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Prologue

And Ihope not just you but our whele courstry will keep that spark alive,
There is something cool about saying - I come from the land of e billion
sparks. Thank yow, I said, ending my wiotivational specch at Tilak Hall,
Vargnasi.

The claps and whistles were my sue 10 leave. Security volunteers formed
g buoman barricade and soon [ managed @ neat exit from the hall.

“Thank you so fauch, sir) someone said right beind me.

{ turned around to face my host. My Mishra, T said, T was looking for
you!

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

T walked out with the young director. {-‘%f {;_cmggz?ﬂ ech College, Gopal
Mishra. His black Mercedes whisked us away from the crowded Vidyapath
Road. |

‘So you saw the temples and the ghats? Gepal asked. “That’ all Varanasi
has, aniyway,

Yeah, T went to the Vishwaniath Temple and Dashashwamedh Ghat at
five in the morting. § love this city ] seld.

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

Aarti, I said,

“What?’ Gopal looked surprised.

“The morning aorti at the ghats. [ sew it for the first time, all those diyas
Jloating at daws. It was out of this world!

Gopal frowned.

What?' I'said, Tsn't Yaranasi’s aarti beautiful?

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

“Will you drop me et Ramada Hotel?' ! said.
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Your flight is only tomorrow morning, Gopal said. "Why don't you
come home for dinner?’

D't be fermal LT begon.

You have to come home. We must have a drink togeiher, T have the
Sinest whisky in the world] he said,

[ smiled as 1 shook my head. “Thanks, Gopal, but 1 don't drink
much.

Chetan sy, one.drink? [ can tell people I had o deink with “the” Chetan
Bhagat!

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

‘Wot like that, sir. I actuadly want to have o drink with vou/

I sawy his intense eves. He had sent mie twenty inviies in the last six
months, until 1 finadly agreed to come  knew Jrg could persist.

‘Okay, one drink! I satd, hoping [ wouldn't regret this later.

‘Excellent, Gopal said.

We drove fen kilametres oulside the city on the Lucknow Highway to
reach GangaTech, The guards saluted as the campus gates apened. The car
came 1o @ halt af ¢ gray bungalow. It had a stone exterior that matched the
main colfege and hostel buildings.

 We sat in the living room on the ground floos. It opened out to a
badminten court-sized lown. ‘

Nice house, 1 said as [ sat on a cushy brown velvet sefa. I nobiced the
extra-high ceiling.

“Thanks. I designed it myself. The contractor built i, but 1 supervised
everything Gopal said. He procesded to the bar counter at the other end of

i

the room. B the bungalow of an enginvering college director. You and your
friends raided one, right?”
 “How doyou know?’ [ said.

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

We laughed. He handed me o crystal glass filled with a gencrous
amoit of whisky.

Thank you,

Stngle malt, twelve years old) he said,
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Tk the divectors bungalow, but you don't have a da:zgh!en 1 said. "You
arert't even married, The youngest director ve gver seen

He smiled.

How old are you?” I was curious,

Twenty-six, Gopal said, a hist of pride in his voice. ‘Not just the
voungest, but alsa the most uneducated divector you've met!

Uneducared?

¥} never went Io college’

What? 1 said as Iiwirled the ice-cubes in my glass and wondered how
potent this drink was, |

Well, [ did do a joke of a correspondence degree.

“Wow!” [ said. It isw't o joke to open such a big college’

Sixteen hundred students now, Chetan-fi, ocross all batches. Each
paving one lakh o vear. W already have a sixteen-crore turnover. And you
inavugurated the MBA coaching teday. That's another rew business.

{ took a sip. The smooth whisky burnt sy throat. Do you have beer?
Or wine? I coughed.

Gopals face fell, Not only had [ ignored his impressive business statistics,
i r";a:sd' afw rejected his whisky.

ot good? Gopal asked. s Glenfiddich, four theusand a bortle.
S**mfzi{;’ I open Blue Label? That's ten thousand o bottle!

Jt is not a price issue, I wanted to iell hiwa but dide’t, T don't drink
whisky. Yoo strong for me, I said instead,

Gopal lawghed. "Live life. Start having fine whisky. You will develop

I attempied another sip and winced. He smiled and poured more water
in my drink to ditute it B ruined the scotch, but saved my sanity.

‘Life is 1o be enjoved. Look at me, [ will make four croves this year.
What is the point if I dow't enjoy it?’ "

in mrost parts of the world, speaking abour your income is taboo, In
Indig, you share the figures like your codise sign, especially if you have
fits,

Fe seemed to hove put the question move o himself than to me. His
dark syes continued to bore into me, They demanded attention. The rest of
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hism - wheatish complexion, modest five-feet-seven-inch height, side-parted
hair - was reassuringly normal, _

Yealt, of course. One should enjoy ... T said as ke cuf ine

WNext year I will make five crores!

! realised he would keep forecasting s salary until T demonstrated
switable awe.

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

Gopal grinned. Baby, eat this, for I have made i) i probably the T-shirt
stogan he would choose.

“thats incredible, T murmred, wondering how I could switch the topic.
! noticed stairs winding up. “What’s upstairs?’ 1 said,

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

We climbed up the steps and walked past a room with a luxurious king-
sized bed.

I teok in the pangramic view from the terrace.

“This was a wasteland, all of it. My grandfathers old agricultural land!
Gopal said,

Ten acres?’ I made @ guess.

‘Fifteen. We had fifteen acres move) Gopal said, "but we sold it to fund
the construction.

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

“Bvery Indian city is building meils now; I said,

‘Tndia shining, Chetan-ji he said and clinked his glass with mine.

Gopal drarnk more than four times iy Qﬁ.w I Pﬁ-adn?z' ﬁm’ﬁmf my ff’st

%,sz I refzgagd i reﬁif
T don't drink much. Really | said, I u‘ia*c?wd ffze tivie; HEGQ ;} .
At what time do you eat dinner?’ he asked.
“Up to you I said, though 1 wished hed decide te eat vight away,
‘What is the big hurrv? Two men, one educated, one uneducated.
Having a good tine, Gopal said and raised his glass in the air.
1 nodded out of courtesy, My stomach vimbled for food, We came
downstairs to sil down in the living reom ugain.
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"Did you veally go tothe professor’s daughter’s howse?” Gopal asked.

Dsmiled. Love miakes us do stupid **}i‘-i?fge_’

Gopal laughed out loud, e gulped bis drink bottoms-up, then grabbed
the half-emply bottle to make his sixth tipple,

Love? Forget stupid things. Love fucks you, Gopal swid,

“That’s harsh) T said, Is that why thers is no Mys Divector yet?’

Gopals hand trembled as he continued to powr his drivk. 1 wendered if
I should stop hiwt from drinking snore,

Mrs Director!” Gopal smirked. He gripped the whisky botile tight,

Fasy, Gopad, vou are drinking too fast. It dangerous) |

Gopal plonked the botile on the coffee table. “Why dangerous? Who is
going to fucking g‘rlj:fﬁ?r me? B 1live, [ want to enjoy. If I die, who cares?’

Your pareaisd |

Gopal shook his head.

Friends?

“Successihd people don't have friends) Gopal averred, Its tyue, no?’

' His lavish louse folt cold and isolated. T took the whisky bottle and
placed it buck in-the bar.

Pessiraist, oh? [ suid, Surprising, given voy are doeing so well!

What well, Chetan-ji?’ Gopal said, now completely drunk and,
presumably, completely Zzoz;esf

He pointed fo the huge TV, stereo systerin and the silk carpet under our
feet in quick succession. |

What does all this mean? Pve lived with no thing ...

Cur conversation had become serious. | patted his back to cheer him
up. “So yfm read about my girlfriend in the book. How about you? You ever
had one? )

Gopal did't respond, but looked distraught, He placed his glass on the
coffee tabie,

'E“ﬁf;;,af-?fzy topic, ffﬁgmeff foo lnte,

He retched,

Are you vkay? I said,

He ram fo the restropm, I heard i throw up. [ browsed the display
shelves to pass time, | saw framed news slories about Gangalech, trophies,
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pictures of Gopal with guests who had visited the college. I wondered if my
picture would alsa be there soon,
- When he hadn't returned in twenty minutes I called for the maid. She
took me to the bathroom. I knocked at the doovr, No answer. I banged my
frsts an the door. Nothing.

Looks fike we will have to break the dooy) the maid said.

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

&

The rustle of sheets on the haspital bed woke me from my nap. The bedside
clock showed 3:00 am. | had brought a passed-out Gopal te the Heritage
Hospital, in the Lanka area of Varanasi,

Copal sat up on the bed now, massaging his temples,

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

“You were here.all night?” He looked surprised,

T could not let my host die on me,’ ] said.

' am sorvy. I had g bit too much! Gopeal gave a sheepish grn.

Are you alright?’

Yeah, I am good.

Not right now. Are you okay generaliy?”

He turned his head to stare at the opposite wall

Hows life. Gopal?’ ] asked softly,

He didn't answer.

I stood up aftr a mingte. T should [av-, —fch ~~m~ ~'~-p b-fore my
fHght! Twalk 4° he door.

Do vou think I am a good person, Chetan-jit” he said.

{ turned around,

Am 17" he asked again.

[ shrugged my shoulders, T dow't know you, Gopal. You organised the
talk well. Treated me.gocd. You seem fine, I said,

You think so’
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You've achieved u ot
Jiremul]

sy Hven expensive whiskies can be

He smiled snd gave g brief nod. T wili drink less) he said, Auytiving
cleod? ‘

e

Vo are ;><wz§z Dons give up on love yei) I said, checking my waich. T
really should go. 7 i3 almost time for the morning oarli]
“Thats her name, he sid.

Fedidn't want to stay any longe, bt L was hooked, “What nane? Whose

3

. PSSR £,
sl T sk

ced gven as I reminded syself thot this was not my f}sgsm 285 aud
! should leave soon.
Bart be sasd

Aartt who? Someone you fike? |

‘Like is not the word, Chetan-ji

You loved herd I spidled.

Fmagine every sadhu and priest in Varawnasi. More than all their
devotion pid togethier, that's hew wick [ oved her!

H 43-‘5?:;;}??}8&2 the analogy. Curiosity had sakes over miy need for sleep. I
aifowed myself to ask one move question. She loved you too?’

He smulled over the question for « while, She didstt just love me, she
gwied me!

{ shifted from one foot io the other. [ had g long day ahead. A sleepless
night world be a bad idea. But L heard myself asking him, So what happered?
Berween you and Aarti]

CQapéi smiled. “This is not an interview, Chetan-ji. Either you sit down
and listen fo this stupid mans whole story or you leave. Up fo you His
charcoal eyes mel mine, &am@thiﬂg about the youny direcior {utrigued me.
Fis pnusual achievements, his cogkiness, his tortured voice or maybe this
strange holy city mude we want fo know more about hin,

i let out @ huge sigh. He peinted to the chair next fo him.

‘Okay, tell we your story, 1 said and sat down,

‘Do you wapl anothey drink?” Gopal said,
jf(-’?‘ od at him. He laughed. T meant tea) fie said.

e ordered a pet of extra-hot masala ten and ghicose biscuits; nothing
complements u conversation better,
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“Where do I start? Gopal sqid.

‘Let’s begin with Aarti. The girl who did this o you,

Aartif She got me ivdo irouble the first day we met, Gopal said,
1 dipped a biscuit in my tea and listened.



Y

i,,;sr} parenis, bread-butter again, T grumbled, shutting a blue plastic

ffhin in the second row, Raghav and | moved to the next desk,

“Forget it, Gopal. The class will be back any time, Raghay said.

Shb L

Tve brought puri-aloe, we can share that, Its wrong to steal from
others’

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

Neither of us had the sharp nafls reguired to open the thin steel Jid of
the stubborn box, We had skipped the morning assembly for our weekly
tifin raid, We had ten more minutes till the national anthem began
catside, After that class & C would be back, We had to find, cat and keep
the tifhns back within that time.

“fis pickle and parathas) Raghav said, having opened the lid. You
want i§#’

Forget it 1 said as § 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. “Thet bag looks expensive. She muust
be getting good foed. Come!

‘We rushed to the target’s seat. T grabbed the Barbie bag, nnzipped the
front flap and found a red, shiny, rectangular tiffin. The cover had a spoon
compartment. Fancy box!' 1said, cdicking the Hd open,

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

4 only want the cake, I said as 1 Hfted the huge slice.

Tron'ttke the whole thing, it not fairy Raghav said.

T eat only a bit, she will get to know, 1 scowled.
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%

Cut i into two. Take one, leave the other] Raghav said,

‘Cat with what?’

Use a rulery he suggested,

I yan 1 oy desk, 1 brought back a ruler and made a dean cut. Fine?’
I said, Happy now?

Tt's her cake” Raghav shrugged.

‘But you are my friend, L said.

i otfered z bite, He refused. | had not had any breakfast at home, |
gorged on the cake, ray hingers smeared with icing

“Why don't yon get vour own tfin? Raghav mé

i spoke with my mouth stuffed. "I will mean extra work for Baba. He
nakes lunch and dinner anyway!

So?’

T ovell bim I don’t feel hungry’ My father taught in a government
school, He left home at six, even carlier than me [ licked the chocolate

cream off my iingers. We could hear the national anthem.

T can bring tiffin for you! Raghav said and made o2 stand up along
with him for the anthem.

‘Forget it, your mom cooks boring stulf. Pori everyday, 1 said,

We heard students chatter on their way back 1o dlass. T stuffed the
remaining cake into my mouth.

‘Hurry, hurry, Raghav said.

1 shut the red tffin box and placed it back in the Barbie bag.

“Wha sits here anyway?” Raghav asked.

{ fumbled through the pink rucksack and found a brown-paper-covered
notehook, I read ont the label on the cover, ‘Aarti Pratap Pradhan, Subject:
wiaths, Class §, Section C, Age 10, Boll number 1, Sunbeam School)

“Whatever, Are we done?’ Raghav said,

1 g the bag back on Aartis chair, in its origiral place,

“Let’s gol T said. 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 m}mézag assembly.
Theentive 5O entered the room, filling the class with the gimultaneous.

cacophaony of §-.<;m r dozen ten-year-clds.
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Simran GHl madam, vur class teacher, arrived a minute later and the
noise died down, "Muliplication, she wrote on the board, even as the
children were still settling down.

I sat up straight and craned my seck to see Aarti Pratap Pradhan,
roll mumber 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
st down.

Fww Ausrti screamed and jumped up. She picked up & chocolate-
stained ruler from her seat, The back of her skirt had chocolate stains. "Oh
myy God!” Aarti’s shrill voice made the entire class taks notice.

Aartd, st down!” Gill madan screamed in a velce loud enough io
malke the back rows shiver. Gill madam dido’t like noise, even if it came
from girls with cute plaits,

Raghav and [ exchanged s worrted glance. We had left behind
gvidence,

Madam, someone has put o dirty ruler on my seat. My new school
dress is spoited, Aarti wailed.

The whole clays laughed and Aarti broke into tears,

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

Aarti continued to sniffie. The teacher walked alopg the alsles.
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 tifin and realised how her own
cake had been used to ruin her deess. Her howls reached new decibel
tevels, ‘Someone ate my cake, Aarti cried so loud, the adjacent class 5 B
could hear us.

Half your cake, T wanted to tell her.

Raghav stared at me. ‘Confess? he whispered.

Are you med?’ T widspered back,

When Gill madam walked by, I stared at the foor, She wore golden
slippers with fake crystals on the strap. [ clenched my fists. My fingers

WETE 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 punishrment
will be worse, she warned.

I pretended not to hear and opened my maths notebook.

‘Whao is GM? the teacher asked. She had read my initials. I had
seraped thess with a compass on my raler. Damn!

We had two GMs in the class. One, Girish Mathur, sat in the first row.
He stoad up witheut provocation.

T didift do it, mafam] he said and pinched his neck. ‘God promise,
maam.

The teacher squinted at him, still suspicious,

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

The Ganga reference worked, Bveryone believed him.

“Whao's the other GM? Gopal Mishral” the teacher shouted my name,

All eves turned to me. The teacher walked wp to my desk. { stood up.

[ didn't say @ 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 dimmoend from the British queen’s museumn,
something the social studies teacher Iad told us about two days ago.

I 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 as the entive 5 C stared at
me.

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

@

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

begin with,
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I oomse from Varanasi, which my social studies teacher says is one
of the oldest cities on earth. People came to Hve here in 1200 BC, The
gty 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 .iéa.azafes.s -depending on where they come from. Some cail it
the City of Temples, for we have thousands of them, and some the City
of Learning, as Varanasi apparently hes great places to study. T sivnply call

Varanast my home, 1 stay near Gadhedis, ¢ place so nolsy, you need to put
cotton balls f your ears if you want to stesp. Gadholia {s niear the ghats,

atong the river Ganga. Sa i the c:i“f"*wfismf Gadholia become too much 1o
take, you cal <z£‘i%’«i}~a ruti te the ghats and sit by the Ganga apd watch the
remples. Same call my city beantiful, holy and spiriteal - eapecially when
we have to inireduse it to foreign tourists. Many call it filthy and a dump.
tdon't think mey city is dirty. It is the people whe make it dirty.

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

! had a pencil in my pocket. T used i to sceibble "5 C on the wall. It
helped me pass the time, and would make our class casier to find too.

She camne out of the toilet - face wet, drama-gqueen expression intact
ang gaze firmly fixed on me - and walked back to the dass.

She continued to stare at e as she came closer. You are scribbling
on the walls! she said.

‘Go complain, I said, "Go)

“How can vou steal my Hfin? she said.

‘T didi't steal vour tiffin) I said. 7 had three bites of your chocolate
cake. You wouldnt even have noticed!

You are & really bad boy! Aarti said.



ﬁub&y unde, our lawyer, pushed a small box of four laddoos
towards us.

‘Sweets? What for?” nuy father said.

Dubey nncle had come home, Baba and 1 faced him across our

ancient dining table.
You've got a hearing date] Dubey uncle said. "This itself took se long,
{ thought we shouid celebrate!

I wonderegd

compensa lon for the &&iﬁe 1 wanted to buy a chocolate cake and slam
tonherdesk Hwerl in hav monyvfor. £ Myf r v

give @S ¥ POCK TTION W, @ he didit 3y U o ¥ 5 OW
pockel,

My mother’s illness had wiped out all his savings. She died two weeks
after I turned four. 1 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 our house for this reason.

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

‘Well, Ghanshyam wanits to settle the case out of court) Dubey uncle

said,

Gong oy mt -1 om fa r oresp ot d Moy brother, had screwea
s, My grandfather had lef histwa sons mrl acres of agriculturaliand on
the Lucknow Highway, to be divided equall - Soon after my grandfather's
death, Ghanshyam uncle took a foan from the bank and mortgaged Babas
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nalf of the property; forging the papers with wrong plot numbers and
bribing the bank officer.

Ghanshyam tays-jt made %:rfas'fx busin

send 2 foreck

sappec QE

. ,ng systemn

'{vu‘ & EVHRI h‘fi
"Tem lakhs; i}iibw uncle i*iiiﬂ}.iﬁ{i

My father | i spuck away another laddoo. She should be

happv with two, | thought

it the offer is ridicolousty low for Biieeon acres) Dubey uncie

continued. But theres a loan of 3 crore on vour property!

P

3R

s notmy loan!” Baba said by an ancharacteristically loud %’{}i@&

He su_:’:gmttifd your documents to the bank, Why did vou give him
your property papers?

‘He is my elder brother! Baba sald, fighting tears. The loss of a brother
hurt him more than the loss of Jand,

I vou want more money, | can ask him, Why drag this forever?’
Dubey uncle said,

T am a farmers son [ am not mé'vizw up ory land, Baba said, his eyes

rect, Mot until T die. Tell him o kil me i he wanis the land]

Haba then stared ot me as my hand resched for the third laddoo.
s okay, take all of ther) Dubey undie told me.
T Jooked at both of them, picked up the bow and ran ou of the

LT

! placed the box on her deslowith a thamp,

g 4 : ERTON > g Yo on F 2 ane o
What is this? She looked a2 me primby
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Tate your cake. T'm sorry] I said, my last word faint,

T don't like laddoos, she announced.

“Why! You firang or what?" 1 said, |

‘WNo, laddoos make you fat. { don't want to be fat) she said.

‘Chocolate cake doesn’t rnake you fa?”’

‘T don't wani it, she said. She gently pushed the box towards me.

‘Fing, | said and took the box.

Did vou say sorry? Aarti said,

Yes, | did. I noticed her loopy plaits, tied up with red ribbons. She
looked like a cartoon character.

‘Apclogy accepted, she said, _

“Thank you, T'said. “Sure you don't want the laddoos?’

‘No, fat girls can’t become air hostesses, she said.
You want te be an air hostess?’ ¥said,

“Yes!

Why?

“They fiy everywhere. T want to see different places!

‘Ckay

What do you 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, Fsaid.

She said, 'T am rich, We have a car/

“We don't have a car, Okay, bye! T turned to leave when Aarti spoke
again.

“Why doess’t your mother give you a titha?

T don't have a mother; I said.

‘Dead? she asked,

Yes, I said,

‘Olay, bye,

I came back to my-seat. | opened the box of laddoos and tock one
out.

Aarti walked up to me.
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What?' § asked.

“You can gat wy tifin sometimes. Don't take a lot though. And don't
take anv cake or nice figals) '

“Thanks” { smd.

‘And dont make a mess. If you want, we can eat together during
lunch-break! |

Yo worlt have enough food for yourself) 1 said.

I okay. T am disting, | don't want tobe fa1, Aarti said,
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Y Y alk me home first, Then g0 to the cricket groundd, Aart sald,

We were coming %};x«*‘i\, fer an afternoon of boating on the Ganga.

Aarth and I had been wz-:{iﬁf; for the last Ave years.

Phoolihand bhal, & E:U&i:}“}@,h ab Assi Cxbat, et me borrow his boat, We

walked down a bylane narrow wrs{ﬂz;:h o jan g {d* cow, and came ot on
the main road adjacent o the ghats.

Tm already late, Aarti. Raghay will scream at me!

o tet me come with vou. T don't want to be bored at home! she
saig,

Mol

Why?' she blinked.

“Too many bovs. Remember the whistles last time?

AR 4

P can handle i) Aarti said. She brushed some strands of haiv away
froum hor Forebead,
ooked at her beautifiy! face. You have no idea what you do to them,

{0 to me, was what | actually wanted

! said. You have no ides what vou
to tedl ey,

Sart’s looks bad always drawe sppreciatve comments from the
school teachers, Howeser, two years age when shie tumed fifteen, the
whote school started talking *x%;smz;i_ her, Statements such as 'the maost
Ireagtiful s.,,izi in Sunbeam School, she should be an actress, or ‘she can
apply for Miss India became increasingly conanon. Some of it came from
people trying to please her. After all, 2 senior [AS officer father and »
prominent ex- gmsmcm;n grandfather meant people wanted to be in her
goad books.

.‘.

But ves, Aarti did make
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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
catchies 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. ‘Lets go. T will watch you
vlay]

You will meet him at twitions tomorrow, [ 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 1 walked her home.

I 'wanted to tell her not to hold my band anymore. It is fine at fwelve,
not af sevestesn. Pven thoagh T liked it more at seventeen than at twelve,

“What?" she sald. “Why are you staring? T am only holding your hand
s0 that you den’t run away)

I smiled. We walked past the notsy shopping streets to the calmer
Cantonment area. We reached the bungalow of District Magistrate Pratap
Brij Pradhan, Aartis father

The evening sky bad turned a deep orange. Raghav was sure to sulk,
as it would be too Jate to play. However, [ could not refuse Aartl.

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

No, Tam already late, 1 said,

Gur eyes met. I broke eve 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 hais, so hard to maintain, Aart said.

Dow't) 1 sald fiomly,

T keeping it Tong only for vou. Byel’ she said. | wondered if she had
also started to feel differently about me. But I didn’t know how to-ask.

‘See you at tuitions] 1 said, walking away:

&
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‘Raghay Kashyag, the teacher called out and held up an answer-sheet,
Raghav, Aarti and I had joined J8R coaching classes in Durgakund to
prepare for the engineering entrance examss, TSR, narned after its three
founders ~ Mr fha, Mr Singb and Mr Rai - conducted frequent mock-tests
for ATEEE (Al India Engineering Entrance Exam)and the IFT JEE (Indian
Institute of Technology Joint Entrance Hxam). The AIEEE attracted ten
{akh students annually for thirty thousand seats in the Neational {nstitutes
of Technology (WIT8) across the country. Every engineering aspirant
took these exams. ¥ dida’t particularly want to become an engineer. Baba
wished 10 se¢ me as one, and that was why 1 went to JSE.

Raghav » past the forty students in the craromed classroom to

collect his answer-sheet.
“Sixty-sizout of eighty, Well done, Raghay! the teacher said,
T matertal) a boy whispered ay Raghav walked past. He is a topper

b3

from Sunbeam!

I could otally see Raghav follow in the footsteps of his HTian father,
an engineer in BHEL. 1scored fifty outof cighty, a borderline performance,
good enough to become the twellth man on 2 cricket team, but not guite
player material,

%{ms Gopal, the teacher said. “You need sixty-plus to be safe!

I nodded. § wanted fo get into a good angineering college. My father
hadn’t heard any good news by years.

“Aarti Pradhan?’ the teacher called ocun, The entire class tumed to
look at the gid in the white sabwar-kameez, who made the otherwise drab
coaching classes worthwhile,

Aarti took her answer-sheet and giggled

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

Aarti covered her mouth with her palm and walked back. She had
0o intention of becoming an engineer. She had joined 15K because a)
attending coaching classes could supplement her class XIT CBSE studies,

b} D had also enrolled so she would have company and <) the taition centre
never charged hes, given her father was abowt o become the Districy
Magistrate, or DM of the city.
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Aartis father had a relatively honest reputation. However, free tuitions
caime under the ambit of acceptable favours,
T have not even filled the AIEEE form, Aarti whispered to me.

&

Wy ATEE}
lemonade,
We had come to the German Bakery near Narad Ghat, 2 touristy

S rank ks godng to be horrible) T said to Raghav as I stirred my

frang joindt where white people felt safe from germs and the touts roaming
around Varanasi. People sat on beds with wooden trays to eat firang food
itke sandwiches and pancakes. Two malnourished, old men played the
sitar in one corner 1o give the Varanasi effect, as white people found it a
cuftural experience.

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

‘{ like how she has used a scarf to tie her hair] Aarti said, pointing at a
female towrist, She had obviously ignored my AIEEE concerns.

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

Uhne faldh students stand between me and those ten marks] Tsaid,

‘Tron't think about the others. Focus on yourself] be said.

! nodded slowly Easy tv give advice when vou are the topper. 1
imagined rmwysell n a sea, along with lakhs of other low-rankers, kicking
and screamuing to breathe. The watery closed over us, making us irrelevant
to the Indian education systenn, Three weeks and the AIEEE tsunami
would arrive,

Aarti snapped her fingers in front of my face. "Wake up, dreamer, you
will be fire, she said.

“You are skipping &% Raghav turned o Aarti

Yeah, she giggled. ‘Main Hoon Na is releasing that week. How can J
miss a Shab Rukh film? They should postpone AIBEE

“Very funny I grimaced,

‘Se vou aren’t becoming an engineer. What will you do in life?
Raghav asked Aarth,

‘Do I have to do something? [ am an Indian woman, Can't T get
married, stay home angd cook? Or ask the servants to cook?
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She faughed and Raghav joined her,

Ldidn't fnd this funny. T conld not think beyond the teeming millions
af wannabe engineers who would wrestle me down in three weeks.

“Why so serious, Gopal-jif I'm joling, You know I cant sit at home!
Aarti tapped my shoulder.

Shut up, Asrtly T said. Yeah, Tknow vou want 1o be an air hostess!

Abr hostess? Wow!” Raghav said.
“That's not wzz, Gopsl! Aartd screamed, "You are telling the world my
secret) |

s only me) Raghay said.

Aartt gave me a dirty ook,

Sorry Lyail _

Aarti and T had a deeper relationship, We saw Raghav as a friend, hut
not a clise one.

“You will make a great ale hostess, R v said, his tone Birtatious.

Yeak, whatever, Aarti said, 'Like dad s goine to let me leave Varanasi,
A8

1

i, please take a seat oi the foor. Pravers will begin soon. Prasad will be

There are no airlines here. Only temples. Mavbe T can be a temple hostess,
served W your seats!

Paghav tanghed again, holding his muscular abdomen, ¥ hate people
who are naturally gifted with a flat stomsch. Why couldn’t god make six-
packs e defeudt standard in all males? Did we have i store futin the silliesi
places?

Raghav high-fived Aarth. My esrs went hiot. The sitar players started
an snergetic tne,

‘Sartl, what nonsense you ik 1 said, my voice lond. The foreigners
around us, bere i a worldwide quest for pesce, became alert.

1 didn't like the we-find-cach-others-lame-jokes-funny vibe between
Raghav and Aartd

Raghav sucked the straw in bhis lemonacle too hard, The drink came
out through Bis nose,

"Grass!” Aarti said as both of them siarted a laugh-fest again,

[ staod up.

What happened?’ Raghav said.
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T have to go. Baba is waiting, 1 said.

k2

The sound of Baba's coughing drowned out the sound of the doorbell the
Arst couple of thmes,

Sorzy, T couldn’t hear, he said, opening the door

You okav? T asked. |

Yes., if is the usual Dve made dal and rott]

“Thaths the wsualtod!

My fatber had tarned sixty last year His non-stop coughing bouts
made hirn look like au eighty-year-old. The doctors had given vp. We had
no money for surgery either, His school had fired him long age. You can't
conduct a hfty-minute class with ten respiratory breaks. He had a pension
that Jasted us three weeks in a good month.

1 ater in silence at the wobbly dining table.

‘Entrance exam ... my father started and paused te cough five times.

understood his drift. |

1 have finished the AIEEE preparation, | said.

THEE? Baba said. It is barder to manage family expectations than
prepare for exams.

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

Yoz can do it You are bright! Raba said, paternal love obviously
overestirating progeny’s abilities,

I nedded. T had a shot at AIBEE, none at TEE. lhac was how { leoked
at . T wondered i Baba realised that a rank would mean me leaving
home, What if T had to go to NIT Agartala? Or somewhere far south?

‘Engrincering is not everything, Baba, 1 said.
Tt secures your life. Don't fight now, dight before the exams,

T net fighting. I'm not

Post-dinner, Baba lay down on his bed. 1 sat nextto him and pressed
his forehead. He erupted into a coughing fit

“We should consider the surgery! I said



REVOLUTION 2020 ¢ 27

For two lakhs? Baba said, lying back and shutiing his eyes. T resumed
the massage, |

{ 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 meney,

From where will we get the money, 1ll?” my father said. "You become
an engineer, Get a good job. Then we will do the surgery!

[ couldd not stay guiet anymore, “Tava-jl offered ten lakhs. The money
would have doubled in the bank by now’

Paba opened his eyes. "What about the land?” he said.
“What uae is the stupid land?’
Don't talk Like that, he said, pushing wmy hand away. ‘A fanmer doesn’t

insndt his land, He doesn't sell i either)
£

t
[ placed my hand back on his i
Haba. We can’t use the land. Because your own brother ...

‘Go. Go and smady, vou bave your exams coming up! Baba pointed

sehiend, “We are not farmers anymeore,

Lo My fOO,

N
2

The landline rang at midnight. § picked it up.

T sleepy, Aarti] I said.

You dow't sleep till one. Stop fibhing

“What's up?

Naothing. Just felt like chatting’

‘Chat with someone else) T said,

‘%ha, she said, Tknow whats bothering you!

Bye, Aarti] I said,

Fey, wait. I found seme of Raghav's jokes funny. That's all. You are
still my best friend!

“They weren’t funny. And what’s this best friend business? 1 said.

“We've been best friends for eight years, though you still haven't
bought me a chocelate cake!

And Raghav?’

‘Raghav is only a friend. 1 talk to him because you are close 1o himy
Aart said..
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I kept silent.

‘Chill now, Gopal. How're things at home? she said,

Serewed up as always, How are you? |

T'm fine. Dad insists | finish college before T try any of this air hostess
business. But you can even become one straight after class X1

"Go to college. Hesright) 1 said,

“Which college can T join with my rarks? | am not smart like Raghav
and you
Raghay is smart, not me, [ corrected her.
Whiy? Because of the mock-test? You are so stupid) Aarti said.
Your are stupid!
“We are both stupid, fine? Did vou have dinner?’

She had asked me this question every night for the last five vears. I
wanted to stay mad at heg, but could not. T did, thanks!

“‘What thanks? Stupid. Go to bed now, skeep and don’t think about the
entrance exams.

Aarti) 1 satd and pansed.

What?

Yons are very nice) Esaid. T couldn’t come up with a better line,

Wice and stupid? Or picely stupid?” Aarti lavghed,

“‘What would 1 do without you?’

‘Shut up. { am here only; she said.

We are not young anvimore, Aartl, | said,

‘Okay, okay. Not that again. Go to bed, My Grown-up Man!

‘Aartl, come o You always aveid '

W'l tadk, bat not now. After vour entrance exams.

T kept quiet,

‘Drort complicate life, Gopal. Aren't you happy with our friendship?’

Veg, Lam buay ] '

‘Ciond pight!
%

Tt nowse nows 1 sald, dosing 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
texthook.

You sleep, okay? Rest before the exam is a must. And take lots of
sharpened pencils) he said.

" Baba came out of the kitchen whea he saw Raghav leave, ‘Stay for

dinner; Baba told hin

‘Wot today, Baba, Raghay said, T will take a proper treat once Gopal

gets a vank!



E dig get a rank. A fucked-up rank, that is.

'52,043) { read out from the screen. 1 had come 10 Raghav's house in
Shivpur. We had logged on to the AIEEE website.

Sure, I hadn't scored too badly, Out of ten lakh test-takers, 1 had
beaten mine lakh ffty thousand. However, the NITs had only thirty
thousand seats. Somietimes, life played cruel jokes on vou. Id be one of
those unfortunate cases who had done well, but not well enough.

‘5,820, Raghav said, reading from the computer monitor.

Raghav’s father had come into the room to stand behind us.

“Whats that? I said. '

Wiy rank, Raghay 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 Electromics in Delhil .

“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 amd son took a while to remember my presence in the
room. They saw my crestfallen face and fell silent. 'T have to go home, |
mumbled.

‘Fifty thousand should get vou something, no?” Raghav father said,
fully aware it would not. He dido't mean to hurt me, but i feit bad. Never
iy sy fife had | felt so small. T felt Hke 5 beggar banging out with kings.

il see you later, Raghav! I said and scurried out of their house. |
didn't want anyone to see my tears,



HEVOLUTION 2020 ¢ 31

Raghav came running after me in the lane outside his house. “You
okay?” he asked.

