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Prologue

And I hope not just you but our whole couritry will keep ‘that spark alive.
There is somethisg cool about saying - I come from the land of a billion
sparks. Thank you, I said, ending my motivational speech af Tilak Hall,
Varanasi.

The claps and whistles were my cue to leave, Security volunteers formed
g human barricade and soon I managed a neat exit from the hall.

“Thank you so much, sir] someone said right behind me.

I turned around to face my host. My Mishra,' I said, T was looking for
you! |

Please call me Gopal, he said. “The car is over there.

I walked out with the young director of GangaTech College, Gopal
Mishra. His black Mercedes whisked us away from the crowded Vidyapath
Road. . | ,

"So you saw the temples and the ghats?’ Gopal asked. “That’s all Varanasi
has, anyway,

Yeah, I went to the Vishwanath Temple and Dashashwamedh Ghat at
five in the morning, I love this city, I said.

‘Oh, good. What did you like best about Varanasi?’

Aarti, I said.

“What?’ Gopal looked surprised. N

“The morning aorti at the ghats. I saw it for the first time, all those diyas
floating at dawn. It was out of this world.

Gopal frowned. 7

What?* I'said. Tsn't Varanasis aarti beautiful?

Yeah. Yeah, itis ... it is not that, he said, but did not elaborate.

“Will you drop me ot Ramada Hotel? I said.
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Your flight is only tomorrow morning, Gopal said. "Why don't you
come home for dinner?
Don't be formal ... | began.

You have to come home. We must have a drink together. I have the

[inest whisky in the world, he said.

I smailed as 1 shoek my head. "Thanks, Gopal, but I don't drink

much.

Chetan siv, one drink? [ can tell people I had a drink with “the” Chetan
Ehagat’

[ laughed. “That’s nothing to brag about. Still, say it if you want. You
don't actually have to drink with me!

‘Mot like that, sir. I actually want to have a drink with you”

I saw his intense eyes. He had sent me twenty invites in the last six
months, until 1 finaily agreed to come. [ knew he could persis

‘Okay, one drink! I said, hoping I wouldw't regret this lzzfz,t;

‘Excellent] Gopal said.

We drove ten kilometres oudside the city on the Lucknow Highway to
reach GangaTech. The guards saluted as the campus gates opened. The car
came to a halt at a gray bungalow. It had a stone exterior that matched the
main college and hostel buildings.

- We sat in the living room on the ground floor. It spemd put to a
badminton court-sized laws,

Nice house, I said as I sat on a cushy brown velvet sofa. I noticed the
extra-high cetling.

Thanks. I designed it myself. The contractor buslt #, but I supervised
everything Gopal said. He proceeded to the bar counter at the other end of
the room. Its the busnigalow of an engineering college director. You and your
friends raided one, right?

‘How do-you know?” [ said.

‘Everyone knows. We've read the book. Seen the movie,

We laughed. He handed me a crystal glass filled with a generous
amoutt of whisky.

“Thank you.

Single malt, twelve years old, he said.
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s the divector’s bungalow, but you dow’t have a daughter, 1 said. ‘You
aren't even married, The youngest divector I've ever seen!

He smitled,

How old are you?’ I was curious.

Twenty-six, Gopal said, a hint of pride in his veice. ‘Not just the
youngest, but also the most uneducated director you've met!

“Uneducated?”

t never went to college.

“What?’ 1 said as 1 twirled the ice-cubes in my glass and wondered how
potent this drink was. |

Well, I did do a joke of a correspondence degree.”

Wow!" [ said. 'Ti isn't a joke to open such a big college!

Sinteen hundred students now, Chetan-ji, across all batches. Fach
paying one lakh a year. We already have a sixteen-crore turnover. And you
inaugurated the MBA coaching teday. That's another new business.

! took a sip. The smoath whisky burnt sy throat. ‘Do you have beer?
Or wine?” I coughed. |

Gaopals face fell. Not only had [ ignored his impressive business statistics,
I had also r‘ejes‘.@d his whisky.

Not good?” Gopal asked. 1ts Glenfiddich, four thousand a bottle.
Should I open Blue Label? That's tew thousand a bottle!

It is not a price fssue, I wanted to tell him but didt. 7 dost drink
whisky. Too strong for me, I said instead.

Gopal laughed. ‘Live life. Start having fine whisky. You will develop a
taste.

1 attesnpted another sip and winced. He smiled and poured more water
in my drink to dilute it. B ruined the 5&7;:‘&}5? but saved my sanity.

‘Life is to be enjoyed. Look at me, I will make four crores this year.
What is the point if I dow’s enjoy it?’ |

In most parts of the world, speaking about your income is taboo. In
India, you share the figures like your zodiac sign, especially if you have
lots. ‘

He seemed fo have put the question more to himself than to me. His
dark ayes continued to bore into me. They demanded attention. The rest of
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hisn - wheatish complexion, modest five-feet-seven-inch height, side-parted
hair — was reassuringly normal.

Yeah, of course. One should enjoy ... I said as he cut me.

‘Wext year I will make five crores’

I realised he would keep forecasting his salary until I demonstrated
suitable awe,

Five crores!’ I said, my voice loud and fake.

Gopal grinned.‘Baby, eat this, for I have made i1, s probably the T-shirt
slogan he would choose.

“That’s incredible, T mursmured, wondering how [ could switch the topic.
I noticed stairs winding up. “What’s upstairs?’ [ said,

‘Bedrooms and a terrace, Come, 1 will show you!

We climbed up the steps and walked past a room with a luxurious king-
stzed bed,

I took in the panoramic view from the terrace.

“This was a wasteland, all of it. My grandfather’s old agricultural land,
Gopal said.

“Ten acres?" | made a guess.

‘Fifteen. We had fifteen acres more, Gopal said, ‘but we sold it to fund
the eonstruction.

He pointed to a small array of lights towards the eastern wall of the
floodlit campus. ‘Right there, see. There is a mall coming up!

‘Every Indian city is building malls now; I said.

India shining, Chetan-ji, he said and clinked his glass with mine,

Gopal drank more than four times my pace. I hadn’t finished my first
when he poured his fifth. You big-city types. Drinking for style, he tegsed
when I refused a refill

T don't drink much. Really, I said. h?m&efi the time; 10:06 p.m.

At what time do you eat dinner?” he asked.

‘Up to you, ] said, though I wished hed decide to eat right away.

“What is the big hurry? Two men, one educated, one uneducated.
Having a good time, Gopal said and raised his glass in the air.

I nodded out of courtesy. My stomach rumbled for j%}ads We came

downstairs to sit down in the living room again.
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‘Did }«‘z}ﬂ really go to the professor’s daughter’s house?” Gopal asked.
i wz?fg Love makes us do stupid things
opal laughed out loud, He gulped his drink bottoms-up, then grabbed
the 'ﬁi’{?%ffiw{t’?’?fﬁi}’ bottle to make his sixth tipple.
‘Love? Forget stupid things. Love fucks you, Gopal said,
“That's harsh, I said, Is that why there is no Mys Dirvector yet?’

Gopals hund trembled as he continued to powr his drink. 1 wondered if
Fshould stop him from drinking more.

Mrs Director! Gopal smirked. He g;&iyp& the whis fek}«' bottle tight.
Fasy, Gopal, vou are drinking too fast, I3 (;{Zf}f{gé’? ous!
{Eﬁpaé‘ plonked the bottle on the coffee table. “Why dangerous? Who is
going to fucking cry for me? If 1 live, T want to w;uj if I die, who cares?’
Your parents?
Gepal shook his head.
Friends?’
Successful people doi't have friends, Gopal averred. "It true, no?’
- His lavish house felt cold and isolated. 1 took the whisky bottle and
placed it back in the bar.

Pessimist, oh?’ | said. Surprising, given you are doing so well’

‘What well, Chetan-ji?’ Gopal said, now completely drunk and,
presumably, completely honest,

He pointed to the huge TV, stereo systern and the silk carpet under our
feet in quick succession.

What does gl this mean? Ive lived with nothing ...

Cur conversation had become serious. | patted his back to cheer him
up. ‘Sﬁ you read about my girlfriend in the book. How about you? You ever
had one?’ ’,

Gopal didi't respond, but looked distranght. He placed his glass on the
coffee table.

Touchy topic, 1 figured too late,

He retched,

Are you okay? I said.

He ran to the restropm. I heard him throw up. I browsed the display
shelves to pass time. [ saw framed news stories about GangaTech, trophies,
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pictures of Gopal with guests who had visited the college. I wondered if my
picture would alse be there soom,

When he hadn't returned in twenty minutes I called for the maid. She
took me to the bathroom. 1 knocked at the door. No answer. I banged my
fists on the door. Nothing.

‘Looks like we will have to break the door the maid said.

I wondered how I, who had come as a chief guest for a college
orientation programme, became involved with forcing open random toilets
in Varanasi.

&

The rustle of sheets on the hospital bed woke me from my nap. The bedside
clock showed 3:00 a.m. I had brought u passed-out Gopal te the Heritage
Hospital, in the Lanka areg of Varanasi.

Gopal sat up on the bed now, massaging his temples.

His hangover reminded me of my college days. However, here the
director had binged on alcohol, not a student,

“You were here all night?” He locked surprised.

I could not let my host die on me,' [ said.

T am sorry. I had a bit too much! Gopal gave a sheepish grn.

Are you glright?’

Yeah, I am good.

‘Not right now. Are you okay generally?”

He turned his head to stare at the opposite wall,

‘How' life. Gopal?' I asked softly.

He didn't answer.

{ stood up aftr a minute. T should Iav-, ~~fch ~~m~ ~~p b-fore my
flight’ Twalk d° “he door.

Do you think I am a good person, Chetan-jif” he said

I turried around.

Am I? he asked again.

I shrugged my shoulders. T dow’t know you, Gopal. You organised the
tall well. Treated me good. You seem fine, I snid,

You think so?’
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You've achieved o lot. Take it easy. Even expensive whiskies can be
harmful’ |

#

He smiled und gave o brief nod. T will drink less) he said. Anything
eleg?? '

You are young, Don't give up on love yet,) ] said, checking my watch. T
really should go. It is almost time for the morning aarti!

“That’s her name, he said,

[ didn't want to stay any longer, but was hooked. "What name? Whose
name?’ [ asked even as I reminded myself that this was ot my business and
I shondd leave svon. o
Aart] he said,

Aartt who? Someone you like?” | hazare
‘Like is not the word, Chetan-ji
You loved her? I smiled,

Tmagine every sadhu and priest in Varanasi. More than all ﬁwsr
devotion put together, that’s how much [ loved her!

I absorbed the analogy. Curicsity had taken over my need for sleep.
atfowed myself to ask one move question. ‘She loved you too?”

He wiulled over the gz.s«a?:;ﬁm:a for a while, “She didn’t just love me, she
owned me!

[ shifted from ane foot to the other. I had a long day ahead. A sleepless
night would be a bad idea. But | heard myself asking him, So what happened?
Between 1 ;azz and Aarti!

Gopal smiled. "This is not an interview, Chetan-ji. {ztiwr you sit down
and listen i this stupid muns whole story or you leave. Up fo you’ His
charcoal eyes met mine. Something about the young director intrigued me.
His wnusual achievements, his cockiviess, his tortured veice or maybe this
strange holy city made me want to know more about him.

{let out a huge sigh, He pointed to the chair next to hint,

{}RQ;{,: tell mse your story, 1 said and sat down.

‘Do you wani another drink?” Gopel said.

I glared at him. He laughed. ‘T meant tea, he said.

We ordered a pof of extra-lot masala ten and glucose biscuits; nothing
complements u conversation better,



o Cneraw Bragay

Where do I start?” Gopal said.,

‘Let’s begin with Aarti. The girl who did this fo you/

Aarti? She got me into trouble the first day we met; Gopal said.
I dipped a biscuit in my tea and listened.



ixa zy parents, bread-butter again, I grumbled, shutting a blue plastic
titfin in the second row. Raghav and [ moved to the next desk.

1@?@;&% it, Gopal. The class will be back any iime, Raghav said.

Shh L

Tve brought puri-aloo, we can share that. 1ts wrong to steal from
others’ _

I battled o small, round steel tifhn box, How does one open this?’

- Neither of us had the sharp nails required to open the thin steel lid of
the stubborn box. We had skipped the morning assembly for our weekly
tiffin raid. We had ten more minutes till the national anthem began
ontside. After that class 5 Cwould be back, We had to find, cat and keep
the tiffins back within that time.

Tis pickle and parathas] Raghav said, having opened the lid. "You
want jt¥

‘Forget it) { said as I returned the steel box to the student’s bag. My
eyes darted from one bag to another. “This one, [ said, pointing to a pink
- imported rucksack in the first row. “That bag looks expensive. She must
be getting good food. Come!

‘We rushed to the target’s seat. T grabbed the Barbie bag, unz;pp@ét the
front flap and found a red, shiny, rectangular tiffin, The cover had a spoon
compartment. Fancy box!’ [ said, clicking the lid open.

1dlis, a little box of chutney and a large piece of chocolate cake. Wed
hit the jackpot. .

1 only want the cake; [ said as T lifted the huge slice.

‘Dort'take the whole thing. Its not fair) Raghav said.

T 1 eat only a bit, she will get to know; I scowled.
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‘Cut it into two. Take one, leave the other, Rﬁgh&%’ said.

‘Cut with what?”

‘Use a ruler; he suggested.

I ran to my desk, I brought back a ruler and made a clean cut. ‘Fine?’
I said. ‘Happy now?’

It’s her cake Raghav s%a‘rwgsg@f’z.

‘But you are my friend, I said.

1 offered a bite. He refused. 1 had not had any breakfast at home, I

orged on the cake, my fingers smeared with icing.

“Why don't you get vour own tifhn?’ Raghav said.

I spoke with my mouth stutfed. "It will mean extra work for Baba. He
makes lunch and dinner anyway,

‘So?’

T otell bim T don't feel hungry My father tanght in a government
school, He left home at six, even earlier than me. I licked the chocolate
cream off my fingers. We could hear the national anthem.

T can bring tiffin for you. Raghav said and made me stand up af?(mg
with him for the anthem. |

‘Forget it, your mom cooks boring stuff. Puri everyday, 1 said.

We heard students chatter on their way back to class. T stuffed the
remaining cake into my mouth.

‘Hurry, hurry, Raghay said.

1 shust the red tiffin box and placed it back in the Barbie bag,

“Who sits here anyway?” Raghav asked. ‘

[fumbled through the pink rucksack and found abrown-paper-covered
notebook. Tread ont the label on the cover, Aarti Pratap Pradhan, Subject:
Maths, Class 5, Section C, Age 10, Roll number 1, Sunbeam School!

“Whatever, Are we done?” Raghav said.

1 hung the bag back on Aarti’s chair, in its original place,

“Let’s go! I sald. We ran to our back-row seats, sat and put our heads
down on the desk. We closed our eves and pretended to be sick, the reason
for skipping the morning assembly.

Theentive 5 Centered the room, filling the class with the simultaneous.
cacophony of a‘ﬂm dozen ten-year-clds.
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Simran Gill madam, our class teacher, arrived a minute later and the
noise died down. ‘Multiplication, she wrote on the board, evenl as the
children were still settling down. | |

I sat up straight and craned my neck to see Aarti Pratap Pradhan,
roll number one. She wore a white skirt, white shirt, red cardigan and
had ribbous in her plaits, and she faced the teacher most seriously as she
sat down, |

‘Tww, Aarti screamed and jumped up. She picked up a chocolate-
stained ruler from her seai. The back of her skirt had chocalate stains, ‘Oh
my God!” Aarti’s shrill voice made the entire class take notice.

Aart, sit down!” Gill madam screamed in a voice loud enough to
make the back rows shiver. Gill madam didn’t like noise, even if it came
from girls with cute plaits.

Raghav and [ exchanged a worried glance. We had left behind
evidence,

‘:I‘kimiam; someone has put a dirty ruler on my seat. My new school
dress is spoiled; Aarti wailed.

The whole class laughed and Aarti broke into tears,

“What?' the teacher said. She placed the chalk down, dusted her
hands and teok the ruler from Aarti.

Aarti continued to sniffle. The teacher walked along the aisles.
Students shrank in their seats as she passed them, “Who brought chocolate
cake today?’ she launched into an investigation.

T did; Aarti said, She opened her tiffin and realised how her own
cake had been used to ruin her dress. Her howls reached new decibel
levels, ‘Someone ate my cake, Aarti cried so loud, the adjacent class 5 B
could hear us.

Half your cake, T wanied to tell her,

Raghav staved at me. ‘Confess? he whispered.

Are you mad?’ T whispered back, |

When Gill madam walked by, T stared at the floor. She wore golden
slippers with fake crystals on the strap. | clenched my fists. My fingers
were greasy, . |
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The teacher walked back to the front of the class. She took out a tissue
from her purse and wiped the ruler clean. ‘Admit it, else the punishment
will be worse, she warned.

I pretended not to hear and opened my maths notebook.

“Who is GM? the teacher asked. She had read my initials. I had
scraped them with a compass on my ruler. Damn!

We had two GMs in the class. One, Girish Mathur, sat in the first row.
He stood up without provocation.

T didn't do it, maam] he said and pinched his neck. ‘God promise,
maam’ '

The teacher squinted at him, still suspicious.

‘| swear upon Ganga, maam, Girish said as he broke down.

The Ganga reference worked, Everyone believed him.

“Whao's the other GM? Gopal Mishra!” the teacher shouted my name.

All eves turned to me, The teacher walked up to my desk. I stood up.

I didn't say a word. Neither did the teacher. Slap, Slap! Both my cheeks
were stinging. /

‘Stealing food? Are vou a thief?' the teacher said. She looked at me as
it 1 had stolen the Kohinoor diamond from the British queen’s museum,
something the social studies teacher had told us about two days ago,

T hung my head low. She smacked the back of my neck. "Get out of
my class?

I dragged my feet out of the class, even s the entire 5 C stared at
me.

‘Aarti, go clean up in the bathroom, Gill madam said.

&

I leaned against the wall cutside the class. Aartiwiped her eyes and walked
past me towards the toilet,
‘Drama queent It was only half a slice of chocolate cake!l” I thought.
Anyway, thats how I, Gopal Mishra, met the greai Aarti Pratap
Pradhan. T must tell vou, even though this is my story, you won't like me
very muich. After all, a ten-year-old thief isn't exactly a likeable person to

begin with,
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I come from Varanasi, which my social studies teacher says is one
of the oldest cities on earth. People came to live here in 1200 BC. The
city gets its name from two rivers, Varuna and Asi, which pass through
the city and meet the Ganga. People call my city several names ~ Kashi,
Benares or Banaras - depending on where they come from. Some call it
the City of Temples, for we have thousands of them, and some the City
of Learning, as Varanasi apparently has great places to study. L simply call
Varanasi my home. I stay near Gadholis, 4 place so nolsy, you need fo put
cotton balls in your ears if you want to sleep. Gadholia is nicar the ghats,
~along the river Ganga. Soif the crowds of Gadholia become too much 1o
take, you can always run to the ghats and sit by the Ganga and watch the
temples. Some call my city beautiful, holy and spiritaal - especially when
we have to introduce it to foreign tourists. Many call it filthy and a dump.
! don't think my city is dirty. It is the people who make it dirty.

Anyway, they say you must come to Varanasi once in a lifetime. Well,
some of us spend a lifetime here.

I had a pencil in my pocket. T used it to scribble 5 C’ on the wall. It
helped me pass the time, and would make our class easier to find toa.

She came out of the toilet - face wet, drama-queen expression intact
and gaze firmly fixed on me - and walked back to the class,

She continued to stare at me as she carme closer. “You are scribbling
on the walls! she said.

‘Go complain, 1 said. ‘Go!

“How can you steal my tiffin?” she said. |

1 didn't steal your tiffin, 1 said. ‘T had three bites of your chocolate
cake. You wouldnt even have noticed!

“You are a really bad boy, Aarti said.
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@ ubey uncle, our lax W«:}r pushed o small box of four laddoos
towards us.

‘Sweets? What for?” ny father said,

Dubey uncle had come home. Baba and 1 faced him across our
am::imt dining table.

I ﬁ*:ea:mghi we 5hmﬂd z.-de,bmta.

I wondered if F ¢ uld give so ¢ la do todrama qu n Aar'ias
compensa ion for the cake. ] wanted to buy a chocolate cake and slam
itonherdesk Hwvrl ing hav movior tMyf r in
give me a vy pock 't mon v, an” he didn’t "av much mony ~ “’'s own

o)

pocket,

My rnother’s illness had wiped out all his savings. She died two weeks
after 1 turned four. I don’t remember much of her or her death. Baba did
say he had to wear her dupatta and sleep next to me for a month. After her
death the land dispute started. Dubey uncle had become a frequent visitor
to pur house for this reason.

“You brought sweets only because we have a hearmg?* Baba coughed.
The case had not given his land back to him, but it did worsen his
respiratory allment. '

“Well, Ghanshyam wants 1o settle the case out of court] Dubey uncle
said.

G._nsymt, -, m fa 1 respctd lderbrother, had screwed
us. My grandfather had left his two sons thirt acres of agriculturalland on
the Lucknow Highway, to be divided equall . Soon after my grandfather’s
death, Ghanshyar uncle took a loan from the bank and mertgaged Baba's
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half of the property, forging the papers with wrong plot numbers and
bribing the bank officer.
{}?h&s shyam &a} 3 ;:% made md ’:;mzz yess clecisions amsi Iost the money,

,afijE w tem

& w zéﬁ take your shave of the

land and %};y ii

‘Heow much? Baba asked.

“Ten laichs, Dubey uncle replied.

iy father uiet, 1 snuck away another laddoo. She should be
happy with two, T thought.

T admit the offer s ridiculously low for fifteen acres, Dubey uncle
continued. ‘But theres a loan of 3 crore on your property!

‘W not my loan!” Baba said i an wncharacteristically loud voice,

“He submitted your documents to the bank, Why did you give hiz
your property papers?’

‘He is my elder brother] Baba said, ighting tears. ‘The loss of a brother
hurt him more than the loss of fand. |

“If you want more money, 1 can ask him, Why drag this forever?
Dubey uncle said, |

T am a farmer’s son. [ am not giving up my land, Baba said, his eyes
red. Not until I die. Tell him to kill me if he wants the land’

Baba then stared at me as my hand reached for the third laddoo.

s okay, take all of them, Dubey uncle told me.

1 looked at both of them, picked up the box and ran out of the

LG,

K

[ placed the box on ber desk with 2 thamp.
“What is this?” She looked at me prim
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Tate your cake, I'm sorry, 1 said, my last word faint.
T don't like laddoos, she announced.
"Why? You firang or what?" | said.
No, laddoos make you fat. I don't want to be fat; s%xf’ said.
‘Chocolate cake doesn’t make you fat?’
‘T don't want it, she said, She gently pushed the box towards me.
‘Fine, I said and took the box,
‘Did vou say sorry?’ Aarti said.
Yes, | did! T noticed her loopy plaits, tied up with red ribbons. She
looked like a cartoon character.
ﬁkpmi%? accepted, she said.
h.,«.mk you, I'said. “Sure yvou don’ 't want the §add{>{)§"
No, fat girls can’t become air hostesses, she said.
“You want to be an air hostess? | said.

Yes!

Why?

“They fly everywhere. T want to see different places’
‘Okay!

“What do vou want to be?’ Aarti said.

I shrugged my shoulders. ‘A rich man, | said.

She nodded, as if my choice was reasonable. ‘Are you poor right
now?’ '

"es, 1 said.

f}i}ﬁ satd, ‘T am rich. We have a car!

Ne don't have a car, Okay, bye! T turned to leave when Aarti spoke

aga;& .

“Why doest't your mother give you a tifhn?’

T dor't have a mother) 1 said.

‘Dead?’ she asked.

Yes, 1 said.

‘Okay, bye,

[ came back to my seat. T opened the box of laddoos and took one
out. |

Aarti walked up to me,
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“What?' I asked.

“You can eat my tiffin sometimes. Don't take a lot though. And don't
take any cake or nice treals, |

“Thanks, T said.

‘And don’t make a mess. If you want, we can eat together during
lunch-break |

“You won't have enough food for yourself] 1 said.

‘it’s okay. 1 am dieting. | don't want tobe fat, Aarti said.
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“f’% alk me home first. Then go to the cricket ground] Aarti said.

We were coming back after an afternoon of boating on the Ganga.
Aarti and T had been doing this every week for the last five years.
tand bhai, a boatman at Assi Ghat, let me borrow his boat. We
dane narrow encugh to jan 2 fat cow, and came out on

walked down a b
the main road adiacent to the ghats.

‘T'm already late, Aarti. Raghav will scream at me!

‘So et me come with vou. T don't want to be bored at home, she

said.
Ne!
Why?' she blinked, |
“Too many boys, Remember the whistles last time?’ ,
‘T can handle it) Aarti said. She brushed some strands of hair away

from her forehead,
Ilocked at her beautiful face. "You have no idea what you do to them,

[ said. You have no idea what you do to me, was what [ actually wanted
to tell her. .
- Aarts looks had always drawn appreciative comments from the
school teachers, However, two years age '%at%mz}. she furned fifteen, the
whole schoo! started talking about her, Statements such as ‘the most
beautiful girl in Sunbeam School] ‘she should be an actress) or ‘she can
apply for Miss India became increasingly conumon, Some of it came from
people trving to please her After all, a senior 1AS officer father and a
prominent ex-politician grandfather meant people wanted to be in her

v

good books.
But yes, rmria did make Varanasi skipa | wéz‘ﬁ}mi
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Her entry into the Sigra Stadium cricket ground would definitely -
disrupt the game. Batsmen would miss the ball, fielders would miss
catches and jobless morons would whistle in the way they do to give UP
a bad name. |

Tve not met Raghav for so long, Aarti said. ‘Let’s go. T will watch you
play’

You will meet him at tuitions tomorrow, I said curtly. ‘Go home
now; .

“You want me to walk home alone?’

“Take a rickshaw, I said.

She grabbed my wrist. “You are coming with me right now’ She held
my hand and swung it back and forth as I walked her home.

I 'wanted to tell her not to hold my hand anymore. It is fine at twelve,
not at seventeen, Even thoagh I liked it more at seventeen than af twelve,

“What?" she said. "Why are you staring? I am only holding your hand
so that you dorn’t run away!

I smiled. We walked past the noisy shopping streets to the calmer
Cantonment area. We reached the bungalow of District Magistrate Pratap
Brij Pradhan, Aarti’s father. |

The evening sky had turned a deep orange. Raghav was sure to sulk,
as it would be too late to play. However, I could not refuse Aarti.

“Thank you, Aarti said in a child-like voice. ‘Coming in?’

‘Weo, I am already late, 1 said,

Our eyes met. I broke eye contact quickly. Best friends, that's all we
were, | told myself. '

Her hair blew in the breeze and wisps of black gently stroked her
face,

‘I should cut my haiy, so hard to maintain, Aarti said.

“Don't] 1 said firmly,

‘T keeping it Tong only for vou. Bye!’ she said. I wondered if she had

so started to feel differently about me. But I didn't know how to ask.

‘Bee you at tuitions, I sald, walking away,

&
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‘Raghay Kashyap, the teacher called out and held up an answer-sheet.
Raghav, Aarti and I had joined JSR coaching classes in Durgakund to
prepare for the enginesring entrance exams

. IS8R, named after its three
founders - Mr fha, Mr Singh and Mr Rai - conducted frequent mock-tests
for ATEEE (All India Engineering Enirance Exam) and the IIT JEE (Indian
Institute of Technology Joint Entrance Bxam). The AIEEE attracted ten
lakdh students annually for thirty thousand seats in the National Institutes
of Technology

[T5) acvoss the country. Every engineering aspirant
took these exams. I didat particularly want to become an engineer. Baba
wished to see me as one, and that was why [ went to TSR

Raghav walked past the forty students in the crammed classroom 1o

collect his answer-sheet.

‘Sixty-six.out of eighty. Well done, Raghav! the teacher said,

T material, a boy whispered as Raghav walked past. “He is a topper
from Sanbeam!

