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Chapter 1: An Ocean Apart, A Kiss Away 
 

The old ceiling fan in the library’s forgotten corner groaned a rhythmic complaint, each rotation a 
weary sigh that barely stirred the humid air. Outside, the Bangalore monsoon unleashed its fury, a 
torrential downpour that hammered against the tall, arched windows and blurred the world into a 
wash of green and grey. The scent of rain-soaked earth, petrichor, mingled with the sweet, cloying 
fragrance of jasmine drifting from the gardens below and the dusty, papery smell of aging books. It 
was a perfume unique to this city, this moment, and Jesh knew, with a certainty that felt like a 
physical ache in his chest, that he was going to miss it more than he could possibly imagine. 
 
He and Heer were tucked into their alcove, a space they had claimed as their own over four years 
of engineering school. It was a sanctuary of quiet promises and shared anxieties, hidden away in 
the labyrinthine stacks of the university library. In three days, a metal bird would carry him 
across oceans and continents to Los Angeles, to a new life he had dreamed of for years. And this 
world, this life, this girl—the anchor of his existence—would be left behind. 
 
Heer’s head rested on his shoulder, her fingers idly tracing the blue veins on the back of his hand. 
Her silence was heavier than the storm outside. They had spent the last few weeks talking 
themselves in circles, weaving a fragile tapestry of promises. *We’ll talk every day. I’ll visit for 
Christmas. It’s only two years. We can do this.* They had said everything, and now, with the clock 
ticking down its final, brutal hours, there was nothing left to say. Only the silence remained, 
profound and suffocating. 
 
“I double-checked the baggage allowance,” he whispered, the words feeling flimsy and absurd. “Two 
bags, twenty-three kilos each. I think I’m overweight.” 
 
Heer lifted her head, and the shimmering in her large, dark eyes threatened to spill over. A sad 
smile touched her lips. “You’ve been weighing and re-weighing your bags all week. I think you’re just 
trying to find a problem you can solve.” 
 



He couldn’t deny it. He had packed, unpacked, and repacked his life into two suitcases a dozen 
times, a frantic, useless ritual to keep his hands busy and his mind from spiraling. “Maybe,” he 
admitted, his voice thick. “It’s easier than… this.” 
 
“Two years is a thousand weekends, Jesh,” she said, her voice barely a whisper, echoing a 
conversation they’d had before, a thought that haunted them both. “It’s two of my birthdays. Two 
of your birthdays. Two Diwalis. It’s a lifetime of inside jokes we won’t share.” 
 
He cupped her face in his hands, his thumbs gently stroking the soft skin of her cheeks. Her face 
was a map he had memorized, every curve, every line, the small mole just above her lip. “Hey,” he 
said softly. “We survived four years of RVCE. We pulled all-nighters, crammed for exams we thought 
would kill us, and navigated the politics of group projects. If we can survive that, we can survive 
anything.” 
 
A watery laugh escaped her, a sound like a broken melody. “Engineering school had chai breaks at 
the canteen and shared notes in this very library. You could fall asleep on my shoulder when you 
were tired. This is… different.” She leaned in, her forehead resting against his, her breath warm 
on his skin. “Promise me you won’t forget the smell of the rain.” 
 
“Never,” he vowed, his own voice cracking. 
 
“Promise me you won’t replace my filter coffee with that Starbucks stuff.” 
 
He managed a weak smile. “Heer, that’s a promise I can’t make. I hear they have something called 
a Venti.” 
 
She pulled back, a flicker of her usual spirit in her eyes. “Don’t you dare. And don’t you dare start 
calling it ‘fall’ instead of ‘autumn’ or saying ‘gas’ instead of ‘petrol’.” 
 
“I’ll try my best,” he said, the banter a temporary shield against the crushing weight of their 
impending separation. But the shield was fragile, and it crumbled as he looked into her eyes. He 
leaned in and kissed her. 



 
It was a kiss of desperation and devotion, a frantic attempt to brand the memory of her onto his 
very soul. It tasted of the salt of her unshed tears and the sweetness of the mango candy she 
loved. It was a kiss that held the memory of their first meeting, the thrill of their first stolen kiss 
behind the science block, the comfort of a thousand shared silences. It was a promise that their 
love was stronger than any distance, a promise they both desperately needed to believe. He poured 
every ounce of his love, his fear, his hope into that single, final kiss, praying it would be enough to 
last. 
 
*** 
 
The flight was a seventeen-hour limbo, a sterile, pressurized tube hurtling through time zones. Jesh 
was suspended between two worlds, the past and the future, belonging to neither. He watched 
movies on the small screen in front of him, the stories of other people’s lives a welcome distraction 
from the seismic shift occurring in his own. He looked out the window at the endless expanse of 
clouds, a white, fluffy ocean that separated him from everything he had ever known. 
 
The landing in Los Angeles was a jarring re-entry into reality. The air that hit him as he stepped 
out of the airport was not the familiar, humid embrace of Bangalore. It was a wall of dry, 
indifferent heat, thick with the unfamiliar smells of asphalt, exhaust, and a strange, sweet, cloying 
scent he couldn’t identify. The sky was a vast, pale, and unforgiving blue, a stark contrast to the 
dramatic, cloud-strewn canvas of the monsoon he had left behind. The thrill of the new world, the 
land of opportunity he had seen in countless movies, was a cold, hard knot of anxiety in his 
stomach. 
 
Navigating immigration was his first trial. He stood in a long, snaking queue, his carefully organized 
folder of documents clutched in his sweaty hands. The officer was a stern, impassive man who 
looked at him with bored, tired eyes. He fired off a series of questions, his voice flat and 
mechanical. 
 
“Purpose of your visit?” 
 



“I’m here for my master’s degree. At UCLA.” 
 
“How are you funding your education?” 
 
“I have a loan. And my parents’ savings.” 
 
“Do you intend to return to India after your studies?” 
 
“Yes,” Jesh lied, the word feeling like a betrayal on his tongue. 
 
The officer stamped his passport with a loud, definitive thud. “Welcome to the United States.” It 
didn’t sound like a welcome. It sounded like an indictment. 
 
He found his roommate, Sam, waiting for him outside, holding a brightly colored sign that said 
“JESH, MY MAN!” Sam was a whirlwind of cheerful, American energy, all bright white teeth and 
sun-bleached hair. 
 
“Jesh! Dude! Welcome!” he boomed, clapping him on the back with a force that nearly sent him 
stumbling. “Stoked to have you, man. The drive’s a bit of a beast, but we’ll get you home. You 
hungry? You want to grab a burger? In-N-Out is a California institution.” 
 
“I’m okay, thank you,” Jesh mumbled, overwhelmed by the sheer volume of Sam’s personality. Sam 
was friendly, well-meaning, and utterly oblivious to the chasm that had just opened in Jesh’s life. 
 
The drive to the apartment was a blur of freeways, a concrete labyrinth of cars moving at 
terrifying speeds. Sam chattered on, pointing out landmarks that meant nothing to Jesh, talking 
about parties and beach bonfires and a life that felt a million miles away from his own. 
 
The apartment was in a large, modern complex, a series of identical buildings that felt clean, 
modern, and completely impersonal. Jesh’s room was a blank slate, a white box with a bed, a desk, 
and an empty closet. It was waiting to be filled, but Jesh felt hollowed out, emptied of everything 
that made him who he was. 



 
He unpacked his bags, the familiar scent of his mother’s cooking, of the spices she had packed for 
him, clinging to his clothes. It was a painful, poignant reminder of the home he had just left. He 
carefully placed the framed photo of Heer on his bedside table, her smiling face a solitary beacon of 
warmth in the sterile room. 
 
That night, Sam went out to a party, the sound of his laughter and the bass-heavy music from his 
car echoing in the hallway. “You sure you don’t want to come, dude? It’s gonna be epic!” 
 
“I’m just a bit tired from the flight,” Jesh said, the excuse a welcome shield. 
 
He sat on the edge of his bed, the silence of the apartment pressing in on him. He looked at the 
photo of Heer, her smile a frozen moment in time, a relic from a life that already felt like a distant 
dream. He picked up his phone, his fingers hovering over her name. It was the middle of the night 
in Bangalore. She would be sleeping, dreaming in a world he was no longer a part of. 
 
He put the phone down and lay back on the unfamiliar bed, the ceiling a blank, white expanse. The 
thrill of his new adventure had completely evaporated, replaced by an immediate, aching void. He 
was an ocean away, and the kiss that was meant to be a promise now felt like a fragile, fading 
memory. He closed his eyes, desperately trying to conjure the smell of the Bangalore rain, the feel of 
Heer’s hand in his. But all he could smell was the faint, chemical scent of new paint and the dust 
of an empty room. The rectangle of his phone screen remained dark, a silent, mocking testament to 
the distance that now defined his world. He had never, in his entire life, felt so profoundly and 
utterly alone. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 



Chapter 2: Pixels and Promises 
 

The first few weeks at UCLA were a blur of intellectual stimulation, a heady cocktail of complex 
algorithms, brilliant professors, and the thrill of being surrounded by some of the brightest minds 
in his field. Jesh’s life settled into a rhythm of sharp, jarring contrasts. His days were a 
challenging and exhilarating dive into the world of advanced computer science. He was in his 
element, his mind sharp, his ambition stoked. The academic high was real, a potent drug that kept 
the gnawing loneliness at bay during the sunlit hours. 
 