I swallowed hard and wiped my eyes before turning to him. Tm fine,
buddy! 1 lied. And congrats! You owe us 4 treat. But your dad is right. We
will take the veal party after JEE

I continued to ramble untdl Raghav zs},tsrf;@wé me. Will Baba be
fime?” he asked.

| shrugged my shoulders and tought the hunp in my throat.

Shouvld I come with vou? he affered,

Yeah right, take o top-ranker to sect vour parent whesn yout've flunked,
I thought.

Tron't worry. He's faced worse things in life] T said.

Aren't the ATEEE results due today? They are not in the papers; Baba said
as soon as | entered the bouse. Four different newspapery lay open on the
Hoor. '

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

§ bent down to collect the papers. | did not mention that the results
wera available online

‘So how do we find out the results? lst today the date?” he said.
tacked the newspapers. T wanted to tell him the
resulty wont be ouf for 2 while, Peace for a fow more days would be nice,

P kept quiet as [ 5

even if temporacy. saw bis aged face, the wrinkles around his eyes, Eyes
that were extra bright todav.

‘Should we go to NIT Luckaow? Babe said, bappy to make the five-
bour jourmney © ?tziza;i out his son. was u loser.

‘Babal' | protested.

What?

‘Lets make lunch! I moved o the kitchen, The antique gas stove took
six tries to start. I placed a bowl of water o 2 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 don'tlet go.
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‘Let me make the meal, § said. T will call you when it is ready’

Telling vour parents you've failed al something is harder than the
actual fatlure, I cooked lunch for the next hour. | wondered if life would
sver be the same again. One stupid exam, half a dozen mistakes in
multiple-choice problems had changed my life ferever,

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

I went to him after dinner. T know the results, Baba) 1 said softly.

And? he said, eyes wide,

My rank is 52,043)

‘Is that good?

I sheok my head.

Wou won't get a good branch?’

‘T wordt get into NIT T said,

My father’s expression changed. He had the look every child dreads.
The look that says, T brought you up, now see what you have done!’

A bullet in the head is preferable to that fook,

Baba gut up agitatedly and started to circle the dining table. ‘How <can
v not get a good rank? _

Well, not everyene dos, Baba, Nine lakh fifty thowsand of ws didn'.
But I did not air my thought,

WNow what? he said,

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

1 an sorry, Baba, T said.

T sold you to study more; he said

Which parent doesn’t?

He went to his roon, 1 gathered UCH, courage to enter his bedroom
after half an hour. He had kept a hot-water bottle on his head.

T could do a BSe, Baba, 1 sald.

“What good will that do, huh? Ie said, his voice o loud for a gick
SIESH

Tl finish my graduation. Look for a job. There should be plenty of

opportunities, T said, making up words as 1 spoke.
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Who gives a good job to o ample graduate? Baba said.
Correct, g simpie’ graduate meant nothing,
“We don't have money for o donation. miicg&, Baba, T reminded him.

He nodded. Hespoke after some thos “Iry agaln?’

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

The entrance exam bad given me so much pain. The mere thought of
repeating it caused physical agony, ‘Stop it. Baba, 1 screamed. "If you had
settled on the land, we would have money for a private college. You didnt,
s6 | have to keep suffering!

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

Tam sorry, | sald awtomatically,

‘Fail exams, scream at your father. You are going i the right direction,
ey, he said, eves closed,

Vi do something. [ woi't let you down. T will become rich one day,
i said,

B 18 nut easy to become rich. You have to work hard. You don't] he
said.

Pwanted to tell him that | did werk bard. You don't geta fifty-thousand
vagek, hovever useless that may be, without working hard. T wanted to say
P fedt fucked up inside. T wished he would figure out T wanted to ory, and
that it would be great it he hugged me,

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

I went to my room and sat in silence. T had never really missed
oy mother all these years. However, on the day of the AIEEE results, |
wished she was arcund. I kicked mysell for not getting those six extra

@mhimzzg vight. | kept rewinding to the day of the exarn. As if my brain
could bao back i tome, recreate the same scenario, and [ wouldn't make
the samne mistakes again, Regret - this feeling has to be one of the biggest
manufacturing defects in umans. We keep regretting, even though there
is no point o 1.1 staved in my bed, dazed.

fcame 1o the living room at midnight. T called Aard,

‘Hey, you okay?” Her voice was calim,
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She knew my results. Yet she hadu’t called. She knew Td call her when
Fwas good and ready. Aarti and Lwere in sync.

“We will talk on the beat, § said.

Fouy-thirty tomorrow morning at Assi Ghat! she said.

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

T went to his roors, He way 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.

T do whatever you tell me. | will try again if that’s what you want.
Tl become an engineer, Baba, 1 said.

He placed a hand on my head as if in blessing, It acted as a tipping
peint tor my emotions. | broke down.

T} work extra hard, I said as tears rolled down my cheeks.

‘God bless you, go to sleep, he sald.

£

i reached Assi Ghat of four-thinty in the morning. Phoolchand, my
boatman friend, smiled as be handed me the oars. He had never charged
me in all these vears, 1 would take his boat for an hour, and buy him
tea and biscults in return, Firangs would pay five hundred bucks for
the same.

Sormetimes 14 help him negetiate with foreigners in English, and hed
give me a ten per cent commission, Yes, I could make money Iike this too.
Maybe not a lot, but enoagh to survive, I only Baba would understand
this.

‘Come back by fAve-thirty, Phoolchand said. T have 8 booking
japanese touristy] '

T weon't take more than half an hour! T promised.
He smirked. "You are going with a girl. You may forget the time!

T wort!
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Yo have a setting with her?” Phoolchand satd as he untied the
anchor rope. In small fowns, evervone &5 interested in every male and
female interaction.

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

Phoolchand frowned at my curt

She s 2 classmate from school. B

ok

said.

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

Tl help you with the Tapanese, we will rip them off together, 1 said,
holding the cars.

Awrtl was walting twenty metres whead of the ghat pler, away from
the stare of boatmen and sadhus. She stepped into the boat, ane foot at &
time. 1 whisked the boat away from the shore. _

Lefs go that way, she said, pointing In the quieter western direction,
On the east, the morning aarti had commenced at the crowded
Dashashwamedh Ghat. Dashashwamedh, believed to be the place where
Brahma performed ten ashwamedhba vajuas (horse gsa.ariﬁ.&:é}, is the hub of
all holy activities on the banks of Ganga in Varanasi.

The sound of bells and chants faded as | rowed further away. Soon, the

sidy sounds came from the periodic slapping of the oars on the water,

Yt happens, said Aarth.

Her face bad an amber hue from the morning sun, It matched her
saffron and red dupatia,

My arms and shoulders felt tived. T stopped rowing and put the oars
dowr. The boat stood still semewhere in the middle of the Ganga. Aarti
stood up to come and st beside me. Her movement shook the boat a hittle.
Ag per ritnal, she took my tived palms and pressed them, She held oy
chin and made nie face her,

T scared, Aarti] T said in a small voice.

“Why?

T get rwwh@m in life, T said.

Nonsense, she said, So peaple whe dor’t have a top Aii*éf% rank get

sowhere in lifs?
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T don't know. 1 feel so ... so defeated. 1let Baba down’

‘Is he okay?

He wants me to try again. He i obsessed with making me an
engineer. |

T you want 1o be an engineer?” Aarti said,

My dad is not in the TAS. My grandfather was not a minister. We are
from a simple Indian family. We don ask these questions. We want to
make 4 living. Engineering gives us that, 1 answered:.

‘How old-fashioned?’

‘Filling your stomach never goes out of tashion, Aarti, I said.

She smuiled and placed @ hand on my arne. 1 hogged her. As Theld hes,
1 brought my mouth close to hers.

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

T Tt

Dow't, Aartd said sternly, "You will spoil our friendship!

' oreally fike vou! 1 said, Twanted to say ‘lovel but did not have the
CONTAge. '
T like vou too, she said.
"E’é«m why won't vou kiss me? Isaid.
1 don’t want to] She faced me squarely, Don't get me wrong. You

have been my best friend for vears, But Pve told you earlier .7 She went
silent,
“What?
T don't see you that way; she findshed,
I turned away from her
‘Gopal, please understand. You are disturbed so I don't want o |
You don't want to what, Aarti? Hurt my feelings? Well, you §.1¢w<-:...
I checked the time. My watch said 4:50 a0, 1 bad to return the boat.
I picked up the oars again, ‘Go back to vour place; 1 said, She complied.
We rernained sifent 1] we reached the ghats. Phoolchand gave usa smile,
which evaporated st when T glowered at him.
We stepped off the boat.
“You want to come home later today? Aarti said,
Tron't talk to me) T said,



RevorLuTion 2020 ¢ 37

You are being an idiot]
k3

T am an idiot, don’t you know? That's why T couldn’t clear the ATEERE]
I said and walked away without looking at her.



:Likee ALEEE, { did not make it in the JEE either. Raghav did, with an all-
{ndia rank of 1123, 1t turned him into 2 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 vestdent of Varanasi. The other three had appeared from Kota

“Why did they go to Kota?' Baba mused, looking up from the
REeWSPAPer.

Baba had resigned himself to my being a loser. He did not react to my
not abtaining a JEE rank at all

‘Kota is the capital of 1T coaching classes. Icm of thousands go
there, [ explained.

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

‘What? Baba said, "How is that possibie?”’

I shrugged my shoulders. 1 didnt want to discuss entrance exams any
more. | had secured seventy-nine per cent in class XL I could do BSc at
the Allahabad University, The 126-kilometre commute would be difficult,
but T could move there and visit Baba oo weekends,

“Which HT is Raghav joining?’

‘1 dort know! 1 said. "Baba, can you give me two hundred rupess. |
need to !}ﬁ?’ college admission forms!

Baba looked like T had stabbed him. ‘Aren’t vou repeating AIEEED
he said, '

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

‘How will vou prepare while doing ancther course?’
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T car't waste a yvear, 1 said and left the house.

7

55

P had to meet Raghav [ had not even congratulated him. True, L did not feel
any happiness about his TEE selection. T should have, but did not. Afier all,
we had been friends for ten years. One should be happy for pals. However,
fie woudd be an T student and 14 be a fucking nobody. Somehow, |
could not feel thrilled about that, T practised fake smiles while pressing
biz doorbell. Raghav opened the door and hugged me strajght off.

FHew, nice to see you, he said,

‘Congrats, boss, T said, my lipy streched into a smile and teeth
sufficiently visible.

ow L oan say Tknow a celel!

{ came inside his house, s modest three-bedroom, BHEL-provided
apariroend. Newspapers with articles about his selection lay on the dining
rable. Raghav’s father sat on a sofa with visiting relatives, They had come to
congratubate the Kashyaps. An T rank is a huge event - akin to climbing
thie Mount Everest or being on a space mission, Mr Kashyap smiled at me
from s distance, Call it yov over-imagination, but his greeting seemed like
the one you give to people well beneath your stalure. 1 arn sure if 1 had
had a rank, he would have stood up and shook hands with me. Anyway,
it dide't matter, Raghav and 1 went to his room. 1 sat on a chair and he on
the bed.

“So, how are vou 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 2 day.

‘Unbelievable, Raghsv said. ‘T had thought AIEEE maybe, but JEE,
WO,

“Which UT? [ said.

T will join UT-BHUL T will get a good branch and be in Varanasi too,
Raghav satd.

JE-BHU, the Institute of Technology at the Banaras Hindu University,
was the most prestigions w]is‘g,e in Varanasi. it conducted its admission
process through the JEE. However, it didn't have the same brand equity

r!-v

asan il
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“Why BHU? I said,

T want to do journalism part-time, 1 have contacts in newspapers
hrere, Raghav said.

When people are offered something op 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 II'T for a hobby?’ 1 said.

‘It is not 2 hobby. Journalism is my passion’

“Why are vou doing engineering then?

‘Drad, Why else? Oh, T have told him [ am taking BHU because 1 will
get a better branch like Computer Science, Don't tell him anything else!

‘Raghav, you still ../

‘Raghav!” My Kashyap shouted from outside.

My relatives, sorry. | bave to go, Raghav said, "Let’s catch up later.
Call Aarti alse, T owe you guys a treat!

He got up to leave.

When people achieve something, they become self-obsessed.

‘Want to know what T am going to do?’ { said casnally.

Raghav stopped. ‘Oh, sorry. Sure, tell me; he said. 1 don't know if he
cared, or if be felt obligated.

‘Allahabad University, T will take & second attempt from there! 1
saich,

‘Sounds good, Raghav said. 1 am sure vou will crack something. At
keast ATREE.

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

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

You could do that 1o, Raghay said, His father shouted out for him
again.

‘Go, it's okay, [ said, T also leave!

See you, buddy’ Raghay patted my shoulder.

P

"Wa, Baba @ said. 'T am not going to Kota!
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Vithout my koowledge, my father had spent one whole week
researching on Kota, Bansal and Resonance arve the best] he said,

How do you know?’

T s o retived teacher. §can find out!

‘Great) § said.

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

‘Sixty-sin thousand” | seid. &nd a wasted vear. Baba, whe are we?
ﬁngs?

' have a forty-thousand fixed deposit [ haverst told you about, Baba
said, T saved whatever § could in the past three vears. Enough to get you
started, We'll figure out the rest!

‘So blow up whatever little money we have on tuitions? In some
faraway place? Where is Kota, anyway?

I Rajasthan. s far, but there is a divect train. Takes twenty-two
howrs!

Baba, but . why can’t Loin college? Give me the money for that, A1
feast Twill have a degres!

“Whats the point of a useless degree? And bow will you do s repeat
attempt without better coaching? You just missed 3 good rank because of
a few marks. Maybe Kota will help vou get those extva marks!

I was confused. § had never thought of a second attempt, let alone
going so farfor 2 year

“You have to give #f vour best. Louk at Raghav, Hels set for life) Baba
said.

Lavk-wt-Raghav, yes, the new medicing being shoved down every
Varamasi Mds throat vight now, "We can't aftord 1t 1 said, collecting my
f‘h(}-ugh ‘Besides, who will take care of you here? Allahabad is nearby 1

an come every week, You can vigit _

| can manage. Don't 1 do most of the housework?” Baba said,

§ thought of Aarti. Sure, she had said no to me in the boat, but L knew
how much she cared for me. Not & day weat by without us talking. It was
she who suggested | go 1o 2 college here, and Td already found out the best
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course I could get with my percentage. How could 1 tefl her T am going
10 Kota?

Of course, 1 couldn’t give Baba this reason to stay in Varanasi. '
promise I will work barder next time] 1 said. |

We finished dinner and I began to clear the table.

You will keep doing domestic chores here) Baba shouted suddenly,
“fou are going!

“You have forty thousand. What about the rest? What shout expenses
such as travel, books, entrance exam fees? I 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 Mas jewellery for coaching classes?

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

“What if vou fall ill, Baba? Better to preserve sl this for medical
ernergencies’ '

You join an engineering college and my age will reduce by ten years,
Baba laughed, trying to soften the situation. T 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. I thought
about the downside ~ the money required, the uncertainty and, of course,
staving away from Aarti

‘Do it for your old man, he said. Td move with you to Kota, but #t's

hard for me to travel so far. We have to maintain this Hittle house too!

‘It fine, Baba. I [ go, I'll go by myselt) | said.

“Your mother too wanted you to b;;u){m: an engineer)

[ looked at my wothers picture on the wall. She looked happy,
beantiful asd young.

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

‘Will you go?’ Babasaid.

1f it makes vou happy, T willl

My sont Baba hugged me ~ the first time since the AIEEE resuits,

¢
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‘Show us the black ones, Axrt said to the shopkeeper. She polnted toa set
of twelve clothes hangers.

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

Fust because [ am belping you shop doess’t mean 1 am happy about
vou leaving Varanast, Aarti said.

T won't. Say the word and Twill cancel my ticket!

She placed a palm on my cheek. I bate it that gy best friend is leaving,
However, it ks the right thing for vou to do!

She approved of the hangers. Thev cost fifty bucks a set. "Uncle, 1 am
buying towels, soap dishes and so msny other things. You better give a
gond discount,

The shopkeeper grimaced, but she ignored him.

“Thank you for coming. | wonld not have known what to buy, [ told
her.

“Huve vou taken cooking vessels? Forgot, no?

T am not going 1 cook. They have 2 tiffin system!

Aart ignoved me. She went to the utensils section and picked up a
large steel bow! and held it up,

“For ernergencies] Aarti said. TT came to Kota with you, Td cook for
vou everyday)

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

?ifi"le-.sh{ﬁgakeﬁp er made the bill. Aarti looked at me. She hypuotised me
every fime, She was turning prettier every week.

A gmmall girl who bad come to the shop with her mother came up to
Aarti. ‘Do vou come on TV

Aarti shook her head and smiled. She turned to the *;napkeﬁpw
“Uncle, twenty per cent discount’ Aart wasi't too conscious of her looks.
She never checked herself out b roirrors, never had make-up on, and even
her hair often fopped all over her face. Ttmade her even more atiractive.

‘Should we leave?” she said, |

“Whatever!
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“What happened?’

At the last minpte you say random things like "if T came to Kota”)

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

f stared at her, seeking a hint of sericusness in her comment. Would
that be possible?

‘Really? T said, almost believing her.

Tm joking, stupid. I told you. Pve enrolled for Psvchology honours
at the Agrasen College

‘I thought vou ...

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

‘Gulli .. what?’ T said. She pulled my cheek. ‘Oh; ¥said and composed
myself,

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

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

“Wait, I said. T will pay

‘Forget it. Let’s go) she said, She togged at my elbow and dragged me
out of the shop.

“How much?’ 1 said ag { furnbled with my wallet.

She took v wallet and placed it back in nuy shivt pocket. She placed
a finger on my lips.

Why do girls send confusing signels? She had rebuffed me on the boat
the other {Agﬂ}’.‘ Yet she cones ta shop with me for boring clothes hangers and
doesn’t let me pay. She calls me three times o day to check if Pve had my
wenls. Doas she care for me or nof? '

o
“You want to try the new Dominos at Sigra?’ she said,

‘Can we go to the ghats? | said,

‘Ghats?” she said, surprised.

T want to-soak in as much Varanasi as possible before Teave!
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We walked to the steps of the Lalita Ghat, quieter than the busy
Dashashwamedh on our right. We sal next to each other and watched the
Garga LThailgﬁ‘t colours with the evening son. On our left, flamnes flickered
from the pever-ending funeral pyres in the Manikarnika Ghat. The ghat,
named after Shivas earring that he dropped here during a dance, s
considered the holiest place for cremation.

She held my elbow lightly. Looked arvand. Apart from some tourists
and sadbus, I spotted a few locals. T shook my elbow free,

"What?' she said.

Den't. Its not good. Hspecially for yeu!

Why?'

Becanse you ate a girl!

she smacked my elbow. So what?’

‘Prople talk, They don't say good things about girls who sit on the
ghats holding eltiows!

“We are just really good friends, she said,

[ hated that term. | wanted to talk about my place in her life, even
though I did not want to make things unpleasant. Bat now Lam lesving,
{said. _

ot We will be in touch, We will call We can chat on the net. There
are cyvber cafés in Kota, vight?

i nodded.

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

“What is your preblem?®’ [ said.

Shout what? she sald.

‘About us, Us being more than friends!

Please, Gopal, not again!

I becamie quiet, We saw the evening aarti from & distance. A dozen
priests, holding glant lamps the size of flaming torches, prayed m
synchronised moves as singers chanted in the backgroand. Hundreds of
tourists gathered around the priests. No matter how many times you see

it, the sarti on Varanasi ghats manages 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 1 like what you and { share. Don't you?

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

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

(Girls are the best topic switchers in the world

We walked dowsn to the waters, She purchased a set of six lit divas
for five rupees, She passed one 1o 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, eves shut,

UHooked at her. What I really want is not in Kota, Lam leaving it behind

frt Varanast ..









i% toak me twenty-three bours in the bot and stuffy Dwarka Express to
reach Kota.

I had emailed Vineet, 2 Varanasi boy whod spent the last vear in
Kota, learnt about the cosching classes; Bansel and Resonance had the
hest reputation. However, they screened students with their own tests.

H T did not get into Bansal or Resonance, Kota had othey, less selective
coaching classes that catered to losers ke me

Hewever, before 1 joined a coaching gﬁi.&:@:ﬁa | had 1o find a place to
live in, Vineet had told me about some paying guest accommodations. |
hailed an anto from the ralfway station, Gayatei Society Building, | said,
"0 Mahavic Nagar, near Bansal clasgey”

The auto drove down the dusty streets of Kota. It looked like any

other small towin in India, with too much wraftic and pollution and too
many kelecom, iﬁiﬁdi’fiﬁ‘»&’{i’%iif and L'::Qas;:h;_iﬁ g-class hoardings. 1 wondered

what was so special about this place. How could it make thousands of
students clear the mest competitive exam in the world?

T or Medical?” asked t the awio dreiver, who had gray bair and
matching teeth.

[ figured out what made Kota different. Bvery one was clued into the
ENLIRDCEe BXams,

T T said.

‘Bansal is the best. But thelr entrance vxam s scheduled for nexy
weeh!

Yo know all this? { said, bafiled by the driver’s knowledge.
Fe laughed and twrned around. My whede family §s into education.
My wife rans a tiin business. You want food delivered?’
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I nodded.

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

{ shook it as little as possible. Gopal from Varanasi’

He gave me a business card for the tiffin service. Two meals a day for
a monthdy cost of ffteen hundred bucks.

‘Let us take care of the food. You boys study, it is such 3 tough exam!

“Which exam? 1 said. |

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

¥
&

We reached the Gayatri Seciety compound. A rusty iron gale protected a
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.

| want to rent a room, [ said

The watchman looked me over. He saw my two over-stuffed, over-
aged and over-repaired suitcases. One heid clathes, the other carried the
books that had failed to get me anywhere so far. My rucksack carried the
stuff Aarti had bought me. | missed her. T wondered if 1 should find an
STD booth and call her,

TIT 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 1 said. T wished he would give me more attention than his
nicotine fix.

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

“Does it matter? | said, somewhat irritated.

“Yes, he said and popped the tobacco into his mouth. 'If you are a
first-timer, vou will join a school also. You will be out of the house more.
Repeaters ounly go for coaching classes. Many sleep all day. Some landlords
dont like that. So, tell me and I can show veu the vight place’
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Repeater] 1 said, 1 don't know why I looked down as 1 said that. 1
guess when you fail an entrance exam, even a tobacco-chewitig watchman
can make you feel small.

‘Oh God, another repeater, the watchman said. %nyway,i will try.
Fix my fee first)

‘What? T said.

T take half & months rent. Whats your budget?”

Two thousand a month’

“That’s it?’ the watchman said, “Make it-four thousand. T will getyou a
g@.%e.e,....sha.i-’-ﬁdif&i;af:-_'iéa:imﬁiﬁ;:)m&:m{-sm.’

T cartt afford to pay so much, I said.

The watchman sneered, as if someone had asked for country liquor
in a fiye-star bar. |

"What?’ I said, wondering if I'd be spending my first{ night in Kota on
the stregts.

‘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
said,

T could; T said, ‘but how will I study? I want a private one; however
sroall)

Studies or not, T warnted to be left alone.

‘Okay, fifth floor] the watchman said.

We climbed up three floors. ] panted due to the exertion. The extreine
heat did not help. Kotais hot, get used to the weather; the watchman said.
Tt is horrible outside. That is why it is a good place to stay inside and
study _ _
We reached the fourth floor. I struggled to catch my breath, He
couldn’t stop talking. So you will study for real of you are just ... he
paused mid-sentence.

“Just what?’ I 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 yeay; 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 rieed stuff like beer or cigarettes, tell me, This
housing society doesn’t allow it/

Sa? |

“When Bitju is your friend, you dow’t have to worry> He winked at
e __

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

“Student, the watchiman 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
storeropm into & study and bedroom. The lady, watchman and I could
barely stand in the tiny room together.

Tt's petfect for studying, said the watchman, who probably hadn't
studied even one day in his whole life. “Take i, 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 througbout. I did not
want to live here. Why couldn't 1 study in my Varanasi? What was so
special about this gt;gif{}:i:sgke_n..pfiaf:_e?, [ wanted to get out of Kota ASAP.

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

I you fuss so much, you won't get anything

‘TH go back to Varapasi then, I said.

I thought ‘about how different my life would have been if 1 had
answered six more multiple-choice questions. | thought of Raghav, who
would, at this moirient, be attending his orientation at the BHU camipus, 1
thought of Aarti and our heart-to-heart conversations. | 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. |

‘Oirincrease your budget! the watchman said as-he came up behind
me. |

‘I can't. | have to pay for food and the ﬁzoakcffiiﬁg- classes, I said.

We walked down the steps and reached the ground floor. It happens
the first time] the watchman said, ‘missing your miother?’
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‘Shies dead; I said.

‘Recently? the watchman said, Sémﬁipeﬁgﬁi&. ﬁz‘id;.it.peﬁfﬁétly normal
to cross-examine strangers. |

‘She died fourteen years ago) 1 said,

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

“Where are you going? Take a shaved room; he pleaded.

Tl find a cheap hotel for now. I am used to being alone. Il figure
thirigs out!

ﬁwgu took the suitcases from me and placed them down. T have 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 budger .

 “Thew why didn’t you show it to me earlier?’

“There’s a.catch!

‘What?

‘Someone died in the houge!

“Who? T said. Big deal, 1 could take death. I'mi trom Varanasi, where
the world comes to die;

“The student whivented it. He didit get threugh, so he killed himself.
Two years ago. It has been empty since! |

I diﬁd--:ﬁ:&ft} respond,

Now you see why Ididi’t show it to you, Birja said.

Tl take it) Tsaid, |

Sure?’

Ty seen-dead bodies burning and Hosting alk my fife: I don't care if
some loser haniged Hinsell

The watélgm__-@iéked ap. niy suitcases, We went to the third floor
in the next flat, A couple in their sixties stayed there. They kept the place
immaculately clean. The spartan to-let room had a bed, table, cupboard
andfan;

Fifteen hundred; 1 said to the couple, The watchman gave me a dirty
look.

The couple looked at cach other.

1 know what happened here] T said, ‘and 166 fine by ne]
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The old gentleran nodded. ‘T am RL Soni, I used to work in the
PWD He extended hishand.

[ gave him a firm handshake. ‘Tm Gopal, an II'T repsater. I planto get
in this time; I'said,



E dumped the brochures on the bed, and took off my shoes and socks.
I had spent the day visiting various cosching schools. At thrf:e i the
afternoon, my room: feltat ignition point.

Mr Soni gently k;}ﬁcked on ‘the daor of my room. Your lunch, he
said and kept the tiffin on my stady table.

I nodded in gratitude. It felt too hot to exchange pleasantries, I had
arranged for my meals and a place to stay. However, my mainchallenge in
Kota, apart from constantly hghtmg off thoughts about Aarti, was to enrol
in a good study programme. { had spent the last three days doing the
rounds of every coaching schoal. | tookn their tall claims about zapping
any primdte into an ITisn. | went through their super-flexible (not to
- mention super-expensive) fee structures. Bansal, Resonance and Career
Path seemed to be evetyone’s top choices. Bach of them had their own,
rather difficult, extrance exams: In fact; Kota now had small coaching
shops to coach you to get into the top coaching classes. From there, you
would be coached to get into an engin‘eerih'g" college. Once there, you
study fo become an engineer. Of course, most engineers want 1o do an
MBA. Hence, the same «coaching- -class- ¢eyele would begin again. This
complex vortex of tests, classes, selections and preparationsis something
every insignificant Indian student like me has togo through to have a shot
at a-decent life, Else, I could always take the job of Bitju the watchman
or, if T wanted it simpler; hang myself like my erstwhile roorm-resident
Mangj Dutta,

I switched on the same fan that helped Manoj check out of the
entrance exany called life. The moving blades re-circulated the hot-air in
the room.



‘Called home?’ Mr Sond said.

‘T ddid) 1 said. Mr Soni asked me this question af Jeast twice a day. I
guess Manoj Butta didn't call home often enough, leading to hisloneliness
and early demise.

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

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

I had indeed called Baba, twice. He seemed fine. 1 told him T had
started preparing for next yeéar, even though I ¢ouldn’t bear 16 open any
textbook, 1 didn't care. Whichever coaching class T _}:aiz-x-ed! would ‘make
me slog soon.

I wanted to talk to Aarti first. Td called her four times but could not
speak to 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 anothertime to submit her.college admission form, 1 called twice the
mext day and Aartf’s mother picked up again. T 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?’ Trdid not createa good impression. Aarti had
mentionid she would geta c;:-:ﬁphane soon. | wished she would. Everyone
seemad to be getting one nowadays, at feast the rich types.

Aarti did not have'a mamber to reach me. T'would have to try again.
OOTTOW.

I picked up & green-coloured brochure. The cover had photographs
of some of the ug}i_ﬂsﬁt ;}eﬁyﬁiﬁ' o &qrth. The' pictures 'b:e.l.s}'f;;g&d to the
IIT toppers from that institute. They had grins wider than models in
toothpaste ads but notthe same kind of teeth.

Since my favourite hobby was wasting time, 1 spent the afterncon
comparing Ehi, Brochures; No, T didet cﬁmpam- 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 theirsuccessful candidates:
who had the ugliest boy, ‘who had the cutest girh, if at all. There was no
point to this exercise, bt there was no point fo me being in Kota,
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T'saw the Bansal brochure, the holy grail of Kota-land. Bansal students
had a chip on their shoulder, even though they weren't technically even
in a college. The Bansalites were Kota’s cool. T had to crack their exam.
However, | had little time to prepare for the test scheduled in three days.
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.
Staying tdle would make me go mad faster than the earlier oicupant of
this room. |

Bach institute asked for a:thousand bucks for an application form,
Whether they selected you or not, whethér you joined ornot, the fee had
to be'paid. T had fifty thousand rupees with me, ~and Baba had promised
me miore after six months, 1 ‘had Hmited money, 1 cmﬁé only apply
selectively.

Ishorthisted fivecoaching institutes - Bansal, Career Path, Resonance,
and two new, cheaper ones called AimIIT and Careerignite.

The brochure of AimIIT said: “We believe in the democratic right of
every student to be coached, hence we don't conduct our own entrance
te-sts;,"l It meant they weren'tin the same Jeague as the top ones to be choosy.
‘They might as well have written: ‘If vou have the cash, you are welcome!

i &;ﬁ@ﬁt the rest of the afternoon flling the tirésome and repetitive
forms. I'kept myself motivated by saving T wonld call Aarti once more
before dinner.

&

1 went out for-an ¢vening walk at 7:00 pan. The streets were filled with
nerdy students out for their daily dose of fresh air.

Tfound an STD boath.

‘Hello?” Mr Pradhan saidiin a firm voice. | cut the phoneonreflex.

The meter at the STD booth whirred,

“You still have to pay, the shopkeeper said sously. I nodded.

I neéded to speak to someone. 1 had already called Baba in the
morniag. | called Raghay.

Rag 14y, | it’s me. G@p&i From Kﬂta, Fsaid my. Jagt word soft.

Gf}pall Oh, wow, we were just talking about you, Raghav said.
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‘Me? Really? With who?’ I said,

Aartis here. How are you, man? How's Kota? We miss you!

Aartiis at your place?” T asked, puzzled,

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

Aartz gm@tﬁiﬁﬁ_.jé_hg;.:gh(};';f'-:. from Raghav mid-sentence.

‘Gopall Whete ate you?’ -

In Kota, of course. | called you, T said. T wanted to ask her why she
had come to Raghav’s place. However, it didnt seem the best way to start
a conversation, | |

“Why didr't you <call back? T don’t even have a number 1o call you,
she said. |

“Will ask my landlord if | can receive calls. Tell me when you will be
home. T will call you. T wantfo tall?

“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: gpecific
concern. Or nwybe not. Jt could be my overactive mind.

{ have to choose a ¢ourse, Should I do Psychology-or BSc. Home
Science?” shesaid.

"What do you want to do?" 1 said,
| T have to finish my graduation before becoming an air hostess. That'’s

the only reason. ?f-am;tiéiﬁg it want ancasy coutsel -

‘Cih, 50 vourair Bostess plans arenot dead) T said.

“Well, Raghay says one should not give upone’s dream so easily. Maybe
BS¢ Home Science iS.-bﬁiﬁc‘if,_; fo? Sort of related o ha-spﬁalziy indastry. Or
should 1 Jeave Agrasen and join hotel management?’

I kept quiet. Raghav's advising her? Who isie? A career counsellor? Or
does he have the license to preack now because-he has a fucking JEE rank?
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"‘-”::If*éi.if’-mé-.-s*i{;-,ﬁ-:»;’;;;}'ii?‘ Aarti said. T am so confused] Then I heard her
titter, |

“What’s so funny?’ 1 said.

‘Raghav is pretending to be an air hostess. He has a tray and
everything; shesaid, greatly amused,

TH salk to you later; 1 said.

‘Okay, but tell me which course to take! she said, her tone finally
SErious. |

‘Asks R&Qha% he is the better student, I said,

‘Clmor, Gopt. Nonsense you talk

Tt us talk when you are alone, | said.

‘Call me thistinme tomerrow’

Vkay, bye!

‘Bye] Aatti said,

o .ﬁzis& you, 1 said, 4 second 100 late. ] only got-a-click in response.

1 returied 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 brochuse in disgest. | fook & blade from my shaving kit,
cut out the cover pictires of the ITvselected students, and ripped them
to shyeds,

2

Bansal classes did not loek like the small tuition centres run out of tiny
apartments in Varanasi. It resembled an institute or a large corporate
office, [ stood inthe gigantic lobby, wondering what to do next. Students
and teachers strode about in a purposeful manner, as if they were going to
launch satellites in gpace. Like in many other coaching clagses in Kota, the
students had uniforms to eliminate social inequality. You had rich Kids
from Delbi, whos¢ parents gave them more pocket mo ney than my father
earned i an entire year, On the otfer hand, you had Josers like mé from
Varanasi, who had neither the cash nor the brains required to be bere.
Bquality in clothes Aidn't mean Bansal believed oll students were
equal. A class system existed, based on your chances of -@-r;ackisxgg the
entrance exam,
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The person at the admissions office took my form. ‘High performer?’
he guizzed.

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

me?

If you have more than 85 per cent aggregate in class X1, or'if you
have an ATEEE rank-up t0:40,000, you get a t_hrir@y_ per cent discount, the
bespectacled gentleman at the counter explained fo me.

I bave 79 per cent. AIEEE rank 52,0431 said.

‘Oh. 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 [ get a discount?’ 1 said, wondering if one could bargain here.

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

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

“‘What will you study in two days? Anyway, you don't look like such
a bright student going by your marks. My saggestma is to apply to other
institutes; hereplied. :

“Thanks, I 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. |

1 '-kaé:p?t quiet. He slipped me a visiting card: ‘Dream 1T,

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

! examdned the card.

‘Don'ttell anyone, okay?” he said.

