The Encounter with Realities
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T

he cash counter inside the Sate Bank of India branch in the University campus was crowded as usual. I was behind at least ten people in the queue. I knew very well that after withdrawing 500 Rs for the finishing works of my thesis I would be left with only 2000 Rs in my account. I was busy finalizing my M.Tech Thesis in University of Roorkee. It was the time when I realized about the value of money, the responsibilities I have  to take into my shoulders and the burden I am causing to all my siblings trying to sail the boat of my academic career smoothly.  When my friends thought about buying  fascinating motor bikes or cars symbolizing  the status, my world was still confined to the thoughts of clearing the debts I owed to my generous relatives, and  swing back the pendulum of my finance to normalcy. 

The state of mind of all my classmates were similar in some aspects. As the academic life in the university was nearing an end,  only a month left for the thesis submission, everybody felt the pain of leaving behind the campus which had sown the seeds for many memories, to be cherished later.  I was not an exception. The noisy cafeteria, the  big banyan tree by the side of the bank, standing as a silent observer of  the happenings,  the one and only theatre in the campus, were we all used to rush, not only to see the movies, but to enjoy the crowd of girls,  the famous coffee shop of Bhatia, beside the rear entrance of the campus and the university canteen, where students and teachers used to spent time together… all these things were to become marks etched in the memory.  

On my way back from the bank I stepped into the post office and bought some postal stamps and a dozen of envelopes. With great hopes, I had sent my resume in similar covers, to different companies, expecting a reply from them, even regret letters. But the process never stopped. New addresses and information about prospective companies would revive the hopes in everybody, including me. Stationary shops and postal department enjoy their fortune during this time, a time when  the students of passing out batches will be sending their resume to all the available opportunities, be it in Antarctica.

My faithful racing model cycle took me from the civil lanes to the main entrance of the hostel. It was around 1.00 pm and I could see the crowd around the postman near the Warden’s room. That was a usual sight as the  postman, the slim figure in  khaki clothes, wearing a thick black specks and riding an old model Hercules cycle, carried so many hopes and emotions in the bundle of letters  with him. There could be the caring words form a mom to a son, a passionate letter from a fiancée,  few words of a long forgotten friend, an interview letter which can decide the future of someone…. I was also eager to see if any letters came for me.

“Babuji, no letter for you today” he told me showing his teeth tinted in red with his habit of eating  Pan Masala.  Back in my room, sitting on a bamboo chair  in the balcony, I was thinking how can I manage with the 2000 Rs.  for the next one month. The interview letter which came a week before,  from a small private company in New Delhi, had filled up  my mind with hope and confidence. I calculated….’If I go to Delhi in a day or two, I can find a place to stay, may be with some seniors or with my brother’s friend who is in Delhi for the last 15 years. If I succeed in the interview, which is on next Monday, I would be a salaried employee and I won’t have to worry about money.’

Since I had asked for money from home, for more than twice in the last two  months, I didn’t want to put them into trouble by asking more. Not only that some sort of ego started conquering me. I said to myself, ‘I will not ask for money again. I am sure I will get a job soon and that will put an end to all the troubles, both my family’s and mine’. 

The evening I spent with Swetha, my best friend. I was feeling very bad as she kept on breaking her promises to meet me  for the last three four days. Then I took the ace card  out. I called her in the afternoon in her hostel and  said, ‘ if you miss today also, probably you may not se me again. I am leaving Roorkee tomorrow. I don’t want to think that I couldn’t even see you before I say goodbye to my home away from home. That threat worked well. She was there in the bench near the garden of the girl’s hostel. We went to the cafeteria together.  That evening was a memorable one. I proved again and again to be a   teenager overpowered by emotions easily and my eyes betrayed me.  But I firmly believed that there is no need to be ashamed on that as long as I behave as who I am. 

