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This ctory, experience, and collection of thoughts are dedicated to all who inspired me.
From thic moment on, they belsng to you.



PART :1



Chapter 1: An Ocean Apart, A Kics Away

The old ceiling fan in the library’ forgotten corner groaned a rhythmic complaint, each rotation a
weary <igh that barely ctirved the humid air. Qutside, the Bangalore moncoon 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 ccent of rain-coaked earth, petrichor, mingled with the cweet, cloying
Fragrance of jasmine drifting from the gardens below and the dusty, papery cmell of aging books. It
was a perfume unique to thic city, thic moment, and Jech knew, with a certainty that felt like a

phycical ache in his chest, that he was going to misc it more than he could pos<ibly imagine.

He and Heer were tucked into their alcove, a cpace they had claimed ac their own over four years
of engineering cchool. It was a canctuary of quiet promices and chared anxieties, hidden away in
the labyrinthine ctacks of the univercity library. In three days, a metal bird would carry him
across oceans and continents to (oc Angeles, to a new life he had dreamed of for years. And this
world, this life, this gir(—the anchor of his existence—would be left behind.

Heer'e head rested on his choulder, her fingerc idly tracing the blue veins on the back of his hand.
Her cilence was heavier than the ctorm outside. They had cpent the last few weeks talking
themeelvee in circles, weaving a fragile tapestry of promices. “Well talk every day. Il visit for
Christmas. It'c only two years. We can do thic.* They had caid everything, and now, with the clock
ticking down its final, brufal hours, there was nothing left to cay. Only the cilence remained,
profovnd and cuffscating.

T double-checked the baggage allowance,” he whispered, the worde feeling flimsy and absurd. “Two
bags, twenty-three kilos each. I think Im overweight.”

Heer lifted her head, and the chimmering in her large, dark eyes threatened to cpill over. A cad
omile touched her lips. “Youve been weighing and re-weighing your bags all week. I think you're just
trying to find a problem you can colve.”



He couldn't deny it. He had packed, unpacked, and repacked his life into two cuitcaces a dozen
times, a frantic, uselese ritual to keep hic hande busy and hic mind from cpiraling. ‘Maybe,” he
admitted, hic voice thick. “Ite eacier than... thic.”

“Two yearc ic a thousand weekends, Jech,” che caid, her voice barely a whisper, echoing a
conversation theyd had before, a thought that haunted them both. ‘Tt two of my birthdays. Two
of your birthdaye. Two Diwalic. It'c a lifetime of inside jokes we won't chare.”

He cupped her face in his hands, his thumbs gently ctroking the coft ckin of her cheeke. Her face
was a map he had memorized, every curve, every ling, the cmall mole just above her lip. ‘Hey,” he
said coftly. “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 curvive that, we can curvive
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A watery laugh eccaped her, a cound like a broken melody. ‘Engineering cchool had chai breake at
the cantfeen and chared notes in thic very library. You could fall acleep on my choulder when you
were tired. This ic... different.” She leaned in, her forehead resting against his, her breath warm

on his ckin. ‘Promise me you won't forget the emell of the rain.”

“Never,” he vowed, his own voice cracking.

Promice me you won't replace my filter coffee with that Starbucks ctuff.”

He managed a weak emife. ‘Heer, thate a promice I cant make. I hear they have comething called
a Vehfl‘. "

She pulled back, a flicker of her ucual cpirit in her eyes. “Don't you dare. And don't you dare ctart
calling it Fall instead of autvme’or caying gas’instead of petrol.”

Tl try my best,” he caid, the banter a temporary chield against the crushing weight of their
impending ceparation. But the chield was fragile, and it crumbled as he losked into her eyes. He

leaned in and kissed her.



It was a kisc of desperation and devotion, a frantic attempt to brand the memory of her onto his
very coul. It tasted of the calt of her unshed tears and the cweetness of the mango candy che
loved. It was a kiss that held the memory of their first meeting, the thrill of their first ctolen kise
behind the ccience block, the comfort of a thousand chared cilences. It was a promice that their
love was ctronger than any dictance, a promise they both desperately needed to believe. fHe poured
every ounce of hic love, hic fear, his hope into that cingle, final kiss, praying it would be encugh to
last.

XKAX

The flight was a ceventeen-hour limbo, a cterile, prescurized tube hurtling through time zones. Jech
was cuspended between two worlds, the past and the future, belonging to neither. [He watched
movies on the emall ccreen in front of him, the ctories of other people lives a welcome distraction
From the ceismic chift occurring in his own. He looked out the window at the endlecs expance of

clouds, a white, fluffy ocean that ceparated him from everything he had ever known.

The landing in Lo¢ Angelec was a jarring re-entry into reality. The air that hit him ac he ctepped
out of the airport was wot the familiar, humid embrace of Bangalore. It was a wall of dry,
indifferent heat, thick with the unfamiliar cmells of asphalt, exhavst, and a ctrange, cweet, cloying
scent he couldnt identify. The cky was a vast, pale, and unforgiving blue, a stark contrast to the
dramatic, cloud-ctrewn canvas of the monsoon he had left behind. The thrill of the new world, the
land of opportunity he had ceen in countless movies, was a cold, hard knot of anxiety in his

ctomach.

Navigating immigration was his first trial. He ctood in a long, cnaking queve, his carefully organized
Folder of documents clutched in his cweaty hande. The officer was a ctern, impascive man who
looked at him with bored, tired eyes. He fired off a ceries of questions, his voice flat and

mechanical.

Purpose of your visit?”



“T'm here for my master’c degree. At UCLA.”

‘How are you funding your education?”

‘T have a loan. And my parents’ cavings.”

‘Do you intend to return to India after your ctudiec?”

“Yec,” Jech lied, the word feeling like a betrayal on his tongue.

The officer ctamped his passport with a loud, definitive thud. ‘Welcome to the (nited States.” It
didnt cound like a welcome. It counded like an indictment.

He found his rosmmate, Sam, waiting for him outside, holding a brightly colsred cign that caid
TESH, MY MANY Sam was a whirlwind of cheerful, American energy, all bright white teeth and
cun-bleached hair.

“Tech! Dude! Welcome!” he boomed, clapping him on the back with a force that nearly cent him
ctumbling. “Ctoked to have you, man. The drivesc a bit of a beast, but well get you home. You
hungry? You want to grab a burger? In-N-Out ic a California institvtion.”

T'm okay, thank you,” Jech mumbled, overwhelmed by the cheer volume of Sam’c personality. Sam
was friendly, well-meaning, and utterly oblivious to the chasm that had just opened in Jechs life.

The drive to the apartment was a blur of freeways, a concrete labyrinth of cars moving at
terrifying cpeede. Sam chatftered on, pointing out landmarks that meant nothing to Jech, talking

about partiec and beach bonfires and a lite that felt a million miles away from hic own.

The apartment was in a large, modern complex, a ceries of identical buildings that felt clean,
modern, and completely impersonal. Jech'e room was a blank clate, a white box with a bed, a desk,
and an emply closet. It was waiting to be filled, but Jech felt hollswed out, emptied of everything

that made him who he was.



He unpacked his bags, the familiar ccent of his mother'c cooking, of the cpicec che 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 hic bedside table, her emiling face a colitary beacon of

warmth in the cterile room.

That night, Sam went out to a party, the cound of his laughter and the bass-heavy music from his

car echoing in the hallway. “You cure you don'’t want to come, dude? It'e gonna be epic!”
T just a bit tired from the flight,” Jech caid, the excuse a welcome chield.

He cat on the edge of his bed, the cilence of the apartment prescing in on him. He looked at the
phots of Heer, her omile a frozen moment in time, a relic from a life that already felt like a distant
dream. [He picked up his phone, his fingere hovering over her name. It was the middle of the night

in Bangalore. She would be cleeping, 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 expance. The
thrill of his new adventure had completely evaporated, replaced by an immediate, aching void. He
was an ocean away, and the kisc that was meant to be a promice vow felt like a fragile, fading
memory. [He closed his eyes, desperately trying to conjure the emell of the Bangalore rain, the feel of
Heer'e hand in his. But all he could smell was the faint, chemical ccent of new paint and the dust
of an empty room. The rectangle of his phone ccreen remained dark, a cilent, mocking testament to
the distance that now defined hisc world. He had wnever, in his entire life, felt co profoundly and
utterly alone.