I had similar experiences at other institutes. Walls covered with
stamp-sized pictures of successtul JEE candidates, reseinbling wanted
terrorists, greeted mie everywhere. Lalse realised that the reputed institutes
kicked up a bigger fuss about ‘repeaters. After all, we had failed once,
and institutes didi't want to-spoil their statistics. Top institutes claimed
to send up to five hundred students 2 year to IET.Of course, the institutes
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never reveal that they enrol ten throusand students, out of which only

five hindred make it. This meant 2'low selection ratio of five per cent.
However, the JEE had an averall selection ratio of less than two per cent,
and Kota institites claimed to beat it. The pre-screening of candidates
could be the sole reason for the higher-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 legs people ining up. In fact, they gave
me spot offers. The latter even offered a twenty per cent discount. '

“The discount is applicable only if you sign up right now, not if you
come again; the aggressive salesman-cum-admissions in-charge told me.

‘But I Have not decided yet, T protested.

“You are appearing for Bansal, aren’t you?” he suid and gave me an
all-knowing look.

[ kept guiet.

‘T am an ex-Bansalite, he said.

“Is there anyone in Kota who is not?' | said and left the institute.



Gﬂpaﬁ S0 pice o he;ﬁ? your vuice, Aarti said. She r’gg{jgnis’gdé meina
second. It felt good. |

‘Go to hell, you dorit care; Isaid,

Huh? How stupid. 1 do care. Firstly, do you have a mumber 1 can
call®’ | |

“Yes, 1 said and gave her my Jandlord’s number. ‘But don'tcall a lot,
He said no more than twice a week’ |

‘So what? T will be the only one calling you, no?” Aarti said.

Yeah. Anyway, howls life? T hate it here!

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

‘No, I can't. It is hard to pick up the same books again. Maybe I will
get motivated after Ijoin a coaching class! |

T should have been there, T would have motivated you? She iwghed

‘Don't make such 3&2&&

You will be-fineg, Qgp..i.._ One more attempt. If you get through, your
career will be made? | | |

Ii miss you, 1 said, iess interested in useless things like my carcer.

Ohy she said, somawhat surprised by my slmtmg pears. I miss you

»

0o,

T have no one, Aamj Lsaid,

Daon't say that, ﬁaba is'there, Raghaw, me .. We talk about you a lot!
Her voice trailed off. |

“Why-don’t-we beconie a couple?’

‘Dot Please &zmi start that again. We have discussed it enough!
she said.

"Why riot? You gay’ yem niiss ine. You care forme: Then?
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T care for you a Jot. But not hn that way. Anyway, we have to focus on
our respective cargers. You are there, Lam here!

“If1 had a girlfiiend, at feast ] conld talk to her. I feel so lonely, Aarti]
i saids .. -

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

‘On the Internet?” 1 had seen some cyber cafes around my house.

“Yeah, make a Gmail 1D Mine is flyingaarti@gmatl.cont, Invite me?

‘Flying Aarti’ T laughed. |

Ghuat l,gpf |

Tlaughed harder.

‘At least it cheered you up! she said

“Think about miy propogal; I said,

“There is no proposal. And now dort waste your money on calls. We
canchat in the evenings. Tll tell you about my life, and you about yours.
{}1“@1??’

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

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

L2

Oneweek inKota, and Thad a few decisionsmade forme. One, [ didn’t clear
the Bansal exam. I could join their separate correspondence programme,
which kind of defeated the purpose-of being in Kota. Resonance hiked
its fees at the ast minute, Tt became unaffordable for me, s0 1 didn't even
write their entrance exam. [ made it to the waitlist of the Career Path
pz’(}g'r'am;m;

Your chances -are good: Many will join Bansal and Resonance,
mwv&y, the Caresr Path guy said,

Hven the Career Path waitlist had value, AimiIT and’ fj}m:erlgmtﬁ
offered me a thirty per cent discount.

Véni have calibre! the AlmilT person told me. “You have cleared
Career Path, which shows your potential. Noxx:smdy*w&th us at a much
cheaper price and clear the exam/



“You will be lost amongst the thousands at Career Path. AtIgnite, 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. 1 handed
the accountant af Career Path a twenty-thousand- mpee draft with
trembling bands.

“This is the best ifivestment you will make in your life] the accountant |
said.

I picked up the items required for the first term - course material, R
1D 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 mi¢ Jook like a budget hotel receptionist.
| I walked out of the institute with the uniform in my hands.

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

‘Hello; 1 said; not sure what else to say.

T am Sanjeev sir. ‘They call me Mr Pulley here. Iteach physics.

I shook his hand, Apparently, nobody could solve pulley problems
in Kota quite like Sanjeev sir. T soon realised there were subject experts
across institates in Kota. Career Path had its own ‘wizards. Mr Verma,
*who taught maths, had the moniker of Trignometry-swamy. Mr Jadeja
taught chemistry. Students affectionately addressed him a5 Balance-ji.
He had a unique method of balancing chemical equations. According to
rumours, he had tried to patent it. |

‘T am Goypal, from Varanasi’

‘ATEEE programme?’ Mr Pulley said.

‘TEE also, sir)

‘Good. High potentiel?’ He referred to Career Pathls internal
classification of students.

‘Nao, siry 1 gaid and trained my gaze down. Once you get low marks,
you learn to lower your eyes rather quickly.

‘I’s okay. Mapy nen-high potential students inake it. It all depends
oni hard work, | |

TH do my best, si Tsaid:
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‘Good{ Mr Pulley said and smacked my back.

3

I could call m;esaf 2 frue Kota-ite-a month into mioving there. Like
thousands of other students, my life now had a rhythm. Career Path
resembled o school, but without the fun bits. Nobody made noise in class,
played pranks on.oné another or thaughtof banking classes. After all,
“everyone 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 afternoon. In
theary, this allowed the current class X1 students to attenid school in the
morning In reality, the class X studenits never went to school. Career
Path had an agreemient with a cooperative CBSE. school, which had &
flexible attendance policy, Tr was umoured 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 a few hours of sleep I would wake up and prepare for the
next day’s classes. In between, I did household chores, such as washing
clothesand 'S-ﬁa.g}_;éiﬁg_;'.fér- essentials. I wentalong wr-ijzix_*t_ﬁﬁ madness, not so
rouch because of the zeal to prepare, but more because I wanted to keep "
myself busy I didn’t want Kota's loneliness to kill me,

One night pur classes ended fate. T reached the cyber café at nine-
thirty, later than my usual chat time with Aarti. To my surprise she was
stillopline. |

Ttyped in 2 message fromy my ugual handle,

'@-@}?&ﬁﬁ’if}t_a?ﬁcsﬁa}rﬁy:'. il
RlyingAarti: Heyl! Guess what!

If girls got 1o set grammar rules in this world, there would only be
exclamation marks.

GopalKotaFactory: What?
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FlyingAarti: P'm at the BHU campus. At their computer centre!!
GopalKetaFactory: How come?

FlyingAarti: Raghavjoined college. He brought me here. He'said 1
can come and use the computer centre aﬁ}rtirﬁa.te;
GopalKotaFactory: Tsn't it too late to be in his college? How will
you getback? -

FlyingAarti: L have éad red:»«;izight-écar. Who will dare to mess with
-me?

GopalKetaPFactory: How often do you visit Raghav?

I waited for her totype a message,

FlyingAarti: What sort of a question is that? Do you keep tabs on
meeting friends?

GopalKotaFactory: Just a friend, right?

FlyingAarti: Yes, dear. You showld become a detective, not an
engineer. |

GopalKotaFactory: Hmmim.. :

FlyingAarti: 1 only came to see his campus. So, whats up with

you?
GopalKotaPactory: 'I:;:amyletad one month i Kota,
FlyingAarti: At least you don’t refer to it as a gﬂdﬁ}rsaken place
anyrnorel
GopalKotaFactory: True. Dam quite busy though. Mugging away.
We even had class tests.
FlyingAarti: You did okay?

salkotaFactory: In top fifty per cent: Net bad for such a
e:s:fm?etmve class,

FlvingAarti: T'am sure you will crack JEE this time,
GopallotaFactory: Who knows? If 1 do, will you go out with.me?
PlyingAarti; HERE WE GO AGAINII!!

GopalKotaPactory: ?

FlyingAarti: Hike'us howweare, And how is: it linked to JEE? You
are my favourite!l!

GopalKotaFactory: Stop using soinany exclamation marks,
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FlyingAarti: Hub?721l

GopalKotaFactory: Nothing. Avyway, T better go. Have to do my
daily worksheet,

FlyingAarti: Okay:

Fexpected her to ask-me to chat for a few more minutes. Not just give me
a bland okay. She didilt even ask me 1 ¥ had had my dinner ...

FlyingAarti; Did you eat dinner?
GopalKotaFactory: Not yet. Willde sowhen I get home.
FlyingAarti; Cosl! |

When gnis are. i'ndmg semethmg, they stat s?eak_mg like boys and use
expressions ke ‘cooll

GopalKotaFactory: How about you?

FlyingAarti: Raghav’s treating me. Only at his canteen though.
'@ﬁ_eag{}!

GopalKotaFactory: You still seem excited.

She did notrespond. I someone stalls you'on a chat, every minate seems
iike an hour. She finally typed after five long minutes,

FlyingAarti: What?

I tried the walting game on her. However, 1 could not last more than ten
seconds.

GopalKotaFactory: Nothing,
%’"i}fmgﬁam Okay, anyway, Raghav’s heve. He says hi. 1 have to
qmckly eat and head %ack home. Chatlater then, Koxo...

I didn't know what “koxo' implied. The ¥'s were supposed to be hugs, and
the o's kisses. T don't think Aarti meant themn. -

She logged ot 1 had twenty mindtes of Toternet time left. [ spent
them doing what most guys who came here did - surf the official 1T
website or '}éivfa'iﬁii porn 1 'gﬁ_eﬁs these are the two things boys wanted most
in Kota. At least the coaching centres could help you get one of them.



A1 the eve of Aartls birthday I had finished three menths in Kota, For

the first time | x}}an'a;_gec'i ‘to reach the top twenty-five percentile in a class
test. 'Bai:aknce&ji-.-z:ﬂﬂg?at?ulatﬁd-- me. My é;ﬁhéemisrr}r score had improved by
twenty points. Mr Pulley didut like my average physics performance.
Shishir sit, alse known as Permutation guru, paused a few extra seconds
by my seatas .,én.zf_ 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 enotigh attention.

1 still had a long way to go. One needed to reach: at least the top-five
percentile in the Career Path class to feel confident about an 11T seat.

‘An IIT séat is nota joke, Mr Pulley said, even though nobody ever
claimed it was. |

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

The top twenty students in every class test received royal treatment.
They were called Gems, a title still elusive to me. Gems stood for ‘Group
of Extra Meritorious Students. Gems comprised of ultra-geeks whod
prefer solving physics problems to having sex; and for whom fun meant
memorising the ?_er.é,mdi.g:_ table. Career Path handled Gems with care, as
they had the poténtial to crack the top hundred vanks of JEE; and thus
adorn futire advertisements, Gerns were treated preciously similar to
how one would imagine Lux soap officials treaf their brand ambassador
Katrina Kaif. |
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I had not come close to being one of the Gems, Howevet, the top
twetity~five percentile-felt good. | wanted ta share this with Aarti. Also, 1
had told ber I'd be the firstone to wish her.on her birthday.

Treached the ST Booth close to midnight. [ p;ckﬁd up the phone at
11:58: pan. and dialled her mumber: ] got a'busy signal. T'tried again but
couldn’t get through. I made five attempts but the line was still eﬁgageé

‘Let other customers-call) the shopkeeper saiid,

Fortunately, only one other person stood in line - astudent waiting
to call his mother in Guwahati to wish her a happy birthday. I wailed
patientlyas he ended his call at 12:05 a.m. . -

I rushed into the booth and called Aarti again. The line came busy.
Afterseveral atterapts the shopkeeper gave me looks of sympathy. He told
me he had to shai b s shop by 12:30 &im. Tried.calli ing mdtiy more times,
at two-minite intervals; but to noavail.

1.dor't know wh}; but | decided to call Ragh'av"s' house, It being a
Eriday night ' knew Raghav would be home for the weekend. I hesitated
for a second before 1 dialled his number. Of course, if the phone rang
so Jate the whole house would be startled. However, my suspicions were
right. The line was busy. |

I tried Raghav's and Aarti’s numbers in quick succession. 1 could not
get t;h:ﬁgmgﬁi_.%ﬂ: either,

My good wishes for Aarti vanished as my exciternent gave way to
anger, -

Why did Raghav have io wish her at midnight? And do birthday wishes
take s long?

‘The shopkeeper tapped my baoth window. “The police will harass me
if | stay openany longer. |

‘Do you know where T can find an §TD booth open?™ [ said.

?Eiailway station, the shopkeeper said. He switched off the lit sign.

Ne auto-rickshaw agreed to go to the railway statioriat a reasonable
price at that hious, _flifi--;rm 1 could cover the five-kilometre distance in half
an hour.

I reached platform 1 of Kota station at 1:00 a.m., panting after my
five-kilometee jog, Even at this hour the station was bustling. A train
arrived and the general-quota passengers ran for seats:
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} found an $TD beoth and called Aarti. This time the phone rang,
I took a deep breath. My temper was not something [ was proud of. I
wanted to. keep itunder check as the: birthday girt picked up the phorie,

‘Hello? DM Pradhan spoke instead. :

‘Hello; uncle? Uncle, Gopal, f blurted out, even though I should have
probably huing up: After so many atternpts T had 1o talk to her.

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

Aarti came c:iose o the phone. 1 conld hear her convérsatiofi with.
her father,

‘How much will you talk on the phone? Your friends keep céﬁmg, her
father grambled.

“It's my birthday; dad; Adrti said and picked up the phone,

‘Happy birthday, Aarti) T said, trying to sound excited.

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

1 also ran five kilometres and will walk back five more, I wanted to
say but didnt, Tve been trying to reach vou for an hour!

‘Really?” Aarti said.

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

‘Oh, my cousing, you. know in‘the US? I have my aunt there, no?"

Her voice sounded overtly casual. Aarti forget 1 had known her for
eight years. T could sénge it when _si‘;_e__hagi

“They spoke long-distance for an hour?’

“What one hour? I spoke to them for two minutes. Maybe I didn’
place the phone back jgmgegrfiy.\ Leave it, no. How.are you? Wish you were
here) | "

I‘}ﬁ V{m?"

was mm to beheife shg had ked to me - ten swz;.ndé agr:r

“If you had placed the phone incorrectly, who placed itback correctly
nowd’

‘Gopal! Stop interrogating me. [ hate this. It is my birthday.

‘And you lie on your birthday?’
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What? -
‘Swear on our friendship that Raghav didn't call?” I said;
“What?” Aarti said; her voice Toud. ‘Swear? How old are we, ten?’
‘He called, no? You were speaking ta him; What's going on between
vou guys?
“It's my birthday. Can you pot make it so stressful?’
“You haven't-answered my question”
“We'late. Dad is hovering around. Chat tomorrow on the net? After
iy cottege?” |
“I'have classes! | said.
“Sunday. Let's chat on Sunday, aréund noon, okay?
“Aarti, fust be honest with me. [ valuehonesty alot] L said,
‘Of course, Dkay, bye now. Dad’s giving me dirty Tooks. Honestly!”
“Byer Toaid.
i mai@eﬁi iﬁiﬁﬁiﬁ,:."%i&?}fiﬁg not fo Crys
Wait till Sunday, 1 consoled myselfl

@.

She never camie: onling on Sunday. T spent two Bours at the cyber café,
Noon became one, antd one became two. There's only so much porn one
can watch. T downloaded enbugh x-ratéd clips to opena video libravy. 1
couldn’t bear it anymore, -

How hard was it to deliver on a simple promise? I had-done nothing
but wait for Sunday to talk things out with her. She had suggested the
tirne, not [ Fanted to vent my anger, but had no eutlet.

T kicked the CPU of the computet in frustration. The power went
off. _

“Whatare you doing?’ The owner of the cyber calé came Tunping.

‘Smry; i Have a temipler problen. Tam working on i) Tsaid and rushed
put, | |

[ went to the STD booth: Tealled her home, Hérmaother picked up.

‘Good afternoon; aunty. «impai bere.

“Hello; Gopal, Aarti’s mother said curtly. Her husband niight be the
1M, but she had more attitude thas him,
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‘Aunty, is Aarti around?”

‘She left early morning with Raghay for Kanpur)

Kanpur? T said, shocked. She had gone thre¢ 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. _

‘Anything mportant?” Aartis mother said.

Hell, it is important, aunty, I want to know if your daughter is having
4 scene,

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

‘Of course. She's gonein the government car, With 4 security gurard.

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

“Thanks, Aunty; Lsaid.

‘Okay: You study, Then you can also be in a proper calicge and have
fun tike Raghav!

Yes, Aunty, 1 said, reaﬁlrmmg my comumitment to join a proper
L{}Ileg& beforeThung up, -

I checked my wallet. T had only hundred bucks left of my self: -assighied
monthly allowance of g thousand bucks. The month of November still
had ten days lefi. 1 scolded myself for spending too muchion 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 had crazy
méntal conversations with myself.

She couldr’t be dating him. She said she is not ready for a-relationship.
If she'is, she will. go'out with.-me; Mr Optimist Gopal said.

However, Mr Pessimist: (mpa dig not buy it.

Okiyy so Rughiav has better Tooks. But. Aarti is not'so skai&m I have
known her fora'decade, Mr Optimist-me argued.

Raghay alse has better- future prospects, Mr Pessimist-me said,

But would she choose a guy just on the basis of his [EE rank? Sheisa
girl, not e darn ingtitute; said Mr Optimist-me.
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Skee 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
have no idea what effect their wavering has on boys. 1 had to talk to Aarti.
I'wanted to shake her and make her talk.

My terper flared again. I wanted to run to the Kota station and travel
wnreserved to Varanash: T couldot think about Balance-jl ormy percentile
or the stupid Career Path,

If Raghay did anything with Aarti, I wosld fucking kill him.

1 pressed the doorbell six times when ! reached home,

‘Bverything ckay? uncle said,

P not going to fucking kill myself, okay?’ Shouting helped release
tension, |

- “What? he said, shocked by my language.

‘Sorry, I said. Youwdon't use f-words with your landlord,

E.didet sleep the -W;E;g}%é night. [ kicked myself for thinking about her
so much. |

She is a ligy, ditcher and heartless person, 1 told myself fifty times.

She also hapgrnene to be someone | conldnt stop. thinking about.
Love, officially, is nothing but a bitch,
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V¥ e had a surprise test in-class the next day ~ which went badly: In the
chemistry class Balance-ji scolded me as I could not answer even a simple
question. I didn't give a fuck. 1 wanted to gethold of this girl.

I ran to a cyber café after class. She wasn’t online. 1 did notknow what
to do. It would be way ton. desperate to ¢all her again,

1 had ahorrible week at Career Path. My results slipped totheeightieth
percentile. Four-fifths of the class liad donie better than me. Career Path
had a software that picked out students with th-.emazximum_imprﬂvémem
or deterioration. | featured in the latter.

“Thig is not 2@{:&:‘_@‘_-;‘;‘12&%)‘1&5 ‘Shishir sir, Permutation guru and partner in
Career Path, said.. |

‘T sorry, sir! Tsaid,

“You are not in bad company, 1 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.

1 looked at Shishir sit. He seemed young and genuine. ' know how
hard it is, Lam & Kota productmyself” /

On Sunday | went to the eyber café again, As usval, no email.
However, she camg online in five inutes,

A part of meresisted, T initiated the chat anyway.

GopalKotaFactory: Hi,
She didsft réspond for fwo minutes. Tsentanother hi.

FlyingAaeti: Hi Gopal.
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She had not called me 'éfl;‘(f};_-:kia 1t-did not seera normal,

GopalKotaFactory: Are you upset?
§i}*§ngi’m§i Pri Fine,

" .) X lylm

"m a ship.

GopalKatabactory: Can we chat?
FlyingAarti: Onlyif you don't yell at me,
GopalKotaFactory: {m-sorry Tdid that day.

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

GapalKstaFactory: You km)w;my‘;tem-per---prgib&e m, [ am working
on it
FlyingAarti: It’s fine. Apology accepted.

I found it strange that' | ended up saying sorry when she owed me an
apology. Is it ever the girls faulst The gam% thing about chatting on the
interpet Is that you can control your impuises, 1 tbok a couple of deep
breaths and typed something neutral

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

FlyingAarti: Not mosh Qlﬁﬁﬁggf-is_-%ﬁ-us?;. ade some friends. Not
nfiany.
GopalKotaFactory: Any special friends? ©

1 had placed a strategic smiley after the question. It hid my intense
curiosity and anger.

'{«‘.fiy__ié.u.g-Aaxfti_f.:-_ﬁf’msm_ﬁa., Gopt.

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 dort know. You get 50 upset.

My heart started to beat fast. I typed one character at a time,
{'iﬁ.pai’i{ﬁfa'}??aszmry: Telh, tell, Let's hear 1 €00

1 overdid the smileys just to make her feel comfortable enough to tatk.
BlyingAarti: Well, there is someone special.

A rusted iron knife jabbed my chest. I fought the pain and typed.

GopalKotaPactory: ©
FlyingAarti: You know him.
GopalKotaFactory: ©
FlyingAarti: Very well, in fact.
'Gﬁpaﬁ‘i’;ﬁtai;‘_aﬁwfy; Say who @
FlyingAattis Mr BHU, who else?

The knifé was riow slicing through my heart. I ddenched my teeth har;d;
GopalKotaFactory: Really? © |
Keep breathing, keep up the smileys.

FlyingAarti: Yesh, He’s mad. Mad stupid Raghavilt He trapped
me. | '
GopalKetaFactory: S0 ... you guys choge?

FlyingAarth: Kinda,

1 coulda’t keep up the smileys anymore.

GopalKotaFactory: Kinda?

FlyingAarti: Shuish. Don't ask all that.
CiopalKotaFactory: You've done it?

FlyingAarti: How cheap, Gopi. No, notyet.
GopalKotaFactory: Meaning?

FlyingAarti: Meaning almost ... Oh, don’tembarrass me.
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:chall(ata&acmrgn What the fuck?

-Plymg&art' Excuse me???

GopalKotaFactery: | thought youare not interested in that staff
HlyingAarti: What stuff?

GopalKotaFactory: You said fri:entisﬁip is-all you wanted. With
me, With anyone, |

H@fmg;mm Did 1t F don't know. Tt just kinda happened.
Emgaﬁiieta}?actmy How did it kinda happen? Y@«a just kinda
vemoved your clothes? :

My ternper had rétorned and taken over my rernote control.

Phnngx%am Watch yous language.
Gag&ﬁ(ma%&ctm;} Why? You someone pure or-what?, B&havmg-
like:a slut,

She d‘idﬁ-’t:rf:swné.,i‘ ;{Zﬁiﬂﬁ;ﬂ'ﬁﬁ“&

impai&ma?adory Can you tell me why? Because he has a JEE
rank?

FlyingAarti: Shut up, Gopal, It's 2 very special bond between him
and me. |

GopalKotaFactory: Really? What makes. it special? Did-you give
him:a blow job? Where? Tn his hostel or in Kanpur?

She didnt respond. 1 realised 1 had said too-much. Howevet, you cannot
undo-a line sent on chat. And I did not want 1o fucking apologise again.

I kept waiting for an answer. .

After three minutes a message fashed on wiy screene Flyingharti is.

offline. ' . .
I refreshed my screen. 1 had another notification: FlyingAarti is no
longer a contaet. |

She had ferioved mefrom her list.

You need to-extend your time?’ the catéowner asked me.

‘No, that woit't Be necessary, notfor a long tire! | said.

@
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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 -cf&fé’-'eifﬁé:ﬁ-. Instead,
hung out every night at the roadside Chaman chai shop near my house,
Students, teacups in one hand and worksheets in another, occupied the one
dozen wooden benches. didat bri ng ;aﬁy:rea_&iﬁg::ri%-é.t-eti.-aiz'.'ta the shop. |
sat theve, killing hours, watching the crowd and nursing-cups.of tea.
C}ﬁe-éay I ran out of thoney to pay for my order. _
1 am soery; 1'said to Chaman, the shop-owner, ‘I will bring the cash
tormiorrow. )
Someone I dide't know stepped forward and handed the shopkeeper
ten bucks: ‘Chill} the newconrer said to me.
‘Oh, thanks, | said.
‘Bansal?” he said, as he collected the change.
‘Career Path) 1 said. T pay you tomorrow, 1 forgot-my wallet at
home,
‘Relax; he said and extended his hand. ‘U'm Prateek. From Raiput!
His. stubbled face made him look more like an attist than an IIT
aspirant. ‘Repeater?” Prateek said.
1 nodded.
‘Quitter. he said.
‘What’s that?" |
“Tried Kota. Didn't work. Still banging around here to get some
peace] |
I laughed. 1 had AiEEE 50,000. 1 thisk I may have a chance if ¥ try
again,
‘Do you want to?” Prateck said,
I kept-quiet. We sat down on the wooden stools outside the shop.
"You look like you are on the verge of becoming a quitter. he said,
Tin fine, A Jittle Jow. The next installinent at Career Path is due: My
father doesn't have much cash on him?
‘Go back] Prateek sa;d He lita cigarette and offered it to me: 1
declined.
T can't. All bis hopes are pinned on me. He'll borrow money and
send it
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Prateck dropped his head back and blew smoke towards the sky.
I had reached the top twenty-five percentile; 1'said, to justify my
existence in this place: |
‘Hud reached? You are still doithg the course, right?”
“I shipped in the past few weeks!
Why?
Nothing! 1sipped my teq,
Prateck drained his ﬁcﬁzp and ordered another. *Is it a girl?” he said.
I don't even know you. Tl pay you your ten bucks. Stop probing) |
‘Chill, san, Tam only making conversation. He langhed and patted
miy shoulder. |
I hept quiet. Images of countless bost rides with: Adrti passed through
my rixifid: How {roved with my bave hands. How she used to massage n1y
palins afterwards ... T flexed iy hands, remembering.
I hate her, But [ miss her,
Prateek smoked two cigarettes withont uttering a word,
tiva girl! ] said grodgingly.
Left you? He grinned.
‘Never came to me!
“Happens, We ate. losers. We dor't get things ecasily i}‘.ﬁ?im;ksg ranks,
glx’ia - nothing is easy for us R |
“Yeah, everyone takes us for a ride. Brom. Kota ¢lasses 1o the bitch
back bome): {saids
“Bitch, eh? You seem like a fun guy’ ?m{aek high-fived me.
1 better go hone”
‘We don't have a home. We are like people stuck in onter space. No
home, no school, no .cc:ii.eg.,;;, ne ;Q_h_{)niy Kota! He winked at me.
Prateek: studied at Resenance, as a second-time repeater. He had
become a quitter the first time, and evennow he had almost given up. We
became friends; meeting at Chaman's every night.
Qe day the tee di&ﬁ'iﬁ seem enough. Mr Pulley had thiown me out
of his class,
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‘So what if he asked you to leave. Its not like a real college; Prateek
said.

‘f fell asleep. Such a boring lecture; | said.

He laughed. |

‘T gave then their bloody second installment today. Still they do this
to me, 1 said.

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

‘Whete are we-going?”

‘My place; he said.

4

Prateek’s room didnt look like that of a hardworking repeater in Kota.
Beer bottles outnuinibered books, cigarette butts exceeded pens. The walls
had posters-of _s_ca;xixig«éiad- waomen instead of Resonance circulars,

“You've really settled down here; I said.

1 would if 1 could, My parents won't fund me here afwr this yeai; he
said. He took out a bottle of Old Monk from his cupbf}ard He p{mred the
rum neat for me. 1t tasted terrible.

“What happens after thisyear?' 1 said.

"Nothing. Reality check for my parents. Both of them are teachers.
Hopefully, the passing of two years and. half their life mvangs will make
them realise that their son can't crack any entrance exam.

“You can if you work hard; T'said and kept my drink aside.

‘No, I can't] Prateek said, his voice firm, “The selection rate is less
than three per éeint. Most of s can't crack these tests, basic probability.
But who will dill it into our parerts ‘heads? Anyway, finish your drink
in-one shot, "

The rum tasted Tike some hot and bitter medicine, I forced it down
myy throat, T had to get over Aarti, Sometimes the only way to getrid of an
unpleasant feeling is to replace it with a;m_t_hﬁ; gﬁpigamt feeling. -

1 asked for another drink, and then anothier. Soon, Aarti dide't seem
so painful,

You loved her? Prateek ¢aid.
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“What'is lovet”

“Love is:what your parents give you if you clear the IIT exam; he
said, |

“We high-fived. Tdid 1 guess, 1 said after a while.

“How long?’ Helita cigarette,

‘Eight years!

‘Holy shit! Did you guys meet at birth in the hospital?’ Prateek said.

TI'shock my head. Over the next three hours 1 told him my entire
one-sided love story. From the day I had stolen her tiffin to the day she
masgaged my hand for the last time, and until she finally logged out and
termoved meas & contact,

Prateek listened in silence,

‘Soy what do you think? Say something! Isaid. To my sarprise he was
stllawake. "

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

Sorry! T said shaeﬁpmhly ‘Did Thore yout’

I’ okay. Try to forget her. Wish her happiness with her JEE boy!

1 can't forget her. T haven’t stuémi a day since she stopped talking
to-me!

‘Don't worry, You will get another girk. Everybody gets a girl. Even
thie Tast rankers, Howdo vou think India has sich 2 large population?’

‘Tl never maArry; 1 said,

“Then what? Marry your hand?" Prateek burst out Janghing,

Men are useless, They hide their inability to discxnss_ -_rﬁi_;zt‘igns};;i@s--
behind fame jokes. |

I better g6, 1 said.

He didiit stop me. He lay on the floor, too tired to go to his bed.
"Dort lose your grip; man, he shouted after me as 1 Jeft his house,

Grip. Yes, that’s the word. The trick to these enfrance exams is that you
haye m geta gnp on them. You need agame. plan. What are your strong-
subjects, which are vour weak ones? Are you w&ykmg with the teachers
on the weak areas? Ave vou 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? If your answer is ‘yes’ to all these questions, that's when you can
say youhave a grip. That's the only way to have a shot at a seat. Of course,
you could be one of those naturally 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
E;{}:ﬂgesz time to understand that their child is not Einstein’s. clone.
I had lost my grip. At lcast for the three months. after- Aarti cut me
off. The spaced-out Prateck became my néw and f;niy fiiend, Iattended.
classes, though my hangover made it difficalt to understand Benzene
structures ot fadieactive isotopes.. tried to do my practice sheets, but
could not focus: The teachers started to see me asa-quitter and stopped.
paying attention to me. I became a sucker-student; one of the no-hope
kids who are only kept around because they paid the coaching centre.
I had a‘;:x_.a;;_t;her*pgé)lﬁe:z;; 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, | knew Baba had borrowed to pay the last
installment and had no money. However, Lhad little choice.
1 dialled hiome from the STD booth one night.
‘Sorry; T didn't call last week, Baba, I said.
“It’s okay. You are. studmg hard’ Baba said, his voice very weak.
“Baba, there is alittle problem, 1 said.
‘What?
7 need ‘some new books, They are supposed. to be the best for
faaths! | |
“Carft you borrow them from someone?’
“Hard o, 1 said. ‘Everyone wants to keep theirs.
‘Babapaused. Tkeptquiet, ifyizzg to recuperate from uttering so many
les-at onee:
“How much?’
“Two thousand, They are imported.
‘Okay’
‘Do youwhave the money, Baba?’
‘Can { send it in a week?’
‘How miuch loan did you take, Baba? I'said.
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repair the roof]

“What about your medical bills?’

‘Towe twenty thonsand to-the Bospital”

“Youwill anyway borrow more, right?’

‘Probably

‘Send whatevir you tan. | will £0 Bow; itis an expensive call] T said,
wanting to ¢ i the .gg@e_ai' as SO0 45 possible.

“You will gevselected, no, Gopi?’

1 kept the receiver down. 1 felt terrible. T resolved 1o study barder. [
will get back:intp the twenty-five percentile, and then the top five percentile,
I decided to-study the entive night. However, T had 4 craving for rum
first. My resolve weakened. 1'went to Prateek’s house-and. spent most
of the ':gii-g‘hftithere; I‘émihm_g could motivate me to study. Then came my
birthday.
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vemanhs fe m vl K’ot Li_ot _k

of itasa specmi éa)r am.i planned to attend classes as usual, However, late
night on my birthday eve, Mr Soni knocked on my-door.
‘Someoiie on the phone, asking for you _%&ie-:-séunéegir,ci_rp;wsy,
“Whio is #?” ¥ said, surprised. ‘Baba?’
‘A girl! Mz Soni said: ‘And happy birthday, by the way
“Thanks, | said and picked up the phone. Who could it be? 1 thﬁught
A teacher from Career Path? Did I do something wrong?
 ‘Ha ppy birthday, Gopal” Aarti’s wonderful words fell like raindrops on
a hot Kota afternoon. Emotions surged within me; I felt overwhelmed.
‘Aarti?" Tsaid. Uncontrollable tears ran down my cheeks.
‘So you still recognise miy voice? I thought Pl play a guessing game.
Can we talk? Or am 1 disturbing you?” |
Thad played out thisscene - of speaking with Aarti ~ a million times
in my head, I thought 1 would be curt with her if she ever called me. Like
I didn't care who she was. Or 1 would pretend to be busy: Of 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 net felt better in months. Why did birthdays mme only once
ayear?
S0, deing anything special on your birthday?’ Aarti said.
"Not raaliy “Will go out for dinner with a feiend.
“Friend? Date, eh? she said in her trademark naughty voice.
‘Prateek. s & guy, 1 said,
“Oh, okay, Aarti said. “That’s nice’
‘Tam sorry about the chat the last time!
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She kept quiet.

‘I shouldn’t have said those things. But you cut off contact .

‘Nai;ody i:m éver spoken to me like that”

Ty sorey!

it's: okay. Anyway, its your bxrthf‘%ay I don't want you to feel
horrible,

‘How's Raghav?” I 'said, unable to control myself, More than anything,
1 wanted to know their relationship status.

‘He's great, Pinished his first semester at BHU

Must be mugging away’

“No, ot 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 te pry too much like the last time,

‘He's a great guy, Gopal. You should see him, how miuch hé wants to
do forthe worié’

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 ke is a bad
person; T said,

‘Good. And’Tam happy with him. If you cdre for me¢ asa frlend you
should aceept that”

Are we friends? Lasked.

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

T wanted to telt her she hadn't spoken to ‘me for three months.
Howeves, gicls get extremely upset if vou give them evidence contiary to
their belief. |

“Yes, I guess! | said, and pavsed before T spoke again. "So we can
ralk#’

“Yeah, as long as you don’t make me feel uncomifortable. And ..

And what!