His advanced operating systems class, taught by the legendary Professor Alistair Finch, was the 
highlight of his week. Finch was a titan in the field, a man whose papers Jesh had studied back in 
Bangalore. He was a formidable presence, with a shock of white hair and a piercing gaze that 
seemed to see right through his students. 
 
“An operating system,” Finch declared in their first lecture, his voice a low, gravelly rumble, “is not 
just a piece of software. It is a society. It manages resources, resolves conflicts, and creates a 
system of laws that allow disparate processes to coexist. Your job is to be the architects of this 
society. And I expect you to be benevolent gods, not petty tyrants.” 
 
Jesh was captivated. He devoured the coursework, spent hours in the lab, and his final project—a 
custom-built kernel that managed memory with a novel, hyper-efficient algorithm—earned him a 
rare nod of approval from Finch. “Good work, Mr. Rao,” Finch had said, handing back his paper 
with a scribbled ‘A+’ on it. “You have an elegant mind.” 
 
The praise was a shot of pure adrenaline. In these moments, surrounded by the hum of servers 
and the quiet intensity of his classmates, Jesh felt like he was exactly where he was supposed to be. 
He was a creator, an architect, a benevolent god of his own small, digital world. 
 
But then the sun would dip below the horizon, painting the Los Angeles sky in lurid hues of orange 
and purple, and the academic high would begin to fade. The quiet of the evening would descend, and 
the loneliness would creep back in, a cold, unwelcome guest. 
 



Sam, his ever-cheerful roommate, was a constant, painful reminder of the social life Jesh was 
missing. Sam’s life was a whirlwind of parties, beach bonfires, and casual hangouts. He would 
bound into the apartment, his face flushed with sun and excitement, his phone buzzing with 
messages. 
 
“Dude, you sure you don’t want to come tonight?” Sam would ask, pulling on a fresh shirt that 
smelled of laundry detergent and youthful exuberance. “It’s a bonfire down at Santa Monica. 
There’s gonna be music, s’mores, the whole deal. It’ll be epic.” 
 
Jesh would look up from his textbook, a polite, apologetic smile fixed on his face. “Thanks, Sam, but 
I’ve got to get a head start on this assignment for Finch. It’s a killer.” 
 
It was a lie, or at least, a half-truth. The assignment was real, but it wasn’t the reason he was 
staying home. The truth was, the thought of navigating a crowd of strangers, of making small 
talk, of trying to fit into a world that felt so alien to him, was utterly exhausting. It was easier to 
retreat into the familiar world of his studies, to find solace in the clean, predictable logic of code. 
 
“Alright, man. Suit yourself,” Sam would say, a hint of pity in his eyes. “Don’t work too hard.” And 
then he would be gone, his laughter echoing in the hallway, leaving Jesh alone in the cavernous 
silence of the apartment. 
 
In these quiet hours, the apartment felt less like a home and more like a waiting room. He was 
waiting for the one moment that truly mattered, the one moment that made the rest of the day 
bearable. He was waiting for the rectangle to light up. 
 
It was usually late, close to midnight in LA, which was mid-morning in Bangalore. He would prop 
his laptop on his bed, his heart performing a frantic drum solo against his ribs. He would click the 
call button, and after a few agonizing seconds of digital handshaking, her face would appear. 
 
“Heer,” he would breathe, the sound of her name a prayer on his lips. 
 



“Jesh,” she would reply, her voice a little tinny, a little delayed, but it was her. Her smile, even 
pixelated, was more real to him than anything in his physical world. 
 
Their calls were a lifeline, a fragile thread connecting two disparate worlds. They were filled with 
whispered “I love yous” that felt both vital and fragile, promises of a future that seemed a lifetime 
away. He would tell her about his classes, about Professor Finch’s praise, about the fascinating 
projects he was working on. She would tell him about her new job at a software firm in Bangalore, 
about the antics of their friends, about the little, mundane details of her day that he clung to like 
a drowning man clings to a piece of driftwood. 
 
“Karan is convinced his new boss is a vampire,” she said one night, her eyes sparkling with 
laughter. “He says he’s never seen him eat, and he has a ‘strange aversion to sunlight’.” 
 
Jesh laughed, a genuine, unforced laugh that felt like a release. “That sounds like Karan. Has he 
started carrying garlic in his pocket?” 
 
“I wouldn’t be surprised,” she giggled. 
 
But the screen was a cruel and capricious mediator. It flattened the nuances, swallowed the 
subtleties. A moment of shared silence, which in person would have been comfortable and intimate, 
felt awkward and empty across the digital divide. A sarcastic comment, which would have been 
accompanied by a playful nudge in real life, would land with the thud of a genuine insult. 
 
One night, the connection was particularly bad. Her image was a series of frozen pixels, her voice a 
garbled mess of digital artifacts. “I… you… the project… deadline…” was all he could make out. 
 
“Heer? Can you hear me? You’re breaking up,” he said, his voice rising in frustration. He felt a surge 
of irrational anger at the technology that was failing him, at the invisible forces that were 
conspiring to keep them apart. 
 
“Jesh… call… later…” Her face froze in a grotesque, pixelated mask, and then the screen went 
black. 



 
“Heer?” he said to the blank screen. “Heer!” 
 
He stared at his own reflection in the dark rectangle, a stranger with tired eyes and a heart full 
of a longing so sharp it was a physical pain. He tried calling back, again and again, but the call 
wouldn’t go through. The thread had been cut. 
 
He threw his phone onto the bed and paced the small room, his fists clenched. He was surrounded 
by the promises of a new life, the promise of a brilliant career, the promise of the American dream. 
But in that moment, all he wanted was the simple, tangible promise of her hand in his, the promise 
of her head on his shoulder, the promise of a life that was more than just pixels and promises. 
 
He sank onto the edge of his bed, the silence of the room a deafening roar. He picked up the framed 
photo from his bedside table, his thumb tracing the cool glass over her smiling face. The rectangle 
in his hand was a cold, flat, lifeless thing. It held the image of his entire world, and yet, it kept 
that world a universe away. The loneliness was a physical presence, a heavy weight that settled in 
his chest and made it hard to breathe. The American dream felt very far away, and the price of 
admission felt impossibly high. 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Chapter 3: The Ticking Clock 
 

The graduation ceremony was a blur of black robes and manufactured optimism. The California 
sun beat down on the sprawling university lawn, making the synthetic fabric of his cap and gown 
feel suffocating. Jesh stood among his peers, a sea of smiling faces and proud families, but a 
profound sense of detachment washed over him. He had done it. He had the master's degree, the 
piece of paper that was supposed to be the golden ticket. But as the dean droned on about 
changing the world, the words felt hollow, a distant echo from a life he wasn't yet living. 
 
Sam, whooping with joy, found him in the crowd, his parents in tow. "We're so proud of you, Jesh!" 
Sam's mother said, pulling him into a warm, maternal hug that made his heart ache for his own 
Amma. He smiled, a carefully constructed mask of gratitude, while inside, a quiet panic was 
beginning to set in. The student visa had a 90-day grace period. Ninety days to find a job, or the 
dream would collapse. The ticking clock had begun. 
 
Jesh’s life, once structured by classes and assignments, now shrank to the four corners of his 
laptop screen. The rectangle that had once been a portal to love and connection was now a source 
of crushing anxiety. His days became a monotonous cycle: wake up, open the laptop, trawl through 
job portals—LinkedIn, Indeed, Glassdoor—and send his meticulously crafted resume into the digital 
void. 
 
Each application felt like a tiny paper boat of hope set adrift on a vast, indifferent ocean. Most 
disappeared without a trace. Some were met with the sting of an automated rejection email, a cold, 
impersonal "Thank you for your interest, but..." that felt like a slap in the face. Each one was a 
small blow, a chipping away at the confidence he had so carefully built. 
 
The calls home became a performance. He would schedule them for the morning, when he could still 
muster some semblance of energy, before the day's rejections had piled up. 
 
"How is the job hunt, kanna?" his Appa would ask, his voice full of hopeful expectation. 
 



"It's going well, Appa," Jesh would lie, forcing a bright tone. "I have a few promising leads. These 
things take time." 
 
He would watch his parents' faces on the screen, their pride and hope a heavy weight on his 
shoulders. He couldn't bear to let them see the fear in his eyes, the desperation that was starting 
to gnaw at him. 
 
The calls with Heer were even harder. She knew him too well. She could see the cracks in his 
carefully constructed facade. 
 
"You look tired, Jesh," she would say, her voice soft with concern. 
 
"Just been working hard on the applications," he'd deflect, running a hand over his face. 
 
"Did you hear back from that company you were excited about?" 
 
"Not yet," he'd say, the lie a bitter taste in his mouth. The rejection had come three days ago. 
 
