that till now the crowd had no inkling that anything was wrong. When he materialized in the midst of the cheering crowd, a sudden hush came over that part of the stadium, the silence spreading across the entire crowd like a wave rippling through a pond. Some people who had got up to greet him recoiled when they saw his blood-soaked back. Arnab was still covering ground at a pace that most professional athletes would find hard to match in an all-out sprint but he was slowing down, and stopping occasionally to catch his breath before continuing towards the VIP box. The players on the field, taking in the sudden silence in the stadium had looked up at the giant screens that were now showing the hooded hero's painful progress up the stands. By now, the terrorists were almost at the VIP box, and in a short firefight had fought their way through the handful of policemen there. The cameras caught it all, and by now, everyone in the stadium knew that something had gone horribly wrong.
Word had spread through the crowd that there were terrorists making their way to the VIP box. As happens, the story changed a thousand times in transmission, so someone said it was an assassination attempt on the Prime Minister, while someone else said that the terrorists had a bomb. Either way, a hundred thousand pairs of eyes were now riveted to two things-the group of armed men running towards the VIP box and the lone hooded figure racing to intercept them.
***
Arnab was within a few feet of the VIP box when he felt his legs buckle under him. As he collapsed onto one knee, he grabbed onto a railing with his right hand to steady himself. To his surprise, he felt several hands reach out to support him. As he looked around, he saw that more than a dozen people had gathered round to help him to his feet. They were all complete strangers, children, adults, men, women, but all of them were now clapping and cheering him. That cheer began to resonate around the stadium, as Arnab launched himself into a final run that brought him directly in the terrorists' path.
The two terrorists carrying rifles immediately brought their guns up to deal with him, but they had no idea what they were up against. Every movement seemed to hurt, but Arnab stilled his mind, blocking out the pain, blocking out the crowd's noise, and focused all his strength and all his concentration on his right hand as it shot out, straight and level as Khan had taught him, at the nearest terrorist's face. The man's head rocked back as if he had run at full tilt into a brick wall, his head hung loosely from his body and his neck snapped as he fell back. The terrorist was dead before his body hit the ground, but Arnab was now beyond caring how much he hurt his opponents. The other gunman dropped his gun in terror and would have run had Arnab not felled him with another blow that sent him crashing down several rows of seats into the crowd. What Arnab had started was finished by the angry group of spectators who tore into the wounded terrorist.
Before he could take on the third man, the terrorist had taken out a handgun and begun firing at Arnab, emptying the magazine into the hooded devil before him. Arnab managed to dodge one or two bullets but he was spun around like a rag doll as the third bullet tore into his body. The crowd's cheers stopped as suddenly as they had begun. Several people in the crowd began to sob and wail, as the terrorist entered the VIP box.
There were still more than twenty people in the box when the man came in. Jayantada tried to push Mishti behind himself, in an attempt to shield her from what was coming. A couple of people began pleading with the man, only to be shot on the spot. The man was enraged when he saw that the Prime Minister was no longer there, but he still had his larger mission to fulfil. He emptied his magazine, shooting one more person, and then reloaded in case he faced any more resistance. He then put his hand under his shirt and felt for the button on the switch, beginning to say the prayers that would herald his martyrdom.
Suddenly he felt himself being bodily lifted off the ground and flying forward, shattering the glass window and then out of the VIP box. Arnab had found a last reserve of strength and had tackled the man, sending both of them bouncing off an awning some ten feet below the VIP box and the on to the playing field a dozen feet below that. The terrorist broke a leg in the fall but retained enough of his senses to try and reach for the switch again. Arnab was lying just a foot away and reached out to grab the man's backpack, ripping it away and throwing it several feet away. The man roared in anger, realizing his mission was now almost certain to fail, but tried to reach the switch again, determined to, if nothing else, then to kill this demon who had thwarted their plans. Arnab was now too weak to hit the man but locked him in a bear hug, his only thought being that he wanted to get the man as far away as possible from the crowd and from the backpack that now lay just a few feet away, near the boundary rope.