ﬁ&sa'ez?t:;ﬁaghav%aﬁ.fi!ﬁ-%n_ﬁf

‘Do T have a choice?’ 1 said.

:"l’h_afzi’é.:-ti-i#é‘_'_?ﬁ'iiﬁ., I want you to accept it happily. I will be happy for
vowif you find the girl of your dreams, | | | '
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So that's it; Raghav is the man-of her dreams.

The rusty knife returned to-my gut. I wondered what to say. T do
accept, 1 said after a while. More than anything, 1 d.;.dn twant o lose touch.
with her again. My life in Kota had become hell after she disappeared.

‘Caol. Because 1 miss you, 'she said, ‘as a friend. She emphasised the
Last qualifier. |

Girls always leave subtle phrases as qualifiers, so you.can't put them
in a spot later. Like if T told her, ‘buit you said you missed mé, she would
jump and say, ‘but Talso said as a friend! as if wewere in a'court of justice.
it is 5o hard to figure g;rls; out, | cou%d bet even the Career Path (,:ems
could notdo 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 .. | said and paused,

T will add you back on chat, she laughed.

‘Sorry again, I said,

‘Don't be stupid, birthday boy. If you were here Td pull your cheeks;
she said.

Thats. it. She had done it again — confuse me with a throwaway
affectionate line. Did she like me or not? Oh well, Raghav is her man, |
reminded myself.

‘Chat soon; she said and hung up.

1 felt so good that even the physics solutions guide on m; desk looked
kissable. T wanted to study. Twanted to live.

&

Career Path would never know why 1 made it to the most-dmproved list
once again. Aarti had me go back to studies in & big way. Maybe it was her
siraple :"}'_mw was your day? in our chats. L also liked tr be accountable to
“her, and report back to her on how productive the day had been. 1 told
her abouf the.equations taught in:class, the feedback the: teacher gave me
{especially the praise), and how I planned to si,udy late into the night.
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Deep dowan, 1 still wanted 16 impress her. I never gave up the idea of
her having a change of heart, Mr Optimist-me never gaveup.

Mayhe she will tell me on chat today how. things aren't working out
with. E{aqha;, or how she connects with me so mwich better than with her
Boyfriend. |

However, she never said such things, wen{th@'gh sometimes she
caine close. Once she told me Raghay wasa stubborn pest. She said it after
Raghav had ditched her for « wiovie dute tivice, because of a publication
deadline for his college magazine. 1 couldn’t imagine any man skipping a
chanee to be with Aaiti, T could skip my Career Palbymock-test, let alone
a stupid deadline fora stupid magazine. However, T didn't tell her this. I
knew miy place; 1, who could never compare myself to Raghav.

1 chatted with ber one eveming and talked gbout my class
performance.

GopalKotaFactory: So 1 reached 20th.

FlyingAarth 70th what?

GopalKotaFactory: My percentile in class. This means 80% of the
class did worse than me. My best performance ever!

Elying Aarti Wow] Cool!

GopalKetaFaciory: Long way to go stll

BlyingAarti: You will get there, there’s time:
GopalKotaFactory: Hardly. JEE and AIEEE are less than two
manths away,

FlyingAarti: You'll be fine.

@Qgﬁ_;éiﬁé_i‘gt.a%?@gm;y: F hope so. | had slipped. in the middle of the

cotse.

Flying&arti: How come?

ﬁ@?s’a@i&ata}?&ﬁ@f}'-:--Ni} reasont as such. Lack of focus, Anyway,
can't wait to get out of Kota. :

FlyingAarii T kriow ... ith been 5o long sinee T saw you. Miss

you,

GopalKotaFactory: You do?

FlyingAsiti: Of course. See, Raghayv has ditched nie for Chak de

Tndia-all week. If you were here, T could have seen it with you.
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GopalKotaFactory: You will come for movies with nie?
She dide't respond. I waited for five minutes,

GopalKotaFactory: 77
GopalKotaFactory: You there?

She didnt answer, Twondered if I had asked something inappropriate. My
heart began to beat fast: I wrote after five minutes.

G‘Qpaimt-a{ﬁattmy: Hey, you upset? Lam sorry if I said something

wrong ... Youdon't have to ...

FlyingAarti: Hey; sorry ...

ElyingAarti: Boyfriend called to apologise. He'sfinished his work.

We are going for the moviel!

(mp‘ti[((staFacmrv Oh, that's. great.

FlyingAarti: What were you saying ... wait. Of course; we can see

miovies when you are back. Why are you sorry?

GopalKotaFactory: Nothing, Tjust felt ..

FlyingAarti: Relax, Okay, I have to go get ready.

GopalKotaPactory: Fine.

FlyingAarti; | better Jook smashing to get his attention, Else, he'll

be g;;zz"ﬂ’ﬁif%téaﬁiiﬁg'-hfis--a:ftix::ieslanz our date.

GopalKotaFactory: Okay. I better study too.

FlyingAarti: Twoe more months, Then we can all have lots-of fun.

@anﬁi@t}iﬁ?a@mm; Yeah, Thanks. |

BlyingAarti: Bye. Xoxoxe,
Andd i"?}*iﬁngﬁar‘ti'lﬁgged' out,

I walked back home as slowly as possible, After all, I had nothing
to look. fmward to but books. 1 iried not fo imagine bath of ther in a
theatre, hand in hand. T debated if T should be in touch with Aarti-at all
However, { remembered the abyss 1 had fallen info the last time. A few
jabs at the heart are better than 3 complete nervous breakdown..

%
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The Career Path instructors told us t6-go o sléep-at 8:00 pan, the night
before the JEE exam. Tn our last class we had ‘otivational. speeches.
Balance-ji gave examples-of people ranging from Mahatma Gandhi to

Mubammad Ali, people who never gave up and won-against all odds. 1

pumped rivy fist like Ali, and charged ouf of the institute like Gandhi, to

crack one of the toughest entrance exams i the world, On my way home,

L called the two people who I thought may want to-wish e tuck

My best wishes are always with you, my Gopi. Tomorrow is your
chance to make your family name famous Baba said.

“Fhank you, Baba 1 said, keeping thecall short,

I dialled Agrtds mnber next, :

‘Hello?’ a male voicesurprised me. It did not sound like her father.

‘May 1 speak to Aatti, please] T said:

‘Sure, who's this? the voice asked.

‘Gopall

‘Hi, Gopal. Its Raghav; the voice said.

I almost dropped the phone. ‘Raghav?' I said. I has:i not spoken to
him in alibosta year.

You don't keep in touch, Gopal. Though is my faunlt too, Raghav
said. | |

U didnt know how much Raghav knew about Aarti and me; in
particular about -our showdown and the subsequent resumption of
comunication. | kept to a neutral tone and topic, “How’s BHUY

‘So-far so good. It's like any other college. Just better facilities. How
are youi” | -

JEE tomorrow. You can guess!

‘Tknow My collegeds a_-mrxizfeﬂtm, Your 'x:%.id-,ii.’t: cotne here to take it

‘T have classes unitil the last mintte. Plus, my AIEEE final refresher
starts tomorrow!

‘Glad T am done with all that, man, Raghay Eaﬁghefi Not-unkindly, -
but I winced, When somicone refers to your weak spot even indirectly, it
huirts,

‘e too, hopefully soon, [ said

You'li crack if. 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. So much of it s luck

“Frue, Raghav Satd:
| We had an-awkward nothing-to-say moment. It was his fault, as he

forgot T had called for Aarti.
© 'So,'is Aarti ground?”

‘Oh yes, hold-on asecond!

I heard her giggle: 1 wondered if Raghav had joked about me.

‘Hew! Best of luck; 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 Jaughed again. *We just came back .., Hey, Raghav stop ...
stop ... Hold on, Gopall

[ paid Jong-distance {0 hear their private banter. I heard Aarti tell
Raghav 1o stop imitating her, But Raghav e:ixdnt seem to have anything
better to-da.

‘Hello?" ['said after sxxty seconds. :

‘Hey, sorry, Aarti said as she compﬁsed herself. ‘Okay, now I have
managed to turn away from him. Gopi, you will go into the exam centre
super-confident, promise?’

Yes, T said, likean obedient child. I liked her materval instinct with
me, |

‘I want you to fegl that you can get whatever you want in life. Because
1 knew you can] Aarti said.

I cannot get you, I wanted to teil hex. Still; 1 appreciated her boosting
me up forthe 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 results come
out, we will celebrate your victory together”

‘Ohnly if T get in! [ said.

‘Do nit think like that. Believe you have -ai%feady made it) Aarti said,
‘for ary sake? |
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Her last phivase meaiit the world to'me! Yes, 1 wanted to make it~ for
her sake.

6.

The city had changed, but the JEE exary centre in Kota gave me the same
feeling as fast year, Parents caine by taxi-loads and aute-loads. Some rich
kids.came. In atr-conditioned cars, Mathers .per}féﬁxmad'flift'ﬁé-.*g:ui}as agsd
rituals for their childrer; ironically, fight before they went in to show
their mastery ofscience. I did oot have dnyone from my family fussing
over me. [ it cave. "Tilaks on the heads sod-curd in the moyth didn’t
matter. Once you went inside, you had to beat the hell ont of the ninety-
nine per cent of the half a million -s;ta@&ﬁﬁisi'_&.izﬁﬁfi'ﬁg'-:f*i}r the exam across the
COUPALY. |

I had a good start. | solved the first few problems with relative ease.
The middle became totigh. Same questions belonged to chapters taught
during my drunken and depressed. phase in Kota, 1 got stuck on one
ptoblem. 1 thought I could solve it, became possessed, and wasted ten
minutes. I suppose | have a problem letting go, Ten minutes are crucial in
the JEE. I mentally kicked myselfand moved on to the next problem. I went
on sclving as many problems as I could before the dreaded bell rang,

The examiner snatched my paper away even @ I begged him to let
mie 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 dow't relax. Give vour full attention to ATBEE!

Tl Tsaid, |

Aarti and T chatted briefly. She, predictably: reassured me about
things. She had term break in her cdiieg_e:.; Her parents had planned a
faraily £ripto the USA, 1o visit hey aunt,

“Even {f 1 cannot call or chat, T will emaii you from Chicago) she said.
She did send me a couple of mails wishing me luck forthe ATBEE exam,

Adrtialsowrote to me that Raghavhad his vacaiwn; and wasinterning
at-alocal 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 holidays 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 car't really tell if you did well
as compared to others. One is lucky to be able to attempt seventy per cent
of the questions, I felt L had 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.
1 tiad served: my’ Kota sentence.

Prateek came to.drop me at the station. He helped me pfacg my heavy
bags in .ﬂiﬁ.cﬁmizarzmmt _ |

| “When are you going back to Raipur?” I 'said.

“Whenever they come fetch me] Prateek said cheekily and waved

goodbye. | |









é%,fg nly the sights and smells of Varanasi came to receive me at the station,
I hadrt told anyone sbout sy arrival, had’t wanted Baba'to waste money
on an auto-tickshaw to'the station. Hed told me that the loans and interest
we owed totalled one dnid a half lakhs, Loan sharks continued o charge
zmm est af three per centa month,

You jein 2 good. colfege, and the State Bank of India will give us 2
ﬁi}ﬁ@a?%f%ﬁ}-&ﬁ_; Baba had told me.

Bvett the filthy and crowded streets of Gadholis seemed beautifol to
me. No place like your hometown, More than anything. § wanted to meet
Aarti. Every inch of Varanasi reminded me of her People come to my
city to feel the presence of god, but T could feel her presence everywhere,
However, T hadto go to Baba first.

I rang the doorbell at home.

‘Gopall’ Baba exclaired, bugging me with his weak arms.

Tmissed Varanasi, Baba. T missed home. T missed you!

The house appeared messier than before. T suppose Baba could only
clean it so much. [ picked up a broom to sweep the floor.

Stop. it, you have come after a year, What are you doing?’ Baba
snatched the bropm from me. |

We ate runuy yellow dal and dry chapatis for tanch. Home-cooked
food felt delicious. My father had wot spoken to anyone in a long time, so
e talked with his mouth full

“The ¢ase s going nowhere, Ghanshyam wor't gven show up for
the hearing. T think he feels T will die soon. It will be easier to resolve
afterwirds, anyway, he said.

“What are you talkisig about, Baba?
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‘He's right. How much can my tungs 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. ong month; T said absent-mindedly, trying to decide if I should
call Aarti firstor wash my hands.

1 dialled her number with dal-smeared fingers.

‘Hello?” she said.

‘Boat ride this evening, madam?’ § said.

“Gopall You are back? When did you come?”

‘An hour ago. When do we meet?’ | said. “This evening at the ghats?”

Yes, sure, ob wait. No, T have to go to Raghav’s college. You are
welcomie to come along!

‘No, thanks’

"Why not? He is your friend too!

‘T want to catch up with'you first,

“We will catch up on the way. I'll send dad’s car. Come, okay?”

1'had litile choice. T.didi't want to wait another day to see her.

‘Raghav won't mind?’

‘He will be thrilled, 1t’s his big event!

Fyemt? |

Twill tell your when we meet. Wow, almost year, right?’

“Ihree hundred and five days] 1 said.

‘Someones returned a geek. See you,

%

There’s: a sense of power when you sitin a white gwemmem Atabassador
car with a red izghi on top. Traffic eases, policemen: salute you for no
reason, and you start o wonder if ¢ivil services are whare..yc;u should be,
The car ook me to the DM% bungalow. Located in the posh
Cantonment area, the two-acre _-propmiy_3_ha=d'..._a;:36if§enti§i'¢e% driveway,
“Tell Aarti piadar T ani waiting in the car! I told the driver,
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1 did ot want 1o discuss Kota. &mi the upcoming entrance exam
resulty with her parents.

Her: ,pmk satwar-kameez became visihle at a distance. As she came
closer, 1 saw her face « no make-up apart froim the lip-gloss, T had not
seeh anything more beautifal in ‘threaiht;mételdi and five 'éé;yis.‘ T'controlled
my exciternentas sﬁe‘@?emé the car-door.

" Aard) T satd.

“Why so formal? Corne here] Aarti said and hugged me. Her seqmned
dupatta poked me in the chestwhile her scent went 1o my head. ‘Raghav’s
college] shesaid to thedriver, and be understood:

‘S0, how's life? Aren’t vou glad w0 be back?’ she said,

“Ts my happiest day ever | hope Inever leave. Vﬁmnasz again, 1 said
fewmﬂy
“Unless it is for 1TT” she said and winked at me:
- eouldrtfespond.

What? You will leave for an 1T, right?

1 collected rayself, ‘Its not like I have anything in hand. Anyway,
what's Raghav's event?’

‘He's revamped the eollege magazine. Today is the Taunch of the new
jssue,

“Is he-eveni é{}mg his BTech? I only hear about his magazine’

Aarti laughed. God, T had missed thatlaugh. I wanted to record it-and

play iton a loop. '
‘Heis; she said and grinned again. t_-'”{hm-z;gh I also call him the fake |
engineer. |

‘How didthis newspapér internship go?’

‘Not bad. They dicn’t let him write much though, They found his
articles .. she searched for the right words, ‘too radical and different”

We drove into the sprawling BHU camipus. Mapicured lawns and
well-kept buildings made it ook like another C{smﬁry compared-to the
rest.of Varanasi,

“G-14 hall, Aarti instructed her driver

We entered the five-hundred-seatér-auditorfum, packed to capacity.
A huge banner of the new magazine cover flapped across the stage.
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Raghav had ehange‘&- everything; layout, look, content and even the title,
The cover.read BHUkamp, or earthguake. I noticed the smart utilisation
of the university acronym: The magazines tagi:xm said; ‘Shake the world

Aartiand I 'sat i the second row. The lights dimmed and music filled
the hall. The crowd roured in anticipation.

"?%agh&v’&*%ﬁ*‘aﬁ%‘tage? Aartitold mﬁQ“"""1?06_._rz};am?;nii.{;u}'s'e:thm_ads-m tie up.
He'll meet us later]

A group of ten students took the stage. "They were covered head o toe
in black tights with skeletons painted on them. Ultra-violet lights came
on and the skeletons glowed.

Michael Jackson's Mar in the Mzrmr filled the auditorium.

P gonnd make o c_kaﬂ ge
For ovee inmy-life

The crowd roared in excilement as the skeletons performed an
acrobatic.dance. The song continued.

If you wanna make the world a better place
Take a look at yourself and then make a change

‘Ts this a magazine launch of a dance show? Laniggered.

“Entertain them first, grab their attention and then say what you want
to say, Aart said

“Huh? Tlooked ather, Her face was bathed in the ultrasviolet light.

“That’s what Raghav says ~ enterfain-and cliange’

I shrugged my shoulders. [ turned around to Jook at the crowd. 1

wondered how many of them had spent time in Kota, Siatistically
speaking, & third of them had come from the ity Td just feft behind.

I couldn’t help thinking: of oll these seats in the:hall, could I not get
Just. one?

The skeletons finishied their act, The crowd broke into. appiaasev A
rall man.it & black suit came on sfage. ‘Good evening, BHU; his familiar
voice filled the hall,

‘I¢s Raghav] I said, stunned by the transformation. [ had never seen
him in a suit, He Jooked like a rockstar. His toned body fieant he made
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good nse-of the mﬁﬁgg sports fami;lzes Ineomparison, 1 felt fat and old
after ayear in Kota

Raghav began his speech.

“This is not'an ordinary college. You are not ordipary students. We
cannot have an ordinary mageazine. Ladies and gentlémen, T present
BHUkamp! - |

ghtfoll on the magazine cover. The crowd. cheemﬁ Aarti
ly: her eyes fixed ank Emkmgly on the stage.

"Ehe witld has changed. Our college, our city, our country need to
change too] Raghav continved. *Who is going to change them? We are. [t
starts here, We will shake the world |

The crowd cheered again, more at %h@ enthusiasm in Raghav's voice
thian s words,

Raghav's editorial team of students started to chant ‘Bhukamp,
Bhukamp' on the stage. The crowd picked uy the chant,

“We wilt print what nobody has the guts to print. fssues that affect us.
Ne bullshit, Raghav said.

The editorial team stepped off the _stage\-'aﬁ'& srarted distributing
copies of the magazine,

Raghav conitinued his speech. ‘Our first cover story is about the state
of ouz hostel kitchens. Crur secret tearm went and took pictures, Have a
lookat how your food is prepared! |

1 flipped the pages of BHUkamyp. There were pictuves of cockroaches
on the kitchen floos, flies feasting on mithai and mess workers kneading
dough with their feet. A collective wave of disgnst ran through the crowd.

B Aarti said as she saw the pictures. ‘T am never eating in BHU
again’

‘BH {?m?&zﬁ will change owr miiegt‘: for the better. These ;:ncmms have
been sent to the director] Raghav said. ‘But don't think BH Uleamp is only
serious staff, We have loads of jokes; stories afid poetry. We even have tips
fram dating to making of resumes. Happy reading. Long live BHUY

Thé crowd’s applause continued for aminute after he left the stage,

o
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Raghav pushed a stainless steel plate with two slices of bread towards
Aarti. ‘Butter toast. It is elean, I promise; he said 1o hex:

‘We had come to:the BHU college canteen post-event. Aarti held the
sandwich gingerly. | |

‘Caniteen is fine. 1t the hostel kitchens that had a problem, Raghav
said. ‘And they will dean it up after the issue. Bat; Gopal’

Thadordereda piam paratha. I nibbled at it. R:aghav p;ckeci up Aarti's
sandwich and fed her. She smiiled. 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-plage in
the world, |

“You will be fine. Youalmost 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, Raghay] | said. |

‘How?' Helooked up.

“This magazine and stuff, Why?'

“Why? T like it, that's why; he said.

Aartididi't speak. She merely watched us talk: T wondered what went
through her head. Did she compare us? Well, I did notmatchup to Raghav.
Except in the amount I loved her. No man could Em*e ter like I did.

You dont come to a professional engineering college to edit
magazines. ?eg?ia- work their ass off here to get a good job; T said.

“Thats such a narrow-minded view. And what about the things
around us? The food being cooked in an unhygienic- manner. Labs with
outdated muachines. Look at our city. Why is Varanasi so dirty? Who is
going to clean our rivers?’ Raghav’s black eyes were feverish.

“Not us; I retorted. ‘Sorting out our own life is hard enough’

Raghav picked:tp his spoon and pointed it at me. “That's the attitude,”
he said, that V'm here tocliange.

‘Oh, fuck off} T sald, “Nobody can change anything. Hoste] workers
are not going to cook fike your mother. And Varanasi has been the world’s
dumping ground for thousands of years. Everyone comes here'to dump



sheir siny. Does anyone give o fiick about us residents; 'the people who

oisting, she went back to her seat: ‘Mr. Eﬁﬁ{m don’t eéﬁ me-out-of
your life, '}kﬁsf? 3 _

hesaid :

1 felt like 4 voyeur. szﬁmg there, This was nothow 1 wanted to meet
~ Aarti, [ wanted to run away. ‘Should we leave? 1 said m Aart,

‘Sure;._l hw& tG *m;‘ i:mme ﬁ&fmu ?e::fn

_ :*'_"Raghav 331{3& me; '
'fi smﬁ mee stnce I left. I s&wpect hes hiding semet%zing

bawill b@‘?‘lappy to hear yam E smd |
ﬁw dmer staﬁed thie car as he saw us-approach. The beadlights lit

1 mited:mviﬁe cat, ’{haagh ;f vmved mﬂf iﬁ imk emt, I c&ukint help
but take a-peek. ‘Through the tinted glass L'saw both of them walk behind



a'tree, Thay* am%mce& Ragbav Jowered his head 4s he brought his face
close ta hm;i'"ho“'if e el omit.

i’iﬁaw

We sat i sﬁence 'ﬁze car stere@ piayeé music.. A Kaﬁash Kher song
-ai}mt a bird with broken: wmgs that would never ﬂy again played in'the
ar: The-song talked about dreams being brokest 1o pieces, and yét iirged

the listener 10 smilein god s name.

I glanced at her face sideways a couple of times, Her Izp»g}oss had
vanished. Despite my best efforts not to, I-couldn’t but imagine them in
‘more intimate situations, |

You okay? Aarti aid

‘”I%x%nkang abw‘i Baba!
She gave mean zmdﬁfsimémg nod. Butshe could tever understaﬂd
that losers; even-if théy de not have a brain, have a heart.



eeks; ?asse&, and the z:ia; ftheresults came closer, Babaseemed even.
g th > night when | went to.give hisa his medicines;

T
‘f& wae& after that, I said.
pens i will be amazmg, no? Baba gaixi ‘his eyes bright.
1 m‘mmi i with a blankes. ‘Baba, did the: ﬁf}e.mi' sy you needan
aperation?’ '
“Dloctors wantmiore business these days, what else? He said.
“Should we ask Ghanshyam, taye-ii to give us whatever he wants for
the latd? T said. -
“No use. He won't listen.: Anyway, what will I'do with an operation a
this age? o |
“You never listen; Baba,' I shook ny head and switched off the Eight

“it en't the end of the world, @ﬁ?ﬁig ﬁit?'i;i;szi"}:f-féifx.ﬁe;;;x@ae};e;i out for may hand.
“Say something”
Adrti had invited e home on the day of theé ATERE results. -ﬁShe ﬁad
an Infernet connection-and, despite my insisting- c&h&rw&se, diditt v
miefogee the vesulisallon mypown. -
1 remember everything about that moment. The red and black
embroidered tablecloth on the computer table, the noisy fan ai‘»@%, %he
variots government: tm?hxes thiat belang&zi to her fathier, the black colow
of the. {apm;}, and the screen that showed my rank,
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41,340 it sau{ xrrevacab}y Hextto my mﬁ rirmber,
After one whole year of cram ling courses that I hated, stayingina

.éugt}r y"zdl altme, ami gmttmg.-‘ ny fatherirretrievably in'debt; 1 hadonly

k! havs: 80, ...sazd

“Where will you. gcﬁ" she said, asking me. the most important
question. Yes; where-could 1 go? Home? And tell Baba he had wasted all
his: b@rmwgd m(mey ortme: .

¥

| *Whem haé You. gzme?* Baba-saidas heopened the door
straight:to my room. Baba followed me.

”Ym désrfeff '

want to:see your ATEEE result? he said,
Tkept quiet. — :
“You said it comes out today”
Tdidnt respc)né
‘Why-aren’t you speaking?’
THooked into Baba's anxious eyes.
-’Iﬂhaﬁr’ei bad pews. 1 said;
‘Baba spoke in & hushed voice. ‘What?
“The worst has happened.
“What?'
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Haw é@ we rttum the money? Baba said, mmmg 0 ;}mctmai
hiattets faster than T ih(mght

}L had vgmv&{i my sank, | wanted to tell im. The: tﬁachars at Czn eer

di 1 had poten al. Yes; I did getdistracted foral ile;

-‘&mﬁ mavbe t%zat was: why L hmim maée m An y not: Wﬂ _. origiin Kota.

it dmm, E%aba" I Smi as E‘ mmfed f@xwazﬁ to h@ld h:m bizs hmiy felt
warm.:

Gm&& who gave W he &ald
E dzdzfz kmw wimt}ta say

screw: u§3 someonss ?u e _.-_._he Eeeast ymz_ can eic} is ;‘mv& the persm akme

&
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‘T have gone through itall. You mustbe so fucked! Vireet said to me.
We sat on the steps of Assi Ghat, close to the pler: { had arranged

a secret meefmg with Vineet. 1 did not know him too-welk. 1 had only

exchatiged some emails _mth hmx bef{;:re 1 left for Kota. But he $e¢med

diegree
neet, i Q;@ma;y guy. hke ™e; Wis someone { felt c:{;mfmta&le'
ate eng @?&. ‘So I can teil peapﬂe

with thf: sae -z‘zaﬁm
‘Oh U said, trying to make a connection between saris and.

ﬁiﬁﬁﬁa’iiﬁﬁ
“Quiteabackward name; no? So we say. BSTC, sounds cm}er’ V*neet;

!gﬁm}mﬁ

: ”I..&a%d?' shmked _’ﬁns could

‘be worse than Kﬁt& to ﬁmsh your: degree and get nothing at the end
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oina ,any ﬁiiage, at iﬁ‘a&{ ymz will e%m&h ﬁth&? 3%:2;&&1123

@th@f Iosem I said,

‘D't look down upon your own Kind;, Vineet said.

He hada ‘point., 1 ans sotry, T said. ‘How much dﬁ{f‘% your: BTech
cost? |

‘One lakh aryear for four years, including iwsmi

‘Fuck! I'said. ”hai:a m&ny years of: salary u Job would pay, if there is
2 fob at the end of it”

‘”% kniow: But y@nr p&mms pay ihe fee And they get to bmgw w&ry&m-

:have seeﬁ ; Bife at s ost fxx ed-up stage Ei f}n? ‘-"-g__ets b&tter ﬁ O h&f&

I stood up and brushed the dust off my trousers. T dreaded going
‘hieme: Baba had not spoken to me for three days,
We walked ‘thi ugh the sarrow Vishwanath Gali to reach the

Gadheolia main toad,




’Ihems 4 career, fazr at Dr Samgaemnm Sports Stadium in two
“weeks, Vineet said. ‘Go, maybe you will find chea;rer colleges”

“There is no mioney. We dre neck»&éep in debt) I said;

“Well, no harm in payinga visit. You can get 3 discount, especxaﬁv
from thenew onesy if you have:s decent AIEEE rank!

T walked back hoime, ‘The one-hour walk in the fresh air made e feel
better tempora "'}y:;E should .not talk to. Baba about’ expenmv& private
mlieges, [ thought. Maybe I should talk to hint about me making money
in g job rather fhan ﬁpmdmg more, First, Twould have to end his sulking
- though.

I went to his room. He was: iymg inbed.

I want to get a job, Baba: Let me make some: motey ! before | decide
-about mﬁegg

He didn’t say 2 word. T continued, ‘I understand: you are upset. It is
justified. There is 4 Café Coffee. D Day opening in Sigra, It is 2 high-clasy
coffee cia&m 'Ihez. --wa:xt ‘-staﬁ'" Class )lprass can a;ap]y’

Ba‘i}a %ég}t qum
I m!.l;mmaz N urei:, 3 W’ﬂi assume }fmu;ag‘e akajr wxﬁz ﬁ

dren ‘m ghaLaz’-‘hnn it feit hmp.am:l f:éié, ‘Baba? "I saici aga;ﬁ Hls b&dy fsek__
stiff,

“Baba?’ 1 said-again, B ﬁnaliy dawned -on-me: T had become an
orphian, :



- Jlase of crenation s 'one solid advantage of @emg in Varanast, The, é&éﬂz
mdxzstfy dmvﬁs the cxt)ﬁ '“fhe ai@ctm: cremafzm '-m.at %iam&hchandra Ghat

Hmdus beimw tﬁat zzf tizsey .-sdw here} there— is. aﬁ; aﬂmmam; ugygmé& to
heaven, no ma{ter What zim sm gemmﬁwd on eartiz iiz is ama:zmg hﬁw'

pyms and tai::z pmim&s fOi’ & ff:a, :hﬁmb}? z:rea‘txng an azix%xtmnal source!
of. revenie. Varam:sa ig ;:‘sm‘i}abi? the only city on earth where Death isa

i had m m‘gamse @ crematim,, then 4. mﬁp&e of pujas.. T didn’t
knaw who 1o Hvite. M} father had very few friends. [ cailed some of "



1D ';-‘f;.;fji’a"ﬁ::‘i&&"BﬁA GAT.

his old students’ who had kept in touch. I mformed Dubey undzé, our
1&’&’?‘3!&213 maore for practical reasons than anything else. The lawyer told
éxhamizyam taya-jt. My uncle had sucked my fathers blood all his life.
However, his family now offered unlinited sympathy, { found his wife,
Neetu'tayizji.at my daar&tep She saw me, extended her arms-and broke
dowi,
T okay, tayl-ji; I said, extracting myself fmm the bosom hug. “You
need not have cotriel
"What are you sa}rmg? Husband’s younger brother is like d son, shie
Said.
Of conrse, she did mt memwn the Lmd. sihe stole from het ‘son’

‘DQ y@u have the money to do a cremation at Manikarnika? she
said, | .

;1;’::Si-_‘ﬁ'ﬁ.;{?k»f:my’shﬁa&yf’Th’{ﬁ;"i’?l?éﬁéﬁric:..{;l{iﬁ;i-zéit‘-ﬁﬁj&?ﬁ@ﬁaﬁéﬁaiGﬁai3:.i*;s"'-i:hﬁf’&?&f;'f
i Sﬁid

: smﬁd Wﬁh ' a, cm&dahﬁg in sﬁan{:e
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v Jater mtﬁﬁf@?ﬁw retutives had left. owatched a2 the

san?’
Lam!
-‘C@mﬁf@skﬁﬁ h@ f;xa&ad

M}*’zmhyam iiﬁ?«iw}i wanis to offer three Jakhs? 3’ 3&1&1 o L}Léafﬁ? ﬁﬁ&ﬁs
shocked, _
 He ?23@;@@ ‘ihwugh i”%m éﬁcumm %zs ha{i ﬁr&;{samd fm‘ me. "wu szgn

wpras‘cmcd anyway.
I realise itfsn'tan aasy txme f@r your. Think abmﬁ it he said.

Lattendedthé career fair heldi Sampoaranand

Sports Stadium..
- Vineet had: uxgu% me o go. Meet my friend Sunil there, Heds the
eventmanager of the fir and knows all the participants’
I entered the main ten mddreds of stalls inade it reseinble a

trade expo: Private wﬁ%es around thie countty were frying to woo the




12+ Cnx "f&i'si'f-fg'ﬁ-.mw'

studentsof -V&rmas; Members of thanaging bodies of ceﬁeges stood with
~siling faces, Bannersinside the stalls :;Izgp}ayeé mmgns pg;‘ tures likeréd
;emw projects. In cases where parts.of the aaﬂ_ @ _'

n _ihe gxctures werean arﬁsts rendition.

: :j : cmstmctmn smdenis weuid hzm 1o siuciy in _'
sstooms surrounded by concrete mixers.

‘i;mé posters. pmdaxme&i cgiiege names along with emblems,
Wames varied, but were often inspired by gods or grandfathers: t::tf rich
promeoters,

Select fac’nﬁty and students from each college greeted us with glossy
brochures of their institute in these stalls, Everyone wore suits- -and
grinned like a well-trained flight crew; Hundreds of loser students like
me moved restlessly from one stall to the next; Seventy per cent:of the .
stalls comprised of enginéering ceﬁeges Medical, hotel management,
wmt BT dﬁaﬁe gsand a few other courses !:ske }?rBﬁ made 4 p ﬁxe rest,

s}ﬁﬁ:-

of the' pmgrammes éffared Pr&m
flere d cvexy eﬁguwzzmg course.
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%«fiwf: (315 98 ﬁz&rﬁ.m atl umimé atalis here?
' mxt smii The m{é :mci whxtc iaamer sal{i Slmr

“beeven better i;?iis y&a;‘;’hﬁga;é“l am Jyeti

("'a:lesh sta%%
*’}"heu' galawmem_:nmiws ‘are fake Oufs are seal, ask any of our
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He pamﬁeé i@ hzs &méems, three boys and two girls; who bad worn
suits for the first time in their iifé..ffhey szmif:::i timidly I'browsed through
the campus pictures in-the Chintunal srall.

A man from the Sri ﬂanesh stali <came ‘to me. He tapped my
shoulder.

“Yes) Lsaid. |

‘Mabesh Verma from Sri- Ganes%; Did. Chintusiial say anything
negative aboutus?