He hated the person he was becoming on these calls—this evasive, brittle stranger. The easy 
intimacy they once shared was being replaced by a strained cheerfulness. After each call, after the 
screen went dark, the silence in his room would rush in, and the performance would crumble. He 
would sit on the edge of his bed, his head in his hands, and the tears he had held back would 
finally fall, silent and hot. He was failing, and he was doing it alone, a world away from everyone he 
loved. The ticking of the clock was the only sound that seemed real. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Chapter 4: The Lifeline 
 

It was day eighty-seven. Three days left. The number echoed in Jesh's mind, a frantic, desperate 
drumbeat. The hope he had clung to for months had withered into a dull, persistent ache of 
despair. He had started packing, the sight of his empty suitcases a stark admission of defeat. He 
had even looked up flight prices back to Bangalore, the screen displaying the cost of his failure in 
neat, damning figures. 
 
He sat staring at his laptop, the screen a familiar landscape of his own misery. Another rejection 
email had just landed in his inbox, this one from a small startup he hadn't even been excited about. 
The blow barely registered anymore. He was numb. He mechanically moved the cursor to open a 
new tab, to start the pointless ritual of searching one last time, when a new email popped up. 
 
The subject line was simple: "Offer of Employment - [Top San Francisco Firm]". 
 
Jesh stared at it. His brain refused to process the words. It had to be a mistake. A cruel joke 
played by the universe. Maybe it was another rejection, just with a misleading subject line. His 
hand trembled as he clicked it open. 
 
The first word he saw was "Congratulations." 
 
He read the email once, twice, a third time. The words swam before his eyes, a jumble of letters 
that slowly, miraculously, began to make sense. "We are delighted to offer you the position of 
Software Engineer... competitive salary... start date..." 
 
A sound escaped his lips, a choked sob that was half laugh, half cry. He pushed back from his desk, 
his chair scraping against the floor, and stood up, his legs unsteady. He walked to the window, the 
world outside suddenly sharp and vibrant. The screen that had been his tormentor, the rectangle 
that had reflected his despair back at him for months, was now his savior. It had delivered a 
lifeline. 
 



His first call was to Heer. His fingers fumbled with the phone, his heart hammering against his 
ribs. She picked up on the second ring, her voice laced with sleep. "Jesh? Is everything okay?" 
 
"I got it," he said, his voice breathless. "Heer, I got a job!" 
 
There was a moment of silence, and then a joyful shriek that made him pull the phone away from 
his ear, a wide, incredulous grin spreading across his face. "You did? Oh, Jesh, you did! I knew it! I 
knew you would!" 
 
They laughed, a pure, unadulterated sound of joy that seemed to erase the months of strained 
conversations and unspoken fears. The promises they had made, the ones that had started to feel 
so fragile, were suddenly solid again, renewed and reinforced by this single, life-altering moment. 
"I'm coming to visit," she said, her voice full of happy tears. "As soon as you're settled. I promise." 
 
The call to his parents was next. He waited until they were both on the video call, their faces 
etched with the familiar worry they tried so hard to hide. 
 
"Amma, Appa," he said, his voice thick with emotion. "I have some news." 
 
He told them, and the transformation on the screen was instantaneous. His mother's hands flew 
to her mouth, her eyes welling up with tears of pure, unadulterated relief. His father, his stoic, 
reserved father, broke into a wide, beaming smile, his pride visible even through the pixels. 
 
"We are so proud of you, kanna," his father said, his voice choked with emotion. "So, so proud." 
 
Jesh watched them, his own tears blurring the screen. The weight that had been crushing him for 
months had lifted, replaced by a lightness he hadn't felt since he'd left India. The rectangle in 
front of him was no longer a prison or a tormentor. It was a window, a conduit for the love and 
pride of his family, a confirmation that his dream was not dead. It was just beginning. He closed 
the laptop, the apartment silent once more, but this time, the silence was not empty. It was full of 
hope. 
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Chapter 5: The Golden Cage 
 

San Francisco was a city plucked from a postcard. The iconic sweep of the Golden Gate Bridge 
against a crisp blue sky, the charming rattle of the cable cars, the steep, picturesque streets lined 
with Victorian houses—it was everything Jesh had dreamed of. His apartment, a sleek, minimalist 
space in a trendy neighborhood, offered a stunning view of the bay. His job was even better. The 
office was a temple of modern technology, with free gourmet food, nap pods, and a palpable sense of 
being at the center of the universe. 
 
Jesh’s life was a series of glowing boxes, each with its own distinct allure. The first was the 
satisfying glow of code on his dual work monitors. He would lose himself for hours in the elegant 
logic of programming, the thrill of solving a complex problem a potent and addictive drug. He was 
good at his job, and the affirmation he received from his colleagues and his manager, Mark, was a 
balm to his once-bruised ego. 
 
He began to treat his own body with the same ruthless efficiency he applied to his code. Lunch 
breaks were "inefficient," so he switched to drinking Soylent, a beige, flavorless slurry that promised 
complete nutrition in thirty seconds. He started tracking his sleep with a wearable device, not to 
ensure he was rested, but to "optimize his REM cycles" for maximum cognitive output. He was 
overclocking his own biology, treating his hunger and fatigue not as signals to be heeded, but as 
bugs to be patched. 
 
The second was the chaotic, vibrant glow of the family WhatsApp group on his phone. It was a 
constant stream of life from a world away: his mother’s daily good morning messages, forwarded 
jokes from his father, photos of his brother Gautham’s latest antics, and a flurry of activity from 
aunts, uncles, and cousins. It was a lifeline to his identity, a noisy, colorful reminder of who he was 
and where he came from. 
 
The third was the lonely, flickering glow of his television at night. After a long day of coding and a 
brief, often-interrupted video call with Heer, he would sink into his couch and lose himself in the 
endless scroll of Netflix. The stories on the screen were a temporary escape, a way to fill the 
cavernous silence of his apartment. 



 
He was, by every conceivable metric, a success. He was a software engineer at a top firm in the 
tech capital of the world. He had a beautiful apartment, a generous salary, and the respect of his 
peers. He was living the dream he had so desperately chased. 
 
And yet, an emptiness gnawed at him. It was a quiet, insidious feeling that crept in during the 
moments between the glowing boxes. It was there in the morning, as he made coffee for one in his 
silent kitchen. It was there during his commute, as he looked out at the city and felt like a ghost in 
its streets. It was there at night, after he turned off the TV, and the only sound was the hum of 
the city and the frantic beating of his own heart. 
 
He was living in a golden cage, a beautiful, comfortable prison of his own making. He had 
everything he thought he wanted, but the one thing he truly craved—a sense of connection, of 
belonging, of being truly present in his own life—was an ocean away, trapped in the pixels of a 
screen. The success he had achieved felt hollow, a beautiful, empty shell. The glow of the screens 
that defined his life was beginning to cast long, dark shadows, and in those shadows, a profound 
loneliness was beginning to take root. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Chapter 6: Lost in Translation 
 

The cultural disconnect at work was a thousand tiny cuts, a slow, imperceptible bleeding of his 
confidence. It wasn't overt or malicious; it was in the subtleties, the unspoken rules of a game he 
didn't know he was playing. 
 
His manager, Mark, was a prime example. Mark was the epitome of the "low-context" American 
boss. He was direct, efficient, and valued brutal honesty above all else. To Mark, feedback was a 
tool, a data point to be delivered without emotional padding. To Jesh, who came from a culture 
where saving face was paramount and criticism was couched in layers of politeness, Mark's 
bluntness was a constant source of stress. 
 
The incident that seared itself into his memory happened during a team-wide Zoom meeting. Jesh 
was presenting a project he had worked on for weeks, his pride evident in his detailed slides. He 
finished, a small, hopeful smile on his face, and waited for the expected words of encouragement. 
 
Instead, Mark’s face, a large rectangle on his screen, remained impassive. "Okay," he said, his voice 
flat. "The backend logic is inefficient. You've used a recursive function that's going to cause a stack 
overflow with large datasets. It's a rookie mistake. We need to refactor this entire module." 
 
The words hit Jesh like a physical blow. His cheeks burned with a hot, creeping shame. In his mind, 
he hadn't just made a mistake; he had failed. He had been publicly declared incompetent. But 
looking at Mark's impassive face, Jesh felt a chill that went deeper than embarrassment. Mark 
wasn't angry; he was just diagnosing a malfunction. He wasn't speaking to Jesh as a person, but as 
a faulty component that needed recalibration. *I am just a processor that returned an error,* 
Jesh thought, a strange, cold realization taking root. He kept his face a neutral mask, nodding as if 
he were receiving valuable, impersonal data. He mumbled, "Okay, I'll get on that." But inside, he was 
reeling. He glanced at the other faces on the screen, his American colleagues. They were nodding 
along with Mark, some even chiming in with suggestions. To them, it was just a technical discussion 
about optimization. To Jesh, it was the first terrifying glimpse of his own obsolescence. 
 



After the meeting, he opened a chat window with Heer. His fingers trembled as he typed: *I feel like 
I'm disappearing here. Mark looked at me like I was a broken toaster. I don't know who I am 
anymore. I'm scared, Heer. I'm so scared.* He stared at the words, the raw, bleeding truth of 
them pulsating on the screen. Then, with a sigh that was almost a shudder, he held down the 
backspace key. The words vanished, character by character, erased as if they had never existed. 
In their place, he typed: *Meeting went okay. Just tired. managing.* He hit send, sealing his fear 
behind a wall of pleasantly neutral text. 
 