Chapter 2: Pixels and Promises

The first few weeks at (JCLA were a blur of intellectual ctimulation, a heady cocktail of complex
algorithme, brifliant profeccore, and the thrill of being currounded by come of the brightest minde
in his field. Jech'e life cettled into a rhythm of charp, jarring contraste. Hic days were a
challenging and exhilarating dive into the world of advanced computer ccience. He was in his
element, his mind charp, his ambition ctoked. The academic high was real, a potent drug that kept
the gnawing loneliness at bay during the cunlit hours.

Hic advanced operating cystems class, taught by the legendary Profeccor Alistair Finch, was the
highlight of his week. Finch was a titan in the field, a man whose papere Jech had ctudied back in
Bangalore. He was a formidable precence, with a chock of white hair and a piercing gaze that
ceemed to cee right through hic ctudents.

‘An operating cyctem,” Finch declared in their first lecture, his voice a low, gravelly rumble, “ic not
Just a piece of coftware. It ic a cociety. It manages resources, resolves conflicts, and creafes a
system of laws that allow disparate processes to coexist. Your job ic to be the architecte of thic

society. And I expect you to be benevolent gods, not petty tyrants.”

Jech was captivated. He devovred the coursework, cpent hours in the lab, and his final project—a
custom-built kernel that managed memory with a wovel, hyper-efficient algorithm—earned him a
rare nod of approval from Finch. “Good work, Mr. Rao,” Finch had caid, handing back his paper
with a ccribbled A+’ on it. “You have an elegant mind.”

The praice was a chot of pure adrenaline. In thece moments, currounded by the hum of cervers
and the quiet intencity of his clacemates, Jech felt like he was exactly where he was cuppoced to be.

He was a creator, an architect, a benevolent god of his own emall, digital world.

But then the cun would dip below the horizon, painting the Loc Angeles cky 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 quest.



Sam, his ever-cheerful roommate, was a constant, painful reminder of the cocial life Jech was
missing. Same life was a whirlwind of parties, beach bonfires, and casual hangouvts. He would
bound into the apartment, his face flushed with cun and excitement, his phone buzzing with

mescages.

‘Dude, you cure you don't want to come tonight?” Sam would ack, pulling on a fresh chirt that
smelled of laundry detergent and youthful exuberance. “Itc a bonfire down at Santa Monica.

There's gonna be music, ¢cimores, the whole deal. It be epic.”

Jech would look up from his textbook, a polite, apologetic cmile fixed on his face. “Thanks, Sam, but
Lve got to get a head ctart on this agsignment for Finch. Ite 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 ctrangers, of making cmall
talk, of trying to fit into a world that felt co alien to him, was utterly exhavsting. It was eacier to
retreat into the familiar world of his ctudiec, to find colace in the clean, predictable logic of code.

Alright, man. Suit yourcelf,” Sam would cay, a hint of pity in his eyes. ‘Don't work tos hard.” And
then he would be gone, his laughter echoing in the hallway, leaving Jech alome in the cavernous

cilence of the apartment.

In thece quiet hours, the apartment felt lesc 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 ucually late, cloce to midnight in (A, which was mid-morning in Bangalore. [He would prop
his laptop on his bed, his heart performing a frantic drum colo against his ribs. He would click the

call button, and after a few agonizing ceconds of digital handchaking, her face would appear.

‘Heer,” he would breathe, the cound of her name a prayer on his lips.



Tech,” che would reply, her voice a little tinny, a little delayed, but it was her. Her emife, even
pixelated, was more real to him than anything in hic phycical world.

Their calle were a lifeline, & fragile thread connecting two disparate worlds. They were filled with
whispered ‘T love yous” that felt both vital and fragile, promices of a future that ceemed a lifetime
away. He would tell her about his clasces, about Profeccor Finch’s praise, about the fascinating
projects he was working on. She would tell him about her new job at a coftware firm in Bangalore,
about the antice of their friends, about the little, mundane detailc of her day that he clung to like

a drowning man clings to a piece of driftwood.

Karan ic convinced his new bosc ic a vampire,” che caid one night, her eyes cparkling with

r”

laughter. ‘He cays he'c never ceen him eat, and he has a ‘ctrange aversion to cunlight’

Jech laughed, a genuine, unforced laugh that felt like a release. “That counde like Karan. Hac he
ctarted carrying garfic in his pocket?”

T wouldn't be curprised,” che giggled.

But the ccreen was a cruel and capricious mediator. It flattened the nuances, cwallowed the
cubtleties. A moment of chared cilence, which in percon would have been comfortable and intimate,
felt awkward and emply acroce the digital divide. A carcastic comment, which would have been
accompanied by a playful nudge in real lite, would land with the thud of a genuine insult.

One night, the connection was particvlarly bad. Her image was a ceries of frozen pixels, her voice a

garbled mess of digital artifacts. “L.. you... the project... deadlive...” was all he could make out.

‘Heer? Can you hear me? You're breaking up,” he caid, his voice rising in frustration. fHe felt a curge
of irrational anger at the technology that was failing him, at the invisible forcee that were
conspiring to keep them apart.

Jech... call... later...” Her face froze in a grofecque, pixelated mask, and then the ccreen went
black.



“Heer?” he caid to the blank ccreen. ‘Heer!”

He ctared at his own reflection in the dark rectangle, a ctranger with tired eyes and a heart full
of & longing co charp it was a phycical 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 emall room, his ficts clenched. He was currovnded
by the promices of a new life, the promice of a brilliant career, the promice of the American dream.
But in that moment, all he wanted was the cimple, tangible promice of her hand in his, the promise

of her head on his choulder, the promise of a life that was more than just pixele and promices.

He cank onto the edge of his bed, the cilence of the room a deafening roar. He picked up the framed
photo from his bedside table, his thumb tracing the cool glace over her emiling face. The rectangle
in his hand was a cold, flat, lifelecs thing. It held the image of his entire world, and yet, it kept
that world a univerce away. The lonelinese was a phycical presence, a heavy weight that cettled in
hic chest and made it hard to breathe. The American dream felt very far away, and the price of
admiscion felt imposcibly high.



Chapter 3: The Ticking Clock

The graduation ceremony was a blur of black robes and manufactured optimiom. The California
cun beat down on the cprawling univercity lawn, making the cynthetic fabric of his cap and gown
Feel cuffocating. Jech ctood among his peers, a cea of emiling faces and proud families, but a
profound cence of detachment washed over him. He had done it. He had the master's degree, the
piece of paper that was cuppoced to be the golden ticket. But ac the dean dromed on about
changing the world, the words felt hollow, a distant echo from a life he wasun't yet living.

Som, whooping with joy, found him in the crowd, his parents in tow. "We're co proud of you, Jech!”
Sam'’s mother caid, pulling him ints a warm, maternal hug that made his heart ache for his own
Amma. [He cmiled, a carefully constructed mask of gratitvde, while inside, a quiet panic was
beginning to cet in. The ctudent vica had a 70-day grace period. /U/'hety days to find a job, or the
dream would collapse. The ticking clock had begun.

Jech’s life, once ctructured by clasces and ascignments, now chrank to the four corners of his
laptop ccreen. The rectangle that had once been a portal to love and connection was now a cource
of crushing anxiety. Hic days became a monstonous cycle: wake up, open the laptop, trawl through
Job portals—(inkedIn, Indeed, Glascdsor—and cend his meticvlously crafted resume into the digital
void.

Each application felt like a tiny paper boat of hope cet adrift on a vast, indifferent ocean. Most
disappeared without a trace. Some were met with the cting of an automated rejection email, a cold,
imperconal "Thank you for your interest, but...” that felt like a clap in the face. Each one was a
emall blow, a chipping away at the confidence he had co carefully builf.

The calle home became a performance. [He would cchedule them for the morning, when he could still

muster come cemblance of enerqy, before the day’s rejections had piled up.

"How i¢ the job hunt, kanna?” his Appa would ack, his voice Full of hopeful expectation.



"Tt'c going well, Appa,” Jech would lie, forcing a bright tone. I have a few promicing leads. These
thl'hgf’ take time. y

He would watch his parents’ faces on the ccreen, their pride and hope a heavy weight on his
choulders. [He couldnt bear to let them cee the fear in his eyes, the desperation that was ctarting

to gnaw at him.

The calle with Heer were even harder. She knew him tos well. She could cee the cracks in his
carefully conctructed facade.

"You look tired, Jech,” che would cay, her voice coft with concern.