. Tlooked at him. Mahcsh inhis fori;es and fat, Jooked @ lotlike Jyoti.
"sferm
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mﬁ

idﬁmi vt Kinow . ”31'saiﬂf;ﬁﬁ&é.iﬁiﬁkaf%ﬁ.-.a$;--:'.%%:gin§1..=jf%%i%;_fwmfé@"ﬁfé‘s‘

'-:ﬁ-’-'-hmmnai %mzmer
I?ai:“s faa:e _:wem-rasss---mé £ hia. mﬁege embiem He -went to: ‘the Syt

_--&W&-ai e :-_s%ﬁéii@s;
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Sunil halpad me up. T saw the' blood ou the white shec& and’ felt
nauseous. A-crowd had gathered around us. 1 did not say. an}f‘thmg anid
ran gut. I Ieﬁ the sXaémm and continued to sprint down, the main road

Cameg E wxif take ymj té CCD Iif (}pemd iast Week, Sum} smd

%

We walked to Café Coffes Day at 1P Mall, Sigra. Sunil bought us two cold
coffess with a erfsp new hundred-rupee note; Lcould live-on that cash for

a veeek,
W’haﬁ was: ti’xat? ’Ihey own & cciiege? Zi sald

the;.r name. n.-saczety ém t:%xey az*e m}iﬁe pee;ﬁe in e&uaatz{m, mﬁt hqmr
@amm&

straw o lic -&he oreain. ﬁff
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cally?’ Tsaids ‘Shioulditt academicians be opening colleges? Like ex-

-{"hewbe}hgi &ém Shuk}a j
Giveus two more howrs..... |

always.on my 103, he said fo'me:
beb ae::k’ ‘

.averpzzceéi :ic;aug; niats and mﬁkzes to: go wﬁh t.hm thp,p@d@mam.
coffer. - -
Two men in: iﬁaﬁmr )aﬁkﬁtsa came msxﬁe Ceher remgmsed thetn
from the funeral. 1 shifted sideways on my seat to avoid them. However,
vid already seen me, They walked up fo my table.
el ebi:ﬁtmgyfaur father’s death?’ said one. His musculararm kept a

’E”if'zen we wﬂi !.:ak@ }mi alls”
gripped a can of Coke | "hisimght hami

“Bxcept they are not worth 4 lakh. aach ‘the tem:up g@@ﬁ said. They
Esmgﬁaé,

hisis ow rywhere; the Coke guy said.
You werk for. MLA Shukia iy

don’t you?" Sunil said
*None of your business; the teacup guy said; his voice a'tad nervous.
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‘T saw you:at his house. Fi, P Sunil.  amy a manager at Sunshine
Everts. We work with MLA Shukla-ji a Tot! Sunil extended his hand,
After a few seconds of hesitation, they shook Sunifs hand.
“Your ,",exaé Owes s money. Hed better pay up soon. Or'else’ The
COp Puy pa fter ‘or-else) partly-for effect but mesﬁy iaecause he
didseda a:swwimi‘ig say-next.
- &nd 1 ke?t qwet The mtmsmche goem tapped the: table three

ks sak L&‘:‘i me get somie piore coffes”
}Td have.pre erreé he gave the extra money to me instead of more
coffee, but kept silent. Over. mysecond cup, I gave Sunila summary of the
story so far-my childhood, “Kota; my failure, Babas death,
Sunil piamd his empty cup on the table with a:clink. ‘So now you
“have loaps. And no source to-pay them?” he summarised. |
“My home; maybe Butitis notworth much. AR T won't have's place
to'live in after that! |

And the Jproperty dispute?’
1 had mm*&iorm& the. propeity dispute to-Sunil inbief. T'had not
' “That's an old dispute; }Zsazci surprised Sunil

.gmm °m spet:zﬁc details:




Youwill opsna.college!
‘Relae] Sunil said.
'Qf@ ym} take %:shang kae %‘:}m *saéi}m on the ghat?” 1 said. How else

t’h“ﬁ he said.

e nﬁm“%i‘ml‘a%l Jang. You can only grow crops there:
':_fsazzi | _

. . j"_:I: S&i d
A Shukla-ji? he said,

“Chur MEA; Raman Lal Shukls You've never heatd of himit™ Sunil
“You mentioned hint earlier on the phione. I said:

“Vas. Thave done twetity events with his Blessings. How: else could T
getity au%hmsty appmvals? I persemaﬁy take his cut fo him, I will take
youtoo: Formyown cut] hesald and wmwz’ at'me.

‘Caty




i{{iﬁi}**”"-@ﬁﬁ-’mwﬁﬁﬁﬁgr

Yes, cut. Ten ‘percent. ’E{}rgm a}rm Y7
Wha m@actly are: you Si‘f}ﬂﬁg?

reserved my Gpmlo:a

You. Wart me 16 open.a- {:al‘iege\’ - haver’t even been 1o mﬂege i

said. |
Most people whoown mileges in Tridia haven't. Stupid peep!& g0 to

college: meatt pﬁﬂ}ﬁlﬁ own them! said Sunil. ‘I’ﬂ set it up for next week.

He snapped his fingers. My

Iy ten per cent!



And?’ B

his ;zmms he wortt take up wgm&rmg asax P*"’fe.sjsmﬁ They
aren’t too happy with that!
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, ot. What wxﬁ he do?’
!{mm&hsm shie said, *He Joves:it. That's what he is-meant to do. He
o-change things, Helsalso joiried mwersity poizt;c&
"Ebta&y stupid; I said. I picked up the oars again. Aarti went back to
hersear
We kept: '*Ient on the ride back. The splash. of oarsin the water was.
' - breaking f:he s;lenc‘e Aarti’s’ hﬁir had gmwn, ami zmw

At hes Flaoked dr thiem [ santed o kiss therm,
SF | SOMEONE: eis:.z nom ever yauf Tinsited brain should know

f_y dsé we grow up, Go;aa}? Aam saxd 'Ihmgs were s0 much
siviipler earlier!
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Yw owe money tomy men?’ Shukla-ji said:
Nz:z iy, notyour men, Sunil said and stampeé my-foot. Bedi sis; tell

Iiﬁim rw‘h elred withe metwn Forthefirsttiniein rr;yhfe a pﬁwerfui.
_gzersan haf:} shmm suppaxt for me Imxssed eut _that he saié ‘we'

1 zonis 'ig, Shuida 31 saiﬁ
’iy m&erstand what he &aui *:;ut I ﬁguz:ed e knew more

| ch Iezwe thaz fo usx Shukia i satd You elffme thls, can: yﬁu TRITE
mﬁ@gﬁ?‘
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la.m% 1 Wamed to tfsazzh ‘my relatms & lessmx
“If yousan fix them, ‘youcan fake: whatever share you want; I said,
“Fifteen dcrés: for me; Shuldla: ¢ said Twill keep it until the area. gets
fe“mﬁed to commercial or residential. We lel make the: mﬂage in the

:? a-ji said

‘I% m’mg &:ﬂdz s;px}kﬁ aﬁ&r & Icmg time. ‘Byery ca?i&g@ must be
yareholders, only

_nmaxpamed as a-fion-profit-trust. These dre no sh

& mnt é:ter o pay ymx bag:k a: pﬁmﬁn t}f what you pay them '}hem are .
Many mote Ways ...



-E'%’.?14.*-:'-;&:3'14%3@?@?&?‘ﬁf&‘mwﬁz

Be&zimmimeé speaking till T interrupted him. "Waita minute, aren't

i ng rne that the only way to-make money froma c:ellege is
ds? Sorry; T'am notbeing moral, only questioning.
ake money,

WSW Eﬁéx sa&d, y@u ateniot actually supposed tom
‘ﬁﬂ Wh}f would anybody open one?’ I said.
benefit of sec;ety,}xke s politicians, Shukla-ji said.
Evermng but mebroke: mwjmxghmr I guf:ss the: }ok:e Wason smgﬂd,
naive me.
“Listen, Gapai, Sunil sa;&, “that is imw the rulés are. They are stupid.
Now you can: ¢ither: ﬁglxre out & way around: them, or-remain-clueless:
’?ht:m hasto'be'a trust, youwand Shukla-ﬁ sir-will bé trustees. Bedi will




RB

vmm:ww"zms & 13’7

orethie kalzan nxﬁri:&e ﬁozar |

“Oryou want to remajin an average Kid while your friends-aceahead
of you. - o -

1 swallowed the Tutap in oy throat. Tlooked up 1o rirake:; y% contact
with hinx.

“Y&u have a girlfnend Gopal?

‘Y&u kn{;w why? Becanse you are a nobody.
3 m}ddeé, ”Ihe memory eﬁ Aam and R av kis _.‘ b othe

¥

eople; 1 said..

NQ f .__.ga, arxd leave yaux hammtumnclﬁs éetazis with m}" searety m&éide |

'I’im iakfus.?. ﬁa.é jéke for‘métm.rget it Shnkia“;; sai Fle
back to his desk and Qpemd a drawer.. He took out. ifwm o
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ten-thousand rupees and tossed them at me. ‘One for Sunil, the other
for you, he said.

“Why for pie?" T asked.

‘For running my college, Director sir” He grinned.



“Taj. Wﬁ i ,
She ware a mw full im’

Purchmdfmmmshwamhﬁah
My treat) Tsaid,

e waiter pulled out a chair for Aarti, $
down, Aarti wanted to-watch her weight but’
decided to have soup-and salad for dlnner 50-we. cmzi:i save cakmes ﬁar-
digert,

Shestivred the hm soup with 2 spoon. "Smry, but how s‘:hﬁ you get the:
‘money for this? Baba left you a huge will?”
| _}.’ Emghe& ‘No, he lefeme foans!
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‘Ehf: m&am xt asa; }ake ?mt ;t h&rt a hitie ¥
coud?
Noj Ididnt m thatAartxsmdiam uustmr?rmé |

Shurk a% then, whf} hand}ed the Iaaﬂ»shark bxzsmess, had mxtiated the
settlement process with: 'hanshyam taya-}r Amicable is not the word one.
could use ' :
| '-Thﬁ}? fmd sltéd”m}f uni:ié’s 'Hbuse thrice. The first time they emptied

a h@ﬂl& af gﬂ at’s: blami in hls frent balcony 'Hm secmxd t;me théy stabbeé

-iab@g
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i B ﬁaaténesxt?lsmd,chemngsiawly
- That is how it should work; Aarti said, *Hes going to
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‘Aarti, can [ ask you something?’

“Yeati? She Iooked at me; her spoon poised above the cake.

“Nothing, leave some:cake for me if you can; I said and signalled for
the bill. |

.

’Ihe doorbell woke meat mzdmght I rubiyed my eyes. am;i rea Chéd for the
._:ﬁicm;; still b it son, m VeYear-c

for ﬁw;e minums
*You have ot come o late because you missed me, right?’ 1 said.
‘Whyax‘e{ym {imng this 10 us"” Ajay ,ex;ﬁcaded
‘Doing what? Tsaid. “Do’ y{m want water? Tea?”
‘No! my uncle said. ‘Gopal, pay ;xttentum to. your’ karma God is
waichmg You will have to pay one day: Do not do'this to us”
‘Do'what?’ | said, And why had they come:at this time of the night?
‘Bittoo. hasn't come home from nursery school, ‘my aunt said and
burst ia_ tears ’Ih;s fxme they seemed real, unlike the: crogodile: ones at
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Soniow the question is - do you valie the land more

;cmak&

! o "bmthm; ﬂght now 1 s a-_.caim bui ﬁfm fﬂﬁﬁ
&;ays mmhar mgged at h@r sons ﬁand Ajay released me,

' “?’eu are m%lve ;A ;ray giarad atme.
‘Go home; taya-ji; and think it over, ,We altlove Bittoo more than the
Jand!
“Why is this happening tous? my-aunt excla:mgé atthe d@m |
Wy all karma: Taya-ji will-explain it 'to” youl L smiled as L shut. the
oot

it mek iizreez nights without Bﬂmc to make my relatives maixse thevalue
X 14 41l from the MLAS office when

'sszgned the papers.

aid: ‘MLA sahib has invited

you for dinner: wmght |
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“Cheers] Shuk.iaup said as we clinked our whisky glasses together.
BRedi, Suniland I sat-with ki in his huge. living room, It had three
sepatate seating areas with plush velvet sofds, coffee tables and claborate
Iamps and chandeliers. Three waiters served kebabs, riuts and. mini-
a; in mpkm«lmed china plates. [ noticed pictures: of Shuklaji’s

“Nikhil and Akhil, my sons, Shukl ;v~~?§i:§:ztid«*¢f£%ai§1;:;..a,:ressﬁusci.yinga;izn the
- Us, v .iﬂ :-ke&? thaem awa}f for a whﬂe -

Sone s & 'ukia -jiwas divorced. Others said hie had another family
1 ek Ldidn't feel the need to know.

‘Landisa big $te;>, Redi said grm;ly ‘But thereya long way to go. We.
are meeting the VNN people next week, Meanwhile, we should take care
of the trust formalities!

Bedi explamed how VNN, or the mumcipakty, would. give s the
crucial agricultural-to-educational land re-zoning permit and clear plans
S0 WE Can commence construction.

‘Get the re-zoning done soon, I’venotpaséeighﬂakhsfortheiaxzéw
grmv me, Shukla-ji said.

‘_ Eec{x said, “They know who is. ‘behind this: You arenot a
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‘Hamst er;ong}z .mms take money. But not so hionest that ke will stop.

Sumi tmk ihe Cud, ,He fi‘z&nke{i him for the %@tt%e, bowed ag mmh a8
the h&maﬁ.;zspxm-; aﬁmd aﬁd ft.

jisaid,
“Sure) Isaid,
%huk}a«;s wen% msaxtle his bedroom, He returned with.a heavy plastic

on lakhs?™ said, My hands tmmblad 45 T held the heavy bag. Thad
Tever seem ot hfteé ihat much mmw_y

a- } __ askaed Bfach,
_ hat?” Bediasked.

G;r 8 the}' want to have a'good time; 1 have a:man, Vinod, whocan
arrange that) MLA Shukia said.

‘Oh,, will let you know, Moriey usually does: the job t?xmtgh, Bedi.
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ai Gopal work from your office for a

waiters ran to refill our glasses,
I"he mzst papers are ready We can sign them this-week. But one:

And our my, Shukl:aﬁz sagd Lez me tell Ie r dui %hta for them
whenthe time comes:




17

E ﬁz@p&d thmagh ziw dwﬁmmis Eedx had plmked onmy de&k E satin.

1 szgheei in d;ﬁhﬂlﬁf

‘Anyway;forty thousand maximum, Now,.can you please sign. here?”
Bedisaid.

Over the next two hours I signed on every page of the six copies-
-13%” the forry»page Gmga’rech Eduaatmn 'I“mst mcerpemﬁoﬁ dammem

‘i imagine we have 1o pay somei?éﬁ% o ciear tlm ;nspm:ﬁen?’ 1 said.
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i laughed. “You learn fist. Of course, we pay. A thick packet to
every inspector However, r:gh: now we pay to obtain an inspection date.

. gmrf:mmmt umversﬁy afﬁhatmn For ﬁzat, we: had toget: appmvals from
the vice-chanceéllor of & staté university, Shukla-jis connections and a
generous envelope would do the trick.

*Otherwise the vice-chancellor can create a lot of hagsle] Bedi said,
_i'spaakmg from pastexperience.

‘So.who are these UGC and AICTE mspectars, anyway? I said

“‘University lecturers: from government colleges are appointed as
inspectors. Of course, since it is sucha Tucrative }ob the lecturers have to

bribeto become one; Bedi said.
“Whom?"

.agemem at UGG, or someong in the education ministry;
' ours; Please inform

"'gm’t fargei the VNN
..t:iw hag
: -iam wait'to get rzd ofi 11 Tsaid. Trisscary to ke

meenngBadzsaszndéeﬁnitedmtf
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'”im;?atmnce, the fitst: folly of ywth You are epemﬁg a m%lege:, ‘what
is the hurry?

T's sl going to. take years. But I want to get all the approvals: dorie]
1said.
Be@iz: $ 'fgﬂal ed ‘meto be guzet Smha laugi‘md

b avymdpiasmbagciwen ,4
ich, by the way?” Sinbia eniquired as wecame outside,




Lsm*cmmwmm

leven?’ _;saié §was baxgammg With inm as 1f Twas buymg a Toshirt,
Of course, the thought of the amount involved numbed-me.

“Twelve and a half. Done! Do not embarrass me beéfore mmy big
brother, Sinhasaid,

Tdidn'targue furthier: T had to make arrangements -fozgiheﬁ;remafiz;iag;_
cash, - | -

*You are-a good bargainer; Bedi said to me while fimypmg me-off at
Shukla-ji’s residence.

"55{)&3 smash it; sald Shaldw}l, hmld:

g me 3 coconut at the entrance of the
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fter Shukla: ;x:s »;mech tim_ press aﬁkﬁd c;mstmns Most were simig e,;___-
rtiazmg to the courses that would be on offer and the upcoming college
facilities. Howevey, a few tlﬂgh wurmizsts did not spare him,

‘Shurkla sir, are you the owner of this college? How much is your
stake?" one reporter asked.

‘} am 2 trustee. ] have no stake It is a non-profit entity] Shukla-ji
said,

o is funding the land and construction?”
Mr Gﬁngal M__shra h&m OWRS th;s !am.& T wam 1o enwurage ysmng

’Ihm new: mpzc galvamsed all the reporters, Bveryone raised their
Scrad _ed toask qu&stmm
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A truck arrived with bricks, iron rods and other canstructmn
materials. Behind :t, | saw: a white Ambassador car with a ;;:..:ij hton
fop.

Aarti; at-m:taf the car-upon spotting me. 1 am.so.s0 50 serry, she
said. Arethe prayers over?’ -
“Can the prayers ever be over mthawt A ”Isaxé










TE inépection. A mygé. BH{}'..éggree meant litde ;m Tdbe
: 1ssumg my own éegreﬁs soon.
eyl Raghs -L saxd in a;s&ghﬂyfﬂ' sygvmce ‘Buddy, where were you?’

'He ciappeé my hami With- his so _hard tﬁ%t it hurt
‘Ym& ﬁee& 4 dmnk; Raghav saxd T}xere& the bm‘

_dsmng table, s0 Y hmded ﬁar the km:heﬁ A giﬁ mtiz kmg ﬁesse:s, i& - b



.2% ¥ G}im&x BRAGM

1o meﬁ was arrmg;rxg carxd&ﬁ 4331 a huge ch@cuiate cake ’ﬁw cake ha&:

NI liw and .. ¥
Ihmge a bi}}'ﬁ‘imd Doesrt meanlt ;@,my&ni}mhfe, okay?" Aarti

aghay shi said.
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E"“Wﬁﬁ gaﬁxm;i around Raghav. He helda imlfe in hss ham% Aarti
£ Raghay cu he cake: B"ﬁf}"me dﬁ? Red 1
5@ big deal. Raghav fed the first piece to

: yeech!™ the cmwd begax;x to-demand of Raghav Aartitobk
-2 !;asswe and mpeﬁ his face.

“Well, friends, congrats to all of you on your graduation, Raghay said.
“We have: spent four fabalous years together. As we get: ahead with our
fives; Lam. sure we will always have a special place for.onr campus in our
heatts!

“Wewill still be to

| heréndmbeﬁpeﬁtacteéhwmterm?mmm
atInfosys ' o

Seven }:*eopia ra:sed their: glasses high in the dir. Tﬁey all had offers

arti said, Wipmg a bi(ﬁ} of i Icmg from. R vav's cheek:
“Tell ther the real teason |
“Ihatis the real reason; he chuckled.

" Yeah, right’ Aarti
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tti said, tummg to.the crowd. ‘Mr Raghav Kashyap is staying
‘back tojoinl ,a:mk"as;a\repﬁrten

Murinurs of surprise: Tan through the crowd.. Raghav had edited
the: caﬂnga magmm and even.done a newspaper: mt:emsh:p However,
few knew he had the: courage to-chuck Infosys to becomie - newspapcr
-rfﬁl‘iﬁr
Raghay ehat&e& thh hxs friends. Aarti siwed the cake for everyane .
Thie music became loud again. I ‘made another drink and Teaned: against
the: wail wmdenng #1 should feave:
e ke ona paper: plate Idedlined.

"Sﬁ when éaes your college open?” she said,

‘In three months GangaTech starts admissions; T said.

| Realiy? Can Tapply?" She iaughed o

TR pritit-you. 2 degree if you want;: -you do:not even have to attend
classes, T'said. -

‘Really?’ she said, wagging a finger. ‘Yeah, give. me an Electronics
Engineer degree like Raghav’s. But better marks than him!

“Sure) Lsaid.

She laughed even more. I had tried so hard the last four years to get
Eﬂver Adrti, Yet,,- Qne:laugh of hers had.-- et back years of effort. Suddenly it
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ere!

*Sa?’

‘S0 what? He doesn't care. He feels the revolution begma at Home.
Society changes only when individual family norms are challenged”

“Revolution?” I said.

“Oh veah; he is quite into that, The Great Indian Rexroiutwa ers,
1 finishied. your drink, T'am so sorry/ she said and touched my arm in
agmlag}r |

s fine. I'll make mc;mer one And. yau are:cool” Wzth m caress
HocET

“Of course, 1 believe one should follow mei:r passion, Am.1 not
Wark' g i:awa.rés mma? $o an it hostess iso't the same 482 re%mmzm,

“Ask him, he will cxpiam it to you. Wait, T will get us'more drinks!



She went hackin, I waited in the balcony: T did not want t6 beé with-
the smug softwate types inside. 1 imagined a day when students from my
milege wmid ge;: bs. T wondered if big software companies would ever

it GangaTech. € teourse, we had 10 open for- aémsswm ﬁrst,

Sum 1 saxé Shukla»ji had gwen me a s,,eﬂphane tae We ex :ﬁﬁ
numbers.

'Td Jike to see your caliegae sometime, she said,

‘Let it open. Vil do an inaugnration; Tsaid.

4{8 the ea“!}egﬁ your pa . , h : .. id

‘I don't Know: It’s the 'mest np;mrtumty life gave e

“Have you felt g:eassmnate about anythmg,\ Gopal? Hs-an amazing
-fwling, Aarti sazd

‘M&:mem want tc make lotsof money, 1'said.

S}:w--thmw:-u har haﬁds in the air: ‘Oh, come on, Aarti sa;td, ‘3" Hart's
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‘zzs amazmg tobe i love only when the other person loves you back,
1said. Lregretted my statement instantly.

‘C}ad‘x" Below the‘ belt?

Tam sorry* Tgaid.

“That was s long-ago. And Raghav and I are happy So happy’

‘Should w o back in?" I said.

‘yonare m-xﬁmg o operiup! Aart said, y(m can find someone nice,
Gopal!

‘I s:lfmt m:eei any@ne, %’ said: and ioakeci away

mﬁcge I w;ii %ae jm‘t a iﬁsgh*: aﬁendam’ se%%mg c;}’n?s, zf I am haﬁ:ky ‘sz can
get someane better. :

“Somieonie better than: you?’ I saxd

‘Tetaliy she sa;zi :

“That js not pessz{bie Aarti) Y said: Bef@re she couid answer, Lstood up
again. arid returned to the’ party.

[ went up to Raghavand: told him I had to leave to meet a contractor.
He didn’t: Se.em tﬁ mmd it much. 1 came outside: his apartment and took

T icmked back at her h‘om the steps. What? 1 said.
Dot tell me youstill-have feelings for me?’
Towallowed hard, Mot arall] T said-and sprmted out..
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HQ‘W longis yout break?’I shouted. A group: of labourers sat under the
banyan tree near the main campus building: ‘Its twa«thzrty, lunch ended
an hourago,

Wehad enlya week Ieﬁ for the final AICTE inspection. Theclassrooms
needed ‘a Tast lick of paint. The workers didn’t care.

“Your work will be done, sahib.. said one of the. workers, folding
the newspaper he had been sitting on. He wore a tattered vest and dark
trousers with cream pamt all over it.

‘My college won't openif the inspector is unhappy with s Tsaid.

‘Who is going to: say oo your. college?” the worker stood up..

The other workers nghtened their-turbans, They picked up thelr
brashes and moved to the clissrooms. ¥ remiained under the. banyan tice,.
exhausted. b}! my daﬁy ritual of haulmg up the men every two hours. 1’
glanced down at.the newspaper left behind by the workers. A’ ‘headline
caught fmy attention: ‘Varanasi needs more: cnlieges

I pzcked up’ the newspaper. ‘Under the headline was the writer's name

”i"he article: talkeci about how the youth: pﬁpuiatmn of Varanasi had
grown significantly i inthe last ten years. At the same time, the number of
colleges had not kept pace with the demand. It made recommendations on.
;how tim gcmmmeni could make educatmn & ptwm} He even argueé ihat’.
cerpamte %ed;es c@tﬂé enter the sector zmd xmpm\fe quahf E\fen ’thm:gh
it came from Raghav, I liked the article, Tt augured well for my business.

The article had-a‘separate. biox with a list of calieges about to open’ n
Varanast It had five names, and L saw GangaTech in the ist.
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“Wow, I said to. my’éelf" excited. I had never seen Ganga’l’echs namein
prmtiéiaﬁed&hn [a-is ok . S

“Well donel” Shukia-ﬁ sdid. “Wait and see- ‘how much press we. get
when we opan. :

T'wantéd 1o call Raghav and ask if he coutd do & detatled piece on
my college. A reputed newspaper talking well about: nga’fach could do
wonders for-our opening. .

1 didu't have his mgbﬁe number: J-could easxiy abtmn it fr@m Aarti;
However, 1 didnt want to call her. | took the newspaper to the campus
3bm'id§ng My office still didift have furniture. Tsat on 4 plastic chair and
reminded: myself to-call the carpenter. |

¢ Iaoked atmy phtme contacts: Aarti ai‘ways caie first, gwen thather
| Hiatte begms with A2 |
I am oniy ::aﬂmg her o get Raghavs numbcr, Titold mybelf many

S_h@ Qx_cls@.d_ up .afmr- f@ur- rings. H.c}e: wh.«st asurprige; shesaid.

‘Hi, how -aré you?” I'said. T did-not want'to exchiange pleasantries.
However, to jump ditectly to my query seemed abrupt.

‘P a Tittle low, bt that's okay! she said. ‘How are you? 1t was nice
_z.::f'haﬁ;tmg_.mth you'atithe party! : e

L guess 1._si_‘x(;{ﬁ;i_"hax*g.-_.-.e;hqui;gﬂ._'_:‘s’.&%’h}’ she felt low. However, 1 side-
stepped it Yeah, fisteny; do ﬁyéii;hﬂve,'_.'fiiagﬁééﬁa-ilttimbér.—?’. Tsaid,

“Of course. How comie you want it?”

“There's an article of his T read in'the paper today, on education.
liked i, wanted to tell hirn?

Oh, sure, she-said, “He will be so happy” She read out the ﬁumber to

‘:'Tha-n‘k;s ;ﬁgar%if Tsaid "ﬁpﬁak'ldter“théﬁ?"
nt fo know why Iam low?” she'said.
"W}tzm a gxr fasks you that, youd better say yes. ‘Tdo, Why? T said.
“Mom.and dad wor't let me leave Varanasi, she said. -
Realiy? How will you fly for an airline then?" I said.
‘Exactly. What am 1 sugsposed tobecoine here? A boat hostess?”
‘Convinge then; T said, for lack of better advice.
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“They wont hsten It may have to run away
‘Are you' crazy? "fhey will come around; I said.
‘Wil you talk tothem?” she said,

‘Met™

Who.an av.will be better, no?" 1 said. -

Raghav? fe doestt even want me to £o. Plus, he'is so busy at the_
newspapet; he won't meet me, let alone my parents!’

“Your hiave na-other friend? Somebody from the aviation:academy?” ]
said. ‘Or maybe even your faculty?” |

“You'don't want to-doit; is it?’ she said. :

‘No, Tjust ... Ijust don't:think 1.am the best. person to taﬂc 1o them
about this _

‘Fine; she said: ‘Fine’ means somewhere between ‘whatever’ and ‘go
tohell’ in Girlese.. |

‘Okay, the site engmeer is calling me; Tlied, T will speak to-you later”

I hungup. Tehecked the duration of the call. Thad spoken tpher for
seven mninutes and twenty-two seconds. I.felt like calling her again, and
advising her on how to-déal with her'parents. Maybe should have agreed.
to meet her parerzfs} after all, she had thosen me - from all. the people she.
knew. Talmost pressed ¥ re=dial when I checked myseif

Only patnwill mma_ from be;ng dlose to her. She &eloﬂgs to Raghav and
there is no place for me in her life, Lscolded myself. '

I callﬁci Ra,ghav He picked up. the phone. lmmcdxatel}f

that day!
"Y&}u are w:eilwzne : How*s:"the new. j’oﬁ?’
1 read your amdé t;oday Pretty gmd
“You réad 1t? Wow, Thanks?
“You nentioned Gan gaTech, thanks for that too!

“Oh, our rescarch ‘team ‘made- that table. You are-about 1o open,

right?’




‘levow’rmn 2020 ¢ 155

Yes& alimost feady Would youlike to visit? Muaybe you cando a story

: s?ccxﬁc to G "ngaTech’ | :
by Freou Ragha.v sa;d ius voice: hesaam ’Kwugh th»e ;:vohcy:
migh?befmm calk about speczﬁc instittitiofs?

Oy v that case, forget it) Isaid: T-didn't wanﬁé'féjtakeié'ifé#ﬁﬁr from
hitr; ényway :

“But! could do o story on you!

Me??

Yeah & young ‘boy from Varanast opensa ceﬁege 1t Is something.
And in that‘ interview wercan talk abott Ganga' Tech!

“Lamsnoreofdn, &mpieyee 1 said.
‘_M‘Z & "%huk}am -ﬂ\e r£a§ pers@n, right? Raghay'said,

me whe:re? Rag a'v'gé;id;

Ididn't l;ke hlS mtel mgmve tone:‘He knows lots of charitable people,’
1 said. ‘Anvway do yau;.w_axxt tointerview: me? Either way is ﬁne

‘Of course,; § do: When do you-want to do 82’

‘T have an mspectmﬂ next ?rxday After that? Maybe the weekend 1
,saici

Sure; T W{ii see y@u Where? szmzk ofﬁce"’

‘No. Comeé to my. Gfﬁce, 1§ sald I stressed the last two words. I have
ffugggaﬁcs HOW, bﬁddj& {wanted to tefl Him.
‘Ohy, sure. Where's your campus?’
I‘en : _-ﬁemetre;s outside the city on'the Luckniow Hzghway You will.
g1 t%xe board ‘on yout: rlght , T

I carie’ out of the: Lampus bmldmg i exammed the "i‘hre*e sierev
structure; We had to paintit gray in the coming week.

My phorte rang, lwas Bedi,

“Yes, Bedi sir’ T said.

Tvedined up.seven solid faculty members for interviews tomorrow.
Are you free? -
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‘T have no cholce but to be free Tam on the site all day; can' you brmg
ther here?

“No- way. We: have to. £0 to their houses. Three other colleges are
opening ii the area. They all have offers. We have to lure them, he-said.

1 azglieé Every:; ay brought a new chai!enge

“Fine; 1 will arrange a car from Shukia~ps office 1 said.

*

‘We reached Prof MG Shrivastavas house in Ashok Nagar at eight am.
. barp, as instructed by the retired electrical engineering professor from
NIT Allahabad. We had to get someone from NIT, if not an 1T, to be the
dean. We'had almost struck a deal with a retired NIT Bhopal professor.
However, he found a better offer closer home in Indore, Prof Shrivastava
was AICTE gold standard, with over thirty year& ‘experience. Like. all.
things golden; he didnt come cheap.

“Two lakhs a month?’ I asked, ‘Buf-we have. }ust started’

Mrs Shrivastava, the pmfessurs wife, served us tea and poha for
 breakfast, She ;amed the ‘negofiations: $ri Amma. Coﬂege has made an
offer. One and a half }&khs, plus a car with a drivet; she said.

Mac}mn the umvereity e ar 'iﬁ]_zaied to: conta:ois our fee) I said.
“Plus, we are new. I don't know how admissions will go©

Ts:that our pmblem?’ Mrs Shrivastava asked, quite correctly.

Bedi Jjumped. into, the fray. th,w\ 'ver mascmai}le requirements you
‘have, tell s, We will accm nodate.”

‘Bt we have bud.:get, Teaid

':shmfastava put his spoon down. “Who are ym; hc said to-me; ‘the
owner's son?’ '

Tam the gwiier, Gopal Mishra. The cailege is'on my Tand! 1 said.

And Shitilda-ji? Doesn't he'd cide ot this?’

“He iz asilenttiustee; T said. I&emdﬁ
The professor looked at me for a few seconds, surprised at my
defiance. '

‘Mr Mishra, the dean is most important. I know the AICTE people.
With-me, consider the inspection done, Shrivastava said.
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“We have a sefting in the ATCTE to0) T said, ‘please understand. 1f1

g:w: yon bigh package, ail other members ‘of the faculty swill dem‘“i’."

*T’a par 'bf i€ i cash ‘Shrivastava said. Silenge: dcscended over the
ta,bLe H hazé dlready pmv;cied a solution: A-more pracﬁcai dean would

‘Haw_mmh“" Tsaid, _

“Fiffy per cent? Mavbe more; he suggested, ‘It only saves me taxes:
Arid nobody feels jealous of me. In fact, my on- papet salary will beower
thm that of the teachers.

We kinew we had come to:the right place, Bedi said..
Fme, Isaid. :

‘We seitled for & one-lakh-cash:seventy-thousand-cheque package
per month. The new dean came on board immediately. He offered to:help
us hire other faculty, for salaries ranging from {ﬁitiy"t{):éigjity' thousand a
month, dep ending on experience and the degrees they possessed.

U charge ten thousand per hire as search foe; apart frommy salary’

~ “That’s tine. When can you start?’ Usaid,

%nyﬁme, he said, Twill comeé to campus’ three day% aweek!

| Three days?’ 1 saicL Ym are the dean of the mstitnte ‘How can the

G airy the -Qeem, that i why three days: Eise, once a'week is enongh!
he sald e . o

Which faculty goes to’ «teach ‘every. day g1 private mileges? D&}m
warr}a ] Wﬂ}, tell the AICTE inspectors 1 am thiere Weryda}r

“But whio will TRnage the faculty? Who will ensure that classes are
held on time and the students are faught properly?” I said, my heart
beating: fast. I dide't knbw if this was how a college dean shoitld bé.

‘Itsa private college. We will manage. Telt him, Bedi- Jl;hﬁw it we}rks,
Shiivastava grinned. | ~ :
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Bedi finished his cup of tea and nodded. “Of course. We will figure
out the: teaci’:mg arrangerments and all Tater. R:ght now our focus is the
inspection, and then the admissions. Later on, senior siudmts can teach
first-year students: Happens i many colleges!

‘Wirs Shrivastava cleared the table, We moved to the drwmg oM.

“What's your admission strategy?’ Shrivastava said;

“We.are. advertising in all newspapers: Part:cxgatmg in’ career-fairs,
also-approaching schools and coaching classes) T said..

‘Approaching schools for what?™ he asked. _

‘well gote schoolsand make a presesxtation on our coiiege, I said,

“Who- cares dbout: the present&taon’ Did you fix the principals?
Shrivastava said.

“We will; don't worry, Bedi said.

‘We ‘will what?” I'said. 1 Hated it when Bedi d:tdnt tell me things
beforehand:

‘T-will explain to you. Let's go, we have other meetings, Bedi said and.
‘stowd up. “Thanks, sit; will see youon Friday

Shrivastava came to-see us off-at the door. ‘When do T get my first
salary? " he said.

* will send thecash home, Isaid.

‘We had five more faculty prospects to meet: Shukia “jihad given usan
Tanova car for exchisive use'of the coﬂ&ge We praceeéed to. Mﬁghal Sarai
‘to:meet aretired chemical engineering professor.

“f amyse r&heveé the dean is done, Bedi'said as the cat reached the
highway, | S
‘He-seemed more Mr Deal thaih M Deari to me; Iqmppe&

‘He has warked iri private colleges before. He knows heisindemand,
Don't take his tantrums personally, Bedi said. .