He felt like an actor playing two exhausting roles. At work, he was the confident "American" tech 
guy, nodding along in meetings, using words like "synergy" and "bandwidth," and pretending that 
blunt feedback didn't make him want to crawl under his desk. He learned to suppress his natural 
deference, to speak up even when he wasn't sure, to project a confidence he didn't always feel. 
 
Then, in the evenings, he would switch roles. On the video call with his parents, he was the humble, 
obedient Indian son. He would listen patiently to their advice, nod respectfully, and never, ever 
speak of the crushing stress of his job or the loneliness that was his constant companion. He would 
perform the role of the successful son who had made his parents proud, the one who had it all 
figured out. 
 
The constant code-switching was exhausting. It was a mental and emotional gymnastics that left 
him bone-deep tired. He was a ghost in his own life, a collection of carefully curated performances. 
He was losing track of who he really was, the person who existed between the confident tech guy 
and the humble Indian son. The strain of holding up these two masks was beginning to crack the 
foundation of his identity, and he was terrified of what would be left if they both came crashing 
down. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Chapter 7: Static on the Line 
 

The calls with Heer, once the anchor of his life, began to fray. The twelve-and-a-half-hour time 
difference was a constant, unyielding obstacle. His evening was her morning. His exhaustion was 
her energy. They were living in two different worlds, and the screen that connected them was 
beginning to feel more like a barrier. 
 
The disconnect was in the small things, the tiny moments of miscommunication that accumulated 
like static on a bad phone line. One evening, he was telling her about his frustrating day at work, 
about Mark's latest piece of blunt feedback. He was looking for sympathy, for her to say, "That's so 
unfair, I'm sorry you had to go through that." 
 
Instead, she was in the middle of her morning routine, getting ready for work, her attention 
divided. "Well, maybe he has a point, Jesh," she said, her voice distracted as she applied her 
eyeliner. "You've always been a bit sensitive." 
 
The comment, casual and unthinking on her part, landed like a stone in his chest. The vulnerability 
he had offered was met not with comfort, but with criticism. "You don't get it," he snapped, his 
voice sharper than he intended. 
 
"What's there to get?" she retorted, her own frustration rising. "You're living this amazing life in 
San Francisco, and all you do is complain." 
 
The conversation devolved from there. But instead of hearing her pain, Jesh went into debug mode. 
He tried to isolate the root cause of her frustration, treating her emotions like a latency issue in 
the system architecture. "Look, Heer," he said, his voice maddeningly reasonable, "if the issue is the 
time difference, we can optimize the schedule. If we move our sync to 7:00 AM PST, we avoid the 
overlap with your work hours. It’s a simple patch."  
 
He didn't see that he was offering a flowchart to someone who just wanted a hug. He was 
debugging a heart that was breaking, looking for logic errors instead of offering empathy. The 
audio lag swallowed her sigh, a subtle shift in tone that he missed entirely. A wry smile, meant to 



convey irony, was lost in the compression, the comment landing with a thud of unintentional 
seriousness. 
 
He found himself growing resentful of the life he saw unfolding in the background of her calls. The 
friends who would drop by her apartment, the festivals she would attend, the vibrant, chaotic life 
of Bangalore that went on without him. He was a spectator to his own past, a ghost in the 
machine of his former life. 
 
She, in turn, was growing impatient with his melancholy. She couldn't understand the loneliness 
that was eating away at him. From her perspective, he was living the dream they had both 
envisioned. The disconnect between her perception of his life and his reality was a chasm that was 
growing wider with each call. 
 
One night, after a particularly bad argument, they hung up in stony silence. Jesh stared at the 
blank screen, the silence of his apartment a deafening roar. He wanted to call her back, to 
apologize, to explain the gnawing emptiness that he couldn't put into words. But what was the 
point? The screen would just swallow his words, the pixels would just flatten his emotions. 
 
The longing he felt for her was still there, a constant, dull ache. But now, it was tinged with a 
painful sense of frustration, of being fundamentally misunderstood. The thread that connected 
them, once a strong, vibrant cord, was now frayed and thin, stretched to its breaking point across 
an ocean of distance and a screen of static. He was losing her, and he didn't know how to stop it. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Chapter 7.5: The Other Side of the Screen 
 

The screen went black, but Heer didn’t move. She stared at her own reflection in the dead monitor 
of her laptop, her face a mask of anger and a frustration so deep it felt like a physical ache. Her 
heart was hammering against her ribs, a frantic, painful rhythm. The silence in her Bangalore 
apartment was suddenly deafening, broken only by the distant sound of a street vendor calling out 
his wares. 
 
“You don’t get it,” he had snapped. The words, tinny and distorted by the poor connection, still 
echoed in the room. 
 
*I don’t get it?* she thought, a bitter laugh bubbling in her throat. *I’m the one living our old life, 
surrounded by ghosts of you.* 
 
She pushed back from her desk, the argument replaying in her mind. His complaints about his 
"humiliating" job, his "lonely" apartment, his "stressful" life. She wanted to scream. She wanted to 
shake him through the screen. Did he have any idea how that sounded to her? He was living in 
San Francisco, the city of their dreams. He was working at a top-tier company, earning a salary 
that was an abstract, unimaginable number to their friends back home. He was living the life they 
had both sacrificed for, the life she was still waiting to begin. 
 
Her phone buzzed. It was a picture from her friend Neha’s engagement party from the night 
before. A group of them, all smiles, dressed in their finest. She looked at the photo, at the happy, 
familiar faces, and a wave of profound loneliness washed over her, so intense it stole her breath. 
She had been there, but she hadn’t. Her body was there, smiling for the camera, but her mind was 
a million miles away, wondering what Jesh was doing, wondering if he would call. 
 
She was the one who had to field the questions from well-meaning relatives. “So, when are you 
joining him?” “Is he enjoying America?” “When is the wedding?” She was the one who had to watch 
her friends get married, have children, and move on with their lives. She didn't tell them about her 
own victory—the promotion to Senior Analyst she had received just last week. She hadn't even told 
Jesh. How could she? Every time they spoke, he was drowning in complaints about his "empty 



success." To share her joy felt like a betrayal, a spotlight on his misery. So she swallowed her pride, 
silenced her celebration, and let her own life feel like it was on pause, waiting for a future that 
seemed to be perpetually receding. 
 
She walked over to her closet and pulled out the box where she kept his old letters, the faded 
t-shirt he’d left behind that still faintly smelled of him, the dried rose from their first anniversary. 
These were the relics of their love, the tangible proof of a connection that now felt increasingly 
fragile, increasingly digital. 
 
She loved him. She loved him with a fierceness that scared her sometimes. But the man on the 
screen, the one with the tired eyes and the constant complaints, was a stranger. He was a ghost 
of the ambitious, joyful boy she had fallen in love with. She felt a surge of guilt for her anger. He 
was alone, she knew that. But wasn't she alone, too? Alone in a city that was a constant reminder 
of him, alone in a life that was supposed to be theirs together. 
 
She picked up her phone, her fingers hovering over his name. She wanted to call him back, to 
apologize, to try and explain. But what was the point? It was the middle of the night for him. He 
would be asleep. And she couldn't bear to wake him just to stare into the pixelated void of their 
misunderstanding again. 
 
She set the phone down, screen dark, on the bedside table. Outside her window, Bangalore was 
awake, a cacophony of horns and life that felt million miles away from the silent, sterile apartment 
Jesh had described. She curled up on the bed, hugging his old t-shirt to her chest, trying to 
summon the memory of his warmth. But the fabric was cold, and the scent was fading. She closed 
her eyes, wishing that when she opened them, the screen would be gone, and the distance would be 
just a bad dream. But she knew better. The screen was their world now, and the static was 
getting louder. 
 
 
 
 
 



Chapter 8: The Canceled Escape 
 

The idea was a beacon of hope in the monotonous landscape of Jesh's life: a road trip to Yosemite. 
It was Vikram's suggestion. Vikram, his old acquaintance from India, now a cynical but pragmatic 
software engineer in the Bay Area, had become Jesh's only real friend, a commiserator in the 
shared trenches of the immigrant tech experience. 
 
"You look like crap, man," Vikram had said during one of their weekly beer sessions. "You need to get 
out of the city, see some real nature. Not the curated-for-Instagram kind." 
 
The plan was simple: a three-day weekend, a rented car, and the majestic, granite cliffs of 
Yosemite. It was to be a real, tangible escape. No screens, no code, no strained video calls. Just the 
open road, the scent of pine trees, and the humbling grandeur of the mountains. For the first time 
in months, Jesh felt a flicker of genuine excitement. He bought a new pair of hiking boots, studied 
maps of the park, and imagined the feeling of the sun on his face and the spray of a waterfall on 
his skin. 
 
The Friday of their planned departure arrived, a crisp, clear autumn day. Jesh had his bag packed, 
his hiking boots by the door. He was just about to log off for the day, his mind already on the open 
road, when an email from Mark popped up. 
 
Subject: URGENT: Server Outage - All Hands on Deck. 
 