"Juct 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 abouvt?”

"Wot yet,” he'd cay, the lie a bitter taste in his mouth. The rejection had come three days ago.

He hated the person he was becoming on these callo—this evasive, briftle stranger. The eagy
intimacy they once chared was being replaced by a ctrained cheerfulnecs. After each call, after the
cereen went dark, the cilence in his room would rush in, and the performance would crumble. He
would ¢it on the edge of his bed, his head in his hands, and the tears he had held back would

Finally Fall, cilent 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 cound that ceemed real.



Chapter 4: The (ifeline

It was day eighty-ceven. Three dayc left. The number echoed in Jech's mind, a frantic, desperate
drumbeat. The hope he had clung to for months had withered into a dull, persictent ache of
despair. He had ctarted packing, the cight of his empty cuitcaces a ctark admiscion of defeat. He
had even looked up flight pricec back to Bangalore, the ccreen displaying the cost of his failvre in

neat, damuihg ﬂ'gurec.

He cat ctaring at his laptop, the ccreen a familiar landscape of his own misery. Another rejection
email had just landed in his inbox, thic one from a emall ctartup 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 ctart the pointless ritual of cearching one last time, when a new email popped up.
The cubject line was cimple: "Offer of Employment - [ Top San Francicco Firm]"

Jech ctared at it. Hic brain refused to process the worde. It had to be a mistake. A cruel joke
played by the univerce. Maybe it was another rejection, just with a misleading subject line. His
hand trembled as he clicked it open.

The first word he caw was "Congratuvlations.”

He read the email once, twice, a third time. The worde cwam before his eyes, a jumble of letters
that clowly, miracvlously, began to make cense. "We are delighted to offer you the position of

Software Engineer... competitive calary... ctart date...”

A cound eccaped his lips, a choked cob that was half laugh, half cry. He pushed back from his desk,
his chair ccraping against the floor, and ctood up, his legs unsteady. He walked to the window, the
world outside cuddenly charp and vibrant. The ccreen that had been his tormentor, the rectangle
that had reflected his despair back at him for months, was wnow his cavior. It had delivered a
lifeline.



Hie First call was to Heer. Hic fingers Fumbled with the phone, his heart hammering against his
vibe. She picked up on the cecond ring, her voice laced with cleep. "Jech? I everything okay?”

"T got it,” he caid, his voice breathlece. "Heer, I got a job!”

There was a moment of cilence, and then a joyful chrick that made him pull the phone away from
his ear, a wide, incredvlous grin cpreading acrose his face. "You did? Oh, Jech, you did! I knew it! T
knew you would!”

They laughed, a pure, unadulterated cound of joy that ceemed to erase the months of ctrained
conversations and unspoken fears. The promices they had made, the ones that had ctarted to feel
<o fragile, were cuddenly colid again, renewed and reinforced by thic cingle, life-altering moment.

"T'm coming to visit,” che caid, her voice full of happy tears. "As coon ac you're cettled. I promice.”

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 co hard to hide.

Amma, Appa,” he caid, his voice thick with emotion. "I have come news.”

He told them, and the trancformation on the ccreen was instantanesve. Hic mother's hande flew
to her mouth, her eyes welling up with tears of pure, unadulterated relief. Hie father, his ctoic,

reserved father, broke into a wide, beaming cmile, his pride vicible even through the pixels.
"We are co proud of you, kanna,” his father caid, his voice choked with emotion. "So, co proud.”

Jech watched them, his own tears blurring the ccreen. The weight that had been crushing him for
months had lifted, replaced by a lightnese he hadn't felt cince he'd left India. The rectangle in
Frout 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 cilent once more, but this time, the cilence was not empty. It was full of
hope.



PART :2



Chapter 5: The Golden Cage

San Francicco was a city plucked from a posteard. The iconic cweep of the Golden Gate Bridge
against a crisp blue cky, the charming rattle of the cable cars, the cteep, picturesque streets lined
with ictorian houses—it was everything Jech had dreamed of. Hic apartment, a cleck, minimalist
space in a trendy neighborhood, offered a ctunning view of the bay. fHic job was even better. The
office was a temple of modern technology, with free gourmet food, nap pods, and a palpable cence of

being at the center of the univerce.

Jech'e life was a ceries of glowing boxes, each with its own distinct allure. The first was the
caticfying glow of code on his dual work monitors. He would lose himself for hours in the elegant
logic of programming, the thrill of colving 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-bruiced ego.

He began to treat his own body with the came ruthless efficiency he applied to his code. (unch
breaks were ‘inefficient,” co he switched to drinking Soylent, a beige, flavorfecs clurry that promiced
complete nutrition in thirty ceconds. fHe ctarted tracking his cleep with a wearable device, not to
ensure he was rested, but to optimize his REM cycles” for maximum coguitive output. He was
overclocking his own bislogy, treating his hunger and fatique not ag cignals to be heeded, but ac
bugs to be patched.

The cecond 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’e daily good morning mescages, forwarded
Jokes from his father, photoc of hic brother Gautham’e latest antics, and a flurry of activity from
aunts, uncles, and cousing. It was a lifeline to hic identity, a noisy, colorful reminder of who he was

and where he came from.

The third was the lonely, flickering glow of his televicion at night. After a long day of coding and a
brief, often-interrupted video call with fHeer, he would cink into his couch and lose himself in the
endlecs ccroll of Netflix. The ctoriec on the ccreen were a temporary eccape, a way to fill the

cavernous cilence of his apartment.



He was, by every conceivable metric, a cuccecs. He was a coftware engineer at a top firm in the
tech capital of the world. He had a beauvtiful apartment, a generous calary, and the respect of his
peers. fHe was living the dream he had <o 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, ac he made coffee for one in his
cilent kitchen. It was there during his commute, ac he looked out at the city and felt like a ghoct in
its ctreets. It was there at night, after he turned off the TV, and the only cound was the hum of
the city and the frantic beating of his own heart.

He was living in a golden cage, a beautiful, comfortable pricon of his own making. fHe had
everything he thought he wanted, but the one thing he truly craved—a cence of connection, of
belonging, of being truly precent in hic own life—was an ocean away, trapped in the pixelc of a
cereen. The cuccess he had achieved felt hollsw, a beavtiful, empty chell. The glow of the ccreens
that defined his life was beginning to cast long, dark chadows, and in those chadows, a profound

loneliness was beginning to take root.



Chapter 6: (oct in Translation

The cultural disconnect at work was a thousand tiny cuts, a clow, imperceptible bleeding of his
confidence. It wasn't overt or malicious; it was in the cubfleties, the unspoken rules of a game he

didn't know he was playing.

Hic 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 withovt emotional padding. To Jech, who came from a culture
where caving face was paramount and criticiom was couched in layere of politeness, Mark'e

bluntnese was a constant cource of ctrecs.

The incident that ceared itself into his memory happened during a team-wide Zoom meeting. Jech
was presenting a project he had worked on for weeks, his pride evident in his detailed clides. He

Finished, a emall, hopeful cmile on his face, and waited for the expected words of encovragement.

Instead, Marke face, a large rectangle on his ccreen, remained impascive. "Okay,” he caid, hic voice
Aat. "The backend logic is inefficient. Youve used a recurcive function that's going to cause a ctack

overflow with large datasets. It'c a rookie mistake. We need to refactor thic entive module.”

The words hit Jech like a phycical blow. Hic cheeks burned with a hot, creeping chame. In hic mind,
he hadn't just made a mistake; he had failed. He had been publicly declared incompetent. But
looking at Mark'c impascive face, Jech felt a chill that went deeper than embarrascment. Mark
wasn't angry; he was just diagnocing a malfunction. He wasn't cpeaking to Jech ac a person, but a¢
a foulty component that needed recalibration. "I am just a procecsor that returned an error,”
Jech thought, a ctrange, cold realization taking rost. He kept his face a neutral mask, nodding ac if
he were receiving valuable, imperconal data. He mumbled, "Okay, Il get on that.” But inside, he was
reeling. He glanced at the other faces on the ccreen, his American colleagues. They were nodding
along with Mark, come even chiming in with cuggectione. To them, it was just a technical discucsion

about optimization. To Jech, it was the first terrifying glimpse of his own obssleccence.