As the man struggled against him, Arnab began pulling him towards the center of the ground. Arnab no longer had the strength to pull the man's hand away from the switch of his bomb vest, and was trying to pull the man to a place where he could cause the least harm. The man was using all his strength to wrap his fingers around the switch, a battle he was winning inch by painful inch. Arnab suddenly felt other arms reach out and try and grab the terrorist. Some men had jumped from the crowd onto the playing field and were trying to help their hero in this desperate struggle. Arnab wanted to tell them to go away, to not throw away their lives, but was too weak to say anything. It took everything he had to just keep dragging the terrorist away from the backpack and the crowd. The men who had jumped into the fray to help him were actually doing more harm than good, since they had no idea that the terrorist was reaching for a switch under his shirt and were focused on restraining his free left hand instead of helping Arnab pull his right hand away from the switch.
Suddenly all hell broke loose as shots rang out. The terrorist had managed to pull out his pistol with his free hand and had fired several shots into the group of men trying to help Arnab. Arnab heard some of them cry out in pain, but he was too focused on keeping the terrorist's hand away from the switch to notice how many of them had been hurt and how badly.
As the terrorist's fingers began to close around the switch, Arnab risked a glance back and smiled. They were almost at the middle of the ground and quite far from the backpack. He had to hope it was far enough. As he continued to struggle against the terrorist, he felt more and more of his strength fade away as he continued bleeding from his wounds. He felt a pang of regret at not having had the chance to live the life he had dreamt about. He would not get a chance to earn a good living by working in the bank. He would not marry and raise a family someday. He would not grow old and see his children follow their own dreams and paths in life. It felt like a life that had been wasted. Yet, because he had done what he did, many others would get a chance to live their lives the way they had dreamt. Mishti would marry a man who loved her and have a family of her own. Chintu would get a chance to grow up and experience all the joys and pains that brought. Jayantada would be able to see his favourite niece get married and continue to work in the library he loved till he retired.
When he thought of it that way, it wasn't a bad use of a life.
With that acceptance came release, and he felt his grip on the terrorist's hand slacken as his eyes closed for the last time.
Then the terrorist pushed down on the switch and the bomb exploded.



FOURTEEN



There was little else the country talked about in the weeks that followed other than the dramatic attack on the Woodpecker Cup game. The first reaction was one of shock and disbelief at how terrorists could have struck in the heart of the capital, and that too at a venue where the Prime Minister had been present. The real shocker came as details began filtering out about the real motives of the terrorists and the magnitude of the attack they had almost succeeded in carrying out. The backpacks had not contained nuclear weapons, as Arnab had feared when he saw their contents, but something almost as dangerous. Each backpack had been filled with several kilogrammes of highly radioactive material. If the suicide bombers had been able to carry out their plan, these 'dirty bombs' would have exposed more than a hundred thousand people present at the stadium to a high dose of radiation poisoning. Winds would have carried the radioactive dust further across the city, and according to some experts, the number of people affected over a year would have reached at least two hundred thousand, and perhaps as high as five hundred thousand. Unknown to anyone, the terrorists had come within a whisker of achieving the goal they had set out for the operation.
The final moments of the struggle between the hooded superhero and the terrorists had been viewed by more than ten million viewers on TV and as the footage was uploaded on the Internet, that number multiplied several times over. As more details of that evening materialized, especially from the two security guards who had seen the struggle in the parking lot, there was an unprecedented outpouring of support and grief for the fallen hero.
The final bomb blast had killed the Guardian Angel and the four men who had jumped into the fray to help him, in addition to the suicide bomber. There had been intense speculation about who the superhero had been, but in the aftermath of the bomb blast, it was impossible to identify which of the five men he had been. The identity of the five heroes made for a telling list. There was Umesh Phadke, a 37 year old garment trader from Baroda; Danish Rahman, a 29 year old sweeper who worked in the Municipal Department; Ankush Raisinghani, a 32 year old diamond merchant from Calcutta; Rahul Asthana, a 30 year old engineer from Delhi; and finally there was Arnab Bannerjee, a 25 year old librarian. What shocked people was the fact that all of them had never been considered anything remotely heroic by those who knew them. They were ordinary folks, leading ordinary lives. Men with families. Men like you or me. Men you would never notice if you walked past them in the street. Yet, they were all heroes who had saved thousands of lives, and one of them was the closest thing to a real life superhero that India had ever seen. The Times of India ran a special front page story titled, 'Who needs Superman when we have the Everyman?'