Jesh's heart sank. He clicked open the email, a knot of dread tightening in his stomach. A critical 
server had crashed, and the entire team was being called in for an emergency weekend session to 
fix it. *All hands on deck,* the email said. Hands. Not people. Just hands, attached to keyboards, 
waiting to be activated. He felt a sudden, vertiginous sense of being stored on a shelf, dormant 
until required. A resource on standby. 
 
He called Vikram, his voice flat with a disappointment that was a physical weight. "I can't make it, 
man. Work emergency." 
 



Vikram sighed, a long, weary sound. "Let me guess. Mark's cracking the whip?" 
 
"Something like that." 
 
"They own you, Jesh," Vikram said, his voice devoid of judgment, a simple statement of fact. 
"Welcome to the club." 
 
Jesh spent the weekend staring at his laptop, the majestic vistas of his imagination replaced by 
endless lines of code. The office was a tense, caffeine-fueled war room, the air thick with the smell 
of stale pizza and stress. He worked for thirty-six hours straight, his eyes burning, his body 
aching, his mind a numb haze of technical jargon. 
 
On Sunday evening, the crisis was finally over. Mark sent out a congratulatory email, praising the 
team's "dedication and commitment." Jesh drove home through the empty streets of the city, the 
praise ringing hollow in his ears. 
 
He collapsed onto his couch, too tired to even change his clothes. He picked up his phone and 
scrolled through Instagram. Anjali, his childhood friend, had just posted a story. It was a picture 
of her and her friends on a trek in the Himalayas, their faces beaming, the snow-capped peaks a 
breathtaking backdrop. 
 
He stared at the image, a perfect, curated rectangle of joy. He looked from the phone to his own 
laptop, still open on the coffee table, its screen a mess of code and error logs. The contrast was a 
punch to the gut. He had traded the real, tangible world for a series of glowing boxes, and he was 
beginning to realize it was a terrible bargain. The canceled escape was more than just a missed 
trip. It was a stark, brutal reminder of the cage he was in, a cage with invisible bars and a door 
that was always open, but one he couldn't seem to walk through. 
 
 
 
 
 



Chapter 9: The Ghost at the Feast 
 

The invitation had arrived three months prior, a thick, cream-colored rectangle of cardstock 
nestled in a crimson envelope. It wasn't just paper; it was an artifact, a piece of home sent across 
the Pacific. The moment Jesh slit it open, the scent of sandalwood and jasmine, faint but 
unmistakable, had bloomed in the sterile air of his San Francisco apartment. The card itself was a 
work of art, embossed with a golden Ganesha, the remover of obstacles. The script, a flowing, 
elegant Devanagari, announced the wedding of his cousin, Rohan, to Priya. 
 
For a full day, the invitation sat on his kitchen counter, a vibrant splash of color against the 
stainless steel and white quartz. It was a promise. A promise of home, of chaotic family gatherings, 
of his mother’s cooking, of the easy, untranslatable banter with his brother Gautham. His heart 
had taken flight. He’d immediately mapped out the trip: he’d use his accumulated vacation days, 
surprise his parents by arriving a few days early, and immerse himself in the glorious, maddening 
whirlwind of a week-long Indian wedding. The thought was a balm, a soothing melody against the 
constant, grinding rhythm of his life in America. 
 
He had walked into his manager’s office the next day, the request form feeling like a golden ticket in 
his hand. Mark, a man whose posture seemed permanently molded by his ergonomic chair, had 
listened with a practiced, patient smile. 
 
“India, huh? That’s great, Jesh. Must be exciting,” he’d said, his eyes already flicking to the project 
timeline on his monitor. 
 
“It is. It’s my cousin’s wedding. It’s a very important family event,” Jesh had explained, his own 
smile wide and genuine. 
 
Mark’s smile tightened by a fraction. “I see. And the dates are… ah.” He tapped a few keys. The 
smile vanished, replaced by a mask of managerial concern. “Well, this is unfortunate. That’s the 
exact week of the ‘Odyssey’ platform launch. We’re talking all hands on deck, 24/7 support cycle. 
Your role in the backend integration is… well, it’s non-negotiable.” 
 



The word hung in the air between them, cold and heavy. Non-negotiable. A corporate decree that 
outweighed family, tradition, and the scent of sandalwood. Jesh had tried to argue, to explain the 
significance, but it was like reasoning with a flowchart. Mark offered alternatives—a bonus, extra 
vacation days later in the year, a sympathetic but firm pat on the shoulder. The message was 
clear: the machine needed its cog. His presence was required, not as a person, but as a function. 
He had walked out of the office, the golden ticket in his hand now feeling like a worthless piece of 
paper. 
 
Which led him here. 3:00 AM. The city of San Francisco was a glittering, silent beast outside his 
panoramic window. Inside, his apartment was a study in minimalist sterility. White walls, grey 
furniture, a single, sad-looking succulent on the coffee table. The only source of light and sound was 
the glowing rectangle of his laptop, perched on the kitchen island. He was hunched over it, a 
half-eaten bowl of stale cereal beside him, his eyes burning from exhaustion. 
 
The wedding was being live-streamed. A concession from his family. “You’ll feel like you’re right here 
with us!” his mother had promised, her voice bright but strained over the phone. 
 
The video feed flickered to life. The image was grainy, the colors slightly washed out, but it was 
there. The venue, a grand hall in Chennai, was ablaze with light and marigolds. The air, he knew, 
would be thick with the smell of flowers, incense, and the rich aroma of the wedding feast. 
Through his tinny laptop speakers, he could hear the first, reedy notes of the Nadaswaram, the 
traditional double-reed instrument whose sound was the very soul of a South Indian wedding. It 
was a pale, ghostly echo of the real thing, a sound that should have been felt in his bones but was 
instead a faint buzz in his ears. 
 
And then he saw them. 
 
His family. Dressed in vibrant silks and shimmering jewels, they were a river of life flowing through 
the hall. The camera, held by some obliging teenager, panned unsteadily. It found his mother, her 
face radiant, a diamond nose-pin glittering as she laughed at something his aunt had said. The 
laugh was silent, a beautiful, moving picture that made his chest ache. He saw his father, looking 
regal in a silk kurta, standing with his arm around Gautham. A rare, unguarded smile graced his 



father’s face, a smile Jesh hadn’t seen in years. Gautham, ever the jester, was whispering 
something that made their father’s smile widen. 
 
He was a ghost at the feast. A disembodied spirit floating through the pixels, a silent observer of a 
life that was supposed to be his. 
 
The camera swung wildly and settled on the food. Tables groaned under the weight of silver 
platters. He could identify every dish. The glistening mounds of biryani, the vats of sambar, the 
perfectly round vadas, the rainbow of chutneys. He could almost taste the tangy, spicy, sweet 
symphony of flavors. He could almost smell the ghee-roasted cashews in the payasam. His stomach 
rumbled, a pathetic counterpoint to the feast on the screen. He looked at his bowl of soggy cereal. 
The contrast was so absurd, so cruel, it was almost funny. 
 
A chat box popped up on the side of the screen, a digital waterfall of congratulations from relatives 
scattered across the globe. 
“God bless the happy couple! - From your cousins in Dubai” 
“So sorry we couldn’t be there! Sending all our love from London!” 
 
His fingers hovered over the keyboard. What could he say? He typed, deleted, and typed again. 
Finally, he settled on something simple, something hollow. 
“Congratulations, Rohan and Priya! Wishing you a lifetime of happiness. - Jesh” 
 
His words appeared on the screen, just another drop in the digital river. Suddenly, he felt a jagged 
buzz against his thigh—the urgent vibration of a work notification. He slapped his pocket 
instinctively, his heart rate spiking. But there was nothing there. His phone was sitting on the 
counter, ten feet away, silent and dark. 
 
It was a phantom haptic. A neurological glitch. His nervous system had been so thoroughly rewired 
by the constant, demanding tether of his job that his body was inventing signals that didn't exist. 
He rubbed his thigh, the ghost sensation still tingling. Even here, miles away from the office, 
staring at his family in India, the cage was physical. He felt a fresh wave of guilt. The relatives in 
Dubai and London had legitimate reasons—distance, jobs, young children. He was just a few hours 



away by plane, a young, healthy man with no excuse other than a “non-negotiable” project. He was 
choosing this. Or rather, it had been chosen for him, and he had accepted it. 
 
The ceremony proceeded. He watched Rohan, his childhood partner-in-crime, look at Priya with an 
expression of such profound love that it felt like a physical blow. He watched them exchange 
garlands, their friends and cousins showering them with flower petals. He saw Gautham lift Rohan 
onto his shoulders in a moment of jubilant chaos, a tradition Jesh was supposed to have been a 
part of. He was supposed to be there, holding up his cousin, sharing in that unbridled joy. Instead, 
he was watching it on a 15-inch screen, a world away. 
 
His phone buzzed. A video call from Gautham. He answered, his face automatically forming a smile. 
“Jesh! Can you see us?” Gautham’s face was a sweaty, joyful blur. The noise on his end was a 
deafening roar of music, laughter, and shouting. 
“I can see you! It looks amazing!” Jesh yelled back, his own voice sounding unnaturally loud in the 
silence of his apartment. 
“We miss you, man! It’s not the same! Mom keeps asking about you!” 
“I miss you guys too! Tell everyone I said hi! Congratulations again!” 
The connection was unstable. Gautham’s face froze, then dissolved into a mess of pixels. “…love you, 
bro…” The call dropped. 
 
