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Shakilabanu:Internetwali..
Ashini Jani Desai

Despite the uproar for new millennium, life is still
sedentary. Every morning, one slowly sips a warm
cup of chai over the daily horoscopes and
international headlines. Political cartoons nab and
spoof the latest politicians. A neighbor lets you
know she has some fresh vegetables set aside for
you. One hears the latest weather report, and then
that song that brings back a pleasant memory.
Evenings are spent socializing and recounting the
day’s events.

It is the same as it has always been. The only
difference now 1is that it happens in front of a
computer. One can sit in one place and reach the
world. Why restrict technology to information. Why
not let it draw people together?

Scene:  Chaitime.Com  Chat
Monday 8:30 p.m. EST.

Room,

Shakila ... And, so that’s why I like that
movie. 'm a physical therapist and
I liked the way they showed the
recovery process.By the way, my
nick name Shakila is the name of
the Hindi film heroine of the fifties,
who was my dadaji’s favorite star
ShahRukh: Oh really? My nick name is my
mom’s favorite actor. By the way,
are you married? I’m looking for a
girl.

Shakila And I’m not, Seriously. No, I’'m not
married, but I have to let you know
that I don’t think we have anything
in common.
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ShahRukh:

Shakila

ShahRukh:

Shakila

ShahRukh

Shakila

ShahRukh:

Shakila

ShahRukh:

Shakila

ShahRukh:

Oh? What are you doing on the
internet?

Well, I’'m looking for a friend and a
meaningful and long relationship. I
don’t know if the internet is right
way since there are only liars and
phonies out there.

That’s true. See, instead of young
beautiful girl you might be an old
woman.

That’s why I want to check you out.
You could be an old man sitting in a
motel, trapping all the young girls.
So, tell me, what do you look like?

I’'m 5’117, fair, 180 Ibs. Actually, I
don’t look like Sharukh Khan. It’s
more like Aamir Khan!

5’1177 Aamir Khan? That means
you’re really 5°8 and you look like
Johnny Lever!

Ha, say what you will. Whenever
we meet, you can decide for
yourself. Anyway, tell me your
measurements.

What kind of measurements?

The usual - chest, waist, hips.
Excuse me, are you a tailor?

If you were a real woman then you

would know your size. I want to see
what kind of woman I’m talking to.

At this point, Dadaji stopped. He was confused.
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Shakila I’1l tell you my measurements later.
I’m embarrassed now. I hope you’re
not a pervert

ShahRukh:  Then you’re not a woman.

Shakila Hold on.

Dadaji ran into the other room. His wife, Rama Ba
was reading in there and he asked, “What is your
blouse size?”

“Why do you want to

know?” she sat up pertly.

“I need it.” he replied.

“All of your life you just snored next to me. You
should know!”

“Seriously. What is your waist?”

“Arre, Indian women don’t need to know our waist
size. We wear one size fits all saris.”

Without the information he sought, Dadaji returned
to the computer.

Shakila I went to look for my photo. If you
see my photo then you’ll know my
measurements. I can scan and send
it to you tomorrow.

ShahRukh Ok, I’ll wait.

From the corner of his eye, Dadaji saw
Rama Ba get up and walk toward him.
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Shakila We’ll talk at 9 p.m. tomorrow. I
have to go because my mom is
calling.

Good  night.. Don’t forget
tomorrow!

Shakila Good night.

Dadaji clicked and said “Good bye” to the internet,
as it was bedtime. Champaklal was 72-years-old and
lived in Edison, New Jersey with his wife Rama,
son Rahul and his family. For the past few years, he
escaped the trappings of senior-citizen hood. He felt
youthful since he was in touch with modern
technology.

His granddaughter Stuti opened his world when she
sat him in front of the computer one day.

“Dadaji, you can read any newspaper in the world,
even Gujarati ones.” She said. She showed him that
his favorite Times of India “You Said It” cartoons
were just a click away. There were thousands on file
for him to view.

“You don’t have to go to India only. See the Nile
site.” She said. He felt as if he traveled from the
start to the end of the river in a boat. Afterwards, he
wiped his feet and headed to the Louvre and other
great museums. He was amazed at how libraries and
music collections were literally at his fingertips. In
fact, he could listen and read at the same time. He
no longer felt obligated to anyone for picking up a
newspaper or Gujarati book for him.

Rama Ba was not left out of the excitement. Now
she was able to perform her daily pujas to Ranchdji
of Dakor and Amba Mataji. The internet enabled
her to expand her worship as she could cover all the
saints, sadhus and ashrams that were online.

While years of marriage had whittled their
conversations to a minimal exchange, they thought
the computer would reduce it even more, to a mere
“I need to check my mail.” Actually, on the other
hand, it opened new topics for dialogue. This was
the first time they could both discuss Aishwaraya
Rai’s romances, Satyajit Rai’s films or Madhurai’s
dramas.

