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  Second Innings

  
  The sun sinks below

the horizon, set aglow

A vibrant riot of color

dazzles the dome azure

In a grand but final show


A New Beginning


As Anil sipped his morning tea, his eyes fell upon a framed photograph on the mantelpiece. It had been taken only two weeks ago at the joint celebration of his retirement and his youngest offspring's first step towards independence. The occasion was of great symbolic significance to him. He viewed it as the passing of the torch of responsibility to the younger generation, so he could luxuriate for a decade of good health he may have to look forward to, if all went well. 


Then about a week ago, on the first day of his retirement, when Nalini had left to pursue a Ph. D in virology in the US, the house had become strangely empty and quiet. How much space could a petite one hundred pound girl possibly occupy, Anil was left to wonder. And now, barely a week into his life of leisure, he was already feeling restless. 


Over the last decade of rushing off to office, reviewing contracts, staying late for strategy meetings, pandering to clients, Anil had a vague idea that he was somehow missing out on family life, and as his retirement approached, he had resolved to make up for it. 


But his family no longer lived with him. His oldest son, Arun, worked for one of the software giants in Silicon Valley and had settled down in California. Arun's daughter Amaya, Anil's only existing grandchild, was five years old, and Anil saw her for a week every year when they all came to India for their annual vacation around Christmas. His younger son Pratik, was an investment banker in London. He hardly ever visited, and now Nalini too had left for NYU.


The only family he had left was his wife, who was a year older than him, and consequently had already retired from her teaching job a year ago. He wondered if he should ask her how she had coped with retirement, when he noticed that she was lying on her stomach on the narrow diwan, with her head and bit of her torso raised, supported by her forearms, her legs bent at the knees swaying rhythmically, as if to some imaginary music. She was completely absorbed in a book, lost to the outside world.


The sight evoked a powerful memory from four decades ago. Had she changed at all, he wondered smiling, as he reminisced  their very first encounter. She had been in the very same position, lying on the lawn in front of the canteen, in their college campus. Her hair now entirely snow white, was then as dark as ebony, but the sparkle in her eyes had remained unchanged over the years.
 

For a while, he watched her read, and remembered how he had helplessly fallen in love. Her expressive face was a faithful reproduction of whatever she read or watched. Right now, it was contorted, and her left fist was clenched. She turned the page with her right hand. Gradually, over the next few minutes, the muscles in her face relaxed, and her fist unclenched. A tiny smile began to creep in, and then her eyes lit up. 


Anil was torn between the intense desire to hug her, and to let her be, so he could watch the story play out. As he wrestled with his own emotions, he missed something. For now, there were happy tears streaming down her cheeks. 


"Hey you, scooch over," he said, standing next to her head, and gesturing to the other end of the diwan. Without looking up from the book, she wiggled backward leaving just enough space for him to sit down. As soon as he plonked down on the diwan, in a smooth motion, she flipped over to her back and put her head on his lap, never taking her eyes off the page she was reading.


Anil shook his head and smiled, as he stroked her short curly hair. He was glad she kept it short, now. For the first couple of decades of their relationship, her thick dark curls cascaded down her back right up to her hips, and enchanting as it was to look at, she wouldn't let him run his fingers through it, for they often got caught in a stray knot causing her intense pain. 


She's handled retirement remarkably well, Anil mused. How does she always stay so cheerful, he wondered. "Paro, I wanted to a.."


"Shush!" She blurted out and continued reading.


"But .."


"Shush!"


"Okay, okay, I'll wait. What else have I to do anyway?" He grumbled in a barely audible whisper, and sulked as he craned his neck and stared out of the balcony to his left. 


Five minutes later, which seemed like eternity to him, she sat up and put her arm around  his neck. He continued to sulk, refusing to look at her. 


"Oh, come on grumpy puss. I was at a very exciting part of the book. It's done, and you have my full attention."


"Do I?' He asked, finally looking at her. "Cause I don't know what to do with myself. How did you deal with a whole year of retirement? It's been just one week, and I'm already fed up!"