He stared at the blank phone screen. The brief, chaotic connection had only amplified his isolation. 
He was a satellite, catching a fleeting, broken signal from a world he’d left behind. 
 
He turned back to the laptop just as the main ceremony concluded. The couple was officially 
married. The camera panned across the cheering crowd one last time, a sea of joyous faces, before 
the screen abruptly went dark. The live stream was over. 
 
He closed the laptop. 
 
The silence that rushed in to fill the void was no longer just an absence of sound. It was a 
presence. It was heavy, oppressive, and absolute. The joyous cacophony of the wedding had been a 



temporary shield, and now it was gone. He was left alone with the hum of the refrigerator and the 
frantic, silent beating of his own heart. 
 
And for the first time since he had set foot in America, he wept. 
 
It wasn't the quiet, frustrated tears he’d shed during his lonely job search. It wasn't the sting of 
homesickness he sometimes felt on holidays. This was something else entirely. It was a storm. 
Deep, wracking sobs tore through him, a raw, primal grief that came from the very core of his 
being. He wept for the joy he could only witness through a screen. He wept for the family whose 
laughter he couldn't hear. He wept for the brother he couldn't stand beside, for the mother he 
couldn't hug. He wept for the simple, profound, unadulterated loneliness that had finally broken 
through his carefully constructed walls. 
 
He was a success. A software engineer in San Francisco. He had a six-figure salary, a beautiful 
apartment, a life that millions dreamed of. He was living the dream. But in that moment, crumpled 
over his cold kitchen island in the sterile silence of his expensive apartment, he had never felt more 
like a failure. The glowing rectangle of his laptop had shown him everything he had, and everything 
he had lost. And the knowledge was a wound so deep, he was sure it would never heal. 
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Chapter 10: The Festival of One 
 

Diwali, the festival of lights, had always been Jesh's favorite. It was a time of family, of feasting, 
of the triumph of light over darkness. In Bangalore, the entire city would be ablaze with light, the 
air thick with the smell of gunpowder and sweets, the sound of firecrackers a joyous, chaotic 
symphony. 
 
In San Francisco, it was just another Tuesday. 
 
The family video call was a kaleidoscope of light and love. His parents' home was decorated with 
strings of marigolds and mango leaves, the flickering light of dozens of diyas casting a warm, golden 
glow. His mother, dressed in a beautiful silk saree, held up a plate of homemade sweets to the 
camera. "See, kanna? Your favorite." 
 
He watched as his brother, Gautham, ran outside, his face alight with excitement, and lit a string 
of firecrackers. The explosive joy, even through the tinny speakers of his laptop, was a stark 
contrast to the quiet hum of his own apartment. 
 
He smiled for them, a hollow, aching performance. "It looks beautiful, Amma. Happy Diwali, 
everyone." 
 
"Happy Diwali, Jesh," they chorused back, their faces a mixture of love and a sadness they tried to 
hide. They knew what this festival meant to him, and they knew what he was missing. 
 
After the call, he went to the single electric candle he had bought from a convenience store and 
placed it on his windowsill. It was a pathetic substitute for the rows of flickering diyas that should 
have adorned his home, its steady, artificial light a mockery of the warm, living flame of a real 
candle. 
 
He stood at the window, looking out at the dark, indifferent city. He was alone, a single point of 
light in a vast expanse of darkness. He was a festival of one. 
 



The loneliness he had felt after Rohan's wedding had not dissipated. It had settled in his bones, a 
constant, low-grade ache. He was beginning to feel like a satellite, orbiting a world he was no 
longer a part of, his only connection a series of scheduled transmissions. 
 
He thought of Heer. They had barely spoken that day. A perfunctory "Happy Diwali" text was all 
they had exchanged. The static on the line between them had grown into a wall of silence. 
 
He closed his eyes, and for a moment, he could almost smell the gunpowder and the jasmine, almost 
hear the laughter of his family, almost feel the warmth of a real diya in his hands. But it was just 
a memory, a ghost of a life he had left behind. 
 
He opened his eyes, and he was back in his silent apartment, the electric candle on his windowsill a 
cold, lonely beacon. The darkness he was supposed to be fighting with the light of the festival was 
not outside. It was inside him, a growing void that the glow of his screens could no longer fill. He 
had never felt so far from home. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Chapter 11: A Ghost in Two Worlds 
 

Karan's visit was supposed to be a bridge, a connection back to the life Jesh had left behind. 
Karan, his closest friend from his Bangalore days, was in the US for a work trip and had 
scheduled a weekend to spend with Jesh. The anticipation was a welcome distraction, a flicker of 
light in the growing gloom of his life. 
 
The reunion at the airport was a burst of initial joy. They hugged, a clumsy, back-slapping embrace 
of two men who weren't used to showing affection. They laughed, the sound a little too loud, a little 
too forced. 
 
"You look different, man," Karan said, sizing him up. "You've lost weight." 
 
"It's the American diet," Jesh joked, the lie coming easily to his lips. "All kale and quinoa." 
 
They spent the first few hours in a flurry of catching up, a rapid-fire exchange of news and gossip. 
But as the initial excitement wore off, a slow, awkward fizzle began to set in. They went to a bar 
that night, a trendy, noisy place that Jesh thought would impress his friend. But the easy 
camaraderie they once shared was gone. 
 
They laughed at old jokes, but the laughter didn't quite reach their eyes. They reminisced about 
their college days, but the memories felt like stories about other people. Jesh found himself 
distracted, his eyes constantly scanning the room, his mind a million miles away. Karan, in turn, 
seemed to be observing him with a kind of detached curiosity, like a scientist studying a strange 
new species. 
 
The next day, they walked across the Golden Gate Bridge. It was a beautiful, clear day, the view 
breathtaking. But even there, a chasm of unspoken things lay between them. 
 
"You seem... distant," Karan said, his voice casual, but his eyes searching. "Is everything okay?" 
 
"Yeah, man, of course," Jesh said, forcing a smile. "Just been busy with work. It's demanding." 



 
Karan saw a friend who was distracted and distant, a ghost in his own life. Jesh saw a life that 
had gone on without him, a world that he no longer fit into. Karan spoke of their friends' weddings, 
of new jobs, of the familiar rhythms of their life in Bangalore, and each word was a small, painful 
reminder of the world he had lost. 
 
Their goodbye at the airport was warmer than their hello. It was filled with an unspoken sadness, 
a tacit acknowledgment that the bond they once shared had been irrevocably altered by time and 
distance. 
 
"Take care of yourself, Jesh," Karan said, and this time, the concern in his voice was real. 
 
"You too, man," Jesh replied, the words catching in his throat. 
 
He watched Karan walk away, disappearing into the crowd, and a profound sense of loss washed 
over him. He wasn't just saying goodbye to his friend. He was saying goodbye to a version of himself 
he could never be again. He was a ghost in two worlds, belonging to neither, and the loneliness was 
a cold, hard knot in his stomach. He drove back to his empty apartment, the city lights a blur 
through his tear-filled eyes. 
 
He went into the bathroom to splash cold water on his face, trying to wash away the numbness. 
As he looked up into the mirror, water dripping from his chin, he froze. For a split second, he saw a 
delay. His reflection seemed to blink a fraction of a second *after* he did, a lag like a bad video 
connection. He blinked again, hard, his heart hammering against his ribs. The reflection was 
normal now, staring back with tired, red-rimmed eyes. It was a trick of the light, surely. Or 
exhaustion. Or maybe it was something worse. Maybe he had spent so much time living inside the 
screen that his brain could no longer distinguish between the digital world and the physical one. He 
was becoming a glitch in his own reality. 
 
The bridge he had hoped Karan's visit would build had only served to highlight the chasm that now 
separated him from his past. 
 



Chapter 12: A Window into Grief 
 

The call came in the middle of the night. The frantic ringing of his phone jolted Jesh from a 
restless sleep. He saw his mother's face on the screen, her expression one of raw, unfiltered 
anguish, and he knew. Before she even spoke, he knew. 
 
"Thatha is gone, kanna," she sobbed, her voice breaking. His grandfather. 
 
The world seemed to tilt on its axis. Jesh sat up in bed, the phone clutched in his hand, his mind a 
numb void. He listened as his mother recounted the details, her words a jumble of grief and shock. 
A heart attack. It was sudden. He was gone. 
 
In the days that followed, Jesh became a voyeur to his family's grief. He was a disembodied 
presence, a face in a rectangle, watching from thousands of miles away as his family navigated the 
rituals of mourning. 
 
He watched the funeral through the screen of his laptop. The image was shaky, the sound 
distorted by the wind and the weeping of his relatives. He saw his grandfather's body, shrouded in 
white, and a wave of nausea washed over him. This couldn't be real. He shouldn't be seeing this on 
a screen. 
 
He watched as his father, his strong, stoic father, broke down, his shoulders shaking with a grief 
he had never witnessed before. He watched as his mother, her face a mask of sorrow, performed 
the rituals with a strength that broke his heart. He watched as his brother, Gautham, stood by 
his father's side, his young face aged by a sorrow he was too young to bear. 
 
