
Longing 
No one knew -  not here in this cold and distant 
country where women dressed like buildings and 
chopped their words with their sharp, linear hands.  
 
Again and again, Ajay felt the longing drape over 
him. It never leaves. Another grey day in months 
without sun. It never heals, swelling like an infected 
gum. Longing is Ajay's state of being.   
 
Today he is longing for his Maathaa. It is ridiculous 
he knows. A man his age longing for his mother on 
his 40th birthday. He goes about the alchemy of his 
work, but his mind conjures images of her butterfly 
hands forming the cashew and sugar goodness 
of Kaju katli, topping each cake with edible 
silver..."Because you must grow to shine and be rich 
like this". He can see the fierce light of will in her 
eyes - SUCCEED, SUCCEED, SUCCEED. 
 
What would she say to him now? What would 
Maathaa think of what he has done - is doing?  
 



As soon as he thinks it, the shame crawls out of his 
toes and grips his bowels. As quickly as he can, Ajay 
tries to distract himself from its tugging, needy grip. 
 
"Once the search is in progress, something will be 
found." He tells himself this over and over, but deep 
down he cannot stop the truth from pressing up 
against his blind faith. 
 
He must stop avoiding the facts. He is in grave 
danger. If they discover what he has done, then he 
has as much chance of survival as the person who 
has just been bled by the barber surgeon in the 
gardens of Jama Masjid.  
 
He wishes now, that he had stayed close to his 
mother's side. He should have clung to her skirts 
like a mama's boy and refused to step even a foot 
away from her saffron scent and the power of her 
bottomless, single-minded love. 
 
Why did he do it? Why did he give it to the girl? 
What about her is so compelling? He has no answer. 
 



Three years? "Yes?" Three years he had been 
secretly exploring his feelings for her. He foolishly 
embarked on the journey to her and stayed, like 
a mapmaker drawn to a newly discovered 
continent. Journeyed beyond safety. No return 
possible. He is destined to starve and go mad on 
this island of longing. 
 
He first saw her sitting in the centre of silo 9. Sitting 
on an upturned bucket in the dead of night with her 
eyes closed. The metal halide lights were humming 
their mantra, but the strongest light appeared to be 
radiating from her. 
 
Ajay thought she was a statue. An arresting 
porcelain beauty. Then there was the slightest 
movement, as slight as a thought. He zoomed in.  
 
13 cameras within the AV centre repeatedly 
projected the image of her lips. They were like taut, 
kid-glove pillows. Baby pink. Huge on the screen.  
They parted and closed, parted and closed, spooling 
out the whisper of a prayer. Looping it over and 
over and over. 



 
Ajay swam with the feeling of vertigo. A nervous 
flutter rang throughout his body and leapt out 
through his fingertips in tiny explosions of light and 
life…ping, ping, ping... 
 
Nothing. Nothing since arriving in this awful, awful 
place. Nothing moved him. Until her. 
 
He watched her every night for a week. He watched 
until indecision began to chafe his shoulders. Then, 
he began to leave her things and watch her 
interactions with them from within the control 
room. It became his religion. 
 
It might have been creepy, this surveillance of his. 
God like. The selective power shamed him. How, 
when he concluded his work in the lab, he then 
stayed throughout the night and... conducted... 
controlled her.  It shamed him. But it is she who 
is God, and he who worships. From so great a 
distance. Humbled. 
 
 



Night after long night, Ajay sits in the AV room. The 
13 screens projecting the bits and pieces of her 
landscape. Her tiny, rough hands as they turn over a 
single daisy. Her blond lashes, which sharpen her 
glass-blue eyes.  Electric eyes. Eyes amplified and 
cloned again and again on 13 screens. Eyes creating 
a monumental choreography as they shift and blink 
- squint and glow - trying to solve the puzzles of 
who and what and why. 
This is the most compelling moment for Ajay. 
 
Once he found tears on his face. Of joy? Of shame? 
Ajay didn't know. Perhaps he is losing his mind. 
 
It was three weeks before he actually saw her in 
person. The shock was visceral. Who gets to do 
that? Who gets to cross paths in a dimly lit hallway 
and know that they just passed by their God? 
 
And God said, "Hello". 
 
And God stopped mopping the floor and moved to 
one side to let you pass. 
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