I could totally see Raghav follow in the footsteps of his I Tian father,
an engineer in BHEL. I scored fifty outof eighty, a borderline performance,
good enough to become the twelfth man o a cricket team, but not quite
player material. | |

‘Focus, Gopal, the teacher said. ‘You need sixty-plus to be safe’

I nodded. T wanted to get inte & good engineering college. My father
hadn’t heard any good news in years. |

‘Aarti Pradhan? the teacher called out. The entire class turned to
look at the girl in the white salwar-kameez, who rmade the otherwise drab
coaching classes worthwhile, |

Aartl took her answer-sheet and giggled,

“Twenty out of eighty is funny?’ the teacher frowned.

Aarti covered her mouth with her palm and ‘i&gﬁk&d back. She had
a¢ intention of becoming an enginecer She had joined JSR because a)
attending coaching classes could supplement her class XIT CBSE studies,
b) I had also enrolled so she would have company and ¢) the tition centre
never charged her, given her father was about to become the District
Magistrate, or DM of the city.
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Aarti’s father had a relatively honest reputation. However, free tuitions
came under the ambit of acceptable favours.
T have not even filled the AIBEE form, Aarti whispered to me.

&

My ATEEE rank is going to be horrible] [ said to Raghav as I stirred my
lemonade,

We lad come to the German Bakery near Narad Ghat, a touristy
firang joint where white people felt safe from germs and the touts reaming
around Varanasi. People sat on beds with wooden trays to eat firang food
like sandwiches and pancakes. Two malnourished, old men played the
sitar in one corner to give the Varanasi effect, as white people found it a
cultural experience. |

I never thought much of the place. However, Aarti liked it.

‘[ like how she has used a scarf to tie her hair, Aarti said, pointing ata
{emale tourist, She had obviously ignored my AIEEE concerns.

“Ten: more marks and you will be fine. Relax, Raghav said.

‘One lakh stadents stand between me and those ten marks, I said,

‘Tror’t think about the others. Focus on yourself, he said.

I nodded slowly, Easy to give advice when you are the topper. 1
If inn a sea, along with lakhs of other low-rankers, kicking

imagined myse
and screaming to breathe. The waters closed over us, making us irrelevant
to the Indian education system, Three weeks and the AIEEE tsunami
would arrive,

Aarti snapped her fingers in front of my face. ‘Wake up, dreamer, you
will be fine) she said.

“You are skipping #t?" Raghav turned to Aarti.

“Yealy, she giggled. ‘Main Hoon Na is releasing that week. How can |
miss a Shah Rukh film? They should postpone ATEEE

“Very funny’ I grimaced.

‘So you aren't becoming an engineer. What will you do in life?’

Raghav asked Aarti,
‘Do 1 have to do something? | am an Indian woman, Can't T get
married, stay home and cook? Or ask the servants to cook?’
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She taughed and Raghav joined her.

[didn’t find this funny. L could not think beyond the teeming millions
of wannabe engineers who would wrestle me down in three weeks.

“Why so serious, Gopal-ji? 'm joking, Wou know I can't sit at home!
Aarti tapped my shoulder,

"Shut up, Aarti) I said. Veah, T know you want o be an air hostess!

Air hostess? Wow!" Raghav said.

“That’s not faly, Gopall” Aartl screamed. "You are telling the world my
Tt only me) Raghav said,
Aartt gave me a d

irty lool.
‘Sorry, Lsaid. .
Aarti and had a deeper relationship. We saw Raghav as a friend, but

ot a close one.

You will make a great air hostess, R

v said, his tone flirvtatious,

“Yeah, whatever, Aarti said, Like dad i
There are no airlines here, Only temples. M

oing to let me leave Varanasi,
‘be | can be a temple hostess.

Sit, please take a seat on the floor. Prayvers will begin soon. Prasad will be

served in your seats. | \
Raghav faughed again, holding his muscular abdomen. T hate people
who are naturally gifted with a flat stomach. Why couldn’t god make six-
packs a defdt standard i all males? Did we have to store fat in the silliest
places? |
Raghav high-fived Aartl. My ears went hot. The sitar players started
an energetic fune.
‘Aarti, what nonsense you talk] I said, my voice loud. The foreigners
arcund us, heve in a worldwide quest for peace, became alert.
1 didn't like the we-find-cach-oth a-::t’s«-iarme*~§e:}kesa—§’isixz.zcz3»’ vibe between
Raghav and Aarti |
Raghav sucked the straw in his lemonadle too hard, The drink came
~out through his nose, .
‘Cross!” Aarti said as both of them started a laugh-fest again.
Lstood up.
“What happened? Raghav said.
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T have to go. Baba is waiting, I said.

k4

The sourzd of Babas coughing drowned out the sound of the doorbell the
first couple of times,

Sorry, I couldn’t hear, he said, opening the door.

You okav?' | asked. |

Yes, it is the usual. Pve made dal and roti!

“That’s the usual too!

My father had turned sixty last year. His non-stop coughing bouts
made hizn look like an eighty-year-old. The doctors had given up. We had
no money for surgery either. His school had fired him long ago. You can't
conduct a fifty-minute class with ten respiratory breaks. He had a pension
that lasted us three weeks in a good month,
 late in silence at the wobbly dining table.

‘Entrance exam ... my father started and paused to cough five times.
I understood his drift. |

‘I have finished the ATEEE preparation, I said.

TEE? Baba said. It is harder to manage family expectations than
prepare for exams.

‘Don’t have 1T hopes for me, Baba) I said. My father’s face fell. T
will take the JEE. But, three thousand out of four lakhs ... Imagine the
odds’ '

“Your can do it. You are bright] Baba said, paternal love obviously
overestirnating progeny'’s abilities. o

I needded. T had a shot at AIEEE, none at JEE. That was how [ looked
at it. T wondered it Baba rvealised that a rank would mean me leaving
home, What if T had to go to NIT Agartala? Or somewhere far south?

‘Engrineering is not everything, Baba) 1 said.

‘It secures your life. Don't fight now, right before the exams.

‘T not fighting. I'm not!

Post-dinnér, Baba lay down on his bed. T sat next to him and pressed
his forebiead. He erupted into a coughing fit.

“We should consider the surgery, T said.
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‘For two lakhs? Baba said, lying back and shutting his eyes. Tresumed
the massage. |
1 kept quiet. I didn't want to bring up the touchy topic. We could have
settled the land issue ages ago. Court hearings still haunted us, the land
lay barren, and we had no money.
“From where will we get the money, €2 my father said. “You become
an engineer. Get a good job. Then we will do the surgery’
{ could not stay quiet anymore, “Taya-jl offered ten lakhs. The money
would have doubled in the bank by now!
Baba opened his eyes. "‘What about the land? he said.
‘What uge is the stupid land?”
‘Don't talk like that) he said, pushing oy hand away. ‘A farmer doesn't
inssult his land. He doesn't sell it either”
{ placed my hand back on his forehead. “We are not farmers anymore,
Baba. We can't use the land. Because your own brother ...
‘Go. Go and study, you have your exams coming up! Baba pointed
Lo my rooam,
&

The landline rang at midnight. I picked it up.

‘T'm sleepy, Aarti; I said.

“You don't sleep till one. Stop fibbing

“What's up?’

‘Nothing. Just felt like chatting,

‘Chat with someone else) T said.

‘Sha, she said, T know what’s bothering you!

‘Bye, Aarti) 1 said,

‘Hey, wait. I found some of Raghav’s jokes funny. That’s all. You are
still my best friend’

“They werer't funny. And what's this best friend business?’ | said,

“We've been best friends for =ight years, though you still haven't
bought me a chocolate cake! |

And Raghav? _ |

‘Raghav is only a friend. I talk to him because you are close to him,
Aarti said.
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I kept silent.
‘Chill now, Gopal. How're things at home?’ she said.
Screwed up as always. How are you?’ |
‘T'm fine. Dad insists [ finish college before I try any of this air hostess
business. But you can even become one straight after class X117
'Go to college. He'sright! 1 said.
“Which college can I join with my marks? ] am net smart like Raghav
and you.”
‘Raghav is sreart, not me, I corrected her.
“Why? Because of the mock-test? You are so stupid) Aarti said.
You are stupid’
“We are both stupid, fine? Did you have dinner?’
She had asked me this question every night for the last five years. I
wanted to stay mad at her, but could not. ‘T did, thanks!
‘What thanks? Stupid. Go to bed now, sleep and don't think about the
entrance exams,
Aarti) 1 sald and pansed.
“What?’
“Yous are very nice, I said. T couldn’t come up with a better line,
Wice and stupid? Or picely stupid?” Aarti laughed,
‘What would 1 do without you?’
‘Shut wp. I am here only, she said.
“We are not young anymore, Aarti, ] said,
‘Okay, okay. Not that again. Go to bed, Mr Grown-up Man!
‘Aarty, comeon. You always avoid ../ '
“We'll talk, but not now. After your entrance exams,
I kept quiet.
‘Don't complicate life, Gopal. Aren't vou happy with our friendship?’
Yes, lam but ... | |
‘But-but what? Good night, sweet drears, sleep tight!

‘Goaod night)
)

Tt's no use now, I said, closing the maths textbook.
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Raghav had come to my house on the eve of the exam. He had offered
a last-minute trigonometry revision, my weak spot. Raghav picked up the

texthbook.
“You sleep, okay? Rest before the exam is a must, And take lots of

ahaxpmeé pencils; he said,
Baba came out of the kitchen when he saw Rag’nw leave. ‘Stay for

dinner, Baba told him.
‘Mot today, Baba, Raghay sald. ‘T will take a proper treat once Gopal

gets a rank.



g did get a rank. A fucked-up rank, that is.

‘52,043, I read out from the screen. [ had come to Raghav’s house in
Shivpur. We had logged on to the ATEEE website.

Sure, I hadn't scored too badly. Out of ten lakh test-takers, I had
beaten nine lakh fifty thousand. However, the NITs had only thirty
thousand seats. Sometimes, life played cruel jokes on you. Id be one of
those unfortunate cases who had done well, but not well enough.

5,820 Raghav said, reading from the computer meonitor.

Raghav’s father had come iato the room to stand behind us,

‘What's that?” I said. |

My rank, Raghav said.

‘Excellent!” Raghav's father said delightedly.

Raghav smiled. He could not react more than that.

“This should give you lots of choices, Raghav'’s proud father said. “You
can get Electronics in Delbi .

“There’s NIT Lucknow too, right?’ Raghav said. ‘Closer home!

Forget AIEEE, let us wait for JEE) Raghav’s father said, his voice
elated.

Father and son took a while to remember my presence in the
room. They saw my crestfallen face and fell silent. T have to go home, 1
mwmbled.

‘Fifty thousand should get you something, no?’ Raghav's father said,
fully aware it would not. He dida’t mean to hurt me, but it felt bad. Never
inn my life had I felt so small. T felt like & beggar hanging out with kings.

Tl see you later, Raghav, I said and scurried out of their house. |
didn’t want anyone to see my tears.
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f

Raghiav came running after me in the lane outside his house. Ymi
okay?” he asked.

[ swallowed hard and wiped my eves b{zmre turning to him. Tim fine,
buddy; 1 lied. ‘And congrats! You owe us # treat. But your dad is right. We
will take the real party after JEE

I continued to ramble until Raghav interrupted me. “Will Baba be
fine? he asked. |

[ shrugged my shoulders and fought the lump 1n my throat,

‘Should I come with you? he offered. |

Yeah vight, take a top-ranker to seet vour parent when vou've flunked,
I thought.

Dot worry. He's faced worse things in life) [ said.

o
‘Aven't the ATREE results due today? They are not in the papers, Baba said
as soon as Lentered the house. Yi;mr different newspapers lay open on the
floor. |

“No, they don't publish results in the newspaper anymore. Baba, what
is this ness? | said, | |

{ bent down fo collect the papers. | did not mention that the results
were available online,

‘S0 how do we find out the results? len't today the date?” he said.

{ kept quiet as [ stacked the newspapers. 1 wanted to tell him the
results won't be out for a while. Peace for a few more days would be nice,
even if teraporary. | saw his aged face, the wrinkles around his eyes, Eyes
that were extra bright today. |

‘Should we go to NIT Lucknow?’ Baba said, happy to make the five-
hour journey to find out his son was z loser.

Babal | protested.

What?

‘Let’s make lunch! I moved to the kitchen, The antxquﬁ gas stove took
six tries to start. I placed a bowl of water on a burner to boil dal.

My father stood behind me. “We have to get the results. Let’s go, he
said. When old people get stuck on something, they dor't let go.
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‘Let me make the meal, | said. T will call you when it is ready’

Telling your parents you've failed at something is harder than the
actual failure. T cooked lunch for the next hour. 1 wondered if life would
ever be the same again. One stupid exam, half a dozen mistakes in
multiple-choice problems had changed my life forever.

My father and I ate in silence, his hopeful eyes pinned on me. My
}udmg the news did not help anyone.

[ went to him after dinner. ‘T know the results, Baba, ? said softly.

‘And? he said, eyes wide,

My rank is 52,043!

‘Is that good?

I shook my head.

“You won't get a good branch?

‘T worlt get into NIT] T said.

My father’s expression changed. He had the Jook every child dreads.
The look that says, 'I brought you up, now see what you have done!’

A bullet in the head is preferable to that look.

Baba got up agitatedly and started to circle the dining table. ‘How can
you not get a good rank?’ .

Well, not everyone does, Baba., Nine lakh fifty thousand {*f ws didm't.
But I did not air my thought.

MNow what?’ he said. .

Twondered if I should suggest some options ~ suicide, penance in the
Himalayas or a life of drudgery as a labourer?

Tam sorry, Baba, I said.

T told you to study motre. he said.

Which parent doesi’t?

He went o his room. 1 gathered m courage to enter his bedroom
after half an hour, He had kepta hot-water bottle on his head.

9 could do a BS¢, Baba, 1 said.

“What good will that do, huh?” he said, his voice too loud for a sick
man,

Tl finish my graduation. Look for a }f}fb. There should be plenty of
opportunities, Tsaid, making up words as 1 spoke.
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“Whe gives a good job to a sumple graduate?” Baba said.

Correct, a ‘simple’ graduate meant nothing, |

“We don't have money for a donation college, Baba, | reminded him.
He nodded. He spoke after some thought, "Try again?’

Baba had not made an unreasonable suggestion. However, he had
horrible timing. |

The entrance exam had given me so much pain. The mere thought of
repeating it caused physical agony, Stop it, Baba, I screamed. If you had
settled on the land, we would have money for a private college. You didn't,
s0 1 have to keep suffering

My father pressed the hot-water bottle harder against his forehead.
He looked pained, by the headache and me. ‘Go away, he said. |

Tam sorry, | said automatically.

Tail exams, scream at your father. You are going in the right direction,
son, he said, eyes closed. |

‘Tl do something. 1 won't fet you down. I will become rich one day,
I said,

Tt is not easy to become rich. You have to work hard. You don't) he
said,

P wanted to tell him that I did work hard. You don't get a ifty-thousand
rank, however useless that may be, without working hard. T wanted to say
] felt fucked up inside. T wished he would figure out T wanted to cry, and
that it would be great if he hugged me.

i

Go away. Let me have some peace in my final days; he said.

[ went to ray room and sat in silence. 1 had never really missed
my mother all these years. However, on the day of the AIEEE results, [
wished she was around. I kicked myself for not getting those six extra

problems right. ¥ kept rewinding to the day of the exam. As if my brain
could go back in time, recreate the same scenario, and 1 wouldn't make
the samme mistakes again. Regret - this feeling has to be one of the biggest
manufacturing defects in humans, We keep regretting, even though there
is no point to it 1 stayed in my bed, dazed.

I came to the living room at midaight. T called Aarti,

‘Hey, you okay?” Her voice was calm,
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She knew my results. Yet she hadn’t called. She knew Td call her when
I was good and ready. Aarti and [ were in sync.

“We will talk on the boat, | said.

‘Four-thirty tomorrow morning at Assi Ghat, she said.

Twent back to bed after the call. I lay down but couldn’t sleep. I tossed
and turned for ages. There would be no sleep till I sorted things out with
Baba.

I went to his reom. He was asleep, the hot-water bottle still by his
head,

[ kept the bottle aside. My father woke up.

‘T am sorry, Baba, I said.

He didn't say anything. _

‘Tl do whatever you tell me. | will try again if that’s what you want,
Pl become an engineer, Baba, 1 said.

 He placed a hand on my head as if in blessing. It acted as a tipping
point for my emotions. I broke down.

Tl work extra hard] T said as tears rolled down my cheeks.

‘God bless you, go to sleep, he said.

&

1 reached Assi Ghat at four-thirty in the morning. Phoolchand, my
boatman friend, smiled as he handed me the oars. He had never charged
me in all these years. ] would take his boat for an hour, and buy him
tea and biscuits in return. Firangs would pay five hundred bucks for
the same.

Sometimes I'd help him negotiate with foreigners in English, and hed
give me a ten per cent commission. Yes, I could make money like this too.
Maybe not a lot, but enough to survive. If only Baba would understand
this.

‘Come back by five-thirty, Phoolchand said. T have a booking.
fapanese touristy '

‘T won't take more than half an hour! T promised.

He smirked. "You are going with a girl. You may forget the time!

T won't
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You have a setting with her? Phoolchand said as he untied the
anchor rope. In small towns, everyone is interested in every male and
female interaction.

‘Phoolchand bhai, | will be back in half an hous, 1 said and got into
the boat, |

Phoolchand frowned at my curt reply.

‘She is & classmate from school. Have known her for eight vears;
said. |

He smiled. His paan-stained tecth shone in the semi-darkness of
dawn.

Tl help you with the Japanese, we will rip them off together, T said,
helding the oars. | '

Auarli was walting twenly metres ahead of the ghat pler, away from
the stare of boatmen and sadhus. She stepped into the boat, one foot at a
time. I whisked the boat away from the shore, |

Lets go that way, she said, pointing in the quieter western direction,
On the east, the morning aarti bad commenced at the crowded
Dashashwamedh Ghat. Dashashwamedh, believed to be the place where
Brahma performed ten ashwamedha yajnas {Emrﬂze: sacrifice), is the hub of
all holy activities on the banks of Ganga in Varanast.

The sound of bells and chants faded as I rowed further away. Soon, the
only sounds came from the periodic slapping of t%ie pars on the water.,

It happens, said Aartl.

Her face had an amber hue from the ﬁwmmg sun. Tt matched her
saffron and red dupatta.

My arms and shoulders felt tired. I stopped rowing and put the oars
down. The boat stood still somewhere in the middle mf the Ganga. Aarti
stood up to come and sit beside me. Her movement shook the boat a little.
Ag per ritual, she took my tived palms and pressed them, &he held my
chin and made me face her.

‘f{:,’m scared, Aartl) Tsaid in a small voice.

“Why?

TH get :zma;hcm in life; 1 said.

‘Nonsense, she said. ‘So people who don't have a top AIEEE rank get
nowhere in life?’
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T dor’t know. | feel so ... so defeated. 1 let Baba down.

Is he okay?’

‘He wants me to try again. He is obsessed with making me an
engineer’ |

‘Do you want to be an engineer?” Aarti said.

My dad is not in the IAS, My grandfather was not a minister. We are
from a simple Indian family. We don’t ask these questions. We want to
make a living. Engineering gives us that) T answered.

How old-fashioned!’

‘TFilling your stomach never goes out of fashion, Aarti) I 'said.

She smiled and placed a hand on my arm. Thugged her. As Theld her,
[ brought my mouth close to hers,

“What are you doing?” Aarti said. pushing me away.

T Tt

‘Dor't, Aarti said sternly, Yo will spoil our friendship!

T really Mm vou, I said, [ wanted to say ‘love, but did not have the
courage.

T like vou too, she said.

"’Ehm why wor't vou kiss me?’ 1 said.

1 don’t want to] She faced me squarely. “Dan’t get me wrong. You
have been my best friend for years. But I've told vou earlier .. She went
silent. |

‘What?'

T don't see you that way, she ﬁnmhu‘i

I turned away from her.
‘Gopal, please understand. You are disturbed so I dont wantw ../
‘mu don'’t warit to wi’mﬁ Aar’i‘i? Hurt my i"e:‘seliiwz«;? Well, ”s,!*f'i:zfu h aw’

I }3?.%1}{;{‘3@‘;‘3 up %E‘z_fﬁf- oars :—:gga;rz_, ‘Go ba.s;:i{. to vour p%.zw:, .{ sazd. é}hﬁ; x,o.m@,he&
We remained silent till we reached the ghats. Phoolchand gave usa smile,
which evaporated fast when T glowered at him.

We stepped off the boat.

“You want to come home later today?” Aarti said.

Don't talk to me’ T said.
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You are being an idiot.
T am an idiot, don't you know? That’s why I couldn’t clear the ATEEE,
I sald and walked away without looking at her.



(¥

iik«:ﬁ AIEEE, I did not make it in the JEE either. Raghav did, with an all-
India rank of 1123, It turned him into a mini-celebrity in Varanasi, Local
papers carried big stories the next day. Four students from Varanasi had
cracked the JEE. Among those four, only Raghav had cleared the exam as
a resident of Varanasi. The other three had appeared from Kota.

“‘Why did they go to Kota?' Baba mused, Jooking up from the
newspaper.

Baba had resigned himself to my being aloser. He did not react to my
not obtaining a JEE rank at all. _ ,

‘Kota is the capital of IIT coaching classes. Tens of thousands go
there, T explained.

Fyvery vear, the tiny western Indian town of Kota accounted for a
thousand, or a third of the total 11T selections.

| ‘What?” Baba said. "How iy that possible?’

[ shrugged my shoulders. | didn’t want to discuss entrance exams any
more. 1 had secured seventy-nine per cent in class XIL I could do BSc at
the Allahabad University. The 120-kilometre commute would be difficult,
but 1 could move there and visit Baba on weekends.

Which [T is Raghav joining?’

‘1 don’t know, 1 said. ‘Baba, can you give me two hundred rupees. |
need to i}u?’ college admission forms.

Baba looked like 1 had stabbed him. ‘Arent you repeating AIEEE?
he said, '

‘T will join the Allahabad University and repeat from there, I said.

‘How will you prepare while doing another course?
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T ean't waste a year, 1 said and left the house.
ﬁ;’.

[ had'to meet Raghav. [ had not even congratulated him. True, I did not feel
anty happiness about his JEE selection. I should have, but did not. After all,
we had been friends for ten years. One should be happy for pals. However,
he would be an IIT student and I'd be a fucking nobody. Somehow, |
could not feel thrilled about that. I practised fake smiles while pressing
hits doorbell. Raghav opened the door and hugged me straight {}{%

Hey, nice to see you, he said,

‘Congrats, boss, I said, my lips streched into a smile and teeth
sufficiently visible.

Now 1 can say [ know a celeb!

I came inside his house, a modest three-bedroom, BHEL-provided
apartment. Newspapers with articles about his selection lay on the dining
tabie. Raghav’s father sat on a sofa with visiting relatives. They had cometo
congratulate the Kashyvaps. An 1T rank is 2 huge event - akin to climbing
the Mount Everest or being on a space mission. Mr Kashyap smiled at me
from a distance. Call it my over-imagination, but his greeting seemed like
the one you give to people well beneath your stature, 1 am sure if I had

had a rank, he would have stood up and shook hands with me. Anyway,
it didn’t matter. Raghav and Twent to his room. [ sat on a chair and he on
the bed.

‘So, how are you feeling?’ 1 said. T wanted to know how it felt to get
one of those stupid ranks that turned you from coal to diamond in a day.

‘Unbelievable, Raghav said, T had thought AIEEE maybe, but JEE,
wow! | |

“Which 1T?' | gaid. ,
T will join IT-BHU, T will get a good branch and be in Varanasi too,
Raghav said.

FI-BHU the Insmmc ot §ﬂc§ma§s gy at the Banaras Hindu University,
was the most prestigious college in Varanasi. it conducted its admission
process through the JEE. However, it didn't have the same brand equity
asan [T,
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“Why BHU?' 1 said.

I want to do journalism part-time. [ have contacts in newspapers
here, Raghav said.

When people are offered something on a platter, they don't value it.
Sure, Raghav had a thing for writing. He had published some letters to
the editor and a couple of articles in some papers, However, this sounded

insane, ' |

“You will give up an i T for a hobby?’ | said.

‘It s not a hobby. Journalism is my passion’

‘Why are you doing engineering then?’

‘Dad. Why else? Oh, T have told him I am taking BHU because T will
get a better branch like ¢ A)I)’!pii?ftr Science, Don't tell him anything else!

‘Raghav, you still ...

‘Raghav!” Mr Kashyap shouted from outside,

My relatives, sorry. I have to go, Raghav said. “Let’s catch up later.

~atl Aarti also. T owe you guys a treat)

He got up to leave.

When people achieve something, they become self-obsessed.

‘Want to know what I am going to do?’ [ said casually.

Raghay stopped. ‘Oh, sorry. Sure, tell me] he said, T don't know if he
cared, or if he felt obligated.

‘Allahabad University. 1 will take a second attempt from there] 1
sald, _ .
‘Sounds good, Raghav said. ‘1 am sure you will crack something. At
least AIBEE!

When people clear JEE, they start using phrases like ‘at least ATEEE!

1 smiled. ‘Baba wants me to drop a year to attempt again”

“You could do that too, Raghay said. His father shouted out for him
again.

{mg it’s okav! I said. Tl also leave!

See you, buddy’ Raghav patted my shoulder.

¥

‘MNo, Baba, 1 sald. T am not going to Kora!
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Without my koowledge, my father had spent one whole week
researching on Kota. ‘Bansal and Resonance are the best] he said,

‘How do you know?’

T am a retived teacher. f can f;m out/

‘Great! 1 said.

1 am ready to send you. Tuition is thirty thousand a year. Living
expenses around three thousand a month. How much is that for twelve
raonths? Thirty plus thirty-six thousand ... Baba mumbled to himself.

‘Sixty-six thousand?’ 1 said. ‘And a wasted vear. Baba, who are we?
Kings?

‘T have a forty-thousand fxed deposit [ haven't told you about) Baba
sald. T saved whatever T could in the past three vears. Enough to get you
started, We'll figure out the rest!

‘50 blow up whatever little money we have on tuitions? In some

faraway place? Where is Kota, anyway?

e Rajasthan. Its far, but there i a direct train. Takes twenty-two
hours!

‘Baba, but ... why can’t L join college? Give me the money for that. Al
feast Twill have a degree! |

“Whas the point of 2 useless degree? And how will you do a repeat
attempt without better coaching? You just missed a good rank because of
a few mdriw m,mw ki:am will hclp you get iiw:sf: extra ﬁmka(

‘Lovk-at-Raghav', yes, the sew medicing being shoved down every

aranasi kids throat vight now, “We can't afford it) 1 said, collecting my

thoughts. ‘Besides, who will take care s&§ you here? r&Ei&habad is nearby. |

can corne every week. You can visit

‘I can manage. Don't I do most m‘ ﬁm housework? Baba said.

I thought of Aarti. Sure, she had said no to me in the boat, but [ knew

how much she cared for me. Not a day went by without us talking, It was

she who suggested | go to 2 college here, and Td alveady found out the best
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course | could get with my percentage. How could I tell her 1 am going
o Kota? _ _

Of course, 1 couldn’t give Baba this reason to stay in Varanasi. 1
promise 1 will work harder next time] T said.

We finished dinner and I began to clear the table,

You will keep doing domestic chores here] Baba shouted suddenly.
“You are going.

“You have forty thousand. What about the rest? What about expenses
such as travel, books, entrance exam fees? [ said.

My father showed me his shrivelled index finger. It had a thick gold
band around it. T don't need this useless ring, he said. “We also have some
of your mother’s jewellery!

“You want to sell Ma’s jewellery for coaching classes?’

