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Vanishing Trick
By Usha Lalwani - usha_lalwani@vsnl.net
Juhu Tara Road just got more exciting. Many people have sighted a woman who the SBI is convinced does not exist!

My travails with the SBI on Juhu Tara Road start as I go to withdraw cash. The cashier smiles at me brightly and said, "Single account holder, ma'am?" 

"Yes". After a few minutes of fiddling with the computer, she says, "But your signature does not match".

I am amused. Age might have caught up with me, but my signature remains the same! She invites me over to have a look at the screen. There, large as life, is my late husband's signature. 

I told her as pleasantly as possible that he passed away 18 years ago; that I have been operating this account since then; that I have another account with my mother-in-law who was also no more; that I had submitted their respective death certificates according to the bank rules to enable me to operate the accounts; that I had submitted a nomination form. I am directed unceremoniously to see the manager. 

The nightmare now begins. The manager says that I do not have any such account. I now begin to panic. I show him my pass book, my cheque book. If I had my passport, I would have shown it to him as well as my ration card, my voter's id, my pan number. After much fiddling, he locates one account. My breathing slows down. He actually lets me have my money. In fact he brings it to me personally.

"How soon do you think you can scan my signature? And what about my second account?" I ask.

"Oh for that, you will have to bring evidence that it exists."

"But it does. In fact I have been using my ATM card to get the money."

The manager stares owlishly at me. "But we have no record of it. What do you want me to do about it?" 

I open my mouth to tell him to put the system in place. And shut it firmly again. He watches my struggles and says kindly, "Have a cup of tea. You will have to come again. After all, it is a Saturday." 

I chide myself mentally. Really, I must be more considerate. I actually expected him to set right a system that hasn't been working for the past 18 years. That too in half a day. Therefore, resisting a strong temptation to tell him, that unlike him, I work, I arrange with my university to take a day off on Monday.

Armed now with the requisite documents, I go through this once again. This time we manage to inform his computer that I do hold the above said accounts. "One at a time", he crooned to the screen. "And take your time", I muttered to myself.

I then decide to draw out some more cash. On my way out, I ask him, "I won't have any problem now, will I?"

"Main hoon, na"!

I retrace my path to the cashier. Once again my late husband's signature flashes. And a few rockets explode in my head simultaneously. 

This time I rave, softly…anything loud would have given me an asthmatic attack. When, when will they acknowledge that I exist? For 18 years I have been operating this account. How does SBI decide that it is the authorized person to sing my requiem? 

"But ma'am, we have outsourced the job of collecting signatures. And he gets only 50 paise per form. So we have to wait till we collect a hundred forms". 

Do I care? SBI seems to have acquired all the faults of MNC banks with none of their facilities. But I make another attempt. 

"And how long will that take?"

"Maybe a month…two?"

Of course it is immaterial to SBI if I die today. No, perhaps it is material to them. They get to keep my money! 

By now I begin to hear a number of voices. I do not see the faces, as a white haze shrouds my vision. There are forms pulled out. Signatures signed. Finally I am out. 

My next conscious memory is standing in my bania's shop at Royal stop. He looks at me sympathetically. "Been to the SBI, ma'am"? 

I start.  Is he omniscient? 

"Everyone who comes out of the bank looks flushed. And exhausted"!

But then, they will always offer you tea.