After the meeting, he opened a chat window with Heer. Hic fingere trembled ac he typed: *T Feel like
Lm disappearing here. Mark looked at me like I was a broken toaster. I don't know who I am
anymore. Im ccared, [Heer. Iim co ccared.” [He ctared at the words, the raw, bleeding truth of
them pulcating on the ccreen. Then, with a cigh that was almost a chudder, he held dowe the
backspace key. The worde vaniched, character by character, erased ac if they had never existed.
In their place, he typed: “Weeting went okay. Juct tired. managing.” He hit cend, cealing his fear
behind a wall of pleasantly neutral text.

He felt like an actor playing two exhavsting roles. At work, he was the confident "American” tech
guy, nodding along in meetings, using worde like "s’ynergy" and "bandwidth,” and prefending that
blunt feedback didn't make him want to crawl under his desk. He learned to cupprese his natural

deference, to cpeak up even when he wasn't cure, to project a confidence he didn't always feel.

Then, in the evenings, he would cwitch roles. On the video call with his parents, he was the humble,
obedient Indian con. [He would listen patiently to their advice, nod respectfully, and never, ever
speak of the crushing ctrecs of his job or the loneliness that was his constant companion. He would
perform the role of the cuccecsful con who had made his parents proud, the one who had it all
Figured out.

The constant code-cwitching was exhavsting. 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 quy
and the humble Indian con. The ctrain of holding up these two maske 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 (ine

The calle with Heer, once the anchor of his life, beqan to fray. The twelve-and-a-half-hour time
difference was a constant, unyielding obstacle. Hic evening was her morning. fHic exhavstion was
her enerqy. They were living in two different worlds, and the ccreen that connected them was

beginning to feel more like a barrier.

The disconnect was in the emall things, the tiny moments of miscommunication that accumvlated
like ctatic on a bad phone line. One evening, he was telling her about his frustrating day at work,
about Mark'e latest piece of blunt feedback. He was looking for cympathy, for her to cay, "Thate co
unfair, Im corry you had to go through that.”

Instead, che was in the middle of her morning routine, getting ready for work, her attention
divided. "Well, maybe he has a point, Jech,” che caid, her voice distracted ac che applied her

eyeliner. "Youve always been a bit cencsitive.”

The comment, casual and unthinking on her part, landed like a ctone in his chest. The vulnerability
he had offered was met not with comfort, but with criticism. "You don't get it,” he cnapped, his
voice charper than he intended.

What'e there to get?” che retorted, her own frustration rising. "You're living thic amazing life in

San Francicco, and all you do ic complain.”

The conversation devolved from there. But instead of hearing her pain, Jech went into debug mode.
He tried to icolate the root cause of her frustration, treating her emotions like a latency iccue in
the cystem architecture. "(ook, Heer,” he caid, his voice maddeningly reasonable, "if the icsue ic the
time difference, we can optimize the schedule. If we move our cyunc to 72:00 AM PST, we avoid the
overlap with your work hours. Ite a cimple patch.”

He didnt cee that he was offering a Flowchart to comeone who just wanted a hug. He was
debugging a heart that was breaking, looking for logic errore inctead of offering empathy. The
audio lag swallswed her cigh, a cubtle chift in tone that he misced entirely. A wry cmile, meant to



convey irony, was lost in the comprescion, the comment landing with a thud of unintentional

ceriousness.

He found himself growing resentful of the life he caw unfolding in the backgrovnd of her calle. The
Friends who would drop by her apartment, the festivale che would attend, the vibrant, chaotic life
of Bangalore that went on withovt him. He was a cpectator 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 underctand the loneliness
that was eating away at him. From her percpective, he was living the dream they had both
envicioned. 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 particvlarly bad argument, they hung up in stony cilence. Jech ctared at the
blank ccreen, the cilence of his apartment a deafening roar. He wanted to call her back, to
apologize, to explain the gnawing emptiness that he couldnt put into worde. But what was the

point? The ccreen would just cwallow his words, the pixele would just flatten his emotions.

The longing he felt for her was ctill there, a constant, dull ache. But now, it was tinged with a
painful cence of frustration, of being fundamentally misunderctood. The thread that connected
them, once a ctrong, vibrant cord, was now frayed and thin, ctretched to ite breaking point across

an ocean of distance and a ccreen of ctatic. He was losing her, and he didn't know how to ctop it.



Chapter 2.5: The Other Side of the Sereen

The ccreen went black, but Heer didn't move. She ctared at her own reflection in the dead monitor
of her laptop, her face a mask of anger and a frustration co deep it felt like a physical ache. Her
heart was hammering against her ribs, a frantic, painful rhythm. The cilence in her Bangalore
apartment was cuddenly deafening, broken only by the dictant cound of a ctreet vendor calling out

his wares.

“You don't get it,” he had cnapped. The words, tinny and distorted by the poor connection, ctifl

echoed in the room.

*T don't get it?* che thought, a bitter laugh bubbling in her throat. “Tim the one living our old life,
currovnded by ghosts of you.”

She pushed back from her desk, the argument replaying in her mind. Hic complainte about his
"humiliating” job, his ‘lonely” apartment, his “ctrecsful” life. She wanted to ccream. She wanted to
chake him through the ccreen. Did he have any idea how that counded to her? He was living in
San Francisco, the city of their dreamg. fHe was working at a top-tier company, earning a calary
that was an abstract, unimaginable number to their friends back home. He was living the life they
had both cacrificed for, the life che was ctill waiting to begin.

Her phone buzzed. It was a picture from her friend Neha'e engagement party from the night
befsre. A group of them, all emiles, dresced in their finest. She looked at the photo, at the happy,
Familiar faces, and a wave of profound loneliness washed over her, co intence it ctole her breath.
She had been there, but che hadn't. Her body was there, emiling for the camera, but her mind was

& milfion miles away, wondering what Jech was doing, wondering if he would call.

She was the one who had to field the questions from well-meaning relatives. “Co, when are you
Jjoining him?” “Ie he enjoying America?” “When ic the wedding?” She was the one who had to watch
her friends get married, have children, and move on with their lives. She didnt tell them abouvt her
own victory—the promotion to Senior Analyst che had received just last week. She hadn't even told
Jesh. How could che? Every time they cpoke, he was drowning in complainte about his ‘emply



cuccees.” To chare her joy felt like a betrayal, a cpotlight on his misery. So che cwallswed her pride,
cilenced her celebration, and let her own life feel like it was on pause, waiting for a future that

ceemed to be perpetvally receding.

She walked over to her closet and pulled out the box where che kept his old letters, the faded
t-chirt hed left behind that ctill faintly smelled of him, the dried rose from their first anniversary.
These were the relice of their love, the tangible prosf of a conmection that now felt increasingly
Fragile, increacingly digital.

SChe loved him. She loved him with a fiercenecs that ccared her cometimes. But the man on the
ccreen, the one with the tired eyes and the constant complainte, was a ctranger. He was a ghost
of the ambitious, joyful boy che had fallen in love with. She felt a curge of quilt for her anger. fHe
was alone, che knew that. But wasnt che alone, too? Alone in a city that was a constant reminder

of him, alone in a life that was cuppoced to be theire together.

She picked up her phone, her fingere hovering over his name. She wanted to call him back, to
apologize, to try and explain. But what was the poin 1?7 It was the middle of the night for him. He
would be acleep. And che couldnt bear to wake him just to ctare into the pixelated void of their

misunderctanding again.

She cet the phone down, ccreen dark, on the bedside table. Qutside her window, Bangalore was
awake, a cacophony of horne and life that felt million miles away from the cilent, cterile apartment
Jech had described. She curled up on the bed, hugging his old t-chirt to her chest, trying to
cummon the memory of his warmth. But the fabric was cold, and the ccent was fading. She cloced
her eyes, wiching that when che opened them, the ccreen would be gone, and the distance would be
Just a bad dream. But che knew better. The ccreen was their world now, and the ctatic was

getting louder.



Chapter §: The Canceled Eccape

The idea was a beacon of hope in the monofonous landccape of Jech'c life: a road trip to Yocemite.
It was likram'e cuggection. fikram, his old acquaintance from India, now a eynical but pragmatic
software engincer in the Bay Area, had become Jech's only real friend, a commicerator in the

chared trenches of the immigrant tech experience.

"You look like crap, man,” lfikram had caid during one of their weekly beer cescions. "You need to get

out of the city, cee come real nature. Not the curated-for-Instagram kind.”