T had kept all that for your wife, but after you become an engineer,
you can buy them for her yourself,

‘What if you fall ill, Baba? Better to preserve all this for medical
emergencies! '

“You join an engineering college and my age will reduce by ten years,
Baba laughed, trying to soften the situation. I saw his face, one front tooth
missing. His laughter meant everything to me. I thought about Kota,
‘They did seem good at making students clear entrance exams. 1 thought
about the downside — the money required, the uncertainty and, of course,
staying away from Aarti

‘Do it for your old man, he said. Td move with you to Kota, but it's
hard for me to travel so far. We have to maintain this little house too!

It’s fine, Baba. I I go, T'll go by myself, I said.

“Your mother too wanted you to become an engineer!

I looked at my mother’s picture on the wall. She looked happy,
beautiful and young.

“Take care of your father; she seemed to tell me.

“Will you go?’ Baba said.

‘I it makes vou happy, Twill!

‘My sonl’ Baba hugged me - the first time since the ATEEE results.

%
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‘Show us the black ones, Aarti said to the shopkeeper. She pointed to a set
of twelve clothes hangers.

We had come to a household items shop in Nadeshar Road to buy
things I'd need in Kota.

Just because I am helping you shop doesn’t mean 1 am happy about
you Ee’wmg Varanasi, Aarti said.

T won't. Say the word and T will cancel my md(e‘%

She placed a palm on my cheek. T hate it that my best friend is leaving.
However; it is the right thing for you to do’ |

She approved of the hangers. They cost fifty bucks a set. ‘Uncle, Tam
buying towels, soap dishes and so many other things. You better give a
good discount!

The shopkeeper grimaced, but she ignored him.

“Thank you for coming. | would not have known what to buy, I told

‘Have you taken cooking vessels? Forgot, no?

‘T am not going to cook. They have a tiffin system!

Aarti ignored me. She went to the utensils section and picked up a
large steel bow!l and held it up. -

For emergencies, Aarti said. T T came to Kota with you, Td cook for
you everyday '

Her fair hands held up the shiny vessel. The picture of her cooking
in my kitchen flashed in my head. Why does Aarti make statements like
these? What am I supposed to say? Tl manage fine) I said.

The shopkeeper made the bill, Aarti looked at me. She hypnotised me
every time. She was turning prettier every week.

A small girl who had come to the shop with her mother came up to
Aarti. Do you come on TVY _ |

Aarti shook her head and smiled. She turned to the shopkeeper.
“‘Unecle, twenty per cent discount” Aarti wasn't too conscious of her looks.
She never checked herself out in mirrors, never had make—up on, and even
her hair often flopped all over her face. It made her even more attractive,

‘Shouid we leave?” she said.

“Whatever!
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“What happened?’

‘At the last ninute you say random things like “if I came to Kota”

T could. I will tell dad 1 also want to repeat a year. You never know!
She winked.

[ stared at her, secking a hint of seriousness in her comment. Would
that be possible?

‘Really? 1 said, almost believing her.

‘T'm joking, stupid. I told vou. I've enrolled for Psychology honours
at the Agrasen College! "

‘I thought you ...

“Why are you so gullible?” She burst into peals of langhter.

‘Gulli ... what? 1 said. She pulled my cheek. ‘Oh/ 1 said and composed
myself.

Of course, no way she could come to Kota, Lam not a gulli-whatever
person. | understand things, 5till, Aarti could defeat my logical faculties.
I stopped thinking when I was with her.

I collected the purchased items and noticed her paying the
shopkeeper,

“Wait] I said, T will pay’

Torget it. Let’s go, she said. She tugged at my elbow and dragged me
out of the shop. '

‘How much?’ T said as | fumbled with my wallet.

She took my wallet and placed it back in my shirt pocket. She placed
a finger on my lips, '

Why do girls send confusing signals? She had rebuffed me on the boat
the other day. Yet she comes to shop with me for boring clothes hangers and
doesi’t let me pay. She calls me three times a day o check if I've had my
meals. Does she care for me or not? |

&

“You want to trv the new Domino’ at Sigra?’ she said.
‘Can we go to the ghats? | said,
‘(hats?’ she said, surprised.
‘T want to soak in as much Varanasi ag possible before T leave!



HEvorurion 2020 ¢ 45

We walked to the steps of the Lalita Ghat, quieter than the busy
Dashashwamedh on our right. We sat next to each other and watched the
(sanga change colours with the evening sun. On our left, flames flickered
from the never-ending funeral pyres in the Manikarnika Ghat, The ghat,
named after Shiva’s earring that he dropped here during a dance, is
considered the holiest place for cremation.

She held my elbow lightly. Tlooked around. Apart from some tourists
and sadhus, T spotted a few locals. 1 shook my elbow free.,

What?' she said

‘Don't. It's not good. Hspecially for you!

Why?'

‘Because you ae a girl.

She smacked my elbow. So what?’

‘People talk. They don't say good things about girls who sit on the
ghats holding elbows!

“We are just really ;g{}i}ai friends, she said.

I hated that term. | wanted to talk about my place in her life, even
ihi?&tiﬁgﬁ.‘% I did not waot to :a:x‘%.zakﬁ't:iri.i_ﬁ%}a unpleasant. ‘But now T am leavi ing,

‘S{)? We will be in touch. We m?’ call. %W can chat on the net. There
are cyber cafés in Kota, right?’

I nodded,

Don't look so glum! she said, We heard the temple bells ring in the
distance. The evening aarti was about to begin, |

“What is your problem?” [ said.

Ahout what? she said,

‘About us. Us be

‘Please, Gopal, not again/

ing more than friends’

I became quist. We saw the evening aartl from a distance. A dozen
priests, holding giant lamps the size of flaming torches, prayed in
synchronised moves as singers chanted in the background. Hundreds of
tourists gathered around the priests. No matter how many times you see
it, the aarti on Varanasi ghats marages to mesmerise each time. Much
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like the Aarti next to me. She wore a peacock blue salwar-kameez and
fish-shaped silver earrings.

T don't feel that way, Gopal, she said.

‘About me?’

‘About anyone. And I like what you and I share. Don't you?’

T do. But T am leaving now. If we had a commitment, wouldn't it be
better?’

‘Commitment? Gopal, we are so young!” She laughed. She stood up.
‘Come, let’s float diyas. For your trip!

Girls are the best topic switchers in the world. |

We walked down to the waters. She purchased a set of six lit diyas
for five rupees. She passed one to me. She set one diya afloat. Holding my
hand, she said, ‘Let’s pray together, for success!

‘May you get what you want in Kota, she said, eyes shut.

Fooked at her. Whai I really want is not in Kota, I am leaving it behind
in Varanasi ...









?gi toock me twenty-three hours in the hot and stuffy Dwarka Express to
reach Kota,

I had emailed Vineet, a Varanasi boy whod spent the last year in
Kota. | learnt about the coaching classes; Bansal and Resonance had the
best reputation. However, they screened students with their own tests.
i 1 did not get into Bansal or Resonance, Kota had other, less selective
coaching classes that catered to losers like me,

However, before T joined a coaching ghetto T had to find a place to
live in. Vineet had told me about some paying guest accommodations. |
hatled an auto from the railway station, ‘Gayatri Society Building, 1 said.
‘in Mahavir Nagar, near Bansal classey!

The auto drove down the dusty streets of Kota. It looked like any
other small town in India, with teo much traffic and pollution and too
many telecom, vaderwear and coaching-class hoardings, 1 wondered
what was so special about this place. How could it make thousands of
studends clear the most competitive exam in the world?

UT or Medical?” asked the auto driver, who had gray halr and
matching teeth.

I figared out what made Kota different. Every one was clued into the
COrance £xams.

T 1 said

‘Bansal is the best. But thelr entrance exam is scheduled for next
week!

You know all this?’ 1 said, baffled by the driver’s knowledge.

He laughed and turned around. "My whole family is into education,
My wife runs a tifin business. You want food delivered?’
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I nodded.

‘Shankar, originally from Alwar, he said. He extended his grease-
stained hand.

I shook it as little as possible. ‘Gopal from Varanasi’

He gave me a business card for the tithn service. Two meals a day for
a monthly cost of fifteen hundred bucks,

‘Let us take care of the food. You boys study, it is such a tough exam!

“‘Which exam?’ [ said. |

For 1T it is JEE. Come on, Gopal bhai. We are not that uneducated.

£

crumbling block of apartments. A sweeper with a giant broom produced
dust clouds in the air in an attempt to clean the place. T went to the small
guard post at the entrance of the building. A watchman sat inside.

‘Who do you want to meet?” the watchman said.

‘T want to rent a room, | said.

The watchman looked me over. He saw my two over-stuffed, over-
aged and over-repaired suitcases. One held clothes, the other carried the

Dbooks that had failed to get me anywhere so far. My rucksack carried the
stuff Aarti had bought me. | missed her. I wondered if I should find an
STD booth and call her.

T or Medical?” the watchman asked, crushing tobacco in his hand.
Kota locals find it hard to place outsiders until they know what they are
there for.

T T said, T wished he would give me more attention than his
nicotine fix.

‘First-timer or repeater? the watchman asked next, still without
looking ap.

‘Does it matter?” | said, somewhat irritated.

“Yes, he said and popped the tobacco into his mouth. 'If you are a
first-timer, you will join a school alse, You will be out of the house more.
Repeaters only go for coaching classes. Many sleep all day. Some landlords
don't like that. So, tell me and I can show vou the right place’
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‘Repeatet] T said. T don’t know why I looked down as T said that. I
guess when you fail an entrance exam, even a tobacco-chewing watchman
can make you feel small,

‘Oh God, another repeater, the watchman said. ?&rxywa},, 1 will try.
Fix my fee first) |

‘What?" I said.

T take half a month’s rent. Whats your budget?

“Two thousand a month’

“That’s it?” the watchman said. ‘Make it four thousand. Twill get you a
nice, shared air-conditioned room’

‘T cant't afford to payso much, I said.

The watchman mumd as if someone had asked for country liguor
in a five-star bar,

“What?’ 1 said, wondering if I'd be spending my first night in Kota on
the streets.

‘Come; he beckoned. He opened the gate and kept my suitcases in his
cabin, We climbed up the steps of the first apartment block.

‘Will you share with other boys? Three to a room; the watchman

T could; T said, “but how will T study? I want a private one; however
small] |

Studies or not, T wanted to be left alone.

‘Okay, fifth floor; the watchman said.

We climbed up three floors. I panted due to the exertion. The extreme
heat did not help. ‘Kotais hot, getused tothe weather! the watchman said.
It is horrible outside. That is why it is a good place to stay inside and
study! _
We reached the fourth floor. % struggled to catch my breath. He
couldn’t stop talking. ‘So you will study for real or you are just ... he
paused mid-sentence. |

“Just what?’ 1 said.

“Time-pass. Many students come here because their parents push
them. They know they won't get in. At least the parents stop harassing
them for.a year] he said.
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T want to get in. T will get in] T 'said, more to myself than him.

‘Good. But if you need stuff like beer or cigarettes, tell me. This
housing society doesn’t allow it/

‘So? /

“‘When Birju is your friend, you don't have to worry’ He winked at
me. :

We rang the bell of the fifth-floor flat. An elderly lady opened the
door.

‘Student, the watchman said,

The lady let us in. Her place smelt of medicines and damp. The
watchman showed me the room on rent. The lady had converted a
storeroom into a study and bedroom. The lady, watchman and 1 could
barely stand in the tiny room together.

It’s perfect for studying, said the watchman, whe probably hadn’t
studied even one day in his whole life. “Take it, it is within your
budget’

1 shook my head. The room had no windows. The old lady seemed
arrogant or deaf or both. She kept a grumpy face throughouit, I did not
want to live here. Why couldn’t 1 study in my Varanasi? What was so
special about this godforsaken placé? I wanted to get out of Kota ASAP.

I walked out of the flat, The watchman came running after me.

‘If you fuss so much, you won't get anything’

‘I'll go'back to Varanasithen, 1 said. |

I thought about how different my life would have been if 1 had
answered six more multiple-choice questions. I thought of Raghav, who
would, at this moment, be attending his orientation at the BHU campus. |
thought of Aarti and our heart-to-heart conversations. I thought of Baba's
ill health and his determination to kick me into this dump. I fought back
tears. T started to walk down the stairs. _

‘Or increase your budget, the watchman said as he came up behind
me. ‘

‘I can't. | have to pay for food and the coas:hmg classes) I said.

We walked down the steps and reached the ground floor. ‘It happens
the first time;’ the watchman said, ‘missing your mother?’
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‘Shes dead; Isaid.

‘Rec __tntiy? the watchman said. Some pe@p e find it pﬁ,rfu.’i;iv normal
to cross-examine strangers.

‘She died fourteen years ago, I said.

I camie to the guard post and picked up my bags. ‘Thank you, Birju,
T said.

‘Where are you going? Take a shared roowm; he piead@i
Tl find a cheap hotel for now. I am used to being alone. I ﬁ figure
things out’
‘Eu'ia took the suitcases from me and placed them down. Thave a
proper room, he said, ‘double the size of what you saw. It has windows, a
big fan. A retired couple stays there. Within your budget ...
“Then why didn’t you show it to me earlier?
“There’s a catch!
‘What?’
‘Someone died in the house!
‘Who?' 1 said. B;g deal, I could take death. I'm from Varanasi, where
the world comes to die,
“The student who rented it. He didn't get through, so s he killed himself.
Two years ago, It | has been empty since’
1did not respond..
‘Now you see why I didn't show it to you, ?izr}u said.
T "1l take it; T said.
Sure?’
Tve seen dead bodies burning and floating all my life. I don’t care if
some loser hanged himself |
The watchman. gncked up my suitcases, We went to the third floor
in the next flat. A couple in their sixties stayed there. They kept the place
zmmamld%d}f clean. The spartan to-let room had a bed, table, cupboard
and fan,
‘Fifteen hundred, 1 said to the couple, The watchman gave me a dirty
look. |
‘The couple looked at each other.
‘Tknow what happened here T said, ‘and it’s fine by mie)
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The old gentleman nodded. ‘T am RL Soni, [ used to work in the
PWD. He extended his hand.

I gave him a firm handshake. ‘'m Gopal, an IIT repeater. I plan to get
in: this time; T 'said,



E dumped the brochures on the bed, and took off my shoes and socks.
I had spent the day visiting various coaching schools. At three in the
afternoon, mty room felt at ignition point. |

Mr Soni gently knocked on the door of my room. “Your lunch, he
said and kept the tiffin on my study table.

I nodded in grai._ ude. Tt felt too hot to exchange pleasantries, T had
arranged for my meals and a place o stay. However, my mainchallenge in
Kota, apart from constantly fighting off thoughts about Aarti, was to en rol
in a good study programme. I had spent the last three days doing the
rounds of every coaching school. T tookin their tall claims about zapping
'a'ﬂy' gﬁrim‘z&te into an ‘II:”i’i'z"m [ went thmug‘h --ﬁm supzer'«ﬂexible (nt}t to

?11:%} se&meci to. b&’; t“ﬁ‘fl“}’mﬂéﬁ ts:}p ahozces Eac:%z {;f them had theif own,
rather difficult, entrance exams: In fact, Kota now had small coaching
shops to coach you to get inte the top caachmg classes. From there, you
would be coached to get into an engineering cz}ﬁege Once there, you
study to become an engineer. Of course; most engineers wantto do an
MBA. Hence, the same. «coaching- ~class: f:yo:ie would begm agam This
complex vortex of tests, classes, selections and preparations is:something
every insignificant Indian student like me has to go through to have a shot
at a decent life, Else, I could always take the job of Birju the watchman
or, if T wanted it simpler, hang myself like may erstwhile room-resident
Manoj Dutta,

I switched on the same fan that helped Manoj check out of the
entrance ¢xam called life. The .ni&%*éf.;ig._ blades re-circulated the hot air in
the room.
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‘Called home?” M Soni said.

T did, 1 said. Mr Soni asked me this question at least twice a day. I
guess Manoj Dutta didn’t call home often enough, leading to hisloneliness
and early demise.

‘Keep them informed, okay? Nobody loves you more than your
parents, Mr Soni said as he left the room.

1 shut the door and removed my shirt. T hadn't rowed in ten days.
My arms felt flabby, T wanted to exercise, but I had to figure out the ten
million "i:r;rpcfhuams fitst. "

I had indeed called Baba, twice. He seemed fine. I told him 1 had
started preparing for next yéar, even though 1 couldn't bear to open any
textbook. 1 didn't care. Whichever coaching class I )mneé would make
me slog soon.

I wanted to talk to Aarti first. 1d called her four times but could not
speak tor her even once. Her mother had picked up the phone the first two
times. She told me politely that Aarti had gone out - with friends once,
and a..m}tﬁeri"timﬁft{@ submit her college admission form. I called twice the
next day and Aarti’s mother picked up again. I hung up without saying
anything. I did not want Aarti’s mother going ‘why is this boy calling you
so many times from so far?’ Tt did not createa good impression. Aarti had
mentioned she would geta cellphone soon. T wished she would. Evéryone
seemed to be:getting one nowadays, at least the rich types.

Aarti did not have'a number to reach me. T would have to try again:
fomorrow.

I picked up & green-coloured brochure. The cover had photographs
of some of the ugliest people on garth. The pictures belonged to the
IIT toppers from that ”firist'im%teg_ They had gi*iﬁg. wider than models in
toothpaste ads but not the same kind of teeth,

Since my favourite hﬁbb}was wasting time, I spent the afternoon
comparing the brochutes. No, T didn't compare the course material,
success rates or the fee structures. In any case, everyone claimed to be the
best in those areas. T compared the pictures of their successful candidates;
who had the ugliest boy, who had the cutest girl, if at all. There was no
point to this exercise, but thete was no point to me being in Kota,



REVOLUTION 2020 * 57

I'saw the Bansalb 1
had a chip on their shoulder, even thaugh thsj, wererlt teahmg:ally even
in a college. The Bansalites were Kota's cool. T had to crack their exam.
However, I had little time to prepare for the test scheduled in three das
In fact, many of the coaching classes had their exams within a week.
The next set of exams was a month away. [ had to join something now.
@ta}rmg idle would make me go mad faster than the earlier occupant of
this room.

Each institute asked for a thousand bucks for an application form.
Whether they selected you or not, whether }fmz.-_}mxm{i or not, the fee had
to be paid. T had fifty thousand rupees with me, and Baba had promised
me more after six months, T had limited money, [ could only apply
selectively. | | |

Ishortlisted five coaching institutes - Bansal, Career Path, Resonance,
and two new, cheaper ones called AimITT and Careerlgnite.

The brochure of AimIIT said: “We believe in the éemocram right of
every student to be coached, hence we don't conduct our own entrance
tests. It meant they weren't in the same league as the top ones to be choosy.
‘They might as well have written: ‘If you have the cash, you are welcome!

I spent the rest of the afternoon filling the tiresome and repetitive
forms. T'kept myself motivated by saying I would call Aarti once more
before féi;m;z‘ér,- |

&

n%rdv Stlldﬁﬂtﬂ Sﬂi fo;: ihm &aﬂ} dﬂse of ires%:a alr.

1 found an STD booth.

‘Hello?’ Mr Prad >-53.1dﬁi;1~ a firm voice. { cut the phone on reflex.

"Ih’é m&ter'é‘i the STD booth whirred. |

ou still have to pay; the: shopkeeper said wur%y Tnodded.

I neadeé to speak to someone. I had already called Baba in the
morning. called Raghav

Rag}zavj it’s me. Gopal. From Kota, I said, my Tast word soft.

“Gopal! Oh, wow, we were just talking about you, Raghav said.
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‘Me? Really? With who?’ 1 said.

‘Aarti’s h&m ‘How are you, man? How’s Kota? We miss you!

‘Aarti is at your place?’ T asked, puzzled.

“Yeah, she wanted me to help her choose her course. She is not-sure

3.

about Psychology.

Aarti snatched the phone from Raghav mid-sentenice:

‘Gopal! Where ate you?’

‘In Kota, of course. ? called you, | said. T wanted to ask her why she
had come to Raghav’s place. However, it didw't seem the best way to start
a c.@;m*efsatimk | '

“Why didn’t you call back? T don't even have & number o call you,
she said.

“Will ask my landlord if 1 can receive calls. Tell me when you will be
home. T will call you. T want to talk”

“Talk now. What's up?’

“‘How can I talk now?’

‘Why?

“You are with Raghav; 1 said.

‘So?"

“What are you doing'at Raghav’s place?’

‘Nothing: Generally!

When girls use vague terms like ‘generally, it is cause for specific
concern, Or maybe not. It could be my overactive mind.

‘I have to choose a course, Should I do Psychology or BSc. Home
Science?” she said.

"What do you want to do?”] said.

‘I have to finish my graduation before becoming an air hostess. That's
the only reason Tam doing it. I want an easy coutse.

‘Oh, $0 your air hostess plans are not dead, I said.

“Well, Raghay says one should not give up one’s dreamso easily. Maybe
E‘}‘s::* -Hfame %czew;e isbf,t»ter- Hio? Sort of related to hospitality indastry. Or
30&1 hotel management?’ |

§ kf:g?t quzﬁt Ragbaw adwsmg her? Who is lie? A career counsellor? Or
does he Szave the license to preach now because 5?8:-?1&2&3; f;;skz-:zg;fﬁﬁ- rank?
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“Tell me no, Gopi,” Aarti said. T am so confused” Then I heard her
titter,
“Whats. 50 i*tmn

ythirg, ﬁ%}r&&axd,j g;#&atiy amus}mi_
TH talk to you later, 1 said.
"i"‘}%ﬁa&r’*-;; but tell me which course to take; she said, her tone finally
serious, |
‘Ask Raghav, he is the better sméfzm ' 1said,
‘Cimon, Gap; Nonserise you alk]
“Let us talk when you are alone; | said.
‘Call me -.tin,;_.;-z ime tomorrow,

§>‘\<€? ﬁgam said.
9 miss you, T said, a second too late. I only gota click in response.

I returned to my room where my dinner tiffin-and the brochures
awaited me. I imagined Aarti at Raghav’s place, in peals of laugliter. My
insides burnt.

1 picked up a brochure in disgust. 1 took a blade from my shaving kit,
cut out the cover pictures of the I'T-selected students, and ripped them
to shreds,

£

Bansal classes did not look like the small tuition centres run out of tiny
apartments in Varanasi. It resembled an institute or a large corporate
office. I'stood in the ."’1?‘“1@'(?'E@Mﬁ‘i&'%‘?ﬁi‘&déi’ing what to do next. Students
and teachers strode about in a purposeful manner, as if they were goingto
launch satellites i n'space, Like in many other coaching .-Qi%z;{:s in Kota, the
students had uniforms to eliminate social inequality. You had rich kids
from Delhi, whose parents gave them more pocket money than my father
ear ned inan entire year, On the other Hand, you hiad losers like me from
si, who had neither the cash nor the brains required to be here.

Equality in clothes didnt mean Bansal believed all students were
equ.ai‘ A class system existed, based on your chances of cracking the
entrance exam,
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The person at the admissions office took my form. ‘High performer?’
he quizzed.

I wondered how anyone could respond to such a question. ‘Excuse

“me?

‘If you have more than 85 per cent aggregate in: class XII, or if you
have an ATEEE rank up o 40,000, you get 2 thirty per cent discount, the
bespectacled. geniieman at the counter explained to me.

Thave 79 per cent. AIEEE rank 52,043, 1 said.

‘Ob. In that case you apply for full-rate programme; the admission
officer said. I didn’t realise my AIEEE rank could directly translate into
money.

‘Can I get a discount?” { said, wondering if one could bargain here.

‘Depends on how you do in our entrance exam, the officer said
and stamped my form. He handed me a receipt-cum-admit card for the
entrance exam,

‘Do 1 have to study for your entrance exam?’ [ said.

“What will you study in two days? Anyway, you dorit look like such
a bright student going by your marks. My suggestmn is to apply to other
institutes, he replied. :

“Thanks, ] will] T said.

The officer looked around to ensure nobody could hear us, ‘My
cousin has just started an institute. I can get you a fifty per cent discount
there, he whispered. |

I kept quiet. He slipped me a visiting card: ‘Dream I[T!

“Why waste money? Course material is the same. My cousin is an
ex-Bansal faculty!

I examined the card.

‘Don’t tell anyone, okay?' he said,

I had similar experiences at other institutes. Walls covered with
stamp-sized pictures of successtul JEE ::anéldates, regem&lmg wanted
terrorists, greeted mie everywhere. [ also realised that the reputed institutes
kicked up a bigger fuss about ‘repeaters. After all, we had failed once,
and institutes didn’t want to-spoil their statistics. Top institutes claimed
to send up to five hundred students a year to IIT. Of course, the institutes
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never reveal that they enrol ten thousand 3mdent§s out of which only
five hundred make it. This meant a low selection ratio of five per cent.
However, the JEE had an overall selection ratio of less than two per cent,
and Kota institutes claimed to beat it. The gx‘:g@ﬁf;@gﬁing;fxf_tauﬁidates
could be the sole reason for the higﬁe'r -than-average selection. However,
students like:me flocked from around the country anyway,: and queued up
to submit the admission forms.
AimIIT and Careerlgnite had less people lining up. ira fact, they gave
e spot offers. The latter even offered a twenty per cent discount.
“The discount is applicable only if you sign up ﬁght noi, not if you
‘come again, the aggressive salesman- cum-admissions in-charge told me,
‘But I Have not decided yet, I protested.
“You are appearing for Bansal, aren’t you?" he said and g gave me an.
all-knowing look.
I kept quiet.
‘[ am an ex-Bansalite; he said,
‘Is there anyone in Kota who is not?' | said and left the institute.




L .
G{}pah Sonice to hea%?‘ your voice; Aarti said. ‘She rﬁCQgﬂi&&d meina

semnd 1t felt good.

‘Gotohell, you é{mf care, Isaid,

‘Huh? How stupid. 1 do care, Firstly, do you have a number I can
call?’

“Yes. 1 said and gave her my Jandlord’s number, ‘But don't call a lot.
He said no more than twice a week’ |

‘So what? T will be the only one calling you, no?’ Aarti said.

“Yeah. Anywa}, h@wfs life? T hate it here!

‘Is it that bad? Have you started studying?” she asked.

“No, I can’t. It is hard to pick up the same books again. Maybe T will
get m@tﬁraéeé after Ijoin a coaching class!

‘I ah@'uldf‘ have bee‘r;’fthém T'would have motivated you! She laughed.

Yuu wl} bﬂ ﬁne, {;o;n One more attempt. If you get ﬁzmugh your

|
i

career will be made’ |

niss you, I said, 16‘&5 interested in useless things like my career.
'Oh, she said, somewhat surprised by m’y shifting gears. ‘I miss you

2

oo,

‘Thave no-one, Aart; Isaid.

‘Don't say that. Baba is'there, Raghav, me ... We'talk about you a lot!
Her voice trailed off. |

“Why dor't we become a couple?’ .,

‘Don’t, Please :ix}gi’ft starl that again, We have discussed it enough!
she said.

‘Whiy niot? You say yz}u missine. You care for me. Then?
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: é;j, ’Eau are iherey Tam If'mre
iend, at least I could talk to her, T feel 50 kmﬁbf, f’i&lﬁti,

‘Aww Gopal, you are homesick. Talk to me whenever you want. Or
we can chat! |

‘On the Internet?’ | had seen some cyber cafes around my house.

“Yeah, make a Gmail 1D. Mine is flyingaarti@gmail.com. Invite me’

%iﬁng Am‘{z Tlaughed,

There is no pmpasai f’md now: ekm'i waste your money on calls. We
canchat in the evenings. Tll tell you about my life, and you about yours.
Olay?

‘Okay. Hey, listen. Should 1 join a reputed but expensive institute or
the upcoming but cheaper ones?”

“The best you can get, always, Aarti said pwmpﬂy ‘And now, bye.
They are calling me for dinner’

3§Z

Oneweekin Kota, and 1 had a few decisions made for me. One, I didn’t clear
the Bansal exam. [ could join their separate correspondence programme,
which kind of defeated the purpose of being is Kota. Resonance hiked
its fees at the last- minute. Tt became unaffordable for me, so 1 didn’t even
write their entrance exam. [ made it to the waitlist of the Career Path
programme. |

Your chances are good. Many will join Bansal and Resonance,
anyway,  the Career Path guy said.