“If it is to drift apart soon, why do people meet and  get close to each  other”. I must have asked this question to myself many times that day, every time it was left unanswered. I felt this feeling hurting me, when I was with the cafeteria gang in the night realizing that I may not enjoy that company again.

Early morning of next day, I packed my note books and few cloths, preparing myself to go to New Delhi. I knew that I would be an addition to the numerous job seekers stepping to the capital city, like a rain drop in an ocean.   Their hopes and dreams filled the polluted air in the capital city. The summer days were so  long  that even at 5.30 in the morning, the  bus stand in Roorkee was flooded with daylight. Cleaners of the buses were shouting to catch the attention of people and to get more people into their buses. I finished having a cup of coffee from the coffee shop in the  bus stand . One bus was gearing up to go ahead and the destination shown in the board  was New Delhi. It was and ordinary bus, not even a semi deluxe. Though it appeared crowded, I thought of wasting no more time. I wanted to reach Delhi in the day light. The bus started from Roorkee at around 6.30 am. The straight roads were pierced by the heavy vehicles and cars. Distance to New Delhi, as shown by the painted milestones kept on decreasing.  I was taken aback by my schizophrenic thoughts.  I thought of the cheerful days of the academic life, the ride in my racing cycle along the side of the Ganga canal, in Roorkee thought of the peaceful landscapes of  my hometown, the times I spent on the beaches, or river sides with my best friends in my hometown, my  family there, the ways I can help them as they  have   put lot of faith in me, the uncertainty of my future,   the  people in the interviewing board awaiting me in Delhi, and so on. 

I reached Delhi around  11.30 in the morning. The morning sun of August  was so merciless that I felt I was sitting in  an oven. I was feeling hungry. I found out a small Dhaba near the bus stand from where I took, a quick lunch. Two Aaloo parattas  were enough to kill my hunger. 

It was my third visit to the Capital. When I came for the first time, I had in my imagination, a city full of Mughal  monuments, according to  the impression given by the history books. My knowledge in history proved to be poor, when landed in Delhi for the first time. Except for the roads near the Parliament and Supreme Court and the nearby areas, all  the other places were poorly maintained. Buses, autos, rikshaws, pedestrians, and buffalos used to occupy the roads in the peak hours. The Mughal monuments, were preserved in a bad shape, her and there, some of them commercialized to the limit beyond imagination.

I must have asked a couple of people about the bus number to reach my destination, Pushp Vihar, towards the south of Delhi, as city map showed.  The road from the inter state bus terminus, leading to the local bus stop was stinking. The broken walls of the bus stand were wearing the remnants of the  skills of people who  spat pan on it. Finally I could get a blue line bus to Pushp Vihar. I was experiencing a totally different crowd in city buses.  I was surprised to see, business executives, office going women, people chewing pan, people eating ground nuts or kulfi, all inside the same bus. The attire of the conductor was such that he looked like the Gabbar Singh of the film Sholay. 

The long ride in the bus, which sliced through the heart of Delhi to take me from the central west to south of  Delhi, was so tiring for me. The stinking air in the bus and the hot summer sun have put me into an uncomfortable state. It was around 2.00 pm when I reached the place. Few more minutes of inquiring about the address, I was there at the residence of my Brother’s friend, Mr. Mohan.  They must have had a faint memory of my face when I  visited them three years back with my brother. Since my brother had already called them up and told about the purpose of my visit to Delhi, they had arranged for my stay in a nearby house, for few months. 

Two days later, I shifted to the house they had arranged for me. In fact that was the house of Mr. Mohan’s relative. The front room of that little house was given to me. I kept my luggage, one folding bag and a hand bag safely below the coat. I hoped  that the  little room and the cool atmosphere there would help me to stabilize my stirred mind. It seemed to be  a perfect place for me to prepare for the forthcoming interviews. 