“What did he mean by “fx” the school prmmpals? Tsald,

“Fhe: schaols have_:a_ _:xg _ _ﬁuence on Where the chﬂé goes aext Many
+ty for an TIT and NI, most

W efe?’ I..s».a.xd_

“That’s where we come in. Private colleges can fulfil your: dx‘eam of
‘becoming an enginesy, even if: you didi't cléar the entrance exany. The
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problemis, there are.so many private colleges now. How does the student
choose?”
T asked the driver to decrease the temperature of the air-conditioner;
to beat the forty degrees outside. "How?' I'said.
"Ihey With the school teacﬁem and pringipals’ advice: Who else

' i() W hrxhe ‘them i{:«}?’ 1 sazd :

Yes, Birtnever Say that word, especxally 163 gcimai ?rxnapﬂ‘is Anyway;
itisa btraxghﬁfemmd zakuﬁatwn We givet mem ten per cent'of the fee we
take for 'évery admission’

A defined suim doesn't sound like:a bribe,

‘We give ten per cent to anyone - caachmg classes, career fait
organisers oy whoever helps usfillup the zoﬁagc

“Ten per cent it is] T said,

You ate workmg gu-the media plan, rf«aht? he'said. :

My thoughts went to our media strategy; then to Raghav, and from
there to Aarti. It is amazing how the braiiv will connect one thcught o
‘another antil it gets towhere it wantsto bt;:

Bedi continued to'talk about how we will fill two himd red students for
_-th(, ﬁrs’f batz:h 13 mned aut, oﬁhng at the ﬁe%ds outstde and remembering
1k agh s balcony.
L ift? isa bltcth wken ﬂ‘iﬁ oniy womai }Ou can thmk Of i)elfmgs to someone:
else:




I saw: Raghav enter the campus frorn the-window 6f amy: ‘office. I had
screamed at the carpenters to getmy office desk and chairs finished in time.
Apart fiom the missing visitors’ sofa, my office had ‘become functional,
The air:-conditioner worked. T increased the cooling to maximusi to
ensure Raghav noticed it. T surrounded myself with files. He came and
kniocked on the half-open doot.. |

“Yes?’ 1 said and looked up.

“We did say two -0’ clock, nght” Raghay said. He wore a white shirt
and blue jeans. :
*Hi, Raghav; 'Soz!'r‘}i;j.i: ke;e_g%fs'fo' -éhusg}'x_,ji-l ZIGSé:—-‘[t—i'—étﬁéﬁ"timé sometimes, T

said.

i"if: bat a i ms med sat on ﬁm dlrﬁ?ctar« chair; 1 w&md&{&d 1f he nofticed

“Yes; but’ I fmind a’lot 6n.one: ef the ’mistees, Shikla! |
SOf course, hes & popular _P.Ohtxcmn.; But heisn't reaﬁ}'mveived in
f the college,

‘the Euncfmzzmg
“Hie’s involved in many other things though’ Raghav smoothed ot
the pnnfeu% 'h:-the,qz,xgst;gns.

He nodded I rang the bell. 1 had asked thie peon to ‘bring teain the
borie china chpsiwe. kept for. spemai guests. Not that. Raghav caunied as
special. However, I mted him to know we had tea in fancy cups.
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He locked around the huge: twenity-by- eighteen-feet office, T wanted
toask himif anyone inhis newspaper had such abig office, but wntmllsd
rayself. _ :
Henoticed an aichitect’s model of the campus i}e
@ }a}@%‘ hesaid
6! Deaid and jurped up. ‘Let me show you. all tlhe tacilities!

Lexplained the- mpus: hyaut to him. “Ihe Kostels are here. We will
keep adding more roams with successive batches, The classrooms and
_'famiz}z offices are hiere, sl the main bﬁﬁ&mg we dre in right now.” helabs
are in-a separate. huiltimg Allimported equipraent] ) -

“What will be the faculty ratio? Raghav said, taking frantic notes.-

“We are targeting vo miore than one teacher per fifteen stodents,
[ said, ‘which i¢ better than the AICTE norms: One éay ‘we-want 1o be
better ‘than BHU!

He locked at me;
Justasa goal. Who else is there to compare wzth? I sml

He shrugged his shoulders in support.

'The tea arrived. Thad instructed the peonte serveatieast five shacks.
He brought nuts, biscuits, samosas, potato chips and cat fruits.

“That’s not tea. That's a meal! Raghav said,

“Please have Wetan cantmﬂe the interview later] T said asthe peon
served us,

‘We ate in silence: I didi’t want to discuss’ anythmg other than the

mllege with him, He pzcked up ‘Hiis rxotepaé asheate.
| “What kind of investment went into this college?” he said,
‘Lots. Engineeting caﬂeges arer’t cheap) Fsaidand iaughed avoiding
any real ﬁgures
“Haow 511@3 exactly? hﬁ said. - L

“Hard fo. say. I had the land, but zi you ﬁad o buy it, you'can mmgme
the prices;'1 said.

“Isnt this agricultural 1and?” he said. |

“Yes, you. kniow that, Raghav Remember Babas court case?’

You titanaged to get it from your relatives?” he said.

“Yes, but that's pot gomg into the interview, nghi? ¥ said.

dm(:m; take
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‘No But teﬁ me, how ehd this agricultural land get re-zoned?’

"He-contmued to take notes.
“Every 3hmg is agpmved’ L re;zeateé Pperhaps too defensively.

id; s hewhat irtitated. ‘Because we: foik)weci procedures

‘Fine; How much:did the college cost apart from the Jand? he said.
‘iamnaﬁsuﬂ iff canreveal that. it;s,afteraﬂ,competmvemfermatnm

Butanyone who visits our campus can see it is:state of the art, Tsaid.

‘Mm‘e t}lan five-crotes? he. persxsteci 1 shouldi’t -have-entered his

Mere than ten? ke said | |
“How'is the actual number relevant?’ I .said.
‘Where did the 1 money come f{ﬁm? he sazci

‘No, Raghav 1 dﬂnt ‘want to: comment on’ an);;_:;__f__';“-_ . other 1 '?‘
'Ganga’!‘ech____ Ii yeu have a}l the mfm mat:on, we can__ nd t_ :‘5" tervie '.’

& z:{vu}é.h ive se%if my 'c.ar.to pack youup; Fsaid. It is too hot]
“It's fine. I have to go to many places, he said-and put bis helmet on,
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iscnc«ter S 3
You: don't liave to come mug:h Help me wﬁ"ﬁ themspwaons, and
maybe come once  week; T said. o
He Wi’ a%mut to starg %m scooter, but smpped m:dway He mailed

yi cant be' partzof & Cafrupf-en&erpﬂse} he Said
What?
It is Shukla’s 'ibfiegé ;
“ftis mme, i pmtestexi
t know you will run i, but he is behind: 1t nght?’
S{}? How caif you ﬁ:ali us- mrmpt? We hamrn t even apened et
‘It's built with money made by r.errupt practices”
T have Wt}rkt,_ my assoff for th réeyears, Raghav. Three: yﬁars, bnnd&ys
included. How can you. make a statemem hke that?”
‘He is agcused of steqling twenty crores from the Ganga Actum Pla.
Gevernment money meadt to.cledn our siver,
‘Itisian accusation: Notp oven; 1 said. _ _ B
‘Right after that he mad: many property mvestmenf' including this
-:.Gﬂ%et Can't béixew youdidnt see ﬁ}mugh it thw eané:__,.pﬁixticzan have
5o such raoney? He:comes from a humble background”
‘Can ol prove wmngdamg? 1said,
Mot yet. But are you sure he didn't do anything?’ he queried.
I C@uiéﬁt contm! myself aiymore. ‘You are jealous] 1 said.
“What?' '




164 ¢ Carran Buacar

“You are jealous that Tam doing well. T am not supposed to do well,
right? Afier all, my. AIEEE rank wias. lower than yours: Isn't it, Mr }EE?’

‘Basy; buddy. This- is not persenaf he ssrd and kzck~staa'ted his
sceoter, . |

“Then-what isit; Mr Reporter?”

I my jnb o ﬁgure out the truth, thatsall” .

Before I could respond, he zoomed off. He Jeft behind a'cloud of dust
that stung my eyes more than anything ever had in the past year,

hd

The day of the AICTE inspettion felt like an exam day. Our faculty of
_twenty reached the campus at 80{) am, Sweepers Serubbed the ﬁoors.-_
uompuw_r room w;}r.ked . We_had.arrangez{a dgnn;er_ at T_ay_ Ganga for the |
inspection committeg, Shukla-ji had pémiise‘d me hed come, buf backed
out at the last minute dite to au urgent rural visit. Sweat beads formed
on my forehead. T made:the fifth trip 1o the campus gate to check if the
inspectors had arrived yet.

‘Stand straight, 1 hollered at the’ security guard, and salute. all
guests.” | -
“Relax; Director Gopal, Dean Shrwastava said, Twillt andle them!
'Ihcy armred anly at e]even A&hok sharma, our }umor-most faculty

".'%1 A {mpal -Mzshra, ymmmer md directorof the callage Meet Dean
rShrwastavax ex- dzrecmr of N IT Aﬂahabad;’ 1 said, ' :
PRI B e ' ances, smng each ether up hke

: Yes.,ﬂ Shrmstava saad “Thired Rim?.
‘Barua was my student! Yadavsaid and siapped 1318 tfngh
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xéden}v ‘the Irghtb went ot Everyone sighed as darkness. engulfed;

ws; Wc haé ;aower supply issues inthe nearby villages: We had no ekectnm’sy
- ! £AOON. ~

: generator I-said; and went to teil the peon to smtch it

o

“The office was turning staffy.
“Should we go outside?’ said one middle-aged meniber of the
mspectmﬁ teasm. S | -
Anv mmute now, sir] I smé The mbfe»hght DMy oiﬁce blmked as
_ pawer canie back on,
W may iathe machmes are there in your machmmg iab2 asked

an mspec‘:m _
bxc,ht,_,Shr:vastava sa;»:i We wﬁl i’&kf: 3 mumi Iatcrf _

Xouriteam member asked a questlcsn, sirg. Eﬁnvastava' sdid. |

Bveryone turied to' the inspector who' had asked the lathe machine
question. ‘You are?’ Shr;vastava said;

Mr. Bhansa!x, said thed ingpector.

Mr Ehmsah, why dz)nt we all move: to my office for course-related

Mm y@u:a aid. :
o~ Eour qu _;':'ﬁcanons? he saxé

. Bhan&ah saxd as Shrwastm c‘iit }mm
9oty g& siv. T will answer mrﬁryth111g, Shrwastava saad aml esc{}rted
them. Bﬂt . SRR R
When emeﬁ;y(}m was out, Shrivastava came back intomy office,
“Bhansali is niew. The other six won't say & word. Lunch is coming, right?’
5, the caterer 15 already hiere, T'said. :
_\:\ﬁ.ﬁ}ﬁd And-the packets?’
"Packets?’
:Gfopai, do I have to explam it7 This is &IC’I E:
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‘Good. Give it to thenrafter dessert. How much?’

"Twao for Yadaw,and twenty-five each for the rest?’ I sad.
‘Make'it fifty for Bhansali, Shrivastava said. ‘Whaf's for dessert?”
Moong daal halwa T said.

‘My favourite!” Prof Shrivastava said and left.

‘ .

We had booked a private room in. Ta; Ganga for the AICTE: inspection.
dinner. ' We had alsor ':rmted out entire faculty and senior government.
officials who' had heiped us-in the: past. They came with’ farilies. This
party of a hundred people burnt anotherhole in GangaTech’s pocket.

‘We hadn't earned a rupee of revenue yet. We had spent six crores
already on ccmstructmn equiprnant, faculty, and. of course, fixing

Howeve,r,--.Shgzkla__ ji didn't seem to care,

‘Refax, we will recover the money, Shukla-ji said; He handed me a
whisky with soda. |

Tscanned the: root. “We have paid bribes to at least. thxrty people in
this room,. aid..

Shirkla-ji iaaghed

“What have we done wxong? We enlv wanted to. open a college I

satd.

IFs okay, Shukla-jisaid. Twe haci & strmghtfvrwardand ciczm system;
these pmfegsars wouid open: their. own colieges Blue-cth companies and
software firms ¢ Heges, The system is twisted, thEY dont want
o touchy it Thatds where we comein!

“When. will we.make money? 1 paid five lakhs mda}z Iﬁr the
insp ﬁ(‘:tif}ﬂr
“Pay them sore more] Shaklaqi said.

“Who?
“The inspectors.
isaid, ‘Shrivastava sir-said it is enough. We will get the

approval ina week!
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“Twant them 10 not enly dear the college, but also say great things
hukla~;1 said.

e 0‘. the main guy I i} arrar;ge the cash
phm}& md made a, caﬂ

fmd aﬂd £amé to one corner’ 0§ t,he mcm "ﬂ’xe cash w;ll armxc in an
how? hetold me

Why do'you trust me somuch, %hukiawjl Tould steal your money
Yo dorit have & tamﬂy Whom woyld: you. steal for?” he said.




'The AICTE approval came on time, a5 prorised by Prof Shrivastava.
We had one final step before we opened for:admissions. We needed the
state: university affiliation. Mange&h Tiwari; the vice-chancellor, had sat
on our application for months.
We were at Shukla-ji’s place. Affiliation is a simple job. We are offering
him double the market rate. Mangésh is turning seniile; Bedi said.
“How much does he want?” Shukla-ji asked.
“It’s niot about the money. He doesnt like us. Doesn't éven take our
calls; Bedi said. | |
“What is the solution?” T said;
“Use some contacts. Ncm-pohncal if possabie, heisa college batchmate
of our DM Bedi'said:
“I know the DM’s-daughter. Old s;:hool friend; Tsaid.
"Well, dowhatever it takes 1 want admzss;ons to open next week.
':?ulbpage adsin every paper, bhuk?a—}; said
‘Dot worry, next Sunday Varanasi will falk only about GangaTech;
T said:

e

T had:promised. myseif ot to call Aarti, However, T had nochoice.
.ook who caﬁmgftoday' Adrti c%mpcd

‘Noihm: -;:i.-133§1ave ia ﬁﬁd:a job m ‘Varanasi,
“That's.not so bad
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Wﬂl your coikege have itsown piane"‘ she aaxd

sméem:s?’
Wheﬁ we:;manage to piease eyery fndzan govemmem official on ' this

f‘Wémd come hlp geﬁiﬁg 'fhmghsém thestate unjremsty:
"k’@u wam t@ speak to-Him: mw? : _

“blackiist? To bie called: ;zmiy' in Wark cmérgenc:les

Nmthmg like that, We can catch up after L meet your. dad

‘Of course, work first) she said ina sarcastic-tone. '

‘My admissions are stuck, Aarti. Its. urgent, T said.

‘Okay, okay, fine; Hold on a Semné, fet. me check with him, she
said.. -

She spoke to her fathsr and picked up the phone again, ‘Tomorrow
norning at ezght?

- “Sure] T said. T will se€ you then!

‘You. sever-come home now. Not friends w;th&amanmre? DM

- Prad,hm b&ié | :
We_sat in h;s stﬂdy A iifasme portrart of Aattxs grandfather, eXw(.,M

Brij Pra sstated atme from the wall. DM Pradh AT~ lamaéfl faced with
chiselled features; fit and pmud - slpped coffes withime,

‘Nothing like that, Unde. Work keeps me busy, Tsaid,
T have heard about your college: Shukla-jis involed in'it; right? DM*

Pradhian said, S
Yes, and now we are orie :,tep away from a&m&s&cn&, T said and
| 6}{;_:)[31 ned the pmblem with VC Tiwari, '
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He heard me out and then said, ‘Let me see! He took out his ceilpémne
and called the VE. 1

“Tiwari sir? Hello, Pratap Pradhan here ... Yes; long tinse. How are
you?’

Aarti’s father fixed a meeting between us- ami Tiwari in the
afternoon. : ~

“Thankyou somuch I said, preparing to leave.

“You aie welcome. Listen; have you paid Tiwari?"

I' felt awkward dxscuSSmg such issues ‘with. Aarti’s dad, 50 1 kept
quiet. :
“T'know how the t:ducatmn husmess wotks. Tiwari talks intellectual,
but he wants his share. T hope: you guys won't get me involved with that!

‘Notat all; sir] [ said. “Even I doni’t deal with that stuff. 1 onlylook after:
the milege

‘So all such work is. done by Shukla-ji's men?’ Aarti’s father asked.

“Yes] I'said as I gazed at the floor.

Good, you are like me then] he said. *Practical enough to Jeave the
people who do the fiinny stuff alone’

‘I neddedand bowe:d tor him before T left his room.

a’»i

‘One chocalal;e mﬁk shake mth ice - cream; please, ‘HKarti-said. We had
me. t igra ‘where:Sunil had brought mie afier the

“Black tea] T saz& S

Shie W 4 thsiove chikan, salwat-koingss. Her fatlier had ‘botight it
for her from bucknow, She removed her white dupatta and kept it aside.

’Th axter pfat;edf her Imlk shake on th.f: tabie She ;mt her hps to the
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g dfmt ﬁamiﬁ s001 Lsaid,
“Why* You: d'_f&‘t ii i«: meeting me?’ she, saxé “So: much for bemg my

e wonl t a?preaate it 7 said,

i iswrongin meeting: for coffec? See;de‘;, Raghav istoo. busy to
be bothered by suchi thmgs@

‘Of course, big reporter now. [ met him, Lsaid as [lifted my-cup.
Yow did] she said, still sipping her milk shake as her eyebrows
shot up:. | | '

He n‘itﬂvwwed me, ?c;r his paper!

y-zsaid H&}g youd like sametixmg 10 eat?

Before I could answer she ordered two chocolate chip. witffins. If Aarti
had a choice, there would be nothin g biit-chocolate to eat in the world.

‘How’s. your job-hunt gomg? 1 said,

T have:an offer. Tam not sure f want to iake it

‘Really? What is the offer?” _

‘Guest. relations_ trainee; Ramada Hotel. They ‘are epemng up in
Cantanmtent! '

“Five-star, ismt it?

“Yealy; they came to. meet dad for some. work: Dad fmmd out:-about -
the vamcy, I agphed anc:i oW, they want me 1o st __'tlncxt month!

I dldnt say tha. )6h by

flie m ' ived buit shie didr't touch theni. I noticed th €yes..
They had turned moist. A tear trickled down her cheek, '
Aarti, are you ekay? 1 passéd. her atissise. ‘
She wiped her eyes and returned the eyeliner-stained tissue to 1re.
‘Onice { join, my parents will say - thisis.a good job, close to homcg stay .
‘here. 161 sulkat home, anaybe they will let me try for some aitline’
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I scoffed at her. “What is the need to cry f{}rj this? You've gota good.
job. You have done a course in hogpitality ... -

“Aviation, not hospxtahty

“Fiﬁe but ‘a'.ﬁxght,‘ attendant also serves  guests, like hotei staff. Apda.
. guest relations trainée has beiter scope for grawth. Traitiee today; officer
tomerraw; maybe GM of the hotel some day. You are smart. You will
Fise? . | .

She E:Sii._iiaft%d%affew;ft;ix'xﬁiesft_og;ﬁéntti)ls herself. -
You think so?” she said; her eyes -éwen.,:kzi@refbcauﬁfvf: when glistening,
with tears. : .

I couldu’t zespand solost was Tin the details ot her face..

"What? DDid the eyeliner spread?’ she Taughed. Tam so. smpld;.'_cr}fihg‘_:
away like 2 baby. | o o
‘No; you are not. Yot wouldi't have got the job otherwise; Tsaid.

“Should I take i7"
‘Why not? Quit if you don’t i;ke it What-does Raghav say?”
“Nothing.
“Meaning?’
T haven’t. meth"m:smcc theoffer, I caﬂcd him, but he aald ¥ should do
whatever [ want: He is-in some village this week fora. Story,
“Ifs. gooad for both of you if you stay-here] I'said.
‘Wﬂll he didirt say that atall”
I am sur ’hei-@reahses 1t

ina cafré?tmn'seand ! zﬁie saxd -
] smzlesd hke she haé intendedme to: | a&ked for: the: btll

iends, I said i
ot fafﬁciaﬂy open, but T will show you the hotael sametzme

Whencan ) Lisée (xangaTech?  she said:
“Twormore weeks, T said, ] ‘promise. Itsalmost dosne!

‘We walked to her car.



';:r'iect"i”t' ié“sé ‘zii:ce to meet yezz:é Aarti said.

-%;_;is.%,zai

“Old friénds are old friends, Gopal: Boyfriends and all.are firie, but
they never understand. yﬁﬂ‘l&é‘ﬁl‘c{?ﬁenés can’

1 hated the: wmd ‘friends” but dido’t say anything, just ‘waved
_;gzmdbye

My phonerang. Bedi -

“The VC has called us for a meeting, ‘The phone call from the iﬁ)M
werked. ’Ihf:y know each other from childhood; he'said.

“old fnen&s are @Id fx'lends, 1 sa:fd ' :



F ot GangaI‘echs opening 1.wore 4 suit for the first time in-my life. T
supervised the decorations. We siept inmy office the mghi; before; We had
turned three classrooms into adniission centres. 1 “stayed up to ensure we
hiad forms, , pens and information baoklets.

Simk%w;z had gone. all out too, He had managed to convince the Chief
Minister to come and inaugurate the college. Two state ministers would
acwmpany himi. The security, officials of the polméxans had alreadyvisited
us the day before; Since we didn't have:an auditorium yet, we had erected
a makeshift podium iniside a tent for the: speeches.

“Two thousand invites sent, sit; to all prominent families in Varanasi,
Ajay, from the chemical engineering faculty, told me:

“We had promised Junch, Herce, we expetted at Jeast half of the
invitees to turn up: Given the distance, we had arranged four buses for
the general public; and a dozen cats toferry. the riedia to-dnd fro.

1'had spent ten lakhs on full- -page ads in leading city newspapers,
three days in.a row: You only get one shot at a Jaurch: Shuklasji wanted
the Clty io-krow hie had Built an institution.

Workended at:5:30 2.m. Llay down on the office sofa for a power nap
hei@re the functwn -_Shulﬁa-}is callwoke me up: a&sxxﬂthxxty Tzrubbed Emyf |

Afver yéérs of wmmg; mﬁy the day ha& cotie. N:;}, I anvin campus.. 'Ihe"
paper ‘hasn't arrived yet; T said.
* “How did this happen?” Shukla-ji said.
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1 Wﬂd&rﬁé why

he dzdnt wuné hayp}' Maybe he is nota. mmnmg;

‘ :‘taékmg about the amcie in Bam;;’cf

s never called me names before, Sure; T worked for him..
3 svoice atme until now.

Vhat article? T said, my hané gemg tomy: s!aepwdeprivei throbbing
:&empies o

‘Read the paper amd call ime’

‘Okay. Howdo the ads Jook?"

Lonly hear a clickin respanise..

I shouted for the peon. and asked Bimrto fetch: ali the newspapms In
anhour | haci fb ':m onmydesk;

E»ery paperhad out fall- page éolor ad.. The campm phawg;‘aphi
Jooked beautiful, I saw my name at the bottom of the ad. Shukla-ji's harsh
‘words rang in my head;

1 flipped through Dainik. On: pages six § found the article.

The headline said: New engmeaermg mliege opens in cxty with
corruptioi m&my? |

“What the fuck?” | said to myﬁeif as: I reaci futther

Raghav Kashyap, Staff Reporter

1 C@uicini beiaew: he had done. this. The first few lmes seemedf
‘harmiess

the branch*é:: G‘fﬁ;'{._ " ""m,&fmg amiabie an(i %he &eiect;a ie
gxage article also carried @ pxctura of Shukta-;x and 'me. T had TEVer. seen
my picture in a newspaper, However, I mukint sa\r{mr ‘the mement ast
continued to réad the arttx:ie
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Interestingly, MLA Raman Lal Shukla is one of the trustees of
GangaTech. He has helped fund the college. Shukla also owns

lam:l amund the Gaﬁga'}“ech c&mpusx. estima,ted m cost: between

hmdenta}iy, he ﬁoated ihe coliege three years ago. amnnd the
sametimethat his name came upin the Ganga ActionPlan scam.
Isthiscollegeanattempt to cleanup his reputation? People.come
1o the Ganga to clean their sins; Is 5hukla trymg for dean away
“his siris agdinst Ganga?

Fuck you! T saxd as I finished the article.

. crumpled the newspaper. This could notbe: bappenmg tous. Noton.
the da‘y of admlssmns Notonany day. Shukla-ji called agam T hesitated
but picked up;

Fsawit) T Sal,d

‘How the hell dxd this ha;)pen? ‘Who is this behenchod- reporter
Raghav’ He reaily interviewed you’?’

“Heismy ... f \.3..",----.fr;cnd . from school! 1'said, stammermg ‘He'had

: _pmmmed abalanced piecel

| “This is balanced? He has shwed ftup my ass’

Tam reai}y sorry; _ﬁhuk}a«p Dot worry; other papers don'thave this
stt”:sry

‘Dainik is 1he b;ggest and most mﬂuem:al The CM ha«: aiready“
‘cancelled his msu: :

‘What?' I said; sh
sfone plaqu ¥ .
‘I dort. knaw ’Ihe peon €an maugumte it. for all 'I care] Shukla~;1

P’ieas&: be caﬁm Shuk ~31, 1 saié Really, we have to-find someone in
the: ;w&t three hwrs__

Je can: mmgumte it
vput & sncker on tt, Gopal. Do 1 hasfe 6 tell you everf_,ff"f
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%er}, shukiwp I w;ii ﬁx zt, Tsaid.

Thbegan. 2 round of fﬁllow~ups Most of the invitees conﬁrmed their
presence. Afr .'Jnnch beats‘corruption alleations anry day. -

Nay:T come in; sxr?’ 1 heard 4 female voice asT finished a call.

Hooked up, Aarti? - - : S

A Idzsmrbmg ygm‘? shesaid. Tam early

She had come af nine, an hour before the scheduled: mmgnratim .
Even in‘my res&eé state; Inoticed she had dressed up for'the accaqmn

e green salwar-kameez with a gurple and § gﬂ_ 1 bore

.{ c:ﬁni:muﬁ& io stare-at her, my mouth half-open. “May T'come in,

“Hul ,_‘xeah Gfmursﬁ, 1 said, “Wow, yeu I{wk
""W'hat? she'said,
“You look:so fnrma} i smd_ Smnnmg, is what ['warited to aay
“Oh, 1 thﬁmght you mxg__ say 1 look nice!
5"Ihats {}b‘ﬂ(}us, Aarti
“What’s obvious?'
You alwavs took gmé Tsaid.
‘Yeah? 1 don’t hear that'so. ek these days
“Why? Yout b@‘yimﬁd dosst't say it?' [ asked with assting inmy voice,
thmughts of Raghavsarticle not lﬁavmg my head.
She sxghed Unlfsss 1 dress up in newsprmt 1 don't thmk he would
nntice
I smiled. And started to: check thel ist of séhoc)i pnncxpals 1o see if 1
lad tissed anyone:
Youseem basy, Aarti said, ‘Should I wait outszée?’ '
T would have never let Aarti go, but Thad tonsof calls to make.
Wilt s you be akay ouitside? T said.
“Yes, roonti is here. Dad. coulda’t come, He is on tour
‘Ol T said, ‘Letmie wish her atleast!
We walked outside. Her mother was sitting in the front TOW, one’ of
‘the first guests in the tent.
“Hello, aunty, Tsaid, A0y hands toideé
‘Congratulations, Gopai ‘Whata laveiv camg}us ! she said.
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‘It's still under constriction; 1 said, gesturing at a waiter to bring tea.
and snacks.

‘Don't: wgrry about us; Aarti said. “You do’ your function. Attend to
all the hxg,h -profile-guests’

Shie hugged me before T left. 1 noticed her mother's eyes oniiié.

I folded Ay hands ence more and excused miyself

.

The mauguratimz ceremony went-off sm:}othiy, though w;thoui the CM-
the-event Jost some of its sheen. The state education’ minister unveiled
the. coilege piaque, his name-stuck over: the CMs, on the biack gramte_
stone; "There were murmurs among the media members: Teg,ardmg the.
CMsabsence:

“The CM had to cancel in the last minute due to a crisis; Shukla-ji
said as he caine on stage; He kept his speech to less than a minute. The
press scrambled to ask questions: They allwanted to tatk about the Dainik
article. However, the MLA dadged them all from podium to gate.

‘My-apologies; no guestions today. Lhave tovisit villages. {he farmers-
need me: Mr: G@pai Mishra will take it fmm here

Within, ‘minutes, he had leﬂ the-campus in his car He. called me from
the higi'm ay:

 ‘Twantto speak 1o, thz: blaody edxtor of I)afmk he: s.nd

“Sure; t wﬁi set it'up; 1 said. By the way the adniigsion: ferms are
-gamg wwell!

‘Do the -hasiards know how many ads we gwc them? hie wenton.
Shukla‘__ , Ot the dm;ssmns 1__3;}1{1_

We hoped 1o ill the temaining seats with an ad campaign.

“We want to advertise all year, 1 1014 the marketing Head of Varanasi
- Times; "Weexpect a bigger discount!

Thad sperit the whole day doing the rounds of newspapers to book
smore.ads. 1 sat i the office of Amar Trivedi; marketing head of Varanasi
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dontyou m:éké"xis?ycm::ﬂme'ciiﬂa;?paﬁti’ién?’%}iél~§ﬁi§§;.~: |

fie 5, .,-&mal saxd .
send mt fm‘ma pmpasa%

ted: me 't*:i:"ﬁe'bﬁ.‘zﬁiﬁaxgéaﬁr@a@.

I flashied him & cartémile. We went to his office.

“What waH you have, sir?” ﬁeszmi

Ishook myhead, '

“Tea? Coffec??’

‘Articles fullof tes?” T said.

“‘What?" he said.

‘Sailesh, 1 signed you the biggest cheque among all the places we
advertised in. And what did you do? O the dziy'éf;‘daﬂaﬁﬂéﬁ?"

Sailesh understood my context and shifted his gaze.

‘I have five lakhs more to 3pend next week., Tell me: why 1 should
ot make Vararusi T irmes: happy and give them thxs?’ Twaved the frust’s
fcheqaeboak at: Bim.

‘Gopal bhai; ‘Sailésh said in‘a low voice; ‘what are you Saymg? We are-

the: numimr one. newspap&r

E bangeci my’ iﬁs ""n ii}m tabiﬁt -

‘I want 10 meet your: eﬁitomn chief Tf you want e to book’ anyads
after this; Tsaid. ~

Sailésh giame& atmy chequebcok He stood up.

“Let’s ge, “he said. I followed hin to the editorial floor.



180 ¢ CrEvAN BHAGAT

I his glass cabin, Ashok Kumar, the editor-in-chief, was inameeting:
with some sub-editors. Sailesh went in, the ;’subécéiﬁors:cam'e out, Sailesh
signailed for mé to-enter:

Ashok sc:amed me from txp 1o toe. You are. from MLA Shu&las;-
office? he said:: -

Tam the dxrecmr of GangaTech Ceﬂege, Tsaid ami 0ﬁ‘ered my hand.
He shook it in-a cursory manper and asked me tositdown.,

Tsawthefull-page ads; Ashok began, lcmkmg abit p&zzled abeut my
presence in higeabin, -

‘Did you see the article you did-on us? 1 said, -

T arn sure | must have. Who did i#? Ashok said: He put.on- ‘his-
spectacles and tirned fo his computer to search.

‘Sir ‘may not-remember the reporter; Sailesh told me. ‘Should we:
search by date?” : ' ‘

‘Raghav Kashyap wrote'it,'] said.

“The new hire?" Ashok said, npbeat for the fivst time, He' quick y'"
located the-article-on his: compumr He' tumed the monitor towardg us..
“This'one?" |

I'nodded. . .

I miust congratulate: the reparter Hé's new, yethis storzes ate getling:
noticed: | - S '
“If you write:nonsense you Wiﬂ get notxced Tsaid: -

“Whit happened Sqilesh- i Why 15 your dient so upsct? ‘We have.

done a haff | age pmﬁle o thelr caﬂeg "»Ash@k said. R

S aﬁects our xmage,':}- sazd brmgmg down both my: palnps fﬁrcefnliy |
on-the tahle: -
Ashol didi’t appreciate: my éxsplay of emotion. ‘He stared at me. T
removed iy hands from the table,

I you.are 5o ccncg:med about | 1mage, why did vou-open 2 college:
with MLA Shukla? Ash |

Sailesh realised this-wasn’t going well,
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g '-.'_secretary.tc send Raghav in.

. Fwe mmutes Iafi:r R ghav knocked on the door _ . _
- er, yan called me? Raghav sa:ci then SaW’ me Hcy, Gopai You o
__:herg?’ o o : SR :

e ‘You guyé kno ;"-_each other? Ashok saxd one eyebrow raxsed

“He mtervlewed me, Tsaid. - K

| Raghav ee '”ed surprised by my fr:rse statement He reahsed i dxdnt:
_"':wanttoéstabl ' ' - 3

: any pnor connectwn

_-theroom .'

Saﬂesh 're o u it eé our earher d:scussmn

o teﬁ themj that
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Why do ; I teIZ them you tqok my gzrl you assheie, i wanted to say Or_ K

::_'j"thccoilege,}: R j: i _
E ‘There are no v:olatzons .Ali our plans are approved 1 saxd

1t untll I find’ somethmg «iélxd Ma.y I Ieave now?’ B '
You havent apoiogised to’ Gapai sn, Saxlesh saxd GangaTechs our a

' ,haur Ashak id, 'urmng back to lus comput&r screen

leence for -éeconds orso.

T sorry, aghavsaid ona Slgh L :
Its eka' 1 sa;d but Raghav had aiready §t0mped out of the mom
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; | ou and Raghav had an argument?’ Aartx sald She had called me iate L
at mght her preferred tune ' : : ‘

. Whathappened” Aaxtl said“ You met him, right? Why doesnt'“f :
, a.~,'anybody r,ell “eanythmg? . '
iatedﬁ dont WOrry All sett!ed now.
Uy yozx say s'é“Can you come around tomorrow?’ o
‘chourse . ‘ N '
‘Good mght Dxrector saheb‘ o

L .‘:”" o

' ~~EI w.uted for Aartt at the Rama&a Hotei entrance The securxty wou!dn t let_" o
T xveé and ﬁashed her staff card and 1 followed her in, She: o
| wore a maroon:BaﬁgtaSt safi; her umform Aartl Pratap Pradhan Guest :

. Relatxens Trainee; her: ‘badge said. - '
Wom ‘you look o:&fférent I saxd S
“Different Formal’ Is that alt you 9ay? she mocked
: isz ‘...You 1ooic great Butl dtdnt expeet to see you ina san, Tsaid. -

Didnt expect what?f'Ihat your stupxd ciassmate from, schvol couid o

. gét a rca! job’ she WIggied her eyebrows, hands on hpr -
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_ Yeah You are ’q' ;*gﬁsmpui’ I pretended to agree, wh;ch made her.;
'-';pxmch my arrit playfully SR : _ s
- We entered the hotel lobby Constructmn workers were usmg noisy ..
j-::pohshmg machmcs on the already shmy Itahan marbie Smeil ef pamt' )
| pervaded thc air.
- “This mii be Qur bar Tomc ) _
The. hotei woald ensure that even as peopie v1s1ted the cxty to wash
T i~the1r sins;’ theyd commlt new ones We walked around the hote} to see the .
oy rest of the facﬁitxes : ' '
- So; why wén ',people tell me anythmg? she saxd
What?’ I saui S
 ‘What happened t:ween Raghav and you? | '
' "Ihe coﬂege éxdn t hke a story the newspaper did. He apologlsed End .