The plan was cimple: a three-day weekend, a rented car, and the majectic, granite cliffc of
Yocemite. It was to be a real, tangible eccape. Mo ccreens, no code, no ctrained video calls. Just the
open road, the ccent of pine trees, and the humbling grandevr of the mountains. For the first time
in months, Jech felt a flicker of genuine excitement. He bought a new pair of hiking bosts, ctudied
maps of the park, and imagined the feeling of the cun on his face and the cpray of a waterfoll on

his ckin.

The Friday of their planned departure arrived, a crisp, clear autumn day. Jech had his bag packed,
his hiking boote by the door. He was just about to log off for the day, hic mind already on the open
road, when an email from Mark popped up.

Subject: URGENT: Server Qutage - All Hands on Deck.

Jech’s heart cank. He clicked open the email, a knot of dread tightening in his ctomach. A critical
cerver had crached, and the entire team was being called in for an emergency weekend cescion to
Fix it. “All hands on deck,” the email caid. Hands. Not people. Just hande, attached to keyboards,
waiting to be activated. [He felt a cudden, vertiginous cense of being ctored on a chelf, dormant

until required. A resovrce on ctandby.

He called fikram, his voice flat with a disappointment that was a phycical weight. "I can't make it,

man. Work emergency.”



Vikram cighed, a long, weary cound. (et me quess. Mark's cracking the whip?”
"Comething like that.”

"They own you, Jech,” Vikram caid, his voice devoid of judgment, a cimple ctatement of fact.
"Welcome to the club.”

Jech cpent the weekend ctaring at hic laptop, the majectic vistas of his imagination replaced by
endlecs lines of code. The office was a tence, caffeine-fueled war room, the air thick with the cmell
of ctale pizza and stress. He worked for thirty-cix hours straight, his eyes burning, his body

aching, his mind a numb haze of technical jargon.

On Sunday evening, the cricic was finally over. Mark cent out a congratulatory email, praicing the
team'c 'dedication and commitment.” Jech drove home through the empty ctreets of the city, the

praise ringing hollow in his ears.

He collapsed onto his couch, tos tired to even change his clothes. He picked up his phone and
cerolled through Instagram. Anjali, his childhood friend, had just posted a ctory. It was a picture
of her and her friends on a trek in the Himalayas, their faces beaming, the cnow-capped peaks a
breathtaking backdrop.

He ctared at the image, a perfect, curated rectangle of joy. He locked from the phone to his own
laptop, ctill open on the coffee table, its ccreen a mess of code and error logs. The contrast was a
punch to the qut. fHe had traded the real, tangible world for a ceries of glowing boxes, and he was
beginning to realize it was a terrible bargain. The canceled escape was more than just a misced
trip. It was a ctark, brutal reminder of the cage he was in, a cage with invisible bars and a door

that was alwaye open, but one he couldn’t ceem to walk through.



Chapter 9: The Ghost at the Feact

The invitation had arrived three months prior, a thick, cream-colored rectangle of cardetock
nestled in a crimeon envelope. It wasn't just paper; it was an artifact, a piece of home cent across
the Pacific. The moment Jech clit it open, the ccent of candalwood and jasmine, faint but
unmistakable, had blosmed in the cterile air of his San Francicco apartment. The card itself was a
work of art, embosced with a golden Ganesha, the remover of obstacles. The ccript, a flowing,

elegant Devanagari, annovnced the wedding of his cousin, Rohan, to Priya.

For a full day, the invitation cat on his kitchen counter, a vibrant splash of color against the
ctainless cteel and white quartz. It was a promice. A promice of home, of chaotic family gatheringe,
of his mother’s cooking, of the eagy, untranslatable banter with his brother Gautham. Hic heart
had taken flight. Hed immediately mapped out the trip: hed uce hic accumvlated vacation days,
surprise his parents by arriving a few dayc early, and immerce himself in the glorious, maddening
whirlwind of a week-long Indian wedding. The thought was a balm, a coothing melody against the
constant, grinding rhythm of his life in America.

He had walked into his manager’c office the next day, the request form feeling like a golden ticket in
his hand. Mark, a man whose posture ceemed permanently molded by his ergonomic chair, had

listened with a practiced, patient cmile.

‘Tndia, hub? That'c great, Jech. Must be exciting,” hed caid, his eyes already Flicking to the project

timeline on hic monitor.

‘It ic. It'c my cousin’c wedding. It'c a very important family event,” Jech had explained, his own

emile wide and genuine.

Mark’s cmile tightened by a fraction. ‘T cee. And the datec are... ah.” He tapped a few keys. The
smile vaniched, replaced by a mask of managerial concern. “‘Well, thic ic unfortunate. Thate the
exact week of the Odyscey’ platform launch. We're talking all hande on deck, 24/7 cupport cycle.

Your role in the backend integration ic... well, it'c non-negotiable.”



The word hung in the air between them, cold and heavy. /(/oh-nega?‘faé/e. A corporate decree that
outweighed family, tradition, and the ccent of candalwood. Jech had tried to arque, to explain the
ciguificance, but it was like reasoning with a flowchart. Mark offered alternativee—a bonus, extra
vacation days later in the year, a cympathetic but firm pat on the choulder. The mescage was
clear: the machine needed its coq. Hie presence was required, not ag¢ a percon, but a¢ 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 Francicco was a gliftering, cilent beast outside his
pansramic window. Inside, hic apartment was a ctudy in minimalict cterility. White walle, grey
Furnitvre, a cingle, cad-looking cucculent on the coffee table. The only cource of light and cound was
the glowing rectangle of his laptop, perched on the kitchen icland. He was hunched over it, a

half-eaten bowl of ctale cereal beside him, his eyes burning from exhavstion.

The wedding was being live-ctreamed. A concession from his family. “Youll feel like you're right here
with uc!” his mother had promiced, her voice bright but ctrained over the phone.

The video feed flickered to life. The image was grainy, the colore clightly 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 cmell of Flowers, incence, and the rich aroma of the wedding feast.
Through his tinny laptop cpeakers, he could hear the first, reedy notes of the Nadaswaram, the
traditional double-reed instrument whose cound was the very coul of a South Indian wedding. It
was a pale, ghostly echo of the real thing, a cound that chould have been felt in hic bones but was

inctead a faint buzz in his ears.
And then he caw them.

Hic family. Dresced in vibrant cilke and chimmering jewels, they were a river of life flowing through
the hall. The camera, held by come obliging teenager, panned unsteadily. It found hic mother, her
face radiant, a diamond nose-pin glittering as che laughed at comething his aunt had caid. The
laugh was cilent, a beavtiful, moving picture that made his chest ache. He caw his father, losking

regal in a cilk kurta, ctanding with his arm around Gautham. A rare, unguarded cmile graced his



Father'c face, a omile Jech hadnt ceen in years. Gautham, ever the jester, was whispering

comething that made their father’c emile widen.

He was a ghost at the feast. A disembodied cpirit floating through the pixels, a silent observer of a
life that was cuppoced to be his.

The camera cwung wildly and cettled on the food. Tables groaned under the weight of cilver
platters. He could identify every dish. The glistening mounde of biryani, the vats of cambar, the
perfectly round vadas, the rainbow of chutneys. He could almost taste the tangy, cpicy, cweet
symphony of flavors. He could almost cmell the ghee-roasted cashews in the payasam. Hic stomach
rumbled, a pathetic counterpoint to the feast on the ccreen. fHe losked at his bowl of coqqy cereal.

The contrast was co absurd, o cruel, it was almost funny.

A chat box popped up on the cide of the ccreen, a digital waterfall of congratulations from relatives
ccaftered acroce the globe.

‘God blese the happy couple! - From your cousing in Dubai”

“Co corry we couldn't be there! Sending all our love from Londsn!”

Hic fingere hovered over the keyboard. What could he g'ay? He typed, deleted, and typed again.
Finally, he cettled on comething cimple, comething hollow.
Congratuvlations, Rohan and Pkiya./ Wiching you a lifetime of happiness. - Jech”

Hic worde appeared on the ccreen, just another drop in the digital river. Suddenly, he felt a jagged
buzz against his thigh—the urgent vibration of a work wotification. He clapped his pocket
instinctively, his heart rate cpiking. But there was nothing there. fHic phone was citting on the

counter, ten feet away, cilent and dark.