"Oh, that's easy. I was just wiling away time, reading and planning, waiting for you to retire."


"Planning? Planning what?" Anil was intrigued


"What we can do next, of course." Parul clarified.


"Haha! Some things never change, do they? Do you remember that awful pink notebook?"


"You mean, the one in which I jotted down our life plans forty years ago?" Parul giggled.


"Yes, that one. According to that, weren't you supposed to have won a Nobel prize by now?" Anil laughed.


"I don't think so. Let me check." Parul wandered off to their bedroom, and returned in a jiffy clutching a  shocking pink notebook.


"You still have that?" Anil couldn't believe his eyes.


"Why wouldn't I?" she asked, flipping the pages. "It says here, that I should be the author and illustrator of a successful children's book series, and you should have just completed building earth's very first lunar colony."


"A lunar colony? Really? I was an ambitious aspiring civil engineer." His eyes lit up, but then he reminisced some more and his face fell. "Little did I know I'd do almost no actual building, planning or designing. I was so thrilled about being promoted to management, but that was the end of doing everything I loved." He said, bitterness creeping into his voice.


"Oh that's nonsense. I saw how involved you got in your work. Perhaps you did not love it as much as building and designing, but you definitely enjoyed it. And as the boss, you still got to improve and fine tune designs."


"I guess you're right." Anil shrugged. He took the book from Parul. "What about you Paro? Did you do everything you wanted? What about these children's books?"



"I liked what I did. Teaching kids was far more rewarding than I could ever have anticipated. Their enthusiastic and eager minds open to bizarre, mind boggling possibilities and interpretations kept me on my toes and I learned so much when I revisited familiar stories and theories with the new perspectives they shared with me."


"No wonder you look so young. I mean those brats turned all your hair gray I'm sure ..." Anil ducked to avoid a friendly punch, "… but you never lost the twinkle in your eye." 


Parul smiled, and unable to resist any longer Anil pulled her into a hug. The two stayed that way. For sometime, the world and everything in it was forgotten. The two just reveled in the familiar and secure comfort of having each other to hold. Their eyes closed and they breathed as one.


"I could stay like this forever, Anil." Parul whispered.


"No, you couldn't." Anil laughed, letting go of her. "Your the fidgetiest senior citizen I know. That's why you couldn't quietly enjoy the moment."


Parul shrugged. "Whatever. Can we do it again?"


"Sure, why not?" Anil embraced her gently, beaming with joy.


They stayed in each other's arms a while longer, before Parul spoke, "Whatever we do next, can we do it together?"


"Of course. In the bedroom, or on the dining table, Honey?" Anil winked.


"I don't mean that!" Parul huffed.


"Why not?" He said tugging her hand, and leading her to the bedroom with a mischievous grin.


"What's gotten into you today Anil?" Parul asked, confused, albeit pleased.


"Whatever it is, I'm keeping it." Anil whispered, kissing her neck.


Parul forgot whatever it was she had wanted to say, as Anil unbuttoned her kurta sending shivers down her spine. Slowly his fingers moved down her cleavage causing goosebumps. Driven by passion, she held his head in her hands, bit his lower lip and moaned. 


He growled pushing her back on to the bed, but she laughed, taunting him to play rough.


The Dilemma


"Well, we know that still works." Anil said as they lay together, twenty minutes later, sweaty and content.


"Yeah. That was awesome. It's been a while hasn't it? Why did we ever stop?"


"I don't know. I've just been busy with wrapping up at the office. Seriously Paro, how have you been dealing with retirement?"


"I just treated it as a long break, reading, trying out some new recipes, watching a few good movies and making the most of the last days of Nalini living here."


"And then there were two..." Anil smiled.


"It's the end of an era, you know. We spend so much time and energy on the kids, but they are barely with us for twenty odd years of our lives. We had a few more because Nalini was, was well an accident, and she stayed here until she finished her MBBS. But really, it's just the two of us. We are partners for life, aren't we, spending sixty odd years together, if we are lucky." She looked at him with so much tenderness, that his heart melted, and he pulled her into a hug.