1 gavehéf a tw0 mmute summary of What had happened makmg her i
B swear that she wouici never teli Raghav I told. her. She told me she badnt_ :
even toid Raghav she was mee 3g:me, so there was no questlon of telling

‘what hufnan relanonshxps are about - selecnve

_ ‘Imporiéd, ,S saxd : ' _
L j ~ She nodded Sometxmes 1 feel 50 guaity she Sald erls can handle“' :
L smmitaneous mukl*topic conversatlons thh ease.

She sat 'devx}ﬁ dn bench press I took a balancmg ball am:l used it as_ -  : |

o Al Ih[ec of us uscd to be fnends in our chlldhood What happened?
. she sald h eyes ﬁihng up : -
foe, '1 said sze happened

”eitook me'to.a restaurant thh plush velvet chaxrs o
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_ ‘without me, thmgs wouldnt be so bad between the two of Yﬂu, she -

‘-_lwﬂzhat Isaxd L
L ‘Never say that Aartz sa;d her voice echomg in the empty gym ‘s
;net that you dont deserve me. You are a greqt guy, Gopa} And we chck_

7~soweii’

: ‘Itsnotizkethatmthgids It’s sometlmes abouttlmmg, andsometzmes' -

Y :about ‘how much. you. push’

e dxdnt push enough for a reiatxonslnp 71 sa1d
: ‘You pushed 100 much she said and wrped her eye .
L dldnt know ity sh“” }d:consoie her One, she belonged to someone -
N ';relsc Two, we sat at her warkpiace e - R
Ipmked up a 20~pound dumbbeli mstead I found 1t heavy However, o

I pretended to lift it easdy in front of Aartn Raghav could probabiy hft _
. twice as much I thought Wh y d:d I always compete w:th Raghav on. every o
damn thzng? o o :
R am’ sarry, I saxd Im sorty 1f I put too much pressure
_ Yeu cainie at a time when I didnt feel ready for anythmg You wanted :
: _-It 0o much You wanted to Iean on me. 1 dldnt thmk i could be a strong: _
'.'-eneughsugport e L |
o -W"hat is ih;s? My performdnce eva}uatlen day? I sald I d:d a set of

fﬁve mth the dumbbeli before keeping it down B |

o I am’ }nst saymg I dont liinﬁcw why I guess I really neeci to taik

. ‘Orneed. to,_e;heard Isaxd S
' 1.?;*We iooked at'each other. : _

_- : ] hat. .ﬁow well}(}u know me, Gopal __: B

' :.":3:"Toowen Isaid_' s B ' :' '
“You want 10 see the roomb before we- have iunch? shc sald
' Sure Where are we eatmg?’ { sald ' '
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i ‘At the staﬁ’ canteen, she smd SR o
ook stainifes f,steel elevntors to the thzrd ﬂoor bhe had a master o
keycardtoeverymom ETERECNIN N
L o Tam not supposcd to brmg anyone to the hotel by the way, she
e conﬁded R : : S
. ‘So'*’ I said wondermg 1f 1t meant we should Ieave _
‘I am tellmg you how unportant you are. 1 am nskmg my ;0§> for_

_ Om“ eyesmet We burst mto laughter We had not shared such a
L mmnent in'years. We used to laugh like this in schooi -in sync am:i for“'
= the sx}hest of thmgs a hurpmg kxd in class, her mnmckmg the teachers,
_ She opened room: number 3103; I had never seen anythmg SO
' 'quurxeus in my ‘whole hfe ‘Cool Tsaid. -
_ Isit n?’ She sat on the large bed w1th its sxx cushmns of brlght red
;bﬁk "This bed is) *eaven* 81t and see! :
-'_;_._:'Ara you sure?’ 1 said
L Si e she said. -
o We sat next to:each other, me on the edge of the bed

_ éﬁlfortable hymg down, she sald :
' "hcr) aghast. She saw my express:on and started to laugh .

- :and bathmom taps I had never been mth her ina sohtary piace hke thzs :
: :-"-It was gomg fo my head Aﬂd 1 sensed a shght tensmn in the air. Maybe-
 the tension was ()nly an. my side.: S > .
© CLefsgoll checked my watch. T had to. e back in the campus soon.

Okajf shie said and shuit the washbasin tap. |
We steppedf out ef the reom A man in a cr;sp new sult saw us come:

- igg§;~ R A




- REVOLUTION 2020 + 187 .

: '.Manager S
What ate you domg here? he szud _
‘er, she said, this is Mr Gopal sthra. Heisa chent
We havem opened yet he said, s’aﬂ suspxcxous _ |
. CHET saxd oﬁ‘ermg hlm my hand ‘I am the dlrector of the GangaTech
- _' gmup of colleges : : . : .
He shaok g 5ham1
A ’f'ng qf domg a college event here, I saxd

wards the eievator 1 was hopmg he would ask no further '.

We wa&e (

o _questmns When e’séxd ‘What kmd of event?’ :

o fihls card

A dmner for ti}e top. compames that we call for piacement, I Said
Aarti avozded eye contact wlth everyone . ' :
: ‘Sure, wé :wﬁl be happy to assmt you, Bmayak Sald as he handed me..

I guessed that our staﬁ' canteen lunch pian had to be dropped
- lam runmng iate, but my team wﬂl get in. touch w1th you, I sazd as_
i _.'we came to thelobby A : - '

= mement, thankfuily, my dnver drave mto the porch




.ver the next two months we managed to ﬁﬂ a hundred and eaghty, '
o ~§eats out of the two hundred m our ﬁrst batt.h For the ﬁrst nme, I acmai}yv

B 'bundles of inote ccumuiatcd over the years

' Make my sen an englneet, a. farmer pleaded with folded haﬂds
R macie life: so much easier. For the }o‘b and dowry market a B Tech’
o degree never hurt Dean Shnvastava and hls gang of twenty facnlry' |

i 'gettmg the hostel mess operanonal hu‘mg new staff and ensurmg that the -
- remaining constructxon work contmued as per schedule 1 had a limited

N social life. Once a week 1 had dmner wnth facuity members, ‘mostly to

. 3dzscuss w(}{k A ceuple of tzmes, I ended up at shukla~;1 s place

- abax'_

R ‘The‘facxifty' bungalow wﬂi be ready scon I sleep in the.oﬂice most_ -
SR of the days, T said. ' :
' Aartx, however, had come back mto m‘,f hfe, as the oniy non- WOrk .

was. xmportam {o her I made sure the bouquet had only whxte roses far -

= '_fnendsh:;) 16 red ones.

| B -:_—'H_ ) ibanx Remily sweeeef of u“ ) came her SMS

;_"_S'For 0 gr8 fu%ure career woman
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B ::.; 3dxdnt thmi( she mxsseé bemg an a.lr hostess

N ; 'phone, and mesti}r:tekted

: So we: met today What do y'ou do in the evenxngs otherwase?’ she'
sazd SR S L
S ‘Not mnch Stay 03‘1 campus Work Isald

if'i'~~‘i’j}fhat’s or a '. f .__n'ds? Aam saxd , :
. 1 shmgged ';‘.Ié have colleagues in the coilege Thats company' -
. ienoagh SRR S | - o
3 9116: patted my hand You should have fnends {,ook at rne, I have o

o ‘You havefto meet frzends after work She %ounded hke she was
: ~.conwncmg hetself_ | - SRR | |
: 1 pmbabiy bore you to death thh m‘y hotel stones but
“You.never bore me. Even ify you don't saya worcL I saxd
Wit that, Aarti and 1 became fnendsuwho meet- after- work. We met
L 'thce a week, ;Sonaetxmes thnce We ate at new restaurants, wazted cafes,v .
' 1 the Ravidas. Park and occasmnally watched mov;es . i
We had some'zunspokéﬁ rules We didn’t have long chats on: the ,
i 'ch other “We never wsued the. past or talked e
L 'about touchy toplés,: I Would never touch her even thougb she would o
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o sometlmes hi Id my a.rm mzd-conversauon At ‘movie: theaires, we would
- ;enter a;fxd cave: separatety That’s- what boys and. gn'ls did in Varanasi,
R anyway. ‘When Raghav L.alled 1 would quxe'dy step away so1 couidnt hear'
'f jﬁér Fmally, when Raghav ﬁmshed work, she would leave. |
R | cozﬁdnt ﬁgure otit why I’d started 1o hang out w1th her. I had beceme :
Cla buffer untxi her boyfrxend got. free from work 1 guess I wanted a break-
b ffmm work 00, And, of course, when it came to Aarti, my reasons went
-+ “for a toss anyway. . . s :
| ‘So, Ragh has no 1dea we meet?’ I asked her one day

| “;RTO oﬁicer takmg bribes and other routine Ind_tan thmgs nobody gives'
a fuck abouti I would have 1gnored thxs amde too, had he not mentmned N
L .’Ganga’l‘echf”" S : |
, ..i;I skxmmed a fewimes _: _' e

3 ..';' ::,aﬁ to see , Parmé are turned mto co]lcges, whxch then ﬁout all )
. norm; constmct as_ _much as possxbie Co}]eges wﬂi soon havev
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zts cut.'Wghave“' roof to compare the vast dlfference between -
what xs Iowable and what VNN approved

B . A box next to theartrcle ltsted the controvers;ai approvais
B I read the hst :

Y 1'Ihe CON apartment bmldmg, a ten«smrey tower ona

o B '{t;xs,the reporter i know hzm from before Hes the crusader»acthst
: ":types ?Ius he had to apo!og;se t@ me He is takzng Ye‘*'enge -
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; f;f"SheuIé'I:ca him'?" I sald

. ‘Donlt. II.,speakto hxssemofs - -

I said What about the amcle Does 1t affect us?' .
""‘If VNN caiis, dxrect xhem to me, Shukla~ ;1 saxd

i ;izoﬁicxais d:dnt comme: aione, they came thh two buildozers

Students peeped from dassroom wmdows as the sounds of the

o earthmover dzsmpted ciasses I came runnmg to the gate

L We have Hrders, said the VNN ofﬁaal He took out a folded p;ec.e of
3 53 :,paper from.hzs pocket - . |
My heart beat: fast What wxli you demoimh?’ . , )
. ‘Th':,m' nbmlémg Theres 1Ilegal constructlon here, he sald hxs tone :
ﬁ'fdef;ant L T e T T
S The harsh mommg sun hlt our faces Can we talk? I sazd

. :::;'::.fHeshookhxs' head. L R

B ' T'took out in’y phone I called Shukla~;1, He djdnt answer
g ':',‘”i'hls is MLA Shuklas coﬁege What is your: name, 5ir?” I saxd

~ “‘Rao.Tam Amrzt Rao. 1 don't care whether you say MLA or PM!
IR ¢ coaxed:hlfn to be patient for ten mmutes He turned the xgmtxoni
L :.off on the buﬁciozers 1 asked the peon to get: soft drmks with ice: for
T , :contmued to"'t'r‘y Shukla~;1s number He answered at the
| i eighth ﬂttempt R ' : -
e What'lé it; Gopai? I had to call the CM Ihese smpxd artxcies are. the' '
- 'f:'.blggest headach . | - SRR , |
a S, we:héve buﬂdozers here

What Shukia~3z szu& . : :
e gne handed.the phone to Rac, who repeated hlS mxssxon to the MLA.
' ':.':;fHowever, he became sxicnt as the MLA spoke at the other end. Rao B
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i : "' stepped asnde to have a Iengthy ammated conversatmn thh Shukla»;x forv |

S Rae_ emrned my phone Here, Shukla»p wants to speak to you’
S i sald stxil dazed -

How much cash do you have in. the ofﬁcc?’ Shukla«_;i wanteci to

R . :plctul'es., o

.'Yes, six;. I'sazd R

Hns colieagues shouid not see it; He has a solld reputatlon '

Okay, sin : S :
Anci he has to breaic somethlng He cant go hack mthout demchtson ‘

\A«'hat"” SR : : =
o there anythmg partlaliy constructed ycm dont need
5 i:mmc.dlately? . e - , |
L Sinthe students are gomg to see the demohtlon, I gaid;

‘No chou:e ’Ihxs reporter fnend of yours has klcked us r;ght in -
1.~~the' U SR o -
Hes no ionger ¥ friend, s:r, I sa1d : :
Hcs fucked. Anyway, teil me what can be broken easdy and mli cost] '

'.'3the least to.ﬁx?’ '

j;'.'.sxmle ~
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D I cant do a m' v1e teday I have to- leave 1n ten mmutes Aartx frowned

Can you get 'a refund?
I tore u ".the tlckets

Wi;at I:éaz&. A surge of warm }oy ran through me.
Im shocked Dazmk conqdered Ium a star reporter, Aam sa;d

I dont know Bﬁe dxdn’t say He just Sald the management asked hsmv o

N Recesszon?’ I sazd m a mock-concemed voice. ”Ihey cut staﬁ in
o toagh nmes to save costs 3
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She sbook
lchange e | -
e Howdxdhesound? Upset?’lsald _ TE
..... Very,veryangry, Aartxsaid and tushed off o

.

- :.fI shou}dnt have cailed hxm However I couldnt resist ca]}mg Raghav at

, :,;rmdmght I wanted to see: 1f he would remam defiant m hls unemp}oyed o

- .;'~state I heid a tali whxsky glass m my rnght h:md and the phane in my -

| 1,3_';;1eft.:' ........ .
. ¢ thought he wouidnt take my call However, he pxcked itupsoon

S .cnough e | - | o

RS ‘Do you ueed another apology? wete hxs ﬁrst words

o 'i'i'f.Dont be upée Zthhime, Ismd. ,
R ,'3‘You only get Upset mth people you care about Raghav said.
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T could gfve you a 3ob Raghav Want to work for me?’ :
I only heard a citcic in response : z

L 3

R ji{‘Revo}ut:on 2020 Aarfx saxd chm m hands and both her eibows on the :
' ”tabie ' '

e ‘Demt as!\ questxcns Revolutlon 2020 when I say thls to you, what; .
- ~':comes to yomc mmd? What could 1t be?” , : : -
She bhnked a ceuple of txmes as she waxted for me to. repIy I not;ced :

':f:' ‘Hls .ewsp .per? lsaldmé'tartled_ e
| “Yeah. He decided not to take up ¢ another )ob’ |

': : {vaen 1f heiwanted Ragha\r couid not get a: medxa )ob in Varanasx, at

A He doesnt want m ﬁ( m He wants to change )ournahsm vae it
) ”somc teeth’ Aam sa.td :
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. {;:}WQ gréered our coffee AIongsxde, the watters aiso gave us freshiy

f1 am was iéft behmd on her llp
ou.realiy beheve thls? You area pract;ca! glr!’ B

. ‘People stlll remember your grandfather

'er“hand ané pumped her ﬁst to make a msck~s§0gan o

. Yeﬂ,ofceur Krés'from blg cmea are cushloned agamst the system, j -
ent'coﬁeges, get good breaks ’Ihe revolutxo:a has t0 startl o

What better .:iac

éiart than the c:ty that cieanses?’ she saxd
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-revoiution comes? )
| n t'exactly a newspaper to staxt w:th It is’

o . R olt .tzon.202'0 ads wzli cost much lower andwﬂlbe cxtremely}oca}
o éifYou can find brides and grooms down your own street
i szodded',”jfffi AR -

‘He Ieves domg that, I agreed S |
S0 thats i Prmting costs are low, as. there is oniy one bxg sheet to E
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, She paused and looked at me as she dlgested my statement Ahh shev '
o pretended to marvel mce Smkmg below the belt agam, are we?’ o

‘Not super~sobn; why?’ -
‘I haventirowed for a year, I sald
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'Phooichand my favounte Assz Ghat boatman, recogmsed me from a
'dxstance He iooked amused toscemneind formai suit. He untxed the: boat

~f0r us I heip, Aartz on board and tlpped hxm an extra hundreci bucks o

It :beén.ages I have mxssed thls, Raghav, she sald

;’Ihe soft sandy shore on. the other sxde of the?

;.S_mall tea kxosk was thc lone hub 1t served thei o

L . ;,stump.{ ;Tﬁeevefimg S\Il’l tumed the Varanasx skyhne orange

- Lets take a ,,_a}k’.saxd Aarti, raxsmg her face to feel the breeze , ,
We vxewed the:buzzmg ghats onthe opposxte sxde ’W couid see the, o

I ic activity, but not hear a thing: We strolled for a whﬁe, then went to |

P ffhe ;kxosk.and sat on stools to order tea. |
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. She shmgged : Eﬁcpened the pack o{ c;garettes i teased the tobacco j
' ;'out of one of them, and pushed the dned man}uana in. 1 ht it and took 3

'~ Z:make you work cm a:x éff . day Yes, a whole bus of French tounsts has '

~.'..i"arr1veé A

e :iground n"" ~t to,h' &

I sat doWia besxdeihe 8 _Your phone wﬂl rmg agam I saxd 'v
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‘Whatever, she sazé When he worked at Dazmk he never calied.

e sboit i | sald dxsbehevmgly
‘Oh yea ;:The ﬁrst xssue comeés out in two. weeks she said. -
R ﬁmshed 1y }mnt and contemplated the holy twer 'Ihe worid came
to wash away their sins in Varanasi. Did they ever stop to think about
: :Varanam fora inomeat about what 1ts people would do w1th all the. sins

o ; ;thev ieft behmd? ’Ihe grass had turned me philosophlcal

R § ﬁexed my: ﬁngers, prepanng myseif for the tough r:de back Aarti
. '.teok my nght hand’ mto hcr iap and started to massage it '
" Ilooked ather in surpmse | -
- ‘Nxce?’”she said. - . o |
1 dzdnt sa ':aaythmg Not a thmg 1 dldnt mthdraw my hand either. -
':,: _f 1 rged in the sky.
Its purmma, she saxd softly

. Op'en yom eyes, 1 'sald
L She shoqk her:head agam

g Im scare ;for Raghav I hope he doesnt fall in hfe : &
o r heldithe back of her head She buned her face in my chest It felt ,
] strange to console her about her boyfnend However, 1 hked the feel of
- her againstme. i

“Hell be ﬁne I hate hlm, but Raghav is capable He i1 be ﬁne Heisa
htt!e :mpractzca} but not bad. at heart, I'said.. :
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- She lifted her head; her face turned up. to me trus‘tmgly
I s:mked her ha;r ‘I miss. how you ¢ cared for me; she said.
{Dur faces were oniy a breath apart ’Ihe proxnmty stunned me 1
,,'couidzlt speak. £ - : :

SR have no’ one to taik to when I am low ’I‘nank you, she said.

: Drople' s from’ the Ga;;ga sp!attered on us. I felt compelied to move
:",my face forward My hps rnet hers She. didn’t kxss me. ba.ck She d:dn’ ,
- move away eithcr But seon - too soon - she pushed me away.
) "Gopalf’ she said. o S

Tdidnt say anythmg” I kmd of expected it. In fact I wanted her to

o yeli at mer more

- '.wabbie on the water, as 1f admomshmg me

Let’s go I am late, she saxd She was up 1n 2 spht second and was: o

"to catch up mthher - . s
' I have to row you back You cant run awa 4 I sasd

i done wrong, but”he,dldnt have to treat e hke th1s A few moments ago .

- she had massaged myl hands and buned her face m my chest She satas far '

N :;' ..:.as possxbie from mein. the boat

1 slapped the oarshard on the water as I rowed back,

- ~‘I'said sorry. already, said mldway

S ‘Can we not talk: please?’ she smd

o 'The boatman notlced our sour moods .

. 'l‘Dldnt };ke the maal?’ Phoo]chand asked 1 dxdnt respond
.'..JAarti walked on . . .
N Where are ym:z gomg? I w1ﬁ drop vou home, I sald




: :Even Babas death hadnt Ieft me $0 sleepiess But Aartxs fhght from Assi
' had me starmg at the oﬁice waBs at 4 a.m. two m.ghts affer the bnat ride,

. TIwastoo nervousto. cal} or message her: though I could thmk of notlung

' fbut her Her face, her drenched eyes and her hps on mine ... ] couldn’

Expectmg a call su'? Dean Shrwastava sald : .
I shooi\ my head only to check my phone agam How can god gwe o

- :men mto a w:ftmg mass of useiessness

' er, so you-are okay with us conductmg mld termis next week?’ saxd '

Anmo! the civil ¢ engmeermg professor - -
Yes, I managed to rcspond whlle wondermg what Id do 1f she. dtdnt

~;~call ever. . SN :

On my thxrd sleepless mght my phone beeped at two in the

- .~m3rnmg Coe . : :

A message from her’ Don t col! or. messoge me.

What ma&e ber send thzs message? I hadnt cailed or messaged

Rt was ssttmg there holdmg the phone when my phone beeped agam

Ever, sa;d her next message o : ,

She isn't sieepmg and she is thmkmg of me my optnmsnc, srrancnai' :

o ,bram k;cked mto action. Why did she send these messages? What do they 3

" mean in. Gzrlese? Smce Gzrlese oﬁen means saymg the opposite of what is
meant dzd this mean - call me? . : ,
' Okay, } rephed I warted for an hour but got no. response




L : }the worid
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300!1 I drtfted off mto a dream about boat ndes |
AT e :_‘_ ,

' A tluorescent pxnk AS smed sheet feH out of the mormng paper I thought

~51t was a ﬁyer for a’ ttavel agency or tu:tum classes I-Iowever, it had a~

masthead hke a newspaper Aha, I smzrked Raghavs attempt to changevz

1t; sald in bzg, bold font. Below wasa Ietter from the'

Revoiutwn 202 (

- edxtor, headlmed Because Enough is Enough Iread on.

. : ':,'What do you say about a socxety whose top leaders arc the biggest

- 'zworld Where an: av : rage person makes more than ﬁfty t:mes that
- anaverage] Indian akes, Fifty tlmes'f‘ Ae their people realiy fifty
~":t;mes more capable than us? Does an Indlan farmer not work,

: iwei}? Why, why are we then doomed to be poar?

I iaughed at Raghavs self—mdulgent mp 1 sipped my mornmg tea and
contmued to read ,

- : 'wontbe enough Peopie wdl reahse who is foolmg them It could
.':: take ten years I cail 1t Revolutzon 2020 the year in whzch it wiii
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: happcn, the movement that wdl ﬁnaﬂy shake the muck off India.
- When' the Intemet wx}l connect all colleges acrose the country.
': When we wﬂl go on strxke, shut down everyt}ung, unt!i thmgs

o '.Revo!utton 2026

B }'QRagh' Kas .'Hap
. ,. Bdltor -

1 smzied as I saw. a cmdely sketched map of Ind:a under the arncle Ithad - -
a dot (m Va nasx, wzth arrows co:mectmg 1t to varwus cxtxes 'Ihe map:' .

- fend accaunts M am ds¢xpre331on puuled hlm

Whaf happened ~sn'"Readmg jokes? he sald
I nodded : . ,
. ’{he front page also carrzed an exPOSe on crematwn shops in Varanw -
o seilmg ordmary wood as’ 9anda1wood a‘r'ter spraymg 11 with synthetzc
'.;perfume ,f}f{.. T L
My accountant saw the pmk coloured paper
i ad? A poster? he said.
) ‘Iha no.zdea, Isaid, o SRR '

o a1 tame&i 6ver the Revolutton 2020 page and couldnt help but iaugh o
L In contrast o the bombast in the front, the back page had matnmomal

Iadsf I read one out a.loud

‘\Nanted beaut;fuiz’ educated/faxr/homely v:rgm for hventwﬁve-yeax
.'.,:;';,Kayasth Brahmm‘ engineer. worlung in stable government job. Girl must’
e ijbe willing to stay in Jjoint fan ﬂy'aﬁd respect traditional values |

1 Hande 'Raghav 'jpaper o my accountant

Seaﬁ:hmg for a gxri sir?" he said




REVOLOTION 3620207

1 lmmﬁdiate softened. You dort Waxtt to bea fagmer?’
He didn't answer; afraid of how he mlght be judged by the rexpo&se
L Lmdersmod 3
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An‘y pmblems at Gangatech?' I'said.

W’ha’f der yerw., 3
~ Ldidat: respcmi;.‘i:.starteéfgmng thmugh the &ocument:, My phone
'ibe&?ed agam | :

Goed luck for iE’:e i‘e\zoiu’fson, I said,
Tharks, came herire : ,
Twornideréed if that: eant-*the end of coﬁvarsatmn
Ycu Qre e i

2y to that Gitls cani come &p wth thf: sxmpl&s{
'.={>f messages that have the miost cﬁmplex meanings;. SEPEL
yped out another miessage: | am serry about thot-evening. I was
pmdarmg whether to sem’l it whenfm} ;Jhom& beaped again:
Sorey aboutthat evening, lier message said.. -
I gaspesl at the cmncldence T delﬁted Wha? I had cmﬁposefi and ty*ped'=




‘Really: How ¢ d?ouhkethepapeﬁ Be honest,
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Tvas shmka.& at how efforﬁessbr she fsw;tched the topic.
‘Kayasth ﬁmhmm grooms On one page, mega«rcvoienon on-the

:ﬁrst zséﬁe. 2 put a, few cepxes in the hotel lébby toe, shé confeseed wzt:h a.

‘l arn suze: the tcurrsts wﬁi iove tosee hew fucked—up our country i§;

H 3&1&

8 dont know what happened she sa.s& How ccm}d shf: not know
whathad mcurred’? -
‘Dontavoid the question, I said,
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'What?’ Aartisaidia raxe hesitation‘in her voice.
“Wihiat would yml ?&0 1f I klssed you againt’ 1 re;:eated

?izitkm

'.mrk What time é& yeu gez aoge?’
‘S;x Not Ma}’ ihough Raghav'has;some frxends over. First i tssue and:

ally

‘Party? |

Kind of. A lowkey affair Ré "‘g’h’a& doesi’t hiave money to party:
ﬁvex? {hmg has gone‘:’mm the gaper I

my ssntence
‘Sm;:ﬁ it, ti:epai So, tam(;r::@w at f;m?‘
| H vou :Izsmd

R paasedaf@r % semnd
“Where wecan talk'T added,
“Letmeknow thea’



28

| 5I haci bookeci;a.. Gom: aé ﬁamada for five thmzsand & mght
An}s heip;wtth your Iuggage, a:r?’ the..lady at thc rcceptxen asked: e,

‘I'he r«eieptwmst smiled at.me. She. waikﬁd wztlﬁne to the centre of
the ioi;hy and to the guest relatmns desk

hi ... I mean; g«ood evehmg, she said, flustered. -
‘Aartj tins zs Mx"{}opa{ Mishr& director of Ganga"?ech Heis in2105.

‘%ure sure; Aar,;'éaxé &tlii inshock. :
3}36 sta@d u.'g "We walked towarcis the, ¢ ge\mmr: A heuaekeepmg staff;

‘{mpai wkat arg; yi)u domg here? she whrspcnd. She conhnued to
walk:two steps ahead: of me,
I had. my m}ry ready Tcouldnt tell Aarti 1 I}ad boaked aroom just
forys, . - . -
“We had 4 Senior guest faculty coming from: London
St
Hﬁ cancelléd last minute, W& had; imaé

b

You should have told ;me_é:'TI?-:&Quifi--b§¥¢-.:g@¥- you a refund’
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© ‘Forget it. T have never stayed in o five-star hotel before Tl try it

L_ oS hang out he . .after you: ﬁﬁish 1 salﬁ

‘How?’ she said, Wa not allowsd!

“You oﬁiy do: t}xmgs y{m are aliowed to?* l said,

Mo/ she said, but...

“You donthave the guts; T said.

“Fhaf's ot the case. she said and stood up: And you know it)
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Nobo&y mﬂ ﬁnd mit, 1 sald ‘Fm;sh work: and aome We wzli eat
“here. Leave ity an hout or so.
“If room: service sees:me? she said.
‘Yau Eude in ,thc:ztoxlet when they come; T said.

or Ieave : '
Bure, T will stand m the comdor Wxii grve yo&x the green mgnal on
the phone’
She walked to me and whacked e ilghtly ot the side of my ‘head,
“The things you make me do!"she said and left the room.

&

Tordereda cluzb sancimch chocelate cake and a bettIe of wme Lalsotooka
shower, usmg thore shampoo anid hot water than.l nmmally do inaweek.
She called me at6: 39 pm, ‘Check the corridor
Licane out of the.r room. Its ﬁne, § said into the ph(m.ﬁ turning my
head left. axld tlghi' corridor. o
Tm mmutes

$0 fast‘"

Re‘iax* T smd
She Jaughed. Y(m are. Iuclgy-:_ﬁxey havent mstalled comdor CCTVS
'}'%Cant Wéii i stint afl

‘39, rzgj}t tzmmg, I saxd, Hung

¥
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I am f:(m ex%musted to iove: | stood i heels for éig ithours, Can1

Ishrugged.
“Whier did s ‘u;smrtdrmkmg Wins? she said.

‘Shukia~

made e try everythmg, 1 5aid..

q usgally: ave;whasky But: ltheught you zzugh* fike wine?
1 df}. ﬁut I s‘zfmldni drmk This is.my-place of work.

‘omgm“;-kazhad wsx e M{}fth«:}mand bucks, i’)ut fi didut men-tmn thef
price. -
Hs good.. Ttwill hit me soon?
‘Relax; my: dtiver will dmp*yau homel 1 said.
She held her sandwich tight with both hands-and ate like a famine
victim: ' :
‘Slow down, | said.
She saidif w;th feaod in her mouih T havent had anythmg since
breakfast!
“Bveninschool youused tostuff yous fuce] 1 teased.
--'*P" Wi&e You feft any food for mel” '
Hey; 1 ti}l ' yaur tiffin once; and that too half of it, Tam tzl% serving

iy

- Ohy reaﬂy? shc saml Thc teacher pumshad you for mnl:y ONe’
per&od = g
“Butdany: ‘still stuick with you, said, Guicmg wmilyidaz«pressad

She pzcked up a french fry from ‘her p}ate and zhirew 1t at:me. She
missed: T4l on the sofa.

{"}op& ?xck it up, please. [ can't élety myown hotel} sﬁe said..



her ﬁwféwme;.~ S
I 1t get lngh she said but extended her: g?ass Ske srpped ﬁnd ¢hecked .

. The bedside clock said 8:30 p.m..

Mg Can you: stay?’ 1 said.

‘Until nine; she said. Half an hour more

“Ten?” | said.- S

"She shook her head. Mem wﬂi ask a Eaundred questifms Unless A

el her that-,,:_.f_ said 1mmedxateiy
ight more hours then. Till 2 am’

‘[ have to stay-for: el
Perfet:f 1 said

* shie.said. '] can’t be.in your roon nli rwol’
R hen do'we ever get to catch up like this?”
' ut ... 2 she said and went: qmet ‘She leaned

Wﬁ had--ﬁmshcd half th:: bottle, I pvurf:cl mysclf some thorewine:
“That 1 am in‘another man's room for so maty houps,-he will kil me;
shie finished. -
“Hewili? . - ' o
Shegrinned. Not htemﬁy But he would get, like, reaily mad. Break
:samathm She:- mIced_ up a pillow and threw it at me; playmg the part of

“Fewill ki o _xf hc firids out it is me] Itold her.
“He's pot finding out, Aarti said.
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She resnoved . her Hand. Sio M Directer; how i . work, I

! rmhd she:said-and piayfuﬂy pwmhgd myarm. l‘-

Harry Meffﬁn iy from samewhema in the_m ddie o
“Wien and womer can't be frisiids]. Billy Crystal said to Meg Rvam ;'?; -
toothpick in his mouth. : =
HOf couyse, they can be. Look at usi Asrti said zmpaueuﬁy amiﬁ'
increased the volume. ‘Flove this movie '
Youhaveseen 4F I said,



REVOLUTION 2020 % 219

“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 of a happier moment than this in my life so far,
| ‘Aarti?’ [ 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? [ 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 [ meant it, I couldn’t bear to be away from her.

Tam loneiy 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 T 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?’

T 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 forechead, her nose, her ears and her lips again. I
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.

1 slid 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 happening?’ she said. |

I shook my head. '

‘We shouldn't ... she said.

I shut her up with another kiss. She wriggled a little, but T kept
kissing ber. She started to respond. Slow at first, then matching and finally
outpacing me. |
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‘waited to to draw her dﬁsc,-cudgiif; amd keep.hg:_r W_ﬁ:h me__.{m;evgp_@ggonmg:
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her tightly, kissed her hair as she iooked ahead with no particular
expression;

Yeu are Wmic" ul; Aarti. Every bitof you is wonderful.

Whats that?’ ;{}':Saxé, worried it coulé be a cafmera;
‘Smoke: aiarm ‘she said.

We remamefi sﬂen& for a few nunu&es

| fm' ker maw? (}r is shg regretng it s 'thts gamg to :.brmg __:claser or mke s
-ﬁtrther apart? o 3 A

T was naked 4 "dfa--c&mfusad 1 ceu&dnt resolve- 1y conﬁ]smn, but
Teould at least wear my z:i@thf;s She re-entered the room -while T was
‘buttoningmy:shitt.

T better ghame:shemd&msmly
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5"8 beds': dtack 5alﬁ 0 ﬁ(} i

‘Wxth agay who is neve here fm: }fmt? T sa}d
She tumcd fomein sufrpmse :

honrs aﬁd in my art fei days



it CC! the nexft mommg before wo k.

ML 2

T w "t lmf -tﬁi@lﬁ me. sbe haﬁ.'j‘wst tziken a shower, I have twenty mmu’tes
'before I leave f&r work’-_she saad -

Ehe’hﬂree@nl: “The
e)‘t:&tsicie

lové ie. Haw-eau!d_she mﬁ**
Aarti let-out a breath of frustration, -
What is the matter with: you? At Jeast-accept y{mr feeimgs mw, T

said. : : o

‘Do you wantto kncw wha,t I fef:i? &he sald

“More thatt an’yihmg else; Tsaid,,

‘Gm%t Shﬁ saidn
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‘Ge;; : _”:;w have to sto;a.- nsmg%the werd “lcsve c:kay?’ she saxﬁ

: ‘What’ gaI saxd
‘Bay somethin ng; she said. Theres somethmg afmut -male-female
-cmwersatmn Tdon't thmi( orie side ever gets what the other side mtendS
Aarti; you are:a sensible gitl You don'tdo smﬁ“ unless ya:m want to).
What' are, }rou try: :_g to say?” she said. '
Y@u never said yes 10 mie despite my attempts. f@r 'CArs.
made y;m dﬁ itithat mght

Smnethmg :

’13 felt hke crap i{hé m(}st specxal day of my

Aam, d(mt Tie, Nat to me. If ‘yous feelings have: chaﬂged thercs
nothing to ‘be ashamed-of) 1 said.