One night Dadaji saw the light in the office and
spied Stuti on the computer. He saw her eyes wide,

14



gazing at the screen with a smile while her fingers
tap-danced. = Dadaji  remembered what a
wisecracking ten-year-old Stuti was when she left
India. Now, 17 years later, she is lively and
intelligent physical therapist.
He stood in the doorway and coughed. “Shouldn’t
you go to bed soon?” he asked.
“Well, I’'m chatting with people in Singapore right
now.” Dadaji was surprised and walked over to see
the screen. How could this all these lines be a
discussion? Stuti motioned for him to sit down. She
typed something quickly.
“See, it’s Sejal.” She said. Dadaji looked at the
screen.
“Hello Dadaji, how are you?”
“Arre, that’s so fast. How do I do this? Are there
people in Gujarat?” he asked. Stuti laughed as she
typed.
“Ok, let me show you. You click on Yahoo. Then,
click on Chat. Look for India and then you’ll find
Gujarat. See, then you will find Gujarati friends.”
“Is that it?”
“Well, a few rules. Don’t tell your real name. Don’t
give out your phone number or address. We use a
nickname and then you can talk to anyone in the
world and make friends. See, in real life you may
feel shy but there’s no question of that here.”
“I feel like I have an old mind, but new eyes to see
the world!” he said. Stuti laughed.
Stuti set up three of his friend’s email to Yahoo
Messenger service. Dadaji quickly contacted each of
them: In Bharuch--Yogesh,in Ahmedabad--Bhupen
and in California--Bipin. He was amazed to find
that four retired persons in four different locations
were in the Yahoo Messenger room together. His
loneliness was released and he was swathed in the
company of his old friends.
For some old people, living in the US is like living
in a prison. There is a loss of self-reliance living in a
different environment. They ache for their
independence and comfort of their old life.
However, for Dadaji, the house was a world. Yes,
he still goes to park for a walk and to the mandir
regularly. It was not as if he lost himself in
computer. He was not just passing time, but actually
living life.
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Stuti was a shy, but independent girl. Rahul and
Meena were not rushing her into marriage, but they
had hoped Stuti could be engaged right before her
college graduation, as Meena was. Stuti had adopted
certain American ideals. She believed she should
marry a friend, not a random stranger who happened
to be from the same town as her grandfather. When
she went to college, she made many friends so
everyone was happy. “But Pappa, I can’t marry
them. We’re just friends.” Her parents and
grandparents discussed this logic in detail.

With each passing year, there was a lot of tension at
home. Dadaji and Ba were worried, but couldn’t say
anything. Meena and Rahul would find candidates
through social circles. Stuti would oblige them by
meeting the boys, but then would reject the proposal
for various reasons. Stuti was frustrated, as was
Rahul and Meena. It was in this stage of the drama,
that Dadaji stepped forward on the stage.

California Bipin told him that his son married a
Gujarati girl from Hong Kong who he met on the
internet. They chatted first and then they met. It
worked out so nicely. Dadaji knew that technology
that was connecting people would connect Stuti to
her husband.

In the beginning, Dadaji entered the chat room with
the nickname “Dadaji,” but no one spoke with him.
Some people wrote back “Eh, old man, go away!”
When he entered as 27-year-old physical therapist
from Edison named Shakila, everything was
different. Every day there were many people,
including old men, trying to talk to Shakila. She was
becoming quite popular.

In the middle of this, Sharukh entered. The chats
they had made him feel this one was for real.
However, he still wanted to check him out.

Scene:  Chaitime.Com  Chat
Monday 8:30 p.m. EST.

Room,

Shakila Namaste... how are you?

Sharukh Fine... Are you going to tell me

your name?
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Shakila

Sharukh

Shakila

Sharukh

Shakila

Sharukh

Ok, fine. It’s Stuti. And you?

Darshan. Nice to meet you, Stuti. I
hope you had a good day, Stuti.

Thanks, Darshan. How was your
day?

My mother was sick and I had to
take her to doctor in the afternoon.

Oh, that’s bad. Was it a fever?

No, my mother has cancer. It’s just
my mother and me.

Dadaji definitely knew Darshan was real.

Shakila

Sharukh

Shakila

Sharukh

Shakila

Sharukh

Shakila

(§'3%
[
_—.

{5 29

Is your father in India?
No, he passed away 5 years ago.

Sorry to hear that. We’re a small
family too, but we’re still big. It’s
my parents, I, and my Ba and Dada.
We’ve lived in New Jersey for
about 17-18 yrs.

We’re in New Jersey too. When are
you sending me your pictures?

I’ll tell you later. Why is a guy like
you looking on internet for a girl?

Believe it or not, I’'m shy in real life
and cannot approach any girl. On
the internet, I can express myself

easily.

That’s true. So, did you find a girl?
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Sharukh

Shakila

Sharukh

Shakila

2-3 girls, but when I put my
condition that my mother will have
to stay with us, then the girls go
away. There’s no sense of talking
about taking care of her. Just her
presence scares them.