"Retirement was making me so restless Paro, I was thinking I should start some new venture, but now I don't want to." Anil decided.


"Why not?" Parul asked, bewildered. "As much fun as this was, we can't spend all our time doing it." Her eyes twinkled. "We're not twenty anymore, you know."


"Oh I think we're still pretty horny. But seriously, it's because I know how I am. If I start something, I'll get lost in it, and we won't spend any time together. We have precious little left, and I don't want to spend another moment apart."


"Anil, you know you'll only make yourself miserable that way, and me too by extension. You can't spend the next ten years alternately watching sunsets and having sex. It's not practical." Parul chortled.


"So, what then? We go back to having separate lives?" Anil brooded.


"No. I don't want that either." Parul shook her head and drew a deep breath.


"Well you can't have your cake and eat it too, now can you?" Anil quipped.


"Sometimes, if you're really lucky, you can." Parul calmly, asserted. "Where there's a will, there's a way."


"When did we start talking in cliches?" Anil frowned.


"Seems like fun." Parul laughed and then added, "Couldn't we do something together? I mean we've both not quite achieved our dreams, but we have enough saved up for comfortable lives. Perhaps, now is the time to invest in our dreams, but we should do it together."


"That would be perfect, but how? I mean our dreams are in such different fields. East is east, and west is west, and never the twain shall meet."


"See, I told you it's fun to talk in cliches." Parul raised her eyebrows and smiled. "Besides, the globe is spherical. Who says east can't meet west? In fact, it must. Let's think about it. I'm sure we can come up with something."


The two gazed into a distance lost in thought.


The Birth of an Idea


Anil and Parul enjoyed a most pleasurable week as they went to the beach, watched a couple of plays, attended a music concert, played carom and Scrabble and did crosswords. One afternoon, while they sat together on the swing facing the balcony, sipping their tea, Anil asked, " Paro have you thought about what we can do next?"


"Yes I have. Anil, you said you missed designing and planning structures. Does it really matter what these structures are used for?" Parul asked.


"Whatever do you mean?"


"I mean, how would you feel about creating model cities, factories, castles, etc instead of real buildings and bridges?" Parul asked.


"I suppose that would be fine. It would still require the same sort of work. After all it's not like I want to do the actual construction. I just provide the models and work with contractors on the implementation on real sites. Although real sites pose an additional interesting challenge, the first part is fun enough. But what would these models be used for? I don't want these to be just a hobby. I want to do something constructive." Anil squinted at Parul, wondering where she was heading.


"I am coming to that. As you know, I have always wanted to write children's books, but they are all over the place these days, and if I did write them hardly anyone would notice them. Besides, I have worked with kids all my life, and I know what makes their eyes light up and sets their hearts pumping. If you could build the worlds I create in my stories, then the children could interact with the worlds and enjoy the books in a whole new way. It would be a great way to entice reluctant readers, by stimulating their imagination." Parul blurted out, as if she had rehearsed the words a few times.


"You want to sell these? They would be too expensive for one story. Also, I could not mass produce them." Anil did not want to disappoint her, but he had to be honest. They had always been honest with each other, and that's why their relationship had worked so well. He was about to console her, but to his surprise, she did not seem disappointed at all.


"We could just do a couple and take them to orphanages to tell stories. We can also contact a few NGOs to set up story telling events for underprivileged children." She proposed barely meeting his eyes. She paused to steel herself, before continuing, "We wouldn't make any money, but it would be enjoyable and rewarding. May be, if they worked out well, we could sell a few to schools. Anil we've both worked hard all our lives, and we're financially secure. Let's have some fun together. What do you say?" Parul fidgeted with her fingers, as she waited for a response.


"I say, brilliant!"



"Really? You mean it." Parul's eyes shone with delight, as she breathed a  sigh of relief.


"Yes. It allows us to pursue our dreams together, and we can work at our own comfortable pace. Talk about having our cake and eating it too. Paro, you're a genius. We can do a test case too." 


"Test case? What do you mean?" Parul was intrigued.