It was a phantom haptic. A neurological glitch. Hic nervove cystem had been co thorovghly rewired
by the constant, demanding tether of his job that hic body was inventing cignals that didn't exist.
He rubbed hic thigh, the ghost cencation ctill tingling. Even here, miles away from the office,
ctaring at his family in India, the cage was phycical. He felt a frech wave of quilt. The relatives in
Dubai and (ondon had legitimate reasonc—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 thic. 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 Priga with an
expression of cuch profound love that it felt like a phycical blow. He watched them exchange
garlands, their friends and cousing chowering them with flower petals. He caw Gautham lift Rohan
onto his choulders in a moment of jubilant chass, a tradition Jech was cuppoced to have been a
part of. He was cupposed to be there, holding up his cousin, charing in that unbridled joy. Instead,

he was watching it on a 15-inch cereen, a world away.

Hic phone buzzed. A video call from Gautham. [He answered, his face automatically forming a cmile.
Tech! Can you cee ue?” Gautham'e face was a cweaty, joyful blur. The noise on his end was a
deafening roar of music, laughter, and chouting.

‘T can cee you! It losks amazing!” Jech yelled back, his own voice counding unnatvrally loud in the
cilence of his apartment.

“‘We miss you, man! It'c not the came! Mom keeps acking abouvt you!”

“T miss you quys too! Tell everyone I caid hil Congratulations again!”

The connection was unstable. Gautham'e face froze, then dissolved into a mess of pixels. “..love you,

bro...” The call dropped.

He ctared at the blank phone ccreen. The brief, chaotic connection had only amplified his icolation.
He was a catellite, catching a fleeting, broken cignal 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 acroce the cheering crowd one last time, a cea of joyous faces, before

the ccreen abruptly went dark. The live ctream was over.
He cloced the laptop.

The cilence that rushed in to fill the void was no longer just an absence of cound. It was a

presence. It was heavy, opprecsive, and absolute. The joyovs cacophony of the wedding had been a



temporary chield, and now it was gone. [He was left alone with the hum of the refrigerator and the
Frantic, cilent beating of his own heart.

And for the first time cince he had cet foot in America, he wept.

It wasn't the quiet, frustrated tears hed ched during his lonely job cearch. It wasn't the cting of
homecicknecs he cometimes felt on holidays. Thic was comething else entirely. It was a storm.
Deep, wracking cobs 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 ccreen. fHe wept for the family whose
laughter he couldn't hear. He wept for the brother he couldn't ctand beside, for the mother he
couldn't hug. He wept for the cimple, profound, unadulterated loneliness that had finally broken
through his carefully constructed wall.

He was a cuccecs. A coftware engineer in San Francicco. He had a cix-figure calary, a beavtiful
apartment, a life that millions dreamed of. He was living the dream. But in that moment, crumpled
over his cold kitchen icland in the cterile cilence of his expencive apartment, he had never felt more
like & failvre. The glowing rectangle of his laptop had chown him everything he had, and everything

he had lost. And the knowledge was a wound <o deep, he was cure it would never heal.



PART :3



Chapter 10: The Fectival of One

Diwali, the festival of lights, had always been Jech’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 cmell of gqunpowder and cweets, the cound of firecrackere a joyous, chastic

fymphony.
In San Francicco, it was Just another Juecday.

The family video call was a kaleidoccope of light and love. Hic parents’ home was decorated with
strings of marigolds and mango leaves, the flickering light of dozenc of diyas casting a warm, golden
glow. Hic mother, dresced in a beauvtiful cilk caree, held up a plate of homemade cweetc to the

camera. "See, kanna? Your favorite.”

He watched ac his brother, Gautham, ran outside, his face alight with excitement, and lit a ctring
of firecrackerc. The explocive joy, even through the tinny cpeakers of his laptop, was a ctark

contrast to the quiet hum of his own apartment.

He cmiled for them, a hollow, aching performance. "It looks beavtiful, Amma. Happy Diwal,

everyone.”

"Happy Diwali, Jech,” they chorused back, their faces a mixture of love and a cadnecs they tried to
hide. They knew what this fectival meant to him, and they knew what he was miccing.

After the call, he went to the cingle electric candle he had bought from a convenience ctore and
placed it on his windowsill. It was a pathetic substitute for the rows of flickering diyas that should
have adoruned hic home, its cteady, artificial light a mockery of the warm, living flame of a real

candle.

He ctood at the window, losking out at the dark, indifferent city. He was alone, a cingle point of

light in a vast expance of darkness. He was a festival of one.



The loneliness he had felt after Rohan's wedding had wot discipated. It had cettled in his bones, a
constant, low-grade ache. He was beginning to feel like a catellite, orbiting a world he was no

longer a part of, his only connection a ceries of ccheduled tranemiccions.

He thousht of Heer. They had barely cpoken that day. A perfunctory "Ha,bpy Diwali” text was all
they had exchanged. The ctatic on the line between them had grown into a wall of cilence.

He closed his eyes, and for a moment, he could almost emell the qunpowder and the jasmine, almost
hear the laughter of his family, almoct feel the warmth of a real diya in his hande. 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 cilent apartment. the electric candle on his windowsill a
cold, lonely beacon. The darkness he was cupposed to be fighting with the light of the festival was
not outside. Tt was inside him, a growing void that the glow of his ccreens could no longer fill. He

had rever felt co far From home.



Chapter 11: A Ghost in Two Worlde

Karan'c vieit was cupposced to be a bridge, a connection back to the life Jech had left behind.
Karan, his closest friend from hic Bangalore days, was in the (/S for a work trip and had
ccheduled a weekend to cpend with Jech. 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 clumey, back-clapping embrace
of two men who weren't used to chowing affection. They laughed, the cound a little too loud, a little
too forced.

"You look different, man,” Karan caid, ¢izing him up- "You've lost weight.”
"Tt'c the American diet,” Jech joked, the lie coming eacily to his lips. "All kale and quinoa.”

They cpent the first few hourc in a flurry of catching up, a rapid-fire exchange of news and gossip.
But ac the initial excitement wore off, a clow, awkward fizzle began to cet in. They went to a bar
that wight, a trendy, wnoicy place that Jech thought would imprecs his friend. But the eagy

camaraderie they once chared was gone.

They laughed at old jokes, but the laughter didnt quite reach their eyes. They reminicced about
their college days, but the memoriec felt like ctories about other people. Jech found himself
distracted, his eyes constantly ccanning the room, hisc mind a million miles away. Karan, in tura,
ceemed to be observing him with a kind of detached curiosity, like a scientist ctudying a ctrange

new ¢cpecieg.

The next day, they walked acroce the Golden Gate Bridge. It was a beavtiful, clear day, the view
breathtaking. But even there, a chasm of unspoken things lay between them.

"You ceem... distant,” Karan caid, his voice casual, but his eyes cearching. "I¢ everything oéay?"

"Yeah, man, of course,” Jech caid, forcing a emile. "Juct been busy with work. It'c demanding.”



Karan caw a friend who was distracted and distant, a ghost in his own life. Jech caw a life that
had gone on without him, a world that he no longer fit into. Karan cpoke 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 cadnecs,
a tacit acknowledgment that the bond they once chared had been irrevocably altered by time and

distance.
"Take care of yourself, Jech,” Karan caid, and this time, the concern in his voice was real.
"You too, man,” Jech replied, the worde catching in his throat.

He watched Karan walk away, dicappearing into the crowd, and a profound cense of loss washed
over him. He wasu't just caying goodbye to his friend. He was caying goodbye to a version of himself
he could never be again. He was a ghost in two worlds, belsnging to neither, and the loneliness was
a cold, hard knot in his ctomach. He drove back to his emply apartment, the city lights a blur
through his tear-filled eyes.

He went into the bathroom to cplach cold water on his face, trying to wash away the numbnecs.
Ac he looked up into the mirror, water dripping from his chin, he froze. For a cplit cecond, he caw a
delay. Hic reflection ceemed to blink a fraction of a cecond “after” he did, a lag like a bad video
connection. fe blinked again, hard, his heart hammering against his ribe. The reflection was
normal now, ctaring back with tired, red-rimmed eyes. It was a trick of the light, curely. Or
exhavstion. Or maybe it was comething worce. Maybe he had cpent co much time living inside the
cereen that his brain could wo longer distinguich between the digital world and the phycical one. He

was becoming a gliteh in his own reality.