Monday’s interview didn’t give me much  hopes. The next two weeks, I traveled a lot. Sometimes meeting my seniors, taking their helps, meeting the people whom my seniors wanted me to see or else, searching for the opportunities through placement bureaus.  Only in films I had seen the candidates  knocking all the possible doors  for job and coming out desperately. I felt it happening in my life too.  Couple of places I was treated badly, as if I am a beggar stretching my hands for alms. In one reputed  company, I was scolded  in front of the other company staffs, by the Personnel manager for coming to the office without taking  an appointment. Some people diplomatically told me that they would put my resume in their database and call me when the need arises. Though I knew it was a standard reply, I felt I was treated as a human being. I was realizing that the world outside the cheerful campus is tough and getting a job is not that easy. The realization came  immediately after coming out of the shadows of the world I was in. Reality when strikes one has to face  it.   My mom had written to me that I can always come back to Trivandrum and earn my living by taking tuitions, as I used to do during graduation.  Even then she believed in me and  my sincerity towards my work. In my late night thoughts, I also felt that, being the topper from the prestigious University of North India, my fortune will not be so far. But…how far is it still? ‘time will tell you’ my lateral thinking consoled me.

The third  week was productive for me. I gave interviews in three companies, two small and one big multinational company. They all said, I will be informed later. But I was pretty confident on getting through one of the small company as they asked me to be prepared to go to middle of India, when  the project starts. Since I needed some money and I couldn’t wait any further, I wanted to have some temporary assignment to stick around in Delhi. To my fortune, I got an assignment as a project assistant  in Indraprastha University. I met the Professor in charge of the project and within a day I was asked to start working. The project was related to water pollution  in the National Capital Region and Professor  Maria, wanted me to get some information from the National Institute of Hydrology in Roorkee, since she knew I am from Roorkee. It was good for me as it gave me a chance to breath the pure  air of  Roorkee township again. I was missing the campus like anything. I took the evening bus to Roorkee. The cash with me was getting over slowly. Professor Maria had told me that she would pay me at the end of the month. I started the assignment on 19th September. So ten more days are there for month end. I looked into my purse. Hardly  1000 Rs were there. That would be sufficient to run for another ten days, I thought.

When I reached Roorkee, at 11.00 pm, I thought of ringing Mr. Mohan, just to tell him that I reached safely. He was my local guardian in Delhi.  When he knew that its me, he felt excited and told me

“Jose, come back as early as possible, one of the company has offered you a job”.  I just couldn’t believe it. I asked him  again and again. Then he said with a slight confusion that the offer is  from the multi national company.  I didn’t believe that because, when I appeared for the interview in that company, I was told that there would be a second round of interview for the final selection. It could be the small company which has asked me to be prepared for a journey to central India.

Next day morning itself, I completed the assignment of collecting information form NIH and  caught the next bus to Delhi. Even though with the passing of each and every day, my purse was getting lighter and lighter, I believed that my good days are ahead.  I wouldn’t have to ask for money anymore from home. At the maximum one ore time, that too after I confirm the news that I am a salaried employee. 

I reached Delhi by evening 4 O’ clock. On collecting the detailed information from Mr. Mohan’s son, I found to my surprise, that the offer was from the multi national company. ‘How can that be true, as they told me there would a second round of interview?’. I got confused. Anyway I decided to go to the office next day.    If  that is the job fate has fetched for me, definitely I will get it.  