Even the Career Path waitlist had value, AimI{T and {mrwrlgmtfe

uﬁ&reﬁ me a thirty per cent discount.

“You have calibre the AimIIT person told me. ‘You have cleared
Career Path, which shows your pcstmtmf Now %tt:;éy with us at a much
* cheaper price and clear the exam. ‘
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“You will be lost amongst the thousands at Career Path. At Ignite, you
will be special, said the ex-Bansalite running down another ex-Bansalite’s
institute.

However, five days later Career Path told me I had made it. I handed
the accountant -at Career Path a twenty-thousand- rupee draft with
trembling hands.

“This is the best investment you will make in your life; the accountant
said.

[ picked up the items required for the first term — course material,
ID card, timetable, circulars and various worksheets required in the next
three months. 1 also collected three sets of the Career Path uniform,

Wearing it made me look like a budget hotel receptionist.
' 1 walked out of the institute with the uniform in my hands.

‘Congratulations!” A man in a black coat stopped me.

‘Heilb,"} 1 said, not sure what else to say.

T am Sanjeev sir. They call me Mr Pulley here. I teach physics!

I.shook his hand. Apparently, nobody could solve pulley problems
in Kota quite like Sanjeev sir. I soon realised there weére subject experts
across institutes in Kota. Career Path had its own wizards. Mr Verma,
who taught maths, had the moniker of Trignometry-swamy. Mr Jadeja
raught chemistry. Students affectionately addressed him as Balance-ji.
He had a unique method of balancing chemical equations. According to
rumours, he had tried to patent it. |

‘1 am Gopal, from \fg‘ifan?a‘s_i.’

AIEEEpfogmmme?’ M Pulley said.

JEE also, six.

‘Good. High potential?’ He referred to Career Path’s internal
classification of students.

‘No, sir; 1 said and trained my é,aZe down. Once you get low marks,
you learn to lower your eyes rather quickly.

“I’s okay. Many non-high pﬂtezitml @*ﬁudems make it. Jt all depends
on hard work)

TH do my best, sir! T said.
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‘Good, Mr Pulley said and smacked my back.

&

I could call zzz}'aeif a true Kota-ite a month into moving the:re Like
thousands of other students, my life now had a rhythm. Career Path
resembled a school, but without the fun bits. Nobody made noise in class,
played pranks on one another or thought of bunking classes. After all,
“everyonie had come here by choice and had paid a big price to be here,

We had three to four classes a day, which started in the afterncon. In
theory, this allowed the current class XIT students to attend school in the
morning. In reality, the class XII students never went to school. Career
Path had an agreement with a cooperative CBSE. school, which had a
flexible attendance policy. It was rumoured that the CBSE school received
a handsome kickback from Career Path for the cooperation extended.

I hated the brutal Career Path schedule at first. Lectures started at
two in the afternoon and went on until nine in the evening, After that
students rushed home to eat dinner, and do the ‘daily practice sheets,
a set of ten problems based on the current lesson. T usually finished by
midnight. After 2 few hours of sleep I would wake up and prepare for the
next day S c}asses In. b&tw&eﬂ‘ did household dmreq? such as washing

clothes and @hﬂgﬁpmg for essentials. I wentalong with the madness, not so
‘much because of the zeal to prepare, but more because I wanted to keep
myadt busy: [ didn’t want Kota's loneliness to kill me.

One. ﬂ;gh% our.classes ended late. T reached the cyber café at nine-

thirty; later than my usual chat time with Aarti. To my surprise she was
still online.

I typedina message from my usual hmcﬁe

&ﬁpalix@t&%‘ac# ry: Hil
ﬁymgfiatt‘i Hey!! Guess what!

If girls got to set grammar rules in this world, there would only be
exclamation marks.

GopalKotaFactory: What?
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FlyingAarti: 'm at the BHU campus. At their computer centrel!
ﬁmpaﬂili&t'aﬁmteifyi How come?

FlyingAarti: Raghav joined college. He brought me here. He said I
can come and use the computer centre anytime.
ﬁ@;ﬂfﬁﬂtﬁ?&d@ry‘; st it too late to be in his college? How will
vou get back?

FlyingAarti: T have dad’s red- hg%lt car. Who will dare to mess with
me?

GopalKotaFactory: How often do you visit Raghav?

I waited for her to type a message,

Flying Aarti: What sort of a question is that? Do you keep tabs on
meeting friends?
GopalKotaFactory: Just a friend, right?
FlyingAarti: Yes, dear. You should become a detective, not an
‘rmgmeér
GopalKotaFactory: Hmmm.
FlyingAarti: 1 only came to see his campus. So, wﬁats up with
yout
GopalKotaFactory: I completed one month in Kota.
FlyingAarti: At 1east you don't refer to it as a gﬂéfﬁr%akﬁﬁ place
atymore!
{-s-ﬁzpalKefamFaﬁtery* True. Tam quite busy though: Mugging away.
We even had class tests.

lyi .‘;{’f"art; You did okay?
| aFactory: In top fifty per cent. Not bad for such a

m:mpetzme class.

FlyingAarti: T'am sure you will crack JEE this time.
bﬂp&ﬁ&ﬂiﬁf‘&dﬁf}’ Who knows? If I do, will you go out with me?
FlyingAarti: HERE WE GO AGAIN!I!!

GopalKotaFactory: ?

FlyingAatti: I like us howweare. And how is itlinked to 3EF7 You
vouritell!

“actory: Stop using so-many exclamation marks,

are my fa
GopalKot
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FlyingAart: Huh?211!
%ﬁp&l&@tg?anmr} Nothing. Anyway, 1 better go. Have to do my
daily worksheet,

FlyingAarti: Okay.

I expected her to ask me to chat for a few more minutes. Not just give me
a bland okay. She didn’t even ask -me if | had had my dinner ...

FlyingAarti: Did you eat dinner?
GopalKotaFactory: Not yet. Will do so when I get home:
?Ewngﬁaﬁz Q m)i?

When girls are hiding something, they start speaking like boys and use
ma:-pfré;é:éi mg like ‘cool’ |

GopalKotaFactory: How about you?

FlyingAarti: Raghav’s treating me. Only at. im canteen though.
Cheapol

GopalKotaFactory: You still seem excited.

She did not respond. If someone stalls you on a chat, every minute seems
like an hour. She finally typed after five long minutes.

FlyingAarti: What?
[ tried the waiting game on her. However, 1 could not last more than ten

seconds.

GopalKotaFactory: Nothing,
ﬂwﬁgﬁam Okay, anyway, Raghav’s here. He says hi. 1 have to
quickly eat and head back home. C hat later then. Xoxo ..

T didr’t know what ‘Koxo implied. The xs were supposed to be hugs, and
the o's kisses. T don’t think Aarti meant them. | :

She logged out. T had twenty minutes of Internet time left. I spent
them. damg what most guys who came. ‘here did ~ surf the official IIT
website or watch porn. T guess these are the two things boys wanted most
in Kota. At least the coaching centres could help you get one of them.




/11 the eve of Aarti’s birthday I had finished three months in Kota. For
the first time I managed to reach the top twenty-five percentile in a class
test. Balance-ji wrzgmm}ated me. My chemistry score had improved. by
twenty points. Mr Fuiley didn’t like my average physics performance.
Shishir sir, also known as Permutation guru, paused a few extra seconds
by my seatas my maths score had improved by ten per cent.

1 kept my answer-sheet in my bag as 1 sat for the physics class. |
looked around the three-hundred-seat lecture room. Mr Pulley was
speaking into a handheld mike, tapping it every time he felt the class was
not paying enough attention,

1 still had a long way to go. One needed to readz af least the top-five
pemeﬁtai;ﬁ: in the Career Path class to feel confident about an 11T seat.

‘An IIT seat is not a joke, Mr Pulley said, even though nobody ever
. Cljaziméd it was.

Increasing your percentile in a hyper-competitive class is not easy.
You have to live, breathe and sleep IIT.

The top twenty students in every class test received roval treatment.
They were ‘Cﬁﬂé@ f}éms, a tiﬂe f;t:il’i elusive 1o me. '{}ems %tﬁt)d fo'r’ ‘G -:'*au‘p
pmﬁ.&r ; ﬁ{}}.’?@lﬂg'-?h}{&ﬁ pf@hlﬁmh to i},av 1{1:;3,__@;@:4:, .(md._;i.i}r Wh{},m;fun meatxt
‘memorising the periodic table.. Career Path handled Gems with care, as
they had the poténtial to crack the top hundred ranks of JEE; and thus
adorn future advertisements. Gems were treated preciously, similar to
how one would imagine Lux soap officials treat their brand ambassador
Katrina Kaif. |
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I had not come close to h'ein'g onie of the Gems. However, the top
twernty-five. perceﬁtﬁ* felt good. I wanted to share tifx:.s With Aarti. Also, 1
had told het I'd be the first one to wish he et birth

{ reached the STD booth close to midnight. I picked up the phone at

1:58 pam.and dialled her number. I got a busy signal. I'tried again but
wuidm get through. I made five attempts but the line was still gngaged

eper said.

Tt other customers call’ :%h-f:‘ ;sih;jt}p

Fortunately, only one other person stood in line - a student waiting
to call his mother in Guwahati to wish her a. happy birthday. I waited
patiently.as he ended his call at 12:05 am.

I rushed into the booth and called Aarti again. The line came busy.
Afterseveral attempts the shopkeeper gave me looks of g»gzmpfiih,}{,i Hetold
me he had to shut his shop by 12:30 a.n. 1 tried calling masy more times,
at two-minute intervals, %uii'tﬁ no avail. "

1 .don’t know why, but 1 decided to call Ragﬁa&rs house, It being a
Friday night I knew Raghav would be home for the weekend. I hesitated
for a second before T dialled his number. Of course, if the plxone rang
so late the whole house would be startled. However, my suspicions were
's*i.ght;:’Tih@".lijﬁm-r;sﬁfas.-bufsyy;;

I tried Raghav's and Aarti’s numbers in quick succession. 1 could not
get through to either.

My good wishes for Aarti vanished as my excitement ‘gave way to
anger.

Why did Raghav-have to wish her at midnight? And do bzrthday wishes

take s¢ Zongf"

“The shopkeeper tapped my booth window. “The police will harass me
if | stay open any Jonger” '

‘ﬁc :vmi”i\'n'ﬁw W’h’era {can ﬁ'ﬁ& ;m ’”"f I}‘ b’(}{)fh i)gﬁm?’" I %a”i‘d

T*«Em aute rxcks}m’w agr&t.d to gﬁ to s.iw raﬁwfm aiatmn at a masc}nable
price at that hour. 1 Tran 1 could cover the five-kilometre distance in half
an hour.

1 reached ?iazfmm 1. of Kota station at 1:00 a.m., p&ﬂiiﬁgrﬁﬁer my
five-kilometre jog. Even at this hour the station was bustling. A train
arrived and the general-quota passengers ran for seats;
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I found an STD booth and called Aarti. This time the phone rang.
I mmk a deep breath, My temper was not something T'was proud of. I
wanted to keep it under check as the birthday girl picked up the phorie,

‘Hello? DM Pradhan spoke instead.

‘Hello, uncle? Uncle, Gopal, I blurted out, even though I should have
probably hung up. After so many attempts I had to talk to her.

‘Oh, yes. Hold on, he said and screamed for Aarti.

Aarti came c}me to the phone. 1 could hear her conversation with.
her father,

‘How much will you talk on the phone? Your friends keep aailmg? her
father grumbled.

_‘It’s my birthday, dad; Aartisaid and picked up the phone.

‘Happy birthday, Aarti; I said, trying to sound excited.

‘Hey, Gopal! Thanks. That's so sweet of you. You stayed up so late to
wish me?” she said.

I also ran five kilometres and will walk back five more, I wanted to
say but didn't, ‘['ve been trying to reach you for an hour!

“Really?” Aarti said.

“Yeah, the line was busy. Who were you talking to? I wanted to be the
first, I said.

‘Oh, my cousins, you. imow in the US? I have my aunt there, no?”

Her voice sounded overtly casual. Aarti forgot I had known her for
eight years. I could sense it when she lied.

“They spoke long-distance for an hour?

‘What one hour? I spoke to them for two minutes. Maybe I didnt
place the phone back properly. Leave it, no. How are you? Wish you were

here!

IEG you?”

Yeah. Of coursel I miss you,. Aam said, her tone so genuine that it

was %&m d to believe she had lied to mie ten seconds ago.

‘If you had placed the »pilQ.I}f__fiﬁc&}ri‘e@t}l}é; who pﬁaéeé it back correctly
now?’

‘Gopal! Stop interrogating me, T hate this. It is my birthday’

‘And you lie on your birthday?
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\}, 4R

| :';}mv&n;i a:;af;wered my qmmmrs .
“Is late. Dad. is hovering around. Chat te}mwr{zw on the net? After
ny college?’

ihwe zé&s‘s&& i said.

i, 333.%»3 E}e hi;mgf‘“t wz?h me. § f}*ﬁu& i‘s&ﬁ&&t}f Em, 1 said.
urse. if}k;w, T:sy e now. Dad’s giving me dirty looks. Honestly!”

szi &ed bacl, trying not to cry.
Wait till Sunday, 1

consoled myself

L

She never camie online on Sunday: T spesit two hours at the cyber café.
Noon became one, and one became two. Theré’s only so much porn one
s:izm' ﬁ'ﬂ{f:i%i:h‘ i 'é‘{;«'w’ﬂ {*xadéﬁ fzm:}eugh_.xezfated. clips to open-a video library. |
%iew_ E;;a.zqi_ _Wag 1_t. ;t_ca s;:i.e}ii;vgr on a simple promise? I had done nothing
but wait for Sunday to talk things out with her. She had suggested the
time, not [, Twanted to vent my %mgee_r, but had no outlet. |
I kicked the CPU of the computer in frustration.

off. -
“What are you doing?’ The owner of the cyber café came running:
“Sorry, | have a temper problem. Tam working on it; { said and rushed
out: | |
[went to the STD booth. I called her home, Hérmother picked up.
“Good dfternoon; aunty. mpai here!
“Helloy Gag}ai Aartl’y mother said curtly. Her husband mwm be the

DM, but'sha had moré atfitude than him.

he power went
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‘Aunty, is Aarti around?’

‘She left early morning with Raghav for Kanpur!

Kanpur?' T said, shocked. She had gone three¢ hundred kilometres
away from Varanasi with Raghav. |

“Yes, some festival at IIT Kanpur. Raghav is-in the debating team.
She’s also participating. Singing, I think!

‘Okay, 1 said, wondering what question to ask next to get more
information. A

‘Aﬁﬂhmg impﬁrtam?‘ Aarti’s mother said.

Hell, it is important, aunty. [ want to know if your daughter is having
a scene.

“Nothing urgent. They’ll come back tonight, right? The roads are not
safe] I said.

‘Of course, Shﬁ’ﬁ,gone in the government-car, With & security guard,

I'wanted to post my own security guards next to Aarti.

“Thanks, Aunty, [said. ,

‘Okay. You 5%;3:&}'; Ther you can also be in a proper-college and have
fun like Raghav!

“Yes, Aunty, 1 said, reaffirming my commitment to join a proper
college before Thung up,

I checked my-wallet. I had only hundred bucks left of my self: -assigned
monthly allowance of a thousand bucks. The month of November still
had ten days left. 1 scolded myself for spending too much on calls.

One moment I told myself not to chase her. Let her call or mail back.
- However, the next-moment I could think of nothing but-her. I bad crazy
mental conversations with myself,

She couldn't be dating him. She said she is not ready for a relationship.
If she is, she will goout with me, Mr Optimist &opal said.

However; Mr Pessimist (wprai did not buy it.

Okay, so Raghav has better looks. But Aarti is not so eizr:zi!mv I have
known her for a decade, Mr Optimist-me argued.

}%ag}mv also has better fumre prospects, Mr Pessimist-me said.

But would she choose a guy just on the basis of his JEE rank? Sheisa
girl, not a damn institute; said Mr Optimist-me,
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She finds him funny, Mr Pessimist said.
She will even find jokers in the circus funny, Mr Optimist said.
My head hurt as the two morons inside would not stop arguing. Girls
haye no idea what effect their wavering has on boys. 1 had to talk to Aarti,
1 wanted to shak - herand make her talk.

My 'téfﬁgier ﬁarsd again 'I 'wam:éc:i torunto ‘the Kﬂ'ta :s%:ai;iﬂn and trav -ei |

or ﬂm smpié C:w:ﬁ ti’i

I f Raghav did a;zyt}fmgi with Aarti; I m}ufd fucking kill him.

[ pressed the doorbell six times when ! reached home,

‘Everything okay?" uncle said. -

T not going to fucking kill myself, okay?” Shouting helped release
tension. |

‘What?" he said, shocked by my language.

Sorry; 1 said. Youdon't use f-words with your landlord.

I didit't sleep the whole night. T kicked myself for thinking about her
so much. | |
She is a linr, ditcher and heartless person, 1 told myself fifty times.

She also wgpened to be someone | couldn’t stop thinking about.
Love, officially, is nmhmg but a bitch.




Ve had a surprise test in class the next day ~ which went badly. In the
hs&misﬁy class Balance-ji scolded me as I could not answer even a simple
question. 1.didn't ,gwe a fuck. I'wanted to get hold of this girl.

I ran to a cyber café after class. She wasi't online. I did not know what
to do. It would be way too desperate to call her again,

1 had a horrible week at Career Path. My results slipped to theeightieth.
percentile, Four-fifths of the class had done better than me. Career Path
had a software that picked out students with the _maxim;irfi_improvémeni
or deterioration. I featured in the latter,

“This is not ,tacg“eptéﬁi;ei Shishir sir, Permutation guru and partner in
Career Path, said.

“Tm sorry, sir! Tsaid.

“You are not in bad company, I hope.

‘T have no friends. There is no company; 1 said truthfully.

‘Get some then] Shishir sir said. ‘You need some friends in Kota to
cope.

I looked at Shishir sit. He seemed young and genuine. ‘T know how
hard it is. I am a Kota product myself’ -

On Sunday I went to the cyber café again. As usual, no email.
However, she came online in five minutes.

A part of me resisted, T initiated the chat anyway.

GopalKotaFactory: Hi,
She didn’t respond for two minutes. I sent another hi..

FlyingAarti: Hi Gopal.
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Shie had not called me Gopi. It did not seent normal.

i}pag{{}a(}.%ﬁ{:fﬁf} Are you upset?
FlyingAarti: Pmi Fine,

A girll. Tm Find, —y .y wit. canto B k. a.. :figéberg;;‘hw;mgi?» 8.8..
for a ship.

GopalKataFactory: Can we chat?
FlyingAarti: Oply if you don't vell at me,
GopalKotaFactory: I'm sorry T did that day.

I also wanted to add that she ditched me last Sunday on chat. T wanted to
ask why she went to II'l Kanpur with Raghav. However, if I came on too
strongly she would give me the silent treatment that could kill me. First
and foremost, 1 had to get information out of her.

ik;egai%i@:tﬁ?aamzf'y_:: You km.)w»my:tm}pegpr;ji;{iem, {am working
on it
FlyingAarti: It's fine. Apology accepted.

[ found it strange that 1 ended up saying sorry when she owed me an
apology. Is it ever the girls fault? The good thing about chatting on the
internet is that you can control your impulses. 1 took a couple of deep
breaths and typed someéthing neutral.

‘GopalKotaFactory: So, what's up?
When in doubt, stick to open-ended questions.

FlyingAarti: Not miuch. College is busy. Made some friends. Not
GopalKotaFactory;: Any special friends? ©

I had placed a strategic &mzlz&y after the quemaa It hid my intense
curiosity and anger.

FlyingAarti: C'mon, Gopi,

There, my nickname was back. Her mood had lightened.
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GopalKotaFactory: It's okay. Tell me. You won't tell me? Your best
friend..
FlyingAarti: T don't know. You get so upset.

My heart started to beat fast. [ typed one character at a time.
GopalKotaFactory: Tell, tell. Let’s hear it ©©©

I overdid the smileys just to make her feel comfortable enough to talk.
FlyingAarti: Well, there is someone special.

A rusted iron knife jabbed my chest. I fought the pain and typed.
E}z_}p&i}iﬁtzal?acé:ary: &)
FlyingAarti: You know him.
GopalKotaFactory: ©
FlyingAarti; Very well, in fact,
GopalKotaFactory: Say who ©
FlyingAarti: Mr BHU, who else?

The knife was now slicing through my heart. I clenched my teeth hard.
GopalKotaFactory: Really? ©

Keep breathing, keep up the smileys.
FlyingAarti: Yeah, He's mad. Mad stupid Raghavilt He trapped
me. |
GopalKotaFactory: So ... you guys close?
FlyingAarti: Kinda,

1 couldn’t keep up the smileys anymore.
GopalKotaFactory: Kinda?
FlyingAarti; Shush. Don’t ask all that.
GopalKotaFactory: You've done it?

arti: How cheap; Gopi. No, not yet.

GopalKotaFactory: Meaning?

FlyingAarti: Meaning almost ... Oh, dor't embarrass me,
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&@paiiﬁﬁi&?aﬂmj }imx dz»d; it kmda happeﬁ? Yau )ust %\mda_
‘removed your clothes?

My tetper 'haé;remmd and taken over my remote control.

F%vmg:&artz Watch your language.
G{}pa}i(sta}acmry Why? You someone pure or what?. Eehwmg-
likea shut.

She -d’id‘x‘z.’fi;resp;{md.fI continued.

GopalKotaFactory: Can you tell me why? Because he has a JEE
rank?

FlyingAarti: Shut up, Gopal. Its a very special bond between him
and me. |

Gop&IKma?actmy Really? What makes it special? Sifi you give
him_._, ‘blow job? Where? In his hostel or in. Kanpur?

She didn't respond. I realised I had said too much. Howevet, you cannot
umiu aline senton chat. And 1 did not want to fmi&mg apologise again.

I &egt waiting for an answer.

 After three minutes a message flashed on my screen: FlyingAarti is-

offline. |
I refreshed my screen. T had amthez &mﬁaaﬁ{}z} FlyingAarti is no
longer a contact.

She had removed me from her list. |

“You need to extend your time?’ the café owner asked me.

‘N, that won't benecessary, not for a long -t;imefff 1 said.

&



78 ¢ CHETAN BHAGAT

The day Aarti cut off contact with me was the day I stopped doing my
daily practice sheets. I no longer went to the cyber 'caféleiéhe:;. Tnstead, I
hung out every night at the roadside Chaman chai shap near my house.
Students, teacups in one hand and worksheets in another, occupied the one
dozen wooden benches. I didn't bring any reading material to the shop. I
sat there, killing hours, watching the crowd and nursing-cups of tea.

One day I ran out of money to pay for my order.

‘I am soery; 1 said to Chaman, the shop-owner, I will brmg the cash

tomorrow.

Someone 1 dido’t know stepped forward and handed the shopkeeper
ten bucks: ‘Chill; the newcomer said to me,

‘Oh, thanks; 1 said.

‘Bansal?” he said, as he collected the change.

‘Career Path] T said. ‘Tl pay you tomorrow. 1 forgot my wallet at
home,

‘Relax; he said and extended his band. ‘U'm Prateek. From Raipur

His. stubbled face made him look more like an artist than an IIT
aspirant. ‘Repeater?” Prateek said.

1 nodded.

‘Quiitter; he said.

‘What's that?’ |

“Tried Kota. Didn't work. Still hanging around here to get some
peace!

T laughed. T had AIEEE 50,000. I think I ma}f have a chance if T try
again’

‘Do you want to?” Prateek said,

i kept qulet ‘We sat écmn on the wooden smal& Qutstée thf: shop

Tm ﬁ-na, ,&- é.i.ttielmv, ‘Ihe next mstaﬂmcm. at é.;arecg _i’a;h is due‘, MV
father doesn't have much cash on him’

‘Go back] Prateek md He lit a cigarette and aﬁ'ered it to me: [
declined.

‘I can't. All his hopes are pinned on me, He'll borrow money and
send it
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Prateek dropped his head back and blew smoke towards the sky.

I had reached the top twenty-five percentile; I said, to justify my
‘Huad reached? You are still doing the course, rigi?iz%?*
I slipped in the past few weeks! |

d my tea.
P’mteeiz dmmﬁd his cup and ordered another. ‘Is it a girl?’ hx, sagzui
9 don’t even know vou. I'll pay you your tm bucks. Stop prob

- said.

‘Chill, man, T 'am only making conversation. He laughed and patted
1y shoulder.

['kept quiet. Images of countless boat rides with Aarti passed through
my raind. How I rowed with my bare hands. How she used to massage my
palms afterwards ... T flexed my hands, remembering.

I hate her. But _I miss her.

Prateek smoked two cigarettes without uttering a word.
gir §smdgmdgmgl}f |
‘Left you?" He grinned,

“Never came to me’

“Happens, We are. losers. We don't get things easily. Marks, ranks,
g;uéz, ‘nothing is eagy for us!

Yeah, everyone takes us for a ride. From Kota classes to the bitch
bagk home, | said,

Eitc:h eh? You seem like a fun gy’ ?mmeh high- ﬁvz,d me.

‘We don't hé‘&’ﬁ A hm}}»‘;‘ We are like people stuck in. Oﬁier space. No
home,no. school, no coli&g&, no }ab Only Kota. He winked at me,

Prateek: studied at Resonance, as a second- ?.‘__i.g}‘i__ﬁ repeater. He had
become a quitter the first time, and even now he had almost given up. We
became friends, meeting at Chaman’s every night.

One day the tea didn't seem enough. Mr Pulley had thrown me out
of his class.
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‘So what if he asked you to leave. It’s not like a real college; Prateek
said. ‘

I fell asleep. Such a boring lecture, [ said.

He laughed.

T'gave them their bloody second installment today. -Stﬁillftﬁhey-&é this
to me, Isaid.

‘Chill, we need miore than tea today, Prateek stood up. We walked out
of the teashop..

“Where are we going?’

‘My place; he said.

»

Prateek’s room didn't look like that of a hardworking repeater in Kota.
Beer bottles outnunbered books, cigarette butts exceeded pens. The walls
had posters of scanix_iyﬂe:iadwxmmﬁn.mstead of Resonarice circulars,

“You've really settled down here, I said. |

T would if I could. My parents won't fund me here after this year; he
said. He took out a bottle of Old Monk from his cupboard. He poured the
rum neat for me. It tasted terrible. - |

‘What happens after this year?' I said,

‘Nothirig. Reality check for my parents. Both of them are teachers.
Hopefully, the passing of two years and. half their life savmgs will make
them realise that their son can’t crack: any entrance exam.

“You can if you work hard, I'said and kept 1 my drink aside.

‘No, I can't] Prateek said, his voice firm. “The selection rate is less
than three per cent. Most of us can’t crack these tests, basic probability,
But who will drill it into our parents’ heads? Anyway, finish your drink

in one shot’

The rum tastéd like some hot and bitter medicine. I forced it down
my throat, | had to get over Aarti. Sometimes the only way to get rid of an
unpleasant feeling is to replace it with-another unpleasant feeling.

1 asked for another drink, and then another. Soon; Aarti didn’t seem
s0 painful.

“You loved her?’ Prateek said.
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‘What'is love?’
“Love is what your parents give }*{}u if you i,lﬁ;i‘{ the IIT exam he
said,
We high fived. T.did 1 guess; 1 said after a while.
‘How long?’ He lit a cigarette.
‘Eight years!
‘Holy shit! Did you guys meet at birth in the hospital?’ Prateek said.
I' shook my head. Over the next three hours I told him my entire
one-sided love story. From the day [ had stolen her. tiffin to the day she
massaged my hand for the last time, and until she finally logged out and
removed me-as a contact,
Prateek listened in silence,
‘S0, what do you think? Say something I said. To miy surprise he was
stillawake.. |

“Vou can talk a lot, man!’ He poured out the remaining rum for me.