He was powerless. His words of comfort, typed into a chat box or spoken into the void of a video 
call, felt like pebbles thrown across an ocean. They were small, insignificant, and utterly 
inadequate. He wanted to be there, to hold his mother's hand, to put his arm around his father's 
shoulders, to share in the burden of their grief. 
 



But he was trapped in his golden cage, a prisoner of his own success. He was a ghost at another 
feast, this time a feast of sorrow. 
 
The rectangle of his screen had never felt more like a prison. It was a window into a world of 
intimate pain, a world he was a part of, but one he could not touch or influence. He was a 
spectator to his own family's heartbreak. 
 
After the funeral, he sat in the darkness of his apartment, the silence a heavy shroud. The grief 
he had been holding back, the grief he had been trying to process through the cold, impersonal 
medium of a screen, finally broke through. It was a raw, primal scream of a pain so profound it felt 
like it would tear him apart. 
 
He had missed his cousin's wedding. He had missed Diwali. And now, he had missed his 
grandfather's death. He was missing his own life, one pixelated moment at a time. The American 
dream, the life he had worked so hard to build, had cost him everything that truly mattered. The 
screen that was supposed to connect him to his world had only served to highlight his profound 
and utter disconnection from it. He was lost, and he didn't know if he could ever find his way back. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Chapter 13: Standing-Reserve 
 

The breaking point wasn't a dramatic explosion, but a quiet, terrifying revelation. It came to him 
on a Tuesday morning, as he sat at his desk, staring at the matrix of his life laid out on his various 
screens. 
 
On one monitor was his work calendar, a color-coded grid of obligations. His time was blocked out 
in neat, thirty-minute increments: "Sync with Mark," "Code Review," "Project Phoenix Stand-up." 
His work was optimized, his productivity tracked, his value measured in lines of code and completed 
tasks. 
 
On another monitor was his personal calendar, a different kind of grid, but a grid nonetheless. 
"Call Amma & Appa," "Call Heer," "Weekly catch-up with Vikram." His relationships were scheduled, 
his connections managed, his love and friendship relegated to recurring appointments. 
 
On his phone was his social media feed, a curated stream of perfect moments from other people's 
lives. Anjali's perfect vacation, Rohan's perfect wedding, Karan's perfect family. A life he was 
supposed to aspire to, a life that made his own feel pale and inadequate in comparison. 
 
He looked at these glowing rectangles, these neatly organized boxes of his existence, and a line from 
a philosophy class he had taken in college echoed in his mind. The philosopher was Heidegger, and 
the term was "standing-reserve." The idea was that modern technology had transformed the world 
into a collection of resources to be optimized and managed, to be held in reserve for our use. A 
forest was no longer a forest; it was a standing-reserve of timber. A river was no longer a river; it 
was a standing-reserve of hydroelectric power. 
 
And in that moment, with a clarity that was both terrifying and strangely liberating, Jesh realized 
that he had become a standing-reserve. 
 
He was a resource to be managed. His time, his energy, his intellect—all were being optimized for 
maximum efficiency. His relationships were resources to be maintained, his social life a resource to 



be curated. He was not a person who was alive; he was a resource to be kept in a state of 
readiness. 
 
The revelation was a cold, hard shock to his system. He had spent years striving for this life, this 
success, this dream. He had sacrificed his home, his love, his connection to his family, all for the 
promise of a better life. And what had he become? A cog in a machine, a line item in a budget, a 
collection of data points on a screen. 
 
He looked out the window of his beautiful apartment, at the stunning view of the bay, and he felt 
nothing. It was just a picture, a backdrop for his managed existence. 
 
The terror of the revelation was quickly followed by a strange sense of liberation. If he was just a 
resource, then he could choose to be a different kind of resource. He could choose to be a river, not 
a dam. A forest, not a lumber yard. 
 
He stood up, his heart pounding with a new, unfamiliar sense of purpose. He walked over to his work 
laptop and closed it. He picked up his phone and turned it off. He looked at the blank, dark 
rectangles, and for the first time in a long time, he felt a flicker of freedom. 
 
He didn't know what he was going to do next. He didn't have a plan. But he knew one thing with 
absolute certainty: he could not continue to live as a standing-reserve. He had to break free from 
the grid, from the boxes, from the screens that had defined and confined him. He had to reclaim 
his life, his humanity, his soul. He had to learn how to be a person again, not just a resource. The 
journey would be long and difficult, but for the first time in years, he felt like he was finally moving 
in the right direction. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Chapter 14: Unplugged 
 

He drove. He didn't know where he was going, he just knew he had to move. He threw a few clothes 
into a bag, grabbed his wallet and keys, and walked out of his apartment, leaving his work laptop 
and his personal phone on the kitchen counter. The blank screens felt like a statement, a 
declaration of independence. 
 
He got in his car and drove east, away from the city, away from the coast, away from the life that 
was suffocating him. He drove for hours, the city giving way to suburbs, the suburbs to farmland, 
the farmland to rolling hills. He drove with the windows down, the wind a wild, cleansing force. 
 
He found himself on the road to Yosemite. It was a subconscious pull, a destination his soul had 
chosen for him. The memory of the canceled trip, once a source of bitter disappointment, was now 
a beacon of hope. This time, there would be no last-minute work emergencies, no emails from Mark, 
no glowing rectangles to hold him captive. 
 
He arrived in the park as the sun was beginning to set. He checked into a rustic lodge, a simple 
room with a bed, a chair, and a window that looked out onto a forest of towering pine trees. There 
was no television, no Wi-Fi, no cell service. It was perfect. 
 
The next morning, he woke with the sun. He put on his hiking boots, the ones he had bought for 
the trip with Vikram, and set out on a trail. He walked for hours, his body aching with the 
unaccustomed exercise, his lungs burning with the clean, crisp mountain air. 
 
He stood at the foot of El Capitan, the massive granite monolith soaring into the sky, and he felt a 
sense of awe that was so profound it brought tears to his eyes. He had seen pictures of it, of 
course, on screens. But the pictures were a pale, pathetic imitation of the real thing. The pictures 
could not convey the sheer scale of it, the way it seemed to command the very air around it. 
 
What struck him most was the shape of it. There were no straight lines here. No perfect 
ninety-degree angles. No bezels, no pixels, no grids. The face of the rock was a chaotic, beautiful 
map of cracks and fissures. The trees twisted and turned in a wild, unscripted dance. For the first 



time in years, he wasn't looking at a rectangle. The geometry of the natural world was messy, 
organic, and infinite, and it felt like his brain was finally being allowed to unspool from the tight, 
grid-like tension it had been holding for so long. 
 
He hiked to a waterfall and stood in its spray, the cold, clear water washing over him, cleansing 
him of the grime of his city life, of his digital existence. He felt the power of the water, the raw, 
untamed energy of it, and he felt a connection to something real, something tangible, something 
that could not be captured or contained in a rectangle. 
 
He watched a sunset that filled the entire sky, a riot of color that shifted and changed with every 
passing moment. It was a masterpiece that was being painted just for him, a fleeting, ephemeral 
beauty that could not be saved or shared or liked. It could only be experienced. 
 
For three days, he lived in this unplugged world. He ate when he was hungry, slept when he was 
tired, and walked until his legs ached. He spoke to no one, and yet, he did not feel lonely. He was 
surrounded by the silent, majestic company of the mountains, the trees, the river. 
 
It was the first time in years he felt the world was bigger than a screen. It was the first time in 
years he felt like he was a part of that world, not just an observer of it. The gnawing emptiness 
that had been his constant companion was gone, replaced by a quiet sense of peace, of belonging. 
 
He didn't know what would happen when he went back. He didn't know how he would integrate this 
newfound sense of peace into his old life. But he knew that something fundamental had shifted 
within him. He had broken free from the cage, and he would never willingly step back inside. He 
had remembered what it felt like to be alive, and it was a feeling he would fight to hold onto, no 
matter what the cost. 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Chapter 15: A New Connection 
 

He returned to San Francisco a different person. The city was the same, the apartment was the 
same, but the man who walked back into that life was not. He quit his job. The conversation with 
Mark was brief and surprisingly painless. Mark, ever the pragmatist, simply saw it as a resource 
allocation issue. Jesh was a resource that was no longer available. 
 
As he packed the last of his personal effects—a single framed photo of his parents and a small 
potted plant that had miraculously survived the office air conditioning—Vikram stopped by his desk. 
He leaned against the partition, sipping an iced latte, an eyebrow raised. 
 
"So, the rumors are true," Vikram said, his tone hovering somewhere between amusement and 
disbelief. "You're actually punching out. For good." 
 
"I am," Jesh said, zipping up his backpack. It felt impossibly light. 
 
"You know you're walking away from a gold mine, right? Vesting schedule is just another six 
months." Vikram shook his head, a smirk touching his lips. "You're crazy." 
 
"Maybe," Jesh replied, slinging the bag over his shoulder. He looked at Vikram—smart, capable, and 
completely consumed by the game. "Or maybe I'm just done mining fool's gold." 
 
Vikram snorted, checking his watch, then his phone, his eyes already drifting back to the glowing 
screen of his own device. "Keep telling yourself that, buddy. Send me a postcard from reality." 
 