I put up in the best dress I had. The tie I wore was borrowed. I avoided  the blue line bus, and  got into the chartered bus, which was plying to the city center. I reached the premise of that Multi national company by  11.00 am. I didn’t wait for the elevator to come down from the top floor as I was running out of patience. When I  climbed the steps to reach the fourth floor I realized my heart beats loosing it’s rhythm. Excitement or anxiety or some other feelings captured me. Though the office was well air conditioned I was sweating profoundly. The receptionist sent the message to the concerned person about my arrival. I was asked to wait for few minutes. I sat on the velvet-cushioned chair in the visitor’s room. Though I  was glancing  through the magazines kept on the table to relax myself, I knew that  I was getting nervous. Well Dressed people, in their executive style  were walking from one room  to another. Some of them were foreigners, may  be the top guns in the company. One guy was laughing loudly over his cell phone as if he heard the funniest joke in his life.  Few minutes later I was called to the floor below. Without wasting much time, I was handed over the offer letter by the office administrator. With trembling hands when I read that letter I felt I was dreaming.  The stipend offered was a whooping amount of 25,000 rupees per month. Never ever in my wildest dreams I had imagined such an amount as my salary. The letter said, the management is pleased to offer me a job  after my performance in the interview. The tears of joy blurred my vision while signing the offer letter. I was asked to join from October 1st.  I felt all of a sudden the world around me was changing. Ultimately the faith put on me by all my beloved people proved right. I became an employee drawing salary of five digits. That was the day I was waiting for, in all my dreams

I came out of the building in ecstasy. I was searching for a telephone booth. I was a bit careless in crossing the deadly roads, as I had forgotten everything  in my happiness.  I got into the nearest telephone booth and requested the person sitting there  for giving one line to me for the next ten minutes. I called everyone at hometown I could. My uncle, my mother’s sister, my brother and  my close friends. The first person whom I informed was Mr. Mohan. Though I tried to call Swetha in Roorkee, the message I received was that all the lines in that route are busy. After  trying in vain for 5  minutes I got the line. Hardly after I informed her about the offer I got, the line got disconnected. 

‘ If I had a telephone connection at home, I could have talked to my mom, about her son becoming a salaried employee of a big company. I could have heard her crying in happiness. If my father was alive, he would have been the happiest person to see his son bringing hopes to the tiny thatched home. He would have spread the news faster than any news agency’.  I thought for a moment. 

When I came out of the telephone booth, I had spent almost 400 Rs on phone, as it was all STD calls in the day time, from north to south of India. I didn’t repent on spending that much. The weight of my valet continued the downward trend. ‘Now since I have got a very good job, there is nothing wrong in asking for  some more money from home’, I thought. When I called my brother in his office  next day, I conveyed the same to him. He promised to send me a money order soon. My mother had conveyed though him, so many do’s and don’ts for me before going to  the office. She was worried about the language I have to speak, the cloths I have to wear, the manners I have to keep and so many other things. I was sure that for her, and also for my sisters and brothers I was still a kid running around with shorts and  the shirt with designs of umbrella, my favorite one while I was in School. I guessed how they must be feeling on imagining that kid becoming an employee of a big company. 

 I bought some sweets for everyone in Mr. Mohan’s house  and the house I was staying. That night was so peaceful and all I had in sleep was happy dreams. “The darkest hour of the night is the hour  just before dawn” I remembered the quotation sent by my cousin and I was sure that my dawn was breaking for me. 

Ten days passed swiftly. I was bit worried about the money also. I was really running out of cash. Only 300 Rs were left in my wallet. I thought the money order from home will come any day. I didn’t want to ask loan to anyone who could have easily given it to me. The egoist in me didn’t allow me to do so. 

The chartered bus plying from Pushp Vihar took me to the office. The ticket charge was just 7 Rs. The day one in office was not that eventful. My manger gave me a computer to work with and scribbled some directions in a piece of paper. I felt as if I am a student waiting in the principal’s room for the next order. Everyone else in the office were having a matured look, and I knew I didn’t have that to qualify myself as an employee of a multinational company of its status. Most of the people bought the  packet lunch supplied by a nearby  caterer. One of my colleague asked me to buy the lunch packet for twenty rupees. 

Ten days slipped like that. My wallet had only one hundred rupees note and a ten rupees note. While boarding the bus, back to my home, I thought about this and laughed at myself, “can anyone imagine that,  me, dressed as an executive, coming out of the well maintained office building, is a person with just two notes worth hundred and ten rupees only’. Soon I consoled myself  ‘let the month end come, I will be a rich man’.