"I mean Amaya will be coming to visit us in a couple of months for Christmas. Let's make one for her as a Christmas gift, and see what she thinks of it. Perhaps, she could give us some useful feedback from a child's perspective, that could help us improve the story as well as the model."


"That's perfect. I know, I'll write the first story in a children's park. You can make a working model with swings, slides, a merry-go-round, monkey bars, a sand pit, or something like that?"


"I could do better. I can even put in a little stream, a bridge, a duck pond, an obstacle course, a working fountain and trampoline."


"Wow! I can do a lot with that in my story. Would it be possible to size it, so a kid could make a Lego doll use the set up?"


"Absolutely! This is going to be fun. I am going to call one of my contacts in construction to find out where I can get the stuff I need."


Parul pounced onto Anil and hugged him. Locked in embrace, the two contemplated the possibilities of their new venture.


Let's Do It


Over the next few days Anil called a couple of contractors he had often worked with. Amused by his project, they offered him his pick of old power tools, bits of wood, bamboo, metal and half used tins of polish, paints and industrial strength glue from their workshops. 


Parul in the mean time looked through some old notes searching for an idea for a story. She also sorted through all the craft supplies she had hoarded over her years of teaching.



A month later …


"That was the NGO I've been talking to." Parul called out hanging up the phone. "They loved the video I sent them, of our model so far and offered to recommend us to three orphanages and two schools. But the process will take some time"


"That's not a problem. We need some time too. This is the one we are making for Amaya." Anil said, pointing to nearly finished model of the park whose slide he had been tweaking a moment ago. "We need her help to iron out the kinks. It's going to be a few months before we are ready with another couple of models."


"This is going quite well isn't it?" Parul asked, examining the styrofoam horse she had made for the merry-go round. Parul had discovered that in addition to writing, she enjoyed crafts too. During her years of teaching, she had resented it, because she had to make loads of boring decorations for sports day and annual day festivals and numerous other school celebrations, but as a result of years of practice, she was quite good at it. Now, she found employing that skill to help create her own fantasy worlds was immensely satisfying. 


Anil was great at making models that functioned smoothly and efficiently, but giving them beautiful souls was her job. The merry-go-round was the perfect example of the synergistic implementation of their complimentary skill sets. Anil made the machine with wood and bamboo sticks. It rotated smoothly when one cranked the little handle. But it was all bare and brown. Parul had painted it in lively colors and attached horses, unicorns and motorcycles to the hanging bamboo rods.


"Wow, I can't believe how pretty it looks, Paro. This is really amazing! Amaya is going to be so thrilled. It's a little girl's dream come true."


"Mine too. I always wanted something like this as a kid." Parul sighed looking Anil. "This has been the best month ever. I had so much fun writing the story."


"I hope I did not cramp your style with all the practical demands." Anil's lips twitched.


"No. The constraints helped trigger new ideas. I can't believe how well you made the fountain. The clear plastic covering you put ensures the water does not spoil the rest of the stuff, and I love how you made it recycle the water." Parul walked around the model admiring it.


"But your idea for using the see-saw to pump it was pure genius. I bet that's the piece Amaya will use the most, and the dolls you made to put on the see saw are so cute." Anil pinched Parul's cheeks and she giggled.


"We did well, didn't we?" Parul asked raising her hand for a high five.


Anil clapped her hand and then picked her up and twirled.


"Aww Anil." Parul blushed, kissing him. "Who knew growing old could be so much fun?" 


"I think Byron did," Anil replied, quoting his favorite lines of poetry.


Grow old along with me!
 
The best is yet to be, 

The last of life,
 
for which the first was made.


- Robert Browning


"Let's play with this for a while. We need to be the beta testers, don't you think, Anil?" Parul asked.


"Oh yes! How else could we ensure high quality products?" Anil winked, and the two began playing with the model.


"We have plenty of time to touch it up, before we give it to Amaya." Parul rationalized.



Anil lay down with his head on Parul's lap, as he fiddled with bits of the model. "Okay now tell me the story, darling."
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