‘Sorry, 1 said. sheepi hly. ‘Did I bore you?’

It’s okay. Try to forget her. Wish her hap;&me&q with her JEE boy!

1 can't forget her. T haven't studx&d a day since she stopped talking
to me’

‘Dor't worry. You will get another girl. Everybody gets a girl. Even
the fast rankers. How do you think India has such a large population?’

TH never marry! T said,

“Then what? Marry your hand?” Prateek burst out laughing,

Men are useless. They hide their 'inaﬁifi{fy 10 di‘scus.é_ ;rei_aﬁgmshigs»
behind lame jokes:

9 better go, 1 said.

He didi't stop me. He lay on the floor, too tired to go to his bed..
‘Dor't lose your grip, man, he shouted after me as1 left his house.

Grip. Yes, that's the word. The trick to these entranice exams is that you
have to get a grip on them. You need a game plan. What are your strong
subjects, which are your weak ones? Are you wmkmg with the teachers
on the weak areas? Are you tracking your progress on the mock-tests?
Are you thinking about nothing but the exam all day? Do you eat your
meals and take your bath as fast as possible so that you have more time
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to study? Tf your answer is ‘ves’ to all these questions, that’s when you can
say you have a grip. That's the only way to have a shot at a seat. -Qf course,
you could be one of those natarally talented students who never have to
study much, But most of us are not, courtesy our parents’ mediocre genes.
Ironically, these same parents who donated these dumb genes take the
longest time to understand that their child is not Einstein's clone.

1 had lost my grip. At least for the three months after Aarti cut me
off. The spaced-out Prateek became my new and only friend. Tattended
classes, though my hangover made it difficult to understand Benzene
structures or radioactive isotopes. I tried to do my practice sheets, but -
could not focus. The teachers started to see me as a quitter and stopped
paying attention to me. T became a sucker-student, one of the no-hope
kids who are only kept around because they paid the coaching centre.

I had another problem to deal with. My expenses had increased, for
I had to pay for rum. Prateek treated me a few times, but after a while
he asked me to pay my share. I knew Baba had borrowed to pay the last
installment and had no money. However, 1 had little choice.

I dialled home from the STD booth one night.

‘Sorry; I didn’t call last week, Baba, I said.

It’s okay. You are studying hard; Babasaid, his voice very weak;

“Baba, there is a little problem, I said.

‘What?

‘1 need 'some new books. *I“hc} are supposed. to be the best for
maths! |

‘Can’t you borrow them from someone?’

‘Hard to; 1 said. ‘Everyone wants to keep theirs!

‘Baba paused. Tkept quiet, trving to recuperate from uttering so many
lies at once;

‘How much?’

“Fwo thousand. They are imported.

‘Okay’

‘Do you have the money, Baba?’

‘Can | send it ina week?

‘How niuch loan did you take; Baba?' I'said.
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# mmmﬁ 1o tf‘w hmpﬁaﬁ

“You will anyway borrow more, right?’

“‘Probably! |

“Send wﬁzﬁeﬁ’w you can, | wi il £0. DOV, itisan axpm@wg call] T gaid,
wanting to {md ihff-@fd&a} as soon as gﬁgmhis’:

; %wem@

4

Towe

m*xi My wﬂz)hfﬁ weai»:ened I wsm i@ ?r&teg&s hause and spmi maost
of the night there. Nothing could motivate me to study. Then came my
birthday,
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IV1ybirthda ¢ mefivemonhs fe m, vl Kot.l.i ot _k
of it as a special day and planned to attend classes as usual. However, late
night on my birthday eve, Mr Soni knocked on mydﬁm;

‘Someone on the phone; asking for you! He sounded drowsy.

‘Who is it?’ 1 said, surprised. ‘Baba?’ _

‘A girl] Mr Soni said. ‘And happy birthday, by the way,

“Thanks; I said and picked up the phone. Who could it be? 1 theught
A teacher from Career Path? Did I do something wrong?
 ‘Happy birthday, Gopal! Aarti’s wonderful words felf like raindrops on
a hot Kota afternoon. Emotions surged within me. I felt overwhelmed.
‘Aarti?’ I said. Uncontrollable tears ran down my cheeks.
‘So ‘}"{)u ati?l ‘:‘e'cogﬁia*e my"\?t}icé?'f tht:rughtf Pl play a guessing game,

I d.xdni.gam wh.o s};e. was. {}r ,i wx;mid, _p.retend tﬂ b.c_:- ;i}i;sy Qf course, all
those mental dress. rehearsals flew out of the window. ‘No, no, Aarti; 1
said. ‘You are not disturbing me at all’ |
1 had not felt better in months. Why did birthdays Lame only once
a year?
"So, doing anvthmg special on your birthday?’ Aarti said.
‘Not really. Will go out for dinner with a friend’
‘Friend? Date, eh?’ she said in her trademark naughty voice.
‘Prateek. 165 a guy; 1 said. -
‘Oh, okay; Aarti said. “That’s nice.
‘Tam sofry about the chat the last time!
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She ke;;t qmet

dn't h v&_md those things. Buty you cut off contact ..

_‘N@body i}as éver spﬁkgn to me like that”

T sorey. .

Its. akay Anyway, ifs your birthday. 1 dant want you to feel
‘horrible”

‘How’s Raghav?' I said, unable to control myself. More than anything,
1 wanted to know theiirf‘z‘féiatzi{mship’&’gams*

‘He's great. Finished his first semester at BHU!

‘Must be mugging aw:

“No, niot that much. In fact, he edits the campus magazine now. Keeps
talking about that! |

“That's great, I said, She still hadn’t told me about both of them. I did
not want to pry too much like the last time,

‘He's a great guy, Gopal. You should see him, how much he wants to
do for theworld? |

I did not mind Raghav doing whatever he wanted for the world, as
long as he left one person in the world alone. I never said he is a bad
person; T said, '

‘Good. And T am happy with him. If you care for me as a fmenﬁ you
should : &L&é}_}t_.th&t

‘e we friends?" T asked.

‘I wouldn't be talking to you otherwise, right?’ she said.

1 wanted to tell her she hadn’t spoken to me for three months,
However, gir fs get extremely upset if you give them evidence contrary to
thezr bﬁhd . -

“Yes, I guess! 1 said, and paused before 1 sp(}ke again. “So we can

talﬁ £
“Yeah, as long as you don't make me feel uncomfortable. And ...
And what? |
 ‘Accept Raghavand me!
Do T have a choice?' T said.
“That’s the point, I want you to accept it happily. T will be happy for

you if you find the girl of your dreams!
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So that’ it; Raghay is the man of her dreams.

The rusty knife returned to my gut. I wondered what to-say. 1 do
accept, | said after a while. More than anything, didn’t want to lose touch
with her again. My life in Kota had become hell after she disappeared.

‘Cool. Because T miss you, she said, ‘as a friend.” She emphasised the
last qualifier.

Girls always leave subtle phrases as qualifiers, 50 you can’t put them
in a spot later. Like if T told her, *hut you said you missed me) she would

jump and s‘a}','“ii)ut} also said as a friend!”as if we were in a conrt of justice,
It is so hard to figure garia out. I could bet even the Career Path Gems
could not do it,

“You there?” she said, interrupting my chain of thought.

‘Yeah. I said. |

‘Okay, 1 have to go. Happy birthday again!’

“Thank you, bye. Will speak to you or chat ... I said and paused.

Twill add you back on chat; she laughed.

‘Sorry again, 1 said,

‘Don’t be stupid, birthday boy. If you were here I'd pull your cheeks;
she said.

That's it She had done it again — confuse me with a throwaway
affectionate line. Did she like me or not? Oh well, I{agha\r is her man, |
reminded myself.

‘Chat soon; she said and hung up.

1 felt so good that even the physics sc}iutmm guide on my desk looked
kissable, I wanted to study. I wanted to live. '

4.

Career Path would néver know why | made it to the 1 OV

once again. Aarti had me go back to studies in a big way. Mavbe it was her
simple ‘how was your day?” in our chats. I also liked to be accountable to
“her, and report back to her on how productive the day had been. I told
her about the equations taught in:class; the feedback the teacher gave me
(especially the prﬁ?s&}; and how I planned to study late into the night.
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Deep down, Ustill wanted to impress her. T never gave up the idea of
her having a change of heart. Mr Optimist-me never g*we up.,

Maybe she will tell me on chat today how things aren’t working out
with Raghav, or how she connects with me so much better than with her
boyfriend.

However, she never b&ud such thing g8 ¢ even i‘imugh sometimee hhﬁ‘
came close. Once she told me Raghav s est. 8
' av-had ditched .hu “for a movie data thca %:mazzse n:it‘a {*fuhhm‘mn
d%&im%'iﬁzr%ﬁ« college magazine. T couldn’t im _gme_an} man sk ip}}um a
chance to be with Aartl. | could skip my Career Pat
a s-mpieﬁ. deadf "m@ %C;r 2 st g;%’éxi magazine. H{&w‘ewn E’ {?iidir?fz %:é%’! h&zﬁ’ this.

Q;ap&li&eiaiﬁctm} Mv percentile in class. This means 80% of the
class did worse than me. My best performance ever!

FlyingAarth; Wow! C
GopalKotaFactory: Long way to go still

FlyingAarti: You will get there, theres time.

GopalKotaFactory: Hardly. JEE and ATEEE are less than two
months away,

FlyingAarti: Youll be fine.

@'{,ﬁ@éﬁfiﬁt:a{jiﬁ’:.ﬁﬁ{;%&c;}‘r}f: I hope so. I had glipped.in the middle of the

ol

COUrse.

FlyingAarti: How come?
GopalKotaFactory: No reason as such. Lack of focus. Anyway,
can't wait to g@t out of Kota. '
FlyingAartic 1 know ... it’s been so long since I saw you. Miss
you, |
&ap&i&s{a?aﬁtery* You do?

FlyingAarti: OF course, See, Raghav has ditched e for Chak de
India all week. If you were here, T could have seen itwith you,
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GopalKotaFactory: You will come for movies with nie?
She dida't respond. I waited for five minutes,

GopalKotaFactory: ??
GopalKotaFactory: You there?

‘She didn’t answer. _i-wﬁnﬁeredif I'had asked something inappropriate. My
heart began to beat fast. I wrote after five minutes.

G’ﬁp&l‘}@oet-af?a%::tﬂryz'Hery; you upset? 1 am sorryif I said-samet?xi;ﬂig
wrong ... You don't have to ... ”
FlyingAarti: Hey, sorry ...

FlyingAarti: Boyfriend called to apologise. He's finished his work.
We are going for the moviel!

fmp'iiKOtaFactorv (}h, that*;great

'F.I}’izfx_gAarﬁ:’W}iai ‘were you saying ... wait. Of course, we can see
movies when you are back. Why are you sorry?
GopalKotaFactory: Nothing, Tjust felt ...

FlyingAarti: Relax. Okay, I have to go get ready.
GopalKotaFactory: Fine,

FlyingAarti: I better look smashing to get his attention. Else, he'll
be prﬂmf~readmg his articles on our date.

GopalKotaFactory: Okay. I better study too.

FlyingAarti: Two more months, Then we can all have Jots of fun.
"YZFax:'tﬁry- -‘Yeah ‘Thanks. |

{'}iopa'li

And FlyingAarti logged out.

I walked back home as slowly as possible. After all, I had nothing
to look. fn:)rward to but books. 1 tried not to imagirie bath of them in a
theatre, hand ;n.;_~h&1}£¥; I debated if T should be in touch with Aartiat all.
However, | remembered the abyss I had fallen into the last time. A few
jabs at the heart are better than a complete nervous breakdown,

£
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The Career Path insttuctors told us to- go to sleep at 8:00 p.m. the night
before. ﬁ}e §E£ exam. In our last class we ha& maiwm@nﬁ speef,hw

gmmped m‘g ﬁst ixke Ai;; and chargeci smt z:)f ti“ze mstimte ike Gandhi, to
crack one of the %Zi}ughm entrance exams in the world. On'my way home,
[ called the two people who I thought may want to wish me luck

‘My best wishes are always with you, my Gopi. Tomorrow is your
chance to make your family name fmmus, Baba said,

I 7'1&&{%1{‘;{’%}12- Baba; , keeping the.call short,
rif’s number next. -

}mlﬂ? a mai& voice surprised me. It did not sound kke her father.

May 1 § g.{:ﬁ%{ to Aarti, please, Tsaid:

‘Sure, *;vims this? the voice asked,

‘Gopal

*Hi, Gopal. It’s Raghay, the voice said.

! almost dropped the phone. ‘Raghav?’ T said. 1 had not spoken to
him in almost a year.

You don't keep in touch, Gopal. Though it's my fault too, Raghav
said. | _

I didr’t know how much Raghav knew about Aarti and me, in
particular about our showdown and the subsequent resumption of
communication. [ kept to a neutral tone and topic. “How’s BHU?

‘So far so good. It's like any other college. Just better facilities. How
are you?” | o

‘JEE tomorrow. You can guess’

Tknow. My college is a centre too, You dide’t come here to take it?’

“I have classes until the last minute. Plus, my AIEEE final refresher
starts tomorrow,

‘Glad T am done with all that, man, Raghav iaﬁgiied Not unkindly, -
but I winced, When someorie refers to yout weak spot even indirectly, it
hurts,

“Me too, hopefully soon, [ said.

“You'll crack it. Aarti tells me you are doing well’
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So they do talk about me, I thought. “Who knows? Depends on the
paper. Somuch of ii is fuck?

“True; Raghav said.
| We had an awkward nothing-to-say moment. It was his fault, as he

forgot T had called for Aarti.
*So, is Aarti around?”
“‘Oh yes, hold on asecond.
heard her giggle. T wondered if Raghav had joked about me.
H}:‘y? ﬁest of uck, JEE boy, Aarti said,

“Thank you. Need it

‘I went to the Vishwanath Temple] Aarti said, to pray for you’

“You did?’

“Yes. I dragged this lazy Raghav to take a bath and come along too!
she said and laughed again. ‘We just came back ... Hey, Raghav stop ..
stop ... Hold on, Gopal!

I paid Jong-distance to. hear their private banter. I heard Aarti tell
Raghav to stop imitating her. But Raghav dldnt seem to have anything
better to-do.

‘Hello?’ ['said after sixty seconds.

‘Hey, sorry, Aarti said as she composed herself. ‘Okay, now I have
managed to turn aw;'ay"fmm him. Gopi, you will go into the exam centre
super-confident, promise?

‘Yes, 1 said, like an obedient child. I liked her maternal instinct with
me, |

I want you to feel that you ¢an get whatever you want in life. Because
Tknow you ¢an,  Aarti said.

I cannot get you, I wanted to tell her. Still; I appreciated her boosting
me up for the big test. AIEEE ends, and 1 am on a train in the next four
hours’ |

“Yes, we are waiting too. Come back soon. When the resitlts come
out, we will celebrate your victory together’

‘(}nly if I get in, I'said. |

‘Do not think like that. Believe you have aire:a;dy made it; Aarti said,
“for fy sake”
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Her last phrase meatit the world to me. Yes, | wanted: to make it ~ -for
her sake,

&

The city had changed, but the JEE exam centre in Kota gave me the same
:i"x:eimg as iaat year' Parents came by taxi-loads azzz:i aumwlﬂaéi*s-%bme -r‘iﬁﬁ

ning per cent @ffii‘iﬁ.ﬁ?ﬁf *a-"mﬂiian smﬁﬁﬁt%a
country..
. -hafi a ga{;é start. 1 miwé the ﬁfsit few pfr{fiaiems w&tﬁ 1&1&}3% ease.

ng?fm ;heae_‘:.;ﬁxam across thf’

iim ing my dmnk&n &Qd dﬁpreaw& pmse in Kﬁ}ta 1 gm stuswk on zme
problem. T iiﬁzﬁnght I muld mlw: it, hegame ;ﬁf}ssessed and wasted ten

the IﬁE I mea{aﬁy k&ﬁgxﬁd mmehf md mmved on 10 th«a n&xt @mbiem I went
on solving as man} problems as I could before the dreaded bell rang,

The examiner snatched my paper-away even as [ begged him to let
me write one last answer, Leaving that one question could cost me five
hundred ranks, but ... the JEE had ended!

‘How did it go?’ Baba asked me in the evening.

I tried to be as Honest as possible. ‘Better than last time’

‘Good. But don't velax. Give your full attention to AIERE!

Tl Dsaid.

Aarti and T chatted br;eﬂy She, predictably. reassured me about
things. She had term break in her college. Her parents had planned a
family tripto the USA, fo visit her aunt,

“Even if T cannot call or chat, T will email you from Chicago, she s&d
She did send me a couple of mails wishing me luck for the AIBEE exam.

Aartialso wrote to me that Raghav hadhis vas:amn and wasinterning
at a local newspaper,
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‘So Raghav’s dad is not too happy about his engineer-to-be son at the
newspaper, [ say what is wrong with it?” Aarti wrote in one of her emails.

As people took international i}ciidaﬁrs and indulged their passions,
I took the AIEEE. It went off smoothly, much better than the previous
time. However, it is a speed-based test. You can’t’ reaily tell if you did well
as compared to others. One is Jucky to be able to attempt seventy per cent
of the questions. I felt Thad a much better shot than last time. In any case,
I submitted my answer-sheet and fan. home to pack. I had a train to catch.
I had served my ‘Kota sentence, .

Prateek came to.drop me at the station. He helped me ;}Eacg my heavy
bags in the compartment. '

“When are you going back to Raipur?’ I said.

“Whenever they come fetch me] Prateek said cheekily and waved
goodbye, | |



Vammsz

s
S A






g

%; §E’ﬁ‘i“ the *&25}3«5 and smells of Varanasi came to receive me at the station,

1 hadw't told anyone about my arrival, hadn't wanted Baba to waste money
; ' faéxgmf o f:h{: b?ﬁﬁlfi}ﬂ_ H@& %&zié me ﬁ}ag thg la}am&ng} interest
] | to charge

: Bank of India will give us a

me %L;:% place } . Exim e h&r‘g anything, 1 wanted to meet
Aarti. g‘«'&?# zmﬁ Gf ’mmnaﬂ femmded me Gt her.. Pwpiﬁ come to my
zi’ﬁ}f '

Imzs;scd ‘Jarma%s Eam I mlssefi home. fx;msad }?au

"The house appeared messier than before. [ su g:si}gﬁ E’&_i:»a- could only
clean it so mw:b  picked up a broom to sweep 1l
ot have come after a vear, W hﬁi are you dﬁmg?’ Baba
g@;}:&.‘i;ﬁs;i?’ﬁ:;:izhe broom fromne,

We ate ru ow dal and dry chapatis for tunch. Home-cooked
food felt delicio %iy'mhﬁ’r had not spoken to anyone in a long time, so
he taiked with his mouth full.

E‘%w case is gm s nowhere, Ghanshyam wor't even show wp for
ing. T tl dls T will die soon. It will be easier to resolve

bout, Baba?
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‘He's right. How much can my lungs take?” He had a coughing fit even
as he said this.
“Nothing will happen to you. Let me speak tothe fawyer!
‘No use. I have no money to pay him. He doesn't take my calls
anymore. Forget about all this. When is your entrance result?’
‘In one month; T said absent-mindedly, trying to decide if I should
call Aarti first or wash my hands.
I dialled her number with dal-smeared fingers.
‘Hello?” she said.
‘Boat ride this evening, madam?’ I said.
“Gopal! You are back? When did you come?’
‘An hour ago. When do we meet?’ T said. “This evening at the ghats?’
‘Yes, sure, oh wait. No, I have to' go to Raghav’s college. You are
welcomie to come along’
‘No, thanks’
“Why not? He'is your friend too!
‘I want to catch up with you first’
“We will catch up on the way. I'll send dad’s car. Come, okay?’
1 'had litthe choice. T-dids’t want to wait another day to see her.
‘Raghav won't mind?’
‘He will be thrilled. It’s his big event’
‘Eyent?’
T will tell y@u when we meet. Wow, almost a year, right?’
“Three hundred and five days, 1 said.
‘Someone’s returned a geek. Sée you.

&

There’sa &mse of powet when you sitin a white gavemment Ambassador
car with a red hght on top. Traffic eases, policemen salute you for no
reason; and you start to wonder if civil services are where you should be.
The car took me to the DM iﬁun.gaﬁ{ow; Located in the posh
Cantonment area, the two-acre property had a serpentine driveway,
“Tell Aarti miadam 1 am waiting in the car, I told the driver,
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1 did not want to discuss. Kota. ami the upcoming entrance exam
regults with her parents.

Her pink salwar-kameez became visible at a distance. As she came
closer, 1 saw her face ~ no make-up apart from the ?ng,k}sa 1 had not
seen anything more beautiful in three hundred and five days. 1 controlled
sxciternent as siﬁe‘@mmﬁ the car door.

“Hi, Aarty) 1 said.
"“‘A*’E;y' sa-f{zrma 2 ﬁgmf: htm A(u ti said anfi %uggeé me, Hf:r s&qmnsd

wﬂege, | V

‘So, how’s life? Aren't you gia& to be :g\}:}’ she said.

“Its my happiest day ever. I hope [ never leave, ‘&fa{anﬁm again, 1 said
iar%miy

“Unless it is for 1T she said and winked at me.

~ Teounldntrespond. |

“What? You will leave for an Ilf,rzght?

1 collected myself. ‘It's not like I have anything in hand. Anyway,
what's Raghav’s event?’

‘He's ”:t.‘s_vanfxpgglffthe’ college mﬂgaziﬂe; T@dayia the launch of the new
issue!

“Is he even d@mg his BTech? 1 {m?y hear about his’ magamm,

Aarti laughed. God, Thad missed that laugh. I wanted to record it and
play it on a loop. ' o

‘He is; she said and grinned again. {h@ugh I also call him the fake
engineer,

‘How did his newspaper internship go?’

‘Not bad. They didn't let him write much though. They found his
articles ... she seaiched for the right words, “too radical and different’

We drove into the sprawling BHU campus. Manicured lawns and
well-kept buildings made it look like another commy compared to the
rest of Varanasi.

“G-14 hall; Aarti instructed her driver.

We entered the five-hundred-seater auditorium, packed to capacity.

A huge banner of the new magazine cover. flapped ‘across the stage.
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Raghav had:aﬁ.angé& e:ver}"t'hing layout, look, content and even the title.
The cover read BHUkamp, or earthquake. I noticed the smart utilisation
of the university acronym: The magazines tdghm: said; ‘Shake the world’
ﬁxartﬁi and I'sat in the second row. The lights dimmed and music filled
the hall. The crowd roared in anticipation.
R’lg,hav § bac}{stage, Aarti told me. “Too manyloose threads to tie up.
He'll meet us later!

A groupof ten students took the stage. They were covered head to toe
in black tights with skeletons painted on them. Ultra-violet lights came
on and the skeletons glowed.

Michael Jackson’s Man in the Mirror filled the auditorium.

I'm gonna make a change
For once inmy life

The crowd roared in excitement as the skeletons performed an
acrobatic dance. The song continued.

If you wanna miake the world a better place
Take a look at yourself and then make a change

“Is this a magazine launch or a dance show?" | sniggered.
‘Entertain them first, grab their attention and then say what you want
to say, Aarti said.

I looked at her. Her face was bathed in the ultrasviolet light.

Tah?’
“That’s what Raghav says ~ entertain and change!

I shrugged my shoulders. T turned around to look at the crowd. I
wondered how many of them had spent time in Kota. Siatistically
ing, a third of them had come from the city Td just feft behind.
1dw't help thinking: of all these seats in the hall, could I not get

just one?
The skelemns finished their act, The crowd broke into applause. A
ack suit came on stage. ‘Good evening, BHU; his familiar

tall man.ifvabl
voice Alled the hall.

I’s Raghav; T said, stunned by the transformation. I had never seen
kea f{};é}s,:_.star.é%{is toned body meant he made

him in a suit, He Jooked



REVOLUTION 2020 ¢ 99

ties. In comparison, T felt fat and old

maé use-of the coll lege sports facil
tera year in Kota:
hav began his speech.

than hig W{}réﬁ.

Raghav's editorial team of students sii.&mﬁ to chant ‘Bhukamp,
Bhukamp' on the stage. The crowd picked up the chant,
“We wil ortnt what nobody has the guts to print. Issues that affect us.
No bullshit, Raghav said. |

?%w ecimmai team aiﬁpped off the stage and started distributing

vid his speech. ‘Our first cover story i§ about the state
itchens, Our secret team went and took 'jp.i?;:ig:afes_.. Have a
rfood '._"‘pz{*g)awi

T:}::m sent to th& aizm«tozg Ragh*w aazé Bm: don’t thm%: BH -Azzmp is only
sexious stiff. We have loads of jokes, stotles and poetry. We even have tips
from dating to making of resumes. Happy reading. Long live BHU!

The crowd’s applause continued for a minute after he left the stage.

G
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Raghav pushed a stainless steel plate with two slices of bread towards
Aarti.*
We had come to the BHU college canteen post-event. Aarti held the

Butter toast. 1t is clean, I promise; he said 1o her,

sandwich gingerly.

‘Cariteen is fine, It's the hostel kitchens that had a problem, Raghav
said. ‘And they will clean it up after the issue. Eat, Gopal

I'had ordered a plain paratha, I nibbled at it. Raghav picked up Aarti’s
sandwich and fed her. She sniiled. T burned. | |

“What did you think of Kota?" Raghav asked me. “We have tons of
people from there!

‘If T-get into a good college, Kota is great. If not, the worst place in
the world!

“You will be fine. You almost made it last year) Raghav tore his masala
dosa with his right hand. In his left hand was a copy of BHUkamp.

“You've changed, Raghav] I said.

‘How?" He looked up.

“This magazinie and-stuff, Why?’

“Why? 1 like it, that's why; he said.

Aarti didn’t speak. She merely watched us talk. T wondered what went
thr&}ugh her head. Did she compare us? Well, 1 did not-matchup to Raghav.
Except in the amount I loved her. No man could love her like I did.

“You dont come to a professional engineering college to edit
magazines. People work their ass off here to get a good job; 1 said.

“Thats such a narrow-minded view. And what about the things
around us? The food being covked in an unhygienic- manner. Labs with
outdated machines. Look at our city. Why is Varanasi so dirty? Who is
going to clean our rivers? Raghav’s black eyes were feverish.

‘Not us; T retorted. ‘Sorting out-our own life is hard enough’

Raghav picked up his spoon and pointed it at me. “That's the attitude,”
he said, ‘that I'm here to change.

‘Oh, fuek off} T said. “Nobody can change anything. Hostel workers
are not going to cook like your mother. And Varanasi has been the world’s
dumping ground for thousands of years. Everyone comes here to dump



ts, the people who

' ms?gmbureésaa&mm

Bt f“%ir ’a{t&bbﬂrm Aam said and tweaked Raghav’s

but mk__ a-fpee:k. ﬁmugh tha imt&d glass I saw’ b@th i}f tiwm walk %ﬁhmd
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a ime Tﬁey emhrac&é Raghav 1ow;ered his head as he hr@ught his face

I kspt quiet. I ézdnt make eye mntact. She' szgnaﬂeé t}}e dmver to
leave,

g ai:aou‘z Baba) N ' _
5};{% gave me an understanding nod. But she could never understand
‘that losers, even if theéy do not have 3 brain, have a heart.




“%«Tﬂ use. He won't listen, An rway, what will Ido-with an: operation at
this. ag;:?
“You never listen; Baba. I shook my head and w.rztc;hegl off the. hghz

'f-‘i‘%-..:'

af t%m It g}i@};}, zmé, the screen th. imweé my rank
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‘44,342, it said lrrevecably next to my mﬁ nimnber.
~ After one whole year of cramming courses that L'hated, staying in a
dusty ¢ Hialeme, and puttmg my father irretrievably in debt, I had only-

>, theworld, everythmgy
E? she was saying,

“Where will y:m gt)? she said, asking me the most important
' "here ‘(mid I gg? Home? And tell Baba he had wasted all
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&
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‘I have gone through it-all. You mustbe so fucked. Vineet said to me.
We sat on the step& of Assi Ghat, cinse to the pxer i had arranged

| t I }E}adrnming
¢ "Ga:txga -ané‘, mémg m&’f
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dus aff my trousers, T dmaded g@mg;
for three days.