Back at home,  while listening to the old songs from the pocket radio, I thought of calling Swetha.  I remembered she said, she would be at her home in the first week of October. The suffocating loneliness in my room added fuel to the desire to talk to her. But I was well aware of my poor financial status also. I put my hands into my pocket to see the purse. I had a shock when I realized that the pocket was empty. Frantically I searched my bag and all the possible places where I keep my wallet when I come back from office. It was nowhere. I was sure that it was  not pick pocketed. May be I left it in my drawer   in the office. The weak memory told me that, I kept it in a hurry on the  table after paying for the lunch. Even to make a phone call or to go to office next day,  I didn’t have money. Then I thought about the piggybank I used to carry with me. One of my crazy hobby was to weigh that every time  after putting some coins in it. I decided to open that as the situation demanded that from me. I wanted to talk to Swetha as I wished  to end the lonely feeling badly. Using the nail cutter knife, I opened the seal of the piggybank and poured the coins and notes out of that. When I finished counting the coins it amounted to  fifty five rupees. Lot of calculations went though my mind,

 ‘how much should I keep so that I can go to office by bus, may be ten rupees’ .

 After removing the coins for ten rupees I put the rest of them in my pocket and went to the nearest PCO. The old man sitting there greeted me in his usual style. When I told him the  STD number he dialed it for me. Swetha’s  home was in eastern part of Uttar Pradesh.

I was waiting for the receiver to be lifted on the other end. Few seconds later  the the ring was answered by her mother. After greeting me, she called Swetha loudly. I looked  at the meter in the PCO as the digits in it jumped slowly. When She came to talk, I forgot about the meter. We talked like we used to talk in the university. I wanted to escape from the loneliness I was facing in the office. I felt so happy on opening up my mind after  gap of around three four weeks. I was talking to someone who knew my feelings. I really forgot the slipping of time.  When I turned around  I saw the bill shooting up. It was reading forty eight rupees and some paise. I told Swetha, I have to stop now as I am running out of cash. But when I cut the line the bill was for fifty one  rupees. All I had was the coins for forty five rupees in my pocket. Knowing the nature of the old man I wanted to pay him completely. I counted the coins in my pocket again and again, hoping that I could have counted it wrongly.  But every time I came with the same figure…I had only forty five rupees with me. The ladies waiting in the PCO for their turn were looking at me counting the coins. I had an embarrassing feeling which swept me over. I badly needed another six rupees to pay the bill. Seeing my pale  face, a guy whom I know by face, gave me some coins to pay the bill. He was also there in the queue. I thanked him for the help and quickly got out of that PCO. The egoist in  me faced a defeat when I had to accept the coins in front of the ladies.

All I had with me was coins for ten rupees. Next day morning, while I was waiting for the bus  in the stand, I was wondering, how can I be there in the capital city, a place totally foreign to me,  with just nothing in the pocket. “I’ll see  to it as it comes’ I thought, while trying to remove my tension. The time was already 8.15 am. The  bus to Conaught Place, was yet to come.  When a chartered bus stopped near me and the guy in the front door was shouting for the passengers, I heard him saying Conaught place. Looking at my watch, with nervousness creeping through my veins, I got inside the bus in a hurry. As usual I gave the conductor seven rupees and he gave me the ticket. May be after twenty minutes, I realized that the bus was going through some different rout. The clean and wide roads of  Conaught Place, the Le Meridian Hotel on the way, or the India Gate were nowhere visible during the journey. There must be something wrong. My already disturbed mind, was pulled out into total inequilibrium.  Then I asked a guy sitting near to me

‘Is this bus going to Conaught place?’