The bridge he had hoped Karan'c visit would build had only cerved to highlight the chasm that now
ceparated 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 Jech from a
restless cleep. He caw his mother'c face on the ccreen, her exprecsion one of raw, unfiltered

anquich, and he knew. Before che even cpoke, he knew.
"Thatha i¢ gone, kanna,” che cobbed, her voice breaking. Hic grandfather.

The world ceemed to tilt on its axis. Jech cat up in bed, the phone clutfched in his hand, his mind a
numb void. He listened as hic mother recovnted the detaile, her worde a jumble of grief and chock.
A heart attack. It was cudden. He was gone.

In the days that followed, Jech became a voyeur to his family'c grief. He was a dicembodied
presence, a face in a rectangle, watching from thousands of miles away as his family navigated the

rituale of mourming.

He watched the funeral through the ccreen of his laptop. The image was chaky, the cound
distorted by the wind and the weeping of hic relatives. He caw his grandfather's body, chrouded in
white, and a wave of nausea washed over him. This couldn’t be real. He chouldnt be ceeing thic on

a ¢creen.

He watched ac his father, his ctrong, ctoic father, broke down, his choulders chaking with a grief
he had never witnecsed before. He watched ac his mother, her face a mask of corrow, performed
the rituale with a ctrength that broke his heart He watched ac his brother, Gautham, ctood by

his father's cide, his young face aged by a corrow he was too young to bear.

He was powerless. Hic words of comfort, typed into a chat box or cpoken into the void of a video
call, felt like pebbles thrown acroce an ocean. They were cmall, ingignificant, and utterly
inadequate. [He wanted to be there, to hold his mother's hand, to put his arm around his father's
choulders, to chare in the burden of their grief.



But he was trapped in his golden cage, a priconer of his own cuccecs. He was a ghost at ansther

feast, thic time a feast of corrow.

The rectangle of his ccreen had wnever felt more like a pricon. 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

gpectator to his own family'c heartbreak.

After the funeral, he cat in the darkness of his apartment, the cilence a heavy chroud. The grief
he had been holding back, the grief he had been trying to procecs through the cold, impersonal
medivm of a screen, finally broke through. It was a raw, primal ccream of a pain co profound it felt

like it would tear him apart.

He had wmicced his cousin'e wedding. He had wmisced Diwali. And now, he had misced his
grandfather’s death. He was missing his own life, one pixelated moment at a time. The American
dream, the life he had worked co hard to build, had cost him everything that truly mattered. The
cereen that was cupposed to connect him to his world had only cerved to highlight his profsund
and utter disconnection from it. He was lost, and he didn't know if he could ever find his way back.



Chapter 13: Standing-Recerve

The breaking point wasnt a dramatic explocion, but a quiet, terrifying revelation. It came to him
on & Tuecday morning, as he cat at his desk, ctaring at the matrix of his lite laid out on his various

gereens.

On one monitor was his work calendar, a color-coded grid of obligations. Hic time was blocked out
in neat, thirty-minute incremente: "Sync with Mark,” "Code Review,” "Project Phoenix Stand-up.”
Hie work was optimized, his productivity tracked, his value measvred in lines of code and completed

taske.

On ansther monitor was his perconal calendar, a different kind of grid, but a grid nonetheles.
"Call Amma & Appa,” "Call Heer,” Weekly catch-up with Vikram.” Hie relationships were ccheduled,

his connections managed, his love and friendship relegated to recurring appointments.

On his phone was his cocial media feed, a curated ctream of perfect moments from other pesple’c
lives. Anjali’c perfect vacation, Rohan'’s perfect wedding, Karan's perfect family. A life he was

cuppoced to acpire to, a life that made his own feel pale and inadequate in comparison.

He losked at thece glowing rectangles, thece neatly organized boxes of his existence, and a line from
a philscophy clase he had taken in college echoed in his mind. The philocopher was Heidegger, and
the term was "ctanding-recerve.” The idea was that modern technology had trancformed the world
into a collection of resources to be optimized and managed, to be held in reserve for our uce. A
forest was no longer a forest; it was a ctanding-reserve of timber. A river was no longer a river; it

was a ctanding-recerve of hydroelectric power.

And in that moment, with a clarity that was both terrifying and ctrangely liberating, Jech realized

that he had become a standing-reserve.

He was a resovrce to be managed. Hic time, his enerqy, his intellect—all were being optimized for

maximum efficiency. Hic relationships were resovrces to be maintained, his cocial life a resovrce to



be curated. He was not a person who was alive; he was a resource to be kept in a ctate of

readinecs.

The revelation was a cold, hard chock to his cystem. He had spent years ctriving for this life, this
cuccecs, thic dream. He had cacrificed his home, his love, his connection to his family, all for the
promice of a better life. And what had he become? A cog in a machine, a line item in a budget, a

collection of data pointc on a ccreen.

He looked out the window of his beavtiful apartment. at the ctunning 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 ctrange cense of liberation. If he was just a
resource, then he could choose to be a different kind of resouvrce. He could chooce to be a river, not

a dam. A forest, not a lumber yard.

He stood up, his heart pounding with a new, unfamiliar cense of purpose. fHe 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 didnt have a plan. But he knew one thing with
absolvte cerfainty: he could not continve to live as a ctanding-reserve. He had to break free from
the grid, from the boxes, from the ccreens 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 & 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 ccreens felt like a ctatement, a

declaration of independence.

He got in his car and drove eact, away from the city, away from the coast, away from the life that
was cuffscating him. He drove for hours, the city giving way to cuburbs, the cuburbs to farmland,
the farmland to rolling hille. He drove with the windows down, the wind a wild, cleancing force.

He found himself on the road to Yocemite. It was a cubconscious pull, & destination his coul had
chosen for him. The memory of the canceled trip, once a cource 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 cun was beginning to cet. He checked into a rustic lodge, a cimple
room with a bed, a chair, and a window that looked out onto a forest of towering pine trees. There

was wno televicion, no Wi-Fi, no cell cervice. It was perfect.

The next morning, he woke with the cun. He put on his hiking boots, the ones he had bought for
the trip with likram, and cet out on a trail. He walked for hours, his body aching with the

unaccuctomed exercice, his lungs burning with the clean, cricp mountain air.

He ctood at the foot of EI Ca,bftau, the mascive granite monolith coaring into the cky, and he felt a
cence of awe that was co profound it brought tears to his eyes. He had ceen pictures of it, of
course, on ccreens. But the pictures were a pale, pathetic imitation of the real thing. The pictures

could not convey the cheer ccale of it, the way it ceemed to command the very air around it.

What ctruck him most was the chape of it. There were no ctraight lines here. No perfect
ninety-degree angles. Mo bezels, no pixele, no grids. The face of the rock was a chaotic, beavtiful

map of cracks and ficsuree. 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 <o long.

He hiked to a waterfall and ctosd in its cpray, the cold, clear water washing over him, cleancing
him of the grime of his city life, of his digital existence. He felt the power of the water, the raw,
untamed enerqy of it, and he felt a connection to comething real, comething tangible, comething

that could not be captured or contained in a rectangle.

He watched a cunset that filled the entire cky, a rist of color that chifted and changed with every
passing moment. It was a masterpiece that was being painted just for him, a fleeting, ephemeral

beauvty that could not be caved or chared or liked. It could only be experienced.

For three days, he lived in thic unplugged world. He ate when he was hungry, clept when he was
tired, and walked until his legs ached. He cpoke to no one, and yet, he did not feel lonely. He was

surrovnded by the cilent, majestic company of the mountaing, the trees, the river.

It was the first time in years he felt the world was bigger than a ccreen. 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 cense 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 cence of peace into his old life. But he knew that comething fundamental had chifted
within him. He had broken free from the cage, and he would never willingly ctep back inside. He
had remembered what it felt like to be alive, and it was a feeling he would fight to hold onts, no
matter what the cost.



Chapter 15: A New Connection

He returned to San Francicco a different person. The city was the came, the apartment was the
came, but the man who walked back into that life was wnot. He quit his job. The conversation with
Mark was brief and surpricingly painfecs. Mark, ever the pragmatist, cimply caw it ac a resovrce

allscation icsue. Jech was a resovrce that was no longer available.

Ac he packed the last of his perconal effecte—a cingle framed photo of his parents and a cmall
potted plant that had miracvlously curvived the office air conditioning—\/ikram ctopped by his desk.
He leaned against the partition, cipping an iced latte, an eyebrow raiced.