That’s too much. What if my Dadaji
had cancer one day? Can we throw
him out? If my mother-in-law has
cancer, it’s my duty to help. Don’t
forget 'm a physical therapist. I
won’t charge you! :-)

You’re very interesting individual.
When are you sending me your
photo?

Tonight I’ll scan one and send it
tomorrow. And what about yours?
When do I get a darshan of
Darshan?

Dadji delayed deliberately before clicking Send, and
then added: Don’t send me Sharukh khan.

Sharukh

If you wait for a minute, I’'ll send
you my picture right away. I have
two pictures, ones is a full and
another is a portrait.

Dadaji opened the attachment to see a handsome
young man. He had a kind face with large round

eyes.

Shakila

Darshan, I can see them. You are
quite good looking. Better than
Shahrukh khan. He’s too much of
an ape. If you are who you say you
are, then you look good.

Yes, it’s me, so thank you. If you

are you who you say you are, then
I’11 wait for yours.
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Next day he pulled Stuti into confidence and
showed her Darshan’s photo. T’1l talk to her parents
later', he had decided. She should like him first.
Dadaji introduced him as the son of his friend. She
was pleased with his photo she liked his photo. She
told Dadaji that her picture was in the family album
on the computer. When she left, he quickly sent it to
Darshan.

Scene:  Chaitime.Com  Chat
Tuesday 8:23 p.m. EST.

Room,

Sharukh Wah, you look like Sridevi. I love

your eyes.
Shakila Thanks, but I want to see you in real
life. When are we going to meet? |
want to meet and talk to you, get to
know you better. So, we came in
contact and I saw your picture. Now

is the time for the “close encounter
of 3rd kind.”
Sharukh Yes, test me however you want to
test me... I want to know more
about you too.
Shakila Then let’s meet. Just to remind you,
I would treat your mother as my
own and we would keep your
mother with us.

Dadaji continued his nightly chats with Darshan.
Then he would sit and tell Stuti reports from his
‘friend’s son.” One day Stuti said she wanted to
meet Darshan.

“Mama and Pappa are bringing in new offers almost
every day and I’'m sick and tired. I have told them I
will marry the person of my choice. If you have
someone you know, I wouldn’t mind.”
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Dadaji did not lose a second. He did not want Stuti
or Darshan to change their minds. He set up a plan
to meet Darshan at the American Diner on Route 27
in Edison. At the appointed time on Saturday, the
grandfather and granddaughter drove to the diner.
Stuti pulled into a parking spot and was about to
turn off the engine. Dadaji looked out the window at
the building. He put his hand on Stuti’s sleeve.

“I have never met Darshan in person. I met him in
chat room.”

“Excuse me?” she said. She turned off the engine,
but let the keys dangle. Dadaji relayed the whole
story of Shahrukh and Shakila, of measurements
and mothers-in-law, and of photograph exchanges.

“If you don’t like him, then we’ll turn around and
leave. If you find him interesting then you can go
ahead and talk further.”

While listening to the whole story, Stuti was first
overcome with emotions and stared at the keys.
Why does everyone have to interfere with her life?
What was wrong with her? How can Dadaji just go
online like this? What if this guy was lying to her
poor grandfather? She looked at Dadaji and saw the
emotions on his old face - excitement, hopefulness,
kindness.

“Dadaji, we have to talk about this. This is not
right.” She said slowly. “But since we now have a
guy waiting inside for us, we should go. Let’s do it.”
She smiled at him and Dadaji squeezed her hand.

“I’ll go first.” He said and climbed out of the car.

As he entered the diner, Dadaji glanced around.
There was one Indian boy at a table. Must be
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Darshan, he decided. He went back outside and told
Stuti. Now, he stayed in the car while she entered.
Being the only Indians in the restaurant, the Indian
boy stood.

“Hello I’'m Darshan.” He said extending his hand.
“I’m Stuti.” She said shaking his hand.
“Please sit.” He said.

“You look better than your pictures.” She said
quietly. “And definitely better than Shahrukh
Khan.”

“I don’t know what the other Shakila looked like,
but probably not this pretty.”

“Listen, before we go on, I have to tell you
something.” Stuti said. Darshan raised his eyebrows
in interest.

“I never spoke with you online.”
“Um, are you trying to make a fool out of me?”

“No, no, listen carefully. It was not to make you a
fool, but you were talking to my Dadaji.”

“Sexy Shakila was your Dadaji?” he scoffed, while
trying to hide a grin.

“I’m so sorry about that. See, my Dadaji did it so I
wouldn’t fall into a trap meeting someone on the
internet. He’s actually waiting in the car.”
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“Alright, I need to show you something.” He stood
up and motioned for her to follow him.

They went into the other booth. There was a healthy
middle-aged Indian woman sitting with a cup of tea.
She jumped a bit when she saw Darshan and Stuti
standing there.

“Mom meet Stuti. Stuti meet Sharukh Khan.” said
Darshan “Stuti, please don’t let Shakila wait out
side- call her in.”

And, so they ate and chatted happily ever after.
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