Woodpecker Industries was quick to capitalize on the immense popularity of its short-lived brand ambassador, and launched a new beer brand called Golden Ale, with the brand name encapsulated as the letters 'GA', much like the logo that had adorned the sweatshirt of the country's beloved hero. In the launch conference, Aggarwal broke down and cried in front of the cameras as he recounted how close he and the Guardian Angel had been, and how his company would try and carry on the values that its brand ambassador had stood for. GA Beer skyrocketed to become the bestselling beer brand in India within a year of launch, and Aggarwal was last seen on the covers of leading magazines cavorting with some B-grade Bollywood actresses on the deck of his private cruise ship. There are reports that he plans to enter the movie industry with his first production being an action magnum opus about India's first real-life superhero, and it is rumoured that he is planning to sign up Hrithik Roshan or some other top Bollywood star to play the leading role.
Balwant Singh and others in the government were initially not too keen on discussing the role of the Guardian Angel in thwarting the attack, but that changed when some members of the media began criticizing Balwant Singh and the police for not having ensured adequate security. A survivor to the core, Balwant was quick to seize on the opportunity and declared that the superhero had in fact been working with him, and had been at the match after Balwant had received intelligence of a possible terror threat. Like Aggarwal, Balwant Singh too capitalized on the surging popularity of the fallen hero by peppering every interview or speech with references to how well he had known him, and how he had been the mentor who had harnessed the special powers of the young man to help improve the law and order situation.
Like the Mumbai terror attacks of a couple of years ago, there was evidence galore, including confessions from the three terrorists who had been captured alive, that the attack had originated in Pakistan. There was the usual hue and cry for a few days, as the government issued repeated statements about how it would give a 'fitting reply' to the nation's enemies. However, the government never really did much, leaving cynics commenting that perhaps it would indeed take the nuclear obliteration of an Indian city to shake the government into any sort of action. One of the reasons for the government's inaction was the fact that the recent elections had produced a shaky coalition government, and as the year went by, another election seemed likely. Balwant Singh was last seen at his party's annual convention being projected as the Prime Ministerial candidate in the coming election. Balwant Singh indicated that while he had no hunger for power, he would humbly accept the nomination if his party believed that he could serve the nation in this capacity.
Upadhyay was projected as one of the heroes of the evening, and he had a broken leg and arm to show for his efforts. Obviously nobody would know that the broken leg had come courtesy of the hero whom he had shot in the back. He was awarded the Police Medal for Gallantry and enjoyed his moment in the spotlight. That newly acquired sheen was soon tarnished a bit when reports surfaced about how the terrorists had acquired real police uniforms and identification cards by buying them from a corrupt Inspector who was known to be very close to Upadhyay. The case was hushed up, but to be safe, Balwant had Upadhyay transferred to the remote North East border, where he could continue his ways without being under so much media scrutiny. A few months later, he was in the news when the Home Ministry began reporting how his bold initiatives against insurgents were yielding dramatic results, with more than 50 insurgents having been killed in police encounters. The Ministry also announced that it was forming a special task force to investigate the recent spate of killings of poor villagers by a suspected psychopath in the North-East. Upadhyay continues in his ways, comfortable in the fact that Balwant's continued patronage would ensure he does not get into any serious trouble, but he does regret the fact that his damaged arm and leg mean that he will never play Golf again.
Mishti did get married later that year, and is now pregnant with her first child. If it's a boy, she plans to name him Arnab. Jayantada did hire a new Assistant Librarian, but would never tire of speaking about the fine young man who had worked for him, and who had been one of the heroes who had jumped into the Cricket field that fateful evening to help the Guardian Angel. On his repeated pleading, the Principal agreed to rename the library as the Arnab Bannerjee Memorial Library.