. alked at 6’{15% ”:t%w narrow Vishwanath “Gali m reach the.
:g__?}sﬁd%mim main road.
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"Iheres a career faxr at Br Sam;wgmnmd sparts 3tadmm in two

from the new anes, zf ym.; have a deamt AI f

.

Iwatked bm:k home, The one-hour walk in the fresh air made me feel
better temporarily. I should not talk to Baba about expensive private
mﬁ&geq E’tha -Maybe I should talk to him about me makmg money
ina job rather thsan s;?em}mg more, First, I would have to end his snikmg
tho gﬁ
I went to his room. He was: lymg inbed.
‘I'want to get a job, Baba: Let me make some money before I decide
-abraut mﬂege
{e didn't say a wordffcontmﬂed i understand you are upset. It is
3 ce D ning "'Szxgra 1t is-a high-class:

T ‘-app]y

re okay with it;
-provocative comment. T

arn tc)sh 1 Tt felt kmp ami mlci Baba?’ I sa agam H;s body feli

“Baba?’ 1 said again. It’ ﬁna}%v dawned -on me: 1 had become an
orphan.



kniow- who 16 mmm M}f fathﬁr-:haé vew few frzends 1 c_; ed some ;:af'“'
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his aici stadentﬁ wha ﬁad kept in t{}uch T mfnrmed )uiz‘,v um:}& aur

What are: ygusaymg? . Husban&’syﬂungerbm&er ‘is like'd son. shie
“gaid.
i}f ; ‘m‘se, shedmi not ment;cm the Tand she stole from het ‘sort

';130 ycm haw: ﬁle money to do a cremation at Manikarnika? she
Said.

1shookmy: head “The electric one at Harishchandra Ghatis cheaper;
I said.

Whi

Eé;:tm:? Itis bmi&:ﬁn mostof the zmﬂ,anywayw’e haveto do
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brn:}chums of thezf mstztute e} thcse smﬂs VE.,erysne wore smts and
grinned like a well-trained flight crew, Hundreds of loser students like
me maved restlessly from one stall to the next. Seventy per cent of the
sta}is wmpms&é @iﬁ cngmeenng mliegea Mechmi hotel mmagemem:




y lower than theirs; [ saidand pointed to the Sti

t numbers are fake. Otirs are feal, ask any of our
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He gmm'i: ci ‘i?:} }‘ns st ’em"' -"thfea boys an& twa giria wha %zaé worn

il took charge
intumal is that much cheaper; Sunil

gtxbmedmrmy






116 ¢ CHeraN BHAGAT

Sunil helped me up. I saw the blood on the white sheet and felt
NAUSCOUs: :%.e.crowé had ga t Erﬁd amund us. I él& not say anythmg aad

We a?phﬁd some dtessmg on my’ chieek.
‘Come, | will take yeu o CCD. It ﬂpened“lastwee,k,,%ﬁnﬂ said..

B

We walked to Café Coffee. Bay at IP"Mall, Sigra. Sunil bought us two cold
 crisp new hundred-rupee note. T could live on that cash for

coffees with
a week.
What was that? ’fhey owna ca%lege? ] 331{1




REVOLUTION 2026 ¢ 117

_’I‘wa_ men in: Ieaﬁm' ;azket& came ms;é‘xe {i’i} "z**rétﬁgmseé!; therm
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‘I saw you at his house. Hi, 'm Sunil. I am a manager at Sunshine

Events. We work with MLA Shukla-ji a lot’ Sunil extended his hand,

:&?-cr afew wmnﬁiﬁ of izesxtanam thﬁ‘}" shook Sumis hané

& soon. anyway; H smd
il said. ‘Let me get some more coffee’

ed he gave the extra money to me instead of more
nila summary of the

‘f’w ﬂk
Td have preferred
mf?ée: but ‘ke@t silent. Over my second cup, I gave

: d h;s empty cup on the table with a clink. ‘So now you
-haw.Ee}ans.:...&nd--ﬁe_»‘séur{:ﬁfoapa them?’ he summarised.
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nt equity in your venture:




m@ @ {;ﬁzmw B}zmm

'es, cut. "Ien ;r&r cent. Fnrgm alreadv?’

He snapped his fingers. My ten per cent’



‘wsnéered xf Aartz W@uid come an{i sit next to me to. massage my pakms
She didn't.
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at Wiﬂ he d{)?’
he said He 3gvgs 1t

~,rats wbat he xs meaﬂt to do. He

h i _‘.knew.th:s, hut my heart dx n-‘t-,-
':‘-zci We grow up, Gopai? Aarti said. *
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ot ner ’-.:,:,::'Sumi :saxd and sfampeci my foot. ‘Bedi six, tell
‘him ym&r view:
Ix ’aalzse;that the 1{)&1} sbarks ag#amte mth the MLAS biessmgs,:

| “‘f’w leave that to us] Simkia i sald “You teli me thi&, can, yeu ana
college?”

| '%uml uﬁderstmd my dilemma.
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Everyambut me broke'into’ laughmr iguaas.t ie ]oke‘ was‘on stupld
naive me. o -
aii Sunil sai&,‘ﬁmtzshﬂw the rules are. They are stupid.
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you

iy

i 1?::;}' bﬁ a big man, Gmpal?’
:’1 ccmﬁmzeﬁ' 0 look: dc)wrs I ez«:ammed the black and whie pattems

with him.
Ym: have a;gzrlfnend Gopal?’

ur haramt un::ies éetaﬂs with 1Y SeCk
oney pled&aze:i. |
’i’w@ Lakhs? Tts a jﬂkﬁ Y hiukla-j .
back to his desk and opened a drawer. He twk out twoigsdles of



€71 asked.

“For running my college, Director sir’ He grinned.



M}* trf:at i 3&1&
! ‘L*”?lzci out a chair for A

ées:zcieé to hava saugﬁ arici saiad far dmner 80 we. cmlid save calanes ﬁer
;im;sext

e stuck? ﬂnd how will you. make the: c&ﬂﬂge?”’
q artners. Good partners!
'thr? Aar%x said,
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w 14 hamﬁm e

launched.

to become a flight attendant. The classrooms look like
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Aarti, can ask you something?’

) he looked at e, her spoon poised above the cake:
‘Nothing, leave some cake for me if you can] I saidiand signalled for
thebill i -

9

. to your karma. God is
: m)taén.thx..s -tG.iiS

ywhat? | sai hadi; the night?
E' "ea hasnt come. ¢ hoitie. fmm m:trsexy schiool; my aunt said and
o tears. *E?;zs %zme they seemed real, unlike the crocodile: ones at
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So now the question is —do you valueithe land more




134+ CrEran BragaT

Lheers*, 5hf" kla: "x sazé as We cimked our. whlsky gIasses tsgetiler

‘How honest?” Shakla-ji said.
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jsaid. o

d called for the walter, _'
ior ?;hafspy th& money or they want other stuff
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you, Gapal Yo will .
to the brim with whisky.




Jmebedy 10 c:iear the mspecmm?’ I said.



efinitely don't forget




g red as wé came ﬂutszsie







amd




Can the pr&yers ever be over: w;thuut rf
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ISpeech! the cmwdﬁf; "gaav";ia demand of Rag
atissue: arxé aned hls e,

“"I‘hat is i%xe xeaf reasan,’ he chuckied.



| haci i:he c:ﬁurage to cimdk Infas,ys to becqmc a news;mper:i

d wﬁh hls frxencis Aam sliced
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She went |
t?m smug ofty , SRS

ol 'f'fblg wftware wmp&mes wmxld ever
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Why don t I tell them you toak my gzrl you asshole, I wanted to say or |

» actmst m every.s‘t_ Yy, A f s ;" L TR
o Sin I hardly wroteb anythmg I dldnt probe the bulldmg wolatmns in  : :
"the college S 35 . .
' 'Ihere are no wolatxons AH our plans are approved I sald ¥
B And how d}d Shukla get these approvals7 Anyway, I dxdnt mentlon;
’_'"any of that! o , |
v Even the Ganga Actibh ‘Plan is old news, Raghav, Ashok said. Unless :
- v'you have new, sohd evxdence, no pomt repeatmg it. We cant keep spoxhng- o
' someones name; : Nt e

- You havent apologlsed to Gopal sxr, Sallesh saId GangaTechs our 2
chent S aEE = S :

er how can you ' Raghav began

: Raghav, let s getit over W1th I have to sxgn off the next edmon in one '
R hour, Ashok sald turmng back to h;s computer screen

Its okay, vI Sald but Raghav had alread'y stomped out of the room
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We entered the hotel lobby Constructmn workers were usmg no1sy‘ :‘. o
‘. ::pohshmg machmes on the already shmy Itahan marble Smell of pamt :

i thelr sins, theyd commlt new ones We walked around the hotel to see the :

L rest of the facﬂltles

L “of story

So why wont people tell s me anythmg? she saxd
What?’ 1 sald ‘ : :

What happened between Raghav and you? -
‘The college dxdn t hke a story the newspaper did. He apologlsed End

I gave hef a two mmute summary of what had happened makmg her .

8 ‘Imported? Isald : . :
~She nodded Sometlmes I feel $0. guxlty she sald erls can handle =

o smlultaneous muln top;c conversatlons thh ease.
Why?’ S :

: -That’, ; ;ef true, Isaud S B
She sat down ona bench»press 1 took a balancmg ball and used it as, .
a stool S

All three of us used to be fnends in our chlldhood What happened? :

B f‘she saxd her eyes ﬁ]lmg up.

foe Isald Llfe happened
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.‘Sald LT g |
No thats not true I chdnt deserve you Raghav had nothmg to do :

i 'Wlth it Isald

Never say that Aar’u sald her voxce echomg in the ernpty gym Its,

L ’-sowell’ SNt

“‘But you dont feel that way about me I know, I know I am hungry -
' ,’:Where are we having Iunch?’ EERERT - : ‘
Its not that she sald '

......

. = -else Two, we sat at her workplace N
1 plcked up a 20~pound dumbbell mstead I found it heavy However, :
I pretended to hft 1t easﬂy m front of Aartl Raghav could probably hft

o You came at a txme when I dldnt feel ready for anythmg You wanted :
it too much You wanted to: lean on me. 1 dldnt thmk I could bea strong

S What is thls? My performance evaluatlon day? I sald I dxd a set of
| iiﬁve wrth the dumbbell before keepmg it down |

Or need t , be heard I sard
We Iooked at each other




I%Cnnmsmeu s

1 m Ber 3103 I had never seen anythmg sof
fCool Isald ’ %

We stepped.» out of the room A man ina crxsp new sult saw us comef' :
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o , mgla
7ffwecam o the lobby

8 moment thankfull myldnver drove mto the porch




| .ver the next two months we managed to ﬁll a hundred and enghty :

Make my sen an engmeer, a farmer pleaded w1th folded hands |
It made hfe so much easxer For the ]Ob and dowry market aB. Tech

. :-.remalmng construcnon work contmued as per schedule I had a hmxted
: isoc1a1 hfe Once a week I had dmner thh faculty members, mostly to

k, was. 1mportam to her I made sure the bouquet had only whlte roses for .
B :fnendshlp no red ones : i
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. : ?dldn{ thmk‘ ”he mzssed bemg an a1r hostess

. :jv enough

, So we met today What do you do in the evemngs othermse? she i
sald , AN :

I shrugged I have colleagues in vthe coilege Tnats company'v

o Ec;onvmc.;}mvgﬂherse |
' ‘I prohably
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- ::fvfrom work too And of course, when it came to Aaru, | y reasons went B

;: va woke up to thxs headhne a month after we opened He often wrote about :
b iz;black marketeer ranon shop owners LPG cyhnders sold ﬂlegally, thef ’

8 :; i vf;:'remd ’ ntlal: towere vand ofﬁce buildmgs where the VNN has taken5 '
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8 i :: nudmght I wanted to see xf he would remam deﬁant m h:s unemployed

 state. T held a tall whxsky glass in my nght hand and the phone in my
: [%,Eif,rleﬁ.izv . v '

:;ii;':zenough

15unemP10Y S
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111 fmd*

;;Ob Gopal And tell that MLA of yours )ust because hev ; ':






7 ¥ everyon > should bfolvl """ thelr heart : v
i ‘Somenmes your heart can iead you to a dead end I saJd
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She paused ,. d vlooked at me as. she dlgested my statement ‘Ahh , she .




ivPhooichand my favounte Assx Ghat bo'atman, recogmsed me from a







202 . CHETAN BHAGAT

Whatever, she sald When he worked at Damzk he never called o
= Now 1! 1s a break‘so he does Waxt untll hxs Revolutzon 2020 starts

her :agamst me IR : - : v
- ‘Hell be ﬁne I hate hlm, but Raghav is capable He ll be ﬁne He isa
httle xmpractlca] but not bad at heart, L Sald :
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:ii_stop

Expectmg a call "r?, Dean Shnvastava saxd o v g
I shook my head, only to check my pho,n,e agam How can god give
‘ :uch, power? How can they turn productwe, busy and ambztzous; '

' g,::gtrls 50
men mto a ‘w1 ting mass of uselessness o v
Slr, s0 :you are okay Wlth us conductmg mld terms next week? Sald :

Okay, I rephed.' Ib walted for an hour but got no response
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Soon I drtfted oﬂ mto a dream about boat ndes

: ‘

o ; : take te 'years Icall 1tfRev01ut10n 2020 the year m whlch it wﬂl' -



, . f;;g;Ragha"_Kashyap i

g smﬂed as I saw a crudely sketched map of Indla under the artlcle It had: o

. sellmg ordmary wood as sandalwood after spraymg it w1th synthenc
v:;Perfume :’:f:  ': v;_v - SR :,” .

poétér? he sa1d
'dea,v I sa1d

Searc ng for a gu-l',' sir'7 he sa1d



L understood.
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‘Yeah, have you?’

I shook my head. I didn’t watch English movies.

‘Come, let’s watch. I'll tell you what happened so far’

I moved closer to her. I dimmed the room lights from the bedside
panel while she summarised the plot for me. Harry and Sally went about
their lives, meeting and fighting several times but never really connecting
even though it seemed obvious that they should. We watched the movie
in silence. ‘

‘Wow, we finished the bottle, she observed after a while. She lifted a
pillow, placed it in my lap and rested her head there for the rest of the film.

“You comfortable?” she asked, looking up at me from my lap, her eyes
twinkling in the TV light.

I hesitated a little, then placed my hand lightly on her head and
gently stroked her hair. She didn’t object. It felt wonderful to be with her.
- I couldn't think ofa happier moment than this in my life so far.

‘Aarti?’ I said.

‘Yeah?’ she said, her eyes still on the TV.

‘Is it okay for you to lie in my lap like this?’

She nodded, her eyes on the screen.

‘Why did you run away from the river that day? I said.
T don't want to talk about it. Watch the movie, no, she said.

‘Will you run away again?’ I said, my voice heavy.

She sensed the tension in me. She muted the television and sat up.

“You okay, Gopi?’ she said, the words slightly slurred. The TV light
flickered over our faces.

‘Run now if you want to, I said, my voice barely making it out of my
throat. ‘Because if you stay for a while in my life and then go ...

I had spoken too much. The Australian wine had managed to open
up an Indian heart.

‘Shut up, she said and placed her palm on my mouth again, ‘Drama
queen. Sorry, drama king!

But I meant it, I couldn’t bear to be away from her.

Tam lonely too, Gopal, she said, ‘so lonely’
‘Why?
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‘Raghav has no time. My parents can't see why I want to work. They
can’t understand why the DM’s daughter has to slog. All my girlfriends
are getting married, planning kids and I am not. I am weird.

“You are different, I corrected her.

‘Why am I different? Why can't I just be normal - satisfied to be at
home, waiting for my husband?’

‘That’s not normal. That’s backward’

‘Raghav stresses me out. I want to support him. But he can't seem to

get his act together. He rejected a tie-up with a newspaper for the sake of
| independence. How is he ever going to make money like this?’

‘I thought you said he will one day; I said.

T put on a brave face. But I can discuss my fears with you, no?’ she
said. | _

‘Of course, you can, I said and caressed her cheek.

We turned to the TV screen. One night Sally was feeling low. Harry
comes over to her house. He comforts her. They end up kissing. I don't
know if the scene motivated me or the wine or the fact that I felt I might
not get another chance. I leaned over to kiss Aarti. She looked up at me in
surprise. However, she did not protest. Just stared.

I kissed her again, this time more insistently. Nothing for two minutes
and then she was kissing me back. We kissed again and again. I kissed
her lips, her cheeks, her forehead, her nose, her ears and her lips again. [
switched off the lights.

When I hugged her again, she said, “This is wrong’

T know, I said, ‘but I can’t stop. My hand reached for her shirt
buttons.
‘No, she said and gripped that hand hard.

1slid my other hand under her shirt. Thank god, men have two hands,
, nobody could make out otherwise. My palm was, at last, on her breast.

‘Gopal, you realise what is happemng? she said.

I shook my head.

‘We shouldn't ... she said.

I shut her up with another kiss. She wriggled a little, but I kept
kissing her. She started to respond. Slow at first, then matching and finally
outpacing me. '
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‘It’s raining; she said, excited.
‘It’s an auspicious sign. The first time you came to our house, I said.
She raised an eyebrow. | |
‘It is ours, not mine. I made it for us; I said.
~‘Shut up: You didn’t know we would be together when construction
started; she said and grmned | e
I'smiled. ‘Correct. But I have done it up for us. Else, why would 1
need such a big house?’ ok
“You are the director. Its nota joke she said.
“You want to talk about Raghav? I said. I sensed she needed to.
“We don’t have to; she said and shook her head, putting on a brave
smile.
‘Come here; 1 said and patted the bed.
She hesitated, but I extended my hand. She held it as I pulled her
" gently down. I kissed her, and she kissed me back with closed eyes. It
wasn’t frantic or sexual. It was, if at all it is possible to kiss like that, chaste
and pure. However, we kissed for a ldng time, our pace as gentle as the
rain on the window. I felt her tears on my cheeks. I paused and held
, her shoulders. She hugged me and buried her face in my chest. It was
what Aarti always did, and I loved it when she did that. It made me feel
protective.
‘What’s up, my love?’ I said to her.
‘I am happy for you, Gopal. I really am!
‘Us. Say happy for us, I said.
She nodded, even as she fought back tears.
‘Tam happy for us. And I don’t want to ruin your moment of showing
me your house.
‘It’s fine, I said.
“You have worked so hard to get here. You deserve this, she said.
‘What do you want to talk about?’ I said.
She shook her head and composed herself. T waited for her to talk
‘I'm fine. Girls are emotional. You will get used to my drama, she
said.
‘T live for your drama, I said.
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She smiled.

‘How’s Raghav?’

“They ruined his office; she said.’

‘Politicians are vindictive. Is he hurt?’ I said.

‘No, thank gdd. The computer and the machines are all broken. He is
trying to bring the issue out but there’s no money’

‘He wants money? He can ask me, I said. I wished he would come

and beg me on bended knees. ‘ |
‘ “You know he'll never do that. He won't even take money from me!

‘S0?’ T said. |

‘He’s trying to figure stuff out.

‘Are you still with me?’ I said.

‘Gopal!” she said.

‘What?*

‘I wouldn't be sitting on your bed. I wouldn’t be, you know ...

‘Okay, okay; I said. I took a pillow and sat against the headrest. She sat
on her haunches, facing me.

“You have to stop asking me so much. Please understand this is
difficult for me, she said. |

‘What?’ I said.

‘Breaking up with him, especially at this time. And you want to break
the news to him! '

“That’s life, Aarti; T said. I planned to go meet Raghav next week.

‘One should be sensitive ... she said.

‘Nobody was sensitive to me when 1 didn't clear my entrance exam
two years in a row. Nobody gave a fuck when Baba died. I lived with it.
Aarti, he will learn to face life’

‘You men ... why are you so competitive all the time?’ she said.

‘Me? Raghav is nothing compared to me today. Why would I compete
with him?’ '

‘We can still wait a few months ... she said but I cut her.

T can’t bear you to be someone else’s girlfriend, 1 said, my voice
loud. ) _

‘Really?’ she said, patting my cheek.
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‘Not for another second, I said.

I tugged at the loose end of her Ramada sari, bringing her close to
me. We kissed. The rain grew insistent, noisy, thumping the window
rhythmically. We kissed and, naturally, my hand went to her blouse.

‘Mr Director, she smiled, T thought you said you didn’t want to have
me until he was out of my system. ’

Tsn’t he?’ I said.

‘Almost, she said, closing her eyes.

‘Well, maybe this will help get the remaining bits out, I said and
brought her lips to mine again.

I plundered her neck, planting as many kisses as the raindrops on
the window. We undressed with a lot more awareness than the previous
time,

“These are my work clothes, please keep them carefully,’ she said as [
tried to fold the never-ending sari. '

Our naked bodies felt toasty in the cold weather. We huddled under
the quilt and explored each other for hours. The rain stopped, started and
stopped again. She wanted to get closer to me, perhaps to justify leaving
Raghav. I wanted to show her how much she meant to me. I could give up
this oversized house, the black car, the entire college for her.

This time she looked me in the eye as she surrendered herself.

We dozed off.

‘It’s six o' clock; she said, peering into her mobile phone on the side-
table. '
“Ten more minutes, I said, nuzzling her shoulder.

‘Lazy bones, wake up, she said. ‘And I am famished. Such a blg house
and nothing to eat!’

I sat up. Still groggy, I said, “There’s food. The cook made so many ‘
things for you. Let’s go downstairs’ :
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We had hot samosas, jalebis, masala cheese toast and hot chai.

“This isn't healthy; Aarti said. We sat on the dining table, facing each |
other.

‘Delicious in the rain though, I said.

I switched on the lights as dusk fell. She ate in sdence dlgestmg the
food as well as what had just happened. I wanted to discuss the afternoon,
but curbed my desire to blab about everything. Girls don't like to discuss
intimate moments, especially if you probe them. However, they also get
upset if you don’t refer to the moments at all.

‘Quite wonderful; I said.

“The samosas?’ she said, even though she knew my context

‘No, the jalebis, I said.

She threw a piece of the curvy yellow sweet at me.

“The best afternoon of my life; I said, after our laughter subsided.

“That’s what all men want, she said. | |

1 realised I shouldn't discuss the topic any longer, lest she fall into a
bout of self-inflicted guilt-induced depression. |
- ‘Hey, you said Raghav’s exposé is affecting your family?’ I said.

‘Well, you know the CM fired Shukla, right? He didn’t resign or go to
jail himself as he said on TV. The party told him to, she said.

Tknow; I said.

She poured herself a second Cu‘p of tea. I imagined her living with
me. How we would wake up in the morning and have tea in bed. Maybe -
we would have it on the terrace. Or in the lawns. I visualised us sittingon
cane chairs and chatting for hours. I imagined her as the principal of the
GangaTech College of Hospitality. The students would totally flirt with
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her, given she would be the cutest principal in history. I would expel them
if they tried to . ‘

‘Are you hstenmg?’ She tapped her cup W1th a spoon.

‘Huh? 1 said. ‘Sorry. Yeah, the party removed Shukla-ji. S6?”

“The party doesn't have a strong candidate for elections next year
Aarti said. -

‘They will find someone, I said. I finished my tea and kept the empty
cup on the table. She poured me some more. I almost went into a dream
sequence again. I controlled myself and listened to Aarti.

“They need a candidate who can win. They can't lose this city. It is the
party’s prestige seat, she said. |

‘What difference does it make to you?’

‘They want dad, Aarti said. |

‘Oh! 1 said. T had forgotten about Aarti’s grandfather’s connection to
the party. He had won the seat for thirty years. ,

‘Yeah. Now dozens of politicians visit everyday, begging him -
Pradhan-ji, please contest’ |

‘He doesn't want to?’

Aarti shook her head.

‘Why?’ 1 said.

‘He doesn't like politics. Plus, hls health is an issue. He can’t walk or
stand for a long time because of his knees How W111 he campaign and do
those rallies?” Aarti said.

“True’ ‘ A

“That’s not all,; Aarti said, ‘you haven’t heard the most ridiculous
suggestion. ’

‘What?

“That I contest, Aarti said. She laughed hard, as if she had cracked a
great joke. I didn’t find it funny.

“Thats; T said, ‘something to think about’

‘Are you crazy?” Aarti said. ‘Me and politics? Hello? I thought you
know me. They clipped my wings from flight attendant to guest relations.
Now they will make me visit a thousand vxllages and sit with seventy-
year-old men all day?’
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‘It's power, Aarti, I said. ‘Means a lot in this country.

‘I don’t care about power. I don't need it. [ am happy, Aartl sald

I looked into her eyes. She seemed sincere.

‘Are you happy with me?’

‘T will be. We have to resolve some stuff, but I know I will be, she said,
more to herself than to me. |

She left soon after that. Her parents had visitors, more party ofﬁcxals,
who also wanted to meet Aarti. I dropped her home, so I'd get some more |
time with her. |

‘You’ll be alone on the way back, Aarti pointed out.

I shrugged.

“Thanks for a lovely day; she said as we reached her house.

‘My pleasure; I said. ‘Have a good dinner with the politicians’

‘Oh, please. Shoot me in the head; she said. Both of us stepped out of
the car. I leaned on the bonnet as she walked towards her gate.

‘Sure you don’t want to become an MLA?’ I said from behind.

She turned to me. No way, she said. Maybe my husband can, if he
wants to.

She winked at me before skipping towards her house.

I stood there, surprised. Was she implying something? Did she
want me to be the MLA? More specifically, did she want me to be her
husband? -

‘Aarti, what did you say?’ I said.

But she had already gone into her house.

*

I hadn’t known that the Varanasi Central Jail had private rooms. I went
~ to meet Shukla-ji in his cell. As requested, I brought him three boxes of
fruits, two bottles of Johnnie Walker Black Label and a kilo each of salted
cashewnuts and almonds. The cop who frisked me for security collected -
the parcel and promised to deliver it. 1 thought the MLA would meet me
in the waiting area, but I could go right up to his cell.

He sat in his room, watching a small colour TV and sipping cola with
a straw.,
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‘Not bad, eh?’ he said. He spread his hands to show me the fifteen-
by-ten-feet cell. It had a bed with clean sheets, a desk and chair, closets
and the TV. Yes, it didn't seem awful. It resembled a government
guesthouse more than a jail. However, it couldn’t be compared to Shukla-
ji's mansion. |

‘It’s terrible; I said.

He laughed.

“You should have met me in my early days in pohtlcs he said. ‘I have
slept on railway platforms’

I feel so bad; I said. I sat on the wooden chair.

‘Six months maximum, he said. ‘Plus, they get me everythmg You
want to eat from the Taj Ganga?”

I shook my head.

‘How is the car?” he said.

‘Great, T said.

‘College?” he said. :

‘Going okay. We have slowed down a bit. We don't have the capital,
I said.

‘I will arrange the money, Shukla-ji promised.

“Take it easy, Shukla-ji. Keep a low profile. Things can wait, I said.
He switched off the TV. ‘Your friend fucked us, eh?” Shukla-ji said.
‘He’s not my friend. And he is finished now. And you will be back; I
said. A A , :
- “They won't give me a ticket next time, he said pensively.

Theard, I said.

‘From who?’ Shukla-ji looked surpnsed

I told him about my friendship with Aarti, the DM’s daughter, and
what she had told me. I didn’t tell him about her relationship with Raghav,
nor did I give detaxls about her and me. . :

‘Oh yes, you have known her for long, right?” he said.

‘School friend, I said.

‘So her father won’t contest?” Shukla-ji said.

I shook my head. ‘Neither will the daughter. She hates politics. So
maybe you still have a chance, I said. |
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‘Not this time, Shukla-ji dismissed.' T have to wait. Not right after
jail? | | |

“They’ll find someone else then?’

“The DM’s family will definitely win, he said. People love them

“They arent lnterested I said.