"I will," Jesh said. But Vikram wasn't listening anymore. He was already typing, his thumbs flying 
across the glass, back in the cage he didn't even know he was in. 
 
He spent the next few weeks in a state of quiet limbo. He sold his expensive furniture, moved into a 
smaller, simpler apartment, and lived off his savings. He read books, real books with paper pages. 
He cooked, taking pleasure in the simple, tactile act of chopping vegetables and stirring a pot. He 



walked through the city, not as a ghost, but as a resident, discovering hidden parks and quiet 
cafes. 
 
And he talked to Heer. Really talked. He called her, his voice unburdened by the weight of a 
thousand unspoken anxieties. He told her everything. About the loneliness, the disconnect, the 
soul-crushing pressure of his job. About his grandfather's death, about feeling like a ghost, about 
the terrifying revelation of being a "standing-reserve." He laid his soul bare, with no screen to hide 
behind. 
 
She listened. She didn't offer solutions or criticisms. She just listened. And in her listening, he 
found the empathy and connection he had been craving for so long. 
 
"I'm coming," she said, her voice firm, decisive. "I've booked a flight." 
 
He met her at the airport, his heart a wild, frantic drum. He saw her emerge from the gate, a 
flash of color and life in the sterile terminal, and for a moment, he was frozen. She was real. She 
was here. 
 
Their first hug was a mix of overwhelming love and the awkwardness of strangers. They had spent 
years loving a pixelated version of each other, and the reality of their physical presence was a 
shock to the system. She was smaller than he remembered, her hair smelled of a shampoo he 
didn't recognize, the cadence of her speech was different from the slightly delayed version he was 
used to. 
 
The first few weeks were a delicate dance. They were two people who loved each other deeply, but 
who had to learn each other all over again. He, who now shied away from screens, would grow quiet 
and withdrawn when she would pull out her phone to scroll through Instagram. She, who was still 
deeply enmeshed in the digital world, would grow frustrated with his Luddite tendencies. 
 
"You can't just opt out of the world, Jesh," she argued one evening, her voice laced with frustration. 
 
"I'm not opting out of the world," he countered, his own voice rising. "I'm opting into the real one." 



 
There were arguments, misunderstandings, moments of painful disconnect. But there were also 
moments of pure, unadulterated joy. They explored the city together, hand in hand. They cooked 
together, their laughter filling the small apartment. They lay in bed at night, talking for hours, 
their voices a low murmur in the darkness. 
 
And then, one evening, as they were walking along the beach, the sun setting over the Pacific, they 
stopped. They looked at each other, and in that moment, the awkwardness, the frustration, the 
years of distance, all fell away. All that was left was the deep, abiding love that had survived it all. 
 
He leaned in and kissed her. It wasn't the desperate, fearful kiss of their parting in Bangalore. It 
wasn't the hollow, pixelated kisses they had blown to a screen. It was a real kiss, a kiss of reunion, 
of rediscovery, of a love that had been tested by fire and had emerged, scarred but stronger. It 
felt like coming home. It felt like he was finally, truly, home. 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Chapter 16: A Different Kind of Light 
 

A year later. Diwali. 
 
The small apartment in the Richmond District was filled with a light that was warm, flickering, 
and alive. Dozens of small, earthen diyas lined the windowsills, their flames dancing and casting 
soft, moving shadows on the walls. The air was thick with the smell of homemade sweets—the nutty 
aroma of besan ladoo, the sweet scent of coconut barfi—and the fragrant, complex perfume of 
spices from a simmering pot of chana masala. Laughter, a mix of familiar and new voices speaking 
in a cheerful blend of English and Hindi, echoed through the small space. 
 
Heer was in the kitchen, her face flushed and happy, showing a new friend, a woman named Chloe 
whom they’d met at a neighborhood potluck, how to shape the perfect ladoo. Her hands, dusted 
with chickpea flour, moved with a practiced ease, a skill passed down from her mother. 
 
Jesh stood by the window, watching the scene, a quiet, profound sense of contentment settling over 
him. He thought back to yesterday afternoon. He had been sitting in the cramped, makeshift 
computer lab at the Mission District community center, the overhead fan rattling a rhythmic beat 
against the heat. Next to him was Mateo, a sixteen-year-old with bright eyes and a hoodie pulled 
low, staring defeat at a screen full of red error messages. Mateo had been ready to quit, his 
shoulders slumped, the frustration radiating off him. Jesh had sat with him for an hour, not fixing 
the bug for him, but guiding him, asking the right questions until Mateo saw the logic knot 
untangle himself. 
 
When the code finally ran—a simple calculator app that didn't crash—Mateo’s face had split into a 
grin so wide it seemed to illuminate the dim room. "I did that," he’d whispered, looking from the 
screen to Jesh. "Mr. Jesh, I actually did that." That moment, that spark of pure, unadulterated 
agency in a kid who had been told "no" his whole life, was worth more than all the stock options 
Jesh had walked away from. It was work that paid in fractions of his old salary, but in dividends 
of something far more substantial. He wasn't just building products for consumers anymore; he was 
building bridges for people. 
 



He and Heer had built a new life together, a life that was a conscious and sometimes clumsy blend 
of two worlds. They had found a community of fellow immigrants, a chosen family of friends who 
understood the unique ache of being from two places at once. They celebrated festivals together, 
turning their small apartments into vibrant pockets of home. They had also made American 
friends, like Chloe, people who had enriched their lives with new perspectives, new foods, and new 
traditions. It was a life woven from threads of the old and the new. 
 
His phone buzzed. It was time for the call. He smiled at Heer, who wiped her hands and came to 
stand beside him. He answered the video call, and his parents’ faces, wreathed in smiles, appeared 
on the screen. 
 
“Happy Diwali!” they said in unison, their voices bright and clear. 
 
“Happy Diwali, Amma, Appa!” Jesh and Heer replied, holding the phone up to show them the scene. 
They panned the camera across the diyas they had lit, the platters of sweets on the coffee table, 
the friends who waved cheerfully from the living room. The conversation was short and sweet, 
unburdened by the weight of performance or expectation. It was just a family, sharing a moment 
of celebration across the miles. 
 
“We miss you, kanna,” his mother said, her eyes shining with a mixture of love and the familiar, 
gentle sorrow of distance. 
 
“We miss you too, Amma,” Jesh replied, and for the first time, the words didn’t feel like a lament. 
They were just a simple statement of fact, a quiet ache in a life that was otherwise full and happy. 
The longing for one home didn't have to negate the love for another. 
 
He ended the call and put the phone down on the counter, screen-side down. He pulled Heer close, 
wrapping his arms around her waist. He watched the warm, flickering light of a real diya, its flame 
dancing and alive, its heat tangible. The rectangle was still there, a part of their lives, a tool that 
connected them to the people they loved who were far away. But it no longer defined his world. It 
was a window, not a cage. A tool, not a master. 
 



He looked around at the life he had built. It wasn’t the life he had dreamed of when he first came 
to America, the one defined by a prestigious job title and a panoramic view. It was smaller, quieter, 
and infinitely more real. It was a life of tangible connections, of shared meals, of real laughter, of 
the warm, messy, imperfect beauty of being truly present. 
 
Heer leaned her head on his shoulder, her hand finding his. “Happy Diwali,” she whispered, her 
voice soft in his ear. 
 
“Happy Diwali,” he whispered back, his heart full. He was finally home, not in a place, but in a life. 
A life illuminated not by the cold, artificial glow of a screen, but by a different kind of light, a light 
that was warm, and real, and his own. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
 
 
 
 
 

Epilogue 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



The Frame Remains 
 

Five years later. 
 
The phone sat on the coffee table, vibrating with a gentle hum. It was a notification—a reminder 
for a meeting, a ping from a friend, a headline from the other side of the world. 
 
Jesh sat on the balcony, watching the San Francisco fog roll in over the hills, a white blanket 
softening the sharp edges of the city. He heard the buzz, but he didn't reach for it. He didn't even 
look. 
 
He took a sip of his tea, feeling the warmth of the ceramic cup against his palms. Inside, he could 
hear the faint sound of Heer humming as she watered the plants, a melody that was imperfect, 
human, and real. 
 
He wasn't a Luddite. He still used computers; he still wrote code. The screens hadn't disappeared. 
The rectangles were still there, framing the world, organizing information, connecting the distant 
nodes of humanity. 
 
But the frame had broken. 
 
He looked at the phone again. It was just a tool. A piece of glass and silicon. It had no power over 
him. It couldn't summon him like a resource, couldn't trap him in a cage of anxiety, couldn't 
optimize his soul. 
 
He picked it up, not with the twitchy compulsion of a user, but with the steady resolve of someone 
who had set his own boundaries. He swiped the notification away—unimportant—and opened the 
camera app. He didn't take a picture of the view. He didn't take a selfie to prove he was there. 
 
He turned the screen off. The black glass reflected the grey sky, and for a fleeting second, his own 
face. He smiled at the reflection, not a performance for an audience of invisible followers, but a 
genuine acknowledgment of the man who was finally, fully present. 



 
He set the phone down, screen-side down. 
 
"Tea's getting cold," Heer called out from inside. 
 
"Coming," he said. 
 
He stood up, leaving the rectangle behind, and walked back into the warmth of his life… 
 