Chintu never tires of telling his mother about the super powers Arnab had possessed. Mrs Duggal gently discourages this hero worship, and hopes her son grows out of this phase.
As for Khan, he cried his heart out for a long time after seeing what had happened to Arnab, but that grief was tempered by a fierce sense of pride, much like a father would feel towards a son. A couple of days after the attack, he finally opened the suitcase Arnab had left for him. The contents shocked him, but then an idea came to him, and the old man began plotting.
***
A year after the attack, something peculiar started happening. Young men, operating in groups of two or three, began materializing in Delhi's streets by night. They were all dressed in hooded sweatshirts, and initially people thought they were just fans of the Guardian Angel, trying to imitate their fallen hero. That changed when these men began to intervene in law and order situations. It began on a small scale, with these men chasing away robbers or petty thieves. But soon, larger groups of these men began to appear in the city's streets, patrolling neighbourhoods, and not shying away from open confrontation with criminals. A gang of carjackers was set upon by them and left beaten to a pulp. A sexual assault on a group of women was thwarted and the five would be rapists were thrashed by the four young men in hooded sweatshirts to the point where they spent more than a week in hospital before they were sent to jail.
The men were unarmed but seemed to demonstrate high levels of expertise in martial arts and wild rumours began spreading about how invincible they were, especially when one of them walked away after being shot by a bank robber. After the first few incidents, the word was out on the street-it was foolish for any criminal to try and take them on. The government publicly denounced them for taking the law into their own hands, but when Delhi experienced its lowest ever crime rates that year, the new Prime Minister, Balwant Singh, announced that the young men were well-intentioned but could do with some guidance from the government. As the months went by, the numbers of these young vigilantes seemed to multiply, and soon they were a regular, and welcome sight on Delhi streets at night, a visible symbol that someone was finally doing something to fight back against the lawlessness that had once threatened to engulf the capital. They were well organized and disciplined, and seemed to operate with some clear central direction.
Despite intense media interest, not much was really known about the identity of these hooded vigilantes or who was training and funding them. It was rumoured that they were being trained at a secret training center outside Delhi and were outfitted with state of the art equipment including bulletproof vests and night-vision equipment. Nobody could explain how anyone could afford that kind of money, but there were persistent rumours that the driving force behind this was an old retired soldier who was funding this with his own money.
By the time the year was over, ordinary civilians-men and women alike-in other cities had begun forming their own neighbourhood watch groups in emulation of the Delhi vigilantes. What they lacked in the martial skills of these hooded vigilantes, they made up in numbers and enthusiasm. The first to feel the brunt were criminals but then corrupt officials, policemen and bureaucrats started to find themselves at the receiving end. Shocked that ordinary citizens were no longer willing to meekly accept their demands for bribes and favours, many were thrashed black and blue by groups of irate citizens. The Government really didn't know how to react. On the one hand, Balwant Singh and his ministers would keep saying that people should not take the law unto their own hands, but soon they realized that they were up against a tidal wave of public anger that they should best leave alone.
Crime rates began to plummet across cities, and the media began reporting about how the greatest legacy of the Guardian Angel may have been to shake people out of their apathy, to prove that an ordinary man could sometimes make a big difference, even in a society as messed up and corrupt as ours.
A leading weekly carried the following piece as its editorial.
'Nobody knows how long this will last. How many days before these men and women go back to their ordinary lives? How many days before we one again succumb to a mute acceptance of what happens around us? How many days before we go back to the apathy we had learnt to take for granted, where we were content to watch the rot around us, and unwilling to do anything until that rot began to bring our own walls down? How many days before we return to a system where unquestioning tolerance of the status quo is encouraged and any attempt to stand up against it dismissed as unnecessary bravado? While one hopes that doesn't happen, one fears that this wave of popular consciousness and action will subside, and become little more than a short-lived ripple in the sea of selfishness and cynicism that we had come to take for granted in our society. But while it lasts, it is a glorious thing to be applauded and celebrated. It serves to remind us, that no matter how dark things sometimes seem in today's India, there is still hope. That hope for a better tomorrow springs not from the actions, no matter how heroic, of one superhero, but from the awakening his deeds have created in the hearts of millions of ordinary people, spurring them to perform their own small, individual acts of heroism, which when taken together, promise to change things much more than one man could ever have hoped to have done by himself. The events of the last few weeks and months serve to remind us true change requires not one superhero, but for every one of us to discover a little bit of a hero in ourselves. The Guardian Angel's greatest legacy will not be his incredible saga of heroism and sacrifice alone, but the fact that he has awakened millions to the notion that we need not look for heroes, super or otherwise, to materialize and solve our problems for us, or indeed believe that true heroes exist only in the make-believe world of comic books. We need only look within-for those heroes are us.'