‘How close are you to her?” His shatp question had me in a dither. .

I never lie to Shukla-ji. However, I didn't want to give him specifics
about Aartiand me either.

I kept quiet. _

“You like her?” he said. ,

~‘Leave it, Shukla-ji. You know I am immersed in my work; I said,

evading the topic. | |

‘I am talking about work only, you silly boy; Shukla -ji said.

‘What?’ I said, amazed by how the MLA sustamed his zest for pOhthS
even in jail. '

“You marry her If that broken—legged DM can't contest and the
daughter won't, the son-in-law will!

‘What? What makes you say that?’
‘I have spent twenty-five years in Indian politics. It is obvious thatis |
what they will do. Wait and watch, they will marry her off soon’
V‘Her parents are pestering her for marriage.

‘Marry her. Contest the election and win it;

I kept quiet. | ‘

‘Do you realise where your GangaTech will be if you become an
MLA? I will be back one‘day, anyway, maybe from another constituency.
And if both of us are in power, we will rule this éity, maybe the state. Her
grandfather even served as CM for a whilel’

‘I haven’t thought about marriage yet, I lied.

‘Dot think. Do it. You think she will marry you? he asked.

I shrugged my shoulders.

‘Show her mother your car and money. Don't take dowry. Even if the
daughter doesn’t agree, the mother will’

‘Shukla-ji? Me, a politician?’
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“Yes. Politician, businessman and educationist - power, money and
respect - perfect combination. You are destined for big things. I knew it
the day you entered my office; he said. '

Shukla-ji poured some Black Label whisky into two glasses. He asked
the guard to get ice. I-kept quiet and sat thoughtfully while he prepared

the drinks. Sure, power is never a bad thing in India. To get anything -

done, you need power. Power meant people would pay me money, rather
than me paying money to get things done. GangaTech could bec_orhe ten
times its size. Plus, I loved'Aarti anyway. I would marry her eventually, so
why not now? Besides, she had somewhat hinted at it. I let out a sigh.

I fought my low self-esteem. Its okay, Gopal, 1 told myself. You are

meant for bigger things. Just because you didn’t get an AIEEE rank, just
- because you didn’t remember the molecular formula, doesn’t mean you can't
do great things in life. After all, I had opened a college, llved in a big house
and had an expensive car. :
Shukla-ji handed me the drink.
‘I can get the girl; I said.
‘Cheers to that, Mr Son-in-law!” Shukla-ji raised his glass.

=
¥
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Busy? 1 said.

Thad called Aarti at work. A tourist was screaming at her because the
water in his room was not hot enough. Aarti kept me on hold while the
guest cursed in French.

T can call later; I said. |

‘It's fine. Housekeeping will take care of it. My ears are hurting!” Aarti
said, rattled by all the screaming. ' ' -

“You will own a college one day. You won't have to do this anymore’

‘Its okay, Gopal. I really like my job. Sometimes we have weirdos.
Anyway, what's up?’
| “How did the dinner go?’
‘Boring. I dozed off on the table when the fifth guy wanted to mform
me of the Pradhan family’s duty towards_the party’

‘Any conclusion on the ticket?’ ,

Its politics, Director sir, thmgs aren’t decided so fast. Anyway, :
election is next year.
“You said something when you were saying bye, I said.

I could almost see her smile. ‘Did 1?” she said.

- ‘Something about your husband becoming the MLA?’
‘Could be, why?’ she said, her voice child-like.
‘Twonder if I could apply?’ I said.

‘For the husband or MLAZ?’ she said. -

~Tdon’t know. Whichever has a shorter waitlist, | sald

Aarti laughed.

‘For husband the queue is rather long; she said.

Tam a bitofa queue juiper, I said.
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“That you are, she said. ;Okay; another guest coming. Speak later?’
‘I'm going to visit Raghav soon.

‘I have stopped talking to him, she said. She didn't protest against my !

proposed meeting with him. I took it as her consent.
‘Intentionally?’ I said.

this time.
Good I said. ‘So what's the tourist saying?’
“She’s Japanese. They are polite. She will wait until I finish my call
“Tell her you are on the phone with your husband’
‘Shut up. Bye.
‘Bye, I said and kissed the phone. I opened the calendar on my desk
and marked the coming Friday as the day for my meeting with Raghav. -

.

I pressed the nozzle of a Gucci perfumé five times to spray my neck,

-armpits and both wrists. I wore a new black shirt and a custom-made suit
for the occasion. I put on my Ray-Ban glasses and looked at myself in the
mirror. The sunglasses seemed a bit too much so I hung them from my
shirt pocket.

I had taken the day off on Friday. Dean sir wanted to bore me with-

a report of the academic performance of the students in the first term. I
needed an excuse to get out anyway. '
All the best. Avoid hurt as much as possible, Aarti had messaged me.

Iassured her that I would handle the situation well. From her side, she-

had messaged him a ‘we need to talk’ equivalent and he had responded
with a ‘not the best time’ message - exactly the kind of stuff that 1rked her
about him in the first place.

work was. : :

One could easdy miss the Revolutzon 2020 ofﬁce in the midst of so
~ many auto-repair shops. Raghav had rented out a garage. The office had
three areas - a printing space inside, his own cubicle in the middle and a
common area for staff and visitors at the entrance.

‘Yeah, we had a bit of a tiff. T normaﬂy fix things up, T didn’t bother

I told my dnver to go to Nadeshar Road, where Raghav’s place of

z
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‘May I help you?’ a teenager asked me.
‘T am here to meet Raghav; I said:
‘He's with people; the boy said. ‘What is this about?’
1looked inside the garage. Raghav’s otlice had a partial glass partition.
He sat on his desk. A farmer with a soiled turban and a frail little boy
sat opposite Raghav The father-son duo looked poor and dishevelled.
Raghav listened to them gravely, elbows on the table
- ‘It’s personal, I told the teenager before me.
‘Does he know you are coming?’
“No, but he knows me well; I said. .
Raghav noticed me then and stepped out of his cabin.
‘Gopal?’ Raghav said, surprised. If he was upset with me, he didn't
show it. _
Raghav wore a T-shirt with a logo of his newspaper and anold pan' of
jeans. He looked unusually hip for someone in a crisis.
‘Can we talk?’ I said.
‘What happened?’ Raghav said. ‘MLA Shukla sent you?
No, I said. Actually, it is personal. -
‘Can you give me ten minutes?’ he said.
‘Twon’t be long, I said. - B
‘lam really sorry. But these people! have travelled a hundred kﬂometres
to meet me. They have had a tragedy. I'll finish soon.
1 looked back into his ofﬁce The chlld now lay in his father’s lap. He
seemed sick.
“Fine, I said and checked the time.
“Thanks. Ankit here will take care of you, he said.
The teenager smiled at me as Raghav went inside.
“Please sit, Ankit said, pomtmg to the spare chairs. I took one right
next to Raghav’s office. - '
I chatted with Ankit to pass time.
“Nobody else here?’ I said. ,
‘We had two more staff members, Ankit said, ‘who left after the
office was ransacked. Their parents didn't feel it was safe anymore. As it
is, salaries are delayed’ | '
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Why haven't you left?’ [ said.

Ankit shook his head. ‘I want to be there for Raghav sir; he said.

Why? I said.

‘He is a good person , Ankit sald

I smiled even though his words felt like stabs.

‘The office doesn't look that bad, I said.

‘We cleaned it up. The press is broken though. We don’t have a
computer either! | |

“You did such a big story, I sald 'Ihey ﬁred an MLA because of you
guys. _ | .
Ankit gave me a level look. “The media ran with the story because
they wanted to. But who cares about us?’

‘How are you operating now?’ I said.

Ankit opened a drawer in the desk He took out a Iarge sheet of paper
with handwritten text all over it. -

‘Sir writes the articles, I write the matrimonials. We make photocopies
and distribute as many as we can. |

‘How many?’ I said. |

“Four hundred copies. Its handwritten and photocopxed obvmusly
not many people like that in‘a paper.

I scanned the A3 sheet. Raghav had written articles on the
malpractlces by ration shops in Varanasi. He had hand- drawn a table that
showed the official rate, the black market rate and the money pocketed by
the shopkeeper for various commodities. I flipped the page. It had around
fifty matrimonials, metlculously written by hand.

‘Four hundred copies? How will you get ads with such a low
circulation?’ -

Ankit shrugged and did not answer. ‘T have to go to the photocopy'
shop; he said instead. ‘Do you mind waiting alone?’

‘No problem, I will be fine; I said, sitting back. I checked my phone I
had a message from Aarti: ‘Whatever you do. Be kind.’

I kept the phone back in my pocket. I felt hot in my suit. I realised
" nobody had switched on the fan.

‘Wheres the sw1tch? I asked Ankit.
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‘No power, sorry. 'Ihey cut off the connection’ Ankit left the office.

I removed my jacket and undid the top two buttons of my shirt. I
considered waiting in my car instead of this dingy place. However, it
would be too cumbersome to call the driver again. I had become too used
to being in air-conditioned environs. The hot room reminded me of my
earlier days with Baba. As did, for some reason, the little boy in the other
room who slept in his father’s lap.

Ilooked again from the corner of my eye. The farmer had tears in his
eyes. I leaned in to listen.

‘T have lost one child and my wxfe 1 don’t want to lose more members

- of my family. He is all I have; the man said, hands folded.

‘Bishnu-ji, I understand, Raghav said. ‘My paper did a huge story on
the Dimnapura plant scam. They broke our office because of it

‘But you come and see the situation in my village, Roshanpur. Theres
sewage ever ywhere. Half the children are sick. Six have already died’

‘Roshanpur has another plant. Maybe someone cheated the
government there too, Raghav said.

‘But nobody is reporting it. The authorities are not doing anything.
You are our only hope, the farmer said. He took off his turban and put it
on Raghav’s desk. |

‘What are you doing, Bishnu-ji?’ Raghav: sald giving the turban back
~ to the hapless man. ‘T am a nobody. My paper is at the verge of closing
down. We dlstrlbute a handful of handwritten copies, most of whlch go
into dustbins. S |

1 told my son you are the bravest, most honest man in this city;

Bishnu said, his voice quivering with emotion. |

‘Raghav gave a smxle of despan‘ ‘What does that mean anyway? he
said. , '

If the govern_meht can at least send some doctors for our children,
we don't care if the guilty are punished or not, the man said.

Raghav exhaled. He scratched the back of his neck before he spoke
again. All right, I will come to your village and do a story. It will be limited -
circulation now. If my paper survives, we will do a blg one again. If not,
well, no promises. Okay?”
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‘Thank you, Réghav-ji!’ There was such hope in his eyes, I couldn’t
help but notice. |

‘And one of my friends’ father is a doctor. T will see if he can go to

your wllage _
Raghav stood up to end the meeting. The man stood up too, Wthh
woke up his son, and bent forward to touch Raghav’s feet.

‘Please don't; Raghav said. ‘T have a meeting now. After that, let’s go

to your village today itself. How far is it?’

‘A hundred and twenty kilometres. You have to change three buses,

the farmer said. “Takes five hours maximum?

‘Fine, please wait then’ .

Raghavbrought them - the man and his weak and sleepy son - outsude
the office. ’

‘Sit here, Bishnu-ji, Raghav said and looked at me. “Two minutes,
Gopal? Let me clean up my office;

I nodded. Raghav went inside and sorted the papers on his desk.

The man sat on Ankit’s chair, facing me. We exchanged cursory
smiles.

‘What’s his name?’ I said, pointing to the boy who was lying in his
lap once again. | |

“Keshav; the farmer said, stroking his son’s head. :

I nodded and kept quiet. I played with my phone, flipping it up and
down, up and down. I felt for the duplicate Mercedes key in my pants
pocket. I had especially brought it for the occasion.

‘Baba, will I also die?’ Keshav said, his voice a mere thread.

‘Stupid boy. What nonsense; the farmer said.

I felt bad for the child, who would not remember his mother when he

-grew up, just like me. I gripped the key in my pocket harder, hoping that
clutching it will make me feel better. o

Raghav was dusting his desk and chair. His paper could close down
in a week and he had no money. Yet, he wanted to travel to some far-flung
village to help some random people. They had broken his office, but not
his spirit. :

I clutched the key tighter, to justify to myself that I am the better
person here. : ’
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I realised the boy was staring at me. His gaze was light, but I felt
disturbed, like he was questioning me and I had no answer.

What have you become, Gopal? a voice rang in my head.

I restlessly took out the sunglasses from my pocket and twirled them
about. I suddenly noticed that the eyes of the boy, Keshav, were moving
with the sunglasses. I moved them to the right, his eyes followed. I moved
them to the left, his eyes followed. I smiled at him.

‘What?’ I pointed at my fancy shades. ‘You want these?”

Keshav sat up, feeble but eager. Though his father kept saying no, I
felt a certain relief in handing over the sunglasses.

“They are big for me, the boy said, trying them on. The oversized
glasses made his face look even more pathetic. |

I closed my eyes. The heat in the room was too much. I felt sick.
Raghav was now on the phone. |

My mind continued to tatk. What did you come here for? You came to
show him that you have made it, and he is ruined? Is that the high point of
your life? You think you are a better person than him, because of your car
and suit? ' |

‘Gopal!” Raghav called out.

‘Huh?” 1 said, opening my eyes. “What?’

‘Come on in; Raghav said.

I went into his office. I kept my hand in my pocket, on my keys
According to the plan, I was to casually place the keys on his table before
sitting down. However, I couldn’t. ‘

‘What’s in the pocket?” Raghav said as he noticed that my hand would
" not come out. |

‘Oh, nothing; I said and released the keys. I sat down to face him.

‘What brings you to Revolution 20207 Have we upset your bosses
again? Raghav chuckled ‘Oh wait, you said it is personal

“Yeah, I said.

‘What?” Raghav said.

I didn’t know what to say. . had my whole speech planned. On how
Aarti deserved better than him, and that better person was I. On how 1
‘had made it in life, and he had failed. On how he was the loser, not me.
And yet, saying all that now would make me feel like a loser.
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‘How’s the paper?’ I said, saying somethmg to end the awkward
silence.

He swung his hands in the air. ‘You can see for yourself.’

‘What will you do if it closes down?’ I said.

Raghav did not smile. ‘Haven't thought about it. End of phase one 1
guess. |

I kept quiet. :

‘Hope I won't have to take an engineering job. Maybe I will have to
apply ... Raghav’s voice trailed into silence.

I could tell Raghav didn't know. He hadn’t thought that far.

‘Tm sorry, Gopal, Raghavsaid, ‘if T have hurt you in the past. Whatever
you may think, it wasn't personal’

“Why do you do all this, Raghav? You are smart. Why don’t you just
make money like the rest of us?’

‘Someone has to do it, Gopal. How will things Change?’

“The whole system is fucked up. One person can't change it.

‘Tknow!

‘So?’ , _

‘We all have to do our bit. For change we need a revolution. A real
revolution can only happen when people ask themselves — what is my
sacrifice?’

‘Sounds like your newspaper’s tagline, I mocked.

He had no answer. I stood up to leave. He followed me out. I decided
not to call my car, but to walk out into the lane and find it.

‘What did you come here for?” Raghav said. ‘I can’t believe you came
here to check on me. A -

‘Thad work in the area. My car needed servicing. I thought I will visit
you while it gets fixed, I said. '

‘Nice of you to come. You should check on Aarti too sometimes, he
said. |

I went on red-alert at the mention of her name.

“Yeah. How is she doing?’ I said.

‘Haveryt met her in a while, but she seems stressed. I have to make it
up to her. You should call her, she will like it, he said. '

I nodded and came out of his office.
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Ilay down in my comfortable bed at night. However, I could not sleep
~a wink. There were three missed calls from Aarti. I didn’t call back. 1
couldn’t. I didn’t know what to say to her.

‘How did it go? she messaged me.

I realised shed keep asking until T told her something.- I called her.

‘Why weren't you picking up?’ she said.

‘Sorry, I had the dean at home. He left just now.

“You met Raghav?’ she asked impatiently.

- Yeah, I sighed.

So?

‘He had people in his office. I couldn’t bring it up; I said.

‘Gopal, T hope you realise that until I break up with him, ITam cheatmg
on him with you. Should I talk to him?’

‘No, no, wait. I will meet him in private’

‘And I need to speak to my parents too; she said.

‘About what?” .

‘Thave three prospective grooms lined up for meetings next week. All
from political families

‘Have your parents gone insane?’ I exploded.

‘When it comes to daughters, Indian parents are insane, she said. I
can stall them, but not for loﬁg.’ \

‘Okay, I will fix this, I said.

I pulled two pillows close to me. |

‘See, this is what happens after sex. Roles reverse. The girl has to
chase now’ ‘

‘Nothing like that, Aarti. Give me two days.
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‘Okay. Else I am speaking to Raghav myself And in case he asks,
nothing ever happened between us!

‘What do you mean?’ I said.

‘I never cheated on him. We decided to get together but only did so
after the break-up. Okay?’

‘Okay; I said.

Sometimes I feel girls like to complicate their lives.

‘He will be devastated otherwise, she finished.

‘T ended the call and lay down on the bed, exhausted.

My eyes hurt due to the extra white clothes people had worn for the
funeral. I looked at people’s faces. I could not recognise any of them.

‘Whose funeral is it?’ I asked a man next to me.

We stood at the ghats. The body, I saw, was small. They took it straxght
to the water.
~ “Why are they not cremating it?’ I asked. And then 1 reahsed why.
It was a child. I went close to the body and removed the shroud. It was a
little boy. In sunglasses. v

“Who killed him? I screamed but the words would not come out ...

I woke up screéming at the white ceiling of my bedroom and the
bright lights I had forgotten to switch off. It was 3:00 a.m. Just a nightmare,
I told myself. |

I tossed and turned in bed, but could not go back to sleep.

I thought about Raghav. The guy was finished. His paper would
shut down. He would find it tough to get a job, at least in Varanasi. And
wherever he was, Shukla’s men could hurt him.

Ithought about Aarti— my Aarti - my reason tolive. I could be engaged
to her next week, married in three months. In a year, I could be an MLA.
My university approvals would come within the space of a heartbeat. |
could expand into medicine, MBA, coaching, aviation. Given how much
Indians cared about education, the sky would be the limit. Forget Aarti
becoming a flight attendant, T could buy her a plane. If I played my cards
right, I could also rise up the party ranks. I had lived alone too long. 1
could start a family, and have lots of beautiful kids with Aarti. They would
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grow up and take over the family businesses and political empire. This is
how people become big in India. I could become really big.

But what happens to Raghav? The dead-alive Keshav asked me. I don’t
care, 1 told him. If he went down, it is because of his own stupidity. If he
were smart, he would have realised that stupid bravado will lead to nothing.
There would be no revolution in this country by 2020. There wouldn’t be one
by 2120! This is India, nothing changes here. Fuck you, Raghav.

But Keshav was not done with me. What kind of polztzczan will you
be, Gopal? ' v

‘I don't want to answer you. You are scaring me, go away; I said out
aloud, even though there was nobody in the room. Really, I knew that.

What about Aarti? A voice whispered w1th1n me.

1 love her!

What about her? Does she love you?

Yes, Aarti loves me. She made love to me. She wants me to be her
husband, 1 screamed in my head until it hurt. .

But will she love you if she knows who you really are? A corrupt,
manipulative bastard?

‘I work hard. 1 am a successful man, I saxd aloud again, my voice
startling me. '

But are you a good person? :

The clock showed 5:00 a.m. Day was breaking outside.

I went for a walk around the campus. My mind calmed a little in
the fresh morning air. Little birds chirped on dew-drenched trees. ‘They
didn’t care about money, the Mercedes or the bungalow. They sang, for
that was what they wanted to do. And it felt beautiful. For the first time, I
felt proud of the trees and birds on the campus.

I realised why Keshav kept coming to me. Once upon a time, I was
Keshav - sweet, innocent and unaware of the world. As life slapped me
about several times, and thrashed the innocence out of me, I had killed
my Keshav, for the world didnt care about sweetness. Then why didn't T |
crush Raghav completely yesterday? Maybe that Keshav hasn't died, I told
myself. Maybe that innocent, good part of us never dies - we just trample
upon it for a while. |
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I looked at the sky, hoping to get guidance from above - from
god, my mother or Baba. Tears streamed down my face. I began to sob:
uncontrollably. I sat down under a tree and cried for an hour. Just like
that. '
~ Sometimes life isn’t about what you want to do, but what you ought
to do. '

»

Shukla-ji was eating apple's in the jail verandah. A constable sat next to
him, peeling and slicing,

‘Gopal, my son, come, come, Shukla-ji said. He wore a crisp white
kurta-pyjama that glistened in the morning sun.

I sat on the floor. ‘Had a small favour to ask you, I said.

‘Of course, he said.

~ Ilooked at the constable ‘Oh, hlm He is Dhiraj, from my native

place. Dhiraj, my son and I need to talk’

The constable left.

‘Tve told him U'll get him promoted, Shukla-ji said and smiled.

‘I have come with a strange request, I said.

‘Everything okay?’

‘Shukla-ji, can you help me hlre some . call‘girls? You mentioned
them long ago’ ‘

Shukla-ji laughed so hard, apple juice dnpped out of his mouth

‘I am serious; I said.

‘My boy has become blg So, you want women?’

‘It’s not for me!

Shukla-ji patted my knee and wmked consplratonally Of course not.
~ Tell me; how old are you?’

‘T will turn twenty-four next week; I said.

‘Oh, your birthday is coming? he said.

“Yes, on November 11; I said. -

“That’s great. You are old enough. Don't be shy; he said, ‘we all do it

‘Sir, it’s for the inspectors. We have a visit next week; I said. ‘I want to
increase my fee. They control the decision.



REVOLUTION 2020 * 269

He frowned. ‘Envelopes won't do it for them?’

“This one inspector likes women. I have news from other private
colleges in Kanpur!

‘Oh, okay, Shukla-ji said. He took out his cellphone from a secret
pocket in his pyjamas. He scrolled through his contacts and gave me a
number. | |

‘His name is Vinod. Call him and give my reference. Give him your
requirements. He'll do it. When do you need them?’ |

‘I don’t have the exact date yet, I said and began to stand up.

‘Wait, Shukla-ji said, pulling my hand and making me sit down
again. ‘You also enjoy them. It gets harder after marriage. Have your fun
before that!

1 smiled absently.

‘How is it going with the DM’s daughter?’

‘Good; I said. I wanted to say bare minimum on the tOplC

“You are going to ask her parents? Or give her the love bullshit?’

I haven't thought about it; I said. ‘I have to go, Shukla-ji. There’s an
accounts meeting today’

Shukla-ji realised I didn't want to chat. He walked me to the jail exit.

‘Life may not offer you the same chance twice, he said in parting,

The iron door clanged shut between us.
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The calendar showed tenth November ~ my last day as a twenty-three-
year-old. I spent the morning at my desk. The students’ representatives
came to meet me. They wanted to organise a college festival. I told them
they could, provided they got sponsors. After the student meeting, [ had to
déal with a crisis. Two classrooms had water seepage in the walls. T had to
scream at the contractor for an hour before he sent people to fix it.

At noon my‘ lunch-box arrived from home. I ate bhindi, dal and
rotis. Alongside, T gave Aarti a call. She didn’t pick up. I had back-to-back
meetings right after lunch. I wouldn't be able to speak to her later. I tried
her number again. ‘

‘Hello, an unfamiliar female voice said.

‘Who’s this?’ I said. , v A

“This is Bela, Aarti’s colleague from guest relations. You are Gopal,
right? saw your name flash, she said. |

“Yeah. Is she there?’

‘She went to attend to a guest. Should I ask her to call you?’

“Yes, please, I said. |

‘Oh, and happy birthday in advance she said.

‘How did you know?’ I said.

“Well, she’s working hard to make your gift ... oops!’

‘What?’

‘Maybe I wasn't supposed to tell you, Bela said. ‘T mean, it’s a surprise.
She’s making your birthday gift. It’s so cute. She’s also ordered a cake ..
Listen, she will kill me if she finds out I told you!

‘Relax, I won't mention it to her. But if you tell me, 1 can also plan -
something for her’ '
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“You guys are so sweet. Childhood friends, no?’ she said.

‘Yeah, so what’s the plan?’

Weli she will tell you she can’t meet you on your birthday. You will
sulk but she will say she has work. However, after work she will come to
your place in the afternoon with a cake and the gift’ |

‘Good that you told me. I will be at home then and not in meetings,
I said.

“You work on your blrthday? she said.

‘I work all the time, I said. ‘Is she back?’

“Not yet, T will ask her to call you, she said. ‘But don’t mention
anything. Act like you don’t know anything’

‘Sure, I said and ended the call. |

It was time. I called Vinod.

‘Vinod?’ I said.

‘Who's this?” he said.

‘Tam Gopal. I work with MLA Shukla, I said.

‘Oh, so tell me?” he said.

‘T want girls, I said.

He cut the cal1 I called agam but he didn't pick up. I kept my phone
aside. |

After ten minutes I received a call from an unknown landline
number. | |

“Vinod here. You wanted girls?’

“Yes, 1 said. '

‘Overnight or hourly basis?’

‘Huh?’ I said. ‘Afternoon. One afternoon’

“We have happy-hour prices for afternoon How many girls?’

‘One?’ 1 said doubtfully. '

“Take two. I'll give a good price. Half off for the other one.

‘One should be okay. |

“T'll send two. If you want two, I\eep both. Else, choose one’

‘Done. How much?”

‘What kind of girl do you want?’
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I didr't know what kinds he had. I had never ordered a call gxrl -
before. Did he have a menu? , .

‘S ... somebody nice?’ I said, like a total amateur.

‘English-speaking? Jeans and all?’ he offered.

Yes, I said.

‘Indian, Nepali or white?” he said. Varana51 wasn't too far from the
Nepal border. | '

“You have white glrls? I said.

‘It's a tourist town. Some girls stay back to work, Hard to find, but we
can do it | |
‘Send me Indian girls who look decent. Who won't attract too much

attention in a college campus.
| ‘College?’” Vinod said, shocked. We normally do hotels’

T own the college. It's okay’

Vinod agreed after T told him about GangaTech, and how he had to

bring the girls to the director’s bungalow.

‘So when do you need them?’

“Two oclock onwards, all afternoon, till six; I'said.

“Twenty thousand, he said.

‘Are you éraZy?’_I said.

‘For Shukla-ji’s reference. I charge foreigners that much for one’

“Ten!

‘Fifteen.

I heard a knock on my door.

‘Done. At two tomorrow. GangaTech on Lucknow Highway, I

whispered and ended the call.

“The faculty meeting, Shrivastava said from the door.

‘Oh, of course, I said. ‘Please come in, Dean sir’ .

I asked the peon to place more chairs for our twenty faculty members. -

‘Students tell me it’s your birthday tomorrow, Director Gopal, the

dean said. The faculty went into orgasms. It's fun being the boss Everyone
* sucks up to-you. ‘
‘Just another day; I said.
“The students want to cut a cake for you, the dean sald
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‘Please don't. [ can't; I said. The very thought of cutting a cake in front
of two hundred people embarrassed me.

‘Please, sir; said Jayant, a young faculty member. ‘Students look up to
you. It will mean alot to them’ '

I wondered if the students would still look up to me if they knew
about my spec1ﬁcat10ns to Vinod.

“They have already ordered a ten-kilo cake, sir, Shrlvastava saxd

‘Make it quick; I said. |

‘Ten minutes, right after classes end at one, the dean said.

The faculty meeting commenced. Everyone updated me about their
course progress. |

‘Let’s look at placements soon, I sald ‘even though our passing out
batch is two years away.

‘Jayant is the placement coordinator] the dean said.

‘Sir, I am already meeting corporates, Jayant said.