"Co, the rumore are true,” ikram caid, his tone hovering comewhere between amusement and

dicbelief. "You're actually punching out. For good.”
T am,” Jech caid, zipping up his backpack. It felt impoccibly light.

"You know youre walking away from a gold mine, right? lesting cchedule ic just another cix

months.” lfikram chook his head, a emirk touching his lips. "You're crazy.”

‘Maybe,” Jech replied, clinging the bag over his choulder. He looked at /ikram—emart, capable, and
completely consumed by the game. "Or maybe I'm just done mining fools gold.”

Vikram cnorted, checking his watch, then his phone, his eyes already drifting back to the glowing
cereen of his own device. "Keep telling yourself that. buddy. Send me a posteard from reality.”

T will” Jech caid. But Vikram wasn't listening anymore. He was already typing, hic thumbs flying

across the glace, back in the cage he didn't even know he was in.

He cpent the next few weeks in a ctate of quiet limbo. He cold his expencive furnitvre, moved into a
cmaller, cimpler apartment, and lived off his cavings. He read books, real books with paper pages.
He cooked, taking pleasvre in the cimple, tactile act of chopping vegetables and ctirring a pot. He



walked through the city, not ac a ghost, but ac a resident, diccovering hidden parke and quiet

cafes.

And he talked to fHeer. 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 prescure of his job. About his grandfather'c death, about feeling like a ghost, about

the terrifying revelation of being a "ctanding-reserve.” He laid his coul bare, with no screen to hide
behind.

She listened. She didn't offer colutions or criticiome. She just listened. And in her listening, he
Found the empathy and connection he had been craving for co long.

"T'm coming,” che caid, her voice firm, decicive. "Ive booked a flight.”

He met her at the airport, his heart a wild, frantic drum. He caw her emerge from the gate, a
Hach of color and life in the cterile 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 awkwardnecs of ctrangers. They had cpent
years loving a pixelated version of each other, and the reality of their phycical precence was a
chock to the cystem. She was cmaller than he remembered, her hair cmelled of a champoo he
didnt recognize, the cadence of her cpeech was different from the clightly 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 chied away from ccreens, would grow quiet
and withdrawn when che would pull out her phone to ccroll through Instagram. She, who was ctifl
deeply enmeshed in the digital world, would grow frustrated with his (uddite tendencies.

"You can't just opt out of the world, Jech,” che arqued one evening, her voice laced with frustration.

"Tm 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 cosked
together, their laughter filling the small apartment. They lay in bed at wight, talking for hours,

their voices a low murmur in the darbness.

And then, one evening, as they were walking along the beach, the cun cetting over the Pacific, they
ctopped. They looked at each other, and in that moment, the awkwardnecs, the frustration, the
years of distance, all fell away. All that was left was the deep, abiding love that had curvived it all.

He leaned in and kisced her. Tt wasn't the desperate, fearful kiss of their parting in Bangalore. It
wasn't the hollow, pixelated kissec they had blown to a ccreen. It was a real kiss, a kiss of reunion,
of rediccovery, of a love that had been tested by fire and had emerged, ccarred but ctronger. It
Felt like coming home. It felt like he was finally, truly, home.



Chapter 16: A Different Kind of (ight

A year later. Diwal.

The emall apartment in the Richmond District was filled with a light that was warm, flickering,
and alive. Dozens of cmall, earthen diyas lined the windowsills, their flames dancing and casting
coft, moving chadows on the walle. The air was thick with the cmell of homemade cweete—the nutty
aroma. of besan ladoo, the cweet ccent of coconvt barfi—and the fragrant, complex perfume of

¢picee from a cimmering pot of chana masala. (aughter, a mix of familiar and new voices cpeaking

in a cheerful blend of Englich and Hindi, echoed through the emall cpace.

Heer was in the kitchen, her face fluched and happy, chowing a new friend, a woman named Chloe
whom theyd met at a neighborhood potluck, how to chape the perfect ladoo. Her hands, dusted

with chickpea. flour, moved with a practiced eace, a ckill passed down from her mother.

Jech stood by the window, watching the ccene, a quiet, profound cence of confentment cettling over
him. He thought back to yesterday afternoon. fHe had been citting in the cramped, makeshift
computer lab at the Micsion Dictrict community center, the overhead fan rattling a rhythmic beat
against the heat. Next to him was Mateo, a cixteen-year-old with bright eyes and a hoodie pulled
low, ctaring defeat at a ccreen full of red error mescages. Mateo had been ready to quit, his
choulders clumped, the frustration radiating off him. Jech had cat with him for an hour, not fixing
the bug for him, but quiding him, acking the right questions until Mateo caw the logic knot
untangle himself.

When the code finally ran—a cimple calculator app that dide't crach—Mateos face had cplit into a
grin. co wide it ceemed to illuminate the dim room. "I did that” hed whicpered, looking from the
screen to Jech. ‘Mr. Jech, I actually did that.” That moment, that cpark of pure, unadulterated
agency in a kid who had been told "no” his whole life, was worth more than all the ctock options
Jech had walked away from. It was work that paid in fractions of hic old calary, but in dividends
of comething far more cubstantial. 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 clumey blend
of two worlds. They had found a community of fellow immigrants, a chosen family of friends who
underctood the unique ache of being from two places at once. They celebrated festivalse 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 [ife woven from threads of the old and the new.

Hic phone buzzed. It was time for the call. He cmiled at Heer, who wiped her hande and came to
ctand beside him. He answered the video call, and his parents’ faces, wreathed in cmiles, appeared

on the ccreen.
Happy Diwalil” they caid in unison, their voices bright and clear.

‘Happy Diwali, Amma, Appal” Jech and Heer replied, holding the phone up to chow them the cceme.
They panned the camera acrose the diyas they had Iit, the plattere of cweete on the coffee table,
the friends who waved cheerfully from the living room. The conversation was chort and cweet,
unburdened by the weight of performance or expectation. It was just a family, charing a moment

of celebration acrose the miles.

We miss you, kanna,” his mother caid, her eyes chining with a mixture of love and the familiar,

gentle corvow of distance.

We miss you too, Amma,” Jech replied, and for the first time, the worde didn't feel like a lament.
They were just a cimple ctatement 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 ansther.

He ended the call and put the phone down on the counter, ccreen-cide down. He pulled Heer cloce,
wrapping his arms around her waist. He watched the warm, flickering light of a real diya, its Flame
dancing and alive, ite heat tangible. The rectangle was ctill 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 locked around at the life he had built. Tt 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 cmaller, quieter,
and infinitely more real. It was a life of tangible connections, of chared meals, of real laughter, of

the warm, messy, imperfect beavty of being truly present.

Heer leaned her head on his choulder, her hand finding his. ‘Happy Diwali,” che whispered, her

voice ¢oft in his ear.

‘Ha,bpy 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 ccreen, but by a different kind of light, a light

that was warm, and real, and hic own.



E,bi/ague



The Frame Remains

Five years later.

The phone cat on the coffee table, vibrating with a gentle hum. It was a wotification—a reminder
for a meeting, a ping from a friend, a headline from the other cide of the world.

Jech cat on the balcony, watching the San Francicco fog roll in over the hille, a white blanket
coftening the charp edges of the city. fHe heard the buzz, but he didn't reach for it. He didnt even
lock.

He took a <ip of his tea, feeling the warmth of the ceramic cup against his palms. Inside, he could
hear the faint cound of Heer humming ac che watered the plants, a melody that was imperfect,

humaon, and real.

He wasun't a (uddite. He ctill uced computers; he ctifl wrote code. The ccreens hadn't disappeared.
The rectangles were ctill 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 tosl. A piece of glase and cilicon. It had no power over
him. It couldnt cummon him like a resovrce, couldnt trap him in a cage of anxiety, couldn't

optimize his coul.

He picked it up, not with the twitchy compulsion of a user, but with the cteady recolve of someone
who had cet his own boundaries. He cwiped the notification away—unimportant—and opened the

camera. app. e didn't take a picture of the view. He didn't take a celfie to prove he was there.

He turned the ccreen off. The black glase reflected the grey cky, and for a fleeting cecond, his own
Face. He scmiled at the reflection, not a performance for an audience of invicible followers, but a

genuine acknowledgment of the man who was finally, fully present.



He cet the phone down, ccreen-cide down.

"Tea’s getting cold,” Heer called out from inside.

”Comfny, "he ¢aid.

He stood up, leaving the rectangle behind, and walked back into the warmth of his life...