‘No, this is going to Nehru Place, you got into the wrong bus.. better get down in the next stop and take another bus to reach Conaught Place’

I felt my hands becoming cold. I didn’t want to prove that I am not punctual right from the beginning of my joining the office. It was already 8.50 am. The fact that I didn’t have much interaction with my boss or my colleagues in my first few days, made me uncomfortable on thinking about being late. Without wasting time, I got down from the bus. All that was left in my pocket was coins for three rupees. They seemed to me like the diamonds obtained after a  long treasure hunt. I went to the nearest auto stand. I found an old man, may be in his fifties, sitting in one of the auto rickshaws. I guessed from his looks that he must be a kind person. I told him about the place where I have to go. I didn’t forget to add that  I will get the money from the office, as my wallet  is there in the office. He must have felt that  what I am saying is true. He agreed to take me to the place. When the time reached 9.20 am, I was still  trapped in  the traffic. My nervousness  reached the acme. Then I thought, ‘anyway I am late and if something happens, now it cannot be averted by any means. Its better to get mentally prepared for that. By around 9.45 am I was in front of the office  building. The meter reading in the auto rickshaw was for eighty two rupees.  I asked the old man to come with me till the front door of the office in 4th floor. I would have asked anyone for money, if my wallet was not there on my table, but it was there. I took out the only hundred rupees note left and gave it to the old man. He took some time to search for coins to give me the balance. The coins which he gave me back, I put carefully inside the small rack in the purse. I had realized the value of those small coins very well. . Hardly when I started checking my personal mails, the peon   came and told me

‘Sir, the lunch boy has come’

I didn’t have twenty rupees to pay him. So I said to the peon,

‘I won’t take lunch today from him, I am going out’

When all the colleagues moved towards the pantry for  lunch, I was feeling the burning sensation inside my stomach, but still the egoist in me pulled me back from asking money from anybody. The heaven may fall, and I will have a bad image if I do that, especially when I am totally new’ this was my thinking.

‘What next? How will I manage tomorrow? The money order from home has not come yet. There are  twenty more days for the month end’. I thought and thought, and finally decided to surrender my ego in front of  someone I know very well. I rang up another friend of my brother, who was running a business in the capital. I had  a telephone conversation with him when I came to Delhi, and I had informed him about my job. He had offered any help, if at all needed. At around 1.00pm I went out of the office and called him from a nearby PCO. I didn’t want to use the office telephone for calling him. When I described him about my situation, first of all he scolded me a lot, for not asking him even after reaching such a tight financial crunch. He promised to bring me two thousand rupees by evening, to my office. 

‘Bury your egos, thank god for having someone to help you. Asking for a help from a person who is willing to do that is not a crime’ I told myself.

By around 5.30 pm he came to the office and gave me the amount he promised. It was followed by lot of advices as he knew I am new to Delhi. He warned me of the possible sources of getting into bad ways of living, need for saving money and so on. Though I wanted to thank him from my heart, I couldn’t do that because, when he talked he was like my brother. If I had done so  he would have thought it as a word of formality and would have felt bad. That was his nature.

 That day,  with a relaxed mind I had my dinner from outside, a royal dinner with all my favorite South Indian dishes. When I reached home, Mr. Mohan  came and told me that he received a money order for three thousand rupees from my brother. 

My analytical mind started thinking, ’why the money order came a day late. If it had come before, I wouldn’t have had to take the money from a third person, I would have still lived with the ego. May be just to let me know the value of money, and the uselessness of an egoistic mind,  the money order came late’

Days passed away. I got the ATM card from the bank. Cash flowed into my account. Whenever I needed money, I used to go to the ATM counter and withdraw, the greenish currency with Gandhi’s face printed. Never I faced acute financial crunch. But.. sometimes I think the coins for six rupees I was short of in the telephone booth, while calling Swetha, the three rupees I had in my pocket, while traveling in the auto rickshaw to office, and the coins returned by the driver, are  much valuable than the brand new currencies I withdraw from the bank. Those incidents taught me again and again the value of money. Sitting in the ivory towers of executive white collar job, I always remember that.  Above all, the memories of    those moments of struggle   are worth cherishing for ever.

Jose Varghese