‘What is the response?’ I said. -

‘We are new, so.it is tough. Some HR managers want to know their
cut, Jayant said. '
‘Director Gopal, as you may know ... the dean began but I interrupted.
him. | | ,,

‘HR managers want a cut if they hire from our colleges, correct?” I
said. ‘
‘Right, sir; Jayant said.
Every aspect of running a pnvate college involved bnbmg someone.
Why. would placements be an exception? But other members seemed
surprised. ‘

‘Personal payout?” gasped Mrs Awasthi, professor of mechanical
~ engineering.
Iaya'ntv nodded.
‘But these are managers of reputed companies, she said, still in
shock. - |
‘Mrs Awasthi, this is not your department. You better update me on
- applied mechanics, your course; I said.

*
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The maids had prepared a lavish dinner with three subzis, rotis and dal. I
didn’t touch it. I lay in bed and checked my phone. Aarti hadn’t returned
my calls all day. However, I didn't call her again.

I thought again about my plan. |

At midnight, Aarti called me.

‘Happy birthday to you, Aarti sang on the other hne

‘Hey, Aarti, I said but she didn't listen. :

‘Happy blrthday to you, she continued to sing, elevatmg her pitch,
‘happy birthday to you, Gopal. Happy birthday to you!

‘Okay, okay, we are not kids anymore; I said.

She continued her song. |

‘Happy birthday to you. You were born in the zoo. With monkéys

and elephants, who all look just like you, she said. She sang like she did to |

‘me in primary school.

Corny as hell but it brought tears of joy to my eyes. I couldn't believe
I had made my plan.

‘Somebody is very happy; I said.

‘Of course, it is your birthday. That’s why I didn't call or message you
allday,

‘Oh, I said.

“What “oh”? You didn’t even notice, did you?’ she sounded peeved.

‘Of course, I did. Even my staff wondered why my phone hadn't
beeped all day in office]

I got off the bed and switched on the lights.

‘Anyway, I thought hard about what to give you, “who has
everything’ ‘

‘And? ,

T couldn’t figure out. |

‘Oh, that's okay. I don’t want anything.

‘Maybe I will buy you something when we meet, she said.
‘When are we meeting?’ I said, even though Bela had told me her
plans. |

‘See, tomorrow is difficuit, [ have a 1 double shift’

“You won't meet me on my birthday?’ I said.
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‘What to do?’ she said. "Half the front-office staff is absent. Winter
arrives and everyone makes excuses of viral fever’

‘Okay; 1 said. I must say, she could act pretty well. I almost believed
her.

‘Happy birthday égain,‘bye!’ she said.

A number of birthday messages popped into my inbox. They came
from various contractors, inspectors and government officials I had
pleased in the past. The only other personal message was from Shukla-ji,
who called me up. |

‘May you live a thousand years, he said.

“Thanks, you remembered?’ I replied.

“You are like my son. he said.

‘Thank you, Shukla-ji, and good night, I said.

I switched off the lights. I tried to sleep before the big day tomorrow.
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(Enough, enough, I said as the tenth student fed me cake.

We had assembled in the foyer of the main campus building. The staff and
students had come to wish me. The faculty gave me a tea-set as a gift. The
students sang a prayer song for my long life. '

‘Sir, we hope for your next birthday there will be a Mrs Director
on campus, Suresh, a cheeky first-year student, announced in front of
everyone, leading to huge applause. I smiled and checked the time. It was
two o clock. I thanked everyone with folded hands.

I left the main building to walk home.

Happy birthday!: Aarti messaged me.

Where are you?: I asked.

Double shift just started. ®, she sent her response.

Vinod called me at 2:15. My heart raced.

‘Hi, I said nervously. _

“The girls are in a white Tata Indica. They are on the highway, will
reach campus in five minutes.

‘Tl inform the gate; I said.

‘You will pay cash?’

“Yes. Why, you take credit cards?’ I said.

“We do, for fbreig"lers.' But cash is best,"\f’inod said.

I asked my maids to go to their quarters and not disturb me for the
next four hours. I called the guard-post and instructed them to let the
white Indica in. I also told them to inform me if anyone else came to meet
me.

The bell rang all too soon. I opened the front door to find a creepy
man. Two girls stood behind him. One wore a cheap nylon leopard-print
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top and jeans. The other wore a purple lace cardigan and brown pants. I
could tell these girls didn't find western clothes comfortable. Perhaps it
helped them fetch a better price.

The creepy man wore a shiny blue shirt and white trousers.

‘These are fine?’ he asked me, man to man.

I looked at the girls’ faces. They had too much make- -up on for early
afternoon. However, I had little choice.

“They are okay; I said.

‘Payment?’

I had kept the money ready in my pocket. T handed a bundle of notes
to him.

‘Tll wait in the car; he said.

‘Outside the campus, please, I said. The creepy man left. I nodded at
the girls to follow me. Inside, we sat on the sofas.

‘'m Roshni. You are the client?’ the girl in the leopard print said. She
seemed more confident of the two.

‘Yes, I said. | |

‘For both of us?” Roshni said.

“Yeah, I said.

Roshni squeezed my shoulder.

‘Strong man, she said.

‘What’s her name?’ I said.

‘Pooja, the girl in the hideous purple lace said.

‘Not your real names, right?’ I said.

Roshni and Pooja, or the girls who called themselves that, giggled.

‘It’s okay, 1 said.

Roshni looked around. ‘Where do we do it?’

‘Upstairs, in the bedroom, I said.

‘Let’s go then] Roshni said, very focused on work.

‘What's the hurry?’ I said.

Pooja was the quieter of the two but wore a fixed smile as she waited
for further instructions..

‘Why wait?” Roshni said.
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‘T have paid for the entire afternoon. We'll go upstairs when it is time;
I said.

‘What do we do until then?’ Roshni sald a tad too aggresswe

‘Sit; 1 said.

‘Can we watch TV?’ Pooja asked meekly. She pointed to the screen. I
gave them the remote. They put on a local cable channel that was plaiying
Salman Khan’s Maine Pyaar Kiya. We sat and watched the movie in
silence. The heroine told the hero that in friendship there is ‘no sorry, no
thank you, whatever that meant. After a while, the heroine burst into song,
asking a pigeon to take a letter to the hero. Roshni started to hum along.

‘No singing, please; said. ' v

Roshni seemed offended. I didn’t care. I hadnt hired her for her
singing skills.

‘Do we keep sitting here?” Roshni said at three- thirty.

“It's okay, didi; Pooja said, who obviously loved Salman too much. T
was surprised Pooja called her co- worker sister, considering what they
could be doing in a while.

The movie ended at 4 p.m.

“‘Now what?’ Roshni said.

‘Switch the channel; I suggested.

The landline rang at four-thirty. I ran to pick up the phone.

‘Sir, Raju from security gate. A madam is here to see you, he said.

“What’s her name?’ [ said.

‘She is not saying, sir. She has some packets in her hand’

‘Send her in two minutes; I said. I calculated she would be here in
five minutes. | ‘ |

‘Okay, sir; he said.

I rushed out and left the main gate and the front door wide open. I
turned to the girls.

“Let’s go up, I said.

‘What? You in the mood now?’ Roshni gxggled

‘Now!” I snapped my fingers. “You too, Pooja, or whoever you are.

The girls jumped to their feet, shocked by my tone. The three of us
went up the stairs. We came to the bedroom, the bed.
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‘So, how does this work?” I said.

‘What?’ Roshni said. ‘Is it your first time?’

‘Talk less and do more, 1 said. “What do you do first?’

Roshni and Pooja shared a look, mentally laughing at me.

‘Remove your clothes; Roshni said.

I took off my shirt. -

“You too; T said to both of them. They hesitated for a second, as I had
left the door slightly ajar. |

‘Nobody’s home, I said.

The girls took off their clothes. I felt too tense to notice any details.
Roshni clearly had the heavier, bustier frame. Pooja’s petite frame made
her appear malnourished. ‘

‘Get into bed, I ordered.

The two, surprised by my less than amorous tone, crept into bed like

scared kittens.

“You want us to do it?” Roshni asked, trying to grasp the situation.
“Lesbian scene?’

“Wait, I said. T ran to the bedroom window. I saw a white Ambassador
car with a red light park outside. Aarti stepped out, and rang the bell
once. When nobody answered, she came on to the lawn. She had a large
scrapbook in her hand, along with a box from the Ramada bakery I lost
sight of her as she came into the house. ’
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You are a strange customer, Roshni commented.

‘Shh!’ I said and slid between the two naked women.

Roshni quickly began to kiss my neck as Pooja bent to take off my
belt.

I'started to count my breaths. On my fiftieth exhale I heard footsteps.
By now the glrls had taken off my belt most expertly and were trying to
undo my jeans. On my sixtieth inhale came the knock on the door. On my
sixty-fifth breath I heard three women scream at the same time.

‘Happy birt ... Oh my God!" Aarti’s voice filled the room.

Roshni and Pooja gasped in fear and covered their faces with the
bed-sheet. I sat on the bed, looking suitably surprised. Aarti froze. The
hired girls, more prepared for such a situation, ran into the bathroom.

~ ‘Gopall!” Aarti said on a high note of disbelief.

‘Aarti; I said and stepped out of bed. As I re-buttoned my jeans and
wore my shirt, Aarti ran out of the room.

I followed her down the stairs. She ran down fast, dropping the heavy
gifts midway. I navigated past a fallen cake box and scrapbook to reach
her. 1 grabbed her elbow as she almost reached the main door.

‘Leave my hand, Aarti said, her mouth hardly moving.

‘I can explain, Aarti, Isaid.

‘I said don’t touch me, she said.

‘It's not what you think it is; I said.

‘What is it then? I came to surprise you and this is how I found you.
Who knows what ... T haven’t seen anything, anything, more sick in my
life, Aarti said and stopped. She shook her head. This was beyond words.

She burst into tears. o
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‘MLA Shukla sent them, as a birthday gift, I said.

She looked at me again, still shaking her head, as if she didn't believe
what she had seen or heard. |

‘Don't get worked up. Rich people do this, I said.

Slap! : ,

She hit me hard across my face More than the impact of the slap, the
disappointed look in her eyes hurt me more.

‘Aarti, what are you doing?’ I said.

She didn’t say anything, just slapped me again. My-hand went to my
cheek in reflex. In three seconds, she had left the house. In ten, I heard her
car door slam shut. In fifteen, her car had left my porch.

I sank on the sofa, both my knees useless.

Pooja and Roshni, fully dressed, came down by and by Pooja picked
up the cake box and the scrapbook from the steps She placed them on
the table in front of me. -

‘You didn’t do anything with us, so why did you call a thlrd girl?’
Roshni demanded to know.

‘Just leave, I told them, my voice low.

They called their creepy protector. Within minutes I was alonein my
house.

I sat right there for two hours, till it became dark outside. The maids
returned and switched on the lights. They saw me sitting and didn't
disturb me. ,

The ghtter on the scrapbook cover shone under tbe lights. I picked
it up.

‘A tale of a naughty boy and a not so naughty girl, said the black
cover, which was hand-painted in white. It had a smiley of a boy and a
girl, both winking.

I opened the scrapbook.

‘Once upon a time, a naughty boy stole a good girl’s birthday cake,
it said on the first page. It had a doodle of the teacher scoldmg me and of
herself, Aarti, in tears. ‘

~I'turned the page.
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“The naughty boy, however, became the good girl’s friend. He came
for every birthday party of hers after that, said the text. The remaining
album had pictures from all her seven birthday parties that Thad attended,
from her tenth to her sixteenth. I saw how she and I had grown up over
the years. In every birthday party, she had at least one picture with )ust
the two of us.

Apart from this, Aarti had also meticulously assembled silly
memorabilia from school. She had the class VII timetable, on which she
drew horns above the maths classes. She had tickets from the school fete
we had in class IX. She had pasted the restaurant bill from the first time
we had gone out in class X. She had torn a page from her own slam book,
done in class V111, in which she had put my name down as her best friend.
She ended the scrapbook with the following words:

‘Life has been a wonderful journey so far with you. 'Loekihg forward
to a future with you - my soulmate. Happy birthday, Gopal!’

I had reached the end. On the back cover, she had calligraphed ‘G &
A in large letters. |

I wanted to call her, that was my first instinct. I wanted to tell her how
amazing I found her present. She must have spent weeks on it ...

I opened the cake box.

The chocolate cake had squished somewhat but I could make out
the letters:

‘Stolen: My cake and then my heart, it said in white, sugary icing,
with ‘Happy birthday, Gopal’ inscribed beneath it.

I pushed the cake box away. The clock struck twelve.

“Your birthday is over, Gopal, I said loudly to the only person in the

To0nL.
*

Even though I had promxsed myself I wouldr? t, I called Aarti the next day.
However, she did not pick up.

I tried several times over the course . of the week, but she wouldn't
~ answer. :
Once she pickéd up by accident.
- “How are you? I said.
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‘Please stop célling me, she said.

‘I am trying not to; I said.

“Try harder, she said and hung up. _

[ wasn’t lying. I was trying my best to stop thinking of her. Anyway, I

ad a few things left to execute my plan.

I called Ashok, the Dainik editor.

‘Mr Gopal Mishra?” he said.

‘How’s the paper doing?’ I said. _

‘Goodv. I see you advertise a lot with us. So thank you very much.

‘I need to ask for a favour, I said to the editor.

‘What?’ the editor said, wondering if T would ask to suppress a story.

‘I want you to hire someone, I said. ‘He's good.

‘Who?’

‘Raghav Kashyap’

“The trainee we fired?’ the editor said. ‘Your MLA Shukla made us
fire him!

“Yeah, hire him back’

‘Why? And he started his own paper. He did that big Dimnapura
plant story. Sorry, we had to carry it. Everyone did.

It’s okay; I said. ‘Can you re-hire him? Don’t mention my name’

The editor thought it over. I can. But he is a firebrand. I don't want
you to be upset again’

‘Keep him away from education. Rather, keep him away from scanda}s
for a while’ | |

Tl try; the editor said. ‘Will he join? He has his paper’

‘His paper is almost ruined. He has no job, 1 said.

‘Okay, I will call him, the editor said.-

‘Towe yoil one. Book front page for GangaTech next Sunday; I said.

“Thank you, I will let marketing know’

.
A weekafter my birthday Bedi came to my office with two other consultants.

They had a proposal for me to open a Bachelor of Management Studies
course. Dean Shrivastava also came in.
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‘MBA is in huge demand. However, that is after graduétion. Why
not offer something before?” Bedi said. The consultant showed me a
presentation on their laptop. The slides included a cost-benefit analysis,
comparing the fees we could charge, versus the faculty costs.

‘Business Management Studies (BMS) is the best. You can charge as
much as engineering, but you don't need facilities like labs, one consultant
said.

‘Faculty is also easy. Take any MCom or CA types, plenty of them
available, said the other. :

I drifted off. I didn’t care about expanswn anymore. I didn't see the
point of the extra crore we could make every year. I didn’t even want to
be in office.

- ‘Exciting, isn't it?¥’ Bedi said.

‘Huh? Yeah, can we do it some other time?’ I said.

“‘Why?’ Bedi said. Then he saw my morose face.

“Yes, we can come again, he agreed. ‘Let's meet next week. Or
whenever you have time!

Bedi and his groupies left the room.

‘Director Gopal, are you not feeling well?’ the dean said.

‘Pm okay? I said. '

‘Sorry to say, but you haven't looked fine all week. It's not my business,
but Iam older. Anything I can help with?’

‘It’s personal, I said, my voice firm.
“You should get married, sir. The student was right, he chuc}ded

‘Are we done?’ I said.

That cut his smile short. In an instant, he stood up and left.

My cellphone beeped. 1 had an SMS from Sailesh, marketmg head of
Dainik:

Raghav accepted the offer. He joins tomorrow.

- Great, thank you very much, I replied.

Hope our association becomes even stronger. Thank you for

booking Sunday, texted Sailesh.
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rhe arrival of a black Mercedes in the Dainik office caused a minor
Jutter among the guards. A big car ensures attention. I stepped out and
put on my new sunglasses. I went to the receptionist in the lobby.

‘I am here to meet Raghav Kashyap, I said, and gave her my business
card.

The receptionist couldn’t locate him. Sailesh saw me from the floor
above, and came running down the steps.

‘Gopal bhai? You should have informed me. What are you waiting
here for?’ |

‘1 want to meet Raghav, I said.

‘Oh, sure; he said, ‘please come with me’

We walked up to Raghav’s cubicle. An IT guy crouched under his
desk, setting up his computer. Raghav had bent down as well to check the
connections.

‘You re-joined here?’ I said.

Raghav turned around. ‘Gopal?” he said and stood up.

I had come to the marketing department and saw you. I turned to
Sailesh. “Thank you, Sailesh. -

‘Okay, Sailesh said. ‘See you, Gopal bhai’

After he left, Raghav said, ‘It strange. The editor called me himself.
I had no money anyway. Thought I wﬂl rejoin until I have enough to re-
launch Revolution 2020.

‘Can we go for a cup of tea?’ I said.
‘Sure, he said.

We walked up to the staff canteen on the second floor. Framed copies

of old newspaper issues adorned the walls. Dozens of journalists sat with
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their dictaphones and notebooks, enjoying evening snacks. I could tell
Raghav felt out of place.

‘’m used to a small office now, Dainik is huge, he said. He bought
two plates of samosas and tea. [ offered to pay but he declmed

‘Cog-in-the-wheel feelmg, eh?’ I said.

‘Not only that. The stuff we did at Revolution 2020, I can never do
that here; he said. '
~ The stuff you did at your paper, I wanted to tell him, led to premature
bankruptcy. However, I hadn’t come here to put him down.

‘It’s nice to have a job. Plus, you like journalism, I said.

“That’s why I took it. A six-month trial for now.

‘Only six months?’

‘“They want me to edit other people’s stories. It is supposed to be more
senior in title, but I like being a reporter. Let’s see’

A job pays the bills. Of course, it helps to be employed if you want to
set married, I said. ‘ :

Raghav laughed. We hadn't talked about personal stuff for years.
However, he didn’t doubt my goodwill. That's the thing with Raghav. He
could unearth the biggest scams, but at another level, he trusted people
so easily.

‘Who’s getting married?’ Raghav said, still laughing,
‘You and Aarti. Aren’t you?’ I said. I reminded myself I had to smile
through this. '

Raghav looked at me. I had never discussed Aarti with him. In fact, I
hadn’t discussed anything with him in years. .

‘I hope I'can talk to you as a friend? We were once, rlght?’ I said I
took a bite of the samosa and found it spicy as hell.

Raghav nodded on a sigh. “Things aren’t going so well between me
and Aarti] ’

‘Really?’ I faked surprise.

‘I haven’t spoken to her in weeks.

‘What happened?’ I said.

Raghavrsquirted tomato sauce over his samosa.
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‘Its my fault. When the paper started, I didn’t give her enough
time. Soon, we drifted apart. The last couple of months she seemed so
disconnected, Raghav said. |

‘Did you guys talk about it?’ I said.

‘No, we planned to, but didn’t, he said.

‘She loves you a lot, I said.

‘I dor’t know; Raghav said. He twirled his samosa in the sauce without
eating it. - ’ |

‘She does. I know her from childhood, Raghav. You mean everything
to her!

Raghav seemed surprised. ‘Do I?’

‘She wanted to marry you, isn't it?’

‘At the wrong time. Look at me, T am nowhere with respect to my
career, Raghav said. '

“Your career is different from others. You can’t measure it in money.
In terms of helping people, you are doing quite well?

‘I blew that too, Raghav said. |

“You are fine. You are a sub-editor at a big paper. And if you marry
Aarti, you can go far |

‘What do you mean?’

“You know there’s pressure on Aarti’s family to enter politics?’ I said.

Raghav kept quiet. - |

“You do, right?’

‘I heard; he muttered.

‘So, Aarti’s father can’t and Aarti won't. Son-in-law, maybe?’

Raghav looked up, intrigued. ‘How you think, man!’

T rolled my eyes. Tm not smart. So, I have to make up for it in other
ways!

‘You are ot smart?’ he said.

“You do love her?’ I asked.

“Things aren’t okay between us, he admitted.

‘You can fix them I am sure. After all, your charm worked on her the
first time, T said.

Raghav gave a shy smile.
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‘Don’t call her. Go meet her at the hotel. Take an entire day off for her.
That's all she wants, your time and attention. She'll return your love ten
times over; I said, looking sideways.

Raghav kept quiet.

‘Promise me you will go, I said and extended my hand.

He shook my hand and nodded. I stood up to leave. I repeated
Shukla-ji’s line. ,

‘Life may not offer you the same chance twice!

Raghav walked me to my car. He barely noticed the car though.

‘Why are you doing this for me?’ he asked. |

I got into the car. I rolled down the window. ‘Aarti is a childhood
friend. Besides ...

‘Besides what?’ Raghav said.

‘Everyone has to do their bit; I said as the driver whisked me away.

*

I didn’t keep in touch with Raghav after that. He called me many times. I
either didn’t pick up or pretended to be busy. One of the times I did pick
up, Raghav told me he and Aarti had started talking again. I told him I
had inspectors in my office and hung up.

I had sworn on Baba’s soul that I would never call Aarti. She didn't
either, apart from a single missed call at 2 a.m. one morning. I called her
back, since technically, T had not initiated the call. She did not pick it.

The missed call and call-back drama between men and women
almost deserves its own user manual. I gathered she had made the call in
a weak moment, and left her alone.
~ linvited the boring consultants back for the BMS programme talks.
The plan made a lot of sense. We started the process to expand into
business studies. We had a new set of government people who had to
approve our plans, and thus a new set of palms to be greased. We knew

.the business would be profitable: Millions of kids would be tested, rejected
and spat out of the education system every year. We had to keep our net
handy to catch them.
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I spent more time with the college faculty, and often invited them
home in the evenings. They worked for me, so they laughed at my jokes
and praised me every ten minutes. I couldn’t call them friends, but at least
they filled the empty space in the house. o

Three months passed. We launched the BMS prograrnme and, with
the right marketing, filled up the seats in a matter of weeks. I rarely left
the campus, and did so only_to meet officials. Meanwhile, the case against
Shukla-ji became more complex. He told me the trial could take years. He
tried for bail, but the courts rejected it. Shukla-ji felt the CM had betrayed
him, even as the party sent feelers that he could be released from jail
‘provided he quit politics. I went to meet him every month, with a copy of
the GangaTech Trust accounts. | |

One day, Raghav called me when I was at home. I didn’t pick up.
Raghav continued to call. I turned the phone silent and kept it aside.

He sent me a message: ‘Where r v Gopal, trying 2 reach v.’

I didn’t reply at first. I wondered if his repeated attempts meant |
trouble, like he had discovered another scam or something.

I texted: In meetings. Wassup?

His reply hit me like a speeding train. :

Aarti n | getting engaged. Wanted to invite u 2 party nxt Sofurdoy

1 couldn't stop looking at this message. I had wanted this to happen
Yet, it hurt like hell. |

Unfortunately, I'm not in town. But congrctulchons'“ I sent my
response, wondering if | had put one exclamation mark too many.

Raghav called me again. I avoided his call. He tried two more times,
when I finally picked up.

‘How can you miss our engagement?” he said.

‘Hey, am in a faculty meeting, I said.

‘Oh, sorry. Listen, you have to come; Raghav said.

‘I can’t. T am leaving for Singapore to explore a joint venture; I said.

‘What, Gopal? And why don’t you ever call back? Even Aarti says you
are too busy whenever I ask about you.
~ ‘Tam really sorry. I am busy. We are doubling our student intake in
the next two years; I said.
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“You will miss your best friend’s engagement? Won't she be upset?’

‘Apologise to her on my behalf; I said.

Raghav let-out a sigh. ‘Okay, I will. But our weddmg is in two months.
On the first of March. Please be in town then! '

‘Of course, I will; T said and circled the date on the calendar.

Tl let you attend to 'your staff. Take care, buddy, Raghav said.

Instinctively, I composed a ‘congrats!’ message to Aarti and sent it.
She did not reply.

I looked around my big house as empty as my soul.
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On 1 March, I booked a room at the Taj Ganga. The fourth-floor room
had a little balcony, with a view of the hotel pool and lawns. I had tossed
the SIM card out of my phone two days ago. I had told my staff I had to go
out of town. I stayed in my room the entire‘day. I came to the balcony at -
‘eight in the evening, In the faint light of dusk, I read the card again.

Mrs and Mr Anil Kashyap
Invite the pleasure of your company
For the wedding of their beloved son
Raghav
with
 Aarti
(D/O Mrs and Mr Pratap Brij Pradhan, DM)

At 8 p.m.
On 1 March 2010.
" Poolside Lawns,
Taj Ganga, Varanasi

I could see the wedding venue downstairs. The entire garden area was
littered with flowers and lights. Guests had started to arrive. In one corner
the DJ was setting up the dance floor and testing music tracks. Along one
side of the lawn were the food counters. Kids were jumping about on the
two ornate chairs meant for the bride and grooin on the small stage. The
~ actual wedding pandal, where the ceremony would be held, was covered
with marigold flowers. | ‘
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I stood there in silence, hstenmg to the shehnai, faintly audible on
- the fourth floor.

A The baraat arrived at 9 p.m. Raghav sat on a horse. The DJ increased
the volume of the music. I watched from above as Raghav’s relatives
danced in front of the horse. Raghav wore a cream-coloured bandhgala
suit. Even though I hate to admit it, he looked handsome even from this
distance. I would have worn something more expensive, but still not
looked so regal. I scolded myself for making comparisons again.

Aarti arrived at the venue at nine-thirty. She walked slowly to the
stage. A gasp of wonder shot across the crowd as tliey saw- the most
beautiful bride they had ever seen in their life. '

She looked like an angel, in an onion-colored lehnga with silver
sequins. And even though I didn’t have binoculars, I could tell she looked
perfect. During the ceremony, cousins gathered around Raghav and Aarti.

They lifted the couple, making it difficult for them to garland each other.
| I couldn't bear it after the jai-mala ceremony. I had wanted to see
Aarti as a bride, but I did not have to watch the whole wedding live.

I came back into the room, shut the door and drew the curtains. [
switched on the TV at full volume to drown out the sounds coming from
outside. | "

I replaced the SIM in my phone. Messages popped in one after

“another as the phone took its first breath in days.

I had forty messages from the faculty, ten of them from the dean
* himself. Most of them talked about various issues in the college. Raghav
had sent me five messages, asking me if I had received the card. I couldn’t
tell how many missed calls he might have made. One message startled me
the most. It came from Aarti. It said:

Come. But only if you want to.

I thought about replying, but remembered that she won't exactly be
checking her phone on stage.

I called the dean.

‘Where are you, Director Gopal? the dean said in a high-pitched
voice. “We are so worried.

‘Dean Srivastava ... Dean Srivastava ...
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‘Gopal!’ he said, sensing the tension in my voice.

‘Get me out of here, I broke down completely.

‘Where are you? Where are you?’

“Taj Ganga, 405 ... I don’t want to be here’

‘T am coming, he promised.

In an hour I was seated beside the dean in his car and on my way
back to campus.

‘So, what were ... he began but fell quiet. He understood, after one
look at my face, that I didn't want to talk. - |

‘Dean Shrivastava, I want to work hard. Let’s take GangaTech to new
heights. 1 want us to be present in every field of education. Keep me busy.
So busy that I don't have time to think’ | -

“You are already so busy, sir’ He looked troubled

‘More. Why aren’t we in coaching classes?’ I said. “There’s money
there. I want a proposal for engineering and MBA coaching. Okay?’ 1
said, my voice ringing. |

‘Are you okay, Director Gopal?” the dean said.

‘Are you listening to me? [ want the proposal; I said, screaming loud
enough to make the driver shift uncomfortably in his seat.

‘Yes, Director; the dean said.

He dropped me home. I went straight to the bar near the dining table.
[ opened a new bottle of Black Label whisky wed bought for the inspectors.
I poured it out in a glass to the brim. Neat. The maids ﬁled in.

~ “Where were you, sahib?’ they said.

‘I had work, I said. The whisky tasted bitter, but I swallowed it all.

Dlnner? |

I shook my head. The maids left the room. I went to the bookshelf
and took out the scrapbook.

I poured myself another glass. I drank half of it in one gulp, but when
my body rejected it, I had to spit it out. :

I fell on the floor. I used the scrapbook as a pillow and went off to
sleep