Tearsrolled down her cheeks: T picked up a tissue and leaned forward
to-wipe them. She looked dround, and composed herself.
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“Gopal, in: every réiatlﬁnShi}l, them isa weaker persan and there i
-2 stronger person. The weaket person is the one who needs the other
jp_ersan'fﬁ@ré" '
 “True; Isaid.

“It’s riot eaS'} bemg the weaker one in the reiatmnshxp Not all the
time; shesaid. - UL e

{ know the: :'eekng, l’saﬁi

;Si?m § S
Tani sorry ant kstenmg, I sald

M;r parents‘*&re pressuﬁsmg me o get: -married, 1 can’. ﬁght them,

e ghavy eem to understand: that

H@s déeesn t want ta marry Yeu? Faid:

‘Oniy in.a couple of years, He avoids the topic. Somgtimes it is about
not being settled, sometimes abcut work ‘bcmg teo. dangemus, mostly he:
is too busy. What about me?' .

1 rmdded Sovaetimes’ your best chance with woirien ires inadequate:
nods: I made mine ;ust right; with a measured swinging of the head.

‘He loves me, T know. Bvery now-and then, he $é§_xd.b asweet SMS: Ity
I realised she was thiriking aloud. Ipretended to listen but focused on
her mangular purpie: earring hat_:bounced mildly when: she sp@ke She

’ do your xm:an"?’ she said. e
‘Why did ‘you sleep with et Sure, you had sore: pmbigms with:

I. c:aht Isaz&
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break up:: aﬁ' the: zxme, Aart; Yxou guys afe riot marrxeé! We wﬂi be 50

haw:« o
 AndR ghav?’ she said.
- He -"-be.- ﬁm: He'lt find. seme@ne, & ;numah&t or actmst or

“Wow!" bhﬁ' smd ‘1s timt vams?



228 ¥ CHETAN BHAGAT

?éﬁéés Ea:.st won
hotel, .
Guards salated the %&lack Mercedes asit drm'e eut mf t}ac: hatel gate:

She: sat on ﬁ“xe e:hair across mie, We Had an ;unwntteﬁ rale ~we stayeci

away from hier bed, o S

‘Once?’ 1 said.

“Whatis this?" ahe satd a;nd stond up She pxckesd up a bum:h af grapes
' o8

' whoie bunchsmsrée
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| "5}am net how y{m feed kmgs, I said, stmgg%mg to talk as juices:

“Really® she said, surprised. R
Guys always:want to do things. Yei she Kknew 1 wasrt iyjng Thad
never aSked'her-tg come to my campus whem we. could be tf}taily alone.

‘Rﬁai ¥ _.ﬁsaxé, my t{)nﬁ semms e S
You cican’x want ta? she sal& She was we:mng 8 saﬁ'mn salwar and

dy w cal! it-off. mth .hzm? 1 sazé
As I ﬁmshed my sentence, her phune rang: Its him; she said.
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Ibscamequiet,
“Hey; she §aid to him. She sat close enough for me to hear R@ghav
-vmce on the other end.. - .
“We hit five "'thousand ccpzes, > he was saying:

.;Eget proper brands 10, advemse soon. What aré yoir doing?’
'me early! Aarti saaé

§ pla}*ed w1th Aams hau‘ as she spoke:to: Raghav She made aface at
me o make me: stogx; I chdn‘ - . _ |

Fmahsmg '“_e: big Mond% fssuie. It’ § gmng to be craz;a he sald
Qkay,'-_Aartz s;ghed 1 brushed back the hair falling on her face. She

_ th dad And evéry tlme I go out Iate, mom wants to get
me mamed the next week L

_ smd
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e wante :'oﬁbe'nomai ’shaw weend cal!s,Sheﬁaid She walked




dmv& mmr the compound
eid up same old phﬁmgmphs of my father Where
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‘Brm g t’ta:e %ave here” L shauwd ‘MEASIris cammg Jeant trust the

bk%eSMbeéme Howrsfhemovegng$ Whendoi cthe i;ﬁitafcregif’- :
T eeplied: 'U-can‘come anylime bit | won'tlef u leave. Lef me meet
Rerghiav firsh”
R usure? Am so riervous about u meeting him.”
Lwas scam}msmg a-reply to her wheti- m‘}* ?hone rmg; 18 Picked up’

on _;_'hungry ek_ay? Isaxd.

o I am heme' My new. home I mear, t}m is aiw your home?

“Tin serewed; Shukla-ji said , his voice unusually tense.

“What?'

| Cume to my: p}ace Your: fucker friend, { won’t spare him. Come right:

Wheresfﬁhukla S Isald
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Oneof his party workers pointed to his-oftice. "Waithere: He is onvan
zmpmrtant cali e said

nap of Izadm, showmg the.so-calied comrxiané 'céntres o rewiutmn,
wasthei&ge‘ TR |
‘Ml making hoiynver ﬁlthy' said th heaélme

Apoorquahty,
the page: o S :
s crores: sanctwned f‘or? ’xmnapura Sewage 'ls‘eatment Piant MILA
- p@cket:s %20 crore; ‘sdid the sub-headline.

“These are-all old, done to déath; bullshit allegations; r:ght? I'said.
.Raghav Tiked to: stir’ thlngs up, but surel‘; nobedy weuid gwe a fuck aboat
his rag. .
‘No one if the room. responded to e, Half th,e party - workers
couldn’t read the paper anyway “The others scemed too sca;ed 1o talk,
Treadon. - : ©

wh I ;‘piéture o .Shtiid&“]l occupied a quarter of

..E‘arly M day_ mommg in Navahaga, a graup of chifd;ren
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manufhcmfer showed thcy néve '.supphe&-? the ‘pumps, -'Ihe éwashié_ '
structure of AlliedCon confirried links-to Shukla-ji's family. Finally, the
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._paper hada picmre ef the Vamna river; with a dot to show-thé exact point

--_matfer Wxth 'ameone‘ "‘prle of thousahd- copxes, mbody wﬁl pay"
- attention ta 1“%

"The:low circulation of Revolusion 2020 had become the MLA&s only
hope; Patty workers iad removed as miaty copies frorm the newsstands as
‘they ‘could. However, Revolution 2020 came free, like a brochure inside
newspapers; It would be impossible to getrid of it campiexely

Aartiwas calling. I stepped out 1o the lawns:

“Saw . R2020- toﬁav?’ she: said. T didot know the papf:x had an.
acronym, R

§h&wc1tmmyhan”’

_Sﬁii_

"imfh
I}ust said he' neeés w e carefudl | said
“I do't want him to be in trouble! she said, scared.
“He doesitt like to stay outof it) T réplied.
“she mtmubie? shie said; ;mnsmg afterievery word.
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| Haw weu}d 1 know? Losaid. 1 heard the noise: of zraﬁic outside the{
Zhﬂm}e

j‘ark‘éd' themsekres mxtsxée the heuse ’{he.
ep the re ortem »aut a8 they steod thereg;:

“Yeah $0 far'
‘Promise me :_Raghaviwoiftige’t Bt

‘s notin my: ?i'ané}s-"'f arti,’ T-said, exasperated: T.don't-even know
what will hapgen it’s a-small paper, Mayiae the story will die]

Tt wor't; she said.

What?‘ : ;

‘All the mamstmam rsewspapmsand channeh arein Revo!atxen 2626 .3
office; she said.

Fuck; 1 said, as a flect of white' Ambassador. car§ appmach&d the’
ho’ﬂse Phatographezs went herserk a5 they toak plctures af everyane_

E 3’0 gged b:az:k to: the hmjzse



Hve g;f;exfc stood ;m aﬁentmn a8, th‘ ™ enterect the heﬁse ‘{he aura, of |

jat-the: CM_sazd ]ns voice. purposeﬁﬂ
: 35 clue}ﬁss' asanyone e:lse i, lhe mmn

\yap; sit. Friend once, notanymore.
_ wut him up? the CM said. -

‘We haci hzm fied from Dainik. He &tarted his own. rag after that, |
satds ”Nabmdy cares about it]

“The media has sniffed it out. The rag f=doesnt mat‘ter mug:h butifhe
gives intetviews ot pmv;ées all the evidence to the media, it is gomg o
bebad)

“He'igalready doing that) Tsaid. |

Both of then looked at me with accmsmg eyes..
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My smmea fiold ne _Ii_am notm tou'f_'f; with hxm, 1 clanﬁed

- i said hxé fa:ce leokin@ biﬁacii':ed
It’s nai: parsonal Resignwith grace: and maybe: you will come back!
“Blse?" the MLA said after a pause; -
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‘Dot niake me fire fmu, Shukla, You are:a friend; the CM said, “But
‘the party isa

Realm‘amm a}owl} dawned on bhuklaw): He cleniched his' fists in
anger.

B 4 happens. You will be back, the CN 'ﬁéld : o

He then walked oot hrxsid}* wn‘h his: mzmom The press.was. wmtmg
outside for the-C fj],;{.te; give 4 statement. | ,ollowect the CM’s workers to
the: gate. : : S
I cane for a mutme vxsﬁ, the CM told

‘What is ‘your view on the Dininapura Plant scam‘? & repc}zter sheuied
hoarsely. |

‘We: wxi,;;_ estmy the nempa;per.b&ce, @ party wurker was savmg to
Shu\klaqg '

T{zﬁ s What tﬁs"d@, Shukia i What did CM sir say? another minion
' said, |
‘Leaver me alone, Shukla-ji said. Party
scutﬁed-;away'mthm qecon, Socm only he and'l zcmameci m his iﬁg
house. | R |
‘Szr?’;_f :

sa&d- '

lo; you m:ed me“

W’mi_ o .
“The (M is 4 behenchod; he said.

TLkept quiet.



' ;Riti::vf@i”fiiﬁiﬁiiéﬂ~'52fi§'i='65':"0?"524¥1'

e .f did his dirty

, e~'he wantedto get eve ':';"‘%fs*xth e, or ma}*b ,t.’was mff'
shav would expose anyane he cani&

‘Y@u run’ Gmga"{f ¢h properly; okay? T de
tG reach vere) he saxd_

ane 1§ msxgn, I have no power. Many MLAs have made money in
the GAP scam. Bef@m it spreaéss theywill lock e up to show they have
ke aci‘xm

“You are ihe MLA, Shukla +ji. The police canniot touch you, 1 said.

”Ehe}f il if the CM asks them. T will go in for a while. "?ay .my‘idues;
'zfiewr mntawmebaak’ o

The thought of my- father- ﬁguze and mﬁntor gomg to jail unsetﬁedi
me. T hiad very few people in life I could call my own. Shukla-ji counted

Yomf new. caf? .I carii' 1 piaczd the keys baa,ic o the tabie
‘Keep it for me. You are like' my son. I will also move some money
into th@ trust, Make t}m iz::aiiege bxg

'.ha*;en teven come io m}f house



uz»ammwﬂnmm

‘Your xend.jl had hitn ﬁm& He got-mie fired.”
‘Hetried: t@s ruin ‘my life. I will ruin his life) T vowed.,



&’eS; bm we aﬁh&w to wrk towards it aad ke sacn for it
‘sxactly will the _remhm@ﬂ be f@r? .

‘Can' y@u ﬁxgzlam -that?‘
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“Power-driven societies resemble animal societies, “Mightis right” is
‘the rule of the junglé-and applies to beasts. And beasts do not pragress,
Hintnans do’ '

I*mmed off the TV, I couldnit take his bullshit ‘anymore. Neither

Lgot féadﬁ«“ fﬁr“‘work. I Saw the M@rced‘ :' parked autsride I had a less
than, 300.yaid cemmute to the office. Yet, wanted t0 g0 in my new cat.
E thﬂught abmxt Ragha\? Afte_r yesterda)“s b;'a‘s?adf) and all that

I unalzsed Ragha:% iace wﬁen ¥ teld hm},, Aar it} _
amazing. 1 had planned it all. T would goto ‘his: ofﬁce I wauid dmp the
Mercedes keys on his table. Teven had some lines ready.

“Sometinies losers. get ahead inlife. Never forget that Tsaid ontloud,
oy ?racm;a* fm’ D- day -

mmelﬂemdedw tty .a...cau_pie nf them
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"azsu there?’ Aarti said,
‘MLA Shnk__'a muld | 'e;g_alied I said

;Are you?

“our place?” she said. ‘You are finally showing me your new home?”
“Yes?

“Tororrow? { have a morning shift, will be done by three!

Pl send my car, Tsaid, .
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1 kept one-eye on the TV and another-on the porch:as. 1 watted 'for the.
Mercedes to artive with Aafti: The afternoon rain had ‘slowed ‘down
traffic; and the car took longer than it should have Imagcs «@f Shuklaa];s-
arrest flickered on TV,

1 bave done o wmng 1 Wﬂ} be (mt soon, he pratlasmed on' anei

E AW the bslack <ar app;‘c)ach ; My heart beatmg fast, I msheé out:



padiout of the car: Shie had ‘corve’in her wc;xk sari!
Yo hzm % bnngaiow? she said. Wsniot “ming’ iy “ours] T

' gfrfjiam, Gso;xai Y’au have became big man, she said
ol niiyhead. “For you, I any the same, 1 «zaxei I kxe%eé her ori'the

the mdow a5 .ra'm sp}atigmd on. the panes
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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 didnt 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 .
need siﬁch a big house?’ s

“You are the director. It’s not. a ;oke, she said.

“You want to taik about Raghav?’ T said. I sensed she needed to.

‘We ‘dont have to, she said and shook her head, putting on a brave
smile.

‘Come here] I 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 long time, our pace as gentle as the
rain on the window. I felt her tears on my cheeks. I paused and held
. her shoulders. $he 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 bappy for us, I said.

She nodded, even as she fought back tears.

‘I am 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. I waited for her to talL

‘Tm 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; [ said. { 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!

‘So?’ 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. [ wouldn't be, you know ...

‘Okay, okay; I said. | 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; 1 said. ] 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.

1 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 didnt want to have
me until he was out of my system. '

‘Isn't he? [ 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 big 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 silence, dxgestmg 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; | 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 Raghaﬁr’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 cup 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 visnalised us sitting on
cane chairs and chatting for hours. I imagined her as the principal of the
GangaTech College of Hospitality. The students would totally flirt with




252 ¢ CHETAN BHAGAT

her, given she would be the cutest principal in history. I would expel them
if they tried to .

‘Are you iistenmg?’ She tapped her cup with a spoon.

‘Huh?’ 1 said. ‘Sorry. Yeah, the party removed Shukla-ji. So?"

“The party doesn't have a strong candidate for elections next year,
Aarti said. .

“They will find someone, [ 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 cxtv It is the
party’s prestige seat, she said.

‘What difference does it make to you?’

‘“They want dad, Aarti said.

‘Oh! I said. T had forgotfen about Aarti’s grandfather’s connection to
the party. He had won the seat for thirty years.

‘Yeah. Now dozens of politicians visit everyday, beggmg him -
Pradhan-ji, please contest.

‘He doesn't want to?’

Aarti shook her head.

‘Why?’ 1 said.

‘He doesn't like politics. Plus, his health is an issue. He can’t walk or
stand for a long time because of his knees. How will he campaign and do
those rallies?” Aarti said. |

“True! _ _

“That’s not all, Aarti said, ‘you haven’t heard the most ridiculous
suggestion. '

‘What?’

“Ihat I contest, Aarti said. She laughed hard, as if she had cracked a
great joke. I didn’t find it funny.

“That’s, I 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 villages 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

‘T doxt’t care about power. I don't need it. [ am happy, Aart; sa;d

I looked into her eyes. She seemed sincere.

‘Are you happy with me?’ ‘

‘I 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 officials,
who also wanted to meet Aarti. I dropped her home, so Id 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?’ [ 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.

[ 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?’ 1 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. I 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 politics; he said. ‘I have
slept on railway platforms’

‘I feel so bad, 1 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. | |

“They wont give me a ticket next time; he said pensively.

‘I heard, T said.

‘From who?’ Shukla-ji looked surprxsed

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 details about her and me.

‘Oh ves, 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 polmcs 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
jaill

“They’ll find someone else then?’

“The DDM’s family will definitely win, he said. ‘People love them

“They aren’t interested, I said.

‘How close are you to her?’ His sharp question had mye 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, | éaid,

evading the topic. |

‘T am talking about work only, you silly boy; Shukla-ji said.

“‘What? I said, amazed by how the MLA sustained his zest for pohtlcs
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 that is
what they will do. Wait and watch, they will marry her off soon’

‘Her parents are pestering her for marriage.

‘Marry her. Contest the election and win it

L kept quiet. | |

‘Do you realise where your GangaTech will be if you become an
MLAZ? 1 will be back one day, anyway, maybe from another constituency.
And if both of us are in power, we will rule this city, maybe the state. Her
grandfather even served as CM for a whilel’

T haver't thought about marriage yet, 1 lied.

‘Don't 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’

‘Shuukla-jiz 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 become ten
times its size. Plus, T 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, lived in a big house
and had an expensive car.

Shukla-ji handed me the drink.
‘I can get the gitl, I said.
‘Cheers to that, Mr Son-in-law!” Shukla-ji raised his glass.
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Busy? [ said.

I had 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.

‘I can call later; I said. |

‘Its 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’

‘It’s okay, Gopal. 1 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 I?” she said.
- ‘Something about your husband becoming the MLA?’

‘Could be, why?’ she said, her voice child-like.

Twonder if I could apply?’ 1 said.

‘For the husband or MLAY she said.

“Tdon’t know. Whichever has a shorter waitlist; I said.

Aarti laughed.

‘For husband the queune is rather long, she said.

‘Tam a bit of a queue jumper, I said.
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“That you are, she said. "Okay, another guest coming. Speak later?’
‘Tm 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.

“Yeah, we had a bit of a tiff. I normaliy fix things up, I .didn’t bother
this time.

(Jcod 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 perfume five times to spray my neck,

-armpits and both wrists. I wore a new black shirt and a custom-made suit
for the occasion. | 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 fime” message ~ exactly the kind of stuff that irked her
about him in the first place. :

I told my driver to go to Nadeshar Road, where Raghav’s place of
work was. | | _

One could easily miss the Revolution 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
comimon area for staff and visitors at the entrance.

<
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‘May 1 help you?’ a teenager asked me.
‘I am here to meet Raghav! I said
‘He's with people; the boy said. “What is this about?’
Ilooked inside the garage. Raghav’s office had a partial glass partition.
He sat on his desk. A farmer with a soiled turban and a fxail little boy
sat opposite Raghav. The father-son duo looked poor and dishevelled.
“Raghav listened to them gravely, elbows on the table.
- “Its 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 didnt
show it ‘
Raghav wore a T-shirt with a logo of his newspaper and an old palr 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, 1 said. ‘Actually, it is personal -
‘Can you give me ten minutes?” he said.
‘Twor’t be long; I said. -
‘Lam really sorry. But these people have travelled a hundred kllometres
to meet me. They have had a tragedy. I'll finish soon!
1 looked back into his office. The chﬂd 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, pointing 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 lefi?’ 1 said.

Ankit shook his head. I want to be there for Raghav sir; he said.

‘Why?' I said. -

‘He is a good person, Ankit said.

[ smiled even though his words felt like stabs.

“The office doesn’t look that bad, [ said.

‘We cleaned it up. The press is broken though. We don't have a
computer either!

“You did such a big: story, I said. "They fired an MLA because of you
guys!

Ankit gave me a Jevel look. “The media tan w1th 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 outa 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. s handwritten and photocopled obviously
not many people like that in'a paper’

I scanned the A3 sheet. Raghav had written articles on the
malpractices 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, meticulously written by hand.

‘Four hundred copies? How will you get ads with such a low
circulation?’ '

Ankit shrugged and did not answer. ‘I have to go to the photocog;y
shop, he said instead. ‘Do you mind waiting alone?’

‘No problem, T 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.

‘Where’s the swztch? 1 asked Ankit.
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‘No power, sorry. They cut off the connection.” Ankit left the office.

I removed my jacket and undid the top two buttons of my shirt. |
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
1o 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.

1looked again from the corner of my eye. The farmer had tears in his
eyes. I leaned in to listen.

‘ have lost.one child and my wife. I 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. There’s
sewage everywhere. 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 saxd giving the turban back
to the hapless man. ‘T am a nobody. My paper is at the verge of closing
down, We distribute a handful of handwritten copies, most of which go
into dustbins, |

1 told my son you are the bravest, most honest man in this city;
Bishnu said, his voice quivering with emotion.

‘Raghav gave a smlle of despalr ‘What does that mean anyway?’ he
said.

‘If the government 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 2 blg one again. If not,

well, no promises. Okay?’
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“Thank you, Raghav-ji!” There was such hope in his eyes, I couldn’t
help but potice.

‘And one of my friends’ father is a doctor. I will see if he can go to
your vill age. :

Raghav stood up to end the meeting. The man stood up too, whlch
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 - outside
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 Ankits 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. -

Raghav was dusting his desk and chair. His paper could close down
in a week annd 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 tlghter 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 T 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?” | pointed at my fancy shades. ‘You want these?”

Keshav sat up, feeble but eager. Though his father kept saying no, 1
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. 1 felt sick.
Raghav was now on the phone.

My mind continued to talk. 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, becatsse of your car
and suit? ' ' |

‘Gopal!” Raghav calied out.

Huh?” T 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, 1 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 20202 Have we upset your bosses
again? Raghav chuckled ‘Oh wait, you said it is permnai

“Yeah, 1 said. '

‘What?” Raghav said. -

I didn’t know what to say. I had my whole speech planned. On how
Aarti deserved better than him, and that better person was 1. On how I
‘had made it in life, and he had failed. On how he was the loser, not me.
And vet, 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 I
guess! | |

I kept quiet. :

‘Hope 1 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?’ :

‘Some one has to do it, Gopal. How will things Cilange?’

“The whole sy stem. is fucked up. One person can't change it.

Tknow!

‘So?’ o _

‘“We all have to do our bit. For change we need a revolution: A real
revolution can only happerz 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. | o

‘Thad work in the area. My car needed servicing. I thoaghi T will visit
you while it gets fixed, I said.

~'Nice of you to come. You should check on Aarti too sometimes, he
said.. ' o

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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I_}ay 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, 1 sighed.
So?’
‘He had people in his office. couldn’t bring it up; I said.
‘Gopal, Thope you realise that until I break up with h1m, Tam 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, Indlan parents are insane; she said. T
can stall them, but not for long’
‘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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{)l\ay Else I am speaking to Raghav m}seit And in case he asks,
nothing ever happened between us!
‘What do you mean?’ | said. _
‘I never cheated on him. We decided to get together, but onlv did so
after the break- -up. Okay?
‘Okay; | said. |
Sometimes I feel girls like to complicate their lives.
‘He will be devastated otherwise] she finished.
Y ended the call and lay down on the bed, exhausted.

My eves 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?’ T asked a man next to me.

~ We sstood 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 I reahsed why
It was a child. 1 went close to the body and removed the shroud. It was a
little boy. In sunglasses. | |
-“Who killed him?’ I screamed but the words would not come out ..,

I woke up screa'ming at the white ceiling of my bedroom and the
bright lights T had forgotten to switch off. It was 3:00 a.m. }ust a mghtmm e,
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.

I thoughtabout Aarti— my Aarti - my reason to live. 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. 1
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, 1 could also rise up the party ranks. I had lived alone too long. I
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 stipid 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 pol:tzczan will you
be, Gopal? '

1 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 wzthm 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?

‘1 work hard. I am a successful man, | saxd aloud ag&m, 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
didr’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, 1
felt proud of the trees and birds on the campus.

1 realised why Keshav kept coming to me. Once upon a time, 1 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 didn’t care about sweetness. Then why didn't I |
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. T 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. '

R 4

Shukla-ji was eating apples 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 smali favour to ask you, I said.

‘Of course, he said.

~ I'looked at the constable ‘Oh, him He is Dhiraj, from my native

place. Dhiraj, my son and I need to talk’

The constable left.

‘T've told him I'll get him promoted, Shukla-ji said and smiled.

Thave come with a strange request; I said.

‘Everything okay?”

‘Shukla-ji, can you help me hlre some ... call 'gir_l_s? You mentioned
them long ago’ ’

Shukla-ji laughed so hard, apple juice dnpped out of his mouth

Tam serious, I said.

My boy has become bxg So, you want women?’

‘It’s not for me!

Shukla-ji patted my knee and winked consplratorxaﬂy Of course not.
Tell me, how old are you?’

‘Twill turn twenty-four next week; 1 said.

‘Oh, your birthday is coming?’ he said.

“Yes, on November 11, 1 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.
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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
requirernents. 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. T wanted to say bare minimum on the topic.

“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. 1 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. Atter the student meeting, [ had to
deal 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 fixit.

At noon my lunch-box arrived from home. 1 ate bhindi, dal and
rotis. Alongside, I gave Aarti a call. She didn’t pick up. had back-to-back
meetings right after lunch. I wouldn't be able to speak to her later. I tried
her pumber again. ' ‘

‘Hello, an unfamiliar female voice said.

“Who's this?’ I said. _ _

“This is Bela, Aarti’s colleague from guest relations. You are Gopal,
right? I 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 advame 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. ‘I 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?’ | |
‘Weil, 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. [ will be at homie then and not in meetings,
I said.
“You work on your bxrthday? she said.
‘T work all the time; 1 said. ‘Is she back?’
“Not yet, I will ask her to call yon, she said, ‘But dont mention
anything. Act like you don’t know anything’
‘Sure; | said and ended the call.
It was time. I called Vinod.
‘Vinod?’ 1 said.
‘Who's this?” he said.
T am Gopal. I work with MLA Shukla, I said.
‘Ch, so tell me?’ he said,
‘T want girls, I said.
He cut the call I called again but he didn't pxck up. [ 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 aﬂernoon How many girls?’
‘One?’ 1 said doubtfully.
“Take two, T'll give a good price. Half off for the other one’
‘One should be okay!
T'T send two. If you want two, keep both. Else, choose one!
‘Done. How much?™
‘What kind of girl do you want?’
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I didn't know what kinds he had. I had never ordered’ a call gxr} .
before. Did he have a menu? | |
S ... somebody nice?’ T said, like a total amateur.
‘English-speaking? Jeans and all?’ he offered.
Yes, I said. |
‘Indian, Nepali or white?” he said. Varan351 wasn't too far from the
Nepal border. '
“You have white gi'ris? I said.
Ttsa tourist town, S{}me 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’
‘I own the college. It's okay’
Vinod agreed after I 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 crazy?’ 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, 1 said,
“The students want to cut a cake for you, the dean S@ld
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‘Please don’t. I cantt; 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 a lot to them’ -

I wondered if the students would still look up to me if they knew
about my speczﬁcatlons to Vinod.

“They have already ordered a ten-kilo cake, sir, Shrwastava sajd

‘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 said, ‘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 l'interrupted.
him. | - _

‘HR managers want a cut if they hire from our colleges, correct?’ 1
said, :
‘Right, sir; Jayant said. ,
Every aspect of running a prwate college involved brlbmg someone.
Why . would placements be an exceptxon? But other members seemed
surprised.

‘Personal payout?’ gasped Mrs Awasthi, professor of mechamcal'
- engineering. |
Jayant 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. 1
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 égain about my plan. |

At midnight, Aarti called me.

‘Happy birthday to you, Aarti sang on the other lme

Hev Aarti, 1 said but she didn’t listen. :

Happy brrthd&y to you, she continued to sing, elevatmg her pitch,
‘h_appy birthday to you, Gopal. Happy birthday to you’

‘Okay, okay, we are not kids anymore, | said.

She continued her song.

‘Happy birthday to you. You were born in the zoo. With monkeys
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 didnt call or message you
allday’

‘Oh; ¥ said.

“What “oh”? You didn’t even notice, did you?’ she sounded peeved.

‘Of course, 1 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. | don’t want anything.

‘Maybe [ 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 difficult, I have a double shift!

“You won't meet me on xﬁy 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 again, 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?’ | 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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(Erm'ugh, enough, I said as the tenth student fed me cake.

We had assembled in the fover 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-vear student, announced in front of
everyone, leading to huge applause. 1 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?: T 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?’ 1 said.

‘We do, for fbreigners{ But cash is best,” Vinod said.

1 asked my maids to go to their quarters and not disturb me for the
next four hours. 1 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 nyion'leopa'rdwprint
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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, [ had little choice. o

“They are okay; I said.

Payment?’

1 had kept the money ready in my pocket. | handed a bundle of notes
to him.

‘Tl 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, | said.

‘For both of us?” Roshni said.

“Yeah, I said.

Roshni squeezed my shoulder.

‘Strong man, she said.

‘What's her name?’ [ 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, | 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,
1 said.

" “What do we do until then?’ Roshni $a1d a tad too aggressive.

‘Sit; T said.

‘Can we watch TV? Pooja asked meekly. She pointed to the screen. |
gave them the remote. They put on a local cable channel that was playing
Salman Khans Maine Pyaar Kiya. We sat and watched the movie in
silence. The heroine told the hero that in friendship there is ‘no $OTTY, 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; I I said.

Roshni seemed offended. 1 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. [ ran to pick up the phone.

‘Sir, Raju from security gate. A madam is here to see you, he said.

‘What's her name?’ I 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, [ said.

“‘What? You in the mood now?’ Roshni g;ggied

‘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 ybur clothes, Roshni said. '

I took off my shirt.

“You too; 1 said to both of them. They hesitated for a second, as | had
left the door slightly ajar.

‘Nobody’s home, 1 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 1ess than amorous tone, crept into bed like
scared kittens.

~ You want us to-do it?’ Roshm 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 Jost
sight of her as she came into the house.



40

| ‘YQ{I are a strange customer, Roshni commented.

‘Shh!’ 1 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 girls 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.

‘Gopal!” 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, Tsaid.

‘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 havent seen anything, anything, more sick in my
life, Aarti said and stopped. She shook her head. This was beyond words.

She burst into tears, -



REVOLUTION 2020 * 281

‘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 peop}e do thxs, I said.

Slap! :
She hit me hard across my iace 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 stapped 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 third girl?’
Roshni demanded to know.

Just leave; | told them, my voice low.

They called their creepy pmtector Within minutes I was alone inmy
house.

1 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 the 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. |

T opened the scrapbook.

‘Once upon a time, a naughty boy stole a good girl's birthday Lake,
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 T had 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 ;u‘;t
the two of us.

Apart from this, Aarti bad 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 VIIL, 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. Looking forward
to a future with you - my soubmate. 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. T 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 1 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

TOON.
*

Even though [ had promised myself 1 wouldn'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 picked up by accident.

‘How are yoii?’ I said.
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‘Please stop calling me, she said.

‘ am trying not to; I said.

“Try harder, she said and hung up. _

[ wasr’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? | said. _

‘Gd()d_. I see you advertise a lot with us. $o thank you very much’

1 need to ask for a favour, I said to the editor.

‘What?’ the editor said, wondering if T would ask to suppress a story.

‘T want you to hire someone; 1 said. ‘He’s good!

‘Who?’ | o

‘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. | dont want
you to be upset again’

‘Keep him away from education. Rather, keep him away from scandals
for a while! | |

Ti 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.-

‘I owe you one. Book frosit page for GangaTech next Sunday; I said.

"Thank you, I will let marketing know!

.
A weckafter mybirthday Bedi came to my office with two other consultants.

'ihey 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 ch&rge, 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 expansion 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. ‘Lets 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.

‘Tm 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 chuckied

‘Are we done?’ I said.

That cut his smile short. In an instant, he stood up and left.

My cellphone beeped. I had an SM$ from Sailesh, marketmg head of
Dainik:

Raghay occepted the offer. He joins tomorrow.

- Great, thank you very much, 1 replied.

Hope our association becomes even stronger. Thank you for
booking Sunday, texted Sailesh.




11

rhe arrival of a black Mercedes in the Dainik office caused a minor
lutter among the guards. A big car ensures attention. ] stepped out and
put on my new sunglasses. I went to the receptionist in the lobby.

‘] am here to meet Raghav Kashyap; ! 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?’ |

‘T want to meet Raghav; 1 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.

T 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 will 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.

T used to a small office now, Dainik is huge, he said. He bought
two plates of samosas and tea. I offered to pay but he declined.

‘Cog-in-the-wheel feeling, 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, 1 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
got 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, ]
hadn’t discussed anything with him in years. |

‘I hope I can talk to you as a friend? We were once, rzgh’c?’ Isaid. 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.

Ragh.avisquirted 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,) 1 said.

‘Tdon’t know; Raghav said. He twirled his samosa in the sauce without
eating it. | |

‘She does. [ 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, I 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?’

Theard, 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 nof 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; 1 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. T 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.
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 agam I told him 1
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, I 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. _

[ invited 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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1 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 east
they filled the empty space in the house. '

Three months passed. We launched the BMS prograrmme 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
Shuk!a-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 didnt 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 did’t reply at first. 1 wondered if his repeated attempts meant
trouble, like he had discovered another scam or something. |

I texted: In meefings. Wassup?

His reply hit me like a speeding train. -

Aarti n | getting engoged. Wanted to invite u 2 party nxt Saturday,

1 couldn't stop looking at this message. I had wanted this to happen.
Yet, it hurt like hell. |

Unfortunately, ¥m not in town. But congrctumhonsi fl: T sent my
‘response, wondering if I had put one exclamation mark too many.

Raghav called me again. I avoided his call. He tried two more times,
when I finally picked aup.’

‘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.

‘Ican’t. I 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 {00 busy whenever ['ask about you!

‘1 am 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 monti 8.
On the first of March. Please be in town then’

‘Of course, I will) T said and cu'c_ied the date on the calendar.

‘Tll 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, 1 booked a room at the Taj Ganga. The fourth-floor room
had a little balcony, with a view of the hotel pool and lawns. | 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 iny 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 ézr_zd My 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 Jawn were the food counters. Kids were jumping about on the
two ornate chairs meant for the bride and gmoin 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, hstemng to the shehnai, faintly audible on
the fourth floor.

' The bdraat arrived at 9 p.m. Raghav sat on a horse. The D] 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 they 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 thbu.gh 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 G0pal?’ 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’

‘Tam coming, he promised.

I 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. | 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? I 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.
I 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 ﬁied in.

“‘Where were you, sahib?” they said.

_ I had work I said. The whisky tasted bitter, but I swallowed it all.

‘Dinner?’

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
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