BONUS CONTENT: THE MAKING OF HEROES R US



The origin of this novel, in the author's own words
My weakness for bread pudding proved to be the catalyst that led to this novel. I was on an overnight flight from Singapore to Sydney and faced with the insipid fare laid out in front of me for dinner, had to choose between sleeping and waiting for dessert. When I saw the magic words 'bread pudding' on the menu, hunger or perhaps greed won out over sleep and I decided to wile away time watching a movie while I waited for dessert. In flicking through the channels, I came across Superman Returns and I began to think about this whole superhero business. Before I knew it, I was scribbling away on the back of my boarding pass.
Superheroes are always a reflection of the times in which they are created. More specifically they reflect the fears that dominate people's imaginations at that time. So a whole slew of all-American superheroes like Superman, Captain America and others came to the fore during the Second World War, when the big villains in popular imagination were seemingly alien regimes bent on world domination and destroying the American way of life. Heroes like Batman and Daredevil emerged in response to rising urban crime. I found myself asking-what would an appropriate superhero for today's India be like? The villains the ordinary Indian dreads are not aliens out to destroy our planet or megalomaniacs trying to take over the world. Their villains are of the ilk we encounter every day-the louts on a Delhi street molesting women, the thugs who get away with it because of their 'connections', the apathetic policemen who stand by and watch or demand bribes for performing their duties, the leaders who bother more about garnering power and money and less about the people they supposedly lead. That was what led to the uniquely Indian superhero I set out to create for Herogiri, which was the name for this novel when it was first published in India by Random House.
As a result, the superhero in this novel is not the product of an alien race like Superman. Nor is he a reclusive billionaire like Batman. He is Arnab Bannerjee, a shy Assistant Librarian in a Delhi college, whose primary excitement in life comes from chasing down missing books and whose big ambition is to secure a government job. He does not fly down from the sky like Superman or arrive on missions in a high-tech Batmobile. Our superhero rides into battle in a public bus. While he has some powers, his skills are not honed through a crystal library hidden in the North Pole or a secret lab funded by his billions-he hones them with the help of Khan Chacha, a retired soldier who runs the neighbourhood video parlour. He does have a uniform-but it isn't something exotic or extravagantly expensive like the suit of a recent Bollywood superhero film in the making. It's an old faded sweatshirt with a hood. And no, he does not wear his underwear on the outside. When love does come his way, he does not exactly sweep his lady love off her feet. Coming from a small suburb of Kolkata, he has never even been on a date before. As he embarks on his most critical mission, the biggest danger comes not from alien rocks like Kryptonite or super-villains but the fact that he finds himself being forced to join hands with the very men he fought against-the Minister who wants to use his powers to rig elections, the policeman who tried to kill him in an `encounter' and the business tycoon who wants to cash in on his popularity by signing him on as a brand ambassador.
Most importantly, the catalyst for him discovering his powers is the simple fact that for once he decides not to look the other way when he sees a stranger in distress. He decides to go against what has been drummed into him since childhood-the fact that `decent middle class' people do not get involved when there may be trouble. He shrugs off the same apathy that has made `being a hero' almost a derogatory term in modern India-a term for unwarranted bravado. Perhaps what we really need is not a Superman but an `everyman'- for people like Arnab, for people like you and me to stand up against the villains, large and small, that we see around us every day. For when apathy ends, heroism begins.
And oh yes, the bread pudding was well worth the wait.
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